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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

V ito  Marcantonio served  in  the U nited  S t a t e s  House of  

R e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  from E ast Harlem from 1934 to  1936 and then from 1938 to  

1950, a tenure unremarkable in  i t s  l e n g th  and l e g i s l a t i v e  p ro d u ct io n .

He d ese r v e s  a t t e n t io n  because h is  r a d ic a l  p o s i t i o n s  and a f f i l i a t i o n s  

c l o s e l y  p a r a l l e l e d  th ose  of the Communist P a r ty .  He was the most 

e l e c t o r a l l y  s u c c e s s f u l  r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c i a n  of t h i s  p e r io d .  His e l e c t o r a l  

s u c c e s s e s  c o n s i s t e d  not m erely  in  winning seven  e l e c t i o n s ,  but in  

w inning them e i t h e r  by la r g e  margins ( f o r  exam ple, in  1942 and 1944 he 

won the  D em ocratic ,  R ep ub lican , and American Labor Party p r im a r ie s ) 1 or 

a g a in s t  s tro n g  o p p o s i t io n .  In 1944, h i s  c o n g r e s s io n a l  d i s t r i c t  was 

expanded to in c lu d e  areas  s t r o n g ly  u n favorab le  to  a r a d ic a l  

p o l i t i c i a n .  A 1947 e l e c t o r a l  law, the W ilson -P ak u la  A ct, which was 

s p e c i f i c a l l y  aimed at Marcantonio ( s e e  pp. 4 2 2 -2 4 ) ,  prevented  him from 

e n te r in g  the major party  p r im a r ie s ,  and n e c e s s i t a t e d  h is  running s o l e l y  

on the American Labor P arty  (ALP) l i n e .  E s p e c ia l ly  in  the postwar  

p e r io d ,  a p ress  campaign i d e n t i f y i n g  him w ith  crime and communism 

reached extreme p ro p o rt io n s  ( s e e  p. 2 4 4 ) .  D e sp ite  th ese  o b s t a c l e s ,

^This was an u n usu a l,  but not u n iq u e , accom plishm ent; in  1944, 
Adam C layton  Pow ell running in  C en tra l  Harlem, won a l l  th ree  
p r im a r ie s .  Robert F. C arter ,  "Pressure from the L e f t :  The American 
Labor P a r ty ,  1936-1954" (Ph.D. d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  S yracuse  U n i v e r s i t y ,  1965),
p. 208 .



2

he continued  to  be returned to o f f i c e ,  and, w h ile  m a in ta in in g  the 

support o f  h i s  East Harlem b a i l i w i c k ,  he was d e fe a te d  in  1950 by James 

Donovan, a c o a l i t i o n  can d idate  of the D em ocratic ,  R epub lican , and 

L ib e r a l  P a r t i e s .  Although during t h i s  per iod  o ther  in d iv id u a l s  c l o s e l y  

a l l i e d  w ith  the Communist P arty— some even running under the P a r ty 's  

banner—were e l e c t e d  to  one or two term s, the f a c t  remains th a t  no o th er  

person  w ith  s im i l a r  p o l i t i c a l  p o s i t i o n s  and a f f i l i a t i o n s  h e ld  p u b l ic  

o f f i c e  as long  as Marcantonio d id .  As one of h i s  b iograph ers has 

p o in ted  o u t ,  "None of the Congressmen whose p o s i t io n s  most c l e a r l y  

p a r a l l e l e d  h i s — John Bernard of M in n esota , Jerry  O'Connell of Montana, 

Hugh De Lacy of W ashington, or Leo I s s a c s o n  of New York— l a s t e d  more 

than one te r m ."2 This work w i l l  ex p lo r e  the major reason s fo r  

M arcanton io 's  d e v ia t io n  from t h i s  p a t t e r n .

The s i x  major c ircu m stan ces  surrounding h i s  p o l i t i c a l  s u c c e s s  

which are  h ig h l ig h te d  in c lu d e :  ( 1 )  th e  soc ioeconom ic  c h a ra c te r  of h is

p o l i t i c a l  su pp ort— the I ta l ia n -A m er ic a n  and Puerto  Rican communities of 

E ast Harlem; (2 )  East Harlem's e l e c t o r a l  h i s to r y ;  ( 3 )  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  

o r g a n iz a t io n ;  ( 4 )  the a s s i s t a n c e  provided him by the  Communist Party;

(5 )  h i s  l a r g e l y  n o n -a n ta g o n is t ic  r e l a t i o n s  w ith  the major p a r t i e s ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  on the l o c a l  l e v e l ;  and (6 )  M arcanton io 's  p erso n a l q u a l i t i e s .

M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  s t r e n g th  r e s te d  p r im a r i ly  in  East  

Harlem's I ta lo -A m erican  community. The l i t e r a t u r e  examining the  

p o l i t i c a l  behav ior  of I ta lo -A m erican s  during t h i s  period  documents an 

absence of involvem ent in  r a d ic a l  or l e f t i s t  p o l i t i c s  and g e n e r a l ly

2
Richard S a s u ly ,  "Vito M arcantonio: The P e o p le 's  P o l i t i c i a n . "

In American R a d ica ls :  Some Problems and P e r s o n a l i t i e s , e d . ,  Harvey
Goldberg (New York: Monthly Review P r e s s ,  1957 ) ,  p . 149.
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i n d ic a t e s  f a i r l y  c o n s e r v a t iv e  v o t in g  p a t t e r n s .  (S e e  pp. 219-24; Tables  

8 -1 1 )  Hence a major focu s  of t h i s  study i s  to determ ine why so la r g e  a 

p ro p o r t io n  of t h i s  community supported a pro-Communist Congressman.

U sing H erbert Gans's urban v i l l a g e  model, the t h e s i s  examines the degree  

to  which I t a l i a n  Harlem e x i s t e d  as a world unto i t s e l f ,  w ith  a s o c i a l  

s t r u c t u r e ,  norms, and v a lu e s  d i f f e r e n t  from, and some tim es h o s t i l e  to ,
O

the w ider American s o c i e t y .

U n lik e  I t a l i a n  Harlem, El B arrio  ( th e  Puerto R ican s e c t i o n  of  

East Harlem) con ta in ed  a l e f t - w i n g  c o n t in g e n t— in f lu e n c e d  by s o c i a l i s t  

and Puerto R ican n a t i o n a l i s t  id e a s — which had a v i s i b l e  p resen ce  and 

fomented c o n s id e r a b le  p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i t y .  For example, o f  the t h i r t y  

p r e c in c t s  in  the e n t i r e  U nited  S t a t e s  th a t  gave Henry W allace a 

p l u r a l i t y  in  1948, e i g h t  were i n  El B a r r io .^  A lso ,  i t  was the la r g e s t  

community in  New York C ity  c o n s i s t i n g  la r g e l y  of f i r s t - g e n e r a t i o n  

im m igrants . P o l i t i c a l  cu rren ts  i n  P uerto  Rico in  the t h i r t i e s ,  and the  

h o s t i l e  r e c e p t io n  th e s e  immigrants met when they a r r iv e d ,  go fa r  to  

e x p la in  the a l i e n a t i o n  of E l B arrio  from the mainstream of American l i f e  

as m a n ife s ted  by i t s  e n t h u s i a s t i c  support f o r  M arcanton io 's  r a d ic a l i s m .

M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  ca reer  was shaped by the unusual  

p o l i t i c a l  h i s t o r y  of East Harlem. From s h o r t ly  a f t e r  the turn of the  

century  to  the e a r ly  t w e n t ie s ,  the d i s t r i c t  gave th e  S o c i a l i s t  Party the  

l a r g e s t  p ercen ta g e  of v o te s  of any C o n g ress io n a l d i s t r i c t  in  New York 

C ity  o th er  than th e  Lower East S id e .  For example, M orris H i l l q u i t  of

3
Herbert Gans, The Urban V i l l a g e r s :  Group and C la ss  in  the L ife  

of  I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s  (New York: Free P r e s s ,  19 6 5 ) ,  passim .

^Samuel L u b e l l ,  The Future of American P o l i t i c s  (New York: 
Harper, 1 9 5 2 ) ,  pp. 2 0 6 -7 .
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th e  S o c i a l i s t  Party r e c e iv e d  more than 40 p ercen t  of E ast Harlem's v o te ,  

oeing d e fe a te d  only  by a c o a l i t i o n  can d idate  r e p r e s e n t in g  both the  

R epublican and Democratic P a r t i e s .  (S ee  pp. 2 0 -2 1 ,  3 3 6 -3 7 )  U nlike  the  

Lower East S id e  and o th er  b a s t io n s  o f  S o c i a l i s t  Party  su pp ort ,  however, 

East Harlem continued  to  be r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c a l l y  throughout the  

t w e n t i e s .  From 1922 to  1930 i t  was rep r e se n te d  in  Congress by F i o r e l l o  

LaGuardia. M arcanton io 's  l a t e r  candidacy fo r  the d i s t r i c t ' s  

C o n g ress io n a l s e a t ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  presaged  no dramatic break w ith  the  

r a d ic a l  t r a d i t i o n .

S in c e  h i s  p a in s ta k in g  c o n s tr u c t io n  of a c l a s s i c a l  p o l i t i c a l  

machine was undoubtedly c r i t i c a l  to h i s  v i c t o r i e s ,  th e  d i s s e r t a t i o n  

d i s s e c t s  t h i s  machine, g iv i n g  p a r t i c u l a r  and d e t a i l e d  a t t e n t i o n  to  (1 )  

the k inds and q u a n t i ty  of s e r v i c e s  i t  prov id ed ; (2 )  i t s  f in a n c in g ;  (3 )  

the  p o l i t i c a l  tech n iq u es  i t  used; and (4 )  th e  p erso n n e l who s t a f f e d  i t .

M arcanton io 's  open r e l a t io n s h i p  w ith  the  Communist Party a l s o  

d e se r v e s  c a r e f u l  s tu d y .  A major th r u s t  of the p resen t  work i s  to  gauge 

the  P a r ty ' s  c o n tr ib u t io n  in  a b e t t in g  h is  s p e c ta c u la r  c a r e e r .  Another i s  

the exam ination  of the P a r t y ' s  vary ing  s t r e n g t h s  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem and 

El B a rr io ,  and the e x te n t  to  which i t  m o b il ized  i t s  own r eso u rce s  and 

th o se  of o r g a n iz a t io n s  over  which i t  e x e r te d  in f lu e n c e  on b eh a lf  of  

M arcantonio .

The p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of the American Labor P arty  in  promoting  

Marcantonio was, of c o u r se ,  c l o s e l y  connected  both to  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  

o r g a n iz a t io n  and to th e  c o n tr ib u t io n  of the Communist P a r ty .  In t h i s  

s tu d y ,  the e f f e c t  of th e  ALP on h is  career  i s  t r e a te d  s e p a r a t e ly ,  s in c e  

i t  was a l s o  r e la t e d  to  the la r g e r  q u e s t io n  of M arcanton io 's  r e l a t io n s

w ith  the  Republican and Democratic P a r t i e s .  The degree to which h is  

in f lu e n c e  in  the ALP p erm itted  him to bargain  w ith  the two major 

p a r t i e s — ten d er in g  the endorsement of the American Labor Party fo r  major
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party  can d id a tes  e lse w h e r e ,  in  re tu rn  fo r  le a v in g  him w ith o u t  s e r io u s  

o p p o s i t io n  in  h is  own d i s t r i c t — i s  e v a lu a te d .  Furthermore, th e  ALP l i n e  

provided  an e f f e c t i v e  means of garn er in g  a s i g n i f i c a n t  number of v o t e s .

A b io g r a p h ic a l  chapter  tr a c e s  the o r i g in s  of M arcanton io 's  

p o l i t i c a l  p h ilo so p h y ,  b eg in n in g  w ith  h i s  s tu d en t  e x p e r ie n c e s  a t  De W itt  

C lin to n  High S c h o o l ,  which were d e c i s i v e  to  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  o r i e n t a t i o n .  

The ch a r a c te r  and s t y l e  o f  h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  brand of r a d ic a l i s m  and deep 

commitment to the community are la r g e l y  e x p la in e d  by h is  r e l a t io n s h i p  

w ith  the I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n  ed u cator  and l e a d e r ,  Dr. Leonard C o v e l lo .  

M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  s t y l e ,  a s y n t h e s i s  o f  padronismo and o ld - t im e  

p o l i t i c a l  b o ss ism , i s  exp lored  through h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  F i o r e l l o  

LaGuardia. His l i f e s t y l e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i t s  c l o s e  con form ity  w ith  Southern  

I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n  mores, i s  d e t a i l e d ,  em phasiz ing  th e  a s p e c t s  th a t  best  

i l l u s t r a t e  h is  p o l i t i c a l  e f f e c t i v e n e s s .

T his study  does not s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  rev iew  M arcanton io’s 

l e g i s l a t i v e  c a r e e r .  A p o l i t i c a l  biography of the man has a lread y  been 

p u b lish ed  ( s e e  b e lo w ).  M arcanton io 's  f a r - l e f t  s t a t i o n  on the p o l i t i c a l  

spectrum den ied  him the p o s s i b i l i t y  of having  a major impact on the  

l e g i s l a t i v e  p r o c e s s .  No C o n g r ess io n a l b i l l  bears h i s  name. On the  

oth er  hand, h is  p o l i t i c a l  i s o l a t i o n  f r e q u e n t ly  brought him n a t io n a l  

a t t e n t i o n ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  when h is  was the s o l e  v o te  a g a in s t  a major 

m easure. (S ee  pp. 63 , 69 , 72 , 3 0 7 ) .  There were v a lu a b le  p o l i t i c a l  

consequences  to  having l e g i s l a t i v e  debate  and n a t io n a l  p u b l i c i t y  on such  

major q u e s t io n s  as United S ta te s  en try  in t o  th e  Korean War which

o th erw ise  would have been adopted by a c c la m a t io n .

The g o a l  of t h i s  study i s  to  e x p la in  M arcanton io 's  e l e c t i o n s .

His r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c a l  p o s i t i o n s  were an o b s t a c le  to  t h i s  e l e c t o r a l  

s u c c e s s .  Had Marcantonio r e ta in e d  a m ajor-p arty  a f f i l i a t i o n  and been in



the p o l i t i c a l  mainstream, h is  r e - e l e c t i o n  to  p u b l ic  o f f i c e  would, at  

t h i s  d a te ,  be of no con cern . His r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c s ,  however, were not 

the p o l i t i c s  of any major number of h i s  c o n s t i t u e n t s ,  and they gave r i s e  

to s i g n i f i c a n t  o p p o s i t io n  from many q u a r te r s .  Our ta sk  then i s  to  

e x p la in  h is  a b i l i t y  to  m o b il iz e  h i s  n o n -r a d ic a l  c o n s t i t u e n c y  behind h i s

candidacy and to overcome an in c r e a s i n g ly  wide ranging and determ ined  

o p p o s i t io n .

P a r t i c u la r  a s p e c t s  of M arcanton io 's  C o n g r ess io n a l  c a r e e r  are

r e le v a n t  to  t h i s  s tu d y .  F i r s t  are th o se  p o l i t i c a l  p o s i t i o n s  that most 

c l e a r l y  i d e n t i f i e d  h i s  c l o s e  adherence to  th e  g e n e r a l  p o s i t i o n s  o f  the  

Communist P a r ty .  Second, are the l e g i s l a t i v e  a c t i v i t i e s  th a t  r e la t e d  

s p e c i f i c a l l y  to the two bases  of h i s  e l e c t o r a l  s u c c e s s e s ,  East Harlem's  

I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n  and Puerto Rican com m unities . Except f o r  th e  period  of 

World War I I ,  when the I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n  community was p laced  in  a 

somewhat p re c a r io u s  p o s i t i o n ,  h is  l e g i s l a t i v e  work r e le v a n t  to  I t a l i a n  

Harlem was l i m i t e d .  Because Puerto R ico  lacked  C o n g r e ss io n a l  

r e p r e s e n t a t io n ,  however, h i s  l e g i s l a t i v e  work in  b e h a lf  o f  the i s la n d  

was most s i g n i f i c a n t .  Indeed, during most of., h i s  ten u re  in  C ongress, he 

acted  as de f a c t o  Congressman fo r  Puerto  R ico .  The com p arative ly  recen t  

o r i g in  of East Harlem's Puerto Rican community cre a ted  the b a s i s  fo r  a 

s tro n g  p o s i t i v e  p o l i t i c a l  resp on se  to  th e s e  e f f o r t s .

Only a modest amount of p u b lish ed  and unpub lished  work has 

appeared on M arcantonino. The p u b l ish ed  s c h o la r ly  work on M arcantonio  

in c lu d e s  th r e e  books. Alan S c h a f f e r ' s  p o l i t i c a l  b iograp h y , V ito  

Marcantonio: R adica l in  C ongress , 5 a lth ou gh  s k i l l f u l l y  w r i t t e n ,  g lo s s e s  

over major cau ses  fo r  M arcanton io 's  e l e c t o r a l  s u c c e s s e s — h i s

^Alan S c h a f f e r ,  V ito  M arcantonio, R adica l in  Congress (S yracu se:  
Syracuse U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1966).
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r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  the l i f e  and f a b r ic  o f  East Harlem,, as w e l l  as the major 

problem that a r i s e s  out o f  a study of M arcantonio— h is  a b i l i t y  to win  

seven  e l e c t i o n s  in  a d i s t r i c t  not popula ted  by s i g n i f i c a n t  numbers of 

r a d i c a l s .  S c h a f fe r  a ls o  underplays M arcanton io 's  in t im a te  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

w ith  the Communist Party  and t h e ir  a lm ost  i d e n t i c a l  p o l i t i c a l  

v ie w p o in t s .  Some w eaknesses  in  S c h a f f e r ' s  book stem from t h i s  m istaken  

f o c u s ,  w h i le  o th ers  r e s u l t  from h is  o v e r s e l e c t i v e  use of the Marcantonio  

P a p ers .6  S c h a ffe r  c i t e s  t h i s  source  s i x t y - t h r e e  t im e s ,  y e t  h a l f  th e s e  

c i t a t i o n s  are  from m a te r ia l  in  one c a r to n .  In a l l ,  he c i t e s  from on ly  

s i x  of the s i x t y  carton s  in  t h i s  c o l l e c t i o n ,  m is s in g  a grea t  d ea l of  

v i t a l  m a te r ia l  w h i le  ig n o r in g  a w e a lth  of e x i s t i n g  in fo rm a tio n  on 

M arcanton io 's  o r g a n iz a t io n .

S a lv a to r e  John LaGumina's V ito  M arcantonio: The P e o p le ' s  

P o l i t i c i a n ?  a ttem p ts  to cap tu re  part of the "Marcantonio phenomenon" 

( th a t  i s ,  a s u c c e s s f u l  pro-Communist Congressman r e p r e s e n t in g  a non­

r a d ic a l  c o n s t i t u e n c y ) ,  but la c k s  any c l e a r  or su s ta in e d  fo c u s ,  rem aining  

a s e r i e s  of b r i e f ,  in c o n c lu s iv e  e s s a y s .  A more thorough study  of 

Marcantonio would dem onstrate th a t  e t h n i c i t y ,  the theme of LaGumina's 

book, on ly  p a r t i a l l y  e x p la in s  h is  s t r i n g  of e l e c t i o n  v i c t o r i e s .

f i The V ito  Marcantonio Papers are  d e p o s ite d  in  the New York P u b lic  
L ib rary .  The c o l l e c t i o n  c o n s i s t s  o f  s i x t y  cartons  which c o n ta in  e v e r y th in g  
from a l e t t e r  s ig n ed  by F ra n k lin  D elano R o o se v e lt  to  b i l l s  from p r i n t e r s .  
Twenty carton s  are f i l l e d  w ith  correspondence from c o n s t i t u e n t s  and 
o th e r  o rd in ary  c i t i z e n s .  There i s  a l s o  e x t e n s iv e  correspondence w ith  
var iou s  o r g a n iz a t io n s  and trade u n io n s ,  campaign m a t e r ia l s ,  and t e x t s  of  
s p e e c h e s .  Voluminous m a te r ia ls  r e l a t e  to  M arcanton io 's  o r g a n iz a t io n ,  
in c lu d in g  l i s t s  of e l e c t i o n  ca p ta in s  and s i x  boxes of w eekly rep o r ts  
from s t a f f  members. This d e s c r ip t i o n  of the e x t e n s iv e  and r ic h  
Marcantonio C o l l e c t io n  i s  not e x h a u s t iv e ,  and no study to date  has 
grappled  w ith  more than a sm all p o r t io n  o f  i t s  c o n te n ts .

? S a lv a to r e  John LaGumina, V ito  M arcantonio: The P e o p le ' s  
P o l i t i c i a n  (Dubuque, Iowa: K endall/H unt, 1969 ) .
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N e ith e r  S c h a f fe r  nor LaGuraina conducted many in t e r v i e w s .  N e ith er  

examined M arcanton io 's  c o n s t i t u e n c ie s  or the communities in  which h i s  

e l e c t o r a t e  l i v e d .  N e ith er  analyzed  e l e c t o r a l  r e s u l t s  as a fu n c t io n  of  

e t h n i c i t y ,  s o c i a l  c l a s s ,  or r e la t e d  v a r i a b l e s .

F e l i x  Ojeda R eyes' V ito  Marcantonio y P uerto  R ico: por lo s  

tr a b a ja d o res  y por la  nacio li (1978 )  i s  a f i f t y - f i v e - p a g e  monograph p lus  

appendices on a much n e g le c te d  a sp ec t  of M arcanton io 's  c a r e e r ,  h i s  

r e l a t io n s h i p  to  the Puerto  Rican independence movement.8 This work i s  

weakened by Ojeda R ey es 's  f a i l u r e  to  examine more c a r e f u l l y  the  

Marcantonio Papers and to  c o n su lt  such o th e r  sou rces  as the New York 

Times. He a l s o  f a i l e d  to  exp lore  o th er  in vo lvem en ts  of Marcantonio w ith  

Puerto R ico and i t s  p e o p le ,  such as h i s  l e g i s l a t i v e  work on b e h a lf  of  

the i s la n d  and h is  p o l i t i c a l  work i n  E l B a r r io .

Two s c h o la r l y  a r t i c l e s  by LaGumina about Marcantonio have been  

p u b l i s h e d . 9  There e x i s t  a handful of a d d i t io n a l  a r t i c l e s  on Marcantonio  

which provide overview s o f  h i s  c a r e e r ,  but are  not based on e x t e n s iv e  

r e s e a r c h . ^

Unpublished s c h o la r s h ip  on Marcantonio c o n s i s t s  of a s in g le  

d o c to r a l  d i s s e r t a t i o n  and th ree  undergraduate pap ers .  Norman Jay 

Kaner's "Towards a M inority  of One: V ito  Marcantonio and American Foreign

Q

F e l i x  Ojeda R eyes , V ito  Marcantonio y Puerto  R ico : por lo s  
tra b a ja d o res  y por la  n acion  (Rio P ie d r a s ,  Puerto  R ico: E d ic ion es  
Huracan, 1978 ) .

Q
S a lv a to r e  J .  LaGumina, 'V ito  M arcantonio: A Study in  the  

F u n ctio n a l and I d e o lo g ic a l  Dynamics of a Labor P o l i t i c i a n , "  Labor 
H i s t o r y , 13 (Summer 1972), 374-399; "Case S tu d ie s  in  E t h n ic i t y  and 
Ita lo -A m er ica n  P o l i t i c i a n s , "  p u b lish ed  in  The I t a l i a n  Experience in  the  
United S t a t e s  (New York: Center fo r  M igration  S t u d i e s ,  1973 ) ,  pp. 143 -61 .

lO Sasuly; and, Richard H. R overe, "Vito M arcantonio: Machine 
P o l i t i c i a n  New S t y le ."  H arper's Magazine (A p r il  1944 ) ,  pp. 391 -98 .
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P o l ic y " l- l  p r e se n ts  the Congressman's advocacy o f  l e f t i s t  p o s i t io n s  on 

fo r e ig n  p o l i c y  "in a more fa v o r a b le  l i g h t , "  th a t  i s ,  in  the l i g h t  of  

r e v i s i o n i s t  h is to r io g r a p h y  on the Cold War. I t  r e l i e s  a lm ost  

e x c l u s i v e l y  on the C o n g ress io n a l Record and d ig r e s s e s  a t  grea t  le n g th  

in t o  rev iew s of r e v i s i o n i s t  w r i t in g s  on the Cold War. A ch ap ter  on 

Marcantonio and Puerto R ico , however, s u g g e s t s  th a t  h i s  r e l a t i o n s  w ith  

th a t  country  d e s e r v e s  fu r th e r  s tu d y ,  s i g n a l i n g  a major fo cu s  o f  the  

p resen t  t h e s i s .

Arthur Walker Bingham's "The C o n g r ess io n a l  E le c t io n s  of V ito  

M arcan ton io" ^  p ro v id es  a remarkably d e t a i l e d  account o f  every  

C o n g r ess io n a l  campaign. Bingham's f a t h e r ,  Jonathan ( c u r r e n t ly  a 

Congressman from the  Bronx) was a p r o s p e c t iv e  can d id a te  fo r  the  

c o a l i t i o n  opposing  Marcantonio in  1950. This f a m i l i a l  con n ection  

allow ed  the younger Bingham to in te r v ie w  a h o s t  of p o l i t i c a l  f i g u r e s .  

These in te r v ie w s  are  doubly v a lu a b le  fo r  t h i s  s tu d y  because they  were  

conducted m ostly  w ith  persons h o s t i l e  t o  M arcantonio , who as a group are  

now v ery  r e lu c t a n t  to  grant in t e r v i e w s .  Bingham's paper i s  the only  

e x t e n s iv e  sou rce  on Marcantonio w r i t t e n  from a n e g a t iv e  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  and 

i t  cou n terb a la n ces  m a te r ia l  fa v o r a b le  to  the Congressman. Equally  

v a lu a b le  i s  Bingham's im p r e ss iv e  s e t  of maps of th e  T w entieth  

C o n g r ess io n a l D i s t r i c t .  One i s  based on e th n ic  d i s t r i b u t i o n ,  a second

Norman Jay Kaner, "Towards a M in or ity  of One: V ito  Marcantonio  
and American F ore ign  P olicy"  (Ph.D. d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  R utgers U n iv e r s i t y ,  
19 6 8 ) .  See a l s o :  Gerald Meyer, "Vito M arcantonio y e l  p a r t id o  
n a c i o n a l i s t a  p u e r to r r iq u e n o ," S ignos  ( January-March 1980),  pp. 2-9;  "Vito  
M arcantonio, Congressman fo r  Puerto R ico: 1934-1936, 1938-1950 ,"  R e v is ta  
d e l  C o leg io  de Abogados de Puerto  R ic o , 43 (February 1982),  pp. 67 -98 .

1 ?Arthur Walker Bingham, The C o n g ress io n a l E le c t io n s  of V ito  
Marcantonio" (Honors paper, Harvard U n i v e r s i t y ,  1950).
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on income l e v e l s .  These maps are accompanied by a c e t a t e  o v e r la y s  of 

e l e c t i o n  r e s u l t s  from 1940 to  1950.

The f i r s t  th ir d  o f  Donna Liberman's "Vito M arcantonio: The 

P e o p le 's  Congressman: The New Deal P er io d " 13 i s la r g e ly  based on 

in te r v ie w s  w ith  peop le  now dead or o th erw ise  u n a v a i la b le .  Her main 

inform ant was Leonard C o v e l lo ,  a key in f lu e n c e  on the young 

M arcantonio . In the in t e r v i e w s ,  Liberman fo c u s e s  on the r o o ts  of  

M arcanton io 's  r a d ic a l i s m  and h is  involvem ent w ith  th e  I ta lo -A m er ica n  

community.

Jacob Blum and P e te r  W ilhelm 's "Vito Marcantonio and the 

P o l i t i c a l  O rgan iza tion  o f  East Harlem"14 c o n ta in s  very d e t a i l e d  m a te r ia l  

on the d a y -to -d a y  o p era t io n s  o f  M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  machine, 

in c lu d in g  e l e c t i o n  re tu rn s  u n a v a i la b le  e l s e w h e r e .

No p u b lish ed  s tu d y  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem e x i s t s .  I r o n i c a l l y ,  th ere  

are s t u d i e s  of s m a l le r  I ta lo -A m erican  communities in  B u f fa lo ,  Newark,

New Haven, C lev e la n d ,  San F r a n c is c o ,  Chicago and B o s t o n . 15 To some

1 Q
Donna Liberman, "Vito M arcantonio: P e o p le 's  Congressman: The 

New Deal Period" (Honors paper, R a d c l i f f e  C o l l e g e ,  1970).

^ J a c o b  Blum and P e te r  W ilhelm, "Vito Marcantonio and the  
P o l i t i c a l  O rgan iza tion  o f  East Harlem" (Honors paper, Yale U n iv e r s i t y ,  
1967).

^ V i r g i n i a  Yans-McLaughlin, Family and Community: I t a l i a n  
Immigrants in  B u f f a lo ,  1880-1930 ( I th a c a :  C o rn e l l  U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  
1971); C harles W. C h u r c h i l l ,  The I t a l i a n s  of Newark (New York: Arno 
P r e s s ,  1975); I r v in  C h i ld ,  I t a l i a n  or American: The Second G eneration in  
C o n f l ic t  (New York: R u s s e l l  and R u s s e l l ,  1970); J o se f  J .  Barton ,
P easants  and S tra n g ers :  I t a l i a n s ,  Rumanians and S lovaks in  an American 
C it y ,  1890-1950 (Cambridge: Harvard U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1975); Paul Radin, 
The I t a l i a n s  of San F ra n c isco :  Their Adjustment and A c c u ltu r a t io n  (San 
F ran cisco :  R & E R esearch A s s o c i a t e s ,  1970); Humberto S. N e l l i ,  I t a l i a n s  
in  Chicago 1880-1930: A Study in  E th n ic  M o b il i ty  (New York: Oxford 
U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1970); Gans, Urban V i l l a g e r s .
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e x te n t  th e se  p u b l i c a t i o n s ,  as w e l l  as more g e n e r a l  s t u d i e s  of the 

h is t o r y  and s o c io lo g y  o f  I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s , have been drawn upon fo r  the  

p resen t  s tu d y .  Leonard C o v e l lo ' s  h ig h ly  regarded The S o c ia l  Background 

of th e  I ta lo -A m er ica n  S ch oo l C hild : A Study of th e  Southern I t a l i a n  

Family Mores and T h eir  E f f e c t s  on th e  S ch o o l S i t u a t io n  i n  I t a l y  and 

America16 i s i n la r g e  part d er ived  from s t u d i e s  o f  I ta lo -A m er ica n  h igh  

s c h o o l  boys in  E ast  H? 'lem done about 1940. A lthough much o f t h i s  

m a te r ia l  i s  too d i r e c t l y  aimed a t  e d u c a t io n a l  concerns to be of  

s u b s t a n t iv e  v a lu e  in  t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  in q u ir y ,  i t  does prov ide  con­

s id e r a b le  support fo r  the concept o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem as an urban v i l l a g e .

The e s ta b l ish m e n t  of a Boys' Club c e n te r  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem in  

1929 gave r i s e  to an e x t e n s iv e  s o c i o l o g i c a l  s tudy  on s e t t le m e n t  house  

c l i e n t s  d ir e c t e d  by F re d e r ick  T hrasher, Chairman of the S o c io lo g y  

Department o f  New York U n iv e r s i t y .  Enormously d e t a i l e d ,  the f i n a l  

rep ort  of t h i s  s tud y  la y  n e g le c te d  in  th e  New York U n iv e r s i t y  L ib rary .  

L e s s - d e t a i l e d  a s p e c t s  were p u b lish ed  by Thrasher in  two a r t i c l e s . ^

A lso gen era ted  from t h i s  s tud y  w ere( f i v e  New York U n iv e r s i t y  d o c to r a l  

d i s s e r t a t i o n s  on I t a l i a n  Harlem's s o c i a l  l i f e ,  which are of l im it e d  

v a l u e .18

^ L e i d e n ,  The N eth er lan d s:  E. J .  B r i l l ,  1969.

^ F r e d e r ic k  T hrasher, "F inal Report on: The J e f f e r s o n  Branch o f  
the Boys' Club of New York." T y p e w r it te n .  Submitted to  the Bureau of  
S o c ia l  H yg iene , 1935; "The Boys' Club Study,"  Journ al of E d u cation a l  
S o c io lo g y  (December 1932); "The Boys' Club and J u v e n i le  D elinq u en cy ,"
The American Journal o f  S o c io l o g y , 42 (J u ly  1 9 3 6 ) ,  4 0 4 -1 7 .

18 N els  Anderson, "The S o c ia l  A n teced en ts  of a Slum: A 
D evelopm ental Study o f  East Harlem Area of Manhattan I s la n d ,  No ' York 
City" (Ph.D . d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  New York U n i v e r s i t y ,  1930); Marie J .  
C o n c is tr e ,  "A Study of a Decade in  th e  L ife  and E ducation of the Adult 
Immigrant Community in  E ast Harlem" (Ph.D . d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  New York 
U n iv e r s i t y ,  1943); May Case Marsh, "The L i f e  and Work of the Churches in
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Edwin Friedman's M a ster 's  t h e s i s ,  "East Harlem Community Study,

1 91940-1950" i s  the b es t  e x i s t i n g  source of m a te r ia l  r e l a t i n g  to housing  

c o n d i t io n s ,  p ro v id in g  s i g n i f i c a n t  data about o c c u p a t io n a l  and income 

l e v e l s  o f  East Harlem r e s i d e n t s .

During the e n t i r e  per iod  of M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  ascendancy,

E l B arrio  was th e  most im portant Puerto Rican community in  the  

c o n t in e n t a l  U nited  S t a t e s .  Almost every  book on the P uerto  Rican  

e x p e r ie n c e  in  t h i s  country  c o n ta in s  m a te r ia l  on E l B a r r io .  Lawrence 

C h e n a u lt 's  Puerto  Rican M ig r a t io n , a f i n e  s tu d y ,  i s  based s o l e l y  on El 

B a r r io .  C. Wright M i l l s ,  C larence S e n io r ,  and Rose Goldsen Kohn's New 

Y ork's Newest M igrants i s  another  e x c e l l e n t  work, based on two Puerto  

Rican com m unities , one o f  which i s  El B a r r io .  A r e c e n t ly  p u b l ish ed  

book— Memorias de Bernardo Vega—fu r n is h e s  much d a ta  on p o l i t i c a l  

a c t i v i t y  i n  E l B arrio  from 1904 to  1 9 4 8 .20 I t  a l s o  c o n ta in s  im portant  

commentary on M arcanton io 's  i n t e r a c t i o n  w ith  and s i g n i f i c a n c e  to t h i s  

community.

A nnette  R u b in s te in ,  a c l o s e  a s s o c i a t e  o f  M arcantonio , e d i t e d  _I_ 

Vote My C onscien ce; D eb ates ,  S p eech es , and W ritin gs  o f  V ito

an I n t e r s t i t i a l  A rea” (Ph.D . d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  New York U n i v e r s i t y ,  1932);  
I r v in g  V. S o l l i n s ,  "A S o c i o - S t a t i s t i c a l  A n a ly s is  of Boys' Club 
Membership" (Ph .D . d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  New York U n i v e r s i t y ,  1936); Margaret 
Campbell T i l l e y ,  "The Boy Scout Movement in  E ast Harlem" (Ph.D. 
d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  New York U n iv e r s i t y ,  1935 ) .

^Edw in  Friedman, "East Harlem Community Study: 1940-1950"  
(M a ster 's  t h e s i s ,  New York U n iv e r s i t y ,  19 5 4 ) .

2^Lawrence C henault, Puerto Rican M igration  (New York: Columbia 
U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1938); C. Wright M i l l s ,  C larence S e n io r ,  and Rose 
Kohn, The P uerto  Rican Journey: New Y ork's  Newest M igrants (New York; 
Harper, 1950); Bernardo Vega, Memorias de Bernardo Vega: C ontr ib ucion  a 
l a  h i s t o r i a  de la  comunidad puertorriquefta  en Neuva Y ork , e d . ,  Cesar 
Andreu I g l e s i a s ,  (Buenos A ir e s :  E d ic io n e s  Huracan, 1977 ) .
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M arcanton io , 1 9 3 5 - 1 9 5 0 , 2 1  which c o n s i s t s  p r im a r i ly  of long e x c e r p ts  from 

M arcanton io 's  C o n g ress io n a l sp eech es  and d e b a te s .  I t  a l s o  co n ta in s  

rad io  sp eech es  and l e g a l  b r i e f s  p resen ted  on b e h a lf  of v a r io u s  v ic t im s  

of the McCarthy p er iod  which are u n o b ta in a b le  e l s e w h e r e .

The e x i s t i n g  s c h o la r ly  work on M arcantonio e i t h e r  ig n o res  or 

ex a g g er a te s  v a r io u s  components th a t  account fo r  h i s  e l e c t o r a l  s u c c e s s .  

E s p e c i a l l y  m is s in g  from th e se  works i s  a s tu d y  o f  h i s  e l e c t o r a l  b a s e s ,  

I t a l i a n  Harlem and El B a r r io .  A r e c o n s tr u c t io n  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem would 

be a mammoth task  were i t  not f o r  the C o v e l lo  C o l l e c t i o n . 22 T h is ,  

however, on ly  became a v a i l a b l e  to  s c h o la r s  in  1977. A lso of some va lu e  

in  understand ing  M arcantonio , p a r t i c u l a r l y  h i s  r e l a t io n s h i p  w ith  the  

Communist P arty , are the f i l e s  c o l l e c t e d  by th e  F e d e r a l  Bureau of 

I n v e s t i g a t i o n  on him, which are  now a v a i l a b l e  under the p r o v is io n s  of
O O

the Freedom o f  In form ation  A ct.

21 A nnette  R u b in s te in ,  e d . ,  I  Vote My C o n sc ien ce:  D eb ates ,  
S p eech es ,  and W ritin gs  o f  V ito  M arcanton io , 1935-1950 (New York: Vito  
Marcantonio M em orial, 1 9 5 6 ) .

9 9^ T h e  C o v e l lo  Papers are d e p o s ite d  in  th e  Balch I n s t i t u t e ,  
P h i la d e lp h ia ,  P en n sy lv a n ia .  They in c lu d e  s i x  boxes of m a te r ia l  on the  
s o c i a l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  and c u l t u r a l  l i f e  of E ast  Harlem, and e s p e c i a l l y  on 
th a t  part of i t  which comprised I t a l i a n  Harlem. C o v e llo  did more than 
c o l l e c t  data; he a l s o  gen era ted  m a te r ia l  on E ast Harlem, p a r t i c u l a r ly  
through papers he a s s ig n e d  in  graduate c o u rses  on I ta lo -A m erican s  and on 
e d u ca t io n  a t  New York U n i v e r s i t y .  As p r in c ip a l  o f  E ast  Harlem's on ly  
high  s c h o o l— Benjamin F ra n k lin — from i t s  fou nding  in  1934 u n t i l  h i s  
re t irem en t  in  the e a r ly  1960s, he had i t s  s tu d e n t s  c o l l e c t  in form ation  
on housing  c o n d it io n s  and b u s in e s s e s  in  the community. The c o l l e c t i o n  
a l s o  c o n ta in s  some p e r t in e n t  in fo rm a t io n  on M arcantonio .

23under the p r o v is io n s  of the Freedom of  In form ation  Act 946 
pages of F ed era l Bureau of I n v e s t i g a t i o n  f i l e s  on Marcantonio were 
r e l e a s e d .  While most of t h i s  m a te r ia l  i s  composed of a b s tr a c t s  of 
newspaper a r t i c l e s  and ( o f t e n  in a c c u r a te )  r e p o r t s  of in form an ts ,  i t  does 
in c lu d e  in fo rm a tio n  on M arcanton io 's  invo lvem en t w ith  members of the  
N a t i o n a l i s t  Party  o f  P u erto  Rico which i s  o b ta in a b le  nowhere e l s e .
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M arcanton io 's  a c t iv e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  C o n g r e ss io n a l  d e l ib e r a t io n s  

and h is  m uch-reported a c t i v i t i e s  in  the press  have le d  th o se  who have 

w r i t t e n  on him to r e l y  e x c e s s i v e l y  on the C o n g r e ss io n a l  Record and the 

New York T im es. This accounts to  a la r g e  e x te n t  fo r  t h e i r  co n c e n tr a t io n  

on M arcanton io 's  l e g i s l a t i v e  and p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i t i e s ,  and fo r  t h e ir  

concom itant f a i l u r e  to  ex p lo re  s e r i o u s l y  major v a r i a b l e s  r e q u i s i t e  fo r  

t h i s  r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c i a n ' s  a b i l i t y  to have a ch ie v ed  unprecedented  

e l e c t o r a l  s u c c e s s e s .  Through the study of a l l  th e  Marcantonio Papers 

and th e  now a v a i la b le  C ove llo  C o l l e c t i o n ,  as w e l l  as th e  FBI f i l e s  and 

in t e r v i e w s ,  t h i s  work attem pts more f u l l y  to e x p la in  th e  Marcantonio  

phenomenon.



CHAPTER I I

MARCANTONIO, THE EARLY YEARS, 1902-1934

There was noth ing  about V ito  M arcanton io 's  o r i g in s  th a t  presaged  

h is  l a t e r  n o t o r i e t y  as a r a d ic a l  Congressman. His f a t h e r ,  S a n a r io ,  

began h i s  working l i f e  as a s k i l l e d  ca rp en ter  in  the employ o f  h i s  

f a t h e r ' s  c o n tr a c t in g  f irm  i n  Cornwall-on-Hudson, New York. In 1901,  

f a t h e r  and sone journeyed  to P ic e r n o ,  in  the e l d e r  M arcanton io 's  n a t iv e  

prov in ce  of B a s i l i c a t a .  (The a r e a ,  so u th e a s t  o f  N ap les ,  was one of the  

major sou rces  of I t a l i a n  im m igration  to  the U n ited  S t a t e s . )  I t  was 

th ere  th a t  a m arriage between Sanario  and A n ge lin a  de D o b i t i s  was 

q u ic k ly  arranged , and the young couple  r e lo c a te d  to New York C ity .  On 

December 12, 1902, she gave b ir th  to  V ito  Anthony M arcantonio .*

His b i r t h p la c e ,  East 112th S t r e e t  between Second and Third  

Avenues, was two b locks south  of what was d e s ig n a te d  in  the F ed era l  

W riters '  P r o je c t  s tu d y , The I t a l i a n s  of New York, as the c e n te r  of  

I t a l i a n  Harlem,** bounded by the  E ast  R iv e r ,  Third Avenue on the w e s t ,  

96th  S t r e e t  on the s o u th ,  and 125th S t r e e t  on the n o r th .  From the

^Leonard C o v e l lo  and Mark V e r ic c h io ,  i n t e r v i e w s ,  as quoted in  
Donna Liberman, "Vito M arcantonio: P e o p le 's  Congressman: The New Deal
Period" (Honors paper, R a d c l i f f e  C o l le g e ,  1 9 7 0 ) ,  pp. 1 -3 .

^Federal W rite r s '  P r o j e c t ,  The I t a l i a n s  o f  New York: A Survey  
Prepared by Workers of the F edera l W rite r s '  P r o je c t  (New York: Random
House, 1938),  p .  21.
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f i r s t  s e t t le m e n t  in  1878, the I t a l i a n  p o p u la t io n  grew to s i x t y - n i n e  

thousand i n  1910, and reached e ig h ty  thousand i n  1930, making i t  the

3
l a r g e s t  I t a l i a n  community in  America.

A boyhood fr ie n d  r e c a l l e d  th a t  young M arcantonio l iv e d  on a "one 

hundred p e r c e n t  I t a l i a n  b l o c k . T w e n t y - t h r e e  of i t s  tw e n ty - f iv e  b r ic k -  

f r o n t  tenements had been co n s tr u c te d  b e fo r e  th e  passage fo  the New 

Tenement Laws o f  1901. Old Law tenements g e n e r a l ly  lacked  such  

a m e n it ie s  as p r iv a t e  bathroom, hot w a ter ,  a t  l e a s t  one window in  each  

room, and c e n t r a l  h e a t in g .^  The i l l - e f f e c t s  o f  p o p u la t io n  d e n s i ty  on 

M arcanton io1s home b lock  were somewhat m it ig a te d  by i t s  p rox im ity  to 

E ast  Harlem's on ly  park, Thomas J e f f e r s o n ,  o n e -h a l f  b lock  from 

M arcanton io 's  home. He and o th e r  neighborhood youths p layed  th ere  and

3
I t a l i a n  Harlem has been c i t e d  as the l a r g e s t  I ta lo -A m er ica n  

community in  1930 by the f o l lo w in g  s o u r c e s :  Leonard C o v e l lo ,  The Heart
i s  the Teacher (New York: McGraw-Hill, 19 5 8 ) ,  p . 171; A Decade of
D i s t r i c t  H ea lth  P io n e e r in g :  Ten Year Report of th e  E ast Harlem H ealth
C enter, prepared under the d i r e c t i o n  o f  Kenneth D. Widdemer. (New York 
1 9 3 2 .)  D ep o s ited  in  A g u ila r  Branch of the New York P u b lic  L ibrary  
(h e r e a f t e r  c i t e d  as "A guilar"); Francesco  Cordasco and Eugene 
B u c c h io n i , e d s . ,  The I t a l i a n s :  S o c ia l  Background o f  an American Group 
( C l i f t o n ,  N .J . :  Augustus M. K e l ly ,  1 9 7 4 ) ,  p . 128; F ed era l W riters '
P r o j e c t ,  The WPA Guide to  New York C ity :  A Comprehensive Guide to the
F ive  Boroughs of the M e tr o p o l is— Manhattan, Brooklyn, the Bronx, Queens, 
and Richmond (New York: Pantheon Books, 1 9 8 2 ) ,  p . 269.

^ In te rv iew  w ith  Frank M a u r e l l i ,  New York C ity ,  August 23, 1976. 
The 1930 cen sus reported  th a t  in  the H e a lth  Area where Marcantonio was 
born ( # 2 2 ) ,  I ta lo -A m er ica n s  ( th a t  i s ,  persons  e i t h e r  born in  I t a l y  or 
w ith  a t  l e a s t  one parent born th e r e )  comprised 7 8 .6  percent of the  
p o p u la t io n .  H ea lth  Area 22 a l s o  had an u n u su a lly  h igh  p o p u la t io n  
d e n s i t y .  In 1910 the average p o p u la t io n  per b lock  in  t h i s  H ealth  Area, 
which in c lu d ed  a number of b lock s  g iv en  over to  in d u s tr y ,  was 1 ,7 8 0 .  A 
H ealth  Area was an a d m i n i s t r a t i v e - s t a t i s t i c a l  u n it  c o n s i s t in g  of about 
25 ,000  p e r s o n s .  (S ee  Map 3) S t a t i s t i c a l  t a b le s  c o l l e c t e d  by C ovello  
from v a r io u s  s o u r c e s .  C ovello  C o l l e c t i o n ,  Balch I n s t i t u t e ,
P h i la d e lp h ia ,  P en n sy lvan ia  ( h e r e a f t e r  c i t e d  as "CC").

^Marie J .  C o n c is tr e ,  " I t a l ia n  E ast Harlem," an excerp t  from the  
d o c to r a l  d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  "A Study of a Decade in  the L if e  and Education of 
the A dult Immigrant Community in  E ast Harlem, New York City" (New York 
U n iv e r s i t y ,  1943),  p u b lish ed  in  The I t a l i a n s :  S o c ia l  Backgrounds of an
American Group, p. 232.
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swam in  the nearby East R iv e r .  The park a l s o  c o n ta in ed  the community's  

p u b l ic  b ath hou se . The p a r is h  church, Our Lady o f  Mount Carmel, was 

th r e e  b lock s  n orth  of M arcanton io 's  home; the p u b l ic  s c h o o l  was two 

block s  f a r t h e r .  His boyhood w orld , th en , c o n s i s t e d  of a few square  

b lock s  in h a b ite d  a lm ost e x c l u s i v e l y  by r e c e n t ly - a r r i v e d  Southern I t a l i a n  

im m igrants , who were e i t h e r  u n s k i l l e d  or s e m i - s k i l l e d  l a b o r e r s . & (See  

Map 1)

V ito  Marcantonio enjoyed  a somewhat more p r i v i l e g e d  ch ildhood  

than most of h i s  peers i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem, owning, f o r  example, one of  

th e  few t r i c y c l e s  on h i s  b lo c k .  In c o n tr a s t  to most of the n e ig h b o rs ,  

h i s  f a th e r  had been born in  America and had a s k i l l e d  tr a d e .^  Indeed ,  

Sanario  (o r  Samuel, as he by now i d e n t i f i e d  h im s e l f )  Marcantonio was 

among the upper ten  percent  o f  I t a l i a n  H ar lem ites  in  o c c u p a t io n a l  rank 

and probably  of incom e. Samuel, l i k e  h i s  f a t h e r  b e fo r e  him, d er iv ed

^ T y p ic a l ly  in  E ast Harlem, the avenues running n o r th -so u th  were 
l in e d  w ith  s t o r e s ,  w h ile  the s t r e e t s  running e a s t - w e s t  were la r g e ly  
devoid  of them. Perhaps because o f  i t s  p ro x im ity  to the much-used park, 
M arcanton io 's  b lo ck  was l in e d  w ith  s t o r e s  and o th er  b u s i n e s s e s .  In 
1931, i t  co n ta in ed  the fo l lo w in g  commercial and s o c i a l  e s ta b l is h m e n ts :  
four candy s t o r e s ,  two barber sh o p s ,  th ree  s a lo o n s ,  one p oo l room, one 
fu n e r a l  home, one junk yard , one lumber yard , and one r e a l  e s t a t e  
o f f i c e .  The b lock  a l s o  accomodated a Seventh  Day A d v e n t is t  church which  
conducted s e r v i c e s  in  I t a l i a n ,  and a la b o r  union  h a l l .  "Base Map o f  
East Harlem," CC.

As l a t e  as 1934, in  the immediate t e n - b lo c k  area  where 
Marcantonio was born, 50 percent of the housing  u n i t s  had four rooms, 
about 30 p ercen t  had th ree  rooms, and 12.5  p erce n t  had f i v e  rooms. Only 
42 percent had a p r iv a te  t o i l e t .  Abraham K avadlo, "Housing in  Lower 
East Harlem." T y p ew r it ten .  May 15, 1939. M arcantonio Papers , New York 
P u b lic  L ib rary , Carton 13, F o lder  1 o f  2 "Housing in  Lower East  
Harlem." (H e r e a fte r  c i t e d  as MP fo l lo w e d  by ca r to n  number and f o ld e r  
t i t l e  in  p a r e n th e s e s . )

^ In te r v ie w ,  M a u r e l l i .
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from the a r t i g i a n i , the a r t i s a n  c l a s s  of I t a l i a n s .®  Most o th er  members 

of the community had come from th e  I t a l i a n  la n d le s s  c o n t a d i n i , the  

l a n d le s s  or lan d -p oor  p ea sa n tr y .  Only a s l i g h t l y  b e t t e r  o f f  m a t e r ia l ly  

than th e  c o n t a d in i , th e  a r t i g i a n i  n o n e th e le s s  p o s se s s e d  an independent  

s p i r i t  th a t  had been handed down through the c e n t u r i e s .  When the  

a r t i s a n s  em igra ted ,  they  were, m otiva ted  la r g e ly  by the  d e s i r e  to g iv e  

t h e i r  c h i ld r e n  an e d u c a t io n .  The m a jo r ity  of I ta lo -A m er ica n s  who 

ach ieved  p r o f e s s io n a l  s t a t u s  in  t h i s  p er iod  were the c h i ld r e n  of  

a r t i g i a n i  im m igran ts .9

Another of young M arcanton io 's  advantages was th a t  h i s  f a t h e r  was 

a n a t iv e  speaker o f  E n g l i s h .  In g e n e r a l ,  I t a l i a n  immigrants learned  the  

new language very  s lo w ly ,  so much so th a t  in  the U nited  S t a t e s  Census 

fo r  1930 and 1940 I t a l i a n s  headed the l i s t  of newcomers unable to  speak  

E n g l i s h .  Moreover, V i t o ' s  p a te r n a l  gran d p aren ts ,  who l i v e d  in  h i s  

tenem ent, spoke E n g l i s h .  His mother r a r e ly  spoke i t ,  and then o n ly  

h a l t i n g l y .  U nlike most o th er  I ta lo -A m er ica n  c h i l d r e n ,  V ito  had on ly  one 

other s i b l i n g  w ith  whom to  share the l im it e d  r e s o u r c e s  and n u rtu r in g  of  

h i s  fa m ily ,  h i s  younger b r o th e r ,  F r a n k .^  Hence V i t o ,  u n l ik e  h is

Q

In 1916, n e a r ly  h a l f  the I t a l i a n  fa th e r s  of c h i ld r e n  born in  New 
York were la b o r e r s .  Of the rem aining h a l f ,  15 p ercen t  i d e n t i f i e d  
th em se lves  as t a i l o r s ,  b a r b e r s ,  or shoem akers. Only 0 .2  p ercent  o f  the 
Southern I t a l i a n  immigrants had p r o f e s s i o n s .  John D 'A lesan dre ,  
O ccu pationa l Trends of I t a l i a n s  in  New York C i t y , a Casa I t a l i a n s  
E d u ca tio n a l Bureau b u l l e t i n  p u b lish ed  in  1935, which was r e p r in te d  in  
The I t a l i a n s :  S o c ia l  Background o f  an American Group, p. 424 .

On the M a rc a n to n io s ' c l a s s  background, s e e  P a tr ic k  G a l lo ,  Old 
Bread New Wine: A P o r t r a i t  of the I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s  (C hicago: N e lso n -
H a l l ,  1981),  p .  202.

O
On the a r t ig ia n o  c l a s s ,  s e e  Leonard C o v e l lo ,  The S o c i a l  Background 

of the I ta lo -A m er ica n  Sch ool C hild: A Study o f  th e  Southern I t a l i a n
Family Mores and Their  E f f e c t  on th e  S ch oo l S i t u a t io n  In  I t a ly  and 
America (L eid en , The N etherlan ds: E .J .  B r i l l ,  1967),  pp. 9 9 ,  320.

^ C o v e l l o ,  S o c ia l  Background, p. 279; In te r v ie w  w ith  Ida H efner , New 
York C ity ,  August 3 , 1975, and M a u r e l l i .
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p laym ates ,  was not fo rced  to c o n tr ib u te  e c o n o m ic a l ly  to  the w e lfa r e  of

h is  f a m i l y , ( S e e  pp . 240-41)

In e lem en tary  s c h o o l ,  he d isp la y e d  marked i n t e l l e c t u a l  and

le a d e r sh ip  q u a l i t i e s .  His grades were e x c e l l e n t ,  and he became c h ie f  of

the s c h o o l  p a t r o l .  He had many f r ie n d s  and d id  not g e t  in v o lv e d  in  f i s t

f i g h t s .  He showed l i t t l e  i n t e r e s t  in  organ ized  s p o r t s .  His b es t

s u b j e c t s  were h i s t o r y  and p u b l ic  sp ea k in g ,  and he became a f a v o r i t e  of

h i s  t e a c h e r s  and the p r i n c i p a l . 12 In a l e t t e r  of recommendation, the

l a t t e r  d escr ib ed  him as having

d i s t in g u i s h e d  h im s e l f  by h i s  unsw erving f i d e l i t y ,  h i s  f i n e  z e a l  in  
th e  performance of h i s  d u t i e s ,  h i s  t e n a c i t y  o f  p urpose , h i s  
i n i t i a t i v e ,  h i s  courage, and h i s  in n a te  le a d e r s h i p .  . . . Although  
he was c o n s id e r a b ly  u n d e r s iz e d ,  he was g iv e n  the p o s i t i o n  of c h ie f  
of  the s c h o o l  p a t r o l .  As such he d is p la y e d  a l l  th e  f i n e  q u a l i t i e s  
t h a t  I  have enumerated above. . . .  I  can bear tes t im o n y  to  the f a c t
t h a t  he i s  an e x c e l l e n t  th in k e r  and l i k e w i s e  a very  ab le  t a l k e r .  I

In 1900, I t a l i a n  women in  B u f fa lo  had an average of 4 .5  
s u r v iv in g  c h i ld r e n .  Women of f o r t y - f i v e  and over  had g iv e n  b ir t h ,  on 
the a v e r a g e ,  to  e le v e n  c h i ld r e n .  Again in  B u f f a lo ,  in  1905 t h r e e -  
q u a rters  of a l l  I ta lo -A m erican  boys f i f t e e n  to  n in e t e e n  years  of age  
worked, 5 p ercen t  s ta y ed  a t  home, and o n ly  20 p e r c e n t  a tten d ed  s c h o o l .  
Beyond the economic h ard sh ips  g e n e r a l ly  s u f f e r e d  by la r g e  f a m i l i e s ,  most 
I ta lo -A m er ica n  youth were fo rced  to work because t h e i r  f a t h e r s ' earn in g  
power, in  the t y p i c a l l y  s e a so n a l  and low -p a id  o c c u p a t io n s  in  which they  
were c o n c e n tr a te d ,  was s e v e r e ly  l i m i t e d .  The near taboo on women's 
working o u t s id e  the home a ls o  op erated  to  compel male c h i ld r e n  to seek  
g a in f u l  employment. V ir g in ia  Yanc-McLoughlin, Family and Community: 
I t a l i a n  Immigrants in  B u f f a lo ,  1880-1930 ( I th a c a :  C o r n e ll  U n iv e r s i ty
P r e s s ,  19 7 1 ) ,  pp. 104, 1 7 0 -71 ,  173, 192, 195, 197 , 203 , 213. A re c e n t  
s tudy  i n d i c a t e s  th a t  because the garment in d u s tr y  provided  r e l a t i v e l y  
d e s ir a b le  work fo r  women, t h i s  norm was c o n s id e r a b ly  eased  among I t a l i a n  
women in  New York C ity .  Miriam Cohen, " I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n  Women in  New 
York C i t y ,  1900-1950: Work and S ch oo l,"  in  C la s s ,  Sex and the Woman
Worker, e d s . ,  M ilton  Cantor and Bruce L a u r ie ,  p ass im . On I t a l i a n -  
American women working o u ts id e  the home, a l s o  s e e  Marlene P.
T e r w i l l i g e r ,  "Jews and I t a l i a n s  and the S o c i a l i s t  P a r ty ,  New York C ity ,  
1901-1907: A Study of C la s s ,  E t h n ic i t y ,  and C la ss  C onsciousness"
(Ph.D . d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  Union Graduate S c h o o l ,  1 9 7 7 ) ,  p. 24 . On the 
p er c e p t io n  of the c h i ld  as an economic a s s e t  among Southern I t a l i a n s ,  
s e e  Leonard C o v e l lo ,  S o c ia l  Background, pp. 160, 2 2 3 -2 4 ,  2 2 9 -32 ,  265.

^ i n t e r v i e w ,  M a u r e l l i .
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am sure  th a t  in  b u s in e ss  he w i l l  be a huge s u c c e s s . ^

In February 1917, Marcantonio and one o th er  neighborhood boy 

e n r o l le d  in  De W itt C lin to n  High S c h o o l .  (E a s t  Harlem did not have i t s  

own h igh  s c h o o l  u n t i l  1 9 3 4 .)  The two chums g e n e r a l ly  walked the four  

m ile s  to 59th  S t r e e t  and Tenth Avenue to save the n i c k e l  t r o l l e y  f a r e .  

I n i t i a l l y  Marcantonio had some d i s c i p l i n a r y  d i f f i c u l t i e s  at s c h o o l ,  as  

did  th e  o th e r  boy, who dropped out b e fo r e  the  end o f  h i s  freshman  

y e a r .  M arcanton io’s te a c h e r  req u ested  a m eeting  w ith  h is  f a t h e r ,  but 

the y o u n g ster  turned in s t e a d  to  a s tr a n g e r  on th e  s t r e e t ,  gave him money 

fo r  a shave and h a ir c u t ,  and in s t r u c t e d  him to answer yes  to e v e r y th in g  

the te a c h e r  asked . The ru se  worked. But when V ito  was asked to  bring  

h is  f a th e r  to  s c h o o l  a second t im e , he was unable to  f in d  the o r i g i n a l  

f a t h e r - s u b s t i t u t e .  He brought in  another  im postor  and h i s  d ec e p t io n  was 

d is c o v e r e d .

From 1914 to  1922, the S o c i a l i s t  P arty  dominated the Jew ish  

s e c t io n  o f  E ast  Harlem, a few b lo ck s  w est o f  M arcanton io 's  home, but i t  

ex e r te d  on ly  a m ild in f lu e n c e  on I t a l i a n  H a r le m .^  Jew ish  Harlem sen t  

S o c i a l i s t  aldermen to  th e  New York C ity  Board of Aldermen and S o c i a l i s t  

assemblymen to the s t a t e  l e g i s l a t u r e .  I t s  ca n d id a te  in  the 1916

^ W il l ia m  Hanig, June 17, 1919. MP 7 (Prominent P e o p le ) .

^ I n t e r v i e w  w ith  L ou ise  Berman, New York C i t y ,  J u ly  27 , 1976.

^ A t  l e a s t  u n t i l  1916, th e r e  was no I t a l i a n  S o c i a l i s t  Party  
o rg a n iz er  or s e c t i o n  in  th e  T w entieth  C o n g r ess io n a l D i s t r i c t ,  which was 
coterm inous w ith  East Harlem. T e r w i l l i g e r ,  pp. 6 3 -6 4 .
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1 f\C o n g r ess io n a l  r a c e ,  Morris H i l l q u i t ,  l o s t  by 350 v o t e s .  (S ee  pp. 336— 

37) But Jew ish  and I t a l i a n  Harlem were p o l i t i c a l l y  and c u l t u r a l l y  

d i f f e r e n t  w o r l d s . ^  There i s  no ev id e n c e  th a t  M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  

development was charted  by th e  S o c i a l i s t  P a r ty 's  a c t i v i t i e s  in  Jew ish  

Harlem. At t im e s ,  M arcantonio , l a t e r  in  h i s  l i f e ,  boasted  th a t  h is  

g ran d fa th er  had marched w ith  G a r ib a ld i ,  but th e r e  i s  l i t t l e  reason  to  

b e l i e v e  th a t  h i s  r a d ic a l i s m  was d er iv ed  from h i s  f a m ily .  He could  n o t , 

however, escape the e f f e c t s  of the r a d ic a l i z e d  ambiance o f  De Witt
1 O

C lin to n .

In 1917, M arcanton io 's  freshman year a t  C l in to n ,  the s c h o o l  day 

was leng th en ed  as a wartime measure to encourage mothers to  e n te r  the  

work f o r c e .  The s tu d e n ts  p r o te s te d  t h i s  a c t i o n ,  in  part because i t  

in f r in g e d  on t h e i r  a f t e r - s c h o o l  employment, and in  part because of t h e i r  

a n tiw ar  s e n t im e n t .  Their p r o t e s t  was rep orted  i n  the New York Tim es, 

which a s s a i l e d  the "young L e n in is t s "  who " r e b e l l e d ,  s t r u c k ,  paraded, 

committed a c t s  of v i o l e n c e ,  had t h e i r  hours o f  B o lsh ev ism ."  A sch o o l  

o f f i c i a l  warned he would c l o s e  the s c h o o l  i f  the  te a c h e r s  did not 

co u n te r a c t  the p r o t e s t  w ith  a r e s o lu t i o n  s t a t i n g  t h e i r  d is a p p r o v a l ,  and 

the a s s o c i a t e  superindendent of s c h o o ls  launched an in q u ir y  "to 

a s c e r t a i n  whether c e r t a in  tea ch ers  were l o y a l l y  su p p o rt in g  the

1 fl The assemblyman, August C la e s s e n s ,  a long  w ith  f i v e  o th er  
S o c i a l i s t s ,  was den ied  h is  s e a t  in  1920 on the grounds th a t  he had been 
e l e c t e d  on a p la tfo rm  in im i c a l  to  the b e s t  i n t e r e s t s  of New York S ta te  
and th e  U nited  S t a t e s .  For an account of the famous t r i a l  subsequent to
t h i s  a c t i o n ,  s e e  Norma Fain P r a t t ,  Morris H i l l q u i t :  A P o l i t i c a l  H is to r y
of an American Jew ish  S o c i a l i s t  (W estport,  Conn.: Greenwood P r e s s ,
1979),  p .  182.

^ J e f f r e y  S. Gurock, When Harlem was Jew ish : 1870-1930 (New
York: Columbia U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1979),  pp. 8 0 -8 1 .  For fu r th e r
d i s c u s s i o n  on the S o c i a l i s t  Party  in  Jew ish  Harlem h e r e in ,  s e e  pp. 40 -  
41 , 4 3 5 -3 6 .

18 In te r v ie w  w ith  Ida H efn er .
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Government in  the conduct of the war." He d e f in ed  the purpose of t h i s

in q u ir y  as f o l l o w s :  "The Board o f  Education w i l l  not t o l e r a t e  tea ch er s

who are  not prepared to e x e r c i s e  a p o s i t i v e  in f lu e n c e  in  support of

t h e i r  Government. I t  i s  t h e ir  b u s in e ss  to see  how we can make the

p u p i ls  more w i l l i n g  to  se r v e  in  the army when t h e i r  turn  comes. . . .

Some p a c i f i s t s  and extreme i n d i v i d u a l i s t s  are not e x e r t in g  such an

in f lu e n c e  on the s t u d e n t s .  . . .  We want our te a c h e r s  to  be p o s i t i v e

in  t h e i r  Americanism." He went a s te p  fu r t h e r ,  adding th a t  " s e d i t i o u s ”

s tu d e n ts  s i x t e e n  years  and o ld e r  should  be d is m is s e d .  "Our s t a t e  should

19not be taxed  to  educate  u s e l e s s  or w o r th le s s  c h i ld r e n .

The te a c h e r s  were then  summoned i n d i v i d u a l l y  to  the p r i n c i p a l ' s  

o f f i c e  and in te r r o g a te d  a t  le n g th  about t h e i r  views on s o c ia l i s m ,  

B olsh ev ism , H i l l q u i t ' s  mayoral campaign, and in t e r n a t io n a l i s m .  One 

tea ch er  was asked i f  he thought "Jewish s tu d e n t s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  the  

R u ss ia n s ,  need to  be d i s c i p l i n e d  out of t h e i r  i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c  

t e n d e n c ie s ."  E v e n tu a l ly ,  e ig h t  te a c h e r s  were tr a n s fe r r e d  and th ree  

d ism isse d  fo r  "views which are  su b v e r s iv e  o f  d i s c i p l i n e  in  the sc h o o ls  

and which undermine good c i t i z e n s h i p . "  One d isch arged  tea ch er  was 

accused  of b e in g  n e u tr a l  in  a c lassroom  d i s c u s s i o n  about anarchism; 

another was charged w ith  proposing  th a t  persons in  m i l i t a r y  uniform  

should  not be a llow ed  to address the s c h o o l  assem bly; and the th ir d  was 

arra ign ed  fo r  not c o n s id e r in g  i t  h i s  duty to develop  in  the s tu d e n ts  an 

i n s t i n c t i v e  r e s p e c t  fo r  the P r e s id e n t  and o th e r  government o f f i c i a l s .

The th ir d  tea ch er  was a l s o  charged w ith  p e r m it t in g  a s tu d en t  to read in  

c l a s s  an a n t i-w a r  s ta tem en t c r i t i c i z i n g  the P r e s id e n t  fo r  h i s  re a d in e ss  

to " s la u g h ter  us a l l  in  order th a t  we may en joy  in  death  what we are now

l^As quoted in  Liberman, pp. ,11-12.



la c k in g  in  l i f e . "  The Times c h a r a c te r iz e d  t h i s  an tiw ar sta tem en t as a

" p a r t ic u la r ly  v ic io u s  product o f  E n g lish  as i t  taught a t  De W itt C lin ton

High S ch o o l."  A s s a i l i n g  th e  sc h o o l  as a "nursery of a n t i - p a t r i o t i s m , ”

the newspaper demanded th a t  the Board o f  Education  "root out a l l  the

d i s l o y a l  and d o u b tfu l  te a c h e r s  . . . and i f  th ey  con t in u e  to p r o fe s s

20s e d i t i o n ,  they shou ld  be locked  up."

The th r e e  r e c e iv e d  support from th e  newly founded t e a c h e r s ' 

un ion , which condemned the in q u ir y  as a " s ta r  chamber proceeding" and 

charged the a u t h o r i t i e s  w ith  a t te m p tin g ,  "under cover  of the f l a g  . . . 

and p a t r io t i s m ,"  to  thwart the union and P r u s s ia n iz e  the s c h o o l .  I t  

r a i s e d  a d e fe n se  fund to  a id  th e  d is m is s e d  C lin to n  t r i o  and formed union  

com m ittees to  e n l i s t  the a id  of the community. Abraham L efk o w itz ,  one 

of the u n io n 's  fo u n d e rs ,  ch a ir ed  t h i s  s p e a k e r s '  c o m m it te e .21

L efk o w itz ,  an ard en t S o c i a l i s t  who ran f o r  Congress i n  1922 and 

l a t e r  became a f u l l - t i m e  o f f i c i a l  o f  th e  t e a c h e r s '  u n io n ,  taught  

Marcantonio h i s t o r y  a t  De W itt C l in to n ,  in tr o d u c in g  th e  you n gster  to  

s o c i a l i s t  v ie w p o in ts  on h i s t o r y  and encou rag in g  h i s  i n t e r e s t  in  the  

s u b j e c t .  L efk ow itz  remembered M arcantonio as an eager  and e x c e l l e n t  

s tu d e n t ,  "always d i s c u s s i n g  world a f f a i r s ,  p o l i t i c s ,  and lab or  

c o n d i t io n s ."  L efkow itz  probably s i g n i f i c a n t l y  in f lu e n c e d  M arcanton io 's  

view  of American h i s t o r y  as a s u c c e s s io n  o f  s t r u g g le s  of the  haves  

a g a in s t  the h a v e -n o ts  to  extend the b oundaries  of democracy. His

20As c i t e d  in  Liberman, pp . 13 -14 .
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i n t e r e s t  in  the w r i t in g s  of J e f f e r s o n  and L in co ln  d a te  to t h i s  p e r i o d .22

There i s  no ev id en ce  th a t  M arcantonio jo in e d  th e  S o c i a l i s t  Party

a t  t h i s  t im e . He n e v e r t h e le s s  co n s id ered  h im s e l f  a s o c i a l i s t ,  as did

some of h i s  c la s s m a t e s .  A boyhood fr ie n d  r e c a l l e d  M arcantonio as a

f i g h t e r  fo r  the "underdog . . . always t r y in g  to  improve s i t u a t i o n s ;  he

was s o c i a l i s t i c . "23 C ove llo  remembered M arcantonio b e r a t in g  a group of

s tu d e n ts  in  s c h o o l:  "You d on 't  even know y o u 'r e  a l i v e , "  Marcantonio

ch a lle n g e d  them. " I ' l l  bet you t h i s  very  minute t h e r e ' s  somebody, some

guy o u ts id e  th e r e  f i g u r i n g  how h e 's  gonna make money o f f  your h id e s  when

.24you go look  fo r  a j o b .  You d o n 't  even know t h a t . '

Nor were h i s  s o c i a l i s t  views c o n f in ed  to  the c la ssroom . He

jo in e d  the campaign fo r  I r e la n d 's  independence from Great B r i t a in  and

spoke a t  a mass r a l l y  a t  Columbus C ir c le  in  Manhattan, p r o t e s t in g  the

oc
h u n g e r - s t r ik e  death  o f  T errence MacSwiney, an I r i s h  n a t i o n a l i s t .  J

D e s p ite  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i t y ,  th e  fu tu r e  Congressman d id  not  

e n t i r e l y  n e g le c t  h i s  s t u d i e s .  He b a r e ly  scraped  through elem entary  

a lg e b r a  and s u f f e r e d  w ith  ch em istry  f o r  one y e a r ,  but showed b e t t e r

? 2 I b id .  Marcantonio was not th e  on ly  famous person  in f lu e n c e d  by 
the s o c i a l i s t  m i l ie u  a t  De W itt C l in to n .  Max Schactman, the renowned 
T r o t s k y i s t ,  r e c a l l e d  th a t  h i s  attachm ent to  s o c i a l i s m  r e s u l t e d  from i t s  
ra th er  wide f o l lo w in g  a t  the s c h o o l .  Schactman was p a r t i c u l a r l y  
im pressed  by a h i s t o r y  t e a c h e r  whose s o c i a l i s t  sym pathies g e n e r a l ly  
found t h e i r  way in t o  h i s  American h i s t o r y  c l a s s e s .  (We do not know 
w hether the h i s t o r y  te a c h e r  a t  De W itt C l in to n  who probably in f lu e n c e d  
M arcantonio— th a t  i s ,  Abraham L efk o w itz— was th e  same tea ch er  who 
in f lu e n c e d  Schactm an.) S a lv a to r e  John LaGumina, V ito  Marcantonio: The
P e o p le ' s  P o l i t i c i a n  (Dubuque, Iowa: K end a ll /H un t,  1969),  p .  3 .

23 1I n te r v ie w  w ith  Charles C im ilucca ,  in  Liberman, p. 13.

2 4 c o v e l lo ,  The H eart, p .  152.
O  C

I n te r v ie w  w ith  C im ilucca , in  Liberman, p. 14.
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academic achievem ent in  the  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s .  When Marcantonio graduated  

from De W itt C lin to n  w ith  an 84 average in  a c l a s s  o f  250 in  1921, he

was the o n ly  one of e l e v e n  I ta lo -A m erican s  to  r e c e iv e  h on ors .  He a l s o

9 ftach ieved  d i s t i n c t i o n  in  h i s t o r y .

The com bination  o f  in n a te  a b i l i t i e s  and r e l a t i v e  fa m ily

p r o s p e r i ty  h e lp ed  M arcantonio transcend  th e  s o c i a l  and economic b a r r ie r s

th a t  c o n f in ed  most I ta lo -A m er ica n s  to  low l e v e l s  of e d u c a t io n a l  and

o c c u p a t io n a l  ach ievem en t.  As l a t e  as 1930, on ly  11 p ercen t  of the

I ta lo -A m er ica n  r e s id e n t s  in  the H ea lth  Area c o n ta in in g  M arcanton io 's

27b ir th p la c e  graduated from h igh  s c h o o l .  His achievem ent was q u i t e  

u n u su a l.  He was an I t a l i a n  H oratio  A lger  hero e s c a p in g  the g h e t to  and 

e n te r in g  m id d le - c la s s  America. But Marcantonio d id  not fo l lo w  the s to r y  

o u t l i n e .  The chance m eeting  a t  De W itt C l in to n  w ith  Leonard C o v e llo  and 

F i o r e l l o  H. LaGuardia determ ined h i s  commitment to  remain i n  I t a l i a n  

Harlem.

Leonard C o v e l lo  was born in  Southern I t a l y  in  1887 and came to  

America a t  the age of n in e .  A gainst  g rea t  odds, he earned a P u l i t z e r  

s c h o la r s h ip  to Columbia U n iv e r s i t y  in  1907 and graduated in  1911, having  

been e l e c t e d  to  th e  Phi B eta  Kappa S o c i e t y .  He d e d ic a te d  a l l  h i s  

e x tr a o r d in a r y  e n e r g ie s  and t a l e n t s  to d e s ig n in g  a pedagogy to r a i s e  the  

e d u c a t io n a l  achievem ent o f  I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s .  He b e l i e v e d  th a t  th e se  

s t u d e n t s '  low  s c h o l a s t i c  achievem ent was roo ted  i n  the  mores o f  the  

c o n t a d in i ,  the so c io -e c o n o m ic  c l a s s  from which the m a jo r ity  o f  I t a l i a n

^ A la n  S c h a f f e r ,  V ito  M arcantonio , R ad ica l in  Congress  
(S yracu se:  Syracuse U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1 9 6 6 ) ,  p . 11;  "Program of
Commencement E x e r c i s e s ."  CC.

27 S t a t i s t i c s  com piled from United S t a t e s  Census Bureau fo r  1940 
by C o v e l lo ,  CC; C o v e l lo ,  S o c ia l  Background, p .  285.



im m igrants— d e r iv e d .  They g e n e r a l ly  opposed s c h o o l  a tten d an ce  beyond

ch ildh ood  y e a r s ,  f e a r in g  th a t  prolonged  formal ed u ca t io n  would d isr u p t

th e  fa m ily  u n i t .  This p a t te r n  crea ted  a c o n f l i c t  w ith  the e th os  of the

28American e d u c a t io n a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s .

C o v e l lo  devoted  h i s  p r o f e s s io n a l  l i f e  to  r e f i n i n g  an e d u c a t io n a l  

model th a t  would a l l e v i a t e ,  i f  not e l im in a t e ,  t h i s  c o n f l i c t .  Two years  

b e fo r e  Marcantonio came to  De W itt C l in to n ,  C o v e l lo  began to implement 

s t r a t e g i e s  fo r  im proving Ita lo -A m er ica n  h ig h  sc h o o l  ach ievem en t.  

I n i t i a l l y ,  h i s  e f f o r t s  took  th r e e  forms: promoting the s tu d y  o f  the

I t a l i a n  language; e s t a b l i s h i n g  " C ircu los  I t a l i a n o s , ” I t a l i a n  s tu d en t  

c lu b s ;  and founding Casa d e l  P op o lo ,  a s e t t le m e n t  house in  I t a l i a n  

Harlem. M arcanton io 's  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  a l l  th ree  of th e s e  un dertak ings  

gave form and d i r e c t i o n  to  h i s  l i f e .

With Marcantonio among h i s  f i r s t  s t u d e n t s ,  C o v e l lo  s t a r t e d  

te a c h in g  I t a l i a n  a t  De W itt C lin to n  in  1920.29  M arcantonio acq u ired

28 Even when the economic s t a t u s  of the Southern I t a l i a n  
immigrants improved, C ove llo  dem onstrated th a t  t h e i r  mores— at l e a s t  in  
a homogeneous community such as I t a l i a n  Harlem— p e r s i s t e d .  (S e e  f . n .  9 ,  
p . 174) This was r e f l e c t e d  in  the grou p 's  low e d u c a t io n a l  
ach ievem en t.  For exam ple, the  average fa m ily  income in  E ast  Harlem in  
1950 was tw ic e  as h igh  in  the core areas  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem than in  El 
B a r r io .  Yet the d i f f e r e n c e s  in  the average number of years  of s c h o o l in g  
per a d u lt  was s l i g h t :  6 .6  to  6 .9  in  El B a r r io ,  and 8 .0  to  8 .4  in
I t a l i a n  Harlem. (S ee  Map 6) C o v e l lo  noted th a t  the freq u en t com plaint  
of the  Southern I t a l i a n  immigrant was th a t  "the sc h o o l  tak es  our 
c h i ld r e n  away from u s ."  C o v e l lo ,  S o c ia l  Background pp. 287, 312 , 319,  
3 6 0 -8 1 ,  407-48; s ee  a l s o  Herbert Gans, The Urban V i l l a g e r s :  Group and
C lass  in  the L i f e  of I t a l i a n  Americans (New York: Free P r e s s ,  19 6 5 ) ,  p.
134; Yans-McLoughlin, pp. 172, 176, 195; and, P h y l l i s  H. W il l ia m s ,  South  
I t a l i a n  Folkways in  Europe and America: A Handbook fo r  S o c ia l  Workers,
V i s i t i n g  N u rses ,  School T each ers ,  and P h y s ic ia n s  (New York: R u s s e l l  and
R u s s e l l ,  1969),  pp. 130-34 .

“̂ L a r g e ly  because of C o v e l lo ' s  e f f o r t s ,  the I t a l i a n  language  
ach ieved  p a r i t y  w ith  French, German, L a t in ,  and Spanish  in  th e  New York 
C ity  School sy stem . I t  was recogn ized  in  1922 as an a ccepted  language  
requirem ent fo r  an academic d iplom a. A side from the c o n v e n t io n a l  
academic reason s fo r  the s tu d y  of a lan gu age , C o v e llo  s t r e s s e d  the



f lu e n c y  in  the language in  C o v e l lo 's  c l a s s e s ,  h e lp in g  him immeasurably  

in  p o l i t i c a l  l i f e .  In f a c t ,  h i s  knowledge of the mother tongue earned  

him enormous re sp e c t  from h is  I ta lo -A m er ica n  c o n s t i t u e n t s .  His rapport  

w ith  them was s tren g th en ed  by h is  frequent r e f e r e n c e s  to p o l i t i c a l  

opponents in  I t a l i a n  s la n g .  As l a t e  as h i s  1949 mayoral campaign ( s e e  

pp. 4 3 0 -3 1 ) ,  he made a number of ra d io  sp eech es  e n t i r e l y  i n  I t a l i a n . ^  

C o v e l lo ' s  e f f o r t s  to  r id  s tu d e n ts  of the id e a  th a t  " Ita l ia n "  

meant som ething i n f e r i o r  sparked M arcantonio 's en th u sia sm . C o v e llo  

r e c a l l e d  th a t  Marcantonio became a "volcano of en ergy ,  becoming in v o lv e d  

in  e v e r y th in g  th a t  had to do w ith  the C ir c o lo  and th e  I t a l i a n  

departm ent."  When I I  C ir c u lo  p resen ted  C arlo  G o ld o n i 's  The Fan ( I I  

V e n t a g l lo ) i n  E n g lish  a t  De W itt C lin to n  in  January 1921, Marcantonio  

( l i s t e d  as "Victor" M arcantonio) p layed  the r o le  of E v a r i to .  These 

s o c i a l  a c t i v i t i e s  c u l t i v a t e d  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  acumen. C o v e llo  r e c a l l e d  

th a t  when Marcantonio was denied  th e  p r es id en cy  of th e  c lu b  because of

im portance of s tu d y in g  I t a l i a n  by seco n d -  and t h ir d - g e n e r a t io n  I t a l o -  
Americans as a means of " crea t in g  a sym path etic  bond between parents and 
t h e i r  c h i ld r e n ,  now o f t e n  sep arated  by the i n a b i l i t y  to  speak the same 
lan gu age ."  He a ls o  e n v is io n e d  command of the language as a r e q u i s i t e  
fo r  m eaningfu l s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  work in  the I t a l i a n  community. As 
l a t e  as 1940, of the I ta lia n -A m er ic a n  group, 3 ,6 0 0 ,0 0 0  had been born in  
the  U nited  S t a t e s ,  6 0 0 ,0 0 0  had been here  s in c e  c h ild h o o d ,  and 2 ,4 0 0 ,0 0 0  
had immigrated to the country in  a d u lth ood . Of the f i r s t - g e n e r a t i o n  
c o h o r t ,  6 6 5 ,0 0 0  had not been n a t u r a l i z e d .  P a r t i c u l a r l y  in  a homogeneous 
community l i k e  I t a l i a n  Harlem, t h e r e f o r e ,  th ere  were la r g e  numbers of  
I ta l ia n -d o m in a n t  or e x c l u s i v e l y  I t a l ia n - s p e a k in g  p e o p le .  Robert Whitney 
P e e b le s ,  "Leonard C ove llo :  A Study of an Im m igrant's C o n tr ib u tio n  to
New York City" (Ph.D . d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  New York U n i v e r s i t y ,  1 9 6 7 ) ,  pp. 114, 
161-62; Leonard C o v e l lo ,  The H eart, pp. 137-39; Leonard C o v e l lo ,  
"Language as a F actor  in  I n te g r a t io n  and A s s im i la t io n :  The Role of the
Language Teacher in  a School-Community Program,” Modern Language 
Journal XVIII (February 1939),  p. 330; Edward C o r s i ,  " I t a l i a n  Immigrants  
and t h e i r  C h ild ren ,"  p ublish ed  in  Cordasco and B u cch ion i ,  e d s . ,  p . 217; 
S c h a f f e r ,  p. 187.

on
Marcantonio A s s a i l s  Morris and O'Dwyer," New York Times 

(O ctober 8 ,  1949),  p . 30.



28

h i s  "off-handed a c t io n s  and S o c i a l i s t i c  te n d e n c ie s ,"  he managed to have

the o r g a n iz a t io n a l  s t r u c tu r e  r e v is e d  and got h im s e lf  e l e c t e d  chairman of

31the e x e c u t iv e  com m ittee , w ith  powers e x ce ed in g  th ose  of the p r e s id e n t .

C o v e l lo ' s  primary m o t iv a t io n  fo r  o r g a n iz in g  I I  C ir c o lo  a t  De W itt

C lin to n  ( s i m i l a r  groups were l a t e r  founded a t  o th e r  h igh  s c h o o ls )  was to

in c r e a s e  the e d u c a t io n a l  s u c c e s s  r a t i o  o f  I ta lo -A m er ican  s t u d e n t s .  At

th a t  t im e , De W itt C l in to n 's  s tu d en t body was composed o f  predom inantly

co l le g e -b o u n d  Jew ish  s t u d e n t s ,  most of whom came from th e  Lower East

S id e ,  but th e r e  were a l s o  many w e l l - t o - d o  you n gsters  from the Upper West

S id e .  As one of M arcanton io 's  f e l l o w  members o f  I I  C ir c o lo  r e c a l l e d ,

"We were a m in o r ity  group and we were looked  down upon. Some tea ch ers

32even had the im p ress io n  we c o u ld n 't  le a r n ."

The u s u a l ly  s tr o n g  Ita lo -A m er ica n  peer-group  h o s t i l i t y  toward 

ed u ca t io n  and s o c i a l  m o b i l i t y  did not e n t i r e l y  e lu d e  M arcantonio , who 

was su b je c te d  to  a good d e a l  o f  p r e ssu r e  from h i s  f r ie n d s  to  q u it  

s c h o o l .  As he p assed  through the neighborhood w ith  books under h is  arm,

■^That n e i t h e r  h i s  p o l i t i c s  nor h i s  s t y l e  met w ith  u n iv e r s a l  
a cc la im  from f e l l o w  members o f  I I  C ir c o lo  i s  r e f l e c t e d  in  t h i s  item  on 
the  g o s s ip  page of the December 1923 i s s u e  o f  I I  F o r o : "You never
a p p r e c ia te  a good man u n t i l  he i s  dead. That i s  why Marc i s  keep in g  
q u i e t .  But bear in  mind: ' l i t t l e  drops make b ig  r i v e r s . '  Now fo r  h i s
diploma at th e  N.Y.U. Law S ch o o l."  C o v e l lo ,  S o c ia l  Background, pp. 422-  
25; C o v e l lo ,  The H e a r t , pp. 15, 152; U n t i t l e d ,  undated rep ort  on the  
p rogress  o f  I ta lo -A m er ican  s tu d en ts  a t  De W itt C lin to n  and I I  Foro,
1922, CC. Program f o r  I I  V en ta g lio  reproduced in  P e e b le s ,  p . 319.

In te r v ie w  w ith  L io n e l  T r i l l i n g  in  Liberman, p .  6. T r i l l i n g  
fu r th e r  r e c a l l e d  th a t  the i n t e l l e c t u a l  atmosphere a t  the sc h o o l  was 
s e r io u s  and e x c i t i n g ,  w ith  many g i f t e d ,  w e l l -e d u c a te d  te a c h e r s  and a 
c o n s id e r a b le  regard fo r  s c h o l a s t i c  ach ievem en t. S t r e s s  was on the  
h u m a n it ie s ,  and academic standards were h ig h .
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32they  would taunt him w ith  the nickname "The P r o fe s s o r ."  C onsequently ,

he h id  h is  books in  a candy s t o r e  some d is ta n c e  from home. The b a s ic

reason  fo r  t h i s  peer  d e r i s io n  of formal ed u ca t io n  ( r e in f o r c e d  by a d u lt s )

was the c o n v ic t io n  th at  the economic needs of the fa m ily  should  take

precedence over the a s p ir a t io n s  of the in d iv id u a l  fa m ily  member fo r

b e t t e r  employment, h ig h e r  incom e, and s o c i a l  advancement. The

e d u c a t io n a l l y  am bitiou s I ta lo -A m er ica n  you th , th u s ,  was fa ced  w ith  the

a l t e r n a t i v e  of succumbing to th e s e  p r essu r es  and c u r t a i l i n g  h i s

3Sam b itions or becoming a l i e n a t e d  from h i s  fa m ily .  C o v e l lo  e n v is io n e d  

I I  C irco lo  as a means o f  overcoming t h i s  o b s t a c l e .  The c lub  provided a 

f a m i l i a r ,  p r o t e c t i v e  e d u c a t io n a l  e n c la v e  w ith in  an environment th a t  

many— i f  not m ost— Ita lo -A m er ica n s  p e rce iv ed  as a n t a g o n i s t i c .  C ove llo  

th e o r iz e d  th a t  the p r e ssu r e s  from the o r i g i n a l  p eer  group could  be 

countered  by c r e a t in g  a second or s u b s t i t u t e  peer  group, which was 

i n t r i n s i c a l l y  p r o -e d u c a t io n — th a t  i s ,  I I  C ir c o lo  I t a l i a n o .  To him, the  

c lu b ' s  emphasis on le a r n in g  o f  the grou p 's  own c u l t u r e  and language  

might h elp  overcome the I t a l i a n  immigrant p a r e n ts '  t y p i c a l  s u s p ic io n  of  

prolonged  "book le a r n in g ."  And th e  C ir c o lo s  d id  h e lp  to  supply  the  

communities w ith  e f f e c t i v e  le a d e r s h ip ;  o th e r w is e ,  the  p r e ssu r e s  of  

fo rce d  a c c u l tu r a t io n  would have contin ued  to a l i e n a t e  the most g i f t e d ,

I n te r v ie w  w ith  C im ilucca , in  Liberman, p. 7; I n te r v ie w ,
M a u r e l l i .

*3 /
A nnette  R u b in s te in ,  in t e r v i e w ,  c i t e d  in  Jacob Blum and P eter  

W ilhelm, "Vito M arcantonio and th e  P o l i t i c a l  O rgan iza tion  of East  
Harlem" (Honors paper, Yale U n iv e r s i t y ,  19 6 7 ) ,  p. 10.

3-*Gans, pp. 3 1 ,  134, 219 , 221; C o v e l lo ,  S o c ia l  Background, pp. 
289, 311, 327; Nathan G lazer  and D anie l P a tr ic k  Moynihan, Beyond the  
M elting  Pot: The N egroes , Puerto  R ica n s ,  Jews, I t a l i a n s ,  and I r i s h  of
New York C ity  (Cambridge: MIT P r e s s ,  1963),  pp. 198-99 .
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am b itiou s  I ta lo -A m er ica n s  from t h e i r  c o m m u n it ie s .^

C o v e l lo ' s  fa m ily  came to th e  U nited  S t a t e s  in  1896, when he was 

n in e  years  o ld .  Their f i r s t  r e s id e n c e  was E ast 112th  S t r e e t  between  

F i r s t  and P le a s a n t  Avenues, one b lock  from M arcan ton io 's  b i r t h p la c e .

Many immigrants from A v ig l ia n o  in  Southern  I t a l y  l i v e d  in  t h i s  part of 

I t a l i a n  Harlem. When the e n t i r e  neighborhood was razed to c r e a t e  Thomas 

J e f f e r s o n  Park, the A v i l i a n e s e  rea c ted  w ith  a " cu r iou s  f a t a l i s t i c  

a t t i t u d e .  . . . G enerations of hardship  were behind them.' L i f e  was 

such: 'La V olon ta  d i D i o ! ' " ^

C o v e llo  f e l t  th a t  the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  fo r  the d e p lo r a b le  

c o n d it io n s  i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem r e s te d  not w ith  "unguided youths or m i s f i t  

a d u lt s  l i v i n g  in  s t u l t i f y i n g  su rrou n d in gs ,"  but w ith  the ed u ca ted , who, 

" p o ss e s s in g  the q u a l i t i e s ,  the  power, and the o p p o r tu n ity  fo r  le a d e r sh ip  

have f a i l e d  to  a c t  i n  b e h a lf  of our I ta lo -A m e r ic a n  communities and t h e i r  

p e o p l e . "3® i l  C ir c o lo ,  th en ,  would fu n c t io n  to encourage th e  I t a l o -  

American s tu d e n t  to  remain and se r v e  h i s  community by p r o v id in g  the  

n e c e ssa r y  le a d e r s h ip  to d i s p e l  the f a t a l i s m  of th e  c o n ta d in i  

m e n t a l i t y .  Marcantonio would be h i s  g r e a t e s t  s u c c e s s .

In the e a r ly  tw e n t ie s  C ove llo  d ir e c t e d  a s e t t le m e n t  house c a l l e d  

Casa d e l  P op o lo , which connected  and committed the members of the  

C ir c o lo s  to th e  I ta lo -A m erican  community. Casa d e l  P o p o lo 's  d ir e c t o r s

•^ C o v e l lo  appeared to  have one fu r th e r  g o a l  i n  th e  c r e a t io n  of  
such c i r c o l o s , th a t  i s ,  to  p rov id e  a cou n terw eigh t  to the p r e ssu r e s  of  
fo r c e d  a c c u l tu r a t io n  th a t  le d  to  the a l i e n a t i o n  o f  the  most g i f t e d  and 
am b it iou s  I ta lo -A m er ican  youth from t h e ir  com m unities ,  l e a v in g  them 
w ith o u t  e f f e c t i v e  le a d e r s h ip .

-^ C o v e l lo ,  The H eart, p .  21.
90

Leonard C o v e l lo ,  "Leadership and R e s p o n s i b i l i t y  in  the I t a l o -  
American Community," Mimeographed ( c a .  1940),  p .  4 .  CC.
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and s t a f f  were I ta lo -A m er ica n s  and tau gh t both I t a l i a n  and E n g l i s h ,  

w h ile  m a in ta in in g  f a c i l i t i e s  fo r  the e x e r c i s e  of both  American and 

I t a l i a n  c u l t u r e s .  Marcantonio was in  charge of La C asa 's  c i t i z e n s h i p  

c l a s s e s ,  p e r s o n a l ly  cond ucting  sm a ll  groups through the b u r e a u c r a t ic  

la b y r in th  of the n a t u r a l i z a t i o n  p r o c e s s .  C ove llo  r e c a l l e d  th a t  h i s  

p r o te g e ' s  s t y l e  was " in te n se  and not w ith ou t humor” as he p a t i e n t l y  

e x p la in e d  the  h i s t o r y  o f  the I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s '  new l a n d . 39 (S ee  pp. 199— 

201) When M arcantonio en tere d  New York U n iv e r s i ty  in  1921, he and o ther  

former members o f  the C ir c o lo s  I t a l i a n o s  founded, under C o v e l lo ' s  

t u t e l a g e ,  the  c o l l e g e - l e v e l  I n t e r - S c h o l a s t i c  C ir c o lo  I t a l i a n o .  One of  

i t s  main fu n c t io n s  was to  provide  tu t o r in g  f o r  I t a l i a n  Harlem 's h igh  

sc h o o l  s t u d e n t s . ^

C o v e llo  and Marcantonio c o l la b o r a te d  throughout t h e i r  l i v e s .  The 

p r o je c t  th a t  brought them c l o s e s t  was the e f f o r t  to o b ta in  a permanent 

home fo r  Benjamin F ra n k lin  High S c h o o l .  East Harlem 's f i r s t  and on ly  

high  s c h o o l ,  founded i n  1934 w ith  C o v e llo  as i t s  f i r s t  p r i n c i p a l ,  was 

i n i t i a l l y  housed in  two abandoned ju n io r  h igh  s c h o o l s .  C o v e llo  and 

Marcantonio p ressu r ed  LaGuardia to  p rov id e  the funds fo r  the  

c o n s tr u c t io n  of a new e d i f i c e .  In 1940 Marcantonio w rote  C o v e l lo :  "I

f le w  down to  W ashington, D .C .,  w ith  th e  Mayor t h i s  morning and had a 

very  s a t i s f a c t o r y  t a lk  w ith  him in  regard to  the s c h o o l .  . . .  I  am

OQ
Brochure, P reparatory  School f o r  I t a l i a n  Young Men a t  Casa d e l  

Popolo ( c a .  1 9 2 0 ) .  CC.; C o v e l lo ,  The H e a r t , p . 156. For a more 
d e t a i l e d  account of Casa d e l  Popolo , s e e  S o c ia l  Background, pp. 4 2 5 -2 6 .

^ I n t e r v i e w  w ith  C o v e llo  conducted by Liberman, p. 18.
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c o n f id e n t  th a t  e v e r y th in g  i s  go in g  to be a l r i g h t  [ s i c ] ." 4 * One year  

l a t e r ,  a red b r ick  and l im e s to n e  b u i ld in g  w ith  a copper cu p o la ,  on 

P le a sa n t  Avenue fa c in g  East 115th S t r e e t ,  surrounded by Thomas J e f f e r s o n  

Park on th ree  s id e s  and o v er lo o k in g  th e  E ast R iver  was d ed ica ted  as 

Benjamin F r a n k lin 's  new home.4  ̂ (S ee  pp. 1 3 0 -1 ,  135)

C o v e llo  a l s o  p layed  a very  a c t i v e  r o l e  in  o r g a n iz in g  th e  Harlem 

L e g i s l a t i v e  C onference , founded i n  1937. Marcantonio jo in e d  him to  

become chairman of t h i s  group. The h i s t o r y  of t h i s  c o a l i t i o n  of  

community groups and Marcantonio and C o v e l lo ' s  c o l la b o r a t io n  in  i t s  

a c t i v i t i e s  i s  recounted  i n  d e t a i l  i n  Chapter IV.

At E ast Harlem r a l l i e s ,  the  two men f r e q u e n t ly  shared the same 

p la t fo r m  w ith  the fea tu red  sp e a k e r s .  In 1939, a t  a b i l i n g u a l  mass 

m eeting a g a in s t  the D ie s  Committee sponsored  by the P r o g r e s s iv e  Lodge of  

th e  I n t e r n a t io n a l  Workers Order, they  headed th e  l i s t  of sp e a k e r s .  They 

a l s o  appeared to g e th e r  on numerous o th er  o c c a s io n s ,  in  1941 a t  an "East 

and Lower Harlem C onference on Jobs and Training" sponsored  by the  

Harlem L e g i s l a t i v e  C onferen ce , in  1946 a t  a "Give a Can of Milk Rally"  

sponsored by th e  American Labor P a r ty 's  campaign fo r  the c h i ld r e n  of  

I t a l y . 43

The c o l la b o r a t io n  between Marcantonio and C o v e l lo  took many

^■July 16, 1940. MP 5 ( C o v e l lo ) .  M arcanton io 's  con tinued  
invo lvem ent w ith  the f a t e  of Benjamim F ra n k lin  High School i s  captured  
in  the fo l lo w in g  s e n te n c e  from a somewhat c r y p t ic  l e t t e r  from C o v e llo  to 
Marcantonio dated May 4 ,  1944: "From a l l  i n d i c a t i o n s ,  you w i l l  have
saved t h i s  s c h o o l  of ours fo r  t h i s  community f o r  the t h i r d ,  i f  not the  
fou rth  t im e ."  CC.

42 Guy Trebay, " E le v a t io n  and S c a le ,"  V i l l a g e  V oice (January 18, 
1983),  p .  55 .

43L e a f l e t s  d e p o s ite d  in  the C o v e l lo  C o l l e c t i o n .
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d i f f e r e n t  forms. During the p o l i t i c a l l y  c o n f l i c t e d  period  of the  

German-Soviet Non-A ggression P a ct ,  C o v e llo  w rote a l e t t e r  to  Marcantonio  

s a y in g ,  "I would a p p r e c ia te  i t  very  much i f  you would send me any 

m a te r ia l  you have on peace and the reason s  why America should  keep out 

of the war, as I am go ing  to speak F riday  and s h a l l  need t h i s  m a ter ia l  

in  order to  prepare my s p e e c h .” In anoth er  i n c i d e n t ,  a p o l i t i c a l  

l i e u t e n a n t  asked Marcantonio to  in t e r v e n e  so th a t  a Puerto Rican  

y ou n gster  cou ld  take an en tran ce  exam ination  to  the Music and Art High 

S c h o o l .  Marcantonio r e p l ie d :  "Bring the fa t h e r  to the Harlem

L e g i s l a t i v e  Conference Friday n i g h t .  C o v e llo  and some of the o th er  

members of the Board of Education  w i l l  be p resen t  and I w i l l  take the  

matter of h i s  son up w ith  them r ig h t  th e r e  and t h e n . " ^

The C ovello -M arcan ton io  l i f e l o n g  c o l la b o r a t io n  was s u s ta in e d  by a 

mutual commitment to  E ast Harlem. N e ith er  ever wanted to le a v e  the  

community. From the e a r ly  t h i r t i e s  they  l i v e d  in  ad ja cen t  brownstones 

on E ast 116th S t r e e t ,  renowned as the  " F if th  Avenue o f  Harlem's L i t t l e  

I t a l y . T h e i r  commitment embraced a l l  the  community's r e s i d e n t s .

They never f l in c h e d  from i n s i s t i n g  th a t  B lacks and Puerto Ricans were to  

be g iv e n  equal a c c e s s  by r ig h t  to the same s c h o o ls  and p u b lic  h ou sin g .  

True, t h e i r  world views did not e x a c t l y  c o i n c id e ,  but th ere  were 

s u f f i c i e n t  p o in t s  of agreement to en ab le  t h i s  remarkable r e l a t io n s h i p  to

^ C o v e l l o  to  M arcantonio, A p r il  1, 1940. MP 5 (C o v e l lo ) ;  Aide 
R eport, Lopez, 1940-41 . MP 44; C ove llo  to  M arcantonio , June 13, 1954.  
CC.

^ F r e d e r ic k  Thrasher, "Final Report on: The J e f f e r s o n  Branch of
the Boys' Club o f  New York," T y p ew r it ten .  Subm itted to  the  Bureau of  
S o c ia l  H ygiene, 1935. D eposited  in  the New York U n iv e r s i ty  L ib rary .
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e n d u r e . ^

To f u l f i l l  h i s  e d u c a t io n a l  m is s io n ,  C o v e llo  knew he would have to  

f u l l y  understand the community and i t s  people  in  order to h e lp  both . He 

c o l l e c t e d  every  c o n c e iv a b le  fa c t  he cou ld  f in d  on E ast Harlem's  

dem ographics, h ou sin g ,  econom ics, and o r g a n iz a t io n s .  When f a c t s  were 

not r e a d i ly  a v a i l a b l e ,  he found ways to  g a th er  and combine them in to  

m eaningfu l re sea r ch  in fo r m a t io n .  Along the way, he cr e a te d  seem in g ly  

e n d le s s  l i s t s  of r e l i g i o u s ,  f r a t e r n a l ,  and s o c i a l  o r g a n iz a t i o n s ,  and 

trade u n io n s .  To b e t t e r  understand h is  s tu d e n t s ,  he spent ten  years  

r e se a r c h in g  a d o c to r a l  t h e s i s ,  The S o c ia l  Background o f  the I t a l o -  

American Schoo l C h i ld . A l l  h i s  u n r iv a le d  i n s i g h t  in to  I t a l i a n  Harlem 

was put at M arcanton io 's  d i s p o s a l  throughout t h e i r  years  to g e t h e r .

Because he was M arcanton io's  on ly  c o n f id a n t  and th e  most 

im portant f ig u r e  in  h i s  l i f e ,  C ove llo  was a major in f lu e n c e  on h i s

C o v e l lo  had been in f lu e n c e d  by s o c i a l i s m  in  h i s  y ou th . The 
e x p e r ie n c e  o f  tu to r in g  a m i l l i o n a i r e ' s  daughter w h i le  a t t e n d in g  Columbia 
C o lle g e  j o l t e d  him: "I kept s e e in g  b e fo r e  my eyes  the [ m i l l i o n a i r e ' s
f a m i ly ] ,  w ith  t h e i r  home in  the country  and t h e i r  mansion in  town, and 
the p eop le  of E ast Harlem who worked a l l  day lon g  and were b a r e ly  ab le  
to f i l l  t h e i r  stomachs and c lo th e  t h e i r  c h i ld r e n ."  The H eart , p .  85 .
Yet p o l i t i c s  was not C o v e l lo ' s  primary con cern . He was an edu cator  w ith  
an e d u c a t io n a l  theory  th a t  n e c e s s i t a t e d  s o c i a l  a c t iv i s m  in  the  
community. The u n d e r ly in g  p o l i t i c a l  con ten t  of h i s  e d u c a t io n a l  concept  
i s  b es t  r e v e a le d  in  the fo l lo w in g  ex ce rp t  from an u n t i t l e d  d ra ft  of an 
e s sa y  ( p .  18 , CC) on I ta lo -A m er ica n  s tu d e n ts  and the I t a l i a n  community, 
which he w rote about 1930:

"I am c o m p le te ly  convinced  th a t  ed u ca t io n — which i s  not the  
accum ulation  of knowledge and the sharpening of p e o p le ' s  w it s  to  
prey upon t h e ir  f e l l o w  man— can be a p o ten t  fo r c e  in  d i r e c t in g  young 
p e o p le ' s  l i v e s  to se r v e  and not e x p lo i t  a f e l l o w  human b e in g .  This  
i s  a very  d i f f i c u l t  jo b  indeed because our s o c i e t y  i s  based , in  the  
main, on the e x p l o i t a t i o n  of human b e in gs;  but th e r e  i s  no doubt 
th a t  we can and sh ou ld  try  w ith  a l l  our r e so u rce s  to  l e s s e n  the  
impact of t h i s  type o f  th in k in g  and t h i s  way of l i f e  in  our p r e s e n t -  
day s o c i e t y .  For, as t e a c h e r s ,  we cannot remain n e u tr a l  in  t h i s  
s t r u g g le  and our job  i s  to be on the s id e  of the e x p lo i t e d ."
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f r i e n d ' s  s u s t a i n i n g  le a d e r s h ip  in  the I t a l i a n  community. To the  

c h i l d l e s s  C o v e l lo ,  Marcantonio was "one of my b o y s , ” a term that  

prompted the fu tu r e  Congressman, w h ile  a t  De Witt C l in to n ,  to  begin  

c a l l i n g  him "Pops," a nickname th a t  p e r s i s t e d  fo r  l i f e .  The f i n a l  iron y  

f o r  the m entor, C o v e l lo ,  was th a t  he served  as a p a l lb e a r e r  a t  h i s  

p r o t e g e ' s  f u n e r a l . ^  (See  pp. 4 5 3 -57 )

While Marcantonio was s t i l l  in  h igh  s c h o o l ,  h i s  f a t h e r  was 

crushed to death  by a Third Avenue s t r e e t c a r .  For the la ck  of tw en ty-  

f i v e  d o l l a r s ,  the  fa m ily  cou ld  not have a fu n e r a l  m ass. Without 

Sam uel's incom e, V i t o ' s  mother and grandmother had to take  in  washing  

and sew la c e  a t  home to  support the fa m i ly .  With f i n a n c i a l  a s s i s t a n c e  

from r e l a t i v e s  and, p o s s i b l y ,  a f i n a n c i a l  s e t t le m e n t  w ith  the s t r e e t c a r  

company, they  were ab le  to  keep the boy in  school.^®

In September 1921 Marcantonio e n te r e d  New York U n iv e r s i t y  Law 

S c h o o l ,  r e g i s t e r i n g  h im s e l f  as " V ic t o r .” There he con tin u ed  h i s  

i n t e r e s t  i n  I t a l i a n  c u l tu r e  by o r g a n iz in g  and becoming p r e s id e n t  of the  

u n i v e r s i t y ' s  f i r s t  I t a l i a n  c lu b ,  C ir c o lo  M a zz in i .  He a l s o  helped  to  

form an I n t e r - S c h o l a s t i c  I t a l i a n  Club, which planned and coord in ated  

r e g u la r ly  sch ed u led  a c t i v i t i e s .  The group extended  th e s e  a c t i v i t i e s  to

C o v e l lo ' s  in t r o d u c t io n  of Marcantonio a t  the Grand Opening 
Ceremony of Benjamin F ran k lin  High S c h o o l ,  June 1939. Text d ep o s ited  in  
the C o v e l lo  C o l l e c t io n ;  C o v e l lo ,  The H eart ,  p . 152; "Funeral S e r v ic e s  
fo r  V ito  M arcantonio ,"  p ress  r e l e a s e .  CC.

48 S c h a f f e r ,  p. 12; I n te r v ie w ,  Ida H efner; LaGumina, V ito  
M arcantonio: P e o p le ' s  P o l i t i c i a n ,  p . 3 .
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AQ
o th er  I t a l i a n  neighborhoods in  the c i t y .

During t h i s  postwar period  of rampant r e n t -g o u g in g ,  Marcantonio  

le d  the T enants ' A s s o c ia t io n  based in  Haarlem House in  s e v e r a l  w e l l -  

organized  mass rent s t r i k e s .  He a l s o  worked as n a t u r a l i z a t io n  d ir e c t o r  

a t  the s e t t le m e n t  h ou se , h e lp in g  immigrants o b ta in  c i t i z e n s h i p  papers  

and con ducting  c l a s s e s  fo r  them. In 1924, he became d ir e c t o r  of  

e d u c a t io n a l  work and then  d ir e c t o r  of men’ s a c t i v i t y ,  a p o s i t i o n  he 

r e ta in e d  u n t i l  1934. In th e se  a d m in is t r a t iv e  p o s t s ,  he h e lp ed  to ensure  

the fu tu r e  of Haarlem House as a neighborhood forum fo r  l i b e r a l  id e a s  

and as a c e n te r  fo r  o r g a n iz in g  community a c t io n  on problems of  

s a n i t a t i o n ,  h o u sin g ,  and r e c r e a t i o n . ( S e e  p .  197-99)

A c t iv e  in  th e  I t a l i a n  c u l tu r e  c lu b ,  working a t  Haarlem House, 

c le r k in g  in  a law o f f i c e ,  absorbed in  rea d in g  r a d ic a l  l i t e r a t u r e ,  and 

keep ing  busy i n  LaGuardia's campaigns, i t  i s  a wonder th a t  Marcantonio  

graduated from law s c h o o l .  He f a i l e d  s e v e r a l  c o u r s e s ,  b a r e ly  passed

49 I n te r v ie w  w ith  C o v e l lo ,  Liberman, p .  18. M arcantonio 's  
involvem ent i n  I t a l i a n  c u l t u r a l  a c t i v i t i e s  o f t e n  led  him to take r o l e s  
in  p la y s .  On one o c c a s io n ,  L u ig i  P i r a n d e l lo  happened to  be in  New York 
C ity when th e  New York U n iv e r s i ty  C ir c o lo  p resen ted  h is  p lay  The 
L ic e n s e , and the noted p la y w rig h t  was the g u e s t  of honor a t  one of the  
perform ances. Marcantonio had not m astered h i s  p a r t ,  but l u c k i l y  the  
law s tu d e n t  p layed  the r o le  of the ju d g e ,  and cou ld  ho ld  the s c r i p t  on 
the bench. H alf a cen tury  l a t e r ,  C o v e llo  r e c a l l e d  having tea sed  
Marcantonio f o r  lo o k in g  l i k e  a g i r l  in  another  p la y .  The y o u th 's  
in d ign an t r e p ly  was, "No, I'm not a g i r l ,  I'm an 1 8 th -cen tu ry  
gentlem an!" In a p rod u ction  of The Fan, an a c to r  became so preoccupied  
backstage th a t  he m issed  h is  cue to b r in g  Marcantonio the fan , and no 
amount of a d - l ib b in g  on s ta g e  cou ld  a t t r a c t  h i s  a t t e n t i o n .  F i n a l ly ,  
a f t e r  pacing in term in a b ly  back and fo r th  on s t a g e ,  the h a r r ie d  
Marcantonio rushed in t o  the  wings sh o u t in g ,  "Where the h e l l  i s  the  
fan?" In te r v ie w  w ith  C o v e l lo ,  Liberman, pp. 7 - 8 .

■^Federal W rite r s '  P r o j e c t ,  pp. 106, 109; Haarlem House, 311 East 
116th S t r e e t — Annual R eport,  1929-1930 , p assim . A g u i la r .  M arcanton io ' s 
involvem ent w ith  Haarlem House i s  d is c u s se d  in  Liberman, p .  18. See  
a ls o  "Why You Must E le c t  V ito  Marcantonio to  C ongress,"  handbook is su e d  
by Marcantonio fo r  the  Congress Campaign Committee, 1934. MP 49 
(M isce l la n eo u s  Campaigns). C o v e l lo ,  The H e a r t , p. 154.
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many o t h e r s ,  and had to  take reexam inations  in  a few in  order to  

q u a l i f y .  In 1926, on h is  second t r y ,  he succeed ed  i n  p a s s in g  th e  

b a r . 51

While a s tu d en t  Marcantonio c lerk ed  f o r  H a i l e ,  N e l l e s ,  and

Schoor, a p r e s t ig i o u s  f irm  s p e c i a l i z i n g  in  c i v i l  l i b e r t i e s  and labor

c a se s  and r e p r e se n t in g  a h o s t  of prominent r a d ic a l s  and l e f t i s t

o r g a n iz a t io n s .  I s a a c  Schoor r e p r e se n te d  Emma Goldman and Alexander

Berkman and the "Buford d e p o r t e e s ,” a l i e n  r a d ic a l s  who, during the

h y s t e r ia  f o l lo w in g  the  F i r s t  World War, had been rounded up and deported

52by the governm ent.

During M arcanton io 's  in t e r n s h ip ,  Joseph Brodsky jo in e d  the  

f ir m .  A lab or  law yer , Brodsky l a t e r  became c o u n s e l  to the  Communist 

Party and appeared in  court f r e q u e n t ly  on b e h a lf  of i t s  l e a d e r s ,  

in c lu d in g  E a r l Browder and W illiam  Z. F o s t e r .  He a l s o  ach iev ed  renown 

as an a t to r n e y  in  the S c o t t s b o r o  c a s e .  M arcanton io 's  a s s o c i a t i o n  w ith  

the f irm , in  p a r t i c u l a r  w ith  Brodsky, s i g n i f i c a n t l y  c o n tr ib u te d  to h i s  

l e f t  o r i e n t a t i o n .  He began read in g  Marx and E n gels  and sought every  

o p p o r tu n ity  to d i s c u s s  p o l i t i c a l  and p h i lo s o p h ic a l  m atters  w ith  members 

of the f irm  and t h e i r  c l i e n t s .  In 1937 he assumed the p r e s id e n c y  of the  

o r g a n iz a t io n  w ith  which Brodsky was most c l o s e l y  i d e n t i f i e d  — th e  

I n te r n a t io n a l  Labor D e fe n s e ,  a l e g a l  d e fe n se  o r g a n iz a t io n  in t im a t e ly  

t i e d  to th e  Communist P a r ty .  (S ee  p .  73) Brodsky took the neophyte  

under h is  wing and l e t  him r esea r ch  many of h i s  own v a r ie d  c a s e s .

51S c h a f f e r ,  p. 13; In te r v ie w  w ith  Faye P a stern a k , in  Liberman,
p 22 .

52I b i d . , pp. 2 3 -2 4 .



M arcantonio developed  g r e a t  ad m iration  f o r  B rodsky's  i n t e g r i t y ,  

balanced  judgment, and l e g a l  acumen. Moreover, he regarded him as a 

t r u s te d  f r ie n d  and a d v i s e r ,  and i t  i s  q u i t e  probable th a t  M arcanton io 's  

c l o s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  th e  Communist Party o r ig in a t e d  w ith  h i s  

a s s o c i a t i o n  w ith  Brodsky. When Brodsky d ied  a q u a r ter  of a century  

l a t e r ,  M arcantonio jo in e d  w ith  P au l Robeson and W ill ia m  Z. F o s te r  to  pay 

him p u b l ic  t r i b u t e .  Marcantonio was quoted as sa y in g :  "Joseph Brodsky

was my f r i e n d — a r e a l  f r i e n d  . . . and h i s  name i s  a synonym to many of  

d e v o t io n  to th e  common p e o p le .  We w i l l  carry  on the f i g h t  he l e f t  us to 

f i n i s h . ”53

Other than h i s  law firm  and community a c t i v i t i e s ,  l i t t l e  i s  known 

about what i s s u e s  in f lu e n c e d  M arcanton io 's  e a r ly  p o l i t i c a l  developm ent—  

ex ce p t  f o r  the case  of Sacco and V a n z e t t i .  Their t r i a l  was the on ly  

i s s u e  th a t  p o l i t i c a l l y  u n ite d  the r a d ic a l s  and th e  I t a l i a n  

com m unities . In 1937 he w rote a pamphlet e n t i t l e d  L abor's  M artyrs,  

Haymarket, 1887, Sacco and V a n z e t t i ,  1927, in  which he s t a t e d ,  "On 

August 22 , 1927, Sacco and V a n z e t t i  were l e g a l l y  murdered by th e  S t a t e  

of  M a ssa c h u se t ts .  The traged y  of t h e i r  u n tim ely  and c r u e l  death  i s  

s t i l l  an open wound in  the h e a r ts  of many o f  us who remember them as  

s h in in g  s p i r i t s ,  as t r u ly  g r e a t  men such as on ly  the lo w ly  of the earth  

can produce.

A lthough M arcanton io 's  p u b l ic  l i f e  was g a in in g  more and more

53 I b i d . ;  I n te r v ie w  w ith  Ida H efner; " 2 ,000  Pay T rib u te  to  Joseph  
Brodsky” New York Times (August 1 , 1947),  p .  17; "Thousands Attend  
Brodsky R i t e s ,"  D a ily  Worker (August 1, 1947 ) ,  p. 5.

5 4 v i to  M arcantonio , L abor's  M artyrs, Haymarket, 1887, Sacco and 
V a n z e t t i , 1927 , in t r o d u c t io n  by W illiam  Z. F o s te r  (New York, 1938 ) ,  p. 
20; In te r v ie w  w ith  Edward W a l le n s te in ,  New York C ity ,  August 5 ,  1976.
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v i s i b i l i t y ,  he s h ie ld e d  h i s  p r iv a t e  l i f e  from p u b l ic  v ie w . We do know 

th a t  on May 20 , 1925, in  a c i v i l  ceremony a t  New York C i t y ' s  M unicipal  

B u ild in g ,  he married Miriam S an ders ,  a woman e l e v e n  years  o ld e r  and four  

in ch es  t a l l e r  than h i m s e l f .  Born in  Boston and reared  in  O ssippe, New 

Hampshire, Sanders traced  her l in e a g e  to c o l o n i a l  t im es  through an 

a n c e s to r  who had been governor o f  New Hampshire. She was a graduate of  

the  s t a t e  u n iv e r s i t y  and l a t e r ,  a s tu d e n t  a t  H u ll  House in  C hicago. In 

1923, she became an a s s i s t a n t  to the  d i r e c t o r  a t  Haarlem House. Along 

w ith  M arcantonio , she was in v o lv e d  in  e d u c a t io n a l  p r o j e c t s  th e r e ,  and 

the concern they shared f o r  the w e l fa r e  of the g h e t to  p eop le  brought 

them t o g e t h e r .  The d i f f e r e n c e s  in  t h e i r  backgrounds cou ld  hard ly  have 

been more extreme: she was n e i t h e r  C a th o l ic  nor I t a l i a n .  At f i r s t

shocked by h i s  marriage to  a n o n - I t a l i a n ,  M arcantonio’ s fa m ily  g r a d u a lly  

accep ted  i t .  Although husband and w i f e  were g e n e r a l ly  u nderstan d ing  and 

c o n s id e r a te  of each o t h e r ,  t h e i r  b a s ic  c u l t u r a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  d e tra c ted  

somewhat from t h e i r  h a p p in e ss .  They had no c h i ld r e n ,  and Miriam sta y ed  

in  the background o f her husband's l i f e ,  pursu ing  her  own i n t e r e s t s ,  and 

c o n t in u in g  to use her own name."^

At the b eg in n in g  o f  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  Marcantonio must have 

seemed a s e t t le m e n t  house w orker's  dream: a young man from the g h e t to

who not on ly  ro se  above h i s  environm ent, but was a l s o  e f f e c t i v e l y  

working to b rin g  about change. She once r e c a l l e d  th a t  in  the f a l l  of  

1924 she had become " e l e c t r i f i e d  by h i s  i n c i s i v e  and com p ell in g  

o r a to r y ,"  upon h ear ing  him speak at the "Lucky Corner"— East 116th

C C
From Mrs. M arcantonio,"  undated , unsigned  th ree -p a g e  in te r v ie w  

w ith  Miriam San d ers .  No in d ic a t i o n  o f  in t e r v i e w e r .  MP 10; In te rv iew  
w ith  A nnette R u b in s te in ,  New York C ity ,  August 21 , 1975; in te r v ie w s  w ith  
Berman, Ida H efner .
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S t r e e t  and L ex ington  Avenue. ( I t  was th e r e  th a t  LaGuardia and l a t e r  

Marcantonio made t h e i r  f i n a l  e l e c t i o n  campaign s p e e c h e s . )  He was the
P

a p o th e o s i s  of what she hoped cou ld  emerge, w ith  a s s i s t a n c e  from Haarlem 

House and h e r s e l f ,  from the immigrant community. To M arcantonio ,

Sanders r ep re se n ted  an unknown America, a lm ost an other  cou n try ,  but a 

country  he t r u ly  lo v ed  and wanted to  be a part o f .  Their marriage was 

in  most ways incongruous but,  as one of t h e i r  in t im a te s  n o te d ,  "She 

could  speak E n g l i s h ,  Marc s a id  ’dese* and ' d o s e . '  I t  was very im portant  

f o r  him th a t  someone cou ld  speak E n g l i s h .  He learned  a l o t  from h er."  

More than anyone e l s e ,  i t  must have been h is  w i f e  who in trod u ced  

Marcantonio to  the manners and ways of the world o u t s id e  E ast  Harlem, 

w ith ou t which knowledge he might never have ach ieved  n a t io n a l
C  /L

prom inence. (S ee  pp. 2 5 3 -54 )

There was a c e r t a in  d is ta n c e  and fo r m a l i ty  in  t h e i r  m arriage, but 

a f t e r  h is  d e fe a t  in  th e  C o n g ress io n a l campaign o f  1950, the coup le  drew 

c l o s e r .  She had in h e r i t e d  a modest home in  Danbury, C o n n e c t ic u t ,  and 

Marcantonio enjoyed  go ing  th ere  to  e n t e r t a i n  o ld  f r i e n d s ,  to read  

American h i s t o r y ,  and to f i s h  (w ith  in fr e q u e n t  s u c c e s s )

M arcanton io 's  f i r s t  m eeting w ith  F i o r e l l o  LaGuardia was s h o r t ly  

b efore  he graduated from h igh  s c h o o l  in  January 1921. C o v e llo  in v i t e d  

LaGuardia to address a sch o o l assem bly . B efo re  LaGuardia spoke,  

Marcantonio d id ,  s a y in g ,  "This morning, I  am go in g  to  t a lk  about o ld -a g e  

p en s ion s  and s e c u r i t y .  . . .  I f  i t  i s  true  th a t  government i s  of the  

p eople  and fo r  the p eo p le ,  then i t  i s  the  duty of government to provide

^"From  Mrs. M arcantonio," MP 10; I n te r v ie w s :  Ida H efner ,
Berman, R u b in s te in .

-^ In te r v ie w  w ith  Robert Rusch, New York C ity ,  August 5, 1976.



f o r  th o se  who, through no f a u l t  of t h e i r  own, have been unable to  

provide  fo r  th e m s e lv e s .  It i s  the s o c i a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  of every  

c i t i z e n  to s e e  th a t  th e se  laws fo r  our o ld e r  peop le  are e n a c t e d . " 58 

LaGuardia shook M arcanton io 's  hand, s lap p ed  him on the back, and worked 

th e  thread  of the y o u n g s te r ’s  speech  in t o  h i s  own. From t h i s  chance 

encou nter  grew a rew arding, i f  sometimes tu r b u le n t ,  l i f e l o n g  

r e l a t i o n s h i p .  (S e e  pp. 120, 3 9 4 -95 )

Backed by W illiam  Randolph H earst  and th e  expanding League of 

I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n  R epublican  C lubs, LaGuardia was one of the most r a d ic a l  

p o l i t i c i a n s  of the postwar era  e a s t  of the M i s s i s s i p i .  His p o l i t i c a l  

p o s i t i o n s  were an embarrassment to  New York C i t y ' s  R epublican  P a rty .

But because of h i s  proven v o t e - g e t t i n g  a b i l i t i e s ,  he cou ld  not be e a s i l y  

d is m is s e d .  When he made i t  known th a t  he wanted to run fo r  governor in  

1922, the R epublican  machine had to  g e t  him out o f  the way. A f te r  a 

long t a l k  w ith  LaGuardia, i t  did so by nom inating him f o r  Congress from

East H arlem .59

The S o c i a l i s t  P arty  had r e ta in e d  c o n s id e r a b le  s t r e n g th  in  the  

d i s t r i c t ,  w ith  i t s  1922 ca n d id a te ,  W illiam  K a r l in ,  garn er in g  the  

endorsement of the C entra l Trades Labor C ouncil o f  Harlem. To fu r th e r  

h is  ch an ces ,  a s p e c i a l  I ta lo -A m er ican  labor committee r e p r e s e n t in g  

l o c a l s  in  the b u i ld in g  t r a d e s ,  the Amalgamated C lo th in g  Workers Union, 

and th e  L a d ie s '  Garment Workers' Union s e t  up a S o c i a l i s t  Party campaign 

headquarters  in  the h ea r t  of I t a l i a n  Harlem. S in ce  the P arty  had helped  

M orris H i l l q u i t  capture 43 percent of the vote  in  an e l e c t i o n  two years

5 8 c o v e l lo ,  The H eart, p. 153.

■^Arthur Mann, La Guardia: A F ig h te r  A ga in st  His Times, 1882-1933  
(C hicago: U n iv e r s i ty  of Chicago P r e s s ,  1959 ) ,  p. 149.
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e a r l i e r ,  LaGuardia d ir e c te d  an appeal to  the S o c i a l i s t  c o n s t i tu e n c y  by 

running on a p la tfo rm  c a l l i n g  fo r  im m igration  reform , freedom of speech  

and a c t io n  fo r  l e f t i s t s ,  o ld -a g e  p e n s io n s ,  workmen's com pensation ,  

m u n ic ip a lly -ow n ed  h ou sin g ,  s ta te -o w n ed  u t i l i t i e s ,  a n t i - i n j u n c t i o n  laws 

i n  la b o r  d i s p u t e s ,  r e n t  c o n t r o l ,  ta x  exem ption fo r  incomes under $ 5 ,0 0 0 ,  

a minimum wage, and an e ig h t -h o u r  workday fo r  women. On p u re ly  e th n ic  

grounds h i s  candidacy a t t r a c t e d  the en th u siasm  of  E ast Harlem 's I t a l o -  

A m ericans. At t h i s  time not a s i n g l e  Dem ocratic or R epublican assem bly  

d i s t r i c t  le a d e r  was of I t a l i a n  d esc e n t  and the on ly  I ta lo -A m er ica n  

e l e c t e d  o f f i c i a l ,  S t a t e  Assemblyman S a lv a to r e  C o t i l l o ,  had been  

succeed ed  by a n o n - I t a l ia n .* ^  Not s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  LaGuardia won the  

backing o f  the  B o l l e t t i n o  d e l l a  S era ,  which s t a t e d :  "For th e

I t a l i a n s  . . .  LaGuardia's name i s  the e n t i r e  program." And he won, 

r e c e i v i n g  8 ,4 9 2  v o te s  to  Democrat Henry Frank's  8 ,3 2 4  and K a r l in ' s  

5 , 2 6 0 . 61

Even during h i s  freshman term in  o f f i c e ,  LaGuardia e s t a b l i s h e d  

h im s e l f  as what one of h i s  b iographers  d e sc r ib e d  as "the most 

v o c i f e r o u s ,  most c o l o r f u l  and most r a d ic a l  member of a sm a ll  group of  

P r o g r e s s iv e s  and S o c i a l i s t s  who t r i e d  to jab  a t  the c o n s c ie n c e  of t h e i r  

age ."  His next r a c e ,  in  1924, was an i n f i n i t e l y  complex o n e .

LaGuardia, a nom inal R epublican , endorsed  Robert La F o l l e t t e ,  the  

P r o g r e s s iv e  P arty  c a n d id a te ,  fo r  P r e s id e n t .  In f a c t ,  the  P r o g r e s s iv e  

P arty  s e t  up i t s  N ortheast  headquarters  i n  New York C ity  under the

^Thomas M. Henderson, "Immigrant P o l i t i c i a n :  S a lv a to r e  C o t i l l o ,  
P r o g r e s s iv e  E th n ic ,"  I n te r n a t io n a l  M igra tion  Review (S p r in g  1979),  
pp. 82 , 98 .

1Mann, La Guardia: A F ig h te r  A g a in s t  His Tim es, pp. 147, 152,
153, 158.



le a d e r s h ip  of LaGuardia and G i lb e r t  Roe, a f r ie n d  o f  La F o l l e t t e ' s .  As

a r e s u l t  of h is  support fo r  La F o l l e t t e ,  LaGuardia was den ied  the

R epublican  d e s ig n a t io n .  In t h i s  remarkable campaign, LaGuardia had the

backing of the American Labor P arty ,  a New York o r g a n iz a t io n  com pris ing

S o c i a l i s t s ,  s i n g l e - t a x e r s ,  f a r m e r - l a b o r i t e s , and trad e  u n i o n i s t s .  But

t h i s  party  had no p la c e  on the b a l l o t .  So, in  a move unprecedented  in

th e  h i s t o r y  of the S o c i a l i s t  P arty  i n  New York C ity ,  the  name of a

6 9nonmember— L aG uardia's—was en tere d  on the  P a r ty 's  l i n e .

The l o s s  of the R epublican  P a r ty ' s  support com pelled  LaGuardia to

found h is  own p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n iz a t io n .  S t i l l  an o u t s id e r  in  th e

d i s t r i c t ,  he chose a n a t iv e  I t a l i a n  H a r le m ite ,  M arcanton io , to  do the

o r g a n iz in g .  Thus a t  age tw enty-tw o M arcantonio became LaGuardia's c h ie f

a id e -d e -ca m p .63 With c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  z e a l ,  M arcantonio s t a r t e d  f i t t i n g

to g e th e r  the  p ie c e s  of the new F i o r e l l o  LaGuardia P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c i a t io n ,

u s in g  Haarlem House as h i s  b a s e .  I t  soon became one of the most

e f f e c t i v e  machines in  the e n t i r e  cou n try ,  and perhaps the most e f f e c t i v e

i n  the c i t y ,  b o a s t in g  a membership of w e l l  over  one thousand. One

source  cla im ed th a t  by 1930 i t  had f i v e  thousand members who formed a

" p o l i t i c a l  c e n te r  f o r  p r o g r e s s iv e  I t a l i a n  a c t i v i t y . "  I t s  members, a

c r o s s - s e c t i o n  of th e  I ta lo -A m erican  community, were p op u lar ly  c a l l e d

"Gibboni." Thanks to M arcanton io 's  f e r v e n t  o r g a n iz in g ,  the  Gibboni

64became a p o l i t i c a l  fo r c e  of some im p ortan ce .  (See pp. 1 1 8 -1 2 0 ) .

6 9Howard Z inn, LaGuardia in  Congress (New York: W. W. Norton, 
1958),  p .  81; Mann, La Guardia: A F ig h te r  A ga in st  His Times, p .  173.

^ Z i n n ,  pp. 80 , 8 3 ,  104; S c h a f f e r ,  p. 80 .

6 4 z in n , p .  83, Mann, La Guardia: A F ig h te r  A ga in st  His T im es,
pp. 241-42; F edera l W rite r s '  P r o j e c t ,  p. 98 . There are  a number of  
e ty m o lo g ie s  fo r  the term " g ibboni."  Judge Eugene Canudo, who



On th e  eve of the e l e c t i o n ,  LaGuardia ended h i s  campaign on the  

"Lucky C orner,"  w ith  a parade f e a t u r in g  f ir e w o r k s ,  to r c h e s ,  and m usic .  

The next day, the thousand Gibboni led  by Marcantonio produced an 

astoun d in g  v i c t o r y :  LaGuardia, 10 ,756; Henry Frank ( t h e  Democratic

c a n d id a te ) ,  7 ,1 4 1 ;  and I sa a c  S i e g e l  ( th e  R ep u b lica n ) ,  7 ,0 9 9 .  The 

outcome showed a remarkable in c r e a s e  i n  LaGuardia's s ta n d in g  s in c e  h i s  

win by a margin o f  a mere 168 v o te s  in  1922. He c a r r ie d  f i v e  of the s i x  

Assembly D i s t r i c t s .

While the n a t io n a l  and s t a t e  movements of the P r o g r e s s iv e  Party  

f a l t e r e d ,  l o c a l  groups in  a few areas  of the country  m ain ta in ed  t h e i r  

v i t a l i t y .  One of th e se  was East Harlem 's T w en tieth  C o n g ress io n a l  

D i s t r i c t ,  where P arty  m eetings were h e ld  in  February and March of 

1925. Even though the r e g u la r  machine t r i e d  to  r e g a in  c o n t r o l  of the  

d i s t r i c t  by having the county committee appoint i t s  own p r e c in c t  

c a p ta in s  over  the heads o f  the r a n k - a n d - f i l e  R ep u b l ica n s ,  LaGuardia's  

P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c ia t io n  (which con tin u ed  to  hold  m eetings  3u uOuxa] !? ll 

Party  h ea d q u a r ters )  m aintained  i t s  hegem ony.66

Soon a f t e r  th e  1924 e l e c t i o n ,  LaGuardia r e a f f i l i a t e d  w ith  th e  

R epublican  P a r ty .  N o n e th e le s s ,  h i s  c o n t r o l  over  the l o c a l  p o l i t i c a l  

machine a llow ed  him to m ain ta in  h is  h ig h ly  independent r e l a t io n s h i p  from 

the p a r ty .  Marcantonio was to fo l lo w  the same p a t t e r n  in  h i s  a c c e s s io n

p a r t i c i p a t e d  in  LaGuardia's campaign, w r o te ,  "A fter  w inning a b a s e b a l l  
game th e  [ F i o r e l l o  LaGuardia P o l i t i c a l ]  Club earned the r e p u ta t io n  of  
b eing  ' ca m p io n l' (champions) but one of the C lub 's  k i b i t z e r s  remarked on 
one o c c a s io n  th at  they looked more l i k e  ' g ib b o n i ' ( r e f e r r i n g  to the ape)  
than cam p ion i." Mann, La Guardia: A F ig h te r  A g a in st  His T im es, p. 242.

65Mann, La Guardia: A F ig h te r  A g a in st  His T im es, p .  180; Simon
Gerson, P e te :  The S tory  of P e te r  V. C acch ione , New Y ork's F i r s t
Communist Councilman (New York: I n te r n a t io n a l  P u b l i s h e r s ,  1 9 7 6 ) ,  p. 91.

6 6z in n , p .  160.



to  power, namely, a nominal a f f i l i a t i o n  w ith  the R epub lican  Party  w h ile  

m a in ta in in g  h i s  independence by co n t in u in g  to c o n tr o l  an independent  

p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n iz a t io n .

LaGuardia continued  to support the S o c i a l i s t  P a r ty ,  en d o rs in g ,  

fo r  example, i t s  ca n d id a te ,  Norman Thomas, fo r  mayor in  1925. His  

r a d ic a l i s m  went deeper than d e l i v e r in g  f i e r y  sp eech es  on the f l o o r  of 

th e  House: on one o c c a s io n  he le d  tenement d w e l le r s  from E ast  Harlem to

S t a t e  Housing Commission h ea r in g s  a t  C ity  H a l l ,  and he endorsed a meat 

s t r i k e  th a t  began in  East Harlem and soon spread throughout the c i t y  in  

1923. D esp ite  h i s  unrepentant r a d ic a l i s m ,  LaGuardia brought the v o te s  

of the low-incorae m in o r i t ie s  to th e  R ep u b lica n s .  The R epublican  Party  

rep a id  him by nom inating him f o r  r e - e l e c t i o n  in  1926, which he won w ith  

9 ,121  v o te s  to  th e  Democrat's 9 ,0 5 8  and th e  S o c i a l i s t ' s  1 ,0 4 9 .  The 

f o l l o w in g  y e a r ,  LaGuardia, ev er  the m averick , endorsed S o c i a l i s t -  

supported  Jacob Panken in  h is  race fo r  M un ic ipa l Court ju d g e .  The 1928 

race  saw LaGuardia in c r e a se  h i s  margin of v i c t o r y  over  h i s  Democratic  

opponent and the  demise o f  th e  S o c i a l i s t  Party  as a f a c t o r  in  what had 

been known as " H i l l q u i t ' s  d i s t r i c t " :  LaGuardia, 12 ,078; Democrat,

10 ,878  and S o c i a l i s t ,  377.^^

These campaigns cemented the f r ie n d s h ip  and a f f e c t i o n  LaGuardia 

and Marcantonio sh ared . The Congressman, who l o s t  h i s  daughter in  May 

o f  1921 and h i s  w ife  th a t  November, came to  regard h i s  y o u th fu l  a id e  as

6 7z in n , pp. 7 2 -7 3 ,  163, 165 -66 ,  170.



46

/  {  £q
a protege  and p r a c t i c a l l y  as a so n .  The f a t h e r l e s s  Marcantonio spent  

a f u l l  decade in  the shadow of h i s  m entor. Soon a f t e r  LaGuardia's 1926 

e l e c t i o n ,  Marcantonio became a law c le r k  in  the Congressman's f irm .  

LaGuardia t o ld  h i s  p a r tn e r ,  "I want to take t h i s  boy in  e v e n t u a l ly  as I 

want to make him my p r o f e s s io n a l  h e i r . ”^  That y e a r ,  Marcantonio  

a c t u a l l y  l i v e d  fo r  a sh o r t  w h ile  i n  LaGuardia's Bronx apartm ent, h i s  

o n ly  r e s id e n c e  o u t s id e  of E ast  Harlem.^® The n a tu re  o f  t h e i r  

r e l a t io n s h i p  i s  ep ito m ized  in  a l e t t e r  LaGuardia sen t  the young law 

s tu d e n t ,  whom he addressed  as ’’Dear S o n n y ,” s h o r t ly  a f t e r  Marcantonio  

jo in e d  h is  firm :

You are  go in g  to  have a l o t  to le a r n  and a long  way to  go b e fo re  you 
w i l l  be a lawyer in  the r e a l  sen se  of the word. I  am fond of you 
and want to  h e lp  you. . . .

You have an op p o rtu n ity  p resen ted  to  you as such as few boys 
have, o th er  than th o se  who can s t e p  in t o  t h e i r  f a t h e r ' s  o f f i c e  and 
know th a t  one day i t  w i l l  be t h e i r s .  That i s  what I  am o f f e r i n g  
y ou . You must make up your mind to  be f a i r  w ith  me. You are e i t h e r  
g o in g  to  be a p o l i t i c i a n ,  a s o c i a l  worker or a la w y er .  I f  you are  
s a t i s f i e d ,  as  I  t o ld  you , to  make your l i v i n g  from the M a g is tr a te  
and M u nic ipa l C ou rts ,  w ith  General S e s s io n s  as the p o s s i b l e  l i m i t ,  
you can keep up your s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i t i e s .  I f  you lo v e  
your p r o f e s s io n ,  want to  be p r o f i c i e n t  a t  i t ,  th en  you have got to  
cut out your even ing  appointm ents,  your d an ces ,  your m idnight  
p h ilo s o p h e r s  f o r  the next f i v e  yea rs  and d evo te  y o u r s e l f  to  s e r io u s  
hard study  o f  the law . . . .

Be c a r e f u l  of your p erso n a l appearance . Get a G i l l e t t e  razor  
and keep y o u r s e l f  w e l l  groomed a t a l l  t im es . . .  and for  goodness  
sake keep your eyes  and ears  open and your mouth c lo se d  fo r  a t  l e a s t  
the n ext twenty y e a r s .  . . .  My dear boy take t h i s  l e t t e r  in  th e

40
August H eckscher w ith  P h y l l i s  R obinson, When La Guardia Was 

Mayor: New Y ork's  Legendary Years (New York: W. W. N orton, 1978),  p .
117.

69As quoted in  Liberman, p. 22 .

^ I n t e r v i e w  w ith  Miriam Sanders, quoted in  Zinn, p .  248 .
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f a t h e r l y  s p i r i t  th a t  I  am w r i t in g  i t . 7*

Though Marcantonio d id  not w a it  twenty years  to open h i s  mouth, he  

seemed to have fo l lo w ed  LaGuardia's a d v ice  about h i s  appearance:  

whenever he appeared in  p u b l ic ,  he d ressed  in  a v e s te d  suit®  A pparently  

s a t i s f i e d  th a t  the young man heeded h i s  s u g g e s t i o n s ,  LaGuardia o f t e n  

remained a t  th e  o f f i c e  l a t e  in to  the n ig h t  to  t a l k  to  M arcanton io . He 

a l s o  i n s i s t e d  th a t  the f irm  in c r e a s e  h i s  s a la r y  and a l lo w  him to s i t  in  

on case  r e v i e w s . 72

While LaGuardia was in  W ashington, v o ic in g  the a s p ir a t io n s  of the  

g h e t to  p eo p le  to  a l a r g e l y  i n d i f f e r e n t  C ongress, Marcantonio kept h i s  

f in g e r  on the p u ls e  of the community. He handled c o m p la in ts ,  p rocessed  

v i s a  a p p l ic a t i o n s  fo r  r e l a t i v e s  o f  c o n s t i t u e n t s ,  a s s i s t e d  o th ers  in  

o b ta in in g  n a t u r a l i z a t i o n  p a p ers ,  fou gh t e x o r b i ta n t  ren ts  and e v i c t i o n s ,  

and answered c i v i l  s e r v i c e ,  v e t e r a n s '  b e n e f i t ,  and o th er  l e g a l  a id

i n q u i r i e s .  He always c a r r ie d  out h i s  m en tor 's  orders  to the l e t t e r ,

73from o r g a n iz in g  th e  s t a f f  to a ssem b lin g  a s t r e e t - c o r n e r  crowd. Not 

once did he o v e r s te p  the bounds o f  h i s  r o le  as a C o n g r ess io n a l a id e .  

L ater ,  when he took over the  machine he had h elped  to  b u i ld ,  he demanded

7 *Mann, La Guardia: A F ig h te r  A g a in st  H is T im es, p . 175. A 
s im i la r  l e t t e r  from LaGuardia to  M arcantonio w r i t t e n  about the same time  
(p u b l ish e d  in  La Guardia: A F ig h te r  A g a in s t  His T im es, p .  240) s t a t e d :

"You are young, you have a l o t  to  le a rn  and a lon g  way to go b efore  
you w i l l  be a law yer in  the r e a l  s e n se  of the word. I am fond of  
you and want to h e lp  y o u .  Were I not i n t e r e s t e d  in  you , I would not  
have planned as I  d id  lo o k in g  fa r  in t o  th e  f u t u r e .  You sim ply must
le a r n  th a t  you do not know i t  a l l  and th at  o th ers  in  the world have
some b r a in s .  Both Mr. C u tler  and Mr. F o s te r  are s p le n d id  gentlem an,  
a b le  la w y ers ,  and I s h a l l  exp ect  a c o u r te o u s ,  r e s p e c t f u l ,  ob ed ien t  
a t t i t u d e  to them a t  a l l  t im es ."

72I b i d . ,  p .  176.

7 % ann, La Guardia: A F ig h te r  A g a in s t  H is  Times, pp. 17 5 -7 6 .



the  same d egree  of l o y a l t y  from h i s  s t a f f .  (S e e  pp. 8 7 -8 8 ,  98)

M arcan ton io?s s e r v ic e  to  LaGuardia in v o lv e d  s k i l l s  d i s t i n c t  from 

th o se  of a s o c i a l  worker or an a t to r n e y .  S u rv iv in g  E ast  Harlem 's rough-  

and-tumble p o l i t i c s  was no game fo r  sh r in k in g  v i o l e t s .  Strong-arm  

squads were o f t e n  req u ired  to  cope w ith  the i l l e g a l  r e g i s t r a t i o n s  and 

v o t in g .  Sometimes they had to  guard a g a in s t  a ttem p ts  to d is r u p t  outdoor  

m eetings  by opponents ' su p p o rter s  who would s t a r t  a s c u f f l e ,  drop b ricks  

and baby c a r r ia g e s  from nearby tenement r o o f s ,  turn in  f a l s e  a larm s, or  

d ep lo y  b ra ss  bands to drown out the s p e a k e r s .  At one outdoor m eeting  

M arcantonio , who was fa r  from being a s t r e e t  f i g h t e r ,  suddenly f le w  from 

th e  sp e a k e r s '  s tand  " r ig h t  out in t o  the a i r  and landed on top of a 

m il l in g  group . . . f l a i l i n g  away a t  a g rea t  r a t e ."  Observing  

M arcanton io 's  management of LaGuardia's campaign, E rnest  Cuneo, another  

young a id e  o f  LaGuardia, c a l l e d  him "one of the sm a rtes t  c o o k ie s  I ever

en co u n tered ,  one who co u ld  trade p o l i t i c a l  punches blow by blow w ith  any

. ____ 1 17 4comer.

In August 1930, LaGuardia secu red  h i s  protegee's appointment as 

A s s i s t a n t  U n ited  S t a t e s  A ttorney  f o r  New Y ork's Southern D i s t r i c t  a t  a 

s a la r y  of $ 3 ,0 0 0  a y e a r .  He kept the p o s i t i o n  u n t i l  1932, a lthough  

p o l i t i c s ,  not law, was s t i l l  h i s  ca reer  p r e fe r e n c e ,  and he regarded the  

jo b  as t r a n s i t i o n a l .  He s p e c i a l i z e d  in  im m igration  c a s e s ,  which he 

found r o u t in e  and c o n f in in g ,  and was r e l i e v e d  when he re s ig n e d  to  

e s t a b l i s h  h i s  own la b o r  law firm  of P in to  and Marcantonio in  1932.75

In 1930, LaGuardia d e fe a te d  th e  Democrat V incent A u le t ta  by a

^ E r n e s t  Cuneo, L i f e  With F i o r e l l o :  A Memoir (New York: Avon
Books, 1955),  pp. 127-28 .

^ B i s s o n  to M arcantonio , August 8 ,  1930. MP.
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c l e a r  m a jo r ity ,  9 ,9 3 4  to 8 ,2 1 7 ,  a p a r t i c u l a r l y  im p r e s s iv e  v i c t o r y  in

view  of the n a t io n a l  and s ta te w id e  Democratic l a n d s l i d e .  In  New York

S t a t e ,  fo r  exam ple, F ran k lin  D. R o o se v e lt  rega in ed  the govern orsh ip  by a

p l u r a l i t y  o f  7 0 0 ,0 0 0 .  Back on C a p i to l  H i l l ,  LaGuardia took command of a

l e f t i s t  group known as the A l l i e d  P r o g r e s s i v e s .  He was the on ly

E astern er  among them, but h i s  s e n i o r i t y ,  m astery o f  par liam en tary

maneuver, and knowledge o f  s o c i a l  and economic i s s u e s  ensured h i s

7 f tle a d e r sh ip  of t h i s  pre-New Deal C o n g ress io n a l group.

A c t u a l ly ,  the  p o l i t i c a l  upheaval caused by the Crash of 1929

p r o p e l le d  LaGuardia in to  the p o l i t i c a l  f o r e f r o n t .  The c e n te r  having

moved to the l e f t ,  he was no lo n g e r  a maverick sh o u t in g  jerem iad s  a t  a

com placent House. In th e  S e v e n ty -F ir s t  and Seven ty -S econ d  C on gresse s ,

LaGuardia outspoke every  o th e r  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e ,  a d d r e ss in g  h i s  c o l le a g u e s

no fewer than four thousand t i m e s . 77 Taking h i s  stand  on the l e f t ,

LaGuardia, f o r  exam ple, a s s a i l e d  the McNary-Haugen b i l l ,  which proposed

to r a i s e  f o r e ig n  commodity p r ic e s  by e s t a b l i s h i n g  quotas and s u b s id iz in g

e x p o r ts :  "You have p r o te c te d  the d o l la r  and d isreg a rd ed  the

p rod u cers .  You have p r o te c te d  p rop erty  and f o r g o t t e n  the human b e in g ,

w ith  the r e s u l t  th a t  we have l e g a l i z e d  a c r u e l  sy stem  of e x p l o i t a t i o n .

78Now we are approaching the tim e when r e a l  change i s  n e c e s s a r y ."

A lthough th e r e  was h ard ly  an i s s u e  th a t  LaGuardia d id  not become 

em broiled  i n ,  the g r e a t e s t  s u c c e s s  o f  LaGuardia's C o n g r ess io n a l career  

was the passage  of the N orris-LaG uardia  Act in  1932, the c u lm in a t io n  of

7 f t Z inn, p. 184; Mann, La Guardia: A F ig h te r  A g a in st  His Times,
p .  299

7 7 I b id .  , 289.

7®Zinn, p .  138.
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an e ig h t - y e a r  s t r u g g le  a g a in s t  la b o r  i n j u n c t i o n s .  The Act forbade

c o u r ts  to c o n s id e r  " ye llow  dog" c o n t r a c t s  (agreem ents  in  which an

employee promised h i s  employer not j o i n  a union  w h ile  in  h i s  employ) as 

79b in d in g .  He returned  to  East Harlem as the most h ig h ly  p u b l ic i z e d  

Congressman in  the cou n try .  That September, when he gave h i s  annual 

r ep o rt  a t  th e  S tar  C asino , f i v e  thousand p eop le  packed the h a l l  and 

an other  one thousand l i s t e n e d  in  the s t r e e t s .  In O ctob er ,  Marcantonio  

c o l l e c t e d  6 ,8 0 0  s ig n a tu r e s  to p la c e  LaGuardia's name on the b a l l o t  under 

the  L ib e r ty  B e l l  emblem o f  the L ib e r a l  P arty  as w e l l  as on the
Q Q

R epublican  l i n e .

D e s p i te  h i s  n a t io n a l  prominence and the  apparent en th usiasm  of  

h is  c o n s t i t u e n t s ,  LaGuardia l o s t  th e  1932 e l e c t i o n  to  James L a n ze tta ,  

15,227 to  1 6 ,4 4 7 .  The major reason  f o r  t h i s  u nexpected  d e fe a t  was the  

very  s p e c i a l  ch a r a c te r  of th e  1932 e l e c t o r a t e :  1 2 ,8 6 6  more people  voted

i n  the T w en tie th  C o n g ress io n a l D i s t r i c t  th a t  year  than in  1930.

A ttr a c te d  t o  R o o s e v e l t ,  many o f  th e s e  new v o t e r s  vo ted  the s t r a ig h t  

Dem ocratic t i c k e t .  The P uerto  R ican El B arrio  had been grow ing, and 

L an zetta  won th ere  by th ree  thousand v o t e r s — more than tw ice  h is  o v e r a l l
Q  1

margin of v i c t o r y .  In 1933, however, the  mayoral e l e c t i o n  ca ta p u lted  

LaGuardia i n t o  C ity  H all as head of a reform c o a l i t i o n  th a t  governed fo r  

tw e lv e  y e a r s .  Marcantonio was one o f  the main a r c h i t e c t s  of t h i s  

v i c t o r y .  LaGuardia's triumph, o f  c o u r s e ,  l e f t  h i s  E ast  Harlem 

C o n g r ess io n a l s e a t  v a c a n t ,  a f a c t  not over look ed  by "Sonny." In a

7 9̂ Mann, La Guai:dia: A F ig h te r  A g a in st  H is T im es, p .  311.

80I b i d . , p .  313.

8 * I b i d . ,  pp. 3 1 8 -1 9 .



s e n s e ,  th e n ,  M arcanton io 's  campaign work f o r  LaGuardia was 

s im u lta n e o u s ly  the b eg in n in g  of h is  own f i r s t  campaign fo r  C ongress.

While the nom ination  f o r  mayor s t i l l  hung in  the b a la n c e ,  

Marcantonio i n i t i a t e d  a campaign th a t  extended fa r  beyond E ast Harlem to  

the  remote reaches of S ta te n  I s la n d  and the Bronx to encourage g r a s s -  

roo t  support f o r  LaGuardia and to  a l l a y  the  E s ta b l is h m e n t 's  concern  

about h i s  r a d ic a l i s m .  P e t i t i o n s  were c i r c u la t e d  in  I ta lo -A m er ica n  

neighborhoods and d e l iv e r e d  by the wheelbarrow to  Judge Samuel Seabury, 

who h e ld  the key to the n om in ation . "There seems to be a recu rren t  

demand f o r  LaGuardia," Seabury remarked. As a member of th e  R epublican  

M ayoralty Committee, Marcantonio was a l s o  in s tr u m e n ta l  in  d e la y in g  the  

endorsement o f  General John F. O'Ryan, the c o n s e r v a t iv e s '  c a n d id a te ,  

u n t i l  the F u s i o n i s t s  had made LaGuardia's nom ination  a f a i t  a cco m p li .

And he p layed  a major r o l e  in  h e lp in g  to swing th e  I t a l i a n  c o lo n y ,  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  E a st  Harlem, where the Gibbohi'-led  v o te r s  c o n tr ib u ted
OO

h e a v i ly  to  LaGuardia's o v e r a l l  v i c t o r y .

I t  i s  from t h i s  campaign th a t  we have the f i r s t  example of  

M arcanton io 's  o ra to ry :  a f iv e - p a g e  t r a n s c r ip t  p reserved  by C o v e l lo .  I t

was u n l ik e  M arcanton io 's  l a t e r  sp eech es  in  th a t  i t  was a lm ost t o t a l l y  

n o n - id e o lo g i c a l  and, apart from a c a l l  fo r  ta x  c u t s ,  i t  avoided  

p o l i t i c a l  i s s u e s .  But i t  was em otional and somewhat dem agogic.

E v id e n t ly  a d d r e ss in g  an I ta lo -A m erican  a u d ien ce ,  he co n cen tra ted  on 

s t i r r i n g  t h e i r  resentm ent and s u s p ic io n  of p o l i t i c i a n s .  He accused  

LaGuardia's opponent, John P a tr ic k  O 'B rien , of con d u ctin g  a "w hispering  

campaign in  the ears  of the n o n - I t a l i a n  c i t i z e n s  in  th a t  LaGuardia i s  an

82 Mann, La Guardia Comes to Power (C hicago: U n iv e r s i ty  of
Chicago P r e s s ,  1969) p .  78.



I t a l i a n ,  th a t  he i s  not an American and th a t  the peop le  of t h i s  c i t y  

don 't  want a wop mayor." Pursuing t h i s  theme, he noted th at  an O'Brien  

spokesman had accused LaGuardia of being  the "type who w a it s  u n t i l  o n e 's  

back i s  turned and then s ta b s  him in  the back w ith  a s t i l e t t o . "  

Marcantonio d ec la red  th a t  the metaphor s t i l e t t o  was used to "bring to  

l i g h t  aga in  the dead and f o r g o t t e n  u n fa ir  p ic tu r e  of th e  I t a l i a n  

immigrant in  America. I t  was a d e l i b e r a t e  attem pt to arouse th ose  

p a ss io n s  and r a c i a l  h a tred  a g a in s t  a g rea t  p e o p le .  . . . "  He then  

s e iz e d  upon O 'B r ie n 's  i n f e l i c i t o u s  s ta tem en t  th a t  "I o f t e n  walk in  the  

cemetery because I l i k e  to  m ingle w ith  the dead." R ely in g  fo r  e f f e c t  on 

h i s  e x c e l l e n t  sen se  of humor and h i s  knowledge of I t a l i a n ,  Marcantonio  

con tin u ed :

A lthough p e r s o n a l ly  h o n e s t ,  he has been i l  piu morto s in d a co  d e l l a  
c i t t a  d i  New York [" the d ead est  mayor of the c i t y  o f  New York."] I f  
by some chance he shou ld  be e l e c t e d  mayor of New York some b r ig h t  
morning w h i le  he i s  w alk ing and m in g lin g  w ith  the dead upon h i s  
r e tu r n  from one of h i s  freq u en t  so journ s  in  the cem etery , he w i l l  
f in d  th a t  h is  c i t y  h a l l  has been ca r te d  away by some of h i s  very  
much a l i v e  a s s o c i a t e s  of Tammany H a l l . 83

I t  f e l l  to  M arcantonio , Edward C o r s i ,  and C o v e llo  to swing the  

I ta lo -A m er ica n  v o te  to  LaGuardia. Wherever I t a l i a n s  c o n s t i t u t e d  the  

dominant e th n ic  group, LaGuardia won more than h a l f  the v o t e s .  In  

I t a l i a n  Harlem, he p o l le d  h i s  h ig h e s t  s c o r e  in  the c i t y :  54 p e r c e n t .

Now th a t  C ity  H all was L aG uardia's , the major p o l i t i c a l  q u e s t io n  was who 

would i n h e r i t  E ast Harlem in  the next C o n g ress io n a l r a c e . 84

83 U n t i t l e d ,  undated t e x t  of sp eech ,  CC.

84Mann, La Guardia Comes to  Power, pp. 99 , 131. C orsi was U nited  
S ta te s  Commissioner of Im m igration fo r  tw e lve  years  under R o o s e v e l t .
From 1943 to  1955 he was I n d u s t r ia l  Commissioner fo r  New York and then  
became A s s i s t a n t  U nited  S t a t e s  S e c r e ta r y  of S t a t e .  Michael A. Musraanno, 
The Story  o f  I t a l i a n s  in  America (Garden C ity ,  N .Y .: Doubleday, 1965),
p .  253.



LaGuardia had been an e x c e p t i o n a l ly  a c t iv e  Congressman and fo r  

ten  years  the p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n iz a t io n a l  work— both in  s e r v in g  

c o n s t i t u e n t s  and in  managing e l e c t o r a l  campaigns— remained in  

M arcanton io 's  hands. At the age o f  t h i r t y - o n e ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  Marcantonio  

i n h e r i t e d  what was in  f a c t  h i s  own c r e a t io n ,  the F i o r e l l o  LaGuardia 

P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c i a t io n .  The thousands o f  p eop le  i t  had helped  a lr ea d y  

knew Marcantonio as a person  who kept h i s  p ro m ises .  In most in s t a n c e s ,  

the s e r v ic e s  b e n e f i t e d  in d iv id u a l s  and t h e i r  f a m i l i e s .  On o c c a s io n ,  h i s  

e f f o r t s  a s s i s t e d  the community a t  l a r g e .  In 1927, fo r  example, a sm all  

Harlem bank, the  C ity  T rust Company, f a i l e d ,  j e o p a r d iz in g  the sa v in g s  o f  

many E ast Harlem d e p o s i t o r s .  (Some of the bank's o f f i c i a l s ,  

i n c i d e n t a l l y ,  were a c t iv e  members of th e  D em ocratic  P a r t y . )  Marcantonio  

organ ized  the d e p o s i t o r s ,  r ep re se n ted  them w ith ou t f e e ,  and succeeded  in

persuading  o th e r  New York banks to take over C ity  T r u s t 's  o b l i g a t i o n s .

85E v e n tu a l ly ,  the  d e p o s i to r s  were paid in  f u l l .  M arcanton io ' s 

lo n g s ta n d in g  r e l a t io n s h i p  w ith  LaGuardia gave him o th er  p o l i t i c a l  

a d v a n ta g es .  His endorsement by the immensely pop ular  mayor was of g rea t  

im portance, e s p e c i a l l y  in  the mayor's former d i s t r i c t  and among h i s  own 

p a e s a n i . Along w ith  the endorsement came the d e s ig n a t io n  of the 

R epublican  Party and th at  o f  LaGuardia's own p o l i t i c a l  v e h i c l e ,  th e  C ity  

Fusion P a r ty .  Few young peop le  se e k in g  h igh  p u b l ic  o f f i c e  fo r  the f i r s t  

time en tere d  the fr a y  w ith  as many r eso u rce s  as Marcantonio d id .

By t h i s  t im e ,  M arcantonio ' s p e r s o n a l i t y  and l i f e  s t y l e  were 

e s t a b l i s h e d .  The c o n tr ib u t io n s  of p erso n a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  to h i s  

e l e c t o r a l  s u c c e s s e s  must be co n s id ered  h e r e ,  though the t o p ic  i s

O C
Liberman, p . 25; Cuneo, p .  121.
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e x p lo r ed  in  g r e a te r  d e t a i l  in  Chapter VII ( s e e  pp. 2 3 9 -2 5 4 ) .  Nothing in  

h is  p r iv a te  l i f e  d e tr a c te d  from h i s  p o l i t i c a l  g o a l s .  He had no

c h i ld r e n ,  no h o b b ie s ,  no v i c e s ,  and no d e s ir e  fo r  w e a lth .  A l l  of h i s\
c o n s id e r a b le  energy was devoted  to p o l i t i c s .  His a b id in g  concerns were 

b e lo n g in g  to  and a s s i s t i n g  h i s  community. O riented toward community 

s e r v ic e  by C o v e llo  and to  p o l i t i c a l  s e r v i c e  by LaGuardia, Marcantonio  

devoted  h i s  l i f e  to the g e n e r a l  needs o f  E ast Harlem and to the  

in d iv id u a l  needs of ten s  of thousands of community members. E ast  Harlem 

was a sm a ll  area— t h i r t y  b lock s  long  and sev en  b lock s  w id e .  His main 

p o l i t i c a l  b a se ,  I t a l i a n  Harlem, was t w e n ty - f iv e  b lo ck s  long  and four  

block s  w id e ,  and was p r im a r i ly  populated  by lo n g -term  r e s i d e n t s .  Many 

of h is  c o n s t i t u e n t s  knew him p e r s o n a l ly .  His l i f e l o n g  r e s id e n c e  in  the  

neighborhood and c l o s e  adherence to  i t s  mores e f f e c t i v e l y  endorsed h i s  

c o n s t i t u e n t s '  way of l i f e ,  fu r th e r  in g r a t i a t i n g  him to  them.



CHAPTER I I I

MARCANTONIO AND THE COMMUNIST PARTY

M arcanton io 's  a c c e s s io n  to  C o n g r e ss io n a l  o f f i c e  in  1934 s ig n a le d  

h is  i n i t i a t i o n  as an autonomous f i g u r e .  Removed from LaGuardia’ s 

s u p e r v i s io n ,  M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  c a r e e r  r a p id ly  veered  in  a 

d ir e c t io n  th a t  s e t  him apart from h is  mentor and indeed  a l l  o th er  

h o ld ers  of h igh  e l e c t e d  o f f i c e  who remained i n  power fo r  more than one 

or two term s. Marcantonio a t  once i d e n t i f i e d  h im s e l f  as a r a d i c a l .

(S ee  pp. 5 8 -6 1 )  But i t  was h i s  c l o s e  a l l i a n c e  w ith  the Communist P arty  

that most c l e a r l y  d e f in e d  h is  r a d ic a l i s m .  Throughout h i s  p o l i t i c a l  

c a r e e r ,  th e r e  were very few c o n f l i c t s  on p o l i t i c a l  i s s u e s  between the  

r a d ic a l  Congressman and the  Communist P a r ty .  In h i s  f i r s t  t e r n  t h e i r  

o n ly  d iv er g en ce  was M arcanton io 's  support o f  the Wagner-Connery b i l l ,  

which proposed e s ta b lish m e n t  of th e  N a t io n a l  Labor R e la t io n s  Board. 

Although the b i l l  " w i l l  not s e t t l e  the c a p i t a l - a n d - la b o r  problem," he 

s a i d ,  " i t  i s  a g r e a t  s te p  toward a Magna Carta f o r  American l a b o r . ” The 

Communist Party  v ig o r o u s ly  opposed the  b i l l  as a "weapon to  d e s tr o y  the  

power which the workers have ga ined  through t h e i r  economic  

o r g a n iz a t io n s  Four y ea rs  p assed  b e fo r e  another  s i g n i f i c a n t

^Donna Liberman, "Vito M arcantonio: P e o p le 's  Congressman: The
New Deal Period" (Honors Paper, R a d c l i f f e  C o l le g e ,  1970),  p .  62.
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d i f f e r e n c e  emerged. The Party p ra ised  the Germ an-Soviet N on-A ggression

P act;  Marcantonio n e i th e r  defended nor condemned i t .  A f t e r  th e  Nazi

in v a s io n  of Poland in  November 1939, he voted  fo r  th e  Fourth N e u t r a l i t y

A ct,  which a llow ed  fo r  the s a l e  of arms to b e l l i g e r e n t s  on a ca sh -a n d -

carry  b a s i s  and which was g e n e r a l ly  co n s id ered  advantageous to the

B r i t i s h  and French. He su b seq u en t ly  vo ted  a g a in s t  ev ery  amendment

d es ig n ed  to  r e s t r i c t  or weaken th a t  l e g i s l a t i o n .  The D a i ly  Worker

c h a r a c te r iz e d  the new l e g i s l a t i o n  as "balk ing th e  w i l l  of the peop le  fo r

peace" and as "one more lon g  s te p  in  the d i r e c t i o n  of war." S in ce

M arcantonio d id  not p a r t i c i p a t e  in  the debate on t h i s  b i l l ,  we have no

e x p la n a t io n  fo r  h is  v o t e . 2 Moreover, in  August 1941, a f t e r  the German

in v a s io n  o f  th e  S o v ie t  Union, M arcantonio voted  a g a in s t  c o n s c r ip t io n .

Earl Browder r e c a l l e d  th a t  when Marcantonio v i s i t e d  him in  A t la n ta

F ed era l P e n i t e n t ia r y  th a t  y e a r ,  Marcantonio defended  h i s  vo te  s o l e l y  in  

terms o f  p o l i t i c a l  exp ed ien cy :  th a t  i s ,  h i s  need to  m a in ta in  h i s

c o n n e c t io n s  w ith  the a n t i c o n s c r i p t i o n  b lo c  in  th e  House and to  r e s p e c t

the f e e l i n g s  of h i s  own c o n s t i t u e n c y ,  who would not have understood  h is

3
sudden change of p o s i t i o n .

A f te r  the war, Marcantonio tw ic e  d is a g r e e d  w ith  the Party  on 

major p o l i t i c a l  p o s i t i o n s .  In J u ly  1946, he voted  in  fa v o r  of a 

r e s o l u t i o n  to  provide a $3 b i l l i o n  loan  to Great B r i t a i n ,  tak in g  p a in s ,  

however, to  d i s a s s o c i a t e  h im s e l f  from the i n c i p i e n t  Cold War

2
Alan S c h a f f e r ,  V ito  M arcantonio , R ad ica l  in  Congress (S yracu se:  

Syracuse U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s , 1966),  pp. 9 1 -9 3 .

^Earl Browder to Donald J . Murphy, March 2, 1959. Browder 
Papers, S e r i e s  1, Box 5, F o lder  M, Syracuse  U n iv e r s i t y  L ib rary .



c o n n o ta t io n s  of the lo a n .^  A f te r  h i s  d e f e a t  in  1950, he supported  

Jaw ahar la l Nehru's c a l l  fo r  a c e a s e - f i r e  in  th e  Korean War, a t  a tim e  

when the Communist Party vehem ently  opposed i t .  The Party  l a t e r  

rev ersed  i t s  p o s i t i o n .

U n lik e  the Communist P arty  and i t s  spokesmen, Marcantonio r a r e ly  

r e fe r r e d  s p e c i f i c a l l y  to th e  S o v ie t  U nion. On the few o c c a s io n s  th a t  fya 

d id ,  however, h i s  comments were p o s i t i v e .  His f i r s t  mention of the 

S o v ie t  Union in  th e  House came du ring  a h ea ted  debate on a measure to  

ou tlaw  s t r i k e s  fo r  the d u r a t io n  of th e  war. Marcantonio a tta ck ed  the  

law, su b m itt in g  th a t  Congressmen who supported  i t  were "m otivated by the  

same p o l i t i c a l  p h ilo sop h y  and c l a s s  i n t e r e s t  [a s ]  th e  F a s c i s t s  of I t a l y  

and B en ito  M u s s o l in i ."  A su pp orter  la sh ed  back: "I am a f t e r

in fo r m a t io n .  Is the la b o r  of R u ss ia  free?"  M arcantonio r e p l i e d :  "We

are le a r n in g  a g r e a t  d ea l about R u s s ia .  We were to ld  fo r  y ea rs  th at  the  

R ussians cou ld  not f i g h t ,  and we are f in d in g  th a t  th ey  can, and as we 

r e c e iv e  more and more t r u t h f u l  in fo r m a t io n  about R uss ia  we w i l l  le a rn

th a t  la b o r  r u le s  in  R u s s ia .  I  a l s o  say  th a t  the R ussian  p eop le  would

not be f i g h t i n g  l i k e  t i g e r s  i f  they d id  not f e e l  th at  they were f i g h t i n g

fo r  som ething th a t  belonged to them, and th a t  i s  an i r r e f u t a b l e
£

c o n c lu s io n ."

A nnette  R u b in s te in ,  e d . ,  I  Vote My C onscien ce: D eb ates ,  
S p eech es ,  and W ritin gs  of V ito  M arcanton io , 1935-1950 (New York: V ito  
Marcantonio Memorial, 19 5 6 ) ,  p .  221 .

George Charney, A Long Journey (C hicago: Quadrangle Books, 
1968),  pp. 11 0 -1 .

^ C on gressiona l R ecord , December 2, 1941, p. 9360.



In 1946, Newsweek quoted Marcantonio as d e c la r in g  a t  an American 

Labor Party r a l l y  in  Madison Square Garden: "There i s  on ly  one i s s u e  in

t h i s  campaign— c o l la b o r a t io n  w ith  the S o v ie t  Union fo r  p eace ,  and fo r  

the d e fe a t  of dom estic  f a s c i s m . "7 That sta tem en t i s  unique fo r  the  

p e r io d .  Of the innumerable tim es he a tta ck ed  U nited  S t a t e s  postwar  

fo r e ig n  p o l i c y ,  on ly  once did he r e f e r  to th e  S o v ie t  Union: "We are in

no danger of a t t a c k .  Y es, in  no danger of a g g r e s s io n  from the S o v ie t  

Union, d e s p i t e  the tons o f  new sprin t and b i l l i o n s  of rad io  words to  the  

c o n t r a r y ."8 (S ee  p. 68)

These few d i f f e r e n c e s  between Marcantonio and the Communist Party  

were outw eighed by the e n t i r e  ba lance  o f  h i s  C o n g ress io n a l c a r e e r .  His 

l e g i s l a t i v e  ca r e e r  th e r e f o r e  i s  h ig h ly  p r e d ic ta b le  and has been  

p resen ted  i n  S c h a f f e r ' s  V ito  M arcantonio , R a d ica l in  C ongress . The 

p r e se n t  work b r i e f l y  o u t l i n e s  h i s  o v e r a l l  p o l i t i c a l  approach inasmuch as 

t h i s  w i l l  h e lp  e s t a b l i s h  the l i m i t s  o f  h i s  r a d ic a l i s m .  In t h i s  way, we 

w i l l  a l s o  be ab le  to  gauge the p o l i t i c a l  c o n te x t  w ith in  which 

M arcanton io 's  e l e c t o r a l  campaigns were waged. In th e  House of  

R e p r e s e n t a t iv e s ,  Marcantonio always s a t  on i t s  fa r  l e f t .  At tim es h i s  

was the on ly  r a d ic a l  v o ic e  heard .

During h i s  f i r s t  term, he advocated  n a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  of the  

bitum inous co a l  in d u str y  and the merchant m arine, as w e l l  as 

m u n ic ip a l iz a t io n  of u t i l i t i e s . 9 He p in p o in ted  the cause of unemployment 

as an "economic sy stem  which perm its  want in  a land of p le n ty ."  He 

added, "Such an economic system  must be overhauled  by the American

^"Red D a r lin g ,"  Newsweek (November 26, 19 4 6 ) ,  p. 31.  

^ C on gress ion a l R ecord, August 4 ,  1948, p . A4850.



p eop le  th em se lv es  through t h e i r  R e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  in  C o n g r e s s ."10 His  

p u b l ic  s ta te m e n ts ,  however, in d ic a te d  th a t  he d id  not exp ect  th e s e  

R e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  to overhaul an y th in g .

During h i s  second year in  o f f i c e  he s t a t e d :  "In the fa c e  of t h i s

a p p a l l in g  s i t u a t i o n ,  the unemployed can ex p ect  n o th in g  from th o se  in  

power. They must depend on th e m se lv e s ,  on m i l i t a n t  la b o r  o r g a n iz a t io n s ,  

and on a l l  l i b e r t y - l o v i n g  Am ericans." In a d d it io n  to u n r e le n t in g  

demands f o r  immediate r e l i e f  f o r  the unemployed, he proposed "reopening  

and o p e r a t in g  . . . shut down f a c t o r i e s  by and fo r  the b e n e f i t  of the  

unemployed, . . . producing fo r  use in s t e a d  of p r o f i t . " H  Along w ith  

th ree  o th er  Congressmen (George J .  Schneider  and Thomas Amlie o f  

W iscon sin  and E rnest  Lundeen of M in n eso ta ) ,  he s ig n e d  a m an ifes to  to 

convene a C o n s t i t u t io n a l  Convention to " rew rite  the b a s ic  law in  order  

to  r e a l i z e  the new age o f  economic l i b e r t y  and democracy." I t  

co n t in u ed :  "The g rea t  problem of th e  tw e n t ie th  century i s  how to  

o r g a n iz e  our economy so th a t  the abundance which our country  i s  capable  

of producing can be enjoyed  by a l l  i t s  c i t i z e n s . "12 in  January 1936, 

M arcantonio had proposed a r e s o lu t i o n  f o r  c r e a t in g  C o n g r ess io n a l powers 

to " e s t a b l i s h  and take over n a tu r a l  r e s o u r c e s ,  p r o p e r t ie s ,  and 

e n t e r p r i s e s  in  m anufacturing, m in ing, commerce, t r a n s p o r t a t io n ,  banking,  

p u b l ic  u t i l i t i e s ,  and o th er  b u s in e s s e s  to be owned and operated  by the  

government of the U nited  S ta te s  or a g e n c ie s  th e r e o f  fo r  the b e n e f i t  of

^ C ongressiona l Record, June 16, 1936, p. 9625; June 29, 1935, p.
10435.

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord, August 5, 1936, p. 6938.

H C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord, A p r il  30 , 1936, pp. 6 4 8 5 -8 6 .

^ R u b in ste in ,  pp. 5 0 -5 1 .



w orkers, farmers and the c o n s u m e r s . " ^  During t h i s  term, he a l s o  

defended th e  r ig h t s  of Communists, upheld the i n t e r e s t s  of fam ily  

farmers and farm la b o r e r s ,  and advocated a s o c i a l  s e c u r i t y  system  

f in an ced  by g e n e r a l  rev en u es .

On May 6, 1936, he i n i t i a t e d  h i s  l i f e l o n g  p u b l ic  a s s o c i a t i o n  w ith  

Puerto  Rico and i t s  peop le  by in tr o d u c in g  a b i l l  fo r  th a t  n a t io n ' s  

indep en d en ce . Charging th a t  th e  U nited  S t a t e s  was m a in ta in in g  Puerto  

Rico as a " co lon y , . . . thus g iv in g  ample room f o r  American i n t e r e s t s  

to  p e n e tr a te  as deep eco n o m ic a l ly  as they  w ished ,"  M arcanton io 's  b i l l  

a ls o  provided  fo r  in d e m n if ic a t io n  "to be paid  to  the lo n g - s u f f e r in g  

peop le  of Puerto  R ic o ." -^  (M arcanton io 's  e f f o r t s  on b eh a lf  of Puerto  

R ic o 's  independence are d is c u s s e d  f u l l y  i n  Chapter IX .)

The Harlem Congressman's fo r e ig n  p o l i c y  p o s i t io n s  were t y p i c a l l y  

p resen ted  w ith in  a framework which a t ta c k e d  economic as w e l l  as 

p o l i t i c a l  in t e r v e n t io n  in t o  the a f f a i r s  o f  o th e r  c o u n t r i e s .  He viewed  

m il i t a r y  e x p en d itu res  as m otivated  by a need to  expand the market fo r  

American g o o d s . ^  A 1935 speech  ex p ressed  t h i s  b e l i e f :  "We have now

made i t  our b u s in e ss  not on ly  to  p r o t e c t  th e  U nited  S t a t e s  . . . a g a in s t  

communism, but we have se e n  to  i t  th a t  i t  i s  our n ava l p o l i c y  to p r o te c t  

China a g a in s t  communism. . . .  I am not i n t e r e s t e d  in  making China s a f e  

from communism, I am not i n t e r e s t e d  in  p r o t e c t in g  s e l l e r s  of r e l i g i o n  or 

s e l l e r s  of p r o d u c ts .  I  am not in t e r e s t e d  in  th ose  who go to  China fo r

13.."FDR Asks Aid of AJ.1 fo r  'P ro g ress  and I d e a l s ' ;  New Farm P o l ic y  
D ra fted ,"  New York Times (January 9 ,  1936),  p .  10.

^ R u b i n s t e i n ,  pp. 3 7 5 -7 8 .

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord , A p r il  30, 1935, pp. 6486 , 6540; 
R u b in s te in ,  pp. 3 7 5 -78 .



huge p r o f i t s .  They take the p r o f i t s ;  l e t  them take  th e  r i s k s .

During h is  f i r s t  House term, Marcantonio put forward a d e c id e d ly  

a n t i - c a p i t a l i s t i c ; p r o - s o c i a l i s t i c  (a lth o u g h  never  avowedly so )  dom estic  

program and an a n t i - i m p e r i a l i s t  approach to fo r e ig n  p o l i c y .  And as i f  

to  c l a r i f y  h is  determ ined p o l i t i c a l  s t a n c e ,  i f  such were n e c e s s a r y ,  he 

openly d ec la red  th a t  year:  "I am a r a d i c a l . " F o r  reason s  o th er  than

h i s  p o l i t i c s ,  however, Marcantonio l o s t  the 1936 e l e c t i o n .

In November 1937, b e fo re  a m eeting  o f  th e  annual New York S ta te

co n v en t io n  of the I n te r n a t io n a l  Labor D e fe n s e ,  he en u n c ia ted  the new

l e f t  p o s i t i o n — th a t  i s ,  the  much-moderated l i n e  of th e  Popular F ron t.

His emphasis was on u n ity :  "The r e a c t io n a r i e s  are banding t o g e th e r .  We

must t o o .  This i s  not time fo r  hedging  and la ck  of c o o p e r a t io n .  There

i s  o n ly  one way to meet th a t  o f f e n s i v e — a s t r o n g ,  m i l i t a n t

c o u n te r o f f e n s iv e  on the p art o f  the p r o g r e s s iv e  f o r c e s  o f  th e  U nited

S ta te s  of Am erica. ^  In a s im i l a r  v e i n ,  b e fo r e  a 1937 m eeting  o f  the

Communist-led D i s t r i c t  C ouncil 9 of th e  Brotherhood o f  P a in t e r s ,

D ecorators  and Paperhangers o f  America, he urged th a t  la b o r  s top

" f r a t r i c i d a l  w a r fa re ."  He contended th a t  i t  was " a b s o lu te ly  im perative"

fo r  la b o r  to f o r g e t  i t s  d i f f e r e n c e s  and u n i t e  in  a " m i l i t a n t ,  a g g r e s s iv e

19and p r o g r e s s iv e  combination" a g a in s t  fa s c is m  and r e a c t io n a r y  f o r c e s .

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord , A p r il  25, 1935, pp. 6 3 3 0 -3 1 .

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord, June 29 , 1936, p .  10435.

^" M arcanton io  Asks New Labor F ig h t ,"  New York Times (November 
21 , 1937),  p . 3 .

19 "Labor U nity  Is  Urged: Marcantonio and Other Leaders Ask End
o f  'W arfare ,'"  New York Times (J u ly  31 , 1937),  p .  5.
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E ig h t  months a f t e r  M arcanton io 's  re tu rn  to the H ouse, the Popular  

Front was brought to  an abrupt h a l t  by the s ig n in g  of th e  German-Soviet  

N on-A ggression  Pact on August 23, 1939. This event s ig n a le d  a dramatic  

r e v e r s a l  of M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c s .  From support of R o o se v e lt  and the  

New D e a l ,  he now took up a p o s i t i o n  ep itom ized  by the fo l lo w in g  

d e c l a r a t io n ,  "Another four horsemen of th e  A pocalypse are abroad 

tod ay . . . . [They are] H i t l e r ,  C h u r c h i l l ,  R o o s e v e l t ,  and
on

M u s s o l in i .  . . .  The W all S treet-D ow ning  A xis must be d e fe a te d ."  In

Congress and b e fo r e  p u b l ic  g a th e r in g s ,  he r e p e a te d ly  d e sc r ib e d  the war

as in s p ir e d  by " im peralism ":

We are not preparing  f o r  a war i n  d e fe n s e  of the men and women in  
the shops . . .  f a c t o r i e s  . . . farms . . . mines and 
m i l l s .  . . .  [ I t  i s  a war] to  p r o te c t  the s ta k e  of the American 
d o l la r  and the B r i t i s h  pound fo r  the p o s s i b l e  e x te n s io n  of our 
im p era lism  in  South and C en tra l  Am erica.

You are not go in g  to  fo r e v e r  s o lv e  the problem of  unemployment i n  
America by g iv in g  the American unemployed the jo b  o f  s to p p in g  
b u l l e t s  and sh rap n e l a t  th e  f r o n t .  The American workers want 
o v e r a l l s ;  th ey  do not want s o l d i e r s '  u n ifo rm s.

This i m p e r i a l i s t  h o lo c a u s t  . . .  i s  the  P r e s i d e n t ' s  war, i t  i s  
th e  war of the Morgans and the DuPonts, of the economic 
r o y a l i s t s .  . .

20 From a speech  p resen ted  a t  a r a l l y  sponsored by the New York 
C ouncil o f  American Peace M o b i l iz a t io n .  Text d e p o s ite d  in  MP. See  
a l s o ,  "La G u ard ia 's  Name I s  H issed  a t  R a l ly ,"  New York Times (March 23, 
1941),  p . 30.

21 The f i r s t  ex ce rp t  i s  from a speech  Marcantonio d e l iv e r e d  over  
th e  N a t io n a l  B ro a d ca st in g  Company network on b e h a lf  of the  American 
Youth C ongress ,  which he had in s e r t e d  in t o  the Appendix to  the  
C o n g r ess io n a l  R ecord, August 29 , 1940, p .  5330; the second ex ce rp t  i s  
from a speech  he made in  the House su p p ortin g  the Work P r o j e c t s  
A d m in is tra t io n  (WPA) a p p r o p r ia t io n .  ( C o n g r e ss io n a l  R ecord , May 17,
1940, p . 6328);  the th ir d  ex ce rp t  i s  from "Speech Recorded fo r  Student  
Peace M eetin gs ,"  t e x t  of phonograph rec o rd in g  produced fo r  s tu d en t peace  
m eetin gs  h e ld  throughout the U nited  S t a t e s  on A p r i l  23, 1941. MP 22, 1 
of  2 (Speech es and P ress  R e le a s e s ,  1 of 8 ) .

A p a r t i c u l a r l y  s ta r k  example of M arcanton io 's  f o r e ig n  p o l i c y



D e s p ite  th e se  fu lm in a t io n s  a g a in s t  i n t e r v e n t i o n ,  M arcanton io 's  f a i l u r e  

to defend th e  German-Soviet Pact and h i s  support fo r  the Fourth  

N e u t r a l i t y  Act i n d ic a t e  some am bivalence toward the Communist p o s i t i o n  

during t h i s  p e r io d .

M arcanton io 's  o p p o s i t io n  to  U nited  S t a t e s  in t e r v e n t i o n  in  World 

War I I  th r u s t  him in t o  s u s ta in e d  n a t io n a l  prominence fo r  the f i r s t  

t im e .  As the o u ts ta n d in g  l e f t i s t  opponent of American p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  

and t h e r e fo r e  o f  war p rep a red n ess ,  he spoke f r e q u e n t ly  a t  r a l l i e s  and on 

n ation w id e  r a d io .  What brought him the w id e s t  p u b l i c i t y  was th a t  he was 

the o n ly  Congressman to  v o te  a g a in s t  major w ar-prep aredn ess  measures:  

f o r  exam ple, on May 8 ,  1940, the Ship C o n s tr u c t io n  B i l l  was passed  400 

v o te s  to  1, and the  A v ia t io n  Expansion B i l l  by 402 to  1; on August 1,

1940, th e  n e a r ly  $ 5 - b i l l i o n  supplem enta l N a t io n a l  D efen se  A ppropriation

22B i l l  passed  by a v o ic e  v o te  w ith  on ly  M arcantonio heard in  o p p o s i t io n .

s ta n c e  in  t h i s  p er io d  i s  con ta in ed  in  h i s  resp o n se  to a q u e s t io n n a ir e  
from th e  Brighton-Midwood (B rooklyn) Peace C o u n c i l .  He s t a t e d :  "Great
B r i t a in  i s  not f i g h t i n g  a b a t t l e  fo r  democracy. I t  i s  f i g h t i n g  an 
i m p e r i a l i s t  war. T h ere fo r e ,  i t  makes no d i f f e r e n c e  to the peop le  of the  
w orld  and th e  U nited  S t a t e s  as to which brand o f  im p e r ia l i sm  w in s .  • . . 
I t  w i l l  be a t r a g ic  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  1917, not a war f o r  Democracy but a 
war fo r  p r o f i t s ,  t i n ,  o i l ,  c o l o n i e s ,  e t c ."  J e s s i e  Cooper to 
M arcantonio , January 4 ,  1941; M arcantonio to  Cooper, January 9 ,  1941.
MP 25 (ALP Campaigns, 1939 -53 ,  3 o f  3 ) .  Further m a te r ia l  on 
M arcanton io 's  o p p o s i t io n  to  preparedness  and U nited  S t a t e s  in t e r v e n t io n  
i s  con ta in ed  in  th e se  New York Times a r t i c l e s :  "Draft A ss a i le d  at
Rally" (August 5 ,  1940 ) ,  p .  2; "Lend-Lease B i l l  Fought” (February 1, 
1 9 4 1 ) ,  p . 6; "House Votes Lend-Lease B i l l ,  260-165" (February 9 ,  1941),  
p .  1; "Leaders o f  Youth P r o t e s t  Aid B i l l "  (February 9 ,  1941),  p .  1; "Aid 
B i l l  Backed by Labor" (February 25 , 1 9 4 1 ) ,  p .  10; " C .1 .0 .  'P eace ' R a l ly  
Attended by 5 ,0 0 0 :  M arcantonio, C on n o lly ,  Curran Cheered as They 
Denounce Aid B i l l  and Backers" (March 7 , 1 9 4 1 ) ,  p . 4 2 .

22"House Speeds Aim of  2-Ocean F l e e t , ” New York Times (May 29, 
1 9 4 0 ) ,  p. 14; "House Votes $ 4 ,9 6 3 ,1 5 1 ,9 5 7  B i l l  For N a t io n 's  Rearmament 
D rive: Only Marcantonio I s  Heard in  O p p os it ion  as Measure fo r  200 More
Warships and Army Expansion P a sses  in  Record Time," New York Times 
(August 1, 1940 ) ,  p .  1; s e e  a l s o  "Gap Is  Wide," New York Times (May 31 ,
1940) ,  p . 18.



The N azi in v a s io n  of the S o v ie t  Union on June 22, 1941 ended

M arcanton io 's  o p p o s i t io n  to  U nited  S t a t e s  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  the war.

U nlik e  the Communist P a r ty ,  he d id  not im m ed iate ly  c a l l  fo r

in t e r v e n t io n ;  in  f a c t ,  i t  was not u n t i l  September 29th th a t  he made h i s

f i r s t  pro-war sp e e c h .  The on ly  p l a u s i b l e  reason  f o r  h i s  opposing  a n t i -

Axis measures f o l lo w in g  th e  N on-A ggression  P a c t ,  and then su pp orting

i n t e r v e n t i o n  a f t e r  the in v a s io n ,  would be h i s  c o n v ic t io n  th a t  the

s u r v iv a l  of th e  S o v ie t  Union took precedence  over every  o th er

c o n s id e r a t i o n .  Although not q u it e  a r t i c u l a t i n g  t h i s  p o s i t i o n ,  h i s  f i r s t

pro-war speech  went fa r  in  th a t  d i r e c t i o n :  "An unconquered S o v ie t  Union

c o n s t i t u t e d  a most im portant c o n s id e r a t io n  in  the d e fen se  of the U nited

S t a t e s  a g a in s t  p h y s ic a l  and i d e o l o g i c a l  conquest on the part of the

N a z is ."  He made c l e a r ,  however, th a t  by now su p p o rt in g  the A l l i e s  he

was not su p p ortin g  " im peria lism "— th a t  th e  " f ig h t  a g a in s t  H i t l e r  can

b e s t  be won by a s su r in g  and g iv in g  to the peop le  of In d ia  t h e i r  freedom,

in  a s su r in g  the em ancipation  from a l l  s o r t s  of im p e r ia l ism , not on ly  of

the  conquered c o u n tr ie s  but of th o se  c o u n tr ie s  th a t  f in d  them selves

under the im p e r ia l i sm  of W all S t r e e t  or Downing S t r e e t .  I  r e f e r

s p e c i f i c a l l y  to  Puerto R i c o . "23 i n  l i t t l e  more than two weeks a f t e r

24t h i s  sp eech , Marcantonio was ad v o ca t in g  a second f r o n t .

^^"Marcantonio fo r  War," New York Times (O ctober 16, 1941),  
p .  5 .  M arcanton io 's  address e x p la in in g  h i s  sw itc h  to  a pro-war p o s i t i o n  
was p resen ted  on September 29, 1941, b e fo r e  the  Kings County Committee 
to  R ebuild  th e  American Labor P a r ty .  He had i t s  com plete t e x t  in s e r t e d  
in t o  the Appendix to the C o n g ress io n a l R ecord , October 10, 1941, pp. 
A 4599-601. See a l s o  S c h a f fe r ,  pp . 10 5 -6 .

O I
"House in  C lashes over Ship  Arms," New York Times (October 17,

1941),  p .  9 .  On October 11, 1941, M arcantonio made a rad io  address in  
favor  of l e n d - l e a s e  which he had in s e r t e d  in to  the Appendix to  the 
C o n g r ess io n a l Record, October 16, 1941, pp. A 4686-87. See a l s o  
R u b in s te in ,  p .  143.



For the d u ra tion  of the war, Marcantonio veered  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  to  

the r i g h t .  For example, in  a n ationw ide  speech  in  1942 he s t a t e d ,  "The 

overwhelming m a jo r ity  o f  American businessm en . . .  do not seek  to  

e x p lo i t  la b o r ."  The same y e a r ,  he accu sed  Congressmen who opposed the

autom atic  g r a n t in g  o f  c i t i z e n s h i p  to c o n s c r ip te d  a l i e n s  o f  p i t t i n g

2 f i" c la s s  a g a in s t  c l a s s . "  Even w h ile  d e c la r in g  "I am fo r  c a p i ta l i s m ,"  

M arcanton io 's  l e g i s l a t i v e  e f f o r t s  during t h i s  p er iod  focu sed  on 

p rev en tin g  e r o s io n  of g a in s  made by lab or  in  the p rev iou s  decade. He 

v ig o r o u s ly  r e s i s t e d  e f f o r t s  to  impose wage c o n t r o l s .  A b i l l  c a l l i n g  for  

the e l im in a t io n  of overtim e pay brought out the o ld  M arcantonio , who 

c h a r a c te r iz e d  i t s  su p p orters  as "gentlemen who p r e fe r  to f i g h t  labor  

ra th er  than f i g h t  H i t l e r  [and who im p e r i l ]  the s a f e t y  of our N ation in  

th e  l u s t  fo r  p r o f i t . " ^

M arcanton io 's  support of the  war e f f o r t  ended h i s  i s o l a t i o n  in  

th e  House and enabled  him to become, fo r  the f i r s t  and on ly  tim e in  h i s  

p o l i t i c a l  c a r e e r ,  a t r u l y  e f f e c t i v e  l e g i s l a t o r .  I t  was during t h i s  

p er iod  th a t  he became the most im portant and i n f l u e n t i a l  advocate of 

c i v i l  r i g h t s  in  the House, a r o le  he expanded in  the postwar e r a .  For 

in s t a n c e ,  he served  as sponsor and f l o o r  le a d e r  of the two most 

im portant p ie c e s  of c i v i l  r i g h t s  l e g i s l a t i o n  between 1942 and 1950, when 

he was d e fe a te d ,  the a n t i - p o l l  ta x  and F a ir  Employment P r a c t i c e s  (FEPC) 

b i l l s .

The a n t i - p o l l  ta x  b i l l  passed the House a number of t im e s ,  but

2 SText d e p o s ite d  in  MP 49 (M isc e l la n e o u s  Campaigns).

9f)C o n g r ess io n a l  Record, February 2 , 1942, p .  1796.

' ^ C o n g ress io n a l R ecord , A p r il  21, 1942, p. A1478; s e e  a l s o ,  
February 27 , 1942, p .  1743.



Southerners  r e p e a te d ly  f i l i b u s t e r e d  to prevent i t s  enactment in  the  

S e n a te .  To break through t h i s  l e g i s l a t i v e  im passe , an amendment to  

exempt s o ld i e r s  from the ta x  was a tta ch ed  to a b i l l  d es ign ed  to 

f a c i l i t a t e  b a l l o t i n g  by members of the armed f o r c e s .  C le a r ly  the p o l l  

ta x  was repugnant to the v a s t  m a jor ity  of Americans, and i t s  e x te n s io n  

to s o l d i e r s  during a war was even more repugnant. A tta ch in g  a minor 

i s s u e  to  a la r g e r  one, or an unpopular i s s u e  to  a popular one, was 

t y p i c a l  of M arcanton io 's  parliam entary  t a c t i c s .  In t h i s  in s t a n c e ,  by 

a t ta c h in g  a b o l i t i o n  o f  the ta x  to s o l d i e r  b a l l o t i n g ,  he co u ld ,  w ith  some 

degree of p l a u s i b i l i t y ,  charge su p p orters  of the ta x  w ith  "demanding 

t r ib u t e  from th e se  f i g h t e r s  [and] sowing d i s u n i t y  in  our country ,  

a t ta c k in g  the morale of our armed f o r c e s ,  and undermining our war 

e f f o r t .  . . ."28

M arcanton io 's  use o f  the p o l l  ta x  i s s u e  i l l u s t r a t e s  the b a s ic  

t e n e t s  of h i s  p o l i t i c a l  p h ilo s o p h y .  He found the o r ig in s  of the tax  in  

a c o n sp ira cy  of the "landowners and carp etb aggers  from the N orth” to  

f r u s t r a t e  the growing u n ity  o f  Southern "working p e o p le ,  w hite  and 

black" in  the 1890s . " P lac in g  cheap lab or  above democracy, [ th e  r ich ]  

forged  the ch a in s  of the p o l l  ta x  system  to hold th e  Southern workers in  

p o l i t i c a l  bondage." Moreover, o p p o s i t io n  to programs o f  g r e a t e s t  

i n t e r e s t  to working peop le  comes "to a c o n s id e r a b le  e x te n t  from those  

who have been e l e c t e d  in  p o l l  ta x  d i s t r i c t s . " 2 9  j n  s h o r t ,  the p o l l  tax  

was as much a c l a s s  i s s u e  as a c i v i l  r ig h t s  i s s u e  fo r  M arcantonio.

A s k i l l f u l  p a r l ia m e n ta r ia n ,  Marcantonio o f t e n  maneuvered House 

opponents o f  c i v i l  r i g h t s  l e g i s l a t i o n  in to  approving, however

2^Rubinste in ,  pp. 167-68 .
oq

C on gress ion a l R ecord, March 4 , 1943, p. A948.



r e l u c t a n t l y ,  b i l l s  they  d i s l i k e d .  The h e a d l in e  of the le a d  a r t i c l e  o f

th e  New York Times o f  J u ly  4 ,  1945 read , " B a tt le  over FEPC in  House

Im p e r ils  11 Other A g en c ie s :  A S in g le  Member Can Block Funds fo r  These

U nits  and Marcantonio P lans to  Do So."  Because th e  FEPC was in c lu d ed

among e ig h t e e n  o th er  war a g e n c ie s  in  a su pp ly  a p p ro p r ia t io n s  b i l l ,  i t

was covered  by the s o - c a l l e d  con sen t agreem ent. Hence, M arcanton io 's

o b j e c t io n  to th e  FEPC e x c l u s i o n  was s u f f i c i e n t  to  prevent the

a p p r o p r ia t io n  of funds fo r  the most im portant wartime a g e n c ie s ,

in c lu d in g  the War P rod u ction  Board, O f f i c e  of Economic S t a b i l i z a t i o n ,

and War S h ip p in g  A d m in is tr a t io n .  The s p e c te r  of t h i s  was enough to

in s u r e  c o n t in u a t io n  of FEPC fu n d in g . "For once,"  The N ation  e x u l t e d ,

30"the a g i l e  Southern p a r l ia m en ta r ia n s  were beaten  a t  t h e i r  own game."

The end of World War I I  and the o n se t  of the Cold War c a s t

M arcantonio in  a new but not unaccustomed r o l e .  In 1947, a f t e r

P r e s id e n t  Truman d e l iv e r e d  th e  S t a t e  o f  the Union message o u t l i n i n g  an

a g g r e s s iv e l y  anti-Communist f o r e ig n  p o l i c y ,  the  Times r ep o r te d :  "The

members of the House a ro se  as a body and applauded h e a r t i l y .  There was

one n o ta b le  e x c e p t io n ,  R e p r e s e n ta t iv e  V ito  M arcantonio , who s tood  up and

reached fo r  h i s  c i g a r e t t e  c a s e .  E x tr a c t in g  a smoke, he stamped i t  upon

h is  palm, c r e a t in g  no more acc lam ation  than would a mouse creep in g  

** ^  1a cr o ss  a rug . U n t i l  h i s  d e fe a t  in  1950, he provided the most 

c o n s i s t e n t  o p p o s i t io n  to the new b ip a r t i s a n  f o r e ig n  p o l i c y  in  the  

House. Often h i s  was the  on ly  d i s s e n t in g  v o i c e .

What was most c h a r a c t e r i s t i c ,  and u n ique, about M arcanton io 's

^ S c h a f f e r ,  p .  138.

■^"Truman A cts to Save N ation  from Red R ule ,"  New York Times 
(March 13, 1947 ) ,  p . 4 .



o p p o s i t io n  to  U nited  S t a t e s  Cold War fo r e ig n  p o l i c y  was h i s  f r o n t a l

a t ta c k  on i t s  fo u n d a t io n s ,  v i z . ,  anti-Communism and fe a r s  o f  S o v ie t

ex p a n s io n ism . The r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  fo r  the c i v i l  war in  G reece , fo r

example, Marcantonio a sc r ib e d  n o t ,  as o f f i c i a l  p o l i c y  had i t ,  to the

Greek Communist P a r ty 's  o p e r a t in g  as a f r o n t  f o r  S o v ie t  expansionism ;

ra th e r  he argued i t  r e s t e d  w ith  the incumbent regime by r e f u s in g

to  adopt e lem entary  dem ocratic  re form s, t h i s  regim e backed by 
B r i t i s h  i m p e r i a l i s t s  has caused the c i v i l  s t r i f e  in  G reece. The 
q u e s t io n  in  Greece i s  not one of communism. The q u e s t io n  
in v o lv e d  i n  Greece i s  bread , la n d ,  e q u i t a b le  t a x a t io n ,  l i b e r t y ,  a 
square d e a l  fo r  th e  p e a s a n ts .  . . . T his  regim e i s  a F a s c i s t  
reg im e. . . .  We w i l l  be g iv in g  money to a F a s c i s t  regime to  
sh oot  down men and women, y e s ,  c a l l  them g u e r r i l l a s — y e s ,  some of  
them Communists, many of them non-Communists— who fought on our 
s id e  during the war. . . .  We are  . . .  a id in g  F a s c i s t  i n t e r e s t s  
a l l  over the world by the a c t io n  we are t a k in g .  We do i t  by 
r a i s i n g  the anti-Communist c r y .  I t  i s  a f a s c i s t  te c h n iq u e .  I t  
w i l l  not s u c c e e d . ^

R ep ea ted ly ,  Marcantonio i n s i s t e d  th a t  th e r e  was "no danger of  

a g g r e s s io n  from th e  S o v ie t  U nion." I n s te a d ,  he b e l i e v e d ,  "All t h i s  

s u f f e r i n g  and d e p r iv a t io n  i s  fo r  the b e n e f i t  o f  th e  Wall S t r e e t  t r u s t s  

who seek  to c o n tr o l  the w orld  fo r  p r o f i t  and more p r o f i t  and a t  our 

e x p e n s e ."^3 jn l i e u  of a fo r e ig n  p o l i c y  based on "containm ent,"  he 

advocated  c o l la b o r a t io n  w ith  th e  S o v ie t  Union. In a C o n g r ess io n a l  

sp e e c h ,  d e l iv e r e d  A p r i l  9 ,  1948 opp osing  the M arshall  P la n , he p resen ted  

h is  most extreme fo r e ig n  p o l i c y  s ta tem en t of the postwar p e r io d ,  p la c in g  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  fo r  the d i v i s i o n  o f  Europe on the U nited  S t a t e s .  He 

warned th a t  the p o l i c y  o f  containm ent would lead  to war w ith  th e  S o v ie t  

Union, E astern  Europe, and C hina. R ep eated ly  he i n s i s t e d  th a t  the

•̂ C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord , May 7 , 1947, p .  4973 .

•^•^Radio speech  sponsored  by th e  American Labor P a rty ,  August 2 ,  
1948. Text d e p o s ite d  in  MP 22, 1 o f  2 (M isc e l la n e o u s  4 o f  8 ) .  Pr in ted  
a l s o  in  the Appendix to the C o n g r e ss io n a l  R ecord, August 4 ,  1948, pp. 
A4850-1.



M arsh all  P lan  ( i n  the words he used in  C ongress):

i s  not a id .  I t  i s  not fo o d .  I t  i s  not r e h a b i l i t a t i o n .  I t  i s  
war. I t  i s  being s o ld  to the country  under the g u is e  of s to p p in g  
communism. . . .  [The M arshall Plan] i s  being  used by W all S t r e e t  
c o r p o r a t io n s  to extend t h e i r  monopoly c o n t r o l  a l l  over  Europe.  
[ I t ]  i s  b u i ld in g  markets fo r  m onopolies which want to dump goods 
abroad w h i le  m a in ta in in g  h igh  p r ic e s  a t  home. . . .  The la d ie s  
and gentlem en of h igh  f in a n c e  and monopoly c a p i t a l i s m  are the  
r e a l  m asters  of the Government in  America.

On many o c c a s io n s ,  Marcantonio had denounced "Wall S t r e e t  im p e r ia l ism ,"

but had never  b e fo r e  p resen ted  U nited  S t a t e s  fo r e ig n  p o l i c y  so t o t a l l y

w ith in  a M a r x is t -L e n in is t  framework. With s im i l a r  f o r c e ,  and fo r  the

f i r s t  t im e ,  he c h a r a c te r is e d  both  major p a r t i e s  as "planning to em broil

the world in t o  another war" and being  e q u a l ly  dominated by the "big

t r u s t s  of Wall S t r e e t .

As the Truman fo r e ig n  p o l i c y  o f  containm ent and anti-communism

ach ieved  b ip a r t i s a n  su p p o rt ,  M arcantonio found h im s e l f  i n c r e a s i n g ly

i s o l a t e d  in  th e  House. On August 18, 1949, fo r  exam ple, 122

R e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  voted  a g a in s t  the f o r e ig n  m i l i t a r y  a id  b i l l ;  one year

l a t e r ,  he c a s t  the s o l e  d i s s e n t in g  v o t e . 35 Most s t r i k i n g ,  however, was

h is  o p p o s i t io n  to th e  Korean War. Less than f i v e  months b e fo r e  E le c t io n

Day, when he would have to  fa c e  a c o a l i t i o n  ca n d id a te  o f  the D em ocratic ,

R epublican , and L ib e r a l  P a r t i e s ,  he ro se  to " s ta te  my o p in io n  on t h i s

»3 /
C o n g r ess io n a l  R ecord , June 12, 1948, p . 8654 .  A lso  on h i s  

o p p o s i t io n  to the  M arshall Plan s e e  C o n g r ess io n a l  R ecord , December 11, 
1947, pp. 1130, 1134-35 . In the House, Marcantonio p resen ted  the on ly  
o p p o s i t io n  to th e  M arshall Plan from the l e f t .  In th e  S e n a te ,  Glenn 
Taylor (Democrat, Iowa) p resen ted  the o n ly  o p p o s i t io n  from the l e f t .
See Mary S p e r l in g  M cA u liffe ,  C r is i s  on th e  L e ft :  Cold War P o l i t i c s  and 
American L ib e r a l s ,  1947-1954 (Amherst: U n iv e r s i ty  of M assach u setts
P r e s s ,  1978 ) ,  p .  30 .

35 .."House Cuts Europe Arms Aid by H a lf ,"  New York Times (A p r i l  19, 
1949),  p .  1; "Arras Aid Is  Voted; M arcantonio C asts  Only 'Nay' i n  House,"  
New York Times (J u ly  20, 1950 ) ,  p . 1; "18 B i l l i o n  in  Arms I s  Voted by 
House," New York Times (December 16, 1950),  p .  5 .



m a tte r .  A fter  a l l ,  Mr. Chairman, you o n ly  l i v e  once; and i t  i s  b e t t e r  

to l i v e  o n e ’s l i f e  w ith  o n e 's  c o n s c ie n c e  ra th er  than to tem porize or  

a ccep t  in  s i l e n c e  th ose  th in g s  which one b e l i e v e s  to be a g a in s t  the  

i n t e r e s t s  of o n e 's  own p eop le  and n a t io n ."  He o b je c te d  f i r s t  to  

Truman's f a i l u r e  to  ask Congress fo r  a d e c la r a t io n  o f  war. Noting the  

v ic t o r y  of th e  Communists in  China, Marcantonio i n s i s t e d  th at  the  

" ty r a n n ic a l  r u le r s  o f  South Korea were th w artin g  n a t io n a l  u n ity ."

B efore  c a s t in g  the s o l e  n e g a t iv e  v o t e ,  he branded U nited  S ta te s  

in t e r v e n t i o n  as a b e t t in g  tyranny and p e r p e tu a t in g  a g g r e s s i o n . 36

During h is  f i n a l  two term s, Marcantonio rose  tim e and aga in  to

argue in  o p p o s i t io n  to contempt of Congress c i t a t i o n s  a g a in s t  persons

who r e fu s e d  to coop era te  w ith  th e  House Committee on Un-American

A c t i v i t i e s .  The e a r l i e s t  o c c a s io n ,  in  A p r i l  1946, in v o lv e d  se v e n te e n

members o f  the e x e c u t iv e  board of th e  J o in t  A n t i - F a s c i s t  Refugee

Committee who had been c i t e d  f o r  r e f u s in g  to  turn  i t s  record s  over to
«

the com m ittee .  M arcantonio p o in ted  out th a t  th e  House was s i t t i n g  as  

both judge and ju r y  and t h a t ,  i f  i t  upheld a contempt c i t a t i o n ,  th ese  

persons would a lm ost c e r t a i n l y  be im p rison ed . He p leaded  th a t  th e  House 

not "be m otivated  by h a tr e d ,  by b i a s ,  by p a s s io n ,  by red 

b a i t i n g .  . . ."; he fu r th e r  q u e s t io n e d  what he c a l l e d  the " b as ic  

p o l i t i c a l  q u e s t io n ,  [ th a t  i s ]  whether a id  to  the v ic t im s  of Franco  

c o n s t i t u t e s  s u b v e r s iv e  and un-American a c t i v i t i e s . "  The v o te  fo r  

contempt was 292 y e a s ,  56 nays .

A lso  in  1946, he u n s u c c e s s f u l l y  fought a g a in s t  the contempt 

c i t a t i o n  of C o r l i s s  Laraont, the l e f t i s t  m i l l i o n a i r e  who was a lea d in g

^ ^R ubinstein , pp. 3 5 2 -55 .

•^ C o n g ress io n a l R ecord, A p r il  16, 1946, pp. 2 7 4 7 -4 8 ,  2 7 70 -72 .
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f ig u r e  in  the N a t io n a l  C oun cil of A m erican-Sovie t  F r ie n d sh ip ,  and George 

M arsh a ll ,  chairman o f th e  N a t io n a l  F ed er a t io n  fo r  C o n s t i t u t io n a l  

L i b e r t i e s . I n  the l a t t e r  c a s e ,  Marcantonio was ab le  to d e la y  the 

i n e v i t a b l e  m a jo r ity  v o te  fo r  contempt by i n s i s t i n g  th a t  a quorum be 

p r e se n t  and a r o l l  c a l l  v o te  be ta k en . The c i t i n g  of M arshall delayed  

adjournment of C ongress, s in c e  every  tim e John Rankin ro se  to  bring h is  

com m ittee 's  r e s o lu t i o n  fo r  contempt to the f l o o r ,  Marcantonio or an a l l y  

would su g g e s t  the lack  of a quorum. When a m a jo r ity  of the members were 

rounded up by the r in g in g  of the House b e l l ,  Rankin moved to "d ispense  

w ith  the p roceed ings"  so th a t  he might go ahead w ith  the contempt 

c i t a t i o n .  Then one of the Marcantonio group would ask fo r  a r o l l  c a l l ,  

which would show th a t  a quorum was no lo n g er  p r e s e n t ,  v a r io u s  

Congressmen having l e f t  the  chamber. This procedure was rep eated  e ig h t  

t im e s .  When Rankin p r o te s te d  th a t  i t  c o n s t i t u t e d  a " d i la to r y  t a c t i c , "  

th e r e  was la u g h te r  in  the House, s in c e  i t  was he who had used the same 

p arliam en tary  t r i c k  whenever Marcantonio brought forward c i v i l  r ig h t s

l e g i s l a t i o n . 39

In 1947 Gerhart E i s l e r ,  a German r e f u g e e ,  was c i t e d  fo r  contempt 

fo r  r e fu s in g  to be sworn in  b e fo re  th e  House Un-American A c t i v i t i e s  

Committee b e fo re  read ing  a th ree -m in u te  s ta te m e n t .  Richard N ixon , who 

p resen ted  the Committee's contempt case  to  th e  House, d e s c r ib e d  E i s l e r  

as a man who had come to the U nited  S t a t e s  to " d irec t  and mastermind the

3 ^ S ch a ffer ,  p .  56 .
OQ
-^W alter Goodman, The Committee; The E xtraord inary  Career of the  

House Committee on Un-American A c t i v i t i e s  (B a lt im ore:  Penguin Books. 
1968),  p .  179.



esp io n a g e  a c t i v i t i e s  of the Communist Party" in  t h i s  c o u n tr y .40 

P o in t in g  out th a t  no c o n cre te  ev id en ce  had been p resen ted  to support  

such a ch a rg e ,  Marcantonio i n s i s t e d :  "This i s  the b eg in n in g  of a red

s c a r e ,  i t  i s  aimed a t  E i s l e r ,  the  Communist, but i t  i s  aimed a t  a l l  

a d voca tes  of democracy. . . . H is to r y  has taught us th a t  behind a red 

s c a r e .  . . h y s t e r i a ,  th e r e  marches, s lo w ly  but s u r e ly ,  and o f t e n  

s p e e d i l y ,  dom estic  fa s c is m .  . . ."41 The v o te  to c i t e  E i s l e r  fo r  

contempt was 370 to o n e . 42 Again in  1947 he was the on ly  member of the  

House to v o te  a g a in s t  the contempt c i t a t i o n  d ir e c t e d  a t  Eugene D ennis ,  

the g e n e r a l  s e c r e ta r y  of the Communist P a r t y . 43 On two days in  August 

1950, the House was p resen ted  w ith  the contempt c i t a t i o n s  o f  f i f t y - s i x  

p e r so n s .  Only Marcantonio argued th a t  th e  F i f t h  Amendment had been 

a p p r o p r ia te ly  ta k en .  B efore  c a s t in g  the s o l e  n e g a t iv e  v o t e ,  he asked  

h is  c o l l e a g u e s :  "What are you r e a l l y  a f r a id  o f ? " ^

W alter Goodman, the major h i s t o r i a n  o f  the House Committee on Un- 

American A c t i v i t i e s ,  s t a t e d  th a t  a f t e r  M arcanton io 's  d e f e a t ,  the on ly  

c h id in g  t h a t  Committee had to  endure was from i t s  w e l l - w i s h e r s ,  who 

sometimes argued i t  was not b eing  harsh  e n o u g h . 45 Perhaps more 

s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  the on ly  s e r io u s  c r i t i c i s m  of U nited  S ta te s  fo r e ig n

^ " E i s l e r  Contempt I s  Voted by House," New York Times (February  
19, 1947),  p .  10.

^ C o n g ress io n a l R ecord , February 18, 1947, p. 1131.

4 2 " E is l e r  Held V ic t im  of a ' F a s c i s t '  P l o t , ” New York Times (March 
21, 19 4 7 ) ,  p . 3.

^ " J o se p h s o n  and Dennis Are C ited  by House on Contempt Charges,"  
New York Times (A p r i l  23 , 1947), p . 1.

^ R u b i n s t e i n ,  p. 361.



p o l i c y  heard in  the House was to be made more than a decade a f t e r  h i s  

d e f e a t .  These s i l e n c e s  on major a s p e c t s  of American p o l i t i c a l  l i f e  

perhaps b e s t  u n d e r l in e  M arcanton io 's  im portance as a l e g i s l a t o r ,  th at  

i s ,  as a d i s s e n t in g  v o ic e  whose presen ce  in  th a t  body caused s u b s ta n t iv e  

debate  and d e l i b e r a t i o n .

While uphold ing th e  g e n e r a l  p o s i t i o n s  of the  Communist Party in  

th e  House, M arcanton io 's  e x tr a -C o n g r e s s io n a l  p u r s u i t s  c o n s is t e d  alm ost  

e x c l u s i v e l y  of involvem ent w ith  o r g a n iz a t io n s  e i t h e r  c l o s e l y  or d i r e c t l y  

connected  to the Communist P arty .  Of the tw e lv e  o r g a n iz a t io n s  branded  

as Communist by the A ttorn ey  G e n e ra l's  rep ort  of 1942, he was found to  

be a member of seven  and v i c e  chairman of t h r e e . 46 on assuming the  

p r e s id e n c y  of the I n te r n a t io n a l  Labor D efen se  in  1937, he had used h i s  

C o n g r ess io n a l e x p e r ie n c e  to broaden the o r g a n iz a t i o n ' s  l e g i s l a t i v e  

a c t i v i t y ,  e s t a b l i s h i n g  an o f f i c e  in  W ashington, D.C. f o r  the purpose of  

" i n i t i a t i o n  of l e g i s l a t i o n .  . . , development of a n ation w id e  

lob b y , . . . and a l e g i s l a t i v e  in fo r m a t io n  s e r v i c e . "47 (S ee  pp. 37 , 61)

He a l s o  a s s i s t e d  th e  Workers A l l i a n c e ,  an o r g a n iz a t io n  of the  

unemployed and WPA em ployees th a t  was a l l i e d  w ith  the Communist P a r ty .

He spoke a t  i t s  c o n v e n t io n s ,  defended i t  a g a in s t  C o n g ress io n a l a t t a c k ,  

and, most i n t e r e s t i n g ,  in trod u ced  a b i l l  in  1940 d r a f te d  by the  

o r g a n i z a t i o n .48 E n t i t l e d  "The American Standards Work and A s s i s ta n c e

^Goodman, p .  297.

U faArthur Walker Bingham, "The C o n g r ess io n a l E le c t io n s  of V ito  
Marcantonio" (Honors Paper, Harvard U n i v e r s i t y ,  1950 ) ,  p .  138.

^ " T h e  P r e s i d e n t ' s  Message," Equal J u s t i c e  (January 1938),  p . 1.

48"La Guardia Favors 3 M i l l i o n  on WPA,” New York Times (March 23, 
1940),  p. 2; C o n g ress io n a l R ecord , January 12, 1939, p. 267; March 27, 
1939, p .  4531; J u ly  20, 1939, pp. 9 631 -32 .



A ct,"  the b i l l  c a l l e d  f o r  the immediate employment of th r e e  m i l l i o n  

persons by the WPA at "wages equal to th o se  p r e v a i l in g  fo r  s im i l a r  work 

i n  the l o c a l i t y  or to the union  s c a l e .  . . ." F u r th er ,  i t  guaranteed  

the r ig h t  of th e s e  persons to o rg a n iz e  unions and bargain  

c o l l e c t i v e l y .  F i n a l ly ,  a c la u s e  barred d is c r im in a t io n  fo r  reason s  of 

"sex , r a c e ,  c o lo r ,  r e l i g i o n ,  c i t i z e n s h i p ,  le n g th  of r e s id e n c e  w ith in  the  

s t a t e  or l o c a l i t y ,  p o l i t i c a l  o p in io n s ,  or membership in  any econom ic,  

p o l i t i c a l ,  or r e l i g i o u s  o r g a n i z a t i o n s . "49 (See pp. 128-29)

Other groups w ith  which Marcantonio remained on f r i e n d l y  terms 

in c lu d ed  th e  I n te r n a t io n a l  Workers Order (a  f r a t e r n a l  o r g a n iz a t io n  and 

a l l y  of the Communist P a r ty ) ,  o f  which he was a v i c e  p r e s id e n t ;  the  

American Committee fo r  th e  P r o te c t io n  o f  th e  F ore ign  Born ( o f  which he 

was a ls o  a v i c e  p r e s id e n t ) ;  th e  V eterans of the Abraham L in co ln  Brigade;  

th e  American Youth C ongress; and the  American Peace M o b i l i z a t io n .  He 

a l s o  endorsed fund ap p ea ls  of the D a i ly  Worker and the New M asses , 50 and 

headed the board of d i r e c t o r s  o f  L 'U n ita  d e l  Popolo , an I t a l i a n  language  

w eekly  w ith  a l l e g e d  Communist P arty  t i e s . 51 He a l s o  spoke a t  m eetings  

sponsored  by th e  Communist P a r ty .  In 1942, b e fo r e  25 ,0 0 0  p eop le  a t  

Union Square, he shared th e  p la tfo rm  w ith  the p arty  l e a d e r s h ip ,  j o in in g  

them in  the demand th a t  " r ig h t  now i s  the r ig h t  tim e to  open a second  

f r o n t . "52 on May 3 , 1943, he was a fe a tu r e d  speak er  a t  a Communist-

C o n g r ess io n a l R ecord , May 22 , 1940, pp. 6 6 4 0 -4 2 .

5 0 josep h  North, e d i t o r  of the Sunday Worker, to  M arcantonio ,  
December 18, 1935; Marcantonio to N orth , December 31, 1935. MP 26; Paul  
Kaye, b u s in e ss  manager of the New M asses, to  M arcantonio , March 27,
1947; M arcantonio to Kaye, March 29, 1947. MP 22, 1 o f  2 (M is c e l la n e o u s  
3 o f  8 ) ;  s e e  a l s o  "Charge by M arcantonio ,"  New York Times (March 2, 
1936),  p. 7 .

■^"Plans New I t a l i a n  D a i ly ,"  New York Times (June 5, 1 9 3 8 ) ,  p. 2 .



P a r ty -sp o n so r e d  May Day R a l ly  h e ld  i n  Yankee Stad ium , where he 

r e i t e r a t e d  h i s  support fo r  a second f r o n t , ^  In a l e t t e r  to th e  Fur and 

L eath er  Workers U nion ’ s 1946 c o n v e n t io n ,  M arcantonio d e s c r ib e d  t h i s  most 

o p en ly  Communist-led union in  the c i t y  as h i s  " f a v o r i t e ” u n i o n , ^  He 

h e lp ed  i t  to  lob b y  f o r  l e g i s l a t i o n  to  remove th e  20 p e r c e n t  e x c i s e  ta x  

on f u r s , ^  spoke a t  s t r i k e  m e e t i n g s , ^  and p rov id ed  i t s  members w ith  

v a r io u s  s e r v i c e s . ^  (S e e  pp . 7 6 -7 7 ,  79 )

E s p e c i a l l y  in  the postw ar p e r io d  o f  p o l i t i c a l  r e p r e s s io n  o f  th e  

l e f t ,  M arcantonio i n c r e a s i n g l y  serv ed  as c o u n s e l  to  in d i v i d u a l s  and 

o r g a n iz a t io n s  which came in t o  l e g a l  jeo p a rd y  b ecau se  o f  t h e i r  a l l e g e d  or  

avowed Communist P arty  c o n n e c t io n s .

One o f  th e  most w id e ly  p u b l i c i z e d  l e g a l  c a s e s  th a t  Marcantonio

undertook  was th e  d e fe n s e  o f  W. E. B. DuBois, who as a r e s u l t  o f  h i s

prom otion  o f  th e  Stockholm  Peace A ppeal was i n d i c t e d  on February 7 ,

‘1-951, f o r  f a i l i n g  to  r e g i s t e r  as a f o r e i g n  a g e n t .  The governm ent's  ca se  » * 
a* * •

r e s t e d  l a r g e l y  on an a ttem p t to  prove a p a r a l l e l  betw een  th e  p o s i t i o n s  

of th e  d o m est ic  c i r c u l a t o r s  o f  the peace appea l and th o s e  in  o th e r  

c o u n t r i e s .  To t h i s  he responded in  c o u r t :  "Two p e o p le  may have

p a r a l l e l  v ie w s ,  one a t  the n orth  p o le  and one at th e  so u th  p o l e .  That 

does not e s t a b l i s h  agen cy ."  Working w ith o u t  f e e  as c o - c o u n s e l  and

^ A g e n t ' s  Report of March 2 , 1945 . FBI F i l e .

-^M arcantonio  to  Ben Gold, May 2 0 ,  1946. MP 17, 1 o f  2 (F u r r ie r s
U n io n ) .

55 Leon S tr a u s s  to M arcanton io , J u ly  25, 1949 . MP 1 / ,  1 o f  2 
(F u r r ie r s  U n io n ) .

C  ZL

"City Asked to  Curb Fur S t r i k e  'T e r r o r , '"  New York Times (May 
10, 1 9 3 8 ) ,  p .  1.

^ H e n r y  Foner to  Manuel Medina, September 29 , 1949 . MP 49 .



does not e s t a b l i s h  agency."  Working w ith ou t f e e  as c o -c o u n s e l  and 

fr e q u e n t ly  r e f e r r in g  to  DuBois as the " g r e a te s t  l i v i n g  American," 

Marcantonio won a c q u i t t a l  fo r  D u B o i s . 58

M arcanton io 's  d e fen se  of another  s u b je c t  of p o l i t i c a l  a t t a c k ,  the  

E x ecu tiv e  S e c r e ta r y  of the  C i v i l  R igh ts  C ongress, W il liam  L. P a t te r s o n ,  

was so v ig o r o u s  th a t  the p r e s id in g  judge o f t e n  c a l l e d  him to o rd er .  

P a tte r so n  was in d ic t e d  on November 27 , 1950, fo r  contempt o f  Congress  

fo r  not producing the record s  o f  h i s  o r g a n iz a t io n  when they  were 

subpoenaed by the  House S e l e c t  Committee on Lobbying A c t i v i t i e s .  In h i s  

c l o s i n g  s ta te m e n t ,  Marcantonio informed the court th a t  during the  

C o n g r ess io n a l h e a r in g s ,  the p r e s id in g  chairman of the com m ittee , Rep. 

Henderson Lanham of G eorg ia , r e fe r r e d  to  P a t te r s o n  as a "black s o n - o f - a -  

b i t c h ."  The ju ry  of seven  b lacks and f i v e  w h ites  informed the court  

th a t  th ey  were unable to  agree  upon a v e r d i c t .  The judge d isch arged  

them and s u g g e s te d  th a t  the government drop the c a s e .  P a tte r so n  was not

r e i n d i c t e d . 59

M arcantonio was not s u c c e s s f u l  in  a l l  the l e g a l  ca ses  he 

a c c e p te d .  In 1954, he was d e fen se  c o u n s e l  fo r  Ben Gold, th e  P r e s id e n t  

o f  the Fur and L eath er  Workers U nion, when the l a t t e r  was in d ic t e d  fo r  

f a l s e l y  a t t e s t i n g  under p r o v is io n s  of th e  T a f t -H a r t le y  Act th a t  he was 

not a member of the Communist P a rty ,  not a f f i l i a t e d  w ith  i t ,  and not a 

supporter  of an o r g a n iz a t io n  th at  taught the overthrow  of th e  United  

S ta te s  by f o r c e .  A ttack in g  government w i t n e s s e s  as " tra in ed  s e a l s , "

C O

R u b in s te in ,  pp. 441-45; "R ally  Backs D u B o is ,” New York Times 
(February 22 , 1951), p . 37; W. E. B. DuBois, In the B a t t l e  fo r  Peace;  
The S to ry  of My 83rd B irthday  (New York: Masses and Mainstream, 1952 ) ,  
p . 150.

■ ^R ubinste in , pp. 4 4 6 -5 2 .



Marcantonio a d v ised  th a t  "events  w i l l  pass  judgment on a p o l i t i c a l  

p a r ty .  But today or tomorrow when you r e t i r e  you are to pass judgment 

on t h i s  d e fen d a n t,  not the Communist P a r ty .  . . ." On A p r i l  2, 1954, 

the ju ry  returned  a g u i l t y  v e r d ic t  and Gold was sen ten ced  u ) one to  

th r e e  years  in  p r i s o n . 60

The most im portant l e g a l  b a t t l e  th a t  Marcantonio jo in e d  in  t h i s  

period  concerned the l e g a l  e x i s t e n c e  of the Communist P a r ty .  When the  

S u b vers ive  A c t i v i t i e s  C ontrol Board opened h ea r in g s  in  1951 to determ ine  

whether the Communist Party should  r e g i s t e r  under th e  I n te r n a l  S e c u r i ty  

A ct,  Marcantonio served  as c o -c o u n s e l  fo r  the p a r ty .  The h e a r in g s ,  

which l a s t e d  fo r  more than a y e a r ,  found th a t  the party should  comply 

w ith  the Act by r e g i s t e r i n g  w ith  the J u s t i c e  Department, l i s t i n g  a l l  i t s  

o f f i c e r s  and members, f i l i n g  annual f i n a n c i a l  r e p o r t s ,  and i d e n t i f y i n g  

a l l  m a te r ia l  s e n t  through the m a il .  Then, o n ly  a few months b e fo r e  h i s  

death , M arcantonio is s u e d  h is  f i n a l  words in  o p p o s i t io n  to  the l e g a l  

a t ta c k s  on the l e f t  in  an u n s u c c e s s fu l  attem pt to  have the I n te r n a l  

S e c u r i ty  Act overtu rn ed , r e f e r r in g  to  i t  in  a s ta tem en t  b e fo re  the Court 

o f  Appeals as the " s ta tu to r y  c o d i f i c a t i o n  o f  McCarthyism."61

R u b in s te in ,  p. 475; "Ben Gold J a i l e d  fo r  1 to  3 Y ears,"  New 
York Times (May 1, 1954), p .  10; s ee  a l s o ,  "Ben Gold I s  G u il ty  in  D en ia l  
He's Red," New York Times (A p r il  3 , 19 5 4 ) ,  p. 7 .

6 lR u b in s te in ,  p .  481; s e e  a l s o  pp . 4 7 7 -8 2 .  In regard to  
M arcanton io 's  d e fen se  of the Communist Party  b e fo r e  the S u bvers ive  
A c t i v i t i e s  C ontro l Board, see  th e s e  New York Times a r t i c l e s :
"Communists H ire  M arcantonio, Abt” (January 5 , 1 9 5 1 ) ,  p. 9; "Red C ontrol  
Board I s  Termed I l l e g a l "  (January 23 , 1951),  p .  20; "Suit by Communists 
A s s a i l s  S e c u r i ty  Act" (February 1, 1951 ) ,  p . 11; " S ov ie t  Set  Up Here in  
'2 1 ,  G itlow  Says" (A p r i l  25, 1952),  p .  14; "Ex-Red Says Party Threatened  
Death" (January 23, 1952 ) ,  p. 8; "Reds Again Lose S u it  to H alt U .S .
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the  i n c r e a s i n g l y  unpopular cause of d efen d in g  th e  l e g a l  e x i s t e n c e  o f  the 

Communist P arty— both as a lawyer and in  p u b l ic  s ta te m e n ts — th at the  

most s e r io u s  d is p u te  between Marcantonio and the P arty  a r o s e .  Their  

disagreem ent e v o lv ed  out of t h e i r  d i f f e r i n g  e v a lu a t io n s  as to the nature  

of the postwar p o l i t i c a l  r e p r e s s io n  of the l e f t .  Marcantonio viewed i t  

as an ep iso d e  s im i l a r  to o th er  p o l i t i c a l l y  r e p r e s s iv e  p er iod s  in  

American h i s t o r y ,  such as the p er io d s  of the A l i e n - S e d i t i o n  Act and the  

Palmer r a i d s .  For example, in  1950, w h i le  arguing th at  the l o y a l t y  

o a th s ,  Un-American A c t i v i t i e s  Committee, and Smith Act t r i a l s  were 

b r in g in g  about a q u a s i - f a s c i s t  s t a t e ,  he concluded: "To th ose  who f e e l

overwhelmed by the seem in g ly  overwhelming pow erfu l c h a ra c te r  of the war-  

makers and t h e i r  p ro f it -m a k ers  and t h e i r  t o o l s ,  th e  Democrats and the  

R epublicans and t h e i r  f l u n k i e s , the f a l s e  l i b e r a l s  . . .  I say th a t  

m idnight i s  en d in g .  J u s t  as the ca len dar  b r in gs  us around the turn o f  

the new h a l f - c e n t u r y ,  so had the c lo c k  of e v e n ts  brought us p a s t
£ O

m id n igh t."  In c o n tr a s t  to  M arcanton io 's  e v a lu a t io n  of t h i s  p e r io d ,  

the Communist P arty  saw the  U nited  S t a t e s  as being  " f iv e  minutes to  

m id n igh t ,"  th at  i s  on the verge  of becoming a f u l l - f l e d g e d  f a s c i s t

Hearings" (February 6 , 19 5 2 ) ,  p. 14; "Marcantonio S t i r s  Red Inquiry  
Clash" (June 10, 1952),  p .  12; "Reds Wind Up P le a  on Party R eg istry"  
(January 8 , 1 9 5 3 ) ,  p. 16.

k^For exam ple, in  J u ly  1952, he s ta t e d :  "The f i r s t  l i n e  of  
d efen se  of American democracy i s  the d e fen se  of th e  C o n s t i t u t io n a l  
r i g h t s  of the Communists and of the Communist P a r ty ."  Text of speech  
d e l iv e r e d  on J u ly  5 ,  1952 b efore  the P r o g r e s s iv e  Party co n v en t io n ,  
d e p o s ite d  in  MP, 1 of 2 (M is c e l la n e o u s  7 o f  8 ) .

f i l  Q
N a t io n a l  Guardian, January 11,  1950.
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s t a t e . 64 These v a s t l y  d i f f e r i n g  p e r s p e c t iv e s  le d  to the o n ly  s e r io u s  

breach between M arcantonio and the Communist P arty ,  one which widened  

u n t i l  M arcanton io 's  d e a th .  The Party  took  the p o s i t i o n  th a t  l e f t  

p o l i t i c a l  form ation s  could  not be s u s ta in e d  during a p r e - f a s c i s t  

s i t u a t i o n .  I t  began, t h e r e f o r e ,  to  withdraw i t s  f o r c e s  from the  

American Labor Party and en tered  in t o  th e  Dem ocratic Party in  order to  

in f lu e n c e  i t s  l i b e r a l  w ing . Marcantonio le d  a group th a t  i n s i s t e d  th a t  

every  e f f o r t  should  be made to p reserv e  the  ALP.

The g r e a t  b i t t e r n e s s  engendered by t h i s  f a c t i o n a l  f i g h t  i s  

perhaps b es t  r e v e a le d  by the resp on se  Marcantonio sen t  to the e x e c u t iv e  

s e c r e ta r y  of the F u r r ie r s  J o in t  Board, a union w ith  e s p e c i a l l y  c lo s e  

t i e s  to  the Communist Party and to  M arcantonio , on r e c e ip t  o f  a $500 

c o n t r ib u t io n  to the ALP: "I acknowledge r e c e ip t  o f  your l e t t e r  and

check in  the amount o f  $500. I  h erew ith  re tu rn  your check . Your l e t t e r  

i s  in  k eep in g  w i th  a l l  of the d o u b le - t a lk  and broken prom ises th a t  your  

check r e p r e s e n t s <,”65 (S ee  pp. 76 -77)

The denouement o f  the Marcantonio and Communist f a c t i o n a l  d is p u te  

occurred  over the q u e s t io n  of the  1953 New York C ity  mayoral e l e c t i o n .  

The Communist P arty  took  the p o s i t i o n  th a t  the main ta sk  was the d e fe a t  

of  the incumbent Democrat, V in cen t I m p e l l i t t e r i , which i n d i r e c t l y  

amounted to  an endorsement o f  L ib e r a l  P arty  ca n d id a te  Rudolph H a i le y .  

(H a i le y  rep u d ia ted  t h i s  support:  "I d on 't  want any part of Marcantonio

Joseph R. S ta r o b in ,  American Communism in  C r i s i s ,  1943-1957  
(Cambridge: Harvard U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1972 ) ,  p. 220 . On M arcantonio's  
d e t e r i o r a t in g  r e l a t io n s h i p  w ith  th e  P a rty ,  s e e  S ta r o b in ,  p .  12.

65Marcantonio to  Leon S t r a u s s ,  October 29, 1951. MP 47 
(M isc e l la n e o u s  Campaigns).



or the D a i ly  Worker or the Communists or of any Communist-supported  

ft ftp a r ty ." )  The m isera b le  showing of th e  P r o g r e s s iv e  P a r t y ’s 1952 

P r e s i d e n t i a l  c a n d id a te ,  V in cen t H a l l in a n ,  who r e c e iv e d  140 ,000  v o te s  

n a t io n w id e , ^  and the g e n e r a l  d e c l in e  of th e  ALP convinced  the  Communist 

P arty  th a t  the major means o f  in f lu e n c in g  U nited  S t a t e s  p o l i t i c s  was to 

work w ith in  e x i s t i n g  o r g a n iz a t io n s  where l i b e r a l s  were to be found. A 

c o r o l la r y  of t h i s  p r o p o s i t io n  was the abandonment of l e f t i s t  p o l i t i c a l
ft Q

fo rm a t io n s ,  in c lu d in g  th e  American Labor P a r ty .  M arcantonio ,

s t r e s s i n g  what he p e rce iv ed  as i d e n t i c a l  p o s i t i o n s  undertaken by the two

major p a r t i e s ,  d e c la r e d :  "They may use  d i f f e r e n t  f i d d l e s  but they are

p la y in g  the same tu n e ."  To him, t h e r e f o r e ,  the  b e s t  hope fo r  fu r th e r in g

the p o s i t i o n s  of th e  ALP— p a r t i c u l a r l y  an " ear ly  and honorable peace in

Korea, p r e v e n t in g  our b ein g  c a ta p u lte d  in to  the  Indo-C hina war"— was

6 9s tr e n g th e n in g  th e  ALP i t s e l f .

The outcome of the 1953 mayoral e l e c t i o n  was a d i s a s t e r  fo r  the  

ALP. I t s  c a n d id a te ,  C l i f f o r d  McAvoy, garnered o n ly  5 4 ,0 0 0  v o t e s .  The 

day a f t e r  the e l e c t i o n ,  Marcantonio r e s ig n e d  as s t a t e  chairman and as a 

member of the p a r ty .  His r e s ig n a t io n  s ta tem en t cen ter ed  on h i s  lo n g -  

running d is p u te  w ith  the Communist P arty :

ftft°°" M arch is io  R e t ir e s  from L ib e r a l  R a c e ,” New York Times (A p r il  
19, 1953 ) ,  p .  19; s e e  a l s o ,  "R ival Democrats F re t  Over Apathy," New York 
Times (September 8 , 1 9 5 1 ) ,  p .  1 .

^ L aw rence  Lader, Power on the L e f t :  American R a d ica l  Movements 
S in ce  1946 (New York: W. W. N orton, 1979),  p .  8 8 .

ftftGeorge Charney [George B lake] and Harry A. L ev in ,  "An A n a ly s is  
of th e  New York E le c t io n s ,"  P o l i t i c a l  A f f a i r s  (January 1954),  pp. 3 3 -5 0 .

6QText of r e p o r t ,  "The American Labor P arty  and the 1953 
M unicipal E l e c t i o n s , ” d e l iv e r e d  a t  the American Labor Party S ta te  
C onferen ce , A p r il  29, 1953. MP 22, 1 of 2 (M is c e l la n e o u s  1 o f  8 ) .



D e sp ite  the f a c t  the [ th e  Marcantonio f a c t io n ]  sp e a k [s ]  fo r  
the m a jo r i ty ,  to co n t in u e  t h i s  c o n t e s t  would be f u t i l e  and 
e x h a u s t in g .  I t  i s  apparent th a t  the m a jo r ity  d e c i s i o n s  are in  
v a in  and the r e s u l t  i s  and would c o n t in u e  to be an ALP unable to  
m uster the req u ired  5 0 ,000  v o te s  in  1954 to  remain on the b a l l o t .

The ALP would become more and more a p r e ssu r e  group w ith  
th e  i s s u e  u n r e so lv e d .  I t  would become more and more a mimeograph 
machine ra th er  than a p o l i t i c a l  p a r ty .  The r o l e  i s  in e s c a p a b le  
. . .  in  the p resen t  "house d iv ided"  c o n d i t io n  of our P a r ty .

I r e j e c t  the course  of a purge of the  m in o r i ty .  I t  i s  
repugnant to  the dem ocratic  p r i n c i p l e s  to which I have su b scr ib ed  
throughout my p o l i t i c a l  c a r e e r .  . . .

I  b e l i e v e  in  independent p o l i t i c a l  a c t io n  and I  s i n c e r e l y  
b e l i e v e  th at  e f f o r t s  fo r  independent p o l i t i c a l  a c t io n  are  
im p o s s ib le  and h o p e le s s  today through the ALP.^®

Perhaps a lo n e  among n a t io n a l  p u b l ic  f i g u r e s ,  h i s  p u b l ic

s ta te m e n ts  c o n s i s t e n t l y  upheld the Communist P arty  as a l e g i t i m a t e

American i n s t i t u t i o n .  For example, i n  1943, in  sp eak in g  a g a in s t  the

a p p r o p r ia t io n  fo r  the House Un-American A c t i v i t i e s  Committee, he had

q u est io n ed  "the war a g a in s t  the Communists who, as an i n t e g r a l  part of

130 m i l l i o n  Am ericans, are  f i g h t i n g  and working l i k e  a l l  o th er  Americans

fo r  v i c t o r y  a g a in s t  the enemy . . .  By 1952, a t  a tim e o f

unprecedented  h o s t i l i t y  toward "Communism," M arcantonio s t a t e d  th at  the

Communist P arty  was an "American p o l i t i c a l  party  o p e r a t in g  in  what i t

co n s id ered  to be the b e s t  i n t e r e s t s  o f  the American working c l a s s  and 

72p eo p le ."  As a r e s u l t  o f  h i s  open and in t e n s e  r e l a t io n s h i p  w ith  the

P arty , many co n s id ered  him to  be a member of the Communist P a r ty .  He

P re ss  r e l e a s e ,  November 4 , 1953. MP 22, 1 o f  2 (R e s ig n a t io n  of  
V ito  Marcantonio from the  American Labor P a r ty ) ;  s e e  a lso ," D em ise  of  
ALP," New York Times (November 5, 1 9 5 3 ) ,  p . 30; "Marcantonio Out as ALP 
Chairman," New York Times (November 5 , 1953 ) ,  p .  35; and "Marcantonio 
R es ig n s ,"  New York Times (December 11, 1 9 5 3 ) ,  p . 3 5 .  For the Communist 
P a r ty 's  p o s i t i o n  on the 1953 New York C ity  mayoral e l e c t i o n ,  s e e  Charney 
and L ev in ,  pp. 3 3 -5 0 .

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  Record, February 8 ,  1943, p 726.

^ " U .S .  Reds Branded 'P up p ets '  o f  S o v ie t ,"  New York Times 
(O ctober 21, 1 9 5 2 ) ,  p . 12.



was n o t .  His problems w ith  the Communist P arty  in  the l a s t  th r e e  years  

o f  h i s  l i f e  exposed a t  l e a s t  part of the nature of t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p .

Three months a f t e r  M arcanton io’s d e f e a t  in  1950, an a r t i c l e  by 

George Charney, the Communist Party D i s t r i c t  O rganizer f o r  East Harlem, 

was p u b lish ed  in  P o l i t i c a l  A f f a i r s . I t  r e v e a le d  m is g iv in g s  the party  

had about i t s  a l l i a n c e  w ith  M arcantonio . Charney noted th a t  the  P a r ty 's  

" o r g a n iz a t io n  has tended to  reduce i t s e l f  to an a u x i l i a r y  apparatus in  

the c o a l i t i o n  [ to  e l e c t  M arcanton io ] ."  The P a rty ,  he co n t in u ed ,  had 

" p r im a r ily  c o n tr ib u te d  the manpower," but i t  had not d eveloped  e i t h e r  

i t s e l f  or a " l a s t i n g ,  u n i t e d - f r o n t  movement and o r g a n iz a t io n ."  

U lt im a t e ly ,  th e n ,  by d ep lo y in g  i t s  r e so u r c e s  a lon g  th e se  l i n e s ,  the  

Party had been "swallowed up in  the r o u t in e  of the  campaign. . . ."

He fu r th e r  noted  th a t  " ten d en c ies  have developed  to merge the Party  and 

the mass movement." In o th er  words, now th a t  the mass movement to e l e c t  

Marcantonio had been d e fe a te d ,  the Communist P arty  was l e f t  w ith  very  

meager o r g a n iz a t io n a l  g a in s .  (See p .  155)

Charney a l s o  q u es t io n ed  the a lm ost t o t a l  c o n c e n tr a t io n  o f  Party  

fo r c e s  in  M arcan ton io 's  d i s t r i c t .  He s t a t e d  th a t  th e  f a i l u r e  to conduct 

a campaign throughout Harlem had le s s e n e d  the B lack v o te  in  E ast  Harlem 

fo r  Marcantonio because the "Negro p eop le  in  a l l  p a r ts  of the c i t y  and, 

f o r  th a t  m atter the cou n try , are in f lu e n c e d  by the main p o l i t i c a l  

cu rre n ts  and movements i n  Harlem." ( A c t u a l ly ,  th e  B lack vo te  fo r  

Marcantonio in  1950 was g r e a te r  than in  1948; s e e  Map 9 . )  D e s p ite  th ese  

m is g iv in g s ,  Charney concluded: "The p r o g r e s s iv e  movement . . . made

t h i s  campaign in  the 18th C.D. the f o c a l  p o in t  in  the s t r u g g le  a g a in s t  

r e a c t io n .  In our o p in io n  i t  was a c o r r e c t  p o l i c y ,  even though i t  

demanded an unprecedented c i ty -w id e  r a l l y i n g  of the p r o g r e s s iv e
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7 ?movement. . . J

And to  the same d eg ree ,  d e s p i t e  M arcanton io 's  m is g iv in g s  about 

the  Communist P a r ty ' s  d i r e c t io n  in  t h i s  p e r io d ,  he never broke h is  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  the P a r ty .  At the time of h i s  death  he was s t i l l  co­

a t to r n e y  fo r  th e  Party in  i t s  most im portant l e g a l  b a t t l e ,  i t s  f i g h t  

b e fo r e  the S e c u r i ty  A c t i v i t i e s  C ontrol Board to s to p  i t s  r e g i s t r a t i o n  as  

a s u b v e r s iv e  o r g a n iz a t io n .

M arcanton io 's  p resen ce  in  Congress as an a r t i c u l a t e  n a t io n a l  

spokesman fo r  the g e n e r a l  p o s i t i o n  of th e  Communist Party was o f  

in e s t im a b le  im portance to  the P a r ty .  At the same tim e th e  a b i l i t y  o f  a 

r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c i a n  to  s u r v iv e  the v i c i s s i t u d e s  of th e  American p o l i t i c a l  

system  to  a la r g e  e x te n t  depended on the i n f u s io n  o f  re so u r c e s  in to  h i s  

d i s t r i c t  which on ly  the Communist Party  of th a t  p er io d  was w i l l i n g  and 

ab le  to  p r o v id e .  Whatever the m is g iv in g s  o f  the Communist P arty  and 

Marcantonio about t h e i r  a l l i a n c e ,  th ey  were in d is p e n s a b le  to each  

o t h e r .  This r e l a t io n s h i p  was not a t  i t s  heart one o f  p o l i t i c a l  

opportunism: u n d er ly in g  i t  was broad i d e o l o g i c a l  a f f i n i t y .  During th e s e  

th r e e  years  of growing c o n f l i c t ,  the P arty  and Marcantonio did not break  

r e l a t i o n s .  Beneath the s t r u g g le  over the fu tu r e  of the ALP remained  

g e n e r a l  p o l i t i c a l  agreem ent.

M arcanton io 's  a c t io n s  in  regard to  the P arty  in  t h i s  period  

r e v e a l  h i s  own m o t iv a t io n s .  There was probably n o th in g  he wanted more 

than to re tu rn  to C o n g r e s s .^  A f te r  h is  d e f e a t ,  h i s  headquarters  

remained open. He had continued  ex ten d in g  s e r v i c e s  to h i s  former

^ G e o rg e  Charney [George B la k e ] , "The Marcantonio E le c t io n  
Campaign," P o l i t i c a l  A f f a ir s  (January 1951),  pp . 8 0 -9 0 .

^ I n t e r v i e w  w ith  John A b t, New York C ity ,  August 25, 1975.
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c o n s t i t u e n t s .  On the day o f  h i s  death  he had j u s t  v i s i t e d  a p r in te r  who

7 5was prep aring  h is  nom inating p e t i t i o n s .  Y et, th ere  was probably  

n oth in g  he might have done th a t  more undermined the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a 

p o l i t i c a l  comeback than a c c e p t in g  the job  of l e g a l  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  for  

the Communist P a r ty .  The supremely p r a c t i c a l  p o l i t i c i a n  was a t  heart an 

i d e o l o g i c a l l y  committed r a d i c a l .

A r e c e n t l y  p u b lish ed  American government tex tb o o k  s t a t e s : "Of the  

dozens of thousands o f  men and women e l e c t e d  to  C ongress,  on ly  one— V ito  

Marcantonio— ev er  p u b l ic ly  acknowledged sympathy f o r  the Communist Party  

U SA ."^  The remainder of the p resen t  work attem p ts to e x p la in  how he 

was ab le  to  accom plish  t h i s  f e a t  seven  t im e s .

^ S c h a f f e r ,  pp. 2 0 8 -10 .

^^Robert S h e r r i l l ,  Why They C a ll  I t  P o l i t i c s :  A Guide to 
America1s Government, t h ir d  e d i t i o n  (New York: Harcourt Brace , 1979),  
p. 75 .



CHAPTER IV

MARCANTONIO'S POLITICAL ORGANIZATION

M arcanton io 's  e l e c t o r a l  s u c c e s s e s  g r e a t l y  depended on h is  

c r e a t in g  and c o n t r o l l i n g  what very  w e l l  may have been the most 

e l a b o r a t e ,  e f f i c i e n t ,  and m assive p o l i t i c a l  machine in  New York C ity .*  

While he s a t  in  th e  House, E ast  Harlem was, acco rd in g  to  Warren Moscow,

t* 2"the l a s t  s tro n g h o ld  in  New York o f  an o ld - t im e  p o l i t i c a l  machine.

And c u r io u s ly ,  th e  r i s e  o f  h i s  machine c o in c id e d  w ith  the d e c l in e  of

3
Tammany H a l l  and p o l i t i c a l  machines e lsew h ere  in  th e  U nited  S t a t e s .  

There i s  c o n s id e r a b le  ir o n y  in  t h i s ,  inasmuch as th e  American p o l i t i c a l  

e x p e r ie n c e  seems to i n d ic a t e  th a t  machine p o l i t i c s  i s  th e  a n t i t h e s i s  of  

reform p o l i t i c s .

The o r i g in s  o f  h i s  c l a s s i c a l  p o l i t i c a l  machine are  found in  the

■'■Arthur Mann, La Guardia: A F ig h te r  A g a in st  His Tim es, 1882-1933  
(C hicago: U n iv e r s i ty  of Chicago P r e s s ,  1 9 5 9 ) ,  p . 152.

^Warren Moscow, P o l i t i c s  in  th e  Empire S t a t e  (New York: A lfred  A. 
Knopf, 1 9 4 8 ) ,  p . 122.

3
Arthur Walker Bingham, "The C o n g r ess io n a l E le c t io n s  o f  V ito  

Marcantonio" (Honors paper, Harvard U n i v e r s i t y ,  1950),  p .  45 . C aroline  
F. Ware noted  th a t :  "The jo b s -a n d - fa v o r s  p o l i t i c a l  system  was more 
s t r o n g ly  entrenched  in  1930 than i t  had been in  1920 and i t  had become 
in terw oven  w ith  a l l  a s p e c t s  of the community's l i f e .  While o th er  
i n s t i t u t i o n s  of the l o c a l i t y — w ith  the e x c e p t io n  of the h e a lth  
a g e n c ie s — had to  s t r u g g le  to hold  t h e i r  own, the p o l i t i c a l  c lu b s  grew 
and t h e ir  power was extended in  s e v e r a l  d i r e c t i o n s ."  Greenwich V i l l a g e  
1920-1930: A Comment on American C i v i l i z a t i o n  in  the Post-War Years (New
York: Harper & Row, 1965),  p .  276.
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campaigns th a t  e l e c t e d  LaGuardia to re p r e se n t  E ast  Harlem in  Congress  

from 1922 to  1930. Although t h i s  i s  d is c u s s e d  e lsew h ere  in  t h i s  work 

( s e e  pp. 4 3 - 4 4 ) ,  a few p o in t s  about the e a r ly  h i s t o r y  of t h i s  machine 

should  be made h e r e .  LaGuardia, having p r e v io u s ly  rep r e se n te d  an 

alderm anic d i s t r i c t  in  low er Manhattan, was an o u t s id e r  to E ast  

Harlem. M arcanton io 's  in -d e p th  knowledge of and a c t iv i s m  i n  I t a l i a n  

Harlem were the t o o l s  w ith  which LaGuardia's y o u th fu l  campaign manager 

b u i l t  the  form idab le  machine th a t  e l e c t e d  and r e - e l e c t e d  both of them to  

C on gress .  While LaGuardia was in  the n a t io n ' s  c a p i t a l ,  Marcantonio  

atten d ed  to  th e  d a y -to -d a y  b u s in e ss  of s e r v ic in g  c o n s t i t u e n t s '  r e q u e s ts  

fo r  a s s i s t a n c e . ^  In a l e t t e r  to  h i s  law p artn ers  in  1925, an 

a p p r e c ia t iv e  LaGuardia w rote th a t  he wanted Marcantonio to  be h i s  

" p r o fe s s io n a l  h e ir ." " ’ Marcantonio r e j e c t e d  t h i s  o p p o r tu n ity ,  however, 

becoming in s t e a d  h i s  m en tor 's  p o l i t i c a l  h e ir  and i n h e r i t i n g  the F. H. 

LaGuardia P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c i a t io n ,  the p o l i t i c a l  machine the protege  b u i l t  

f o r  h is  m entor.

Around 1940 t h i s  machine changed i t s  name to  the V ito  Marcantonio  

P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c i a t io n ,  but from i t s  in c e p t io n  the apparatus r e f l e c t e d  

alm ost t o t a l l y  the p e r s o n a l i t y  of i t s  a r c h i t e c t .  The membership
z:

f lu c t u a t e d  between one and th ree  thousand; as l a t e  as 1951, dues

^Howard Z inn, LaGuardia in  Congress (New York: W. W. Norton, 
1958) ,  pp. 156, 161.

"’Alan S c h a f f e r ,  V ito  M arcantonio , R ad ica l in  Congress (S yracu se:  
Syracuse  U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s , 1966 ) ,  pT 16; in te r v ie w  w ith  Ida H efner, New 
York C ity ,  August 13, 1975; in t e r v ie w  w ith  A nnette  R u b in s te in ,  New York 
C ity ,  August 21 , 197 5.

z:
"Memo to  A l le n  Goodman." MP 22, 1 of 2 (M is c e l la n e o u s  6 o f  8 ) .



remained on ly  $ 1 .0 0  a y e a r . 7 Monthly m eetings  were h e ld  in  e i t h e r  a 

p u b lic  s c h o o l  or a h a l l  in  the d i s t r i c t . 3 The major clubhouse a t  247 

E ast 116th  S t r e e t  was housed in  a basement s i x  houses away from 

M arcanton io ’s r e s id e n c e .  In 1944, a f t e r  h i s  d i s t r i c t  had been en la r g e d ,  

a second clubhouse was e s t a b l i s h e d  in  Y o r k v i l l e  a t  1484 F i r s t  Avenue. 

During e l e c t i o n  campaigns o th er  head quarters  were opened throughout the  

d i s t r i c t .  American Labor Party c lu b h o u se s ,  o f  which th e r e  were s i x  in  

1938, a l s o  served  to  promote h i s  c a n d id a c y .9 The passage  o f  the W ilson -  

Pakula Act in  1947 which prevented  Marcantonio from c o n t e s t in g  the  

Democratic and R epublican  p r im aries  ( s e e  pp. 4 2 2 - 2 5 ) ,  led  to  the  

e l im in a t io n  of any d i s t i n c t i o n  between M arcanton io 's  p erso n a l c lubhouses  

and th o se  of th e  American Labor P a r ty .

In M arcanton io’s a b se n c e ,  h i s  e x e c u t iv e  s e c r e t a r y ,  L i l l i a n  Landau, 

d ir e c t e d  the s t a f f  and su p e r v is e d  the l i e u t e n a n t s :  assem bly d i s t r i c t  

c a p t a in s ,  e l e c t i o n  d i s t r i c t  c a p t a in s ,  and in  some in s t a n c e s  b lock  or even  

house c a p t a in s .  In a l l  the  c h r o n ic le s  of th e  V ito  M arcantonio P o l i t i c a l  

A s s o c i a t io n ,  th e r e  i s  not a s i n g l e  record  of a v o te  be in g  ta k en . Nor i s  

th ere  ev id e n c e  of any f a c t i o n a l  d i s p u t e .  M arcantonio , o p e r a t in g  w ith  th e  

co u n se l  he_ so u g h t ,  t o t a l l y  d ir e c t e d  t h i s  machine.

One of h is  memoranda, dated  September 20 , 1946 and e n t i t l e d  "To 

A l l  S e c t io n  Commanders," makes p e r f e c t l y  c l e a r  the n a tu re  of the maverick  

Congressman's machine:

Because of some apparent c o n fu s io n  or m isu n derstan d in g , I  want

^"Call to M eeting,"  December 1951. ALP Labor Party  P apers ,
R utgers U n iv e r s i t y  L ib rary , New Brunswick, New J e r s e y .  S e r i e s  1 (1951  
LM). H e rea fter  c i t e d  as ALP fo l lo w e d  by box number and name of f o ld e r  
in  p a r e n th e s e s .

O |(
Memo to A lle n  Goodman."

q
American Labor P a r t y , Brochure, American Labor P arty  P ap ers .  

Tamiment L ib rary ,  New York U n iv e r s i t y ,  New York C i t y .  H e rea fter  c i t e d  
as Tamiment.
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to  r e p e a t  a few of the i n s t r u c t i o n s  g iv e n  to you in  order to  
c l a r i f y  our p ro ced u res .

1 . S e c t io n  commanders are exp ected  to  rep o rt  p e r s o n a l ly  to  
headquarters  each n ig h t .  Do not send an a s s i s t a n t  or m essenger .

2 .  Do not c a l l  the  headquarters  a t  10:30 PM and ask to be 
excu sed  from r e p o r t in g  that n ig h t .  . . .

3 .  Turn in  each n ig h t  the names of th o se  c a p ta in s  and 
a s s i s t a n t s  who are not r e p o r t in g .  S in ce  we are ex trem e ly  sh ort
i n  f o r c e s ,  we cannot a f fo r d  to  be l e n i e n t  in  f o l lo w in g  up on
th o se  who do not f u l f i l l  t h e i r  commitments.

4 .  Double check p led ge  s h e e t s  to  be su re  th a t  a l l  the  names
and a d d r e sse s  are c l e a r  and l e g i b l e .  . . .

5 .  Your headquarters  must be kept open seven  days a 
week. . .  .

6 .  Don't p i r a t e  campaign w ork ers .  From now on, any campaign 
w orkers you g e t  should  f i r s t  be in te r v ie w e d  here a t  the campaign 
h e a d q u a r te r s .  This i s  im portant fo r  the proper o r g a n iz a t io n  of  
our campaign and d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  what fo r c e s  we g e t .  . . . ^

Here are  embodied many of the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of M arcanton io 's  machine:

i n s t r u c t i o n s  were to  be fo l lo w e d  e x p l i c i t l y ;  v o lu n te e r  workers were

exp ected  to  perform a tremendous amount of work; and g r e a t  a t t e n t io n  was

paid to  d e t a i l s .  Another memorandum from 1948 s t a t e s  th a t  a l l  c a p ta in s

were ex p ected  to  canvass " a l l  day Sunday and rep o r t  to  me p e r s o n a l ly

9:00  to n ig h t  S u n d a y . T h o s e  who did  not comply w ith  in s t r u c t i o n s

r e c e iv e d  n o te s  such as the  fo l lo w in g :

You were not p r e se n t  a t  th e  m eeting  t o n i g h t .  I  am not go ing
to  t o l e r a t e  any absence on your part or anyone e l s e  e i t h e r .

Any c a p ta in  who does not a tten d  the m eeting  i s  a u to m a t ic a l ly  
dropped and he w i l l  not be r e i n s t a t e d  under any c ir c u m sta n c e s .

From now on t h i s  ru le  a p p l ie s  to you as w e l l  as everybody
e l s e .  I f  you do not a tten d  the n ex t  m ee t in g ,  I  s h a l l  assume th a t  
you are  no lo n g er  in t e r e s t e d  and you can c o n s id e r  y o u r s e l f  
dropped from the  O r g a n i z a t io n .^

I have been informed th a t  you have not brought in  a s i n g l e  
s ig n a t u r e .  I  want to  s e e  you a t  the  Club. . . . ^

^MP 50 (M isc e l la n e o u s  Campaigns).

H"M arcantonio to  E l e c t i o n  C a p ta in s ,"  October 1948. MP 50 
(M isc e l la n e o u s  Campaigns).

^ M arcanton io  to  T e s ta ,  March 19, 1952. MP 25 (M is c e l la n e o u s  
Campaigns) .

13Marcantonio to  S a le r n o ,  October 25, 1946. MP 49 (M isc e l la n e o u s  
Campaigns).
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The c e n t r a l  component of M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  machine was the  

d is p e n s in g  of s e r v ic e s  on a s c a l e  which may have been unmatched anywhere 

e l s e  by any o th er  p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n iz a t io n .  As e a r l y  as 1936, the  

Congressman boasted  th a t  the o r g a n iz a t io n  was h a n d lin g  17 ,500 ca ses  a 

y e a r . l ^  The American Labor Party o r g a n iz a t io n  f o r  h i s  d i s t r i c t  kept a 

f i l e  of p erso n a l  r e q u e s ts  that had been f u l f i l l e d :  3 5 ,000  between 1946

and 1948, and 33 ,0 0 0  from 1948 to  1950. Such r e q u e s t s  were spread  

f a i r l y  ev e n ly  over the y e a r ,  ex ce p t  fo r  an in c r e a s e  of about 30 p ercent  

i n  the weeks b e fo r e  e l e c t i o n s . ^  This in c r e a s e  seems to have r e s u l t e d  

from g r e a te r  ca n v a ss in g  o f c o n s t i t u e n t s ,  which encouraged even more o f  

them to r e q u e s t  a s s i s t a n c e .  Richard R o v ere 's  1946 H arper's  a r t i c l e  on 

M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  machine observed  th a t  in  one day th e  Congressman 

had "heard, a d v is e d ,  helped  327 c o n s t i t u e n t s . " ^  S in c e  he saw 

c o n s t i t u e n t s  in  h is  c lub houses two or th ree  days a week alm ost every  

week o f  the y e a r ,  we can s a f e l y  assume th a t  he in te r v ie w e d  f i v e  hundred 

person s  a week— or about 25 ,000  a y e a r .  Those unable to  see  him— in  

many in s t a n c e s  because of the g r e a t  crowds in  h i s  c lu b h o u ses— sen t  

l e t t e r s ;  l e t t e r s  a l s o  a r r iv e d  from many n o n - c o n s t i t u e n t s .  Thousands o f  

th e s e  l e t t e r s ,  p reserved  in  the M arcantonio P ap ers ,  document the  

remarkable scope and e f f i c i e n c y  of the m achine.

A sam pling of th e s e  l e t t e r s  from 1935 to  1938 i n d ic a t e s  th a t  even  

in  th a t  e a r ly  p er iod  more than o n e - th ir d  o f  r e q u e s ts  fo r  a s s i s t a n c e  came

^D onna Liberman, "Vito M arcantonio: P e o p le 's  Congressman: The 
New Deal Period" (Honors paper, R a d c l i f f e  C o l le g e ,  1970 ) ,  p .  106.

^Bingham , p. 46 .
1 £

Richard H. R overe, "Vito Marcantonio: Machine P o l i t i c i a n  New 
S t y le ,"  H arper's  Magazine (A p r i l  1944 ) ,  p .  391.
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from o u t s id e  the d i s t r i c t .  By 1950 ( a f t e r  the 1944 r e d i s t r i c t i n g  had 

doubled i t s  p o p u la t io n  to 250,000 a d u l t s ) ,  more than h a l f  the l e t t e r s  

were from n o n - d i s t r i c t  r e s i d e n t s .  C onsiderin g  the g r e a te r  l i k e l ih o o d  of  

persons from o u t s id e  to w r ite  because of the d is t a n c e s  in v o lv e d  in  

reach in g  one of the c lu b h o u se s ,  and a l s o  because they were o f t e n  

d ir e c t e d  to w r ite  when they did a r r iv e  a t  the crowded o f f i c e s ,  we can 

s a f e l y  assume th a t  most o f  th ose  r e q u e s t in g  s e r v ic e s  in  person  l i v e d  in  

the d i s t r i c t .  Based on th ese  data  we can e s t im a te  th at  in  1950 one out  

of  every  f i f t e e n  a d u lts  in  h i s  d i s t r i c t  r e c e iv e d  h e lp ,  making the number 

of peop le  w ith  a d i r e c t  p erson a l s tak e  in  s e e in g  th a t  Marcantonio remain 

in  o f f i c e  u n p a r a l le le d  in  any o th er  C o n g r ess io n a l d i s t r i c t  in  the c i t y ,  

and perhaps in  the cou n try .

The ta b le  below , based on a sam pling of l e t t e r s  to M arcantonio ,  

i n d i c a t e s  the typ es  o f  s e r v i c e s  req u es ted  in  the p er iod  1935-38 and in  

1950:
TABLE 1

TYPES OF SERVICES REQUESTED FROM VITO MARCANTONIO 
POLITICAL ASSOCIATION

P ercent in  1935-38 1950

Housing com pla ints 4 5
W elfare 12 34
M edical 4 5
Immigration
I n te r v e n t io n  w ith  government

3 2

bureaucracy 24 9
Seek ing housing 4 3
Employment ( e s p e c i a l l y  WPA) 33 12
Legal 2 4
Inform ation 10 2
P u b lic  Housing — 28
Veterans — 2
M isc e l la n e o u s 4 2

Source: MP 26 (G-Z) and MP 9 (C-G). The p erce n ta g e s  t o t a l  more than
100 p ercent  because in  some ca ses  more than one req u es t  was made.
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The r e s t  o f  the l e t t e r s  were of a s t r i c t l y  p o l i t i c a l  n a tu r e ,  most in  

fa v o r  of p o s i t i o n s  he had ta k e n .  In 1935-36 , 15 p erce n t  of h i s  m ail  

f e l l  in to  the p o l i t i c a l  ca te g o r y ,  in  1950, 12 p e r c e n t .

The a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  governm ent-sponsored  employment in  the

t h i r t i e s  accou nted  fo r  the la r g e  p ercen ta g e  (about o n e - t h ir d )  of

r e q u e s t s .  Two of the most s t r i k i n g  of thousands of r e q u e s t s  fo r

employment a s s i s t a n c e  in c lu d ed  one from a d o c to r ,  employed by the WPA,

who had had h i s  s a la r y  reduced from $ 2 7 .0 0  to  $ 2 3 .8 6  fo r  a th ir ty -h o u r

week and asked: "Do you th in k  th a t  amount i s  adequate fo r  a doctor who

graduated from m ed ica l s c h o o l  s i x  years  a g o ? " ^  A former c la ssm a te  of

M arcanton io 's  who had a law degree w rote th a t :  "I f in d  i t  im p o s s ib le  to

earn enough a t  my law p r a c t ic e  to  warrant my c o n t in u in g  fu r th e r  and my

p resen t  f i n a n c i a l  s t a t u s  i s  such as to make i t  im p era t iv e  th a t  I  o b ta in

some s o r t  of rem unerative employment im m ed ia te ly .  I  have made every

18e f f o r t  to  do so w ith ou t s u c c e s s ."

The postw ar hou sing  sh o rta g e  and the g r e a t  in c r e a s e  in  p u b l ic  

housing  c o n s t r u c t io n ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  E a st  Harlem, accounted  fo r  the  

in t r o d u c t io n  of a new ca teg o ry  of r e q u e s t s ,  which grew to about 28 

p ercen t of the t o t a l  by 1950. B efore  th e s e  p r o je c t s  were b u i l t ,  th ere  

was l i t t l e  th a t  a p u b l ic  o f f i c i a l  cou ld  do to  o b ta in  more adequate  

housing fo r  a c o n s t i t u e n t .  From the e a r ly  t h i r t i e s ,  however, h i s  

o r g a n iz a t io n  m aintained  a l i s t  of a v a i la b le  ap artm ents .  The se v e r e  

n a t io n a l  h ou sing  sh ortage  fo l lo w in g  the war, which was e s p e c i a l l y

^ S i s s a  to M arcantonio, January 27 , 1935. MP 26 (G -Z).  

18MP 26 (H -J ) .
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aggravated  in  M arcanton io 's  d i s t r i c t  by the m assive  i n f l u x  of Puerto

R ica n s ,  i s  g r a p h ic a l ly  ex p ressed  in  the l e t t e r s  he r e c e iv e d .  E xcerpts

from a few from 1950 fo l lo w :

I am w r i t in g  you w ith  hopes th a t  you w i l l  be a b le  to  h elp  me
as I have heard you have help ed  so many o t h e r s .  . . .  We are a
fa m ily  of th r e e  l i v i n g  in  one room, a very  sm a ll  room.

I  am a woman w ith  f i v e  c h i ld r e n  who i s  s i c k  c h i ld r e n  and
m yse lf  have to go to  the Board of H ea lth  fo r  my lu n g s .  I  v o te  
ALP and a l l  my fa m ily  v o te  ALP. I'm d e a r ly  in  need of an
apartment in  th e  p r o j e c t s .  . . .  I have one room.

I heard th a t  you help  th o se  i n  d ir e  n eed . I am d esp era te  as
my lan d lo rd  put my fu r n i tu r e  in  the c e l l a r .  My husband i s  out of
work and I am 54 years  of a g e .  I c a n 't  go to  work. . . . P le a se
in  God’ s name h e lp  me. I  cannot s le e p  in  the c e l l a r  as I  am in
poor h e a l t h .

I r e q u e s t  th a t  you be so kind as to i n v e s t i g a t e  in to  the  
d e p lo r a b le  c o n d i t io n s ,  th a t  has fo rce d  me and my w ife  and c h i ld  
to  s p l i t ,  and w i l l  soon end i n  a d iv o r c e  c o u r t ,  due to  what I 
f ir m ly  b e l i e v e  to  be d is c r im in a t io n  and race p r e j u d ic e .

A f te r  having served  in  the  Army fo r  four y e a r s ,  in c lu d in g  two 
of  which were sp ent in  o v e r se a s  d u ty ,  I  returned  home December 
1945, and have ev er  s i n c e ,  th a t  i s ,  1950 been see k in g  a home fo r  
my w if e  and th ree  y ea rs  o ld  dau ghter .

Due to the above mentioned c o n d it io n s  my w ife  i s  se e k in g  a 
d iv o r c e  from me. I  t r i e d  to  be a good husband and f a i l e d ,  and i t  
i s  a l l  due to  the f a c t  th a t  we ca n ’ t  f in d  a p la c e  to  l i v e .  I 
lo v e  my w if e  and want very  much to  keep her and my fa m ily  
i n t a c t .  . . .19

One Marcantonio a id e ,  Leonard F ink , handled more than th ree

hundred l e g a l  ca ses  in  1950 a lo n e .  These cases  ranged from hom icides to

20com p la in ts  about d e f e c t i v e  t e l e v i s i o n  s e t s .  Apart from M arcantonio ,  

who handled the more s p e c ta c u la r  c a s e s ,  th ere  was always a t  l e a s t  one,
O 1

and a t  tim es as many as fo u r ,  law yers p re se n t  a t  the c lu b h ou se .  S tays  

of e v i c t i o n  and im m igration p roceed in gs  ranked among the most common

19MP 9 (C ) ,  (L -P ) ,  (B ) .

“̂ V a r io u s  "Aide R ep orts ."  MP 14.

^ I n t e r v i e w  w ith  David Freedman, New York C ity ,  August 25, 1975.
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problems th e se  law yers attem pted to s o l v e .

The most c o n t r o v e r s ia l  o f  M arcantonio 's s e r v ic e s  r e l a t e d  to

p u b l ic  a s s i s t a n c e .  As c l e a r l y  as January 1935, he was charged by h is

opponent in  the p rev iou s  e l e c t i o n ,  James L a n ze tta ,  of u s in g  r e l i e f  funds

to  buy v o t e s . 22 These charges m u l t ip l i e d  over the y e a r s .  There i s  no

q u e s t io n  th a t  Marcantonio and h is  o r g a n iz a t io n  v ig o r o u s ly  and

e f f e c t i v e l y  fou gh t fo r  the r i g h t s  of in d iv id u a l s  to o b ta in  p u b l ic

a s s i s t a n c e .  "In the case  o f  L u ig i  V i s c o n t i ,"  he w rote to one of h is

l i e u t e n a n t s ,  "the r e l i e f  bureau has no r i g h t  to fo r c e  anybody out of

sc h o o l  even though the boy happens to be n in e te e n  and h is  fam ily  on

r e l i e f .  T e l l  the r e l i e f  bureau th a t  I  w i l l  carry  t h i s  case  to the

p u b l ic .  I  w i l l  not t o l e r a t e  d e p r iv in g  the youth  of my d i s t r i c t  the

p r i v i l e g e  of an ed u ca t io n  s im ply  because the fa m ily  i s  on r e l i e f . "^3 In

an in t e r v ie w  w ith  the New York Times in  1949, two M arcantonio s t a f f

members r e l a t e d  the procedures h i s  o r g a n iz a t io n  fo l lo w ed  when seek in g

p u b l ic  a s s i s t a n c e :

When someone comes in  here [ th a t  i s ,  the c lubhouse] who's  
e n t i t l e d  to r e l i e f  we send them in to  the proper w e lfa r e  s t a t i o n  
fo r  an a p p l i c a t i o n .  He b r in g s  i t  back and we h e lp  him f i l l  i t  
o u t .  I f  he c a n 't  speak E n g l i sh ,  we send an in t e r p r e t e r  back to  
the s t a t i o n  w ith  him. I f  th e r e  i s  an undue d e la y  in  g e t t i n g  on 
r e l i e f  [an a id e ]  goes to the w e l fa r e  s t a t i o n  to jo g  the  
a d m in is tr a to r .  In a d d it io n  to such v i s i t s  [M arcantonio 's  a id e s ]  
hold w eekly d i s c u s s io n s  w ith  the Department of W elfare community 
in t e r v i e w e r ,  who i s  a ss ig n e d  to each o f f i c e  to take up community 
prob lem s.24

A sample of the r e p r e s e n t a t io n  o f  c l i e n t s  b e fo re  the New York

^ " L a n z e t t a  F ig h ts  fo r  House S e a t ,"  New York Times (January 3 ,  
1935),  p . 16.

^ " A i d e ' s  R eport, P izzo  '42."  MP 47.

2 4 " C i ty ' s  Puerto Ricans: Complex Problem," New York Times
(October 3, 1 949 ) ,  p. 11.
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C ity  Department of W elfare by v a r io u s  o r g a n iz a t io n s  fo r  the two weeks 

ending September 23 , 1939, in d ic a t e d  th a t  th e  F. H. LaGuardia Club 

re p r e se n te d  246 p e r so n s .  In a d d i t io n ,  two o r g a n iz a t io n s  th a t  worked 

very c l o s e l y  w ith  M arcantonio in  E ast  Harlem, th e  Teachers Union and the

OC
Workers A l l i a n c e ,  r e p r e se n te d  many o th e r  E a st  Harlem r e s i d e n t s .  The

su c c e s s  o f  t h i s  prodding of a d m in is tr a to r s  i s  captured  in  t h i s  item  from

an a i d e ' s  rep ort  to Marcantonio dated August 1935:

I c a l l e d  on [th e  w e l fa r e  c e n te r  a d m in is tr a to r ]  on four cases  th a t  
[ th e  department] had r e fu se d  to g iv e  me any c o n s id e r a t io n  and 
a f t e r  read ing  the r i o t  a c t  to h er ,  sa y in g  th a t  you were go ing  to  
take up t h i s  m atter  w ith  the Mayor, she f i n a l l y  consented  to act  
on the four  c a s e s ,  two were opened im m ed ia te ly ,  an i n v e s t i g a t o r  
was s e n t  on a n o th er ,  and on the l a s t  one a l e t t e r  was sen t  out in
my p resen ce  r e q u e s t in g  the c l i e n t s  to  c a l l  a t  the p r e c in c t  fo r  an
in t e r v i e w  tomorrow in  order to c l e a r  up one or two m is -  
s t a t e m e n t s .

The thousands of l e t t e r s  Marcantonio r e c e iv e d  r e q u e s t in g  th a t  he 

in te r v e n e  w ith  the w e l fa r e  department p rov id e  a remarkable documentation  

o f  the s ta r k  p overty  and extreme d e p r iv a t io n  th a t  p r e v a i le d  fo r  so many 

i n  E ast Harlem. The f o l lo w in g  are e x c e r p ts  from 1950 l e t t e r s :

H alf  the time my baby h a s n ' t  an yth in g  to e a t .  Sometimes my
husband and I d o n 't  even e a t .  I  h a v e n 't  any money n e i th e r  has my
husband. Sometimes my baby drinks sour m ilk .  Sometimes I have  
to  go from door to door to ask p eop le  fo r  m ilk .  We h a v en 't  ea ten  
i n  one week I'm l o s i n g  w e ig h t .  And my husband i s  t o o .  My baby 
i s  very weak. . . .  I d o n 't  s e e  why the baby has to s u f f e r .
P le a s e  h e lp  us r i g h t  away. My mother b e lo n g s  to your c lub  and my 
a u n t .

I am so happy to have you aga in  [one month a f t e r  Marcantonio won
h is  s i x t h  term in  C o n g r ess ] .  I  hope you a l l  i s  happy as you are
a good man. I  done a l l  I was ab le  to  do , fo r  you my good Marc.
I never  can do enough fo r  good now as you know th a t  I  am a widow 
and seven  c h i ld r e n .  You must look  out f o r  u s ,  Christmas i s  
n ea r .  I have no h e lp .  The r e l i e f  never g iv e s  us Christmas
money, so I hope you to do your part f o r  the seven  c h i ld r e n .  I

^Bingham , p .  51 .

■^’’A id e 's  R eport, M ucciolo '3 5 ."  MP 46.
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need your help  now fo r  a l i t t l e  turkey fo r  the c h i ld r e n  i t ’s on ly  
fo r  them to be happy for m y se lf  I d o n ’t  care but you know where 
c h i ld r e n  are concerned, they need p le n ty  o f  th in g s  in  l i f e  to be
happy. Marc only  a l i t t l e  turkey about s i x  pounds fo r  the
c h i l d r e n ,  p le a s e  do th a t  fo r  me. I  w i l l  depend on you as you do 
on me, you see  how a mother has to beg for  her poor c h i ld r e n  
w ithout a f a t h e r .  The baby w i l l  be th ree  years  o ld  and i t  i s  so 
sad fo r  him— no papa to g iv e  him a cake and lo v e  fo r  h is
b ir th d a y .  I hope in  God to h elp  me out so I hope I can depend on
you fo r  the turkey as a g i f t .  I  a ssu re  you I w on't ever fo r g e t  
you.

This week I h a v e n 't  seen  not a c o n ta in e r  of m ilk .  A fter  a l l  I
have my c h i ld r e n  and i t  i s  a p i t y  to see  them go hungry l i k e
t h i s . I  am go ing  out of my mind. When they come home from 
s c h o o l  I have n oth in g  to  g iv e  them to e a t .  We are go ing  to bed 
w ith o u t  fo o d . I  have been go in g  to you and you always help  me. 
Y o u ' l l  never know how g r a t e f u l  I am to y o u . - ’

Marcantonio f r e q u e n t ly  a s s i s t e d  peop le  in  o b ta in in g  m edical

trea tm en t .  While arranging an in t e r v ie w  w ith  a Puerto Rican who had

been a c t i v e  in  h i s  o r g a n iz a t io n  in  E l B a r r io ,  h i s  son to ld  how

"Marcantonio saved my l i f e  when I was f i v e . "  This person was q u ite  s i c k

during the war and h i s  f a th e r  had d r iv e n  to f i v e  h o s p i t a l s ,  but no one

would admit him. About m id n igh t ,  the fa th e r  c a l l e d  M arcantonio a t  h i s

home, and he arranged fo r  h i s  ad m iss ion  to a h o s p i t a l  where the boy was

d iagn osed  as having pneumonia, which in  th a t  era  was o f t e n  f a t a l .

M arcantonio worked to have neighborhood s t r e e t s  d es ig n a ted  p lay

s t r e e t s ,  and h is  l i e u t e n a n t s  a s s i s t e d  thousands to f i l l  out t h e ir  tax

forms (one of them helped 830 persons in  1 9 5 0 ) .2 9  o th er  c o n s t i t u e n t s

sim ply  sought a d v ice :

I  have always been a s tro n g  su p p orter  of y o u rs .  So now I need

27MP 4 (C hr is tm as);  MP 9 (G ); MP 11 (R -S ) .

9 Q-°Anonymous in te r v ie w ,  New York C i t y ,  J u ly  14, 1977. 

2^MP 27 (P laygrou n d s);  "Aide R eports  Medina ’50."



your h e lp .  I  reared  my nephew. He i s  tw en ty-on e  years  o l d ,  and 
has been a good boy and always worked and helped  me but fo r  the  
p a s t  s i x  months I th in k  he has formed the dope h a b it  and he won't  
work and has pawned a l l  of h i s  c l o t h e s  and even pawned my r a d io .  
. . .  so p le a s e  a d v ise  me what to d o . I am a widow f i f t y - e i g h t  
years  o ld  and I want som ething done to h e lp  him.^O

He was a l s o  b e s ie g e d  fo r  sm all amounts o f  money, a t  T hanksgiv ing  fo r

b a sk e ts  of food , and a t  Christmas fo r  c h i l d r e n ' s  to y s :

I  am a poor woman. I  have th r e e  l i t t l e  c h i l d r e n .  I  have no 
money to  buy toys or c lo th in g  f o r  C hristm as. They cry because  
th ey  s e e  o th e r  c h i ld r e n  g e t  what they  w ant. I  have no money to  
make them happy.

Won't you p le a s e  tr y  to send me a Christmas b a s k e t ,  because I 
c a n 't  a f fo r d  anyth ing  fo r  my c h i ld r e n  and i t  breaks my h eart  to  
hear them cry ,  they  want so many th in g s  which I c a n 't  
a f f o r d .  . . . You c a n 't  im agine how happy we were when we heard  
you came out on your e l e c t i o n .  . . .  31

Many of th e s e  r e q u e s ts  were s a t i s f i e d  from M arcanton io 's  own p o c k e t .

(S ee  pp. 4 4 9 - 5 1 ) .

The changes in  the e th n ic  and r a c i a l  d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  th o se  who

sought s e r v i c e s  over tim e c l o s e l y  corresponded to  the  p o p u la t io n  changes

i n  M arcanton io 's  d i s t r i c t .  The p ercen ta g e  of Puerto R icans se e k in g

a s s i s t a n c e  in c r e a s e d  from 11 p ercent in  1938 to  31 p ercent in  1950,

w h ile  I ta lo -A m e r ic a n  r e q u e s ts  d ecreased  from 47 to  26 p e r c e n t ,

r e s p e c t i v e l y .  The g r e a t e s t  p r o p o r t io n a l  r i s e ,  however, took p la ce  among

B lack s:  from one to 15 p e r c e n t ,  w h ile  the p ercen tage  of persons from

e th n ic  and r a c i a l  backgrounds o th er  than Puerto  R ican s ,  I ta lo -A m er ica n ,

and B lack  f e l l  from 41 to  28 p e r c e n t . 32 Based on the nature of the

30 "X" to  M arcantonio, January 19, 1951, and "X" to  M arcantonio, 
c a .  1951. MP 11 (E-F, 1951).

-^MP 5 (C hristm as, '4 0 ) ,  and MP 4 (C hristm as '4 2 ) .

32com piled  from a sampling of l e t t e r s  to M arcantonio r e q u e s t in g  
a s s i s t a n c e .
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a s s i s t a n c e  th e s e  p eop le  so u g h t ,  we can s a f e l y  say  th a t  a lm ost a l l  were 

p oor .

The impact on the r e c i p i e n t s  of th e se  s e r v i c e s  was i n t e n s i f i e d  by 

the manner in  which they were d e l i v e r e d .  V i s i t o r s  to  h is  clubhouse were 

g iv e n  a number on a f i r s t  come, f i r s t  served  b a s i s .  Everyone saw 

M arcantonio, who w ith ou t r i s i n g  would g iv e  a limp handshake and g r e e t
O O

h i s  g u e s t  w ith  the s i n g l e  query, "What can I do fo r  you?" A fte r

l i s t e n i n g  to  the r e q u e s t ,  he would r e f e r  him to  a member of h i s  s t a f f .

Every te n th  ca se  or so he handled h im s e l f .  But by a c t in g  as h i s  own

r e c e p t i o n i s t ,  everyone saw "the Congressman," and th e r e fo r e  had the

se n se  th a t  "Marc F ixed  I t . "  Even h i s  l e t t e r s  made a s i g n i f i c a n t

im pact.  One of h i s  ca n v a ssers  remembered c o n s t i t u e n t s  who saved l e t t e r s

con cern in g  M arcanton io ' s a ttem p ts  to render a s e r v i c e ;  many l e t t e r s  were

•, , 34ten  or more y ea rs  o ld .

M arcanton io , who c a l l e d  opponent L a n z e t ta  "Jimmy Next-Week" 

because of tard y  re sp o n se s  to  c o n s t i t u e n t s '  r e q u e s t s ,  went to the  

o p p o s i t e  ex tre m e . He r e l e n t l e s s l y  drove h im s e l f  and h i s  s t a f f  to ensure  

th a t  every  req u es t  was r a p id ly  and th orou gh ly  answered. When one of h is  

s e c r e t a r i e s  r e s ig n e d ,  she wrote her s u c c e s s o r  a s ix t e e n -p a g e  l e t t e r  

o u t l in i n g  o f f i c e  p ro ced u res ,  which in c lu d ed  the f o l lo w in g :  "Everything

in  the pending f i l e  sh ou ld  be fo llo w ed  up every  te n  d a y s . . . .  When you 

w r ite  to  in d iv i d u a l s  fo r  in fo rm a tio n  or to  ask them whether t h e i r  

problem i s  s o lv e d  and you ge t  no answer a f t e r  ten  days w r ite  to C h a r lie

■^Bingham, pp. 4 6 -4 7 .

■ ^ Interv iew  w ith  Miriam Dworkin, New York C ity ,  September 19,
1975.

5 5I n t e r v i e w ,  Ida Hefner .



and ask him to have Frank c a l l  to s e e  th e se  peop le  to  g e t  the  

in fo rm a t io n  from them."

Remarkably p a in s ta k in g  e f f o r t s  were made to s a t i s f y  a r e q u e s t .

For exam ple, over a span of one and o n e -h a l f  y e a r s ,  tw en ty -fo u r  p ie c e s  

of correspondence and two in te r v ie w s  were gen erated  to e f f e c t  the  

t r a n s f e r  of one WPA worker to  a job  c l o s e r  to  h i s  home."' During a 

fou rteen -m on th  p e r io d ,  twenty p ie c e s  o f  correspondence were w r i t t e n  to  

o b ta in  a sm a ll  supplem entary a llow an ce  fo r  someone r e c e iv i n g  Old Age 

A s s i s t a n c e .  When a c o n s t i t u e n t  made an appointment and did  not keep i t  

or d id  not respond to a l e t t e r ,  a s t a f f  member was sen t  to  h i s  home. 

When Marcantonio f e l t  th a t  a member of h i s  s t a f f  was not s u f f i c i e n t l y  

d i l i g e n t ,  he lam basted him: "Your fancy a l i b i s  on t h i s  case  d on 't  go

w ith  me. . . .  Am I  to  b e l i e v e  th a t  you are p u rp o se ly  r e f r a in in g  from 

r e p o r t in g  on c a se s  in  the hope th a t  I w i l l  f o r g e t  about them— don't  try  

to  co n cea l an yth in g  from me as in  the long run, I  w i l l  s u r e ly  ca tch  up
OO

w ith  you . Stop f ig u r in g  on ways and means o f  p a s s in g  the buck. . . , ,,JO

D e s p i te  i t s  p e r s i s t e n c e ,  i t  i s  very  d i f f i c u l t  to  a s s e s s  

M arcanton io 's  o r g a n iz a t io n ' s  s u c c e s s  in  su p p ly in g  a s s i s t a n c e .  The 

ev id e n c e  s u g g e s t s  th a t  he was la r g e ly  u n s u c c e s s f u l  in  a s s i s t i n g  people  

to o b ta in  p r e fe r e n c e  in  o b ta in in g  apartments in  p u b l ic  housing  

p r o j e c t s .  In the standard procedure a s t a f f  member would compose a 

l e t t e r  to the P u b lic  Housing A u th o r i ty ,  p r e s e n t in g  f a c t s  about an

■^Ida H efner to ( i l l e g i b l e ) .  MP 7 ( I I  P o p o lo ) .  

■̂ MP 5 (C o n s t i tu e n t  Problem s, '4 2 - 4 4 ) .

•^"Aide R eport,  M ucciolo  '4 0 ."  MP 46.
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in d iv i d u a l  f a m i l y ’s s i t u a t i o n  th a t  might q u a l i f y  the fa m ily  to o b ta in

p r i o r i t y .  However, the l i s t s  were so long and p r i o r i t y  a s s ig n e d  so

r a r e ly  th a t  few b e n e f i t e d  from M arcan ton io 's  i n t e r c e s s i o n .  R equests fo r

p u b l ic  a s s i s t a n c e  or s p e c i a l  g ra n ts  from th e  Department of W elfare

a p p a r e n t ly  d id  meet w ith  b e t t e r  s u c c e s s ,  because  o f  the e la b o r a te

c r i t e r i a  f o r  e l i g i b i l i t y  th at  a tr a in e d  member o f  M arcanton io 's  s t a f f

cou ld  m a n ip u la te .  The power of the Communist-led U nited  P u b lic  Workers

Union, which had s i g n i f i c a n t  membership in  the  Department of W elfare ,

u n q u es t io n a b ly  f a c i l i t a t e d  M arcan ton io 's  a b i l i t y  to g e t  r e s u l t s  in  t h i s

a r e a .  His p r e s t ig e  as a Congressman a l s o  h e lp e d ,  as d id  h i s  co n n ec t io n s

39w ith  peop le  of power a t  C ity  H a l l .  M arcanton io 's  s t a f f  was a l s o  ab le  

to  g e t  r e s u l t s  in  the area  of h o u sin g -co d e  en forcem en t, which was of  

major im portance in  t h i s  overw helm ingly  tenement d i s t r i c t .  An a id e  o f  

h is  r e c a l l e d :  "The la n d lo rd s  d id  more p a in t in g  [of t e n a n t s '  apartm ents]  

in  M arcanton io 's  d i s t r i c t  than in  a l l  the r e s t  of the C ity  combined."^® 

The Marcantonio Papers c o n ta in  many l e t t e r s  of thanks fo r  

s e r v i c e s  rend ered , or r e q u e s t s  from p eop le  who m ention th a t  e i t h e r  they  

or someone they  knew had r e c e iv e d  a s s i s t a n c e  from him; alm ost no l e t t e r s  

ex p r e ss  d isappoin tm ent or complain about the la c k  of r e s u l t s .  Even 

th o se  who got no r e s u l t s  shared the g e n e r a l  f e e l i n g  th a t  M arcanton io 's  

machine had made every  e f f o r t  p o s s i b l e .  T y p ica l  was the sen tim ent  

e x p ressed  by a woman in  1939 who was s e e k in g  M arcanton io 's  a s s i s t a n c e  in  

o b ta in in g  a C i v i l  S e r v ic e  p o s i t io n :  "Whether or not you are s u c c e s s f u l  

in  having me p laced  i s  not as im portant as the f a c t  th a t  you took a

39 Bingham, p .  53 .

^Edward W a l le n s te in ,  in t e r v ie w ,  quoted in :  Jacob Blum and P e te r  
W ilhelm, "Vito Marcantonio and th e  P o l i t i c a l  O rgan iza tion  o f  East  
Harlem" (Honors paper, Yale U n i v e r s i t y ,  1 9 6 7 ) ,  p. 183.



moment of your very  busy day to h e lp  me in  ray s t r u g g le  fo r  

s e c u r i t y . "41 For many, perhaps, no one e l s e  had ev er  taken t h e i r

problems to h eart  and t r i e d  very  hard to s o lv e  them.

C u r io u s ly ,  no d ir e c t  c o n n ec t io n  was ever  made between th e  

performance of a s e r v i c e  and a p o l i t i c a l  p a y o f f .  The person  r e q u e s t in g  

a s s i s t a n c e  was never asked i f  he were a r e g i s t e r e d  v o te r  or g iv e n  

p o l i t i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e .  This p r a c t i c e  was c a r r ie d  to  r a th e r  extreme  

l e n g t h s :  no e v id e n c e  e x i s t s  th a t  a p e t i t i o n e r  from o u t s id e  the d i s t r i c t

r e c e iv e d  any l e s s  a t t e n t i o n  than a c o n s t i t u e n t .  Inasmuch as many of

th o se  o u t s id e  peop le  were former r e s id e n t s  o f  E ast  Harlem, they  must 

s t i l l  have had r e l a t i v e s  or f r ie n d s  t h e r e .  In t h i s  way, p ro v id in g  

s e r v i c e s  to  n o n -c o n s t i tu e n t s  could  have been p o l i t i c a l l y  b e n e f i c i a l  to  

M arcanton io .

C o n s t i tu e n t s  r e q u e s t in g  h e lp  were p laced  on the o r g a n iz a t io n ' s

m a il in g  l i s t ,  but once aga in  th ere  i s  no ev id e n c e  th a t  they  r e c e iv e d

more or d i f f e r e n t  k inds o f  l e t t e r s  from th o se  s e n t  to r e g i s t e r e d  or

p o t e n t i a l  v o t e r s  in  the d i s t r i c t . 42 A 1943 l e t t e r  to one of
M arcanton io 's  most tr u s te d  a id e s ,  Manuel Medina, r e v e a ls  the

Congressman's m o t iv a t io n  in  s e c u r in g  req u es ted  s e r v i c e s :

I t  i s  j u s t  such s i t u a t i o n s  th a t  cause me to  be em barrassed . I  
b e l i e v e  th a t  you might have b e t t e r  a s s i s t e d  the lady w ith  her
r e l i e f  m atter  s in c e  i t  was p o s s i b l e  fo r  her to secu re  the d e s ir e d
a llow an ce  through another  s o u r c e .  . . .

I  am very  much concerned when p eop le  g iv e  up t r y in g  to secu re  
the h e lp  they need through our o f f i c e .  You must th e r e fo r e  make 
ev ery  e f f o r t  to  f o l l o w  up a l l  c a se s  and e x p r e s s  to the c l i e n t s  
th a t  they  should  con tin u e  to c a l l  a t  th e  Club u n t i l  they r e c e iv e  
the a s s i s t a n c e  they  s e e k . 43

4lMP (T ) .
/ ry

I n te r v ie w  w ith  Robert Rusch, New York C ity ,  August 5, 1976; 
in t e r v ie w s ,  Ida H efner, R u b in s te in .

^ M arcan ton io  to Medina, A p r il  8 , 1943. MP 49 (A id e 's  R eport,  
Medina, ' 4 2 ) .



For the most p a r t ,  the thousands of v o lu n te e r s  a t t r a c t e d  to 

M arcanton io 's  cause served  p r im a r i ly  as c a n v a s s e r s .  Every p o t e n t i a l  

v o t e r  in  the d i s t r i c t  was canvassed a t  l e a s t  once a y e a r ,  two or th ree  

t im es in  e l e c t i o n  y e a r s .  Marcantonio b e l i e v e d  th a t  e l e c t i o n s  were never  

l o s t  by o v e r c a n v a s s in g .  P a r t i c u l a r l y  in  the postwar p e r io d ,  when the  

p ress  campaign a g a in s t  him was g a in in g  momentum, ca n v a sse rs  were 

prepared to  respond to any and a l l  c h a r g e s .  A c o n f i d e n t i a l  memorandum 

fo r  c a n v a sse rs  in  the  1950 campaign p resen ted  a l i s t  o f  recommended 

resp o n se s  to the k inds of q u e s t io n s  peop le  might ask .  They were  

in s t r u c t e d  to  e x p la in  th a t  Marcantonio had appeared a t  th e  Smith Act 

t r i a l  of the tw elve  top Communist le a d e r s  so th a t  he cou ld  fu r th e r  the  

" f ig h t  fo r  a dem ocratic  ju ry  system  and expose the f a c t  th a t  workingmen  

and women were deprived  o f  the r i g h t  to  serv e  on F ed era l j u r i e s . "  

Canvassers were a l s o  urged to take the o f f e n s i v e  and a t ta c k  

M arcanton io 's  opponents on such i s s u e s  as t h e i r  o p p o s i t io n  to wage and 

p r ic e  c o n t r o l s . 44 Teams o f  two were then  sen t  to canvass a p a r t ic u l a r  

b lo c k .  Marcantonio i n s i s t e d  th a t  a man always accompany a woman 

c a n v a sse r ,  but p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  Y o r k v i l l e ,  where th ere  were many more 

women a c t i v e  in  the o r g a n iz a t io n ,  t h i s  e d ic t  was q u i e t l y  ig n o r e d .45 

Armed w ith  l i t e r a t u r e ,  they were in s t r u c t e d  to m ain ta in  a record of  

everyone they  ca n v a ssed . While d i s c u s s io n s  of i s s u e s  d id  take p la c e ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  reg a r d in g  M arcanton io 's  a l l e g e d  co n n e c t io n  w ith  Communists, 

the  th r u s t  of the ca n v a ss in g  was to i d e n t i f y  problems and encourage  

t h e i r  v ic t im s  to seek  M arcanton io 's  a s s i s t a n c e . 46 C anvassing , th en ,

^"Memo to  C anvassers ,"  October 21, 1950.

4 5 in te r v ie w ,  R u b in s te in .

4 AI n t e r v i e w s ,  Ida Hefn er ,  Dworkin.
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served  as a means of r e c r u i t in g  c l i e n t s  fo r  the s e r v i c e - d i s p e n s i n g  arm 

of h i s  o r g a n iz a t io n .  A t y p ic a l  c a n v a s s e r 's  rep o rt  f o l l o w s :  "Mrs. X 

bothered by ju k e box; Mr. Y wants to g e t  in to  p r o je c t ;  Mrs. Z has leak  

in  roo f  and in  need o f  p a in t in g ;  Mr. and Mrs. W's apartment d e s p e r a te ly  

in  need of r e p a i r s ,  s tro n g  su p p o r ter s;  Mrs. V. wants in fo rm a tio n  re  

widow's p e n s i o n . A l l  th e s e  p eop le  would promptly r e c e iv e  a l e t t e r  

s ig n ed  by Marcantonio r e q u e s t in g  th a t  they se e  him and d i s c u s s  the  

problem the can vasser  had d is c o v e r e d .

C anvassers were a ls o  ab le  to a l e r t  Marcantonio to problems in  

apartment houses and neighborhood b lock s  in  which he could  in t e r v e n e .  

One ca n v a sse r  rep orted  th a t  "the p eop le  in  t h i s  community are troub led  

by t r a f f i c  hazard s .  A c h i ld  was in ju r e d  on t h i s  b lock  very  r e c e n t ly .  

Mrs. F o ley  a d v is e s  me th a t  d e le g a t io n  was se n t  to both R epublican  and 

Dem ocratic c a n d id a te s .  S u g g es ts  l e t t e r  go to Mrs. F. a d v is in g  her th a t  

Marc would be g lad  to meet w ith  d e le g a t io n  from neighborhood."  When a 

ca n v a sser  learn ed  th at  a la n d lo rd  was th r e a te n in g  to e v i c t  ten a n ts  who 

had p r e v io u s ly  "acted to g e th e r  when th ere  was no c o a l ,"  Marcantonio  

w rote to  each ten a n t:  "I want to a ssu re  you th a t  I  am most anxious to

be of s e r v ic e  to you w ith  regard to [ th e  p o s s i b l e  e v i c t i o n s ] ,  and th a t  

my l e g a l  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  stand ready to a s s i s t  you w ith ou t charge."  

C anvassers a l s o  acted  as M arcanton io 's  eyes  in  the community. One 

rep orted  that on a Sunday morning w h i le  s e r v i c e s  were being held  in  a 

Greek Orthodox church, a pro-Marcantonio r a l l y  was being  held  o u t s i d e .  

Even though a member of the co n g reg a t io n  had req u ested  th a t  the r a l l y  

move, i t  con tinu ed  fo r  some tim e. The ca n v a sser  noted  th a t  the

^ " C a n v a s s e r s '  R eports ."  MP 49 (C a n v a ssers '  R e p o r ts ) .
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" co n g reg a t io n  became in ce n sed  a t  t h i s  d e s e c r a t io n  of t h e i r  s e r v i c e ."

Once ap p r ised  of h i s  in c i d e n t ,  M arcantonio a p o lo g iz e d  to  a

AO
r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  of the church . °

C anvassing was a l s o  h e l p f u l  in  i d e n t i f y i n g  u n r e g is te r e d  p o t e n t ia l  

v o t e r s .  A t y p i c a l  c a n v a s se r 's  rep ort  would in c lu d e  an item  such as:  

"Never v o te d ,  o ld  lady  w i l l  need h e lp  to r e g i s t e r  and v o te ."  The woman 

would then r e c e iv e  a l e t t e r  from th e  Congressman: " P lease  l e t  me know 

when you w ish  to  go to th e  p o l l s  to r e g i s t e r  and I  s h a l l  be p lea sed  to 

send someone to  a s s i s t  y o u ." 4  ̂ The e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of ca n v a ss in g  in  t h i s  

regard accou n ts  in  part fo r  the h igh  v o t e r  r e g i s t r a t i o n  t o t a l s  in  East  

Harlem. Indeed, w h i le  the number of v o te r s  c i ty - w id e  d e c l in e d ,  v o te r  

r e g i s t r a t i o n  in  the E ig h te e n th  C o n g ress io n a l D i s t r i c t  in c r e a se d :

TABLE 2

NUMBER OF REGISTERED VOTERS IN EIGHTEENTH CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT

ASSEMBLY DISTRICT 1944 1948

16th ( I t a l i a n  Harlem) 28 ,607 37 ,730

14th (E l  B a rr io )  24 ,446  24 ,322

10th 40 ,374  46,027

8th  45 ,8 1 8  47 ,560

Source: "Fight to r  Marcantonio S ea t  a L iv e ly  Old-Time
P o l i t i c a l  Scrap,"  New York Times (O ctober 11, 1948),  p .  48 .

4 8 I b i d .

^^Marcantonio to  Nelmayer, October 7, 1946. MP 49 (M isce l la n eo u s  
Campaigns).
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Marcantonio shared the E ig h th  Assembly D i s t r i c t  w ith  another  

C o n g r ess io n a l  d i s t r i c t ,  which accounted fo r  the s l i g h t  in c r e a s e  th e r e .  

The sm all d ecre a se  of r e g i s t e r e d  v o te r s  in  the F ou rteen th  was due to the 

tremendous i n f l u x  o f  Puerto R ican s ,  many o f  them i n e l i g i b l e  to v o te  

because of i n s u f f i c i e n t  le n g th  of r e s id e n c y ,  i n a b i l i t y  to pass the  

E n g lish  l i t e r a c y  t e s t ,  and i n s u f f i c i e n t  age (many of the m igrants were 

under tw en ty -on e  years  o l d ) .  C onsiderin g  th e se  f a c t o r s ,  i t  was a 

remarkable f e a t  o f  Marcantonio 's o r g a n iz a t io n  th a t  v o te r  r e g i s t r a t i o n  in  

El B arrio  remained c o n s ta n t .

The r a d ic a l  Congressman's m ach in e's  s u c c e s s  in  r e g i s t e r i n g  and 

g e t t i n g  out the v o te r s  in  1948 t r ig g e r e d  an i n v e s t i g a t i o n  by the  New 

York C ity  P o l i c e  Department in to  a l l e g e d  fraud in  h i s  d i s t r i c t .  In 

p a r t i c u l a r ,  i t  was the appearance in  one E a st  Harlem e l e c t i o n  d i s t r i c t  

of two hundred persons seek in g  to r e g i s t e r  on the l a s t  p o s s ib l e  n ig h t  in  

1948 th a t  caused the i n v e s t i g a t i o n .  The D a ily  Mirror mused, "What

o r g a n iz a t io n a l  'magic' was in v o lv e d  by the ALP b oss  to bring  him record

tu rnouts  in  h i s  E ast Harlem s tr o n g h o ld ,  w h i le  s o - c a l l e d  'm ach ines ' were 

under par everywhere in  the c i t y ? " A l t h o u g h  i t  went unreported in

th a t  newspaper, no in s ta n c e  of v o te r  fraud was ever  d isco v ere d  by the

i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  nor fo r  th at  m atter a t  any o th er  t im e.

C anvassers made every  attem pt to g e t  p o t e n t i a l  v o te r s  to s ig n  

pledge  c a r d s .  In the 1949 mayoral campaign, the card read:

We are t i r e d  of l i v i n g  in  a c i t y  where everybody has a mayor 
ex ce p t  us— the p e o p le .  Real e s t a t e  k in g s ,  la n d lo r d s ,  the 
bankers, b u s in e ss  c o r p o r a t io n s ,  p u b l ic  u t i l i t y  companies,  
in su ran ce  combines, Tammany p o l i t i c i a n s  and t h e i r  ra c k e te e r  
f r i e n d s — they a l l  have a mayor who p lays  b a l l  w ith  them. When

■^"Probe Big Marc R e g i s t r a t i o n , "  New York D a i l y  Mirror (October
4 ,  1948) ,  p.  1.
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th e y  want som eth ing , we g e t  i t  in  the n eck . They don’ t  pay t h e i r  
f a i r  share of the c i t y  t a x e s ,  so we pay tw ice  as much fare  every  
time we r id e  the  subway. They want rent in c r e a s e s ,  h ig h er  gas 
and e l e c t r i c  and te le p h o n e  r a t e s ,  th ey  want Jim Crow housing;  
they  want to  cut down Home R e l i e f ;  they d on 't  want too  much money 
spent on s c h o o ls  and h o s p i t a l s .  . . .

We know a man who has worked a l l  h i s  p u b l ic  l i f e  f o r  the 
l i t t l e  p eo p le  . . .  f o r  u s .  He was a good f r ie n d  o f  F i o r e l l o  H. 
LaGuardia and F ra n k lin  Delano R o o s e v e l t .  He i s  a very  good 
f r i e n d  o f  Henry W a lla ce .  In Congress he has b a t t l e d  fo r  t h i r t e e n  
years  to g e t  the th in g s  the p eop le  need— slum c le a r a n c e  and low -  
re n t  h o u s in g ,  adequate h e a l th  and w e lfa r e  b e n e f i t s  fo r  working  
men and women, in c r e a se d  minimum wage la w s ,  ou t la w in g  of r a c i a l  
and r e l i g i o u s  d i s c r im in a t io n .  . . .

You know him, he i s  V ito  M arcanton io . He i s  the man we areCl
a sk in g  to  make mayor o f  a l l  the p e o p le .  J o in  w ith  us!

This in n o v a t iv e  e l e c t i o n e e r i n g  tech n iq u e  served  to commit in d iv id u a l s  

who e x p ressed  v e r b a l  support fo r  M arcanton io . These p led g es  a l s o  

provided  a " p u l l  l i s t , "  th a t  i s ,  a l i s t  of fa v o r a b le  v o te r s  whom the  

o r g a n iz a t io n  co n cen tra ted  on g e t t i n g  to the p o l l s .  On E le c t io n  Day a 

v e r i t a b l e  army of v o lu n te e r s  was assem bled to  ensure  th a t  every  s ig n e r  

of a p led g e  card a c t u a l l y  v o te d .  On E le c t io n  Day 1948, the e l e c t i o n  

c a p ta in  fo r  the assem bly  d i s t r i c t  encompassing Y o r k v i l l e  p ro cessed  more 

than f i v e  hundred p o l l -w a tc h e r s  by 7 A.M. These p eop le  were served
C O

b r e a k fa s t ,  b r i e f e d ,  and then g iv e n  t h e i r  a s s ig n m e n ts .  Inasmuch as 

M arcanton io 's  d i s t r i c t  in c lu d ed  another two and o n e -h a l f  assembly  

d i s t r i c t s ,  one can assume th a t  1 ,750  p o l l -w a tc h e r s  were engaged by h is  

o r g a n iz a t io n  on E le c t io n  Day. As the p o l l i n g  proceeded , the p o l l -  

w atchers would check o f f  the names o f  pro-M arcantonio v o te r s  who had

-^"Pledge Card." MP 2 (M is c e l la n e o u s  Campaign, M ayora lty ) .

-’^ In terv iew  w ith  Edward W a l le n s t e in ,  New York C ity ,  August 5, 
1976. On the day a f t e r  the 1944 primary the New York Times reported :  
"There i s  no doubt th a t  th e  Marcantonio fo r c e s  had more campaign workers  
than the reg u la r  R epublican  and Democratic o r g a n iz a t io n s  combined. . . . 
Many East S ide d i s t r i c t s  had the appearance of a g e n e r a l  e l e c t i o n  
in s t e a d  of a primary e l e c t i o n . "  " F ish , Marcantonio Win in  Prim aries"  
(August 2 ,  1944),  p . 1.
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appeared . By l a t e  a f te r n o o n ,  " p u l le r s"  were se n t  to  remind th o se  p ledge

card s ig n e r s  who had not y e t  vo ted  to do s o .  Where need ed , b a b y - s i t t i n g

or t r a n s p o r t a t io n  were provided  prom ptly . One hundred a t to r n e y s  were

a ls o  p re se n t  on E le c t io n  Day to take c h a l le n g e d  Marcantonio v o te r s

b e fo r e  a ju d g e .  These p o l l -w a tc h e r s  ch a lle n g e d  any v o t e r  not on the

p led g e  card l i s t  who may not have been q u a l i f i e d  to  v o t e ,  and

r e p r e se n te d  any Marcantonio v o t e r  c h a lle n g e d  by h i s  op p o n en ts ’ p o l l ­

s'!w a tc h e r s .

B e s id e s  c a n v a s s in g ,  M arcanton io 's  machine engaged in  every  

c o n c e iv a b le  tech n iq u e  of e l e c t o r a l  p o l i t i c s .  S tore-ow n ers  who d is p la y e d  

a campaign p o s te r  r e c e iv e d  a s ig n ed  l e t t e r  of acknowledgement from the  

Congressman, which in  c l o s i n g  s a i d ,  " P lease  remember th a t  i f  a t  any time  

I may be of s e r v i c e  to you, do not h e s i t a t e  to  l e t  me know."-^ A United  

S t a t e s  A g r ic u l tu r e  Department cookbook was so w id e ly  d i s t r ib u t e d  by h i s  

o r g a n iz a t io n  and so w e l l  r e c e iv e d  by housew ives  in  h i s  d i s t r i c t  th a t  i t
c c

became known as "M arcantonio's c o o k b o o k . A  p o l l i n g  machine was 

always p r e s e n t  in  h i s  c lu b h ou ses  so th a t  new v o t e r s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  

fo r e ig n -b o r n ,  cou ld  p r a c t i c e  on t h i s  u n fa m il ia r  d e v ic e .  S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  

peop le  would f r e q u e n t ly  come in t o  h i s  headquarters  and ask , "Show me
C £

aga in  how to  v o te  fo r  M arcantonio ."  When peop le  w rote e x p r e s s in g  

su p p o rt ,  they  would o f t e n  r e c e iv e  a r e p ly  from M arcantonio su g g e s t in g

^ I n t e r v i e w ,  Ida H efn er .

■^Marcantonio to B e l lo n e ,  November 1, 1948. MP 50.

^ I n t e r v i e w ,  Dworkin.

^ I n t e r v i e w ,  Ida H efn er .
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th a t  th ey  co u ld  h e lp  him by "going among your f r i e n d s  and n eighb ors to

57g e t  out to v o te  fo r  me. . . .

Perhaps the most o r i g i n a l  o f  h i s  m ach ine's  tech n iq u es  was 

c i r c u l a t i n g  p e t i t i o n s  a sk in g  Marcantonio to support l e g i s l a t i o n  and 

ca u ses  he a lr e a d y  fa v o red .  One such p e t i t i o n  c a l l e d  on him to  v o te  fo r  

" e f f e c t i v e  p r ic e  and ren t c o n t r o l s ,  l a r g e - s c a l e  programs o f  housing  

c o n s t r u c t io n .  . . another to  " con tin ue  your f i g h t  fo r  p ea ce ,  for  

p r o s p e r i t y ,  and fo r  freedom fo r  a l l  r e g a r d le s s  of r a c e ,  cre ed ,  or 

p o l i t i c a l  c o n v ic t io n ."  These p e t i t i o n s  were d ir e c t e d  a t  r e s id e n t s  o f  

Y o r k v i l l e ,  which was in co r p o r a te d  i n t o  M arcanton io 's  d i s t r i c t  in  1944. 

(S ee  pp. 4 0 6 -7 )  They provided a means o f  e s t a b l i s h i n g  co n ta c t  w ith  

l i b e r a l s  and in form ing  a l l  the  p eop le  of th e  a v a i l a b i l i t y  of a s s i s t a n c e  

from h i s  o r g a n iz a t io n .  Every s ig n e r  of the p e t i t i o n  r e c e iv e d  a r e p ly  

from Marcantonio e x p r e s s in g  h i s  support fo r  the p o l i t i c a l  p o s i t i o n s  

s t a t e d  i n  the p e t i t i o n .  The r e p ly  c lo s e d :  " P lease  remember, any time
CO

th a t  I  can be o f  s e r v ic e  to  you do not h e s i t a t e  to l e t  me know.”

Marcantonio a l s o  used  f i lm  in  l a t e r  cam paigns, a prom otional  

tech n iq u e  fa r  in  advance of i t s  t im e .  In 1948 a ra th er  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  

documentary was shown during s t r e e t  m eetin gs  from the back of a tru ck .  

Narrated by Paul Robeson, i t  c o n s i s t e d  of about ten  m inutes of v o ic e ­

over  o u t l i n i n g  M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  s ta n d s  w h ile  the p ic t u r e  showed

•^M arcantonio to  P i z z o l a n i ,  August 19, 1946. MP 49 
(M isc e l la n e o u s  Campaigns).

■ ^ " P e t it io n ."  MP 7 ( P e t i t i o n s ) .
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him t a lk in g  to  the r e s id e n t s  of the b u i ld in g  where he was born, in  h is

c lu b h ou se ,  a t te n d in g  to the needs of h i s  c o n s t i t u e n t s ,  or s im ply  w alk ing

about h is  d i s t r i c t .  During the f i n a l  f i v e  m inutes Marcantonio spoke on

S9b eh a lf  o f  h i s  r e - e l e c t i o n .

I n n o v a t io n  was a l s o  apparent in  h i s  campaign l i t e r a t u r e ,  w ith  h i s  

o r g a n iz a t io n  producing The P e o p le ’ s News, a fou r-p age  t a b lo id  

r e p l i c a t i n g  the format of the r a b id ly  a n ti-M arcan ton io  D a i ly  News. The 

f i r s t  i s s u e ,  dated  October 21 , 1950, ran t h i s  banner h e a d l in e :  "Marc

B a t t l e s  B osses  Gang-up: Exposes 'B i lb o -D o n o v a n ! '" The s to r y  met head-on  

James Donovan's charge th a t  Puerto R icans were being  imported in t o  the  

d i s t r i c t  to v o te  fo r  M arcantonio . I t  p o in ted  out th a t  Puerto Ricans  

were American c i t i z e n s  and added: "Puerto Ricans come here because

t h e ir  country  had been im p over ish ed , e x p lo i t e d  by the Wall S t r e e t  

backers of B ilbo-D onovan. While B ilbo-D onovan l i e s  about th e  Puerto  

R ica n s ,  the c o rp o ra t io n s  f o r  whom he s to o g e s  rob them." (See pp. 373-  

75) Other a r t i c l e s  bore th e se  h e a d l in e s :  "30,000 P eop le  Aided by Marc

i n  P ast  Two Years"; "Marc Aids E v i c t e e s ,  F ig h ts  fo r  4 M i l l i o n  Housing  

U n its  in  1951"; "R ail Union Backs Marc." The P eop le  * s News a ls o  ran an 

e d i t o r i a l ,  an " Inq u ir ing  Photographer" column, "Voice of the P eo p le ,"  

and a c a r to o n .  The q u e s t io n  asked by the in q u ir in g  photographer was, 

"What's your p erso n a l reason  fo r  su p p orting  V ito  Marcantonio and v o t in g  

f o r  him in  the coming e l e c t io n ? "  One woman mentioned h i s  a s s i s t a n c e  in  

g e t t i n g  a c e i l i n g  p la s t e r e d  " a f te r  i t  j u s t  m issed my baby by a few 

in ch es" ;  an o ld  I t a l i a n  man s t a t e d  th a t  th e  " I t a l ia n  peop le  are proud of

59 V ito  M arcanton io , d ir e c te d  by Carl M arzani. D eposited  in  the  
Museum of Modern Art Film  L ib rary .



109

the way Marc has fought fo r  the peop le  in  Congress"; a Puerto Rican

woman s a id  th a t  " before I came to th e  U .S .  two y ea rs  ago my fa th e r  to ld

me about the w onderful American V ito  Marcantonio who had h e lp ed  the

P uerto  Rican peop le  so much." The V oice  of the People  s e c t io n  c o n s is t e d

of a "few of the thousands of l e t t e r s  Marc g e t s  from the p eop le  he

r e p r e s e n t s ."  The e d i t o r i a l ,  "The B ig  L ie  v s .  the  B ig  F act"— w r it t e n  by

Marcantonio— d e c la r e d ,  "Just fo r  the re c o r d ,  I am not a Communist— and

60have never been a member o f  th e  Communist P arty ."

But i t  was speak ing  from the p la tfo rm  of sound tru ck s  th a t  gave 

M arcantonio h is  g r e a t e s t  and most e f f e c t i v e  campaign ex p o su re .  Between  

October 14 and November 4 , 1948, about sev en ty  such s t r e e t - c o r n e r

61o r a t io n s  (or  more than th ree  a day, but never on Sundays) were h e ld .

B efore  the m e e t in g s ,  l e a f l e t s  would be d i s t r ib u t e d  in  the a r e a .  At a

time when t e l e v i s i o n  was s t i l l  in  i t s  in fa n c y ,  au d ien ces  ranging from

f i f t y  to  f i v e  hundred would g a th er  to  hear t h i s  most c o n t r o v e r s ia l  and

e lo q u en t  Congressman. O u tside  E ast  Harlem, h e c k l in g  was f r e q u e n t , most

of i t  t a r g e t in g  M arcanton io 's  c o n n ec t io n  w ith  the Communist P a r ty .

Adept at h an dlin g  d e t r a c t o r s ,  h i s  u su a l r e t o r t  w as, "I may be red , but

69I'm su re  not y e l l o w ." 0 The presence  of a bodyguard in su red  that

h e c k l in g  and o th er  forms o f  d is r u p t io n  would not prevent a m eeting from

being  h e ld .  R ecru ited  from the I t a l i a n  community, th e se  young men would

surround a p e r s i s t e n t  h e c k le r  and, when t h e i r  p resen ce  f a i l e d  to  q u ie t

6him, l i t e r a l l y  p icked him o f f  the ground. J

^ D e p o s i t e d  in  the C o v e llo  C o l l e c t i o n .

61"Schedule o f  Sound Trucks."  MP 49 , 1 o f  2 (M isce l la n eo u s  
Campaigns).

^ I n t e r v i e w  w ith  Jane B e n e d ic t ,  New York C ity ,  September 2 , 1976. 

6 ̂OJI n te r v ie w ,  Ida Hefner .
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P a r t i c u la r l y  in  E ast  Harlem, th e se  r a l l i e s  reached v a s t  

p r o p o r t io n s .  A campaign worker r e c a l l e d  one in  E l B arrio  th at  s t i l l  

im pressed him y ea rs  l a t e r .  "Hundreds o f  peop le  stood  in  the d r iv in g  

ra in  to hear sp eeches in  Sp anish . When Marcantonio got on to the  

p la tform  to speak , a d eafen in g  roar went up from the crowd. C ries  of  

'Viva Puerto  Rico Libre ' f i l l e d  the a i r .  The l a t t e r  part of h i s  speech  

was a r e c i t a t i o n  of what food would be served  a t  the c e le b r a t io n s  a f t e r  

the e l e c t i o n .  A type o f  joyous en th usiasm  f i l l e d  the a i r ."

These m eetings f r e q u e n t ly  in v o lv e d  a form of  s t r e e t  t h e a t e r .  For 

example, w h i le  Marcantonio was sp ea k in g ,  a car would d r iv e  up and a man 

would s te p  out d ressed  in  a tuxedo and top hat and c a rr y in g  a s a t c h e l .  

Marcantonio would i n v i t e  him up to the p la t fo rm . "Where are you from?" 

he would ask .  "I'm from W all S t r e e t ,"  the man would r e p ly .  "What do 

you have in  your sa tc h e l? "  "I have [John] E l l i s  (M arcanton io 's  1948 

Republican opponent) ,"  the i n t e r l o p e r  would r e p ly ,  tak in g  out a 

m a rio n ette  resem bling  E l l i s  fo r  Marcantonio to in t e r v i e w .  "Where do you 

l iv e ? "  he would ask . "On S utton  P la c e ,"  the m a r io n ette  would respond. 

"And how many rooms do you have— four?" When the m arion ette  answered 

"No," Marcantonio would ask i f  he had f i v e  rooms and so on u n t i l  he 

reached fo u r te e n — the a c tu a l  s i z e  o f  E l l i s ' s  fa s h io n a b le  a p a r tm e n t ,^  a 

number th a t  both  astounded and a p p a lled  the E a st  Harlem a u d ie n c e s .  When 

M arcanton io 's  e a r l i e s t  opponent, James L a n z e tta ,  r e fu se d  to debate him, 

Marcantonio debated a r e p r e s e n ta t io n  of L a n zetta  in  the form of a 

puppet. "Here i s  Jimmy Next-Week, the puppet o f  Tammany H a l l , ” the

/I A
I n te r v ie w ,  anonymous.

f s  S I n te r v ie w ,  W a l l e n s t e in .
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m aster of cerem onies would announce w ith  d e v a s t a t in g  e f f e c t .  (See  

P. 393)

These m eetings  gave Marcantonio the op p o rtu n ity  to e x e r c i s e  h i s

e x c e p t i o n a l ly  s k i l l f u l  o ra to r y ,  which he punctuated by stamping h is  fo o t

in  cadence w ith  h i s  w ords. As he co n t in u ed , he would speak more and

more lo u d ly  and r a p id ly ,  c r e a t in g  s u f f i c i e n t  n o i s e  w ith  h i s  f o o t  to

mesmerize h i s  l i s t e n e r s .  By the end of h i s  sp e e c h ,  h i s  arras were

f l a i l i n g  the  a i r  and, in  the words o f  an a s s o c i a t e ,  h i s  l e g s  were moving

as f a s t  as a flam enco d a n c e r ' s . 67 At l e a s t  among h i s  f o l lo w e r s  in  E ast

Harlem, h is  sp eech es  were capable of an " h y s te r ia -p r o d u c in g

r e a c t i o n . " ^  A Puerto Rican a s s o c i a t e  r e c a l l e d ,  "His v o ic e  was a

h urricane o f  e l e c t r i c i t y  go in g  through the  p e o p le .  He could  take over a

f\ Qwhole au d ience  by h i s  dynamism, h i s  m agnetism ."07

M arcanton io 's  f lu e n c y  i n  I t a l i a n  and a b i l i t y  to use  to  good 

e f f e c t  h i s  l i m i t e d  S p an ish  and s t i l l  more l im it e d  Y id d ish  enabled him to  

reach the la r g e s t  e t h n ic  groups in  h i s  b a i l i w i c k . ^  A campaign worker 

who l a t e r  became a New York S ta te  assemblyman, remembered th a t  during  

the 1949 mayoral campaign he heard M arcantonio speak to  s tu d e n ts  a t  C ity  

C o l le g e ,  to a m other's  o r g a n iz a t io n  in  East Harlem, and to  a group of 

longshoremen on the d ock s .  Each t im e , he spoke w ith  the vocabulary  and

^ I n t e r v i e w ,  Ida H efn er .

^ I n t e r v i e w ,  B e n e d ic t .

^ I n t e r v i e w ,  Ida H efn er .

C‘ Q
° I n te r v ie w  w i th  Clemente S oto  V e l e z ,  New York C i t y ,  September

26,  1975.

^ I n t e r v i e w ,  Soto V e le z .
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a ccen t  of h i s  a ud i e nc e . a  number of h i s  a s s o c i a t e s  remarked on h is

7?a b i l i t y  to  "make complex i s s u e s  s im p le  w ith o u t  c o n d e sc e n s io n ."  An 

I t a l i a n  Harlem campaign worker r e f l e c t e d :

He never  touched on a com p lica ted  s u b je c t  o f  f o r e ig n  or dom estic  
p o l i c y  w ith o u t  e x p la in in g  i t  in  terras h i s  h earers  understood and 
f e l t  d eep ly  about— t h e i r  economic problem s, l i v i n g  c o n d i t io n s ,  
fa s c is m  and what i t  meant to  I t a l i a n s  l i v i n g  under i t ,  and 
independence o f  th e  P u erto  R ic a n s .  . . .  He was one o f  them and 
he educated  them w ith o u t  e v e r  p a tr o n iz in g  them. . . . There was 
a l o t  o f  d i s c u s s i o n  in  groups a f t e r  he had gone, a l o t  o f  " he 's  
r i g h t ,"  a l o t  o f  "I hope h e ' s  r i g h t ,"  e t c .  And in  the main, they  
d id n ' t  d e s e r t  him th a t  year  [1950] e i t h e r . ^

A f te r  the re tu rn s  were i n ,  h i s  su p p orters  s ta g e d  t o r c h - l i g h t  

p a ra d es .  Here i s  how a New York Times a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  "East Harlem 

Ju b ila n t"  d e s c r ib e d  the c o l o r f u l  f e s t i v a l  f o l lo w in g  M arcanton io 's  

v ic to r y  over  F r e d e r ic k  Van P e l t  Bryan in  1944:

The Calypso s in g e r s  of E ast  Harlem l a s t  n ig h t  in v en ted  b a l la d s  
fo r  an o ld  l e a d e r .  They go t  the word from th e  R e p r e s e n ta t iv e  
h im s e l f ,  when a t  9 P.M. V ito  Marcantonio s tood  on a desk and 
announced h i s  v i c t o r y .

Firemen were b u s ie r  than a p o l i t i c i a n  g e t t i n g  out the v o te  
e lsew h ere  in  th e  E ig h te e n th  C o n g r ess io n a l D i s t r i c t .  F ir e  en g in es  
raced  r a p id ly  up and down F i r s t  and Second A venues. In s e v e r a l  
in s t a n c e s  firem en were h a l te d  in  t h e i r  e f f o r t s  to e x t in g u is h  the  
sm a ll  v i c t o r y  b l a z e s .  And not a l l  of the sm a ll  b o n f ir e s  remained  
s m a l l .

I t  was E ast Harlem's way of showing i t s  p r id e  in  V ito  
M arcantonio . A m erica's  m e lt in g  pot was bu bb lin g  wih u n r e s tr a in e d  
g l e e .  I t s  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  g lo a te d  w ith  u n in h ib i te d  jo y  at  
M arcanton io 's  h ea d q u a r ters .  . . .  In a sm a ll  s e c o n d -s to r y  room, 
whose s o i l e d  w a l l  p l a s t e r  was s c a t t e r e d  w ith  p o l i t i c a l  p o s t e r s ,  
350 p eop le  had w a ited  fo r  hours fo r  "Marc."

^ I n t e r v i e w  w ith  Seymour P osn er ,  New York C ity ,  December 3, 1977.

7 ?“ I n te r v ie w ,  B e n e d ic t .

7 ^Mary Bowes, Person a l  L e t t e r ,  November 16, 1976.



When he a rr iv e d  . . . men and women spoke e x c i t e d l y  in  
S p an ish ,  I t a l i a n  and E n g l ish ;  many p ressed  forward e a g e r ly  to  
embrace the man who would r e p r e se n t  them fo r  a s i x t h  term in  the  
n a t io n ' s  C a p i ta l .

F ive  m inutes away a t  Bryan h ea d q u a r ters ,  a sm a ll  s t o r e  on 
Second Avenue near S ev en ty -seco n d  S t r e e t ,  fa s h io n a b ly  d ressed  men 
and women were s t i l l  w atching the t a b u l a t i o n s .74

As a r e s u l t  of t h i s  m u lt i f a c e te d  and i n t e n s i v e  campaigning, the v a s t

m a jo r ity  of r e g i s t e r e d  v o te r s  in  the E ig h te e n th  C o n g r ess io n a l D i s t r i c t

a c t u a l l y  c a s t  t h e i r  b a l l o t s .  In 1946, fo r  example, o f  a t o t a l  o f  87 ,793

r e g i s t r a n t s ,  8 4 ,8 3 1  v o t e d . 75

C le a r ly ,  M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  apparatus was ex p en s iv e  to

o p e r a te ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  because i t  was a year-round  end eavor. Any attem pt

to  determ ine the c o s t s ,  however, b eg in s  to  f lo u n d er  as soon as one t r i e s

to d e f in e  e x a c t l y  what th e  apparatus com prised . The s t a f f i n g  c o s t s  of

th e s e  headquarters  must have been c o n s id e r a b le .  Nowhere in  the

Marcantonio Papers i s  th e r e  any data on p a y r o l l ,  nor i s  th e r e  any

in d i c a t i o n  of which s t a f f  members were s a la r i e d  and which were

v o lu n t e e r s .  My e s t im a te  i s  th a t  th e r e  were a t  any g iv e n  time between

f i v e  and e i g h t  paid s t a f f  members. As a Congressman, he was a l l o t t e d  a

sm a ll  sum fo r  s t a f f .  In te r v ie w s  w ith  c l o s e  a s s o c i a t e s  s u g g e s t  th a t  th e

main sou rce  of money f o r  s t a f f  s a l a r i e s  was Marcantonio h im s e l f — h i s

7C o n g ress io n a l s a la r y  and the income from h i s  law p r a c t i c e .  °

^N ew  York Times (November 6 , 1 9 4 6 ) ,  p. 12.

75Marcantonio to  J .  Percy P r i e s t ,  chairman of the Campaign 
Expenditures  Committee of 1946, no d a t e ,  p. 9 ,  19. MP 49 (Campaign 
E x p e n d itu r e s ) .

7 £sI n te rv iew s  w i th  Ida Hefner and R u b i n s t e i n .
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F in an cin g  th e se  headquarters and s t a f f  was f r e q u e n t ly

accom plished  w ith  g r e a t  d i f f i c u l t y .  In 1935 M arcantonio r e c e iv e d  t h i s

memorandum from a s t a f f  worker: "A fter  r e c e iv in g  such a b ig  check I

r e a l l y  d id n ’ t  know how to spend the money. The tr u th  of the m atter i s ,

I  o n ly  have about $15 l e f t  fo r  the r e s t  of the month. How can I  g e t

a lon g  on $15 f o r  24 days? I  h a v e n 't  enough money fo r  car f a r e ,

"77te le p h o n e ,  e t c . ,  to take care of C o n tr a c ts .  E f f o r t s  to  e s t a b l i s h  and

m ain ta in  a headquarters  i n  E l B arrio  fu r th e r  underscored  the p reca r io u s

f i n a n c i a l  s t a t e  of th e  o r g a n iz a t io n .  One of M arcanton io’ s c h ie f  a id es

th e r e ,  Leopold Lopez, w rote to  the le a d e r  in  May o f  1940: "The rent of

th e  M arcantonio Club . . . was due on 5 / 1 / 4 0 .  I  t r y  my b e s t  to save you

money but i t  has reached a p o in t  where I had to  put my w r is tw a tch  in  the

pawn shop to pay the b i l l  of e l e c t r i c i t y .  Out of ray s a la r y  I have put

"78s e v e r a l  t im es ten  or f i f t e e n  to  have the c lub g o in g .  A pparently  t h i s  

c l u b ' s  e x i s t e n c e  was s h o r t .  L opez's  n ext e f f o r t  to open anoth er  one in  

E l B arrio  was in  1944. In a subsequent l e t t e r  to  M arcantonio , Lopez 

in d ic a t e d  th a t  the o r g a n iz a t io n ' s  f in a n c e s  had not g r e a t l y  improved in  

the in te r im :

In regard to the  c lu b ,  I  w ish  to s t a t e  th a t  I do not have the  
money to  put the e l e c t r i c i t y .  I f  . . .  we have the e l e c t r i c i t y  
t h i s  week I b e l i e v e  we can s t a r t  som eth ing . I have to buy about 
tw e lve  b u lb s ,  a lo c k ,  I  have been promised f i f t y  c h a ir s  by the  
Club Obrero and the Club R iv era  but Marc I have to pay fo r  the 
t r a n s p o r ta t io n  and th a t  r e q u ir e s  money. . . .

I  ta k e  t h i s  op p o rtu n ity  a l s o  to  t e l l  you th a t  my two c h i ld r e n

M uccio la  to M arcantonio , February 5 , 1935. MP (Aide R eport,  
M uccio la , 1 9 3 5 ) .  According to  The P ocket D ic t io n a r y  o f  American S la n g , 
among o th e r  th in g s  " contract"  means, "A p o l i t i c a l  or b u s in e s s  fa v o r ."  
Compiled and e d i t e d  by Harold Wentworth and S tu a r t  Berg F lexn er  (New 
York: Pocket Books, 1 9 6 7 ) ,  p. 77.

7 0
Lopez to M arcantonio , May 20, 1940. MP 44 (A id e 's  R eport,  

Lopez, 1 9 4 0 ) .



w i l l  graduate  on 5 /26  and I have been unable to send her money to  
buy the grad u ation  d r e sse s  and s u i t . ^

The o r g a n iz a t io n  scraped by u s in g  w hatever s u p p l ie s  Marcantonio

could  o b ta in  from h i s  C on gress ion a l o f f i c e .  In 1940 one of h is  a id es

w rote to a new s t a f f  member: "Mr. Marcantonio does not want you to

spend money on stamps to  send in  your c o n tr a c t s  to t h i s  o f f i c e .  C h ar lie

has en v e lo p es  addressed  to  the Congressman, and w hatever you send in

c o n tr a c t s  g e t  your en v e lo p e s  from C h a r lie  as they  are  franked and do not

req u ire  p ostage  so long  as the b u s in e ss  p e r ta in s  to C o n g ress io n a l  

" 80work. In 1943 the same s t a f f  member s e n t  a rep o rt  from New York to  

Washington th a t  ended: "P.S . Send me a ream of y e l lo w  paper." S im ila r

r e q u e s ts  were subm itted  fo r  in d ex  ca rd s ,  ty p e w r ite r  r ib b o n s ,  p la in

79 Lopez to M arcantonio , May 2 , 1944. MP 44 (A id e 's  R eport,
Lopez, 1 9 4 4 -4 5 ) .  An e a r l i e r  l e t t e r  from Lopez to  M arcantonio o f  May 20 ,  
1940, fu r th e r  i l l u s t r a t e s  the g e n e r a l  impoverishment o f  t h i s  community:

"As you know, 99 percent  of the peop le  of th a t  c lub  are on 
r e l i e f , you s t a t e d  th a t  you do not want us to g e t  members from 
r e l i e f  r o l l s ,  we have to  lend  the c lu b  to  the groups th a t  work 
f o r  you. The N a rra g a n se tt  Boys [ th e  Puerto  R ican  Democratic  
P arty  c lub ] had the c lub  l a s t  month, t h i s  month . . . the  
Sociedad  C u ltu ra l  I n f a n t i l e  a l s o  wants our c lu b  but none w i l l  
h e lp  in  paying th e  b i l l s  and i f  I  d on 't  l e t  them run t h e i r  dances  
I  am branded as a N.G. [The members] know how a l l  the bums g e t  
money from you and they know th ose  guys do not d eserv e  i t .  . . . 
R e l i e f  c l i e n t s  come to me and I have to g iv e  my money away 
som etim es. I  cannot do i t  any more, many tim es my c h i ld r e n  need  
the f i v e s  and ten s  th a t  I  put in  th a t  c lu b .  I ex p ect  to pay two 
or th ree  months ren t  w ith  the dance we are go ing  to have on 6 /8 .

The r e a l  e s t a t e  man c a l l e d  me t h i s  morning and wants the money 
t h i s  week— I am go in g  crazy— today I have a dime in  my pocket and 
cannot a f fo r d  to put a n ic k e l  t h i s  month. . . .  I t  i s  the on ly  
c lub  ( p o l i t i c a l )  on Madison Avenue and [ i t ]  i s  your c lu b — I f  I 
s ta y ed  t i l l  11 and 12 during the e v en in g s  breaking my head i t  i s  
on ly  because o f  YOU. I am a nervous wreck w ith  a l l  th e se  
h ea d a c h e s ."

MP 44 (A id e 's  R eport, Lopez, 1940).

^ J o h n so n  to P iz z o ,  January 12, 1940. MP 46 (A id e 's  R eport,  
P iz z o ,  1 9 3 9 -4 0 ) .
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e n v e lo p e s ,  and o th e r  s u p p l i e s .81 Marcantonio a l s o  used h i s  fran k in g

p r i v i l e g e s  q u ite  g e n e r o u s ly  to  fu r th e r  h is  p o l i t i c a l  g o a l s .  B efore  the

S ta te  Committee of the American Labor P arty  in  1948, he rep orted :  "I am

go in g  to put W a lla c e 's  speech  in  the Congress [ th a t  i s ,  the

C o n g ress io n a l R ecord] .  Then we are  go ing  to  order a m i l l i o n  c o p i e s .

A l l  you need do i s  s im ply put the name and address of the person whom

you want to  r e c e iv e  th a t  speech  on the e n v e lo p e .  No p ostage  w i l l  be 

"82r e q u ir e d .

In the postwar p e r io d ,  M arcantonio ' s p o l i t i c a l  machine was amply 

su p p lie d  w ith  money. In 1950 w h ile  running a g a in s t  Donovan, fo r  

example, th e r e  i s  every  in d ic a t i o n  th a t  Marcantonio sp en t  more than the  

combined re so u r c e s  o f  the D em ocratic , R epub lican , and L ib e r a l  P a r t i e s  

fo r  which Donovan was c o a l i t i o n  c a n d id a te .  Donovan used th ree  

soundtrucks; M arcantonio used fo u r ,  p lu s  two o th er  trucks  fo r  showing a 

s p e c i a l l y  prepared movie sh ort  on a s c r e e n  mounted in  the back, p lu s  an 

aluminum t r a i l e r  w ith  a balcony at the rear  th a t  was dubbed 

"M arcantonio's t r a v e l l i n g  o f f i c e . "  Soundtrucks c o s t  about $400 a week 

each; M arcanton io 's  f l e e t  s ta r t e d  r o l l i n g  a week b e fo re  Donovan's.  

Marcantonio p o s t e r s ,  as w e l l  as a s e r i e s  of American Labor Party p o s te rs  

a g a in s t  war, were p la s t e r e d  on w a l ls  and f e n c e s .  Donovan had only  s i x  

or e ig h t  la r g e  p o s t e r s .  In t h e ir  m a il in g s  to v o t e r s ,  the can d id a tes  

matched each o th er  in  q u a n t i t y .  Marcantonio a l s o  produced n in e ty  

thousand c o p ie s  of h i s  P e o p le 's  N ew s.^

There i s  no way to p la ce  a d o l la r  va lu e  on the lab or  co n tr ib u ted

®^Pizzo to M arcantonio , January 29, 1943. MP 47 (A id e 's  Report,  
P iz z o ,  19 4 3 ) .

82 P ro ceed in g s:  S ta te  E x ecu t iv e  Committee of the American Labor 
Party ,"  January 7 , 1948. MP 25 (ALP Campaigns, 1 9 3 9 -5 3 ) .

^B ingham,  p. 58.



by the thousands of v o lu n te e r s  who f lood ed  M arcanton io 's  d i s t r i c t  at  

campaign t im e .  His opponents were never a b le  to  a t t r a c t  s i g n i f i c a n t  

numbers of v o lu n te e r s  from e i t h e r  o u t s id e  or i n s id e  the d i s t r i c t .  

S im i l a r ly ,  th ere  i s  no way to c a l c u la t e  the v a lu e  of the campaign 

a s s i s t a n c e  he r e c e iv e d  from o r g a n iz a t io n s  in  h i s  d i s t r i c t  and beyond.

The f i n a n c i a l  s ta tem en t of campaign exp en ses  req u ired  under the  

p r o v is io n s  of th e  F ed er a l Corrupt P r a c t i c e s  Act showed o n ly  d ir e c t  

c o n t r ib u t io n s .  The 1946 r e c e ip t s  amounted to  $ 1 6 ,5 6 2 ,  and ex p en d itu res

$19 ,626;  h i s  opp onent's  sta tem en t c i t e d  f ig u r e s  of $13 ,478  and $ 1 2 ,8 1 3 ,

84r e s p e c t i v e l y .  There i s  no q u e s t io n  th at  th e se  were m erely a f r a c t io n  

of  the a c t u a l  f i g u r e s .  Two E ast  Harlem p o l i t i c i a n s  w ith  c l o s e  t i e s  to  

Marcantonio (Hamlet 0 .  C aten accio  and Joseph B o cc ia )  r e c a l l e d  in  the  

l a t e  s i x t i e s  th a t  M arcantonio 's  c o n g r e s s io n a l  campaigns were the most 

e x p e n s iv e  o f  t h e i r  time i n  New York C i t y .  They e s t im a ted  th a t  h i s  1950 

campaign c o s t  $100 ,000 .® “*

Marcantonio was the b e n e f i c i a r y  o f  funds from s e v e r a l  w ealthy  

p e r so n s ,  in c lu d in g  E lin o r  Gimbel, who sen t  the f o l lo w in g  i n v i t a t i o n  to  

her f r ie n d s  i n  1948: "W ill you j o i n  Mike N e s s e ls o n  and m yse lf  a t  a

sm all in form al r e c e p t io n  fo r  Congressman V ito  Marcantonio . . . .  at my 

home a t  163 E ast 78th  Street?"®® There was one m i l l i o n a i r e s s ,  Louise  

Berman, in  M arcanton io 's  entourage whose husband, L io n e l ,  was one of h i s  

c l o s e s t  f r i e n d s .  She c o n s i s t e n t l y  donated la r g e  sums to  the can d idate

® ^"Financial Report Submitted by Candidates to S p e c ia l  House 
Committee to  I n v e s t i g a t e  1946 E le c t io n ."  MP 49.

Q  C

I n te r v ie w s ,  quoted in  Blum and Wilhelm, p. 194.

®®Gimbel to  A lfred  and Martha, September 30 , 1948. MP 49 
(Campaign E x p e n d itu r e s ) .



and organ ized  sm a ll  fu n d -r a i s in g  a f f a i r s  a tten d ed  by o th er  w ealthy  

s u p p o r t e r s .87  one a s s o c ia t e  was a s s ig n e d  the ta sk  o f  p r iv a t e l y  

s o l i c i t i n g  s u b s t a n t ia l  c o n t r ib u t io n s — th a t  i s ,  between $ 5 ,0 0 0  and 

$ 9 ,0 0 0 .  He noted in  1950, however, th a t  because of the r i s e  of McCarthy 

many of h i s  w ea lthy  patrons were no lo n g e r  w i l l i n g  to g i v e .  One 

c o n s i s t e n t  c o n tr ib u to r ,  when asked fo r  support th a t  y e a r ,  r e p l i e d :  "I

h a v e n 't  the s l i g h t e s t  id e a  why you would c a l l  me about M arcanton io ."88  

On th e  b a s i s  o f  the M arcantonio P apers , i t  appears th at  h i s  

o r g a n iz a t i o n ' s  o v e r a l l  f i n a n c i a l  c o n d i t io n  did  improve over t im e . As a 

congressman who fr e q u e n t ly  a t t r a c t e d  n a t io n a l  a t t e n t i o n ,  and as the  

le a d e r  of the American Labor P a r ty ,  he i n c r e a s i n g l y  sought and obta ined  

f i n a n c i a l  r e so u r c e s  from o r g a n iz a t io n s  and in d iv i d u a l s  who agreed w ith  

h i s  p o s i t i o n s ,  in c lu d in g  the Communist P a r ty .  Extant sou rces  do n o t ,  

however, g iv e  a c l e a r e r  p ic t u r e  o f  M arcan ton io 's  f i n a n c i a l  b ack in g .  

N early  t h i r t y  years  a f t e r  h i s  d ea th ,  h i s  s u r v iv in g  a s s o c i a t e s  are  

r e lu c t a n t  to  d i s c u s s  t h i s  a sp e c t  of th e  M arcantonio phenomenon.

M arcanton io 's  machine, manned o r i g i n a l l y  by the "G ibboni,” (pp. 

4 3 -4 4 )  u n q u est io n a b ly  in c lu d ed  many members p r im a r i ly  concerned about 

money and the p ro sp ect  of a j o b .  While over  time t h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  b a s is  

fo r  s t a f f i n g  h is  machine waned, as l a t e  as 1942 Marcantonio r e c e iv e d  the  

fo l lo w in g  l e t t e r :

I ex p ected  to  r e c e iv e  from you more than $ 1 0 .0 0  f o r  the w eek's  
pay. You know my c o n d i t io n .  I  cannot g e t  r e l i e f  and have l o s t  
two w eek 's  work by h an d lin g  two d i s t r i c t s  f o r  you. Last n ig h t  
you gave a Puerto Rican worker $ 2 0 .0 0  w h i le  you gave me $ 1 0 .0 0 ,  
you know th e se  people  are g e t t i n g  r e l i e f ;  but I  d o n 't  g e t  
any. . . .  I t  look s  l i k e  I ' l l  have a hard tim e w ith  the w orkers,

Q 7
I n te r v ie w  w ith  L ouise  Berman, New York C ity ,  J u ly  27, 1976. 

8 8 in te r v ie w ,  B e n e d ic t .



because they are not s a t i s f i e d  w ith  the amount of $ 4 .0 0  they  
r e c e iv e d .  They ex p ected  $10 .0 0  each fo r  s i x  n ig h ts  and a f u l l
d a y ’s w ork .89

Patronage was another in c e n t iv e  fo r  the G ibbon i,  but as a

m averick and member o f  a m in or ity  p a rty ,  M arcantonio had r e l a t i v e l y

l i t t l e  to d i s p e n s e .  His g r e a t e s t  source of patronage was ob ta in ed

through the Manhattan Borough P r e s i d e n t ' s  o f f i c e .  The t i t l e  was "sewer

in s p e c t o r ,"  whose job  i t  was to en sure th a t  manholes were covered . The

annual s a la r y  was $1 ,800  and Marcantonio had s i x  to e ig h t  of th e se

s in e c u r e s  to pass o u t .  As a Congressman, he cou ld  a l s o  o f f e r  Census

Bureau jo b s  every  ten th  y e a r .  Although the pay fo r  th e se  p o s i t i o n s  was

low and the d u t ie s  u n e x a lte d ,  they  were genu ine  p r iz e s  amid the g r e a t

poverty  o f  E ast Harlem. In 1939 Marcantonio r e c e iv e d  a l e t t e r  from an

o f f i c e r  of the U nited  Puerto Rican R epublican  Club:

Last week my baby was s i c k  and 1 cou ldn  ’t  come over to the c lub  
to  s e e  you, I ’m s o r r y .  Marc, I  hope th a t  you do something fo r  me 
a f t e r  May 3 1 s t  because  I r e a l l y  do not w ish  to go back to WPA at  
$ 6 3 .0 0  a month. My fa m ily  i s  c o n s i s t e d  o f  s i x ,  so you can 
ju d g e .  I f  i t  i s  true th at  th ere  are go ing  to be openings fo r  
p o s i t i o n  o f  c le r k s  a t  the Bureau o f the Census in  Washington I 
hope th a t  you w ou ld n 't  f o r g e t  me and see  i f  you can p la c e  me 
th e r e .  . . .  90

In resp on se  Marcantonio w rote th a t  "I have w r i t t e n  d i r e c t l y  to Mr.

Gerson [a Communist Party o f f i c i a l  working as an a s s i s t a n t  to Manhattan 

Borough P r e s id e n t  S ta n le y  I sa a c s ]  i n  your b e h a l f ,  and t r u s t  th a t  t h i s  

w i l l  be o f  h e lp  to you."  In October of the same year the man w rote back 

r e q u e s t in g  th a t  he be p laced  on the WPA p a y r o l l  aga in  because "I j u s t

^"X" to M arcantonio , September 1942. MP 49 (Headquarters  
C orresp on d ence) .

^ L e o p o ld  Lopez to M arcantonio , February 13, 1940. MP 44 (A id e 's  
R eport, Lopez, 1 9 4 0 -1 ) .



Q 1
cannot l i v e  on $12 .35  every  f i f t e e n  days which th e  r e l i e f  g iv e  me."

M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  and p erso n a l  c o n n e c t io n s  w ith  LaGuardia, 

a l s o  a source  of p a tron age ,  prompted him in  January o f  1942 to  w r i te  to  

the mayor:

T his  w i l l  s e r v e  as a rem inder.
The tim e you req u ested  th a t  the ALP nom inate N athan, I  p o in ted  

out to  you th a t  th ere  were th r e e  of my boys employed as 
c o r p o r a t io n  in s p e c to r s  in  the Borough P r e s i d e n t ' s  o f f i c e .  . . .

You t o ld  me th a t  you would p e r s o n a l ly  gu aran tee  th a t  they  
would be continu ed  in  t h e i r  j o b s .

I have been informed th a t  changes are contem plated  in  the  
Borough P r e s i d e n t ' s  o f f i c e .  I am very  anxious to  keep th e s e  boys 
a t  work.

T herefore  pursuant to  your prom ise , I am sen d in g  t h i s  l e t t e r  
aga in  as a r e m in d e r .^

LaGuardia p u b l i c l y  acknowledged t h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  As l a t e  as 1942,

when newsmen asked about the a t ta c k s  of some R epublican  le a d e r s  on

M arcantonio , the  mayor r e p l ie d  w ith  a s m i le ,  "Yes, I know. I  may have

to tr im  the p a y r o l l s  a l i t t l e .

The e f f e c t  of patronage on the o p e r a t io n  of M arcanton io 's  machine

was noted by George C ham ey, o r g a n iz e r  fo r  th e  Communist Party in  East

Harlem:

I found i t  d i f f i c u l t  . . .  to r e c o n c i l e  id e o lo g y  and 
p a tro n a g e .  I t  was i n s t r u c t i v e ,  though d i s c o n c e r t i n g ,  to hobnob 
w ith  the clubhouse "boys" i n  Marc's own m achine. They d id n 't  
g iv e  a hoot about id e o lo g y  or i s s u e s .  They were l o y a l  to  Marc 
and took comfort from the p a tron age ,  l i t t l e  as i t  was; and i f  
Marc t o ld  them to teach  the v o te r s  how to p u l l  the  le v e r  for  
I s r a e l  Amter, Communist ca n d id a te  fo r  c o u n c i lm a n -a t - la r g e  in  
1937, they  d id n ' t  bat an e y e . ^

^ G r e g o r y  Domenech to  M arcantonio , May 9 , 1940; Marcantonio to  
Doraenech, June 29 , 1939; Domenech to  M arcanton io , October 8 ,  1939. MP 
44 (A id e 's  R eport, Domenech, 1 9 3 9 -4 0 ) .

^ M a r c a n t o n i o  to  LaGuardia, January 5 , 1942. MP 44 (A id e 's  
R eport, Lopez, 1 9 4 0 -4 4 ) .

^■^Rovere, p .  381.

^ G e o r g e  Charney, A Long Journey (C hicago: Quadrangle Books,
1968 ) ,  p .  109.



But the changed p o l i t i c a l  c l im a te  of the postwar years  brought a l l  

so u rces  o f  the Congressman's patronage to a sudden h a l t .  On August 27, 

1948, Mayor 0 'Dwyer announced h i s  d e c i s i o n  to o u s t  from p u b lic  

employment a l l  n o n - c i v i l  s e r v ic e  American Labor Party members under h is
Q C

j u r i s d i c t i o n  and th a t  of Hugo R ogers , Borough P r e s id e n t  of Manhattan.

Compensating fo r  th ese  l o s s e s  was e v e r - in c r e a s in g  a s s i s t a n c e  from 

the Communist P a r ty .  P a r t i c u la r l y  in  the Cold War p e r io d ,  the Party  

made M arcanton io 's  r e - e l e c t i o n  a major p o l i t i c a l  p r i o r i t y .  This i s  

i l l u s t r a t e d  by th e se  e x c e r p ts  from a r t i c l e s  p u b lish ed  in  P o l i t i c a l  

A f f a i r s , the t h e o r e t i c a l  jo u r n a l  o f  the P a rty ,  from the y ea rs  1946 to  

1950:

The aims o f  the P arty  in  [ th e  1946] e l e c t i o n  campaign are:
. . .  2 .  To e l e c t  p r o g r e s s iv e s  f o r  Congress and fo r  S ta te  
o f f i c e s  and e s p e c i a l l y  to h e lp  e l e c t  Marcantonio and P o w ell .

The b a t t l e  in  which the la b o r - p r o g r e s s iv e  f o r c e s  had t h e ir  
g r e a t e s t  s ta k e  [ in  1948] took  p la c e  in  the 18th C on gress ion a l  
D i s t r i c t  i n  New York C ity .
The r e e l e c t i o n  o f  Marcantonio to  C ongress .  . . has been  
u n iv e r s a l l y  s in g le d  out as the o u ts ta n d in g  p r o g r e s s iv e  v ic t o r y  in  
the 1948 e l e c t i o n s .

The d e f e a t  of V ito  Marcantonio in  the 18th C o n g ress io n a l D i s t r i c t  
. . . has robbed the country  of i t s  g r e a t e s t  v o ic e  in  
C ongress.  . . .96

Here we s h a l l  rev iew  fu r th e r  the scope and magnitude of the Communist 

P a r ty 's  c o n tr ib u t io n  to  M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  s u r v iv a l .

Perhaps the most s i g n i f i c a n t  c o n tr ib u t io n  to M arcanton io 's

^ " B e a t  M arcantonio , Mayor B ids P a r t y , ” New York Times (August  
26 , 1948 ) ,  p . 1.

Q £
W illiam  W einstone , "The T a c t ic s  of the P arty  in  the New York 

E le c t io n s "  (October 1946 ) ,  p. 904; George Charney [George Blake] and A1 
Testerman, "The People Win w ith  Marcantonio" (January 1 9 4 9 ) ,  p. 85; 
George Charney [George B la k e ] , "The M arcantonio E le c t io n  Campaign" 
(January 1 9 5 1 ) ,  p. 80.



s u c c e s s f u l  s t a f f i n g  o p e r a t io n  was made by the Communist P a r ty .  His

o r g a n iz a t io n  was in c r e a s i n g ly  s t a f f e d  by Communist P arty  members and

sy m p a th izers ,  who overw helm ingly  l i v e d  o u ts id e  the d i s t r i c t .  Charney,

fo r  example, r e c a l l e d :  "I cursed the day I  was a s s ig n e d  [by the  Party]

to  t h i s  d i s t r i c t .  . . .  How o f t e n  did  [Marcantonio] c a l l  me in  the dead

of n ig h t  to launch a t ir a d e  because we had not f u l f i l l e d  our commitment

of peop le  f o r  th e  campaign? I f  we promised 400 p eop le  and o n ly  350

appeared, he went b erserk ,  even when he was a can d id ate  on a l l  th ree

n 97p arty  l i n e s .  . . ." During an in te r v ie w  conducted in  th e  l a t e  

s i x t i e s ,  Charney e s t im a ted  th a t  as many as e ig h t  hundred P arty  members
Q O

canvassed  during an e l e c t i o n  campaign. ° I t  was, however, mass

o r g a n iz a t io n s  under th e  P a r ty ' s  le a d e r s h ip — f r a t e r n a l  o r g a n iz a t io n s ,

trade  u n io n s ,  and the American Labor P arty— th a t  provided most of the

99manpower and money to f u e l  M arcanton io 's  machine.

I t  i s  e v id e n t  th a t  over the years  the p ercentage  of v o lu n te e r s  

r e s id in g  in  the d i s t r i c t  d e c r e a se d .  A l i s t  of campaign workers fo r  1948 

and 1950, fo r  exam ple, c o n ta in s  the names of 140 E ast  Harlem r e s id e n t s  

and 1 ,375  o u t s i d e r s ,  a few of the l a t t e r  even r e s id i n g  beyond the  New 

York C ity  l i m i t s . ^ ®  A memorandum from L i l l i a n  Landau to c lub  le a d e r s

Q7
Charney, A Long Jou rn ey , p .  113.

^ Q u o ted  in  Blum and W ilhelm, p. 220.

9^In 1936, I s r a e l  Amter, th e  New York S t a t e  P arty  Chairman, t o ld  
Party  members and sy m p a th izers ,  "The b u i ld in g  of the American Labor 
Party i s  a c e n t r a l  ta sk ."  Through i t s  c o n tr o l  of neighborhood c lub s  and 
v ia  the a f f i l i a t i o n  of Communist-led u n io n s ,  the P arty  r a p id ly  became a 
major fo r c e  w ith in  the American Labor P a rty .  Kenneth W altzer,"The Party  
and the P o l l in g  P la ce :  American Communism and an American Labor Party in  
the 1930s" R ad ica l H is to r y  R eview , 23 (S p r in g  1980),  pp . 118, 116.

^ ^ L i s t s  d e p o s ite d  in  MP 49. The P a r ty 's  a b i l i t y  to supply  la r g e  
amounts of manpower d i r e c t l y  from i t s  membership was p o s s i b l e  because in
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dated 1948 em phasizes t h i s  f a c t :  "Up to now, v e r y  few can vassers  and

e l e c t i o n  d i s t r i c t  workers have a c t u a l l y  come from the c lu b  membership 

i t s e l f .  I th in k  a s p e c i a l  e f f o r t  should  be made by the c lu b  Execs to  go 

over  c a r e f u l l y  name by name and to  ge t  as many p eop le  and, i f  n e c e s s a r y ,  

r e l e a s e  some from o th er  jo b s  so they  can fu n c t io n  as e l e c t i o n  d i s t r i c t  

ca p ta in s  and c a n v a s s e r s ." ^ * -

S u p p ortive  o f  the ALP was a wide range of unions th a t  were led  or  

in f lu e n c e d  by th e  Communist P a r ty .  The e x te n t  to which t h e i r  members 

manned and f in a n ced  M arcanton io 's  campaigns i s  perhaps b es t  i l l u s t r a t e d  

by the f o l l o w in g  memorandum c ir c u la t e d  during h i s  1949 mayoral race:

"Action B efore Friday— For a Winning Campaign"
1. Request the assignm ent o f  100 union o r g a n iz e r s  on union  

p a y r o l l s  to campaign headquarters fo r  f l y i n g  squads, October 
10th through November 8 th .

2 .  R equest use of 200 union  o f f i c e  p erso n n e l to o rg a n iz e  m assive  
phone c a l l  campaign from union or p r iv a te  phones fo r  d u ra tion  
o f  campaign.

3 .  Request th a t  each union or o r g a n iz a t io n  g e t  i t s  own p r in t e r  to  
turn out one s p e c i f i c  p ie c e  of campaign l i t e r a t u r e ,  to go on 
t h e i r  own b i l l .  They ought to  undertake d i s t r i b u t i o n  as w e l l .

4 .  Each union to  pay fo r  one f u l l - p a g e  ad in  one p aper.
5 .  Each union  to  pay fo r  one 15-m inute rad io  b ro a d ca s t ,  over and

i n ?above o th er  commitment. u 

When the p r e s id e n t  of the P o l i t i c a l  A c t io n  Committee of the U nited  

O ff ic e  and P r o f e s s io n a l  Workers A s s o c ia t io n  w rote Marcantonio in  1946, 

in q u ir in g  how h i s  union cou ld  be of a s s i s t a n c e ,  the  Congressman 

r e p l i e d :  "Other than p ro v id in g  me w ith  c l e r i c a l  and ca n v a ss in g

a s s i s t a n c e ,  a l e t t e r  might go out to membership ask in g  th a t  members and

t h i s  per iod  over h a lf  the  n a t io n a l  Party membership was lo c a te d  in  New 
York C it y .  W altzer , p .  123.

*-^MP 25 (Campaign, 1948 ) .

* ^ D a t e d  October 6 ,  1949.  MP 25 (ALP Campaign 1949) .



t h e i r  f r i e n d s  l i v i n g  in  ray d i s t r i c t ,  r e g i s t e r  to  v o te  fo r  rae in  the

1coming e l e c t i o n . "

In 1943 the l e g i s l a t i v e  chairman of the Newspaper G uild  wrote

M arcantonio: "We have inform ed over four thousand members in  your

d i s t r i c t  of your re c e n t  [n e g a t iv e ]  v o te  on the i n f l a t i o n a r y  measure

which e l im in a te d  FDR's $ 67 ,000  s a la r y  [maxi mum]. I t  was a p p aren tly

q u i t e  a common p r a c t i c e  f o r  l e f t  wing unions to m ail such l e t t e r s  to

t h e ir  members. B efore  th e  1946 prim ary, fo r  i n s t a n c e ,  ev ery  member of

L ocal 1199 o f  the R e t a i l  Drug S to r e  Employees Union l i v i n g  in

M arcanton io 's  d i s t r i c t  r e c e iv e d  a l e t t e r  from i t s  p r e s id e n t ,  Leon D a v is ,

which s t a t e d  th a t  "Congressman V ito  Marcantonio has championed the cause

of th e  American p e o p l e . " I n  th e  1948 campaign a l l  members of the

American Communications A s s o c ia t io n  in  h i s  d i s t r i c t  r e c e iv e d  t h i s  l e t t e r

from i t s  p r e s id e n t :

In your C o n g r ess io n a l  D i s t r i c t ,  you have an o u ts ta n d in g  
o p p o r tu n ity  to  v o te  f o r  the b e s t  C o n g r ess io n a l r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  the  
p eop le  have had in  th e  l a s t  tw e lve  y e a r s .  I r e f e r  of course  to  
Rep. V ito  M arcanton io . . . .  He has g iv e n  f r e e l y  o f  h i s  
a s s i s t a n c e  on ev ery  problem which we e v e r  brought to him, and has 
rendered v a lu a b le  s e r v i c e  to  our membership.
When th e  Western U n io n -P o s ta l  Telegraph merger l e g i s l a t i o n  was 
b e fo r e  C ongress, he s in g le h a n d e d ly  held  up enactment of the b i l l ,
d e la y in g  i t s  p assage  fo r  over a y e a r ..................... Unable to  d e la y  i t
any lo n g e r ,  Congressman Marcantonio put up a h e r o ic  f i g h t  to  
amend the onerous p r o v is io n s  of the b i l l ,  and w ith  h i s  in v a lu a b le  
a s s i s t a n c e ,  we were a b le  to secu re  p r o v is io n s  fo r  p r o te c t io n  to  
the employees in  the in d u s tr y  a g a in s t  the l o s s  of j o b s ,  wage
c u t s ,  l o s s  of s e n i o r i t y ,  e t c .  . . .

^ ^M arcanton io  to  Joseph Cadden, August 24, 1946. MP 49 
(M isc e l la n e o u s  Campaigns).

1 04 Richard S e l l e r  to  M arcanton io , March 22, 1943. MP 4 
(Bankhead-Pace B i l l s ) .

■'■^Misfiled in  MP 49 (Campaign 1948).

lO^Joseph S e l l y  to members, September 28 , 1948. MP 49 
(M isc e l la n e o u s  Campaigns, '4 8 ,  1 o f  2 ) .
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A lthough Marcantonio was r e g u la r ly  a tta ck ed  in  the major

new spapers, he enjoyed  e x t e n s iv e  p o s i t i v e  coverage in  the p u b l ic a t io n s

o f  th e s e  u n io n s .  In 1943, fo r  example, the  p r e s id e n t  of the U nited

F u rn itu re  Workers Union s t a t e d :  "You w i l l  f in d  your communication

rep orted  in  f u l l  in  our next i s s u e  of the F u rn itu re  Worker P r e s s . . . .

Thank you fo r  your sp le n d id  f i g h t  f o r  democracy. " S i m i l a r ly ,  the

e d i t o r  of The P i l o t , the p u b l i c a t i o n  of the N a t io n a l  Maritime Union,

r eq u es ted :  "Would you be so kind as to send to t h i s  p u b l i c a t io n  the

m a te r ia l  you p resen ted  to  the m eeting  o f  the American Labor Party

c a p ta in s  l a s t  n ig h t ,  which th e  NMU members a tten ded?  S in ce  we w i l l  be

d e v o t in g  c o n s id e r a b le  space to your campaign, w e ' l l  be need ing a l l  the

f a c t s  we can g e t . ” ^ ^

A lso  o f  g r e a t  va lu e  to  Marcantonio were the endorsem ents he

r e c e iv e d ,  u n t i l  1950, o f  th e  G reater  New York CIO C o u n c i l .  In 1942 i t s

p r e s id e n t ,  Joseph Curran, and i t s  P o l i t i c a l  A c t io n  Committee chairman,

M ichael Q u i l l ,  w rote:  "Your record  i s  o u ts ta n d in g  among a l l  New York

C ity  Congressmen. . . .  We w ish  to a s su r e  you th a t  we w i l l  work

u n t i r i n g l y  f o r  your nom ination by a l l  p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s  and fo r  your  

f» 109e l e c t i o n . '  Marcantonio a l s o  o b ta in ed  d ir e c t  a c c e s s  to union

memberships v ia  sp eech es  a t  innumerable union con v en t io n s  and shop 

steward and mass-merabership m e e t in g s .  Unions fu rn ish ed  thousands of  

campaign workers fo r  him, as in d ic a t e d  by t h i s  1945 l e t t e r  from the  

s e c r e t a r y - t r e a s u r e r  of the Women's A u x i l ia r y  of the N a t io n a l  Maritime

^ ^ M orr is  M ister  to M arcantonio , J u ly  14, 1943. MP 17, 1 of 2 
(F u rn itu re  W orkers).

^®No s ig n a t u r e ,  June 16, 1942. MP 17, 1 o f  2 (NMU). 

lO^Dated ^ay 17, 1942. MP 49 (Campaign Endorsem ents, 4 2 - 4 4 ) .
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Workers: "Last week I was up in  New York a t  the NMU A u x i l ia r y

C onferen ce . I am sure you know how hard many o f  th o se  women worked in  

your campaign. I t  would have done your h eart  good to s e e  how very  proud 

they were o f  you because o f  your f i g h t  fo r  the F a ir  Employment P r a c t ic e s  

Commission." The p rev iou s  y e a r ,  the p r e s id e n t  of the S t a t e ,  County,

and M un ic ipa l Workers o f  America w rote :  "Our union has a lread y  begun to

m o b i l iz e  i t s  peop le  to help  in  t h i s  campaign. . . .  By the end of the  

week, we w i l l  be ab le  to s t a r t  sen d in g  f o r c e s  in t o  th e  D i s t r i c t  and the  

Congressman can count on our p r a c t i c a l  s u p p o r t ." H I

Members of the Teachers ’ Union made a unique c o n tr ib u t io n  to  

M arcanton ioTs v i c t o r i e s .  Their s p e c i a l  assignm ent was to prepare Puerto  

Ricans fo r  the l i t e r a c y  t e s t  ad m in is tered  by th e  New York Board o f  

Regents req u ired  o f  p o t e n t i a l  v o te r s  who lack ed  proof of s c h o o l in g  

through the e ig h th  grade or o f  honorable  m i l i t a r y  s e r v i c e . ^ 2  Teachers  

developed  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  m a te r ia ls  to a s s i s t  p r o s p e c t iv e  v o t e r s ,  and made 

p a r t ic u l a r  e f f o r t s  to ensure th a t  they understood  a l l  t e s t  proced u res .  

For exam ple, in  a brochure e n t i t l e d  F i r s t  V oters  the s e c t i o n ,  "How to 

Answer th e  Q u est io n s ,"  d ir e c t e d :

a . Read the f i r s t  q u e s t io n .  Be su re  you understand what the

^ E le a n o r  Fowler to M arcanton io , J u ly  19 , 1945. MP 17, 1 o f  2
(NMU).

^^■Jim King to  M arcanton io , June 7 , 1944. MP 49 (M isc e l la n e o u s  
Campaigns, Sponsors ’4 4 ) .

1 1 2W allace S. Sayre and Herbert Kaufman, Governing New York C ity :  
P o l i t i c s  in  the M etr o p o lis  (New York: R u s s e l l  Sage F ou n d ation , 1960),  p. 
204. The l i t e r a c y  requirem ent was ru led  out by the C i v i l  R igh ts  Act of  
1965 and Puerto  Ricans i l l i t e r a t e  i n  E n g lish  can now r e g i s t e r  sim ply by 
showing ev id e n c e  o f  having completed s i x  y ea rs  o f  s c h o o l in g  in  Puerto  
R ico . Joseph  P. F i t z p a t r i c k ,  Puerto Rican Americans: The Meaning of  
M igration  to the Mainland (Englewood C l i f f s ,  N .J . :  P r e n t i c e - H a l l , 19 7 1 ) ,  
pp. 5 7 -5 8 .
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q u e s t io n  asks f o r .  Sometimes i t  asks f o r  the name of a person  
or p l a c e .  Sometimes i t  asks fo r  a date  or a number.

b .  S ta r t  to read the s t o r y .  The answer to  the f i r s t  q u e s t io n  i s  
u s u a l ly  in  the f i r s t  s e n te n c e ,  sometimes i t  i s  in  the second  
s e n t e n c e .  I f  you do not f in d  the answer, read the f i r s t  
s e n te n c e  a g a in .

c .  Put a l i n e  under the words th a t  answer the q u e s t io n s .
Remember, you must take your answer from the s t o r y .  That i s  
one of the r u le s  of the t e s t .  . . .

Samples o f  e a r l i e r  t e s t s  were appended to  th e s e  m a t e r i a l s .  P o t e n t ia l

v o te r s  were tu to r e d  both  in  t e s t - t a k i n g  tech n iq u es  and in  E n g l i s h .  To a

la r g e  e x t e n t  the s u r p r i s in g ly  h igh  v o t e r  r e g i s t r a t i o n  in  E l B arrio  must

be a t t r ib u t e d  to th e s e  e f f o r t s .  (S ee  Table 12; pp. 3 5 7 -58 )

Because a la r g e  p ercen tage  of i t s  membership were Puerto  Ricans

l i v i n g  i n  M arcanton io ' s d i s t r i c t ,  the H o te l  and R estaurant Workers 

U nion 's  h e lp  was e s p e c i a l l y  v a lu a b le .  I t  c a r r ie d  out v o t e r - r e g i s t r a t i o n  

d r iv e s  among i t s  members, made s u b s t a n t ia l  f i n a n c i a l  c o n t r ib u t io n s ,  and 

provided  hundreds o f  shop stew ards and r a n k - a n d - f i l e  a c t i v i s t s  to  work 

in  the d i s t r i c t ,  as d id  the Union of O f f i c e  and P r o f e s s io n a l  Workers.

E l  B arrio  had a wide array o f l e f t - w i n g  o r g a n iz a t io n s ,  which

a c ted  in  con cert  w ith  M arcantonio ' s p o l i t i c a l  m achine. (S e e  pp. 338-42)  

A side from the V ito  Marcantonio P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c i a t io n ,  however, I t a l i a n  

Harlem was a lm ost devoid  o f  p o l i t i c a l  l i f e .  (S e e  pp. 2 2 2 -24 )  The 

Dem ocratic and R epublican p a r t ie s  m ainta ined  c lu b s ,  but th e se  devoted  

th em se lv es  a lm ost e x c l u s i v e l y  to fu r th e r in g  the fo r tu n e s  of s ta t e -w id e  

and c i t y  ju d g esh ip  c a n d id a te s .  (See pp . 4 0 0 -1 )

The o n ly  o th er  e x p r e s s io n s  of p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n iz a t io n  in  I t a l i a n  

Harlem were f o s t e r e d  by th e  Communist P a r ty .  An I t a l i a n  Lodge of the

113m p  4 9  (Campaign, L i te r a c y  T e s t s ) .

1 ^ I n t e r v i e w  w ith  C harles C o l l i n s ,  South Norwalk, Conn., August 
25, 1976; in te r v ie w  w ith  B e n e d ic t .



I n te r n a t io n a l  Workers Order e x i s t e d  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem during t h i s  e n t i r e  

p e r io d .  I t s  in f lu e n c e  was q u it e  l i m i t e d .  (S ee  p .  223) U n t i l  the war, 

the Workers A l l i a n c e ,  an o r g a n iz a t io n  of the unemployed and WPA w orkers,  

had s i g n i f i c a n t  s tr e n g th  throughout East Harlem. One of M arcanton io ' s 

a s s o c i a t e s  r e c a l l e d  th a t  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem the Workers A l l i a n c e  branch, 

the I t a l i a n  Unemployed A s s o c ia t io n ,  was of g r e a t  h e lp  in  r e - e l e c t i n g  

M arcantonio . The c o n s id e r a b le  p r e s t ig e  o f  t h i s  o r g a n iz a t io n  redounded 

to  M arcantonio , who served  as i t s  a t to r n e y  w ith ou t f e e  and who provided  

i t  w ith  a h ead q uarters— the V ito  Marcantonio P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c i a t i o n .

The annual rep ort  of the e x e c u t iv e  board of the Workers A l l ia n c e  

s t a t e d :  "We w i l l  throw e v e r y th in g  we got in to  the e l e c t i o n  of men l i k e

V ito  M arcantonio , who during h i s  ten ure  in  o f f i c e ,  was in  the fo r e fr o n t  

o f  the f i g h t  fo r  the unemployed and WPA w o r k e r s . " A f t e r  h is  

e l e c t i o n ,  Marcantonio acknowledged h i s  a p p r e c ia t io n  fo r  the Workers 

A l l i a n c e ' s  su p p o r t .  B efore i t s  s t a t e  co n v e n t io n ,  he c a l l e d  upon the  

" r e d b a ite r s  and r e a c t io n a r ie s  to take n o t i c e  th a t  I  am mighty proud of  

the f a c t  th a t  the Workers A l l ia n c e  was one of the most powerful 

c o n tr ib u t in g  f a c t o r s  in  my e l e c t i o n  to  Congress as an American Labor 

Party c a n d i d a t e . A  New York P o st  a r t i c l e  d e s c r ib in g  M arcanton io 's  

1940 campaign s ta te d  th at  the Workers A l l ia n c e  had a c o n s id e r a b le

^•^Blum and Wilhelm, p. 184; S a lv a to r e  John LaGumina, V ito  
M arcantonio: The P e o p le 's  P o l i t i c i a n  (Dubuque, Iowa: K endall/H unt,
1969), p .  42 .

| 1 £
"Workers A l l ia n c e  in  P o l i t i c a l  D r iv e ,"  New York Times (August

21 , 1938),  p .  1.

"Fusion of J o b l e s s  and Aged Planned," New York Times (February
12, 1949) ,  p .  1.
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fo l lo w in g  in  E ast Harlem. The a r t i c l e  rep orted  th a t  Marcantonio  

"brought down th e  h ou se” when b efo re  th e  I t a l i a n  Unemployed A s s o c ia t io n  

of the Workers A l l ia n c e  of America he s t a t e d :  “I f  they  c a l l  what I

stand fo r  Communism, then l e t  me be c a l l e d  a communist. I  am a le a d e r  

of the f o r c e s  of peace in  America. . . ."118 The war boom’s v i r t u a l  

e l im in a t io n  o f  unemployment and the demise o f  WPA caused the Workers 

A l l ia n c e  to  d isb and .

In 1937, on the i n i t i a t i v e  of George Charney, the Communist P arty  

e s t a b l i s h e d  and s t a f f e d  th e  Harlem L e g i s l a t i v e  Conference (HLC), an 

um brella  o r g a n iz a t io n  w ith  which trad e  u n ion , r e l i g i o u s ,  f r a t e r n a l ,  

you th , and p o l i t i c a l  groups, as w e l l  as s e t t le m e n t  houses from both  

C entra l and E a st  Harlem would a f f i l i a t e .  I t s  primary purpose was to 

encourage p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i t y — and u n i t y — among the a r e a ' s  th ree  major 

com m unities . From i t s  in c e p t io n  to  i t s  demise in  1943, Marcantonio  

served  as i t s  cha irm an .119 The Harlem L e g i s l a t i v e  C onference  

supplemented the work of the V ito  Marcantonio P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c ia t io n  to  

expand M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  hegemony in  East Harlem.

The HLC fou gh t to improve Harlem 's h o u s in g ,  m e d ic a l ,  and 

e d u c a t io n a l  f a c i l i t i e s ,  and to  f i g h t  d is c r im in a t io n  a g a in s t  B lack s ,  

H isp a n ic s ,  and the fo r e ig n -b o r n .  Furthermore, i t  p ledged i t s  support of  

the B i l l  o f  R ig h ts ,  trade un ion ism , and "Keeping America out o f  war."

I t s  c la im  of 275 ,000  members was e x a g g e r a te d ,  but i t s  a b i l i t y  to a t t r a c t

^ ^ New York Post (November 1, 1940 ) ,  p. 2 .

H 9on  the founding of the  Harlem L e g i s l a t i v e  C onference, see  
Charney, A Long Jou rn ey , p. 114. On the Communist P a r ty ' s  work in  
C en tra l Harlem, c a .  1935, to p o l i t i c i z e  f r a t e r n a l  groups, se e  Mark 
N aison , "Harlem Blacks and Communism," S c ie n c e  and S o c ie ty  (Winter 
1979),  pp. 3 3 8 -39 .



o r g a n iz a t io n s — i t  cla im ed 165 o f  them— was indeed  im p r e s s iv e .120

A Job and Unemployment Conference h e ld  in  1940, fo r  i n s t a n c e ,  brought

to g e th e r  d e le g a t io n s  from Amparo L a t in o ,  P e o p le 's  B a p t i s t  Young P e o p le 's

C hoir , U nited  Puerto  R ican R ep u b lican s ,  C hilean  Workers Club, Communist

P arty  17th  Assembly D i s t r i c t ,  Madison F la s h e s ,  Benjamin F ran k lin  High

121S c h o o l ,  Royal A t h l e t i c  Club, and t h i r t y - s i x  o th er  grou p s.

Although h a l f  of th e s e  o r g a n iz a t io n s  were l e f t - w i n g ,  i t  i s  

remarkable th a t  th ey  ( in c lu d in g  l o c a l  branches of th e  Communist P arty )  

c o a le sc e d  w ith  P arent-T each er  A s s o c ia t io n s  and th e  Royal A t h l e t i c  

Club. A l l  HLC fu n c t io n s  fo l lo w e d  a s im i l a r  p a t t e r n .  For example, a 

l e a f l e t  announcing the HLC-organized "Housing Parade" ( th a t  i s ,  a 

d em onstration  fa v o r in g  lo w -r e n ta l  p u b l ic  housing  f o r  E ast Harlem) l i s t e d  

as i t s  sp onsors  f i v e  c o n s tr u c t io n -w o r k e r  l o c a l s  w ith  headquarters  in  

E ast Harlem; th e  T each ers' Union and l o c a l  ch ap ters  of th e  S t a t e ,

County, and M unic ipa l Employees A s s o c ia t io n ;  the U nited  I t a l i a n  

A s s o c ia t io n  and th e  I t a l i a n  S o c i a l  Workers A s s o c i a t io n ,  th e  LaGuardia 

P o l i t i c a l  Club (not y e t  renamed the V ito  M arcantonio P o l i t i c a l  

A s s o c ia t io n ) ;  the Workers A l l ia n c e  and th e  I n t e r n a t io n a l  Workers Order; 

and th r e e  s e t t le m e n t  h o u s e s .  ^ 2

The Harlem L e g i s l a t i v e  C o n fe ren ce 's  g r e a t e s t  s u c c e s s  was i t s  

c o n tr ib u t io n  to b r in g in g  lo w -c o s t  p u b l ic  h ou sing  to  E ast Harlem. As 

part of h i s  c o n cep t io n  of com m unity-centered e d u c a t io n  a t  Benjamin

■'■^"Call fo r  Conference fo r  the S tr e n g th e n in g  of the R e la t io n s h ip  
between Afro-Am erican, West In d ian , and H isp an ic  P e o p le s ,  June 8 ,
1939." CC. * ■ *

1 O 1
L e a f l e t  d e p o s i t e d  in  C o v e l lo  C o l l e c t i o n .

l 22I b id .



F ran k lin  High S c h o o l ,  Leonard C o v e l lo  e s t a b l i s h e d  some twenty committees

composed of t e a c h e r s ,  s t u d e n t s ,  and community l e a d e r s .  In 1935, the

Housing Committee began i t s  work by o r g a n iz in g  c l a s s  d i s c u s s io n s  and

sp on sor in g  h ou sing  e x h ib i t s  in  the s c h o o l  l i b r a r y .  C lass  com p osit ion s

on h o u sin g ,  and f i lm s  s t r e s s i n g  the need fo r  b e t t e r  h o u s in g ,  a l s o  formed

a part of t h i s  campaign in  the f i r s t  few months of the com m ittee 's

e x i s t e n c e .  The "Friends and Neighbors Club," a community outreach

o r g a n iz a t io n  connected  w ith  Benjamin F r a n k lin ,  became a c t iv a t e d  on t h i s

i s s u e .  In December 1937 a Housing C onferen ce ,  ch a ired  by M arcantonio,

a t  which v a r io u s  p o l i t i c a l ,  community, and r e l i g i o u s  le a d e r s  ( in c lu d in g

C o v e llo )  sp o k e ,  announced th a t  the F riends  and Neighbors Club and the

HLC had formed th e  E ast Harlem Housing Committee fo r  the purpose of

lau n ch in g  a campaign to  b r in g  lo w -c o s t  p u b l ic  h ou sin g  to  E ast  Harlem. A

r e s o lu t i o n  was passed  c a l l i n g  on the mayor to  b u ild  lo w -r e n t  housing  in

East Harlem a lon g  th e  E ast  R iver  on land th a t  was b e in g  co n s id ered  fo r

luxury  housing  developm en t. ^ 3  Three months l a t e r ,  anoth er  mass m eeting

was h e ld ,  fo l lo w ed  th r e e  days l a t e r  by the "Housing Parade."  A l e a f l e t

urg ing  E ast Harlem r e s id e n t s  to  a tten d  t h i s  d em onstration  read:

Horror and Death S t r ik e  Twice in  a Week!: Four C h ild ren ,  Four
V ic t im s ,  Four Deaths
Yes— the p eop le  o f  East Harlem were aga in  w i t n e s s e s  to a traged y ,  
a tragedy  which t h i s  tim e took as i t s  v ic t im s  f i v e  in n ocen t  
c h i ld r e n — p e a c e f u l l y  a t  s l e e p ,  but sudden ly  awakened by the n o is e  
of ro a r in g  f la m e s ,  which le d  to t h e i r  d e s t r u c t io n  and d ea th .
This tragedy  happened on E a st  112th S t r e e t — who knows when or 
where the next one w i l l  occur? The E ast Harlem Housing Committee 
of the Harlem L e g i s l a t i v e  Conference i s  f i g h t i n g  fo r  a low -ren t  
housing  p r o j e c t .  You can win t h i s  f i g h t  by— coming to the  
Monster Housing Parade. M o b il ize  a t  Benjamin F ra n k lin  High 
S c h o o l . 124

1 0
Liberman, p. 70; Leonard C o v e l lo ,  "A Community-Centered School  

and the Problem of  Housing,"  E d u ca t io n a l Forum, XLI (January 1943),  pp. 
9 3 -133 .

l" ^ L e a f l e t  d e p o s i t e d  i n  C o v e l lo  C o l l e c t i o n .



Echoing t h i s  l e a f l e t ,  Marcantonio sa id  in  a ra d io  broad cast  sponsored by

the  HLC: "Our c h i ld r e n  are r a is e d  in  d i s e a s e - b r e e d in g  f i r e t r a p s .  . . .

The s i r e n  of the f i r e  truck  w i l l  c o n t in u e  to s t r i k e  te r r o r  in  the h e a r ts

125of our p eop le  as long as the slums s ta n d ."

The n ex t  y e a r ,  w id e ly  c i r c u la t e d  p e t i t i o n s  read: "We the

undersigned  te n a n ts  o f  E ast  Harlem, l i v i n g  in  one o f  the w orst  slum  

areas in  the C i t y ,  urge Mayor LaGuardia to  a l l o c a t e  funds fo r  a lo w - c o s t  

housing p r o j e c t .  . . ."126 mi nut e s  o f  a January 1939 m eeting  o f  the

East Harlem Housing Committee g iv e  a good p ic t u r e  of how t h i s  campaign 

was o r g a n iz e d .  A committee member rep orted  an e n t h u s i a s t i c  resp on se  to  

h is  address  at a l o c a l  American Labor P arty  c lu b ,  n o t in g  th a t  the fo r t y  

members p r e s e n t  e a g e r ly  accepted  the p e t i t i o n s .  Two other committee  

members s t a t e d  th a t  t h e ir  ALP c lub  would ho ld  a m eeting  in  I t a l i a n  on 

the s u b je c t  of the lo w -c o s t  housing  p r o j e c t  the f o l lo w in g  month. An 

order fo r  the purchase of one thousand b u tton s  b ear in g  a housing  s lo g a n

l ^ L a G u m i n a ,  V ito  M arcantonio: The P e o p le ' s  P o l i t i c i a n ,  p. 55; 
t e x t  o f  speech  d e p o s ite d  in  MP 2 3 ,  1 o f  2 (H o u s in g ) .  In t h i s  same 
sp eech  Marcantonio sa id  fu r th e r :

"As p r e s id e n t  of the Harlem L e g i s l a t i v e  C o n feren ce ,  I urge you 
a l l  to j o i n  w ith  us in  m i l i t a n t l y  demanding a lo w -c o s t  housing  
p r o je c t  . . .  in  our d i s t r i c t .  We urge th a t  the E ast  R iver fr o n t  
be used fo r  t h i s  p urp ose . We are opposed to the e x p l o i t a t i o n  of  
t h i s  s i t e  by r e a l t y  i n t e r e s t s .  We are opposed to  the e r e c t io n  of  
an other  Tudor C ity  along th e  E ast R iver .  We do n ot want in  our 
community p enthouses  and s i l k  h a ts  a lo n g s id e  tenements and p eop le  
on r e l i e f  b u d gets .  We do not want Dead Ends. The E ast R iver i s  
our r i v e r .  We were born on i t s  banks. We learn ed  to swim in  
th a t  r i v e r .  We have l i v e d  and s u f f e r e d  a lo n g s id e  i t s  banks. We 
have had to  sm ell  i t  in  the hot summer d ays . Now th a t  the r i v e r  
has been c le a n e d ,  and now th a t  the land a lo n g s id e  i t  i s  
a v a i l a b l e ,  we want th a t  r i v e r  to o u r s e lv e s .  Let th ose  of us who 
have been part of the very  e x i s t e n c e  o f  th a t  r iv e r  enjoy i t  now 
by l i v i n g  in  c lean  and c h e e r fu l  homes on i t s  banks. I t  i s  our 
r i v e r ,  and we do not in ten d  to have anybody take i t  away from 
u s ."

* ^ " C a l l  f or p e t i t i o n  D r iv e ."  CC.



was agreed t o .  I t  was s a id  th a t  a l e t t e r  from a committee member, a

p h y s ic ia n ,  to a hundred E a st  Harlem p h y s ic ia n s  c a l l i n g  on them to

p a r t i c i p a t e  in  the housing  campaign had engendered a weak r e sp o n se .  

F i n a l l y ,  i t  was rep orted  th at  f i v e  thousand s ig n a tu r e s  had been  

c o l l e c t e d . 127

Having f r ie n d s  a t  C ity  H a l l  was a l s o  h e l p f u l ,  and Marcantonio had 

one in  LaGuardia. In the m idst of t h i s  campaign, he w rote:  "I had a

long d i s c u s s i o n  w ith  the Mayor about a week ago w ith  regard to the

housing problem i n  Harlem. C o n f i d e n t i a l ly ,  he i s  w ith  u s .  He asked me

to submit to him r i g h t  away land v a lu e s  a long  the E a st  R iv e r .  W il l  you
1 no

p le a s e  g e t  th e s e  fo r  me a t  once?"

In October 1938 the b u i ld in g  o f  the housing  p r o je c t  commenced.

I t  would c o s t  $ 7 ,6 3 8 ,0 0 0  and p rov id e  u n i t s  fo r  1 ,326  f a m i l i e s .  L e a f l e t s

in  E n g l i s h ,  S p an ish ,  and I t a l i a n  (a lm o st  a l l  l e a f l e t s  prepared by the

HLC were p u b l ish ed  in  a l l  th ree  la n g u a g es )  were d i s t r ib u t e d  announcing a

"V ictory  March and C e le b r a t io n ."  The l e a f l e t  fu r th e r  s ta t e d  th a t  "the

peop le  o f  E ast  Harlem, through the le a d e r s h ip  of t h e i r  f i g h t i n g

Congressman, V ito  M arcantonio , a t  l a s t  have secured  lo w -ren t  

1 ?Qh ou sin g .

The p r o j e c t ,  named E ast  R iver H ouses , which Marcantonio d escr ib ed  

as c o n s i s t i n g  o f  " f i f t e e n  s i x  s to r e y  b u i ld in g s  . . . each apartment 

s u p p lie d  w ith  a F r i g i d a i r e ,  gas range and a l l  modern equipment," was not

1 97 D ep osited  in  C o v e l lo  C o l l e c t i o n .

128Ma rca n ton io  to  C o v e l lo ,  February 13 , 1938. MP (C o v e l lo ,  Dr. 
L eon ard).

1 OQ
L e a f l e t s  d e p o s i t e d  in  C o v e l lo  C o l l e c t i o n .



an u n q u a l i f ie d  s u c c e s s . ^ 0  e a r i y  as January 1940, he was e x p r e s s in g

h is  concern th a t  some p r o je c t  apartments would not be a ss ig n ed  to  East

Harlem r e s i d e n t s .  In a l e t t e r  to an a ide  a ss ig n ed  to h e lp  th ese  people

apply fo r  a cce p ta n ce ,  he w rote:

The o n ly  manner in  which we can be assured  th a t  apartments in  the  
housing p r o je c t  in  the d i s t r i c t  be g iv e n  to  p eop le  in  the  
d i s t r i c t  i s  to f lo o d  the hou sing  a u th o r ity  w ith  a p p l ic a t io n s  from 
the p eop le  in  the community. In o ther w ords, i t  i s  n e c e s s a r y  
th a t  the New York C ity  Housing A u th o r ity  be forced  to choose  
1,200  f a m i l i e s  from the a p p l i c a t io n s  th a t  come from our 
d i s t r i c t .  This can be assured  on ly  i f  th ere  are thousands of 
a p p l ic a t io n s  from the 20th C o n g r ess io n a l D i s t r i c t .  Hence, I 
b e l i e v e  th a t  the a p p l ic a t io n  forms you have should  be c i r c u la t e d
w id e ly  among the o r g a n iz a t io n .  In f a c t ,  we should  have q u ite  a
number w ith  us a t  the Harlem L e g i s l a t i v e  C onference on F r i d a y . 131

This l e t t e r  was dated  March 4 . On March 8 a l e t t e r  was se n t  to  a l l

members of the HLC c a l l i n g  fo r  an emergency m eeting  to " d isc u ss  and act

upon the p r e s e n t  s i t u a t i o n  regard in g  the s e l e c t i o n  o f  ten a n ts  to occupy

the new E ast Harlem Housing P r o j e c t .  . . . ” 132

Marcantonio was a l s o  p a r t i c u l a r l y  concerned th a t  E ast Harlem's

Puerto Ricans be adm itted in to  E a st  R iver H ouses, which were b u i l t  in

I t a l i a n  Harlem. To the a id e  r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  p r o je c t  a p p l ic a t io n s  he

w rote: "W ill you p le a s e  make sure th a t  a l l  a g e n c ie s  d i s t r i b u t i n g

housing a p p l ic a t io n s  mark them w ith  an E.H. p a r t i c u l a r ly  in  the  Puerto

Rican s e c t io n ."  On the same day, he w rote to h i s  a id e  in  El B arr io :  "I

am most anxious to have th e  Puerto  Rican p eop le  in  th a t  housing

^^M arcantonio  to  Louis Lopez, October 2 , 1919. MP 13, 1 o f  2 
(E a st  Harlem '3 9 - ' 4 2 ) .

1 31 Marcantonio to Edmundo C o n te n to , March 4 ,  1939. MP 13, 1 of 2
(HLC).

132 Emmett May ( e x e c u t iv e  s e c r e ta r y  of the HLC) to  members, March 
8 ,  1939. CC.



p r o j e c t . "133 s i g n i f i c a n t  th a t  t h i s  a id e ,  a s s ig n e d  to

d i s t r i b u t i n g  and p r o c e s s in g  a p p l i c a t i o n s ,  was h im s e l f  Puerto  R ic a n .)

In 1941 the tw e lv e -h u n d r ed -u n it  E ast  R iver  Houses opened. Over a 

drawing of t h i s  p r o je c t  a ca p t io n  was p r in te d  on a 1940 Marcantonio  

campaign brochure th a t  s ta r te d :  "I Brought a Housing P r o je c t  fo r  1,200

F a m ilie s  to  th e  D i s t r i c t . " 1^4 I r o n i c a l l y ,  the  s u c c e s s  o f  Marcantonio  

and the HLC i n  o b ta in in g  E ast R iver  Houses and u l t im a t e l y  many o th er  

housing p r o j e c t s  was to c r e a te  g r e a t  problems f o r  E ast Harlem and i t s  

cru sad in g  Congressman. (S ee  p. 441)

The Harlem L e g i s l a t i v e  Conference proved to  be h e lp f u l  to  

Benjamin F ra n k lin  High School as w e l l .  In r e p ly  to  a 1941 New York 

Journal-A m erican  s t o r y  a s s e r t i n g  th a t  the s c h o o l ’ s " teach ers  p r a is e  

S o v ie t  R u ss ia  in  the c la ssro o m s ,  w h ile  s tu d e n ts  s e l l  th e  Communist 

paper, the D a i ly  Worker, in  the h a l l s , "  the o r g a n iz a t io n  c a l l e d  fo r  a 

m eeting to combat " th is  a t ta c k  upon our c h i ld r e n ,  Mr. C o v e l lo ,  the  

t e a c h e r s ,  and the peop le  o f  E ast  Harlem." A p o s te r  i n  the form of a 

l e t t e r  from Marcantonio c a l l e d  on HLC su p p o rters  to  a tten d  t h i s  m eeting  

to  "put a s to p  to  t h i s  k ind o f  s la n d e r  about E ast Harlem 's High 

S ch o o l.  . . . This i s  an a t ta c k  upon our c h i ld r e n ,  Mr. C o v e l lo ,  the  

t e a c h e r s ,  and the peop le  o f  East Harlem." A t r i l i n g u a l  l e a f l e t  accu s in g

the Journal-A m erican of " s la n d er in g  Benjamin F ra n k lin  High School . . .

135our c h i l d r e n ' s  sc h o o l  . . ." was w id e ly  d i s t r i b u t e d .

^^M arcanton io  to  Edmundo C ontento , January 16, 1940. MP 13, 1 
of 2 (E ast  Harlem 1 9 3 9 -4 0 ) .

■'■■^Campaign brochure d e p o s ite d  in  C o v e l lo  C o l l e c t i o n .

135"Qa n  to  C onference,"  June 2 1 ,  1941 and p o s t e r .  CC.
C o v e l lo ' s  u n w i l l in g n e s s  to accede to  t h i s  type o f  p o l i t i c a l  p ressu r e  i s  
i l l u s t r a t e d  by the h o ld in g  of a m eeting at Benjamin F ran k lin  on May 29,



C o v e l lo ' s  involvem ent w ith  the HLC went beyond the f i g h t  fo r

p u b l ic  h o u s in g .  When the e x e c u t iv e  s e c r e ta r y  req u es ted  th a t  Marcantonio

pay some of i t s  o u ts ta n d in g  b i l l s ,  he r e p l ie d :  "So fa r  as dough i s

concerned , i t  i s  d e f i n i t e l y  o u t .  I  am up to my neck tr y in g  to pay

campaign d e b t s ,  and am bein g  hard p r e s s e d .  . . . This b u s in e ss  of

p e r s o n a l ly  f in a n c in g  th e  Conference i s  a l l  wrong. I  th in k  a m eeting

w ith  men l i k e  C o v e l lo  . . .  to f in d  ways and means, such as running a

1 *36l i t t l e  luncheon , fo r  the purpose of r a i s i n g  funds might work."

In i t s  o r i g i n a l  c a l l  to m ee t in g ,  the Harlem L e g i s l a t i v e  

C onference s ta t e d  th at  i t s  " so le  purpose i s  to d e v is e  ways and means of  

se c u r in g  the passage of rem edia l l e g i s l a t i o n  which w i l l  b e n e f i t  and 

r a i s e  the l i v i n g  standards o f  the p eo p le  o f  Harlem." In f a c t ,  New York 

S ta te  l e g i s l a t o r s  who were HLC members subm itted  b i l l s  embodying the  

con ten t  o f  r e s o lu t i o n s  passed  by the o r g a n iz a t io n .  Inasmuch as a l l  East  

Harlem's and most of C en tra l Harlem 's l e g i s l a t o r s  belonged to i t ,  the  

i n i t i a l  concern o f " develop ing and s e c u r in g  s u f f i c i e n t  p u b l ic  o p in ion  

for  the passage  o f  b i l l s "  tended to w a n e . 1^7 By December 1940, in  a 

l e t t e r  s ig n ed  by HLC e x e c u t iv e  s e c r e ta r y  Emmett M. May and M arcantonio ,  

the o r g a n iz a t i o n ' s  "program” was r e d e f in e d  as responding to the "need 

fo r  a c t io n  by the peop le  of th e  Harlem community around the problems of  

b e t t e r  h o u s in g ,  j o b s ,  r e l i e f s ,  e v i c t i o n s ,  a g a in s t  r a c i a l

1943 sponsored by the Youth Committee of the New York C ouncil of  
A m erican -S ov ie t  F r ie n d sh ip .  The purpose o f  t h i s  m eeting was fo r  
"American s tu d e n ts  to welcome your S o v ie t  f r i e n d s ."  Appearing a t  the 
m eeting  was P r o fe s s o r  Robert S. Lynd and Paul Robeson, J r .  L e a f le t  
d e p o s ite d  in  the C o v e llo  C o l l e c t i o n .

■^M arcantonio  to Emmett May, January 8 ,  1939. MP, 1 o f  2 (HLC).

137nc an  to M eet ing ,  February 21 , 1938."  CC.



d i s c r im in a t io n .  . . ."138

E f f e c t i v e  as they were in  the p u b l ic  housing  a r e a ,  HLC e f f o r t s  to 

upgrade e d u c a t io n ,  h e a l th  ca re ,  r e c r e a t io n ,  w e l f a r e ,  and WPA funding  

were d i s a p p o in t in g ,  c o n s i s t in g  p r im a r i ly  o f  p e r io d ic  co n fere n c es  and 

p u b l ic  m e e t in g s .  The co n cre te  r e s u l t s  o f  th e s e  campaigns were sca n t;  no 

p u b l i c l y  supported h o s p i t a l  was b u i l t  in  E a st  Harlem, nor was th e r e  any 

d i s c e r n i b l e  improvement in  ed u ca t io n  and r e c r e a t io n .

M arcantonio was the main speaker a t  a m eeting  sponsored by the  

HLC in  January 1940 to d i s c u s s  peace and c i v i l  r i g h t s .  C on feren ces ,  on 

January 2 5 ,  1941, and February 2 2 ,  1941, were h e ld  to  "Keep America a t  

P eace ."  I r o n i c a l l y ,  the o th er  to p ic s  a t  th e s e  co n fe r e n c e s  in c lud ed  

"Give Us Jobs in  the N a tio n a l D efen se  Program" and d is c r im in a t io n

1 *39a g a in s t  I t a l i a n s ,  N egroes, and P uerto  R icans in  d e fe n se  i n d u s t r i e s .

The HLC a ls o  sponsored a "Harlem P e o p le ' s  R a l ly  fo r  P eace ,"  w ith  

Marcantonio as the fea tu r e d  sp ea k er ,  which was preceeded  by a march 

through E ast Harlem. The HLC's sp on so rsh ip  of t h i s  march and the  

Housing Parade of the p rev io u s  year marked two o f  the few tim es in  th a t  

p eriod  th a t  the HLC, or fo r  th a t  m atter  any o th er  o r g a n iz a t io n ,  

sponsored a s t r e e t  dem onstration  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem ex ce p t  in  d i r e c t  

r e l a t io n s h i p  to one of M arcanton io 's  e l e c t o r a l  cam paigns.

In March 1939, a Youth Committee o f  th e  HLC was formed to "unite  

a l l  the youth  o r g a n iz a t io n s  in  Harlem r e g a r d le s s  of r a c e ,  c o l o r ,  creed  

or b e l i e f ,  towards a d r iv e  fo r  youth  l e g i s l a t i o n . " The co m m ittee ’s

^^M arcantonio  and May to C o v e l lo ,  December 26, 1940. CC.

139;Le a f l e t s  in  E n g l ish ,  S p an ish ,  and I t a l i a n .  CC.

^ ^ L e a f l e t  d e p o s ite d  in  C o v e l lo  C o l l e c t i o n .

•^•'•Idelen Vasquez to  C o v e l lo ,  March 28 , 1939. CC.



major a c t i v i t y  was an e x te n s iv e  campaign to  f i g h t  cutbacks in  the number 

of jo b s  a v a i la b le  under th e  N a tio n a l Youth A d m in is tr a tio n , and 

s p e c i f i c a l l y  a g a in s t  the d is m is s a l  o f young w orkers from E ast Harlem who 

had been a ss ig n e d  to  p o s it io n s  in  th e a r e a 's  s e t t le m e n t  h o u se s .  

C o n feren ces , l e a f l e t s ,  and p e t i t i o n s  p o in ted  out th a t  " e ig h t out of 

every  ten  young p eo p le  in  E ast and Lower Harlem are u n em p loyed ." *^

A Youth Committee co n feren ce  in  June 1941 on "Jobs and T ra in in g  

and the W elfare o f C o n scr ip tees"  fe a tu r e d  M arcantonio as k eyn ote  

s p e a k e r . W h i l e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  a t ta c k in g  r e d u c tio n s  in  th e N a tio n a l 

Youth A d m in is tra tio n  a p p r o p r ia t io n , h is  sp eech  a ls o  p la ced  t h is  even t  

w ith in  a w ider c o n te x t .  D ec la r in g  th a t  th e U n ited  S ta te s  p o sse s se d  more 

w ea lth  than any o th er  cou n try  as w e l l  as a B i l l  o f  R ig h ts , he s ta te d :

When th e r e  was need o f th e developm ent o f our co u n try , the  
Homestead Act was e n a c te d . Under t h i s  law i t  was p o s s ib le  fo r  a 
young man to  a cq u ire  fo r  h im s e lf  a p ie c e  o f land from the  
Government and work on th a t la n d , and b u ild  on i t ,  and r a i s e  a 
fa m ily  on th a t  lan d ; even  th e n , even  in  th e days when t h is  
country  had p le n ty  fo r  i t s  young p e o p le , in  th e days when 
in d iv id u a lis m  was p o s s ib l e ,  i t  was a rec o g n ized  f a c t  th a t  the
Government had to  do som ething fo r  th e young p e o p le .

Today, when e v e r y th in g  i s  m on op olized , when the econom ic l i f e  
of t h is  country  l i e s  w ith in  th e grasp  o f th e econom ic b aron s, we 
f in d  th a t  w ith  th e e x c e p t io n  o f a p i t i f u l  amount— th e  Government 
has no program, n o th in g  w h atsoever  to  o f f e r  as a s o lu t io n  fo r  th e  
young p eop le  of t h i s  cou n try .

[On th e problem  o f youth  unemployment] th e r e  are two sc h o o ls  
of th ou gh t— one sc h o o l f e e l s  th a t th e  problem  of jo b s  w i l l  be 
so lv e d  in  on ly  one manner— th a t  of p u tt in g  American youth on the  
jo b  o f s to p p in g  b u l l e t s  on th e  f r o n t .  . . .

On th e o th er  hand, we have th e sc h o o l of thought th a t  f e e l s  
th a t th e  Government shou ld  p ro v id e  proper jo b s  a t  a d ecen t wage
and proper t r a in in g  and e d u c a t io n . . . .

I  ask o f you th a t  you o rg a n iz e  in to  a c o u n c il  of young p eo p le  
ready to  demand th e se  th in g s  in  b e h a lf  o f y o u r s e lv e s .* ^

^ “L e a f le t s  d e p o s ite d  in  C o v e llo  C o l le c t io n .  CC.

^ ^ C a ll  fo r  t h i s  co n feren ce  d e p o s ite d  in  C o v e llo  C o l le c t io n .  

* ^ T e x t  o f M arcanton io 's sp eech  d e p o s ite d  in  C o v e llo  C o l le c t io n .



W hile the co n ten t o f t h i s  sp eech  i s  in  no way rem arkab le, i t  i s  

of s p e c ia l  i n t e r e s t  b eca u se , o f the thousands of sp eech es M arcantonio  

made in  E a st  Harlem, i t  i s  among the mere han dfu l whose t e x t s  e x i s t .  I t  

a llo w s  u s ,  th e r e fo r e ,  to  n o te  th a t  a lth ou gh  th e s t y l e  was m o d ifie d , he 

was p r e s e n t in g  the same p o s it io n s  in  the same way both  in  C ongress and 

in  E a st Harlem . As was h is  wont in  C on gress, t h i s  sp eech  ta k es  a 

p o s i t io n  on a p o l i t i c a l  i s s u e  w ith in  th e c o n te x t o f c la s s  s t r u g g le ,  so 

th a t th e "economic barons" are th e ones who are denying E ast Harlem  

you th s t h e ir  s t ip e n d s  and job  t r a in in g .  In th e areas o f s o c ia l  and 

la b o r  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  a t  l e a s t ,  h is  c o n s is t e n t  p r e s e n ta t io n  of i s s u e s  in  

th e c o n te x t  of r ic h  v ersu s  poor d i f f e r e n t ia t e d  him from the t y p ic a l  New 

D eal l i b e r a l .  This sp eech , and to  a l e s s e r  e x te n t  h is  campaign m a te r ia l  

( s e e  pp. 2 2 5 -2 6 ) ,  s u b s ta n t ia te  the r e c o l l e c t io n s  o f h is  a s s o c ia t e s  th a t  

M arcantonio f a i t h f u l l y  and s tr e n u o u s ly  d e ta i le d  h is  p o l i t i c a l  p o s i t io n s  

to  h is  c o n s t i t u e n t s .

The Harlem L e g is la t iv e  C onference embraced E a st and C en tra l 

Harlem: the borders o f a d i s t r i c t  o f th e  Communist P arty  th a t had been

c re a ted  as an outgrow th o f i t s  s t r a te g y  to  combat racism  and expand 

p o l i t i c a l  s o l id a r i t y  a cro ss  e th n ic  and r a c ia l  l i n e s .  Charney r e c a l le d  

th a t  t h i s  arrangem ent was unw ieldy in  v iew  o f the s t r ik in g ly  d i f f e r e n t  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f the th ree  major com m unities— B la ck , H isp a n ic , and 

I t a l i a n — co n ta in ed  in  t h i s  a r e a . ^0  SOme e x te n t  t h is  problem  was

rem edied in  1940 by e s t a b l is h in g  s u b d iv is io n s  w ith in  th e  HLC

^ ^ C h arn ey , A Long Jou rn ey , pp. 9 5 -9 6 .



corresp o n d in g  to  th e se  th ree  se p a r a te  com m unities. The s u b d iv is io n  fo r  

E ast Harlem was known as the "East and Lower Harlem C o n fe r e n c e .” 146 The

form id ab le  l i n g u i s t i c  d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f ca rr y in g  out p o l i t i c a l  work

s im u lta n e o u s ly  in  an E n g lish - ,  S p a n ish - , and s t i l l  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

I ta l ia n - s p e a k in g  s e c to r  were r e s o lv e d  in  part by having th e HLC's 

c o n s t itu e n t  d iv is io n s  r e p r e se n t  I t a l i a n -  and S p a n ish -la n g u a g e  

o r g a n iz a tio n s  which conducted m eetin gs under t h e ir  own a u s p ic e s .  In 

t h is  manner, in  1939, a "Mass M eeting A ga in st th e  D ies Committee and fo r  

th e  New Deal" was h e ld  by th e P r o g r e s s iv e  Lodge o f th e  I n te r n a t io n a l  

Workers Order and endorsed by th e  U nited  I t a l i a n  A s s o c ia t io n s  o f  

Harlem. A lso  in  the same y e a r , an oth er I ta l ia n - la n g u a g e  m eeting  to  

p r o te s t  c u ts  in  WPA a p p ro p r ia tio n s  and "in fa v o r  of th e  p o l i t i c s  of 

peace in  th e  U nited  S ta te s"  was sponsored  by th e  I ta lia n - la n g u a g e  c lu b s  

of th e  American Labor P a rty , th e  Independent Sons o f  I t a l y ,  two 

c o n str u c tio n -w o r k e r  l o c a l s ,  and the Modern Times C lub. In 1940, when a 

Spanish  s e c t io n  of th e  HLC was form ed, a S p an ish -la n g u a g e m eeting  in  

o p p o s it io n  to  the Hobbs B i l l  was sponsored  by th e S p an ish -lan gu age

s e c t io n  o f th e  IWO, Club Obrero E sp an o l, Club Obrero C h ilen o , Comite Pro

D em ocracia , two S p an ish -lan gu age lo c a l s  of th e Workers A l l ia n c e ,  and the  

U nited  C igar W orkers. Featured sp eak ers a t a l l  th e se  m eetings were  

M arcantonio and C o v e l lo .147

The HLC n ev er  ignored  the i s s u e s  o f d is c r im in a t io n  and ra c ism .

The l e g i s l a t i v e  recommendations in  1941 o f i t s  Subcom mittee on E ducation

* ^Memorandum from M arcantonio and May to  " p r e s id e n ts , o f f i c e r s ,  
and members of th e  O rgan iza tion s o f  Lower Harlem ," February 15, 1940.
MP 13, 1 o f  2 (HLC).

l ^ L e a f l e t s  d e p o s i t e d  i n  C o v e l lo  C o l l e c t i o n .



in c lu d ed  r e p e a l of a s e c t io n  of th e  New York S ta te  E ducation  Law th a t

"now makes i t  p o s s ib le  to  e s t a b l i s h  se p a r a te  s c h o o ls  fo r  N egroes."  A

l e t t e r  from M arcantonio to  HLC members dated  January 4 , 1941, s ta te d :

"The huge need fo r  u s ,  you and me, i s  to  f ig h t  d is c r im in a t io n  a g a in s t

N egroes, P uerto  R ica n s , and o th er  L a tin -A m erica n s , and I t a l ia n s  in

N a tio n a l D efen se jo b s and in  th e s e r v ic e  o f the armed fo r c e s  o f th e

U nited  S t a t e s . "148 in  1940 an a l le g e d  a c t  o f p o l ic e  b r u t a l i t y  a g a in s t  a

P uerto  Rican cou p le  caused th e  S p anish  S e c t io n  o f th e  HLC, th e  American

Labor P a r ty , and the Workers A ll ia n c e  to  c a l l  fo r  a mass p r o te s t

m e e t i n g . 1 4 9  (See p p .  3 6 8 - 6 9 )

The fa c t  th a t  the Tenth Assem bly D i s t r i c t  was e q u a lly  d iv id ed

betw een E l B arrio  and the e a s te r n  h a l f  o f C en tra l Harlem was a source o f  

g r e a t  r iv a lr y  among P uerto  R icans and West In d ia n  B lacks and A fro -

A m ericans. In resp o n se  to  t h i s  in c r e a s in g ly  te n se  s i t u a t io n ,  a tw o-day

"Latin A m erican, West In d ia n , American Negro U n ity  C onference" was

c a l le d  in  1939. The sp eak ers a t the p len a ry  s e s s io n  in c lu d ed  d ip lom ats

from M exico , C h ile ,  and Cuba, as w e l l  as M arcanton io . On the second

day, v a r io u s  workshops on the mutual problem s o f th e se  groups were

h e l d . 150 (S ee  pp. 35 5 -5 6 )

W ith in  E ast Harlem i t s e l f ,  th e  Harlem L e g i s la t iv e  C onference

became an e f f e c t i v e  fo r c e  fo r  f o s t e r in g  am icab le r e la t io n s  betw een

Ita lo -A m er ica n s  and P uerto R ic a n s . In the f a l l  o f 1938, in  th e m idst o f

1 ̂ D e p o s it e d  in  C o v e llo  C o l le c t io n .
1 AQ

L e tte r  of in v i t a t io n  to  a tten d  m eeting  sponsored  by the  
Committee fo r  th e  D efense of th e  V ic to r  G arcia F am ily ."  CC.

"^C onference brochure and c a l l  fo r  co n fere n c e  s ig n ed  by May.
CC.



th e  C o n g r ess io n a l cam paign, a s e r ie s  of v io le n t  c o n fr o n ta t io n s  between

youths of th e s e  two groups broke o u t . The com m unities im m ediately

became armed camps, and th e e x p lo s iv e  s i t u a t io n  th rea ten ed  to  d e str o y

the u n ity  th a t  th e  HLC had worked to  a c h ie v e . M arcantonio and C ovello

a t  once a c t iv a te d  the o r g a n iz a tio n  to  q u e l l  th e se  d is tu r b a n c e s , fo c u s in g

i t s  e f f o r t s  on a "Mass M eeting o f B rotherhood ."  M arcantonio sen t

l e t t e r s  o f in v i t a t i o n  to  every  clergym an in  E a st Harlem . An "Urgent

C a ll by th e  Harlem L e g i s la t iv e  C onferen ce,"  s ig n ed  by M arcantonio , was

se n t  to  th e p r e s id e n ts  and o f f i c e r s  o f E ast H arlem 's I ta lo -A m er ica n  and

P u erto  R ican o r g a n iz a t io n s .  Chaired by M arcantonio , the m eeting

a t t r a c te d  more than two thousand r e s id e n t s .  Speeches in  I t a l i a n ,

S p an ish , and E n g lish , s t r e s s in g  th e  c u ltu r a l  h e r ita g e  th e se  p eo p les

shared  and th e  common problem s th ey  fa c e d , were s u f f i c i e n t  to  b r in g  a

h a lt  to  th e d is tu r b a n c e s .^ ^

T his mass m eeting  was fo llo w ed  by a co n feren ce  o f  I ta lo -A m erica n

and P u erto  R ican r e l ig io u s  and community le a d e r s .  Led by M arcantonio , a

d e le g a t io n  o f th r e e  C a th o lic  and two P r o te s ta n t  clergym en met w ith  Mayor

LaGuardia, who p led ged  th a t  th e p o l ic e  and o th er  c i t y  agen ts  would

co o p era te  toward end ing th e in ter-com m unity  fe u d .* -^  a memorandum from

M arcantonio to  C o v ello  on t h i s  problem dem onstrates th e  e x te n t  o f th e ir

p e rso n a l in vo lvem en t in  d e fu s in g  i t :

In lo o k in g  over th e rep ort on the I ta lo -P u e r to  R ican  c la sh e s  
(J u v e n ile  Aid Bureau r e c o r d s)  I  f in d  th a t  fou r  o f th e boys

Charney, A Long Jou rn ey , p . 115; M arcantonio to  E ast Harlem  
c le r g y ,  O ctober 2 5 , 1938, and "Urgent C a ll . . . ."  MP 1 3 , 1 o f 2 (HLC); 
c l ip p in g ,  "Gran M itin  de C onfratern idad  en tr e  I t a l ia n o s  y H isp a n ic o s,"
La Voz (O ctober 2 8 , 1 9 3 8 ), p . 3 . CC.

■'■‘̂ "Harlem Peace S o u g h t ,” New York Times (November 5,  1938) ,
p .  14.



a r r e s te d  were from 108th  S t r e e t .  I f  th e se  boys have been  
r e le a s e d ,  I th in k  th a t i t  would be a good id e a  to  g e t  th e  names
and a d d resse s  o f th e se  four boys and have them in  fo r  s p e c ia l
c o n fe r e n c e s .  I t  m ight be p o s s ib le  to  make them se e  your  
v ie w p o in t on th e s i t u a t io n ,  a t l e a s t  as fa r  as 108th  S tr e e t  
i t s e l f  i s  con cern ed . I t  might spread  out fu r th e r  to  th e whole 
group, i f  th e se  fou r boys shou ld  happen to  have any le a d e r sh ip  
q u a l i t i e s  and cou ld  be made to  do th in g s  RIGHT. Send out 
p u b l ic i t y  fo r  Wednesday e v e n in g 's  m eeting: id e n t i f y  your name 
w ith  le a d e r sh ip  in  t h i s . ^ ^

An Ita lo -A m er ica n  woman who did  p o l i t i c a l  work fo r  the Communist 

Party in  I t a l ia n  Harlem fo r  more than f i f t e e n  y ea rs  r e c a l le d  th a t when

the 1938 youth  d is tu r b a n c e s  eru p ted , "M arcantonio got out o f h is  s ic k

bed and spoke everyw h ere . He was most f o r c e f u l  in  condemning v io le n c e  

on the p art o f I t a l i a n s ,  rem inding them c o n s ta n t ly  th a t  th ey  too  had 

once been th e b u tt  o f v io le n c e ,  s e g r e g a t io n ,  and d is c r im in a t io n , and i t  

was p a r t ic u la r ly  sham eful o f them to  in d u lg e  in  such t a c t i c s  a g a in s t  

o t h e r s . C h a r n e y  a ls o  em phasized th a t  th e " r e s o lu t io n  o f t h i s  

c o n f l i c t  was a rem arkable t r ib u te  to  M arc's le a d e r s h ip ,  fo r  he a lo n e  had 

the co n fid e n c e  o f  th e p eo p le  and th e d e term in a tio n  to  in te r v e n e ."

This r e c o g n it io n  by both  I t a l ia n  Harlem and E l B a r r io , o f M arcantonio, 

alon g  w ith  C o v e llo , as le a d e r s  w i l l in g  to  p ro v id e  le a d e r sh ip  was 

undoubtedly  e s s e n t i a l  to  a c h ie v in g  an end to  th e open c o n f l i c t .  (S ee  p. 

439)

The in c id e n t  a ls o  sheds l i g h t  on M arcantonio th e  p o l i t i c i a n  as 

w e ll  as M arcantonio th e man. During th e c r i s i s ,  he r e c e iv e d  fo r  h is  

approval a l i s t  o f community le a d e r s  to  be in v it e d  to  th e "Mass M eeting  

of B rotherhood ."  Among th o se  on th e l i s t  was James L a n ze tta , the man

•*-^^Dated O ctober 2 4 , 1938. CC.

1-^Mary Bowes, P erso n a l L e t te r ,  November 16, 1976.

•*-^^Charney, A Long Journey , p .  115.



who had d e fe a te d  LaGuardia in  1932 and M arcantonio in  1936, and a g a in s t  

whom the l a t t e r  was aga in  running in  1938. M arcantonio cro ssed

L a n z e tta 's  name o f f  the l i s t .  He would g e t  out o f h is  s ic k  bed to go

among th e  I t a l ia n s  to preach  a g a in s t  r a c ia l  in to le r a n c e .  That was a 

m atter  of p r in c ip le .  But he would not p rov id e h is  opponent w ith  a 

p la tfo r m . That was bad p o l i t i c s .  L a n z e tta , fo r  h is  p a r t , had enough 

p o l i t i c a l  sen se  to make an en tra n ce  during the m eeting  anyway. When

M arcantonio saw him, he shrew dly announced L a n z e t ta 's  p r e se n c e ,

s t a t in g :  "In order th a t no one i s  go in g  to  th in k  th a t t h is  i s  a

p o l i t i c a l  m eetin g , l e t  me p r esen t and c a l l  to  th e p la tfo rm  Congressman

James L a n ze tta ."  A new spaper a r t i c l e  rep o rted  th a t  "to g r e a t  a p p la u se , 

L an zetta  went to  the p la tfo rm  and sp oke."

A fte r  peace had been r e s to r e d ,  a Committee on R a c ia l C ooperation  

was formed w ith in  th e  HLC to  s t a b i l i z e  both  com m unities, and i t  combined 

e f f o r t s  w ith  a " R acial Committee" th a t  had been formed by f a c u lty  

members o f Benjamin F ra p k lin  High S c h o o l. A rep o r t of t h is  l a t t e r  

com m ittee fo r  the p eriod  Septem ber 1938 to  February 1939 s ta te d :  "The

com m ittee r e a l i z e s  th a t th e community problem s are to  a g r e a t e x te n t  the  

problem s o f the sc h o o l."  A long o th er  th in g s ,  the rep o rt noted  th a t in

order to  fu r th e r  community g o a ls ,  in t e r r a c ia l  and m u lt ic u ltu r a l

a sse m b lie s  had been o r g a n iz ed . At one such assem b ly , the language  

departm ent p resen ted  an in t e r n a t io n a l  program of f o lk  dancing and fo lk  

m u sic . At a n o th er , the E n g lish  Departm ent in v it e d  clergym en from the  

J ew ish , P r o te s ta n t ,  and C a th o lic  r e l i g i o n s . ^

■^■^List of community le a d e r s  d e p o s ite d  in  MP 6 (HLC); c l ip p in g  
from La Voz d e p o s ite d  in  CC.

^Report d e p o s i t e d  in  C o v e l lo  C o l l e c t i o n .



The outbreak  o f World War I I  caused  th e HLC to  v e e r  in  a very  

d i f f e r e n t  d ir e c t io n .  A l e t t e r  o f  December 10 , 1941, to  th e membership 

of the HLC, s ig n ed  by i t s  s e c r e ta r y  Hope S te v e n s , s ig n a le d  t h i s  changed 

p e r s p e c t iv e :

Jap a n 's  unprovoked and d a s ta r d ly  a tta c k  on our country  has 
com m itted us ir r e v o c a b ly  to  v ic to r y  over a l l  th e  A xis enem ies of 
th e U nited  S t a t e s .  I t  i s  th e r e fo r e  more urgent than ev er  b e fo re  
th a t  th e p eo p le  o f  Harlem become th orou gh ly  id e n t i f i e d  w ith  the  
n a t io n a l d e fen se  e f f o r t .  The program of the Harlem L e g i s la t iv e  
C onference must be put in to  e f f e c t  now. In t h i s  g r e a t  n a t io n a l  
c r i s i s  everyone must do h is  or her part in  th e armed f o r c e s ,  in  
d e fe n se  in d u s tr ie s  and in  c i v i l i a n  d e fe n se  s e r v ic e s .  Once and 
fo r  a l l  we must end the d is c r im in a t io n  and s e g r e g a t io n  th a t  
hamper th e com plete u n ity  o f th e  American p e o p le . We need to  
in form  th e  whole p eop le  o f th e  need fo r  the most com plete  
in t e g r a t io n  o f r e so u r c e s  o f  Harlem, human and s p i r i t u a l ,  in  
fu r th e r in g  th e  d e fe n se  o f th e  n a t io n .  . . .  A u n ite d  e f f o r t  to  
in t e g r a t e  our community w h o le h e a r te d ly  and co m p le te ly  in  th e  
n a t io n a l program to d e fe a t  H i t l e r ,  Japan, and a l l  our A xis  
enem ies now must be our f i r s t  co n cern . I-’®

I t  i s  not w ith o u t s ig n i f ic a n c e  th a t  M arcantonio was not a s ig n a to r y  of

t h is  m a n ife s to :  he was s t i l l  in  th e  p r o c e ss  of ed g in g  h im s e lf  from b ein g

one of th e  most s t r id e n t  a n ti-w a r  spokesmen in  th e  U n ited  S ta te s  toward

becoming an ad voca te  o f a l l - o u t  support fo r  the war e f f o r t .  (S ee  pp.

5 5 -5 6 )

From t h i s  p o in t  on , th e HLC co n cen tra ted  on w inn ing th e war, 

alth ou gh  s te p s  to  combat d is c r im in a t io n  and promote in t e r r a c ia l  and 

in t e r - e t h n ic  harmony co n tin u e d . At i t s  January 17, 1942 m ee tin g ,  

M arcantonio s ta te d  th a t the o r g a n iz a tio n  should  c a l l  a co n feren ce  in  

ord er to

o r g a n iz e  th e Harlem community fo r  th e most e f f e c t i v e  p r o se c u tio n  
of the w ar, p a r t ic u la r ly  from th e  s ta n d p o in t o f c i v i l i a n s .  This 
i s  not on ly  a war o f d e fe n s e , but a j u s t  war, an a n t i - f a s c i s t  
w ar, a p e o p le 's  w ar. . . .  T his war can remain a j u s t  and 
d em ocra tic  war on ly  so lon g  as the p eop le  are p erm itted  to  and do

^ ^ D e p o s i t e d  in  MP 6 (HLC).



f u l l y  p a r t ic ip a te  in  i t ,  n o t o n ly  in  i t s  m i l i t a r y ,  but a ls o  in  
i t s  c i v i l i a n  a s p e c ts .

A number of r e s o lu t io n s  were framed a t t h i s  m eetin g , acknow ledging th a t

th e r e  were s p e c ia l  problem s in  Harlem which r e q u ir e  th a t th e  
c i v i l i a n  d e fen se  o f Harlem be g iv e n  s p e c ia l  c o n s id e r a t io n  by the  
O ff ic e  o f C iv i l  D efen se; th a t  n ot l e a s t  among th e se  problem s i s  
th a t  of housing and the need fo r  r e c o g n iz in g  th e dangerous 
s i t u a t io n  p resen ted  by the c o n s tr u c t io n  o f  Harlem tenem ents; the  
wooden beams o f which make them p a r t ic u la r ly  v u ln e r a b le  in  case  
o f bombing or w idespread f i r e ;  th a t a ir  ra id  s h e l t e r s  are badly  
needed and s te p s  must be tak en  to  p rov id e them; th a t a d e le g a t io n  
w a it upon th e D ir e c to r  o f th e  Red Cross in  New York C ity  
p r e s e n t in g  the v iew p o in t o f  the p eop le  of Harlem on the r e fu s a l  
to  a ccep t d on ation s o f b lood  from Negroes and to make f u l l e s t  
p o s s ib le  r e p r e se n ta t io n  in  p r o te s t in g  t h is  p o l ic y .  . . . ; th a t  
s o c i a l  and econom ic g a in s  made by th e p eop le  o f  Harlem and the  
p eop le  of the U nited  S ta te s  sh ou ld  not be surrendered  in  the  
cu rren t c r i s i s  and th a t th e  b a s is  fo r  fu r th e r  g a in s  should  be 
la id  w h ile  we go forward in  d e fe n se  o f America and in  p rep a ra tio n  
fo r  w inning o f the p eace; th a t  a la r g e r  c o n fe r e n c e , r e p r e se n t in g  
th e broad m asses o f the p eo p le  of Harlem be im m ed iately  p r o je c te d  
and th a t  a l l  o r g a n iz a tio n s  r e p re se n ted  in  t h is  con feren ce  be 
l i s t e d  as sp onsors t h e r e o f ,  and are hereby organ ized  in  a Harlem  
D efen se  C ouncil as o f to d a y . . . .

L ater in  1942, the work o f the Harlem L e g i s la t iv e  C onference was

subsumed in to  th e  Harlem V ic to r y  C o u n c il, which sponsored  a " Salu te tor

Negro Troops" in  C en tra l Harlem a tten d ed  by f i f t e e n  thousand p e o p le . A 

com m ittee o f th e  C oun cil fo cu sed  on d is c r im in a t io n  in  n a t io n a l d e fe n se  

work, demanding the e l im in a t io n  o f j o b -a p p l ic a t io n  forms of any q u estio n  

regard in g  race or r e l i g io n .  Emmett May inform ed M arcantonio th a t t h is  

com m ittee in ten d ed  to "develop a c t io n  around c o n c r e te  ca ses  of I t a l i a n s ,  

P uerto R ica n s , and Negroes who had been den ied  jo b s in  n a t io n a l d e fe n se  

w o rk ."160

1-^Text of M arcanton io 's sp eech  and r e s o lu t io n  d e p o s ite d  in  MP 6
(HLC).

■'■^Minutes of the E x ecu tiv e  Committee m eeting o f Harlem V icto ry  
C ouncil o f A p r il 11 , 1942, and undated l e t t e r  from May to  M arcantonio  
(c a . 1943) d e p o s ite d  in  MP 6 (HLC).



In E ast Harlem i t s e l f  the vacuum crea ted  by the dem ise o f the HLC 

was not f i l l e d  by the a c t i v i t i e s  o f i t s  s u c c e s s o r ,  th e  Harlem V ic to ry  

C o u n c il. A l e t t e r  to C o v e llo  from i t s  s e c r e ta r y ,  dated  May 4 , 1942, 

noted  th a t "we are very  much d is tu rb ed  because we are not a t  a l l  

in v o lv in g  p eop le  from E ast Harlem in  our w o r k . " ^ l  I t  would appear th a t  

the i s s u e s  p r o je c te d  by th e  C ouncil d id  not arouse the same resp o n se  

among the s o c i a l ,  f r a t e r n a l ,  r e l i g i o u s ,  and trad e union  lo c a l s  of E ast 

Harlem as had th o se  p r o je c te d  by th e  HLC. T his i s  perhaps b e s t  

i l l u s t r a t e d  by the sp on sorsh ip  o f a "Mass V ic to r y  M eeting" in  1943, 

which was h eld  in  the u su a l HLC m eeting  p la c e ,  th e  Park P a la c e , a t  110th  

S tr e e t  and F i f t h  Avenue. As a lw a y s, M arcantonio served  as fea tu red  

sp eak er; u n lik e  th e prewar HLC m e e tin g s , however, t h i s  r a l l y  to  "Smash 

H it le r ism  a t Home" was not co -sp on sored  by a m u ltitu d e  o f v o lu n ta ry  

o r g a n iz a t io n s ,  but on ly  by groups c l o s e l y  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  Communist 

P a rty . 162 jq0  a ttem pt was made to  r e v iv e  the HLC a f t e r  the w ar.

The e x te n s iv e  work o f th e  Harlem L e g i s la t iv e  C onference had been  

supported  by a $4 ,0 0 0  per annum budget fin a n ced  by the $ 2 .5 0  m onthly  

dues from i t s  a f f i l i a t e d  o r g a n i z a t i o n s .  ^ 3  A fte r  1941, the d e c lin e  of 

the HLC aggravated  i t s  f in a n c ia l  p rob lem s, and in  1942 i t s  tr e a su r e r  

r e s ig n e d , c i t i n g  as the reason  h is  " in a b i l i t y  to co n tin u e  paying  

exp en ses out o f my own p o ck et."

l ^ S t e l l a  G arvis to  C o v e llo . CC.

■*-^Leaflet d e p o s ite d  in  MP 6  (HLC).

163"Ha r iem L e g i s la t iv e  C onference Report and A c t i v i t i e s :  1941."
CC.

^ ^ B o c c h io  to Marcantonio,  January 27 ,  1942.  MP 6 (HLC).
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The HLC was o f in e s t im a b le  v a lu e  to  M arcanton io . At i t s  

c o u n t le s s  m e e tin g s , a t which he was in v a r ia b ly  th e main sp ea k er , and the  

e n d le s s  m a il in g s ,  a l l  of which went out over h is  s ig n a tu r e ,  M arcantonio  

was p r o je c te d  as th e preem inent and u n d isp u ted  le a d e r  o f th e  

community. M oreover, h is  work in  C ongress became more w id e ly  known, 

o fte n  su cceed in g  in  co u n ter in g  th e  h o s t i l e  p r ess  accou n ts o f h is  

l e g i s l a t i v e  r o l e .  W ithout an e x c e p t io n a l o ra to r  and ch a r ism a tic  le a d e r ,  

th e  Harlem L e g i s la t iv e  C onference might never have taken  r o o t; but 

w ith o u t th e HLC, M arcantonio m ight not have found th e means of s in k in g  

h is  own r o o ts  q u ite  so d eep ly  in  E ast H a r l e m . T h e  p o l i t i c i z a t i o n  of 

s o c i a l ,  f r a t e r n a l ,  and lo c a l  tra d e  union  o r g a n iz a tio n s  accom plished  by 

th e  Harlem L e g i s la t iv e  C onference provided  a c r u c ia l  supplem ent to  

M arcan ton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  m achine. The co n n ec tio n s  betw een th e se  r e la te d  

groups and th e r a d ic a l  Congressman su rv iv ed  a f t e r  i t s  d em ise .

The HLC was im portant to  the p ro g ress  of E a st Harlem fo r  s e v e r a l  

o th er  r e a so n s . I t s  e f f o r t s  to  e l im in a te  in terg r o u p  c o n f l i c t  

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  c o n tr ib u ted  to  th e r e l a t i v e l y  harm onious r e la t io n s  between  

I t a l ia n  Harlem and E l B a r r io . This achievem ent w as, o f c o u r se ,  

im portant to  M arcantonio as w e l l ,  s in c e  open c o n f l i c t  betw een th e se  two 

com m unities cou ld  on ly  have d ev a sta ted  h is  p o l i t i c a l  b a se . To th e  

p eo p le  of E a st Harlem, the s u c c e s s e s  o f th e  HLC— fo r  exam ple, in  

se c u r in g  p u b lic  h o u sin g — dem onstrated in  C o v e llo ’s w ord s, "what cou ld  be

1 4C
M arcantonio not on ly  provided  p o l i t i c a l  le a d e r sh ip  fo r  the  

HLC, but a ls o  in s tr u c te d  i t s  o r g a n iz e r s  in  p r a c t ic a l  p o l i t i c s .  In 1939, 
fo r  exam ple, he w rote to  May: "I th in k  i t  was a s e r io u s  m istak e to
ca n c e l th e m eetin g  o f th e  Harlem L e g i s la t iv e  C onferen ce, p a r t ic u la r ly  in  
v iew  o f the fa c t  th a t  I  p u b l ic ly  announced th a t  th ere  would be a 
m eetin g . I n c id e n t a l ly ,  I  r e c e iv e d  a l e a f l e t  in  Spanish  announcing a 50 -  
cen t ad m ission  fo r  each d e le g a te .  This a ls o  e x p la in s  why we d id  not 
have any a tte n d a n c e ."  D ep osited  in  MP 13, 1 o f  2 (HLC).



done through co n cer ted  a c t i o n . ”166 In t h i s  way, the fa m il ia l i s m  o f the  

Ita lo -A m er ica n  community cou ld  be rep la ced  In  some part by w ider s o c ia l  

in v o lv e m en t. And l a s t l y ,  a lth ou gh  i t s  c o n c r e te  ach ievem en ts may have 

been few , acco rd in g  to  M arcantonio th ey  "brought a measure o f h ap p in ess  

to  the p eop le  o f E ast H arlem ."167

W ithout f in a n c ia l  and manpower a s s i s ta n c e  from th e  Communist 

P arty  and i t s  a f f i l i a t e s ,  th e  Harlem L e g i s la t iv e  C onference and th e  V ito  

M arcantonio P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c ia t io n  cou ld  not have fu n c t io n e d . Perhaps no 

o th er  p o l i t i c a l  machine had ever  r e c e iv e d  so much o u ts id e  a s s i s t a n c e .  

N o n e th e le s s , the in fu s io n  o f th e se  re so u rce s  cannot in  i t s e l f  account 

fo r  M arcanton io 's s u c c e s s .  M arcanton io 's p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n iz a tio n  was 

a b le  to  f lo u r i s h  because i t  was congruent w ith  E ast H arlem 's s o c ia l  

r e a l i t i e s .  I t s  poorer r e s id e n ts  needed th e s e r v ic e s  th e  c lu b  

p ro v id ed . M oreover, t h i s  o r g a n iz a tio n  was com p atib le  w ith  the mores of 

E ast H arlem 's two la r g e s t  com m unities, I t a l i a n  Harlem and E l B a r r io . I t  

i s  c e r t a in ly  in s t r u c t iv e  th a t  a f t e r  s i x  y e a r s ,  M arcantonio— d e s p ite  a l l  

the e f f o r t s  o f h is  m achine— made no com parable p ro g ress  in  Y o r k v il le ,  

th a t  i s ,  the area  added to  h is  D i s t r i c t  in  1944. (S ee  pp. 4 0 6 -7 )

The major reason  th a t the o r g a n iz a tio n  cou ld  s in k  such deep r o o ts  

in  I t a l ia n  Harlem was th a t  p o l i t i c a l  m achines corresponded  to  the s o c ia l  

s tr u c tu r e  tr a n sp la n te d  from Southern I t a l y .  There th e abyss between th e  

poor and the government was so  v a s t  th a t  in te r m e d ia r ie s  were 

e s s e n t i a l .  Upon the a r r iv a l  of th e  Southern  I t a l ia n  c o n ta d in i in  th e  

U nited  S t a t e s ,  t h i s  fu n c t io n  was o f te n  f u l f i l l e d  by th e  p a d ro n i,

^ ^ C o v e llo  to  R ecrea tio n  and E d u cation  C om m ittee. CC. 

l6 7 ^ a rca n to n io  to  L ouis L opez, O ctober 2 , 1939. MP 6  (HLC).



in d iv id u a ls  who, fo r  a f e e ,  a c ted  as employment a g e n t , h ou sin g  a g e n t ,  

and l i a i s o n  w ith  im m igration  a u t h o r i t i e s .^ ^  The d e c l in e  o f t h i s  system  

and the g e n e r a l f a i lu r e  of th e  sm a ll I ta lo -A m er ica n  upper c la s s  to  

become in v o lv e d  in  th e problem s o f th e g r e a t mass o f  I t a l ia n  im m igrants 

l e f t  the lo c a l  p o l i t i c i a n s  to  p la y  out t h i s  r o l e . ^ ^  S im ila r ly ,  El 

B a r r io 's  P u erto  R ica n s, accustom ed to  depending on fr ie n d s  and r e l a t iv e s  

fo r  h e lp , were r e lu c ta n t  to  d i r e c t ly  approach b u r e a u c r a tic  s tr u c tu r e s  

fo r  h e lp , p r e fe r r in g  to  le a v e  such c o n ta c t  to  a pa dr i no . ( S e e  pp. 

3 7 7 -7 8 )

Comparing th e V ito  M arcantonio P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c ia t io n  w ith  the  

a r c h e ty p a l m achine as o u t l in e d  in  P lu n k it t  o f  Tammany H a l l ,^ 7  ̂ i t  

appears th a t  a lth ou gh  th e  purpose o f both  was to  win e l e c t i o n s ,  the  

d if f e r e n c e s  betw een th e  two were enorm ous. The t y p ic a l  p o l i t i c a l  

clu b h o u ses  op erated  as c o n v iv ia l  and p r o t e c t iv e  m eetin g  grounds where 

the im m igrants cou ld  acq u a in t th em selv es  w ith  th e  r e a l i t i e s  o f American 

l i f e ,  p o l i t i c a l  and n o n - p o l i t i c a l .  A lthough in  th e  e a r ly  t h i r t i e s  

M arcan ton io 's  a s s o c ia t io n  served  some o f th e s e  fu n c t io n s  ( fo r  exam ple, 

sp o n so r in g  a s o f t b a l l  team ), h is  c lu b h ou ses were not p la c e s  where men 

con gregated  to  p la y  cards or d rin k ; nor d id  th ey  sp onsor dances or o th er

^ ^ M ich a el P a r e n t i ,  E th n ic  and P o l i t i c a l  A t t i t u d e s :  A Depth Study  
o f  I t a l i a n  Americans (New York: Arno P r e s s ,  1 9 7 5 ), pp. 3 0 . See a ls o
p . 2 1 .

^ ^ J o se p h  L op rea to , I t a l ia n  Americans (New York: Random House,
1 9 7 0 ), pp. 93 -96 ; George E n rico  P o z z e t ta ,  "The I t a l ia n s  o f  New York 
C ity , 1890 -1914” (P h.D . d i s s e r t a t io n ,  U n iv e r s ity  of North C a ro lin a ,
1 9 7 1 ), pp . 2 3 2 -3 3 .

1 7 0 C. Wright M i l l s ,  C larance S e n io r , and Rose Kohn G old sen , The 
P u erto  R ican Journey: New Y ork's Newest M igrants (New York: H arper,
1 9 5 0 ), pp . 114 , 109.

Arthur Mann, In tr o d u c tio n  to  P lu n k it t  of Tammany H a l l , 
recorded  by W illiam  L. R iordon (New York: D utton Paperback , 19 6 3 ), pp. 
x i , x v - x v i i ,  x x .



s o c i a l  e v e n t s .  They were o f f i c e s ,  com p eten tly  s t a f f e d  and e f f i c i e n t l y  

run, fo r  th e  s in g le  purpose of fu r n is h in g  s e r v ic e s  and e l e c t in g  

M arcanton io .172

S t r u c t u r a l ly ,  M arcanton io 's p o l i t i c a l  m achine matched th e  

a rch ety p e: a t i t s  base were th e a ll- im p o r ta n t  e l e c t io n  d i s t r i c t  

c a p ta in s ,  and above th e s e  th e assem bly  d i s t r i c t  l e a d e r s .  L ike a lm ost  

a l l  machine le a d e r s ,  M arcantonio was a s e c o n d -g e n e r a tio n  American—  

someone who understood  th e  problem s of th e  im m igrant poor and t h e ir  

progeny, who in  turn  id e n t i f i e d  w ith  him and looked  upon h is  

o r g a n iz a t io n  as a s o c ia l  agen cy . And l i k e  o th er  p o l i t i c a l  m ach ines, i t  

d isp en sed  p a tro n a g e . Always p r e se n t as a t t r a c t io n s  to  some of i t s  

p a r t ic ip a n t s ,  how ever, were e lem en ts  o f e th n ic  p r id e  and id e o lo g ic a l  

a f f i n i t y .  These became th e  predom inant m o tiv a tio n s  fo r  th o se  in v o lv e d  

in  the M arcantonio P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c ia t io n  as i t s  le a d e r  became 

in c r e a s in g ly  i s o la t e d  p o l i t i c a l l y .  E s p e c ia l ly  in  th e  postw ar p e r io d ,  

w orking fo r  h is  r e - e le c t i o n  cou ld  not prom ise an easy  ro u te  out of the  

g h e t to .  For th o se  who came from o u ts id e  th e d i s t r i c t  to  work in  t h i s  

o r g a n iz a t io n ,  the m otive was c le a r ly  to  a s s i s t  in  an e f f o r t  in  keep ing  

th e on ly  n a t io n a l ly  reco g n ized  spokesman fo r  t h e ir  p o in t  of view  in  

C on gress. For the E ast H a r le m ite s , p r id e  in  t h e ir  n a t iv e  son and 

probably resen tm ent a g a in s t  what th ey  view ed as u n fa ir  a tta c k s  on 

M arcantonio prompted them to  lend  a hand a t e l e c t io n  t im e . (S ee  pp. 

2 6 1 -6 2 , 267)

M arcanton io ' s p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n iz a t io n 's  e f f o r t s  to  s o lv e  the

172Bingham, p. 100.
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everyday problem s o f h is  c o n s t i tu e n t s  gave th e  poor r e s id e n t s  co n cre te

reason s to  r e g i s t e r  and v o t e .  Many E ast Harlem r e s id e n ts  may or may not

have cared th a t  from Monday through Thursday M arcantonio was the s o le

v o ic e  in  C ongress f ig h t in g  fo r  P u erto  R ic o 's  in d ep en d en ce, or a g a in s t

contem pt c i t a t io n s  o f a l le g e d  or avowed Communists. But th ey  d eep ly

cared th a t on Saturday and Sunday he was alw ays in  h is  h ea d q u a r ters ,

doing  e v e r y th in g  p o s s ib le  to  g e t  t h e ir  t o i l e t s  f ix e d ,  to  have the

la n d lo r d s  p ro v id e  adequate h e a t , or to  p reven t th e d e p o r ta tio n  of

r e l a t iv e s  who had run a fo u l  of the la w . A fte r  h is  e l e c t o r a l  d e fe a ts  in

1949 and 1950, l e t t e r s  from h is  c o n s t i t u e n t s  ex p ressed  genuine

d isq u ie tu d e  a t  th e  lo s s  o f t h i s  re so u rce :

You was and s t i l l  you are th e bread o f th e poor p e o p le . . . .  I  
lo v e  you l i k e  you were my so n . When you had th a t  bad tro u b le  
l a s t  1948 I  go t so s ic k ,  so worry about you . . . .  We pray th a t  
God b le s s  you fo r  th e good you have done and to  g iv e  you 
s tr e n g th ,  power, and wisdom to  spread  more good. I  f e e l  th a t you 
have a firm  and c o lo s s a l  c h a r a c te r . . . .  I  c o n s id e r  you as a 
v a l ia n t  s o ld ie r  and ex p ress  my s in c e r e  w ish es  th a t you go forward  
in  your f i g h t .  God b le s s  you . Good lu ck  and God b le s s  you. I  
know you are not a communist and need our support a g a in s t  your 
(and our) en em ie s . C h r is t to o  was p e r secu ted  fo r  the same 
r e a s o n s . I  on ly  w ish  you were mayor. . . .  I  lo v e  you and the  
th in g s  y o u 'v e  done and t r ie d  to  do . . . . 1  would a p p r e c ia te  a 
p ic tu r e  o f you, i f  p o s s ib l e .  They c la im  you are a communist.
Who knows? I know many a l i t t l e  f e l lo w  in  your d i s t r i c t  who 
th in k s  you are a p r in c e . I know you are th e o n ly  man who f ig h t s  
fo r  th e r ig h t s  o f th e  Puerto  R ican  p e o p le .  . . . you never have 
sa id  no to  th e  P u erto  Rican p eop le  and you can be sure th a t  I  
pray to  God and t a lk  to  th e P uerto  R ican  p eop le  to  keep you 
alw ays as our le a d e r .  . . . You are th e  man who sa v es thousands 
and thousands of good American c i t i z e n s  l i v e s .  I am in c l in e d  to  
a llo w  m y se lf the p le a su r e  o f s a y in g ,  may God in  h is  mercy g iv e  
you more s tr e n g th  and courage to  f i g h t  the good f ig h t  fo r  the  
common p eop le  w hich you are d o in g . . . .  i f  we did not have an 
u p r ig h t and h on est man l i k e  you what would become of 
u s . . . . you are good to  th e p e o p le . God b le s s  you fo r  the good 
you do to us poor p e o p le . I  w i l l  alw ays remember. T e r r ib ly  
so rry  to  hear the way they  are s la n d e r in g  you— thanks fo r  your 
u n t ir in g  la b o r in g  fo r  u s .  . . .W e  hope and pray fo r  your 
c o n tin u in g  s u c c e s s .  Have v i s i t e d  seven  churches in  p a st few  
w eek s. The p eop le  are a l l  prayin g  fo r  your v ic to r y .

173MP 11 (C-D, 1952);  MP 9 (B, 1949);  MP 11 (M, 1951);  MP 9 (B,



153

H is o r g a n iz a t io n 's  a b i l i t y  to  d e l iv e r  s e r v ic e s  gave E ast H arlem 's most 

needy r e s id e n ts  a genu ine s ta k e  in  h is  r e - e l e c t i o n .  I t  i s  p r im a r ily  fo r  

t h i s  reason  th a t v o te r  r e g i s t r a t io n  and tu rn ou t in  E a st Harlem were—  

p a r t ic u la r ly  fo r  a community o f the poor— so e x c e p t io n a l .  (S ee  Table 2 )

A lthough i t  i s  im p o ss ib le  to  gau ge, th e r e  i s  no q u e s tio n  th a t  the  

w idespread  d isp e n s in g  o f a s s i s ta n c e  by M arcan ton io 's  o r g a n iz a tio n  caused  

many to  o v er lo o k  h is  p o l i t i c a l  b e l i e f s  and a f f i l i a t i o n s .  In t h i s  way, 

the d e l iv e r y  of s e r v ic e s  h elp ed  to  com pensate fo r  th e u n p o p u la r ity  o f  

c e r ta in  a s p e c ts  of M arcanton io 's p o l i t i c s .  In 1949, a Y o r k v ille  

c o n s t itu e n t  w ro te: "I was in  [your c lu b h o u se ] on Saturday to  ta lk  over

my problem  w ith  you. . . .  I  was very  im pressed  by th e way you meet 

p e o p le , your s in c e r e  i n t e r e s t ,  and th e g e n e r a l way you did  th in g s .  

A lthough I come from a lo n g  l i n e  o f R ep u b lica n s , I ,  and many o f my 

fr ie n d s  and n eigh b ors w i l l  be a t  th e p o l l s  on e l e c t io n  day c a s t in g  our 

v o te  fo r  you, a man who i s  r e a l ly  fo r  the P e o p le ."174 

In some c a s e s ,  in d iv id u a ls  were brought c lo s e r  to  h is  p o l i t i c a l  

p o s it io n s  because o f the s e r v ic e -d is p e n s in g  a sp e c ts  o f h is  m achine. One 

r e s id e n t  o f  E l B arrio  r e p e a te d ly  heard th a t M arcantonio was a 

Communist. She was so im pressed  w ith  the h e lp  he provided  fo r  p eop le  

th a t she jo in e d  th e Communist P a rty , rea so n in g  th a t i f  what M arcantonio  

was d e fin e d  as a Communist, th a t  i s  what she wanted to  b e .^ 7 ^

The m ach in e's g r e a te s t  f la w  was th a t  when i t s  namesake d ie d ,  

alm ost ev e r y th in g  d ied  w ith  him. Such, p erh ap s, d id  not have to

1950); MP 9 (G, 1950); MP 9 (F , 1950); MP 4 (C h r istm a s); MP 4 
(C h r istm a s, 1949); MP 50 (Campaigns, M is c e lla n e o u s ) .

174MP 9 (F -G ).

^■’in te r v ie w , Anonymous.
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o c c u r . A fte r  a l l ,  the l i n e a l  a n c e s to r  of th e V ito  M arcantonio P o l i t i c a l

A s s o c ia t io n  was th e F io r e l lo  LaGuardia A s s o c ia t io n .  But LaGuardia had a

p r o te g e — M arcantonio; the l a t t e r  had n on e. In la r g e  part t h is  was a

fu n c t io n  o f M arcanton io 's p e r s o n a l i ty .  One c lo s e  a s s o c ia t e  sp e c u la te d

th a t  M arcantonio d id  not have a p ro teg e  b ecau se "he found too  much f a u lt

w ith  p e o p le ."  She fu r th e r  noted  h is  s e l f - c e n t e r e d n e s s :  "He was

17 fiin t e r e s t e d  in  anyone who was in t e r e s t e d  in  him." The absence o f an 

h e ir  apparent a ls o  r e f l e c t e d  the d if f e r e n c e  in  s t y l e  betw een LaGuardia 

and M arcanton io . The form er l e f t  the d a y -to -d a y  o p e r a tio n  o f h is  

m achine to  M arcantonio w h ile  he a tten d ed  to  th e  b u s in e ss  o f C ongress. 

M arcantonio d id  b o th , b e l ie v in g  th a t  a major cause o f LaG uardia's d e fe a t  

by L an zetta  in  1932 was h is  a lo o fn e s s  from h is  c o n s t i t u e n t s .

Furtherm ore th e r e  i s  no e v id e n c e  th a t  w ith in  E ast Harlem M arcanton io 's  

p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n iz a tio n  c o n tr ib u ted  to  th e  developm ent o f s e l f - h e lp  

o r g a n iz a tio n s  such as ten a n t o r g a n iz a t io n s .  In 1936, when the d ir e c to r  

of a w e lfa r e  ce n te r  attem pted  to  bar M arcan ton io 's  a id e s  from h e lp in g  

p eop le  who were a p p ly in g  fo r  a s s i s t a n c e ,  he w ired them: "[We] w i l l  have 

to  r e f e r  t h i s  m atter to  unemployed c o u n c ils  and tak e  a p p ro p ria te  

a c t io n . " ^ 7  With the d e c l in e  of th e Workers A ll ia n c e  in  the la t e  

t h i r t i e s ,  how ever, no o th er d ir e c t - a c t io n  p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n iz a tio n  emerged 

in  E ast Harlem . The most s e r io u s  attem pt to  p o l i t i c i z e  E a st Harlem was 

v e s te d  in  th e  Harlem L e g i s la t iv e  C onferen ce. But t h is  provided  no 

o p p o rtu n ity  to  d evelop  lo c a l  le a d e r sh ip :  M arcantonio was i t s  p r e s id e n t ,

and i t s  s t a f f  was composed o f Communist Party  f u n c t io n a r ie s .  E s p e c ia l ly

176 In te r v ie w , Berman.

•'■^Marcantonio to  M u ccio lo , A p r il 30, 1936. MP 46 (A id e 's  
R ep o rts , M u ccio lo , '3 6 ) .



a f t e r  th e dem ise of the Workers A ll ia n c e  and the Harlem L e g i s la t iv e

C onferen ce, the e n t ir e  th r u st  o f  M arcan ton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n iz a tio n

was to  encourage p eop le  to  seek  i t s  a s s i s t a n c e ,  not to  seek  r e s o lu t io n

of t h e ir  problem s in  any o th er  manner. I t s  o th er  e f f o r t s  were devoted

to  m o b iliz in g  E a st H arlem 's r e s id e n t s  to  r e g i s t e r  and to  c a s t  t h e ir

b a l l o t s .  I n c r e a s in g ly  th e se  ta sk s  were c a r r ie d  out by o u t s id e r s .  In

v iew  of t h i s ,  i t  i s  not s u r p r is in g  th a t  so l i t t l e  of E ast H arlem 's

r a d ic a l  t r a d it io n  su r v iv e d  M arcanton io . In 1952, fo r  exam ple, when 
M arcantonio s a t  out the e l e c t io n  w h ile  w a it in g  fo r  the D em ocra tic /

R ep u b lica n /L ib e ra l p arty  c o a l i t io n  behind James Donovan to  f a l l  a p a r t,

th e  ALP's c a n d id a te , V ito  M ag li, r e c e iv e d  o n ly  6 ,6 6 3  v o t e s .  Two yea rs

b e fo r e , M arcantonio had garnered  3 6 ,0 9 5 .1 7 8  N o n e th e le s s , inasmuch as

h is  d e fe a t  in  1950 and d ea th  in  1954 occu rred  in  th e m id st o f an in te n s e

n ation w id e  r e p r e s s io n  o f th e  p o l i t i c a l  l e f t ,  i t  i s  most d i f f i c u l t  to

determ ine th e d egree  to  which the c o l la p s e  o f th e  l e f t  movement in  E ast

Harlem was due to th e p erson a lism o  o f i t s  p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n iz a t io n , or to

th e  p o l i t i c a l  c l im a te  o f th e  t im e . (S e e  p . 82)

1 7 8 -c ity  R epublicans Gain 3 House S e a t s ,"  New York Times 
(November 5 , 19 5 2 ), p . 21 .



1 V
CHAPTER V 

EAST HARLEM: AN OVERVIEW

M arcantonio en tered  h is  e l e c t o r a l  campaigns o s t e n s ib ly  w e l l -  

equipped fo r  v ic t o r y .  He was an a t t r a c t iv e  f ig u r e ,  an e f f e c t i v e  

sp ea k er , hard w ork ing, and s in g le -m in d e d ly  devoted  to  th e g o a l o f being  

a consummate p o l i t i c i a n .  At h is  d is p o s a l  was th e  American Labor P a rty ,

a p arty  th a t  h e ld  the b a lan ce  o f power in  h is  own d i s t r i c t  and was a

major fo r c e  in  New York C ity  p o l i t i c s .  A sid e  from p ro v id in g  s u b s t a n t ia l  

numbers o f v o te s  fo r  him, the ALP bargained  w ith  th e  D em ocratic and 

R epublican  p a r t ie s  in  such a way th a t o p p o s it io n  to  M arcantonio was 

e lim in a te d  or d e f le c t e d .  M oreover, he had in  h is  c o n tr o l a 

p r o f e s s io n a l ly  s t a f f e d  and la v i s h ly  fin a n ced  p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n iz a tio n  a b le  

to  p rov id e  a wide array o f s e r v ic e s  on a mass s c a l e .  Accompanying the  

s e r v ic e -d is p e n s in g  arm of t h is  machine was a corps o f v o lu n te e r s ,

numbering in  the th ou san d s, which ensured  th a t  th e  maximum number of h is

p o t e n t ia l  v o te r s  r e g is t e r e d  to  v o te  and c a s t  t h e ir  b a l l o t s .  As a

n o to r io u s  r a d ic a l ,  how ever, h is  ap p eal was sh a rp ly  c u r t a i l e d .  Most of

h is  c o n s t itu e n ts  d id  not agree w ith  h is  o v e r a l l  p o l i t i c s  and would not 

have been w i l l in g  to  v o te  fo r  him . T his r e a l i t y  was dem onstrated  by the  

v o t e r s ' b eh av ior in  Y o r k v il le .  Here h is  v o te  hovered below  th e 30 

p ercen t mark from 1944 u n t i l  h is  f in a l  e l e c t io n  in  1950. With a l l  the

r e so u r c e s  M arcantonio brought to  th e se  e l e c t i o n s ,  h is
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v ic t o r i e s  were dependent upon a r e c e p t iv e  e l e c t o r a t e .  T his e l e c t o r a t e  

e x is t e d  in  E ast Harlem, which in  e ig h t  e l e c t io n s  (se v e n  C on gression a l 

and one M ayoral) c a s t  a m a jo r ity  o f i t s  b a l lo t s  fo r  the r a d ic a l  

Congressman. Even in  1950, when he ran s o l e l y  under th e  ALP's banner 

a g a in s t  a c o a l i t io n  can d id ate  o f th e D em ocratic , R ep u b lican , and L ib e r a l  

P a r t ie s ,  n e a r ly  60 p ercent o f t h is  a r e a ’s e l e c t o r a t e  voted  fo r  the  

b eleagu ered  p o l i t i c i a n .  Had M arcanton io ’ s C o n g ressio n a l d i s t r i c t  

con tin u ed  to be coterm inous w ith  E a st Harlem th ere  i s  no reason  to doubt 

th a t  he would have been r e - e le c t e d  i n d e f i n i t e l y .  A stu d y  o f the  

M arcantonio phenomenon i s  then as much as an yth in g  e l s e  a stud y  o f the  

p eop le  who vo ted  fo r  him.

E ast Harlem i s  an area  o f 253 b lo ck s  o rgan ized  on a g r id - l ik e  

p a tte r n . I t s  northern  boundary i s  E ast 142nd S t r e e t ,  i t s  sou th ern  

boundary E ast 96 th  S t r e e t ,  w h ile  th e  E a st R iver bounds i t  on the e a s t ,  

and F i f t h  Avenue on the w e s t . (S ee  Map 2) In th e  1860s the a rea , then  

known as Harlem F l a t s ,  was a major garbage dump, and th e land between  

E ast 90th  and E ast 105th  S tr e e t s  was co n sid ered  th e "most u n h ea lth y  in  

the e n t ir e  m e tr o p o lis ."  I t  d id  not im prove much. An a r t i c l e  in  an 1875

is s u e  of the New York Times r e fe r r e d  to the " v illa in o u s"  odor th a t

"overspreads t h is  d i s t r i c t ,  and grows more and more p e r c e p t ib le  as the  

season  ad van ces."  The F ir s t  Report o f th e  Tenement House Commission of 

the C ity  o f New York, 1901-1902 d e sc r ib e d  the uptown s id e  o f 108th  

S tr e e t  betw een Second and Third Avenues as " r e a lly  an e y e s o r e . The 

houses are le a se d  and su b lea sed  w ith  so rd id  s p e c u la t io n  . . .  a

circu m stan ce th a t precluded  a l l  a ttem p ts on the part of th e  l e s s e e  to

make r e p a ir s  w ithout being  com pelled  to  do so by the departm ent [o f  

h o u s in g ] , and t h is  i s  the reason  why rag d e a le r s  and p ed d lers have found
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t h e ir  q u arters  on t h is  b lo ck ."  T h is rep o rt fu r th e r  documents flo o d ed  

c e l l a r s ,  dead anim als in  c e l l a r s ,  yards f u l l  o f t r a s h ,  and o th er  s ig n s  

o f a slum . E ast Harlem, a lon g  w ith  H e l l ' s  K itch en  on M anhattan's West 

S id e , became a major c e n te r  of th e s la u g h te r in g  in d u s tr y , which  

d iscou raged  a l l  but the p o o r e s t  New Yorkers from r e s id in g  t h e r e . *

By 1887 th e  Second and Third Avenue e le v a te d  ra ilw a y s  ran to  

129th  S tr e e t ;  in  1919 th e c o n s tr u c t io n  o f th e  L ex in g to n  Avenue subway 

reached  E ast Harlem.^ The c o n s tr u c t io n  o f mass tr a n s p o r ta t io n  led  to  an 

" u n p a ra lle le d  wave o f r e s id e n t i a l  c o n s tr u c t io n ,"  tran sform in g  th e area  

alm ost o v ern ig h t in to  row a f t e r  row o f lo n g , narrow dum bbell tenem ents  

and r a i lr o a d  f l a t s  a lon g  th e  e a s t  s id e  o f Third Avenue and n orth  o f E ast 

100th  S t r e e t .^

The bu lk  o f E ast H arlem 's h ou sin g  s to c k  c o n s is te d  o f massed o ld -  

law ten em en ts, th a t i s ,  m u lt ip le - fa m ily  d w e llin g s  b u i l t  b e fo re  enactm ent 

o f the Tenement Laws o f 1901.^  These l a t e r  laws m andated, among o th er  

t h in g s ,  th a t  o n ly  a c e r ta in  p ercen ta g e  o f a l o t  be occu p ied  by a 

d w e ll in g , th a t  each room have a window, and th a t  each apartm ent have a 

t o i l e t  and b a th tu b . The on ly  area o f  E ast Harlem where any s ig n i f i c a n t  

amount of New Law h ou sing  was b u i l t  was in  the p r e v io u s ly  s p a r se ly  

p op u la ted  b lock s betw een Madison and F i f t h  Avenues im m ed iate ly  north  o f  

100th  S t r e e t — a s e c t io n  in c o n v e n ie n t  to  most r a p id - t r a n s i t  f a c i l i t i e s .

*As quoted in  N els  A nderson, "The S o c ia l  A n teced en ts  of a Slum: A 
D evelopm ental Study o f E ast Harlem Area o f M anhattan I s la n d , New York 
C ity" (P h .D . d i s s e r t a t io n ,  New York U n iv e r s ity ,  1 9 3 0 ), pp. 1 4 2 -43 , 189.

P a t r ic ia  Cayo S ex to n , S p anish  Harlem (New York: Harper & Row, 
1 9 6 5 ), p . 5 .

^ J e ffr e y  S . Gurock, When Harlem Was J ew ish , 1870-1930 (New York: 
Columbia U n iv e r s ity  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 9 ), p . HT!

“̂ Margaret Campbell T i l l e y ,  "The Boy Scout Movement in  E a st  
Harlem” (P h .D . d i s s e r t a t io n ,  New York U n iv e r s ity ,  19 3 5 ), p . 31 .
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Here thousands of sm a ll th r e e - s to r y  p r iv a te  r e s id e n c e s  were rep la ced  by 

s ix - s t o r y  New Law tenements,"* w h ile  throughout th e r e s t  o f th e  area  

s to r e s  l in e d  th e ground f lo o r s  o f tenem ents fa c in g  n o r th -so u th  avenues 

and some th e most im portant e a s t -w e s t  s t r e e t s .  B ecause most d ev e lo p ers  

escaped  th e  lo t - d w e l l in g  p ercen ta g e  by b u ild in g  b e fo r e  th e new codes 

were e n a c te d , overcrow ding became a m assive  problem , aggravated  fu r th e r  

by the a lm ost t o t a l  absence o f p a rk s . F ourteen  b lock s o f  E ast H arlem ’s 

w estern  border fa ced  C en tra l Park, but w ith in  E ast Harlem i t s e l f  th ere  

was on ly  one park, Thomas J e f fe r s o n  Park, w hich was about th r e e  c i t y  

b lock s in  a r e a . In th e m id - t h ir t i e s ,  t h i s  ex trem ely  c o n s t r ic t in g  

environm ent was somewhat opened by the c o n s tr u c t io n  o f th e  E ast R iver  

D rive approach to  th e  Triborough B r id g e . As a r e s u l t  o f t h i s  p r o j e c t ,  

dumps and a n tiq u a ted  in d u s t r ia l  s tr u c tu r e s  from N in ety -seco n d  to  125th  

S tr e e t s  were rep la ced  by landscaped  m a lls  w ith  benches and shade t r e e s .^

E ast Harlem has been a p t ly  d e sc r ib e d  as a "dorm itory area  d e n se ly  

populated  a t n ig h t and la r g e ly  occu p ied  by housew ives and c h ild r e n  by 

day." The d i s t r i c t  co n ta in ed  no im portant c o n c e n tr a t io n  o f b u s in e ss  or 

in d u s tr y . S e v e r a l areas th a t had form erly  been devoted  to  b u s in e ss  or 

in d u s t r ia l  use w ere, by the 1930s, vacan t and in  a s t a t e  of 

t r a n s i t io n .  In 1937, th e r e  were an e s tim a te d  7 5 ,0 0 0  employed persons in  

E ast Harlem . The area  i t s e l f  provid ed  o n ly  1 4 ,7 0 0  j o b s .  Of the  

r e s id e n t  employed p o p u la tio n , ap p rox im ately  20 p ercen t worked in  East 

Harlem. E ast H arlem 's primary in d u str y  was th e s e r v ic in g  o f i t s  own

^Gurock, p . 45 .

^ F ederal W rite rs ' P r o je c t ,  The WPA Guide to  New York C ity : A 
Comprehensive Guide to  th e F ive  Boroughs of th e  M e tr o p o lis— M anhattan, 
B rooklyn , the Bronx, Q ueens, and Richmond (New York: Pantheon Books, 
1 9 8 2 ), p . 270.



n e e d s . The area  d id  h ave, how ever, a s p r in k lin g  o f o th er  in d u s t r ie s ,  

n o ta b ly  fa b r ic  and ap p a re l co n cern s , which were a t t r a c te d  by th e  

a v a i l a b i l i t y  of cheap l o f t  r e n ts  in  the a rea .^

E ast H arlem ’s most s ig n i f i c a n t  a s s e t s  were i t s  p ro x im ity  to  

d i s t r i c t s  o f f e r in g  jo b s  and an e x c e l le n t  tr a n s p o r ta t io n  system  to  move 

i t s  p eo p le  to  them . Every avenue had a t l e a s t  one mode of t r a n s i t ,  w ith  

a subway l i n e  under L ex in g ton  Avenue and e le v a te d  r a i lr o a d s  above Second  

and Third A venues. The o th er  n o r th -so u th  s t r e e t s  were served  by ca b le

Q
cars or s t r e e t c a r s . 0

The a c c e s s i b i l i t y  o f  E ast Harlem to  th e  jo b  m arkets was a major

a t t r a c t io n  fo r  s e t t l i n g  th e r e ,  but was by no means th e o n ly  reason  fo r

th e  in f lu x  o f im m igran ts. M unicipal improvement p r o je c t s  th a t  had

occurred  d uring  th e peak y ea rs  o f im m igration  fo r c e d  many im m igrants

from the Lower E ast S id e  and e lsew h ere  downtown to  r e l o c a t e .  Newer

im m igrants were u nable to  f in d  h ou sing  in  th e t r a d i t io n a l  areas o f

s e t t le m e n t  which had become to o  overcrowded to  accommodate more 
9

f a m i l i e s .

The r e s u l t  cou ld  have been a n t ic ip a te d :  by 1895, E ast H arlem ’s

^Edwin Friedm an, "East Harlem Community Study: 1940-1950"
(M asters t h e s i s ,  New York U n iv e r s ity ,  1 9 5 4 ), p . 19.

O
Abraham K avadlo, "Housing in  Lower E a st Harlem” (T y p ew ritten ,

May 15 , 1 9 3 9 ), p . 17 . MP 13, 1 o f  2 (H ousing in  Lower E ast H arlem ).

^Gurock, p . 2 8 . R eferr in g  to  the l a t e  t h i r t i e s  K avadlo (p . 17) 
noted  th a t :  "In e v a lu a t in g  . . . E a st Harlem by th e fo u r te e n  standards  
la id  down by [most h o u sin g  e x p e r ts ]  one i s  fo rced  to  th e c o n c lu s io n  th a t  
the area r e c e iv e s  a nod o f approval on on ly  on e , th e  l a s t  and fo u r te e n th  
cou n t— more than 80 p ercen t of the t o t a l  wage ea rn ers  spend l e s s  than  
fo r ty  m inutes in  t r a v e l l in g  to  work." F red er ick  M. Thrasher noted  th a t  
in  1930, o f  the 220 s t r e e t  in t e r s e c t io n s  in  th e area  s t r e e t c a r s  stopped  
a t 160 . " F in a l Report on The J e f fe r s o n  Park Branch o f th e  B oys' Club of 
New York" (T y p ew r itten , c a . 1 9 3 5 ), p . 100.
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p o p u la tio n  to t a le d  2 4 1 ,0 0 0 , ranking i t  second in  d e n s ity  o n ly  to  the  

even  more co n g ested  Lower E ast S i d e . ^  By 1910, housed p r a c t i c a l ly  to  

th e  b reak in g  p o in t ,  th e  p o p u la tio n  peaked a t  3 4 1 ,0 0 0 .^

The waves of newcomers who in h a b ite d  E a st Harlem n ever turned i t  

in t o  a m e lt in g  p o t .  R ather, th ey  organ ized  th em se lv es  in to  s e l f -  

co n ta in ed  com m u n ities. By 1890, n e a r ly  o n e -h a lf  o f th e d i s t r i c t ' s  

r e s id e n t s  were German- and Ir ish -A m eriea n s who had s e t t l e d  th e r e  in  

alm ost eq u a l num bers. Am erican-born p eop le  now r e p r e se n te d  l e s s  than  

o n e -th ir d  o f th e expanding uptown p o p u la t io n . The German and I r i s h  

com m unities d e c l in e d  as r a p id ly  as th ey  r o se :  betw een 1900 and 1910, th e

combined German and I r i s h  p o p u la tio n s  dropped from about 50 p ercen t to

12l e s s  than 2 0  p ercen t o f  th e  t o t a l  population®

^ T h r a sh e r , " F in a l R eport,"  p .  6 7 .

H"W est Harlem and E a st Harlem: P o p u la tio n ."  Compiled by the  
W elfare C oun cil o f  New York C ity , based on U n ited  S ta te s  Census Bureau 
d a ta . CC. U nited  S ta te s  Department of Commerce Census Bureau: 1940 
(W ashington, D .C .: U nited  S ta te s  P r in t in g  O f f i c e ,  1 9 4 0 ).

1 0Gurock, p . 2 8 . Anderson d isco v ere d  (p . 183) th a t  i t  was the
Ir ish -A m erica n s who were r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  the f i r s t  recorded  in s ta n c e  of
r a d ic a lis m  in  E a st Harlem . In 1885 th e r e  was a g e n e r a l a g i t a t io n  among 
tenem ent d w e lle r s ,  who banded to g e th e r  in  numerous E ast Harlem s t r e e t  
m e e tin g s , fo r  ren t r e d u c t io n s . The New York Times d e sc r ib e d  t h i s  f i r s t  
movement o f i t s  k ind fo r  th e area:

"The s o r t  o f t a lk  has been go in g  on in  Harlem fo r  n e a r ly  th ree  
w eek s. When th e  men g e t  home from work a t n ig h t ,  th ey  do n o th in g  
but t a lk  about organ ized  o p p o s it io n  to  th e la n d lo r d s , and during  
th e  day the women d o n 't keep t h e ir  tongues i d l e .  A ccording to  
th e f a c t s  g iv e n  to  the Times r e p o r te r  l a s t  n ig h t ,  t h i s  
'P a r n e l l i s m , ' as the p eop le  concerned are p le a se d  to  c a l l  i t ,  
ex ten d s from 100th S tr e e t  to  about 120th  S tr e e t  and from
L exin gton  to  F ir s t  Avenue. I t  i s  not a spontaneous movement, but
th e r e s u l t  of an a c t iv e  can vass on the part o f tw e lv e  men who got 
to  ta lk in g  over h igh  r e n ts  one n ig h t  in  a grocery  s to r e ."

U lt im a te ly , many o f th e s t r ik in g  te n a n ts  moved and th e la n d lo r d s  were 
fo rced  to  reduce r e n t s .



T his d e c l in e  can be measured by th e changing p a tte r n s  in  church  

m em bership. In 1930, o f the t h ir t y - t h r e e  churches in  E ast Harlem, o n ly  

e ig h t  had e i t h e r  e x c lu s iv e ly  or predom inantly  German and German-American 

membership, and even th a t membership had ex p er ien ced  tremendous 

d e c l in e s .  For exam ple, S t .  John’ s Lutheran Church, w ith  two thousand  

members in  1910, had but 196 in  1930. O v e r a ll,  th e  average number o f  

w orsh ippers a t  most of th e se  e ig h t  churches was two hundred, p r a c t ic a l ly  

a l l  o f whom had moved from E ast Harlem but retu rn ed  to  p a r t ic ip a te  in  

th e  Germ an-language s e r v i c e s . One German church d id  conduct a Sunday 

s c h o o l,  but i t  had to  r e ly  on c h ild r e n  from oth er  e th n ic  groups to  

in c r e a se  a t t e n d a n c e .^

I t  was the r a p id ly  growing Jew ish  community th a t  rep la ced  the  

German- and Ir ish -A m erica n s e a s t  o f Third Avenue, e v e n tu a lly  peaking in  

1919 a t  128 ,000  p e o p le . W ithin a few  yea rs  th e Jew ish  p o p u la tio n  

d e c lin e d  p r e c ip it o u s ly :  from 122 ,000  in  1923, to  5 2 ,0 0 0  in  1927, to  

15 ,000  in  1932, to  4 ,0 0 0  in  1937. The number of synagogues and sm all 

p la c e s  o f w orsh ip  d ecreased  a c c o r d in g ly  from tw en ty -n in e  in  1920 to  

th r e e  in  1 9 3 5 .^  Throughout th e f o r t i e s ,  how ever, Jews con tin u ed  to  own 

many o f E ast H arlem 's houses and s h o p s ,^  and a ls o  rep re se n ted  a 

s ig n i f i c a n t  p ro p o rtio n  of i t s  p r o f e s s i o n a l s .^

*^May Case Marsh, "The L if e  and Work o f th e Churches in  an 
I n t e r s t i t i a l  Area" (P h .D . d i s s e r t a t io n ,  New York U n iv e r s ity ,  1932 ), pp. 
4 8 6 -9 7 , 5 0 0 -2 .

^"W est Harlem and E ast Harlem P o p u la tio n ."

^ E . W arberg, "Data R egarding th e Jew ish  P o p u la tio n  in  th e  Area 
from 92nd to  122nd S t r e e t s  betw een F i f t h  Avenue and the E a st R iver ."  
T y p ew ritten . CC.

^"Community Survey,"  c a . l a t e  t h i r t i e s .  CC.



West of F i f th  Avenue ad ja cen t to  Jew ish  E ast Harlem was a second  

Jew ish  community, t h i s  one in  C en tra l Harlem, which in  1919 housed f i f t y  

thousand p e o p le .^  Both were c o n v e n ie n tly  lumped to g e th e r  as "Jewish  

H arlem ,” even though the two were very  d i f f e r e n t .  What d is t in g u is h e d  

one from the o th er  was th e q u a lity  o f i t s  h ou sing  s to c k . The Jews in  

E ast H arlem 's d e t e r io r a t in g ,  overcrowded tenem ents were rec en t a r r iv a ls  

from E a stern  Europe; C en tra l H arlem 's su p e r io r  h ou sing  a t tr a c te d  m id d le-  

c la s s  Jews o f both  German and E a stern  European o r ig in s .  In  1905, 

t h e r e f o r e ,  23 to  26 p ercen t of C en tra l H arlem 's Jew ish  heads of 

h ou seh o ld s h e ld  "high w h ite -c o lla r "  o c c u p a t io n s , and o n ly  3 .5  p ercen t  

worked in  u n s k il le d  and m en ia l s e r v ic e  jo b s;  in  E ast Harlem o n ly  2 

p ercen t o f th e  Jew ish  heads of h ou seh o ld s h e ld  h igh  w h it e - c o l la r  

p o s i t io n s ,  w h ile  11  p erce n t h e ld  u n s k i l le d ,  m en ia l s e r v ic e  jobs.*®

By 1930, a l l  e th n ic  groups e x c e p t  Ita lo -A m er ica n s  and Puerto  

R icans were in  d e c l in e :  th o se  Germans, I r i s h ,  and Jews who remained  

rep re se n ted  th e r e s id u e  o f  p rev io u s e th n ic  fo r m a tio n s . West o f Third  

Avenue and n orth  of E ast 120th  S t r e e t ,  in  what had been part o f Jew ish  

Harlem, B lacks began to  predom inate. E ast H arlem 's B lack p o p u la tio n  

in c r e a se d  from 13 .7  p erce n t in  1930 to  20 p ercen t in  1950. (P art of the  

f ig u r e s  in c lu d e s  "colored"  P uerto  R ican s, who were counted  as 

" B la c k s ." ) The B lacks d id  n o t ,  how ever, form a se p a r a te  community in  

E ast Harlem. T heir p resen ce  was the r e s u l t  o f C en tra l H arlem 's

^ ’’West Harlem and E ast Harlem P o p u la tio n ."  

l^G urock, pp . 1 7 5 -7 7 .
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In the period  which i s  most r e le v a n t  to t h i s  work, 1930-1950 ,  

E ast Harlem's p o p u la t io n  d e c l in e d  from 2 55 ,000  in  1930 to  211 ,000  in  

1940, and th en  in  resp on se  to  the postw ar h ou sin g  sh o r ta g e  and the  

m assive  i n f l u x  o f  Puerto R ican s , i t  ro se  to  246 ,000  in  1950.20  i t s  

e t h n ic  com p osit ion  was dominated by two h ig h ly  s e l f - c o n t a i n e d  

com m unities , I t a l i a n  Harlem and E l B a r r io .  These were the la r g e s t  

I ta lo -A m er ica n  and Puerto R ican communities in  the  c o n t in e n t a l  United  

S t a t e s . 21 West o f  Third Avenue and sou th  o f  E ast  120th  S t r e e t ,  El 

B arrio  grew from 13 ,000  i n  1930, to 20 ,0 0 0  in  1940, to  6 3 ,0 0 0  in  

1950.22  S t a r t in g  i n  1880, th e  I t a l i a n s  began s e t t l i n g  in  East Harlem 

e a s t  of Third Avenue. In 1930, I t a l i a n  H arlem 's p o p u la t io n  peaked a t

" P op ulation  Trends—E a st  Harlem 1930-1940 ."  CC; Friedman, pp. 
4 2 -4 3 .  A study  p u b lish ed  in  1953 n o ted :  " P artly  because o f  the  
s u b s id ia r y  r e l a t io n s h i p  o f  the Negro a rea  [o f  E ast  Harlem] to  Harlem, 
organ ized  s o c i a l  l i f e  i s  c o n s id e r a b ly  l e s s  d eveloped  than in  C en tra l  
Harlem." T h is  s tu d y  d e sc r ib e d  the area  as a "port of e n t r y ” fo r  new 
a r r i v a l s  to  th e  c i t y  from th e  South, but a l s o  in  s i z a b l e  numbers from 
the  West I n d i e s .  These groups were rep orted  to  re n t  apartm ents in  the  
area fo r  lack  of b e t t e r  accommodations and then l a t e r  "move to b e t t e r  
q u arters  in  C en tra l Harlem when they  are ab le  to  f in d  them." I n d i c a t iv e  
of t h i s  t r a n s ie n c e  was the absence of "any la r g e  Black church, and th o se  
of  medium s i z e  have s t i f f  co m p e t it io n  w ith  th o se  of Harlem proper."  I t  
was noted  th a t  t h i s  lack  might account fo r  the " m u l t i p l i c i t y  of s t o r e ­
fr o n t  churches in  [ th e  Negro s e c t i o n ]  of E ast Harlem." The P r o te s ta n t  
Churches o f  E ast Harlem: Report o f  a Survey by th e  P a th f in d e r  S e r v ic e  
fo r  th e  Churches w ith  Recommendations by L ocal P r o te s ta n t  M in is te r s  (New 
York: June 1947),  passim . MP.

2 0  ••Francesco  C ordasco, "Ethnic D isp lacem ent in  E a s t  Harlem,"
Phylon ( F a l l  1970),  pp. 3 0 7 -9 .

O 1
■̂A0n I t a l i a n  Harlem as the l a r g e s t  I ta lo -A m er ica n  community, see  

f o o tn o te  3 on p . 16; on El Barrio  as the l a r g e s t  P uerto  Rican community, 
s e e  fo o tn o te  3 on p. 281.

^ " C o n c e r n i n g  P orto-R ican  P o p u la t io n  in  E ast  Harlem," memorandum 
by E. Warberg, December 2 , 1935, based on s t a t i s t i c s  com piled by the  
Labor Department of the Government of P uerto  R ico; " P o p u la t io n /
Trends." CC; Cordasco, "Ethnic D isp la cem en t ,"  pp. 3 0 7 -9 .
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8 0 ,0 0 0 :  i t  numbered app roxim ate ly  5 0 ,0 0 0  in  1950. (These f ig u r e s  

in c lu d e  on ly  f i r s t -  and s e c o n d -g e n e r a t io n  I t a l i a n s ;  the th ir d  g e n e r a t io n  

was counted as n a t iv e  b o r n .)

From 1938 o n , both  I t a l i a n  Harlem and E l B arrio  provided  

Marcantonio w ith  s im i la r  margins of v i c t o r y .  For example, i n  1948, 59 

p erce n t  of the v o te r s  in  the  F o u rteen th  Assembly D i s t r i c t  (which  

in c lu d e d  E l B a r r io )  and 5 7 .5  p ercen t  in  th e  S ix te e n th  Assembly D i s t r i c t  

( I t a l i a n  Harlem) c a s t  t h e i r  b a l l o t s  fo r  him. 23

At f i r s t  g la n c e ,  t h e s e  two communities appear to  be very  s im i l a r  

and t h e i r  d i f f e r e n c e s  appear to  have been l a r g e l y  g e n e r a t io n a l ;  th a t  i s ,  

E l B a r r io ’s r e s id e n t s  c o n s i s t e d  p r im a r i ly  of f i r s t -  and seco n d -  

g e n e r a t io n ,  and I t a l i a n  Harlem p r im a r i ly  of s eco n d -  and t h ir d - g e n e r a t io n  

Am ericans. C lose s tu d y ,  however, r e v e a ls  many s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e s  

which r e s u l t e d  in  very  d is p a r a te  m o t iv a t io n s  f o r  t h e i r  p o s i t i v e  resp on se  

to  M arcantonio . For th e s e  r e a s o n s ,  i t  i s  n e c e s s a r y  to  s tu d y  I t a l i a n  

Harlem and E l B arr io  s e p a r a t e ly .

23Arthur Walker Bingham, "The C o n g r ess io n a l E le c t io n s  of V ito  
M arcantonio” (Honors paper, Harvard U n i v e r s i t y ,  1950),  addenda.



CHAPTER VI

ITALIAN HARLEM: 1880-1950

One s c h o la r  d e sc r ib e d  I t a l i a n  Harlem as the "most I t a l i a n  

neighborhood in  th e  U nited  S t a t e s . ” * Almost every  a sp ec t  of t h i s  

community's r e a l i t y  co n tr ib u te d  to d e c e l e r a t in g  a c c u l t u r a t i o n .  The 

C a th o l ic  ch u rch es ,  fo r  example, conducted t h e i r  r e l i g i o u s  s e r v ic e s  in  

I t a l i a n ,  sponsored  f e s t e , and g e n e r a l ly  endorsed t r a d i t i o n a l  mores. 

I t a l i a n  Harlem's very  s i z e  and hom ogeneity a llow ed  fo r  the f l o u r i s h i n g
9

o f  v o lu n ta r y  o r g a n iz a t io n s  and o th er  s u b c u l tu r a l  m a n i f e s t a t i o n s . “ 

Except fo r  p ro v id in g  employment, the o u t s id e  world impinged l i t t l e  on 

t h i s  community. (S e e  p. 164)

The most a s t u t e  ob server  of I t a l i a n  Harlem, Leonard C o v e l lo ,

noted :

As i t  concerns I t a l i a n s  in  a community l i k e  E ast  Harlem . . . a l l  
a d ju stm en ts ,  a l l  accommodations, are made in  terms of an I t a l i a n  
environm en t. I t  i s  the pronounced g r a v i t a t i o n  toward o ld -w orld  
I t a l i a n  s o c i a l  and moral v a lu e s  th a t  makes the community a " L i t t l e

* S a lv a to r e  John LaGuraina, "Case S tu d ie s  in  E t h n ic i t y  and I t a l o -  
American P o l i t i c i a n s , "  p u b lish ed  in  The I t a l i a n  E xperience in  th e  United  
S t a t e s , e d s . ,  S i lv a n o  M. Tomasi and M adeline H. Engel (New York: Center
fo r  M ig ra t io n  S t u d ie s ,  1973 ) ,  p .  152.

2 hI t  has been noted th a t :  "The num erical s i z e  a lo n e  [o f  an
I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n  community] perm its the e s ta b l is h m e n t  of many I t a l i a n  
c u l t u r a l  and s o c i a l  s e r v ic e s  and c o n tr ib u te s  a l s o  to the lo n g er  s u r v iv a l  
of th e  I t a l i a n  c u l t u r a l  c h a r a c te r .  . . . "  P a tr ic k  G a l lo ,  P o l i t i c a l  
A lie n a t io n  Among the I t a l i a n s  of the New York M etr o p o l ita n  Area 
(Cranbury, N .J . :  F a i r l e i g h  D ick in son  U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  19 7 4 ) ,  p. 46 .



I t a l y , "  a g a la x y  of I t a l i a n  f a m i l i e s  each b eing  a world of i t s  own, 
but a t t r a c t e d  to  each other by the common fa m ily  t r a d i t i o n .  . . .
A l l  t e n d e n c ie s  toward accommodation denoted a ttem p ts  to  e s t a b l i s h  a 
r e p l i c a  of a sou th ern  I t a l i a n  m i l ie u  which would a ssu re  a measure of  
s e c u r i t y  a g a in s t  d e m o r a l i z a t io n .3

The r e s u l t a n t  p r e s e r v a t io n  o f  Southern I t a l i a n  folkw ays a f f e c t e d  I t a l i a n

Harlem in  ways both sm a ll  and la r g e .  For example, Southern I t a l i a n

d r in k in g  custom s, which l im i t e d  a lc o h o l  consumption to  the home, meant

th a t  t h i s  community had few bars or ta v e r n s .  On a tw en ty -b lo ck  s t r e t c h

of  Third Avenue p a s s in g  through I t a l i a n  Harlem th e r e  were on ly  e ig h t

bars and ta v e r n s .^

There i s  every  in d i c a t i o n  th a t  the two most c e n t r a l  f e a tu r e s  of

Southern I t a l i a n  s o c i a l  l i f e — la  fa m ig l ia  and cam panilism o—p o w e rfu lly

su rv iv ed  w i t h in  the m i l ie u  of I t a l i a n  Harlem. La f a m i g i l i a ,  the concept

of fam ily  th at  p r e v a i le d  i n  Southern I t a l y ,  in c lu d e d  a l l  r e l a t i v e s ,  both

by blood and m arr iage . A world unto i t s e l f ,  la  f a m ig l ia  tended to

submerge the in d iv id u a l  and i s o l a t e  him from th o se  o u t s id e  i t s

c i r c l e . 5 C o v e llo  has noted  th a t  among the Southern  I t a l i a n  p ea sa n tr y ,

"Anyone not a member of the f a m i l i a l  group i s  c a l l e d  f o r e s t i e r e

( f o r e i g n e r ) .  . . . O utside the fa m ily  group re ign ed  i n d i f f e r e n c e ,  o f t e n

3
Leonard C o v e l lo ,  The S o c ia l  Background of the I ta lo -A m er ica n  

School C h ild :  A Study o f  the Southern I t a l i a n  Family Mores and Their
E f f e c t  on the S ch oo l S i t u a t io n  in  I t a l y  and America (L e id en , The 
N e th e r la n d s : E .J .  B r i l l ,  1969), p .  349 .

^"Community Survey,"  undated ( c a .  19 3 2 ) ,  u n sig n ed , probably  
compiled by C o v e l lo .  CC. See a l s o ,  P h y l l i s  H. W il l ia m s ,  South I t a l i a n  
Folkways in  Europe and America: A Handbook f o r  S o c ia l  Workers, V i s i t i n g
N urses ,  School T each ers,  and P h y s ic ia n s  (New York: R u s s e l l  and R u s s e l l ,
1969),  p . 94 .

^ S ilvan o  M. Tomasi, P ie ty  and Power: The Role of the I t a l i a n
P a r ish e s  in  the New York M etr o p o l ita n  Area (New York: Center fo r
M igra tion  S t u d i e s ,  1975), p . 31.
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even  h o s t i l i t y . 6 Campanilismo b e s t  t r a n s la t e s  as " v i l la g e -m in d e d n e s s ," 

or extreme p r o v in c ia l i s m :  i t s  antonym i s  co sm op o litan ism . S ilv a n o  

Tomasi s t a t e s  in  h is  s tud y  o f  L‘he I t a l i a n  im m igran ts’ e x p e r ie n c e  w ith  

the C a th o l ic  Church that the "southern I t a l i a n  . . . shows . . . a lm ost  

a p a t h o lo g ic a l  d i s t r u s t  toward persons o u t s id e  th e  sm a ll  c i r c l e  of 

fa m ily  of p r o c r e a t io n ,  d i s t r u s t i n g  l e a s t  th o se  who l i v e  w ith in  the sound 

o f  the l o c a l  church b e l l ." 7  These m ores, which were so w e l l  p reserved  

i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem, led  to a narrow s o c i a l  o u t lo o k .  In  P a tr ic k  G a l lo ' s  

words: "In most of sou thern  I t a l y  and S i c i l y  in d iv id u a l i s m  ra th e r  than

c o l l e c t i v i s m  p r e v a i le d  among the p ea sa n tr y .  But i t  was a fa m i ly -  

cen ter ed  in d iv id u a l i s m  ra th e r  than the American v e r s io n .  L oya lty  to  the  

fam ily  was so s tr o n g  th a t  i t  exc luded  l o y a l t y  to  a la r g e r  community or  

c l a s s .  Both s o c i a l i s m  . . . and trade unions . . . were fo r e ig n  to  t h i s  

peasant m e n t a l i t y . "8  This in t e n s e  f a m i l ia l i s m  not on ly  prevented  

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w ith  extracommunal s o c i a l  movements, i t  retarded

^ C o v e llo ,  S o c ia l  Background, pp. 4 ,  356 .

7 l b i d . ,  pp. 152, 420; W il liam s, pp . 7 ,  9 ,  43; Herbert Gans, The 
Urban V i l l a g e r s :  Group and C lass  in  the L i f e  of the I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s
(New York: Free P r e s s ,  1965 ) ,  p. 163.

^ P a tr ick  G a l lo ,  Old Bread New Wine: A P o r t r a i t  of the I t a l i a n -
Americans (C hicago: N e ls o n -H a ll ,  1981 ) ,  p. 84 . A number of s tu d e n ts  of
th e  I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n  ex p er ien ce  have commented on the p r e s e r v a t io n  of  
t r a d i t i o n a l  Southern  I t a l i a n  mores in  the  U nited  S t a t e s .  Francesco  
Cordasco and Eugene Bucchioni have commented t h a t :  "Fear of i s o l a t i o n
and d i s t r u s t  of s tr a n g e r s  [among Southern  I t a l i a n  immigrants] became 
s tr o n g e r  and deeper in  a new, s tra n g e  co u n tr y ."  The I t a l i a n s :  S o c ia l
Background o f  an American Group ( C l i f t o n ,  N .J . :  K e l ly  P u b l i s h e r s ,
1974), p . 74. George E nrico  P o z z e t ta  concluded: " U nw illing  to g iv e  up
the ways of I t a l y ,  [ th e  Southern I t a l i a n  immigrant] l i v e d  in  a d en se ly  
packed I t a l i a n  co lony  which a llow ed him to com fortab ly  r e t a in  many of  
h i s  treasu red  customs and t r a d i t i o n s .  This l i f e  s h e l t e r e d  him from the 
la r g e r  American s o c i e t y  and r e s u l t e d  in  h i s  narrow, p r o v in c ia l  view  o f  
h i s  adopted homeland." "The I t a l i a n s  o f  New York C ity ,  1890-1914"
(Ph.D. d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  U n iv e r s i ty  o f  North C a r o l in a ,  1971), pp. 179-80 .
See a l s o ,  Gans, pp. 2 0 4 -5 .
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community o r g a n iz a t io n .  I t a l i a n  Harlem 's m i l ie u  p reserv e d  th ese  

t r a d i t i o n a l  Southern I t a l i a n  mores. In a study o f  I ta lo -A m erican  h igh  

s c h o o l  boys conducted in  1943, C o v e l lo  d isc o v e r e d  th a t  immigrant mores 

p e r s i s t e d  among I t a l i a n  Harlem's second and th ir d  g e n e r a t io n .^

N o n e th e le s s ,  i t  was I t a l i a n  Harlem th a t  provided M arcanton io 's  

major base of e l e c t o r a l  su p p o r t .  In 1948, f o r  example, i t  provided  

n e a r ly  40 p ercent  of h i s  v o t e s . I n  t h i s  p e r io d ,  a s id e  from v o t in g  .for  

M arcantonio, t h i s  d i s t r i c t  showed no o ther  ev id e n c e  o f  r a d ic a l i s m ,  

e i t h e r  in  i t s  v o t in g  p a t te r n s  or in  any o th e r  m a n i f e s ta t io n  o f  p o l i t i c a l  

l i f e .  Nor i s  th ere  any o th er  example of any o th e r  I ta lo -A m er ican  

community le n d in g  i t s  support to a r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c i a n .  (S e e  pp. 219-  

25) This chapter  w i l l  p r e se n t  a d e t a i l e d  soc ioecon om ic  p o r t r a i t  o f  t h i s  

community. A f te r  i n v e s t i g a t i n g  th e se  r e a l i t i e s ,  we w i l l  attem pt to

^ C o v e l lo 's  S o c ia l  Background o f  the I ta lo -A m e r ic a n  S ch oo l C hild  
goes fa r  to  document t h i s :  "At l e a s t  where the  community of East Harlem
i s  concerned, the r e t e n t i o n  o f  o ld -w o r ld  p a t te r n s  among th e  second  
g e n e r a t io n  I ta lo -A m er ica n s  i s  c o n s id e r a b le ."  M oreover, h i s  study  
demonstrated th a t  conform ity  to t r a d i t i o n a l  Southern I t a l i a n  mores and 
a t t i t u d e s  was f r e q u e n t ly  as g r e a t — and in  some in s t a n c e s  even g r e a te r —  
among th ir d  g e n e r a t io n  I ta lo -A m er ican  boys in  E ast Harlem than among 
se c o n d -g e n e r a t io n  members.

For exam ple, to  th e  q u e s t io n ,  "Would you want to l i v e  your e n t i r e  
l i f e  c l o s e  to your r e l a t i v e s ? " ,  44 percent of a l l  th e  I t a l i a n  s tu d e n ts  
surveyed  responded p o s i t i v e l y ,  w h i le  the 4 4 .8  p erce n t  o f  th a t  number who 
were th ir d -g e n e r a t io n  responded p o s i t i v e l y .  On the o th er  hand, non-  
H isp an ic  w h ite s  responded p o s i t i v e l y  l e s s  than h a l f  as o f t e n .  To the  
q u e s t io n ,  "Do you th in k  i t  i s  proper fo r  a h igh  sc h o o l  boy to  h e lp  h i s  
s i s t e r  wash d is h e s ? " ,  4 5 .5  p ercent  o f  the I t a l i a n  s tu d e n ts  responded  
y e s ,  but o n ly  3 4 .4  percen t of the th ir d  g e n e r a t io n  answered y e s .  By 
c o n t r a s t ,  7 8 .5  percen t of a l l  o th er  s tu d e n ts  ( in c lu d in g  B la c k s ,  
H isp a n ic s ,  and o ther  n o n - I t a l i a n s )  responded p o s i t i v e l y .  On th e  
p r e s e r v a t io n  of t r a d i t i o n a l  Southern I t a l i a n  mores among secon d - and 
th ir d - g e n e r a t io n  I ta lo -A m erican  sch o o l boys i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem, see  
pp. 3 6 0 -8 1 .  On the g e n e r a l  q u e s t io n  of the p r e s e r v a t io n  o f  campanilismo  
and in t e n s e  f a m i l ia l i s m  in  the  U nited  S t a t e s ,  see  pp. 150, 17 5, 177.

^ A rth u r  Walker Bingham, "The C o n g r ess io n a l E le c t io n s  of V ito  
Marcantonio (Honors paper, Harvard U n i v e r s i t y ,  1950),  addenda.



uncover the reasons fo r  i t s  e n t h u s i a s t i c  resp on se  to  i t s  n a t iv e  so n .

The f i r s t  I t a l i a n s  a r r iv e d  i n  E ast Harlem in  1878, from P o l la  in  

the p rov in ce  of S a ler n o ,  and s e t t l e d  in  the v i c i n i t y  of 115th S t r e e t  

between F i r s t  and Second A v en u e s .H  Almost im m ed ia te ly ,  c la s h e s  between  

th e  I r i s h  and I t a l i a n  p a r is h io n e r s  ( s e e  pp. 2 0 6 -7 )  le d  the l a t t e r  to  

found Our Lady o f  Mount Carmel on E ast  115th S t r e e t  in  1882, which  

became the cynosure o f  I t a l i a n  H a r l e m . 12 By 1910, 6 9 ,0 0 0  I t a l o -  

Americans— one t h ir d  o f  M anhattan’s I t a l i a n s — l i v e d  in  t h i s  

n e ig h b o rh o o d .13 East Harlem's I ta lo -A m er ica n  p o p u la t io n  peaked a t  

e ig h ty  thousand in  1930.

The 1940 census  recorded an 18 p ercen t  p o p u la t io n  d ecre a se  in  

East Harlem 's I ta l ia n -A m er ic a n  s e c t i o n s .  From i t s  p o p u la t io n  of  

app roxim ate ly  6 0 ,0 0 0  a t  th a t  d a te ,  I t a l i a n  Harlem 's p o p u la t io n  fu r th e r  

d e c l in e d  to  about 50 ,0 0 0  i n  1 9 5 0 . ^

May Case Marsh, "The L i f e  and Work o f  the Churches in  an 
I n t e r s t i t i a l  Area" (Ph.D d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  New York U n i v e r s i t y ,  1932 ) ,  
p. 438 .

1^ In terv iew  w ith  o ld  E ast  Harlem r e s id e n t  conducted by S.
B usacca , January 27 , 1936. CC.

1-^Robert Whitney P e e b le s ,  "Leonard C o v e l lo :  A Study of an
Im m igrant's C on tr ib u tion  to  New York City" (Ph.D d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  New York 
U n iv e r s i t y ,  1967 ) ,  p. 78 .

l^No s t a t i s t i c s  on the e th n ic  co m p o sit io n  of E ast Harlem fo r  1950 
e x i s t .  The 1960 cen su s ,  however, rep orted  th a t  E ast  Harlem's non- 
P u erto -R ican  w h ite  p o p u la t io n  was 3 7 ,0 0 0 .  Assuming th a t  the I t a l o -  
American p ro p o rt io n  of t h i s  group remained c o n s ta n t ,  th ere  were 22 ,200  
I ta lo -A m er ican s  rem aining in  E ast  Harlem. We cannot a r r iv e  a t  the  
number o f  I ta lo -A m er ica n s  in  E ast Harlem in  1950 by averag in g  the  
f ig u r e s  of 1940 and 1960. The p o p u la t io n  d ecre a se  in  the f o r t i e s  was 
d e c e le r a te d  by the postwar housing  c r i s i s  and a c c e le r a te d  in  the f i f t i e s  
by the w idespread  p o p u la t io n  d isp lacem en t brought about by m assive  
p u b l ic  hou sing  c o n s t r u c t io n .  The f ig u r e  o f  5 0 ,000  in  1950, t h e r e f o r e ,  
r e p r e se n ts  an educated gu ess  based on the above c o n s id e r a t i o n s .  By 
1970, on ly  3 ,000  I ta lo -A m erican s  remained in  E ast Harlem. F rancesco  
Cordasco, "Ethnic D isp lacem ent in  E a st  Harlem," Phylon ( F a l l  1970), pp. 
3 0 9 -12 .
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I t a l i a n  Harlem's o r i g i n a l  s e t t l e r s  immigrated a lm ost e x c l u s i v e l y  

from Southern I t a l y .  The s p e c i f i c  r e g io n s  of m ig ra t io n  were r e f l e c t e d  

in  the p r e v a i l in g  d i a l e c t s ,  which in  1921 were i d e n t i f i e d  as N e a p o l i ta n ,  

C alab rian ,  S i c i l i a n ,  and S a l e r n i t a n o . 15 Immigrants from th ese  v a r io u s  

s e c t i o n s — even  v i l l a g e s — in  Southern I t a l y  tended to  s e t t l e  to g e th e r  in  

East Harlem. Thus, in  1935, the New York World Telegram rep orted  

t h a t :  "The m a jo r ity  o f  New York C i t y ' s  organ g r in d er s  were

N e a p o l i ta n s .  Most o f  [them] l i v e d  on E ast 105th S t r e e t  between Second  

and F i r s t  Avenues in  E ast  Harlem ."16 One s tu d e n t  of E ast Harlem noted  

th a t  on every  s t r e e t  were immigrants from d i f f e r e n t  l o c a l i t i e s :  on East  

112th S t r e e t ,  a s e t t le m e n t  of newcomers from B ar i;  on E a st  107th S t r e e t  

between F i r s t  Avenue and th e  East R iv e r ,  p eop le  from Sarno near N aples;  

on E a st  100th S t r e e t ,  many n orth ern  I t a l i a n s  from P is c e n to ;  on E ast  

107th S t r e e t  between F i r s t  and Second Avenues, S i c i l i a n s  from S an tia g o ;  

and on E ast  109th S t r e e t ,  a h o s t  of C a la b r ia n s .17

The b e s t  so u rces  from which to g le a n  the e a r l i e s t  e x p e r ie n c e s  o f

I t a l i a n  H a r lem ite s  are  the  o r a l  h i s t o r i e s  c o l l e c t e d  from o ld  r e s id e n t s

by s tu d e n ts  of C o v e l lo .  (See f . n .  22, p .  13) In one in t e r v ie w

conducted in  1936, the person  q u es t io n ed  r e c a l l e d  th a t

In 1875 a c o n tr a c t  was l e t  to the f irm  o f  J .D .  Crimmins to  b u i ld  the
Horse Car R a ilroad  from 125th S t r e e t  to C ity  H a l l .  The e n t e r p r i s e
req u ired  many la b o r e r s  and up to t h i s  p o in t  the  employees were 
e x c l u s i v e l y  I r i s h .  I t  was customary on payday f o r  a l l  Irishm en to
spend h is  money fo r  l iq u o r ,  and go on a t h r e e -  or fou r-d ay

^Edw in  Fenton , Immigrants and U nions, A Case Study: I t a l i a n s
and American Labor, 1870-1920 (New York: Arno P r e s s ,  1975),  p. 4 1 .

16"The Last o f  New York's Organ G rinders Drink V a le d ic to r y  Toast  
to  'Da M u sica , '"  New York World Telegram (December 31, 1935),  p . 1.

l^ I r v in g  V. S o l l i n s ,  "A S o c i o - S t a t i s t i c a l  A n a ly s is  of Boys' Club 
Membership" (Ph.D d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  New York U n i v e r s i t y ,  19 3 6 ) ,  p. 43 .
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b in g e .  . . . Crimmins was com pelled  to  tak e  the d r a s t i c  s t e p s  . . . 
r u l in g  th at  anyone a b se n t in g  h im s e l f  more than once any month would 
be d is m is s e d .  This r u l in g  angered h i s  em ployees ,  and soon a mass 
m eeting  was c a l l e d  and [ i t  was] dec id ed  to go on s t r i k e  fo r  more 
money. The s t r i k e  c o m p le te ly  para lyzed  work a l l  a lon g  the 
r a i lw a y .  . . .

I t  l a t e r  became known th a t  the p a r is h  p r i e s t  and Crimmins had 
v i s i t e d  th e  C ardinal of the  D io cese  o f  New York and a few days l a t e r  
he s e t  out f o r  I t a l y ,  r e tu r n in g  w ith  a sh ip lo a d  of I t a l i a n s  a l l  
la b o r e r s  fo r  the r a i lw a y .

Another in t e r v ie w  a l s o  conducted in  1936, rep o r te d :

B efore  1875, th ere  were very  few, i f  any, I t a l i a n s  i n  East  
Harlem, but between 1875 and 1876, due to  a s t r i k e  on the ra i lw ay  
l i n e  then under c o n s t r u c t io n ,  J .D .  Crimmins, th e  c o n tr a c to r ,  
im ported many I t a l i a n  la b o r e r s  to  take the p la c e  of the s t r i k e r s .

Most of the  I t a l i a n s  came from the c o u n tr y s id e  o f  P oten za ,  
[and] i n  many ca ses  the  male p o r t io n  o f  fa m ily  came to work fo r  
Crimmins, who advanced t h e i r  t r a n s p o r ta t io n  and the n e c e ssa r y  board 
and l o d g in g s .  This group was composed of about 1 ,0 0 0 .

As a w ho le ,  the group was i l l i t e r a t e ,  most o f  them being o f  
peasant s t o c k .

The o r i g i n a l  group, upon a r r i v a l ,  were lodged  In the s t a b l e s  
o f  the Mount M orris Race Track; as t h e i r  number in c r e a s e d ,  they were 
moved in t o  s h a n t ie s  a t  106th S t r e e t  and F i r s t  Avenue. In th e se  
s h a n t i e s ,  groups would be formed, cook in g  would be done in  turn by 
each in d iv i d u a l ,  food would be brought from the commissary on c r e d i t  
payable on payday, from which they  would a l s o  deduct part of th e  
fa r e  advanced them, as w e l l  as money charged them f o r  breakage of  
t o o l s .  I t  was not uncommon fo r  some of the la b o r e r s ,  a f t e r  having  
worked a whole week, to  f in d  h im s e l f  in  d e b t .  . . . Their pay ranged 
from 95 c e n ts  to  $ 1 .2 5  per day. . . .

The o r i g i n a l  group of s e t t l e r s  in  E ast Harlem had not 
in ten d ed  to  s ta y  here permanently and looked forward to the day 
when, f r e e  from debt and w ith  a few accumulated d o l l a r s ,  they  could  
go back home, buy a p ie c e  of land or a l i t t l e  h ou se .  . . . Each week 
on payday, most of th e se  workers would make t h e i r  way downtown to 
the fo r e ig n  exchange o f f i c e  and send the major part of t h e i r  
e a r n in g s  h o m e .^

Another source  d i s c l o s e s  th a t  the I t a l i a n s  s e t t l i n g  in  E ast  Harlem were 

con s id ered  a "source of embarrassment and d i s p le a s u r e  to the r ic h e r  

peop le  who l i v e d  nearby. The sm e l l s  th a t  emanated from t h e ir  ' v i l e

^ I n t e r v i e w  w ith  o ld  E ast Harlem r e s i d e n t ,  no o th e r  data  e v id e n t  
on document. CC.

^ I n t e r v i e w  w ith  o ld  E ast  Harlem r e s i d e n t ,  no o th e r  data  ev id e n t  
on document. CC.
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ten em en ts ' annoyed t h e ir  brownstone n e ig h b o r s . ” 2 0

These r e c o l l e c t i o n s  about I t a l i a n  Harlem's o r i g in s  correspond to  

th e  g e n e r a l  o u t l i n e s  of the I t a l i a n  im m igrants' e x p e r ie n c e  in  the U nited  

S ta te s  during t h i s  e a r ly  p e r io d .  They were w id e ly  d isd a in ed  by the  

a lr e a d y  s e t t l e d  urban r e s i d e n t s .  N ationwide xenophobia peaked between  

the y e a r s  1908 and 1912, when I t a l i a n s  c o n s t i t u t e d  the l a r g e s t  s i n g l e  

immigrant group in  the U nited  S t a t e s .  New Yorkers crea ted  t h e i r  own 

h y s t e r ia  about I t a l i a n  c r i m i n a l i t y ,  which was h e ig h ten ed  by the frequen t  

use of I t a l i a n  la b o r e r s  as s t r ik e b r e a k e r s .21

Surrounded by h o s t i l i t y  and con sign ed  to p oor ly  paid lo w - s t a t u s  

o c c u p a t io n s ,  the  Southern I t a l i a n  immigrants in  E a st  Harlem rea c ted  as 

d id  Southern I t a l i a n  immigrants throughout th e  U nited  S ta te s :  they

w i t h d r e w . 22 For t h i s  group o f  im m igrants, a t  l e a s t ,  America was to a 

la r g e  e x te n t  a "source o f  d e p r iv a t io n  and e x p l o i t a t i o n . "23 A rr iv in g  in  

America i l l - e q u i p p e d  f o r  soc ioeconom ic  m o b i l i t y  and con fron ted  by 

d i s c r im in a t io n ,  many of them chose the " s e c u r i ty  of the g h e t to  as a 

home, or  perhaps a home w ith in  the g h e t to  provided  a s a t i s f y i n g

2 0 p o z z e t t a ,  pp. 1 2 1 - 2 2 .

^ S e e  S a lv a to r e  John LaGumina, e d . ,  Wop: A Documentary H isto r y
of  A n t i - I t a l i a n  D is c r im in a t io n  in  th e  U nited  S t a t e s  (San F r a n c isc o :  
S tr a ig h t  Arrow, 1973),  pp . 72 -100 .

2 2 These p a t te r n s  p e r s i s t e d .  I r v in  C h i ld 's  s tu d y  of I t a l o -  
Americans in  New Haven in  the e a r ly  f o r t i e s ,  fo r  example, found: "On the  
w hole ,  the I t a l i a n s  appear to  have the lo w e s t  s t a t u s  of any la r g e  w hite  
group in  the c i t y ,  w ith  the p o s s i b l e  e x c e p t io n  of th e  P o le s ."  C h i ld 's  
s tud y  fu r th e r  noted th a t  r e g a r d le s s  of the s o c i a l  c l a s s  to which an 
I ta lo -A m er ican  belonged , Americans of the same c l a s s  were l i k e l y  to  
regard him as being  somewhat i n f e r i o r .  I t a l i a n  or American: The Second
G eneration  in  C o n f l i c t  (New York: R u s s e l l  and R u s s e l l ,  1970),  pp. 35-37

23G ans, p. 205.
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a l t e r n a t i v e  to  the w ider American s o c i e t y .

One of the e f f e c t s  of t h e ir  a l i e n a t i o n  was th a t  between 1910-50  

I ta lo -A m er ican s  were the most r e s i d e n t i a l l y  se g r e g a te d  of a l l  the  

"foreign"  co m m u n it ie s .2"̂ I t a l i a n  Harlem was one o f  the most seg reg a ted  

of  th e se  communities in  th e  cou n try .  In 1930, o f  the f i v e  H ea lth  Areas 

i n  New York C ity  composed of at l e a s t  75 p erce n t  I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s  ( th a t  

i s ,  f i r s t -  or  s e c o n d -g e n e r a t io n — t h ir d - g e n e r a t io n  I ta lo -A m er ica n s  were 

counted as n a t iv e -b o r n  A m ericans),  th r e e  ( 2 1 ,  22, and 26) were lo c a te d  

in  E ast  Harlem. (S e e  Map 3 . )  These th r e e  h e a l t h  areas formed a 

con tigu ou s  e n t i t y  bordered by E ast 9 9 th  S t r e e t ,  E ast  119th S t r e e t ,  the  

East R iver  and Third Avenue, w ith in  which f i r s t -  and se c o n d -g e n e r a t io n  

I ta lo -A m er ican s  accounted fo r  81 p erce n t  o f  the p o p u la t io n  in  1930.

There were a l s o  s i g n i f i c a n t  I ta lo -A m e r ic a n  c o n c e n tr a t io n s  in  surrounding  

a r e a s .  For example 47 p erce n t  o f  H ea lth  Area 1 7 ’s p o p u la t io n  was I t a l o -

A m e r ic a n .^

The hom ogeneity o f  t h i s  area  i s  more s t r i k i n g  when one co n s id ers  

th at  th ere  were b lock s  in  the core o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem w ith  the fo l lo w in g  

e th n ic  components: I t a l i a n s  672, o th e r s  10; I t a l i a n s  703, o th e r s  17;

I t a l i a n s  914 , o th e r s  18; I t a l i a n s  207, o th e r s  1; I t a l i a n s  615 , o th e r s
07

9 .  In 1930, the c o n c e n tr a t io n  o f  I ta lo -A m er ica n s  in  the Lower E ast

^ V i r g i n i a  Yans-McLaughlin, Family and Community: I t a l i a n
Immigrants in  B u f f a lo ,  1880-1930 ( I th a c a :  C o rn e l l  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,
1 971),  p .  179.

2 5 I b i d . , p. 116.

2^W illiam B. Shedd, I t a l i a n  P o p u la t io n  in  New York (New York:
Casa I t a l i a n s  E d u ca t io n a l Bureau, 19 3 4 ) ,  p .  4 and maps. A H ealth  
D i s t r i c t  co n ta in ed  "about 25 ,000  p eop le  l i v i n g  under s im i la r  s o c i a l  
economic c o n d i t io n s ,"  p .  3 .

97
S t a t i s t i c s  compiled by C o v e llo  from United S t a t e s  Census 

d a ta .  CC.
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S id e ' s  L i t t l e  I t a l y  was somewhat h ig h er  than th a t  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem— 8 8

p ercen t  as c o n tr a s te d  w ith  81 p e r c e n t .  But the t o t a l  p o p u la t io n  o f

28I t a l i a n  Harlem was th ree  t im es th a t  o f  L i t t l e  I t a l y .

For alm ost a l l  the v a r ia b le s  by which an urban community might be 

ju d g ed , I t a l i a n  Harlem was an u n d e s ir a b le  a r e a .  (S e e  pp. 161-63) An 

e s p e c i a l l y  n e g a t iv e  a sp e c t  of i t s  r e a l i t y  was substandard  h o u s in g .  A 

1934 s tu d y  noted  th a t  90 p ercen t  o f  E ast  Harlem 's s t r u c t u r e s  had been  

b u i l t  b e fo r e  the enactment o f  th e  Tenement House Laws o f  1901, the
OQ

o l d e s t  of them in  I t a l i a n  Harlem. In 1939, the census  t r a c t  w ith  the

h ig h e s t  p ercen ta g e  o f  I ta lo -A m er ica n s  was rep orted  as h av in g  84 p ercent

o f  i t s  occup ied  d w e l l in g s  w ith ou t c e n t r a l  h e a t in g ,  67 p ercent  w ithout a

tub or shower, and 55 p ercent  w ith ou t a p r iv a te  indoor t o i l e t .  Only 7 .5

p erce n t  o f  i t s  housing  u n i t s  con ta in ed  f i v e  or more rooms. More than 95

p ercen t o f  i t s  d w e l l in g s  co n ta in ed  two or more f a m i l i e s .  Many o f

I t a l i a n  Harlem's houses o r i g i n a l l y  b u i l t  fo r  one , two, or a t  most th ree

80f a m i l i e s ,  had been con verted  in to  ten em en ts .  In E ast Harlem as a

whole from 1934 to  1939, more than two hundred d w e l l in g s  were dem olished

31w h i le  o n ly  th ree  new ones were c o n s tr u c te d .  R e f l e c t i v e  o f  East  

Harlem 's d e t e r io r a t e d  housing  s to c k  was a ta x  d e lin q u en cy  and mortgage 

f o r e c lo s u r e  r a te  th at  in  the l a t e  t h i r t i e s  ranked second w orst in

2 8 Shedd, p .  3 .
OQ

F red er ick  M. Thrasher, "F inal Report on: The J e f f e r s o n  Branch 
of the Boys' Club o f  New York" (T y p ew rit ten ,  subm itted  to the  Bureau of  
S o c ia l  H ygiene, 1935 ) ,  pp. 130, 133-34 .

in
Margaret Campbell T i l l e y ,  "The Boy Scout Movement i n  East  

Harlem" (Ph.D . d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  New York U n i v e r s i t y ,  19 3 5 ) ,  p. 31; Kavadlo,  
p. 24.

3 I I b i d . , p . 18.
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Manhattan: o n e - th ir d  of E ast Harlem's r e a l  e s t a t e  p a r c e ls  were tax

d e l in q u e n t .^2 E ast Harlem's vacancy r a te  in d ic a te d  the unusual 

u n d e s i r a b i l i t y  o f  i t s  housing: in  1933 i t s  p ercen ta g e  of vacan t housing

u n i t s  was b a r e ly  exceeded  (by two p ercen ta g e  p o in t s )  by the Lower East  

S ide  and the middle and low er West S id e .  In th e  areas  where h ou sin g  was 

l e a s t  ad equate— th a t  i s ,  i n  some s e c t i o n s  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem— the vacancy  

r a t e  th a t  year  ro se  to  as h igh  as 32 p e r c e n t . ^3

The p a t te r n  of inadequate  housing p e r s i s t e d  in t o  the f o r t i e s  and 

beyond. For exam ple, from 1939-40 to 1949-50 , land v a lu e s  in  E ast  

Harlem showed a continuous d e c l in e  from $118 m i l l i o n  to  $93 m i l l i o n .  

I n i t i a l l y  occu p ied  in  1941, East R iver  Houses (n ea r  the c e n te r  of  

I t a l i a n  Harlem) rep r e se n te d  the f i r s t  major c o n s tr u c t io n  of r e s i d e n t i a l  

h ou sing  in  E ast  Harlem i n  ap proxim ate ly  two d e c a d e s .  In th e  n ex t  ten  

y e a r s ,  four  o th er  p u b l ic  hou sing  p r o j e c t s  were added, b r in g in g  to  5 ,444  

th e  t o t a l  number of new u n i t s  provided by th e s e  f i v e  p r o j e c t s .  

N e v e r t h e le s s ,  as l a t e  as 1950, 78 p erce n t  o f  E ast  Harlem's d w e l l in g  

u n i t s  dated from b e fo re  1920. In H ea lth  Area 30, in  which th e r e  was no 

c o n s tr u c t io n  w hatsoever between 1930 and 1950, 9 9 .1  percen t of i t s  

r e p o r t in g  u n i t s  were b u i l t  b e fo re  1920. Because of the con tinued  

d e m o li t io n  of o ld e r  d w e l l in g s ,  the net in c r e a s e  in  E ast Harlem's r e n ta l  

u n i t s  was on ly  235 in  the f o r t i e s ,  a decade th a t  w itn e sse d  c o n s id e r a b le
ij /

p u b l ic  h ou sing  c o n s t r u c t io n .

I t a l i a n  Harlem was ex trem e ly  overcrowded: in  1930 one of i t s

■^Edwin Friedman, "East Harlem Community Study: 1940-1950"  
(M asters t h e s i s ,  New York U n i v e r s i t y ,  1954 ) ,  pp . 20 , 8 6 .

^"^Thrasher, "Final R e p o r t ,” p . 127.

■^Friedman, pp. 20 , 8 6 , 85 , 9 0 -9 1 .
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census t r a c t s  (1 6 4 )  averaged 565 person s  per a c r e ,  or 3 6 2 ,000  persons

per square m i l e . 35 I t a l i a n  Harlem's s e v e r e  overcrow ding was the r e s u l t

o f  th r e e  c o n d i t io n s :  the overwhelming predominance of m u lt ip le - f a m i ly

d w e l l in g ;  the c o n s tr u c t io n  of alm ost a l l  t h i s  housing  p r io r  to enactment

o f  the Tenement House Laws, which th ereb y  a llow ed  New York C i t y ' s

d ev e lo p e rs  to  escape r e g u la t io n s  l i m i t i n g  the p ercen tage  of the l o t

occu p ied  by the b u i ld in g ;  and the a lm ost t o t a l  absence of parks and

o th er  p u b l ic  open a r e a s .  E rnest  Cuneo, who tr a v e r s e d  E ast Harlem from

one end to  the o th er  on the back o f  a truck  w h i le  campaigning fo r

F i o r e l l o  LaGuardia in  1932, recorded  h i s  im p ress io n s  of E ast Harlem:

I t  in c lu d ed  many huge tenem en ts ,  where y e l lo w  l i g h t s  shone dimly  
from the backs of long  dark c o r r id o r s  deep w i t h in .  The b lack  s t o r e  
windows of sm all ven tu res  which had gone under s ta r e d  out onto the  
shabby s t r e e t s  l i k e  empty e y e b a l l  s o c k e t s .  N early  a l l  the  b u i ld in g s  
seemed i n s u b s t a n t i a l  and oddly  n ig h tm a r ish ,  l i k e  the s e t t i n g s  in  the  
German movies being shown a t  the t im e .  I  was s t r o n g ly  reminded o f  
o ld  t r e e s ,  not uprooted but h o r r i b l y  b e n t ,  w ith  a l l  the le a v e s  blown 
f l a t  a g a in s t  the branches b e fo re  a tremendous, s i l e n t  g a l e . ^ 6

The o n ly  n o ta b le  e x c e p t io n  to I t a l i a n  H arlem 's r e s i d e n t i a l

sq u a lor  was E ast 116th S t r e e t ,  which co n ta in ed  a number of one-and two-

fa m ily  brownstones and became known as "D octors' Row." T his  was the

s t r e e t  th at  served  as I t a l i a n  Harlem’s c o r s o , or promenade. Of the

t h i r t y - n i n e  I ta lo -A m er ica n  doctors  r e s id i n g  i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem in  1940,

tw enty-tw o l i v e d  on t h i s  s t r e e t .  So d id  e i g h t  of the e ig h t e e n  I t a l o -  
American law yers p r a c t i c in g  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem, in c lu d in g  M arcantonio .

Many of the o th ers  l i v e d  on a d jo in in g  s t r e e t s .  C ove llo  owned a

35Abraham Kavadlo, "Housing in  Lower E a st  Harlem."  
T y p ew ritten .  May 15, 1939. MP 13, 1 o f  2 (Housing i n  Lower East  
Harlem), p. 14.

■^Ernest Cuneo, L i f e  w ith  F i o r e l l o  (New York: Avon Books, 1955)
p .  1 2 2 .
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browns tone ad ja cen t  to M a r c a n to n io 's . In Census Tract 17 8 , which

co n ta in ed  E ast  116th  S t r e e t  ( th e  area  w ith  the g r e a t e s t  number of

m id d le - c la s s  r e s i d e n t s ) ,  109 h ou sing  u n i t s  were ow ner-occupied  in

1940. In th e  same census t r a c t  th e r e  were on ly  s i x t e e n  o n e -fa m ily  and

tw e n ty -fo u r  tw o -fa m ily  d w e l l i n g s .  By 1950, o n ly  121 s i n g l e - f a m i l y  homes

37remained in  a l l  o f  E ast  Harlem.

In 1940, E ast  Harlem's two most predom inantly  I ta lo -A m er ica n  

H ealth  Areas rep orted  th e  lo w e s t  per c a p i ta  median s c h o o l  y e a r s :  H ealth

Area 21, 6 . 3 ,  and H ea lth  Area 22 , 6 . 8 . The average fo r  the e n t i r e  c i t y  

was 8 . 3 .  Of th e s e  two H ealth  A reas' t o t a l  p o p u la t io n  of approxim ately
OO

3 5 ,5 0 0  p e o p le ,  o n ly  230 (o r  .06  p e r c e n t )  had graduated  from c o l l e g e .

By 1950, the e d u c a t io n a l  a tta in m en t o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem had improved  

somewhat, w ith  the most predom inantly  I ta lo -A m er ica n  cen su s  t r a c t s  

r e p o r t in g  the average y ea rs  of s c h o o l in g  per a d u lt  as between 8 and 8 .4  

y e a r s .  (S ee  Map 6 . )

U n fo r tu n a te ly ,  I t a l i a n  Harlem had no i n s t i t u t i o n  o f  h igh er  

l e a r n in g  to  f i l l  the  e d u c a t io n a l  gap. Nor did  i t  have a h igh  s c h o o l  

u n t i l  1934 (which was r e s t r i c t e d  to  boys u n t i l  1960) or a p u b l ic  l ib r a r y  

branch w ith in  i t s  b o rd ers .  I t s  p u b l ic  s c h o o ls  were o ld ,  and the

39f a c i l i t i e s  in  most f e l l  fa r  sh ort  of g e n e r a l ly  accepted  s ta n d a rd s .

I t a l i a n  Harlem's inadequ ate  h o u s in g ,  extreme overcrow ding, and 

la c k  o f  p u b l ic  s e r v ic e s  combined to  a s su r e  i t s  c o n t in u in g  s t a t u s  as a

•^Friedman, p. 84; Kavadlo, pp. 1 9 -2 0 .
90

" Schooling  o f  Persons Over 25 Years o f  A g e .” Table probably  
com piled by C o v e l lo .  CC.

■^Friedman, pp. 2 4 -2 5 ,  10 0 -2 ,  105; P a t r i c i a  Cayo S e x to n ,  Spanish  
Harlem (New York: Harper & Row, 1965),  p .  52.
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dumping ground f o r  the p oor . Very few s k i l l e d  workers and s t i l l  few er  

p r o f e s s io n a l s  were counted among Southern I t a l y ' s  immigrants to the  

U nited  S t a t e s .  In 1903, fo r  example, in  a t o t a l  of 196 ,000  immigrants  

from Southern I t a l y  th ere  were o n ly  103 p r o f e s s i o n a l s  and 2 ,000  s k i l l e d  

i n d u s t r i a l  w ork ers .  I f  c h i ld r e n  and housew ives are e x c lu d e d ,  one f in d s  

th a t  a lm ost 85 p ercent of th e  I t a l i a n  immigrants were farm ers, farm 

l a b o r e r s ,  or l a b o r e r s . 40 The remainder were p r im a r i ly  cra ftsm en , such  

as b a rb ers ,  t a i l o r s ,  and s e a m s tr e s s e s .  Furtherm ore, th e  I t a l i a n  

immigrants in  1901 brought w ith  them, on a v era g e ,  $ 1 2 .6 7 .4 1  Thus, 

la c k in g  c a p i t a l  and " unsu ited  and i l l - a d a p t e d  to o c c u p a t io n a l  adjustm ent  

w it h in  the i n d u s t r i a l  c h a r a c te r  of the American econom y,” they  

g r a v i ta t e d  to  the lo w e s t - p a id ,  l e a s t - s k i l l e d  jo b s  in  urban A m e r ic a .^

The progeny of the Southern I t a l i a n  im migrants l a t e r  showed 

remarkably l i t t l e  o c c u p a t io n a l  m o b i l i t y .  This s i t u a t i o n  was g r a p h ic a l ly  

i l l u s t r a t e d  by a s tu d y ,  commissioned by Casa I t a l i a n a  in  the t h i r t i e s ,  

th a t  compiled the le a d in g  o ccu p a tio n s  of f i r s t -  and s e c o n d -g e n e r a t io n  

Ita lo -A m er ica n s  l i v i n g  in  New York C ity .  D e s p ite  the in c r e a s e  of  

p r o f e s s io n a l s  and c l e r i c a l  workers in  the  t o t a l  c i ty - w id e  labor f o r c e ,  

the p ercentage  of I ta lo -A m er ica n s  in  th e se  p o s i t i o n s  from 1916 to  1931 

rose  on ly  s l i g h t l y ,  from ap prox im ately  1 and 1 .5  to  1 .5  and 3 p e r c e n t ,  

r e s p e c t i v e l y .  The p ercen tage  of I ta lo -A m er ica n  s tu d e n ts  f e l l  from 9 .3
/ *3

p ercent  in  1916 to  7 .1  p e r c e n t .

^" A nnual Report of the Commissioner of Im m igration fo r  the  
F i s c a l  Year Ending June 30 , 1903." CC.

^ C o r d a sc o  and B u cch io n i ,  The I t a l i a n s , p. 6 6 .

4'^Covello, S o c ia l  Background, p .  397.

^ J o h n  D1A le ssa n d r e ,  O ccupational Trends of I t a l i a n s  in  New York



185

S o u r c e :

AVERAGE YEARS OF SCHOOLING 195 0 
(BY CENSUS DISTRICTS).

HARLEM RIVER
I 1 I 1 t 1
1 I 1 I I I
H Z 3  m  i---- I

f I

f i m e*

fjfjtifri

i i * * E

EAST RIVER

cm cm cm cm c
[— 11— ? i— 1 I— l L
cm cm cm cm c 
cm cm m  cm c 
m cm cm cm c 
mem cm cm c

Edwin Friedman, "East Harlem Community Study, 1940-1950* (Masters 
Thesis, New York University, 1954), pp. 24-25.



186

A v a i la b le  d ata  i n d ic a t e  th a t  the o c c u p a t io n a l  d i s t r i b u t i o n  among 

I t a l i a n  Harlem's r e s id e n t s  fo l lo w e d  the p a ttern  o u t l in e d  above. In view  

of the substandard h o u s in g ,  low e d u c a t io n a l  l e v e l s ,  and n e g a t iv e  

p h y s ic a l  environment th a t  p r e v a i le d  t h e r e ,  any m o d i f ic a t io n  in  t h i s  

o v e r a l l  p a t te r n  would l i k e l y  have been downward. For exam ple, a 1929 

sample s tudy  of the o ccu p a tio n s  o f  E ast Harlem f a t h e r s  c i t e d  milkmen, 

v e g e ta b le  ven d ors ,  s t r e e t  c l e a n e r s ,  tru ck  d r iv e r s ,  dock hands, f a c to r y  

hands, b u i ld e r s ,  p lum bers, p l a s t e r e r s ,  s to n e  masons, p a in t e r s ,  and auto  

m ech an ics .  The number o f  d o c t o r s ,  t e a c h e r s ,  and s ten ograp h ers  was 

n e g l i g i b l e . ^  A 1940 s tudy  found th a t  in  E ast Harlem's two most

C ity ,  ( B u l l e t i n  No. 8 , Casa I t a l i a n a  E d u ca t io n a l  Bureau, c a .  1936 ) ,  
p. 5 .  A com parative study of th e  Rumanian, I t a l i a n ,  and S lovak ian  
communities o f  C levelan d  showed th a t  o n ly  o n e - fo u r th  of secon d -  
g e n e r a t io n  I t a l i a n s  moved in t o  w h i t e - c o l l a r  j o b s ,  and of th o se  seco n d -  
g e n e r a t io n  I t a l i a n s  whose f a t h e r s  h e ld  w h i t e - c o l l a r  j o b s ,  o n ly  40  
p ercen t  managed to  remain in  t h i s  economic sp h e r e .  J o s e f  J .  B arton ,  
P easan ts  and S tr a n g e r s :  I t a l i a n s ,  Rumanians, and S lovak s  in  an American
C ity :  1890-1950 (Cambridge: Harvard U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 5 ) ,  p 141.

Thomas K e ssn e r 's  The Golden Door: I t a l i a n  and Jew ish  Immigrant
M o b il i ty  in  New York C ity  1880-1915 (New York, Oxford U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,
1977) i n d i c a t e s  in  t h i s  e a r l i e r  p er iod  a somewhat h ig h e r  r a te  of upward 
m o b i l i t y  f o r  the S o u t h e r n - I t a l i a n  group. His data  show an ex trem ely  low  
r a te  o f  a s c e n s io n  in t o  the h ig h e s t  ca te g o r y  ("upper w h ite  c o l la r " )  which  
did  not exceed  two p e r c e n t .  He d isco v ere d  c o n s id e r a b le  movement, 
however, from the u n s k i l l e d  to  the "lower w h i t e - c o l la r "  c a te g o r y .
I t a l i a n  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  t h i s  group was a lm ost e x c l u s i v e l y  l im it e d  to 
sh opk eep ing . M it ig a t in g  th e s e  g a in s  were the s i g n i f i c a n t l y  la r g e r  
p ercen tage  of t h i s  group, as  compared the o th e r  immigrant cohort he 
s tu d ie d ,  the  Jews, who s l ip p e d  back in t o  t h e i r  p rev io u s  c l a s s  p o s i t i o n  
a f t e r  having en tered  one o f  the w h i t e - c o l l a r  c a t e g o r i e s .

The o c c a s io n a l ly  im p r e ss iv e  p ro g ress  of t h i s  group in  t h i s  
e a r l i e r  per iod  was not g r e a t l y  ev id en ced  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem, a t  l e a s t  
u n t i l  the l a t t e r  few years of the p er io d  of our primary con cern , 1934 to  
1950. There are two major causes  fo r  t h i s :  (1 )  th e  Great D ep ress ion  
had a p a r t i c u l a r l y  d e v a s ta t in g  e f f e c t  on th e  I ta l ia n -A m er ic a n  group 
because of t h e i r  c o n c e n tr a t io n  in  the m o s t -a f f e c t e d  o c c u p a t io n s ;

and (2 )  i t  would appear th a t  I t a l i a n  Harlem's e s p e c i a l l y  
inadequ ate  housing  s to c k  encouraged the most eco n o m ic a lly  upwardly 
m obile s e c t o r s  o f  t h i s  group to  move.

^ M arsh , p. 57.
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predom inantly  I ta lo -A m er ica n  H ea lth  Areas (21  and 2 2 ) ,  63 p ercen t  of the  

employed f e l l  in t o  the c a t e g o r ie s  of cra ftsm en , la b o r e r s ,  and 

o p e r a t iv e s

The D ep ress io n  s tr u c k  t h i s  a lr ea d y  im poverished  community w ith  a 

ven gean ce , because  i t s  o c c u p a t io n a l  p r o f i l e  c l o s e l y  corresponded to  the  

a rea s  of the g r e a t e s t  and most prolonged unemployment, e s p e c i a l l y  

c o n s tr u c t io n  and m a n u fa c tu r in g .^  Employment su rv ey s  conducted among 

f a m i l i e s  c o n ta c ted  by the E ast  Harlem N ursing S e r v ic e  in  March and 

December 1930 and December 1931 showed th a t:

Of 486 heads o f  f a m i l i e s  co n ta c ted  in  December 1930, 49 
p ercen t  were r e g u la r ly  employed, th a t  i s ,  had worked a t  l e a s t  twenty  
days in  the four  weeks' p er iod ;  2 2  p ercent  had been w ith ou t any 
work, and 29 p ercen t had been employed i r r e g u l a r l y .  . . .

In December 1930, 40 p ercen t  of the heads o f  f a m i l i e s  were 
found to  be r e g u la r ly  employed. . . .  The group of the i r r e g u l a r l y  
employed had in c r e a se d  from 29 to  3 4 .4  p e r c e n t .  . . .  The p ercen tage  
of the unemployed in c r e a se d  [ to ]  2 5 .2  p e r c e n t .

In December 1931, our standard regard in g  " regu lar  work" had 
d ecrea sed  to  th e  p o in t  where many who had two to  th r e e  days work a 
week was co n s id ered  as " regu lar ly"  employed.

In a group o f  363 f a m i l i e s ,  49 percent  of the c h ie f  wage 
earn ers  had " regu lar  work" (2 7 .8  p ercen t  of 176 men thus employed 
had work r e l i e f  jo b s ;  6 percent had i r r e g u la r  work and 45 p ercen t  
were unemployed . . . ^7

A major r e s u l t  of the a stoun d in g  unemployment and ir r e g u la r  

employment r a t e s  in  East Harlem during th e  Great D ep ress ion  was th a t  the  

community developed  the l a r g e s t  number and g r e a t e s t  c o n c e n tr a t io n  of  

c h a r i t y - o r g a n iz a t io n  s o c i e t y  ca ses  i n  Manhattan, "not e x c lu d in g  the

"Memorandum on C hild  Survey o f  E ast Harlem H ealth  Center  
D i s t r i c t ,  Manhattan," Neva R. D eard orrf ,  D ir e c to r  of th e  R esearch Bureau 
of the W elfare C ouncil of New York C ity  ( c a .  19 4 0 ) ,  pp. 5 , 9 .

4^Ronald Bayor, Neighbors in  C o n f l i c t :  The I r i s h ,  German, Jews,
and I t a l i a n s  of New York C ity ,  1929-1941 (B a lt im o re:  John Hopkins P r e s s ,
1978),  pp. 11 -12 .

^ A Decade of D i s t r i c t  H ealth  P io n e e r in g , p . 137.
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Lower E ast S ide and Negro H a r lem ." ^

A s o c i o l o g i c a l  s tud y  of East Harlem's churches conducted in  the  

e a r ly  t h i r t i e s  c a te g o r iz e d  t h e i r  p a r i s h io n e r s '  economic s t a t u s .  The 

lo w e s t  c a te g o r y ,  "very poor,"  was d e f in ed  as "unable to  pay ren t or to  

prov id e  an yth in g  but the b a rest  n e c e s s i t i e s  of l i f e  and o n ly  w ith  the  

g r e a t e s t  d i f f i c u l t y . "  "Poor" was d e f in e d  as having  "enough to ea t  most 

of  th e  time but l i t t l e  e l s e " ;  " fa ir"  as "com fortab le  l i v i n g  i s  p o s s i b l e ,  

w ith  no g r e a t  want but th ere  i s  n o th in g  to  s p a r e ."  Of the four  n a t io n a l  

Roman C a th o l ic  I t a l i a n  p a r ish e s  i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem ( th a t  i s ,  p a r ish e s  

which conducted a t  l e a s t  some of t h e i r  s e r v i c e  in  I t a l i a n ) ,  the  

p a r is h io n e r s  of th ree  (Our Lady o f  Mount Carmel, S t .  A nn's,  and S t .  

L u c y 's )  f e l l  in t o  the "very poor" c a te g o r y ,  and Holy R osary 's  were found 

to  be "poor." Of E ast  Harlem's th ree  c o sm o p o lita n  Roman C a th o l ic  

p a r is h e s  ( t h a t  i s ,  p a r ish e s  which served  a number of e th n ic  g ro u p s) ,  the  

p a r is h io n e r s  o f  Our Lady of the Angels were p redom inantly  I t a l o -  

American; S t .  C e c i l i a ' s  were e v e n ly  d iv id e d  between I r i s h -  and I t a l o -  

Americans; and the la r g e s t  e th n ic  groups a t t e n d in g  S t .  P a u l ' s  were 

I r i s h -  and I ta lo -A m e r ic a n .  The economic s t a t u s  o f  the p a r is h io n e r s  of  

Our Lady of the Angels was " f a ir ,"  o f  S t .  C e c i l i a ' s  "very poor,"  and of  

S t .  P a u l's  " p o o r ."^9

I t a l i a n  Harlem had four P r o te s ta n t  churches m in is t e r in g  to  I t a l o -  

Americans. The p a r is h io n e r s  o f  two ( S t .  Ambrose E p isc o p a l  and A scen sion  

P r e sb y te r ia n )  were found by the s tu d y  to be "very poor,"  of one

4  «
F red er ick  Thrasher, "The Boys' Club Study,"  Journal of  

E d u ca tio n a l S o c io lo g y  (December 1932), pp. 1 3 b -3 / .

^ M a r s h ,  p p .  495-97 .



( J e f f e r s o n  Park M ethod ist  E p is c o p a l)  " f a ir ,"  and o f  the l a s t  (New York 

I t a l i a n  Seventh-Day A d v e n t i s t )  from " fa ir"  to "very p o o r . " ^

A d e t a i l e d  study  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem 's soc ioecon om ic  c o n d it io n s  was 

i n i t i a t e d  in  1928 under th e  d i r e c t i o n  of the s o c i o l o g i s t ,  F red er ick  M. 

T hrash er . While p ro v id in g  much d ata  on E ast  Harlem as a w hole , i t s  

primary a t t e n t i o n  was focu sed  on the h ea r t  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem. Thrasher  

c a te g o r iz e d  E ast Harlem as a " p o v e r ty - s t i c k e n  area  c h a r a c te r iz e d  by low  

r e n t a l ,  by low incomes and by h ig h  r a t e s  o f  dependency and unemploy­

ment— the l a t t e r  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  tim es of d e p r e s s io n ."  C i t in g  r e n t a l  

r a te s  as an in d ic a t o r  o f  economic l e v e l s ,  Thrasher noted  th a t  East  

Harlem's e a s t e r n  s e c t o r  ( th e  I ta lo -A m er ica n  p o r t io n )  f e l l  in to  the  

lo w es t  r e n t a l  c l a s s  a lon g  w ith  th e  Lower East and West S id e s ,  H e l l ' s  

K itch en ,  and a few o th e r  s c a t t e r e d  census  t r a c t s . 5*

These h ig h  unemployment r a te s  p e r s i s t e d  in t o  the f o r t i e s ,  d e s p i t e  

the  many new jo b  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  opened by the war e f f o r t .  In 1940, one-  

th ir d  o f  E ast Harlem's la b o r  fo r c e  was e i t h e r  unemployed or performed  

p u b l ic  emergency work.

I t a l i a n  Harlem 's economic p i c t u r e ,  however, improved in  the years  

f o l lo w in g  the war. For example, the  1950 census showed th a t  the average  

annual fa m ily  income in  E ast Harlem 's two most predom inantly  I t a l o -  

American census t r a c t s  (192 and 178) ranged from $2 ,501  to  $ 2 ,6 4 0 .  (S ee  

Map 7) T his  wage did not c a ta p u lt  the o ld  s e t t l e r s  in t o  the middle  

c l a s s ,  but i t  d id  push them above the p overty  l e v e l .  These modest,

5 0 I b id .

5-*-Thrasher, "Boys' Club Study ,"  pp. 130, 133-34.,  

5 2 "Memorandum on C hild  Care Survey,"  p .  5.
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a l b e i t  improved, income l e v e l s  were not the r e s u l t  of o c c u p a t io n a l  

m o b i l i t y .  At t h i s  d a te ,  I t a l i a n  Harlem's employment p r o f i l e  was alm ost  

i d e n t i c a l  to  what i t  had been ten  years e a r l i e r .  S ix t y  p ercen t  of i t s  

work f o r c e — on ly  th ree  p ercen t  l e s s  than in  1940— were s t i l l  employed as 

c r a ftsm e n ,  la b o r e r s ,  and o p e r a t i v e s .^3 From i t s  e a r l i e s t  o r i g in s  to i t s  

near d em ise , I t a l i a n  Harlem m aintained  i t s  p r o le ta r ia n  c h a r a c te r .

A lthough sm a ll  in  number, a middle c l a s s  d id  e x i s t  in  I t a l i a n  

Harlem, d iv id e d  rou gh ly  between p r o f e s s io n a l s  and s m a l l - s t o r e  ow ners. A 

l i s t i n g  of the community's "Leading C it iz e n s "  ( c a .  1940) named f i f t y -  

n in e  d o c t o r s ,  e ig h t e e n  la w y ers ,  and a s c a t t e r i n g  of d e n t i s t s ,  

m o r t ic ia n s ,  p o l i t i c i a n s ,  and la b o r  l e a d e r s .  I t a l i a n  Harlem was a ls o  

served  by o th er  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  who m ain ta in ed  o f f i c e s  on i t s  s t r e e t s  but 

r e s id e d  e lsw h e r e  in  the c i t y .  Most of t h e s e ,  in c lu d in g  a lm ost a l l  the  

d e n t i s t s ,  were J e w i s h . ^

I t a l i a n  Harlem 's m id d le - c la s s  c o n t in g e n t  was s w e l le d  by the la r g e  

number o f  s m a l l - s c a l e  p r o p r ie to r s  r e s id i n g  in  the c o m m u n i t y . O n e  

s tudy  made about 1940 in d ic a t e d  th a t  Third Avenue between E a st  96th  

S t r e e t  and E ast 125th S t r e e t s  a lon e  c o n ta in ed  625 s t o r e s ,  r e s t a u r a n t s ,  

t a v e r n s ,  and the l i k e .  Another survey  dem onstrated th a t  ownership of

5^Ibid p .  9 .

-^"Community Survey,"  undated, unsigned  ( c a .  19 4 0 ) ,  probably  
com piled by C o v e l lo .  CC.

55 A wartime su rv ey ,  fo r  example, noted th a t  of the s i x t e e n  women 
l i v i n g  on an " I t a l ia n  block" who rep orted  a need fo r  c h i ld  ca r e ,  th ree  
owned s t o r e s .  "Memorandum on C hild  Care Survey ,"  addenda (u n p a g in a te d ) .  
CC.
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t h e s e  b u s in e s s e s  c l o s e l y  fo l lo w e d  e th n ic  l i n e s .  On the b a s i s  of 

surnames, the  survey  r e v e a le d  th a t  th e  I r i s h  owned alm ost a l l  the b a rs ,  

w h ile  the C hinese operated  the hand la u n d r ie s .  The Jews owned alm ost  

a l l  the c l o t h i n g ,  dry goods, e l e c t r i c a l  a p p l ia n c e ,  f u r r i e r ,  hardware, 

j e w e lr y ,  m i l l i n e r y ,  rug, and a n tiq u e  s t o r e s ,  and predominated in  

g l a z i e r ,  ir o n  and m etal work, plumbing, r o o f in g ,  and c r e d i t  

e s t a b l i s h m e n t s .  For the most p a r t ,  i t  was th e  I t a l i a n s  who owned the  

baking, bedding, f i s h ,  f lo w e r ,  f r u i t  and v e g e t a b le ,  g r o c e r y ,  m usic, and 

shoe s t o r e s ,  as w e l l  as garages and r e s t a u r a n t s .  They a l s o  ran  

p r a c t i c a l l y  a l l  the fu n e r a l  homes and i c e  d e l i v e r y ,  t i l e  and marble 

i n s t a l l i n g ,  and barber sh o p s .  The candy s t o r e s ,  drug s t o r e s ,  meat 

m arkets, ra d io  r e p a ir  sh o p s ,  p r in t in g  e s t a b l i s h m e n t s ,  r e a l  e s t a t e  

b ro k era g es ,  s t a t io n e r y  s t o r e s ,  pharm acies ,  and u p h o ls te r y  shops were
c z:

owned by both  I t a l i a n s  and Jews in  more or l e s s  eq ua l p e r c e n ta g e s .

The growth of I t a l i a n  Harlem 's middle c l a s s  was s tu n ted  by the  

alm ost t o t a l  absence o f  I ta lo -A m erican  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  on the s t a f f s  of  

p u b l ic  and p r iv a t e  s o c i a l  a g e n c ie s  and in  the p u b l ic  s c h o o l  system . In 

1931, th e  E ast Harlem H ealth  C enter , which served  I t a l i a n  Harlem, had a 

n o n -Ita lo -A m er ica n  as i t s  chairman, and on ly  two of i t s  e le v e n  o f f i c e r s  

were I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s . The m inutes of a m eeting  of the  R e c r e a t io n a l  and 

Education  Committee of th e  E ast  Harlem C ouncil of S o c ia l  A gen cies  held  

in  1937 in d ic a te d  th a t  of the tw e lve  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  of the var ious  

s o c i a l  a g e n c ie s  p r e s e n t ,  none was an I ta lo -A m e r ic a n .  Other l i s t s  of the  

s t a f f s  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem's s o c i a l  a g e n c ie s ,  c o l l e c t e d  in  1941 as part of

■ ^ U ntit led  su rvey ,  unsigned  and undated ( c a .  1940 ) ,  probably  
compiled by C o v e l lo .  CC.
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a community survey  under C o v e llo * s  d i r e c t i o n ,  found th a t  none was headed  

by an I ta lo -A m e r ic a n .  An e a r l i e r  C ove llo  su rvey ,  in  1936, showed th at  

not one of E ast Harlem's tw en ty-on e  p u b l ic  s c h o o ls  had an Ita lo -A m er ica n  

p r i n c i p a l . ^

There was one a rea ,  however, in  which t h i s  v a s t  c o n c e n tr a t io n  o f  

the p o v e r t y - s t r ic k e n  e x c e l l e d .  By 1930, E ast  Harlem cou ld  count  

fo u r te e n  s o c i a l  a g e n c ie s ,  each fo c u s in g  on d i f f e r e n t  problem s, and each  

showing vary in g  degrees  of su c c e s s  in  a m e l io r a t in g  them. A l l  were 

o v ersee n  by an "umbrella" o r g a n iz a t io n  known as the E ast  Harlem C o u n c i l ,
C O

a c t u a l l y  the f i r s t  such neighborhood c o u n c i l  i n  New York C i t y .  These

a g e n c ie s  had the dual ta s k s  o f  a l l e v i a t i n g  the very  g r e a t  problems o f

the area  and overcoming the r e s i s t a n c e  of i t s  l a r g e s t  e t h n ic  group, the
co

Southern I t a l i a n s ,  to  any in t e r f e r e n c e  in t o  fa m ily  l i f e .  The f i r s t  o f  

four s e l e c t e d  s o c i a l  o r g a n iz a t io n s  th a t  d i r e c t l y  in f lu e n c e d  I t a l i a n  

Harlem i s  the E ast  Harlem H ealth  C en ter .

In Southern I t a l y ,  h o s p i t a l s  were in  la r g e  part the e q u iv a le n t  o f  

poor h o u se s .  T r a d i t i o n a l ly ,  the  i l l  were tr e a te d  a t  home; th o se  who 

went to a h o s p i t a l  fo r  care were persons w ith ou t f a m i l i e s  to perform the  

ta s k — a s i t u a t i o n  of unspeakable horror to a Southern I t a l i a n . ^

Founded in  1921, the East Harlem H ealth  Center was d es ign ed  to overcome

■^Minutes of t h i s  m eeting  and l i s t s  d e p o s ite d  in  C o v e llo  
C o l le c t io n ;  A Decade o f  D i s t r i c t  H ealth  P io n e e r in g , pp. 48 -49; see  
a l s o ,  Yans-McLoughlin, pp. 147-48 .

5 8 T i l l e y ,  p .  38.
c:q

Yans-McLaughlin, p. 147; Gans, pp. 142 -62 .

^ W i l l i a m s ,  pp. 171-73; see  a l s o  Yans-McLaughlin, pp. 133,
135, 137.
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t h i s  c u l t u r a l  o p p o s i t io n  to away-from-home h e a l t h  care in  I t a l i a n

Harlem. S i tu a te d  in  a brownstone on East 116th S t r e e t ,  the agency

attem pted  to  c r e a te  a f r i e n d l y ,  homey atmosphere t h a t ,  i t  was hoped,

would a l l a y  f e a r s  th at  a more c o n v e n t io n a l- lo o k in g  i n s t i t u t i o n  might

i n s p i r e .  I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  i t  d escr ib ed  i t s e l f  as a "department s to r e "  of

f% 1h e a lth  and w e l f a r e .  A

By 1929 , the C enter cou ld  r i g h t f u l l y  c la im  th a t  i t  had 

c o n tr ib u te d  to a dram atic improvement in  the h e a l th  in d ic e s  of the  

community. For exam ple, in  the p er iod  1920 to  1925 the death  r a t e  fo r  

a l l  of Manhattan in c r e a s e d  4 .9  p ercen t;  i n  E ast Harlem i t  a c t u a l l y  

d e c r e a se d .  S im i la r ly ,  the a r e a ’s d eath s  from pneumonia i n  the same 

p er iod  dropped from 376 to  166, and th o se  from t u b e r c u lo s i s  from 158 to  

7 8 . ^  By 1931, h e a l th  c o n d it io n s  had improved s t i l l  fu r th e r :  the

g e n e r a l  m o r t a l i t y  r a te  had con tin u ed  to drop a t  a r a te  much g r e a te r  than

th a t  o f  Manhattan as a w h o l e . ^  When one c o n s id e r s  th a t  E a st  Harlem 

ranked h igh  among M anhattan’s p o o res t  and most co n g ested  n eigh borh oods,  

th e s e  h e a l t h  improvements were no mean achievem ent and indeed  worthy of  

the fa v o r a b le  a t t e n t i o n  they  r e c e iv e d  a t  the t im e .

R eco g n iz in g  th a t  i t s  b e s t  e f f o r t s  cou ld  not b r in g  about 

s i g n i f i c a n t  change w ith ou t the invo lvem ent o f  o th er  s o c i a l  a g e n c ie s ,  the  

C enter sought to c o o rd in a te  a l l  the h e a l t h  and w e lfa r e  work in  E ast

^ A Decade of D i s t r i c t  H ea lth  P io n e e r in g , pp. 42 , 45 , 108.

^^Savel Zimand, "Campaign f o r  H ealth  Wins i n  East Harlem," New 
York Times (J u ly  17, 19 2 7 ) ,  p. 5. See a l s o ,  "Join  in  H ea lth  Work," New 
York Times (August 12, 1923),  p .  2; and, "Finds H ealth  Work in  Harlem a
Model," New York Times (March 16, 1924) p .  9 .

k^A Decade o f  D i s t r i c t  H ea lth  P io n e e r in g , p .  112.



Harlem. I t s e l f  sponsored by the American Red Cross and the New York 

C ity  Department o f  H ea lth , th e  E ast Harlem H ealth  Center c o n s i s t e d  of  

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  from e i g h t  bureaus of the New York C ity  Department of 

H ealth and twenty c o o p era t in g  community a g e n c ie s — c h a r i ta b le  

o r g a n iz a t i o n s ,  s e t t le m e n t  houses and h e a l t h  a g e n c i e s .  These bureaus and 

a g e n c ie s  served  as the means fo r  r ea c h in g  I t a l i a n  Harlem's  

r e s i d e n t s . 64

The a g en cy 's  programs met w ith  s u c c e s s  because the C enter was 

s e n s i t i v e  to  the h e a l th  care background of the immigrants i t  s e r v e d .  In  

c o n t r a s t ,  the E a s t  Harlem branch o f  the Boys' Club, which was founded in  

1927, saw i t s  major g o a l as h e lp in g  "boys of f o r e ig n  o r i g in  to become 

r e a l  Americans"— in  o th e r  words, to urge them to  d isc a r d  t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  

h e r i ta g e  as q u ic k ly  as p o s s i b l e .  I t s  second g o a l  was "to h elp  the boys  

c u l t i v a t e  c h a r a c te r  from w ith in  [b ecau se]  th e  most s e r io u s  lack  in  t h e i r  

makeup i s  a s e n se  of r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  to th e m s e lv e s ,  t h e i r  f r ie n d s  and 

t h e i r  government." L a s t ly ,  the Boys' Club seemed to  be p a r t i c u l a r ly  

i n t e r e s t e d  in  reducing the in c id e n c e  o f  p e t t y  t h ie v e r y  among I t a l i a n  

Harlem's y o u t h . 65

The c o s t  of the land and the s i x - s t o r y  b u i ld in g  (on E ast 110th  

S tr e e t  between F i r s t  and Second Avenues) h ou sing  the c lu b ,  co n s tr u c te d  

in  1927, was $ 7 5 0 ,0 0 0 .  Concerned m o stly  w ith  "manly" a c t i v i t i e s ,  the  

o r g a n iz a t io n  sponsored  "games in  s p e c i a l  rooms; gymnasium c l a s s e s ,

6 4 I b i d . ,  p . 25.

^ T h r a s h e r ,  "F ina l R eport,"  p. 49 .
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games, and swimming i n  the c lub  p o o l;  c lu b  m eetings  w ith  o c c a s io n a l

p a r t i e s ,  s p e c i a l  e v e n ts ;  f e n c in g ,  w r e s t l i n g ,  and boxing c l a s s e s ;  a r t

c l a s s e s ;  l ib r a r y ;  v o c a t io n a l  p lacem ent,"  which a t t r a c t e d  an average of

662 ,5 0 0  boys from seven  to  e ig h te e n  y ea rs  of age a n n u a l ly .

U n t i l  1936, I t a l i a n  Harlem’s Boys' C lub 's  a c t i v i t i e s  were c l o s e l y

m onitored by a team d ir e c t e d  by Dr. F r e d e r ic k  M. Thrasher under the

a u s p ic e s  of the New York U n iv e r s i t y  S ch o o l  of E d u c a t io n .  The g en era l

c o n c lu s io n  of the "Boys' Club Study" p u b lish ed  i n  1936 th a t  "the Club

was not an im portant f a c t o r  in  the p r e v e n t io n  of j u v e n i l e  delinquency"

was a d e v a s t a t in g  blow to  the hopes o f  i t s  founders and o f f i c e r s .

A ccording to  the s tu d y ,  the  number of c r im in a l  o f f e n s e s  committed by

Boys' Club members a c t u a l l y  in c r e a s e d  from 1928 to  1931. "Only 18

p ercen t  of the o f f e n s e s  of th e  Boys' Club members occurred  b e fo re

membership, w h i le  28 p ercen t took p la c e  a f t e r  a membership p er iod  and 61

p ercen t  occurred  during a p er iod  of a c t i v e  a f f i l i a t i o n  w ith  the Club,"

67the s tu d y  r e p o r te d .

Furtherm ore, th e r e  was a la r g e r  p ercen ta g e  of truancy and 

d e lin q u en cy  among lo n g -term  members than among boys who had jo in e d  fo r  

one year o n ly ,  le a d in g  the s tu d y  to d e c la r e  th a t  " p r o g ress iv e  

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  the Club was accompanied by in c r e a s e d  . . .  ra th er  than  

d ecreased  d e lin q u en cy  r a t e s .  . . . "  I t  would appear th a t  in  i t s  one 

q u a n t i f ia b le  g o a l— reducing  p e t ty  t h i e v e r y — the Boys' Club f a i l e d .

^ F r e d e r i c k  M. T hrasher, "The Boys' Club and J u v e n i le  
D elinq u en cy ,"  pp. 66-80; Thrasher, " F in a l R eport,"  pp. 7 5 -7 6 .

^ T h r a s h e r ,  "The Boys Club and J u v e n i le  D elin q u en cy ,"  pp. 66-80;  
T hrasher, " F in a l R eport,"  pp. 7 5 -7 6 .
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Moreover, p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  t h i s  a g en cy 's  programs seems to have
£ O

g e n e r a l ly  promoted a n t i - s o c i a l  b e h a v io r .

The Home Garden was founded in  1898 by a Canadian P r o te s ta n t  

m is s io n a r y ,  Anna Ruddy. Headquartered a t  114th S t r e e t  near F i r s t  

Avenue, t h i s  s e t t le m e n t  house o r i g i n a l l y  c o n s i s t e d  of one f l o o r  in  a 

brownstone and a back gard en . Renamed Haarlem House i n  1919, i t  moved 

to  much la r g e r  q u arters  on E ast 116th  S t r e e t .  ( I n  1956 Haarlem House 

was renamed LaGuardia Memorial H ouse .)  Almost a t  once Haarlem House 

became the most i n f l u e n t i a l  s o c i a l  agency in  E ast  Harlem. Although the  

o r i e n t a t i o n  o f  i t s  work among a d u lt  c l i e n t s  cou ld  be broad ly  c a te g o r iz e d  

as " A m erican ization ,"  i t s  approach was fa r  d i f f e r e n t  from the Boys' Club 

i d e a l  of tra n sfo rm in g  I t a l ia n - s p e a k in g  s t r e e t  u rch in s  in t o  " rea l  

Americans."

True, Haarlem House was in v o lv e d  p r im a r i ly  w ith  the te a c h in g  of 

E n g lish  and prep ar ing  the fo r e ig n -b o r n  fo r  n a t u r a l i z a t i o n ,  but i t  never  

n e g le c te d  t h e i r  n a t iv e  c u l t u r e .  I t  h e ld  an annual f o l k  music f e s t i v a l  

fo r  the f a m i l i e s  and conducted c l a s s e s  i n  I t a l i a n  fo r  the im m igrants' 

c h i l d r e n .  And though m a s s iv e ly  in v o lv e d  w ith  co n v e n t io n a l  s e t t le m e n t  

house a c t i v i t i e s  ( f o r  example, the o r g a n iz a t io n  of Boy Scout t r o o p s ) ,  

i t s  s t r e s s  on community o r g a n iz a t io n  fo r  mutual se lf - im p rovem en t gave 

Haarlem House i t s  s p e c i a l  c h a r a c te r .  For i n s t a n c e ,  th e  Harlem Tenants

6 8 I b id .

^ H aar lem  House; 311 East 116th  S t r e e t ,  pp. 9 , 13-15; P e e b le s ,  
pp. 87-89; F ed era l W rite rs '  P r o j e c t ,  The WPA Guide to  New York C ity :  A
Comprehensive Guide to the F ive Boroughs of the M e tr o p o l is— Manhattan, 
Brooklyn , the Bronx, Queens, and Richmond (New York: Pantheon Books,
1982),  p .  270.
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League, o rgan ized  by the Haarlem House s t a f f  during the post-W orld War I  

h ousing  c r i s i s ,  e v e n tu a l ly  e n r o l le d  some 1 ,2 5 0  f a m i l i e s  who succeeded  in  

m oderating ren t  in c r e a s e s  and f o r c in g  la n d lo r d s  to make n ecessa ry  

r e p a ir s  and improvements on t h e i r  p r o p e r t i e s .  Haarlem House was a l s o  

r e s p o n s i b le ,  in  the t h i r t i e s ,  fo r  o r g a n iz in g  the d i s t r i c t ' s  pushcart  

p e d d le r s ,  whose d e s ir e  f o r  a s h e l t e r e d  area  in  which to s e l l  t h e i r  wares  

was r e a l i z e d  when the c i t y  co n s tr u c te d  a p u b l ic  market in  the e a r ly  

t h i r t i e s  under th e  New York C en tra l  r a i lr o a d  tra ck s  from East 116th to  

110th S t r e e t s .  F i n a l ly  the improvements to  Thomas J e f f e r s o n  Park, a ls o  

made in  the e a r ly  t h i r t i e s ,  were the r e s u l t  of the com m unity-organizing  

campaign spurred by Haarlem H o u s e .^

I t  can be s a id  th a t  t h i s  community o r g a n iz in g  had a pow erfu l  

impact on the fu tu r e  o f  E ast Harlem p o l i t i c s .  Two of E ast Harlem's most 

i l l u s t r i o u s  l e a d e r s ,  Marcantonio and Edward C o r s i ,  were f i r s t  c l i e n t s  

and then s t a f f  members o f  Haarlem H o u s e . Moreover, LaGuardia's  

s u c c e s s e s  in  E ast Harlem w ere based on a p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n iz a t io n  w ith  

o r i g in s  th a t  can be traced  to  a s p i l l o v e r  from Haarlem H ouse's community 

a c t iv i s m .  (S ee  p. 36)

Leonard C o v e l lo  was the d i r e c t o r  of a unique s e t t le m e n t  house 

c a l l e d  Casa d e l  Popolo , housed in  an abandoned church on East 118th  

S t r e e t .  Founded in  the e a r ly  tw e n t ie s  and sponsored by the J e f f e r s o n

^ P e e b l e s ,  pp. 8 7 -8 9 .

"^Haarlem House . . . , passim . Also S a lv a to r e  C o t i l l o ,  I t a l i a n  
Harlem's f i r s t  I ta lo -A m erican  e l e c t e d  o f f i c i a l  ( S t a t e  Assemblyman from 
1912 to  1922) was in f lu e n c e d  by Harlem H ouse's  s t a f f  and a c t i v i t i e s .  
Thomas M. Henderson, "Immigrant P o l i t i c i a n :  S a lv a to r e  C o t i l l o ,
P r o g r e s s iv e  E th n ic ,"  I n te r n a t io n a l  M igra tion  Review (Spring  1979),  
p . 83.



Park M eth od ist  E p iscop a l Church, Casa d e l  Popolo engaged in  co n v en tio n a l  

s e t t le m e n t  house a c t i v i t i e s .  I t  o rgan ized  a day n u rsery ,  k in d e r g a r te n ,  

a t h l e t i c  and s o c i a l  c lu b s ,  and c l a s s e s  in  manual a r t s ,  homemaking, and 

h e a lth  care fo r  g i r l s  and women. In c o n tr a s t  to o th er  E ast Harlem 

a g e n c ie s ,  i t  a l s o  helped  to develop  in d ig en o u s  le a d e r s h ip  fo r  the  

community by preparing  s tu d e n ts  fo r  c o l l e g e .  In c o n tr a s t  to most of  

E ast Harlem's s o c i a l  a g e n c ie s ,  most members of Casa d e l  P o p o lo 's

7 9e x e c u t iv e  board, ad v iso ry  board, and f a c u l t y  were I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s .

I t s  f i r s t  brochure (which was p r in te d  a t  i t s  P reparatory  School fo r

Young Men) s t r e s s e d :  "A ll High School and C o lle g e  i n s t r u c t o r s  are

s k i l l e d  te a c h e r s  who understand your problem because they  came out of

the same surroundings and ex p er ien ced  the same s t r u g g le s  th a t  you are

go in g  through now. The te a c h e r s  a l l  speak I t a l i a n  and can c o n s u lt  w ith  

7 3your p a r e n ts ."

72Marie J .  C o n c is t r e ,  "A Study o f a Decade in  the L i f e  and 
Education o f  th e  Adult Immigrant Community in  E ast Harlem" (Ph.D  
d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  New York U n i v e r s i t y ,  1 9 4 3 ) ,  pp. 2 4 9 -5 0 .  The absence of 
Ita lo -A m er ica n s  on the p r o f e s s io n a l  s t a f f  of s o c i a l  a g e n c ie s  which  
served  I t a l o  American communities was w id esp read . In B o sto n 's  two major 
L i t t l e  I t a l y s ,  the  North End and the  West End, th ere  was not one 
p r o f e s s io n a l  s o c i a l  worker who cou ld  speak I t a l i a n  u n t i l  1940.
S im i la r ly ,  every  p r o f e s s io n a l  s o c i a l  worker in  th e s e  communities was 
A nglo-Saxon, save one I t a l i a n .  John F. S tack , I n te r n a t io n a l  C o n f l i c t  in  
an American C ity :  B o s to n 's  I r i s h ,  I t a l i a n s ,  and Jew s, 1935-1944  
(W estport,  Conn.: Greenwood P r e s s ,  1979 ) ,  p .  38.

73 Brochure d e p o s ite d  in  C o v e llo  C o l l e c t i o n .  The founding of the  
I t a l i a n  P a r e n ts '  A s s o c ia t io n  a t  De W itt C l in to n  High School by C ovello  
i s  an other  co n cre te  example of t h i s  " b r id g e -b u i ld in g "  approach. The 
I t a l i a n  P a r e n ts '  A s s o c ia t io n  was re p r e se n te d  on the s c h o o l ' s  e x e c u t iv e  
committee and met in  I t a l i a n  Harlem ra th e r  than a t  De W itt ,  which was on 
M anhattan's West S id e .  This encouraged I t a l i a n  paren ts  to  p a r t i c i p a t e  
f r e e l y  w ithout concern about such em barrassing problems as language  
b a r r i e r s .  The I t a l i a n  P a re n ts '  A s s o c ia t io n  d is c u s s e d  sc h o o l  problems  
and c o l l e c t e d  money fo r  w eekly  s t ip e n d s  to  be g iv e n  to I ta lo -A m er ica n  
s t u d e n t s .  One one o c c a s io n  i t  c o l la b o r a te d  w ith  I I  C ir c u lo  I t a l i a n o  to  
produce a p lay  in  E n g l i s h ,  u s in g  p aren ts  as members of the c a s t .  I t  
a l s o  produced a p lay  in  I t a l i a n  and c a s t  the c h i ld r e n  in  r o l e s .



These a c t i v i t i e s  r e f l e c t e d  a c o n sc io u s  a ttem pt to b u i ld  a br idge  between  

the  I t a l i a n  community and the r e so u rce s  a v a i l a b l e  fo r  s u r v iv in g ,  i f  not  

s u c c e e d in g ,  in  America.

Each Sunday a f te r n o o n ,  in  d e fere n c e  to i t s  church sp o n so r ,  La 

Casa h e ld  a v esp er  s e r v i c e ,  t y p i c a l l y  drawing four to f i v e  hundred 

p e o p l e . 74 J e f f e r s o n  Park M eth od ist  E p isco p a l  Church, however, d id  not  

g iv e  La Casa i t s  c h a r a c te r ,  which h ard ly  su b scr ib ed  t o  E p isc o p a l  

M ethod ist  a c t i v i t i e s .  The Federa l W r i te r s ’ P r o je c t  s tu d y ,  I t a l i a n s  of 

New York, d e s c r ib e d  La Casa as "a s e t t le m e n t  house whose members have  

l e f t i s t  t e n d e n c ie s .  I t  i s  p a ttern ed  a f t e r  the I t a l i a n  S o c i a l i s t  

s e t t le m e n t  houses o f  the p r e - F a s c i s t  e r a .  B es id es  the r e g u la r  

s e t t le m e n t  house a c t i v i t i e s  . . .  i t  sponsors  a League o f  the  

Unemployed, w hich, in  c l o s e  co o p e r a t io n  w ith  th e  La Guardia P o l i t i c a l  

Club, t r i e s  to  h e lp  v ic t im s  of the d e p r e s s i o n . "75 U nlik e  o th e r  s o c i a l  

a g e n c ie s  i n  E ast  Harlem, La Casa made no attem pt to  Am ericanize i t s  

c l i e n t s ,  but r a th e r  encouraged s e c o n d -g e n e r a t io n  I ta lo -A m er ica n s  to  

le a r n  I t a l i a n .  This approach was undoubtedly  in d eb ted  to  C o v e l lo ' s  

concept of com m unity-centered ed u c a t io n  and commitment to d ev e lo p in g  

I t a l i a n  le a d e r sh ip  in  the com muni ty .76 (See pp. 25 -27 )

At a tim e when the D ep ress io n  was h i t t i n g  the people  the h a rd est  

and Casa d e l  P o p o lo 's  s e r v ic e s  were most needed, i t  c l o s e d .  One East  

Harlem s tu d e n t  a t t r ib u t e d  the cause to  l o s s  of fu n d in g . Another quoted

7 4 i b i d . ,  p . 250.

7 SF ed era l W rite r s '  P r o j e c t ,  The I t a l i a n s  of New York: A Survey
Prepared by Workers of the Federal W rite r s '  P r o je c t  (New York: Random
House, 1938),  p . 106.

^ C o v e l l o ,  S o c ia l  Background, pp. 4 2 5 -2 6 .
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th e  m in is t e r  of J e f f e r s o n  Park as s t a t i n g  th a t  La Casa c lo s e d  because  

i t s  c l i e n t e l e  was a t t r a c t e d  away by the su p e r io r  f a c i l i t i e s  of the  B o y s '

C lu b .77

Whatever the e x a c t  rea so n , the demise of Casa d e l  Popolo l e f t  

I t a l i a n  Harlem w ith  even fewer I t a l i a n  c u l t u r a l  and e d u c a t io n a l  

i n s t i t u t i o n s .  This sh ortage  of i n s t i t u t i o n s  was remarkable inasmuch as 

the 1930 and 1940 census data show th a t  I ta lo -A m er ica n s  were the l a r g e s t  

U nited  S t a t e s  e th n ic  group unable to speak E n g l i s h . 78

I t a l i a n  Harlem did  have the use  of the  A gu ilar  Branch of th e  New 

York P u b l ic  L ib rary ,  which co n ta in ed  the l a r g e s t  c o l l e c t i o n  of I t a l i a n  

books in  the l ib r a r y  s y s t e m ,79 and th e  I t a l i a n  Book Company and Vanni 

b ook store  c a r r ie d  a wide v a r i e t y  of new spapers, m agazin es , and books 

p u b lish ed  in  I t a l i a n . 80 And th e r e  was New York C i t y ' s  I t a l ia n - la n g u a g e  

p r e s s ,  dominated by I I  P r o g r e s s o , which rep orted  the e v e n ts  and concerns  

o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem, but had no s p e c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  to the community.

In c o n t r a s t  to  the p a u c ity  of c u l t u r a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  I t a l i a n  

Harlem supported  an astoun d in g  number of commercial r e c r e a t io n a l  

f a c i l i t i e s .  The E ast Harlem of 1945, fo r  exam ple, co n ta in ed  44 movie  

t h e a t e r s ,  4 bow ling a l l e y s ,  47 pool and b i l l i a r d  p a r lo r s ,  3 amusement

7 7 c o n c i s t r e ,  p .  250; Marsh, p .  190.

7 8C o v e l lo ,  S o c ia l  Background, pp. 4 2 5 -2 6 .

7 9 c o n c i s t r e ,  p .  130, as p u b l ish ed  in  The I t a l i a n s :  S o c ia l  
Background of an American Group.

^ I n t e r v i e w  w ith  o ld  E ast  Harlem r e s id e n t  conducted by S. 
Busacca, February 3, 1936. CC.
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a r c a d e s ,  9 s h o o t in g  g a l l e r i e s ,  and of cou rse  a b o c c i  b a l l  c o u r t . 81 

Harlem’s s o c i a l  a g e n c ie s ,  ch u rch es ,  p u b l ic  s c h o o l s ,  and l i b r a r i e s  a l s o  

provided  r e c r e a t io n a l  o u t l e t s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  you th . The Union 

S e t t le m e n t  House in  1940, fo r  example, o f f e r e d  " c lu b s ,  gym, d an cin g ,  

d ra m a tic s ,  a r t s  and c r a f t s  ( p o t t e r y ,  p a in t in g ,  draw ing, s c u lp t u r e ) ,  

le n d in g  l i b r a r y ,  sew ing , woodwork, E n g lish  c l a s s e s ,  beauty c u l t u r e ,  

co o k in g ,  bamboo p ip e s ,  [music] th e o r y ,  [m usic] a p p r e c i a t i o n ,  c o n c e r t s ,  

f o lk  d a n cin g ."  For the t a l e n t e d ,  the Manhattan School of Music, in  th e  

h e a r t  of one of the w orst  areas of E ast  Harlem, provided  i n s t r u c t i o n  

f r e e  of charge i n  p ia n o , v i o l i n ,  v i o l a ,  c e l l o ,  wind in s tr u m e n ts ,  and

v o i c e . 82

A 1944 "Study of the  R e c r e a t io n a l  F a c i l i t i e s  f o r  Teen Age Youth 

in  E ast Harlem." w r i t t e n  by l o c a l  h igh  s c h o o l  s t u d e n t s ,  however, 

r e v e a le d  th a t  most of the young p eop le  r e l i e d  upon t h e i r  own reso u rce s  

fo r  r e c r e a t io n .  Church dances were r e j e c t e d  as " s i s s y  a f f a i r s , "  and th e  

p r ic e  of ad m iss ion  to a commercial e s ta b l is h m e n t  was f r e q u e n t ly  beyond 

t h e i r  means. The study a l s o  p o in ted  up the s e n s i t i v i t y  of many of East  

Harlem's rough-and-tum ble y o u n g s te r s .  For them, s o c i a l i z i n g  had to  take  

p la c e  o u t s id e  the home, b ecau se , in  the words of one I ta lo -A m er ica n  

youth: "The c h i ld r e n  are o f t e n  ashamed of t h e i r  home. The f u r n i t u r e  i s

o ld  and shabby so th a t  none of the c h i ld r e n  want to  b r in g  t h e ir  f r ie n d s  

to  t h e i r  h om es.”83

81 L i s t  d e p o s ite d  in  C o v e l lo  C o l l e c t i o n .

82sroch ures  fo r  Union S e t t le m e n t  House and Manhattan School of  
Music d e p o s ite d  in  C o v e l lo  C o l l e c t i o n .

83"study" d e p o s ite d  in  C o v e llo  C o l l e c t i o n .
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I t a l i a n  Harlem con ta in ed  a g a la x y  o f  v o lu n ta r y  o r g a n iz a t io n s  

founded, o r g a n iz e d ,  f in a n c e d ,  and o th erw ise  op erated  by r e s i d e n t s .  The 

most im portant type of v o lu n ta ry  o r g a n iz a t io n ,  the mutual b e n e f i t  

s o c i e t y ,  f lo u r i s h e d  i n  Southern I t a l y  and in  ev ery  I t a l i a n  immigrant 

community. T y p ic a l ly ,  th e se  s o c i e t i e s  were composed of r e s id e n t s  from a 

p a r t ic u l a r  l o c a l i t y  i n  I t a l y  and named a f t e r  i t s  patron  s a in t  or 

b ir t h p la c e  of i t s  members: Independent Clubs o f  Piedmont E t e m o ,

S o c ie ta  Montrone de B a r i ,  S o c ie ta  d i  M.S. Luminese, S o c ie ta  d i M.S. 

San t'A gata  M i l i t e l l o  Rosmaino, S o c ie ta  d i M.S. Padre d e l l a  Providenza  

f r a  C i t t a d in i  d i  N ic o s ia ,  S o c ie ta  d i M.S. C i t t a d i n i  d i  T u f ie l lo .® ^

They provided  r e c r e a t io n a l  and r e l i g i o u s  a c t i v i t i e s ,  d ea th  b e n e f i t s ,  

o f te n  s i c k n e s s  and a c c id e n t  b e n e f i t s  as w e l l ,  and a id  in  s e e k in g  work. 

A ttendance of members a t  o th e r  members' f u n e r a ls  was mandatory. 

G e n e r a l ly ,  each s o c i e t y  had i t s  own d octor  and law yer ,  who were a l s o  

members .^5

The s o c i e t i e s  a l s o  o f f e r e d  l e s s  t a n g ib le  a t t r a c t i o n s ,  such as 

a l lo w in g  t h e i r  members to a s s o c ia t e  r e g u la r ly  w ith  peop le  from t h e i r  own 

l o c a l i t i e s ,  speak in  t h e i r  d i a l e c t s ,  and perhaps become o f f i c e r s  in  the  

o r g a n iz a t i o n s .  This l a s t  p o in t  may have been of r e a l  im portance to  

members of an e t h n ic  group th a t  faced  defam ation  and d is c r im in a t io n  from 

the w ider s o c i e t y .  They could  make a name fo r  th em se lv es  h e r e ,  perhaps 

win an e l e c t i o n  and a t i t l e ,  and g a in  the s t a t u r e  and r e s p e c t  denied
Q

them o u t s id e  the m eeting  h a l l .

84 L i s t s  d e p o s ite d  i n  C o v e l lo  C o l l e c t i o n .

^Humbert S. N e l l i ,  I t a l i a n s  in  Chicago 1800-1930: A Study in  
E th n ic  M o b il i ty  (New York: Oxford U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1970 ) ,  pp. 157,
1 7 3 - /9 ;  W il l ia m s ,  119, 188.

^ P o z z e t t a ,  244; N e l l i ,  pp. 170-181; B arton , pp. 6 4 -6 9 .
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I t  has been e s t im a te d  th a t  in  th e  t h i r t i e s ,  more than h a l f  of  

I t a l i a n  a d u lt  males belonged  to th e s e  s o c i e t i e s .  How u b iq u ito u s  the  

s o c i e t i e s  were i s  a t t e s t e d  by a s i n g l e  s t a t i s t i c :  in  1935, more than  

110 mutual b e n e f i t  s o c i e t i e s  e x i s t e d  i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem, one fo r  

ap proxim ate ly  every  225 a d u lt  m a les .  In some in s t a n c e s  th e se  s o c i e t i e s  

had o f f i c e r s  who were not r e s id e n t s  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem, in d ic a t i n g  th a t  

membership was drawn to some e x te n t  from beyond i t s  b o rd ers .  ( In  tu rn ,  

I t a l i a n  Harlem's r e s id e n t s  must a l s o  have been members o f  mutual b e n e f i t  

s o c i e t i e s  w ith  headquarters  o u t s id e  I t a l i a n  Harlem. )87

B e s id e s  mutual b e n e f i t  s o c i e t i e s ,  I t a l i a n  Harlem crea ted  o ther  

v o lu n ta r y  o r g a n iz a t io n s .  For exam ple, a l i s t  com piled by C o v e llo  in  

1941 rep orted  the e x i s t e n c e  o f  more than t h i r t y  youth  o r g a n iz a t io n s .  

S p ortin g  such names as the A valons , Big A1 A s s o c i a t i o n ,  and Royal 

S p o r t in g  Club, they were spontaneous re sp o n se s  to the in co m p le ten ess  of  

r e c r e a t io n a l  f a c i l i t i e s  in  E ast Harlem. They a l s o  rep r e se n te d  an 

o r g a n iz a t io n a l  form more com fortab le  to se c o n d -  and t h ir d - g e n e r a t io n  

I ta lo -A m er ica n s  than the mutual a id  s o c i e t i e s  of t h e i r  f i r s t - g e n e r a t i o n
Q Q

p a r e n t s . 0 0

Most of th e se  o r g a n iz a t io n s  were composed e x c l u s i v e l y  of men. 

(Important e x c e p t io n s  were th e  American Labor Party c l u b s . )  The major 

in form al l o c a t i o n s  fo r  s o c i a l i z i n g — th e c o f f e e  shops and barber shops—  

a ls o  exc lu d ed  women.89 xfoe C a th o l ic  churches c o n ta in ed  women's 

s o c i e t i e s ,  but t h e ir  membership was q u i t e  l i m i t e d .

8 7L i s t s  d e p o s ite d  in  C o v e llo  C o l l e c t i o n .

8 8 L is  t s  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem's o r g a n iz a t io n s  d e p o s ite d  in  C ovello  
C o l l e c t i o n .

^ N e l l i ,  pp. 171-181; B arton , pp. 6 4 -6 9 .
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I t a l i a n  Harlem's m u lt itu d e  of mutual a id  s o c i e t i e s  and 

neighborhood s o c i a l  and a t h l e t i c  c lu b s  r e p r e se n te d  the n a tu r a l  

o r g a n iz a t io n a l  forms fo r  t h i s  fa m ily -c e n te r e d  s o c i e t y .  Their  

memberships were s m a l l .  But more im p o r ta n t ly ,  th ey  were l im it e d  to  

s p a t i a l l y  d e f in e d  segments of the community. I t  was the "place from 

which" or the "place where," not p a r t i c u l a r  id e a s  or i n t e r e s t s  th a t  

determ ined membership. The s h i f t  from mutual a id  s o c i e t i e s  to  s o c i a l  

and a t h l e t i c  c lu b s  as the p r e v a le n t  o r g a n iz a t io n a l  form r e f l e c t e d  the  

s h i f t  of the key r e fe r e n c e  group from the p la c e  of o r i g in  in  Southern  

I t a l y  to the immediate neighborhood or most o f t e n  the " b lo c k .”

I t a l i a n  Harlem's many v o lu n ta r y  o r g a n iz a t io n s  h e lp ed  p erp e tu a te  a

world th a t  s to o d  la r g e ly  o u t s id e  the w ider  American c u l t u r e .  These

fo rm a lized  peer groups provided  noncommercial r e c r e a t i o n ,  d a i l y  f a c e - t o -

fa c e  i n t e r a c t i o n ,  and mutual invo lvem ent o f  a type th a t  r e in fo r c e d

t r a d i t i o n a l  v a lu e s  and fo lk w a y s .  Aside from the p o l i t i c a l  c lu b s —and

then on ly  to  a l im it e d  d e g ree— th e se  v o lu n ta ry  o r g a n iz a t io n s  lacked a

w ider community or d ir e c t  involvem ent w ith  s im i l a r  groups in  I t a l i a n

Harlem. They were at the same tim e the on ly  means whereby community-

wide e t h n ic  a c t i v i t i e s — such as the annual Columbus Day parade— cou ld  be 

90planned .

I t a l i a n  Harlem's o n ly  community-wide o r g a n iz a t io n  (w ith  the  

e x c e p t io n  of th e  V ito  M arcantonio P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c i a t io n )  was th e  Roman 

C a th o l ic  Church. The r e l a t io n s h i p  of the I t a l i a n  immigrant community to  

the Church was ex trem ely  p r o b le m a t ic .  "Of the t o t a l  number o f  I t a l i a n s  

a r r iv in g  during the p ast  year  11888J," w rote  the U nited  S ta te s

^ P o z z e t t a ,  p .  2 4 6 .
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Commissioner of Immigration in  New York to Archbishop C orrigan , " a l l  but 

o n e - tw e n t ie th  o f  one percent were p r o fe s s e d  Roman C a t h o l i c s .  . . . " ^

The near unanim ity  of the I t a l i a n  im m igrants' C a th o l ic ism ,  however, d id  

not ensure a com fortab le  r e c e p t io n  by th e  American c l e r g y ,  who were 

predom inantly  of I r i s h  d e s c e n t .  In 1917, f o r  f o r  exam ple, the  

Archbishop o f  New York was ad v ised  by F ath er  R e i l l y :

"The I t a l i a n s  are  not a s e n s i t i v e  peop le  l i k e  our own. When they are  

to ld  th at  they are about th e  w orst C a th o l ic s  th a t  ev er  came to  t h i s  

coun try , they  d o n 't  r e s e n t  i t .  I f  they were a l i t t l e  more s e n s i t i v e  to
Q O

such remarks they would improve f a s t e r . "

From the b eg in n in g ,  I t a l i a n  Harlem's r e l a t io n s h i p  to C a th o l ic ism  

r e f l e c t e d  t h i s  s p e c i a l  p a t te r n .  C a th o l ic  churches e x i s t i n g  i n  East  

Harlem around 1880 excluded  I t a l i a n s  from t h e ir  E n g l ish - la n g u a g e  

s e r v ic e s  a t  the main a l t a r ,  f o r c in g  them to  w orship  in  the basem ents.

One e l d e r l y  I t a l i a n  r e s id e n t  of East Harlem who was in te r v ie w e d  in  the

t h i r t i e s  r e c a l l e d  th a t  when th e  I t a l i a n s  a tten d ed  s e r v i c e s  in  

predom inantly  I r i s h  p a r is h e s ,  they were s u b je c te d  to a barrage of  

i n s u l t s  and even b e a t in g s .  Another lo n g -t im e  r e s i d e n t ,  a Irishm an,  

remembered:

These I t a l i a n s  were s tran ge  p e o p le ,  very  s tra n g e  to  u s .  . . . That 
they d ressed  in  a manner unaccustomed among u s ,  th a t  t h e i r  language  
was n o th in g  l i k e  what had been t o ld  us about the s o n o r i t y  of I t a l i a n  
sp eech ,  they  they were n o is y  and i l l -m a n n e r e d  m attered  l i t t l e .  . . . 
We even  had p i ty  fo r  them. But, fo r  God's sa k e ,  when they  began to
come to  our church and make a market p la c e  of i t ,  we were sure th a t
they were the people  whom the Lord chased from the tem p le .  In th ose  
days we were q u ite  su r e ,  and even tod ay , I  d o n 't  se e  how they have  
the nerve to c a l l  them selves  C h r is t ia n s  when they  are n o t . 93

9lT om asi, P ie ty  and Power, p .  34.

^ I b i d . ,  p. 49 .
93 Interview with old East Harlem resident conducted 

by S. Busacca, February 10,1934. GG.
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To some sm a ll  degree at l e a s t ,  t h i s  h o s t i l i t y  was caused by the  

w idespread  b e l i e f  among the Ir ish -A m erican s  th a t  the I t a l i a n s  were

QA
h o ld in g  th e  Pope p r iso n er  in  the V a t ica n .  ^

The p e c u l ia r  n ature  of t h i s  community's r e l a t io n s h i p  to the  

C a th o l ic  Church was r e f l e c t e d  in  a rep o rt  w r i t t e n  i n  1914 by a worker 

from the Young Men's C h r is t ia n  A s s o c ia t io n  a s s ig n e d  to I t a l i a n  Harlem. 

This worker noted  th a t  a lm ost a l l  I ta lo -A m erican  men were a n t i ­

c l e r i c a l .  But the on ly  c o n v ers io n  to P r o te s ta n t is m  he cou ld  p o in t  out 

a f t e r  a y e a r ' s  s ta y  in  t h i s  community was "one c o l l e g e  man who has 

j o in e d  an E v a n g e l i c a l  Church w ith  an I t a l i a n  w ife  and w ith  s e v e r a l  more 

in  the fa m ily  to f o l lo w .

In 1930, I t a l i a n  Harlem 's l a r g e s t  church, Our Lady o f  Mount 

Carmel, had one thousand a d u lt  male members and th r e e  thousand fem ale  

a d u lt  m em bers .yb in  the f o r t i e s ,  C o v e llo  found th a t  E a st  Harlem's  

Ita lo -A m er ica n  sch oo lb oys  adhered to  th e  C a th o l ic  Church far  l e s s  

f e r v e n t l y  than t h e i r  contem poraries from o th e r  C a th o l ic  e th n ic  

g r o u p s .^  The p e r s i s t e n c e  of th e se  p a t te r n s  was in d ic a t e d  by a 1947

94 This myth o r ig in a te d  out of the c ircu m stan ces  o f  Rome's 
a b so rp tio n  in t o  th e  I t a l i a n  s t a t e .  On September 20 , 1870, I t a l i a n  
troop s  marched in to  Rome. Soon a f t e r ,  i t s  r e s i d e n t s  vo ted  in  fav o r  of 
in c o r p o r a t io n  in t o  the  I t a l i a n  Kingdom. S tr ip p ed  o f  h i s  temporal 
p o s s e s s io n s ,  Pope P ius IX r e t i r e d  w i th in  the en v ir o n s  o f  the V a tica n ,  
where he chose to  regard h im s e lf  as a p r i s o n e r .  U n t i l  1929, P i u s ' s  
s u c c e s s o r s  con tin u ed  to  r e fu s e  to r e c o g n iz e  the I t a l i a n  s t a t e  and 
i d e n t i f i e d  th em selves  as p r i s o n e r s .  See W illiam  K. Ferguson and 
G eoffrey  Bruun, A Survey of European C i v i l i z a t i o n  S in ce  1500, Third 
E d it io n  (B oston: Houghton M i f f l i n ,  1958), pp . 7 0 1 -2 .

U nsigned, carbon copy, p. / .  CC. See a l s o  P o z z e t ta ,  
pp. 274-75 .

^ M arsh , p. 489 .

^ C o v e l l o ,  S o c ia l  Background, p. 379.
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s tu d y ,  which rep orted  the  e x i s t e n c e  of on ly  th r e e  I t a l i a n  P r o te s ta n t  

ch u r c h e s :

This does not mean th a t  the t o t a l  n o n -P r o te s ta n t  I t a l i a n  p o p u la t io n  
i s  Roman C a th o l ic .  A very la r g e  p ro p o rt io n  are on ly  nominal 
C a t h o l i c s ,  many have no church r e l a t io n s h i p  w h a tso ev e r ,  and many of  
the men m ainta in  the a n t i - c l e r i c a l  a t t i t u d e s  of the o ld  cou n try .  
Local o b serv ers  rep ort  th a t  i t  i s  d o u b tfu l  w hether as many as 50 
p ercent of th e  I t a l i a n s  could  be c l a s s i f i e d  as church members in  the  
se n se  th a t  P r o te s ta n t  churches understand church m e m b e r s h ip .98

In the words o f  one l i f e l o n g  r e s id e n t  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem: "There was no

g r e a t  f e e l i n g  f o r  the Church in  I t a l i a n  Harlem, i t  was j u s t  part of

l i f e . " 9 9

The p resen ce  of th e  C a th o l ic  Church in  E a s t  Harlem can be traced  

to  1882, when a group o f  I t a l i a n  immigrants c e le b r a te d  th e  f e a s t  of the  

patron  of i t s  n a t iv e  v i l l a g e ,  Our Lady of Mount Carmel. This event took  

p la c e  In th e  f r o n t  yard o f  a r e s id e n c e  a t  110th S t r e e t  and F i r s t  

Avenue. The fo l lo w in g  y e a r ,  t h i s  same group ob ta in ed  rooms on the f i r s t  

f l o o r  of a house on East 113th S t r e e t ,  where an I t a l i a n  p r i e s t  

c e le b r a te d  E a st  Harlem 's f i r s t  I t a l ia n - la n g u a g e  M ass.^00 I t  was in  1884 

th a t  E ast Harlem's growing I t a l i a n  community m em oria lized  a patron s a in t  

by naming i t s  f i r s t  p a r is h  Our Lady of Mount Carmel and b u i ld in g  a 

monumental s t r u c tu r e  in  her honor a t  115th S t r e e t  and F i r s t  Avenue.

A lso  com pleted in  1884 was t h i s  p a r i s h ' s  p a r o c h ia l  s c h o o l ,  which 

provided  i n s t r u c t i o n  in  both  E n g lish  and I t a l i a n ,  and was the f i r s t  

I t a l i a n  p a r o c h ia l  s c h o o l  in  New York C ity .  By 1927, the s c h o o l  had an

98The P r o te s ta n t  Churches o f  East Harlem: Report of a Survey by
th e  P a th f in d in g  S e r v ic e  f o r  the Churches w ith  Recommendations by Local  
P r o te s ta n t  M in is te r s  (.June 1947), p. 3 .

" i n t e r v i e w  w ith  Frank M a u r e l l i ,  New York C ity ,  August 23, 1976.

^ ^ F a th e r  E nrico  M iz z a te s ta ,  in t e r v ie w  conducted by S. Busacca,  
no p la c e  or d a te .  T ra n scr ip t  d e p o s ite d  in  C o v e l lo  C o l l e c t i o n .
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en ro llm en t  of ap p rox im ate ly  one th ou sand . 101

E ast Harlem was e s p e c i a l l y  w e l l  endowed w ith  p a r o c h ia l  s c h o o l s .

Each of i t s  seven  C a th o l ic  Churches had one, and th e r e  was a l s o  a

community-wide p a r o c h ia l  s c h o o l ,  Commodore John Shea, not d i r e c t l y

a f f i l i a t e d  w ith  any church. For reason s  unknown, the  r e s i s t a n c e  of

I ta lo -A m er ican s  to  p a r o c h ia l  s c h o o l  ed u ca t io n  e v id e n t  e lsew h ere  d id  not

s u r fa c e  in  I t a l i a n  H ar lem .102

Our Lady o f  Mount Carmel sponsored an annual f e s t a  in  honor of

i t s  namesake, which cu lm inated  in  a m assive  p r o c e s s io n  each J u ly  16 and

became the c h ie f  c u l t u r a l  even t  of the e n t i r e  community. Like most

f e s t e ,  th e  F ea st  o f  Our Lady of Mount Carmel had been brought to  America

in  f a i r l y  u n d i lu te d  form. D eeply rooted  in  the s o c i a l  l i f e  of the

Southern I t a l i a n  peasan try  and urban d w e l l e r s ,  th e  f e s t e  provided  one of

the e lem en ts  o f  r e l i g i o n — th e  c e l e b r a t io n  of a s a i n t —which most

s t r o n g ly  appealed  to  them. ^ 3

N otin g  th a t  the " r e l ig io u s  observance i s  q u i t e  obscured by the

r e a l  h o l id a y  s p i r i t  p r e v a i l in g ,"  one o b serv er  in  the e a r ly  t h i r t i e s

d e s c r ib e d  the most important f e a tu r e s  of t h i s  f e s t a 's  p r o c e s s io n :

A band heads the parade, which i s  then fo l lo w e d  by members of the  
s o c i e t y  of Monte Carmelo. The image of the Madonna i s  c a r r ie d  by 
four men. Im m ediately fo l lo w in g  the  Madonna come th e  V e r g in e l le  
( th e  l i t t l e  v i r g i n s ) ,  young g i r l s  a l l  d r e s se d  in  w hite  wearing f in e  
w h ite  v e i l s .  . . . F o l lo w in g  them i s  a banner Ion whichJ are pinned  
a l l  the  d o l la r s  which the f a i t h f u l  c o n t r ib u t e .  At the end of the  
parade march a l l  th o se  who c la im  th a t  the  Madonna has h ea led  them of

^^Domenico P i s t e l l a ,  The Crowning of a Queen (.New York: Eugene
P r in t in g  S e r v i c e ,  1954), pp . 62 , 119.

102 East Harlem P a ro c h ia l  S c h o o ls .  Undated l i s t  probably  
compiled by C o v e l lo .  CC. For Southern Ita lo -A m er ica n  a t t i t u d e s  toward 
p a r o c h ia l  s c h o o l  e d u c a t io n ,  s e e ,  Gans, p. 129; Yans-McLaughlin, p. 227.

1 0 3 w il l ia m s ,  pp. 107, 149; s ee  a l s o  N e l l i ,  p . 188.
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some malady or performed some o th er  m irac le  f o r  t h e i r  b e n e f i t ,  many 
of whom walk b a refo o t  through the s t r e e t s  o f  Harlem c a rr y in g  wax 
images of the parts  a f f l i c t e d  to be p resen ted  a t  the church, and to 
be m elted  down as c a n d le s .  One cu r iou s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of th e se  
f e s t a s  i s  the  t a c t  th a t  the bands have never  been known to  p lay  
e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  music of the  C a th o l ic  church. I n s te a d ,  popular gay  
tunes c h a r a c t e r iz e  the S a i n t ’s  Day p a r a d e .104

As yea rs  went by, p i lg r im a g e s  to th e  F ea s t  o f  Our Lady o f  Mount 

Carmel were organ ized  from as fa r  away as C a l i f o r n i a ,  F lo r id a ,

L o u is ia n a ,  New M exico, Texas, and Canada. By the  t h i r t i e s ,  500 ,000  

I ta lo -A m er ica n s  a tten d ed  the w eek-lon g  f e s t i v i t i e s  cen ter ed  a t  Our Lady 

of Mount Carmel Church.

The g r e a t  p o p u la r ity  of t h i s  I t a l i a n  Harlem f e s t a  can be a s c r ib e d  

in  part to the the number of m ir a c le s  rep orted  to  have occurred  at the

Church, regarded by many as a s h r i n e .  Of even g r e a te r  im portance,

however, i t  served  as a symbol o f  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  m a n if e s ta t io n  of the  

V irg in  Mary to the Southern I t a l i a n s .  Almost ev er y  v i l l a g e  in  south  

I t a l y  had a church, ch a p e l,  or a t  l e a s t  an a l t a r  d e d ic a te d  to  Our Lady 

o f  Mount Carmel. I t  i s  noteworthy th a t  by 1913 sev en  o th er  I t a l i a n  

p a r is h e s  in  th e  New York C ity  m e tr o p o li ta n  area  were named fo r  h e r .

What in su red  the con tinu ed  p o p u la r ity  of I t a l i a n  Harlem 's f e s t a  was the 

awarding of a golden  crown from Pope Leo X III  in  1903 fo r  the s t a t u e  of 

Our Lady of Mount Carmel en sh r in ed  in s id e  the church . Except fo r  

another i n  New O rleans, no o th er  s t a t u e  in  the  U nited  S ta te s  had been so

honored by the V atican  up to th a t  t i m e . 106

Our Lady of Mount Carmel was the f i r s t  e x c l u s i v e l y  I t a l i a n

lO ^C oncistre , pp. 2 2 3 -24 .  

^ ^ P i s t e l l a ,  pp. 6 8 , 128. 

1 0 6 ib id . ,  pp. 123, 122. 76 , 102
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n a t io n a l  p a r is h  in  New York C ity .  Yet from i t s  founding  u n t i l  1919, i t s  

p a s to r s  w ere I t a l ia n - s p e a k in g  German- and Ir is h -A m e r ic a n s . The o f f i c i a l  

h i s t o r i a n  o f  Our Lady of Mount Carmel, Father Domenico P i s t e l l a ,  

a sc r ib e d  t h i s  anomalous s i t u a t i o n  to the need to "give s u f f i c i e n t  care  

to  a la r g e  c l a s s  who understood E n g l i s h  [andj above a l l  fo r  o f f i c i a l  

c o n ta c t  w ith  Church A u th o r i t ie s  as w e l l  as C i v i l . ” 107 i n view  o f  

P i s t e l l a ' s  rep ort  th a t  in  the f i r s t  year of the ch u rch 's  e x i s t e n c e ,  

e i g h t y - s i x  of n in e ty  c h i ld r e n  b a p t ized  were o f  I t a l i a n  p a r e n ts ,  i t  i s  

d i f f i c u l t  to  a t t r i b u t e  the absence o f  an I t a l i a n  p a s to r  fo r  t h i s  

q u i n t e s s e n t i a l  I t a l i a n  p a r ish  to  the need to  "g ive s u f f i c i e n t  care to a 

la r g e  c l a s s  who understood  E n g l i s h .  . . . "  I t  would a l s o  seem that i t  

should  have been p o s s i b l e  to  f in d  an E n g l i s h - s p e a k in g  I t a l i a n  p a s to r  fo r  

the  purpose of m a in ta in in g  " o f f i c i a l  co n ta c t  w ith  Church A u th o r i t ie s  as  

w e l l  as C i v i l . "  Furthermore, Our Lady of Mount C arm el's  I t a l i a n -  

language s e r v ic e s  were h e ld  in  i t s  basem ent. Indeed , the s t a t u e  of Our 

Lady o f  Mount Carmel was not moved from t h i s  basement to the church  

proper u n t i l  1923.108 i t  would appear, th e n ,  th a t  t h i s  d isreg a rd  o f  the  

p a r i s h i o n e r s ' dominant n a t i o n a l i t y  was s im ply  an a b je c t  example o f  th e  

American Roman C a th o l ic  h ie r a r c h y 's  i n s e n s i t i v i t y  to  I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s .109  

D e sp ite  the predominant C a th o l ic ism  of the d i s t r i c t ,  four

1 0 7 ib id . ,  pp . 1 1 4 -15 ,  118, 6 6 .

10yI b id .

lO ^ H lu s t r a t iv e  of t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  was the f a i l u r e  of the Roman 
C a th o l ic  Church to  appoint an I ta lo -A m erican  b ishop in  New York u n t i l  
1954. Jacob Blum and John Wilhelm, "Vito M arcantonio and the P o l i t i c a l  
O rgan ization  o f  E ast Harlem" (Honors paper, Yale U n i v e r s i t y ,  1967),
p . 8 8 .
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P r o te s ta n t  churches ( J e f f e r s o n  Park M ethodist E p is c o p a l ,  S t .  Ambrose 

E p is c o p a l ,  A scen sion  P r e sb y te r ia n ,  and Seventh  Day A d v e n t i s t )  were 

m in is t e r in g  to  the s p i r i t u a l  needs of a s c a t t e r i n g  o f  East Harlem's  

I ta lo -A m er ican s  by 1930. Their combined membership, which boasted  a 

h ig h e r - th a n -a v e r a g e  soc ioecon om ic  s t a t u s ,  n ever  reached one 

th o u sa n d .110 Among them, on ly  A scen sion  coop era ted  w ith  such a g e n c ie s  

and i n s t i t u t i o n s  as the Board of H e a lth ,  Community S e r v ic e ,  and S o c ia l  

S e r v ic e  Exchange, o th er  ch u rches , and the p u b l ic  s c h o o l s . H I  To a 

l e s s e r  e x t e n t ,  so did J e f f e r s o n  Park M ethod ist  E p is c o p a l  which sponsored  

Casa d e l  Popolo up to i t s  demise in  1929, when the  church withdrew from 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  "outside"  s o c i a l  en d eavors .

In order to counter  the in d i f f e r e n c e  and o c c a s io n a l  h o s t i l i t y  o f  

a la r g e  segment of the I t a l i a n  immigrants toward the church, e s p e c i a l l y  

toward p a r o c h ia l  s c h o o l s ,  th e  American Church c r e a te d  a comprehensive  

network o f  c h u r c h -r e la te d  o r g a n iz a t io n s  and church -sponsored  

s e r v i c e s . 11^ But from the o u t s e t  i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem, th e s e  groups and 

s e r v i c e s  had l im i t e d  a p p e a l .  In the e a r ly  t h i r t i e s ,  fo r  exam ple, the  

membership of p a r ish -c o n n e c te d  s o c i e t i e s  a t  I t a l i a n  Harlem's l a r g e s t  

church, Our Lady of Mount Carmel, amounted to a sc a n t  180 in  both s e n io r  

and ju n io r  branches of th e  Holy Name S o c ie t y ,  and 220 in  th e  C hildren  of

HOMarsh, pp. 4 8 6 -8 7 ,  4 9 7 -9 8 .

^ -^ C o n s is tr e ,  p. 259 . The f e e l i n g  o f  c o m p e t i t iv e n e s s  and 
h o s t i l i t y  on the part o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem's C a th o l ic  Church toward 
P r o te s ta n t is m  was dramatized in  1903 when, during  the c o ro n a tio n  of the  
s t a t u e  o f  Our Lady of Mount Carmel, the r e c to r  announced th a t  Our Lady 
of Mount Carmel S o c ie ty  had purchased a P r o te s ta n t  church on 112th  
S tr e e t  and wished to use i t  as an a u x i l i a r y  ch apel fo r  th e  Sanctuary.  
P i s t e l l a ,  p. 93 .

H 2 g ee> f or example, N e l l i ,  p. 192.
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Mary. By the l a t e  t h i r t i e s ,  the  m u tua l-a id  S o c ie t y  o f  Mount Carmel 

C ongregation , which had g iv en  b ir t h  to  t h i s  church, had a membership of  

o n ly  e i g h t y ,  w h i le  Our Lady of Mount Carmel sponsored  an a f t e r - s c h o o l  

c e n te r  w ith  an enrollm ent of one hu n d red .113 Furtherm ore, th e  C a th o l ic  

Church in  I t a l i a n  Harlem m aintained  l i t t l e  co n ta c t  w ith  n o n -C a th o lic  

s o c i a l  a g e n c i e s .  Although s i t u a t e d  on the same b lock  th a t  housed f i v e  

s o c i a l  a g e n c i e s ,  in c lu d in g  Haarlem H o u se ,114 Our Lady o f  Mount Carmel 

ign ored  t h e i r  p r e s e n c e .  C a th o l ic  C h a r i t i e s ,  however, did m ainta in  an 

East Harlem o f f i c e ,  H 5 even  though the c o o p e r a t io n  on community p r o j e c t s  

one would ex p ec t  to  e x i s t  between t h i s  o r g a n iz a t io n  and th e  C a th o l ic  

Church was n e g l i g i b l e .

The s i m i l a r i t y  in  both C a th o l ic  and P r o te s ta n t  church withdrawal

from s o c i a l  involvem ent i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem was noted  In the c o n c lu s io n  o f

May Case Marsh's s tu d y  of East Harlem's churches in  1930:

The churches have l i t t l e  or no r e l a t io n s h i p  to the l i f e  and w e lfa r e  
of  the community of E ast Harlem as a w h o le .  Their d o c tr in e  i s  an 
in d iv i d u a l  g o sp e l  ra th er  than a s o c i a l  g o s p e l .

They are s t r i v i n g  to l i v e  up to the f i r s t  commandment,
"Thou s h a l t  lo v e  th e  Lord thy  God w ith  a l l  thy h e a r t . ” . . . Perhaps 
the r e l a t io n s h i p  of th e se  churches to the l i f e  and w e lfa r e  of the  
community can b es t  be summed up in  the words o f  th e  p r i e s t  in  charge  
o f  Mount Carmel, "The r e s u l t s  of the ch u rch 's  te a c h in g  i s  Is i c J 
r e s p e c t  fo r  the law, fo r  parents  and fo r  God. The community i s  
in f lu e n c e d  o n ly  in s o f a r  as in d iv id u a l s  who have t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  e f f e c t
i t . -116

I t a l i a n  Harlem 's C a th o l ic  churches' non involvem ent w ith  s o c i a l  or even  

p h i la n th r o p ic  a c t i v i t i e s  was congruent w ith  th e  Southern I t a l i a n s '

H 3 c o n c i s t r e ,  pp. 2 3 9 -4 0 .  

l^ M a r sh ,  p. 420 .

* ^ U ndated  l i s t  of s o c i a l  a g e n c ie s  d e p o s i t e d  in  C o v e llo
C o l l e c t i o n .

l^ M a r s h ,  p. 607.
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n e g a t iv e  f e e l i n g s  toward p u b l ic  or i n s t i t u t i o n a l  i n t e r f e r e n c e  in to  

fa m ily  l i f e . - * - ^

From 1930 u n t i l  the p r e s e n t ,  I t a l i a n  Harlem 's p o p u la t io n  has 

s t e a d i l y  d e c r e a s e d .  (See p .  175) I t s  s lu m - l ik e  c o n d it io n s  ensured th a t  

I t a l i a n  Harlem would be populated  a lm ost e x c l u s i v e l y  by f a m i l i e s  headed  

by men in  l o w - s t a t u s ,  low -paying  j o b s .  As the economic s i t u a t i o n  o f  i t s  

r e s id e n t s  improved th ere  was a tendency f o r  some to  move. One s tu d en t  

o f  East Harlem noted  in  the t h i r t i e s ,  fo r  example, t h a t :  "As soon as

p eop le  have money they  move to the Bronx, to Queens, to Long 

I s l a n d . " 118 Upwardly m obile  I t a l i a n  Harlem r e s id e n t s  may have been  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  im p e lled  to  move because t h i s  a r e a ' s  h o u sin g  s to c k  a l l  but 

preclu ded  home ow nership , a major g o a l  o f  I t a l i a n  im m igran ts .119  The 

very  s low  economic p ro g ress  o f  the S o u t h e r n - I t a l i a n  group in  t h i s  

p e r io d ,  however, would seem to  in d ic a t e  th a t  a t  l e a s t  u n t i l  a f t e r  World 

War I I  o u t -m ig r a t io n  was not the main cause o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem's  

d e c l i n e .  Moreover, even when p resen ted  w ith  the p o s s i b i l i t y  of moving 

to  more adequate s i t u a t i o n s ,  th e  Southern I t a l i a n s  tended to  be 

r e lu c ta n t  to  le a v e  t h e i r  com m u nities .120  The o u t -m ig r a t io n  of the  

second and th ir d  g e n e r a t io n  from I t a l i a n  Harlem was p r im a r i ly  the r e s u l t  

of the a lm ost t o t a l  absence o f  h ou sing  c o n s t r u c t io n  s in c e  b e fo re  World

11^Yans-McLaughlin, p . 134.

^ •^ C o n c is tr e ,  p . 238.

1 ^ W i l l i a m s , p . 38, N e l l i ,  p. 34; Yans-McLaughlin, pp. 36, 47 ,  
176-77; K essner , p .  151.

i ?n1 u0n r e lu c ta n c e  of Southern I t a l i a n s  to move from lo c a t io n s  of  
i n i t i a l  r e s id e n c e ,  s e e  P a tr ic k  G a l lo ,  Old Bread New Wine, pp. 260-61 .  
There w ere, however, v a r io u s  p a tte r n s  of r e s i d e n t i a l  m o b i l i t y .  See , fo r  
example, N e l l i ,  pp. 4 1 ,  4 5 ,  53.
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War I .  The s t r a t a  th a t  remained in  I t a l i a n  Harlem— th e  e l d e r l y  and the

191poor— tended to be th o se  most r e s i s t a n t  to a c c u l t u r a t i o n .  ~L

I t a l i a n  Harlem had i t s  own in d iv id u a l  f e a t u r e s ,  but i t  was not 

unique among th e  L i t t l e  I t a l y s  o f  New York C i t y ,  or fo r  th a t  m a tter ,  

e lsew h ere  in  the U nited  S t a t e s .  I t s  p o p u la t io n  was u n u s u a l ly  

homogeneous— in  1930, 81 p ercent  f i r s t  and second g e n e r a t io n  I t a l o -  

A m erican.122 Humbert N e l l i ' s  s tu d y  of C h icago 's  I ta lo -A m er ica n  

p o p u la t io n  found th a t  between 1880 and 1920 "only l i m i t e d  s e c t io n s  of  

c e r t a in  s t r e e t s "  in  the I t a l i a n  communities h e ld  more than 50 p ercent  

I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s .123  B o s to n 's  West End, s tu d ie d  by Gans in  the e a r ly  

f i f t i e s ,  was ap prox im ately  42 p ercen t  I t a lo - A m e r ic a n .124 j n New York 

C ity in  1930 th ere  was one area  o f  I t a l i a n  c o n c e n tr a t io n  more 

homogeneous than I t a l i a n  Harlem: th e  Lower E a st  S id e ' s  L i t t l e  I t a l y  was

8 8  p ercen t  I t a l i a n  American. 125 I t a l i a n  Harlem's hou-sing s to c k  was 

overw helm ingly  su b stan d ard , but aga in  L i t t l e  I t a l y ' s  h ou sing  antedated  

i t .  The im portance o f  Our Lady o f  Mount Carm el's f e s t a  was d u p l ic a te d  

by o th er  f e s t e  i n  o th er  I ta lo -A m er ica n  com m unities .

U l t im a t e ly ,  i t  was I t a l i a n  Harlem's s i z e  which s e t  i t  apart from

121 A 1940 survey of an area  a lm ost coterm inous w ith  E ast Harlem 
rep orted  th a t  12 ,830 h e a d s -o f -h o u s e h o ld s  were born in  I t a l y .  I f  we 
assume th a t  o n e - fo u r th  o f  th e se  were s i n g l e  h e a d s -o f - h o u s e h o ld s , over  
twenty thousand o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem's 6 0 ,000  I ta lo -A m er ica n s  were f i r s t  
g e n e r a t io n .  (We can assume th a t  a lm ost a l l  the  mates of the h e a d s - o f -  
households were a ls o  f i r s t  g e n e r a t io n  I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s . )  "Memorandum on 
C hild  Care Survey,"  p .  2 .

122shedd, p .  3 .

1 2 3 N e l l i , p. 25.

124Gans, p .  8 .

l 23Shedd, p. 3 .
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o th e r  I ta lo -A m er ica n  com m unities. For exam ple, in  1930 I t a l i a n  Harlem

had th r e e  t im es the p o p u la t io n  o f  L i t t l e  I t a l y .  T*ie a r Se number of

I ta lia n -A m er ic a n s  who l i v e d  in  t h i s  sm a ll  urban area  a llow ed  fo r  a 

com pleteness  of t h i s  l i f e s t y l e  perhaps u n r iv a le d  e l s e w h e r e .  I t a l i a n  

Harlem co n ta in ed  alm ost every  im portant f e a tu r e  of the t y p ic a l  I t a l o -  

American community— ch u rch es ,  mutual a id  s o c i e t i e s ,  s t o r e s ,  s o c i a l  c lu b s  

of a l l  t y p e s ,  s c h o o ls  whose s tu d en t  p o p u la t io n s  were la r g e ly  comprised  

o f  I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s .  Im p o rta n t ly ,  I t a l i a n  Harlem a l s o  had an 

in d igen ou s low er middle c l a s s  and a r e s id e n t  p r o f e s s io n a l  c l a s s .

Because o f  i t s  s i g n i f i c a n t  p o p u la t io n  and compact a r e a ,  i t  a l s o  had i t s  

own e l e c t e d  o f f i c i a l s — S t a t e  S en a to r ,  S ta te  Assemblyman, and even  

Congressman. The on ly  th in g  I t a l i a n  Harlem lack ed  was job s  in  

s u f f i c i e n t  number to employ i t s  p o p u la t io n .  But some ob servers  of  

S o u th e r n -I ta l ia n  folkw ays as they have been adapted in  th e  U nited  S ta te s  

have commented upon the l e s s e r  importance of work as opposed to o th er  

c o n s id e r a t io n s  in  t h e i r  h ier a rch y  of v a l u e s . F o r  what was co n s id ered  

im portant— the fa m ily ,  peer-group  r e l a t i o n s — I t a l i a n  Harlem o f fe r e d  an 

i d e a l  m i l i e u .  I t  provided a s i t u a t i o n  whereby th e se  adapted Southern-  

I t a l i a n  fo lkw ays cou ld  be f r e e l y  p r a c t ic e d  in  t h e i r  w id e s t  p o s s ib l e  

range.

Yet i t  was t h i s  very  way of l i f e  which I t a l i a n  Harlem so

1 2 6 I b id .

^"^Gans, pp. 122-136 .

^“̂ A s P a tr ic k  G a llo  in  Old Bread New Wine (p .  265) s t a t e d :  "The
more th e  I t a l i a n s  are p h y s i c a l l y  i s o l a t e d  from th e  h o s t  s o c i e t y ,  the  
g r e a te r  t h e i r  tendency to  m aintain  l in k s  w ith  I t a l y .  The r e s i d e n t i a l  
p a tte r n s  th a t  I uncovered would seem to in d ic a t e  th a t  th o se  l i v i n g  in  
areas w ith  h igh  c o n c e n tr a t io n s  of o th er  I t a l i a n s  would be l e s s  w e l l  
a s s im i la t e d  than th ose  who l i v e  in  n on segrega ted  a r e a s ."
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s u c c e s s f u l l y  p reserved  which seemed to m i l i t a t e  a g a in s t  l e f t  p o l i t i c s .  

The in t e n s e  fa m ily -c e n te r e d n e s s  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem caused C ove llo  in  1947 

to  w r i te :

We do not fu n c t io n  as a modern community. We have no neighborhood  
a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  tra d es  p e o p le ,  no o v e r a l l  la b o r  union c o u n c i l ,  no 
community-wide S ch oo ls  Committee, no u n ite d  P arent-T eachers  
A s s o c i a t io n s ,  no i n t e r c u l t u r a l  and i n t e r r a c i a l  programs to develop  
and g iv e  e x p r e s s io n  to  the r i c h  h e r i ta g e  o f  our p e o p le .  What we 
have are a m u lt itu d e  o f  sm all o r g a n iz a t io n s ,  each independent of  
each o th er  and each working out i t s  own l i t t l e  d e s t in y .

The on ly  o r g a n iz a t io n  on a community-wide b a s i s  i s  th e  East  
Harlem C ouncil fo r  Community P la n n in g , whose membership i s  composed 
alm ost e x c l u s i v e l y  of s o c i a l  workers from s o c i a l  a g e n c ie s  in  our 
d i s t r i c t ,  w ith  a few tea ch ers  and a s c a t t e r i n g  of p u b l i c - s p i r i t e d  
c i t i z e n s  who l i v e  in  the community. ^ 9

Why would t h i s  same community l o y a l l y  support a pro-Communist

p o l i t i c i a n ?  The complex causes of t h i s  p a r a d o x ic a l  phenomenon are

exp lored  in  our next c h a p te r .

129 C ovello  then proposed fo r  the purpose of t r a n s la t in g  "our 
g rea t  concern in t o  s o c i a l  a c t io n ,"  th at  a community c o u n c i l  and a 
community paper be e s t a b l i s h e d .  There was never  a l a s t i n g  example of  
e i t h e r  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem. C o v e l lo ,  "Strength  from W ith in ,"  New View of  
East Harlem I (A p r il  1, 1947),  p . 3 .



CHAPTER VII

THE CAUSES OF ITALIAN HARLEM’S RESPONSE TO MARCANTONIO

The g r e a t  paradox u n d er ly in g  the "Marcantonio phenomenon” i s  why 

th e  r e l a t i v e l y  c o n s e r v a t iv e  community o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem r a l l i e d  so  

c o n s i s t e n t l y  to  h i s  s i d e — and b e fo r e  Marcantonio to another  r a d ic a l  

Congressman, F i o r e l l o  H. LaGuardia.

The e x p er ien ce  of the S o u t h e r n - I t a l ia n  group in  the U nited  S t a t e s  

e v id e n c e s  sc a n t  support fo r  the p o l i t i c a l  l e f t .  In the pre-W orld War I 

e r a ,  f o r  exam ple, the average s e c t i o n  of the I t a l i a n  S o c i a l i s t  

F ed er a t io n  (founded in  1902) had only  t h i r t e e n  to f i f t e e n  members. The 

New York C ity  branch boasted  about two hundred r e g i s t e r e d  members from 

an I t a l i a n  p o p u la t io n  of 6 5 0 ,0 0 0 ,  and th e  P h i la d e lp h ia  branch m ustered  

o n ly  one hundred or so out of i t s  140 ,000  I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s .  A S o c i a l i s t  

Party o r g a n iz e r  of th at  p er iod  complained th a t  of a l l  the n a t i o n a l i t i e s  

i n  New York, the I t a l i a n s  were p r o p o r t io n a te ly  the w eakest in  h is  

o r g a n iz a t io n .^

The r a d ic a l  sen tim en t th a t  d id  e x i s t  was d iv id e d  among the  

S o c i a l i s t  P a rty ,  th e  S o c i a l i s t  Labor P arty ,  and th e  I n d u s t r ia l

Toraasi, S i lv a n o  M., P ie ty  and Power; The Role o f  the I t a l i a n  
P a r ish e s  in  the New York M etrop o litan  Area, 1880-1930 (New York: Center
fo r  M ig ra t io n  S t u d ie s ,  1975),  p .  5; see  a l s o ,  V ir g in ia  Yans-McLoughlin, 
Family and Community: I t a l i a n  Immigrants in  B u f f a lo ,  1880-1930
(I th a c a :  C o rn e l l  U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1971 ) ,  pp. 2 2 4 -2 5 .
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Workers of the World. The I t a l i a n  S o c i a l i s t  F e d er a t io n  had fo r t y  

s e c t i o n s  by 1906, whose a f f i l i a t i o n s  were d iv id e d  between th e  S o c i a l i s t  

and S o c i a l i s t  Labor p a r t i e s .  D e s p i te  the weak o r g a n iz a t io n a l  response  

of th e  I t a l i a n s  to the r a d ic a l  movements of the p er io d ,  I t a l i a n s  p layed  

le a d in g  r o l e s  in  both the Lawrence g e n e r a l  s t r i k e  of 1912 and the  

P aterson  g e n e r a l  s t r i k e  o f  the f o l lo w in g  y e a r .  Moreover, I t a l i a n s  were 

prominent in  the le a d e r sh ip  of th e se  s t r i k e s .  With the c o l la p s e  of the

S o c i a l i s t  Party and the near demise o f  th e  I n d u s t r ia l  Workers of the  

World in  the post-W orld War I  e r a ,  the I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n  community was 

l e f t  w ith  alm ost no c o n ta c t  w ith  the organ ized  l e f t . 2 Even th e  I t a l o -  

Americans' resp on se  to trade union ism  was com p a ra t iv e ly  weak. In 1919, 

a f t e r  the s u c c e s s f u l  garment worker u n io n iz a t io n  d r iv e s ,  Southern  

I t a l i a n s  were s t i l l  18 p ercen t l e s s  o rgan ized  than n a t iv e -b o r n

Americans, and 13 p ercent  l e s s  organ ized  than th e  fo r e ig n -b o r n  in

g e n e r a l . 3 The lament o f  a S o c i a l i s t  Party  o r g a n iz e r  in  1904 appeared  

t r u e ,  "The I t a l i a n s  are not o r g a n iz a t io n  men, and w h ile  i t  i s  

co m p a ra t iv e ly  easy  to o rg a n iz e  them, i t  i s  hard to  keep up the  

o r g a n iz a t io n ." ^

The f a i l u r e  o f  the l e f t ,  and even  the l i b e r a l  l e f t ,  to a t t r a c t  

th e  Southern I t a l i a n  group p e r s i s t e d  in t o  the t h i r t i e s .  In th e  1935 New 

York C ity  mayoral e l e c t i o n ,  fo r  exam ple, S o c i a l i s t  and Communist Party

2
Marlene T e r w i l l i g e r ,  "Jews and I t a l i a n s  and the S o c i a l i s t  P a rty ,  

New York C ity ,  1901-1917: A Study of C la s s ,  E t h n ic i t y  and C lass
C onsciou sness"  (Ph.D . d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  Union Graduate S c h o o l ,  1978),  
pp. 8 4 -8 5 .

3
Samuel B a i l e y ,  "The I t a l i a n s  and Organized Labor in  the United  

S ta te s  and A rg en t in a ,  1880-1919,"  I n t e r n a t io n a l  M ig ra t io n  Review 1 
(Summer, 1967),  as quoted in  T e r w i l l i g e r ,  pp. 8 6 , 8 8 .

■^Terwilliger, p . 63.



ca n d id a te s  r e c e iv e d ,  r e s p e c t i v e l y ,  2 .9  and 1 .2  p e r c e n t  of the v o t e ,  but 

o n ly  2 .0  and 0 .7  percent of th e  I ta lo -A m er ica n  v o t e .  Moreover, th ere  

n ever  d eveloped  in  the I ta lo -A m er ica n  community support fo r  a 

g e n e r a l iz e d  l i b e r a l  or p r o g r e s s iv e  id e o l o g y .  F ra n k lin  R o o s e v e l t ,  

because of h i s  v e r b a l  a t ta c k s  on A x is  I t a l y ,  r e c e iv e d  o n ly  41 p ercen t  of  

th e  New York C ity  I ta lo -A m erican  v o te  in  1940 as opposed to  61 percent  

c i t y - w i d e .  These n o n - l ib e r a l  v o t in g  tren d s  were r e f l e c t e d  fu r th e r  in  

the d e c l in in g  number of b a l l o t s  c a s t  by New York C i t y ' s  I ta lo -A m er ica n s  

f o r  a prominent l i b e r a l  o f f i c e h o l d e r ,  Governor Herbert Lehman— 1932,

78 .9  p ercen t;  1936, 6 6 .9  p ercent;  1938, 5 9 .7  p e r c e n t .

Not o n ly  were I ta lo -A m er ica n s  f r e q u e n t ly  n o n -su p p o r t iv e  of 

l i b e r a l  c a n d id a te s ,  but t h e i r  a t t i t u d e s  on s p e c i f i c  i s s u e s  o f t e n  p la ce d  

them a t  the r i g h t  end o f  the p o l i t i c a l  spectrum . The resp o n ses  to one 

survey  on th e  Spanish  C i v i l  War by e t h n ic  group found th a t  among

Ronald Bayor, Neighbors in  C o n f l i c t :  The I r i s h ,  Germans, Jew s,
and I t a l i a n s  of New York C ity ,  1929-1941 (B a lt im o re :  John Hopkins
P r e s s ,  1 9 7 8 ) ,  pp. 4 1 ,  47 . The I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n  support fo r  th e  
R epublican  P arty  in  the t h i r t i e s  was c l o s e l y  t i e d  to  t h e i r  p e r c e p t io n  of  
R o o se v e lt  and th e  D em ocratic Party as a n t i - F a s c i s t . The somewhat la r g e r  
p ercen ta g e  of I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s  who vo ted  on the American Labor Party  
l i n e  ( 6 .3  in  1936 and 5 .9  in  1940) than e i t h e r  I r i s h -  or German- 
Americans ( 3 .2  and 2 .3  in  1936, and 5 .3  and 3 .5  in  1940) does not 
e v id e n c e  l e f t i s t  p r o c l i v i t i e s .  R ather, t h i s  was a fu n c t io n  of the  
r e l a t i v e l y  la r g e  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  of I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s  in  the unions which 
sponsored  th e  American Labor Party  ( f o r  example, th e  I n te r n a t io n a l  
L a d ie s '  Garment Workers' Union and the Amalgamated C lo th in g  Workers 
Union) and the p r e s t i g e  o f  Marcantonio and LaGuardia. (Bayor, p .  119) 
S im i l a r ly ,  the temporary ascendancy of r a d ic a l i s m  in  prewar Barre,  
Vermont, Quincy, M a ssa ch u se tts ,  and P a ter so n ,  New J e r se y  i s  i n d i c a t i v e  
o f  the l e f t i s t  c u rre n ts  among N orthern I t a l i a n s  who predominated in  
th e s e  c i t i e s .  The L i t t l e  I t a l y s  of the la r g e  c i t i e s  which were 
overw helm ingly  populated  w ith  Southern I t a l i a n s  dem onstrated no such 
t e n d e n c ie s .  Edwin Fenton , Immigrants and U nions, A Case Study:
I t a l i a n s  and American Labor, 1870-1920 (New York: Arno P r e s s ,  19 7 5 ) ,  p. 
70; P a tr ic k  G a l lo ,  Old Bread New Wine: A P o r t r a i t  of th e  I t a l i a n -
Americans (C hicago: N e ls o n -H a l l ,  19 8 1 ) ,  p. 90.
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Americans of I r i s h ,  German, I t a l i a n ,  and R u ss ian  ( in c lu d in g  many Jews)  

d e s c e n t ,  th e  I ta lo -A m er ica n s  showed the s m a l le s t  p ercen ta g e  o f  L o y a l i s t  

su p p orters  (20  p e r c e n t)  and the l a r g e s t  in  fa v o r  of Franco (55  p e r c e n t ) .^  

C o n s is te n t  support fo r  a l e f t i s t  Congressman n o tw ith s ta n d in g ,  

I t a l i a n  Harlem appeared to  conform to  t h i s  g e n e r a l  p a t t e r n .  W ithin  

I t a l i a n  Harlem th e  Communist Party had l i t t l e  s t r e n g t h .  George Charney, 

i t s  d i s t r i c t  o r g a n iz e r  fo r  E ast  Harlem during much of the time  

Marcantonio h e ld  o f f i c e ,  s t a t e d  in  h is  memoirs th a t  among the  

Congressman’s "beloved C a la b r e se ,  we had but a h an d fu l of members.”^

The Party compensated, in  some sm a ll  m easure, fo r  the l im i t e d  l o c a l  

support by a s s ig n in g  party  members of I t a l i a n  e x t r a c t i o n  from o th er
Q

d i s t r i c t s  t o  I t a l i a n  Harlem to  do p o l i t i c a l  work. This s tra teg em  

f a i l e d  to  e s t a b l i s h  a Communist beachhead in  I t a l i a n  Harlem. In f a c t ,  

as o f  1948, of th e  app roxim ate ly  ten  thousand p arty  members i n  New York

^Bayor, p .  91 .

^George Charney, A Long Journey (C hicago: Quadrangle Books,
1968 ) ,  p .  113. In B e l la  Dodd's memoirs, she r e c a l l s :  "I was a ss ig n ed
[by the Communist P arty] to  the G a r ib a ld i  Branch of the P a r ty ,  a Party  
c lub  which co n cen tra ted  on r e c r u i t in g  I t a l i a n s .  The c lu b  was 
i n e f f e c t i v e  and drab. . . .  [ I t  was lo c a te d  a b lock  from M arcanton io 's  
c l u b . ]  This branch o f  f i f t y  or s i x t y  members c o n s i s t e d  c h i e f l y  of  
I t a l i a n s ,  Jew s, N egroes,  and F i n n s . ” S ch o o l  of Darkness (New York:
P .J .  Kennedy, 19 5 4 ) ,  pp. 168-69 .

B e s id e s  M arcantonio , the on ly  o th er  I ta lo -A m er ica n  who a t ta in e d  a 
s i g n i f i c a n t  degree o f  prominence on th at  part of the l e f t  a s s o c ia t e d  
w ith  the Communist Party was P e te r  C acch ione, who served  as the f i r s t  
New York C ity  councilman to  be e l e c t e d  on th a t  p a r t y 's  t i c k e t .  He was 
e l e c t e d  in  1941 and r e e le c t e d  in  1943 and 1945. He d ied  w h ile  in  o f f i c e  
in  1947. Simon Gerson, P e te :  The S tory  o f  P e te r  V. C acch ione, New
Y ork's F i r s t  Communist Councilman (New York: I n te r n a t io n a l  P u b l i s h e r s ,
1 976),  p assim .

O
Donna Liberman, "Vito Marcantonio: P e o p le 's  Congressman: The

New Deal Period" (Honors paper, R a d c l i f f e  C o l le g e ,  1970),  p .  102.
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g
County o n ly  th r e e  hundred were I ta lo -A m e r ic a n .

But the p arty  was a b le  to  am p lify  i t s  in f lu e n c e  i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem 

by c a l l i n g  fo r  a s s i s t a n c e  from an I t a l ia n - la n g u a g e  lodge  o f  the  

I n t e r n a t io n a l  Workers Order, a f r a t e r n a l  o r g a n iz a t io n  lo c a te d  in  I t a l i a n  

Harlem w it h  c l o s e  t i e s  to  the P a r ty .  Among o th e r  a c t i v i t i e s ,  t h i s  lodge  

helped  c i r c u l a t e  a b i l i n g u a l  w eek ly ,  L 'U nita  d e l  P o p o lo , a ls o  c l o s e l y  

conn ected  to  the p a r ty ,  which c o n s i s t e n t l y  s t r e s s e d  the importance of  

e l e c t i n g  Marcantonio.'*'® In an a r t i c l e  p u b l ish ed  i n  1944, fo r  example, 

he was d esc r ib e d  as the " in te r p r e te r  of the a s p ir a t io n s  of the masses of  

workers of a l l  America and a l s o  the on ly  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  who has a t  h eart  

the i n t e r e s t s  of th e  I ta lo -A m er ica n  community."*'*'

^Nathan G la z e r ,  The S o c i a l  B a s is  of American Communism (New 
York: H arcourt, Brace, and World 1 9 6 1 ) ,  p .  221 . Of th e  766 d e le g a te s
to  the New York S t a t e  Convention o f  the Communist P a r ty ,  f o r t y - f o u r  were 
I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s .  G la zer ,  p .  220.

*®In 1940, f o r  exam ple, an IWO o f f i c i a l  w rote  Marcantonio t h a t ,  
"on October 26, a t  th e  Verona T h ea tre ,  107th S t r e e t  and Second Avenue 
[th e  IWO] I t a l i a n  s e c t io n  has arranged a huge m eeting w ith  you as the  
main sp ea k er ."  M. Horowitz to  M arcantonio , October 18, 1940. MP 
(M is c e l la n e o u s  Campaign M a t e r ia l ) .

**July  29 , 1944, p. 3 .  L 'U n ita  d e l  Popolo was la r g e ly  the  
c r e a t io n  of r e fu g e e s  from I t a l y .  I n te r v ie w  w ith  John Cammette, New York 
C ity ,  November 7 , 1981.

A l e f t i s t  a c t i v i s t  who worked in  I t a l i a n  Harlem during t h i s  
p er io d  a s s e s s e d  the p a r t y ' s  p resen ce  th ere :

"I d o n 't  th in k  th a t  th e  Communist P arty  n e c e s s a r i l y  had more 
in f lu e n c e  in  E ast  Harlem than in  o th e r  I t a l i a n  com m unities .
A c tu a l ly  Marc was the p r o g r e s s iv e  fo r c e  th e r e ;  he fought e v i c t i o n s ,  
he fou gh t fo r  rent c o n tr o l ;  he fou gh t fo r  good race r e l a t i o n s ;  th ere  
d id n ' t  seem room f o r  anyone [ e l s e ]  on the l e f t .  And the Party  
worked harder in  the b lack  and P uerto  Rican com m unities— in  East  
Harlem i t  seemed l e s s  of a s o c i a l  fo r c e  than in  o th e r  [ I t a l i a n ]  
communities in  the C ity  who d id n ' t  have a Marc. This goes fo r  non- 
I t a l i a n  communities too ; where th e r e  was a vacuum on the l e f t ,  the  
Party and the  American Labor Party could  f i l l  i t ,  i n  East and Lower 
Harlem Marc was the l e f t . "

Mary Bowes, p erso n a l l e t t e r ,  November 16, 1976.
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While th e  Communist Party e x h ib i t e d  l i t t l e  s t r e n g th  in  I t a l i a n  

Harlem, o th er  l e f t i s t  groups had no p resen ce  th ere  w h a tso ev er .

Moreover, th e r e  were few s ig n s  of p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i t y  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem 

a s id e  from the freq u en t s t r e e t  r a l l i e s  m o b il ized  in  support of  

M arcantonio . Only two in s t a n c e s  o f  p o l i t i c a l  dem on stration s  have come 

to l i g h t :  a march in  1938 held  to demand the b u i ld in g  o f  p u b l ic

h o u s in g ,  and a march in  1939 to  p r o t e s t  the a n t i c i p a t e d  en try  of the  

U nited  S t a t e s  in t o  World War I I .  (See  p .  137)

I t a l i a n  Harlem was swept up in  the g e n e r a l  D em ocratic euphoria  of 

1936. From then  u n t i l  1948, however, approxim ately  one th ir d  of i t s  

v o t e r s  c a s t  b a l l o t s  fo r  R epublican  can d id a tes  f o r  the S t a t e  S enate  and 

A ssem bly. (S ee  T ables 8 , 9 ,  10) Inasmuch as a l l  o f  th e se  can d id a tes  

were I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s ,  the e th n ic  f a c t o r  d id  not e x i s t .  In the  

P r e s i d e n t i a l  e l e c t i o n s  o f  1940 and 1944, a m a jo r ity  o f  the community's 

v o t e r s  supported  Wendell W i l l k i e .  A f te r  the p assage  o f  the W ilson -  

Pakula Act in  1947, M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  machine s t r e s s e d  support fo r  

the American Labor P arty  in  g e n e r a l ,  not on ly  fo r  M arcanton io 's  own 

can d id acy .  (See  pp. 4 0 1 -2 )  The in c r e a se d  ALP v o te  i n  1948 and 1950 in  

I t a l i a n  Harlem in d ic a t e s  th a t  th e se  e f f o r t s  were q u i t e  s u c c e s s f u l .  

I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  t h i s  in c r e a s e d  ALP v o te  appeared to  have been a t  the  

expense of th e  R epublican  P a rty .  (S e e  T ables 6 , 8 , 10, 11) The 

p ercen tage  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem's v o te r s  w i l l i n g  to  v o te  fo r  a l e f t i s t  

ca n d id a te  and program per se  can perhaps be measured by the p ercen tage  

of i t s  v o te r s  who vo ted  f o r  Henry W allace in  1948— 22 p e r c e n t .  In th at  

e l e c t i o n ,  5 7 .6  p ercent  o f  i t s  v o te r s  c a s t  t h e i r  b a l l o t s  fo r
i 2

M arcantonio . Both W allace and Marcantonio w ere , of course

1 91 George Blake [George Charney] and A1 Testerm an, "The People Win
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running on the American Labor P arty  l i n e .  M arcanton io 's  p o s i t io n s  were 

i n  f a c t  more r a d ic a l  than W a lla c e 's  but l i t t l e  of th at  emerged during  

th e  campaign. What needs to be accounted  fo r  i s  the  th r e e  out o f  f i v e  

M arcantonio v o te r s  who d id  not v o te  fo r  W a lla ce .  They were not v o t in g  

f o r  h i s  f u l l  program. What then  m otivated  them to  v o te  f o r  

M arcantonio?

M arcan ton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  b e l i e f s  and a s s o c i a t i o n s  were not unknown 

i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem. The New York C ity  p r e ss  f r e q u e n t ly  fe a tu r e d  

Marcantonio in  regard to h i s  t i e s  to  the Communist P arty  and h i s  

unpopular p o l i t i c a l  s ta n d s .  Furthermore, M arcantonio d id  not d i s g u i s e  

h i s  p o l i t i c s  from h i s  I ta lo -A m er ica n  c o n s t i t u e n t s .  For exam ple, a 

l e t t e r  sen t  to every  r e g i s t e r e d  v o te r  in  h i s  d i s t r i c t  in  1948 s t a t e d :

I have been an uncompromising opponent o f  im p e r ia l i sm .  I  
b e l i e v e  th at  armaments and a p ea ce -t im e  d r a f t — in  th e  s e r v i c e  o f  
i m p e r i a l i s t  p o l i c y —do not re p r e se n t  d e fen se  of a n a t io n  and i t s  
p e o p le .  On the co n tr a r y ,  such armaments have always proved  
d e s t r u c t i v e  o f  the peace and s e c u r i t y  o f  the American p e o p le .  Such 
a program i s  not d e f e n s e .  I t  i s  d e f i n i t e l y  a program fo r  p r o f i t — 
and more p r o f i t — th e  p r o f i t  always go in g  to  the m onopolies; th ose  
same m onopolies  that are today r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  the la c k  o f  decent  
h o u s in g ,  f o r  2 4 -c e n t  m ilk , and f o r  $ 1 .5 0  m eat.  . . .

C onsequ ently , the  c e n t r a l  i s s u e  b e fo re  th e  American peop le  i s  
th a t  of p eace; and a program of $ 2 1  b i l l i o n  to  be expended t h i s  year  
fo r  the p resen t  co ld  war does not make fo r  p ea ce .  That i s  why I 
have vo ted  a g a in s t  th e  Truman D o c tr in e  and the M arshall  P la n .  Both 
th e s e  p o l i c i e s  are in  k eep in g  w ith  the exp an sion  of th e  power of  
W all S t r e e t  over  the e n t i r e  world— which i s  d e f i n i t e l y  not in  the  
i n t e r e s t  of the common p eop le  o f  t h e s e  U nited  S t a t e s .

W hile I  have v o ted  a g a in s t  t h i s  program of  d esp a ir  and war, I  
have v o ted  FOR and have fought fo r  a id  to  the needy n a t io n s  of

w ith  M arcantonio,"  P o l i t i c a l  A f f a i r s  (January 1949) ,  pp. 9 0 -9 1 .  Before  
e v a lu a t in g  the reasons behind the v o t in g  behavior  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem 
r e s id e n t s  who voted  fo r  Marcantonio and not fo r  W a lla ce ,  i t  should be 
noted th at  many who d id  v o te  fo r  W allace may have been responding to  
M arcanton io 's  endorsem ent. On the o th e r  hand, any number of th ese  
v o te r s  may have r e j e c t e d  M arcantonio because of h i s  a s s o c i a t i o n  w ith  
W allace or d i s a s s o c i a t i o n  from Truman.
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Europe through the U nited  N ation s  and w ith o u t  c o n d i t io n s ,  a id  
w ith ou t e x p l o i t a t i o n ,  a id  w ith ou t regard to  p o l i t i c a l  creed  or  
r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f s .  This p rop osa l . . .  i s  not new. I t  was f i r s t  
preached in  th e  Sermon on the Mount. . . .  I  p r e fe r  t h i s  creed  as 
a g a in s t  the M arshall Plan which has meant the use  of your d o l la r s  
and the s a c r i f i c e  of your w e lfa r e  to a id  the b ig  t r u s t s  in  
c o n v e r t in g  such n a t io n s  as I t a l y  and France in t o  economic c o lo n ie s  
of W all S t r e e t .

S in ce  the D em ocratic P arty  of F ra n k lin  D elano R o o se v e lt  and 
th e  R epublicans have merged in t o  one s i n g l e  p arty  w ith  two f a c e s ,  
both the s e r v a n ts  of the same m a sters ,  the  b ig  t r u s t s  of Wall 
S t r e e t ,  I am u rg in g  your support fo r  th e  P r o g r e s s iv e  P a r t y . ^

I t a l i a n  Harlem's n on ra d ica l v o te r s  knew they  were v o t in g  f o r  a l e f t i s t

Congressman.

The e f f i c i e n c y  and scope o f  M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n iz a t io n  

cannot account s o l e l y  f o r  I t a l i a n  Harlem's p o te n t  su p p o r t .  The primary 

e f f e c t  of t h i s  o r g a n iz a t io n  was to  r e a l i z e  a lr e a d y  e x i s t i n g  support by 

m axim izing v o te r  r e g i s t r a t i o n  and p a r t i c i p a t i o n .

Much of the p o l i t i c a l  b eh av ior  of I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s — in c lu d in g  

t h e i r  heavy support of M arcantonio— has been e x p la in e d  by the e th n ic  

f a c t o r . ^  Two s t u d ie s  of I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s  in d i c a t e  th a t  the e th n ic  

f a c t o r  was in deed  a s tro n g  in f lu e n c e  on t h e i r  v o t in g  and p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  when the o f f i c e  a t  s ta k e  was of im p o r t a n c e .^

N e v e r t h e le s s ,  i t  would be a m istak e  to o v e r e s t im a te  t h i s  f a c t o r  as the  

major determ inant in  M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  s u c c e s s .  In h i s  f i r s t  four

^ U n d a ted , CC.

^ S e e ,  fo r  exam ple, S a lv a to r e  John LaGumina's V ito  Marcantonio:  
The P e o p le ' s  P o l i t i c i a n  (Dubuque, Iowa: K end a ll /H un t,  1969),  passim .

^ H e r b e r t  Gans, Urban V i l l a g e r s : Group and C la ss  in  the L i f e  of
the I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s  (New York: Free P r e s s ,  1 9 6 5 ) ,  pp. 177, 181-82;
M ichael P a r e n t i ,  E thn ic  and P o l i t i c a l  A t t i t u d e s :  A Depth Study of
I t a l i a n  Americans (New York: Arno P r e s s ,  1 9 7 5 ) ,  pp. 77 , 294.
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e l e c t i o n s  h i s  Dem ocratic opponent, James L a n z e t ta ,  was a l s o  an I t a l i a n ,

but M arcantonio won th r e e  of th e s e  e l e c t i o n s .  In 1942 he overwhelmed

o th er  I ta lo -A m er ica n  ca n d id a tes  in  the D em ocra tic ,  R epub lican , and

American Labor Party p r im a r ie s .  I t  shou ld  a l s o  be noted th a t  in  the

1941 mayoral e l e c t i o n  in  New York, the most prominent I ta lo -A m er ica n

o f f i c e h o l d e r  in  the cou n try ,  F i o r e l l o  H. LaGuardia, r e c e iv e d  o n ly  46

p ercen t  of the I t a l i a n  v o t e ,  W illiam  O’Dwyer having  r e c e iv e d  53

p e r c e n t . 16 N o n e th e le s s ,  th ere  i s  no q u e s t io n  th a t  i t  accrued to

M arcanton io ' s advantage th a t  between 1944 and 1950 h i s  opponents were

Martin Kennedy, P a tr ic k  Hannigan, F r e d e r ic k  Van P e l t ,  John E l l i s ,  James

M o rr issey ,  and James Donovan, fo r  i t  i s  a l s o  obv ious  th a t  p u re ly  e th n ic

c o n s id e r a t io n s  in f lu e n c e d  some v o t e r s .  In 1939, fo r  i n s t a n c e ,  a man

w rote  M arcantonio , "I do not belong to  your d i s t r i c t  . . . but be ing  of

I t a l i a n  e x t r a c t i o n  I f e e l  you are the man who can b e s t  h e lp  me. ” *7

S im i l a r ly ,  a woman wrote in  1945: "I am g lad  you wear an I t a l i a n

..18name.

M arcantonio a l s o  r e c e iv e d  a v a s t  amount o f  correspondence from 

I ta lo -A m er ica n s  o u t s id e  h i s  d i s t r i c t  and even o u t s id e  o f  New York 

C ity .  The p r e s id e n t  of a Fur and L eath er  Workers Union l o c a l  in  

Middletown, New York asked him fo r  a s s i s t a n c e  in  o b ta in in g  a government 

loan  fo r  b u i ld in g  a h o s p i t a l .  He noted  t h a t ,  "Our l o c a l  union members 

[are] predom inantly  o f  I t a l i a n  e x t r a c t i o n  and [and] part of the la r g e  

I t a l i a n  p o p u la t io n  of the c i t y . ” 19 E s p e c i a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  was the

l^Bayor, p . 143.

17MP 17.

^MP 2 ( C i v i l  L i b e r t i e s ) .

19MP 17, 1 o f  2.
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i n v i t a t i o n  tendered  to Marcantonio in  1950 by the I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n  World 

War V eterans A s s o c ia t io n ,  which read: "You're i n v i t e d  to  be a head

t a b le  g u e s t  a t  our d inner . . . which concludes  a th r e e  day n a t io n a l  

con feren ce  of d e l e g a t e s .  . . ."20 j n 1950, i t  would have been  

in c o n c e iv a b le  th a t  any o th er  v e t e r a n s ’ o r g a n iz a t io n  would have extended  

such an i n v i t a t i o n  to  M arcantonio .

One rough measure of e t h n i c i t y ' s  in f lu e n c e  on M arcanton io 's  

c a n d id a c ie s  i s  the  v o t in g  p a t te r n s  of an e n c la v e  o f  I ta lo -A m er ica n s  w ith  

r e l a t i v e l y  l i t t l e  co n ta c t  w ith  M arcantonio: in  the southernm ost reaches

(betw een  F i r s t  and Second Avenues and 60th to  62nd S t r e e t s )  o f  h i s  

d i s t r i c t .  He d id  not l i v e  in  t h e i r  neighborhood . Furtherm ore, because  

t h i s  area  was in c lu d ed  in t o  h i s  d i s t r i c t  on ly  a f t e r  1944 and was 

somewhat d i s t a n t  from h i s  h ea d q u a r ters ,  r e l a t i v e l y  few o f  i t s  r e s id e n t s  

would have been r e c i p i e n t s  of s e r v i c e s  from h i s  p o l i t i c a l  

o r g a n iz a t io n .  N o n e th e le s s ,  the e l e c t i o n  d i s t r i c t s  encom passing t h i s  

neighborhood vo ted  fo r  him in  the range o f  30 to  39 p e r c e n t ,  as compared 

w ith  h i s  average Y o r k v i l le  v o te  of 20 to  25 p e r c e n t . 21 Perhaps the  

d i f f e r e n c e  between th e se  two s e t s  o f  f i g u r e s  gauges the e th n ic  f a c t o r .

D e s p ite  h i s  l e f t i s m ,  M arcanton io 's  s p e c i f i c  p o l i t i c a l  s ta n c e s  

and, to some e x t e n t ,  h i s  g en era l  p o l i t i c a l  o u t lo o k  corresponded to 

I t a l i a n  Harlem's p o l i t i c a l  mood. Nowhere was t h i s  more true than on the  

primary p o l i t i c a l  q u e s t io n  fo r  many I ta lo -A m er ica n s  during much of t h i s  

p e r io d — F asc ism .

20MP 8 .

^ A r th u r  Walker Bingham, "The C o n g r ess io n a l E le c t io n s  of V ito  
Marcantonio" (Honors paper, Harvard U n i v e r s i t y ,  1950),  addenda.
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P r io r  to  assuming C o n g r ess io n a l o f f i c e ,  Marcantonio was c l e a r l y

i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  a n t i - F a s c i s r a . 2 2  Furthermore, he was one of the few

prominent I ta lo -A m er ica n s  to  p a r t i c i p a t e  in  the Grande D im ostrazione

23contro  i l  Fascism o h eld  a t  Madison Square Garden in  August 1935.

A fte r  h i s  1936 d e f e a t ,  however, he was u n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  q u ie t  on 

t h i s  i s s u e ,  and u n t i l  I t a l y ' s  c a p i t u l a t i o n  he r a r e ly  p u b l i c l y  a tta ck ed  

M u sso l in i  or I t a l i a n  F asc ism . R ather , between 1935 and 1943 he 

d issem b led .  For example, when, in  1935, th e  American League A gainst War 

and F ascism  in v i t e d  him to  sponsor  and endorse a d em on stra tion  "in the  

I t a l i a n  and negro s e c t i o n s  o f  Harlem" to p r o te s t  th e  I t a l i a n  in v a s io n  o f  

E th io p ia ,  he d e c l in e d .  He ex p la in e d  th a t  h i s  sp o n so rsh ip  of s e v e r a l  

n e u t r a l i t y  r e s o lu t i o n s  precluded  a c t i v e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  any 

d em on stra tion  th a t  "might in  any manner be con stru ed  as an e f f o r t  to 

in v o lv e  th e  U nited  S ta te s  in  any d isp u te  between b e l l i g e r e n t  

n a t i o n s . "24 One month l a t e r ,  when the American League fo r  I t a l y  In v ite d  

him to a co n fere n c e  to a s s i s t  in  m a in ta in in g  f r i e n d l y  r e l a t i o n s  between

22 On May 30, 1927, b la c k - s h ir t e d  members o f  th e  F a s c i s t  League of  
North America, w earing t a s s e l e d  caps and ca rry in g  s t e e l - t i p p e d  w hips,  
were marching downtown to  p a r t i c i p a t e  in  a Memorial Day parade when two 
of them were sh o t  w h ile  preparing  to board a t r a in  in  th e  Bronx.
S ev era l  weeks l a t e r ,  the p o l i c e  caused a g r e a t  s t i r  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem by 
r a id in g  a few r a d ic a l  I t a l i a n  newspaper o f f i c e s ,  a r r e s t i n g  more than a 
dozen prominent a n t i - F a s c i s t s ,  and su b se q u e n t ly  ch arg ing  two I t a l i a n  
t a i l o r s  w ith  f i r s t - d e g r e e  murder.

In I t a l y ,  the government p r e ss  and s e v e r a l  F a s c i s t  d e p u t ie s  
clamored fo r  " j u s t i c e ."  The American a n t i - F a s c i s t  community, f e a r in g  
another  S a c c o -V a n z e t t i  c a s e ,  was a l s o  arou sed . The noted c i v i l  
l i b e r t i e s  a t t o r n e y s ,  C larence Darrow and Arthur G a r f ie ld  Hays, defended  
the accused  t a i l o r s .  D esp ite  d iv id e d  sen t im en ts  in  the I t a l i a n  
community, Marcantonio a s s o c ia t e d  h im s e lf  w ith  the l e g a l  p rep ara tion  of  
the c a s e .  Liberman, p. 23.

2 2 I b i d . ,  p. 67; Alan S c h a f f e r ,  V ito  M arcantonio , R adical in  
Congress (S yracu se:  Syracuse U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1966),  p .  50 .

2 4 MP 2 6  ( H - J ) .
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the  p eop les  of the U nited  S t a t e s  and I t a l y  (n o t in g  th a t  "our sym pathies  

go to  I ta ly "  v i s - a - v i s  th e  E th iop ian  i n v a s i o n ) ,  M arcantonio d e c l in e d ,  

c i t i n g  the p ressu r e  of C on gress ion a l d u t i e s . 25 Between 1936 and 1943, 

M arcanton io 's  on ly  p u b lish ed  a t ta c k  on I t a l i a n  F ascism  (w ithout  

m entioning M u s s o l in i ’s name) occurred  in  June 1938,  when b e fo re  a 

con ven tion  of the  I n te r n a t io n a l  Workers Order he announced the founding  

o f  L 'U n ita  d e l  P o p o lo . As the head o f  i t s  board o f  d i r e c t o r s ,  

Marcantonio denounced the " F a sc is t  p o l i c i e s  of Mr. IGenerosoJ Pope's  

[ th a t  i s ,  the  p u b l ish e r  o f  I I  P rogresso  and I I  C o r r ie r e J p a p ers ,"  which  

he added were r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  having "moved 6 00 ,000  I t a l i a n  v o te r s  in  

t h i s  c i t y  in t o  the camp of f a s c i s m . "25 D e sp ite  h i s  g e n e r a l  r e t i c e n c e  on 

t h i s  i s s u e ,  h i s  g en era l  p o l i t i c a l  p o s i t i o n ,  a f f i l i a t i o n s ,  and s p e c i f i c  

in v o lv e m e n ts ,  such as heading the board of d i r e c t o r s  of L'Unita7''del 

P op o lo , i d e n t i f i e d  him as an a n t i - F a s c i s t .

The cause of M arcanton io 's  d i s s im u la t io n  on the i s s u e  of I t a l i a n  

Fascism  i s  c l e a r .  In t h i s  p e r io d ,  I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s '  sen tim ent toward 

I t a l y ' s  F a s c i s t  regime was roughly  d iv id ed  as f o l l o w s :  a sm all

a r t i c u l a t e  a n t i - F a s c i s t  group, a sm a ll  a r t i c u l a t e  p r o - F a s c i s t  segment,  

and the m a jo r ity  " s e n t im e n ta l ly  and i n e f f e c t u a l l y "  p r o - F a s c i s t . 27 Or,

25mp 4 (C1-C2).

9  f t "Plans New I t a l i a n  D a ily :  Marcantonio Says A nti F a s c i s t  Paper
W il l  Be P u b lish ed  Soon," New York Times (June 5 , 1938),  p .  2. At 
m eetings  of l e f t i s t  I ta lo -A m er ican s  where one might exp ect  Marcantonio  
to denounce I t a l i a n  Fascism  and M u s so l in i ,  he did n o t .  See fo r  
example: "Embargo i s  Proposed on A ggressor  F o r c e s :  I ta lia n -A m eric a n s
at  R a l ly  Urge Move to  Aid Jews," New York Times (November 21 , 1938), p. 
7; " G a r ib a ld i 's  S tru g g le  fo r  L ib e r ty  E x to l l e d :  Marcantonio a t  R a l ly
Likens I t  t o  Our F ight fo r  Democracy," New York Times (J u ly  5 ,  1939),  
p. 9 .

77
“ P a r e n t ! ,  pp. 5 5 -5 6 .
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as Nathan G lazer  has p o in ted  out: "Except fo r  a h an dfu l o f  r a d ic a l s  and

s o c i a l i s t s ,  a lm ost everyone in  th e  I t a l i a n  community supported

28M u s s o l in i ,  or a t  l e a s t  d id  not oppose him." N o n e th e le s s ,

M arcanton io 's  t e p id  p u b l ic  o p p o s i t io n  to  I t a l i a n  Fascism  i n c i t e d  the

burning o f  an e f f i g y  of H a i le  S e l a s s i e  in  fro n t  of h i s  home and

29c o n tr ib u te d  to  h is  d e fe a t  in  1936. Furthermore, h i s  known a n t i -

F a s c i s t  p o s i t i o n  caused I I  P r o g r e s s o , by f a r  the most im portant I t a l i a n -

language newspaper i n  New York C ity ,  to  promote h i s  1936 opponent and to

30t r e a t  the r a d ic a l  Congressman as a n o n -p erso n . (S ee  p. 396)  

S u b seq u en tly ,  on the one i s s u e  which had the p o t e n t i a l  of a l i e n a t in g  h i s  

major e l e c t o r a l  b a s e ,  Marcantonio remained l a r g e l y  s i l e n t .

On o th er  i s s u e s  Marcantonio and I t a l i a n  Harlem were of one 

mind. For exam ple, h i s  a n t i - p r e p a r e d n e s s / a n t i - i n t e r v e n t i o n i s t  p o s i t i o n  

p r io r  to  U nited  S t a t e s  en try  in t o  World War I I ,  which brought him 

n a t io n a l  n o t o r i e t y  and caused him to be branded as an a b je c t  fo l lo w e r  of  

th e  Communist l i n e ,  was enormously popular in  I t a l i a n  Harlem. In 1940, 

h i s  e l e c t i o n  s lo g a n — " O vera lls  not Uniforms"— corresponded to  the

28 Nathan G lazer  and D an ie l Moynihan, Beyond the M elt in g  Pot: The
N egroes,  P uerto  R ica n s ,  Jews, I t a l i a n s ,  and I r i s h  o f  New York C ity  
(Cambridge: MIT P r e s s ,  1963),  p .  214. On a n t i - F a s c i s t  sen tim ent in  the
I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n  community, s e e ,  G a l lo ,  Old Bread New Wine, pp. 224-  
26. On p r o - F a s c i s t  sen tim en t among B o s to n 's  I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s ,  s e e  John 
F. S ta ck , I n te r n a t io n a l  C o n f l i c t  in  an American C ity :  B o sto n 's  I r i s h ,
I t a l i a n s ,  and Jews, 1935-1944 (W estp ort,  Conn.: Greenwood P r e s s ,  1979),  
pp. 7 8 -8 1 .  Stack n o tes  th a t :  "On May 11, 1936, over f i f t y  thousand
members o f  B o s to n 's  I t a l i a n  community poured in t o  the s t r e e t s  of East  
B oston . In a spontaneous dem onstration  of support f o r  I t a l i a n  v i c t o r i e s  
i n  E t h io p ia ,  B o s to n 's  I t a l i a n s  chanted ' I I  D uce, I I  D uce, I I  Duce' w h ile  
they hung H a ile  S e l a s s i e  in  e f f i g y . "  (p .  79)

9 QText of in t e r v ie w  w ith  Miriam S an d ers .  MP 10 ( B io g r a p h ic a l ) .

• ^ L a G u r a i n a ,  V it o  Marcantonio: The P e o p l e ' s  P o l i t i c i a n , p .  43 .
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d e e p e s t  d e s i r e  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem's r e s i d e n t s ,  th a t  i s ,  not to go to war

a g a in s t  t h e i r  co m p a tr io ts .  Moreover, h i s  g e n e r a l  p o l i t i c a l  p o s i t io n  on

dom estic  m atters  was p op u lar .  His co n sta n t  and d e f t  p r e s e n ta t io n  of

r i c h - a g a in s t - p o o r  i s s u e s  were unden iab ly  based on the soc ioeconom ic

r e a l i t i e s  o f  E ast  Harlem. This p o l i t i c a l  approach can be seen in h is

p o l i t i c a l  propaganda. For exam ple, a 1950 l e a f l e t  e n t i t l e d  You Pay

through the N o se , which p resen ted  M arcanton io 's  support o f  p r ic e  and

wage c o n t r o l s ,  concluded: "The b ig  money boys who are behind Donovan

[M arcantonio 's  opponent] d o n 't  want p r ic e  c o n t r o l s — they  want HIGH

PRICES. High p r ic e s  fo r  them mean HIGH PROFITS. They d o n 't  permit

t h e i r  man— Bilbo-D onovan— to come out fo r  p r ic e  c o n t r o l . "31 Nor was he

f e a r f u l  of p o in t in g  a Z o la - l ik e  accu s in g  f in g e r  at h is  enem ies,  as he

d id  in  a s ix t e e n -p a g e  brochure used in  the 1940 campaign to urge

p r e s e r v a t io n  o f  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  r ig h t s  and o p p o s i t io n  to the n a t io n ' s

en tran ce  in t o  World War I I :

The Working People of the U nited  S t a t e s  are Looking to You, the  
V oters  of the 20th  C o n g ress io n a l d i s t r i c t ,  to  Send M arcantonio Back 
to  C ongress .

Who are M arcanton io 's  F riends?
The Unemployed 
The WPA Workers 
The Working Men and Women 
The V eterans of the World War
The I t a l i a n s ,  the Puerto R ica n s ,  N egroes ,  and o th er  r a c i a l  

m in o r i t i e s  
Who Are M arcanton io 's  Enemies?

The B osses
The M unitions Makers
The Puerto  Rican Sugar I n t e r e s t s
The L ig h t  and Gas P r o f i t e e r s
H earst and the L ib e r ty  League
M arcanton io 's  F rien ds  Are Your F r ien d s
M arcanton io 's  Enemies Are Your E n e m ie s .^

M arcanton io 's  app eals  to I t a l i a n  Harlem's r e s id e n t s  as v ic t im s  of

^ D e p o s i t e d  in  C o v e llo  C o l l e c t io n .
O O

MP 49 (M is c e l la n e o u s  Campaigns).
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e x p l o i t a t i o n  and d is c r im in a t io n  and h i s  im p reca tion s  a g a in s t  the  

p e r p e tr a to r s  of th e s e  calum nies could  on ly  r e c e iv e  an e n t h u s i a s t i c  

resp on se  from a community composed a lm ost e x c l u s i v e l y  of tenement 

d w e l le r s ,  workers in  lo w -p a y in g ,  lo w - s t a t u s  job s  who f r e q u e n t ly  

e x p e r ie n c e d  unemployment, and an e th n ic  group which knew i t  was w id e ly  

co n s id ered  to  be i n f e r i o r . M a r c a n t o n i o ' s  g e n e r a l  p o l i t i c a l  appeal  

tapped a l l  of the resen tm en ts  th a t  I t a l i a n  Harlem 's so c io eco n o m ic  

r e a l i t y  en gen d ered . An o ld - t im e  I t a l i a n  Harlem r e s id e n t  r e c a l l e d  th a t  

he got  "goose bumps" when Marcantonio sp ok e ,  b ecause: "He s a id  what the

p eop le  wanted to h e a r .  That i s ,  he would promise to  f i g h t  fo r  what they  

w anted. They f e l t  th a t  th ey  would b e n e f i t  from h i s  e l e c t i o n . T h e  

s i g n i f i c a n t  degree of c o n g ru ity  between M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  p o s i t i o n  

and th o se  of h i s  I t a l i a n  Harlem c o n s t i t u e n t s ,  however, cannot a lo n e  

account f o r  h i s  e l e c t o r a l  s u c c e s s e s  t h e r e .  A f te r  a l l ,  many o th er  

s i m i l a r  communities e x i s t e d  in  New York C ity  and e lse w h e r e  in  the U nited  

S t a t e s ,  which did not support any r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c i a n  over a s u s ta in e d  

p e r io d .  Marcantonio brought many o th e r  v a r ia b le s  in t o  the eq u ation  

which c o n s o l id a te d  the p o l i t i c a l  l o y a l t y  of t h i s  u n l i k e l y  b a i l iw ic k  fo r  

a r a d ic a l  Congressman.

On the House f l o o r ,  Marcantonio s t r o v e  m ig h t i l y  and e f f e c t i v e l y  

to r e d r e ss  th e  wrongs d e a l t  out to h is  countrymen. With the outbreak of  

World War I I ,  I ta lo -A m erican s  a u to m a t ic a l ly  became o b j e c t s  of deep 

s u s p ic io n  fo r  many Americans. N o n - c i t i z e n  I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s  were 

c l a s s i f i e d  as enemy a l i e n s  and in  January 1942 th ey  had to r e g i s t e r  w ith

•^See fo o t n o t e  22, p .  178.

" ^ In terv iew  w ith  "Frank," New York C ity ,  J u ly  16, 1981.
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th e  p o l i c e . ^  As one of o n ly  four I ta lo -A m er ica n s  i n  C ongress ,  and the 

on ly  one w ith  a n a t io n a l  r e p u ta t io n ,  Marcantonio co n cen tra ted  on 

defe lid ing  h i s  p eop le  during th a t  d i f f i c u l t  p e r io d . ^  When, in  1944, an 

Alabama Congressman s t a t e d  th a t  Southerners  had known what democracy was 

"one hundred years  b e fore  the gentlem an from New York ev er  saw the  

S ta tu e  o f  L ib e r ty ,"  Marcantonio responded to the s l u r  by reminding the  

House of "the c a s u a l t i e s  and the number o f  men from my d i s t r i c t  who are  

engaged on every  b a t t l e f i e l d .  . . .  While my p eop le  did not come over on 

th e  M ayflower, . . .  my peop le  have always fou gh t f o r  l i b e r t y .  . . .  We
07

are an in t e g r a l  part of the l i v i n g  f l e s h  and b lood of our co u n try .

B efo re  I t a l y ' s  c a p i t u la t i o n  in  1943, however, Marcantonio had 

r a r e ly  mentioned the country  in  C ongress .  But from th a t  p o in t  on, he 

spoke f r e q u e n t ly  on m atters  sm a ll  and la r g e  r e l a t i n g  to  I t a l y .  In order  

to  " r e le a s e  the u n to ld  e n e r g ie s  of the  I t a l i a n  p e o p le ” in  the f i g h t  

a g a in s t  the A x is ,  he proposed a r e s o l u t i o n  b e fo r e  the House Foreign  

A f f a ir s  Committee on June 13, 1944, c a l l i n g  fo r  r e c o g n i t io n  o f  I t a l y  as  

a f u l l  a l l y .  The g r a n t in g  o f  t h i s  s t a t u s ,  he argued , would open the way 

f o r  Lend-Lease a id ,  f u l l  d ip lo m a t ic  t i e s ,  and en try  in  th e  United  

N a t i o n s . ^  A gain , in  February 1945, he p resen ted  a b i l l  in co r p o r a t in g

■^Bayor, p .  124.

■ ^Salvatore  J .  LaGumina, "Case S tu d ie s  o f  E t h n ic i t y  and I t a l o -  
American P o l i t i c i a n s , "  in  The I t a l i a n  E xperien ce  in  th e  U nited  S t a t e s , 
e d s .  S i lv a n o  M. Tomasi and M adeline H. Engel (New York: Center for
M igration  S t u d i e s ,  1973) p .  156. On M arcanton io 's  l e g i s l a t i v e  a c t i v i t y  
in  b eh a lf  of a l i e n  r i g h t s — an i s s u e  of s p e c i a l  concern  to  I t a l o -  
Americans— s e e  LaGumina, V ito  M arcantonio: The P e o p le ' s  P o l i t i c i a n , pp.
2 5 -2 7 .

C o n g ress io n a l Record, May 5 , 1944, p. 4888 .

"Marcantonio Seeks A l ly  Rank fo r  I t a l y , "  New York Times (June
14,  1944) ,  p. 8.
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many of th e s e  same p o i n t s . 39 in  subsequent appearances b e fo r e  the

Committee, on the f l o o r  o f  the House, and in  ra d io  t a lk s  Marcantonio

hammered away a t  the fo l lo w in g  p o in t s :  a c c e p t in g  I t a l y  as an a l l y  would

s tr e n g th e n  the a n t i -A x is  f o r c e s ;  v o lu n ta ry  surrender on a m assive  s c a l e

and the a c t i v i t i e s  o f  I t a l i a n  p a r t is a n s  had a lr e a d y  proved i t s

w o r th in ess  as an a l l y ;  and Fascism  had been imposed on the country  by a

t r a i t o r ,  M u s s o l in i ,  who was now overthrow n, and the p eop le  had erased

the f i n a l  v e s t i g e s  of both d i c t a t o r  and d i c t a t o r s h i p . ^

He a ls o  addressed  a number of v i t a l  q u e s t io n s  r e l a t i n g  to  I t a l y ' s

p o l i t i c a l  l i f e .  Heading a d e le g a t io n  to  th e  I t a l i a n  Ambassador in  1945,

Marcantonio p resen ted  a p e t i t i o n  w ith  150 ,000  s ig n a tu r e s  c a l l i n g  fo r  the

e s ta b l ish m e n t  of a r e p u b l ic  in  I t a l y . ^  He fr e q u e n t ly  c a s t ig a t e d  the

M arshall P lan  as a mechanism fo r  e s t a b l i s h i n g  the  r u le  of "Wall S t r e e t

im peria lism "  i n  I t a l y .  More than o n e -h a l f  o f  the c u l t i v a t e d  land , he

p o in ted  o u t ,  was owned by twenty thousand f a m i l i e s ,  w h i le  on ly  32

percent  o f  the a g r i c u l t u r a l  workers owned la n d .  In g rea t  d e t a i l ,  he

d escr ib ed  the abysmal l i v i n g  c o n d it io n s  of urban w ork ers ,  i n s i s t i n g  th a t
/ 0

the " im p e r ia l i s t"  M arshall Plan would not a l l e v i a t e  them. (See pp. 

6 8 -6 9 ,  268) When confron ted  w ith  the charge th a t  he might favor  the  

coming to power of th e  I t a l i a n  Communist P a r ty ,  he r e p l i e d :  "The Red

• ^ " B i l l  Plans Aid to I t a l y , "  New York Times (February 10, 1945),
p .  4 .

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord , May 5 , 1944, p. A2196; Radio sp eech ,  
A p r il  7 ,  1945. Text d e p o s ite d  in  MP 14 ( I t a l y  C la im s) .

^ T e x t  of an a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  "Congressman V ito  Marcantonio  
Headed a D e le g a t io n  to  Mr. T arch iana, Ambassador from I t a l y ,  Today, and 
L e ft  a P e t i t i o n  in  the Form of a Book w ith  Him." MP 14 ( I t a l y  C la im s).

^ C o n g r e s s i o n a l  Record, A p r i l  12,  1945,  p.  A1721.
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bogey may f r ig h t e n  p o l i t i c i a n s  h e r e ,  but i t  does not f r ig h t e n  the  

I t a l i a n  p eop le  who are com pelled  to l i v e  under th ese  m ise r a b le  

c o n d i t i o n s ."^3 Marcantonio had more than an I t a l i a n  surname to a t t r a c t  

the p o s i t i v e  a t t e n t i o n  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem's v o t e r s .  His i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  

w ith  l e g i s l a t i o n  con cern in g  the o ld  country  and h i s  a g g r e s s iv e  d e fen se  of  

th e  I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s  * good name cou ld  on ly  have endeared him to the  

r e s id e n t s  of t h i s  most I t a l i a n  of A m erica's  L i t t l e  I t a l y s .

M arcanton io 's  i n i t i a l  a f f i l i a t i o n  w ith  th e  R epublican  Party was 

not a p o l i t i c a l  l i a b i l i t y  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem. U nlike  most o th er  w orking-  

c l a s s  immigrant groups in  t h i s  p e r io d ,  I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s  were a t t r a c t e d  

to  the R epub lican  P arty  in  la r g e  numbers. I r i s h  dom ination  of the b ig  

c i t y  p o l i t i c a l  m achines— and in  p a r t i c u l a r  I r i s h  dom ination o f  Tammany 

H a ll— appeared to  have been the l a r g e s t  f a c t o r  in  moving la r g e  numbers 

o f  I ta lo -A m er ica n s  in t o  th e  R epublican  f o l d . ^  Furthermore, the  

Republicans made s e r io u s  e f f o r t s  to  a t t r a c t  the  I t a l i a n  im m igrants. One 

observer  noted  i n  1904 th a t  f o r t y  I t a l i a n  Republican c lu b s  had been 

organ ized  in  New York C ity ,  w h i le  th e r e  were not h a l f  as many I t a l i a n  

Democratic c l u b s . ^  The I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s '  i n i t i a l  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w ith

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord , December 11, 1947, p. 11304; March 27, 
1950, pp. 4 1 6 8 , 4170 .

^ T h i s  phenomenon was not l im it e d  to  E a st  Harlem. In Boston  
during the same p er io d ,  th e  Ir ish -A m er ica n s  dominated th e  Democratic  
P a rty ,  and as a r e s u l t ,  o f  the 110 c i t y  councilm en e l e c t e d  between 1924 
and 1949 th e r e  were o n ly  12 Jew s, 9 Yankees, 4 I t a l i a n s ,  and one 
B lack . A l l  the  rem aining councilm en were I r i s h .  By 1930 not a s in g le  
I t a l i a n  had been e l e c t e d  to the c i t y  c o u n c i l  or the s t a t e  l e g i s l a t u r e .  
C onsequently , the I t a l i a n s  voted  fo r  the D em ocratic Party  in  lower  
p erce n ta g e s  than th e  I r i s h  and t h e i r  v o te r  p a r t i c i p a t io n  was low.
S ta ck ,  pp. 3 3 -3 4 ,  39 .

4 ^George E nrico  P o z z e t t a ,  "The I t a l i a n s  of New York, 1890-1914"  
(Ph .D . d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  U n iv e r s i ty  o f  North C a r o lin a ,  1971),  p .  375; se e  
a l s o  pp. 2 8 8 -8 9 .



the  R epublican  Party  in  New York. C ity  was g r e a t l y  r e in fo r c e d —  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  East Harlem— by th e  R epublican  Party a f f i l i a t i o n  of th e  

most o u ts ta n d in g  I ta lo -A m er ica n  p o l i t i c i a n  of the c i t y ,  and indeed  of  

the n a t io n ,  F i o r e l l o  LaGuardia. The t r a d i t i o n  o f  I ta lo -A m er ica n s  v o t in g  

fo r  R epub lican  ca n d id a te s  continued  in t o  the t h i r t i e s  because of t h e i r  

p e r c e p t io n  of the l i b e r a l  Democrats as being  a n t i - F a s c i s t ,  which most 

Ita lo -A m er ica n s  confused  w ith  being  a n t i - I t a l i a n .  As a r e s u l t  of t h i s ,  

from 1940 to  1952, I t a l i a n  Harlem— w ith  the h e lp  of American Labor P arty  

v o t e s — g e n e r a l ly  e l e c t e d  R epublicans to  the s t a t e  l e g i s l a t u r e .  (See  

Tables  8 , 9 ,  10) M arcan ton io 's  R epublican  Party d e s ig n a t io n  from 1934 

throilgh 1944, th e n ,  was an a s s e t  v i s - a - v i s  h i s  I t a l i a n  Harlem 

c o n s t i t u e n c y .

I t a l i a n  Harlem p r e fe r r e d  to  v o te  fo r  Marcantonio on e i t h e r  the 

R epublican or Democratic l i n e s .  A f te r  1948, however, when the on ly  way 

they  could  v o te  fo r  him was to  v o te  American Labor, they  d id  s o ,  though  

in  somewhat reduced p e r c e n ta g e s .  (S ee  Table 6 ) M arcanton io ’s 

prominence as the le a d e r  o f  the American Labor P arty  was a t  a l l  t im es an 

a s s e t  w ith  h i s  I ta l ia n -A m er ic a n  c o n s t i t u e n t s .  S tu d ie s  o f  I t a l o -  

Americans' v o t in g  b eh av ior  in d ic a te d  th a t  e th n ic  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w ith  a
A /1

can d id a te  in c r e a s e d  w ith  h i s  p e r c e iv e d  im p ortan ce .

More g e n e r a l ly ,  however, th e r e  was a la c k  of s tro n g  attachm ent to  

e i t h e r  major p o l i t i c a l  p a r ty ,  r e f l e c t e d  by the e x i s t e n c e  of many 

p o l i t i c a l  c lu b s  in  I t a l i a n  communities w ith ou t nominal t i e s  to Democrats 

or R ep u b lican s .  T y p ic a l ly ,  th e s e  c lu b s  were the p erso n a l  p o s s e s s io n s  of

A .1

P a r e n t i ,  p. 77. In h i s  s tu d y  of I ta lo -A m er ica n  p o l i t i c a l  
a t t i t u d e s ,  P a re n t i  s p e c i f i c a l l y  c i t e s  Marcantonio as the "type" of  
ca n d id a te  who e l i c i t e d  a s tro n g  e th n ic  r e s p o n se .
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t h e i r  fo u n d e r s .  Then, to o ,  th ere  was the u n d e r ly in g  low l e v e l  o f  

p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  by th e s e  newcomers. Most I t a l i a n s  a rr iv e d  in  

the U nited  S t a t e s  w ith  l i t t l e  or no p o l i t i c a l  e x p e r ie n c e ;  in te n d in g  in  

time to  re tu rn  home, they were not encouraged to deve lop  p o l i t i c a l  

s k i l l s  in  t h e i r  new "temporary" environm ent. Only 16 p ercen t  underwent 

n a t u r a l i z a t io n  b e fo r e  1914, and an even s m a lle r  p erce n ta g e  were e l e c t e d  

to  p u b l ic  o f f i c e  u n t i l  th e  post-W orld  War I I  p e r io d . ^  In th e  b road est  

term s, th en , the p o l i t i c a l  behav ior  o f  I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s ,  from the  

b eg in n in g s  of t h e i r  g r e a t  i n f l u x  in t o  America about 1900 and c o n t in u in g  

through M arcanton io 's  l a s t  term of o f f i c e  in  1950, ev in c ed  a h igh  degree  

o f  a l i e n a t i o n  from the major p o l i t i c a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  indeed  from the  

p o l i t i c a l  p ro c e ss  i t s e l f .

These te n d e n c ie s  go f a r  to  d e f in e  I ta lo -A m e r ic a n  support of  

M arcanton io . He s t a r t e d  out as a nom inal R ep ub lican , sought the  

D em ocratic P a r ty 's  d e s ig n a t io n ,  and d e s e r te d  both  fo r  a th ir d  p a r ty .

The V ito  M arcantonio P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c i a t io n ,  w hich , much more than the  

American Labor P a r ty ,  served  as the p o l i t i c a l  forum f o r  advancing h i s  

fo r tu n e s  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem, r e p l i c a t e d  the p r a c t i c e  o f  founding p erso n a l  

p o l i t i c a l  c lu b s  in  I t a l i a n  com m unities .

This h a l f - c e n t u r y  o f  p o l i t i c a l  a l i e n a t i o n  was symptomatic o f  a 

fa r  more p e r v a s iv e  estrangem ent o f  I ta lo -A m er ica n s  from the s o c i a l  

m ainstream. The p r e v a i l in g  s c h o la r l y  consensu s i s  th a t  th e  two major 

s o c i a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  the  Southern I t a l i a n  im m igrants— campanilismo  

and in t e n s e  f a m i l ia l i s m — turned the Southern  I t a l i a n s  inward toward 

community and immediate fa m ily ,  r e s u l t i n g  in  w a r in ess  and h o s t i l i t y

4^ P o z z e t ta ,  pp. 365 -6 6 ,  3 8 5 -8 6 .
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toward f o r e s t i e r i .  In I t a l i a n  Harlem t r a d i t i o n a l  Southern  I t a l i a n  

s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  and mores were p a r t i c u l a r l y  p e r s i s t e n t .  The b a s ic  

e f f e c t  of the p r e s e r v a t io n  o f  l a  f a m ig l ia  and campanilismo in  I t a l i a n  

Harlem was to  cause i t  to turn in  on i t s e l f  and c l o s e  o f f  the o u t s id e  

w orld . (S e e  pp. 172-74) In d i f f e r e n t ,  but c r u c i a l  ways Marcantonio was 

a l i e n a t e d  from th a t  w o r ld .  This community cou ld  r e s p e c t  someone who was 

not r e s p e c te d  by th a t  w orld , because i t  did not r e s p e c t  i t s  v a lu e s .  I t  

f ir m ly  h e ld  to  i t s  own v a lu e s ,  and M arcanton io 's  g r e a t e s t  a p p ea l ,  

perhaps, la y  in  h i s  con form ity  to them.

M arcanton io 's  l i f e s t y l e  was c o n s i s t e n t  w ith  th a t  o f  I t a l i a n  

Harlem. The t y p i c a l  r e s i d e n t i a l  im m o b il ity  of I t a l i a n  im m igrants, and 

even of t h e i r  American-born o f f s p r i n g ,  has been documented. (See p .

215) Except fo r  a sh o r t  p er io d  when he l i v e d  w ith  LaGuardia ( s e e  p.

4 6 ) ,  he never  l i v e d  more than four b lo ck s  from the p la c e  of h i s  b i r t h ,  

r e s id i n g  a t  on ly  th r e e  a d d r e s se s :  E ast  112th S t r e e t ;  an apartment in

Haarlem House a f t e r  h is  m arriage; and the home the M arcantonios
A Q

purchased , 235 East 116th S t r e e t ,  betw een Second and Third Avenues.

Thus, in  1939, w h i le  arguing fo r  a housing  b i l l ,  he could  s t a t e  w ith

accuracy  th a t  he was "born in  the s lum s, . . .  r a i s e d  in  the s lum s, and
a q

s t i l l  l i v e  in  the s lu m s.

T his  tendency to m ain ta in  r e s id e n c y  in  one l o c a l i t y ,  though not 

n e c e s s a r i l y  in  the same apartm ent, r e f l e c t i n g  the pow erfu l in f lu e n c e  o f

^ I n t e r v i e w s  w ith :  Ida H efn er , New York C ity ,  August 13, 1975;
A nnette  R u b in s te in ,  New York C ity ,  August 21 , 1975; Frank M a u r e l l i ,  New 
York C ity ,  August 23, 1976.

49A nnette  R u b in s te in ,  e d . ,  I Vote My C onscience: D ebates ,
S p eech es ,  and W ritin gs  of V ito  M arcantonio , 1935-1950 (New York: V ito
M arcantonio Memorial, 1956 ) ,  p .  109.
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l a  f a m ig l ia  w hich , a t  l e a s t  in  an a m i l ie u  such as I t a l i a n  Harlem, 

p e r s i s t e d  alm ost i n t a c t  in t o  the second and th ir d  g e n e r a t io n s .  

M ain ta in in g  ch ildh ood  f r ie n d s h ip s  was a s u b s id ia r y  but e s s e n t i a l  elem ent  

in  t h i s  s t r u c t u r e .  These f r ie n d s  were o f t e n  awarded q u a s i - f a m i l i a l  

s t a t u s  through god p aren tage , which cou ld  be ach ieved  by b eing  b e s t  man 

at a wedding, the c h i ld  o f  a god p aren t,  or the sp onsor  a t  a baptism .  

Compadrismo, th a t  i s ,  t h i s  broad co n c e p t io n  o f  godp aren tage ,  was one of  

the few I t a l i a n  words s t i l l  in  g e n e r a l  usage among the sec o n d -  and 

t h ir d - g e n e r a t io n  I ta lo -A m er ican s  whom Herbert Gans s tu d ie d  in  the l a t e  

f i f t i e s . T h e  weakness of the church and o th er  o r g a n iz a t io n s  as s o c i a l  

in f lu e n c e s  among Southern  I t a l i a n s  enhanced the im portance of t h i s  

network of k in  and f r i e n d s .

M arcanton io 's  l i f e l o n g  r e s id e n c e  w ith in  a few square b locks  

a llow ed  him to  remain a part o f  t h i s  netw ork . In to  h i s  home came h i s  

widowed mother and p a te r n a l  grandmother to  l i v e  in  the dow nsta irs  

apartment w ith  h is  r e c l u s i v e  b r o th e r ,  Frank. His o f f i c e  occupied  the  

f i r s t  f l o o r ,  c o u s in s  ren ted  the second f l o o r ,  and the Marcantonios l iv e d  

on the th ir d  f l o o r .  Like her younger son ,  M arcanton io 's  mother, 

A n g e lin a ,  was a ra th e r  r e c l u s i v e  p e r so n ,  r a r e ly  le a v in g  the house except  

to  a tten d  church; h i s  grandmother did the sh opp in g . His b rother  was 

such a r e c lu s e  th a t  many of M arcanton io 's  c l o s e s t  a s s o c i a t e s ,  in c lu d in g  

th o se  who had been to  the house many t im e s ,  were unaware of h i s  

e x i s t e n c e .  Probably  s c h iz o p h r e n ic ,  he was i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  a f t e r  h is

^ G a n s ,  p .  74; W il l iam s ,  pp.  7 9 - 8 0 .
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m oth er's  d e a th .  He was v i s i t e d  w eek ly  by Miriam u n t i l  her death  in  

1963. In c o n tr a s t  to h i s  mother and b r o th e r ,  M arcanton io 's  p a te r n a l  

grandmother was e x c e p t i o n a l ly  o u tg o in g .  A nge lin a  never  a tten d ed  

p o l i t i c a l  m eetings and appeared to be on ly  dimly aware th at  her son was 

a Congressman, but h i s  grandmother freq u en ted  h i s  s t r e e t - c o r n e r  

r a l l i e s .  She was known to have s i l e n c e d  h e c k le r s ,  and once even h i t  one 

w ith  her u m b rella .  She would bring  f r e s h l y  squeezed  orange j u i c e  to  

r a l l i e s  because of her b e l i e f  th a t  i t  cou ld  a r r e s t  M arcanton io 's  

d ia b e t e s ,  and i t  was s h e ,  not h i s  w i f e ,  who cooked h i s  m ea ls .  She was 

a ls o  a very  a c t i v e  member o f  the "cathedral"  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem, Our Lady 

of  Mount Carmel. She worshipped him, and he f u l l y  r e c ip r o c a t e d .  When 

an a s s o c i a t e  asked M arcantonio, who always m ain ta ined  a c e r t a in  

detachment from p e o p le ,  whether th e r e  was anyone he t r u s te d  c o m p le te ly ,  

he r e p l i e d :  "Yes, my grandmother." This was not e n t i r e l y  a g l i b

answ er, because he con s id ered  her to be an a c cu ra te  barometer of 

sen tim en t in  h i s  major p o l i t i c a l  b ase ,  th e  I t a l i a n  community. He was 

the s o l e  support of her as w e l l  as of h i s  mother and b r o th e r .  Although  

by Ita lo -A m er ica n  standards he had an u n u su a lly  sm a ll  fa m ily ,  he 

m aintained  c l o s e  r e l a t i o n s  w ith  h i s  c o u s in s ,  and was p a r t i c u l a r l y  fond  

of  one o f  h i s  c o u s in ' s  s o n s .  A fter  the war, h i s  w i f e ' s  i n v a l i d  brother  

moved in  w ith  th em .51

F o llo w in g  I t a l i a n  custom, Marcantonio m ainta ined  c o n ta c t  w ith  h is  

ch ildh ood  f r i e n d s .  His p erson a l p h y s ic ia n ,  S a lv a to r e  C uto lo , fo r  

exam ple, had been an a c t i v e  member of I I  C ir c u lo  I t a l i a n o  a t  De Witt  

C lin to n .  Most o f  th e se  f r i e n d s ,  however, never  became d o c to r s ;  most

" ^Interv iew s  w i th  R u b i n s t e i n ,  Ida H efn er ,  M a u r e l l i .
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never even completed h igh  s c h o o l .  In the words of a p a r t i c u l a r l y  c l o s e  

f r i e n d ,  the Congressman never fo r g o t  the "boy who d id n ' t  make i t ,  the

boy who f e l l  in to  bad company, Sammy who worked a t  the r a c e tr a c k ,  the

52one who worked a t  the post  o f f i c e . '

He a l s o  continued  c o n ta c t  w ith  f r ie n d s  who had d r i f t e d  in to  the

r a c k e ts ,  in t o  the M afia . I t a l i a n  Harlem was a major M afia c e n te r ,

e s p e c i a l l y  in  the s o c i a l  c lu b s  and c a fe s  a long  E a s t  116th  S t r e e t .  None

of h i s  a s s o c i a t e s  in te r v ie w e d  fo r  t h i s  s tudy  would— or co u ld — deny h is

c o n ta c t  w ith  a l l e g e d  m a f io s i ,  but i t  i s  most d i f f i c u l t  to  o b ta in

v e r i f i c a t i o n  of the e x te n t  or nature of t h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p .

Marcantonio o f t e n  used h i s  in f lu e n c e  to  a s s i s t  a l l e g e d  and

co n v ic te d  c r im in a ls  from E ast Harlem. He r eq u es ted  e x e c u t iv e  clemency

and subm itted  p r iv a te  b i l l s  in  the House to  f o r e s t a l l  the d e p o r ta t io n  of

co n v ic te d  f e l o n s .  In a t  l e a s t  two c a s e s ,  the  b i l l s  were subm itted  on

53b e h a lf  of c o n v ic te d  n a r c o t ic s  o f f e n d e r s .  That he went beyond pro 

forma e f f o r t s  to help  a l l e g e d  members of the Mafia i s  perhaps b est

documented by t h i s  l e t t e r  from h i s  major l e g a l  a id e :  " I t  seems th a t  we

are up a g a in s t  a s to n e  w a l l  on the Manago b a i l  r e d u c t io n .  S h ilb a ck  

inform s me th a t  he has spoken w ith  the p o l i c e  o f f i c e r  who made the

a r r e s t ,  and was t o ld  th a t  the Manago boy was working w ith  a r ing  of dope

p e d d le r s ,  and i f  he perm itted  a re d u c t io n  o f  b a i l ,  he would be p u t t in g  

h im se lf  on a spot w ith  the p o l i c e .  He seems anx ious  to  h e lp  but h i s  

hands are  t i e d . " - ^  In 1947 P o l i c e  Commissioner Arthur W allender opened

■ ^Interv iew  w ith  Charles C o l l i n s ,  South Norwalk, Conn., August 
25, 1976.

53MP 16 ( C o l l a c i , F . )  and MP 7 (Q).

-*^Aide R eport, Fink 1929-40 , January 10, 1940. MP 4 4 .
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a co n cer ted  d r ive  to h arass  the a l l e g e d  m a f io s i  in  E ast  Harlem in  

resp on se  to widespread a c c u s a t io n s  of p o l i c e  l a x i t y  th a t  led  to d r a s t i c  

shakeups in  the departm ent. The f i r s t  act  in  the campaign began w ith  

the a r r e s t  of f i f t e e n  members of the Monte V ulture  S o c ia l  Club on East  

116th S t r e e t  fo r  making n o is e  and p la y in g  cards fo r  money. Marcantonio  

s ta te d  t h a t ,  a t  the moment of the a r r e s t ,  he was w alk ing  down the s t r e e t  

from h i s  home, which was was a lm ost d i r e c t l y  a c r o s s  the s t r e e t ,  to buy a 

newspaper. He went to the a id  of the d e fe n d a n ts ,  a d v is in g  them not to  

t a l k  and then con v in c in g  the judge to d is m is s  the ch a rg es .  Later he 

is s u e d  a s ta tem en t n o t in g  that the c lub  had been in  e x i s t e n c e  fo r  

tw enty-tw o years  and was always on top in bond d r iv e s  and fu n d -r a is e r s  

l i k e  the March o f  D i m e s . ^5 The f o l lo w in g  week he subm itted  on b eh a lf  of  

f i f t e e n  E a st  Harlem c lu b s  a show-cause order r e s t r a i n i n g  W allender from 

im posing a curfew on a l l  the d i s t r i c t ' s  s o c i a l  c l u b s . ^6  An a ide  o f  

W a llen d er 's  s ta t e d :  "A g r e a t  many o f th e se  c l u b s '  members have long

p o l i c e  r e c o r d s . R e s p o n d i n g  th a t  p o l i c e  abridgment of c i v i l  r ig h t s  in  

h is  d i s t r i c t  had converted  E ast Harlem in to  a " co n cen tra t io n  camp 

w ith ou t a f e n c e ,"  Marcantonio charged W allender w ith  "attem pting to  

e x p l o i t  m a l ic io u s  p re ju d ices"  a g a in s t  the d i s t r i c t .

In the 1952 C o n g ress io n a l hearing  in t o  Mafia a c t i v i t y ,

■^"Marcantonio May Sue W allender to Bar 'H arrassing  ' Harlem 
C lubs,"  New York Times (January 2 9 ,  1947),  p . 4 .

■^"Marcantonio A cts  on C lu b s' Curfew," New York Times (February  
2 ,  1947 ) ,  p. 28.

-^"Clubs P r o te s t  Curfew," New York Times (February 15, 1947 ) ,
p. 30.

58 "Marcantonio F i l e s  Reply," New York Times (February 15,  1947) ,
p.  30.



M arcanton io 's  name came up a t  l e a s t  t w ic e .  Vince Rao l i s t e d  a number of

59p u b l ic  o f f i c i a l s  w ith  whom he was f r i e n d l y ,  in c lu d in g  M arcantonio .

When asked , "Did you c o n tr ib u te  a loan  to [M arcantonio]?" Tommy

Lucchese r e p l i e d :  "[M arcantonio] s a id  [when I o f f e r e d  him money], 'No,

Tom, I have a l l  the  money I n e e d . '"60 Marcantonio had appointed

6 1L u cch ese 's  son to  West P o int in  1947.

The Congressman's co n n ec t io n s  w ith  the M afia were w id e ly  rep orted  

in  the p r e s s ,  o f t e n  in  the most s e n s a t i o n a l  manner. For example, the  

D a ily  Mirror from August to E l e c t i o n  Day 1946 ran a s e r i e s  o f  a r t i c l e s  

a t ta c k in g  h i s  a l l e g e d  Mafia co n n e c t io n s  h e a d l in in g  some of th e s e  

a r t i c l e s  as f o l l o w s :  "M arcantonio's Underworld Machine,"

"M arcantonio's Underworld Empire: The I n s id e  S to ry ,"  "Marcantonio Had

Dinner w ith  Harlem 's V ice  Queen," "Marcantonio Has Dinner w ith  Harlem 

Underworld C h ie f t a in ,"  "ALP Stronghold  b e in g  Operated by C onvicted  Dope 

P ed d ler ,"  "Dope P ed d ler  Sought M arc,” " F lo a te r s ,  G o r i l l a s  Get Votes fo r  

Marc," "Marc Accompanied by Body Guard of F iv e ,"  and " C on vic ts ,

T r a i t o r s ,  Thugs Campaign f o r  M a rca n to n io ."62 The e x t e n s iv e  

C o n g r ess io n a l i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  in to  the p o s s i b l e  c r i m in a l i t y  im p lied  in  

t h e s e  newspaper s t o r i e s  uncovered no e v id e n c e  to s u s t a i n  them. Nor i s  

th e r e  any in d i c a t i o n  th a t  such co n sta n t  a t ta c k s  engendered a n e g a t iv e  

e f f e c t  on h i s  E ast Harlem c o n s t i t u e n c y .  I f  a n y th in g ,  they  cre a ted  a

■^"Rao, Lanza Knew P u b l ic  O f f i c i a l s , "  New York Times (November 
18, 1952 ) ,  p .  27.

°®"Lucchese T e s t i f i e s  to  S o c ia l  C ontacts  w ith  Mayor, Ju dges ,"  New 
York Times (November 18, 1952),  p .  11.

6 -̂FBI F i l e .  A gen t's  R eport.  

fi 7 August 4 , August 4, August 6 , August 6 , August 8 , August 11, 
August 16.
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simmering resen tm en t ,  s in c e  once again  the a t ta c k s  were viewed as 

d ir e c t e d  a g a in s t  the community as much as a g a in s t  M arcantonio . The 

r e s id e n t s  s im p ly  d id  not regard t h e ir  community as a " r a c k e t -r id d e n ,  

gun-dominated d i s t r i c t . "  Even more im p ortan t ,  i t  seems th a t  

M arcanton io 's  a t t i t u d e  and beh av ior  toward the M afia corresponded to 

th ose  p r e v a i l in g  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem. H o s t i l i t y  toward the o u t s id e  world  

allow ed i t  to condone the a c t i v i t i e s  th a t  o th ers  c a l l e d  i l l e g a l .  As 

long as they d id  not hurt the community, l i t t l e  or no d isa p p r o v a l was 

ex p ressed  toward gam blers, even r a c k e t e e r s .^3 one long time I t a l i a n  

Harlem r e s id e n t  r e c a l le d  th at  when the p o l i c e  would a r r e s t  members of 

s o c i a l  c lu b s ,  Marcantonio would go to the p r e c i n c t ,  p o in t  to the  

a r r e s te d  men and s a y ,  "I'm concerned about th ese  men." He fu r th e r  

remembered th a t  the p o l i c e  showed him ob v iou s  r e s p e c t . ^

M arcanton io 's  r e l a t io n s h i p  w ith  members of the Mafia might b e s t  

be d esc r ib e d  as m utually  r e s p e c t f u l ,  but c ircu m sp ec t .  They knew th a t  

open support fo r  him would have made him v u ln e r a b le .  His bodyguards 

were probably  t i e d  in to  the M afia , and Charney rep orted  th a t  in d iv id u a l s  

of the " gangster  world [were] part o f  Marc's en to u ra g e .  . .

Perhaps because of t h e ir  a p p r e c ia t io n  th a t  a v i l i f i e d  but famous man was 

w i l l i n g  to be a s s o c ia te d  w ith  them, even sub r o s a ,  the Mafia provided  

d i s c r e e t  but s u b s t a n t ia l  a s s i s t a n c e  to h i s  campaigns. Of co n s id era b le  

im portance to Marcantonio was the use of M a f ia -r e la t e d  s o c i a l  c lu b s  as 

c e n te r s  of e l e c t i o n  a c t i v i t i e s .  Most im p ortan t,  i t  never opposed him;

k^Gans, p. 127.

^ I n t e r v i e w ,  "Frank."

k ^ C h a r n e y ,  A Long Journey, p. 108.
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had i t  done s o ,  the "Marcantonio phenomenon" m ight have been 

s t i l l b o r n .  ̂

With no Mafia in t e r f e r e n c e  to contend w ith ,  Marcantonio made

c e r t a in  he never in truded upon i t s  t u r f .  East Harlem had an overworld

c o n s i s t i n g  o f  ab sen tee  la n d lo r d s ,  n o n r e s id e n t  bu sinessm en , and banks;

and an underworld, the M afia . Marcantonio chose to f i g h t  the overw orld ,

w h ile  never denying he knew the l o c a l  m a f io s i .  At the p re l im in a ry

hear ing  o f  the C on gress ion a l i n v e s t i g a t i o n  in t o  h i s  1946 campaign, he

was s p e c i f i c a l l y  asked about h i s  r e l a t i o n s  w ith  an a l l e g e d  r a c k e te e r

mentioned in  a D a ily  Mirror a r t i c l e .  He e x p la in e d :

Joseph Bofaro l i v e s  a c r o s s  the s t r e e t  from where I  l i v e  and I know 
him. I was born and r a i s e d  in  th a t  d i s t r i c t  and I know everybody in  
th a t  d i s t r i c t ,  good, bad, d o c t o r s ,  la w y ers ,  In d ia n s ,  t h i e v e s ,  h on est  
p e o p le ,  everybody. O utside o f  d i s c u s s i n g  the weather and any o ther  
innocuous th in g ,  I  have no f i n a n c i a l ,  no p o l i t i c a l ,  and no s o c i a l  
co n n ec t io n  w ith  Joseph B ofaro . . . .

People come to me fo r  h e lp .  People who are not in  tro u b le  do 
n ot come to you fo r  h e lp .  The p eop le  who come to you fo r  h elp  are
the p eop le  in  t r o u b le ,  and i f  anybody i s  in  need’ o f  h e lp ,  and i f  he
can in  a le g i t im a t e  manner be h e lp ed , such as o f f e r i n g  f r e e  l e g a l
co u n se l  or anyth ing l i k e  t h a t ,  I  have done i t  and I  am go ing  to
con t in u e  to do i t .  7

M arcanton io 's  n a tu r a l  im pulse was to help  the underdog, and he 

in c lu d ed  r a c k e te e r s  in  th a t  c a te g o r y .  To him, they were the c le v e r  boys 

from the neighborhood who never had the chance to a tten d  De W itt  

C l i n t o n . H e  blamed s o c i e t y ,  not the c r im in a l ,  fo r  crim e. Crime, he 

sa id :

cannot be e x t ir p a te d  by the p o l i c e .  I t s  cau ses  cannot be e l im in a te d

^ I n t e r v i e w  w ith  Francesco  C ordasco, August 25 , 1976; in te r v ie w s  
w ith  Edward W a l le n s te in ,  New York C ity ,  August 5 ,  1976; in te r v ie w s  w ith  
M a u re ll i  and Ida H efner.

67MP 12.

6ftI n te r v ie w ,  M a u r e l l i .
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by the r o t t e n  p o l i c e  sy stem . The cau ses  of crime are much more 
fundamental than the f a i l u r e  to e n fo rce  the law . They are rooted  in  
the overcrowding of p eop le  in  our community, in  our d i la p id a te d  
h o u se s ,  in  the s ic k n e s s  produced by th e se  c o n d i t io n s ,  by the lack  of 
h e a l t h  f a c i l i t i e s ,  by the e x p l o i t a t i o n  of the w ork ers ,  by 
unemployment, and by the economic and s o c i a l  c o n d it io n s  th at  cry out  
f o r  reform .

In o th er  c r u c ia l  ways, M arcanton io 's  a t t i t u d e s  and b eh av ior  were 

congruent to  th o se  p r e v a i l in g  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem. For example, h i s  brand 

o f  C a th o l ic ism  mirrored th a t  o f  most s e c o n d -g e n e r a t io n  I ta lo -A m erican  

m a les .  A lthough i d e n t i f y i n g  h im s e l f  as a C a th o l ic  in  campaign 

l i t e r a t u r e  and in  p u b l ic  s t a t e m e n t s , ^  he d id  not a tten d  mass or in  any 

oth er  way p r a c t i c e  h i s  p r o fe s s e d  r e l i g i o n .  He d id ,  however, march in  

th e  annual s t r e e t  p r o c e s s io n  during the F ea s t  of Our Lady o f  Mount 

Carmel and c o n tr ib u te d  to l o c a l  c h u r c h e s .^  A l l  h i s  a d u lt  l i f e  he wore 

r e l i g i o u s  medals and c a r r ie d  r e l i g i o u s  am ulets;  when he d ie d ,  th r e e  such

'La cr im in a lid a d  en Harlem, producto de l a  s i t u a c i o n  a l i i ' — V. 
M arcantonio ,"  La Prensa (A p r i l  21 , 19 3 9 ) ,  p .  4 .  George Chamey noted  
the " to le r a n t  a t t i t u d e  he d isp la y e d  toward p eop le  w ith  whom he grew up, 
who d r i f t e d  in t o  the g a n g s te r  w o r ld .  With them he shared the common 
h e r i ta g e  of the s t r e e t s  o f  E ast  Harlem; the common d ee p -se a te d  
resentm ent o f  an immigrant, peasant p eop le  a g a in s t  the h o s t i l e  world  
th a t  surrounded them. He r e j e c t e d  t h e i r  way, though he would not preach  
a g a in s t  them. Though some of th e se  men were part o f  Marc's en tou rage ,  
we [ th a t  i s ,  th e  Communist P arty ] reasoned  they were an in esc a p a b le  
f e a tu r e  of g h e t to  p o l i t i c s . ” A Long Journey, p .  108.

The c o n s id e r a b le  r a c k e te e r  p resen ce  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem i s  noted by 
David Durk in  The P le a s a n t  Avenue C onnection (New York: Harper & Row,
1977): "The men who p ro cessed  and d i s t r ib u t e d  more than h a l f  of t h i s
c o u n tr y 's  h ero in  supply began working out o f  f i x e d  lo c a t io n s  on P lea sa n t  
Avenue in  E ast Harlem sometime in  the l a t e  1 9 4 0 's ."  A ccording to Durk, 
t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  con tin u ed  u n t i l  1973. (pp . 26, 174)

I sa a c s  Backs R ight to Appoint Gerson," New York Times (March
13, 1938 ) ,  p .  31; Biography o f  V ito  M arcantonio: ALP Candidate for
Mayor, 1949 . Campaign b rochure . MP 25 (M is c e l la n e o u s  Correspondence  
1939-53 1 o f  3) In t h i s  regard , P o z z e t ta  remarked upon "the p e c u l ia r  
a b i l i t y  of I t a l i a n s  to th in k  of th em se lves  as Roman C a th o l ic s  r e g a r d le s s  
of the s t a t e  of t h e ir  d ev o t io n  and attachment to th at  i n s t i t u t i o n . "  (p .  
303) See a l s o  W il l ia m s ,  p. 122.

^ I n t e r v i e w s  w i th  R ub ins te in  and M a u r e l l i .
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7 2m ed a ll io n s  were found among h i s  e f f e c t s .  Once, when he l o s t  h i s

w a l l e t ,  he t o ld  another  Congressman, Eugene McCarthy, th a t  he g r e a t ly

r e g r e t t e d  the l o s s  because the w a l l e t  con ta in ed  a medal o f  Mother

C a b r in i,  an I ta lo -A m er ica n  who had been r e c e n t ly  can on ized , and another

73medal he had r e c e iv e d  when he was confirm ed.

He was fr e q u e n t ly  asked to speak a t  communion b r e a k fa s ts  and 

o th e r  e v e n ts  sponsored  by c h u r c h -r e la te d  s o c i e t i e s .  He a lm ost  

in v a r ia b ly  accep ted  such i n v i t a t i o n s  as the f o l lo w in g :  "The members of

th e  Holy Name S o c i e t y  o f  Our Lady Queen o f  Angels c o r d i a l l y  i n v i t e s  you 

to  a tten d  a s o c i a l  to  be g iv e n  on Sunday. The purpose of the  

en ter ta in m en t  i s  to  r a i s e  funds fo r  su p p ly in g  the men o f  our S o c ie ty  and

p a r ish  in  the armed f o r c e s  w ith  r e l i g i o u s  a r t i c l e s  fo r  t h e i r  own

p erso n a l  use  and fo r  e r e c t in g  a s h r in e  in  t h e i r  m e m o r y . I n  a d d i t io n ,  

he performed many im portant s e r v i c e s  fo r  the l o c a l  c l e r g y ,  such as 

in t e r c e d in g  w ith  the Department of W elfare on b e h a lf  o f  t h e ir  

p a r i s h io n e r s .  Perhaps even more im p ortan t , he a s s i s t e d  one p r i e s t ' s  

r e l a t i v e  to  r e s o lv e  an im m igration  problem .'7  ̂ When another p r i e s t  d ie d ,  

he s e n t  the fo l lo w in g  te legram : "Shocked to  le a r n  o f  F ath er  S e b a s t ia n 's

d e a th .  W il l  f l y  in  to  be p resen t  a t  fu n e r a l  tomorrow."'7̂  A Father

N orbert,  who was p a s to r  o f  Our Lady Queen of A n g e ls ,  sen t  Marcantonio  

c o n g r a tu la t io n s  on both h i s  name day and on e l e c t i o n  v i c t o r i e s .  A fter

^ S c h a f f e r ,  p .  90.

7 2C o n g r ess io n a l R ecord , August 10, 1954.

^ D a te d  May 2 2 ,  1944. MP 50 (M isc e l la n e o u s  Campaigns). 

^ A id e  R eport: Tornese '4 2 .  MP 48.

■^Marcantonio t o  Rev. Norbert ,  A p r i l  6 ,  1939. MP 4 (C a -C l ) .
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M arcanton io 's  1940 w in , th e  p r i e s t  w rote:  "Permit me to  e x p r e s s  to you

my s in c e r e  c o n g r a tu la t io n s  on your r e e l e c t i o n  to th e  House and I w ish  

you ev ery  s u c c e s s .  Permit me a l s o  to  br in g  to your a t t e n t i o n  a p e t i t i o n  

that has been p la ce d  w ith  me fo r  you . . .

An undated verbatim  t r a n s c r ip t  e n t i t l e d  " C onversation  between V. 

M arcantonio and F ather K e l ly :  S a in t  C e c i l i a ' s  R ectory ,"  ca p tu res  the

q u a l i t y  of M arcanton io 's  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  the Roman C a th o l ic  church in  

East Harlem.

VM: I  am c a l l i n g  you because I have been informed of the fo l lo w in g
s i t u a t i o n .  I  do not b e l i e v e  i t .  That i s  why I am ta k in g  i t  up
d i r e c t l y  w ith  you. Pedro Colon . . .  was e j e c t e d  from your 
o r g a n iz a t io n  because he was a c t i v e  fo r  me. A committee c a l l e d  to  
s e e  you in  h i s  b eh a lf  and th ey  were t o ld  th a t  th a t  was the reason  
f o r  h is  e x p u ls io n .
F ath er  K e l l y : Pedro was not e x p e l l e d  fo r  th a t  reason  a t  a l l .  He
was e x p e l l e d  fo r  very good reason s  from the c lu b ,  which I  cannot  
m ention to you. I would l i k e  to know the persons  who have t e l l i n g  
th e se  s t o r i e s .
VM: I  do not want to in v o lv e  anyone. I  knew I would g e t  th e  tr u th
from y o u .  I f  you say th a t  the f a c t  th a t  he worked fo r  me was not
the reason  he was e x p e l l e d ,  th en  the m atter  i s  c l o s e d .
F ath er  K e l l y : I  am q u it e  concerned about i t  and I have to look in t o  
th e  m a tte r ,  i f  they  are  making a c c u s a t io n s .  T h is  i s  not a c i v i l  
c lu b ,  i t  i s  a r e l i g i o u s  o r g a n iz a tio n .^ ®

O c c a s io n a l ly  the d i f f e r e n c e s  between M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  

p o s i t io n s  and th o se  of the  o f f i c i a l  church s u r fa c e d .  In January 1939 he 

r e c e iv e d  a communication from a p r i e s t  who had been a s s ig n e d  to a p a r ish  

in  E ast Harlem: "I f e e l  duty bound to p r o te s t  any a c t io n  th a t  would

lea d  to  the a b o l i t i o n  o f  A m erica's  n e u t r a l i t y  v i s - a - v i s  S p a in .  More 

s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  any a c t io n  on A m erica's  part in  fa v o r  of th e  V a len c ia

7 7Norbert to Marcantonio,  June 5,  1940,  and November 14, 1940.
MP 7 (Ga-Cl) .

^®MP 49 (M is c e l la n e o u s  Campaigns).
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government, which i s  p a t e n t ly  communistic and t h e r e f o r e  a n t i -

r e l i g i o u s .  . . . "  Marcantonio r e p l i e d :  "This i s  to  acknowledge r e c e ip t

79of your communication which w i l l  r e c e iv e  my c o n s i d e r a t i o n . ”

The Congressman's r e l i g i o u s  beh av ior  drew no c r i t i c i s m  from the

l o c a l  I t a l i a n  c l e r g y .  He conformed to common I ta lo -A m e r ic a n  male

b eh a v io r .  (See pp. 207 -8 )  As a r e s u l t ,  th e  E ast Harlem c le r g y  never

opposed him p o l i t i c a l l y ,  even in  1950, when the Roman C a th o l ic  church

was deep ly  immersed in  the anti-Communist c r u sa d e .  By c o n t r a s t ,  one

East Harlem r e s id e n t  r e c a l l e d  th a t  the nuns from the p a r o c h ia l  s c h o o l  he

a tten d ed  a d v ised  t h e ir  s tu d e n ts  to  t e l l  t h e i r  p aren ts  not to v o te  fo r  

80M arcantonio . This s c h o o l  was s t a f f e d  by an order  of German-American 

nuns th at  o r ig in a t e d  in  W isco n s in .  One o f  M arcan ton io 's  campaign 

c a p ta in s  r e c a l l e d  th a t  in  one Y o r k v i l l e  p a r is h ,  th e  p r i e s t  would
Q I

fu lm in a te  a g a in s t  Marcantonio from the p u lp i t  b e fo r e  E le c t io n  Day.

There i s  no comparable example of t h i s  in  an E a st  Harlem Roman C a th o l ic  

church.

Even when the Roman C a th o l ic  Church a t ta ck ed  M arcantonio , as 

o c c a s io n a l ly  happened o u t s id e  of the l o c a l  I t a l i a n  c l e r g y ,  the e f f e c t  on 

h i s  I t a l i a n  Harlem c o n s t i t u e n t s  was minimal because under the p r e v a i l in g  

Southern I t a l i a n  mores, the in f lu e n c e  of the church was s e v e r e ly  

r e s t r i c t e d .  Indeed, accord in g  to C o v e l lo :  "The im portant f a c t o r  i s

th a t  th e  A m er ica n iza t io n  o f  . . .  an I t a l i a n  church goes on much f a s t e r

7 9Rev. Osmond O 'C onnell to M arcantonio , January 11, 1939; 
Marcantonio to  O 'C on n ell ,  January 18, 1939. MP 52 (S p an ish  R e se a r c h ) .

on
In te r v ie w  w ith  anonymous in form an t, New York C ity ,  August 1,

1980.

81 I n te r v ie w  w i th  Robert Rusch,  New York C i t y ,  August 5, 1976.
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than th a t  of the I ta lo -A m er ican  community i t s e l f .  And the r e s u l t  i s

that the church becomes more and more remote from the em otional

p a t t e r n s ,  the sen t im en ts  and mores of the community. The church

r e t a i n s  i t s  canonic d i g n i t y ,  but i t s  s o c i a l  rapport w ith  the people  

»i 89weakens." Another s tu d en t of Soutern I t a l i a n  immigrants noted th a t  

"in America the I t a l i a n  turned to the p o l i t i c i a n  when he was in t r o u b le ,  

and to the church fo r  s o la c e  i f  the p o l i t i c i a n ' s  power proved 

i l lu s o r y ." ® ^  At l e a s t  one p a r ish  m in is t e r  in  E ast Harlem recogn ized  the  

weakness of i t s  churches v i s - a - v i s  M arcan ton io 's  "power" when he 

s t a t e d :  "The God o f  the churches which E ast  Harlem knows s ta y s  in

c e l e s t i a l  sp len d or  fa r  above t h i s  e a r th ,  but the God o f  t h i s  l i f e  i s  

V ito  Marcantonio and h i s  Kingdom i s  the American Labor P arty .  O bviously  

the God who can g e t  the plumbing f ix e d  becomes the c e n te r  of f a i t h  fo r  

the g r e a t  m a jo r i ty .  This com parative la c k  of in f lu e n c e  o f  the church  

in  I t a l i a n  Harlem, th en , had the e f f e c t  of n e u t r a l i z i n g  one p o t e n t i a l l y  

powerful source o f  o p p o s i t io n  w ith in  the community to  M arcanton io 's  

a l l e g e d  communism.

Marcantonio adhered to the I t a l i a n  l i f e s t y l e  in innumerable 

l e s s e r  ways. When urged to take o f f  h is  j a c k e t  on warm days, he would 

in v a r ia b ly  respond: "But there are women h ere!"  He would never carry  

bags o f  g r o c e r i e s ,  e x p la in in g  th at  such an unmacho a c t i v i t y  "would ruin  

me in  the neighborhood."  When once he was seen  washing d i s h e s ,  he s a id ,

op
Leonard C o v e l lo ,  " C ultura l A s s im i la t io n  and Church," R e l ig io u s  

Education (Ju ly -A ugu st  1944),  p . 233.
Q O

Lawrence Frank P i s a n i ,  The I t a l i a n s  in  America: A Study and 
H isto r y  (New York: E x p o s it io n  P ress  , 19 5 7 ) ,  p"I 64 .

84 P a t r i c i a  Cayo S ex to n ,  Spanish  Harlem (New York: Harper and
Row, 1965 ) ,  p. 85.
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" I ’ l l  k i l l  you i f  you t e l l  anyone!" He never  cursed or used vu lgar  

language in  fr o n t  o f  women, but he cou ld  be q u it e  co a rse  in  male
Q  C

company. During the 1948 campaign, Henry W allace asked him how i t  was 

p r o g r e s s in g .  "I'm doing a l l  r i g h t , ” he r e p l i e d .  "I never  take any s h i t  

from anyone and I'm  not go in g  to  take s h i t  from anyone t h i s  t im e."  He 

con tin u ed  in  t h i s  v e in  fo r  some t im e .  When M arcantonio departed  W allace
Q £

o b serv ed , "Don't you th in k  V ito  u s e s  p ic tu r e sq u e  language?"

Most s tu d e n ts  o f  I ta lo -A m er ica n  communities have noted  the

87p e o p le ' s  " i n s a t i a b le  a p p e t i t e  f o r  group e x p e r ie n c e ."  Marcantonio was 

never known to s ta y  a lo n e ,  p r e fe r r in g  to t r a v e l  in  a group and r e v e l  the  

n ig h t  away w ith  h i s  neighborhood f r ie n d s  and p o l i t i c a l  a s s o c i a t e s .  He 

a l s o  adhered to  much o f  th e  f o lk  r e l i g i o n  o f  Southern I t a l i a n s .  He was 

q u i t e  s u p e r s t i t i o u s ,  b e l i e v i n g ,  fo r  example th a t  i t  was good lu ck  to  

touch the hump of a hunchback. Every e l e c t i o n  n ig h t  he i n s i s t e d  th at  

th e  f i n a l  t a l l y  be counted by the same t r u s t e d  a s s o c i a t e .  When he c a s t  

h is  b a l l o t  he would wear a threadbare c o a t ,  as h i s  ta l ism a n  o f  v i c t o r y
O O

in  p a s t  e l e c t i o n s .

But in  some ways, he departed  from t r a d i t i o n .  When an I t a l i a n  

fa m ily  asked him to be the g o d fa th e r  of t h e i r  c h i ld  (Marcantonio was 

p u rp o r ted ly  g o d fa th e r  to hundreds of E ast Harlem c h i l d r e n ) ,  e x p la in in g

O C
I n te r v ie w s :  R u b in ste in  and Ida H efner .

^^MacDougall, p .  96 .

^ G a n s , p. 21; P h y l l i s  H. W illiam s noted: "Southern I t a l i a n s
c l i n g  to the o u ts ta n d in g  fe a tu r e s  of t h e i r  o ld  ways, e s p e c i a l l y  group 
l i v i n g .  . . ." South I t a l i a n  Folkways in  Europe and America: A
Handbook fo r  S o c i a l  Workers, V i s i t i n g  N urses ,  S chool T each ers ,  and 
P h y s ic ia n s  (New York: R u s s e l l  and R u s s e l l ,  19 6 9 ) ,  p. 45 .

88 In te rv iew s  w ith :  Rusch, R u b in s te in ,  Ida H efner, W a lle n s te in ;
LaGumina, The P e o p le 's  P o l i t i c i a n , p. 132; s e e  W il l ia m s ,  p. 103.
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t h e ir  i n t e n t io n  to name the c h i ld  V i t o ,  he exploded: "Don't do t h a t ,

g iv e  the c h i ld  an American name!"®^ Many o b serv ers  have noted th a t  in  

Ita lo -A m er ica n  s o c i a l  s i t u a t i o n s  and v o lu n ta ry  o r g a n iz a t io n s  there  was 

an alm ost t o t a l  s e g r e g a t io n  of the s e x e s . ^  In t h i s  regard Marcantonio  

broke sh a rp ly  w ith  the mores of h i s  community. He had a la r g e  number of 

women a s s o c i a t e s  w ith  whom he worked and s o c i a l i z e d .  Most sou rces  have 

i d e n t i f i e d  L i l l i a n  Landau as the c l o s e s t  of a l l .  Her primary 

r e s p o n s i b i l t y  was s u p e r v is io n  o f  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  ap paratu s, which was more 

than h a l f  fem a le ,  but she was a valued  co n f id a n t  and may have w r it t e n  

some o f  h i s  s p e e c h e s .  He a ls o  had a very  c l o s e  p o l i t i c a l  and p erson a l  

r e l a t io n s h i p  w ith  Anna Damon, the e x e c u t iv e  d ir e c t o r  of the  

I n t e r n a t io n a l  Labor Defense and an im portant f ig u r e  in  the Communist 

P arty .

M arcanton io 's  g r e a t e s t  break w ith  the mores and folkw ays of h is  

community was h is  m arriage to  Miriam Sanders.  Exogamy (o f t e n  narrowly  

d e f in e d  as marrying an I t a l i a n  from a d i f f e r e n t  reg io n  of I t a l y )  was 

s e v e r e ly  frowned upon. A study o f  in term a rr ia g e  r a te s  among v a r io u s  

e th n ic  groups in  New Haven in d ic a te d  th a t  in  1900 l e s s  than 3 p ercen t  of 

I t a l i a n s  in term arr ied  and th a t ,  as r e c e n t ly  as 1950, 75 p ercent  of the  

Ita lo -A m erican  group married endogamously. In f a c t ,  I ta lo -A m erican s  

w anting to sep a ra te  them selves  from the mores and s t r i c t u r e s  of the  

fa m ily  and community most o f t e n  found exogamy to be the means of

^ I n t e r v i e w ,  C o l l i n s .

O f )
Gans, p. 4 1 .

In te rv iew s  with  Ida H efner ,  R u b in s te in ,  and Louise Berman, New
York C i t y ,  J u ly  27,  1976.
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a cco m p lish in g  t h i s  g o a l . 92 The p o l i t i c a l l y  n e g a t iv e  r e a c t io n  o f  I t a l i a n  

Harlem to  M arcanton io’s marriage to  a n o n - I t a l ia n  was d im in ish ed  because  

Sanders was a f ig u r e  in  her own r ig h t  w i th in  the community. Her 

p o s i t io n  as head s o c i a l  worker in  Haarlem House— a p o s i t i o n  she h e ld  

from around 1920 u n t i l  a f t e r  her husband's d eath — gave her c o n s id e r a b le  

s t a t u s .  Although she d id  not share i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem's c u l t u r e ,  she was 

not an o u t s i d e r .  (S ee  pp. 3 9 -4 0 ) .

M arcanton io 's  break w ith  the mores of h i s  community occurred in  

the most p erso n a l  and p r iv a te  area of h i s  l i f e ,  but in  the p u b l ic  

a r e n a s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  h i s  fu n c t io n  as a p o l i t i c i a n ,  he c o m p le te ly  

f u l f i l l e d  the e x p e c ta t io n s  of the community. As H erbert Gans n o ted ,  the  

kind of p o l i t i c i a n  d e s ir e d  by a community of Southern I t a l i a n  immigrants  

was one who would a c t  as an "ambassador to the o u t s id e  w o r ld .” S in ce  

government was p e r c e iv e d  as a system  through which in d iv id u a l s  sought to  

maximize t h e i r  ad van tages ,  th e  Southern I t a l i a n  co n s id ered  the  

w i l l i n g n e s s  and a b i l i t y  o f  a p o l i t i c i a n  to do fa v o rs  as the "most 

im portant in dex  fo r  e v a lu a t in g  h im .” In t h i s  area no one could  b e s t  

M arcantonio: h i s  w i l l i n g n e s s  and a b i l i t y  to d e l i v e r  "favors"  were

le g en d a r y .  Gans observed  th a t  Southern I ta l ia n -A m er ic a n s  p re ferred  

c a l l i n g  on a l o c a l  p o l i t i c i a n  ra th er  than on s e t t le m e n t  houses and o th er  

s o c i a l  a g e n c ie s  fo r  the s e r v i c e s  th a t  e i t h e r  was cap ab le  of performing  

because the p o l i t i c i a n  "provides a s e r v ic e  to v o te r s  in  exchange fo r  

p o l i t i c a l  l o y a l t y .  In re tu rn ,  he i s  ab le  to spare them co n ta c t  w ith  

m iss io n a ry  ca re ta k e rs  who want to change t h e i r  b e h a v io r ,  or who ask

^ P a r e n t i ,  P. 33; C h i ld ,  pp. 96, 111. A l i f e l o n g  r e s id e n t  of  
I t a l i a n  Harlem r e c a l l e d :  "Marcantonio, C o r s i ,  and LaGuardia a l l  married
n o n - I t a l ia n s  and many hated them f o r  i t . "  P e te r  P a s c a le ,  New York C ity ,  
J u ly  16, 1981.
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q u e s t io n s  which imply to [the peop le  o f  the Southern I t a l i a n  community] 

th a t  they  ought to change t h e ir  b e h a v io r .  Thus, he s h e l t e r s  them from 

d isco m fo r t  and r e j e c t i o n  by the o u ts id e  w o r ld ." 9  ̂ Gans exp lored  two 

oth er  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  exp ected  o f  p o l i t i c i a n s  by the  I t a l i a n  community 

he s t u d ie d ,  which ( a s id e  from i t s  sm all  s i z e )  bore many s i m i l a r i t i e s  to 

the I t a l i a n  Harlem of M a rca n to n io ’s t im e .  F i r s t ,  th ey  were o b l ig a te d  to 

p rov id e  in fo rm a tio n  "not on ly  to f i l l  the news vacuum, but to d e l i v e r  

unpub lished  in form ation  about b e h in d - th e - s c e n e s  a c t i v i t i e s  and about 

m o tiv a t io n s  so th a t  [the p eop le]  may in t e r p r e t  the news accord ing  to 

t h e ir  own theory  of government." Second, p o l i t i c i a n s  were there to  

p r o v id e ,  even i f  v i c a r i o u s l y ,  the means fo r  c o n s t i t u e n t s  to vent  

f r u s t r a t i o n s — to "arouse them, and to ex p ress  fo r  them t h e ir  own anger  

a t  the o u t s id e  w orld ."  M arcantonio f u l f i l l e d  th ese  requirem ents  

s p e c t a c u l a r l y .  I t  was as i f  he had read Gans ' s ta tem en t  th a t  i f  a 

p o l i t i c i a n  were " w i l l in g  to do favors  and to v o te  p ro p er ly  on the few  

i s s u e s  th a t  concern them, he i s  f r e e  to ac t  as he s e e s  f i t .  He can vote  

h is  c o n s c ie n c e ,  and make a l l i a n c e s  th a t  w i l l  h e lp  him p o l i t i c a l l y  and 

f i n a n c i a l l y . " 94 This freedom was e l a s t i c  enough to permit Marcantonio  

o f t e n  to c a s t  the lone v o te  in  the House of R e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  and not lo s e  

the support o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem. W ithin a community governed by Southern  

I t a l i a n  m ores, Gans a ls o  found:

The major c r i t e r i a  fo r  ran k in g , d i f f e r e n t i a t i n g ,  and 
e s t im a t in g  c o m p a t ib i l i t y  are ingroup lo y a l t y  and conform ity  to  
e s t a b l i s h e d  standards o f  p erso n a l b eh a v io r ,  as w e l l  as in te r p e r so n a l  
r e l a t i o n s .  The members of t h i s  community exp ect  each o th er  to  
m ainta in  p r e v a le n t  s o c i a l  p r a c t ic e s  and consumer s t y l e s ,  to marry 
w ith in  the e th n ic — or a t  l e a s t  the r e l i g i o u s — group, and to r e j e c t

^ G a n s ,  p p .  1 7 1 - 7 2 .

9 4 I b i d . , p p .  1 7 3 ,  1 7 6 .
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95m id d le - c la s s  forms of s t a t u s  and c u l t u r e .

Gans fu r th e r  noted : "The h ig h e s t  s t a t u s  accrues to the person who makes

the  most m a te r ia l  and nonraaterial c o n tr ib u t io n s  to the group, w ithout

u s in g  th e s e  to f la u n t  or to  in d ic a t e  h i s  economic or c u l t u r a l  

96s u p e r io r i t y ."  A s im i l a r  p o in t  about th e  e x p e c t a t io n s  n ourished  by the  

I ta lo -A m er ica n  fa m ily  toward i t s  c h i ld r e n  was made by G lazer and 

Moynihan:

Accomplishment fo r  the I t a l i a n  son i s  f e l t  by the p aren ts  to  be 
m ean in g le ss  u n le s s  i t  d i r e c t l y  g r a t i f i e s  the fa m ily — fo r  example, by 
m a in ta in in g  the c l o s e n e s s  o f  the fa m ily  or advancing the fa m i ly ' s  
i n t e r e s t s  through jo b s  and m arr iage . There are d i s t i n c t i v e  
s o l u t i o n s  to t h i s  problem of  e x p r e s s in g  in d iv id u a l i s m  w h ile  s ta y in g  
w ith in  the group. One can become a l o c a l  law yer , s ta y in g  in  the  
neighborhood and a c t i v e  in  p o l i t i c s ,  or a l o c a l  d o c to r ,  or a l o c a l  
b u sin essm a n .9^

M arcanton io 's  c a r e e r  a s ,  a neighborhood la w y er ,  and then  as a l o c a l  

p o l i t i c i a n  f i t  th e s e  p r e c e p t s .

A c t u a l ly ,  from the tim e of L a n z e t ta 's  f i n a l  d e f e a t  in  1940, th e r e  

was no m eaningfu l o p p o s i t io n  to  M arcantonio , p o l i t i c a l  or o th e r w is e ,  in  

h is  home b a s e .  From th a t  p o in t  on , a l l  would-be d eth ron ers  came from 

o u t s id e  the community. The r e s u l t  of t h i s  " fore ign"  o p p o s i t io n ,  

t h e r e f o r e ,  may very  w e l l  have served  to c o n s o l id a t e  I t a l i a n  Harlem's  

support o f  i t s  b e le a g u e red  Congressman. As Gans n o te d ,  Southern  

I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s  were w i l l i n g  to " su b ord in ate  th em se lv es  to someone

9 5 I b id . ,  p .  27.

9 6 I b id .

97 G lazer and Moynihan, pp. 197 -98 .  See a l s o  P i s a n i ,  p . 137; Leo 
G reb ler ,  Housing Market Behavior in  a D e c l in in g  Area: Long-Term Changes
i n  In v en to r y  and U t i l i z a t i o n  o f  Housing on New Y ork's Lower E ast  S ide  
(New York: Columbia U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  19 5 2 ) ,  p. 140.
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whom they rec o g n ized  as a le a d e r  [but] th ey  w i l l  b i t t e r l y  r e j e c t  the 

in d iv id u a l  who i s  imposed as a le a d e r  from o u t s i d e — or who t r i e s  to  

impose h i m s e l f . M arcantonio , a f t e r  a l l ,  was the q u i n t e s s e n t i a l  

i n s i d e r ,  h is  opponents u n q u est io n a b ly  o u t s i d e r s .  This was o f  

in e s t im a b le  importance in  en a b lin g  him to m aintain  p o l i t i c a l  le a d e r sh ip  

o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem.

M arcantonio not o n ly  e x e m p l i f ie d ,  but a l s o  defended the community

and i t s  mores. For example, he responded s w i f t l y  to any a t ta c k  on h i s

own I t a l i a n  background. On October 25 , 1946, when the World Telegram

w rote c a v a l i e r l y  th a t  the "people in  [M arcanton io 's]  d i s t r i c t  are

g e t t i n g  fed  up w ith  the the o ld -w o r ld  Padrone [s i c ] a t t i t u d e  [of h i s ] ,"

he is s u e d  a b roadside to "A ll I t a l i a n  Speakers" ( th a t  i s ,  a l l  h i s

campaign workers who d e l iv e r e d  sp eech es  in  I t a l i a n )  encouraging  them to

in c o r p o r a te  r e f e r e n c e s  to t h i s  phrase in  t h e i r  s t r e e t - c o r n e r  sp e e c h e s .

The memorandum noted:

This i s  a s lu r  on the i n t e l l i g e n c e  and i n t e g r i t y  of peop le  of
I t a l i a n  o r i g i n .  Everyone knows th a t  th e  I t a l i a n s  emancipated
th em se lves  from the Padrone system  lo n g ,  long  ago . The use of the
word Padrone i s  I t a l i a n - b a i t i n g .  . . .  In carry in g  out i t s  a n t i -
I t a l i a n  campaign the World Telegram i s  c o n c e n tr a t in g  i t s  guns
a g a in s t  M arcantonio. . . . F i r s t  i t ' s  hoodlums [here Marcantonio i s
r e f e r r in g  to the p a p er 's  a r t i c l e s  on organ ized  crime in  I t a l i a n
Harlem]— now i t ' s  Padrone a t t i t u d e .  The on ly  answer i s  a u n ited  . qq
v o te  fo r  V ito  M arcantonio . . .

S im i l a r ly ,  in  1949, when M arcanton io 's  Democratic opponent in  the

mayoral campaign, W illiam  0 'Dwyer, r e fe r r e d  to "M arcantonio's f in e

I t a l i a n  hand," Marcantonio demanded a p u b l ic  a p o logy . "This language of

yours o n ly  s e r v e s  to i n c i t e  race hatred in  t h i s  campaign," he

9^Gans,  p .  85.

^MP 49 (M isc e l la n e o u s  Campaigns).
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t h u n d e r e d . I®® About the same t im e , a co lum n ist  fo r  the Brooklyn Eagle

commented: "American L a b o r ite s  complain th a t  V ito  M arcanton io 's

M ayoralty campaign i s  g e t t in g  a newspaper b la c k o u t .  C ouldn't happen to

a n ic e r  f i s h - p e d d l e r !" M arcan ton io 's  prompt resp onse  was a campaign

l e a f l e t  in  E n g l ish  and I t a l i a n  th a t  noted:

"FISH PEDDLERS!" You've heard the e x p r e s s io n  from the time you were
s m a l l .  You know what i t  means in  t h e ir  mouths.

This Mr. H arris  [the Eagle c o lu m n is t ] , t h i s  salesman of  
D em ocratic p o l i t i c s ,  d ip s  h i s  pen in to  the c e s s p o o l  of a n t i - I t a l i a n  
p r e ju d ic e  and smears the name o f  VITO MARCANTONIO, p u p i l  and fr ie n d  
of  FIORELLO LAGUARDIA, I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n  f i g h t e r  fo r  a l 1 the p e o p le .

WIPE OUT THE INSULT!
Throw out the o f f i c e h o l d e r s  o f  the Democratic and Republican

P a rty .
E le c t  VITO MARCANTONIO.101 

Though there  i s  no way to measure the e f f e c t ,  i t  seems q u ite  c e r t a in  

th a t  th ese  s lu r s  on M arcanton io 's  e th n ic  background and h i s  resp on ses  to 

them s o l i d i f i e d  even fu r th e r  the support o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem behind him.

Marcantonio a ls o  came to the d e fen se  o f  in d iv id u a l  I t a l o -

Americans who exp er ien ced  defam ation  or d i s c r im in a t io n .  A h ig h ly  

p u b l ic i z e d  in c id e n t  of t h i s  nature occurred in  1945 when an I t a l o -  

American l i v i n g  in  Brooklyn w rote  Sen. Theodore B ilb o  of M i s s i s s ip p i  

c a s t i g a t i n g  him fo r  opposing c o n t in u a t io n  o f  the F a ir  Employment 

P r a c t ic e s  Commission. (On numerous o c c a s io n s ,  M arcantonio p e r so n a l ly  

p ressed  t h i s  Commission to i n v e s t i g a t e  d is c r im in a to r y  a c t s  a g a in s t  

I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s . )  In h is  r e sp o n se ,  B ilb o  addressed  the the woman as:

"My dear Dago." Marcantonio demanded an ap o logy , p o in t in g  out th a t  the  

woman had th ree  brothers in  the Armed F o rc es ,  one o f  whom had d ied

1(1̂ "Marcantonio Asks U.S.  School Help," New York Times (October
18,  1949) ,  p. 32.

^ ^ o v e l l o  C o l l e c t i o n .
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during the war. B ilb o  r e fu s e d ,  send ing  the Congressman a b r i s t l i n g  two- 

page l e t t e r :

I t  i s  through you and your gang, and I dare say many of them are  
g a n g s te r s ,  from the s in - s o a k e d ,  communistic s e c t io n s  of the grea t  
m e tr o p o l is  o f  New York th a t  p r a c t i c a l l y  a l l  the r o t t e n ,  cra ck p o t ,  
communistic l e g i s l a t i v e  schemes are being  thrown in t o  the  
C o n g r ess io n a l  " m i l l . ” . . . The country  should  know th a t  you ran fo r  
o f f i c e  on the Communist Party t i c k e t .  . . . You are n e i t h e r  f i s h  nor 
fo w l— you are n e i t h e r  a Democrat or R epublican— you are a n o to r io u s  
p o l i t i c a l  mongrel. . . . Your main purpose i s  to arouse e n m it ie s  and 
antagonism , h a tr e d s ,  and a n im o s i t i e s — th a t  i s  the s to c k  and trade of 
a l l  Communists in  America.

Marcantonio p u b lish ed  in  the C o n g r ess io n a l  Record some of the v a s t

correspondence gen erated  by the p r in c i p a l s  in  t h i s  i n c i d e n t ,  but not h is

own r e p l y ,  which c a l l e d  B i lb o  " H i t l e r ' s  in c o n s o la b le  male widow." T his

w e l l - p u b l i c i z e d  c o n tro v er sy  concluded w ith  B ilb o  i n s i s t i n g  he was

m otivated  s o l e l y  by a d e s ir e  "to f i g h t  a g a in s t  the m o n g r e l iz a t io n  of the

two ra c e s  in  America. . . . With the r e s p e c t  and love  th a t  I have fo r

the C aucasian  blood th a t  f low s not o n ly  in  my v e in s  but in  the v e in s  of

Jews, I t a l i a n s ,  P o les  and o th er  n a t i o n a l i t i e s  of the White r a c e ,  I would

not want to see  i t  contam inated w ith  Negro b lo o d ."102

A n t i - I t a l i a n  defam ation was, of co u r se ,  noth ing  new to

M arcantonio in the l a t e  f o r t i e s .  In 1936 a New York C ity  h igh  sch oo l

p r in c ip a l  c r i t i c i z e d  a t e a c h e r ' s  approach to i n s t r u c t i n g  I t a l ia n  and

P o l i s h  s tu d e n ts :

^ ^ B i l b o  to Josep h in e  P i c c o l o ,  J u ly  1 , 1945; P ic c o lo  to 
M arcanton io , J u ly  18, 1945; M arcantonio to  B i lb o ,  J u ly  2 1 ,  1945; 
Marcantonio to P i c c o lo ,  J u ly  2 4 ,  1945; B ilb o  to M arcantonio , J u ly  24 ,  
1945; Marcantonio to  B i l b o ,  J u ly  2 5 ,  1945; Sen. James M. Mead to 
M arcantonio , J u ly  30 , 1945; M arcantonio to P i c c o l o ,  August 2 ,  1945; 
B ilb o  to  M arcantonio, September 4 ,  1945; "Bilbo R efuses  Apology to  
Brooklyn Woman fo r  A ddressing  Her as 'My Dear D ago',  " New York Times 
(J u ly  2 4 ,  1945 ) ,  p. 15; "Apology from 'Dago' Demanded by B ilb o ,"  New 
York Times (J u ly  12, 19 4 5 ) ,  p. 2; C o n g ress io n a l Record, J u ly  2 ,  1945, 
pp. 7994 -99 .
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You c la im  to know th e se  p u p i l s  and th a t  th ey  must be led  g e n t ly .  I 
th in k  th a t  your knowledge i s  not very  d eep . You have never once 
mentioned one r e a l  problem, th a t  o f  r a c i a l  a n tagon ism s. I  have a 
c o n s id e r a b le  knowledge of the background of th e s e  boys and g i r l s ,  I 
l i v e d  t h i r t y - f i v e  yea rs  o f  my l i f e  in  G r een p o in t .  The m a jo r ity  are  
P o l i s h  and I t a l i a n ,  they  c l i n g  to t h e i r  k in d ,  th ey  cannot  
d i s t i n g u i s h  freedom from l i c e n s e ,  th ey  obey o n ly  when they  m ust,  
they c o n s id e r  k in d n ess  as a s ig n  o f  w eakness ,  freedom to choose must 
be taught g r a d u a l ly .

Marcantonio i s s u e d  a p r o t e s t  to  the Commissioner o f  th e  Board o f

E ducation  th at  le d  to a reprimand o f the p r in c i p a l  and the e s ta b lish m e n t

o f  the s tu d y  o f  I t a l i a n  as  part o f  the curricu lum  i n  th a t  h igh

s c h o o l .

In 1946, M arcantonio p r o te s te d  to  the management of the Roxy 

T heater because o f  i t s  s c r e e n in g  o f  The House o f  S tr a n g e r s  ( in  which  

Edward G. Robinson p layed  a s m a l l - s c a l e  I t a l i a n  b an ker),  which he 

cla im ed  d i s c r e d i t e d  I t a l o- Araer i cans . In 1953, M arcantonio a n g r i ly  

r e a c te d  to  a New York Times e d i t o r i a l  con cern in g  th e  I t a l i a n  e l e c t i o n s ,  

which in  part s t a t e d :  "Of c o u r s e ,  the  g r e a t e s t  c u l p r i t  i s  th e  I t a l i a n

c i t i z e n r y ,  which i s  so c o n g e n i t a l l y  r e c a l c i t r a n t ,  so  p o l i t i c a l l y  f i c k l e ,  

so u n g r a te fu l  even to good government, so i n s t i n c t i v e l y  in c l in e d  to  

a n a r c h ic a l  o p p o s i t io n  th a t  m i l l i o n s  p r e fe r  to  go to  extrem es when the  

moderation o f  freedom and democracy i s  o f f e r e d  to  them." In a p ress  

r e l e a s e ,  an angry M arcantonio , then  out of o f f i c e ,  c h a r a c te r iz e d  th e se  

comments as an "arrogant e x p r e s s io n  o f  your contempt fo r  a peop le  who 

w i l l  not bow to  your w i l l . " ^ ^

S ie g a l  to M arcantonio , February 8 , 1936; M arcantonio to  Dr. 
A lb ert  C. B onasch i,  Commissioner of the Board o f  E d u cation , A p r i l  23, 
1936; Bonaschi to M arcantonio, A p r il  27, 1936; Marcantonio to C harles J .  
H endley, p r e s id e n t  of th e  Teachers Union. MP 8 (T each ers  U n ion ).

^^LaGumina, "Case S tu d ie s ,"  p . 159.

^■’Press  r e l e a s e ,  June 11,  1953.  MP.
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Many of the newspaper a t ta c k s  on M arcantonio b a c k f ir e d  because

they con ta in ed  n e g a t iv e  e v a lu a t io n s  and d e s c r ip t i o n s  o f  I t a l i a n

Harlem. In the  1948 campaign, the column "Broadway and Elsewhere" in

the New York D a ily  Mirror s ta t e d  th a t  "Marcantonio w ith  h i s  f o l lo w in g  of

hoodlums, r e l i e f e r s ,  Communists, and jo b h o ld e r s  in  h i s  E ast Harlem

s e c t io n  has in s t r u c t e d  many of them . . .  to  w r i t e  h i s  name on the paper

b a l l o t s  of [ th e  p a r t i e s  o th e r  than the American Labor P arty  in  the

1 Oftp r im a r ie s ] ."  In 1946 another D a ily  Mirror a r t i c l e  lambasted

Marcantonio as a

complex p rod u ction  of our tu r b u le n t  yea rs;  a sw ash b uck lin g ,  
dom ineering ty r a n t ,  who smashed and squirmed h i s  way to  u n br id led  
power in  one sh ort  decade— w ith  the a id  o f  m otley  m inions r e c r u ite d  
through d e p r e s s io n  and war y ea rs  from the ranks o f  r a d ic a l  p a r t i s a n s ,  
p r o f e s s io n a l  a d v e n tu r e r s ,  and th e  scum of the s lu m s . . . . Today he 
has fa s t e n e d  a deadly  and grimy g r ip  on a good part o f  th e  w o r ld 's  
most c i v i l i z e d  c i t y ;  h i s  c lu b s  are  i n f e s t e d  w ith  p o l i c e  c h a r a c te r s ,  
dope p ed d lers  and e x - c o n v ic t s  . . . .

Another a r t i c l e  in  the same s e r i e s  s t a t e d ,  "East Harlem i s  a lm ost a

world unto i t s e l f :  . . . w ith  a p o ly g lo t  p o p u la t io n  f u l l  of o ld  and new

p r e ju d ic e s  and s u p e r s t i t i o n s ;  tenem en ts ,  p o v e r ty ,  c o l o r f u l  m arkets,

a t t r a c t i n g  r ic h  and poor, decent and d i s s o l u t e  a l i k e ,  and harboring  a
I no

Mecca of m ediocre n ig h t  l i f e . "  This s o r t  of p r e s s  t i r a d e  was not  

con fin ed  to  the D a ily  M irror . From th e  New York H erald-Tribune came the  

rep o rt  th a t  "East Harlem i s  an area  of 'h o t-b e d  a p a r tm e n ts '— i n  which 

beds are s l e p t  in  on e ig h t -h o u r  s h i f t s  and never  c o o l .  I t  i s  an area of  

j u v e n i l e  gangs , some of which have under-age g i r l  f r ie n d s  carry  t h e ir

^^A ugust 2 4 ,  1948, p .  8 .

^ ^ A ugust 4, 1946, p. 3 .

108 "Marcantonio: A Great D e p r e s s io n  D i s a s t e r , "  New York D a i ly
Mirror (August 5 ,  1946) ,  p .  4 .



w eap ons."109 a 1946 World Telegram h e a d l in e  b la re d :  "East Harlem Key

[N a r c o t ic s ]  C enter , U .S . R e v e a ls ."  A ccording to t h i s  a r t i c l e ,  "The

rev iv ed  M afia (B lack  Hand) i s  c o n t r o l l e d  by the sons o f  immigrants who

operated  the o r i g i n a l  o r g a n iz a t io n ,  . . . and has been . . . s u b s id i z in g

p o l i t i c a l  c lu b s  to  ga in  p r o t e c t io n  from the p o l i c e  . . . ," H 0  Not to

be outdone, a New York Sun s t o r y ,  h e a d lin e d  "Mafia Runs East Harlem

Crime, Says U .S .  N a r c o t ic s  C hief Here,"  rep o rted  th a t  the " s o - c a l le d

Marcantonio d i s t r i c t  in  E ast Harlem has become one o f  the t o u g h e s t ,  most

la w le s s  in  the c i t y . " H I  A Time magazine a r t i c l e  from 1946, e n t i t l e d

"Veto V ito?" s t a t e d :  "The core o f  M anhattan's  sp ra w lin g  18th

C o n g r ess io n a l D i s t r i c t  i s  a verm inous, c r im e-r id d ed  slum c a l l e d  E ast

Harlem. [Populated  by] hordes o f  I t a l i a n s ,  P uerto  R ica n s ,  Jews, and

Negroes . . . ."112 a 1948 D a i ly  Mirror a r t i c l e  on "Raid in  R ee fer  N ets

Record $ 3 0 ,0 0 0 ,"  rep o r te d :

J u s t  o f f  "Reefer Row"— one of the most wretched areas  in  
R e p r e s e n ta t iv e  V ito  M arcanton io 's  domain, th e  E ig h teen th  
C o n g r ess io n a l D i s t r i c t — th r e e  members o f  the N a r c o t ic s  Squad made an 
a l l - t i m e  haul of " D e v i l ' s  Weed" (Marihuana, th e  Youth K i l l e r )  the  
o th e r  day. A year ago , Garland W il l ia m s ,  c h i e f  of the U nited  S ta te s  
N a r c o t ic s  Bureau, p o in ted  out M a rca n to n io 's  E ast Harlem D i s t r i c t  i s  
the c e n te r  of not o n ly  the marihuana trade but of A m erica's dope 
t r a f f i c .  H 3

t

109 "Inquiry  Focuses S p o t l ig h t  on I l l s  of East Harlem," New York 
H erald-Tribune (December 15, 1946 ) ,  p .  1.

^D ecem ber 19, 1946, p. 1.

■'•^"Police in  M arcanton io 's  D i s t r i c t  About to Face D r a s t ic  
Shakeup," New York Sun (December 1, 19 4 6 ) ,  p .  1.

^•^November 4 , 1946, p. 24.

113 "Heavy Blow D ea lt  to  Marihuana R acket,"  New York D a i ly  Mirror  
(November 14, 1948),  p . 3 .

Perhaps unknown to East Harlem's r e s i d e n t s ,  t h e i r  community was 
a ls o  portrayed  n e g a t iv e l y  in  a s c h o la r ly  work. A d o c to r a l  d i s s e r t a t i o n  
"The Boy Scout Movement in  E ast Harlem," d e sc r ib e d  the t e r r i t o r y  as an 
" i n t e r s t i t a l  area ,"  a term co ined  by s o c i o l o g i s t  F red er ick  Thrasher and 
d ef in ed  as "a reg io n  c h a r a c te r iz e d  by d e t e r i o r a t in g  n eighborhood s,



S lu rs  on I t a l i a n  Harlem even  occurred in  the House of

R e p r e s e n t a t iv e s .  When, on the f l o o r  of th e  House, M arcantonio accused  

th e  "big t r u s t s  of p r o f i t e e r i n g  and w h o le s a le  r a c k e te e r in g ,"  a 

R epublican c o l le a g u e  from P en n sy lvan ia  r e jo in e d :

Hugh D. S c o t t :  I  want to  pay t r ib u t e  to the gentlem an as an
ex p ert  on what c o n s t i t u t e s  r a c k e t e e r in g .

M arcantonio: The gentlem an i s  a much b e t t e r  exp ert  on th a t
than I  am.

S c o t t :  No.
M arcantonio: As a m atter  o f  f a c t ,  I  th in k  the gentleman

q u a l i f i e s  em in en tly  as an ex p ert  on th a t  s u b j e c t .
S c o t t :  The gentlem an knows what r a c k e te e r in g  i s ,  and in  h is

own d i s t r i c t ,  t o o .
M arcantonio: My d i s t r i c t  i s  j u s t  as good, i f  not b e t t e r  than

the g en t lem a n 's  d i s t r i c t ,  and I am mighty proud o f  my d i s t r i c t .  My
d i s t r i c t  i s  a d i s t r i c t  of homes, s c h o o l s ,  ch u rch es ,  and workers
whose p eop le  gave t h e i r  sons fo r  freedom . . . .

P e r i o d i c a l l y ,  the p o l i c e  jo in e d  w ith  the p r e s s  and p o l i t i c o s  in  

e x p r e s s in g  d i s f a v o r  toward I t a l i a n  Harlem l i f e .  Though both con tin u ed  

to  e x i s t  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem th rought the f i f t i e s ,  the mutual a id  

s o c i e t i e s  based on the members' b ir t h p la c e  were g r a d u a lly  r ep la ced  by 

in form al s o c i a l  c l u b s . G i v e n  the c e n t r a l i t y  o f  f a m i l ia l i s m  and 

cam panilism o, both  forms of o r g a n iz a t io n  were endemic to  I t a l i a n  

Harlem. The s e x u a l l y  s e g r e g a te d  s o c i a l  l i f e  and g e n e r a l  absence of  

s o c i a l  d r in k in g  gave fu r th e r  impetus to the growth of th e se  c l u b s .  (See  

pp. 2 0 3 - 6 . )  To the New York C ity  p o l i c e ,  few o f  whom were I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s ,

s h i f t i n g  p o p u la t io n  and the d i s o r g a n iz a t io n  of the slum. . . .  I t  i s  to  
a la r g e  e x t e n t  i s o l a t e d  from the wider c u l tu r e  of the wider community by 
the p r o c e s s  of co m p e t it io n  and c o n f l i c t  which have r e s u l t e d  in  the  
s e l e c t i o n  o f  the p o p u la t io n ."  Margaret Campbell T i l l e y ,  "The Boy Scout  
Movement in  E ast Harlem" (Ph.D. d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  New York U n iv e r s i t y ,
1935),  p .  22 . A lso ,  accord in g  to  T i l l e y ,  "A la r g e  number of boys in  
[E ast Harlem] appear to  be m en ta l ly  re ta r d e d ."  (p .  145)

^ ^ C o n g ress io n a l R ecord, A p r i l  15, 1947, p .  3419.

l ^ S e e ,  fo r  example, C a ro lin e  F. Ware, Greenwich V i l l a g e  1920-  
1930: A Comment on American C i v i l i z a t i o n  in  the  Post-War Years (New
York: Harper & Row, 1965),  p .  157; and Gans, p.  108.
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th e se  c lu b s ,  u n l ik e  the neighborhood pubs they fr e q u e n te d ,  were 

co n s id ered  to be gambling d en s . Marcantonio rep orted  th a t  in  1942, on 

the eve of the F e a s t  of Our Lady of Mount Carmel, he r e c e iv e d  a c a l l  

from the p a s to r  o f  the church com plaining th at  two policem en had en tered  

the A p o l lo ,  a s o c i a l  c lu b  on E ast  116th  S t r e e t ,  and th a t  sh o ts  had been 

f i r e d .  More than f i f t y  c lub  members were a r r e s t e d .  M arcantonio  

r ep r e se n te d  them, and the judge d ism isse d  a l l  charges and c a s t ig a t e d  the  

a r r e s t in g  p o l i c e  o f f i c e r s .  A gain , In 1947, the p o l i c e  com m issioner  

imposed a curfew  on E ast Harlem 's s o c i a l  c lu b s  fo l lo w in g  the murder of  

Joseph S c o t t o r i g g i o ,  a Republican Party e l e c t i o n  d i s t r i c t  cap ta in  who 

was murdered on E le c t io n  Day 1 9 4 6 . ( See pp. 4 1 3 -22 )

There i s  no doubt th a t  I t a l i a n  Harlem r e s e n te d  th ese  a t ta c k s  on 

t h e ir  community and p o l i c e  in c u r s io n s  in to  t h e ir  c lu b s .  A fter  

S c o t t o r i g g i o ' s  murder, another barrage o f  p ress  a r t i c l e s  p ortrayed  East  

Harlem n e g a t i v e l y .  Spearheaded by Leonard C o v e l lo ,  the response  was 

form ation  of an E ast  Harlem C i t i z e n s  Committee. A c la r io n  c a l l  for  

a c t i o n ,  s ig n ed  by C ove llo  and l i s t i n g  t h i r t y  prominent community 

l e a d e r s ,  i n v i t e d  the r e s id e n t s  to a m eeting a t  Benjamin F ran k lin  High 

School fo r  a very  s p e c i f i c  purpose: "As a r e s id e n t  or b u s in e ss  or

p r o f e s s io n a l  man in  East Harlem, we are i n v i t i n g  you to j o in  w ith  us in  

tak in g  adequate measures a g a in s t  the numerous derogatory  s ta tem en ts  

about our community in  the p r e s s ,  which are d e s t r u c t iv e  to i t s  b u s in e s s ,  

i t s  p ro p er ty ,  i t s  s o c i a l ,  r e l i g i o u s ,  and e d u c a t io n a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  and

116" pre lim in ary  I n v e s t i g a t io n  in to  A lle g ed  E le c t io n  
I r r e g u l a r i t i e s  in  the Primary E le c t io n  and General E le c t io n  in  the 18th  
C o n g ress io n a l D i s t r i c t ,  New York." Testimony of Marcantonio b e fore  
Robert B. Baker, a s s i s t a n t  g en era l  co u n se l  and c h ie f  in v e s t i g a t o r  of the  
House Campaign Expenditures  Committee, pp. 4 3 -4 6 .  MP.
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d em o ra liz in g  to i t s  p e o p le ." H 7 The subsequent mass m eeting a t  the 

s c h o o l  was attend ed  by f i f t e e n  hundred p erso n s .  Sponsored by the  

Committee of U nited  Veterans o f  E ast  Harlem, t h i s  group is s u e d  a 

s ta tem en t  charg ing  that the "community was being  s u b je c te d  to a 

newspaper campaign o f  s la n d er  and v i l i f i c a t i o n  which was d e tr im e n ta l  to  

the econom ic , s p i r i t u a l ,  and s o c i a l  w e l l -b e in g  of the p e o p le .  "H®

These p r o t e s t s  n o tw ith s ta n d in g ,  the p ress  a t ta c k s  continued  

unabated. How v i t r i o l i c  they were i s  e x e m p li f ie d  by a D a ily  Mirror

a r t i c l e  p u b lish ed  during M arcanton io 's  1948 campaign. He was, accord ing

to t h i s  m a s s - c ir c u la t io n  t a b lo id ,  a " p o l i t i c a l  p e s t i l e n c e " ;  someone who 

"seeks to d e s tr o y  America so th a t  i t  can f a l l  easy  prey to i t s  Communist 

enem ies"; a " p o l i t i c a l  r o t t e r  and a t r a i t o r  to the i n t e r e s t s  o f  h i s  own 

cou n try ."  Then i t  in ton ed : "Let the W a lla c e s ,  the M arcanton ios , the

Isa a c so n s  rave and l i e  and hold  to g e th e r  a few w e a k l in g s ,  s o i l e d  s h ip s  

and malodorous g o a t s ." H 9

There i s  no ev idence  th a t  th ese  a s s a u l t s  eroded Marcantonio 's 

support th a t  year or e a r l i e r .  Inasmuch as  I t a l i a n  Harlem did not have a 

community newspaper, the p ress  was regarded as a noisome part of the  

o u t s id e  world and tr e a te d  w ith  g r e a t  s k e p t i c i s m . 1 2 0  ^ c l o s e  and lo n g ­

time p o l i t i c a l  a s s o c ia t e  of M arcanton io 's  r e c a l l e d  th a t  on E le c t io n  Day, 

l i n e s  o f  v o te r s  would queue up in  I t a l i a n  Harlem. Under the arms o f  

many of th e se  pro-Marcantonio v o te r s  would o f te n  be a copy of the D a i ly

H ^D ated December 2 0 ,  1944. CC.

1 ^ T r a n s c r ip t  not t i t l e d  or d a ted . CC.

H9"M aybe y i t o  Is  Through" (August 26 , 1948),  p .  6 ; "Bryant Leads 
F ig h t  on Marc” (August 23 , 19 4 8 ) ,  p. 5; "The Big Burg i s  Red, W h ite ,  and 
B lu e” (August 26 , 1948), p. 5; "Defeat Marcantonio" (October 19, 1948 ) ,
p. 1 .

l ^ G a n s ,  pp. 118-19 ,  194.



Mirror or New York D a i ly  News, which would in v a r ia b ly  c o n ta in  one f i n a l

121b la s t  a g a in s t  the p e o p le ' s  f a v o r i t e  c a n d id a te .

To an o u t s i d e r ,  I t a l i a n  Harlem s i g n i f i e d  s o c i a l  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n ,

but the i n s i d e r s  p a r t ic ip a t e d  in  a c u l tu r e  th at  gave them a sen se  of

1 2 2b e lo n g in g  and d ig n i t y  d en ied  them e l s e w h e r e .  U n certa in  th a t  they

wanted to  be a part o f  th e  American m ainstream , th e  Southern  I t a l i a n

immigrants and t h e i r  progeny were in  any case  l a r g e l y  exclu ded  from i t

to  b eg in  w i th .  They c lung  to t h e i r  f a m i l i e s ,  t h e i r  s o c i a l  c lu b s ,  t h e ir

123church, and t h e i r  com m unities . The r e s id e n t s  of I t a l i a n  Harlem did

not think, of i t  as a cr im e-r id d en  slum, and p ress  r e p o r ts  to  th at  e f f e c t

con tin u ed  to  be d eep ly  r e s e n t e d . I n d e e d ,  when the newspapers hurled

the e p i t h e t  "red" a t  M arcantonio , the  peop le  may have heard "wop."

Marcantonio d e fe a te d  h i s  l a s t  I ta lo -A m er ica n  opponent, Frank J .

R icca  ( s e e  p .  405) in  th e  1942 Dem ocratic prim ary. A f te r  a l l ,

M arcanton io 's  r i v a l s  f o r  o f f i c e  were not o n ly  n o n -I ta lo -A m e r ic a n ,  but

a l s o  n o n r e s id e n ts  o f  E ast  Harlem. The im portance to  I t a l i a n  Harlem in

a ttem p tin g  to  ensure  th a t  an in s i d e r  con tinu ed  as t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l  le a d e r

was g r e a t l y  accen tu a ted  by the s ta r k  r e a l i t y  th a t  a lm ost a l l  the

i n s t i t u t i o n s  th a t  impinged on t h e i r  l i f e — th e  p u b l ic  s c h o o l s ,  the

D em ocratic P arty ,  th e  Roman C a th o l ic  Church, the s o c i a l  a g e n c ie s ,  the

1 23p o l i c e — were c o n tr o l l e d  by n o n -I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s . (S ee  pp. 4 2 ,  193,

1 2  1 I n te r v ie w ,  Ida H efner .

^ ^ A rthur Mann, La Guardia; A F ig h te r  A g a in st  His Times 1882-  
1933 (C hicago: U n iv e r s i ty  of Chicago P r e s s ,  1 9 5 9 ) ,  p . 132.

^^Yans-M cLaughlin , p .  116.

l ^ F o r  example, s e e  Gans, p. 20 .

^^Yans-McLaughl in,  p .  118.
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2 1 1 -12 )  And as l a t e  as 1941, o f  the e i g h t  D em ocratic  and R epublican

126c lu b s  in  E ast Harlem, on ly  one was le d  by an I ta lo -A m e r ic a n .

A f te r  L a n z e t ta 's  f i n a l  d e f e a t  in  1940, o n ly  two of M arcantonio1s 

opponents made any r e a l  e f f o r t  to  win over some o f  h i s  I t a l i a n  Harlem 

su p p o rt— John E l l i s ,  R e p u b l ic a n -L ib e r a l ,  in  1948, and James Donovan, the  

1950 c o a l i t i o n  can d id a te  o f  th e  D em ocratic , R ep u b lican , and L ib e r a l  

P a r t i e s .

U nlik e  M arcanton io 's  o th e r  opponents from o u t s id e  o f  the

d i s t r i c t ,  E l l i s  understood  the s o c i a l  r e a l i t i e s  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem. (See

pp. 371 , 4 2 8 -2 9 ) .  His p o l i t i c a l  s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  warned him th a t  the

rep ea ted  d e p ic t io n  o f  M arcantonio as an a s s o c i a t e  o f  g a n g s te r s  and a

vendor of r e l i e f  checks im p lied  broad c r i t i c i s m  o f  the r e s id e n t s  of E ast

Harlem. He asked the newspapers su p p ortin g  him, which in c lu d ed  a l l  o f

them ex ce p t  the D a i ly  World and PM, to  mention h i s  name in  every

127h e a d l in e  w ith  Marcantonio and not "run down the n e ig h b o r h o o d . '

S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  t h i s  re q u e s t  meant o m it t in g  any m ention o f  the

S c o t t o r ig g i o  murder, and apart from one f e a tu r e  s t o r y  on November 1 in

th e  New York P o s t ,  th e r e  were few r e fe r e n c e s  to  i t  in  th e  campaign

co v er a g e .  E l l i s  h im s e lf  never once p u b l i c l y  m entioned S c o t t o r ig g i o

1 28during the campaign. The D a i ly  M irror , however, con tin u ed  to p u b l ish  

m a te r ia l  o f f e n s i v e  to  the community.

E l l i s  was p a r t i c u l a r l y  p e r s i s t e n t  on l in k in g  the "Communist 

i s su e "  to the concerns o f  I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s . He was aware th a t  the f i r s t

^28L i s t  d e p o s ite d  in  C o v e l lo  C o l l e c t i o n .

^ ^ I n te r v ie w  w ith  John E l l i s ,  quoted in  Bingham, p .  115. 

1 2 8 I b id .



postw ar e l e c t i o n s  in  I t a l y  had aroused c o n s id e r a b le  anti-Communist

sen t im en t  among I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s ,  and a l s o  th a t  t h i s  sen t im en t  had been

g a lv a n iz e d  by a n ationw ide  l e t t e r - w r i t i n g  campaign on b e h a lf  of the

o p p o s i t io n  C h r is t ia n  Democrats organ ized  by Generoso Pope, e d i t o r  o f  I I

P r o g r e s s o , w ith  the approval and support of th e  S t a t e  Department and the

1 29a c t i v e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  th e  C a th o l ic  Church.

On A p r i l  11, 1948, E l l i s  announced th a t  he would p e r s o n a l ly  

observe  th e  I t a l i a n  e l e c t i o n s  to  le a r n  the e l e c t o r a l  methods used by the  

C o m m u n i s t s .130  He accompanied a U nited  S t a t e s  commission to I t a l y  as a 

paying member, and had h im s e lf  photographed in  as many towns as 

p o s s i b l e ,  sen d in g  th e s e  p ic t u r e s  back f o r  p u b l ic a t io n  in  New York. He 

procured an e l e c t i o n  p o s te r  used by th e  I t a l i a n  Communist Party showing  

M arcantonio sa y in g :  "Truman and M arsh a ll  are  not A m ericans. When a

t r u ly  dem ocratic  government has been i n s t i t u t e d  i n  I t a l y ,  we w i l l  regard  

i t  w ith  g r e a t  sympathy." E l l i s  a f f i x e d  t h i s  p o s te r  to  h i s  campaign 

t r u c k .

In h i s  campaign l i t e r a t u r e  and s p e e c h e s ,  E l l i s  s t r e s s e d  

M arcanton io 's  o p p o s i t io n  to th e  M arsh a ll  Plan as proof th a t  th e  

incumbent p laced  Communist P arty  d o c t r in e  above the needs of I t a l y .  

M arcanton io 's  responded by sp o n so r in g  the  Committee f o r  Free E le c t io n s  

i n  I t a l y ,  which r e p r in te d  h i s  sp eech es  in  Congress on h i s  a n t i -M a r s h a l l  

Plan s t a n c e . 131 (See pp. 6 8 -6 9 ,  235) E l l i s  a l s o  p ledged  th a t  he would

129 I b i d . ,  pp. 1 2 6 -27 .  The c e n te r  of t h i s  campaign was New York 
C ity .  G a l lo ,  Old Bread New Wine, p .  235.

130"E H ig  t 0  Attend I t a l i a n  E l e c t i o n s , ” New York Times (A p r il  11,
1948 ) ,  p .  55.

■'•'^Bingham, p. 127.
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demand the re tu rn  to I t a l y  of i t s  former c o l o n i a l  p o s s e s s i o n s ,  a 

p o s i t i o n  in  s ta r k  c o n tr a s t  to  M a rc a n to n io 's .  In resp on se  to  a l e t t e r  

from W alter W hite , s e c r e ta r y  of the N a t io n a l  A s s o c i a t io n  fo r  the  

Advancement o f  Colored P eo p le ,  s o l i c i t i n g  C o n g r ess io n a l support for  

p la c in g  th e  former I t a l i a n  c o lo n ie s  under U nited  N a tio n s  mandate s t a t u s ,  

M arcantonio d e c la r e d :

P le a s e  be a d v ised  th a t  I have always been opposed to  
c o l o n i e s .  I  am s t r o n g ly  fo r :

1 . The re tu rn  of E r i t r e a  and Som alilan d  to  E t h io p ia .
2 .  As fo r  the c h i ld r e n  of th e  I t a l i a n  c o l o n i e s ,  they should

be p laced  under a U nited  N ation s  t r u s t e e s h ip  to  be tr a in e d
fo r  se lf -g o v er n m en t  and then  granted  t h e i r  indep en d en ce .

I have a d v ised  my I t a l i a n  c o l le a g u e s  from time to time th a t  
c o lo n ie s  have on ly  been a burden on the backs of th e  I t a l i a n  
p e a s a n t s .  They have made them p oorer and made the e x p lo i t e r s  
r i c h e r .

E l l i s ' s  campaign l i t e r a t u r e  and sp eeches  co n ta in ed  s ta tem en ts  

such a s :  "He i s  c o n s t a n t ly  in  r e b e l l i o n  a g a in s t  th e  U nited  S t a t e s ,  and

predom inantly  in  fa v o r  of R u s s ia ' s  communistic i d e o l o g i e s . "133 

Marcantonio had su rv iv ed  such g e n e r a l iz e d  a t ta c k s  from the beg inn ing  of  

h i s  c a r e e r ,  but E l l i s ' s  p r o tr a c te d ,  co n cen tra ted  e f f o r t s  to  dem onstrate  

th a t  h is  op p on en t's  pro-Communist le a n in g s  in ju r e d  the i n t e r e s t s  of

I t a l y  were of a d i f f e r e n t  o r d e r .  Here E l l i s ' s  e f f o r t s  to erode

M arcanton io 's  main b a s t io n  of support met w ith  some s u c c e s s .  In 1946, 

M arcanton io 's  v o te  in  the S ix t e e n t h  Assembly D i s t r i c t  ( I t a l i a n  Harlem) 

was 11 ,517 on th e  Democratic l i n e  and 4 ,7 5 5  on th e  American Labor Party  

l i n e ,  fo r  a t o t a l  of 1 6 ,2 7 2 ,  to  Bryan's 4 ,3 3 2  on the R epublican  l i n e — a 

margin of 3 .5  to  1. In 1948, the d i s t r i c t  prov ided  3 ,6 3 7  v o te s  fo r

1  ̂O
E l l i s  B la s t s  M arcantonio' s Record, D e s p i te  P rom ises ,"  New 

York D a ily  Mirror (O ctober 4 ,  1948),  p .  2; M arcantonio to  W alter White, 
A p r il  29 , 1949. MP 3 (N eg ro ) .

1 3 T Signed by Robert F. Wagner, J r . ,  dated October  11, 1945.
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E l l i s  on the R epublican t i c k e t  and 1 ,656  on the L ib e r a l  l i n e  fo r  a t o t a l  

o f  5 ,2 9 3 ,  w h i le  the Democratic Party c a n d id a te ,  John P. M orr issey  

garnered 5 ,7 3 5  fo r  a grand t o t a l  o f  11,028 to M arcanton io 's  14 ,476— a 

margin o f  3 to  2 .  In I t a l i a n  Harlem's assembly d i s t r i c t ,  5 7 .5  percent  

of the v o te  was fo r  M arcantonio , and in  i t s  core over 60 p e r c e n t . 33^

C loser  exam in ation ,  however, r e v e a ls  th a t  on ly  a f r a c t io n  of t h i s  

in c r e a se d  an ti-M arcan ton io  v o te  r e s u l t e d  from E l l i s ' s  campaign. F i r s t ,  

i t  i s  most s t r i k i n g  th at  the i n e f f e c t i v e ,  i n a c t i v e  M orr issey  a t t r a c te d  

more v o te s  than E l l i s .  (S ee  pp. 4 2 5 -2 8 )  Here the appeal of the 

Democratic l a b e l ,  which M arcantonio h im s e lf  had worn in  1946, would seem 

to have been d e c i s i v e .  O v e r a l l ,  the f a c t  th a t  1948 was a P r e s i d e n t i a l  

e l e c t i o n  year appears to have hurt M arcantonio . That year  f i v e  thousand  

more v o te r s  c a s t  b a l l o t s  in  the S ix t e e n t h  Assembly D i s t r i c t  than had in  

1946. E v id e n t ly ,  th ese  more ca su a l  v o t e r s ,  a t t r a c t e d  to a P r e s i d e n t i a l  

can d id a te  or h i s  p a r ty ,  were l e s s  l i k e l y  to v o te  fo r  Marcantonio than 

v o te r s  who trudged to the p o l l s  every  e l e c t i o n .  This phenomenon had 

a f f e c t e d  Marcantonio in  e a r l i e r  e l e c t i o n s  (S ee  Table 1 2 ) .

E l l i s ' s  f a i l u r e  to u p se t  M arcanton io 's  m a jo r ity  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem 

was due to a remarkable match between the l a t t e r ' s  s t r e n g th s  and the  

form er's  w eaknesses v i s - a - v i s  the e l e c t o r a t e .  Marcantonio never moved 

from the area; E l l i s  was the u l t im a te  o u t s i d e r ,  r e s id i n g  in  a fo u r te e n -  

room apartment a t  131 East 6 6 th  S t r e e t ,  in  th e  S i lk  S tock in g  

C o n g ress io n a l D i s t r i c t .  Moreover, he was a w hite  Anglo-Saxon P r o te s ta n t  

and a stock b rok er  l i s t e d  in  the S o c i a l  R e g i s t e r . ^3 3

1-^Bingham, addenda. 

1 3 5 I b i d . ,  pp. 118-20 .
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Marcantonio made much o f  a l l  t h i s .  He would f l o u r i s h  a copy of

the S o c ia l  R e g is te r  and sh o u t:  "Do you want one of th e  Four Hundred, or

me, one of the 140 m i l l i o n  working Americans?" The p loy  worked, w ith

h i s  aud iences  appearing g en u in e ly  d is tu r b e d  a t  the n o t io n  than anyone,

no l e s s  a p o t e n t i a l  Congressman, would l i v e  in  an apartment c o n s i s t in g

of fo u r te e n  rooms. Taking a cue from show b u s i n e s s ,  M arcantonio would

appear on the back of a truck  w ith  a v e n t r i l o q u i s t  d ressed  in  t a i l s  and

top hat h o ld in g  a dummy th a t  rep r e se n te d  E l l i s .  M arcantonio would then

in tro d u ce  the dummy as h i s  opponent— the "mouthpiece o f  Wall S t r e e t ."

And w h ile  th e  Communist i s s u e  w orried  a la r g e  number o f  I t a l i a n

H a r le m ite s ,  fo r  them i t  was not the  on ly  i s s u e .  E l l i s  o f f e r e d  a n t i -

Communism and a very  vague l i b e r a l i s m .  M arcantonio was more d i r e c t :

over h i s  c lubhouse hung a huge s ig n :  "Don't pay ren t  i n c r e a s e s .  I f

your lan d lo rd  asks fo r  a ren t  in c r e a s e ,  r ep o r t  h ere  and I  s h a l l  h e lp  you

f i g h t  the r e a l  e s t a t e  t r u s t .  Your Congressman, V ito  M arcanton io ."136

M arcan ton io 's  1949 mayoral campaign bore meager r e s u l t s  c i t y -

w id e ,  but I t a l i a n  Harlem's resp onse  was en cou rag ing  to h i s  fu tu r e

p o l i t i c a l  p r o s p e c t s .  The S ix te e n th  Assembly D i s t r i c t  gave him a

m a jo r ity  of 16 ,796  to  h i s  two opponents' t o t a l  o f  13 ,681 v o t e s . 137 (See

pp. 3 7 1 -7 3 ,  4 3 0 -31 )  I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  h i s  e l e c t i o n e e r i n g  e l i c i t e d  a s tr o n g

resp on se  in  t r a d i t i o n a l  I t a l i a n  neighborhoods, but l i t t l e  o f  t h i s  was

1 *38tr a n s la t e d  in t o  v o t e s .

1 3 6 I b id .

^ ^ " E le c t io n  R e s u l t s ,"  New York Times (November 10, 1949 ) ,  p. 6 .

138q;he Times gave t h i s  account of a n i g h t ' s  campaigning in  
I t a l i a n  s e c t io n s  of Greenwich V i l l a g e  and the Lower E ast S ide:

"Eighteen hundred persons g ree ted  him e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y  a t  
E liz a b e th  and P rince S t r e e t s  where the s e t t i n g  o f f  of f irew orks



Like E l l i s  b e fo re  him, James Donovan h i t  hard on M arcanton io 's

o p p o s i t io n  to the  M arshall Plan w h i le  wooing v o te r s  i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem in

1950. (S ee  pp. 68-69; 432-35)

In 1948, Marcantonio vo ted  a g a in s t  a id  to I t a l y .  He s a id  . . . [the  
M arshall PlanJ was d es ign ed  to e n s la v e  th e  I t a l i a n  p e o p le .  Now the  
Pope o f  Rome s a i d ,  "The M arshall Plan i s  the  g r e a t e s t  b l e s s in g  th a t  
I t a l y  has r e c e iv e d  s in c e  the War.

I'm go ing  to ask you one q u e s t io n ,  l a d i e s  and gen tlem en .
I ' l l  s ta k e  my e l e c t i o n  on your answer to  t h i s  q u e s t io n :  Who i s  the
l i a r ?  The Holy F a th er ,  or V ito  Marcantonio?

A Marcantonio supporter  was heard to  r e p l y ,  "We a i n ' t  e l e c t i n g  the

Pope," but one ob server  of the e l e c t i o n  noted  th a t  Donovan's q u e s t io n

>• 139was u s u a l ly  met w ith  an " in s ta n t  hush."

M arcanton io 's  1950 campaign had s t r e s s e d  themes a lr ea d y  f a m i l ia r  

to the p e o p le .  This t im e ,  however, he le d  o f f  by a s s a i l i n g  what he 

termed a "gang-up" on h im s e l f ,  which appealed  to  h i s  E ast Harlem 

a u d ie n c e s ,  who d e f in ed  f a i r n e s s  in  a f i g h t  as " o n e -o n -o n e ."1^0 Like  

E l l i s ,  Donovan was not a r e s id e n t  of the d i s t r i c t ,  but l i v e d  a t  400 East  

58th S t r e e t ,  in  the e x c l u s i v e  S u tton  P la ce  a r e a .  A gain , Marcantonio  

made much of the advantages o f  a fa s h io n a b le  a d d r e s s ,  c a l l i n g  him a 

"Sutton P la c e  D i x i e c r a t ."141 He r e p e a te d ly  p o in ted  to  a D a ily  Mirror

s a lu t e d  h i s  a r r i v a l  and d ep a r tu re .  Speaking in  E n g l i s h  and I t a l i a n ,  the  
can d id ate  p r e d ic te d  th a t  0 'Dwyer had s l ip p e d  so badly th a t  he would run 
t h ir d  on E le c t io n  Day. At Avenue C and Third S t r e e t  a crowd of 750 
aw aited  h i s  a r r i v a l  a f t e r  10:30 P.M. . . .  At B leeck er  and the Avenue of  
the Americas [the crowdj reached 500 and a t  S u l l i v a n  and P r in ce  S t r e e t s  
300." "Mayor D esp e ra te ,  M arcantonio S a y s ,” New York Times (November 1,
1949),  p. 12.

'•'^Bingham, p. 130.

140ihe i n t e n s i t y  of I t a l i a n  Harlem's s e n t im e n ts  about the "gang- 
up" was demonstrated fo r  me when during two of the  th ree  in t e r v ie w s  I 
conducted th e r e  on J u ly  16, 1981, the resp on d en ts  both  s t a t e d :  "They
ganged up on him." P eter  P asca le  and "Frank."

'•^•'"Marcantonio to Run Again; A s s a i l s  'Gang-Up' by F o e s , ” New
York Times (June 21,  1950),  p . l .
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a r t i c l e  in  which Donovan was quoted as d e s c r ib in g  M arcanton io ’ s 

su p p orters  as "burglars  . . . h u s t l e r s  . . . and m ilk  b o t t l e  t h i e v e s ! " ,  

and p l a u s ib ly  enough accused  Donovan of m a lign in g  the I t a l i a n  and Puerto  

Rican p e o p le .  He a l s o  charged: "Donovan's p a s t  i s  a lu r id  on e .  His

t i e - u p  w ith  a n t i - S e m i t i c  a c t i v i t y  in  t h i s  C ity  i s  w e l l  known to  th ose  

who remember h i s  a c t i v i t i e s  i n  Y o r k v i l l e  y ea rs  ago .  His f r ie n d s h ip  fo r  

B u n d is ts  and M cW illiam ites  has not been f o r g o t t e n  by the r e s id e n t s  of  

Y o r k v i l l e  who d eep ly  r e s e n t  t h i s  ch a ra c te r  being  f o i s t e d  on them by 

p o l i t i c a l  b o s s e s ."

M arcan ton io 's  r o o t s  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem went so  deep th a t  h i s

p o p u la r ity  cou ld  be d escr ib ed  as o r g a n ic .  Perhaps because of h i s

co n f id e n c e  th a t  h i s  support th e r e  would never wane, he n ever  appealed

d i r e c t l y  to  the community u n t i l  h i s  l a s t  campaign, in  1950. Then he

s e n t  a l e t t e r  to ev er y  r e g i s t e r e d  v o t e r  h av in g  an I t a l i a n  surname:

For fo u r te e n  y ea rs  in  Congress I  have served  the b e s t  i n t e r e s t s  of  
our p e o p le .  Because I have defended the i n t e r e s t s  o f  the working  
p e o p le ,  the  sm a ll  businessm an, t e n a n t s ,  v e t e r a n s ,  and the needy, I  
have a n tagon ized  the b ig  co r p o r a t io n s  who c o n t r o l  the p r e s s ,  the  
r a d io ,  and the  R ep ub lican , D em ocratic , and L ib e r a l  Party b o s s e s .
They have ganged up a g a in s t  me and nominated one who does not even  
l i v e  in  th e  D i s t r i c t  and who has n o th in g  in  common w ith  our 
p e o p le .  He e x p r e s s e s  n o th in g  but contempt fo r  u s .

I have g iv e n  ev e r y th in g  in  the  f i g h t  fo r  you . I  have fought  
a g a in s t  d i s c r im in a t io n  th a t  has den ied  jo b s  and o p p o r t u n i t ie s  to  our 
p e o p le .  I  have c o n s i s t e n t l y  fought fo r  l i b e r a l i z e d  im m igration laws  
and a g a in s t  d is c r im in a to r y  im m igration  law s .

Im m ediately f o l lo w in g  the  A r m is t ic e  I  demanded th e  
r e c o g n i t io n  of I t a l y  as an a l l y .  I  fou gh t f o r  and ob ta in ed  
p erm iss io n  to  send packages to r e l a t i v e s  in  I t a l y  and o b ta in ed  from 
P r e s id e n t  R o o se v e lt  the  reopen ing  o f the m ail s e r v i c e  between the  
U nited  S t a t e s  and I t a l y  during the war. . . .

I demanded and o b ta in ed  an in c r e a s e  o f  bread r a t io n s  fo r  the

^ ^ P r e s s  r e l e a s e  dated October 1, 1950. ALP S e r i e s  I ,  L-M 
(Marcantonio 1 9 5 0 ) .

1 / *3
Text of speech  b efo re  campaign w ork ers .  ALP S e r ie s  I ,  1950,  

Li-M (M arcantonio 1950— E le c t io n  Campaign).



I t a l i a n  peop le  in  areas occup ied  by our t r o o p s .  I  have c o n s i s t e n t l y  
supported  a id  and r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  to  I t a l y ,  a t  f i r s t  through . . . 
[The U n ited  N ations R e l i e f  and R e h a b i l i t a t i o n  A d m in is tra t io n ]  and 
then through the  U nited  N a t io n s ,  as F i o r e l l o  LaGuardia d id .  I  have 
opposed the e x p l o i t a t i o n  of I t a l i a n  in d u s t r ie s  and I t a l i a n  lab or  by 
Wall S t r e e t  c o r p o r a t io n s .

I have a t  a l l  tim es fought fo r  an independent I t a l y ,  w ith  an 
economy th a t  would guarantee  th e  I t a l i a n  p eop le  a decent standard of  
l i v i n g .

I have been on the jo b  every  day of the week in  C ongress,  
f i g h t i n g  fo r  a l l  the l i t t l e  p e o p le ,  and every  Saturday . . . and 
ev ery  Sunday [ in  the community].

I  now count on you to  h e lp  me a g a in s t  the ganging up o f  the  
p o l i t i c a l  b o s s e s .  . . . ^4 4

T his  r e c i t a t i o n  of h i s  e x t e n s iv e  l e g i s l a t i v e  work on b eh a lf  of 

I t a l i a n s  was not the b a s i s  of M arcanton io 's  a p p e a l .  R ather, the  phrases  

"our p e o p le ,"  "us," and "you"— meaning I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s—were most 

t e l l i n g .  And so was h is  d e s c r ip t io n  of h i s  opponent as someone "who has 

n o th in g  i n  common w ith  our p e o p le .  He e x p r e s s e s  n o th in g  but contempt 

fo r  u s ."  Here was the in s id e r  ap p ea lin g  to  o th er  i n s i d e r s  a g a in s t  th e  

o u t s i d e r s .  I t  worked. Although he l o s t  the e l e c t i o n ,  h i s  v o te  in  

I t a l i a n  Harlem in c r e a se d  from 57 percen t in  1948 to  62 p e r c e n t ,  w ith  

M arcantonio r e c e iv i n g  14,639 v o t e s  to  Donovan's 8 ,8 5 7 — 2 ,3 8 6  on the 

R ep u b lican , 4 ,7 8 7  on th e  D em ocratic , and 1 ,684  on th e  L ib er a l  l i n e s .

A sp ec ts  of the p o l i t i c a l  im p l ic a t io n s  of the ad ap tive  Southern  

I t a l i a n  s o c i a l  s t r u c tu r e  redounded to  M arcanton io 's  fa v o r .  Campanilismo 

im p lied  a h igh  degree of group s o l i d a r i t y ,  and Marcantonio was c l e a r l y  a 

member of the group. His o r ig in  in  the community and adherence to  i t s  

mores were g r e a t l y  valued  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  I t  i s  c e r t a i n l y  not w ithout

1 4 4 Undated. CC.

^■’Bingham, addenda. The u n p reced en tly  h igh  v o te  fo r  the ALP's 
S ta te  Senate  and S ta te  Assembly c a n d id a te s ,  W illiam  B ianch i and Lee 
Bosco, in  I t a l i a n  Harlem i s  a t  l e a s t  in  part d em on stra tive  of t h i s  
community's deep r e a c t io n  to the "gang-up" on M arcantonio p erp etra ted  by 
the o th er  p a r t i e s .  (See Tables 9, 10)
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p o l i t i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  th a t  s c o r e s  o f  f a m i l i e s  in  E ast Harlem named
1 A /I

t h e i r  c h i ld r e n  V ito  and some Puerto  R ica n s ,  Marco A nton io .

Furthermore, w ith in  t h i s  va lu e  sy stem , t h e ir  n a t iv e  s o n 's  lo n e ly

p o l i t i c a l  o p p o s i t io n  to the powers th at  be— r e g a r d le s s  of i t s  p o l i t i c a l

c o n te n t— would be viewed as h e r o i c .  C onverse ly ,  a t ta c k s  on Marcantonio

by e s ta b l is h m e n t  f i g u r e s  could  on ly  be viewed w ith  l o a t h in g .

The s u s p ic io n  of th e  o u t s id e  world gen era ted  by th ese  Southern

I t a l i a n  mores was most in t e n s e  when c o n fr o n t in g  government and the

l a w . " F o r c e s  opposing  c i v i l  a u th o r i ty ,"  one c l a s s i c  s tu d y  of

Southern I t a l i a n s  n o te d ,  "thus r e c e iv e d  the support of th e se  people  w ith

148l i t t l e  regard fo r  t h e i r  broader im p l i c a t io n s ."  That th e s e  sen t im en ts  

were s t r o n g ly  f e l t  i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem was p o in ted  up in  one s tudy  o f  East  

Harlem th a t  s t a t e d :  "In a d i s t r i c t  l i k e  E a st  Harlem th e r e  was d is u n i ty

in  e v e r y th in g  excep t  i t s  o p p o s i t io n  to  the world o f  i n s t i t u t i o n s . " ^ ^  

Marcantonio was a l s o  a ided  by the weak party  l o y a l t i e s  o f  t h i s  

group. His e a r l i e r  m u lt i -p a r ty  d e s ig n a t io n s  and s h i f t  to running s o l e l y  

under the American Labor Party  banner in  1948 met l i t t l e  r e s i s t a n c e .  

Furthermore, a f t e r  L a n z e t ta 's  d e fe a t  in  1940, no o th er  f ig u r e  i n  I t a l i a n  

Harlem even attem pted  to  c h a l le n g e  him. T his was due in  part to h is  

enormous p r e s t i g e  and v o t e - g e t t i n g  power. Perhaps even more c r u c ia l  was 

h i s  a b i l i t y  to  award the American Labor Party endorsement fo r  I t a l i a n  

Harlem 's S t a t e  Senate  and S ta te  Assembly s e a t s .  (S ee  pp. 411 , 4 2 7 -2 8 ,

^ ^ I n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  Ida Hefner and C o l l i n s .

^ G a n s ,  p .  163.

^ ^ W il l ia m s ,  p . 7 .

149 Bruck K endrick , Come Out the W ildern ess:  The S tory  of an E ast
Harlem P r o te s ta n t  P a r is h  (New York: Harper, 1962 ) ,  p. 6 .



434) In a d i s t r i c t  where the Dem ocratic and R epub lican  P a r t i e s  were 

f a i r l y  ev en ly  matched, th ese  endorsements meant the d i f f e r e n c e  between  

v i c t o r y  and d e f e a t .  (S ee  Tables 8 , 10)

At a l l  t im e s ,  the  s e r v ic e - d i s p e n s i n g  a sp e c t  o f  th e  V ito  

Marcantonio P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c ia t io n  r e in fo r c e d  h i s  a p p e a l .  The 

b e n e f i c i a r i e s  of i t s  e f f o r t s  formed a c l i e n t e l e .  And in  t h i s  fa m i ly -  

cen ter ed  community the e n t i r e  fa m ily  would respond w ith  g r a t i tu d e  when 

any one fa m ily  member b e n e f i t e d .  Marcantonio was the padrone par 

e x c e l l e n c e ,  the  g o d fa th e r  fo r  a l l  of I t a l i a n  Harlem. (S e e  p. 3 7 8 . )  And 

th e se  sen t im en ts  were transformed in to  v o te s  by the s y s te m a t ic  v o te r  

r e g i s t r a t i o n  and e l e c t i o n e e r i n g  e f f o r t s  o f  h i s  o r g a n iz a t io n .

The on ly  l i a b i l i t y  th a t  Marcantonio p o s se s s e d  v i s - a - v i s  t h i s  

community was th a t  a sp e c t  of h i s  p o l i t i c s  which i d e n t i f i e d  him w ith  

Communism. W ithin t h i s  t i g h t l y - k n i t ,  in w a rd -lo o k in g  e n c la v e ,  however, 

n o n id e o lo g ic a l  f a c t o r s  loomed l a r g e r .  Their p le a s u r e  a t  having t h i s  

im portant person  l i v i n g  among them and sh a r in g  t h e i r  l i v e s  took  

precedence over  a c c u s a t io n s — however w e ll - fo u n d e d — t h a t  he b e l i e v e d  in  

Communism. The l o c a l  p r i e s t s ,  the neighborhood r a c k e t e e r s ,  the poor who 

needed the s e r v i c e s  of the m achine, the p a r is h io n e r s  o f  h i s  f a m i ly ' s  

church, h i s  boyhood f r i e n d s ,  and l i f e - l o n g  n e igh b ors  viewed him as a 

d e c e n t ,  even s a i n t l y  man. They chose to d isreg a rd  th a t  part of the  

p ic tu r e  which would have n e c e s s i t a t e d  r e n u n c ia t io n  of t h e ir  le a d e r .
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EL BARRIO: 1900-1950

A f te r  M arcanton io ' s d i s t r i c t  was expanded in  1944, he could  no 

lo n g er  win e l e c t i o n s  s o l e l y  based on I t a l i a n  Harlem's v o t e s .  In 

Y o r k v i l l e ,  in  1948, fo r  exam ple, he garnered o n ly  ap prox im ately  25 

percent  of the v o t e .  The m a jo r ity  he r e c e iv e d  from I t a l i a n  Harlem in  

t h i s  three-w ay  race a lo n e  cou ld  not have overcome t h i s  d isa d v a n ta g e .

The b a lan ce  of h i s  w inning v o te s  came from E l B a r r io .  This community 

provided  margins of v i c t o r y  f o r  M arcantonio o f t e n  s l i g h t l y  la r g e r  than  

th o se  i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem. Moreover in  the postwar p eriod  i t s  p o p u la t io n  

s w e l le d  w h i le  I t a l i a n  Harlem's d e c r e a se d .  I t  d id  n o t ,  however, produce 

the same number o f  Marcantonio v o te s  b ecau se:  ( 1 )  i t s  a d u lt  p o p u la t io n

was sm a lle r ;  (2 )  th e  E n g lish - la n g u a g e  l i t e r a c y  requirem ent fo r  v o t in g  

d i s q u a l i f i e d  many p o t e n t i a l  v o t e r s ;  and ( 3 )  the recency  of a r r iv a l  of  

many of i t s  r e s id e n t s  cre a ted  s e r io u s  o b s ta c le s  to  p o l i t i c a l  

p a r t i c i p a t i o n .  T herefore  in  1948, fo r  example, a lthough  l i k e  I t a l i a n  

Harlem a lm ost 60 percent  of i t s  v o te r s  c a s t  t h e i r  b a l l o t s  fo r  

M arcantonio , the number o f  M arcantonio v o te s  i n  E l B arrio  was 5 ,616  

compared to I t a l i a n  Harlem's 1 4 ,4 7 6 .  In th a t  e l e c t i o n ,  however, 

M arcanton io 's  margin of v i c t o r y  was 5 , 0 6 7 .  ̂ E l B arrio  was an e s s e n t i a l  

component of M arcanton io ' s e l e c t o r a l  s u c c e s s e s .  This ch ap ter  w i l l

^■Arthur Walker Bingham, "The C o n g ress io n a l E le c t io n s  of V ito  
Marcantonio (Honors paper, Harvard U n i v e r s i t y ,  1950),  addenda.



p resen t  a soc ioeconom ic  p o r t r a i t  of t h i s  community, and w i l l  then  

attem pt to uncover the cau ses  fo r  t h i s  community's p o s i t i v e  resp on se  to  

th e  r a d ic a l  Congressman.

The f i r s t  recorded ev id e n c e  of a Puerto R ican  p resen ce  in  E ast  

Harlem was the e s ta b l is h m e n t  in  the  1890s of a c lu b ,  Dos A n t i l l a s ,  

a f f i l i a t e d  w ith  the P a r t id o  R e v o lu c io n a r io  Cubano. Having both Puerto  

Rican and Cuban members, Dos A n t i l l a s  was lo c a te d  a t  1758 Third Avenue 

near E a st  100th  S t r e e t .  The s e c r e ta r y  o f  t h i s  o r g a n iz a t io n  was the  

Puerto  Rican i n t e l l e c t u a l ,  Arturo A lfo n so  Schomburg, founder of the  

world-renowned Schomberg C o l l e c t i o n ,  which forms the b a s i s  of the  

m a te r ia ls  housed in  th e  Schomburg Center f o r  R esearch in  B lack C ulture  

lo c a te d  i n  Harlem.

Upon h i s  a r r i v a l  in  New York in  1916, the au thor of the most 

im portant so u rces  of in fo rm a t io n  on E l B a r r io ' s  e a r ly  l i f e ,  Bernardo 

Vega, r e c a l l e d  th a t  "in the  Jew ish  g h e t to  ex ten d in g  a lon g  Park Avenue, 

between 100th and 111th S t r e e t s  and the s t r e e t s  e a s t  of Madison 

Avenue, . . . l i v e d  not more than f i f t y  P uerto  R ican  and Cuban 

f a m i l i e s ."  Most of the P uerto  Ricans were cigar-m akers who occupied  

fu rn ish ed  rooms, the la r g e r  number of them cen tered  in  the v i c i n i t y  of 

101st and 102nd S t r e e t s  near Third Avenue.

During World War I ,  East Harlem's Puerto  R ican  p o p u la t io n  grew 

r a p id ly .  By 1916, a second major c o n c e n tr a t io n  had been e s t a b l i s h e d  

around E ast  116th S t r e e t  between Third and F i f t h  A venues. To serv e  the  

needs of t h i s  growing community, Puerto  Rican-owned b u s i n e s s e s — boarding  

h o u se s ,  barber s h i p s ,  bod egas , and r e s ta u r a n te s  c r i o l l a s  began to 

open. According to  Vega, an e s t im a ted  ten  thousand P uerto  Ricans had
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s e t t l e d  in  El B arrio  by 1919. Although t h i s  e s t im a te  seems i n f l a t e d ,

by t h i s  d a te  E l B arrio  was f ir m ly  e s t a b l i s h e d  as the l a r g e s t  Puerto
3

Rican community in  the c o n t in e n t a l  U nited  S t a t e s ,  as w e l l  as the  

acknowledged c e n te r  o f  New York C i t y ’ s P uerto  Rican p o p u la t io n .

Almost a l l  the  im portant i n s t i t u t i o n s  and b u s in e s s e s  th a t  served  

the c i t y ' s  P uerto  Rican p o p u la t io n  were s i t u a t e d  t h e r e .  For example, in  

the t h i r t i e s  the Meinhard Memorial H ea lth  C l i n i c ,  s p e c i a l i z i n g  in  

t r o p i c a l  d i s e a s e s ,  was e s t a b l i s h e d  on E ast 1 0 1st  S t r e e t .  About the same 

t im e , the Department of Labor of P uerto  R ico  e s t a b l i s h e d  an employment 

s e r v ic e  in  the h eart  of E l B a r r io .  C a s i ta  Maria S e t t le m e n t ,  the  f i r s t  

a l l - P u e r t o  R ican s e t t le m e n t  h ou se ,  was organ ized  in  1934 w ith  the  

a s s i s t a n c e  o f  C a th o l ic  C h a r i t ie s  on East 107th S t r e e t .  In June 1951 the

2
Bernardo Vega, Memorias de Bernardo Vega; C on tr ib u cion  a la  

h i s t o r i a  de la  comunidad p u erto rr iq u en a  en Nueva York, Cesar Andreu 
I g l e s i a s ,  e d .  (Buenos A ir e s :  E d ic io n e s  Huracan, 1 9 7 7 ) ,  pp. 118 -19 ,  4 5 -
46, 131, 139, 144. V ega's  memoir (p u b l ish e d  from an in com p le te  d r a f t ,  
though e x t e n s i v e l y  e d i t e d )  i s  an in v a lu a b le  sou rce  fo r  t h i s  s tu d y .
There are  some i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s  and d a te s  and s t a t i s t i c s  are not always  
a c c u r a te .  Used w ith  some c a u t io n ,  however, t h i s  work p rov id es  an 
in v a lu a b le  sou rce  fo r  an i n s i d e r ' s  v iew  o f  El B a r r io ,  and p a r t i c u l a r l y  
fo r  t h i s  community's p o l i t i c a l  l i f e .

3
Lawrence C henault, Puerto R ican  M igra tion  (New York: Columbia

U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1938 ) ,  pp. 9 1 -9 2 .
In the t w e n t ie s ,  the n e t  annual m ig ra t io n  of Puerto  R icans to the  

c o n t in e n t a l  U nited  S t a t e s  was fewer than two thousand; in  the t h i r t i e s  
i t  decreased  to few er than one thousand. The u n a v a i l a b i l i t y  of  
t r a n s p o r ta t io n  during  World War I I  m inim ized m ig ra t io n  during th e s e  
y e a r s .  The postwar p er iod  w itn e s se d  a m assive i n f l u x  of Puerto  R ica n s ,  
which peaked in  1953, when a net m ig ra t io n  o f  6 9 ,0 0 0  was reco rd ed .  
A pproxim ately  85 percent o f  th e se  m igrants s e t t l e d  in  New York C ity ,  
where they  were con cen tra ted  in  a r e l a t i v e l y  few a r e a s ,  E l B arrio  being  
the la r g e s t  and most con cen tra ted  s e t t l e m e n t .  Robert T. Novak, 
" D is tr ib u t io n  o f  Puerto Ricans on Manhattan I s la n d ,"  G eograp hica l Review  
46 (A p r i l  1954),  p. 182.

On m ig ra t io n  p a tte r n s  from Puerto R ico  s e e :  C henault, pp. 54 , 57,
6 2 -6 3 ,  96; and, C. Wright M i l l s ,  C larence S e n io r ,  and Rose Kohn G oldsen,  
The Puerto Rican Journey: New York's Newest M igrants (New York:
Harper, 1950 ) ,  pp. 4 3 -4 4 ,  47, 50 , 56, 58 .



F i r s t  E v a n g e l i c a l  Church, the o l d e s t  P r o te s ta n t  S p anish  co n g reg a t io n  in

the c i t y ,  moved to  East 106th S t r e e t .  "La M arqueta," a c ity -ow n ed

p u b l ic  market, which ex ten d s  a long  Park Avenue under th e  New York 

C entra l v ia d u c t  from 111th to  116th S t r e e t s ,  has been s in c e  the e a r ly  

t h i r t i e s  a major a t t r a c t i o n  fo r  New York C i t y ' s  P uerto  Rican

4
community.

The P uerto  Rican m igrants  a r r iv in g  in  E l B arrio  in  the t h i r t i e s  

l e f t  a land d e v a s ta te d  by the  g r e a t e s t  n a tu r a l  c a la m ity  in  the i s l a n d ' s

modern h i s t o r y ,  the h u rr ic a n e  of 1932, and the g r e a t e s t  economic

c a la m ity  i n  Puerto R ic o 's  e n t i r e  h i s t o r y ,  th e  Great D ep ress io n .^  The 

Report of the Puerto  R ican Emergency R e l i e f  A s s o c i a t i o n , i s s u e d  in  1935, 

s t a t e d  th a t  o n ly  35 p ercen t of the p o t e n t i a l  working p o p u la t io n  was 

employed. The average annual per c a p i t a  income in  1927 was e s t im a ted  to  

be $111 compared w ith  $738 fo r  the c o n t in e n t a l  U n ited  S t a t e s .  These  

m isera b le  c o n d it io n s  q u i t e  n a t u r a l ly  im p e lled  many lo w e r - c la s s  Puerto  

Ricans to  m ig r a te .  And i t  was New York C ity ,  then as l a t e r ,  that was 

t h e i r  major p la c e  of s e t t l e m e n t .

A lthough P uerto  R ico  was a t  th a t  time overw helm ingly  ru ra l in  

c h a r a c te r ,  th e se  m igrants came from towns and c i t i e s .  P uerto  R ic o 's  

p ea sa n tr y ,  l o s  j i b a r o s , were e n t i r e l y  too  im poverished and s o c i a l l y

^R eferences to E l B a r r io 's  i n s t i t u t i o n s :  Meinhard C l in i c  and
employment agency , C henault, pp . 122, 72; C a s i ta  Maria and F i r s t  
E v a n g e l i c a l  Church, "Mayors Committee on P uerto  R ican  A f f a ir s  in  New 
York C ity ."  C hairperson , Raymond H i l l i a r d ,  November 1953, pp . 29, 31; 
"La Marqueta," F ed era l W rite r s '  P r o j e c t ,  The WPA Guide to New York 
C ity :  A Comprehensive Guide to the F iv e  Boroughs of the M e tr o p o l is —
Manhattan, Brooklyn, the Bronx, Queens, and Richmond (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1982) p . 266.

^For c o n d it io n s  in  Puerto R ico  during the t h i r t i e s  s e e :  Henry
W e l l s , The M odernization  o f  Puerto  R ico: A P o l i t i c a l  Study of Changing
Values and I n s t i t u t i o n s  (Cambridge: MIT P r e s s ,  1 9 6 9 ) ,  p. 114.



i s o l a t e d  to  contem plate  m ig ra t in g  to New York C i t y .  In the t h i r t i e s  a 

s l i g h t l y  h ig h er  p er c e n ta g e — about 28 p e r c e n t— of the m igrants were 

"colored" compared w ith  t h e i r  p ercen tage  l i v i n g  in  Puerto  R ico  (26  

p e r c e n t ) . 6  Because i t  was g e n e r a l ly  e a s i e r  fo r  P uerto  Rican women to  

f in d  work in  New York C i ty ,  the p ro p o r t io n  of fem ales  g r e a t l y  exceeded  

th a t  of m ales .^

The Great D ep ress io n  s tr u c k  El B arrio  w ith  e x c e p t io n a l  f o r c e .

Jobs abandoned by e a r l i e r  immigrants and made a v a i l a b l e  to t h i s  newest  

immigrant group were now the g o a ls  of f i e r c e  c o m p e t i t io n .  As non-  

E n g lish  speak ers  and o f t e n  o f  mixed r a c i a l  a n c e s t r y ,  Puerto  Ricans fared  

p o o r ly  in  t h i s  d r a m a t ic a l ly  shrunken jo b  m arket. To combat th ese  

d is a d v a n ta g e s ,  th e  Department o f  Labor o f  Puerto  R ico in  1930 

e s t a b l i s h e d  an employment s e r v i c e  in  the h ea rt  o f  El B a r r io .  I t s  annual 

r e p o r ts  r e v e a l  an u t t e r l y  abysmal s i t u a t i o n :  between 1930 and 1936, the

department was ab le  to p la ce  o n ly  2 ,0 0 0  men and s l i g h t l y  more than 3 ,600  

women. This d i s p a r i t y  between the number of men and women ab le  to  

se c u r e  employment in  part r e f l e c t e d  the la r g e r  p ercen ta g e  of women in  El 

B a r r io 's  p o p u la t io n .  More fu n d a m en ta lly ,  however, i t  r e v e a le d  the type  

o f  employment a v a i l a b l e  to  the r e s i d e n t s ,  th a t  i s ,  th e  very  lo w est  

paying s e r v ic e  and u n s k i l l e d  m anufacturing j o b s .  Almost 42 percent of  

the women were p laced  as d o m estic s ;  the two l a r g e s t  c a t e g o r ie s  fo r  E l  

B a r r io 's  men c o n s is t e d  of la b o r e r s  and c o n s tr u c t io n  w ork ers . The 

employment s e r v ic e  rep orted  th a t  the s a l a r i e s  paid  in  the o ccu p ation s  

held  by a m a jo r ity  o f  E l B a r r io ' s  P uerto  Ricans f e l l  below the l e v e l s  of

^Chenault, pp. 4 4 -4 5 ,  6 1 -6 2 .  

^ M ills  e t  a l . ,  pp. 26 , 142.



the WPA ($110 m onthly) and the Home R e l i e f  Bureau ($ 5 0 -6 0  per month fo r
Q

a fa m ily  of f i v e  p lus  a c lo th in g  a llow an ce), .

Up to about 1945, few o f  El B a r r io ' s  working p o p u la t io n  belonged  

to u n io n s .  The Cigar Makers' I n t e r n a t io n a l  Union, boasted  the l a r g e s t  

number of Puerto  Rican members, but i t  d e c l in e d  as machines were 

developed  to r e p la c e  manual m anufacturing m ethods. A S p a n ish -sp ea k in g  

l o c a l  of the I n te r n a t io n a l  L a d ies '  Garment Workers' Union a l s o  had a 

l a r g e  P uerto  Rican membership, but on the whole th ere  was w idespread  

d is c r im in a t io n  a g a in s t  Puerto  Ricans w i t h in  the c i t y ' s  u n i o n s . 9

Substandard housing  c o n s t i t u t e d  a co n sta n t  r e a l i t y  in  El B a r r io ,  

w ith  the v i c i n i t y  o f  the i n i t i a l  Puerto R ican  s e t t le m e n t  (1 0 0 th  and 

1 01st  S t r e e t s ,  between Madison and F i f t h  Avenues) c o n ta in in g  the w orst  

o f  a l l .  North of t h i s  a r e a ,  the housing  was somewhat more a d eq u ate .  In 

1938, 90 p ercen t  o f  E l B a r r io ' s  h ou sing  u n i t s  had been b u i l t  about 

1900. Only 12 p ercen t  o f  the b u ld in g s  were in  good c o n d i t io n ,  70 

p ercen t needed minor r e p a i r s ,  15 percen t needed major r e p a i r s ,  and 3 

p ercen t  were u n f i t  f o r  human h a b i t a t i o n .  On the o th e r  hand, more of El 

B a r r io 's  apartments co n ta in ed  e i t h e r  a tub or a shower than the c i t y  as  

a w hole , and a lm ost a l l  had steam h e a t .  A c tu a l ly ,  El B a r r io ' s  housing  

f a c i l i t i e s  were su p e r io r  to th ose  found on th e  Lower E ast Side or in  

C en tra l and I t a l i a n  H ar lem .10 A com parison o f  h ou sing  in  the most 

h e a v i l y  Puerto  Rican census t r a c t  w ith  th a t  in  the most h e a v i l y  I t a l i a n -  

American census t r a c t  in  E ast Harlem in  1939 in d ic a t e d  the fo l lo w in g :

^Chenault, pp. 7 2 -7 4 .

^ I b id . ,  p. 79; Vega, p. 159. 

lO ch en au lt ,  pp. 9 7 -9 8 .



TABLE 3

HOUSING CONDITIONS IN EL BARRIO AND ITALIAN HARLEM

El B arrio I t a l i a n  Harlem

Average ren t  per week $6 .44 $5 .05

Persons per acre 340 230

No c e n t r a l  h e a t in g 16.0% 74.0%

No tub or shower 14.0% 42.5%

Five-room  apartm ents 24.0% 0.7%

S i x -  or seven-room  apartm ents 2 2 . 0 % 0.4%

S in g le - f a m i ly  d w e l l in g s 0.9% 4.7%

Source: Abraham Kavadlo, "Housing in  Lower E ast  Harlem" (T y p ew ritten ,
May 15, 19 3 9 ) ,  pp. 2 4 -2 7 .  MP 13, 1 o f  2 (Housing i n  Lower E ast S id e  
Harlem ).

El B a r r io ’s r e l a t i v e l y  b e t t e r  housing  was the r e s u l t  of the Puerto  

Ricans having rep la ced  th e  p rev io u s  e th n ic  group in  t h i s  s e c t io n  o f  East  

Harlem, the Jew s. Many had moved in t o  t h i s  area  to occupy housing  

s u p e r io r  to  what e x i s t e d  in  t h e ir  i n i t i a l  area  of s e t t le m e n t  ( t h e  Lower 

East S id e )  and had begun to v a c a te  E a s t  Harlem from 1920 to  1930 in  

order to  o b ta in  s t i l l  b e t t e r  h ou sing  in  th e  East Bronx. But the  

advantages  t h i s  housing  provided  the Puerto  R icans were la r g e ly  

m it ig a te d  by i t s  ag ing  and the extreme overcrow ding , and no new u n i t s  

were b u i l t  in  El B arrio  u n t i l  the  advent of p u b l ic  h ousing  p r o je c t s  

a f t e r  World War I I .

Far more than i t s  housing  s to c k ,  overcrow ding gave E l B arrio  the  

appearance of a slum a r e a .  In 1930, fo r  example, packing from two to  

f i v e  hundred persons in to  each acre  (one b lock  e q u a l le d  th ree  to s i x  

a c r e s ) ,  e le v e n  of i t s  fo u r te e n  census t r a c t s  had the h ig h e s t  d e n s i ty  

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  as e s t a b l i s h e d  by the Real Property  I n v e n to r y . In 1946



the b lo ck  bounded by Park and Madison Avenues and 102nd and 103rd

S t r e e t s  co n ta in ed  1 ,800  p eo p le .  This overcrowding was in  part th e

r e s u l t  of an a lm ost t o t a l  absence of p ark s , p layground s, and o th er  open

areas th a t  would have a l l e v i a t e d  the c o n g e s t io n .  Large f a m i l i e s  (n in e

or more p e r s o n s ) ,  which were tw ic e  as p r e v a le n t  in  E l Barrio  as in  any

oth er  part of Manhattan, a ls o  c o n tr ib u te d  to o v e r c r o w d in g . i l  Moreover,

th e r e  was a g r e a t  d ea l o f  "doubling up." In 1947 El B a r r io ,  33 p ercent

of the households  in c lu d ed  r e l a t i v e s  o th er  than the immediate con ju ga l

u n i t ,  and 16 p ercen t  had b o a rd ers .  Although extreme in s ta n c e s  of

overcrowded apartments were f a i r l y  common by then in  E l B a r r io ,  the

average household  l i v e d  in  an apartment o f  4 .2  rooms w ith  a median

12d e n s i ty  o f  1 . 2  persons per room.

E xtrem ely poor h e a l th  c o n d it io n s  p r e v a i le d  in  E l B a r r io .

M o r ta l i ty  r a te s  fo r  s y p h i l i s ,  m a ln u tr i t io n ,  and " fe v e r s  o f  unknown 

o r ig in "  were much h ig h er  in  E l B arrio  than e lse w h e r e  in  New York C ity ,  

and i t s  g e n e r a l  h e a l th  c o n d it io n s  were lo w er .  P a r a s i t i c  d i s e a s e s  such  

as m a lar ia  and hookworm a f f e c t e d  many Puerto  R i c a n s . 13 xn the period  

1929 to  1933, the core area  o f  El B arrio  had an in fa n t  m o r ta l i ty  r a te  of  

84 per 1 ,000  compared w ith  55 per 1 ,000  in  New York C ity  as a w hole ,  and 

a t u b e r c u lo s i s  r a te  two and o n e -h a l f  t im es  as h igh  as the r e s t  of the

^ C h e n a u l t ,  pp. 127, 56 , 101.

1 2 M ills  e t  a l . ,  p . 94. In 1947, a s o c i a l  worker from an E ast  
Harlem s e t t le m e n t  house rep orted  th at  in  one apartment tw e n ty -th r e e  
Puerto Ricans l i v e d  in  four sm a ll rooms, and in  a n o th er ,  f i f t e e n  
occupied  a two and o n e -h a l f  room apartm ent. " S leep in g  bags are a t  a 
premium," he s a id .  "Aid Planned Here fo r  Puerto R ica n s ,"  New York Times 
(January 12, 1947),  p . 25.

^ C h e n a u l t , pp. 114-15 .



c i t y . A  1929 study  p o in ted  out the h e a l t h  dangers o f  l i v i n g  in  E l  

B a r r io 's  co n g ested  q u a r ters  and the f a c t  th a t  c h i ld r e n  were o f te n  

exposed to the l a s t  s ta g e s  of t u b e r c u lo s i s  and o th er  d i s e a s e s . 15

The g e n e r a l  soc ioeconom ic  s i t u a t i o n  o f  El B arrio  caused one 

o b serv er  to d e s c r ib e  i t  in  1938 as a "slum area  where a l l  of the s o c i a l  

problems a r i s i n g  out o f  extreme p o v e r ty ,  d e p lo r a b le  h ou sing ,  and o ther  

u n favorab le  in f lu e n c e s  e x i s t . "  He contin u ed : "The c o n d it io n s  of the

Puerto  Rican group in  t h i s  s e c t i o n  are among th e  w orst to  be found in  

New Y ork ."16

Although i t  was true  th a t  Puerto  R icans had many good reason s fo r  

l e a v in g  t h e i r  homeland in  the t h i r t i e s ,  they  had few good reason s  fo r  

m ig ra t in g  to E l B a r r io .  C onsequen tly ,  by 1940 the p o p u la t io n  o f  El 

Barrio  had in c r e a se d  to o n ly  2 0 ,0 0 0 ,  about 7 ,0 0 0  more than in  1934. The 

la r g e  postwar m ig r a t io n ,  however, c a ta p u lt e d  i t s  p o p u la t io n  to 6 3 ,000  by 

1 9 5 0 .17

Compared w ith  the m ig ra t io n  of the t h i r t i e s ,  the postwar i n f l u x  

o f  P uerto  Ricans to  El Barrio  r e f l e c t e d  markedly improved l e v e l s  of

E ast Harlem H ea lth  C en ter , I n c . :  Department of H ea lth  and
Twenty-One C ooperating  A g en c ie s :  A Handbook o f  In form ation  on
Neighborhood H ea lth  F a c i l i t i e s  and S t a t i s t i c a l  R eferen c  D a ta . 
U npaginated. A g u i la r .  Chenault (pp . 114-115) rep orted  th a t  in  the  
t h i r t i e s  " m o rta lity  r a te s  from t u b e r c u lo s i s  in  Puerto R ico are as h igh  
a s ,  i f  not h igh er  than, th o se  in  any country  in  the world fo r  which 
s t a t i s t i c s  are  a v a i l a b l e .

The m o r ta l i ty  r a te  fo r  t u b e r c u lo s i s  among Puerto R icans l i v i n g  
in  New York i s  about o n e - th ir d  h ig h er  than on the i s l a n d .  . . ."

^ C h e n a u l t ,  pp. 110-25 .

l ^ I b i d . ,  p .  127.

^ " C on cern in g  P orto -R ican  P o p u la t io n  in  East Harlem," Memorandum 
by E. Warburg, Dated December 2 , 1935, CC; " P op ula tion  Trends— East  
Harlem 1930-1940,"  probably C o v e l lo .  CC.



employment in  both Puerto  R ico  and New York C ity .  S e v e n t y - f iv e  percent  

of the immigrant men, fo r  example, rep orted  th a t  they  had been employed 

in  Puerto R ico p r io r  to m ig ra t in g  to New York C ity .  Their o ccu p a t io n a l  

d i s t r i b u t i o n ,  however, showed a sharp d ecre a se  in  the p ercentage  o f  

th o se  who h e ld  w h i t e - c o l l a r  jo b s  in  New York C ity  compared w ith  the l a s t  

job  h e ld  i n  P uerto  R ico— fo r  males from 24 percent  to  15 p e r c e n t ,  and 

f o r  fem ales  from 17 p ercen t  to  9 p e r c e n t .  The language b a r r ie r  may 

e x p la in  the i n a b i l i t y  of many of th e s e  immigrants to r e ta in  t h e i r  w h i te -  

c o l l a r  s t a t u s  upon a r r i v a l  in  E l B a r r io ,  and t h e i r  consequent downward

o c c u p a t io n a l  m o b i l i t y .  Based on the l a s t  occu p a tio n  h eld  in  Puerto  Rico
I

versu s  the f i r s t  o ccu p a tio n  ob ta in ed  in  New York C ity ,  C. Wright M i l l s  

found:

TABLE 4

DIRECTION OF OCCUPATIONAL MOBILITY OF 
PUERTO RICAN MIGRANTS TO NEW YORK CITY

Men Women

Upward 13 15

S ta b le  45 51

Downward 42 34

Source: C. Wright M i l l s ,  C larence S e n io r ,  and Rose Kohn G oldsen , The
Puerto  Rican Journey: New York’ s Newest M igrants (New York: Harper,
1950),  pp. 6 6 -6 7 ,  69 .

C ontinuing the trend a lr ea d y  e v id e n t  in  th e  t h i r t i e s ,  postwar 

Puerto  Rican m igrants to  E l B arrio  were urban d w e l le r s — only  one in  f i v e  

cou ld  be co n s id ered  of ru ra l o r i g i n .  N in ety -on e  p ercen t  o f  a l l  persons  

in  M i l l s ' s  sample had l i v e d  in  the i s l a n d ' s  urban c e n te r s  b e fo re  coming 

to  New York, compared w ith  28 p ercent of the t o t a l  p o p u la t io n  c l a s s i f i e d  

as urban in  the 1940 c e n su s .  P uerto  R ic o 's  two l a r g e s t  c i t i e s — San 

Juan and Ponce— accounted fo r  f u l l y  one h a l f  of the m ig ra n ts .  Moreover,



th ey  were lo n g -term  urban d w e l le r s — 80 p ercen t  of the sample had l i v e d

1 8in  one p la c e  during the p rev ious  ten  years  on the i s l a n d .

R e f l e c t i n g  t h e ir  urban background, on ly  5 p ercen t  o f  the postwar

a r r i v a l s  in  El B arrio  had been employed in. a g r i c u l t u r a l  work, o n e -e ig h th

of  the p ercentage  engaged in  such work in  Puerto R ico  in  1947. Twice as

many o f  E l B a r r io 's  postwar a r r i v a l s  had worked in  m anufacturing and

s e r v i c e  in d u s t r i e s  compared w ith  the e n t i r e  working p o p u la t io n  of the

i s l a n d ,  w h i le  a s l i g h t l y  h igh er  p ercen tage  had been employed in  Puerto

R ico— 54 p ercen t compared w ith  the g en era l  p o p u la t io n 's  52 p e r c e n t .  The

pay of th o se  who m igrated w h ile  s t i l l  i n  P uerto  Rico was o n e -fo u r th

h ig h e r  than the average take-home pay in  Puerto R ic o .  The t y p ic a l

postw ar E l Barrio  a r r i v a l  had more ed u ca t io n  than the average i s la n d

r e s i d e n t .  For example, on ly  8 percent were i l l i t e r a t e  compared w ith  17

p ercen t  in  San Juan and 32 p ercent i n  Puerto  Rico as a w h o le .

N o n e th e le s s ,  by the s tandards o f  the c o n t in e n t a l  U nited  S t a t e s ,

e d u c a t io n a l  l e v e l s  i n  E l Barrio  were low . (See  Map 6 ) A la r g e r

p ercen ta g e  of women continued  to  m igrate  to E l B arrio  than men, so th a t

1 9they outnumbered men th ree  to  two.

The e x p e r ie n c e  of El B a r r io 's  prewar and wartime m igrants  

in d ic a te d  t h a t ,  even a f t e r  working i n  New York C ity  fo r  some tim e, on ly  

s l i g h t l y  improved o cc u p a t io n a l  m o b i l i t y  o ccu rred . M i l l s ' s  study  

found: "Once they are i n  New York very few [Puerto  Rican] m igrants r i s e

above the l e v e l  o f  t h e i r  f i r s t  j o b .  Only the  males tended over time to  

ascend to the o c c u p a t io n a l  s t a t u s  they had reached on the i s la n d — few

l^ M ills  e t  a l . ,  pp. 3 2 -3 3 .  

1 9 I b id .  , pp. 3 4 -3 5 ,  37 , 30 , 8 8 .
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r o s e  above i t . "  There was remarkably l i t t l e  d i f f e r e n c e  in  the income 

l e v e l s  o f  E l B a r r io ’s w orkforce based on the  tim e o f  a r r i v a l .  M i l l s  

found th a t  the median w eekly  wage of E l B a r r io ' s  workers by s e x ,  r a ce ,  

and time of a r r i v a l  in  1950 was:

TABLE 5

WAGES OF PUERTO RICAN MIGRANTS TO NEW YORK CITY

Men Women

Time o f  a r r i v a l White Colored White Colored

Prewar $50 50 35 32

World War I I 45 43 35 32

Postwar 43 31 26 32

Source: C. Wright M i l l s ,  C larence  S e n io r ,  And Rose Kohn G oldsen, The
Puerto  R ican Journey: New Y ork's Newest M igrants (New York: Harper,
19 5 0 ) ,  pp . 6 9 ,  75 .

The e v id e n c e  o f  minimal upward m o b i l i t y  in  th e se  f ig u r e s  u n derscores  the

m o t iv a t io n  o f  th e s e  m ig ra n ts ,  th a t  i s ,  the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  earn in g  

20in c r e a se d  w ages. In March 1945, fo r  exam ple, the  average w eekly wage 

o f  P u erto  R ic o ' s  a g r i c u l t u r a l  w orkers (who s t i l l  com prised 38 p ercent of  

the w ork force)  was $5, and $12 fo r  m anufacturing w o rk ers .  In the same 

y e a r ,  th e  average  m anufacturing worker in  the c o n t in e n t a l  U nited  S t a t e s

earned $47 per week. P r ic e s  on the i s la n d  were comparable to th ose  in

21New York C i t y .  While the wages o f  E l B a r r io ' s  r e s id e n t s  were much 

h ig h er  than th o se  o b ta in a b le  in  Puerto R ic o ,  they  remained abysm ally  low

2^By t h i s  t im e ,  however, Puerto  Ricans owned most sm all r e t a i l  
e s ta b l is h m e n ts  in  E l B a r r io .  See M i l l s  e t  a l . ,  pp . 3 4 -3 7 ,  6 6 -7 1 ,  8 6 ; 
s e e  a l s o  C h e n a u lt , p . 71 . M i l l s  e t  a l . ,  d id  f i n d ,  however th a t  the  
postwar m igran ts ' movement in to  h ig h ly  u n io n ized  h o t e l ,  r e s ta u r a n t ,  and 
garment i n d u s t r i e s  led  to a h igh  r a te  of union  membership. No l e s s  chan 
51 p ercen t  o f  El B a r r io 's  employed p o p u la t io n  rep orted  union membership, 
( p .  110) The low wages of t h i s  group were somewhat compensated fo r  by 
b e n e f i t s  and job  p r o t e c t io n  a s s o c ia t e d  w ith  union membership.

2 1 I b i d . , p. 18
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by c o n t in e n t a l  U nited  S t a t e s  s ta n d a r d s .  In 1950, the average annual 

fa m ily  income i n  E l  B a r r io ’s core areas ranged from $ 1 ,385  to  $ 1 ,5 0 0 .  

(See  Map 7)

The employment of E l B a r r io ’s p o p u la t io n  in  lo w -p a y in g , low -  

s t a t u s  jo b s  in  th e  postwar p er iod  was in  part compensated fo r  by a h igh  

employment r a t e .  In 1949, the New York Times rep o rted  th a t  90 p ercen t

o f  New York C i t y ’ s P u erto  Rican f a m i l i e s  were s e l f - s u p p o r t i n g ,  w ith  on ly

2 ?1 0  p ercen t  r e c e iv i n g  p u b l ic  a s s i s t a n c e .

A much h igh er  p ercen ta g e  o f  E l B a r r io ' s  postw ar p o p u la t io n  was

" co lored" — 43 p e r c e n t— than the p ercen tage  o f  "colored" p eop le  on the

i s la n d  or in  comparable P uerto  Rican communities in  the  Bronx (23

p e r c e n t ) .  I t  would appear th a t  "colored" Puerto R ican  m igrants were

l e s s  w i l l i n g  to  move out o f  E l B a r r io ,  because th ey  would then be

t r e a t e d  l i k e  A fro-A m ericans, th a t  i s ,  as s e c o n d - c la s s  c i t i z e n s .  I t

should  a l s o  be noted  th a t  the race of th e  P uerto  Rican migrant

c o r r e la te d  w ith  a g r e a t  many o th er  soc ioeconom ic  v a r i a b l e s .  For

example, th e  nonw hite  P u erto  R ican s ' e d u c a t io n a l  l e v e l s  averaged low er

23than th o se  of w h ite  P uerto  R ic a n s . From t h i s  we might conclude th a t  

on the w hole E l B a r r io 's  r e s id e n t s  earned l e s s  on the whole than Puerto  

Rican m igrants  o u ts id e  of El B a r r io .

These m igran ts  cre a ted  a r ic h  o r g a n iz a t io n a l  and s o c i a l  l i f e  in  

E l B a r r io .  In 1936, when i t s  P uerto  Rican p o p u la t io n  l e s s  than twenty  

thousand, El B arrio  had four  p o l i t i c a l  c lu b s  (tw o D em ocratic ,  one 

R epublican , and one in d ep en d en t);  a sc o r e  of f r a t e r n a l  and s o c i a l  

o r g a n iz a t io n s ;  ten  r a d ic a l  and l e f t - w i n g  o r g a n iz a t io n s  ( s e e  pp. 3 3 8 -4 2 );

O O
Work I s  Lim ited  fo r  Puerto  R icans ,"  New York Times (October 6,

1949),  p .  38.

^ M i l l s  e t  a l . ,  pp.  27 ,  31 .
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and m is c e l la n e o u s  groups such as El Centro de E s tu d io s  T e o s o f ic o s  and 

the headquarters  of a l o c a l  Cigar Makers' Union. The f r a t e r n a l  and 

s o c i a l  c lu b s ,  such El C ixcu lo  A g u a d i l la n a ,  were m o stly  organ ized  by 

r e s id e n t s  from the same l o c a l i t y  i n  P uerto  R i c o . 24 (See p .  344)

Though s i g n i f i c a n t  in  number and i n f l u e n c e ,  the  c lu b s  and 

o r g a n iz a t io n s  i n  E l B arrio  were somewhat fewer than i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem, 

p o s s i b l y  because o f  the la r g e r  r o le  th a t  churches p layed  in  the Puerto  

Rican community. (See p p . 206-14) In th e  l a t e  1940 's  a lm ost o n e -h a l f  

o f  El B a r r io ' s  Puerto Rican r e s id e n t s  rep orted  a t te n d in g  church a t  l e a s t  

once or tw ic e  a m o n t h . 25 While most p r o fe s s e d  C a th o l ic i s m ,  very  few  

se n t  t h e i r  c h i ld r e n  to p a r o c h ia l  s c h o o l s .  The f i r s t  C a th o l ic  church  

founded f o r  P u erto  Ricans i n  E l B a r r io ,  Holy Agony, on Third Avenue and 

103rd S t r e e t ,  was e s t a b l i s h e d  in  1930. In 1939, however, the New York

^O n the l e t t e r h e a d  o f  the F.H. LaGuardia P o l i t i c a l  Club, Puerto  
Rican Branch, i s  a l i s t  o f  community o r g a n iz a t i o n s ,  dated  February 4,  
1936, w ith  the h ead in g ,  Puerto  Rican S o c i e t i e s .  CC. " L is t  of  
O rgan iza tion s  in  th e  Community," undated l i s t  o f  H isp an ic  o r g a n iz a t io n s  
in  E ast Harlem and e lsew h ere  in  New York C ity ,  c i r c a  1940. MP 52 
(P u erto  R ic o ) .  U n t i t le d  l i s t  o f  E l B a r r io 's  o r g a n iz a t i o n s .  MP 13, 1 of  
2 (E ast Harlem— '3 9 - 4 0 ) .  "Puerto R ican , Spanish  and Other S p a n ish -  
American O rgan iza tion s  i n  Harlem," undated l i s t  o f  o r g a n iz a t io n s  ( c a .  
1 9 4 0 ) .  MP 15 (G eneral C orrespondence).

Chenault found th a t  "Puerto Ricans in  th e  Harlem s e c t i o n  have  
many s o c i a l  o r g a n iz a t io n s ,  and new ones are c o n s t a n t ly  be ing  formed."
(p .  148) M i l l s  found th a t  "such P uerto  Rican o r g a n iz a t io n s  as do e x i s t  
are  few and weak . . . o n ly  6 p ercent  o f  a l l  the  m igrants  be long  to  
o r g a n iz a t io n s  which could  be c a l l e d  P uerto  R ican ."  ( p .  105) A number of  
f a c t o r s  may account fo r  what appears to be M i l l s ' s  u n d e res t im a t io n  of 
the scope and v i t a l i t y  o f  El B a r r io 's  o r g a n iz a t io n a l  l i f e :  ( 1 )  the
g r e a t  mass of Puerto Ricans a r r iv in g  in  the postw ar per iod  may not have 
had time to  e s t a b l i s h  o r g a n iz a t io n s  or a f f i l i a t e  w ith  e x i s t i n g  ones;
(2 )  t h i s  s tu d y  encompasses a Puerto Rican community newer than El 
B a rr io ,  M o rr isa n ia ,  where th ere  may not have been time to e s t a b l i s h  
o r g a n iz a t io n s ;  and (3 )  many Puerto Ricans may have belonged to  
o r g a n iz a t io n s  such as E l Centro Obrero Espanol and E l Amparo L a t in o ,  
which drew t h e i r  membership from H isp a n ic s  of v a r io u s  n a t i o n a l i t i e s .

25M il ls  e t  a l . ,  p .  111.
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C ity  a r c h d io c e se  abandoned th e  form ation  of n a t io n a l  p a r i s h e s ,  which  

served  p a r t i c u l a r  n a t i o n a l i t y  groups, in  favor  of in t e g r a t e d  p a r ish e s  

which served  p a r t i c u la r  geograp h ic  a r e a s .  This d e c i s i o n  le d  in  1940 to  

S a in t  C e c i l i a ' s  (near the border o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem and E l B a rr io )  be in g  

a s s ig n e d  to  the C ongregation  o f  the Most Holy Redeemer, an American 

order which had been working in  Puerto  Rico s i n c e  1900. I t s  S panish ­

speak ing  c le r g y  continued  to se r v e  the rem aining non-Puerto  R ican p a r ish  

members, w h i le  m in is t e r in g  to  the needs of the expanding Puerto Rican  

community.2b A lso in  1947, th e r e  e x i s t e d  in  E l B arr io  tw e n ty -th r e e  

P r o te s ta n t  P uerto  Rican co n g reg a t io n s  w ith  a t o t a l  membership of 

3 ,3 0 0 .  Of t h i s  number, many came from o u t s id e  E l B a r r io ,  because  E l 

B arrio  was th e  ce n te r  o f  P r o te s ta n t  church l i f e  fo r  th e  e n t i r e  New York 

C ity  Puerto  Rican community. Most of th e s e  churches were s m a l l .  Only 

one, th e  F i r s t  Spanish  E v a n g e l ic a l  Church, had a membership la r g e r  than  

f i v e  hundred: s ix t e e n  had memberships o f  l e s s  than one hundred. A l l  of

th e se  churches conducted t h e i r  s e r v i c e s  e n t i r e l y  i n  S p an ish ,  and 

provided an i n t e n s i t y  o f  p erso n a l i n t e r a c t i o n  which compensated fo r  the  

d is r u p t io n  of extended fa m ily  l i f e  brought about by the m ig r a t io n .  El

B a r r io 's  P r o te s ta n t  p a r ish e s  had g r e a te r  appeal to women; o n ly  27

7 1percent  o f  t h e i r  membership was m ale.

A side from community c lu b s  and ch u rch es ,  El B a r r io ' s  s o c i a l  l i f e  

cen tered  on the home and i t s  immediate v i c i n i t y .  Few p la c e s  of

7 f i Joseph P. F i t z p a t r ic k ,  Puerto  Rican A m ericans: The Meaning of
M igration  to the Mainland (Englewood C l i f f s ,  N .J . :  P r e n t i c e - H a l l ,
1971),  p p .  124-25 .

77 The P r o te s ta n t  Churches of East Harlem: Report of a Survey by
the P a th f in d e r  S e r v ic e  fo r  the Churches w ith  Recommendations by Local  
P r o te s ta n t  M i n i s t e r s . June 1947, pp. 8 , 10, 11, 14, 18. See a ls o  
C henault, pp. 129, 146, 152.
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commercial amusement e x i s t e d .  The Puerto R ican fa m ily  t y p i c a l l y  

con ta in ed  r e l a t i v e s  of the primary fa m ily  group. I t  sometimes in c lu d ed  

compadres or comadres ( l i t e r a l l y  c o - f a t h e r s  and c o -m o th e r s ) ,  th a t  i s ,  

r i t u a l  k in  a t ta ch ed  to  the fa m ily  by s e r v in g  as b ap tism al and wedding  

sp o n so r s .  These la r g e  extended  f a m i l i e s  o f t e n  tended to  r e s id e  in  the  

same apartment b u i ld in g  shared by o th e r s  who had r e s id e d  in  the same 

community in  Puerto R ic o .  The migrant m i l ie u  w as, t h e r e f o r e ,  

s t r i n g e n t l y  l o c a l i z e d .  The h ou seho ld , the tenem ent, and the s t r e e t
n o

formed the c o n c e n tr ic  c i r c l e s  of El B a r r io ' s  s o c i a l  w o r ld .  By the  

t h i r t i e s ,  however, Teatro L a t in o ,  a t  F i f t h  Avenue and 110th S t r e e t ,  and 

Teatro H ispano, a t  F i f t h  Avenue and 116th S t r e e t ,  showed S p a n ish -  

language f i l m s — the l a t t e r  a l s o  p r e s e n te d  Spanish  v a u d e v i l l e .  S evera l  

c a f e s  and n ig h tc lu b s  drew t h e i r  patronage from the c i ty - w id e  H isp an ic
on

p o p u la t io n .

The i s o l a t i o n  of E l B a r r io 's  r e s id e n t s  from the w ider New York 

C ity  s o c i e t y  was i n t e n s i f i e d  by t h e i r  minimal c o n ta c t  w ith  the media. 

M i l l s ' s  s tud y  found th a t  on ly  25 p ercen t  of the postwar m igrants had 

been " h igh ly  exposed" to mass media, which he d e f in e d  as read ing a t  

l e a s t  one magazine more or l e s s  f r e q u e n t ly ,  g o in g  to  the movies about 

once a week, reading a t  l e a s t  one newspaper at l e a s t  once a week, and 

l i s t e n i n g  to the rad io  somewhat r e g u la r ly .  To a very  la r g e  e x t e n t ,  the  

media w ith  which even th e se  r e l a t i v e l y  few persons were acqu ain ted  were 

in  S p a n ish .  For example, 40 p ercen t  of th o se  resp on d in g  th a t  they read  

a newspaper read a Span ish -langu age  newspaper, t y p i c a l l y  E l Im p a r c ia l ,

^ C h e n a u l t ,  p. 128; M i l l s  e t  a l . , pp. 99 , 122, 8 , 95 . M i l l s ' s  
study found th a t  64 percen t of the men and 83 percent of the women 
u s u a l ly  s o c i a l i z e d  w ith  f r ie n d s  in  t h e i r  homes.

“̂ F e d e r a l  W riters ' P r o j e c t ,  WPA Guide, p .  267.



which was p u b l ish ed  on the i s l a n d .  And th e  S p a n ish - la n g u a g e  newspapers 

and o th er  media co n cen tra ted  on news about P uerto  R ico and New York 

C it y ' s  Puerto R ican com m unities . Thus, even the r e l a t i v e l y  low exposure  

to  the media th a t  M i l l s  d isc o v e r e d  ex aggera ted  the  average r e s i d e n t ' s
O f )

c o n ta c t  w ith  the U nited  S t a t e s  m ainstream .

E very th ing  the r e s id e n t s  o f  E l B arrio  needed ( s h o p s ,  ch u rch es ,  

s o c i a l  c lu b s ,  th e  fa m ily )  was p resen t  i n s id e  i t s  own b o rd ers ,  w ith  one 

n o ta b le  e x c e p t io n — j o b s .  S in c e  E l B arr io  was a dorm itory  community, i t  

was n e c e s s a r y  fo r  most r e s id e n t s  to f in d  work o u t s id e  i t s  boundaries in  

the  E n g l i s h - s p e a k in g  w o r ld .  (See pp. 163-64)

A lthough unm istakably  a P uerto  R ican community, El B arr io  never  

was as e t h n i c a l l y  homogeneous as I t a l i a n  Harlem. (S ee  pp . 179-80) In  

1950 o n ly  f i v e  o f  E l B a r r io ' s  census t r a c t s  were composed of

ap p rox im ate ly  50 percent f i r s t -  and s e c o n d -g e n e r a t io n  P uerto  R ican s ,  and

31o n ly  one of th e s e  approached 75 p e r c e n t .  (The boundaries  o f  the  

l a t t e r  were E ast 112th S t r e e t  on the n o r th ,  East 106th S t r e e t  on the  

s o u th ,  F i f t h  Avenue on the w e s t ,  and Park Avenue on the e a s t . )  I t s  

r e l a t i v e  h e t e r o g e n e i t y  v i s - a - v i s  I t a l i a n  Harlem d id  not mean th at  th e  E l 

B arrio  environment was more conducive to  a c c u l t u r a t i o n .  However, a very  

la r g e  p ercentage  o f  E l B a r r io 's  non-P uerto  Rican p o p u la t io n  c o n s i s t e d  o f  

o th er  S p anish -sp ea lc ing  p e o p le s .  P r io r  to  the s e t t le m e n t  of the f i r s t  

P uerto  R ican s ,  o th e r  H is p a n ic s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  Cubans, had l i v e d  th e r e ,  

r e n t in g  apartm ents from Sep hard ic  Jew s, who owned b u i ld in g s  in  the

30M i l l s  e t  a l . ,  pp. 119-21  

3 ^Novak, p. 185.
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v i c i n i t y  o f  110th  S t r e e t  and F i f t h  Avenue. I n d i c a t iv e  of the

con tin u ed  p resen ce  o f  non -P uerto  Rican H isp an ic s  in  E l B arrio  in  the

t h i r t i e s  was the e x i s t e n c e  o f  the f o l lo w in g  o r g a n iz a t io n s :  Club Obrero

E spanol,  Casa In teram er ican a , M u tu a l is ta  Obrera M exicana, C a s t i l l o

C ervan tes ,  Club Obrera Tampa, Club Obrero C h i le n o ,  Comite Por Democracia

33E spanol,  and La P a s io n a r ia  Spanish  Workers' Club. So when th e  Puerto

Rican r e s id e n t s  of El B arrio  were not in t e r a c t i n g  among th e m s e lv e s ,  they

were most o f t e n  i n t e r a c t i n g  w ith  o th e r  S p a n ish -sp ea k in g  p e o p le ,  thereby

r e i n f o r c in g  t h e i r  m aintenance of the S p an ish  language and a l a t i n o

l i f e s t y l e  as w e l l  as fu r th e r  in s u l a t i n g  th e m s e lv e s .

H ere, then— ex ce p t  fo r  employment— were the  makings of a com plete

l i f e  where th e  Pu erto  Rican h e r i ta g e  and fo lkw ays would be s t r i c t l y

observed  and l i t t l e  E n g l i s h  e i t h e r  spoken or h eard . A d e s c r ip t i o n  of El

B arrio  in  the l a t e  tw e n t ie s  noted :

In t h i s  e n t i r e  s e c t o r  the p eop le  l i v e d  acco rd in g  to the t r a d i t i o n a l  
[Puerto  Rican] l i f e s t y l e .  A ccording to the ways o f  the c ig a r  
w ork ers , b la c k s  and w h ite s  l i v e d  in  harmony. A lready by t h i s  time  
th ere  e x i s t e d  la r g e  numbers o f  L a t in  b u s in e s s e s :  b od egas , barber
sh o p s ,  b u tc h e r s ,  e t c .  At the doors of th e se  e s ta b l is h m e n ts  hung

■̂2Vega, p .  4 5 .

•^A lso  in  E l B arrio  th e r e  e x i s t e d  a Club Operario P o rtu g u es .
L i s t s  o f  O r g a n iza t io n s  d e p o s ite d  in  CC and MP. M i l l s  e t  a l . ,  noted  (pp .  
136-38) in  postwar E l B arrio  th e  P uerto  R ican s '  growing f e e l i n g  of  
s o l i d a r i t y  w ith  o th e r  S p a n ish -sp ea k in g  p e o p le .  They p o in ted  to the  
a d o p tio n  by P uerto  R icans of food common to  o th e r  L a t in  c o u n tr ie s  and 
the in c r e a s e d  i n t e r e s t  in  th e se  c o u n t r ie s '  m u sic .  Puerto  Ricans had 
begun to j o i n  w ith  o th er  H isp a n ic s  in  c e l e b r a t in g  Columbus Day as "el  
d ia  de la  r a z a ." A f r a t e r n a l  o r g a n iz a t io n ,  E l Amparo L a t in o ,  w ith  a 
membership drawn from many H ispan ic  n a t i o n a l i t i e s ,  e x i s t e d  in  El 
B a r r io .  S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  many Puerto  Ricans r e fe r r e d  to th em selves  as  
"Latinos" and to E l B arrio  as "el Barrio  L a t in o ."  T his  study  noted th at  
"among some of the more a r t i c u l a t e  th ere  i s  the  . . .  fu r th e r  t i e  of a 
common enemy: they  may u n i t e  in  an a n t i -U n i t e d  S t a t e s  p o l i c y  because of
the  U nited  S t a t e s '  p ast  behavior  in  her r o l e  of th e  'c o lo s s u s  o f  the  
n o r t h . '"



s t a l k s  of p la n ta in s  and o u ts id e  on the s id ew a lk s  they  e x h ib i t e d  food  
and v e g e t a b l e s .  In the s t o r e s  and on the s t r e e t s  one on ly  heard  
S p a n ish .  ^

Another o b s e r v a t io n  of E l B arrio  d e s c r ib in g  i t  more than f o r t y  years  

l a t e r  in d ic a t e d  th a t  l i t t l e  had changed: "The s p i r i t e d  L a t in  music of

E ast Harlem, pouring out from open tenement windows in  every  b lo ck ,  i s  

P uerto  R ica n . Many s i g n s ,  d i r e c t i o n s ,  c o n v e r s a t io n s  are in  S p a n ish .

The c u l t u r e ,  the  dark and t i g h t  s t y l e  o f  d r e ss  and the  way of l i f e ,  the  

s t o r e  fr o n t  p e n t e c o s t a l  ch u rch es , the p le a s a n t n e s s  and g e n t le n e s s  are
OC

among Puerto R ic o ' s  c o n tr ib u t io n s  to E a st  H arlem .”

S tr e n g th e n in g  the estrangem ent o f  i t s  r e s id e n t s  from the wider

s o c i e t y ,  El B arr io  a t t r a c t e d  and r e ta in e d  th o se  P uerto  R icans most

r e s i s t a n t  to  a c c u l t u r a t i o n .  Both Chenault and M i l l s  commented on the

absence  of m id d le -  and u p p e r -c la s s  r e s i d e n t s .  Chenault noted:

Many Sp anish  sp eak in g  p eop le  in  New York r e fu s e  to  i d e n t i f y  
th em se lv es  w ith  the Harlem group in  any way. The upper c l a s s  L a t in  
American, w hether he be from P uerto  R ico ,  Colombia, or any of the  
o th e r  c o u n t r i e s ,  r e f e r s  to  the Harlem s e t t le m e n t  as one of "working 
p e o p le ."  . . .  Only a few prominent P uerto  R ica n s ,  who alm ost  
in v a r i a b l y  l i v e  o u ts id e  of the s e t t l e m e n t ,  have e v e r  attem pted to  
prov id e  i t  w ith  any s o r t  of le a d e r s h ip  or to  a s s i s t  in  the s o lu t io n  
o f  the problems o f  the peop le

M i l l s  d isc o v e r e d  th a t  " ' s u c c e s s f u l  m igran ts ' who might o th erw ise  provide

le a d e r s h ip  u s u a l ly  move out of the core areas  and l o s e  t h e i r  'P uerto
o 7

R ic a n n e s s . ' "

El B a r r io ' s  substandard h ousing  s t o c k ,  o f  c o u r se ,  ensured th a t

■^Vega, p .  197.
O c:

P a t r i c i a  Cayo S ex to n ,  Spanish  Harlem (New York: Harper & Row,
1965) ,  p .  3 .

■^Chenault, p . 147.

M i l l s  e t  a l . ,  p .  106.
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the l e a s t  mobile would remain t h e r e .  This was the s tra tum  w ith  the  

l e a s t  to  g a in  by shedding i t s  c u l t u r e .  The r e l a t i v e l y  la r g e r  p ercentage  

o f  Puerto  Ricans of m ix e d -r a c ia l  background in  El B arrio  a l s o  

co n tr ib u te d  p ow erfu lly  to the p e r s i s t e n c e  of i t s  i s o l a t i o n .

A s s im i la t io n  fo r  t h i s  group— e s p e c i a l l y  in  t h i s  p er io d — meant 

consignment to  a s o c i a l l y  i n f e r i o r  c a s t e .  I t  a l s o  r a i s e d  the s p e c te r  o f
O Q

f a m i l i e s  breaking up a long  r a c i a l  l i n e s .  °

Surrounding t h i s  S p a n ish -sp ea k in g  e n c la v e  was a h o s t i l e  w orld .

The postwar Puerto R ican m ig ra t io n  was the f i r s t  m assive  im m igration of  

n o n -E n g l ish -sp e a k in g  p eop le  to  New York C ity  s in c e  the im m igration laws  

o f  1920 -24 .  The p ress  r e f l e c t e d  the h o s t i l e  r e c e p t io n  th ey  r e c e iv e d .  

(See pp. 3 6 2 -68 )  This caused P uerto  Ricans to look  inward and r e ly  upon 

t h e i r  own r e s o u r c e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n s  and lan gu age .

In comparison w ith  E ast Harlem’s I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s ,  i t s  Puerto  

Rican r e s id e n t s  had few er ways out of t h e i r  g h e t to  and even fewer  

reason s  to  tr y  them. T heir  homeland was a few hours and l e s s  than $100 

away. I t  was e a s i e r  to le a v e  E l B arrio  fo r  Puerto  R ico  than to le a v e  i t  

fo r  the w id er  American s o c i e t y .

In one o th er  major r e sp e c t  the r e s id e n t s  were very d i f f e r e n t  from 

th o se  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem. U nlike th e  Southern I t a l i a n  immigrants who 

populated  I t a l i a n  Harlem b e fo r e  1920, many Puerto  R ican  m igrants to  E l  

B arrio in  the t h i r t i e s  and f o r t i e s  had been p o l i t i c i z e d  and, to some 

e x t e n t ,  r a d ic a l i z e d  in  t h e i r  homeland, a t o p ic  exp lored  in  co n s id e r a b le  

d e t a i l  l a t e r  in  th e s e  p a g es .  I t  i s  f a i r  to s u g g e s t  th a t  E l B a r r io 's

38I b id ,  pp. 8 7 ,  27,  94.
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soc ioecon om ic  r e a l i t y  provided  a r e c e p t iv e  environment fo r  a r a d ic a l  

p o l i t i c i a n :  The fo l lo w in g  chap ter  e x p lo r e s  M arcanton io ’ s l e g i s l a t i v e

and p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i t i e s  which help ed  r e a l i z e  t h i s  p o t e n t i a l .



CHAPTER IX

MARCANTONIO' S LEGISLATIVE AND POLITICAL 
ACTIVITIES ON BEHALF OF PUERTO RICO

From 1936 to  1950, V ito  Marcantonio was th e  most prominent  

ad v o ca te  of P uerto  R ican  r i g h t s  in  th e  C ongress,  in deed  i n  the  

c o n t in e n t a l  U nited  S t a t e s .  In l e g i s l a t i v e  m atters  he g e n e r a l ly  p layed  a 

more im portant r o le  than the  r e s id e n t  com m iss ion ers ,  P u erto  R i c o ’ s non­

v o t in g  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  in  th e  House o f  R e p r e s e n t a t iv e s .  In f a c t ,  he had 

two c o n s t i t u e n c i e s  in  th e  House: h i s  C o n g r ess io n a l d i s t r i c t  (which

in c lu d e d  E l B a r r io )  and P u erto  Rico i t s e l f .

M arcanton io’s appointment in  h i s  f i r s t  term to  the Committee on 

T e r r i t o r i e s ,  from which b i l l s  r e le v a n t  to  P uerto  Rico were i n i t i a t e d ,  

p laced  him in  a s t r a t e g i c  p o s i t i o n  to  le a r n  about and do som ething fo r  

P uerto  R ico .  In view  of h i s  fu tu r e  fame as an ardent su pp orter  o f  

Puerto  R ican in dependen ce , i t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  to  n o te  th a t  in  1935 he 

supported  a p rop osa l by S a n t ia g o  I g l e s i a s  P a n t in ,  the r e s id e n t  

com m issioner , fo r  Puerto R ic o ’s  s ta te h o o d .  At the moment he viewed t h i s  

as a p o s i t i v e  s t e p  becau se  " sta teh ood  would make u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  any 

commercial d i s c r im in a t io n  a g a in s t  Puerto  R i c o . ” ^

On May 6 , 1936, Marcantonio f i r s t  p u b l i c l y  i d e n t i f i e d  h im s e l f  

w ith  the cause of Puerto R ic o ' s  independence by in tr o d u c in g  a b i l l  on

^ F e lix  Ojeda R eyes ,  V ito  Marcantonio y P uerto  R ico : por lo s
tr a b a ia d o res  y por la  n ac ion  (Rio P ie d r a s ,  P .R .:  E d ic io n es  Huracan,
1978),  p .  17.
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i t s  b e h a l f .  A c t u a l ly ,  h i s  b i l l  was in  resp on se  to  one in trod u ced  in  the  

Senate  a month e a r l i e r  by Sen . M il la r d  Tydings (Democrat, Maryland) 

which proposed th a t  Puerto  R ico be granted  f u l l  s o v e r e ig n ty  a f t e r  four  

years  o f  Commonwealth s t a t u s .  T yd in g 's  b i l l  was p r e c i p i t a t e d  by the  

a s s a s s i n a t i o n  by two n a t i o n a l i s t s  o f  the c h ie f  of the in s u la r  p o l i c e ,  

C o lo n e l E. R ig g s ,  a c l o s e  p erso n a l  f r ie n d  o f  T y d in g s ,  on February 23,  

1936. M arcantonio c h a r a c te r iz e d  t h i s  b i l l  as " p u n it iv e"  and in trodu ced  

h is  own b i l l  fo r  P uerto  R ic o 's  indep en d en ce .^

The t e x t  of the freshman Congressman's b i l l  e x p la in e d  th a t  in  

view  of the d ep ressed  s t a t e  of the i s l a n d ' s  economy, independence would 

have to  be accompanied by measures to  r e h a b i l i t a t e  i t s  economy. He 

argued th a t :  "Puerto R ico ,  taken as the booty o f  war from Spain  in

2
Henry W e l ls ,  The M odern ization  o f  P uerto  R ico: A P o l i t i c a l

Study of Changing Values and I n s t i t u t i o n s  (Cambridge: MIT P r e ss ,  T969),
pp. 1 2 0 -2 2 .  Luis Munoz Marin im m ed ia te ly  ex p ressed  o p p o s i t io n  to  
Tydings b i l l  and proposed th a t  Congress en act  l e g i s l a t i o n  th a t  would 
g iv e  "independence w ith  economic j u s t i c e . "  ( I b i d . )  I t  i s  very l i k e l y  
th a t  Munoz Marin co n ferred  w ith  Marcantonio in  the  d r a f t in g  o f  the  
l a t t e r ' s  independence b i l l .  In te r v ie w  w ith  Harry H efner, New York C ity ,  
J u ly  18, 1976. M arcanton io ' s se n t im e n ts  about the Tydings b i l l  are more 
f u l l y  ex p ressed  in  "The Opinion o f  Congressman V ito  Marcantonio about 
the Tydings B i l l , "  presumably a p ress  r e l e a s e  in  S p an ish  dated A p r il  25, 
1936:

"The Tydings B i l l  i s  a fa k e .  I t  i s  a p lo t  by the sugar magnates in  
com bination  w ith  W all S t r e e t  i n t e r e s t s .  I f  t h i s  B i l l  becomes 
law . . . then the American government w i l l  demand th a t  Puerto  Rico  
s ig n  a c o n tr a c t  and in  t h i s  way th e  U nited  S t a t e s  w i l l  con t in u e  to  
c o n t r o l  the economic r e so u rce s  of the i s l a n d .  This fa r c e  i s  a g a in s t  
th e  i n t e r e s t s  of th e  workers and on ly  w i l l  b e n e f i t  the  sugar  
magnates of the i s l a n d ,  Wall S t r e e t ,  and a group of the p r iv i l e g e d  
c l a s s  i n  P uerto  R ic o .  The Tydings B i l l  i s  an ac t  of vengeance on 
th e  p eop le  of Puerto  Rico on the part of the r e a c t io n a r y  b loc  in  the  
S enate  and th e  U nited  S t a t e s .

Congressman V ito  Marcantonio w i l l  p resen t  w ith in  a few days a 
B i l l  fo r  th e  Independence o f  Puerto  Rico which w i l l  not b e n e f i t  the  
sugar magnates of the i s l a n d ,  nor Wall S t r e e t ,  but which w i l l  be fo r  
the b e n e f i t  of th e  Puerto  Rican peop le  in  g e n e r a l ."

MP 44 (Aide Report ,  Lopez ' 3 9 ) .
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1898, has been s u c c e s s i v e l y  ru in ed ."  He p o in ted  out th a t  sugar composed

75 p ercen t  of i t s  e x p o r ts ,  and th at  c o f f e e  and tobacco  c u l t i v a t i o n  had

d r a s t i c a l l y  d e c l i n e d .  He added:

Four la r g e  American sugar co r p o r a t io n s  own over h a l f  the  good sugar  
la n d .  . . . The once land owning farm ers , d i s p o s s e s s e d  by huge sugar  
p l a n t a t i o n s ,  today work the i n f e r t i l e  mountain s o i l  or are  
l a n d l e s s .  Only 7 p ercen t of the n a t iv e  d w e l le r s  in  the r u r a l  
r e g io n s  are  land owners in  Puerto R ic o .  . . . Over the heads of  
th e s e  s m a ll  farmers hangs a t o t a l  mortgage debt o f  about $25 
m i l l i o n .  . . . The la n d le s s  p ea sa n ts  have been co n v erted  in t o  a 
g r e a t  army of c o l o n i a l  s la v e s  in  the sugar p l a n t a t i o n s ,  or are  
unemployed.

Moreover, he c i t e d  the f in d in g s  of the Brookings I n s t i t u t e  in  1929 to  

the e f f e c t  th a t  s in c e  1898, "American c i t i z e n s  had e x t r a c te d  $400 

m il l io n s  [from Puerto  R ic o ] ."  R ep ea ted ly ,  M arcantonio s t a t e d ,  

" R esp on sib le  . . . fo r  t h i s  m ise r y ,  hunger, and d i s e a s e  i s  th e  

m aintenance o f  P uerto  R ico  as a co lon y  of the U nited  S t a t e s ,  thus g iv in g  

ample room f o r  American i n t e r e s t s  to  p e n e tr a te  as deep e c o n o m ic a lly  as 

they  w ish ed .

In order to  r e c t i f y  t h i s  damage to  the  i s la n d  by the U nited  

S t a t e s ,  M arcanton io 's  b i l l  provided fo r  the in d e m n if ic a t io n  o f  Puerto  

R ico ,  and i n s i s t e d  th a t  no t a r i f f  be l e v i e d  on Puerto  R ican products  

sh ipped to  th e  U nited  S t a t e s ,  or any r e s t r i c t i o n s  on such p r o d u cts ,  or  

on Puerto  R ican  im m igration to  the U nited  S t a t e s .  The purpose of h i s  

b i l l ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  was tw o fo ld :  "Genuine independence and the d e c la r a t io n

o f  the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  the U nited  S t a t e s  fo r  the d i s a s t r o u s  s t a t e  o f  

the economy o f  P uerto  Rico and the abysmal p overty  of i t s  p e o p le . " 4  His

3
Annette R u b i n s t e i n ,  e d . , I  Vote My Consc ience:  Debates ,

Sp eech es ,  and W ri t ings  of  V i to  Marcantonio ,  1935-1950 (New York: Vito
Marcantonio Memorial,  19 5 6 ) ,  pp. 3 7 5 -78 .

4 I b id .



b i l l  was never en acted  in t o  law, but M arcantonio was u n d e terred .  On 

four o th er  o c c a s io n s  ( th e  l a s t  in  1950),  he in trod u ced  s im i l a r  

independence b i l l s . ^

The a s s e r t i o n  th a t  independence was a requirem ent fo r  the  

r a t io n a l  development o f  P u erto  R ic o 's  economic and s o c i a l  l i f e ,  as w e l l  

as f o r  the p r e v e n t io n  of fu r th e r  e x p l o i t a t i o n  of i t s  peop le  and 

r e s o u r c e s ,  was the major th r u s t  o f  M arcanton io 's  b i l l s .  The 1943 b i l l  

p r esen ted  f u r t h e r  arguments fo r  in dep en d en ce . Here, he noted  th a t  "as a 

r e s u l t  of more than 100 y ea rs  of co n sta n t  s t r u g g le  a g a in s t  Spain  [Puerto  

R icans] a t t a in e d  in  1898 an ir r e v o c a b le  autonomous s t a t u s ,  which 

p erm itted  them e s s e n t i a l  s o v e r e ig n ty  and s e l f -g o v e r n m e n t ,  in c lu d in g  th e  

r i g h t  to  e n te r  in t o  f o r e ig n  t r e a t i e s ,  impose t a r i f f s  and co m p le te ly  

c o n tr o l  P u erto  R ic o 's  in t e r n a l  a f f a i r s .  . . . ” The ta k in g  over of  

Puerto  R ico "without the consent of i t s  p e o p l e , ” he co n t in u e d ,  meant an 

enormous r e t r o g r e s s io n  in  terms o f  th e  p o l i t i c a l  s t a t u s  of the i s l a n d .

In t h i s  b i l l  M arcantonio a l s o  connected  the demand fo r  independence to 

the need to  "cement the t i e s  o f  mutual f r ie n d s h ip  between [ th e  United  

S t a t e s  and] th e  more than 1 0 0 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  L atin  American p eo p les  . . . ."

The opening s e n te n c e  o f  t h i s  b i l l  s t a t e s  most s u c c i n c t l y ,  perhaps, the  

l e a s t  d eb a ta b le  reason  f o r  independence: "The people  of P uerto  R ico ,

a f t e r  four c e n t u r ie s  of common econom ic, c u l t u r a l ,  s o c i a l ,  and p o l i t i c a l  

e x p e r ie n c e  [have] d eveloped  in t o  a d i s t i n c t  n a t io n .  . . .

Marcantonio b e l i e v e d  th at  the a n t i c o l o n i a l  sen tim ent a r i s i n g  out  

of the war years  g r e a t l y  enhanced the p o s s i b i l i t y  of P uerto  Rican

“*See, fo r  example, C o n g ress io n a l R ecord , June 17, 1943, p. 6028.  

^ C on gression a l R ecord , June 16, 1947, p .  7077.
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in d ep en d en ce .  In an a r t i c l e  p u b lish ed  by the I n te r n a t io n a l  Labor 

D efense in  1945, he w rote:  "The p eop le  who fought Fascism  everywhere in

the world are  determ ined th a t  no F a s c i s t  r e l i c ,  no m atter  in  what form, 

s h a l l  rem ain. C o lo n ia l ism  i s  F asc ism ."  L o g ic a l ly ,  he m ain ta in ed , i t  

was t h i s  a n t i f a s c i s t  s t r u g g le  th a t  was ca u s in g  "the i s s u e  of Puerto  

R ic o 's  independence to  reach i t s  h i s t o r i c  hour . . . .  Anyone who seek s  

to  evade the i s s u e  o f  P uerto  Rican independence i s  u n r e a l i s t i c  and i s  

attem p tin g  the im p o s s ib le .  He i s  a ttem p tin g  to  postpone th a t  which the  

march of e v e n ts  had made in e v i t a b l e  and i t s  f r u i t i o n  immediate."^

By 1950, however, th e  p o l i t i c a l  atmosphere had changed 

d r a m a t ic a l ly  and h i s  hopes were dashed . A b i l l  t i t l e d  the "O rganization  

of  C o n s t i t u t io n a l  Government by the th e  P eop le  o f  P uerto  Rico" (H.R. 

7674) c a l l e d  fo r  n e i t h e r  s ta teh o o d  nor ind ep en d en ce , but i t s  

e s ta b l ish m e n t  o f  a "Free A s s o c ia te d  S t a t e ,"  whereby Puerto  Rico would  

g a in  some g r e a te r  c o n tr o l  over p u re ly  l o c a l  m a t te r s .  This p o s i t i o n  was 

supported by the l a r g e s t  p o l i t i c a l  party  in  P uerto  R ico ,  the  Popular  

Dem ocratic P a r ty ,  and by i t s  l e a d e r ,  L u is  Munnz Mar^n. C h a r a c ter iz in g  

the proposed "Free A s s o c ia te d  S ta te"  as a "supine r e a f f i r m a t io n  of the  

s t a t u s  quo in  Puerto R ico under the g u is e  of a m ean in g less  s e l f -  

governm ent,"  Marcantonio i n s i s t e d  th a t  th e  Free A s s o c ia te d  S ta te  

rep re se n ted  t h i n l y  v e i l e d  c o lo n ia l i s m ,  inasmuch as P uerto  R ico would 

have no r ig h t  to  p a r t i c i p a t e  in  n a t io n a l  e l e c t i o n s  and would be ru led  by
Q

the U nited  S t a t e s  e x e c u t iv e ,  l e g i s l a t i v e ,  and j u d i c i a l  bran ch es .

Fear in g  th a t  passage  o f  H.R. 7674 would e f f e c t i v e l y  remove Puerto

^L e g i s l a t i v e  S e r v ic e  (September 1945),  p. 1. D raft  d e p o s ite d  in  
MP 22 (M isc e l la n e o u s  5 o f  8 ) .

Q
R u b i n s t e i n ,  p. 416 .



R ic o 's  independence from th e  p o l i t i c a l  agenda fo r  the f o r e s e e a b le  

fu t u r e ,  Marcantonio conducted an e x h a u s t iv e ,  d e sp e r a te  p ar liam en tary  

campaign to d e la y ,  i f  not d e f e a t ,  t h i s  b i l l .  B efore  the Committee on 

P u b lic  Lands, from which the b i l l  emanated, he s t r o n g ly  o b je c te d  to the  

f a i l u r e  of the committee to ho ld  h ea r in g s  in  P uerto  R ico i t s e l f  and

documented the c o n s id e r a b le  o p p o s i t io n  to  the b i l l .  He n o te d ,  fo r

exam ple, th a t  both El Mundo and E l Im parc ia l i n  San Juan and El P ia  in

Ponce, as w e l l  as El D ia r io  in  New York C it y ,  u n e q u iv o c a l ly  opposed H.R.

7674 . He concluded: "Puerto R ico  was not d is c o v e r e d  when General

[N elson  A .]  M iles landed in  Ponce in  1898. For a lm ost 450 years  th e s e  

p eop le  have been l i v i n g  i n  Puerto R ico  w ith  a c u l t u r e ,  a language and a
Q

t r a d i t i o n  co m p le te ly  t h e i r  own."

Marcantonio p o s i t io n e d  h i s  stand  a g a in s t  Commonwealth s t a t u s  fo r  

Puerto  Rico p r im a r i ly  in  economic— not p o l i t i c a l — term s. He r e t o ld  the  

economic h i s t o r y  of Puerto R ico  s in c e  1898: the d isp lacem en t of the

sm a ll  independent farmers by U nited  S ta tes -ow n ed  p la n t a t io n s  and the  

i n a b i l i t y  of in d u s tr y  to deve lop  because of the absence of a p r o t e c t i v e  

t a r i f f  sy stem . He p o in ted  out th at  under th e  Sugar A ct, Puerto Rico was 

p erm itted  to  r e f i n e  on ly  15 p ercen t  of i t s  t o t a l  sugar p ro d u ct io n , the  

o th e r  85 p ercen t  being r e f in e d  in  the U nited  S t a t e s ,  r e s u l t i n g  in  a l o s s  

o f  more than $30 m i l l i o n  to  the Puerto  Rican economy. He charged that  

because of the la ck  of t a r i f f  p r o t e c t i o n ,  P uerto  Rican c o f f e e  production  

had so d e c l in e d  th a t  i t  now imported c o f f e e ,  adding: "We produce no

c o f f e e  in  the U nited  S t a t e s .  Our t a r i f f  i s  d ra fte d  to p r o te c t  our 

c r o p s .  I f  we p r o te c t  su gar ,  which i s  a Puerto  Rican p rodu ct,  i t  i s

^"Statement Made in  O p p o s it io n  to HR 7674,"  June 8 , 1950. MP 22, 
1 o f  2 (P u erto  R ic o ) .
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becau se  we produce 2 m i l l i o n  tons of sugar r ig h t  here in  the U nited  

S t a t e s ."  M arcantonio a l s o  emphasized the n e g a t iv e  economic e f f e c t s  of  

th e  i n c l u s i o n  of Puerto  R ico  in  the c o a s tw is e  sh ip p in g  la w s .  These laws 

r e s t r i c t e d  the transsh ipm ent o f  products to the c o n t in e n t a l  U nited  

S t a t e s  to v e s s e l s  f l y i n g  the U nited  S t a t e s  f l a g ,  which r e s u l t e d  in  

enormously in c r e a se d  t r a n s p o r ta t io n  c o s t s .  Puerto  R ic o ' s  p o l i t i c a l  

s t a t u s ,  he n o te d ,  e f f e c t i v e l y  excluded  i t  from w orld  m arkets , cau s in g  

the i s la n d  to  purchase 98 percent of i t s  im ports from th e  United  

S t a t e s .  "In s h o r t ,  we have a s t r a n g le h o ld  upon the P uerto  R ican  economy 

and have reduced th a t  country  to  a s t a t e  o f  m isery  and abysmal 

p o v e r t y . " ^  This im passioned  speech  s im u lta n e o u s ly  p o lem ic ize d  a g a in s t  

H.R. 7674 and supported h i s  resu b m itted  b i l l  fo r  "independence coupled  

w ith  e x t e n s iv e  economic a id  from the U nited  S t a t e s . " ^

This sp eech , the lo n g e s t  in  h i s  C on gress ion a l c a r e e r ,  evoked no 

r e sp o n se .  At i t s  c o n c lu s io n ,  another r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  ro se  to  g iv e  thanks 

to  th e  I r i s h  embassy "for send ing  over th e s e  b e a u t i f u l  green  

c a r n a t io n s ."  He was seconded by another r e p r e s e n t a t i v e ,  who p o in ted  out 

th at  the green ca rn a t io n s  which " a l l  the r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  are  w earing  

today remind us th a t  tomorrow i s  S t .  P a t r i c k ' s  Day." HR 7674 passed  the  

House 269 to  1 . ^

The f a i l u r e  of h i s  c o l le a g u e s  even to r e p ly  to  h i s  words t y p i f i e d

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord , March 16, 1950, pp. 35 4 2 -4 8 .

^ " F r e e  P uerto  R ico Asked," New York Times (March 17, 1950 ) ,
p .  27.

^ C o n g ress io n a l R ecord , March 16, 1950, p. 3548; "Puerto Rico  
Gets Chance to  W rite C o n s t i tu t io n  as Truman S ign s  B i l l , "  New York Times 
( J u ly  4 , 1 9 5 0 ) ,  p . 1 . A fte r  t h i s  b i l l  passed the S e n a te ,  Marcantonio  
subm itted  a r e s o lu t i o n  c a l l i n g  fo r  i t s  recommit io n .  His motion was 
d e fe a te d  250 to  on e .  "How Members From This Area Voted in  Congress  
During Week," New York Times (J u ly  3 ,  1950 ) ,  p .  8 .



what Marcantonio co n s id ered  the H ou se's  d i s i n t e r e s t  in  Puerto  R ico .

From h is  f i r s t  term in  o f f i c e ,  he i n s i s t e d  "Puerto Rico has been k icked

1around too  lo n g ."  He attem pted to  combat t h i s  House i n d i f f e r e n c e  in  a

number of w ays. When b i l l s  r e l a t i n g  to  P uerto  Rico a r o s e ,  he i n s i s t e d

th ey  be t r e a te d  s e r i o u s l y .  For exam ple, he req u ired  th a t  a quorum be

p re se n t  fo r  th e  debate  on H.R. 7674. This in f u r ia t e d  one r e p r e s e n t a t iv e

who accused  him of d i l a t o r y  t a c t i c s  and " causing  t h i s  House to be

in con ven ien ced  to  the e x te n t  o f  f o r t y  m inutes by c a l l i n g  the r o l l . "  To

t h i s  Marcantonio r e p l ie d :

I have a p e r f e c t  r ig h t  to  make a p o in t  of quorum when you c a l l  up 
t h i s  b i l l  a t  t h i s  l a t e  hour when so l i t t l e  a t t e n t i o n  i s  g iv e n  to  
som ething which i s  so im portant to 2 ,2 0 0 ,0 0 0  p e o p le .  S in ce  we are  
g o in g  to  meet tomorrow, he did not have to  c a l l  i t  up a t  t h i s  l a t e  
hour. This dem onstrates  the contempt in  which the House le a d e r sh ip  
h o ld s  the p eo p le  o f  P uerto  R ic o .  S in c e  when does th e  le a d e r sh ip  
b r in g  up any im portant b i l l  a t h i s  l a t e  hour? I t  does so because we 
are d e a l in g  w ith  P u erto  R i c o . ^

M arcantonio was w e l l  aware of the ign oran ce  o f  most Congressman 

on q u e s t io n s  r e l a t i n g  to  Puerto  R ic o .  In the in t r o d u c t io n  of v a r io u s  

b i l l s ,  in  d e b a te s ,  and by i n s e r t i o n s  in  the C o n g r ess io n a l R ecord , he 

p resen ted  remarkably d e t a i l e d  accounts  of the p o l i t i c a l ,  s o c i a l ,  

e d u c a t io n a l ,  and economic r e a l i t i e s  of Puerto  R ic o ' s  h i s t o r y  from i t s  

d is c o v e r y  to  the  p r e s e n t . ^  He r e p e a te d ly  attem pted to enhance the  

s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  Puerto  R ico  in  the House by p la c in g  i t s  p o l i t i c a l  s t a t u s  

and needs w ith in  the c o n te x t  o f  U nited  S t a t e s  r e l a t i o n s  w ith  L atin  

America: " L i t t l e  i s  known of the f a c t s  [o f  P uerto  R ico] by the people

13 C o n g ress io n a l R ecord , February 3, 1936, p. 1396.

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord , June 29 , 1950, p .  9504.

^ S e e  e s p e c i a l l y :  C on gress ion a l R ecord , J u ly  17, 1942,
pp. A2809-10; and J u ly  29 , 1950, pp. 5 0 5 -5 1 2 .



o f  the  U nited  S t a t e s .  . . .  To the p eop le  o f  L a t in  America . . . th ese  

f a c t s  are on ly  too  w e l l  known. . . .  So long  as P u erto  Rico i s  not f r e e ,  

th ey  wonder: ' I f  the U nited  S t a t e s  wants P uerto  R ico  as a co lony  what

are i t s  true in t e n t io n s  toward the o th er  2 0 0 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0  L a t in  American 

p e o p le s  and t h e i r  r e p u b l i c s ? ' " ^

M arcanton io ' s support f o r  Puerto  R ican  independence ranged fa r  

beyond l e g i s l a t i v e  a c t i v i t y .  In Ju ly  o f  1936, he announced h i s  

i n t e n t i o n  to  v i s i t  the  cou ntry  " p a r t i c u la r l y  to  s tud y  the c o n d it io n s  

a f f e c t i n g  sugar f i e l d  and n e e d le  w ork ers ."  He s t a t e d  th a t  w h ile  he 

b e l i e v e d  overwhelming sen t im en t  e x i s t e d  among Puerto R icans fo r  

ind ep en d en ce , he wanted to s e e  fo r  h im s e l f  " ju s t  what the r e a l  s i t u a t i o n  

i s . " ^  (T h is  v i s i t  was the o n ly  o c c a s io n  M arcantonio t r a v e le d  o u ts id e  

the c o n t in e n t a l  U nited  S t a t e s . )  Between the tim e o f  t h i s  announcement 

and h i s  a r r i v a l  in  P uerto  R ico  in  J u ly  31 , 1936, Don Pedro A lb izu  

Campos, the founder o f  th e  N a t i o n a l i s t  P arty  o f  P u erto  Rico and seven  of  

i t s  members were c o n v ic te d  o f  c o n s p ir in g  to overthrow  the  U nited  S t a t e s  

governm ent. I® Their  p r is o n  terms ranged from two to  ten  y e a r s .  The 

c ircu m stan ces  surrounding t h e i r  t r i a l s  were most u n u su a l.  Tried in  San

1 ftC o n g r ess io n a l  R ecord , J u ly  17 , 1942; s e e  a l s o  May 22 , 1940, pp. 
6654-55 ,  and November 12 , 1942, p .  8810 .

In a r a d io  a d d r e s s ,  b ro a d ca st  on June 3 , 1941 as a r e p ly  to one 
o f  R o o s e v e l t ' s  f i r e s i d e  c h a t s ,  Marcantonio a g a in  p laced  the q u e s t io n  of  
P uerto  R ic o ' s  p o l i t i c a l  s t a t u s  w ith in  th e  g e n e r a l  c o n te x t  o f  U nited  
S t a t e s - L a t i n  American r e l a t i o n s .  He i n s i s t e d  th a t  th e  L a t in  Americans 
would "never f o r g e t  our tyranny over  P uerto  R ico ."  The f u l l  t e x t  of  
t h i s  add ress  was r ep u b lish ed  in  th e  Appendix to  th e  C o n g r ess io n a l  
R ecord , June 3, 1941, p. 2655.

^"T o Get Puerto  R ican D a t a ,” New York Times (J u ly  19, 1936),
p . 25 .

181*"Albizu and Seven  Aides  Get P r i s o n  Terms," New York Times
(August 1,  1936) ,  p .  3.



Juan, t h e i r  f i r s t  t r i a l  had ended in  a hung ju r y .  The ju ry  fo r  the  

second t r i a l  c o n s i s t e d  o f  ten  c o n t in e n t a l  Americans and two Puerto  

R ic a n s . ^

A l e t t e r  to  Marcantonio from Jose  S a n t ia g o ,  a Communist Party  

le a d e r  i n  E l  B a r r io ,  d a ted  March 16, 1936, r e v e a ls  som ething of the  

background of M arcanton io 's  t r i p .  S an tiago  reminded M arcantonio th a t  he 

had s a id  he was go in g  t o  P uerto  Rico as soon as the curren t s e s s i o n  of  

Congress ended. A llu d in g  to  R ig g s ' s  a s s a s s i n a t i o n  and the death  w h ile  

in  p o l i c e  cu stody  of two N a t i o n a l i s t s  su sp ec te d  of p e r p e tr a t in g  the  

a s s a s s i n a t i o n  ( s e e  p. 3 0 2 ) ,  S an tiago  s a id ,  "the Puerto  R ican s i t u a t i o n  

has aroused a g r e a t  d e a l  of d i s c u s s io n  i n  Harlem." He proposed th a t  a 

" d e le g a t io n  o f  in v e s t ig a t i o n "  be composed o f  trade u n i o n i s t s ,  men in  

p u b l ic  a f f a i r s ,  workers (American and P uerto  R ican) in  which you would  

p a r t i c i p a t e  as an in d iv id u a l ."  S a n t ia g o  fu r th e r  recommended th a t  the  

"work of o r g a n iz in g  the d e le g a t io n  would be p laced  in  the hands of a 

s m a l l ,  a c t i v e  com m ittee ."  M arcantonio r e p l i e d  th a t  he was " d e f i n i t e l y  

go in g  to  P uerto  R ico ,"  and th a t  he would "be very happy to  have a 

d e le g a t io n  of trade  u n i o n i s t s ,  l i b e r a l s ,  and o th ers  i n t e r e s t e d  in  Puerto  

Rico come a lon g  w ith  me." This was, of c o u r s e ,  not what S an tiago  had in  

mind. In any c a s e ,  Marcantonio went a lo n e .  A Communist o r g a n iz e r ,

Harry H efn er , d id  p recede M arcantonio w ith  the purpose of preparing  mass 

m eetin gs  fo r  Marcantonio to  a d d r e s s .  Hefner had p r e v io u s ly  organized  

sugar p la n t a t io n  workers and was a founder of the Communist Party of 

Puerto R ic o .  These c o n ta c t s  must have g r e a t l y  co n tr ib u te d  to the

^ “Moves New A lb izu  T r i a l , ” New York Times (August 4 ,  1936),
p . 3 .



m assive  r e c e p t io n  Marcantonio r e c e iv e d  durin g  h i s  ten -d a y  s ta y  in  Puerto  

R ic o . 20

Upon h i s  a r r i v a l  in  San Juan on August 1, M arcantonio was g ree ted  

by Don J esu s  B e n ite z  Castano, a d m in is tr a to r  fo r  th e  c a p i t a l ,  and many 

o th e r  prominent p o l i t i c a l  f i g u r e s ,  in c lu d in g  Munoz Marlin. 21 B efore  t h i s  

group, Marcantonio p ledged  to  a s s i s t  A lb izu  Campos and the o th er  

c o n v ic te d  N a t i o n a l i s t s  in  any way they  might r e q u e s t .  They a t  once 

engaged him as t h e i r  c o u n s e l .  In a p o s t - t r i a l  m otion , he argued th a t  

the  v e r d ic t  c o n v ic t in g  A lb izu  Campos and the o th e r s  had been con trary  to 

the law and e v id e n c e .  F u rth er ,  the  defen d an ts  had not had a f a i r  t r i a l  

because th r e e  ju r o r s  had been b ia s e d .  Marcantonio a l s o  a l l e g e d  th a t  the  

court had erred  in  not s u s t a in in g  the o b j e c t io n  of A lb izu  Campos's 

law yer to  D i s t r i c t  A ttorn ey  Sn yder's  r e fe r e n c e  to  A lb iz u  Campos as an 

a s s a s s i n ,  a demagogue, and a le a d e r  o f  a s s a s s i n s .  On August 4 ,  

Marcantonio brought to  court two d isch a rg ed  em ployees o f  the N a t io n a l  

C ity  Bank, who p resen ted  a f f i d a v i t s  a l l e g i n g  th a t  a ju r o r  who was an 

employee of the bank had ex p ressed  an o p in io n  con cern ing  A lb izu  Campos's 

g u i l t  in  advance of the t r i a l .  His o b j e c t io n s  to  the t r i a l ' s  

p ro ceed in g s  were not s u s t a in e d ,  and a long  w ith  G i lb e r to  Concepcion de 

G racia , a le a d e r  in  the Puerto Rican independence movement, Marcantonio  

became c o -c o u n s e l  fo r  th e  a l l e g e d  c o n s p ir a to r s '  a p p e a l . 22 The r e s t  of  

h is  two-week s ta y  Marcantonio spoke a t  two or more mass m eetings a day

? 0 S an tiago  to M arcantonio , March 16, 1936; Marcantonio to  
S a n t ia g o ,  March 24, 1936. MP 16 (G eneral C orrespondence).  I n te r v ie w  
w ith  Harry H efner, J u ly  18, 1976.

2lQ jeda R eyes, p .  25.
o o

"Moves New A lb izu  Tr ia l*
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on b e h a lf  of the c o n v ic te d  N a t i o n a l i s t s .  The most im portant of th e se

took p la c e  in  San Juan under the a u sp ic e s  of th e  N a t io n a l  Congress fo r

the Freedom of the P o l i t i c a l  P r i s o n e r s .  There, M arcanton io 's  address

concluded by comparing th e  N a t i o n a l i s t s '  p l i g h t  w ith  the " t r a g i c a l l y

c e le b r a te d  c a s e s  of Eugene V. Debs, Sacco and V a n z e t t i ,  and the

S c o t t s b o r o  b o y s ."  He then ex p ressed  h i s  c o n f id en ce  in  th e  American

p e o p le ' s  support f o r  the "cause f o r  the l i b e r a t i o n  o f  th e s e  Puerto  Rican

2*3p o l i t i c a l  p r i s o n e r s ."  During an August 11 r a d io  b ro a d c a s t ,  he averred

th a t  the most im portant i s s u e  b e fo r e  th e  i s la n d  was the freedom of

A lb izu  Campos and h is  f e l l o w  N a t i o n a l i s t s .  Furtherm ore, he s t a t e d  th a t

th e  g o a l  of P uerto  R ic o ' s  independence n e c e s s i t a t e d  c l o s e  co o p era t io n

between U nited  S t a t e s  workers and the  P uerto  Rican p e o p l e . ^

His e f f o r t s  to  o b ta in  clemency f o r  the N a t i o n a l i s t s  con tin ued

unabated u n t i l  t h e i r  r e l e a s e  in  1943. He worked a s s id u o u s ly  to  m o b il iz e

support fo r  t h i s  aim in  Puerto R ico  i t s e l f .  During the war y e a r s ,  in

l e t t e r s  to  R exford T ugw ell,  th e  Governor o f  P uerto  R ico ,  Marcantonio

s t r e s s e d  th a t  the "Partido  N a c io n a l i s t a  de P uerto  R ico had ex p ressed  i t s

support fo r  the i d e a l s  ex p ressed  by P r e s id e n t  R o o se v e lt  in  the

C onference of the A t la n t i c  and the P o l i c y  o f  Good Neighborhood adopted

25by th e  S t a t e  Department under h is  w ise  g u id an ce ."  Marcantonio viewed  

the  r e l e a s e  of the p r is o n e r s  as "of g r e a t  a id  in  s o l i d i f y i n g  the p eop le
A /

o f  L a t in  America behind the war." In a s im i l a r  v e i n ,  he urged Roger

Ojeda R eyes, pp . 2 8 -2 9 .

^ " M arcanton io  S ees  A lb izu ,"  New York Times (August 3, 1936),  
p . 4; s e e  a l s o  "Puerto R icans Organize to  Obtain S ta teh o o d ,"  New York 
Times (August 12, 1936 ) ,  p . 4 .

“^Press r e l e a s e ,  January 30, 1943. MP 22 1 of 2 (P uerto  R ic o ) .

“̂ M arcantonio  to Baldwin,  A p r i l  13,  1942.  MP 2 (Campos).
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Baldwin of the American C i v i l  L ib e r t i e s  Union to  encourage Munoz Marin

to  c a l l  fo r  the r e l e a s e  o f  the  N a t i o n a l i s t s  as a means o f  " f ig h t in g

27a g a in s t  the r e a c t io n a r ie s  in  Puerto  R ico ."  He a ls o  r a i s e d  the
OO

q u e s t io n  o f  clemency w ith  R o o se v e lt  numerous t im e s ,  and in  1941

d e l iv e r e d  to the White House a clemency p e t i t i o n  s ig n ed  by E rnest

Hemingway, Ruth B e n e d ic t ,  Sherwood Anderson, and Theodore D r e is e r ,  among 

7Qo t h e r s .  He a c t iv a t e d  the  N a t io n a l  Lawyers G uild  and the I n te r n a t io n a l
O A

Labor D efense  on t h i s  i s s u e ,  and argued f r e q u e n t ly  fo r  clem ency, even

31on the f l o o r  of the House. But no e f f e c t i v e  movement was ev er  formed 

to  a s s i s t  the  N a t i o n a l i s t  p r i s o n e r s .

With l i t t l e  hope o f  r e v e r s in g  t h e ir  c o n v ic t i o n ,  Marcantonio then  

expended a c o n s id e r a b le  part of h i s  e n e r g ie s  in  a ttem p ts  to  a l l e v i a t e  

t h e i r  m isery .  Sent to A t la n ta  F ed era l P e n i t e n t i a r y ,  they  were 

e f f e c t i v e l y  preven ted  from r e c e iv in g  v i s i t o r s ,  a lth ou gh  Marcantonio d id  

v i s i t  them a few tim es and h e lp  to  secu re  v i s i t o r  p a s se s  f o r  o t h e r s .  He 

communicated c o n s t a n t ly  w ith  the  Department o f  J u s t i c e  on t h e i r  b e h a lf ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  to  o b ta in  m edical treatm ent f o r  the N a t i o n a l i s t  p r i s o n e r s . 3 2

Upon the r e l e a s e  o f  th e s e  p r i s o n e r s ,  Marcantonio made- c e r ta in  to  

arrange to  have someone th e r e  to  g r e e t  them. To an a id e  he w rote ,

^ M arcan ton io  to  Baldw in, A p r il  4 ,  1942. MP 2 (Campos).
90

Donna Liberman, "Vito M arcantonio: P e o p le ’s Congressman: The
New Deal Period" (Honors Paper, R a d c l i f f e  C o l le g e ,  1970 ) ,  p. 84 .

29MP 2.

30MP 2.

3 ^C o n g ress io n a l Record J u ly  17, 1942, p. A2810.

-^G erald Meyer, V ito  Marcantonio y e l  p a r t id o  n a c i o n a l i s t a  
p u e r to r r iq u e n o ," S ign os  ( January-March 1 9 8 0 ) ,  pp. 4 - 6 .
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"Can't you do a n yth in g  w ith  any o f  the unions to  g e t  [L u is  V elazquez] a 

c l e r i c a l  jo b ."  He prevented  the r e in c a r c e r a t io n  o f  Clemente Soto
Q /

V elez  on charges  of d r a f t  e v a s io n .  On J u ly  3 ,  1943, A lb izu  Campos was 

r e le a s e d  on p r o b a t io n .  S u f f e r in g  from a h eart  c o n d i t io n  and p a r t i a l  

p a r a ly s i s  of h i s  l e f t  arm, the N a t i o n a l i s t  le a d e r  was adm itted  to

Columbus H o s p i t a l ,  thanks to  M arcanton io 's  arrangem ents , where he

35remained fo r  a lm ost two y e a r s .

M arcantonio f r e q u e n t ly  v i s i t e d  A lb iz u  Campos a t  the h o s p i t a l ,  and 

a tr u s te d  a id e  o f  A lb izu  Campos, Ruth R eyn o ld s , conveyed v e r b a l  and 

w r i t t e n  messages between the tw o. When A lb izu  Campos d isc o v e r e d  a 

microphone hidden behind h i s  h o s p i t a l  bed, he im m ed ia te ly  c a l l e d  fo r  

M arcantonio . Upon h i s  a r r i v a l ,  Marcantonio shouted  o b s c e n i t i e s  in to  the
O f.

microphone and then ripped  i t  out w ith  h i s  own han ds.

At A lb izu  Campos's req u e s t  in  1949, M arcantonio se n t  h i s  a id e ,

Manuel Medina, to  Puerto  Rico fo r  the purpose of c o n fe r r in g  on th e

imminent r e p r e s s io n  of th e  N a t i o n a l i s t  P a r ty .  On October 19, 1949,

Marcantonio s t a t e d  in  Congress:

The N a t i o n a l i s t  P arty  i s  d a i l y  h a rra ssed  and t e r r o r iz e d  by the  
p o l i c e  and the t e r r i t o r i a l  government of the i s l a n d .  And the le a d e r  
of th a t  p a r ty ,  Pedro A lb izu  Campos, i s  hounded l i k e  a common 
c r im in a l .

In 1947 he retu rn ed  to  h i s  home a f t e r  ten  years  of e x i l e  in  the  
U nited  S t a t e s .  . . . Today he l i v e s  i n  San Juan under the type of

J Marcantonio to  Coleman, October 6 , 1941. MP 3.

-^ In te r v ie w  w ith  Clemente Soto  V e le z ,  New York C i t y ,  September
26, 1975; MP 44 (A id e 's  R ep ort,  Fink ' 4 3 ) .

55JJOscar C o l la z o ,  p erso n a l l e t t e r ,  September 22 , 1976; F ed er ico  
Ribes Tovar, A C h ro n o lo g ica l  H is to r y  of Puerto  R ico  (New York: P lus  
U lt r a ,  1973),  p .  487 .

" ^Interv iew  w i th  Ruth Reynolds ,  New York C i ty ,  August 26,  1975.
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p o l i c e  s u r v e i l l a n c e  and in t im id a t io n  th a t  co u ld  o n ly  have been  
d u p l ic a te d  in  H i t l e r  Germany. ^

M arcanton io 's  deep p e r so n a l  in vo lvem ent w ith  the P u erto  R ican

independence movement on s e v e r a l  f r o n t s  was m otiva ted  in  la r g e  part by

h i s  b e l i e f  th a t  l e g i s l a t i o n  a lo n e  would not a ch ie v e  freedom . As he

d ec la red  a t  the c o n c lu s io n  of h i s  speech  in tr o d u c in g  the independence

b i l l  in  1936: " It  i s  up to  the p eop le  o f  Puerto  R ico  to  take  the

i n i t i a t i v e ;  and the more they  d evelop  th a t  and make i t  known to  the

e n t i r e  w orld , the b e t t e r  are  the chances o f  the p assage  of my b i l l  and

the a c h ie v in g  o f  independence."®®

Marcantonio r a l l i e d  every  c o n c e iv a b le  means of fu r th e r in g  the

ca u se ,  even r a i s i n g  the independence q u e s t io n  w ith  P r e s id e n ts  R o o sev e lt  

39and Truman. He had in s e r t e d  in  the C o n g r ess io n a l  Record numerous

su p p o r t iv e  d o cu m en ts^  and ac ted  as a r e so u rce  person fo r  v a r io u s  l e f t -

wing unions and o r g a n iz a t io n s ,  such as  the U nited  P u b lic  Workers of

America and th e  N a t io n a l  M aritime Workers, which became i n t e r e s t e d  in  

41t h i s  i s s u e .  But even on the l e f t  he was unable to  overcome the

i n d i f f e r e n c e  toward the cause o f  P uerto  Rican independence among the  

U nited S t a t e s  p u b l ic .

37R u b in s te in ,  p. 415; s e e  a l s o  C o n g r ess io n a l  R ecord , June 19,

1948, p .  9282 .

®®Rubinstein, p. 378.

39Liberman, p. 84; P ress  r e l e a s e ,  May 22, 1946. MP 15 (General  
C orresp on dence).

^ S e e ,  fo r  example: C o n g ress io n a l R ecord , J u ly  3, 1943, p.
A3887; September 6 , 1945, p .  8413; and September 6 , 1945, A3800.

41 Marcantonio to Ewart G u in ie r ,  U nited  P u b lic  Workers of America, 
October 20 , 1947; Paul P a l a z z i ,  Agent, N a t io n a l  Maritime Union, October 
23, 1947. MP 16 (G eneral C orresp on dence).
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M arcantonio was k een ly  d isa p p o in ted  by h i s  u n s u c c e s s f u l  e f f o r t s  

in  1948 to  commit the P r o g r e s s iv e  P arty  to  independence . Although he 

was a member of the p a r t y ' s  h ig h e s t  le a d e r sh ip  c i r c l e s ,  the o p p o s i t io n  

o f  Rexford Tugwell to  the o r i g i n a l  d r a ft  of the p la n ,  e n t i t l e d  "The New 

P arty  W il l  Grant Independence to  Puerto R ico ,"  b locked  i t s  a d op tion .  

Tugwell i n s i s t e d  th a t  P uerto  Ricans be g iv en  the r ig h t  to  choose between  

independence and s ta te h o o d .  Marcantonio contended th a t  in  the  

r e p r e s s iv e  atmosphere of c o lo n ia l i s m ,  no f r e e  referendum on t h i s  su b je c t  

cou ld  ev er  o ccu r .  C onsequently ,  he b e l i e v e d  th a t  Congress should  v o te  

fo r  independence , a f t e r  which the i s la n d  could  apply fo r  s ta teh o o d  

s t a t u s ,  i f  i t  so d e s ir e d .  U l t im a te ly ,  Henry W allace p r e v a i le d  upon 

Marcantonio to  compromise and accep t the fo l lo w in g  form ula: "The peop le

of Puerto  R ico  have the r i g h t  to  in d ep en d en ce ." 4 ^

M arcantonio a l s o  propagandized w ith in  P uerto  R ico i t s e l f .  His 

e x t e n s iv e  message to the  1943 Congress fo r  th e  Independence of Puerto  

Rico h e ld  i n  San Juan s t r e s s e d  the more p u re ly  n a t i o n a l i s t  argument 

fo r  Puerto R ican independence: "My p lan  [ f o r  the independence of Puerto

R ico] r e c o g n iz e s  the c a r d in a l  p r in c ip a l  th a t  the peop le  o f  Puerto Rico  

th e m se lv e s ,  occupying  th e  same geographic  area  fo r  c e n t u r ie s ,  

e x p e r ie n c in g  the i d e n t i c a l  economic and s o c i a l  c o n d i t io n s ,  and u n ited  by 

s e v e r a l  c e n t u r ie s  of h i s t o r y  and t r a d i t i o n ,  have developed  in to  a n a t io n  

of peop le  who have the i n d e f e a s i b l e  r ig h t  of s e l f - d e t e r m i n a t i o n . " 4 3

Whether the sen tim en t fo r  Puerto R ican independence ebbed or  

f lo w ed , M arcanton io 's  advocacy remained c o n s ta n t .  He viewed Puerto

/ O
C u r t is  D. MacDougall, G ideon's  Army (New York: Marzani & 

M u n sell ,  1965),  pp. 545 , 547.

43MP 22 (P uerto  R ic o ) .
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R ic o ' s  c o l o n i a l  s t a t u s  as an anachronism th a t  ran co u n ter  to  the "trend  

of the tim e . . . towards the l i q u i d a t i o n  o f  c o lo n ia l i s m  ev er y ­

w h e r e ." ^  What most m otivated  h i s  championing o f  in d ep en d en ce ,  however, 

was h is  b e l i e f  th a t  w ith ou t i t  th ere  cou ld  be no hope of e r a s in g  " th ese  

s c a r s  o f  i m p e r i a l i s t  c o n t r o l . I n  1950 he s t a t e d :  "I am not so n a ive  

to  th in k  th a t  independence would o v ern ig h t  end a l l  the  problems of th e  

Puerto R ican  p e o p le .  But I know th a t  independence would r e l e a s e  the  

energy and the c r e a t iv e n e s s  of th e se  f i n e  p eop le  to meet t h e i r  problems  

and to  s o lv e  them by t h e i r  own e f f o r t s .  Without independence I s e e  no 

s o l u t i o n .

M arcanton io 's  a c t i v i t i e s  on b e h a lf  of the  cause o f  independence  

met w ith  i n t e r e s t  in  Puerto  R ic o .  Newspaper e d i t o r s ,  Puerto  Rican  

l e g i s l a t o r s ,  trad e  union o f f i c i a l s ,  and the le a d e r s  of v a r io u s  

o r g a n iz a t io n s  in d ic a t e d  th a t  h i s  pro-independ ence  e f f o r t s  were g r e a t l y  

encouraging  to  and a p p rec ia te d  by broad s e c t o r s  of th e  Puerto Rican  

p u b l ic .  As one r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  of the 1944 Congreso P ro-Independencia  de 

Puerto R ico  s a id :  "We have come to  the c l e a r  and f irm  c o n c lu s io n  th a t

you are a l e g i t im a t e  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  o f  P uerto  R i c o . " ^

M arcanton io 's  involvem ent w ith  the Puerto  R ican independence  

movement i s  s t i l l  much remembered. Almost unrecorded , however, are h i s  

p r o d ig io u s  e f f o r t s  in  more mundane— though o f t e n  f a r - r e a c h in g — is s u e s

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord , December 15, 1942, p. A4411.

^ M arcan ton io  to  Congress fo r  th e  Independence o f  Puerto Rico  
(m eeting  a t  San Juan, August 15, 19 4 3 ) ,  August 5, 1943. MP 15.

^ C o n g r e s s i o n a l  R ecord , J u n e  29 , 1950, p .  9512.

47 ,F ra n c isco  Perez Q uinones, P r e s id e n t  of El Comite D e leg a c io n
M unicipal a l  Congreso Pro Independencia  de P uerto  R ico ,  February 24,
1944. MP 15 (G eneral C orrespondence).



con cern in g  Puerto Rico.^®

In s t r i c t l y  l e g i s l a t i v e  m a tte r s ,  Marcantonio f r e q u e n t ly  p layed  a 

more im portant r o l e  in  Congress than the n o n -v o t in g  R es id en t  

Com m issioners. Whether because the  R es id en t  Commissioners were not 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  e f f e c t i v e  or because they  were unable to  v o t e ,  i t  was 

Marcantonio who served  as  the C o n g r ess io n a l spokesman fo r  Puerto Rican  

i n t e r e s t s .  For t h i s  secon d , n o n -v o t in g  c o n s t i tu e n c y  he f u l f i l l e d  a l l  

th e  fu n c t io n s  of a Congressman: w r i t in g  b i l l s  to meet t h e i r  s p e c i a l

need s , p r o v id in g  s e r v ic e s  they  cou ld  o b ta in  nowhere e l s e ,  and in  g e n e r a l  

championing t h e i r  r i g h t s .

Marcantonio f i r s t  addressed  a q u e s t io n  con cern in g  Puerto R ico  in

th e  House in  1935, when he r e la y e d  a p e t i t i o n  from th e  New York S t a t e

Sen ate  r e q u e s t in g  Congress to c o n s id e r  r a i s i n g  Puerto R ic o ' s  sugar  

q u o t a . ^  (In  subsequent y e a r s ,  Congress a c t u a l l y  reduced the q u o ta . )

The expanding Importance of sugar to  Puerto R ic o ' s  economy caused him 

f r e q u e n t ly  to  t r y  to  r ig h t  th e  wrongs he f e l t  t h i s  crop had i n f l i c t e d  on 

Puerto R ic o .  In 1939 Marcantonio r e c e iv e d  a p e t i t i o n  from a group o f  

sugar w ork ers . They p o in ted  out th a t  w h i le  the sugar c o r p o r a t io n s  

r e c e iv e d  government g r a n t s ,  fo r  "those who g iv e  a l l  and g e t  n oth ing  but 

m isery  and hunger . . .  i t  i s  n e c e s sa r y  th a t  m isery and hunger which  

r u le  our homes d isap pear  and th a t  p r o s p e r i ty  take t h e i r  p la c e ."  

M arcantonio subm itted  th e  p e t i t i o n  to  S e c r e ta r y  o f  th e  I n t e r i o r  Harold 

Ickes .^®  His con tin u ed  aw areness of the p l i g h t  of the Puerto Rican

48 For an extended p r e s e n ta t io n  of t h i s  area  of M arcanton io 's  
work, s e e  Gerald Meyer, "Vito M arcantonio , Congressman fo r  Puerto  
R ico: 1934-1936, 1938-1950."  La R e v is ta  d e l  C o leg io  de Abogados de
Puerto  Rico 4 3 ,  1 (February 1982),  pp. 6 7 -9 8 .

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord , A p r il  8 , 1935, p. 5284.

-^MP 15 (General  Correspondence) .



sugar workers le d  him to  o b je c t  to  the o m iss io n  o f  g u aran tees  from a 

b i l l  concerning  the sugar in d u s tr y  th a t  the workers would r e c e iv e  

payment in  f u l l  fo r  t h e i r  work and be compensated a t  a " f a ir  and 

reason ab le  wage to  be f ix e d  by th e  S e c r e ta r y  o f  A g r ic u l tu r e ." -^  Time 

and a g a in ,  Marcantonio p o in ted  to the  n e g a t iv e  e f f e c t s  of e x te n s iv e  

sugar p rod u ction  on th e  Puerto Rican economy, in  1942, he s t a t e d :  

"[Puerto  R ico] was reduced to  a m onoculture, a sugar co lon y  of the  

U nited  S t a t e s .  To the p eop le  o f  L a t in  America, P uerto  Rico has a

» 59d i a b e t i c  economy."

The exp an sion  of American-owned sugar p la n t a t io n s  had come about

la r g e ly  a t  the expense o f  the i s l a n d ' s  sm a ll  independent farm ers .

Marcantonio co n cen tra ted  a good d e a l  o f  a t t e n t i o n  on t h e i r  d e f e n s e .  In

resp onse  to  a req u es t  from th e  A so c ia c io n  de A g r ic u l to r e s  de Puerto

R ico ,  Marcantonio succeeded  in  1942 in  c o n v in c in g  Henry W a lla ce ,  then

chairman o f  th e  Supply , P r i o r i t i e s ,  and A l lo c a t io n  Board, th at  the

government should  purchase the la r g e  q u a n t i t i e s  o f  P uerto  R ican c o f f e e

that had accumulated because of th e  v i r t u a l  i m p o s s i b i l i t y  of sh ip p in g

53products  to the mainland during the war. A lso  on b e h a lf  of sm a ll  

a g r i c u l t u r a l  p rod u cers , Marcantonio subm itted  a r e s o lu t i o n  to provide  

fo r  the c a n c e l l a t i o n  of loans to Puerto R ican farmers made by the Puerto  

Rican H urricane R e l i e f  Commission and o th er  f e d e r a l  a g e n c i e s .

- ^ C o n g r ess io n a l R ecord , J u ly  9 , 1947, p. 8556.

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord , J u ly  7 , 1942, pp. 28 0 9 -1 0 .

-^Marcantonio to  W allace ,  May 4 , 1936; Marcantonio to W allace ,  
December 2 2 ,  1941; W allace to  M arcantonio , May 6 , 1942; M. Gonzalves  
Q uinones, S e c r e ta r y  of the A so c ia c io n  de A g r ic u l to r e s  de Puerto  R ic o ,  to  
M arcantonio , March 5 ,  1942. MP 52 (P u erto  Rican R esea rch ) .

-^Text e n t i t l e d  " Join t R e s o lu t io n ” and l e t t e r s  of support from 
in d iv id u a l s  and o r g a n iz a t io n s ,  fo r  example, the  A delphi Lodge No. 1 of  
Mayaguez. MP 15 (Farm Tenants A s s o c i a t io n ) .



Many of M arcanton io 's  e f f o r t s  on b e h a lf  of P u erto  R ico cen tered

on q u a l i f y i n g  i t s  r e s id e n t s  as p a r t i c i p a n t s  in  v a r io u s  f e d e r a l

l e g i s l a t i o n  and programs. His most s i g n i f i c a n t  s i n g l e  s u c c e s s  was the

in c l u s i o n  o f  P uerto  Rico in  the 1939 e x t e n s io n  o f  th e  S o c i a l  S e c u r i ty

A ct ,  which added b e n e f i t s  fo r  su r v iv o r s  and d ependents  o f  an n u ity

p o l i c y h o l d e r s .  Marcantonio took f u l l  c r e d i t  f o r  t h i s  trem endously

im portant measure and, in  v iew  o f  the absence  of a c t i v i t y  on the part of

any o th e r  Congressman on m atters  con cern in g  P uerto  R ico ,  th e r e  i s  l i t t l e

55rea so n  to  d is p u te  h i s  c la im .

He was a l s o  r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  the passage  in  1942 of a b i l l  

c o n fe r r in g  U nited  S t a t e s  c i t i z e n s h i p  on a l l  who had been bom  on the  

i s l a n d .  B efore  t h i s  law was en a c te d ,  in  order  to  a t t a i n  the r ig h t  of 

U nited  S t a t e s  c i t i z e n s h i p ,  i t  was n e c e s s a r y  to  prove th a t  both p aren ts  

had been born in  Puerto  R ic o ,  which in  turn  caused Puerto R icans to be 

t r e a te d  as a l i e n s  upon t h e i r  a r r i v a l  in  th e  U nited  S t a t e s ,  and sometimes  

even  le d  to  t h e i r  d e p o r t a t io n .  In o th e r  s u c c e s s f u l  f i g h t s ,

Marcantonio brought P uerto  Rico in t o  a program fo r  the p r ev en t io n  of  

t u b e r c u l o s i s ,  and in co r p o r a te d  i t  in to  numerous o th e r  p ie c e s  o f  s o c i a l  

l e g i s l a t i o n  and a p p r o p r ia t io n s ." ^

In 1939 and 1940, Marcantonio argued on e i g h t  se p a r a te  o c c a s io n s

•^MP 16 (G eneral C orrespondence); s e e  a l s o  l e t t e r  from 
Marcantonio to  Oswald G arrison  V i l l a r d ,  February 28 , 1939. MP 16 
(G eneral C orresp ondence).

Immigrant Ban P r o te s t e d ,"  New York Times (J u ly  9 , 1939),  
p . 25; p ress  r e l e a s e  i s s u e d  J u ly  10, 1939. MP 15 (G eneral  
C orrespondence); t e x t  of b i l l  and p ress  r e l e a s e  is s u e d  August 2, 1939. 
MP 15 (G eneral C orrespondence); "House P a s s e s  P uerto  Rico B i l l , "  New 
York Times (O ctober 20, 1 9 4 2 ) ,  p . 12.

57 U n t i t l e d  and undated campaign speech  ( c i r c a  1 9 4 4 ) .  MP 22 
(M is c e l la n e o u s  4 of 8 ) ;  s e e  a l s o  M arcantonio to e d i t o r  o f  El Im p a r c ia l ,  
June 10, 1939. MP 16 (G eneral C orrespondence).



i n  the House in  a f u t i l e  debate  to  m ain ta in  the minimum 2 5 -c e n t  h ou r ly  

wage i n  P u erto  R ic o .  He accused the  sugar companies and the " c h i s e l in g  

in d u s tr y ,  the needlework industry"  of ig n o r in g  the F a ir  Labor Standards  

A ct. Moreover, he s t a t e d  th a t  Governor B lanton  Winship "on many 

o c c a s io n s ,  not on ly  in  sp eech es  but in  c o n fe r e n c e s ,  a d v ised  [th e  

needlework in d u s tr y ]  not worry about th e  law; th a t  the day was not far  

o f f  when t h i s  law would be changed." He informed the House th a t  when 

the  T e r r i t o r i a l  R e p r e se n ta t iv e  of the Wage and Hour D iv i s io n  of the  

Department of Labor in  P uerto  R ico  a ttem pted  to  e n fo r c e  the law , he was
C O

sh o t  at and o th e r w ise  th r e a te n e d .

B o l iv a r  Pagan, the R es id en t  Commissioner, and v a r io u s  Congressmen 

advocated  l i m i t i n g  the minimum wage to  s o lv e  th e  i s l a n d ’s economic 

problems-. When asked by a Congressman, "Are th e  sugar companies opposed  

to  paying $12 a week?," Pagan r e p l i e d  "That i s  a q u e s t io n  fo r  the  

i n d u s t r y . W h e n  the  e l im in a t io n  of the  minimum wage was p resen ted  as 

somehow s u b s t i t u t i n g  fo r  an a p p r o p r ia t io n  of $3 m i l l i o n  in  r e l i e f  to the  

i s l a n d e r s ,  Marcantonio a t ta ck ed  Pagan, s t a t i n g :  "The cause of

unemployment in  P u erto  Rico i s  due to  a v i r u l e n t  and o p p r e s s iv e  

im p e r ia l i sm ,  a g a in s t  which the gentlem an from Puerto R ico  should  be 

f i g h t i n g  in s t e a d  o f  t r a in in g  h is  guns on the wage and hours law, which  

was en acted  fo r  the p r o t e c t io n  of h i s  p e o p le .

The C o n g r ess io n a l committee th a t  rep o rted  on th e  wage-and-hours

CO
C o n g r ess io n a l  R ecord , May 11, 1939, pp. 5 4 6 6 -6 7 .  

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord, May 1, 1940, p .  8865 .  

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord , A p r il  26, 1940, p. 5655.



b i l l  w ith h e ld  i t s  recommendation fo r  supplem entary r e l i e f  fo r  Puerto

R ico , because a lth ou gh  " o b v io u sly  th ere  i s  urgent need fo r  something to

be done to meet t h i s  aggravated  c o n d i t io n ,  the answer i s  not to provide

work r e l i e f  fo r  a r e l a t i v e l y  sm a ll  part o f  the number o f  [unemployed]

but to re s tu d y  w ith  a view  to l i f t i n g  or narrowing the a p p l i c a t i o n  of

the  F a ir  Labor Standards Act as i t  r e l a t e s  to  P uerto  R ico ."  M arcantonio

r e p l i e d  th a t  P uerto  Ricans found th em se lves  " in  t h e i r  p re se n t  p l ig h t

because of e x p l o i t a t i o n  and tyranny,"  not because  o f  a se ld om -en forced

2 5 -c e n t  h o u r ly  minimum wage. In any c a s e ,  he i n s i s t e d  th a t  i t  was

absurd to  deny such r e l i e f  on the grounds i t  would not s o lv e  the

co u n tr y 's  economic problem s. This same com m ittee , he co n t in u ed ,  would

never come b e fo re  th e  House and recommend th a t  no a p p r o p r ia t io n  fo r

r e l i e f  be granted  to  the e le v e n  m i l l i o n  unemployed in  the c o n t in e n t a l

U nited  S t a t e s  because i t  would not r e s o lv e  the e n t i r e  unemployment 

f\ 1problem. Incensed  by what he p e rce iv ed  as the imminent passage  of  

t h i s  b i l l ,  Marcantonio c a s t ig a t e d  h is  c o l l e a g u e s :  "What c o n s id e r a t io n

are  we g iv in g  the peop le  o f  Puerto  R ico? In t h i s  r e l i e f  b i l l  we have 

cu t  P uerto  Rico from $7 m i l l i o n  to  $5 m i l l i o n  fo r  r e l i e f  p u rp oses .  On 

the o th er  hand, we g iv e  the v i l e s t  gang of la b o r  e x p l o i t e r s  . . .  by 

v ir t u e  o f  t h i s  b i l l ,  r e l i e f  from the p r o v is io n s  of the wage-hour law. 

What a mockery."*5̂

Because the minimura-wage i s s u e  d i r e c t l y  a f f e c t e d  such a la r g e  

p rop ortion  of the p o p u la t io n  and because of the prominent r o le  o f  Pagan 

in  t r y in g  to  l i m i t  i t s  coverage fo r  Puerto  R ic o ,  the response on the

^ C o n g r ess io n a l R ecord, March 22, 1939, p . 3124.  

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord, May 30 , 1940, p .  8865 .



i s l a n d  to  M arcanton io 's  r e s i s t a n c e  was c o n s id e r a b le .  P e t i t i o n s ,  

r e s o l u t i o n s ,  and l e t t e r s  came from a l l  over th e  i s la n d  en couraging  and 

su p p o rt in g  the em battled  Congressman. A group of sugar workers w rote:

" It  i s  very  p a r a d o x ica l  th a t  a North American l i k e  you i s  the  spokesman 

of the s u f f e r in g  and e x p lo i t e d  c l a s s e s  of Puerto  R ico  w h ile  th e r e  i s  in  

the same Congress a r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  of our i s l a n d ,  P r e s id e n t  of the  

S o c i a l i s t  P arty  who c a l l s  h im s e lf  a defen d er  of P u erto  R ican  la b o r ,  . . . 

d efen d in g  the c o r p o r a t io n s  and i t s  i n t e r e s t s . "  While M arcanton io 's  

campaign to  m ain ta in  th e  minimum wage ga in ed  him enormous g o o d w i l l ,  he 

u l t im a t e l y  f a i l e d .  In 1940 Congress abandoned a f ix e d  minimum wage fo r  

Puerto R ico  and rep la ced  i t  w ith  a f l e x i b l e  system , based on an 

in d u str y -co m m ittee  procedure which e s t a b l i s h e d  s e p a r a te  wage r a te s  fo r  

each i s la n d  in d u s tr y  engaged in  i n t e r s t a t e  commerce. ^

Marcantonio was in v o lv e d  as w e l l  w ith  narrower m atters  concerning  

Puerto  R ic o .  He subm itted  a b i l l  th a t  would have t r e a te d  Puerto Ricans  

working in  the c o n t in e n t a l  U nited  S t a t e s  du ring  World War I (who were 

c a l l e d  e x p e d ic io n a r io s ) as  m i l i t a r y  p erso n n e l and hence make them 

e l i g i b l e  fo r  v e te r a n s '  b e n e f i t s .  P o t e n t ia l  b e n e f i c i a r i e s  o f  t h i s  b i l l  

e s t a b l i s h e d  Committees o f  E x p ed it io n a ry  I n d u s t r ia l  Wartime Laborers in  a 

number o f  P uerto  Rican l o c a l i t i e s  and in  El B a r r io .  These  

o r g a n iz a t i o n s ,  and many in d iv id u a l  e x p e d ic io n a r io s , corresponded w ith  

M arcanton io . T y p ic a l ly ,  t h e i r  l e t t e r s — as w e l l  as th o se  he r e c e iv e d  

from Puerto R ico  regard in g  o th e r  l e g i s l a t i v e  m a tte r s — c o n ta in ed  two

^ ^L ist  of s i g n a t u r e s ,  dated May 10, 1940. MP 16 (Wages and
H ou rs) .

f\ L.Gordon K. Lew is, Puerto R ico: Freedom and Power in  the
Caribbean (New York: Monthly Review P r e s s ,  19 6 3 ) ,  p . 219 .
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components: a d e s c r ip t i o n  of g r e a t  d e p r iv a t io n  and an a p p r e c ia t io n  of  

M arcantonio . "In t h i s  p resen t  t im e ,"  w rote one e x p e d ic io n a r io , "parts  

of us are  s u f f e r in g  of hunger and w ith ou t c l o t h e s .  As you are the man 

regarded to defend us in  t h i s  case  we demanded of you a l l  you c a n . " ^

Of enormous importance to  Puerto R ico was M arcanton io 's  b lo ck in g  

of th e  Cole Amendment in  1944, which would have t r a n s fe r r e d  the revenue  

from the s a l e  of rum from the Treasury of Puerto  R ic o ,  to which i t  had 

been a s s ig n e d  s in c e  1900, to th e  U nited  S t a t e s  T reasury . In 1943 the  

sum in v o lv e d  was $70 m i l l i o n .  Marcantonio s ta t e d  th a t  not on ly  would 

the amendment c r ip p le  Puerto  Rico f i s c a l l y ,  but i t  would a l s o  erode what 

remained o f  P uerto  R ic o ' s  s o v e r e ig n ty  by making the i s la n d  even more 

f i n a n c i a l l y  dependent on W ashington. E l Im parc ia l e d i t o r i a l i z e d :

"Puerto R ico  i s  aga in  in  debt to  . . . V ito  M arcanton io . Once a g a in ,  

the v ib r a n t  v o ic e  of the New York le a d e r ,  has been r a i s e d  in  th e  House 

of R e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  in  order to  defend th e  r ig h t  o f  P uerto  R ic o ,  in  order  

to s top  an u n j u s t i f i a b l e  blow, in  order to  condemn and prevent a 

s i n i s t e r  p lo t  a g a in s t  the v i t a l  i n t e r e s t s  of the I s l a n d .

A c h e c k l i s t  of M arcanton io ' s C o n g r ess io n a l a c t i v i t i e s  on b eh a lf

of Puerto  R ico  shows th a t  he aimed most of h i s  ap peals  a t  immediate

economic r e l i e f .  In h i s  i n i t i a l  House sp eech  on t h i s  i s s u e ,  in  February

1936, he c a r e f u l l y  a r t i c u l a t e d  the b a s ic  rea so n  th a t  made such

a s s i s t a n c e  im p e r a t iv e :  "Puerto Rico i s  the  most t r a g ic  v ic t im  of

i fS7American im p e r ia l ism ."  He echoed t h i s  c r i t i q u e  in  a l l  h i s  subsequent

6 ^Text of r e s o l u t i o n ,  dated February 25 , 1940; Maria Martinez to 
M arcantonio , February 24 , 1940. MP 16 (G eneral C orrespondence).

C o n g ress io n a l Record, February 7 , 1944; s e e  a l s o  March 27,
1944, p. A1533.

ft 7C on gr ess iona l  Record , February 3,  1936,  p. 1396.



sp eech es  on the s u b j e c t .  Four years  l a t e r ,  l e v e l i n g  an a t ta c k  a g a in s t  a 

r e d u c t io n  in  an a p p r o p r ia t io n  fo r  d i r e c t  r e l i e f  to  P u erto  R ico ,  he 

a s s e r t e d :

A ccording to  Department of Labor s t a t i s t i c s ,  4 0 0 ,0 0 0  em ployable  
persons in  P uerto  R ico  . . . are unemployed. This means th a t  you 
have 1 ,2 2 5 ,0 0 0  p eop le  out of a t o t a l  p o p u la t io n  of 1 ,8 0 0 ,0 0 0  who are  
in  need of some kind of a s s i s t a n c e .

Can we perm it in  the C aribbean, on an i s la n d  which every  
L a tin  American i s  lo o k in g  t o ,  th a t  th e s e  p eop le  s t a r v e ,  p eop le  whom 
we have ex p ro p r ia te d ?  T h eir  p l i g h t  i s  not due to  any f a u l t  o f  the  
Puerto  Rican p e o p le .  I t  i s  the consequence o f  imperialism.*^®

During th e  war, the a lr e a d y  d ep ressed  Puerto R ican  economy 

fu r th e r  d e c l in e d  p a r t i c u l a r l y  because o f  th e  sh o r ta g e  of s h ip s  fo r  

commercial u s e .  Again and a g a in ,  from the f l o o r  of the House and 

d i r e c t l y  to  R o o s e v e l t ,  M arcantonio h era lded  the new c r i s i s  and warned of  

i t s  co n seq u en ces .  In November 1942, i n  h i s  f i r s t  major speech  

e x p la in in g  the  havoc b e in g  wreaked by t h i s  s h o r ta g e ,  he p o in te d  out th a t  

whereas b e fo r e  the war Puerto R ico  r e c e iv e d  100,000 tons of shipm ents a 

month from the  c o n t in e n t a l  U nited  S t a t e s ,  i t  now r e c e iv e d  l e s s  than

3 0 ,0 0 0  t o n s .  S h ortages  o f  food and o th e r  b a s ic  consumer goods ig n i t e d  

runaway i n f l a t i o n  and " l i t e r a l l y  sp ea k in g ,  thousands and thousands of  

f a m i l i e s  in  P uerto  R ico  are fa c in g  s t a r v a t io n ."  M oreover, in  Puerto  

Rico th ere  was no war boom at  a l l ,  and the g a s o l in e  sh o r ta g e  was 

p r a c t i c a l l y  p a r a ly z in g  the cou n try .  Puerto R ico found i t s e l f ,  he 

a v e r r e d ,  "in a p l ig h t  which in  some r e s p e c t s  i s  w orse than the p l ig h t  of  

some of the [A xis]  conquered n a t i o n s . "69 L ater  th a t  y e a r ,  he authored  

an omnibus b i l l  program fo r  immediate r e l i e f ,  demanding the exemption of 

Puerto  Rico from the c o a s tw is e  s h ip p in g  la w s ,  a p p r o p r ia t io n  o f  a minimum

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord , May 22 , 1940, p . 6655.  

^ C o n g r e s s i o n a l  R ecord, November 12, 1942, pp. 8 8 1 0 -1 2 .



of  $50 m i l l i o n  in  food r e l i e f ,  p r ic e  s u b s i d i e s ,  and a land reform  

program to  encourage the c u l t i v a t i o n  of s u b s i s t e n c e  c r o p s .  He 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  c i t e d  th e  need fo r  c o n s tr u c t in g  c a n n e r i e s ,  r e f i n e r i e s ,  and 

o th er  e s s e n t i a l  f a c i l i t i e s ,  "which we have never  p erm itted  P uerto  Rico  

to  d e v e l o p . T h e  House took no a c t i o n .

A side  from a d d r e ss in g  the g e n e r a l  c r i s i s  of wartime P uerto  R ic o ,

M arcantonio d evoted  h im s e l f  to  r e s o lv i n g  v a r io u s  s p e c i f i c  problems

c re a ted  by the war. Two examples are  i l l u s t r a t i v e  of many such

a c t i o n s .  A s m a ll  rum producer w rote M arcantonio com pla in in g  th a t  the

proposed r e d u c t io n  in  th e  rum quota would mean a p r o f i t  of $ 9 .3 0  per

month fo r  him. He added: "I have no incom e, I  am h e a v i l y  in  debt and

fa c in g  a f o r e c l o s u r e .  My c a s e ,  of c o u r s e ,  i s  not u n iq u e . . . .  We sm all

d i s t i l l e r s  a s p ir e  to  no b ig  p r o f i t s ;  we j u s t  want to  be ab le  to  make a

l i v i n g  at a trad e  in  which we have been f o r  y e a r s . "71 In th e  second

exam ple, a d i s t r e s s e d  M arcantonio p o in ted  out th a t  "the c o s t  of l i v i n g

in d ex  o f  the Economic Review of th e  Chamber o f  Commerce o f  P uerto  Rico

shows th a t  the l i v i n g  c o s t s  on the i s la n d  have r i s e n  from 1 0 0  in  the

base year o f  1939 to  141 in  December, 1941," and urged th e  Commissioner

of the Work P r o j e c t s  A d m in is tra t io n  to r a i s e  the wages of WPA workers in

72P uerto  Rico to r e f l e c t  t h i s  r a te  o f  i n f l a t i o n .

7 0 ib id .

^ S i g n a t u r e  i l l e g i b l e ,  September 6 , 1944 . MP 15 (G eneral  
C orresp on dence) .

7 9M arcantonio to Howard 0 .  Hunter, Commissioner of the  Work 
P r o j e c t s  A d m in is tr a t io n ,  March 2 4 ,  1942; Malcolm M i l l e r ,  A s s i s t a n t  
Commissioner of the Work P r o j e c t s  A d m in is tr a t io n ,  to  M arcantonio , March 
26 , 1942; M arcantonio to  Galo Gomes, P r e s id e n t  of the  Union de 
Trabajadores de la  WPA, Mayaguez, A p r il  2, 1942. MP 15 (G eneral  
C orresp on dence) .
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In th e  postwar p e r io d ,  Marcantonio began to combat a major 

problem in  P uerto  R ic o 's  e d u c a t io n a l  sy stem . In a l e t t e r  dated  May 22,  

1946, which he p e r s o n a l ly  d e l iv e r e d  to  P r e s id e n t  Truman, he argued a t  

le n g th  fo r  the r e in s ta te m e n t  o f  Spanish  as the language o f  i n s t r u c t i o n  

i n  Puerto R ic o ' s  p u b l ic  s c h o o l s .  He b u t tr e s s e d  h i s  case  by p o in t in g  to  

the f a c t  th a t  not on ly  was Spanish  the v ern a cu la r  o f  Puerto  R ico ,  but i t  

was a l s o  the language o f  th e  c o u r t s ,  l e g i s l a t u r e ,  ch u rch es ,  and 

government o f f i c e s .  The use  o f  E n g lish  in  the e d u c a t io n a l  system ,  

t h e r e f o r e ,  v i o l a t e d  "the fundamental p e d a g o g ic a l  p r i n c i p l e  th a t  

i n s t r u c t i o n  should  be tr a n sm it te d  in  the v ern a cu la r  language of the  

s t u d e n t s ."  He then  tra ced  th e  c o n f l i c t i n g  language p o l i c i e s  decreed by 

the v a r io u s  com m issioners of e d u c a t io n .  "Since 1898 to d a te ,  Puerto  

Rico has u n fo r tu n a te ly  been taken as a f i e l d  of e x p er im en ta t io n  in  the  

language rea lm ."  The v a c i l l a t i o n  between E n g lish  and Spanish  had 

r e s u l t e d  in  " co n fu s io n ,  m isuse  of th e  monies a p p rop ria ted  fo r  e d u c a t io n ,  

s u f f e r in g  on the  part of th e  s tu d e n t ,  e x c e s s i v e  tim e g iv e n  to  language  

s tu d y ,  and i n a b i l i t y  to  m aster e i t h e r  S p an ish  or the E n g l ish  

lan gu age ."  C it in g  the overwhelming support in  P uerto  Rico fo r  the  

r e i n s t i t u t i o n  of Sp anish  as the language o f  i n s t r u c t i o n ,  Marcantonio  

c lo s e d  by c a l l i n g  upon th e  P r e s id e n t  "in the name of the c h i ld r e n  of  

Puerto Rico who are  b eing  to r tu r e d  by the p r e v a i l in g  system  . . .  to  

f i g h t  c u l t u r a l  chauvinism  and to  c o r r e c t  p a s t  errors"  and s ig n  the b i l l ,  

passed  by the l e g i s l a t u r e  of Puerto  R ico  over  the o b je c t io n s  of the  

R esid en t Commissioner o f  E d ucation , to r e s t o r e  the  Spanish  language in  

the p u b l ic  s c h o o l s .  Truman s ign ed  i t . ^

7 3C o n g r ess io n a l R ecord , May 22, 1946, pp. 2894-95; p ress  r e l e a s e ,  
May 2 2 ,  1946V MP 15 (G enera l C orrespondence).
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In 1949, b e fo r e  the House Subcommittee on E ducation  and Labor, 

Marcantonio b i t t e r l y  a tta ck ed  th e  F e d e r a l  Aid to  E ducation  B i l l  as "both 

in ad eq u ate  and v i c i o u s l y  d isc r im in a to r y "  a g a in s t  P uerto  R ic o .  He 

p o in ted  out th a t  a lth ou gh  30 p ercen t  of the i s l a n d ’s budget was devoted  

to  e d u c a t io n ,  on ly  50 p ercent  of the c h i ld r e n  were a t te n d in g  s c h o o l ,  and 

o n ly  30 p ercent  o f  P uerto  Ricans over the age of f i f t e e n  had com pleted  

more than two years  o f  s c h o o l in g .  He documented the a p p a l l in g  

e d u c a t io n a l  s i t u a t i o n  in  Puerto  Rico s t i l l  fu r th e r  by c i t i n g  s t a t i s t i c s  

in d ic a t i n g  t h a t ,  in  1940, 72 p erce n t  of a l l  f o u r te e n -  to  s e v e n te e n -y e a r -  

o ld s  l i v i n g  in  the c o n t in e n t a l  U nited  S t a t e s  were a t te n d in g  h igh  s c h o o l ,  

as compared w ith  on ly  6 .7  p ercen t  of P uerto  R ican y o u n g s te r s .  D e sp ite  

the obvious need to  expand the i s l a n d ' s  e d u c a t io n a l  f a c i l i t i e s ,  t h i s  

b i l l  would have provided  Puerto R ico  w ith  l e s s  than h a l f  the a id  per 

c h i ld  v i s - a - v i s  the c o n t in e n t a l  U nited  S t a t e s .  C a l l in g  fo r  the  

d i s t r i b u t i o n  of f e d e r a l  e d u c a t io n a l  a id  to Puerto  R ico "on e x a c t ly  the  

same b a s is  as th a t  provided  fo r  c h i ld r e n  l i v i n g  in  the c o n t in e n t a l  

U nited  S t a t e s ,"  Marcantonio concluded: "Only independence w i l l  g iv e

th e s e  p eop le  the c o n tr o l  of t h e i r  own d e s t in y ,  and through independence,  

w ith  hard work and common e f f o r t ,  th ey  can r a i s e  t h e i r  standard of 

l i v i n g ,  a ch ie v e  g r e a te r  s e c u r i t y ,  and r e s o lv e  t h e i r  problems in  t h e i r  

own way and in  t h e i r  b e s t  i n t e r e s t . "74

M arcanton io 's  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  Puerto  Rican a f f a i r s  extended to  

o r c h e s t r a t in g  the removal from o f f i c e  of B lanton  W inship, the governor

o f  Puerto  R ic o .  W inship, governor from 1934 to  1939, was an enemy of

the Puerto Rican independence movement. During h is  term, two g r e a t

^ T r a n s c r i p t  of te s t im o n y ,  dated  June 2 , 1949. MP 15 (General
C orrespondence) .
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landmarks of th a t  movement occurred: th e  a r r e s t  and c o n v ic t io n  of Pedro 

A lb izu  Campos and the Ponce M assacre.

On Palm Sunday, March 21 , 1937, the N a t i o n a l i s t  P arty  c a l l e d  fo r  

a march in  P once, Puerto  R ic o 's  second l a r g e s t  c i t y ,  to commemorate the  

d eath  of two N a t i o n a l i s t s  who had d ied  v i o l e n t l y  w h ile  in  p o l i c e  

c u s to d y .  The p o l i c e  f i r e d  on the crowd as the march began, k i l l i n g  

n in e te e n  p e r so n s ,  in c lu d in g  a s e v e n -y e a r -o ld  g i r l ,  and wounding more 

than two hundred, two of whom l a t e r  d ied  of t h e i r  wounds. The mayor of  

Ponce had been w i l l i n g  to  grant a perm it fo r  a p e a c e fu l  dem onstration  

but Winship (who l a t e r  f ig u r e d  prom inently  in  the campaign to exc lu d e  

Puerto  R ico from the minimum wage law) fo r c e d  him to  ca n c e l  the  

p erm it .  Furthermore, he ordered the p o l i c e  to  adopt extreme s e c u r i t y  

m e a s u r e s .^  In an e x t e n s iv e  C o n g r ess io n a l speech  e n t i t l e d  "Five Years 

o f  Tyranny in  P uerto  R ico ,"  d e l iv e r e d  on August 5 ,  1939, Marcantonio  

recounted  h i s  charges a g a in s t  W inship, whom he la b e le d  the "Caribbean 

Nero": "In order to  f in a n c e  h i s  ex tra v a g a n za  [of c o r r u p t io n ] ,  t h i s

i s la n d  of h o n es t  p e o p le ,  who have been crushed in t o  a b je c t  wage s la v e r y ,  

i s  com pelled  to  pay 100 p ercent  ta x  on s a l t .  Nowhere in  t h i s  world has 

such a c o n d it io n  e x i s t e d  s in c e  the p re -R e v o lu t io n a r y  days of the French  

R e v o lu t io n ."^

The resp on se  to M arcanton io 's  campaign a g a in s t  Winship  

p r e d ic ta b ly  fo l lo w e d  the p o l i t i c a l  a lign m en ts  in  P uerto  R ico .  He was 

p r a ise d  by the r a d ic a l  E l M a r t i l lo  and pro-in depend en ce  El_

^ T o v a r ,  A C h ro n o lo g ica l  H i s t o r y , pp. 4 7 1 -7 2 .  

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  Record, August 5 ,  1939, p . 4068 .
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7 7I m p a r c ia l . From the o th er  s id e  of th e  p o l i t i c a l  spectrum , R afael  

M artinez N adel, p r e s id e n t  of the  Puerto  R ican S e n a te ,  s t a t e d  th a t  

Marcantonio had "no r ig h t  to  speak f o r  Puerto  R ico  in  th e  American  

C ongress,"  and th a t  he "does not r e p r e s e n t  P uerto  R ic o .  He r e p r e se n ts  

o n ly  a bunch of Harlem n a t i o n a l i s t s  and Communists from Puerto R ico  in  

New York." C a l l in g  M artinez Nadel "the p o l i t i c a l  t a r a n tu la  o f  Puerto  

R ico ,"  Marcantonio b oasted :  "I c a r r ie d  ev ery  s i n g l e  e l e c t i o n  d i s t r i c t
70

in  which P uerto  Ricans r e s i d e ,  by a m a jo r ity  o f  two to one."

On A p r i l  13, 1937, Marcantonio began a c o n c e r te d ,  v ig o r o u s  

campaign to  remove Winship as govern or .  His opening s a lv o  was to  send 

to  John Bernard, a Farmer-Labor M innesota  Congressman, a d r a f t  of a 

r e s o lu t i o n  c a l l i n g  fo r  an i n v e s t i g a t i o n  in t o  the a d m in is tr a t io n  o f  

Puerto R ic o .  He urged Bernard to submit th e  r e s o l u t i o n  w ith in  a week 

because "the p eop le  o f  P uerto  Rico in te n d  to  s ta g e  a d em on stra tion  on 

Friday [and] i t  i s  e s s e n t i a l  th a t  t h i s  be in tro d u ced  not l a t e r  than  

Thursday, so th at  newspapers in  P u erto  Rico carry the s t o r y . " ^  (In  

t h i s  and o th e r  m atters  concerning  Puerto R ic o ,  Marcantonio was ab le  to  

use B ernard 's  s e r v i c e s  during the p er iod  1936 to  1938, when he was not  

s i t t i n g  in  C o n g r e ss .)  During an appointm ent on A p r i l  14, 1939 w ith  

R o o s e v e l t ,  Marcantonio charged th at  W in sh ip 's  a d m in is tr a t io n  was

M arcantonio Anuncia D e s t i t u c io n  W inship," El M a r t i l lo  (A p r i l  
15, 1939 ) ,  p .  1; "Guerra Contra W inship,"  E l Im parc ia l ( c l i p p i n g ,  no 
d a te )  p .  5 .  MP 15 (W in sh ip ) .

^ " P u e r to  R ican Spurns M arcantonio,"  New York Times (May 30, 
1939),  p. 2; Marcantonio to  th e  E d itor  o f  San Juan E l Mundo, May 10,
1939. MP 15 (P uerto  R ic o ) .

79 Text o f  R e s o lu t io n  MP 15; Bernard to  M arcantonio , A p r il  15,
1937; Marcantonio to  Bernard, A p r il  13, 1937. MP 2 2 ,  1 o f  2 (P u erto
R i c o ) .
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c h a r a c te r iz e d  by " g r a f t ,  cr im e, and c o r r u p t i o n , and p resen ted  

e v id e n c e  of m a lfeasan ce  and n o n fea sa n ce ,  which M arcantonio had e a r l i e r  

p r esen ted  to  S e c r e ta r y  o f  the I n t e r i o r  Harold I c k e s . ^  Assured of  

v i c t o r y ,  M arcantonio, in  a l e t t e r  o f  February 10, 1939, promised the  

l e f t i s t  i n t e l l e c t u a l  Jose  Enamorado C uesta  th a t  " o f f  the reco rd , th ere
09

w i l l  be a new Governor. I  have a prom ise to  th a t  e f f e c t . ” On May 12, 

1939, R o o se v e lt  removed Winship as governor of Pu erto  R ic o ,  an a c t io n
O O

fo r  which M arcantonio took f u l l y  deserved  c r e d i t .

As the founder and le a d e r  of the Popular D em ocratic  Party  (which  

became the dominant party  a lm ost from i t s  form ation  in  1938) and the  

a r c h i t e c t  of both  the Free A sso c ia te d  S t a t e  and O p eration  B ootstrap  

( t h a t  i s ,  the  use  of v a r io u s  i n c e n t i v e s  to  a t t r a c t  fu r th e r  in vestm ent  

from the m ainland) L uis Munoz Marin was the most im portant f ig u r e  in  the  

h i s t o r y  o f  th e  i s la n d  s in c e  i t s  an n exation  by th e  U nited  S t a t e s .  

M arcanton io ' s r e l a t io n s h i p  w ith  him ran a course  th a t  p a r a l l e l e d  the  

l a t t e r ' s  changing p o s i t i o n  on the q u e s t io n  of independence f o r  Puerto  

R ic o .  As long  as Munoz Marin remained an ad vocate  of independence ,  

c l o s e  c o l la b o r a t io n  e x i s t e d .  In 1939, fo r  example when a group of WPA 

workers p r o te s t e d  a cut in  t h e i r  h ou rly  pay, Munoz Marin forwarded t h e i r

^ " P r e s id e n t  D efers  Naming S ix  A id es ,"  New York Times (A p r i l  14, 
1939) p .  15.

Q 1

Ick es  to M arcantonio , December 19, 1939; M arcantonio to  I c k e s , 
December 29 , 1939; M arcantonio to  I c k e s ,  J u ly  11, 1939; Ick es  to  
M arcantonio , J u ly  18, 1939. MP 15 (G eneral C orresp on d ence) .

^ M a rca n to n io  to  C uesta , February 10, 1939. MP 15 (G eneral  
C orrespondence).  Tovar. A C hro n o lo g ica l  H is to r y  p. 462 .

^ I b i d . ,  p .  458 . See , fo r  example, f u l l - p a g e  a d v er t isem en t  in  
Pueblos H isp a n o s , J u ly  15, 1944. Winship was succeeded  by Admiral 
W illiam  Leahy, who served  u n t i l  December 5 ,  1940. He was succeeded by 
Rexford T ugw ell— a very  im portant f ig u r e  in  Puerto R ican h i s t o r y .
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p e t i t i o n  to  M arcantonio . He s t a t e d :  "They have appealed  to  me here and

to you th e r e  as the on ly  fo r c e s  in  which they have con fid en ce ." ® ^  Munoz 

M arin's  e v e n tu a l  r e j e c t i o n  of independence and au th orsh ip  of O peration  

B ootstrap  le d  to an acrim onious breach . From the f l o o r  of the  House, 

Marcantonio c a l l e d  O peration  B ootstrap  "Operation Booby Trap" and 

c h a r a c te r iz e d  Munoz Marin as the  "Nero o f  La F o r t a l e z a ."  In r e tu r n ,  

Munoz Marin c a l l e d  Marcantonio "a fo l l o w e r  of th e  Communist P arty  

l i n e ." 8 5  Munoz M arin's fu lm in a t io n s  a g a in s t  h i s  e r s t w h i l e  a l l y ,  

however, had no measurable e f f e c t  on M arcanton io 's  e l e c t o r a t e .

M arcanton io 's  a c t i v i t i e s  on b e h a lf  o f  Puerto  Rico impinged on 

many of the most c e n t r a l  concerns of i t s  p e o p le .  He l e n t  the p r e s t ig e  

of h i s  o f f i c e  to  the d e fe n se  of th e  N a t i o n a l i s t s  whom many Puerto  Ricans  

co n s id e r e d  v ic t im s  of j u d i c i a l  p e r s e c u t io n .  He e f f e c t i v e l y  ac ted  as 

Congressman fo r  t h i s  part of th e  U nited  S t a t e s  which was denied  

C o n g r ess io n a l  r e p r e s e n t a t io n .  He p e r s i s t e n t l y  advocated  independence as 

the s o l u t i o n  fo r  the i s l a n d ' s  anomalous p o l i t i c a l  s t a t u s  and i t s  ch ron ic  

economic problem s. These i n i t i a t i v e s  were w id e ly  rep orted  in  Puerto  

R ic o 's  p r e ss  and in  New York C i t y ' s  S p a n ish - la n g u a g e  p r e s s .  E l B arrio  

was composed a lm ost e n t i r e l y  of rec en t  m ig ra n ts ,  who m aintained  c lo s e  

t i e s  to  the i s l a n d .  Their awareness of M arcanton io 's  l e g i s l a t i v e  and 

p o l i t i c a l  work fo r  t h e i r  homeland l e n t  the I ta lo -A m e r ic a n  r a d ic a l  

enormous p r e s t i g e .  This i s  why J esu s  Colon, a l e f t - w i n g  j o u r n a l i s t  

w r it in g  in  the f i f t i e s  cou ld  d e c la r e  w ith  such c o n f id e n c e  th a t  the  

"American id o l"  o f  Puerto  Ricans "was and s t i l l  i s  V ito

®^Munoz Marin to M arcantonio, September 9 , 1939. MP 15 (WPA).

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  Record, March 16, 1950, p .  3545; "Puerto Ricans  
Get Campaign W arning,” New York Times (O ctober 17, 1 9 4 9 ) ,  p. 29.



M arcanton io . " 8 6  El B a r r io ’s p o s i t i v e  resp on se  to  M arcantonio i s  

d e t a i l e d  in  the n ext ch a p te r ,  but a major component of t h i s  support  

r e s u l t e d  from h i s  p a in s ta k in g  and e f f e c t i v e  u se  of h i s  e l e c t i v e  o f f i c e  

to  a c t  as a tr ib u n e  fo r  a p eop le  whose p o l i t i c a l  s t a t u s  den ied  them a 

v o ic e  in  the  l e g i s l a t i v e  body which la r g e l y  determ ined t h e i r  f a t e .

ft f\ * /J e su s  Colon, A Puerto R ican in  New York and Other S k etch es  (New 
York: I n t e r n a t io n a l  P u b l i s h e r s ,  1982 ) ,  p .  x i i .



CHAPTER X

EL BARRIO’S RESPONSE TO MARCANTONIO

From 1938 u n t i l  M arcanton io 's  d e f e a t  in  1950, I t a l i a n  Harlem's  

p ercen ta g e  of support fo r  the r a d ic a l  Congressman never d e c l in e d  

s i g n i f i c a n t l y .  But as more and more I ta lo -A m er ica n s  l e f t  E ast  Harlem, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  the y ea rs  im m ediate ly  f o l lo w in g  World War I I ,

M arcanton io’s r e - e l e c t i o n  depended upon the growth o f  h i s  o th er  base o f  

su p p ort ,  E l B a r r io .  In 1934, when Marcantonio f i r s t  ran fo r  o f f i c e ,  the  

p o p u la t io n  of I t a l i a n  Harlem was about 8 0 ,0 0 0  and th a t  o f  El Barrio  

about 1 3 ,0 0 0 .  In 1950, the l a s t  time he appeared on the b a l l o t ,  the  

communities numbered ap proxim ate ly  5 0 ,0 0 0  and 6 3 ,0 0 0 ,  r e s p e c t i v e l y . *  

Thus, he had l o s t  a lm ost 40 percent of h i s  I ta lo -A m er ican  c o n s t i tu e n c y  

in  j u s t  s i x t e e n  y e a r s ,  w h ile  h i s  Puerto Rican p o p u la t io n  c o n s t i tu e n c y  

in c r e a se d  a lm ost 500 p e r c e n t .  A lthough E l B a r r io 's  e l e c t o r a l  support of  

Marcantonio was s t r i k i n g l y  s im i la r  in  d egree  to  th a t  g iv e n  him by 

I t a l i a n  Harlem, the u n d er ly in g  causes  fo r  t h i s  support were d i f f e r e n t .

*"East Harlem and West Harlem: Population"  and "Population  
Trends— E ast Harlem 1930-1940 ."  Tables l i s t i n g  e th n ic  and r a c i a l  
background of East Harlem's p o p u la t io n  based on U nited  S ta te s  Census 
Bureau d a ta .  "Concerning P orto -R ican  P o p u la t io n  in  East Harlem." 
Memorandum, by E. Warburg, dated December 2, 1935; d a ta  based on 
s t a t i s t i c s  of th e  Labor Department o f  Puerto  R ico .  CC. See a l s o ,  
F rancesco  C ordasco, "Ethnic D isp lacem ent in  E ast Harlem," Phylon ( F a l l  
1970),  pp. 3 0 2 -12 .
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In c o n tr a s t  w ith  I t a l i a n  Harlem, th e r e  i s  c o n s id e r a b le  ev idence  

th a t  many Puerto Rican immigrants a r r iv e d  i n  E ast Harlem w ith  a l e f t i s t  

p e r s u a s io n .  Hence, u n l ik e  I t a l i a n  Harlem, th e r e  was from the b eg inn ing  

a s i g n i f i c a n t  l e f t - w in g  co n t in g e n t  in  El B a rr io ,  which had an important  

impact on the p o l i t i c a l  l i f e  o f  t h i s  community.

B efore World War I ,  La E scu e la  F r a n c isco  F errer  y Guardia, a type

of  s e t t le m e n t  house s e r v in g  H isp a n ic s  in f lu e n c e d  by a n a r c h is t  id e a s ,

f lo u r i s h e d  in  El B a r r io .  A pparently , o th er  a n a r c h is t  groups competed

fo r  fo l lo w e r s  t h e r e .  One of them p u b lish ed  a newspaper, El C o r s a r io ,

fo r  i t s  a d h eren ts ,  who became known as lo s  c o r s a r i o s . When the  United

S ta te s  en tered  the war in  A p r i l  1917, El C orsar io  was fo rce d  to  cease

p u b l ic a t io n  and a number of the c o r s a r io s  were a r r e s te d  on charges of

c o n s p ir in g  to  a s s a s s i n a t e  P r e s id e n t  W ilson . Though th e s e  charges were

2
u l t im a t e l y  dropped, th e  Spaniards among the c o r s a r io s  were d ep orted .

In 1918, the f i r s t  Puerto  Rican s e c t i o n  of the S o c i a l i s t  P arty  in  

the c o n t in e n t a l  U nited  S ta te s  was founded. S h o r t ly  a fterw ard  the  

A so c ia c io n  N a c io n a l i s t a  came in t o  e x i s t e n c e .  From t h i s  e a r ly  d a te ,  

th en , th ere  e x i s t e d  in  E l B arrio  s e v e r a l  o r g a n iz a t io n a l  e x p r e s s io n s  of  

s o c i a l i s m  and Puerto Rican n a t io n a l i s m — two d i s t i n c t l y  r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c a l  

t e n d e n c ie s .  The presen ce  of a l e f t i s t  co n t in g e n t  in  t h i s  community in  

part accou n ts  fo r  the g r e a t  enthusiasm  w ith  which i t  g r e e te d  the  

P r e s i d e n t i a l  candidacy o f  Robert La F o l l e t t e  i n  1924. The v o te s  of i t s  

Puerto Ricans and o th er  H isp a n ic s  helped  E ast  Harlem to  become the  

c o n g r e s s io n a l  d i s t r i c t  o u t s id e  of W isconsin  where th e  P r o g r e s s iv e  Party

9 >“Bernardo Vega, Memorias de Bernardo Vega: C ontr ibu cion  a la  
h i s t o r i a  de la  comunidad p u ertorr iq u en a  en Nueva York, e d . ,  Cesar Andreu 
I g l e s i a s  (Buenos A ir e s :  E d ic io n es  Huracan, 1977),  pp. 72-73; 157-58 .



did  b e s t .  When Eugene V. Debs was im prisoned in  1919, a p r o t e s t  took  

p la c e  t h e r e .  On Labor Day 1923, more than one thousand H isp an ics  met to  

p r o t e s t  the a f f i l i a t i o n  o f  the Puerto R ican la b o r  movement w ith  the 

American F ed er a t io n  o f  Labor. At l e a s t  two s o c i a l i s t - o r i e n t e d  

e d u c a t io n a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  e x i s t e d  in  E l B a r r i o . 3

To some d eg ree ,  th e se  m a n i f e s ta t io n s  o f  El B a r r io ' s  p o l i t i c a l  

r a d ic a l i s m  may have been a s s o c ia t e d  w ith  the community's growth w ith in  

the h eart  of the second l a r g e s t  S o c i a l i s t  Party c e n te r  i n  New York 

C ity — Jew ish  Harlem. In 1919, 128 ,000  Jews l i v e d  in  East Harlem— most 

w est o f  Third A venue.4 By the c l o s i n g  years  of World War I ,  East  

Harlem's J ew ish  community had become a c e n te r  of S o c i a l i s t  P arty  

p o l i t i c s :  in  both  1918 and 1920, the most h e a v i l y  Jew ish  Assembly  

D i s t r i c t  gave a c l e a r  m a jo r ity  to the S o c i a l i s t  P a r t y ' s  c a n d id a te ,

M orris H i l l q u i t . 5 in  1918, a lthough  unable to  campaign because of poor 

h e a l t h ,  H i l l q u i t  r e c e iv e d  more than 40 p erce n t  of the E a st  Harlem v o te ,

I b i d . ,  pp. 150, 158, 176, 1 8 2 -84 ,  190. On La F o l l e t t e  s e e  Simon 
W. Gerson, P ete :  The Story  o f  P e te r  V. C acch ione, New York's F i r s t  
Communist Councilman (New York: I n te r n a t io n a l  P u b l i s h e r s ,  19 7 6 ) ,  p. 91.

4"West Harlem and East Harlem P o p u la t io n ."  J e f f r e y  S. Gurock, 
When Harlem Was J ew ish ,  1870-1930 (New York: Columbia U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  
19 7 9 ) ,  pp. 176 -77 .

^Morris H i l l q u i t ,  Loose Leaves from a Busy L if e  (New York: 
MacMillan, 1955),  pp. 1 1 8 -19 .  These e l e c t o r a l  campaigns plunged Jew ish  
East Harlem in t o  S o c i a l i s t  P arty  a c t i v i t y .  During the 1916 
C o n g ress io n a l campaign, fo r  example, th e  S o c i a l i s t  Party d i s t r ib u t e d
150,000 p ie c e s  of campaign l i t e r a t u r e ,  which had been p r in te d  in  
E n g lish ,  I t a l i a n ,  Y id d ish ,  and German. The C a l l , the  S o c i a l i s t  d a i l y ,  
rep orted  th a t  on the weekend b e fo r e  the e l e c t i o n ,  no few er than " f i f t y  
ro u s in g  S o c i a l i s t  s t r e e t  m eetings were held" in  East Harlem. " H il lq u it  
Sure of E le c t io n "  (O ctober 29, 1 9 1 7 ) .
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l o s i n g  to  I sa a c  S i e g a l ,  the  c o a l i t i o n  ca n d id a te  of the D em ocratic  and 

R epublican  P a r t i e s ,  In th e  1920 P r e s i d e n t i a l  e l e c t i o n ,  Eugene V. Debs 

r e c e iv e d  14 p erce n t  o f  E ast  Harlem’s v o te — m o st ly  from i t s  J ew ish

community. Again , H i l l q u i t  r e c e iv e d  more than 40 p ercent  of the v o te
£

and aga in  he was d e fe a te d  by c o a l i t i o n  c a n d id a te  S i e g a l .  The p resen ce

of th e  S o c i a l i s t  Party  on E ast Harlem's s t r e e t s  was not c o n f in ed  to

e l e c t i o n e e r i n g .  Bernardo Vega r e c a l l e d  th a t  in  t h i s  p er iod :

Harlem was a S o c i a l i s t  b a s t i o n .  The party  had numerous c lu b s  
e s t a b l i s h e d  in  the v i c i n i t y .  In th e s e  the  young workers met, 
not s im p ly  because o f  p o l i t i c a l  c o n cer n s ,  but a l s o  because of  
c u l t u r a l  c o n c e r n s .  Moreover, th e s e  c lu b s  c a r r ie d  out sp o r ts  
a c t i v i t i e s  and c e le b r a te d  popular h o l id a y s .  There fu n c t io n ed  two 
c e n t e r s  in s p ir e d  by the  S o c i a l i s t  P a r ty :  Harlem T err a ce ,  a branch
of th e  Rand S c h o o l ,  on 104th S t r e e t ,  and th e  Harlem E d u cation a l
C enter  on 106th  S t r e e t  between Madison and Park. To th e se  cou ld  
be added o th er  c u l t u r a l  s o c i e t i e s  and a g r e a t  number of w orkers'  
c o o p e r a t i v e s .  The c e n te r  of a s se m b l ie s  and g r e a t  indoor ev en ts  
was th e  Park P a la c e ,  a r e l a t i v e l y  la r g e  a u d ito r iu m . The p u b l ic  
forum was the corn er  of 110th  S t r e e t  and F i f t h  Avenue. There 
e v e r y th in g  was d is c u s s e d — p o l i t i c a l ,  econom ic, s o c i a l ,  
p h i lo s o p h ic a l  problem s, and ev ery  n ig h t  th e r e  were more than a 
h a l f  a dozen o r a to r s  who ex p r e sse d  t h e i r  p o in t  o f  v iew  w ith  the  
a c t i v e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of the p u b l i c .

(S ee  pp. 2 0 -2 1 ,  390)

£L
H i l l q u i t ,  p . 119; Donna Liberman, "Vito M arcantonio: P e o p le 's  

Congressman: The New Deal Period" (Honors Paper, R a d c l i f f e  C o l le g e ,  
1 9 7 0 ) ,  p . 7 .

H i l l q u i t  ran fo r  mayor of New York C ity  in  1917 on an antiw ar  
p la t fo r m . The g e n e r a l  ferment surrounding the campaign engendered a 
most remarkable occu rence  in  J ew ish  Harlem— a s t r i k e  of one to four  
thousand p u b l ic  s c h o o l  c h i l d r e n .  The le n g th e n in g  of the sc h o o l  day 
u n t i l  5 :00  (a p p a r e n t ly  to  a l lo w  women to e n te r  the work f o r c e )  cau sed ,  
in  the words of a New York Tribune a r t i c l e :  " F u lly  1 ,000  c h i ld r e n  [ to ]  
su rge  through the e a s t  s id e  of Harlem during s c h o o l  hours."  The 
co n n ec t io n  of t h i s  d em onstration  w ith  the m ayoralty  campaign, however,  
was ev id enced  by the p resen ce  of "youths and g i r l s  who bore H i l l q u i t  
banners and p la ca r d s  . . . ." East Harlem's Jew ish  community was second  
o n ly  to the Lower E a s t  S id e  in  g iv in g  i t s  v o te  to  H i l l q u i t .  I t  a ls o  
e l e c t e d  a S o c i a l i s t  assemblyman, August C la e s s e n s ,  and a S o c i a l i s t  
alderman, Maurice Caiman. " H eaviest  Vote B rings Joy to S o c i a l i s t  Camp," 
New York Tribune (November 8 , 1917 ) .

^Vega, p .  47 .
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B eg inn ing  in  the tw e n t ie s  and in c r e a s i n g ly  in  the t h i r t i e s ,  the  

Communist P a r ty ' s  p resen ce  i n  E l B arr io  grew. Founded in  1927 and 

composed of S p an iard s ,  Puerto  R ic a n s ,  and o th er  H is p a n ic s ,  El Centro  

Obrero EsparJol served  as a major c e n te r  of Communist Party in f lu e n c e  in  

El B a r r io .  El Centro Obrero E spanol sponsored  a newspaper, La Vida 

Obrera, and took part in  a s u c c e s s f u l  la b o r -o r g a n iz in g  campaign, which  

r e s u l t e d  in  the founding of the f i r s t  H isp a n ic  branch o f  the H o te l  

Workers Union. Another o r g a n iz a t io n ,  La L iga A n t i - i m p e r i a l i s t a  

P u er to r r iq u en a ,  branched out from E l  Centro Obrero E s p a n o l . 8

One im portant m a n if e s ta t io n  o f  the r i s e  of the l e f t  in  El B arr io  

was the I n t e r n a t io n a l  Workers Order (IWO), a f r a t e r n a l  o r g a n iz a t io n  

c l o s e l y  a f f i l i a t e d  w ith  th e  Communist P a rty .  Founded in  1930, i t s  

lo d g e s  were organ ized  a lon g  n a t i o n a l i t y  l i n e s .  A l i s t  o f  IWO lo d g es  in  

East Harlem, c i r c a  1939 -42 ,  c o n ta in s  the names of the s e c r e t a r i e s  o f  

tw e lv e  l o d g e s .  Judging by t h e ir  surnames, two s e c r e t a r i e s  were J ew ish ,  

one was I t a l i a n ,  and n ine  were H i s p a n i c . 9 (See pp. 74 , 223)

In June 1940, Marcantonio r e c e iv e d  a l e t t e r  from Unidad F r a te r n a l

Hispana Lodge IWO c o n g r a tu la t in g  him on b e h a lf  of i t s  members "for your 

p o s i t io n s  of f i g h t i n g  f o r  the m aintenance of p r o g r e s s ,  c i v i l  l i b e r t i e s ,  

and peace in  th e  U nited  S t a t e s . "10 The enormously d e t a i l e d  work the  IWO

S l b i d . ,  pp . 2 0 1 -3 .

9MP 13, 1 of 2 (E a st  Harlem, 1 9 3 9 -4 0 ) .

lOjune 28 , 1940. MP 49 (Campaign 1940) .  Again i l l u s t r a t i n g  th e  
type of a s s i s t a n c e  the IWO provided  M arcantonio are  th e se  l e t t e r s  dated  
August and September 1940, which M arcantonio r e c e iv e d  from the d ir e c t o r  
of  the "IWO Committee to E le c t  Marcantonio":

"Our Spanish  S e c t io n  r e c e n t ly  conducted a H ealth  Survey i n  
Harlem among c h i ld r e n  and o f the 100 examined, a g r e a t  number
needed trea tm en t ,  . . .



performed fo r  Marcantonio was ev idenced  in  an oth er  1940 l e t t e r  sen t  to 

him by the  le a d e r  of th e  Spanish  language s e c t i o n ,  J esu s  Colon:

I have an id e a  of announcing [a t  a r a l l y  fo r  an American Labor 
Party can d id ate  from Brooklyn who was P uerto  R ican , a t  which  
Marcantonio was th e  k eynote  speaker] a cha in  l e t t e r  s tu n t  a 
" v is i t -y o u r - f r ie n d - in - lo w e r -H a r le m -a n d  m a k e -h im -v o te - fo r - th e -  
M arcantonio-cam paign, f o r  Puerto Ricans l i v i n g  o u t s id e  your 
d i s t r i c t . The id e a  i s  to  m o b i l iz e  a l l  h e lp  fo r  your e l e c t i o n  in  
any way you [ s i c ]  ca n .  I f  you th in k  t h i s  i s  a good id e a  we might 
be a b le  to do the same around th e  P uerto  Ricans in  th e  Bronx, 
around the IWO Spanish  speak ing  lo d g e s  up t h e r e . H

Apart from such o r g a n iz a t io n a l  bases  as th e  IWO lo d g es  and El

Centro Obrero E sp an ol,  the Communist P a r ty 's  in f lu e n c e  was g r e a t l y

enhanced by i t s  sp o n so rsh ip  of a S p an ish -langu age  newspaper. The

e a r l i e s t  one was La Vida O brera, founded in  the l a t e  t w e n t i e s .  La Voz,

which was p u b l ish ed  from September 1937 to  December 1939, had

p r o f e s s io n a l - lo o k in g  la y o u t  and was f i l l e d  w ith  a d v e r t is e m e n ts .  La Voz

did  not have the appearance o f  a s e c t a r i a n  propaganda organ. At l e a s t

In the near f u t u r e ,  we exp ect  to  conduct a b ig g e r  survey  and 
to s t a r t  t h i s  su rvey  w ith  a mass m eeting  where we w i l l  put 
forward the demand fo r  a d d i t io n a l  h e a l t h  f a c i l i t i e s  in  Spanish  
Harlem. We do t h i s  fo r  two rea so n s:  1. to arouse the people  of  
th e  community; and 2 . we want to put you forward as the champion 
of the h e a l th  s e r v ic e  needs of the peop le  in  your C on gress ion a l  
D i s t r i c t .

. . . you promised to speak a t  a m eeting  arranged by us on 
October 18. This m eeting  w i l l  d ea l  s p e c i f i c a l l y  w ith the h e a l th  
problem s, e s p e c i a l l y  of the c h i ld r e n ,  in  the 20th C ongress iona l  
D i s t r i c t .

At t h i s  m eeting  we hope to p r o je c t  a campaign fo r  a h o s p i t a l  
in  your d i s t r i c t .  . . .

W i l l  you . . . send a l e t t e r  en d ors in g  IWO a c t i v i t i e s  on 
b e h a lf  of the p eop le  in  Spanish  Harlem as w e l l  as su p p ortin g  our 
program fo r  a h o s p i t a l  in  the 20th C o n g r ess io n a l D i s t r i c t ? ”

M. Horowitz to  M arcantonio , August 9 ,  1940. MP 3 ( C i v i l  L i b e r t i e s ,  
G-Z). Horowitz to M arcantonio , September 28, 1940. MP 3 ( C i v i l  
L i b e r t i e s ,  ILD, 1 9 3 9 -4 0 ) .

^ J e s u s  Colon to M arcantonio , August 23, 1940. MP 3 ( C i v i l  
L i b e r t i e s ,  ILD, 1 9 3 9 -4 0 ) .
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once a week an a r t i c l e  would appear, o f t e n  w ith  an accompanying p i c t u r e ,

r e p o r t in g  M arcanton io 's  a c t i v i t i e s .  A 1939 e d i t o r i a l  e n t i t l e d  "E lect  a

D is t in g u is h e d  Candidate" b e s t  cap tures  La V oz's  approach to

M arcantonio: "It i s  our e s t im a t io n  th a t  no man cou ld  be a b e t t e r

ca n d id a te  in  the  20th  D i s t r i c t  than V ito  M arcantonio , f r ie n d  o f  the

poor, of the Puerto  Ricans and o f  P uerto  R ico ,  as w e l l  as a l l  the

Spanish  sp eak in g  community; u n t ir in g  d efen d er  of martyred Spain;

champion of l i b e r a l i s m  on a l l  f r o n t s ,  and crusader fo r  Right and 

12J u s t i c e . "  The demise o f  La Voz was l i k e l y  the outcome o f  the heavy  

f i n a n c i a l  and membership l o s s e s  th at  th e  Communist Party  in cu rred  by 

en d ors in g  a p o l i c y  of n o n in te r v e n t io n  in  World War I I .  T h e r e a f te r ,  the  

party  was a b le  to support on ly  a w eek ly ,  Los Pueblos Hispanos which,  

l i k e  i t s  p r e d e c e s s o r s ,  promoted l e f t i s t  causes  and M arcantonio as the  

le a d e r  o f  E l B a r r io .  Probably as a r e s u l t  o f  the postwar r e p r e s s io n ,

Los Pueblos Hispanos was succeeded  by a s m a lle r  w eek ly , L ib e r a c i^ n , 

which co n t in u ed , on a more modest s c a l e ,  the fu n c t io n s  of i t s  

p r e d e c e s s o r s .

By 1930 the Communist Party  had organ ized  a p u b l ic  c lu b ,  El Club 

Eugenio Maria de H ostos ,  which Vega n o te d ,  was a " center  of m u lt ip le  

a c t i v i t i e s . "  In p a r t i c u l a r ,  he c i t e d  i t s  sp o n so rsh ip  of v a r io u s  

p o l i t i c a l  c l a s s e s  and c o n fe r e n c e s .  The same m em oirist  s t a t e d :  "In

Harlem and in  E l B arrio  [ c i r c a  1930] th e r e  began to  be f e l t  the  

in f lu e n c e  of th e  Communists, among whom th ere  could  be counted many 

Negroes and not a few Puerto R ica n s .  . . .  In t h i s  p er iod  the Communist 

S e c t io n  in  Harlem had grea t  in f lu e n c e  [and] i t s  l o c a l  l e a d e r s ,  Negro and

^Sep tem ber  20,  1939, p. 9 .
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1 ?Puerto R ican , were o u ts ta n d in g  f ig u r e s  in  the community."

By 1938, when El B a r r io 's  p o p u la t io n  numbered app roxim ate ly  

2 0 ,0 0 0 ,  th e r e  were over four hundred Party  members, and over four times  

that number a f f i l i a t e d  in  o r g a n iz a t io n s  sym path etic  to th e  P a r t y . ^

In the t h i r t i e s  and f o r t i e s  th e r e  was a g r e a t  v a r i e t y  to the  

o r g a n iz a t io n a l  forms th a t  E l B a r r io 's  l e f t i s m  took , and M arcantonio was 

an a c t iv e  p a r t i c ip a n t  in  a l l  of them. In March 1936, he r e c e iv e d  a 

l e t t e r  from th e  Comite P ro-P uerto  Rico acknow ledging h i s  a ccep tan ce  of 

an i n v i t a t i o n  "to be p resen t  and speak in  a m ass-m eeting  on Puerto  

R i c o . " ^  On September 1941, he r e c e iv e d  a req u es t  to  speak a t  a "Smash 

H i t l e r  and Franco R a l ly ” sponsored  by the Comites Feminos U nid os. The 

purpose of t h i s  r a l l y  was to " c o l l e c t  funds which [combined w ith ]  th o se  

c o l l e c t e d  by Spanish  re fu g e e s  in  M exico, to  send [an] ambulance bearing

1 3 Vega, pp. 215, 220, 237.

^ G eorge  Charney, in t e r v i e w ,  quoted in  Jacob Blum and P eter  
W ilhelm, "Vito Marcantonio and th e  P o l i t i c a l  O rgan iza tion  of East  
Harlem" (Honors paper, Y ale  U n i v e r s i t y ,  1 9 6 7 ) ,  p. 164. The c o n s id e r a b le  
s tr e n g th  of the Communist Party in  E l B arrio  i s  perhaps b es t  r e v e a le d  in  
an a r t i c l e  by George Charney and A1 Testerm an, "The Peop le  Win w ith  
M arcantonio ,"  p u b lish ed  in  P o l i t i c a l  A f f a i r s  ( th e  t h e o r e t i c a l  jo u r n a l  of  
the Communist P arty )  in  January 1949. In a s s e s s i n g  the s tr e n g th s  and 
weaknesses of th e  P a r ty 's  work in  E l B arrio  during th e  1948 campaign, 
the authors noted: "In the two c l i m a c t i c ,  f i n a l  days o f  the h e r o ic
s t r u g g le  of the Puerto Rican peop le  in  the r e g i s t r a t i o n  campaign, our 
Party r e c r u i t e d  f o r t y  workers in  [El B a r r io ] ."  Perhaps even more 
i l l u s t r a t i v e  of th e  P a r ty 's  s t r e n g th  in  E l Barrio  was the a u th o r 's  
assessm en t of the n e g a t iv e  s id e  of i t s  work in  El B arrio :  "From time to 
time the l i n e  between th e  Party and mass movements b lu rred  to  the  
detr im ent of b oth . (p .  9 4 . )  In o th er  words, the P arty  was open ly  
sp onsor ing  and le a d in g  a la r g e  part of the  p o l i t i c a l  l i f e  of t h i s  
community. S im i la r ly  in  1950, Charney c h a r a c te r iz e d  the Communist P arty  
in  El B arrio  as having a "powerful base and i n f l u e n c e .  . . "The
Marcantonio E le c t io n  Campaign," P o l i t i c a l  A f f a ir s  (January 1951) ,  p. 89 .

l^F. Quintano to Marcantonio,  March 19,  1936.  MP 16 (General
C orrespondence) .
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the  name of the h e r o ic  c i t y  [o f]  Madrid to  the S o v ie t  U n io n ." ^  In 

August 1943, he was in v i t e d  to  a m eeting sponsored  by La A so c ia c io n  Pro-  

in d ep en d en cia  de Puerto R ico and El Congreso P r o - in d e p e n d en c ia  de Puerto  

R i c o . ^  A January 1941 l i s t  o f  youth o r g a n iz a t io n s ,  d e p o s ite d  in  the  

C o v e llo  C o l l e c t i o n ,  noted  the e x i s t e n c e  o f  the f o l lo w in g  l e f t - w i n g  youth  

o r g a n iz a t io n s  and a d u lt  o r g a n iz a t io n s  th a t  sponsored  youth  programs in  

El B arr io :  American Labor P arty  Youth Club, Women's Peace Committee, La 

P a s io n a r ia  Spanish  Workers Club, two lo d g es  of th e  Youth F r a t e r n a l i s t s  

(IWO), Comite Pro Democracia E sp ano la , and Madres U n id as/Joven es  

U nidos.l®  M arcanton io 's  involvem ent w ith  th e s e  o r g a n iz a t io n s  provided  

much-needed forums w ith in  t h i s  community and cadres of l o y a l  su p p o rters;  

hen ce , d im in ish in g  the l i a b i l i t i e s  of h i s  o u t s id e r  s t a t u s .

•^Dated September 15, 1941. MP ( D i s t r i c t  O r g a n iz a t io n s ,  1942-
4 4 ) .

^ M od esto  Munoz to  M arcantonio , August 18, 1943.

l^ L is t  of o r g a n iz a t io n s ,  no h ead in g . CC. The s o p h i s t i c a t e d  
c h a r a c te r  of th e se  youth o r g a n iz a t io n s '  p o l i t i c a l  s t y l e  i s  captured in  a 
l e t t e r  o f  May 1936 to Marcantonio from the s e c r e ta r y  of th e  Committee 
Pro-Youth Center:

"In the name o f  s i x  youth  o r g a n iz a t io n s  we are a d d ress in g  t h i s  
l e t t e r  to you. These o r g a n iz a t io n s  are:  Club L id eres  d e l  
P o r v e n ir ,  Club D eportivo  P u e r to r r iq u e n o , Youth S e c t io n  of the  
Unemployment C o u n c i l ,  Young Communist League, American Student  
Union Chapter of Harlem Evening High S c h o o l ,  and e x i l e d  members 
o f  Joven Cuba.

From th e s e  o r g a n iz a t io n s  a com m ittee has been formed composed 
of two members from each o r g a n iz a t io n .  The ta sk  of t h i s  
committee i s  to  f in d  ways and means fo r  the opening o f  a Youth 
Center in  Spanish  Harlem. The committee has arranged a b ig  
f e s t i v a l  in  the L exington  H a ll  on May 3 0 th .

We know th a t  you are an a n t i f a s c i s t  and a l s o  a lo v e r  of  
p e a c e .  We know too  th a t  you have endorsed the American Youth 
A ct.  To any o th er  person who i s  h o ld in g  im portant p u b l ic  o f f i c e  
a t  the p resen t  time we do not v en tu re  to ask fo r  any h e lp ."

Yorkina Romero to  M arcantonio, March 19, 1936. MP 16 (G eneral  
C orresp on den ce) .
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El B a r r io ' s  r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c s  and a c t iv i s m  f r e q u e n t ly  s p i l l e d  in t o  

the s t r e e t s .  A 1938 study noted th a t  "parades and dem onstra tion s  . . . 

have become a lm ost a part of the l i f e  o f  the co lo n y ."  I t  goes on to  

s t a t e :  " In ten se  ex c item en t  p r e v a i l s  a t  a l l  t h e s e  d em on stra tion s;  there

are numerous banners, peop le  are p r o t e s t i n g ,  and women are t a lk in g  in  

h ig h -p i tc h e d  v o i c e s ."  A pparently  the most common themes of th e se  

d em on stra tion s  r e la t e d  to  Puerto R ican independence and support fo r  

L o y a l i s t  S p a in . Carrying p lacard s  read ing  "Down w ith  F a s c i s t  A id ,"  "La 

Contra R evo lu c ion  F a s c i s t a  Espariola," and "Viva e l  F rente  Popular  

Espariol," thousands o f  Puerto  Ricans paraded through Harlem when the  

Spanish  r e b e l s  bombarded Madrid in  the summer of 1 9 3 6 . ^  The t r a d i t i o n  

of mass d em on stration s  con tin u ed  through World War I I .  In June 1942, 

Marcantonio r e c e iv e d  a l e t t e r  from the V eterans o f  th e  Abraham L in co ln  

Brigade r e q u e s t in g  a m eeting  in  order to d i s c u s s  a parade i t  in ten d ed  to  

hold in  E l B arrio  on the a n n iv ersa ry  of F ran co 's  u p r i s i n g . ^0 The 

f o l lo w in g  y e a r ,  M arcantonio r e c e iv e d  a l e t t e r  from th e  Harlem Win the  

War Committee: "We i n v i t e  you to  p a r t i c i p a t e  w ith  us in  le a d in g  in  t h i s

parade of g r e a t  im portance toward w inning the war. The i s s u e s  in  t h i s  

parade w i l l  be the key to  winning of the war, the opening up of the  

Second F ron t, the r e l e a s e  of th e  Spanish  R efugees in  the c o n c e n tr a t io n

^L aw rence C henault, Puerto R ican M igration  (New York: Columbia 
U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1938), p .  154. Chenault a l s o  noted  th a t  the "Puerto  
Rican on r e l i e f  u s u a l ly  becomes a member of the Workers A l l i a n c e ,"  and 
th at  many dem on strations  fo r  r e l i e f  took p la c e  in  fro n t  of the w e lfa r e  
ce n te r  in  El B a r r io ,  (pp . 130, 1 5 4 -5 5 .)  In p a r t ,  El B a r r io 's  fe r v e n t  
support fo r  L o y a l i s t  Spain r e f l e c t e d  the f a c t  th a t  many Puerto  Ricans  
s t i l l  had r e l a t i v e s  in  Spain . See Rosa E s ta d e s ,  P a tter n s  of P o l i t i c a l  
P a r t i c ip a t io n  o f  Puerto Ricans in  New York C ity  (R io P ie d r a s ,  P .R .:  
E d i t o r i a l  U n i v e r s i t a r i a ,  1978),  p . 31.

9 0MP 4 (General  Correspondence ,  A -C l ) .
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camps in  North A f r ic a ,  the Puerto  R ican  i s s u e  . . .  We i n v i t e  you to

speak at the p o s t  parade r a l l y . "21 in  h is  memoirs, George Charney

r e c a l l e d  El B a r r io ' s  a c t iv i s m  in  l e f t - w i n g  ca u ses :

[E l B arr io ]  was in  ferm ent [during  t h i s  p e r io d ] .  . . . P o l i t i c s  
embraced the e n t i r e  fa m ily ,  from the youngest  to the o l d e s t .  The 
women were as a c t i v e ,  as em b ro iled ,  as t e n a c io u s  as the men. 
P overty  was w id esp read , the d i e t ,  r i c e  and b ean s . Yet the  
s t r u g g l e ,  w h i le  grim , so animated the p eop le  th a t  the s m a l le s t  
triumph was g r e e te d  by w ild  en th u sia sm . I  n ev er  knew a peop le  or 
a community so p a s s io n a t e ly  in v o lv e d  in  th e  Spanish  C i v i l  War.
I t  was t h e i r  cau se; no group cou ld  cry out the s lo g a n  "No 
Pasaran" as they c o u ld ,  or c o n tr ib u te  as much as they  d id  in  
dim es, q u a r te r s ,  and d o l l a r s . 2 2

T h is  g e n e r a l  atmosphere was r e f l e c t e d  in  the p o l i t i c i z a t i o n  of  

o s t e n s i b l y  n o n p o l i t i c a l  c lu b s .  An item  in  one of M arcanton io 's  a i d e ' s  

r e p o r ts  from 1936 rea d s:  "C all up the Prompt S ign  Company to  put up a 

s ig n  [rea d in g ]  'Guaybana S o c ia l  C iv ic  and P o l i t i c a l  O rg a n iza t io n s  

a f f i l i a t e d  w ith  the A l l  P e o p le ' s  P arty  en d orses  V ito  M arcantonio ,  

defender  o f  Puerto  Rico and th e  American Working C l a s s . '"23 This was a 

"hometown" c lu b  which c o n s i s t e d  o f  p eop le  who o r ig in a t e d  from the Puerto  

Rican town o f  Guaybana. (In  the postwar p e r io d ,  "hometown" clubs were  

the  most t y p i c a l  form of s o c i a l  o r g a n iz a t io n  in  the Puerto  Rican  

communities in  the c o n t in e n t a l  U nited  S t a t e s .  (See p .  292)24 i n 1 9 4 2 , 

anoth er  s o c i a l  c lu b ,  Club Jose  R iv e r a ,  w rote Marcantonio: "The newly

e l e c t e d  o f f i c e s  of t h i s  o r g a n iz a t io n  b ein g  aware of your m a g n if ic e n t  

work on b e h a lf  of the working c l a s s  o f  Lower Harlem and o f  the Puerto

^A lm a G arcia de Muhez, A p r il  16, 1943. MP 6 .

22George Charney, A Long Journey (Chicago: Quadrangle Books,
1968),  pp. 106 -7 .

2%P 46 (A id e 's  R eport, M uccio la ,  19 3 6 ) .

24E stad es ,  p .  39.
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Rican community in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  w ish  to extend  to you the f u l l  support of
Otr

our o r g a n iz a t io n  in  any and a l l  i s s u e s  on b e h a lf  of s a id  community.

One of M arcanton io 's  key l i e u t e n a n t s  in  E l B a r r io ,  Clemente Soto V e le z ,  

r e c a l l e d  th a t  a l l  the o r g a n iz a t io n s — whether s o c i a l ,  r e l i g i o u s ,  or  

p o l i t i c a l — p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  M arcanton io 's  cam paigns. He c i t e d  as an 

example the support p r o f fe r e d  by th e  Spanish  Grocers A s s o c ia t io n .  

C onsider in g  the im portant s o c i a l  fu n c t io n s  o f  the bodegas in  the Puerto  

Rican com m unities , i t s  support must have been a g rea t  boon to  him. Soto  

V elez  then  r e c a l l e d  t h a t ,  during one campaign, a s t r e e t  corner  a t  which 

M arcanton io 's  su pp orters  had in ten d ed  to  ho ld  a m eeting  was occupied  by 

a group of P e n t e c o s t a l  e v a n g e l i s t s .  The former t o ld  Soto  V elez  th a t  

they  in ten d ed  to  e v i c t  the e v a n g e l i s t s  from " th e ir  c o rn er ."  He stopped  

them, s a y in g ,  "In a year  or two [ th e  e v a n g e l i s t s ]  w i l l  be w ith  u s .  And 

l a t e r  they w ere . Indeed, a l l  o f  the churches w e r e ." 2  ̂ This a s s e r t io n  

was confirmed in  a l e t t e r  dated October 3 , 1940 from M arcantonio to a 

Reverend Lugo of the  F i r s t  P e n t e c o s t a l  Church in  E l B a rr io :  "I have

been a d v ised  by our mutual f r ie n d  of your v ib r a n t  l e c t u r e  in  my b eh a lf  

at  your Sunday sc h o o l  m eeting  l a s t  Sunday morning. . . . Convey my 

s i n c e r e s t  good w ish es  to your c o n g r e g a t io n .  P le a s e  be f r e e  to  c a l l  on 

me at any time i f  I may be of s e r v ic e  to you or any member of your 

c h u r c h ."27

El B a r r io ' s  l e f t i s t  o r g a n iz a t io n s  and e x i s t i n g  support fo r  l e f t  

cau ses  cre a ted  a p o l i t i c a l  fo r c e  which d i r e c t l y  fed  in t o  M arcanton io's

25MP 14.

9 I n te r v ie w  w i th  Clemente Soto V e l e z ,  New York C i ty ,  September
26,  1975.

27MP 6 (L ) .
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e l e c t o r a l  cam paigns. I t  was M arcanton io’s l e g i s l a t i v e  and p o l i t i c a l  

advocacy on b e h a lf  o f  Puerto Rican c a u se s ,  however, which r e a l i z e d  t h e s e  

p o t e n t i a l i t i e s .

The f i r s t  time Marcantonio ran f o r  Congress in  1934, he r e c e iv e d  

on ly  2 8 .2  p ercen t  of the v o te  from the predom inantly  P uerto  Rican  

S ev en teen th  Assembly D i s t r i c t . 28 By the 1936 e l e c t i o n ,  however, 

M arcanton io 's  p o p u la r ity  had r i s e n  enormously i n  E l B arrio  by v ir t u e  o f  

h i s  su b m iss io n  of the f i r s t  b i l l  fo r  Puerto R ic o ' s  in d epen dence , h i s  

journey to  P uerto  R ico ,  and h is  l e g a l  a s s i s t a n c e  to  A lb izu  Campos. (See  

pp. 3 0 1 -4 ,  3 0 9 -12 )  E l B a r r io 's  e l e c t o r a l  support fo r  Marcantonio was 

foreshadowed when, on h i s  re tu rn  from Puerto Rico on August 3 0 ,  1936, El 

B arrio  h e ld  the l a r g e s t  d em on stration  in  i t s  h i s t o r y .  The New York 

Times rep o rted :

Ten thousand Puerto  R ica n s ,  r e p r e s e n t in g  a s c o r e  of p o l i t i c a l  
and s o c i a l  c lub s  in  the c i t y ,  paraded fo r  th ree  hours through the  
s t r e e t s  o f  low er Harlem y e s te r d a y  a f tern o o n  to p r o t e s t  the  
a t t i t u d e  and a c t io n s  o f  " I m p e r i a l i s t i c  America" in  making 
" s la v e s"  of the i s l a n d .

Spurred by the comments o f  R e p r e s e n ta t iv e  V ito  M arcantonio ,  
who r e c e n t ly  returned  from a two w eeks' v i s i t  to the i s la n d  and 
denounced c o n d it io n s  th e r e ,  the paraders shouted  "Free Puerto  
R ico!"  and "Down w ith  Yankee Im peria lism !"  so lo u d ly  th a t  
thousands of o th e r  r e s id e n t s  in  the a rea ,  populated  m o stly  by 
Negroes and Spaniards, leaned  out of windows and over the edges  
o f  roof to p s  and added t h e i r  p r o t e s t s  to th o se  of the  
d em on stra tors .

Mr. M arcantonio, d i s c u s s i n g  the " p o l i t i c a l  lynching"  o f  Dr. 
Pedro A lb izu  Campos, s a id  th a t  th e  Puerto  R ica n 's  case  " w i l l  go 
down i n  h i s t o r y  as another Tom Mooney or S c o t t s b o r o  boys frame-  
up."

" T h ir ty -e ig h t  years  of American im p e r ia l i sm  has converted  the  
i s la n d  o f  Puerto Rico in t o  a s la v e  c o u n try ,"  he s a id ,  speak ing  
from a sound truck  parked between F i f t h  and Lenox on West 113th  
S t r e e t .  "Return i t  to Puerto R ic o 's  people  and then i t  w i l l  be a 
r e a l  co u n try ,  w ith  no tyranny o f  any s o r t .  . . . "

28Blum and Wilhelm, p.  160.
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The crowd disbanded w ith  cheers  when Mr. Marcantonio concluded  
h is  sp eech  w ith  a p led ge  to  the e f f e c t  th a t  he " w i l l  inform the  
P r e s id e n t  of the gruesome d e t a i l s  on the i s la n d  and demand a 
P r e s i d e n t i a l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n . " ^

Vega noted  th a t  the primary sponsors o f  t h i s  r a l l y  were the Puerto Rican

lo d g es  of th e  I n te r n a t io n a l  Workers Order, th e  Harlem s e c t io n s  of the

Communist P a r ty ,  El Centro Obrero E sp an o l ,  the  Tobacco Workers Union,

and the  Committee A gainst Fascism  and War. At t h i s  r a l l y  he r e c a l l e d :

"The m u lt itu d e  applauded d e l i r i o u s l y  [when Marcantonio read] a t e x t  of a

te leg ra m , addressed  to  P r e s id e n t  R o o s e v e l t ,  demanding the f r e e in g  of the

N a t i o n a l i s t  p r iso n e r s  and i n s i s t i n g  th a t  th ere  come to an end the

d e s p o t ic  r u le  o f  Governor W inship. At t h i s  d em on stra tion , Marcantonio

announced th a t  he would . . . p resen t  [ i n  Congress] a law conceding

30independence to  Puerto  R ico ."

The s t r e n g th  of M arcanton io 's  t i e s  to  the P uerto  Rican and l o c a l  

N a t i o n a l i s t  Party caused i t  to make an e x c e p t io n  to i t s  p o l i c y  of  

a b s ta in in g  from p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  e l e c t i o n s .  "I u r g e n t ly  beg," s ta t e d  

Don Pacheco Pedro, a N a t i o n a l i s t  le a d e r  i n  E l B arrio  in  an open l e t t e r  

d i s t r ib u t e d  during the  1936 campaign, " [ th a t ]  a l l  Puerto Ricans [ c a s t ]  a 

s i n g l e  v o t e ,  fo r  a s i n g l e  ca n d id a te ,  a t  a s i n g l e  moment, because i t  i s  a 

Puerto R ican need , p o l i t i c a l  support o f  V ito  M a r c a n to n io ." ^  Thus did

OQ
"10,000  Parade Here fo r  Puerto  R ica n s ,"  New York Times (August  

30, 1936),  p .  24 .

in Vega, pp. 2 3 4 -3 5 .

31^p ( 1 9 3 6  E le c t io n  F o ld e r ) .  Evidence th a t  Marcantonio had
had some co n ta c t  w ith  the N a t i o n a l i s t  Party p r io r  to h i s  t r i p  to  Puerto  
Rico i s  found in  a l e t t e r  from an a id e ,  Leopoldo Lopez, dated  February  
25, 1936: "A m eeting w i l l  be h e ld  at th e  L exington  H a l l .  . . sponsored
by the N a t i o n a l i s t s ,  p r o t e s t in g  the two k i l l i n g s  a t  San Juan . . .  by 
the In su la r  p o l i c e .  I met Jos^  S an tiago  [ le a d e r  of the Communist Party  
in  E l B arr io ]  . . . and he informed me th a t  the N a t i o n a l i s t s  were go ing  
to  i n v i t e  you to same . . . ." MP 44 (A ide R ep orts ,  Lopez, 1936).



the  young I ta lo -A m er ica n  la y  the fo u n d a tio n  of p o p u la r i ty  in  the  

R o o sev e lt  la n d s l id e  year o f  1936 th a t  would e c l i p s e  L a n z e t ta 's  and 

indeed th a t  of every  o th e r  p o l i t i c a l  r i v a l  fo r  the d u ra t io n  of h i s  

p o l i t i c a l  c a r e e r .

Throughout t h i s  p e r io d ,  M arcantonio m ain ta ined  h i s  t i e s  w ith  the  

N a t i o n a l i s t  P a r ty ,  which in  turn con tin u ed  to support him. Under the  

h e a d l in e ,  "The Campaign f o r  V ito  M arcantonio Has A lready Begun in  

Harlem," La Voz rep orted  in  September 1938, "Before a g a th e r in g  of more 

than 2 ,0 0 0  p e r so n s ,  the Puerto  R ican Junta [o f  the N a t i o n a l i s t  P arty]  

c e le b r a te d  the  75th  a n n iv ersa ry  of the p roclam ation  of the r e p u b l ic  in  

Puerto R ico  a t  a mass m eeting  i n  E l B a r r i o .” M arcantonio headed a 

sp ea k ers '  l i s t  th a t  in c lu d e d  E arl Browder and Juan A ntonio C o r r e t je r ,  

one of the N a t i o n a l i s t s  c o n v ic te d  w ith  A lb izu  Campos.^2 j n j une 1943, a 

mass m eeting  was organ ized  by the Communist Party to c e l e b r a t e  the  

r e l e a s e  of A lb izu  Campos from A t la n ta  P e n i t e n t i a r y .  Again , Marcantonio  

was a fe a tu r e d  sp eak er ,  a long  w ith  Benjamin D avis  (Communist C ity  

Councilman from Harlem) and C o r r e t j e r . ^3 To the annual assem bly of the  

N a t i o n a l i s t  Party held  at the Atheneum i n  December 1948, Marcantonio  

sen t  a message: "I r e a l i z e  th a t  th e r e  cannot be a permanent s o lu t io n  of

the problem o f  Puerto  Rico u n t i l  th a t  n a t io n  has a b s o lu te  l i b e r t y .  I 

s h a l l  con t in u e  my f i g h t  w ith  the c o n s i s t e n t  c o o p e r a t io n  of the Puerto  

Ricans and v i c t o r y  w i l l  be o u r s ." -^  The next y e a r ,  when Marcantonio was

^ S ep tem b er  5 } 1938, p . 4 .

■^Agent's R eport. FBI F i l e .

"^Synopsis of a r t i c l e  from Los Pueb los  H isp an os . FBI F i l e s .
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running fo r  mayor as the American Labor Party  c a n d id a te ,  the  s e c r e ta r y  

of  the Junta of th e  N a t i o n a l i s t  Party  i n  New York C ity ,  Oscar C o lla z o ,  

w rote:

The s i n c e r e s t  f r ie n d s h ip  th a t  has fo r  so many years  kept us 
working s id e  by s id e  fo r  the common cause of freedom w i l l  g iv e  us 
one good reason  to  c o n t in u e  ahead— no m atter  how many se tb a ck s  we 
meet in  our way— in  the long  and hard s t r u g g le  a g a in s t  the  
enemies of both your p eop le  and our p e o p le .

We want to  r e i t e r a t e  our s in c e r e  i n t e n t io n s  of g iv in g  you a l l  
the needed support in  the long  f i g h t  a g a in s t  tyranny and 
o p p ress io n  th a t  has made ours a common ca u se .

L ater  th a t  month Marcantonio sen t  a c o n t r ib u t io n  of $500 to  C o lla z o  fo r

35the d e fen se  o f  Puerto  Rican p o l i t i c a l  p r i s o n e r s .

A g a in s t  M arcanton io 's  s i g n i f i c a n t  record  o f  invo lvem ent in  Puerto  

Rican concerns s to o d  h i s  P».epublican Party a f f i l i a t i o n .  This was 

p e rce iv ed  as a major handicap by an e t h n ic  group d e v a s ta te d  by the Great  

D e p r e ss io n .  The A l l  P e o p le ' s  P a rty ,  a Communist P a r ty - le d  form ation  

c o n s i s t i n g  of a c o a l i t i o n  of the Communist P arty  and v a r io u s  f r a t e r n a l ,  

community, and trade union o r g a n iz a t io n s ,  founded in  1936, converted  h i s  

so a r in g  p o p u la r i ty  in  E l B arrio  in t o  v o t e s .  In E l B arrio  the party  

r e c e iv e d  the endorsement of many P uerto  Rican "hometown" c lu b s .  The A l l  

P e o p le 's  Party  favored  Puerto R ican  independence and S o c i a l  S e c u r i ty  

f in an ced  by g e n e r a l  t a x a t io n ,  but i t s  p la tfo rm  made no mention of  

S o c ia l i s m  or the d ic t a t o r s h ip  of the p r o l e t a r i a t .  A c tu a l ly  an 

o r g a n iz a t io n a l  e x p r e s s io n  of the Communist P a r ty 's  t r a n s i t i o n  from the  

s e l f - i s o l a t i o n  of the s o - c a l l e d  Third P er iod  to the Popular F ron t,  i t  

con tinu ed  to run C o n g ress io n a l ca n d id a tes  e lsew h ere  in  New York C ity .

But in  East Harlem the Communist Party  ran no ca n d id a te  in  1936: the A l l

^ D a te d  November 16, 1949, and November 22, 1949. MP 16.



3 5 0

P e o p le ' s  Party endorsed the R epublican  c a n d id a te ,  V ito  M arcantonio .

Marcantonio now had h is  own p o l i t i c a l  v e h i c l e  i n  E l B arrio  to

complement the F i o r e l l o  LaGuardia P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c i a t io n  in  I t a l i a n

Harlem. Through th e  A l l  P e o p le ' s  P a r ty ,  he cou ld  p u b l i c i z e  h i s

p o s i t i o n s  and a c t i v i t i e s  in  areas  of s p e c i a l  con cern  to the Puerto  Rican

community. The party  a l s o  provided  him w ith  an i d e a l  p la t fo r m  to a t ta c k

L a n z e tta  as a t o o l  o f  the sugar i n t e r e s t s  i n  P uerto  R ic o ,  a charge th a t

M arcantonio s u b s t a n t ia t e d  by p o in t in g  to the c o n t r ib u t io n s  made to

L a n z e t ta 's  1934 campaign by sugar magnates and a l o b b y i s t  fo r  the sugar

r e f i n e r i e s .  In 1936, the  A l l  P e o p le ' s  P arty  gave 5 ,0 9 6  v o te s  to

37M arcantonio— alm o st  one out of every  sev en  c a s t .  In the predom inantly  

Puerto  Rican S ev en teen th  Assembly D i s t r i c t ,  L a n zetta  r e c e iv e d  4 ,784  

v o te s  to M arcanton io 's  3 ,5 1 3 — 2 ,0 1 0  o f  which were c a s t  on the A l l
O O

P e o p le ' s  Party  l i n e .  Whereas R o o se v e lt  c a r r ie d  85 p ercen t  o f  El

B a r r io 's  v o t e ,  Marcantonio was ab le  to h o ld  L a n z e t ta  to  60 p e r c e n t ,

39la r g e l y  becau se  o f  the A l l  P e o p le ' s  P a r ty ' s  a s s i s t a n c e ."

The en th u siasm  w ith  which El B arrio  g r e e te d  M arcanton io 's  d e fen se  

o f  A lb izu  Campos and h is  advocacy o f  P uerto  R ic o 's  independence

^ L ib er m a n , p. 64; Alan S c h a f f e r ,  V ito  M arcanton io , R ad ica l in  
Congress (S y ra cu se :  S yracuse  U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1966 ) ,  p p . 5 2 -5 3 .

37 Liberman, p . 65; Arthur Walker Bingham, "The C o n g ress io n a l  
E le c t io n s  o f  V ito  M arcantonio” (Honors paper, Harvard U n i v e r s i t y ,  1950),  
pp. 4 0 ,  139. The A l l  P e o p le 's  P arty  was a t r a n s i t o r y  phenomenon whose 
components helped  to  form the much la r g e r  American Labor P a r ty .  Apart 
from p ro v id in g  the n e c e s sa r y  e n tr e e  fo r  the young I ta lo -A m er ican  
p o l i t i c i a n  in t o  the P uerto  Rican community, th e  A l l  P e o p le ' s  Party  
c o n c r e t iz e d  the n a scen t  p o l i t i c a l  a l l i a n c e  between the Marcantonio and 
the Communist p a r ty .

"^Blum and W ilhelm, p. 283 .

- ^ L i b e r m a n ,  p p .  6 6 - 6 7 .
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r e f l e c t e d  two of the r e s id e n t s '  most fundamental c o n cer n s .  The m a jor ity  

may have been rec en t  a r r i v a l s  from Puerto  R ico; what made them unique  

among a l l  o th e r  immigrant groups was t h e i r  continu ed  c l o s e  r e l a t io n s h i p  

w ith  t h e i r  homeland. Their freq u en t t r a v e l s  to and from Puerto Rico led  

one ob server  of the Puerto Rican e x p e r ie n c e  in  th e  U nited  S ta te s  to  

conclude:

The l in k s  between the New York P uerto  R icans and th e  i s la n d  
Puerto Ricans are c l o s e  and complex, and q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  from th e  
r e l a t io n s h i p  of e a r l i e r  migrant groups to t h e i r  homelands.
Puerto  Rico i s  a part of th e  U nited  S t a t e s ,  and th ere  i s  no 
c o n tr o l  over movement between th e  i s la n d  and the mainland.
Puerto  Rico i s  brought r e l a t i v e l y  c l o s e  by a i r ,  and a ir  passage  
i s  not to o  e x p e n s iv e .  The i s la n d  government takes a s tro n g  
i n t e r e s t  in  i t s  p e o p le .  . . .  A g r e a t  part of the movement 
between New York and San Juan c o n s i s t s  o f  p eop le  go in g  back and 
f o r th  fo r  v i s i t s ,  to  take care of s i c k  r e l a t i v e s  or to  be taken  
care  o f ,  o f  c h i ld r e n  b e in g  s e n t  to  s ta y  w ith  one fa m ily  or 
a n oth er .  . .

Other s tu d e n ts  of the Puerto R ican community have noted  i t s  ab id in g  

invo lvem ent w ith  the p o l i t i c a l  l i f e  on the  i s l a n d .  In the  l a t e  

t h i r t i e s ,  Lawrence Chenault s ta t e d :  "The a c t i v i t i e s  on the i s la n d

con tin u e  to be the main ones among the group h e r e .  The men s t i l l  

converse  on i s la n d  p o l i t i c s . " ^

News of the "Ponce Massacre" in  1937, f o r  exam ple, jammed the  

Park P a la c e ,  E ast  Harlem's l a r g e s t  m eeting  h a l l ,  to  the r a f t e r s .  (See  

p. 329) The crowd had come to hear M arcantonio , G i lb e r to  Concepcion de 

G racia , and J o se  S a n t ia g o ,  a le a d e r  of th e  Communist Party in  E l B a r r io ,  

p r o t e s t  the tra g ed y .  Smoldering resentm ent caused by the k i l l i n g s  and 

the l a t e r  death  of one of the wounded ( h i s  w ife  was one of the n in e te e n

^ N a th a n  G lazer and D an ie l Moynihan, Beyond the M eltin g  Pot: The 
Negroes, Puerto  R ica n s ,  Jews, I t a l i a n s ,  and I r i s h  o f  New York C ity  
(Cambridge: MIT P r e s s ,  1963),  pp. 9 9 -1 0 0 .

^ C h e n a u l t ,  p. 154.



who d ied  the  day of the m assacre) sparked the form ation  of a subsequent  

p r o t e s t :  a parade fo l lo w e d  by a mass outdoor r a l l y ,  a t  which Marcantonio  

was the p r in c ip a l  sp ea k er .

I l l u s t r a t i v e  of the n ature  o f  M arcanton io 's  appeal to  El B arrio  

i s  the  f o l lo w in g  f u l l - p a g e  a d vertisem ent su p p ortin g  h i s  1944 cand idacy ,  

e n t i t l e d  "Puerto Ricans Vote fo r  Marcantonio Because":

1. Marcantonio defends the independence o f  Puerto  R ico . . . .
2 .  Marcantonio defended . . . th e  p o l i t i c a l  p r is o n e r s  of Puerto  
R ic o .
3 .  Marcantonio was s u c c e s s f u l  in  b r in g in g  about the removal o f  
TYRANT BLANTON WINSHIP.
4 .  Marcantonio succeeded  in  s a v in g  fo r  Puerto R ico the $70 
m i l l i o n  from the rum c o n tr ib u t io n  . . . .
5 .  Marcantonio ob ta in ed  gu aran tees  o f  c i t i z e n s h i p  fo r  Puerto  
Rican im m igrants.
6 .  Marcantonio has defended the r i g h t  o f  Puerto  R icans in  New 
York to  o b ta in  work and to ge t  r e l i e f  b e n e f i t s .
7 .  Marcantonio defends a cheap c o s t  of l i v i n g  and he works to  
have the w eight of ta x es  not f a l l  on the poor.
8 .  Marcantonio fou gh t fo r  . . . the  G . I .  B i l l  o f  R ig h ts .
9 .  Marcantonio defends th e  New Deal and th e  Good Neighbor P o l i c y .

10. Marcantonio ad vocates  p r ic e  c o n tr o l  in  r e n ts  . . . .
11. And because i t  i s  n ecessa ry  to m ain ta in  the spokesman fo r

Puerto  Rico in  C o n g r e ss .^3

P u b lish ed  in  Los Pueblos Hispanos and a l s o  d i s t r ib u t e d  as a campaign

brochure , t h i s  a d v e r t is e m e n t 's  c o n c e n tr a t io n  on i s l a n d - r e l a t e d  problems

and M arcanton io 's  r o l e  in  t r y in g  to s o lv e  them underscored  h i s  p o l i t i c a l

o r g a n iz a t io n ' s  awareness of t h e ir  pow erfu l impact on El B a r r io .

The prominence th a t  the p o l i t i c a l  ad v ert isem en t  gave to

M arcanton io 's  pro-independence stand r e f l e c t e d  th e  p e rce iv ed  s tro n g

^ P r e s s  r e l e a s e  is s u e d  by the American Committee fo r  the D efense
o f  Puerto  Rican P o l i t i c a l  P r i s o n e r s ,  May 14, 1937. MP 22 , 1 o f  2
(Puerto  R ic o ) .  Vega's memoir i s  r e p l e t e  w ith  examples o f  resp on ses  in
El B arrio  to  p o l i t i c a l  ev en ts  in  Puerto R ico .  See fo r  example pp. 158,
2 2 6 -27 ,  252.

! ^
A gen t's  R eport, J u ly  15, 1944. FBI F i l e .  Campaign brochure i s  

d e p o s ite d  in  MP.



353

support in  E l B arrio  throughout t h i s  p er iod  fo r  Puerto R ic o ’s 

in depend ence . Chenault noted  th a t  "the sympathy of th e  [Puerto  Rican] 

group in  New York was ap p aren tly  e n t i r e l y  on the s id e  o f  th ose  fa v o r in g  

independence."  Charney r e c a l l e d  th a t  in  the l a t e  t h i r t i e s  and e a r ly  

f o r t i e s  "Puerto Rico Libre" was the resoun d in g  s lo g a n ,  and " em issa r ies  

went to and from the i s la n d  to  b o l s t e r  popular support fo r  Marcantonio  

in  re tu rn  fo r  t h i s  support in  C ongress."  In the f i f t i e s  M i l l s  noted  

that independence sen tim en t in  E l B arrio  remained s t r o n g . ^

Support fo r  Puerto R ic o ’ s independence appeared to be s tr o n g e r  in  

El B arrio  than on the i s l a n d .  In 1950, fo r  example, th e  Puerto  Rican  

Independence P arty  r e c e iv e d  o n ly  s l i g h t l y  more than 10 p ercen t  of the  

v o t e s . ^  This phenomenon was l i k e l y  the r e s u l t  of th e  P uerto  R ic a n s ’ 

n e g a t iv e  e x p e r ie n c e s  upon a r r i v a l  in  New York C i ty ,  which b o ls t e r e d  

n a t i o n a l i s t i c  t e n d e n c ie s .  M arcanton io 's  advocacy of independence,  

t h e r e f o r e ,  s tr u c k  a r e sp o n s iv e  chord among many— i f  not most— o f  El 

B a r r io 's  r e s i d e n t s .

Puerto  R ic o ' s  p o l i t i c a l  party s t r u c t u r e  during the t h i r t i e s  

r e f l e c t e d  to the p o p u la t io n 's  p o l i t i c i z a t i o n  and r a d i c a l i z a t i o n .  Puerto  

R ic o 's  S o c i a l i s t  P arty  was, in  f a c t ,  f a i r l y  c o n s e r v a t iv e  and pro­

s ta te h o o d .  N o n e th e le s s ,  i t  p o p u la r ized  trade  unionism  and labor  

p o l i t i c s  among much of the i s l a n d ' s  working c l a s s .  Puerto R ic o 's  o th er

“̂ C h e n a u l t ,  p. 153; Charney, A Long J o u rn ey , p. 107; C. Wright 
M i l l s ,  C larence S en io r ,  and Rose Kohn G oldsen , The Puerto Rican Journey:  
New Y ork's Newest Migrants (New York: Harper, 19 5 0 ) ,  p. 109. Charney 
fu r th e r  r e c a l l e d :  "The main i s s u e s  [ in  E l B arr io ]  were unemployment and
Puerto Rican ind ep en dence , . . . The n a t i o n a l i s t  movement in  Puerto  
R ico, headed by Pedro A lb izu  Campos, dominated the p o l i t i c s  o f  'E l 
B a r r i o . '"

“̂ F e d e r ic o  Ribes Tovar, A C h r o n o lo g ica l  H is to r y  of Puerto R ico  
(New York: P lus  U l t r a ,  1973),  p .  504.



major p a r ty ,  the R ep u b lican s ,  remained c o n s e r v a t iv e  and a n t i ­

in d epend ence . The N a t io n a l i s t  Party o f  A lb izu  Campos never ach ieved  a 

la r g e  membership or v o te  ( a f t e r  1935 i t  took the p o s i t i o n  of b o y c o t t in g  

e l e c t i o n s ) .  A lb izu  Campos's c o n v ic t io n  in  1936 on charges of con sp iracy  

to  overthrow  the U nited  S t a t e s  government a long  w ith  o th er  ev en ts  

i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  h i s  p a rty ,  however, kept the i s la n d  in  a co n sta n t  s t a t e  

of  p o l i t i c a l  exc item en t and engendered w idespread  support fo r  h i s  

g e n e r a l  ca u se ,  i f  not fo r  h is  o r g a n iz a t io n .  (See pp. 3 1 1 -1 2 . )  Party  

a f f i l i a t i o n  a s id e ,  an ti-A m erican  sen t im en t  dominated Puerto R ic o 's  

p o l i t i c s  during the t h i r t i e s . ^  The tremendous upsurge o f  n a t io n a l ism  

in  Puerto R ico was based l a r g e l y  on c r i t i c i s m  of U nited  S ta te s  

dom ination of the i s l a n d ' s  economy . ^  This n a t io n a l i sm  co n ta in ed ,  

t h e r e f o r e ,  s tr o n g  s o c i a l ,  even s o c i a l i s t i c  l e a n i n g s .  The L ib e r a l  

P a r ty 's  l e f t  w ing, le d  by Munoz M an n , veered  in  a s t r o n g ly  

n a t i o n a l i s t i c  and s o c i a l i s t i c  d i r e c t i o n  and le d  to  the form ation  of the  

Popular D em ocratic P a rty .  The rapid  r i s e  of th e  Party g a lv a n iz e d  th e s e  

r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c a l  t e n d e n c ie s .  Swept in t o  o f f i c e  in  1940, the party  

adopted a s o c i a l i s t - s t y l e  approach to  Puerto  R ic o ' s  economic problem s. 

The government opened a sm a ll  number of f a c t o r i e s .  I t  bought the 

e l e c t r i c  companies and v a s t  t r a c t s  of la n d , and s e t  up a c e n tr a l

^ H e n r y  W e l ls ,  The M odern ization  o f  Puerto  R ico: A P o l i t i c a l  
Study of Changing Values and I n s t i t u t i o n s  (Cambridge: MIT P r e s s ,  1969),  
pp. 1 1 8 -20 .  On t h i s  s u b je c t  Wagenheim observed: "The years  between
World Wars I and I I  were grim ones; thousands of P uerto  R icans were 
ravaged by s t a r v a t io n  and d i s e a s e .  Absentee in v e s t o r s  con tinued  to  
a cq u ire  c o n t r o l  o f  the economy, and some of them used t h e i r  d o l la r s  to 
m anipulate the e l e c t i o n s .  I t  was a lm ost i n e v i t a b l e  t h a t ,  under such  
c o n d i t io n s ,  m i l i t a n t  anti-A m erican  p o l i t i c a l  fo r c e s  should  emerge."
Karl Wagenheim, e d . ,  w ith  Olga Jimenez de Wagenheim, The Puerto  R icans:
A Documentary H isto r y  (New York: Anchor Books, 19 7 3 ) ,  p . 177.

“̂ C h e n a u l t ,  p .  21.
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p lan n in g  agency and a development bank. I t s  s lo g a n  "Land-Bread-Freedom" 

e n c a p su la te d  t h i s  l e f t - p o p u l i s t  p r o g r a m . T h e  p o l i t i c a l  e x p e r ie n c e s  of  

th e  Puerto  R icans a r r iv in g  i n  El B a r r io ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  prepared them to 

respond fa v o r a b ly  to  the l e f t i s t  cu rre n ts  a lread y  e x i s t i n g  th e r e .  I t  

was the A l l  P e o p le 's  P arty  and the American Labor P arty  which most 

c l o s e l y  corresponded to the p o l i t i c a l  a l l e g i a n c e s  th e s e  m igrants had 

developed  in  t h e i r  homeland.

Furtherm ore, th e s e  new s e t t l e r s  had no t i e s  to  e i t h e r  of the two 

major p a r t i e s .  The P uerto  R ic a n s '  p o l i t i c a l - p a r t y  l o y a l t y  would v e e r ,  

t h e r e f o r e ,  toward the f i r s t  party  to  ac t  on t h e i r  b e h a l f .  The A l l  

P e o p le ' s  Party  in  1936, and th e  American Labor Party s h o r t ly  a fterw ard ,  

were the on ly  p a r t i e s  th a t  a c t i v e l y  r e c r u i t e d  Puerto R icans in to  the

AQ
p o l i t i c a l  p ro cess  during the t h i r t i e s  and f o r t i e s .

Any doubts th a t  El Barrio  was moving in t o  the American Labor 

P a r ty 's  camp were d i s p e l l e d  in  November 1937, when Oscar G arcia  R ivera ,  

the American L abor-F usion -R epub lican  c a n d id a te ,  was e l e c t e d  to the New 

York S t a t e  Assembly— the f i r s t  Puerto- Rican ever  to win a major o f f i c e  

in  the U nited  S t a t e s . - ^  At th a t  t im e ,  El B arrio  shared the S ev en teen th

"Bard of P o l i t i c s , "  San Juan S ta r  (J u ly  25, 1 9 6 2 ) ,  p. 18; 
re p r in te d  in  Wagenheim, The Puerto  R ic a n s , p .  244.

Once in  power, however, the  Popular D em ocratic  Party  began to 
move away from i t s  commitment to  p o l i t i c a l  independence and o th erw ise  
moderated i t s  p o l i t i c a l  p o s i t i o n s .  Gordon K. L ew is ,  Puerto R ico:  
Freedom and Power in  the  Caribbean (New York: Monthly Review P r e s s ,  
1963) ,  pp. 143 -66 .

49 James J e n n in g s ,  Puerto Rican P o l i t i c s  in  New York C ity  (New 
York: U n iv e r s i t y  P ress  of America, 1977),  p-! 115.

■^Vega, p. 241; Charney, A Long Jou rn ey , pp. 113-14; Liberman, 
pp. 7 2 -7 3 .  The Harlem L e g i s l a t i v e  C onference (See pp. 129-149)  
sponsored  a two-day "Latin American, West In d ia n ,  American Negro U nity  
C onference."  The u n d er ly in g  purpose of t h i s  co n feren ce  was c l e a r l y  to  
help  c r e a te  a m u l t i - e t h n i c ,  m u l t i - r a c i a l  c o a l i t i o n  to enhance Oscar 
G arcia R iv e r a 's  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  e l e c t o r a l  s u c c e s s .  "Call to a L atin  
American, West In d ia n ,  American Negro U nity  C onference."  Brochure. CC.
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Assembly D i s t r i c t  ( i n  1944 renamed the F ou rteen th  Assembly D i s t r i c t )  

w ith  the e a s t e r n  h a l f  of C en tra l  Harlem. (See p .  141) In 1938, Garcia  

R iv e r a ,  running s o l e l y  under the ALP banner, narrow ly b es ted  h is  

Democratic and Republican op p on ents .  (S e e  Table 8) This v ic t o r y  not  

o n ly  c o n tr ib u te d  to  M arcanton io’s sweep of El B a r r io ,  but to  h i s  win by 

th r e e  American Labor Party v o te s  to  every  one R epublican  P arty  v o t e . ^  

M arcanton io’s p o l i t i c a l  le a d e r s h ip  of El B arrio  had been confirm ed. On 

E le c t io n  Eve a march of th ree  thousand P uerto  R icans wended i t s  way

through the community, b ea r in g  a c o f f i n  r e p r e s e n t in g  L a n z e t ta 's

52p o l i t i c a l  h op es .

In 1940, however, the  Dem ocratic Party  machine in  C en tra l  Harlem 

e l e c t e d  Hulan Jack , a West In d ian , to  G arcia  R iv e r a 's  s e a t .  (See p.

405) In 1948 and 1950, th e  ALP ran M arcanton io 's  major Puerto Rican  

l i e u t e n a n t ,  Manuel Medina, who was B lack . M edina's m u l t i - r a c i a l  

e l e c t i o n  committee "urged [ th e  v o te r s  of the F ou rteen th  Assembly  

D i s t r i c t  in  1948] to v o te  fo r  a r e a l  f i g h t e r  fo r  th e  Negro and Puerto  

Rican p eo p le ."  His candidacy was l in k e d  to  th a t  of Harlem's Communist 

councilm an, Benjamin D a v is ,  and endorsem ents were ob ta in ed  from Paul 

Robeson and o th e r  prominent B la c k s .53 in  1 9 5 0  Medina l o s t  by 906 

v o t e s . T h e s e  p e r s i s t e n t  though u n s u c c e s s fu l  e f f o r t s  to e l e c t  a Puerto  

Rican to h igh  o f f i c e  c o n tr ib u te d  not on ly  to  M arcanton io 's  margins of

-^Blum and Wilhelm, p .  309.
C O

George Charney, in t e r v ie w ,  as quoted in  Liberman, p. 77.

^ V a r io u s  campaign l e a f l e t s  and brochures in  E n g lish  and Spanish  
are  d e p o s ite d  in  MP 25 (ALP, Campaign Assembly D i s t r i c t ,  1 4 th ,  1945—
4 6 ) .  Other campaign m a te r ia l  p e r t in e n t  to  Medina i s  d ep o s ite d  in  the  
C o v e llo  C o l l e c t i o n .

■^Blum and Wilhelm, p. 372.
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v i c t o r y ,  but to E l B a r r io 's  c o n s i s t e n t  support of the e n t i r e  American 

Labor Party s l a t e  to a degree a lm ost w ith ou t p a r a l l e l  e lsew h ere  i n  New 

York. (S ee  Tables  8 , 10, 11) El B arrio  became the on ly  New York City  

community in  which the ALP c o n s t i t u t e d  the m a jo r ity  p a r ty .  Of the  

t h i r t y  e l e c t i o n  p r e c in c t s  in  the e n t i r e  U nited  S t a t e s  to  g iv e  a 

p l u r a l i t y  to  Henry W a lla c e 's  p r e s i d e n t i a l  candidacy in  1948, e ig h t  were 

s i t u a t e d  in  El B a r r i o .55

The American Labor Party in  g e n e r a l  and M arcanton io 's  East Harlem 

p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n iz a t io n  in  p a r t i c u la r  combined fo r c e s  to overcome 

o b s t a c l e s  to v o te r  r e g i s t r a t i o n  of t h e i r  p o t e n t i a l l y  la r g e  Puerto Rican  

c o n s t i t u e n c y .  Under New York S ta te  law, a r e g i s t r a n t  had to p resen t a 

c e r t i f i c a t e  or diploma from a s c h o o l  in  which " E nglish  i s  the o f f i c i a l  

language of the i n s t i t u t i o n "  or pass  a l i t e r a c y  t e s t  i n  E n g l i sh .

D e s p ite  the o f f i c i a l  s t a t u s  o f  E n g l ish  as the language of i n s t r u c t io n  in  

P uerto  Rico u n t i l  1946, e l e c t i o n  in s p e c t o r s  denied  the v a l i d i t y  o f  

Puerto R ican diplomas and i n s i s t e d  th a t  Puerto  R icans take the l i t e r a c y  

e x a m i n a t i o n . The Puerto R ican s '  pro-M arcantonio and pro-American  

Labor Party p r o c l i v i t i e s  were most c e r t a i n l y  the cause fo r  t h i s  

s i t u a t i o n .  The e f f e c t s  of t h i s  were tw o fo ld :  to  d isco u ra g e  many Puerto  

Ricans from even a ttem p tin g  to  r e g i s t e r  and to make the r e g i s t r a t i o n  

p rocess  in  P uerto  Rican areas  u n u su a lly  tim e-consu m ing . In 1948 

Marcantonio i n s t i t u t e d  p roceed in gs  in  the New York S t a t e  Supreme Court

^^Samuel L u b e l l ,  The Future of American P o l i t i c s  (New York: 
Harper, 1953),  pp. 20 6 -7 .

^^press r e l e a s e ,  September 30, 1948, on l e t t e r h e a d  of the  
American Labor Party S t a t e  Committee. MP 25 (ALP Campaign, Assembly 
D i s t r i c t ,  1 4 th ,  1 9 4 5 -4 6 ) .
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to  r e s t r a i n  E leanor U r is ,  S p e c ia l  A s s i s t a n t  A ttorn ey  G en era l,  from 

"using [ th e ]  powers of her o f f i c e  to deny u n la w fu l ly  the r ig h t  to  

r e g i s t e r  Puerto Ricans and to  r e s t r a i n  her  s p e c i a l l y  appointed  d ep u tie s  

from h a r a ss in g  and in t im id a t in g  Puerto Rican v o te r s  in  p o l l i n g  

p la c e s ."  In 1949 Marcantonio d ec la red  w ith  r e f e r e n c e  to  in t e r f e r e n c e  

w ith  Puerto  Rican v o te r  r e g i s t r a t i o n :  "The peop le  are not go ing  to be

b u l l i e d ,  t r ic k e d  or cheated  out o f  t h e i r  r ig h t  to r e g i s t e r .  The 

American Labor Party w i l l  be a t  every  p o l l i n g  p la c e  to guard t h i s  r ig h t  

to  the h i l t . "57 jje fo l lo w e d  up h i s  vow by ta k in g  d i r e c t  a c t io n  on t h i s  

i s s u e .  When one of the  American Labor P a r ty ’s p o l l  w atchers in  El 

B arrio  r e p o r te d ,  "PR pushed around," M arcantonio s e n t  t h i s  l e t t e r  to  the  

woman in  q u e s t io n :  " P lease  be at th e  S c h o o l ,  141 East 111th S tr e e t  on

F r id a y ,  October 11th a t  about 8 P.M. in  order th a t  I can a s s i s t  you in  

r e g i s t e r i n g . "  In 1948, r e g i s t r a t i o n  in  E l B arrio  was fu r th e r  in h ib i t e d  

by the r e d u c t io n  in  the number of e l e c t i o n  d i s t r i c t s  from twenty to  

t e n .  This added to the d e la y s  encountered  by El B a r r io 's  r e s id e n t s  when 

they attem pted to r e g i s t e r .  When lon g  l i n e s  developed  a t  the e l e c t i o n  

s i t e s ,  M arcanton io 's  o r g a n iz a t io n  sen t  g u i t a r  p la y e r s  and o th er  

e n t e r t a in e r s  to perform f o r  th o se  w a it in g  to  r e g i s t e r . 58 (See pp. 

126-27)

I b id . ;  P ress  r e l e a s e ,  September 29, 1948, on le t t e r h e a d  of  
American Labor P a rty .  MP 25 (ALP Campaign, Assembly D i s t r i c t ,  14th  
1945-46 );  "Marcantonio Warns of F ig h t  to  R e g i s t e r ,"  New York Times 
(O ctober 3 ,  1949 ) ,  p .  17; see  a l s o ,  " E le c t io n  A ides Rob Puerto  Ricans of  
V ote,"  D a ily  Worker (O ctober 1, 1 9 4 8 ) ,  p. 5 .

58A.ug u s t  5 ,  1976; P o l l  w a tc h e r 's  n o te ,  and l e t t e r  of Marcantonio  
to  H elen  Lopez, October 10, 1946. MP 49 (M is c e l la n e o u s  Campaigns); 
"Recordad." Campaign l e a f l e t .  MP 25 (ALP).



El B a r r io ' s  p o s i t i v e  resp on se  to Marcantonio was a ls o  the r e s u l t  

of h i s  d e fen se  of th e  Puerto Rican peop le  a g a in s t  co n sta n t  d isc r im ­

in a t io n  and d efam ation . The Puerto Rican p o p u la t io n  in  the c o n t in e n ta l

U nited  S ta te s  in  1930 numbered on ly  5 2 ,7 7 4 ,  and i t  ro se  very s lo w ly

59u n t i l  the g r e a t  postwar m ig r a t io n .  The fa c t  th a t  the Puerto Ricans on 

the mainland were few in  number and U nited  S ta te s  c i t i z e n s  did not d e ter  

the w idespread  d is c r im in a t io n  th ey  s u f f e r e d .  They were p o p u la r ly  

regarded as fo r e ig n e r s  and t h e ir  mixed r a c i a l  h e r i ta g e  made them s u b je c t  

to  ra c ism . In t h i s  e n t i r e  p er iod  no o th e r  in d iv i d u a l  was more p u b l ic ly  

i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  responding to th e s e  a t ta c k s  on th e  Puerto Rican people  

than M arcantonio .

In h i s  f i r s t  term in  o f f i c e ,  Marcantonio ro se  to r e f u t e  what he 

termed "a most s lan d erou s  a t ta c k  . . . made on P uerto  Rican c h i ld r e n  

l i v i n g  in  New York C ity ."  He was r e f e r r in g  to  a "Study on R eaction s  of  

Puerto  Rican C hild ren  in  New York C ity  to  P s y c h o lo g ic a l  T e s t s ,"  which  

was is s u e d  by the S p e c ia l  Committee on Im m igration and N a tu r a l iz a t io n  of  

the Chamber o f  Commerce o f  the S ta te  o f  New York and p u b lish ed  in  

P s y c h o lo g ic a l  C l i n i c . This a r t i c l e  purported to  "prove" th a t  Puerto  

Rican c h i ld r e n  had s i g n i f i c a n t l y  low er I . Q . ' s  than American-born w hite  

c h i ld r e n .  Based on an i n v e s t i g a t i o n  th a t  he i n i t i a t e d ,  Marcantonio  

p u b lish ed  in  the C o n g ress io n a l Record a r e f u t a t io n  of t h i s  s tu d y .  Among 

o th e r  t h in g s ,  t h i s  r e b u t t a l  in d ic a te d  th a t  the "motive of the Chamber of  

Commerce fo r  undertak ing  the i n v e s t i g a t i o n  was [ in  the words of the  

stud y] in  c o n n ec t io n  w ith  an ' a g i t a t i o n  now a fo o t  to in c lu d e  Puerto Rico  

as a S ta te  in  the F ed era l U n ion .'"  M arcanton io 's  c r i t i c i s m  fu r th e r

5 9 c h e n a u lt ,  p . 57.
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p o in ted  out th a t  the c o n tr o l  group fo r  t h i s  s tud y  came from l o c a l i t i e s  

th at  " con ta in  the b es t  housing  and s c h o o l  f a c i l i t i e s  th a t  New York C ity  

has to o f f e r . "  Moreover, he added, the c o n tr o l  group c o n s i s t e d  of  

" c h ild ren  of n a t iv e -b o r n  p a r e n ts ,  from the h ig h e s t  o c c u p a t io n a l  l e v e l s ,  

w ith  E n g l ish  as t h e ir  n a t iv e  lan gu age."  C o n v e rse ly ,  the  Puerto  Rican  

c h i ld r e n  came from El B a r r io ,  "an area  which has become one of the w orst  

o f  overcrowded slums in  New York C ity ."  These were the " ch ild ren  of 

im poverished  Puerto  R icans of the lower o c c u p a t io n a l  l e v e l s  w ith  Spanish  

as the n a t iv e  tongue and the language of the home and the s t r e e t ,  and 

E n g lish  i s  the  language used a t  s c h o o l . ” M arcantonio concluded by 

charging  th a t  the rep ort  proved som ething e l s e :  " that th e r e  i s  such a 

th in g  as r a c k e te e r in g  even in  the f i e l d  of p s y c h o lo g y ." ^

Throughout h i s  p o l i t i c a l  c a r e e r ,  Marcantonio lab ored  to  r e v e r se  

a c ts  of d i s c r im in a t io n  a g a in s t  P uerto  R ica n s .  In 1935, a f t e r  a b i s c u i t  

company in  Queens had f i r e d  f i f t y - o n e  Puerto R ic a n s ,  Marcantonio w rote  

the owner: "I have learn ed  of very  sh ock in g  a c t i v i t i e s  c a r r ie d  on by 

your management. . . .  I  r eq u e s t  a c o n fere n c e  w ith  you, so th a t  I may 

p la c e  b e fo re  you, a l l  the f a c t s  which w i l l  c o n c l u s iv e ly  prove  

d is c r im in a t io n  a g a in s t  Spanish  Americans as w e l l  as a g a in s t  th ose  who 

have p a r t i c ip a t e d  in  lab or  o r g a n iz in g  a c t i v i t i e s . " ^

During the war y e a r s ,  Marcantonio fou gh t d is c r im in a t io n  in  the  

Armed F o r c e s .  He w rote S e cre ta ry  of War Henry Stimpson concern ing  a 

Puerto Rican who was den ied  f l i g h t  t r a in in g  on the b a s i s  of h i s  

n a t i o n a l i t y  and was in s t e a d  a s s ig n e d  to  a Negro company. He c lo s e d  by

^ C o n g r e s s io n a l  R ecord , June 19, 1936, pp. 10301-11 .

^ M a r c a n t o n i o  to  W iles B i s c u i t  Company, November 2 , 1935. MP 2,
1 o f  2 ( C i v i l  L i b e r t i e s ) .



r e q u e s t in g  "a s ta tem en t from you w hether th e r e  now e x i s t s  in  the Army

A ir  Force or any o th er  branch of the army l i m i t a t i o n s  upon the s e r v ic e

of  Puerto R ican s ."  Stimpson r e p l ie d :

I t  i s  not known w hether t h i s  s o l d i e r  i s  w h ite  or c o lo r e d ,  s in c e  
upon e n l i s tm e n t  he s p e c i f i e d  h i s  race as  P uerto  R ican . However, 
the  Commanding G eneral, Army Air F o r c e s ,  has been d ir e c t e d  to  
i n v e s t i g a t e  the m atter more f u l l y  and to  r e a s s ig n  P r iv a te  X to a 
w h ite  o r g a n iz a t io n  should  i t  be found th a t  he i s  of the w hite  
r a c e .  . . . With regard to  your in q u ir y  as to  whether th ere  are  
l i m i t a t i o n s  on th e  s e r v i c e  o f  P uerto  R ic a n s ,  you may be assured  
th a t  th ere  are none, prov ided  the s o l d i e r  i s  m en ta l ly  and 
p h y s i c a l l y  q u a l i f i e d  to  perform the d u t ie s  or undergo in s t r u c t io n  
in  such t r a in i n g  as he may d e s i r e .

A l a t e r  l e t t e r  from Stimpson a m p lif ie d  the s i t u a t i o n :  "The Adjutant

G e n e ra l's  o f f i c e  has s in c e  informed my o f f i c e  th a t  because of the c o lo r

o f  the b oy 's  s k in ,  h i s  h a ir  t e x t u r e  and r a c i a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  he ' i s

not wanted in  a w h ite  o r g a n iz a t i o n . '"  An i r a t e  M arcantonio r e p l i e d :

"The b oy 's  p a ren ts  are  both Puerto  R ica n . He i s  not a N egro. And in

view  of your l e t t e r  to  me s t a t i n g  th a t  no l i m i t a t i o n s  were p laced  upon

Puerto  Ricans in  the armed s e r v i c e s ,  I  am w r i t in g  to  ask fo r  e a r ly

reass ign m en t o f  the s o l d i e r  . . . s in c e  the o n ly  reason  fo r  the change

o f  h i s  assignm ent has been as s t a t e d  above."  In the end, the s o l d i e r

f\ 9was r e a s s ig n e d  to  P uerto  R ico .

A lso  in  the e a r ly  f o r t i e s ,  in  innumerable l e t t e r s  to  P r e s id e n t

R o o s e v e l t ,  c a b in e t  o f f i c e r s ,  government o f f i c i a l s ,  and in  sp eech es  on 

the f l o o r  of the House, Marcantonio p e r s i s t e d  in  p r o t e s t in g  

d is c r im in a to r y  wage r a te s  on government job s  in  P uerto  R ic o .  In a 

l e t t e r  to the o f f i c e r  in  charge of the Naval A ir  S t a t io n  in  San Juan,

Marcantonio demanded "equal wages fo r  equa l work" and an end to the

h 9Marcantonio to Stim pson, A p r il  9, 1943; Stimpson to 
M arcantonio, May 1, 1943; Stimpson to  M arcantonio , May 4 ,  1943; 
Marcantonio to S tim pson, J u ly  29, 1943. MP 3 ( C i v i l  L i b e r t i e s ) .
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" p r a c t ic e  of m a in ta in in g  a d i f f e r e n t i a l  in  wages a t  the Naval Bases in

P uerto  R i c o . I n  a l e t t e r  to  S e c r e ta r y  of th e  Navy Frank Knox,

p u b lish ed  in  the C o n g ress io n a l R ecord , M arcantonio c i t e d  a Puerto Rican

labor  o r g a n iz a t io n ' s  rep ort  to  the e f f e c t  t h a t ,  "A Puerto  Rican worker

i s  b e ing  paid  40 c e n ts  per hour to tea ch  a worker from the c o n t in e n ta l

U nited  S t a t e s ,  who r e c e iv e s  $ 1 .5 0  per hour w h i le  he i s  le a r n in g ."

N oting  th a t  t h i s  was not th e  f i r s t  l e t t e r  he had s e n t  to  th e  S e c r e ta r y

on t h i s  m a tter ,  M arcantonio d e c la r e d :

I am p la c in g  [ t h i s  i s s u e  b e fo r e  th e  House] a t  t h i s  tim e because  
i t  d e a ls  w ith  a m atter which should  r e c e iv e  the a t t e n t i o n  of  
ev ery  one of u s .  Puerto R ico i s  part of th e  U n ited  S t a t e s .  The 
p eop le  o f  P uerto  Rico are c i t i z e n s  of the  U nited  S ta te s  of  
A m erica. Puerto R ico i s  an A t l a n t i c  o u tp o s t  of g r e a t  m i l i t a r y  
im p ortan ce . And y e t  Puerto  Rico i s  very  o f t e n  co n s id ered  a 
f o r e ig n  land and th e  p eop le  of Puerto  R ico t r e a te d  l i k e  
s t e p c h i ld r e n  or w orse .

The postw ar p er iod  saw a mass i n f l u x  o f  Puerto  R icans in to  the  

c o n t in e n t a l  U nited  S t a t e s :  between 1946 and 1956 more than f o r t y  

thousand a r r iv e d  each y e a r ,  85 p erce n t  of whom s e t t l e d  in  New York C ity ,  

E l B arrio  in  p a r t i c u l a r . ^  The r e a c t io n  to  t h i s  in -m ig r a t io n  o f  Puerto  

Ricans o n ly  can be d e sc r ib e d  as xenophobic and r a c i s t .  The most 

s t r i k i n g  m a n i f e s ta t io n s  of t h i s  r e a c t io n  were to  be found in  the p r e s s ,  

where many a r t i c l e s  l in k e d  the Puerto Ricans and M arcantonio in  the most

^ P r e s s  r e l e a s e ,  no d a te .  MP 22, 1 o f  2 (P u erto  R ic o ) .

^ M a rca n to n io  to  Knox, January 22 , 1942; Combs to  M arcantonio ,  
January 28 , 1942; M arcantonio to  Knox, January 30 , 1942 and February 13, 
1942. MP 15 (G enera l C orrespondence).  C o n g r ess io n a l  R ecord, February  
6, 1942, p. A409.

f) SFrancesco  Cordasco, e d . ,  w ith  Eugene B u c c h io n i ,  The Puerto  
R ica n s ,  1493-1973: A Chronology and Fact Book (Dobbs F erry , N. Y .: Oceana 
P u b l i s h e r s ,  1973 ) ,  p . 66; Robert T. Novak, " D is t r ib u t io n  o f  Puerto  
Ricans on Manhattan I s la n d ,"  G eographical R eview , 46 (A p r i l  1954),  p.
182.
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66n e g a t iv e  w ays. In tu r n ,  he le d  a c o u n te r a t ta c k  on p u b l ish e r s  and

e d i t o r i a l  w r i t e r s  a l i k e .

A s e r i e s  o f  a r t i c l e s  p u b lish ed  in  the New York World Telegram

between October 21 and 23 , 1947, ran th e  fo l lo w in g  h e a d l in e s :  " C ity 's

D is e a se  Rate R aised  by Migrant Tide"; "Tide o f  M igrants Pushing R e l i e f

Load Through R oof” ; and "Crime F e s te r s  in  B u lg ing  Tenements." A side

from v i l i f y i n g  Puerto  R ic a n s ,  th e se  a r t i c l e s  l in k e d  them to Marcantonio

in  a manner i n s u l t i n g  to b o th .  For example, one a r t i c l e  s t a t e d  th at

" in to  the r e l i e f  p ic t u r e  V ito  M arcantonio , pro-Coramunist R e p r e se n ta t iv e

from th e  E ast Harlem d i s t r i c t ,  has in j e c t e d  h im s e l f  w ith  v ig o r  and 

..67s u c c e s s .

"Our Worst Slum: Can We Save I t  From Going Red?", was the t i t l e  

o f  a 1949 American Magazine a r t i c l e  in  which the dangers o f  harboring  "a 

g r e a t  Communist-breeding slum . . .  i n  the  h e a r t  o f  our l a r g e s t  c i ty "

^ T h e  e a r l i e s t  major example of a r a c i s t  r e a c t io n  in  the media to  
P uerto  Rican m ig r a t io n  p red a tes  the mass postwar m ig r a t io n .  The March 
1940 i s s u e  of S c r ib n e r 's  Commentator co n ta in ed  an a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  
"Welcome: Paupers and Crime: P uerto  R ic o ' s  G if t  to  th e  U nited  S t a t e s ."  
The a r t i c l e  began by d e s c r ib in g  th e  d eb ark ation  of e ig h t e e n  Puerto  
Ricans in  New York C it y .  Without a s i n g l e  r e fe r e n c e  to e i t h e r  p u b lish ed  
or unpub lished  m a t e r ia l s ,  the  author a s s e r t e d :

"The P orto  Ricans have brought [ th e  dope h a b i t ]  to  America w ith  
them as n a t u r a l ly  as t h e i r  f i n e  need lew ork . As a r e s u l t , t h e ir  
f r a t e r n a l  co n ta c t  w ith  A m erica's  b la ck  p o p u la t io n  has bought to  
th e  n egroes  a l l  the a l i e n  co r r u p t io n  o f  th e  I n d i e s .  They have 
in tro d u ced  the n a r c o t ic s  trade  to  New Y ork's n e g r o e s .  . . .

D e s p i t e  t h e i r  t in y  p o r t io n  of New Y ork's p o p u la t io n ,  Porto  
Ricans p rov id e  h a l f  the se x  c a se s  on th e  New York cr im in a l  
d o c k e t ,  and a s im i la r  d is p r o p o r t io n a te  number of d e l in q u en t  
y o u n g s t e r s ."

C harles  E . H e w it t ,  "Welfare and Crime: Porto R ic o ' s  Shocking G i f t  to the  
U nited  S t a t e s ,"  S c r ib n e r 's  Commentator (March 1940) ,  pp. 1 1 -1 7 .

^ " C i t y ' s  D ise a se  Rate .  . ." and "Tide of M igrants . . ." 
appeared on page o n e ,  "Crime F e s t e r s  . . ." appeared on page two.



were ex p lo red  a t  g r e a t  l e n g t h .  The a r t i c l e  co n t in u ed :  "Most of [El

B a r r io ' s ]  teeming in h a b ita n ts  are not Reds, but the m ise r a b le  c o n d it io n s

under which they  l i v e  make them h ig h ly  s u s c e p t i b l e  to  r a d ic a l  i d e a s ,  and

the  g r e a t  m a jo r ity  of them g iv e  unsw erving l o y a l t y  to  a p o l i t i c a l  le a d e r

who fo l lo w s  the Communist P arty  l i n e ."

By fa r  the most extreme and p e r s i s t e n t  examples of n e g a t iv e — even

s la n d e r o u s— lin k a g e s  between Marcantonio and th e  P u erto  Ricans were to

be found in  the D a i ly  M irror, which in  1948 had a d a i l y  c i r c u l a t i o n  of

6Qone m i l l i o n  and a Sunday c i r c u l a t i o n  of a lm ost tw ic e  t h a t .  The D a ily

M irror was r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  sp read in g  the ex tre m e ly  w idespread  myth th a t

Marcantonio e n t ic e d  the Puerto  Ricans to  New York C i t y .  For in s t a n c e ,

i n  1948, the paper a s s e r t e d  th a t  " E l l i s  [M arcanton io ' s R epublican

opponent in  th e  1948 e l e c t i o n ]  w i l l  b r in g  f o r t h  the f a c t s  on how Puerto

Ricans were lu red  en masse to  l i v e  in  f i l t h y  s lu m s, f e e d in g  o f f  p u b l ic

r e l i e f  so th a t  they  cou ld  s w e l l  the number o f  b u l l e t  v o te s  fo r  

70M arcantonio ."  The f o l lo w in g  month an a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  "The F ig h t  

A gainst  a Maggot" [ th a t  i s ,  M arcanton io ],  rep orted  th a t  "Randolph 

Thomas, a le a d e r  of New York's Puerto R ican  community d ep lo re s  

M arcanton io 's  p r a c t i c e  o f  im p ortin g  Puerto  R icans w ith  go ld  

p r o m is e s ." ^  F i n a l l y ,  one week p r io r  to  the e l e c t i o n ,  the D a i ly  Mirror

^ C la r e n c e  Woodbury, pp. 30 , 32 .

°^John L a i t  and Lee Mortimer, New York C o n f id e n t ia l !  (Chicago:  
Z i f f - D a v i s ,  1 9 4 8 ) .  D a ily  M irro r 's  c i r c u l a t i o n  quoted on d u s t - j a c k e t  
f l a p .

7 9 "Marc Meets a F ig h te r ,"  New York D a i ly  Mirror (September 16, 
1948) ,  p .  3.

^ New York D a i ly  Mirror (September 16, 19 4 8 ) ,  p . 3 .
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b o a sted  th a t  i t  "has o f t e n  p o in ted  out th a t  P uerto  R icans were being

c o lo n iz e d  to move i n t o  M arcanton io 's  b a i l i w i c k ,  where many were p laced

on r e l i e f  r o l l s  im m ed ia te ly .  They were f r e q u e n t ly  herded in t o  o b s o le t e
79

p la n es  and landed on obscu re  f i e l d s .  . . .

But the s i n g l e  most defamatory example o f  the s im u lta n eo u s

s la n d e r  o f  Marcantonio and o f  the  P u erto  Ricans appeared i n  New York

C o n f i d e n t i a l ! , w r i t t e n  by two D a i ly  Mirror c o lu m n is t s ,  Jack  L a i t  and Lee

Mortimer, and p u b lish ed  in  1948:

During the l a s t  ten  years  and growing ev ery  y e a r ,  th e r e  has 
descended upon Manhattan I s la n d  l i k e  a l o c u s t  p lagu e an i n f l u x  of  
Puerto  R ic a n s .  . . . They are  m o st ly  crude farm ers ,  su b je c t  to 
c o n g e n i t a l  t r o p i c a l  d i s e a s e s ,  p h y s i c a l l y  u n f i t t e d  fo r  the  
n o rth ern  c l im a t e ,  u n s k i l l e d ,  u neducated , n o n -E n g l ish  sp eak in g  and 
a lm ost im p o s s ib le  to  a s s i m i l a t e  in  an a c t i v e  c i t y  o f  s to n e  and 
s t e e l .

A m a jo r ity  o f  th e se  peop le  were lu red  here  d e l i b e r a t e l y  
b eca u se ,  as American c i t i z e n s ,  they  can v o t e .  They are a power 
behind Congressman V ito  M arcanton io . . . . Very few Puerto  
Ricans have or ever  had $20 .00  [ fo r  the p a ssa g e  t o  New York C ity  
from Puerto  R i c o ] . But the money seems to  come from somewhere 
. . . .  The c a l lo u s  e x p l o i t a t i o n  of th e s e  w ea k lin g s  i s  one of the  
d i r t i e s t  crim es in  the long and sham eful record  o f  p r a c t i c a l  
p o l i t i c s . ^

Apart from M arcanton io 's  own a ttem p ts  to  debunk t h i s  myth, the  

on ly  in s t a n c e  of a p u b l ish e d  r e f u t a t io n  took up two co lum n-inches  in  a 

1947 New York Times a r t i c l e ,  which rep orted  t h a t :  "The Commission o f  

Labor [o f  P u erto  R ico] and o th er  so u rces  here sa id  today th at  they knew 

of  no e f f o r t ,  governm ental or p r i v a t e ,  to  i n s t i g a t e  or s t im u la t e  

m ig ra t io n  o f  P u erto  Ricans to  New York C i t y . " ^  The a r t i c l e  made no

7 9'^ 'C o n g re ss  Probes Marc's Vote L i s t , '  New York D a i ly  Mirror  
(November 1 , 19 4 8 ) ,  p .  1 . This fa n ta s y  ga ined  even w ider c i r c u l a t i o n  
when i t  was rep ea ted  in  Woodbury's a r t i c l e  ( p .  3 0 ) .

73 L a it  and Mortimer, pp. 126 -30 .

^ " M ig r a t io n  Spontaneous,"  New York Times (August 1, 1947 ) ,  
p . 3 . Josep h  P. F i t z p a t r i c k ,  in  Puerto Rican Americans: The Meaning o f
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m ention of M arcantonio .

In what developed  in t o  a trem endously  uneven b a t t l e ,  Marcantonio

fought back . He w rote a c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  vehement l e t t e r  to  the

e d i t o r  of the World Telegram in  resp on se  to th a t  new spaper's  1947 s e r i e s

o f a r t i c l e s ,  which was not p r in te d :

The l a t e s t  a t ta c k  on the p eop le  of P uerto  R ico  which has appeared  
in  th e  World Telegram i s  v i c io u s  and cow ard ly .  I t  i s  an example 
o f  the r u t h le s s  d i s t o r t i o n s  th a t  are p r in te d  ev ery  day in  the  
World Telegram . [ The World Telegram ] i s  engaged in  a rat race  
w it h  the H earst p r e s s  to  s e e  which w i l l  e x c e l  in  v i l i f i c a t i o n .  
. . .  We s h a l l  c o n t in u e  to u n i t e  to  expose the r e a l  cause o f  
P uerto  R ican  m ig r a t io n ,  im p e r ia l i sm  and c o l o n i a l i s m .  We s h a l l  
f i g h t  fo r  slum c le a r a n c e  and housing  and a g a in s t  d is c r im in a t io n  
and f o r  jo b  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  and j u s t i c e  and freedom fo r  Puerto  
R ic o .  Once aga in  we s h a l l  r e s i s t  t h i s  v i l e  e f f o r t ,  which i s  part  
and p a r c e l  of a p lo t  to  fo r c e  Puerto  R icans in t o  a s t a t e  of  
second c l a s s  c i t i z e n s h i p ,  and make them easy  prey fo r  a cheap 
la b o r  market.^-*

M arcantonio im m edia te ly  spearheaded a c o u n te r a t ta c k .  On October  

23 an emergency m eeting  o f  th e  E x e c u t iv e  Board o f  th e  Pan American 

Grocers A s s o c ia t io n  was h e ld  in  E l B arrio  to  p lan  a p ic k e t  o f  the World 

Telegram o f f i c e s .  On October 27 another m eet in g ,  t h i s  one sponsored by 

th e  C onvencion Pro Puerto  R ic o ,  ga th ered  to  o r g a n iz e  t h i s  p r o t e s t .  

F i n a l l y ,  on a r a in y ,  c o ld  October 3 1 s t ,  hundreds o f  dem onstrators

M igra tion  to  the Mainland (Englewood C l i f f s ,  N .J . :  P r e n t i c e - H a l l , 1971),  
has noted  "the myth th a t  . . .  M arcantonio . . .  was b r in g in g  th e  Puerto  
R icans to New York and a rran g ing  to  g e t  them on p u b l ic  w e l fa r e  in  order  
to g e t  t h e i r  v o t e s .  I t  i s  s u r p r i s in g  th a t  such a b e l i e f — and i t  was 
w idespread— c o u ld  have d ev e lo p ed ."  (p .  15) S c h a f f e r  p o in t s  out:  "A
g r e a t  many New Yorkers s t i l l  remember V ito  M arcantonio as ' th e  guy who 
brought the P uerto  Ricans to  New Y o rk .'"  (p .  196) S in c e  I  began working 
on M arcantonio , I o f t e n  p o l l  v a r io u s  c a t e g o r ie s  o f  p eop le  about my 
s u b j e c t .  Whites who were a d u l t s  and l i v i n g  in  New York C ity  a t  the time  
when M arcantonio h eld  o f f i c e  most f r e q u e n t ly  r e c a l l  him as:  (1 )  a 
"Communist"; and (2 )  the  "guy who brought the P uerto  R icans to New York 
C ity ."  The l a t t e r  p o in t  i s  g e n e r a l ly  fu r th e r  e m b e l l is h e d  w ith ,  "and put 
them on r e l i e f  in  order to g e t  t h e i r  v o te s ."

^ T r a n s c r i p t  dated October 20 , 1947. MP 2 2 ,  1 o f  2 (Puerto
R i c o ) .
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converged a t  the en tran ce  of the World Telegram b u i ld in g .  Included in  

the r a l l y  were r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  of th e  A s o c ia c io n  Pro Independencia  de 

Puerto  R ic o ,  the N a t io n a l  M aritime Union, the Communist P a r ty ,  and the  

N a t i o n a l i s t  P a r ty .  The p r o t e s t e r s  then marched— le d  by M arcantonio— to  

th e  headquarters  o f  the N a t io n a l  Maritime U nion, where a r a l l y  was 

h e l d . 76

In resp on se  to t h e s e  a r t i c l e s ,  Marcantonio a l s o  organ ized  a two-  

s e s s i o n  co n fere n c e  i n  September 1947 to "develop ways and means to  

p r o t e c t  the r e s id e n t s  of the C ity  of New York of P u erto  R ican o r ig in  

a g a in s t  the campaign of v i l i f i c a t i o n  which has been launched by the  

r e a c t io n a r y  e lem en ts  in  and out o f  the p r e s s . " 77 Vega r e c a l l e d :  "Again

V ito  Marcantonio took the i n i t i a t i v e  and convened a r a l l y  to rep u d ia te  

t h i s  campaign of defam ation  in  the p r e s s .  The Park P a la c e  [ lo c a te d  a t  

F i f t h  Avenue and 110th S t r e e t ,  n ear  E l B a r r io ' s  c e n te r ]  was f i l l e d  w ith  

r e s i d e n t s  of the L a t in  B a r r io .  Sp eak in g , among o t h e r s ,  [were] Manuel

/  7 Q
Medina, J e su s  Colon, . . .  and our own M arcantonio ."  In December of  

the  same y e a r ,  Marcantonio gave a rad io  sp e e c h ,  which he had in s e r te d  

in t o  the  C o n g r e ss io n a l  R ecord , a t ta c k in g  t h e s e  a r t i c l e s  fo r  having two 

pu rp oses:  "(1) To co n cea l  who i s  r e s p o n s ib le  fo r  the c o n d it io n s  in  

Puerto  R ico; [and] (2 )  By v i l i f i c a t i o n ,  cause d is c r im in a t io n  a g a in s t  the

76Pages 44 and 45 o f  M arcanton io 's  FBI F i l e .  Vega, p . 279.

^ C a l l s  to  th ese  c o n fere n c es  s ig n e d  by M arcanton io , dated  
September 8 and September 17, 1947. MP 16 (G eneral C orrespondence, M); 
"Defends P uerto  R icans: M arcantonio S ees  Them Forced i n t o  Second -C lass  
C it iz e n s h ip ,"  New York Times (September 23, 1 9 4 7 ) ,  p .  18. See a l s o  
"Statem ent Issued  by Congressman V ito  M arcantonio w ith  R eferen ce  to the  
Conference in  D efense  o f  the Puerto R ican  P eop le  . . . ." MP 22, 1 o f  2 
(P u erto  R ic o ) .

78Vega, p. 275.
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th r e e  hundred some odd thousand P uerto  R icans in  the C ity  o f  New York, 

and th ereby  fo r c e  them in t o  a c o n d i t io n  of second c l a s s  c i t i z e n s h i p ,  and 

fo r c e  them in to  a cheap lab or  m a r k e t . " ^

He a l s o  brought a $25 ,000  l i b e l  s u i t  a g a in s t  the D a ily  M irror , 

which f o r  reason s unknown was never s e r i o u s l y  p u r s u e d .^  p o in t in g  out 

th a t  ’’t h i s  i s  the f i r s t  time t h i s  y ea r  I have made a re q u e s t  fo r  rad io  

tim e over th e  Mutual B ro a d ca st in g  System  to  d i s c u s s  th e  s u b je c t  of

81Puerto  Rican m ig r a t i o n ,” he was informed th a t  time was not a v a i l a b l e .

Because th e se  p ress  a r t i c l e s  smeared the e n t i r e  Puerto  Rican  

community, M arcanton io 's  c o u n te r a t ta c k s  earned him even g r e a te r  

su p p o r t .  For many El B arrio  Puerto  R icans whose t i e s  w ith  the i s la n d  

were weakening or d id  not support in d ep en d en ce ,  M arcan ton io 's  d e fen se  of 

t h e i r  community provided  s u f f i c i e n t  reason  to  regard him as t h e i r  

spokesman. These defaming a r t i c l e s  a l s o  had th e  e f f e c t  of d i s c r e d i t i n g  

among Puerto  Ricans a major an ti-M a rca n to n io  f o r c e ,  New York C i t y 's  

popular p r e s s .

Marcantonio a ls o  came to  the  a id  o f  in d iv id u a l  Puerto R icans who 

were v ic t im s  of p o l i c e  b r u t a l i t y .  In 1942, an a t to r n e y  on h is  s t a f f  

rep orted  to  him th a t  when the  members of an El B arrio  branch of the  

Workers A l l i a n c e  h eld  a dance, a p o l i c e  o f f i c e r  i s s u e d  summonses fo r  an 

u n l ic e n s e d  dance h a l l ,  s e iz e d  the membership cards of th ose  p r e s e n t ,  and 

removed th e  c l u b ' s  books. The same y e a r ,  t h i s  a id e  rep o r te d  p o l i c e

79Rub i n s t e i n ,  pp. 4 0 8 -9 .

^ P r e s s  r e l e a s e ,  August 5, 1946. MP 22, 1 o f  2 (Sp eeches and 
P ress  R e le a s e s ,  1 of 8 ) .

Q 1

Marcantonio to Dave D r i s c o l l ,  September 16, 1947. MP 16 
(G enera l C orrespondence); D r i s c o l l  to  M arcantonio , September 22 , 1947.
MP 8.
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i n t e r f e r e n c e  w ith  the s o c i a l  a c t i v i t i e s  of the American S p anish  and 

P uerto  R ican Independent D em ocratic  Club. In 1946, he a le r t e d  

M arcantonio th a t  a policem an "beat [a Puerto R ican] w ith o u t  cause or 

p r o v o c a t io n ."  And in  1948, t h i s  a id e  noted th a t  two P uerto  Ricans i n  E l  

B arrio  were b ea ten  by p la in c l o t h e s  men. In each o f  th e se  c a s e s ,  the 

f a c t s  ( f o r  exam ple, the  names of the p o l i c e  o f f i c e r s )  were e s t a b l i s h e d  

and M arcantonio req u ested  th a t  the P o l i c e  Commissioner conduct an
0 9

i n v e s t i g a t i o n .  In the most extreme ca ses  of p o l i c e  b r u t a l i t y ,  even  

more d r a s t i c  measures were ta k e n .  An undated f l y e r  announced a "Grand 

M eeting o f  P r o te s t"  because of the " beatin g  by the p o l i c e  and a lan d lord  

o f  a P uerto  Rican mother of e i g h t  c h i ld r e n ."  The fe a tu r e d  speakers were
0 9

M arcantonio and Manuel Medina. In the t i g h t - k n i t  community o f  El 

B a r r io ,  word o f  M arcanton io 's  resp on ses  to th e se  in c i d e n t s  cou ld  on ly  

s o l i d i f y  i t s  support fo r  the r a d ic a l  Congressman. (See p .  141)

The am plitude of M arcanton io 's  involvem ent in  Puerto  Rican  

concerns c r e a te d  g e n e r a l  support fo r  h i s  candidacy among t h i s  group. 

P a r t i c u l a r l y  because of the  v i t r i o l i c  o p p o s i t io n  of New York C i t y ' s  

E n g lish - la n g u a g e  p r e s s ,  t h i s  approval was e s p e c i a l l y  ev id en ced  in  th e  

S p a n ish - la n g u a g e  p r e s s .  In 1947, La O pinion s e n t  the b eleaguered  

Congressman f i f t y  c o p ie s  of an i s s u e  whose fr o n t  page a r t i c l e  "bears 

your s ta tem en t  condemning th e  a t ta c k s  of the American p ress  on the 

P uerto  R ica n s ."  This l e t t e r  fu r th e r  rep orted  th a t  " f iv e  hundred c o p ie s  

o f  t h i s  number have been sen t  to the p r e s s  in  Puerto R ico and to  p r iv a te
O A

i n d i v i d u a l s ,  as w e l l  as to  a l l  rad io  networks in  the i s la n d ."  In

^^Aide R eports:  (F ink , 1944 ) ,  (F in k , 19 4 5 ) ,  (F in k , 1 9 4 8 ) .  MP 44.

^^ALP S e r i e s  I 1950, Li-M (M arcantonio— 1950 Campaign). ALP.

^ R .  Ruiz de Hoyo to M arcantonio , October 31, 1947. MP 16
(G eneral C orrespondence).
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1948, El Im p arc ia l endorsed M arcantonio , s t a t i n g :

The P uerto  Rican v o te r s  r e g i s t e r e d  in  th e  E ig h te e n th  
[C o n g r e ss io n a l]  D i s t r i c t  w i l l  do an ac t  o f  j u s t i c e  i f  they  u n i t e  
i n  a compact b loc  to  back a c t i v e l y  the r e - e l e c t i o n  o f  Congressman 
V ito  M arcantonio . . . .  Marcantonio has g iv e n  h i s  mind to the  
stu d y  of the problems o f  a l l  P uerto  Ricans and has devoted  h is  
e f f o r t s  to t r y  to s o lv e  them. The name o f  V ito  M arcantonio has 
been c l o s e l y  a s s o c ia t e d  fo r  a lon g  tim e w ith  a l l  nob le  and 
c o n s i s t e n t  e f f o r t s  f o r  the P uerto  R ican p e o p le . 8 8

In 1950, the e d i t o r  o f  La Prensa p e r s o n a l ly  w rote  M arcantonio to  "thank

you f o r  your a c t i v e  and p r a c t i c a l  i n t e r e s t  in  the a f f a i r s  o f  the

S p a n ish -sp ea k in g  community o f  New York and fo r  your u n f a i l i n g
Q £

c o o p e r a t io n  w ith  us whenever we have o c c a s io n  to c a l l  on you." The 

im portance of t h i s  support to  Marcantonio i s  dem onstrated  by M i l l s ' s  

d is c o v e r y  th a t  around 1948, o f  a l l  th e  Puerto  R icans who rep orted  

read ing  a newspaper a t  l e a s t  once a week, 34 p erce n t  read New York 

E n g lish - la n g u a g e  d a i l i e s ,  22 p e r c e n t  S p a n ish - la n g u a g e  p ap ers ,  and 28
0 7

p ercen t b oth .

So d e s p i t e  the r i s i n g  crescen do  o f  anti-Communism, El B a r r io 's  

high  e s t im a t io n  o f  i t s  Congressman never w avered . In 1946,

M arcanton io 's  opponent, the R epublican  F r e d e r ic k  Van P e l t  Bryan I I I ,  ran  

a s i n g l e - i s s u e  (anti-C om m unist)  campaign th a t  met w ith  no resp on se  in  El 

B a r r io .  I t  c a s t  1 ,279  v o t e s  f o r  Bryan to 6 ,0 4 5  f o r  Marcantonio (2 ,5 9 9  

on th e  D em ocratic  Party l i n e  and 3 ,4 4 6  on th e  American Labor P arty

Q C
OJAs p r in te d  in  the D a i ly  S m irror , a campaign newspaper which  

mimicked the D a i ly  M irro r 's  form at. MP 49 (M is c e l la n e o u s  Campaigns).

86J u ly  26, 1950. MP 7.

8^ M ills  e t  a l . ,  p .  118.



l i n e ) . 8 8  (S ee  pp. 4 1 1 -1 2 )  In 1948, M arcanton io 's  D em ocratic opponent,  

John P. M o rr isse y ,  made no attem pt to win El B arr io  away from the  

incum bent. (S ee  pp. 4 2 5 -2 8 )  H is R epublican  opponent, John E l l i s ,  

l im it e d  h i s  e l e c t i o n e e r i n g  i n  El B arrio  to one s t r e e t - c o r n e r  r a l l y  where 

he shouted  a t  h i s  au d ien ce:  " A ll  [M arcantonio] h e lp s  you to do i s  to

g e t  on r e l i e f . ”89 Whatever in road s  E l l i s  might have made i n  E l B arrio  

were dashed by h i s  a s s e r t i o n  th a t  M arcantonio brought thousands of  

P uerto  R icans to  New York C ity  in  order to c r e a te  v o te r s  to advance h i s  

own p o l i t i c a l  f o r t u n e s .  (S e e  pp. 3 6 5 -6 7 )  M arcanton io 's  S p a n ish -  

language brochure p o in ted  out th a t  E l l i s  l i v e d  o u t s id e  of the d i s t r i c t  

i n  a "mansion th a t  c o n s i s t s  of tw e lv e  rooms and th r e e  bathrooms, w ith  

s e p a r a te  accommodations fo r  the s e r v a n t s . "90 D e s p ite  being  com pelled  to  

run s o l e l y  on the American Labor P arty  l i n e  in  a P r e s i d e n t i a l  e l e c t i o n  

y e a r ,  which norm ally  a t t r a c t e d  the more c a s u a l— and th e r e f o r e  l e s s  p ro -  

M arcantonio— v o t e r s ,  Marcantonio c a r r ie d  El B arr io  5 ,6 1 6  to  3 ,7 4 9 — 2 ,4 3 5  

f o r  M orissey  and 1 ,3 1 4  f o r  E l l i s . 91 (See pp. 2 6 7 -7 1 ,  428-430 )

In 1949 Marcantonio ran fo r  mayor on the American Labor l i n e

a g a in s t  Democrat W illiam  0 'Dwyer and R e p u b l ic a n -L ib e r a l -F u s io n is t

Newbold M o rr is .  (S e e  pp. 271 , 4 3 0 -3 1 )  Perhaps f o r  the f i r s t  time s in c e

1936, Marcantonio faced  r e a l  o p p o s i t io n  in  E l B a r r io ,  on o p p o s i t io n

^  /
emanating from Puerto R ico i t s e l f .  Governor Munoz Marin urged Puerto  

Ricans to  d i s a s s o c i a t e  th em se lves  from M arcan ton io 's  candidacy l e s t  th ey

88 Arthur Walker Bingham, "The C o n g r e ss io n a l  E le c t io n s  o f  V ito  
M arcantonio."  (Honors P apers , Harvard U n i v e r s i t y ,  1940 ) ,  addenda.

® ^ " E llis  A ccepts  'D a re ' ,"  New York Times (O ctober 8 , 1 9 4 8 ) ,  p . 4 .

90"Recordad." MP 25 (ALP Campaign, Assembly D i s t r i c t  14, 1 9 4 5 ) .
Q 1
7 Bingham, addenda.
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be accused of fa v o r in g  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  id e o lo g y .  F e l i s a  Rincon de 

G autier , the f i r s t  woman mayor o f  San Juan, came to  New York to campaign 

a g a in s t  M arcantonio. From the o th er  s id e  of Puerto R ic o 's  p o l i t i c a l  

spectrum, G i lb e r to  Concepcion de Gracia t r a v e l l e d  to  New York C ity  to  

campaign fo r  M arcantonio, cau sin g  the New York Times to  e x p la in  h i s  

V i s i t  in  a fro n t-p a g e  h e a d l in e :  "Munoz M arin's Foe Comes to  S te e r  Puerto  

Rican Vote to  M a r c a n to n io ." ^  Two months b e fo r e  the e l e c t i o n ,  in  what 

appeared to  be an e f f o r t  to a t t r a c t  some of M arcanton io 's  enormous 

Puerto Rican fo l lo w in g ,  incumbent O'Dwyer cre a ted  a "Mayor's Committee 

on Puerto Rican A f f a ir s  i n  New York C ity ."  The e s ta b lish m en t  o f  t h i s  

committee caused Marcantonio to  comment: "The Puerto Ricans have been

n e g le c te d  and d is c r im in a te d  a g a in s t  in  h o u s in g .  They have been picked  

on fo r  e s p e c i a l l y  c r u e l  and inhuman treatm ent by O'Dwyer's Department of  

W elfare . The areas in  which they r e s id e  have been n e g le c te d  by 

O'Dwyer's Department of S a n i t a t io n .  They are ta r g e t s  of p o l i c e

92 Puerto Ricans Get Campaign Warning," New York Times (October  
17, 1949),  p .  29; "Puerto Ricans to  Back O'Dwyer, Woman Mayor o f  San 
Juan S a y s ,” New York Times (October 27, 19 4 9 ) ,  p . 1; "Mufroz Marfn's Foe 
Comes to  S te e r  Puerto Rican Vote to  M arcantonio ,"  New York Times 
(October 27, 19 4 9 ) ,  p. 1. A fter  M arcanton io 's  d e fe a t  in  1950, Munoz 
Marin sen t  the v i c t o r ,  James G. Donovan, a co n g r a tu la to r y  m essage. I t  
s ta te d :  "The v a s t  m a jor ity  o f  Puerto  R icans are very happy because of
your triumph." "Puerto Ricans Glad fo r  Donovan," New York Times 
(November 12, 1950 ) ,  p. 24 . Another a sp ec t  o f  the a n t i -  
in d e p e n d e n t i s t a s 's  involvem ent w ith  El Barrio  and Marcantonio i s  
r e c a l l e d  on page 230 o f  V ega's  memoirs:

"In San Juan I confirmed my s u s p ic io n  th a t  the p o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r s ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  of the Popular Dem ocratic P a rty ,  were ob serv in g  our 
[ th a t  i s ,  Puerto Rican l e f t i s t s  and in d e p e n d e n t is ta s  in  New York 
C ity ]  a c t i o n s .  They r e sen ted  V ito  M arcantonio 's  in f lu e n c e  and 
h i s  r o le  in  the Puerto Rican s t r u g g l e s .  E v id e n t ly ,  they sought  
to impose t h e ir  p o l i c i e s  through the r e c e n t ly  e s ta b l i s h e d  o f f i c e s  
of  the Government of Puerto Rico in  New York. They feared  
r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c s  and the predominence o f  in d e p e n d e n t is ta  th in k in g  
in  our a c t i v i t i e s . "
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b r u t a l i t y .  Suddenly they are s in g le d  out f o r  another p r i v i l e g e — th a t  of

s e r v in g  O'Dwyer's p o l i t i c a l  p u r p o s e s . O n  E le c t io n  Eve 1949, b efore

more than f i f t e e n  thousand people on M arcantonio's  "lucky corner" in  the

cen ter  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem, he s t a t e d :  "Yes, 1 do defend th e  P uerto  Ricans

as our most r e c e n t ly  a r r iv e d ,  as a g a in s t  the kind o f  d is c r im in a t io n  that

was p r a c t ic e d  a g a in s t  the  I r i s h ,  th e  Jews, and th e  I t a l i a n s  in  the  

■i 94p a s t ."  That y e a r ,  El B arrio  vo ted  9 ,3 5 8  f o r  Marcantonio a g a in s t  the

95combined t o t a l  o f  8 ,8 9 3  garnered by h i s  opponents.

In the 1950 campaign, the c o a l i t i o n  can d idate  of the D em ocratic ,  

R epublican , and L ib e r a l  P a r t i e s , James Donovan, made one attempt to  

reach E l B a r r io ' s  v o t e r s .  (See pp. 2 7 2 -7 5 ,  4 3 2 -3 5 )  Accompanied by a 

p o l i c e  cordon r i v a l i n g  the number of i t s  p a r t i c i p a n t s , 150 Donovan 

supporters  marched in  a t o r c h l i g h t  parade, sponsored by the V eterans o f  

Foreign  Wars and th e  American L egion, through E l B a r r io .  U sing  

a m p l i f i e r s ,  the marchers urged bystanders  to  r e j e c t  "Moscow-echo- 

M a r c ." ^  The su bstan ce  o f  Donovan's program fo r  P uerto  Ricans i s  

con ta in ed  in  the fo l lo w in g  excerp t  from a rad io  address  l a r g e l y  devoted  

to l i n k i n g  Marcantonio w ith  the cause fo r  Puerto  R ic o 's  independence:

"City A cts  to  Help I t s  Puerto  R ica n s ,"  New York Times 
(September 12 , 1949),  p .  23; "ALP Omits Naming S t a t e  C andidates,"  New 
York Times (September 14, 1949 ) ,  p . 36; "46 Named to  Help C ity  Puerto  
R icans,"  New York Times (September 17, 1949),  p .  28; "Bias I s  Laid to  
O'Dwyer," New York Times (October 23, 1949 ) ,  p . 8 8 .

Four yea rs  a f t e r  i t s  founding, t h i s  committee is su ed  i t s  o f f i c i a l  
r e p o r t .  "Mayor's Committee on Puerto Rican A f f a ir s  in  New York C ity ."  
Chairman, Raymond M. H i l l i a r d ,  November 1953.

QA
Text of sp eech , November 7 , 1949. MP 22 (1949 Campaign, 3 of

3 ) .

^ " E l e c t i o n  R e s u l t s ,"  New York Times (November 10, 1 9 4 9 ) ,  p. 8 .

^^"Marcantonio Foes Guarded in  Parade," New York Times (August
18, 1 9 5 0 ) ,  p. 7 .
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"I regard Puerto R ico  as a n a t io n a l  problem th a t  can never be so lv ed  by

the  C ity  o f  New York, a problem th a t  l i e s  r ig h t  in  the lap of the

F edera l Government, In the 82nd C ongress, I  s h a l l  t r y  to  enact

l e g i s l a t i o n  to s o lv e  th e  Puerto Rican problems, not here i n  New York,

but in  the I s la n d  of Puerto R ico from which a l l  the  t r o u b le ,  a l l  the  

97.d i s t r e s s  s tem s."

On November 1, s i x  days b e fo r e  M arcanton io 's  l a s t  e l e c t i o n ,  two 

members o f  th e  N a t io n a l i s t  Party o f  Puerto R ico , Oscar C ollazo  and 

G r is e l i o  T o r r e s o la ,  a ttack ed  the guards a t  B la ir  House in  an attempt to
I

a s s a s s in a t e  P r e s id e n t  Harry S» Truman. ( B la i r  House was being used as  

the P r e s i d e n t i a l  r e s id e n c e  w hile  the White House was undergoing  

r e n o v a t io n . )  One S ecre t  S erv ice  man was k i l l e d  and another wounded. 

T o r r e so la ,  who was carry in g  in  one of h i s  p ock ets  a l e t t e r  from A lb izu  

Campos, was k i l l e d .  C o lla z o ,  who had worked c l o s e l y  w ith  Marcantonio in  

El B a r r io ,  was charged w ith  murder.98 Marcantonio in terc ed ed  w ith  a law  

a s s o c i a t e ,  Abraham Unger, to rep resen t  the s u r v iv in g  would-be  

a s s a s s i n .  M arcantonio's  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w ith  the N a t io n a l i s t  Party  was 

s e iz e d  upon by the p ress  to fu r th e r  v i l i f y  him. Donovan promptly

^Bingham , p .  166.

98Tovar, A C h rono log ica l H i s t o r y , pp. 512 , 515. Marcantonio was 
scheduled  to  accompany C o l la z o 's  w ife  to Washington to p e t i t i o n  
P r e s id e n t  Truman fo r  clemency the same day th a t  C o l la z o 's  death  sen ten ce  
was commuted, June 24 , 1952. In terv iew  w ith  David Freedan, New York 
C ity ,  August 25, 1976.

C o l la z o 's  and T o r r e s o la 's .  a s s a s s in a t io n  attem pt on Truman was 
timed to c o in c id e  w ith  a N a t io n a l i s t  u p r is in g  in  Puerto R ico . On 
October 30 f i v e  armed N a t io n a l i s t s  a ttacked  La F o r ta le z a ,  the Governor's  
mansion in  San Juan; th ere  were bloody u p r is in g s  in  o ther i s la n d  towns, 
cau s in g  tw en ty -seven  d eaths  and n in e ty  gunshot i n j u r i e s .  See: Edward F. 
Ryan, "I Love My Country," The Washington Post (March 2 , 1954), p .  1. 
Reprinted in :  Karl Wagenheim w ith  Olga Jimdnez de Wagenheim, e d s . ,  The
Puerto R icans: A Documentary H isto r y  (New York: Anchor P r e s s ,  1973),  
p. 255. " A ssass in  Spared by Truman in  G esture to  Puerto R i c o , ” New York
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accused Marcantonio of h e lp in g  a Puerto Rican " e x -a s s a s s in ."  Donovan 

r e fe r r e d  to  Clemente Soto V e lez ,  who had been among th e  N a t io n a l i s t s  

c o n v ic te d  w ith  A lb izu  Campos in  1936, but who had never been a s s o c ia te d  

w ith  an a s s a s s i n a t i o n . 99 M arcanton io 's  resp on se  was to  i s s u e  t h i s  

sta tem en t:  "The s a f e t y  o f  the P r e s id e n t  i s  the concern  o f  a l l

‘Americans, no m atter what our p o l i t i c a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  may be. I  hope that  

in  a l l  f a i r n e s s  the a c t io n  o f  th ese  two madmen w i l l  not be used to  

i n s t i g a t e  hatred  or d is c r im in a t io n  a g a in s t  th e  Puerto Rican  

p e o p le .” 100 To El B arrio  Marcantonio is s u e d  a l e a f l e t  in  S p anish , whichI

in  part s t a t e d :

Now i s  the hour f o r  the true f r ie n d s  of Puerto R ico to gather  
to i t s  s i d e .  Now i s  the hour fo r  th ose  who b e l i e v e  in  democracy, 
l i b e r t y ,  and the s e l f - d e t e r m in a t io n  o f  a l l  p e o p le s ,  to r i s e  in  
the s t r u g g le  fo r  the  l i b e r a t i o n  o f  Puerto R ico .

As fo r  me, I  must say th a t  I have been f ig h t i n g  fo r  i t s  
l i b e r t y  and have defended th e  Puerto Rican p eop le  during the  
fo u r te e n  years th a t  I  have been in  Congress and in  t h i s  hour of 
sorrow, when the cause o f  Puerto  Rico needs more than ever i t s  
d e fe n d e r s ,  I  am w i l l i n g  to i n t e n s i f y  my e f f o r t s  fo r  i t s  l i b e r t y  
and to d ed ic a te  a l l  o f  my e n e r g ie s  fo r  the d e fen se  of the Puerto  
Rican p e o p le ,  r e g a r d le s s  o f  what my enemies say a g a in s t  me.

Puerto  Ricans: I  was w ith  you y e s te r d a y ,  I  am w ith  you today,  
and I  w i l l  be th e r e  tomorrow a l l  the  days of my l i f e . 101

In t h i s ,  M arcantonio's  f i n a l  e l e c t i o n ,  El B arr io — as i t  had in  s i x

prev ious  e l e c t i o n s — provided a s u b s t a n t ia l  m a jo r ity  f o r  i t s  adopted

son . Almost every  b lock  in  El B arrio  gave Marcantonio over 60 percent

of  i t s  v o t e .  (See  Map 9) Marcantonio r e c e iv e d  5 ,347  v o te s  to 2 ,855

v o tes  fo r  Donovan— 621 on th e  R epublican , 1 ,638  on th e  Dem ocratic , and

Times (J u ly  25, 1952),  p. 5 .
QQ

"Donovan A s s a i l s  Marcantonio T ie s ,"  New York Times (September 
29, 1950),  p .  22; Bingham, p .  161.

^ ^ " R e p r e se n ta t iv e  Backs P eo p le ,"  New York Times (November 2, 
1950), p .  16.

^ ^ Carta A b ier ta  a lo s  Puertorrique'lTos. L e a f l e t  d ep o s ited  in
C o v e llo  C o l l e c t io n .
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596 v o t e s  on the L ib e r a l  l i n e s .

In the period  of M arcantonio’s ascen dency , E l B arrio  provided a 

r e c e p t iv e  environment fo r  a r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c i a n .  I t s  housing  s to c k  

ensured i t s  p r o le ta r ia n  c h a r a c te r .  Furthermore, i t s  i s o l a t i o n  from the  

mainstream was r e in fo r c e d  by the com pleteness  of i t s  l i f e  and the  

d is c r im in a t io n  i t s  r e s id e n t s  faced  o u t s id e  i t s  e n v ir o n s .  This gh etto  

was ( l i k e  many o th ers  of i t s  t im e)  as much a f o r t r e s s  as a p r is o n .  When 

combined w ith  the a b i l i t y  o f  M arcantonio 's  p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n iz a t io n  to  

in te r c e d e  in  a m assive  way to provide  s e r v i c e s  and ge t  out the v o t e ,  

th e se  c o n d it io n s  n a tu r a l ly  le d  E l Barrio  d i r e c t l y  in to  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  

camp.

Two unique f a c t o r s ,  however, ensured th a t  i t s  response to  him 

would be monumental. The f i r s t  was Puerto  R ic o 's  p e c u l ia r  p o l i t i c a l  

s t a t u s  by which i t  was a part of the U nited  S t a t e s  but had no p o l i t i c a l  

r e p r e s e n ta t io n  in  the f e d e r a l  government. For much of h i s  term in  the  

House of R e p r e s e n ta t iv e s ,  Marcantonio served as de fa c t o  Congressman fo r  

Puerto  R ic o .  The second was the s t a t u s  o f  P uerto  Ricans as c i t i z e n s  o f  

the U nited  S t a t e s .  Unlike o th er  immigrant group s, they  did not have to  

sev er  their , t i e s  w ith  t h e ir  homeland. They remained c l o s e l y  concerned  

about the f a t e  of Puerto Rico and r e sp o n s iv e  to  M arcanton io 's  a c t i v i t i e s  

on i t s  b e h a l f .

To a much g r e a te r  degree than I t a l i a n  Harlem, El Barrio endorsed  

M arcantonio's  p o l i t i c s .  E l B a r r io 's  r e s id e n t s  g ra d u a lly  began to f e e l  

th a t  t h i s  I ta lo -A m erican  was t h e i r  l e a d e r .  I t  was he who represented  

the d is e n fr a n c h is e d  i s la n d  in  the h a l l s  of C ongress.  And although

lO^Bingham, addenda.
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Marcantonio was not the s o l e  source o f  the community's l e f t i s m ,  he did  

r e in fo r c e  i t s  a p p e a l .  No one e l s e ,  from e i t h e r  the  p o l i t i c a l  c e n te r ,  

or the r i g h t ,  seemed to  care about Puerto  R ico  or the p rogress  o f  i t s  

m ig ra n ts .

M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  work on b e h a lf  of Puerto R ico and h i s  

d efen se  o f ,  and advocacy f o r ,  the  P uerto  Rican migrant community made 

him a s i g n i f i c a n t  f ig u r e  in  the h i s t o r y  of the p eop le  during the  

t h i r t i e s  and f o r t i e s .  E l B a r r io 's  resp on se  to  such a f ig u r e  was f a i r l y  

p r e d ic t a b l e .  S im i la r ly ,  the  s i g n i f i c a n t  r a d ic a l  co n t in g en t  w ith in  t h i s  

community made i t s  acceptance  and support o f  a r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c i a n  

u n su r p r is in g .  Furthermore M arcantonio's  p o l i t i c a l  s t y l e  was c l o s e l y  

congruent w ith  the e x p e c ta t io n s  of th e  Puerto Rican im m igrants. A 

fundamental f e a t u r e  of Puerto Rican s o c i e t y  ( e s p e c i a l l y  in  t h i s  p er iod )  

was p ad rin ism o. The padrino i s  someone o f  a h ig h er  c l a s s  who has a 

p erso n a l r e l a t io n s h i p  w ith  a poorer person and a c t s  as an interm ediary  

between the poorer person and the la r g e r  s o c i e t y  of law , government, and
1 AO

employment. Marcantonio was a padrino par e x c e l l e n c e .  J The p a ttern s  

of p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i c i p a t io n  of th e  P uerto  Rican m igrant of t h i s  p er iod ,  

i d e n t i f i e d  in  E s t a d e s ' s  re c e n t  s tu d y , are  " p erson a lism , party l o y a l t y ,  

dependence on a c e n t r a l i z e d  a u th o r ity  in  both party  and governmental 

s t r u c t u r e ,  the d e s i r e  fo r  a s o lu t io n  to  the p o l i t i c a l  s ta tu s  ques­

t io n  . . .  and the  w i l l in g n e s s  to  a ccep t  a reform  program, i f  proposed

i n o
J-u jp itzp a tr ick  d e f in e s  ( p .  91) a padrino as a "person 

s t r a t e g i c a l l y  p laced  in  a h igh er  p o s i t io n  of the s o c i a l  s tr u c tu r e  who 
has a p erson a l r e l a t io n s h i p  w ith  the poorer person  in  which he provides  
employment, a s s i s t a n c e  at time o f  need , and a c t s  as an advocate i f  the  
poorer person becomes in v o lv e d  in  t r o u b le .  The padrino i s  r e a l l y  the  
in term ediary  between the poor person . . .  and the la r g e r  s o c i e t y  of  
law , government, employment, and s e r v ic e ."
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by a s tro n g  p o l i t i c a l  le a d e r ."  E s p e c ia l ly  because of h i s  s t a t u s  as a 

leader  of th e  American Labor P arty , t h i s  d e s c r ip t io n  almost p e r f e c t ly  

d e s c r ib e s  M arcanton io .10^ (See p. 278)

To a very la r g e  e x t e n t ,  however, E l B a r r io ' s  support for  

Marcantonio r e s te d  on two o th er  f a c t o r s .  One was the absence of an 

a t t r a c t i v e  o p p o s i t io n  f i g u r e .  A f t e r  James L a n z e t ta 's  f i n a l  d e fea t  in  

1940, no c o n g r e s s io n a l  cand idate  made any genuine attem pt to woo away 

M arcanton io 's  Puerto Rican c o n s t i tu e n c y .  (In  th e  1949 mayoral campaign, 

W illiam  O'Dwyer's e f f o r t s  to  d i s a f f e c t  Puerto R icans from Marcantonio  

were perhaps d ir e c te d  more toward th o se  Puerto  Ricans l i v i n g  o u t s id e  El 

B a r r io . )  In deed , h i s  major opponents in  the postwar p eriod— E l l i s  and 

Donovan— made sta tem en ts  in s u l t i n g  to  the  Puerto  Rican community. 

Moreover, the absence in  E l B arrio  of a major party  machine which could  

d e l iv e r  s e r v i c e s  gave Marcantonio a c le a r  f i e l d  w ith  th a t  segment of 

t h i s  community which would have been p o l i t i c a l l y  in f lu e n c e d  in  t h i s  

manner.

Rosa E s ta d e s ,  P a tter n s  of P o l i t i c a l  P a r t i c ip a t io n  of Puerto  
Ricans in  New York C i t y . Rio P ie d r a s ,  P .R .:  E d i t o r i a l  U n iv e r s i t a r ia ,
1978. p .  26; see  a ls o  p. 80 . Lewis has a l s o  noted (p .  36) th at  in  
Puerto R ico: "One s in g le  fa c to r  of paramount importance . . .  i s  the
fa c to r  of p erson a lism o . I t s  ro o ts  go back to  the a b s o lu t i s t  p o l i t i c a l  
methods of Spain , and, on the economic p la n e ,  to  the p ersonal a u th o r ity  
of the patron in  the ru ra l l i f e  of the s o c i e t y .  In p o l i t i c s  i t  
e x p r e sse s  i t s e l f  in  the exaggerated  r o le  p layed  by the lea d er  . . . ."

W ells a l s o  s t r e s s e d  (p .  33 ) th a t :  "It i s  p erso n a l power th a t  Spaniard s,  
as w e l l  as Puerto Ricans and most L a t in  Americans have t r a d i t i o n a l l y  
regarded as d e s ir a b le .  . . . People fo l lo w  a man not on ly  because they  
s ee  in  him the kind of person they would l i k e  to  be or th ink  they r e a l l y  
a r e ,  but a l s o  because they can make co n ta ct  w ith  him as a man.”
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I t  can be e a s i l y  over look ed , however, th a t  El B a r r io 's  r e s id e n ts  

were not s o l e l y  concerned w ith  i s s u e s  of immediate impact on Puerto Rico  

or the migrant community. As c i t i z e n s  who were p o o r ly  housed, badly  

p a id ,  and su b je c t  to d is c r im in a t io n ,  they responded to  M arcantonio's  

o v e r a l l  advocacy o f  s o c i a l  change on b e h a lf  of the d i s in h e r i t e d .  His 

g en era l  p o s i t io n s  on housing , c i v i l  r i g h t s ,  labor  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  and the  

l i k e  a l l  corresponded to  the needs and d e s i r e s  o f  t h i s  community o f  poor 

im m igrants.

Although Marcantonio was not Puerto R ican , h i s  S o u th e r n -I ta l ia n  

l i f e  s t y l e ,  w ith  i t s  emphasis on fam ily  and community, was c l o s e  to the  

Puerto Rican l i f e  s t y l e ,  and c e r t a i n l y  c l o s e r  to  t h e i r s  than the1 

p r e v a i l in g  mainstream American l i f e  s t y l e .  M arcantonio, a f t e r  a l l ,  was 

a l a t i n o , he spoke some Spanish , and cou ld  e f f e c t i v e l y  read speeches in  

S p a n i s h . I t  was not very d i f f i c u l t  f o r  El B arrio  to  embrace him as 

t h e i r  own n a t iv e  so n .  In many ways, between El B arrio  and Marcantonio 

there was an alm ost p e r fe c t  marriage of a c o n s t i tu e n c y  and a p o l i t i c a l  

le a d e r .

"Marcantonio A s s a i l s  M orris and O'Dwyer," New York Times
(O ctober 8 , 1940 ), p . 30.



CHAPTER XI

MARCANTONIO AND POLITICAL PARTIES

M arcantonio 's  maneuverings w ith in  the web o f  New York C ity 's  

p o l i t i c a l  party  s t r u c tu r e  were indeed complex, and h is  su ccess  in  

m anipu latin g  t h i s  s t r u c tu r e  proved e s s e n t i a l  to h i s  s u r v iv a l  as a 

r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c i a n .  In the n in e  C on gress ion a l e l e c t i o n s  he c o n te s te d  he 

was the can d id a te  of f i v e  p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s :  R epublican , C ity  F usion ,

A l l  P e o p le ' s ,  American Labor, and D em ocratic . In two e l e c t i o n s  (1948  

and 1950) he h e ld  the d e s ig n a t io n  of one p a r ty ,  in  f i v e  (1934, 1936, 

1938, 1940, and 1946) he h eld  two, and in  two (1942 and 1944) he ran on 

th r e e  t i c k e t s .  (S ee  Table 6 ) T h is  ch ap ter  fo c u s e s  on the e l e c t o r a l  

e f f e c t s  of M arcanton io 's  c o n s ta n t ly  changing r e la t io n s h ip s  w ith th e se  

p a r t i e s .  P a r t ic u la r  emphasis i s  devoted to  the r o le  of the American 

Labor Party in  in f lu e n c in g  the p o l i t i c a l  behavior o f  the major p a r t ie s  

toward M arcantonio.

Marcantonio en tered  the 1934 C on gress ion a l campaign w ith  the 

v a lu a b le  le g a c y  of h i s  ten -y ea r  r e l a t io n s h i p  w ith  I t a l i a n  Harlem's 

n a t iv e  son and New York C i t y ' s  premiere p o l i t i c i a n ,  F i o r e l l o  

LaGuardia.l The seeming d isadvantage  of h i s  R epublican a f f i l i a t i o n  in  a

^"Support of R oo sev e lt  Asked by LaGuardia In Endorsing Republican  
i n  His Old D i s t r i c t . ” New York Times (October 30 , 1934), p .  1.



TABLE 6

CONGRESSIONAL PRIMARY AND GENERAL ELECTION RESULTS FOR THE TWENTIETH (1934-
AND EIGHTEENTH (1 9 4 4 -5 0 ) CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICTS

P rim aries General E le c t io n

1934 Marcantonio
L anzetta

13,083
12,483

(no c o n te s te d  p r im aries) Republican Democratic S o c i a l i s t

Marcantonio
12,428

L an zetta
12,483

C assidy
1,196

1936

Republican Democratic

(no co n te s te d  p r im aries )

Marcantonio 17,212  
L anzetta  18,772

R epublican Democratic S o c i a l i s t

Marcantonio
12,116

L anzetta
18,772

Coronel
688

1938

R epublican Democratic

Marcantonio
2 ,296

Kupferman
199

L anzetta
4 ,2 5 2

Marcantonio
1,930

ALP

Marcantonio
1,759

L anzetta
170

Marcantonio 18,960  
L anzetta  12,376

R epublican Democratic ALP

Marcantonio
10,059

L anzetta
12,376

Marcantonio
8 ,901

■42)

C ity  Fusion

Marcantonio
655

A l l  P e o p le 's

Marcantonio
5 ,096

S o c i a l i s t

Gross
403



TABLE 6
(co n tin u ed )

CONGRESSIONAL PRIMARY AND GENERAL ELECTION RESULTS FOR THE TWENTIETH (1934 -4 2 )
AND EIGHTEENTH (1 9 4 4 -5 0 ) CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICTS

Prim aries General E le c t io n s

1940

Republican Democratic

Marcantonio
(u n co n te ste d )

Marcantonio
N.A.*

L anzetta
N.A.*

ALP

(u n co n te ste d )

Marcantonio
L anzetta

25 ,254
15,160

Republican Democratic

Marcantonio
14,737

L anzetta
15,160

ALP

Marcantonio
10,517

1942

Republican

Marcantonio
2 ,784

M ucciolo
291

Democratic

Marcantonio
5 ,247
Ricca
2 ,529

ALP

Marcantonio
2 ,049

Mucciolo
234

Marcantonio 18,924  

Republican Democratic ALP

Marcantonio Marcantonio Marcantonio
7 ,890 7,533 3,501

1944

Republican

Marcantonio
2 ,945
Palmer
2 ,723

Democratic

Marcantonio
10,120
Kennedy

9 ,570

ALP

(u n co n te ste d )

Marcantonio 83 ,121  

R epublican Democratic

Marcantonio
31,675

Marcantonio
37 ,070

ALP

Marcantonio
13,476

* not a v a i la b le

-382
-



TABLE 6
(co n tin u ed )

CONGRESSIONAL PRIMARY AND GENERAL ELECTION RESULTS FOR THE TWENTIETH (1934-42 )
AND EIGHTEENTH (1 9 4 4 -5 0 ) CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICTS

Prim aries General E le c t io n s

1946

Republican Democratic

Marcantonio
2,760
Bryan
3,641

Marcantonio
9 ,778

Hannigan
9,216

ALP

(u n co n tested )

Marcantonio 42 ,229  
Bryan 35,693

Republican Democratic ALP

Bryan
35,693

Marcantonio
27,341

Marcantonio
14,888

1948

(no c o n te s te d  p r im aries)

Marcantonio 36 ,278  
M orrissey 31,211
E l l i s  30 ,899

Republican Democratic ALP

E l l i s
26,038

M orrissey
31,211

Marcantonio
36,278

1950

(no c o n tes ted  p r im aries)

Donovan
19,030

Donovan
Marcantonio

49 ,448
36,095

R epublican Democratic ALP

Donovan
25,215

Marcantonio
36,095

L ib er a l

E l l i s
4 ,861

L ib e r a l

Donovan
5,203

Source: M unicipal A rchives o f th e  C ity  o f  .New York.

383



TABLE 7

ELECTION RESULTS FOR THE PORTION OF THE
SEVENTEENTH STATE SENATORIAL DISTRICT WHICH WAS

INCLUDED IN MARCANTONIO'S CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT*

DEMOCRATIC REPUBLICAN AMERICAN LABOR PARTY

1938 Leon F is c h e l F reder ick  Coudert Harold Baer

17th A.D. 
T ota l

7 ,752
23,502

2 ,487
33,383

4 ,8 7 0
10,340

1940 Gerald Murphy F reder ick  Coudert Andrew Macleod

17th A.D. 
T ota l

13,544
4 1 ,430

2 ,507
52 ,085

3,835
8 ,057

1942

17th A.D. 
T ota l

Jerry  F i n k e l s t e in

4 ,9 1 4
16,993

F reder ick  Coudert

3 ,346
32 ,989

Jerry  F i n k e l s t e in

1,725
7,632

* V ic to r io u s  ca n d id a te s '  names are underscored . Approximately one h a l f  o f  the Seventeenth  
Assembly D i s t r i c t  was El B arr io ,  the  o th er  h a l f  was C entral Harlem.

Source: M unicipal A rchive o f  the C ity  o f  New York.



TABLE 8

ELECTION RESULTS FOR THE PORTION OF THE EIGHTEENTH STATE SENATORIAL DISTRICT
WHICH WAS INCLUDED IN MARCANTONIO'S CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT*

DEMOCRATIC REPUBLICAN AMERICAN LABOR PARTY

1938 John McCall Michael G i l l e r V ic to r  G ettner

18th A.D. 
T ota l

9 ,879
23 ,879

6 ,552
12,532

4 ,0 2 8
5 ,797

1940 John McCall Charles M uzzicato C harles Muzzicato

18th A.D. 
T ota l

11 ,938
27 ,134

12,155
24 ,717

4 ,0 2 3
6 ,096

1942 John McCall Richard Costenzo Richard Costenzo

18th A.D. 
T ota l

6 ,123
13,844

7 ,310
15,817

2,186
3 ,874

* V ic to r io u s  ca n d id a tes '  names are underscored . The E igh teen th  Assembly D i s t r i c t  was 
approxim ately coterminous w ith  I t a l i a n  Harlem.

• y

Source: M unicipal A rchive o f  th e  C ity  o f  New York.



TABLE 9

1937 

17TH

18th A.D

1938

17th A.D 

18th A.D

1940

17th A.D 

18th A.D

1942

17th A.D 

18th A.D

ELECTION RESULTS FOR THE SEVENTEENTH (RENAMED FOURTEENTH
IN 1944) AND EIGHTEENTH (RENAMED SIXTEENTH IN 1944) ASSEMBLY DISTRICTS*

DEMOCRATIC REPUBLICAN AMERICAN LABOR PARTY

A.D.Meyer Alterman Oscar G arcia-R ivera  Oscar G arcia-R ivera
6,218  3 ,966  47236

S a lv a to re  Ferenga Hamlet C atenaccio A lfred  S c o t t i
9 ,759  5 ,3 9 2  5 ,487

Meyer Alterman John R o ss i  Oscar G arcia-R ivera
6,208 3 ,164  6 ,443

S a lv a to re  Ferenga Joseph Boccia  Joseph B occia
10,147 7 ,568  4,347

Hulan Jack  
12,171

Joseph C io f f i  
14,243

Oscar G arcia-R ivera  
3,134

Hamlet Catenaccio  
10,700

Oscar G arcia-R ivera  
5,887

Hamlet C atenaccio  
3 ,819

Hulan Jack Lasson Walsh Hulan Jack
4 ,890  2 ,344  1,706

Joseph C io f f i  Hamlet C atenaccio  Hamlet C atenaccio
7 ,423  6 ,621 2,147

386



TABLE 9
(co n tin u ed )

ELECTION RESULTS FOR THE SEVENTEENTH (RENAMED FOURTEENTH
IN 1944) AND EIGHTEENTH (RENAMED SIXTEENTH IN 1944) ASSEMBLY DISTRICTS*

1944

14th A.D. 

16th A.D.

1946

14th A.D. 

16th A.D.

1948

14th A.D. 

16th A.D.

1950

14th A.D 

16th A.D.

D E M O C R A T I C

Hulan Jack  
12,582

Frank R o s s e t t i  
12,478

Hulan Jack  
5 ,087

Louis C io f f i  
12,668

Hulan Jack
10,278

Louis C i o f f i  
15,158

Hulan Jack  
6,748

Louis C io f f i  
9 ,504

REPUBLICAN

Lasson Walsh 
3 ,124

Hamlet C atenaccio
10,901

I s r a e l  D av ila  
3 ,955

Hamlet C atenaccio  
5 ,878

I s r a e l  D av ila
• 2 ,432

V incent V e l l e l a
6 ,028

Carlo B la s in i  
1,672

Giro Cestano  
4 ,451

AMERICAN LABOR PARTY

Hulan Jack  
6 , 121

Hamlet C atenaccio  
3 ,408

Hulan Jack  
4 ,0 5 6

Hamlet C atenaccio
3,571

Manuel Medina 
6 ,453

Mairo E l i s e o  
8 ,220

Manuel Medina 
5 ,842

Lee Bosco 
9 ,716

LIBERAL

Frank R o s s e t t i  
508

Louis C i o f f i  
416

Hulan Jack  
1,273

Eugene T eeter  
1,177

Pedro Torres  
1,229

Louis C i o f f i  
1,877

* V ic to r io u s  c a n d id a te s '  names are underscored . One h a l f  o f  the Fourteenth  Assembly D i s t r i c t  was in  El 
B arr io ,  the o ther  h a l f  in  C entral Harlem. The S ix te e n th  Assembly D i s t r i c t  was approxim ately  coterminous  
w ith  I t a l i a n  Harlem.

Source: M unicipal A rch ives o f  the C ity  o f  New York
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TABLE 10

ELECTION RESULTS FOR THE PORTION OF THE TWENTY-SECOND STATE SENATORIAL DISTRICT
WHICH INCLUDED MARCANTONIO'S CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT*

DEMOCRAT REPUBLICAN AMERICAN LABOR PARTY LIBERAL

1944

14th A.D. 
16th A.D 
T ota l

P h i l l i p  Z ic h e l lo

12,475
11,908
40 ,390

Richard Costenza

2,868
11,265
29 ,983

Richard Costenza

6 ,218
3 ,332

14,203

P h i l l i p  Z ic h e l lo

504
517

1,888

1946 A lfred  Santangelo  Michael Angelo A lfred  Santangelo  (no can d id a te)

14th A.D. 5 ,147  3 ,331  4 ,161
16th A.D 12,028 5 ,857  4 ,1 1 3
T ota l  28 ,886  24 ,857  12,390

1948

14th A.D. 
16th A.D 
T ota l

A lfred  Santangelo

10,330
14,038
42 ,278

W illiam  Duggan

2,462
6 ,028

23,142

A lfred  Santangelo

6 ,424
8 ,917

22,077

Ferenc Gondor

1,182
1,254
3 ,796

1950

14th A.D. 
16th A.D 
T ota l

A lfred  Santangelo

6,495
9,916

30,018

W illiam  Bianch i

1,715
3 ,737

15,250

W illiam  B ianch i

5 ,396
9 ,799

21 ,638

A lfred  Santangelo

977
2 ,130
4 ,809

* V ic to r io u s  c a n d id a te s '  names are  underscored . One h a l f  o f  the Fourteenth  Assembly D i s t r i c t  was in  E l  
B a rr io ,  the o ther  h a l f  in  C entral Harlem. The S ix te e n th  Assembly D i s t r i c t  was approxim ately  coterminous  
w ith  I t a l i a n  Harlem.

Source: M unicipal A rch ives o f  th e C ity  o f  New York.
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TABLE 11

PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION RESULTS FOR THE SEVENTEENTH (RENAMED FOURTEENTH
IN 1944) AND EIGHTEENTH (RENAMED SIXTEENTH IN 1944) ASSEMBLY DISTRICTS*

DEMOCRATIC REPUBLICAN AMERICAN LABOR PARTY LIBERAL

1936

17TH A.D. 
18th A.D.

R ooseve lt

18,382
19,307

Landon

2 ,375
6 ,237

R ooseve lt

1 ,146
1,588

1940 R ooseve lt W il lk ie R ooseve lt
17th A.D. 
18th A.D.

14,931
12,998

2 ,757
14,048

4 ,7 8 2
3 ,952

1944

14th A.D. 
16th A.D.

R ooseve lt

13,554
10,740

Dewey

3,098
14,052

R oo sev e lt

6 ,464  
3 ,248

R ooseve lt

1 ,053
505

1948

14th A.D. 
16th A.D.

Truman

11,825
16,586

Dewey

2,628
7,756

W allace

6 ,248
7,000

TrumaA

900
1,356

^Approximately one h a l f  o f  the S ev en teen th /F ou rteen th  Assembly D i s t r i c t  was El B a rr io ,  the o th er  h a l f  
was part o f  C entral Harlem. The E ig h te e n th /S ix te e n th  Assembly D i s t r i c t  was approxim ately  coterminous  
w ith  I t a l i a n  Harlem.

Source: M unicipal A rchives o f  the C ity  o f  New York.
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d i s t r i c t  comprised of f i r s t -  and s e c o n d -g e n e r a t io n  immigrant workers was 

m it ig a te d  by the c l o s e  t i e s  of i t s  l a r g e s t  e th n ic  group, I t a l i a n  

Americans, to  the R epublican  P arty .  (See  pp. 2 3 6 -37 )  These a f f i l i a t i o n s  

were s tr o n g ly  r e in fo r c e d  by LaGuardia's d e ca d e - lo n g  tenure as i t s  

R epublican  Congressman. Aside from the R epublican  Party p r o c l i v i t i e s  of  

pany of th e  I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s , Tammany H a l l ' s  hegemony in  t h i s  d i s t r i c t  

was undermined from 1910 to  1922 by the s i g n i f i c a n t  s t r e n g th  of the  

S o c i a l i s t  P a rty .  I t  i s  s u f f i c i e n t  here to  n o te  th at  in  the 1920 

C on gress ion a l race  Morris H i l l q u i t  r e c e iv e d  43 percent  of East Harlem's
r

v o te .^  (See pp. 2 0 -2 1 )  LaGuardia's ascendency in  E ast Harlem

from 1922 to 1931 fu r th e r  undermined Tammany H a l l .  In 1924, LaGuardia 

ran as a S o c i a l i s t ,  and in  h i s  o th er  ra ce s  as a R epublican . In a l l  h i s  

r a c e s ,  except  th a t  of 1922, he a l s o  ran on another l i n e :  in  1924, 

P r o g r e s s iv e  P arty; in  1926, P r o g r e s s iv e  Labor Party; in  1928, Wet Party;  

and in  1930 and 1932, the L ib e r a l  P a rty .^  (See  pp. 4 1 -5 2 )  The 

v a r ie g a te d  party  p a ttern  in  East Harlem countered  the h ab it  of l o y a l t y  

to  the Democratic party  which was so p r e v a le n t  in  o th er  immigrant urban 

d i s t r i c t s .  A side from th e  Upper East S id e ' s  " S ilk  S tock in g  D i s t r i c t , "  

East Harlem was the on ly  C ongress iona l d i s t r i c t  in  Manhattan which did
4

not have an entrenched  Tammany machine.

^ J e f fr e y  S. Gurock, When Harlem Was J e w ish ,  1870-1930 (New 
York: Columbia U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1979),  p .  81 .

3
No e l e c t i o n  s t a t i s t i c s  are a v a i la b le  fo r  th e se  minor p a r t i e s ,  

because the New York c i t y  Bureau o f  E le c t io n s  on ly  reported  them on a 
c i ty - w id e  b a s i s .  Jacob Blum and P e te r  Wilhelm, "Vito Marcantonio and 
the P o l i t i c a l  O rganization  o f  East Harlem" (Honors paper, Yale  
U n iv e r s i t y ,  1967 ) ,  p. 257.

^Arthur Mann, La Guardia: A F ig h te r  A ga in st H is Times 1882-
1933 (C hicago: U n iv e r s ity  o f Chicago P r e s s ,  19 5 9 ), p. 245.



M arcantonio's  1934 opponent, Alderman James L a n z e tta ,  had 

narrowly d e fe a te d  LaGuardia by a v o te  o f  16,477 to  15,227 in  the  

Democratic la n d s l id e  year of 1932. L an zetta  seemed to have a number of  

q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  fo r  continued  p o l i t i c a l  su ccess  in  t h i s  community. F i r s t  

and forem ost he was an I ta lo -A m erican  born and r a ise d  in  E ast Harlem.

He was educated as an en g ineer  at Columbia U n iv e r s i t y .  He was w i t t y ,  

a f f a b l e ,  and g o o d - lo o k in g .  Moreover, he was s u f f i c i e n t l y  a s t u t e  

p o l i t i c a l l y  to  have b u i l t  a p o l i t i c a l  base in  E ast Harlem's growing  

Puerto Rican community.5 (See p. 346) Marcantonio was handicapped by 

the presen ce  o f  both S o c i a l i s t  and Communist Party can d id ates  on the  

b a l l o t ,  who siphoned v o te s  away from him. Moreover, h i s  I t a l i a n  

a n ces try  could not be p o l i t i c a l l y  e x p lo i t e d — "Lanzetta" and 

"Marcantonio" were e q u a l ly  good I t a l i a n  names. L a n z e t ta 's  advantages in  

t h i s  c o n te s t  were d i s s ip a t e d  by h is  in e p t i tu d e  in  C ongress. He was 

l a r g e ly  i n a c t i v e ,  and as a r e s u l t  ob ta in ed  scan t coverage in  the New 

York p r e s s .  On one of the few o cc a s io n s  when he spoke in  th e  House, he 

committed the p o l i t i c a l  faux pas of defen d in g  la n d lo r d s .  "Many ten a n ts  

have been unable to  pay re n t ,"  he e x p la in e d ,  "but th ey ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  

have been p erm itted  to  remain because of the f r i e n d l y  f e e l i n g  e x i s t i n g  

between the owners and the te n a n t ,  from a long and in t im a te  

a s s o c i a t i o n . "6

Arthur Walker Bingham, "The C on gress ion a l E le c t io n s  of V ito  
Marcantonio" (Honors paper, Harvard U n iv e r s i t y ,  1950), addenda 
(u n pag ina ted );  La Guardia: A F ig h te r  A ga in st  His Times, pp. 317 -18 .

^Alan S c h a f fe r ,  V ito  M arcantonio, R adical in  Congress 
(S yracu se:  Syracuse U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1966),  p . 23; S a lv a to r e  John
LaGumina, V ito  Marcantonio: The P e o p le 's  P o l i t i c i a n  (Dubuque, Iowa:
K endall/H unt, 1969), p. 43 .



Using the s lo g a n  " F i l l  the Empty S e a t , ” Marcantonio waged a 

h ig h ly  i d e o l o g i c a l  campaign. Moving fa r  to the l e f t  o f  L an zetta ,  the  

R epublican candidate  d ec lared  th a t  i f  he were e l e c t e d ,  ”1 w i l l  prove by 

my a c t io n s  th a t  the cause of the organ ized  worker i s  the cause o f  V ito  

M arcanton io .” Anti-Tammany H a l l ,  la b o r ,  and c i v i c  groups v ig o r o u s ly  

supported h i s  candidacy. L u ig i  A n to n in i ,  le a d e r  of the powerful I t a l i a n  

Dressmakers L ocal 89 o f  the I n te r n a t io n a l  L a d ie s '  Garment Workers'

Union, headed a labor committee which worked fo r  M arcanton io's  

e l e c t i o n .  F i f t y  la b o r  unions endorsed him. Among n a t io n a l  la b o r
5.

l e a d e r s ,  only  W illiam  Green, P r e s id e n t  of th e  AFL, opposed him. 

Marcantonio rec e iv e d  a number of p erson a l endorsem ents as w e l l ,  but none 

was as im portant as th a t  of the r e c e n t ly  e l e c t e d  mayor. ' 7

Although he l e f t  l i t t l e  l a s t i n g  impact as a Congressman, L anzetta  

had begun to speak on b eh a lf  o f  immigrants in  th e  House. For example, 

he c a l le d  fo r  the autom atic  adm ission  to c i t i z e n s h i p  of a l i e n s  who had 

r e s id e d  in  th e  United S ta te s  for  many y e a r s ,  but who had been unable t o  

meet ed u c a t io n a l  requirem ents fo r  n a t u r a l i z a t i o n . 8 This was o f  

c o n s id era b le  i n t e r e s t  in  a d i s t r i c t  whose p o p u la t io n  con ta in ed  a cohort  

of  only  e ig h t -a n d -o n e -h a l f  percent n a t iv e  born of n a t iv e  p a r e n t s .9 

However, Marcantonio a d r o i t ly  a ttack ed  in  an area  of even g r e a te r  

i n t e r e s t  to t h i s  community, L a n z e t ta 's  f a i l u r e  to respond promptly to

^Donna Liberraan, "Vito Marcantonio: P e o p le 's  Congressman: The
New Deal Period" (Honors paper, R a d c l i f f e  C o l le g e ,  1970), p .  29.

^ S a lv a to re  John LaGumina, "Case S tu d ie s  in  E t h n ic i t y  and I t a l o -  
Araerican P o l i t i c i a n s , "  in  The I t a l i a n  Experience in  the  U nited  S t a t e s , 
e d . ,  S ilv a n o  M. Tomasi and Madeline H. Engel (New York: Center fo r  
M igration  S tu d ie s ,  1973), p .  149.

^A Decade of D i s t r i c t  H ea lth  P io n e e r in g :  Ten Year Report of the
East Harlem H ealth  C en ter , report prepared under the d i r e c t io n  of  
Kenneth D. Widdemer (New York, 1932),  p .  108.
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c o n s t i t u e n t s '  r e q u e s ts  fo r  a s s i s t a n c e .  A pparently , whenever a 

c o n s t i tu e n t  approached L anzetta  fo r  a fa v o r ,  he r e p l ie d  he would take  

care of i t  "next w eek .” M arcantonio, who had e x t e n s iv e  ex p er ien ce  

s e r v in g  LaGuardia's c o n s t i t u e n t s ,  dubbed L a n z e tta ,  "Jimmy Next-Week."

The nickname haunted L a n zetta .

S t i l l ,  the advantage la y  w ith  L a n zetta — an incumbent Democratic  

candidate  running in  a l a n d s l id e  Democratic y e a r .  The Democratic  

g u b e r n a to r ia l  ca n d id a te ,  Herbert Lehman, f o r  example, swamped h i s  

Republican opponent in  East Harlem by alm ost two to  one. Yet s 

Marcantonio— w ith  the 655 v o te s  he garnered on the City Fusion  l i n e —  

beat L an zetta  by 257 v o t e s . H  The most s i g n i f i c a n t  c o n tr ib u t in g  fa c to r s  

to  M arcantonio's  v i c t o r i e s  were probably h i s  s u p e r io r  o r g a n iz a t io n  and 

L a n z e tta 's  o v e r c o n f id e n c e .

T h ir ty -tw o  years o ld ,  v o lu b le ,  handsome, LaGuardia's p r o t /g e ^ s e t  

o f f  fo r  Washington.

His r a d ic a l is m  in  Congress and a c t iv i s m  in  New York C ity  

a t t r a c te d  an enormous amount o f  e a r ly  p ress  coverage: the Times, fo r  

example, mentioned him twenty tim es in  1935 and s i x t y  times in  1936.

And Time reported  th a t :  "Perhaps [ th e ]  most v igorou s  of a l l  th e  House's

you n gsters  i s  swarthy, l i t t l e  V ito  M arcantonio ."12

By d efy in g  the dictum th at  freshman congressmen should l i s t e n  and 

l e a r n ,  Macantonio entered  the 1936 campaign as a worthy s u c c e s s o r  to  

F i o r e l l o  LaGuardia. The Nation had in c lu d ed  him on i t s  1935 "Honor

^ I n t e r v ie w  w ith  Ida H efner , New York C ity ,  August 13, 1975.

H S c h a f f e r ,  p. 26; Bingham, addenda. For com plete v o t in g  f ig u r e s  
on M arcantonio's c o n g r e s s io n a l  r a c e s ,  as d is c u s se d  in  t h i s  ch a p ter ,  see  
Table 6 .

^ " N a tio n a l A f fa ir s ,"  Time (A p r il 22 , 1 9 3 5 ), p. 15.
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Roll"  as the congressman "who has been in  the  fo r e fr o n t  of the s tr u g g le

a g a in s t  s o c i a l  i n j u s t i c e . "  The New York Post endorsed him fo r  r e -

e l e c t i o n  and c a l l e d  him the "champion of the u n em p lo y ed ."

Not a l l  the press  a t t e n t io n  th a t  he r e c e iv e d ,  however, was 

p o s i t i v e .  The New York News on February 1936 s ta te d  th a t  a t  a 

dem onstration o f  Work P r o je c t s  A d m in is tra t io n  em ployees, an " in flam atory  

harangue by V ito  Marcantonio touched o f f  a r i o t . " ^  in  any c a s e ,  

Marcantonio returned  to  h i s  e l e c t o r a t e  a f t e r  one term w ith  a r e p u ta t io n  

as an a c t i v e ,  outspoken l e g i s l a t o r .  ?

M arcantonio1s 1936 e l e c t o r a l  p ro sp ec ts  were enhanced by a number

of o th er  f a c t o r s .  Running as a R ep ub lican , he r e c e iv e d  the a s s i s ta n c e  

of  the l o c a l  R epublican  o r g a n iz a t io n .  A N on-P artisan  Committee fo r  the  

R e - e le c t io n  o f  V ito  M arcantonio, organ ized  by le a d in g  l i b e r a l s  

( in c lu d in g  Heywood Broun, Morris E rn st ,  and C larence Darrow), broadened 

h is  base beyond the  R epublican P a r ty .  Other prominent f ig u r e s  endorsed  

h i s  candidacy , in c lu d in g  Maury M averick, L uis Munoz Marin, Father  

C harles Coughlin , and Hamilton Fish.*'*

Marcantonio alm ost l o s t  the most im portant endorsement of a l l ,  

th at  of h is  e r s t w h i le  mentor and now in c r e a s i n g ly  powerful mayor, 

F i o r e l l o  LaGuardia. In 1936, Marcantonio was a r r e s te d  fo r  le a d in g  a 

dem onstration  of f i f t e e n  thousand WPA and r e l i e f  workers in  a march in  

d e f ia n c e  of a p o l i c e  ban. Marcantonio accused LaGuardia of bearing

l^As quoted in  Liberman, p .  62.

*^"Cops b a t t le  10 ,000  in  R io t Over R e l i e f ,"  New York News
(February 16, 1936), p . 2 .

*^Liberraan, p. 76 .
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r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  fo r  h i s  a r r e s t  and the a r r e s t  of many of the

d em on stra tors .  With s e v e r a l  newspapers em phasizing the c l o s e

r e l a t io n s h i p  between the two up to th a t  moment, Marcantonio s ta t e d :  "I

w i l l  never fo r g e t  my f i r s t  encounter w ith  th e  p o l i c e .  That was in  1926

during the d ressw o r k e rs 1 s t r i k e .  One morning I go t a c a l l  from

.LaGuardia. He asked me to  accompany him on the p ic k e t  l i n e .  [We] were

a r r e s t e d .  I  b e l i e v e  the Mayor was r ig h t  th a t  t im e . How can I  be

condemned i f  I  b e l i e v e  in  1936 what the Mayor taught me in  1 9 2 6 ." ^

Perhaps fo r  p erso n a l as much as p o l i t i c a l  r e a s o n s ,  LaGuardia endorsed

17 •the f i e r y  r a d i c a l .

In 1936, d e s p i t e  M arcantonio's  fa r -r a n g in g  and m uch-public ized

a c t i v i t i e s  and im p r e ss iv e  o u ts id e  su pport,  fo r  the f i r s t  and only  t im e,

E ast Harlem f a i l e d  to  g iv e  him a m ajor ity  of i t s  v o te s  and returned h is

immediate p r ed ece sso r  to  o f f i c e .  Running on th e  Democratic l i n e ,  

L a n ze tta  r e c e iv e d  18 ,722  v o t e s  to  M arcanton io 's  1 7 ,2 0 7 — 12,111 on the

1 A"Marcantonio S e iz e d  in  R e l i e f  Row: D e f ie s  P o l i c e  in  March of
15 ,000 ,"  New York Times (February 16, 1936),  p .  1; "Marcantonio Lays 
D isord er  to  P o l i c e ,"  New York Times (February 17, 19 3 6 ) ,  p. 19; s ee  
a l s o ,  " V alen tine  D erides  Marcantonio Row," New York Times (February 18, 
1936),  p. 3 .

^"Mayor f o r  M arcantonio,"  New York Times (October 26, 1936),  p. 
2 .  Although LaGuardia in c r e a s in g ly  i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  the American Labor 
P a r ty ' s  r i g h t  w ing, he never f a i l e d  to endorse M arcantonio. In p a r t ,  
t h i s  was due to  th e  Republican mayor's need fo r  l e f t - w in g  support fo r  
r e - e l e c t i o n ,  but a good d ea l of the e x p la n a t io n  can be a scr ib ed  to  
enduring p a te r n a l  s e n t im e n t .  LaGuardia's fa th e r  complex toward 
Marcantonio led  him to r e f e r  p u b l ic ly  to  him as "V ito , my good son ,"  or 
when he d is p le a s e d  him as "my e r r in g  son ."  "Red D a r lin g ,"  Newsweek 
(November 15, 19 4 6 ) ,  p . 31 . A l e t t e r  of endorsement from LaGuardia to 
Marcantonio in  1938 was p u b lish ed  in  the campaign brochure, I  Want to  
Be Your Congressman, d e p o s ite d  in  CC. See a l s o :  "Marcantonio Wins La
Guardia Backing: Mayor's 'F a th e r ly  I n t e r e s t '  I s  Said to  O ffse t
D if fe r e n c e s"  New York Times (November 5, 1 9 4 0 ) ,  p. 14; and, "Mayor Gives  
h i s  Support to  M arcantonio, Chided by A nton in i fo r  'Beaut of a 
M ista k e , '"  New York Times (J u ly  30, 1942),  p. 23 .
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R epublican and 5 ,0 9 6  on the A l l  P e o p le 's  Party  l i n e s , 18 (Qn h is

r e l a t io n s h i p  to  the l a t t e r  see  pp. 3 4 9 -5 0 . )  In p a r t ,  M arcantonio's

d e f e a t  was the r e s u l t  of h i s  a n t i - F a s c i s t  s e n t im e n ts ,  which c e r t a in ly

had some n e g a t iv e  e f f e c t  on h i s  Ita lo -A m erican  c o n s t i tu e n c y .  He en tered

the 1936 campaign w h ile  I t a l y  was invad ing  E th io p ia ,  and p r o -F a s c is t

. f e e l i n g  was running h igh  in  the I t a l i a n  community. (See  pp. 229-32)

M arcanton io 's  a n t i - F a s c i s t  r e p u ta t io n  most c e r t a i n l y  a ls o  led  to the

p r o - F a s c i s t  I I  P rogresso  Ita lo -A m ericano  ( th e  la r g e s t  I ta l ia n - la n g u a g e

d a i ly  in  the U nited  S t a t e s )  com p le te ly  o m it t in g  h i s  name from i t s  pages

• 19during t h i s  campaign, w h ile  g iv in g  L an zetta  e x te n s iv e  coverage .

Among the fa c to r s  c o n tr ib u t in g  to M arcanton io 's  d e fe a t  at  

L a n z e t ta 's  hands (and LaGuardia's d e fe a t  by L anzetta  in  1932)20 as w e l l  

as  M arcantonio 's  v i c t o r i e s  over L a n ze tta  in  1934 and 1938, were the s i z e  

d i f f e r e n t i a l s  fo r  the E ast Harlem e l e c t o r a t e  in  o f f - y e a r  versu s  

p r e s i d e n t i a l - y e a r  e l e c t i o n s :

TABLE 12

NUMBER OF VOTES CAST FOR CONGRESSIONAL CANDIDATES 
IN THE TWENTIETH CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT

1932
1934
1936
1938

31 ,664
26,763
36 ,672
31,739

Source: M unicipal A rchives of th e  C ity  o f  New York

18Liberman, p .  78 .

19LaGumina, pp. 24, 43 .

20 Howard Z inn, LaGuardia in  C ongress (New York: W. W. Norton
19 5 8 ), pp. 184, 249 .
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A pparently , the f i v e  thousand or so a d d i t io n a l  E ast Harlem v o te r s  who 

voted  only in  th e  1932 and 1936 p r e s i d e n t i a l  e l e c t i o n s  were a t t r a c te d  to  

R oo sev e lt  and voted  the s t r a ig h t  Democratic t i c k e t .  (S ee  p. 270)

As a d e fe a te d  can d id ate  o f  what was c l e a r l y  becoming the m in ority  

party o f  h i s  d i s t r i c t ,  Marcantonio might never have aga in  sa t  in  

Congress had i t  not been fo r  the founding o f  th e  American Labor Party in  

1935. (The ALP did not run C on gress ion a l ca n d id a tes  u n t i l  1 9 3 8 .)  Two 

weeks a f t e r  h is  d e fe a t  in  1936, the r a d ic a l  Republican e n r o l le d  in  the  

the newly founded p a r ty . 21

New Y ork's American Labor Party was the c r e a t io n  o f  the a n t i ­

communist le a d e r sh ip  of the n e e d le - tr a d e s  unions ( e s p e c i a l l y ,  A lex  Rose, 

David Dubinsky, and L u ig i  A n to n in i ) .  Their primary o r g a n iz a t io n a l  

motive was to d e v is e  a means fo r  t r a d i t i o n a l  S o c i a l i s t  v o te r s ,  who were 

con cen tra ted  in  th ose  u n ion s ,  to v o te  com fortab ly  fo r  F ranklin  Delano  

R o o s e v e l t .  As a cen ter  fo r  anti-Tammany p o l i t i c s ,  th e  Party a l s o  served

to  garner v o te s  fo r  LaGuardia, whose R epublican  la b e l  was anathema to

22many who were o th erw ise  a t t r a c t e d  to  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  p o s i t i o n s .

The American Labor P a r ty 's  program was not s o c i a l i s t i c ,  but i t  

was fu r th e r  to  the l e f t  than the New D ea l .  For example, in  i t s  

D e c la r a t io n  o f  P r i n c ip le s  o f  1937, the l a s t  of a l i s t  o f  t h ir t e e n  p o in ts  

s t ip u la t e d  th at  th ere  should be a " s u f f i c i e n t  planned u t i l i z a t i o n  of the  

n a tu r a l  economy so th a t  c o a l ,  o i l ,  t im b er , water power, and o th er  

n atu ra l reso u rce s  that belong to the American people  of t h i s  and fu ture

^Blum and Wilhelm, p. 28.
O O

August Heckscher w ith  P h y l l i s  Robinson, When LaGuardia Was 
Mayor; New Y ork's Legendary Years (New York; W. W. Norton, 1978),  
p . 138.
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*y\g e n e r a t io n s  s h a l l  be p r o te c te d  from predatory i n t e r e s t s . "  In a 

s im i la r  v e in ,  a press  r e l e a s e  dated January 1943 s t a t e d :

A s u i t a b l e  job  and a f a i r  d i s t r i b u t i v e  share of abundant 
prod u ction  i s  the due o f  every  w i l l i n g  worker. The s t a t e  must 
s t r i v e  to secu re  t h i s  fo r  a l l  w orkers . To make democracy e f f e c t i v e ,  
th ere  must be econom ic, s o c i a l ,  and c u l t u r a l  j u s t i c e ,  as w e l l  as  
j u r i d i c a l  and p o l i t i c a l  e q u a l i t y .  . . . Nor can th ese  o b j e c t iv e s  be 
a t ta in e d  by t r a d i t i o n a l  " free  e n t e r p r i s e ."  There must be 
e s t a b l i s h e d  a S t a t e  Economic C ouncil . . .  to  p lan  the e x te n s io n  o f  
i n d u s t r i a l  a c t i v i t y ,  where th ere  i s  a f a i l u r e  o f  p r iv a te  b u s in e ss  to  
engage in  . . .  a recommended e n t e r p r i s e ,  w ith in  n in e ty  days the  
C ouncil may organ ize  a p u b l ic  corp ora tion  to engage in  such an 
in d u s tr y . ^

The th r u st  of the ALP's program, however, was support of the more 

" l e f t i s t "  New Deal dom estic  d o c t r in e s .  I t  d ev ia ted  sharp ly  from the  

l i b e r a l  wing of the Democratic Party  p r im a r i ly  in  fo r e ig n  p o l i c y ,  

p a r t i c u l a r ly  during th e  Soviet-German N o n -In terv en t io n  Pact and the  

pos twar pe r i o d s .

Apart from the gen era l appeal o f  i t s  program to the la r g e  l i b e r a l  

and l e f t i s t  b lo c s  in  New York C ity ,  i t  was the support of unions w ith  

la rg e  memberships th a t  guaranteed the v i a b i l i t y  of the ALP as a bona 

f id e  th ir d  p a r ty .  The unsavory r e p u ta t io n  of the re g u la r  Democratic  

P arty ,  and the u n a c c e p t a b i l i t y  of the Republican Party la b e l  to  much of  

the c i t y ' s  e l e c t o r a t e ,  fu r th e r  enhanced the new p a r ty 's  fo r tu n e s .  

Moreover, the new party  had two ch a r ism a tic  spokesmen in  LaGuardia and 

M arcantonio. The ALP's endorsement o f  R ooseve lt  and o th er  popular  

f ig u r e s  of the l i b e r a l  wing of the Democratic Party fu r th er  s o l i d i f i e d  

i t s  p o s i t i o n .  In 1937, LaGuardia's vo te  fo r  mayor on the ALP l i n e  was 

482,559 and in  1944 R ooseve lt  secured 5 8 2 ,5 9 4 ,  or 23 percent of h i s  New 

York C ity  t o t a l ,  on the same l i n e .  D esp ite  in t e n s i f y i n g  a c c u sa t io n s

23 Handbook of the American Labor P a r ty . Tamiment. 

2^Press r e l e a s e ,  January 4 ,  1943. Tamiment (ALP, 1943).
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th a t  the ALP was Communist c o n t r o l l e d ,  as i t s  1949 mayoral ca n d id a te ,

25Marcantonio a t t r a c t e d  356,626 v o t e s .

T o t a l l y  u n a n t ic ip a te d  by the ALP's fou n d ers ,  the  in te n s e  Popular  

Front atmosphere of the l a t e  t h i r t i e s  a llow ed  the r i s e  of a Communist- 

le d  wing w ith in  the p a r ty .  Almost from i t s  in c e p t i o n ,  Marcantonio was 

the le a d e r  of t h i s  w ing, and h is  e l e c t i o n  on October 1, 1941, as 

chairman of the c r u c ia l  New York County Committee of the p arty ,  s ig n a le d  

the d e fe a t  of the r ig h t  w ing. A fu r th e r  s e r i e s  of l e f t - w in g  v i c t o r i e s  

in  the o th e r  New York C ity  County Committees fo l lo w e d .  The f i n a l  c i t y -
5-

wide primary b a t t l e  between the ALP's two wings occured in  August 

1943. Again the r ig h t  l o s t ,  le a d in g  t h i s  wing by 1944 to le a v e  the  

party  a l t o g e t h e r  and form the L ib e r a l  P a rty .  This departure l e f t  the  

Marcantonio wing f ir m ly  in  c o n tr o l  of the ALP, a p o s i t io n  th a t  was 

f o r t i f i e d  in  1948 when th e  ALP a f f i l i a t e d  w ith  the P r o g r e s s iv e  P arty ,  

cau sin g  the major c e n t r i s t  o r g a n iz a t io n  in  the ALP—th e  Amalgamated 

C loth in g  Workers Union— a ls o  to walk o u t .  Although Marcantonio was 

o f f i c i a l l y  e l e c t e d  ALP chairman in  1948, he w ie ld e d  comparable power as 

e a r ly  as 1941.

The e x i s t e n c e  of the American Labor P arty  was e s s e n t i a l  to  

M arcantonio 's  e l e c t o r a l  v i c t o r i e s  from 1938 to  1948, as w e l l  as h i s  

s u r p r i s in g ly  s tro n g  showing in  1950. As the on ly  Congressman who s a t  in  

the House under i t s  banner, the ALP channeled  a major part of i t s  c i t y -  

wide reso u rces  to help  ensure h is  v i c t o r i e s .  The ALP a l s o  co n tr ib u ted  

to h i s  e l e c t o r a l  s u c c e s s e s  in  a t  l e a s t  th ree  o ther major ways: ( 1 ) by

o  c
C u rtis  D aniel MacDougall, G ideon's  Army (New York: Marzani &

M u nsell ,  1965),  p . 197; " E lec t io n  R e s u l t s ,"  New York Times (November 10, 
1949),  p. 6 .

9 f\ "Connolly Scores O'Dwyer on R eds,"  New York Times (O ctober 3,
1941), p . 16.
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p ro v id in g  the margins of v ic to r y ;  ( 2 ) by c r e a t in g  the p o s s i b i l i t i e s  fo r  

p o l i t i c a l  d e a ls  w ith  the major p a r t ie s  advantageous to  Marcantonio; and 

(3 )  by a l lo w in g  fo r  p o l i t i c a l  d e a ls  to be s tr u c k  in  East Harlem w ith  

l o c a l  Democratic and Republican l e a d e r s ,  q u e l l in g  any p o t e n t ia l  

o p p o s i t io n  in  M arcantonio's  own b a i l i w i c k .

To some e x t e n t ,  a l l  of th e s e  fa c t o r s  en tered  in t o  each of

M arcantonio 's  C ongressiona l campaigns under the  ALP a e g i s .  The scen a r io

fo r  th ese  d e a ls  always began w ith  the nom ination of a f u l l  s l a t e  o f  ALP

ca n d id a tes  fo r  the various  c o n te s te d  o f f i c e s .  The ALP le a d e r sh ip  would

then w a it  fo r  the major p a r t i e s  to  approach w ith  p rop osa ls  fo r

"arrangements," th a t  i s ,  f a v o r s ,  p a tron age , or cross-en dorsem ents  in

return  fo r  the ALP's withdrawal of i t s  own c a n d id a te s .  Deals w ith

Tammany H a ll  and the ALP were fo s t e r e d  by the form er's  e x c lu s io n  from

c i t y  patronage by LaGuardia and by the in c r e a s in g  expansion  of c i v i l

s e r v i c e .  The Republican P a r ty 's  p e r e n n ia l  s t a t u s  as a m in ority  party  in

New York C ity  made i t  amenable to d e a ls  w ith  the ALP, w ith ou t which very

27few e l e c t e d  o f f i c e s  could be won. When i t  came to  making th ese  d e a l s ,  

the ALP was l i t e r a l l y  w i l l i n g  to  s a c r i f i c e  a lm ost ev er y th in g  to  ensure  

the r e - e l e c t i o n  of i t s  on ly  h o ld er  of n a t io n a l  o f f i c e  and i t s  le a d e r .

At l e a s t  in  the short term, l i t t l e  or no s a c r i f i c e  was in v o lv e d .  On i t s  

own, the ALP was in cap ab le  of w inning th o se  o f f i c e s  of g r e a t e s t  i n t e r e s t  

to  the party  m achines— borough p r e s id e n c ie s  and ju d g e sh ip s ,  which were 

sou rces  of c o n s id era b le  p atronage . C on verse ly , Tammany H all had s l i g h t  

i n t e r e s t  in  C ongressiona l s e a t s  because they c a r r ie d  w ith  them almost no

^ R o b e r t  F. C arter , "Pressure from the L e f t :  The American Labor
P a rty ,  1936-1954” (Ph.D. d i s s e r t a t i o n ,  Syracu se  U n iv e r s i t y ,  1965), pp. 
74, 206. See a l s o  Warren Moscow, P o l i t i c s  in  the Empire S ta te  (New
York: Knopf, 1948), p . 98.
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p atron age .

From 1 9 3 8  u n t i l  h i s  d i s t r i c t  was expanded in  1 9 4 4 ,  Marcantonio 

was in  an e n v ia b le ,  perhaps im pregnable , p o s i t i o n .  In 1 9 3 8  he en tered  

the D em ocratic primary a g a in s t  James L a n ze tta  and won almost one th ird  

of the v o t e . 2 8  i n  t h e  g en era l e l e c t i o n  he d e fe a te d  L an zetta  1 9 , 0 0 0  to  

1 2 , 0 0 0 — a s p e c ta c u la r  margin in  a d i s t r i c t  accustomed to  c lo se  r a c e s .  

S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  9 , 0 0 0  of h i s  v o te s  were garnered on th e  American Labor 

Party l i n e .

The ALP's p o l i t i c a l l y  im portan t, even d e c i s i v e ,  r o le  in  t h i s  

d i s t r i c t  was the r e s u l t  of a number of f a c t o r s .  F i r s t ,  i t s  n a t iv e  s o n 's  

adoption  of i t s  la b e l  was of g rea t  importance in  sw inging v o tes  to  t h i s  

column. Moreover, another n a t iv e  son , now Mayor, F i o r e l l o  LaGuardia, 

was a l s o  e n r o l le d  in  the new p a r ty .  For many reason s d iscu sse d  

e lsew h ere ,  East Harlem's Puerto  Ricans were e s p e c i a l l y  s tr o n g ly  

a t t r a c t e d  to the ALP. The long t r a d i t i o n  of th ir d -p a r ty  p o l i t i c s  in  the  

Tw entieth  C on gressiona l D i s t r i c t  ensured a p o s i t i v e  response to  the  

newly crea ted  lab or  p a rty .  The more or l e s s  even s tr e n g th  of the two 

major p a r t ie s  provided an environment conducive to th e  su ccess  of a 

th ir d  p a rty .  In 1 9 4 2 ,  when Marcantonio ran unopposed in  the g en era l  

e l e c t i o n ,  h i s  Republican and Democratic vote  in  East Harlem was 

approxim ately  equal: 7 , 8 9 0  and 7 , 5 3 3  r e s p e c t i v e l y  (he a l s o  garnered

3 , 5 0 1  ALP v o t e s ) .  The a d d it io n  o f  Y o r k v i l l e  to th e  d i s t r i c t  d i lu t e d  the  

s tr e n g th  of the ALP and added to th a t  of the D em ocratic P arty . In 1 9 4 4 ,  

when he ran unopposed fo r  a d i s t r i c t  now in c lu d in g  both  East Harlem and 

Y o r k v i l le  h is  v o te  was: R epublican , 3 1 , 6 7 5 ,  D em ocratic , 3 7 , 0 7 0 ,  and

2^Liberman, p . 76 .
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ALP, 1 3 ,4 7 6 .2 9  The growth of the ALP v o te  a f t e r  the passage o f  the  

W ilson-Pakula Act had the e f f e c t  of e q u a l iz in g  the v o te s  of the th ree  

p a r t i e s ;  in  the 1948 C ongressiona l r a c e ,  the ALP, Dem ocratic , and 

R epublican candidates  each rec e iv ed  approxim ately o n e -th ir d  of the t o t a l  

v o t e .

When Marcantonio was forced  to run s o l e l y  on the ALP t i c k e t ,  in  

the 1948 and 1950 C ongressional and 1949 mayoral r a c e s ,  East Harlem was 

w i l l i n g  to v o te  on t h i s  l i n e .  Moreover, M arcantonio 's  e x c lu s io n  from 

p a r t i c i p a t io n  in  the major party prim aries a f t e r  1948 caused h i s  

o r g a n iz a t io n  to  s t r e s s  the ALP s l a t e  in  g e n e r a l ,  not o n ly  h is  in d iv id u a l  

candidacy . As a r e s u l t ,  the  ALP vote  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  in crea sed  fo r  a l l  

c o n te s te d  o f f i c e s .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  w ith  the e x c e p t io n  of c e n tr a l  E l  

B arr io ,  the  ALP was nowhere the m ajor ity  p a r ty .  I t  was the approximate 

p a r i ty  of the two major p a r t ie s  th a t  gave the ALP such grea t  impact in  

M arcantonio's  d i s t r i c t .  This gave th e  ALP the balance of power. 

Elsewhere in  New York City ( f o r  example, the Lower E ast S id e ,  C entral  

Harlem, and Brighton Beach) th ere  were d i s t r i c t s  where th e  ALP was the  

second party to the Democratic P arty , but i t s  in f lu e n c e  was fa r  l e s s  

e lsew h ere  than in  East Harlem in  p a r t i c u la r ,  and in  M arcantonio's  

C ongressiona l D i s t r i c t  in  g e n e r a l .  To hold second p la ce  to the 

Democratic Party which garnered 70 to  80 percent of the v o te s  and where 

the R epublican Party had on ly  a nominal p r e se n c e ,  prevented the ALP from 

becoming a major p o l i t i c a l  fo r c e .  U lt im a te ly ,  the unusual— that i s ,  fo r  

New York C ity— p o l i t i c a l  party v o t in g  p a ttern s  of I t a l i a n  Harlem and 

a f t e r  1944 M arcantonio's broadened d i s t r i c t  was c r u c ia l  to  the in f lu e n c e

^Bingham , addenda.
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o f  a th ird  party  and by e x te n s io n  to  the s u r v iv a l  o f  t h i s  r a d ic a l  

p o l i t i c i a n .

Most c r u c i a l l y ,  by h o ld in g  the ba lance o f  power w ith in  the  

d i s t r i c t ,  the  ALP served  as the fulcrum fo r  c o n s ta n t ly  changing  

p o l i t i c a l  d e a ls  w ith  the major p a r t i e s .  In the 1938 race the o f f i c i a l  

•Republican Party n e i th e r  disowned nor opposed him. In view  o f  

M arcantonio 's  d isavow al o f  h i s  R epublican a f f i l i a t i o n  and h i s  h ig h ly  

v i s i b l e  a l l i a n c e  w ith  the Communist p a rty ,  t h i s  appears i n e x p l i c a b le .  

This anomalous s i t u a t i o n  i s  ex p la in e d  by the m achinations of a p o l i t i c a l
I

d ea l:  th e  American Labor Party endorsed fou r East Harlem Republican

can d id a tes  in  re tu rn  fo r  the R epublican endorsement of M arcantonio . In 

1937 the ALP endorsed th e  R epublican cand idates  fo r  S t a t e  Assembly from 

I t a l i a n  Harlem, Joseph B o cc ia ,  and El B a r r io ,  Oscar G a rc ia -R iv era ,  who 

won as a r e s u l t  of American Labor Party v o t e s . 30 The e l e c t i o n  o f  

Republicans from th ese  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  Democratic d i s t r i c t s  made i t  

w orthwhile  fo r  th e  R epublican Party to  ign ore  M arcantonio. This was 

fu r th e r  encouraged by the r e a l i t y  th a t  Marcantonio was p o w e r fu lly  

entrenched in  East Harlem. In 1938 the th ree  R epublican c lub s  th ere  

supported h i s  candidacy. This was the r e s u l t  of* the ALP’s endorsement 

of the Republican cand idate  fo r  S ta te  Assemblyman from I t a l i a n  Harlem 

which then provided h i s  margin o f  v i c t o r y .  (S ee  Table 9)

The near im p o s s i b i l i t y  of launch ing a c h a l le n g e  to  Marcantonio  

independent of the major party machines i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  by the campaign 

of one indep en dent, Samuel Kupperraan, who en tered  the 1938 primary 

p rocla im in g  the s o le  e l e c t o r a l  i s s u e  was "republican ism  versus

30Blum and W ilhelm, pp. 297 , 191.
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communism." Marcantonio d e fea ted  t h i s  p o l i t i c a l  unknown by 2 ,296  to  

199.31 By not op posing  M arcantonio, however, th e  Republican Party was 

of course  en a b lin g  him fu r th e r  to c o n s o l id a te  h i s  a lr ea d y  form idable  

hold on East Harlem.

In 1940, the ALP arrangements w ith  the R epublican Party  

con tin u ed . The ALP endorsed th e  Republican can d id a tes  fo r  S ta te  Senate  

and Assembly from I t a l i a n  Harlem and provided the margins of v ic t o r y  fo r  

b oth . (See  Tables 8  and 9 . )  At t h i s  p o in t  a fu r th e r  inducement was 

probably o f fe r e d  to the R ep ub lican s .  In re tu rn  fo r  not opposing  

Marcantonio in  the Republican primary, th e  American Labor Party ran i t s  

own cand idate  in  the Seven teen th  C ongressiona l d i s t r i c t  ( th e  s o - c a l l e d  

S i lk  S tock in g  D i s t r i c t ) .  By r e fu s in g  to endorse th e  Democratic P a r ty 's  

c a n d id a te ,  the l i b e r a l  v o te  in  t h i s  d i s t r i c t  was s p l i t ,  thereby ensuring  

th a t  th e  Republicans would m aintain  t h i s ,  t h e i r  on ly  Manhattan 

C ongressiona l s e a t . 32

Again , Marcantonio en tered  the 1940 Democratic primary a g a in s t  

L a n zetta ,  and l o s t  by o n ly  184 v o t e s .  In the g en era l e l e c t i o n  th a t  year  

the ALP-Republican d e s ig n e e  amassed 25 ,136 v o te s  to L a n z e t ta 's  1 4 ,898 .  

The Tw entieth  C ongression a l D i s t r i c t  had never b efore  w itn esse d  a 

l a n d s l id e  of t h i s  d i m e n s i o n . 33

In 1942, a f t e r  being  denounced by Thomas Curran, the R epublican  

county chairman, as a man "who g e t s  h i s  orders from a fo r e ig n

31 Liberman, p. 75; Simon Gerson, P ete :  The S tory  of P e te r  V.
C acchione, New York C i t y ' s  F i r s t  Communist Councilman (New York: 
I n te r n a t io n a l  P u b l i s h e r s ,  1976), p .  95.

" ^ S ch affer ,  pp. 9 7 -9 8 .

33Blum and W ilhelm , pp. 100, 306.
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pow er,"34 Marcantonio n e v e r t h e l e s s  rec e iv e d  the f u l l  support of the  

l o c a l  Republican e s ta b l i s h m e n t .  The ALP again  endorsed the Republican  

S ta te  Senate  and Assembly can d id a tes  from I t a l i a n  Harlem and again  

provided both t h e ir  margins o f  v i c t o r y . 35 (S ee  Tables 8  and 9 . )

Charles M uccio lo , who en tered  the 1942 Republican primary and a ls o  

.rep resen ted  M arcanton io’s opponents in  th e  American Labor P arty ,  was 

l e f t  to h i s  own d e v ic e s .  As a r e s u l t ,  he was swamped 2 ,784  to  291 in  

th e  Republican and 2 ,049  to  234 in  th e  ALP p r im a r ie s .

More s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  the 1942 e l e c t i o n  saw the b eg in n in gs  o f  a 

p o l i t i c a l  r e l a t io n s h i p  between Marcantonio and th e  Democratic P arty . In 

the primary, the Democrats ran Frank R ic c a ,  a l o c a l  Tammany l e a d e r ,  who 

i s  not known to have made a s i n g l e  campaign sp eech .  Not s u r p r i s in g ly ,  

he was d e fea ted  by a v o te  of 5 ,247 to 2 ,5 2 9 .  There i s  every  in d ic a t i o n ,  

but no hard e v id e n c e ,  th a t  R icca was a s a c r i f i c i a l  lamb o f fe r e d  up as 

part of a d ea l worked out between Tammany H a ll  and the ALP.36 This deal  

may have in v o lv e d  ALP endorsement o f  Hulan Jack fo r  S ta te  Assemblyman in  

the S even teen th  Assembly D i s t r i c t .  (See  pp. 3 5 5 -56 )  The l e f t  w in g's  

almost t o t a l  ascendency in  th e  ALP by t h i s  d a te ,  however p o in ts  to  

v ar iou s  c i ty -w id e  arrangem ents, the  d e t a i l s  of which remain unknown. In

any c a s e ,  the  com bination of the now c l o s e l y  in t e r r e l a t e d  f a c t o r s  o f

M arcantonio's  p o l i t i c a l  s t r e n g th  in  East Harlem and the d ea ls  worked out

among the ALP and the  Democratic and R epublican p a r t i e s  enabled

Marcantonio to win a l l  the  party p r im a r ie s ,  th ereb y  a l lo w in g  him to run

n /
"Marcantonio Read Out of the Party by Curran as 'Agent of  

K rem lin ,'"  New York Times (June 6 , 1942), p .  1.

■^Blura and Wilhelm, pp. 306, 311.

3 6 ib id .
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unopposed in  the g en era l  e l e c t i o n .

M arcanton io 's  ascendency in  E ast Harlem was so complete th at  he 

appeared to  be i t s  u n d e fea ta b le  l e a d e r .  In 1944, however, the  h i s t o r i c  

T w entieth  C on gress ion a l D i s t r i c t ,  which was coterm inous w ith  East  

Harlem, was a b o l i s h e d .  In i t s  s t e a d ,  th e  E ig h tee n th  C ongressiona l  

. D i s t r i c t  was formed. The newly cre a ted  d i s t r i c t  in c lu d ed  a l l  of East  

Harlem and an e q u a l ly  populous area to i t s  s o u th .  The l a t t e r  c o n s is te d  

o f  Y o r k v i l le  (whose boundaries extended approxim ate ly  from E ast 96th

S t r e e t  to  E ast 79th  S t r e e t  and from Park Avenue to  th e  East R iv er )  and a
?•

narrower s t r i p  e a s t  of Third Avenue ex ten d in g  sou th  to E ast 59th  

S t r e e t .  Y o r k v i l l e ' s  p o p u la t io n  was predom inantly  German- and I r i s h -  

American. One study of the  p o l i t i c a l  o r i e n t a t i o n  of New York C ity 's  

German- and Irish-A raerican communities from 1929 to  1941 concluded th at  

" fear  of Communism . . .  permeated the German and I r i s h  C a th o lic  

co m m u n it ie s .” One of the e f f e c t s  of t h i s  was the widespread support fo r  

Father C harles  E. C ou gh lin 's  p r o t o - f a s c i s t  movement in  th ese  

com m unities . Moreover, Y o r k v i l le  a t ta in e d  nationw ide n o t o r ie t y  as a 

major c e n te r  of the German-American Bund. But the area  to the south  of 

Y o r k v i l le  co n ta in ed  s m a lle r  H ungarian-, C zech- and Ita lian -A m erican  

communities more re sp o n s iv e  to  the r a d ic a l  Congressman. (T h is  study  

r e f e r s  to  the e n t i r e  a d d i t io n a l  area o f  M arcanton io 's  C ongressional  

D i s t r i c t  as " Y o r k v i l le ." )  U nlike E ast Harlem, which was alm ost  

e x c l u s i v e l y  a tenement area  populated  by the very poor, Y o r k v i l l e  

conta in ed  a range of income l e v e l s  s t a r t i n g  a t  a low l e v e l ,  but which 

rose  to  s e c u r e ly  u p p e r -m id d le -c la ss  b r a c k e ts .  -From 1944 on, then ,  

Marcantonio had to appeal to an e l e c t o r a t e  of e th n ic  and income groups
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07
h o s t i l e  to  h i s  p o l i t i c s .  For example, in  1948, on ly  one and o n e -h a lf  

block s  in  Y o r k v i l le  awarded Marcantonio as much as 50 percent o f  t h e ir  

v o t e .  And i t  was on ly  in  the p r im a r i ly  Czech area  and the en c la v e  of  

I ta lo -A m erican s  th at  he garnered between 30 to  39 percent of the v o te .  

D e sp ite  M arcantonio 's  sudden v u l n e r a b i l i t y ,  however, n e i th e r  the  

Democratic nor th e  Republican Party f u l l y  e x p lo i t e d  h i s  weakened 

p o s i t i o n .  The emerging p o s s i b i l i t y  of u n se a t in g  Marcantonio sim ply  

could not compensate s u f f i c i e n t l y  fo r  the va lu e  of the p o l i t i c a l  d ea ls  

which continued  to be made among the American Labor P arty  and the two 

major p a r t i e s .

Marcantonio en tered  the 1944 Democratic primary a g a in s t  Martin  

Kennedy, who d e s p i t e  h is  s ix - t e r m  incumbency as Y o r k v i l l e ' s  Congressman 

was a f e e b le  c a n d id a te .  One s tudy  of M arcantonio 's  e l e c t i o n  campaign 

d escr ib ed  Kennedy as an " e ld e r ly  Tammanyite of i n f e r i o r  p r o fe s s io n a l  

q u a l i t y  . . . who spent most of h i s  time on h i s  in su ran ce  b u s in e s s ,  and
O Q

had a h igh  record of absence in  Congress."

Though Tammany H all o f f i c i a l l y  supported Kennedy, the o u t l in e s  of  

some s o r t  of p o l i t i c a l  d ea l between th e  American Labor Party and Tammany 

H all  are e v i d e n t .  The New York Times rep orted  th a t  during the  

d is c u s s io n s  le a d in g  to  Tammany's d e s ig n a t io n  o f  Kennedy, James M. 

Pemberton, who represented  El B a rr io ,  supported M arcantonio's  

candidancy o u t r ig h t .  In a maneuver ap p aren tly  in tended to a s s i s t

0 7
J / For a d is c u s s io n  o f  the p o l i t i c a l  behav ior  of New York C ity 's  

I r i s h -  and German-Americans in  t h i s  per iod  s e e :  Ronald Bayor, Neighbors
in  C o n f l i c t :  The I r i s h ,  Germans, Jew s, and I t a l i a n s  of New York C ity ,
1929-1941 (B a lt im ore:  John Hopkins U n iv e r s i ty  P r e s s ,  1978).

■^Bingham, p . 89 .
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Marcantonio, Frank R o s s e t t i ,  a Tammany le a d e r  from East Harlem, 

su ggested  that a compromise candidate  be d e s ig n a te d .  When Tammany 

announced i t s  d e s ig n a t io n  of Kennedy, Eugene P. Connolly s ta t e d  th a t  the  

American Labor Party would be unable to d ea l w ith  Tammany H a l l .  At t h i s  

p o in t ,  Tammany must have rec o n s id er ed  i t s  own a c t io n s ;  i t  e s s e n t i a l l y  

l e f t  Kennedy to  h i s  own, somewhat l im i t e d ,  r e s o u r c e s .  Kennedy h im se lf  

blamed h i s  d e fe a t  on a "deal" worked out between Marcantonio and 

" c e r ta in  e lem ents in  Tammany H a l l ."  Kennedy’s charges were sub­

s t a n t i a t e d  when, one week a f t e r  the primary, the ALP rev ersed  i t s

d e c i s io n  to w ithhold  i t s  endorsement of a Tammany candidate  fo r  the

39S ta te  Supreme Court. Marcantonio won the D em ocratic primary by 2 ,550  

out o f  18 ,092 v o te s  c a s t .  His margin o f  v i c t o r y  was almost t o t a l l y  

su p p lied  by h i s  b a i l iw ic k ,  I t a l i a n  Harlem, where he o u tp o l le d  Kennedy 

3,191 to  9 4 5 .40

The Republicans en tered  an ab sen tee  c a n d id a te ,  Robert C. Palmer, 

a naval l i e u t e n a n t .  Palmer r a ise d  two i s s u e s  during t h i s  campaign:

" rea l Republicanism" and "communism." H is campaign l i t e r a t u r e  boasted

O Q
"Tammany R ejec ts  Marcantonio B id ,"  New York Times (June 2, 

1944), p .  1; "Connolly A ttack s  Head o f  Tammany," New York Times (June 3, 
1944),  p. 26; "Marcantonio Foes W ill  Seek In q u iry ,"  New York Times 
(August 3 ,  1944), p . 26; "Tammany C hoices Accepted by ALP," New York 
Times (August 15, 1944),  p . 14; "42 Primary Races L is te d  fo r  S t a t e ,"  New 
York Times (J u ly  31, 1944),  p .  9 .

The p o l i t i c a l  opportunism of th ese  d e a ls  between the ALP and 
Tammany H all i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  by the ALP's support o f  W illiam  O'Dwyer for  
mayor in  1945, on the one hand, and Tammany's endorsement of the r e -  
e l e c t i o n  of a Communist C ity  Councilman, Benjamin D avis ,  who a l s o  had 
the ALP's d e s ig n a t io n .  An uproar fo llow ed  in  the wake of the l a t t e r ,  
and Tammany was compelled to withdraw i t s  support o f  D a v is .  "O'Dwyer 
S u ggests  R ed iscovery  of US," New York Times (October 13, 1944),  p, 9; 
"Tammany Supports D avis ,  Communist” New York Times (J u ly  21 , 1945),  
p. 1; s e e  a ls o  C a rter ,  p. 231.

“̂ Bingham , pp. 9 1 -9 2 .
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th a t  he was opposed by "Hillman, Browder, and the Communists' 

Congressman." Palmer l o s t  by 222 v o te s  out of 5 ,669  c a s t .  R e f le c t in g  

the new i n t e r e s t s  o f  the r e c o n s t i tu te d  d i s t r i c t ,  Palmer won h e a v i ly  in  

Y o r k v i l l e ,  but in  the S ix te e n th  Assembly D i s t r i c t  ( th a t  i s ,  I t a l i a n  

Harlem) he l o s t  262 to  1 ,6 0 4 .  In p a r t ,  t h i s  margin was the r e s u l t  of  

•the support o f  East Harlem's l o c a l  R epublican le a d e r s  fo r  Marcantonio. 

C le a r ly ,  fo r  them the ALP's p rov id ing  the margins of v ic to r y  fo r  i t s  

S ta te  Senate and Assembly ca n d id a te s ,  Richard Costenzo and Hamlet 

C a ten a cc io ,  countered  any urge they might have harbored to campaign 

a g a in s t  I t a l i a n  Harlem's n a t iv e  so n .  (S ee  Tables 8  and 9 . )  

S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  the Republican le a d e rs  in  the S ix te e n th  A sse m b ly 'D is tr ic t  

d e c l in e d  to accept  from Palmer the money cu stom arily  g iven  to  pay 

campaign w o rk ers .41 In 1944, Marcantonio aga in  ran unopposed.

The r a d ic a l  Congressman emerged from the war years in  a p o s i t io n  

o f  g r e a t  s t r e n g th .  The 1944 e l e c t i o n  proved h i s  a b i l i t y  win an e l e c t i o n  

which in c lu d ed  areas o u ts id e  h is  b a i l iw ic k .  However, had the a l l - p a r t y  

can d id ate  not had the means to d e f l e c t  o p p o s i t io n  from the major p a r t ie s  

by making d e a ls  w ith  h is  party , h i s  tenure in  o f f i c e  in  a much-changed 

d i s t r i c t  would have ended ab ru p tly .

M arcanton io 's  v i c t o r i e s  in  the 1944 Republican and Democratic 

prim aries  masked the p r eca r io u sn ess  of h i s  new p o l i t i c a l  s i t u a t i o n .

A fter  a l l ,  he had won the f i r s t  by a mere 222 v o te s  and the second by 

2,550  out o f  18 ,092 v o t e s . ^2 C le a r ly ,  the r a d ic a l  Congressman’s c o n tr o l  

of  the Republican P a r ty 's  d e s ig n a t io n  was s l ip p in g .  The la r g e  number of

^*"Most Candidates Replaced by ALP," New York Times (J u ly  6 , 
1944),  p .  16; Bingham, pp. 91 -92 .

^ i b i d . ,  addenda.
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t r a d i t i o n a l  R epublican v o te r s  in  Y o r k v i l le  would soon outnumber the l e s s  

c o n v en t io n a l  Republican v o te r s  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem, which was r a p id ly  

l o s in g  p o p u la t io n .  (S ee  p . 175) I t  was w ith in  t h i s  new p o l i t i c a l  

co n tex t  th at  the p o l i t i c a l  d ea ls  between th e  ALP and Democratic Party  

became even more im portant.

In 1946, the Democratic P arty  would seem to have had a r e a l  

chance to win in  th e  E ighteenth  C o n g ress io n a l D i s t r i c t .  The changed 

p o l i t i c a l  c l im a te  made Marcantonio an in c r e a s in g ly  i s o l a t e d  and 

v u ln era b le  f i g u r e .  Rather than c o n t e s t in g  t h i s  s e a t  w ith  a sham 

ca n d id a te ,  as in  1942, or ten d er in g  h a l f  h earted  support to  i t s  avowed 

ca n d id a te ,  as i n  1944, however, Tammany gave Marcantonio the o f f i c i a l
/ O

Democratic Party d e s ig n a t io n  o u t r ig h t .

The o u t l i n e s  o f  a d ea l between th e  American Labor Party and 

Tammany H all were never c l e a r e r .  In re tu rn  fo r  Tammany's endorsement, 

the ALP endorsed the Democratic P a r ty 's  C on gressiona l candidates  in  the  

oth er  four Manhattan d i s t r i c t s ,  as w e l l  as f i v e  of the Democratic  

P a r ty 's  S t a t e  S e n a to r ia l  c a n d id a te s .  Most t e l l i n g  was th e  ALP's 

endorsement o f  Arthur G. K le in ,  who was running fo r  r e - e l e c t i o n  from the  

Lower East S id e .  In a s p e c ia l  e l e c t i o n  a few months e a r l i e r ,  ALP 

cand idate  Johannes S t e e l  made a very  s tr o n g  showing, ga rn er in g  13,481  

v o tes  to  K l e in ' s  17 ,360 and R epublican Thomas Shea’ s 4 ,3 1 4 .  Thus, the  

ALP was w i l l i n g  to forego a l l  o th e r  p o t e n t ia l  e l e c t o r a l  gains in  New 

York County in  return  fo r  th e  D em ocratic Party d e s ig n a t io n  fo r  

M arcantonio. D esp ite  Tammany's support fo r  the r a d ic a l  Congressman, a 

p o l i t i c a l  n eoph yte , P a tr ic k  Hannigan, en tered  th e  Democratic primary and

^ C a r t e r ,  p.  256.
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came very  c l o s e  to  d e f e a t in g  M arcanton io . The f i n a l  v o te  was 9 ,7 7 8  to

9 , 2 1 6 . ^  A Dem ocratic can d id a te  f u l l y  supported  by the s t i l l - p o w e r f u l

Tammany o r g a n iz a t io n  would have b ea ten  M arcanton io . When one co n s id e r s

th a t  Marcantonio r e c e iv e d  two v o te s  on th e  D em ocratic  l i n e  fo r  every  one

he r e c e iv e d  on the ALP l i n e  in  the g e n e r a l  e l e c t i o n ,  the importance of

th e  ALP t o  M arcantonio p u re ly  as a means fo r  making d e a ls  w ith  the major

p a r t i e s  becomes c l e a r .  But to a remarkable e x t e n t  New York C i t y ' s

D em ocratic  Party  was dependent on th e  ALP. In 1942, fo r  exam ple, of the

112 v i c t o r i o u s  ca n d id a te s  w ith  D em ocratic  nom in ation s in  the c i t y ,

f o r t y - t h r e e  had had ALP endorsem ents .^^  The l o s s  o f  M arcan ton io 's

R epublican  d e s ig n a t io n  caused the ALP in  E a st  Harlem to  endorse  a

Democrat, A lfr e d  S a n ta n g e lo ,  fo r  i t s  S t a t e  S e n a t o r ia l  s e a t .  In the

g e n e r a l  e l e c t i o n ,  the ALP v o t e s  e l e c t e d  him. The ALP co n t in u ed  to  back

Hulan Jack f o r  Assembly in  the F o u rteen th  Assembly D i s t r i c t ,  but i t s

v o te s  were s u p e r f lu o u s .  (S e e  Table 9)

A fte r  1946, on a co u n ty -  or c i t y - w id e  b a s i s ,  th ere  were no

fu r th e r  d e a ls  made between the American Labor and R epub lican  P a r t i e s .

M arcanton io 's  r a d ic a l i s m  and the death  o f  LaGuardia made th e  ALP

anathema to the R e p u b lic a n s .  In 1946, the R epub lican s  en tered

F r e d e r ic k  Van P e l t  Bryan in  the r a c e .  A f te r  an e x h a u s t in g  campaign, he

46d e fe a te d  M arcantonio in  the primary 3 ,6 4 1  to  2 ,7 6 0 .  An a n a ly s i s  of

^ B lu m  and Wilhelm, pp . 321 , 481 .

^ W a l la c e  S .  Sayre and Herbert Kaufman, Governing New York 
C ity :  P o l i t i c s  in  the M e tr o p o l is  (New York: R u s s e l l  Sage Foundation ,
19 6 0 ) ,  pp. 1 8 8 -8 9 .  See a l s o  pp. 183-92 f o r  D em ocratic  P arty  dependence  
on th ir d  p arty  support i n  New York C ity  and to a g r e a t  e x t e n t ,  New York 
S t a t e .

^ B lu m  and Wilhelm, p. 326.
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t h i s  v o te  i n d i c a t e s ,  however, th a t  the l o c a l  E a s t  Harlem R epublican  

l e a d e r s  d id  l i t t l e  or n o th in g  to a id  Bryan. In the g e n e r a l  e l e c t i o n  i n  

E ast Harlem, Bryan r e c e iv e d  on ly  5 ,611  v o te s  to  M arcan ton io 's  22 ,3 9 4  o f  

which 1 4 ,116  were on th e  D em ocratic l i n e  and 8 ,1 9 8  on th e  American Labor 

P arty  l i n e .  For the e n t i r e  d i s t r i c t ,  he won the e l e c t i o n  by 7 ,0 0 0  

v o t e s :  Bryan 3 5 ,6 9 3 ;  M arcantonio 4 2 ,2 2 9  (2 2 ,3 4 1  D em ocratic  and 14 ,980

ALP).47 ( s e e  p. 370)

A f te r  the e l e c t i o n ,  the R epublican  c a n d id a te  r e c a l l e d  th a t  h i s  

campaign workers in  E ast Harlem were "at b es t  a p a t h e t i c . "48 The Times, 

commenting on M arcanton io 's  v i c t o r y ,  noted  th a t  "as head of a m in or ity  

p a rty  movement, he was a t  th e  same tim e the u n d e r - th e - s u r fa c e  le a d e r  of  

a l l  p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s  in  the a r e a ,  in c lu d in g  th e  D em ocratic  and 

R epublican  p a r t i e s .  He was th e  'o r g a n iz a t io n '  in  the  area  and the major 

p a r t i e s  a ccep ted  h is  r u l i n g s . ”49 Although the ALP d id  change i t s  

endorsement f o r  S ta te  Senator to th e  Democrats, i t  co n t in u ed  to  end orse  

the incumbent R epublican  S t a t e  Assemblyman, Hamlet C a te n a c c io ,  from 

I t a l i a n  Harlem. I t s  v o te s  w ere , fo r  the f i r s t  t im e ,  i n s u f f i c i e n t  to  

en ab le  him to  win o f f i c e .  (S e e  Table 10) In th e  scheme of East  

Harlem's p o l i t i c s ,  however, fo r  the l o c a l  R epublican  c lu b s  th e  ALP 

endorsement f o r  a S ta te  Assemblyman was of g r e a t e r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  by fa r  

than su p p o r t in g  a Y o r k v i l l e  R epublican f o r  C on gress .  Indeed , even i f  

the l o c a l  R epublicans did not g e t  a l l  they  wished from M arcanton io , they

^B ingham , addenda.

48 "P relim in ary  I n v e s t i g a t i o n  in t o  A l le g e d  E l e c t i o n  I r r e g u l a r i t i e s  
in  the Primary E le c t io n  and th e  G eneral E le c t io n  in  the 18th  
C o n g r e ss io n a l  D i s t r i c t ,  New York." Testim ony of M arcantonio and o th ers  
b e fo r e  Robert B. Baker, A s s i s t a n t  G eneral Counsel and C h ie f  I n v e s t i g a t o r  
of the House Campaign E xp end itures  Committee, p . 2 0 .  MP.

^ " S k e t c h e s  of Winners fo r  Congress i n  C i ty  Races ,"  New York
Times (November 6, 1946) ,  p. 6.
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c e r t a i n l y  cou ld  not exp ect to make t h e i r  accustomed d e a ls  w ith  F red er ick  

Van P e l t  Bryan I I I .

On the very  day of M arcanton io 's  e l e c t i o n  triumph an event  

occurred  which caused him c o n s id e r a b le  fu tu r e  p o l i t i c a l  damage. While 

on h i s  way to a p o l l i n g  p la c e  in  E ast  Harlem on E le c t io n  Day, November 

5 ,  1946, Joseph S c o t t o r ig g i o ,  a R epublican  Party e l e c t i o n  d i s t r i c t  

c a p ta in ,  was beaten  by th r e e  or four men. S ix  days l a t e r ,  w ithout  

r e g a in in g  f u l l  c o n s c io u s n e s s ,  he d ie d .  Because the murder occurred on 

E le c t io n  Day, i t  had no p e r c e p t ib l e  b ear in g  on the e l e c t i o n  r e s u l t s .

But the lo n g er -r a n g e  e f f e c t s  on M arcantonio were profound. D e sp ite  h i s  

p r o t e s t a t i o n s ,  he was coupled s p e c i f i c a l l y  to what was p o p u la r ly  

co n s id ered  to  be the f i r s t  p o l i t i c a l  murder i n  New York C ity  in  fo r t y  

y e a r s ,  and was g e n e r a l ly  l in k e d  to the underw orld . (S ee  pp. 2 4 2 -47 )

The day S c o t t o r ig g i o  d ie d ,  Gov. Thomas E. Dewey termed the murder an 

"attempt by l e f t - w in g e r s  to  in t im id a te  o th ers  working fo r  a f r e e  

e l e c t i o n .

What ensued was a m assive  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  th a t  in te r r o g a te d  1 ,300  

East Harlem r e s id e n t s  and impaneled the lo n g e s t - s e a t e d  grand jury in  the  

h i s t o r y  of the c i t y . ^ l  ( I t  was in  s e s s i o n  from November 1946 to  June 

15, 1949, but was o f f i c i a l l y  d ism issed  on December 15, 1 9 4 9 . ) ^  w h ile  

the grand ju ry  was conducting  i t s  p robe, the S p e c ia l  Committee to  

I n v e s t i g a t e  Campaign E xpenditures of th e  House o f  R e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  was

■ ^ "E lection  Captain D ies  of B ea t in g ;  Dewey and P o l i c e  P ledge  
Capture," New York Times (November 12 , 1946), p .  1.

■^"Prelim inary I n v e s t i g a t i o n  in t o  A lle g e d  E le c t io n  I r r e g u l a r i t i e s  
in  th e  Primary E le c t io n  and the  General E le c t io n  in  th e  18th 
C o n g r ess io n a l D i s t r i c t . "  MP.

■^"Jury Has Long L i f e ,"  New York Times (December 10, 1948 ) ,  
p . 13; and " S c o t to r ig g io  Jury Q uits  A f te r  Three Y e a r s ,” New York Times 
(December 16, 19 4 9 ) ,  p. 26 .
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in q u ir y ,  the  committee r e fr a in e d  from any recommendation on h i s  r ig h t  to

be s e a te d  in  the new C ongress. I n s te a d ,  i t  proposed th a t  the ca se  be

reopened a f t e r  com p letion  of the grand ju ry  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  " i f  f a c t s  are

53developed  to warrant a c t io n ."

In a d d it io n  to  t h e s e  two i n v e s t i g a t i o n s ,  Marcantonio was a l s o  the  

defendant in  a case  brought by h i s  d e fe a te d  opponent in  th e  Democratic  

prim ary, P a tr ic k  Hannigan, who charged th at  M arcantonio?s o r g a n iz a t io n  

had in t im id a te d  v o t e r s .  J u s t i c e  Bernard B o te in  of th e  New York County 

Supreme Court ru led  th a t :  "No ev id e n c e  w hatsoever  has been in troduced

of e l e c t i o n e e r i n g ,  c o e r c iv e  t a c t i c s  or any o th er  form of improper 

a c t i v i t y .  Marcantonio c i t e d  t h i s  f in d in g  to the S p e c ia l  Committee of  

the  House and th e  New York C ity  grand ju r y  in  support o f  h is  c o n te n t io n  

th a t  th e r e  was no co n n ec t io n  between him and S c o t t o r i g g i o ' s  murder, but 

h is  s ta tem en ts  were l o s t  amid the s e n s a t i o n a l  and sometimes b iz a r r e  

d e t a i l s  of the c a s e .

Soon a f t e r  S c o t t o r i g g i o ' s  d ea th ,  th r e e  E ast  Harlem r e s i d e n t s ,  

in c lu d in g  two o f  M arcanton io 's  e l e c t i o n  d i s t r i c t  c a p t a in s ,  were held  as 

m a te r ia l  w i t n e s s e s . ^5 They were l a t e r  r e le a s e d  w ith ou t b e in g  charged.  

The most s e n s a t io n a l  a sp ec t  of the c a s e ,  however, was the h o ld in g  of  

Joey Rao and "Trigger" Mike Coppola as m a te r ia l  w i tn e s s e s  on b a i l  of  

$250 ,000  each . Both were o n e-t im e key f ig u r e s  in  th e  P r o h ib i t io n  Era 

underworld who had ap p aren tly  d e c l in e d  over the years  to  l e s s  e x a l te d  .

■^"Marcantonio S ea t  i s  U nch a llen ged ,"  New York Times (January 1,
1947),  p . 3 .

■^Advertisement sponsored by the  "Labor and C i t i z e n s '  Committee 
to  Uphold Free E le c t io n s ,"  _PM (December 22 , 1946),  p .  17.

■^"ALP Aide Held i n  E l e c t i o n  Death," New York Times (November 17,
1946) ,  p .  1.
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p o s i t io n s  in  the cr im in a l  h ie r a r c h y .  The Times s t a t e d ,  "The records of 

Rao and Coppola c o n s t i t u t e  v i r t u a l l y  the h i s t o r y  of gangland here in  the  

T w enties and T h ir t i e s ."  The f o r t y - s i x - y e a r - o l d  Coppola had been  

a r r e s te d  a t o t a l  o f  tw en ty -sev en  t im e s ,  and Rao, one year younger, 

tw e lv e  t im e s .  The charges a g a in s t  Rao ranged from hom icide to  p o ck e t-  

p ic k in g ;  th o se  a g a in s t  Coppola in c lu d ed  h om icide , b u rg la ry ,  a s s a u l t ,  and 

robbery. Both p r o te s t e d  t h e i r  in n ocen ce  to  the grand j u r y ,  n o t in g  that  

they had n e i t h e r  voted  nor in  any o ther  way taken part in  the e l e c t i o n  

campaign. A f te r  be ing  h e ld  in  j a i l  f o r  four months, they  were r e le a s e d  

on $25 ,000  b a i l  e a c h . ^

Four months l a t e r ,  Coppola was brought back in t o  th e  c e n te r  of  

the i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  and h i s  pregnant w i f e  was a ls o  a r r e s t e d  as a m a te r ia l  

w itn e s s  and r e le a s e d  on $15,000 b a i l .  Mrs. Coppola, her f a t h e r ,  and her  

t h r e e - y e a r - o ld  son had d isap peared  seven  months e a r l i e r ,  on the day 

Coppola and Rao were f i r s t  h e ld  as m a te r ia l  w i t n e s s e s .  S h o r t ly  a f t e r ,  

her f a t h e r ,  David T. Lehmann, was booked as a m a te r ia l  w itn e s s  and a ls o  

r e le a s e d  on $ 15 ,000  b a i l .  S u b seq u en tly ,  p erju ry  charges  were handed 

down a g a in s t  Mrs. Coppola and her f a t h e r ,  but they  were i n d e f i n i t e l y  

postponed because of Mrs. C oppola's p r e g n a n c y . 57

Almost one year a f t e r  the murder, D i s t r i c t  A ttorney  Frank Hogan 

announced to the p r e ss  th a t  the " fate"  of Joseph  S c o t t o r ig g i o  had been  

s e a le d  the n igh t  b e fore  the e l e c t i o n  a t  a "conference" in  C oppola's

■^"Two in  P o l l  S la y in g  P r o t e s t  In nocen ce ,"  New York Times 
(November 21, 1946),  p . 64; "Two Held in  $250 ,000  in  P o l l s  Murders,"
New York Times (November 25, 1946 ) ,  p . 1; "Rao, Coppola Freed, Each on 
$ 25 ,000  B a i l ,"  New York Times (March 16, 1947),  p . 8 .

-^"Mrs. Coppola Held in  E le c t io n  K i l l i n g ,"  New York Times (J u ly  
17, 1947),  p .  1; "In-Law of Coppola Held as W itn ess ,"  New York Times 
(J u ly  30, 19 4 7 ) ,  p. 8 .
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home. Hogan ex p la in e d  th a t  "deals" had been arranged among E a st  Harlem 

p o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r s  to swing Republican v o te s  to  M arcanton io . Because o f  

S c o t t o r i g g i o ' s  f i e r c e  anti-communism, Hogan co n t in u e d ,  he re fu sed  to  

c o o p e r a te .  Because he was co n s id ered  a b le  to swing s i x  hundred v o t e s ,  

i t  was d ec ided  th a t  S c o t t o r i g g i o  "be put put of a c t io n  on E le c t io n  

Day. " 5 8

Hogan's h y p o th e s is  was p rob lem atic  in  s e v e r a l  r e s p e c t s .  F i r s t ,  

no ev id e n c e  or w i t n e s s e s  were p resen ted  in  i t s  su p p ort ,  nor were any 

e v e r  p r e s e n te d .  F urth er , i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  understand how b ea t in g  

S c o t t o r i g g i o  in t o  u n co n sc io u sn ess  on E l e c t i o n  Day would change the v o te  

i n  th a t  d i s t r i c t .  The e l e c t i o n e e r i n g ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  had a lr ea d y  been  

co n c lu d ed .  Moreover, i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  im agine any su pp orter  o f  

M arcantonio not p e r c e iv in g  the  g r e a t  p o l i t i c i a l  damage th a t  such an 

in c id e n t  would wreak on the c a n d id a te .

U l t im a t e ly ,  the l in k a g e  of Rao, Coppola, and C oppola 's  w ife  and

f a t h e r - in - la w  t o  S c o t t o r i g g i o ' s  murder was never aga in  r a i s e d .  On March

19, 1948, Mrs. Coppola d ied  in  c h i l d b i r t h .  The Times rep orted  that

"5,000 persons crowded the area  [E ast 116th S t r e e t ]  as the ca sk et  of

5 9
s i l v e r  and bronze was c a r r ie d  from the ch apel to  the h e a r s e .

S t i l l  another elem ent of t h i s  case  was the death  of one of  

M arcanton io 's  e l e c t i o n  c a p t a in s ,  Anthony Langana, who had been  

q u e s t io n e d  by the p o l i c e  f o l lo w in g  S c o t t o r i g g i o ' s  murder. He 

d isap p eared  on December 11, to  be found f l o a t i n g  in  the E ast  R iver  th ree

c  o
"Order to Beat S c o t t o r ig g i o  Traced to C oppola 's  Home," New York 

Times (November 7 ,  1947),  p .  1.

5 ^"Mrs. Coppola D ies  A fter  Baby i s  B orn ,” New York Times (March 
19, 1948 ) ,  p .  3; "5,000 a t  Coppola R i t e s ,"  New York Times (March- 23,
1948 ) ,  p. 27 .
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months l a t e r .  u Langana had been despondent over  the l o s s  of h i s  jo b ,  

and so the p o l i c e  concluded that h i s  death  was a s u i c i d e .

The f in d in g s  of the s p e c i a l  House committee n o tw ith s ta n d in g ,  the  

d is c o v e r y  o f  Langana's body le d  Hogan to ask Congress to reopen i t s  

in q u ir y  in t o  th e  S c o t t o r ig g i o  c a s e .  He o f f e r e d  Speaker Joseph  Martin  

com plete t r a n s c r ip t s  o f  th e  tes t im on y  of h i s  own i n v e s t i g a t i o n s ,  which 

he had e a r l i e r  re fu se d  to  g iv e  to  the s p e c i a l  com m ittee . L ater  Hogan 

r ev e a led  th a t  the grand ju r y  had w r i t t e n  th e  f o l lo w in g  appeal to  

Martin: "During the i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  we have heard the te s t im o n y  o f  many

w i t n e s s e s .  I t  r e v e a ls  a c o n d it io n  shock ing  to a l l  d ecent c i t i z e n s .

From the e v id e n c e ,  we are convinced  th a t  t h i s  k i l l i n g  was p o l i t i c a l l y  

m otivated  and, as s t a t e d  in  an e d i t o r i a l  of th e  New York World-Telegram  

on A p r i l  10, 1947, was 'an  outrageous and infamous a t ta c k -o n  the freedom  

of e l e c t i o n s . ' Mart i n den ied  ever  r e c e iv in g  t h i s  a p p e a l .  At t h i s  

p o in t ,  however, he turned over  the grand ju ry  record s  he had r e c e iv e d  

from Hogan to  the  House A d m in is tr a t io n  Subcommittee, which ap p aren tly  

never  a c ted  on them.

Marcantonio was unable e f f e c t i v e l y  to  defend h i s  r e p u t a t io n .  He 

had im m ediate ly  s ig n e d  a w aiver of immunity and had t e s t i f i e d  b e fo re  the  

grand ju r y .* ^  ^ i s openness w ith  th e  s p e c i a l  House com m ittee i s  a l s o  

n o t a b le .  His e f f o r t s  to a s s i s t  the murder i n v e s t i g a t i o n s ,  however,

60 "Vanished W itness in  P o l l s  Murder Found Drowned," New York 
Times (May 25, 1947),  p .  1.

6  1 I b id . ;  " S c o t to r ig g io  Case C ontinues to Lag," New York Times 
(May 28 , 1947),  p .  21.

6 9 "Martin Gives Testimony to Jury,"  New York Times (November 26, 
1946),  p .  1.

^"An Unsolved Crime," New York Times (January 2,  1947) ,  p.  28.
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e i t h e r  went u n n oticed  in  the p r e s s  or were swamped in  the g e n e r a l  

coverage of the c a s e .  The New York Tim es, fo r  example, e d i t o r i a l i z e d  

th a t  the " D i s t r i c t  A ttorn ey  here  has d ec la red  th a t  a l l  ev id e n c e  so fa r  

uncovered p o in t s  to a ' p o l i t i c a l  m urder.'"  The f o l lo w in g  e x c e r p ts  from 

e d i t o r i a l s  from the D a i ly  M irror , World T elegram , and Journal American 

i l l u s t r a t e  how the newspapers t r e a te d  the ca se :

[B ilb o  and Marcantonio] a r e  two punks out o f  the same 
p o l lu t e d  p o l i t i c a l  p o t .  We can g iv e  you f a c t s ,  f i g u r e s ,  names, 
d a t e s ,  and p la c e s  about M arcantonio , Mr. P r i e s t  [chairman of the  
s p e c i a l  House co m m ittee ] .

The House o f  R e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  i s ,  under the C o n s t i t u t io n ,  the  
judge of e l e c t i o n s ,  re tu rn s  and q u a l i f i c a t i o n s  of i t s  own members. 
That c e r t a i n l y  ought to  in c lu d e  the  campaign t a c t i c s  and methods, 
e s p e c i a l l y  where in t im id a t io n  and murder are in v o lv e d ,  by which a 
member was r e - e l e c t e d .

[ S c o t t o r ig g i o ]  was b r u t a l ly  lynched  by a mob o f  goons and 
p o l i t i c a l  g a n g s te r s ,  some of whom presumably were im p o r t e d .^

The u n iq u e ly  prolonged  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  fu r th e r  c o n tr ib u te d  to the

seem in g ly  e n d le s s  damage to  M arcantonio . The Times, fo r  in s t a n c e ,

p u b l ish ed  f i f t y - n i n e  a r t i c l e s  on the c a s e ,  any number of which appeared

on the fr o n t  page.

M arcanton io 's  f r u s t r a t i o n  w ith  the coverage was ex p ressed  in  a 

l e t t e r  he sen t  on December 19, 1946 to  C arl T. C u r t is ,  a member of the  

s p e c i a l  House committee:

I c a l l  your a t t e n t i o n  s p e c i f i c a l l y  to the news item  which was 
buried  away in  the l a t e  e d i t i o n s  o f  the a ftern o o n  papers o f  New York 
y e s te r d a y  a t  the end o f  the c o n t in u a t io n  s to r y  con cern in g  p o l i c e  
"shake-up."

A few words in  th a t  s to r y  r e v e a le d  th a t  General S e s s io n s  
Judge G arrett  W allace d ism issed  the b a i l  con cern ing  Domenic Petrone

f\ UMarcantonio to  J .  Percy P r i e s t ,  chairman of the Campaign 
E xpenditures  Committee o f  1946, no d a te .  MP 49 (Campaign 
E x p e n d itu r e s ) .  The e x c e r p ts  from the D a i ly  M irror , World Telegram , and 
Journ a l American a r t i c l e s  were a l l  p u b lish ed  on November 27 , 1946.
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and th a t  Petrone has been r e le a s e d  from the cu stody  o f  the D i s t r i c t  
A tto rn ey .

I c a l l  t h i s  to  your a t t e n t i o n  s p e c i f i c a l l y  because of the  
b la z in g  h e a d l in e s  which announced th a t  P etro n e ,  an ALP c a p ta in ,  had 
been picked  up by the p o l i c e  and th a t  a t  the req u e s t  of the D i s t r i c t  
A ttorney  b a i l  was f ix e d  a t  $20 ,000 ;  and the subsequent s t o r y ,  
s i m i l a r l y  b la z in g  on the f r o n t  pages of the New York p r e s s ,  
announcing th a t  Supreme Court Judge C allahan had r eser v ed  d e c i s io n  
on an a p p l i c a t io n  of P e tr o n e ’ s a t to r n e y  fo r  a r e d u c t io n  of b a i l ,  
which was s tr e n u o u s ly  r e s i s t e d  by th e  D i s t r i c t  A tto rn ey .

I t  i s  a sad commentary on the o b j e c t iv e n e s s  o f  the New York 
p ress  in  a l l  m atters  in  any way r e l a t i n g  to me, th at  a man l i k e  
Domenic Petrone who has a b s o lu t e ly  no p o l i c e  record , and who was a 
s in c e r e  and honest  campaign worker in  my b e h a l f ,  should  have 
r e c e iv e d  such n o t o r ie t y  w ithout j u s t  ca u se ,  and th a t  upon h i s  
d isc h a r g e  from b a i l  should  not have been s i m i l a r l y  ab so lved  in  the
p r e ss  .65

Not on ly  was the S c o t t o r ig g i o  case  never  s o lv e d ,  but c e r ta in  

f a c t s  were never p u b l ic i z e d ,  s u g g e s t in g  th a t  th ere  may have been more 

than one e x p la n a t io n  fo r  the murder. The Harding R epublican  Club in  

S c o t t o r i g g i o ' s  neighborhood ( th e  Tenth Assembly D i s t r i c t  North) was 

headed by David Levy. In a l e t t e r  to  Rep. Percy P r i e s t ,  chairman of the  

Campaign E xpenditures Committee, Marcantonio charged th a t :

David Levy i s  the  le a d e r  o f  the Harding R epublican  Club which  
was ra ided  by p o l i c e  i n  1939 upon a charge th a t  Levy was o p e r a t in g  
one o f  the b ig g e s t  d ic e  games in  the c i t y .  F o llo w in g  the r a id ,  the  
p o l i c e  m aintained  p o l i c e  in  the c lub  and Levy sought an in ju n c t io n  
p r e v en t in g  p o l i c e  in t e r f e r e n c e  w ith  h i s  a c t i v i t i e s .  His a p p l ic a t io n  
was d en ied , a t r i a l  was ordered , but Levy did not press  the s u i t .
The p o l i c e  remained on duty a t  h i s  c lu b  u n t i l  l a t e  in  1943. Another
GOP club  in  which Levy was i n t e r e s t e d ,  the F lo r id a  R epublican  Club,
. . . was ra ided  as a gambling j o i n t  in  October 1942, and Levy was
charged w ith  common gam bling. Levy was a p r o h ib i t io n  agent in  1926
but was d isc h a r g e d .  . . .

Levy i s  g e n e r a l ly  reputed  to be a common gambler and to  have 
no v i s i b l e  means of support now or in  the past fo r  a g rea t  many 
years  w h ile  l i v i n g  i n  good s t y l e ;  and S c o t t o r i g g i o  was one o f  h is  
c a p t a in s .  . . .

In the meantime, S c o t t o r i g g i o ' s n o n p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i t i e s  have 
gone unreported  a lthough  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  of the p ress  . . . are  
f u l l y  aware of the v i c t i m 's  n o n p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i t i e s .  Because of the  
nature of the " p o l i t i c a l ” a c t i v i t i e s  conducted at th e  Republican

^^Marcantonio to Carl T. C urt i s  and Oren H a r r i s ,  December 19,
1946.  MP 49 (Campaign E x p e n d i tu r e s ) .



Club o f  which S c o t t o r ig g io  was a member, i t  i s  e n t i r e l y  p o s s ib l e  
th a t  h i s  " p o l i t i c a l "  a s s o c i a t e s  might have had som ething to do w ith  
t h i s  cr im e . ^6

F u rth er ,  in  h is  te s t im o n y  b e fo r e  the a s s i s t a n t  g e n e r a l  cou n se l  

and c h ie f  i n v e s t i g a t o r  of the s p e c i a l  House com m ittee , P a tr ic k  Hannigan 

was asked , "What kind o f  man i s  Levy?" He r e p l ie d :  "He d id n ' t  impress

me too  fa v o r a b ly .  . . . Levy i s  mixed up w ith  the underworld crowd up 

t h e r e .  He has been w ith  them a l l  th e s e  years  gone by, and he i s  up to  

h is  neck w ith  th em .” In the summary o f Hannigan's tes t im on y  i t  was 

noted th a t :  "Levy had a bad r e p u t a t io n ,  and ran a clubhouse where

gambling was p e r m it te d . " ^ 7 In the above-m entioned l e t t e r  to  P r i e s t ,  

Marcantonio p o in te d  out th a t  PM (a  New York t a b lo id  fa v o r a b le  to  him) 

rep orted  th a t  S c o t t o r ig g io  had been " in v o lv ed  in  numerous b i t t e r  

arguments and a t  l e a s t  two f i s t  f i g h t s - ” ^

N o n e th e le s s ,  th ere  i s  no e v id e n c e  d i r e c t l y  l i n k i n g  S c o t t o r ig g io  

to  the underw orld . He was seem in g ly  a unique f ig u r e  in  E ast Harlem, 

e f f e c t i v e l y  working to g e t  v o te s  f o r  F r e d e r ic k  Van P e l t  Bryan. Hannigan 

d esc r ib e d  him as a "capable and good o r g a n iz e r  and an o u ts ta n d in g  

e l e c t i o n  d i s t r i c t  c a p ta in ."  Hannigan a l s o  noted  th a t  he did not have 

any d i s t r i c t  c a p ta in s  equal to  S c o t t o r i g g i o  in  h i s  o r g a n iz a t io n .  He 

then mentioned th a t  on E le c t io n  Day 1946 he v i s i t e d  about s e v e n t y - f i v e  

p o l l i n g  p la c e s  in  East Harlem and found th a t  "many of the R epublican  

[ e l e c t i o n ]  c a p ta in s  had d isappeared; th a t  S c o t t o r ig g i o  was the  

o u ts ta n d in g  and s o l i t a r y  r e b e l  . . . th a t  a lm ost the remainder of David

hfs Marcantonio to J .  Percy P r i e s t .

6 7 FBL.

^^Sixth  W itness Held in  S c o t t o r ig g i o  Probe,"  PM (November 25, 
1946),  p . 14.
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L evy 's  c a p ta in s  went a lon g  w ith  Congressman Marcantonio and the same can 

be s a id  o f  Mr. Bruno's c a p ta in s  [R epublican le a d e r  of th e  S ix t e e n t h  

Assembly D i s t r i c t ] ."69

In h i s  tes t im o n y  b e fo r e  the s p e c i a l  i n v e s t i g a t o r  o f  the s p e c ia l  

House com m ittee , Bryan noted  th at  " S c o t t o r ig g io ' s  e l e c t i o n  d i s t r i c t  did  

v e r y  w e l l  fo r  me in  the prim ary."  He fu r th e r  noted th a t  S c o t t o r ig g i o  

had form erly  worked fo r  M arcantonio but had broken w ith  him in  1939 or  

1940. Bryan s t a t e d  th a t  S c o t t o r ig g i o  was "very anti-C om m unist, and had 

ex p ressed  h im s e lf  q u it e  fa v o r a b ly  on th a t  s c o r e .

S c o t t o r i g g i o ,  as an i d e o l o g i c a l l y  m otiva ted  R epublican  e l e c t i o n  

d i s t r i c t  ca p ta in  con n ected  w ith  a n o to r io u s  p o l i t i c a l  c lu b ,  was a 

s t r i k i n g  anomaly in  E ast Harlem. Was S c o t t o r i g g i o ' s  work viewed as a 

b e tr a y a l  of a p o l i t i c a l  d e a l  among Levy, o th er  l o c a l  R epublican l e a d e r s ,  

and M arcantonio? P o s s i b l y .  But th ere  are o th er  p la u s ib le  e x p la n a t io n s  

fo r  the a s s a u l t  on S c o t t o r i g g i o .  I f  he had p o l i t i c a l  a m b it io n s ,  he 

might have been co n s id ered  th r e a te n in g  to Levy or o th e r  l o c a l  

R ep u b lica n s .

The murder a p p a ren t ly  had no a p p r e c ia b le  e f f e c t  on M arcanton io 's  

E ast Harlem v o te  two y ea rs  l a t e r .  In 1948 h is  v o te  i n  East R iver  

H ouses, which had been S c o t t o r i g g i o ' s  r e s id e n c e  and area of p o l i t i c a l  

work, averaged  55 p e r c e n t .  (T his housing  complex i s  between F i r s t  

Avenue and the E ast R iver  D r iv e ,  between E ast  102nd and 106th S t r e e t s .  

See Map 2 . )  The t a l l y ,  however, was somewhat l e s s  th ere  than in  the

^ " S t a t e m e n t  b y  Hannigan in  'Report of S p e c ia l  C om m ittee'."  FBI. 

70FBI f i l e .



surrounding b lo c k s ,  a l l  but one of which r e g i s t e r e d  a Marcantonio v o te  

of 60 percen t  or h ig h e r .  Though t h i s  might s u g g e s t  th a t  th e r e  was at  

l e a s t  some n e g a t iv e  r e a c t io n  to Marcantonio because of the murder, i t  i s  

s i g n i f i c a n t  th a t  i n  East Harlem the James Weldon Johnson Houses a l s o  

averaged 55 p e r c e n t .  (T h is  p r o je c t  i s  between Park and Third Avenues 

and E ast 112th and 115th S t r e e t s . )  His v o te  in  the surrounding b lock s  

ranged between 55 and 6 0 -p lu s  p e r c e n t .

M arcanton io 's  v o te  in  E ast  R iver  Houses remained s t a b l e  in  1950, 

but, as i t  d id g e n e r a l ly  throughout E ast Harlem, ro se  somewhat in  th e  

James Weldon Johnson H ouses. There would seem to be some e v id e n c e ,  

t h e r e f o r e ,  th a t  Marcantonio d id  l e s s  w e l l  in  th e  p u b l ic  housing  p r o j e c t s  

than in  the o ld e r  h o u s in g -s to c k  a r e a s ,  p o s s i b l y  because the p r o j e c t s  

con ta in ed  many f a m i l i e s  whose p rev iou s  r e s id e n c e s  were o u t s i d e  East  

Harlem. There i s ,  however, no in d i c a t i o n  th a t  S c o t t o r i g g i o ' s  murder 

caused any g r e a t  number o f  I t a l i a n  H ar lem ites  to d e s e r t  the  

Congressman. The e f f e c t s  of t h i s  s e n s a t i o n a l  a f f a i r  in  Y o r k v i l l e ,  

however, may have been c o n s id e r a b le .  The q u e s t io n  o f  "Who k i l l e d  

S c o t t o r r i g i o ? ” haunted M arcanton io 's  l a s t  two campaigns.

D e s p ite  the damage done to  M arcantonio by th e  S c o t t o r ig g i o  

a f f a i r ,  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  p o s i t i o n  was s t r o n g .  I t  now appeared th a t  i f  h is  

opponents could  not beat him at  the p o l l s ,  they would attem pt to  

l e g i s l a t e  him out of o f f i c e .  In 1947, the New York S ta te  L e g i s la t u r e  

enacted  a major change in  the s t a t e ' s  e l e c t o r a l  law, which th e  standard  

t e x t  on New York C ity  p o l i t i c s  s t a t e s  was in ten d ed  to "block Congressman 

V ito  M a rca n to n io .”^  The W ilson-Pakula  Act (which M arcantonio sa id  had

^ S a y r e  and Kaufman, p .  151.



e v e r y th in g  but h i s  p ic t u r e  on i t )  req u ired  the a s s e n t  of the county

e x e c u t iv e  committee to a l lo w  ca n d id a te s  of one p arty  to be nominated by

an oth er  party  as w e l l .  In r e p o r t in g  the a d op tion  of t h i s  b i l l ,  the

Times d e s c r ib e d  i t  as "designed to  make i t  more d i f f i c u l t  fo r

R e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  Marcantonio and Adam C layton  P o w ell  to  e n te r  the

pr im a r ies  of more than one rec o g n ized  p a r ty ."

Not o n ly  denying Marcantonio the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of e n te r in g  the

Dem ocratic and Republican p r im a r ie s ,  th e  Act fu r th e r  req u ired  th a t

person s  c i r c u l a t i n g  e l e c t i o n  p e t i t i o n s  be e n r o l le d  v o te r s  of the same

p o l i t i c a l  p arty  and be " r e s id e n ts  of the same p o l i t i c a l  s u b d iv i s io n s  of

«»7 ?such q u a l i f i e d  v o t e r s ."  The l a s t  p r o v is io n  was even more d i r e c t l y

aimed a t  M arcantonio , inasmuch as a la r g e  p ercen tage  of h i s  campaign

workers came from o u t s id e  h i s  d i s t r i c t .  (S e e  p . 122) The ALP argued in

the  Court of Appeals o f  th e  S ta te  o f  New York th a t  th e  Act was

u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  in  th at  i t :  ( 1 ) was d ir e c t e d  s p e c i f i c a l l y  at

M arcantonio; (2 )  l im it e d  the v o t e r s '  r ig h t  to  make nom ination s;  and

(3 )  r e i n s t a t e d  "party b oss ism  w ith  t e r r i f i c  power." The W ilson-Pakula

73Act was unanimously upheld .

M arcantonio was now p resen ted  w ith  h i s  g r e a t e s t  p o l i t i c a l  

c h a l l e n g e .  He had always secured  a t  l e a s t  one major party  d e s ig n a t io n ,  

and in  1942 and 1944 he had b o th .  These d e s ig n a t io n s  n a t u r a l ly  provided  

him w ith  v o te s  from p eop le  whose l o y a l t i e s  were p r im a r i ly  to  a party  

r a th e r  than to a p a r t i c u l a r  ca n d id a te— i n  th a t  p e r io d ,  not an

7 ? "Assembly Adopts Marcantonio C urb ,” New York Times (March 11, 
1947),  p .  30 .

7 ̂ New Primary Law i s  C o n s t i t u t i o n a l , "  New York Times ( J u ly  3,
1947) ,  p .  21 .



i n s i g n i f i c a n t  number. Moreover, the d e s ig n a t io n  of the American Labor 

Party was becoming an in c r e a s in g  l i a b i l i t y .  I t  was one th in g  to go 

among the e l e c t o r a t e  s e e k in g  v o te s  under the ALP l a b e l  when such f ig u r e s  

as F ra n k lin  R o o s e v e l t ,  Herbert Lehman, and F i o r e l l o  LaGuardia a sp ired  to  

i t s  d e s ig n a t io n ;  i t  was q u it e  another to  do so now, when a t  a time of  

r i s i n g  anti-Communist h y s t e r ia  the p arty  was being  in c r e a s i n g ly  

i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  Communism. The New York C ity  p r e ss  (w ith  the e x c e p t io n s  

of The D a ily  Worker and PM) c o n s ta n t ly  r e fe r r e d  to  th e  ALP as 

"Communis t -d o m in a ted ." ^

W ithin  the E ig h te e n th  C o n g ress io n a l D i s t r i c t ,  the passage of the

W ilson-P akula  Act p resen ted  i t s  own p e c u l ia r  problem s. Although the

V ito  M arcantonio P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c ia t io n  was a f f i l i a t e d  w ith  the American

Labor P a r ty ,  i t  made alm ost no attem pt to i n s t i l l  l o y a l t y  to the

p a r ty .  For exam ple, in  1944, o f  New York C i t y ' s  tw e n ty -th r e e  s t a t e

assembly d i s t r i c t s ,  th e  S ix t e e n t h  ( I t a l i a n  Harlem) ranked n in e te e n th  in

numbers of American Labor Party  members. The F ou rteen th  Assembly

D i s t r i c t  (E l  B a r r io )  where th e  ALP p o l le d  the h ig h e s t  p ercen tage  of

75v o t e s ,  ranked s e v e n te e n th  in  ALP membership. C le a r ly ,  fo r  Marcantonio  

to c o n t e s t  th e  Democratic and Republican p r im a r ie s ,  h i s  o r g a n iz a t io n  had 

encouraged h i s  supporters  to  e n r o l l  in  th ese  p a r t i e s .

B efore the passage  of the W ilson-Pakula  A ct, M arcanton io 's  

a s s o c i a t i o n  r a r e ly  is s u e d  campaign l i t e r a t u r e  in  the name o f any party;  

in s t e a d ,  i t  would bear the name of a com m ittee , such as "Veterans'  

Committee fo r  the R e - e l e c t io n  of V ito  M arcantonio ."  In t h i s  way,

^ C a r t e r ,  p .  406 .

^ L i s t  t i t l e d :  "American Labor P a r ty ,  New York County." MP (New
York County O rgan iza tion  o f  ALP 1 9 4 2 -4 5 ) .
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Marcantonio cou ld  appeal fo r  the v o te s  o f  Democrats (m o s t ly  Puerto  

R ican s)  and R epublicans (p r im a r i ly  I ta lo -A m e r ic a n s ) w ith ou t d is tu r b in g  

t h e i r  p arty  l o y a l t i e s .

M arcanton io 's  e l e c t o r a l  s u c c e s s  was not hampered by the n e c e s s i t y  

of su p p ortin g  a s l a t e  of c a n d id a te s ,  one or more of whom may have been  

unpopular w ith  h i s  c o n s t i t u e n t s .  But t h i s  s t r a t e g y  cou ld  have v a r ied  

r e s u l t s :  in  1936 the main reason  fo r  h i s  d e fe a t  had been th e  R oo sev e lt  

l a n d s l id e ;  c o n v e r s e ly ,  in  1940 M arcan ton io 's  d i s a s s o c i a t i o n  from 

R o o se v e lt  was extrem ely  popular w ith  h i s  I ta lo -A m er ica n  c o n s t i t u e n c y .

W ithin  E ast Harlem, the a l l - p a r t y  or n o n -p a r t i s a n  V ito  

M arcantonio P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c ia t io n  did not i n t e r f e r e  w ith  the l o c a l  

Dem ocratic and R epublican  P a r t i e s ’ fo rem o st— perhaps s o l e — concern: the  

s e l e c t i o n  of s t a t e  and c i t y  c a n d id a te s .  As a r e s u l t ,  and perhaps a l s o  

because o f  the enormous power Marcantonio w ie ld ed  t h e r e ,  East Harlem's  

Republican o r g a n iz a t io n s  never opposed him and, a f t e r  1940, the l o c a l  

Democratic Party  ceased  e f f o r t s  to u n sea t  him.

An alm ost e n t i r e l y  new p o l i t i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  now con fron ted  

M arcantonio . He en tered  the 1948 campaign s o l e l y  as the cand id ate  of 

the  American Labor P arty .  I t  was the f i r s t  tim e in  h i s  career  th a t  h i s  

name was en tere d  on the b a l l o t  under on ly  one p a r ty ,  and the f i r s t  time 

he did not have the d e s ig n a t io n  of a t  l e a s t  one of the major p a r t i e s .  

Furthermore, on ly  a m in or ity  of h i s  v o te s  in  h i s  p rev io u s  e l e c t i o n s  had 

been ob ta in ed  under the a e g i s  of th e  ALP.

In s p i t e  of the u n u s u a l ly  good chances of u n se a t in g  a s ix - t im e  

Congressman, th e  Democrats nominated a s in g u l a r l y  weak c a n d id a te ,  John 

P. M orrissey  in  1948. Time magazine r e fe r r e d  to him as a "stum ble-  

tongued e l e c t r i c a l  co n tr a c to r  and ward b o s s ,  who l i k e s  to boast
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o f  h i s  ' f a r - f e t c h e d  knowledge' o f  e l e c t r i c i t y . "  M arcantonio reg a led  h is

I t a l ia n - s p e a k in g  su p p o rters  by c a l l i n g  M orr issey  t e s t a  d i cappuccio  or 

7 f\"cabbage head." Moreover, he ran a campaign d e s c r ib e d  by the New York 

Telegram as " q u ie sc e n t ,  to  put i t  m i l d l y . A c c o r d i n g  to newspaper 

a c c o u n ts ,  h i s  headquarters  on E ast 8 6 th  S t r e e t  remained c lo s e d  most of  

the t im e ,  and he i s  known to have made on ly  th ree  sp eech es  during the  

e n t i r e  campaign.

While rumors of a Marcantonio-Tammany H a ll  d e a l  sp read , an August 

27, f r o n t -p a g e  New York Times a r t i c l e  rep o rted  a breakdown of r e l a t i o n s  

between Marcantonio and the  D em ocratic P a r ty .  Mayor W illiam  O'Dwyer had 

d ism issed  a l l  n o n - c i v i l  s e r v ic e  employees who were members of the  

American Labor P arty  from the c i t y  p a y r o l l .  Marcantonio responded by 

c a l l i n g  O'Dwyer a " d o u b le - ta lk in g ,  d o u b le -d e a l in g  h y p o c r i t e ."  He a l s o  

r e v e a le d  a com p lica ted  d e a l  tendered  by O'Dwyer and Tammany H a ll  lea d er

Hugo R ogers .  Marcantonio a s s e r t e d  th a t  O'Dwyer had c a l l e d  him to ask

th a t  the ALP withdraw i t s  can d id a te  fo r  S u rrogate  of New York, 0 .  J .

Rogge, and s u b s t i t u t e  th e  Democrat John A. M ullen . In r e p ly ,

Marcantonio asked th a t  Tammany H a ll  withdraw M orrissey  and s u b s t i t u t e  

h im s e lf  as D em ocratic can d id ate  from th e  E ig h te e n th  D i s t r i c t .  He 

rep orted  some of the d ia lo g u e  of t h i s  te le p h o n e  c a l l :

We are f r ie n d s  of y o u r s .  I  want you to show your f r ie n d s h ip  
f o r  t h i s  k id  who i s  a lo n g s id e  of me, th a t  i s ,  Hugo Rogers and g iv e  
him a break . You can do i t  by not s u b s t i t u t i n g  R ogge's  name today  
and by s u b s t i t u t i n g  M u llen 's  name [ th a t  i s ,  Tammany H a l l ' s  
ca n d id a te ]  in s t e a d .

We in ten d  to help  you a l l  we can in  your campaign. As a
m atter of f a c t ,  your opponent i s  a dumbhead and we s h a l l  see  to  i t
th a t  the le a d e r s  in  your d i s t r i c t  w i l l  help  you o u t .  . . .  The th ree
o f  us can do p le n ty  in  t h i s  town.

^ ° S c h a f fe r ,  p .  187.

^ A s  quoted in  Bingham.
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O'Dwyer t o ld  the p ress  the day M arcantonio r e le a s e d  h i s  sta tem en t  

th a t :  "I s e e  noth ing  in  the Communist P a r ty ,  in c lu d in g  the Henry

W allaces and the M arcantonios . . . but an attem pt to d e s tr o y  the  

Democratic P a r ty .  . . ."78

D e s p ite  t h i s  p u b l ic  break , th e r e  i s  every  p r o b a b i l i t y  th a t  some 

kind of d e a l  had been made between M arcantonio and Tammany. Running 

w ith ou t the d e s ig n a t io n  o f  e i t h e r  major party  a t  a time when the l e f t  

was under in t e n s e  a t t a c k ,  Marcantonio was a very  v u ln e r a b le  ca n d id a te .  

Yet Tammany H a ll  pushed an i n a c t i v e ,  in ad equate  c a n d id a te .  Meanwhile, 

h i s  R epublican  opponent, John E l l i s ,  convinced  th a t  a d ea l had indeed  

been s tr u c k ,  charged on October 22 th a t  the D em ocratic  Party  had 

e f f e c t i v e l y  abandoned a l l  work on b e h a lf  o f  M o rr is se y .  He fu r th e r  

a s s e r t e d  th a t  many l o c a l  Democratic l e a d e r s  were open ly  urg ing  v o te s  fo r  

Marcantonio in  re tu rn  fo r  ALP endorsement o f  S t a t e  Senator  A lfred  E. 

S a n ta n g e lo .  M orrissey  p u b l i c l y  den ied  the e x i s t e n c e  o f  any " d e a l . "79 

Further e v id e n c e  o f  a d ea l between M arcantonio and Tammany was the ALP's 

endorsement o f  Paul O'Dwyer ( th e  mayor's b ro th er )  f o r  Congressman in  a 

very c l o s e  race a g a in s t  R ep u b lica n -L ib era l  Jacob J a v i t s .  Furthermore, 

the ALP had endorsed two o th er  Manhattan C o n g ress io n a l c a n d id a te s ,

Arthur K le in  and Adam C layton P o w e ll ,  th r e e  Dem ocratic incumbents in
Q A

Kings County, and numerous ca n d id a tes  fo r  the s t a t e  l e g i s l a t u r e .  In 

s h o r t ,  th e  ALP's entanglem ents  w ith  Tammany H a ll  had not been se v e r e d .

78"Marcantonio C a l ls  O'Dwyer 'H y p o c r ite '  on ALP O u sters ,"  New 
York Times (August 27, 1948),  p .  1; C arter ,  p .  349.

7 9 "Morrissey a V ic t im  of D ea l ,  Says E l l i s , "  New York Times (June
28,  1948) ,  p.  11.

^ C a r t e r ,  p. 350.
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M arcantonio s e n t  a l e t t e r  to every  r e g i s t e r e d  v o te r  in  the d i s t r i c t ,

reminding them th a t :

Here are  some f a c t s  th a t  the peop le  shou ld  know. 1 .  The f i r s t  time  
Mr. M orrissey  was e l e c t e d  to th e  Assembly he won on ly  because of the  
v o te  he r e c e iv e d  from the American Labor P a r ty .  2 . In 1946, Mr. 
M orrissey  aga in  won because of the v o te  th a t  he r e c e iv e d  from the  
American Labor P a r ty .  . . . Only l a s t  year not on ly  d id  Mr.
M orr issey  seek  and r e c e iv e  the  v o te  o f  th e  American Labor P a r ty ,  but 
he a l s o  begged fo r  and accepted  f i n a n c i a l  c o n tr ib u t io n s  from the  
American Labor Party through m e.^l

The most c o n c lu s iv e  e v id e n c e  p o in t in g  to a d ea l between Tammany 

H all and M arcantonio , however, emerged out o f  a s u r p r is in g  attem pt by 

M orrissey  to quash rumors of a s e l l - o u t .  He d ra fted  a l e t t e r  of  

endorsement from R ogers, took i t  t o  Tammany head quarters  f o r  R o g ers 's  

a p p ro v a l,  and then  r e le a s e d  i t  to  the new spapers. I t  i s  not c l e a r  

whether Rogers ever  s ig n ed  the l e t t e r ,  but the  day a f t e r  i t s  r e l e a s e  

Rogers d en ied  he had. He fu r th e r  s ta t e d  th a t  he cou ld  not a l lo w  

u nauthorized  s ta tem en ts  to be made in  h i s  name, and th a t  M orrissey  had 

been pompous in  s u g g e s t in g  in  the l e t t e r  th a t  h i s  race  was second in  

im portance in  the e n t i r e  n a t io n  to  P r e s id e n t  T rum an's.82 I t a l i a n  

Harlem's D em ocratic  Party l e a d e r s ,  the endorsement of the American Labor 

Party fo r  t h e i r  S ta te  S e n a t o r ia l  c a n d id a te ,  S a n ta n g e lo ,  was o f  

i n f i n i t e l y  g r e a t e r  importance than the e l e c t i o n  of a Y o r k v i l l e  I r i s h -  

American ward h e e l e r  to  C ongress .  (S ee  Table 1 0 . )  At l e a s t  in  East 

Harlem, the  D em ocratic Party  made no e f f o r t  to  u n sea t  M arcantonio .

In g r e a t  c o n tr a s t  to the conduct of th e  D em ocratic  P a rty ,  the  

R epublicans p resen ted  a s tr o n g  c a n d id a te— in d e e d ,  the s t r o n g e s t  

M arcantonio ev er  fa ced — John E l l i s .  (See p . 371) He was a s tock broker

^^Dated J u ly  25, 1947. MP 49 (M isc e l la n e o u s  Campaigns, 1 9 4 7 ) .  

82]}ingham, p. 77.
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by p r o f e s s io n  and a newcomer to  p o l i t i c s ,  but h i s  campaign was

remarkably w e l l - c o n c e iv e d  and f in a n c e d .  E l l i s ' s  chances were fu r th e r

enhanced by h i s  g a in in g  the endorsement of th e  L ib e r a l  P a r ty .  E l l i s

emphasized th e  Communist i s s u e  a lm ost to the e x c lu s io n  of e v e r y th in g

e l s e .  A fte r  the primary e l e c t i o n s  fo r  exam ple, E l l i s  s t a t e d ,

"Marcantonio . . . s tan d s a lo n e  fo r  the f i r s t  tim e as the champion of

th o se  su b v e r s iv e  fo r c e s  so a l i e n  to e v e r y th in g  A m erican ."OJ E l l i s  made

p e r s i s t e n t  e f f o r t s  to erode M arcanton io 's  support i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem.

(S ee  pp. 2 6 7 -7 0 )  His i n a b i l i t y  to  undermine M arcanton io’ s b a s t io n  must

to some degree  be a s c r ib e d  to h is  op p on en t's  con tin u ed  c o r d ia l  p o l i t i c a l

r e l a t i o n s  w ith  I t a l i a n  Harlem's l o c a l  R ep ub lican  le a d e r s h i p .  As the

Times noted : "What d i s t in g u i s h e d  the r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  in  h i s  d i s t r i c t  i s

h i s  a b i l i t y  to  b u i ld  up a M arcantonio o r g a n iz a t io n  th a t  c u ts  through a l l

p o l i t i c a l  l i n e s ,  sometimes on the s u r f a c e ,  o f t e n - t im e s  undercover by

'arrangem ents' known on ly  to  the very  in n e r  c i r c l e s  of the R epublican

84and Dem ocratic party  o r g a n iz a t io n s ."

The n a tu re  of th e s e  "arrangements" between Marcantonio and the  

ALP on the one s id e  and the l o c a l  R epublican  le a d e r s h ip  on the o ther

remains a m atter  of s p e c u la t io n .  For th e  f i r s t  t im e , the ALP f a i l e d  to

endorse at l e a s t  one of th e  R epublican  ca n d id a te s  from I t a l i a n  Harlem. 

N o n e th e le s s ,  the  R epublican  P arty  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem may have con s id ered  

i t  prudent to con t in u e  i t s  co v e r t  support of Marcantonio fo r  two 

r e a s o n s .  I t s  number of v o te s  was s i g n i f i c a n t l y  d e c r e a s in g ,  probably due

®^"No ALP Gain Seen in  Primary R e s u l t s ,"  New York Times (August 
26, 1948),  p .  42 .

84 P er son a l  P r e s t i g e  Aids Marcantonio ,"  New York Times (November
3,  1948) ,  p .  42 .
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to the d e c l in e  in  the I ta lo -A m er ica n  p o p u la t io n  and to the growing  

attachm ent o f  t h i s  group to  th e  D em ocratic Party now th a t  R o o se v e lt  was 

no lo n g er  i t s  l e a d e r .  (S ee  pp. 2 3 6 -3 7 )  The R ep u b lica n 's  weakened 

p o s i t io n  made the p a r ty 's  l o c a l  le a d e r s  i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem more dependent 

than ev er  upon the ALP. The hope o f  fu tu r e  d e a ls  was probably  

s u f f i c i e n t  to prevent a break w ith  M arcantonio . A lso ,  not to be 

d isreg a rd ed  was the c l o s e  p erso n a l  r e l a t i o n s  among contem poraries who 

had grown o ld  to g e th e r ,  probably w h ile  l i v i n g  on the same s t r e e t ,  

"Doctors' Row," th a t  i s  East 116th S t r e e t .  (S e e  pp. 182-83)

Marcantonio won w ith  36 ,0 0 0  v o te s  to  E l l i s ' s  31 ,500  and 

M o r r is se y 's  31 ,2 0 0  in  the l a r g e s t  ou tpouring  of the E ig h tee n th
O C

C o n g r ess io n a l D i s t r i c t ' s  e l e c t o r a t e .  Most s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  Marcantonio  

dem onstrated h i s  a b i l i t y  to win s o l e l y  under the ALP's banner, having  

in c r e a se d  h is  ALP v o te  169 p ercent over the p rev iou s  e l e c t i o n .  Almost 

e q u a l ly  im p ress iv e  was the dram atic g e n e r a l  change in  I t a l i a n  Harlem's  

v o t in g  p a tte r n s  ev idenced  in  the doubling  of ALP v o te  fo r  S t a t e  Senator  

and S t a t e  Assemblyman. (S ee  T ables  9, 10)

The w idening breach between the American Labor Party and the  

Democratic Party meant th a t  the ALP would have to stand on i t s  own. In 

1949, in  order to h e lp  th e  ALP s u r v iv e ,  Marcantonio ran fo r  mayor o f  New 

York C ity  under i t s  banner. (S e e  pp. 271; 371 -73 )  In the race a g a in s t  

incumbent Democrat W illiam  O'Dwyer and R e p u b lica n -L ib era l  Newbold 

M orris ,  Marcantonio r e c e iv e d  356 ,423  v o t e s ,  l e s s  than 14 p ercent  of the

^ S c h a f f e r ,  p . 190. 

^B ingham , p. 120.
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v o t e .  More s i g n i f i c a n t  f o r  M arcanton io 's  f u t u r e ,  however, was h is  

e x c e l l e n t  showing in  East Harlem where he won a m a jo r i ty ,  26 ,154  a g a in s t  

h i s  opponents' 2 2 ,5 7 4 .  In the E ig h te e n th  C o n g r ess io n a l D i s t r i c t ,  

Marcantonio p o l l e d  35 ,900  v o tes  a g a in s t  3 4 ,6 0 0  fo r  O'Dwyer, and 18,700  

fo r  M orr is .  His p ercen tage  o f  the v o te  in c r e a se d  from 36 in  1948 to

The r e s u l t s  of the 1948 c o n g r e s s io n a l  and 1949 mayoral campaigns 

seemed to  in d ic a t e  beyond any rea so n a b le  doubt th a t  in  the u su a l  t h r e e -  

way race Marcantonio could  win r e - e l e c t i o n  to  Congress in  1950. To 

d e fe a t  Marcantonio would r e q u ir e  a c o a l i t i o n  ca n d id a te .  P reced en ts  in  

New York C ity  p o l i t i c s  f o r  such a move e x i s t e d .  C o a l i t i o n  can d id a tes  

r e p r e s e n t in g  th e  D em ocratic , R epublican , and L ib e r a l  p a r t i e s  had 

d e fe a te d  the two o th e r  s ta n d a rd -b ea re rs  of the l e f t  i n  p u b l ic  o f f i c e  in  

New York C ity :  Benjamin D av is ,  Communist C ity  Councilman from Harlem in

1949, and Leo I s a a c s o n ,  American Labor Party  Congressman from the South  

Bronx in  1948.®® Much e a r l i e r ,  in  1920, M orris H i l l q u i t  had been  

prevented  from winning E ast  Harlem's c o n g r e s s io n a l  s e a t  by the f i e l d i n g  

of a c o a l i t i o n  ca n d id a te  r e p r e se n t in g  th e  D em ocratic and Republican  

p a r t i e s .  Even b e fo r e  the 1948 and 1949 e l e c t i o n s ,  c o a l i t i o n  o p p o s i t io n  

a g a in s t  Marcantonio had been d is c u s se d  and, to  some e x t e n t ,  p r a c t i c e d .

In 1942, f o r  example, the le a d e r sh ip  of the r i g h t  wing of the American 

Labor P arty  (who were soon to depart and form th e  L ib e r a l  P a r ty )  had 

n e g o t ia te d  w ith  the New York County o r g a n iz a t io n  le a d e r s h ip  o f  the

^ " E l e c t i o n  R e s u l t s ,"  New York Times (November 10, 1949 ) ,  p. 8 .

®®"Marcantonio Maps Three Primary F ig h t s ,"  New York Times (J u ly  
1, 19 4 8 ) ,  p. 4; "Marcantonio Foes Seek to  U n ite ,"  New York Times 
(November 28, 1949 ) ,  p. 1.
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Dem ocratic and R epublican  P a r t ie s  w ith  a v iew  to naming a c o a l i t i o n
Q Q

can d id a te  to oppose M arcantonio . F u rth er , when M artin Kennedy f e l t  

h im s e l f  doomed in  the Democratic primary o f  1944, he began to p r a is e  the  

R epublican  nominee, Robert Palmer, in  p u b l ic  s ta t e m e n t s .  P a tr ic k

Hannigan, M arcanton io 's  Dem ocratic primary opponent in  1946, campaigned

90on b e h a lf  of th e  R epublican can d id ate  a f t e r  h i s  d e f e a t .

Between May 8  and June 10, 1950, numerous con ten ders  came forward  

fo r  the i n c r e a s i n g ly  probable c o a l i t i o n  d e s ig n a t io n .  Among th ose  who 

e i t h e r  p laced  t h e i r  names in  c o n te n t io n  or who were b eing  co n s id ered  

were Mrs. Wendell W i l lk i e ,  Thomas F. Murphy (p r o se c u to r  in  th e  Alger  

H iss  c a s e ) ,  Jonathan Bingham ( s t a t e  chairman of the Americans fo r  

D em ocratic  A c t io n ) ,  and James L a n z e t ta .  The L ib e r a l  Party was rep orted

to  fa v o r  Murphy because h i s  s u c c e s s  in  the p r o s e c u t io n  of A lger  H iss

91would make communism the le a d in g  i s s u e  in  the campaign.

A former S t a t e  Sen ator  r e p r e se n t in g  Y o r k v i l l e ,  James G. Donovan, 

was u l t im a t e l y  chosen as the c o a l i t i o n  c a n d id a te .  Donovan s ta t e d  th a t  

he regarded h i s  s e l e c t i o n  as "a s o l i d  and u n i f i e d  answer to communism in
Q

America and i t s  f i f t h  colum n."7-  In h i s  f i r s t  p u b l ic  sta tem en t of the  

campaign, Donovan in d ic a te d  th a t  communism would n e c e s s a r i l y  be the main

OQ
° Marcantonio Maps Three Primary F ig h t s ,"  New York Times 

(November 28 , 1942),  p . 36.

90
Bingham, p. 148.

^ S e e  th e se  New York Times a r t i c l e s :  "Marcantonio Foes O ffer
Candidates" (June 2 , 1950),  p . 19; "Clements E nters  18th D i s t r i c t  Race" 
(May 8 , 19 5 0 ) ,  p. 11; "Mrs. W i l lk ie  Put in  Congress Race" (May 17,
1950),  p .  1; Tammany L i s t s  H iss  P ro secu to r  as P o s s ib l e  Foe o f  
Marcantonio" (May 20, 1950 ) ,  p . 1; "Bingham Is  Urged fo r  Congress Race" 
(May 22 , 1950),  p .  14.

C o a l i t i o n  S e l e c t s  J .  G. Donovan to Win Marcantonio S e a t , '  New
York Times (June 10,  1950) ,  p .  1.
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i s s u e  of the cam paign.93 i n  f a c t ,  in  one form or a n o th e r ,  communism was 

the on ly  i s s u e  Donovan r a i s e d .  L ab elin g  h is  opponent "The Red Echo in  

Congress" and "the l i t t l e  Red Congressman," Donovan accused  Marcantonio  

of h e lp in g  a P uerto  Rican " e x -a ss a s s in "  to  go in to  h id in g  a f t e r  the  

attem pted  sh o o t in g  of P r e s id e n t  Truman by two N a t i o n a l i s t s .9^ (S ee  pp. 

374-75 )  During the campaign, Donovan c a l l e d  fo r  the o u t la w in g  o f  the  

Communist P arty  as "a co n sp ira cy  s e r v in g  S o v ie t  R u ss ia  and should  the  

th r e a t  to  our n a t io n a l  s e c u r i t y  loom l a r g e r ,  I propose th a t  the le a d e r s  

and spokesmen out of j a i l  be put behind w ir e .  I s h a l l  turn  the  

s p o t l i g h t  on a l l  s u b v e r s iv e s  and tr e a s o n a b le  e le m e n ts .  In Congress I 

s h a l l  v o te  to put more t e e t h  in  laws a g a in s t  s u b v e r s i v e s . "9 5

The p o s s i b i l i t y  of fu r th e r  d e a ls  between th e  American Labor Party  

and th e  major p a r t i e s  seemed p rec lu d e d .  Tammany H a ll  p la ce d  a t o t a l  ban 

on D em ocratic Party ca n d id a tes  a c c e p t in g  ALP e n d o r s e m e n t s .^

N o n e th e le s s ,  th e r e  i s  every  in d ic a t i o n  th a t  M arcanton io ' s arrangements  

w ith  E ast Harlem's l o c a l  Democratic and R epublican le a d e r s h ip  

c o n t in u ed .  Marcantonio had ex trem e ly  c l o s e  p o l i t i c a l  and p erson a l  

r e l a t i o n s  w ith  the le a d e r  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem's Tammany H a l l  Club, the  

P o c a s s e t  Dem ocratic Club, lo c a te d  d i r e c t l y  a c r o s s  the s t r e e t  from 

M arcanton io 's  h ea d q u a r ters .  During the  1950 campaign, th e  P o c a sse t  Club

^"Communism I s s u e ,  J .  G. Donovan Says ,"  New York Times (June 11, 
1950) ,  p .  1.

94 "Donovan A s s a i l s  Marcantonio T i e s ,  New York Times (September
29 , 1950 ) ,  p .  22; Bingham, 
New York Times (November 4,

p . 161;
1950),

"Marcantonio
p. 6 .

Foes Guarded in  Parade

95"Marcantonio Foes See His D e f e a t ," New York Times (August 18,
1950),  p . 7.

Qf.
"Tammany Puts Ban on ALP Su p p ort ," New York Times (A p r il  25,

1950),  p.  24.
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d is p la y e d  a huge s ig n  over i t s  door promoting the D em ocratic  mayoral 

c a n d id a te  Ferdinand Pecora— but no s ig n  f o r  Donovan appeared. Nor was 

any Donovan l i t e r a t u r e  a v a i la b le  in  the c lu b .  Moreover, the  Dem ocratic  

S ta te  Assmebly can d id a te  in  th e  S ix t e e n th  Assembly D i s t r i c t ,  Louis  

C i o f f i ,  r e fu s e d  to commend Donovan a t  s t r e e t  corn er  r a l l i e s . ^  The most 

s tu n n in g  proof o f  M arcanton io 's  con tin u ed  hegemony over a l l  of the  

p o l i t i c a l  p a r t i e s  in  E ast  Harlem was the endorsement of M arcantonio by 

the R epublican  S ta te  s e n a t o r ia l  c a n d id a te ,  W illiam  J .  B ia n c h i ,  who a l s o  

a cce p te d  the American Labor P a r t y ’s d e s ig n a t io n .  B ianch i ex p la in e d  h i s  

d e c i s i o n s  by s t a t i n g  th a t  th ere  was no comparison between Marcantonio  

and h is  "boss-backed opponent."  He fu r t h e r  charged th a t  Donovan had 

made "many s ta tem en ts  d e p r e c a t in g  of r a c i a l  m in o r i t i e s  in  t h i s  

d i s t r i c t . "  He added: "The b o sse s  c a n ' t  fo r c e  us to  sw allow  Donovan i f

the p eop le  d o n 't  want him." B ianch i was e x p e l l e d  from th e  New York 

R epublican  Club, but was e l e c t e d  to r e p r e se n t  E ast H a r l e m . 9®

I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  B ianch i r e c e iv e d  fo u r  ALP v o te s  fo r  every  th ree  

R epublican  v o t e s .  The ALP a l s o  d id  ex trem e ly  w e l l  in  the o th er  two 

I t a l i a n  Harlem o f f i c e s  i t  c o n te s te d  s o l e l y  under i t s  own banner. In the  

F ou rteen th  Assembly D i s t r i c t ,  Manuel Medina came w ith in  906 v o te s  of  

b e a t in g  Hulan Jack , and in  I t a l i a n  Harlem, Lee Bosco came w ith in  1,665  

v o te s  of w inning i t s  S t a t e  Assembly s e a t .  (S ee  T ables 9 and 10)

M arcantonio l o s t  to  Donovan 36 ,095  to  4 5 ,4 4 8 ,  w ith  25 ,215  on the  

R epublican , 19,215 on the Democratic and 5 ,2 0 2  on the L ib e r a l  Party

^B ingham , pp. 78 , 168.

9®"Bianchi E xp elled  by Young R epublican  Club fo r  His Acceptance  
of ALP Nom ination," New York Times (O ctober 26 , 1950),  p .  45 .
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l i n e s . 99 Although he l o s t ,  the  r a d ic a l  Congressman's p ercen ta g e  of the  

v o te  in c r e a se d  from 36 i n  1948 to  42 . The s u r v iv a l  of h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  

r e l a t i o n s  w ith  the two major p a r t i e s  in  E ast Harlem c o n tr ib u te d  to  

m inim izing  the margin o f  h i s  o p p on ent's  v i c t o r y .

A side from the in e s t im a b le  v a lu e  o f  the American Labor Party  as a 

means of making p o l i t i c a l  d e a ls  w ith  the major p a r t i e s ,  th e  ALP served  

to  advance M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  fo r tu n e s  in  o th er  w ays. The ALP 

co n cen tra ted  a l l  i t s  c i ty -w id e  r e so u rce s  in  h i s  d i s t r i c t .  Every s i n g l e  

p r e c i n c t ,  r e g a r d le s s  of l o c a t i o n ,  was ex p ected  to  produce ca n v a ssers  and 

funds fo r  h i s  e l e c t i o n .  In a l e t t e r  encourag ing  h i s  candidacy in  1954, 

the chairman of a West S ide American Labor P arty  c lub  w ro te ,  "As you 

know, . . . t h i s  c lu b  . . . has always f u l f i l l e d  the l a r g e s t  quotas of  

ca n v a sse rs  and funds fo r  work in  your d i s t r i c t .  . . . This year  we 

p led ge  to  do even b e t t e r ."

Such t o t a l  m o b i l i z a t io n  of ALP f o r c e s  c o n tr ib u te d  g r e a t l y  to  

M arcanton io 's  s u c c e s s e s ,  but i t  a l s o  d e p le te d  the p a r ty 's  r e s o u r c e s .  I t  

i s  no c o in c id e n c e  th a t  the o n ly  o th er  ALP-sponsored Congressman, Leo 

I sa a c so n ,  won in  a s p e c i a l  South Bronx e l e c t i o n  in  1947. In a 1946 

s p e c i a l  C o n g r e ss io n a l  e l e c t i o n  on the Lower E ast  S id e ,  the ALP 

c a n d id a te ,  Johannes S t e e l  d id  ex trem e ly  w e l l  a g a in s t  the entrenched  

D emocratic incum bent, Arthur K le in .  (See  p. 410) In both in s t a n c e s ,  the  

f u l l  r e so u rce s  of the party  were co n cen tra ted  on t h e i r  campaigns; in  a 

g e n e r a l  e l e c t i o n ,  however, they  were a l l o c a t e d  s o l e l y  to M arcantonio ' s 

d i s t r i c t .  Furthermore, the e l im in a t io n  of p r o p o r t io n a l  r e p r e s e n ta t io n

99singham, addenda.

lO O n ie g i b ie  s ig n a tu r e  to M arcantonio , J u ly  2 , 1953.
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on the New York C ity  C ouncil in  1947 f o r e c lo s e d  the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  the  

e l e c t i o n  of ALP ca n d id a te s  to  th a t  body. The ALP's d e c l in e  caused  

Marcantonio to loom ever  la r g e r  over  the p a r ty .

The extreme c o n c e n tr a t io n  of th e  ALP's re so u r c e s  on the r e -  

e l e c t i o n  of Marcantonio undermined the ALP's a b i l i t y  to b u i ld  i t s  own 

s t r e n g t h .  The e x c e s s iv e  endorsements o f  m ajor-party  ca n d id a tes  as a 

r e s u l t  of d e a ls  to  b e n e f i t  Marcantonio caused Paul R o ss ,  the  ALP's V ice  

Chairman, to complain in  l a t e r  years  th at  th e  ALP had become "the 

p er so n a l  in s t r u m e n t a l i t y  of M arc's ."  C o n v e r se ly ,  Arthur S c h u tz e r ,  the  

S t a t e  E x e c u t iv e  S e cre ta ry  of th e  ALP, defended the ALP's course  o f  

a c t io n  v i s - a - v i s  M arcantonio . He argued th a t  a ttem p ts  to e l e c t  o th er  

c a n d id a te s  cou ld  not be g iv e n  the same p r i o r i t y  as k eep in g  Marcantonio  

i n  C ongress .  He fu r th e r  p o in ted  out th a t  r e so u r c e s  cou ld  not have been  

so e a s i l y  r e d ep lo y ed ,  as p eo p le  were s p e c i f i c a l l y  drawn to  

M arcantonio .

The phenomenon of an e l e c t o r a l l y  s u c c e s s f u l  r a d ic a l  New York C ity  

p o l i t i c i a n  in  t h i s  p er iod  depended in  la r g e  part upon the e x i s t e n c e  of a 

t h ir d  p a r ty ,  and i t s  w i l l i n g n e s s  to su b o rd in a te  a lm ost any o th er  

p o l i t i c a l  advantage to the s in g le  g o a l of e l e c t i n g  th a t  p o l i t i c i a n .

T his c r u c i a l  f a c t o r ,  however, would have been o f  l i t t l e  consequence had 

the two major p a r t i e s  been u n w i l l in g  to d e a l  w ith  i t .  To v a r io u s  

d egrees  a t  v a r io u s  t im e s ,  the  major p a r t i e s  were w i l l i n g  to make d ea ls  

in  t h e i r  p e r c e iv e d  s e l f - i n t e r e s t s  which b e n e f i t e d  M arcantonio . The 

w ith d raw al,  f i r s t  by the R epublican  and l a t e r  by the Democratic Party  

from th e se  arrangements weakened M arcanton io 's  chances fo r  r e - e l e c t i o n .

101-As quoted in Blum and Wilhelm, pp. 2 0 1 -6 .
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Y e t ,  in  E ast Harlem th e s e  d e a ls  p e r s i s t e d .  Here, the s t r e n g t h  of 

Marcantonio was so g rea t  th a t  o p p o s i t io n  to  him was an u n a t t r a c t iv e  

p ro sp ect  fo r  the l o c a l  Dem ocratic and R epub lican  l e a d e r s .  Furthermore, 

u n t i l  the end he was ab le  to  d e l i v e r  im portant p r iz e s  to the l o c a l  

o r g a n iz a t i o n s .  F i n a l l y ,  M arcanton io ' s p erso n a l  q u a l i t i e s  never  

f a l t e r e d .  He p e r s i s t e d  in  h is  s in g le -m in d e d  q u est  fo r  c o n t in u a t io n  in  

o f f i c e .  His e n e r g ie s  n ever  f la g g e d ,  h i s  a t t e n t i o n  was never  d iv e r te d  

from s e r v i c e  to h is  c o n s t i t u e n t s .  He always l i v e d  among them, 

o v e r s e e in g  the myriad d e t a i l s  which h e lp  ensure  p o l i t i c a l  s u c c e s s .  

N o n e th e le s s ,  d e s p i t e  the l o y a l  support of h is  f e l l o w  E ast  H a r le m ite s ,  

the r a d ic a l  Congressman succumbed to  the D em o cra t ic -R ep u b lica n -L ib era l  

c o a l i t i o n .



CHAPTER XII

CONCLUSION

A study  of V ito  Marcantonio i n e v i t a b l y  r a i s e s  a number of  

q u e s t i o n s .  The most im portant of which i s  why was th ere  only one V ito  

M arcantonio? R ad ica l  Congressmen were o c c a s io n a l ly  e l e c t e d ,  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  the e a r ly  t h i r t i e s ,  but none su rv iv ed  more than one o r ,  

a t  the most, two term s. U s u a l ly ,  th e s e  o th e r  r a d ic a l s  were swept in to  

o f f i c e  under uncommon c ir c u m sta n c e s ,  such as th e  Dem ocratic la n d s l id e s  

o f  1932, 1934, and 1936, and were unable to  overcome e l e c t o r a l  swings to 

the r i g h t ,  as in  1938 and 1946. Once en tren ch ed , however, Marcantonio  

w ith s to o d  th e s e  swings to the r i g h t ,  the exp an sion  o f  h i s  d i s t r i c t ,  

i n c r e a s i n g ly  v i r u l e n t  p ress  a t t a c k s ,  and the W ilson-P aku la  A ct .  Had i t  

not been fo r  a D em o cra t ic -R ep u b lica n -L ib era l c o a l i t i o n  cand idate  in  

1950, he would very  l i k e l y  have remained in  Congress u n t i l  he d ie d .

M arcanton io 's  e l e c t o r a l  s u c c e s s e s  depended upon the unique  

com bination  of f a c t o r s  examined in  t h i s  s tu d y ,  a com bination  th a t  did  

not e x i s t  e l s e w h e r e .  M arcantonio 's  b a s t i o n ,  E ast Harlem, was populated  

alm ost e n t i r e l y  by the a l i e n a t e d  urban poor , g iv i n g  Marcantonio reason  

to  b o a st  in  1940 th a t  he was the " r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  of a 100 p ercen t  

w o r k in g -c la s s  American d is tr ic t ." '* '  But th e  U nited  S t a t e s  had o ther

^Text: "Addressed by Honorable V ito  M arcantonio , Member of  
Congress to  th e  Emergency Peace M o b i l iz a t io n ,  Chicago Stadium, August 
31, 1940. MP 22, 1 of 2 (M isc e l la n e o u s  4 of 8 ) .  In the same y e a r ,  
b efore  a m eeting held  under the a u sp ic e s  o f  La C onfederacion  de
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d em ograp h ica l ly  comparable C o n g ress io n a l D i s t r i c t s .  Manhattan's Lower 

East S id e  and C en tra l Harlem a l s o  had la r g e  p o p u la t io n s  of poor w orkers,  

but n e i t h e r  d i s t r i c t  supported an avowed l e f t i s t  Congressman fo r  more 

than two terms during t h i s  p e r io d .  Y et, even when M arcanton io 's  

d i s t r i c t  was expanded in  1944 to  in c lu d e  e th n ic  and s o c i a l - c l a s s  

e lem en ts  a n t a g o n i s t i c  to  h i s  p o l i t i c s ,  E ast  Harlem's e l e c t o r a l  margins  

were s u f f i c i e n t  to re tu rn  him to  C ongress.

A lthough, as t h i s  study shows, the e t h n ic  com p osit ion  o f  East  

Harlem was not u n iq u e ly  fa v o r a b le  to  th e  fo r tu n e s  of a r a d ic a l  

p o l i t i c i a n ,  i t s  r e l a t i v e  hom ogeneity (w ith  on ly  two e s s e n t i a l l y  non-  

a n t a g o n i s t i c  groups com pris ing  the bulk of the p o p u la t io n )  c o n tr ib u ted  

to  M arcanton io 's  c o n s o l id a t io n  of p o l i t i c a l  power. R e la t io n s  between  

E ast Harlem 's I ta lo -A m er ica n s  and Puerto  R icans were good. In the l a t e  

t h i r t i e s ,  Chenault rep o r te d  th a t  the "unanimity of o p in io n  [was] th a t  

the Puerto  Rican g e t s  a long  w e l l  w ith  the I t a l i a n . "  In the e a r ly  

f i f t i e s ,  M i l l s  noted  th a t  o n ly  10 p ercen t  o f  E l B a r r io 's  Puerto Ricans  

s a id  they  d i s l i k e d  working w ith  I t a l i a n s .  In response to a q u e s t io n  

in ten d ed  to  measure t h e ir  sen t im en ts  toward v a r io u s  e th n ic  groups,

Puerto Ricans ex p ressed  t h e i r  most p o s i t i v e  f e e l i n g s  toward I t a l o -

O
Am ericans. Marcantonio once commented th a t  I t a l ia n - P u e r t o  Rican

Trabajadores P u e r to r r iq u e n o s , he s ta t e d :  "I am c o n sc io u s  of the fa c t  
th a t  I  r e p r e se n t  working men and women." Text d e p o s ite d  in  MP 22, 2 of  
2 (1949 Campaign, 1 o f  3 ) .  In 1942, in  resp on se  to  h i s  endorsement by 
th e  G reater  New York I n d u s t r ia l  Union C o u n c il ,  he s t a t e d :  "It i s  my 
p r i v i l e g e  to  re p r e se n t  in  Congress a d i s t r i c t  which i s  made up of  
working men and women." MP 49 (Campaign Endorsem ents, 1 9 4 2 -4 4 ) .

o
Lawrence C henault ,  Puerto Rican M igration  (New York: Columbia 

U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1938),  p . 82; C. Wright M i l l s ,  C larence S e n io r ,  and 
Rose Kohn G oldsen , The Puerto Rican Journey: New York's Newest M igrants  
(New York: Harper, 1950 ) ,  p. 31 . Bernardo Vega d e s c r ib e s  a prolonged  
and s e r io u s  pogrom a g a in s t  East Harlem's Puerto  Ricans in  1926. He does
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r e l a t i o n s  in  E a st  Harlem were much b e t t e r  than I r i s h - I t a l i a n  r e l a t i o n s  

3
in  h i s  y o u th .

By a lm ost every  c o n c e iv a b le  s o c i a l  in d ex ,  I t a l i a n  Harlem was more 

or l e s s  one g e n e r a t io n  ahead o f  E l B a r r io .  For example, in  1950 the  

average number of years of s c h o o l in g  per a d u lt  in  the h ea rt  of E l B arrio  

was 6 . 6  to  6 .9  and 8  to  8 .4  i n  I t a l i a n  Harlem.^ A side  from th e se  

" g en era t io n a l"  d i f f e r e n c e s  (which a f t e r  a l l  b a s i c a l l y  r e f l e c t e d  the  

le n g th  of tim e th ese  two groups were in  the c o n t in e n t a l  U nited  S t a t e s ) ,  

the two communities had s t r i k i n g  s i m i l a r i t i e s .  They both  endured poor 

h o u sin g ,  overcrow ding, inadequate  p u b l ic  s e r v i c e s ,  unemployment, and the  

l i k e .  But more c r u c i a l l y ,  they  were both homogenous, in w ard -look in g  

com m unities . They were not in  c o m p e t it io n  w ith  each o t h e r .  They shared  

the same h igh  s c h o o l ,  Benjamin F r a n k lin ,  and the same Congressman, and 

both th e  s c h o o l ' s  p r in c ip a l  and Marcantonio c o n s c io u s ly  s t r o v e  to  

p reven t in te r g r o u p  c o n f l i c t .  (S e e  pp. 1 3 4 -3 5 ,  1 4 1 -44 )  Except a long the  

u n o f f i c i a l  but very r e a l  Third Avenue border, th e r e  was l i t t l e  co n ta c t  

between E ast Harlem 's I ta lo -A m er ica n s  and Puerto R ic a n s .  They 

w orshipped in  d i f f e r e n t  ch urches , shopped in  d i f f e r e n t  s t o r e s ,  and 

sought r e c r e a t io n  in  d i f f e r e n t  l o c a t i o n s .  I t a l i a n  Harlem and E l B arrio  

were a d ja cen t  but s e p a r a te  w o r ld s .  Most s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  even though to

n o t ,  however, i d e n t i f y  the  n a t io n a l  background o f  the p e r p e t r a t o r s .  
Memorias de Bernardo Vega: C ontr ibu cion  a l a  h i s t o r i a  de la  comunidad
p u ertorr iq u en a  en Nueva York (Buenos A ir e s :  E d ic io n e s  Huracan, 1977),  
pp. 1 8 8 -8 9 .  For one Puerto R ic a n 's  e x p e r ie n c e  w ith  the h o s t i l i t y  of  
I ta lo -A m er ican  youths in  E ast  Harlem in  the e a r ly  f o r t i e s — and the  
l i m i t s  of t h i s  h o s t i l i t y — s e e :  " A lien  T u rf,"  in  P i r i  Thomas, Down These  
Mean S t r e e t s  (New York: S i g n e t ,  1967),  pp. 3 3 -3 9 .

3
I n te r v ie w  w ith  A nnette  R u b in s te in ,  New York C i ty ,  August 21,

1975.

^Edwin Friedman, "East Harlem Community Study: 1940-1950"  
(M a ster 's  t h e s i s ,  New York U n i v e r s i t y ,  1954 ) ,  pp . 2 4 -2 5 .



some e x t e n t  a f t e r  the g r e a t  postwar m ig r a t io n ,  El B arrio  grew a t  the  

expense o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem, i t s  demise was not the  r e s u l t  of the  

d isp la cem en t  of I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s  by Puerto  R ic a n s .  Due to  an aging  

p o p u la t io n ,  a d e c l in in g  housing  s to c k ,  and the  spread  of a f f lu e n c e  in  

th e  postw ar p e r io d ,  I t a l i a n  Harlem's p o p u la t io n — which had been  

d e c l in in g  s in c e  the e a r ly  t h i r t i e s — began to  drop p r e c i p i t o u s l y .  And 

the coup de grace  was the a c c e le r a t e d  c o n s t r u c t io n  of mammoth housing  

p r o j e c t s ,  which co m p le te ly  d isr u p te d  the  s o c i a l  e c o lo g y  of the  

community.^ As one lo n g -t im e  r e s id e n t  put i t  in  1968, " in  came the  

b u l ld o z e r s ,  and out went the  I t a l i a n s . ”  ̂ Had th e  I ta l ia n -A m e r ic a n s  

p e r c e iv e d  th a t  in  came th e  Puerto R ica n s ,  and out went th e  I t a l i a n s ,  

M arcantonio would have gone down to  d e fe a t  amid the breakup of h i s  dual 

c o n s t i t u e n c y .

The absence of c o n f l i c t  between E a st  Harlem 's two l a r g e s t  e th n ic  

groups, however, would not have in  i t s e l f  provided  the p o l i t i c a l  b a s is  

fo r  a r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c i a n .  I t s  two c o n s t i t u e n t  communities w ere, w ith  

g r e a t  p e r s i s t e n t  e f f o r t ,  r e c e p t iv e  to a r a d ic a l  le a d e r .  In I t a l i a n  

Harlem, Marcantonio ach ieved  what was not accom plished  e lsew h ere  in  the  

U nited  S t a t e s ,  th a t  i s ,  the  m o b i l i z a t io n  of the l a t e n t  r e b e l l i o u s n e s s  of 

the Southern  I t a l i a n s . ' 7 Their lo y a l t y  to  t h e i r  n a t iv e  son seemed to

^"Housing P r o je c t s  Make B i t t e r  D . P . ' s :  Some [E ast Harlem]
Merchants C ite  Loss of B u s in ess  and Savings as C ity  C o n f is c a te s  Land," 
New York Times (March 18, 1957 ) ,  p. 29; Jane J a c o b s ,  The Death and L ife  
o f  Great American C i t i e s  (M id d lesex ,  England: P e l i c a n ,  1964),  p . 307.

^"The Harlem I t a l i a n s , "  New York Times (O ctober 15, 1968 ) ,  p. 49 .

^Leonard C o v e l lo ,  The S o c ia l  Background of th e  I ta lo -A m er ican  
School C h ild :  A Study of the Southern I t a l i a n  Family Mores and Their  
E f f e c t  on the School S i t u a t io n  in  I t a l y  and America (L e id en , The
N eth er lan d s:  E .J .  B r i l l ,  1969) ,  p .  86.
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i n t e n s i f y  w ith  every  o u ts id e  e f f o r t  to d i s lo d g e  him. In la r g e  measure 

they supported  him in  s p i t e  of h i s  p o l i t i c s  (o r  a t  l e a s t  th o se  e lem ents  

of h i s  p o l i t i c s  which a s s o c ia t e d  him w ith  Communism), because f o r  them

n o n - id e o lo g i c a l  q u e s t io n s  loomed la r g e r .  I t  was as i f  by h i s  l i v i n g

among them, s e l f l e s s l y  s e r v in g  t h e i r  in d iv id u a l  and communal n eed s ,  

buying h i s  d a i ly  newspaper from the corner new sstand , being  shaved d a i ly  

a t  the l o c a l  barber, h o ld in g  a l l - n i g h t  co n fe r e n c e s  in  a run-down c a f e ,  

he became a member of the f a m ily .  To the o ld e r  g e n e r a t io n  he was 

perhaps l i k e  an erran t but l o y a l  son , to  the younger g e n e r a t io n  perhaps 

l i k e  a s u c c e s s f u l  and b e n e f ic e n t  f a t h e r .  In a m i l ie u  where l i t t l e ,  i f

a n y th in g ,  o u t s id e  the fa m ily  was t r u s t e d ,  Marcantonio by h i s

tran sparency  could  be t r u s t e d .  His l i f e  was on d a i ly  d i s p la y  and what 

the p eop le  saw they l ik e d  very  much. He was not e x a c t l y  l i k e  them, but 

then i f  he had been they would not have g iv e n  him r e c o g n i t io n  as a 

l e a d e r .  But the sm a ll  and la r g e  ways he conformed to t h e i r  mores 

engendered a p o w e r fu lly  p o s i t i v e  r e sp o n se .  In a community where 

s u s p ic io n  of o u t s id e r s  p r e v a i le d ,  M arcanton io ' s q u i n t e s s e n t i a l  in s id e r  

s t a t u s  was in v a lu a b le .  I t a l i a n  Harlem knew q u i t e  w e l l  what the o u ts id e  

world thought of i t ,  but i t s  r e s id e n t s  thought q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t l y .  

M arcantonio— a "big" man— by h is  p resen ce  and by h is  partak in g  in  the  

g e n e r a l  l i f e s t y l e  of t h i s  community, rea ff irm ed  the c o l l e c t i v e  

e x i s t e n c e .  The emotion w ith  which some o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem’s rem aining  

r e s id e n t s  speak of M arcantonio, the ease  w ith  which they say "Marc," i s  

t r u ly  moving. "Communist" or n o t ,  they did e v e r y th in g  they could  to  

make sure  he was not h u m ilia ted  by an o u t s i d e r ,  in d eed , by a 

" f o r e ig n e r . ”

A fte r  the expansion  of M arcantonio ' s d i s t r i c t  in  1944, the  

e l e c t o r a l  margins he gained  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem were not s u f f i c i e n t  to



o f f s e t  h i s  sca n ty  v o te  in  Y o r k v i l l e .  Because of i t s  in e x o r a b ly  

d e c l in in g  p o p u la t io n ,  I t a l i a n  Harlem had ever fewer v o te s  to c a s t .  The 

r a d ic a l  Congressman's e l e c t o r a l  s u c c e s s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  became in c r e a s in g ly  

dependent upon the l o y a l t y  of El B a rr io ,  a community whose p o p u la t io n  

was in c r e a s i n g .  In c o n tr a s t  w ith  I t a l i a n  Harlem, to  some la r g e  e x t e n t ,  

El B arrio  supported  Marcantonio because of h i s  p o l i t i c s .  For th e s e  

r e c e n t  immigrants who m aintained c l o s e  o n -go in g  t i e s  w ith  t h e ir  

homeland, M arcanton io 's  l e g i s l a t i v e  work, fo r  Puerto  Rico earned him 

enormous p r e s t i g e .  I t  was indeed a fo r tu n a te  c ircu m stan ce  fo r  

M arcantonio th a t  East Harlem's newest e th n ic  group o r ig in a te d  in  a 

U nited  S t a t e s  commonwealth w ith  no r e p r e s e n ta t io n  in  C ongress.  

M arcanton io 's  assum ption of t h i s  r o le  s o l i d i f i e d  the support of almost  

a l l  the p o l i t i c a l l y  c o n sc io u s  e lem ents  in  E l B a r r io .  Furthermore, h i s  

d e fe n se  of t h i s  group from p e r s i s t e n t  a t ta c k s  in  the p ress  and e lsew h ere  

won him the s t a t u s  of t h e i r  spokesman. I t  was no sm a ll  m atter th a t  a 

Congressman would speak , w r i t e ,  and even p ic k e t  on t h e i r  b e h a l f .  The 

s tro n g  l e f t i s t  c u rre n ts  in  Puerto R ic o 's  p o l i t i c s  in  the t h i r t i e s  and 

e a r ly  f o r t i e s  made th e  Puerto Rican m igrants h ig h ly  r e c e p t iv e  to  

M arcantonio and, in  g e n e r a l ,  to the American Labor P a r ty .  In any c a s e ,  

they had no lo n g sta n d in g  l o y a l t i e s  to th e  Democratic or Republican  

P a r t i e s .  El B arrio  was one of the p o o r e s t ,  i f  not the very p o o r e s t ,  

community i n  New York C ity .  Many o f i t s  r e s id e n t s  d e s p e r a te ly  needed  

the s e r v i c e  of M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  o r g a n iz a t io n .  I t s  (and in  the  

minds of th e s e  peop le  h i s ) a b i l i t y  to r e s o lv e  problems was leg en d a ry ,  

and of g r e a t  p o l i t i c a l  b e n e f i t  to M arcantonio . Although Marcantonio was 

not a puertorr iqueiio  he was a l a t i n o , and a lth ou gh  he did not l i v e  in  El 

B a rr io ,  h i s  home and h is  p o l i t i c a l  headquarters were l e s s  than two
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b locks away. For th ese  r e a so n s ,  El B arrio  provided  m a j o r i t i e s  fo r  

Marcantonio a lm ost e x a c t ly  equal to  th ose  o f  I t a l i a n  Harlem.

E ast Harlem's p o l i t i c a l  party  h i s t o r y  a l s o  made the d i s t r i c t  

u n u su a lly  r e c e p t iv e  to  a r a d ic a l  p o l i t i c i a n .  U nlike th e  Lower East  

S id e ,  fo r  example, in  E ast Harlem the r a d ic a l i s m  o f  the period  of the 

r i s e  of th e  S o c i a l i s t  P arty  and the r a d ic a l  upsurge of the t h i r t i e s  was 

b r id g ed .  Between Morris H i l l q u i t ' s  n e a r - s u c c e s s f u l  ca n d id a c ie s  of 1916 

to  1920 and M arcanton io 's  terms in  o f f i c e ,  F i o r e l l o  LaGuardia m aintained  

the r a d ic a l  t r a d i t i o n .  Hence in  E ast Harlem th e r e  was an unbroken 

p resen ce  of s o c i a l i s t ,  l e f t i s t ,  or th ir d -p a r ty  p o l i t i c s ,  a s i t u a t i o n  

which ( a t  l e a s t ,  on such a s c a l e  or fo r  so long a p er iod  o f  t im e)  

e x i s t e d  in  no o th e r  American c i t y .  The a t t r a c t i o n  o f  many I t a l o -  

Americans to the  R epublican  P arty  and LaGuardia's nominal a f f i l i a t i o n  

w ith  th a t  p arty  had the e f f e c t  o f  c r e a t in g  a genuine fo l lo w in g  fo r  th at  

party  in  E ast Harlem. W ithin  New York C i t y ' s  o th e r  w o r k in g -c la s s  

d i s t r i c t s ,  Dem ocratic P arty  m a j o r i t i e s  were so la r g e  and so c o n s i s t e n t  

th a t  a th ir d  party  had l i t t l e  chance of a c h ie v in g  the ba lance  of power 

and thereby  p ro v id in g  a v e h ic l e  fo r  s u s t a in in g  the fo r tu n e s  o f  a r a d ic a l  

p o l i t i c i a n .  In M arcanton io 's  C o n g ress io n a l D i s t r i c t ,  the ALP h e ld  the  

balance of power from i t s  in c e p t io n .  Because th e  ALP's endorsement of  

East Harlem's major party can d id a tes  fo r  S t a t e  Senator and S ta te  

Assemblyman was so c r u c i a l  to  e l e c t i o n ,  no major party  o p p o s i t io n  to  

Marcantonio e x i s t e d :  the l o c a l  R epublican  Party never  opposed him, and 

the l o c a l  Dem ocratic Party ceased  any e f f o r t s  to unseat him a f t e r  

1940. The absence of e i t h e r  a Democratic or R epublican  machine in  East  

Harlem a llow ed  the American Labor Party to f i l l  the power vacuum.

On a c i ty - w id e  b a s i s ,  the e l e c t o r a l  s t r e n g th  of the American



Labor Party p erm itted  "arrangements" w ith  the two major p a r t i e s  

fa v o r a b le  to  M arcantonio. Largely  because of t h i s ,  Marcantonio faced  no 

s e r io u s  D em ocratic opponent between 1942 and 1948, and no s e r io u s  

R epublican opponent u n t i l  1946. Furthermore, because the ALP made h i s  

r e - e l e c t i o n  i t s  top p r i o r i t y ,  the p a r t y 's  c o n s id e r a b le  r e so u rce s  were 

m o b il ized  fo r  t h i s  purpose . C lo s e ly  r e la t e d  to t h i s  were the  

c o n tr ib u t io n s  to  Marcantonio made by the wide array of u n io n s ,  

n a t i o n a l i t y  groups, and p u b l ic a t io n s  in f lu e n c e d  by the Communist 

P a rty .  In s h o r t ,  th e r e  was an astou n d in g  i n f u s io n  of re so u rce s  from 

o u t s id e  M arcanton io 's  d i s t r i c t .  One e f f e c t  of th e s e  e f f o r t s  to ensure  

M arcanton io 's  r e - e l e c t i o n  was the d e p le t io n  of re so u r c e s  and fo r e g o in g  

of o th er  p o l i t i c a l  o p p o r t u n i t i e s ,  which p reven ted  the p o t e n t i a l  e l e c t i o n  

of o th e r  l e f t i s t  c a n d id a te s .  O utside of New York C ity ,  th e r e  was 

probably no o th er  p la c e  i n  America where such re so u r c e s  and the  

apparatus fo r  d e l i v e r in g  them e x i s t e d  on b e h a lf  of a l e f t - w i n g  

c a n d id a te .

These r e so u rce s  had enormous impact because they  fu e le d  a 

pow erfu l p o l i t i c a l  machine operated  on a year-round  b a s i s  to fu r th e r  h is  

p o l i t i c a l  f o r t u n e s .  Through i t s  s e r v i c e - d i s p e n s i n g  a s p e c t ,  i t  c re a ted  a 

v a s t  c l i e n t e l e ,  and i t s  e l e c t o r a l  a c t i v i t i e s  ensured the r e a l i z a t i o n  of  

M arcanton io 's  p o p u la r ity  through maximizing v o te r  r e g i s t r a t i o n  and 

a c t u a l  v o te r  tu rn o u t.

A l l  o f  th e se  components of M arcanton io 's  v i c t o r i e s  were 

n e c e s s a r y .  The e l im in a t io n  of any one of them was s u f f i c i e n t  to undo 

th e  "Marcantonio phenomenon." When the demise of c i ty -w id e  d e a ls  

between the American Labor Party and the D em ocratic Party in  1950 forced  

Marcantonio to  con fron t a c o a l i t i o n  can d id a te  of the D em ocratic ,  

R epublican , and L ib e r a l  P a r t i e s — he was d e f e a t e d .
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M arcanton io 's  p erso n a l q u a l i t i e s  were e s s e n t i a l  in g r e d ie n t s  in  

h is  e l e c t o r a l  s u c c e s s e s .  His v i c t o r i e s  would not have been p o s s i b l e  

w ith ou t a l l  the f a c t o r s  examined in  t h i s  s tu d y ,  but he was not sim ply  

the c r e a tu r e  o f  them. I t  was h is  own d e c i s i o n  to c o n t in u e  l i v i n g  in  

I t a l i a n  Harlem. He was th e  c r e a to r  and s u p e r v is o r  of h i s  p o l i t i c a l  

m achine. He was the le a d e r  of the  American Labor P a r ty .  He i n s i s t e d  

th a t  the Communist P arty  d e l i v e r  r e s o u r c e s .  He used h i s  e l e c t e d  o f f i c e  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  b e h a lf  of h i s  P uerto  Rican c o n s t i t u e n t s .  E ast  Harlem 

m ight have been p o l i t i c a l l y  i n e r t ,  anoth er  b a i l i w i c k  of an unremembered 

o f f i c e h o l d e r ,  had i t  not been fo r  the p a r t i c u l a r  q u a l i t i e s  o f  

M arcantonio .

Perhaps, most im p o r ta n t ly ,  he n ever  wanted an yth in g  more than to 

l i v e  i n  E ast Harlem. One of h i s  a s s o c i a t e s  remembered th a t  each week 

when he returned  th e r e  from W ashington, he would become more and more 

animated the c l o s e r  he go t  to  E ast  Harlem. Another r e c a l l e d  th at  he 

would f r e q u e n t ly  ask , " I s n ' t  Harlem the g r e a t e s t  community in  the  

w orld ?”  ̂ And h i s  lo v e  f o r  h is  community and i t s  p eo p le  was genu ine;

th e r e  was n o th in g  a t  v a r ia n c e  between the in n er  and the o u ter  man. For

alm ost f o r t y  years  he l i s t e n e d  to t h e i r  problems; in  Washington he read 

r e p o r ts  and correspondence e n d l e s s l y  enum erating th e s e  same problem s.

He cou ld  have done t h i s  because i t  was p o l i t i c a l l y  w is e ;  he cou ld  have  

done i t  as a la b o r  of l o v e .  But the reason  he did i t  was th a t  he l ik e d  

to do i t .  He was th e  p ad ro n e /p a d r in o , i f  you w i l l ,  the g o d fa th e r .  The

p eop le  needed him and he needed them. They tr u s te d  him and r e la t e d  to

him la r g e ly  in  g e n e r a t io n a l  terms: the e l d e r ly  thought of him as a son ,

^ In te rv iew  w ith  Annette  R u b i n s t e i n .
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y o u n g ster s  as a f a t h e r .  His d e fe a t  in  the 1949 mayoral race and then in

the 1950 C o n g ress io n a l campaign led  to  an ou tpouring  o f  l e t t e r s

r e f l e c t i n g  the p e o p le ' s  f e e l i n g s  of concern  and l o s s :

I am deep ly  sorry  th at  you d id n ' t  w in . I t  was a h u rt in g  th in g  
because I am s t i l l  f e e l i n g  i t  and 1 do know how you had never l e t  
the p eop le  down and to th in k  they  would turn on you. Marc, I 
s t i l l  w on't l e t  you down. I f  th e r e  i s  an yth in g  I can do l e t  me 
know, w i l l  you?

On my person  I  have one of your l e t t e r s .  . . .  I  have been  
f a i t h f u l  to  you and w i l l  co n t in u e  u n t i l  the  l a s t  moment.

So have f a i t h  and we w ish  you a h ig h er  triumph than e v e r .  Accept 
my s in c e r e  sympathy a t  t h i s  tim e and p le a s e  remember th a t  
darkness  i s  on ly  the absence of l i g h t .  L igh t and wisdom w i l l  
e v e n t u a l ly  p r e v a i l .  You have p la n ted  th e  s e e d s ;  some of t h e s e  
s e e d s  w i l l  grow in t o  pow erfu l t r e e s ,  some of th ese  t r e e s  w i l l  
bear f r u i t .  I t  i s  on ly  a m atter  o f  t im e ,  but sure as the sun 
r i s e s  in  the e a s t ,  the c o n s c io u s n e s s  of the peop le  w i l l  awaken 
and grow and keep on growing u n t i l  l i g h t  w i l l  r e p la c e  darkness  
and r ig h te o u s n e s s  w i l l  r e p la c e  e v i l .

Let us grow s tr o n g  under th e  w eigh t  o f  the c r o s s  and l i k e  
J esu s  s a y s ,  "Father f o r g iv e  them f o r  they  know not what they  are  
d o in g ."  Hoping to  be o f  s e r v i c e  to  you aga in  a t  some fu tu r e  
o c c a s io n  and w ish in g  you e v e r l a s t i n g  h a p p in ess  fo r  work w e l l  
done.

You was and s t i l l  you are  the bread of the poor p e o p l e .9 

B ely in g  the popular n o t io n  th a t  o f f i c e h o l d e r s  e n r ic h  th e m se lv e s ,  

M arcanton io 's  p o l i t i c a l  s t y l e  and l i f e s t y l e  v i r t u a l l y  im poverished  

him. C o n g r ess io n a l s a l a r i e s  in  th at  p er io d  were not h igh  and the  

a llow an ce  fo r  s t a f f  was, by contemporary s ta n d a r d s ,  s i m i l a r l y  low. 

Because of h is  o f f i c e  and prominence, however, Marcantonio was ab le  to  

a t t r a c t  l u c r a t i v e  accou n ts  to  h i s  law f ir m , s p e c i f i c a l l y  th o se  of many 

l e f t - w i n g  u n io n s .  This sou rce  of income was l a r g e l y  e l im in a te d  in  the  

Cold War period  because o f  the d e s t r u c t io n  of th e se  unions or changes in

9mp 50 (M is c e l la n e o u s  Campaigns).
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t h e ir  l e a d e r s h i p . ^

Yet a l l  h i s  a s s o c i a t e s  r e c a l l e d  th a t  "he was always broke, he 

never had a dime even to buy a cup of c o f f e e  and a p ie c e  of cake."*'*' 

Where did the money go? Although i t  i s  true th a t  he was the s o le  

support of h i s  mother, grandmother, and b r o th e r ,  th o se  expenses  could  be 

balanced  a g a in s t  h i s  c h i l d l e s s  marriage and h i s  w i f e ' s  incom e. He l i v e d  

an e x c e e d in g ly  modest l i f e .  His apartment c o n s i s t e d  of four or f i v e  

rooms i n d i f f e r e n t l y  fu r n is h e d .  He did not own a car; in d eed ,  he never  

learn ed  to d r iv e .  A side from w eekly t r ip s  to  W ashington, he r a r e ly  

t r a v e l e d ,  and when he d id ,  i t  was fo r  p o l i t i c a l ,  not v a c a t io n ,  

p u rp o ses .  I have found no in s ta n c e  when he t r a v e le d  fa r th e r  w est than  

M inn eap o lis  or fa r th e r  sou th  than the n a t io n ' s  c a p i t o l .  He o f t e n  spoke 

of v i s i t i n g  I t a l y ,  but the on ly  time he l e f t  the c o n t in e n t a l  United  

S ta te s  was to make a tw o-w eek-long t r ip  to Puerto  R ico in  1936. (S ee  

pp. 3 0 9 -1 2 )  U n t i l  h i s  d e fe a t  in  1950, he r a r e ly  took a v a c a t io n .  

Choosing to  l i v e  in  a modest h o t e l ,  he did not m ain ta in  a permanent 

r e s id e n c e  in  Washington; and from th ere  he o f t e n  walked to th e  C a p ito l  

fo r  la ck  o f  c a r f a r e . ^

There i s  no in d ic a t i o n  th a t  any of h i s  income was sp ent on the  

v ic e s  to  which o th er  p o l i t i c i a n s  are o f t e n  h e i r .  Early  in  l i f e  he 

stopped smoking c i g a r e t t e s ,  a lth ou gh  he was known to smoke an o c c a s io n a l

^ I n t e r v i e w  w ith  Ida H efner , New York C ity ,  August 13, 1975.

^ I n t e r v i e w s  w ith :  Edward W a l le n s te in ,  New York C ity ,  August 5, 
1976; Frank M a u r e l l i ,  New York C ity ,  August 23, 1976; Ida H efner .

•̂“In te r v ie w s  w ith : Jane B e n e d ic t ,  New York C ity ,  September 2, 
1976; Ida H efner , M a u r e l l i ,  R u b in ste in ;  Arthur Walker Bingham, "The 
C o n g r ess io n a l E le c t io n s  o f  V ito  Marcantonio" (Honors paper, Harvard 
U n i v e r s i t y ,  1950),  p. 59.
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c i g a r .  In part because of d ia b e t e s ,  he r a r e ly  drank ex ce p t  f o r  a g la s s

of wine w ith  d in n e r .  Nor d id  h is  t a s t e  in  en ter ta in m en t  in v o lv e

money. He enjoyed s ta y in g  up l a t e  w ith  f r ie n d s  and sen d in g  out for

13p iz z a  or  I t a l i a n  i c e s ,  though he r a r e ly  had money to  pay the b i l l .

A common r e c o l l e c t i o n  among f r ie n d s  and a s s o c i a t e s  was th a t  he

"spent money l i k e  w a ter ."  He d id ,  but on ly  fo r  h is  o r g a n iz a t io n  and fo r

h i s  c o n s t i t u e n t s .  In s p i t e  o f  the s u b s t a n t ia l  d o n a t io n s  h is

o r g a n iz a t io n  r e c e iv e d  and the v e r i t a b l e  horde of v o lu n te e r s  who manned

i t ,  Marcantonio spent la r g e  amounts on the s a la r i e d  s t a f f . ^  Much was

expended in  sm a ll  sums— h a n d -o u ts ,  g iv e n  to  in d ig e n t  c o n s t i t u e n t s .  The

rec o rd s  of h i s  o r g a n iz a t io n  document s c o r e s  of in s t a n c e s  in  which he did

t h i s  p e r s o n a l ly .  For exam ple, he bought g l a s s e s  fo r  a young g i r l

because the W elfare Department had made no p r o v is io n  fo r  them in  the

f a m i ly ' s  a l l o w a n c e . ^  A man w rote th a t  h i s  w a l l e t  was s t o l e n  and th a t

"you know my mother very w e l l ,  she was one of the f i r s t  members of your

c lu b .  P le a s e  h elp  me Mr. Marcantonio and God b le s s  you fo r  a l l  you have
1 £

done fo r  the p e o p l e . ” Marcantonio paid h i s  r e n t .  To the ad m itt in g  

p h y s ic ia n  of a h o s p i t a l  he w rote:  "I am anxious to have Mr. Jose

S an tiago  t r e a te d  a t  Mt. S i n a i .  While he i s  in  no p o s i t io n  to pay, i f  

th ere  should  be any ch a r g e s ,  I  s u g g e s t  th a t  you b i l l  me and I s h a l l  be

^ I n t e r v i e w  w ith  L ou ise  Berman, New York C ity ,  J u ly  27, 1976.

^ I n t e r v i e w ,  Ida Hefner; see  a l s o  tes t im on y  b e fo r e  Robert B. 
Barker, c h ie f  i n v e s t i g a t o r  of the S p e c ia l  Committee to  I n v e s t i g a t e  
Campaign E xpenditures  of th e  House o f  R e p r e s e n ta t iv e s ,  December 16, 
1946. MP.

15MP 9 . (D ).

16MP 11 (J -K ) .
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v ery  happy to pay so m e ." ^  One of h i s  c l o s e s t  and o l d e s t  f r ie n d s  

r e c a l l e d  th at  he o f te n  went in to  h is  p o l i t i c a l  c lub  w ith  $2 0 0 , but by

the time he l e f t  would not have enough to  buy a cup of c o f f e e .  "He

18would pay p e o p le ' s  rent many, many t im e s ,"  he added.

There were, however, l i m i t s  to M arcanton io ' s g e n e r o s i t y .  To one

c o n s t i t u e n t  he w rote: "I am sorry  th a t  I  am not ab le  to a s s i s t  you

fu r th e r  in  the m atter of your l a s t  r eq u es t  fo r  f i n a n c i a l  a id .  You know

th a t  I  was g lad  to g iv e  you the money on the th ree  past o c c a s io n s  and I

M 19c e r t a i n l y  wanted to help  you as much as I  c o u ld .  When, in  1937, he

r e c e iv e d  an in d ign an t l e t t e r  from a man in  the Bronx to  whom Marcantonio

had returned  four t i c k e t s  to  a b e n e f i t ,  he r e p l ie d :

1 have g iven  the b e s t  th a t  was in  me fo r  th e  I t a l i a n  P eop le .
T his does not mean I must spend my own p r iv a te  funds to a s s i s t  
anyone. . . .  I  am not a r i c h  man. I l e f t  p u b l ic  o f f i c e  poorer  
than when I went in t o  i t ,  co n seq u en tly  th e r e  i s  no o b l ig a t i o n  on 
my p art to  a s s i s t  anyone from my p o c k e t .  My m i l i t a n t  s t r u g g le  in  
b e h a lf  of the I t a l i a n  workers i s  not to  be judged by whether or 
not I might be a b le  to c o n tr ib u te  to your a s s i s t a n c e  or anyone 
e l s e ' s .

He was u s u a l ly  unconcerned about money. When the new tr e a su r e r  

of an I t a l i a n  w e lfa re  o r g a n iz a t io n  wrote him in q u ir in g  whether the  $60

which was recorded as having been r e c e iv e d  from him was in  the form of a

d on ation  or a loan , Marcantonio answered th at  "I h o n e s t ly  d on 't  

r e m e m b e r . T r u e ,  h i s  b e n e f ic e n c e  and s im ple  l i f e s t y l e  helped  him

^M arcanton io  to Dr. L e s l i e ,  J u ly  24, 1936. MP 26.

18 I n te r v ie w ,  M a u r e l l i .

^November 11, 1946. MP 49 (M isc e l la n e o u s  Campaigns).

20 January 13, 1937. MP (G eneral C orrespondence).

^May 31,  1942. MP (M is c e l la n e o u s  Campaigns).
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p o l i t i c a l l y ,  but th e r e  seems to have been l i t t l e  or no c a lc u la t e d  m otive

behind the d i s t r i b u t i o n  of h i s  l im it e d  l a r g e s s e .  Once, w h ile  the

Congressman was w alk ing w ith  an a s s o c i a t e  and a r a d ic a l  l e a d e r ,  a

d e r e l i c t  approached the r a d ic a l  and asked fo r  a h a n d -o u t .  The r a d ic a l

ign ored  him and w hispered , "W e'll never  make a r e v o lu t io n  th at  way."

V is ib ly  angered , Marcantonio h u rr ied  over to the d e r e l i c t ,  gave him a

d o l l a r ,  and sh o t  back a t  the r a d ic a l  le a d e r :  "That f e l l o w  c a n 't  w a it

22fo r  the r e v o lu t io n !"

A fte r  h is  1950 d e f e a t ,  Marcantonio l o s t  h i s  o n ly  sou rces  of  

re g u la r  income: h i s  C o n g ress io n a l s a la r y ,  s t a f f  a l lo w a n c e ,  and l e g a l  

c l i e n t s .  Always p lann in g  a comeback, he m aintained  both  h i s  p o l i t i c a l  

o f f i c e s  and a s tren u ous s c h e d u le .  His d on ation  to needy persons  

co n t in u e d .  The major source of funding fo r  h i s  o r g a n iz a t io n — the l e f t  

movement— was in  d is a r r a y .  But he accep ted  ( g r a t i s  or fo r  a nominal 

f e e )  an in c r e a s in g  number of c a se s  in v o lv in g  persons and o r g a n iz a t io n s  

in  l e g a l  jeopard y  because of t h e i r  a l l e g e d  or open Communist 

c o n n e c t io n s .  His l e g a l  p r a c t ic e  fo r  the l a s t  th ree  and o n e -h a l f  years  

of  h is  l i f e  was l a r g e ly  absorbed by h i s  c o -d e fe n s e  of the Communist 

P arty  a g a in s t  government a ttem p ts  to  have i t  r e g i s t e r  i t s  members. The 

party  did pay i t s  d e b ts ,  but i t  was h ard ly  a l u c r a t i v e  a c c o u n t .  (See p.  

77) When he d ie d ,  th ere  was i n s u f f i c i e n t  money to pay f o r  h is  

f u n e r a l . 23 The Times rep o r te d :  "The e n t i r e  e s t a t e  of former

R e p r e s e n ta t iv e  V ito  Marcantonio was l e f t  to h i s  widow. . . .  I t  i s  

valued  at l e s s  than $ 1 0 , 0 0 0 . " ^

2 2 i n t e r v i e w ,  R u b i n s t e i n .

2 3In te r v ie w :  R u b in s te in ,  W a l le n s te in .

24"Marcantonio E s ta te  to Widow," New York Times (August 19,
1954),  p . 31.
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M arcantonio*s g e n e r o s i ty  and c l o s e n e s s  to  th e  peop le  of E ast

Harlem gave him an alm ost s a i n t l y  aura th a t  p e r s i s t e d  in  the minds of

some I ta lo -A m er ica n s  s t i l l  r e s id e n t  in  the d i s t r i c t  in te r v ie w e d  at

random. The f i r s t ,  a former employee of a d ru g sto re  and an a c t i v i s t  in

a Communist-led u n io n , remembered:

M arcantonio was a very  humane man. He was always b roke. He had
a good h e a r t .  He even worked fo r  the p eop le  in  West V ir g in ia  [he
was r e f e r r in g  to a 1936 C o n g r e ss io n a l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  which  
Marcantonio spearheaded , in t o  the la r g e  number o f  deaths from 
s i l i c o s i s  r e s u l t i n g  from the e x c a v a t io n  of a t u n n e l ] .  He was 
l i k e  LaGuardia. He had an e c c e n t r i c  b r o th e r .  He always led  a 
c le a n  l i f e .  The Tammany club a c r o s s  the s t r e e t  a l s o  helped  
p e o p le ,  but fo r  a fa v o r .  Marc would h elp  anybody.

A man who operated  a newsstand on E a st  116th  S t r e e t  fo r  decades

r e c a l l e d :  "Marcantonio was always broke. He d id n ’t  put on any a i r s .

His apartment was j u s t  l i k e  any o th er  house in  E a s t  Harlems He was

hu m anitar ian . He would h elp  anybody. Nobody would speak badly of

him." When I asked whether peop le  were d is tu r b e d  by h i s  a s s o c ia t io n

w ith  Communists, he r e p l i e d ,  "That's h is  b u s in e s s ,  you know, l i k e  i f  you

25had a f r ie n d  in  the numbers. T h at's  h i s  b u s in e s s ."  Two years  l a t e r  I

aga in  in te r v ie w e d  some of the o ld  r e s i d e n t s .  When I asked one man i f

anyone in  I t a l i a n  Harlem opposed M arcanton io , he r e p l i e d ,  "Weren't th ere  

peop le  who opposed C hr ist  when He was w alk ing the earth?"  Then, w ith  

g r e a t  f e e l i n g  he b lu r ted  o u t ,  "I w ish  th e r e  were th ree  or four  

M arcantonios in  th e  U nited  S ta te s  r ig h t  now!"^°

No one cou ld  have en tered  t h i s  community from o u ts id e  and 

accom plished  what Marcantonio d id ;  he would have been regarded as a

^ V a r io u s  in te r v ie w s  conducted on the s t r e e t s  of I t a l i a n  Harlem 
in  J u ly  1979.

■^Interv iew  w ith  "Frank," New York C ity ,  J u ly  16, 1981. "See 
a ls o  "The Harlem I t a l i a n s , "  p .  4 9 .  "There i s  g rea t  n o s t a l g i a  fo r  the  
time of Marc— the l a t e  V ito  Marcantonio . . . ."
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" fo r e ig n e r ."  Of h i s  contem poraries  who remained t h e r e ,  t h e i r  

r e l a t io n s h i p  was t y p i c a l l y  of a p r o f e s s i o n a l / c l i e n t  or m erchant/custom er  

n a tu r e .  America has always provided c o n s id e r a b le  upward m o b il i ty  fo r  

the c l e v e r e s t  and most in d u s tr io u s  of the immigrant and n a t iv e -b o r n  

poor. Marcantonio ex p er ien ced  t h i s  m o b i l i t y — th e  son of a ca rp en ter  who 

became a Congressman— but he never l e f t  the  g h e t t o .  Why? This i s  a 

d i f f i c u l t ,  perhaps im p o ss ib le  q u e s t io n  to answer. Upward m o b il i ty  

in v o lv e d  a l i e n a t i o n  from the v a lu e s  and l i f e s t y l e  of the community. 

S u ccess  req u ired  a c c u l t u r a t i o n .  Yet M arcanton io 's  a l i e n a t i o n  from the  

v a lu e  system  of I t a l i a n  Harlem was m inim al. Why Marcantonio fo l lo w ed  

t h i s  a t y p ic a l  course  i s  perhaps p r im a r i ly  due to the  in f lu e n c e  of  

Leonard C o v e l lo .  In any c a s e ,  a l l  the  threads of M arcanton io 's  l i f e  

seem to come to g e th e r  in  the four days between h i s  death  and b u r ia l .

On August 9 ,  1954, a f t e r  r e tu rn in g  from th e  p r in te r  where he had

l e f t  the  p ro o fs  fo r  p e t i t i o n s  fo r  h i s  candidacy fo r  Congress on the Good

Neighbor t i c k e t ,  Marcantonio f e l l  dead on the e a s t  s id e  of Broadway at

Warren S t r e e t — w ith  C ity  H all Park in  the background. Because he had a

m etal c r u c i f i x ,  one r e l i g i o u s  medal, and one S t .  Frances X avier C abrini

r e l i g i o u s  medal on h i s  p erso n , a p r i e s t  was summoned and the l a s t  r i t e s

27of th e  C a th o l ic  Church were a d m in is tered .

On the grounds th a t  "he had not p r a c t ic e d  h i s  r e l i g i o n  in  a g rea t  

many years  and was not r e c o n c i le d  w ith  the church b efore  h is  death ,"  the  

Roman C a th o l ic  A rch d iocese  of New York denied  Marcantonio a C a th o l ic

^ " V i t o  Marcantonio F a l l s  Dead i n  S t r e e t , "  New York Times (August
10,  1954) ,  p. 1.
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b u r i a l , 28 cau s in g  g r e a t  in d ig n a t io n  in  I t a l i a n  Harlem. He had never

renounced h i s  C a th o l ic  o r i g i n s ,  he had c o n tr ib u te d  to  neighborhood

p a r i s h e s ,  he had marched in  the p r o c e s s io n s ,  a lth ou gh  he did not a tten d

mass or partake of the sacram en ts .  He had adhered to  the r e l i g i o u s

p r a c t i c e s  p r e c i s e l y  as popular I t a l i a n  custom p r e s c r ib e d  fo r  men.

P e t i t i o n s  were h a s t i l y  c i r c u la t e d ,  and hundreds of l e t t e r s  were

forwarded to the A rch d iocese  r e q u e s t in g  th a t  Marcantonio be granted a

C a th o l ic  b u r i a l .  One of the l e t t e r s  t o  C ard ina l Spellman s ta te d :

The c r u e l t y  of your d e c i s io n  i s  on ly  exceeded by i t s  s t u p i d i t y !
I a tten d ed  the l a s t  r i t e s  fo r  a loved  and r e s p e c te d  f r i e n d ,  V ito  
M arcantonio . Among, the thousands o f  mourners th ree  out of four  
were Roman C a th o l ic s  and in  the chapel and on the s t r e e t  w ith  my 
own ears  I heard e x p r e s s io n s  of b i t t e r n e s s  and bewilderment th a t  
the f r ie n d  they mourned had been denied  the l a s t  r i t e s  of t h e ir  
church .

Your a c t io n  was an u n -C h r is t ia n  in ju r y  to  the l i v i n g — not the  
dead, fo r  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  m a lice  w ie ld s  no power over t h e m .^

The i n t e n s i t y  of I t a l i a n  Harlem 's f e e l i n g s  were based on t h e i r  long­

s ta n d in g  g r ie v a n c e s  a g a in s t  th e  Ir ish -A m erican  h ie r a r c h y .  A lo n g -t im e  

I t a l i a n  Harlem r e s id e n t  r e c a l l e d ,  "when the church w ou ld n 't  bury Marc, 

many peop le  l e f t  the c h u r c h ."30 These se n t im en ts  were not con fin ed  to  

I ta lo -A m er ica n  C a t h o l i c s .  Almost t h i r t y  years a f t e r  M arcantonio 's  

d eath ,  a r e p o r te r  from El D iar io  remembered th a t  s h o r t ly  a f t e r  the

Church's r e f u s a l  to bury M arcantonio, a memorial mass was c e le b r a te d  fo r

31th e  P r e s id e n t  o f  Panama.

^ " T r ib u t e  I s  Paid to  M arcantonio,"  New York Times (August 13, 
1954),  p . 36.

O Q
M uriel I .  S in g le to n  to F ra n c is  Cardinal S p e llm an , August 15,

1954. CC.

" ^ Interv iew  w ith  P e te r  P a s c a le ,  New York C ity ,  J u ly  16, 1981.

3 1 ln te r v ie w  w ith  a rep o r te r  from E l D ia r io  who w ishes  to remain 
anonymous, J u ly  18, 1980.
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One s tu d en t  of I ta lo -A m er ica n  l i f e  has noted th at  the " unity  of

32each community was s t r o n g ly  exp ressed  in  death r i t e s . "  I t a l i a n  Harlem

jo in e d  in  a m assive d is p la y  of communal concern and sen se  of l o s s .

G iordano's  Funeral Home, lo c a te d  a t  East 115th S t r e e t  and F i r s t  Avenue

(fo u r  b lock s  from M arcanton io 's  b ir th p la c e  and two b lock s  from h is

r e s id e n c e )  was fe s to o n e d  w ith  hundreds o f  mass ca rd s .  P r iv a te  masses

were c e le b r a te d  in  neighborhood churches f i l l e d  w ith  p r i e s t s  and

r e s id e n t s  sa y in g  t h e i r  rosary  beads. B lack-bordered  s ig n s  appeared in

many shop windows and h a l l  doors and windows o f  d w e l l in g s  read ing  sim ply

33We Mourn Our L oss ."  A newsstand bore a s ig n  r e a d in g ,  Closed because
9 I

o f  death  in  the fa m ily ."  By e le v e n  o 'c lo c k  on the f i r s t  day of the

wake te n  thousand persons had passed  by the bronze c o f f i n .  One of

M arcanton io 's  a s s o c i a t e s  r e c a l l e d  th a t  when she reached M arcanton io 's

b ie r ,  a B lack man in  fr o n t  of her l i f t e d  up h is  son and s a id ,  "I want

. . 3 5you to  say goodbye to the b e s t  f r ie n d  the Negro people  ever  had. The 

f o l l o w in g  day, a fu n e r a l  p ar lor  spokesman s a id  twenty thousand persons  

had viewed the b ie r  between 9 A. M. and 11:35 P. M. when the doors were 

c l o s e d .  ^

On the day o f  h i s  b u r ia l ,  a thousand more peop le  viewed the b ie r

Q 9
P h y l l i s  H. W ill ia m s, South I t a l i a n  Folkways in  Europe and 

America: A Handbook fo r  S o c ia l  Workers, V i s i t i n g  N urses, School  
T each ers ,  and P h y s ic ia n s  (New York: R u s s e l l  and R u s s e l l ,  1969 ) ,  p. 198.

O O
Throngs at B ier  of M arcantonio,"  New York Times (August 11, 

1 954),  p .  9 .
9 /

N a t io n a l G uardian, August 16, 1954.

35Mary Bowes, p erson a l l e t t e r  to  Gerald Meyer, November 16, 1976.

• ^ " P r iv a te  Masses Set  fo r  Marcantonio," New York Times (August
12,  1954) ,  p.  17.
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and over  f i v e  thousand more crowded the s id ew a lk s  in  f r o n t  of the  

37fu n e r a l  home. At the fu n e r a l  s e r v i c e  e u lo g i e s  were d e l iv e r e d  by the  

Reverend N ic o lo  N otar , p a s to r  of the J e f f e r s o n  Park M ethodist Church,

W. E. B. DuBois (w ith  whom Marcantonio had m aintained  a p a r t i c u l a r l y  

c l o s e  f r i e n d s h i p ) ,  and by l i f e - l o n g  f r ie n d  and barber L u ig i
OO

A l b a e l l i .  Speaking i n  I t a l i a n  and E n g l i s h ,  A l b a e l l i  addressed  h i s  

dead com p atr io t:  "Your l i f e  was ev er  d e d ic a te d  to  l i g h t e n  the load of

the p eop le  who were in  need . You l i v e d  f e a r l e s s l y  and c o u r a g eo u s ly ,  

w ith  a f f e c t i o n  in  your h ea rt  fo r  the common man. You were a man of the
OQ

people  and the people  loved  you."

Honorary p a l lb e a r e r s  in c lu d ed  a c r o s s - s e c t i o n  of h i s  male 

f r ie n d s :  Leonard C o v e l lo ,  G i lb e r to  Concepcion de G racia , l e f t - w i n g  

p o l i t i c a l  and la b o r  l e a d e r s ,  neighborhood f r i e n d s ,  East Harlem 

p o l i t i c i a n s ,  and law a s s o c i a t e s .  On i t s  way to  Woodlawn Cemetary, to  a 

b u r ia l  s i t e  f i f t y  f e e t  from LaGuardia's g ra v e ,  the  n in e t y - s e v e n - v e h ic l e  

c o r te g e ,  in c lu d in g  f i f t e e n  f lo w er  c a r s ,  passed  h is  home, h i s  o f f i c e ,  and 

the V ito  Marcantonio P o l i t i c a l  A s s o c i a t io n .  At the l a s t  p la c e ,  where a 

black-draped  s ig n  read "We Mourn Our L oss ,"  an u n id e n t i f i e d  woman began 

cry in g  h y s t e r i c a l l y .  Except fo r  th a t  s i n g l e  i n c i d e n t ,  the Times 

re p o r te d ,  th ere  was no d i s t u r b a n c e . ^

o 7
J T ribu te  I s  Paid to  M arcantonio,"  New York Times (August 13, 

1954),  p .  36.
90

Funeral Announcement, "Funeral S e r v ic e  fo r  V ito  Marcantonio."
CC.

39 Text ( u n t i t l e d )  d e p o s ite d  in  C o v e llo  C o l l e c t i o n .

^"Throngs  at  B ie r ,"  p.  2; "Tribute I s  Paid,"  p.  36.
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A l i t t l e  a f t e r  two o ' c lo c k  P . M. 

1954, the f i e r y  East Harlem Congressman 

in  the s i l e n t  ground.

on the a f te r n o o n  of August 12, 

jo in e d  h is  e q u a l ly  f i e r y  mentor
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