
 



Preface

It was a sunny afternoon of November 2010 at the Cafe Diplomatico on 
College Street, in the Little Italy of Toronto. I was speaking to my wife in 
Italian. A man came up to us and asked: ‘Are you Italians from Italy?’ And 
then he added: ‘Here it is full of Italians. You know, Italians build houses’. 
The protagonists of this book are the Italian immigrants who built houses 
in Toronto from the 1950s to the 1970s, and their families. 

This book is about the history of a community formed by both 
exploited workers who fought for their rights and entrepreneurial sub-
contractors who created companies out of nothing. You will find stories of 
inventiveness and hope, as well as of oppression and despair. My first hope 
is that the pages that follow do justice to this community and its history.  
I also intend my book to help readers to understand what happened and why.

I am sure that some readers will wish I had left some things out, while 
others will be disappointed about the stories that do not appear in my 
book. However, I hope you will all appreciate my honest effort to describe 
a history that I am convinced deserves to be recalled.

This volume originated in a research project and a PhD thesis1 carried 
out at Kingston University in London under the supervision of Professor 
Ilaria Favretto and Professor Craig Phelan. When I began, it was my first 
study in the field of migration history. My interest in this subject origi-
nated from the desire to focus on a topic that has almost disappeared from 
Italian public debate: the history of Italian emigration during the twentieth 
century. I thought that as an Italian historian I had a sort of social respon-
sibility to focus on such an issue. The history of a multitude of men and 
women could not be forgotten. I believe it is important for Italians to be 
conscious of our history of mass emigration, especially at this time, when 
Italy has become a country of destination for many immigrants.

With this perspective, this book has not been thought of as a 
mere academic exercise. It has aimed to meet a request advanced by a 
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second-generation Italian-Canadian during a focus group held in Toronto 
during my field work:2

I hope your research is not just an academic exercise. I hope that it would help Italians 
in Italy to make the experience of emigration part of their background. They have 
to recover a memory that is completely lost.

Moreover, I hope this book can help the Italian-Canadian community 
of Toronto to remember its roots and history, with both memories to be 
proud of and the dark aspects which also featured in a complex experi-
ence. In fact, this volume is about real people. Its aim is to give voice to 
a community formed by both successful employers who created business 
with their inventiveness and courage, and others who ruthlessly oppressed 
their compatriots. It is also the story of exploited workers whose experience 
was described by the former construction worker and union leader Frank 
Colantonio in his memoir:3

I saw all of this unfold before my own eyes. I saw men injured and killed. I saw pay 
cheques bounce. Anyone who objected could be easily replaced and the fear of 
deportation always festered in the background.

But this is also a book about the workers who did not accept this situa-
tion: ‘The men at the bottom who finally said with one voice that they 
had had enough’.4
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