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ABSTRACT

At the turn of the Twentieth Century, thousands oprtalians,
woefully improvident, emigrated to North America to find employment and
ultimately ¥to make enough money to enable them to return home and start
a new life. Many of these itinerant workers became navvies and remained
so;for years. A few were able to surmount considerable difficulties to
become entrepreneurs.

‘The purpose of this study is to trace thé history of a railway
building company founded by two southern Italian navvies who turned en-
trepreneurs in the late 1800's. Because of the nature of the company
and the cultural background of Vincenzo and Giovanni Veltri, it became
necessary to explore the life of Italian railway worker§ within the
framework of the receiving society. The examination of;thié milieu sheds
some light on extant work 6n padronism (R. Harney's work comes to mind)
and railway construction (E. Bradwin's experiences in Canada's railways
provide a unique parallel).

The thesis also furnishes additional insight into the role of
the small construction companies in building railways in Canada. This
field has been neglected by historians because of their inclination to
research the more popular aspects of railway building. This work should
stimulate additional research in the role played by the few individuals
who were able to overcome considerable cultural restrictions. In the
process we should gain some understanding of an important component of

our history.
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PREFACE

I became interested in the life of the navvy in the 1950's
when, as a young immigrant of fifteen I went to work on a summer job
for R. F. Welch Ltd. Working as a cookie on an extra-gang was an
experience totally alien to my upbringing. The polyglot, multinational
world of the extra-gang, where Italians, Finns, Portuguese, French-
Canadians, Ukrainians, Native people and Canadiansl worked side by
side, was totally different from the undiversified, conservative,
agrarian milieu in which I grew up. I could not then appreciate the
subtle workings of that strange society where road-masters - the czars
of the section and extra-gangs -~ were feared by the many whose loss of
a job would have had dire consequences. Nor could I understand the
ethnic hierarchy which I would subsequently appreciate thanks to the
works of John Porter, Anthony Richmond and others.2 On the railway
one had to keep his occupational as well as his ethnic place.

Through the years (I worked for nine consecutive summers on

the railway) I perceived and experienced the harsh life of the railway

lIt is pointless here to enter into a discussion of the
definition of a Canadian or a Canadian identity. I wish merely to
point out that in the minds of immigrants, there existed a difference
amongst "Canadians," "French-Canadians," and "Native people."

2John Porter's The Vertical Mosaic: An Analysis of Social
Class and Power in Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1972},
is still one of the best works on social mobility, the economic and
social elite and class structure in Canada. Canadian Society, Social
Perspectives is also an invaluable source for an understanding of
Canadian society, particularly such contributions as John Porter,
"The Economic Elite and the Social Structure in Canada," Anthony
Richmond, "Social Mobility and Immigrants in Canada." and William
Petersen, "The Ideological Background to Canada's Immigration,"”
Bernard R. Blishen, Frank E. Jones, Kaspar D. Naegele, John Porter
(Editors), Canadian Society, Social Perspectives, Third Edition,
(Toronto: Macmillan of Canada, 1968).
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worker. It was natural for me to feel empathy for that mass of humanity
for whom the wilderness was not a pleasurable experience but rather
something to be endured, and who had to tolerate deplorable working
conditions because the immigrants of the 1950's who worked on the
railways had few rights and little recourse to anything which might
improve their lot. In retrospect, one looks on those difficult days
with nostalgia - the most effective way of forgetting one's past hard-
ships. Reality, however, was lamentable. When gangs were stationed
miles away from any community for prolonged periods of time, the navvy
appeared more as a troglodyte than as a product of Western civilization.

For the first summer, working for R. F. Welch meant nothing
to me. There was no way I could have linked that name to the Veltri
family, one of the best known families in the town in which I was born.
In the summer of 1955, once again, I applied for the same job at the
company's head-office in Port Arthur. It was at this time that the
name Welch became Veltri as I was introduced to a gentleman.who, I
was told, owned the company. His name was Ralph Veltri. In years to
come, I met that gentleman again under different circumstances. It was
he and his friend, confidant and assistant-manager, Frank Jacino, who
stimulated my interest in the inception and operation of a contracting
company founded by two Southern Italian peasant brothers: James
(Vincenzo) and John (Giovanni) Veltri.

Perhaps it was a stroke of good fortune that John Veltri,
Ralph's father, had a sense of posterity and kept many of the documents
and memorabilia connected with the company. In 1957, at the age of
ninety, he even dictated his memoirs. Ralph Veltri had frequently

expressed a desire that some day someone would appreciate the significance
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of his uncle's and his father's efforts., Ironically, while he was alive,
no one undertook the task. Still, Frank Jacino maintained his friend's
wish that the company's records serve a historical end. These documents
were turned over to me in the hope that the remarkable story of two
contadini (peasants) of the 0ld World who made good in the New, would be
told.

My experience with the railway workers of the 1950's served me
in good stead in appreciating the hardships of the navvy at the turn of
the century. This is not to say that, half a century later, conditions
on Canadian railways had not changed. Mine was an appreciation of the
personal sacrifices which, in the 1950's as at the turn of the century,
were inevitable. The navvy had always found himself at the bottom of
the social ladder. To overcome such a handicap requires an indomitable
spirit. To be sure, many succumbed to social injustices as well as to

a harsh environment. Vincenzo and -Giovanni Veltri rose above them.
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Bracciante
Camorra

Campanilismo

Carbiniere

Comparaggio

Compare

Contadino

Latifondi

Latifondisti

Mafia

Mezzadria

Mezzadro

Mezzogiorno

Padrone

Paesano

GLOSSARY

day-labourer.
racket; fradulent scheme,

the term derives from the word campana (bell). It
implies that one's allegiance is only to the people
within the area which can be reached by the sound
of the village church bell.

Italian state police.

a relationship between two families deriving from
the act of an individual becoming the god-father of
a child.

god—-father,
peasant; farm-worker.

large estates owned in many instances by absentee
landlords.

owners of latifondi; big landowners.

Sicilian secret criminal society having complex origin
and significance.

a permanent share tenancy on a fifty-fifty basis (or
similar agreed share basis) in which a compact and
fixed holding (podere) with farmstead and all farm
equipment are leased to the tenant by the owner.

R. E. Dickinson, The Population Problem of Southern
Ttaly (n.p.: Syracuse University Press, 1955), p. 58.

share tenant on a mezzadria.

a term to denote the South of Italy; literally, the
"land of the noon sun."

used in this paper to mean boss, master.

of (or from) the (same) village, country.
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CHAPTER I

ITALIAN SOCIETY AND THE CAUSES OF EMIGRATION

1. Grimaldi: A Microcosm of Southern Italian Society at the
turn of the Century.

The village of Grimaldi, where the Veltri brothers were born,
lies about 30 kilometers south of Cosenza, one of the regional capitals
of Calabria. In many ways Grimaldi was, at the turh of the century,
typical of the socio-economic conditions of Southern Italy. Like most
inland towns in the South, it was built high on an Apennine hillside
so that its inhabitants could protect themselves against malaria and
insecurity and have easier access to drinking water.1 Its inaccessi-
bility was at once itssstrength and weakness for, in order to seek
protection from disease and crime, the people had to endure the
isolation which made these small communities impervious to new ideas.
The nondescript nature of a town like Grimaldi was both a physical
and spiritual reality. It was not difficult to mistake Grimaldi for
Malito, Altilia or any other surrounding town. Nor could Grimaldesi
have claimed renown in any field of human endeavour. The town's
socio-economic make-up was hardly conducive to the amelioration of
one's condition. For most of the villagers contributing to the dgvelop—
ment of society was an academic question as one's energies were consumed

not by living but by surviving.- Grimaldese folklore does claim a

1For a detailed account of peasant agglomeration see Anton
Blok, "South Italian Agro-towns," in Comparative Studies in Society
and History, Vol. 11, (Cambridge University Press, 1969), passim.

Cmmt or e
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famous doctor who cured a Bourbon king in Naples, however, while, even
today, intellectuals allude to the Grimaldese, Raffaele Mileto, who was
a regional delegate at the First International. There might also have
been some Bakuinist-inspired stirrings in the 1880"s.2 Current research
in the more recent history of Grimaldi has revealsed some rather inter-
esting developments. It appears that the town displaved republican
traditions. Most of the people were contadini, though the town did

have some latifondisti and mezzadri, a few of whom were sufficiently

wealthy to be counted amongst the leading families of Grimaldi. There
is also some evidence that the Grimaldesi participated in the 1848
rebellions led by some Carbonari from the nearby town of Altilia. The
participation in the revolution was inspired by socio-economic reasons.
There were some violent outbursts and a few people were killed, but
the most celebrated incident was the planting of lupine seeds in the
town square in order to prevent the "nobles" from taking their daily
stroll in their favourite place. The unification of Italy caused no
real change in the lives of the people. For most of the townspeople
there was no significant difference between the Bourbons and the

Piedmontese.

2, . . . .

Historical accounts of the socio—economic evolution of
Grimaldi and its surrounding area are nearly non-existent. Any
explanation on this topic is, therefore, tentative and speculative.

It should be remembered that Bakunin enjoyed, for some
time, a considerable following in Italy. For a more complete
account of Bakuninism in Italy see Seton-Watson, L'Italia dal
liberalismo al fascismo, 1870-1925 (Roma: Editori Riuniti, 1973)
pp. 81-85. D. L. Horowitz also wrote: " (Anarchism) d4id have con-
siderable appeal in the rural and urban areas in the south and north
central ITtaly which were economically backward." D. L. Horowitz,
The Italian Labour Movement (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1963), p. 23.




After wnification, Grimaldi remained a closed, agrarian town with a
small local market which provided an opportunity to exchange chestnuts,
f;gs, and grains. These agrarian exchanges were responsible for the
development of rudimentary banks and mutual aid societies which had
Mazzinian and socialist undertones, though few people understood
Mazzinianism or socialism.

The economic conditions which caused the exodus from Grimaldi
were similar for all regions of the mezzogiorno.4 Seventy or eighty
yvears ago - and even today for Fhat matter - one would have been hard-
pressed to find an explanation for the economic existence of Grimaldi
(or any other surrounding village). The terrain was unsuited for
agriculture, and its elevation, 650 metres above sea level, made it
difficult to grow in any quantity, the fruits which abounded a mere
20 kilometres away along the coastline. The small quantity of

agricultural produce, which was of the garden type, was grown primarily

for family consumption.

3I am endebted to Raffaele Saccomanno of Grimaldi who, in
1973 and 1978, was gracious enough to allow me to use some of the
information he has gathered on the history of Grimaldi. His research
has not, as yet, been published.

4Analysis of the socio-economic make-~up of the native village
of the Veltri brothers can only Provide a higtorical- framework . It is
logical, however, to attempt to determine the milieu in which Vinecenzo
and Giovanni Veltri lived prior to their departure for North America.
No individual, no matter his position in life, can be totally separated
from his environment.

5"Our four or five acre farm" reported Vincenzo Brescia,
"was not large enough to feed our family. We had to buy everything
with the revenue generated by the produce of the land...., We had
to buy oil, clothes, shoes....f“ Taped interview with Vincenzo Brescia,
August 8, 1979. Brescia was born in Grimaldi in 1898. He came to
Canada in 1921. His father had worked for the Veltri brothers.



Some grains such as wheat, rye and corn were grown, but the amounts
were hardly sufficient to make these crops economically important. The
plots of land were also so small that efficient farming methods were almost
impossible. To make matters worse, small landowners (as well as mezzadri),
because of archaic traditions of inheritance, owned parcels of land which
were spread over considerable distances, This fragmentation of land took
a heavy toll on a contadino's time, for he had to walk exhausting dis-
tances in order to cultivate his land.

Agriculture, therefore, was not profitable, nor did it
provide reliable employment. The mezzadria was a system which
favoured the landowner at the expense of the mezzadro. The contadino
had to expend much time and energy, often fighting the vagaries of
nature, in order to increase his yield. Yet, by contract, he was
entitled only to one-third of what he was able to eke out from the
soil. The other two-thirds went to the landowner who reaped much from
a feudal system which he exploited to the limit. Any attempt to change
the system proved fruitless, since landowners were aware that the supply
of farm hands far exceeded the demand. Organized resistance to the
mezzadria was thwarted by the state intervening on the side of the land-
owners. It was one more injustice perpetrated against the peasantry. The

laws and institutions of the newly-found Italian state, patterned

6For further information on this topic see Antonio Pucci,
"The Italian Community in Fort William's East End in the Early Twentieth
Century," M.A. Thesis, Lakehead University, 1977, p. 36.



. . o . . 7
after a "liberal formalism," concealed oppression with legality.
Commercial or business ventures were risky. The town's isolation,
lack of adeguate transportation and industries, had made the southern

. . 8 .
community a nearly cashless society. Any money peasants and bracci-

anti earned9 went for the payment of services rendered by the middle

class; those of dodtors, lawyers, .and notaries.

Very few possessed artisan skills which would be marketable.
Of course, all these towns had their blacksmiths, shoemakers, carpenters,
barbers and the like, but their skills and services were operative in
a home market. Their clients were the townspeople and some contadini
and herdsmen who lived on the outskirts of the village. The income
derived from these sources was meagre indeed, particularly since most
people paid for their services with whatever they could spare: chickens,

eqggs, vecgetables, fruit, and frequently, labour.10 In Grimaldi, such

7.. . PR e i . . . .
Sidney Sonnino, "I contadini in Sicilia," in Rosario Villari,
Il Sud nella storia d'Italia, Vol. I (Bari: Editori Laterza, 1972),
p. 137. This work was first published in Florence in 1877. Translation
is mine.

In 1914 Grimaldesi sharecroppers organized a demonstration
aimed at changing the contract on chestnuts from one-third to one-half.
The leaders were quickly disbanded. Vincenzo Brescia, one of the leaders,
was spared a jail term by the fact that he was in army uniform. Taped
interview with Vincenzo Brescia.

8 . . .

"In those days (early 1900's), if you had one lira in your
pocket," Vincenzo Brescia related hyperbolically, "you were a millionaire."
Taped interview with Vincenzo Brescia.

9 . .. .

Grimaldi is surrounded with chestnut trees. Sharecroppers
were able to earn some money by gathering chestnuts under the mezzadria
system.

OGiovanni Verga, I Malavoglia (n.p.; Oscar Montadori, 1974),
p. 112. First published in 1881. As one of Italy's great realist
writers of the late Nineteenth Century and as a Southerner (Sicilian
born), Verga has displayed a profound understanding of Southern Italian
society.




practices were common as recently as two or three decades ago. On June 24,
the day of the feast of St. John, there would be a great deal of bustle
in the household of the most trustworthy doctor of the town. On that day,
it was customary for the townspeople to honour the doctor's namesake with
sundry gifts. 1In reality, these gifts represented their repayment for
the services the good doctor had rendered.

The numerous fairs, reminiscent of an economy that, in more
progressive lands, had run its course, offered an opportunity to barter.
Like every other town, Grimaldi boasted a number of fairs, mostly held
on the dates of patron saints - St. Peter, St. Anthony, etc. The most
popular and most lucrative - at least for some of the shop keepers -
was "La fiera della Madonna di maggio," held on the second Sunday in
May. These fairs by and large, served more of a social than an economic
function. They provided relief from the monotonous, uneventful, hard
life while their commercial significance was negligible, at least in
terms of the village's economic development.11

Economically, then Grimaldi was not a viable community.

There is nc doubt that, if an economic profile had been done, one would

have found in Grimaldi a community rural in its infrastructure with a

llThe author is aware that much of the information here is

not documented. The paucity of material on the economic (as well as
social and political) development of the towns such as Grimaldi dictates
that some hypotheses be tentative and inferential in nature. However,
on a few occasions in the past, the author has had the opportunity to
talk to elderly people who had no hesitation in describing conditions

as they remembered them. Much of the information on fairs is based on
actual experience. As a young boy, assisting his father who was an
ambulatory merchant, usually selling used, donated or discarded American
clothes, the author had occasion to observe the process and conduct of-
the fairs. One might infer that the changes which had occurred .over -the
years were not so much in the raison d'etre for these fairs but in the
degree of significance that they had in the lives of people.




"stationary society tied strongly to traditional structures and methods
which prejudiced its development and which lived with difficulty from
agriculture.“l2

The town also offered little in terms of social mobility.
Education, because of its costs and inaccessibility, was the realm of
the small middle class13 - a reality which further stratified society.
In one of his short stories, Alvaro described an altercation between a
group of shepherds' sons and some university students. A stone hurled
by one of the boys.. nearly found its mark. "What's going on?" asked
Antonello, the central figure in the story. "Those from the university
are trying to beat us up." "Who are they," inquired Antonello. "Those
with trousers, the sons of the gentlemen (signori)," replied one of
the shepherd boys.14

Marriage, as well, did not represent a significant means of
advancement. Under the influence of Bourbon rule, the South of

Italy did not share in the liberal traditions of Western Europe.

Instead, it developed a rigid conservatigm of classes and caste which

2Pietro Miraglia, "il fenomeno migratorio a Verbicaro," in
Calabria Contemporanea "Cosenza: Cronache Calabresi; 1973), p. 37.
Translation is mine. The above is a description of the town of Verbi-
caro, approximately 100 kilometres north of Grimaldi. Verbicaro and
Grimaldi are not unlike. They are both small centres with a population
of less than 5,000 having similar demographic and topographic character-
istics. Both are situated on the slopes of the Calabrian Apenniness.
Though Miraglia described current conditions in Verbicaro, one has to
infer that these same factors must have been worse in the past, since
the Italian South has shared in the economic progress experienced by
the rest of the peninsula; even if at a considerably reduced rate.

3As one moved from North to South, the rate of illiteracy
increased. In 1911, 11% were illiterate in Piedmont, 37% in Tuscany,
54% in Campania, 65% in Basilcata and 70% in Calabria. The national
average was 37.6%. Taken from Seton-Watson, p. 358,

14 . .

Corrado Alvaro, Gente in Aspromonte (n.p. Oscar Montadori,

1973), p. 37. This work was first published in 1930. Translation is
mine.




is still evident today.15 Therefore, it would have been unlikely that

a young man from the poorer classes could have married above his rank.
When he did marry, his choice of a mate was greatly influenced by
economic necessities. In most cases, lowve was one of the least impor-
tant considerations. As for the young woman, a good dowry represented
a reasonable assurance for an adequate match. However, for a family
with numerous daughters - a rather common occurrance in the days when
families were large - the dowries became an added burden. It was not
unusual for the head of a family to emigrate in order to ensure unmarried
young ladies in the family a competitive chance at marriage. Young men,
also, resorted to emigration as a means of escaping the traditionally-
imposed and onerous duty of assisting the head of the family to provide
the dowries.l6 It was one of those strokes of good fortune - thanks to
regional differences - that the people of Grimaldi escaped some of the
burdensome dowries dictated elsewhere by tradition. In many other towns
throughout the South, dowry contracts frequently exacted small houses
(hovels by modern standards) for each marriageable daughter.

One of the structures over which the bourgeoisie and the
landowning classes did not possess a full monopoly was the church
hierarchy. It was possible for the son..of a poor contadino to become
a priest, a highly desirable vocation. A priest could obtain many
benefits from the church,,hso much so that he could improve the economic

condition for his entire family. Nepotism in the South had its clerical

5Adriano Beglivo, Giovanni Pellicciari, La tratta dei
meridionali (Milano: Sapere Edizioni, 1973), p. 33, Translation is
mine.

16Taped interview with Vincenzo Brescia.



counterpart.l7 The theme of this potential rescue from poverty by a
would-be priest was best illustrated by Alvaro. No doubt, it is the
southern writer talking through one of his characters who, speaking of
one of his sons, said: "Se riesco a fare di lui un prete staremo
tutti bene, e anche lui."18 However, clericalism as a means of social
mobility has to be discounted as a major consideration because it applied
to an insignificant number of people. More importantly, the priests'’
preoccupation with the economic welfare of their families served as one
more factor contributing to the alienation of the peasantry from the
church, an institution which, in the minds of the poor, functioned not
to promote the public good but to support the establishment.19
Patronized, oppressed and alienated, the contadini of Grimaldi,
like thousands of others, turned to emigration. The province of Cosenza
(Grimaldi is in this province) contributed the earliest and most numerous
emigrants.20 "Emigration was born as a need, grew as a desire and

became an infectious disease," reported a landowner at the turn of the

l7Allegedly, Grimaldi's wealthiest landlord obtained his

rather large estate through an uncle who had managed to accumulate
considerable wealth during his priesthood. Taped interview with
Vincenzo Brescia.

%glf I can make a priest of him we will all be well off,
including himself. Alvaro, p. 60. My translation.

19Even today in Grimaldi (as in many other towns) there
are countless stories of greed and selfishness perpetrated by the
men of the cloth. Aubert found many of the central and southern
Italian clergy to be men of rather loose habits. See Roger Aubert,
Il pontificato di Pio IX, Vol. I, translated by D. Salvatore Marsili
(Torino: Editrice S.A. I.E., 1970}, p. 125.

OFrancesco Coletti, "Dell' emigrazione italiana," in Rosario
Villari, Il Sud nella storia d'Italia, Vol. I, p. 414, first published
in Cinquant'anni di vita italiana (Roma: 1911).
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century. The magbr of San Fili (a suburb of Cosenza) claimed that

"at first one left because of poverty, now[?at the turn of the nineteenth

QEntury] even the small proprietors leave to make a fOrtune.“21 The

extent22 of the "infectious disease" can readily be appreciated from

23

emigration figures for Grimaldi. The exodus was directed towards

America,24 the land of milk and honey.25 From 1901 to 1915, when the

21Ibid., p. 414. Translation is mine. One of.the reasons for

emigration from Grimaldi, cited by Francesco Sdao, was the promise of
fortunes in America. Taped interview with Francesco Sdao, July 25, 1979.
Sdao was born in Grimaldi in 1892. He migrated with his father to the
U.S.A. in 1901.

2The author searched in vain the archives of the Comune di
Grimaldi to attempt to find emigration records prior to 1900, the period
which would have been more relevant to the historical reconstruction of
the emigration flow at the time of the Veltri brothers' departure from
Grimaldi. However, the statistics (Appendix A) will certainly be helpful
as an aid to interpret general emigration patterns from a town which has
contributed a disproportionately high number of emigrants.
23For a more complete statistical analysis of national emigration
patterns see Antonio Pucci, pp. 13-22.

24A very small number of Grimaldesi indicated Canada and
Brazil as their destination, but in the minds of people no geographical
distinction was made, particularly with Canada. People went to America,
and those who returned were called americani. Even the second wave of
emigration, by and large directed to Canada, did not change this attitude.
Those who resettle in Italy or those who return for a visit are still
known as americani.

25Whether immigrants left their homeland enthusiastically is
a nice question indeed, though popular literature about emigrants has
frequently tended to take on romantic nuances. See ILuigi M. Lombardi
Satriani, Contenuti ambivalenti del folklore calabrese: ribellione e
accettazione nella realtd. subalterna (Messina: Peloritana Editrice,
1968) p. 179. Folklore reveals that the opposite may have been true;
rather than being the mythical land of gold, America was often the
source of maledictions (and benedictions). A popular song in the first
decade of the twentieth gentury denounced Columbus for his discovery,
(satriani, p. 180). Four decades later, in Grimaldi, a song about the
americani became well known. It too, though in a humorous vein, described
the disruption of family relationships - husbands being cuckolded,:
wives becoming indolent because of the American dollars. In 1952, many
Grimaldesi sang a sad song: it was ‘entitled "Addio paesello mio,"
(Farewell, my home town) .
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emigration flow was interrupted by the war, more than 80 people per
annum applied for their passports, the number fluctuating from a high
of 160 in 1903 to a low of 7 in 1915.26 The vast majority of emigrants
were male. From 1901 to 1915, 133 out of 1211 applicants for passports
were female - about 11% of the total emigration. During the same peridd,
only 27 families indicated their intention to emigrate to North America.
The small number of families demonstrates the difficulty of travel and
the uncertainties that a family would have to face in the New World,
but it also corroborates the theory that the first wave of Italian
emigration was not permanent in nature.

Given the economic and social conditions of Southern Italy,
it is not surprising to find that 90% of the male emigrants were
contadini. The remaining 10% were shoemakers, ;qilors and carpenters.
Amongst the skilled 10% there were\é few tinkeés, musicians, watchmakers,
barbers and masons. A closer ei;mination of the figures for Grimaldi
shows another aspect of Southern”I;alién emigration: its ravenous

appetite for youth. 61% pf all those who left were 30 years of age and

6"Emigration Records for the Comune di Grimaldi," Appendix A..
It is very difficult to establish the actual number of people who left.
At a time when travel outside the country was very limited, the request
for a passport was made with emigration in mind. Therefore, one would
have to infer that the percentage would be very high. The population
of Grimaldi in the first decade of the 20th century was approximately
3,000. It grew to about 4,500 by the end of W.W.II; it now is less
than. 2,200 - the decline being attributed to transoceanic and European
emigration. (Approximate demographic statistics for Grimaldi were given
to the author by the clerk of the "Comune di Grimaldi.")

7In one of the most important works on the subject,
R. F. Foerster stated that Italian emigration had a "strangely temporary
character." R. F. Foerster, The Italian Emigration of Our Times,
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1919), p. 39
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under. Of these, 35% were 21 and under. Only 18% were over 40. It was
not unusual for a thirteen-year-old to apply for a passport, though
minors had to be accompanied by an adult during their voyage. Incredible
as it may seem today, there were some boys, less than 10 years of age,
who ended up as water boys on the North American railways.28 Fifteen

and sixteen-year-olds were numerous. A typical Grimaldese emigrant at
the turn of the century would be a young male, twenty years of age,
nearly illiterate and largely unskilled, whose destination was New York29
(one could infer that the same composite could apply to Southern Italian
emigration in general, since Grimaldi is typically Southern);.

That the Veltri brothers left Grimaldi for the reasons outlined
above is a conclusion that can be accepted a priori. Giovanni's
"Memoirs" make no specific reference as to reasons why they emigrated.

It is likely that to Giovanni the causes of emigration may have appeared
so obvious that they did not merit comment.30 Their condition was no
different than the thousands of others who left the "grim situation":"31

They could hardly be identified with the propertied, titled, bureaucratic

or clerical classes. They simply belonged to the contadini or braccianti

8 . . . . s

Taped interview with Vincenzo Brescia. Francesco Sdao came
to North America with his father at the age of nine. Taped interview
with Francesco Sdao.

29Appendix A, "Emigration Records for the Comune di Grimaldi."

30 . . s . .
It is possible that to many contadini emigration was not merely

a matter of necessity; it was an obligation. At the turn of the century,

when asked why he contemplated emigration, a young man replied: "Why
should I stay here? It would be dishonest: here I have (earn) 2 lire,
in America 14." Reported in Francesco Coletti, "L'Emigrazione," in

Rosario Villari, Il Sud nella storia d'Italia, Vol. I, p. 414, Translation
is mine.

lTaped interview with Vincenzo Brescia. Brescia recalls that
the Veltri family was typical in the community of Grimaldi. Though having
fewer children, it was a family of poor contadini who lived in a two-room
house.
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class which was totally devoid of any of the means which could have
given them any hope for the future. It is to their credit that they
left this situation at & time -~ the 1880's - when they could not rely
on the experience of others as a guide for their future plans. In
this sense, they were courageous pioneers, for to venture forth from a
small Apennine town in Southern Italy, inexperienced, uneducated and

impecunious, required nothing less than bold resolution.

2. Emigration from the Italian South - Causes of the Exodus

Paradoxically, the departure of the Veltri brothers, (Vincenzo
in 1878 and Giovanni in 1885) just over a decade after the annexation

of Rome - the last block in the new Italian edifice - was a clear

confirmation that, for most people in the South, plus Sé change, plus <

c'est la mfme chose. The microcosmic conditions which affected the

lives of hundreds like the Veltris in a village like Grimaldi, were
remarkably similar to those circumstances which caused an exodus from
the entire South. Indeed, when one considers the social fabric of most
of the Southern Italian communities at the turn of the 2Qthugentury,

it is not surprising to find that Southerners did not belong to the
mainstream of Italian life. The dichotomy of the "two Italies" surfaced
during and after the unification process. When Garibaldi freed Sicily
from Bourbon rule in 1860, the cry of "viva 1'Italia" (long live Italy)
had a curious meaning for many ignorant Sicilians. They thoughtthey

. . . . . . 32
were cheering a princess married to Garibaldi by the name of "Talia."

32George Macaulay Trevelyan, Garibaldi and the Thousand,
(London: Longmans & Green, 1948), p. 303.
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In Verga's great novel I Malavoglia, the townspeople were resentful of
the taxes they had to pay to their king, Victor Immanuel. During a
heated argument one peasant finally declared: "Va a finire brutta, va a

: 44
finire, con questi Italiani."33 In Gente in Aspromonte,34 the writer,

Corrado Alvaro, with a sensitivity that is often lacking in historians,
described conditions in Southern Italy thus:

The liberation of the kingdom of Two Sicilies found here
an order fixed by centuries. The turmoil which occurred with
the reform of state lands, increased the fortunes of those who
were already rich. The town remained unchanged: it was an
agglomeration of rustic homes comprising one room on the ground
level, with natural earth for a floor, rocks for chairs and
fireplace, surrounding the one substantial house of the titled
family which had a porch, stables, kitchens, gardens and .
servants. The people bustled about this house, which was next
to the church and where all the wealth was found - all the
good and all the evil of the town.... To be a servant in
that house was a privilege.... No one entered this house
without a secret fear. Wherever onecturned the land belonged
to this house, from the forests on the mountains to the
market-gardens near the sea. Everywhere the land was theirs;
the olives which fell upon it; the forests... the fields....
How many blows on the face did the peasants endure, how many
kicks.... the anterooms teemed with wretched people who were
waiting to be received; ruined by pig stricken with disease
or by an ox which had fallen over a precipice. Here one
discussed property because the livestock which grazed on it 5
and the trees which bore fruit on it belonged to the house.

Evidently, southern Italian peasants did not receive many benefits
from the creation of a new Italian state. More than fifteen years
later, (that is, fifteen years after the publication of Alvaro's work

in 1930), Carlo Levi found the situation unchanged. His Cristo si e'

33"It's not going to end up well with these Italians.”

Verga, p. 87. Translation is mine.

4 . . .
Aspromonte is a mountainous area in the southernmost
region of Calabria. (See map #1)

5 . . .
Corrado Alvaro, p. 71. Translation is mine.
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fermato a Eboli is an elequent testimonial to the total alienation of

the contadini. Because of his anti~fascist views Levi, a northerner
from Turin, was confined in Lucania. Here he had occasion to study
the life, values and attitudes of the peasants. For the contadini, he
wrote, "the state is more distant than the sky." The state is malign
because it is always on the other side. To the contadini, political
formulas have little significance. They do not understand the political
language because it is different from theirs. There is no real reason
why they should attempt to understand it. "The only possible defense,
against the state and against propaganda, is resignation."36 This
poliéical estrangement was matched equally by a marginality which
readily bred a compliant fatalism and pessimism.37 The difficulty of

coping with life was manifest in the folklore and sayings of the poorer

classes of Southern Italy: "he who has eats, and he who has not watches;"
"this is a world of troubles;" "to a skinny horse God sends flies;"
"one does not die of pain;" "he who gives orders does not sweat;"

"if you want to live in peace, listen, look and be quiet."38
Working to survive was the order of the day.

Until eight years of age the child looks after the donkey,
the sheep and the sow; at nine his father places in his hand
the mattock and the spade and takes him to work and puts

him inca position to earn 42 cents peraday. At fifteen his
salary increases to 67 cents, at twenty he no longer works
with the small mattock but with the large one and runs the

36 : . . . :
Carld Levi, Cristo si e' fermato a Eboli (n.p., Oscar
Montadori, 1973), p. 71. Translation is mine.

37Ibid., p. 71

388atriani, Contenuti ambivalenti del folklore calabrese. pp.
174-175. Translation 1s mine.
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risk of breaking his back from morning to ggght, earning
85 cents and pottage or 125 cents without.

The peasant had few avenues of redress. He could, as he
frequently did, resort to brigandage40 as a form op primitive vindi-
cation of his rights. More infrequently, and perhaps less effectively,
contadini and braccianti would come together to form workers' associa-

tions which, from the outset, were "moderate and legalistic.‘"41 At

Paola, less than 40 kilometres from Grimaldi, an association was
named after the King. Grimaldi, also, had its own "Societd® operaia
di mutuo soccorso" founded in 1884.42 The aim of these associations
was not to fight an ancient feuwdalism but rather the new feudalism

created by novel methods of acquiring land which were permitted after

- . 43 . .
unification. The benefits accrued were more illusory than real,

39Enrico Esposito, Il movimento, operaio in Calabria, l'egemonia
borghese - 1870-1892 (Cosenza: Pellegrini Editore, 1977), p. 9. Vincenzo
Brescia said that when he was only eleven years of age he worked 10 - 12
hours per day in the fields. Taped interview with Vincenzo Brescia.

40Levi wrote that during his exile he had occasion to talk to
contadini regarding brigandage. He found that, with few exceptions,
they were on the side of the brigands. Indeed, Levi wrote, "the
contadini saw in the brigands their heroes." Levi, pp. 120-121. In
his analysis of Calabrese folklore, Satriani also mentioned numerous folk
songs with the brigand as the central figure. He is the hero, who, with
daring and with a little powder, conquers paper, ink. and pen, the
symbols of the oppression of the rich. Satriani, pp. 117-119.

One of the few organized mass movements against the exploitive,
unjust conditions borne by the peasants occurred in Sicily in the year
1893-94. The unsuccessful rebellion known as the Sicilian Fasci (unions)
was crushed. For a more detailed account see Napoleone Colajanni, "Le
cause del movimento dei fasci siciliani," in Rosario Villari, Il Sud
nella storia d'Italia, Vol. I, pp. 227-241. Also see Pucci, pp. 30-31.

41Esposito, p. 13.

421pia., p. 46.

43Ibid., p. 45.
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however, because the workers' organizations were under the tutelage
of a moderate bourgeoisie which was not interested in relinquishing
its position of dominance.44 Brigandage and socialist dabbling were
symptoms of an all-pervasive economic and social malaise in the
South of Italy, but neither was the answer to the plight of the
peasantry. The real escape valve was emigration.

Emigration was inextricably tied to the "problema del
mezzogiorno" - the problem of the South. The trickle which began in
the 1860's45 decreased somewhat during the next few years. After
1871, a notable increase jin emigration was recorded. In 1869 there
had been slightly over 22,000 emigrants; by 1879 the number had
grown to over 40,000.46 Until 1886, the majority of emigrants were
from northern Italy, most of them leaving from Veneto. In Southern
Italy, emigration was restricted to a few zones in Basilicata and
Calabria. Yet a significant number of people were leaving the
southern provinces, so that, from 1867, emigration was considered

an "effective substitute to brigandage."47 That emigration was fast

becoming a serious concern is borne out by an outburst of a member of

44Ibid., Pp. 30-46. Vincenzo Brescia put it more dramatically

when he alleged that the leaders of these workers' organizations
"sold out" to the authorities and landowners. Taped interview with
Vincenzo Brescia.

5Fernando Manzotti, La polemica sull'emigrazione nella
Italia unita (Milano: Societa' Editrice Dante Alighieri, 1969),
p. 13. Prior to 1869,statistics are unreliable. In 1869, Leone
Carpi began to gather emigration data for publication. His findings
are dependable. Official emigration statistics began in 1876.

481pia., p. 14.

47 1pia., p. 15.
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parliament from Cosenza who said to the Minister of the Interior,
Lanza: "Italians are leaving, honourable sir." Then using a rather
foreboding metaphor he added: "This emigration is life which withdraws
from the stomach and the lower limbs to which the head has denied
nourishment.."48

In the next twenty years, the warning that Lanza had received
from the Cosentine member of parliament became a reality. Emigration
reached epidemic proportions. Between 1881 and 1900 emigrants nearly
trebled from approximately 135,000 to 350,000, with the greatest
increase occurring in the year 1887 because of new custom duties and
the tariff war with France.49 Writing in 1891, A. De Vito De Marco
attributed the chronic economic depression of the South which had
contributed significantly to emigration to two causes: French and
Italian protectionism. "If Italy had not .responded: to- the French
tariff with a tariff on manufactured goods, it is evident ... that
with wheat, with livestock and with wine, even at reduced prices,
we could always have bought more clothes, more rails, more yarn and
more battleships than we can now buy."50 The South of Italy during
this period replaced the North as the leading source of emigration
since the South, deprived of industries, was more exposed to the

s . ., . 51
injurious effect of the agrarian crisis.

481pia., p. 15.
49Ibid., p. 55.
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