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On the fifth day, by mere chance, I ran across

a French sailor on the recreation pier. We imme-

diately became friends. His name was Louis. Just

to look at Louis would make you laugh. He was

over six feet tall, lank, queer-shaped, freckle-faced,

with small eyes and a crooked nose. I have some-

times thought that perhaps he was the "missing

link" for which the scientist has been looking. Louis

could not speak Italian; he had a smattering of

what he called "italien," but I could not see it his

way. On the other hand, I kept imposing upon his

good nature by giving a nasal twang to Italian

words and insisting on calling it "francese." We
had much merriment. Two facts, however, made

possible a mutual understanding. Both had been

sailors and had traveled over very much the same

world; this made a bond between us. Then too, we

had an instinctive knowledge of "esperanto," a

strange capacity for gesticulation and facial con-

tortion, which was always our last "hope" in making
each other understand.

Not far from the recreation pier on which we

met is located the Italian colony of "North End,"
Boston. To this Louis and I made our way, and

to an Italian boarding house. How we happened to

find it and to get in I do not now recall. It was a

"three-room apartment*' and the landlady informed

us that she was already "full," but since we had no

place to go, she would take us in. Added to the host
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that was already gathered there, our coming made

fourteen people. At night the floor of the kitchen

and the dining table were turned into beds. Louis

and I were put to sleep in one of the beds with two

other men, two facing north and two south. As
I had slept all my life in a bed or bunk by myself
this quadrupling did not appeal to me especially.

But we could not complain. We had been taken

in on trust, and the filth, the smells and the crowd-

ing together were a part of the trust.

We began to make inquiries about jobs and were

promptly informed that there was plenty of work

at "pick and shovel." We were also given to under-

stand by our fellow-boarders that "pick and shovel"

was practically the only work available to Italians.

Now these were the first two English words I had

heard and they possessed great charm. Moreover,

if I were to earn money to return home and this

was the only work available for Italians, they were

very weighty words for me, and I must master them

as soon and as well as possible and then set out to

find their hidden meaning. I practised for a day
or two until I could say "peek" and "shuvle" to

perfection. Then I asked a fellow-boarder to take

me to see what the work was like. He did. He led

me to Washington Street, not far from the colony,

where some excavation work was going on, and

there I did see, with my own eyes, what the "peek"

and "shuvle" were about. My heart sank within me,
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for I had thought it some form of office work; but

I was game and since this was the only work avail-

able for Italians, and since I must have money to

return home, I would take it up. After all, it was

only a means to an end, and would last but a few

days.

It may be in place here to say a word relative to

the reason why this idea was prevalent among Ital-

ians at the time, and why so many Italians on com-

ing to America find their way to what I had called

"peek and shuvle." It is a matter of common1

knowledge, at least among students of immigration,

that a very large percentage of Italian immigrants
were "contadini" or farm laborers in Italy. Ameri-

can people often ask the question, "Why do they not

go to the farms in this country?" This query is

based upon the idea that the "contadini" were farm-

ers in the sense in which we apply that word to the

American farmer. The facts in the case are that

the "contadini" were not farmers in that sense at

all, but simply farm-laborers, more nearly serfs,

working on landed estates and seldom owning their

own land. Moreover, they are not in any way ac-

quainted with the implements of modern American

farming. Their farming tools consisted generally

of a "zappa," a sort of wide mattock; an ax and

the wooden plow of biblical times. When they come

to America, the work which comes nearest to that

which they did in Italy is not farming, or even farm
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labor, but excavation work. This fact, together

with the isolation which inevitably would be theirs on

an American farm, explains, in a large measure,

why so few Italians go to the farm and why
so many go into excavation work. There is another

factor to be considered, and that is that the "pa-

drone" perhaps makes a greater per capita per-

centage in connection with securing and managing
workers for construction purposes than in any other

line, and therefore he becomes a walking delegate

about the streets of Italian colonies spreading the

word that only "peek and shuvle" is available.

Now, though Louis and I had never done such

work, because we were Italians we must needs adapt

ourselves to it and go to work with "peek and

shuvle." (I should have stated that Louis, desiring

to be like the Romans while living with them, for the

time being passed for an Italian.)

So we went out to hunt our first job in America.

For several mornings Louis and I went to North

Square, where there were generally a large number

of men loitering in groups discussing all kinds of

subjects, particularly the labor market. One morn-

ing we were standing in front of one of those in-

fernal institutions which in America are permitted

to bear the name of "immigrant banks," when we

saw a fat man coming toward us. "Buon giorno,

padrone," said one of the men. "Padrone?" said I

to myself. Now the word "padrone" in Italy is
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applied to a proprietor, generally a respectable

man, at least one whose dress and appearance dis-

tinguish him as a man of means. This man not only

showed no signs of good breeding in his face, but

he was unshaven and dirty and his clothes were

shabby. I could not quite understand how he could

be called "padrone." However, I said nothing,

first because I wanted to get back home, and second

because I wanted to be polite when I was in Ameri-

can society!

The "padrone" came up to our group and began
to wax eloquent and to gesticulate (both in Sicilian

dialect) about the advantages of a certain job. I

remember very clearly the points which he empha-
sized: "It is not very far, only twelve miles from

Boston. For a few cents you can come back any
time you wish, to see 'i parenti e gli amici,' your
relatives and friends. The company has a 'shantee'

in which you can sleep, and a 'storo' where you can

buy your 'grosserie' all very cheap. 'Buona paga',"

he continued "(Good pay), $1.25 per day, and you

only have to pay me fifty cents a week for having

gotten you this 'gooda jobba.' I only do it to

help you and because you are my countrymen. If

you come back here at six o'clock to-night with your

bundles, I myself will take yo v out."

The magnanimity of this man impressed Louis

and me very profoundly; we looked at each other

and said, "Wonderful!" We decided we would go;
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so at the appointed hour we returned to the very

spot. About twenty men finally gathered there and

we were led to North Station. There we took a

train to some suburban place, the name of which I

have never been able to learn. On reaching our

destination we were taken to the "shantee" where

we were introduced to two long open bunks filled

with straw. These were to be our beds. The

"storo" of which we had been told was at one end

of the shanty. The next morning we were taken

out to work. It was a sultry autumn day. The

"peek" seemed to grow heavier at every stroke and

the "shuvle" wider and larger in its capacity to

hold the gravel. The second day was no better

than the first, and the third was worse than the

second. The work was heavy and monotonous to

Louis and myself especially, who had never been

"contadini" like the rest. The "padrone" whose

magnanimity had so stirred us was little better than

a brute. We began to do some simple figuring and

discovered that when we had paid for our groceries

at the "storo," for the privilege of sleeping in the

shanty, and the fifty cents to the "padrone" for

having been so condescending as to employ us, we

would have nothing left but sore arms and backs. So

on the afternoon of the third day Louis and I held

a solemn conclave and decided to part company
with "peek and shuvle," for ever. We left, without

receiving a cent of pay, of course.




