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Party for kids

.~ THE WIDE-EYED KIDS stared anxious-
. ly at the man in the white beard and red
~suit on the stage ahove them, waiting
_ breathlessly for him to call out their
* names.
*‘Anthony Doria,”” Santa bellowed, peer-
ing down at the smiling faces.

Each name sounded off with the taste of

. cinnamon twists as Santa Claus placed
- each brightly wrapped gift in the eagerly
.. grasping hands of the children.

‘“Dante Arciero ... Ailish O’Connor ...

Anthony Petruzzelli,” Santa continued.

A TOTAL OF 117 CHILDREN, toys in
*hand and pasta on their rose-blushed
.. cheeks, filled the basement hall at Santa

Lucia Catholic Elementary School, 3017 S.
« Wells St., in the Italian section of Bridge-
. port. \ :

. Patrick M. Finley, a 26-year-old ‘reincar-
» nation of.a Horatio Alger character who
- strongly identifies with the concepts of

“family’’ and ‘“‘ethnicity,” stood quietly in
. a nearby corner exhausted.
. It was the third Christmas party for his
. “friends,” a word he defines as a combi-
nation of “my family, the people close to
me and the people who are in need.”
. AS EACH OF THE 250 excited parents

approached him to say ‘“Thank you,” he
cut them short responding, Per favore,
. dieci niente, the Italian expression for
“Please don’t say it, it’s nothing.”
« But to Finley, it really is more, his way
* of thanking the world for his good fortune
i at Christmas.
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“I have been doing this for three years,”
Finley says, asking again and again why
anyone would want to read about him.

“IT°'S NOTHING. In the beginning, it
started out as a family Christmas party
for the people who I consider are part of
my family,” Finley shrugged.

“I was having a real successful year,
and I wanted to do something to thank
people and to share my success.”

Later he started to include more.

“For many of the children there, that
party_will be their only Christmas cele-
bration, their only chance to see Santa
Claus,” he said. y

THE HALL WAS FILLED with volun-
teers.

Long folding tables with white plastic

-le

is Santa’s ‘thank youw’

sheets and picnic diningware were covered
with 120 pounds of homemade sausage, 100
pounds of Italian meatballs, 40 pounds of
mostacciolli, hot homemade giardinera
sauce, and bragio, an Italian meatball
appetizer of bread, ground beef and spices.

“Mrs. Rosa Fratto helped make every-
thing,”” Finley said. ‘“Everyone volun-
teered.” The list was a ‘“Who’s Who”’ of
the neighborhood: the Leonards, Ferros,
Frattos, Sheehans, Dorios and O’Connors.

“I want to thank those people for their
friendship,” Finley said.

“THERE ARE SOME PEOPLE here
that I wasn’t familiar with, but who people
said should be here because they needed
something to light up their Christmas,”
Finley said. :

“There were others who had problems.
It brought them good cheer. Our world
sometimes is insensitive and uncaring. I
want to change that. I want to show people
that there are people who care about
them, to give them hope. To give them a

break.” :
It was a modest break that helped Fin-

y.

LIKE MOST OTHER Chicagoans, Fin-
ley’s parents and grandparents were im-
migrants.

His grandfather, George Finley, came to
America from County Cork, Ireland, in the
early 1900s. His other grandfather, Rocco
Girondi, arrived .in Chicago in the early
1940s from a southern Italian village, Mo-
dugno.

Finley envisioned the American dream
as opportunity, attending school during the
day and working at the Great Lake docks
at night. i

“I wanted to be a lawyer,” Finley re-
called. “But I couldn’t afford to continue .
at school and I was offered a job at the
Board of Trade as a runner. It was noth-
ing, until someone gave me a break. It
was a combination of good fortune.”

FINLEY BECAME A TRADER, and jn
four years translated that combination of
luck and opportunity into a modest finan-
cial empire that employs 12 people, owns
two seats and leases two more.

But Finley didn’t forget his roots.

“I turned to people in my neighborhood
to bring them into the business,” he said.

Pat Finley would rather turn to a bar-
tender in his neighborhood and give him a
job, than to reach out to a college-educat-
ed preppy from Yale.

“The people I hired were from the
neighborhood, people who needed that one
chance. A break,” Finley said.

“I hired a bartender, a Chicago Park
District employee, a security guard and an
unemployed roofer. They’re at the board

- trading and helping their families.”

FINLEY BELIEVES IN ethnicity and
family.

“I believe in being what you are. I be-
lieve in being Italian. I believe in being

" Polish. I believe in being Irish. I believe in

being Catholic, in being Protestant,” Fin-
ley said.

“Strengthening the family is the key to
success. Christmas time is the time fto
strengthen those ties. I'm very happy with
that.”

HE ALSO BELIEVES in strengthening
his community.

During the last three years Finley estab-
lished two scholarship funds at DeLaSalle
High School, became president of the
Bridgeport Chamber of Commerce and
founded and financed the Bridgeport Pony
League.

Friday, he will host another Christmas
party for more than 100 special education
kids at the Burnside Scholastic Academy.

SOME PEOPLE SAY FINLEY plans to
one day become a politician, possibly run-
ning for alderman of the 11th Ward.

Finley brushes those comments off rath-
er embarrassingly, although he has
jumped at the chance to help other dark
horse, underdog candidates in several past
election campaigns.!

“I didn’t do this because I want any-
thing. I have what I want. But I wanted to
do it because it helps other people,” Fin-
ley said.

(Raymond Hanania is a political colum-
nist and City Hall reporter for The Daily
Southtown Economist Newspapers.)






