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1.
The Great War

They longed for a better life but had only one option 
left. With eyes restless from their journey, Nicola 
Di Gregorio and Vincenzo Marzola beheld a vast 
and clamorous freight train as it slowed to nearly a 
stall in an eastern Pennsylvania field in July 1902. 

Snaking toward them, the mass of railcars jostled and groaned 
like a great body willing to neither join nor die.

Nicola pointed to one of the boxcars crawling in their 
direction from about 200 yards off. The door in the middle of 
the boxcar had been slid wipe open, leaving maximum room 
for error. “I go first,” Nicola instructed in Italian as he sidled 
toward the oncoming car. He then hollered above the din: “You 
stay there. Watch how I do it. Then I’ll help you.”

Vincenzo nodded, making a quick sign of the cross.
Nicola’s wary brown eyes tried to gauge the right moment. 

His heart pounding, he took several deep breaths and bent his 
knees in anticipation. As the boxcar rumbled within 20 yards of 
him, he raced through the field toward the moving target of the 
open door, aiming to intersect it at a right angle. When he came 
within a yard of the door, he sprang from the earth, hurled him-
self through the opening, and landed on his abdomen onto the 
platform, using momentum to roll the rest of his body inside. 
“Hurry!” he stood up and shouted.

Vincenzo followed suit. He raced toward the moving tar-
get, leapt off the ground, dove through the opening, and landed 
on his abdomen. But momentum failed to propel him further, 
leaving his legs to dangle over the edge of the boxcar, between 
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its grinding wheels.
Nicola grabbed the wrists of Vincenzo and lurched back-

wards, dragging him the rest of the way inside. Nicola then 
knelt on one knee to catch his breath.

They made it. Grinning at each other, they laughed and 
sighed in relief.

But there were already two other hobos in the boxcar. They 
had left the door open for ventilation. They were there first, 
and they didn’t want anyone else there, as indicated by the cold 
glances thrown at the newcomers.

The train picked up steam, the horn wailing in the distance.
Nicola and Vincenzo moved toward the corner of the box-

car opposite the other hobos and sat down. Nicola uttered 
something in Italian, unintelligible to the others.

The earlier arrivals mumbled something to each other, too. 
They stood up, strutted across the platform, and confronted the 
newcomers, towering over them. “Get your greasy asses outta 
here, you damn dirty dagos!” one of the native hobos cursed.

“Okay, okay,” Nicola put up his hands. “We go,” he spoke in 
English. “At the next station.”

“Get out now!” the other native shouted. “Cantcha under-
stand?” he jeered.

Nicola arose to face the men. But before he could find his 
equilibrium, they shoved him to within a foot of the open door. 
“Now!” they yelled above the accelerating chugs of the locomo-
tive.

Nicola regained his footing. “We go at the next station,” he 
held his ground.

Vincenzo stood up to intervene, but the jerking train 
knocked him to the floor, where he heard a bloodcurdling 
scream. By the time he looked up, Nicola was gone.

“Musta stumbled,” one of the standing hobos muttered to 
the other.

Vincenzo ran toward the open door, bracing himself against 
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the inside edge, and caught a glimpse of something that caused 
him to recoil in horror. Nicola, having slipped or been shoved 
sideways off the surging beast as if he were excess skin being 
shed, had struck his head on a rail and been decapitated by the 
charging wheels, his skull crushed beneath the bowels of the 
train and his body ejected away from the tracks.

Nicola was a 43-year-old peasant farmer when he had 
arrived in America from Italy aboard the SS. Patria on April 
21, 1902. He had left his wife, Angelade Mergiota, and their 
seven children in the isolated Abruzzi village of Farindola. He 
and Vincenzo had traveled together from the village, hoping to 
find better work in America and to bring the earnings home to 
their families. The two men, both in their forties, had originally 
been accompanied by two other men from the village, both in 
their twenties.

There was so much excitement and promise at the start, as 
the four men rested their sea-weary eyes upon the uplifting gaze 
of the Statue of Liberty and disembarked at Ellis Island that 
spring day, each holding $10 and innumerable dreams. None 
of the four had ever been to America, and none was joining a 
relative. The final destination for all of them was supposed to be 
New York. Filled with hope upon sight of the great city, they 
knew that all they needed to do was to ride the ferry from Ellis 
Island across the Hudson River, arrive among the impressive 
buildings on the other side, and hunt for work in Little Italy, 
which awaited them smack in the middle of Lower Manhattan. 
Little Italy would be the launch pad of their American dreams.

Within two months, however, the dreams turned to night-
mares for Nicola and Vincenzo. Like most Italian migrants of 
their day, they were illiterate and mostly unskilled. But unlike 
most Italian migrants of their day, Nicola and Vincenzo were 
also considered to be old. Their younger companions, in con-
trast, could also read and write in Italian. The four men discov-
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ered that there were many opportunities in Little Italy for men 
from Italy who were literate and in their twenties, but there 
were few opportunities in Little Italy for men from Italy who 
were illiterate and in their forties. Nicola also tried but failed to 
find work as a butcher in New York City’s meatpacking district.

By the end of June 1902, Nicola and Vincenzo found them-
selves penniless. Resigned to the disappointment of New York 
City, they decided to try their luck in Philadelphia, where others 
from Farindola had settled. The two younger men gave Nicola 
and Vincenzo money for food, but they still didn’t have enough 
money for the train. And so in early July 1902, ten weeks after 
their arrival in America, Nicola and Vincenzo were riding the 
rails on their way to Philadelphia, still looking for work.

The morning after the gruesome incident, Vincenzo 
returned to the eastern Pennsylvania field, having caught 
another freight train in the opposite direction. He walked 
along the tracks toward the area where he believed that he 
had glimpsed the mutilated corpse of his friend, intending to 
dig a grave and to erect a cross of wooden branches. But when  
Vincenzo arrived at what he thought was the most likely spot, 
he saw no sign of the body. He paced back and forth between 
the railroad ties and the berm alongside the tracks, his alarm 
growing. It seemed that all traces of his friend had been erased 
from the earth. Compounding the anxiety as he continued to 
follow the tracks, Vincenzo encountered so many fields, for-
ests, meadows, twists, and curves along the route zigzagging 
through that part of eastern Pennsylvania that he could not be 
certain where the body might have fallen. Everything in his 
mind became cloaked in a darkness deeper than that of the sur-
rounding forest.

He walked for hours in one direction, turned around, and 
walked for twice as many hours in the other direction, finding 
no evidence of Nicola alongside any stretch of track. Vincenzo 



 OH, BEAUTIFUL 7

dripped with sweat, not only because of the summer heat but 
also because of the burning realization that he would need to 
inform the family of not just one tragedy but two, both of which 
he had failed to prevent. He knew that it was his duty to give 
Nicola at least a respectful burial, but now even that gesture 
was in jeopardy. As the sun fell in the western sky, the weight 
of a family’s mourning bore down upon Vincenzo. “How could 
this be happening?” he kept thinking of Farindola and of being 
alone amid a hostile wilderness. “How could he just disappear?”

When Vincenzo came upon a railroad station, he tried 
to ask people about anyone who might have seen a body, but 
nobody paid him much attention, because he spoke only in Ital-
ian and was dressed like a hobo, his coat rumpled and his pants 
tattered. People barely acknowledged him. As dusk descended, 
he wandered in a daze along the railroad tracks heading north, 
awaiting the next chance to hop a freight train toward New 
York, where he would ask the others from Farindola to help him 
return to the village for good.

In the early autumn of 1902, Vincenzo trod the dusty foot-
path leading to Farindola, a bindle of belongings slung over his 
shoulder and a beard more grizzled than people in the village 
would have remembered. His voyage to America and back had 
been six of the most harrowing months of his 42 years of life, 
and he dreaded now bringing the horror home to the rest of 
the village. He practiced his words in his mind and prepared 
himself to avoid questions from anyone until he could speak to 
the family first.

As he proceeded through the wheat fields, with his eyes 
fixed upon the distant dwelling of Angelade Mergiota and her 
seven children at the edge of the village, people in the sur-
rounding fields recognized him, wondered why he was alone, 
and put their chores aside. Everyone in Farindola had known 
everyone in the group of four who had set out together for 
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America. Sensing that something must have been wrong, the 
villagers followed Vincenzo but did not accost him, forming a 
solemn procession in his wake and allowing him to guide them 
where he needed to go.

One of those joining the spontaneous vigil was Nicola’s old-
est son, a 16-year-old boy named Serafino, who had dropped 
out of school in the third grade to tend the fields. As Serafino 
advanced alongside the rest of the villagers toward the door 
of his own home, he started to breathe heavily. His upper lip 
began to quiver, exhibiting a faint moustache that portended 
the end of his youth.

Moments after Vincenzo entered the home, Serafino heard 
the anguished cries of his mother from within. As he pushed 
himself through the crowd toward the door, the others let him 
pass, tipping their foreheads.

“Serafino!” Angelade sobbed upon the sight of him, reach-
ing out to clutch him.

“Mama!” he broke down in her arms as she broke down in his.
“È mort’!” she told her son that his father was dead.
Serafino grimaced, swinging his head from side to side.
“Anch’è perdut’!” she could barely mouth the words. “He’s 

also lost!”
Those were words that jarred Serafino, impeding his 

mourning. He understood death, but he could not understand 
how someone could be misplaced in death, tossed aside as if a 
human presence on earth meant nothing. Serafino had lived his 
entire life in the village, where keeping in touch with everyone 
was as natural as tilling the soil and where tending the tomb-
stones and gravesites of loved ones kept them in touch as well. 
Those gravesites were not places of death; they were places that 
kept the dead alive as part of the village. They were permanent 
places for people who were visited—people with whom discus-
sions were held and from whom wisdom was received. In Farin-
dola, the physical and spiritual connections among people were 
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both as palpable as the earth, and the gravesites preserved a 
space for the living and the dead to commune. To hear that the 
body of his father had been lost offended Serafino to the core, 
cutting so deeply as if to slash his soul. It was something that 
Serafino could not abide, not then. He had little knowledge 
of the world beyond Farindola, but he was determined to do 
right by his father, no matter how far the journey or how long 
it might take. Serafino knew that he could never see his father 
again, but the 16-year-old boy needed to simply be with his 
father again. To pray at his side, seek his guidance, and listen 
for his reply. To know that he was not forever lost in a foreign 
land, his final resting place beyond reach of the ones he loved. 
To confirm that he was not some kind of abandoned soul but 
that he was indeed at peace. And to pay him the respect and 
dignity that he deserved.

“I will find the grave,” Serafino announced to his mother as 
they clung to each other. “And you will come with me to help 
me find it,” he asserted to Vincenzo.

That was the only response for which Vincenzo was unpre-
pared. Slowly, he nodded in assent.

Several weeks later, Serafino was working with a group of 
men in a harvested field, threshing wheat for the winter while 
gathering tips about traveling to America. He didn’t need to 
look far for a diversity of opinions on the matter. About half 
the people who sailed from Italy to the United States in those 
days eventually returned to Italy. Some returned triumphantly 
with their wages. Others, like Vincenzo, returned disillusioned 
or lonely or both.

“Sonuvabitch!” Vincenzo swatted his donkey while plow-
ing an adjacent field. “Sonuvabitch!” he cursed louder above the 
complaining brays.

It was the first English word that Serafino ever learned. 
“Watch this,” he winked at the men around him. “Ay,  
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Vincenzo!” Serafino hollered across the field, cupping his mouth 
like a megaphone and egging on his irate friend. “What’s it like 
in A-me-ri-ca?”

“Money!” Vincenzo spit and sneered for everyone in the 
fields to hear. “It’s all about the money!”

The group of men laughed, but Serafino saved his money for 
three and a half years, tending the vineyards around Farindola 
and selling his wine. Vincenzo saved his money, too, for he had 
promised to accompany Serafino and to retrace the path of his 
father through eastern Pennsylvania. When the two accumu-
lated enough money to pay for their roundtrip passages, they 
persuaded five other men from the village to join them.

“Promise me you’ll come home,” Angelade begged Serafino 
on his day of departure.

“Of course, I’ll come home, Mama.”
“I don’t want to lose you, too,” she buried her face in his 

warm embrace.
“You won’t lose me, Mama. Don’t worry. This is something 

I have to do for Papa.”
Serafino and his companions boarded the SS. Il Piemonte in 

Naples in May 1906. At 20, Serafino was the youngest. At 46, 
Vincenzo was the oldest.

Upon their arrival in New York City 23 days later, the seven 
men split off in different but interconnected directions. Just one 
of the men remained in the hub of New York City, joining the 
previous migrants from Farindola already there. Serafino and 
Vincenzo headed north to Harrison, New York, where a dis-
tant cousin would share tips about rail routes, coroner’s offices, 
and churches. The other four men traveled south to Philadel-
phia, where they would ask others from Farindola for ideas 
about finding the grave and await the arrival of Serafino and 
Vincenzo. The network of Farindola migrants would track the 
progress of the two men from state to state, hoping to secure 
their safety on an unpleasant quest while guiding them toward 
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people who might know something about the final resting place 
of Nicola. It was a durable web of communication and consola-
tion constructed by seven men who had arrived in an otherwise 
alien land.

But as with any network, it could tie together only so many 
loose ends. In all of their searches, Serafino and Vincenzo found 
no one who could pinpoint an exact location of the body. Nor 
did they find any death record for Nicola at any government 
office or church.

“Your father must have been buried in a pauper’s grave,” the 
most knowledgeable authorities in Pennsylvania told Serafino.

“But who buried him?” he pleaded, struggling to under-
stand.

“It could’ve been anyone, maybe someone else who was 
riding the rails four years ago. Whoever it was could be long 
gone by now. But the grave must be somewhere near White 
Haven. It’s a small town where two rail routes converge along 
the Lehigh River.”

Serafino turned to look into the eyes of Vincenzo, who then 
dropped his forehead.

It was a bitter harvest for Serafino. He suspected that the 
explanation from the authorities was a generous one. “Maybe 
the body was never buried at all,” he speculated, wincing at the 
thought of what fate might have befallen his father’s scattered 
remains in the wild. “What good is it to torment myself?” he 
fought to arrest his imagination, telling himself that he had 
done his best. But his mind could not console his heart. Nor 
could he alleviate the sting of failure. And it only intensified his 
grief to wonder if he had poured years of sweat and heartache 
onto the barren soil of a misguided hope.

By piecing together the bits of information gleaned from 
those who had helped him in his improbable pursuit, Serafino 
could pinpoint only a date. He concluded that his father must 
have died and disappeared on July 2, 1902.
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The search was over. Serafino and Vincenzo returned to 
New York in the late summer of 1906 and boarded a steam-
ship home to Farindola. While sailing back across the Atlantic,  
Serafino had several days for contemplation and—at last—
mourning. At some point along the voyage, as he pondered the 
infinite expanse of ocean all around him and allowed its gusty 
winds to stroke his face, the 20-year-old man realized that pre-
serving a concrete connection to his father was not the only way 
to pay him proper tribute. Instead, Serafino decided, he would 
have to find some other way to keep the spirit of his father alive, 
to give him the respect and dignity he deserved, and to make 
sure that he was not—and never would be—some kind of for-
gotten soul.

Farindola was, in many ways, as far away from America as 
anyone could go.

It was difficult for outsiders to reach Farindola. In winter, 
it was almost impossible. Perched in an Apennine mountain 
valley, Farindola was not geographically remote. Located near 
the center of the Italian boot between Rome on the Mediter-
ranean Sea and Pescara on the Adriatic Sea, Farindola was as 
close to major population centers as any Abruzzi hill town. In 
fact, it was surrounded by the cities of Abruzzi: Pescara to the 
east, Chieti to the south, L’Aquila to the west, and Teramo to 
the north. But Farindola clung to its mountainous isolation. 
The only “roads” leading to the village were rutted dirt switch-
backs that climbed for miles into the hills at treacherously steep 
angles. Two-legged and four-legged creatures traversed the 
trails in dry weather only.

Farindola remained largely unfazed by the outside world. 
Communication from beyond the valley came mostly in the 
form of personal reports from villagers who occasionally ven-
tured beyond the switchbacks. When the villagers spoke to one 
another, they used their own clipped Italian dialect, chopping 
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off the final vowels of nouns and adjectives and thus avoiding 
the trouble of having to make them grammatically agree. The 
few hundred souls in Farindola could easily behold, on a clear 
day, the ageless Adriatic Sea to the east. But the view of the 
bustling coastal city of Pescara remained forever blocked by the 
tiers of mountain ridges that tumbled to the sea.

For adventurous outsiders who managed to ascend the 
mountain crest on the way toward the hidden village, Farindola 
emerged as a land rooted in its timeless patterns. Each summer, 
wheat stalks grew up the sides of the valley and obscured the 
view of the town. Fields of hay and rows of grapevines stretched 
from within the little valley to beyond its perimeter and over 
the undulating hills. Farther on the horizon in three directions, 
the open pastureland bumped up against the sky. As summer 
faded into autumn, the soft light from above reflected the crops 
from below as they turned hues of gold before the harvest. The 
smell of ripe earth suffused the crisp air. All the world was hills 
and sky. For centuries, the agrarian rhythms of the village had 
proceeded unabated. Successive generations of families had 
established an essentially tribal, subsistence society of farmers, 
vintners, shepherds, and goatherds.

The buildings in the town center were said to be at least 500 
years old. Most were small, white, two-story structures huddled 
very closely together. Some of them were two-story homes for 
the farmers and herders. Other buildings contained first-floor 
shops and second-floor homes for the tailors, cobblers, and car-
penters who catered to the farmers and herders. The ground 
level had dirt floors.

Despite the rustic beauty of the land, it could not always 
yield enough surplus to keep pace with the rapidly expanding 
population of people at the turn of the 20th century. As the 
population swelled, therefore, so did the number of emigrants. 
All of the people in Farindola, whether they worked in the vil-
lage or in the fields, were in a similarly precarious predicament. 
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The tailors, cobblers, and carpenters knew that their fate was 
ultimately tied to the land as well. If the farmers had a bad year, 
so did everyone else.

Fortunately for Farindola, the village was unusual even 
for Italy in the early 1900s. In most agricultural parts of the 
country, absentee landlords dominated large estates. Attempts 
to break them up and to replace them with small peasant farms 
had failed, only worsening the prevailing poverty and hunger. 
But in the inaccessible Farindola, small family farms of less 
than ten acres were still the norm. Thanks to the rugged terrain 
that isolated the mountain valley, Farindola retained its self-
sufficiency, at least among those who remained behind. The 
people were peasants, but nobody starved.

To the outside world, almost everything about Farindola 
appeared to be small and insignificant. There were small plots 
of land with small homes with small rooms with mostly small 
furniture. The only things big about Farindola had to do with 
food: dining tables so large that they barely squeezed inside the 
homes; pasta platters so prodigious that they had to be carried 
with both hands; and logs of goat cheese so ponderous that they 
had to be cradled like babies, which made sense, given how 
much the cheese was cherished.

The people of Farindola came in all shapes and sizes, but 
nearly every grown man and woman shared one common dis-
tinguishing physical characteristic: hands so huge that they 
seemed out of proportion to their bodies. Each finger a bulky 
sausage of gnarled muscles coiling around thick knuckles. Each 
palm a vast callus-covered plain. Each back of the hand a cluster 
of bulging sinews like tree roots breaking free from the earth. 
The fingers were not unusually long, but they were extraordi-
narily thick and strong. The hands resembled gloves more than 
hands. They seemed uniquely adapted to lives of hard labor of 
working the mountainous terrain.

The people routinely relied on each other. They had little 
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choice. Their very existence was at stake. Once a week, the 
whole of Farindola baked bread together in the community 
wood-burning furnace. They brought their wheat, flour, and 
yeast to the sole furnace in the village and cooked their bread 
on the same day. That way, they limited the cutting of trees 
from the land, thereby preventing the rich topsoil from wash-
ing away. For the sake of mutual survival, everyone had to take 
responsibility for everyone else.

Nearly everyone in the village was Roman Catholic, but 
church doctrine didn’t dictate their faith. Most villagers couldn’t 
read church doctrine. If they were spiritually enthralled, they 
were enthralled most typically with the stories of the local 
heroes who had been canonized as saints and whose feast days 
were celebrated regularly.

Some of the biggest celebrations in and around Farindola 
were those for Saint Francis of Assisi and one of his closest 
friends, Saint Anthony of Padua. Since the early 1200s, Saint 
Francis had been one of the most influential cultural and reli-
gious figures in the region. He hailed from the province of 
Umbria, just northwest of Abruzzi. He became wildly popular 
for doing peculiar things: stripping himself naked of fancy gar-
ments in front of the religious authorities in the public square, 
giving away his belongings, chatting with birds, bargain-
ing with an angry wolf, and calling the sun and the moon his 
brother and sister. He became recognized, inside and outside 
the church, as the patron saint of animals, birds, peace, and the 
environment.

His friend Saint Anthony had prodded the northern Italian 
municipality of Padua to pass a law allowing debtors to avoid 
prison by selling their possessions to creditors. The law became 
the forerunner of modern bankruptcy laws. Saint Anthony 
became the patron saint of the poor, of oppressed people, of 
protection against starvation, and—most celebrated of all— 
of people who were looking for lost things.
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Serafino kept a picture of Saint Anthony in his home. Like 
many Farindola farmers, Serafino couldn’t read scripture too 
well but found a fertile source of inspiration in the earthy, pop-
ulist faith of Saint Francis and Saint Anthony.

“I’d cut my tongue out before I give up my religion,” Serafino 
used to say. He didn’t necessarily attend Mass every Sunday, but 
he was devout in his own way. As far as he was concerned, the 
theology of Farindola could have been summed up in ten little 
words: “Look after each other, and take care of the earth.”

The village priest once asked Serafino why he had failed to 
show up at church.

“Church is right here,” Serafino thumped his chest, having 
learned to look beyond monuments and shrines. “If it’s not in 
your heart, it’s nowhere.”

The priest never asked again.

At the age of 23 in the autumn of 1909, Serafino stood atop 
a hill overlooking one of the wheat fields that constituted the 
core existence of Farindola. His fingers stroked his handlebar 
moustache, thick as a carpet and full as a new brush. Many girls 
were working in the field on that warm morning, but he always 
sought out one in particular.

He spotted her in a potato patch adjacent to the wheat field. 
As she bent to her task of scooping away the dirt and uprooting 
the hearty spuds, her body swayed with a methodical cadence, 
each motion deliberate and yet done with familiar ease. Every 
so often, she stood and wiped her forehead with the hem of her 
apron. Sometimes, she lifted her long, dark hair and dabbed the 
sides of her neck free of the sweat of her laboring. When she did 
that, the sight nearly took his breath away.

“Still got your eye on Maria, eh?”
Serafino turned toward the voice and smiled at his buddies, 

who looked at him with knowing grins. Dirt smudged their 
faces. The men smelled of sun, soil, and sweat. They leaned on 
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their hoes for a pause from the weariness of tending to their 
chores.

“She’s the prettiest girl on the hill,” Serafino replied, turn-
ing back to gaze upon Maria as she left a shallow trench in the 
dirt where a row of potatoes had once been. When she finished 
with one row, she stood and walked back to check over her work 
before starting the next. “Lean, tall body with a long, beautiful 
neck.”

Maria gathered her harvest and strode through the fields 
with a 25-pound sack of potatoes on her head, balancing the 
sack atop a towel rolled into the shape of a doughnut.

“Look at her!” one of the men gaped in awe. “She walks tall 
and proud.”

“Like a judge!” another man added. “Potatoes or no pota-
toes.”

Serafino nodded in agreement.
“Maria comes from a great family,” a fourth man warned 

Serafino with a wave of the index finger. “She’ll never marry a 
cross-eyed smart mouth like you!”

All the guys laughed.
Even Serafino chuckled at the jibe. They’d been calling him 

names like that for as long as he could remember. This time, 
though, he raised his lazy eyebrow to the challenge: “We’ll see 
about that!”

The men groaned in amusement and went back to their 
chores, leaving their feisty friend alone with his hoe.

Serafino Di Gregorio wasn’t sure if he was worthy of the 
16-year-old girl named Maria Baccanale. After all, the Di 
Gregorios were mere “newcomers” to Farindola, having arrived 
just a few generations before and living at the edge of the village 
near a vineyard. The Baccanales, in contrast, were known to 
be “truly” from Farindola. They had purportedly settled into 
the mountain hideaway during the Middle Ages. Despite their 
festive last name, which translates to mean a “celebration,” the 
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Baccanales were famous for their work in having built the town, 
just as Maria herself had spent months hoisting heavy stones and 
pushing them into place to build a footbridge over a creek that 
coursed through the town. Befitting their status, the Baccanales 
lived in a home on a grassy plateau high up among the wheat 
fields, looking east toward the azure Adriatic. Higher still, the 
Baccanale men herded sheep and goats in the surrounding hills 
and valleys, sustaining themselves for days at a time with their 
bread, wine, and cheese.

Serafino could think of only one way that a guy like him 
might impress a girl like Maria and maybe gain her affection. 
He couldn’t tell if his method had been working, but he was 
determined to keep trying.

Maria returned to the potato patch to unearth a few more 
rows. As the late morning sun beat down, her body began to 
ache from the strain. She imagined how refreshing it would be 
to dangle her feet from the footbridge and to soak them in the 
cool mountain water of the creek. But she chided herself for 
such idle thoughts. “There’s work to be done,” she told herself. 
“And it isn’t about to start doing it itself.”

When she straightened up to stretch her back, she heard a 
deep male voice coming from about 50 yards behind her. The 
other girls working near her glanced at one another and started 
to giggle. Maria rolled her eyes and huffed in irritation as the 
voice began to sing an old Neapolitan folk song in her honor. 
She didn’t need to turn around to see who it was. It was Sera-
fino once again, crooning to her once more:

Ah, Marie! Ah, Marie!
Oh, what slumber I’m losing for thee!
Could I but rest
For a moment asleep on thy breast.

She tried to ignore him, but the other girls kept point-
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ing at Serafino and laughing. A stern glance from Maria sent 
them mutely back to work. She then bent down and plowed the 
ground, monitoring the girls out of the corner of her eye. When 
they were safely away and distracted, she stole a glimpse of the 
man brazenly serenading her.

He stood on an old tree stump at the edge of the field, sing-
ing without a whit of inhibition. His moustache topped an easy 
smile. His arms filled the sleeves of his shirt.

She enjoyed the attention but was not about to admit her 
enjoyment to Serafino or anybody else. She pretended to pay 
him no mind as she resumed her rhythmic task.

He continued singing in her direction, exposing his private 
passion in public and announcing to all the world his shameless 
devotion. Now and then, she turned her neck and looked up at 
him, bemused. Once, she inadvertently flashed a slight smile.

His heart fluttered. He caught his breath and skipped 
directly to the third verse, singing louder than ever:

Ah! Now the window’s op’ning!
Love shall no longer linger.
See with a rosy finger
Maria is beck’ning me!

The other girls stopped working completely and laughed 
louder than ever.

Maria stood up and put her hands on her hips, once again 
silencing the girls with a look.

The only voice that anyone could then hear was that of the 
emboldened Serafino.

Two years of courtship passed. The people of Farindola had 
known that the merry songster could be serious when he put his 
mind to something. The people also now noticed that the self-
disciplined young woman apparently had one weakness.
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But everyone knew that Serafino was the lighthearted one 
in the relationship. At 25, he was the swarthy young swain 
with the chiseled cleft chin and the monumental handlebar 
moustache so full and thick that it was never worth the trouble 
shaving it. His lazy right eye often drifted outward, softening 
his fiercely masculine looks. He found it difficult to look peo-
ple straight in the eye, and they found it difficult to look him 
straight in the eye. He couldn’t take himself or others too seri-
ously. He was popular.

Everyone knew that Maria was the stabilizing force. She 
was built nearly as solidly as Serafino and stood about an inch 
taller. She was the type of woman who might be called both 
beautiful and handsome. Her pursed lips and rounded cheeks 
were framed by a formidable forehead. Her gray eyes were soft 
and gentle, but her eyelids seemed permanently saddled with 
responsibility. Even when she smiled, her eyebrows refused to 
rise along with the sides of her mouth. Even in moments of joy, 
she remained attentive to dangers and tended to the work that 
needed to be done. She was known for taking care of business 
and for being mature beyond her 18 years. She was admired.

As a couple, Serafino and Maria embodied the hopes of 
Farindola. He was the oldest son in a family of seven children. 
She was the oldest of ten children. When they wed in the vil-
lage church in September 1911 in front of their surviving par-
ents, his six siblings, her nine siblings, and nearly the entire 
populace of Farindola, Serafino and Maria knew that the future 
of the village rested on their shoulders.

But Serafino had also kept in touch with his former travel-
ing companions, most of whom remained in Philadelphia. They 
sent him letters saying they had found “good jobs” in America. 
“Thanks for bringing us here,” wrote one of the guys. “We’ll 
help you find work if you want it,” promised another.

Serafino weighed his options. He was ready to start a fam-
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ily. He asked himself if he wanted to commit his children to a 
life of drudgery in the fields, knowing that all they’d do day in 
and day out, year after year for the rest of their lives, would be 
to toil in the fields for the sole purpose of eating, drinking, and 
maybe having children, who could then toil in the fields for the 
sole purpose of eating, drinking, and maybe having children, 
if they were lucky. “There has to be more to life than this!” he 
sighed. If he were ever to leave for America, now would be the 
time. He knew he was in for the fight of his life.

“Would you have any interest in going to America?” he 
delicately posed the question to Maria soon after their wedding.

“No!” she shook her formidable forehead. “No!” She had 
several compelling reasons. “What about your mother? What 
about my mother and father? What about your six brothers and 
sisters?” she raised six fingers. “What about my nine brothers 
and sisters?” she raised nine. “Each of them depends on us. 
How could we abandon them?”

“I could send them money for an electric flour mill,” he 
proposed. “Then they wouldn’t have to grind the flour by hand 
and foot.”

“They need us here more than they need us there,” she 
responded flatly, sweeping the floor around him as he sat in his 
chair. She reminded him of everything they had worked for. 
“What about your grapevines? What about my bridge?”

The reminders backfired. “We kill ourselves here just to 
grow enough to eat,” he protested. “We survive here only by 
working ourselves to death!”

“And America would be any better,” she scoffed. “The only 
thing America ever gave you was a dead father!” As soon as the 
words left her mouth, she knew she had hurt him. She halted 
her sweeping momentarily and looked down at the ground, 
uncertain of what to do next.

“Do you want our children to live the same life that we 
live?” Serafino asked her, his voice eerily calm as he began to 



22 JOHN PAUL GODGES

speak, as if channeling the voice of his father from a child-
hood memory. But then, increasingly animated as he reverted 
back to his old self, Serafino recounted for Maria the details of 
the painstaking months that she had spent growing flax, then 
separating the stalks into threadlike fibers on a spinning wheel, 
then threading the fibers into fabric on a loom, and then metic-
ulously cutting, stitching, and embroidering intricate designs 
all around the edges of the fabric. “All for the sake of making 
sheets!” he railed.

“Those sheets were for my dowry,” she reminded him, 
reclaiming her territory. “Have you forgotten already? Don’t 
you appreciate what you have?”

“Of course, I do,” he lowered his voice apologetically. “But 
you work too hard. Our children don’t have to live like this. 
We could bring our families to America. Anyone who wants to 
come could come. It would be their choice. Wouldn’t it be beau-
tiful for them to have a choice?” he pressed his hands together 
in supplication.

“It’s beautiful here,” she stood by her ancestral home.
“But our children could become anything they want there.”
“Those are all promises,” she dismissed him with a vigorous 

sweep. “Those are all dreams.”
“They’re not just dreams!” he asserted. “I’ve seen it. I’ll prove 

it to you.” He studied her reaction. “I’ll find good work there. 
And then I’ll come back for you.”

She stopped in mid-sweep. She turned and shot him a look 
of astonishment.

He stood up from his chair and approached her. He reached 
for the broom and set it against a wall. He knelt down on one 
knee before her and held her right hand in both of his, as if 
clinging for dear life. “Just give me one chance!” he strained his 
neck to look up into her face.

She looked down into his dark eyes, so deferential yet 
unyielding, and exhaled. She knew that she couldn’t deny him 



 OH, BEAUTIFUL 23

the chance to at least try. She shuddered at the thought of ever 
leaving her home and family. But more frightening still, she 
knew how easy it would be to lose him. As she plumbed the 
depth of determination in his eyes, hers began to well with 
tears, causing her voice to crack: “How do I know the same 
thing won’t happen to you as happened to your father?”

He leapt to embrace her. He felt the warm tears from her 
cheeks anoint his brow. Holding her, he rolled his head gen-
tly onto her shoulder and spoke softly into her ear: “Maybe we 
could make his dreams come true.”

Serafino boarded the SS. Taormina at Naples in March 
1912. He arrived in New York City 16 days later and took the 
train south to Philadelphia. He was 26.

His old friends heard that a company in Allentown, Penn-
sylvania, was recruiting workers. “Lehigh Portland Cement 
Company,” one friend mentioned to Serafino. “About 70 miles 
north of here. Up near the bend of the Lehigh River.”

“Lehigh River!” Serafino kept silent but raised his eye-
brows, his mind drifting into space as he recalled the end of his 
search of years ago. “Could it possibly be?”

“They’re hiring immigrants,” another friend shook Serafino 
by the shoulder, “because Americans won’t do the work. Let’s 
go!”

“We need men to work in a quarry in a faraway place called 
Mason City, Iowa,” the hiring supervisor informed Serafino. 
The site had been chosen because of its large deposits of lime-
stone, glacial till, and blue clay. “We need men to extract the 
raw materials for producing gray cement. We offer housing as 
well as jobs.”

It sounded too good to be true. Serafino thought he must 
have misinterpreted the supervisor’s English. “You say both 
house and job?” Serafino asked.

“Yes,” the supervisor confirmed. “Both house and job.” 
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There was just one hitch: “We need men to start work immedi-
ately. Otherwise, no deal.”

Serafino voiced just one hesitation: “When could I return 
to Italy for my wife?”

“You do good work for six months,” the supervisor grum-
bled. “Then you can get your wife.”

“Perfect!” Serafino agreed. He needed to work at least six 
months anyway to save enough money to bring her back.

From May to November 1912, Serafino drilled the bed-
rock on the outskirts of Mason City, Iowa. He then returned to 
Farindola with the money to retrieve Maria.

Serafino spent the rest of 1912 and all of 1913 still trying 
to coax Maria away from the village. “I prepared everything for 
you,” he told her. “I kept my promise.”

But removing Maria from Farindola was like tearing a 
mother away from her children. She agonized over the fate of 
her seven younger brothers and two younger sisters: Francesco, 
Paolo, Ettore, Guirino, Leandro, Antonio, Ottilio, Bice, and 
Rosina. The faces of each of them kept passing through her 
mind. Feeling accountable for any misfortune that might befall 
them in her absence, she toiled harder than ever on the spring 
planting and the summer crops so that she could leave her fam-
ily a record surplus, if nothing more.

She became pregnant in the middle of 1913. And then lost 
her baby. She kept beseeching Serafino for one more month. 
“Just one more month.” The idea of leaving her family and home 
behind forever, perhaps never to see them again, on top of hav-
ing just lost her baby, all became too much for her to bear.

“If you’re not happy there,” Serafino negotiated, “we can 
come home.”

She turned to God for help in making her decision. She vis-
ited the village church at least three times a week, kneeling in a 
pew and reciting the paternoster—the “Our Father”—in Latin. 
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At home, she prayed the rosary nightly to calm her soul and to 
beg the heavenly mother for guidance. “Holy Mary, mother of 
God, what would you do?”

By the end of 1913, Maria still couldn’t choose between her 
home and her husband. She harbored the faint hope that her 
husband might change his mind about America and that she 
wouldn’t have to choose after all. She still wouldn’t budge.

Serafino knew that if he waited much longer, he might 
lose his American job and dream forever. In January 1914, he 
decided that Maria had mourned enough.

“Either you come with me to America,” he pronounced one 
frigid night, “or I’ll find another woman there!”

The choice was hers. She didn’t have room in her suitcase for 
her homemade sheets. She had barely enough room for a small 
sack of pepper seeds. She would sail to America, perhaps never 
to return, but she would plant the seeds of Farindola there.

Serafino and Maria departed Naples on the SS. Cretic in 
March 1914. He was 28. She was 20. They arrived in Boston 
12 days later, boarded a train, and headed straight for Middle 
America.

Mason City was a town surrounded by corn, halfway 
between Des Moines and Minneapolis and readily accessible to 
neither. With about 17,000 people, the town was a metropolis 
compared with Farindola. But Serafino and Maria didn’t see 
much of the town. The Lehigh Portland Cement Company 
quarry and housing, situated about half a mile north of the rest 
of town, functioned like a town unto itself.

The Lehigh housing consisted of five rows of wood frame 
duplexes—19 buildings containing 38 homes. Most of the 
homes housed large immigrant families. A few of the homes 
housed up to 20 single immigrant men who shared beds by 
working opposite 12-hour shifts. At one time in the teeming 
neighborhood, the 38 homes housed nearly 400 people, com-
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posed of roughly 300 family members and 100 single men. The 
vast majority of the people came from Southern Europe, East-
ern Europe, and Mexico.

The neighborhood included a separate row of stores for the 
workers and families. There was a grocery, a bakery, a meat 
market, a barbershop, a barbeque, and a pool hall. The homes 
and stores straddled a solitary gravel road that became known 
as Lehigh Row.

Each home was built the same. Although austere, it was 
more luxurious than anything Maria had ever imagined. The 
downstairs had two rooms. The big room was a living room, 
dining room, and kitchen combined. The small room was a bed-
room. A cast iron cook stove in the big room heated the down-
stairs. A staircase separated the two rooms and led upstairs to 
an enormous U-shaped open space, which was heated by a coal-
burning potbelly stove. One light bulb hung from the ceiling 
on each floor.

“Heat and electricity!” Maria marveled.
The furnishings were sparse. The cook stove commanded 

the front of the big room downstairs. A rickety China cabinet 
stood at the back. A plain round table and chairs sat in the mid-
dle. The kitchen area had a shelf, a sink, a dipper, washboards, 
and two water basins: one for drinking and cooking, the other 
for washing dishes, clothes, and people. Upstairs, several steel 
cots lined each side of the staircase. Each cot had a metal spring 
and a three-inch mattress. Upstairs and downstairs, the floors 
were made of the kind of coarse wooden planks that gave people 
splinters if they didn’t wear socks.

There was no indoor plumbing. Water pumps had been dug 
out front between the homes. There was one pump for every 
four homes.

The two homes in each duplex were built side-to-side. Each 
home had a small garden on the unattached side and another 
small garden in the back. People grew vegetables wherever they 
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could find a spare scrap of land. White pebbly gravel covered 
the remaining spaces of land between the rows of duplexes.

Each home had its own outhouse. The outhouses were also 
duplexes. They straddled the adjoining back yards. Once a year, 
the “honey man” came to Lehigh Row to clean the outhouses 
and to transform their contents into fertilizer for the gardens. 
Honey for the soil.

The cement company gave each home an additional plot 
of soil in a community garden a few hundred yards from the 
homes. Each plot came with its own chicken coop.

Each home also had a front porch and a small dirt-floored 
basement. Beneath the frame of each home, there were tiny 
crawl spaces where the chickens stayed warm during the win-
ter. Outside each home, there was a coal shed attached to the 
building.

Everything was painted gray.
Lehigh Row was a world apart from its Middle American 

surroundings. It was far enough removed from the rest of town 
to shield the immigrants from the broader community and vice 
versa. Mason City proper, with its growing network of paved 
streets and an expanding sewer system, ended abruptly at the 
northern edge of the city at 17th Street. The next road north, 
half a mile further up the highway toward Minneapolis, was 
technically 25th Street. But everyone in town knew that 25th 
Street was Lehigh Row. It was that separate place, eight phan-
tom blocks away, hidden by the corn.

Serafino and Maria were delighted. Life on Lehigh Row 
seemed much better than life in Farindola. An easy walk to 
work and an honest day’s wages earned Serafino enough money 
to feed a family. Maria didn’t need to toil in any backbreaking 
fields. She could work exclusively around the house and garden.

Everything seemed to flourish on Lehigh Row. Maria had 
arrived just in time for her spring planting of potatoes, toma-
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toes, peppers, and cucumbers. Morning glories, hollyhocks, and 
lilacs covered the post-and-wire fences around the gardens dur-
ing the summer. Strawberries, gooseberries, tiger lilies, bleed-
ing hearts, violets, jack-in-the-pulpits, and johnny jump-ups 
grew wild in the nearby woods. The kids of Lehigh Row picked 
the berries, dug up the flowers, and brought them home.

Serafino built an arbor against the side of his porch and 
strung wild grapes that he had found growing like currants in 
the bushes. The wild grapes proved far too sour for a good wine. 
So he blended them with raisins from the store, and that did the 
trick. The finished wine was vigorous yet smooth. “Kind of like 
myself,” he raised a glass in salute, admiring the rich burgundy 
color. Lehigh Row began to feel like home.

Serafino and Maria felt that fortune was surely smiling 
upon them when the outbreak of World War I cast a pall over 
Europe just four months after their arrival in America. Maria 
was six months pregnant on that date of July 28, 1914.

Three months later, in the downstairs bedroom of their 
home on Lehigh Row, Serafino single-handedly assisted Maria 
in giving birth to their first child, a daughter. The baby girl, 
named Ida, was born on October 25, mercifully safe as an 
American citizen sheltered in the American heartland.

“Her life will be so much better in this country!” an 
exhausted Maria looked up from her maternity bed and paid 
Serafino the ultimate compliment.

He looked down upon her appreciative eyes, bent down 
toward her moistened cheeks, and smothered her face in kisses.

The newborn Ida gained two sisters in quick succession: 
Mafalda in 1915 and Leonata in 1917. The Di Gregorio family 
grew alongside the other burgeoning Czech, Greek, Hungar-
ian, Italian, Mexican, Polish, and Serbian immigrant families 
who also called Lehigh Row home.

In the autumn of 1918, though, several of the neighbors fell 
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gravely ill, some dying within days. A few of the stricken moms 
who survived the affliction were left too weak to nurse their 
young. The chill of October 1918 had brought to Lehigh Row 
the pandemic of Spanish flu.

Worldwide, the Spanish flu of 1918 and 1919 would bury 
twice as many people as did World War I itself. And like the 
war, the flu preferred young adults as victims.

The 25-year-old Maria fell victim when she was in the 
eighth month of another pregnancy. She kept trying to get 
out of bed to cook and clean, but each attempt debilitated her 
only further. The child in her womb was not as incapacitating 
as the illness that wracked her body. Beyond the conventional 
flu symptoms of fevers, headaches, chills, constant coughing, 
a sore throat, a drippy nose, complete exhaustion, and aching 
back and legs, Maria also found it difficult to breathe.

A doctor came to the house late in the afternoon. He 
approached Maria and observed the pallor of her skin. He lis-
tened to her lungs with a stethoscope. Keeping his opinion to 
himself, he turned to Serafino and spoke very few words: “Make 
sure she gets a good night’s rest. I’ll be here in the morning.” 
The doctor then left.

Serafino knew that doctors made house calls only in the 
direst of situations. Nobody knew of a cure for Spanish flu. Its 
victims either survived or succumbed. And the doctor seemed 
to be preparing for the worst.

Serafino prayed harder than he had ever prayed in his entire 
life. “How could I possibly raise all these kids on my own?” he 
pleaded to Saint Anthony in silence, kneeling at Maria’s bed-
side with his face in his hands. “How could I bring her all the 
way to this country only to lose her now when I need her more 
than ever?”

Serafino finished his prayer by making the sign of the cross 
very slowly. He rose from the bedside and turned toward the 
basement. He could think of only one treatment that might 
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help Maria rest and perhaps even fortify her: his homemade 
beer. Unlike his wine, his beer had been brewed nearly into a 
meal, so thick with yeast and barley malt that a deep layer of 
the granular sediment collected at the bottom of each bottle. 
Maria had lost the strength to consume solid foods, but maybe 
she could consume this.

Once in the basement, Serafino spotted two bottles stand-
ing on a wooden shelf, the last two bottles from his most recent 
batch. He grabbed one of the bottles, carried it upstairs, and 
opened it. He poured the contents, unfiltered yeast and all, into 
a glass.

He brought the glass to Maria and set it on a table beside 
her bed. He propped the pillows behind her so she could sit up 
and drink.

She lifted the glass from the table, but her hands shook 
so badly from the chills that she couldn’t hold the glass steady 
upon her lip. Serafino balanced the glass as she sipped. When 
she finished the liquid, he spoon-fed her both the froth cling-
ing to the edges of the glass and the yeasty dregs swirling at the 
bottom.

That was her dinner. She slept soundly.
The next morning, Maria awakened with a revitalizing 

stretch of the limbs and a reassuring hint of vigor. “Damme più,” 
she told Serafino. “Give me more.”

He retrieved the last bottle from the basement.
This time, she fed herself. She sat upright in bed, quaffed 

the full glass, and scooped the mealy remains. She licked the 
malty moustache from her lip and wiped her mouth with the 
back of her hand. She was regaining her appetite, her energy, 
and her impatience with being confined to the bed.

“You rest,” Serafino pressed his hands toward her. “Just a 
little longer.” He kissed her forehead, cradled her body, and 
eased her head back down onto the pillow.

There was a knock on the front door.
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Serafino answered it.
“How’s she doing?” the doctor asked.
“Better,” said Serafino.
The doctor looked puzzled. He went to Maria’s bedside, 

took her pulse, and placed his hand on her forehead. He lis-
tened to her lungs once again. “I expected to find you on your 
deathbed, young lady,” he glanced toward her swollen womb. 
“But I think you’re going to be fine. I wish I knew your secret.”

The doctor glimpsed the empty glass on the table. He 
reached for the glass, examined the film coating on the inside of 
it, and took a whiff, rearing his head backward. He shifted his 
gaze toward Serafino, who said nothing.

A few weeks later, Maria went into labor once again, 
unaware if her battle with the Spanish flu had harmed the baby 
within her womb. As usual, Serafino would be the only other 
person in the room in case of complications.

“Dio mio!” Serafino cried even louder than Maria did. “It’s a 
boy! He’s strong as an ox!”

It was the most triumphant day of all for the Di Gregorio 
family on Lehigh Row. It was the birthday of a son, Raffaello, 
on November 11, 1918. It was the day that World War I ended 
on the 11th hour of the 11th day of the 11th month. And here 
was the first Di Gregorio son, born on the first day of peace fol-
lowing “the war to end all wars.” On the day in which America 
had given birth to a new world, the Di Gregorios had given 
birth to a healthy new American boy, the grandson of Nicola. 
All earth, heaven, and history seemed to usher in a beautiful 
new age with this beautiful new son.

Serafino shared his vigorous yet smooth wine with the 
neighbors to toast the victory in Europe, to toast their new life 
in America, and to toast the destiny of the American-born son. 
For Serafino and Maria, all of their agonizing choices in the 
past, all of their enervating efforts in the present, and all of 
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their ardent hopes for the future seemed to be validated on that 
glorious day.

“A-me-ri-ca!” Serafino strode from house to house, pouring 
his wine into the cups of his mutually adopted fellow country-
men. “A-me-ri-ca!” he cheered them on. “She is a BYOO-tiful 
country! Made more BYOO-tiful by my brand new American 
baby boy!”

The neighbors spilled out of their homes, assembled on one 
another’s front porches, and congregated in the gravel lanes 
between the rows of homes.

“A-me-ri-ca! She is the most BYOO-tiful country in the 
world!” Serafino crowed repeatedly.

The neighbors nodded and drank his wine repeatedly.

Within a few days, Maria regained enough of her stamina 
to resume nursing, an activity that had become almost rou-
tine for her over the previous four years. Her afternoon inter-
lude with Raffaello was interrupted, however, by a soft, barely 
audible knock on the door. When Maria opened the door, she 
beheld a wisp of a woman: an enfeebled young mother hardly 
capable of holding the hungry, crying infant in her arms.

“Spanish flu?” Maria inquired, eliciting a somber nod from 
the neighbor. The two women couldn’t speak the same lan-
guage much beyond those universally dreaded words. So Maria 
pointed to the babe in the woman’s arms and then pointed to 
her own breast, looking the other mother in the eyes, nodding 
and smiling.

No spoken words could have expressed the gratitude of this 
ailing mother any better than her faint cry of surprise and her 
widened, enthusiastic eyes. She handed her child over to Maria, 
wiped away a tear, and tottered home.

A nationwide terror of the Spanish flu had scared some 
people from caring for others. But once Maria recovered from 
her own bout with the illness, she nursed the babes of other 



 OH, BEAUTIFUL 33

stricken moms in the neighborhood for the remainder of the 
epidemic. “There’s no use letting my milk go to waste,” she told 
those who could understand her. For Maria, nursing someone 
else’s child was a privilege, not a sacrifice.

By February 1919, the Spanish flu had run its course 
through the states of the upper Midwest. Lehigh Row could 
resume its customary pattern of population growth.

Maria delivered two more girls into the hands of Serafino. 
Bice arrived in 1920. She was named for her Aunt Bice 
Baccanale, who had died earlier that year in Farindola as a young 
girl. Algisa arrived in 1923. From 1914 to 1923, Lehigh Row 
had given birth to six Di Gregorios: Ida, Mafalda, Leonata, 
Raffaello, Bice, and Algisa.

At the quarry during those years, Serafino was in his prime. 
He had steady work every day. Even during winter. His was a 
predictable yet thrilling routine. Operating a tractor, he dug 
away nine to ten feet of black dirt before hitting solid rock. 
He and the other men then poured water into the excavated 
hole and maneuvered an enormous electric drill into place to 
bore 60 feet down into the bedrock for the placement of dyna-
mite. Once the drill had been chiseled down into the earth, 
the men inserted a tube to suck the water back out of the hole. 
Upon removing the drill and tube from the deep cavity, the 
men lowered the dynamite into the dark, dry place. And as soon 
as they lit the fuse, they got the hell out of the way. When the 
kids on Lehigh Row heard the whistle scream, they knew their 
dads were about to blow up something that would later become 
cement. Each blast left behind a 60-foot cliff overlooking a hole 
in the ground with rocks strewn everywhere. Serafino drilled 
five or six holes a day and carted away the rocky riches in his 
tractor. He never learned how to drive a car, but he was the 
master of his tractor in the quarry.

He spread the word back to Farindola. Others followed, 
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beginning with his brothers, Antonio and Gaetano; his sister 
Mariacarma; and his brother-in-law Francesco Baccanale. 
News about the jobs traveled fast, and the Di Gregorio home 
of 30 Lehigh Row became a settlement house for men from 
Farindola and other nearby villages. Several of the men lived 
for months with the Di Gregorios as boarders until they found 
other places of their own on Lehigh Row, leaving room for 
further newcomers at 30 Lehigh Row. That helps to explain 
how Lehigh Row became the first American home for a long 
line of immigrant families from one small corner of Abruzzi: the 
Ammazzalorsos, Barbarossas, Cardarellis, Cirones, Colantonis, 
Di Luccos, Di Marcos, Magnanis, Maranos, Marrones, 
Napoletanos, Nardicchios, Puccellas, Scalabronis, and Tatones 
as well as the Baccanales and Di Gregorios. Serafino begged 
his aging mother to come join them all on Lehigh Row, but she 
was already too frail to endure the arduous journey down from 
the hills.

Serafino, Maria, and the babies slept in the bedroom down-
stairs. The upstairs became a dorm room for the older kids and 
the boarders. The older girls slept on one side of the staircase. 
Raffaello and the boarders slept on the other.

The boarders were a cast of characters. The most memorable 
were Uncle Tony, who made and played violins and mando-
lins; Uncle Gaetano, who couldn’t find enough pretty women in 
Iowa and so moved back to Italy; Uncle Joe, who wasn’t really 
related to anyone; and Red Pete, a gambler and a fighter who 
ran with a rough crowd. Red Pete had earned his nickname for 
having red hair and green eyes and for being suspiciously pale.

There was one big piss pot upstairs for everybody. That way, 
nobody had to venture out into the freezing cold in the mid-
dle of the night during winter or any other season to use the 
outhouse. Instead, everybody used the piss pot. It was made of 
white enamel, shaped like a bucket, and equipped with a lid. 
Everybody in the house did everything in that pot. Each morn-
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ing, somebody had to carry the brimming pot down the stairs 
and dump it into the outhouse. Nobody ever wanted that job, 
but everybody took turns doing it. After all, everybody was in 
that pot together.

Maria mastered the economics of Lehigh Row. The cement 
company paid the workers $10 a week and charged $8 a month 
rent for each home, regardless of the number of people living in 
it. Therefore, renting beds to boarders became a valuable way for 
families to supplement their incomes.

Maria’s boarders paid her half their wages—$5 a week—for 
full room and board. That included a bed, hand-washed laundry 
every day, and three homemade meals a day.

For laundry, Maria pumped the water from the earth. She 
lugged the pails inside and boiled the water on the stove. She 
scrubbed the men’s work clothes on washboards and sterilized 
the garments in the boiling water. She hung the clean laundry 
on clotheslines strung inside or outside the house, depending 
on the weather.

For meals, Maria served the men more than they thought 
they could eat. “You better finish everything,” she warned them 
every night, “or else I’ll have to throw away the leftovers!” The 
men could have rented beds elsewhere on Lehigh Row, but they 
gravitated toward Maria’s munificent meals.

She calculated the tantalizing implications in her head. 
Typically, there were four boarders at a time, meaning that she 
collected $20 a week—twice as much as Serafino brought home 
in his paycheck. If she could save at least half the money after 
deducting for the costs of coal, soap, breakfasts, sack lunches, 
and dinners for the boarders, then she could at least double the 
household income of $10 a week. At that rate, she could save the 
astounding sum of a thousand dollars every two years. Money 
for the electric flour mill in Farindola. Money for an emergency 
on Lehigh Row. “Maybe someday,” she dreamed, “we could buy 
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our own home.”
Maria did not deposit her savings in a bank account. She 

put most of the savings in a cigar box. She hid the cigar box 
behind a pile of pillows that stuffed the opening of an otherwise 
unusable chimney in her bedroom. To reduce the risk of storing 
all her money in one place, she wedged some of the $5 bills into 
the tight coils of the metal spring beneath her mattress.

In November 1923, the oldest child, Ida, was the budding 
beauty of Lehigh Row. She was only nine years old, but she 
already displayed the pensive yearning eyes, the tumbling russet 
curls, and the carved cresting lips of a Botticelli goddess. She 
carried her rouge with her wherever she went.

On the morning of November 16, she gathered with the 
almost eight-year-old Mafalda and the six-year-old Leonata in 
the big room downstairs before leaving for school. Mafalda and 
Leonata were ready to go, but Ida was idling. She seemed to be 
distracted by something. She hadn’t put her shoes on yet.

She walked languidly around the staircase toward the bed-
room, where Maria was juggling the five-year-old Raffaello and 
the three-year-old Bice. By that hour of the morning, Serafino 
and the boarders had already gone to work.

“Mama,” Ida called, “I don’t want to go to school today. I 
want to stay here with you. Because I won’t be here tomorrow.”

“Don’t talk crazy like that!” Maria waved her off.
Ida just stood in the doorway, her eyes fixed on her mother.
“Hurry up,” Maria told her. “Put your shoes on. Don’t be 

late.” Maria was already planning ahead for dinner and dessert. 
“Raffaello, bring me the sugar from the cabinet.”

Ida and Raffaello walked together into the big room. Ida 
sat down on the wooden floor to put on her shoes, positioning 
herself beside the nine-month-old Algisa, who lay in a blanket 
on the floor.

Raffaello shuffled toward the rickety cabinet at the back of 
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the room. He was five years and five days old. He noticed some-
thing glinting from the top of the cabinet, which nearly touched 
the ceiling. He completely forgot about the sugar.

Lured by the shiny object, he pulled a chair over to the 
cabinet. He stepped on to the seat of the chair and climbed on 
to the flat surface atop the cabinet drawers about four feet off 
the ground. The upper shelves were now at his eye level. The 
glimmering object still beckoned from above. He reached for it, 
causing the cabinet to wobble. He almost fell.

“You get down from there!” his big sister Ida demanded as 
she laced her shoes.

He reached for the object again, pressing his body up 
against the shelves. This time, he grabbed it. It was a gun that 
had been hidden there by Red Pete.

“Put that down right now!” Ida insisted.
Raffaello thought the gun was a toy. He just wanted to pull 

the tab. He fumbled with the heavy object, struggling to hold it 
in his clumsy hands.

A gunshot rang through the house.
Mafalda and Leonata screamed. Algisa cried.
Maria rushed into the room. She saw Ida crumpled on the 

floor in a growing pool of blood, Mafalda and Leonata hysteri-
cal on either side of her, Raffaello standing stunned atop the 
cabinet drawers, and the gun lying on the floor beneath him.

“Ida!” Maria ran to her daughter and cradled her, rocking 
her limp body. “Ida!”

Maria then ran to the neighbors for help.
A teenage girl from Farindola rushed over with a broom to 

sweep up the blood.
The news spread swiftly around Lehigh Row.
Serafino came straight home from work.
None of the Di Gregorios went to school that day.
Ida was buried with her rouge.
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Maria and Serafino blamed themselves.
“Why didn’t I listen to her?” Maria cried. “She was try-

ing to tell me something. She knew. How did she know? Why 
didn’t I listen?”

“It’s my fault,” Serafino sobbed. “I never should’ve let a man 
like that live here. I should’ve known better. It’s my fault.”

No guns were allowed in the Di Gregorio home after the 
accident, but the damage had been done in more ways than one. 
The accidental firing of the gun tore away at more than just the 
Di Gregorio family and their circle of boarders. The accidental 
firing of the gun tore away at the fabric of the entire commu-
nity. People reacted to the freak accident in freakish ways.

The mother of the teenage girl from Farindola snapped at 
Maria: “You didn’t have to get blood on my broom!”

Some of the kids from Lehigh Row taunted the Di Gregorio 
girls: “Your brother killed your sister! Your brother killed your 
sister!”

Some of the kids taunted Raffaello, too. “Look!” they 
pointed at him. “The little murderer!” 

Leonata promptly beat them up, each punch of a heartless 
neighbor an outlet of her own grief.

The tragedy was the type of thing for which none of the 
families on Lehigh Row could have been prepared. Adults and 
children alike behaved bizarrely, as if all their fundamental 
assumptions about one another and about life in America had 
been suddenly stripped away, leaving the immigrant families 
with only shock and horror.

The Di Gregorios learned to avoid talking about certain 
things outside the home. They learned that some things were 
too painful to talk about at all. They rarely mentioned Ida’s 
death. When they did, they referred to it only as “the accident.”

They rarely mentioned Ida herself. However, they kept her 
memory alive in another way.
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Less than two years after the accident, Serafino told the five 
surviving children—Mafalda, Leonata, Raffaello, Bice, and 
Algisa, who were then ages nine, eight, six, five, and two—to 
go outside on the porch and to stay there until they were called. 
It was July 28, 1925. The children waited on the porch as their 
parents delivered a new baby sister into the world, just as each 
of the five of them had been delivered into the world by their 
parents in that downstairs bedroom of 30 Lehigh Row.

Serafino and Maria named the new baby girl Ida to honor 
the memory of her slain big sister.

The elder Ida forever thereafter became referred to as “La 
Ida”—or “the Ida.”

The younger Ida is my mother.




