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 Introduction

O n the evening of January 11, 1943, Carlo Tresca left the office of Il Martello (The Hammer), the newspaper he had published in New York for twenty-five years, and started walking toward a nearby restaurant for a late supper. As Tresca crossed the intersection of Fifth Avenue and 15th Street, a Mafia hit-man emerged from the shadows of the wartime dimout and fired two shots that killed him instantly. In homage to his slain friend, the former Marxian intellectual Max Eastman wrote: “For Poetry’s sake, for the sake of his name and memory, Carlo had to die a violent death. He had to die at the hand of a tyrant’s assassin. He had lived a violent life. He had loved danger. He had loved the fight. His last motion was to swing and confront the long-expected enemy. So let us say farewell to Carlo as we hear him say—as he surely would if the breath came back—‘Well, they got me at last!’”1

“Carlo Tresca was the last of the line of ‘old school’ radicals or revolutionaries.”2 So wrote the renowned socialist Norman Thomas after his friend had been gunned down. Thomas’s accolade recognized Tresca’s place among the most famous subversives who had challenged America’s established order during the previous 125 years: Johann Most, Eugene V. Debs, Daniel De Leon, Emma Goldman, Alexander Berkman, Mother Jones, William “Big Bill” Haywood, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, John Reed, and William Z. Foster. The passage of time has dimmed history’s memory of Tresca and so many other radicals and dissenters of his generation. At the pinnacle of his career, however, Tresca was a well-known and much-beloved figure, especially in New York, where he had achieved iconic status as the “Town Anarchist.” His murder was front page news in every New York daily and other newspapers elsewhere in America. The investigation of the crime was eagerly followed by the press for many months thereafter, with repeated calls for the intervention of the FBI and other federal agencies.

Media attention of this intensity and duration was not simply a function of the sensational manner of his demise; it reflected the grudging respect and admiration Tresca had acquired in his twilight years, even from former adversaries and critics. For several decades Tresca had been perceived by defenders of the status quo as a dangerous anarchist, an enemy of the state and bourgeois capitalism. And they were correct in this perception. No armchair revolutionary, Tresca meant business, fighting for several decades in the trenches of class warfare, to use one of his favorite images. The fear he inspired in his heyday was aptly described by the eminent labor historian David Montgomery: Tresca was “one man who actually  incarnated the conservatives’ fantasy of the agitator who could start an uprising with a speech.”3 With his charismatic personality and powerful oratory, Tresca was capable indeed of sparking rebellion among striking workers and political demonstrators with a single speech, and did so numerous times throughout a tempestuous and transnational career spanning more than five decades in Italy and the United States.

Identifying Tresca as a “revolutionary” only begins to define his life and career. Those who knew him intimately—Norman Thomas, Max Eastman, Arturo Giovannitti, John Dos Passos, and a host of others—were unanimous in their portrayal of Tresca as a man who defied categorization, whose uniqueness in terms of his personality, life-style, and political career was such that the only label befitting him comfortably is sui generis—one of a kind. Certainly few, if any, 20th century radicals in the United States were as colorful and flamboyant in their persona and lifestyle as Tresca. In his prime, he cut a romantic and dashing figure, sporting a Van Dyke beard, broad-brimmed hat, black cravat, and long-stemmed pipe. His warmth, good nature, and charm were augmented by his inimitable manner of speaking English—Italian with English words, some said. Complementing his colorful physical appearance and larger-than-life personality was a voracious appetite for living, every component of which—spaghetti, wine, tobacco, parties, playing cards, practical jokes, and affairs with women—he indulged in prodigious quantities.

But cohabitating within this epicurean, fun-loving, and eternally-affectionate human being was a formidable adversary who devoted more than fifty years to the struggle against oppression, injustice, and exploitation. At various stages of his career, Tresca called himself a socialist, a revolutionary syndicalist, and an anarchist, but he never truly fit into the conventional categories of radical typology. Arturo Giovannitti, the radical poet who was Tresca’s close comrade for nearly forty years, wrote that “he liked to call himself an Anarchist, and if that term connotes a man who is absolutely free, then he was an Anarchist; but from the point of view of pure doctrine he was all things to all men, and in his endless intellectual vagabondage he never really sought any definite anchorage or moorings.”4 Unorthodox and free of dogma, Tresca was a “rebel without uniform,” according to his friend Max Nomad, a freelance of revolution for whom personal independence and freedom of action were indispensable.5 Action always outweighed ideology for Tresca. An instinctive revolutionary, with inexhaustible energy and indomitable courage, Tresca lived for action and the fight. Leading striking workers and mass demonstrations, challenging police, hired detectives, and company thugs, engaging Fascist Blackshirts in pitched battles in the streets of Italian-American communities—such activities suited the requirements of his soul.

Perhaps the most distinctive features of Tresca’s career as a revolutionary activist were its transnational focus and multi-dimensionality. After his revolutionary apprenticeship in southern Italy and his emigration to the United States in 1904, Tresca never lost his interest in the political and social developments of his native land, and during the 1920s and 1930s, his main objective was the subversion of Fascism in Italy and its defeat within the Italian American communities of the  United States. Both before and during the Fascist era, however, Tresca was involved in multiple spheres of action, often simultaneously. He distinguished himself as an independent publisher of several radical newspapers, a tribune who led thousands of striking workers and protest demonstrators, an antimilitarist, an advocate for civil liberties, a benefactor of victims of political persecution, the leading Italian anti-Fascist of his era, a staunch anti-Communist, and ultimately a strong defender of democracy.

Born in 1879, Tresca was the enfant terrible of his hometown of Sulmona, in the Abruzzo region of Southern Italy, severing ties with the bourgeois class of his birth and conducting class war against local notables by means of his newspaper and leadership of peasant and artisan societies. His slash and burn style of mucking journalism resulted in several convictions for libel. He chose emigration over prison. En route to the United States, Tresca spent a few days in Lausanne, Switzerland, where he chanced to meet his future nemesis, Benito Mussolini, then an aspiring socialist leader in exile. The future Duce of Fascism considered Tresca insufficiently revolutionary; Tresca sized up Mussolini as an opportunist and a poseur.

Once settled in the United States, Tresca quickly emerged as a key figure in the world of Italian immigrant radicals, establishing the pattern to which he adhered for his entire career. Combining his talents as a journalist and direct actionist, Tresca became a one-man guerrilla movement, leading Italian strikers against their American capitalist exploiters and attacking with his muckraking skills the Camorra Coloniale—his term for the triumvirate of Italian Consular officials, rich and powerful notables (prominenti), and Catholic priests that dominated Italian immigrant communities in their own interests. Although he always remained grounded in the subculture of Italian immigrant radicals, Tresca, as a freelance leader for the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) in 1912, extended his activities from the insular world of Italian immigrant workers to the broader and more diverse universe of American radicalism, labor, and progressive causes. His critical role in the defense campaign to liberate the imprisoned leaders of the 1912 textile workers strike in Lawrence, Massachusetts; and his activities in the great Paterson silk workers strike of 1913 and the Mesabi Range iron miners strike of 1916, transformed Tresca from an obscure foreign-born radical into a nationally-recognized and feared revolutionary.

Tresca’s militant opposition to the First World War resulted inevitably in government suppression of his newspaper, legal proceedings that nearly sent him to prison, and efforts to deport him that continued for many years. Despite his own difficulties following the war, Tresca was able to utilize his connections with prominent Americans on the Left to aid Italian victims of political persecution. In this way, Tresca played an important role in the defense of Sacco and Vanzetti during the initial phase of their tragic odyssey. The postwar atmosphere of fear and repression, however, restricted the scope of Tresca’s activities, especially in the labor movement. Henceforth, Tresca would be deemed “too radical” by union officials who feared his participation in a strike would automatically provoke police intervention.

But curtailment of his labor activities provided more time and opportunity to partake in the campaign that became the true hallmark of Tresca’s career—resistance to Mussolini and the spread of Fascism within Italian immigrant communities. Tresca in the 1920s had no peer among anti-Fascist leaders, a distinction recognized by Mussolini’s political police in Rome who dubbed him the “deus ex machina of antifascism,” the man upon whom the movement depended more than any other. Fascist efforts to control Italian-American communities through Consular officials, the prominenti, and Italian parish priests—the same triumvirate that Tresca had fought before the war—were ignored and indirectly supported by American officialdom, which considered anti-Fascists like Tresca to be “Reds” and far more dangerous than Fascists. Washington and Rome not only saw eye to eye on this issue, they colluded in a scheme to frame Tresca on trumped up charges—sending a two-line advertisement in his newspaper for a book on birth control through the mails—and to deport him back to Italy into the waiting arms of Fascist jailors. But they failed to consider Tresca’s legion of American associates and friends, and the backlash to his frame-up resulted in a commutation of his prison sentence by President Coolidge and a wave of bad publicity for Mussolini’s regime. By the end of the 1920s, as Norman Thomas observed, “more than any single man in New York or the United States, Carlo Tresca blocked the rise of blackshirted Fascists who terrorized the streets of Italian-American districts. This was a great and too-little appreciated service to American democracy.”6 During the Great Depression, when Italian-American Fascism became more deeply entrenched, and popular support for Mussolini reached its height, Tresca never relented in his battle against Fascism’s menace to his fellow immigrants and his adopted country.

By then, Tresca’s crusade against the forces of totalitarianism had assumed a second dimension, as he committed himself to all-out resistance against Stalinism and its interventions abroad. Although for practical reasons he had collaborated with Communists during the anti-Fascist resistance campaigns of the 1920s, Tresca had always opposed the Soviet regime as a brutal tyranny, and after the counter-revolutionary campaign Stalinists conducted in Spain during the civil war, he became an implacable foe, combating Stalin’s minions in the United States as forcefully as he did the Fascists. Tresca threw down his gauntlet before the Stalinists in 1937, assisting the John Dewey Commission that investigated and rejected the charges leveled against Leon Trotsky during the Moscow purge trials. Thereafter, Tresca specialized in exposés of the crimes committed by the Soviet secret police (OGPU) in Europe, Mexico, and the United States. His most famous public joust with the Communists occurred in 1938, when he charged the OGPU with kidnapping and murdering Juliet Stuart Poyntz, formerly a major figure in the American Communist Party and now a reluctant OGPU operative.

By the early 1940s, in poor health and depressed over the death of his two brothers, Tresca entered the twilight of his career, but he never ceased fighting his enemies, striving above all to prevent Communists and former supporters of Mussolini from gaining admission to wartime anti-Fascist organizations, such as the Mazzini Society and the Italian-American Victory Council formed  by the Office of War Information. Tresca waged this battle with his customary militancy and courage until his assassination.

Tresca today is remembered only by the precious few Americans and Italians who are knowledgeable about the history of radicalism, the labor movement, and the anti-totalitarian struggles of leftwing activists in the United States. Historical memory inevitably falls victim to the erosive power of time. Moreover, Tresca was not the kind of individual usually included in history books intended for general consumption. He was a social rebel, a non-conformist, a political subversive, an all-around trouble-maker in the eyes of those who ruled America. He advocated the overthrow of state and church, the abolition of capitalism, and the establishment of a libertarian society—not exactly the beliefs and values embraced by mainstream America today or in the past. What should be recognized, however, is that, in the course of pursuing revolutionary objectives that could never be fulfilled, Tresca excelled as a heroic warrior, battling against Fascism, Communism, and the worst aspects of capitalism. Thus the source of Tresca’s greatness and historical importance as a revolutionary lies not in the quest for a societal transformation that he ultimately realized could not be achieved, but in the ceaseless and uncompromising fight for liberty, social justice, and human dignity that became his true mission. The memory of Carlo Tresca is therefore worthy of resurrection and respect, and achieving that end is the purpose of this biography.






 1

 Revolutionary Apprenticeship

G ently spread across the Valle Peligna and commanded on two sides by Apennine massifs in the Abruzzo region of Italy is the town of Sulmona, birthplace of the Roman poet Ovid. At one end of the Corso Ovidio, Sulmona’s main artery, stands a bronze bust of another native son, Carlo Tresca. Sculpted by Minna Harkavy, this statuette bears the inscription, “Carlo Tresca: Socialist Exile, Martyr of Liberty.” Until recently, most Sulmonese knew little more about the young firebrand who challenged the town’s rich and powerful at the turn of the century and then emigrated to the United States.1

Born on March 9, 1879, Carlo Tresca was the sixth of eight children raised by Filippo Tresca and Filomena Fasciani, offspring of very prominent Sulmona families.1 The Fasciani were professionals and artists, well known for the music school that bore the family name. Don Filippo was one of Sulmona’s leading notables at the time of Carlo’s birth, having inherited considerable land holdings as well as a carting firm and stationery store. Uninterested in business, he deferred management of his estates to his mother and the stationery store to his wife. A heavy-set, cigar-smoking gentleman, Don Filippo enjoyed the physical pleasures of life, a trait he passed on to Carlo. His principal avocation was politics. Aligned with the Marchese Mazzara against the Barone Sardi De Letto, the heads of the factions that alternated control of Sulmona’s municipal government, Don Filippo was Mazzara’s political strategist. At home, he was the archetypal southern Italian paterfamilias, an autocrat who commanded obedience and respect, while yielding considerable authority to his wife in domestic matters. Austere and distant toward his children, Don Filippo rarely bestowed signs of affection like hugs and kisses, but behind the authoritarian facade was a good-hearted, loving man.

Donna Filomena, in contrast, was emotional and demonstrative, devoted to her children and the Church. Whereas her husband rarely set foot inside a church, Donna Filomena was a paradigm of Catholic conviction in its most superstitious and pagan form. Since religious devotion in southern Italian women was expected and encouraged, lest their minds and bodies seek forbidden outlets, Don Filippo and his sons left her faith unchallenged. Yet Donna Filomena’s religious devotion did not prevent her from functioning in the real world.

The Trescas resided in an old palazzo at the Via San Cosimo No. 9: three stories high, stone facade, large central courtyard, and cavernous wine cellar.  Carlo’s fondest childhood memories were of harvest time, when peasants from his father’s estates gathered in the courtyard to make wine and olive oil, clean grain, sort fruit, and slaughter pigs. He loved to mingle with these peasants, who sang sentimental folk songs, played games with him, sat him on their laps, and told stories. Childhood intimacy with peasants contributed to his lifelong ability to interact comfortably with men and women of the working classes. 2

Carlo’s youth manifested many of the characteristics that defined him as a mature man and radical: rebelliousness against authority, the need to lead and attract attention, enjoyment of action and the fight, and the love of fun and good times. The root of Tresca’s rebelliousness, he explained, was the “tyrannical patriarch,” Don Filippo: “He sowed the seed of revolt in my heart.” As rebellion against Don Filippo was impossible, Carlo turned his “unconscious feeling of revolt against anyone who exercised authority.” Carlo was never motivated to apply his intelligence and study in school. He detested homework and resold the text books his parents were required to purchase. His greatest satisfaction derived from challenging the disciplinary powers of his teachers, disrupting the classroom with pranks, and leading other boys in bouts of collective mayhem. Punishment never dissuaded him.

Only by age fourteen or fifteen did Carlo awaken to the need for education, a prospect dimmed by the Tresca family’s precarious finances in the 1890s. During the “tariff war” between Italy and France, trade between the two countries was reduced by half, and Italian wine producers—the French imported great quantities of Italian wine, refining and selling it as their own product—were hard hit in the South. Before the “tariff war” ended in 1892, the decline of exports and falling prices (accelerated by the spread of phylloxera) ruined tens of thousands of Italy’s wine-producers.

Don Filippo was among the casualties. Difficulties resulting from Italy’s economic travails were compounded by his habit of co-signing loans for friends who were forced to borrow during the “tariff war”—loans never repaid. With economic decline now irreversible, Don Filippo accepted defeat and lapsed into depression and inactivity. His wife assumed direction of all business affairs, saving every spare lira for her son Ettore’s medical school education. Luisa, the oldest child, married a minor postal official. Her younger sister Anita assisted with household chores, but spent most of her time making shirts surreptitiously, lest neighbors discover the family’s true circumstances. The fourth child, Beatrice, a religious ascetic, devoted herself to prayer and fasting; she would die a few years later. Carlo’s younger brothers, Lelio and Arnaldo, were still boys when adversity befell. Brother Mario, nearly four years older than Carlo, was handicapped by severe myopia and worked in the stationery wrapping packages. Ettore received his degree in medical surgery from the University of Naples in 1892. Quiet, dignified, and beloved by all who knew him, Ettore was always the “big brother” to whom Carlo could and did turn in times of trouble, especially financial. Ettore became the municipal doctor of the town of Introdaqua, a few miles from Sulomona. The terrible health and wretchedness of the workers and peasants he treated in local hospitals prompted Ettore to join the Partito Socialista Italiano (PSI). His work for the  movement included giving lectures, writing newspaper articles on science, and organizing a “people’s school” (scuola popolare) in Introdacqua, where he provided instruction on health and hygiene. Not considered dangerous by the authorities, Ettore was left unmolested to continue his activities. Ettore practiced for nearly a year at the renowned Paolucci clinic in Naples before migrating to the United States in November 1903. 3

Ettore’s meager income could not help finance a good education for Carlo. Donna Filomena, determined to bring “respect and cash” back into the house, decided that Carlo should become a priest. A more unlikely candidate could scarcely be imagined. Carlo already by age fifteen had developed a strong revulsion for religion and the Catholic Church, but he was reluctant to disappoint his mother. Enrolled in a seminary, Carlo quietly rebelled by never attending. This deception continued for a few months, until Donna Filomena learned from a local priest that her son had never been seen at the seminary. The only alternative was to enroll Carlo in an Istituto Tecnico, a school that trained the less fortunate sons of the bourgeois for jobs in the bureaucracy, a career prospect almost as dismal as the priesthood. Carlo attended the technical school as a matter of familial duty, eventually completing the required four years but never receiving a diploma.4

The bleakness of his predicament inevitably evoked anger, vengefulness, and feelings of “revolt against all, against the world.” But his desire for revolt and revenge was as yet unfocused: “Revenge for what? Against whom? I did not know then. It was all subconscious.”5 Lacking a cogent political philosophy, Carlo did not yet perceive his personal dilemma within the larger context of reckless state policies and the cyclical downswings of capitalism. Nevertheless, his undirected and inchoate feelings of revolt were vital ingredients in the process of transforming him into a revolutionary. So, too, was the lure of action and love of a good fight.

Carlo’s dreams of battle had been stimulated by “Uncle Paolo” (actually Don Filippo’s cousin), who had fought with Giuseppe Garibaldi. When Crete rebelled against Turkish rule in 1897, Carlo wanted to join the volunteer legion of Italians, led by Garibaldi’s son Ricciotti, that fought alongside the Greeks. Donna Filomena thwarted this scheme, much to Carlo’s frustration. His desire for action and leadership had to be satisfied for now by the rivalry between students of his Istituto Tecnico and the Catholic seminary he had ceased attending. Given the reactionary role the Church had played during the Risorgimento, and its continuing opposition to the Italian liberal state, it was hardly surprising that students of a state school were hostile to Catholic seminarians. Envisioning himself a champion of “Free Thought” battling the “Power of Darkness,” Tresca frequently organized skirmishes with the “embryo priests.”6

Carlo’s anticlericalism was a basic ingredient in the complex mix of emotional passion and political ideals embodied by all radicals on the Italian Left. Disagree as they might on countless issues, the Italian sovversivi were united in their rejection of religion and hatred for the Catholic Church. Having reached, with his anti-clericalism, a critical stage in the metamorphosis transforming adolescent rebel into young revolutionary, Carlo only required exposure to the ideas and role models of a modern revolutionary movement to complete the process.




Italian Socialism and Labor 

Tresca’s conversion to socialism occurred during a whirlwind of social and economic change that saw workers and peasants agitating and organizing on an unprecedented scale. The 1890s had been a period of intense reaction, with successive governments ruling by authoritarian methods. Thousands of anarchists and socialists were arrested and consigned to domicilio coatto—imprisonment on the desolate islands off the southern Italian and Sicilian coasts. The anarchist Gaetano Bresci, a silk worker from Paterson, New Jersey, assassinated King Umberto on July 29, 1900, in revenge for the massacre of workers during the “May Days” of 1898 in Milan. With the ascendance of Prime Minister Giovanni Giolitti in the early-20th century, a new policy of relative toleration toward “the upward movement of the popular classes” was initiated.7

In reality, Giolitti hoped to forestall revolution by co-opting the socialist movement and taming its main constituency. The state, in theory, would remain neutral in struggles between workers and industrialists, peasants and landowners—so long as the aims of the masses were economic. Giolittian “toleration” would permit an unprecedented wave of strikes, the growth of the PSI founded in 1892, and the expansion of labor institutions characteristic of Italy: Chambers of Labor, peasant leagues of resistance, and union federations. The growth of PSI and the labor movement took place mainly in northern Italy. In southern Italy—the Mezzogiorno—the vast majority of peasants and workers remained outside the sphere of organized labor and the socialist elements that sought to lead them. The government was far less tolerant of protesting peasants in the South than the striking factory workers in the North, and encounters with troops occasionally resulted in what socialists called “proletarian massacres.” Not surprisingly, the great mass of disinherited southerners opted not for political organization or militant strike action but for a more promising and enduring alternative—emigration.8

Tresca’s native Abruzzo was a predominantly agricultural region of small to medium land owners and their tenants and share-croppers. Labor institutions had scarcely progressed beyond the artisan stage of mutual aid societies, and the PSI was poorly represented, with only 26 sections with 700 members in 1906, although in the Abruzzo as elsewhere, there were more socialists than party members. Lacking industrial workers and a militant peasantry, PSI sections in Abruzzo were composed mainly of intellectuals and professionals, men of the middle and lower middle classes who had become alienated from or ruined by the existing order.9

The PSI section in Sulmona differed significantly, however, in that it did possess a modern proletarian element—railroad workers. By the 1890s, Sulmona had become the most important railroad center in the Abruzzo, its location providing a natural hub for the Rome-Pescara (East-West) and L’Aquila-Naples (North-South) lines. But most of Sulmona’s railroad workers were not native to the city or even to the Abruzzo, having come from the Emilia, Tuscany, and other regions of north-central and northern Italy. Their presence had only partly to do with operating trains. Railroad men where among the best organized and most radicalized workers in Italy. Until railroad strikes were made illegal in 1905, the government had the option of militarizing the railroads and operating them under martial law,  as happened in 1902. A strategy less draconian was to transfer socialist and union militants from urban centers in the North to agricultural regions in the South, thereby minimizing the likelihood of their disrupting service and converting other workers to their cause. In 1898, the PSI section in Sulmona included twenty-seven railroad workers and thirty-eight local and nearby residents, mainly artisans and a handful of professionals and students. Not a single peasant yet belonged.10 By 1902, the railroad workers in Sulmona had increased to more than 200, nearly all of them socialists and members of Federazione dei Sindacati e Sodalizi Ferrovieri (Federation of Railroad Workers Unions and Brotherhoods), the national federation formed in 1900.11

The PSI section and the railroad workers league were regarded with intense suspicion by Sulmona’s indigenous oligarchy of conservative monarchists. They feared that socialism transmitted by northern railroad workers might rouse local peasants and workers from their traditional apathy and subservience. Sulmona’s monarchist organ, L’Araldo (The Herald), manifesting both regional and class antagonism, sounded the alarm when five railroad workers of the local PSI section began publishing their own newspaper, Il Germe (The Seed), in October 1901. Accusing the northerners of acting like superior beings on a civilizing mission, the monarchist prominenti of Sulmona demanded to know “what interest can they have in the good of a city that is not theirs; these subversives come among us to drain their bile and implant class hatred among our workers?”12 That the editorial staff of Il Germe soon comprised mostly natives of Sulmona did nothing to assuage their fear of aliens from the North. For their part, the local editors of Il Germe were delighted that the railroad workers represented a “subversive wind from the north” that chilled the oligarchs of Sulmona to their very bones.13

Whatever influence brother Ettore might have had on the evolution of Carlo’s socialism, the kindly doctor could not have provided the role model craved by the young rebel seeking adventure and heroic deeds. The northern railroad workers, on the other hand, provided an irresistible attraction as veterans of the class struggle and a source of fear to Sulmona’s elite. Even before terminating his studies at the Istituto Tecnico, Tresca began attending the lectures given regularly at the PSI section. Association with the rough-hewed proletarians—all of them older than he—was a source of excitement and ego gratification. The railroad workers, in turn, eagerly welcomed Tresca into their group; it was not every day that a scion of the landed gentry expressed interest in socialism. Yet, from the outset, the appeal of socialism for Tresca was more visceral than intellectual. His concern with abstract theory and ideological orthodoxy would remain minimal throughout his career. Instead, it was the railroad workers’ “talk about the class struggle and the coming revolution [that] awakened my combative spirit,” he recalled.14 Socialism offered a glorious field of action that “suited the requirements of my soul.”15 In his eighteenth or nineteenth year, “comrade Tresca” joined the PSI, a decision that inevitably translated into conflict with the authorities. His first mention in police records was as a member of the Sulmona section, dissolved by decree in May 1898.16

Don Filippo vigorously opposed his son’s joining the PSI, fearing that “it would prejudice the masters of the political parties of his own class against me.”17 To avoid arousing his father’s antagonism, Tresca attended party meetings “on the quiet.”  His emergence as the enfant terrible of Sulmona had to wait until working-class agitation swept Italy in 1901-1902. Although small-scale in comparison to the unrest in northern Italy or even nearby Puglia, the popular agitation and socialist activity taking place in the Sulmona district contrasted markedly with conditions that had prevailed in the late 1880s, when local Prefects routinely reported that the masses were passive and free from subversive influences.18 Now, in Sulmona and nearby towns, socialist circles, mutual aid societies, and cooperatives among local artisans and peasants were emerging in appreciable numbers. Most of these popular associations were gravitating into the socialist camp.19

The northern intellectuals who dominated the PSI, men like Filippo Turati, had little interest in the predominantly peasant and backward Mezzogiorno. Propagandizing among the southern peasants and artisans became the mission of a small number of southern-born socialists. Tresca’s earliest propaganda activity for which there is evidence occurred on April 7, 1902, in the town of Pratola, where he delivered a speech to some fifty artisans. That same month he helped organize a PSI section meeting for some 100 members of Sulmona’s Fratellanza Artigiana. Although artisans were generally more advanced politically, Tresca’s first priority that spring was to bring Sulmona’s peasants under the influence of the PSI.20 Among the poorest in the Abruzzo, Sulmona’s peasants, like most in the Mezzogiorno, did not reside in the countryside, where they tilled the soil. They lived in town. Normal conditions of squalor had been exacerbated by the housing shortage that resulted when Sulmona became a burgeoning railroad center. By the spring of 1902, the desperate peasantry was evidencing receptivity to socialism, and a few had formed the Fratellanza Agricola di Sulmona. 21

But the socialist message was just one of several the peasants were hearing. The PSI in Sulmona and its environs competed with the Partito Repubblicano Italiano, the small, bourgeois party inspired by Giuseppe Mazzini that advocated abolition of the monarchy and universal suffrage. Declining strength in traditional strongholds like the Romagna had caused the PRI to look south for support. Its local chieftain was Filippo Corsi, a native Abruzzese from Capestrano, who published La Bandiera in his hometown and in Sulmona from 1900 to 1902. Corsi had already acquired influence among local artisans, the class from which the republicans traditionally drew support, but had failed to make significant headway among peasants. Tresca discovered that in the smaller towns near Sulmona, Corsi would wait for the peasants to come out of church on Sunday, mount a chair, and launch into a speech. Out of curiosity the peasants would gather around and listen to his message. The same method was ineffective in a larger town like Sulmona, and Corsi’s efforts to reach peasants through circulars and placards proved futile because most were illiterate.22

Tresca devised a different strategy—seeking peasants at neighborhood taverns where they congregated during their few hours of leisure. Another socialist organizer approaching them in this manner might have encountered the wall of reticence and suspicion that peasants usually erected against outsiders of a different social class. However, as the son of Don Filippo, Tresca automatically commanded respect and attention. When he first entered their taverns, the peasants would stand up and address him deferentially as “Don Carlo,” no doubt  mystified as to why a scion of the ruling class would want to help them organize against their masters. But the ease and familiarity with which he communicated and his obvious sincerity quickly won their confidence, so much so that they even invited him into their homes, where their dire poverty convinced Tresca that his cause was just. After several months of Tresca’s persistent efforts, Sulmona’s peasants overcame their inertia and joined the local Fratellanza Agricola in significant numbers.23

Tresca planned to demonstrate the peasants’ strength and solidarity on May 1, 1902, the first May Day rally in Sulmona’s history. A thousand or more peasants and workers from the area filled the Largo Palizze, where Il Germe had its office. The socialist sections of Sulmona and Pratola were also present. So, too, was a contingent of carabinieri (Italy’s paramilitary police force) to intervene if the demonstration became aggressive. But this May Day would remain peaceful. After hearing speeches by the leaders of Sulmona’s Fratellanza Agricola and Arnaldo Lucci, a native son and professor of law at the University of Naples, the throng marched to the grassy sheep-track on the outskirts of the city, where they listened to more speeches. However, “the honor of the last word at the country meeting was bestowed upon comrade Carlo Tresca,” reported Il Germe. His speech “was the climax of the day: a fast-flowing stream of humor, up-to-date and fitting, which sounded a most exhilarating note of cheerfulness and generated humor in the best of taste. Lively applause paid him with interest for his special effort .” 24 Tresca would always cherish the memory of his first speech:I didn’t say much, and I didn’t speak with eloquence but I heard a thunder of applause and I saw a sea of hands waving at me in praise and consent. I felt then that the people of Sulmona, my people, were christening me: I was no more a buoyant, exuberant, impertinent boy. I was a man, a man of command, of action. What a day! I will never forget it.25





Tresca’s May Day speech confirmed his transformation from a rebellious youth to a socialist tribune. However, it was his preparatory work among Sulmona’s peasants and artisans that contributed most to his development as a revolutionary. Socialism in the 19th and 20th centuries produced all too many leaders for whom the “proletariat” was an intellectual abstraction devoid of real flesh and blood, and the class struggle an ineluctable force of history to be invoked in theoretical treatises and official propaganda. Tresca was different. From these earliest days as a budding revolutionary, Tresca’s empathy with the poor and oppressed was genuine and visceral. Whatever the official ideology he professed during his career—socialism, syndicalism, or anarchism—Tresca fought for the workers more than the “movement.” He embraced the transcendent moral and redemptive purposes of several revolutionary ideologies, but his true place was always in the arena of daily struggle, leading and fighting as a capo-popolo, a “freelance of revolution,” an indomitable rebel who “has a big heart, plenty of guts, and a humorous direct way of talking the plain direct language that the real people understand.”26




The First Arrest 

Another characteristic of Sulmona’s young capo-popolo was the sheer relish and bravura with which he defied the authorities. This propensity resulted in more than thirty-six arrests during Tresca’s career. The first occurred on June 1, 1902, on the occasion of a patriotic celebration organized by local monarchists to counteract the impact of the May Day rally. Tresca and Filippo Corsi, now his friend and ally, conspired to spoil the day. When local officials, dignitaries, and the special guest, the Minister of Education, rose to their feet at the playing of the national anthem, the peasant and artisan followers of Tresca and Corsi remained seated. Following this gesture of protest, the defiant peasants and artisans marched to the outskirts of town with Tresca and Corsi to savor their victory. On the way home, Tresca and some comrades encountered a procession of peasants who belonged to a conservative association faithful to the landlords. Cries of “Viva il Socialismo!” were raised in challenge to the marchers. A captain of the carabinieri, who had accompanied the conservative peasants to protect them, seized Tresca and placed him under arrest for shouting the subversive outcry. Tresca denied he had done so, but obliged the angry captain by shouting it now in his face. For this offense he was sentenced on June 11, 1902 to serve thirty days in jail.27

Tresca retaliated by targeting the captain in Il Germe, declaring that “Il Capitano Sbirro” (a derogatory term for policemen) was a gambler and a drunk and had arrested him “for the sole purpose of parading his imbecility and to please this city’s cancerous criminal clique.”28 Such an affront might have been settled in the past by a duel. At the beginning of the 20th century, however, it had become customary in Sulmona to sue your offender for libel. Predictably, Tresca’s trial before the pretore of Sulmona on October 4, 1902 ended with a guilty verdict and a sentence of seventy days imprisonment, which, after losing his appeal, he served from March 2 to May 12, 1903 .29

Tresca’s first incarceration was not an entirely unpleasant experience save for the lice in his cell. His friends provided an abundance of cigars and food. He emerged from jail with his reputation enhanced not only among his comrades but also among his family members:At home I found a remarkable change. I was received in an atmosphere of dignity and respect. I felt that for the first time my parents, my older brother and sisters took me seriously, not as a flippant, boyish, impertinent warrior of miniature battles, but as a man, a real man, a man of courage and endurance.30





After his homecoming dinner, with the entire family gathered around the table, Tresca’s father offered him a cigar, permitting him to smoke in his presence for the first time. This gesture of acceptance and equality, marking a genuine turning point in their habitually tense father-son relationship, meant a great deal to Tresca.31




Union Leader and Editor 

Since its founding in 1900, the Federazione dei Sindacati e Sodalizi Ferroviari (Federation of Railroad Workers Unions and Brotherhoods), with a membership of  12,000, had emerged as one of the largest and most militant labor organizations in Italy. One of its three affiliates, the Sindacato dei Macchinisti, Fuochisti, ed Affini (Firemen, Engineers, and Related Workers Union), held a conference in Milan on June 25- 29, 1903. The leaders decided to establish headquarters in Sulmona because the traslocati from the North had played an important role in the rise of the union.32 A few months later, the union selected Tresca to serve as its local secretary. The job provided a small stipend, but it was the only income Tresca earned during his years in Sulmona, amounting to just enough to cover his personal expenses.33

Save for this position as secretary, Tresca’s career was not destined to include trade-union officialdom. By 1903, he had developed into a full-fledged agitator-editor in the classic tradition of Italian radicalism, much like his future enemy Benito Mussolini. Tresca’s natural inclination for leadership and direct action was complemented by his considerable talents as a journalist. He had been involved with the publication of Il Germe from its inception, “reading proofs, writing small items and getting the paper ready for circulation.”34 Less than a year later, he was serving on the editorial staff and contributing articles; in October 1903, he became direttore or editor-in-chief of the newspaper.35 ,36

Tresca’s journalistic style, ironically, was very similar to Mussolini’s. The political newspaper for Tresca was not a vehicle of discourse or theorizing but an instrument of war. Replete with sarcasm, insults, contempt, irony, and dry humor, Tresca’s articles blitzed his enemies ferociously and without restraint, always targeting the jugular. Yet Tresca’s journalistic campaigns were driven by more than raw fury. Even as a young man he possessed acute insight into the relationship between power and corruption, and knew intimately the political terrain upon which he operated and how to obtain the ammunition needed for his campaigns. These qualities made Tresca a formidable muckraker. Thus within a month of his becoming director of Il Germe, Tresca attacked the richest and most powerful man in Sulmona—the Cavaliere Nicola dei Baroni Sardi De Letto, head of the Pia Casa Santissima Annunziata, the city’s principal hospital. Tresca accused the baron of soliciting gifts from the contractors who serviced the hospital. Tresca’s principal source of damaging information was none other than Don Filippo, who formerly belonged to the rival clique and knew the full extent of Sardi De Letto’s transgressions.37 The baron promptly sued Tresca for libel. Greeting the news with his characteristic indifference toward danger, Tresca responded in Il Germe: “Will the judge be objective or an arm of the litigant? We do not care. We are conscious of having performed our duty and we willingly accept the challenge to prove our accusations.”38 Tresca had already come to regard libel as an occupational hazard, but under Italian law libel it was a criminal offense punishable by imprisonment from one to five years and a minimum fine of 1,000 lire. Moreover, the Italian penal code, as written and interpreted, generally favored the litigant over the defendant. A libel suit, therefore, was an effective means with which to silence or intimidate an adversary. Italians of every political persuasion (except the anarchists) utilized this tactic, including Tresca.

The Baron Sardi De Letto was not Tresca’s only adversary. No less than four political newspapers operated in Sulmona in 1903: the socialist Il Germe, the republican La Democrazia, the monarchist L’Araldo, and the clerical Il Popolo. Polemics between them were commonplace, but the exchanges between Il Germe  and La Democrazia were more frequent because they were rivals for the same constituency. They became highly acrimonious after the death of Filippo Corsi, whose friendship with Tresca had transcended political rivalry. Elected to the Chamber of Deputies, Corsi fell off a balcony while giving his victory speech and was fatally injured. Friendship with Corsi remained a cherished memory for Tresca through his life.39

But no such ties existed between Tresca and the new editors of La Democrazia. In October 1903, they published a story claiming that Tresca had approached Corsi’s widow with an offer to resurrect La Bandiera, the newspaper her husband had formerly published. Tresca and several railroad workers representing the local PSI section visited the widow Corsi and obtained a signed document denying that any such visit or offer had ever taken place. Eager to escalate the conflict, the republican editors responded with a flyer bearing the widow Corsi’s name and reasserting the original accusation. La Democrazia continued to publish articles repeating the allegation. Wanting legal vindication, Tresca promptly sued the widow Corsi for libel. In exchange for dropping his suit, she substantiated Tresca’s version of events, but he was not content to leave the matter at that. He now filed a libel suit against the editors of La Democrazia—for “phrases and affirmations offensive to my personal dignity and honor.” They, in turn, counter-sued him for libel.40

By 1904, Tresca’s record of popular agitation and outspoken advocacy of violent revolution convinced police that he was a dangerous subversive who exercised too much influence over local socialists, workers, and peasants .41 It was only a matter of time before they moved against him. Ignoring danger signs, Tresca selected a very sensitive subject—the Italian army—to address in L’Avvenire, the PSI’s official organ in the Abruzzo. Anti-militarism was particularly acute among Italian socialists and anarchists, and for good reason: the armed forces consumed one-quarter of government expenditures; troops were always in readiness to suppress workers and peasants; and conditions in the army were extremely brutal. Tresca’s story concerned a young official who killed himself because of mistreatment. Merely publishing the story was an invitation for trouble, but Tresca recklessly provoked retaliation with his intemperate language, describing the army as “the most monstrous, immoral, degenerate organism of brutal force.” Issues of L’Avvenire containing the offending article were confiscated and Tresca was brought up on charges.42




Helga 

Constant involvement with labor agitation and radical journalism did not prevent Tresca from indulging in his favorite pastime—pursuit of women. Tresca’s autobiography is curiously reticent about his love life, even to the extent of failing to mention that he married a young woman named Helga Guerra. Born on April 24, 1881, in the small hill town of Saludecio in the Romagna, Helga was named after the heroine in a German novel her mother had once read. Her father, Vincenzo Guerra, was the municipal clerk, a position that provided respectability and social standing, if not affluence. Helga and her five older siblings were raised as devout  Catholics, but even as a child, she experienced grave doubt about her faith and often beseeched God to prove his existence by making her believe in Him. By early adolescence she stopped asking. Helga’s formal schooling also ended by this time, but she was a voracious reader and managed to educate herself—too much so, from her parents’ perspective. Emotional life and interaction within the Guerra household was cold and meager, and the family values preached were inflexibly bourgeois. From this repressed environment, Helga’s character retained a substantial measure of sternness and rigidity, and her emotional makeup, while volatile, lacked inner warmth and generosity. Yet she developed a spirit of rebelliousness and independence, qualities that enabled her to escape the stultifying household of a provincial bureaucrat.43

How and when Carlo and Helga first met is uncertain. But their attraction for each other was immediate and intense. Tresca, as young man of twenty-four, stood close to six feet in height and was still slender in body, with chestnut hair, and grey eyes from which a devilish gleam seemed to emanate. While not handsome by Hollywood standards, Tresca cut a dashing figure, possessing an abundance of charm and sexual magnetism that scores of women would find irresistible. His taste in women was ecumenical. In Helga he found an attractive but dour-looking woman with blue-grey eyes, dark blond hair worn in the “Gibson girl” fashion, and a curvaceous figure. But Helga’s feisty spirit probably attracted him more than her looks .44

Once they decided upon marriage, Helga proved more defiant of social convention than her fiancé. She did not introduce Tresca to her family, ask their permission to marry, or invite them to the wedding, which took place in a civil ceremony of April 8, 1904. For Donna Filomena, of course, a civil marriage was no marriage at all. The newlyweds could not ignore her entreats for a “real” wedding, because they were compelled for economic reasons (Tresca’s salary as union secretary could hardly support a wife) to reside within the Tresca household. Long accustomed to the emotional havoc Donna Filomena’s tears could wreak, Tresca decided that domestic peace was worth a mass. A church wedding was held secretly at night so that the proud revolutionary and anti-cleric would not lose face before his comrades. A few sprinkles of holy water did not prove fatal, and the church wedding remained a carefully guarded secret.45

Tresca was fortunate to have married a woman who made no economic demands that would have interfered with his political activities. Despite the hardship imposed on her as a member of the Tresca household (she soon joined Anita at the sewing machine, making men’s shirts), Helga did not regard Tresca’s socialism as the source of her privation. She soon embraced her husband’s ideas and eventually would assist his journalistic activities. Ultimately, however, the relationship proved unhappy and destructive, especially for Helga, a development attributable not only to frequent clashes of temperament, but above all to Tresca’s irrepressible philandering.46

Within ten days of his wedding, Tresca was facing the prospect of jail. He had no illusion about the probable outcome of his court battle with Sulmona’s most powerful citizen. The judiciary in Sulmona, he declared in Il Germe, had already given “so little evidence of independence [that] we assume the Tribunale will unleash all its fury against us, because—out of class interest—it wants to suffocate  a rebel’s voice.”47 Meanwhile, Tresca had underestimated the potential outcome of his litigation with the editors of La Democrazia. While his own suit against them was still pending, the Tribunale Penale of Sulmona, on April 18, 1904, found Tresca guilty of libeling its editors and sentenced him to serve two-and-one-half years and ten days of imprisonment and to pay a fine of 2,100 lire.48 Less than a week later, Tresca was back in court. His acrimonious battle with the Baron Sardi De Letto had drawn the attention and support of higher echelons within the PSI, and the party dispatched a team of lawyers, including the renowned criminologist, Vittorio Lollini, to defend Tresca before the Tribunale Penale of Sulmona on April 25-26, 1904. What little evidence Tresca and attorneys were allowed to present in court was hopelessly outweighed by the testimony of a score of servile toadies whom the baron produced to affirm his financial honesty and moral rectitude. Tresca was therefore found guilty and sentenced to serve nineteen months and one day of imprisonment and to pay a 2,041 lire fine and court costs.49

At liberty pending appeal of both convictions, Tresca was compelled to make a decision that would affect the rest of his life. His standing in the local socialist movement had never been higher. On April 20, between court appearances, he was elected to the directive committee of Sulmona’s PSI section.50 The promise of a continuing career in the PSI, however, was not sufficient inducement to endure imprisonment. His legal difficulties with the editors of La Democrazia were settled out of court, and the criminal charges arising from that case dropped on June 18, 1904.51 But no such accommodation was amenable to the vindictive Baron Sardi De Letto, and confirmation of Tresca’s libel conviction by the Court of Appeals in L’Aquila was a foregone conclusion. Tresca decided to emigrate to America.52

Ettore had already established his medical practice in New York, and there were many paesani there and elsewhere who had been readers of Il Germe from its inception. When news of his dilemma reached America, a socialist group in Philadelphia invited Tresca to join them and raised money to help pay for his passage. Tresca resigned the directorship of Il Germe and prepared for departure. Escaping from Sulmona presented little difficulty. Local authorities had left him unmolested after his conviction, a show of leniency suggesting they knew of his decision to emigrate. For the police and Sulmona’s elite, permitting Tresca to escape was preferable to sending him to jail. That way he would plague the Americans rather than return to Sulmona and resume his activities. The railroad workers, however, were unwilling to chance his safety; they secreted him on a train leaving town on June 22, 1904. Helga would rejoin him in America eleven months later. Mario and Anita followed soon thereafter, but the rest of the Tresca family remained in Sulmona. Carlo never saw them again.53




Meeting Mussolini 

Tresca’s journey north brought him to Milan, where he spent three days attending the annual conference of railroad workers. Again exercising caution, the railroad workers escorted him to the border crossing at nearby Chiasso. From there he went to Lausanne by way of Lugano, the beautiful town immortalized in the mournful  song of Italian anarchist exiles, Addio Lugano Bella. In Lausanne, Tresca met his future nemesis, the man who would alter the destiny of the Italian people—Benito Mussolini.54, 55, 56, 57, 58

Lausanne was headquarters for a Swiss branch of the PSI founded a few years earlier by exiles, with strong support among the 6,000 Italians who labored in the building trades and belonged to the Italian Bricklayers’ and Hodcarriers’ Union. When Tresca arrived, the Italian colony was still buzzing with tales about a recent debate between the Rev. Alfredo Taglialatela, a noted Protestant evangelist, and a young socialist firebrand from the Romagna named Mussolini. Already notorious among Italians in Lausanne for his violent oratory and animal vitality, Mussolini thrilled his anti-clerical comrades by resorting to a flamboyant gesture during the debate held at the Casa del Popolo on March 25, 1904. The subject of the debate was “Man and Divinity.” At one point in the exchange, Mussolini placed his watch on the table in front of him and exclaimed: “I will give God just five minutes to strike me dead. If he does not punish me in that time, he does not exist.”

On his last night of his five-day stay in Lausanne, his curiosity peaked by all the talk about Mussolini, Tresca asked to meet this paladin of revolution. His autobiography describes the encounter:I was only a few years older than he and yet, taking for granted that my experience in the affairs of the Party was greater than his, I unconsciously assumed a paternalistic attitude toward his youthful impetuosity and his constant and vehement appeals to revolution. He, on the other hand, thought that I was not revolutionary enough. According to Mussolini, I was not sufficiently imbued with the spirit of revolt. Young Mussolini was a man of the barricade. I had, he contended, a too legalistic and gradualistic type of mind and a too reformistic conception of our mission. So we passed the night arguing and gesticulating.





The next morning Mussolini accompanied Tresca to the railroad station. As Tresca boarded the train for Le Havre, Mussolini bade him farewell with these words: “Well, Tresca, I am sure that America, powerful America, will make of you a true revolutionary comrade.” Years later, after Mussolini became the Duce of Fascism, Tresca would send him a telegram annually, reminding him of his prediction. America would indeed make a true revolutionary out of Carlo Tresca.
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Il Proletario

Tresca sailed from Le Havre aboard the SS Tourraine in August 1904. As the ship passed the Statue of Liberty, he recalled:There was a rush to the rail; all eyes were fixed on that beacon of light, seeking to penetrate the breast of that woman, symbolizing the most dear of human aspirations, “LIBERTY,” to see if there was a heart within which beat for all the politically persecuted, for all the slaves of capital, for the disinherited of the earth.1





Tresca, too, got caught up in the excitement. As a socialist, he believed that capitalism was just as oppressive in America as elsewhere, but at that moment: “I thought, with a sense of relief and with a more living faith in social change, that I was setting foot upon the land plowed by Jefferson and Lincoln, the land blessed with the strongest, the sanest, the purest of bourgeois democracy.”2

Disenchantment came quickly. Residing with Ettore at 53 Bayard Street, near Mulberry Park in Little Italy, Tresca found New York’s ethnic diversity, intense commercial activity, and strange customs (chewing gum) disquieting. His ignorance of English only intensified his sense of alienation. He was greatly relieved when he departed for Philadelphia, a city with a higher percentage of familiar Abruzzese, where by pre-arrangement with the Federazione Socialista Italiana del Nord America (FSI), he assumed the directorship of Il Proletario, the federation’s official organ, in October 1904.3

By the early 20th century, the world of Italian immigrant radicals—known generically as the sovversivi—had evolved into a unique subculture within the greater Italian community. Although linked through language, culture, and class, the sovversivi were distinct from other Italian immigrants by virtue of their ideas and values, which rejected the existing order of politics, religion, and society. In terms of class, the sovversivi were indistinguishable from the great majority of their compatriots, former artisans and peasants now employed as garment industry tailors, shoe makers, barbers, carpenters, cabinet makers, stonemasons, printers, waiters, miners, and mill hands. Political and social life among the sovversivi revolved around hundreds, if not thousands, of circoli and gruppi. The institutional nexus binding these circles and groups was the press. Over the course of a half-century (1890s to the 1940s) nearly 100 Italian radical newspapers were published across the country, most enduring for a few months or years, but some  flourishing for decades. The sovversivi never acquired a mass following, but they wielded influence that was wholly disproportionate to their meager numbers, at least until government repression took its toll between 1917 and 1920, and Mussolini and Fascism captivated so many Italian Americans in the 1920s and 1930s. At the height of their pre-World War I influence, the sovversivi functioned as the militant vanguard of Italian immigrant workers against the American capitalists who exploited them at the workplace, and against the Italian elite (prominenti) that lorded over them within colonie italiane. Prior to the immigration restrictions of the early 1920s, the world of the sovversivi had been enriched by a steady flow of men and ideas back and forth between Italy and the United States. And although the sequential evolution of its main ideological components (anarchism, socialism, syndicalism, communism) paralleled that of Italy, the world of the sovversivi was no carbon copy of its counterpart in the old country. To the contrary, the prevailing environment and circumstances of life in America, factors that influenced immigrant life as a whole, ensured that the Italian immigrant Left would develop a personality and character that was unique.4




Tresca, Il Proletario, and the FSI 

Looking back upon his earliest activities within the colonie italiane, Tresca recalled that “though living in America, my thought, my talks, my habits of life, my friends and my enemies were all Italian.”5 Initially, the workers Tresca sought to organize and lead in the class struggle were all Italian, a limitation imposed not only by his own ethnic parochialism and ignorance of English, but by the indifference and even hostility of labor unions and the American socialist parties toward “New Immigrants.” Not until the Socialist Party of America (SPA) established its foreign-language federations in 1910-1912, and the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) led the great strikes of immigrant workers in Lawrence and Paterson in 1912-1913 did the barriers begin to lift.6

Inside or outside the colonie italiane, Tresca was a very different kind of leader than the traditional socialist intellectuals and politicians. Arturo Caroti, Il Proletario’s administrator and the FSI’s official propagandist in 1904-1905, described the comrade he came to know so well:Carlo Tresca, besides being a talented youth with a big heart, is a man of action, courageous to the point of recklessness, always atop the bastion, always in the front lines of the proletarian struggle, always ready to sacrifice himself for an ideal and for his brothers, the workers. He is not one of those leaders who guide the masses from the office of an organization or from the editorial board of a daily newspaper. He is a born journalist, and the newspaper serves him like a weapon. But the field of action he prefers is the speaker’s platform or the head of a column of strikers, resisting the charge of the police, overcoming apathy, or thwarting the betrayal of scabs.7





Il Proletario immediately assumed an aggressive style that reflected Tresca’s vigor and combativeness. As previously displayed in Il Germe, his journalistic forte was  not doctrinal discourse but muckraking attacks against the Italian community leaders and institutions that exploited immigrant workers. Political developments in Italy and Europe were covered with greater frequency and depth than events in the United States, although his insights into American politics were acute. The struggles and strikes of Italian immigrant workers, as well as American labor union activities—especially concerning the United Mine Workers of America (UMWA) and the IWW—also received periodic attention. Articles about socialism, capitalism, religion—the standard fare of Italian radical newspapers—appeared weekly. Issues pertaining to the FSI received frequent and comprehensive coverage; however, he resisted devoting space to the ideological polemics and personal diatribes featured so regularly under his predecessors. Unfortunately, Tresca, too, was eventually drawn into the internecine struggles that divided and weakened the movement. He would prove himself a formidable polemicist.

Tresca sto od with the revolutionary wing of the socialist movement, a position that prompted immediate attack from Teofio Petriella, the director of Avanti!, a reformist newspaper published in Newark, New Jersey. Tresca responded by rejecting Petriella’s insistence that the socialist revolution could be won at the ballot box thanks to universal suffrage, declaring it was absurd to believe the bourgeoisie would peaceably relinquish its monopoly of power and allow itself to be expropriated by legal means. When reformists like Petriella advocated parliamentary action as the sole means by which to build a socialist society, Tresca believed they were anesthetizing the masses to the realities of the class struggle. The war between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, he affirmed repeatedly, was a historically determined conflict that would be won through violence. Socialism would be achieved not by workers’ casting votes but by forcibly seizing political power and expropriating private property.8

Neither dogmatic nor exclusionary about matters of doctrine, Tresca had no intention of awaiting the Armageddon of capitalism immobilized in a state of passivity and fatalistic expectation, like so many socialists and anarchists. The class struggle for Tresca was a war to be fought in the present. He demanded the full mobilization of socialist activists who were willing to march toward the conquest of the future.9 Yet, for all his rousing calls to arms, within a few months of his arrival, he had taken accurate measure of the movement and openly expressed his disappointment:I arrived in America with the sweet illusion, formed in my soul by the rosy correspondence that appeared in the Avanti! of Rome, that here there existed a solid and well disciplined Italian socialist organization. I believed that the dormant and deprived of Italy, here before the light of socialism, had opened their hearts and minds to new social horizons. But in reality I found none of this.10





The vast majority of Italians, he had discovered, remained outside the orbit of the movement, and most socialists were ill equipped to remedy the situation. But some progress was achieved with Tresca at the helm of Il Proletario; the number of FSI sections had risen to around fifty by the summer of 1905, an increase largely due to his energizing presence and propaganda. But rising membership did not translate necessarily into greater strength. A principal cause of socialist weakness,  he believed, was the FSI’s lack of cohesive organization, especially at the state level. Local sections, nominally under the central authority of the executive committee, were really autonomous groups bound together only by common ideology and purpose. Zealous defenders of independent initiative, local sections usually neglected to coordinate activities state-wide, much less on a national basis. Efforts were therefore sporadic, isolated, and ineffectual. Weakness and inertia, caused by weak organizational structure, could be eliminated by creating state federations, Tresca believed, and throughout the spring and summer of 1905 he campaigned vigorously for their establishment.11 A number of state federations were eventually formed, but they never attained the cohesion and militancy Tresca desired.12




The Camorra Coloniale 

Tresca was his own instrument of class warfare. His target in 1905—and for the rest of his career—was the Camorra Coloniale: the term he invented to describe the triumvirate of wealthy Italian businessmen (prominenti), consular officials, and priests who exploited their working-class countrymen. Tresca fully expected to find Italian immigrant workers exploited by American capitalists, but he was chagrined to discover how they were victimized by their own co-nationals. From his socialist perspective, the prominenti were unscrupulous businessmen whose prosperity and status had been attained by fleecing immigrant workers with a multitude of ruthless practices (e.g. the padrone system) and duplicitous schemes. The most hated among the prominenti were the rich publishers of Italian-language daily newspapers: e.g., Carlo Barsotti and Il Progresso Italo-Americano in New York; Charles C. A. Baldi and L’Opinione in Philadelphia; and Mariano Cancelliere and La Trinacria in Pittsburgh. They were odious to Tresca not only because their newspapers fostered every manner of political, social, and intellectual conservatism. Often personal friends of American business magnates, they invariably opposed Italian workers whenever they struck for higher pay and better conditions. Moreover, their newspapers functioned as recruiting agencies for Italian strike breakers and non-union laborers. No less hated were Italian Catholic priests and the foreign-service representative of the Italian monarchy. As in the Old Country, Tresca viewed priests—he often referred to them as “maiali neri” (black hogs)—as purveyors of obscurantism and myth, social engineers whose pastoral function was to ensure the docility of the masses by keeping them ignorant and obedient. The royal consuls, rather than the protectors of Italians abroad, were merely extensions of Italy’s parasitic bureaucracy, petty despots who devised their own techniques for exploiting immigrants.13 In his autobiography, he described them asregular leeches always on the warpath for fresh blood, exacting exorbitant taxes, selling at various prices exemptions from military duty, and devouring whatever money was forthcoming to them as compensation for the death of a relative in mine explosions or industrial accidents generally. They were not unlike hyenas.14





In the first of many muckraking campaigns, Tresca conducted an exposé of Count Geralamo Naselli, the consul general of Philadelphia, in May 1905. Tresca’s  collaborator was Giovanni Di Silvestro, the editor of Il Popolo. Tresca accused Naselli of various deficiencies and wrongdoings: stupidity, indifference to the problems of poor immigrants, protecting the exploiters of the community, charging illegally-high fees for notary services, and selling exemptions from service in the Italian army to non-citizens.15 Naselli filed a libel suit against Tresca, Di Silvestro, and the latter’s brother, Giuseppe. Arrested twice that summer and released under $1,000 bail, Tresca was undeterred by the prospect of imprisonment or paying the $10,000 Naselli demanded in compensation. Eager to describe the “political parasitism and corruption” of the Italian consular system in an American court, Tresca dared Naselli to pursue his case so he could expose him as “inept, presumptuous, indecent and vile.”16

The “Naselli Affair” created a sensation in Philadelphia. The Italian Foreign Ministry, hoping to dispel the doubts raised by Tresca’s accusations, sent a special emissary to investigate Naselli’s conduct. To nobody’s surprise, Tresca’s claims were deemed unfounded, and the consul was portrayed as an innocent victim of slander by subversives.17 Not satisfied, the Italian Ambassador, Baron Mayor des Planches, wanted his pound of flesh. Expressing fear that Tresca and Di Silvestro would organize protests against the consulate, he asked Secretary of State Elihu Root to intercede with local authorities and prevent a demonstration into which “three or four disreputable individuals might drag several hundred poor deluded and ignorant Italians.”18 Scores of similar demands for repressive action against Tresca would be submitted to Washington by the Italian government over the next thirty years.




To the Mines and Mills 

The anti-Naselli campaign reflected Tresca’s belief in direct action to attract and assist Italian workers. Because of their ignorance, illiteracy, lack of political consciousness, and “atavistic feelings of resignation,” the great majority of Italian immigrants had proven unsusceptible to “evangelical propaganda” and remained outside the ambit of the socialist movement. Tresca proposed that the socialists fulfill a guardianship role by organizing immigration offices that would provide free monetary services (handling remittances, postal savings accounts, and currency exchange), information to help immigrants acclimate to America, and most important to assist them in finding jobs. Once decent jobs were secured, the immigration offices would help immigrants organize producer and consumer cooperatives, mutual aid societies, and educational institutions. Eventually, as more immigrants came under the protective wing of the immigration offices, the FSI would be able to raise political consciousness, teach the ideals of class struggle, organize militant unions, and form chambers of labors to link local unions and other working-class organizations within a given district.19

Tresca still had much to learn about socialism in the United States. The formation of immigration offices, labor unions, and chambers of labor for Italian workers was completely beyond the resources and capabilities of Italian radicals in 1905 or any time thereafter. Not until 1919 was a chamber of labor established in New York,  a feeble organization that bore no resemblance to the Italian originals that were about to be destroyed by the Fascists. Tresca’s activity in America, therefore, was destined to remain limited to traditional means of operation: radical journalism, propaganda lectures, and labor agitation. He excelled at all three.

Tresca’s responsibilities as director of Il Proletario required him to deliver propaganda lectures to fellow socialists and interested workers in Philadelphia and nearby cities almost on a weekly basis. For locations beyond a day’s travel, Tresca would undertake a pre-organized propaganda tour (giro di propaganda), during which he would visit a succession of cities and towns. In 1905 and 1906, he conducted several propaganda tours that brought him to industrial and mining sites in New Jersey, Connecticut, Massachusetts, Vermont, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Illinois.20

Tresca’s arrival was a special event for Italian communities in the smaller mining and mill towns, and his lectures would often be followed by music, dancing, or a picnic. The Italians who attended included veteran socialists and anarchists, workers who were sympathetic to his message, and others curious to meet the new celebrity. Audience composition was generally the same in larger cities. Participants often wrote letters to Il Proletario, depicting him as an impassioned orator capable of stirring the emotions of the crowd and as a patient mentor who explained his ideas in language uneducated workers could understand. They also reveal how Tresca established a quick and easy rapport with audiences by means of his informal manner and hearty sense of humor. Indeed, this ready rapport was a key factor in his success and popularity with workers. As he had in Sulmona, Tresca demonstrated his unique ability to assimilate into a working-class environment, feeling entirely comfortable with rough-hewed Italian miners and mill hands, and relating to them as a friend and comrade rather than as a famous “leader.” Typically, after a long day on the lecture circuit, he would enjoy himself thoroughly when invited by his hosts to share a simple meal of pasta and homemade wine and spend the evening playing cards, smoking, and telling tales. He enjoyed this conviviality without evidencing a trace of discomfort, for it was his cardinal rule never to make workers self-conscious of their poverty. Once, when his young daughter Beatrice accompanied him, she complained that the bed in which she was to sleep at a miner’s home lacked sheets. He reproached her gently in private, explaining that the people were too poor to own such items.21 Thus he never balked when obliged to share a bed with a miner during a propaganda tour: “To sleep two in a bed, in the same room is not comfortable. But it is a blow to your imagination when on entering the sleeping room, you find in it four kids. You can’t refuse such hospitality. It is all the miners can offer you.”22

These early propaganda tours profoundly influenced Tresca, as he observed first hand the oppressiveness and exploitation that defined the lives of workers in industrial America, grim realities that fortified his desire to overthrow capitalism and launch the new age of socialism. Two episodes that touched him deeply occurred in western Pennsylvania, where he was hosted by Italian miners from the Emilia who had formed a socialist enclave in Youghiogheny. After his lecture, the miners gave Tresca a quick education about coal: where the various varieties were produced, the different hours and wages that prevailed in different districts, and  the miners’ ongoing labor struggles with the operators. That night they brought him to a facility where bituminous coal was “cooked” into coke for factory use. The rows of furnaces spewed tongues of flame high into the night sky. Feeding them fuel with long metal shovels, which burned their hands, were exhausted men “condemned alive to a living hell.” “It is necessary to see these slaves as I have seen them,” he wrote in Il Proletario. “Then no one would repeat the lie that work ennobles; rather, as a reproach to capitalism, they would say that work brutalizes and kills.”23

Tresca was taken next to inspect a mine at Blythedale. Standing outside the elevator as the early shift descended, Tresca wondered: “Will they all come back? This was the atrocious thought that tormented me. And in the eyes of the men, I seemed to read the same sad uncertainty—will I see my family tonight?” His mind conjured the image of Virgil guiding Dante into the depths of Hell, as he descended into the deepest recesses of the mine. Trudging for two hours through subterranean passageways too short for a man to stand erect, tensely vigilant to avoid exposed electrical wires that could dispense a lethal shock, Tresca felt exhausted, his back ached terribly, and his breathing was labored from the coal dust. The Italian miners he encountered underground were surprised that Tresca, a leader, had risked life and limb to observe them at their toil. From each he learned more about the terrors of mining. Especially feared was the pietra della morte (the rock of death), the sheets of slate separating the coal layers that could fall upon miners without sound or warning. With such a deadly menace always awaiting victims, why, Tresca asked, was there no first-aid station either below or above the surface? Because the coal operators considered it preferable to pay $150 in compensation to the widows of miners killed, his comrades explained. Several hours later, coughing up coal dust and unable to straighten his back, Tresca emerged from the pit head uttering a silent invocation: “Come redeeming socialism, come. Only then will the mine cease to be what it is today, a rich tomb created for men by the cruel and blind improvidence of capitalism.”24

Propaganda tours were a vehicle to excoriate capitalism and exalt the socialist world of the future, but workers’ strikes provided a natural habitat for Tresca to combat the class enemy directly and satisfy his love of the fight. The first dozen years of his career in America were the period of Tresca’s greatest activity in the labor movement. During that time only a few American radicals, such as William D. (“Big Bill”) Haywood, Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, and Joe Ettor, were his equal as labor agitators and strike leaders. Among Italian socialists and anarchists he had no peer.

Tresca’s first strike action was against the John B. Stetson Company in Philadelphia. There, 500 Italian and 900 Jewish hat makers, representing half of the employees, walked off their job, in February 1905, to protest against the exploitative methods by which the owners generated fat profits. So-called “apprentice” workers were hired at $2 a week, with a promise that they would receive a small bonus and become permanent employees after three months. Most were discharged before the three-month “trial period.” The survivors engaged in piece-work requiring them to keep their hands in near-boiling water softening felt, to stand in the overflow that covered the floor, and to breathe felt particles all day long. If the hats passed muster,  workers could earn $4-5 a week; however, for every “damaged” hat—which would be repaired and sold at the regular price—50 cents would be deduced from their wages.25

In Il Proletario and at public rallies, Tresca denounced the Stetson Company owners, described their system of exploitation, and exhorted Italian strikers to continue the struggle. He and Arturo Caroti organized picket lines outside the factory; he harangued the Italian strikers while his comrade did the same in German to the Jewish strikers. Tresca also spoke on street corners in Italian neighborhoods, urging his countrymen not to replace the strikers and become scabs, a not uncommon practice for hard pressed Italians in this period. The strike also marked Tresca’s first experience with the American Federation of Labor (AFL), whose affiliated hat makers’ union represented the skilled workers at Stetson. Despite promises to help, the union’s president never authorized his members to join the Italians and Jews, and the strike action ended in failure after five weeks.26

In August that year, while on a lecture tour in Barre, Vermont, Tresca was summoned by comrades in nearby Northfield to assist striking Italians employed as ditch diggers on a new water system. Each laborer had paid a $1 fee (bossatura) to an Italian banker in New York City to obtain this job, which required a minimum daily excavation measuring eight feet in length, seven feet in depth, and two feet in width. Deductions came out of their wages—little more than $1 a day—for inadequate food and lodgings that consisted of a windowless shanty sleeping 70 men on rotting straw. On August 21, some of the Italians threw down their shovels, demanding higher wages and better conditions .27

Tresca met with the socialist strike committee the next morning and proceeded to the digging site, where he urged the workers to resist. Police ordered him to stop speaking. He feigned ignorance of what they were saying and continued. When they insisted, he allegedly cited a recent Supreme Court decision about strikes, and the dumbfounded police allowed him to finish.28 The strikers, meanwhile, were told they would have to clear out of the shanties and would not receive their pay until September 2, thereby depriving them of any means to survive. Luckily, during the next few days, local Italian socialists arranged to house and feed the strikers. Tresca gave several more speeches about socialism and visited the ditch diggers at night to convince more of them to strike. Within a month or so, many of the discharged strikers found similar work in Burlington or with the local railroad. Those who returned to the water system project received higher wages and better housing. Tresca’s inspiration had contributed decisively to one of the rare victories won by unskilled Italian laborers during these years.29




Revolutionary Syndicalism 

Tresca’s earliest experiences as a strike leader paralleled the emergence of a new movement in Europe and America that would quickly win his allegiance—revolutionary syndicalism. He never described the process by which his ideological affinities shifted over the course of some nine years: from revolutionary socialism to  revolutionary syndicalism in 1905, to anarcho-syndicalism by 1913. This transition resulted most likely from three related factors: ideological considerations; the need for independence demanded by his personality; and his natural propensity for direct action in labor struggles and the fight against capitalism. By 1905, Tresca had become the leading Italian proponent and practitioner of revolutionary syndicalism in the United States.

The differences between Italian revolutionary syndicalism and anarcho-syndicalism were by no means semantic. Unlike Spain, where syndicalism evolved from anarchism, or France, where it comprised anarchist, Allemanist, and Marxist elements, revolutionary syndicalism in Italy developed within the ideological context of Marxism and the institutional framework of the PSI, emerging as a fully developed movement by 1904. Although several currents of revolutionary syndicalism evolved, with varying attitudes toward political parties, parliamentarism, and electoral activity, they all stressed the primacy of proletarian action, especially the general strike conducted with revolutionary unions. The latter would become the nuclei for future social and state organization subsequent to the revolution. In contrast, anarcho-syndicalists wished to utilize unions as instruments of revolutionary struggle, but they never embraced political parties or electoral activity in any form and categorically rejected the idea that unions should constitute embryonic forms of future state and societal institutions.30

Given that Tresca was a voracious reader and avidly followed political and intellectual developments in Italy, it must be assumed that Italian theorists like Arturo Labriola, Enrico Leone, and Walter Mocchi influenced his espousal of revolutionary syndicalism. On a tactical level, Tresca concurred wholeheartedly with Labriola’s declaration that “five minutes of direct action were worth as many years of parliamentary chatter.”31 Tresca, like other syndicalists, embraced the theory that every strike, even if lost, achieved a positive purpose by helping to develop revolutionary consciousness and militancy among the workers, objectives more important than the material gains a strike might achieve. 32

An American development of equal importance to Tresca’s evolution as a revolutionary syndicalist was undoubtedly the founding of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) in 1905. Until now, Tresca had considered the American trade union movement hopelessly deficient. American labor leaders, such as AFL president Samuel Gompers, who opposed socialism and sought harmony between labor and capitalism, Tresca dismissed as traitors ranking among the worst enemies of the proletariat. He condemned the craft unions affiliated with the AFL because they represented only the aristocracy of labor and discriminated against unskilled immigrants. Tresca also rejected the idea of “boring-from-within,” and gradually converting the AFL to socialism. The barriers erected by conservative and corrupt union officials, he argued, were too difficult to penetrate; the only solution was for workers to create new labor organizations based on the class struggle that would fight as one body for a socialist future. 33 Only the IWW, Tresca believed, met these criteria. He hailed its formation as “an open declaration of a more effective struggle [forthcoming] between the rights of the proletariat that must be affirmed and the rights of the bourgeoisie that must fall.”34 Tresca’s description of the IWW’s founding convention in Chicago has led some to believe that he may have been there as an  observer.35 In fact, he had not attended, but after a six-month gestation period, Tresca publicly declared himself a revolutionary syndicalist, espousing the concept of the trade union as the principal instrument of socialist action and the nucleus around which the future society would organize itself.36

Since the director of Il Proletario wielded considerable influence, Tresca’s endorsement of revolutionary syndicalism and the IWW inevitably generated profound consequences for the FSI. Since he considered both the Socialist Party of America (SPA) and the Socialist Labor Party (SLP) to be incapable of effective action, Tresca urged all FSI members to join the IWW. Although he did not recommend abandoning the SPA and SLA (the FSI had always divided its loyalties between them), Tresca reasoned that the IWW had rendered moot the question of party affiliation for Italians. As members of the new industrial union, they could fulfill their obligation as socialists, participate in the struggles of the American proletariat, and strengthen themselves for the special task of protecting the Italian immigrants. Yet Tresca himself never joined the IWW, a curious contradiction attributable to his insistence upon personal independence and free initiative. Tresca’s not too subtle suggestion that the FSI look only to the IWW did not resolve internal conflict over socialist party affiliation, but the enthusiasm for revolutionary syndicalism he had generated became so infectious that the reorientation of the FSI in that direction was now inevitable. Ultimately, Tresca, more than anyone, was responsible for the FSI’s ideological and tactical reorientation toward revolutionary syndicalism.37




Exit Il Proletario 

Supporting the IWW and revolutionary syndicalism did not assure Tresca’s position as director of Il Proletario, which was under attack from various quarters. Fractious squabbling, jealousy, and other manifestations of over-inflated egos, often roused for the most absurd reasons, were endemic to Italian radicals of all persuasions, and every director of Il Proletario had been the target of frivolous and petty attacks. Now it was Tresca’s turn.38 Ostensibly, the main cause of conflict between Tresca and the FSI executive committee was the Naselli affair. By the time Tresca and Giovanni Di Silvestro stood trial on December 20-23, 1905, the Naselli affair had become a cause célèbre among the Italians of Philadelphia. Radicals, progressive journalists, a significant number of prominent physicians and other professionals, as well as many workers, supported Tresca and the Di Silvestro brothers. The prominenti, the Catholic clergy, and the “patriotic” elements of the community sided with the consul general. The outcome of the trial, however, was a foregone conclusion. Interrogated by the prosecutor, Naselli professed ignorance of all the abuses alleged to have been practiced at the consulate. Copies of the articles written by Tresca and Giovanni Di Silvestro, translated for the court by the consul’s own secretary, were woefully inaccurate; yet the most offensive portions were read into the record. Incriminating material produced by Tresca and Di Silvestro was not allowed into evidence on the grounds that the consul of a foreign country was not a public officer whose conduct could be criticized in the public press. Nor were they permitted to explain the basis of their accusations.  The prosecutor, on the other hand, was permitted to focus not only on Tresca’s offending articles but also on his libel conviction in Italy and his flight from Italian justice. Defense witnesses were restricted in their testimony or dismissed because of their political sympathies. The prosecutor, in his summation, denounced the accused socialists as criminals. Then the judge gave instructions to the jury that left no doubt as to the verdict he desired. The jury took only thirty minutes to find Tresca and Di Silvestro guilty. On December 28, 1905, they were sentenced to three months imprisonment and a fine of $100. Both were released on $2,500 bail pending appeal.39

Rank-and-file support for Tresca was overwhelming, Il Proletario received thousands of small contributions for his legal expenses, totaling around $1,500. But several members of the FSI executive committee had disapproved of Tresca’s campaign against Naselli from the outset and resented spending money for his defense. Chiefly, however, they feared placing Il Proletario at risk by attacking a formidable foe such as the consul general. Even after Naselli decided not to sue Il Proletario, and the Italian government recalled him to Rome, tacitly acknowledging the merits of Tresca’s accusations, FSI opponents still remained bent on his ouster. Tresca offered to resign the directorship of Il Proletario in March 1906, but a majority of the FSI sections insisted that he remain at his post.40

The next crisis provided a pretext to oust him. Tension between anarchists and socialists had been high ever since the vicious polemic between Luigi Galleani and Giacinto Menotti Serrati, an earlier director of Il Proletario, in 1903. After anarchists broke up a socialist meeting in Boston with pistol shots on May 28, 1906, Tresca was expected to open the pages of Il Proletario for a new round of attacks against them. Tresca had sought to establish good relations with the anarchists and tried to broker a truce after this latest encounter, but several influential FSI leaders considered his restraint inexcusable. Under renewed pressure, Tresca resigned the directorship of Il Proletario on June 7, 1906.41

Evaluating his tenure as director of Il Proletario, Tresca rightly judged it a success: “I galvanized, fortified a corpse—the FSI.”42 He was not alone in this assessment. A “revolutionary faction” that broke away from the Philadelphia section, in opposition to the reformist and authoritarian tendencies quickly manifested by his successor, Giuseppe Bertelli, gave Tresca even higher marks: “…one could say that before he assumed direction, the Italian Socialist Party in America scarcely existed, whereas after he departed, he left a vast and organized party.”43 In reality, the FSI had become neither large nor well organized. But Tresca unquestionably had rendered inestimable service to Italian socialism and syndicalism in America during his twenty months as director of Il Proletario. The FSI’s debts had been eliminated and Il Proletario’s circulation had risen from 4,000 to 5,600. The number of FSI sections had increased from thirty to more than eighty, and state federations had been organized in Connecticut, Illinois, Massachusetts, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Vermont.44 In sum, a major resurgence of the FSI had occurred between 1904 and 1906, and the lion’s share of credit belonged to Tresca.
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 Freelance of Revolution

Tresca’s departure from Il Proletario in no way diminished his popularity among rank-and-file socialists and syndicalists, who appreciated his daring leadership far more than the FSI chieftains did.1 But he could not capitalize on this goodwill until he found employment to provide for his family. Helga had arrived in New York on May 11, 1905; she and Tresca took up residence at 1103 Ellsworth Street in South Philadelphia, not far from his office. On March 16, 1906, Helga gave birth to a girl, named Beatrice in honor of Tresca’s sister, who had died prematurely.2 By then, Tresca had become political editor for La Voce del Popolo, a labor daily that Giovanni Di Silvestro started publishing after their conviction in the Naselli case. Loss of their appeal, however, sent Tresca and Di Silvestro to Moyamensing Prison for three months. Decades later, when asked where he had studied, his favorite reply was “the University of Moyamensing.”3

Tresca’s memories of Moyamensing were really anything but fond. The squalor of his cell, the solitude, and the forced idleness were “hell” to bear even for three months.4 Tresca missed the FSI’s second national congress held in Boston on November 29-December 2, 1906, which overwhelmingly endorsed the IWW and syndicalist action.5 Although pleased with that result, Tresca was dismayed by the vicious attacks leveled against him at the congress by the Philadelphia section leaders and Giuseppe Bertelli, his successor at Il Proletario. Among the egregious crimes he was accused of committing were the Naselli affair, his collaboration with Il Popolo and La Voce del Popolo, and alleged lateness reading proofs and writing articles.6 Outraged by the accusations, he responded to Bertelli and the “sect of thugs” belonging to the Philadelphia section: “I am ashamed to stay among you and I tear up my party membership card in your face .”7 Thereafter, Tresca had an on-again, off-again relationship with the FSI, usually more off than on.

Returning to his position at La Voce del Popolo in March 1907, Tresca discovered that Di Silvestro’s real intention was not to fight the prominenti but to join them. The erstwhile comrades parted company and eventually became bitter enemies. Di Silvestro acquired riches as a banker, achieved notoriety as the supreme venerable of the Sons of Italy, and became one of Fascism’s leading supporters among Italian Americans.8

Estranged from the FSI and without a job, Tresca appealed to the rank-and-file to support a syndicalist newspaper—La Plebe (The Populace), which he began publishing in Philadelphia on August 24, 1907. His timing could not have been  worse. The economy was on the verge of a severe depression (1907-1908), yet on the basis of his reputation alone, Tresca’s newspaper attracted 500 subscribers before commencing publication.9 La Plebe’s office was located initially at 823 Catherine Street but moved six months later to 1029 S. 8th Street, both in the heart of South Philadelphia’s Italian district. Some FSI members assumed La Plebe would serve as a federation organ under the direction of the local FSI section. Tresca’s first issue sent a jolting message to those who coveted control: “I do not ask official recognition of any party.”10 And to leave no doubt, La Plebe’s masthead proclaimed itself: “Not in the service of personal cliques nor subject to the tyranny of a party, [but] in combat for the Ideal against priests, bosses, and camorre.”11 Liberated from FSI obligations and constraints, Tresca finally assumed the role for which his talents and temperament were best suited—Italian American radicalism’s “freelance of revolution.”12




“La Signorina” 

Barely six months after launching La Plebe, Tresca was once more embroiled in legal trouble, but of a different sort than usual. On February 16, 1908, he was arrested for “disorderly conduct,” having been caught flagrante delicto in a Philadelphia hotel room with Marietta Di Antonio, a girl under sixteen years of age, who had been teaching him English. Although the relationship had been consensual, Tresca was indicted on a long list of charges: assault and battery, aggravated assault and battery, assault and battery to ravish, rape, and adultery.13 Released on $1,000 bail, Tresca claimed that one of Philadelphia’s prominenti, Fioravante Baldi, and local priests had pressured her into giving the authorities a more damaging version of what had transpired between them.14 Considering how intensely Tresca was hated by the local prominenti and clergy, his suggestion of behind-the-scenes machinations was certainly credible. More likely, the girl’s father, bent on revenge and salvaging her honor, had denounced Tresca to the authorities as a violent predator.15 Tresca’s misadventure provided a juicy scandal for staid Philadelphia. The American press depicted him as a “Black Hander,” child kidnapper, and worse.16 Tresca’s enemies among the promimenti and clergy took delight in his predicament, and even the sovversivi—just as conventional as non-radicals in matters of sexual conduct—were dismayed by his behavior, if not as vocal as the opposition. The incident became a permanent stain on Tresca’s record.

For several months, La Plebe was issued with Helga’s name listed as the publisher, in hope of minimizing the damage to the newspaper that might result from the scandal and the criminal proceedings facing Tresca. Subscription payments and contributions to La Plebe did fall off dramatically; however, the cause was the economic depression of that year, which plunged thousands of Italians immigrants into desperate straits. In August 1908, hoping to obtain new supporters, avoid harassment from postal authorities, and no doubt escape the spotlight of scandal, Tresca transferred La Plebe to Pittsburgh. The office was set up at 8 Tunnel Street. He and Helga resided briefly at 712 Webster Avenue, and later at 204 Robinson Street, in a home owned by an English woman.17




“The Republic of Priests” 

Pittsburgh was an ideal base of operations for Tresca, whose labor activities now focused primarily on the coal fields of western Pennsylvania. But Pittsburgh and the nearby mining regions harbored difficulties and dangers that Philadelphia did not. The American coal, steel, and aluminum barons dominated the region like feudal lords, and the Italian camorra colonia wielded more power than their counterparts in Philadelphia and were much more aggressive about retaining it. The law was whatever the magnates and their satraps said it was, and those who resisted were likely to end up in jail or dead.

The sovversivi had acquired a substantial following among the Italian coal miners of western Pennsylvania, but the FSI section in Pittsburgh was far weaker than its Philadelphia counterpart, having been organized only in 1906 or 1907. Tresca’s arrival, therefore, caused immediate alarm among local consular officials, priests, and prominenti. The Italian ambassador, Mayor des Planches, notified the postmaster general in Washington of Tresca’s presence in Pittsburgh, hoping to suppress La Plebe through postal interference and financial ruin.18 Since the 19th century, subversive newspapers were stifled through repeated confiscation of offending issues. The Postal Office Department soon found a pretext to intervene—the absence of a “legitimate list of subscribers.”19 In addition, postal authorities increased the pressure by forcing Tresca to submit “true translations” of entire issues to determine if they violated a new measure President Theodore Roosevelt signed into law on May 27, 1908, establishing political criteria by which newspapers could be barred from the mails. Tresca eventually obtained third-class mailing privileges, which slowed delivery of La Plebe to its 3,000 subscribers but enabled the newspaper to survive.20

Despite the certainty of retaliation, Tresca attacked the camorra coloniale with greater fervor and recklessness than he had in Philadelphia. The consul general of Philadelphia singled out Tresca and La Plebe from other Italian American subversive newspapers:La Plebe, an anarchistic weekly published in Pittsburgh, engages in very active subversive propaganda and is especially noteworthy for its systematic incitement to anti-militarism and draft evasion. With greater audacity than other periodicals, [La Plebe] is distinguished by its violence, insults, and systematic defamation of public officials and private citizens.21





Tresca was a staunch anti-militarist. His concern was for the young Italian-immigrant men who were not naturalized citizens. Unless they obtained deferments by bribing a consular officer (a regular practice), they were subject to conscription into the Italian army, where conditions and discipline were especially harsh. As a humanitarian, Tresca opposed the conscription of young workers and peasants to serve as cannon fodder in the interests of bourgeois capitalists, and he denounced  military service as a form of slavery. As a revolutionary, Tresca understood that a primary function of armies was to suppress proletarian rebellion. Converting working-class soldiers to the cause of revolution was therefore imperative, and in his pamphlet Non Ti Fare Soldato (Don’t Be A Soldier), published in 1909, he expressed the hope “that when the revolutionary idea has broken through the walls of the barracks, the rifles may shoot, but no longer against the strikers!”22

Although his anti-militarism remained constant, Tresca delighted more in attacking the maiali neri (black hogs) of the Catholic Church, who were so powerful in Pittsburgh that he dubbed the city the “republic of priests.”23 Conflict between Italian radicals and the priesthood in Pittsburgh had recently escalated, and the Church enlisted the support of secular authorities to assist them. The police raided several Italian bookstores that sold radical newspapers and other literature on November 30, 1907.24 The episodes of repression in Pittsburgh were part of a larger campaign waged at this time by the Catholic Church against its ideological enemies. Typically, in February 1908, complaints from the archbishop of New York and the apostolic nuncio to Washington prompted Anthony Comstock, head of the Society for the Prevention of Vice, to arrest the owner of the S. F. Vanni bookstore in New York City—a cultural institution of the colonia italiana—on the grounds that the Italian anti-clerical newspapers he sold were pornographic and sacrilegious.25 Such episodes characterized the “Red Scare” of 1908, the campaign of political and cultural repression encouraged by Theodore Roosevelt.26

The institution created by the sovversivi to counter the Church’s stultifying control over the minds of immigrants was the Università Popolare, an informal school where qualified volunteers provided instruction in a wide range of subjects. Tresca had been instrumental in founding the Università Popolare in Philadelphia in January 1908 and one in Pittsburgh a year later .27 His brother Ettore was the featured speaker at both inaugurals. The curriculum of the Università Popolare was not necessarily radical (Ettore, for example, lectured on the structure and function of the human body), but it was unswervingly rationalist and materialist, intellectual propensities deemed subversive by the Vatican, which still clung to the anti-modernist tenets of the “Syllabus of Errors” of 1866, and was determined to eradicate modernist tendencies within the Church itself. To achieve the latter, Pope Pius X issued the “Syllabus Lamentabili Sane” of July 1907 and the “Encyclical Pascendi Domini Gregis” of September 1907.28 The Università Popolare, in contrast, could reach only a tiny segment of the Italian immigrant working class, and to undermine the Church’s strength and influence by means of secular education would take generations, if not centuries.

Unwilling to wait that long, Tresca resorted to a favorite tactic employed by Italian anti-clericals: attack the Church by discrediting the priesthood, especially with revelations of sexual misconduct. On the Richter Scale of Italian moral indignation, the sexual transgressions of a priest would hardly register as an earthquake, provided they were heterosexual. Italians, for the most part, regarded male celibacy as unnatural, and the sexual peccadilloes of priests were widely regarded as inevitable and no cause for consternation. Yet, in the United States, where German and Irish Catholics controlled the Church—and considered Italians half-pagan in any case—a sex scandal involving a priest was guaranteed to outrage the hierarchy and shock the  naïve among the flock. That Tresca himself was hardly a paragon of moral rectitude in matters of sexual conduct never gave him pause (after all, he had not taken a vow of celibacy), and he hastened to employ his considerable muckraking skills to unearth the dirt the “maiali neri” were determined to hide.

The material for his first exposé of a wayward priest, the Rev. Di Sabato of Connellsville, Pa., was allegedly furnished to him by a rival cleric who hoped to acquire his colleague’s parish.29 The incriminating evidence was a photograph of the handsome young priest reclining on a sofa with his head nestled comfortably against the breast of his lovely “housekeeper,” whose left arm embraced him around the neck while her right hand upheld a perched parrot. The compromising photograph was printed in La Plebe and Il Proletario, and to ensure widespread distribution throughout the Italian community, Tresca had the photo reprinted on the back of postcards.30 Verbal accusations could be rebutted, but a photograph defied easy denial and hit the Catholic community like a bombshell. 31

For his act of sacrilege, Tresca was anathematized by the Pittsburgh hierarchy, arrested by the police, and sued for libel by the Rev. Di Sabato and his paramour. At his trial in Uniontown on December 18-19, 1908, Tresca established the authenticity of the photograph (taken by the priest himself) and further sullied the priest’s character by identifying an unwed mother and child whom the priest had abandoned in New Kensington, PA. The Rev. Di Sabato lost his case, but the jury found Tresca guilty of libeling the priest’s lady friend. The judge remanded sentencing for a month, and Tresca returned home confident that his punishment would amount to no more than a small fine.32




The Camorra Coloniale Strikes Back 

That Tresca’s enemies would attempt to silence him was inevitable. In December 1908, he received a visit from a leader of the local Mano Nera (Black Hand), a loose network of gangs engaged in racketeering and extortion, who advised him to ensure his good health by rejoining Ettore in New York City. Undeterred by this death threat, Tresca warned the gangster that he had better shoot straight. Several weeks passed without incident. Then, on January 7, 1909, after leaving his office with an acquaintance and walking toward a restaurant for lunch, Tresca was seized from behind by an assailant wielding a razor. The next split second remained fixed in his memory:The job would have been done perfectly but for the fact that I was able to realize what was coming as soon as I felt a strange hand over my cheek. As a defensive move I pressed my chin against my breast. The razor, instead of operating on my neck, as intended, started to work on my upper [right] lip and, coming down it, found resistance on the jaw, so much so that the blade was broken when it reached the jugular vein, which was left untouched.33





Bleeding profusely, Tresca grappled with his attacker until a policeman arrived on the scene and placed the culprit under arrest. He staggered into a drugstore in  search of help, but another policeman, suspecting him being a “Black Hander,” dragged him to the police station, where he collapsed from loss of blood. When finally brought to a hospital, twenty-six stitches—sutured aggressively by a hostile doctor—were required to close the wound.34

Tresca’s would-be assassin was a petty gangster named Michele Giordano who had been paid $500 for his services. Several enemies hated Tresca enough to want him dead, but suspicion pointed to Mariano Cancelliere, the owner of the conservative newspaper La Trinacria of Pittsburgh, whom Tresca had attacked repeatedly in Il Proletario and La Plebe, and whose conviction for fraud in Italy he revealed when the latter testified as a character witness against him at his Uniontown trial.35 Years later, Tresca attributed responsibility to a conspiracy hatched between the local clergy, Italian vice-consul Natali of Pittsburgh, whom he had accused of graft and corruption, and the Black Hand.36

Tresca’s life remained trouble free for only two weeks after the assassination attempt. When his brother Ettore visited Pittsburgh to treat his infected wound, he brought news that Don Filippo had died in Sulmona. Tresca was haunted by thoughts that he had shortened Don Filippo’s life by causing him so much worry and stress over the years. But he had no time for mourning. The next day, January 21, 1909, Tresca was scheduled for sentencing in the Di Sabato case. Instead of the $50 fine previously agreed upon by the trial judge and Tresca’s lawyer, Tresca was condemned to serve six months in jail and pay a $500 fine for having libeled the priest’s lady friend. “The all-powerful Catholic Church,” he believed, “had dictated the heavy sentence.”37

This latest incarceration, coming so soon after Don Filippo’s death, plunged Tresca into an emotional depression all the more severe because the precarious state of his finances now threatened the well being of his family and the future of La Plebe. Sharing his feelings of despair with Umberto Poggi, the sympathetic new director of Il Proletario, Tresca wrote: “This is a grievous period I am going through, my dear Poggi. I believed I would go mad.”38 But this “grievous period” had a quick and unusual ending. Local Protestant groups and the Uniontown press had concluded that the severity of the sentence was the result of pressure from the Catholic Church. Fearing public outrage, the trial judge reconsidered the case and commuted Tresca’s sentence to time already served. Thus he was back in action after only fifteen days.39

Pittsburgh police, meanwhile, had made no effort to pursue Giordano or discover the culprits behind the murder attempt. It was Tresca and his lawyer who traced Giordano to a small mining town in West Virginia. At Giordano’s trial, his lawyer did not mount a defense of his client but focused his attack upon the victim. He asked Tresca if he believed in God, if he feared Hell, and if he was an anarchist. Then, holding an issue of La Plebe aloft, he accused Tresca of being an anarchist who published articles against God. The good Christians who comprised the jury found Giordano not guilty.40 But Giordano eventually met his end at the hands of an Italian coal miner, who avenged the attack against Tresca.

Tresca’s more immediate concern was his sexual misconduct trial in Philadelphia on April 14, 1909. The most serious charges against him were dropped after Marietta acknowledged that their affair had been consensual. Tresca pleaded guilty instead to  adultery and was sentenced to serve nine months in the county prison. Bertelli, now publishing La Parola dei Socialisti in Chicago, was delighted, and attacked Tresca for his immorality. Tresca’s friend Poggi counter-attacked in Il Proletario, alleging that Bertelli frequented brothels in Philadelphia, always leaving behind a photo-calling card that identified him as the “Leader of the Socialists.”41




Helga 

During his imprisonment from April 1909 to January 1910, Tresca was greatly concerned about the welfare of his wife and child and the survival of La Plebe. The burden of managing the newspaper in his absence fell entirely upon Helga. Far from being a “good Italian wife who cooked spaghetti and was a model housekeeper,”42 the condescending portrait of her depicted by Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, Helga proved to be a woman of considerable ability and resilience. Married life with Tresca was difficult under the best of circumstances, spending days and weeks alone while he was away on propaganda tours, and never knowing whether he would land in jail or the cemetery. During his absences, besides caring for her young Beatrice and giving aid to the overburdened wives of local workers, Helga performed many functions to sustain La Plebe, including writing articles and giving lectures. When Tresca was arrested for his affair with young Marietta, Helga made a public demonstration of solidarity with her husband.43

Nevertheless, she had been emotionally wounded by Tresca’s infidelity and the humiliating publicity. She probably would have left him if her family would have welcomed her back. However, after an exploratory letter to her father—perhaps the first since her elopement—Helga was coldly rebuffed and told to remain with her husband in America. Lonely and depressed, Helga found solace in the arms of Joe Ettor, executive board member and chief organizer for the IWW, who was active in the steel workers strike then in progress at nearby McKees Rocks. This was not a casual liaison. Helga’s feelings for Ettor grew deep, and she might have left Tresca if a stable relationship with her lover were possible. But Ettor’s career offered neither stability nor permanence, and the affair ended when Tresca was released from prison. Tresca apparently knew or learned of Helga’s dalliance with Ettor and accepted it with equanimity, according to his daughter .44 Yet it is hard to believe that his Italian male ego did not harbor resentment toward Ettor.




L’Avvenire 

Helga’s efforts to save La Plebe ultimately failed. The Postal Office Department once again had deprived La Plebe of discounted mailing privileges, at the behest of the apostolico nuncio in Washington, according to Tresca. The cost of mailing the newspaper plus the bills accrued from his court case placed a huge burden on Tresca and his family. Il Proletario helped by raising over $800 for his legal expenses, but by July 1909, La Plebe had ceased publishing.45

But soon, with the assistance of Tresca’s good friend, Giuseppe Zavarella, who obtained a second-class mailing permit as the newspaper’s nominal publisher, Helga transferred the newspaper to Steubenville, Ohio, where it was resurrected on July 24, 1909 under the name of L’Avvenire (The Future). When Tresca was released in January 1910, he transferred his family and L’Avvenire to New Kensington, a grimy aluminum-producing town twenty miles northeast of Pittsburgh with a sizeable FSI section led by Antonio Mariella. A new series of L’Avvenire was launched on August 20, 1910, and for the next three years, with Mariella fronting as publisher, Tresca continued his operations in New Kensington and opened a branch office in Pittsburgh.46




The Westmoreland Strike 

Once out of prison, Tresca resumed his activities among Italian coal miners, many of whom had by now formed scores of radical groups and circles in Pennsylvania, Illinois, Ohio, Kansas, Oklahoma, Colorado, New Mexico, and Nevada.47 In fact, coal miners constituted one of the largest and most militant contingents of the Italian immigrant Left, and it was among their ranks that Tresca derived his strongest support. The highest concentrations of Italian coal miners were located in the anthracite region of eastern Pennsylvania and the bituminous region of the state’s western counties. By 1910, some 60,000 Italians in Pennsylvania were dependent upon the mines for their material existence, which meant living in abject poverty.48 For Tresca, Italian coal miners represented an army of disinherited plebes for whom he might serve as revolutionary leader. His first expressions of solidarity dated from the coal miners’ strike in Colorado and Utah in 1904, but his special bond with them was forged during the early propaganda tours of 1906. By 1910, Tresca was ready for more direct action at their head.

The message Tresca spread in the coal fields was one of resistance—not only against the mine owners, but against the United Mine Workers of America (UMWA). The UMWA was an industrial union dominated by conservative leaders who accepted the wage system as “a natural and necessary part of our industrial system,” in the words of its first president, John B. Rae.49 Although the union included a radical minority, the UMWA’s official philosophy of class collaboration, in Tresca’s view, qualified it as ally of capitalism rather than an instrument for its overthrow. Ever since the Colorado miners’ strike of 1904 was squelched, Tresca harbored a special antipathy for UMWA president, John Mitchell, the quintessential labor bureaucrat and power-broker. Tresca condemned Mitchell’s and his successors’ practice of honoring accords and reaching settlements with coal operators in one district while miners in another were out on strike. He was appalled by Mitchell’s handling of the coal strikes of April-May 1906, which saw the UMWA accept meager gains for bituminous miners in western Pennsylvania while anthracite miners in the eastern districts struggled alone and without assistance before capitulating. Why, Tresca asked, had the UMWA failed to conduct a general strike of miners instead of confronting the operators with limited and sporadic resistance? And why had strike action begun during the spring, when companies had large stock piles of coal and consumer demand was low? For Tresca such tactics smacked not of ineptitude  but sell-out. Henceforth he referred to Mitchell as the “lord and master of the art of betrayal” and worse. 50

In the wake of the 1906 strikes, Italian coal miners in western Pennsylvania offered Tresca the directorship of Il Minatore, a newspaper they planned to publish in Pittsburgh that would oppose UMWA leaders and urge miners to embrace the philosophy and tactics of class struggle. Tresca turned down the offer and recommended instead that the Italian miners organize local sections for the IWW.51 But the IWW never conducted a serious campaign to organize coal miners in Pennsylvania.52 So from 1906 through 1911, Tresca’s activities among Italian coal miners were conducted without assistance from a sympathetic labor union or political party.

His best opportunities for revolutionary propaganda and labor agitation occurred during the great Westmoreland strike of March 1910-July 1911. Westmoreland county provided more bituminous coal than any other, but productivity never benefited local, non-union miners, who worked more hours and were paid appreciably less than their counterparts in the unionized Pittsburgh district nearby. The UMWA’s success in organizing coal miners was spotty. The thirty coal operators in Westmoreland had defeated every attempt by miners to organize since 1890. To the operators and the UMWA, therefore, the primary issue of contention was unionism.53 However, an Italian anarchist miner from Latrobe, in the heart of Westmoreland, stated the real objective of the miners: they “wanted above all to be treated like men, not beasts,”54 a consideration largely ignored by the operators and UMWA leaders alike.

Miners of the Keystone Coal & Coke Co., around Greensburg, walked out on strike on March 10, 1910, demanding the reinstatement of a few hundred men discharged for organizing a union local, a pay increase, and a reduction of the work day. By the end of May, the strike encompassed all of Westmoreland save for the Connellsville area in the south, where the UMWA feared to antagonize the powerful Frick Coal & Coke Co., which supplied coke to U.S. Steel in Pittsburgh. During the next sixteen months, sixty-five collieries belonging to thirty coal operators of Westmoreland were struck. Company records indicated that strikers numbered 10,631 out of 15,537 miners; the president of UMWA District 5 (Pittsburgh) placed the figure at 18,000. The majority were Slavs and Italians.55

The owners reacted quickly and ruthlessly, evicting strikers from company houses. The UMWA provided tent camps and shanties on leased ground and weekly relief benefits; however, these measures barely prevented the strikers from freezing and starving. As was also customary, the owners hired thousands of scabs—mainly non-English speaking immigrants who frequently did not know a strike was in progress. To protect the scabs and intimidate strikers, the companies mobilized a small army comprising the state coal and iron police, deputy sheriffs, deputy constables, and the state police—all but the last paid by the owners. Company property, which included streets and roads in mining towns, was posted, and injunctions against the UMWA and strikers—readily provided by the courts—prohibited strikers from assembling near or marching past the mines lest they threaten scabs at work. Around 1,000 strikers were arrested and charged with trespass, disorderly conduct, or violent acts; most were fined or imprisoned  by local justices of the peace. Deputies and constables who committed acts of violence against strikers were rarely arrested. Officially, ten deaths resulted from clashes between miners and company constabulary, but the toll was probably higher.56

Reports by radical Italian miners describing the strike read like the letters of soldiers under siege, defiant in the face of the enemy but sensing intuitively that help would never come. Their depictions of how the strikers suffered were especially grim. From Loyal Hanna, Guido Lanfranco wrote: “There cannot be a mining district more wretched that this. The slavery to which we are subjected is something from another world.”57 The brutality inflicted upon the miners by the constabulary was a more frequent theme than economic privation. “From the day the strike was declared the miners have been victims of the bosses’ most contemptuous rage,” wrote Paolo Valentini of Rillton.58 “I cannot describe for you the outrageous and cowardly acts committed against us by the ferocious police of this state. Insults, kicks, beatings are the order of the day,” noted Lanfranco in another account.59 L. Giacometti reported that “conditions have become steadily more wretched because of the abuse and violence committed against us. We can neither walk nor stand still. As soon as they [deputy sheriffs] encounter a group of 30 strikers, they point revolvers at their throats and force them to flee.”60 At the end of January 1911, Lanfranco described the miners as still suffering terribly but unbowed: “We have had comrades wounded and our women mistreated and imprisoned, without any pity for their children; we have suffered misery and hunger, but they have not yet succeeded in breaking our fighting strength, and we will continue to hold the line until victory is complete.” 61

The plight of the miners progressively worsened in 1911. The UMWA, its coffers depleted from strikes in Ohio, Illinois, and the southwestern states, had provided little relief during the first five months of the strike and only minimal support thereafter. The reason was not only financial. UMWA president Thomas L. Lewis, who believed that “differences existing between the employer and the employee in the mining industry should be settled without resorting to strikes,” had opposed the “stampede strike” in Westmoreland from the outset.62 Local responsibility for sending union organizers into Westmoreland rested with the president of District 5, Francis Feehan, who since 1906 had resisted every request from Westmoreland miners to lead them in a strike. His motivation for supporting the strike of 1910- 1911 was most likely opportunistic. By encouraging a strike in Westmoreland, Feehan was able to deny the Pittsburgh market an alternative source of coal, so when demand and prices rose, the operators in District 5 saw a chance to increase profits at the expense of Westmoreland competitors and signed news contracts with the UMWA in April 1911. By then, Feehan had been accused of collusion with local coal operators and expelled as president of District 5. He subsequently became engaged in a fierce battle with his rival Robert Gibbons to regain control of his old fiefdom.63 For UMWA leaders, intrigue and rivalry completely superseded the interests of the striking miners.64

The IWW was effusive with criticism of the UMWA’s handling of the strike, but failed to furnish aid in the form of strike leaders or money.65 The syndicalists of the FSI and the social democrats who formed a rival federation in July 1910 were equally  remiss. The only Italian radical leader seriously involved in the Westmoreland strike was Tresca, who performed his customary role as roving propagandist and independent agitator. Because he had no official association with the strike, the UMWA tolerated Tresca’s presence but occasionally reprimanded him for his audacity and the revolutionary nature of his speeches.66 Not that Tresca cared a jot. His already low opinion of the UMWA quickly developed into unbridled contempt. “The local officials of the UMWA,” he maintained, “were all tools of the competing coal companies, and the strike was in progress not for the benefit of the miners, but as part of the game of rivalry among the mine barons… to weaken and overpower their competitors.”67 Posing as an aide to Armando Palizzari, a syndicalist and one of the few Italian organizers employed by the UMWA, Tresca visited the hangouts of the union officials who were supposedly leading the strike. “It was with disgust that I mingled with such low and repulsive creatures,” he wrote. “They were all gathered every day in a saloon, where I found them all drunk and happy, with no regret for the misery, want, and disgrace that their betrayal was bringing to the miners.”68

Tresca’s first speech exhorting Italian miners to action was delivered in Greensburg, the strike’s epicenter, on March 20, 1910, a few days after the walkout began. A local miner described the event: “We cannot convey the satisfaction of the comrades in again seeing the scourge of the camorre. He spoke to great applause before a large audience gathered to demonstrate how much affection the workers feel for him. His calm and clear words left a profound impression on the listeners.”69 Thereafter, Tresca spoke regularly to Italian miners at several Westmoreland towns and other mining communities within the Pittsburgh orbit. He also generated financial and moral support for the strikers at his lectures in Pittsburgh, New Kensington, and Chicago.70

Functioning as an independent strike leader required great courage. The deputy sheriffs and other hired guns, whose task was to brutalize and intimidate, might have killed or injured Tresca at any time. But Tresca confronted them face to face on many occasions. His comrade, Giulio Mazza, a miner from Irwin, recalled one encounter during which a sheriff and his deputies positioned themselves in front of a group of marchers led by Tresca and gave orders to stop. Tresca grabbed the sheriff bodily and tossed him aside, allowing the strikers to continue their march.71 On another occasion, when Tresca harangued Italian miners at a small camp near Irwin on May 2, 1910, a group of mounted constables—referred to as “Cossacks” by the miners—approached the crowd menacingly. One of them spotted Tresca, took aim with his revolver, and fired. Tresca might have been killed if Mazza had not pushed him down, himself receiving a leg wound from the bullet intended for his friend. The “Cossacks” then charged the crowd, beating strikers with their clubs and trampling the fallen with their horses. Tresca recalled that during this encounter, “the officials of the United Mine Workers were there, in the city of Pittsburgh, in a smoky, crowded saloon, drinking.”72

Tresca believed that the UMWA would sellout the strikers, and had been advising Italian miners for several months to leave Westmoreland. Some heeded his recommendation, going mainly to Illinois, where Tresca had spoken on several occasions and the coal miners had won a five-month strike in September 1910. But  thousands of the Italian strikers remained in Westmoreland, fighting for a victory they could never achieve.73 Tresca’s suspicions were confirmed when UMWA president Lewis declared at the union’s convention in January 1911 that the strike had been ill-conceived, that union funds spent on the strike had been wasted, and that the fault lay with the miners themselves for having followed poor advice and leadership.74

The UMWA officially called off the strike on June 27, 1911. The Westmoreland miners returned to work under the same conditions that predated the walk out. Not a single demand had been granted by the operators. The UMWA’s defeat was almost as severe. The union spent $1,064,865 on the strike but had nothing to show for its effort. The twenty-three locals organized during the spring and summer of 1910 ceased to exist soon after the strike ended. Even more detrimental to the future of unionism in Westmoreland was the disillusionment with the UMWA experienced by most of the foreign-born miners, who had comprised more than seventy percent of the strikers.75 By every measure, the Westmoreland strike was a major setback for coal miners and industrial unionism. Tresca, however, earned a rare expression of appreciation from Edmondo Rossoni, the FSI’s official propagandist, who affirmed that the movement’s growth in Pennsylvania and its miners had “resulted from the will and work of one man”—Tresca.76




Anti-Clericalism Revived 

Activity during the Westmoreland strike had not deterred Tresca’s campaign against the Catholic Church. This latest confrontation represented more than his personal hostility toward religion and priests. A new wave of anti-clericalism had been generated among radicals, liberals, and free thinkers in the wake of Francisco Ferrer’s execution in Spain. An anarchist, Ferrer had founded the Escuela Moderna in 1901, a modern school where rationalist education challenged the dogmas and authority of Church and State. Determined to eradicate the threat he presented, Spanish authorities arrested Ferrer after the Semana Tragica (July 24-August 1, 1909), a large-scale insurrection waged in Barcelona against conscription and war in Morocco. Charged as the “author and chief ” of the rebellion, Ferrer was tried by a military tribunal and executed by firing squad on October 13, 1909 .77

For Tresca and the sovversivi, Ferrer’s martyrdom was an atrocity comparable to the burning of Giordano Bruno in 1600, another demonstration of the Church’s inquisitional spirit, blind intolerance, and inexorable determination to suffocate free thought. That Ferrer’s execution had taken place in reactionary Spain made no difference. To Tresca’s thinking, the Catholic Church was a single entity, a hydra-headed monster to be fought everywhere with unflagging vigor. The United States now loomed as an important field of action upon which to confront the enemy. At stake were the hearts and minds of Italian immigrants, among whom faithful Catholics still vastly outnumbered radicals and freethinkers.78

The anticlerical spirit of L’Avvenire intensified, and Tresca’s methods of provoking the ire of his adversaries became more inventive. Regularly featured was a column  entitled “In the Black World,” which chronicled the misdeeds of the maiali neri throughout the world. Another column, entitled “Without Priests,” periodically announced the birth of an Italian child who would not be christened or subjected “to the perverted education of the priests,” but raised to become a “champion of free thought,” a “rebel who is to have the kiss of the sun for his baptism, humanity for his faith, and the universe for his fatherland.”79 Tresca’s efforts against baptism had implications for the sovversivi as well as apolitical Italians. Many sovversivi, despite their professed atheism and anti-clericalism, continued to baptize their children, offering various rationalizations for their contradictory behavior: to prevent their children from being stigmatized; to legitimize their legal status as Italians should they return to the Old Country; and, above all, to placate their wives, the great majority of whom were not radicals. Only the more sophisticated among the sovversivi understood that baptism was the first step in a process of “normalization” that resulted inevitably in the loss of a potential recruit for the movement.80

Tresca, meanwhile, with Ferrer’s martyrdom as his point of reference, intensified his attacks against the Catholic Church not only in L’Avvenire but at the anti-clerical rallies that multiplied in Pittsburgh, New Kensington, and the mining towns of western Pennsylvania, where local priests served as some of the coal operators’ best allies.81 Retaliation by the Church hierarchy of Pittsburgh was inevitable. One the clerics who denounced him was the Reverend Vincenzo Marinaro of Butler, PA, where Tresca had spoken against the Church on several occasions. Tresca retaliated with a lurid story in L’Avvenire, charging that “The Priest of Butler, Pa.” had fathered a child with one of his devotees in Italy and forced the woman to murder the fruit of their illicit union. Although the article was unsigned and did not mention Marinaro by name, the priest filed a libel suit against Tresca in July 1910. That month, Tresca was arrested and released on bail pending trial in Pittsburgh’s Criminal Court on October 20-21, 1910.82

What transpired left no doubt that Marinaro’s libel suit had been orchestrated by the Pittsburgh diocese to silence him. Before the case went to trial, the Reverend Carmelo Falconi of Sharpsburg, PA, who previously ran a church in Charleroi that Tresca threatened to destroy, had conducted an investigation of Tresca’s radical activities and earlier brushes with the law in Philadelphia for use against him in court.83 At trial, the prosecutor was hardly concerned with establishing Tresca’s authorship of “The Priest of Butler, Pa.” or its libelous nature. His strategy was to introduce into evidence anticlerical and other subversive articles signed by Tresca. By exposing Tresca’s subversive ideas and activities, he hoped the antiradical prejudice of the judge and jury would do the rest.84 When Tresca took the stand in his own defense, the prosecutor objected that the accused should not be allowed to testify because he was an atheist and would not fear God’s punishment if he lied. Questioned by the judge as to whether he believed in God and feared His wrath, Tresca disdainfully refused to reply. The jury returned a guilty verdict after deliberating just a few minutes. On November 5, 1910, Judge D. Carnahan sentenced Tresca to the maximum sentence allowable: nine months imprisonment, $300 fine, and the costs of the trial. A few days later, he was released from jail under $3,000 bail, pending appeal of his conviction.85

The verdict was no surprise to Tresca. “I have always had the full conviction,” he wrote, “that the priests… of this diocese of Pittsburgh have been intriguing, praying, conjuring for months to obtain the much-desired condemnation.… The priests were seized, almost before the end of the sentence, with demoniacal hysterics, epileptic convulsions, and danced like St. Vitus whom they adore, whom they have placed upon their altars.” However, he hastened to assure “the crew in cassocks” that their “sacred and furious joy” would be short lived. Even if obliged to serve nine months, “I shall return to the same post of combat and I shall empty other churches for you… as I did to that at Connellsville.” 86




Relations with the FSI 

Persecution by the Catholic Church only enhanced Tresca’s reputation as a mangiaprete (priest eater) and burnished his rising star as the revolutionary freelance of the Italian immigrant Left. Tresca’s growing prestige had not been lost on the syndicalists of the FSI, who now sought to reclaim him as their own. Whether Tresca rejoined the FSI is uncertain.87 However, reconciliation between Tresca and the FSI did not begin until after Bertelli was ousted as director of Il Proletario in 1907, and the syndicalists increased their domination of the FSI’s executive committee. To acknowledge Tresca’s outstanding achievements in Pennsylvania, the Pittsburgh members of the FSI elected him (together with Pietro Allegra, his closest friend and associate) to represent the section at the federation’s national congress in Utica, New York, on April 2-4, 1911.88

The Utica Congress was convened primarily to formalize the schism between revolutionary syndicalists and parliamentary socialists, a process that by now was a fait accompli. A similar break between the two factions had already taken place within the PSI in Italy. By 1908, the revolutionary syndicalists had quit the party in disgust with the parliamentary politics of the reformists, focusing their militant efforts instead on the labor movement. Their departure left the reformist socialists—led by Turati, Claudio Treves, and Ivanoe Bonomi—as the majority and controlling faction of the PSI until 1912, when the left-wing revolutionaries captured the leadership of the party, with Mussolini as their official spokesman. In contrast, it was the reformists who had progressively defected from the FSI in the United States, leaving the revolutionary syndicalists in control of Il Proletario and the federation’s executive committee by 1908. The exodus of reformists accelerated that same year when the IWW, which the FSI officially supported, had formally rejected alliances with all political parties, a position unacceptable to those socialists still devoted to parliamentary politics. To establish an official voice, the reformists in February 1908 launched La Parola dei Socialisti in Chicago under the directorship of Giuseppe Bertelli, an appointment that assured an acrimonious rivalry with the revolutionary syndicalists. The publication of La Parola dei Socialisti was followed by the founding of the reformists’ own Federazione Socialista Italiana in New York on July 30, 1910. Claiming a membership of 1,000, the social democratic FSI affiliated itself directly with the SPA, and La Parola dei Socialisti became an official organ of the party. With few reformists collaborating with Il Proletario or concerning themselves with the  affairs of the senior FSI, the Utica congress was attended primarily by revolutionary syndicalists, who adopted Edmondo Rossoni’s resolution declaring revolutionary syndicalism—“the true and genuine expression of socialism”—as the official ideology of the FSI.89

Tresca played an important role at the Utica congress, aligning himself with the revolutionary syndicalists of the far left. His speech included a blistering critique of the state, parliamentarism, and universal suffrage. The latter was a “lie and a fraud,” an “immoral swindle,” based on the fiction of political equality, serving to perpetuate bourgeois interests and economic inequality. “Social revolution,” he declared, “proceeds only through the economic struggle of labor unions.”90 After the congress, Tresca wrote that the Utica delegates had sought to transform the FSI from an organization “which had always been restricted within the sphere of evangelical propaganda for the masses” into “a vanguard revolutionary party” that would “create those proletarian organs that will be the guide and protection of the immigrants…, [and] spur the trade unions toward the class struggle to abolish the wage system.”91 For the revolutionary syndicalists, the opportunity to demonstrate the tactical shift from evangelical propaganda to direct action came with the textile workers strike of January 11-March 12, 1912, in Lawrence, Massachusetts, the famous labor conflict which proved to be the FSI’s finest hour. But the opportunity to participate in this epic struggle was denied to Tresca. Pennsylvania’s Superior Court had reversed his conviction and ordered a new trial in the Court of Common Pleas, but this second trial of June 6, 1911, Tresca recalled, “was still simpler and speedier than the first,” resulting again in conviction and the same sentence. 92

Finding himself once again “in the same crowd of cursing people, of brutalized men, of ignorant, vulgar and beastly keepers,” Tresca had no one with whom he could converse intelligently or otherwise spend time, a genuine hardship for someone as gregarious and fun loving as he. As the months passed, he longed for “light for my agitated and imprisoned soul: bread for my mind that was getting lost in the fog of misery and degradation that surrounded me.” The spiritual burden of incarceration was eased when news reached him of the great strike underway at Lawrence. “My cell was no longer my tomb,” he recalled. “It was populated by marching strikers, speaking leaders and clubbing policemen and resounded with revolutionary songs of Labor and Faith.” Tresca longed for the call that would summon him to Lawrence. It came within days of his release in March 1912, precipitating changes in his life and career he could not possibly have imagined while languishing in the Allegheny County Jail.93
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