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Don’t Tell Mama!

Upon reading the book Don’t Tell Mama edited by Regina Barreca I was automatically indulged in a book consisting of countless stories and poems by various Italian American writers.  After reading the book, there were two short stores that stood out to me in particular.  They were Hail Mary by John Fante and Dances with Luigi by Paul Paolicelli.
Hail Mary was the story of a boy who looked up to the Virgin Mary for protection and comfort in life by praying to the Rosary.  In his school days, he was harassed for being Catholic and was even physically attacked.  When he fought back, he knew the Virgin Mary was protecting him, just like she saved his father.  This piece stood out to me because the Virgin Mary plays a major role in everyday Italian American life.  She is looked up to like a modern day idol.  She watches over those in need and comforts someone when they are down.  I personally find the story of Mary fascinating.  The fact that she accepted to give birth to Baby Jesus is truly inspiring.  I love going down to The Feast of the Assumption every summer in Little Italy because it puts me into place again.  It is an honor to be able to proceed down all of the streets behind the statue of the Madonna, singing songs and saying prayers.  This is something that you would never find in any other neighborhood in Cleveland.  She has such a strong connection with the Italian community and everyone looks to her for help.  She is truly everyone’s mother.  In the story it talked about how Mary was the bright blue sky.  This shows me how she is always calmly watching over me.

After reading this I was able to understand why many Catholics have a statue of the Madonna in their back yard and why this feast is celebrated every year.  She is just more than a person, she is an example.  She has taught us how to live our lives better and purer.  This gives people a reason to believe and keep going on in life.

In Dances with Luigi, the author tells the story of a young man looking for the answers in his family’s past.  He can’t understand why there is such a separation between northern Italy and southern Italy.  However, he does learn about the difficult times for his family adjusting to American life.  I too, like this young man, want to learn more about my family’s past.  I know that my father’s side originated from southern Italy.  I want to know more than that though.  What was life like exactly growing up in America?  I can only imagine how hard of an adjustment that must have been, coming from Italy to a strange foreign country where no one speaks your language.  Like in the story, my dad tells me how his parents would speak in Italian only when they didn’t want him to know what was going on.  Just being able to speak the language would teach me so much more about my culture.  My dream is to travel to Italy one day.  I want to see what small villages my dad’s family originated from.  My biggest wish in life is to learn more about my family’s past.

I love sitting with my grandmother in her basement kitchen and how she tells me about how things used to be.  My father went to St. John’s School where she was the head cook.  She is now 90 and still going strong.  I never knew my grandfather, but I heard that he was your typical short, grumpy Italian.  My grandmother still has such a strong connection with her siblings and cousins.  We have had many family reunions and gatherings.  By just attending those I have learned so much about my heritage.  My family is extremely social and loving.

I am the Co-President of the Solon High School Italian Club.  This year, we have two foreign exchange students from Italy.  I have learned so much about Italian life from them.  They are just as normal as any American students except their school days are set up differently.  They have the same tastes in music, clothes, and movies.  They love to go out and have a fun time too.  Like all Italians, they work extremely hard to get to where they are now.  Just being able to know them is such a rewarding experience and listening to their stories of what life is like in Italy just gives me such an appreciation for all that I have here.
After reading the book Don’t Tell Mama! I was able to understand my culture better.  Italians have such a rich heritage that keeps growing.  Our history is one of the most unique in America and is one that will continue to expand for years to come.
