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The Blue Suit 
 
by Emilio Iodice 

 

 
 
 
“Mamma, please bring the blue suit you got for Papa.’ I want him to meet my new 
boss," I told my mother over the phone.  "Please include a nice white shirt with cuff 
links and a red tie," I explained.  
 
It was the mid-1970s. We lived in Washington, DC. I worked for the American 
Government. My career was progressing dramatically. I had received several 
promotions and was about to be named the youngest career, senior executive in 
United States history. I was 32 years old. I was a civil servant and never attached to 
any political party, politician or political cause.  I was an independent and it was clear 
that no one helped me rise to the top.   My success was due to education, preparation, 
and tremendous effort, a system of meritocracy, good luck and Maria Teresa. She 
was a splendid wife that tolerated my schedule and helped me devote the little time I 
had to her and our children.  
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My father, Silverio Iodice and my mother Lucia Sandolo came frequently to visit us. 
My twin daughters, Cristina and Francesca, were three years old. Maria Teresa and I 
were deeply involved in establishing a life in the nation's capital.  
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She, in particular, worked hard to support my all-consuming career that included 12 
hour work days and weekends, plus teaching university night classes and preparing 
for my doctorate. To say we were "burning the candle at both ends and in the middle" 
was an understatement.  
 

 
 
Often times she would bring me dinner at George Washington University where I 
was studying in PhD classes that went from 7 PM to nearly midnight.  She would 
drive up with the girls sleeping in the back seat, give me a bag with food, a kiss and 
leave.  It was one sacrifice after another that we made for God, family and the world.  
The only compensation for this remarkable girl from Rome was a summer vacation in 
Ponza each year. 
 
Silverio Iodice had come from the island as a boy. He was penniless, with a 3rd grade 
education and could not speak a word of English when he landed in New York in 
1929.  He survived and succeeded in the New World because he was strong, 
hardworking, honest, audacious and fearless. He never forgot his roots.   
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No day would pass by without mentioning the island and his patron saint, San 
Silverio, who he believed saved him from the freezing waters of Palmarola when his 
boat sank in February, 1929.  Those moments were etched in his mind.  Three days 
and nights hugging a small rock in the sea, while a hungry shark circled him, waiting 
for a weak moment to attack.  Five men died and five survived. Silverio was 
convinced that his saint spared him from a watery grave.  Now, almost 50 years later, 
he stood proud to be Italian, an American and Ponzese. 
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Mamma was the baby in a family of 11 brothers and sisters that was one of the most 
prominent in Ponza. Her father was Salvatore Sandolo and mother Maria Aprea.  
Two healthy, wise, and intelligent families united to create generations of people who 
changed the face of Ponza.  Lucia’s father had a fleet of fishing schooners filled with 
mariners who earned their living hauling lobsters and carrying them to Marseilles and 
Barcelona to be distributed throughout Europe.  Lucia’s uncle, Don Francesco 
Sandolo was the pastor of the island.  He was a symbol of strength, education and 
faith.  From this tree of life came lawyers, notaries, doctors, engineers, mechanics 
and pharmacists, politicians and a mayor.  For nearly a century they dominated the 
affairs of Ponza and helped it grow, prosper and change. 
 

 
 
Lucia worked in the family store in the Bronx while Silverio was a longshoreman in 
the port of New York.  During World War II, he loaded bombs and bullets in the 
Brooklyn Navy Yard and watched ships sail each day, bound for theatres of war in 
Europe or the Pacific.  Many he would never see again. 
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My brother Ralph was a brilliant mechanic and had a thriving trucking business. 
Papa’ was proud of his sons.  Ours was a family of people who worked from dawn to 
dusk and rarely rested.  We never took a vacation.  Our only holiday was June 20th, 
the feast of San Silverio. 
 

 
 
By the time I reached Washington, I had developed a powerful work ethic.  I never 
watched a clock and toiled tirelessly. I checked and double checked my work for 
accuracy because I knew it was serious, important and could change the world.  I 
studied voraciously and quickly. I read and absorbed 2500 words a minute. It served 
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me well when I had to analyze mountains of secret documents and relate them from 
memory in briefings to the highest echelons of our government.  
 
Papa’ had no idea of the complexities of my job. All he knew was that I had an office 
on Pennsylvania Avenue in the heart of the capital of the country he adored.   
 

 
 
We often visited a special place he felt sacred, Arlington National Cemetery.  He 
said, “You know son, 400,000 men and women sleep in this ground.  They died for 
us and to free the world from tyranny.  During the War II, 2 million of America’s best 
children fought in Europe and the Pacific.  Many never returned and are now in the 
soil of the Old World and Asia.”  Silverio Iodice wept as he talked about the 
sacrifices the United States made for freedom. 
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On one of our visits, the body of a soldier was laid to rest.  Papa’ watched as his 
coffin was placed in that holy soil with dignity, respect and honor.  He felt one of his 
own were being buried.  Before we left, he placed an image of San Silverio on the 
grave.  It was a symbol of love and homage for a person who gave everything to save 
the last vestiges of democracy in a far off land. 

 
We went the resting place of President John F. Kennedy.  Papa’ was speechless.  He 
stared at the eternal flame. He walked over to the grave of Robert Kennedy.   
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He read the words carved in granite.  Then, he took me aside and looked into my 
eyes. “Never go into politics, my son,” he told me firmly.  “You are honest, 
courageous, and noble and filled with integrity, just like them.  They will kill you too 
because you always fight to do the right thing.” He put his hand on my shoulder.  
With his eyes filled with water, he said, “Promise me you will never run for office.”  
I nodded yes.  “Remember, if you are ever in trouble, the only person in this world 
who will come to rescue you is me.”   I was overcome with emotion with what he 
said.  

Papa’ arrived a day before our special visit to meet my new chief.  He and Mamma 
brought food.  Cheese, cookies, salami, bread and all types of cooked vegetables.  It 
was always a feast when Silverio and Lucia came from New York.  
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The next morning we were dressed and ready.  Papa’ wore the blue suit that he used 
only for weddings and special occasions.  He had on his silver Omega watch and a tie 
clip shaped like a beer can opener I gave him when I worked for Continental Can 
Company.  
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We drove in Papa’s green and white Dodge van.  “Silvio and Lucy” was etched on 
the front of it in gold letters.  In the back was a lobster net, a gallon of wine and a 
bottle of water.  The car smelled of fish.   

 
When we reached Pennsylvania Avenue, I told Papa’ to turn on a side street near the 
Old Executive Office building.  Gates opened as we approached.   
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We drove under a portico of pillars. Guards saluted.  We parked.  Papa’ was 
speechless.  He sensed something strange was happening. As we entered, several 
secretaries and uniformed military greeted us.   

 
We were escorted down a long corridor with white columns, flags and a bust of 
George Washington until we reached a highly polished mahogany door where two 
large men in black suits with radios attached to their ears. They stood like sentinels. 
They nodded and smiled when they saw me.  One said something into his 
microphone about our arrival.   

Papa’ and I sat in comfortable chairs.  Not a word was passed between us. Suddenly, 
the door opened.  My new superior emerged.  He was tall, handsome, with a receding 
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blond hairline, dressed in a grey striped suit and red, white and blue tie.  He shook 
our hands warmly. 
 

 
He escorted us into his office and asked us to sit down on a sofa. It was beige with 
crimson and light blue lines.  A small, colonial style table was in the middle.  Chairs 
with the same upholstery were on both sides of his desk and against a wall.  A 
portrait of Abraham Lincoln was at one end of the office and that of General George 
Washington at the other end.  His desk had drawers on the front and back and was 
highly decorated with wood carvings.   

He took us for a tour of the room and showed us the views of monuments from his 
windows.  It was a glorious day and the circular office seemed like the epicenter of 
tranquility and peace. 

“Would you like some coffee, Silvio?” he asked.  Papa’ said yes.  He began to talk.  
He spoke about his political life and noted that he Silvio were born one month apart 
in 1913.  He spoke about me.  He knew a father wanted to hear about his son.  For the 
next 40 minutes he told him about my work and projects and how happy he was with 
all I had done.  He asked Silvio about his life and wanted to know about Italy and 
Ponza.  Papa’ spoke in his broken English with pride and clarity.  It was a special 
moment.  
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Before we left, the man I worked with gave Papa’ a postcard of a portrait that had 
been done of him.  He autographed it.  My father looked at it.  He kissed it and put it 
in his pocket. He thanked this tall, handsome man with the blond hair and said good 
bye. 

On the way home, Papa’ stopped the car before we entered the highway.  He looked 
at me.  I could see he carefully weighed his words.  “Don’t ever tell anyone about this 
visit, not even your mother or wife.  No one should know about what you do.  You 
need to be careful, always. They will try to hurt you.” he said.  Then he hesitated for 
a moment and started to speak again.  “Remember your roots, my son.  Never let 
power go to your head.  We are simple, honest people who come from an island and 
are proud of it.  The blood of Italy and Ponza flows in your veins.  Never forget this 
and if you can ever do something for the people of Italy and that lonely rock in the 
Mediterranean, do it. Our Lord and San Silverio will take care of you.  God bless 
America,” he cried and hugged me. I overflowed with love of my father. 

Twenty years later, Silverio Iodice was laid to rest. His loss was a huge shock.  
Telegrams and messages came from around the world to pay homage to this 
immigrant from Italy. 

Mamma prepared the blue suit for him to wear. She felt one of the pockets.  
Something was in it.  She found the photo of that man he met so many years before 
who I worked for. She realized that Papa’ kept it close to him and would often times 
look at it with pride.  

The picture was of the President of the United States. 
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