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This reviewer would also have liked to
have at least a summary discussion of
Father Virgilio Elizondo, founder of the
Mexican American Cultural Center
(MACC) and prolific writer on the
changing role of Mexican Americans,
both locally and globally. MACC is
mentioned in connection with
bilingualism, but it, along with its
founder, has had a much larger role in the
“Latinization of the church,” and also in
framing social justice issues. Elizondo’s
theological works, including The Future is
Mestizo and Galilean Journey, deserve
serious treatment and diligent
application to the world of the worker,
apart from their value to students of
Latino Catholicism.

Readers of this journal would be
dismayed at the book’s exclusive
regional focus—at those few points
where such a focus exists—on
California Latinos as a “leading

indicator.” Certainly a book that
purports to cover Catholic Latino
workers would at least mention the
Puerto Rican experience. Schultze
points to the importance of the fall of
organized labor’s influence in the late
1920s and its increasing activism in the
following turbulent decade, but says
nothing about the role of Puerto Ricans
and the International Ladies Garment
Workers Union (ILGWU) in New York
at that time. Nor does he seem aware of
the work of labor leader Rose Pesotta in
Puerto Rico during the 1930s, let alone
the many ardent efforts of Puerto Rican
organizers and workers on the island, as
well as on the continent, both before
and since. In sum, the absence of
primary sources and unfamiliarity with
the relevant books and articles, here as
in other potential areas of inquiry, limit
substantive discussion of both Latino
Catholicism and labor history.

Pioneros puertorriqueños en Nueva York, 1917–1947
By Joaquín Colón López, with an introduction by Edwin Karli Padilla Aponte
Houston: Arte Público, 2001
128 pages; $12.95 [paper]

REVIEWER: Linda Delgado, College of Mt. St. Vincent’s and National
Association for Ethnic Studies 

In the opening pages of this book,
Olimpia Colón Aponte points out that
her father’s volume will join the writings
of Bernardo Vega and Jesús Colón to form
an essential trilogy in understanding the
historical, sociopolitical and cultural story
of the pioneros, the early Puerto Ricans in
New York. She is absolutely correct.

In 1998–9, I did several telephone
interviews with Olimpia Colón for my
research on Jesús Colón. Toward the end
of the year she told me she had found a
manuscript written by her father Joaquín
Colón, who was the brother of Jesús
Colón. She told me that she was
negotiating with Arte Público on its
publication. She was very excited

because her father’s manuscript would
correct some of the misinformation that
was published as history. She went on to
give me an example. She said, “We come
from a very proud family. There is no
way the Jesús could have been a
stowaway as the history books describe
him” (1999). She certainly piqued my
interest! I awaited the publication of this
book with great anticipation.

Joaquín Colón came to New York City
in 1917 at the age of twenty-one. Later in
that year, he wrote to his brother Jesús
and asked him to come join him. The
trips took about five days, and because 
of the war, they traveled at night in the
dark. As with most migrants, they were
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both seeking better economic oppor-
tunities. Jesús Colón was sixteen. The
story goes that Jesús stowed away on the
SS Carolina. He was found after the ship
had left port and was forced to work in
the kitchen to pay for his passage.
Records of his passage are in the Ellis
Island archives. Here Jesús Colón is
listed as a passenger who worked as a bus
boy onboard to pay for the cost of the
ticket. I asked Olimpia about this
discrepancy, especially since Jesús Colón
wrote in his book, A Puerto Rican in New
York and Other Sketches, a vignette titled
“The Stowaway,” where he vividly
describes his journey to New York City.
She told me that perhaps it was his
attempt to add a little drama to a hard
journey… she didn’t know. 

Bernardo Vega, Joaquín Colón and
Jesús Colón are three unique individuals
who through their testimonios present
their stories as reflections of what 
went on in their communities. They
represented and reflected life of the
pioneros. Juan Flores tells us that
“Bernardo Vega’s text contains the most
detailed and politically coherent account
of Puerto Rican life in New York for the
formative decades, from 1916 to the
aftermath of World War II” (Vega 1984).
In comparison, Joaquín Colón’s prose
flows. It flows and flows. While I did not
see the original memoirs by Vega it was
wonderfully edited by César Andreu
Iglesias. I sincerely hope that the
translation of Joaquín Colón’s narrative
into English is heavily edited. It is written
in the language of 1917. It has idioms that
only my abuela (grandmother) would
know their meaning. Scholars of today
will find this a little challenging. I found
myself flipping through pages to get past
the prose to the meat and potatoes of the
story, which is in fact there despite the
verboseness of the writing. I understand
the rationale for including the original
prose. Olimpia explained it in the
introduction, and so does Joaquín in

section one. He wrote eloquently about
life in Cayey especially—the ballet, the
theatre, the opera, violin concerts and
even the circus. He wanted to contrast
the culture he was reared in with the
negative way Puerto Ricans were
portrayed—as half savages—in the 
New York press.

Jesús Colón wrote vignettes that range
from polemics to a poignant portrayal of
an event such as “Little Things Are Big”
to “Hiawatha into Spanish” (Colón 1974).
His vignettes were short and to the point
and leave a lasting impression. Jesús Colón
seemed to want to fire his readers up.
Joaquín Colón wanted them to understand
and to appreciate. Bernardo Vega wanted
the history of la Colonia to be accurately
recorded. It is the same story told from
three different perspectives through three
differing lenses.

Through the lens provided by Joaquín
Colón the reader meets the entire family
and gets to know Cayey as more than a
town of tabaqueros, anarchists and
socialists. We learn about the impact of
the passing of the Jones Act (1917) and the
need for migration as artisanal goods were
replaced by cheap, machine-made
products. It is something that Jesús Colón
stated in 1945 but did not fully explain.

Joaquín and his family returned to
Puerto Rico in 1947, when he requested
transfer from the Brooklyn Post Office 
to one in Puerto Rico. The story
continues with Joaquin’s nostalgic views
of the beauty and culture of the island
that he was returning to. However, New
York City politics followed Joaquín and
his family to San Juan. 

Both brothers, Joaquín and Jesús,
resemble one another, as you can see in
the family photographs inserted on pages
135–6. Both brothers live in Brooklyn,
and both brothers work for the post
office, but they had very different
political views and affiliations. 
Both brothers were subjected to Joe
McCarthy’s hold on American
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government and life. McCarthy’s men
mistook Joaquín for Jesús. Joaquín was
accused of participating in communist
activities and attending communist and
anarchist meetings. When the truth was
uncovered (they had photographs of Jesús
and not Joaquín), the US government
told Joaquín that he had to renounce his
brothe, his activities and never see Jesús
again. Joaquín, at that point, had worked
in the postal system for thirty-five years.
While he did not agree with his brother’s
socialist or anarchist ideology, he would
not agree to denouncing or to not seeing
his brother. In 1955, Joaquín was forced to
resign from the American postal system,
and you find in this narrative that he
resented and was somewhat embarrassed
by not receiving the customary engraved
watch given at retirement. Despite all of
this, the two brothers remained close.

I have done much work with the
papers of Jesús Colón in the archives at
the Center for Puerto Rican Studies at
Hunter College. As I read through
sections such as “The Labor Day Parade,”
“Mother’s Day in Brooklyn,” and the
piece (there are no traditional chapters
but sections with topic sentences) on
Vito Marcantonio, I found Joaquín’s
recollections invaluable and
complimentary to those of his brother. I
would add that From Colónia to
Community: The History of Puerto Ricans in
New York City by Virginia Sánchez-Korrol
as necessary in contextualizing the
history of the people and the times in
which they lived. Sánchez-Korrol has a

more historical approach, one that is
enhanced by the addition of Joaquín
Colón’s testimonial. 

This book is a researchers’ dream! 
It fills in the blanks. Jesús Colón’s papers,
Vito Marcantonio’s papers (or his
biography), the work of Sánchez-
Korrol—all are reinterpreted and
enriched by Joaquín Colón. It is a
wonderful contribution to the scholarly
discourse on early Puerto Rican life in
New York City. This group of people
helped to shape Gotham by participating
in the social, economic, political and
cultural life of the city. This is the story of
one man and his family and how their
lives influenced and impacted a growing
and expanding ethnic community in New
York City. 
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