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  Anna Comis was born in the ancient Italian village, known as Casada.  For centuries, her ancestors 
had inhabited the “beautiful little country” surrounded by the Dolomite Mountains.  After her 
family relocated, her parents’ stories of their cherished native village continued to connect Anna 
with her birthplace.  Years later, driven by a desire to preserve her heritage, Anna began collecting 
documents, anecdotes, articles, and old photographs.  Casada:  A History of an Italian Village and its 
People contains the fruits of her exhaustive research. 

  Half a world away, Isabel Comis Degenaars also grew up hearing stories of Casada shared by her 
father, whose parents immigrated to America in the 1920s in search of work and the chance to 
start a new life.  A 2010 visit to her grandparent’s ancestral home inspired her to translate her 
cousin Anna’s book into English. She also relates her own family’s challenging journey from the 
green mountains of Italy into the dark coal mines of Pennsylvania.     

 From two cousins separated by distance and culture, comes a rich history of shared lineage set in 
a land that continues to inspire and haunt those drawn to its verdant hills and valleys.    



Praise for CASADA  

  

  

The art of translation is difficult under the best of circumstances; maintaining the beauty and 

subtlety of Italian text is a most challenging task. Isabel Comis Degenaars has brought the 

beauty of Anna’s original work to a new audience of English readers, sharing the story of 

Casada. This well-researched book is a rich and complex collection of history and stories of 

this ancient village. These are stories of men and women who lived vastly different lives than 

we do today, but who prevailed and laid a path for future generations. Degenaars’ addition of 

the triumphs and trials of the Comis family as they experienced life in Italy and later in America 

makes this book a gem. Casada is a gift to be treasured by all, whether you are of Italian or 

other descent. – Dr. Alan G. Hartman, Program Director of Modern Foreign Languages, 

Mercy College, NY  

  

  

  

In Casada, Isabel Comis Degenaars has captivated her readers with the stunning translation 

and re-telling of her Italian family heritage, with back-stories, passion, and details that will 

inspire each of us on our own searches. This book will make you want to gather your relatives 

and embark on your own journey. Bravo, Ms. Comis Degenaars, for this unique glimpse into 

our ancestors’ sacrifices that gave us the life and opportunities we are blessed with today. – 

Susan M. Rosapepe, Managing Director Rosapepe Retreats LLC  

  

  

  

  

Casada is an insightful and evocative work that sheds new light on the history and struggle of 

the people of western Pennsylvania. Degenaars does a remarkable job of finding a new 

perspective on the plight of immigrant workers in the coal mining fields. Her work, is a 

delightful addition to the cannon of nonfiction work available about the Italian people in the coal 

mines. It is a must have for any Italian American and 20th century coal-mining enthusiast. This 

story is testimony to the strength and spirit of these new immigrants as they began their new 

life in a coal patch in a new country. It is a must have for any Italian American and early 20th 

century coal-mining enthusiast. – Raymond A. Washlaski, Editor of "The Old Miner"  

     



  

About the Authors  

  
  

ANNA COMIS was born in Casada, Santo Stefano di Cadore, and currently resides in Pieve 

di Cadore via Tai. She graduated from the Magistrali di Belluno and subsequently graduated 

from the University of Padua in 1976 with a degree in literature after which she taught early 

and higher level education. She has published several articles in the local monthly magazine Il 

Cadore and has done several interviews for publication in Veneto from the volume Rientro 

degli emigranti e territorio published by the Istituto Geografico Italiano. After researching her 

family origins, she published Casada on the occasion of the eightieth anniversary of her 

parents.  

  

  

ISABEL (BELLE) COMIS DEGENAARS was born in Old Bethpage, New  

York and lives in New Jersey with her husband and two children. She holds a Bachelor of 

Science in nursing and a master’s degree in public administration from New York University. 

Belle is the designated scholar and story collector of her family.  She has spent years 

gathering stories of her father’s family, the Comis and Doriguzzi histories, in an endeavor to 

preserve these memories for future generations.  She pursued a similar project for her 

mother’s family: the Knapps, Giebels, and Cullens. With the blessing of Anna Comis, Belle 

undertook the American version Casada as gift to her father.  

  

 

 

 



Sample Interview Questions  

      
1. What prompted you to begin the very difficult process of translating this Italian book 

into English? 

 

2. What difficulties did you encounter as you began translating the book?  
  

3. The book is written in Italian but also uses Ladin and ancient Venetian text to tell the 
history of this ancient village. How were you able to capture these words in English?  

  

4. As you began to see the English translation take form, did it resemble the family 

stories you had heard over the years? What were some of the differences?  

  

5. What surprised you about the local history of Casada? What was unique to this 

community?  

 

6. What were some of the most difficult challenges that residents faced?  

 

7. Why did you choose to connect the history of the Pennsylvania coal mines to the 

history of Casada? What similarities did these two communities have?  

 

8. As you researched coal-mining history, was there any information that surprised 

you?  

  

9. As you interviewed family members who lived in Francis Mine during the early to 

mid-20th century, were their stories unique to the immigrant experience? 

  

10. After researching about the lives of these people who immigrated to America, were 

you able to determine whether they realized the American dream? Why and why 

not?  

  

11. There was hardship both in Casada and in Francis Mine during the 20th century. 

How did their experiences relate and in what ways did they impact the people of 

Casada and their desire to emigrate?  

  

12. Based on your research of the soft coal region of western Pennsylvania, what do 

you think were the most negative consequences of working in the coal mines on a 

daily basis?   

     


