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ITALIAN CULTURAL CLUB
Founded in 1928

Regular Thursday Meetings, Noon to 2:00 P.M.
San Francisco Italian Athletic Club
1630 Stockton Street (3rd floor), San Francisco, CA 94133
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“Il Cenacolo is an organization that preserves, enhances and encourages all aspects of Italian arts, language and culture
and recognizes the unique contribution of Italian heritage that is intertwined in the history and life of the San Francisco Bay Area.”

December 2017
Thursday, December 7, 2017
(pearl harbor day)
Witness to the Day that Lives in Infamy
David Cobb, Cenacolista
Thursday, December 14, 2017
Pursuing My Heritage
Peter Chiarella, Cenacolista
Thursday, December 21, 2017
No meeting in deference to Christmas.
Thursday, December 28, 2017
No meeting in deference to New Year’s.

This month’s programs arranged by Jim Boitano.

program profiles
Thursday, December 7, 2017
(pearl harbor day)
Witness to the Day that Lives in Infamy
David Cobb, Cenacolista
On Sunday morning December 7, 1941, four-year-old David awoke to
the thumping sounds of Japanese bombs destroying Kaneohe Naval
Air Station just down the road from his home on Oahu. His father, a young naval aviator
stationed at Kaneohe, rushed from the house and into four more years of wartime service
flying PBY Catalinas on patrol and torpedo missions throughout the South Pacific.
Lieutenant Cobb’s war with the Japanese navy had actually started at sunrise the day before
the Pearl Harbor attack with an incident never revealed by the US Navy. David’s talk will
focus on that incident and its bizarre conclusion twenty-some years later aboard the carrier
Yorktown operating off Viet Nam.
David will also quickly review the very-American life of his father James O. Cobb, a highschool drop-out and short-term hobo, later working briefly in the kitchen of the luxurious
Broadmoor Hotel in Colorado Springs, where his culinary calamity is served to this day.
Fibbing about his age, Cobb then joined the Navy at sixteen. While at boot camp in San Diego,
he was inspired to become an aviator following a chance meeting with Charles Lindberg, in
town for the delivery of the Spirit of St. Louis. From there Cobb’s career took him from sailor
to Rear Admiral. “JO” Cobb died in 2008 at the age of 98, and is buried at the small cemetery
on the grounds of the Naval Academy in Annapolis, from which he graduated in 1933.
David Cobb is a retired marine biologist and Sonoma County grape grower, co-owner with
his son of a small family wine brand. For the past several years, he has also been developing
and patenting for a group of investors a class of organic herbicide of his invention suitable for
agricultural, domestic, and community applications.
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Thursday, December 14, 2017
Pursuing My Heritage
Peter Chiarella, Cenacolista
Peter will tell us about how he and his older brother
listened in on a torrent of secret stories at family gatherings, and soaked them up. Mostly, the stories were told
in the Calabrian dialect, which had been Peter’s first
language as a child. The stories were so striking that he
and his brother became intensely interested and knew
they must somehow document them, despite the shame
and disgrace they brought on the family at the time of
their occurrence. The stories led to Peter’s life-long pursuit of his heritage in Calabria, where his father grew
up, served in the Italian army in World War I, and then
emigrated to the United States in 1920.
Knowing Peter’s love of history and of all things
Italian, the family encouraged him to write his
two historical novels, lest the stories be forgotten.
Calabrian Tales and Out of Calabria tell of the
peasant life in Calabria and reflect on the dramatic struggle and compromise that past
generations of his family endured in turn-of-the-century southern Italy and in America. The
occurrences are so startling that one needs to be reminded and assured that the stories are true.
Peter was born in the Bedford-Stuyvesant section of Brooklyn in 1932. He was educated in the
New York City public schools and at St. John’s University. His long career in the business world
brought him to southern California almost forty years ago and to northern California almost
thirty years ago. In New York, he was Corporate Controller for United Brands. He moved to
California to become CFO of Max Factor. After Max Factor merged with Proctor and Gamble,
Peter looked for greater horizons. He joined the Doctors’ Company as CFO and headed the
company’s move from Santa Monica to Napa. He retired at age 60 in 1992, joined the Board of
the Cakebread winery in Napa Valley, and became President. He retired in 1997, but remained
on the Cakebread Board until 2005. At Cakebread, he learned the art and science of winemaking and founded a wine brand named Crane Family Vineyards, currently operated by his son.
Peter has been a member of Il Cenacolo for more than 25 years. He resides in Napa Valley with
his wife, Linda, where he enjoys life as a gentleman farmer.

from the desk of the president

December 2017

Dear Cenacolisti,
First, I hope that you and yours had an enjoyable Thanksgiving. The holiday season is upon
us—and I hope that you will enjoy and be thankful for all we have.
As usual, this bulletin contains information about people, events and other matters that I hope
you will find useful.
PEOPLE—
A couple of reminders:
—Our committees are up and running. As before, I encourage you to join one of them. You
CAN make a difference. Please take the time now to contact one of the team chairmen (they are
listed after this message) and get involved!
—We are in the process of identifying those members who could contribute as members of our
Board of Directors beginning next fiscal year (July 1, 2018). You will soon be contacted by one
of the directors to ask about your willingness to serve. I hope that you will take this opportunity to contribute.
On the matter of women joining Il Cenacolo:
In September, your Board unanimously approved accepting applications from women for admission to our Club. There were many compelling reasons for making this significant change.
Those reasons and the background for this policy change were discussed at an open general
session on October 26. Many of you attended and participated in the discussion and I thank
you all for your interest and involvement. Our moderator, David Giannini, ensured that everyone who had a viewpoint was given the opportunity to speak. There were positions on each side
of this issue, although it appeared that the majority of speakers agreed with the change. I ask
that we now go forward together to ensure that this change is implemented by its target date
of early April. To that end, we will now accept applications and start the process of reviewing
them. If you have further questions, please don’t hesitate to speak with me or one of the other
directors.
EVENTS & PROGRAMS—
Thanks to Bill Dito for organizing the November programs. The programs were well received—especially the piano and ukulele performances on November 2 and 9. And we were
especially pleased to have the Consul General of Italy, Lorenzo Ortona, join us on November
16. Dottore Ortona is an honorary member of Il Cenacolo.
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This bulletin highlights our December programs. Please support your Club by attending as
many of the Thursday luncheons as possible. Your support is much appreciated and I know
that you will enjoy the outstanding programs and the camaraderie of your fellow club members.
Our Holiday Gala was held on December 1 at the San Francisco Italian Athletic Club. It was
too late to cover in this bulletin, but I will do so in the January bulletin..
We have just received some information about parking that modifies earlier information sent
to you: (1) The parking rates for the two garages on Vallejo near the police station have increased from $3 to $4 per hour and (2) the valet parking fee at New Joe’s restaurant (corner of
Union and Stockton) has increased to $20 for non-restaurant parkers. We are communicating
with the valet company management to see if that $20 rate can be adjusted and will be in touch
once that is resolved.
Just a reminder that you are invited to attend and observe a Board meeting. If you are interested, please email me (ilpresidente@ilcenacolosf.org) and let me know your preferred date
(we usually meet at 9:30 am on the second Thursday of each month—right before the weekly
luncheon meeting).
For your future planning:
—December: Regular meetings will be held on December 7 and
December 14. There will be no meetings on December 21 and 28
because of Christmas and New Year’s.
—January: Regular Thursday meetings resume on January 4.
FINALLY—
The holiday season is special. For me, it brings back good memories of happy times. And it emphasizes the importance of family
and friends. To each of you, my very best wishes for a great holiday
season and my thanks for all you do for Il Cenacolo.
To everyone—Merry Christmas and Happy Hanukkah!
Franz Cristiani
President

IL CENACOLO TEAMS
Finance/Investments
Marv Pheffer (m.pheffer@ilcenacolosf.org)
team members: John Benson, Ron Derenzi and David Giannini
chairman:

Fund Raising
chairman: Stuart Hume (s.hume@ilcenacolosf.org)
team members: Michael Muscardini and John Shook
Holiday Gala
Ron Derenzi (r.derenzi@ilcenacolosf.org)
team members: Eugene Lanzone and West Whittaker
chairman:

Italian Film Festival
chairman: Ken Sproul (k.sproul@ilcenacolosf.org)
team member: Lido Cantarutti
Luncheons/SFIAC Liaison
chairman: Eugene Lanzone (e.lanzone@ilcenacolosf.org)
team members: Ken Sproul and Lou Sarto
Opera Outing
Chuck Stagliano (c.stagliano@ilcenacolosf.org)
team members: Ron Derenzi, Don Lewis and Richard Ruff
￼￼￼￼￼￼￼
Public Relations, Community Outreach and Membership
chairman: Alex Kugushev (a.kugushev@ilcenacolosf.org)
team members: David Cobb, Bill Dito and Mauro Zanetti
chairman:

Strategic Planning/Marketing
Richard DeBono (r.debono@ilcenacolosf.org)
team members: Jim Boitano, Pietro Bonanno and Mike Prior
chairman:

Website Redesign
chairman: Doug Von Qualen (d.vonqualen@ilcenacolosf.org)
team member: Chuck Stagliano

RIDE SHARE
from:						

contact:

			
		
SF—Pacific Heights and the Marina . . Richard DeBono 415-730-2584 cell
SF—Marina . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . David T. Giannini 415-921-4407 home
										415-713-9219 cell
SF—Jordan Park, Inner Richmond . . . Chuck Stagliano

415 531-6900 cell

Marin County . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . David Cobb

707-888-2311 cell

SFIAC PARKING
(all within 1-4 blocks away)
• Valet parking at Original Joe’s restaurant at the corner of Stockton and Union. You
do not have to dine there to use the valet. The current charge is $20.
• APM Parking at 721 Filbert. $10 with SFIAC validation.
• North Beach Garage at 735 Vallejo (between Stockton and Powell). $4 per hour.
• Vallejo Street Garage at 766 Vallejo. $4 per hour.
• Green Street Parking at 626 Green (between Columbus and Powell). $10.
• Powell Street Garage at 1636 Powell (between Union and Green). $12-$25.
(Click on links for directions to SFIAC)

correnti della storia
Vittorio De Sica
(1901-1974)
This month’s essay continues the series on famous personages
of the Neorealist movement in Italian cinema, which developed in the post-World War II era. As I have said in the earlier essays, this period is considered to be the “Golden Age of
Italian Cinema.” In this essay we focus on Vittorio De Sica,
who began his career as an actor, and became very successful
in that profession. He was a handsome and adored matinée
idol and ladies’ man; impeccable in his dress, tall, and handsome. With a following of adoring women, he was the model of
the suave and urbane Roman sophisticate. All of this, together with his fine acting ability, made him the highest paid star
in Italian cinema of the period, performing mostly in lighthearted musical comedies.
He was also nominated for the 1957 Oscar for Best Supporting Actor for playing Major Rinaldi
in Charles Vidor’s 1957 adaptation of Ernest Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms, a movie that
was panned by critics and proved a box office flop. His acting was considered the highlight of
the film.
But he really made his mark as a director in the Neorealist genre. Four of the films he directed
won Academy Awards: Sciuscià (Shoeshine, 1946) and Ladri di Biciclette (Bicycle Thieves,
1948) were awarded honorary Oscars, while Ieri, Oggi, Domani (Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow, 1963) and Il Giardino dei Finzi-Contini (The Garden of the Finzi-Continis, 1970)
won the Best Foreign Language Film Oscars. In fact, the great critical success of both Sciuscià,
(which was the first foreign film to be so recognized by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences) and Ladri di Biciclette helped establish the permanent “Best Foreign Film” category
of the Oscars. These two films are generally considered part of the canon of classic cinema;
Ladri di Biciclette was cited by Turner Classic Movies as one of the 15 most influential films in
cinema history, and Roger Ebert considered it one of the 10 best films of the 20th century.
Vittorio De Sica was born on July 7, 1901 into a middle-class family in Sora, near Rome,
and grew up in Naples. He began working as an office clerk at a young age in order to help
support his impoverished family. His father, Umberto De Sica, was a clerk with the Bank of
Rome, and Vittorio wanted to follow in his footsteps. His father, however, had other ideas and
prodded his shy son to perform, taking him to sing Neapolitan songs to wounded soldiers during
World War I.
continued next page
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As Vittorio became more fascinated with the stage while still a young man, his father encouraged his good-looking son to pursue an acting career. He made his screen debut in Il Processo
Clemenceau (The Clemenceau Affair, 1917) by Alfredo De Antoni, when he was 16 years old. In
1923, De Sica joined Tatiana Pavlova’s famed stage company, and by the
end of the decade his dashing good looks had made him one of the Italian theater’s most prominent matinée idols. With La Vecchia Signora
(The Old Lady, 1932) by Amleto Palermi, he made his sound-era film
debut. In 1933 he founded his own company with his wife, Giuditta
Rissone (at right), and Sergio Tofano. The company performed mostly light comedies, but they also staged plays by Beaumarchais, and
worked with famous directors like Luchino Visconti. De Sica continued making a name for himself as a suave leading man in Italian
films, especially in light, romantic, comedies.
De Sica began his career as director with Rose Scarlatte (Scarlet Rose, 1939). Over the next
three years, he directed three more features: Maddalena, Zero in Condotta (Maddalena, Zero
for Conduct, 1940), Teresa Venerdì (released in English as Do You Like Women?, 1941), and
Un Garibaldino al Convento (A Garibaldian in the Convent, 1942). However, his work lacked
distinction until he, along with fellow Italian filmmakers Roberto Rossellini and Luchino
Visconti, began exploring the possibilities of documenting the harsh realities facing their
countrymen as a result of World War II.
This change brought into existence the Neorealist movement in Italian cinema. With
I Bambini ci Guardano (The Children are Watching Us, 1944), De Sica revolutionized the Italian
film industry. The plot was a mature, perceptive, and deeply human depiction of the impact of adult folly on a child’s
innocent mind. This film marked the beginning of De Sica’s
collaboration with author and screenwriter Cesare Zavattini
(at left), a creative relationship that was to give the world two
of the most significant films of the Italian Neorealist movement, Sciuscià (Shoeshine, 1946) and Ladri di Biciclette
(Bicycle Thieves, 1948). Both films received Special Academy Awards for their creative take on Italian post-war life.
Sciuscià’s award was accompanied by a citation that read:
“The high quality of this motion picture, brought to eloquent
life in a country scarred by war, is proof to the world that the
creative spirit can triumph over adversity.”
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His early films—especially Sciuscià (Shoeshine, 1946), Ladri di Biciclette (Bicycle Thieves,
1948), and Umberto D (1952)—are all tragedies of miscommunication. In Sciuscià, events turn
first on a deception, and then on the separation of two boys, great friends placed in different
cells when confined to prison. Apart from one another, each loses trust; words miscarry and
cannot be understood. Here, as in other films, De Sica presents people who cannot reach each
other through language, but stand hopeless and encased in their position in the world. They try
to enlist or persuade others, find help, a loan, or support in their loneliness, but no help comes.
Acts of charity short-circuit; sympathy fails to find its aim. De Sica was an expert on depicting
the subject of being disregarded in his films. His characters are invisible persons made visible
to us.
In Ladri di Biciclette and Umberto D, we are taken inside a particular life at a particular time,
and yet never lose sight of the general fact that even in the present such tragedies are playing
out somewhere. The central figures embody a universal defeat, while at the same time remaining absolutely unique.
This impression of the individual life finds itself in
De Sica’s eye for detail, etched into the surface of
things like the scratches on the kitchen wall where, in
Umberto D (at left), each morning the pregnant housemaid strikes the matches to light the gas stove. These
are films depicting urban life at its harshest, leading
us within what is, to middle-class audiences, the unseen city of the poor: the pawn shops, the cramped and
ramshackle apartments, the fortune teller’s boudoir,
the markets, the soup kitchens, and the social clubs.
Using available light and documentary effects, his cameras shot in streets, alleys, and shabby
apartments, not in well-controlled studios. The cameras picked up dripping water faucets,
peeling paint, and the numerous pestering flies. In this way, De Sica explored the relationship between working- and lower-class characters in an indifferent and often hostile social,
economic, and political environment. The result was gritty and searing storytelling that not
only bared the truth about the harsh conditions inflicted on Italy’s poor, but also represented
a radical break from filmmaking conventions that had been established by Hollywood studios.
De Sica’s Neorealist films permit us to penetrate both this teeming metropolitan world and
also enter the individual life, drawing us in by attentiveness to sorrows which we might otherwise miss. Pushed by oppression and poverty, his protagonists fall into acts of moral compromise; the heroes must become people that their consciences condemn—a snitch, a bully
and thief, a beggar. The characters are too flawed to be the pitiable saints some do-gooders
continued next page
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repute them to be. However, the sadness here is not inevitable; it is a consequence of social and
political structures that lead to despair. The films lay a claim on us, with the non-emphatic
persuasion that we ought to look at and consider such rough ways of life in their reality, and to
try to do something about them.
Ladri di Biciclette was a virtual textbook of Neorealism in action. It featured all of Neorealism’s key tenets—gritty production, almost improvisational acting, and a lean emotional compression—and it even added authentic documentary footage into the narrative to establish
a greater sense of truth. With no money available to produce his films, De Sica initiated the
use of real locations and non-professional actors. Although he went on to work with Marcello Mastroianni, Montgomery Clift, Sophia Loren, and Jennifer Jones, there are no film
stars in these masterpieces of the 1940s and ‘50s. He
was casting according to the authenticity of a face.
The lead character in Ladri di Biciclette was played
by Lamberto Maggiorani (at right), who, in real life,
was a lean-looking factory worker. Carlo Battisti, who
played Umberto D, was a retired university professor.
(In directing these people, De Sica was often brutal,
and at one point in the filming of Ladri di Biciclette,
he traded sharp blows with Maggiorani, who burst
into tears. That was the effect that De Sica sought, and
with the leading man streaming tears he ordered the
cameras to roll. But he was often contrite after the filming; in the case of Maggiorani, he set
the man up with a cobbler shop when his movie career ended and when he was dismissed from
his factory job).
No big-name actor could have lived on screen as these people lived in real life. After all, as
De Sica asserted, there are millions of characters, but only 50 or 60 movie stars. It seemed to
him a strange illusion that so few people could faithfully embody the experience of so many.
Yet for all the appeal of this approach, a factory worker or a university professor still became
an acting player, as much bound up in artifice as any movie star, for these are films that
tell the truth about the contemporary world not as documentaries, but through the conjured
illumination of poetry.
Miracolo a Milano (Miracle in Milan, 1950) was De Sica’s second collaboration with Zavattini.
It was a satirical Neorealist fantasy that explored themes which wavered between optimism
and despair in its allegorical treatment of the plight of the poor in an industrial society. It was
followed closely by Umberto D (1952), which was De Sica’s last Neorealist film and arguably
his last masterpiece.
continued next page
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Il Tetto (The Roof, 1956) marked something of a return
to Neorealist form, but when it too failed commercially, De Sica’s career as a filmmaker was critically
damaged. Unable to secure financing for subsequent
projects, he turned his full focus to acting, starring in a
string of pictures including 1957’s A Farewell to Arms
(for which he earned an Oscar nomination for Best
Supporting Actor).
Finally, in 1960, De Sica returned to directing with
La Ciociara, (released in English as Two Women), for
which Sophia Loren (at left) won an Oscar for Best
Actress in 1961. However, his subsequent output as a
director was markedly less inspired and significant.
Although he did have a few box-office hits, such as Ieri,
Oggi, Domani (Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow, 1963)
and Matrimonio all’ Italiana (Marriage Italian Style,
1964), film critics and audiences alike had concluded that the aging director had lost his genius
touch. Features like Caccia alla Volpe (Fox Hunting, 1966), Sette Volte Donna (Woman Times
Seven, 1967), and Girasoli (Sunflowers, 1970) were lightweight at best. Although Il Giardino
dei Finzi-Contini (The Garden of the Finzi-Continis, 1970) won yet another Academy Award, it
bore little relation to De Sica’s Neorealist classics.
He continued to direct until 1974; his final directing work, Il Viaggio (The Voyage, 1974), starring Sophia Loren, opened in Paris on the day he died. Over the course of his long career, he
acted in over 150 feature films from 1917 through 1974. His last film as an actor was a TV
movie, L’eroe (The Hero, 1974) that was directed by his son, Manuel De Sica.
Personal Life
In 1937 De Sica married the actress Giuditta Rissone, who gave birth to
their daughter, Emi. In 1942, on the set of Un Garibaldino al Convento
(A Garibaldian in the Convent), he met Spanish actress Maria Mercader
(sister of Ramon Mercader, the assassin of Leon Trotsky), with whom
he started a relationship. After divorcing Rissone in France in 1954, he
married Mercader in 1959 in Mexico, but this union was not considered
valid under Italian law since Italy did not recognize divorce. In 1968 he
continued next page
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obtained French citizenship and married Mercader in Paris. Meanwhile, he had already had
two sons with her: Manuel (1949), a musician, composer, and sometime movie director, and
Christian (1951), who followed his father’s path as an actor and director.
Although divorced, De Sica never parted from his first family, nor did he abandon his Roman
Catholic faith. He led a double family life, with double celebrations on holidays. It is said that,
at Christmas and on New Year’s Eve, he used to put back the clocks by two hours in Mercader’s
house so that he could make a toast at midnight with both families. His first wife agreed to
keep up the façade of a marriage so as not to leave their daughter, Emi, without a father.
He had a lifelong passion for gambling, which meant he often lost large sums of money (he
was addicted to roulette and frequently lost as much as $10,000 in an evening at Monte Carlo).
To maintain his lifestyle and to help support his “two families,” he often was required to accept cinema work that might not otherwise have interested him. He never kept his gambling a
secret from anyone; in fact, he projected it on characters in his own movies, for example, L’Oro
di Napoli (The Gold of Naples, 1954), and General Della Rovere, (1959, released in US in 1960),
a film directed by Roberto Rossellini in which De Sica played the title role.
Vittorio De Sica died at age 73 on November 13, 1974 from complications following surgery at
the Neuilly-sur-Seine hospital in Paris.
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Ankeny, Jason. “Vittorio De Sica.” All Movie on-line edition;
Ebert, Roger. “TCM’s 15 Most Influential Films of all Time, and 10 From Me”. Roger Ebert’s Journal. April 13, 2009;
Encyclopedia Britannica on-line edition;
Italia Mia on-line edition;
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