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A few days before the
Fourth of July, I was
doing some research at
the Onondaga Historical

Association in downtown
Syracuse, yellowed newspaper
clippings spread out on a table.
They told about the day World
War II came to an end, how
tens of thousands of people
flooded the streets of our city,
how a reporter covering the
joyous mayhem stepped off the
street, into the lobby of the old
Hotel Onondaga.

If a journalist wanted
perspective, there it was:
Everyone inside, it seemed,
had been scarred by the war. A
cashier had lost his only son. A
telephone operator said she’d
lost her boy. And a young
“information clerk,” Emily
Riccardi, told the reporter that
her brother Pat had been killed
in Luxembourg. She told him
she had another brother, Joe, in
the Navy, “and she is hoping
this means he will be coming
home soon.”

So I returned to the office,
a question in my mind:
Did Emily’s brother make
it back? I began checking
around, a search that led me
to Elderwood at Liverpool,

where Joseph Riccardi, 88,
lives in the nursing home. I got
in touch with the staff, who in
turn called one of Joe’s grown
children, Angela Maroun.

She said she’d see me there,
and I could talk with her dad.

We met last week, Joe wear-
ing a Navy cap, his wheelchair
pushed up to a table in the
lounge. It’ll be 70 years this
August since Joe’s sister saw
that reporter downtown, and in
a way this was the follow-up
interview, because Emily —
the last of Joe’s surviving sib-
lings — died two years ago.

Joe said he was glad for a
chance to talk about his older
brother, whose photograph is
still displayed in Joe’s room.
Then abruptly, without reserva-
tion, he wept. His hand went to
his face. His shoulders heaved.
He grabbed the wheels of his
wheelchair, pushed back and

forth, until the grief drained
from his face.

“Keep moving,” Joe said.
That’s how all those guys did
it, once they came home from
the war.

He said he was fine, that he
wanted this chance to honor
his brother, whose real name
was Pasquale, often shortened
to “Pat.” Those who knew him
well called him “Bosker,” a
childhood nickname, Joe said.
Sometimes Pat Riccardi signed
that nickname as “Bosco” on
old letters and photos care-
fully preserved by Joe’s sister
Louise, who — as Angela put
it — was “the keeper of every-
thing.”
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By James Roger Sharp
The American Revolution, which

we celebrate this July 4th, was one
of the most important events in
modern history. The Declaration of
Independence with its soul-stirring
“all men are created equal” and pow-
erful affirmation of the people’s right
to self-governance resonated then as
now with oppressed peoples around
the globe.

Today, however, when our coun-
try’s politics are so polarized and our
political institutions so seemingly
paralyzed, perhaps we should stop
and ask ourselves whether we have
lost our way. Is our democracy today
still living up to the dreams of our
Founders?

Today’s problems are not only
ideological, but also historical in

nature. Less than a decade after the
end of the American Revolution, our
Constitution was written. And, in
contrast to the democratic rhetoric of
the Declaration of Independence, the
Founders had by then become wary
of the sometimes disorderly and
chaotic politics in the various states
since 1776. The Constitution they
drafted in 1787 reflected their fear of
unchecked power.

Thus, they separated and balanced
federal authority in the Constitution
between the two legislative houses
as well as the presidency and the
Supreme Court. Furthermore, sover-
eignty was divided between the fed-
eral government and the states.

This fractured system would work,
our Founders believed, because they
shared a more idealistic view of pub-
lic service than we do today. As they
saw it, the success of the American
republic depended upon public-
spirited and altruistic political leaders

rising above personal and sectional
interests and governing for the good
of the entire country.

For instance, James Madison,
whose draft of the Constitution
proved to be the blueprint for the
final version of the document, pre-
sumed that elites would be elected to
Congress and that this “chosen body

of citizens” would have the “wis-
dom” to best “discern the true inter-
est of their country” as well as the
“patriotism and love of justice” to be
“least likely to sacrifice it to tempo-
rary or partial considerations.”

Their “public voice,” he believed,
“would be more consonant to the
public good than if pronounced by
the people themselves.”

These expectations, however,
proved to be overly optimistic.

And to address the problem, the
founding generation, almost by acci-
dent, invented political parties as
nongovernmental organizations that
could mobilize public opinion around
conflicting conceptions of the public
good. As Madison later explained, it
became the role of him and his fol-
lowers in the embryonic Republican
Party, “to collect the will of the
people.”

So, almost since the beginning of
our history under the Constitution,

political parties, operating under dif-
ferent names and championing differ-
ent causes, have been the institutions
through which the American people
have democratically expressed them-
selves. And throughout most of our
history, with the great exception of
the Civil War, these parties have been
seen as the essential vehicles for
organizing and expressing the public
voice.

But, as we move through the
second decade of the 21st century,
and our parties are at obstinate log-
gerheads, it seems reasonable to ask
how democratic is American society
today? And can American democ-
racy survive in our dangerous and
fragmented world moving toward a
future fraught with what might be the
greatest challenges we have ever had
to face as a nation?

Critical issues such as immigra-
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Joe Riccardi, a World War II veteran, holds a photo of his brother, who died in the war. (Dennis Nett | dnett@syracuse.com)

American
armored
division
members,
supported by
tanks, move
up to attack
the enemy
position on the
Bastogne front
in Luxembourg
on Jan. 6, 1945.
Pat Riccardi, of
Syracuse, died
later that month
in Luxembourg.
(AP Photo)
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A letter from the
War Department
to Angeline Riccardi
confirming the
death of her son
Pasquale, left, killed
in Luxembourg in
World War II. (Dennis
Nett | dnett@syracuse.com)
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tion, climate change, gun
violence, money in politics,
health care, racial intolerance
and pervasive, grinding, soul-
shattering inequality, among
others, are either dismissed or
have become so fiercely divi-
sive that reconciliation seems
impossible.

The underlying question is
this: What are the symptoms
and causes contributing to the
polarization and dysfunction
of our government and under-
mining democracy?

First and foremost, ger-
rymandering in the drawing
of the states’ congressional
districts has too often resulted
in undemocratic outcomes.
In the 2012 election in
Pennsylvania for the House of
Representatives, for example,
the Democrats won 50.28
percent of the statewide vote

to the Republican’s 48.77
percent. Yet, because of ger-
rymandering, the Republicans
now occupy 13 of the state’s
House seats to the Democrats
5.

Also, the Senate has always
been structurally and in prac-
tice undemocratic. California,
for instance, has 65 times the
population of Wyoming — but
each has two senators. This
huge disparity gives rural
and small-population states
considerable power advantage
over the industrial, urban and
highly populated states.

And finally, there is a
popular and dangerous mis-
conception that our “democ-
racy” and our system of
government are somehow
self-perpetuating and eternal
and will endure just because
they have endured. Thus, apa-
thy is a serious problem. In
the off-year 2014 election, for

example, voter turnout was
an embarrassingly small, 36.4
percent — the lowest turnout
in a midterm election since
1942.

Thus, on this Independence
Day, we need to ask ourselves
whether our belief that we live
in a functioning democracy
is fiction or fact. If we deter-
mine that there is work to be
done to live up to the inspir-
ing words in our Declaration
of Independence, we should
launch a determined effort
to secure and maintain our
democracy instead of smugly
mouthing patriotic platitudes
that gives us a false sense of
security.

Democratic government is
a precious commodity and not
something that can bequeathed
from one generation to anoth-
er. It requires constant atten-
tion, sacrifice and struggle.

Is America living up
to its Founders’ dreams?
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Joe Riccardi, a World War II veteran who lost a brother overseas, holds a photograph of
himself from his Navy stint. (Dennis Nett | dnett@syracuse.com)

When Louise died, those papers went to
Angela. This fall, she and her husband plan to
travel to Luxembourg, where Bosker is bur-
ied in an American cemetery. Angela always
dreamed of taking her dad on that trip, but his
health makes it impossible.

He is glad, he said, that his daughter will
tend to his brother’s grave.

There was a big gap, a solid decade, between
Joe and Bosker. “He was a great football
player, a great baseball player,” Joe said. He
remembers, as a little kid, watching Bosker
hit a ball so hard that it traveled over the old
Townsend school and rolled down a hill to
North Salina Street, back in a time when Joe
could walk for blocks and every word he heard
was in Italian.

He laughed, and the sound came as quickly,
as fully, as the tears. A story, still vivid, after
80 years: He’s a child, giving his mother some
lip. Bosker walks in, kicks him in the behind,
then lifts him up, drops him in a tub of toma-
toes.

The message is clear: Respect Mom.
His brother was bigger than life, an outsized

personality. He always attracted “a lot of girls,”
said Joe, who was maybe 14 when Bosker
left for the war. A few years later, his brother
still over there, Joe — who’d quit North High
School — enlisted. In February 1945, on the
day he was scheduled to depart, he went to say
goodbye to his girlfriend, Jacqueline Renna.

He’d known her since kindergarten. After the
war, they’d get married. The phone rang and a
voice said: You’d better come right home.

His parents had received a telegram. Bosker
had died in combat. Grief swept across the
house.

“I fell on my knees in front of my mother,”
Joe said. “I’m supposed to leave tonight: What
do I do?”

Joe was a teenager. The Red Cross gave him
three extra days to stay home. Then he went to
the New York Central station with his mother,
and he got on a train to go to basic training.

In Buffalo, he had a few hours to burn dur-
ing a stop. This kid who wasn’t old enough to
be out of high school went into the darkness of
a movie theater. “I cried my eyes out,” Joe said.

He got back on the train.
Joe served on a supply ship in the Pacific.

His wife died in 2004, but Angela still has the
letters he sent her while he served, letters in
which Joe expresses grief about Bosker on
Memorial Day and jubilation about the end of
the war, nearly three months later.

The wish made by his sister Emily, in the
newspaper? That came true. Joe returned to
Syracuse by train, got off alone and went

downtown to the Hotel Onondaga. Emily, who
still worked there, let him take a shower. Then
he walked to his house on Division Street, on
the North Side.

His father was outside, hands in the soil of
the garden. He was a “very peaceful” man, Joe
said, a guy with a trained blackbird that often
sat on his shoulder.

His dad turned, saw his son and said: “Hey,
Joe!”

His mother, hearing them, came to the front
door.

All these years later, Joe hangs onto that
moment.

He became a bartender at a tavern on Willow
Street. He was never a drinker, and serving
drunks made him hate drinking even more.
One day, sick of it, he didn’t go to work.

“So I’m sitting on the steps,” Joe said, “and
the fella next door owns a (wholesale) grocery
house. He sees me on the steps, he says, ‘What
are you doing?’ I say, ‘I’m looking for a job.’
He says, ‘You got a job, if you want it.’”

The neighbor hired him. Joe, who believes
powerfully in fate, often contemplates that
moment: If he isn’t on the steps, maybe
the neighbor just walks by, and maybe Joe
Riccardi never goes into the grocery business.

Joe married the girl he met in kindergarten.
He and Jacqueline raised their three children
on the North Side. For a while, the Riccardi
family ran a corner store.

About a half-century after he returned from
the war, Joe said, the guy who left high school
before graduation retired as a vice president
within the wholesale arm of the old P&C
grocery chain. Now, as a widower, he’s at
Elderwood, where he has time on quiet days
for recalling all he can about his brother.

The story hardly ends with a yellowed clip-
ping in a museum research room. Joe Riccardi
came home, greeted his parents, built a life.
But Joe thinks every day about what Bosker
might have done. He’d met a woman named
Betty in England while he was stationed
there, a woman who stayed in touch with the
Riccardis long after Bosker died. Would there
have been grandchildren? Great-grandchildren?

In his 80s, Joe still wonders.
The war ended almost 70 years ago, and the

Fourth of July was this weekend, so I put a
question to this old veteran, so quick to laugh
or come to tears: If there’s one thing people
should remember about his brother, about what
his family sacrificed, what would it be?

“I think,” said Joe Riccardi, “we kind of got
to it, today.”

Sean Kirst is a columnist with The Post-Standard.
Write to him in care of The Post-Standard, 220 S.
Warren St., Syracuse 13202.

A lifetime later,
brother’s loss still vivid
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