Italian Civic Club met at the corner of Chartiers Avenue and Allendale Street in the western
part of the city.*®* Based in the twenty-seventh ward on the city’s northside, the Italian
Women’s Political Club reached one hundred members before changing its name to the
Italian Women’s Republican Club.*®*

Other groups sought to extend across neighborhoods. The United Italian League of
the Northside began as an organization to promote Americanization and citizenship to
undermine Black Hand criminality in the community. Its goal was to spread throughout
Pittsburgh.?®> The group progressed from having local politicians address members, such
as State Senator Morris Einstein and Police Magistrate Edward Hough in 1921, to a
candidate endorsement meeting in 1931 that claimed thousands in attendance.®® The
Roosevelt Civic Legion, a predominantly Italian-American organization of three hundred
founded in 1931 and formalized the following year, was headquartered in the nineteenth
ward but also included “district delegates” for the nearby town of Swissvale and
Pittsburgh’s Beechview, Brookline, Oakland, South Side, and North Side

neighborhoods.*¢’
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16 “Attend League Meeting,” Pittsburgh Post, 2 May 1921, 6; “League Backs
Candidates,” Pittsburgh Press, 17 August 1931, 32. The newspaper claimed a meeting of
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Italian Americans in smaller towns and cities throughout western Pennsylvania
founded additional organizations. Residents of Butler instituted an early group, the Italian
Political Club of Butler, in 1915.%% Those living in McKees Rocks created the Italian-
American Citizens’ Republican Club of McKees Rocks and Stowe Township in 1915 “to
wage an aggressive campaign for the Republican candidates at the coming primaries and
general election.”*® The Italo-American Political Club of Bridgeville, established in 1916,
and Monessen’s North Italian Political Club promoted American citizenship.*”®
Connellsville was home to the Lincoln Club, a predominantly Italian-American Republican
organization.** Those living in and around Homer City instituted the Center Township
Italian-American Citizen Club of Indiana County to teach voting and “study political
questions of the day.”*’? The communities of New Kensington and Arnold sponsored the
Italian-American Mutual Educational Society, which denounced Philadelphia-based, state
political leader William S. Vare for trying “to tighten monopolistic bossism” in
Pennsylvania.'”® The Italian Political Club of Coraopolis hosted a 1928 dinner with guests
Congressman Guy E. Campbell and State Senator Frank J. Harris.*”* About ninety-five

residents of Derry organized the Italian Civic Association in time to endorse candidates for
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19 “New Republican Club,” Pittsburgh Gazette Times, 13 August 1915, 9.
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the 1931 elections.'” By August 1932, the Italian-American Citizens Political Club of
Monongahela was hosting notable politicians. The group’s bicentennial celebration for
George Washington’s birthday, held at the Italian Citizens Club building on Main Street,
included two county judges and numerous other politicians and candidates such as
Congressman Henry W. Temple and his Democratic rival.*’® Other political clubs existed
in Swissvale, Canonsburg, Clearfield, Brockway, and Turtle Creek.*””

A vibrant network of Italian-American political clubs flourished throughout
western Pennsylvania and eastern Ohio. Not every organization operated in the exact mold
of Youngstown’s Italian American Political Association, but a significant number adopted
similar methods and procedures. They invited and vetted candidates, and members
discussed the advantages and qualifications of each person. Organizations sought to reach
as many neighbors as possible. Using Italian-American identity as the criterion for
membership, the groups mixed people of various classes, community status, and previous
political beliefs. Clubs created relationships between each other, putting their leadership in
direct contact and encouraging unity across multiple enclaves. The inclusion of all these
Italian Americans and their commitment to candidates who professed ideas beneficial to

the whole community necessitated adopting a mass ideology.
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Bridging the Ideological Divide

An overarching Italian-American identity, along with a belief in American
democratic values, helped bridge the leftist-Fascist divide to create a new ideological
synthesis. Il Cittadino Italo-Americano reaffirmed the importance of ethnic solidarity when
it responded to conversations about creating a local Fascist organization in 1925. The
newspaper reminded readers about the role that the mutual aid societies and the new Italian
American Political Association played in advancing their interests. Squabbles regarding
Fascism needed to remain in Italy. Instead, those now residing in the United States “should
not be fascists, nor antifascists, nor monarchists, nor socialists, at least in public, but only
Italians, squeezed together in only one pact of brotherhood and of solidarity, aimed only at
the gradual rising of our communities and of our race in general.”*”® The primacy of Italian-
American advancement allowed people from across the political spectrum concerning
leftism and Fascism to mingle and create a new domestic synthesis of ideas applicable to
problems in their own lives.

Nowhere was this clearer than in the Italian American Political Association. Rather
than restrict membership, the club welcomed those with diverse backgrounds, including
participants who openly expressed leftist and Fascist thoughts. The process of merging
these disparate people, who stretched across the ideological spectrum between the two
extremes, into one bloc willing to support a particular slate of candidates moderated
members. Public debate forced them closer to consensus. Those identified by their
ideological rivals as antithetical to their own beliefs often found common cause, such as

when anti-Fascists agreed that Mussolini was a strong leader and a man of action, and the

178 “Un po”’ di buon senso...,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 4 April 1925, 1.
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Fascists saw some benefits of leftist economic ideas. These were outspoken people who
wrote their opinions in the community press for all to see, so they were not afraid to raise
their voices in closed meetings and private conversations. Importantly, these debates,
which sometimes turned nasty, did not lead to ostracism. People who disagreed and argued
profusely about Fascism and leftism later found themselves together as notable speakers
and guests at events, and they concurrently held elected offices in various Italian-American
organizations. Those with vastly different views about Mussolini and his system
occasionally agreed with their ideological rivals, a clear indication that mixed-group
engagement blunted some of the most divergent parts of their opinions.

Innocenzo Vagnozzi, who served as Political Association president in 1926 and
1927, and later as second ward councilman in 1935 and Mayor William B. Spagnola’s
water commissioner, was an anti-Fascist leftist. Before his leadership in the Political
Association, Vagnozzi was already a notable personality within the local community. He
was an official in the Ohio Grand Lodge of the Sons of Italy for the administrative period
1921-1923, and the members of the Loggia Napoleone Colaianni elected him grand
delegate for their organization in 1925.17° His popularity in the community was partly due
to his willingness to denounce prejudice and discrimination, such as in a 1924 open letter
in which he announced a desire to debate the Ku Klux Klan about its principles regarding

American values.&

79 Baldo Aquilano, L 'Ordine Figli d’Italia in America (New York, NY: Societa’
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Vagnozzi made no secret where he stood on the Fascism issue, and the members of
the Political Association certainly knew his ideology before electing him their leader.
When Nicolangelo D’Orsi, another member of the Political Association, announced the
creation of a new local fascio (Fascist group) in Youngstown in late 1924, VVagnozzi
responded with a tongue-in-cheek question — “I ask the concerned parties to tell me at least
a reason, for which the formation of such association is useful and necessary”*®? — clearly
trying to goad D’Orsi into a public debate.*® During a talk before the Girard Kiwanis club
about the history of Italy and the Roman Empire, Vagnozzi argued that “physical force and
brutality can never bring about a permanent good and if this world’s problems are to be
solved it will be through a theory of union and the practice of universal brotherhood,” a
likely allusion, given the timing of the statement, to the Matteotti Crisis in Italy.*®* One
1925 article defending Mussolini specifically targeted Vagnozzi. Arguing that Mussolini’s
ascension to power was similar to Napoleon Bonaparte’s in that “the end justifies the
means” in the context of saving a nation as a whole, the opinion’s author denounced
Vagnozzi’s alternative views. The writer contended that Vagnozzi “was not an exact

chronicler” and instead interpreted events through his own prism of ideas.’® Vagnozzi
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responded to the unsigned article that he could not in good conscience dismiss the brutality
that accompanied Fascism. &

While Vagnozzi was certainly an anti-Fascist, he did not lack leftist credentials.
When Arturo Calvani visited Youngstown in March 1922 to lecture about Sacco and
Vanzetti, an event mentioned in chapter three, the fundraising effort involved VVagnozzi.*®’
In 1929, he responded to a local pastor’s speech denouncing Bolshevism by commenting
in an open letter: “Inasmuch as most of us are under the impression that Bolshevism has
no ideals, I should like to have the Reverend give us a clear idea of that doctrine.”*® It was
an attempt to show the fearmongering by those who used such terms but were ignorant
about their meaning. By 1930, some of his adversaries in the Italian-American community
were implying that he was a communist.*®® This slander may have been a stretch, but he
indeed found commonality with the left. In June 1935, for example, VVagnozzi spoke at a
Youth Congress symposium at Youngstown’s Central Auditorium. The group hosted
addresses from all sides, including Republican, Democratic, communist, and socialist,
which Vagnozzi represented. During his talk, he opposed the profit motive and “urged
complete socialization, or public ownership,” based on Christian principles, using the
analogy of government-owned city streets being in the public’s interest compared to the

alternative of forcing toll payments for usage.**® Two months later, he spoke in Niles during
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an event titled “The Truth About Russia,” appearing alongside union leader C. H. McCarty,
who had just returned from a tour of the Soviet Union. The topics covered: “Trade Unions,
Social Insurance, Old Age Pensions, Vacations with Pay, Workers Homes and Mothers in
Industry.”*** This perceived radicalism earned him a reputation. A copy of the 1935 Youth
Congress speaker list purportedly showing the attitudes of the Youngstown Sheet and Tube
Company annotated Vagnozzi’s name with the penciled remark, “one of the most
dangerous radicals in Youngstown.”*%?

Innocenzo Vagnozzi’s combative nature concerning Fascism and his open leftist
leanings did not stop him from retaining a position of respect within the Italian-American
community. Even as he debated others in the ethnic press about Fascism, Vagnozzi served
alongside and attended events with more Fascist-friendly individuals, such as fellow
Political Association members Ciro Saulino and Alberto Di Tommaso.'* At times, his
activism caused friction. When he remained seated for the Fascist anthem during a 1932
event, Vagnozzi brushed aside criticism about his actions and refused to see them as
misconduct.*** Others questioned whether it was appropriate for a Sons of Italy official

(Vagnozzi was Grand Orator) to snub the Italian government. Nevertheless, membership

191 Advertisement, “The Truth About Russia,” Niles Standard, 2 August 1935, 4.
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knew that he was an anti-Fascist, and it had tolerated similar behaviors in past years. When
Grand Venerable Saulino asked for Vagnozzi’s resignation, the Grand Orator refused.
State-level leaders did not find consensus for his removal.**> Tacit acceptance of Vagnozzi
did not change over the years, and in 1940 he spoke alongside the Italian consular
representative at a Sons of Italy event.*® The same was true for local politics. Even though
he won the position of second ward councilman as a Democrat in 1935, Mayor Lionel
Evans, a Republican-endorsed candidate who gained his office in the same election by
winning every ward except for Vagnozzi’s second, still allowed the Italian American to
serve on the mayor’s 1937 committee on city charter amendments.’®” Vagnozzi’s politics
never precluded him from operating within the Italian-American community or the
American body politic.

Vagnozzi was not an inflexible ideologue. While he occasionally debated some
Italian Americans who viewed him as a radical, his engagement with others in the Political
Association and ethnic organizations moderated his politics. For example, the point made
previously about VVagnozzi being a potential communist came from a response to a speech
that he made about Benito Mussolini at the local YMCA in 1930. An open letter signed by
over a dozen notable men from the community, including fellow Political Association
leader Vincenzo Chianese, denounced the talk and the articles printed about it in the

English-language newspapers. Believing that Vagnozzi “discredit[ed] the Italian name,”
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they rejected the newspapers’ references to the man as an Italian-American leader because
“99 percent [of Italian Americans in Youngstown] are not communists,” and Vagnozzi,
therefore, did not speak for them. Signatory Carlo Caselli, editor of Il Cittadino Italo-
Americano, offered additional criticism. Vagnozzi espoused ““subversive and anti-Catholic
doctrines” and undermined the goals of the Sons of Italy to uphold patriotism and Italian
brotherhood. Vagnozzi’s actual words, however, were much less inflammatory. While the
speaker predicted the eventual fall of Mussolini’s regime because it was “built on false
foundations,” he also “admitted the strong qualities of the Italian leader, speaking of him
as being the son of a blacksmith, but having the most brilliant mind, fascinating, a
penetrating speaker, a magnetic person and irresistible.””**®

Had Vagnozzi only operated within smaller circles of like-minded individuals, he
likely would have developed into an all-out partisan condemning every aspect of Fascism.
Instead, his experiences with ethnic organizations, such as the Political Association, filled
with diverse views about circulating ideologies, dulled extremes. In this sense, the anti-
Fascist, leftist Vagnozzi had learned to appreciate some of Mussolini’s leadership qualities
from fellow community members, even as he disagreed with other parts of the regime, such
as its brutality.

Nevertheless, for every individual who approached the Political Association from
the ideological left, another joined with more friendly perceptions of Fascism. Cesare

Amadio, who served as the inaugural second vice president in 1924, was similarly popular

198 “Protestiamo!,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 8 February 1930, 1.
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amongst his peers for his poetry condemning nativism.**®* However, while Vagnozzi fought
against Fascism, Amadio defended the regime. He attended Tresca-associate Luigi
Quintiliano’s 1924 lecture in Youngstown. Afterward, he publicly denounced the speaker
and most of the attendees — whom he viewed as subversives, anarchists, and socialists —
for their negative views about the Fascist state.*®

Ciro Saulino, the Political Association’s first treasurer and later Grand Venerable
for the Ohio Sons of Italy, had a similar acceptance of Fascism. In 1929, for example,
Saulino was one of the guests of honor at a Cleveland Armistice Day celebration alongside
Vincenzo Vedovi, president of the Italian War Veterans, and G. T. Romano, the secretary
of the Cleveland Fascist organization.?°* The War Veterans, including the local Cleveland
organization and national leader VVedovi in particular, had a long history of working hand-
in-hand with Fascists, both domestically and in Rome.? Saulino’s willingness to join such
circles of people becomes more apparent in the context of a joke printed in Il Cittadino
Italo-Americano the previous autumn. Answering the question of why a consular agent had

not appeared at the local Columbus Day banquet, the paper responded in jest: “They have
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little fondness for Fascism ... [and] they feared that Mr. Saulino attending as Venerable of
the Loggia [Napoleone] Colaianni and then consular representative, would have had the
right to double portions — They avoided this for fear of abdominal cramping.”?°* Local
readers knew that Attilio Rosapepe, not Saulino, was their local consular representative,
but in Rosapepe’s absence, Saulino was the next logical person to represent Fascist Italy.?*
His position as Grand Venerable further endeared him to Fascist circles, and Saulino was
one of the speakers at the 1931 ceremony during which the Italian government conferred a
knighthood on Dr. Giovanni A. Barricelli.?®> Saulino received the same honor shortly
before his death in October 1932, an indication that Italian Fascists deemed his work in the
United States acceptable to the regime.2%

While many Italian Americans were favorable to Fascism, most were not
particularly devout or fanatical. Affinity appeared more nationalistic than purely
ideological, making those who entered the Political Association as philo-Fascists as
flexible at times as the leftist Vagnozzi. Alberto Di Tommaso, the Political Association’s
secretary or vice secretary at various times, offers a good example. As mentioned in chapter
four, Di Tommaso passed a Fascist-friendly letter sent from a cousin in Italy to the local
Italian-American newspaper in 1924.%7 Di Tommaso’s own path followed Saulino’s rise
in the Sons of Italy closely, first taking over the latter’s position as head of the Loggia

Napoleone Colaianni and then achieving a leadership position within the Ohio Grand
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Lodge as assistant grand venerable.?® His commitment to Fascist Italy was sincere enough
to obtain him the role of acting consular agent for Youngstown during the late 1930s.2%°
Di Tommaso was not a fanatical Blackshirt supporter. After Ciro Saulino won the
position of Ohio Grand Venerable, Di Tommaso and other Political Association members,
including Vagnozzi, Stella, Colla, Petrarca, and Labbruzzo, formed an event committee to
celebrate the occasion.?*® During this December 1929 banquet, which included ex-Grand
Venerable Barricelli and Youngstown Mayor Joseph Heffernan among the five hundred
guests, an argument erupted concerning the playing of the Fascist anthem.?** Di Tommaso,
as toastmaster, dismissed calls from a few rowdy, pro-Fascist guests demanding the song.
Although his action caused some resentment and accusations of anti-patriotism, he justified
his decision by arguing that playing the Fascist hymn was out of place and unacceptable.
The band had performed the Royal March, the authentic Italian national anthem, and they
had not scheduled the Fascist alternative as part of the program. Rather than concede to a
few unruly individuals, he stuck to the purpose of the banquet and respected the ideological

diversity of those present.?*? Di Tommaso’s promotion of Fascism apparently had limits.?**
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Fellow Political Association member Raffaele Marcovecchio defended Di
Tommaso, and he lent his own nuanced critique of Fascism to those who attacked the
toastmaster.?** True devotees of Mussolini knew that il Duce “imposed silence ... [on
Italians] for the collective good of our homeland.” Marcovecchio reasoned that if Mussolini
resorted to such methods to discipline his people, then his followers in the United States
should have had no complaints about Di Tommaso demanding silence at an event.?*®

Di Tommaso was not unique, and Carlo Caselli, the editor of Il Cittadino Italo-
Americano, also benefited from the moderating effects of community interaction. Although
Caselli was not a Political Association leader, he attended its events, was a notable local
personality, and interacted with the people described previously.?¢ Unlike many Italian

immigrants, Caselli arrived in the United States with a formal education in civil

that the “speech was given not to antagonize or excite, but to explain the situation so
Italians could explain their country’s side of the story.” This response made by Di
Tommaso, who by this time was a consular agent, attests to the moderating influence
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edition, 3.
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engineering from the University of Naples.?” He was more interested in literature and
journalism than in numbers, and he found employment at Matilde Serao’s Il Giorno from
1907 to 1910. Additionally, from 1908 to 1910, he worked for a humor publication through
which he befriended many notable Neapolitan artists, such as Libero Bovio. After a stint
in the civil engineering department of the Ministry of Public Works in Calabria, Caselli
immigrated to the United States for personal reasons, or in his words, because of “some
errors of [the] female type.”?*8

Caselli initially worked as a New York City journalist before going to
Youngstown.?** He was associated with Il Cittadino Italo-Americano as an editor and
humor columnist off-and-on from at least 1920 until October 1931, when the paper
removed his name from the masthead.??° Financial trouble due to the Great Depression was
the most likely reason for his exit. Staff had reduced the paper to four pages by this time,
and no new editor appeared alongside owner-publisher Celestino Petrarca’s name.?** The
editor’s departure was likely a mutual decision because he contributed a poem and a letter

that expressed positive sentiments toward Petrarca the following year for the newspaper’s
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thirtieth anniversary.??? Caselli was also a representative for Cleveland’s La Voce del
Popolo, servicing the Youngstown area and parts of Pennsylvania and West Virginia when
the paper became a daily.??® The Italian government honored his work as a high school
Italian-language teacher in 1935.22

Like other Political Association members, Caselli ingratiated himself with the
Italian-American community. He became an officer in the Duca degli Abruzzi society
during the mid-1920s.2> Caselli served as the banquet master of ceremonies when the
organization merged with the Cristoforo Colombo lodge in December 1930, and he was
elected president of the combined Duca degli Abruzzi-Colombo society in 1932 and
1933.2%6 |n 1932, he chaired the speeches portion of the local Columbus Day celebration,
and he was elected an honorary chairman of the local Italian veterans organization’s parade
alongside his sometimes rivals William B. Spagnola and Innocenzo Vagnozzi.?”

Ideologically, Carlo Caselli presented himself as a pro-Fascist. In fact, it was

Caselli who often targeted and denounced Vagnozzi’s anti-Fascist views in the newspaper.

22 C, Caselli, “O’ Cittadino,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 20 August 1932, 2; C.
Caselli, letter to C. Petrarca, Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 20 August 1932, 3. Page 2 was
misprinted as 13 August 1932.

23 “La Voce del Popolo di Cleveland Ohio,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 16 September
1922, 6. This was most likely La Voce del Popolo Italiano.

224 “Carlo Caselli, East High Teacher of Italian, Dies,” Youngstown Vindicator, 10
November 1937, 6.

225 “Societa’ Duca degli Abruzzi,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 2 January 1926, 3.

226 “La Festa di Domani Domenice [sic] alla Duca d’ Arbuzzi [sic] Colombo,” Il Cittadino
Italo-Americano, 13 December 1930, 1; “Le Elezioni Sociali della Societa’ Maschile
Duca degli Abruzzi Colombo,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 10 December 1932, 1;
“Carlo Caselli, East High Teacher of Italian, Dies,” Youngstown Vindicator, 10
November 1937, 6.

27 “Grande Celebrazione Ufficiale della Scoperta D’ America,” Il Cittadino Italo-
Americano, 15 October 1932, 1; “Sezione Ex Combattenti Italiani — Youngstown, O,” Il
Cittadino Italo-Americano, 3 December 1932, 1.
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When Vagnozzi questioned the above-described unsigned 1925 pro-Mussolini article that
attacked him, Caselli took credit. He derisively responded that it was him — a forty-three-
year-old short Neapolitan with graying hair and a big nose — and reminded readers that
Vagnozzi forgot to list the good aspects of Fascism, including the growing prestige of the
nation.??® Caselli was also a signatory to the letter slandering VVagnozzi as a communist
after the latter’s 1930 YMCA speech criticizing Mussolini. He included an additional self-
penned denunciation of Vagnozzi’s “subversive and anti-Catholic doctrines.”?* Others
also faced the editor’s wrath. Caselli forcefully denounced Di Tommaso for rejecting the
impromptu playing of the Fascist hymn during the 1929 banquet controversy.?° Enrico Di
lorio, a physician and Political Association member, suggested that the editor was too
excitable. He believed that Caselli lacked professionalism and should have been “impartial
and calm in his comments” for the good of the community.?*

Notwithstanding such critique, Caselli moderated his commitment to Fascism,
similar to others. While defending Mussolini in 1925, Caselli followed a similar
interpretational trend, as noted in the previous chapter. He refused to offer any excuse for
the violent elements of the Fascist Party that assassinated Giacomo Matteotti, calling them

“fanatics” and “maniacs.” However, Mussolini and his strong leadership were necessary to

228 C, Caselli, “Riceviamo e per il Dovere Giornalistico Pubblichiamo,” Il Cittadino Italo-
Americano, 24 October 1925, 1.

29 “Protestiamo!,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 8 February 1930, 1.

20 “Di Chi E’ 1a Colpa?...,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 14 December 1929, 1.

21 Youngstown Official City Directory, 1927-28, 601; “Il Club Politico,” Il Cittadino
Italo-Americano, 29 December 1928, 2; Dr. Enrico Di Iorio, “Eco del Banchetto,” Il
Cittadino Italo-Americano, 21 December 1929, 8. Di lorio’s name was misspelled in “II
Club Politico” as “Dilorio Erenio.”
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solve Italian problems.?2 Furthermore, the editor talked like a leftist at times. He conveyed
notions of working-class grievances about capitalists wrongfully exploiting honest
laborers.? He even defended the Soviet Union for its industrialization program, remarking
that the communist government benefited workers and Russian economic successes
impressed even Wall Street capitalists.?*

Differing allegiances concerning Fascism and leftism did not stop these people
from working together on domestic political issues and supporting consensus candidates.
During the 1925 newspaper tussle between Caselli and Vagnozzi concerning Fascism,
William B. Spagnola entered the fray to defend VVagnozzi and declare that Caselli and other
Italian-American newspaper editors were too defensive and reverent of Mussolini.?>
Nevertheless, Caselli praised Spagnola’s legal work only months later concerning Antonio
Martini, a sixteen-year-old from Girard whom Earl Stambaugh had shot for stealing
cherries from his garden. Caselli condemned Stambaugh’s actions as “summary justice”
unwarranted against a hungry boy who had meant no harm. When the jury acquitted
Stambaugh, which according to Caselli was because of prejudice, the editor asked the
community to provide financial support to Spagnola and fellow lawyer J. Julius to continue
their work on Martini’s behalf.?*® Likewise, Caselli was the Italian-language speaker when

Spagnola chaired a pro-Al Smith meeting in October 1928 for Italian Americans living in

222 Carlo Caselli, “Quello che pensiamo noi,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 31 October
1925, 1.

23 C. C., “Si Specula Sulla Necessita’,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 4 April 1931, 3.

24 C. C., “Programma e Non Colore,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 25 April 1931, 1.

25 William B. Spagnola, “What Attorney W. B. Spagnola thinks,” Il Cittadino Italo-
Americano, 31 October 1925, 1.

236 Carlo Caselli, “Alla Colonia Italiana,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 27 March 1926, 1.
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the Brier Hill neighborhood.?” Those who found themselves disagreeing about Fascism
put aside differences to cooperate on mutual Italian-American domestic interests.

A political club was a nexus for the creation of a popular ideology. Members who
held vastly different beliefs about developments in Italy and leftist politics joined one
organization and remained active in that group despite their disagreements. They valued
ethnic advancement in the United States, and they overlooked each other’s personal
opinions. The nature of debate and discussion about candidates and domestic politics
created a merger of disparate beliefs. Where they found commonality, ideas strengthened
each other to form a new Italian-American ideology. From this foundation, the community
awaited a leader willing to break the conservative paradigm and offer an alternative vision

for the United States that aligned with the new ideological synthesis.

237 “Una Riunione Pro Smith a Brier Hill,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 20 October
1928, 3; “La Serata Pro Smith alla Fraterna di Sabato Scorso,” Il Cittadino Italo-
Americano, 27 October 1928, 2.
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Chapter Six
The Coalescence of the Coalition

Italian Americans Discover Democratic Allies

In December 1933, the Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, Italian-American newspaper
Unione made its partisan position clear to readers: “We align ourselves politically on the
side of the new democracy, the party of [Franklin] Roosevelt and the ‘New Deal.”” The
announcement was optimistic about the place of Unione “as crusaders” for this cause
because the news staff had “confidence in the sincerity of this leader and his party.”
However, the paper also made it clear that this support was conditional: “If we lose that
confidence, we shall abandon our loyalty.”* About a month later, Unione reaffirmed its
commitment to the New Deal. Proclaiming that “President Roosevelt has risen to the
expectations of the people,” the newspaper remarked that while so much had been
accomplished in only ten months of the new administration, there was still much work
remaining. Congress needed to put aside “politics, personal ambitions, [and] animosities”
to continue relief plans for Americans. For its role, Unione sought to spread Roosevelt’s

New Deal ideology, a “philosophy ... of economic cooperation ... [in which] industry,

1“A New Deal for ‘Unione,”” Unione (Pittsburgh, PA), 1 December 1933, 1. See also
“Nuova Vita per 1’*Unione,”” Unione, 1 December 1933, 1.
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business, capital, labor, cease to be independent branches of human endeavor, and they
become sectors in a coordinated whole.””?

Unione’s shift toward supporting the New Deal marked a significant political
realignment based on the emergence and triumph of a new ideology that reshaped the
paradigm. After a decade of pro-business, conservative presidential administrations and
Congresses, the New Deal reinterpreted the place of government in the economy and
people’s lives. It revived and enlarged the Progressive era’s fervor for business and
financial regulations. It then continued by widening the scope of government to include
massive employment programs, federal investments in public works, social safety net
provisions, and protections for workers.

From a partisan party perspective, Unione’s endorsement was a clean break from
past allegiances. The newspaper had been Republican, and it even supported Herbert
Hoover for reelection in 1932.2 However, this commitment is ideologically misleading. A
deeper look at Unione’s positions foreshadowed realignment. The newspaper justified its
pro-Hoover stance not by defending laissez-faire capitalism; instead, the Republican leader
was the victim of an economic depression that would have ruined any president and
“Hoover recognized ... that there is much to perfect and change in the mechanisms of the
economic, legislative and financial systems of the country.” Unione repeated remarks from

Italian-American newspapers in Boston and New York state that the Republican Party’s

new platform coupled with Hoover’s reelection would revive the economy.* The Pittsburgh

2 “We Salute You,” Unione, 5 January 1934, 1.

3 “A Certi Censori,” Unione, 11 November 1932, 1; “Sotto la stessa Bandiera,” Unione, 4
November 1932, 1.

4 “Sotto la stessa Bandiera,” Unione, 4 November 1932, 1.
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source included those party planks as evidence, many of which — protecting bank deposits,
more funding for public works projects, aid to the states for their unemployment programs,
and allowing individual states to decide their Prohibition laws — later became hallmarks of
the New Deal.> As the newspaper explained after Hoover’s resounding defeat, the 1932
presidential election was a protest vote against a Republican Party that had failed over the
previous decade.® In this sense, Unione and its readers were searching for a party with a
program that resembled the New Deal, not conservative economics and limited
government. What people did not realize in 1932 was that Franklin Roosevelt would
champion Italian-American political desires throughout his presidency.

Italian Americans became New Deal Democrats because Franklin Roosevelt and
his party appropriated the ethnic group’s political ideology that it had developed over the
previous decade. In this project’s introduction, Angelo Di Renzo, editor of Youngstown’s
Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, laid out a future vision for the United States. Seeking to
address unemployment and the unequal distribution of wealth, he listed multiple
recommendations, including a strong industrial union movement, new government social
safety net programs, and more public works projects.” In sum, Di Renzo advocated for a
strong, intercessional federal government. Once the New Deal shifted American
governance toward a parallel model, Italian Americans offered their firm support.

The Great Depression hastened and crystalized change rather than caused a

reevaluation in Italian-American beliefs. The Wall Street stock market crash of 1929 and

s “Il Programma del Signor Hoover,” Unione, 4 November 1932, 1.

¢ G. A. Lopez, “Armistizio e Rinnovamento,” Unione, 11 November 1932, 1.

7 A. Di Renzo, “Il Problema della Disoccupazione,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano
(Youngstown, OH), 14 July 1928, 1.
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subsequent economic depression collapsed two barriers that worked in tandem to
discourage Italian-American political engagement: voter suppression and a lack of
appealing candidates. From large cities to small towns, entrenched politicians and their
business allies relied on fear to keep many in-line. As shown in chapter five, Italian
Americans spent the 1920s organizing into political clubs. They formed potential voter
blocs, but these organizations did not eliminate risk. During a time when most candidate
choices were within the same economically conservative paradigm, rejecting the political
status quo was not worth the potential punishment, which included job loss and
blacklisting. Economic collapse and mass unemployment made these methods moot.

The failure of national politics to address Italian-American concerns encouraged
apathy. Before Roosevelt, grievance, rather than optimism, motivated voters’ decisions.
Italian Americans who went to the polls most often did so to vote against the inferior
candidate. Even during the 1928 election, usually viewed as a precursor to the realignment
of the 1930s, Italian-American newspapers spent much of their space defending Al Smith’s
identity rather than expressing optimism about his ideology and plans. Supporting the
working-class-raised, Irish-Catholic Smith was a protest of ethnic discrimination and big-
business dominance in America. This negative motivation, a repudiation of Republican
failures rather than a vote of confidence in a Democratic platform, continued during the
1932 election.

As Unione made clear, these sentiments changed in 1933 because Franklin
Roosevelt addressed issues vital to the community. The New Deal fused together attributes
of civic nationalism, leftism, and Fascism as described in the previous chapters. Rather

than converting Italian Americans to a new philosophy, Roosevelt’s New Deal merged
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onto the road in which Italian Americans were already traveling; his program put their
percolating ideas into practice. First, the reemerged Democratic Party answered criticism
about citizenship rights. The New Deal opened the door to white-ethnic political
engagement because it was responsive to the democratic majority and encouraged the rise
of Italian-American politicians. Second, the New Deal governed using an activist model
that borrowed from Fascism while addressing leftist grievances. An empowered national
leader in the model of Benito Mussolini spurred the federal government toward economic
interventionism, and the National Recovery Administration (NRA) became a domestic
interpretation of Italian corporatism. The Second New Deal further solidified Italian-
American support because it solved the NRA’s failure to raise labor to coequality with
capital. New acts after 1935 gave the federal government more authority to intercede. The
labor provisions promised by the NRA, such as maximum working hours and unionization,

continued as stronger, more enforceable laws.
The Catalyst of the Great Depression

The Great Depression was a catalyst, but less for ideological change and more for
finally collapsing the obstacles blocking Italian-American electoral potential. As noted in
chapter one, many Italian Americans lived a precarious economic existence throughout the
1920s. The Depression of 1920-1921 hurt many in the community. Employment
opportunities increased by mid-decade, but many still lacked financial stability. The
unskilled labored for poor wages in the coal and steel industries. Pick and shovel laborers
and skilled construction tradesmen often experienced seasonal downtime when winter
curtailed activity. Upwardly mobile businessmen and professionals succeeded or failed

alongside the Italian-American clientele that they served.
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The Great Depression amplified this financial instability. Between 1929 and 1933,
American gross national product fell by half. The iron and steel industry operated at only
forty percent of its pre-depression output, a rate detrimental for a region centered around
heavy industry.® Job loss skyrocketed. In January 1931, one in three Italian Americans in
Pittsburgh were unemployed.® Even this statistic was misleading. In addition to those
without work, a comparatively large group of people experienced reduced hours. Governor
Gifford Pinchot reported in 1932 that only two-fifths of workers in Pennsylvania had full-
time employment.’*® Economic considerations had shaped Italian-American political
ideology throughout the 1920s. However, the scope of the Great Depression brought more
urgency to the matter and allowed for the rapid deterioration of barriers that previously
hindered Italian Americans from fully voicing their views at the ballot box.

As explained in chapter two, Italian Americans increasingly believed that civic
engagement offered them political agency in the abstract. Nevertheless, a variety of factors
before the New Deal generally kept them from realizing their potential. While they
theoretically were free to vote as they wished, formal and informal means of voter
suppression lessened the power of the nascent voting bloc. Economic pressures, including
poll taxes in Pennsylvania, the fear of job loss by the political machine or employer, and
potential blacklisting, kept many in-line. When they were free to choose, the options
presented to them often did not fit their ideological preferences, forcing a vote between

two unfavorable choices. Italian Americans understood the potential power of political

¢ David M. Kennedy, Freedom from Fear, Part I: The American People in the Great
Depression (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2004), 163.

° Stefano Luconi, Little Italies e New Deal: la coalizione rooseveltiana e il voto italo-
americano a Filadelfia e Pittsburgh (Milan, Italy: FrancoAngeli, 2002), 99.

10 Kennedy, Freedom from Fear, Part I, 166.
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agency, but they concurrently experienced disillusionment with the system before the New
Deal. The political clubs described in chapter five sought to change this, but even their
leadership admitted occasional frustration in candidates who voiced their concerns about
the voters during election season and then disregarded them for the remainder of the year.
People sought politicians who fit their own ideology, but they were few. The entrance of
Italian Americans into the New Deal coalition occurred because barriers began to collapse,
which turned disillusionment into cautious optimism.

The first prerequisite to Italian-American political engagement was citizenship and
voter registration. Only once a large enough electorate existed did the voting bloc have the
ability to influence elections. The ethnic press ran consistent reminders to register and vote,
and these were often detailed and sometimes included specific reasoning why citizens
needed to express their rights.** This drive had some impact. Il Cittadino Italo-Americano
celebrated the extraordinary numbers who registered in 1928, including in “neighborhoods
where the foreign element [was] plentiful.”*> However, even though political engagement
increased, numerous barriers still existed that blunted the full power of the Italian-
American electorate.

One potential obstacle was the poll tax, which existed in Pennsylvania until

residents voted to amend the state constitution in 1933.%* According to Joseph Guffey, later

1 “Registratevi,” La Voce del Popolo Italiano (Cleveland, OH), 16 October 1920, 1,
“Registratevi,” La Voce del Popolo Italiano, 15 October 1921, 1; V. D., “Registrazione,”
Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 29 August 1925, 5-6; “I Giorni di Registrazione,” Il
Cittadino Italo-Americano, 2 October 1926, 2; “Italiani Registratevi Pel Vostro Bene,” Il
Cittadino Italo-Americano, 6 August 1932, 1; “Registrazione,” Il Cittadino Italo-
Americano, 1 October 1932, 1.

12 “Egercitiamo il nostro diritto,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 6 October 1928, 1.

3 Alexander Keyssar, The Right to Vote: The Contested History of Democracy in the
United States, revised edition (New York, NY: Basic Books, 2009), 183; “How Will You
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a Democratic senator from Pennsylvania, the abuses of the system astonished him.
Pittsburgh required either a property tax receipt or a fifty-cent poll tax payment before
voting. Poor voters could not meet the requirements, and the law prohibited political parties
from paying these taxes. Instead, Guffey discovered men ‘“aging” blank tax receipts,
dancing on them so that they appeared used. Democrats and Republicans commonly
distributed aged receipts to ward leaders for their loyal voters.** Such fraud fit the model
used by political bosses in Pittsburgh and Philadelphia who desired a low turnout of the
masses and high engagement from select groups that they controlled.*® Ethnic newspapers
reminded Italian Americans of the tax requirement before elections, but there was a feeling
of hypocrisy since the United States was supposedly a democratic society.'® As one man
wrote, Americans compared Fascist Italy unfavorably to “America’s ‘free’ institutions,
‘free’ country, ‘free’ press and ‘free’ everything else,” but this was an illusion because
“even voting in this ‘free’ country cost ‘half-a-buck.”"’

In 1933, John R. Napoleon, writing in Unione, scolded those who waited: “People
who continually neglect to pay their Poll Tax until the last minute are not very good

citizens. They must not have the interest of their government at heart.” However, while

Vote on the 12 Amendments?,” Allentown Morning Call (Allentown, PA), 31 October
1933, 6; United Press, “11 Amendments Pass in State,” Pittsburgh Press (Pittsburgh,
PA), 9 November 1933, 19.

1 Michael P. Weber, Don 't Call Me Boss: David L. Lawrence, Pittsburgh’s Renaissance
Mayor (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1988), 19-20.

15 Stefano Luconi, “Testing the ‘Smith Revolution” Among Italian American Voters in
Pennsylvania,” in Italian American Politics: Local, Global/Cultural, Personal, ed.
Jerome Krase, Philip V. Cannistraro, and Joseph V. Scelsa (Chicago Heights, IL:
American Italian Historical Association, 2005), 33.

16 “Ricordi agli Elettori,” La Trinacria (Pittsburgh, PA), 2 October 1925, 2; “Ballots Not
Bullets,” Unione, 15 July 1932, 6.

17 A. De Cotiis, “Are We Free? Reader Doesn’t Think So,” Pittsburgh Press, 30
November 1934, 20.
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arguing that “the obtaining of your tax receipt also displays your civic pride,” Napoleon
admitted that “it is true, of course, that some people are not in the position to pay their
taxes.”*® The writer was optimistic in his assessment. Others noted the potential negative
impact that the poll tax had on poorer voters.*® Even Republican allies admitted before the
1932 election that the tax would help Hoover by suppressing turnout among the
unemployed who would have voted against the sitting president in protest.?® Although it is
difficult to quantify the effect of the poll tax on Italian Americans, it is worth noting that
only 29 percent of Pennsylvania’s population voted in 1932, which compared unfavorably
to the neighboring states of Ohio (39 percent), New Jersey (39 percent), and New York (37
percent). Turnout increased significantly in 1936, after the end of the tax requirements for
voting.?* For the working class, which included many Italian Americans who lacked
property, paying an additional tax for the privilege to choose between often subpar
candidates was not an appealing option.

Various forms of voter suppression caused Italian Americans to reconsider their

ballot choices or avoid the polls altogether. Intimidation and vote stealing were common

18 John R. Napoleon, “Hurry It’s Getting Late,” Unione, 25 August 1933, 8.

1 Bernice S. Engle, “Post-Election Notes,” Classical Journal 28, no. 6 (March 1933):
428, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3290121; Michael Golay, America 1933: The Great
Depression, Lorena Hickok, Eleanor Roosevelt, and the Shaping of the New Deal, first
Simon & Schuster trade paperback edition (New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 2016),
42.

20 Arthur Krock, “Republicans Renew Pennsylvania Hopes,” New York Times (New
York, NY), 21 October 1932, 15.

21 Poll Taxes: Hearings before a Subcommittee of the Committee on the Judiciary of the
United States Senate on S. 1280, 77" Cong. 286287 (1941-1942) (Statement of Henry
H. Collins, Jr., Bryn Mawr, Pa., Exhibit 10). The numbers of the four states in 1936 were
as follows: Pennsylvania (41%), Ohio (45%), New Jersey (42%), and New York (43%).
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in Italian-American neighborhoods.?? For example, in Cleveland’s Little Italy, located in
the nineteenth ward, voting in 1928 was not without controversy. As urban political power
in metropolises such as Cleveland depended on the ability of the machine bosses to deliver
the vote, the potential of the Italian-American electorate caught their attention. A peaceful
yet unethical attempt to transfer the Italian-American precincts of the nineteenth ward to
the twenty-fifth ward to dilute the group’s power had already failed during the 1921
redistricting.” In November 1928, political partisans turned to more violent means to upset
free voting. During one Republican rally at the Mayfield Theater attended by local political
boss Maurice Maschke, a tear gas bomb — supposedly set by Democrats who warned
Maschke and others not to campaign in the district — disrupted the gathering. Although no
one was hurt, the bomb, which “let go with a sound like a bursting automobile tire,” forced
a temporary evacuation while organizers cleared the fumes.?* On election day, Maschke
demanded police protection for the ward after telling the board of elections that “hired
gunmen are planning to steal the election for the Democrats ... [and] these gunmen have
gone into election booths and are intimidating the voters.” A reporter at the scene “found
a highly charged atmosphere” with various irregularities. People illegally campaigned

within one hundred feet of the polls, and others lounged nearby with “their hands sunk

2 For example, in Chicago, a 1921 murder ended the rise of an Italian-American
politician who challenged the political bosses. Residents of Boston’s North End believed
that the political machine would have fallen much earlier than it did in 1939 if not for
years of irregularities. See Humbert S. Nelli, “John Powers and the Italians: Politics in a
Chicago Ward, 1896-1921,” Journal of American History 57, no. 1 (June 1970): 82,
https://doi.org/10.2307/1900550; William Foote Whyte, Street Corner Society: The
Social Structure of an Italian Slum, fourth edition (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Press, 1993), 194-96.

2 “Foresee Norwood as U.S. Marshal,” Cleveland Plain Dealer (Cleveland, OH), 19 July
1921, all Ohio edition, 10.

2 “Tear Bomb Fails to Rout Maschke,” Cleveland Plain Dealer, 5 November 1928, 1.
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deep in their pockets and eyeing all [campaign] banners.” Unnamed people cryptically told
electors entering the polling station to “vote right.”*

These allegedly Democratic threats cannot be validated with certainty as Maschke
had a history of unethical practices. After having first come to power in 1909 for his role
in defeating reformist Mayor Tom L. Johnson, Maschke consolidated his power during the
1920s by subverting the city-manager plan (which ironically had sought to lessen the
influence of machine politics), including an agreement with the Democratic leader to split
patronage sixty-forty in Republican favor.® Only two days after the controversy in the
nineteenth ward, the Akron Beacon Journal’s editorial section denounced Maschke as “the
evil genius of Ohio Republican politics” who could steal votes “with a reckless
shamelessness that put to blush the notorious ballot thefts of Cincinnati.” However, he was
too intelligent and clever to be linked personally to the actions of his henchmen.?” On some
accounts, the Beacon Journal was correct. Although the public heard reports of voter fraud
during the August primaries by the November 1928 general election (the Ohio secretary of
state had dismissed the entire Cuyahoga County Board of Elections as a response), the

following months provided more clarity.?® According to Edward C. Turner, who by this

time was the former Ohio attorney general for about a month, “Maschke’s influence was

25 “Maschke Calls on Board to Stop Gunmen in 19",” Cleveland Plain Dealer, 7
November 1928, 3.
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so potent in the Nineteenth Ward that, with the exception of Senator [Theodore E.] Burton
and a part of the legislative ticket, all the cheating, stealing and ballot box stuffing which
we found in that ward was done for Mr. Maschke’s slate of candidates.” This included
“more than 470 erasures of X marks” on ballots from precinct G, a heavily Italian-
American section.?® The fact that Democrats believed they had a good chance at winning
the ward, while the final count provided a two-to-one victory for Hoover, further suggests
interference.*

Maschke’s power declined after 1928, but he remained Republican county
chairman until 1933, including through a notorious embezzlement trial that ended with an
acquittal ruling by a three-judge panel in 1932.3* Whether or not the Democrats were really
to blame for voter intimidation, as Maschke claimed, is not the issue; the actual significance
of these events in the nineteenth ward is that they threatened citizens and undermined fair
elections. These methods scared potential voters into staying home, convinced them to vote
against their interests, or even changed their votes after they had cast them. Italian
Americans were not free to vote as they wished until the collapse of the political machine.

Italian Americans living outside Cleveland’s nineteenth ward also faced
intimidation, unfair practices, and possible repercussions that undermined fair elections. In

1927, 1l Cittadino Italo-Americano reported that three Italian-American men physically

2 “Text of Turner’s Attack on Maschke as ‘Menace,’” Cleveland Plain Dealer, 17
February 1929, 1, 8. See “List of Electors, Ward 12 to 22, 1928,” sec. List of Electors
Registered in Ward 19 Precinct G, Cuyahoga County Archives, Cleveland, OH, for
composition of the precinct.

30 Ralph J. Donaldson, “Hoover Has Landslide in County, Chance in City,” Cleveland
Plain Dealer, 7 November 1928, 1, 12.

31 Maisel, Jews in American Politics, 384; Harold E. Hatch, “Get Verdict Today in Tax
Theft Trial,” Cleveland Plain Dealer, 19 October 1932, 1, 4; Harold E. Hatch, “Maschke,
All Others Acquitted,” Cleveland Plain Dealer, 20 October 1932, 1, 8.
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assaulted Celestino Petrarca, the newspaper’s director and a noted member of
Youngstown’s Italian American Political Association. The attack was without provocation,
and Il Cittadino’s only theory was that the men were upset about the previous month’s
election in which Petrarca strongly supported Democrat Joseph Heffernan in the mayoral
race.3? The following year, while Cleveland experienced significant fraud, the board of
elections in Youngstown dealt with numerous improprieties. Although the Youngstown
Vindicator reported “very little trouble” considering the high turnout, there were still
accounts of some polling places opening early or late and many complaints regarding
anonymity. The ballots had attached stubs with registration numbers, which poll workers
were to remove and collect separately to ensure a secret vote. Some neglected to do this,
requiring intervention by election officials.®®* This failure to follow procedures may have
been accidental, but any loss of secrecy played into fears. As resident Nicola Criscione
explained years later in an interview, “in the olden days you voted as your bosses and your
superintendent or your owner said,” and failure to adhere meant losing one’s job.** The risk
of rejecting the endorsed candidate was too high if the employer discovered the vote. As
Criscione continued, elites found other ways to rig the elections. In one case, an Italian-
American candidate running for city council lost by a slim margin. A group of Italian-
American railroad workers had planned to vote for the man after their shift. On their way

to the polls, a “wreck whistle” sounded, informing them that there had been an accident in

32 “Una Vigliacca Aggressione Perpetrata Contro la Persona del Nostro Direttore,” |1
Cittadino Italo-Americano, 10 December 1927, 1.

33 Ernest N. Nemenyi, “Half of Vote Already Is In,” Youngstown Vindicator, 6 November
1928, 1, 4.

3 Nicola Criscione, interview by William Jenkins, transcript, 8 May 1984, 10,
Youngstown State University Oral History Program: Ku Klux Klan Project: Personal
Experiences, O. H. 311, Maag Library, Youngstown State University, Youngstown, OH.
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the yard and all employees needed to return immediately. There was no train wreck, and
Criscione believed someone might have sounded the alarm intentionally to keep the
candidate from winning.?®

Employers pressured workers to vote for pro-business Republican candidates
throughout western Pennsylvania. While occupational diversity gave some lItalian
Americans in Pittsburgh the opportunity to break away and vote for Al Smith in 1928, this
was impossible in many small communities dominated by one industry. Bosses in company
towns, such as Vandergrift, home of the American Sheet and Tin Plate Company, and
Windber and Carrolltown, built around coal mining interests, threatened to fire Italian-
American workers if they refused to vote for the approved candidates.* Pro-Republican
company foremen kept Indiana County red until 1934.3”

Political repression was especially harsh in Aliquippa, where the Jones and
Laughlin Steel Corporation (J&L Steel) controlled the local government tightly. To retain
employment at the mill, workers had to vote Republican.®® As one man claimed, they lived
“under the domination of the Republican Party” and were fearful about speaking out since

the company had informants and worked hand-in-hand with the police.*® Residents

3 Criscione, 14-15.

% Luconi, “Testing the ‘Smith Revolution” Among Italian American Voters in
Pennsylvania,” 29-32; Stefano Luconi, “Oral Histories of Italian Americans in the Great
Depression: The Politics and Economics of the Crisis,” in Oral History, Oral Culture,
and Italian Americans, ed. Luisa Del Giudice (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan,
2009), 32-33.

37 Stefano Luconi, “The Immigrant Editor as Ethnic Political Broker: Francesco Biamonte
and the Italian American Community in Indiana County, Pennsylvania,” Italian
Americana 13, no. 1 (Winter 1995): 44, https://www:.jstor.org/stable/29776267.

3¢ Lisa McGirr, The War on Alcohol: Prohibition and the Rise of the American State
(New York, NY: W. W. Norton, 2016), 178-79.

3 Dominic Del Turco, interview by unknown, transcript, n.d., 14, box 2, folder 45,
Beaver Valley Labor History Society Collection, 1909-1981, AlS.1981.08, Archives &
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recounted stories of intimidation and punishment before the fall of the political machine.
Rumors claimed that the local high school football coach lost his job and was forced to
leave town after running for tax collector as a Democrat in 1924.%° Bert lacobucci
remembered that authorities also arrested a barber named Joe Rossetti for campaigning for
Al Smith in 1928.4* Ormond Montini likely remembered the same man, only in his telling
Rossetti was not a barber but a fired J&L Steel employee who ran a nightclub and sought
to start a Democratic Party organization in Aliquippa. When unknown people destroyed
his club, locals suspected it was another attempt to force Rossetti to leave town.*> During
the 1932 election, lacobucci’s brother Caesar and another man, Giulio, rented a donkey,
the symbol of the Democratic Party, to parade down Franklin Avenue, the main
thoroughfare, a clever snub to the Republican establishment. J&L Steel blacklisted both
men. *

It was only after this intimidation began to collapse that people were able to express

their politics freely. The Great Depression and the arrival of the New Deal struck down

Special Collections, University of Pittsburgh. The finding aid listed his name as Dominic
Del Turco, while the transcript spelled it Domenic DelTurco. For consistency, the finding
aid spelling is used.

% Bert lacobucci, interview by unknown, transcript, 23 October 1979, 33, box 2, folder
49, Beaver Valley Labor History Society Collection, 1909-1981, AlS.1981.08, Archives
& Special Collections, University of Pittsburgh; Bert lacobucci, interview by unknown,
transcript, 5 December 1979, 18, box 2, folder 49, Beaver Valley Labor History Society
Collection, 1909-1981, AIS.1981.08, Archives & Special Collections, University of
Pittsburgh.

41 Jacobucci, interview, 23 October 1979, 33.

2 Ormond Montini, interview by unknown, transcript, 2 August 1978, 7-8, box 2, folder
55, Beaver Valley Labor History Society Collection, 1909-1981, AIS.1981.08, Archives
& Special Collections, University of Pittsburgh. In Montini’s transcript, the spelling of
the name is Russetti, not Rossetti. This discrepancy was most likely because of
transcription from the audiotape.

# lacobucci, interview, 23 October 1979, 34-36.
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barriers erected by political machines, and Italian Americans voiced their true opinions as
fear subsided. As Montini implied in his interview, the movement to support the Democrats
started around 1928 with Al Smith, but it did not take off because of the repression.** Only
those not employed by the company risked being political in public. This was why people
like Aliquippa’s barbers were the most active concerning political causes.*> As independent
businessmen, an employer could not extort them for votes.

The Great Depression lessened the fear of J&L Steel since blacklisting no longer
carried much weight during a time of mass unemployment. Tony Riccitelli, who got a
position in the tube mill in 1929, used his jobless status during the 1932 election as an
opportunity to reject Republican candidates. He was only twenty years old, but he
convinced a local Republican to vouch for him as the man assumed that Riccitelli planned
to vote Republican. Barriers to registration collapsed when the local political machine
thought it was in its interest. But as Riccitelli made clear, the shift to overtly supporting
Roosevelt took several years because those still employed in 1932 refused to risk their
jobs.*

A lack of candidates fitting the desired Italian-American political ideology
strengthened apathy. Supporting a mediocre nominee as a protest was not a valid
justification to risk one’s livelihood. Nino Colonna was another underage Aliquippa
resident whom J&L Steel registered to vote for the company’s approved ticket in 1929.

With no suitable choices on a pro-business Republican ballot, he wrote in curse words

# Montini, interview, 30-31.

% lacobucci, interview, 23 October 1979, 51.

% Tony Riccitelli, interview by unknown, transcript, 9 November 1978, 2-3, 6-9, box 2,
folder 56, Beaver Valley Labor History Society Collection, 1909-1981, AlS.1981.08,
Archives & Special Collections, University of Pittsburgh.
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rather than capitulate.”” Others whose families depended on their employment lacked
Colonna’s youthful militancy. Risking a job to snub the Republican establishment without
a viable political alternative was not an attractive option. The potential repercussions were
too high to risk making a statement.

However, the years prior to the New Deal were not a time of complete political
inaction. When a viable, acceptable candidate stood for election, many Italian Americans
crossed these barriers and offered support. Returning to Joseph Heffernan’s election to
mayor of Youngstown in 1927, a victory that may have been the reason for the assault on
Celestino Petrarca, the candidate had widespread Italian-American support. He received
endorsements from the Italian American Political Association and a group of Italian-
American Catholic women.*® After his narrow win by a few hundred votes,* Il Cittadino
Italo-Americano asserted that the mayor-elect’s “victory was undoubtedly a real victory of
the people” as he was a man not beholden to business or Protestant religious crusaders, and
he cared about and respected lesser groups like the Italian Americans.>

Heffernan fit many attributes sought by Italian-American voters. Having spent
much of his youth traveling the United States, he had working-class credentials, including

jobs in a local steel mill, as a cook on an Ohio River steamboat, as a rivet heater in an

4 Nino Colonna, interview by unknown, transcript, 9 October 1979, 6-7, box 2, folder
43, Beaver Valley Labor History Society Collection, 1909-1981, AlS.1981.08, Archives
& Special Collections, University of Pittsburgh.

%8 “Italians Back Joe Heffernan,” Youngstown Vindicator, 31 October 1927, 1; “Una
Importante Riunione Delle Donne Cattoliche Italiane A Favore Della Candidatura Del
Giudice Joe Heffernan A Sindaco Della Citta’ Di Youngstown,” Il Cittadino Italo-
Americano, 22 October 1927, 1.

% “I Risultati Completi delle Elezioni della Citta di Youngstown,” Il Cittadino Italo-
Americano, 12 November 1927, 2. Heffernan defeated his nearest opponent 14,369 to
14,026 with over 36,000 votes cast to all mayoral candidates.

s0 ““A Sipario Calato,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 12 November 1927, 1.
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Oklahoma oil field, and as a hotel clerk in California.>* Heffernan spoke the language of
working-class grievance. While campaigning for Al Smith in 1928, he described the United
States as a struggle between democracy and the people against capitalists and their greed.
Republicans failed to help workers, and while the entire party may not have been “thieves,”
far too many found a home under its banner.>* During his previous tenure on the municipal
court, Heffernan ruled fairly and earned the affectionate titles of “Judge Joe” and the
“Humane Judge.”** Concerning Prohibition, he applied the law based on class and intent,
punishing commercial bootleggers while imposing only small fines against the poor for
possessing “a small bottle of liquor, or homemade wine.”** As mayor, he temporarily
suspended an overly aggressive vice agent.>> He brought William B. Spagnola into his
administration as a third assistant law director, a sign of respect for the Italian-American
community.®¢ After improprieties arose concerning wrongfully paid vacations for the city
water department employees, Heffernan dismissed the water commissioner, an act that 1l
Cittadino Italo-Americano viewed as protecting the larger public of poor taxpayers.>” He

became associated with notable local public works, including a grade elimination project

st George M. DePetit, “Why Judge Heffernan Is a Real Judge” (election handbill, n.d.),
box 1, folder 8, Joseph L. Heffernan Papers, 1922-1940, RG 77/7, Archives & Special
Collections, William F. Maag, Jr. Library, Youngstown State University, Youngstown,
OH.

s2“Un discorso politico dal nostro Sindaco all’East Side,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 1
September 1928, 1.

53 DePetit, “Why Judge Heffernan Is a Real Judge.”

>+ Joseph L. Heffernan to Vic Donahey, letter, 23 August 1925, box 1, folder 4, Joseph L.
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1928, 4.
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to build bridges over railroad tracks north of the central business district and the opening
of a new park in the Italian-American enclave of Brier Hill.>® Finally, Heffernan had an
independent streak and was willing to break from the local party apparatus when
necessary.>® Many of these attributes — community respect, acknowledgment of working-
class issues, and emphasizing policies and projects that would help their lives — were
political positions that Italian Americans sought over the decade before the New Deal.
Heffernan himself acknowledged this new base of voters. In an interview toward
the end of his life, he believed “that we at Youngstown formed in 1927, a coalition which,
on a small scale, was a prototype of the national coalition formed by Roosevelt in the
campaign of 1932.%° Furthermore, he was adamant that he “could not have been elected
without strong support by them,” the white ethnics, including Italian, Czechoslovakian,
and Jewish Americans.* Heffernan inspired disillusioned Italian Americans, proving that
once someone with the proper credentials and ideology arose, then that candidate could

enroll the group into a new political base.
New Deal Realignment

Most scholars assert that the 1928 Herbert Hoover-Al Smith election was the

beginning of a political realignment that ended with white ethnics, including the Italian

s8 “A Sipario Calato,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 12 November 1927, 1; “Il Primo
Lavoro del Passaggio a Livello a Youngstown,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 20 October
1928, 1; “L’Apertura del Nuovo Parco a Brier Hill,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 22
September 1928, 2.

58 “Mayor Denies Bolting Party,” Youngstown Vindicator, 1 September 1928, 1-2; “Dopo
il discorso del Sindaco all’East Side,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 8 September 1928, 4.
¢ Joseph L. Heffernan, interview by Hugh G. Earnhart, transcript, 2 May 1974, 22,
Youngstown State University Oral History Program: Mayors Project: Political
Experience, O. H. 4, Maag Library, Youngstown State University, Youngstown, OH.

o1 Heffernan, 76—77. See 19-22, 76-80 for Heffernan’s description of this coalition,
which also included African Americans.
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Americans, firmly in the New Deal camp of the Democratic Party. Samuel Lubell famously
wrote in The Future of American Politics that “before the Roosevelt Revolution there was
an Al Smith Revolution.”® Smith, not Roosevelt, began the reordering of the party
coalitions that ushered in two decades of Democratic presidential power.%® Subsequent
political scientists have repeated Lubell’s thesis that some realignment toward a New Deal
coalition began before Roosevelt.®* The assertion that realignment started before the 1932
election became the standard interpretation. The debate shifted to not when realignment
occurred but whether it was due to a mass conversion of voters from one party to another
or a mobilization of the previously nonvoting or unaffiliated.®

Concerning the topic of Italian-American ideology, this debate about the statistics
— registrations, returns, and turnout — ignores the mood of the community. The approach
tells how people voted but provides little clarity about their motivation, feelings, and
reasoning. First, many lItalian Americans failed to see Democrats like Al Smith as

representative of the party. The triumph of New Deal Democrats by the mid-1930s created

&2 Samuel Lubell, The Future of American Politics (New York, NY: Harper & Brothers,
1952), 35.
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the retrospective illusion of a party moving toward a liberal consensus throughout the
1920s. In arguing his “Theory of Critical Elections,” political scientist V. O. Key, Jr.
merged returns from Robert M. La Follette’s third-party Progressive run in 1924 with those
of Democrat John W. Davis as evidence for an earlier transition of New England voters.
Perhaps some supporters did feel that Democrat Burton K. Wheeler of Montana, who
became La Follette’s running mate after he condemned the conservative wing of his party,
was the best hope for a Democratic New Deal-style liberal insurgency after the Progressive
leader’s death in 1925.%7 In contrast, Italian Americans specifically named Republican
Fiorello La Guardia as La Follette’s “right-hand man” and the possible heir to the
movement.%® They never closed the door to an ideologically aligned president arising from
the Republican Party.

Furthermore, election returns alone failed to tell the whole story. As Stefano Luconi
argued, Italian-American realignment toward Al Smith and the Democrats was an “urban
phenomenon” as pressures to vote Republican in small towns hid the electorate’s true
feelings.®® Voting likely fit the model expressed by James L. Sundquist in which uneven
patterns of mobilizations and conversions brought people into the Democratic Party during
the 1930s. An extreme example supporting Luconi’s point occurred in Westmoreland
County, Pennsylvania, home to small towns and mining communities named in this and

previous chapters such as Greensburg, Vandergrift, Irwin, and New Derry. Between 1932

% Key, Jr., “A Theory of Critical Elections,” 5-6.
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and 1938, the county’s total number of registered voters declined while Democrats still
made substantial gains.” The issue with these statistical generalizations is that they tell
how people voted but not why. Numbers also obscure levels of enthusiasm and
commitment. Many probably favored Al Smith, and even Roosevelt in 1932, but not
enough to risk their jobs.

From an Italian-American perspective, the elections of 1928 and 1932 were rebukes
of the status quo with voters driven by grievance rather than potential gains.”* A protest
vote does not itself create a lasting coalition. As W. Phillips Shively wrote in “A
Reinterpretation of the New Deal Realignment,” before “the introduction of the New Deal
there was no basis for a permanent shift in voting on economic grounds. The most that
might have been sustained was short-term protest voting, of the sort which presumably
occurred in 1932.”72 Without a substantial platform that met voters’ approval, the elections
of 1928 and 1932 were times of shifting allegiances based on aggravation and protest. In
1928, these involved ethnic and religious defenses, while 1932 was a rebuke of Republican
economic policies.” Only after the New Deal began in 1933 were Italian Americans given
the opportunity to vote against conservative and bigoted politics, their driving reasons

before 1932, and for a platform, beyond the Prohibition issue, that they found acceptable.

70 Sundquist, Dynamics of the Party System, 230-35.

7t Realignment is something that political scientists and historians have noted in
hindsight. Had a more conservative Democrat run in 1932 and won, such as the 1924
presidential nominee John W. Davis or Franklin Roosevelt’s own vice president, John
Nance Garner, who famously broke with FDR during their second term, this realignment
would likely not have happened. Only once someone in the mold of Al Smith followed
and built upon his constituency was there the creation of a new and lasting coalition.
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Once Roosevelt and the New Dealers adopted much of the ideology already favored by the
Italian Americans, the group became a devout constituency.

The 1928 election was a fight about what Al Smith represented, not his ideological
preferences. Smith offered voters a few positives, namely the promise to end Prohibition.
Nevertheless, Italian Americans justified their support as a repudiation of conservative
Republican policies rather than an optimistic acceptance of the Democratic platform. Even
before the 1928 election, grievances against typical Republican positions on immigration
restriction, Prohibition, nativism, and corporate interests pushed Italian Americans away
from the party.” It was evident by the mid-1920s that conservative pro-business leaders,
like Calvin Coolidge, subverted the more liberal, progressive wing of the party.” Italian
Americans heavily critiqued the Republican notion of prosperity as a facade. While the
business class thrived, ordinary people suffered.” Angelo Di Renzo pointed out the
similarities between Coolidge’s message of economic prosperity and the mythical phoenix:
“Everyone talks about it and nobody knows where it is.” He did not dispute Coolidge and
Treasury Secretary Andrew Mellon’s claim that the United States grew richer during the

preceding years. Instead, he reminded readers that the two political leaders refused to

7+ Luconi, “The Immigrant Editor as Ethnic Political Broker,” 45-48.

7> The lack of appropriate Democratic candidates was an issue. As Joseph Heffernan
bemoaned in a private letter to Newton D. Baker in November 1926, “Calvin, the
Nothing. Still what have we by contrast to offer?” See Joseph L. Heffernan to Newton D.
Baker, letter, 24 November 1926, box 1, folder 5, Joseph L. Heffernan Papers, 1922—
1940, RG 77/7, Archives & Special Collections, William F. Maag, Jr. Library,
Youngstown State University, Youngstown, OH.
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acknowledge that the vast majority of that new wealth remained with the industrial and
commercial powers at the top, rather than trickling down to the average person.”
Italian-American criticism did not change when Coolidge left office. Il Cittadino
Italo-Americano rebutted the president’s last State of the Union message in which he
claimed that his financial policies “brought to the Nation wealth and prosperity.”
America’s success may have convinced economic theorists and financiers, but average
people “in these last years had to substitute the word prosperity with depression.”
Workers experienced an affordability crisis as tax requirements and the rising cost of
necessities exceeded their pay.”® Leaders built the American economic recovery of the mid-
1920s on a shaky foundation. In one vivid analogy, Coolidge acted like an optimistic doctor
at the foot of a patient’s deathbed, reassuring the person, a metaphor for the working class,
that improvement — prosperity — was happening.” Coolidge’s death in January 1933
brought no end to the antagonism. Unione editor Al Tronzo remarked that the timing of the
former president’s passing was appropriate; it kept alive the myth of his economic
achievements before they were wholly refuted, and it promised him a place as “the patron
saint of brokerage firms and banks.”® Even before the Wall Street stock market crash,
Italian Americans believed that the conservative Republican economic platform failed their

community and most Americans.
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The nomination of Al Smith to represent the Democratic Party against Herbert
Hoover created the intersection of two impetuses for Italian-American political
engagement. First, these voters turned out because of the simmering anger about
Coolidge’s Republican Party harming workers. Second, supporting the Irish-Catholic Al
Smith became akin to defending themselves from discrimination. Il Cittadino Italo-
Americano was clear about this point: “Why are we Democrats in this election? Because
we are guided by common sense — Because we defend our honor. The Italians especially,
today, represent the biggest target of the Klanist scoundrel and of the inept and malicious
Nordics.”®! The focus for Italian Americans was what Smith stood against, rather than for,
which made him the clear winner in the campaign but not someone who provided solutions
to most of their problems.

Backing Al Smith was equivalent to defending themselves as white ethnics and
Catholics. As Joseph Heffernan commented, “he was to them [immigrants and their
children] more than a political leader; he was the personification of their own struggles and
aspirations.”®> Smith was the embodiment of the masses of non-Protestant new immigrants
who, as detailed in chapter two, came to accept the basic tenets of American civic
nationalism. Italian Americans projected themselves onto Smith because his candidacy
represented the principle that one’s birthplace in society did not matter and opportunity

was open to all people.®® Nevertheless, he could not escape the prejudicial stereotypes
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hurled at him by opponents, including socialistic tendencies, rumors of drunkenness, and
jokes about the suitability of his wife as a potential first lady.®*

A Smith victory would have meant the fulfillment of the promise that all people,
regardless of national origin or religion, had equal opportunity in the United States.
Unfortunately, critics’ attacks compelled Smith and his allies to respond. The presidential
contest became a debate about identity politics and ethnic-religious grievance rather than
about any reasoned ideology. A spring 1927 open letter that received wide dispersion
across the United States gave people a taste of the coming conflict and anti-Catholic
shaming. Charles C. Marshall, a retired attorney and prominent Episcopalian, raised
questions about a possible Smith presidency by arguing that no Catholic could fully
separate himself from his religion to govern the United States.®> Smith’s response made the
front page of the ethnic press. He defended himself at length and stated his belief in the
separation of Church and State. He cited his record as proof, including the nineteen times
he swore an oath to defend the Constitution.® Still, the religion issue put Italian-American
voters on the defensive. While the Italian-American press raised questions about
Republican assertions of prosperity, the need to defend the Catholic Smith dominated the

discussion.®”
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Supporting Smith meant repudiating the Republican Party, which Italian Americans
increasingly viewed as an organization of bigots and beholden to the almighty dollar and
big business. By the end of September 1928, a belief circulated that Hoover would win
because of his commitment to big money interests that decided the election.®® One late
October article explained the real motivation behind the election: “It is not the drink, it is
not religion, it is the dollar. The Republican Party[, the] true expression of capitalisml[,] is
never satisfied of the blood of the victims.”® Il Cittadino Italo-Americano editor Carlo
Caselli dismissed Hoover’s platform in its entirety, proclaiming that “it deserves no
consideration” because its most salient point was the enforcement of Prohibition, a farcical
commitment considering the nation’s needs. The nominee admitted that alcohol was not
harmful in moderation, but he was too ambitious to challenge Prohibition. The editor
painted Hoover as “una marionetta” (a puppet) who bent to the will of others.®

Al Smith offered Italian Americans a few convincing social issues to justify their
vote, namely an end to Prohibition and more respect to immigrants, the working class, and
Catholics, but the community lacked any real idea of his specific economic ideology.**
Republicans dominated the national conversation and forced Italian Americans to debate

their talking points rather than envision a Smith presidency beyond a condemnation of
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conservative politics.®? In other words, Italian Americans came to support Smith more out
of anger to address grievances related to pro-business Republican politics, discrimination,
and upholding American civic ideals than out of optimism for a new platform.

After assuming the presidency, Hoover alienated Italian-American voters.
Continuing the previous analogy of Coolidge as a doctor watching a patient die, the duty
now fell to Hoover. Italian Americans wished him to succeed for the general good of the
country, but this did beg the question: “What will he do? Will he be able to devise new
means to cure the tuberculosis of his Nation’s commerce?”*®* Hoover adhered to Coolidge’s
remedies, so he failed the ideological test for Italian-American approval of his governance.
First, he offered no resolution to the Prohibition issue. After taking office, he planned to
defer to the courts, which to Italian Americans appeared a dereliction of leadership when
the real solution was a plebiscite and direct legislative action.®* Instead, he allowed the
continuation of an issue that tore Americans apart and was antithetical to their supposed
values. While men like Professor William Starr Myers at Princeton University attacked

Benito Mussolini as a despot, the ethnic press called for self-reflection before condemning

%2 This lack of policy discussion was related to the nature of the campaign. As the
Youngstown Vindicator remarked the Saturday before the election, “not in 50 years has a
candidate for President talked so little as Mr. Hoover has since his nomination.”
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talked of by men and women for now three months have been prohibition, Smith’s
religion, farm relief and in some localities the water power trust, but Mr. Hoover has
steadily refused to discuss the first two of these and has completely subordinated the third
and fourth to talk of the tariff and prosperity.” Ordinary people could not debate the
merits of the candidates’ plans when Hoover remained silent and Smith spent much of his
time defending his background. See “Never Before,” Youngstown Vindicator, 3
November 1928, 6.

% “L’0On. Coolidge cede il Potere all’On. Hoover,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 2 March
1929, 1.

% “Ubi jus incertum, ibi jus nullum,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 16 March 1929, 1.
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others: “What does the Government of Washington do, which for 11 years [has oppressed]
a mass [of citizens], imposing with violence and abuse a law against every sense of civility,
... [a law that] chokes the liberty of the people?”*®

Hoover’s financial policy also failed to gain Italian-American backing because it
copied Coolidge’s approach. In the spring of 1929, months before the Wall Street crash
brought the reality of financial hardship to millions, Il Cittadino Italo-Americano was
already voicing the opinion that the government’s economic strategy brought misery to the
laboring masses. It bluntly told readers that America was in a “state of financial depression”
as regular people were either out of work or crunched by an affordability crisis in which
wages failed to match rising costs.®® Continuing with remarks that would become more
common in subsequent years, editor Caselli proclaimed that “the capitalist soaks up the
national wealth, while the worker languishes.” For this reason, he called for people to go
beyond mutual aid societies and form a mass organization to reclaim their rights and hold
the government and the financial interests accountable. A peaceful, mass rebellion needed
to occur before conditions sparked a reaction that would rival “the terror of 14 July 1789,”
the Storming of the Bastille during the French Revolution.®” Caselli continued his point the
following week by proclaiming that Hoover was merely the figurehead for the capitalist
control of the government while repeating the need for a mass organization that would

include workers of every social class and every race to challenge the hegemony.*® The Wall

% “L’Ingenuita’ Presidenziale,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 23 March 1929, 1. The
reference to eleven years was likely dating Prohibition to the proposal of the Eighteenth
Amendment and the movement to ban alcohol before the official national enactment in
1920.
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% (. Caselli, “Continuando,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 18 May 1929, 1.

401



Street crash of 1929 amplified the message’s urgency, but it did not change the rhetoric as
newspapers still condemned capitalists and Hoover.*

In the days leading up to the 1930 midterm elections, Il Cittadino Italo-Americano
reinforced the importance of Italian Americans voicing their opinions at the ballot box and
suggested that the economic crisis would help illuminate candidate choices, guiding voters’
decisions.’® The Great Depression forced a debate about economic issues and the plight of
the working class. No longer could wealthy interests shape the political discussion solely
around such topics as Prohibition while waffling on economic ideology. It was easy for
some to support Hoover during times of “prosperity,” but with mass unemployment now
unignorable, the economic considerations which had been percolating within the Italian-
American community found their way to the forefront of the national political
conversation. The Republican midterm defeats became the overt manifestation of “the just
resentment of a slave people, oppressed by the tyranny of the dollar.”*

Hoover committed himself to a different approach when he realized that
Republicans needed to adopt alternative methods or suffer further losses. New
interventionist plans and the proposal of a more activist federal approach were moves in
the right direction but not the perfect solutions. Italian Americans viewed work-relief plans
as late in arriving and too narrow in scope. Il Cittadino Italo-Americano returned to its
doctor analogy, claiming that this was like injecting the patient with ether when more

radical methods were necessary. Instead, it was time to stop the prolonged suffering and

» C. C., “Si Specula Sulla Necessita’,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 4 April 1931, 3; Il
Punteruolo, “Punti e Spunti,” Unione, 22 April 1932, 2.
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change physicians.’®2 Americans needed structural transformation rather than a means to
dull only the worst effects of a slow economic death. There was some value in Hoover’s
approach concerning the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC), which foreshowed
the potential of federal intervention to come under the New Deal, but it was not enough.*®
Italian Americans, like others, observed firsthand the effects of the RFC as its loans helped
reopen local businesses, like banks.'** The approach gave those in Youngstown confidence
in their recapitalized financial institutions.'® However, as a whole, Hoover’s methods fell
short. The government bailed out industry and banks rather than helped regular people.°

Aid meant ostensibly to help the nation only confirmed suspicions about Hoover’s
ties to big business. While Mussolini’s government created buildings, new lakes, and other
projects that appeared to benefit the people, local aid in some places was another example
of working-class exploitation that Hoover was uninterested in stopping. For instance,
Italian Americans in Aliquippa questioned arranged local relief because it appeared tied to
the Jones and Laughlin Steel Corporation and local businessman Paul M. Moore.
Originally an employee of J&L Steel, Moore arrived in the area in 1906 to plan and arrange

the building of the Aliquippa Works for the company. He later served in local government

102 “Siringa di Etere,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 25 October 1930, 1.

13 Ellis W. Hawley, “The New Deal and Business,” in The New Deal: The National
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and started his own contracting business that profited from deals with the corporation.®’
Dominic Del Turco was one employee who sought local relief. Officials sent him to
Moore’s farm, where workers cut down trees and built roads. His compensation was a
dollar a week and food vouchers redeemable for groceries. According to Del Turco, the
local Republican administration worked hand-in-hand with J&L Steel to distribute work
on the properties of area elites, like Moore.*® Joe Di Ciero faced a similar experience,
except after applying at Moore’s store for relief, officials assigned him to pull roots at a
local golf course.’® Tony Riccitelli asked why Moore and entities connected to him
distributed relief food supplied by the government, but his J&L Steel boss fired him —
Riccitelli was working only irregularly by this time — for being “too damn smart.”*
Besides many projects bringing little civic or community value, the work payments were
tainted as people, including Di Ciero and his wife, remembered receiving staples like flour
filled with worms.***

These early Depression experiences amplified the previous Italian-American
distrust of pro-business Republican policies, ensuring that Hoover would not receive much

support in the 1932 presidential race. Unione noted that Hoover had no popular backing at
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the beginning of the election year as three-quarters of people were averse to his governance
and the other quarter were politically indifferent.**2 Anger reigned concerning the state of
the American economy, Republican mistruths and inability to accept reality, and the
president’s poor treatment of the Bonus Army.*** In one instance, disillusionment with
Hoover’s United States became comical. Unione printed lyrics set to the tune of “Where
Do You Work-a, John?,” a humorous novelty song about working for the Delaware-
Lackawanna Railroad expressed in the accented English of a recent immigrant.** In the
parody version, “Wattsa Matter Tony?,” the narrator explained why he needed to return to
Italy:

Sedda Tonee, when election comma,

Myya bossa sedda to me:

“Iffa you wanta pro-sper-a-tie

You votta for Huvaree.”

Soa, lyya votta for Huvaree

Anda da Demm bossa fire me

Soa, | no canna push

On da Railroad Companee.'*®
Italian Americans did not support Hoover, but hostility to the sitting president did not
translate into wholehearted acceptance of his Democratic rival.

The issue was that no one seemed sure about the Democratic platform beyond a

few points. As historians have argued, Franklin Roosevelt’s 1932 run for the presidency
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was light on specifics and plans, a characteristic not lost on Italian Americans.
Roosevelt’s nomination brought a muted, matter-of-fact response.**” His own words failed
to offer faith in his potential governance. As one editor noted concerning an August
address, the candidate denounced Hoover but offered only superficial remedies with no
concrete economic program that would address the core of American financial troubles.*
A month before the general election, Il Cittadino Italo-Americano summarized and
concurred with Frank Kent of the Baltimore Sun. He argued “that this (presidential)
campaign will not be very enlightening to the thinking voters,” as both sides deferred policy
discussion.*® Without a clear vision, people lacked enthusiasm.**

Furthermore, as conscious as they were about the Republican Party kowtowing to
big business, Italian Americans recognized that the Democratic Party had its share of
nativist politicians. For example, Senator J. Thomas Heflin of Alabama had a long history
of denouncing Italian Americans as foreigners, Catholics, and eventually Fascists.!?* Italian
Americans knew his Klan affiliation and racial views, and their press suggested that the

raving senator belonged in a mental institution.*?? One article referred to him as “/’asino
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incappucciato” (the hooded ass), a clever reference to his stupidity, political party, and ties
to the Klan.*> Heflin lost his seat in the 1930 election, but the future direction of the
Democratic Party was unknown in 1932, and his specter still lingered as a symbol of
prejudice even after his departure.*>*

Perhaps the simplest explanation for Hoover’s loss in 1932 came from Bert
Iacobucci in Aliquippa: “People got tired of Hoover.”??® It was a protest vote.?®* As Al
Tronzo wrote weeks before the Democratic National Convention presented voters a
candidate:

“Give the Democrats a break. ... VVote for a Democratic president, be he who he

may, and give the Jackass a chance to lead us to that corner around which

prosperity, they say, lurks. ... And if it doesn’t give you a job, at least you’ll have

the satisfaction of knowing that the party that gave you a four year holiday will also

be walking the streets[.] ... Anyway, make it one helluva protest vote; and above

all demand that your representatives represent and not dominate you.”*?’
Roosevelt’s victory in November elicited relief, but little enthusiasm, as Italian Americans
equated the Democratic triumph to Republican errors.

Franklin Roosevelt and the Democrats promised an end to Prohibition and gave
vague reassurances that they would implement a “New Deal,” but the details were yet to

be known. As Il Cittadino Italo-Americano stated during the lame-duck period after the

election, the alcohol issue preoccupied politicians and the press, but “pane e lavoro” (bread
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and work) appeared to be the more pressing concerns.*? Unfortunately, the campaign failed
to address these needs clearly. The notion of change got Roosevelt into office, but his
policies — his tackling of the pane e lavoro, bread and butter, issues — caused Italian
Americans to reward him and his allies with confidence in their governance and ultimately

reelection.
New Deal Confluence

Days before the 1932 election, Unione editor G. A. Lopez asserted that the outcome
was to be a protest against the sitting president, not an affirmation of his challenger,
because people had no political options that were counter “to the dominant capitalism in
its two manifestations: Republican and Democratic, two branches of a same trunk that
threatens ruin.”**° Educated commentators like Lopez did not foresee that Franklin
Roosevelt would move the Democratic Party in a new direction and reshape the political
paradigm. As political scientist Samuel Lubell stated, “it would be a mistake to regard the
Roosevelt coalition as strictly a product of the depression. ... It was not the depression
which made Roosevelt the champion of the urban masses but what he did after he came to
the Presidency.”*3! Roosevelt fulfilled the ideological preferences of the Italian-American
electorate, thereby gaining its support. As the New Deal unfolded, it dealt with decade-
long issues of concern for the community and satisfied Italian Americans by adopting many
of the same solutions that the ethnic group discussed over the previous years. The New

Deal appropriated their political preferences.
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Italian Americans combined influences from civic nationalism, leftism, and
Fascism to create a new ideological amalgamation that resembled the New Deal. First, they
desired a true democracy, which they viewed as the fulfillment of civic ideals. Native-born
Americans told the ethnic group that American values included principles such as a
government representative of all people and equality for all citizens, but leaders failed to
uphold these values throughout the 1920s. Second, leftists bequeathed ideas about workers’
rights and mass unionism. Leftist cynicism about American politics failing to address
ordinary people’s grievances reinforced the need to fulfill civic equality. Third, Fascism
offered a model worth imitating. Those in the United States spent the better part of a decade
admiring Fascism’s ability to enact structural changes in Italy. Their observations made
them comfortable with an activist government. The more that Mussolini meddled in the
Italian economy — manipulating the currency, regimenting Italian agriculture, and finally
implementing corporatism — the more successful the Italian model appeared next to the
failing United States. They believed the propaganda that the Fascist state delivered
working-class benefits. While leftists had previously feared the state because of its role in
repressing workers’ voices, Fascism showed that the government could collaborate with
labor. Italian Americans came to embrace government intervention, including corporatism,
massive public works programs, and an empowered leader willing to break norms for the
nation’s benefit.

As the New Deal unfolded, it delivered on Italian-American desires. The
Democratic Party opened opportunities for Italian-American political engagement.
Disillusionment turned into excitement as the New Deal tore down barriers to white-ethnic

politicians and allowed qualified community members to rise. It was symbiotic; Italian-
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American voters felt that the New Dealers respected them as a constituency, and they, in
turn, backed the realigned Democratic Party.

Fascism lent ideas concerning an activist state. Mussolini solved crises during the
1920s by consolidating power as a national leader and then reshaping the government to
become interventionist concerning the economy. When the Great Depression devastated
American businesses, the natural response was to seek a domestic Duce willing to act and
prod Congress toward economic interventionism. Roosevelt became that figure, and Italian
Americans compared him to Mussolini. They celebrated the New Deal’s National
Industrial Recovery Act because it mimicked parts of Italian corporatism. In addition to
funding massive public works, the NIRA’s National Recovery Administration theoretically
offered class collaboration with concessions to labor, most notably unionization in section
7(a), maximum working hours, and minimum wages. While conservatives criticized the
NRA for violating free-market norms, Italian Americans decried the act as not having gone
far enough.

As Roosevelt’s New Deal developed and unfolded, its doctrine moved closer to
Italian-American political wishes, consolidating the community’s support. They had built
their interpretation of Fascism on a leftist foundation, which meant that the measure of
success for an activist government and leader was the ability to mediate capital and labor
and raise the working class to parity. The NRA promised but did not fulfill this goal.
Instead, the Second New Deal enshrined the NRA’s lax labor provisions as enforceable
laws. The Second New Deal delivered most of the suggestions raised years prior by Angelo
Di Renzo. The editor had called for industrial unionism and the end of strikebreaking. New

Dealers strengthened the NRA’s section 7(a) into the Wagner Act, and a more powerful
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National Labor Relations Board guaranteed fair collective bargaining. Di Renzo suggested
social safety nets such as pensions and unemployment insurance, which became the 1935
Social Security Act. Finally, the NRA’s hours and wages provisions, which were meant to
solve the issue raised by Di Renzo about automation and the need to redistribute wealth,
continued in a limited form in the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act. Italian-American
political beliefs and the New Deal coalesced into one ideology.

The first intercession made by the New Deal involved the fulfillment of civic ideals.
As described in chapter five, a driving force behind the rise of political clubs was the belief
that Italian Americans lacked a voice in governance. Many political representatives and
power brokers resented the group’s political engagement, even though the act of becoming
informed and involved was at the core of American democracy. In 1925, the Italo-
American Civic League of New Castle, Pennsylvania, mobilized voters for the fall
elections. The organization endorsed a slate of candidates, and it arranged multiple
meetings throughout Lawrence County, including in the seat, New Castle, and in
Mahoningtown, Wampum, and Brent.*32 Those involved understood the potential reaction.
In justifying its place, the Civic League pointed to discrimination and that other peoples,
including German, Irish, and Jewish Americans, had more representation in government
than the Italians.’** As one article pointed out before the primaries, the school district in
the small community of Hillsville, Mahoning Township, consisted of around one hundred

and fifty Italian-American families, and the ethnic group contributed sixty percent of
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enrolled schoolchildren. It was logical to run a trusted representative for the school board
of directors.®* The Civic League organized against this “tyranny” with its best weapon,
voting.'** These efforts attracted opposition, including a half-page advertisement printed in
the local newspaper the day before the general election that attacked the group as
conspiratorial. It implored voters to choose candidates “who [did] not owe allegiance to
the Citizen’s League or to the Italian-American League or to any other league or to any
other special interest.”*** The leader of the Civic League, N. De Mita, pastor at St. Vitus
Church, defended the group stating, “we just demanded what every citizen is entitled to —
a square deal — regardless of color, creed or nationality.” De Mita justified his position by
noting that one-sixth of the city of New Castle was Italian American. They paid taxes and
owned homes, and he asked rhetorically, “is it not fitting that they should unite together to
improve their condition as citizens of the country? Should they not with this purpose in
view reasonably expect, not the adverse criticism, but rather the co-operation and
encouragement of their fellow citizens?”’**” Political power and control were the issues at
stake, and those who currently had them were unwilling to share them with a new group.
Those in Youngstown expressed this clearly with the belief that Italian-American

candidates failed because they were not part of the “clique.”**®* During the 1932 spring
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primaries, Domenico F. Rendinelli, Americanized as D. F. Rendinell, sought a place on the
Republican ticket for county prosecuting attorney.* The ethnic newspaper painted him as
“one of the most brilliant lawyers” in the city,** and he was a candidate who could have
united the “foreigners” of various origins.'** Born in Youngstown, Rendinell attended local
public schools before graduating from the University of Michigan in 1910. He returned
home and practiced law for two decades with a specialty in criminal defense.*> The ethnic
press had followed his career for years, and his election to vice president of the Mahoning
County Bar Association in 1930 showed the earned respect of his colleagues.**
Community figures came to his side,*** including Cesare Amadio, who believed that
Rendinell’s candidacy was an important step “in the march towards our emancipation from
a servility that no longer has reason to exist.”*** Rendinell campaigned on fairness before
the law, and many of his planks included means to lessen discrimination, including: “the
exclusive selection of the members of the grand jury from the jury wheel, in the presence
of the press”; guarantees that defense counsel received all investigation materials before

the trial; no “third degree” (coerced confession) nor any “conferences ... with a person
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confined in jail except in the presence of his counsel”; the administration of justice “fairly
and impartially regardless of race, creed or color”; and the promise not to use the office for
the creation of a political machine.*® Rendinell lost the five-way primary, receiving 4,456
votes.¥

To Italian Americans, Rendinell’s candidacy failed because Republicans refused to
support him and Democrats sought to split voters. Rendinell was not part of the Republican
“clique.”**® The Mahoning County Republican Central Committee endorsed three of the
five candidates for prosecuting attorney; it did not include Rendinell.** According to one
letter to the editor, it was not “a big surprise” that the candidate received “little
consideration” from county Republican leader W. P. Barnum.'®® Furthermore, the
Democrats enticed around two dozen Italian Americans to stand for precinct
committeemen, which hurt Rendinell by keeping people from voting in the Republican
primary. According to Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, trading these small honorary positions
for a chance of getting a qualified member of the community elected to a county office was
a mistake.*** The newspaper warned them not to be misled by old tricks and called on them

to vote in the Republican primaries to ensure that Rendinell advanced to the general
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election.” The community tried to get Rendinell on the fall ticket. Various ethnic
organizations either discussed his candidacy or allowed him the floor for a speech,
including at the Italian American Political Association, the Loggia Napoleone Colaianni
(where Democrat Police Prosecutor William B. Spagnola offered his endorsement), Societa
Maria S. S. del Carmine in Lowellville, Ohio, and Youngstown’s Third Ward Italian
American Political Club.*** Famed Pennsylvania lawyer, and later state attorney general,
Charles J. Margiotti made a last-minute appeal for Rendinell in the Brier Hill neighborhood
of Youngstown.** Their efforts fell short.

The New Deal fulfilled Italian-American desires for political parity, respect for the
community, and upholding civic values. A few weeks after Roosevelt’s massive reelection
victory in 1936, Pittsburgh’s Unione remarked about the significant changes that had taken
place: “The Democratic Party for several years has lightened itself of all the dead weights,
has made the most of the young, opening to them the doors of all the offices and of all the
jobs and our young people have thrown themselves with bersagliere’s pace to the

conquest[, and this was] ... facilitated by the Democrats.”*>> As editor Charles Schisano
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proclaimed, “the Democratic victory is also [an] Italian victory.”**® There was a feeling of
respect as the reformed party emphasized its commitment to ordinary people, especially
the working class.” After years of complaints about politicians making promises at
election time and then neglecting the community for the rest of the year, Italian Americans
became a constituency of genuine concern as the Democratic Party offered a home for new
ethnic politicians. These facets of the New Deal — caring about ordinary people, delivering
on promises made to them, and allowing Italian-American politicians to cooperate as
partners in that endeavor — flipped Pennsylvania Democratic for the first time in eighty
years. =8

The Democratic Party had trended toward more engagement with Italian
Americans, but the New Deal accelerated that movement significantly. There had been
some gains before Roosevelt. Youngstown’s Mayor Joseph Heffernan, for example,
appointed William B. Spagnola to the position of municipal police prosecutor in 1928, and
the ethnic press was still celebrating the honor and Spagnola’s work the following year.**
In Cleveland, Cuyahoga County Prosecutor-elect Ray T. Miller hired Frank D. Celebrezze

as an assistant prosecutor in December 1928.*° Youngstown’s Italian American Political

error and was meant to be page 3. Bersagliere’s pace was a reference to the elite Italian
military unit known for its mobility and fast march.
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158 ©“46 Stati per Franklin D. Roosevelt,” Unione, 6 November 1936, 1, 8.
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Association praised the governor’s nomination of Ralph Vitullo to the Division of
Workmen’s Compensation and M. Melillo’s appointment as an assistant fire marshal in
1931.%* However, the New Deal unleashed a new respect and parity that had not existed
before. In 1936, Unione celebrated the ten victorious Italian-American state lawmakers
that it had endorsed and the over a dozen elected in total.**? These included eight Democrats
from western Pennsylvania, many of whom first gained their seats in the 1934 midterm
elections: Representatives Frank J. Zappala, Al Tronzo, and Joseph F. Piole of Alleghany
County; Representative Eugene A. Caputo, Beaver County; Representative Russell
Marino, Washington County; Representative Philip Lopresti, Cambria County; Senator
Anthony Cavalcante, Fayette County; and, Senator John H. Dent, Westmoreland
County.*63

William B. Spagnola offers a clear example of the changes brought over a decade
and a level of advancement that would have been unthinkable to Italian-American voters
during the mid-1920s who fought against revived nativism. He continued his position as

municipal police prosecutor under the next mayor before a failed mayoral bid of his own
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162 ““46 Stati per Franklin D. Roosevelt,” Unione, 6 November 1936, 1, 8; “Il Valido
Contributo e la Solidarieta’ dei Nostri Connazionali nelle Ultime Elezioni,” Unione, 27
November 1936, 6, 8. Printed as pages 6 and 8 but referred to as pages 3 and 6 in the
article.

163 «“House Historical Biographies,” Pennsylvania General Assembly, accessed 5 June
2021,
https://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/BiosHistory/serRes.cfm?search&body=H&sess
=1937; “Senate Historical Biographies,” Pennsylvania General Assembly, accessed 5
June 2021,
https://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/BiosHistory/serRes.cfm?search&body=S&sess
=1937.

417



in 1935. However, two years later, he won a municipal judgeship, followed by his election
to mayor in 1939.%% For those who had conversed with Spagnola at the Italian American
Political Association or one of the many local ethnic-society functions over the years, there
was a community pride in seeing the man seated in Franklin Roosevelt’s car when the
president visited the city in October 1940. Described by the press as “the largest [crowd]
Youngstown has ever assembled,” estimated at around 125,000 people who thronged five
miles of streets, Spagnola welcomed the president with a handshake and rode with the
executive to tour a nearby steel mill.**> Roosevelt twice urged Spagnola to visit him at the
White House to discuss unemployment.2¢¢ The chief executive even offered some humor.
After being hit in the face with confetti from the enthusiastic crowd, Roosevelt, with a grin
and a wink to Spagnola and Congressman Michael J. Kirwan, “jokingly remarked the only
thing he has against Italians is that they invented confetti.”*¢’

As Italian Americans increasingly felt that they were part of the political system,
they believed that the government became more responsive to their needs. Fascism had
demonstrated the advantages of a government willing to push norms, activism that
benefited regular people in times of crisis. As Di Renzo’s 1928 assessment from the
introduction noted, the American government needed to offer novel solutions to

unemployment and become interventionist. After the Wall Street crash, these ideas took on

164 See above, pages 344-345.

165 125,000 Hail President in City: Public Jams Streets for Five Miles,” Youngstown
Vindicator, 12 October 1940, city edition, 1, 5. See also Ernest N. Nemenyi, “FDR Sees
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city edition, 1, 5.
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October 1940, city edition, 1.

418



new urgency. Il Cittadino Italo-Americano editor Carlo Caselli asserted in early 1931 that
people desired not relief but structural changes. Pointing to the minute funding allocated
to temporary public works projects thus far and the trend of modern industry employing
more mechanization that subverted labor, he concluded, “the reforms should be radical.” It
was not enough to treat the symptoms; the United States needed to address the causes of
economic instability and inequality.*®® As mainstream politics obsessed with Prohibition,
Italian Americans sought answers to more significant issues. The talk about the Eighteenth
Amendment, Prohibition, obscured conversation concerning the Sixteenth Amendment,
the federal income tax. In a nation that had permitted thousands of millionaires at the
expense of the starving masses, the federal government had the power to intervene. As an
April 1932 article contended, it was “the duty of this government, as prescribed by the
Constitution[,] to guarantee labor and this interpreted means a job.”*%°

There was a condemnation of inaction before the New Deal. Congress formulated
new excise taxes, but these were not systematic changes.?’® Hoover promised that if
reelected, he would serve for a one-dollar salary, but this type of “cheap publicity by the
Republican National Committee” was not what the average American wanted because
“what he most desires now is action.”*’* The Republican National Convention only
heightened criticism.'”> Unione’s financial writer, Edward W. Castaldi, shifted the blame

for the Great Depression from the banks to the government. Inaction was a political game

18 C, C., “Relief!,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 21 February 1931, 1.
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70 “Depressione ¢ Tasse,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 4 June 1932, 1; “Le Tasse
Federali Che Hanno Andato In Vigore,” Il Cittadino Italo-Americano, 25 June 1932, 1.
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as neither party in Congress wanted to concede. The solution was to lock members in
session and force them to act.?”® As another opinion writer explained, Americans obsessed
with the plan handed down by the founding fathers: “No existing laws can be scrapped, no
new and revolutionary ones adopted. ... [Government] is inefficient in that it does not allow
for changing times, ideals, philosophy and necessarily the people themselves.”*’* The
problem with the system before the New Deal was that few elected officials believed in the
interventionist ideology of which Italian Americans were now proponents. While
Mussolini acted to solve Italian financial instability, Hoover and other American politicians
demurred when presented with a crisis.

Franklin Roosevelt rejected the old leadership style and redefined the presidency.
Before Roosevelt expanded the role of the chief executive, Italian Americans suggested
moving toward a more powerful leader in the mold of Mussolini. When discussing the
Great Depression during the summer of 1932, Il Cittadino Italo-Americano remarked that
American laws did not fit the needs of the people and current governance was not possible
using the methods of the past. The United States was an “antiquated democracy,” and the
newspaper asserted, “one wants a dictator, one wants a Mussolini,” a leader who could
address problems.”> Embracing complete totalitarianism was a stretch. As described in
chapter four, even proponents of Fascism balked at giving up American civil liberties, but
they viewed adopting a more powerful leader favorably.

Mussolini’s rule primed people to accept Roosevelt’s cult of personality and

methods that appeared high-handed to his detractors. Within weeks of taking office,
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Roosevelt operated “with lightning-like suddenness” and “quick action” to tackle the
financial crisis.”® Italian Americans approved of Roosevelt declining to attend the famed
1933 Chicago Exposition to continue working in Washington.*”” The press occasionally
printed presidential agendas to confirm the herculean efforts of the new leader.?”® When
Americans honored Roosevelt’s birthday, radio allowed him “to be present, in spirit, at all
these celebrations.” The leader found a place alongside George Washington and Abraham
Lincoln “because, if Washington founded the American Nation and Lincoln united it and
made it powerful, Franklin D. Roosevelt saved it from imminent destruction and from
chaos!!” His talk “of social Justice, of [a] New Era, of the forgotten man” caused the people
to vote for a “peaceful revolution.”*”

Within months, the United States government appeared to operate “under a very
mild dictator.” According to one opinion writer, this was acceptable because it now forced
Congress to investigate improprieties by the wealthy elites. Noting that Mussolini, Joseph
Stalin, and Adolf Hitler did not have these superrich persons under their rule, the author
concluded that “if liberty and ‘rugged individuals’ produces [J. P.] Morgans and breadlines,
then I’ll try a dose of fascism or communism — and Democracy be damned!”*¥° As Al
Tronzo pointed out, these inquiries only developed because Congressmen needed

something “to occupy their minds while Roosevelt [was] brandishing the big stick in his
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178 “La settimana del Presidente,” Unione, 25 August 1933, 2; “La Settimana del
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speedy programs of social and political reforms.”*® This strong, activist leader only
fulfilled what they had wanted. Castaldi claimed in Unione that the people had demanded
a Mussolini figure for years, “but instead of a Mussolini came Roosevelt, who, conscious
of the fact that Mussolini was so ardently wanted in this Nation, began to govern with
mussolinian methods, imposing on the Congress his will.” Politicians and others who had
previously called for these methods now condemned Roosevelt. Fortunately, the president
continued with his actions, which the people favored.®

Months into Roosevelt’s presidency, the celebratory rhetoric echoed that printed
over the previous decade about Mussolini. In one August 1933 editorial, the Fascist
leader’s name could have replaced that of Roosevelt. The United States was in a time of
crisis, on the verge of revolution, but then “the reaction came, ... it reunited everyone in a
single vote, a single will, a single iron determination, to choose the Man of the moment,
... Roosevelt, the President of the people.” This new leader and his supporters ushered in
“a RADICAL CHANGE OF DIRECTION IN THE POWERS OF THE STATE,” shifting
the system from one that favored wealth and privilege to a government that respected
working people. The author asked rhetorically if this was the path toward dictatorship, and
he concluded that many of the new ideas and changes came from “Rooseveltian will that
is, in short, the will of his people.” The president was potentially leading “a new Revolution
for the United States of America.” If not, at a minimum, he ushered in “A NEW ERA FOR

THE AMERICAN NATION ... [and] better fortunes for all.”#3
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This reimagined role of the president and government did not frighten Italian
Americans because a decade of Fascism in Italy had primed them to accept this activist
leadership style. Conservative politicians and elites, such as the dissociated Democrats who
formed the American Liberty League in 1934, warned of tyranny, the usurpation of power
from Congress and the states, and the move toward communism and Fascism.'®* By
contrast, Italian Americans welcomed this move and did not view it as antithetical to
democracy. When Unione adopted the NRA’s Blue Eagle emblem in August 1933, for
example, the newspaper spoke positively about presidential leadership and “the courage of
Franklin D. Roosevelt which — above all — reassured that basic faith of ours in the
imperishable vitality of the principles of American Democracy.”*®® Another Unione
contributor, S. V. Albo, addressed the issue of constitutionality in early 1934. Like many
who had attended public schools as a child, he admitted to possessing “an admiration
amounting almost to idolatry” concerning the Constitution, but he asked people to “cast
aside the taboo of constitution worship” and understand “that no document made by man
can be made for all time and is sacred beyond all adaptation to new needs.” The people
rejected reactionaries, and they now had “a leader with the courage to dare ‘renovate life
and our social state’, a President Roosevelt.”*®¢ Rather than rebuking this new leadership

style, Italian Americans embraced it, and the community’s politicians advertised their

8¢ Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Age of Roosevelt: The Politics of Upheaval (Boston,
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candidacies as supportive of the New Deal and, as one put it, “the benevolent hand of our
President.”*®’

The example set by the Fascist state encouraged additional government activism.
Scholars have failed to agree on one definition of corporatism, in part because theory never
matched reality.*®® Cooperation between industry and labor in Italy was a sham. Italian
Americans, as period observers, failed to recognize this. As noted in chapter four, their
definition of the Italian model had come from propaganda. Fascist corporatism was a
system that provided equality to the working class by merging a type of state-mediated
syndicalism into the system, therefore guaranteeing rights and concessions to workers.
Italian Americans had approached the interpretation of Fascism and corporatism from the
left, and they concluded that government involvement in the economy was not only
favorable but necessary.

Direct references to Fascism as an economic model continued as the depression
unfolded. As Castaldi argued in Unione, the trade union movement failed average workers.
The American Federation of Labor borrowed methods from the British trade unionists,
while the organization should have studied and copied the system in Italy. Fascist
legislation to balance capital and labor worked and was worthy of American replication.*

He continued the story of Italian interventionist successes during the general election of
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1932. In the penultimate issue of Unione before the Hoover-Roosevelt contest, Castaldi
summarized il Duce’s actions concerning the lira’s stabilization and reviving the Italian
economy. The Italian currency was a “Cinderella,” poor and neglected but only in need of
a little help and magic. Mussolini proved naysayers wrong with his aggressive methods.***
The implication was that the Italian model offered economic solutions.

In Italian-American minds, the system’s goal was to improve the economy as a
whole while also rebalancing the social classes. This meant providing help for workers
while avoiding open conflict. As far back as the summer of 1928, their press had cited the
Italian Fascist example as a model to avoid class struggle and unrest by utilizing an
arbitration court or tribunal. State intervention was necessary, and the best solution was to
bring representatives of government, workers, and employers together to find consensus.**
However, because working-class grievances from the left also informed their ideology,
there was a general mistrust of big business, banks, and elites, along with a feeling that
ordinary people, labor, needed more concessions than capital for equilibrium.*® Statistics
deceived the public. For example, various companies still showed a profit during the depths
of the depression. This was due to shady accounting and business practices because
revenues had not rebounded. Wage cuts and unpaid overtime took the balance sheet from
red to black and allowed for dividend payments to investors. The response from the Italian-

American press was the belief that “wages should not be cut nor jobs sacrificed to
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accumulate profits. A living wage for the workers is the first charge on industry and until
that claim is met, no profits should be taken.”*** Furthermore, statistics about the cost of
living and wages were nonsense because they failed to account for “real pay,” which was
the actual money taken home by workers after accounting for cuts like reduced hours.*%
During the first few months of the new Democratic administration, Italian
Americans noticed that the government was indeed moving toward an interventionist
Fascist model. Under Roosevelt, Congress gained “a new spirit of action” as it quickly
addressed problems in banking and finance, low agricultural prices, and the need for
jobs.*® The Italian-American press reported about the flurry of early New Deal legislation,
including the end of Prohibition, the Bank Holiday and the printing of billions of dollars to
distribute via the regional Federal Reserve banks, tariff adjustments, the Home Owners
Loan Corporation Act, the Securities Act to protect investors, and farm relief measures.*’
Nevertheless, Italian Americans awaited more intervention. Mussolini’s model during the
1920s directly put the government’s hand in the economy through tasks like reevaluating
the lira and then providing legal protections for workers. Concerns about these early

American measures turned to the possible repercussions of monetary expansion.#®
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Columnist Albert C. Esposito remarked, “what I believe to be Roosevelt’s first mistake is
the inflation program,” arguing that some governmental measures could create a “big sting
for the average man” if wages stagnated and commodity prices grew.'®® The New Deal
began well, but Italian Americans awaited more direct intervention comparable to Fascism.

The National Industrial Recovery Act caught Italian Americans’ attention more
than any other early New Deal legislation because it was a domestic interpretation of
corporatism. The law consisted of two significant parts. Title | established the National
Recovery Administration to regulate private businesses through negotiated industry codes.
Title 11 created the Public Works Administration (PWA) to infuse federal money into the
pockets of American workers through major civil works projects.?® In May 1933, Italian
Americans noticed the parallels to Fascist Italy. For years, legislators had turned away from
the problems associated with capital and labor as factories and plants mechanized, but it
was time to find equilibrium. As Castaldi wrote in Unione, “in Italy, Fascist Legislation
has already for a very long time put under its control the industrial production of the Nation;
in America, Franklin D. Roosevelt is proceeding along Mussolini’s footsteps ...
concern[ing] capitalist exploitation.”?** This was not hyperbole. The NRA pioneered a new
method of regulation, and many period Americans viewed it as a domestic interpretation

of Fascist corporatism.?®? Italian Americans were justified in believing that this new
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program may have provided the key points of Fascism that they had come to appreciate —
a balance between capital and labor, raising and delivering true equality to the working
class, the ability for an activist state and leader to intervene and guarantee that balance —
as described in chapter four.

Public works projects were a direct means of aiding Americans. After years of
observing Fascist Italy’s public works in the press and through speeches, Italian Americans
came to believe in their value of employing those in need while improving the nation. This
sentiment existed even before the Great Depression. For example, as mentioned previously,
one attribute that Italian Americans in Youngstown celebrated about Mayor Joseph
Heffernan’s tenure was infrastructure improvement, most notably a railroad grade
elimination discussed for forty years.?® According to Il Cittadino Italo-Americano in 1928,
the project meant potential jobs for those “many workers, ... enjoying the Republican
Presidential prosperity[, who] stay at home without work.”?* They valued work relief
because it was a fair exchange of payment for services. Almost a year after the Wall Street
crash, the newspaper reported that the suffering community was too proud to beg for

help.? Those interviewed years later noted this sense of pride.?® Samuel Sciullo, a child

commentators like Castaldi told Italian Americans that these economic approaches were
similar. This interpretation became the perceived truth within the community.
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during the Great Depression, pleaded with his mother to sign a voucher for him to receive
free shoes through a school program after his pair split apart and leaked. His mother
acquiesced after first refusing and then crying about the shame of accepting such charity.
In Sciullo’s words, “it was the first time we ever got anything that we took.””?°” Employment
in public works offered a clear distinction between the acts of taking and earning, or as
Sciullo elaborated, the difference between relief (which he compared to then-current views
about welfare) and “the dignity of working.”?% As a former Works Progress Administration
employee asserted, “the government ... gave the American people a job.”?* lItalian
Americans perceived public works much differently than charity or dole. This philosophy
matched the new Roosevelt administration, which knew that direct relief, such as providing
free food, was cheaper, but it funded public projects because they offered dignity to
workers and long-term investments in communities.?*°

The New Deal appeared to break with precedent. The ethnic press noted the scope
and substantial funding allocated to new projects, including roads, airports, post offices,

and ports and waterway improvements, such as on the Columbia and Tennessee Rivers.?
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The emphasis on building appeared similar to Fascist Italy, and people did not miss the
comparison. For example, when Italian-American readers of Unione learned that the NIRA
allocated 3.3 billion dollars to employ three million men, a photograph of Littoria, Italy,
appeared immediately below the article. The city was the centerpiece of the Fascist project
to drain the Pontine Marshes south of Rome and use the new land for cultivation.*2

This Italian-American desire for Fascist-type, large-scale public works continued
in subsequent years. The Civil Works Administration (CWA), created as a temporary
program for smaller, local projects, failed to deliver permanent results. As Unione
contributor Frank Cesario wrote in January 1934, he appreciated jobs for the unemployed,
but he did not understand why the government could not assign “real projects[,] not
artificial ones.” Men were “leveling the mud on a sloppy unpaved street” while citizens
clamored for long-lasting civic improvements.?** The problem laid with bureaucracy. The
Hoover administration delayed federal works funding because it argued for local and state
primacy and against running national deficits and competition with private business.?'* The
CWA was an emergency measure to provide mass employment for the winter of 1933—

1934. This urgency forced director Harry Hopkins to graft the federal agency onto state
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and local relief organizations to quickly disperse funds, but this lessened oversight. To
rapidly employ millions and not conflict with the PWA’s long-term projects, organizers
favored small assignments that required little planning, ones that they could start and end
immediately.?*> New Dealers addressed Cesario and others’ critiques by creating the Works
Progress Administration (WPA) in 1935, which was broader in scope than the CWA and
more aligned with the PWA concerning the long-term impact of its construction projects,
which numbered “over 480 airports, 78,000 bridges, and nearly 40,000 public buildings.”**¢
As the New Deal progressed, public works became analogous to the types celebrated in the
Italian-American press about Fascist Italy.

Title | of the NIRA, which created the NRA, caught Italian-American attention
more than the public works provisions.?’” From the plan’s language, they understood it as
corporatism, which, having approached Fascism from the left, meant the government’s
reorganization of the economy to balance labor and capital, akin to upholding the working
class. Early summaries of the NIRA described the law as “provid[ing] for the government
control of the 700 industries of the U.S., by investing them with public interest.” The NRA

would accomplish this via “voluntary trade codes which [would] reduce working hours, fix

215 James N. J. Henwood, “Experiment in Relief: The Civil Works Administration in
Pennsylvania, 1933-1934,” Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-Atlantic Studies 39,
no. 1 (January 1972): 59-67, http://www.jstor.org/stable/27771993; Schwartz, The Civil
Works Administration, 39-46.
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27 Muzio Frediani, “National Recovery Administration,” Unione, 25 August 1933, 1.
Unione director Muzio Frediani recognized that some readers were “in partial linguistic
isolation” and promised to provide detailed and accurate information about the NRA. The
newspaper followed through and spent the majority of its columns that involved domestic
politics discussing the NRA and related topics.
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wages, ration production, and regulate competition[,] ... subject to executive approval.”’?*8
An in-depth description of the NRA and codes concentrated on what this meant for labor.
The textile code, for example, gave employees a forty-hour workweek and minimum pay
(thirteen dollars per week in the North, twelve dollars per week in the South). The law
conceded trade associations for industry, organizations that antitrust legislation previously
targeted as illegal; however, labor gained the right to organize, which Italian Americans
viewed as paramount.?*®

Closer to this project’s geographical area of inquiry, Charles Schisano interpreted
the meaning of the new NRA codes for the miners who populated many towns throughout
western Pennsylvania. The specific rights gained by employees were extensive: shorter
hours and better pay; the protection of unions; guarantees of cash or check payments and
the abolition of company scrip; the prohibition of forced residence in company housing
and forced use of company stores as conditions of employment; and the elimination of
child labor.?* When the ethnic press ran columns about the NRA, it most often included
information and answers concerning labor rights, such as working hours, minimum pay,
age restrictions for employment, and how to file complaints against employers.?** This
perceived equalization of labor and capital is why one Unione writer used the analogy that

work programs were an “ointment,” but the NRA had the potential to be a “surgeon’s
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knife.”??2 The agency brought the structural change necessary to address the cause of the
national ailment, not only the symptoms.

There was considerable enthusiasm for and engagement with the program from the
ethnic community. John Cuda, a wholesale grocer operating in Pittsburgh’s Strip District,
announced that he would answer Roosevelt’s appeal to support the NRA, and his company
made the first local Blue Eagle honor roll list.?®* The Pittsburgh NRA’s Foreign Language
Speaking Committee included representatives from the various ethnic presses, and the
organization appointed Unione’s Charles F. Schisano as its chairman in August 1933.2*
Top-down efforts for involvement with ethnic groups merged with grassroots participation
from the bottom-up. Frank Casper, the Hiram House worker featured prominently in
chapter two, organized a pro-NRA rally of more than six thousand Clevelanders, “which
demonstrated the unanimity of support for the NRA” in the local community.?* Italian-
American women played a role. Mrs. Samuel F. Molinari led a group that canvassed
Pittsburgh neighborhoods to explain the NRA and calm inflation fears.?2® She also spoke
at the Carnegie Library in East Liberty during a pro-NRA informational event attended by

numerous female representatives of various local ethnic lodges and societies.?”
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Since Roosevelt appeared to be operating in the mold of Mussolini concerning
economic improvement and bringing balance to capital and labor, there were calls for
workers to cooperate with him because he was an ally and fair arbitrator.?2® A good example
involves the mine workers in southwest Pennsylvania, many of whom had spent the
summer of 1933 agitating for NIRA’s promised union recognition. In August, Roosevelt
intervened to craft a settlement between employers, the leaders of the United Mine Workers
of America (UMW), and the NRA. Labor concessions did not include union recognition;
Roosevelt left it for the subsequent NRA discussions. Some UMW locals rejected the
agreement, and thousands of rank-and-file members remained on the picket lines.?*
Roosevelt created the Pennsylvania Coal Arbitration Board to handle their grievances, and
Unione echoed the agency’s message to stay calm and allow the NRA to operate as
intended.?*® Thousands remained out on strike even after the signing of the new coal code
in late September.! Schisano understood their reluctance. He had seen the terrible

conditions firsthand when he spent two years as the director of welfare work for a coal

228 Chas. F. Schisano, “Calma, Pazienza e Fede,” Unione, 25 August 1933, 1. Schisano
asked people to have faith in Roosevelt but not be carried away by enthusiasm because
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concern in Fayette County, south-southeast of Pittsburgh.?? There had been a fifty-year
“tradition of true CZARISM, of TYRANNICAL and INHUMANE AUTOCRACY” in the
coalfields, justifying the workers’ hesitancy to trust operators.?** However, he also believed
that the NRA’s purpose was worthwhile and hoped that Roosevelt would take the next step,
“a law ... to guarantee the agreements between operators and miners.”?* Most employees
likely concurred with Schisano’s assessment because, as he remarked on 13 October, after
some of the continuing strikes turned violent, no Italian names appeared on the lists of
those arrested or hurt.?

Italian-American dissatisfaction with the NRA stemmed not from beliefs that the
plan had been too radical and harmed individual liberty, the critique from conservatives,
but that the intervention had not gone far enough. Schisano remarked early in the NRA’s
history that unrest in area mills came “from some not malicious but ill-informed agitator”
who misunderstood the codes and what they meant for the working class.?¢ As a columnist,
he was too well-informed about the goals of the NRA and not enough about its
implementation. There was a disconnect between the provisions and the reality experienced
by the workers. Parity between capital and labor guaranteed by the government was

necessary for the system to work; however, the government seldom punished businesses

222 Chas. F. Schisano, “Lo Sciopero nelle Regioni Minerarie,” Unione, 4 August 1933, 1.
23 Chas. F. Schisano, “La Quistione [Sic] Mineraria ed i Giusti Diritti dei Minatori,”
Unione, 6 October 1933, 1.

24 Chas. F. Schisano, “La Quistione [Sic] Mineraria ed i Giusti Diritti dei Minatori,”
Unione, 6 October 1933, 2.

25 Chas. F. Schisano, “La Peggiore Arma Contro la Ripresa Economica,” Unione, 13
October 1933, 1.

26 Chas. F. Schisano, “Il National Recovery Act ed un chiarimento e consiglio ai nostri
connazionali,” Unione, 11 August 1933, 1.

435



that evaded their responsibilities.?” As Al Tronzo stated, “the business men of America are
cheating on Uncle Sam. They are trifling with the bird [the NRA Blue Eagle]. They think
that it’s a huge joke.” The issue was not the theory of economic cooperation and
government intervention, but that business “accepted it in bad faith, and worked out
loopholes in order to defraud.”?® By early 1934, Unione joked that even sweatshops had
adopted the Blue Eagle, and they paid six cents per hour to sew NRA labels onto
garments.??®

The NRA failed in practice. The “loopholes” described by Tronzo allowed
companies to skirt provisions, such as section 7(a), the right to unionize. Many businesses
only recognized company-run unions, ranging from as small as the Hazelwood and Grand
Theaters in Hazelwood, Pittsburgh, to the multiplant steel concerns — Republic, United
States Steel, Jones and Laughlin — that dotted the region.?*® As historian Daniel Nelson

pointed out, a few company unions during this period operated for their employees’ benefit,

237 Jason E. Taylor, Deconstructing the Monolith: The Microeconomics of the National
Industrial Recovery Act (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2019), 107-27. The
law allowed the Department of Justice and the Federal Trade Commission to arrange
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for litigation, but they were a fraction of the number of complaints received. The NRA
Compliance Division primarily relied on “adjusters” who sought voluntary fixes from the
offending entities. This practice resulted in lax code enforcement because the Compliance
Division lacked enough staff to handle the volume of violations during the long
bureaucratic process.
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but “in most instances the new company unions of 1933-37 [created as a response to the
NIRA] were probably the sinister institutions that critics made them out to be.”?*
Censorship and propaganda had presented Italian Americans with an unrealistically
successful image of Fascist corporatism. By contrast, they experienced the shortcomings
of the NRA, and this familiarity conditioned their views and explains two letters sent to
Roosevelt from Italian-American steelworkers in Aliquippa. The first, dated August 1934
and written in Italian, informed Roosevelt about how the company wanted to hold them in
“slavery,” but they sought union recognition to gain “a little more freedom.”**? A second
letter, dated November and written in English, reiterated that they were trying to form a
union and asked bluntly, “I wish to know, if this organization is upheld by the government,
and if it’s favorable for the class of workingmen, to join same. | will greatly appreciate
your advice.”?*®* Competing narratives only created confusion. Italian-American workers
had come to trust Roosevelt and their ethnic press that supported the NRA in principle, but
there was a growing dissonance between intentions and reality.

The Second New Deal

Had the National Recovery Administration expired and disappeared, and Franklin
Roosevelt returned to business as usual, then Italian Americans would have viewed the

New Deal favorably but perhaps not enthusiastically. Instead, Democrats dominated the
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1934 midterms, and Roosevelt won a landslide reelection in 1936 with the help of Italian-
American voters.?** This consolidation of the Democratic coalition was because the Second
New Deal, the more controversial legislation passed after the 1934 midterm elections, once
more appropriated Italian-American ideological preferences by doubling down on
government intervention favorable to working people.

In early 1935, Paul Block, the publisher of the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, printed a
lengthy, bold-type evaluation titled “The New Deal After Two Years.” Point by point,
Block excoriated the government’s actions. The New Deal ballooned the national debt and
government bureaucracy, created state control of the stock market via the Securities and
Exchange Commission, gave the administration “tremendous supervisory authority over”
most significant industries, including mining, energy, transportation, and communications,
and transferred power from Congress to the executive branch.**> Roosevelt disregarded
federalism and “enacted measures which put us so close to the borderline of fascism that it
would not require much more to render American independence and freedom a thing of the
past.”*® In Block’s view, “the heritage of this country is individualism with freedom — not
state socialism, fascism nor a mixture of the two.”?*” Except for the debt issue, the New
Deal features that Block described as detrimental to American politics appealed to Italian

Americans, and they favored further government involvement.#
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The issue with the NRA was lax enforcement. Italian Americans already
understood from Fascist Italy that real change needed to come from legislative intercession,
not optional adherence. Hugh S. Johnson, the NRA’s director, insisted, “we are not trying
to force anybody into the line-up” to participate in the program and receive the Blue Eagle.
The consumer’s choice to patronize NRA code-compliant businesses was the reward.
Where Italian Americans differed was in Johnson’s opinion that “if there is one thing
certain in this great national game of ours[,] it is that nobody can legislate the country out
of its troubles.”®*® To continue the director’s sports metaphor, Italian Americans wanted
the government not as an observer to the game but as a referee. The NRA’s real-world
implementation failed, but Italian Americans still desired that the government address the
issues that the agency sought to remedy.

The Supreme Court struck down the NRA in May 1935. It is best to think of the
organization as columnist Frank Cesario did early in its implementation, “a good start.”?*°
Unione credited Roosevelt and the NRA for increasing union membership among the

miners and pressuring owners to negotiate with labor.** The NRA’s promises did not

spending and monetary policy, rather than simply “priming the pump” with vast sums of
money and then returning to business as usual. They wanted the wealthy to pay more
taxes, but they also supported government efficiency, the reduction of duplicate
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always match reality; nevertheless, its prolabor provisions were necessary goals. The
solution was to take another step. As Cesario concluded, the government needed to go
further: “Shorter hours and a living wage is the answer to the depression. At present the
government is merely supervising this new system, but | believe that we of the younger
generations will live to see the government take hold of the reins themselves. Business and
industry can no longer be let loose, the government must step in.”**2 The federal
government followed through with labor-friendly regulation, albeit not with one
encompassing NRA-style program, but with a series of laws that provided more
permanence and enforcement to the working-class provisions that had been theoretically
proposed but not always carried out.

From this perspective, the sections of the defunct NRA praised by Italian
Americans evolved into new laws rather than marked a clean break in New Deal policy.?*
Roosevelt himself expressed this idea when he pushed for an NRA “skeleton organization”
after the Supreme Court decision. The program would instead carry forward via targeted,
enforceable laws passed by Congress.>* Coal miner Richard Furgiuele offered no

demarcation between the First and Second New Deal in his oral history when he explained
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that the law allowed unionization and the fair weighing of coal for payment.?* Even though
his interview was over sixty years after the events, Furgiuele was correct that the NIRA
theoretically permitted unionization in section 7(a) and that the bituminous coal code
required a fair weight check.?¢ In his explanation, there was no break in what the NRA
gave workers because the fair weight requirement continued even after Furgiuele followed
the rest of his family into the mines in 1936.%°” People living through this period viewed
the NRA’s labor provisions as evolving because they continued in other forms. Lawmakers
modeled the Guffey-Snyder Coal Act of 1935 after the defunct NRA’s bituminous coal
code to continue government involvement in the industry. Even after the Supreme Court
invalidated the 1935 law for the same price-fixing features that it had objected to in the
NRA'’s code, most of the terms returned in the Guffey-Vinson bill passed in 1937.%8 As
Washington, DC columnist William Bruckart claimed concerning the revived law, many
people “believe that in passing the Guffey-Vinson bill ... our government has taken a step
which is very close to, even actually a step toward, fascism in America. It is an action so
near to the policies of fascism in Italy that close students of the Mussolini plan say they

can hardly discern any distinction.”?° Bruckart presented the law negatively, but to Italian
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Americans who had prized replicating the Italian model even before the New Deal began,
this amounted to a policy progression.

Parallel New Deal legislation delivered other outcomes that the NRA had promised.
The Supreme Court struck down the codes because they fixed prices and encouraged
cartels, but the New Deal still intervened in entities considered to be in the public’s interest,
notably utilities. Before Roosevelt’s election, Italian Americans complained about costs
associated with necessities like gas and public transportation fares.?° The Great Depression
heightened concerns. In 1932, Unione columnist Al Esposito urged his readers to write to
the Pennsylvania Public Service Commission and demand reform. The ten-cent monthly
electric rate reduction, the utility companies’ response to consumer outrage, was a pittance
for what amounted to a profitable monopoly.?! Reining in public utilities became a talking
point for those seeking office, including Al Tronzo.2®? The New Deal responded with the
Wheeler-Rayburn Act, formally the Public Utility Holding Company Act of 1935, which
established new regulations. These included registering all interstate utility holding
companies with the Securities and Exchange Commission and examining dividends and

contracts. The Federal Power Act of 1935 regulated interstate electric transmission. The
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law authorized the Federal Power Commission to establish fair rates after considering a
utility company’s accounts.?®®

Subsequent legislation answered Frank Cesario’s desire for a more activist
government, and they followed the suggestions made by Angelo Di Renzo in his 1928
article. Perhaps the New Deal did not bring the class collaboration Di Renzo favored after
the NRA failed in practice, but the Wagner Act addressed some of his other critiques,
including the need to protect unionization from being undermined by scab labor and for
collective bargaining to spread beyond the skilled trade unions. His recommendations for
old-age pensions and unemployment insurance found a place in the Social Security Act of
1935. The 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act addressed Di Renzo’s proposal to limit underage
employment and working hours.?®* The Second New Deal fulfilled many of the labor
advances first promised by the NRA.

Most important was the National Labor Relations Act of 1935 (Wagner Act), which
allowed employees to vote freely on a union and entrusted the National Labor Relations
Board to uphold fair practices. During labor unrest in the automobile industry in the spring
of 1934, Roosevelt interceded to stop a potential industry-wide strike. The consequences
of this action resonated across economic sectors because workers saw their agency reduced

to the advantage of business.?*> As Edward W. Castaldi commented, government mediation

avoided an economy-crippling walkout, but Roosevelt’s actions aided the automakers. The
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legality of company unions was undecided, and the decision undermined “the spirit of the
N. R. A and its codes.?® There was no capital-labor equilibrium without free
unionization, and this is what the Wagner Act intended to correct.

The automobile industry was not unique. Perhaps the clearest example emerged
from the struggle between workers and management at the J&L Steel mill in Aliquippa, a
conflict that formed the basis for the 1937 Supreme Court decision to uphold the Wagner
Act. Concurrent to unrest in automotive plants, turmoil in steel prompted Roosevelt to
create a separate entity to investigate labor practices in that industry.?” The government’s
Steel Labor Board also failed to bring promised balance. As workers sought their collective
bargaining rights as promised by the NIRA’s section 7(a), J&L Steel intimidated organizers
and arrested unionization. In fall 1934, the Steel Labor Board heard testimony from
workers before dismissing their complaint the following January after the company
promised to stop the harassment. J&L Steel reneged and fired multiple union activists.?%®

The Wagner Act restored the balance between labor and capital by backing

government intercession with the force of law.?*® The empowered National Labor Relations
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Board (NLRB) reviewed the retaliatory dismissals and forced J&L Steel to rehire the men
with back pay, including Italian-American organizers Angelo Razzano, Dominic Brandy,
and Angelo Volpe.?”® The NLRB opened the door to industrial unionism, an idea that had
been circulating in the Italian-American community for over a decade. As another
participant, Dominic Del Turco, explained when asked if the union leaders campaigned
before the final vote, “they didn’t have to. All they [the workers] had to do was [mark] yes
or no, whether they wanted the union or not. It was supervised by the N.L.R.B. The federal
government was in charge of it. On there they had, ‘do you want a union or not.” It was
that simple.”?”

Government involvement was essential to secure that right, even if participants
were ill-informed about the mechanisms of the law itself. Guido Ferrari was an employee
at D. L. Clark Company, a confectionery manufacturer in Pittsburgh, when his boss fired
him and others in 1934 or 1935 for talking about unionization. Ferrari and his coworkers
went to a government office and spoke to a man who straightened everything out. He
arranged for Clark Company to rehire the group with a probationary period of a year to
year and a half, after which time they could vote freely to organize. The labor board
certified their union, Bakery and Confectionery Workers Local 12, in 1936.72 The
government supported their choice. As Joseph Meranto of Youngstown stated: “Roosevelt

was doing a great job ... He formed the unions, I mean he didn’t form them, we formed
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the unions, but he helped out with that Wagner Act.”?”® The New Deal delivered what they
sought: a government that acted as a partner to create and protect workers’ organizations
for fair bargaining.

The Social Security Act of 1935 provided both old-age pensions and unemployment
insurance. Even as optimism in the NRA declined, Italian Americans continued arguing
for a new, moderate social safety net. Unione contributor Al Tronzo, now running for a
statehouse seat in spring 1934, echoed Di Renzo’s call from 1928 by supporting pensions
for the elderly and unemployment insurance.?* Months later, Unione discussed the issue
in philosophical terms: “We have reached a point in which we must absolutely abandon
the old and antiquated principles and leave behind all the old theories of an exceeded
individualism.” Remarking that multiple states had approved pension plans over the
previous year, Unione believed it was only a matter of time before Congress enacted a
national program.?

Italian-American commentators favored Roosevelt’s approach because it was
moderate. Unione contributor Adam Di Vencenzo described the more generous Townsend
Plan, which proposed two-hundred-dollar monthly stipends to the elderly, as “a wonderful
plan but you and I know that it is simply out of the question” because of the level of taxes
required to fund it.’® Pennsylvania state politician Frank J. Zappala described the

Townsend Plan as “absurd” in a speech to the Star and Crescent Old Age Pension Club in

273 Joseph Meranto, interview by Dolores Z. Margiotta, transcript, 21 May 1976, 19,
Youngstown State University Oral History Program: Depression: Personal Experience,
0. H. 964, Maag Library, Youngstown State University, Youngstown, OH.

274 Al Tronzo, “Al Tronzo, Democratic Candidate from the First Legislative District
Announces His Platform,” Unione, 13 April 1934, 1, 6.

275 “Urgenti Previdenze Sociali,” Unione, 16 November 1934, 1.

76 Adam Di Vencenzo, “As We Go,” Unione, 14 February 1936, 6.
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Pittsburgh; however, he supported “a reasonable pension” and amendments to add medical
care for the aged.?” Social insurance was a collective responsibility in which moderate
allowances would protect and aid people who did not previously receive such benefits. The
Italian-American press concluded that one reason for Democratic victories in 1936, to
which the ethnic group contributed significantly, was that the masses voted against
Republican attacks on social security.?”® This defense was even in light of their new tax
requirements when their economic positions were far from secure. The law stipulated for
payroll tax deductions to begin on 1 January 1937 and disbursements in 1940.%7°

Additionally, workers knew about triennial tax increases for the program scheduled until

277 “L’Onorevole Frank J. Zappala per la pensione ai vecchi,” Unione, 20 March 1936, 1.
278 “46 Stati per Franklin D. Roosevelt,” Unione, 6 November 1936, 1, 8; “Il significato
delle elezioni,” Unione, 13 November 1936, 1.
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Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, Social Security Administration, Office of
Research and Statistics, Research Report Number 33 (Washington, DC: Government
Printing Office, 1970), 33. Some benefited earlier through state initiatives, but the
patchwork of laws makes it difficult to ascertain what Italian Americans might have been
given in the interim. Both Ohio and Pennsylvania had some provisions for old-age
pensions, but they were limited in size and scope. Ohio, for example, paid out
$844,466.55 to 56,611 pensioners in February 1935, an average of under fifteen dollars
per person. In Pennsylvania, an almost eighty-year-old person wrote to the Pittsburgh
Press in November 1936 expressing concern that he or she applied for aid two years prior
but had not received anything. The paper suggested that this was not uncommon because
of the long waiting list. The Social Security Act provided some matching funds for these
state pensions before federal disbursements went into effect. Concerning unemployment
provisions, of the dozens of state legislatures that took up the issues prior to 1935, only
Wisconsin passed a compulsory unemployment insurance. See “Pension Lists Gain; 487
Here Paid Monthly,” Greenville Daily Advocate (Greenville, OH), 23 March 1935, 1,
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1949.2% [talian Americans favored Roosevelt’s Social Security Act as a moderate and fair
compromise.

The 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act codified the NRA’s ideas of limited hours and
minimum pay. During the 1920s, the typical employee worked around fifty hours per
week.?® Those in the steel industry labored more than the average. They gained some relief
in 1922 when most mills agreed to switch from twelve- to eight-hour shifts, but many
employees, especially the unskilled, continued to put in long hours.®2 Common laborers
assigned to the blast furnace, Bessemer converter, and open-hearth furnace departments in
the Pittsburgh district, which included western Pennsylvania and Youngstown, averaged,
respectively, 61.2, 55.7, and 59.9 hours per week in 1924.%% Bert lacobucci, the Aliquippa
resident mentioned earlier, worked as both a coal miner and steelworker during the 1920s.
He preferred laboring in the mines because the eight-hour workdays were substantially
better than the eleven- or twelve-hour shifts he had in the mill. %

The NRA meant to fix this and the new problems created by the Great Depression,
such as businesses slashing wages and forcing overtime on workers who had no agency

during a time of economic turmoil.?® The NRA failed to correct hours and wages despite
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1923), 81-86; Meredith B. Givens, “Employment During the Depression,” National
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Roosevelt publicly declaring that the agency would target “chisellers,” employers who
disregarded the labor provisions of the NRA codes.?¢ Nevertheless, Italian Americans still
desired government intervention about the issue. When Cesario asserted that the NRA was
a “good start” and Americans needed more government involvement, he specifically stated
that “shorter hours and a living wage is the answer to the depression.”?®” The Roosevelt
administration agreed, and the president incorporated the idea of continuing these
provisions from the defunct NRA into his party platform for his 1936 reelection.?®® The
1938 Fair Labor Standards Act banned child labor and took into account the lessons learned
from the NRA codes to enact stepped provisions for hours and wages. The law set the
standard workweek at forty-four hours, which later tapered to forty-two and then finally
forty hours in late 1940. It guaranteed paid overtime at one and a half times the employee’s
regular hourly rate. A twenty-five-cent minimum wage increased to thirty and finally forty
cents per hour in 1945.%9 These provisions did not negotiate higher pay and better hours
for all workers, but they set a floor from which labor could bargain.

Congress passed these laws separately, but the unfulfilled labor promises of the
NRA and its codes inspired them. They were part of what academics classified as the
Second New Deal, but to ordinary citizens living through the Great Depression, these

concessions to working people were merely the desired and anticipated evolution of an
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interventionist government. The president’s willingness to support unionization, regulate
specific industries in the public’s interest, provide unemployment and old-age insurance,
and set minimum wages and maximum hours marked a reversal of government policy from

the previous decade.

Conclusion

The celebration of Roosevelt and the New Deal became etched in the minds of
Italian Americans who spoke positively of the leader and his program years later. Guido
Ferrari, a Pittsburgh resident, exclaimed, “oh yeah, everybody voted for Roosevelt at that
time.”?° According to Everett Pesci of Blairsville, Pennsylvania, although his county,
Indiana, was filled with Republican “WASPs” (white Anglo-Saxon Protestants), Italian
Americans wholeheartedly supported Roosevelt. Images of Roosevelt or noted union
leader John L. Lewis were the second most common portraits hanging on the walls of
Italian-American homes after only the Virgin Mary or Jesus Christ.** In neighboring
Westmoreland County, Samuel Sciullo of Vandergrift summarized support for the New
Deal based on actions: “When Roosevelt was in things started to happen. People started to
hope. All | remember was that people believed in him and he proved what he could do for
them and he pulled us out of the Depression.”?*? Bruno Degli of Youngstown had a similar

view. Roosevelt “was a shot in the arm. His inauguration speech just seemed to pick the

29 Ferrari, interview, 32.
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people right off of the ground” as the new president acted immediately to solve the crisis.?®®

Ormond Montini of Aliquippa asserted, “we was [sic] all the way for Franklin
Roosevelt.”?** Even Ralph Cenname, who served as a Republican committeeman in New
Castle, Pennsylvania, after his service in the Second World War, remembered that during
his youth, “during Roosevelt’s time, it was Democrats. A lot of Democrats.”?%

Italian Americans did not begin the 1930s as committed Democrats but most
certainly ended the decade firmly in that camp. Their allegiance was never an assured
conclusion. During the depths of the Great Depression, they sought a new way forward.
Their previous engagement with civic nationalism, leftism, and Fascism during the
preceding decade laid a new ideological foundation for their politics, and they sought a
resemblant national program.

Few during the 1920s would have dreamed of the reversal possible. Roosevelt
entered office with vague promises to a cautiously optimistic Italian-American electorate,
but his presidency reinterpreted the federal government’s relationship with its citizens and
continuously delivered the outcomes sought by the ethnic group. His Democratic Party
opened its doors to Italian-American office seekers, fulfilling the American promise.
Roosevelt appeared to borrow from Fascist Italy, styling himself as a strong leader and

economic interventionist, copying a corporatist approach to address the financial crisis. A

293 Bruno Degli and Jennie Irene Degli, interview by Mary Belloto, transcript, 20 July
1974, 4, Youngstown State University Oral History Program: The Depression: Memories
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concern for the working class laid at the core of his presidency, and he continuously
delivered laws and programs that aided ordinary people. Italian Americans had built
themselves a New Deal ideology and envisioned such a government, but Franklin

Roosevelt made that dream a reality.
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