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ALTRE VOCE

This year I bought my children Columbus Day presents. Wrapping them in red, white and green ribbon, I re-
alized that it is much more than books and paper ships that they need and that I want to give. 1t is the gift of their
ethnic heritage that I want to lay before them. But it cannot be neatly packaged.

There are many voices that my children hear. Voices shouting that Columbus Day should not be celebrated, an-
gry voices denouncing Columbus as a villain. Voices who would re-write history and judge the events of 500 years
ago with the yardstick of our present political and social climate.

My children need to celebrate and they need to know their heritage. For us as Italian Americans, Columbus
Day is more than the celebration of the Genoese navigator’s discov- :
ery of America. It is also the celebration of the voyages made by My children need to celebrate and
many millions of Italians who setforth from their native Italy to  they need to know their herttage. <
“Qiscover” America. Most of these immigrant people had never
seen a map, let alone find America on one. They came, clutching each other, with only their courage and their hope
of a better life for themselves and their children. On Columbus Day I will share with my children the history of
these Italians with whom they share a common heritage.

I will tell my children that it was on Columbus Day, October 12, 1942, when the United States declared that
resident Italian aliens would no longer be considered “internal enemies.” Thousands of Italian Americans, living on
FREA T T i California’s coast, who had been arrested, interned in
“On Columbus Day I will share with MY  camps, or relocated, and whose lives had been shattered
childven the history of these Italians with were freed. Although several hundred ltalian Americans re-
whom ihgy share o common }zgﬁfggg,’ : mained in internment camps until the end of the war, on
Columbus Day I will celebrate for those who were liberated.

To the voices who say Italian Americans don’t need a holiday, I say we do. Italian Americans are entitled to
be visible — to be counted — to tell our own history. We cannot allow it to be rewritten, altered or lost, like the
beautiful multi-voweled names of our ancestors that were cut and changed at Ellis Island. Or like Giovanni Caboto
who in the history books became John Cabot to the millions of Italian American students who read his name never
recognizing him as one of their own.

In fact, Italian American children are exposed to books that either neglect them or when they do include them
they do so in overwhelmingly negative stereotypes and in condescending terms. Perhaps this treatment of Italian
Armericans accounts for the fact that Italian American students in our major cities have among the highest high
school drop-out rates. :

To those who say that there is no such thing as Italian Americans and that we are all just American, I say
look around you. In 1992 Governor Mario Cuomo was slurred asa g 3
“mafia” type by Bill Clinton and caricaturized as “Maario” when Vice To the voices who say Italian
President Quayle repeatedly referred to him using only his first name. Americans don’t need a holiday,
T 19?2 it ,,Mn word (Mafia) can destroy Roﬁﬁcians, business people [ g ay we do”
and lives by its very utterance. Ask Geraldine Ferraro who had a tre-
mendous lead in the 1992 democratic party nomination for U.S. Senate until some Mafia allegations were made
against her husband. Ferraro lost the nomination.

A 1990 study found that 74 percent of Americans identify Italian Americans with organized crime. Tragical-
ly, an even higher percentage of Italian Americans associate their ethnic group with organized crime. Is this surpriz-

Continued on next page
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