Giuseppe Romeo: Son of America

It’s all too common to have relatives who’ve touched your heart, even one who you have never met. However, it’s quite the opposite to have a relative who touched the heart of America. My grandfather, Giuseppe Romeo, was that man. He overcame the hardships surrounding the dawn of the 20th century by not giving up on his goals and by devoting himself to the country that he desperately wished to go to.

At the turn of the century, Europe had become quite a terrible place to live. Very few common people wanted to stay there; rather, they wanted to go to America to start a new life for themselves. This was a young man’s dream; it was Giuseppe’s dream. His parents had very little money to their names and were hesitant to leave their home in Italy and flee into the uncertainty that they saw in America with their three children. Giuseppe was the only one who was certain of America’s possibilities. He begged and begged to go, but his parents could not, seeing as they were so poor. Giuseppe vowed to raise the money himself, taking on menial tasks for businesses, slaving away to do things like picking olives and working in Italian industries like the production of sardines for very meager pay. After what seemed like an eternity, Giuseppe had finally raised enough money to buy tickets on a steamboat to America for his parents, Carmella and Paolo, his brother Vincenzo and his baby brother Rafael and himself. The ship was called “The Berlin”. Conditions onboard “The Berlin’s” lower deck, however, were terrible. The family was required to stay in the lower decks, as it was all they could afford.

On December 17th, 1912, the Romeo’s arrived at Ellis Island after the uncomfortable stay in the disease-ridden lower deck. Upon arrival, tragedy struck the family as Giuseppe’s mother, Carmella, and his baby brother, Rafael, were both diagnosed with a deadly strand of influenza and quarantined. After several days of waiting, they were informed that Rafael was dead and that Carmella would be released. After the tragic loss of baby Rafael, the family went out into America to live with their cousins in New York who had came from Italy years earlier. They were treated poorly by their greedy cousins and often went hungry, sleeping in the cold. By living the way they did there, Carmella became deathly ill once again. This time, she did not survive.

The pain had become far too much for Paolo to stand. He had lost his wife and newborn son as soon as he reached America. He cursed America and said that their travel there was nothing but ill fortune. He called for what was left of his family to return to Italy and continue to live. Vincenzo agreed, but Giuesppe, now 16-years-old, had other ideas. He had worked so hard to get to America and his mother and baby brother had died for his right to be a free American. This was something that he could not turn a blind eye to. He refused to leave America with his father and brother, frightening and confusing them greatly.

“But who will take care of you?” asked Paolo, “Who will be your family?”

With a bright, hopeful look in his eyes, Giuesppe pointed out as far as his arm could stretch, seemingly reaching out to the Statue of Liberty and replied:


“Her. She will be my mother, she will take care of me now.”


Giuesppe had no choice but to go back to his cousin’s farm. They were incredibly tough on him and continued to treat him poorly, making him starve and sleep in the cold. After living this way for little less than 2 years, Giuesppe was finally old enough to enlist in the army. He was whisked away to WWI, far away from his greedy cousins, hoping to never return. Unfortunately, he wasn’t the only one in his family enlisted in a military force in WWI. Paolo, now in Italy, had become so poor after returning that he was forced to join the Italian Navy. Paolo was killed in battle during WWI, leaving Giuesppe as the oldest living person in his family at 18 years old.


After being discharged from the army, Giuesppe was made into a naturalized United States Citizen. Now being a true American, Giuesppe had his name changed to the more common American name, Joseph (Which he will now be referred to as for the remainder of the story). He decided to get a fresh start, deciding that he was an arts oriented man. He started off by playing roles in silent movies, working his way up to working with such stars as Betty Davis, Rudolph Valentino and Charlie Chaplin. He became close friends with Valentino, as they were both from Italy. Valentino became known as “The Great Latin Lover” while Joseph was simply “The Great Romeo”. Joseph then went on to co-establish his own movie production company, Bellwyn productions. However, Rudolph alerted his friend a short time after of the approaching industry of talking movies. Joseph withdrew his assets and decided to take on a different profession in the arts, culinary arts.


Joseph studied to become a pastry chef for several years in culinary school. He began to work in many of New York’s and Washington D.C.’S best restaurants. He became so well known in this time that, in the mid-1920’s, he became the official pastry chef to the 30th president of the United States, Calvin Coolidge. After President Coolidge’s term, Joseph was hired to work in a new restaurant in Miami Beach, owned by the “Manassa Mauler” himself, Jack Dempsey. 


On the way to his new job in Florida, Joseph stopped at a little restaurant in Lake Alfred, Florida, where he met the love of his life, Nellie Gay, who was a waitress. Joseph swept her off her feet and married her. The couple made several trips, going to Dempsey’s New York restaurant in summer and his Florida restaurant in winter. In the numerous trips that they made in between New York and Florida, Nellie had two children. Their first daughter, Carmen, was born in New York while their only son, Joseph Jr., was born in Florida.


Now, having two children to raise, the couple decided to settle down. For several years, Joseph worked as a pastry chef for the most famous of the Ringling Brothers, John Ringling, and his wife, Mabel. After a few years, Joseph opened up his own restaurant, the “Surf and Sand” on Lido Beach. After numerous offers to buy his land, Joseph finally accepted an offer and sold the land for a large sum of money. He used this money to open the “Top of the Town”, his second restaurant, which was where the Sarasota County government building now stands.


In 1953, Joseph had his third and final child, my mother, Teri. At the time, he was at the ripe old age of 57, where he maintained the head chef job at the New Field Club in Sarasota. At 65, he retired to South Georgia, where he bought a farm near where Nellie had once lived. He lived out his days on the farm; working well after all of his able-bodied children had left. However, the past was catching up on him. He was not as young as he used to be and his smoking habit was destroying him from the inside out. The only thing keeping him alive was the hopes that he would be able to see his second daughter’s children, which deterred him from smoking further. Sadly, it was too late. Joseph had accomplished so much in his lifetime and had worked with the world’s most powerful and influential people at the time, but, although many saw him as an invincible force, he could not hold on long enough to see Teri’s child. He died in 1982…I was born 9 years later.


Although I was never able to meet him, I grew up hearing stories about him and seeing pictures of his great accomplishments. His family gave their lives for him to have a chance at greatness, he gave his life, his love, and his devotion to be an American and to change the world for the better. He came to America to start a new life with his family. Instead, Giuesppe Romeo ended up losing his family to give his life to America. He wanted to ensure that his family lived a prosperous and fulfilling American life. This was something that destiny would not let him accomplish, but he did something far greater by having the driven determination to come to America and ensure that future generations would not have to live in poverty or famine. He risked his life countless times and sacrificed most all of his life to bring his family to the New World. He was a true symbol of determination, dedication and patriotism. His bravery, valor, generosity and insight saw him through many tough challenges and helped him live on as the Son of Liberty, the Son of America. I will never forget the strife and hardship that he went through to pave the way for my future.

