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	This book is dedicated to my children, 

	grandchildren, future great-grandchildren,
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	“The three components of happiness are something to do, 

	someone to love and something to look forward to.”

	 

	Gordon Livingston

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	Introduction from the Editor

	History is personal to those who live it. Certainly, it was for Jeanne-Marie, the real Jonna. She wrote the book for several reasons. First, it was a gift to her kids and grandkids of what she went through in her early life and what that life was like a more than a half-century or so ago in the Bronx. My thought after reading and proofing several versions is that life is of interest and value to many, including residents of the Bronx, nostalgic oldsters, curious youngsters, some history buffs, and others.

	Second, it was a long overdue introspection and catharsis to put her subsequent life in perspective and to reaffirm her humanness. I found Jonna’s story refreshing and entertaining. It is easy to read and enjoy. There are elements of humor and of sadness and of the unusual that distinguishes one life from another.

	Third, it was a challenge that she found meaningful. There were the challenges of writing to completion and the challenges of researching, and remembering, and reflecting accurately and honestly.

	Blessings to Jeanne-Marie, to her Jonna, her family and her readers.

	 

	Don Heacox

	 

	 

	
Introduction 

	Through the times of our life, perspectives change. What seems evident from one angle, is quite different from another point of view. I learned about perspective during the many art classes I’ve taken throughout the years. With that in mind, the following memoire (memorandum, autobiography) is from the perspective of a young child, who I have called Jonna; a nickname often used by my family. It is intended to inform and entertain the reader with an honest and unbiased account of her life as she perceived it, along with oral stories and some research about the times to round it out.

	Originally, it was intended as a history, not only of her time, but to include the earlier history of how the family developed starting from as far back as the turn of the century. Initially the memoire was to be left for my children, grandchildren, close friends, and possibly some interested acquaintances. However, my husband and faithful editor, suggested that it might appeal to a larger audience; perhaps older folks, people who grew up in the Bronx, people of Italian ancestry or others who might enjoy a nostalgic recollection of simpler, less complicated times.  

	The writing process turned out to be more challenging than I first thought. Starting around the end of 2018, I began reminiscing about the good old days, growing up in New York City. By the way many Manhattan dwellers consider the outer boroughs of NY, ie Staten Island, Queens, Brooklyn and the Bronx to be the suburbs. Upon reflection, I believe the Bronx was the best of both worlds. The neighborhood offered typical city convenience with all shopping, ethnic foods, and services within walking distance, even two movie theaters. What set it apart was the amount of green space and parks surrounding my particular neighborhood located in the northwest section of the Bronx near the Yonkers border.

	As I embarked on this writing, during the past few years, I have come to appreciate that writing is truly an art form, drawing pictures with words, stirring the imagination of the reader, and drawing the reader into another world; another reality, if you will. Each one of our stories is unique; however, there exists a common thread of human experience that each reader can relate to. Herein lies the challenge. To tell a story, as honestly and true to experience as can be, while providing some history that is informative and engaging at the same time. Equally important is what experiences to include and to determine which are to be left out.

	Maybe, and best of all, is that this journal has been a catharsis of sorts for me. Everyone has a story to tell, and in the telling, in the writing, insights and reflections are sorted out; the moving pictures in our minds are clearer, sharper, less confusing and ultimately simpler.

	Finally, I have come to appreciate the Bible scripture Micah 6:8… “He has told you O man, what is good; and what does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness and to walk humbly with your God.”

	Amen

	 

	Jeanne-Marie Banderet
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Grandma Arrives

	Carmela Ferrara arrived on the American shores in the year 1899. She was among hundreds of thousands, if not millions of immigrants from all over Western Europe. During that time period, from about the 1850’s to the 1920’s, the Irish, the Jews and the Italians, including the Sicilians, would seek a better life and the wonderful prospect of becoming American citizens. They flocked to American soil for opportunity only this great free country could offer. Most times, however, they met with hardships, poverty, and poor living conditions.

	After clearance from Ellis Island, most would assimilate into the NY lower Manhattan slums. Others with family ties found their way to New Jersey, Brooklyn, Queens or Staten Island which was called Richmond at that time. An attitude of bigotry and discrimination welcomed each new ethnic group. They were harassed by the police, landlords and other political groups who wished to maintain their power. By sticking together and putting up a united front, some made progress and assisted newcomers and newly arriving family members.

	Some made their way early on and began operating small businesses, trade and craft services and cottage industries that provided a sustainable living. Among the Italians, The Black Hand or early Mafiosi, would extort weekly payment for protection. Fear of reprisal from the Black Hand thugs, kept the shop owners dutifully paying weekly. Some would refuse to pay the vig on loans, and would find themselves or their families subject to physical abuse or worse. In spite of the set-backs, most families held out hope of better days and the freedom they desperately sought.

	Grandma Carmela and her two sisters, Rose and Mary, found work in a cigar factory. There were no child labor laws back then, and many young children held these jobs. They sometimes worked 8-10 hour days rolling cigar leaves, clipped and sealed for a penny a piece. Most days they earned $1 each. Three dollars a day for 6 days would amount to about $18.00 per week or more. In the early 1900’s that amount would be enough to sustain a family of 4 renting in a tenement, cold water flat apartment. Grandma Nina did not go out to work. She maintained the home and did some sewing for extra income. The three sisters turned over their paychecks to her. They were sometimes rewarded with some spending money for extras or a local show.

	Other chores like laundry, meal preparation, mending clothes and shopping were also part of the family routine for youngsters at that time. Mandatory education was not strictly enforced. There weren’t enough schools to accommodate the burgeoning population of youngsters in the immigrant communities.

	While still in their native land of Sicily, Grandma Carmela, Aunt Rose and Aunt Mary attended a Catholic school for basic education to about the 8th grade. They learned to speak, read and write real Italian and were fluent in both Sicilian and proper Italian. They were not among the throngs of illiterate immigrants who entered the US. Those who owned land who were more prosperous could afford the tuition for their children. The Ferrara family owned some land that grew grapes, figs, tomatoes, herbs and other vegetables. Some exchanges were made with other families who grew wheat and grains. The local mill would grind the wheat and return the fine flour for baking. The aroma of freshly baked bread wafting through the air must have been fantastic; add a piece of provolone cheese and a side of fresh vegetables and the simple meal was complete. The first course was always some pasta with butter or red sauce also combined with other vegetables laced with fresh garlic. The local town square markets sold fresh fish and meat.

	Corleone is a hamlet located in a mountainous semi-arid region of Sicily made famous by the popular “Godfather” movie trilogy. The locals were suspicious of outsiders and clung to their own small group. Superstition and mistrust was common among the villagers and the Mafia held sway for many decades. Memories were long and if you received a favor from one of the Dons you were obligated to pay back in some form one day. If a family overstepped or didn’t abide, vendettas were a common payback and payback could be serious business. The Mafia maintained control with fear and reprisals, even the Church did not stand in their way.

	Corleone is off the beaten path and visitors had to have a reason to trudge up the dry rocky roads leading to the town square. Transportation was by horses or mules, pulling wagons or carts, and mostly merchants made the daily trip.

	Sicily is strategically located off the toe of Italy, separated from it by the Strait of Messina, surrounded by the Mediterranean Sea. It looks like Italy is giving Sicily the boot!

	In centuries past, Sicily was invaded and conquered by the Greeks, Moors and many other nations all claiming the right to call Sicily their own. They developed into a people of many ancestries and ethnic groups. Some were fair skinned with blue eyes, others darker skinned and Middle Eastern looking. Inter-marriage with conquering marauding nations created multi-cultural people who considered themselves special, shrewd and wise.

	Like most Mediterranean cultures, the Sicilians were family and tradition oriented. They were under Roman Catholic authority and adhered to the strict doctrine of the Church.

	These close-knit communities, with extended family all around, knew everyone else’s business. Neighbors could be harshly judged and shunned for not complying with accepted traditions of the day.

	Packing up and leaving home must have been a difficult decision for the many émigrés. They boarded a ship in Palermo with all the belongings they could reasonably carry and made the 30-day journey across the Atlantic. The conditions in steerage were unsanitary, crowded and lacked privacy. Some pregnant woman gave birth during the journey under those stressful and filthy conditions. Quite a few passengers became ill with dysentery, smallpox and other easily communicable diseases. Those who survived were stronger and had immune systems able to deal with these diseases. The hardships they suffered during the trip for them was well worth the freedom and opportunities they believed lay ahead.

	The last day of the journey must have been spectacular for the many desperate travelers. They steamed into the wide New York harbor to be greeted by a tall verdigris statue, namely, the Statue of Liberty. Although worn to the bone, they must have experienced an exhilaration to have reached the American shores, where the “streets were paved with gold.”  After being processed through Ellis Island, most of the immigrants had family or a padrone (sponsor) to greet them. However, if they showed signs of illness, they were detained and quarantined on Ellis Island until they recovered.

	The history of immigration in the US reveals many changes over the years and for many reasons. The laws shift to favor one ethnic group over another; once again, prejudice plays a big part in the process. It’s quite complicated and evolving to the present day.

	 

	 

	


Grandpa Alfonso Lancona

	Records show that Grandpa Al was born in the US in New York City. At some point he went to Italy and studied at a University in Naples where he obtained a degree in accounting. He was a whiz with figures and had a good business sense as well. Some stories told how he was an ardent student burying his head in books and was not a partier, a rather stern young man, and focused on his studies, not given to youthful distractions. Other details about his education are sketchy.

	Grandpa Al returned to the US fortified with a college education. In September, 1908, he met Carmela Ferrara and they married. Soon a family was on the horizon, they had four children, Rose, Gerald, Salvatore and Maria. They purchased a home on Staten Island where the family grew and lived for many years, according to the census records of 1920, 1930 and 1940. During those years he obtained the position of Vice President of a local bank and did the books for a few private businesses.

	Although the Lancona family went through the depression in the 1930’s they didn’t experience the deprived state that many others found themselves, although there was food rationing. Perhaps Grandpa Alfonso had some connections through friends or possibly the Masons. He was a long standing member of the brotherhood and he attained the level of 32nd degree Mason before he died in 1944.

	Grandma did not reveal very much about her husband; although whatever was said described him as an upstanding man with good principles. His business dealings were private and not shared with the rest of the family. In those days being “head of the household” meant that his business and transactions were withheld from Grandma Carmela and the children. He provided a comfortable lifestyle.

	During his career, he bought and sold real estate, owned a coffee shop, and did accounting for a couple of firms. As far as Grandma Carmela was concerned, he was an honorable man. They lived in the house at 86 Van Pelt Avenue, Staten Island about 30 years before moving to the small rent controlled apartment in the Bronx. It was supposed to be a temporary move, transitioning to another house north of the Woodlawn Cemetery on the Yonkers border. He was negotiating the purchase of a 6-story apartment building on DeKalb Avenue in the Bronx, near the apartment. These negotiations fell apart when Grandpa suddenly died of a massive heart attack at about the age of 56. Grandma and the children were totally ignorant about how to conduct business and pick up where Grandpa left off.

	He left a substantial sum in a savings account and Grandma also had his social security. The stewardship of the monies was turned over to Uncle Jerry, since he was the oldest son. Over a short period of time the monies quickly were diminished through excessive and unnecessary spending on the part of the two brothers. According to tradition, the oldest son would be responsible for taking care of the widowed mother and sister.

	That pretty much ended the future hopes and dreams of Marie, Grandma and Jonna.

	 

	 

	


Anything Goes

	In the 1930’s the American songwriter and composer Cole Porter, published a tune entitled “Anything Goes.” The time period was after the first World War and in the 1920’s when the younger generation wanted to break loose and get away from anything old fashioned or traditional. The “Roaring Twenties” brought styles of clothing and music that reflected a rebellious mindset as the skirts became shorter, the shorter hair styles were called bobs, the music got jazzier, and bootleg hooch flowed freely in the “Speak Easies.” They danced to the Charleston, a type of energetic dance, revealing more leg and skin year by year. Famous movie stars like Jean Harlow sported the latest revealing fashion and hair styles as the masses of moviegoers ogled these gorgeous women and handsome men. “Talkies” and musicals began to pop up monthly as audiences ate up the genre. Before the 20’s, silent movies were all that was available. Within a few relatively years the Victorian Age had vanished.

	So Cole Porter wrote:

	In oldern  days a glimpse of stocking was looked on as something hocking, now heaven knows, Anything Goes!

	Good Authors too who once knew better words now only use four letter words writing pros, Anything Goes!

	The world has gone mad today, and good’s bad today and black’s white today, and day’s night today, when most guys today, that women prize today are just silly gigolos.

	So though I’m not a great romancer I know that you are bound to answer when I propose…. Cause anything goes.

	When Grandma Carmela arrived in the late 1800’s and well into the 1900’s she dressed in long skirts or dresses with long sleeves, laced up shoes, stockings, bloomers, corsets, gloves, hats and umbrellas to shield their skin from the sun. Most of the body was concealed. The summers must have been brutal!  It must have taken an hour just to get dressed!

	Some women used loose powder and rouge to pink up their cheeks. Make-up was mostly reserved for show-business people who were considered immodest and immoral. They probably dressed in revealing clothing, showing ankle and low cut blouses revealing bosoms.

	New Yorkers traveled by trolly car; horse and carriage was reserved for the upper crust or shall we say the wealthy. The streets bustled with push carts and in some places gas lights were still operational. The gas lamps were lit at sundown by a “Lamplighter” and extinguished at sun up. Electric service was not always available. The streets were kept clean by “Sweeps;” they traveled the neighborhoods to collect not only trash, but horse pucky too!

	A generation, by some, is counted every 10 years. The 1930’s, 40’s 50’s and 60’s would introduce revolutionary, (some might call progressive), attitudes in the modern world. The industrial age that began in the 1850’s in Europe offered mass manufacturing and the so-called modern conveniences produced would lighten the workload for the average person, making life easier. The flip side was that many skilled laborers were displaced by machinery and unemployed.

	In the 1940’s many young men served in the military during World War II. Women became a strong presence in the workforce. Rosie-the-Riveter, became an icon for the working women of the nation!

	The 1950’s in some ways seemed more stable as returning soldiers regrouped, bought houses under the GI Bill and started families. Their children are known as “the baby boomers” those born after 1946 through 1964.

	It’s probably impossible for the young generation of the 21st century to comprehend the amazing world-wide changes in attitude, communication, social mores, over the past century. The young believe they know it all, believe that their knowledge and attitudes are progressive, they believe the world is their oyster, and that they can improve on the old and bring in the new.

	I beg to remind that the expression “been there, done that” is reserved for those who have lived a full life of many years. They experienced one to one relationships, in person, face to face, without the aid of the internet or social media.

	Perhaps the joys of a less cluttered and confusing lifestyle might become popular again……
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