Tom Cincotta, 17th July 2002

Interviewed by Ouranita Karadimas
__________________________________________________________________________

Interviewer:
This is an interview with Tom Cincotta. The interview is being conducted at Tom’s Kiosk, opposite Concord Hospital on Hospital Road. The interview is being conducted by Ouranita Karadimas the Italian Fruit Shops History Project and the date is the 17th of July. OK, Tom, could I ask you, first of all, to say your full name and tell me when and where you were born.

Subject:
My full name is Thomas (?) Cincotta. Actually, I was christened (? Gaitana) but they called me Thomas. I was born at 223 Ramsey Road, Haberfield in 1927.

Interviewer:
Ok, Tom, could you tell me your parents’ name and roundabout when they were born and where they come from?  

Subject:
My father was born in (? Acanetti), Lipari, at some islands just outside of Messina. And he was born in 1899 on January the 4th. My mother was born in (? Leni).  That’s another island of Salina, near the island of Lipari, where my father was. And she came out to Australia, I presume, in about 1925. She came to work with her brother, who had a shop in Summer Hill, Sydney.

Interviewer:
So, your father: when did he come to Australia?

Subject:
In 1919. And he went to the (? 1.49) North Shore somewhere. I think he had an uncle in a fruit shop. And from then, I don’t know much about him until he moved and he was working for Joe Tumminello at Lackley Street, Summer Hill. That’s where he met my mother and ended up marrying his boss’s sister! After they got married, he got his own shop at 223 Ramsey Road, Haberfield.

Interviewer:
Did your parents tell you anything about their upbringing and the places that they lived in, in Lipari and Salina?

Subject:
Well, my father, he was in Lipari, down on the Lipari (? 2.41), where the only work that was available was digging pumice stones. And he didn’t like it. It was daylight to dusk, digging underground for these pumice stones. That’s why he came to Australia. He didn’t like his job. It was very heavy, very tiring. My mother, as far as I know, was just working in the farm. I think she was one of about eight children and her father had a vineyard and olives and things like that. 

Interviewer:
Alright, so your father didn’t see much future, maybe, on Lipari?

Subject:
No, there was no future at all. He had two other brothers, and they both came out to Australia; one brother stayed there. 

Interviewer:
Ok. Did your father tell you about how he first heard about Australia and thought to come over?

Subject:
Well, I think he wanted to come to Australia for an easier and better life. Yeah, that was his main reason. Because he just didn’t like digging in these big holes in the mines, digging this pumice stone.  It would come out with all his hands bleeding and everything.

Interviewer:
Was there anyone over here that sponsored your mother and your father to come over?

Subject:
As far as I know, the one who sponsored my father, I think it was an uncle. Or some relation up the North Shore who had a fruit shop. 

Interviewer:
And that’s where your father first went when he arrived.

Subject:
Yeah. Then, everyone was coming to Australia for a better life. And I presume that my mother’s brother, Uncle Tumminello, sponsored his sister to come out because he had a fruit shop down at Summer Hill.

Interviewer:
And your father’s name- what was your father’s name?

Subject:
His name was Guiseppe Cincotta. 

Interviewer:
And your mother’s name?

Subject:
My mother’s maiden name was Maria (? Matarazza 5.04).

Interviewer:
Alright. Did your father tell you what his first impressions of Australia were like?

Subject:
No, he didn’t say very much. Only that they had to work really hard. I think they worked almost seven days a week. He had to do his own washing and cooking and everything, but he didn’t say…I know that he didn’t have any money because he used to walk from the North Shore up to Abbotsford to save money on the fares. 

Interviewer:
And he worked at Abbotsford?

Subject:
No, I think he had some relations at Abbotsford or something.

Interviewer:
So, did he live with relatives on the North Shore?

Subject:
As far as I know, he did.

Interviewer:
And what about your mother? Did she tell you anything about her first impressions of Australia?

Subject:
No, they came here for a better life, that’s all. A better life for their children. But they both worked very hard. Even my mother was very strong. She used to live cases of fruit that no women today can lift up.  I’d say about at least a hundred pounds in those days.

Interviewer:
So, can you just remind me again where your parents met, because you said it right at the beginning…

Subject:
They met at Lackley Street, Summer Hill.

Interviewer:
Did your father have a fruit shop at the time that they met?

Subject:
No, he was working for Tumminello – Lackley Street, Summer Hill. Didn’t have a fruit shop.

Interviewer:
So, once your parents met, did they go into a fruit shop?

Subject:
Yeah, they went into a fruit shop together.

Interviewer:
And that was the one that on…

Subject:
Yeah, 223 Ramsey Road, Haberfield. I think before they got married, he had this shop with his brother, Angelo. And when they got married, they split up. And I think Angelo Cincotta turned around and bought a shop in Lilyfield.

Interviewer:
So then your mother and father started in Ramsey Road, Five Dock. And that’s where you were born?

Subject:
Yeah. They had four children, all born there. And they were there from 1926 to 1939. 

Interviewer:
So, you were born in…?

Subject:
1927.

Interviewer:
So, you did all your growing-up in that fruit shop?

Subject:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
Can you tell me about your childhood and your growing-up in the fruit shop?

Subject:
Well, in the morning, I had to get up to wash the floor outside, wash the windows, fix up the shop a bit, and then off to school. When I came home from school, Mother had my lunch already. Then I went back to school, which was only a couple of blocks away. It’s still there, the public school at Haberfield. And then in the afternoon we used to finish at half past and then I used to go and deliver orders with a basket all around the streets. People used to want a half pound of beans or a pound of carrots or something. And then I’d have my dinner, I was in the shop till late and I did my homework at night. At about 10 to 11 o’clock at night, that’s when I did my homework.

Interviewer:
Right. What were the names of your brothers and sisters?

Subject:
I had a brother and his name was Albert – Alberto, they called him, but his name was Albert and then I had a sister, Francis, and another sister, Gloria. They were all born there.

Interviewer:
And you were the second?

Subject:
I was the oldest. I was the first child…We sold the shop because my mother had very high blood pressure. She wasn’t very well so we sold the shop and we moved to Routledge Street, Eastwood, just for a little while. And then my father bought a block of ground down at Concord at the corner of Lyle Street and Concord Road and he built two shops. One, we took ourselves and one, we let out as a cake shop.

Interviewer:
Ok. Let me go back a little bit to the shop in Ramsey Road. Is it still a fruit shop now?

Subject:
No. I think it’s an alarm shop or something now.

Interviewer:
Can you tell me what the shop looked like in those days when you were growing up there?

Subject:
We had just a really big window and we used to pack the fruit every Monday – fill up and make the window showpiece, and all the stacks of fruit inside. And that’s all that people used to – we had a butcher’s shop next door; we had another (? hamburger) shop next door again. We were just getting along – in those days they could only take in about sixty pounds a week. Which was a lot for those days.  Not a lot but you know. Not a very big business. Just enough for my dad, mum, and us helping. And then we sold drinks and ice cream and fruit and vegetables.

Interviewer:
We were just talking about the shop in Haberfield and you mentioned that they sold fruits, vegetables, drinks, ice cream…

Subject:
And sweets. 

Interviewer:
What kind of fruits and vegetables were sold at that time?

Subject:
There’d be apples. The apples used to come locally and then they used to ship along in from Tasmania. We used to get the (?Brownhill) potatoes from Tasmania. Carrots were local. A lot of the stuff was locally produced. It was mostly apples, oranges, bananas, pears…just the normal fruit, you know.

Interviewer:
The stuff that was locally produced, what kind of produce was that?

Subject:
When the potatoes were in season, there’d be potatoes. We used to get potatoes, lettuce…there’d be a lot of peaches – there was a lot of peach orchids in Eastwood and Marsfield, and we used to get the peaches from there. All local growers. Their peaches, their nectarines. And we used to get the potatoes they used to grow, too. Lettuce, tomatoes. It was mostly all local. Carrots, spinach. But none of these new type of things that you see now.

Interviewer:
And what about what people think of as Italian fruits and vegetables? Like eggplant and artichokes and endives and garlic and that sort of thing. Did you have any of that in the shop?

Subject:
No. The only thing that we used to have was broccoli. That’s all. But see, we were mostly dealing with Australian people those days, and they just didn’t know these things and they didn’t eat these things. 

Interviewer:
OK. What was the routine of the family from morning till night? For example, did your father have a truck or a car that he used to go to markets with?

Subject:
Yeah, my father had a truck; he went to markets. He used to get up at about four o’clock, go to the markets at Haymarket, buy the stuff and come back and open up the shop at about seven. Sometimes I used to go in with him, and then I’d have a bit of breakfast and it was off to school, and he’d be in the shop all day. Until I came home from school. We used to close at about ten or eleven o’clock at night. 

Interviewer:
That’s a long day!

Subject:
Yeah. That’s when we used to close. There used to be a picture show in Haberfield and we thought sometimes that people come from the pictures down – they might buy an ice cream or something. 

Interviewer:
Alright, so you stayed open to get those crowds.

Subject:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
The local markets, did you used to get your produce delivered from them or did you go to markets?

Subject:
No, we used to go to them.

Interviewer:
Always to the City market?

Subject:
Always to the City market. At Haberfield we used to go to City market but later on when we came to Concord, I used to pick up a lot of stuff in Marsfield, Ryde and North Ryde because we were very friendly with the growers.

Interviewer:
OK, we’ll come to them a little bit later. Alright, what was the general neighbourhood like in Haberfield at that time?

Subject:
All good people. They had no money, that’s the only thing. And, you know, they just ate fruits and vegetables: peas or beans or carrots or potatoes. We used to sell a lot of bunched beetroot and rhubarb and bunched carrots. Cauliflowers, cabbages. They were all on the poor level line, you know.

Interviewer:
That would have been in the beginning—or through—the 1930s when the Depression was on.

Subject:
Yeah. When the Depression were on, things actually were bad. People would never spend much or anything.

Interviewer:
Mm. What was the name of the school you went to in Haberfield?

Subject:
Haberfield Public School.

Interviewer:
Oh, ok. 

Subject:
I think it’s in (? York 15.25) Street. It’s still there.

Interviewer:
Now, the shop used to do deliveries as well…

Subject:
Yeah, I used to deliver them with a basket after school.

Interviewer:
That’s, first of all, tough work and, secondly, it’d take a long time. I mean, how much could you carry in a basket?!

Subject:
I used to have a basket. In those days, there’d be half a pound of beans, a pound of potatoes: one order. And half a pound of carrots and a lettuce. And the weekend, if it was a family order, they’d have a bigger order and I’d just carry it on my back, that’s all.

Interviewer:
You didn’t think anything of it? That was the normal sort of thing to do?

Subject:
No. Normal, daily routine.

Interviewer:
And you used to serve in the shop?

Subject:
Yeah, I served in the shop too.

Interviewer:
And what about your brothers and sisters? Did they help in the shop as well?

Subject:
Yeah. My brother, he was two years younger than me. He used to help in the shop too. But on account of the fact that I was the eldest, me and my brother were mostly the ones that did the work. Because my other two sisters, one was born in 1935 and the other one was born in 1938 and they were too little, you know. Only after we came to Concord, they started helping more.

Interviewer:
In the Depression…you mentioned, before, 60 pounds. Did you say that the shop used to make about 60 pounds a week?

Subject:
No, the taking [sic]. 

Interviewer:
The taking.

Subject:
We used to buy a whole big case of apples from Tasmania for four shillings. I remember that: four shillings.

Interviewer:
So, how much is in a case of apples? 

Subject:
Well, just like a case of apples now.

Interviewer:
So, about the size of a Styrofoam box now?

Subject:
Bigger. They were bigger.

Interviewer:
That was four shillings?

Subject:
Four shillings. We used to pay five shillings. These were Tasmania apples, you know.

Interviewer:
And how much did you used to sell the apples for?

Subject:
Well, we didn’t sell very [them] for very much. As far as I know, it used to be a penny and a ha’penny. 

Interviewer:
A penny each? Or a ha’penny each?

Subject:
Penny each or tuppence or something like that, you know.

Interviewer:
What about stacking the fruit? You said that you used to do a nice window display.

Subject:
Window display and stacked nicely inside too.

Interviewer:
But how did you set up the window display? 

Subject:
We used to just put them one on top of the other. It would come automatically, you know. I probably didn’t do that much stacking because I was only young. My father used to stack and then polish. Polish the apples and things like that. All the apples were from local growers so then they’d be marked ‘Special’.  That meant they were top-class. ‘1’ or ‘2’ were not quite as good or something like that.

Interviewer:
What types of apples did you sell?

Subject:
Well, those days, there were only Delicious, Jonathan’s, Rome Beauties and Democrats. That’s all there was in those days. I think Granny’s came later. But most of the apples were Jonathan’s and Delicious. I know the Democrat was a late apple. 

Interviewer:
And there was no such thing as cool rooms in those days and everything was seasonal…

Subject:
Yeah, seasonal. I don’t really remember what we did with apples in the summertime, or whether they had maybe some cool stores in the market, I wouldn’t know.

Interviewer:
Did you used to go down to the markets with your dad?

Subject:
I did.

Interviewer:
What was it like down there for a young kid?

Subject:
Oh, it was good. Just go down, just ran with him, that’s all. Then put it on the barrow and wheel it up to the truck. 

Interviewer:
I know you were born here, and all your brothers and sisters. In the shop, did your father and mother speak to you in Italian or in English?

Subject:
No, mostly English. Because they were naturalised too. Because when we came over here to Concord, Father’s (? 19.51-52). In those days, lot of Italian shops were smashed and they had to go, and a lot of the Italians were interned. But they didn’t touch my father at all. Plus the fact that we spoke English well, and we were very good to the people there. And he was made one of the wardens even though he was Italian, but he still was a naturalised British or British-Australian. 

Interviewer:
So, I just want to finish up with those early years at Haberfield. Did you get any negative attitudes in those days from the people in the neighbourhood for being Italian? Did you ever get called names or anything?

Subject:
No, no. It was only just after the war started and Italy entered the war, but that was later, when we opened up the shop in 1941. Then we used to be called ‘dagos’ and all that. But at Concord, it wasn’t as bad as other areas. So anyone who had something against us, they’d call us “Oh, you dago” or something like that, but we never answered or did anything. But my father’s cousin, they had a shop at Campsie. He had to close; they interned him. A lot of his friends all got interned. And also, my mother…actually she was in Italy—I just suddenly remembered—but she was born in Argentina, in Buenos Aires. Now I remember that she was born in Argentina because her father went there for work and things and she was born while he was there. So, I made a mistake at first when I said she was born in Italy; she wasn’t. 

Interviewer:
Oh, okay! So, she was born in Argentina and they must have gone back to Italy—

Subject:
Yeah, they were in Italy; they went to Argentina for a couple of years and then they came back again.

Interviewer:
Oh, alright. That’s why Dulcie Tumminello told me that her brother was born in Argentina—

Subject:
That’s right.

Interviewer:
And he was able to show his Argentinean birth-papers when he was here, so he couldn’t be interned.

Subject:
That’s right, that’s right. I think my mother and just two of the brothers were born in Argentina; I think the rest of them were all born in Italy. I forgot about that and now I just remembered!

Interviewer:
No worries! What was your parents’ health like at the time that you had the shop in Ramsey Road?

Subject:
Well, the health of my mother used to just suffer with blood pressure. My father, he had varicose veins. But that’s more family-hereditary. That’s the only thing he used to suffer; he used to have very big veins. But that’s because he was on his feet daylight to dusk, and the life he’d been doing before.

Interviewer:
And in those days, they wouldn’t have had any of those lifting machines…

Subject:
No. Nothing at all. You had to do all the lifting yourself. 

Interviewer:
Alright, so when you brought the truck home, everything would have to be-

Subject:
Be lifted by hand, yeah. Even my mother, and she was a woman, would carry these heavy boxes. I remember that, you know. But she was strong; my mother was very strong. 

Interviewer:
In Haberfield, was the house behind the shop or above it?

Subject:
The residence was up above the shop. We didn’t know but we used to pay rent in those days; I think it was about four pounds a week.

Interviewer:
Now you said your mother did a lot of lifting and that; did your mother serve and help in the shop?

Subject:
Oh, yeah, she worked like a nigger in the shop. In those days they didn’t go to a hospital. They had the babies at home. 

Interviewer:
So, your mother had all of you at home?

Subject:
Yeah, that’s right!

Interviewer:
Did she have people to help her out?  Relatives and people to help with the kids?

Subject:
I suppose she had a sister who might’ve helped her. As far as I know, we didn’t have anybody.

Interviewer:
That’s tough on a woman because she’s got to do the shop, she’s got to do the housework and she’s got to do the kids. 

Subject:
It must have been. She might have had a sister come and help her or something or maybe some relation or something but I wouldn’t know.

Interviewer:
So, it was basically your mother and your father in the shop and the four children running the shop as well.

Subject:
That’s right.

Interviewer:
Now you mentioned before that because of the hours you kept—and it was seven days a week—you didn’t get to go out very much.

Subject:
No, we never went out at all. Daylight to dusk in the shop. Get up, go to school, serve in the shop, that’s it.

Interviewer:
But on January 26th?

Subject:
We used to go—an uncle of mine, my mother’s sister’s husband, we used to go to Cronulla on the 26th. Once a year, to Cronulla. 

Interviewer:
And was that like a Christmas Day out?

Subject:
Yeah. He had three children and we used to go with his children. 

Interviewer:
At the end of the ‘30s- in about 1939, was it?

Subject:
1939, yeah, that’s when my father sold the shop. 

Interviewer:
Now tell me what happened after that.

Subject:
Well, he moved into a house at Routledge Street, Eastwood. In that time, he was never home. One of his brothers got married and [my father] looked after his shop. His brother-in-laws got married and [he] looked after the shop. And [he] also used to help a brother-in-law on the farm, picking peaches.

Interviewer:
How long was that for?

Subject:
I think about fifteen, eighteen months altogether. We were back in business in ’41.

Interviewer:
And that was in Concord.

Subject:
Concord, yeah.

Interviewer:
And that was the corner of—

Subject:
Myall Street and Concord Road. There was an empty block nearby and he built two shops.

Interviewer:
So by that time, your dad must have done reasonably well-

Subject:
Well, (? It was … on his foot 26.16-18), on his feet. Probably the money that he got was what he sold the shop for…yeah, probably was alright.

Interviewer:
Do you remember when that building was built?

Subject:
Mm. I remember when that building was built because the bricks were getting scant.  The war started at that time. And it was delayed a bit but, you know, it’s still standing today. And then we moved in, in the year 1941. I was there till—my father died in 1952, I think it was, and my mother died in ’58. I got married—I’ve been married 50 years—that’s 50…till 1952, my father had the shop. And he built himself a house at Ryde. Bought a block of ground and built himself a house at Beatty Avenue, Ryde. And he was there a couple of years and then he died of a heart attack. And Mother carried on and she died of a cerebral haemorrhage in 1958. But they still used to come down and help me in the shop there. 

Interviewer:
Now with the shop on Concord Road…your dad knew that he was going to open a fruit shop?

Subject:
Yeah, he opened up a fruit shop. There were really another two fruit shops there in the town. He was the third one there.

Interviewer:
Were the other two Italian, do you know?

Subject:
One was Australian and I think the other one might have been Italian. And if it wasn’t, one of his cousins had bought it. But those days, there was plenty…the business was there, like, people were there.

Interviewer:
Was the neighbourhood in Concord very different from the neighbourhood in Haberfield?

Subject:
Oh, no, the neighbourhood in Concord was very, very nice. Very good. Those days, they used to ring up and we’d be delivering orders and everything. We were very competitive too, with our prices. Dad and Mum used to work daylight to dusk, and I used to help. Even after school and things like that. 

Interviewer:
So, was it the same kind of routine at the Concord shop as what it was in Haberfield?

Subject:
Well, it was similar. Only after Haberfield, I had to go to Eastwood School and then I went to Stanmore School. I finished at Stanmore School; that’s why I wasn’t as much in the shop. But I used to come home and deliver the orders so that really all day Saturday and Sunday. And my brother, he went to Homebush High and he studied on to be a chemist. A pharmacist. But he still used to help, even when he was working in the pharmacy shop. And the people we used to deliver the orders to, whoever was sick like this or sick like that, they used to ask him what to take! (laughs)

Interviewer:
What was the name of the school you went to in Stanmore?

Subject:
I don’t know. It was a public school, probably still there. It was right at the station. As far as I know, it was just Stanmore Public High School. I went to Eastwood and then I went up to sixth class, or first year, and then I had to go to Stanmore. And when I went to Stanmore, I did the commercial course. 

Interviewer:
What did that involve?

Subject:
Well, I attempted to be an accountant. At that time, the War was on and you couldn’t work in the shop, so I went on into accountancy. And I was working at the Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation at Pippita.  That’s near where the Ford Factory is there. I worked there for about a couple of years in the office. You weren’t allowed to work in shops those days. There was manpower control.

Interviewer:
Oh, so you couldn’t work in the shop.

Subject:
No. 

Interviewer:
So, who ran the shop then?

Subject:
My father and mother.

Interviewer:
And that was all that was allowed?

Subject:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
Right. How old were you then?

Subject:
Well…what year did the War finish?

Interviewer:
’45. You would have been about 15?

Subject:
Perhaps 16, maybe even more than that. I left school after my third year. And then from third year, I went on to working because you only had to do ‘intermediate’ to do Commercial. You had to get a Leaver’s Certificate to do…like my brother, who had to get his Leaver’s Certificate because he wanted to be a chemist. I don’t know, maybe mid-way ’44, I suppose. About 17 or something like that. I was there for a couple of years, with the Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation, and I was in the testing-house. I wasn’t quite 18 because they were calling them up at 18. Actually they didn’t call me up so much because I had a kidney complaint. I only have one kidney that functions, and the other one is dilated. But they nearly took my father in the army; he was called-up too. But then the War finished and they didn’t call him up. And he went for a medical test and everything.

Interviewer:
With the shop at Concord, was it pretty much the same in terms of what it sold?

Subject:
Well, it was a much bigger and better business.

Interviewer:
Can you tell me a bit about that?

Subject:
Yeah, well, it was a bigger business. More stuff used to…more deliveries. Even though there were three fruit shops in one block, we still had the business of the town actually. The business was greater.

Interviewer:
Even though it was war years? What about during the War – were there any restrictions on what you could sell people and how much?

Subject:
We didn’t have any trucks during the war. They allotted one chap by the name of Mr. Smith, he used to have a shop on Concord Road but near Concord North. They allotted him. He was given no petrol—he had to put a gas-producer in his truck—and we all had to go to market and buy the stuff and he had to bring the stuff home for us. 

Interviewer:
So, did you used to go in the truck into the market?

Subject:
Yeah, I used to go there to pick up and buy the stuff and then he’d deliver it for us. Until they eased the restrictions and – I don’t know how long we waited before we got an ‘International’ truck ourselves. It may have been twelve months before I got this International truck and then I went on my own. You weren’t allowed to…they got one bloke with a gas-producer to deliver to all the shops. Plus the fact that business wasn’t that good either because half the people were at the war. 

Interviewer:
And obviously by the sounds of things, not allowed to employ people in the shop so you didn’t have any other Italian fellows working in the shop?

Subject:
No, nobody at all. And when I came into the shop, I was still working at Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation but I didn’t like it. I was sitting in an office all day. And I was in the testing-house. And when they released the manpower control restrictions, I left them and came into the shop to help my dad.

Interviewer:
So, you didn’t like the office work?

Subject:
No, no. I didn’t like sitting around all day. I had a good time but I just couldn’t…sit down.

Interviewer:
Did the shop also provide, maybe, a better income and a better future to expand the business?

Subject:
Well, at the end of the war, things were going to get better and they got better. People coming home from the war and people having families. Things were getting better. And when I got married in 1952, my father gave me the business and I just carried on.

Interviewer:
Can I go back one little step: where did you meet your wife?

Subject:
Well, when I used to go to the market, we used to park – we used to have to go to the market at four o’clock even in the ‘50s to get a position so we wouldn’t have to carry the stuff too far. And in those days, there were no fork lifts or anything; you had to carry everything in a barrow and the roads were rough and everything. And right next door to where we would park, we got friendly with all the fruiterers, and my wife’s brother, he had a shop at Mascot. And then, you know, he had a sister and I met his sister and that’s how we got married.

Interviewer:
And what was your wife’s name at the time?

Subject:
Marianna (? Filicamo). She was there helping her brother in the fruit shop. He brought her out because things were bad in Italy and she came out here when was twenty-one.

Interviewer:
And roundabout what year was that when she came out?

Subject:
Well, she was born in 1928. 1949. She came out in the Italian boat (? ‘Ebalda’).

Interviewer: 
‘Ebalda’?

Subject:
I think it was ‘Ebalda’ or something. I’m not sure. Maybe ‘Dida’? Some name. And she came out to help her brother because he was married and he had a couple of children. They thought she’d be good in the shop and good to help too. 

Interviewer:
Ok, so when you got married, then your wife came to help you – 

Subject:
Into the shop, yeah. 

Interviewer:
And this is the same…Concord Road [one]?

Subject:
Yeah. My father and mother came down to help but Dad died about eighteen months or two years later with a heart attack. 

Interviewer:
Did you employ any people in your shop?

Subject:
No.

Interviewer:
It was always just you and your wife?

Subject:
Yeah. Later on, I think I did employ maybe different people…young Italian boys to help me in the market and things like that. But more or less after I got married, after a few years, after my wife started having children. But I still used to do most of the work. I used to get up at four o’clock every morning and work all day. And also, when we were in Concord, they brought in a law that you had to close for church on Sunday, ten to twelve. That was after the war. And they also made you close at seven o’clock at night. That was on for years but after that, all these laws were relaxed.

Interviewer:
Now was the Concord Road shop anywhere near—I know that Concord Road’s always been a busy thoroughfare: was that good, that passing trade for the shop?

Subject:
Yeah. Because we were right on the corner and in those days, people could park in the front or side but now you can’t park at all. But the traffic wasn’t there those days.

Interviewer:
Is the shop still a fruit shop today?

Subject:
No. There were three fruit shops in that block and all three have gone. There were another two or three a bit further up in Concord Road and they’ve all closed. Actually there’s not a fruit shop now between Ryde and Strathfield. There’s no more fruit shops. In those days, there were three at Concord North and three at Concord West, just on the main road, and there were about or four in North Strathfield; now there’s nothing.

Interviewer:
I want to get to that point at the end of the interview. Now I just want to go back a little bit to when you and your wife were in the shop together. Did your wife—coming as an adult from Italy, how did she go with language and serving in the shop?

Subject:
She was helping her brother in the shop down at Mascot so she picked up a bit there but after I got married, I sent her to school! (laughs) 

Interviewer:
To learn English?

Subject:
Yeah! So she could get along, read and write. She can’t really write but she can read; she can half-write. And then the children growing up: all “talk in English in Australia”. 

Interviewer:
Ok. The shop was always customer service.

Subject:
Yeah. Always customer-service. 

Interviewer:
In those early days, did you ever think about self-service or was that something you…?

Subject:
No, in those days no one ever thought about it. Because the people used to come down and they used to like to have a look at this and (? pick some near this apple, some near that apple 11.08-11), things like that. And actually we used to pick the fruit; not like now [when] people pick the fruit. Because those days people were more health-conscious than they are today, they didn’t like other people touching the fruit, what they were going to eat: they could have diseases or anything. And they knew that we were pretty healthy and pretty good.

Interviewer:
So, the customer would like you to just get…

Subject: 
“I want three of those apples and three of those pears” and that’s all. People would not pick the fruit themselves.

Interviewer:
What about the way you had your shop laid-out?

Subject:
Just the same. I stacked the window every Monday or sometime later in the week. I used to make a very good show of everything. Stack of bananas, stack of apples, stack of oranges, pears…but the people those days used to eat more fruit than they do today. More fruit and vegetables. Then, in the other window, we’d have beans, peas, potatoes, carrots, onions, (?house-cabbages). It was different altogether than today.

Interviewer:
From what you’re telling me, I’m gathering that you didn’t have too many Italian customers.

Subject:
No, there were mostly all Australians around there. All Australian and they had their potatoes and carrots. They used to have their bunches of beetroot, lettuce, peas, beans; they ate well. You know…

Interviewer:
Healthy diet.

Subject:
All healthy diet. It’s not like today…even in those days, in Concord, you were quite safe, you could walk the streets and no one would ever touch you, particularly in Concord. Very good. You could leave your windows open, you know.

Interviewer:
What about a truck?  Did you have a truck there?

Subject:
Yeah, I had a truck there. 

Interviewer:
Was it the ‘International’? 

Subject:
Yes, the one-tonne International. 

Interviewer:
Did you buy that new?

Subject:
Yeah, I brought that brand-new. I bought that in about 1946. 

Interviewer:
Can I ask how much the International truck cost in those days brand-new?

Subject:
In those days I think about 600 pounds. And they were good and solid, not like today. You got a one-tonne, they could pull two tonnes.

Interviewer:
So, with that one, you used to go down to Haymarket – same route then?

Subject:
Yeah, go backwards and forwards. And I had that truck until I got out of the shop. When I got out of the shop in 1958, I got rid of it.

Interviewer:
Can you remember any particular characters down at the market in those years that you still remember being as good blokes or…?

Subject:
Well, there’s chaps by the name of—but they’re all dead—Ballantine and J.W Kirkwood. Les Bryan. Brooks. We used to do it mostly from these people. The apples were so many cases – (? Chiggo 14.46) still there—so many cases of that. In those days, if they’d say it was good, it was good. But in those days, the fruit was better than what it is now because the grower would pick it out himself and pack it himself. Today it’s all in packing sheds.

Interviewer:
Alright. So in the markets, down at Haymarket, did they have the same kind of thing where they have the agents or…?

Subject:
No, they had the agents like [they do] now. There were more agents than there are now. Yeah, they’d have the agents. When I’d get there at four o’clock—because the agents weren’t allowed to serve fruit before six but we used to sneak in and order our fruit before six. But if they ever caught us, well, we were fined.

Interviewer:
So, the growers used to take their stuff…

Subject:
No, I’m just talking about the fruit. At this time (in the morning), all the fruit would go to the agents, the majority [of it]. Some of the fruit was in the growers’ market; you could buy something in the growers’ market. Like tomatoes and things like that.

Interviewer:
So, at Haymarket, was it divided into the growers’ market and the agents’?

Subject:
Yeah, you had a big growers’ section and then you had a big agents’ section. But mostly you used to just go around and deal with few of the regular, big agents, that’s all. If you were a good buyer and (? 16.14), they’d generally make the price a bit better, a bit right, you know.

Interviewer:
And so I gather after all those years they knew you really well. 

Subject:
Well, they do, yeah. They see you day in and day out, year in and year out.

Interviewer:
Rosa told me that you were called Top Cat. 

Subject:
Top Cat, yeah. Because I was so fanatical with the fruit. It had to be top-class otherwise I didn’t want it. That’s why I got the nickname ‘Top Cat’! (laughs) Because I wanted good fruit. That’s what I used to handle: the apples had to be crisp and juicy, the oranges had to be sweet and juicy, everything had to be good. I only used to sell good-class food. I never sold—at Concord, I sold all good-class fruit; we sold no second-class fruit.

Interviewer:
So, at the markets, you didn’t even look at it if it wasn’t number one?

Subject:
No. If it wasn’t, I just wouldn’t. Or they’d say, “Oh, Tom, that’s not good enough for you”. Even today, when I go in, they’ll tell me straight: “That’s not good enough for you.”

Interviewer:
So, they’ll just say, “Keep walking! We haven’t got anything for you today.” (laughs)

Subject:
That’s right! Now I don’t sell much fruit but the only agents I go to, they know what I want and they tell me, “Keep walking” if they got nothing. They know what I want and they’ve got it there for me. In those days, I used to buy cases; now, I buy very little.

Interviewer:
Was it at the time that you were at the Concord shop that fruit stopped being in boxes and was in the Styrofoam case?

Subject:
No, all those days it was in boxes, then gradually it went into cardboard and then, they went into that foam thing. Like the grapes and things like that. Before, it was all in boxes. You’d have a hammer and open it up with a hammer and have a look at it. We all carried a leather apron and a tomahawk hammer, and we’d just open it and have a look.

Interviewer:
That leather apron, everyone says that the fruiterers used to wear those down at the markets.

Subject:
Yeah, because we used to be lifting cases and everything, see. Therefore, it’d protect our clothes. And we used to keep the money in there too. There were lots of thieves those days, as there are today. 

Interviewer:
And you used to have your pockets for your little notepads and all that sort of thing, and everyone used to carry a tomahawk hammer.

Subject:
Yeah. Actually I didn’t carry any notebooks, I just had everything in my head! (laughs) Even now, I never carry [notebooks]; I remember everything in my head. Doesn’t matter what you buy, what I did I can always remember. 

Interviewer:
With transactions at the markets, how did that used to work? Did they used to bill you later or…?

Subject:
No, no. You had to pay cash on the spot. Well, that’s what I used to do, cash on the spot. And if you didn’t have the cash, you didn’t get the goods, you know. Probably some of the agents did give credit but a lot of them lost their money, I think, if they did. I think being Italian, they knew you were a hard worker and that you wouldn’t be diddling them like some other nationalities. 

Interviewer:
Was it mainly Italians that were fruiterers down at the market?

Subject:
Yeah, mainly Italians. And Australians. The Greeks were more or less in the take-away food bars and restaurants. There probably would have been an odd Greek in there but mostly all Italians. There were a lot of Italian agents too.

Interviewer:
What about the growers: were they all Italian?

Subject:
Majority were all Italians. They all had farms at Eastwood, Carlingford; now it’s all houses. One of the—he’s still alive—one of the old farmers, his name is Rocca. He lives in (? Small 20.28) Road, Ryde. He’s still alive. I used to buy a lot of potatoes, carrots, celery—they used to grow their own celery—and lettuce [from him]. Sometimes I used to go at night-time and pick up from the farm, which wasn’t very far from Concord, to go and pick up a lettuce and carrots and potatoes and tomatoes. He used to grow good stuff. But now all the farming is…it’s all been subdivided into houses years ago.

Interviewer:
So, from Concord, you used to do your shopping at Haymarket and then you used to come up here to the growers as well. 

Subject:
Yeah, you had to get the lettuce to save work, you know. In those days, there were all big bags of potatoes: sixty kilos, fifty kilos. Actually towards the end there, we used to have the chaps bring the potatoes into the shop. I wasn’t as strong as my dad. They used to come and bring them to the shop: a chap by the name of Fred (? Nenet 21.26). 

Interviewer:
With Concord, did you do the deliveries in the truck or…?

Subject:
In the truck. Most of the deliveries were on Friday afternoon, all day Friday and Saturday, people used to buy potatoes and everything. And then Monday they all used to do their washing. And if they wanted anything else in the week, they used to come out. By this time, everyone had fridges and this and that. 

Interviewer:
So, at Concord, was your biggest business in fruit and veg, or was it in the milk bar goods and the drinks as well?

Subject:
Well, everything. We used to sell a lot more fruits and vegetables. We used to sell drinks. Ice cream used to sell a lot, chocolates used to sell a lot, and milkshakes. Cigarettes.

Interviewer:
Did you have milk and bread and that sort of thing as well?

Subject:
No, we didn’t. We had milk but we didn’t have bread. We had the (?ham-and-beef) shop two doors down; he had the bread. I think we didn’t even sell any milk; I think the (?ham-and-beef) shop sold milk. The milkshakes I remember were all loose. Like in big containers. We used to stir and put it in, and they all wanted milkshakes.

Interviewer:
So, you had your big fridge there – 

Subject:
Yeah, we had a big fridge set up there.

Interviewer:
And a bar, a milk-bar counter.

Subject:
Yeah. In the wintertime, we’d sell more sweets; in the summertime, you used to sell ice cream and drinks.

Interviewer:
So, then the kids came along or not yet?

Subject:
What?

Interviewer:
Did you move…oh, okay, let me go back. Where did you go after Concord Road?

Subject:
I left there in 1958 and I came here at that time to Hospital Road, Concord West. And I’ve been here ever since, 45 years. At first, I was running two shops. 

Interviewer:
You had Tom’s Kiosk opposite the – 

Subject:
Yeah, it was only a small shop when I came here. It was only a shop 12 feet by 12 feet. I got out of the shop because it was too much work. Daylight to dusk and a lot of worrying, a lot of heavy lifting. So, that’s why I came down here: for an easier life. That was in 1958. Then, I built this new shop in 1964. 

Interviewer:
So, the Kiosk that’s here now is not the same as the building that was there before?

Subject:
No. The step is still there where the little shop was there. After I came and took over, two old people had it before me. By the name of Hoskinson, and they were both in their seventies. After I bought it, I bought a cool room because I couldn’t handle it and then I built this big shop. And then after building a big shop, I thought I could expand out and have a big store room there, but the hospital didn’t get that big. It’s more or less just a military hospital.

Interviewer:
Oh, yeah, because it’s called ‘Concord Repatriation Hospital’. 

Subject:
Yeah. In the meantime, they got their own newsagency inside, they got the chemist, they got the coffee bar, they got a cafeteria. So, there’s no use in me expanding, plus the fact that I’m getting older! (laughs)

Interviewer:
How many children did you have?

Subject:
Three daughters. 

Interviewer:
And did they work in the shop as well?

Subject:
Yeah, they all worked in the shop. I had Mary first. They all had to help. They all went to school at Concord West; they caught the bus in front of the door that went to Concord West. Then I had Rosie, and then I had Ann in 1958; that was the last one. But none were born here; they were all born in Concord Road. In those days, we didn’t have the doctor come home. We went to (?Caringa) Private Hospital. I used to serve (?Caringa) Private Hospital in those days too. They were all born there. So when I came here, my youngest child was only about twelve months or just over twelve months.

Interviewer:
And you trained the kids to work in the shop?

Subject:
They all had to work in the shop. Even Rosie, my middle daughter, when she was seven or eight, she used to serve people. Stand on a box and serve. They all had to work. They went to school in the morning and then they’d come home at night-time; they had to help in the shop and they had to do their homework. That’s the way they were trained.

Interviewer:
Rosa told me a story about a Morris Minor. 

Subject:
Yeah, we had a Morris Minor. After I got out of the other shop there, I sold the truck and we had a little Morris Minor, which belonged to my sister. And they didn’t need it anymore so I bought the Morris Minor from them. And I could carry much stuff in the Morris Minor: almost a tonne of stuff. I used to load it to the hilt. And I used to use the Morris Minor to bring the stuff to the shop, but I didn’t sell that much then, so, you know.

Interviewer:
So, you got out of the Concord Shop because…

Subject:
It was too much work, yeah. Here, more or less, I don’t sell many vegetables, mostly fruit. 

Interviewer:
So, from 1958, you were in Tom’s Kiosk – 

Subject:
Yeah, mostly selling fruit…And then after I had the Morris Minor, I got a whole new station-wagon. Then I got rid of that one, and then I got another one.  I have a friend in the motor (? game 27.44) and he picked up one that was about three years old, reasonably priced.

Interviewer: 
You also had a lot of big customers-

Subject:
Yeah, I had the Concord Golf Club. (?Miss Carney) was in charge of the Concord Club in those days. And they recommended me to Oatlands Golf Club and I was serving them with stuff. And also, I used to have the local private hospital, (? Caringa) and I used to serve a boarding-house at Rhodes. So I had these few good orders that would get my stuff moving. But actually I used to serve a lot of people at Rhodes. Mine was the nearest biggest fruit shop. I used to serve the – couple of my kids used to go to the local Catholic school. I used to serve the local Convent too. And every year I used to be Father Christmas at the Convent school! (laughs) That’s all I can really…

Interviewer:
What kind of produce did Oatlands buy?

Subject:
Mostly tomatoes, lettuce, potatoes. Well, whatever they used to serve—mostly tomatoes, lettuce, potatoes were the main things, and just a little bit of fruit. Potatoes all had to be one size, tomatoes had to be all one size.

Interviewer:
Were you happy to provide that?

Subject:
Yeah. It was a lot of work but I was lucky that I had my mum there and she used to help me with a lot of work. My mum used to come down every morning and go home at night-time. 

Interviewer:
And your father had passed away by then, hadn’t he?

Subject:
Yeah, he passed away in 1953, I think.

Interviewer:
Are there any particular customers that you remember from Concord Road that you still remember as being particularly funny people or good customers or anyone that you remember that you can…?

Subject:
Yeah, I still remember a lot of customers but I find that they’re all dead. We used to have a solicitor living across the road, Mr. Duke. He died. Then, we used to have Bush, the people at (? Bush Meat 2.23): [he] used to get a big order. He died too. Then we used to have another one, Mr. Stansfield. He used to have a big factory and he died. And occasionally you might see one of their children or grandchildren but that’s all. But there’s still a few of the old customers living there and every now and then they might even pass around this way to see how I am. 

Interviewer:
Pop in to say hello.

Subject:
Yeah. One died the other day; he was well in the 90’s. At Rhodes.

Interviewer:
So, you’ve got connections in this business going back…

Subject:
Might be 60 years of business, more or less in Concord. 

Interviewer:
So, a well-known person in the area.

Subject:
Yeah. Things were just different back then. Everybody used to shop locally to get what they want. There were none of these big shopping centres or anything like that.

Interviewer:
So, in the beginning when you came to Tom’s Kiosk, it was fruit and vegetables.

Subject:
No, mostly fruit. That’s why I got out of the other shop: because it was too much work, deliveries and this and that. For a while, I leased the shop. For about two-three years. Then I found that things were changing so I sold the building, the business. I could see that the small shops were on the way out. 

Interviewer:
Round about what time was that?

Subject:
Well, it might have been about ’62, ’63.

Interviewer:
How could you tell that the little shops were on the way out?

Subject:
Because the supermarkets were coming in and people were shopping there to save their money and you don’t blame them. They wouldn’t get that personalised service. Before, they used to have all the orders delivered home; here, they have to carry all their stuff themselves. And also, cars were coming more into being so people could drive to these places. Before, hardly anybody had a car. Now every house has got two, three cars. Those days everyone used to walk to the bus to go to work or go to the train to go to work. 

Interviewer:
And did you find that there was also a lot more women at home that could come during the day and do their shopping?

Subject:
Yeah, in those days the men used to go to work and the women stayed at home. And I still maintain that that’s why children are better those days than they are today. Because Mum would know where they were, had good food for them and everything. You had more control over your family. And if somebody had a birthday party or something, they’d invite all the local children round there and Mum would bake scones or cakes or something like that, have a little party. Those days, lot of people used to play the piano. I used to play the piano accordion. But that was common amongst the Italians, to play the piano accordion. My other sister learned the piano and more or less you used to sing songs together. There was none of this video or anything like that. That’s the only entertainment there was. I used to play the piano accordion very well. Actually I play at the corner of Victoria Avenue and Concord Road where the church steeple…there’s a hall there. I played in some concerts over there at Christmas time.

Interviewer:
OK! Accomplished, then!

Subject:
And after I got married, that was it! The piano accordion rotted in the box. Because my priorities had to be different- I had a family to keep, I had a wife to keep and I could not spend time playing music. 

Interviewer:
You’ve got music in your family with Dulcie…

Subject:
Yeah, everyone’s all musical. Even my grandson is a great piano accordionist. And now he’s gone to school, now that he’s at St. Joseph, he’s almost abandoned it. It’s alright when you’re young but once you get on…it won’t bring in the dollar.

Interviewer:
Ok, when did you start winding down selling fruit at Tom’s Kiosk?

Subject:
Winding down selling fruit? About three or four years ago because more and more people shop at supermarkets, and plus the fact that I’m getting older and all that heavy lifting is not good for me. But also people are thinking different – they look at the dollar sign, not at the quality. Today, they all look at the dollar sign and they buy it at the supermarket; it’s cheap, it’s not as good. But those days, people wanted good, crisp apples, they wanted good, sweet pears, they wanted good sweet oranges. But now “this will do”.

Interviewer:
So, they settle for…

Subject:
For second best. That’s what the supermarkets more or less provide. Even now in the shop, I have good fruit: I have mandarins, they’re juicy and sweet. But they’re double the price that they buy at the supermarkets. They buy them at the supermarkets and they’re juicy and sour, because they buy different types (? 7.58-59). But at my stage of life, I don’t worry because I’m 76 now. I’m lucky to be the way I am, that I can work daylight to dusk.

Interviewer:
Still! (laughs)

Subject:
Yeah. 

Interviewer:
Alright, so the fruit shops started winding down in the early ‘60s when the supermarkets started opening up…

Subject:
Yeah, and then when Coles and Woolworths started getting bigger. See, at North Strathfield, there used to be a big fruit market and after Woolworths opened, it just went broke. Not that it wasn’t cheap or good enough but because people just go to a one-stop shop.

Interviewer:
Yeah. And probably they’re not that particular, or they don’t have time really to check the quality much anymore. 

Subject:
No. People go to supermarkets and they get an apple and it’s soft and they think it’s soft everywhere. They don’t think it could be better at the local shop. People were more “fruit-conscious” in those days, of eating better-class fruit. Now “this will do”. And half the kids today, they take a bite and throw it out:that’s a waste of money. Whereas those days they didn’t. They had to eat the whole lot otherwise they copped it. Now they’re eating more chips, lollies, more McDonalds. They’re eating more junk food.

Interviewer:
Yes. 

Subject:
That’s where people are sicker, you know. Not as healthy or strong. My grandchildren are not as strong as me. I can lift more than any of my grandchildren. 

Interviewer:
You’ve trained yourself…after so many years.

Subject:
Yeah. They say that.

Interviewer:
When did the markets come out to Flemington?

Subject:
Oh, I don’t know. A good few years ago. It was better for me that it was at Flemington. I couldn’t tell you, I’d have to find that out.

Interviewer:
Did you notice a change in saving yourself time going to the city?

Subject:
Yeah, saving a lot of time. And also, the fruit markets—when they first built them, everyone reckoned they were too big, how were they going to survive on it, you know. Like, here, they got all the bananas on one side, besides the railway line, when they built it. Then they built a fruit market, a growers’ market. Those days, there were no controls, no restrictions in the market. Now you can’t park anywhere; there’s only certain places where you can park. You can’t even park in the market; if you’re caught in the wrong place, [you get a][ hundred dollars fine. If you come a bit late, you waste a quarter of an hour to twenty minutes trying to find a parking place. But when it first opened, you could do anything: park anywhere, in the middle of the road, no one cared. It’s been privatised now, too.

Interviewer:
Yes. Do you find a lot of difference in the quality of fruit that’s sold now in the markets from what it used to be?

Subject:
Yeah. The majority of the fruit is all second-rate now because the growers had their own farm, they used to pack it and send it to the market.  Now their children have come on and they can’t do the work and they don’t want to work so hard; they’re better on the dole. So, they’ve sold out and big combines have bought their farms. So the big combines go there, put pickers on and pick all the apples as they come. Then they put them through a machine and in packing sheds. So, you buy one case of fruit and you’ll find maybe ten per cent are real good, 60-70% are half and half and the rest are not much chop.

Interviewer:
Alright. But you still get up almost every morning to go to the markets. How many times a week do you go?

Subject:
I still go five days a week. 

Interviewer:
Do you?

Subject:
Yeah. Because I buy the stuff as I sell it. One day I’ll have to go for bananas and another day I’ll go for apples and if I can’t find [them], then I’ll have to go in the next day or Wednesday to get the quality that I want. Even though I have my cool-room and everything, I still can’t get the quality like I used to get. They say, “Oh, the other ones come in on Wednesday or Friday”, and I got to pick it up then. Even the apples. I buy good apples, put them in the cool room; as I start running out, I’ll be looking to get some more.

Interviewer:
The fellows at the market, are you sort of as well-known to them now at Flemington as you used to be at Haymarket?

Subject:
No. Now—before, I used to buy big, you see. Now I buy little. And I only mostly go to J. W. Kirkwood there; he knows what I want and what I sell, and if he’s got it, he says, “OK” otherwise: “Come tomorrow”. I went Tuesday morning to get some pears; he said, “Not good enough for you” and I had to go back this morning just to get a case of pears. 

Interviewer:
And were they good enough?

Subject:
Oh, yeah. I don’t worry about the price, you see. I worry about the quality. The price has no effect on me. Either buy them good or don’t have it.

Interviewer:
And you also know all the producers who produce the kind of quality that you like – you can tell from the cases, can’t you?

Subject:
Yeah, the pears I get, I get from the mountains in Victoria. They’re sweet, ripen nicely, and that’s the ones I want but I’ve got to pay top money for them. And I like big fruit. I just pick big fruit; I don’t pick any small fruit because the supermarkets have got all the small fruit.

Interviewer:
So, that’s small fruit with a little bit of marks on it and all that, that’s the second-grade stuff that the supermarkets buy?

Subject:
Yeah. And also (? 13.59) is a good area where I buy. I sell a good pear; they’ve got to pay a dollar and fifty. If I sell a good orange—I’ve been getting my oranges from Narramine they’re very sweet and juicy—they’ve got to pay a dollar and fifty for them, see. No one will ever want to pay that amount of money. And if they want a good Delicious, they got to pay a big one. Or a good crisp Pink Lady – there’re plenty of Pink Lady apples but you can’t get them crisp, juicy and crunchy. If I get a good case of Pink Lady apples, that means I’ve got to pay—I can’t buy it under forty dollars. I can go and buy the same apples from another area for twenty. But they’re no good to me; they’re not crisp and juicy. But the people that want this class of fruit are getting less and less. And I’m not going to handle second-class fruit because then I become like a supermarket and that’s no good, too.

Interviewer:
So, Tom, you were just saying that your fruit sales have gone down but you’re very particular about what you sell.

Subject:
Yeah, that’s right. I only sell the best.  The clientele that do come here, they only want the best and they’re willing to pay for it. Otherwise they go to the supermarket but (?one day, they won’t get them too bad and the other day, it’ll be no good.  15:15) 

Interviewer:
And you’ve never had self-service with fruit…

Subject:
No. Years ago, I wouldn’t let anybody touch my fruit here because the sisters and doctors were too self-conscious. Years ago, I had the fruit here and I used to pick it out and everything. And when the Asians came to Australia and they used to pick the fruit, the customers didn’t like it. The Australian customers didn’t like it. All these people handling all the fruits because they don’t know what germs they’re going to get. Now it’s become common.

Interviewer:
And that personal service isn’t there now?  Even in the fruit shops it’s not there. 

Subject:
No, no, you’re only a number. Particularly with these Asian ones. That’s another thing: the Asians come along and before they buy three apples, they might turn it over, have a look and put it back, squeeze this and squeeze that. Particularly with the peaches and nectars; I don’t put them out the front at all. Because by the end of the day, they’re all bruised and soft and squeezed, particularly if they’re a bit ripe, you know.

Interviewer:
So, “nobody touch the fruit”! (laughs) Alright, Tom, I just want to ask you a couple of things to finish off. Why do you think so many Italians got into the fruit and vegetable business in the first place?

Subject:
Because they were all coming from Italy and that’s all they knew. Most of them had farms in Italy and they came to Australia, and they were willing to work hard and work the hours and they could see that there was a living to be made, with their wives helping them and their kids helping them. They could go daylight to dusk seven days a week, that’s why. My wife’s brother—he was an electrician in Italy—he came to Australia because he couldn’t get a job there; he ended up at the fruit shop. So, you know.

Interviewer:
Did you at any stage resent having to work those long hours?

Subject:
No. It doesn’t worry me. I just love meeting people, I love talking to people and I count my blessings as I am.

Interviewer:
One final question: in the last thirty or so years, Italian food has become very popular in Australia.

Subject:
That’s correct!

Interviewer:
Do you think the Italian fruit shops and Italian fruiterers have got anything to do with the popularity of Italian food in Australia?

Subject:
Well, they have. When I was young, we used to have to buy the spaghetti imported from Italy. By (?Pirelli’s), it was. And when you told the Australian people [about] spaghetti, [they’d say], “Ugh”. Eventually with all the restaurants opening up, they’ve tried it and found out that it’s nice. That’s another thing that’s caused—when all the Italians came here, people started going to Italian food. It’s nice and tasty, better flavour and it’s good because they use tomato sauce and everything like that.

Interviewer:
Most of your customers were Australians, though.

Subject:
Yeah. But that was years ago. They all eat spaghetti now. But those days they didn’t, years and years ago.

Interviewer:
And you didn’t have the kind of vegetables that Italians would go after in your shops, did you? Like eggplants and garlic and endives and that sort of thing.

Subject:
No. I was in an Australian area. And then, supermarkets came up and the big fruit market had come up near where most of the Italians are. Still, this area here, nearly all Australian. There’s only a couple of Italians and not even any Asians, maybe only one or two families.

Interviewer:
What do you see as the future for fruit and vegetables?

Subject:
It’s finished. Eventually the only fruit shops surviving will be like Woolworths & Coles, where people do a one-stop shop. And maybe an odd big fruit market somewhere. But everything else will be just…dying out. They are closing. Every week, they’re closing.

Interviewer:
I’ll tell you what did start happening: about twenty years ago, fifteen years ago, some big fruit barns started popping up. You know, the Italian sellers. But the fruit barns didn’t only have fruits; they had a little delicatessen section, they also had a wine section, a spaghetti section and all those foods imported in from Italy. They had those for a while.

Subject:
Yeah. But now people seem to shop at supermarkets. They’ve got the specials to get the people in and while they’re there…People like to go to the clubs, people like to have their golf; it’s a one-stop shop.

Interviewer:
So, they just don’t spend nearly as much time picking the particular good grade of…

Subject:
Years ago, the man used to go to work, the wife stayed at home. Now they both go to work. They have to both go to work to survive. Because they all want their cars. Now there’s television, washing-machines; all these modern cons, you know.

Interviewer:
Your children didn’t go into fruit shops or fruit shop business. Why?

Subject:
No. Because it was too hard work for them; I didn’t want them to go in. My father didn’t want me going into the fruit shop either. That’s why he wanted me to study as an accountant. Because it was too heavy for him, plus the fact that I wasn’t very well. But that’s what I liked. Why work long hours daylight to dusk when you can work less hours and earn more money? Well, that’s what happening to my daughters. They work less hours and earn more money than me working daylight to dusk. They get their holidays once a year. One’s a school teacher, a science teacher; she gets her holidays and everything. The other one is a pharmacist; she earns good money. She lectures at Sydney University as well. And Rosie works as a pharmacist too, you know. They can earn more money per hour than in a fruit and vegetable shop when things are getting more competitive.

Interviewer:
One last thing. Rosa commented that she learned so many skills in the shop that stood her in good stead in her working life. I wonder if you realise how well-trained your children were in the shop.

Subject:
Yeah, she was because in those days there weren’t the supermarkets and we used to…Easter Eggs.  I used to sell two or three thousand dollars’ worth of Easter Eggs here. You know, put a little chicken on an egg and do this. Well, that’s all skills that they learned. But now I don’t sell an egg at all. Everyone goes to supermarkets and buys them there.

Interviewer:
What about fruit baskets for the hospital?

Subject:
No, no, I don’t make them up at all now.

Interviewer:
But they used to be in for a while.

Subject:
Yeah, for a while they asked for fruit baskets, but now people are not interested. But twenty years ago, they wanted baskets of fruit for the hospital, and this and that. Now they go the big shop, they put crook fruit, all paper underneath and charge about fifty-sixty dollars.

Interviewer:
So, did you used to make fruit baskets?

Subject:
I used to make [them] but now I’ve cut them out right out. Because if I do put good fruit in, they think that I’m robbing them.

Interviewer:
Because it’s going to be so expensive?

Subject:
Yeah. And there’s a time factor that I haven’t got. 

Interviewer:
How did you used to make the fruit baskets?

Subject:
I used to get a basket, take a couple of nice apples, a couple of nice pears, oranges, mandarins, whatever fruit was in season, and then put a few nice leaves from the Camellia tree there. Then, some cellophane paper and a little bit of ribbon. You used to get a good basket of fruit for about fifteen dollars, twenty dollars: the charge for the fruit in the basket.

Interviewer:
And that was good…they were happy to pay…?

Subject:
No, they were happy at, say, ten dollars, fifteen dollars. Not that I made money out of it because I’d charge them for the fruit and for the basket. I didn’t charge them for the time. But now if they ask, I just say, “I’m sorry, we don’t make it” because I only keep good fruit and a basket of fruit costs a lot of money. They’d think I was ripping them off because they think I’ve gone to supermarkets for it. But they don’t realise that the person in the hospital…if the fruit’s not good, it goes in the bin. If it’s good, they’ll eat. And they’re not that way inclined today. They’re more likely to bring them a box of chocolates. 

Interviewer:
Rather than a good basket of fruit? That’s a shame! (laughs)

Subject:
And they say, “Well, if they don’t eat them, they’ll give them to the nurses so the nurses will give them better attention” because they’re all stretched out now. Even the nurses are different from what they used to be years ago. They used to work back and used to be more homely with the patients but now they’ve got too much work and they’ve got too many problems of their own. When their time’s finished, they just go.

Interviewer:
Alright. So in the meantime Tom’s Kiosk is still going to be open until you’re ready to pack it in.

Subject:
Yeah.

Interviewer:
Are you thinking of packing it in anytime soon?

Subject:
No, not really. But if I did go, it’d be a different type of shop altogether because it won’t survive like this, it can’t survive. It’ll have to be—the day I go from here, it’ll have to be more in the food line. Like they’ll have to be a take-away food shop with tables and chairs, cups of coffee, pieces of cake and all that, you know. Years ago, people used to buy papers and magazines; now they buy them at Woolworths or Coles while they’re there. Half the time they’ve read the magazine by the time they get to the checkout so they’ve saved money there, three dollars fifty. The patterns of people are changing. So it’d only be food that’ll do any good. It’s alright for me at my stage of life. But for anybody else, it’d be impractical. No one’s going to work daylight to dusk just because they love it.

Interviewer:
That’s right. What kind of hours do you keep here?

Subject:
I open at seven o’clock in the morning and I close at about half past eight or nine at night. On Saturday and Sunday, I open at nine and I close at about seven. But Monday morning, I’m up at half past four, I’m in the market at five and I’m here until eight o’clock at night. No one’s going to do those hours, I’ll tell you that now. They can’t. They’d be half-dead in the afternoon. That’s another thing. No one can do the work like us oldies. 

Interviewer:
No, nobody would do that now.

Subject:
Today, people are thinking differently. They want their leisure time and they want to go out. I’m just lucky that I got a wife that’s similar to me but if I had another type of wife, I couldn’t do it either. 

Interviewer:
You’d be in trouble!

Subject:
I know! 

Interviewer:
Thank you very much, Tom, I really appreciate your time!

Subject:
That’s OK. If you want anything else, just let me know.

Interviewer:
Ok, Tom, we hadn’t quite finished the interview because there was one another important part that I didn’t get to ask you about and that is while you were working so hard and such long hours in the shops all those years, you did take some breaks?

Subject:
Yeah, I took a break in 1960 for six months. And I took a break in ’78-79 for two years.

Interviewer:
Where did you go when you took a break?

Subject:
I travelled overseas. I did a tour of Europe, England and some parts of America and Mexico.

Interviewer:
And who did you leave here in charge of the shop?

Subject:
I left my sister and my brother-in-law. They had a farm in Shepparton. They used to be in business and then he had a heart attack and they went on the farm. These two years, they leased their farm at Shepparton and then they looked after my shop for two years while I had a break.

Interviewer:
So, that was in 1960?

Subject:
1960 was only six months. 1978-’79, I had a break for two years.

Interviewer:
And how did that feel, after having a break for two years – you had to get back in the shop?

Subject:
Yeah, I had to get back in the shop but I was never much home. Because I took a break in ’78, I think I left in about April and came back in about October or November. Then I went again in February and brought my youngest daughter with me because the year before, she hadn’t finished her uni course, and I said I would take her, and I took her in ’79.

Interviewer:
So, you travelled as a family for two years?

Subject:
Yeah, as a family.

Interviewer:
So, did you travel for the whole of the two years?

Subject:
On and off. We went to America, England, over to Europe…my wife stayed with her brother for a while, down in Italy, the second time we went. We did America.  And about three years ago, we went to Egypt, Israel and Bosnia. And about eighteen months before then, I went to Alaska, Canada and the States. 

(Recording ceased)
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