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The high potnts of thts tntervtew werP- tn the
transaction of

mavin~

from Italy to America.

Cleo encountered was the language barrier.
english an

tscusstnn of rleo's

The first major problem that
rleo

i~

not

un~er~tanrl

any

the people she came in contact with cHri not understand Italian.

Cleo felt that the language problem was the main cause of a difficult adjustment.
Cleo also felt uneasy a out wa ldng the streets of America.

he felt

that because the people here in America were not as friendly toward each
other as those in Italy, in case of an acci ent, no one here in America
would help.

In Italy, because everyone is friendly and there is a ways

someone around, it is a lot safer to walk the streets in Italy without the
fear of being stranded.
Due to the fact that rleo is not very

conft~ent

in speakin

the en

ish

language, her answers to some questions were short and not overly informative.
In feeling this insecurity, the questions as ed '"ere put in simp e form for
easy understanding and to provoke a related response.
on politics, Cleo responded negatively.
them and did not really understand them.

~he

In

askin~

her reaction

sairi she was not interested in

It seems that the

especially the first generation, are anti-politica •

talian population,

There are probab y

many reasons for this negative reaction which is a good area to explore.
possible explanation could he that there '"as so much political

con~lict

One
in

Italy between the north and the south that when the Ita ian people emigrated
to America, they wanted to be free of poJitica

scan

e.

Oral History Interview
with
Cleo DiBenedetto I TERVIEW F
February 10, 979
Rome of Interviewee
by Debbie Rocchio Interviewer

INTERVIEWER:

Cleo, could you please tell us what town in
Italy you were from?

INTERVIEWEE:

Femona, a smal

INTERVIElolER:

Did you go to school out in Italy?

INTERVIEWEE:

Yes.

INTERVIElmR:

How do the schools out in Italy differ from

town in Rome .

those here in America?
INTERVIEWEE:

Out in Italy, you go to school at 9:00am
1:00pm straight through.

o

We a so went to

school on Saturdays .
INTERVIEWER:

When you got home from school, were there
special chores you had to

INTERVIElolEE:

~o

for your mother?

When we came home we had to do our homework and
housework.

We had to help our mother and father.

INTERVIEWER:

What kind of housework did you have to do?

INTERVIEWEE:

The basic things

ike iron the clothes, wash the

dishes, and other things that had to be done in
the house.

ometimes we would even have to

to the store and

uy things.

~o
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INTERVIEWER:

Did you have any time for yourse f as far as
going out to p ay?

I TERVIEWEE:

We had time after we helped in the house.
could only go out when it was

~e

ight outside

for as soon as it got dark we had to go insi e.
They did not want you to go out when it was dark.
INTERVIEWER:

Were the people who

INTERVIEWEE:

Yes!

ived in your town very friendly?

ecause it is a small town, everyone is friend y.

You have your cumadre, cupa re, paisans.

They ask

you if you want to go to their house for coffee.
We played together when we were young kids.

e are

really close like a fami y.
INTERVIEWER:

Did you a ways

ive in that town or rlirl you travel

from town to town?
INTERVIEWEE:

o we stayed in that one town.

The only time I

moved is when I moved to this country.
INTERVIEWER:
INTERVIEWEE:

How does dating in Ita y

iffer from

ating in America?

ating is the same there as it is here.
likes you, he asks you to go out.

If you

boy you go out, if you rlon't you say no.

If a

oy

ike the
You give

him an excuse if you want to say no.
I TERVIE\o1ER:

Did your parents have to meet the boy first?

INTERVIEl\TEE:

Oh yes.

he parents talk to the boy, see if he

is a good boy and comes from a good fami y with
a good occupation.

They don't want any troub e

in the family, thats why they ask these questions.

They got to know where you are
don't just say
knows everybody.

goin~

a I'm going out.

out.

You

0ut there, every ody
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They know the boys family and everyone is frien s.
If you know them, you don't have so much troub e.
You don't have any divorce that way.
INTERVIEWER:

When you got married, did you have a big wed ing?

INTERVIEWEE:

Oh yes, we had a big wedding.
people.

INTERVIE\olER:
INTERVIEWEE:

l.Je had about 200

There are usually a out 50-60

eoole.

id you invite the people of your town?
Yes.

We invite the people in the town, our

cumadre, and cupadre.

~sans,

Jus t like over here.

over here they are bigger and more expensive.

But
Out

there, the cumadres help pay for the we ding.
INTERVIEHER:

How do you celebrate the Holidays.

or example,

Christmas.
INTERVIElmE:

We celebrate Christmas eve.
time.

~e

A oig meal in the night

get all together, my brothers, my father

and everybody.

It is a big event.

Christmas is

the same thing.
I TERVIEWER:

When was it that you decided to come to America?

INTERVIEWEE:

My husband could not find work in Italy.

A

relative over her in America wrote to my husband
and said there was work in America.

He sai

that

if you don't find one job, you'll get another one
and maybe someday you will find the one you want.
So my husband came first.

After about 2 yrs. me

and my dau hter came over, and we dect ed to stay
because there was not much work in

taly, but there

was work here.

There were too many peop e in Italy

and not enough

an

to work with.
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INTERVIEWER:

How did you get here from Ita y?

I TERVIE't.JEE:

I came by boat.

INTERVIEWER:

How was the boat and the trip?

INTERVIE't-IEE:

It's beautiful in the boat.
it.

I really enjoyed

It was just like a city.

It ha

every-

thing bands, you could see a show, it had
everything.
INTERVIE't-IER:
INTERVIE't.JEE:

How long have you been in America?
1enty years on Feb 5.
because I went

~n

schoo

I speak broken

ng ish

over there.

INTERVIEWER:

Could you speak any Eng ish when you came to America?

INTERVIEWEE:

Nothing! · I remember when I went in the store I
didn't know the money.

When he asked me for the

money I always gave him a big bill so he had to
give me a lot of change.

After a little whi e

I learned.
INTERVIEWER:

Were the people here patient with you?

INTERVIEWEE:

On

yes, they were very patient.

I had a lot

of friends who explained things to me.

After

a little while we try and understand.

If they

speak slowly I can understand but when they speak
fast I have a prob em.
INTERVIEWER:

What part of America did you first come to?

INTERVIEWEE:

We came right to Rhode Is an •

INTERVIEWER:

When you came to Rhode Island, did you rent a
house or buy one?

INTERVIEWEE:

We rented a house we stayed 4 years in the rente
house.

After the 4 years we

ought this house.
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INTERVIEWER:

Your husbands job must have

INTERVIEWEE:

Wel

yes, but me and

een a good one.

y husband both work.

lole saved a little bit of money to put down
~e ~on't

and now we still pay a mort age.
mind paying this because at

east we have

a house now.

INTERVIEWER:

How are the houses here in America different
from those out in Ita y?

INTERVIEWEE:

Over here, you have all wood in the house
everything is made of wood.

Over in Ita y

you never see the wood in the house.
are all brick and cynder b ocks.
inside you'll find al
find anything
are rea ly

marb e.

ike here.

eautifu •

from the houses here.

On

They
the

You'l . never

The houses in Italy

They are really different
I don't understand why

America is suppose to have all the money and
they bui

houses

ike this.

The houses out

in Italy have a balcony which is very beautifu ,
with all marb e on the floor.

INTERVIEWER:

Did you own your own house when you were in Italy?

INTERVIEWEE:

Yes we did and we sti
my family are stil

INTERVIEWER:

have it •

. y mother and

iving in it.

Did anyone from your town in Italy settle here
in Rhode Island?

INTERVIEWEE:

No. Most of my paisans are in Columbus, Ohio and
ew Jersey.

INTERVIEWER:

Do you get a chance to see them at a

INTERVIEWEE:

No, not at a 1.

?
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INTERVIEWER:

You mentioned before that you and your husband
both work.

What kind of work do you do?

INTERVIEWEE:

I work with a dress maker.

INTERVIEWER:

When you first came here, did you have any

I make dresses.

trouble finding work?

INTERVIEWEE:

No . This is the first shop I worked at anrl
been there for 20yrs.

The boss asked me if I

had any experience in sewing.
perience so he gave me the job.
working there.

've

I di

have ex-

I'm stlll

I never worked anywhere else.

The boss is Sicilian and it was his mother
and father that came here from Italy.

Pe is

very nice and speaks Italian so we understand
each other.

INTERVIEWER:

As far as the family is concerned, what is the
role of the father.

INTERVIEWEE:

he father works to support the family.

My

father worked at the rai road out in Italy and
supported six chi dren.

He brought home the pay,

and we lived well in Italy.

INTERVIEWER:

What do you feel the mother's role is in a fami .y?

INTERVIEWEE:

The mother's job is usually housework;

ike cook

and clean the house and everything else that has
to be done around the house.

I TERVIIDfER:

Do your chi dren have responsibilities around the
house?

I TERVIEWEE:

The

chil~ren

help the mother so when the chi dren

grow up they won 't have any problem when they get
married because they already know everything.
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They learn everything before they go out of
the house.

You train them when they are smal

by letting them he p the mother.
INTERVIEWER:

Do you feel that your homelife is the same here
as it was in Italy.

INTERVIEWEE:

I do the same things here as in Italy because
that is the way I grew up.
way I teach my children.

This is the same
I also learned to cook

in Italy so I cook the same way here .
INTERVIEWER:

Do they have appliances such as washing machines
out in Italy?

INTERVIEWEE:

When I went back to visit this year, they have
everything like we do over here.

Washing machines,

dish washer, television, dryer, everything.

tfhen I

go back to Italy to visit, they have everything we
have, it's just the same.
INTERVIID~ER:

Do you miss Italy?

INTERVIEWEE:

Well I do miss it becuase I have family out there.
I have an older brother out there that I really miss .

INTERVIEWER:

What are your family's feelings about you moving
to America?

INTERVIEWEE:

They ask why we don't live in Ita y.

They tell me

that we could live just as good there as here.
They said that there isn't any more trouble and we
could find work out there.

I tell them I like

America because my oldest daughter got married in
America and my youngest daughter goes to schoo
in America; we are settled here.
INTERVIEWER:

When you first arrived here, rlid you feel that
the people here disliked you in any way?

-R-

INTERVIEWEE:

I felt funny because we didn't understand
each other.
want

~o

You fee

miserable because you

ask something and they do not under-

stand.

After a little while we learned the

language.

INTERVIEWER:

Are you interested in Politics?

INTERVIEWEE:

Well, I really do not know anything about
Politics.

INTERVIEWER:

I'm not too interested in them.

Do you consider yourself to be a true Italian
or an American?

INTERVIEWEE:

I don't really know i f I can answer this.

I

guess I would say half and half. I t is rea ly
hard to say because I have a family over there and
a family over here.
Italian.

INTERVIEWER:

I really feel that I am

I rea ly can not say too much about this.

If you could go back 20yrs. and . ive your life
over, do you think you would still come to America?

INTERVIE\~EE:

~~ell,

I think over there, in Italy you live more

comfortably because it is more friendly and you
know everybody.

Over here you stay in the house all

day long because everybody has to go to work.

If

you want to go out at night you are afraid because
somebody may push you down and nobody in the streets
would help you because all the cars are coming too
fast.

Out in Italy, you do not have to worry about

that.

It is the same thing because there are a

lot of cars, but everyone in Italy are friends.
Someone is always in the house in Ita y, but over
here, no body snays home.

Out in Italy in the small

_q_

towns it is safer, if you go to the big city it is
the same as over here.
INTERVIIDiER:
I TERVIEWEE:

When you first came to America were you frightened?
o.

I wasn't afraid because we were young.

only big problem was the language.

I could not

exp ain anything so you feel funny.
thing worked out with time.

The

ut every-

It would be the same

thing if you went to Italy and did not understand
the language.
INTERVIEWER:

You wou d feel

stran~er.

ike a

Would you have felt better coming to America if
you had studied the English Language?

INTERVIEWEE:

Oh yes, becuase language is a

ig problem.

I

remember when my husband went to work and my daughter
was small, I went to the store to

uy bread.

felt funny going, but I went because I
bread.

I

nee~e~

the

I asked how much, but I asked it in Italian.

He said 20¢ or something like that.
ten dollar bil

I give him a

and he had to give me

because I did not understand.

chan~e

back

The only thing I

had trouble with was the language barrier, nothing
else.
INTERVIEWER:

Did your husband have problem with

anguage when

he came?
INTERVIEWEE:

No, because he had a lot of relatives out here
that helped him.

They helpe

job and he was all right.

him find a good

If you look around,

you will find someone who can speak Italian.
INTERVIEWER:

lYhere did you live when you first come to Rho e
Island?

-1nINTERVIEWEE:

Vinta e St. off
Federal

~ill.

roadway.
~e

The

~roadway

went to Federal Hi

part o
because

everyone was Italian over there and you have no
problem.
INTERVI~fER:

Is there anything e se that you find different
here as compared to Ita y?

INTERVIEWEE:

Yes, the clothes are different.

Out in Ita y

we wear a lot of skirts with a p eat in the front.
You never find them over here and they are beautiful.

The length is a little longer over in Italy

too.

The shoes are different too.

Out in Ita y

you are always dressed up where over
more casual.

ere it is

I see a lot of jeans out here.

are only worn in the house when we are
l~en

Jeans

oing work.

you go out you have to be dressed up.

When

we came out here, we brought some clothes from
Italy to wear here.

A lot of people here like the
e have a lot

clothes because they are di ferent.
gold out there too.
INTERVIEWER:

Is the gold here more expensive than that in 1taly?

INTERVIEWEE:

Well out here you have 14k go d, where as in Italy
they have 1 k gold.

INTERVIEWER:

How is the weather out in Ttaly?

INTERVIEWEE:

It is usually warm.

It gets cold in the winter

time but never goes he ow freezing.
snow up north where I came from.

l

e get some

It does not stay

long, only about a week and then you have sunshine
and beaufiful weather.
INTERVIEWER:

Did you have to a just to the weather over here?
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INTERVIEWEE:

Yes, because we had so much snow when we came over
here that it bothered me.

INTERVIEWER:

o you drive?

INTERVIEWEE:

Yes, I drive.
here.

I learned to drive when I came out

Because if you want to go to work, you have

to drive.

If you want to get out of the house, you

have to drive.

I

ike it here, but you have to get

used to it.
INTERVIEWER:

Do you sti 1 celebrate the holidays here

ike you

did in Italy?
INTERVIEWEE:

Yes, just like in Italy.

Peo

e come over and we

have a big rlinner.
INTERVIEWER:

What do you usually eat at

INTERVIE\olEE:

Well, we start with the antipasto, soup,

~acaroni

or lazagna, depending on what you want.

Then we have

hristmas eve?

meat like broi ed lamb chops, then we have fruit,
coffee and sweets.
INTERVIEWER:

Is there any type of Ita ian food that is not
available here in America?

INTERVIEWEE:

No we have everything.

o

roblem with the food.

We have more food here in the winter time than in
Italy.

ecause over here you get foo

from California.

Out in Ita y, if it is time for oranges, you have
organes, but if it is not the time, you do not get
any oranges.

Out in Italy we put a lot of foorl

away in the cellar to try and save it for the winter
time.
INTERVIEWER:

Does Italy have markets like we do here?

INTERVIEWEF:

Oh yes.

hey have a big market ju t

ike over here.
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They also have a lot of stands.

The Americans

brought a lot of culture to Italy.

o matter

where you go, you find everything American.
INTERVIEWER:

Wel

Cleo, that was very interesting and I thank

you very much.

