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This is a story about family.  My personal identity was loved and nurtured into being 
by my family.  My grandmother was the sweet friend of my sickly childhood.  My older 
sister loved me like her own child.  My mother was my best friend.  I adored my precious 
father.  I heard many, many stories about my ancestors and my extended family as I was 
growing up.  Those stories taught me very much about being human.  

When I married, my husband became my friend, companion, supporter and teacher.  
He respected me and wanted to make me happy every day of his life.  He looked for the best 
in me and in each one of our children.  He encouraged us to develop and use our talents and 
gifts.  

To me, family is the greatest gift God gives to us.  Individuals in families are not 
perfect but together we can learn and grow and share one another’s joys and sorrows.  I tell 
my children that until the day I die, their pain is my pain, and their business is my business.  
I will love and support them with my last breath.  

I am Olga Noemi DiPaolo deCodutti.  By Italian custom, when we marry, we put “de” 
in front of our married name, thus deCodutti.  He is giving me his name; I am using his 
name.  That means that I am part of him and his family.  Olga was the name of my mother’s 
older sister.  When I was born “Noemi” was a very fashionable name.  Many girls born in 
1929 were given that name.  I thank God I was a girl.  My mother loved the opera, “Aida.”  
If I had been a boy, she would have named me “Radames,” for the captain of the Egyptian 
army with whom the Ethiopian princess, Aida, falls in love and at whose side she dies.  

Argentina

People in the United States don’t realize how wealthy Argentina was at one time.  In 
the 18th and 19th centuries, the government encouraged immigration from Europe.  German 
immigrants settled in the big forests in the north of Argentina and set up huge lumber mills. 
The Swiss, the Scandinavians, the English and the Australians went to the south.  Italians 
settled the middle of the country and became farmers.  The land is so rich!  The topsoil is 
black humus and 20-36 inches deep.  

At one time Argentina supplied the world with tannin for curing leather and linseed 
oil for paint.  We have a tree unique in the world, the Quebracho, whose sap is like red wine.  
We call the sap “tannino.”  German and French companies owned the Quebracho forest and 
exploited that resource.  When Peron came to power, he tried to make the foreign companies 
pay extra for being in the country.  It was wartime.  Both Germany and the United States 
developed a synthetic alternative to tannin and we lost that industry.

Entre Rios is a farming state with rice, grass and many citrus fruits.  Correntes has 
acres of scrub and a lot of swamps and desert; animals graze there.  Missiones is almost in 
the jungle.  It has a rich red dirt close to the color of copper.  If you get it in your clothes, 
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you can’t get it out.  Cordoba is a beautiful state.  In Spanish times the state was called, “la 
docta,” because it was the first state with a big university.  I believe that Cordoba is now the 
most progressive state in Argentina – intellectually, industrially and politically.  

In Argentina we drink a kind of tea known as mate.  It’s addictive, just like coffee, but 
they have discovered that drinking mate is very healthy.  There are different consistencies 
depending on how you wish to prepare the tea – in your cup (very fine) or in a pot (with 
stems).  We drink mate with engraved silver straws. A silver straw is a very fine gift in 
Argentina.  Drinking mate is a family custom, part of the practice of hospitality.  We don’t 
drink mate in shops.  I was surprised, however, on my last visit to Argentina to see people ask 
to have thermoses filled with hot water for mate at every stop our bus made. 

Rosario, Santa Fe

I was born in Rosario, Santa Fe, Argentina.  Rosario is northwest of Buenos Aires, 
about a three-hour drive by car.  At one time it was one of the most important cities in 
Argentina because of its deep port on the Parana River.  The Parana is a tributary of the 
Amazon River.  It originates in northern Argentina and flows through three states before 
emptying into Rio de la Plata at Buenos Aires.  It is 14 kilometers wide and very deep, 
making it possible for large boats to travel a long way up the river.  

A French company built the port at Rosario in the late 19th century.  Our government 
made lease arrangements with foreign companies, which required the companies to leave all 
of their assets in Argentina after 50 years.  So, after 50 years the French company left and the 
Argentinean government took over the administration of the port.  After the First World War, 
the Rosario port was known as the Breadbasket of Europe.  My state, Santa Fe, is a very rich 
agricultural state; we supplied grain to all of the countries of Europe after that war.  Gradually, 
many businesses moved to Buenos Aires, diminishing the importance of the port at Rosario.

Rosario looks like a European city.  It was built in the French 
style with beautiful houses and mansions, especially in the downtown 
area.  I used to love to walk past those mansions when I was in 
college.  It’s so sad now that many of those beautiful buildings have 
been torn down.  

The city also had a gorgeous park with a man-made lake; a 
racetrack with a soccer field and a stadium; a rose garden called Rosa 
Villa; a big youth club with ten tennis courts, two swimming pools, 
and two soccer fields; an area for picnicking and dancing; and the 

Mummy and Daddy at the park on a Sunday afternoon with Maria Elena and 
Ana Maria.  Daddy is carrying a cane and wearing glasses because it was 
fashionable.  Mummy’s stole is made of bear skin and her shoes had 17 
buttons instead of the usual 15.  
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oldest and richest cemetery in Rosario.  My sisters belonged to the club when they were 
teenagers and I used to go there with them when I was a little girl.

Because the Parana is born in the Amazon, it carries a tremendous amount of silt and 
other residue as it flows through Argentina.  The silt turns the river red.  The current is swift 
and people have died there.  The Parana also provides beautiful fish.  El Dorado, named for its 
gold color, is known to be a fierce fighter even when it is dying; its other name is “The Tiger 
of the Parana.” Americans are fanatics about this fish.  Another is an ugly, stupid fish, the 
Surubi, which is two feet long or more and has the coloring and fins of a shark.  The meat is 
also dense and white like that of a shark and has no bones. The Pacu is a third type of fish, 
believed to be pre-historic.

My Father’s Family

My father, Nicolas, was named for his mother, Nicolasa.  Nicolasa was a widow with 
one son, Salvador, when she married my grandfather, Andres.  Andres and Nicolasa had seven 
children: Juan, Antonia, Nicolas, Costancia, Andres, Virginia and Zulema.

My grandfather Andres was a 19th century businessman, owning a company, which 
transported construction materials by horse and wagon.  He made a fortune; they were very 
wealthy. Their house covered a one-half square block and had three patios.  The architect who 
designed that house was a genius!  It was home not only to Nicolasa and Andres, but also their 
married children with their families.  The wagons, horses, the workers and their families lived 
behind the big house.  In the center of the second patio was a huge cement fishpond filled with 
beautiful goldfish, an enchanting sight from many windows around the house.  My parents 
were married on that patio; the overhead arbor and even the fishpond were festooned with 
lights.  

The house boasted a gigantic kitchen for baking bread every other day.  When 2-3 pigs 
would be butchered twice a year, the meat would hang in the kitchen and there would be an 
Italian feast while everyone worked making bacon and sausage.  There were quarters for 2-3 
goats and 2-3 lambs.  Grandmother would milk the goats and make goat cheese.  Despite 
having many servants, Grandmother had tremendous responsibility managing the household.  
She would even help the blacksmith when the wagon business got terribly busy.  She and my 
grandfather also took in people with a sad life story, gave them work and helped them to raise 
their children.

One time after my older sister was born, Nicolasa asked my mother to take her to the 
doctor.  My mother took her to one of the best doctors in the city.  After examining 
Grandmother the doctor said, “This woman is completely worn out; her heart is very enlarged.  
Take her home and make her comfortable.  She has only a short time to live.” I never knew 
Nicolasa because she died before I was born.  However, I have a vivid childhood memory of 
Grandfather Andres taking me to the park in his carriage with big wheels and a black top; he 
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was dressed in white linen and wore a hat.

Daddy’s older brother Juan was a very bohemian guy; he liked music, poetry, 
painting, and women.  He became very sick and died at a young age of syphilis, for which, 
at that time, there was no cure.

Andres turned his business over to my father and Salvador.  Trucks had replaced the 
wagons.  Grandfather Andres was very crippled from rheumatoid arthritis by the time he 
was in his early fifties.  His children, Andres and Zulema, took care of him.  The found him 
dead in the bathtub.  That was the end of the family in the big mansion.  It’s a sad story, 
which is included in a later chapter.

My Mother’s Family

My mother’s family is kind of a mystery to me.  I believe my mother’s mother, Elena, 
belonged to a very wealthy and aristocratic family in Venice.  Elena never spoke of her 
mother; we don’t know if it’s because her mother died at a young age.  Her grandmother 
raised Elena.  She did mention once having watched a parade from a special box reserved 
for only the highest class of society.  The Austro-Hungarian Emperor, Franz Josef I, was in 
that parade. 

From the few stories she told us it would seem that my grandmother had particular 
sensibilities as a child.  Because Venice was filled with water, the atmosphere was damp and 
humid.  People became sick very easily.  One antidote was to go for long drives in the forest 
and breathe the fresh air.  One day a family offered to take the child, Elena, for just such a 
drive in their fine carriage.  The drive took them past a prison, where a man was being 
carried out into an ambulance.  Elena began to sob inconsolably.  The family finally had to 
bring her back to her grandmother; they had been unable to distract her or to stop her from 
crying.

That night she continued to cry.  She slept in an elegant four-poster bed with a 
canopy.  All night she kept seeing that man hanging from the frame of the canopy.  The 
grandmother came and prayed by her bed.  In the morning the grandmother received a note.  
She told Elena that her father had died.  In fact, she told Elena that the man she saw being 
taken from the jail was her father.  He had been a famous lawyer in Venice, and the 
grandmother had entrusted him with her fortune.  According to my great-great grandmother, 
Elena’s father took the money and misused it.  Elena’s grandmother pressed charges against 
him and put him in prison.  

Shortly after this incident, another one took place.  Elena and her grandmother were 
house hunting.  In one of the houses Elena saw a girl silhouetted against a window through 
which the sun was streaming.  No girl was there.  The real estate agent asked Elena to 
describe the girl, which she did.  He said that the description fit that of a 15-year old girl 
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who had recently died and whose funeral had been held in that very room not five days 
before.  My great-great grandmother took Elena to the church and had her re-baptized.  She 
had no more visions or intuitions.  

Elena married very, very young to a man who was a pharmacist in Venice.  His last 
name was Tirelli.  She was very much in love with him.  They had two daughters, Olga and 
Maria.  Her husband died shortly after Maria was born.  At the time of his death, many 
Italians were moving to South America to seek their fortune.  Elena thought, “All of these 
people moving to South America will have families; they will need someone to deliver their 
babies.”   She put Olga into a nuns school and gave infant Maria into the care of a nanny, 
and Elena went to the University of Padua for three years to become a midwife.  When she 
was finished she got on a boat and sailed for Argentina, leaving her two young daughters 
behind.  She felt they were too small to make the long trip by boat, and she knew she had 
entrusted them to people who would take good care of them.  

Buenos Aires was too big for her with too much competition, so Elena went to 
Rosario, a city filled with immigrants from Italy.  My grandmother set up business in 
Rosario and was very busy.  At the turn of the century a midwife was a very important 
person to a family.  She was expected to arrive at the first signs of labor and to remain with 
the mother until the baby was one week old.  She took care of both mother and baby, 
washing clothes, changing bed sheets, overseeing the baby’s feeding and making sure no 
problems developed which would require a doctor’s care.  For this service my grandmother 
charged $3.50, but grateful families often gave her tips of $10 or more.  She made a fortune.  
She was also godmother to many of the children whom she delivered; that was the custom. 
My older sister used to tell me that there were times when Elena was so busy, she didn’t 
even have time to take off her shoes to relax at home before she was called out again.  

Elena was young when she started her business.  She was very slim and very 
beautiful.  She had gorgeous eyes.  During her first year in Rosario, she was often called out 
at night; she was afraid to walk the streets.  The Sicilian coachmen on the streets pursued 
her and were very possessive.  They wanted to protect the midwife and insisted that she ride 
in their coaches.  She was worried about their unspoken intentions.  She politely declined 
them all.  Then she met my grandfather, Domingo.  He was a big, tall man, a decent man 
who built warehouses for the railroad.  Elena married him and they had a good 
understanding of one another, but she told him, “I only loved one man in my life.  I gave all 
my love and my heart to him and I cannot do it again.  I will respect you, I will take care of 
you, I will honor your name, and I will be a good wife; but I cannot love you in the way you 
love for the first time.” 

Grandmother was a very adventuresome woman, determined to better herself, to be 
perfect.  Grandfather was a very peaceful contented person.  When Grandmother arrived in 
Rosario, it was just beginning to be developed.  It was easy to buy pieces of property very 
cheap. Grandmother used to give my grandfather money and say, “Here is 500 pesos.  Go to 
the auction.  Use the 500 pesos to make a downpayment.  Don’t miss this opportunity!”  But 
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he never spent the money.   He came back home with 500 pesos and said,  “You do not need 
more property.  Don’t worry about it. You are a businesswoman already; forget about 
bringing on more problems.  You get more property and you have more problems.”  My 
grandmother would be furious!  She would not speak to him for days.  If it had been up to 
her, she would have been the owner of the whole downtown.  I never knew my grandfather, 
Domingo; he died before I was born.  My grandmother died at age 90 when I was 10 years 
old.

I am named for my mother’s older half sister, Olga.  My mother loved her very much.  
When Olga came to Argentina she had been in the nuns school for many years. The nuns 
school was not an orphanage; my grandmother had to pay every month to keep Olga there.  
Olga had a hump in her back, my father told me, and she became more and more bent as the 
years went by.  This unnatural posture put pressure on her heart and eventually killed her.  I 
believe that this deformity came from the years she spent in the nuns school.  I read a book 
about how the European nuns used school children to make a special kind of lace, bolillo.  
They would sit hunched over, working on the lace for hours and hours.  This was during the 
years when their bones were developing.  My aunt was a specialist in making lace. 

Elena was retired when my grandfather died.  To supplement their income, Olga 
suggested that they take in boarders.  A rich farmer in Entre Rios sent his son, Arturo 
Johnson, to live with them while he attended medical school.  Another man, who played 
piano for the silent movies with my father, also lived with them for a time.  He was not in 
good health and Olga took very good care of him.  When he left to go to Buenos Aires for 
new musical opportunities, my mother found Olga crying in the kitchen.  My mother 
believed that Olga was secretly in love with this man.  Olga died when my mother was six 
months pregnant with me.  

Maria, the younger sister, stayed in Italy for many years.  Five times my grandfather 
went to Italy and asked Maria to come to Argentina and five times she refused.  I believe 
that the family of the nanny, who raised Maria, had become dependent upon the money my 
grandmother sent to them for her care.  And who knows what tales they told Maria about 
her mother.  My grandmother made one last offer.  She told Maria that if she did not come 
this time, the money would stop.  Maria came.

Maria was very jealous of my mother.  After losing the love of her life to syphilis, she 
rushed into marriage with another railroad warehouse builder, just to beat my mother to the 
altar.  My parents were engaged at the time.  My grandfather urged her not to marry 
CarloTony.  He was such a cruel man to his employees that they tried to kill him by putting 
a bomb under his car.  Maria and Carlo had three brilliant children, Americo, Luis and Tita.  
Americo was an engineer who worked on building a big hydroelectric dam in Argentina.  
Tita was a Professor of Music, spoke four languages, and never married.  Luis was a 
surgeon who spoke German and French and taught himself English so that he could read 
medical literature.  



7 Olga Codutti, 2001

My Parents and My Older Sisters

Mommy and Daddy married when they were barely nineteen.  My mother, whose 
name was Angela Leticia, was two months older than my father, a source of embarrassment 
to her.  As was the tradition in Italian families, my parents moved to the home of my 
paternal grandparents after their wedding.  My mother did not always wish to go to the big 
kitchen to cook, so a small kitchen was built for her next to my parents’ quarters.  They also 
had a dining room, a bedroom, and a sala.  The sala was a formal area.  Servants would meet 
guests in the sala until the lady of the house could come there to greet her visitors and serve 
tea.

Daddy was a playboy; he had money and a good 
family.  He was very neat.  He was also a great piano 
player; he played in movie theaters for the silent movies.  
He made friends easily.  To me he was big and huge and 
quiet and sweet and kind, so gentle and so lovable.  My 
mother was the most refined, gorgeous, sweet and beautiful 
woman.  She was very romantic and loved poetry and 
music.  She also played the piano beautifully.  She had been 
very sickly as a child, experiencing German measles, 
typhus and diphtheria.  Elena took meticulous care of her; 
my mother had no scars from the measles.  Part of her 
treatment for diphtheria was to drink champagne; Elena 
ordered it by the case!

I have two older sisters, 
Maria Elena and Ana Maria.  They were 15 and 13 when I was 
born.  After Maria Elena was born, Mummy and Daddy left his
parents’ home and went to live with my grandmother, Elena.  
My sisters’ growing-up years were years of prosperity for my 
parents.  Elena helped Daddy establish his own transportation 
business, hauling paving materials for road construction with 
beautiful Clydesdale horses.  Daddy hauled the European 
macadam for a famous street in Rosario and the materials for a 
bridge in Santa Fe.  They had a lot of money and life was easy.  
Maria Elena and Ana Maria attended one of the most 
expensive, private nuns schools.  When they got parts in school
plays, Mother went to the seamstress and to the shoemaker to 
have their costumes made.  One of my sisters played the part of 
the goddess Venus; my mother made her a dress that had gold 
thread.  Her hair was fixed  at the beauty parlor.  

My mother, Angela Letizia Bosachio, 
in her dress for her first communion.

My older sisters, Maria Elena 
and Ana Maria
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I didn’t know these things.  My mother apologized to me before she died.  She said, “I 
gave your sisters a wonderful young life, but I was not able to give it to you.  One day we 
were living at the top and the next day we were at the bottom.”  To that remark, Maria Elena 
said, “But she (Olga) was the happy one.”  In some ways, the reality of the Depression never 
hit my mother and sisters.  They expected money from Daddy or Nana to rescue them and 
fulfill their every wish.  It wasn’t true.  

Trauma in My Father’s Family

As I said, my Grandfather Andres’ house was huge.  Like many houses in Argentina, it 
was built of brick and stucco.  It was built to last.  It was also built to accommodate all of the 
children and their families.  

From the end of the 18th century and well into the 20th century, there was a big influx of 
immigrants, especially Italians.  At first they came in boats, second or third class, for the grain 
harvests.  Argentina was so rich at that time that the workers could make enough money 
during the harvest to pay their round-trip passage to Europe and to feed their family for one 
year.  Eventually, these migrant laborers thought they could make a better life for themselves 
in Argentina.

Like many people my grandfather seized upon this immigration opportunity.  Next door 
to his own huge house, my grandfather built a house of exactly the same dimensions.  This 
one, however, was divided into apartments for the immigrants from Italy.  Each apartment had 
a dining room and bedrooms; the kitchens and bathrooms were all in the front of the building.  
In the center was a patio.  Perhaps 10 families could live inside, giving rise to the name by 
which such building became known, “conventillio.”  The name comes from “conventilliar,” 
which means “to gossip.”  You had many people living together in small quarters; everyone 
knew everyone else’s business.  It was a common construction at that time and they were built 
all over Rosario.  The rent was very reasonable for the immigrants.

So my grandfather had wealth and property from his home and the conventillio as well 
as his business.  His wealth also brought problems.  My grandfather had been married in Italy 
and had fathered a daughter, Vernice.  I don’t know the circumstances under which my 
grandfather left his Italian family and came to Argentina; the family never talked about it.  
Vernice came to Argentina to claim was what legally hers as his oldest child – 50% of all 
property.  She was a very embittered woman at the time and the family viewed her as evil. 

Grandfather Andres divided his property in half.  He gave the conventillio and some 
property across the street from his house to Vernice.  He gave the other half to Salvador.  As 
his stepson, Salvador had a different last name, Desiena; Vernice couldn’t legally touch the 
land in that name.  She sued, however, to prove that the property had originally belonged to 
my grandfather. For over eighteen years the family battled Vernice in the courts.  The family 
suffered a great deal and lost all their money and the beautiful home.  Not all at once, but 
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gradually.  The brothers and sisters and their families moved out of the mansion to live their 
own lives.  The only one who stayed all through the years of lawsuits was my Uncle Andres, a 
lawyer.  It was even said that he dragged his feet on the lawsuits because his life in the 
mansion was easy.  

I went to visit my Aunt Antonia’s son, also named Andres, during my last visit to 
Argentina eight years ago.  He was blind and for years people had assumed that he was 
mentally simple as well.  Andres told me so many things I couldn’t have known any other 
way because I was too young when they happened.  According to Andres, Vernice was not as 
bad as I had always been told.  She married in Argentina and had other children; she tried to 
reach out to the family.  She even went to Salvador and suggested that the two of them go to a 
lawyer, combine their halves of the estate, and then divide the property equally among all 
family members.  Salvador said, “No.”  

Grandfather Andres had intended for Salvador to divide his share among all the 
brothers and sisters.  Salvador decided to keep everything for himself.  He put his family on 
the street.  I remember one time when my Uncle Salvador was visiting.  My father asked him 
for a loan to pay the mortgage.  Salvador said, “What do you think I am, just a bank?  I have 
problems, too!”  Daddy replied, “Don’t say one more word or you will be sorry!”  That was 
one of the very few times I ever remember my daddy blowing his fuse.

My Uncle Salvador had a home on the corner of the property.  It was a beautifully 
constructed small home.  It had a breathtaking foyer with stained glass windows and a built-in 
bench all along a curved wall.  There was also a table of pure marble.

I have no memories of the big house.  I heard many stories about the house and my 
mother took me to see it once.  There were many pictures of the house at one time; I loved 
looking at them.  My sister put them with many other recollections of the past in a closet, 
which was close to the roof of the house she was in.  The roof leaked and all of the pictures 
were damaged.  They had to be thrown away.  

Change of Life Baby

My mother was over 35 when I was born.  My grandmother, Elena, delivered me into 
this world on May 23, 1929.  I was born at home.  My mother was very sick with an infection, 
which took many women in childbirth.  We call it “fiebre puerpera” in Spanish (“puerperal or 
childbed fever” in English).  If you look at my birth certificate, however, you will see that it 
says, “December 23, 1929.”  Our system is different from yours.  When a child is born, the 
doctor or midwife gives the father a birth certificate with the baby’s name and birthdate.  The 
father has 30 days to go to City Hall and register this certificate.  He takes two witnesses with 
him, usually best friends of the family or family members.  
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When I was born, Daddy’s business was having a difficult time.  He put off going to 
City Hall to register my birth certificate.   My grandmother kept urging him to go.  Finally, 
he registered me in December.  He didn’t have to pay the usual fine for missing the 30-day 
deadline, however, because my grandmother had signed the certificate.

The Depression

Before my birth was registered, the Depression came.  Daddy
lost everything.  My grandmother, Elena, tried to come to the 
rescue.  She sold her house and gave Daddy the money to pay all 
the bills from his business – for the horses and the feed and the 
wagons.  But Daddy lost the business.  At that time money was 
like water.  Everybody was in the same boat – out of work, no one
to buy, businesses failing.  My father told me that every day he 
went out looking for work, anything to make some money.  At the
end of the day he would go to his club with all of his friends to 
talk about the problems of the day.  Somebody would always say, 
“Oh, do you remember So-and-so?  He killed himself.”  They 

killed themselves like flies! 

We moved from Rosario to Salto Grande (Big Jump), a 
little town in the middle of the rich farming community of our 

state.  From Rosario it was about the same distance as from Springfield to Joplin.  My father 
became the manager of an Italian club where people would come for coffee or a drink and 
dancing maybe once or twice a month.  It was the only distraction for the people in that 
area.  Daddy used money left over from my grandmother to buy all of the machinery from a 
vacant movie theater.  He moved that machinery to the club and started showing silent 
movies every Sunday after church.  He served coffee and drinks while people watched the 
show.  He charged only 15 cents for the matinee.  It was a big hit!  

During this time both of my sisters became engaged.  
Maria Elena became engaged to a German man, a chemical 
engineer who came to Argentina to work for a German meal 
company, Fenix Mill. Maria Elena was 18 and this man earned 
$1,000 a month.  That was a lot of money in the 1930’s!  
Sometimes I think she was more fascinated with the money 
than the man.  They became my second parents because I was 
with them all the time.  Ana Maria, 16, became engaged to a 
much older man who raised cows.  He would bring them to the 

My mother on the patio of my 
Grandmother Elena’s home.  

Olga, Maria Elena and Franz in a park in Salto Grande.  They were dating 
at the time.  Maria Elena is holding Exe, a dachshund.  We called them 
“salchicha,” or “sausage” dogs.  
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town to butcher them.  He was a very sweet, nice gentleman, but after a while she got cold 
feet and broke the engagement.

Daddy was doing very well in Salto Grande.  Daddy had a special talent for making 
friends; he was a champion socializer.  He made a lot of contacts with rich farmers in the 
area and with “estancerios,” people who raised animals.  These new friends advised him, 
“Nicolas, go up to this little town…”  It was a miserable town with only a railroad station, a 
pharmacy, a school, a jail, a city hall, and one general store.  There were two big buildings 
owned by some brothers from Spain, the bar and the café.  Daddy’s friends said, “Go to the 
brothers and ask them if you can rent that gigantic saloon from them to show your movies.  
Those people don’t have ANY distraction.  You will have a gold mine!”  Daddy went to 
assess the situation.  He offered to buy the building from the brothers but they would not 
sell.  They agreed to rent it to him for three years.  Daddy installed a generator so that he 
would have electricity.  

Oh, you wouldn’t believe it!  Every Saturday and Sunday the theater was packed.  
Daddy bought two billiard tables and promoted competitions.  Hundreds of people came.  
He also sold gasoline because the automobile became very fashionable. Daddy made a lot of 
money.  We were not rich, but we were comfortable again.  The name of this town was Los 
Cardos.  “Cardos” is the Spanish word for thistle.

The bar was huge and very beautiful with big windows all around.  It had two doors 
in the entrance, which were also very beautiful.  My mother played the piano and my sisters 
helped to wait on the customers.  I was about three years old at the time.  I can remember 
the apartment where we lived; it was right beside the hall.  I listened to my mother playing 
the piano until 2 or 3 o’clock in the morning, poor darling.  My mother played wonderful 
piano.  I remember I woke up in the middle of the night, and I cried because I could hear 
Mommy playing and I wanted to be beside my mother’s piano like always.  My 
grandmother said, “No, you have to fall asleep again because Mommy is working. She is 
playing piano for the people who dance, but no, it is not for you this time.  Tomorrow you 
can be beside Mommy’s piano and listen to her.”

I remember that the teacher in the school was an especial friend of Daddy and me.  
He was skinny and had a mustache, but he was a good, kind young man.  I remember 
walking a very narrow path across a big field to go to the school to look at the children.  I 
was too young to go to school, but the teacher would keep me there and let me sit at his desk 
in front of all the children.  He had family living in Rosario.  Maria Elena and her husband 
had moved back to Rosario.  When the teacher visited his family, he would take me with 
him on the train to spend time with Maria Elena and Franz.  

Daddy wanted to buy the business in Los Cardos but the brothers didn’t want to sell.  
As a matter of fact, they wanted Daddy to sell everything to them.  He didn’t have a choice.  
He sold them all of the equipment, the generator, everything.
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From Los Cardos we moved to El Trebol, which means “three-leaf clover.”  We did 
this on the advice of one of Daddy’s friends from Los Cardos, a big rancher named Mr. 
Rosenbaut.  Daddy rented another bar and tried the same business, but it was a big 
disappointment.  The area was very rich, but the people were tight with their money.  
When they came to town they would buy only one cup of coffee, no more.  Daddy 
couldn’t make his business work under those circumstances, so we moved back to 
Rosario.  Daddy tried going back into the transportation business again – this time with 
trucks, which had replaced horses.  He hauled sand from the river to construction sites.  He 
worked like crazy, but any money he made wound up going to doctors.

Sickness

I had just turned four years old.  This is the story my mother told me.  My 
grandmother knitted beautifully and she used to knit my underwear, my stockings, my 
gloves – everything.  She knitted a beautiful red wool dress for me.  We went to visit 
Maria Elena in Rosario and to attend a big military parade in honor of our Independence 
Day on July 9; that is wintertime in Argentina.  My mother dressed me in the red dress for 
the parade.  She wanted me to be seen in that beautiful dress, so I went without a coat.  I 
caught a cold, which turned into pneumonia and whooping cough.  I almost died.

I was sick off and on until I was thirteen – nine years.  I would spend three months 
in bed and then be up for three months, then three months in bed and so on.  The only time 
I was allowed outdoors was in summer and then only in daylight.  I would take small trips 
to the park with my mother in summer.  My mother would never allow me to go barefoot.  
When I got married I went barefoot all the time!

My grandmother stayed with me constantly.  She taught me to knit.  I would cut out 
pictures from magazines. Maria Elena and Franz gave me a huge painting book, which I 
looked at a million times.  I had colored pencils and paper.  Mother gave me dolls and 
showed me how to make dresses for them. 
The family said I never complained.

One of my daddy’s many friends was a pharmacist.  He provided me with all of my 
medicines.  The pharmacy would give out one balloon with each filled prescription.  I 
slept in my mother’s bed because it was easier for her to take care of me that way.  The 
bed had a high back and Mother would tie all of the balloons to the back of the bed.  Can 
you believe this?  I remember there were so many balloons that when the neighborhood 
children or my school friends would come to visit me, every one of them would leave with 
a balloon.  

The  medicine cost a fortune.  My mother also took me to a specialist’s clinic twice 
a year for tests.  They wanted to make sure that with my chronic bronchitis, I did not 
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develop tuberculosis.  All of my mother’s jewels, her piano, everything went to the pawn 
shop so that they could afford the medicines and the doctors.  We also moved to a smaller 
house in order to pay less rent.  

My mother kept me in knitted undergarments, like a vest, cotton in summer and wool 
in winter.  She always protected my chest.  She and my grandmother would rub my cheeks, 
my back, my chest and do everything possible to keep me warm inside and comfortable. I 
know their care kept me from getting tuberculosis.  Mothers today don’t understand how 
important that interior warmth is and they let their babies go without booties and keep them 
almost nude.  I also had to drink powdered calcium in milk – ugh!

Daddy was not succeeding in the transportation business, so he liquidated everything.  
His younger brother, Andres, was a lawyer and the secretary to a criminal judge.  He used 
his political connections to find Daddy a job as chief of police in a small town.   It was a 
quiet town with very little crime.  Daddy would work a 24-hour shift and then have 24 hours 
off.  Daddy took the job.  It offered him a regular paycheck and good security.  My other 
sister, Ana Maria, became a beautician and set up her shop in the front of our house, so we 
started to have some financial stability.

Then Mummy became sick.  She developed a complete disorder of her nervous 
system as she started through the change of life.  She would have attacks like epilepsy, 
shaking all over and foaming at the mouth.  At the beginning she would have two or three 
attacks in one day.  It was awful!  

Daddy took Mummy to a renowned German gynecologist, a Dr. Kuntz.  Maria 
Elena’s husband, Franz, recommended Dr. Kuntz and helped with the bills.  Dr. Kuntz said 
that as my mother aged, the problem would lessen but her nervous system would be 
permanently altered.  He gave Mummy many books to read about this condition.

Mummy suffered with this problem for eight years.  I remember that the attacks did 
lessen with the years.  The very last one, she was able to control. I remember it was June 
and my nephew was coming from school for a visit.  Mummy was so happy; she became 
very excited. We were eating. Mummy was always conscious of the onset of an attack and 
would warn us. This time she said “Oh! Oh my God! It is coming, it is coming!”  We 
shouted, “Mom, Mom control yourself, Mom, put yourself together!  Think about 
something else!”  Finally, in just a couple of minutes she said, “Ah! It is over.  Oh! God it is 
over!”   She had no more attacks after that.

Mixing German and Italian Customs at Christmas

Maria Elena’s husband, Franz, was a brilliant German chemical engineer. Franz was 
very ingenuous and a wonderful craftsman.  Nothing was impossible for him.  Franz created 
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a beautiful vegetable garden with seeds his mother sent him from Germany.  His family had 
a farm in what became East Germany after World War II.  

Franz introduced many German customs into our family.  One of them was the 
Christmas tree.  In our part of Argentina we couldn’t get evergreen trees like the trees in the 
U.S. which are popular for Christmas trees – spruce or fir.  But we had another tree, the 
Casuarina Pine, a very tall tree, which has 5” long, gray-green needles that droop down like 
a weeping willow.  Franz would cut the branches and create a Christmas tree.  So from 
Franz our Christmas celebrations always included a tree.  

For me Christmas was a most beautiful time.  The Italian custom was for all the 
churches and cathedrals, mostly Catholic, to compete with one another to create the best 
nativity.  My mother would take me to all the churches to visit those nativities.  Afterward, 
we would go for 5 o’clock tea at a Chinese tea- house, called a “confiterias.”  I remember 
one in particular because Maria Elena and Franz would take me there often.  This Chinese 
teahouse was called Ka-machi.  In the center of the dining room, it had a gigantic birdhouse 
filled with exotic birds.  The birdhouse looked Victorian, white metal lattice all around with 
a big dome on top.  It was so beautiful!  The waiters were all Chinese and they would make 
a big fuss over me, calling me “Olguita” and bringing me delicious cookies and chocolates.  
Mommy took me there and then we went shopping.

We did not buy lots of presents at Christmas.  Our gifts were simple, maybe a 
handkerchief, a scarf for Grandma, socks for Daddy.  They were mostly handmade, 
embroidered or knitted, no big luxury items.  Franz’ mother would send baskets of 
chocolates and goodies and hand-knitted mittens, hats and stockings.   One time she sent me 
a tiny umbrella decorated with gorgeous flowers, roses and daisies.   

Maria Elena’s Life

Maria Elena married at eighteen years of age.  Doctors 
told her that she would never be able to have children 
because she had an under-developed uterus.  So, I became 
their child.  I spent a lot of time with them and with their 
German friends, all couples.  There was Lesha and Hilda and 
Oldesunder and Aunt Paula.  There was also George Fulman, 
a wonderful craftsman who worked with ebony.  He was 
employed by the premier furniture company in Rosario and 
fell in love with the owner’s only daughter, Emma.  They got
married.  She had a heart problem and was told not to get 
pregnant, but she did anyway, by accident.  She insisted on 

With my second mother, Maria Elena.  See how I am dressed in a 
warm knitted dress?
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keeping the baby and trying to carry it to term.  Emma and the baby died in the delivery 
room.  George was inconsolable!  He became a very troubled man and ran from job to job 
after that.  Such a shame!

There was another couple, whose name I don’t remember, who built a wooden house 
with only one big room.  It was very unusual because in Argentina we only build with brick.  
The husband made all the furniture, which was built-in.  I remember a sofa with leather 
cushions running all around the sides of the recreation area.  On the wood floor there were 
big carpets and lots of cushions.  My memories are of lots of people sitting and laughing and 
talking and drinking beer and singing.  Oh my, could that man sing!  I don’t remember if it 
was all in German, I just remember that I was passed from arm to arm and I would listen or 
sleep.  I was very tiny – maybe three or four years old.  The couple went back to Germany 
right before World War II and we never saw them again.  

I also remember there was one single man who worked for the Swift Company.  He 
was so gorgeous, like a movie star.  Beautiful!  He spoke English so beautifully, without a 
trace of accent, that the Americans thought he was American or maybe British.  They were 
so surprised to learn he was German.  I spent a lot of time on his arm.  He had gorgeous, 
wavy blond hair and I used to play with it.  Oh, but he was a rascal with the women.  He 
married a very rich ranch owner, a big woman much older than himself.  Everybody said he 
married her for her money.  

Franz changed companies and began working for a noodle manufacturer, The Minetti 
Company.  He created formulas to make noodles from spinach, tomato, and carrots.  All of 
the colored noodles you see on the market today were created from the formulas, which 
Franz invented.  Franz was making good money, and he and my sister were big spenders.  
But troubles started.  The machinery for making these noodles came from Germany.  When 
it arrived, a young German engineer came with the machinery to install it.  He and Franz 
disagreed about how to set the machinery up.  Franz had years of experience and felt he 
knew what was required to make his formulas work.  The young engineer was strong-willed 
and hard headed and would not give in one inch to my brother-in-law.  Franz got so mad, he 
just sort of lost his mind.  The chief of the mill had been his best man when Franz and Maria 
Elena got married; he begged Franz to stay.   No!  Franz left the company and swore he 
would never work as a chemical engineer again; he never did.   He left the company and left 
all of his formulas behind.

At this time Maria Elena became pregnant, despite what the doctors said.  It was a 
terrible pregnancy.  Franz took a job as a traveling salesman. Maria Elena was left alone 
during her pregnancy with many bills to pay.  Daddy had to help her.  It was such a difficult 
time because my mother and grandmother and I were all sick.  Franz stayed away until just 
before the baby was born, but when he came back his mind was gone.  He became a real 
pain in the neck.  They rented a big house with a garage in which Franz installed a bicycle 
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repair shop.  

Maria Elena decided she had to go to work.  She had spent four years being trained as a 
chef in German and French cuisine.  A European company, Benflux, was introducing 
kerosene stoves in our country and they wanted to hire someone to demonstrate these stoves 
for potential customers.  At the time we had natural gas stoves and charcoal; kerosene became 
the new fashion.  So, Maria Elena got a job with them.  Ana Maria helped with the 
demonstrations because she was very good at Italian cooking.  They cooked in movie theaters 
in front of large audiences of women. Maria Elena was very successful with that company and 
she earned good money.

Because she had to go to work, her son, Emilio, was left with a young nanny.  The very 
first infant formula from Europe, Glaxo, had just been introduced in Argentina.  The nanny 
had to feed this to Emilio because Maria Elena was working.  When you prepared the 
formula, you had to discard whatever you didn’t use at a single feeding.  The nanny must have 
done something wrong one day because she ran away from the house.  When Maria Elena 
came home, Emilio was burning up with fever.  She rushed him to the hospital where the 
doctor said Emilio had become fatally poisoned.  He advised that we give him a Christian 
baptism because he had only two or three days to live.  

My mother refused to accept that verdict.  This was her first grandson and she wasn’t 
going to let him die.  She took him home and stayed by his crib for four months.  He had 
terrible diarrhea and high fevers.  She bathed him and changed him, and every morning she 
gave him the tip of a teaspoon coated with Milk of Magnesia.  She boiled oatmeal at night and 
gave him the oatmeal water. The pediatrician was amazed!  He felt it was a miracle that 
Emilio lived.  He said he was watching my mother’s treatment very closely because she must 
be doing something right.   It took four months, but he was saved.  From that time on our 
family was never without Phillips Milk of Magnesia!  

He stayed with us and I took care of him all the time. Maria Elena bought a beautiful 
baby carriage and I would walk him for blocks and blocks.  The doctor wanted us to get him 
out in the sun and fresh air.  I was maybe eight or nine at the time.  Franz was getting crazier 
and crazier and Daddy was getting fed up with him, so Maria Elena decided it was time for 
them to move back to their own house.   I went with them on doctor’s orders.  Emilio had 
become so attached to me that the doctor was afraid to separate us because it might jeopardize 
Emilio’s recuperation. 

Franz was hot-tempered.  He became furious that Emilio could not eat regular German 
food.  He insisted that Maria Elena give him cabbage and sausage.  She tried to tell Franz that 
it was no good; Emilio was gagging all the time.  I remember one time Franz got so angry he 
picked up a hall table and threw it!  Maria Elena finally had enough.  She told me to pack my 
suitcase and grab Emilio; she was calling a cab.  
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We went back to my mother’s house.  I remember Maria Elena crying and talking to my 
mother.  She said she would not go back to Franz and if the family insisted, she would 
disappear and never be heard from again.  In Argentina at the time it was immoral for a 
woman to leave her husband.  The family let her stay.  We practically raised my nephew.  I am 
only seven years older than he is, so he became like a little brother to me. Maria Elena and 
Franz were together for eleven years.

Family is More Important Than Money

Every member of my family was so good and generous, so sweet and lovable, 
especially Daddy.  Daddy was so patient.  My mother was a sweet angel.  My grandmother, 
Elena, was my gorgeous friend.  She had good sense and was very nice and encouraging to 
me.  I would sit on her lap and she would tell me all sorts of stories about Italy and about our 
family. Maria Elena was a wonderful companion.  I was sick and our finances were not good, 
but all around me was happiness.   Money does not buy happiness.  With money you can have 
good things and you can live, but it is the love and understanding of the people around you 
which really makes the memories. 

So many young people today don’t get the attention and
interest from their parents, which they deserve.  Mother is not 
there when they get home from school with a cup of tea and a 
plate of bread and jelly.  No one is there to help them with their
sums or their multiplication tables.  Young people don’t stay at
the table after dinner and listen to adults talk and learn about the
past.  They have no roots.  You ask them, “What was your father 
like when he was a teenager?”  They don’t know.  “What did your 
grandfather do during World War II?”  They don’t know.  A friend
of mine told me the other day that her granddaughter was called 
into the principal’s office for drawing a swastika on her book bag. 
The principal scolded her and asked, “Don’t you know that 
symbol represents the death of many innocent people?”  She 
didn’t know.  No one had told her.  She was of Polish descent 
and her great grandfather had died in the war and her grand-
father had seen a concentration camp.  She didn’t know.  

I believe that the family is the place where the seeds of living a productive life get 
planted.  It takes strict discipline coupled with sweet understanding. In this way you create an 
environment in which your children will listen to you and not tell you to leave them alone. 
Then when children have problems they will talk to their parents, for no one can comfort them 
the way a parent can.  At fourteen I learned that other people will use your problems for 
gossip or to amuse themselves.  They are not interested in sharing your pain.  My mother 
shared my pain, my heartache;  she was my best friend.  

Here I am, walking with my 
sister, Maria Elena and our 
cousin, Tita Tony.  Tita was my 
mother’s only niece, the daugh-
ter of her sister, Maria.
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Something I see in this country which is so different from my experience is young 
people spending the day in their bedrooms.  They are separated from the life of the family and 
its communication and its trials and all the things which should be theirs as part of a family.  
In our home we made our beds up in the morning and didn’t return to that room until it was 
time to sleep at night.  We would rest on the patio together and listen to the radio or to 
records.  My mother taught me all about opera.  We listened to records together and she would 
tell me the stories behind the music.  She would compare the voices of the singers and 
translate the words for me.  I could tell you a million details about opera, which I learned from 
these times with my mother.  Also, because I was the youngest and so sickly, I was never 
allowed to sleep at anyone else’s home, not even at the home of a relative.  My mother said 
that unless I was by her side in bed, she could not sleep. 

The family is not just the house or the mother or the father.  It’s the place where people 
are trying to do the most important thing in their lives – raising their children to be good 
people, to live their lives well and united.

School

Our school system was different from yours, more European.  We had national schools, 
run by the federal government, and state schools, run by each individual state and not quite as 
demanding as the national schools.  The public schools were coed; the Catholic schools were 
single-sex schools.  Education through the sixth grade was the same for everyone and it was 
very rigorous.  We were doing fractions and grammar in second grade.  We attended school 
only four hours per day and we had a lot of homework.  By the end of sixth grade we were 
well prepared for high school.  

When I was twelve I finished the sixth grade.  My mother suggested that I become a 
teacher.  I started to prepare myself for the examination one had to take to be admitted to the 
Normal 2 school where girls received training to become teachers of music or art.  Normal 1 
was also for women, but that training prepared you to teach languages and even to become a 
professor of languages.  Normal 3 was for boys and prepared them as teachers of Phys. Ed. or 
pre-medical studies in Biology, Botony and Chemistry.  After the Normal school, a student 
could attend a National school, which prepared him/her for college.  

Our educational system rivaled that of any country in Europe.  It was excellent.  Now 
the system in Argentina is modeled after the one in the United States, and it is bad.  When we 
moved here the teachers were so surprised at how well prepared my children were in 
mathematics.  We teach math completely differently, using our heads, not calculators or paper.  
It’s simpler.  

I passed the exam but I had a very difficult time with the work.  I was not adequately 
prepared and I did not know how to study; but I was unwilling to admit to anyone that I was 
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having trouble.  I failed math and Spanish grammar.  I took two big exams and failed them 
both and never got back on my feet again.  I was mad and depressed, but college felt like a 
jail to me.  My family was very disappointed, too.  I made a big mistake not doing what 
some other girls in my situation did; they went to another school for girls to become better 
prepared to return to Normal 2.  But I didn’t do that.  Now I am very sorry, but at the time I 
wasn’t ready.  

Singing was a love of mine.  I had a very good voice at one time.  I had a friend who 
would walk with me to the bus stop every day and I would sing.  My mother encouraged 
me.  She said, “So, if you don’t want to be a teacher, you will be good in painting, drawing, 
singing, sewing, knitting and cooking.”  I was happy.  After a while I attended another 
school where I learned to be a professional seamstress.  I went for four years and learned to 
design patterns.  I became very good at designing children’s clothes.  During the last year 
people could come to the school and request to have clothes made; I was one of the girls in 
highest demand.  It was good practice and made money for the school after we were paid for 
materials and transportation.  I could have gone on to become a teacher, but I became too 
busy.  

Religion

I attended Catholic grade school because it was the only school with afternoon 
sessions and my mother didn’t want me to get up early with the cold wind.  It was also only 
half a block from the house, in a big convent.

I was very devout.  Every afternoon after class, I would go to the chapel.  I loved 
Santa Theresa personally; I was devoted to her.  I would sit beside her figure and talk to her.  
It made me feel so happy.  The nuns accepted my presence.  Every afternoon around three 
o’clock they had a private ceremony called salutatis.  I was always in the chapel when they 
would gather for the ceremony and they never asked me to leave.   I never joked with the 
other girls about the ceremony.  For me it was not a curiosity; it was part of my enchanting 
reverie.  I loved it.

One day as I was leaving, the Mother Superior came and asked that I have my mother 
come and speak with her.  She wanted to complement me for my reverent attitude and 
respect for the nuns.  She gave me a little bag with all kinds of cookies inside.  I was nine.  
This was important to me because I couldn’t be complemented for being a top pupil.  I was 
good in mathematics but only average in everything else.  

My mother went to visit the Mother Superior.  She asked my mother to consider 
allowing me to become a nun.  “She has that special feeling inside,” Mother Superior said.  
Mommy talked it over with Daddy.  Daddy said, “No way!  Olga doesn’t know what being a 
nun is.  She likes the quiet because she is a quiet, sweet, romantic girl.  She is just a little 
girl now.  If she comes to me at age 18 or 20 and says she wants to become a nun, it will 



20 Olga Codutti, 2001

break my heart, but I will respect her decision.”  Daddy wanted me to leave the nuns’ school 
and attend a public school with both boys and girls so I would experience another 
environment.

When I became older, I questioned my Catholic religion.  I saw so many injustices in 
the world that conflicted with my faith. One memory of the beginning of my disillusionment 
happened when I was a young teenager.  At our church we would have many weddings back 
to back.  I was part of a group of girls who helped the priest with those weddings.  One night 
we had fourteen weddings in a row.  We were so busy!  When they were all over, the priest 
came to us.  We thought he would thank us for our work and maybe give us a peso or two 
from the money bulging in his pocket.  Instead, he scolded us for leaving the flowers and 
white carpet in the church even for those girls who had not paid extra to have them included 
in the ceremony. 

I visited other churches and learned of other religious traditions.  My husband, Enzo, 
studied with a very wise man when he was young.  He taught me many things about 
reincarnation. All of my family is Catholic, but my Mom, my grandmother…all of us believe 
in reincarnation.  I would ask my mother, “If you are a really good Catholic, how can you 
believe in that?”  She said, “I don’t know, but it is the truth.”  In our family we have had a lot 
of strange things happen, and we all believe in reincarnation.

I grew to believe in reincarnation as the only explanation for life’s many inequities.  
Now I believe that life is a school and that we come into this world in order to learn certain 
lessons and to improve ourselves.  It’s like school.  If you don’t learn all the lessons of first 
grade, you repeat the first grade.  You can’t skip any lessons.  When we look at others who are 
suffering, we don’t know what lesson they may have to learn in this life.  Even Hitler, who 
made so many people suffer, may come back as a leper or with a severe disability and people 
will have compassion for him and try to help and comfort him.  He has returned to learn the 
lessons of personal suffering and compassion for others who are suffering.  Forgiveness keeps 
us from remembering our past experiences.  What’s at the top of the ladder of improvement?  
Jesus Christ.  We have to reach him.  We come back many, many times before we get it right.  

I used to say to my husband, “I don’t know what I did in another life.  Maybe what I did 
was terrible, so terrible that God wanted to give me a break this time.  So, I have this life 
without too much luxury or too much excitement.  It’s just a simple life, but a happy one.

Enzo

I used to have a very good singing voice.  At Normal school I became good friends with 
a girl named Iride.  She would ask me to sing this and that and we would sing together.  One 
day I visited her house and discovered that our mothers had been friends when they were 
teenagers.  I also learned that my grandmother, Elena, had brought Iride’s mother and all of 
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her brothers and sisters into this world.  I visited her again with my mother and listened 
while they told many stories of their youth together.  

Because of our mothers, Iride’s and my friendship continued 
after I left school.  She had a gorgeous cousin, Monona.  All three 
of us were born in 1929 and we became an inseparable trio.  Iride 
had two brothers, Enzo and Radil.  Enzo was the older brother.  He 
supported the family because his father had died at the age of 47 
when Enzo was only 16.  I never saw the brothers.  Enzo worked
all the time and Radil either played soccer or he read.  When 
Radil read nothing else in the world existed for him!  

We three girls spent a lot of time together on the weekends, 
going to the mall or to movies or to a club for dances.  One Sunday 
we went to the club to dance and none of our friends were there.  We felt uncomfortable 
and decided to go downtown.  There we saw Enzo and his friend, Guillermo, with his 
fiance. We went with them to an outdoor café with beautiful marble tables and drank beer 
and ate sandwiches.  We had such a good time, laughing and talking, that no one noticed 
the time slipping by.

I had a 9 o’clock curfew, 9:30 at the latest in the summer.  Remember, I was never 
allowed to sleep outside my home and if I did not get home at curfew time, my parents 
worried.  Sometimes I was defiant with my Mom.  I’d say, “You think that if I want to do 
something wrong, your restrictions will stop me?”  She said, “Yes, I know you can, but 
you won’t because you have a good conscience.  I also know that I will be in your mind 
and that you will hear my voice every time you are tempted by evil.”  

That night I was going to be late getting home.  I had a half-hour bus ride home and 
it would be 10 o’clock before I got to my door.  I also lived in a neighborhood with lots of 
big trees, which made the three-block walk to my house very dark.  I was worried about 
being bothered by men.  Enzo told Iride to go home; he would take me home so that I 
would be safe.  He felt somewhat responsible for my being late.  He wanted to explain 
everything to my father.

Enzo was not the type of boy for a casual goodnight at the door.  When we got home 
I invited Enzo inside.  All of my family was at the dinner table.  My mom inquired 
sarcastically, “So, you brought Enzo with you?”  Enzo explained that we had been 
drinking beer and having fun and hadn’t noticed the time and that he had not wanted me to 
come home alone in the dark and worry my parents.  He apologized to my dad and asked 
his forgiveness.  Dad invited Enzo to stay for dinner and, afterward, to come again.  Right 
away Enzo asked if he could come back on Thursday and go walking with me.  

Enzo Codutti as a boy.  
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I was 18 and dating a lawyer of 40 named Eduardo.  I had met him on the bus as I 
was going to pick up my nephew, Emilio, from school.  He was from a very upper class 
family in Rosario and I was intrigued by his attentions to me.  My mother explained some 
drawbacks of married life to an older man and one from that class of society, to which my 
family no longer belonged. My parents welcomed the distraction of Enzo in my life.  
Eduardo was in Uruguay on business, so I told Enzo he could come back.  We started seeing 
each other three and four times every week, just in a friendly way.  We went to movies and 
out to dinner; we ate meals with my family and drank beer with my father.  I became very 
attached to Enzo.  Eduardo had pressed me for a decision about marriage.  He told me if I 
didn’t call him, he would know that my answer was “No.”  When Eduardo came back, I 
never called him.  My lawyer uncle, Andres, told me Eduardo’s heart was broken.

Enzo started saving money.  He worked at a naval port as a lathe operator, and he and 
a partner had a machine shop. After three years of dating and saving, Enzo quit his naval job 
to devote himself to his business.  Enzo said we had enough money to get married.  There 
was just one problem and it was a huge one.  Enzo was not a baptized Catholic.  For my 
family I had to be married in the Church, but without baptism, the Church could not perform 
the ceremony.  I felt caught in the middle and was miserable.  Enzo finally came to me and 
told me to stop worrying; he would take care of everything.

Enzo went to our priest and explained his own beliefs.  He told our priest that he 
respected and loved me and wanted to be a good husband to me.  Enzo loved Jesus Christ 
with a passion, but Enzo wanted the priest to understand that he could not accept the 
teachings of the Catholic Church.  He also said he was willing to be baptized.  The priest 
consented.  The priest came to me and told me that he had never met such a man as Enzo, so 
honest and so good.  He told me that Enzo was the right man for me.  

A wedding shower for Enzo and me to which all of the single and engaged mem-
bers of the family were invited.  Everyone wanted to have an opportunity to 
know Enzo.  We are at the head of the table.  Ana Maria is to my right.
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Our Wedding

Enzo and I got married on January 19, 1950.  It was summer in Argentina.  We had to 
go to city hall and get married legally and then go to the church and get married before God.  
In Argentina the wedding is paid for by both the bride and groom.  Enzo didn’t like a lot of 
attention and he wanted to save money for our family, so we invited only our immediate 
families.

I didn’t make my own wedding dress, even though I wanted to.  Everyone said it was 
bad luck for the bride to make her own dress!  A seamstress made me a wonderful dress, 
tight at the top and big and fluffy on the bottom with a back of unusual cut.  She came to my 
house at 9 o’clock in the morning to help me get dressed.  When I left the house to go to the 
church, all the neighbors were there wishing me happiness and many congratulations.  The 
wedding was scheduled for 10 a.m.  On our way to the church downtown, we got stuck at a 
train stop.  I didn’t get to the church until 11:45!  Enzo was mad, everyone was desperate, 
and I was afraid that Enzo would think I had changed my mind.

We have another superstition about the weather on your wedding day.  If it is sunny 
the bride will be happy for the rest of her life; if it is rainy, she will cry all the time.  My 
wedding day was beautiful, but my Dad and I cried because I was the baby and I was 
leaving home.  

It was a nice wedding.  My three best friends from elementary school were there.  
They went to our school and brought with them a nun who was very special to me.  Sister 
Santiaga was of Indian descent, a very simple, humble woman who spent most of her time 
in the kitchen.  She was almost treated like a servant by the other sisters.  We loved each 
other very much. She suffered from arthritis and I had helped her many times with bags 
from the market. When I saw her at the end of the wedding ceremony, I got very emotional.  
I could not believe the thoughtfulness of my friends.

After the ceremony everyone went to my house for lunch and drinks and celebration.  
At two o’clock my Uncle Rodolfo, Costancia’s husband, took us by Jeep to the bus station.  
The car was all decorated with white stuff and people followed us, screaming and yelling.  
Enzo and I left for a one-month honeymoon in the mountains.  I wore a short dress, which 
was fashionable at the time.  My husband’s friends made hats for us, which we had to throw 
to the guests.  I was very sorry to throw mine.  

My wedding day was the happiest day of my life.  I had a new lifelong companion.  
Now, fifty-one years later, I have to say that Enzo was the most wonderful man anyone 
could have for a husband.  He was my friend, companion, support and teacher.    

This is one story from Enzo’s life, which had a lesson for me.  Enzo was only 16 
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when he became financially responsible for supporting his mother and four siblings.  He had a 
bicycle, which he used as his only transportation to work.  Once he stayed up all night trying 
to repair the bike, without success.  In the morning he asked his mother for 20 cents to ride the 
bus.  It took her a long time to find even that little amount of money.  Enzo said he walked to 
the bus stop, crying and cursing his fate.  It was wintertime.  Rather than stand at the bus stop, 
he paced back and forth to keep himself warm.  In his pacing he passed a teahouse where he 
spied three ragged little boys picking food out of the garbage cans and eating it.  He stopped 
crying and feeling sorry for himself and instead begged God to forgive him.  He said, “I went 
home that night and counted my blessings.”  

Babies

I have always liked and been good with children.  I baby sat a lot as a child.  I have a lot 
of patience with children’s ways and in making things with them, drawings and the like.  
When I married, however, I did not want children right away.   After four months I was 
singing a different tune; I couldn’t wait to have a baby!  My mother was surprised at me.  

In no time I was pregnant.  I had problems at first and we thought I would lose the 
baby.  The midwife, Angela, prescribed bed rest for several days.  When she examined me 
again she said I would be OK.  I was only forty days pregnant and I had to make all new 
clothes for myself!  During the pregnancy my weight went from about 160 pounds to 280 
pounds.  My skin was very elastic; I was able to have that gigantic baby naturally.  

Jerry was born in a doctors’ hospital where my sister, Maria Elena, was head of all of 
the support staff and services, an “economa” we say in Spanish.  Her husband had died.  She 
had asked Enzo and me to move in with her while I was pregnant, so she could take care of 
me.  Her apartment was more like a very modern condominium.  Living together was a good 
solution for all of us.  

On Easter Sunday I felt bad.  I was very tired from carrying around this big baby; I was 
ready for him to be born.  The family left after Easter Sunday dinner. Maria Elena sent me to 
take a shower.  My water broke in the shower and I started screaming.  I was convinced the 
baby would come immediately.  We hurried to the hospital where Jerry arrived, weighing five 
kilos – almost twelve pounds!  The doctor showed him to everyone in the maternity room and 
announced that he would become a very big man.

For the first twenty days we had Jerry home, he was an angel during the day but 
wakeful and restless at night.  This was very hard on Enzo and Maria Elena, who had to get up 
early every day to go to work.  My mother suggested that I take Jerry out in the fresh air, but 
Enzo was afraid Jerry would catch cold.  
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One day Enzo fell asleep by the machines.  He asked me to go to the doctor to get 
some help.  Maria Elena and I went by cab to the doctor’s office.  He said to put Jerry on a 
feeding schedule to help him distinguish day from night and to give him one-half of a little 
pill for two nights after his bath while he adjusted to the new routine.  The doctor also 
showed me how to cook for Jerry because that big baby quickly outgrew the ability of my 
breast milk to keep him full.  

The first day after the doctor visit I took Jerry with me to the grocery store to do some 
shopping. The day was so beautiful that I decided to walk home, carrying Jerry and the 
groceries.  When I got home I put Jerry in a stroller while I put the groceries away.  Then I 
gave him his bath.  I never did give him the pill, because he fell asleep and didn’t wake up 
until 6 a.m.  From then on I decided to listen to my mother’s advice!

Jerry (Gerardo) took all my calcium.  When Bill (Guillermo) was born
two years later, I had trouble giving him milk.  I spent the day of Bill’s birth with my 
parents.  My mom was very sick and I went to their house to cook for my dad.  I told him 
that I thought he would become a grandfather again that night.  He went ballistic.  I told him 
not to worry; I had been through this before.  I went home and was inspired to make 
something special for my baby.  I started having labor pains while using my sewing 
machine, but I finished my project, took a shower, and went to the front of the house to call 
my Creole friend, Lita.  

Lita called Enzo and then took me by taxicab to the hospital.  The doctor who 
examined me said the baby was coming right away, but we wound up waiting hours.  My 
doctor, Frida, and I decided I should push and get this over with.  She was not happy about a 
baby being forced out; it was a nightmare!  

Bill was a big baby, too, with lots of hair and a very loud scream.  When he was seven 
months old the doctor told me he was imitating the radio broadcasters.  I gave Bill regular 
milk when he was eighteen months’ old.  It came directly from the farm, just as Enzo and I 
had grown up with.  I had to boil it before feeding it to the baby.  Despite my care, Bill got 
an infection from drinking contaminated milk.  He had a fever and broke out in blisters all 
over his lips and mouth.  At age forty-three he still breaks out whenever he gets indigestion.

After Bill I decided not to have any more children.  Bill was three when Enzo spoke 
to me about his concerns.  He said our sons would be close to me until they married and 
then they would have other obligations.  Daughters-in-law would be nice, but nothing can 
replace the care of a daughter.  Enzo also felt that he might die early because his father had 
died young.  He thought a daughter could be a help to me.  He asked me to try to have a girl; 
if we failed, he promised he would not ask again.  

I got pregnant.  It was a terrible pregnancy.  I was in pain for more than half of the 
pregnancy, a pain so desperate that all I wanted was for them to take everything out.  I 
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carried my daughter for ten months because the doctor kept insisting that the baby was not 
ready yet.  I had labor pains every night of the last month.  Finally Maria Elena came.  She 
told me to be ready because we were going to the hospital as soon as the pains started.

It was my doctor, Frida, who figured out that the umbilical cord was obstructing the 
baby’s passage and that she could strangle.  She insisted on surgery, but the surgeon was at 
another hospital.  In mid-afternoon, the baby suddenly rotated 180 degrees with her head 
engaged in my pelvis ready for delivery. Frida said we could not wait for the surgeon.  Maria 
Elena pushed down on my stomach and held the baby in place while I was taken into the 
operating room.  I started pushing, the doctor arrived, and I became exhausted.  I wanted to 
stop, but Frida said if I did the baby would die.  So I pushed as hard as I could and the baby 
came out.  So did my bladder and everything else.  Analia weighed nine and one-half pounds.  

Analia had gotten amniotic fluid in the large bronchia of her lungs. The doctor held her 
upside down and shook her to dislodge the fluid.  Then she was placed on a slanted board with 
her head down until the fluid came out of her mouth and nose.  

When I came to the U.S., according to a doctor in Argentina, I was going to require 
surgery at least one time a year, because my bladder was too weak to support everything. I did 
have problems when I worked on my feet all day, so I found a very good gynecologist named 
Dr. McLaughlin (Hospital of the Holy Redeemer in Philadelphia). After several studies he told 
me, “I think I’ve found the way.”   He operated on me and took my uterus out. After twenty-
five years I am doing just fine.

Peron

Juan Peron ruined our economy even if a lot of people don’t believe it.  Argentina was 
very rich when Col. Peron came to power.  Sixty percent of our population was middle class.  
The working classes made a wage decent enough to feed, clothe and house their families.  
Everyone was working; no one went hungry.

When he became president, he used to say, “I can’t walk through the treasury because 
there is so much money.”  He and Evita just gave away that money.  Peron preached a utopia, 
which was not based in reality.  He created no administrative or economic basis to support his 
ideals.  

Peron was in and out of power twice in the 1940’s and 1950’s.  Each time he gave his 
current wife a lot of authority.  Services were nationalized and foreign companies were taxed 
until they fled the country.  In the 1950’s inflation began to skyrocket.  To stem the tide, Peron 
closed the banks.  The economy stopped.  Everyone had to pay their bills with I.O.U.’s.  

This was the situation that many people, including my husband, had to go through.  
Enzo would get a little cash, but he had to use that to pay his employees.  After that, we were 
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broke.  At the time we were renting a house.  We got behind with the rent.  The owner came 
and asked to speak to Enzo.  Even though Enzo was sick, he wanted to speak with the 
landlord.  The man said, “I just came to tell you that I know you are a very honest man and 
that when all of this is over, you will then be able to pay me.”  

We Move to America

Enzo found himself out of business.  He was forty years old and nobody
wanted to give him work.  Jerry was eleven, Bill was nine and Analia was four. 
Enzo was hired by a big corporation for 5,000 pesos, which was not much.  He and fourteen 
other men were told their jobs could not even be guaranteed from month to month.  Many of 
the men decided to come to the United States.  They encouraged Enzo to do likewise, but 
Enzo was very skeptical because of his age.  He doubted anyone in the United States would 
want to give him work.  I encouraged Enzo to go the Buenos Aires and talk with the 
ambassador.  He did and in three months he had a visa.  He came to the United States by 
himself; the children and I joined him six months later. It was 1963.  I sold our house, helped 
Daddy pay for medicine for my mother’s first heart attack, and used the rest as a down 
payment on a house outside of Philadelphia.

The decision to leave one’s country is a big decision.  It’s 
like cutting yourself in two.  The economic situation in 
Argentina was desperate and we had our children’s futures to 
think of.  But no one in my family had ever left before.  We 
broke the hearts of everyone in both of our families.  We were so 
close and spent so much time together, sharing meals in each 
other’s homes every weekend for years and years.  At the airport 
on the night we left, my daddy was crying like a baby.  He told 
me, “I’ll never see you again.”  It was true, but I am so glad I did 
not know it at the time.  All of us died a 
little bit on that day.

After four months my boys spoke English so well that people could not tell that they 
were from another country.  The principal was a marvelous woman, who went out of her way 
to make my boys feel welcomed.  She arranged for a tutor to help my boys in the summer 
with their English and she advised me to invite kids from the neighborhood to our home.  My 
house became a boys’ club.  Every afternoon I had seven or eight children there and I cooked 
for them.  They all learned to eat tortillas and to drink coffee at every meal.  I didn’t know that 
American parents refused to let their children drink coffee; some of the children were not 
allowed to come back to my house because of it.  Georgie, Michael, David, and Jimmy still 
call me, “Mama Codutti,” and come to dinner from time to time.

I must explain.  Our “tortillas” are nothing like Mexican tortillas.  Italian tortillas are 
made with eggs and potatoes and are cooked in a skillet, like an omelet.  You can add peppers, 

Daddy was bald from the 
time he turned 20.
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tomatoes, onions, herbs, whatever you like.  With wine and a salad, you have a delicious 
meal!

Learning a new language was always difficult for Enzo, even as a schoolboy. We had 
both taken English classes when we were in high school but we never practiced.  Enzo could 
speak well if he was talking about history or geography and he became positively fluent when 
he got mad about a political situation but he never mastered everyday English.  He also 
became concerned that our children would lose their knowledge of Spanish.  So he made a big 
fuss and insisted that we speak Spanish at home.  That is one reason Enzo and I did not learn 
English in the right way and our children can read, write and speak Spanish. 

My boys were always two of the most popular boys in the neighborhood.  They made 
very good friends.  Jerry was like a grandfather to the children; he protected everyone and 
helped to solve their problems.  Bill was a rascal and all of the kids followed him on his 
adventures.  Our boys’ friendliness was one reason that we were so well accepted in the U.S.  

I recall only one bad experience.  My next door neighbor gave me a hard time once.  
She told me, “You are a dirty woman.”  I asked her, “Why? What did I do to make you dislike 
me?”  She said, “All the trash on your sidewalk is coming over onto my sidewalk because you 
didn’t sweep it.”  She told me that the whole neighborhood was disappointed with me, that 
they had never had people like me in the neighborhood.  I told her that I didn’t know that I 
had to sweep the sidewalk.  I was so hurt because I didn’t know I was supposed to do that.  
Then my other next door neighbor called Jerry and explained to him that the woman who had 
been screaming at his mother had been in a sanitarium a couple of times and not to pay 
attention to what she said.  That was the only bad experience I had; the rest of the people were 
not very open, but they were not hateful.  In later years this same woman came to me and 
thanked Enzo and me for being such sweet, wonderful neighbors.  

After one year Enzo was making $70/week and supporting the whole family – the 
mortgage, the utilities, the food and even some extras like movies and ice cream.  My boys 
could eat a whole gallon of ice cream between them at one sitting!  And we fed the 
neighborhood boys as well on $70/week.  

We decided not to buy a car, so we had no car payment and no insurance.  I would go 
shopping with Mrs. Lopez and with Mary Coyle.  Sometimes these shopping trips were 
uncomfortable and inconvenient.  A cousin of mine, who had come to New York to seek a 
cure for his failing eyesight, stayed with us for a while and then decided to return to 
Argentina.  He left Enzo his old car.  We took some great trips in that old car with our another 
couple, Ande and Idali– to Washington, D.C, Virginia, Pennsylvania, New York, Niagara 
Falls.  My neighbor used to say, “You just moved to this country and you’ve already seen 
more than I have!”  One day my daughter fell off her bike and ripped her lip, requiring 
fourteen stitches.  I realized that I needed to learn to drive.  I did and Enzo bought me a Monte 
Carlo with automatic transmission.  He traded in our cars every three years.
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Work

After our first year I realized that we needed more things and that Enzo needed help to 
provide for us.  He was completely against my going to work, but I accepted a job in South 
Philadelphia sewing custom-made men’s suits.  

My next job was at Whitman Chocolate on Roosevelt Boulevard in Philadelphia.  I 
packed the chocolates.  I worked for Whitman for ten years.  An automatic packing machine, 
called a “Kaiman,” was purchased to pack the small sample boxes.  It took two girls to 
maintain this machine; after a while I was given the opportunity to work on it. My partner and 
I became so good with this machine that even when the machine broke, we could still wrap 
six packages of candy every fifteen minutes by hand until the mechanics came to fix it. Of 
course, the machine did the work in one minute. The supervisor loved us; we were the best of 
the best.  We received a $10 bonus every week!

For five years I had two jobs.  The second one was with Pathmark Supermarket in a 
mall.  I could make the same amount of money in four hours at Pathmark as I made in eight 
hours at Whitman’s.  I started working from six p.m. to ten p.m.  After five years, I left 
Whitman’s and just worked at Pathmark for fifteen more years.

Daddy Dies

My Daddy died suddenly, in his sleep.  Oh, there is a story of that day.

Salvador, daddy’s half brother, was so sad.  My mother’s explanation would be that he 
was reaping the consequences for his earlier selfishness with the family.  His wife was very 
greedy and selfish.  We don’t know how much her influence was behind Salvador’s behavior.  
They had two daughters; neither of them was very beautiful nor very graceful.  The oldest girl 
was loud and rude.  She married an Arabian man who said he was from a noble family in 
Arabia, which had fallen on hard times.  He used my uncle’s money to set up a business.  The 
younger daughter was very heavy and had to practically buy every man who had anything to 
do with her.  She was engaged to a medical student and she paid for most of his education.  
However, when he became a doctor, he left her and married another woman.  His brother 
came to console the fat daughter and wound up also receiving a university education at her 
expense.  He didn’t love her but he married her out of a feeling of obligation.  All of this had 
to make Salvador very unhappy, to see his fortune abused like that.  

His wife became very obese and suffered for years from depression.  The younger 
daughter developed cancer and died.  Salvador had no grandsons, only three granddaughters, 
and they didn’t care about him.  He didn’t need money, so he retired early in his life.  He had 
few interests and led a very empty life.  He went to the racetrack or to the homes of his 
brothers and sisters and played cards and games.   He was like a phantom, drifting from 
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shallow pleasure to shallow pleasure.  He tried to play the role of the patriarch of the family, 
expecting his siblings and his nephews to cater to his bad manners.  Eventually, the nephews 
refused to open their doors to him.

On hot summer afternoons, a siesta was a must for my daddy.  He suffered from terrible 
arthritis and could barely walk.  One afternoon Salvador came around just as Daddy was 
about to rest.  My mother begged Daddy to tell Salvador to come back in the cool of the 
evening, but Daddy felt sorry for Salvador and invited him inside.  Even though Mother and 
Daddy were disgusted, Daddy agreed to play cards with Salvador and Mother made them tea.  
Daddy played quickly because he was in pain.  

They played for 10 pesos, which was like 10 cents, just enough to keep the game 
interesting.  When Daddy won, Salvador accused him of cheating.  Daddy got furious!  
Salvador’s accusation was ridiculous!  Daddy told Salvador he would give the 10 pesos to the 
poor or that Salvador could take the 10 pesos home with him.  Salvador persisted with his 
accusation.  Mother said she had never seen Daddy so mad.  He told Salvador to leave and to 
never come back to the house.  He threatened to kill Salvador.  He spewed out all his pent-up 
rage at Salvador’s selfishness toward the family.   

Even after Salvador left, Mother said Daddy could not calm down.  He was still mad 
and he felt remorse for the things he had said to Salvador.  Mother called my sisters to distract 
Daddy.  Ana Maria cooked my Daddy a steak and invited them to dinner.  They played cards 
again and Daddy beat my sister, who was a club champion.  The laughed and joked and teased 
each other.  Daddy was in a much better mood when they returned home.  Mother gave him 
some tea and some aspirin before bed.  He started to think of the afternoon again; Mother told 
him to rest.

In the morning she went to wake him for breakfast and he was dead.  His body was cold 
and stiff, so he had probably died shortly after retiring.  He was 80 years old.  Salvador told 
my mother at the funeral that he had only been joking.  

We were in the United States. I had been gone from Argentina for 14 years.  That very 
year I had the urge to return.  I was afraid that my Daddy’s prediction of never seeing me 
again was going to come true.  I told Enzo and he suggested that I start planning and saving to 
take a month off from work and to go the following year. That morning everyone was in the 
car ready to go to Enzo’s company’s annual picnic.  The phone rang and Enzo said it was 
probably for the boys and to let it ring.  I answered it anyway.  It was my sister calling to say 
that Daddy had died.  I wanted to go to the funeral, but Enzo and Ana Maria convinced me 
that it didn’t make any sense.  My daddy would be buried by the time I got to Rosario.  I 
waited.
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Mom Comes for an Extended Visit

My sisters were both widows when Daddy died.  Maria Elena had one son, Emilio, and 
Ana Maria was childless.  They lived just around the corner from Mom and saw her all the 
time.  Fearing that the shock of finding Daddy dead was too much for her, Maria Elena took 
Mom in to live with her.  Finally, she decided to send Mom to be with me for a while, as a 
distraction.  Mom wanted to hang onto her house, but she didn’t want to live in it.  Maria 
Elena thought that Mom would be better able to decide about the house if she had been away 
for a while.

I was working two jobs at the time and was prepared to have my mother live with me 
for the remainder of her life.  That was one of the advantages of becoming an American 
citizen; I could keep my mother forever.  

My mother was always a very refined lady, very elegant, even during our worst 
economic times.  She always looked the part of a lady even in simple clothes and a kitchen 
apron. She would change her apron every morning and afternoon.  She hated to nap in the 
winter because she had so much to do.  She was a very active woman.

I went to New York to receive her.  I was shocked!  She looked 50 years older than her 
chronological age.  Maria Elena had insisted that Mom dress in “widow’s garb.” There was a 
little Italian woman from the old country, a scarf on her head and a knitted shawl around her 
shoulders, leaning on the arm of a stewardess.  She was dressed in gray and black with warm 
felt shoes.  I couldn’t believe what my sisters had done to her!  They had catered to her all the 
time, waited on her, made her helpless.   She couldn’t be so old and decrepit!  I said, “Mom, 
what happened to your spirit?  Don’t you remember the spirit of my grandmother?  When she 
was 90, she was 20!   I can’t believe you’ve become like this!”  

Mom protested that she was old and her resistance was gone.  I said, “Nonsense!  I am 
working two jobs and I need your help.  You will take care of my house, my kitchen and my 
children.  You will enjoy it and you will become the lady of the house again.”  She said the 
United States had made me strange and pushy.  “I don’t know you.  You’re not my daughter 
any more.”   I said, “That’s OK, but you have to do it anyway, like it or not!”   I was not going 
to see her waste away.

Little by little she became that active lady again.  She cooked and cleaned, watched TV, 
and waited up for me until midnight.  I made all kinds of dresses for her.  I took her Christmas 
shopping at the mall and she ran with me like a teenager.  She even bought heels.  I took her to 
the beauty parlor so her long hair could be fixed in an elegant way, not like an old lady from 
Italy.  She became gorgeous again and dressed the way she was supposed to.

Mom spent a very happy year with us.  We took her to Virginia and New York and 
Washington D.C.  We went to the opera.  She got to know my Enzo better.  Because I worked 
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at night, they had many long hours of conversation together.  My mother came to love Enzo 
very much and to understand why I loved him so much.  She said, “He’s the son I always 
dreamed of having. To be the wife of a man like that is a dream.”   

I told my sisters in a letter that if they wanted to see Mom again they would have to 
come to the United States because I wasn’t sending her back.  Oh, they got so mad!  They said 
I had my family and Mom was all they had; how dare I take her away from them!  I didn’t 
want that guilt on my conscience, so after one year I sent her back.  I was very sorry to see her 
go. She tried in every way to let me know that she wanted to stay, but I tried to close my 
heart and let her go, because of my sisters.

Mommy was very healthy.  She was a frugal eater; she never ate too much.  We had to 
force her to eat at times.  She didn’t like to eat meat.  She loved sweets!  Give her cookies and 
she was the happiest person in the world.

She died at 93.  

My Boys, My Best Friends

My boys were teenagers at the time of the hippie philosophy.  Jerry was not a problem 
because he had a calm, strong, mature personality.  But Billy was a dreamer, a rascal, an 
adventurer; and he was very successful with the girls.  In school, Billy had a couple of friends 
who had all these new psychological and philosophical ideas.  One of them, called Mariachi, 
was brilliant, one of the first in his class, but strange and very radical in everything – religion, 
politics, fantasies – and for that I did not like him.  He did not use his brain for anything 
useful.  He had a strong influence over my son and Billy rode on the waves of Mariachi’s 
passion.  My husband tried to rationalize with my son, talking and talking and trying to 
understand Billy.  Not me!  I was screaming, yelling, pushing, and doing everything I could to 
keep my son from getting too involved in all that crazy stuff.   

Enzo advised me.  He said, “They will learn to face reality when they leave school.  
Life will teach them.  In the meantime, you’ve got to keep them busy.”  So, I got my boys 
involved in sports.  They were the best football players on the team and turned around the 
fortunes of their high school team.

Another way to keep them busy was to give them a project.  Jerry was asked to help an 
Argentine bricklayer install a floor, to help with the work and with translation because 
Francisco didn’t speak English very well.  On their way home one night, Jerry saw an old car.  
Jerry told Enzo about it and the two of them went to see the owner.  It was a woman whose 
husband had died.  The car had not been started in 18 months and she didn’t know if it would 
run.  Jerry and Enzo got it started, bought the car for $10, and towed it home.  They wound up 
rebuilding the entire engine and getting Billie and all the boys in the neighborhood involved.  
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That kept them entertained for months!  They were so proud of themselves.  They named the 
car “the Bomb.”  After a time it died and had to go to the junkyard.  Jerry found a mechanic’s 
shop that worked on cars.  They agreed to hire him and he took Billy with him.  Jerry also ran 
track and wrestled and Billy was his biggest fan.  

Jerry went to college.  Billy was a little disoriented. He drifted into philosophy and rock 
music.  I fought with him a lot trying to change his way of thinking and dreaming. One night I 
fought with him about his music.   He told me that his music was beautiful, especially the 
Beatles music.  I hate the Beatles and the way that they compose their music.  I like classical 
music.  It is beautiful.  But he was really fond of his music and concerts.  

When he was in school he went to many rock concerts.  One night he wanted to go to a 
concert, but I didn’t like the group because they were associated with drugs.  We had a 
discussion.  Billy left.  He took my car because he didn’t have a car.  About 2 a.m. Billy 
called.  He said that he was in the hospital because he had had a collision. He told me not to 
worry about it.  I told Enzo to get up and go to the hospital, but I didn’t want to go because 
Bill needed to be punished.  When Enzo came back from the hospital, he told me that I had to 
go to the hospital because it was possible that Bill would be paralyzed for the rest of his life.  
He had broken the 2nd vertebrae in his neck.   I went to the hospital to see him and he couldn’t 
move.  The doctor decided to put a cast on him.  He graduated the day that they put the cast on 
him.   He went to his graduation and he was suffering so much.  He was able to do many 
things with his cast on, bike, run, swim.  He broke the cast three times until the doctor got 
mad and told him he couldn’t break it again.  

One night we had a huge fight when he stayed out late at a beach party.  I think that I 
had a nervous breakdown because I don’t remember what happened after that.  I told him he 
couldn’t keep behaving like this because I couldn’t take it anymore.  He said he would do 
better.  The next day he called his friends and told them not to call him anymore and told them 
not to come over anymore.  From then on he spent time with us at night and didn’t go out 
anymore with those friends until they took the cast off.  

Billy went to VMI (Virginia Military Institute) on a 
scholarship.  He left college after two years to marry Pat. They  
moved back to Philadelphia and Billy started working.  Billy is 
gifted with a very creative mind.  Even without a degree in 
engineering, Billy wound up in charge of the engineering 
department at a large factory.  Now he has a tool and dye 
company here in Springfield.  

On a visit to VMI, Jerry surprised Billy from 
behind, picking him up to show he was in 
good shape.  Billy then did the same thing to 
Jerry!



34 Olga Codutti, 2001

Billy has two daughters and one son.  Anna Maria got a full scholarship to study 
journalism at Truman State University.  Melissa finished high school this year and received 
a scholarship to Washington University in St. Louis.  She wants to be an anthropologist or 
archaeologist.  My grandson, also Nicholas, is still in high school.  Anna Maria and Enzo 
had a special relationship because they were born on the same day.  He called her his “little 
sister.”  Enzo was a good grandfather.  He always insisted on treating them the same.  If I 
gave a penny to one grandchild, I had to give a penny to all.  

Jerry has one son, Nicholas.  Both of his parents had to work when he was young, but 
he has always been a very sweet boy.  Nicholas is very good at track and got a scholarship 
to Baker’s University in Kansas City.  Enzo used to say that Jerry was the bull and Billie 
was the magician.  Jerry is very well organized and very committed.  He will follow through 
with any plan he conceives.  

One time my mother-in-law came to visit us and we had to have a notarized note 
saying that we would be responsible for her while she was in the United States.  We went to 
the notary public woman in our neighborhood.  My husband was filling out all the papers 
with the woman in her office and I was talking with her husband in the living room.  He 
said, “Mrs. Codutti, I’ve never had the opportunity to talk with you before. I have been 
curious for many years about what you did with your children that we did not do with ours.”  
I told them that he surprised me, that I did nothing special.  I just raised them up.  He said, 
“You must have a secret because your children are special.  We try – we try our best.  My 
boy was one of your sons’ first friends, and he always told me ‘You have to see that family, 
Daddy; it’s something exceptional.’  That’s the reason I asked you what you did that we 
didn’t.”   I said, “You really make me proud, but at the same time scared, because I don’t 
know.”  I told him that I didn’t do anything special to raise my children.  I told him that my 
children are my best friends and that I treat them like my best friends.  

I am always beside them when they need me and I always was there to help them 
through everything.  I was there for them when they had problems with girls or when other 
things happened.  Jerry had a bad injury playing football.  He wanted to play professional 
football and was visited by the scouts.  He also had a girl friend during this time and she 
wanted to marry him.  But then he got hurt and lost that dream.  He also lost the girl.  Jerry 
was so hurt and he couldn’t understand.  I stayed with him every night when he cried and I 
tried to be his companion during his sorrow.  He told me that he did not feel alone if I stayed 
with him and talked to him.  He told me that he was so happy that his father and I were 
trying to distract him by taking him to dinner and trying to take him out and spend time with 
him.  It made him feel good he told me.  He told me that it didn’t hurt as much.  

I’ve always told my children, their pain is my pain and will be until the day I die.  I 
will always be their mother and will care for them and support them, no matter what.  
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Sound Advice for Teenage Girls – My Daughter, Analia

Analia had a much harder time adjusting to life in the United States.
The culture was different, the language was different, the school was different.
I was working, which I had not done in Argentina. And our house was always filled with my 
sons’ friends.  All these distractions meant Analia didn’t get the attention she needed and 
deserved.  She was also very quiet and never asked for anything, so her brothers took 
advantage of this.  Enzo would make a rule about the children taking turns washing the dishes 
and the boys would make her do it every night.  She reminds them of this now and they go out 
of their way to help her.  

The boys were successful and popular in school. Analia was scared and shy and not as 
good academically.  Her junior high school math teacher called me and told me she was very 
concerned about Analia.  She didn’t want us to place high expectations on Analia because of 
the academic success of our boys.  She advised us to let Analia enter a cooperative education 
program where she would be in academic classes for half of the day and in technical, skill-
training classes the other half of the day.  Analia wanted to become a surgical nurse, so this 
was fine with her.  

She did a great job. She was strong and good.  The hospital 
had her working a lot in the emergency room.  When she graduated 
we found a small private college for nurses in Ohio.  It was an all 
girls’ school with a very good reputation.  Jerry wanted her to go
to Richmond University, which is the best private school for nurses 
in the country.  But I said no because we needed to take things more 
slowly just like the teacher had suggested.  She started to work at
a nursing home and we got ready to send her to college.

Analia befriended Kathy, a girl who worked at the nursing 
home with her. We bought a car as soon as Analia turned 16; the two 
of them would go out often.  Kathy was shy like Analia, so doing 
things together was a great solution to their social life.  

One time Kathy came with a boy and said that he wanted them to go to his apartment to 
listen to some music.  I told Analia to remember what I had told her.  Don’t smoke cigarettes 
that you didn’t take with you and don’t drink anything.  Remember this is a very difficult time 
for boys and girls.  I told her to be careful when they try to convince you to do something that 
you do not want to do.  Boys will come to you and beg you and tell you that they love you and 
that they can’t live without you.  Then if you give yourself to them, they will forget you and 
laugh about you with their friends.  I said, “You have to think about this as a woman.  For a 
man it is easy.  They put their pants down and their pants up and nothing happens to them.”  
Think about it first and think about me, because you will hurt me three times more than it will 
hurt you.  
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Remember also that if you give something that you can never recover then you will be 
really sorry one day.  One day you will be with the man of your life and you will want to be 
able to say to him that he is the first man that you have been with.  That is important.  But it is 
your own life, I told her, and you have to do what you want to do. 

So she went with Kathy to this boy’s apartment.  She said that she would come back 
around 11 or maybe 12.  I was so nervous.  I know what happens sometimes, but I couldn’t 
say no.  My parents said no and they never let me go. By 9:00 Analia was back and I asked 
her what happened.  She told me, “It was just like you said.  The boys didn’t want to show us 
the music, they wanted something else.  I said no.  I told them that they were looking for 
someone else.  I asked Kathy what she wanted and she said that she felt the same.  So we 
left.”  Since they had a car they left and came home.  I don’t know why men can’t just talk 
and have a nice conversation.  When boys are at that age there is only one thing that they see 
in a woman.  Anyway, Analia said it wasn’t for her and I said, “Thank you, God!”  

Later Kathy asked Analia to go to meet her fiancé in the Navy.  I told her to be careful 
because Navy guys are very complicated.  She went and she had a wonderful time.  The boy 
had a lot of friends.  She talked and danced and she was so happy.  She wanted to go back the 
next Sunday because one of the guys told her he would be there after he finished his duties.  
She went, but the boy did not come.  There were so many other companions that she still had 
a wonderful time.  

This time she met Skip.  They became involved with each other.  He came home with 
her and he stayed many times for dinner.  They were dating for three or four months before 
she went to college.  Five months later they told us that they wanted to get married. Analia 
was very persistent.  We tried to convince her to stay in school. 

Analia got married.  It was a beautiful wedding and 150 people were there.  Luke and 
David were born during their first two years of marriage. Skip was oversees almost every 
month.  Analia told me that being the wife of a Navy man was very complicated.  Every time 
Skip returned home it was like a honeymoon.  Then Skip’s overseas assignments stopped and

they went to live in San Diego.  That was 
the start of real married life for them.  They 
already had two children but they started to
get to know each other very well.  

Our young family

Back:  Jerry, Skip, Billy, Enzo

Front:  Lydia, Analia, Pat ,Olga
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The boys started primary school in San Diego. Analia realized that Skip had a temper.  
He would get furious about anything and everything.  If something went wrong he threw 
things and broke things.  She dealt with that for 17 years.  The older their boys became, the 
bigger the problems that they had because Skip was too severe with them. Analia thought that 
as soon as her boys turned 16 or 17 they would move out. They couldn’t stand Skip’s temper.  
He was a good father.  He bought them everything and he was always supporting them in their 
sports, but when they did any normal, childish thing, he would punish them very badly.  

Analia stayed despite her fear of losing her boys.  When Skip started seeing other 
women, Analia said, “Enough.”  At the end of the school year, Analia told Skip that she was 
leaving.  For him it was a big shock.  They had tried counseling, but Skip didn’t believe he 
was doing anything wrong.  The boys finally decided to come and stay with us for a couple of 
months until Analia bought a house and got a job.  She worked for Michael’s company.  She 
had gone to a good agricultural technical school in San Diego and learned how to work with 
flowers.  She now works at Mears and is charge of design and sales.  Analia is single-minded, 
strong and committed.  She accomplishes whatever she decides to do.  She is doing very well 
in her life now.

The boys are doing well too.  They have both graduated from high school.  In the 
summer of 2001, David, the youngest, graduated from college as a computer technician.  
David worked at Walgreen’s to pay for college.  He even took out a loan to pay for his 
education.  The company offered him a full time position as a manager.  He accepted that job.  
He wants to go to Arizona to continue to study but he needs a lot of money.  David is going to 
work for a while and after that decide what he is going to do.  

Luke decided to live with his father.  It didn’t work out.  Luke is a hockey player.  He is 
on a semi-professional team in San Diego and they practice at night.  He works for a sports 
company during the day.  My daughter misses him. 

Enzo’s brother, Radil, with Olga and 
Enzo’s six grandchildren:

David, Nicholas, Melissa, Nicolas, 
Anna Maria and Luke
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Springfield

Jerry was the first member of our family to move to Springfield.  After Enzo 
retired, we came to visit him and we liked the town.  Our section of Philadelphia was 
getting crowded and noisy and dangerous.  We couldn’t leave anything outside any more 
because it would be stolen.  Enzo thought Springfield would be a wonderful new home 
for us.  I still had five years until retirement.  At Jerry’s suggestion, however, I checked 
into the difference between my pension at the time and my pension in five years.  The 
difference was not great.  We also found out that our home was worth around one 
hundred thousand dollars; we had bought it for eleven thousand.

We came to Springfield and began house hunting.  We 
had to be careful because we had only Enzo’s pension to live 
on.  The children said they wanted to help us to repay us for 
all of the help and support we had given them, especially as 
teenagers.  People were so nice and friendly to us in 
Springfield.  They loved my accent and made us feel good.  
People are simple here and sincere and make you feel like a 
million dollars.  People in the city don’t take the time any 
more to be nice or to try and understand you.

We became good friends with the contractor of the house we bought.  We had 
John and his wife, Kathy, over to dinner many times and we played games together.  
They took us out to dinner.  They made our life in Springfield more special.  John spoke 
at Enzo’s funeral and said that Enzo was a marvelous guy and the kind of friend you 
rarely find in life.  He also told a funny story about Enzo’s English that made us laugh:

John and Kathy taught us many American card games.  One night the four of us 
were playing cards.  In Spanish the ace is called “as,” and pronounced “ass.”  Enzo and I 
were partners and I was holding the winning card.  Enzo got impatient and yelled, “Olga, 
hurry up and put your ‘as’ on the table!”    

Progress?

I feel said that Springfield is changing.  It is getting larger and people
are embracing the life of hurry.  They don’t have time to get to know their neighbors.  I 
don’t think this progress is good for us.  It gives us more comfort but it doesn’t make our 
lives sweeter.  It raises our expectations and increases our obligations.  My son wants to 

Enzo and Olga on their twenty-fifth 
anniversary at our home in 
Philadelphia.  
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know why I don’t own a VCR.  I don’t need one and I don’t want one.

I want to go back to the way things were.  Do little girls know how to iron or to 
cook or to sew?  Does anyone hang clothes on a line to dry?  What if something 
happens and we have to conserve energy and go back to doing things more simply and 
by hand?  Mothers don’t pass these skills on to their daughters any more.  My mother 
also taught me to look for enjoyment in everything I do, even the most mundane 
household chore, or else doing it will feel like punishment.  When you wash the dishes, 
admire how well the soap works or how shiny the dishes are or how fast you can do the 
job. 

In my home growing up we worked in the home until 11 o’clock.  I would dust 
and clean the house.  My sister would cook the noon meal.  Mom washed clothes in a 
tub.  Then we would eat and sit and talk and laugh together.  At night it was the same 
thing.  We played cards or bingo or we listened to the radio or to opera music.  We 
enjoyed our time together as a family.  Many young people miss that opportunity today.  
Parents and children don’t spend that precious time together.  Their lives are too 
scheduled.  I want to say to them, “Life is too short; you can’t repeat it.”  I know I am 
old fashioned.

My Happy Retirement

Coming to Springfield was a wonderful and relaxing experience for Enzo and 
me.  One by one our children moved here too.  Enzo started working on his beloved 
roses.  I helped him and it was so relaxing for us.  We had time to talk to people.  We 
found the people here so sweet and gentle.  The hurried life takes that sweetness away.  

I don’t have a fortune.  I’ve always had to work hard for the money I have.  That 
is what my parents taught me to do.  I feel so blessed that they were strict with me in 
that way.  All of my children are that way, too.  They work hard to create a good life 
for their families and they teach their children to work. 

One day Enzo drew my attention to a 
notice about watercolor classes at the 
Springfield Art Museum.  All my life I had 
wanted to learn to paint, so I went to the 
classes taught by Margie Hill.  She used to be 
a painter for Hallmark cards and is a 
wonderful teacher.  She saw right away that I 
would paint what was inside me, not by some 
technique taught to me by someone else.  I am 
that way.   I have to paint in my own way.
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I met a lot of friends in the class.  One of my most special friends is 97, Myrtle 
Laab.  She is a wonderful woman and a real friend.  I love her like a mother.  She 
always has the right words for me and knows how to cheer me up.  She has had the 
most interesting life, starting with her parents who homesteaded in Canada and Idaho.  
I can learn so much from her many years of living.

Myrtle and I went to Iowa together one time to learn from a Chinese painter.  
Myrtle still drives.  The roads were deserted and the clouds behind us were very dark.  
At one point I asked Myrtle how fast she was going.  She said, Ninety.”  It was more 
like one-hundred-twenty!  When we arrived at our hotel they told us we had been 
outrunning a tornado!

That was such a fun time.  The instructor had us splash paint on a canvas.  It was 
wonderful and it was a big mess.  Myrtle really got involved in the technique.  She 
used lots of red, splashing it all over the canvas.  She made a flower out of different 
shades of red and called the painting, “Find the Tulip.”  When we finished we went 
back to our hotel room to change for dinner.  We realized that Myrtle was covered in 
paint, front and back!  Oh, how we laughed! 

Painting has been such a blessing to me.  It has brought me many friends and 
even a governor’s award.  I keep taking classes and I practice.  You must practice to 
become good.  Enzo always encouraged me and was my best critic.  My children ask 
me to paint things for their houses all the time.  They push me and praise me.  It’s a 
wonderful life.

I miss Enzo.  He died two years ago.  We were very 
close and I learned many great life lessons from him.  He told 
me never to cry for someone who leaves because it will make 
the eternal spirit sad.  He said we have to let the spirits go and 
receive the peace that only God can give them.  The world is a 
school where we come to learn certain lessons, but when we 
are finished we have to find the road that leads to God.  Don’t 
light candles;  don’t cry for 
them and try to hold them 
here.  

Enzo had always thought that the mind could dominate and control the body.  He 
would work long hours in his business and then come home and work in the yard or 
around the house.  He played soccer for many years, even with a dislocated shoulder.  
At the end he told me he had learned a very hard lesson.  The body says when it has 
had enough.  But he was also pleased because it proved that at every moment of our 
lives we can learn something new.  We just have to be open to those lessons.  

Enzo and his squirrel.  He domesticated 
that squirrel so that it would come to the 
door and knock for Enzo!
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When Enzo died people asked me if I would look for another companion.  I said 
that wouldn’t be fair.  I would always compare the new person with Enzo.  Enzo was 
my best friend and a wonderful human being.  No one else will ever be able to please 
me.  I am content to live with my memories and my children.

My daughter has said she will never put me in a nursing home.  She wants to 
take care of me.  I told my children that I would take out an insurance policy to pay my 
funeral costs, but they protested.  They said to pay for my funeral would be one small 
way to give something back to me.  

I am content.  I have many blessings.  I have the blessing of work I love and 
enjoy.  I have the blessing of my memories of all the special people in my family who 
have gone before me.  And I have the blessing of my children and their families and 
our love for each other.  I could not ask for more.
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