HISTORY OF LABOR IN THE
UNITED STATES, 1896-1932

INTRODUCTION TO VOLUMES IIT AND IV

By John R. Commons

In the year 1902 the City of New York was building its first
subway along Fourth Avenue. The contract for construction
and operation was made with a syndicate of bankers headed by
August Belmont and Company of New York and including the
House of Rothschild. About 30,000 Italian subway workers
went out on strike, demanding that they should be paid directly
‘““at the office”” of the syndicate and not indirectly through the
labor contractors. They did not ask for an increase in their wages
of $1.35 for ten hours. They asked only for the elimination of the
padroni. This demand, if acceded to, would have increased
their actual wages considerably by eliminating the extortions of
the padroni.

Mr. Ralph M. Easley, secretary of the National Civic Federa-
tion, conferred with the financiers, and the present writer, as his
assistant, conferred with the leaders of the strikers. The subway
workers were organized in some fifty local branches, each electing
its delegate to a central council. At the head of this council was
Tito Pacelli, a North Italian barber, who had given up his private
business in order to organize the laborers, who were South Italians
and Sicilians. Pacelli was an idealistic yet practical man, with
that peculiar cast of countenance and drooping eyelids that so
often identifies the idealist humanitarian. Yet he knew nothing
of the labor movement. I presented the matter to Samuel Gompers,
president and founder of the American Federation of Labor and
one of the labor representatives on the board of the National Civic
Federation, the other group represented being the employers and
“the public,” including August Belmont himself. Gompers im-
mediately acceded, and, conforming to the constitution of the
American Federation of Labor, appointed Pacelli as special organ-
izer and agreed to issue a ‘“‘Federal Union” charter to the subway
workers. This charter is independent of any other labor organiza-
tion, a federal union reporting directly to the Executive Council
of the American Federation.
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