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1 

mY gENTILE rOOTS

––––––––
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I was born into an Italian home, and my birth name was so Italian that my mother nicknamed me at birth. My birth certificate reads a traditional Italian moniker that dates back centuries in Italy. Italian tradition dictated that daughters be named after their grandmothers, and I was no exception. My twin sister and I were each given the name of a maternal matriarch, mine from my father's side and hers from my mother's.

New Canaan CT

At the time, my parents resided in New Canaan, Connecticut, a town that consistently ranked among the state's most upscale communities. A bedroom town of New York City, New Canaan is renowned for its great wealth and affluence. It's considered a power town, meaning its citizens are not only well-to-do but also hold positions of power, with many at the top of their industries and fields.

My Father 

All these executives and notables lived in beautiful homes, some of which my father built. My father was a builder and skilled stone mason. The Romans' reputation as master builders is well-known. If you're in doubt, just visit Rome and see the ancient roads and buildings still standing. The Romans invented concrete and built structures to last. My father had a love affair with concrete, which I came to understand when I learned this fact. He was always mixing it and seemed to use it everywhere.

In the 1960s, the seeds were sown for New Canaan to become known as a community of wealth and power. Wall Street executives and corporate leaders began moving to New Canaan, attracted by its rural charm, good schools, and easy commute to New York City. During this era, notable architects designed modernist architecture within the town, contributing to its notoriety. My father was an active builder and developer at that time, helping shape New Canaan's architectural character with his modernist-style and colonial-style homes.

My Parents’ Home

Not all New Canaanites were welcoming to everyone, as social segregation was prevalent in the Fairfield County area. Through the years, you heard stories of contractors having to enter homes through the back door and other actions and commentary reinforcing class division. When you grow up in New Canaan, you see it as a way of life, except in my parents' home. Everyone was welcome, and each person who walked through the door was treated as if they were the most important person on earth. They were waited on and fed at my mother and father's Italian table. Black, white, blue, or purple, powerful or poor, it didn't matter; all were treated with dignity and respect when they entered my parents' house.

Mr. Lee

My father's chief laborer and foreman, Mr. Lee, was of African descent and originally lived in Norfolk, Virginia. In southern style, he always referred to my mother and father by their first name, preceded by Mr. or Miss. We, in turn, addressed him with equal respect as Mr. Lee. He was a constant presence in our lives as kids, and to this day, I still don't know his last name - he'll always be Mr. Lee to me.

He and his wife, Dora, would take me and my twin sister and younger brother to the beach in Westport at Sherwood Island every year.  We looked forward to their taking us to the park, and they had carefully packed snacks and drinks. One year, Mr. Lee commented that another black man came up to him and said, "What are you doing with those white kids?" He was visibly upset by the man's exchange with him. At the time, I was unaware of the attitudes towards interracial relationships; I didn't see Mr. Lee through the lens of his skin color. Instead, I knew him as another important person in our home, treated with affection and regarded as an equal by my parents

Orthadox Jewish Aunt

You would never think that in an Italian Catholic family with my grandparents off the boat that we would have an Orthodox Jewish aunt named Aunt Anita. She was married to one of my father's brothers, Bruno. It doesn't get any more Italian than Bruno, a top 20 name in Italy for decades. It's a classic Italian name. Bruno was a kindhearted man; he was my favorite uncle for that reason. He wasn't notable by the world's standards; he worked as a taxi driver in Stamford, Connecticut. 

When I was going through an extremely difficult time, my uncle shared his experiences with me, and this was the time I got to know him. One day, in conversation, he told me that he was good friends with Anita's father and that her father had asked him to look after his daughter, and he promised he would and married her. Anita was special needs; her slowness was obvious in her gracious speech. 

Aunt Anita’s Family: Russian Jews Who Fled Pogroms

Anita’s grandparents, Joseph and Lena immigrated to the United States from Russia in 1892 in their late teens to early 20’s. Russia had a long history of anti-Semitism, and the late 19th century saw a surge in pogroms (violent attacks on Jewish communities). The most notorious pogroms occurred in 1881-1884, but attacks continued throughout the 1890s. Jewish people faced discrimination, violence, and economic restrictions, making life increasingly difficult. This most likely led to the couple immigrating to the United States and ending up in Brooklynn New York.  Their daughter Mary would marry Moe.  His mother Ida was also from Russia while his father Samuel was born in Germany. The couple arrived in New York in 1891 and most likely fleeing the same circumstances as Anita’s parents. 

Nelson Street-Primary Jewish Destination

Mary’s Hebrew name was Mere bat Akiva Yosef, and Moe’s was Moshe ben Shmuel Aizik. They would start their family in the Bronx.  The area of Nelson Street where they lived, was a primary destination for Jewish immigrants in the early 20th century. 

During the 1920s and 1930s, the area around Nelson Avenue was home to many Jewish shops, restaurants, and cultural institutions. There were several synagogues in the area, including the Nelson Avenue Synagogue, which was established in the 1920s. The Jewish community in the Bronx during this period was largely composed of immigrants from Eastern Europe, particularly from Poland and Russia. Many of these immigrants worked in the garment industry, which was a major employer in the area. Moe worked as a clothes cutter for New Clather Manufacturing, which was located in the Bronx and Mary stayed at home when Anita was born, having previously worked in a grocery store.  Mary and Moe had Anita later in life, Mary was 40 when she gave birth to Anita who was the couple’s only child.

Bruno and Moe

Bruno was good friends with Moe.  He was a kind man who found Anita attractive and must have voiced this to her father.

No doubt, her father loved her very much and worried about her ability to function alone after he and his wife passed. No one came along in his community who had any attraction to Anita.  Given her deficit, her dad must have worried greatly. Anita was 19 years old nearing 20 when she married Bruno.

Moe and Mary chose for Anita to marry a Jewish man, as that is the teaching and custom in their world. But what is an Orthodox Jewish man to do when he has a special needs daughter whom he loves dearly and knows will not be able to survive alone when he and his wife pass away? 

He becomes friends with a young Italian named Bruno, a cab driver with a kind heart. Bruno, a working man of average to below average intelligence, finds Anita attractive and has a heart for her. He also has a close relationship with her father, who trusts him enough to give him his word. Thus, Abraham defies his faith and entrusts his daughter to Bruno to marry for the sake of her future. Most likely Moe’s wife had health issues she was struggling with that lead to her death.  Anita’s mother died when she was only 24 years old. While Moe was left bereaved and dealing with his own health concerns, he knew that Anita would be cared for by Bruno. Moe died 9 years later in 1972. 

Aunt Anita in our Family

Anita loved Bruno and relied on him. Bruno never mentioned Anita as having a disability, and frankly, I don’t think he saw it. Sadly, not long after Bruno died, Anita went into a home.

In my family, the only comments about our Aunt Anita were us kids noting her distinct ways, and my mother explaining that it was because she was still practicing her faith despite her marriage to Bruno. Bruno and Anita had two boys, whom she raised as Orthodox Jews, just like herself. I can still see her boys in their skullcaps dressed in dark pants and vests. Notably, Anita continued to dress like an Orthodox Jewish woman, maintaining her faith and traditions. My Uncle did not convert to Judaism, but he was not a practicing Catholic. He could have agreed with her father that he would have no problem with Anita keeping her traditions and training her boys in them. Moreover, Anita’s boys are Jewish by Jewish law, this did not change by her marriage. This might have been considered by Anita’s father in giving her in marriage to my Uncle Bruno. 

Thus, in my family the message was that Anita's faith was different from ours, and that was it. Aunt Anita, like everyone else, was treated with dignity and respect, and the only difference between her and us was her faith. Her being Jewish did not matter, and she was accepted into our family with open arms. 

So, I can tell you that I had an Orthodox Jewish aunt who was married to my uncle Bruno. At the time, I had no idea about the sad reality of her Jewish history. I didn't know until years later that it was not uncommon for families to reject their family member's marriage to a Jewish partner. When I learned of this, I was surprised. To be honest, I couldn't understand it and found it ridiculous. Looking back at my upbringing, I see how much my parents shaped my attitudes. Their actions, treating everyone who came through the door as if they were the most important person on earth, shaped mine.

Catholic School

New Canaan was home to St. Aloysius, a Catholic school that recently closed its doors. The school served students from first through eighth grade. My parents opted to send us there to provide us with a solid foundation in religious teachings. One sunny day, while outside with Sister Rita, who had just taught a story, a couple of boys mentioned, "The Jews killed Jesus." I don't recall my thoughts at the time, but it was my first experience hearing a dramatic and railing accusation against the Jews. 

At around 13 years old, I left the Catholic Church and no longer wanted to identify as a Catholic. I concluded that the Catholic Church didn't hold the truth, and I became agnostic, questioning God's existence.

New Canaan High School Incident

In New Canaan High School, minorities and Jews were practically nonexistent. An Irish Catholic student had a friend he referred to as a "Heeb." The young man would smile as his friend uttered this derogatory










[image: image]






























	Assyrian Exile (722 BCE): The Northern Kingdom of Israel fell to Assyria, leading to the exile of its population and the dispersal of the ten lost tribes to the farthest regions of the empire. This event sparked hopes for a future leader to restore Israel's glory.

	Babylonian Exile (586 BCE): The destruction of the First Temple and the ensuing exile to Babylon intensified longings for a Messiah to deliver the Jews from oppression and restore their homeland.

	Persian Period (539-332 BCE): After Cyrus the Great allowed the Jews to return to Jerusalem, the idea of a Messiah became more defined, with expectations of a leader who would usher in a golden age.

	Hellenistic Period (332-167 BCE): The conquests of Alexander the Great and the subsequent Hellenization of the region led to increased Jewish nationalism and heightened messianic expectations.

	Maccabean Revolt (167-160 BCE): The successful rebellion against the Seleucid Empire's attempts to suppress Jewish practices further solidified the concept of a Messiah who would lead the Jews to victory and redemption.
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	Attacking Jewish people and promoting antisemitism: This is a hallmark of anti-Semitic beliefs, which have been perpetuated throughout history, often leading to violence, discrimination, and persecution.







	Promoting false analysis and conspiracies: Anti-Semitic ideologies often rely on misinformation, conspiracy theories, and distorted interpretations of religious texts to justify their beliefs.  By suggesting that God's prophetic word requires the help of conspirators, these ideologies undermine the concept of divine providence and instead promote a narrative of human manipulation and control.
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