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In the Garden of Papa Santuzzu
A Reflection of My Heritage

Throughout the pages of Tony Ardizzone’s In the Garden of Papa Santuzzu, Papa Santuzzu, his wife Adriana, and all seven of his children are faced with numerous hardships similar to those faced by my great grandparents years ago when they emigrated from Southern Italy to America.  As I read the novel, I realized that the poverty and adversity faced by the Italian immigrants was what made them into such a proud and resilient people.  The constant hardships they faced and strong Italian values described in this book helped me appreciate and respect my Italian ancestors even more.

Death, illness, and poor quality of life are the unfortunate obstacles Santuzzu had to overcome constantly throughout his life.  He and his wife decided, with much deliberation, to send away all of their children to the prosperous lands of La Merica.  He himself went through life with an enormous workload while battling with the greedy landowners and the rocky plot of land to which he was entitled.  His family had barely enough money to pay for doctor bills and adequate food for the children.  Papa Santuzzu and Adriana were never granted any spare time to spend on themselves for leisurely activity.  Yet their survival through all these difficulties is fortunate and inspiring.

These difficulties faced by Papa Santuzzu’s children in La Merica were very similar to those that challenged my ancestors during the Depression years.  Like all Santuzzu’s boys, my mother’s great grandfather had to deal with the prejudice against Italians while looking for a job.  He worked in the coalmines in Pennsylvania, however some days the bosses would not allow the Italians to work.  He and my great grandmother went through numerous houses because they could not keep up with the payments.  Similar to Gaetanu Girgenti in the novel, my great grandfather had to cope with severe illness.  He lived many years coping with heart disease due to inadequate health care.  My grandparents grew up during the Great Depression like Santuzzu’s children.  They had hardly enough food for each family member, few pairs of clothes, not enough money for house payments, and no job opportunities to help with the family’s growing money issues.  Strong family values helped them endure through those hard economic times.
Even during the struggles with money and illness, all of the Girgenti children battled to preserve their strong Italian values and sense of how a respectable Italian family should function.  The eldest children taught their siblings to practice strong ethics to guide them through their lives.  Family values and pride were among the lessons taught most frequently.  The children grew up knowing that they should respect their elders and be loyal to their mothers and family.  Religious values, especially, and a sound work ethic were important to her as well.  Throughout the novel, Ardizzone shows how religion was a key component to Italian daily life.  Luigi Girgenti’s daughter, Anna, while in a home for girls, had seven visions of the Virgin Mary because of her strong prayer life and dedication to her mother. Anna went on to become a nun in order to help young girls that were like her, parentless, hungry, and in need of a sound role model.

I grew up learning strong morals in the same way the Girgenti children did. I believe these lessons made me realize how important my family is to me.  I learned that if you are faithful to your family and show respect for each member, your family will always be a steady rock on which to lean.  I am also very proud of my Italian background.  I take pride in knowing that we have traditions that have been passed down for generations.  Our family recipes survived the years because of close ties and constant reunions. Holidays and celebrations, such as weddings, Baptisms, First Communions, and Confirmations, are made special because of these customs.  Our Christmas and Easter celebrations have been observed the same way since I can remember.  I have always felt comforted by the fact that my family is proud to continue our traditions.  Even though it is not emphasized as much as other principles, our family shares a strong work ethic too.  Each member of our family began working at a young age and has successfully held a job to help his or her family.

While reading In the Garden of Papa Santuzzu, my understanding of my Italian origin was broadened.  My respect and reverence for my family and late ancestors grew.  I realize how hard it must have been to lose a culture and to try to make a new life in a different country.  Life was difficult during the early 1930’s, but I also recognized that it was these numerous difficulties that made my family and all Italian people in general into a strong and thriving group.  The constant resilience shown by Papa Santuzzu, Adriana, their children, and my ancestors has inspired me to continue my life dedicated to my family and proud of my lineage and customs.

