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Lasagna: A Stranger at Thanksgiving, 1959

My grandfather believed people should stick to their own kind. We were Italians and
that’s what we did.

In San Francisco, North beach to be exact, during the 1950s, our churches, our schools,
our grocery stores were owned or run by Italians. Social gatherings were spent with
other Italians. No baseball at our picnics; you threw the softball at a hanging salami.
Everyone, including children, drank red wine. Our tiny glasses were watered down to
pale pink, but it was still red wine. I ‘m pretty sure every family I knew had a cousin
named Angelo. We never said an unkind thing about anybody Italian and we sure were
grateful that we weren’t Polish. All those jokes and hard to pronounce last names. We
were lucky, we were born Italian.

Our holidays were special. Thanksgiving was my favorite. My Grandfather would tell me
how Christopher Columbus came from Italy to America and created the first
Thanksgiving. And then the Indians taught it to the Pilgrims and everybody thanked the
Pope. Yes, we had a lot to be thankful for.

It took two weeks to get Thanksgiving dinner ready. We had to check the vinegar in the
oak cask. When the taste left you gasping for air, it was ready. The garden presented us
with fine butter lettuce, tomatoes and rosemary to season the beef tongue.

An unlucky rabbit in the hutch disappeared and reappeared accompanying the polenta.
Roasted garlic and potatoes in virgin olive oil, fruit and cheese platters, antipasto trays
laden with sausage and sardines. Ravioli stuffed with Swiss chard and finely ground
pork tasted best made on a foggy night. The fog and climate in San Francisco was the
same as Northern Italy. And you could see through my grandmother’s ravioli, the pasta
so fine and light. Soft rolls for soaking up the sauce. Oh, yes, a turkey too, but lasagna
was the main event. Layers of noodles, mozzarella, spinach, mushrooms, basil.
Sometimes even white truffles from the Piedmont region, where my Grandfather was
born. He smuggled the truffles from his yearly visit home to the old country. My
Grandfather said he wouldn’t pay duty on something that the land gave him for free.

Rum cakes, coffee and brandy finished the meal. It was only family who attended our
dinners. Like I said, we only knew Italians.

What my grandfather didn’t smuggle, he bought in North Beach from his friends. His
Cadillac was full of packages and the glove compartment full of parking tickets. It was
hard to park that creamy beige 1959 Cadillac and it’s fins on Columbus Avenue. My
father ranted that grandfather would end up in jail if he didn’t pay those citations. My
grandfather’s reply was always the same, “I should live so long.” He never did pay those

tickets, he never went to jail, and he lived to be eighty-eight. I always assumed it was
because we were lucky. Lucky to be Italian.

Guisippina, my grandmother, did the cooking. She wasn’t my we-have-the-same-blood
grandmother. Our real grandmother, my Father’s mother, died during World War II. My
sisters and I never knew her, she died before we were born. I only knew that our dead
grandmother wasn’t born Italian. No one liked to talk about that. I got the message. She
wasn’t lucky and she must have had thin blood. But we had Pina. She spoke very little
English. My sisters and I learned to speak a little Italian. When we didn’t know the
words, we waved our hands, hugged, and talked louder.

Every Thanksgiving, as the aroma of the roasting turkey drifted through my
grandparents’ apartment, down the hallways and into the tenants apartments.
Unfortunately, so did the sounds of their angry voices. It was a tradition. One year they
threatened each other with teaching the turkey how to fly; another time they told each
other where they could put the turkey. My aunt from upstairs had to come down and
referee. We didn’t have an uncle, she was a spinster. The older family members said
she was a spinster because she was skinny, she didn’t know how to cook, and she had
gone to college. What nice Italian would marry a girl who was smarter than he was?
And then be hungry?

If the oven door started to clang like a bell, then we had to run and get our cousin, he
lived in the basement. He wasn’t really related except through marriage but we called
him our cousin anyway, to make him feel better. He was tall and strong. And Italian.
We knew he could help us save the turkey if it started to fly.

His name was Vincenzo. He was saving his money so he could get married. That’s why
he lived in our basement. He wasn’t married yet because he worked on the garbage
truck and when nice girls were awake, he was just going to bed. My Mother told us to
pray for him. She said he needed more than money to get a wife. Vincenzo had a

cousin named Angelo who played the accordion badly. Angelo was fat and went bald
early. When his palms weren’t too sweaty he was decent on the accordion. My cousin
brought Angelo to every Thanksgiving. This was part of a plan. It took me years to
realize one of us was supposed to marry Angelo.

Angelo fell in love with my oldest sister and asked for her hand in marriage. They would
have to wait for three years until my sister was eighteen, My grandfather said that was
perfect, because Angelo owned two apartment buildings on Pacific Avenue, and the
value would be even higher by then. My sister said she would rather kill herself than
marry Angelo. But suicide is a sin, even during Lent, so she decided on the spot to
become a nun.

I was only nine, and so grateful that I was the baby. There was no way I would have to
marry Angelo. We survived that year, unaware that many exciting Thanksgivings were
still ahead us.

Angelo went to dinner with another family for Christmas that year and found a wonderful
girl. My aunt said she had a face like a horse and they were perfect for each other. My
grandfather was sick about losing Angelo’s buildings, especially when he found out that
my sister had lied. She wasn’t going to be a nun. My grandfather forgave my sister the
lie but never the loss of the apartment buildings.

The year my sister turned eighteen was our most remarkable Thanksgiving. She asked
if she could bring someone outside the family to supper. This was a new idea. My
parents tried to explain about teenagers having their own friends to my Grandfather. I
hoped that the stranger would eat dark meat. We imagined having an unknown face at
our table. I had never ever met a stranger; we only hung with other Italians.

With a guest coming Pina had to prepare more food. She added roast beef. Thin sliced
with sautéed red peppers and lots of black pepper. My mother brought out her good

tablecloth and said we were to be on our best behavior. No spilling, fighting or
pretending to pull a knife on the guest during supper. I didn’t know how we’d manage all
that.

Supper was always at noon. That gave us the morning to eat and walk to St. Peter and
Paul’s Cathedral and see who they were burying, feed the pigeons in the square, and
walk over the hill back to Filbert Street in time to eat. After supper, we were told to nap
but we never did. Older relatives took naps. The oldest snored. My sisters and I would
sneak up on the roof and sit watching the Golden Gate Bridge.

When the buzzer rang, we knew it was our stranger. We jumped out of our chairs,
somehow we all knew our family would never be the same.

My sister stared the introductions, my grandfather the interrogation. My grandfather kept
saying, “I never heard a name like that before. Hey, you, how do you pronounce that
name?” “Helmut Hanken.” “That doesn’t sound Italian. What part of Italy are your
parents from?” “Germany.” “Is that in Sicily?” My Grandfather had never been below
Rome. On purpose. I believed Germany was in Sicily. For my sister’s sake, I hoped it
was.

Helmut Hanken seemed nervous and he was pale. Anyone who was pale had thin
blood. My grandfather started serving drinks. This would make everyone feel better.
Helmut Hanken asked for a ginger ale. He got a Manhattan. Heavy, sweet vermouth
and bourbon. One ice cube. That’s what we all got. It didn’t matter what you asked for.
My grandfather drank Manhattans, he only served Manhattans. I got the smallest glass.
Helmut Hanken got the biggest. After that year, we always called it our guest glass. Of
course, it was really a mug. No one in the family ever drank their Manhattan. We knew
better at 11:30 in the morning. Helmut Hanken must have been thirsty. He emptied his
entire drink. My grandfather was pleased, he was smiling. Germany must be close to
Rome.

When supper was served, my sisters and I made room on our bench. The platters of
food and baskets of bread appeared. We would start with the cold food and finish with
the lasagna. Little plates at first for the antipasto platters and salads, sliced sourdough,
French bread and cheeses. Bigger plates for ravioli. Sometimes my mother washed
forks between courses. We knew turkey, beef, and potatoes were coming next. My
sister should have explained to Helmut Hanken. He kept eating. Maybe he thought
those three cold courses were his dinner. He ate a lot of lunch meat. Nobody ever ate
the lunch meat. You couldn’t, if you wanted to have room for the lasagna. Somebody
should have warned Helmut Hanken.

Two hours later, I knew something was wrong. Our guest was sitting next to me on the
bench. He wasn’t pale anymore. He had a lot of color. He was green. Near his ears.
And he was muttering. I could barely hear him. “Oh, no,” he kept saying. Oh, no, what?
Oh, no to the turkey? You had to eat the turkey to get the lasagna. His eyes looked
different. Kind of closed. I wondered if he had died. He had stopped making sounds.
Everyone got real quiet at the table. It was like mass for a funeral. My grandfather finally
spoke. “Hey, you, Hermit, you feel okay?” Helmut Hanken just nodded. I think he
excused himself from the table. He was running towards the front door. We all went
back to our turkey.

My sister never brought Helmut Hanken again. But we never forgot him. He was our first
stranger. We never had a Thanksgiving where we didn’t talk about him. And show off
his mug. And we had guests every year after that. We invited old girlfriends, new
boyfriends and, one year, a Rabbi. People that came from Ireland, France, all parts of
Sicily.

As my grandfather always said, “We have a lot to be thankful for. Hey, you know you’re
just plain lucky when you’re born Italian.”

