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To my grandson, Lucas Addivinola. 

May your life be full of interesting stories.

Grandpop

An Unconventional Life

Memoirs of Carmen ‘Tom’ Cellucci
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Part One: The Early Years
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AS THE SON OF ITALIAN-Americans, and the grandson of Italian immigrants, it wasn’t difficult to know where I came from. When my grandparents arrived in the United States, they brought Italy with them: its culture, its customs and its cuisine.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

San Donato Beyond Italy
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I

was born on June 11, 1932, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, to Carl and Gerarda Cellucci. We were three children: Carl Jr., my sister Lorraine and me.

We lived in a home at 245 Simpson Street in the western part of Philadelphia. My family was essentially lower middle-class. My father was an auto mechanic for a cab company. My mother was a housewife, but she took small jobs when available. Our house was a row home, with two bedrooms and one bathroom. There was a coal-fired furnace in the basement, which heated the house and water. When I was big enough, sometimes I had to feed the monster, always one last shovelful, then bank the fire, and go to bed. 

The street had gas lanterns and the lamplighter would pass every evening with a long wick and light the lamp. In the morning, he would return and shut off the gas. Someone wrote a song called The 0ld Lamplighter of Long, Long Ago, which shows how old I am! Two rows of houses faced each other across a narrow street just wide enough for a car or small truck or a horse-drawn cart or wagon. 

Bottles of milk were delivered daily by a horse-drawn wagon. The driver would place the bottles at our doorstep. Sometimes, in very cold weather, the cream and milk would separate, and a column of ice would pop out of the bottle, rise up, and there would be a paper cap on top of the column of ice, funny looking. The driver would collect payment once a week for the milk and home delivery. I liked to watch the delivery because every once in a while the horse would act up and the driver would have his hands full. 

Coal delivery was by truck. Our big coal bin was in the basement, and the delivery men would attach a type of metal slide that extended from the truck through a small window at sidewalk level down into our coal bin. They would shovel the coal onto the slide and push it down, through the window, into the bin. Then they would collapse the slide and ring the doorbell to be paid.

During those early years on Simpson Street, we had no clothes washer or dryer, no telephone and no refrigerator, just an icebox that kept food and drink cold until the ice melted. The icebox had a box-area on top that would hold a block of ice. That worked reasonably well. The ice was delivered in a horse-driven cart, and the driver would use an ice pick to cut a block that would fit; and using large ice-tongs, he would deliver it to the icebox in the house. I liked to watch him cut the ice to size at the wagon. The horse for this cart was also a handful. 

My mother was a firm believer of “fresh air is good for you” so she insisted that the windows in the bedrooms be left open regardless of the weather and temperature. The coal fire was banked low in the basement so that did not help much. During those years, the three of us children were still very small, and we slept together. When the weather was very cold, my mother would finally close the windows. She would heat a brick in the basement, wrap it in towels, and put it in our bed, at our feet, to keep us warm. No electric heating pads. That arrangement lasted until my mother insisted to my dad that Lorraine needed her own room, away from the boys. They bought a new house with three bedrooms on Harlan Street, five or six blocks away. 

My grandparents on the Cellucci side lived a few blocks from us. We visited them every Sunday afternoon. My grandfather was “Carmine” not Carmen. At my birth I was supposed to take his name, but the doctor/nurse was not aware of the difference, so they wrote “Carmen” on my birth certificate. That was okay in an Italian neighborhood, but it caused me problems when I went to Panama and Central America where “Carmen” is a woman’s name. That is when I started to use my middle name Thomas (Tom).

My best friend at that time was Jimmy Pizzi who lived across the street in a house facing ours. We liked to go down the street to play in an open field at the bottom of a hill near a small creek. That was our favorite place. In winter, when there was snow, we would slide down the hill on our bellies until our parents bought us sleds. In summer, we climbed trees and chased tiny fish in the creek.

When I was five or six years old, my family moved to our new house at 6530 Harlan Street about five city blocks from the old one. It was a much nicer house but still a row home with a small lawn in front and a wine cellar.

My cousin Ben lived about a hundred yards from us. He and I went through kindergarten, grade-school and high school together. We played on the same teams. We even had tonsillectomies at the same time. Ben and I have essentially the same blood line. His father and my mother are brother and sister, and my father and his mother are brother and sister. We argued which one of us was better looking. We are well in our eighties now and he still won’t accept facts.

Both neighborhoods were populated by people of Italian extraction. A person could get by just speaking Italian. All the shops, supermarkets, doctors’s offices, everywhere had someone who spoke Italian. Some only spoke Italian. The name of the grammar school was St. Donato, and so was the name of our church. In fact, several of the people in both neighborhoods, my grandparents included, came from the same town in Italy, San Donato!

Many years later, my wife Gale and I visited that other San Donato where we found my Cellucci cousins, descendants of those who stayed. Italian family bonds are strong, even across centuries and oceans.
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Grandma’s Apron
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W

hen I was a kid, my uncle Ben and Aunt Clara had a successful Italian restaurant. Members of the Acchione and Cellucci families worked there. My folks helped, my dad as a bartender and my mom as a cook or waitress, both part time. Grandmom Acchione worked in the kitchen.

At times, when the meat ran out, my Uncle Ben would go into the countryside, visiting farms he knew, to buy a large hog or beef for the kitchen. The farmer’s men would kill the animal, gut it and put the carcass on a flat-bed truck for delivery to the restaurant’s kitchen. A garage behind the restaurant was turned into a butcher shop. The men would take the carcass there where it would be suspended from the ceiling. They then turned it over to Grandma to do the butchering behind closed doors, usually alone.

We children were not allowed inside so we sat on a rock wall outside, waiting to be called. Occasionally, the door would open a bit and she or her helper would pass out a platter of cut meat for one of us to take to the kitchen. The door was never opened enough for the children to see the bloody carcass hanging from the ceiling. 

On occasion Grandma would leave the “butcher shop.” The picture that remains in my mind is that of Grandma standing there with a bloody butcher’s apron covering her from her neck to her feet, a thick heavy belt around her waist. Stuck through the belt was her collection of various knives, a knife-sharpener, and other “weapons of war” and the bloody cuts of meat piled on a tray on a nearby table. Attila the Hun at work.
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Grandpop’s Wine Cellar
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M

y grandparents, the Celluccis, lived only a few city blocks from us. Most Sunday afternoons we would visit them for a few hours. After some conversation in the living room my grandfather would take me aside and whisper, “Let’s go down to the wine cellar. I just tapped a new barrel and I want to have a little taste to see how it is.” 

In his hand he would have a wine glass for him and a shot-glass for me. Sometimes it would be to tap a five-gallon jug instead of a barrel, depending on his production! Remembering the previous week’s action, I would be a little reluctant, but he was my grandfather and namesake, and I liked him. I couldn’t refuse! So we would leave everyone else in the living-room and go down to the cellar where there were several barrels lined up, some with spigots already in the flat faces of the barrels and others with a bung, a large wooden plug on the top of the barrel which had to be removed to use a rubber hose to siphon wine into a pitcher.

Grandpop would fill our glasses, sniff and taste his and ask me what I thought of the taste and color. (As though I could judge.) We would chat and he would fill his second glass (and sometimes mine) and after we emptied those glasses, we would return to the group upstairs. After everyone ran out of conversation, we would walk home, where I would retreat to my bedroom. At dinner time my mother would call, and I would go down to the dinner table.

One such Sunday, my mother looked carefully at me and with a puzzled look said, “I don’t understand. You are always hyper and running all the time, except on Sunday afternoons when we return from visiting your grandparents. You always want to take a nap, and you almost NEVER take naps! 

I did not tell her that when we return from visiting grandpop, I AM USUALLY A LITTLE BIT TIPSY, and I need the nap! At six years old, I couldn’t hold my booze.
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Country Cook
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G

randmom Acchione, my mom’s mother, had been a country girl before immigrating with Grandpop to the US. She seemed to be comfortable in fields and woods and generally outdoors. Whenever she could get someone to drive out to the countryside, she was ready to go. In the woods, she would hunt for wild mushrooms, and in the streams, there was watercress. In the fields, there were fresh fruits and tender dandelions. She knew where there was safe spring water coming out of the rocky walls in the rocky hillside. She would have someone drive a pipe into a large crack in the rock and she had her spring water. 

Grandpop was never sure she knew which wild mushrooms were safe to eat so whenever there were mushrooms used in the spaghetti sauce, he would not dine with other members of the family until an hour later. In the event someone became ill, this would give him time to get to a hospital to have his stomach pumped. No one dared tease him about this.

Grandmom was also comfortable at the seaside. In the summer, our two families would rent a cottage at the seashore and send the children of both families there, along with Grandmom, who was in charge and responsible for our wellbeing. Our parents would visit on weekends. The cottage was near the beach and near a playground. I cannot recall how all of us fit in the cottage during weekends.

The daily routine was that Grandmom would feed us children breakfast with the help of the oldest child, and then she would send all of us out to the beach with our sand buckets, umbrella, and whatever else we felt like carrying.

Living off the countryside never seemed to be out of mind. Now it was the sea, not the woods. I recall her taking me aside, pointing to the wooden poles supporting one of the piers off the beach and telling me to get my bucket and small rake and wade out there, chest-high, and strip the black mussels off the poles – we would  take them back to the cottage, boil them and they would be part of our lunch.

One day she told me there was a conch that she could see, off the beach, in three or four feet of water. How she could see it was a wonder! She pointed and told me to walk into the water and directed me to feel around with my feet until I located it. She was right.  I sunk down, grabbed it, and headed to the beach to give her the trophy. That would be part of a lunch! On occasion, she would find large clams, and they also went in the lunch pot.

That is the beach front, and then there was the back-bay!
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Polenta Politics
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A

t the Acchione restaurant, polenta was served when the snows came. Nonno “Costanzo” Acchione, my grandfather, closed the bar, went into the kitchen and got an enormous caldron of boiling water and placed the corn meal in it and started stirring with a long wooden spoon. When it was ready, my grandmother Nonna Acchionne would open up a card table and place the polenta in the center on a large wooden serving board. The polenta was topped with tomato sauce, but the meat was in the middle. The rule was you had to eat your way to the center, where the meat was. Of course, we kids raced to be the first to the center. Need I say more?
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Cops and Robbers
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I

would never say that my Uncle Tony was bad. He was just mischievous, fun-loving and adventurous, and like a few teens in our neighborhood, he entered his “bad boy” days, and his deed did him in.

One day, he and another teenager found a way to get into a parked car and take it for “a ride!” In short order, the owner missed his car, called the police and Tony and his friend were hauled into the police station and jailed. Since their illegal “joy ride” was too minor a crime for prison, they were punished with time in a “House of Correction,” and away they went to a small facility on an island on a near-by river.

After some months, on a stormy night, they decided to “break out.” They made their way to the city outskirts and separated. The friend hitch-hiked to the Boston area where some family members were living. Uncle Tony headed to West Philadelphia to hide out with some of his family. Since they knew that police would come looking for him, they gave him a camping-tent, which he set up in a nearby patch of woods. Someone brought food to him every day. The police came looking for him, and the family denied knowing anything about his whereabouts.

The police checked frequently, but since it was such a petty thing, they soon stopped visiting. Tony settled into a more-or-less normal life and behaved himself with the usual jobs for his age.

After a few years, he applied for and got a job working for the railroad company. He became a responsible employee and moved on to a job as a brakeman on boxcars. The boxcars have a wheel of sorts on one end of the car, on the roof, with a steel rod from the roof down to a brake on the wheels. 

The cars came loaded with merchandise, and were run down a raised ramp and directed, by switches, to unloading piers where the merchandise could be loaded onto trucks and driven away. The brakeman would sit on the roof of the car, hands on the wheel, and his job was to slow and stop the car when it arrived at the proper un-loading pier. It was not a fancy job, but it was a responsible one.

One unfortunate day, the wheel and shaft came undone and the car sped to a pier at speed. Tony spun the wheel to no avail and hung on for the crash. The car hit the end of the run with a bang- throwing Tony off from the top of the car. It was a bad fall and Tony suffered damage to his back. 

He spent some time in the hospital and was finally released with a warning to “take care” and work on jobs that would not strain his back. The railroad company had paid all the hospital and doctor bills and the insurance company gave Tony a reasonable amount of money to settle any claims. 

Uncle Tony used the money to open a small grocery and ice cream parlor for the family. Some contacts helped him get a laid-back job as a guard/watchman at a near-by city park property that included a playground, baseball field for children, a football field, and a fence to keep out bums, etc. All he had to do was “watch” and make sure there was no vandalism of the city’s property and to open the gate and lock it for the children’s teams. When maintenance was required, he alerted the correct city department. 

One day, he noticed a small car with two men sitting inside, and it appeared they were watching him. They stayed there for a couple of hours and then left. They would return sporadically, and this continued for some time.

After a few days of this, Tony became curious and decided to investigate. 

“What’s going on?” he asked them. “You seem to be watching me. Why’s that?” 

“We’re police officers,” they said. “And we’re really watching to see if somebody we’re looking for visits you!” 

“Yeah?” Uncle Tony was surprised.

“Yeah, we’re looking for a bank robber; he’s active in the Boston area. We’re trying to track him down. He has a long record, and we reviewed all his known friends with whom he may be in contact. We know he escaped from some facility in Pennsylvania with a friend in the “old days”. He might still be in contact with such a good friend. ‘Birds of a feather, you know the old saying.” 

So, the police had tracked Tony down and were watching him to see if he was still in contact with that old friend who had escaped with him from detention many years ago. They continued to watch him for a few more days, then gave it up.
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Golf Ball Entrepreneur
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U

ncle Tony, on occasion, would come to our house to visit my mom, his sister. He was kind of a rough, tough guy, but gentle with the family children. He had been a boxer in a few professional fights and sometimes worked as a bouncer at night clubs. No trouble-maker would want to take him on.

Even though he wasn’t a golfer, he spent quite a bit of time on golf courses walking the edges of the fairways and roughs in search of lost golf balls, which he cleaned and then sold to the golfers for a dollar each. Back then a dollar was worth a lot more than today, and Uncle Tony had a good eye. Of course, on most golf courses, the mother lode of lost golf balls would be in the ponds, where the golfers lose balls with bad shots. Along the edges it’s easy pickings, but under water is another story entirely. Pond water is usually not very deep, but it’s deep enough to discourage a golfer to wade out to try to find the lost ball. So Uncle Tony bought the necessary equipment: A wet suit, goggles, a small, hand-held rake and a bucket with holes in the bottom.

One night, he waited for the Club House to close for the night. He put on his gear, slid into the waters of the pond and started dragging his small rake on the bottom of the pond where it was most likely that the golfer’s shot had gone astray. The pond was not deep, some areas probably chest high. Every once in a while, he would pull up his rake to see if he had any luck, and now and then he would find a golf ball or two, or more.

Although the Club House was closed for the night, Uncle Tony forgot that there would be a watchman on the grounds. The moon had come up and there was considerable visibility, and the watchman was circling the pond. Just at that moment, Uncle Tony rose from a deep spot, water dripping from his head and mask and wet suit and goggles, a monster from the deep.

The watchman screamed and raced down the path as fast as he could run, his yells fading in the distance. I can only imagine what his family or his boss must have thought when he tried to tell them what happened.

Our family laughed at this impossible story for some time. Unfortunately, on the downside, Uncle Tony had to give up his golf ball business.
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Pheasant Under Grass
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O

ne day while Uncle Tony scoured the golf course in his search for lost golf balls, a pheasant exploded out of the high grass. Apparently it had been resting or nesting there. It was harvest time at some of the nearby farms and the men and machines working the fields probably convinced the bird to seek refuge there. 

Uncle Tony, never one to miss an opportunity, thought it would be nice to enjoy a pheasant dinner if the pheasant returned. So he went home for a small handful of dried corn and returned to the nesting area where he sprinkled a few small kernels, counting them carefully. A couple of days later he returned to the site and ALL the corn was gone. It was possible some other animal or bird had eaten the corn, but that was unlikely. He repeated the procedure for a few days so the bird would be comfortable feeding there. 

But how could he catch the pheasant? He was not about to use a shotgun, so he had to come up with another idea. After some thought he put his supplies together- a long nail or spike; two or three feet of thin nylon line, and the hardest to find, a very, very tiny fishhook with a very sharp tip.

At the site, Uncle Tony drove the spike into the ground, tied the thin line to it and then tied the tiny hook to the other end. He impaled one kernel of corn on the hook and called it a day.

The next day he waited until late afternoon, to give the bird enough time to feed well and hopefully to swallow the bait, hook, line and sinker.

Lo and behold, there was the bird, flapping its wings. Uncle Tony dispatched the pheasant with a quick twist of his neck, put him in a sack he had brought with him and called it a good day. There would be roast pheasant for dinner.
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