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T his article reflects on my life grow-
ing up in the 1950s and 1960s in a 

Brooklyn neighborhood known as Pig-
town. It’s a snapshot of  my life during a 
time that is far different from our society 
today. I specifically write about how my 
identity was formed through kinship, food, 
child play, and the larger familial bonds 
through which I experienced life. I begin 
with a brief  description of  Pigtown, fol-
lowed by a sketch of  my parents, the chil-
dren of  immigrants from Southern Italy, 
which leads me to my memories of  the im-
portance of  food as a signifier of  my eth-
nic identity and my status as a working class 
Italian American Catholic.

Pigtown
I was born and raised in Pigtown, a 

neighborhood in Brooklyn, New York, that 
is located, roughly speaking, between Em-
pire Blvd. to the North and Kings County 
Hospital to the South. It also spans Rogers 
to Schenectady Avenues. In the late 19th 
century and into the first couple of  decades 
in the 20th century, it was a neighborhood 
with a lot of  crime, trash, the borough’s 
poor, and, of  course, pigs. The livestock in 
the area came from the piggeries located in 
that section of  Brooklyn. In the borough’s 
interior, Pigtown was a sort of  dumping 
ground and underdeveloped. Eventually, 
houses were built and streets were paved, 
opening the area for residents and small 
businesses. By the 1930s, most Pigtown 
residents were Italian and Irish immigrants 
and Jews from Eastern Europe. Housing 
in the area was a mixed bag of  dilapidated 

wooden structures, one-family and sev-
eral-story brick dwellings, and some row  
houses, depending on the street.

I was born in 1952 to a family who 
rented three rooms in a house on Lefferts 
Avenue. I am the youngest and second of  
our family to be born in Pigtown. My three 

older siblings were born and lived for sev-
eral years in a neighborhood north of  East-
ern Parkway. We were seven people living 
in three rooms, and we shared a bathroom 
with another tenant.

In August 1953, my parents bought a 
house on Maple Street where we lived for 
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the next 17 years. Our house was one of  
the dilapidated wooden structures with a 
kitchen and living area below street level 
and three bedrooms on ground level. We 
were essentially underground all day, unless 
we went to bed; only then could we look 
out onto the street or the alleyway facing 
our neighbor’s house.

My father Anthony was a first-genera-
tion Italian American, who spent nearly 50 
years of  his life selling produce, fish, and 
Italian delicacies on the streets in Pigtown. 
His parents, Domenico and Rossina Capu-
to, were from the south of  Italy. Domenico 
was raised in a community on the outskirts 
of  Naples, and Rossina, in a farming com-
munity in the region of  Trentola Ducento. 
Both of  my paternal grandparents immi-
grated to the United States around 1910. 
They met here and married in their late 
teens. My grandparents were poor and 
uneducated but determined to obtain the 
American Dream. My grandfather began 
peddling in Brooklyn and expected his old-
est son, my father, to do the same. Around 
the age of  12, my father learned to ride a 
horse attached to a wagon and sell produce 
on the streets in his neighborhood. At 13, 
he left school, ending his formal education, 
so that he could assist his family in meet-
ing their financial needs. He loved ped-
dling, and even though his father eventu-
ally started a trucking business that earned 
him a very nice income, my dad refused to 
deliver telephone books for the new fam-
ily business. This disappointed my grand-
father, but ultimately, my father chose his 
passion over income. Thus, from his horse 
and wagon, and later with an open-back 
truck, my father, Tony, charmed and en-
tertained his customers. His warmth and 
theatrical style of  selling his produce and 
fish was typical of  the old peasant ways of  
his family. His customers were working-
class Italians and Italian Americans—the 
peasants who became laborers in the urban 
environment. They bought most if  not all 
their produce from Tony, known as the 
singing peddler. 

In those days, a peddler would sing in Ital-
ian about his wares to entice his customers.  

Immediately, women would open their 
doors to see what bounty was to be found 
on Tony’s wagon. No matter the weather, 
the women, old and young, couldn’t wait 
to buy beautiful purple eggplant, emerald 
green rapini, and fish so typical of  south-
ern Italy. Tony purchased the fish at the 
Fulton Fish Market and the farm fresh 
produce from Hunts Point in the Bronx. 
My father was generous and kind, always 
helping those who lacked the financial re-
sources to purchase his products. He would 
often throw in an extra vegetable or piece 
of  fish for them. I remember his scales 
hanging from his truck (which replaced the 
wagon in the 1940s), the paper bags used 
for the cornucopia of  goods, and the tab-
let for calculating the costs. He was like a 
human calculator, scribbling each price and 
throwing in something extra.

My mother Olga met my father in 1934. 
She was living with her widowed father, Ste-
fano Savarese, in a nice apartment on the 
fringes of  Pigtown. My father peddled in 
that area, and so, my mother often bought 
her produce from him. She described her-
self  to me as lonely and depressed because 
of  the unexpected death of  her mother, 
Fortunata. She recalled how her mother 
didn’t adjust to life in America and longed 
to return to her native Napoli. Fortunata 
was the only one in her family who came to 
America, because her parents and relatives 
were financially comfortable and never 
planned to immigrate to this country. Hav-
ing been educated in Milan, she was liter-
ate and a master seamstress. She also was a 
skilled lace maker and produced immacu-
late bedspreads and tablecloths. My mother 
was often in conflict with her father, a man 
who earned a nice living as an artisan and 
wood carver. He wanted her to study opera 
or attend art school, but she preferred the 
music of  her era, such as Sinatra and the 
new modern music styles of  the big bands. 
When Tony and Olga met, it was love at 
first sight, and so, defying Stefano, my par-
ents eloped in March 1935. She didn’t ap-
prehend the class differences between her 
family and that of  her new husband. Yet, 
when she realized she would have to live 

with her husband’s parents and six siblings, 
she recognized a big error. My father made 
very little money, and so, my mother would 
live in financial straits her entire adult life. 
As a child, I often heard her say, “I’m rob-
bing Peter to pay Paul.” It took me a long 
time to realize that Peter and Paul weren’t 
victims of  Olga’s criminal behavior, but 
an expression of  her Catholic martyr-
dom. As a child, I remember always hav-
ing plenty of  food but very few material 
things—those status symbols of  which we 
had very little. Olga was an extremely hard 
worker, strong-willed and determined. She 
was also a colorful and magnetic figure. 
Quite the observer, she often used in-
teresting adjectives to describe the many 
colorful characters in our neighborhood. 
What people may have thought, my moth-
er put into words, so that we, as a family 
of  seven, often listened to her tell stories 
around the dinner table about people she 
encountered on the street. The man who 
walked too slow was described as mushade 
bulicca, words that I heard spoken in butch-
ered Italian and English. He was slow, like 
mush; he took forever to reach the corner. 
There was the woman with the wandering 
eye (not to be trusted), and the itinerant 
woman with braids, without a stable home, 
who my mother saw as ungrounded and 
somewhat suspicious. Thus, while our 
evening dinners always contained deli-
cious produce, beans, fish, and some sort 
of  meat, a satisfied palette was one thing, 
but a night of  stories gave us tremendous 
imaginary flavor.

During my childhood, I remember the 
women who kept the custom of  wearing 
black to signify the loss of  a loved one. 
I observed almost daily the old Italian 
women who, on the way to church, would 
pull the wild greens that grew between the 
concrete sidewalks. I would imagine that 
they would be used as part of  the evening 
meal. Of  course, many older women did 
this, but those in mourning especially ig-
nited my imagination. Pigtown was home 
to an interesting cast of  characters, and life 
then was very public, to say the least. Peo-
ple talked to each other as they embarked 
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on the day’s chores. Streets were never  
quiet—given the noise of  kids playing on 
the streets, peddlers, cars, and delivery 
people.

Some people tended small gardens, and 
some, like my neighbor across the street, 
kept rabbits in their yard and occasionally 
grilled them. Others had pigeon coops, 

and there was an endless array of  street  
peddlers selling all manner of  things. For 
example, once a week an old urban peas-
ant pushed his large wagon through the 
streets, singing about the sheep’s heads that 
he was selling; it wasn’t so strange to see 
people excited to buy this food for an eve-
ning roast. Or it could be the iceman who 

supplied a small popula-
tion in our neighborhood 
who didn’t have refrigera-
tion. The soda man de-
livered cream soda, root 
beer, and seltzer once a 
week, usually on Satur-
day. Our deliveryman al-
ways stopped in for a few 
minutes to chat with the 
family and watch an in-
ning of  Dodgers baseball 
on our television. This 
sort of  friendliness was 
commonplace, as most 
people saw others as fam-
ily on some level.

One of  my favorite 
people from the 1950s 
and 1960s was the old 
lady Michelina who 
lived across the street. 
She was very poor, so 
naturally my father al-
ways gave her a bag of  
vegetables for her eve-
ning meal and lots of  
wilted greens for soak-
ing her feet. Every after-
noon, during the warm 
months, she would sit 
on her steps soaking her 
feet in a basin filled with 
water and wilted greens; 
I think she believed in 
the healing power of  
herbs and vegetables. 
We saw her as a nice, 
quiet old woman, but 
we neighborhood kids 
knew that when the 
moon was full, sweet  
Michelina would grab 

her cane and run through the streets, 
banging on garbage cans, and striking any-
one in her path. She would scream some-
thing inaudible, possibly in Latin, and 
we believed that she was a witch. By the 
third night, all was quiet, and Michelina 
was back to her sweet self. She may have 
been an old, wise woman, but I was too 

“Christmas Ornament Making.” Illustration by Sharna Bryzcki.
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young to process her actions. I felt she 
had some strange way of  knowing things 
that ordinary people didn’t understand.

Pigtown was home to two Catholic 
churches: St. Blaise established for Italian 
immigrants and now closed, and St. Francis 
of  Assisi, a beautiful church with a lovely 
courtyard that still stands today. The feast 
of  Saint Rocco was held every summer at 
St. Blaise, and everyone in Pigtown enjoyed 
several days of  eating, drinking, and cel-
ebrating. Everyone loved the zeppole rolled 
in powdered sugar and the calzone oozing 
with ricotta cheese and ham. These were 
cheap treats that our otherwise frugal par-
ents wouldn’t allow us to purchase. We 
loved the sausage and peppers on freshly 
baked Italian bread, the rides, and games. 
The older generation loved the Neapolitan 
songs, sung by locals who could carry a 
tune, as they listened to the accordion and 
other instruments. These are memories of  
love, laughter, friendship, and food.

Foodways and Holidays
My father usually returned home from 

peddling around 11 a.m. First, he unloaded 
the vegetables from the truck for our eve-
ning meal, along with fish, if  it was Friday. 
Tony, happy to be home, after a long night in 
the market and early morning on the streets, 
would sit at the kitchen table. My mother 
would survey the produce and start to me-
thodically wash it, followed by chopping, 
slicing, or whatever had to be done. Tony 
talked about his day, and Olga listened in 
silence as the kitchen work was being done. 
As a four-year old child, I would separate 
the pennies from the other coins that my 
father would unload on the table, and then 
he’d give me a quarter to go to the corner 
grocery store for a pack of  Camels. I felt 
safe walking the long block to the store, and 
I was happy to keep the two pennies left 
over from the 23-cent pack of  cigarettes.

My mother started to cook early in the 
day, first, a nice lunch for my dad that could 
be a quick salad of  fresh greens, some 
cheese, salami, and good Italian bread. We 
always had broccoli rabe— bushels full—
because it was a family favorite. Some-

times my father wanted a nice omelet—or  
peppers, eggs, and onions—or some ver-
sion of  eggs and vegetables. One of  his fa-
vorites was eggs in purgatory—made with 
a simmering marinara sauce, loaded with 
hot red Italian peppers, with eggs poached 
atop, and served with crusty Italian bread 
for scooping the sauce and eggs. It was a 
dish that always made me think of  Catho-
lics who were fed this dish as they awaited 
their entry into heaven. My father liked to 
eat very hot food; I remember him dunk-
ing bread in the spicy red sauce, smoking a 
cigarette and sweating bullets. Late morn-
ings were like this for many years. The pat-
tern of  unloading the truck, cooking, and 
talking continued until my father’s peddling 
career ended in the early 1970s.

For dinner during the week, the vegeta-
bles we ate were those in season. For ex-
ample, braised artichokes were most likely 
to be on our plates in the fall and spring, 
when they were plump and sweet. Squashes 
were abundant in the fall, and our refrig-
erator was always loaded with peppers, es-
pecially the Italian fryers. Our nightly din-
ners, during the cold winter months, usu-
ally included some version of  bean or lentil 
soups with crusty bread, or braised chicken 
with lots of  good olive oil, oregano, and 
other herbs.

Friday nights, however, were never to be 
anything short of  a beautiful banquet of  
meticulously prepared fish. The day started 
when my father returned with an assort-
ment of  fish that had to be cleaned and 
prepped immediately. On a typical Friday, 
we regularly had eels swimming in the bath-
tub, awaiting my mother’s strong hands and 
sharp knife; snails crawling out of  the big 
pasta pot and up the kitchen walls; squid 
waiting to be gutted; and an assortment of  
smaller fish to be scaled and washed. As I 
look back to my childhood, I see that I took 
for granted that my mother single-hand-
edly did all the prep work, as well as the 
cooking for a beautifully curated evening 
meal. I remember how she would grab the 
slippery eels with newspaper to get a good 
grip, and then slam each eel on the kitchen 
table to knock it out. She worked quickly as 

she slammed, cut into pieces, washed, and 
then seasoned the eels before frying them 
in olive oil. Likewise, the snails tried to es-
cape a similar fate, but were no match for 
her quick hands as their destiny was the pot 
filled with mouthwatering red sauce made 
with the finest tomatoes and hot pepper. 
As a child, I used to imagine that the snails 
were marching away from premature death, 
and though I loved snails in sauce, I want-
ed them to escape this brutal end. I loved 
helping my mother clean squid, especially 
pulling out the ink bag and removing the 
thin purplish skin. Fried or stuffed, it was 
always wonderful eating fresh squid on Fri-
day night. We also often had fried fish, such 
as sardines, smelts, and whiting. Fish din-
ners always included spaghetti or linguini, 
sometimes with clams or crabs, and if  not 
simmered in a red sauce, then a quick sauce 
made with olive oil and garlic.

Memories take me back to the holidays, 
especially Christmas and Easter, and the 
festivities and rituals leading up to these 
celebratory days. Christmas reminds me of  
how much we didn’t have materially, but 
the wonder my mother created with few 
resources and lots of  imagination. While 
Christmas traditions have interesting cross-
cultural variations, the foodways of  the 
people from Campagna traveled across the 
Atlantic with family recipes more or less 
intact. Most Italian Americans served the 
seven fishes on Christmas Eve, followed 
by a Christmas day dinner that included 
homemade pasta and a slowly braised roast. 

For my family, the holiday preparations 
started well in advance, often requiring input 
from several of  us. My mother was interested 
in the crafts she read about in women’s maga-
zines such as McCall’s or Ladies’ Home Journal, 
so she often had us make Christmas orna-
ments. One year she saved cardboard egg car-
tons so that we could make Christmas balls, 
using glue, string, gold paint, and sequins.  
And we wrapped Christmas presents to look 
like castles from the medieval period. For gift 
wrap, we used solid gold and silver gift paper 
trimmed with rickrack to give the effect of  
the tops of  castles. Tie boxes made perfect 
walkways when the village was assembled.  
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We baked trays of  cookies for our large  
extended family, neighbors, and friends. My 
mother loved baking from recipes found in 
American cookbooks and always made 13 
different types of  cookies. Each recipe had 
many steps, and as a child I used to tie nuts 
in a handkerchief  and grind them with the 
use of  a hammer—a labor-intensive task, to 
say the least. 

The Christmas Eve dinner included 
even more seafood than our typical Friday 

night fish. My mother cooked octopus to 
include in a wonderful salad with scungelli 
(conch), mussels, shrimp, olives, capers, 
and the works. We ate scungelli in sauce and 
crabs over linguini. Christmas Eve wasn’t 
complete without Zeppole Baccala, made 
with salted and dried codfish. We always 
had a large gathering of  extended family 
members. I loved playing with my cous-
ins and occasionally spying on the adults, 
as they spoke in Italian about this or that. 

Even though I didn’t speak Italian, I often  
understood their conversations through 
gestures, body language, Italian humor, and 
cussing.

The Catholic calendar always includes 
certain foods associated with venerated 
saints. For instance, Italians celebrate the 
birth of  Saint Joseph on March 19 with a 
specially prepared meal and Italian pastries. 
My mother made some version of  pasta 
and told us about the Sicilian tradition,  

“Easter Time Italian Treats.” Illustration by Sharna Bryzcki.



25Spring-Summer 2023, Volume 49:1–2

Maryann Caputo 
has taught 
Anthropology 
and Sociology 
for over 40 years 
at colleges and 
universities on 
Long Island, 
including SUNY 
Old Westbury, 
Dowling College, 
Hofstra University, 
and Suffolk 
Community 
College. She currently resides in 
Huntersville, North Carolina. Photo 
courtesy of the author. 

which included a pasta dish made with  
sardines and topped with breadcrumbs. 
The breadcrumbs were symbolic of  St Jo-
seph’s work as a carpenter; hence, the bread 
was methodically ground into fine crumbs 
to represent wood shavings from the saint’s 
workshop.

The Easter season was both somber and 
happy. Catholics begin the Lenten season 
on Ash Wednesday and must give up eat-
ing certain foods, especially meat on Friday. 
My mother was not interested in attending 
church, as was customary among her coun-
terparts, but she was very religious in many 
ways. She said the rosary several times a 
day and always had scapulars stuffed in her 
bra. It was her way of  keeping the Virgin 
Mary and the saints close to her through-
out the day. Holy Week for her meant not 
only preparing the foods associated with 
Good Friday and Easter Sunday, but also 
adhering to the religious requirements fol-
lowed by Catholics around the world. On 
Holy Thursday, we visited three churches 
and prayed at the stations of  the cross, so 
that we could feel the pain and suffering of  
Jesus. My mother took this very seriously, 
and we did not return home until prayers 
were completed at the third church. 

On Good Friday, I was not permitted to 
talk, argue, play, or make noise until after 3 
p.m., the time Jesus presumably died. The 
Good Friday fish dinner was extraordinary, 
as it included all the fish and pasta typically 
cooked on special occasions. It was sup-
posed to be our way of  showing gratitude 
to Jesus for dying for our sins. Easter Sun-
day was so joyful in our humble home be-
cause the resurrection meant that we could 
now celebrate the basis for our faith. It was 
an official recognition that spring had ar-
rived, and the scent of  daffodils and tulips 
filled the air. Our family enjoyed a meal that 
consisted of  lamb, lots of  sautéed spring 
greens, and of  course handmade manicotti 
or lasagna. My mother made a mouthwa-
tering pizza rustica and an elaborate sa-
vory pie made with eggs, several types of  
cheeses, and an assortment of  salami. Des-
sert was always Italian cheesecake, struffoli 
(Italian honey balls), and casadelia (a sweet 

bread shaped into a mound with colorful 
hardboiled eggs baked in the dough). Our 
family always welcomed friends on Easter 
morning, as they exchanged sweets and 
Easter plants. It was a wonderful display of  
kinship and religious faith.

The month of  June was a reminder of  
the birth and martyrdom of  St. Anthony, 
celebrated on June 13, my father’s birthday. 
We also ate St. Anthony’s bread, blessed 
by the local priest and distributed by those 
who could attend church on that day. My 
grandmother Rossina had a large statue of  
St. Anthony proudly displayed in her living 
room for guests who stopped by to say a 
quick prayer. They then pinned a dollar on 
the statue as donation for my grandmoth-
er’s favorite charity in Italy.

Following the spring holidays and the 
saint’s days celebrations, summer seemed 
to rapidly come upon us. As city dwellers, 
the neighborhood kids looked forward to 
the summer because we would play late into 
the night and open the fire hydrants during 
the day to cool off. We played a variety of  
street games, some competitive and oth-
ers just for fun. Groups of  friends would 
walk to the candy store for an egg cream 
or a chocolate soda. We bought two-cent 
candies and looked forward to an Italian 
hero, if  we could muster the money to pur-
chase it. At home, we ate the usual foods, 
with the addition of  cold salads, such as 
string bean, potato, and red onion, dressed 
with extra virgin olive oil and generous 
amounts of  oregano. Far from the beaches 
in coastal Brooklyn, we often played on 
the playground and tried to cool off  under 
the sprinklers. In either July or August, my 
extended family assembled for the annual 
picnic in a park outside of  the city. We were 
happy to eat barbecued meats, cold salads, 
and junk food.

Following the lazy days of  summer, 
we began to ready ourselves for the new 
school year. This meant our frequent trips 
downtown in Brooklyn to May’s depart-
ment store or, if  in the family budget, 
the now defunct and beautiful Abraham 
and Straus (A&S). A day of  shopping al-
ways included food stops in either the five 

and dime, Chock full o’Nuts, or the sub- 
basement of  A&S, where we patiently 
waited at the custard stand for a vanilla ice 
cream with chocolate syrup—it was served 
in a large glass cup and was a favorite of  
everyone who remembers those Brooklyn 
days.

School day afternoons almost always 
included walks with my friends to neigh-
borhood delis for hot dogs or knishes 
and hanging out until it was time for sup-
per. Evening meals reflected the seasonal 
calendar, as previously mentioned. Dur-
ing the fall, our family enjoyed rich Italian 
stews and hearty soups. My mother always 
enjoyed cooking an American Thanksgiv-
ing dinner, so unlike most of  our Italian 
American counterparts, we didn’t include 
pasta on that holiday. My mother relished 
an assorted array of  colorful vegetables 
along with the 25-pound turkey. To keep it 
simply “American,” she also made home-
made biscuits. 

On reflection, this portrait of  my life is 
one missed dearly by me and many urban 
workers from my generation. We experi-
enced a rich landscape, filled with interest-
ing people from various ethnic, racial, and 
social classes. My life was largely influenced 
by my Italian heritage and working class 
roots, but my wider exposure was to a mul-
tifaceted society, oozing with possibilities 
for one to nourish the mind and soul. Food 
and Italian American tradition will always 
inform my sense of  self, and I am deeply 
grateful that the Brooklyn of  the 1950s and 
1960s was the stage on which I grew. 
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