Angela De Angelis, 12th September 2001

Interviewed by Mirella Dimarco
__________________________________________________________________________

Interviewer:
This is an interview with Angela De Angelis, whose parents operated a fruit shop in Rose Bay and Condell Park.  Angela and her brother were very young, and grew up in the fruit shop business.  Angela, tell me about yourself.  When were you born?  Were?

Subject:
I was born in Bankstown in 1956.  I had Italian parents.  And I basically was born in the fruit shop!

Interviewer:
When did your parents come to Australia?

Subject:
My Dad first came to Australia in 1950, and stayed here for a few years, working with his sister in a fruit shop.  He worked at Doonside and Condell Park.  Then he went back overseas in 1954.  He married my mother in 1955.  June 1955.

Interviewer:
Angela, tell me about your parents.  Where were they from?  When were they born?

Subject:
My mother and father were both from a small town in Calabria, (?Provincia )called Casignana, which is about five kilometers from the coast. A small town on the mountainside.  A beautiful old town!  And my father was born in 1940.  He started the War!  And my mother was born in 1945.  She ended it!  

Interviewer:
And why did they decide to migrate?

Subject:
I think my father decided to come and have a look at Australia, because his older sister was here, and his mother died when he was quite young.  But I think it started out more as…my dad didn’t (?).  I don’t think he really had a need to migrate, because his parents – well, his father was quite well-off there.  My mother, when she got married, obviously went with her husband.  I think their plan was, “We’ll go to Australia after we’re married, stay a few years, make some money and come back and live very, very comfortably.” 

Interviewer:
And tell me, how did they come to Australia?  Were they government-assisted, or self-funded?

Subject:
No, they were self-funded.  My father always said that he’d paid for my mother’s trip!  And it was all off their own back.  There was no government assistance at all.

Interviewer:
What was your involvement with fruit shops?

Subject:
As I said before, I was practically born in the fruit shop.  My father started working in 1960 with his sister, and he continued working in that fruit shop with her for fifteen years, so when I was born my dad was always in a fruit shop, and I was always there…it was a family-run business, so we were always at the fruit shop after school, we’d go to the fruit shop, pass by, help if we could, go home…holidays were in the fruit shop, helping to pack potatoes and onions.  Mucking around in the back, amongst the fruit boxes and drink boxes!  You could say I was very heavily involved in the fruit shop.

Interviewer:
Tell me, did the business already exist?  

Subject:
No.  The business at Condell Park that my parents ran for about a year when my aunty went overseas, was set up by my uncle.  He started that business.  But the business at Rose Bay that we ran for about two years was already set up there, and from what I understand, it had been there for a very, very long time.  The people who ran it before us were (?), they came from the same place as my parents came from, and they then sold the business to my godfather, and he then was looking for a partner, so my father decided to go into business with him.

Interviewer:
Did you also sell smallgoods?

Subject:
At Condell Park it was a fruit shop and milk bar, but as far as I can remember, no, they never, ever sold smallgoods.  They sold drinks, they used to make milkshakes, they used to sell ice creams, sell lollies…they had beautiful Easter egg displays at Easter time.  The milk bar was on one side of the shop and the fruit and vegetables were on the other side of the shop.  At Rose Bay it was purely fruit.  Just fruit.  It was a very, very small shop, and you couldn’t move – you were just surrounded by fruit.

Interviewer:
Who else, apart from relatives,  worked in the fruit shop?

Subject:
It was basically just relatives.  At Condell Park, when my parents had the shop at Condell Park, we used to have a lady come and help us on Thursday and Friday, and she was Sicilian – she was born here, but her parents were Sicilian.  She just used to come and help.  But otherwise, in both shops it was just purely family. My parents, my aunty,  my uncle, my godfather, my godmother…and the kids!  All the kids used to pitch in whenever they could.

Interviewer:
And can you remember what was your mother’s role in the fruit shop?

Subject:
My mother’s role at Rose Bay was basically to get up very early – she’d be up before six – and she’d go to the shop at about (?six) o’clock, tidy up and make sure everything was tidy, and then she would do a bit of packing, make sure everything was in order.  If customers came in, she would serve the customers, take orders…that was basically her role, to serve customers and make sure everything was in order, and tidy and neat, and do whatever she could, wherever she could.

Interviewer:
And obviously your father had a much bigger role.  Can you tell us about his role in the fruit shop?

Subject:
My father’s role in the fruit shop was also to get up very, very early and – I’ll tell you a little bit about Condell Park first.  I remember, as a child, my father would wake up at one o’clock in the morning and go with my uncle to the Haymarket, where the markets were in Sydney.  So my mum would bundle us off to bed – it was a (?security thing), I think, in those days, and he’d leave at one o’clock in the morning.  Then they’d get home from the markets at about seven or eight o’clock, unload the truck, take all the stuff into the back or into the coolroom – later on it was the coolroom, because they never had coolrooms before the seventies, I’d say.  And then they’d start packing the shop, putting all the fruit out on the stand.  Of course, there was always cleaning up to do, and because then – serving customers…and then because they also had the milk bar, you’d be forever packing and unpacking drinks, and taking orders from…in those days,  they used to have people delivering potatoes and pumpkins.  They never used to buy those at the markets.  They used to have special trucks come around and deliver them at the fruit shop, so they’d be taking orders and they’d be fixing boxes in the back…it was non-stop, all the time.  Yeah.  When we moved to Rose Bay it was a little bit different because my godfather would go and do the market side of it, and Dad would get up very early in the morning – we had a coolroom in the back – we actually lived at Rose Bay, there was a residence – and in the back, in the garage, there was a coolroom, so he’d be going backwards and forwards from the coolroom, ferrying fruit and vegetables and fixing the shop up, ready for the day’s business.  And then when my godfather came back from the market they’d unpack the truck together and fix up the coolroom, fix up whatever had to be fixed up, and start their day’s business, fixing the fruit and serving customers when they could.  They were always busy, always on the move.  Never stopping.  Also, at Rose Bay, you’d be in the shop until seven, eight, even nine o’clock at night sometimes, just doing displays and fixing things…always on the go.  

Interviewer:
Now, obviously, as a young child – how often did you work in the shop?

Subject:
Well, as I said, when I started school my mother would pick us up from school and we’d always walk past Condell Park fruit shop, and we’d stay there for an hour or two after school.  My mother would help pack and do whatever the adults were doing, and we’d always be at the lolly counter or having an ice cream, or…that sort of thing!  So I don’t know if we were really helping, but we were always there!  As we got older, we always – in our holidays we’d always be at the shop, and we’d pack potatoes and pack tomatoes and onions.  We were always doing something.  I can remember as a seven-year-old I used to serve in the shop and people would say, “You’re going to make a mistake!  You may not be able to work this out…” but I was quite capable.  I used to stand on the old drink boxes so that I could press the till – it was one of those old tills where you had to hold down the keys and press really hard to open it.  

Interviewer:
And did you get paid for working in the shop?

Subject:
My uncle used to say, “Oh, come and help us unload the truck and I’ll give you fifty cents!”  Or a dollar.  He used to give us something for helping out.  I don’t know if we were a real help!  But we certainly used to pack the potatoes.  That was a big help for them.  They used to come covered in potato dust.  It was revolting.  (?) (laughs)

Interviewer:
And tell me, how important were family members as a source of cheap or unpaid labour to the success of the business?

Subject:
I’d say they were very, very important.  As I was just saying to you about the potato packing, my cousins and I were always there.  Always in the shop, doing something.  If we weren’t cleaning the back, we were packing potatoes, or taking boxes out from the side, or fixing up the lolly counter (laughs)…we were always doing something.  And my aunty and uncle, my mother and my father, were practically (?living there).  They were the people who ran the shop.

Interviewer:
And as other relatives arrived from overseas, did they work in the shop?

Subject:
Yes.  Well, my father went into the shop straight away, as soon as he came from overseas.  My mother did the same.  And other family members did come into the shop.  They spoke very little English.  As soon as they got here from Italy they were sort of set up there, and moved on to other places.

Interviewer:
Can you describe a typical day in the shop for you, as a child?

Subject:
Well, at Rose Bay…I really wasn’t allowed in the shop at Rose Bay, which was really different.  As I said, we used to live behind the shop.  We actually moved into the residence behind the shop, and we had to be very quiet.  My mother would go into the shop early so it was up to us to make our breakfast and get ourselves ready for school.  We’d go off to school…and we used to have a lot of orders in the shop at Rose Bay.  We’d sometimes help put together the orders, but other than that we weren’t really allowed in the shop.  But at Condell Park it was much more fun, because we were allowed to do basically whatever we wanted to do!  And we didn’t live there, so it was a little bit of a novelty.  We’d go – perhaps a day in the holidays would be: get to the shop by eight o’clock, help them unpack the truck, then we’d go out and have a little play in the backyard with the bottles and whatever, the boxes, and then perhaps we’d do some packing, have lunch, do some other little jobs around, and then we’d be ferried off home because I think the adults probably would have had enough of us by then! (laughs) 

Interviewer:
And did the shop stay open for longer hours?

Subject:
At Condell Park it was a lock-up shop, so basically at six, six-thirty, they were home.  I remember when they extended the shopping hours on Thursday night.  There was a big, “Shall we?  Will we?  Won’t we?  What are we going to do?”  And I think they decided to stay open until seven on Thursday nights.  And they also used to open all day on Saturday and half day Sunday.  So they were open for very long hours.  But Sunday afternoon was a family day.  My aunty and my uncle and my father and my mother would always make sure that we kids went somewhere.  We’d either go on a picnic or to a park or to the beach or visiting relatives.  But at Rose Bay it was a little different, because we were actually living there, my parents would actually work much longer hours.  Sometimes they’d actually be in the shop until nine o’clock at night.  Sometimes my dad would come in and have dinner about seven, and then go back into the shop and finish things off.  It was quite different.  We were also open only for a few hours on Sunday morning there, but otherwise it was more or less an eighteen hour day.

Interviewer:
And obviously, as new migrants, were there any difficulties that you can remember that your parents experienced, or your aunty and uncle experienced in communicating with people?

Subject:
Oh, they had their funny stories about getting some words mixed up.  My father tells a story about when he first started in the shop, someone came in and asked if he had any spuds.  He’d only been here for a week or so an he said, “No, we don’t have – no, no spuds!”  And then my aunty said, “What do you mean?” You know?  “Spud means potato!”  I’m sure they had some difficulty when they first started out. 

Interviewer:
And what can you remember was the attitude of the locals towards you being Italian?

Subject:
I never remember any animosity or anyone making us aware that we were different.  But I think the Australians at Condell Park really accepted the (?) – they were the only Italians in that area, and they always welcomed them. Still today, they still talk about “Bruno’s fruit shop”.  There’s never been any problem.  They were very welcoming.

Interviewer:
So you don’t really remember experiencing any racism or racist remarks?

Subject:
No, never.  Perhaps at school once: “You’re Italian!”  but nothing derogatory.

Interviewer:
And why do you think so many Italians went into the fruit and vegetable shops in those days?

Subject:
I think they had the basis of the…the migrants that came out in that era were all, probably, agricultural – most of them were agricultural workers, and they had that base.  Probably (?) at home, working with fruit and vegetables, so I think they all went into that area.  And I also think that once the first one started, then the friend would follow suit, and it grew in that way.  I also think they wanted to do some sort of work where they could have their family around them, and they thought that getting into a family business was the best way to go.  Italians also are probably not afraid of working long – working hard.  So, the family, working long, hard hours – it was probably best to be in a business like a fruit shop.

Interviewer:
And do you have any other interesting memories of the fruit shop?

Subject:
Well,  as children we were always at the shop, so it didn’t give us much leeway to have other children around us.  We had each other.  I had my two cousins and my brother.  We played wonderful games in the back amongst the boxes, and we’d stick the hose down the milk bottles and have it squirt up in our faces…we were always doing something, but I think perhaps we missed out in other ways.  Inviting friends home, and that’s sort of thing…other interesting facts…I remember things like the adults wanting to check our weight, and instead of going to the baby health centre, they’d put us on the scales in the fruit shop! (laughs) “Oh, yes, you’re fourteen pounds today!  Sixteen pounds!”  So that’s an interesting memory.  Just, customers…we were always approached by customers.  Talk to the customers and joke around with the customers, so that was a nice memory to have…because my parents worked such long hours, when we were very small they used to send us across the road to an Australian family, the Pollards, and that’s become an interesting memory for me because we’ve remained friends all these years.  And Polly, which was the mother, used to read me stories and she used to cook me Australian-type food like peas and mashed potato and roast lamb and jelly and ice cream…she was like my grandmother.  My grandmother was in Italy, so I had Polly as my grandmother.  And Dad Pollard built us a cubbyhouse, and we used to go and play in the cubbyhouse, which was great fun.  So we had an interesting childhood.  Very interesting.  

Interviewer:
That’s lovely, Angela!  Thank you very much for your time.  Thanks again, Angela.

(Recording ceased)
___________________________________________________________________________________
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