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Italian American and African 
American Encounters in the City 
and in the Suburb

Nancy C. Carnevale1

Abstract
Italian American and African American relations have generally been characterized as hostile. 
The two groups are most often seen as encountering each other in urban centers of the 
Northeast. This article explores the sources of Italian American hostility against African 
Americans in the pre- and postwar era cities to better understand the underpinnings of racial 
conflict. At the same time, it highlights the complex relationship between the two groups that 
could include positive interaction as well as conflict and take place within the suburbs as well 
as within the cities. The article presents a preliminary case study of suburban Montclair, New 
Jersey, where from the early 1900s well into the postwar era, African Americans and Italian 
Americans shared neighborhoods, schools, and, to differing degrees, an outsider status that 
contributed to generally harmonious relations. The findings suggest that local studies that reveal 
specific sources of tension or peaceful coexistence can lead to a fuller understanding of relations 
between these two groups and interethnic/interracial relations in general.

Keywords
interracial relations, interethnic relations, African Americans, Italian Americans, Italian 
immigrants, suburbs, cities, Montclair, NJ

In recalling relations between African Americans and Italian Americans when he was growing 
up in suburban Montclair, New Jersey, Michael Sarageno, eighty-three years old at the time of 
the 2005 interview, said: “The good thing was there was no division between the races Blacks 
and Italians . . . the poor people in Montclair, the Blacks and the Italians they didn’t . . . have a 
chance. It was tuff [sic]. It was really tuff!”1

Mr. Sarageno’s assessment runs contrary to the narrative of consistent hostility on the part of 
Italian Americans against African Americans that has been reflected in and reinforced by events 
such as the 1989 murder of Yusef Hawkins in Bensonhurst, and the 1986 attack on three African 
Americans in Howard Beach that led to the death of one of the victims. Going further back into 
the twentieth century, it is not difficult to find incidents of racial violence by Italian Americans. 
Although other white Catholics participated in such violence, Italian Americans have long been 
considered the vanguard of white racism.2
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Much of the scholarship, however, all but erases ethnicity from the story of interracial conflict 
in the postwar era, arguing instead that the hostility Italian Americans and other white Catholic 
ethnics expressed toward blacks was rooted in their identities as whites. Surprisingly few histori-
cal works look at relations between immigrants or ethnics and blacks either in the pre- or postwar 
eras outside of the realm of whiteness studies with its focus on the construction of white racial 
identities through antiblack violence.3 But, as the quote above suggests, relations between 
African Americans and Italian American immigrants/ethnics have not always been contentious, 
nor have they been limited to the cities, both of which point to the need to look closely at local 
contexts to understand interethnic/interracial relations.4 The point is not to deny or minimize 
Italian American racism, but to account for it rather than merely “catalog”5 it so as to better 
understand why hostility was pronounced in some contexts but not in others. Variation in the 
response of Italian Americans to African Americans suggests the explanatory limits of the white-
ness paradigm or, indeed, any single model.

The first part of this article synthesizes and expands upon current understandings of Italian 
American enmity toward African Americans in pre- and postwar urban contexts,6 highlighting 
the degree to which at least some conflicts in the postwar era arose over access to political, social, 
and/or economic power. While racial politics are an important aspect of these clashes, attention 
to local contexts suggests that more was at stake than defending Italian American whiteness. I 
then go on to consider suburban Montclair, where Italian Americans and African Americans 
enjoyed generally positive relations from the early 1900s well into the postwar era. Montclair 
provides a counterexample to the familiar narrative of hostility between the two groups within 
urban settings. The relative lack of hostilities in Montclair reflected the degree to which both 
groups, largely relegated to the same area, shared a marginalized status in the community to dif-
ferent extents, even as they both moved on a trajectory of upward mobility.

Both the hostility that Italian Americans have sometimes demonstrated toward African 
Americans and the perception that relations between the two groups have been uniformly nega-
tive fundamentally derive from their proximity to each other. Italian Americans remained in 
urban centers longer than most other white ethnics. As late as the 1970s, 92 percent of Italian 
Americans lived in urban areas compared to 73 percent of all Americans.7 As urban dwellers, 
they have been more likely to encounter African Americans than many other white ethnics, 
heightening the possibilities for conflict.

A confluence of structural as well as cultural forces that are not always easily teased apart 
assured the continued presence of Italian Americans in urban centers of the Northeast and 
Midwest. Well into the postwar era, Italian Americans exhibited lower rates of social mobility 
than other white ethnics. Indeed, a 1983 New York Times Magazine article claimed that Italian 
Americans had only recently joined the middle class en masse.8 The origins of low rates of social 
mobility can be found in the impoverished southern regions from which most Italian migrants to 
the United States hailed as well as the American context they entered.9 The reverberations of this 
pre- and early migration history would be felt into the second generation and beyond.10

The low levels of social mobility of Italian Americans in these years ensured that they would 
be among those groups who stayed longer in the urban centers. But this does not fully account for 
the concentration of Italians in American urban centers. Italian Americans demonstrated a predi-
lection for urban life. This has been viewed through the lens of southern Italian campanilismo 
characterized by a strong attachment to the village of origin. This orientation translated easily 
into a preference for and loyalty to the urban neighborhoods of Italian settlement.11 Besides 
reflecting Italian norms about family and community, this neighborhood insularity served to 
shield Italian Americans from negative comparisons to other groups in an ethnically stratified 
American society. As long as the Italian American resided within an isolated neighborhood, there 
were no reminders “of his or her low class and ethnic status.”12 Thus, although many Italian 
Americans joined other white ethnics in the postwar exodus to the suburbs, a large portion would 
have been more likely to remain in the cities than other white ethnics.
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These urban Italian American enclaves were given a boost in the postwar era with the arrival 
of new Italian migrants. Although the literature has barely begun to address this migration stream, 
Italians continued to enter the country in significant numbers in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, first 
through the McCarran-Walter Act that paved the way for the relatives of naturalized immigrants, 
then through the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act that finally abolished the quota system 
instituted in the 1920s. The influx of Italians who entered the country from 1965 through 1975 
constituted the largest European immigrant group. Like the earlier arrivals, many of these post-
war migrants became urban dwellers. Though this later migration was dwarfed in size by the 
Italian migration at the turn of the twentieth century, it was nevertheless substantial and ensured 
a continued presence of first-generation Italian Americans in the cities for decades after World 
War II.13 Of course, the mere presence of Italian Americans and African Americans in urban 
areas does not in and of itself explain tensions between the two groups or the specific forms those 
tensions took. Most discussions of racial conflict in the postwar North revolve around housing. 
As several authors have noted, Italian Americans along with other Southern and Eastern European 
immigrants demonstrated a particular attachment to home ownership, even in the prewar cities, 
setting the stage for conflict.14 The racist practices of banks and government policy at all levels, 
contract selling, job discrimination, and deindustrialization that hit African Americans hardest 
while they were charged inflated housing costs, all contributed to the creation of black ghettoes 
that became associated with illicit activities and poor housing stock, fueling white resistance to 
racial transition. The blockbusting and other practices that realtors engaged in created a panic 
environment that encouraged white flight. Those whites who remained had a strong financial 
incentive to keep out blacks as their mere presence became associated with dropping property 
values.15

Some argue that home ownership in the postwar white suburbs constituted the main means 
through which Italian Americans and other Catholic ethnics asserted their status as whites. While 
whiteness scholars disagree on the periodization, most cite World War II as the moment when 
white ethnics achieved widespread acceptance as unambiguously white, even if this process con-
tinued into the postwar era. In mobilizing with other white ethnics on the basis of race rather than 
nationality against incursions into “their” neighborhoods, Italian Americans and other white eth-
nics were securing and/or protecting their whiteness, which would have been threatened by prox-
imity to black neighbors. But efforts by Italian Americans to keep blacks out of “their” 
neighborhoods also pre-date an identification with whiteness and continued beyond the years by 
which their white status should have been solidified. Also, while Italian Americans did react 
against blacks moving in, this was not always the case.16 The presence of large numbers of new 
arrivals from Italy in postwar cities complicates the whiteness interpretation. Presumably, first-
generation Italian Americans would not have had the same understanding or experience of 
American racial politics as second- and third-generation Italian Americans that would have 
impelled them to participate in racial violence.

In any case, the process of white racial formation was, as has been noted, considerably more 
complex.17 Whiteness, like any other identity, was never a stable position that was achieved in a 
linear fashion, nor does it follow that assuming a racial identity necessarily negates ethnic identi-
ties. The widely accepted view of ethnicity as an “invention” that ethnic groups continuously 
reformulate within their current contexts has not been fully incorporated into whiteness studies 
with its focus on racial identity. Ethnic and racial identities can coexist as evidenced by the per-
sistence of “cultural patterns and traits” that continue to shape the behavior of descendants far 
removed from the immigrant generation even on an unconscious level. For example, although 
denying the persistence of ethnicity on a group level and asserting that they are in keeping with 
a purely symbolic ethnicity, Richard Alba concedes that elements of ethnicity continue at the 
level of customs. He also finds that people of Italian ancestry are almost twice as likely to report 
maintaining ethnic customs than those from other ancestry groups.18
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Indeed, as Yiorgos Anagnostou’s recent study highlights, the academy by and large continues 
to adhere to one of two views of ethnicity: white ethnics are either presupposed to be homoge-
nized into an indistinguishable mass or participants in an individualistic, celebratory, and largely 
inconsequential “symbolic ethnicity.” Anagnostou argues that these views reflect the absence of 
models that can accommodate a more complex view of white ethnicity rather than the absence of 
ethnicity per se. Such a view would necessitate that we examine more closely questions such as 
why some members of white ethnic groups did not forcefully resist blacks or why ethnic groups 
positioned themselves differently in relation to blacks depending on the context.19 In the case of 
Italian American communities, we know, for example, that radical and antifascist traditions con-
demning American racism existed alongside expressions of racial animosity. The early Italian 
American radical press indicted America for its treatment of blacks, including lynchings. In 
Harlem, where Italian American blackshirts hung Emperor Haile Selassie in effigy during their 
rallies, Italian American antifascists marched alongside African Americans to protest Italy’s 
invasion of Ethiopia. Italian American antiracism also found expression via conventional politi-
cal channels through the fourteen-year tenure of Congressman Vito Marcantonio who repre-
sented East Harlem until his death in 1954.20

In addition to the internal differences within white ethnic communities on the subject of race, 
other areas in need of closer examination are the timing and degree to which Italians and other 
ethnic groups embraced whiteness. Just as Jews may have equivocated well into the postwar era 
over assuming an unqualified white identity because of their identification with the plight of 
blacks, the Italians’ lingering sense of themselves as a distinct people or “razza,” even if diluted 
over time, may have remained in the form of an unwillingness to cast off ethnic traits and prac-
tices that precluded a complete submersion into mainstream white America. Even a casual 
perusal of contemporary reality television shows provides evidence of the popular recognition 
of—one could say fascination with—a distinctly Italian American whiteness.21

Scholars have offered alternative explanations for why black entry into previously white eth-
nic neighborhoods, whether inside or outside of the cities, often led to conflict. Like other white 
Catholics, Italian Americans seem to have been more attached to their neighborhoods than non-
Catholics in part because leaving them meant leaving the parish, a focal point of religious and 
community life. There is evidence, however, that the degree of attachment to the parish on the 
part of Italian Americans varied.22 The degree of attachment to their neighborhoods, however, is 
not in doubt. The tendency of Italian Americans to remain in the cities was buttressed by notions 
of territoriality specific to them that help to explain the sometimes fierce protectiveness of their 
neighborhoods in the face of any perceived intruders. As anthropologist Thomas Belmonte notes, 
this “loyalty and defensiveness . . . to their neighborhood as a transplanted paese, can seem pro-
vincial and xenophobic in American urban and suburban contexts.”23

Robert Orsi raises another issue specific to Italian Americans to account for their hostility 
toward nonwhites—the determination of immigrant Southern Italians “to become ‘cristiani,’ 
their word for ‘human beings’ (and obviously the opposite of ‘Turks’),” something that the pov-
erty and racism of the Italy they left behind had made all but impossible. In the United States, the 
“mark of the Turk was color,” providing the immigrants and their descendants with a major 
impetus to separate themselves from blacks and other dark-skinned minorities. Color, however, 
has not always been the determining factor in how Italian Americans evaluated outsiders. The 
celebrants of the Feast of the Madonna of 115th Street in East Harlem welcomed the Haitian 
immigrants who began coming to participate in the feast in the 1980s while continuing to scorn 
the generally lighter-skinned Puerto Ricans within the neighborhood. That the second generation 
was becoming Americanized at a time when race and nation were linked may have further 
encouraged distancing from racialized others, especially in light of the particularly unstable 
whiteness of Italian Americans.24
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Rather than adhere to a model for understanding interracial conflict, recent studies of Italian 
American communities in the postwar era highlight the importance of studying relations on the 
local level. In his recent comparative study of postwar Italian communities in Toronto and 
Philadelphia, Jordan Stanger-Ross suggests that Italian Americans in the postwar inner cities 
expressed an ethnicity which could include racism toward African Americans that was consti-
tuted within both local and national contexts. In the case of Philadelphia, that dual context 
included declining real estate values, the large influx of Southern blacks into the city in the post-
war era, deindustrialization, as well as government policy on the federal, state, and municipal 
levels that fostered segregation in Northern cities.25 With little social or economic capital, 
Philadelphia’s Italian Americans clung to the premium they placed on their tight-knit, ethnically 
cohesive communities by trying to keep blacks out. Indeed, racial conflict helped to reinforce 
community ties.26 Their homes were also their major economic asset, the value of which, because 
of the larger society’s racism, would be diminished by the presence of blacks.27 In Toronto, on 
the other hand, where Italian Americans enjoyed a robust real estate market for decades, they 
were much less attached to their neighborhoods, selling their homes more readily, often to other 
Italians, though the low numbers of racial minorities makes a fuller comparison on how this 
context influenced interracial relations difficult. Stanger-Ross posits that racist practices did not 
originate with Italian Americans; rather, they participated in existing racist real estate patterns 
that they could not reverse.28

Todd Michney’s nuanced treatment of the shooting death of a black man by an Italian 
American in Cleveland’s Little Italy during the 1966 Hough Uprising situates the event within 
the smaller frame of the public school and the neighborhood while keeping in mind “the broader 
urban milieu.” He pays particular attention to the effect of racial transition within surrounding 
neighborhoods, which included whites moving out along with blacks moving in, as well as larger 
structural forces. A mixture of “racial anxieties” along with fears of a decline in class and status 
in Little Italy added substantial fuel to racial intolerance. But he also finds that the police played 
a significant role in contributing to a vigilante mentality by going door-to-door in the neighbor-
hood to warn residents of possible attacks by black nationalist snipers and saboteurs. Residents 
were advised to “govern themselves accordingly.”29

The examples of Newark and Boston illustrate other forces that promoted racial conflict or the 
perception of racial conflict. Some have seen disturbances between groups in the postwar cities 
as part of a continuum of the interethnic clashes that marked the prewar era. According to this 
view, struggles erupted over access to resources, economic or political power, and status, 
although the postwar struggles were distinguished by the specific racial dynamics of the era. In 
other words, earlier battles between white ethnic groups were “similar, but not quite the same” as 
interracial conflicts in the postwar era.30 The idea of reconfigured, specific white ethnicities ver-
sus a homogenized whiteness outlined above lends credence to this interpretation of intergroup 
conflict. Given the preponderance of Italian Americans in the cities compared to other whites, 
they figured in urban issues that pitted them against African Americans. Indeed, the urban crisis 
of the 1950s and 1960s often boiled down to a conflict between blacks and whites, many of them 
Italian Americans, over increasingly scarce resources because of white flight to the suburbs from 
the cash-strapped cities. This was certainly the case in Newark, New Jersey, where the shrinking 
tax base and increased demand for public services led to conflicts between Italian Americans and 
minority groups. Such struggles could easily come to be seen by those involved as well as by 
outsiders solely in racial terms. In Newark, Italian Americans came to “view blacks and Hispanics 
as the source of an increasing tax burden and disparage them as welfare cheats and lazy bums.”31 
Competition in the labor market also heightened tensions. In construction, the federal govern-
ment’s mandate to include racial minorities on worksites threatened Italian Americans, who 
dominated the industry. Public sector jobs that Italian Americans entered into in large numbers 
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for reasons of “security and intergenerational mobility” were also perceived as imperiled by 
minorities as a result of equal opportunity legislation.32 When civil service workers were laid off 
because of the fiscal crisis facing the cities, blacks and Hispanics filled the void via federally 
supported training and other programs, again displacing Italian Americans. Government jobs in 
Newark generated through President Johnson’s Model Cities Program were all given to blacks 
despite pleas on behalf of the city’s poor whites. These experiences coupled with Italian 
Americans’ harsh and at that time still fairly recent experience with immigration made it difficult 
to sympathize with racial minorities who cited lack of opportunities and discrimination.33 At the 
same time, Italian Americans resented upwardly mobile blacks for showing up urban Italian 
Americans who were still largely blue collar, leading to bitterness over affirmative action and the 
prospect of downward mobility. In addition to increased job competition from blacks and other 
racial minorities, Italian Americans felt threatened by calls for community control which in 
Newark meant control by African Americans who outnumbered them. Nor were Italian Americans 
equipped to deal with the myriad challenges in the cities. With the professional class lost to the 
suburbs, there was little leadership or organizational infrastructure. But this socioeconomic 
dimension of interracial struggles in postwar cities like Newark has been lost in the retelling of 
it, with Italian Americans primarily cast “in a racial role . . . [that] defines their relationship to the 
urban crisis largely in terms of racial conflict.” The “new ethnicity” promoted in Newark at the 
time initially emphasized commonalities between blacks and urban Italians, including “their 
common isolation from wealth, power, and prestige.” Of course, there was no shortage of racial 
rhetoric and threats on the part of Italian Americans leaders, notably Anthony Imperiale, in 
efforts to mobilize the ethnics. But as Kevin Mumford notes, “Fear of social and economic 
decline informed every dimension of the new construction of whiteness” among Italian Americans 
taking shape in Newark in those years, which included racism, ironically producing “in some 
ways . . . a mirror image of the black nationalist type.”34

For the most part, Italian Americans have also been erased—lumped into a generic white 
category—in the popular and historical narrative of the events of 1967 in Newark. Beginning 
with the Kerner Commission report, ethnicity is scarcely mentioned, with the disturbances char-
acterized as conflicts between whites and blacks outside of the specific socioeconomic context 
such as job competition, or local politics. Recent scholarship, however, illustrates how Newark’s 
African Americans had long been engaged in a struggle for power in a city that was ruled largely 
by Italian Americans. A comparative study found that in 1970, only Italian Americans in Newark 
as compared to those in municipalities in Connecticut, Massachusetts, and New York had 
achieved “total political control.” Black nationalist leader and Newark native Amiri Baraka, who 
had a complicated history with Italian Americans dating back to his childhood, wrote that in 
Newark, “Italian Power must be second only to that in the Vatican.” A flier that was produced 
following the violence suggests that at least some African Americans drew a distinction between 
Italians in Newark and the general white population. It warned other blacks that “these italians 
[sic] are going to lock off these streets and imprison us.” The fact that the police officers sent in 
response to the looting were overwhelmingly Italian American has also received little 
attention.35

In some cases, perceptions of interracial/intergroup interaction may have been distorted by the 
media. In Boston, working-class Italian Americans were prominent in media depictions of the 
sometimes violent clashes over busing in the 1970s. But this focus on working-class collective 
action belied the fact that white middle class neighborhoods were no less tolerant of busing even 
if they did not express themselves violently.36 The working-class opposition to busing also had 
less tolerance for differences of opinion within its ranks than did the middle class. This intransi-
gence made them more appealing subjects for the media, leading to an inaccurate estimation of 
the support the antibusing movement actually enjoyed within the Italian American community. 
The intensity of those protests and the form they took reflected the spirit of the times, which was 
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largely incongruent with Italian Americans’ rejection of the social and political militancy often 
embodied by black nationalists.37 Some members of the Italian American community objected to 
the tactics and attitudes of the militants who were behind the antibusing protests. Many of those 
who did oppose busing may have been motivated by the challenge busing represented to parental 
control. There is also evidence that Boston’s Italian Americans were at least as antithetical to 
white suburban liberals as they were to blacks. Since the busing laws did not apply to the suburbs, 
those working-class whites in the city who were directly affected particularly resented the criti-
cism of suburban white liberals.38

Italian American resentment was clearly rooted in class, but the comments of antibusing 
leader Elvira “Pixie” Palladino provide a significant insight into the nuances of Italian American 
self-perception in this period: Palladino contended that people like the Kennedys—the upper-
class white liberal establishment—“look down on people of color like me.”39 These comments 
echo those of an Italian American community leader in Newark addressing himself to the per-
ceived advantages blacks were enjoying under Kenneth Gibson, Newark’s first black mayor: “A 
lot of people confuse us with white Americans, which we are not. We are the working-class 
people who haven’t made it in America, like the blacks, and we are still in the inner city compet-
ing with them.”40 Not only then did at least some urban Italian Americans into the 1960s and 
1970s continue to identify strongly with their ethnicity, they also saw themselves as a disadvan-
taged minority, distinct from mainstream white America, their relationship to blacks defined by 
economic and social competition as well as by racial animosity.41 Indeed, any existing racism on 
the part of Italian Americans tended to intensify through particular experiences with blacks—
public housing, neighborhood desegregation—that Italian Americans perceived as threatening 
their interests.42 In addition to issues around group competition, Italian Americans, in keeping 
with popular perceptions at the time, associated blacks with the new permissive society, an unsta-
ble family structure, and a reliance on welfare, all of which were inimical to traditional Italian 
American values.43 Yet even in Boston, these differences did not preclude the possibility of com-
ing together around shared objectives. Prior to the eruption of conflict over busing, the two 
groups had joined with “cosmopolites” as part of a coalition to protest highway construction.44

As the above examples illustrate, a narrow focus on whiteness can be insufficient to explain 
interethnic/interracial hostility. Yet, arguably, Italian Americans may have felt a greater impera-
tive than other white ethnics to distinguish themselves from African Americans because of cer-
tain commonalities in how the two groups have been perceived as well as shared cultural traits. 
They may thus have been more challenged than other white ethnic groups to draw such a distinc-
tion for mainstream white America. African Americans and Italian Americans have shared cer-
tain stereotypes, most of which are specific to men. Both groups, for example, have been 
characterized as criminals or buffoons, ignorant, oversexed, and prone to violence. Observers in 
the past have noted cultural behaviors among working-class members of each group such as 
hypermasculinity and a predilection for reverting to an insider, oppositional language among 
their own. Even those representations of Italian American and African American relations that 
stress conflict such as several of the films of Spike Lee suggest affinities between the two groups: 
“Throughout both films [Do the Right Thing and Jungle Fever], characters take on each other’s 
movements and expressions. . . . Gold chains, hand movements, verbal and physical communica-
tion, none are the dominion of one or the other group; Italians act Black, and African Americans 
act Italian.”45 These borrowings are not limited to filmic representations. Each has engaged in 
cultural appropriation from the other—to take some more recent examples, black rappers emulat-
ing Frank Sinatra and Italian American mobsters, Italian American “hip wop,” cross-cultural 
borrowings of dress and speech evident in inner city “youth styles”—that suggest an identifica-
tion that runs both ways.46

Similar physical characteristics possessed by members of each group in skin color, hair, and 
facial features have contributed to the historic association of Italian Americans with African 
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Americans. To take just one example, the choice by a southern black woman at the turn of the 
twentieth century to try to pass specifically as Italian American in the urban north speaks to the 
physical similarities between members of the two groups that could blur boundaries.47 These 
physical similarities contributed in part to the widely held notion that Italian immigrants were, if 
not black, then less than fully white, an idea that was fueled by the racism of Northern Italians 
against Southerners, who formed the bulk of immigrants to the United States. These views were 
promoted and given an air of scientific legitimacy by Italian criminal anthropologists. Indeed, 
many of the racist views Americans had about Southern Italians were imported from Italy.48 The 
arrival of Italian immigrants in large numbers in the urban North coincided with that of blacks 
migrating from the South along with African Caribbeans. In a sense then, “Italians belonged to 
the first wave of dark-skinned immigrants.” As such, they were conspicuous in that they often 
lived near and worked with blacks holding the same low-level, unskilled jobs, which sometimes 
led to competition for both neighborhood control and work. In some parts of the country, such as 
Louisiana where Italian immigrants worked alongside African Americans in the fields, the two 
groups were even more likely to be linked in the minds of whites.49 Finally, as Matthew Frye 
Jacobsen and others have observed, achieving whiteness is as much about acting white as it is 
about looking white.50 Many Italian Americans retained cultural markers evident in speech styles 
and practices such as ritual foods for holidays, the observance of religious feste, and values that 
distinguished them from the rest of the white population.51 These features of Italian American 
life may have added yet another imperative for the immigrants and ethnics to forcefully differen-
tiate themselves from blacks and other nonwhites in a racist society.52

The idea that Southern and Eastern European immigrants and ethnics needed to forcefully 
assert their whiteness given their own unstable racial position through aggression against blacks 
is the bedrock of the whiteness paradigm. Yet this has necessitated downplaying sometimes 
complex intergroup relations. Despite the tensions that could erupt into violence between Italian 
Americans and African Americans, the two have a long history of associating that was surprising 
and, at times, disturbing to the larger American society. This was particularly, but by no means 
exclusively, so in the prewar era. As John Bodnar et al. note in the context of a discussion of 
Italian/black socializing: “The degree of peaceful interaction that existed between immigrants 
and Blacks prior to the 1930s has been underestimated.”53 For example, Italians along with Jews 
were patrons and often owners of the “Black and Tans,” where Southern and Eastern Europeans 
mixed with blacks both socially and sexually. Relations between the proprietors and black clien-
tele were complicated. While blacks sometimes viewed them as exploiters, Harlem Renaissance 
poet Claude McKay, commenting on “Italian impresarios” in Harlem, found that they were 
“more engaging, freer and more intimate in their relationship with the Negroes than were the 
Irish saloon owners who preceded them.”54 Earlier on, Italians in the South alarmed the white 
establishment by crossing the color line to sell goods and to socialize with African Americans. In 
the postwar era, Italian Americans’ sometimes knotty attitudes toward African Americans need 
to be teased apart, as Maria Lizzi does in her analysis of the 1969 New York City mayoral can-
didate, Mario Procaccino. In a speech to an audience in Harlem, the “law and order” (ie, anti-
black) candidate claimed, “My heart is as black as yours.” Lizzi demonstrates that this awkward 
phrasing was no mere cynical ploy for black votes. Rather, Procaccino’s identification with 
Harlem’s black residents stemmed from his own sense of isolation from the larger white world 
growing up as a working-class Italian American.55 Rather than being uniformly antagonistic, the 
history of relations between Italian Americans and people of color has been mixed, alternately 
characterized by “collaboration, intimacy, hostility, and distancing,” containing elements of both 
“choice and coercion” in the development of white consciousness.56 Even the horrific events of 
the 1980s alluded to above “disclose undercurrents of attraction, disappointment, and mutual 
implication.”57

 at QUEENS COLLEGE LIBRARY on January 29, 2014juh.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://juh.sagepub.com/
http://juh.sagepub.com/


Carnevale	 9

Even less familiar than the fact that these two groups could enjoy positive relations is that 
African Americans and Italian Americans encountered each other early on in the suburbs as well 
as in the cities since Southern and Eastern Europeans at the turn of the twentieth century most 
often settled in the urban Northeast and Midwest. The traditional definition of the suburb as a 
bastion of postwar middle-class white America has occluded the possibility of working-class 
immigrants. For similar reasons, blacks have typically been excluded from any discussion of the 
suburbs except for the assumption that they helped to propel whites into them. The more recent 
literature on the history of the suburbs challenges these views. Whereas racial and economic 
homogeneity have been considered hallmarks of the American suburb, scholars have uncovered 
significant racial/ethnic and socioeconomic heterogeneity dating back to the prewar era.58 This 
early history of suburban blacks and immigrants disrupts the whiteness narrative with its focus 
on racial violence in the postwar suburbs.

While this burgeoning literature is changing our understanding of the suburbs with, among 
other innovations, its recognition of class and ethnic/racial difference within suburban life, little 
has been written on relations between ethnic/racial groups in the suburbs. Montclair, located in 
Essex County, is a suburb of New York City and Newark that has long prided itself as an inte-
grated community of blacks and whites.59 In this popular understanding of local history, Italian 
Americans constituted an invisible minority. But the greatest degree of integration in the early 
decades of the twentieth century and beyond, though by no means unproblematic, took place not 
between an undifferentiated white Montclair and black Montclair, but between Italians and 
blacks who shared neighborhoods, schools, and, to differing degrees, an outsider status. An 
examination of the positioning of each group within Montclair along with interviews conducted 
with twenty black and twenty-seven Italian residents between 2000 and 2005 provide a suburban 
counterexample to the more widely known narrative of black and Italian American urban con-
flict.60 By recovering this little-known story of generally peaceful black and Italian interactions, 
this study complicates our understanding of the American suburb, the dynamics of these two 
groups, and interethnic/interracial relations more generally.

Despite the fact that already by 1930, New Jersey ranked third after New York and Pennsylvania 
in its population of Italian immigrants, New Jersey Italian Americans have received short shrift 
in the historical literature. In 1920, they constituted the largest immigrant group in the state. Even 
in 1980, New Jersey’s Italians remained the largest “immigrant or racial group,” second only to 
New York in terms of the size of the Italian population. Like their compatriots throughout the 
Northeast, Italian migrants were drawn by employment opportunities, but with no single city 
comparable to Philadelphia or New York, they dispersed throughout the state. Essex County had 
one of the largest populations of Italians in New Jersey.61 African Americans in New Jersey have 
also received comparatively little attention considering their longtime significant presence. 
Indeed, more African Americans went to New Jersey during the Great Migration than to any 
other northern state. The rapidity of the growth of the black population in New Jersey is notewor-
thy; the period between 1910 and 1930 saw a137 percent rise, from 89,760 to 208,828.62

The suburbs may seem like an unlikely place to examine Italian American/African American 
interaction, and yet, as two groups that often catered to the service needs of well-to-do white 
society, it should not be surprising that they sometimes found themselves living in suburban 
communities in close proximity. As Kenneth Jackson notes, “many pre-1930 suburbs . . . main-
tained an exclusive image despite the presence of low-income or minority groups living in slums 
near or within the community.” These were service workers who usually lived near railroad sta-
tions. According to a 1925 study, “the heaviest concentrations of foreign-born populations in the 
United States are not urban but suburban . . . no Northern city has massed so large a proportion 
of Negro population as some of the Northern suburbs.”63

Blacks and Italians encountered each other in Montclair beginning in the latter years of the 
nineteenth century. African Americans began arriving in Montclair in the 1870s, primarily from 

 at QUEENS COLLEGE LIBRARY on January 29, 2014juh.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://juh.sagepub.com/
http://juh.sagepub.com/


10	 Journal of Urban History 

Virginia and North Carolina though some had come in the earliest days of the town as slaves.64 
In the early decades of the new century, many of the women worked as domestics. Men also 
worked in the service sector as chauffeurs, gardeners, and such although as many as 22 percent 
of the men held industrial jobs, an unusually high number for black suburbanites.65 The commu-
nity also had a number of black-owned businesses—barbershops, restaurants, funeral homes. In 
an 1894 local history, Montclair’s African American population was briefly acknowledged for 
being “quiet,” “industrious,” and “well-behaved.” The author also went on to note the black 
population’s “grateful appreciation of the support and sympathy of their white neighbors.” 
Notwithstanding white perceptions of contentment with their station, black Montclair formed a 
community of strivers, giving rise beginning in the 1920s to a small middle class of professionals 
that had grown substantially by the 1950s. Over the years, organizations for the upwardly mobile 
sprung up, such as a local chapter of Jack and Jill.66

Italians did not arrive in Montclair until the 1880s. Initially, they found employment digging 
water and sewer lines. These early Italians, living in tents and barracks on an open lot, and sport-
ing red bandanas, presented an exotic sight for Montclarions. According to one romanticized 
account, they could be heard singing around the bonfire at night. Those who stayed on would find 
employment as shoe shines, landscapers, railroad workers, and handymen. In later years, a num-
ber would labor in municipal departments, such as the Public Works and the Water Department.67 
Italians too established their own businesses such as bakeries, shoemakers, and specialty mar-
kets. While the Italian population continued to grow, it remained smaller than the African 
American population. In 1895, the number of African American Montclarions totaled 1,817, 
more than double the 824 residents of Italian descent out of a total population of 16,370. By 
1910, the total population of Montclair had reached 21,550, which included 2,000 blacks and 
1,500 Italians. By 1920, the Italian population witnessed a marginal increase to 1,625, less than 
half of the black population, which had grown to 3,467, representing 12 percent of the total popu-
lation of Montclair.68 Italians constituted more than half of the 5,207 foreign born in 1940, a still 
modest number compared to the black population of 6,777, though the addition of the second 
generation narrows the gap. The remaining white population was 39,807. Already by the turn of 
the twentieth century, Montclair was a very well-to-do suburb. Its proximity to Manhattan, 
“parklike setting,” and “panoramic views of the city and countryside, thanks to its elevation” 
made it one of the most desirable suburbs in the tri-state area, attracting prominent business 
people.69

Both groups settled largely in the Fourth Ward, which had the largest concentration of Italians. 
Outside of the Fourth Ward, Forest Street contained another significant grouping of Italians. In 
these areas, they initially found cheap accommodations in tenement housing and apartments. The 
black and Italian presence in the Fourth Ward was negligible in the early years of the 1900s. The 
black population was dispersed throughout town; a number were living in the homes of their 
employers, and the Italian population was nominal. Beginning with the 1910 census, blacks and 
Italians can be found sharing tenements and apartment buildings in parts of the Fourth Ward, 
some of which were owned by Italians. Black settlement became concentrated in the Fourth 
Ward during the 1920s. Through the 1920s and into the 1930s, both groups could be found within 
the same multiunit buildings though single-family housing predominated. As early as 1920, most 
blacks in the Fourth Ward were living in one- or two-family houses. While rates of Italian home-
ownership were higher, blacks were also homeowners. Italian owners also rented to blacks, 
though beginning in the 1930s Italians began to be less likely to do either. This intermixing of the 
two groups within the same buildings and neighborhoods was comparatively rare nationwide, 
though not unique. As Italians sought more single-family housing, they fanned out from the 
poorer areas of initial settlement leaving both blacks and less well off Italians behind. The small 
but growing cadre of the more upwardly mobile middle-class Italian families were the least likely 
to live in mixed neighborhoods, though even into the 1950s and early 1960s, black and Italian 
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homeowners could be found on the same blocks.70 During the same period, the Fourth Ward 
became increasingly black, with the Italian population moving beyond the area though a concen-
tration of Italians remained, including newer arrivals.

Social conditions for Italians and blacks in the Fourth Ward can be gauged by the level of 
attention they received from local social service organizations. Indeed, these two populations 
were the focus of social service activity from the early 1900s into the 1940s. Beginning in 1926, 
the energies and resources of the Junior League were directed exclusively toward blacks and 
Italians. The League maintained its Community House in the Fourth Ward, where they served 
black and Italian children through a nursery school, library, and clubrooms. Minnie Lucey, a 
social worker, began working with Italian students even earlier, beginning in 1915. In 1928, she 
established the Baldwin Street Community Center primarily to aid local Italian immigrants, but 
the Center also served black families mainly through teaching infant care to mothers or would-be 
mothers as well as domestic skills such as sewing. The “Opportunity Class” was geared toward 
Italian and African American boys. The center was renamed the Minnie Lucey Community 
House in 1932.71 The perception that Italians and blacks in the Fourth Ward were in need of 
assistance was supported by the poor housing stock, congestion, and communicable diseases that 
characterized the area.72

Like the rest of New Jersey in the early decades of the twentieth century, Montclair practiced 
segregation, although the practice varied in degree across the state. According to the firsthand 
experience of one black New Jerseyan, in those days, “South Jersey was just like the South.”73 
While not overtly enforced, black Montclarions well understood the unwritten rules of segrega-
tion and generally followed them. Those interviewed rattled off the names of institutions from 
which they were clearly, if not openly, excluded—the Claridge and Wellstone theaters required 
blacks to sit in separate sections; their exclusion from the local “Y” led to the establishment of a 
“colored” Y in 1920; the town skating rink, some bowling alleys, and most restaurants were also 
off limits. Although all children attended the lone high school, blacks encountered limits to their 
participation in school activities. For example, they were prohibited from participating in the 
graduation dance. Professional opportunities were also limited by segregation. Hospital staff did 
not begin the process of desegregation until the late 1940s. The fire department was not inte-
grated until the 1950s. Black teachers were limited to nonacademic positions in the white public 
schools until the late 1950s. In at least one instance, local whites resorted to a form of racial 
policing more familiarly associated with the South. In 1925, a group of whites burned a cross on 
the lawn of the family of a white woman who intended to marry a black man who had been pass-
ing for white, after he confessed his secret to her.74

While not subject to the restrictions that were imposed on the town’s African American popu-
lation, relations between Italians and native-born white Montclarions were strained as evidenced 
by the establishment of organizations by Italian Americans to address the situation. The Amity 
League, Inc., was formed in 1937 “to foster and help to create and maintain a closer understand-
ing between American citizens and Italian-American citizens of this community.” The Italian 
Forum, founded in 1935 to promote the study of Italian culture, was established by Miss Elaine 
Renna in response to low self-esteem by Italian American students attributed to “race prejudices 
inculcated in their minds since childhood,” that made them feel “slightly inferior to the youth of 
other nationalities.” A 1937 report by the Junior League on its Community House made a similar 
observation: “Too often, the younger generation is ashamed of its Italian background.”75

As elsewhere in the nation, African Americans’ housing options were restricted. They were 
discouraged from moving out of the South End. Well after World War II, blacks were still being 
steered away from white neighborhoods by real estate agents.76 Similarly, black residents noted 
that they did not feel welcome even entering affluent white neighborhoods. As one black resident 
recalled of life in Montclair in the 1930s–1940s, “Up town was more high class than the people 
who lived in the Fourth Ward.” Sharon Burton-Turner, who grew up in the 1950s, noted, “Racism 
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was unwritten in Montclair, it was unwritten but you knew. I knew we were unwanted in certain 
places in this town. You didn’t go to Upper Montclair even though nobody said you couldn’t go.” 
But she and others also noted that black parents shielded their children from the realities of rac-
ism: “Our parents and the rest of the black community made it so that we didn’t have to leave the 
Fourth Ward. Everything that we needed was right there in our own neighborhood.”77

Although obtaining housing in all-white suburban neighborhoods in the postwar era was an 
important step toward and expression of the desire to fully assimilate on the part of Southern and 
Eastern Europeans and their descendants, Italians in Montclair experienced limitations in their 
ability to move into or even move within Montclair neighborhoods, though not to the same extent 
as blacks. The 1947 Montclair Civil Rights Audit, a formal appraisal of the degree of equal 
opportunity in several areas including housing, found that 347 of 356 “substandard homes” were 
located in a congested area of town inhabited “principally [by] Negores and persons of Italian 
origin.” The Audit goes on to explain that “in regard to both sales and rentals there are certain 
areas in Montclair in which houses are to be sold or rented only to certain persons. To achieve 
this end there is in existence between the real estate operators the so-called gentlemen’s agree-
ment.” Indeed, contrary to the belief that nationwide, restrictive covenants only excluded blacks, 
the Montclair Audit revealed that of 170 deeds examined in the Hall of Records, 40 contained 
restrictive covenants aimed at “Negroes, Jews and Italians for a period of years ranging in length 
from 1 year to 25 years.” Even after the covenants expired, those who were previously excluded 
may have experienced informal restraints. One of the interviewees claims that it was not until the 
early 1960s that Italian Americans felt a lessening of the pressure to keep them from moving into 
more affluent areas of Montclair.78

Earlier in the century, Italians, like blacks, recognized the unwritten rules of movement within 
the town. One Italian resident recalled that if Italians ventured into certain neighborhoods in the 
1920s and 1930s, they would be met with rocks and ethnic slurs. Michael Sarageno remembered 
that in the 1920s and 1930s, his father, who worked emptying out barrels of ashes from private 
homes that burned coal for fuel in the more affluent section of Montclair, was arrested on several 
occasions. As he explained, they “put my father in jail because he didn’t look right. He was 
sweaty he had the work clothes on . . .and they would say there is a man that walking up the 
streets here he doesn’t look good! He looks like a treat [sic—threat] and whatever it is!” These 
types of incidents were not uncommon in the prewar era, however, the separation between 
Montclair’s Italians and white Montclair proper continued well into the postwar era. Paul Porcelli, 
for example, recalled that it wasn’t until he entered Montclair High in the 1960s that he had any 
direct contact with affluent whites from Upper Montclair. Even so, Italians at the High School 
were set apart: “We were always ‘you the Italians,’ remarks were always made.”79

The church was another arena where both blacks and Italians experienced discrimination, 
black Montclarions more so. One Italian resident recalled a family story regarding the establish-
ment of Our Lady of Mt. Carmel in 1907 that became the Italian Catholic church of Montclair. 
He claimed that the Italian community was spurred to create its own church when Immaculate 
Conception, the Irish Catholic Church, refused to bury his wife’s grandmother.80 Black Catholic 
residents recalled that at Immaculate Conception, they were required to sit downstairs for mass 
apart from white parishioners. Segregation extended beyond the confines of the church itself. 
John Price reported that he was not allowed to play basketball against Immaculate Conception’s 
team in the 1930s. Like the Italians, African Americans too established their own Catholic 
church, St. Peter Claver in 1931, which was also frequented by some whites who lived outside of 
Montclair. 81

Unlike at Immaculate Conception, services at Our Lady of Mt. Carmel were open to blacks, 
at least informally. Black parishioners were not kept apart. As a teenager, Lucille Clemons 
recalled: “We lived in an Italian and Irish neighborhood. And you know Mt. Carmel over here? 
We used to go there to be with the kids. We used to go there all the time [attended mass]. . . . We 
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didn’t know what was happening, but we went because our friends went there. When we got 
older, I started going to St. Peter Claver. . . . Everyone was so nice. I said to my friend Vivian.  
. . . I think I’m going to join.”82 While she felt more at home at St. Peter Claver than at Mt. 
Carmel, she did not experience the segregation at Mt. Carmel that was practiced by Immaculate 
Conception and other mainstream churches. Our Lady of Mt. Carmel provided other opportuni-
ties for mixing between Italians and blacks. The Church and the Saint Sebastian Society spon-
sored an annual “festa” honoring the Italian saint. Some African American residents remembered 
“the Feast” or “street party” that took place each summer as a highlight of neighborhood life. It 
is unclear whether African American attendance at mass went beyond kids tagging along with 
their Italian American friends. The formal history of Our Lady of Mt. Carmel clearly identifies it 
as an Italian church, making no mention of non-Italian or black parishioners. Still, this inclusion 
in at least some of the aspects of parish life contrasts markedly with Italian and other white ethnic 
parishes in urban areas, attesting to the degree of familiarity between the two groups in 
Montclair.83 

Because children attended schools within their own neighborhoods at the elementary level, 
Italian and black children went to the same schools where the children of white native born 
Montclarions would have been underrepresented if not absent. The 1947 Audit devotes a good 
deal of attention to the racially segregated school system without acknowledging that, as the 
evidence it presents suggests, Italian children were not well integrated into the school system 
either. Angelo Pomarico recalled that even in the 1950s and 1960s, the schools he attended were 
composed entirely of blacks and Italians. The Audit did comment on the lack of integrated social 
life at the high school along with a lack of recreational opportunities for “all low income groups,” 
blacks in particular.84 A 1943 study by a student at Columbia University’s Teachers College sug-
gests that Italians were still seen as distinct from the white population and more likely to interact 
with blacks than would native-born whites. Commenting on the high school, the report notes that 
there is “no social life at the school. They offered a dance but it was not successful because only 
the Italian and colored children would attend and there were not enough of them to pay expenses.” 
Regarding the native-born white population, the report goes on to note, “The upper class children 
have their social life in their fraternities and sororities.” While lower class native born whites 
were shut out of these elite fraternities and sororities, it seems that they chose not to mix with 
Italians and blacks at the school dance that was open to all.85 But the separation of black and 
Italian schoolchildren from native-born white pupils was not merely a matter of de facto residen-
tial segregation. Montclair had a history of steering black and Italian children into schools away 
from mainstream white students.86

Italian Americans and African Americans generally though not always enjoyed good relations 
from their earliest years in Montclair into the postwar era.87 Black respondents recalling their 
youths in the 1930s and 1940s spoke of being “good neighbors” with Italians, and having a 
“grand time” playing together as children and teenagers. One woman spoke of an Italian woman 
who regularly gathered the neighborhood children together to regale them with stories; others 
had fond memories of visiting Italian storeowners. In describing life on Pine Street in the 1930s 
and 1940s, Elizabeth Yarborough commented, “We grew up with Italians, Irish, and no prob-
lems. We didn’t see colored back them [sic]. I had friends. . . . We were the only Blacks in our 
building. My sister could speak a little Italian. My mother had the accent.”88 Although one 
woman recalled two incidents in the 1950s when the parents of her Italian American childhood 
friends tried to prevent them from playing with her, all other instances of discrimination reported 
by African Americans involved “white” Montclair, which in the minds of at least some black 
Montclarions did not include Italians. As Elberta Hayes Stone, born in 1922, noted in her inter-
view, “There were three kinds of people in Montclair. There were Black people. Italian folks. 
And there were white people.”89

Italian Americans also recalled good relations with blacks. They contrasted what they saw as 
the lack of racial animosity between the two groups in the early decades of the century—some 
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extended this period into the 1960s—with the situation in recent years. As Lucy Ruccio, who was 
in her eighties at the time she was interviewed, put it, “There was no racial business then. In those 
years, you were friends with everyone and doors were always left open. The Italians were all 
making the gravy. Now everyone’s doors are closed.” Seventy-four-year-old Anna Menullo 
remembered that her mother attended a mothers’ club through her (Anna’s) school where she 
socialized with Italian, black, and Irish mothers.90 Nicholas Villarosa, eighty-one, who lived in a 
tenement building that housed black and Italian families, compared the relationship enjoyed by 
blacks and Italians with the aloofness of white Montclair toward its black townspeople; “I think 
actually the Italians [sic] people weren’t being racist like other groups . . . we had them over for 
dinner you know it was more integrated, the Italian people were quicker to accept because they 
had some of the same problems.” The idea that blacks and Italians were united by similar life 
experiences was shared by Michael Sarageno, quoted at the beginning of the article, whose father 
was regularly arrested in Upper Montclair for not “belonging.” While the similar circumstances 
of the two groups may have contributed to generally good relations between them, they also 
helped shape the attitudes of white Montclair toward Italians even well into the postwar era. As 
Michael D’Agostino notes about the 1950s and early 1960s, “there wasn’t a demarcation between 
the immigrants, and the black part of town . . . I was acutely aware of that, and the others were 
acutely aware of the difference between the other community and the Italian American immi-
grant community.”91 Angelo Pomarico also indicates an appreciation for how others today might 
look on his friendships with his black neighbors as he was growing up in the 1950s and 1960s, 
“Again, the neighborhood was mostly black and Italian. And my neighbors were black and were 
my very good friends. . . . That was life, and that was what it was . . . and didn’t know much bet-
ter. And that was a pretty good life.” Pauline Catalano Booth-Ellis, sixty-five years old, expressed 
a similar sentiment: “We all got along. We didn’t think anything, you know, they were people, 
we were people, we played together, we probably had battles together, we learned together, it 
was fine.”92

Despite the understanding that Italians were stigmatized for their association with blacks, the 
responses to the question “Why did Italians leave Montclair?” by and large did not reference a 
variation of “white flight” (i.e., a move from an increasingly black suburb to a whiter one) and in 
some cases openly questioned that explanation. Rather, they cited the desire to demonstrate 
upward mobility and obtain its trappings (i.e., bigger, single-family houses). Nicholas Villarosa, 
albeit generalizing, noted, “as . . . all the Italians became very successful doctors and lawyers, so 
they spread around, and that was more [be]cause of economics.” He also commented on friends 
who never returned after college. Others noted the desire to escape the town’s high property 
taxes.93 Racial transition was certainly a factor for some. Rosemarie Ramundo attributed the 
flight of Italian Americans from the Fourth Ward in the 1970s to the shifting racial balance in the 
schools, which had become predominantly black. In two cases, respondents made references to 
“drugs” and a “bad element” moving in, which might be coded references to blacks, though these 
newcomers were seen as intruders into the neighborhood as opposed to established black 
families.94

It is worth noting here that unlike many Jews, for example, who held liberal views on race 
relations in part out of a sense of identification with the plight of blacks, Italian Americans did 
not share the same historic concern with appearing racist. It is less likely, therefore, that inter-
viewees “sugar coated” their observations on Italian American–African American relations. At 
the same time, as oral historians note, oral interviews are narratives, stories that people tell them-
selves as well as others in an attempt to make sense of a given situation. In East Harlem, Italian 
Americans “recalled” that dark-skinned others pushed their children and grandchildren out of the 
neighborhood when in actuality they began leaving prior to the racial transition of the area. 
Similarly, Canarsie’s white ethnics, interviewed in the 1970s, relied on a narrative of moral fail-
ings to account for the changes to the neighborhood that occurred when blacks moved in, 
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ignoring social and economic realities.95 In Montclair, however, at least some Italian Americans 
spoke of uneventful coexistence with their black neighbors. Movement out of the neighborhood 
was generally not discussed in terms of an escape from black encroachment. This is a very dif-
ferent narrative of Italian American and African American relations and racial transition. What 
distinguishes the Montclair case is that the Italian Americans were no longer living in the old 
neighborhood at the time of the interviews. There was no need to construct a narrative of blame 
for why they found themselves in what had become a less desirable neighborhood. While not 
unique to Montclair, the long history of sharing neighborhoods and the numerical predominance 
of the African American relative to the Italian American population are significant. Unlike in 
East Harlem or Canarsie, a large presence of people of color in areas of Italian settlement in 
Montclair was nothing new. That black Montclarions were recognized for pursuing upward 
mobility themselves, and with some success, helps account for the marked departure from earlier 
urban narratives that associate racial minorities with economic blight and social disorder though 
those characterizations do appear in some interviews regarding the 1960s and 1970s. In discuss-
ing the dispersal of Italian Americans from the Fourth Ward, an Italian American World War II 
vet noted: “Well eventually it became black . . . There was always a large presence of blacks in 
Montclair, but I have to qualify this, they were more professional . . . a lot of them owned their 
own houses, they took care of them, even at that time, they were more professional people, that’s 
why Montclair is the way it is today. I mean if you go down to Orange it’s a wreck like Newark.” 
He then goes on to favorably compare educated African Americans with uneducated immigrants 
who fail to assimilate. Taken together, the interviews suggest that class figures strongly into 
Italian American assessment of racial minorities.96

Irrespective of the narrative Montclair’s Italian Americans have fashioned regarding relations 
with African Americans, there are objective factors at work. High levels of segregation have been 
associated with racial violence.97 The relative integration of the Fourth Ward may help account 
for the difference in relations between the two groups in Montclair versus other settings. Indeed, 
as noted above, a number of interviewees highlighted the degree to which Italian American prox-
imity with African Americans normalized relations between the two communities.

The historic marginalization of the two communities by the dominant white population, even 
though the African American community faced greater restrictions than the Italian American 
one, also needs to be taken into consideration in explaining generally good relations between the 
two groups. Both saw themselves as separate from the dominant white community, which did not 
consider them peers. Nevertheless, as some of the interviews suggest, however peaceful relations 
may have been between the two communities, over time, Montclair’s Italian Americans, like 
other postwar white ethnics, would have became increasingly aware of the negative associations 
attached to proximity with blacks. While they may not have perceived blacks as pushing them 
out of the old neighborhoods, choosing instead to view moving as taking a step up on the socio-
economic ladder, disassociating themselves from African Americans may have been recognized 
as a part of that process. It is worth noting, too, that most of the Italian Americans interviewed in 
total glossed over the question about intergroup relations. Whether this means that there was 
nothing remarkable to note, or that they were hesitant to discuss any tensions between the two 
communities is open to speculation. Also, although Montclair did receive an influx of Italian 
immigrants in the 1960s, some of whom still reside in the Fourth Ward, most members of this 
cohort have yet to be interviewed.

Those who did speak more freely about interracial relations agreed that they became more 
contentious as the 1960s progressed, with the events of 1967 in nearby Newark as a turning point 
in black/Italian relations though there is anecdotal evidence from other Italian Americans who 
were in high school at the time of being shielded from racial violence by black friends who con-
tinued to differentiate Italians from the general white population. Beginning in the early 1960s, 
Montclair also experienced conflicts over busing that created tensions between the two groups.98
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A couple of the interviews in particular with Italian Americans who grew up in the postwar 
era hint at the complexity of the relationship between these two groups. Joe Attamante, referring 
to the late 1940s and 1950s, suggests the often ambivalent relations between the two groups: “I 
think that stereotype is way off base in that, ya [sic] know, you hear that a lot of Italians didn’t 
like Blacks and a lot of Blacks didn’t like Italians, and I guess there were . . . but luckily I never 
saw that. But there was prejustice [sic], there was.” His remarks here invoke the sense that rela-
tions between blacks and Italians could encompass both identification and disassociation without 
necessarily becoming rancorous. Similarly, Anna Delorio recalled good relations between blacks 
and Italians on Pine St. until “social unrest and the Newark riots” when violence erupted between 
the Italian kids on the street and relatives of black neighbors who were visiting town at the time. 
Yet even at this moment when racial tensions were at their height, she remembers nuances in the 
relationship between local blacks and Italians: “At the same time, we Italian kids and the black 
kids were having a good time dancing in the street to the Jackson 5 and Motown.”99

To conclude, the history of Italian Americans and African Americans in Montclair reminds us 
that while tensions and even open conflict between these groups into the postwar era is a signifi-
cant part of their story, it is not the whole story. Certainly there were tensions, and conflict some-
times erupted between the two communities. For example, as in other parts of the country, Italy’s 
invasion of Ethiopia negatively affected relations between Italian Americans and African 
Americans. The Junior League noted “racial withdrawal” between the youths of each group that 
participated in its Civics Club, yet there is evidence of tensions even earlier. When the Community 
House opened in 1926, some Italian families objected “to the racial mixture in the groups 
there.”100 On an individual basis, levels of racial tolerance no doubt varied. But overall, relations 
between the two in suburban Montclair appear to have been fairly positive, or at least peaceful, 
well beyond the early decades of the twentieth century. The suburban setting, the demographics, 
the neighborhood composition, as well as the ethnic/racial and class dynamics of the town are 
important to understanding this relationship and suggest the need for case studies of interracial/
interethnic relations beyond the urban core. The Montclair case also argues for the persistence of 
ethnicity. Whether or not Italian Americans perceived themselves as fully incorporated into 
white America into the postwar era, white Montclarions continued to draw distinctions between 
the Italians of Montclair and themselves. Ethnicity remained a significant factor in the social 
dynamics of this suburb irrespective of race as well as an important aspect of self-identification 
for the Italian Americans. Black Montclarions, too, distinguished between Italian Americans and 
the general white population.

The example of Montclair also reminds us that it is much easier to find and, thus, to focus on 
conflict that can leave us with an incomplete account of interracial relations, a danger both for 
historians as well as for contemporary observers.101 In any case, most Italian Americans along 
with other white ethnics left the inner cities in the postwar years and so did not participate in 
antiblack violence even if those who remained and did participate contributed disproportionately 
to the creation of the “second ghetto.”102 Evaluating the actions and attitudes of those members 
of racial/ethnic groups who stayed behind in the cities as well as those who lived in the suburbs 
requires drawing distinctions. If we reject essentialist notions of ethnicity/race, are the acts and 
attitudes of people of the same ethnicity necessarily representative of the ethnic groups they hail 
from? Because individuals of a certain group take part in an action, does it follow that they are 
responding solely from their ethnicity or to the ethnicity of others? Clearly Italian Americans and 
other white ethnics quickly learned the importance of maintaining the color line, their encounters 
with nonwhite peoples informed by the racism of the larger society and the inequalities that it 
perpetuates.103 But the example of suburban Montclair indicates that in certain contexts, there 
was room for a broader spectrum of interaction.

Documenting relatively harmonious relations between these two groups in Montclair or 
between other groups elsewhere remains a challenge. The silences in the historical record may be 
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as telling as the information available.104 As Anna Delorio, quoted above on the subtleties of 
Italian American/African American interaction in Montclair’s Fourth Ward during the 1960s, 
said, “You really had to live on Pine St. and be in the middle of it all to know what that world was 
all about.”
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