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Abstract of Thesis 
 

Beyond the Noose: Italian Immigrants in Late-Nineteenth Century New Orleans 
 
 
 

On October 15, 1890, New Orleans police chief David Hennessy was gunned down.  

After the Italian men tried for the crime were acquitted, townspeople lynched all 

nine of them, along with two others.  This infamous incident has completely 

characterized the experience of Italian immigrants in late-nineteenth century New 

Orleans, as little other scholarly attention has been paid to their community.  This 

study, however, explores the many other aspects to Italian life in the Crescent City, 

including residential patterns, occupation, family life, literacy, and naturalization 

patterns to reveal that Italians in New Orleans flourished rather than floundered. 
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   On October 15, 1890, New Orleans police chief David Hennessy was gunned 

down by assassins he could not definitively identify.  Before succumbing to his 

injuries the following day, however, he reportedly said, “The dagoes shot me.”  

Because of this statement, and Hennessy’s involvement in an ongoing investigation 

of alleged mafia gangs in the city, the public assumed that the offenders were Italian.  

Anti-Italian sentiment surged in New Orleans and beyond the city.  In Chicago, for 

example, any crime that involved Italians ignited fear of the mafia, even where no 

apparent link existed.  In the days following the shooting, New Orleans police 

arrested forty Italian immigrants in connection with the murder in a surge of 

prejudice.  The New Orleans Daily Picayune reported that “the little jail was 

crowded with Sicilians, whose low, receding foreheads, repulsive countenances and 

slovenly attire proclaimed their brutal natures.”1  Nineteen were indicted, and nine 

stood trial.  Presumed guilty by the people of New Orleans, the city was outraged 

when the jury acquitted them, allegedly having been bribed by the mafia.  Residents 

held a town meeting, where a call to action was made.  “When courts fail, people 

must act! The time has come for the people of New Orleans to say whether they are 

going to stand for these outrages by organized bands of assassins . . . Will every man 

here follow me, and see the murder of D. C. Hennessy vindicated?”  A mob stormed 

                                                 
1 “Assassination,” The Daily Picayune (New Orleans), 16 October 1890.  Humbert S. Nelli, 
Italians in Chicago, 1880-1930: A Study in Ethnic Mobility (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1970), 130-32; and Jerre Mangione and Ben Morreale, La Storia: Five Centuries of the Italian 
American Experience (New York: Harper Perennial, 1992), 200-211.  Untitled article, The Daily 
Picayune, 17 October 1890. 
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the jail where the exonerated men were being held for their own safety and lynched 

all nine of them, along with two others.2 

   This incident constitutes one of the worst outbursts of violent prejudice against 

Italians in American history.  It was also, to this day, the moment when the Italian 

community of New Orleans was most visible.  This episode has dominated the 

historiography of the Italians in New Orleans; historians have used it to show that 

Italians in the Crescent City and throughout the South faced worse discrimination 

and nativism than in the Northeastern, Midwestern, or Western United States.  After 

the lynchings, Italians supposedly ceased to come to New Orleans, because they 

believed they would experience more severe prejudice than elsewhere in the United 

States.3  Yet, there is far more to the story of Italians in New Orleans than this one 

infamous incident.  

   The Italian community of New Orleans was quite significant, even in 

comparison with better-known Italian immigrant destinations.  In 1900, the Crescent 

City had the seventh largest Italian population in the United States, ranking behind 

only New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, Boston, Newark, and Providence.  In 1910, 

the Big Easy was the only city in the country in which Italians composed the largest 

foreign-born population.4  Despite its clear importance, the New Orleans Italian 

community has received relatively little scholarly attention.  Some historians have 

                                                 
2 Speech given by William S. Parkerson to the crowd at Clay Square, 14 March 1891. in Richard 
Gambino, Vendetta: A True Story of the Worst Lynching in America, the Mass Murder of Italian-
Americans in New Orleans in 1891, the Vicious Motivations Behind It, and the Tragic 
Repercussions That Linger to This Day (New York: Doubleday & Co., Inc., 1977), 157; and 
Humbert S. Nelli, From Immigrants to Ethnics: The Italian Americans (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1983), 40. 
3 Mangione and Morreale, La Storia, 200-213; and Nelli, From Immigrants to Ethnics, 40, 69. 
4 Robert F. Foerster, The Italian Emigration of Our Times (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1919), 329. 
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included Italians in Louisiana as part of larger studies of Italian immigrants in 

America.  For example, Humbert S. Nelli’s 1983 book, From Immigrants to Ethnics: 

The Italian Americans, deals briefly with New Orleans’ Italians, describing the city 

as a popular destination for them, and mentioning Italians’ prominence in the fruit 

trade of the city.5  A limited number of articles and several unpublished dissertations 

have been written on more specific subjects concerning Italians in Louisiana and 

New Orleans.6  The overwhelming majority of all scholarship on Italians in New 

Orleans, however, focuses on the Hennessy incident, despite the size and historical 

importance of the New Orleans Italian community apart from that affair.7 

   Perhaps because of the relative lack of scholarship on Italians in New Orleans, 

Louisiana, or the South, historians most commonly reference the Hennessy lynching 

as confirmation that Italian immigrants faced worse prejudice in New Orleans than 

in other cities in the United States.  It is often said that with Hennessy’s murder, 

latent nativist sentiment surged, and the New Orleans community took action to 

protect itself against what it perceived to be and what the Daily Picayune called an 

“assassination of the law.”8  Scholars have also cited the lynching as evidence that 

Italian organized crime originated in New Orleans.9  Despite the brutality involved, 

                                                 
5 Humbert Nelli, From Immigrants to Ethnics; and Mangione and Morreale, La Storia. 
6 For example, Jo Ann Carrigan, “Guns, Goats, and Strangers’ Disease in Nineteenth Century 
New Orleans,” in The Journal of Southern History 36 (November, 1970): 568-578; and Louise 
Reynes Edwards-Simpson, “Sicilian Immigration to New Orleans, 1870-1910: Ethnicity, Race 
and Social Position in the New South” (PhD diss., University of Minnesota, 1996). 
7 For example, Richard Gambino, Vendetta; Barbara Botein, “The Hennessy Case: An Episode in 
Anti-Italian Nativism,” in Louisiana History 20 (1979): 261-279. 
8 John Higham, Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860-1925 (New 
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1955), 90-91.  Quote from, “The Law Assassinated,” The 
Daily Picayune, October 18, 1890. 
9 Humbert S. Nelli, The Business of Crime: Italians and Syndicate Crime in the United States 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1976), 24-66.  In the days and weeks after Hennesy’s 
murder, and again after the lynchings, New Orleans newspapers, as well as the New York Times, 
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though, one incident should not define the entire experience of an ethnic group with 

a considerable presence in the Crescent City throughout the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries.  Italians in New Orleans actually fared as well, economically 

and socially, and in some ways better than their counterparts in the East in New 

York City, in the Midwest in Chicago, and in the West in San Francisco.  By 

examining the Italian community in New Orleans from 1880 to 1900, the myth that 

New Orleans was an undesirable destination for Italians can be dispelled.  The 

following is a detailed examination of Italian life in the Crescent City in the decades 

before and after the lynchings.10  It shows that in many ways, Italians continued to 

thrive in the city, even after the killings.  Italians preserved many important customs 

and values from Italy better in the Crescent City than they did in other cities, 

                                                                                                                                                 
Washington Post, and other papers printed stories propagating fear of the mafia, a foreign-based 
organized crime syndicate.  Such stories bore headlines such as “Crimes of the Mafias: The 
Suspected Assassins of Chief Hennessy: The Reign of Terror Over the Italians of New Orleans – 
How the Band Gets Rid of its Victims” (New York Times, 20 October 1890); “Slashed by a 
Mafian: A Fiendish Italian Mutilates a Woman with a Razor” (Washington Post, 5 February 
1892), which contained strong language, such as, “They [Italians] found American justice in their 
way in his [Hennessy’s] person: they saw their many crimes abroad and in this country threatened 
with exposure and punishment; they saw their stiletto and murder societies in danger of 
destruction by the law, and they resolved to strike a blow that would teach all officers not to 
meddle with the Mafia.  The murder was a threat against society.  It was a warning to our 
government that this secret murder society intended to continue operations and ‘to remove’ all 
those who got in its way.” The Daily Picayune, 18 October 1890. 
10 All data that follows (unless otherwise noted) on Italians in the city of New Orleans is based on 
an analysis of the 1880 and 1900 United States censuses.  Both analyses examine 10 percent of 
Italians and all members of their households.  The 1880 sample includes all members of one 
hundred forty seven households.  The 1900 sample includes all members of five hundred eighty 
six households.  A household consists of a single residence and everyone living in it, including 
non-Italians and non-family members.  Many of the statistics that follow include only the original 
10 percent of Italians, and do not include the members of their households, unless otherwise 
noted.  For New York, all analyses for 1880 are drawn from a 1 percent sample of households 
with at least one Italian resident (85 households), and in 1900, one-half percent (four hundred 
ninety two households).   For Chicago, all analyses for 1880 are drawn from a 2 percent sample 
of households with at least one Italian resident (59 households), and in 1900, 1 percent (one 
hundred fifty one households).  For San Francisco, all analyses for 1880 are drawn from a 2 
percent sample of households with at least one Italian resident (one hundred nineteen 
households), and in 1900, 2 percent (one hundred sixty households). 
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especially the prominent role of the family in everyday life.  Italians in New Orleans 

did not face the residential segregation that plagued them in other American cities, 

where they congregated in crowded, ethnically homogeneous enclaves.  They 

worked in a wider array of occupations in New Orleans than elsewhere, with many 

of them earning a living as skilled workers or business owners rather than as 

laborers.  Italians in New Orleans were also less likely to experience seasonal 

unemployment than in other cities.  Finally, more New Orleans Italians owned their 

homes than elsewhere.  For these reasons and others, it is erroneous to cite the 

Hennessy lynchings as proof that Italians were worse-off in New Orleans or the 

South; in fact, they appear to have done far better there than in other, more well 

known Italian-American enclaves. 

   In important ways, family life in New Orleans replicated family life in Italy.  

As the charts below suggest, Italians in that city were likely to be living solely with 

their immediate family members in 1880 and 1900.  Heads of households, wives, 

sons, and daughters composed the vast majority of household members in both 1880 

and 1900.  
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   In 1880, heads of households, wives, daughters, and sons composed 81 percent 

of the Italian population.  In 1900, they made up 84 percent.  Most of the adults in 

both years were married.  In 1880, 75 percent of Italians aged seventeen and older 

were married, and in 1900, 73 percent.  Most were married to another person of 

Italian origin.  This ethnic homogeneity allowed Italian parents to pass Italian 

customs on to their children.  In 1880, 60 percent were married to another Italian, 

and in 1900, the proportion had risen to 74 percent, most likely because there were 

more Italian women to marry.12  Italians often married their fellow countrymen after 

immigration.  One Italian child born in New Orleans remembered that her parents 

hailed from the same town in Sicily (Cefalu), but met and married in the Crescent 

City.  Alternatively, men sometimes returned to Italy to marry, often a woman from 

their hometown, and then brought their brides back to New Orleans.  Of those who 

were not married to another person of Italian birth, many married the American-born 

                                                 
11 These analyses examine 10 percent of Italian individuals residing in New Orleans in 1880 and 
1900. 
12 These analyses examine 10 percent of Italian individuals residing in New Orleans in 1880 and 
1900. 
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children of Italian immigrants.  For example, Italian-born Joe Bologna married Lena, 

the daughter of Italian immigrant parents.  Another man recalled that his father, who 

immigrated in 1893, married an American-born Italian woman after settling in New 

Orleans.13 

   The vast majority of married adults had children.  In 1880, 76 percent had one 

or more of their own children residing with them.  In 1900, the proportion of Italian 

adults with children in their household was 52 percent, but 84 percent had borne at 

least one child during their lifetime, reflecting not only patterns of childbearing in 

Italy, but also family life in the United States generally.  Further, more Italian 

families in New Orleans tended to be large, as they were in Italy, and grew larger 

between 1880 and 1900.  In 1880, only 15 percent of married or widowed adults had 

five or more of their own children living in their households.  By 1900, 25 percent of 

married or widowed men had five or more of their children residing with them, and 

34 percent of married or widowed Italian women had borne at least 5 children during 

their lifetime.14   

   The family structure of the Italian community in New Orleans, with its high 

percentage of married adults with children, reflects the household structure in Italy.  

Italians valued family relationships above all others, and the immediate family was 

                                                 
13 Conchetta Cangelosi, interviewed on 21 February 1978, by Roselyn Bologna Boneno, in “From 
Migrant to Millionaire: The Story of the Italian-American in New Orleans, 1880-1910” (Ph.D. 
diss., Louisiana State University & Agricultural & Mechanical College, 1986), 230; Santo di 
Fatta, interviewed on 14 November 1977, in Boneno, “From Migrant to Millionaire,” 280; Lena 
Bologna, interviewed on 21 June 1977, in Boneno, “From Migrant to Millionaire,” 216-17; Peter 
Compagno, interviewed on 14 November 1977, in Boneno, “From Migrant to Millionaire,” 251. 
14 These analyses examine 10 percent of Italian individuals residing in New Orleans in 1880 and 
1900.  Further, in 1880, the census did not record how many children a woman had borne, only 
children living in the household.  In 1900, for females, the census recorded how many children 
she had borne, as well as how many were living.  The above percentages include women who had 
borne at least one child, whether or not that child resided with her or lived. 
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most important, playing the chief role in how Italians interpreted their surroundings 

and interacted with their neighbors.15  Since most Italian men in New Orleans 

married Italian women, other traditions from Italy were preserved in New Orleans.  

In America as in Italy, women possessed moral authority in their homes and 

communities, and were responsible for upholding, preserving, and passing on Italian 

traditions.  One woman recalled of her Italian-born mother’s role in New Orleans, 

 
  “She raised us, cooked, and clothed all of us, took care of Papa, the house, 

the special baking, and found time to sell from her home.  Her life was far 
from easy, yet she never complained.  As we grew older and married, she 
continued to prepare Sunday meals for all – even though our numbers 
doubled.  Holidays meant people everywhere.  Yet her composure remained 
undaunted.  The strength she possessed was a lesson for us all.”16 

 
  This woman, like other Italian women in Italy and New Orleans, took on many 

responsibilities for providing for her family and upholding traditions.  Although men 

were far more likely to be recognized by the Italian community as the official heads 

of their households, women ran the homes and largely controlled their families.  

Privately, the Italian family and community were highly matriarchal, both in Italy 

and in areas of the United States.17  As one son of Italian immigrant parents who 

lived in New Orleans stated, “my father was the master of the house; when he left 

my mother was in control.”  One woman of French parents recalled her marriage to 

an Italian man.  After their wedding, his mother moved in with the young couple in 

order to teach her how to prepare Italian food, to speak Italian, and Italian customs, 

                                                 
15 Robert A. Orsi, The Madonna of 115th Street: Faith and Community in Italian Harlem, 1880-
1950 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985).  In this book, Orsi describes the “domus” as the 
tenets, mores, and norms by which Italians lived (specifically in Harlem but presumably 
extendable to elsewhere in America).  At the center of all of these traditions, rules, and 
expectations, both literally and symbolically, was the family and one’s role in it. 
16 Lena Bologna, interviewed on 21 June 1977, in Boneno, “From Migrant to Millionaire,” 219. 
17 Orsi, The Madonna of 115th Street, 131-35. 
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to be sure these things passed to the next generation.  In addition, the woman named 

her first son and daughter after her husband’s parents, another Italian tradition.18  

The presence of Italian women and high rate of intra-ethnic marriages allowed such 

practices and Italian traditions to be continued in New Orleans. 

   Although Italian family life in the Crescent City clearly resembled that in Italy, 

some significant differences existed.  These changes, though, were not as drastic for 

Italian immigrants in New Orleans as they were elsewhere in the United States.  The 

vast majority of Italians in the Crescent City resided with family members; 94 

percent of Italian immigrants shared their household with at least one member of 

their families in 1880, and 92 percent did so in 1900.  Even among Italian boarders 

in New Orleans, 44 percent still lived with a relative in 1880.19  Many of these 

people, however, lived with extended family rather than members of their immediate 

families.  This trend represents a divergence from life in Italy, as Italians in their 

home country rarely lived with extended relatives, and interacted with them only on 

a social level: holidays, celebrations, and friendships.  Immigration often changed 

this arrangement.  Chain migration from Italy to America was common, and new 

arrivals frequently relied on extended family members and paesani (close members 

of their community) for support.20  Eleanor Guzzo Bologna, an Italian who 

immigrated directly to New Orleans in 1898, recalled that “we had an uncle living in 

Gretna who had written about how much better life was here in Louisiana.  He had 

                                                 
18 Santo di Fatta, interviewed on 14 November 1977, in Boneno, “From Migrant to Millionaire,” 
282-83; Mrs. Frank DiRosa, interviewed on 28 December 1977, in Boneno, “From Migrant to 
Millionaire,” 302-03, 308. 
19 These analyses examine 10 percent of Italian individuals residing in New Orleans in 1880 and 
1900. 
20 Virginia Yans-McLaughlin, Family and Community: Italian Immigrants in Buffalo, 1880-1930 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1971), 57-63. 
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told Papa that we could stay with his family until we were ready to go on our own.”  

Her son-in-law also remembered that his family emigrated from Italy to New 

Orleans because his uncle was there to help them.21  This situation was true of New 

Orleans as well as for Italians in other American cities, where they were also more 

likely to live with extended rather than immediate family.  Though the family was 

still central to Italian life in New Orleans, Italian immigrants were forced to rely 

much more on their extended relatives and friends. 

   Although the ways Italians interacted with extended family members changed 

from what they were in Italy, these changes were less drastic in New Orleans than in 

other American cities.  In New York, San Francisco, and Chicago, Italians were 

much more likely to live without family or with extended family members, 

especially male Italian immigrants.  In 1900 in Chicago, for example, 17 percent of 

Italian immigrants lived without family members of any kind, while in both New 

York City and in San Francisco, only 10 percent resided with no family members.  

In New Orleans, only 7 percent of Italian immigrants lived without a family 

member.  In San Francisco, new arrivals tended to settle with extended family or 

fellow townspeople within the larger Italian neighborhoods in the city, forming 

small, insular communities that closely resembled those in Italy.  Often, these family 

members and friends drew the new immigrants to the city and their neighborhoods 

                                                 
21 Eleanor Guzzo Bologna, interviewed on 9 August 1976, in Boneno, in “From Migrant to 
Millionaire,” 188; Joe Bologna, interviewed on 12 June 1977, in Boneno, “From Migrant to 
Millionaire,” 195. 
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through chain migration.  Many more Italians in New Orleans lived with their 

immediate families than in the other cities.22 

   While some aspects of life in New Orleans closely resembled life in Italy, such 

as marriage patterns and the structure of the immediate family, differences also 

existed.  These differences, however, at times represent an improvement in the lives 

of Italians.  While families in New Orleans continued to be large, in Italy, one of the 

reasons for this pattern (aside from a relative lack of birth control) was because 

children were needed to assist their parents, either by helping them in the home or 

with farming.  Male children were expected to work to supplement the family 

income by the time they were twelve years old.23  To an extent, this practice 

continued in New Orleans, but to a much lesser degree than elsewhere.   
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22 These analyses examine 10 percent of Italian individuals residing in New Orleans in 1880 and 
1900; for New York, 1880: 1 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: one-half percent of Italian 
individuals; for Chicago, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: 1 percent of Italian 
individuals; for San Francisco, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900, 2 percent of Italian 
individuals. Dino Cinel, From Italy to San Francisco: The Immigrant Experience (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1982), 120-21. 
23 Mangione and Morreale, La Storia, 232. 
24 These analyses examine 10 percent of Italian individuals residing in New Orleans in 1880 and 
1900; for New York, 1880: 1 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: one-half percent of Italian 
individuals; for Chicago, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: 1 percent of Italian 
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 One Italian immigrant recalled of his New Orleans childhood, “When I was working, 

I was working for the family, not for myself.  I think all the Italian people in those 

days – at least my family, and I think it’s true of a lot of others – grew up that way.  

They worked for the family.”  Another child of Italian immigrants stated that, had 

more of the seven children in her family been boys, they would have been better off, 

as the sons would have aided her father with his business.  Young girls typically 

helped their mothers with household duties.25 

   Although some children worked, fewer Italian children sought employment to 

help support their families, especially when compared with Italian children in 

Chicago, New York, and San Francisco.  Instead, most attended school.  Fewer 

children needed to work to support their families than in Italy, and could pursue an 

education.  One man recalled that all the children in his family not only finished high 

school, but also attended “the school of their choice.”  In 1880, of children aged five 

to seventeen years old, 64 percent were students, while in New York, Chicago, and 

San Francisco, no more than 30 percent of Italian immigrant children went to school.  

Some New Orleans Italians recalled going to school.  One woman stated that she and 

all nine of her brothers and sisters “finished high school and college.”26  Even and 

many children who worked also went to school.  One man remembered helping his 

father, after school, with the family business.  “When I was about ten years old, from 

                                                                                                                                                 
individuals; for San Francisco, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900, 2 percent of Italian 
individuals. 
25 Mangione and Morreale, La Storia, 232.  Santo di Fatta, interviewed on 14 November 1977, in 
Boneno, “From Migrant to Millionaire,” 289; Rosalie Cangelosi, interviewed on 21 June 1977, in 
Boneno, “From Migrant to Millionaire,” 244; Natale A. Maestri, interviewed on 15 October 1977, 
in Boneno, “From Migrant to Millionaire,” 314; Lena Bologna, interviewed on 21 June 1977, in 
Boneno, “From Migrant to Millionaire,” 214. 
26 Conchetta Cangelosi, interviewed on 21 February 1978, in Boneno, “From Migrant to 
Millionaire,” 231. 
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school I would go over to the furniture store . . . I would study and do my lessons 

and I would help them.”27  Of both children born in Italy and children born in the 

United States to Italian parents, aged five through seventeen in 1900, 40 percent 

went to school.  While Italian children in 1900 New Orleans were less likely to 

attend school than Italian children in New York (where 45 percent attended school), 

and nearly equally likely as Italian children in San Francisco (38 percent) and 

Chicago (33.3 percent), far fewer children in New Orleans worked to help support 

their families through the late nineteenth century, whether they went to school 

instead or not.28 

   Like their children, fewer adult women worked in New Orleans than in New 

York, Chicago, or San Francisco.  In New Orleans as in Italy, wives rarely earned 

wages to help support their families.  Women in other cities, due to economic need, 

were more often forced to break with this Italian norm. 
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27 Natale A. Maestri, interviewed on 15 October 1977, in Boneno, “From Migrant to Millionaire,” 
313-14. 
28 These analyses examine 10 percent of Italian individuals residing in New Orleans in 1880 and 
1900; for New York, 1880: 1 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: one-half percent of Italian 
individuals; for Chicago, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: 1 percent of Italian 
individuals; for San Francisco, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900, 2 percent of Italian 
individuals. 
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   As one child of Italian immigrant parents recalled, “My mother never worked.  

The old time people never worked in those days.  It was considered those days that if 

an Italian woman was married and worked, she had no business working in the 

outside world because she had to raise her family and keep her home.  That was the 

tradition in those days.”  However, wives in New Orleans did sometimes help with 

the family business, a more acceptable vocation for married women.  One woman 

recalled that “in the morning I ran the fruit stand while Papa [her husband] took the 

wagon and sold charcoal.”29  Many women also cared for the boarders that their 

families took in.  Nonetheless, fewer women in New Orleans reported employment 

in 1880 and 1900 than in Chicago, San Francisco, or New York City.  Most married 

women who worked for pay did so within their homes. 30 

 When women in New Orleans worked from home, they did so throughout the entire 

city of New Orleans.  Italians in New Orleans dispersed throughout the city rather 

than congregating together. 31 

                                                 
29 Salvador Mandella, interviewed on 7 November 1977, in Boneno, “From Migrant to 
Millionaire,” 330; Eleanor Guzzo Bologna, interviewed on 9 August 1976, in Boneno, “From 
Migrant to Millionaire,” 191. 
30 These analyses examine 10 percent of Italian individuals residing in New Orleans in 1880 and 
1900; for New York, 1880: 1 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: one-half percent of Italian 
individuals; for Chicago, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: 1 percent of Italian 
individuals; for San Francisco, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900, 2 percent of Italian 
individuals. 
31 For both maps below, wards in which less than 1 percent of Italians in the city resided are 
shaded yellow; wards in which 1.0 percent to 4.9 percent of Italians in the city resided are shaded 
orange; wards in which 5.0 percent to 9.9 percent of Italians in the city resided are shaded brown; 
wards in which 10.0 percent to 14.9 percent of Italians in the city resided are shaded green; wards 
in which 15.0 percent to 19.9 percent of Italians in the city resided are shaded red; wards in which 
20.0 percent and higher of Italians in the city resided are shaded blue.  Areas within each ward 
that are shaded darker are where Italians in the ward were more numerous (more than 25 percent 
of Italians in the ward). 
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Italian Population of New Orleans, 1880 
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Italian Population of New Orleans, 1900  
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   In many American cities, Italian immigrants concentrated in “Little Italies.”  

Chicago’s Taylor Street, Manhattan’s Mulberry Bend, and San Francisco’s North 

Beach are all examples of such famous enclaves.  In New Orleans, however, this 

pattern of settlement did not occur to the degree that it did elsewhere.  Italians 

resided in every ward and nearly every enumeration district in both 1880 and 1900, 

as the maps above demonstrate.  Moreover, between 1880 and 1900, they spread out 

more throughout the city, the opposite of patterns in New York, Chicago, or San 

Francisco.  Because they did not form concentrated enclaves, they were more likely 

to live close to native-born Americans and likely interacted more with them than 

their counterparts in other cities.  In 1880 Chicago, 44 percent of Italians were 

concentrated in the second ward.  Ten percent of the Italian population lived in each 

of wards 1, 10, and 17.  These wards, along with ward 2, are in the same section of 

the city, between the Chicago River and Lake Michigan.  Thus, nearly three quarters 

of Chicago’s Italian population resided in the same part of Chicago.  Although the 

situation was similar in New Orleans at this time, with 70 percent of the Italian 

population living in wards 4, 5, 6, and 7, there were still Italians living in every other 

ward in the city, unlike in Chicago, and the rest of the New Orleans Italian 

population was fairly evenly dispersed.  In Chicago, by 1910, one-third, or 25,000 

Italians in Chicago bunched in the Nineteenth Ward in the Near West Side of the 

city.32  Even though Italians in Chicago did not form a single enclave, they tended to 

                                                 
32 These analyses examine 10 percent of Italian individuals residing in New Orleans in 1880 and 
1900; for New York, 1880: 1 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: one-half percent of Italian 
individuals; for Chicago, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: 1 percent of Italian 
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live with others from the same Italian town or region, sometimes composing more 

than 90 percent of the population on a single block.33  In San Francisco, Italians were 

more likely than any other immigrant group in the city to settle among their fellow 

countrymen in the North Beach and Mission neighborhoods.  They formed mini-

enclaves within these larger Italian areas with people from the same “commune” in 

Italy, often members of their extended families.34  In contrast, Italians in new 

Orleans had spread out over the entire city by 1900, as the maps above demonstrate.  

Ward 6 had the largest number, but this was only 20 percent of the Italian 

population.35  In fact, one woman, speaking about her life in Italian New Orleans 

right after the turn of the century, observed the absence of a strong Italian 

neighborhood.36 

   The fact that Italians in New Orleans did not form ethnic enclaves that were as 

concentrated as in New York, Chicago, and San Francisco indicates that New 

Orleans’ Italians interacted more with their non-Italian neighbors and were a more 

integral part of the city.  Although improvements in transportation allowed urban 

residents to explore beyond their own neighborhoods and leave the city, they still 

tended to live, work, shop, and send their children to school within their own 

                                                                                                                                                 
individuals; for San Francisco, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900, 2 percent of Italian 
individuals. 
33 Thomas A. Guglielmo, White on Arrival: Italians, Race, Color, and Power in Chicago, 1890-
1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 17-21. 
34 Cinel, From Italy to San Francisco, 113-14, 120-21. 
35 These analyses examine 10 percent of Italian individuals residing in New Orleans in 1880 and 
1900; for New York, 1880: 1 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: one-half percent of Italian 
individuals; for Chicago, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: 1 percent of Italian 
individuals; for San Francisco, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900, 2 percent of Italian 
individuals. 
36 Mrs. Frank DiRosa, interviewed on 28 December 1977, in Boneno, “From Migrant to 
Millionaire,” 299. 
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neighborhoods.  Since New Orleans’ Italians were more residentially dispersed, they 

undoubtedly intermingled more with their non-Italian and non-immigrant neighbors 

than those in other American cities.  Another indicator that Italians in New Orleans 

interacted more with their non-Italian neighbors is that, by 1900, 78 percent of 

Italians age five and older in New Orleans could speak English, a higher proportion 

than elsewhere. 
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   In New York, Chicago, and San Francisco, the proportion of Italian immigrants 

able to speak English was considerably lower.  Further, of Italian adults, nearly 80 

percent in New Orleans spoke English, while in Chicago, San Francisco, and New 

York, no more than 55 percent could do so.38  The higher proportion of English-

                                                 
37 The 1880 United States census did not record whether residents were able to speak English.  
These analyses examine 10 percent of Italian individuals residing in New Orleans in 1880 and 
1900; for New York, 1880: 1 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: one-half percent of Italian 
individuals; for Chicago, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: 1 percent of Italian 
individuals; for San Francisco, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900, 2 percent of Italian 
individuals. 
38 In 1900, of Italian adults, 79.7 in New Orleans spoke English; 55.6 percent in San Francisco; 
52 percent in New York; and 50 percent in Chicago. These analyses examine 10 percent of Italian 
individuals residing in New Orleans in 1900; for New York, 1900: one-half percent of Italian 
individuals; for Chicago, 1900: 1 percent of Italian individuals; for San Francisco, 1900, 2 
percent of Italian individuals. 
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speaking Italian immigrants in New Orleans suggests that they interacted more with 

their native-born and non-Italian neighbors, and were likely to be more assimilated 

than Italians in other cities.39 

   Perhaps because their residential dispersal and English-speaking ability 

allowed Italians to interact more with non-Italians, the wider New Orleans 

community appears to have harbored little resentment or prejudice toward Italians in 

the years before, and even the years after, the Hennessy lynchings.  Immigrant 

recruitment efforts, newspaper reports, and the recollections of Italians themselves 

all point to this fact.  After the Civil War, the state of Louisiana and city of New 

Orleans participated with other southern states to actively recruit immigrants in an 

attempt to replace the African-American labor force.  Southern states held several 

commercial conventions that sought to increase their appeal to immigrants, including 

Italians.  Louisiana and New Orleans hosted several of these conventions.40  By 

1877, New Orleans officials called for their city to be officially established as a 

major point of entry for European immigrants, similar to what Ellis Island would 

become in New York, and appealed to other Southern states to contribute funds to 

this cause.41 

                                                 
39 Interestingly, when only Italian immigrants residing in the United States for 10 years or more 
are considered, more New York (68.4 percent), Chicago (73.3 percent), and San Francisco (68.4 
percent) Italians could speak English than in New Orleans (56.6 percent).  This dimension of the 
data may indicate that newly arrived Italians in New Orleans around 1900 assimilated faster than 
in other cities, more exposed than their elders to the city’s larger population and less likely to 
settle with fellow Italians than in other cities. 
40 Daniel Dennett, “Agriculture and Its Interests – The Farm – Workshop – Factory – Home – 
School – Church, ” The Daily Picayune (New Orleans), April 11, 1877; and Jason H. Silverman 
and Susan R. Silverman, eds., Immigration in the American South, 1864-1895: A Documentary 
History of the Southern Immigration Conventions (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 2006). 
41 “Louisiana, New Orleans, and Immigration,” The Daily Picayune (New Orleans), April 26, 
1877. 
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   In other ways, the New Orleans citizenry even appears to have been 

compassionate toward their Italian neighbors.  In 1880, before the Hennessy affair, 

the New Orleans Daily Picayune reported quite sympathetically the heartbreaking 

story of a young son of an Italian immigrant who was kidnapped and subsequently 

returned to his father.42  In 1887, a steamship carrying 613 immigrants, mostly 

Italian, landed at the port of New Orleans from Palermo, Sicily.  The Daily Picayune 

reported that “the vessel on her arrival was met by a large number of the Italian 

merchants of this city, who were on the wharf waiting for their friends, relatives, or 

acquaintances to step ashore.  Many of the immigrants were greeted by relatives who 

had sent for them, and nearly all met friends and acquaintances.”43  While this even-

handed reporting may seem unimportant, it is significant because it was printed at 

the same time that New Orleans was in the midst of a cholera outbreak supposedly 

caused by unclean Italian immigrants, as the Washington Post reported. “The health 

authorities continue to hold, also, that the plague remains an Italian infection, all but 

two of the twenty-six cases reported to-day being of that nationality.  Almost without 

exception since the beginning of the fever, those who have fallen victims to the 

disease have been of the poorer class of the population, many of them not long 

residents of the United States.”44  Throughout the early twentieth century, the New 

York Times and Washington Post published such stories accusing Italian immigrants 

of causing outbreaks of cholera and especially yellow fever in New Orleans, or of 

being responsible for the spread of disease because of their unclean living 

                                                 
42 Untitled article, The Daily Picayune (New Orleans), January 7, 1880. 
43 “Italian Immigrants – Arrival of the Steamship Elysia with 613 Passengers – All Well,” The 
Daily Picayune (New Orleans), December 8, 1887. 
44 “Anxious About the Cholera – A Steamship with Italian Emigrants Arrives at New Orleans,” 
The Daily Picayune (New Orleans), December 10, 1887. 
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conditions, while New Orleans newspapers, especially the Daily Picayune and its 

successor, the Times-Picayune remained silent on the issue.  New Orleans had long 

been plagued by deadly outbreaks of infectious disease, and, presumably, residents 

of New Orleans understood that Italians were not responsible for their occurrences; 

the reporting by the New York Times and Washington Post may merely have 

reflected northern prejudices and fears.45   

   The Daily Picayune also described aspects of Italian life and culture in highly 

favorable articles.  The 1887 celebration Italians conducted in commemoration of the 

crowning of Italy’s King Humbert was compared to America’s Fourth of July 

traditions.  The following year, the paper ran a story praising and describing in great 

detail Italians’ celebration of the eighteenth anniversary of Italy’s unification.46  In 

1892, just over a year after the lynchings, the Daily Picayune ran several stories that 

described in a favorable manner Italians’ celebration of Columbus’ birthday and 

their Italian heritage.  These reports were echoed in subsequent years.  After an 

Italian woman murdered her husband, an editorialist wrote that “the Italian colony 

embraces some of the most worthy, respectable, and highly esteemed citizens of 

New Orleans.  They occupy prominent places in every business and profession, 

while the mass of them are industrious, honest, and peaceable.”  That the New 

                                                 
45 “Yellow Jack Gains: Increases of Deaths and New Cases at New Orleans – Spreads Among 
Italians – Foreigners mostly the victims of dread disease so far – Immigration from Europe 
regarded by authorities as the most prolific source of contagion – City board denies that there has 
been any suppression of facts as to the serious character of the situation in Crescent City,” The 
Washington Post, July 29, 1905.  Also, “Right Immigration to the South,” The New York Times, 
October 18, 1905. 
46 “Italian Union Celebration of the Anniversary of National Unity and Freedom,” The Daily 
Picayune, 6 June 1887; and “Italy’s Day A Grand Parade of the Countrymen of Garibaldi,” The 
Daily Picayune, 21 September 1888; “Viva Columbo: The United Italian Societies of the City of 
New Orleans,” The Daily Picayune, 13 October 1892; “Italians Celebrated: The Discovery of 
American by Christopher Columbus,” 15 October 1894. 
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Orleans newspaper expressed little prejudice against Italians and even seemed to 

show an appreciation for their culture suggests that the wider community likely felt 

the same way about their Italian neighbors.47 

   In addition to favorable portrayals of Italians in the newspapers, Italian 

immigrants themselves reported experiencing little discrimination because of their 

nationality.  One woman stated that she and her husband endured no unkindness 

from others because of their Italian heritage, and had many friends in New Orleans 

who were not Italian.  Italians reciprocated extensions of friendship from the 

residents of New Orleans.  One man said that his “family always raised me to just 

live with people and enjoy people.  As long as they were honest and clean, 

regardless if they were Italian or American or French or Spanish or whatever 

nationality they were, as long as they were clean and neat and acceptable and 

friendly, they would allow me to associate with them.”  Even when Italians did recall 

facing some discrimination because of their nationality, they still indicated that it 

was not severe or detrimental.  One man stated of his predominantly Irish neighbors 

that he “knew all those people that was calling me, if anything had to be done and 

they had to help me, they would go to hell for me to try to help me out . . . they’d say 

‘sure dago this and dago that,’ but it didn’t bother me because I knew that those 

people were friends of mine.”  He also recalled that his father had similar 

experiences in his youth.  Another Italian immigrant, when discussing his business 

ventures, stated that he “never felt that being Italian was a hindrance.”48   

                                                 
47 “Our Italian Fellow-Citizens,” The Daily Picayune, 4 March 1889. 
48 Mrs. Mary Cammarata, interviewed on 11 June 1977, in Boneno, “From Migrant to 
Millionaire,” 227-28; Natale Maestri, interviewed on 15 October 1977, in Boneno, “From 
Migrant to Millionaire,” 320; Peter Compagno, interviewed on 14 November 1977, in Boneno, 
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   Being Italian, in all likelihood, was not a hindrance, especially to economic 

opportunity in New Orleans, as Italians in New Orleans were employed in a diverse 

array of jobs.49 

                                                                                                                                                 
“From Migrant to Millionaire,” 257-58; Joe Bologna, interviewed on 12 June 1977, in Boneno, 
“From Migrant to Millionaire,” 199-200. 
49 The job categories break down as follows.  The following job titles are those listed on the 
United States census for Italian immigrants in the samples, 1880.  Clerk / Store worker:  
barkeeper, bartender, clerk, clerk in fruit store, coffeehouse keeper, copyist, fruit store, grocer, ice 
cream parlor keeper, oyster shop owner, steward, store clerk, waiter.  Merchants:  bird dealer, 
coal dealer, dealer, fancy goods dealer, fruit dealer, fruit peddler, fruit stand, fruit vendor, oyster 
dealer, peddler, salesman, vegetable dealer.  Professional:  broker, merchant, priest, professor.  
Skilled worker / Tradesman: artist, baker, barber, blacksmith, butcher, cabinetmaker, candy 
maker, carpenter, caterer, cobbler, cook, druggist, engraver, farmer, florist, maker of images, 
midwife, musician, shoemaker, tailor.  Unskilled laborer: boatman, bootblack, cotton inspector, 
driver, factory worker, farm worker, fisherman, flowers, gardener, glazer, housekeeper, huckster, 
ice house worker, janitor, laborer, laundry, letter carrier, longshoreman, machinist, marble 
worker, painter, private watchman, rag picker, razor sharpener, rubbish thrower, sailor, seaman, 
teamster, washwoman, wood yard worker, works in paper mill, works in tin. 

The following job titles are those listed on the United States census for Italian immigrants 
in the samples, 1900.  Clerk / store worker: barroom, bartender, café, clerk, dry goods store, fruit 
shop, fruit stand, fruit vendor, grocer, grocery clerk, grocery keeper, junk shop, meat vendor, 
oyster shop owner, restaurant owner, restaurant keeper, lodging house keeper, runs lodging 
house, saloon keeper, store keeper, vegetable vendor, waiter.  Merchants: charcoal dealer, chicken 
dealer, coal dealer, fish peddler, fruit and vegetable peddler, fruit dealer, fruit peddler, furniture 
dealer, jewelry dealer, meat dealer, oyster dealer, paper peddler, peddler, rag dealer, retail fruit 
dealer, vegetable dealer, vegetable peddler, vegetable vendor, wood dealer.  Professional: book 
keeper, Catholic priest, dry goods merchant, engineer, fruit merchant, Italian paper editor, 
merchant, Minister, politician, religious, sexton. Skilled worker / tradesman: baker, bandleader, 
barber, bicycle maker, blacksmith, bookbinder, brick mason, butcher, cabinet maker, candy 
maker, carpenter, chandelier maker, chef, cigar maker, collector, confectioner, contractor, cook, 
dressmaker, farmer, fisherman, foreman, goldsmith, hat maker, ice cream maker, inspector 
weights, mosaic worker, musician, pants maker, piano tuner, plasterer, plumber, shoe 
manufacturer, sculptor, shoemaker, skirt maker, soap maker, statue maker, stone mason, tailor, 
truck farmer, undertaker, watchmaker.  Unskilled worker: artificial flowers, at work, boat worker, 
boot black, brick layer, butter maker, button holes, candy worker, candy laborer, clothing finisher, 
coal carrier, coal passer, day laborer, driver, dryer, errand boy, express man, cleaner, factory 
worker, farm laborer, freight handler, fruit carrier, fruit laborer, fruit packer, fruit sorter, gardener, 
hotel bell-boy, housekeeper, house worker, house painter, iron worker, labor park athletic, 
laborer, leashler, longshoreman, luggerman, macaroni factory worker, machinist, marble cutter, 
message carrier, messenger boy, operator, oyster opener, painter, pants finisher, porter, presser, 
railroad laborer, rice miller, sailor, scavenger, servant, scissor grinder, seamstress, sewing, silk 
cleaner, stable boy, stockings, stone cutter, street cleaner, street laborer, sweeper, teamster, 
tobacco stripper, wagon driver, wood sawer, works in cotton. 
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   The charts above and that follow allow a comparison between the kinds of jobs 

Italians performed in Chicago, New Orleans, New York City, and San Francisco.  

They reveal that in 1880 and 1900, Italians in all four cities were most likely to earn 

a living as unskilled laborers.  Between 1880 and 1900, however, the proportion of 

Italians in New Orleans working as unskilled laborers fell more than in any other 

city.  Also, the percentage of Italians in New Orleans employed as skilled workers or 

tradesmen rose between 1880 and 1900. Italian tradesmen often worked, in both 

1880 and 1900, as shoemakers and tailors.  This data suggests that Italians in New 

Orleans fared equally well, if not better, in terms of job opportunities than they did 

in other cities.50 

                                                 
50 These analyses examine 10 percent of Italian individuals residing in New Orleans in 1880 and 
1900; for New York, 1880: 1 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: one-half percent of Italian 
individuals; for Chicago, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: 1 percent of Italian 
individuals; for San Francisco, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900, 2 percent of Italian 
individuals. 
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   Italians in New Orleans were especially numerous as produce vendors and 

other types of vendors, and they frequently owned their own businesses.  

Apparently, this type of independent employment suited Italians, and far more 

Italians in New Orleans worked in these kinds of occupations than in other American 

cities, as the above chart reveals.51  Italians in New Orleans were more than three 

times more likely than Italians in Chicago, New York, or San Francisco to work in 

these occupations, and they may have been happier for it.  One Italian man said that 

he thought “most Italians like to be on their own.  I don’t think they like to work for 

other people.  They are independent.  Most of the ones I knew had their own little 

stores.”  One woman described her husband’s business, which she helped run.  He 

owned a fruit stand and also peddled charcoal, olive oil, macaroni, and other food, 

and they were successful and content with the lifestyle it afforded them.  Another 

                                                 
51 As listed on the 1900 United States census, these occupations include, café owner, charcoal 
dealer, chicken dealer, coal dealer, dry goods merchant, dry goods store owner, fruit dealer, fruit 
merchant, fruit shop owner, fruit stand, fruit vendor, furniture dealer, grocer, grocery keeper, 
jewelry dealer, junk shop owner, meat vendor, merchant, oyster dealer, oyster shop owner, rag 
dealer, restaurant keeper, restaurant owner, retail fruit dealer, owns lodging house, saloon keeper, 
vegetable dealer, vegetable vendor, and wood dealer. 



 29

woman recalled that her husband owned several grocery stores.  Conchetta 

Cangelosi, born in 1899, remembered that her grandfather owned a store selling fruit 

and “Italian products” in New Orleans.  Often, family helped each other getting 

started in business.  Peter Compagno recalled that his grandfather sent for his sons 

from Italy, one at a time via chain migration, to help him run his business.  As they 

settled in the Crescent City, they went into business for themselves.52  Some Italians 

were rather entrepreneurial and inventive in their independent ways of making their 

fortunes.  One group of Italian immigrants became so successful by picking valuable 

items from garbage dumped on the riverbeds, such as tin cans and bottles, that in 

1888 the city petitioned to instead pay these workers wages, and keep the profits 

from their pickings for the city.53  New Orleans offered Italians more opportunity for 

self-employment than any other major city in the United States, and at times, the city 

protected these businessmen and women, such as in 1887, when a group of Italian 

immigrant peddlers was arrested for not obtaining a license to sell their wares.  In 

this case, the courts ruled in favor of the Italians.54 

   Because New Orleans’ Italians were employed in a wide array of occupations, 

they also experienced less unemployment than their counterparts in Chicago, New 

York City, and San Francisco.   

                                                 
52 Eleanor Guzzo Bologna, interviewed on 9 August 1976, in Boneno, “From Migrant to 
Millionaire,” 191-92; Rosalie Cangelosi, interviewed on 21 June 1977, in Boneno, “From 
Migrant to Millionaire,” 242; Mrs. Mary Cammarata, interviewed on 11 June 1977, in Boneno, 
“From Migrant to Millionaire,” 225-28; Conchetta Cangelosi, interviewed on 21 February 1978, 
in Boneno, “From Migrant to Millionaire,” 230-31; Peter Compagno, interviewed on 14 
November 1977, in Boneno, “From Migrant to Millionaire”, 252-53. 
53 “A Bonanza in Garbage,” The Daily Picayune, 26 March 1888. 
54 “Justice to the Peddlers,” The Daily Picayune, 25 February 1887. 



 30

'�����	)��!"��#��
	����

�

��

��

��

��

��

��

.�

/�

� ������ ������ .����0 ��������

��!%��	��	!�����	�"���	���	��	���&

��
*
��

#	,����	
�+

#	,�'��-��
��

�
��$�
�*
+*�

55 

   This fact may result from a lesser likelihood of seasonal unemployment in the 

Crescent City, with its more temperate climate (during the winter months, 

construction work ceased in New York and Chicago).  However, Italians in New 

Orleans were not more likely to be employed doing work dependent on fair weather 

than Italians in other cities were; the relatively high proportion of Italians employed 

in all cities in fields not performed only in fair weather indicates that Italians in fact 

did have higher employment security in New Orleans.56 

   Low unemployment rates and financial independence allowed more Italians in 

New Orleans to own their homes than in other cities.  During the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, home ownership was a major indicator of financial 

success, and more Italian immigrants owned their homes in New Orleans than in 

Chicago, New York City, or San Francisco in 1900.57   

                                                 
55 These analyses examine 10 percent of Italian individuals residing in New Orleans in 1880 and 
1900; for New York, 1880: 1 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: one-half percent of Italian 
individuals; for Chicago, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: 1 percent of Italian 
individuals; for San Francisco, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900, 2 percent of Italian 
individuals. 
56 Mangione and Morreale, La Storia, 133-34. 
57 The 1880 United States census did not record whether a family lived in a rented or owned 
dwelling. 
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   In New Orleans in 1900, 13.3 percent of Italian immigrants lived in homes that 

a member of their family owned.  In New York City, in contrast, .2 percent owned 

their residences.58  Home ownership was a goal that Italian immigrants shared with 

many Americans.  Some of the houses owned by Italians in New Orleans apparently 

were quite stunning: one woman recalled that her parents’ home, which they resided 

in shortly after the turn of the century, “was a three-story brick building.  It had four 

bedrooms on the second floor and three bedrooms on the third floor . . . On the third 

floor there was a double room . . . they used to give balls up there.”59  While this 

type of luxurious home may not have been the norm for New Orleans’ Italians, many 

owned more meager dwellings.  

                                                 
58 These analyses examine 10 percent of Italian individuals residing in New Orleans in 1880 and 
1900; for New York, 1880: 1 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: one-half percent of Italian 
individuals; for Chicago, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: 1 percent of Italian 
individuals; for San Francisco, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900, 2 percent of Italian 
individuals. 
59 Eleanor Guzzo Bologna, interviewed on 9 August 1976, in Boneno, “From Migrant to 
Millionaire,” 192-94; Conchetta Cangelosi, interviewed on 21 February 1978, in Boneno, “From 
Migrant to Millionaire,” 236-37. 
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   Not only do these patterns of home ownership show that Italians in New 

Orleans enjoyed greater economic stability and prosperity than in other American 

cities, they also suggest that Italians in New Orleans tended to reside in the city more 

permanently.  In New York City especially, “birds of passage” were a common 

phenomenon: these Italian immigrants, usually young men, came to the United 

States temporarily, usually in order to earn enough money to support their families in 

Italy.  Often, they would travel back and forth from Italy to the United States more 

than once.  Home ownership, difficult to attain in any American city, would imply 

that a greater proportion of Italians in New Orleans did not intend to return to Italy.  

Some Italian immigrants in the Crescent City did recognize that their lives had 

improved from life in Italy.  One woman, describing her husband’s attitude about 

returning to Italy, stated that “after my daughter, Lena, was born Papa [her husband] 

decided we could return to the home country as wealthy people, but it did not last 

long.  Life was not easy in New Orleans, but we had far more conveniences here 

than in Partana.”  Lena herself remembered that when her father did return to Italy, 

he and her mother were unhappy, and they came back to New Orleans.  “He [her 

father] thought he could do better by going back to his own country.  Instead, he 

couldn’t see himself.” 60  The much lower proportion of Italian homeowners in New 

York City and Chicago especially (3.3 percent) suggests that these Italians perhaps 

did have stronger inclinations to return to Italy. 

                                                 
60 Eleanor Guzzo Bologna, interviewed on 9 August 1976, in Boneno, “From Migrant to 
Millionaire,” 188; Lena Bologna, interviewed on 21 June 1977, in Boneno, “From Migrant to 
Millionaire,” 212-13; Lena Bologna, interviewed on 21 June 1977, in Boneno, “From Migrant to 
Millionaire,” 212-13. 
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 That Italians in New Orleans were more likely to be permanent residents than their 

counterparts in Chicago, New York, or San Francisco is further demonstrated by the 

fact that New Orleans’ Italians were more likely to have become United States 

citizens by 1900.61   
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   Although naturalization patterns in Chicago closely resembled those in New 

Orleans, the number of Italian-born American citizens in New Orleans exceeded 

those in San Francisco and New York.62  Just as Italians who did not plan to remain 

in the United States did not own their homes, “birds of passage” and other temporary 

immigrants were less likely to obtain citizenship because it was not necessary.  In 

New Orleans, like elsewhere, Italian mutual aid societies existed to help Italian 

immigrants attain citizenship.  One man remembered joining one because “they used 

to go around and make the people become citizens of the United States . . . That is 

                                                 
61 The 1880 United States census did not record whether immigrants had been naturalized. 
62 These analyses examine 10 percent of Italian individuals residing in New Orleans in 1880 and 
1900; for New York, 1880: 1 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: one-half percent of Italian 
individuals; for Chicago, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900: 1 percent of Italian 
individuals; for San Francisco, 1880: 2 percent of Italian individuals, 1900, 2 percent of Italian 
individuals. 
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why I joined the organization.”63  In all cities, the United States census rarely 

indicated whether a woman obtained citizenship.  This is largely because women 

hardly ever sought citizenship, as they usually took on the nationality of their 

husbands, or for children, their father.64  One woman recalled, “According to the law 

then, when a man became a citizen his wife and family automatically became 

citizens . . . when he became a citizen my mother automatically became a citizen 

too.”  Another remembered that she only became a citizen after her husband passed 

away and women were granted the right to vote.65  The above data records, for 

women and children, whether their husband or father was naturalized.  Still, whether 

Italians spoke for themselves politically or whether they were represented by their 

closest male relative, more Italians in New Orleans were US citizens than in New 

York, Chicago, or San Francisco. 

   The high rate of citizenship in New Orleans indicates not only that Italians 

there were more likely to remain in the United States, but also, perhaps, that they 

were safer.  Becoming a United States citizen meant forsaking the protection that the 

Italian government offered Italian nationals.  For example, in lynching cases, both in 

New Orleans and elsewhere throughout the United States in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, the Italian government sought justice for the victims and 

restitution for their families, but only if the victims had not become United States 

citizens.  Even before New Orleans residents lynched Italians in response to the 

                                                 
63 Joe Bologna, interviewed on 12 June 1977, in Boneno, “From Migrant to Millionaire,” 199. 
64 Nancy F. Cott, “Marriage and Women’s Citizenship in the United States, 1830-1934,” The 
American Historical Review 103, no. 5 (Dec. 1998): 1440-1474. 
65 Rosalie Cangelosi, interviewed on 21 June 1978, in Boneno, “From Migrant to Millionaire,” 
248; Mrs. Mary Cammarata, interviewed on 11 June 1977, in Boneno, “From Migrant to 
Millionaire,” 226-27. 
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Hennessy murder trial, the Italian government advocated for its citizens, and 

petitioned the State Department to insure proper and fair treatment.  After the 

lynching, the Italian government was so angered by Louisiana’s refusal to pay 

indemnities, that it caused a diplomatic crisis between the two nations, and war with 

Italy seemed a distinct possibility.66  In response to this crisis, Congress passed a law 

allowing the federal government to intervene in cases where a violent crime had 

been committed against a citizen of another nation, as they had not been able to do 

after the lynchings.  Later, the federal government did intervene to protect Italian 

communities and seek justice for victims in similar incidents, such as in 1895, when 

Italians were lynched in Colorado, but only if the victims had not obtained 

citizenship in the United States.67 

   The lynching of the eleven Italian immigrants in the aftermath of the Hennessy 

murder remains a grave injustice.  It cannot, however, remain the event by which we 

define the Italian community of New Orleans.  To a greater extent than elsewhere in 

the United States, Italian immigrants in New Orleans worked in a variety of 

occupations, interacted a great deal with their non-Italian neighbors, sent their 

children to school, and bought homes.  They tended to remain in the city 

permanently, rather than returning to Italy, where life’s hardships were more 

pronounced.  That Italians in New Orleans prospered to a greater extent than their 

counterparts in New York City, Chicago, and San Francisco, suggests that the 

                                                 
66 “A Protest From the Italians,” Washington Post, 28 October 1890; “The International 
Question,” Washington Post, 18 March 1891. 
67 Untitled article, New York Times, 14 March 1895.  “The lesson, however, had its effect in the 
enactment of a law by Congress that offenses in violation of the rights guaranteed by treaties to 
foreigners should be under the jurisdiction of the Federal Government.”  Also, “Mobs and 
Indemnities,” Washington Post, 16 March 1895; “Must Pay for a Lynching: Indemnity for the 
Killing of Three Italian Citizens Last August”, 15 April 1897. 
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lynching incident was not an explosion of pent-up racism among the New Orleans 

community against Italian immigrants.  What is clear is that the successes that 

Italians in New Orleans achieved cannot continue to be overshadowed by the 1891 

lynchings.  
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