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I Have Always been an Italian


“Were you always an Italian?”  My answer is “Yes!”  Maria Laurino discusses the times she felt distant from and sometimes even ashamed of her Italian heritage.  While reading her book, I could relate to many of Laurino’s cultural experiences, however I cannot recall a time in my life when I wished to be anything but Italian.  As I grow older, I find my pride in my Italian heritage growing stronger.  This pride was fostered by my family, and I was motivated to study the Italian language for four years in high school.  I continue to take Advanced Italian this year at John Carroll University, working towards a Concentration in Italian Studies, and plan to study abroad for a semester in Italy during my junior year. One day I hope to live in Italy, teaching English.  I had the experience of a lifetime last summer, traveling for two weeks in Italy.  Just as Maria visited the regions of her ancestors, I wish to someday visit Ischia, Calabria, and Sicily.  My curiosity about my heritage is continuously deepening.  Was I always an Italian?  I grow more and more Italian each day.  Laurino’s experiences have furthered my understanding of the Italian-American struggle, our pride, and our connections with our family and homeland of Italy.


Were You Always an Italian opened my eyes to the persecution faced not only by Italian immigrants, but also by their descendents.  Laurino describes the teasing she faced as a child and young woman, and her frequent attempts to hide her ethnicity.  During her childhood in the 1970’s, Maria was called a “dirty Italian”.  Laurino wished to move past the Italian-American stereotypes.  She described the nickname “Ginzo”, used for Italian-American boys with greased-back hair and cool cars.  The Ginzo girlfriends, Laurino explains, had little identity other than that.  Many Italian-American boys attempt to possess the “tough guy” persona, thanks to the influence of Mafia movies like The Godfather, and A Bronx Tale.  Laurino tells the disturbing story of a high school boy, who, after fatally kicking another boy in the head during a drunken street fight, quoted A Bronx Tale, saying, “Look at me.  I’m the one who did this to you.”  Understandably, Laurino wished to separate herself from the “dirty” and “tough” Italian-American stereotypes.  Unfortunately, Maria initially felt that to rid herself of these labels, she had to discard her heritage.

Maria felt different because she was Italian, but also because she had a handicapped brother.  Laurino describes her own parents’ tests of strength, faced while raising Henry, “They soon discovered that the institutions they had been taught to trust, the church and the school, would betray their sense of morality” (47).  Loyal to each other, Maria’s family fought for Henry to receive the sacraments.  Italian families possess a unique bond, and this bond made it difficult for Maria to neglect her Italian-American tradition.  I accredit my own family’s closeness to our Italian heritage.  As Maria later found herself, in ways, becoming her mother, I find myself possessing my father’s perfectionist tendencies, his temper, and his sensitivity.  My family attends church together each Sunday and shares a meal each night, “We must have lunch and dinner together, the binding nourishment of Italian life” (50).  The family is the rock of Italian-American life.


An undeniable trait of Italians is their pride.  This pride motivates many Italian-American individuals maintain their ethnic identity with honor.  Laurino tells the story of New York’s first 
Italian-American Governor, Mario Cuomo.  Whereas New York Mayor Rudy Giuliani chose to adhere to the stereotype by dressing as Don Corleone at a party, Cuomo chose to distance himself from the Godfather image.  Mario Cuomo was not ashamed to use the dialect of his southern-Italian heritage.  During an interview, the governor retold his conversation with his mother about the upcoming election.  His mother warned him, “Oh marone, you better not make a mistake” (36).  Maria describes the light in her father’s eyes and his growing smile as the governor used the familiar lower-class term for “Madonna” on national television.


Just as his southern-Italian ancestry remains an important part of Cuomo’s identity, so did Gianni Versace remember his heritage while pursuing his goals.  The styles of his clothing line were influenced by his southern upbringing, though he went on to live among the most successful, “As Gianni Versace rose to the highest echelons of the fashion world, he blotted out his rustic past but achieved success by using attributes of peasant style in his designs” (66).  Were You Always an Italian tells of the differences, and even prejudices, between northern and southern Italy.


This summer, during my visit to Italy, I experienced a small taste of both urban and rural Italy.  The insanity of fast-paced Rome was heightened as the taxes went on strike during our visit.  With my three-year-old cousin in need of some rest, my uncle, my aunt, and I struggled to find transportation back to our hotel at 11 PM.  I related to Laurino as she recounted the challenges she faced while traveling throughout Milan with a baby.  I was grateful, after two weeks of touring Rome, Florence, and Venice, to relax in the rural region of Le Marche.  Here, I was surrounded by winding dirt roads, sunflower fields, grape vineyards, olive tree groves, and kind, welcoming smiles from people who spoke no word of inglese. Laurino, after becoming accustomed to the elite lifestyle of the north, was hesitant to immerse herself in the region of her ancestors, “I closed my eyes to a life of poverty that was beyond my imagination…I had embraced the Italy of the north, a world away from my roots, blessed by an abundance of natural beauty and fertile land that made a mockery of the useless southern terrain” (96).  Yet, while there, she developed a unique connection with individuals whom she had never met, and found herself crying at her great-grandmother’s grave.  I predict I will have these same feelings when I visit Ischia, Calabria, and Sicily, longing to speak with those who have passed and mourning for “memories never granted” (209).

My family has already granted me many memories, as they gather around a meal to tell stories of our ancestors.  I find similarities between Maria’s immigrant father and my great-grandfather, Aniello.  Maria’s father was proud to have a white-collar job, a dream of many Italian immigrants.  Maria questions this longing to emerge from the world of manual labor into the business market, “But at what cost have we forsaken the pleasure, intimacy, and skill of using the hands and heart, of expressing a part of the self in one’s work?”  (184).  Aniello, held the same blue-collar position his entire life as a sweeper at the Fisher Body Plant in Cleveland.  My great-grandfather possessed the pride of an Italian-American.  Though he was a blue-collar laborer, Aniello dressed daily in a suit and tie for his commute to and from work, and would change into his uniform upon arriving at the factory.  Stories such as this motivated me to research the mystery of my roots, and I chose to write my English research paper on my great-grandparents.  After months researching Italian-American history, reading family documents, and interviewing cousins, I was able to piece together their story.  It was incredibly rewarding to compose an account of my family’s story of struggle and love.

Armed with knowledge of my heritage, I am eager to explore my ancestor’s homeland.  I long to feel a sense of belonging in these towns, yet I fear that I will feel like a “fish-out-of-water”.  Laurino gradually found herself relating to the Italian natives, and tells of the astonishment she causes when laughing at a joke told by a northerner about the terroni
Or southerners, “He shared the view of most Europeans that Americans, far too obsessed with their heritage, have little if anything in common with their grandparents or great-grandparents from the nineteenth century” (92).  Though my lifestyle may be a far cry from the one my great-great-grandparents led, I believe that my appreciation of their labor and love connects me with the country that bore them.  I strongly believe that I share commonalities with my ancestors, namely my pride and dedication, and look forward to finding similarities with my distant relatives in Italy.  I continue to explore my heritage on my own, as Cuomo did, “The ethnic pride that Mario Cuomo presented to the public was personal, family-oriented, something he had discovered on his own” (36).  The story of my ancestry, my pride in my Italian-American roots, my bond with my family, and my love of Italy can only answer that yes, I have always been an Italian.
