Gino Carnivale, 15th July 2002

Interviewed by Margaret Padgen
__________________________________________________________________________

Interviewer:
Can you tell me where you were born, please?

G. Carnovale:
I was born in a little village in Calabria called Casenove; a very small village.

Interviewer:
And what did your parents do in Italy?

G. Carnovale:
They were typical peasants; self-supporting peasants. 

Interviewer:
And as part of that family group, what did you do? 

G. Carnovale:
Well, I was five when I left Italy, so I did nothing. 

Interviewer:
And did you have any brothers or sisters at that age and can you tell me, then, when your family immigrated to Australia?

G. Carnovale:
My father came to Australia in about 1925 or 1926, leaving my mother and I in Italy. My mother and I came to Australia in 1929, when I was about five. At that stage I didn’t have any brothers or sisters. My parents were both born in that area, in Nicastro; Nicastro’s a town near Catanzaro, which is the capital of the province of Catanzaro. 

Interviewer:
Can you tell me a little bit about why your father came to Australia first, ahead of your mother and yourself?

G. Carnovale:
Yes. At that time conditions in Italy were very poor. My father had been a soldier in the First World War and when he was discharged from the army there was very little for young men to do (especially in small villages), and stories of people emigrating and going to America and doing well sounded very attractive, so my father decided to try and get to America, where he had a half-brother. Whilst arrangements were being made for him to go to America, the American government introduced a quota system which meant that my father would have had to wait years and years to go to America, which was his first choice. Then stories came out about people emigrating to Australia. At that time my father knew nothing about Australia except that it was somewhere to migrate to and that he might better his situation and make a future for a family there, so he came to Australia. In his first years here he worked very hard. He worked at the Hume Weir between New South Wales and Victoria, and while he was working there and had a steady wage, he made plans to bring my mother and I from Italy. I was five when we arrived here. 

Interviewer:
And do you remember the year that that was, please?

G. Carnovale:
1929. 

Interviewer:
Can you remember anything of your childhood in Italy apart from the memories that your parents passed on to you?

G. Carnovale:
My memories are very, very dreamlike. I remember some funny things; little things. I remember the men of the village throwing the cheeses during a feast time, which meant rolling a cheese in the village square and the one who rolled it the further was the winner! I remember the smell of violets. Those memories are more like dreams than actual memories. 

Interviewer:
And what about your first impressions of Australia? What memories do you have of your early years in Australia?

G. Carnovale:
My memory of Australia then was that it was rather confusing. When my mother and I arrived, my father’s work at the Hume Weir had finished and he and a brother, a younger brother, had come to Sydney and opened a small fruit shop in Balmoral. When we arrived in Sydney, my mother and I, we were taken to this small shop in Balmoral and I remember being allowed to go and swim in the water at Balmoral.  I remember not being able to talk to anybody because I couldn’t speak English, so the only way I could contact other children was to push them and they pushed me back.  And that’s my memory of Balmoral as a five-year-old!

Interviewer:
Why did you parents decide to go into the fruit shop business? 

G. Carnovale:
Before my mother and I came to Australia, my father had arranged for a younger brother to come out.  He sponsored his fare and instead of working in the country at places like the Hume Weir, my uncle, who was a gentleman who was never very fond of work, went to work in a fruit shop and he became quite interested in the fruit business and he more or less convinced my father, who was a much... oh, I’m trying to think of the right word...slower type, maybe. He convinced him that that they should go into this fruit shop at Balmoral, which was not a good idea; it didn’t do well at all, and very shortly after we arrived in about 1931 – in the height of the Depression years – business in the fruit shop had fizzled out; there was no business. So dad arranged to move to Liverpool to start a small vegetable farm there, which we did. I remember the move from Balmoral in a T Model Ford.  I remember the strange noise that this truck made; I’ll always remember the popping sound of the motor...we moved to a little weatherboard and fibro house in Liverpool and that was where I first went to school. The people next door to where we lived – on the next little farm – were Australians, and they were very kind. They had children about my age and even though I couldn’t communicate with them, they took me to school with them to the Green Valley Public School, which was a one-room school and had one teacher teaching six classes. Each row had a class, and Mr. O’Keefe was the teacher. That was where I learnt to speak English.

Interviewer:
And so the year would have been approximately –

G. Carnovale:
1931. 

Interviewer:
So how many years did you stay on the farm before you moved back into fruit shops?

G. Carnovale:
Oh, quite some years. From the farm at Liverpool my father moved to Taylor Square, where he rented a little house and he made a living by going to the market and buying and selling vegetables. I went to Paddington Public School at that time. By that time, miraculously, I could speak English! I remember having no difficulty communicating. That was my first introduction to the fruit and vegetable industry, because I used to go with my father occasionally to the markets. From there we moved to Brookvale to a little house in Chard Road and my father kept in touch with the markets and came and went from there.

Interviewer:
And what business was he doing when you lived in Chard Road, Brookvale?

G. Carnovale:
He was growing tomatoes in a small area; tomatoes and lettuce. In those days there were a large number of small vegetable farms; it’s not like it is nowadays, where produce is grown in big quantities. The old vegetable markets used to be very busy places, with hundreds of small growers attending and many more hundreds of fruit shop owners who would buy and sell from them. I became familiar with the markets and the buying and selling at markets at a young age. 

Interviewer:
At what stage, then, did your family make the move to Double Bay?

G. Carnovale:
Dad eventually bought some land where the Warringah Mall is now and we were there when the war started and during the war years. Because we were vegetable growers I was exempted from military service. Towards the end of the war work on the little farm was very hard and I thought life running a fruit shop would be much easier, so we heard of a fruit shop in Double Bay that was for sale and we bought that. That would have been...oh, at the end of the war years. And that was my introduction to actual shop-keeping. Oh, hang on!  I’m forgetting...My introduction to actual fruit shops was before that, in... 1939, I think it was. I worked in a fruit shop at Bondi for Mr. Macarone as a giovane. Young men who worked in fruit shops were called giovane, which means ‘young man’, and in those days, most fruit shops that had any reasonable turnover were able to employ one or two of these young men who did all the hard work. In the smaller shops, of course – the mum and dad operations – the mum and dad did all the work, but the bigger businesses had one or more giovane.  When my father bought this little farm in Brookvale it cost very little money, so to augment the family income I worked as a giovane for Mr. Macarone, which was a very hard life...

Interviewer:
Can you tell me about a typical day as a giovane, then? What do you remember of those days working at Bondi?

G. Carnovale:
Oh, very clearly. At that time the markets opened at seven o’clock in the morning, so we’d get up about five thirty, have a cup of coffee or something and get to the market before seven. It was important to get there before seven, otherwise there wouldn’t be any parking space available. And Mr Macarone would run around the market buying things and I would collect these things. How we communicated is a mystery to me. I can never remember how, but I knew exactly where he went and I would go with a trolley and pick the things up and load them on the truck and if there was anything out of the ordinary he’d say something like, “By the way, go to Salmon Brothers and there are a couple of boxes of something there.” It was very hard work. I’d have to load all the things onto the truck, and life was very hard in the winter because there were cauliflower leaves everywhere and they’d stop the wheels of the truck - I remember dangling in the air many times because the trolley had tipped over! That was my introduction to fruit shops. When we got back to the shop, because I was the youngest giovane – there were two others, but I was the youngest giovane – I had to unload the truck. There was quite a class system amongst the giovane. The older ones were much more superior; they used to stack the fruit and the younger ones would have to bring the boxes and set them up for the packer to pack the fruit, because in those days the fruit shops had windows that had to be dressed, and it was a source of great pride to the fruit shop owner to have a beautifully dressed window, and the people that did this were the elite of the fruit shop industry and they were very well-paid. The giovane were the lowest rung of the ladder though, and I was on lowest rung of the ladder! (Laughs) Anyway, I worked there for about twelve or eighteen months and I also worked for another friend of the family for a short time, so I had a knowledge of how fruit shops operated, and we decided to buy this shop at Double Bay. 

Interviewer:
So, sorry, just to go back to the routine of the day, once the truck was all unpacked and things had happened, what would happen to the rest of your day? 

G. Carnovale:
When the truck was unloaded and boxes were moved in and out and all that sort of thing, then the customers had to be served and there was the fetching and carrying of what was required, empty boxes would have to be moved out of the shop and into the backyard...

Interviewer:
Did you do any work with the orders at all, either in preparing them or in the actual delivery?

G. Carnovale:
Oh, yes. Yes. Even very small orders were delivered and if an order was made by a customer, it was mostly made personally by the customer.  There were very few telephone orders at that time. Then the order had to be taken to wherever the customer was.  Customers were very important in those days; there was quite strong competition with other fruit shops and when I was working at Double Bay there was another shop almost opposite, owned by a family called (?Re), but because the Macarone shop was on a corner position, a busier position, the Macarone shop was always busier. 

Interviewer:
Thank you for that. Can we move on now, then, to where you moved to after the Bondi experience? Was it to Double Bay?

G. Carnovale:
Yes. We bought the shop at Double Bay from an Australian who had done very well – he’d bought the shop when the war started and the owner was interned. At one stage, when Italy entered the war, dozens – if not hundreds – of fruit shops were closed because most fruit shops, nearly all the fruit shops in Sydney, were owned by Italians. There were a few that were naturalised which were not closed but the majority of them were closed by Federal authority and this fruit shop in Double Bay had been closed and taken up by an Australian gentleman who did very, very well during the war because he was the only Australian running a fruit shop and people were very anti-Italian, anti-German and very nationalistic in those days.  But towards the end of the war he’d had enough, and we bought it. 

Interviewer:
Do you recall how much your father paid for the business?

G. Carnovale:
I think it was £300.

Interviewer:
And did that include the dwelling as well as the shop?

G. Carnovale:
It was a lease-hold, so we paid rent. The owner of the shop was a Mr. Laspina, who had been interned. There was a residence above the shop, yes. We lived above the shop. 

Interviewer:
And did your family or yourself have any qualms about the business failing? How did you cope initially, or were you given any other advice and help from other Italians who had similar businesses?

G. Carnovale:
Not really. We didn’t have any difficulty with the business; I was familiar enough with what was required and I was very familiar with the market operation. People who entered the fruit industry in those days did alright if they were familiar with the market operation – the buying and preparation – but if they were not familiar with the market, that was a sure thing for disaster. Most of the Italians who came out who had either worked in fruit shops or had had contact with fruit did alright, so the majority of all the fruit shops around Sydney, and even the country areas, were owned by people of Italian background. 

Interviewer:
Can you tell me about some of the things that you remember in the early days of the shop at Double Bay? What sorts of things were actually sold? 

G. Carnovale:
In the immediate post-war years not much had changed. The Americans had introduced exotic things like avocadoes, pears and a few other things that I can’t remember that were unknown to us but that had been introduced. The more tropical, exotic fruits were also a result of the American influence.  In the immediate post-war years the fruit industry more or less picked up where it had left off. A lot of the people who had been in the industry were ruined because their shops were closed or had been left with a wife and children who just couldn’t run a fruit shop. Others did very well. I’m reminded of a business in Crows Nest that was run by a man and his family who were second generation Australians, and being second generation Australian they weren’t affected by the war, and as other businesses around them closed, their business grew and grew and they did very well. That’s the only one that I personally know of but there were others. The majority of people were badly affected but some did well.

Interviewer:
So apart from selling fruit and vegetables, what other sorts of items did you sell in the shop? Were there things like dairy products? Was there ice-cream at all, post-war? 

G. Carnovale:
No. No, there wasn’t. The fruit shop was a straight fruit shop in those days. Those things came later; they came around the late 1950s. The first big change was frozen vegetables and a few of the more adventurous ones made a deal with Edgell, who would supply a freezer. In those days things were very seasonal. For instance, the beans would only be available from spring through to summer and in the winter you couldn’t buy beans. Tomatoes started in the spring and they were glass-house tomatoes and by the end of summer there were no tomatoes until next spring. It’s not like now, where you can buy tomatoes all the year round; you can buy anything all the year round.  Being able to have frozen vegetables was a big thing at that time. It was a big change because it made things available that weren’t available to people before at certain times of the year. That was the first big change that I remember.

Interviewer:
And what about selling things like soft drinks? 

G. Carnovale:
Soft drinks were always a part of a fruit shop. Often lemonade. Some of the more exotic shops had milk shakes, chocolates, cigarettes; they had always been available in fruit shops. 

Interviewer:
You spoke very thoroughly about your time working in the fruit shop. What can you tell us about the family when they all worked in the fruit shop? What was everyone’s role? Your parents and yourself and the others; what did you all do and what were your roles? 

G. Carnovale:
Well, my mother was possibly more adventurous than my father. When we bought this fruit shop we still had our market garden at Brookvale and after a very short time Dad decided that he wasn’t terribly interested in staying in the town; he liked his market garden and the freedom and the fresh air. So they moved back to Brookvale after a short time and my mother used to come and help out at weekends. She was a very resourceful lady, my mother...oh, I also had a brother by then – Tony. My brother was born in 1930 and my sister was born in 1932, so although my sister was still going to school, my brother was a big help, although I was the oldest and we had other people working.  I was still more like a giovane then, because the people that I employed knew more about it than I did, or they were more senior than I was, but we worked very well. So there was not a problem there, but my parents preferred the country life to the shop life. 

Interviewer:
So did you and your brother get a separate wage, or was it an informal arrangement? How did you organise the payments?

G. Carnovale:
There was no such thing as a wage, we just lived! (Laughs) I mean, at that time I think that if you lived, that was an achievement! (Laughs) If you were able to live comfortably, by our standards of the time, that was great. That was good. 

Interviewer:
So, in a way, was the contribution of the unpaid family members a continuation of the way their lives had been in Italy?

G. Carnovale:
I would say so, yes. 

Interviewer:
And did any other recently arrived relatives ever come to join you in the shop to help them get started, as you said you’d been able to? 

G. Carnovale:
No. No. 

Interviewer:
Can you tell us a little bit about Double Bay as a shopping village in those days?

G. Carnovale:
Yes. Double Bay was very much like a village in those days; there were a couple of butcher shop and a big grocery store called Household Supply that was not very far from where were, and they had a very small liquor section – a tiny little hole in the wall at the back of the big grocery shop. There was no Woolworths. There was a hardware shop and there was a theatre, but very much a village atmosphere. 

Interviewer:
And can you tell us a little bit about the customers and the clientele that you had in the shop?

G. Carnovale:
The clientele of the shop were mainly very nice people. The only ones that we had difficulty with were what we called at the time ‘new Australians’, which, thinking back, was probably – 

(Side B)

Interviewer:
This is the second part of the interview with Gino Carnovale. It is (Side) 2. 


Gino, before we finished on the first (side of the) tape you were talking about the first fruit shop that you worked in and ran at Double Bay. Would you like to add a little bit to that, please?

G. Carnovale:
The fact that the hours that the shop was open from could be, oh, anything from eight o’clock in the morning til after eleven. It was kept open until after eleven because of the theatre hours – the theatres would usually finish about eleven o’clock and there might be small trade after the theatre came out. Thinking back it seems ridiculous, but that’s how it was then.

Interviewer:
And what about any days off?

G. Carnovale:
Well, when I was working as a giovane it was a seven day week, but because my parents lived at Brookvale I had a day off, and my day off started from about three o’clock on Sunday. I’d go to Brookvale, visit my parents, bring my week’s wages, which was the grand sum of 35 shillings for the week, then I’d go back to work. 

Interviewer:
Can we move on, then, to when you bought the second shop in Double Bay?

G. Carnovale:
Yes.  The second shop in Double Bay came about because of my beautiful wife.  When we met I was in the transport business; I was driving trucks between Sydney and Melbourne and Brisbane when I met Nell. I’d decided that (type of) work wasn’t going to be very satisfactory, so I thought I’d go back into the fruit business, and we bought a fruit shop from a Mr. John Donado which was at the opposite end of Double Bay to where we were originally, and we were there for some years. That was a difficult period for fruit shops because the war had ended, a lot of the servicemen had come back and there weren’t enough jobs at that time. I’m talking about a vacuum between about 1951 and 1953 when there seemed to be a vacuum in jobs in the economy and business was very, very competitive.  We had to work very hard in those days.

Interviewer:
We spoke earlier about the clientele that you had in the shops at Double Bay.  What was the attitude of most of those people towards Italians, and can you give us some idea of whether you ever suffered any prejudice or bigotry from those people, particularly during the war years and post-war? 

G. Carnovale:
Well, during the war years there was considerable hostility towards Italians because people’s outlook in those days was very different to what it is now. There was hostility. People who had been friends and had been invited into people’s homes suddenly became hostile. It was a very unreasonable time. Yes, there was hostility. 

Interviewer:
Can you give me any examples that you remember?

G. Carnovale:
There was hostility in the way of preference in the markets. The fruit and vegetable agents at the market were mostly Australian and if an item was in short supply they’d favour an Australian businessman before an Italian. There was always a latent hostility in whatever one did.

Interviewer:
And did you think that perhaps, in many cases, you may have been the first Italians that people had actually got to know through the fruit shop business?

G. Carnovale:
No, I don’t think so, because Italians had been coming to Australia for many years. I may have had an advantage over a lot of them because I spoke English; people that were unfamiliar with the language and spoke broken English had a hard time.  There was quite a lot of antipathy towards Italians and even to people who came from Europe after the war – people who came from Greece and even from countries that had been on the Allied side. If they were foreign they were called ‘new Australians’. They all had a difficult time. 

Interviewer:
Can I ask you, now, as a young man working in the shops, did you resent the hours that you had to work? Did you want more of a social life, and how did you come to meet your wife?

G. Carnovale:
Well, there was always a feeling that life should be better but there was no alternative, and when there’s no alternative there’s not much that one can do about it. I met my wife at a party that was being given by some friends of mine who were going overseas and we met and I got along with her. I’ve got a story about that, but I don’t think you’ll want to hear that! (Laughs). 

Interviewer:
And that was a lovely fifty-one years ago! During the break you were talking to me about the establishment of the fruit and vegetable industry by the Italians. Could you just repeat some of that and then perhaps go on to the decline in the fruit and vegetable shops today?

G. Carnovale:
Yes. What I was always aware of was that the fruit shop industry in Sydney was in the hands of people that came from the islands – the Aeolian islands, which are a group of islands just off Sicily – and that established shops – the ones that did well and had been in business for a long time – were in the hands of people that had come out here at the turn of the century. Some of them were second generation, and if they were second generation and spoke the language then there was a big advantage there. People from Calabria were few and far between in the fruit shops. The business was almost entirely Aeolian. These Aeoliani had a very well- established social life in Sydney before the war.  There were clubs and functions and social activities that were exclusively Aeoliani. 

Interviewer:
And then to the decline of the Italians in the fruit shop industry...

G. Carnovale:
The decline came about slowly. In the early 1950s there was a big flow of migrants from Italy and the whole of Europe and a certain expansion took place. The building industry absorbed a lot of migrants; the main roads absorbed a lot of people; the Snowy absorbed a lot of people, but there wasn’t a flow of people going into the fruit shops. The giovane system had disappeared because people could earn reasonable money without working as hard and for such little wages as the giovane used to get in the pre-war years. So the decline possibly came about because of the lack of new labour that was going in. And of course business started changing. When the supermarkets came into existence and they started selling fruit and vegetables, for the first time people could do one-stop shopping.  Now, we go to a supermarket and we can buy fruit and vegetables and meat and groceries and everything under the one roof. Parking also became important, where years ago there was no problem with parking.  You could park at the green-grocer, the fruit shop, the butcher...so convenience shopping brought about the end of the fruit shop, as such. But there are still some very successful big fruit markets that are run in supermarkets and in shopping centres. It’s interesting that the labour in these fruit markets is Asian now and maybe the Asians are doing what the Italians did years ago. 

Interviewer:
And would you also comment, then, on the successive generations and perhaps their unwillingness to follow their parents in the fruit shops?  Have you any explanation for that?

G. Carnovale:
Oh, yes.  As other jobs became more and more available outside of the fruit industry, young people preferred an easier life than the long hours and the hard work, and not too many of the old fruit shop families were able to carry on.  Other activities were much more attractive.

Interviewer:
Do you identify in any way with more recently arrived ethnic groups who have followed the pattern of the Italians and other migrants by moving into small business, particularly a group like the Vietnamese? 

G. Carnovale:
Yes. They are doing what the Italian migrants did years ago. They’re taking on jobs that the locals, like my children, wouldn’t want to do. But I can understand that their situation is exactly what ours was when we arrived here. 

Interviewer:
So you have a great empathy with them?

G. Carnovale:
Oh yes, of course. I understand their situation very clearly. 

Interviewer:
And what do you think of the popularity of Italian food in Australia these days?

G. Carnovale:
Well, I’m not surprised. I’ve been eating it all my life! (Laughs) 

Interviewer:
Would you like to comment particularly on any food that you are surprised by the fact that it’s so popular with Australians these days?

G. Carnovale:
Well, I remember being teased as a boy because we ate spaghetti. Some of my friends at school used to ask me about spaghetti and they’d call it worms and say, “Yuck! How could anybody eat something like that?” Now it’s the most popular food in the country! (Laughs) I’m always aware of that and it’s interesting that Italian food is so popular, and the reason for that is that it’s so good! You can buy Italian food anywhere. The differences in food between Australia and Europe are very interesting. Food in Europe is much more important to people than it is here. People are fussier in Europe. Even years ago, when I was a boy, we had to be very careful because there was so little to choose from. There was no such thing as fast food. I’m always a bit surprised about what’s happened in Australia, but I believe it’s happened the world over; certainly in America. 

Interviewer:
So is there anything further that you’d like to add, Gino, in relation to your memories of life in an Italian fruit shop?

G. Carnovale:
Nothing comes to mind, exactly. It seems so long ago that it’s history and I think the only reason it could be of interest to anybody is that it’s history. 

Interviewer:
Thanks very much indeed for your time. 

(Recording ceased)
___________________________________________________________________________________
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