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Dedication


This book is dedicated to my beautiful and loving wife, with whom I have built a beautiful life. 

My wish is that my granddaughter, Lennon, will read this book as a source of guidance. I wish for her to know that life will throw many things at her. The teenage years are difficult ones, and sometimes we make decisions we regret. This is part of life and growing up. I hope this book will serve as a guide for her. 

I thank my parents for all they did, what they lived through, and the tremendous effort they gave each day. Despite the extreme circumstances, whether my parents were looking at the horizon to find the right way or looking for a sign of hope that tomorrow would be a better day, they always had their eyes looking up.

To my readers, thank you. Remember that no matter what, and no matter how difficult the path may be, you can and will succeed.




Introduction


Throughout my life in the United States, I have had the opportunity to meet many people: from the most humble folk to professors and even some politicians. From each person I have met, I learned something I have continued to use in my own life. During many of these times and discussions about our respective lives and experiences, many of these people would tell me that what I have accomplished is great and that not too many people could have done or gone through what I did. I was often told I should write an inspirational book. 

A friend of mine once told me you can’t go through life without turning over any rocks. I have tried to leave my footprints to bring light and a path for life’s dark times. In the process of writing this book, with the help of my wife and daughter, we shared some wonderful emotions and moments, reliving and recording various days and times. Although the cycle of life must continue, the reality is that time passes quickly. My father used to tell me this, but being young at the time, I didn’t pay much attention to what he was saying. Nowadays, having matured and having limitations of my own, I understand more than ever what he was trying to tell me. 

Although I have dabbled with the thought of writing a book for years, I never considered it seriously until my granddaughter, Lennon, was born. Lennon is a beautiful child, part of our lives, and because I don’t know how long I will be able to help guide and talk to her, I want to be ever-present in her life through this book. I hope to inspire her and others, provide experience, help open peoples’ eyes, and encourage them to make the right decisions in life. Although I used to have different hopes and dreams, these are my current ones. 

 

Through time and experience, I have gained much wisdom. In today’s brilliant, high-tech world, there are still many people around the globe who, sadly, will never reach their potential because of a lack of resources. Even more wrenching are those born into wealth or power that possess no ambition and simply waste their resources and opportunities. To some extent, a person is born into a life of predestination based on local and personal financial, medical and educational resources. It took a tremendous amount of energy, determination, dedication, and strength for me to confront my surroundings and shatter my own glass ceiling. I met my mentor late in life, decades after genuinely needing one, but it often made me think, what if I had a mentor early on in my life? Perhaps I could have shortened the many roads I traveled before realizing some were dead ends. It’s easy to recognize a mistake once you’ve made it, but the more difficult thing is not to make that mistake again. 

Originale, vissuto e proveniente del cuore (Original, lived, and coming from the heart). These are the personal experiences of my life. I have been honest and truthful, although some dates may be approximate. The details, however, are all accurate. I hope this book comforts readers looking for their dreams to come true. My path was twisted and windy. When you cross the ocean, it is essential to make it to the port on the other side. It is irrelevant whether you crossed in a rowboat or a mega yacht. If you reach your destination, you are already one of the lucky ones to make it and survive. The importance is to persevere. Never, ever give up. Avanti!

 

 

 




Chapter 1
Scauri


I write this book from the sunlit office of my residence in The Villages, Florida. My surroundings are comfortable, both emotionally and physically. I spend my days biking, golfing, and enjoying the fresh air outside. I am now a retired general and vascular surgeon, having been the Chief of Surgery at two North Jersey hospitals and having treated and operated on thousands of patients. I have been married to my bride, Roberta Petrillo, for forty-three years, and I am the father of one daughter and now a grandfather. My days as a seventy-nine-year-old retired doctor are very different from my earlier days and how my life began. This is the story of my life. 

I was born in the Lazio region of Italy, in a small town called Scauri. Scauri is a coastal town south of Rome and north of Naples situated in the Gulf of Gaeta. The United States has a naval base in Gaeta; it’s an elegant city with year-round tourists who enjoy its first-class restaurants and shop in its fashion boutiques. The famous Roman road, Via Appia, runs through Scauri. Scauri has a unique geographical location. It is protected from Siberian winds during the winter by the Aurunci mountains; thus, its temperature is mild, with the winter being short and pleasant. Scauri is well known among Europeans for its summer beaches. Some say Scauri was originally a Greek colony, Pirrea, and others say it is of Etruscan origin. Today, one can see the remains of the Cyclops Wall. This wall was constructed thousands of years ago by the ancestors of the Greeks and Etruscans. It is one of many artifacts in this region rich in history and cultural elements of many ancient civilizations. 

This region also housed various influential leaders and famous people throughout time. For example, the Roman consul, Emilio Scauro, established his villa in Scauri. Close to Scauri is the city of Formia, where Cicero had his summer villa and where his tomb sits. Julius Caesar’s friend, Planco, also had a residence in Gaeta. Just a few kilometers from Scauri is Minturno, the third Roman city. Minturno is located on the top of a mountain, and at its base is the Garigliano river, which ends up in the Mediterranean Sea. Around the year 800, the Saracen pirates, who kidnapped women and destroyed the city, invaded this area on numerous occasions. For protection, the people then decided to relocate their city to the top of the mountain in Minturno, using oxen to transport their belongings, and called their new city Traeto (from trajinare, which means drag). Throughout the centuries, this area was under many foreign dominations — the Spaniards in the fifteen hundreds and the French during the Napoleonic era; the Italian people were subjugated under foreign rule. Because of the injustices the Italian people suffered, some rebelled against the system, such as Michele Pezza, nicknamed Fra Diabolo. Fra Diabolo was a famous regional guerrilla leader who resisted the French occupation of Naples. Like a modern-day Robin Hood, he inspired the population to rebel against the oppressor.

Another town surrounding Scaui is the historical city of Capua. Capua is well known for its gladiator school from which another leader, Spartacus, came and fought the injustices of the Romans. In 73B.C., he fought against the Roman legion and was captured. Together with six thousand other warriors, he was crucified along the Appian Way, from Capua to Rome. This was to intimidate and warn those who tried to defy Roman law.

My paternal grandfather was from the city of Formia, Italy. Formia is a coastal summer resort, like Scauri, located approximately six kilometers down the road. Historically, Formia was where Marcus Tullius Cicero, a famous orator, lawyer, and philosopher, had a summer residence and where he died during the Roman civil war. Still today, many structures remain and are testimony to this glorious era. During my grandfather’s time, the local people of Scauri were farmers. They worked the land and cared for some farm animals, such as cows or hogs, that provided milk, sausage, and prosciutto for the family. Lard was stored and saved and commonly used for cooking.

Life was very basic and routine. One woke up in the morning and had breakfast. What breakfast consisted of depended on the season. In the summer, for instance, when figs were abundant, a couple of figs with a slice of homemade bread or a piece of cheese were a common morning staple. Sausage produced from the animals and stored was taken to the fields for lunch. At noon, weather permitting, the workers used to gather under the shade of a tree and share what they each brought from home. The younger males were in charge of taking care of their family’s resources, the animals, such as sheep, that they would take to the hills to graze. These young boys, known as shepherds, usually returned at sunset with an empty stomach, having had only a piece of hard bread and cheese all afternoon. The bread and cheese was made from their own prior hard work. The older males who worked the land would also return home at this time for a bowl of soup and wine made from local grapes. Usually, the women tended to the house and children while at the same time preparing meals for their families. Children shared the responsibility of daily life and contributed to the common good.

During winter days, many families would gather around the fireplace to keep warm. This was also where most meals were prepared. A metal tripod was placed on the ground with logs underneath and a caldron above. The meal generally consisted of items grown on the land, with a piece of pork added to give flavor and provide calories. The homes were made of stone, poorly ventilated, and cold, so between the cold and cooking, someone in the family had to tend to the fire and add logs. The soot from the constant fire would make everything black, and it was often the responsibility of the family’s younger females to tend to such scrubbing with an old cloth and sand. 

Communications were slow in arriving, and although there were some newspapers, most people were illiterate or had minimal reading skills, so sometimes, on a holiday or special occasion, if someone were able to read, everyone would gather around to hear what was happening in their local world. Because everyone contributed to the household's survival, it was commonplace for children to attend only a few grades of school; thus, there was a common resignation to the destiny of a very basic life. At that time, this made one inferior, and when such a person walked on the street, if a teacher, priest, or store owner passed by, that individual would remove his hat and lower his head to show deference and respect to Il Signore. 

Holidays were very special mainly because of the distinction of the meals prepared. In these small towns, at that time, in some way or another, most people were related. The kitchen area was always the warmest in these homes because of the fire. Usually, this was where everyone stayed unless they were sleeping. Many individual families would gather in one kitchen, sharing the meals each family had prepared. The elders often gathered by the fireplace to smoke their pipes and share stories of the past or speak of their military service and what they had seen. 

My grandfather, Nonno Salvatore, who I am named after, thought this life was static with no prospect of a better future. In the early 1900’s he decided to emigrate to America. He had to leave his wife to care for their small children while trying to build a life for them in this new country. When he arrived in America, he accepted any job available. Sometimes he took jobs other people didn’t want, such as mining. The kind of work environment offered poor ventilation, and often one’s health suffered. His manual labor was poorly compensated at weeks’ end. My grandfather and other immigrants were often exploited and taken advantage of mainly because of their poor grasp of the English language. I recall my father telling me stories of when Nonno worked on the railroad. After he and the other workers were paid, they used to walk to the barracks where they slept for the night. On more than one occasion, they were confronted by a group of delinquents waiting to beat them up and rob them. Nonno quickly wised up by sewing a pocket in the lining of his hat. On paydays, he hid his earnings in this hidden pocket in his hat and kept a few cents loose in his pocket. When approached, he would quickly throw the few loose coins onto the ground, diverting the thieves and secretly keeping the money he desperately needed to send back to his family in Italy. Every few months, those who could write would send a few lines to their family overseas. Those unable to write would ask a coworker or pay a service fee to have their letter written. With no other option, these individuals were at the mercy of the drafter’s interpretation. 

Nonno returned to Italy once or twice to visit his family and convinced his wife, Filipella (Filipa), to come with him to America. My grandmother’s older, God-fearing relatives were superstitious and convinced her she would never see them again because the boat would sink. They changed her mind, and she never emigrated. After a few years, Nonno returned to Scauri, and with his savings from work in the United States, he was able to build a two-story home. The house was constructed of stone and without insulation. On the right side of the house was the kitchen and on the left was some sort of stable for the few animals they possessed and where they stored food and firewood. This was the typical style of house at the time, with access to the second-floor bedrooms by an outside ladder. We used to call this house in the mountain El Monte. 

My parents were both born and raised in Scauri. As children, they attended school together, later dated, and were eventually married. It was common in those days to marry someone from the same town, as people didn’t travel much nor had the means or opportunity to do so. Only the well-off and the educated traveled at this time because of the expense and lack of modern technology. 

My mother was a simple lady, beautiful like every woman. She was born into a poor Italian family of six children (it is unknown whether one more may have been born and died during infancy) at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Like the youth of that time, she went to elementary school and studied the basics for two to three years, and because she was from a large, relatively poor family, she had to do chores around the house and help take care of the family’s animals. They lived simply with big hearts and large sentiments. My mother often told me that her father, Giovanni, was a very humble, hard-working and peaceful man. Giovanni was a laborer and, with his carriage and horses, used to carry materials to make bricks and roof tiles to the only factory in Scauri, called La Ceramica Le Siece. One day, the horses slipped on wet asphalt. The carriage went backward into a stone wall, and its wheel became stuck.  My grandfather got down from the carriage and pulled on the wheel. He was between the carriage and the wall, and when the horses could not proceed and backed up, the carriage crushed him. He lived for a few hours and left my mother and her brothers and sisters fatherless as young children. 

My mother’s family lived a few blocks from the famous Via Appia. Via Appia, built in 312 B.C., is a famous road known for its use by the Roman legions and other people, such as Mozart. This street is between the mountains and the shore; it was initially constructed because the Romans were involved in a war against the Samnite people and needed a route for people and goods. The Romans built monuments and buried their dead in tombs along the Appian Way, and many still exist today, although generally, they are in ruins. Over time, as the Roman Empire declined and the barbarians took over, there was no central authority, and the road condition deteriorated from lack of maintenance. In Scauri, over this period of neglect, the African winds blew sand over the streets and buried the road and nearby land parcels, preventing landowners from producing or collecting a harvest. This all changed after the end of World War I when a local politician was able to allocate funds to pave Via Appia, allowing the road to once again bring prosperity to the area by bringing cars, tourists, and various businesses as the transportation improved. 

Since before Roman times, and well known for centuries, was a large area between Rome and Terracina (approximately thirty miles from Scauri) called the Pontine Marshes. The water from the mountains would collect and stagnate in the below-sea-level land, drawing many mosquitoes (anopheles labranchiae) that carried malaria. There had been many attempts at different times to drain this area, with only partial results. The real achievement was accomplished in the 1930s. My father and his friends were members of the team who worked on this site. My father used to tell me that he would get up at midnight on Sundays, and my grandmother would prepare a backpack for him with a few clothes and food for the entire week; the food primarily consisted of bread, cheeses, and sausages. 

My father would meet a group of men, usually twenty other men from town, who gathered after midnight in the church parking lot during the wee hours of Monday mornings. They each road their bike, following the Appian Way towards Rome to arrive at the home base around 6-6:30 A.M. The home base was a previously-drained marsh where canals were built to prevent the accumulation of water. The home base had many tents where the men slept and ate for the week. Each day, the men had to continue another twenty-five to thirty kilometers to where they had to work and continue draining the marshes. At the high peak, more than twelve thousand people were working there. This went on for years. Eventually, with the arrival of DDT, they were able to exterminate the mosquitoes and, with them, the spread of malaria. 

My father would return home on Saturdays at around 3 P.M. My grandmother would have hot water in a large container ready for him to clean himself. Once my father was clean and had changed his clothes, he would visit my mother since they were dating at the time. Whenever he was home, my father would help my mother’s family with daily chores because her siblings were younger and, as you know, had lost their father. By Sunday afternoon, my father would need to rest because he would once again be starting the arduous journey back to work at midnight. Although this was a hard life, there were no other jobs. At the time, people like my father had little choice and resigned themselves to this life. With time, the land was drained and it became fertile for harvesting. Individual homes were built, and acreage was allocated for them to farm. People were young and risked their lives. Many of them ended up with malaria during this period. My father was lucky to have escaped this disease.

My father was also not formally educated. As a laborer, he had to rely on his hands and knowledge of building or fixing things to make a living and survive. He joined the Marine Corps of the Italian army as a young man, and when World War II broke out on September 1st, 1939, he was recalled into active duty. When I was born, my father was on the island of Rhodes; at that time, this island belonged to Italy. On the island of Rhodes, the Italians were under constant bombardment by the British ships, and there were many casualties. He was given leave for a few days to return to Italy and meet his infant son. After several days of arduous travel, my father arrived to meet me and visit my mother, only to return to the battlefront within twenty-four hours. I remember my father used to tell me of all the inconveniences he had to go through for him to come back, taking different trains, and because he was a Marine, he had to travel on a specific train. This particular train had left the station already, so he jumped onto the next train on which he was not permitted to ride. When the conductor came to ask for his ticket and saw he was on the wrong train, an argument ensued, and the conductor threatened to have my father arrested. When the police came aboard the train, my father was so desperate he said, “I am far away defending this country in war. Some members of my family are dead because of the war, and at this point, I do not care what you do to me, but before I die, I want to see my son.”

During the war, the wintertime and life were very difficult. Lack of food, cold weather, and the absence of proper winter clothing made for much misery. This was the environment in which my parents lived. They saw many atrocities committed. Many people were killed and girls raped by the Allied Colony troops (French, Moroccan, Algerian, etc.) One can get a better idea of this if they watch the movie Two Women (La Ciociara), starring Sophia Loren. It references the alleged freedom given to Allied soldiers to have a free hand to steal, rape innocent girls and follow no laws. With this in mind and the fact that they were armed, there was no sense of justice, and poor people did not know where to seek help. Many young girls, after nine months, were forced to live with such consequences, bearing children of different or mixed races or colors. At that time in history and society, this was a stigma held against the mother and child, and they were relegated to effectively second-class citizenship. Consequently, it was challenging for that mother to have what was deemed a “proper” or “normal” family at the time.

My young mother was left to rear me on her own during a time of unrest and uncertainty in the country. Because of this, my father’s sister, Giuseppina, brought my mother to El Monte to be with my father’s family, who could help rear me. El Monte was the house on the hill I previously mentioned, and it showcased a beautiful panoramic view of the Gulf of Gaeta. As you know, sometime in the early nineteenth century, my paternal grandfather had built this house on adjoining parcels of property where members of the next generation, my father and his siblings, could all live. The families at that time had many members, usually around ten siblings. As these siblings grew up, married, and started their own families, their parents partitioned the land, allocating a portion of the property to each child. As the war progressed and the Italian government capitulated, many Italian soldiers returned to care for their families. Others were captured by the Germans and sent to Germany to work in factories due to the short supply of their own workers. 

My father returned home. He was the head of his family at this time. The war had claimed his younger brother’s life, and his father went unheard of for many months. The land in Scauri had been ravaged during the war by the constant bombardments. From the time my father returned to Scauri until the Germans left the area, he lived each day in constant fear of being captured. As such, groups of people, including my parents, had to travel back up into the mountains for protection. 

Approximately thirty to forty kilometers from Scauri is the famous Abbey of Monte Cassino, strategically located on the top of a mountain and built around the year 500, although originally settled by the Volsci people around 500 B.C. It was later conquered by the Romans in 312 B.C. and given the name Cassino. Originally, a large temple was constructed at the top of the mountain and dedicated to the god Apollo. In the year 529, it was here that St. Benedict of Nursia established a monastery; it was the center of knowledge, and the Benedictine order created the first hospital in Europe. They also built a library with many manuscripts. The Benedictine rule was established at Monte Cassino and was later applied and followed by all other European monasteries. 

Through the years, Cassino has suffered many attacks and much destruction, from the Lombards to the famous Battle of Monte Cassino in 1944, when the Allied forces bombarded the area and destroyed the monastery. The Germans were stationed on top of this mountain with their cannons, and with the view of the valley, they were able to prevent the advance of the Allied forces for many months, from December 1943 to June 1944. During this time, ninety-eight thousand Allied troops and sixty thousand Axis (Italian, German and Japanese) casualties occurred. There were many other civilian casualties from the bombs and land mines, and the constant bombardments killed many soldiers. The Italian word “un cassino” translates to “very bad” and is derived from this famous battle. There is also a famous Polish cemetery in the hills of Cassino in memory of the fifteen hundred Polish soldiers who lost their lives during this battle. After World War II, the abbey was completely reconstructed, taking into account its original model. 

The Gustav Line was one of the defense lines created by the Germans to prevent the Allies from reaching Rome. This line went from the Mediterranean Sea to the Adriatic Sea; it cut Italy in two. In the north were the Germans, and in the south, the Allies. The neutral zone that went through Scauri was the partition between the Germans and the Allies. In between north and south Scauri, north of the River Garigliano is where the Germans planted thousands of mines underground. This neutral zone was no-mans-land, and the Germans told the population to flee. Unfortunately, many civilians still paid the consequences and lost their lives, and the area was completely destroyed. Because of all this, the remaining population collected the few items they possessed and escaped to the top of the mountains. Any other material things owned, they hid or buried. 

Life in the mountains wasn’t easy. Everyone lived in huts made of straw and had fires constantly burning for warmth. Severe lice infestations wreaked havoc. The absence of DDT or anything similar to kill bugs or lice required existing huts to be burned and new ones to be built every two weeks. My father, being used to manual work, was in charge of building and destroying the huts. Often the only warm clothes people had were old underclothes made of thick wool. The women would boil snow in a large cauldron to soak everyone’s clothes and kill the lice. Other people in the mountains were not used to manual work because they were professors, etc., and were used to having other people do the manual work for them. Because these people generally lacked survival skills, they were the ones who usually found themselves in precarious positions, suffering the most and having the most casualties.

In the mountains, there were carob trees. Usually, this fruit is given to horses, but because of the lack of food, my family used to harvest the fruit, boil it, and make some kind of polenta. I remember later in life my father used to tell me this fruit can cause constipation. Perhaps because we were so young and hungry, my cousin and I would eat too much of it and often have abdominal cramps. My father had to dis-impact me on more than one occasion. As I mentioned, the weather was cold. My cousin and I were toddlers during this time and used to play and sit in the snow. Because we did not have appropriate clothing, we would get frostbite and cry. My grandmother used to warm a woolen cloth over the fire and put it on our backsides. That was the kind of medicine we had at that time. 

Each day created a challenge. As a group, they had to travel to barter for goods and food to survive. During this time, money held no value; it was worth nothing. In complete desperation and fear, sometimes people would sneak down to the ocean to obtain salt from the seawater to be used as a bargaining chip for meager food rations. My father often spoke of an incident where a group of women, including my mother, went from one valley to another to exchange a few things to get food for the family. Because of the cold weather and the paths they had to take, they found more than one dead German soldier. In desperation, they took the dead Germans’ coats and boots. In the sky, Allied planes surveying the area noticed a group of people moving around wearing German uniforms and opened fire. Several people were killed. My father grabbed my mother, and they hid in a ditch. By some miracle, they survived and later escaped. 

   For my father’s survival, he always put himself in-between women and disguised himself as a woman, too. During one such time, a group of Moroccan soldiers approached my family. My mother was very young and beautiful. One of the soldiers tried to grab her and take her away. My father jumped on the soldier and started a fight. Of course, the soldier had a gun and was ready to shoot my father on the spot. Only through the miracle of my grandmother’s prayers and her kneeling in front of the soldier was my father’s life spared. On yet another occasion, either having been tipped off or perhaps for some random reason, the German patrol going around the house in El Monte seemed to linger and wouldn’t leave. My father, anticipating sometime like this might happen, had proactively put spikes inside the chimney of El Monte. It was, in fact, on this particular day that he had no choice but to hide inside the chimney. He quickly ascended the long spikes and silently waited in terror until the soldiers had left. My grandmother, nervous and desperate to save her son’s life, went outside and offered the patrolling officers wine and sausages. She made sure they left half inebriated and happy to move along and leave her and her family alone. 

As a young boy, I liked to be active, and I would say to my grandmother, “Nonna... due Tedeschi...ci sono tre Tedeschi (two Germans…there are three Germans).” I remember her grabbing me and taking me far away to prevent me from possibly giving away my father's presence. Their lives were in constant danger, and their survival instinct had developed to the highest level. 

When the bombardments ceased after several months, people slowly came down from the mountains to return to the location of their homes and the ruins that were all that was left of them. Scauri also suffered under those bombardments, and its people paid the consequences in different forms. The atrocities of the war had killed members of certain families, and some had been crippled physically and psychologically. People had lost hope and were barely getting through each day. Many didn’t know if dispersed relatives were alive or dead. Most of the homes in Scauri no longer had a roof, so people gathered under trees and made fires to protect themselves against the elements in the cold weather. The families gathered around the fires to warm up and cook meager meals as they consoled and comforted one another. 

I recall my father telling me a story about one day a group of people was warming up near the fire; the light and flames must have been noticed by an Allied ship because a large bomb suddenly came from the sea, blasting and uprooting a large tree that killed several people and injured many others. A bomb fragment had scratched my forehead while my mother was holding me. Because the skin of that area is thin, there was a lot of blood, and in my mother’s desperation for her young child’s injury, she did not realize that she had suffered a much worse bleeding, gaping wound on her leg. I recall that for her entire life, she had a deformity in that area. She suffered the consequences of that wound for many months, and most probably, because of the lack of antibiotics and appropriate medical care, she developed an infection of the bone. Years later, the bone had to be scraped and debrided. As a doctor, so many years later, thinking of the possible consequences of that type of wound, I realize she could have died. That bomb uprooted a large tree and created a large crater. I try to imagine people desperately running in different directions, seeing some of their relatives dead, others bleeding, and there was no one to help them. Combine this with their hunger, no shelter, lack of proper clothing, and the cold weather — the conditions were miserable. The only things they had for consolation were each other and their prayers to God. 

When and if German soldiers were seen, someone would signal either by whistling, yelling, etc. and when this happened, my father used to escape to a hidden area formed by rocks and bushes along the edge of the creek dividing their property from the next one. One day my father and his family were preparing the soil for plantings so that food could once again be harvested. Some women sounded the alarm, signaling a German patrol was near. My father, to save his life, had to run and jump into the creek and hide under the bushes at the edge. The bushes had thorns, and he sustained many scratches and cuts. I recall my father telling me the water was ice cold because it came from the top of the mountain, and he became numb. The Germans continued to advance and, with their bayonets, were poking into the area around the creek. My father had to wait, bearing hypothermia, and by some miracle, he was not discovered that day. 

Another time when my father was working in the fields, a patrol once again was seen advancing. My father ran, trying to cross the street for protection; however, he noticed another German patrol was further up the street he was planning to cross. An old lady noticed my father was in trouble. She told him to get to her side where the Germans would not see him, and they crossed the street together. My father reached a gate that he could climb over, but in desperation, while climbing over the spikes on top of the gate, he slipped, and part of his clothes got stuck on the points, leaving him suspended in the air. He could have been discovered at any time and would have been shot. Again, this lady saw his predicament. She put her body against the gate and offered her head so he could step and lift himself up and over the spikes. He escaped. My father used to explain how many people suffered and were angry and afraid. Many of them had also lost loved ones and were, therefore, resigned to keep fighting and helping each other. 

When the Allied troops crossed the Garigliano River and the German soldiers retreated through Rome, people were hungry, and with the spring approaching, those that owned land were in a hurry to clean the property and start planting seeds. Although the Allied forces had begun removing land mines from the area, this took a long time and required a lot of effort. Many private citizens took this risk upon themselves. Some suffered the consequences. One day my father was going back to work at the ceramic factory and saw our distant cousin working on his land. After saying hello, my father inquired what he was doing and was told he was clearing the land. My father urged him not to because of the unpredictable landmines in that area, but our cousin insisted, saying he was nearly done and had only a small piece of land left to finish. My father said goodbye and left, proceeding on his way to work. Incredulously, he was not more than one block away when he heard a loud blast and right away realized it was his cousin. Desperation can make people do irrational things, and a wrong decision like this one sadly had fatal consequences. Many years later, when I returned to Italy, I met this cousin’s widow, who was a very nice lady and invited me to her home for dinner. 

 

 




Chapter 2
Azul


The war destroyed everything: people’s homes, lives, and sometimes their families. It also broke many people’s spirits. There was tremendous physical devastation to fields, and jobs were hard to come by. Little or nothing was known about Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome in those days, so often, returning soldiers and their families were left to simply deal with it and move on.

The factory my father had once worked for was expanding and opening a new factory in a province of Buenos Aires, in a city named Azul, in Argentina. Life was not so stressful in Argentina; food was abundant, and the risk of war was remote. My father, traumatized from the war, wanting to be as physically far away as possible from the horrible memories, and being offered a new job in a new place, with his transatlantic passage paid for, took the opportunity and ran. About fifty other men from the factory with various skill sets, such as carpenters and masons, were also offered such an opportunity. They each had a two-year contract with repatriation guaranteed if so desired. 

Some of these men had attended a university in Italy for a year to two but never finished. Because Italy was more advanced than Argentina at the time, some of these men went to Argentina with a feeling of superiority or a sense of ego. They felt their skill sets were superior to most Argentinian people at that time who used creativity and their hands to produce any work product. At times, these egos or men’s feelings of trying to exert themselves above their colleagues caused animosity, jealousy, or isolation even within members of extended families. For instance, some men threw parties or gave gifts to try to ingratiate themselves to a boss in the hope of getting a superior work position and thus earning more money. In reality, however, all of these workers came from a desperate place with limitations, so they were forced to do anything to survive and by any means. Sadly the fight to survive can create a dark world. Some tried to deceive others by pretending to be something they were not; some showed indifference in return, while others accepted it at face value. While some of these problems were temporary, others extended to the following generation. Regardless of the timing, this obviously created a lot of friction. 

Today Azul is a city of approximately fifty-five thousand people and approximately three hundred kilometers from Buenos Aires. The land is flat, and due to its rich topsoil, it is an excellent place to grow wheat, corn, and alfalfa. The land is also well known for breeding cows, sheep, and pigs. The animals were left to graze freely due to the mild temperatures, and there wasn’t a need for stables. At the beginning of the century, windmills were installed to allow water to flow and feed the animals. The owners of such parcels of land were called Estancieros. An Estanciero could own thousands of acres of land and hundreds of livestock or pigs, etc. Most Estancieros were well off and well known at the time, and their names held prestige. They had major influence over regional political decisions. However, it was not always like this.

At the end of the eighteen hundreds, the land of the later Estancieros was dominated by Indians. There were few, if any, such settlements because the Indians constantly attacked the settlements: causing destruction and rape, and animals were often stolen.  In order to encourage further settlements south of the city, the government at that time encouraged people to resist and push back the Indians and their attacks by offering free parcels of land. The sole requirement to obtain a parcel of land was to have enough pesos to buy the barbed wire from England (few were able to do so) to enclose the land’s perimeter. If you could afford to do this, one could claim thousands of acres of land this way. 

The people who worked the land and took care of the animals were called gauchos. They were simple people of good nature but generally illiterate. From generation to generation, they lived on these farms and occasionally were able to go to a nearby town and purchase some clothes. Unfortunately, some of the gauchos were abused by the property owners, while some of the female children ended up as household servants in the homes of the landowners in the city of Azul; this was the best-case scenario a child in these circumstances could have for their future. 

After the war, during the Peron regime, Argentina was able to sell its different farm products to Europe. As a result of the two World Wars, Europe became a huge consumer of Argentina’s produce. Europe’s industries and food production were decimated, and its people were starving. Argentina was lucky enough to be able to provide the necessities Europe needed. As such, Argentinian exports to Europe of grains and meat to feed the starving populations increased tremendously. The benefits of these exports made Argentina richer; thus, the land was more valuable. President Peron was Argentina’s attaché in the pre-war era and had been in Rome during the time of Mussolini. It was there he learned from the master politician, Mussolini, and when he returned to Argentina, he implemented those ideas with phenomenal success. As such, he was later elected to be the supreme leader of Argentina for years. 

My father left for Argentina in 1947, leaving my mother and me behind. She was young and now a mother of two young sons. My father, thinking we could have a better and easier family life, sent for us, and we arrived in Argentina in May of 1949. I had turned eight one month before, and my brother was about eighteen months old. It wasn’t an easy task to leave our family, friends, and country behind. We brought our customs and thoughts with us, as all people do. Although Christopher Columbus was Italian, it was a Spanish monarch who contracted him and subsidized his expedition. Along with Spanish colonization everywhere from Mexico south, except for Brazil, Argentina had the culture, language, and customs of the Spanish motherland. As such, upon our arrival to the city of Azul, we realized everything was new to us: people expressing themselves in an unfamiliar language, people with different customs, way of dress, and a new and different cuisine. 

My parents rented a room with a separate kitchen in the home of an older Italian couple that had also emigrated from Italy to Argentina about fifty years prior. The gentleman of the house had a carezze (cart) with a horse. This was the ancestor of the taxi. Taxies were few and unaffordable for a regular person at that time. The gentleman and others like him made their living and spent most of their day waiting by the train station for potential passengers. 

The house was on the outskirts of town, a typical colonial style with two or three basic adjacent rooms facing an open patio protected from the sun or rain by an extending roof. These homes were very simple, with a brick wall five or six feet in height surrounding the house, and a wooden gate at the entrance offered access to the house with a front garden to walk through. The house had little insulation and a metallic zinc roof causing loud noise during rainstorms and extremes of temperature during different seasons. Between the roof and ceiling was a large area without insulation. During hot months the trapped air made our sleeping room as hot as an oven, and during the cold months, it was the exact opposite. The house didn’t have any screens, so if you chose to open a window, you had to deal with any outside noise and mosquitos.

We were located one block from the railroad, and although pedestrian traffic was allowed, there was no car traffic or vehicular access. Whenever it rained, this isolated dirt road got muddy and became flooded. In a very short time, however, I hung around with other children, and we played in the street, not minding the dust or lack of asphalt. While my father was away working all day, my mother was left to care for my brother and me. We were two young boys in a small space. There was a lot of pressure to keep my young brother and me quiet, which put a lot of extra stress and worry on my mother, particularly after one evening when the gentleman of the house told my father he should have better control of us. My father, traumatized by the war, really amped up his pressure to be extra quiet and respectful of the home’s owners after that day.

Almost adjacent to the kitchen was a corral for the gentleman’s horse, with a small storage shed. The corral floor was dirt and partially covered by the same zinc roof as the house. The horse spent the night there to protect itself from the harsh weather. However, when it rained, the corral floor became muddy and slippery. Whether wet or dry, there was a constant smell of the horses’ feces.  Wet floors were a common issue. Across from the open patio was a small house my mother used as a kitchen. When it rained, the patio tile would be wet and slippery, and because my mother had to go back and forth to check on the food, as she was always doing other things at the same time, one day, she slipped and had a bad fall. 

There was little technology. My mother, not yet speaking any Spanish, and being a new immigrant in a foreign country far from her homeland and family, felt very isolated. All my mother had in any form of communication with her family was through the very slow international mail. Often, when I would play in the street with other local children, my mom would come to check on me and ask if the mail for that day had come. I was too young to understand the meaning behind that question, but now, I understand that my mother, in her solitude, was anxious to receive news from her family back in Italy. I can still remember her resignation whenever I said there was no mail and her hope for a letter to come the next day. 

On those days when my mother did receive a letter, especially from her sister-in-law, with whom she was very close, she would read and reread that letter almost as though she had missed something the first time around. I wish I had been an artist to capture those moments because, for my mother, those moments were so special to her. In her inner, private world, those letters produced so much joy and held such value to and for her. My father tried to help my mother through these initial moments of isolation by reminding her of all the things they had already gone through during the war, how they had survived and had each other and their lives. 

I remember the first few months of life in Argentina being filled with extreme discipline and the constant advice of my parents to behave myself and stay out of trouble. My father was greatly affected by any complaints about my behavior or me. After the school day was over, I would spend most afternoons playing with other children in the street, either running around or kicking an improvised ball made of rolled socks stuffed with newspaper. Sadly, because of our ball’s poor construction, it would lose shape and shred into pieces after many kicks. Nonetheless, it provided hours of entertainment. 

Although my family wasn’t fortunate enough to have a radio in the early 1950s, a friend of mine, also from an Italian family, happened to have one. So, every weekday, Monday through Friday at 6 PM, when the factory alarm’s sounded signaling the end of the work day, like the gratification of a dog trained with Pavlov’s reflex, I would show up at his house. Together we would press our ears close to the radio to hear the broadcast of Tarzan, and for those thirty minutes, we were transported to a fantasy land of adventure otherwise unknown to us. 

Between my mother’s feelings of isolation, my father working, and remaining traumatized from the war, the future was very uncertain. On more than one occasion, I witnessed hidden tears wetting my mother’s face, and I remember when, to vent her frustrations, she used to say to me, “Figlio siamo venuti a questa terra sbagliata” (we have come to the wrong place). Still, today, after so many years, those memories are so vivid, and I always used to wonder how my parents kept pressing on without going insane.

As in almost all cultures, future generations generally inherit the customs of the preceding generations and are brought up in a similar fashion. My parents’ ancestors carried traditions of being independent and working to preserve the land, growing tomatoes to make different kinds of sauce to cook pasta and meat or fish. In the early days, when one owned a pig and the time came to kill it, sausages, prosciutto, and other such meats were made. 

My father used to buy sardines at the local fish store. He would very carefully clean and cure them, placing them in jars to be consumed when needed. Olives, green beans, eggplant, and other similar vegetables were prepared and stored in the same fashion. I recall some of my local friends being delighted when they joined us for dinner; they were amazed by how simple and delicious basic vegetables and other such things were because they were prepared in ways they were not accustomed to. 

Growing up, Sundays were special days. Starting in the early morning, my mother would gather the ingredients needed to make pasta sauce, and sometimes, she would make fresh spaghetti (at other times, she would use previously made pasta ).  Then, my mother would cover her long, beautiful hair with a handkerchief and start the tedious process of making the sauce. Using a ceramic container and placing the ingredients inside, she would carefully cook the sauce over a fuoco lento (a very low flame) while gently stirring everything with a wooden spoon. This process took hours to complete, and in the interim, she would tend to other household chores such as laundry, etc.
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