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INTRODUCTION

This essay is about the- Italian communlty in Cranbrook
‘British Columbla' the c1rcumstances of thelr arrlval here, thelr
~assimilation 1nto the communlty at large, and their somewhat
‘paradoxical survival as a distinct ethnic grOup;- The researchers
assume of their readers a familiarity with the concept of social
stratification and both 1ts appllcatlons and 1mp11cat10ns in Canadian
'soc1ety The essay will attempt to 1ocate the Italian community -
within the prevailing social stratification system and describe
how and why they have come to Occupy this position. The story
is not a simple one '

Reference material concerningVItaiians4in Canada is minimal;
concerning Italians in Cranbrook is nil. Therefore, most of the
1nformatlona and opinions presented here have been gleaned from:
interviews with four Cranbrook residents of Italian ethnic origin,
Two are males; a schoolteacher, 35, and a priest, 48, while the
other two are 3 housewife, 50, and a secretary, 24. They do not represent
what we believe would be an accurate cross-section of the Italian
population, but because of ga high pOSltlve correlatlon of answers
to a set series of questhns we believe them to be sufficiently
reliable and accurate sources of information for the purposes-cfe

“this research. The set Of questions used is included in the essay
as Appendix A; The -interviewer was not restricted to only these
questions, however, and much interesting and valuable information

was obtained in further conversation, The other main source of

country.

made in Car




THE ITALIANS IN CANADA

Before talking about the Ttalian community in Cranbrook, it is
useful to look at the history of Italian immigration to Canaaa.
Although the first Italian to set foot on Canada's future soil did
SO in 1497, it was not until almost 400 years later that the first
wave of immigrants landed here "en masse" ih 1895.l Aétually they
were more migrants than immigrants - they came as seasonal laborers,
150,000 strong, to work for the summer and return home with their
savings in time for Christmas. This type of migration was prevalent
for several years until it became evident that it was a marginallyr
profitable venture and that real economic success could only be
gained by longer term immigration.

There are several important facts to be considered about these
immigrants. They were recruited primérily from se&eral small areas
in the north and in the south of Italy - thus they brdught with them
the peculiar features of locai areas as weil”as the old rivalry bet-
ween northerners and southerners. Thése men were usually from poor
familieé and quite often without trades. They came to Canada as
unskilled labéurers to work on the westward-expanding railroadﬁ}én
the mines of Ontario, Novia Scotia, and British Ccolumbia,and in the
factories of Montreal, Toronto and Hamilton. Professionals, skilled
tradesmen and even farmers were very seldom included in a party of
immigrants. They left a poor country filled with expectations conjured
up by railroad advertisemenﬁs of a. "promised land" - their universal
reaction was one df great disillusionment withrthe life of hard work
and poverty they were obliged to lead upon arrival.

Immigration continued quite strongly, however, until the begin-

ning of world war I,-and resumed at a slower pace from 1919-until 1925

when laws were passed making entry into Canada for people of Ttalian

ore,"Ontario
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find themselves just as frequently below the position of the pioneers"
sons and daughters.. They, too, represent'another significantly dif- yf
ferent component of an Italian community._

British columbia ranks third among the-prdvinces in its Italian
population - 17,207 in 1951 aﬁd 38,399 in 1961.4 VSome authorities
claim these figures are much lower than the actual numbers. The
figures are for Italians born both here and abroad. They are certainly
not numerically accurate in 1974 because the high level of immigration
has continued well into the 60's, but do éive some idea of Italian

numbers here. 2 figure of 80,000 for 1974 would probably not be too

unrealistic.
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THE ITALIANS IN CRANBROOK

Cranbrook is a city of about 15,000 ethniclymixed but largely
English - speaking people centrally located in the eastern xootenay -

River valley. The city itself was not a major destination of the

original wave of Italian immigrants to this province. 1In the Xootenays,

Rossland, Trail, Kimberley and Fernie were favoured‘spots because
of the employment possibilities in the mines in thése areas. Never-
theless by 1939 an estimated 75 families had settled here and
'comprised_about six to seven percent of a total population of
slightly under 5,000. The earliest immigrants worked for the CﬁR
which had a regional depot here: others came to work in the small
mills and logging 6perations that soon sprang up. Here is the story,
more or less typical, of one of Cranbrook's first Italian residents:
AaMwo+ﬁcﬁn%meJWﬁwﬁ‘LMldta+ﬂ&%ﬂ“f'4&”“*#A{
bkﬁvwwv( Arpmadp pnf 5
Giuseppe Mauro, a_young policeman in his native Chiass® province,
came to Cranbrook in 1907 with four of his fellow countrymen to work
on a CPR section gang. He wanted to escape a life of poverty and
"no future" in Italy and make his fortune in "a great new land".
He found life here terrible. The work was long and hard, the living
conditions, a run-down company bunkhouse, were dirty and uncomfort-
able. The wintefs were long and hard. There Were only a small"
number of his countrymen to remind him of his home. But although
he was greatly disillusioned with the realities of canadian life,
he was determined to succeed.
When war broke out in 1914, he joined the canadian army and

returned to Italy to fight. Demobilized Overseas in 1919, he married

an Italian girl and returned to Canada in 1922 leaving his bride at

home until he could establish a new home in canada. This time he
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settled in the Crows Nest area and worked underground in the coal mines .
He finally sent for his wife in 1928 and they worked and lived in
"the Dass", he at the same job, for the remalnder of thelr 11ves

Naturally, some of the original 1mmlgrants neither joined the
army or moved away. They continued to work at their jObS sometimes:
working unt11 they could establish small bus1nesses of their own.
It is significant to note that the Italians were concentrated al- _
most exclusively in the unskllled and semi-skilled Occupations. <
Consequently there were no Italians here amongst the early settlers
who became wealthy or influential outside of their own small com-
munity.  The emphasis was on having a steady job, one's own home
and‘upon family aud Italian community activities. They sought security,
stability, and a life without poverty,

Perhaps the biggest barrier to any sort of Occupational aud
vertical class mobility was their almost universal lack of ability
to communicate in the English language This coupled with their
general lack Of monetary wealth and education, left them v1rtually
at the bottom of the class structure in Cranbrook only slightly
‘higher than a small Chinese popluation who had the additional dis-
advantage of being an Oriental race. Their religion, too, -was a
"minority" one although the effects of this fact on their status
here is difficult to determine.

An interesting feature of early rtalian iife in Cranbrook was
the concentratlon of Italian re31dences in two small areas adjacent
to the two main companies employing these original labourers The

area bounded by Little Van Horne St., wattsville Rd., 3rd street S.
and 3rd Avenue South includes many neatly kept, small, older dwellings
A srald poop

L.tf.«zv’v& !”J /""\“‘{;&Q’
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built by the Italians who worked for the CPR. A similar sized area
centering on Briar Ave. N.W. and 4th St. N. housed the men who worked
at the old cranbrook Sash and Door co. Ltd., mill, which has since
expanded its operations and become Crestbrook Forest Industries.
These homes were often built together by groups of countrymen who
felt that they must provide a decent home for their overseas wives
and families to induce them to stay in this rugged Wilderness.

Life for the early immigrant was hard but not lacking in its re-
wards. Life revolved around the smaller community with its heavy ac-
cent on social and religious activities to maintain cohe510n among the
members of this group. In the 1920 S an organization known popularly
as "the Itallan Lodge" was formed "for the betterment of the‘Italian
people". The immigrants found a need to converse in their native
language and talk about their homeland, and also a need to "over-
come their suspicions™ about their new milieu. For, although there
was little overtsocial discrimination, some felt they were being
taken advantage of by their employers because of their ignorance
of the language and of their “rightsi; .Through this organization
newcomers were alerted to expect a certain rate of pay, certain
hours of work and other norms of business procedure. as the'lodge
expanded the scope of its activities, recreational activities such
as "bocca" (a form of lawn bowling) and card games and social events
such as public dances were incorporated on a regular bas1s These
public activities helped 1ntegrate the Italians into the larger
community, as did the English language classes sponsered by the
lodge .

Religious activities also had a wide-ranging significance

for Cranbrook's Italian residents. Most of the families and especial-
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ly the women, were devout Catholics and reqular churchgoers Here

again was an opportunlty to mix with the larger c0mmun1ty outside

of an economic context, for the Italians were always a minority

group in the parish and attended the same church as the other

Catholics. A child's first communion was always a great religious

and social event,.an effective "rite of passage" into a more mature
position in the community and always an occasion for a large celebratlon
among kinfolk and frlends The church hall was also a focal point

for recreational and social activities which tended'to mix the

norms and standards of the new and old worlds.

Essentially, however, the immigrant 13ved hls llfe within the
boundaries of the worklng class. By 1930, several Italians had-
managed to save enough to start small businesses,‘including a
grocery store and a hotel, But the main hope for advancement in
the larger community rested on the shoulders - of the communlty s
most dymanic asset, its children.

The new immigrant might find himself condemned to a life of

hard work because of his lack of education and ability to speak

- Fnglish, but he was aware of the implications,of these limitations

in-terms ofveconomic and social success and was deternined they

should not impede the moblllty of his children. A very great

empha31s was placed on obtaining the best poss1b1e education |

and great encouragement was given the child to embark unpon a profession—
al career; The sons and daughters of parents witn little or no formal
education came to regard a college education as a natural orAexpected

course to follow. The diligence and determination of both generations

has resulted in the wide scale "liberation" of these children from'the
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limitations of the working class, almost solely by the vehicle of
higher education,

| These people now add an entirely-new dimension to Cranbrook's
Italian community riéing in many areas to prominence in their chosen
fields. For example the mayor, the-reéional planning chairman,
the county court judge and their parish priest are all sons of
Italian immigrants born in B. C. The leading contractors and
sub-contractors are mainly Italian. TItalians own many prosperous
locai business and are employed as teachers throﬁghout the schdol
systém. These positions were virtually out of the range of possibility
for the immigrants of fifty years agé. |

There is some indication that fhis phenomenum has a particular
relation to British Columbia. The level of education reached by
B C. males of Ttalian origin in the labor forcé is almost 20 percent
higher than the national average for Italians.s They exceed all other
ethnic groups except the French in terms of this excess above their
respective national>averages. T"he reason, perhaps, that the Italian
national average is the lowest in Canada is because of the highréte
of immigration compared with £he Italian population already here.

So through education, young Italians obtained better jobs ,
more money and more authority and prestigue in ﬁhe cbmmunity at
large. But the other side of the coin was assimilation, the blending
and shaping of the immigrant son into the canadian ﬁatrix, As he
spent more £ime and energy outside his ethnic community, he became
more like those outside of his community, Althouéh there is no
known incidence of name-changing, thé new Italio-Canadian tended

to play down theItalio and emphasize the Canadian. Indeed, these

people often say that they regard themselves as Canadians, while
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Italy is merely their ceuntry of ethnic origin. There is a tendency
for these people to participate in the coﬁmunity in terms of their
socio-economic level tather than their ethnic affiliation. There
remained little contact, matetial or otherwise, with theit parent's
homeland, 4

Indeed, as the older Italian immigrants passed away and their
children and childrens" children increased, a distinct communlty
. might have virtually dlsappeared had it not been for the third and
1argest'component Oof Cranbrook's Italian community, the new 1mmlgrant
He shares many of the characteristics of the "old- tlmers" He comes from
Italy, poor and uneducated by North Anerlcan standards to a country |
whose language and people he hardly knows In a social and economic
sense, he faces the same problems as the old-timers - he cannot
communicate so he cannot find a high-paying, high-status job.
He too works for the CPR, for Crestbrook, for the city of Cranbrook
maintenance Department and for some of the Italian businesses already
established in the community, Sometimes this immigrant may have.a
trade and be able to make relatively better wages than his fore-
fathers, but essentlally he is relegated to the soc1o—econom1c
status of those two generatlons earlier.

These men and their families are estimated to account for
almost two-thirds of Cranbrook's present Italian‘p0pulation of
approximately 1,000. Because of current immigration laws giving
preference to relatives and friends of the old immigrants, many
came from the same towns and villages as those who preceded theﬁ
here. They revived old manners and customs, and thelodge and other

specifically ethnic passtimes flourished again. These newcomers
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have also estaﬁlished a highly homogeneous residential aréa, center-
iﬁg on the inte:section of 4th st. N. and 16th Ave N;, and exteﬁding
Several blocks in all-difections. The homes feflect theatidy
moderation of the first Italians, althdugh they are somewhat
larger ang better equipped.'- |

There is a poésiblity that the same pattern asAevidences with the
first genration will reoccur, The second‘havé of immigration from Itaiy

once heavy, has slowed down to a trickle, It is estimated that no more

heavily assimilated.into the larger community, If SO, then maybe the

eéxistence of 3 distinct Ttalian community might once again be threaten-

increased awareness and pride in their ancestry. while none of the

Italians interviewegd said they felt "inferior" to people already here,

Now their children want to learn the Italian laﬁguage, Customs and
history, perhaps in an attempt to "locaten themselveé in a‘rapidly~
changing world. whatever the cause, this rhenomenon gives the
survival distinctive ethnic commuﬁity here a better change than it

vould have otherwise had,

oDt
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PROBLFMS FNCOUNTFRED IN RESFARCH

Or otherwise, on which to draw. The "facts" were obtained by personal

interview, Those interviewed'were from the first Canadian-born

generation and their information given about the other generations

may Or maynot be completely accurate. subjects from these other

groups ° would quite POssibly give the same facts a different kind

of emphésis.

there would(ggé)brobably be a communication'problem.

time element Comes into play and seriously limits the

access to these sources. Scientific accuracy is obliged to play

second fiddle to convenience .,

Here the

general

one might question

with written historical accounts, There seems to be little alterna-

tive to these verbal accounts unless one wished to launch an ex- u//
haustive search for personal records of events,

- lodge meeting minﬁtes,
0ld telephone directories, etes

This, too, was not feasible,

Another problem deserves mentioning. 1n team research there

seems to be something of a phenomenon similar to the loss of momentum

in an €nergy transfer - the eight ball continues at a slightly slower

Speed than the cue ball was travelling at impact, Similarly research
~done by one person and described by another can suffer in the trans-
' ; v ! .
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mission of information., under these circumstances a tape recording
of the 1nterv1ews would be of great beneflt to the writer to complement

the notes taken at the time.,

ARFAS FOR FURTHFR RESEARCH

Some of the more obvious areas in which further research could
be profitable have been hlnted at in previous section, A more ?//'
exhaustive study would include interviews with‘representatives of
all generations, even if an interpreter were required. Although the
general themes would probably be 51m11ar to those presented in this
e€ssay, there would certainly be a wealth of elaboration and varlatlon
Oon various aspects of community life,

There are also several areas which were not explored or related
to the social status of the Italians in the community ., Attltudes
towards family and marriage, and particularly the widespread non-
use'of consumer credit amongst Itaiian—born immigrants would each
have some bearing on their position in the stratification system,

A study of greater depth mlght also try to ferret out some of the
historical factors which tend to dlfferentlate Italian 1mm1grants

from those of other lands, in order that their relative stratification
might be more completely understood. A questionnaire designed to
reveal subjective impressions of Italian ﬁeople about the nature

of the status system and their place in it would also be of consider-
able interest. 1In short, there are many different aspects of research

which could be profitably employed to bring out a more complete

picture of Italians in Cranbrook,
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FOOTNOTES

Note: Certain facts and figures quoted were obtained from interviews

and will not be ihdividﬁally acknowledged.
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. APPENDIX A - Field Interview proecsion=

1)
2)
3)
4)

21)
22)
23)
24)

25)

When did you come to Cranbrook?
What brought you here?

Did many others come with you,
Were you able to fing work?

Organizations? a) social
b) fraternal
C) educational
d) ‘religious
€) cultural
f) other

Italians? ;

Do Italian people teng to stay together _in a more or less
tightly knit community or is there a tendency towards an as-
similation into the community as a whole?

Why? (answer for no. 14)

What is the community feeling about intermarriage?
about the family?

Are there specific things that 1talians have done to

I understand the Italian parent often stresses very highly
the value of higher education - What is their Purpose in

Do religious beliefs or activities tend to be considereg
important in the community? what role do they £ill in the
Italian community or is this a Very personal kind of activity
for the churchgoer?

What was the general status or social standing of the old im-
migrant in the community as a whole?

Has this status changed from what it used to be>
Why (why not?) - has it changed?

What does it mean to have the mayor, the regional planning
chairman and the Catholic priest a1l being 1talians?

1
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26)

27)

28)

Does it increase the social standing of Italians generally in
the community. _

How do you feel Italians compare in (rank) status with other
ethnic groups in the community - Germans, French, English

Are there "cliques" or social groups within the Italian
community in Cranbrook - a differentiation say between the new
and older waves of immigrants.

Is there still a strong reference to Italy - return visits,
Italian newspapers etc. ' ' \

6 Edmondson St.,

Brantford, Ontario
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