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ABSTRACT

When one considers the history of immigrants in Canada, many of the details get lost.
Toronto has had a long history of an Italian presence and community in the city, but most
forget that these immigrants began elsewhere, and in particular, it is largely women who
are forgotten as social historians put the pieces together. Through a series of extensive
interviews with one Italian immigrant woman who arrived in Toronto in 1956 and
through an examination of the folk poetry she wrote, this thesis attempts to fill in some of
those details of her identity, pre- and post-immigration. Moreover, it also closely
considers the importance of the poetry she wrote as it related to her life.
Concetta's poetry can be defined as "fo lk" because it played two major roles. The
poetry she wrote about her beloved Boiano allowed her to remember a time and place
that no longer existed after the Second World War , and when she extended it to her
fellow Boianesi in Canada, her poems acted as a mouthpiece for the community as well.
The birthday poems she wrote for her family and her friends meant that she could fill her
role as the matriarch, the "nonna" These poems, particularly the ones she wrote for her
granddaughters, dispensed advice in the safe form of a loving poem. The thesis
culminates with a discussion on the poem she write for her 60 th wedding anniversary,
which combines elements of her Boiano poems and her birthday poems in order to create
what was probably her most personal and sophisticated poem.

iv
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I thank my supervisor, Dr. Martin Lovelace, for all of his encouragement and patience as
I dilly-dallied back and forth and for his invaluable insight and editing.
My friends-Lynda. Tiffany and Rebecca-who continued to encourage me as I
lamented about the writing process.
My father. Vincenzo Pietropaolo, for his support and the happy relish with which he
volunteered to read rough drafts of my writing.
My sisters. Emily and Adriana.
My Nonno Diodato Colalillo, whose stories, rhymes. songs and riddles inspired me to dig
up my father's old tape recorder in the first place.
And sincerest. grateful thanks to my mother, Dr. Giuliana Colalillo, for all of her help
and patience in listening as I thought things through out loud and tested ideas, for letting
me peruse her collection and borrow books ad nauseam, for translating the poems used
and for filling in the blanks.

T ABL E OF C ONT ENT S

Abstract

iii

Acknowledgements

iv

Table of Content s
List of Tables
List of Appendice s
A Note on the Glossary

v
vi
vii
viii

Poem - Bonasera Bujan es '

2

Introduction

4

Literature Review

8

Methodology and Reflexivity

14

Poem - La Vita di una Contadina Bujan esa

24

Chapter One : Langu age, Song and Dialect in Boiano , 1927-1945

26

Poem - Emigranti

57

Chapter Two : Work, ESL and Italian: Negotiating Toronto , 1945 - 1980

59

Poem - Bujan' Trasformat e

88

Chapter Three : Bridgin g the Language Gap with Poetry, 1980-2011

90

Poem - 6(jh Wedding Anniversary Poem

125

Conclusion

130

Bibliograph y

135

vi
LI ST OF T ABLES

1.1 Tabl e of Shift from Old Dialect to Post-War Dialect

vii

LI ST OF P LATES

Plate! - Example of one of Concetta's handwri tten birthd ay poems
Plate 2 - Co ncetta in the kitchen co rner.. .. ....
Plate 3 - Co ncetta and the author.

!
..

.,

130
.,! 37

viii
A N OTE ON THE GLO SSARY

I have retained certain words in their original Italian during the course of this thesis. This
is not for the sake of affectation, but rather, because their English translation does not
truly do justice to their meaning. Contadina is probably the most important of these
because it is how Concetta defined herself. However, further details of the word will be
explained later on. Paesani is another. It is the plural (as opposed to pa esano , masculine ,
singular) for other people from the same area, be they neighbours in the same fr azione
(see below for an explanation), or friends from the town proper of Boiano. Yet the word
pae sani means more in Italian than just the geographic bonds between people. Some of

the other words to be used are localit a and fra zione . Frazione classifies all of the hamlets
scattered around the vicinity of a larger town, like Boiano. Concetta is from tue frazio ne
of Castellone. Some others around the area include Monteverde, Sepino and Civita.
Loca lita indicates the neighbourhood, or district of the larger frazio ne. Concetta was from

the toea/ita of Pitoscia. A eonsuoee ra is what the mother of the groom is to the mother of
the bride. They are in-laws, but not in the same way as the bride is to her mother-in-law
or her brothers-in-law. However, because this is not a word that Concetta tended to use,
eognata , which refers to a sister-in-law, shall be used in its stead. Concetta used this word

often, and because her relationship with her son-in-Iaw's mother was not a distant one,
the closness of eognata works better in describing the relationship between the two
women. There seems to be no English language equivalent. Finally, the word nonn a will
come up, which is simply the Italian word for grandmother. She was known as non na to
her granddaughters and even to their friends. Nonno is the Italian for grandfather.

Plate I - Example of Concetta ' s handwritten birthday poem

BONASERA BUJANES ' / GOOD EVEN ING PEOPL E FROM BOIANO

Bonasera a tuttfrastier' e Buj an es ' ,
mo v' die ' duparol'd ' quill' biell' pai es '.

Good eve ning to all the fo reig ne rs and
peo ple fro m Boian o
Now I am go ing to recit e a few wo rds
fo r yo u abo ut that beaut iful town .

Ru sem 'lassat' ch 'mal incunia
p ' meniatrua' lavo r'ecres' mei lafamia .

We left it with melan choly
To co me to find work an d to bette r raise
our fa m ilies .

Se m' lass at' rigenitur'sul'e vecchiariell',
ma sem ' pensat ' semp 'd' arturn a
a quill' Bolan' biell ' .

We left o ur parent s alo ne and agi ng
But we always thou ght of return ing to
that beaut iful Bo ian o .

N' nc 'sc urda m' ma iaddosem ' na teecresci ut',ch'
pan' d' grandi nae frufelle la ,
ch' pecura,vacch'e po urc' ,
ga llin'eciucc iar iell' .

We wi ll never fo rge t where we we re
born and raised
on co rn breada ndfr/lfe llella,l
Wit h shee p, co ws, pigs ,
chicken and do nkeys .

Se m ' lassa t' l'evecchiecasarell'
I' vi' chien ' d' pret' eshuma rell[e ).

We left those littl e old hom es
T he stree ts full of sto nes and sma ll
brook s .

L'[e l ca mpag nle l verd le l e bie ll' .
Eri fuossle l chie nle ] d ' rosp' e ragan elll e] .

T he gree n and bea utif ul cou ntrys ide
And the di tches full of toads an d frogs

Che cand avan 'sera .rn atinl e] e jurnl e],
E nuch'zappava m'se mp' attuo m ' .

T hat sa ng in eve ning, morn ing and in
daytim e
While we hoed aro und them.

zappava m[e l da lla ma ttinaa lasera ,
e r' turnva m'a iacasaa ru lum d ' iacannela .

We wo uld hoe fro m morn ing to night
A nd return ed hom e to ca ndle lig ht.

Qua nn' iava m de nd [e l vicin'a ru fuoc ' le l
eva biellle l a vle lde ri pittvuot] e] .

When we ent ered ,we went near the fir e
It was beaut iful to see a ll the emp ty
dis hes already set on the tabl e .

Dop le ] n' poch] e] arriviava la mamm a
ch' nuc uppin'e na ' tianella ,
e rigieva ri piatt[il de fasc iur[e le tacc uzze llie l.

Afte r a while, Mo ther wou ld ar rive
With a ladle and the n su effzr'
And she would fill the plates w ith
tacc llzelleandbea ns .J

I Frufe lella is a mix ture of left-ove r greens, potatoes . bean s andhard bread often garn ished with grated
cheese or pep per tla kes. Co ncetta ' s ow n rec ipe for this dis h usually involved at least liftee ndifferent
ingredie nts .
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pasta .

Do p' mag na tala bellacenaunit'ch[e l n 'a rm uni,
c 'melleva m [e ]
vici n'a rufuoc hea parlatullid 'fa mia .

Af ter eating a nice supper , toge the r in
ha rmo ny , we wo uld sett le
by the fire to talk as a fam ily.

C 'faceva iacaveza, la maiaelapuntinia
ec'stevasem p'unt'a lafamia.

We wou ld kni t socks , sweaters and do
embroidery,
A nd were unite d as a fam ily .

Cdle lceva ru rusa rietulI'a unit [e l,
eciiavam (e!addurmi 'chesavam[e lsfinit ' .

We wou ld say the rosa ry all togeth er,
An d trundl ed off to bed when we we re
tired .

chell' che mo' n 'esistl el no la ' e no qua ,
se m[e l pia t[e j l'a m bie nd'de ruCanada .

T ha t no lon ger exis ts here or there ,
We have ta ke n on the Ca nadian way of
life .

E mo rin grazieml e] a ru C lob d'Buj an[ e]
Ch' [e]macar[ elcia'riunim[el ognitand '

chle tuttri paesanle ].

And now let' s thank the Boi ano Club
T ha t we ca n at least get togeth er on ce in
a while

Eciarec urdam [e ] ta nd [e lcos [e )
d ' la gioven du passa ta a Bujanl e]
che sempvru paes le l nuostr ' e
n' n cle l ru scu rdia rn]e ].

And we ca n reme mber so man y things
A bo ut the yo uth we lived in Boian o
Whic h will always be our tow n
T ha t we wi ll ne ver forgel.

Ma mostem [e]chi ucundie nd'anco ra
ca t' nem [e ] ru nostr [e] San Bartulurn e]o] ,
sand' protellor [e ]

But now , we are happ ier still
Beca use we have our Sai nt
Bartholomew:
Our sai nt pro tecto r

Ch '[e ] pozza benedic [e ) a tutt ' nud 'B ujan ,
ele nost rle )fam i[e lvici n[e le lunda n (e l.

Tha t he blesses all of us fro m Bo iano,
A nd o ut fa milies, near and far.

Buo nasera a frostie rli ] e Buja nes ]e ].
e v' [i l dicgrazij e]
cheset[e lsenduta lapoesia da' naCastellunesa .

Goo d eve ning to those from Boia no and
those fro m elsew here
I thank yo u
For listenin g to a poe m fro m a woma n
fro m Cas te llone.

With all our peemet .

1994

4 SainI Bartholomew is Boiano's patron saint.

She sang beyond the genius ofthe sea.
The water never formed to mind or voice,
Like a body wholly body, fluttering
Its empty slee ves; and y et its mimic motion
Made constant cry, caused constantly a cry,
That was not ours although we understood
Inhuman , ofthe veritabl e ocean.
The sea was not a mask. No more was she.
The song and water were not medleyed sound
Even if what she sang was uttered word by word.
It may be that in all her phrases stirred
The grinding water and the gasping wind;
But it was she and not the sea we heard.
For she was the maker ofthe song she sang.
The ever-hooded, tragic gestures sea
Was mere a place by which she walked to sin.
Whose spirit is this? we said, because we knew
It was the spirit that we sought and knew
That we should ask this often as she sang .
--The Idea ofOrder at Key West by Wallace Stevens

If language is what helps to shape our worldview , what happens, then, when we
experience more than just one language? What happens when you transplant a person
who is more accustomed to remembering things , storing them neatly and efficiently in
her mind rather than writing them down? What happens when you suddenly immerse this
kind of individual into a completely different culture with a different language ?
These are broad questions to answer and each depends on the context of the
particular person they concern . In the case of this thesis , the context is that ofConcetta
Sinibaldi Colalillo. a Boianese woman from Italy who immigrated to Toronto , Canada in
1956 when she was twenty-nine years old. Like many immigrant s, she experienc ed the
immediate culture shock of coming from the familiar rural expan ses of her hometown to

the foreign urban spaces of her new home . Like many women immigrants , she had to
negotiate the balance between homelife and worklife , and all of the complications that
came with those responsibilities. Moreover , like most immigrants , she also had to
navigate the murkiness of a new and unfam iliar language in a vastly different culture.
Whereas some of her contemporaries found themselves in too alienated a position,
effectively cut-offfrom the new language and ostensibly, the new country, she navigated
successfully, despite not formally learning English until a later age, years after
immigrating .
There are three major areas of Cone etta 's life that this thesis will discuss in order
to illuminate her experiences of language and poetry in the broader context of her rural
roots and urban immigrant identity. The experiences of her life preceding immigration
allowed her to perhaps unknowingly develop a set of skills that gave her the tenacity to
shift into another culture and yet not get lost in it either. Language-as it is for us allwas an integral part of her life, in both its oral and written forms. In her youth in Italy,
before the advent of television and with very limited access to radio, language play was a
common entertainment among children and adults, the knowledge of which she carried
with her into her adult and elder years in Canada . It was also during her youth in Italy
that she first experienced other languages , because of the disruption that the Second
World War brought to her hometown with the presence of foreign soldiers who occupied
the area . Later on, adjusting to a different language was something she had to learn as a
young immigrant woman in Canada . Ironically , it was in this non-Italian country that she
spoke less Boianese (the local dialect that was her first language , named for her
hometown ofBoiano) and more Italian for the first time in her life. Eventually, she

formally added the English language to her repertoire through her ESL cour ses , and
partook in the informal creation of italiese , a compound immigrant language derived
from Italian (Italiano) and English (Inglese). During the later part of her life, she
reconciled these different linguistic identities by writing her poetry in all three languages:
poetry about home or the old country was always written in Boianese (another lingui stic
endeavour, since historically, it had never been a written language) ; poetry written for the
people in her life was written primarily in Italian but also in English . English was the
language she would always be the least comfortable with, yet she still incorporated it into
her life, speaking it with her grandchildren, with non-Italian friends, and eventually even
with limited experimentation in her poetry. Each of her languages was indicative of a
different part of her whole self , giving her different and occasionally conflicting
perspectives. Her poetry was where these differences were channeled, and it was her
poetry which best represents all of these life experiences.
Much of this thesis (particularly the first two chapters) will deal with the
circumstances of her life (and, by virtue , the broader cultural contexts which influenced
or dictated those circumstances) . The reason we read and study literature is because it
gives us insight into other circumstances, other contexts from other places and other
times. All of these circumstances effectively inform the writing that an individual might
produce, be it prose or poetry . In his foreword to Italian Folktales in America: The

Verbal Art of an Immigrant Woman , Roger D. Abrahams writes,
It has long seemed to me that one of the major problems of folklore study
has been that we have regarded texts as being capable of speaking for
themselves, as if they are works of art which can be understood regardless
of their economic, social, or cultural underpinnings . They are the artistic
products of individuals living simpler lives than our own , and we have
allowed ourselves the ethnocentric luxury of assuming that we , as ideal

inf ormed readers , will instin ctively under stand and factor into our
enco unter with the se texts , the detail s of this more circumsc ribed
community and eco nomy. We are attracted to the se confabulatio ns
preci sely becau se of their dire ctne ss and sim plicity of means, and it has
see med mo st important to us to address our sel ves to que stion s of the
retent ion s and tran smi ssion of the se ex pressive obj ects . (x iv)
Followin g Abrahams, Concetta cannot be divorced from the co ntext from which she
came, and nor can she be se parated from the experience s that resulted fro m the co ntext.
Like storytelling , the act of langua ge, wh eth er delivered formall y in a poetic
perf ormance , or spoken colloquially on a day to day basis , is co mpletely defined by the
tim e and plac e in whi ch it occ urs .
In tracin g Concetta' s history from when she was a girl in Ca stellon e in Italy , to
her immi grati on to T oronto and then her ret irem ent whi ch led to the beginnin g of her
poetry writin g , it becom es clear that her immer sion in an oral culture influ enced her
sudden deci sion to start writin g poetr y . Her life as a yo ung contadina and then as an
immigrant spurred her to write her poetry to remember and savour her experiences for
better or for worse . Her poetry also allow ed her to reconcil e the di stance and the
difference she felt betw een her self , her old country and her new country . Victor Turner' s
turn of phra se betwixt and between suits Con cetta and her poetry; she did not truly feel
she belon ged in Canad a, but the Italy she knew before she left dra stically changed in her
abse nce . She also had to balance betwe en the morals and value s she learn ed as a child in
Italy as a memb er of a large co mmunal gro up with her self and her own politics and
beliefs as an indi vidual in Canada . When she fin ally had a mom ent , and began to reflect
on her life rath er than only living it , that is when the poetr y ca me out.

LI T ERAT URE R EVI EW

The first grain of an idea for what this thesis has become developed after writing a mock
thesis proposal for a graduate folklore course. At the time, the mock proposal was
focused on the folksongs of Italian and immigrant Italian women, and I was interested in
finding the continuity (if any) between them. As I began the research for that project, I
learned very quickly that there was a limited body of work concerning the history of
postwar Italian immigrant women in Canada. What was available was excellent work
done by social and immigrant historians and folklorists. The Italian Immigrant Women in
North America in 1978 was one of the earliest publications in Canada on the subject,

edited and published by Robert F. Harney, also the founder of the Multicultural Heritage
Society of Ontario. Franca lacovetta has published and co-edited several books
concerning Italian women and Italian immigrant women, but it was the chapter she wrote
"Fro m Contadina to Worker" in Such Hardworking People: Italian Immigrants in
Postwar Toronto ( 1992) that particularly struck me, as did the work of Donna R.

Gabaccia and Luisa Del Giudice, who respectively wrote about Italian immigrant labour
history and immigrant traditions of Italians in Toronto. These are some of the best
examples of what I found, and it also helped very much that it was Canadian source
material (or international in Gabaccia's case). The United States has a longer history of
Italian immigration so while there is more that is published and readily available, the
context is still American rather than Canadian, the difference mainly lying in the fact of
the American history of assimilation and the melting pot versus the Canadian position
placing emphasis instead on building a multicultural mosaic. 1did not dismiss what I did
find (for example, Herbert Gans' The Urban Villagers: Group and Class ill the Life of

Italian Americans , 1962 and Nathan Glazer' s Beyond the Melting Pot: The Negroes,
Puerto Ricans , Jews.Italians and Irish of New York City, 1970) but read carefully instead

and took what I could. There were also several articles published in the Journal of
American Folklore and in the Journ al of Folklore Research about Italian immigrant

experiences, but they often proved to be too specific and were helpful to me on a more
general level.
Most of the published work I had found thus far focused on social history, which
made me wonder about the role of women in that context. Because I knew both of my
grandmothers, I also knew that many Italian women worked outside of the home after
they immigrated, but that just as many stayed home, either by choice, though mostly not.
Perhaps this was why women seemed to be absent from much of the history? In
researching the Italian social clubs established in Toronto, it became evident that they
tended to be geared towards men and the church organizations catered to women who
founded various Ladies' Auxiliaries in their parishes around the city, later in the 1970s.
The social clubs tended to be established earlier perhaps due to their ties to labour
activism and unions in the city, despite the massive numbers of female workers, and
tended to be headed and organized by men. Though later research would prove my
assumption wrong, it also seemed that there were few memoirs and biographies written
by or about Italian women, though books in those genres by and about Italian men
seemed more readily available, whether it was Rocco Perri: The Story of Canada 's Most
Notorious Bootlegger by Antonio Nicaso,or Pietro 's Book: The Story ofa Tuscan
Peasant , a memoir by Pietro Pinti and Jenny Bawtree. The few works by or about Italian

women that I did find tended to be had little in common with Concetta's experiences, and
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were often written by women who had significantly more formal education and economic
prestige.
After I became more intrigued by Concetta's poetry, I researched Italian women's
literature, immigrant or otherwise, and it became apparent very quickly that while there
was a lot of fictional work by Italian women and Italian immigrant women, there was less
that was autobiographical or poetic. There is a good body of poetry that falls under the
category of Italian-Canadian poetry collected in publications like Pillars of Lace: The
Anth ology of Italian- Canadian Women Writers (De Franceschi 1998) and Italian
Canadian Voices: An Anthology of Poetry and Prose (DiGiovanni 1982). The prefaces

and introductions of these collections addressed the history of Italian-Canadian poetry,
and confirmed my suspicion that nearly all of what was published was written by the
children and grandchildren of Concetta's generation, termed either poets of Italian
Canadian background or poets of Italian Canadian descent depending. The introductions
to these books led me to autobiographies and memoirs, since this was a genre where there
was a little more room for immigrant words to be published. Two important books turned
up in this search: The Value of Worthless Lives: Writing Italian American Immigrant
Autobiographies (Serra 2007) and Rosa : The Life of an Italian Immigrant (Ets 1999). I

was relieved and delighted to find these books since they proved me wrong (at least a
little bit), because here were accounts of immigrant experiences in their own words.
These books emphasized the role of autobiography in Italian women's creative
expression, and while it would be an insulting generalization to say that only women
write autobiography and only men write literature, it must also be said that the tendency
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of autobiography in women's writing is more common. Haria Serra writes about the role
of this genre:
Immigration and autobiography have several connections. Immigration
works as a kind of Copernican revolution that destabilizes an individual's
sense of self: one is severed out as a single particle from the rest of the
universe of countrymen; that individual is no longer at its center. The
effect is a new sense of loneliness and responsibility. Pushed to their
limits, immigrants are called to act with a stronger sense of responsibility
as well as a growing sense of individualism. Immigrants also discover
their identity or the wholeness of their egos once they are destabilized.
Their discovery is a natural reaction to keeping balanced, as instinctive as
crouching down or retreating into oneself at the prospect of something
frightening. It is as though the immigrant feels the ground shifting under
his feet, and autobiography [or in this case, poetry] becomes the tool to
build his or her centrality and identity as a particle of this chaotic universe.
(2007,16-17)
Serra's argument applies to immigrant poetry as well, so I widened my search to look for
material about immigrant poetry about any group rather than just Italian immigrants,
which helped a great deal. I found essays about immigrant poetry in Germany, about
poetry written by exiled Iranians in the United States, and also found work by Christl
Verduyn who addressed issues of what she terms minority literature and how it is
perceived by the majority. All of this work helped a great deal , even though Karim
Persis' piece "Charting the Past and Present: Iranian Immigrant and Ethnic Experience
Through Poetry" (2008) revolved around people who lived as exiles rather than having
had the choice to leave voluntarily (albeit very reluctantly) like Concetta. The theme that
came up over and over again in much of the poetry and the commentary accompanying it,
was the sense of trying to foster an identity within the context of cultural disconnect.
English and Newfoundland folk poets were also brought to my attention. Though
they were not writing from the perspective of immigrants, they did write from the same
rural perspective as Concelta, about so-called mundane things of day-to-day life as she
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did. Th is matte r of the " ordinary" qua lity of folk poetry was elucida ted by Roger deY
Renwick' s wo rk English Folk Poetry (1980) and also by Pauline Greenhi ll's True Poetry
(1988). The introd uctions and prefaces from a few collections of Ital ian-Canadian poetry
were also particu larly useful for me in developi ng ideas abo ut the significance of the
pastora l in Co nce tta ' s poetry beyo nd the obvio us connection to her rural childhood
upbri nging .
Altho ugh this thesis is abo ut the poet ry and life of one immigrant wo man in
parti cul ar , I still requir ed histor ical co ntext. Co nce tta gave me lots of co ntex t as it rela ted
to her , but in orde r to fully und erstand the soc ial history of her life in Italy and then her
life in Toro nto, I had to consult so me history as well. The Fascist Experien ce by Edwar d
D. Ta nnen baum (1972) was an exce lle nt refe rence that doc umen ted Itali an socia l history
from the mome nt Musso lini ass umed power. While her experie nces were also true ,
Ta nnenbaum prov ided an alte rnative perspect ive . A History of Contemporary Italy
(Ginsborg 1990) gave a clea r accoun t of the cou ntry afte r the war was ended . On ly the
firs t chapte r or so was of good use to me , des pite the fact that the boo k is excellent-it
was also moo t, since Conce tta left in 1956 . Women in the Shad ows by Ann Corne lise n
( 1977 ) was also interesti ng , in her treatme nt of four Ital ian women living in the
Mezzog iorno in the deca des afte r the war, and how they coped fro m day to day. A ltho ugh
the boo k pa inted a rathe r blea k picture of life for those wom en in Italy at that tim e , it also
ce me nted what Co ncetta had been tryin g to tell me when she talked about wom en in Italy
as second class citize ns, in an ex tre me se nse . Readin g throu gh these history book s was an
interesting process as I found myself validat ing Co nce tta's expe riences by the da tes and
record s doc umented by these books rathe r than the othe r way aro und, which seemed
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wrong , given that the historians who wrote these books had not had even a modicum of
the experience Concetta had in Italy and in Canad a .
Finally , in order to make certain that I was not abandoning folklore during my
reaearch ,l gratefully consulted Italian Folktales in America (Mathias and Raspa 1985) ,

Folklore by the Fireside (Falass i 1980) and Looking Through My Mother 's Eyes: Life
Stories of Nine Italian Immigrant Women in Canada (Del Negro 1997). Del Negro ' s
work especially helped me to form idea s about the structure of thi s thesis , since I was
trying to do something similar.
My bibliography at the end of this work reflects some of the more peripheral and
broad scale research, as I attempted to deepen my under standing of social history in Italy ,
of labour history in Toronto , and of Italian immigrant history in Can ada . I can only hope
that this thesis will contribute to filling in part the gap in the documentation of Italian
immigrant women ' s history in Canada.
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M ETHODOLOGY AND R EFLEXIVITY

My grandmot her Conc etta and I did approx imate ly fiftee n inter view s togeth er , two of
which were over the telephon e . In betwee n all of that, there were inform al que stion s here
and there , that typicall y resulted in me grabbing any thing imm ediat ely handy in orde r to
jot down note s . On one occas ion , it was seve ral tissu es , much to my grandmother's
amu sement. The interviews with her were conducted in the summer of 2009 from July to
Au gu st . There were two follow -up intervi ew s in December 2009, and the telephone
interviews happened in the late winter and early spring of 2010 . There were also brief
phone calls to clarify detail s as 1 tran scribed the interview s and began to sift throu gh all
of the inform ation. On average , our intervi ew s togeth er in her kitchen were at lea st an
hour in len gth, so metimes a bit shorter, and once, a whol e two hour s. Generall y , all of the
phone ca lls were kept short , never excee ding a half an hour ' s tim e.
Before attendin g graduate school, I had been in the habit of carryi ng a taperecord er with me to my grandparents' hom e . Often when we we re eating lunch or supper
tog ether, both my grandmother and my grandfather told stor ies about their childhoo d,
neighb our s they knew in their town and stories of witches , ghosts and werew olv es. I tried
to record as much as I co uld, conducting highly inform al interv iews . Som etime s I would
ju st let the tape record er run , capturing the entire meal and all of its conversation on tape,
whether mundane, lively or silent. Most of these recordin gs are from Sunday lunch es
wher e others in additi on to my grandparents and I were pre sent . Th ough mo st of the
stories wer e told on their own, so metimes, a parti cul ar one was requ ested . In these cases ,
the story turn ed into a more ove rt form of perform an ce. My grandmother, bein g
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conscious of the tape -recorder, would sit up straighter, clear her throat and begin to tell
whichever story was requested in a more formal style of language, speaking Italian and
enunciating carefully. This was a sharp contrast to her usual speaking pattern , which, if
her granddaughters were involved, was often a blend of Italian, Boianese and English .
Inevitably, at some point during the story, she would be interrupted by my grandfather,
who would interject with some detail it seemed to him she had forgotten , or his opinion
on the story . Usually, she would hush him with a quick terse word in Boianese , and slip
more readily into her regular speech patterns, more at ease and less formal with her tone
of voice. Initially, I thought that Sunday lunches would be an ideal setting for some early
interviews, as the flow of food tends to stimulate the flow of conversation, particularly in
the environment of a more drawn out Sund ay lunch, but this quickly proved to be too
complicated as there were too many people coming and going and talking at the table .
Even after lunch, the socializing typically continued with phone calls as well as relatives
dropping by for a coffee and a chat . Even if the telephone remained silent, and people did
not come to visit , the other family members hanging around became too much to navigate
for the purposes of a distraction-free conversation, particularly considering the curious
nature of my family and their penchant to interrupt a conversation in order to ask their
own question.
After my fai led Sunday interview att empts, we decided to meet a couple of time s
during the week, and those meetings turned into daylong periods of time. I usually
arrived an hour or so before lunch, we customarily ate at 1:30 or 2:00 in the afternoon.
Sometimes, my grandmother had already prepared lunch, sometimes we would prepare it
together , and sometimes on a day she felt more tired than usual , she sat in her chair by the
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large kitchen window and directed from there while I prepared the meal. Instead of
interviewing directly during lunch and recording everything, I kept my notebook open
beside me, and that way if anything came up during lunch, a story, song, joke or
otherwise, I could jot something down to remind myself to ask about it later. ! did use
lunch to record some of my grandfather's talk, which, aside from being interesting on its
own, also helped to fill in some of the peripheral details of my grandmother's stories.
After lunch, when we had finished the coffee and when the kitchen was tidy and the
lunch dishes put away, my grandfather would go to the living room couch and take his
afternoon siesta, while my grandmother sat in the kitchen reading her newspapers. A little
while later, she and ! would sit, either in the kitchen by the big window, she in her chair
and me in mine, or, more often than not, we sat at the big kitchen table.

THE TEC HNOLOG Y

Though I used a Sony tape recorder previously in my early pre-graduate school
recordings, I decided for the sake of digitizing, time stamping and transcribing to use my
laptop instead, using a software application called Audacity, which effectively turns the
computer into a tape recorder, picking up whatever sound is made in its vicinity. ! had
tried this in the past for fieldwork for papers for various classes and was generally
pleased with the results of quality of the audio, but when I listened to the interviews I did
with my grandmother there was also a bit of distortion, feedback, and occasionally an
electronic tone emitting throughout the course of some interviews. I think that the
computer was alien to my grandmother. However, I had subjected her to it before when I
did some long distance interviews with her using two other programs: Skype, which
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allowed me to video conference with her, providing the essential face to face
environment that fostered more intimacy and the longer conversation that I find difficult
to achieve over the telephone , in conjunction with another program called Audio Hijack,
which recorded only the audio activity on Skype rather than turning the whole computer
into a recorder as Audacity does. In any case, it was at first strange for her, I think, as
occasionally the computer screen would go to "sleep," and she would interrupt herself ,
concerned that that it was shutting down, and I would lose whatever we had recorded.
The other problem was that my grandmother would forget the volume of her own voice,
which would gradually become softer and softer. While this was a positive indication of
the level of comfort she felt as we progressed with our conversations, it also made it
difficult for the computer to capture her voice clearly. In the end, I was still able to
transcribe everything sufficiently. I should have tried to find a microphone to make things
simpler, but I did not, partly because I was concerned that another piece of technology,
especially one more recognizable as a recording device would make her more selfconscious-even the laptop faded into the background after the first couple of
interviews-and partly, because the thought of getting a microphone just did not occur to
me. In retrospect however, it clearly would have improved the audio quality of the
recordings, and would not have put my grandmother off; she would have got used to it
fairly quickly.

T HE CHA LL ENGES AN D T HE ET HICS

Another fieldwork challenge, and one that I had not really expected, was that despite the
familiarity and strong relationship between myself and my grandmother, I do not think
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she ever fully under stood what I wanted fr om her. Though I am certain she wa s plea sed
that I was so intere sted in her life and how she grew up and the details of her immigration
experiences , s he told me often enough that she still did not under stand what exactly I
wanted to write about , and how her life wa s so central to thi s. She wa s proud of the fa ct
that I was going to graduate sc hool, and though I attempted to explain to her many times ,
she still did not know what to tell her friends when they asked what I wa s doing in St.
John ' s. The first two intervi ew s we did a re fairly indicative of thi s , since there a re
awkward moments wh ere I he sitated , not knowing how to frame what I wanted to ask .
Though I thought about thematic interviews, and made lists of questions to ask , in
practice, I had to find other way s to pose tho se que st ion s. Of cour se I explained that I was
intere sted in her life as far as how she interpreted her exp eri en ces as a wom an , and in a fit
of bad judgment, I even used the formal aca dem ic lan gua ge of my thesi s propo sal to
explain this to her, which I immediately felt embarrassed about -in hind sight , it wa s
conde scending and eliti st. Thu s, the fir st two intervi ew s are full of lots of sta rts, sto ps and
lon g pau ses, con sistin g of basic information only suc h as date and place of birth , famil y
history and tho se sorts of introductory thin gs . It wa s good information to have , but not
what I wa s after, though I eventually realiz ed that I wa s naive in thinking that she and I
would ju st plunge into the intervi ew s , and that these fir st two int er view s were essential in
deepening o ur rapport. Th ou gh my grand mother and I had alw ay s been very close (s he
wa s with my siste rs as well) , thi s proce ss of the interview wa s a new dynamic for us . The
ea rly interviews that made me crin ge as I wa s tran scribing them were esse ntial for us in
figurin g o ut thi s new way of spea king with eac h other. It was not until at lea st the third
inter view as I di stin ctly rem emb er that ther e was s uddenly sy nc hro nici ty in the
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conversation, where it did not matter anymore that she did not understand what I was
after, and it did not matter anymore that I was worried about asking questions that were
too broad. It occurred to me that everything we had been warned about in introductory
folklore classes actually did happen as far as the fieldwork process went.
The theme of one of our interviews was on the topics of pregnancy and
menstruation and how, in the very traditional and patriarchal society she grew up with,
these matters were spoken about and dealt with. After reading Pat Caplan's article
" Learning Gender: Fieldwork in a Tanzanian Coastal Village," ( 1993) I reflected on how
by the time that my grandmother was my age now, she had already been married for
several years, had two small daughters and had relocated her entire life to another
country. Though she was very proud of my scholarly achievements and those of my
sisters, my grandmother often expressed disappointment that none of us are married,
never mind the fact that we had not produced any great-grandchildren for her to cuddle
and fawn over. Just as Caplan explained in her own reflexive article about the
relationship she had to the women she was interviewing, there was a divide between my
life and my grandmother's life in this regard. I wondered months later if when she spoke
about women and pregnancy what she told me was tempered by the fact that because I
am unmarried and childless, I was not actually a "woman" to her mind. Though she was
incredibly progressive, there were some traditional qualities of gender construct that
occasionally trumped this social progressiveness. Part of the reason she was okay with it
was because my sisters and I were in school for so many years, and she was a strong
believer in the value and importance of formal education. However, this desire to see
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all happily partnered off and settled (preferably with babies for her to play with) was not
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necessarily a bias on her part, but simply a reflection of the cultural expectations she
grew up with.
One of my technical challenges was that of the only two recorded conversations
we had specifically about her poetry, , managed to accidentally lose both on my
computer, having saved them improperly before they had been backed up or even
transcribed. Luckily, , still had my notes and my grandmother humoured me when ' told
her what had happened. By this time' was back in St. John's, so , telephoned her and
took as many notes as possible as , asked her again about her poetry and how she felt
about it. This is absolutely something ' wish' had spent more time on, or even that' had
not deleted those interviews so carelessly.

There were other people who became integral to the fieldwork for this thesis-mainly,
my grandfather and my mother. Oftentimes my grandfather would confirm things that my
grandmother talked about. For instance, my grandmother told me how when she was a
young girl, she did not spend much time in Boiano proper, and stuck closer to home.' did
not question this too deeply; from the way she talked about it, , simply assumed that this
was j ust the way things were in Castellone where she lived. However, after talking with
my grandfather who one day was telling me about the dances he and his older brother
Emilio used to attend in Boiano, said "As k your nonna l as he often did (he gets
concerned that he is not remembering things accurately) before stopping himself and
saying to me, "No , she wouldn't know- girls weren't allowed to go to Boiano." This was
really revealing to me, and sent me off in another direction, and I questioned my

21
grandmother more closely about this, getting some more important detail about life and
social mores for girls in Castell one, and the expectations of her mother. If I had not had
this casual conversation with my grandfather, it would have taken me a lot longer to get
there. This happened on more than one occasion.
My mother has been of tremendous help as well. Besides translating the poetry
from Boianese to English, I often phoned her about things for which I had no frame of
reference which would have otherwise fallen through the cracks. She helped me to
understand some of the things that went uns poken, not because my grandmother was
necessarily avoiding them, but because she would forget as she told me stories that I did
not have all the same detail and knowledge of what Boiano was like in the 1930s or what
Toronto was like in the 1960s, beyond what I had heard from others and read in books.
There was one instance where I was extremely grateful to my mother for her clarification ,
or I could have made a dire error with my assumption . In Chapter Two, in a section
where I write about my grandmother and her family moving to their first proper home in
Toronto on Crawford Street, on my first writing I had no idea that things were actually as
difficult as they were. Either my grandmother did not want to tell me, or she did not
mention these hardships because she felt they were not worth mentioning .
My aunt Isabella Colalillo-Kates , a poet in her own right, typed up many of my
grandmother's poems for a self -published collection -in particular the Boiano pieces -in
which she included some of her own work as an appendix to my grandmother' s poetry.
The collection is called Bujan ' Mie Paese Biell' . While the transcriptions wer e extremely
useful to have on hand, es pecially since I do not s pea k Boianese, and only under stand
a bo ut half of it- seeing it on the page wa s tremendou sly helpful. In addition, my
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grandmothe r loaned me her wo rk and allowe d me to photocopy it so that I had her
orig inal materi al to work from. Primar ily , it was her Boiano poetry , but all the others,
birthd ay poem s and whatnot, were not all there . She had bits and pieces of rou gh co pies,
but all of the goo d co pies had been give n to the peo ple fo r who m they we re co mpose d .
Isab ella includ ed some of the se in the coll ection , I can only ass ume based on the rou gh
co pies she found in my grandmo ther's co llection. T herefo re. the poem s she wrote for my
sisters, for my moth er and my aunt hav e all been omitted, since they were not in the
fo lde r I looked at. A nothe r omissio n, and these poem s are rare, were two co mme mo rative
pieces she compos ed in honour of her cognata (my other grandmo ther) Carm ela and her

cognato (my other gra ndfa ther) Paolo , eac h co mpose d afte r their respective deaths , six
month s apart from the othe r. I believ e my father has co pies of these in his files , but I
co uld not find them in time for this thesis. For the purp oses of this thesis I have
co ncentra ted on her Boian o poem s , her birthday poem s and her wedd ing anniversary
poem , but it wo uld have been nice to have as co mplete a co llectio n as possible
noneth eless .

Th ere are two small thin gs I want to address lastly . I have writte n this thesis with a great
dea l of trepida tio n and se lf-co nsc iousness. Partl y , this is becau se thi s is not a stra nger's
life (tho ugh I would hope not to writ e about a stra nge r clinically or callously) . I clearly
wa nt to do my grandmother's poetry and life j ust ice, but it was hard to rea lly get into
so me of the details. In parti cul ar , it was tricky not to go into family dyn ami cs (be they
positive or nega tive) and needlessly co mplica te her wo rds . A great dea l of my
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nervousness is also due to the fact that I want to show thi s work to my parents,
particularly to my mother, but I worry that 1 will have some of the details wrong , and that
not only will she find some grave mistake and as sumption within the body of the work,
but she or other family members might be disappointed by a less than accurate portrayal.
Finally, the most difficult thing was to write after my grandmother passed away.
Aside from the obvious emotional connection that I have to my grandmother, 1 also had
to remember that 1 could no longer phone her up and ask her for further clarification, or
talk to her about what 1 had written. There are some areas of this thesis in which 1 stray
uncomfortably close to speculation-I found the second chapter especially difficult to
write and I think that show s, since that part of her life was quite tenuous; everything wa s
changing all the time and she had to figure out how to be her self in a new country . Thi s is
also the part of her life of which 1 have the least information , de spite the in-depth
interviews , and I can only assume that this was a difficult time to talk about deeply . 1
used my mother's references as often as 1 could , but this was not always pos sible since
there are always going to be details and minutiae that my mother (nor I) does not know
about my grandmother's life . 1 had intended to give a copy of this to my grandmother
before 1 submitted it to see what she thought, but clearly , thi s is not possible now , so 1
can only hope that she would have been pleased by what she read .
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LA VITA CONTA DINA DI E I BUlA N ' / THE LIFE OF A CONTADINA IN BOIANO

E naserache ne me nete de fa niend'
e m 'e men ute nu pensier ' co me me ve sempe
chestemea na terras traniera.

It' s an e vening when I don 't feel like doin g a nything
And a thought ca me to me, as it always does
T hat weare in a fore ign land.

Na nostal gia me se nd de la terralundana,
casuo passa t' tant'annche laseme lassa ta
per6maicela scurd ame.

I feel nostalgia for that land far away
So many yea rs have passed since we left it
But we will never fo rget it.

Frachilliocuoll' evall verde e aqua chiara
egend'che fa ruvia vai,
pecch eBujan ' ebieil e cene vand am ' assai.

In those gree n hills and valleys and clear water
And people go ing to and fro
Because Boiano is beaut iful and we were proud of it.

La nustalgia che se nd' e anco ra piu pesanda
che me vien ammend' mama , tata
eche ievaneaccusia r'e buo n
chececapivan'comeavevanecresc iut' nafamia .

T he nostalgia that I fee I is eve n more profound
As I think of my mother and father
Who were so good and kind
Who understood one another and how they raised a fa mily .

Ann'crescit u'seifiiche tant' respett'esimpatia;
sem 'cuncie nd'rispettus'ecapiend'
ca de vane buon'c unssa tantagend 'e a fa mia.

T hey raised six children, good- natured and respectful
Always co nsc ientio us, respectful of others and
understandin g
Who gave goo d co unse l to many peo ple and to the fa mily .

Iavam ' che Ie pecu re , Ie vacche, e ri purcieIle ;
By day we acco mpanied the shee p, the co ws and the pigs
rna la sera co me iavam ' a c1as casea ieva sempe biel!' . But at night , when we went hom e, it was beaut iful.
Ci meteva legran'e puociscugnava
che ric iucc'aggiravan' pe'fashl legran
e puoche n palumellace menava pe l' aria

p'a recapa le gran' <de la cama.

We would har vest the wheat and then glean it
And the donk eys would turn and turn to let the grai n
seeds out
And then like adove we would throw it in the air
To sort the wheat fro m the chaff .

Sa va maccusicundient do pefinit'
ca meniva mammache rucaniestrechine de piatta,
cucc hiar'e bicchie r nufiasch' de vine
taccuzze lleefasciureepure nasav iciccia .

We were so happy when we finished
Because mamm a would come with the basket full of dishes
Spoons and glasses and a flask of wine
Taccuzelle with bea ns and eve n a sa usage

Ce mag nava ,ce beveva,ce parlava
e dopece do vevaarimette la paia
che le lenzo racheinece la mettava me ' nca pe
ecepurtavan'a la paiera .

We would eat, drink and talk
And the n we had to store the hay
And with the sheets full of hay we would ca rry them on
o ur heads
And bring them to the hay loft.

Ce faceva l' arremessa p' ru viern'
ch' lenavame vacch' , puo rc' e pecora
checefaceva ruiacce pulit'og nig uio rne .

As forage fo r the wint er month s
Because we had cows, pigs a nd shee p
Who needed a clea n bed of hay eve ryday
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Ce purtava Ie grane Ie belle pane .
Pane ch'a ddurava de fari na fresca
ech'evacuott'a rufurn'fattea lena .

We would bring the grai n, the beautiful bread
Bread which smelled of fresh flou r
Which had bee n coo ked ina woo d-b urning stove

Mamm a c' aveza va ale qu att 'delamatin a,
p' arnassa chella bella farina. E puo face va ru bell paniell'
de qu att ' chini l'un e che ieva accu sfbuon p' ott' iurne'.

Ma mma would get up a t four in the morning
To knead the bread with that bea utiful flo ur.
And then would make beaut iful loaves
Whi ch weighed fo ur kilograms eac h
Whic h would last for eig ht days

Ec hestae un p6 d istoria d'comesemecresci ut'
che tantag ioadend'a' na terra fe rtilee pianao
che ma'rr icord che ieva Bujan ' .

And this is a brief sto ry of how we grew up
With so much joy in a land fertile and flat
T hat I rememb er Boiano being

Eques tae un'a ltra mispoesiache da tanti anni
state a sen tire;esperochevi siagradita
che vie nedal profondo del curore per voi qua tutti uniti .

And this is another one of the poems that you have bee n
listening to for so many yea rs
I hope that yo u ha ve enjoye d it
Beca use it co mes fro m the bottom of my heart to
all of you united here .

E con rispe tto e nostalgia vi do mio abbraccio;
un sa luto a tutti voieallevostrecarefamig lie.

And wit h respec t and nostal gia I give yo u my embrace
And a greeti ng to yo u all and to you r dea r families

Un graz ieancora di ave rascoltate Ie mie povere parol e
che vengo no da una vecc hiacontadina
enon da un professo re .

T hank yo u aga in fo r havin g listened to my humbl e
word s.
That co me from an old colltadilla
And not fro m a professo r

Co nquesta ultimafrase vi saluto a tutti qui presente
che no serve dirl o ancora
che siete tutti Bojanesi e buonagente .

With these last words, I bid you all a good eve ning
It' s not necessary but bears repeating
T hat yo u are all Boiane se and good peopl e .

Ciaoal'annoche viene, a chi ci arriva
perfareu n'a ltrabellaserata
co n un piattodi tacc uzelleefagioli
e unbel bicc hierdivi no .

See yo u in the co ming year and those that wi ll see it
To spend anot her lovely eve ning
With a dish oi taccuzelle eiv: bea ns
And a good glass of wine .

2003
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CHAPTER O NE:
LA NG UAG E, S ONG AND DI ALECT IN B OIANO

1927-1945
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Concetta Sinibaldi was born in the rural village ot frazio ne of Castellone,ju st outside the
town of Boiano in the region of Molise, roughly an hour south of Rome by train. She
grew up on a plateau near the base of the Matese Mountains in a localita or
neighbourhood called Pitoscia , once the site of an ancient lake. 5 Boiano is the main town,
and serves to tie together the loose collection of fraz ioni surrounding it, of which
Castellone was one. Concetta was proud of her roots as a eontadina and often selfidentified as such. Among other things, she was a poet, a feminist, a gardener, a chef , a
baker, a volunteer, a worker. However, it was the first twenty-nine years of her life lived
as a contadina in Italy that set the frame for her character and informed the rest of her life
and endeavours.
Concetta was the youngest member of her family, the baby of five other siblings.
She also had two half-sisters from her father's previous marriage (his first wife died), but
they were much older, and she did not interact with them daily. Her only sister, Teresa,
was nineteen years older and married by the time Concetta turned four. Teresa was her
protector, and treated her to little luxuries "like [new] shoes and material for a dress."
Concetta was closest to her brother Filomeno when she was young, who was only three
years older, and the gentlest of her four brothers. He died of rheumatic fever when he was
only seventeen years old, and she described herself as "his nurse and his guardian. I
entertained him while everyone else worked in the fields." She still remembered his last
words to her: "Be brave." The next oldest was Carlo, who picked on her mercilessly. She

5 This part of Italy is often o verloo ked in favour of its wealthi er neighb our Abr uzzo. a regio n it was
actua lly a part of until 1963 when Ca mpobasso was se parated from the region to form what is now Mol ise.
Molise onthewholetend st o fallinto a generic category ofltalyand often loses its regional ide ntity.
Andrein a Di Clirncnti noted . " [a ]t least until the 1960s .An glo-Ameri can researcher s tended to see (the
.Hezzogiom o l as a enor mous anthropo lo gical de posit of a Euro pean past that had everywhere else
disap pea red . leavi ng Italy' s Mezzogiorno -: ' the land that lime fo rgot' - as much a part of the T hird Wor ld
as the Sa moa n Islands or Amazo n forest." (79)
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jo kingly referred to him as "the terrible one." Donato was the next brother, nine years her
senior, and though he picked on her too, he was never as mean as Carlo and her other
brother Pasquale could be to her. She said it was because "he had a different heart."
Donato went missing during the Second World War, lost somewhere in Russia. In her
husband's livingroom in Toronto, a photograph of him posing in his military uniform
with a horse in a photographer's studio hangs on the wall. Pasquale was the eldest, born
in 1918, and up until his death five years ago, her last living sibling with whom she
maintained a close relationship with telephone calls and the occasional visit to Italy over
the years. Her parents were Teresa Pitoscia and Gauenzio Sinibaldi. Her father was a tall
man whom neighbours nicknamed Il Polacca , the Pole, for his red hair and blue eyes,
features that her brother Donato also shared. Her mother was a strict woman, and the
spitting image of Concetta herself. There is a rare photograph of her that rests on a shelf
in Concetta's livingroom: a black and white image of a woman with a serious face
wrapped in a shawl. Concetta was close to both her parents though in very different ways.
Her mother had expectations of how she was supposed to behave, and taught her to cook
and clean, and to look after her brothers by ironing their clothes and preparing their
supper. Her father was more lenient and doted on her tomboyish tendencies, encouraging
her mother to give her a little more freedom. Concetta likened his relaxed nature to the
fact that he left Castellone to work abroad in the United States and Brazil. His worldview
was larger than most members of his community at that time, particularly women like her
mother who were relegated to staying behind. Concetta described herself as a nosy,
precocious child, always asking questions. She obeyed her mother (most of the time), and
did her chores around the home, and helped with the farm animals, but she also got into
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her fa ir share of misch ief. She had a stro ng se nse of j ustice, and wh en she fel t that she or
a memb er of her family had been slig hted, she ofte n played a pra nk in retaliati on . O ne of
her more infa mo us ca pers invo lve d pitch ing a dead cat into a neighb our ' s we ll , po isoning
the water and causing the we ll to be shut dow n fo r wee ks.

Before anything go ing furthe r, the word contadina must be prop erly ex plained. In Italian ,
the word is used to de scribe the ag ro-labourers who lived in the co untrys ide . In English,
the word very loosely tran slate s to " peas ant," or even "s ubsistence farmer," but neith er of
those word s truly imply the meanin g of contadina. T he word " peasa nt" was so metimes
used by Co ncetta herself in con versation , but only very ge ne rally , and most often to
desc ribe the insult she felt when she was acc used of being a peasa nt in the pejora tive . She
stated very clearl y , "We are peasant s . Th e mean ing of peasant is not poor or lower in
class-they were richer than most peopl e in town ." What she mean t by the latter part of
the sta teme nt is that she and her fa mi ly ow ned so me of their lan d , unlik e the maj or ity of
the low er classes who lived in town , who did not. She also clarified this by sayi ng that
afte r the Seco nd World Wa r, eve n the wealt hy memb ers of the town came begging to the

contadini for foo d , since their currency was no lon ger valua ble; there were no mark ets
fro m which to purchase anything. T herefore , for the purp oses of th is thesis , the wo rd

contadina will be used the majorit y of the time in the place of the word " peasa nt ." In
addition, dependin g on the usage , the vowel endings of the wo rd may occas ionally vary:

contadina with the - a ending refers to the singular fe minine; the wo rd contadini with the
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- i ending ref er s to the plural. For the masc uline the word ends with an

-0,

and for the

feminine plural , the word e nds with an -e .
The contadini were larg ely rural people with little formal education who worked
the land , most often working in the field s . With the exc epti on of trained pro fession als
wh o tend ed to live in Boi an o prop er , the majorit y of the a rea was made up of contadi ni,
who were part of a compl etely ora l c ulture . The contadini of Boi ano spo ke the dialect
co m mo n to the area ca lled Boi an ese in Ital ian-or Buj anes ' in di alect - and nam ed for
the town . Boian ese of co urse has si m ilarities to regional di al ects from Mo lise and with
the dia lect s from its bord er regi on s of Campania and A bruzzi, but despit e thi s , a town o r
co m m unity dial ect is still locali zed and un iqu e to that sma ll area. Until recentl y , Boi an ese
(agai n, as is the case w ith most dialec ts) , was enti rely o ra l, a nd had ne ver been wr itten
down until paesa ni like Con eetta began usin g it in their pe rso nal writin g . In 2007, a local
sc ho lar, M iche le Ca m pa ne lla publi shed a Boian ese dict ion a ry ca lle d Dizonario del

dia /etto e de lla civi lta di Bojano . It has become mor e and mor e co m mo n fo r paesa ni to
c rea te dicti onari es of their resp ectiv e hom etown s .
In the fi rst inte rviews, Co nce tta spo ke mainl y abo ut ho w and wh ere she grew up.
So me of the contadin i of Boian o , like her fa the r Ga ude nz io, ow ned mod est plot s of land
sca tte red aro und the co untrys ide, rath er than in ce ntra lized areas, " [a res ult ] fro m the
exige ncies of the la w of inhe rita nce," whic h orda ined that the plot s must be sp lit amo ng
so ns a nd split aga in and again thro ug h ge ne ratio ns of descend ant s ( Banfie ld 1967 , 51 ) . In
add ition to wo rking thei r own mod est plot s of land , Co nce tta a nd most ot he r contadini
also worked land belo ngi ng to padroni, landow ne rs w ho lived in tow n, in Bo iano . By he r
acco unt, the contad ini lived sim ple but hard lives that wer e lar gely dic tated by the
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seaso ns, which determin ed the sow ing of see ds and the har vesting of crops. " I grew up
with simplicita [simpli city]," she sa id. In addition to so me land , Co nce tta's fat her also
owned so me anima ls, inclu din g chicke ns, a co w or two , so me pigs, and most imp ortantl y ,
shee p. Shee p were an integral part of the contadini' s lives in Boiano , and we re de pended
upon for extra inco me. As a little girl, her duties at hom e we re to feed the chickens in the
mornin g , and to help look afte r the shee p in the afte rnoo ns, when they we re in the low er
hill s . Co nce tta ex plained that traditi onally only boys we re allowe d to stay with shee p
ove rnig ht in the summer month s when the flock s were taken higher into the hill s , as it
would have been improp er for girls to do so. She lov ed her shee p and her favourit e was
nam ed Mil ella ; she sa id she used to nam e them all. Th e real dan ger fo r the shee p wa s
actually the wo lves that lived in the mount ains who roa med the outer reache s of
Cas tello ne, preyin g on shee p; for this reason , most fami lies also kept sheep dogs and
Co nce tta named hers , affect ionately, and perh aps a bit iron ically , Lupo ; or in English,
Wo lf.
Despite the idy llic se nse of country living that occasionally pervades the tone of
her stories about Boiano , and the fact that most of the contadini cou ld have bee n at hom e
in the 19'hce ntury, it wo uld be unfa ir and inacc urate to say that they we re an
unequi vocally isolated gro up of peopl e . Franca lacovetta writes,
[Th e peasants I did not co me from a back ground of isolated , close d
villages, neither were they completely self-suff icient farme rs isolated from
a mark et eco nomy and ignorant of the world beyond their town . Ty pica lly,
they resid ed in agro -to wns (paese) perch ed on a hillt op or nestled into a
mount ain -sid e. Daily , the town ' s peasant s and ag ricultural labour ers
wa lked lon g distances to the sca tte red field s and the co mmercial estates
below. In so me cases, peopl e also resided in hou ses sca tte red outside the
tow n, the reby crea ting a less distinct break betw een urban ce nter and
co untryside . ( 1992, 9)
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Since Concetta and her famil y lived in the countryside, walking to their land was not as
much of an issue for her as for the others that Iacovetta talks about in the above
quotation . They were firmly attached to the land they lived on . Robert Redfield offers his
own description of pea sant life, and it is true at lea st on a cur sory level of how the

contadini likely perceived their own lives and surroundings .
Even at this mi sty upper level , I do think that so mething remains of the
assertion made as to the peasant view of the good life ; but others might not
accept the following state ment of peasant values : an intense attachment to
native soil; a reverent disposition toward habitat and ancestral ways; a
restraint on individual self-seeking in favour of family and community; a
certain suspiciousness, mixed in with appreciation of town life; a sober
and earthy ethic . (1989,78)
Like many other rural working-class cultures , the contadini nurtured their relationship
with the land , treating it, in John Szwed's words , as "s acred ," ( 197 1, 152) and with
respect since the land and what it could yield determined the quality of their living that
year; so me yea rs there was extra and some years, there was not.
As a girl, Concetta had to stay close to home , and so she did not often get to leave
Ca stellone until she was a young adult. She explained that it wa s unseemly at the time for
unmarried young women and underaged girls to go wandering together. If they did go to
Boiano, it was in the company of a married chaperone (usua lly her mother). She sa id thi s
" stupid attitude" towards girl s fru strated her constantly and she always craved
independence and tested her mother' s limits . Still, she recalled a busy marketplace in
Boiano (in addition to the sma lle r weekly market in Castellone), with people coming
from Civita, from Sepino , from Monteverde and all of the other surroundingj razioni.
Peddler s from even further away passed through selling fabrics and trinkets, as did the

zingari (the Italian pejorative for Roma , likening them to pest s -the Boian ese word for
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mosquit o is similar: zingera ). The zingari exis ted in an inbetween sort of place. They
were always out siders, but also regular fixtures, camping j ust by the church in Castellone.
Children from Caste llone and children from the carava ns always played together,
including Coneetta, though the adults never mingled. The Roma were always kept at
arm's length , suspicion prop agated by stories of their alleged tendenc y for thieving and
swindling. The Roma also mo ved around frequently, and for the contadini who depend ed
and placed such emphas is on the land , this was more cause for misund erstand ing. T hey
sold a mismat ched assortment of goods in the market , and as did Ethiopian trad ers whom
Conc etta rememb ered selling medicinal herb s and remedie s. T hough Boiano was still
fairly provincial and local s were suspicious of outsiders, Boiano also had a male tradition
of wor king abroad which established a habitual comi ng and going from Boiano to other
parts of Europe and sometimes as far as South America , the United States and Australia,"
Donn a Gabaccia noted that despite this persistent migration , " most of Italy' s migrant s
remained eco nomically and emotionally enmeshed in subsistence produ ction and their
rural communities" (2000 , 82) . T here was a certain amo unt of geogra phic movement of
the contadini, then , and acco rd ing to Co ncetta , this is how outside cultu ral infl uence
gradually percolated into the co mmunity of Castellone .
"Communal living ," for lack of a better term , was a fundamental aspect of life fo r
the contadini , which meant that larger scale chores like tend ing the sheep were shared
betw een neighbour s and famili es of each localita. For instance , sheep were pooled
together , and the workload was divided amongst the contadini acco rding to the numb er of

Effective ly, this was a precu rsor to th e latter mass wo rk mig ratio n o f the post -Second World War era, but
mos t (not a ll) of these men tended to co me back aga in, whi ch happ ened more rarely in the foll ow ing
decad es, the ir wiv es and ch ildren eve ntua lly joi ni ng the m in anothe r count ry . So me times men aba ndo ned
the ir fami lies and began life anew in another co untry .

6
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shee p eac h fa mily possessed -if one fa mily only ow ned twent y shee p, then they might be
respon sible fo r only two days ' tendin g during the wee k; if anot her fami ly ow ned fo rty
shee p, then they might be res po nsible for fo ur days' tending per week , and so on. When it
ca me time to milk the shee p, they were milked en masse, and the milk was divided
accor ding to the same criteria . T his co mmu nal meth od also app lied to the harves t and
productio n of food , includ ing tom ato-m ak ing (sa uce makin g) , co rn shucking and wine
makin g . T hese we re all respon sibiliti es shared by the community , and Co nce tta talk ed
about the singing that acco mpanied the work (in the field s too) to make the time pass
mor e quickly .
When yo u harv est the corn yo u put 'e m on the ce me nt place and eve ning
yo u have to take the sfog lie (husks), so we used to get all togeth er , the
neighb ours - for exa mple, ton ight , I pick the co rn and yo u help and the
next night it was so me body else . . . and yo u help eac h other. Afte r we
wo uld finis h to do that , Zio Pasq uale wo uld play the harm onica and we
used to dance , boys and girls , whoe ver was there , eve n the old peopl e .
In the wintertime , outdoor wor k co uld not be perform ed and com munity activ ities were
tra nsfe rred to the indoors . In his seminal wor k Folklore by the Fireside, Alessandro
Falassi defines the T usca n ora l tradi tio n of the veglia as "t he ritual eve ning gat hering of
family and friends by the fireplace ." ( 1980,5) Co nce tta said that the wintertime was
made for talk ing and tell ing stories, " because that was the only ente rtainmen t we had it in
the old co untry-there was television , eve n radio only a few peopl e had it" ; in addition,
there were sig nifica ntly fewe r chores to be done in the winter , thu s the contadin i had
more tim e fo r stories . As the found ation of sing ing and storytelling, rhymin g and j oking
were soc ial activities in Boiano . As is the case with many childre n, particul arly those
raised in a deep oral culture, word play was an integ ral part of Co ncetta's childhood, in
vario us for ms . T hough singing was es pecia lly popular in Ca ste llone and often
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accompanied work , Concetta recalled her childi sh rhymes and joke s as her fir st efforts
with wordplay.

LULLA BIES, RHY M E AND SONG

It see ms that the natural pla ce to begin is to give a brief acco unt of the lullab y , the first
form of rhyme and song Co ncetta was ex posed to when she was an infant. As ide fro m her
own compos itions later in life , the se were some of the so ngs she rem embered best , and
she learned them "f rom my grandmo ther and my moth er . [ heard my mother , not too
much my grandmother, 'c au se we wer e all big [by then]. My moth er used to sing to Enzo
and Giovanni [her neph ew s]." Wh en her daughter s and grandda ughters were born , she
sa ng the ninna-n ann a to them in turn. [n Italian , the lullab y is ca lled the ninna-na nna,
nam ed for a co mmo n refrain in many lullab ies that goes, " ninna- nanna , ninn a-o ,' nothin g
more than a non sense so ng, much like Mother Goose . T he Italian lull aby is now being
revisited by Luisa Del Giudi ce who posits that , for so me Italian wom en , the lullaby was
act ually a way in wh ich wo me n co uld lament fo r their frus tratio ns, cleve rly disgu ised as a
tune to soo the children to slee p ( 1988,270-293). Co ncetta co uld not spea k to th is , but
since the ninna-nanna was imp ortant to her in her life, it wa rra nts a ment ion . She tend ed
to use the versions she had learn ed from her moth er and gra ndmothe r, but also saw fit to
add her own " invented" verses at the end of the lullabi es. Years later , she and Diodato ,
her husband , sa ng all the time to their grandda ughte rs. She started with the ninne-nanne
she knew so well , before introducing them to play so ngs and rhym es . Th e followin g
observation is entire ly unscholarl y , but afte r hearin g her , it always see med on a purely
aest hetic level that Co nce tta's dialect was perfectly s uited fo r lullab ies , the inherent risin g
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and fallin g lilt of Boianese suiting the pace of a lull aby . Co ncetta's own moth er , who
accordin g to Diodat o had a wond erful voice, may have perh ap s influ en ced her in this
respect.
Co ncetta sa id that rhyme was an underlying fixture in so ngs in Boian o , thu s
emphas izing the imp ortan ce of wordpl ay in this culture . T he so ngs that most memb ers of
the co mmunity sang we re fa miliar and readily accessible , but so ngs co uld also be
individual ized to suit a much sma ller gro up of peopl e or childre n or eve n one single
person . It was these kinds of so ngs whi ch Co ncetta mad e as perhap s her first poem s.
Childhood rhymin g was eas ily transferabl e to song, and so ng was a prevalent expression
for her and her fe llow contadini who ofte n sa ng whil e wo rking in the fie lds, making their
me nia l tasks pass by a littl e more qui ckly . Popul ar so ngs we re certai nly known in Boiano ,
tho ugh as she sa id, not many amo ng the contadini ow ned a radio, and Co nce tta's family
was no exce ption to thi s; radios we re still very much a luxury in the 1930s and 194Os .
Popul ar mu sic was ge nerally introduc ed by passers-by, predom inantly peddl ers who
visited the weekl y ma rkets in Boiano , brin ging with them the latest so ngs from larger
cities . Co nce tta rem emb ers hearin g a so ng called Campagno la Bella , a well-love d so ng
perform ed today by fo lk mu sic ian s in Italy and abroa d, fo r the first time in the market
place. Eac h regional dialect made its own imprint on a popul ar so ng since there were no
recordin gs fo r the contadini to refer to . Wor ds deviated fro m the standa rd popul ari zed
fo rm of a so ng, and becam e localiz ed throu gh changes in pronun ciation and occas iona l
wo rd repl acem ent in dialect. After listenin g to some so ngs played for her fro m a
collec tion by A lan Lomax ca lled Abru zzo (the neighb ourin g region , of which Mo lise was
once a part) , she recognize d some of the songs, but noted that words were pronounced
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diff erentl y , or that lyric s were differ ent here and there. She also obse rved that, on
occas ion, the mel ody varied slightly , and sai d that the singers on the Lom ax recordin g
went faster wh ereas Boiano singers would have go ne more slow ly, or that their voices
we nt up instead of go ing down in so me places.
Th e so ngs and the rhyme s that Concetta inve nted as a child did not have to mak e
se nse; in fac t, most of what she said she co mpose d wh en she was yo ung was largely
non sense -it didn 't matter if it made sense, the point of the rhymin g was simply that: to
rhym e . Th e hum our lay in the fact that the words being rhym ed did not go toge ther. Sh e
said the more deliberate joke s and pun s came later , after she got olde r, and developed a
stro nge r grasp of the mean ings of word s. David Crys tal observe d " [Ilanguage play is preeminently an amate ur, dom estic matter -playabl e by all, regardl ess of sex, age, socia l
back groun d , or level of intelli genc e . All we need is an awa reness of the rules , and this
co mes in the norm al co urse of child developm ent as we acquire our ability to listen and
spea k ... " ( 1998, 53) Crysta l seco nded Alessa ndro Falassi who wrot e , " the folklore of
children (w hether perf orm ed for them or by them ) was instrum ental in the acq uisi tion of
adult verbal art and of an inc reasi ng degree of sy ntactic co mpetence." ( 1980, 74)
The so ngs Conce tta remem bered with the mos t fo ndness, but perh ap s with the
least det ail , are called ariette- meaning " little so ngs ," from the operatic term aria. Th e
melody was always the same, or at least , there was littl e variatio n. T he wo rds we re highly
cha ngeable and flu id dependin g on the singe r and the subjec t.
We used to call [thernl z« arietta, okay? We used to inve nt the wo rds, they
we re not so ngs so me body wrote or told yo u, we used to invent them. We
used to say, che bel vente cie/o che m 'venuto . . . ." T he melody was the
same . Even the big kids sa ng. T hey used to get toge ther and sing these
songs , but the melody was fantastic, because they co uld make it lower,
hig her, chang ing the voices betwee n them -li ke my mother , my pati na,
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my nonn a Maria, my cousins, they all grew up with singing, there were all
kinds of songs they used to sing, but all songs they invented, familiar
between them, not from the radio.. . . Who had a radio? « Laughs»
They were always songs that had, in her words, been "invented" in and amongst the
community. Concetta only remembered bits and pieces of her childhood songs and
nonsense rhymes. They were so changeable she said, that nothing they made up ever
stuck for very long. Yet she spoke mainly about the ariette because they could be about
anything: when she was a child, Concetta could make up a song about the sheep that she
had to watch after school, or the river, or she could make up a little song about someone
else from the village. In terms of songs composed about other members of the
community, these were often satires, which she told me about in connection with young
so-called fallen women who became pregnant out of wedlock, who had to leave town and
came back again months later without a baby. She said they were mean songs, and that
one had to be careful about when and where they were sung, since the carabinieri could
charge a person with slander if they were overheard. The subjects of her nonsense songs
were wide and varied, but it did not matter, since it was the act of rhyming itself that was
key. This skill with language was something that she carried with her and it informed the
poetry she wrote later on as well as her perceptions of other languages.
As she got older, Concetta's inventive childhood songs began to give way to the
fascist songs she had to learn and memorize in school including Mussolini' s anthem and
also to the hymns she learned at Sunday Mass. In a conversation over the telephone, she
talked about one of her favourite memories about singing in the mountains during the
occasion of the fes ta for Sant' Egidio [Saint Giles], and sleeping over in the church:
We celebrated Sant' Egidio up the mountain. There we used to go out in
our costume [traditional folk dress]. We go out the night before and make
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a big fire in front of the church and singing all night long . . . . Yeah they
[the men] sang songs- like folk songs and everythin g. The women , we
were around another fire and singing so ngs- not folk songs, were not
allo wed to do that. Prayer so ngs [about] Sant' Nico la, Sa nt' Eg idio, all
these story so ngs, and say ing the rosary . A ll those songs they used to sing
. .. when they go t togeth er a bunch of men [to sing ], the mount ain was
tremblin g [wi th their voices ]. It was really beauti ful to be there up at night.
In Ca nada, when she parti cip ated (which was often) in vario us church processions and
pil grim ages on Gre yhound buses bound fo r Buffalo , Ne w York and Penetan gu ishen e ,
Ontario to visit shrines , she and all the other wom en sa ng hymn s , which were
interspersed with the recit ation of prayers in a rhythmi c cade nce. Performance and
audi ence, as they shall later be discu ssed in the third chapt er , are both integral aspects of
so me of the poetry she wrot e , stemming from the inclu sionar y and parti cipatory
influences of so ng and its role in her hom etown .

B UJANES ' AND B OIA NESE: A B RIEF HI STO RY

Dialect is often perceived , both by outside rs and by dial ect-speakers them sel ves , as less
legitimate than standa rd Itali an . On a trip to Boiano in 2007, Concetta's older broth er
Pasq uale se lf-de precat ingly mock ed the sou thern region of Ca la bria when he rema rked,
" they talk piu brutto [even wo rse/ ugly I than we do ." Co ncetta had (as does her husband
Diod ato in particular ) a fondness for j okes that poke fun at dialects eve n when they are
from the same region . O ne of Diodato 's favo urite jo kes is abo ut two dogs who meet , one
from Bari and the other from Leece (both of the se cities are in the region of Puglia , the
heel of the boot) who try to goa d eac h other over the strange ness of the other's acce nt.
T he se ntime nt of these kind s of co mments and jokes reflec ted a ge neral fee ling amo ngs t
Co ncetta and her contadini co nte mpora ries that dialect , no matter where it is from, is
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simply not good enou gh when compared to standard Italian . In her poem " La Vita
Contadina D[e) Bujan ' ,' she wrote :
Un grazieancoradi averascoltate
Ie mie povere parole
che vengono da una vecchia
contadina
e non dan un professore.

Thank you again for having
listened to my humble words
That come from an old

contadina
And not from a profe ssor.

The word povere tran slate s to poor , but the meaning of intent is better articulated by the
word humble . All self-deprecating humou r aside , it is clear that Concetta' s turn of phra se
come s from a very real culture of undervaluing dialect in Italy . Her behaviour durin g the
early interviews reflected this too in terms of how she chose to spea k, though she did not
actually verbalize any s uch sentime nts during the interviews . There was a significant
chan ge between her performance of the early interviews and between the last interviews.
A t first , Conc etta tended to sit up stra ighte r and she spo ke more carefully and formall y in
Italian rather than dialect, clearly hyperconsciou s of being recorded . She tended to use
this tone to tell a particular story when she knew that she wa s being recorded , or
so metimes, if there were guests over who were not family, or paesani from Boiano . She
ofte n slipped out of thi s flow of speech without realizing it , quickly falling back into the
cadenc es of Boiane se . Other times, she was jarred out of her performance by an
interruption from her husb and , wh om she would immedi ately sco ld in Boiane se. Wh en
s he picked up the sto ry again , she continued not in Italian , but in dial ect , sudde nly at

Before continuing with a di scu ssion of the langua ge that Concetta grew up with, it
would be best to con sider an ov ervi ew of the history of her di alect a nd region . Th e
nei ghb ourin g town of Se pino is o ne that has been exca vated repe atedl y since the 1970s .
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The community lives in homes that were constructed atop more ancient ones, with those
below now exposed to the air once again. Sepino was one of the central towns belonging
to the Samnites (i Sabe lli Samniti in Italian), the agro-warrior people who lived in the
area thousands of years before, becoming well-known for being a formidable enemy of
the Romans. An ancient stone gate from Sepino is one of the remains, with a trail leading
in the direction of Boiano . The gate is marked with the old Latin name for the town:
Bovanum (literally, ox-crossing). In Concetta's day, the town was called Bujano, until it
was modernized to Boiano. Now in Canada, the Boiano Club increasingly uses the old
spelling, presumably to be more closely connected to the past: in some publications and
on commemorative plaques it is spelled Bojano. The Latin [vI being converted to a VI.
Traditionally, the letter [i) did not exist in Boianese, nor did it have a set alphabet for its
dialect.i In 1997 Michele Campanella published Boiano: Tra Storia e Cultura Popolar e

in which he discussed the dialect, and its history, through a cursory examination of the
various invading cultures it witnessed and survived:
The first thing to consider is that many of the words in the Molisano
dialect in general, and the Bojanese dialect in particular, come from
foreign languages.
There are many words that come from French (in dialect one says
sparatrap for a cirotto [match I, tirabuscio for cavatappi [corkscrew l) and
many others, quite a few come from German (in dialect we say pretesine re
for prezzemolo [parsley ), atso as an expression which are both very close
to the German words with the same meaning), and there are also Greek
terms itau te to refer to a cassa da morto [casketl), and also Turkish words
(fressora to refer to a padella [skill etl ), Basically all the peoples who

7 Ther e are others, in that traditi onall y word s wou ld have been s horte ned, pa rtic ula rly proper na mes,asa
sig n of affec tion a nd friend ship . A name like Cristina to Cristi. Finall y , the othe r nota hie di stincti on is in
the l·sl so und that is ac tually cl oser to ' -sll). T he refore the name Cris tina would resemble Crishti na (o r
Crishti) outloud .T he end vo we l o r sylla ble is usuall y left han ging .s wa llowed by the s pea ker . Th e nam e
Em ily or Em ilia is s ho rte ned to Emi ' (a nd Co nce tta so metimes an gli c ized it to Emmyv; the name Adr iana is
shor tened to the familiar Adri a' ; Co nce tta 's o wn name is o ften shor tened by those from the sa me region
who know her. to Conce ',

42
came to our land as invaders left their traces in the evolution and
formation of how we speak. ( 1997,263-264) 8
This "picking up" of other languages and assimilating words into the local language is
typical of many regions of Italy, particularly those regions in the Mezzogiorno of
southern Italy, which was more open to invaders than the north (though certainly northern
Italy endured its fair share of invaders as well). For instance, in Calabria, which is a
region as far south as one can go without falling off the peninsula, there is, in some
communities, a tradition of smashing pinatas at imp ortant f este , like the celebration of
patron saints. Their pinatas usually take the form of small to medium sized terracotta clay
pots rather than the more commonly-known Mexican pinatas which popularly take the
form of colourful papier-mdche . Initially, the uninformed are unaware of the connection
Calabria has to Spain, and often make the mistake of assuming that perhaps this is simply
a copy of another culture's tradition for the sake of pageantry and amusement. The
Spaniards had a long presence in Calabria, and left behind traces of their culture and
language, both of which were subsumed and became part of the larger scheme of
Calabrianc ulture.

D IALECT V ERSUS F ORMAL ED UCATI ON AND STANDARD ITALIAN

Benito Mussolini marched on Rome and seized power by coup d' etat in 1922. When she
was old enough to begin school Mussolini's educational reforms directly influenced
Concetta and her perceptions of language. Mussolini sold his fascist agenda through
ideals of nationalism and of cultural unity. Although Garibaldi had been largely

s Translated by Giuliana Colalillo.
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successful in the political unification of Italy in the

[ 9 'h century ,Italy

remained (and still

is to a degree) a culturally disparate country, each region so diverse from the other that
dialects were essentially unrelated languages unto themselves," Therefore, with ambitions
of greatness, and an egomaniacal and arguably romanticized view of the past, Mussolini
took it upon himself to unite-or rather, to standardize Italian culture. The primary way
in which he sought to achieve this was through language by attempting to quietly
eradicate the regional dialects . These dialects were, in his mind, keeping the people of
Italy divided.
The Italian language, as it is presently known, has its origins in Tuscan dialect specifically the Florentine dialect, which, as a language, was first made popular by Dante
Alighieri's La divina commedia (The Divine Comedy) in the

[5 'h century.

His original

work is now classified as medieval Italian, and has been translated into modern Italian
(among dozens of other languages). Machiavelli was also a Florentine and his Il prin cipe
(The Prince), published in the same century as La divina commedia helped cement the
literary ascendancy of the Florentine dialect. Italians say that Dante did for the Italian
language what Shakespeare did for the English language in terms of his massive
influence in the creation of words and on the way people spoke. By the time Alessandro
Manzoni wrote I promess i spos i (The Betrothed) in 1827, he chose to publish the
definitive edition in [842 in Florentine despite his own roots in Milanese dialect. The
novel is now regarded as being the classic in the Italian literary canon. During the 19'h
century during the long and continuous process of the Risorgimento , there was some
debate as to what form standard Italian should take, and the literary prestige attached to

9 fl islori an s agreethallhedale ofltalian unifi cati on ca nno t be precisely pin poin ted .Thecommo n
consens us is that the process began in 1815 with the end o f Na po leon ic rule and ended in 187 1.
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Dante and Machi avelli ' s work s , alon g with Man zoni ' s publi cation , help ed to weigh
Florentine as the clear choice . Mor eo ver , that the Italian Renaissanc e had lar gely been
born and fos tered in Flo rence (which subse que ntly became known as a cultural epicenter)
also help ed . By the tim e Italy had been unified by Garib aldi in 1861 there were two
additional factors : the first Itali an dicti onary publ ished in 1621 was Florentine, and the

Accademia della Crusca, the first offi cial legislative body of the Ital ian language was
based in Florence. For all of tho se reason s , the clear choic e was to esta blish Flor entin e as
the pred omin ant characte r of the Italian lingua fran ca.
Dialects can be counted by the hundreds all ove r Italy thou gh the spea kers are
small in number due to the region ality of eac h dialect. Mo de rn Itali an increasingly
pervades pronun ciati on and voc abulary, but the fac t rem ain s that dialects are distin ct , and
spea kers fro m different region s cann ot com municate with each other. T he exce ptio n is
whe n spea kers fro m neighb our ing regions have so me wo rds in co mmo n. For exa mple,
so me of the dialect s in Na ples, wh ich is the geog raphic neighb our of Molise , may have
similar into natio n or cade nce, but Na polita no still rem ains a diffe rent language . When
one looks even mor e closel y , dial ects becom e eve n more spec ific to town s -hence
Co ncetta's dialect bei ng known as Boianese , or the dia lect fro m the sma ll town of
Maie rato bein g known as Maieratano. Th erefore it begin s to beco me clea r as to why the
so ngs, rhymes and jo kes of Co ncetta 's yo uth in Italy rem ain so intangi ble. like
frag me nted pieces of silk that fly away . Her dialect is ca lled Boianese , after her
hom etown . It wo uld be an ove rsimplifica tion to say that Boianese is simply a locali zed
version of the larger fo rm of Mo lisano however; there are words that exis t (or exi sted )
now here else in Mo lise than in Boiano . As such , Co nce lta typi cally refers to herself as a
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Boian esa (or, in the old diale ct , Bujanes' i with the ex ce ptio n of only one line in her
poet ry (which will be disc usse d later) , in whic h she refe rs to herself as a Castellunes '; or
onefromCastello ne.
By the tim e Mussolini came alon g in the 20 th ce ntury, it was cle ar to him that the
peasan ts, who m he purp ort ed to cha mpion , neede d to be edu cated, and the best way to
approach that was throu gh the educatio n of peasant childr en . Firstly, and perh ap s most
importantl y for Co ncetta, he decr eed that all children-girls includ ed -under fiftee n
yea rs old had to go to schoo l; for the first time, in Italy, girls we re being fo rma lly
educated . In The Fascis t Experience, Edward Tann enbaum addresse d the institutio n of
formal education in Italy at that tim e:
As was to be ex pec ted, the regim e was least successful in integ rating the
rural masses into the national culture throu gh the sc hoo ls . In the late 1930s
it eliminated the last vesti ges of spec ialized instru ction in the poorer and
more rem ote areas . .. . T he situatio n change d only with the crea tion of the
Royal Com miss ion fo r Rural Schools as the heir to the Balilla in 1938. 10
Whe n this co mm issio n brou ght these sc hoo ls under the direct j urisdiction
of the ministry of education . .. the central authority was more conce rned
with providin g a standa rdized educa tion fo r all children than with ada pting
local sc hoo ls to loc al need s . Iron ically then , it was not the ' revo lutionary'
party but rather the incorr igibl y bour geois educat iona l establishme nt that
took ove r the task of "ass imilating" the rura l masses into the domi nan t
national culture. (1972, 173)
Up unti l then the only schoo l most contad ine girls were likely to attend was la sila, as
Co ncetta did before she was old eno ugh to beg in school. La sila was a so rt of
kinde rgarte n cum dayca re run by a local wo ma n or wo men in the co mmu nity, who were
paid by the parent s of their charges with bread or eggs or a littl e bit of money . In return ,
the children (us ually girls), had ca re while their parents wo rked in the fie lds . T hey spent

10 The full name of the Balilla is Opera Nazionale Balilla, a fascist youth organization that was responsible
for school education from 1927 until 1938. when it was subsumed by the Gioventu Italiana del Lottorio. a
youth section of the National Fascist Party.
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their time doin g small crafts if they were old enou gh to learn or played together. It is
unclear whether or not fa si la was formally instituted by the state at any level, but it
seems more likely that while Concetta was a young child, women ran fa sila privat ely ,
out of their ow n home s .
Concetta, then, was in a unique pos ition as part of a new generation of Italian girls
who were bein g formally educated for the fir st time . Her own mother could not read or
write and nor could her older sister and half -sisters . Up until then, attending school had
not been mand atory for children , be they boy or girl - though certainly, it was more
common for boys to attend than girls-her own brothers were evidence of this. Mo st

contadini believed that education for girls was an impracticality when the y were bein g
groomed to run a hou sehold and to work in the fields and help care for a farm . As an
exa mple of this by stark contra st , Concetta ' s cognata Carmela who was born in 1914 ,
was never sent to school where she lived in Maierato , Calabria . She remained illit erate all
her life . The only exception to the education-for -boys -only rule , was if a girl came from a
wealthy family wh o might have been in a position to provide a tutor to teach her to read
and to write . Public education in Italy was in dire straits until Mussolini made his
reform s . Th ough his goal was to inundate the impoveri shed masses with propaganda , one
of his better initiatives was in putting a public education sys tem in place. Conc etta loved
it and read whatever she could get her hand s on .
. . . we didn 't have too much book s , whatev er you co uld grab, I loved it,
read it-a piece of paper , anything I could read . So many beautiful
books-when I was seven years old, when I started to go to Grade 2, it
was the Bible . Every night I have to read the Bibl e to my mother , my
fath er , my patino and my patina becau se nobody co uld read -my fathe r
yes , [he could ] but they make me read three or four chapters until I said
" A basta ' mo !" [Enou ghl] But I was reading like you read any book -I
didn 't know the meaning of the word s . I love those sto ries. Bertoldo ,
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Bert oldin o and Cac ase nno . Pinocch io . Yo u won 't beli eve the lau gh s yo u
get if yo u read those books .
Co nce tta esse ntially began performin g for others at a yo ung age-a fores hadow ing of the
perfor ma nce of her poet ry much later in life , whet her it was prac tici ng a story or poem
she had to reci te for sc hoo l to her shee p, or by readin g the Bibl e to her famil y , eve n whe n
she co uld not co mprehend the meaning of mos t of the wo rds . So me of her teachers felt
that she showed grea t pro mise , and hoped that she wo uld co ntinue her educat ion in
Ca mpo basso, the capit al city of Molise. She refl ected the barest beginnin gs of a massive
change fo r the contadini.
Following suit with his ideas about the value of a national culture, lan guage and
poe try were integra l part s of Musso lini's new curric ulum, which Co nce tta and her
class mates studied fai thfully alongsi de arithmetic an d geography. Co nce tta said tha t
when she was in sc hoo l, the new curriculum dictated the study of fo ur langu ages: Ancie nt
Gree k, Lati n, French and Sta ndar d Italian. Dialect was not suppose d to be spo ken at
sc hoo l, an d spea king Itali an was enco uraged instead, perh ap s in an atte mpt by Musso lini
to raise the peasant s fro m their humbl e sta tus to a level where they might at least be able
to speak like thei r class superiors. Give n the curricu lum 's stipulation of those four
languages , it see ms fa ir to say that Mu ssol ini and his lan guage education was a way to
co nnec t to his romanticized view of classica l culture. In any case, language was divided
into two neat catego ries fo r Co ncett a a young age : Itali an was fo r sc hoo l, and Boianese
was for hom e , but these distin ction s blurr ed and the fo rmer began to influ en ce the latt er.
[Mussol ini] neve r prohibite d the dia lect , but at school , no dia lect. Yo u
have to spea k Italian , but out, yo u ca n s pea k wh atever yo u want , but the
Ital ian lan guage was really strict in school. French , G reek, Lati n and
Eng lish . You have to do it. Afte r the wa r, he disap peared, and they
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changed it a little bit -they took off the Latin and the Greek. English and
French we re still aro und .
Co nce tta ex plained that she we nt thro ugh at least two shifts in dialect, firs t duri ng her
childhoo d, and then ju st before she left Italy to immi grat e to Ca nada. She would also
unwittin gly part icip ate in the proli feration of her diale ct in Ca nada while it bega n to
change eve n mo re qui ckly than before back in Italy , sta nda rdizing at a fas ter rate.
Tann enb aum argued,
Th e schoo ls were most ineffective in the so uth [part icul arly Sicily ,
Ca labria, and Basilicata]
which rem ain ed se mico lonia l ghettos of the
northern half of the co untry
T he eco nomic and cultural gap between
these regions and the north was wider than eve r before [post-Second
Wo rld War] ; hen ce , the effo rts of the regim e to imp ose the standa rds and
values of the latt er on the forme r large ly fai led in the sc hoo ls as in most
other age ncies. (1972, 174 )
Acco rding to T ann enb aum , M usso lini's effo rts ultim ately failed and thou gh Ta nnenbaum
is abso lutely correct in not ing the disparit y betw een the north and the so uth afte r the end
of the wa r, Co nce tta's ex perience of the ed ucatio n sys te m varies fro m Tannenbaum ' s
acco unt in term s of the influ enc e it had on her and her language . It is imp ortant not to
forget the effec t of the Itali an language on the Boianese dialect , whi ch des pite being
taught for only a short period of time before the wa r, quicke ned the pace of outside
influence on dial ect. T he first shift in dial ect was based on voca bulary. Co ncetta recall s
that there were wo rds that fe ll o ut of usage when she was a child and that her
gra ndmothe r spo ke a mo re archaic version of Boianese . S he does not reca ll an iss ue of
co mprehension betw een ge ne ratio ns, but her grandmother co uld not resist teas ing her at
least a little bit abo ut it: when Co nce tta came hom e fro m sc hoo l and perfo rmed her latest
song or joke, her grandmother wo uld laugh and tell her " I can' t unde rstand you!"
Co ncetta sa id the later shift in dialect pertain ed more to her dau ghters' ge neration rather
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than to her own , this time affecting pronunciation rather than vocabulary . With
Concetta ' s help, a brief chart was drawn up in order to track the basic changes from the
ver sion of Boianese her grandmother spoke , to the version of Boianese her grandnephew
Antonio , who live s in Boi ano , still speaks . She decided to use the word pan e (bread) as to
illu strate her ob servation.
Old Dial ect
Conce tta 's nonna

p'n s pla lnlel s rbread)

Conce tta

Pre-War Dial eet
pan' ° pan]e] ° (bread)

Dau ght ers tl sabella A Giuliano}

Post-War Dial ect
panv- paulel s tbread)

Grandnephe w (Antonio)

pane' (bread)

-vocabulary change (mo re
Italian infl uence]
-pronunciation changed
-cadence change d
-more standardize d emphasis

1.1 Table of Shift from Old Dialect to Post-War Dialect

Michele Campanella traced the history of the evolution of Boianese , and confirmed what
Concetta already knew from experience. He noted that as the dialect modernized , more
vowels began to be added to the pronunciation of a word (as noted in the a bo ve table ),
rather than being dropped or swallowed by the speaker as had been done by older
spea kers. Thus by the time Concetta was in school, Boianese had already changed onc e in
her lifetime , and would begin to change even more rapidly, spurred by the outside
influence of Mu ssolini as aforementioned .
Alo ng with the usual subj ects of arithmetic and geogra phy, Concetta and her
classmates also learned poetry at sc hoo l. Dante and Pascoli were two of th e primary
standards that she remembers study ing and both remain a part of the c urric ulum in Italy .
G io va nni Pascoli bec ame one of her favourites, and a volume or two of his poems were
mixed in with her other book s on the shelf in her livin g room in Ca nada . Pascoli ' s work
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wa s very pastoral and rev ol ved around simple them es of dom estic life , thou gh his most
famo us poem "La cava llina storna" (T he blac k and white mare) was about his father's
assas sinatio n and the mare who faithfull y brou ght his body hom e . Co nce tta still loved
read ing Pascoli ' s poe ms yea rs later.
Co ncetta recall s that she and her class mates learn ed the poe try by rote, and the
teacher used to ca ll on them to recite any give n se ries of stanzas out of their regul ar orde r.
Give n the formulaic mann er in whic h she was first ex pose d to poe try , she began to
assoc iate it wit h math rat her than with literatur e . T his associatio n was furt her emp has ized
by her love of for m and meter and rhyme later in life when she began to compose her
ow n poetry . Cone etta atte nded sc hoo l wit h her broth ers roughly three or fo ur morn ings a
week unti l noo n, when childre n were sen t ho me ; school wa s organized in that ma nne r
because the childre n of contadini had cho res to co ntribute at hom e in the afte rnoo ns, in
addition to the duties perfor me d ea rly in the morning before school. Conce tta 's ow n
responsibi lities co nsisted of feedi ng the chickens in the morn ing , and in the afternoons ,
she had to look afte r the shee p and the fami ly cow . She practiced her recitations by
reading aloud to the sheep she watched in the foothills:
Sc hoo l it was only fro m eig ht to twelve it was and I used to go do
my homework whi le I was watch ing the shee p- beca use at night I
would fall as leep-and I used to do all my hom ework and bring
my pencil and boo k wit h me and if I have to learn a story yo u have
to tell the next day I wo uld read it out loud if no one was aro und to
the sheep. And sometimes I was sitting and they co me arou nd me
and they look ed at me , and said " What are yo u doi ng?" and I said ,
" Get out of here , go eat yo ur grass ."

T HE W AR

&

FIR ST EX POSURE TO OTH ER L A NGUAGES
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There are scraps of the Engli sh langua ge fo und in Concetta ' s childhood mem ories, and
the mo st tan gibl e evidence of this remain s in her fath er ' s old hou se . Th e house is still
there in Pitoscia , whe re a sig n painted on a kitchen wall read s " CLEAN AS YOU GO," with
an arro w pointin g down at wh ere a garbage ca n used to sit in the days of British
occupatio n in Boiano tow ard the end of the Second World Wa r. Earlier still, in the 1930s
when Co ncetta was a little girl, she and the other girls in the toea/ita use d to go and visit
a co usin who lived a mile or two away. T his co usin was olde r than most of the girls in
the neighb ourh ood , but she spent most of her time at home alone since her husband was
away, workin g in the United State s . Th e husband se nt his yo ung wife a record player and
records of America n music , and the girls wo uld put them on.
S he used to have a record player . . . and we used to go there to da nce. She
had Ame rican reco rds-w hat did we know , we didn ' t understand. It was
one of those [recor d players I yo u have to wind with a hand le . We were
ju st dan cing , what did we know about the word s, we didn 't know anything
about the so ngs.

It see ms surrea l to think that so me Ame rica n records fo und their way to rural Italy , where
mos t peo ple did not eve n have runn ing wate r or elec tricity at the time, and where
Co ncetta knew only in the vag uest se nse of America, which meant "a way " more than
anything else.
T he war was an integral part of Co nce tta's childhoo d and fo rmative ado lesce nt
ex periences , and she first witnesse d a Germa n occu pat ion of Boiano and then a British
invas ion and subse quent occupation of the town . In both instances, the so ldiers ca mped
nearer to Cas tellone, where she lived . Co nce tta rem emb ered the exac t date of the Ge rma n
arriva l on Sep tember 10'h, 1940 : at the time . she was in Grade Five, though schoo l wou ld
eventually be suspe nded . and she never received offic ial cred it fo r that year. Th us her
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formal language education wa s interrupted indefinitely, since she was too old to go back
to school by the time the war was over and , preoccupied with the sociocultural and
eco nomic fallout of the war , she did not take it up again. Thi s break in the regular pattern
of Concetta ' s life was marked by her first expe riences of the other in her hom etown . Up
until that point she had only made rare and special trip s to the mark etpl ace in Boiano , as
discu ssed earlier. Thi s time , the other was represent ed in the groups of so ldiers camping
nea rby, and the fo reign lan gu ages they spo ke. Unlike the preced ing inva ding fo rces from
S pain and fro m France hundred s of yea rs prior , the presen ce of Germ an s and British did
not influ ence langua ge , but rath er provid ed an exchange of lan guage . For Co nce tta, their
presence was sy m bolic of a major shift in the culture she had grown up with.
T he first group of so ldiers to arrive we re German , who ca me to Boiano toward the
end of 1940 and staye d for about a yea r, or perhaps a little more , Co nce tta is no lon ger
ce rtain. T hey camp ed in the fields ju st outside Castellone prop er , and qui ckly becam e a
reg ular fixtur e of Boiano life . T hey were apparently fairly frie ndly at first, and interac ted
with the Boianese , incl uding her , altho ugh mos t of the contadini appeased by the initia l
friendliness still rem ained ca utious.
I was not afraid of them becau se they used to give me choc olat e . There
was one so ldier, he was crazy, becau se he used to show Dad the pictur e of
two little girls . Said, ' I have two little girls, now they are big like yo u, but
I haven 't see n them for fi ve yea rs.' A nd he always wante d to [talk] , but I
can' t spea k with him and he can ' t spea k with me . He sa id a few Italian
words like , once in a blue moon .
So mehow, she man aged to mak e co nversation with this part icular so ldie r. She never
me ntioned whether or not the so ldier knew a word or two of Italian , thou gh , base d on her
recollections , it does not seem likely. When she acco mpanied her mother on a specia l trip
to the wee kly market in Boiano , Co ncet ta saw another side of the Ger ma n prese nce . S he
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recall s see ing a sma ll gro up of Jews with Ge rma n soldie rs acting as guards, and that she
was bewild ered by their presenc e , since there was no local Jewish co mmunity in Boiano
or its outlyingfrazioni.
There were 300 0 Jew s in Boiano , they we re in a ca mp, at the far sou th of
the piazza , a big fac tory fo r tobacco - we used to plant it befo re the wa rand they wo uld ship them there. T hat's where the Jews we re all fenced in.
[I sa w them once in the mark et] , eight peopl e with two German so ldiers,
one in fro nt and one in behind them as they did the shop ping. When the
invasio n fro m the Ge rma ns left , they left too.
Even with research, it was diffi cult to ascerta in any more information about the Jew s
interne d at the fac tory, thou gh the tobacco farm was also used to intern Roma peopl e
co llec ted from aro und the co untrysi de. Acco rding to Giova nna Bour sier of Proj ect
Educatio n of Rom a Chi ldren in Euro pe,
At Boiano , in Mo lise, prisoners we re hou sed in five sheds of an old
tobacco fac to ry , in co nditions so inh uma ne that even the fasc ists sought to
move the m to other premi ses [but ] not the Rom a . . . who we re only
moved when the camp closed down in A ugust 194 1. (20 10)
Co ncetta did not rem emb er where the Jewish internees we re take n afte r that, only that
they were rem oved fro m the tob acco facto ry afte r awhile . Rom a history says that the
internees in Boian o were taken next to anot he r tow n ca lled Agno na , far to the nort h,
perhaps en route to a conce ntration camp in Germ any or Poland .
On occa sion, as more gro und was gained agai nst Hitler and Musso lini, the A llies
wo uld shoo t from planes , and on one rather mem orabl e day , the pilot and gunner seemed
to mistake the contadini for so ldiers as they wor ked in the fie lds, picking grapes for the
fall har vest.
All Boiano was full of Ge rmans but not in town - aroun d. A nd they were
all covere d wit h green stuff and yo u didn 't know if they we re there or not.
Th ey loo ked like a fore st. So this boy had binocu lars and said , ' Uh oh.'
We were in the field s pickin g gra pes . It was harvest time, around Octob er
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the twentieth, the twenty -second, something like that. That was the time
we picked our best grapes and we took the binoculars and we were besid e
a big huge chestnut tree. And he started to look and said , "Look, look , I
can see the pilot! " .. . . But they saw us, and they started to shoot at us
with machine guns. So we ran all around . If it were not for that chestnut
tree , we would have been killed. But they killed so many Germ ans
becau se they did three or four rounds . They were going back and then
going down again with the machine guns . ... The field is still there , but
that chestnut tree, I went to check , it's not there , somebody cut it down . . .
I wanted to take a picture of it. It was the size of four or five meter s in
diameter around -really, really big , and we were under that. I don 't know
how they spied us, because all of the people that were picking the grape s,
they all went under the grapes , lying down when they start to shoot at us
.. . . Lots of Boianese [were hurt] , but no , that day nobody was killed
except the Germans . I don 't know how they saw they were camped , and
they were having lunch becau se my brothers Pasqual e and Donato, they
went down to check afterwards and they didn 't see the dead they were
already covered up , but they saw that they had been eating, they saw all
tho se aluminum things they used to eat , all over the place. But they
couldn 't get clo ser becau se the Germans didn't want them to get clo se to
the dead . It was really awful. Really awful. But after they continued to
pick the grape s and make the wine two day s after.
The departure of the Germans from Boiano as the Allie s pushed north throu gh Italy from
south of the Mezzogiorno ushered in Briti sh occupation to Boiano , and soldiers arrived
Oct ober

zs-, 1943, and remained there for about a year."

Concetta generally remembers

the se men with more fondne ss than she remembers the German soldiers . She used to
climb tree s to hide in so that she could fire little rocks and pebbl es at them with the
slings hot her brother made for her , driving her mother crazy with her tomboyi sh
behaviour. She would never have taunted or tea sed the German soldiers the same way , no
matter how friendly they purported them sel ves to be .
Th e English they were laughing . They heard that it was a pebbl e -bang!
Th ey 'd look around they wouldn 't see anythin g. I should have kept that
slings hot. . . . Not becau se [the English] were bad , they were goo d , they

I I Co ncetta remembered dates, but these were so metimes contrad icted by official histori cal accounts.
Howeve r, for the purposes of this thesis. it ish erm emories and experie nces of thatperiod-ratherthan
precise historical date s- that are importa nt.
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give us the chocolate, they gave us crackers and as a matter of fact, when
they were in Pitoscia, I used to wash their clothes, they paid me.
She earned a mezza lira or roughly ten cents for each shirt and each pair of pants that she
washed, and she ironed and folded them carefully. During their stay, one of the British
generals became quite friendly with her father, and they would often share a glass of wine
in the evenings and talk. Sometimes, this general would bring other small gifts to my
grandmother as payment, and once it was a small brick of cheddar cheese. She had never
seen cheese that colour before, and decided to feed it to the dog in case it had gone off,
despite the Englishman's efforts to tell her that it was good to eat- the potential tastiness
of the cheese was lost in translation.
The next incident occurred one night when some soldiers, scouts sent ahead to
investigate, appeared out of the looming darkness, startling Concelta and her mother who
had come down the mountain to bake the bread. After ascertaining that their house was
not the only one with unexpected visitors, Concelta returned home where the soldiers had
taken down an old baltered pot and filled it with water to boil over the fire. When it was
finished, they added tea leaves- and offered it to their surprised hosts.
I had never seen tea like they did it. They took the pot we used to make the
mash for the pigs and they boiled water in it instead! The good pot was
buried in the ditch, and nobody told them. They took the cups from the
cupboard and poured and they asked if we also wanted tea. Everyone
refused. That' s why I hate tea!
These were her very first encounters with other languages and other points of view. Yet
one of the first things Concetta talked about during the course of fieldwork, was how her
father was more lenient with her than her mother because he had been away, had worked
in other countries, so that subsequently, "his worldview was bigger" than her mother's. It
appears, then, that Concetta made this connection between language. points of view. and
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worldview at a relatively young age, though perhaps she could not articulate this until
later years.

Concetta came from a very orally-based culture, and she learned how to play with
language at a young age both in a formal (at school) and informal (at home) way, both
styles to later influence her poetic form. We can see that she was clearly influenced by
the strong rhythms of her rural life, as daily tasks and chores were inherent parts of her
life. We can also see that this period of her life prepared her a little bit for the
immigration that was to come. Perhaps it did not ease the stress of immigrating, but it
gave her a sense of how others lived, further emphasized by her close relationship with
her father, who had been away to work many times, and had passed on this sense of
patience for other worldviews to his daughter. The war, as terrible as it was, also gave her
a sense of survival in the sense of making the best of situations, and persevering despite
interruptions. She was always a tenacious person, but this period of adolescence during
the war really honed that quality for her, and it was a quality that would help her greatly
during the next phase of her life as an immigrant in Canada.
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EMIGRANTI/ EMIGRANTS

Bonasera a tutti a chie presen d '
Aches tafesta,

Good eve ning to all those attending
this feas t,

Ca mo vfacci rire e v' facce

I' m go ing to mak e yo u lau gh
and put yo ur hand to yo ur head

Metelaman e al atesta
Se me lassat' rubiell'paese Bujan'
T uttech'diebt'e navalisa

We left a beau tiful tow n , Boian o
Full of debt s an d with one suitcase

P'mi eni' anaterra strani era
Sottori piedi.

To co me to a strange land
Without knowin g wheth er there would ac tually
Be land under o ur fee t

Smearrivat' tuU'che nu bas time nd'
Ca rich d'baulie mo re d'aggent'

Weallarrivedonaship
Loa de d with trunks and herd s of peo ple

Datand ' pais ' vicin 'lundan '
Masavam'tuU"Taliane

Fro m so man y other town s , both near and far
But we we re all Italian .

Epuo36 pre 'ngoppaanutren'
Pe'diffe rendevie ,pe rinc untra
Le nos trefamie.

A nd the n afte r 36 hou rs on a train
By differ ent routes , in orde r to be reunited wit h
Our famili es

Pero tutt e se me arra mas t' del use
Dice me laverdae no nfacem'sc use

But we we re all left disillu sion ed
Let's tell the truth and no t make excu ses

Ri prim e tiemp ' qua e ' sta 'dur'
e ' tuu' qua nd 'cac 'c hiag na va m '
Rubell ' Paese eri cump agn'

At the beginn ing , it was hard here
And all of us here cried
For our beautiful town and our friends

Semelassat'rigenitu r'che rucorespezzat',
Ma tutr seme partu t'
E no nc'e se mepensat'

A nd we didn ' t think abo ut that

I senza sape seci stava la terra

We left o ur parents wi th bro ken hearts

But we all left

Maquann ' sem e arriv at 'qua
E ne 'veda m ness un' de lor',
Pcnsavam ' a Buja n' che na pc naarucor'

But when we arrived here
And did not see any of them
We thoug ht of Boiano with a heavy pai n in our
hea rts

E la Dom eni c ac he iavarri ' a la messa
Ec' incuntrava m tutti ri paes an '
Pcnsavam ' ca c' i truvavam 'ea Bujan '

A nd o n Sunday when we went to mass

Pero n' ieva la verda,
Ca tstavame a Toronto.Ca nada.

But it was not rea l
We were in Toron to, Canada.

E mo che semc crescllt' tutt' na famia
Ch' e sudore e sacrific ifatt' pe' st'cvie;

And now that we have raised o ur fa mi lies
With sweat and sacrifices in our lives

A nd met other p sere nr

It fclt as tho ug h we were in Boian o
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Allora ringraziam' Diee tutl' riSand'
Ca mo stem ' buone tutl ' quand ' .

We ll we thank Go d and all of the Sa ints
Because now we are well off

Eallorai vesalut ' nu surri s '
Vuemec'beneestamec'amici:

A ndso lgree tyouw ithasmile
Let's love one another an d remain friend s

Amicisemp'vicin'el unda n '
Perc arr icurda me ca se me d 'Bu j an ' .

Always frie nds, whethe r close by or fa raway
But always reme mber, we are fro m Bo iano

1993
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CH APTER Two:
WORK, ESL AND ITALI AN:
NEGOTIATING TO RONTO

1945-1980
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Concetta immigrated to Toronto , Canada in the late fall of 1956 . Italy, much like the rest
of Europe, was devastated afte r the end of the Second World War , particularly in the
southern region s of the country, from the Mezzogiorno and beyond to Sicily . The Italian
economy, which was never particularly beneficial to the contadini, was in an even wor se
state than it had been before Mussolini ' s efforts to improve it before the war started.
Boiano and its surrounding j razioni, where both the Germans and the British had passed
through, keenly felt the aftermath, and many traditions and calendar events were put
aside as people began to rebuild their lives." Cone etta said , " there was no happine ss after
the war." She was seventeen years old by the time the war was over , and much of that
time was spent mourning the loss of her brother Carlo , an Italian soldier who went
missing in Russia, and working in the field s with her parent s . She was married by the
time she was nineteen years old, after meet ing Diodato who was from a neighbouring

localita called Colalillo. Five years her sen ior, they did not meet until he returned after an
eight year term in the Italian army (he was already in the army by the time the war broke
out). They marri ed on January

zo" 1947 , and for the next ten years

or so, she settled into

a new pattern with her husband Diodato ; they had two little girl s: Isabella , born in 1948,
and Giuliana, born in 1950 . Cone etta and Diodato continued their lives together as

contadini , working the land that belonged to her father-in-law , Giovanni .
In the years that followed the war and throughout the subsequent economic
depression , all over the Mezzogiorno , Italian men began to seek work wherever they
could find it, which caused them to go further and further afield, thus marking the bare
beg innings of the large st mass migration , over more than fifteen years, that Italy would
12

The tradition of la c/l ccagna (th e climbing of the greasepole named for the Italian land of plenty,

Cuccagnai is one such of example. Both Concetta and Diodato have only the vaguest recollections, and it

seemed to them the tradition stopped some time before the war.
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eve r see. Sixty per cent of the total Itali an immi grati on to Ca nada was mad e up of
immigra nts fro m the so uthe rn region s (a nd in turn , Ital ian im mig ra nts made up the largest
percent a ge of Euro pea n imm igr ant s to Ca nada)-A bruzz i, Mo lise, Ba silicat a ,
Ca m pag nia, Pu gl ia , Calabria and Sicily - from 1951 to 1961 (lacove tta 1992 , xx ii) .
T he process of chai n m igratio n, the n, in vo lved the te mporary brea ku p of fa mi lies, and it
left man y wo me n beh ind to run th e farm and rear children wh ile their hu sband s so ught
wo rk ove rseas.
For the most part , men left their home re lative ly sec ure in the bel ief that
their wives would co ntinue to run the farm effi cie ntly and that th eir
re latives and the wider co m m unity wo uld keep tab s on the woman ' s
ac tivities. (l ac ovett a 1987 ,7 )
Alt ho ugh there was a lrea dy a n olde r hist ory of Itali an migration to the United States,
man y Itali an s fro m th e Mezzogiorno in this peri od opted instead to go to So uth A me rica
(mai nly A rge nti na and Bra zil ) , A ustralia or Ca nada." You ng sing le men we re ofte n the
firs t to leave , since oste ns ibly they had the least to lose , tho ugh even tua lly , young
marr ied men foll ow ed suit, a nd th ey left thei r wi ves and fam ilies behind , so me ti mes fo r
yea rsata time.
Co ncetta's husb and Diod at o was one of these yo ung married men ; he left Boian o
on Decemb er 3'd 195 3, and trav ell ed by ship with a tick et pur ch ased with mon ey loan ed
to him by his fat her-in-la w . His plan to wor k in Canada was on ly meant to be tem pora ry ,
j ust lon g e noug h fo r him to ea rn eno ug h mon ey to return to Italy to buy a bit of lan d for
him self , a nd to buy a trac to r with his co us in; to offse t the cos t they we re go ing to sha re
the machin e betwee n them . T his was a lso ind icative of a major cha nge in farmi ng fo r the

IJ There was a lso a pattern of m igration w ithin lta ly, as southern conra<lini travelled to the large r ci ties in
northern Italy, ca us ing an inte rna l c lash of town and cou ntry, Pau l Gin sbor g write s about this in A History

ofContemporary Ital y ( 1990).
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contadini. Thou gh technologies did change or improve from time to time, the
mechanization of technology for the contadini was a rapid change, and, in some respects,
spelled the end of a traditional way of understanding the land . He arrived in Toronto via
Halifax in December, moving in with his older brother Emilio and his family . He lived
and worked in Toronto for the next three years. With respect to the reason Diodato
decided to stay in Canada and call for his family, Concetta only said (as Diodato himself
did as well ) , that " he got used to thing s," in Canada . Thus he made the executive deci sion
to send for Concetta , their young daughters and his father.
He decided to come here and that's it. But, you know , with the notion to
come [back] here like they used to do those days, to stay three, four, five
years , and then go back and earn some money here, but it was not like
that , and then we come. Laughs . The war ruined everything. Okay , before
Italy was not so good , because ther e were so many people and not enough
left. First of all . Second of all, Italy was owned by all rich people and you
have to work for them. For example , you worked all the year around and
at the end , you have nothing, just [enough] to eat. So .. . after the war
everybody start to go away because it was worse and like before the old
people used to come to the States but to bring the wife here was rare. They
used to stay all their life, sending the money in Italy , buying the land ,
making progress over there but not here .
Concetta 's experience of immigration would have been vastly different (or perhaps not
have happened at all) if it were not for her brother-in-law Emilio . The circumstances
behind a deci sion to emigrate can be complex, and in the case of Diodato, not a part of
what he ori ginally intended at all. His older brother Emilio was an Italian soldier,
captur ed as a prisoner -of-war in North Africa and intern ed in a camp in England for the
duration of the war. After the war was over and Emilio was released from internment , the
British Gov ernment granted him the option to stay in England as a naturalized citizen
rath er than to go back to Italy and he decided to stay . He return ed home to Boian o to
marry a young woman named lolanda , and afte r sponsoring her immigration to England ,
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they settled and started a family, and had six children . After a time, the Government ga ve
him the option to remain in England or , to emigrate to Canada or Australia. By this time ,
Emilio had become enamoured with Eng lish cultur e and in 1951 he opt ed to move
him self and his yo ung famil y to Canada , which struck him as bein g the most " English"
outside of England . Moreov er, Canada wa s also a place where there would hav e been
better economic opp ortunity for and for his famil y . In 1953 , when Diod ato wanted to
co me to Ca nada to work , Emilio was able to spo nso r him. T his type of chain migration
becam e quit e comm on for the burgeonin g Italian co mmunity in Ca nada (as it did for
other immi grant groups as well ) durin g the 1950s and 1960 s . Diodato first work ed for the
Toro nto T ransit Comm ission on the night shift as a wa tchma n. He had so me othe r j ob s
here and there , but his last and longest jo b was at the slaughte rhouse at the Jun ction in
Toro nto's northw est end .
Back in Italy , Concetta was enjoyin g the fir st real indep endenc e of her life: she
was runn ing the farm , and look ing afte r the hirin g of hand s , she was managing the
family's money , and she was raising two little girls , and all without the financial support
of Dioda to ' s earnin gs - though he want ed to send her some , she always told him that they
were fine, and that he should keep it, to save it becau se eventually , it might be needed.
I never had time fo r myself. Because I had two gi rls , wor k on the farm,
Nonno's father, the co w, the pigs, the chicke ns, yo u know, there was not
time for myself to sit and relax. I used to do that in the eve ning, ' cause all
the neighb our s sit outside in the summer and talk for aw hile, but yo u have
to ge t up ea rly in the mornin g . It was really hard . .. . T hen I got sick, but
still the way I was , [ was workin g , becau se yo u co uldn' t find peopl e to
work . So metimes [find so meo ne, but <trails of/> It was hard for me , tim e
for myself - it was very little .
She said that of co urse she socia lized in passing wit h neig hbours, but that was the extent
of her leisur e time . S he was also preoccu pied with so me health co mplica tions, which
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meant that a nur se had to visi t eve ry day to admi niste r a needle . Sti ll, Co ncetta talked
abo ut this time w ith prid e in her voice- that she did all of thi s by herself without
falte ring. She did not ex press the se ntime nt of "e njoy ing her independence" as it has bee n
put, but it was evi de nt in her actio ns and in her initia tive to take charge of the sit uation,
and in the pride in the tone of her vo ice as she spo ke abo ut this. Co ncetta's circums tances
did not necessarily reflect the average ex perie nce. For one, mos t wome n with abse ntee
husband s who wor ked abroa d depend ed on the money those husband s se nt to them (even
tho ugh it was not uncomm on for that money to be se nt back wit h the intent of goi ng
towa rds the eve ntua l purchase of so me land). Franca lacovetta has point ed out that there
was a distinct gen de r divi de in mon etary earnings among Italian immigrants: genera lly , it
was men ' s ea rnings that were sa ved and wom en ' s ea rnings were used for househ old
payments and expenses . Concetta 's experience varied partially beca use of her own
insistence that Diod ato save the mon ey rath er than se nd it to her ove rseas, but perh ap s
also because the lan d and ho use on and in which they lived belonged to her father -in-law
Giova nni, rather than the more uncertain renta ls fro m wea lthy lan down ers fro m Boiano .
Her ability to ma nage things was also reflec ted in Giova nni's actions . It was his
opinion- which was quite prog ressive given the strict patriarchal values and gende r roles
that persisted amo ng the contadini- that Co ncetta was more than ca pab le of taki ng care
of thi ngs . Acco rdingly , he let her run the fa rm as she saw fit; she eve n oversaw d uties
that traditio nally fell to men - for examp le, by looking after the hiring of hand s .
Concetta's father-in -law was so impre ssed with her, that whe n he died. he willed to her
his land to do wit h as she pleased for one year. T his was extreme ly rare -as a rule ,
wom en only very rarely inherited land. and more often than not . had no prop erty right s at
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all. Co ncetta sa id, " this was not norm al , but happ en ed mor e [oft en! than yo u think. "
Whi ch is to say, th at o n occas ion, when their hu sband s went to work else w he re , so me of
them dec ided to se ttle in that elsew here and took new wives. W he n thi s hap pen ed , they
might se ll the ir prop erty , and wo uld ofte n leave wo me n destitut e . Ho we ver , Co nce tta sa id
tha t so me wo me n " but not to o many , ca use they wer e too stupid," wo uld put the mon ey
their husb and s se nt to them in se parate bank acco unt und er their o w n nam e to pur ch ase
their ow n land s, as a preven ta tive measu re should the ir hu sbands betray them .
Her father -in -law's adm iration was a boon fo r her and showed the kind of respect
she co mma nded . How ev er , it still mean t that she was incred ibl y busy fro m sunr ise to
sunset. Her load of wo rk was o nly increased w he n Diod ato se nt fo r her and the rest of the
fa m ily in 1956 . She began to make prep aration s to em ig rate: she bo ugh t trai n ticke ts fo r
the ir trip to Nap les, an d boat tic kets for the ir jo urney to Ha lifax; she sold the animals ; she
dec ide d wha t s he had to lea ve be hind and wha t she co uld pac k into tru nk s to ta ke with
the m .
[I]t was hard fo r me beca use yo u have to work in the fields a ll the time,
beca use w he n 11011110 [Diodato l left , I had to con tinue for th ree yea rs. He
left a co w and I had a co w- until the day I co me here [to Ca nada I, I so ld it
a fe w wee ks bef ore I ca me her e. I had a donk ey - sam e , I so ld it a few
wee ks befor e I ca me her e . I had co rn , gra in, wine , pot atoes , I had them all
in the hou se - ' cau se we [left) at the end of Octob er. I sold eve ryt hing and
I pay the fare becau se I to ld 1I01ln o not to send me no money 'ca use I
wo uld se ll all those th ings I had . What I sold: nonn as bed , the como
[d resser ], there was ano the r Chi na ca binet. That's the only three things I
so ld , the rest , all my furn iture, my siste r went to get it. She so ld it to
so me body ' ca use s he d idn' t ha ve roo m fo r it . . . . T he rest , I left
eve rythi ng in the hou se , whatever I had it, w hateve r I co uld bring , di shes ,
glasses a nd eve rythi ng e lse I left the re . I don 't kno w wha t happ ened to a ll
this stuff. We had pots a nd pan s, coppe r ones [but] every thing
disappe ared .. . . Emp ty . The ho use was empty.
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Somehow , she managed to fit pot s, pan s , dis hes , blanket s , eve n two wool mattr esses into
those two trunk s . She placed all the fragil e item s in the middle of each trunk and
ca ref ully sur rounded them with a mattre ss as insulati on . She se wed sheets togeth er to
cove r eve ryt hing and contain it all . Years later she remarked that she wo uld not hav e
known what to do had the Cu stoms Officer ass igned to them decid ed to searc h their
luggage - she wo uld have had no idea how to pack it all agai n and make it fit. On
Oct ober 28 th 1956 , she left Boiano. Co ncetta's broth ers-Pasqu ale and Donato acco mpanied her and her girls and her fat her-in-law to Na ples on the train to see the m
off. From there , they board ed a Gre ek ship ca lled the Olympia and se t off. T he ship
stopped once at the port in Lisbon , but Co nce tta spent most her time fee ling sea-sic k in
their tiny seco nd-class cabin whi le her littl e girls played ga mes in the cor rido rs , and
visite d thei r gra ndfa ther who had a first-class tick et (the only ticket ava ila ble after a mix up that was the fault of the trav el agent she dealt with) , and was staying in another cabin.
T he entire sea jo urney took ten days , and since the ship was delayed , they arrive d late at
Pier 2 1 in Halif ax . Co ncetta rem emb ered that they arrived on November 6 th , but becau se
of the ship's delay , she and her family had to wait thirty-six hour s before boarding a train
to take them to Toro nto. Sub sequ ently , the offi cia l immi grant docum ent s declare
Nove mber 7'has her date of arriva l in Canada. T hey we re received with sa ndwic hes made
of sliced bread and processed cheese . Co nce tta's reaction to this foo d was less tha n
favo ura ble thinking it was not proper food at all. Slice d sa ndw ich bread and Kraft sing les
cheese slices becam e staples in her refrigerator ove r the yea rs (as they did in her
da ughters' refrigerators as well ). Co nce tta and her famil y missed the regul ar train to
Toronto beca use of the Olympia ' s delay, and instead they boarded a later and
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unscheduled train to Toronto. As such, the train only stopped once in Montreal, and the
remainder of the trip took a shorter time than expected. They arrived in Toronto on
November the 9'\ and Diodato was waiting to meet them at Union Station -his paesano
worked at Union Station and tipped him off on their arrival information . After a three year abs ence , her youngest daughter Giuli ana hid behind her mother's legs (much to
everyone 's amusement), at first unable to recognize her father and his now nearly white
hair.
The most significant detail she recalled of being proce ssed as a new immigrant at
Pier 21 was that she became " Concetta Colalillo," registered under her husband ' s name
rather than as " Concetta Sinibaldi ," whom she had always been. Legally , in Italy her
married name was Concetta Sinibaldi in Colalillo , the in to indicate that she had married
into the Colalillo family . One of the left over pieces of Napoleonic law in Italy meant that
women kept their own names , even after marriage . Concetta explained that if a woman
wanted , she could change her last name , but that it often involved a fee and lots of red
tape , so most women-if they even had a desire to -didn't bother. Concetta felt that for a
woman to take her husband ' s nam e after marriage was to refute her blood and refute her
father. When she landed at Pier 21 , Concetta was led to believe by official s receiving the
immigrants that in Canada , she wa s legally bound to have her husband' s name , which
was not actually the case . Howev er , with no Engli sh language skills and with the culture
shock of arrival, she was reluctantly persuaded to think otherwise.
Why do I have to give up my father' s name (Sinibaldi I for Colalillo? .. . I
came in this family but I am not blood of the Colalillo . TO get use to it
was really hard for me, really really hard. T o tell yo u the truth, if I knew
all these things that I knew after, I would never have changed my name .
Becau se [thought it wa s a law or something . .. I didn't know better, so I
changed everythin g becau se II thou ght( that' s the way it' s supposed to be .
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Thi s change in name was sym bolic for her , repr esentin g her arrival as a strange r to a new
country, and signifying that she was trul y no lon ger in Boian o ; a new ident ity was thru st
upon her as she becam e an immig rant o utsider, with no grasp of the lan guage . Eve n yea rs
later , she was still resentful that she had become " Mrs. Co lalillo" with out her volition."

LA NG UAG E IN THE HOM E, LANG UAG E IN T HE CITY

Co ncetta , her dau ght ers and father -in-law mov ed in with Emilio and his famil y , where
Diodato was already living, at 256 Clinton St ree t, north of Harbord Stree t, durin g the
peak of the biggest wave of Italian imm igrants Ca nada had eve r see n. To ronto had lon g
born e witness to ge nerations of immi grant s (and co ntinues to do so) , and the post-war
group of Italians wo und up settling in what was then known as "t he Ward ," a district in
To ronto's downt own west end, bound ed by Spadina Ave nue to the East , Dufferin Street
to the Wes t, Harb ord Street to the North and Dun das Street to the So uth. T he Ital ian s
tended to settle aro und the outs kirts of Co llege Street, whi ch bisected the Ward fro m eas t
to west. By the tim e Concetta and the wave of Italian immi grant s arrived , the Ward had
already been the home fo r co untless Jews , Rom a and Eastern Euro pea ns who ca me to the
in the mid to late 1800s . T oday , the area of Co llege Street is ca lled Little Italy ,
proclai med mostly in name only by stree t signs installed by the city. In its heyday in the
I960s and 1970s , the stree t was lined with Ital ian -owned groce ry stores , butcher shops ,
clo thing and shoes to res. T wo staple es tablishments left ove r fro m this more Italian eracalled the Cafe Diplom atico at the co rner of Co llege and Cli nto n and Bitond o 's , a
pizzeria on Cli nton aro und the co rner fro m the St. Francis of Assisi church on Grace

14

For lhe purposeso f this thes is, she dec ided tos ign theco nse nt form s w ith her full marri ed nam e .
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Street-still remain. But when Concetta arrived, the College Street neighbourhood was
still developing and it took some years for the Italian community to settle and integrate
into the fabric of the city .
What this gradual development meant for dialect -speakers like Concetta was that
some common language was nece ssary in order for individuals in the community to reach
out to each other, since the comfortable dia lects they spoke were so disparate. The
adju stment from the rural to the urban , from one culture to another, was under standably
not an ea sy one for Concetta; it rarely was for any immigrant. She was obliged to be
grateful for a home to live in-and of course , she truly was -but after being so
independent in Italy , living in someone else ' s home felt cramped and uncomfortable.
Furthermore , she had to rely on others to be her guides in the industrial urban newness of
Toronto . Much like the Roma (zingari) in Boiano who were always on the frin ges of
society , in a seemingly surreal twist Concetta found herself to be on the periphery of a
community and of a culture that she did not immediately have a way of connecting to.
She said that, "Language was the worst part of immigration ," and that language could
divide and isolate just as much as it was cap able of unifying. Fru strated and unhappy with
this new place , she said that she asked her husband, "Why don't you send me back , why
did you call me here ?" She said she felt doubly embarrassed becau se she was "p oorer in
Canada than at home , in Italy . ... It was hard to accept everything ," and she resented
havin g this necessitous circumstance thru st upon her.
At the house on Clinton Street , there was coexi stence of Boian ese and English .
Concetta could speak her comfortabl e Boian ese dialect with her husband and with her
daughters and with her in-law s . as she was accusto med to. Out side of the home , ther e was
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no ready -made community for Concetta to support the dialect , and therefore there wa s no
place for Boianese . Co usins and friend s wh o had previ ou sly been a stone's thro w from
Co ncetta's front door were in Italy - or, those paesani who had immigrated lived in
another neighb ourh ood, city or eve n anothe r co untry . Her broth er-in -law Emi lio spoke
English with his children, who did not spea k Boiane se and very little Italian . Even
Diodato (tho ugh later on, Co ncetta wo uld surpass his skills in Eng lish), had at that point ,
grown used to hearin g Engli sh as the predominant langua ge on a day-to-day basis , and
was attending ESL night schoo l classes at Harb ord Collegiate wheneve r he co uld .
Con cetta ' s siste r-in-law loland a, how ever , had nev er learned to spea k Englis h even aft er
livin g in England for a numb er of years , where there we re far fewe r Itali ans than the re
were in Ca nada .
For an immigrant, enco untering the pred om inant langua ge is isolatin g , and ofte n
eve n more so for immi grant wo men, who we re more likely to rema in at hom e more than
their male co unterparts. Concetta stayed at hom e for the fir st seve n month s after arri vin g ,
leav ing only to wa lk her dau ghters to schoo l in the morn ing and hom e aga in in the
afte rnoo ns and to do groce ry shopping . She had only her sister-in-law lolanda and her
fat her-in-law G iova nni to talk to -which co uld be difficult , give n that they eac h had
different ways of doin g thin gs. Even thou gh they were famil y and lived in the sa me
home , they did not necessaril y do things the sa me way , or eve n share all of the sa me
space at the same time .
Far from huddl ing indi scriminately , people livin g in these cro wded
households had a deep -seated sense of propr iety and retained as much as
poss ible their se nse of nucl ear family . At supper, for instance, fa milies
sharing a kitch en ate at different or ove rlapping tim es as eac h wom an ,
who alone was responsibl e for her famil y ' s meals , awa ited her husband ' s
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arriva l fro m wor k befo re heatin g her pot of water fo r pasta . (Iacovetta

1992, 89-90)
For instance, Co nce tta 's fam ily had two bedroom s - one for her fathe r-in-law, whose age
and position as pat riarch wa rra nted the privilege , and the othe r for herself , Diodato and
thei r little daughters . Co nce tta also kept her foo d in a se para te pan try in the base men t so
that ther e wo uld be no co nfus ion. For her , it was an odd and occas ionally strained
situation.
Because of their relat ion ship as in-laws , etiquette dictated that Co ncet ta 's sisterin-law lolanda "show her the ropes," but there were limit s becau se of Iolanda's own
relative isolation. Still, she showed Co nce tta aro und the neighb ourh ood landm ark s -l ike
how to get to the groce ry store . As a contadina , Concetta had been acc usto med to
growi ng and prod ucing everyt hing herself - fro m making pasta an d bread from scratch as
she had been do ing since the age of seve n , to co llec ting eggs from the hens and milk fro m
the co w-a large groce ry sto re was at first a disco nce rting ex perie nce . T ho ugh she had of
course bee n to the mar ket in Boiano and the sma ller market in Cas tellone, these mar kets
made up of carts and temp orary tab les and boo ths were set up aro und a pia zza outdoors
and peopl e arrange d their wares acc ordingly. By co ntrast, the groc ery store was this large
enclosed space , where peopl e purchase d food that seemed to have material ized out of thin
air-whic h is not to say that she was a shell-shocked coun try bum pkin , simply that as a

contadina she knew how food was grow n and harvested -i n the groce ry store , that
connec tio n did not seem to exist.
T he first time 1 went to shop . . . there was a big huge store like a
s upermarket, ca lled Power . So we we nt to shop, wit h zia lolanda , whic h I
had never been to a big store like that in Italy . And she said , "Okay, wait
for me here . I have to cross the street to buy some meat. " T here was a
Jewi sh butcher there . Co uld she say , " Let's go get the mea t first and the n

72
we come to shop?" There I was in that store like a stupid, looking at
people. So I take a buggy and look around. But I didn't know what to buy
becau se I never went shopping in Boiano. So [Iolanda] came back. We
did the shopping. She made her own shopping . I bought some pasta. She
co uld have said, " Co me to the butcher's, we gonna buy something
different there ." They had cheese . There in Power's, there was no cheese
[just] the brick cheese [orange cheddar], I buy some salad-there was no
rapini in tho se days-there was swiss chard , cabbage.
For someone who was accustomed to making her own pasta , buying it pre -made was
something different. The "brick cheese" was something she recognized from when she
did laundry for the British as a girl , since she was given a large piece as payment (s he fed
it to the dog , not trusting that it would taste good) . Like her reaction to the sand wiches
s he was presented with in Halifax upon arr ival, so me of what she saw in the sto re
(pa rticularly the packaged items ) was unrecognizable as food. It wa s anoth er ten years
before she saw more familiar food items again, until after Johnny Lombardi opened his
fir st grocery store and began importing me ats and cheeses from Italy." She was al so quite
busy in tho se fir st years of immigration, and only had limited time for certain type s of
food production . In Italy, the pasta-making , tomato -making and wine-making were an
inherent part of the daily or weekly or seas onal work schedule , since that was how people
got their food . In Toronto however, the se kinds of foodways fell to the way side as the
immigrants coped with working and adjusting to their new home . They were taken up
again ,ju st not right away . Concetta however, after so me trepidation , met her chall enge ,
and became quite deft at spotting a bar gain or haggling with sales peo ple a bo ut a price .

15 Johnn y Lomb ard i was the so n of Itali an immi gr ant s fro m the prev iou s gene ration to arrive in Toronto.
li e becam e a promin ent figur e within th e Italian- Can adi an com munity , and was most famo us for found ing
CI IIN radi o. the Italian-langua ge radio station in the c ity. Tod ay, a statue of Johnny s itting on a ben ch rest s
in a mini -piazza at the co rner o f Co lleg e and Gr ac e, in the m idst of Littl e Italy, within view of th e C HIN
bui lding .
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Language is the thin g that gives one much of the ability to tap into a co mmunity,
a society, a cultur e , but for new immi grant s it often acts as an imp asse rather than a
brid ge . In Migrancy , Culture, Identity , lain Cha mbers wr ites,
No ne of us ca n simply choose another lan guage , as though we co uld
co mpletely abando n our previous history and freely opt fo r another one .
Our previou s se nse of knowled ge , lan guage and identit y , our peculi ar
inheritance , ca nnot be simply rubbed out of the story , ca ncelled. What we
have inherited - as culture , as history , as lan guage , as traditi on , as a se nse
of iden tity -i s not destroyed but take n apart, opened up to questionin g ,
rewrit ing and re-routin g. T he eleme nts and relati ons of our language and
identi ties ca n ne ither be put back togeth er aga in in a new , more critically
att uned wh ole , nor be abando ned and denied. (199 4,24)
Nor is lan gua ge limit ed to traditi onal text -that is to say, word s on page , or word s
spoken aloud. Along with dea ling with a language bar rier, Co nce tta also had to learn to
read an entire culture, fro m the way in whic h foo d was packaged , to the way in whic h
peo ple interacted (or did not interac t) with eac h ot her as they passed one another on the
streets . T here is a story about the distin ctively co loured and patt ern ed mo saic tiles
decorati ng the older subway tran sit sto ps thro ugho ut the city: It is said that the subway
stops we re deliberately designed in that way by the Toro nto Transi t Co mmissio n so that
the illiterat e masses of the city could recogn ize their sto p rather than having to rely on
read ing the name of the stop etched into the tiles. Even now , children in Toront o first
recog nize the subway stops by colour- "t he gree n sto p" (St. Geo rge Station), or " the one
with the flower " (Dupo nt Station ). What this sto ry illustr ates is that there are diffe rent
ways to read different kind s of text; the issues that the illitera te peopl e of the city once
had to deal with were now transferred to Euro pea n immigrants, wh o had no English (and
a lack of basic literacy was still very much a part of tha t) . A routine and simp le task to
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her now like grocery shopping was a completely unknown and foreign experience for
Concetta back then.
Despite her eventual ease with the neighbourhood and with the tasks she had to
perform, it was still a strange city. Concetta talked about how it was not a particularly
" Italian" city, in that she only noticed very few other Italian s . In fact, there was a n earlier
generation of Italian immigrants in Toronto , who arrived before the Second World War,
and just after the First World War.

16

However, this older Italian immigrant presence in

Toronto went largely unnoticed by Concetta and she had quite the opposite impre ssion of
an Italian presence in Toronto .
(There] were not so many Italians those days and it was hard to be friends
with people because you don't know how to talk to them . Like, at once if
they ask you a question [and) your language is really really bad and that 's
why you stay away . . .. Even if you want to be friends with some people,
they don't like be friends with [anyjbody , would [not) say good morning,
good evening, or hello or anything . No . They pass by. You know what [
wrote[ ?) I live in the dead.mute city ,' ?
In another conversation, she likened what she called the ambi ente of the city , or the
a m bience, to the zombies she saw in old black and white b-movies on televi sion . She felt
that many of the Italian s that were now living in Toronto too had fallen prey to this colder
attitude , citing an example of the disappointment she felt when the Neapolitan family
who moved into her neighbourhood did not return her friendly overtures . As one of the
only other Italian familie s on the block , she felt that it wa s important that they sho uld be
friendly with each othe r. This lack of congenial fri endliness was repre sentative of the

16 Durin g the war, many of these earlier imm igrants we re term ed "enemy aliens" by the Canad ian
Gove rnme nt, and either fired from the ir jo bs or in the wo rst scenarios. placed in internm ent camps. There is
a poss ibility that they were not "It alian" eno ugh any longer for Co ncetta and her fellow imm igrant s to
recognize them as such. Thi s parti cul ar gro up was a lso more spr ead throughoutthe city, sinceth erehad
neverbeen enough ofapopul ationto sustainad istric tlikethe onethat Little Italy becam e in the 1960 s.
17 This is a reference to a line from the poem she wrote for her 60 'h weddin g anniversa ry, to be discussed in
the next chapter.
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imm ed iate disc onne ct w ith peopl e that she fe lt, a refl ecti on of her dif ficulti es w ith the
lan gua ge she co uld not spea k . For the fir st fe w ye ars, she was , fo r all int ent s and
purposes, mut ed by her o wn lack of Engl ish skill but also fe lt invisibl e to others by virtue
of the lack of eye co ntac t and idi osyn cratic hum an interactio n tha t she was acc ustomed to
in her hom etown . How co uld she begin to und er stand a lan gu age whe n she co uld not
und er stand the way people beh av ed in the street?
Co ncetta 's cognata Ca rme la, wh o ar rived in Toro nto in 1961 , stayed ho me like
ma ny ot he r Ital ian im mig ra nt wo me n. She di d not wor k (ma inly becau se her hu sband
wished her not to) , and so her world did not ex te nd mu ch furth er than Coll ege Stree t,
whe re the church and the groce ry sto res were . She ca me to Ca nada as an illite rate
perso n -she had never go ne to sc hoo l since s he was already too o ld by the time
M usso lini impleme nted his ed uca tio n reform s , and always sig ne d her na me with an ' X'.
She had a broth er wh o liv ed up the stree t a nd a s iste r wh o lived down the stree t-s he and
her neig hbo ur forge d a friends hip, and a door was cut into the woo de n fe nce in betwee n
their bac kya rds so tha t they cou ld co me and go as they pleased . It wo uld be
pres um ptuo us and unf air to say that Ca rme la was lon ely , but, to a certai n degree , it woul d
be wi thin reaso n to arg ue that she dealt with more iso latio n on a regul ar basis than an
immig ra nt like Co nce tta d id . lol and a ' s life o n Clinton St ree t was s imi lar. A ltho ug h she
rented the spare roo ms to boa rde rs before Concetta and her fa mily arrived, she did not go
far fro m the hom e exce pt to run erra nds.
It took abo ut seve n month s before Co nce tta was prop ell ed by her ow n
tenacio usness to make her ow n co nnectio ns in the neigh bo urhood, o utside the bou nda ries
of the horne . She had alway s fo und it difficu lt to stay still, and now her days at ho me
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were limited to household tasks rather tha n the more rigorous schedule that she was
acc usto me d to maint ain ing in Italy. She talk ed about thr ee Italian friends that she
eve ntua lly mad e on Clinton Street , and what a relief it was , but in particul ar , she talk ed
about her neighb our , a wo man named Mr s . Ca rme n.
T his lady [Mr s . Ca rmen 1we start to say hi to eac h other afte r a lon g winter
we don 't see anybody. Her dau ghters Rose and Ma ry they used to go to St.
Peter ' s Sc hoo l with Isa and [Giuli ana).
Co nce tta sa id that at first they only chatt ed supe rfic ially, gree ting eac h other in passi ng
and co mme nting on the weat he r, when they ran into eac h other outside the ir respective
hou ses . But eventually the cordial relati on ship developed into a real friendship and Mrs .
Carme n taught Co nce tta her first few wo rds of Eng lish. Mrs . Car me n's frie ndship proved
to be inva luable in the end-i t was throu gh her that Co ncetta sec ured her first pay ing j ob
in Ca nada at a fac to ry in downtown Toront o. Reli eved that she wo uld now be useful and
prod uctive agai n, she happily -though wit h a bit of trep idation - took Mrs . Carme n up
on her offe r.

Co nce tta was always proud of the fact that she and her husband had a joi nt ban k acco unt,
and that she never had to ask him fo r money -that he tru sted her to take what she needed
when she needed it. Ma ny of her frie nds and accquai ntences had the oppos ite expe rie nce,
and she talk ed about some wo me n she knew who had to hoard any money they ea rned fo r
them selves , wh ile othe rs had strict allowa nces allotted to them by their husband s fo r
groceries an d other househ old expenses . In Canada. Co ncetta took up her role of fami ly
money mana ger agai n as she had done in Italy and caref ully and fruga lly managed her
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family 's budget, always spending and saving wisely and effecti vely . She developed a
(rather accurate) reputation in her family as a savvy consumer and expert bargain
shopper. The capable independence Concetta had so enjoyed and fo stered within hers elf
in Italy came through again in Canada, driving her out of the home to forge her own
relationship with her new country , attempting to negotiate it on her own terms rather than
by the circumstances put upon her. It was this type of attitude that helped her build her
friendship with Mrs. Carmen .
Mrs. Carmen took Concetta to get a job in a shoe factory owned by a company
called Jack Foot Shoes. She began work in April of 1957 .
She say , " You want to come and try ?" and I say , " Why not ," so she took
me there .... I didn 't say I like [it] becau se it was a job I never done. So ,
but anyway, it was nice because I wasn't stuck in place , they had to send
me all over the place , so my main thing was I have to they were sewing all
the back s of the shoes and they cut it and they put it in a pile , and they
have to sew the lining inside and have to put the sign with the stamp like
from 5,6,7,6 and a half , whatever the number of the shoe .
A large percentage of the Italian immigrants who arrived in Canada between 1951 and
1961 were contadini, used to working the land rather than working in factories . In
T oronto , the manufacturing industry empl oyed many Italian immigrant women . In Such

Hardworking People (1992) , Franca Iacovetta notes,
While Canadian-born women swelled the ranks of the whit e-collar work
force in the decades following the Second World War, immigrant women,
most of whom lacked Engli sh and posse ssed few marketable skills ,
provided low -paid, unskilled, and semi-s killed female labour in industry .
(1992 , 93)
T oday, the corridor of Spadina Avenue bisectin g Queen Street and King Street is fairl y
trendy, and warehou ses that used to be full of sewing machines and iron s have been
co nverted into loft s, arti sts' studios and club s and , as gentrification has firml y tak en hold ,
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co ndomi niums and chain sto res infiltrat e the area. In the late 1950s and ea rly 1960s when
Co ncetta wor ked in these estab lishme nts-w hich wo uld be more acc urate ly described as
sweatshops- the wareh ou ses wer e all garme nt factorie s , shoe factori es and toy factori es .
T he owners employe d hundr ed s of immig rants, incl uding wo me n like Co nce tta who
wo rked at these jo bs , and she rem ark ed on how co mmo n it seeme d to her that wo me n left
their j obs sudde nly, usually because of respon sibiliti es at hom e . Co ncetta was fo rtunate
because her fat her-in-law Giovan ni help ed her wit h her own daug hters when they were
still too you ng to be left alone afte r sc hoo l. Still, there we re many immigrant wo me n who
kept wo rking des pite their difficult ies in balancin g hom e and work , because , as one
Co ncetta's friends told her , " If I do n' t get out of the hou se I' ll go crazy!" Concetta
describ es so me of the typ es of wo rk she did at Jack Foot S hoes below :
It was nice becau se I wasn 't st uck in one place . I used to go around the
machin e , spray the shoes befor e we pack with the shine thing on, we have
to put the lace , I have to go to the children's shoes with all white things . I
put the little buckl es on the children' shoes, packed the shoes, I used to do
eve rything and they loved me.
Despit e the diffe rent kind s of statio ns she wo rked, it was still monotonous labour , and so
Co nce tta and her fello w work ers tend ed to talk amo ngst them selv es surreptitiously to
make the time pass more qui ckly , and she noticed that alt houg h there was a great deal of
interact ion betwee n all of her co-wo rkers, they still see med most at ease wit h othe rs who
shared their language .
T he maj or part yo u talk becau se of language and that was the base and you
talk with the one yo u und erstand better otherwise yo u mix up and talk
with eve rybody wro ng o r right. Gossip , cursing the boss . . . . T hat was the
talking . .. we used to do it between wo me n.
T hese fac tories she work ed in were the first places where she was interacting direc tly with
others on a daily bas is, and so work becam e her first real foray into a broader imm igran t
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life, where she worked side by side with other immigrants who were from all over the
world including Italy. At first she said she naturally gravitated toward the other Italians,
feeling that they had the most in common, or at the very least, a common language. It was
still a new experience for her however, despite the shared ethnic background, because
Concetta was speaking more Italian than she ever had before, rather than Boianese. It
seemed Mussolini's efforts at unifying Italy through language was actually more effective
once Italian emigrants removed themselves from their country and settled in another,
where the only common language they had with one another was standard Italian.
Concetta had at least one mildly embarrassing moment that she joked about when
she failed to recognize other Italians. T wo new women began work at her factory one
morning and she overheard them chatting with each other, but could not seem to place
their language; by this time, she had been working a few months, and her ear was getting
more familiar with the sounds of other languages spoken by her co-workers. During the
short lunch break, she asked a friend where they were from and wondered if they were
Greek or perhaps even Portuguese. Her friend laughed at her and told her that they were
both Italian, from Calabria in the south. The irony of learning more about Italian dialects
in a foreign country was not lost on her- and nor was the experience of meeting Italians
from other regions outside of Italy. She was not alone in this regard: Carmela, her
cognata , years later had her own embarrassing moment. Carmela only spoke Maieratano,

her dialect and not Italian which she never learned since she had not had the opportunity
to attend school. Carmela had begun to grow used to Italians from other regions, and
assumed that not many would easily be able to understand her particular dialect. She and
her sister were walking along College Street and she felt safe as she made humorous,
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albeit crude, comments about so me men wa iting for shaves in a barb ershop. To her
surprise and di smay, a man walk ing behin d them burst out lau ghin g -and he qui ckly
ex plained that he wa s from a neigbouring village close to Maierato wher e they spoke a
similar dialect and had und erstood everything she sa id; Carm ela was morti fied .
At work , Co ncetta also began to hear other lan gua ges fo r the first tim e , all at onc e ,
meet ing peopl e and other immigrants fro m other co untries almos t all at once .
Well , at the first plac e where I worked, there was a Jewi sh lady , Mr s .
Ca rmen, Sara was Germ an - she was yo ung. Mar ia was Greek and
A nge lina was from Lucani a [an oth er so uthe rn region of ItaIYI. T hey were
all wo me n there . T he men . .. I remember Joe was from Sari , Ce lesti no
from Foggia . The other place I worked they wer e from all over Euro pe:
German , Ukrainian , Poli sh. French ? No, ther e wer e two from Malta and
fro m Sa rdinia and the rest from Italy , north and south. And the place
where I wor ked fir st there was one Portu guese -Rosa . I couldn't sta nd
her. And then when I work ed [at Cadet Cleaners ) there we re qu ite a fe w
Portu gue se there , but I ju st work ed the re for a month to help my friend.
T hey were all Portu guese , but the Portu guese came after years. T he so uth,
the north , the middle of Italy , they were all the first ones to come here .
Eve ryo ne was friendly, they we re okay .
After seve n month s and some enco urage me nt from her friend Mrs . Ca rmen, Co nce tta got
up the ner ve to ask fo r a raise - she was mak ing .50¢ an hour at this time and intend ed to
ask for $ 1.OO- and was turn ed down imm edi ately , with no promi se of a future raise.
Frustrated w ith her employe rs, she used her lunch brea k to look for a better pay ing jo b.
She had been liv ing in T oronto for ju st ove r a year at this point and she had success fully
kept herself employed for se veral month s although her Eng lish was still wea k and most of
what she did know was lim ited to wo rk-based and related English, inclu ding nam es of
mach ines and phrases like " Help Want ed ." Her bosses only spoke English, so she learn ed
what she co uld fro m listenin g to them speak and fro m ot her worke rs and it proved to be
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enough to give her the co nfidence she needed to see k othe r work and to asse rt herself.
Occasionally, there was a funny res ult .
Me and [a] Gr eek girl, Mari a , at lunch time we had an hour and we sta rt to
walk around the street wh ere we see the signs, " Help Want ed. " But we
don 't know , we know they need people . We ended up in one place on Qu een
Stree t. It said " Help wa nted." T hat's all we knew . . . . We we nt all the way
up three floo rs- there were no eleva tors in those days-and this guy says,
"Yes lady , yo u lookin g for so mebo dy?" I said, " Looking fo r a jo b." He said,
"It's nojob for girls here , it's a boxer ' s sc hoo l." I sa id, " O h my God !" . ... 1
never forge t that . .. the y we re boxers , it was a sc hoo l for boxin g .
She event ually found a toy fac to ry on S pad ina Ave nue, where she possessed eno ugh
language ski ll to negotiate her wages with her new employe r, and sec ure d 95¢ an hour to
start. T he j ob she got was only a seaso nal one, but she fo und that this was the one that
rea lly ma rked the beginn ing of her integration into the city .

In 195 9 , almos t three yea rs after immigrati ng, Concetta and her fami ly bo ught a house at
722 Cra wfo rd Street , near Toront o ' s Christie Pitts Park , moving in a more north erly
di rectio n away fro m the Co llege Street area and above Bloor Street. Th e Crawford Stree t
house was sym bolic of the transition she had made into the city; she now knew the
proverbial lay of the land ; she had a steady jo b; she had more space in thi s new house ,
which she said had big bright win do ws and large roo ms, and co llective ly, she and her
fam ily were beco ming inde pende nt. T hey were settling in. And yet, com plicatio ns arose
shortly after the move to Cra wfo rd Street when Diodato was laid off from wo rk. T his was
worrisome beca use altho ugh they owned the property, they had a mo rtgage to pay, and
then Co ncetta got sick aga in. which made it ex hausting for her to kee p up her busy pace.
In order to ease the cos t of the mortgage , she rent ed the seco nd floo r of the house to
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suppleme nt the famil y inco me . At fir st , th is only added to the stress, since the firs t family
wa s loud , me ssy and difficult to deal with. When ano ther famil y moved onto the seco nd
floor repl acin g the pre viou s one , thin gs got better . Her new tenant , a wom an nam ed
Isolin a , becam e a maternal figur e in Concetta' s life , and as suc h wa s addresse d as zia.
Isolina ' s twin so ns Don aldo and Dionino sta yed in touch for a several ye ars afte r
Co nce tta and her faml y moved and Isolina passed away . Th ey work ed as hairdr essers and
it was Dionino that Concetta went to see when she decided to cut off her lon g hair.
By this time , she was workin g at a factory ow ned by Ni kki T oys where she staye d
until 1962. At this jun cture , a typi cal day for Con cetta meant that she was up at 6 o' cloc k
and getting her dau ght ers ready for schoo l, makin g lunches fo r them and for her husband ,
before leavin g for work (she had ne ver spent such little tim e on the preparati on of foo d) .
She prepared dinn er the night before , and left it in the frid ge to be reheated by her fam ily ,
if her work schedule meant that she would miss suppertime . Her mind was parti ally at
ease bec ause her father -in -law was at hom e in the afterno on s when her daughters
returned fro m sc hool. Weekend s were reserved for cleanin g on Saturd ay and , of co urse ,
for church on Sunday s . Therefore, in keepin g such a busy schedul e, Conc etta did not
have much time to devote to English as a Sec ond Lang uage classes , though she did try .
Her nei ghbour was an Engli shman named Mr. Neil who lived alone since his wife
and dau ght er had passed away yea rs ea rlier. Mr. Ne il was Con cett a ' s first English friend
after she admired his flower garde n. He struc k up a friend ship with Co ncetta and her
family , becomin g quite close with them wh ile they lived on Crawfo rd Street , acco rding to
Giuliana , Co nce tta' s yo unge st dau ghter. He had a sort of paterna l relation ship with
Co ncetta and Diod ato , and acted as a second grandfa ther to their daug hters. He taught
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Concetta much of what she knew about fl ower ga rdening, a nd in excha nge she told him
abo ut growing tomatoes a nd cultiv ating gra pe vines. T he back yard of her hom e in
T oronto on Rom ar Cr escent is alwa ys in bloom in the sum me rtime, and she has a
particular affe ction for bleeding he art s, roses, and the large bri ght fuc hs ia flo we rs born e
by her belov ed cacti. Gard ening wa s how she and Mr. Neil bro ached the lan gu age barri er
bet ween the m.
Her fir st ESL experience was at a sc hoo l ca lled Costi , an o rganizatio n establi shed
in To ro nto to fac ilitate immi grant tran sit ion into the sc hoo l; they still exis t, and pro vid e
ES L cour ses , professional dev elopment co urses and soc ial se rv ices for immi grant s .
Ho we ver , the class was in the e vening, w hich mad e it tiresom e a nd difficult for her to
atte nd. Sh e reca lled that ther e wer e a vari ety of people att endin g th e classes - Chin ese ,
Jap an ese , Germ an and Poli sh - am on g man y othe r immigra nt gro ups. Her next ES L
atte mpt was at a middl e sc hoo l on Duffer in Str eet so uth of Eg linto n A ve nue ca lle d
Fa irbank. She sa id thi s cla ss wa s nearl y all Italian s , but she did not stay lon g ther e e ithe r
si nce she was sti ll work ing so freq ue ntly . Like man y imm igrant fa mi lies , Co nce tta was
es ta blishing her self in the city, and thou gh she still hat ed part s of it (partic ularly T o ront o
winte rs, which she co m plai ned a bo ut her enti re life in Ca nada, des pite grow ing up at the
foo t of mount ain s wh ere there wa s a copi ou s amo unt of snow in the wint er ) , she was
slo wly growi ng at ease with her new life aide d by her devel opin g Eng lish lan gu age skills.
Her favo urite ES L cla ss ca me so me yea rs lat er. Co nce tta sto pped wo rk ing in
1975 , afte r her lon gest stretch at the Ga nz Bro the rs wh ere she had been workin g since
1963; hea lth prob lems interr upted he r work, a nd tho ug h she wa s briefly emp loyed at
Ca de t C lea ne rs , it o nly lasted thr ee month s befo re s he decid ed it wa s not fo r her. Her first
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granddaughter had been born a year before, making her a grandmother in addit ion to her
other roles . Over the next ten years, four more granddaughters were born, and she began
splitting her time between volunteer work with the Ladies ' Auxiliary at SI. Charles
Borromeo Church, the Cancer Society and the Heart and Stroke Foundation , and with her
granddaughters . When they were old enough to go to school, she began volunteering
there too, as a chaperone on field trips . Oth er childr en in the cla ss called her " nonna" like
her granddaughters did.
By this time in 1962 , she lived at 5 Romar Crescent in the northwest corner of the
city. A bungalow on a large piece of land , it was a far cry from the hou se she liked so
much on Crawford Street-but the Toronto Transit Commi ssion expropriated it so they
could build a secondary subway exit , and so they were forced to move . Diodato bought
the hou se without discussing it with anyone first, drawn to it because of the large plot it
sat on-he had long wanted a large vegetable garden . Though the house was small, in
time Diodato built an extension , including the kitchen corner with the picture window
where Concetta did so much of her writing. He also built a second kitchen in the
unfini shed basement where Concetta did all of her heavy cooking . IS She had now been in
Canada for ju st shy of twenty years, and for the fir st time since arriving in 1956 , finally
had enough spare time to devote to formally learning the Engli sh language.

18 Thanks to both Concetta and Diodato' s effo rts, the backyard flour ished, replete with grapevines growing
on a pergola made of recovered pipes, all affixed to each other and formin g a canopy ove r the back patio .
Tomatoes, zucchin i, com , peas, pepper s, lettuce, radicchio, chickpeas, strawberries, chives, sw iss chard,
cucumber, fava beans, /or/anelle( the massive, fuzzy spiraling cousin to thec ucumber), potatoes, parsley,
onions, garlic and basil a ll grew in theback,al ongside snapdr agons, bleeding hearts, mar igolds,
suntlo wers, impatiens and roses nestledaga inst pear trees, apple trees,andof co urse, the ubiquitolls fig tree
found in many an immigrant backyard, faithfully bear ing fruit aga inst all clim ate-indu ced odds. Rosemary
and thyme and a plethora of other herbs grew in large planters made by Diodato out of old rubb er tires and
tire irons. Cacti hung in pots suspended from the pergola, some growi ng ostentatio us pink flowers. In the
frontyard,gooseberries were harvested every fall, andtwo largebu shes had been cut to resembl e
overgrown birds, with flowers for eyes, under a large hazelnut tree.
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Th e class was run at a primary and j unior sc hoo l durin g the daytim e rath er than
the eve ning, so the majorit y of the class were wo me n, so me of whom co uld go to class
and then pick up their childre n fro m the same school. She talk ed about this class with the
most fondn ess since the teach er enco uraged them to get to know eac h other, to develop
co mfo rt. Th ese wom en were not necessar ily all work ers -but they were all immi grant
wo me n wh ich forged a bond betw een them .
She fina lly fo und the right sc hoo l when she bega n attendi ng a program not too fa r
fro m where she lived , on Eglinton West near Dufferin Stree t. T he program was taught by
a Leban ese wo man and atte nded mostly by wo men since it ran during the day . Ma ny of
these wo me n worke d at hom e , or had shift wo rk, wit h children in sc hoo l and hus bands at
wo rk. She spea ks of those days fo ndly, in rem emb er ing the wo men that she befr iend ed ,
and the similarities they shared in their imm igrant limb o ide ntifies . In orde r to raise
mon ey , the wo men at the ESL program decided to put together a reci pe book that wo uld
inclu de tradi tional recipes from their home co untries. Th e culmination of her class was a
hom em ade coo kboo k prepared by the class , to be so ld at the Christmas fundra ise r. A
collec tio n of recipes fro m aro und the world , it was ca ref ully typed up and photoco pied by
the teacher, and asse mbled by the students with a thick red car d stock cove r, stap led to
the white printed pages . The insid e cover was signed by eac h of the stude nts . T he first
page read s:
December, 1977
Dear friend,
We are a gro up of immi gran t wom en and we would like to share
wit h yo u so me of our coo king trad itions .
Here are so me recip es from GREECE, the land of Soc rates and
Horner, fro m ITALY, the land of Leo nardo da Vinci and Michae lange lo,
fro m YUGOS LAV IA, the land of Niko la Jesla , Njegos and others.
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You will find that most of our recipes will take a long time to
prepare but we feel that, to achieve something good you must make an
effort.
We did our best in writing this book and we hope that you'll enjoy
it.
Good luck!
The collection includes recipes from the aforementioned countries, as well as France,
Portugal, the Middle East and the former Czechoslovakia, covering everything from
soups, pastas and dumplings to desserts.
This is an important document because it shows an allowance for a new kind of
cultural exchange. Women who may not have otherwise met outside of the ESL class,
found that their cooking meant they had something else in common." It is an earlier
incarnation of later realizations that not all of nonna' s recipes were traditional ones that
she had learned in her youth in Italy. In fact , some of her most popular dishes are ones
that she did not grow up with. Most famous were her eggplant dishes that she learned
from a paesano who had picked up the knack of making them in northern Italy in
Bologna. There are also her infamous cream cheese cupcakes , the most popular of her
Christmas cookies, which are also not a recipe she grew up with in Italy, but rather
learned here. Even her zucchini bread with walnuts was not something she learned how
to make from her mother or grandmother, but rather from a friend she met, postimmigration.

Concetta resented being called to come to Canada, and for a time she wondered if she
might have been more content in Italy, but she was shocked and dismayed to find that
19 This is a theme that has been noticed by others as well. as fore xample, a book published in 2003 called
Tasting Diversity : II Celebration oflmmigront Women and Their Cooking (Baird and Brown) executed by
the Working Women's Community Centre in Toronto.
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Boiano had con tinued to d/evol ve dur ing her absence. T his points to the prese nce of the
Boan o of old in her poetry as not so much a place , but rather a time that she longed fo r,
and how she tries to recon cile with that disconn ect. T he culture shoc k of goi ng fro m the
familiar rural s pace to the unfam iliar and disturb ingly large ur ban spaces was imme nse,
but in interviews , she tended to play it down , only hintin g at how adrift she trul y fe lt
those fi rst seve n month s - and ye t, she refused to get lost in the maelstrom . This cha pter
was largely biographi cal and descript ive , but nece ssary to go throu gh in orde r to
unders tand her life before poet ry, befor e retir em ent, as a period in which she was
uncertain about so much . Her natural friendliness allev iated so me of that stress, and she
bega n to branch out, to get to know others, at first with wo rk, and then later with her
neighb our Mr. Nei l, culminating with her ESL class and hel pin g to produ ce the recip e
book . Foo d and language were two as pects of her life that began to draw her out of the
one-d ime nsio na l immigrant ident ity thrus t upon her by circumsta nce, allo wi ng her to
begin the process of integ ration, and the path towa rds rene got iatin g her identit y .
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BUlAN ' TRASFORMATE / BOIANO T RANSFORMED

Ca riss imi Boja nes i,e tutti quelli chesonoentrati
a fa r parte del nostro bel paese .

Dear Boian esi and all those who ca me
To beapartofourbeautif ul town

Emo ve voi paria de ru nos tre Bujan ' antic h'
canuciarricurdava m'e

No w I am go ing to talk to yo u about the
old Boian o
that we reme mbered
but afte r a six tee n yea r a bse nce
I found it very stra nge

pero dop sedic ' anne d'asse nza
ru so truate tutt' <strane.

La ge nde, tand e vie Nove mber ca n ri 'n sapava me,
e 'nacosastra necomeann ' tra nsfo rma te Bujan '

Th e peopl e , so man y new stree ts that we
co uldn' t kno w
It' s stra nge how they have cha nged Bo ian o

No nstann'chiuorturaverde,eacquafrescaebella;
so muo rte pu[r)ri c uttielle[e l. ruosp[e ) e ragane lle ,
checandava n'all'i mbrunie de lasera
pe ' dir ci che ieva orade i ai a casa pe 'la cen a .

T here we re no more gree n ga rde ns and
and fres h beaut iful wa te r
Eve n the frogs and toad s hav e died
Who wo uld sing as the twili ght se t in
To tell us it was tim e to go hom e and have
supper

No nc'estannechiu'i umendeeci ucc uar ielle
chi che lavard ,echi curutrai niell '
cac'purtava naa iacampaga n pe ' lavore;
e lasera la lascasa p'ci'a ripusa .

The re are no mares o r donkeys anymore
Nei the r bridled nor pulling a car t
Like the ones that wo uld ca rry us into the
co untrys ide to work
And then brin g us hom e again at night to rest.

A la casa truava m la mamm a
ch 'preparava lacena rellaeieva tuttaconde nda
qua nn'tumavama lacasape'arregne le pia tta de
fasciu re tacc uze lle .

A t hom e , we wo uld find Mamm a
Who prepare d suppe r and was very happy
When we ret urned ho me so she co uld fill
our plates with beans a nd mccn zeu e.

Dop 'Ta ce na a parla de la famia,
e do pec reci tava ru rosa rie
eciandava mea durmi.

After sup per, the fam ily would all talk
And afte r say ing the rosa ry
We would go to slee p

La tradione nostra e finita.pecche
la gendevecchiaoemortaorepartita .

Our tradition is fi nished beca use
T he old peop le have died and have left

La giove nd u d u uoie n'n pensa piu a niend e ,
so le lavora e a ru d ivert imend '.

The young peo ple today don ' t think of any thing
Excep t fo r wor k a nd ha ving fun

Efta la ca ma pag na bella . verd e .
tutt ' pulite che faceva Buj an' uutt' ny parav ise .

Finished is the beauti ful gree n co untrys ide
so well kept it mad e Boian o seem like a pa radise

Movide su lecaseeplazzi nie
pero u'e ciu biell t come a ri tiempe
nuostreq uann'c'avezavame lamattina
ec' sen divegalle ,puorce ,epecorelle

Now yo u only see hou ses and small apartments
but it' s hard ly as beautiful as it was in our time
Whe n we wo uld get up in the morni ng
A nd hea r the roosters , pigs and sheep
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e legalli nec hecicandava ne
lacanzo na matutina .

And the chickens sing to us
their mat ins so ng

Moc 's tannsole machin e oe camiune
ca ti tie da guarda ca te muttene
so ttesenza perdune.

Now there are only ca rs or trucks
Of which yo u have to be careful or they will
Run yo u o ver with out a care

La storia che ve so raccunt ata
non ci sta chiu , ca semelassateBujane
che ri fras trieree la giove ndu

T he story which I have told yo u
Is no lon ger , for we have left Boian o
To strange rs and yo ung peopl e

Emo vc' dic h' a tutte voi cari Bujan es' ,
non ce scurd am eBujan ' camb iate ,
ch' e se rnbre ru nostr' paese.

And now I tell yo u all dear Boia nes i
Let's not forge t Boiano , so tra nsfo rmed
Becau se it is always our town

Di piu c'e un altra cosa che ho nel cuore,
che quas iognia nnoabbiamoca pi gra ndi
in mezzo a noi , a vedere com e orgog lioso sia mo
perche noi tutti qua presenti
venia mo da Bojn o; paese orgog lioso,
dis truttocinquevolte
esempre rifio rito,erisortoforte .

T here's one more thin g 1 have in my heart
T hat almos t e very yea r we have important peo ple
Am ong us to see how proud we are
All of us here
To co me fro m Boiano, a proud town
Oestro yed fivetimes
And always re-born and risen stro ng

Co me i giova ni Sabelli che l' ho han no fondato
per unbueche hannoi nco nlrato.

Just as the you ng Samni tes who founded it
In honour of the oxe n that they met

Ed ora vi do la buonasera e buondi vertimento,
a tutti chi ci hadato onore
a questo gra nde avve nimento.

And now I bid yo u goo d night a nd a good time
To all those who ha ve give n us an honour
At this great eve nI.

200 1
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CHAPTER THREE:
BRIDG ING T HE LANGUAGE GAP
WITH POET RY

1980 -2011

91
Concetta began to write poetry in the last thirty years, a pastime she likely had not
indulged in since she was a child at school in Boiano. Her poems are in Boianese, but
also in Italian, and there are several in English, which , as a second language (or even a
third one when one considers standard Italian the second) posed a challe nge to her form
and style.
She wrote them all in her kitchen, at the little writing desk made by her husband
Diodato in the corne r by the large picture window on one side overlooking the backyard
where she and Diodato grew vegeta bles, grapes and flowers burst from every corner. The
fig tree growing in the greenhouse is adjace nt to the kitchen and a window connects the
two sides . She wrote lots of other things there too. She kept all of her papers in filing
boxes under the window with phone books and address books organized by country (one
for Italy, Argen tina and Austra lia, one for Canada), medical files and information, phone
bills and hydro bills, church bulletins and magaz ines, the free dailies brought to her by
the persona l support workers who assisted her with household chores and to care for her
husband. She spent time reading in her chai r there by the window too, going through her
prayer book at least every day, reading about the lives of saints and cheap Italian romance
nove ls brought to her by a friend. In the summertime, she soaked in the heat and the
humidity reading outside on a patio chair. She collected books about Boiano; the two
Miche le Campanella books used for this thesis were borrowed from her collec tion. She
also kept two slim volumes of poetry on the des k that one of her favo rite priests , Padre
Donato, from her church St. Charles of Borromeo , had written in Italian .
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She began writing partly as an indir ect result of havin g , for the first time in her
life, more spare time than she knew what to do with. She sto pped workin g at the Ganz
Brothers fa cto ry in 1975 due to an op erati on and wh en she had recovered , she could not
ge t the sa me j ob ag ain. Aft er a brief and di sheartenin g thr ee -m onth stint with Cad et
Cleaners around the corner, she decid ed to stay at home and retire . The hou se and
mortgage were all paid for , and her dau ght er s had begun their own adult live s and no
lon ger lived at home . Her father-in -law Gi ov anni had passed away a few ye ars ea rlier in
1967 and her husband wa s still workin g full -time , so she suddenly found herself at hom e
during the day , which was so mething of a new experience for her ; of cour se, she became
restle ss . Sh e wa s only 48 year s old at thi s time and so with her typical boundless ener gy ,
de cid ed to dev ote her efforts to other a reas to fill in her tim e o utside of the hou se. Sh e
began to volunt eer with vari ou s charities, by sell ing daff odil s for the Can cer Soci ety , by
raisin g money for the Heart and Stroke Foundation , and by arranging church bazaars and
pilgrimages to holy s ites aro und so uthern Ontari o and New York State with the Ladi es
A ux iliary at her church. Her fir st grandd au ghter was born in 1976 , and so s he becam e
" 11011110",

a role she adopt ed with great reli sh . Ov er the next ten years, four more

gra ndda ughters were born , the youngest in 1986 . As they got older, she happily lent her
se rvices to their schoo ls, wher e she often volunt eered as a ch aperone on field trip s . Ever
popul ar with child ren, the othe r child ren in the class called her

11011110

too . Wh en she

turned 60 , she got her driver' s licen se , a nd she picked her grandda ughters up from sc hoo l
or at the sc hoo l bus drop -off , drove them to sw im ming lesson s in the s umme r tim e a nd
too k them to the park . She es pec ially lo ved takin g them to Black C ree k Pion eer Vi llage, a
herit age si te in the north e nd of T oront o , w here they baked bread fro m sc ratc h, gave
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buggy rides , and demonstrated other activities from the 1800' s; she always admired the
hoop s and sticks and jump ropes that children could play with , reminded of her own
childhood.
This more leisurely period for Concetta was reflected by the broader Italian
community , as it too grew more settled and integrated. As Little Italy in downtown
Toronto established itself in the 1960s , some of the Italian community gradually began to
move further north in the city, to St. Clair A venue West , which , when Diodato arrived in
1953, wa s still predominantly farmland , and her street, Romar Cre scent , was all fields .
By the I960s and 1970s it was considered suburban , and many Italian families moved in
that direction and further north to Concetta ' s neighbourhood to get away from the
cramped space of downtown. The stretch of St. Clair betw een Dufferin Street and
Lansdowne Avenue is now considered to be Toronto's second Little Italy , and called the
Corso Italia . 20 Italian s owned busines ses , they had their own churches with Mas ses in
Italian which was a far cry from the church basement Mas ses Concetta attended when she
was still new in the city . In what was still very much a Protestant city at the time, if
Italian s wanted their own Italian Masses , they were typically relegated to the basement of
the church , and not allowed to wor ship upstairs . The St. Francis of Assisi church at
College and Grace at this time also began its annual Good Friday Proce ssion , and held a
St. Anthony ' s Procession in the summertime." As the Italian community grew more and
more settled , the popularity of the St. Anthony proces sion waned in compari son to the

'0Many Italians continued to progre ss eve n further away from Co llege Street, movi ng into the outskirts of
No rth York , j ust north of Roma r Cresce nt, and beyond to Woodbr idge, O ntario, now a Litt le Italy unt o
itse lf.
21 St Anthony is popularly known as the patron sa int of tra vell ers andl ostthings- alreadyimportantfor

many Italian immigrant s, he becam e doubly so as they feltthem se Ives to be a bit of both of those as
immig rants: lost trave llers. As they becam e less lost, the need for SI. Anth ony grew less and less.
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Good Frida y Proce ssion , which is now well known throughout the city of Tor onto as the
Good Friday " Parade."
Italian social clubs in Toronto were org anized more or less in reacti on to a city
by-law wh ich stipulated that no more than three men could " loiter" on the sidewalk for an
extended period of time . Italians -and men in particular-accustomed to a piazza culture
in which men and wom en frequented their hom etown squares to take a cu stomary
evening passeggiata , to socialize, needed to find another way to recreate thi s . They took
their piazzas inside , and the social club s were organized so that men had a place to go .
The social club s became safe havens. Initially , they tended to be more or less excl usive
for men -there would be smo king , es presso, card playing-not typi cally a place for
Italian women. Social historian Franca lac ovetta explain s the nature of Italian immi grant
publi c life in Toronto at that time .
The world of kin, family, and paesani would increa singly overlap with the
wider world of parish , clubs, and other community activities. Social
outings and formal meetin gs wou ld form a greater part of the lives of
many immigrants , in particular tho se of the men .... By 1971 there were
approximately sixty Italian club s in Toronto . . .. The club s were imp ortant
gathering places, especially for men, while the annual dances and picni cs
they sponsored provided an opportunity for women and children to
participate . (1992,152)
It seemed natural , then , for these club s to take an intere st in her itage and culture, and
" preserve" their regional cultures as much as possible . Of cour se, naturally , most men
forgot that their Italian immi grant moth ers , wiv es and dau ghter s wer e already doing so
throu gh the foodway s they brou ght with them . In any case , the se social club s , organized
and designat ed by town or by provin ce , became the orga nizing bodi es for commun ity
events that now take place all over southern Ontario . Concetta belon ged to the Boiano
Club whi ch was fo rmed in the ea rly I970s . T he Boiano Club organizes seve ral eve nts a
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year, and the culmination of these events is held at the end of the summer on the last
Sunday in August, at Mary Lake, near King City, Ontario. Families from Boiano and its
environs come to Mary Lake where there is a Mass and then a procession, before a long
leisurely lunch . People come with coolers, picn ic baskets and even charcoal barbecues .
It's an all day event with games and folk music and dance performances in the late
afternoon. They also hold various meetin gs for all club members throughout different
times of the year, and it was at one such meeting that Concetta was first given the idea to
write poetry.
Concetta's identity had shifted again, as she became a Boiane sa-Canadian rather
Italian Canadian or an Italian immigrant. She was able to reclaim her regionality during
this period of her life, essentially caught in a bubble, a product of both worlds . This
period marks the beginning of another shif t in her identity -perhaps this time , a more
complex shift, since for the first time, she was defining her self as a Boianesa (rather than
an Italian, since by this time the Italian community of Toronto had been well -established)
and yet, fully aware that she was not the same Boianesa who left Italy . Moreover, she
was well aware that the Boiano she knew as a child and a young woman was vastly
different. As she discovered even on her first trip back to Italy in 1969 , the Boiano she
left in 1956 did not exist anymore as she remembered it. Her most recent trip to Boiano
was 2006, where she was dismayed to disc over that the huge scarred che stnut tree that
had protected her from the bullets of the Allies firing at them when she was a child had
been cut down, and that many of the fields she had once worked were now completely
overgrown and neglected . Thou gh she was aware of the changes that were happening
already in Boiano on her first visit, and noted all of the gradual (but for her overnight)
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changes on other trip s betw een her first and last , it was still a shock to her .
Co mm unication betwe en here and there evolved as well. The telephone ca ll from
immigrant fami lies to or from their family back hom e in the old co untry used to be
extremely imp ortant ; lon g distan ce was expen sive , and ca lls were less than freq uent.f As
co mpared to the early and mid -year s of immi gration , when letters were sent back and
fo rth at a snail' s pac e , the use of thin gs like e-ma il and sky pe were incon ceiv able , and ye t
Co ncetta began to be in regul ar touch with her great-ne phew Antonio, who would send
her pieces of news , snippets of recentl y publi shed local Boiano history , the latest abo ut
his grandfather and her brother , Ant oni o , whom she spo ke to perhap s once or twice a
year on the telephone .
Even the Boiano dialect she spo ke had chan ged again more dramatic ally than the
two previou s shifts (as addressed in Chapter I) she herself had expe rienced in s uch a
short span of tim e durin g her youth . Th is time , the distin ctiv e pronun ciation s, for
example, the - sh sound that went with any sibilant - s wo rd , had go ne; her daughters were
teased by their cousi ns for " talking like the old people ." In an ironi c shift, the Boian ese
dialect as they had learn ed it, as Co nce tta still spoke it, had been accurately and well
preserved in a co mpletely forei gn co untry, where it effec tively exists in a time bubbl e . It
is hard to say how much lon ger it has in Toro nto , since it fades more and more the older
that genera tion of immigrants gets , and, as is well -known , a language must be spoken,
form ed by tongues and lips , teeth and mouths in order to rem ain alive. In another irony , it

Charlie Chiarelli, a storyteller from Hamilton, Ontario who immigrated from Sicily as a boy with his
farnily, speaks to this experience in his collection Cu 'Fu, when he describes the steps his father took to
prepare, whenever the telephone rang-he smoothed his shirt, quicklys traightened his hair- before
answering. Chiarelli joked that he and his siblings practically had to stop their father from going upstairs to
put on a lie and jacket if the telephone call was long distance from Italy.
22
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seem s that Conc etta has preserved what was an essentially oral language on paper in her
written poetry .-23
Given that it was an oral language , it is also worthwhile pointing out that Concetta
was one of the dialect's first transcribers, writing the language out in her poetry . In one
interview , she said because there was no set alphabet, she interpreted the language one
way as she wrote it while others may have written it in another. Some years back , a
visiting professor from Boiano heard her read one of her poems ("Bujan"). Very
impressed with her work , he dutifully wrote it down , and presented her with the poem
newly tran scribed onto official city stationery . She thanked him gracefully, but told him
that though she appreciated his efforts , he had taken some liberties with the spe lling of
her word s, unknowingly choosing to spell them in a way in which she would not have
chosen herself.
Concetta' s poetry is placed in particular locales and times as dictated by the
language she chooses to write in . Her poetry in dialect is alway s about Boiano and about
being a contadina. Only one notable excep tion step s out of thi s categorization , a piece
called "Ernigranti" or "Emigrants," in which she wrote about arriving to a new country
from the o ld - yet even so, by situating the poem in that specific time , the poem is still
about leaving Boiano and written from the perspective of one who is away. In their
introduction, Ashworth and Graham discu ss the s ignificance of location and place.
23Concetta was of course not the first to do this. There is a theme even in literature of dealing with the
relationship between the spoken word and the written word. There is a novel called Riddley Walker by
Russell Hoban. which is set in a post-apocalyptic England. As a result, language has fallen apart, and all
proper names, all words and written language have been bastardized. The novel sets up an interesting
binary dilemma between the written and the oral which Walter J. Ong addresses more academically in his
book Orality and Literacy. Writers like Indigenous poet Lee Maracle who comes from a strong oral
tradition, refuses to see anything written as finite, and will continuet o revise and add to herw ork, evenif
the work has been published. In some instances, published pieces have more than one date attached to
them, showing that she went back to revise an already published pieee.
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In defining the discourses of inclusion and exclusion that constitute
identity, people call upon an affinity with places or, at least, with
representations of places, which in turn, are used to legitimate their claim
to those places. By definition, such places are imaginary but they still
constitute a powerful part of the individual and social practices which
people use consciously to transform the material world into cultural and
economic realms of meaning and lived experiences. Senses of places are
therefore the products of the creative imagination of the individual and of
society, while identities are not passively received but are ascribed to
places by people. (Ashworth and Graham 2005, 3)
In her own words, Concetta wrote:
Sem' lassat' ru biell' paese Bujan'
Tutt ' ch' diebt' e na valisa

We left our beautiful Boiano
Everything in one suitcase

P' meni an aterra straniera
I senza sape slelci stava la terra

To come to a foreign land
Without knowing if there was
earth
Beneath our feet.

Sou' ri piedi.
Ripr im' tiemp' qua e' sta'dur'
Pe' tutt' quand' ca c' chiagnavam'
Ru bell' Paese a ri cumpagn'

The early times were hard
For everyone was crying
For our beautiful village in the
country

E la Doemicna che iava' a la messa And on Sunday we went to Mass
E c'i ncuntravam tutt' ri paesan'
And met all the pae sani
Pensavam' ca c' j truvavam' a Bujan For a moment, we found ourselves
in Boiano
Pero n'ieva la verda
Ca 's tavam' a Toronto, Canada.

But it wasn't true
We were still in Toronto, Canada.

E allora I v' salut' nu surris'
Vulem c'be n' e starn' c'a mici:

And now, I'll give you a smile
All the best for we are friends

Amic' semp' vicin' e lundan'
Friends always, near and far
Perc arricurdame ca sem' d'Buja n' . Because we are from Boiano.

Concetta produced at least some thirty-odd poems (some of which are included in the
Appendix) possibly more, though it is difficult to tell, since she often gave away the
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poem s she wrote for parti cul ar peopl e. The poem s have been writte n in three diffe rent
languag es dep endin g on the typ e of poem it was and they can be categor ized into thr ee
major ca tegor ies : Boiano poem s ; birthd ay poem s; and peopl e poem s , whi ch also incl ude
any poem she may have writte n for a person outside of the param eters of thei r birthd ay or
the poem s she wrote fo r coupl es on their anniversary . With the exce ption of her Boiano
poetr y , all othe r poem s are esse ntially untitl ed -rath er , they are dedi cated to the person
or perso ns for who m she wrote the poem . For exa mple, " Per Padr e Gregorio ," " Dedica a
Te resa Patull o Bosa ,' " Per Ne lla e Emilio Patullo" and a "Ma urizio e Rosella ," and there
are others as we ll. T hese peopl e poem s will not be discu ssed in great detail , thou gh her
Boiano poe ms and birthda y poem s will , which is why a brief descr iption was included
here . Finally, she penned a long annive rsary poem ca lled " Dedica a Diodato e Co nce tta:
A L' occasione del 60iesmo annive rsario dei loro matrim on io" (Dedicated to Diodato and
Concetta: On the occas ion of the ir 60'h weddin g annive rsa ry), an auto biog raphical poem
that she wro te in hon our of her an nivers ary with Diod ato . T his poem belon gs in a
category all of its ow n, since there is no othe r poem in her repertoire like it in that firstly ,
the length puts it beyond any of her other pieces at twent y-five stanzas, it de tails all the
imp ortant date s of her life fro m ju st before she was marri ed on, and finally , thou gh she
wro te it in antici patio n of giving it to anyo ne (the lan guage was Italian rath er than
dialect), she perfo rmed to an audie nce of her family an d frie nds unex pec ted ly, thus
chang ing the dyn ami c of her typ ical read ing .
T he first catego ry - her Boiano poem s, are imm edi ately identi fiabl e because they
are written in dialect. Pastoral image ry of farmland and co untryside recu rs as she
describes rivers , fields of w heat and the frogs and toads that sang in the ditches. These
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poem s are also mark ed by the idea of leavi ng , or rather, havin g left , and bein g writt en
fro m afa r. It might eve n be acc urate to say that these poem s are lam ent ation s fo r the old
co untry, lon g go ne, and so of co urse, nostalgic , but with goo d hum our and resol ve
underl yin g those more mel anch oly elemen ts . Th e poem s have a ce rta in so rro w fo r what is
no lon ger there , and yet, they are co mfo rting to read rather than sadde ning . T he poems
used to break up the chapt ers of this thesis belon g to this category, and eac h one speaks
about Boiano-whether it is the introdu ction , a recountin g , a departur e or a
reco nciliation, eac h rep resen ts the simultaneo us close ness and distanc e Co nce tta fe lt at
vary ing peri ods of her immig rant and post-immi grant life.
Co ncetta also produ ced birthd ay poem s , unwittin gly adding to the body of
birthd ay literatur e. Some of the great poets of English literature -Dylan T ho mas, Ben
Jon son , Sylvia Plath and Samu el John son -have all writte n birthd ay poem s (M ulla n
20 11). Her birthd ay poem s are writte n almos t exc lusively in Italian , with a few
exce ptions when the person it is for s pea ks only English-for exa mple, she wro te a poem
fo r her friend Sharon Go sciola (Sharon and her husband Peter were so me of the first
frie nds that Co ncetta and Diod ato made in Ca nada) called "T he so ng of life for so meone
dear so that she never fears." Co ncetta also made exce ptio ns for two of her
grandda ughters and wrote tho se poem s in Eng lish. Her son-in-law received a poem in
Italian , whereas her da ughters received poem s in Boianese . Her birthday poems are
charac terized by her celebration of the person whom she wro te abo ut, sometimes with a
piece of adv ice or gentle critic ism incorp orated into the piece , sig nify ing that the poem
was meant for a family memb er rathe r than a friend (even a close one like Sharon).
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Performance was also an integral part of these poems, on a personal level, an intere sting
contra st to her Boiano poems, which were far more public.
In her study of the folk poetry of rural Ontario, True Poetry , Pauline Greenhill
defines folk poetry as follows:
Locally compo sed folk poetry celebrates people , event s, and . . . scenes
that versemakers con sider especially appropriate . Folk poets can criticize
what they see as inapposite . . . . In the se ways folk poetry imparts and
expresses aspects of . . . culture . (1989,5)
Although Greenhill is speaking here about some of the characteristics of Ontario folk
poetry, tho se qualities still apply to Concetta 's folk poetry . Moreo ver , Concetta' s folk
poetry can be further contextualized as "ethnic" or "immigrant" literature ; certainly , it
can be added to the canon of Italian Canadi an poetry. Her poetr y is important becau se
" poetry offers us a distilled and rarified imagination" (Serra 2007 , II ), and when one
con sider s this within the context of Concetta's poetry, it become s obvious that she would
not have written this poetry, these poem s, had she not immi grated. In spea king about the
Iranian American community , Per sis M. Karim s uggests that poetry " [fIor Iranian
Americ an s . . . has served as the medium of continuity between Iran and the US" (2008,
112), and it seems that poetry serves a similar purp ose for Concetta and her connection to
Boiano, and by extension , her poetry also provides this link for the Boiane se community
in Toronto with their hometown as well. In this sense, she act s as a spokes wo man for her
co mmunity, thou gh she would never have predict ed the adulati on she recei ved for her
poem s.
In the context of Italian -Canadian literatur e, there is a respect abl e cano n. Pillars

of Lace: The Anthology of Italian -Canadian Women Writers edit ed by Mari sa De
Franceschi are Italian Canadian Voices edited by Ca roline Mor gan DiGiovanni are two
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such ex a m ples . Co nce tta's poetry sta nds a pa rt fro m the se how ever , lar gely bec au se lack
of for ma l ed uca tio n and near excl usiv ity to being comp osed in eithe r Boianese or Itali an .
Th e majority of Ita lian -Canadian poetry an d pro se has been written by the Italian -born
child re n of imm igra nts who cam e to Can ad a at a yo ung ag e o r by the Ca nad ia n-bo rn
childre n of Itali an imm igra nts and thou gh man y of them identi fy as Itali an se co nd and as
writers fir st , their immi gration history and Italian past still informs their writin g. Mary Di
Mi ch ele, Gi anna Patri arca are tw o particul a rly well -known Ital ian -Can ad ian poets , whi
write a bo ut both the past and the pre sent , and play with using more then one lan gua ge in
their poem s. Concetta ' s o wn dau ghter , Isab ella Co la lillo Kates , is an oth er suc h poet, with
two publ ish ed volumes . T his ge ne ration recei ved the form al educa tion and training th at
their parent s did not which helped th em to achie ve so me soc ial and economic upward
mobilit y , as many of these immi grant childre n becam e prof essors a nd a rtis ts, incl uding
poets . As such, their poetry is pred omin antly in Eng lish (o r Fren ch ) , thou gh Itali an a nd to
an ex te nt, diale ct, play important ro les in their wr itin g .
Con cetta and her co nte mpo raries produ ced co mpa rative ly littl e wr itin g , prim ar ily
becau se workin g wa s a priority in order to se c ure a stable futur e for their children . In his
o wn work a bout the Itali an -Can adi an com munity, Co nce tta 's so n-in- law V ince nzo has
beco me fond of paraphrasin g the foll owin g a nec do te:
It wa s an old supe rstitio n, so me times half beli ev ed by the sim ples t
emig rants, that the streets in [Am erica' were pav ed with go ld. When th ey
go t here, they learn ed thre e thin gs: fir st , that the stree ts we re not pave d
with go ld; seco nd, that the stree ts we re not pa ved at a ll; and third , that
they we re expected to pav e them . (T erry Co lema n as quo ted in Blood of
My Blood by Rich ard Gambin o)
As has been discu ssed in C ha pte r Tw o , ofte n it was hard for Itali an immi grant s to tak e
ES L co urses becau se they wer e workin g all of the time , but also becau se of the
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perva siv en ess of basic literacy within the Itali an immi grant community in Toro nto .
Ma ny , like Co nce tta 's cognata Ca rme la, co uld not read or write eve n in Italian, let alone
in English. T he re may we ll be noteb ooks simi lar to the ones Co nce tta used kept nea tly in
a desk drawer or fold er full of writin g by other Italian immi grant s like her , but, since
eve n Conce tta's wor k was rarely see n outside of the home and the Boiano Clu b, there is
no way to tel1.2411 aria Se rra's book The Value a/Worthless Lives is aptly titled when it
co mes to Italian immi grant s , fo r they thou ght their lives were not wo rth much in the
gra nd sche me of things . Co nce tta's ow n bem usemen t at being inte rviewed for this thesis
supports this idea, as did the fac t that she co uld never fully und erstand why anyo ne wo uld
want to write abo ut her; she was pleased , insofar as so meone fo und her life inte resting
and wan ted all the details, talki ng abou t differen t aspects and per iods of her life for the
most part easily and openly, but she never co mprehende d why anyo ne outside of her
circle of fa mily and friends wo uld reall y care about her poe try or her immig rant life .
In rece nt yea rs there have been a handful of memoirs and auto biob igrap hies
published by imm igrant s , thou gh many of these tend to foc us on wor k and publi c life ?5
T hough Conce tta felt very stro ngly abo ut wor kers' right s and though she was a thorn in
the side of her employe rs at the various facto ries where she worke d, her poe try
transport ed her back to Boian o , and the birthday poem s and peopl e poem s are a reflection
of what she deemed important enough to write about. To the uninform ed , perhaps her

H A few years ago. my father answered his front door to find the neighbour 's elderly father on the other
side, holdin g a thick folder of papers . He explained that he knew my father mad e books and wond ered if he
co uld help him to put his own book together. Th e pape rs and noteb ooks in the folder he was hold ing we re
his own mem ories. from his earlie st memorie s as a boy in Italy to the last handfu l of years in Canada.
:l There was one book in particu lar called Pietro 's Book. a me moi r by Pietro Pinit i and Jenn y Bawtree .
Pinti was a contadino in Tosca na who d id not immigrate; however, Concetta enjoyed his book thorou ghly
because his life in Italy was so sim ilar to the one she had be fore she em igrated.
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poetry comes across as domestic in the pejorative sense of the word. Serra addresses an
aspect of this:
Our Italian immigrant women complicate the notion of the ethos of work
we have seen so far, because for almost all of them, having a job is their
first taste of an independence they had never felt. Female immigrants are
twice crushed under history, both by society and by their own families.
(The stories in the book] give a modern inflection to the concept of quiet
individualism because women's individualism is generally a recent
discovery. Many of our women writers define themselves as being in the
backgrounds of other people's stories... with a limited scope of action.
Some of these women are the prototype of the Italian [immigrant]
grandmother, a figure of mythic proportions .... This matriarchal figure
is present as an origin myth that gives successive generations a sense of
continuity with their ancestral past, and she provides a strong model of a
powerful woman . .. . (2007, 17)
Concetta was certainly the matriarchal nucleus of her family, perhaps in a family of
women in Canada (her husband, her son-in-law and the cat the only males as compared to
her daughers and granddaughters which, including herself, brought the total female count
to eight), this was something easier to achieve. In any case, as Serra writes, Concetta did
occupy that sense of matriarchal origin; now that she is gone, her poetry achieves this for
her. Her poetry is not only the link for her own fellow Boianesi in Canada to their pa ese
in Italy, but it is also the continuity for her family, perhaps in particular to her
granddaughters, linking them to her beginnings in Boiano but also linking them to her
own voice and reminding them of things they should remember in life.

B OIANO POEM S

These are the poems that come immediately to mind for most that know her work when
they think of Concetla. These poems are her love letters to the home she did not want to
leave, to a place that no longer exists, written from the vastly different home she grew to
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lo ve . Co nce tta wro te at least ten poem s o n the subjec t of her hom et own of Bo ian o from
ro ug hly 1992 to 2003 acco rd ing to the dates acco mpa ny ing the m; th ere may be additio na l
o nes so mew here in the hou se. Her dau gh ter G iuliana typ ed many of her poe ms, incl uding
those a bout Bo ian o fo r her. Her ot he r da ughte r, Isab ell a , also ty pe d them up and the n
bo und th em in a co llec tio n Isab ell a called " Bujan' ; Paes' M ie Biell ' e A ltre Poesie" in

2008 .26 By that tim e , Co nce tta did not wr ite as ofte n as she o nce did . T he Boian o por tion
of the co llectio n is co mprise d of ten poem s , begin ning in 1993 w ith "Ernigrante" a nd
endi ng wi th " La Vita Co ntadi na de Buj an '" in 2003 27 • T he poems ma inly foc us o n wha t
life was like wh en s he was livin g there co mpa red to the c ha nges she o bse rve d in 1969 o n
her firs t visit back afte r em ig rating thirt een yea rs pri or. Her last visit there was in 2006 .
They dea l wit h the mes of nos ta lg ia a nd are ofte n w ritte n abo ut the life of the contadini,
whic h she fe lt was under represe nted at the Bo iano Cl ub, despite most of its mem bers
co m ing fro m suc h back ground s. Certainl y it is an und err epr esent ed ex pe rience eve n in
the aca de mic wo rk co nce rni ng Ital ian immig ra nts .
She sta rted w riting her poetry wh en the president of the Boia no Clu b asked " the
ladies of the cl ub [to] w rite so me thing a bou t whe re yo u grew up ," -to w rite so me poet ry
abo ut Boi ano as it was and how it cha nge d .
W he n we start this busi ness to write, the presi de nt of the cl ub said, "Yo u
maki ng the zeppote, we mak ing pasta andfagio/i wit h the coteca"- you
know , the pig - " a ll these traditions, w hy do n't yo u w rite so mething abo ut
thi s, like , tell the peopl e o ur tradi tio ns and how we cha nge ." So that' s how
we started. So we were fo ur lad ies . First yea r they did two of the m , but
they didn 't w rite nothin g , lik e 10nl YI all lab out] Boi an o , and the pa ese an d
"we we nt to the piazza, we watch ed the boys wh o wa lked by ," yo u know ,
a ll these non sen se thi ngs to me . So fi rst w hen I wrote it, I did part of yo u

26 "Bo iano, My Beautiful Villa ge and Othe r Poem s."

n "E m igrants" and "The Life of a Contadina in Boiano ."
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know of my first one, and part of the peopl e who left and what we we re
do ing so that's how the y we re amaze d.
She adm itted that she was reluct ant at fi rst, self-co nsc ious about what the end result
would be , but quickly took the poem s she created , and threw herself into the process with
clear ideas about how to write and what to write about. When as ked why she wrote, she
repl ied ,
I get rea lly enthusiastic because whate ver I write, that' s
of my youth or a true sto ry of my life . And I fee l so
writing do wn something whic h so me body else can
trasmettere [I want to tran sm it it ] throu gh the fam ily ,
way we were livin g, and that's how I feel abo ut it.

like the true story
proud of myself ,
read and /0 voi
the old-fas hio ned

Co ncetta demon strat es with her explanation that she adheres to one of the main eleme nts
co mmo n in fo lk poetry: record ing the truth or rath er , the se nse of wr itin g down only what
has happ ened . Abo ut this aspect of fo lk poetry , Greenh ill notes ,
T he verse itse lf draws extensive ly upon known prototyp es , whic h are often
exa mples of traditional wisdo m , et the simple rep rodu cti on of the prototype is
much less co mmo n than its re-creation or refigurin g . Thi s means that at the
sa me time a poet or presenter takes personal acco unta bility for a stateme nt in
verse , he or she may temp er its indi vidu ality because it is also so me thing that
has been around for a while . . . . In effect, the poet . . . [writ es I a poem [fori
the co mmunity not only on his or her own part but also becau se it repr esent s
an already recognized truth . (1989,2 12 - 2 13)
Co nce tta 's poem s are acco unts based on mem ory and the feel ings those mem ories evoke .
T ho ugh this co mes across as bein g the stronges t in her Boiano poems, her birthday
poem s , as will be discusse d , are also " true ." In add ition to that auto biogra phical quality ,
there are featur es, themes and characteristics that all of these Boiano poem s share .
Perhap s the most obvious is a clear hark enin g back to her childhood in whi ch she learn ed
that poetry ought to rhyme . Her poetry then follows suit, and has a strong se nse of rhyme .
T he numbe r of lines per stanza may vary fro m poem to poe m, numbe ring three in one
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poem or four another, but rhymin g is always an integ ral fea ture . Furthermo re, the stanzas
ofte n take the for m of rhym ing co uplets, eve n thou gh this is not co nsis tent with ever y
Boian o piece . T he rhymin g is how she defines her poetry as such-otherwise, it isj ust
writi ng, and does not see m as sig nifica nt or uniqu e to any ot her sma ll piece of writing or
any othe r story told to her grandda ughters.
Co ncetta read one of her first poem s "E migra nti" in 1993 at the Boiano Club,
where a spec ial gathe ring had been arrange d in hon our of fort y visitin g Boianesi. The
subjec t of the poem was we ll-s uited to the audience and it was very we ll received by her
audience:
Th ere were forty peopl e fro m italy , from Boiano , the mayor , eve rybody,
there we re six hundr ed peopl e [altogeth er) and everybody was ye lling and
screa ming, Brava! Brava! Brava! T he mayor was a Co lalillo, one of the
family, he cam e up to me and he wanted to know who I was . I present ed
myself [as ] Sin ibaldi not Co lalillo: La signora Sinib aldi in Co lalillo . So he
ca me up to me , he want ed to know who I was . [I sa id, ] " I am the sister of
Pasqu ale Sinibaldi." He said, " Oh that' s why yo u write all these th ings ,
'ca use Pasqual e , he like s to talk too ." So that made me feel really proud ,
proud of myself and proud of what the peopl e did , [what they]
acco mplished (as immigrants],
Ma ny marveled at the level of detail of every day life as it had once been in her poetry
and wond ered how she co uld hav e remem bered eve rything, to whi ch she simply told
them that she had a goo d mem ory. She recaptur ed the past fo r herself and for her fe llow
Boian o immi grant s , and made it alive again in the few minut es it took her to read that
first poem. T hro ugh the co urse of the next seve ral yea rs, she wou ld read mo re of her
Boian o poetry to mem bers of the Club and at other soc ial ga therings, winnin g local
recogn ition fro m the italian -Canad ian com munity . She won two awa rds from the Boiano
Club for "Best Boja no Poem " and was recognized with so me other wo me n for her
achievements by the Columbus Center. the local Italian-Canadian cultural hub .
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In Itali an (a nd in dialect ) , the word nos ta lgia tran slates to lon gin g . Co nce tta was
quite se lf-a wa re of her usa ge of no stal gia in th e poetry . More over , the co nsc io us deci sion
to wr ite her first poem s in Boian ese (as dec ree d by the pres ident of the club ) also reflects
th is co nnect ion to the co nce pt of nostal gia , in reviving a fo rm of the dia lec t that few
spo ke any more (a ltho ug h, as I hav e alrea dy noted , in an iro nic twi st , the dial ect as she
spo ke it was bett er pre serv ed in Can ad a , wher e it exis ted in a time bubbl e , th an in Italy ,
wh er e the dialect kept cha ngi ng and adapt ing , lea ving littl e trace of the olde r d ial ect
beh ind ). In the poem " La Vita Co ntadina di Boian o" she wro te ,
Na nustalg ia m'se nd de la te rra
lund ana ,
ca suo pass!' tant ' ann che la
sem' lassa t'
pero mai ce la sc urda rn'.

One night I fe lt lon gin g fo r
th at faraway land
So man y year s passed since I
left it
But ne ver will I fo rget it

Sh e also uses the wor d delib er ately in " Buja n'" w hen she wro te,

Ru sern' Tassatle l con tanda
nustalgia
per o den de a ru co re nuostr '
q uill' nom e non va mai via.

We left itw ith so mu ch
no stal gia
But in o ur heart s
T hat nam e w ill ne ver be fo rgotte n

Her de libe rate usage of the wor d nostal gia indi cates that she ac tua lly resisted supe rfl uo us
se ntime nta lity in the poem , a nd took ca re not to ro ma nticize the past th rou gh the
pro verbi al rose -co lo ured glasses . Her poem s a ppea led so stro ng ly to the Boian ese
co mmu nity in Ca nada becau se they were accessi ble . S he was one of the m , a contadina
and imm igra nt, and she wro te and read her poems withou t prete ns io n. Whateve r the
mot ives of the presid ent of the Boian o C lub to as k fo r poem s w ritten a bo ut Bo ian o in
d ialec t may have been in te rms of creat ing a Boian ese Ca nad ia n ide ntity w ill ne ver be
known . but it was his idea that resulted in the ultimately real and true poet ry by Co ncetta.
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Still , Co nce tta still delves into the roma ntic in so me of her other work,
particu larly in the poem , " Buja n" another of her early pieces . She wrote :
Rupaesemista' dent'a 'naterrachiena ,
circ undata da rusciell ' d ' acqua ,
muntag n've rd'
e tandagend' che la zappa man'

My town lies on a plain
Surrounded by strea ms,
gree n mountain s
and peop le who hoe the land
by hand

Funda ta da ri Sa belli, giuve n' forte e biell' , Founded by the Samnites,
che suo menut ' da terr ' lunt an '
yo ung, stro ng and beau tiful
fuo nn' caccia t' da ri g' initur'
who ca me fro m a faraway
land
ca laci steva tandafa me.
They were exi led by their
parentsbecausetherewasa
fami ne
Sem ' disce ntend ' di ri Sabbe lli
Sanniti
ch' lor' cenn' insegnata ' na bona via.

Weare desce nde nts of the
Samnites
Who taught us to follow a
sound pat h

Paesedi culturaantica e moderna;
Per chi discende da forti , giovani Sabbelli

A town with anc ient and
modern cu lture
Because it comes from stro ng
yo ung Samnites

By incor poratin g the Samnites" into her poe m Concetta engaged with the romantic , but
desp ite thi s , there is a clear distinct ion for her betw een nostalgia and romanticism. As she
wrote , nosta lgia is a longing for the recent past , whereas she reserved romantici sm for a
long ago past to wh ich she cla imed lineage. She made the co nnec tion bet ween the ancie nt
past and the recent past in order to reinfor ce the idea of the strength and beauty she said
all the peop le of Boiano posses s/po sses sed . In this sense , her poetry agai n acts as

28T hcS amnilcs \\,crc lribcofa ncicnt pcoplc lVhoh istoricallycontrolied the area of Boiano from at IcaSI
350 BC when the Romans encountered Ihcm for the first time until 82 BC when the Roman dic tator Lucius
Cornclius Sulla finally vanquished and dispersed them through what somc historlnns nrgue was cthnic
cleansing; in Chapter One. there lVasmcn tion of Sepino. a coml1lunity down the hlghway from Boiano
which was built on top of the Samnite city Samnium and has hecn undcrgoingcxten sivc cxcavalionfor the
past two decades.

no
co ntinuity, but this time between the ancie nt pas t and her ow n past as a contadina. She
was tell ing her audience that they are more than humbl e peasants , but the descen dant s of
a grea t peopl e . Eve n more imp ortantly , she drew a co nnec tion to the histori cal fac t that
the Sa mnites too, like the Itali an immigrants, came fro m elsew here, made the best of thei r
new hom e and rose above their cha llenges.
Finally, Co ncetta located her poetry within the regional culture of Boiano by
ment ion ing the s pecificities of the cultu re (outside of the dialect), most o bviously by

namin g fr uf elella . Frufelella is a dish made of leftover gree ns, hard bread and herb s and
bea ns, all mixed together in a pot ;fr uf elella is a dish she never fo und in the repertoi re of
any other Italian immigran ts she knew who were not from Boiano . However, th is detail,
while co mfo rting for her Boian ese listeners , does not mean that her poetry lacks any
broade r appeal. T hough her poetr y frequen tly reiterates that she is a Boianesa and pro ud
of it, it ca n still appeal to a more uni versal immigran t ex perience, particularly fo r ot her
Italian immi grant s, but to other imm igrants as we ll.

Her Boianese poe ms are always co mpose d with an inh erent awa reness of the audie nce . It
is relatively easy to spo t a poem that she has written for a Club meeti ng, or wit h the intent
to perf orm , because she incorp orat es her audie nce in the piece itse lf, clea rly address ing
the m; the audie nce becomes part of the perfor mance in this way . In " Bonasera Buja nes ' ,"
("Good eveni ng Boianesi" ) the poem is clea rly meant for the audience as eve n the title is
a greeting to the audience .
Bonasera tutt' frast ier' e Bujanes ',
movi dic' du paro l' d ' quill ' biell ' paes ' .

III

Good evening to all the foreigners and people from Boiano
Now I'll say a few words about this beautiful town.
In incorporating the audien ce into the poem, she also creat es an intim ate atmo spher e
de spite the larg eness of the room (mo re often than not a large banqu et room ), invitin g
people in . Basil Bern stein wrote ,
Different form s of social relation ships may generate quite different speech
sys tems or lingui stic codes by affecting the plannin g procedures . The se
different speech sys tems or code s may create for their speakers different
orders of significance . The experience of the speakers may then be
tran sformed by what is made significant or relevant by the different
speech sys tems . ( 1964,36)
Concetta used what Bernstein has termed " codes" by employing line s of greeting or
salutation in the opening of her piece s there by fosterin g a sense of inclu siv ene ss . For
example: " Buonase ra Buj ane s " [Good evening Boiane si] or " Buonasera a tutti " (Good
evening to all] . She frame s her poems in this manner , usually addre ssing the audience
again in the last stanza or two as she bids them thank you and good night. Despite hav ing
witnesse d so me of the perform ance s over the year s , it is difficult to recall wheth er she
said a few word s before beginning her recitation s , or wheth er she simply allowed the
opening (and closin g) stanzas to do that for her . Thi s style also provide s what Dell
Hyme s has termed a " breakthrough into performance" (2004, 79) . Instead of the ritual
" O nce upon a time ," used in many miirchen, in her poetry , a line of greeting does the
trick. Th e audience know s that they are being addr essed and that she is now perf ormin g .
She also lIsed a few line s of Italian in some of her Boiano poem s , which lent an air of
form ality to her performance, and served to further emphas ize the idea of her
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perfo rmance and to recogni ze and address the audie nce. i'' In " Buja n' Nuos tr'," her
address of the audience tak es the two first sta nzas and the two last stanzas, as she thanks
them fo r listenin g.
Buonasera a tutti i paesan i di
Toro nto,
E quelli venuti da Bojano ;
vi auguro'"
buon appetitio e buona giornata.

Good eve ning to the paesa ni
of Toront o
A nd those who have co me
from Boiano , I greet yo u.
Buon appetito and goo d day .

Insieme con onore e co n alleg ria
a tutti noi uniti
incompa gnia,ricordando
quell giorno
trent ' anni fa che il Club
Bujane se
incominciava Ie sue attivita.

United togeth er with honour
and joy,
we remember the day
thirty year s ago , that the
Boiano Club
began its activiti es

Ed ora , un salutoe una
buon asera
a tutt i presenti di que sta bella
tradizione ,
JI
e al dottor Roberto Co lalillo
che haavutol'onor e di venire
a vedere un ' alt ra Boiano
in una terra lont an a.

And now it' s tim e to say
good night
to all here witn essin g this
lovel y traditi on ,
and, to Dr. Robert o Co lalillo ,
who had the hon our of see ing
another Boian o
in a faraway countr y.

Grazie , eun salut o atuttabell a
compagnia
Egrazie di cuore che ave teavuto
pazienza di asco lta re
la mia povera edialettale poesia .

Th ank yo u and a salutation
to this nice comp any
And a sincere thank yo u for
havin g the pati ence to listen
to my poor/humbl e poem in dialect.

29 As I child, I rememb er that as soo n as the perso n on the other end of th e teleph one was a fell ow paesano,
Co nce tta's voice got loud er, more familiar, more so ng-so ngy and mir thful ; eve n if the person on the other
end was a goo d friend wh o was not Boianese, her voice never got quit e as loud. There was so me thing abo ut
thedia lectt hatgavethes pea ker(o ri nt hiscasethe poe t) thei mpet us toj ust divein.
30 The "vi" pronoun is plur al, and is used appropriate ly in orde r to address the large gro up,buti ncontrast
to her much more usual way of address ing gro ups of peopl e, it see ms that Co nce tta also used it in orde r to
stress forma lity. Had she been less forma l. she might have said some th ing like " ci sa lutiamo" or "a nd we
say hi."
31 Roberto Cola lillowas being hono ured by the Boia no Club that day at the gathering.
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The se line s are distinctive to both the performer and the audience becau se the se word s
appear only at the beginning a nd the end , a nd when contra sted with the sty le of o ne of her
dialect poems, the use of Italian denote s a clear formality that, in Erving Gof fman's
term s , keys in the performan ce ( 1959) . Aside from thi s formal use of langua ge to
bookmark a Boiano poem, the rest of the langua ge in the poem , the dialect, is utterly
colloquial; the only codification she uses to denote it as poetry is to make it rhyme, which
as Richard Bauman writ es, " may be used to key performance , or it may sim ply be a
formal feature of the language, as when it figure s in certain forms of reduplication , or it
may appear in speech play . . ." (1975 ,296). Of cour se , rhymin g is part of Boiane se speech
play so even when she began to read her poem s aloud , no one wa s particularly surprised
to hear that they rhyme .
In his chapter on the poetry of an Engli sh folk poet nam ed Martha Bair stow ,
Roger de V . Renwick defines folk poetry as " made by ordinary working-cla ss men and
women about matters in their own primary environments" (1980 ,158).
Working-cla ss folk poetry differs fro m traditional so ng poetry in that like local so ngs- its topic s and sentiments are far more explicitly situated
in the poet ' s bounded and knowable world, whether that world be
confined to the narrow matrix of a family , a friend ship or occupational
group, a sma ll- tow n community, a di strict , or , at probably the wide st lev el ,
a culture region like a country .. . . Real happenings in the immediate
cultural contexts of maker and audience are by far the preferred topics of
working-cla ss folk poetry . ( Renwic k 1980 ,5 )
Renwick ' s definition fits with Concetta' s work a bo ut Boiano: There are certain recurring
image s a nd theme s, such as day to day chore s aro und the farm, the farm animal s s he
work ed with , workin g in the field s , a nd the hills and river s that she rem emb er s so cl earl y .
Leavin g Boiano is anoth er of the recurr ing theme s , and all of the se are based on her o w n
" knowable world " as Renwi ck term s it , and also following s uit with Concetta ' s o w n
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stro ng belief that poetry must be a true acco unt of the th ings that she knew to have
hap pened. It also fo llows then that these were her fi rst poem s , si nce the material was
familiar and comfo rting, before she began to co mpose poem s fo r the peo ple in her life .

B IRTHDA Y P OEMS

T he personal poem s she wrote she said came " naturally, the wor ds ca me spontaneo usly."
S he also felt very stro ng ly that honesty was imp ort ant , and thi s co uld dic tate the outco me
of the poe m because she felt she must add ress both sides of an indivi dua l. She sa id,
"So metimes I wr ite the goo d part of the person , so metimes the bad. " Th e idea is to " teac h
a lesson ," parti cul arly in pieces she wrote fo r her da ughters and gra ndda ughte rs. T he
intent was never to offen d, but to " teac h some thing from the botto m of my heart." She
reca lled that eve n as a yo ung wom an in Boiano , the worst part about goss ip wa s that it
created sec rets that wou ld result in embarrass me nt or shame. Gossi p was all we ll and
goo d, as long as it was true. Eve n if her tone in her poem s co mes off to the cas ual reader
as criticism, it is not meant to be agg ress ive and to incite resentm ent but rather to be firm
and insig htf ul.
Concetta's birthday poem s were very much a reflection of her imm ersion in
Ca nada. It is possibl e to spec ulate that had she remained in Italy , she may nev er hav e
co mpose d birthday poe ms since trad itionally in Italy the birthday was not ce lebrated;
rather, it was the onomastico or, the name day. that was important. Children we re ofte n
nam ed afte r the patron saint of their hometown , or after the saint on whose feas t day they
were born. Even if a child were not nam ed for a particu lar sa int, their names usually
belonged to , or we re aff iliated with one. Co ncetta's ow n nam e is deri ved fro m the
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Imm acul ate Co nce ption of the Vir gin Mary in Ca tho licis m; she celebrated her

onomastico on December S'", the Feast of the Imma cul ate Co nce ption. Th e onomastico is
still imp ort ant , part icularly to Con cetta 's ge neration, but in Ca nada at least , it tend s to
fade into the back ground behind the birthd ay . Co nce tta celebr ated the name days of her
family by makin g a special meal for them or by giving a small gift. For birthda ys , she
made a cake and she wrot e a birthd ay poem .
As was menti oned abov e, there is a histor y in Eng lish literatur e of birthd ay
poem s , fro m the sho rt and often clich ed say ings found in birthd ay cards purchased in a
drug sto re to the birthd ay poem s writt en by more illu stri ous poets includ ing Dylan
T ho mas and Sylvia Plath . Sa muel John son wro te a birthd ay poem called " One and
Tw ent y" which has been describ ed as a "sa tirical cel ebrati on of a titled man ' s co mi ng of
age " (M ullan 20 11). T here is a histor y of co medic birthd ay poe ms which are typically
meant to be affec tionate in their satirical wit. Con cetta took a slightly diff erent appro ach
with her birthd ay poem s , and instead of usin g hum our , she used the poem s as an
opportunity to share so me advi ce.
T he poem s she wrote for friends and fa mily were always directed to them
specifically whi ch meant that she selected the language to writ e in accordin gly , either in
English or Italian (Bo ianese was always fo r her poem s about the town ). Th ere are othe rs
that she wrote as commemorative poem s like the one she wrote for her cognata Ca rme la
after she died . She also wrote poem s fo r we dding annive rsa ries , like the one she
co mpose d for her broth er-in-law Emilio and sister-in-law loland a ' s 50'hweddin g
anniversa ry. With the exce ption of one poem , which a friend asked her to write fo r the
wedding of two yo ung peopl e Co nce tta did not know very well, these poem s are always
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for those she know s per sonally , be it family member, prie st or friend . The se poem s are
typically shorter than the ones written in Boiane se , but the rhymin g is still a key featur e .
Concetta said that it is harder for her to rhyme in Ital ian than in Boiane se , wher e it is
second nature to her. Generally and on a surface level, the poem s praise the individual
they ha ve been written for, but they are not the sa me type of narrative as her Boian ese
pieces. Th ey also contain some word of caution or advice toward s the end, usually in the
second last stanza. This characteristic of these poems bring to mind Barbara KirshenblattGimblett' s observation that " [I jike fable s and pro verbs , parable s are a traditi onal
technique for coping with problematic social situation s ." (1975,107) While a poem and a
parable are not preci sely the same thing at all , perhap s Concetta felt compelled to advi se
her famil y membe rs, not in order to deal with a soc ial situation, but rather , to deal with a
character flaw she perceived to be a real barrier for the person at hand, or in some ca ses ,
to deal with a fra gile and weakening aspect of the overall famil y dynamic . Certainly , the
reaction she got from some of her birthday poem s to family , despite all of her best
intention s, is that they were not always graciously or well received . Still, her firm
conviction in truth rather than passive dec eit for the sake of politen ess trump ed every
time, and so, she kept writing , even if the person she wrot e for did not want it or rejected
it, or even if she could not bring herself to share the poem , fearful of the reaction .
As in her Boiane se poem s , she locates herself within the poem by writin g word s
like , "a nd please don 't be angry at my word s above/ it' s your grandma 's brand of
humour, " ju st as in her Boiano poem s where she thank ed the audi ence at the end and also
apolog ized for her poor uneduc ated word s. Th e poe m is meant to be a bit like a
co nversation (albeit one-sided) , and Co ncetta has been hesitant in the past a bout giving
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the po em to the person for whi ch it wa s intend ed. Som etim es her gift of the poem was
me t wit h a falteri ng acce pta nce by so me of those for w ho m it was inte nde d , knowing
only too we ll that acce pti ng Co nce tta 's opin io n was pa rt of it. Her birthday poem was
never mean t to berate o r jud ge , only to imp art a bit of advi ce , co m bi ned with her urge to
"te ll the trut h" - tha t is to say, to be honest , was o ne of the most impo rtant thi ngs she fe lt
the poe m did. Perh ap s it was becau se the bulk of these person al poe ms we re co mpose d
toward s the end of her life , a nd she felt she had to fulfi ll the ro le of the mat riar ch in
ano the r fas hion (i n addition to all of the ways she alrea dy did ac t in this capaci ty) . She
felt that with age ca me a ce rta in right , and more imp ort antl y , a ce rta in resp on sibilit y to
tell peop le wha t she rea lly tho ug ht w hen it co unted . T he fo llow ing is fro m a birt hday
poe m called "A Cris tina co n amore " :
C he Dio la possa acco mpag nare
nel su o camm ino
perche e stata se rnpre bra va
erispettosacon lafa m lglia
econ tu tti che inco ntra .
E non vog lio pari are dei suo i nonni
che non si e mai rifiut ata qu and o
ne abb iamo biosog no
e noi ti voglia mo tant o bene .
che sei, per no i, una pe rla , con
latuapresen za.
Pero mia picco la Cristina
ti devo dire un segre tino
No n so co me, e pa r qua le motivo
devi a bitua rti un po ' ad es sere piu
o rga nizza ta
dev ifarecome la tua ma mma

ch e una persona ordinate.

Mi fe rmoq ui per darti un bacio

May Go d acco mpa ny her on her path
beca use she has a lways bee n goo d
and respectful wi th he r fa mily
and wi th everyone she meets
A nd not to ment ion , with us , her
grandpar e nts
she is always there whe n we need
her
an d we wan t all the best for you
yo u are , fo r us , a pea rl with yo ur
presen ce.
Howe ver my littl e Cr istina
I ha ve to tell yo u a littl e secre t
I do n't know how or by what
motivat ion
but yo u ha ve to be a little mo re
orga nized
and tak e af te r yo ur mot her
who is a per so n with e verything in
order.
I'll sto p her e with a kiss
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e non a rra bbiarti per qu esta
ult im a frase
eun o sc he rzo che nonn a ti fa
c'e anc he un po' di verita

and don 't be angry by the wo rds
above
it's j ust so me teasi ng fro m yo ur pero
No nna
but , there ' s also so me truth there .

Co nce tta always tried to del iver advice and criticism wi th ho nesty and hum o ur to sof ten
the blow . It va ried from poem to poem ju st as it varied fro m per son to per son . In othe r
poe ms, she had to be mor e subtle in her cri tic is m so as not to offe nd . Som eon e might
qu esti on why she felt she had to includ e the ad vice/c riticism at all if she knew that some
m ight be offe nde d w he re othe rs mi ght not , but, she fe lt it was he r right and ro le as a
gra ndmo the r, as the matri ar ch . Her intenti on was not to hurt , but rath er , to as k peopl e to
look at themsel ves and their ac tio ns . T he fo llow ing is a n exce rpt she w rote for anot he r
gra ndda ugh ter, this tim e in English, since th is gra ndda ughte r does no t under stan d Ital ian .
A nd no w that a nge l has gro wn,
healt hy
stro ng
det ermin ed
inte llige nt
she moves in her ow n way,
to help eve ry body
she meet s alo ng the way
these wo rds co me fro m No rma's hea rt
she knows yo u deepl y
fro m the bott om to the top
and loves yo u from the bott om of her heart
I cou ld w rite m uch mo re abo ut yo u
but fo r no w
I ju st wa nt to say
I love yo u
and hop e yo u' ll stay with us
all day
a nd enjoy yo ur 30·h birthd ay .
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The fact that she only ev er produced these kinds of poem s in hon our of a fam ily memb er
or friend's birthd ay lent a certain gravity to her wo rds, since the poem was clea rly writte n
for a specia l occasio n. Ju st as her Boiano poem s were true and faith full y gave listeners
and read ers a clear impr ession of what life was like in Italy and wh at it was like to
immig rate, her birthd ay poem s are also true . Con cetta enjoye d goss ip - but only if it was
true . She had very little regard for spec ulation or conj ecture, and tried always to live
truthfull y and hon estly .

L A B ELLA F IGU RA AN D T HE 60

TH

W EDDING ANN IVE RSARY POEM

The culmin ation of Conc etta ' s poetry took the form of the poem she wrote in honour of
her sixtieth wedd ing annive rsa ry ca lled " Ded ica a Diodato e Co nce tta: A L'occasione del
60iesmo anniversa rio dei loro matrim onio " in which she inco rporated as pec ts of her
Boian o poem s and her birthda y poem s . T ho ugh the co ntent and perf orm ance of the poem
will be discussed , it is fir st necessary to ex plain the mean ing of la be lla figura, and its
relationship to Co ncetta in order to fully under stand the signific ance of this poem . One of
the most importa nt aspec ts of Ital ian immi grant life is the notion of be lla fig ura or fare la
bel la figura, which is the Italian equiva lent of " ma king a good impressio n" or eve n
" kee ping up appea rances," exce pt that the bella fig ura extends to more than one face t of
Italian life rather than simply socia l mores. Glor ia Na rdini ex plains with the following
definition :

[B lella fig ura is a central metaphor of Italian life , admittedly an ex treme ly
co mplica ted one. It is a co nstruct that refers to face , lookin g goo d, putt ing
on the dog, sty le, appea rance, fla ir. show ing off. orna me ntation, etiq uette.
kee ping up with the Jon eses , image . illusio n. estee m, socia l sta tus,
reputation - in short. self-prese ntation. an identity , perfo rmance and
display . Furthe r, I co nte nd . . . that as a cultural code it is deeply
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embedded as one of the primary arbiters of Italian social mores, so deeply
imbedded that native s are frequent ly unaware (co nsciously at lea st) of
co nforming to it. But under standing Italian life is imp ossible with out
und erstanding the inten sit y with which one mu st / are bellafigura. ( 1999 ,
7)
In order to further exp lain Nardini ' s definition, an example for which the bella fi gura
took shape in Canada is how some Italian immi grant s insisted on bakin g bread usin g only
white flour once in Canad a , as a symbol of havin g achieve d some so rt of upw ard soc ial
mobility . In Italy , white flour was too expen sive , and the contadini typically used whole
wheat to make their bread and pasta inste ad. Whit e flour was a luxury , only to be used for
s pec ial occa sion s, if ever. Post -immigration , it eventually becam e part of the regular
baking repertoire of many Italian immigrants, preferring to use the white flour instead of
the whole wheat .
Conc etta wa s alway s aware of how she sounded -she was careful about the way
in which she presented herself on paper , how she liked the world to see her , and this was
further elucidated by the interviews , where she was frank, open and hone st. Co nce tta
never seemed interested in status, but , she did not escape the clutche s of the bella fig ura
either. One of the first piece s of writing she shared at the beginnin g of the intervi ews was
her autobiography , which she had decid ed to pen in the late 1980 s , as a record of her life .
Later , it would be discovered that the ver sion of her life story she read that day actu ally
co ntradicted much of what she opened up about durin g the intervi ew s . When her
yo unges t grandda ughter learn ed of what had been read , she ex presse d confu sion and
incredulity, as she was right to do. Bella fig ura complicated thin gs for Con cetta , who
occasionally ex presse d opinions co nsistent with traditi onal va lues and idea ls accor ding to
the rural Boiano mindset, but that we re incon sistent with what she actua lly thou ght , what
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she act ually beli eved . For ex ample, when one of her grandda ughters was preparin g to
graduate from universit y and plannin g to travel around Euro pe and the United Kingdom
for a few month s , Concetta' s immedi ate react ion was, " why don 't yo u se ttle down , save
yo ur money and then yo u can travel ." In response , her grandda ughte r told her that we re
Co nce tta in the position of bein g youn g , free of responsibilit y and possessing the money
to trav el , she knew that Concetta would leave with out a seco nd thou ght. She was right and se nt Conc etta postcard s from diff erent religious sites every wee k so that she might
live vicariou sly . She wa s first actin g as the co nce rned nonna should, bein g co nce rned for
safety and then offe ring practical adv ice as was ex pec ted of her by /a bella fig ura and
how a grandmother of her cultur al back ground sho uld act. How ever , this contra sted
greatly with what she actually thou ght of the idea of a young woman travellin g abroad by
herself -that she would have liked to do it , had she had the opportunity when she was a
yo ung wom an .
Th e poem Conc ett a wrote for her 60'h wedd ing anniv er sary was writt en in 200 7
and con sists of twen ty-five sta nzas . It is her longest poem and tell s the story of the life
she shared with her husband Diod ato from the time they first met whil st workin g in the
fields up to that anni ver sary . T he poem is distinctly personal and auto biog raphica l,
quotin g nam es and dates , and quit e am azing since it covers all the maj or changes of her
life , and also incorporates some of the se ntiments she used in her Boian o poem s and in
her birthd ay poem s. Furthermo re, the style brings to mind her birthd ay poems , but the
performan ce as pect of the poem brin gs to mind her Boiano poem s; it is a culmination of
both , and it isthe latt er (the Boianoaspect) that will be addressed first.
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Concetta wrote the poem with the intention of reading it aloud, thou gh she had
not anticipated reading it in front of the sma ll crowd she did , as suggested by her use of
Italian to compo se the poem rather than dialect. Her daughter Giuliana also tran slat ed the
poem into English and printed the poem in both languages for gue sts to take home .
Conc etta had not known that she was going to perform the poem to all of her family and
clo sest friends until the date of her anniv er sary, but the first and second stanzas (in
addition to the rhyming dedication which preface s the poem ) are two parts of a formal
greeting to the audience nonetheless , alb eit a more subtle greeting than the overt ones
used in her Boiano poems .
A 2 persone con amore
che hanno passato Stl anni
nel nome
del signore

To two people with love
Who have passed 60 years
together, in the name
of God

- 160 anni fa eravamo due persone
strane.
ed ora siamo circondati da due
figlie
e cinque nipoti
con orgoglio e con allegria ,
e la famiglia di Diodato a farci
onore dei Colalillo

- 160 year s ago we wer e two
strange rs
and now we are surro unded
by two daughters
and five granddaughters
with pride and happin ess
and with Diodato' s famil y to
give us the honour of the
Colalillo' s.

-2Ed ora vi diro un po di storia
del nostro passato ,
E per dir vi come ci siamo
incontrati .

-2Now I want to tell you a bit
of our past history
And tell you how we first
met.

As comp ared to the beginning of the Boiano poem s, the addre ss to the audience in this
poem is not as ove rt. The last lines of the second stanza above speci fically menti on the
Co lalillo famil y , thereby suggesting that she know s who she is speaking to , and the same
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goes for her reason in naming all of those specific people she mentions , which strikes the
reader as more similar to her birthday poems, but unlike mo st of her personal poem s , thi s
one includes a formal greeting at the start and fini sh, similar to her other poetry about
Boiano.
The content of the poem is very much like her per sonal poems in the
aut ographical information it recounts , but is melded with the pastoral imagery that is so
perva sive in her Boiano poems so that it succeeds in a happy medium between both . She
and Diodato first met while they were working in the field s , so it is appropriate that
Boiano acts as atmosphere and a character in this poem.

-3Erav am ' in campagna a mietere il grano.
10andava a prend er I'acqua eli salutai.
Mi chiersero di portare I'acqua ache a loro
E cosi incomincio che que sto mio
vecchietto si innamoro .

We were in the field s , cutting
wheat.
I went to get some water and
greeted them .
They asked me to bring them
water as well ,
And that ' s how my little old
guy fell in love with me .J2

In her treatment of the role of poetics and place , Marthe Reed writes, "[pllaces [ .. 1 are
deeply specific, and often richly resonant for us in terms of mem ory, emoti on , and
association. As such, place afford s a vital window into the creation and experience of
poetry where the poet is herself attuned to the presence and effect of place s" (2008, I).
Concerned with the role s of space and place in relation to four particular poet s , Reed
discu sse s how these affect the poetry that is conc eived of as a result. Her theory applies
toConcetta.

J2 In Diodat o ' s ve rsion of the sto ry, he and his brother ca lled to her to br ing them so me water too and she
snapped at them to ge t their ow n. Havin g noticed her auburn hair and qui ck tongue, he sai d he was
impressed and wa nted to know immed iate ly who she was. She brought them water anyway.
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Co ncetta wr ote her poetry as a result of wher e she was physically , spatially, and
abstractly, the result of the process of imm igration , navi gatin g it , and then eve ntually,
settling in another part of the city wher e she could make peace with herself , her life and
her circ umstances , as a wom an , a contadina, an immi grant , a Boianesa , an Ital ian , a
moth er , a grandmother, a wife -the sum of all of these expe riences.
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DEDICA A DIODATO E CONCEITA

I DEDICATED

TO DIODATO AND CONCEITA

A L'OCCAS IONE DEL 60ESIMO ANN IVERSA RIO
DEI LORO MAT RI MON IO I ON THE OCCASION OF T HEI R 60

TII

WEDD ING ANN IVE RSARY

A due person econ a mo re
che anno passato eu anni insiemenelnom e
del sig no re
- 1-

60annifaeravamo due perso nestra ne ,
edoras iamoci rdo nda ti da due fig lie
ecinque nipoti
co n orgog lioe co n alleg ria
e la fam iglia di Diod ato a fa rci onore dei Co lalillo

2-

To two peopl e with lov e ,
who have lived 60 yea rs togeth er , in the nam e
of o ur Lord .
- 1-

60 yea rs ago we were two stra nge rs
now we are surro unde d by tw o dau ght ers
and fi ve gra ndda ughters
with prid e and happin ess
and with Diod ato ' s famil y who give us the
hon our ofth e Colalill o 's
-2-

Ed ora vi di ro un podi sto ria de l nostropassato
E per dirvicome cisiamo inco ntrati.

No w I want to tell yo ua bit of our past history
A nd tell yo u how we fi rst met.

-3Erava mo in ca mpag na a miet ere iI gra no .
10 andava a prendere l' acqua e Ii salutai.
Michiese ro di po rta re l'ac quaachea lo ro
E cos i incomin cio che questa mio vecchieto si
inna mo ro.

We we re in the fie lds , cutti ng wheat.
1 went to ge t so me water and greete d the m .
T hey as ked me to brin g them so me wa ter as we ll.
And that is how my little 'old guy' fell in love
with me .

-4-

-3-

-4-

Cos i incomin cio a dom and are prim a ai frat elli e
lacognat a
C hi era io e se era fida nza ta e co me mi chiamava !
E poi ai suoi amic i, perch e lui era stato 4 anni in
gue rra,
E no nsapvepi u nie nte de leragazze de i vicinato .

He began toask , first his broth ers and sister-in-law,
Who 1 was and if I was engage d and what was my
nam e !
T he n he asked his friends , because he had been away
for fo ur yea rs in the war
And d id not know anything abo ut the girls in the
neighb ourh ood .

-5Cosi una se ra a I'in saput odi nient e ,
S i prese ntoacasa miacols uofratello magg io re
Perchi eder edlamanaame e aiparenti
Perche quelli erano i tempi di allo ra;
Non pot ev i inco ntrare un uom o in mezzo alia
strada dasola .

-5One night , with out my know ing any thing,
He a rrive d at my hou se with his olde r bro the r
To as k me and my famil y for my hand in marr iage .
T hat is how it was don e in those da ys;
You co uld not meet a man in the middl e of the stree t
on yo ur o wn.
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-6-

Ecosiincominciolanostra storia
Daduepersone senzaconoscersi
Diventa una mem oria chee durata per 60 anni.
E ques to iolo au guro a voicqui presentealtro e
tanto .
-7-

IIn ostrofindanzament ofubreve .
So losei mesi per vedere Ie nostre intenzi oni .
Seerava mo fattol' uno per l'a ltro .
Cos i, pian , pian o ci conso scemm o e div entemmo
am ici
cheog nigio rnoche pass avaeravamosem re piu
felici.
-8-

-6And that is how our story bega n
For tw o people who did no t know one anothe r
G rew mem ories that span six ty yea rs
I wish the sa me for those present , and more .

-7Our engage me nt was sho rt,
Only six month s to determin e our intent ion s ,
To see if we were co mpa tible with one anothe r.
Slowly we go t to know eac h othe r and becam e
friends ,
A nd eac h day that passed , we becam e eve n
happi er
-8-

E cos i se i mesi dop o nel nostro fidan zam ento
Face mmo una decision e di unir ci per sem pre .
Sceg lem mo ilgiornoe la da ta .
C psi qu ell giornofu preparato,
II gio rno piu bell o dell a nostra vita
C hesono60 annichecifacciarnocompag nia .

A nd so six month s afte r o ur engage me nt,
We made the deci sion to be unit ed fo reve r
We chos e the date and the day
A nd tha t day was mad e ready ,
T he most beautiful day of our liv es ,
A nd it has bee n six ty yea rs that we ha ve been togeth e r.

-9II 20 ge nnaio 194 7 , aile II :00 di mattina
Furo nocele brate Ie nozzed i Co nce ttaS inibaldi e
Dioda toColalillo,
Ne lla chiesa Mad onn a della Libera .
Era vamo trecoppie quella ma tti na
Cheabbiamogiurato lostesso des tino
Da vanti aquell a Ver gin e San ta che ci Ben edett i a tutt i quanti
Econtinuaa bene rdircia noie le nos tre fa mg lie .

-9On the 20'h of Ja nuary 1947 , at 1100 in the mornin g
Was cele brated the marri age of Co nce tta Siniba ld i
and Dioda to Co lalillo,
In the churc h of the Lad y of Liberty.
We were three co uples that morn ing
Who all swo re to the sa me destiny
In front of that sainted Virgin wh o blessed us all
A nd co ntinues to bless us and our fam ilies .

- 10Cos i per mei nco mincio unaltrav ita
[nunacasa stran a ,c on gent e chenon sap eva
co me dovevacompo rtarm i!
Pero ,n on fu troppoduro
che miabituaisubitoal loroambientese nza pa ura .

- 10A nd so for me began ano the r life
In a stran gehou se ,w ithpeopl e whoml didnot
know how to beh ave .
But , it was not too diffi cult
A nd I soo n becam e used to thei r ways of doing

things.without fear.
- 11Erava mocontenti efel ici
checon lasuafam iglia d ive ntam mosubitoam ici,
specia con mia cognata A nnunziata
Erava m co me mamm a e figlia.
Q ua lsiasicosaci do vevafa re incasa,
10 faceva mo se mpre unite .

- 11We were happ y and co ntented
And with his famil y , I soon beca me frie nds ,
Espec ially wi th my sister-in-law A nn unziata .
We were like moth er and da ug hter.
Whatev er need ed to be don e in the hou se.
We didtogethe r.
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- 12-

Dopo dieci mesi del nostro l matrimonio
venne Emiliodall' lnghilterra
per sposar sia nche luicon lolandaMainelli .
- 13Cos i Asce nzio e Annunzia ta aveva no sistemato i
duefratelli,
vo lleandareaviveredasoliperformarela lorofamiglia;
aveva no duefigligra ndicheeranoGiovannieMaria

- 14-

Rimanemmo soli io, Diodato, Papa Giova nni
e lolanda.
Appe na sposao,Emilioeraonrnato in lng hilterra,
perchiamare la sua sposa inquellaterra.
Dopoq uattromesivissuteinsieme ,
lola ndaparti per raggiun gere suo marito.
- 15-

Rimanemmo soli in tre .
Ci lavorava da mattina a sera per non farci
manca re niente
Perviverebenec i lavoravai ncampag naeacasaa
tutte Ie ore .
Peroeravavamocontentiefeliciperchec'e ra l'amore .
Un amore bella e infinta , che dopo dic'otto mesi
arrivo lacicogna
aportarci una bella bambina .
L' accog liemmo con gioia e amo re!
Che era un ange lo mandatodel Signore .

- 16-

Crescevabella,cattive llae intellige nte
Cheachiparlavarospondeva semp reatte nta .
Vent' unimesidoppodelprimoangio letto!
Arrivo un altra bambina belle co me uno specc hio .
Cosicresceva no duege melli.
Levestivaepetti navaescarpe semp reuguali,
Che lo ro li piaceva di come la gente le chiamaca .
II lo ro nome fu strano a tuttiTando che a mamm a e papa che al vicinatoPerc he non ave mva mo messi nessun nom e de lle
nostremadre .

- 12-

After ten mont hs from the day of our wedding ,
Emilio came home from England
To himself marry lolanda Mai nelli.
- 13Asce nzio and A nnunziata , having sett led their two
brothe rs
Wanted to live on their own to raise their family;
They had two grow n-up children alrea dy, Giova nni
and Mari a.
- 14-

We were left alone, me , Diodato , Papa Giova nni
and lolanda .
Soo n afte r they marri ed , Emilio retu rned to England
To sponso r his wife in that cou ntry.
After living togethe r for four mo nths, lolanda left to
Jo in her husband .
- 15-

We were left alone the three of us.
We worked from mo rning to night so we would lack
for noth ing.
To live well, we worked in the fields and in the
house aro und the clock .
But we were happy an d con tented because we had
lo ve .
A love so bea utifu l and infinite that after eig hteen
month s, the stork arrive d
To bring us a beaut iful baby girl.
We welcomed her wit h joy and lo ve ,
T he little angel sent by the Lord .
- 16-

She grew bea utif ul, naughtyand intelli gent.
Whomever she spoke with , she respo nded with
atte ntio n.
Twe nty-one mont hs after that first little a ngel arrived
another little girl,as prettyasa mirror.
T hey bot h grew in bea uty
And seemed to be twins .
I dressed them , and combed their hair and they wo re
shoes alway s the same .
They liked it when people ca lled them .
Their names were strange to everyo ne As much as to my mo ther and aft er to the town spe ople Because we had not named them after o ur mother s .
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- 17-

-17-

Mia madreaIsabella lachimava lsama ria.
Anche Ii dom and ava co me ci chiamava la nostra
bamb ina
Poi per Giuliana fu un altra stori a .
Cosi per non se ntirio
gli dicemmo ch'era il co mpare a mettergli quel nom e.
Cos i rompemmo la trad izione
cheeranosempreg listessi nomi aCastellone.

My moth er called Isabell a, IsaMaria .
And so she would as k her what our new baby's name
was .
A nd so for Giuli ana, it was another story .
In orde r to avo id that naggin g all the time ,
We told them that it was her godfa ther who had chose n
her name .
In this way , we broke the tradition
Th at led to always havin g the same nam es in
Cas tello ne.

- 18Che tanti sacrifici, l' abbiao cresciut e , mamm a
e papa insieme.
Chevennei l I9S3,eciseparammo.
Diodato volle venire in Canada
perche il fratelloera venuto q ua da ll' Inghilterra.
Diodatopartiil 3dicembredel ' S3
E rimanemmo sole, tutte e tre .
Erano picco le tutte edue .
Gli dispaque tanto che riman emm o so le.
Pensando ch equa eramegliodi la,
peronon fu co si,
che perabituarcifu duroe fac ticaanche per lui.

- 18With man y sacrifices, we raised our dau ghters , moth er
and father togeth er.
When 19S3 arri ved ,w e sepa rated .
Diodato wanted to co me to Ca nada
Where his brother had come from England .
Diodat o left the 3'" of Decemb er 19S3.
And we were left alon e, the three of us.
Both of them were small .
He was very sad at leavin g us alone.
T hinking that it would be better here than there,
But it wasn 't so easy.
It was hard and difficult for him to get used to it too .

- 19T reanni lontani fucosi duro,
pero ci abituammo ambedue , lui qua e io la,
co n tanti sacri fici per un girono riunire la fa miglia.
Dopotre anni si decisedi chiamarci qua !
Peroiogli disse : " Badaa quel che fai .
Non voglio che poi ti sentirai in colpa di avermi
chiamato .'
Luidi ssedi esse resicurocioc he face va .
Pensava un futuro meglio perl a fami glia .

- 19T hree yea rs apart was very hard,
Butwe both got used toit,him here a nd me there ,
Makin g sacrifices so that one day our fam ily would
be reunited.
Afte r three years, he decided to ca ll us here .
But I said, " Be careful in what yo u do . I do n' t want
you to feel guilty after having called me ove r."
He said that he was sure about what he was doin g
And thou ght of abetter future fo r his fam ily .

-20-

Ea lloraa rrivo il giorno de lla partenza
chefu il280tto bre de l'S6.
Fu il piu brutto de lla miavi ta d i lasciarel atuttal a
miafam iglia
e venire in una ter ra strana senzasapere niente !
Pero non ci vollemoltodiapprenderel' ambi ente.

-20-

So the day of departur e arrived,
Whichwas October28 ,1 9S6 .
It was the worst day of my life to leave all my fa mi ly
And co me to a land without knowing anything a bo ut it!
But , it did not take lon g before becomin g
acc ustomed toa new wayof life .
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-2 1-

Era tuttodi ver sodai nostri co stumi !
I cibi ,l alin gua ,inuna citt amolt o grand e .
Nonc 'e ranoas ini,cavalli,ecappretti.
Nopecoree nogalliegallineche ti sveg lia va no
al ma ttino .
No paesa ni perdirgli "b uongiorno" 0 " buonase ra !"
Mi sembr avala cittadei sordo -muto
checammi nava noa l' impiede.

-22-

-2 1-

lt was so different fro m our custo ms!
The foo d, the lan guage , in avery lar ge city .
T he re we re no do nkeys , or horses , or goats .
No shee p and no roos ters and chic ke ns to wake yo u
up in the mornin g .
No neighb our s to say "goo d mornin g" or "goo dnig ht."
It fe lt like a city of the deaf-and -dumb,
W ho walked like zo mbies .

-22-

Eci abbiamo passa toottre 50anni in que sta terra
strana,
Cheoraa dive ntatai l nostrolegam e .
Lasc iammo la nostra fa mig Jia e paranti , gJi amici e paesa ni
Peri nco ntrare ge ntestrana in un paese lont an o .
Lascia mmo il no tro paese d'i nfanzia
Dov e e rava mo sta ti feliciecontenti co n tutti qu anti.

And so we have lived for ove r 50 yea rs in thi s stra nge
land .
T ha t has now replaced our old ties.
We left our fa mily and relat ions , ou r frie nds a nd
fellow town speopl e
To meet strange peopl e in a faraway lan d .
We left the villag e of our childhoo d
Wh ere we were happ y and co ntented wi th eve ryo ne .

-23Ab bia mo passa to 60 an ni insie me!
Co ncoraggioeorgog lioche per noi dueesta to
un sogn o .
Cisia mosem precapiti in tutti i punti
Che non c'estato mai discussion e sul nostro cont o .
Abbia mocresci uto duefig lieconamo reepazienza .
Hannostudiatocon tante intellige nza
E ci sono laur eate e noi siamo co ntenti.

-23We have lived 60 years togeth er !
With co urage and prid e.
It' s been a dream
We have always gotte n along
And we 've never instiga ted any fig hts .
We raised two dau ght ers , wit h lo ve and patie nce .
T hey studie d with much intellige nce
A nd they co mpleted degrees and weare hap py .

-2460annifaerava mo duesoli
ora sia mo dieci co n l' aiut odel sig nor e.
Ci nque nipo techesiamocosiorgogliosi di loro
che livogJiamotanto benea tutteecnque .
Ungene ro ama bile e rispettoso
chesem bra unvero fig lio per no i.

-2460 yea rs ago we we re alo ne.
Now we are ten , with the Lord 's help.
Five gra ndda ug hters, of who weare pro ud
a nd who m we love ve ry much
A so n-i n-law whois loveabl e and respectful ,
Who see ms like a real so n to us.

Di Isabell a e Giul iananon voglio parl are
C hesonosemp reaccortepe r noi due
Che q ualcosa c i dovesse mancare.

An d I wi ll not spea k of Isabell a and G iuliana,
Who are always there fo r us
For whate ver we may need .
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-25Equestae un podi sto riadi due vecc hiett i
inna moroa ti, Diod ato e Concetta
Che 60 anni fa ci so no sposa ti.

-25 Sothisisa bit of the story of two littl e old
lovers r Diodato an d Co nce tta
W ho were marr ied 60 year s ago .

Ed ora voglio dire grazie a tutti vo i qui presen ti
stasera
A farcionoreecompagnia
che sie te tutti la nos trafamig liaColalillo ,
econ vos triconsort i,e I vos tri ma riti che siete
con noi tutti.

A nd now I wa nt to than k all of yo u for being
here
Who have co me to hon ou r us and keep us company
Yo u are all the Co lalillo family
with yo ur partners and spo uses
an d everyo ne else together here to nig ht.

A big kiss and abig hu g to the Gos dcio la fa mily,
because yo u are my fa mily too.

A big kiss and abig hu g to the Gosciolafamily,
beca use yo u are my fam ily too .

Ed ora vi do un aug urio a tutti vo i qui present e ,
C he Dio vi dia una lun ga vitai insieme co n sa lute , amo re
esempreconte ntioercentoannianco ra !

A nd now I wa nt to wish all of yo u present ,
T ha t Go d gives yo u lon g life , in goo d health and lo ve
Always happy for 100 years more .

Janu ary 202007
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C ONCLUSION

Wh en Anne of Green Gables was bro adca st o n televi si on , Concetta bec am e e namo ured
with the little red -haired girl , who s he said reminded her of her self. She was also fan of
the Laura Ingall s char acter o n Little House on the Prairie. Sh e ad m ired th e mo vie and
televi sion sho w respectively for the time period s in which each was set, drawn to them
b6 ec au se the y recreat ed for her a fam iliar past with their rural loc ales , lifestyle s and small
town dynami cs . More importantly, she really identified with the rebelliousness, the
int elli gen ce and the ind ep end enc e that each of these A nne and Laura displa yed . The se
girls remind ed her of her childhood when she acted out again st her moth er ' s wi sh es for
her , wheth er it was fi ring pebble s at English so ldiers with her slings hot from the safety of
a tree ' s branch es , or punching a boy in cla ss who had the ga ll to pull her lon g braid s (a la
A nne Sh irley ), o r searching for her preciou s new barett e in a field with the family cow in
tow. As a girl, Co nce tta often felt stifled, limited by the strict so cia l mor es for girls in
Boiano, Later , when she wa s one of so many women who had no input over their
hu sband s' deci sion s to mov e the ir fam ilies to Can ada , her s uccess ful navi gati on of
immigrant life wa s, in part, due to her indpendent nature , her inqui sitiv ene ss and mo st
imp ort antly , the sa me defian ce she embodied in childh ood wh en she refu sed to accept the
co nstra ints of circumstance .
It was not a coincid ence that Co nce tta cam e to Anne of Green Gables and The

Little House on the Prairie at a qui eter stage of her life , when she no lon ger work ed
o utside of the home. Co ncetta so ug ht conn ecti on s to her rural past in Boiano, a nd her
poetr y was a refl ect ion of that as we ll at fi rst, thou gh as she continu ed to writ e , her poetr y
becam e a bo ut makin g co nnectio ns with the present and futur e as well.
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Her own identity was reflected in her poetry , which she produced for so me
tw ent y-odd yea rs . She did not w rite it proli ficall y (tho ug h she was alw ays writin g or
reading so mething), producing a poem o nly o nce o r twice a yea r, but her poetr y is
important and memorable of her identity as one who wa s not truly Canad ian (and never
would be) and o ne who was no lon ger from Italy . She lived in between tw o world s with
a fo ot set firml y in each . Her poetry is a cu lminati on of her identit y shifts , a co mplex
negoti ation betwe en Boiane sa ,ltalian imm igrant and Canadian -as such, the lan guage of
her poetry refle cts the se diff erent aspect s of her self. She w rote primarily in di al ect , but
also in Italian and even began to experiment with Eng lis h."
One of the mo st important rea son s that Con cetta ' s poetry -particul arl y her poetry
abo ut Boian o- is so significant is prec isely becau se of thi s under-repre sentati on of th ose
voices from mo st official documentation and history . Though Boiane si obviously related
to it, a nd prai sed her for her work , it applied to other im mig rant experiences as we ll-s he
had much in comm on with the immi grant wo men she met throu gh her ES L pro gram s (as
di scus sed in Chapter Two), despite comin g from different cultural back grounds, or
co ming to Canada under slightly different circumstances. Her poetry wa s abo ut loss ,
about lo ve a nd the people in her life , and it was also a bo ut tran siti on and negotiating
cha nge; though she never sa id so, it seem s to thi s reader th at her poetry was the way in
whi ch she could brin g togeth er her new world and her o ld world , the way in which she
co uld happily e xist in betw een. In Ca nada, she still held with man y of the stricte r soc ial
mor es and norm s she wa s raised with in Italy , and as s uch, was still very mu ch the Italian

330 ne of her last pieces to me was painstakingly typed on theseco nd handcom puter herda ughterhadset
lip for her. She used it to check her e-mail from her grandnephew in Boiano and to use the word processing
software to experiment with typing. The letters of the keyboard were magnified by the placement of large
printed stickers with the corresponding Iellers on the keys. toh elp her see them more easily.
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Contadina . On the othe r hand , she also had less co nse rva tive idea s abo ut ge nde r, a bo ut
soc ial ju stice and abo ut her self that we re mor e eas ily aired in the ope n in Toronto, rathe r
than be ing subs ume d in the name of " tra dition" in the Boian o of her youth . It see ms that
as she se ttled int o Canad a ove r the yea rs, she began to live co mfo rta bly with a foo t in
ea ch world. Thi s is not to sugg es t that ev er ythin g was neatly co m partme nta lized into o ne
o r the othe r, and often she co uld co ntra dict her self , but th is is o nly fa ir; how ever it is tru e
to say that she work ed to reconcile these co ntradictio ns into a mor e balanc ed per sp ectiv e .
In his essay abo ut Irani an immi grant poet ry , Per sis M. Karim writes, " poe try was the [. .. ]
ge nre of writin g that register ed the tenor of Iranian immi grant se ns ibility" (2008, III ) ,
and co nnec ts thi s to identit y by continuing with a quotati on from Nafi cy wh o w rot e ,
" hy brid and sy ntac tic c ultures . . . sy m bo lica lly bor row fro m both the indi gen ou s so cie ty
and the new one to which they hav e locat ed " (2008, III ).
Co nce tta wrot e all of her poetr y wh en she was in the "nonna" phase of her life .
She could not have written the se po em s at any other tim e of her life which is to say, that
eve rythi ng she wro te a bo ut was the sum of her exp eri enc es as a rural g irl, a teena ger
dur ing the Second World War, a youn g woman with two little girls and a hu sband
workin g in ano ther country , later j o inin g him and bec om ing an imm igrant her self , as a
fac to ry work er and th en eve ntually as a gra ndmo the r. Her poem s wer e not ju st nostal gic
narr ati ves of her lost home in Boi an o , or praise for her new hom e in T or ont o , but an
ex te nsio n of herself. T hey we re one of the way s in wh ich she recon ciled her past w ith her
present ; a relu ctant immi grant who always lon ged fo r a warm er clim at e , she man aged to
de te rmi ne her ow n life o n her ow n term s rega rdless . As she sai d a bo ut her poetry , her
intenti on was " trasmettere" o r to tran smit what she knew , what she rem emb ered 10 her
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family, friend s and peers - especiall y her granddaughters . Her poetry " transmitted" the
best of herself and the best of the culture(s) she felt she belonged to. In one co nve rsatio n
two yea rs ago, she asked what lunch was fo r that Sunda y , and upon hearin g the answer

(melanzane alia parmigiana) she said, "Goo d. Th at' s right. T hat's why I taught yo u." In
Italy as a youn g woman, her goal of becom ing a teacher was not ac hieved becau se of the
war , circumstances clearly beyond her co ntrol. The poetry she wrote, was, in effect how
she still felt one more way she could teach her daughter s and grandda ughters, the
summation of all of her experienc es (even if many of those ex periences are left out of her
poem s) and she could not have produc ed anything other than she did .
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Plate 2 - Concetta in the kitchen co me r, with bemu sed suspicion at the co mputer
recordin g her word s.
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Plate 3 - Concetta and the author at age 3

