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Culture and heritage are concepts that can have a great impact on the life we choose to lead. Every time I introduce myself to someone new I take great care to pronounce my name clearly and proudly so that the listener knows I am an Italian, and does not fall into the habit of calling me Carlos. It seems odd to me to think that when someone meets me, they assume I forgot to annunciate the “s” at the end of my own name. I suppose they thought I needed a little help with my English. It is the little misconceptions and unfamiliarity that I encounter as an Italian-American which make me irate and determined to not let any person who I meet walk away not knowing the difference between the names Carlo and Carlos. We as Italian-Americans have an honor bound duty to educate and foster our heritage so that it is not lost in the melting pot that is so profoundly America. The concepts of family, good food, meaningful friendships, faith, and above all honor and respect are the fundamentals of the Italian culture, at least to me they are. I believe the author John Fante shares my opinions, and I would like to focus primarily on the notion of family and duty in the Italian culture, not only in the fashion I have come to understand it, but in the way it is expressed by Fante in his novel, The Brotherhood of the Grape.

The novel as a whole presents the portrait of a family in dire need of repair. A father who abuses his wife, a daughter disgusted by her father, and sons who hate their father with every fiber of their being due to his neglect and obsession with stonemasonry. This father, named Nicola, is a drunkard who takes every penny he earns, sometimes sums ranging into the thousands, and spends it at the betting tables. He is a product of harder times and knows only hard work and drinking, and the occasional stint of womanizing, as means of taking away his pain. Now in his old age Nicola had brutally assaulted his wife, Maria, and their son, our narrator Henry, is now forced, or rather tricked by his brother Mario, to come back to his childhood town of San Elmo. His services are no longer necessary in respect to bringing his parents back together as they had resolved their issues before his plane even touched the ground. What we are presented with for the rest of the story is a mixture of Henry’s life story and his father’s last request. Nicola wishes, and has always wished, for his son to help him complete one final project. He wants to construct a small smoke house in the mountains for an old gambling buddy of his and he wants his son to be there all the way. Despite all the cruelty and harshness shown to Henry by Nicola, Henry agrees to his father’s wish, and they head out to the Sierra Mountains. Little does Henry know but this would be the last thing his father ever did, and he could now die, but not in peace.


I was most powerfully struck by the devotion of Henry to his father. Nicola was a cruel man yes, but the bond between father and son was so strong that no matter the fighting and the mistreatment Henry received from his father their bond remained. This act of selfless devotion and honor to the position of his father is very present in the culture of the Italian people, and reflects the strong central base that family represents. I remember just this past summer I had gone to Italy to visit my family, who I had not seen in almost a decade, and their kindness to me was immense. I could not effectively speak to them and knew their faces only from pictures, but the bond of family transcended the language and time barriers and allowed us to come together. It is analogues to the bond Henry and Nicola share. No matter the mistreatment or the harsh words exchanged, family is family and that is the end of discussion. It seems wonderfully apparent that the whole of Italian culture reflects this value, and as a result of reading this novel I find myself abundantly more aware of the strong connections that I share with my own family. I remember my grandmother used to tell me when I was very young that no matter what my brother or cousins said to me that they were just upset and did not mean it. They are still family. I will never forget her words and the look in her eye when she told me this. There was no elaborate speech or hours of talking, I just looked at her as she said that one sentence. They are still family.


Her words made me think deeply about the meaning of Fante’s novel. He presents us with a father figure that the typical American son would most likely disown and never desire to speak to ever again, but here we have a son, a man of around fifty years old, feeling compassion and even love for a man who raised him in substandard ways and never physically abused him but caused him immeasurable mental and emotional damage. In spite of all this Henry still flies down to see his father and make sure that his marriage is ok, that his family is still intact, and that he pays his respect to the man who raised him. This however poses a bit of a paradox. How can one love that which has hurt them? The answer is up to the person who is posed the question, and right now I am posing this question to myself. I believe that in American society it is acceptable to renounce one’s parents if they had caused one the slightest bit of harm. Conversely, in my understanding of Italian society, the family unit, be it nuclear or extended, is the central point of life. Paesani and close friends gravitate around this circle, and almost nothing short of God himself can break these bonds of trust and devotion.


I remember sitting in the square of my father’s town watching the people every day. There was a group of older men, presumably in their eighties, who sat on a long green bench outside of the Farmacia and never spoke a word or moved a single muscle. I had even thought that they were just playing games with me, sitting so still like they were, but I realized that they just liked to be in each other’s company, and watch the young people play. This memory I have is comparable to the Café Roma described by Fante in his novel. This was a sort of hideout for the old Italian men to go when they wanted to be in good company. The usual group consisted of Nicola, Zarlingo, Cavallaro, Antrilli, and Benedetti. All were Nicola’s greatest companions, and they stayed with him even unto the hour of his death, quietly whispering “Buona Fortuna” as he passed by for the last time.


Italian culture is not only centered around the family, but also the notion of the Paesani, or the kinsman. This word is used to convey a very strong familiarity between peoples of different villages or towns, and can also be used to refer to a very close friend of the family. This means that Paesani are as strong as or stronger than family, and this is a great concept to me. I have never in my experience come across a term in the American culture that truly exemplifies the concept of the Paesani. It makes me really reflect on the strength of the bonds that Italians and Italian Americans forge between themselves and their friends, their selected family if you will. It really helped me understand just why those old gentlemen in my father’s town would sit on that bench, motionless, and in the exact order, every single night. It could be very possible that they had no real family left, those men were like brothers, only closer.


I believe that a person is only as strong as the bonds they forge with others. If you fall, and these bonds are weak, you will inevitably hit the floor, and if this happens, there really is no one who can help you up. Now, if you have strong relationships with people, those bonds are what save you, and if for some reason you fall, there will always be the safety net of family to catch you. The culture of the Italians, and subsequently of the Italian-American, is one that you should never have to be alone, and no man or woman ever succeeded in being great in seclusion. It is basic human nature to seek out people who you can connect with, identify with, and feel safe with, and this is what became the basis for all modern and even the not so modern societies among us.

I took a great concept from Fante’s novel, and it really made me do a lot of hard thinking about my own friends. I remember people in my family, mostly my mother, telling me to choose my friends wisely. I as a young boy I never really took this warning to heart; I simply presumed that the more friends I had the better off I was. Unfortunately for me this is not the case, and I was sorely mistaken. I saw as I grew older that the better the merit of a friend, the more likely I was to keep that person in my close knit group. I now realize that my mother, who grew up in a small town called Savogna, was trying to instill in me the concept of the Paesani, but I still did not really comprehend its true meaning. Through the prose of Fante I have become wholly more aware of this concept and I understand what it means. Nicola’s friends are the ones who truly understood him. They never gave him a hard time about his drinking, praised his decisions, and just wanted him to be happy. They knew him better than his family did because friends have a way of seeing the real you in real life situations. Also, when Nicola lay dying, and his family was unable to find him, he had escaped his hospital room to be with his friends, his Paesani, one last time. As he was rolled away to die they were the ones who wished him good luck, not his wife, not his son, but his friends. This made me realize that the bonds an Italian can forge with their kinsman is never able to be severed.
The way I grew up is the way of the first generation Italian-American in this country, and I have loved every minute of it. I learned about the importance of family at a very early age and by reading John Fante’s novel I realize that my parents were instilling in me the values and traditions of a culture started thousands of years ago and that persisted through time due to a solidly linked chain of family and friends. The culture of a land is not best described buy its food or its art, but by its people. I have truly come full circle in my understanding of my own culture, my own self, through the work of Fante. I now realize more deeply the significance of my father, mother, and brother, but now I see that I also have a larger, more extended family through the friendships I have forged. I have sisters and surrogate brothers who I am grateful to have in my life to help me, and just as Nicola was surrounded by his friends on his last day, and his family during his funeral, so do I wish to keep my chain, my family and friends close to me always, and Fante’s novel has helped me realize how I can do that; by being true to the traditions of my native Italian culture, and embracing myself as a first generation Italian-American.   
