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The Girgenti Tales – A Reflection of the Italian American Dream

Through the Novel of

In the Garden of Papa Santuzzu

By: Tony Ardizzone
There are a few great and obvious writers, such as Geoffrey Chaucer and Giovanni Boccaccio, that have mastered the concept of frame story; but has anyone realized that there are many modern day authors that have done the same as well?  For instance, Tony Ardizzone and his novel In the Garden of Papa Santuzzu has artfully captured the struggle of a Sicilian family trying to find a new and better life for each other and at the same time attempting to keep the family together in the New World.  Actually, Ardizzone’s work has qualities that I have seen before.  In my English class, I read and examined The Canterbury Tales.  While in my Italian class, we are currently studying Boccaccio and Il Decamerone.  Within each of the three works, a group of people are on a journey to find something, either it be at a cathedral, a Tuscan country side, or a new world with a new beginning.  This is what pulled me to choose this novel from the library as I read the cover’s jacket.  Being able to imagine a family with each member telling their own story opened my eyes to the process of immigration of Italian families, including mine.

As I began to read, I quickly realized that telling stories are important in the Italian culture to teach their young life lessons.  Giufa’s hole teaches the lesson of being aware of what you are doing and to think before you act.  Not looking at where you are going can lead to falling into a hole, or worse, a trap.  I also realized that these stories make the frame for the events occurring during their immigration.  Giufa’s hole frames the reality of what happened to many Italian immigrants.  Rich companies in America sent representatives to basically lie to the villagers about how great their lives would be in America and how the streets were paved with gold.  While in reality, the people who agreed to go with these companies ended up having to pave the streets that they were talking about.  In addition, many had to sign contracts that they could not understand in which stated that the laborers had to work practically as slaves.  These contracts were the trap in which so many fell into.  Sadly though, many had no other choice.  All they could do is to work hard and pray that one day life would be better.  I give great thanks to my ancestors who worked so hard to give me a life that many can only dream of.  Being able to become an educated person means so much and my relatives knew that.
My family came to America very early, around the late 1800’s from Calabria to the port of New Orleans.  My Grandfather Bonfiglio told me that after having family owned candy and flower shop business, our family moved to America understanding barely any English with very little money.  They came to America to not find a better job, but to give their children more opportunities that would give them a better life.  This period was right after the civil war and since African Americans were no longer slaves, many plantations were looking for cheap labor and so my family worked on many plantations for less than fair wages.  After working hard in New Orleans, our family had enough funds to move up the Mississippi and into the great city of Chicago.  At first it was a good change, but after awhile the area of the city my family lived in became violent and filled with too much crime.  So again my family made another risk and headed east to Fort Wayne, Indiana.  I never knew how many times my family actually had to start their lives over.  Today you can find much of my family in western Ohio where many flourish as pharmacists and physicians.  My family made great sacrifices to allow all of this to happen and I greatly respect their patience and dedication to give their children a better life than their own.

As my ancestors worked hard with little pay in New Orleans, so did many other Italian immigrants.  In fact, the novel talks about how people were paid by the color of their skin.  “White” people were paid the highest wage, while the “colored” men were paid a little less, and finally Italians were paid the lowest amount.  This really shocked me, mostly because I never thought that others saw Italians other than white.  I always felt that Italians were seen the same as any other European culture.  Reading the descriptions of how many others saw Italians as “rats” or assassins made me feel terrible.  I am also British and German, and I never believed that there were any differences between the nationalities.

Including the bad wages, there were also terrible working and living conditions that were described in the novel.  Many young children were forced to work to pay off huge debts in the family.  They were also the ones who had to put their tiny limbs into small spaces to fix things, and in result fatalities occurred to innocent children.  As the novel went only, descriptions of field labor was touched upon.  One of the sons, Luigi, traveled out to the west to find a better job.  Though in reality he only found more immoral standards of labor.  Pesticides were a main issue because there was absolutely no protection for the laborers. In fact, the employers gave no thought about the consequences, because they knew that they could get another worker for less money if that person died.  It was a terrible time for Italian Americans, and still our ancestors did not give up.  I believe that my relatives were too stubborn to let someone else rule their lives, so they worked hard to save up money and grow into better people than the corrupt employer.  My Grandmother Bonfiglio has even told me that in times of hardship, to put on an “I’ll show YOU” attitude.  This mentality of defiance has driven me through many times of difficulty.
With trying to make a better life financially, many immigrants were also struggling to keep their family together during hard times.  With the process of finding financial freedom, many family connections had to be compromised.  Many were left in Sicily, while others also broke up within the America trying to do what is best.  The Girgenti family, especially Salvatore, had to make the tough decision of leaving their parents to find a new and better life in America.  Though with love for one another they knew that they would be present in their hearts, and one day they would meet in the garden of Papa Santuzzu.  Even with this in mind, it is still hard to imagine leaving parent and having the possibility of never seeing them again during their lives.  My relatives gambled everything they had for a better life for me.  They gave me the opportunity to thrive in what they knew America would truly become in the future.
As examining this novel, the most important thing I learned was the power of hope.  The hope of giving the next generation a new life with better opportunities gave the early immigrants the strength to carry on and go through their day of painful labor and discrimination.  Hope for a unified country with the principles of liberty and justice for all to truly come to life allowed the will of our ancestors to work hard and defy those who pushed them down.  Without hope nothing can change, and our ancestors knew that.  Thankfully, today I would like to believe that the journey to freedom has finally ended and that I can fulfill my ancestor’s dreams of a better life. Now I am able to attend the University of Findlay to become a pharmacist, just as many of my other relatives.  It seems to be a common trait in our family to want to help the greater good as medical professionals.  It is a great feeling to know that you are doing what your ancestors fought for so many years ago.

