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I have always been interested in my Italian heritage and its culture.  When my grandmother was young, she had no idea that she was Italian at all.  In fact, it wasn’t until after she was married that she discovered that she had Italian heritage.  Before she was born, her father decided to change his actual last name from DeMattia to DeMattie to hide his true heritage after he had traveled to New York with his brother to find work.  She learned that her family was from a village in northern Italy called Borca DiCodore, near Austria, and that her ancestors traveled to the United States in search of starting over, like so many other Italians at that period in time.

I wanted to read a novel that explained how and why, in the early twentieth century, the Italians were discriminated against, and why my great-grandfather felt forced to change his name to hide his heritage.  I knew before reading anything that Italian immigrants at the time were often the object of prejudice and had a difficult time finding work in the United States.  One important thing I wanted to gain from reading Italian-American literature was to gain further understanding of the hardships that Italians had to go through before achieving “the American dream”.

I decided to read Mario Puzo’s The Fortunate Pilgrim, mainly because it was principally about a woman who traveled to America from Italy in search of a new life and new possibilities.  The woman, named Lucia Santa, left her family in a small village in Italy to live in New York and start a life there.  She goes through many hard times such as the death of two husbands and a son, along with the monetary struggles of the Great Depression.  In the end, she and her family achieve happiness in a comfortable new house on Long Island, finally free from worry and hardships.

I was expecting to learn about the many prejudices against Italians in the early 1900’s while reading this book.  While The Fortunate Pilgrim did mention this kind of difficulty towards the Italian-Americans of that time period, Puzo wrote more of the monetary difficulties, and of the struggles of Americanization of the younger generation of Italian-Americans.

The characters in the novel lived in an all Italian neighborhood in New York City, in relatively poor apartment buildings.  The stories and hardships that came to Lucia Santa’s family were very easily related to by the common person, such as money crises and mourning over the death of a loved one.  However, most of the problems in the story had to do with the mother, Lucia Santa, having a difficult time dealing with her children becoming Americanized and losing their Italian heritage to material things in America.  Many times throughout the book, Lucia Santa thinks about how disrespectful America makes kids act, and how there are very few “good Italian children” who respect their mothers in this country.  While this still does not explain why my great-grandfather would change his family name to hide his Italian heritage in the early twentieth century, it does show how the immigrants of the early twentieth century transformed from Italians into Italian-Americans.  The changing of names could have something to do with the Americanization process that Puzo described in his book, but I still believe it was an effort to hide Italian heritage due to the discrimination in those days, similar to the way that the Irish-Americans also changed their names to help them to be hired for jobs.

Mario Puzo’s The Fortunate Pilgrim did help me realize just how difficult the boom and bust economy of the 1930’s and 1940’s was for the Italian-Americans and for everybody in the lower class during that period of time.  It was interesting to see that it took the family in the novel a span of forty years to get their foot in the American door and finally feel secure in a middle class neighborhood.  I learned how much hard times my ancestors went through so my family and I could live our own American dream.
