Dedicated to the preservation and promotion of the Abruzzo Culture

-ABRUZZ0O HERITAGE-

~ William Paca ~
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Only a few months before construction of the San Juan Capistrano Mission started on the shores of the Pacific, at the opposite end
of the American Continent, William Paca had been debating on whether the American Colonies should “dissolve the political
bands” which connected them with England. When the debate was over, and his side had won, William Paca was one of the proud
signers of the Declaration of Independence. It is said that his great grandfather, Robert Paca, who arrived in the Colonies in the
late 1660’s, after an extended stay in England, traced his origins to Chieti, from where he had found it expedient to emigrate be-
cause of his conversion to Protestantism. Prior to and after his signing of the Declaration of Independence, William Paca held sev-
eral political offices; and in 1782 became the first Italian-American, or, should you prefer, the first “Abruzzese-American” Gover-
nor of an American State--Maryland, in his case. And, of course, this country has innumerable places, schools and streets named
after William Paca, including a principal one in nearby downtown Baltimore.

At this point, however, even though this is not an academic dissertation, I must tell you that some historians maintain that there is
no solid evidence that William Paca’s great grandfather was from Italy, let alone Abruzzo.

I have no doubt about the Italian origin of the name, which in 1937 was confirmed by a descendant of William Paca. As for plac-
ing the origin of the family in Abruzzo, the documentation is hazy, but there are people in Chieti who state that they are related to
the American branch of the Paca family; and it has also been pointed out that Robert Paca, the one who moved to America, had a
son named Aquila, the Italian word for eagle -- and this makes sense only if one considers that Chieti, i.e., Robert’s purported
place of origin, is near the city then called Aquila, and is now L’Aquila. William Paca’s daughter, Joanna, also had a son named
Aquila.

In this connection, I remember that President Kennedy on one Columbus Day told an audience of Italian-Americans that John Fitz-
gerald, the President’s maternal grandfather and former mayor of Boston, was fond of telling his Italian-American constituents that
the Fitzgeralds were really from Venice. There, their name was Gerardini, but they changed it to Fitzgerald after moving to Ire-
land. The President added that he had never dared make that claim before, but was making it "now", on Columbus Day.

Well, on the occasion of this celebration of our Abruzzo-Molise heritage, I declare William Paca definitely ours. Besides, se non e’
vero e ben trovato, or, roughly, if it is not true, it is a creative way of putting it. After all, there always is an element of truth in
every legend and popular belief or tradition. In the words of Italy’s foremost novelist, Alessandro Manzoni, “Tradition always tells
us less than we want to know, unless we help it a little.”
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