Rosemarie Demasi, 12th July 2002

Interviewed by Ouranita Karadimas
__________________________________________________________________________

Interviewer:
This is an interview with Rosemarie Demasi. The interview is taking place at 59 Warners Avenue, Bondi. The date is the 12th of July, 2002. The interview is being conducted by Ouranita Karadimas for the Italian Fruit Shops History Project. Rosemarie, could you please, just to start off, say your full name and tell me when and where you were born?

R. Demasi:
My name is Rosemarie Demasi, and I was born on the 9th of January, 1950, in Sydney, at Crowns Street Women’s Hospital, Sydney, Australia.  

Interviewer:
Okay. Thank you.  And what about your parents? Could you tell me their names and when and where they were born?

R. Demasi:
My father, his name was (? 1:19), and he was born in 1912 in a little town – a coastal town in Calabria called Racella Ionica. 

Interviewer:
Okay. How do you spell that?

R. Demasi:
R-A-C-E-L-L-A. Ionica is I-O-N-I-C-A

Interviewer:
And your mother?

R. Demasi:
My mother, she was also, came from the same town. My mum was born in 19- uh, she was five years younger than Dad... Um... Around 1917?  Approximately. Yeah. And her name was Marianna La Bianco. 

Interviewer:
Okay. La Bianco, alright then. Did your parents tell you what their village in Calabria, or their town in Calabria, was like?

R. Demasi:
Ah, yes. I think the main thing about their town in Calabria was the (? Castello 2:12) that was on top of the hill, and they had a – the story goes that they had a saint called Saint Vittorio and he was famous because during the war, and the Turks used to come in and invade the towns along the coast – that out of nowhere, came this soldier and this horse and saved the town. And he is the, the patron saint of Racella, and they celebrate every year... And that was the main thing, and the fact of being a coastal resort; a lot of visitors, especially in summer. Yeah... Yeah, so I think the main claim to fame was the castello and Saint Vittorio, that I remember growing up with, yeah.

Interviewer:
Okay. Did your parents, or did the townspeople, have agricultural properties, or where they involved in agriculture in any way?

R. Demasi:
Yes, they were; some memory, what Mum and Dad often said, was that they lived in the town of Racella, but the land they owned was out of town, and when I was little, they used to talk about spending summers and going out to the um.... with mules to the orchards and actually  when I went to visit Racella myself, the orchard and the land was very, very close; but the way they described it, it always sounded as if they were so far away. So the main thing they were producing was fruit and olives, and they used to make their own oil and, yeah, grow all their own vegetables. But... And they used to sell oil to other people in the town; so they’d make their own oil and sell it. So that was the main thing that I remember that was mentioned, besides all their own salamis and birds and things. 

Interviewer:
Okay. And your parents were – that was their livelihood; that was their..?

R. Demasi:
Yes. Yeah, yeah. I think Dad came out here when he was seventeen, so I don’t think he really worked in the land very much... Mum, she used to tell me stories of her father and of her brother and my aunty, which was Mum’s sister: she used to be on the land, and Mum never liked it, so she stayed home and learned the sewing and the embroidery, and she always used to say that my aunty – her sister – was the one that would go out with the family to help on the land. Yeah. But I didn’t hear much of Dad’s side, because of the fact that, I think, he came out very young. 

Interviewer:
Alright. Did your parents, or did your father talk to you about his first impressions of Australia, and his early experiences in Australia, as a bloke who’d just migrated from Italy?

R. Demasi:
Yeah; yeah, he did. I remember distinctly he first thing he always used to say when he got off the ship at Woolloomooloo – and that’s where all the ships were coming out, and he used to have one room in Woolloomooloo, and he always used to say, “Oh!”, he said, “Woolloomooloo, they’d cut your throat for a quid over there!” (Slight laugh) And he said even then, that was what it was like, and I always used to remember that, in one tiny little room, and he used to leave there at two o’clock in the morning to go and travel to Hurstville, which was the first job he ever had, with a gentleman called Arena who owned a fruit shop in Hurstville. And he always used to say, he used to leave two in the morning to go there, and he wouldn’t get back into his room until about eleven o’clock at night. Yeah. And he always used to say that, I remember distinctly – and he landed straight in Woolloomooloo and he found the first place he could, he could stay in, and was there. 

Interviewer:
Okay. And was that a boarding house, or..?

R. Demasi:
Yeah, it must’ve been, because he kept saying it was a room, and I assume it was a boarding house. He said there was a woman, that you had a lot of other people there – yeah. 

Interviewer:
Okay, so your father was... How did he get out here, as far as being sponsored, or was there someone here who wrote back and invited him over – how did that work? 

R. Demasi:
I can’t – I can’t exactly remember with Dad... I think he had to be sponsored by someone, but I don’t exactly remember who sponsored him, because he sponsored a lot of people; I know that, he then became a sponsor. But all I knew was, he kept mentioning this Mr. Arena that he worked for; now, whether Mr. Arena sponsored him or not, I can’t, I can’t remember, but I can’t think of anyone else who was here in the family, who... Dad was actually one of the first from Racella, that came here. 

Interviewer:
Okay. And he arrived here in 1929?

R. Demasi:
Yeah, approximately – around about 1929, yeah. 

Interviewer:
And what about your mother? When did she arrive? 

R. Demasi:
Yeah, Mum – Mum was on the very first ship that sailed through after the war, after the Second World War. Because just before the World War Two broke out, Dad went back to Italy to get married; he married Mum, he was there for six months, and he left her to come back to Australia. And then the war broke out. So they were separated for ten years! So Mum was left in Racella, living with her in-laws – because in that time she couldn’t go back to live with her parents – so she lived with her in-laws, and, and Dad was here in Australia! And so she came out, and that was the very first ship where civilians could cross – yeah, Mum was on it. 

Interviewer:
All right. So your father went back in about... 1939? 

R. Demasi:
Towards, um – yeah, towards about... They must have been married around 1938, I think... ’37, ’38, yes. 

Interviewer:
All right. So they were married for a little while...

R. Demasi:
Six months, then Dad took off, and she was to follow; he was just going to get the place, the house and everything, and she was to follow. And she never did. 

Interviewer:
Right. Do you know the name of the ship that your mother came out on?

R. Demasi:
No. No, I don’t... I don’t know the first – the one... Nah. And I don’t think I’ve ever seen it written anywhere. 

Interviewer:
Okay. But it was the first –

R. Demasi:
The very first one – she always remembered to say that,: she’d always say, you know, the first one she could get on. 

Interviewer:
Alright. Once your parents were reunited, which must have been around 1949, then..? No?

R. Demasi:
Uh, no... Well, no – it would have been earlier than that, because Mum would have been here around about 1946, ’47? Um, when did the war end? 

Interviewer:
’45. 

R. Demasi:
Yeah, well she would have been here around about ’46 or ’47 because she was here three or four years before I was born. 

Interviewer:
Okay. Alright. When your parents finally got together after all that time, what did they become involved in as far as work, here in Australia? 

R. Demasi:
Well, Dad already owned his own fruit shop. Dad, I think he only worked for Mr. Arena, and when he left the shop in Hurstville, he opened up his own. So, by the time Mum come out – came out – he had his first fruit shop already. 

Interviewer:
Okay. So he was established before he went back to Italy? Working for Mr. Arena in Hurstville – what was your dad’s next step? 

R. Demasi:
Um... That would have been... That would have been to set up his own in Earlwood. And it was a fruit shop that was just opposite the main bus stop there in the central of Earlwood, and I think he was there for quite a few years, and um... I think he was there for about... six years? Because he was there before I was born, and then we didn’t move until I was about four... Yeah. 

Interviewer:
Okay, so... The address of that fruit shop, must be Homer Street..?

R. Demasi:
Yeah, it would have been Homer Street; it was right opposite that main bus stop, right on... Yeah. He sold it to the Gallimi brothers, after... Yeah, I remember that. And I used to go – when we went back to school – I used to go with Francesco Gallimi; he was one of my best friends, ended up being for a while! 
Interviewer:
Okay. Did your father leave the shop with somebody while he went to Italy, or did he sell it or wrap things up and then start again when he came back?

R. Demasi:
Well, he was only in Italy six months, and then he had ten years separated from Mum, so when he actually left and started his own fruit shop, I’m  not – like, when he actually bought that fruit shop, I’m not quite sure of the year. Um, I know that when Mum came it was already established, so there’s a few years there where, you know, I’d just heard that he went from Arena’s to Earlwood. But that’s... There wasn’t anything that I’m aware of, or that I’ve ever remembered Dad mentioning in between. 

Interviewer:
Okay. Alright. Before you were born, did your father and mother, in years later, tell you what the shop was like in those early years –did they talk about it? 

R. Demasi:
Um, yeah – I mean... It was just... Yeah...well, in what way?

Interviewer:
Anything at all; their experiences, stories that they had that they – that would repeatedly come up when they’d refer to the past or to the times when they had the shop at the beginning. 

R. Demasi:
Um, not specifically; I think it was general, it was... They were always very busy – just the general things. Um... Mum... Mum was always – Mum was busy because everyone that worked in the shop with Dad were cousins, nephews, that Dad had helped bring out; so everyone’s first step was that, getting off the ship, Dad giving them a job, starting them off. That’s basically all I remember of those, of Mum and Dad mentioning it. And... In those days, the woman cooked for all the men, so they all had – whether they were related or non-related – they all had breakfast there, lunch there,  and sometimes even their dinner: depended when the shop closed. Mum – I remember Mum just always cooking; and that’s a lot of things I remember Mum saying about the shops! The main thing, that she was always busy; always busy. And my grandmother – Dad’s mum and Dad’s sister that wasn’t married – they always lived with us, so Nana was babysitting and keeping the kids occupied and taking us out to the park, while Mum was at home. Yeah, so that was the main thing I remember Mum always mentioning: how busy they were, and of the hours and the going to the markets and... Yeah, that they used to have to go like the night before or early in the morning and sometimes someone would go with another car; they’d leave the truck there because it was just down in Central, the market. And then they’d leave the truck there, then someone would take it in the next morning, or they’d leave it there at three or four o’clock; it was just... Yeah, as you mentioned before, they had to do that just to get a spot. 

Interviewer:
Right. So you were born when your parents had the shop in Earlwood? 

R. Demasi:
Yes. Yes. 

Interviewer:
Okay... What are your earliest memories of the fruit shop and growing up in the fruit shop? 

(Crosstalk)

R. Demasi:
The lollies! (Laughs) Because every fruit shop had a milk bar at the back, it was always – that was how it was set up; they had the counter at the front, they had the fruit shop. It was always set up in a certain style, and if you go back to a lot of the old fruit shops now, they’re still the same. They’ve got the bench and then they’ve got the mirrors up above and the milk bar is always across the back. So as a little girl, that was like living in paradise, because it was just, go in there and their ample supply of fruit and lollies and milkshakes and drinks and... Yeah that’s, I guess, the main memory, if you had to ask me the first reaction! (laughs)

Interviewer:
Alright. Could you take me on a little visual guided tour though the shop, starting from the front, if I was to stand in front of the shop? What would it look like at the front, and then once I entered, could you describe to me what the shop was like inside?

R. Demasi:
Yeah, yeah. They’d always have, like, Laminex, all the fruit stores; it’s the.... the shelving, the containers that held the fruit. And there was always fruit across the front, and they always had the bar across the front, like a bench, and all the fruit, the best fruit was always packed in the front... I think sometimes they used to have the glass windows, but later on when I got older, my memory was that it was just roller doors. And so the fruit was there against... and then, you’d have – if you were walking in from, off the footpath, they’d always seem to have the vegetables on the left, from memory…? And it was always the potatoes, and the – everything was on the left; and the fruit was always on the right, and it was stacked up. And I think there was always like a display up the top that they didn’t touch; they always got the ones down the bottom, from memory. And the mirrors were back mirrors. And then, you’d have the milk bar and then on the side, you’d have your door that would go into the storeroom where the cool-room was always kept, so they’d have their cool-room and then they’d have the back, where they could unload their stuff, so... yeah. And if there were residences upstairs, there was always access to... Because quite often, we lived upstairs from the fruit shop, so there was always an internal access to get upstairs. Yep.

Interviewer:
Okay. Can you tell me what types of fruits and vegetables were sold, from what you remember? Just from what you remember. 

R. Demasi:
All types! Um, everything; as it is now... Apples, oranges, mandarins, grapes, cherries... all the standard vegetables. There was also – because a lot of the people at the market were growers and they were Italian, too, I mean, it was a very big Italian – and Chinese: it was basically Italian and Chinese at the markets, from memory, remembering... so there was also lots of vegetables that Australians never had, that we Italians used to use, and things like... the Italian lettuce, which endive now; it’s recognised as endive. Eggplants, artichokes; I remember those, and I remember those things that the Australians didn’t use at all, but they were very... they were always there in the fruit shop. 

Interviewer:
Okay. So, garlic as well, I guess? 

R. Demasi:
Um... Well, there would be; yes, yes. 

Interviewer:
So you did cater for Italian customers? 

R. Demasi:
Yes... Look, everywhere Dad had fruit shops, the majority of customers were Australians, yeah. Because he had them – he didn’t have one: he’d sell, he’d open up another one in another suburb, so, we did do a little bit of moving around Sydney, but it was never really anywhere that was really Italian-based. 

Interviewer:
Alright. So what was Earlwood like in the years that you were growing up there? 

R. Demasi:
Oh, I...I... (Pause) Pretty much how it is now! (laughs)

Interviewer:
I’m just trying to see if, you know – 

R. Demasi:
It really hasn’t.... I drove down Earlwood a couple of months ago, the first time in a long time, and it really has not changed very much. We left Earlwood and Dad built a shop at Clempton Park, which was not very far, and we used to go to school at Our Lady of Lourdes; I guess my recollection of Earlwood was more based on that time than the first time, because I was too young... And it was more based on that. And really, Earlwood has not changed much at all in all these years! 
Interviewer:
Okay. What about people-wise? There would have been a much bigger Australian population at the time that you – in the early years, those late forties, early fifties? 

R. Demasi:
Oh, yeah. Yes. The tram – I remember the tram was running in Earlwood; that was the only difference. Um, yeah, the population would have been mainly – and as I said, because Dad opened up shops that were not really where a lot of Italians were, we went to school there and basically it was the majority of people we would go to school with were Australians, and we would be about the only Italians in the school or, you know, very few. Yep.

Interviewer:
Okay. Alright, so could you tell me basically a mini chronology of your Dad’s story in the fruit shops, from those early years in Earlwood, and then you mentioned that he went to Clempton Park – could you give me a bit of a rundown of his career in the fruit shops from the late forties, early fifties, and onwards?

R. Demasi:
Yeah, um... I can; I can’t specifically remember in years, but-

Interviewer:
That’s okay; just a bit of a running story.

R. Demasi:
Yep, yep. We went from Earlwood and then, I think from memory then he opened up – and when I say, opened up, apart from Earlwood, he built everything himself. He actually built the building, so it was like – I think he considered it a little bit of a hobby; he was owner-builder.

Interviewer:
Can I interrupt you there? Sorry, before we go any further, the shop at Earlwood: was that already built..?

R. Demasi:
Yes, it would have had to been, because I don’t remember Dad ever saying that he built that one. Every other one, he would have built, he built from...yes. So, if we go from Earlwood, then he went to Clempton Park, and that was like a whole corner – a huge big shop – and it was on the corner, and um... And it was also a couple of other shops with it: there was a butcher and there was...There was a butcher and there was another shop also along the side, and I remember there was a flat and a dentist upstairs, and we lived at the back; there was a single-storey house at the back.

Interviewer:
Okay, so your father built that building on the corner? The whole building?

R. Demasi:
Yes – the whole building. The whole building. Um, so yeah... And, yeah, I remember there was – I think another office and a dentist and a flat, and as I said, the house at the back, and there was all... I mean, there were all these children playing with fruit-boxes because that was our tables and, you know, we’d always; there was a form of using them as a plaything! Yeah, and after that...I’m just trying to think where he went after that – he would have gone after that to Yagoona. Yes. There’s Yagoona, and he built the shop there with a residence upstairs, and it was just a single shop, because, I remember that because that was one of the places I first, one of my first years of school was at Yagoona – and I guess I relate them to my times of schooling, and I moved schools a lot. And... Yeah, and what else, um..? 

Interviewer:
So by the time your father was in Yagoona, you would have been around seven, eight?

R. Demasi:
Five? Yeah. About five-ish? Five, six? Yeah, I think so; yes. And then from there we went to Clempton Park – then it was Clempton Park; yes, then it was Clempton Park, because... I’m getting – I’m just trying to remember my dates here – I’m getting a little bit confused... 

Interviewer:
So it was Earlwood then Yagoona then Clempton Park?

R. Demasi:
Um... There was definitely Earlwood – no, there must have been something else in between, because I was already... I’m just trying to remember now. (Pause) Um...

(Recording paused)

Interviewer:
Okay Rosemarie, in the break we were just talking about the progression of shops that your father had. Could we basically summarise it by saying that he was an entrepreneurial kind of a man? 

R. Demasi:
Mm; that’s right.

Interviewer:
With a lot of initiative, who didn’t rent the premises that he ran – 

R. Demasi:
Yes, that’s correct.

Interviewer:
He bought land, built the fruit shop – 
R. Demasi:
That’s correct. 

Interviewer:
And then, after a while, sold and moved on. 

R. Demasi:
That’s correct. Yes; that’s correct. 

Interviewer:
Okay. Now – let’s take, for example, Clempton Park, which you were – at that stage you were in preschool, or just about school age? Could you tell me a little bit about the residence where you lived in relation to the fruit shop? You said that there was the large – the fruit shop on the corner, and the family lived in the residence behind..

R. Demasi:
At the back, yes.

Interviewer:
Was it directly linked to the shop?

R. Demasi:
There was – it was joined by a corridor that had the stairs that went upstairs to the flat and to the office and professional suites upstairs. So you actually walked in – there was a wide... I remember having a wide staircase, a double door, and then you’d walk in and our door to our house was on the left; then the stairs were in front of you, that went upstairs. And then, the house consisted of... You’d sort of, once you walked in the door, it sort of had maybe three – I can’t remember if it had three bedrooms first? And then it had a lounge-room and there was a kitchen off the lounge-room there, and then from there, there was a great big sun-room right at the back, and that went into the – a concrete yard. No such things as lawns! All concreted; and I remember the laundry was outside, with the big copper and the concrete troughs and the wringer. Yeah. And I remember because Mum always had some help around the place and she had a lady that used to come and help do the washing, because in those days it was pulling them out of the copper and putting them through the wringer and stuff, and with Mum working – cooking and everything – yeah, she always had someone around that was doing, helping her with the housework. 

Interviewer:
Okay. So from what you just told me, I gather that both your mother and father ran the shop together and worked in it together?

R. Demasi:
Um, Mum really didn’t work in the shop very much; Dad’s English was excellent: Dad could read and write. Mum, I think, in the later years, her English got better, and as we grew up and went to school, her English got better. But I don’t think... I don’t think Mum ever really took formal lessons of how to speak, so... I don’t... I don’t remember Mum in the fruit shop very much; no, that’s something that I just – my memory doesn’t... no it doesn’t... I remember her in the kitchen; I remember her cooking; I don’t remember Mum in the fruit shop!
Interviewer:
Alright. With the fruit shop in Clempton Park, did your father employ other Italians or other staff to help out? 

R. Demasi:
Oh yes – yeah, he always had; and he always had quite a few people working for him, because all his locations were really busy locations, and he was always very busy. A lot of the times, in those days, I think the Italians tend to employ relatives. Family members, or good friends, or definitely someone from Racella, from the same town, that they knew... That was always, I guess, the way they used to have... Yeah, majority. Sometimes they’d have what they’d – I guess – term as ‘outsider’, but not very often. I remember in the shop at Clempton Park, though, there was a lady; the women working in the shop were the Australians. And I do remember that there was this... There was always an Australian lady working there. Yes, I do. Because I remember we went to her – this lady’s daughter’s – wedding, she invited us.  I remember, and I was little. 

Interviewer:
Okay. Those young men that worked in the shop – were some of those young men sponsored by your father to come out? Or were they sort of acquaintances that they gave a job to?

R. Demasi:
No, no; the majority of them would have been nephews. I remember distinctly, you know, two, a couple of them would have been my mother’s nephews, and a couple were Dad’s cousins, and he would have sponsored all of them to come out, yes. 

Interviewer:
Okay, alright. Did you help in the shop at – or did you do any kind of serving, or helping stack fruit or pack fruit or clean, or any of that sort of thing in the shop?

R. Demasi:
As soon as Dad tried to teach me, but I couldn’t count fast enough! Because in those days, they didn’t have a cashier; they had these... these little tiny note-pads, and as someone bought something, they’d write the price on the note-pad, and then they’d stand there and calculate all these figures in their head! And I could never do that! And Dad was excellent at that, and I think I tried it once and poor Dad gave up on me – I couldn’t count! But that’s what they did; they just used to count them all down and write it, and then…

(Side B)

R. Demasi:
…the little ticket would go in the box with the fruit, and off it would go: so that was their docket.

Interviewer:
Right. Okay. What about any memories of your dad doing the market, going to the market? Could you tell me about that? What do you remember about that?

R. Demasi:
Yes, yes... I remember, of course, as I mentioned earlier, that when Dad was connected with the fruit shops, the markets were at Central, where Paddy’s Market is now. And I remember that Dad would – he would either go down and take the truck very, very early in the morning; or one of the boys that worked for him would go down and then Dad would go and do the buying. And sometimes they’d... Someone would give someone a lift, they’d leave the truck there overnight, and they’d come – or, sorry, not overnight, but they’d leave it there from, sort of, you know, ten, eleven, at night, and then come back and then go about four in the morning, whenever, to do the buying. I remember sometimes Dad would take me down with him, but not at four in the morning; if he had business to do down at the markets and he would take me down, and the noise and the wheelbarrows and all the men with, you know, the leather aprons, and the delicatessens, the Italian delicatessens. I remember the one in the corner and Dad always used to go in there, and he used to buy all the salamis and the (? Brevaloni 3:51) and the olive oil, all from this...and the shop is still there, and it’s now a Chinese shop: it’s the one right in the corner, where you turn off George Street, and you turn heading towards Paddy’s Market and then you do a left, and the road splits in two; one goes up to the UTS Library, and the other one goes...well there’s a shop right there on the corner – the delicatessen – and that’s where Dad used to buy a lot of the Italian goods. And he used to bring them home, like when he was at the market, he used to bring them home, and yeah, get from there... So I remember the smells and the aromas... Yeah, yeah.

Interviewer:
Rosemarie, in any of the fruit shops that your father had and that you had experience of, did you come across any negative attitudes towards Italians from customers, or from people in the neighbourhood?

R. Demasi:
No; not to do with the fruit shop. Not that I recall... (Pause) Um... No, I... Dad, I think, always got on well with everyone, and I don’t recall Dad ever having any problems, um... No, um... I’m just trying to think if there were any – I myself don’t remember a lot of negative things. I’ve never personally had a really bad experience, um... No, I don’t really. I don’t – I think Dad always, um... Yeah, he (was) always believed to be fair; he always used to have top-quality fruit and vegetables, and I was saying to my daughter before you came, he used to get in there and he used to call out, and, you know, “Specials! Specials! We’ve got a special on today!” All this, and the whole shop, it was, you know – he was always doing stuff like that. So, he was always liked and very well-respected where he went, and even at his funeral, the church in Caringbah, some of the ladies in the choir were his customers! And, um, yeah, so... He was always well-liked and respected. 

Interview:
Okay. After Clempton Park and Yagoona, and at Yagoona he built, again, he built the shop – had the shop built from scratch; where did he go after that and what kind of time are we looking at, years?

R. Demasi:
I think he was only in Yagoona for a couple of years; I don’t think he was there very long, and I think from there – I’m just trying to think where he went from there, I... we... his next shop was Caringbah: Port Hacking Road in Caringbah. And there again there was actually a flat downstairs for his mum and then we were upstairs. And I think we were there for a while, and then he built – he actually built a couple of houses up the road and we didn’t live in shops anymore, so Port Hacking Road was actually the last time we ever lived on top of a fruit shop... And Dad was there for about – oh I’m just trying to think how long he was there for?  He was there for a few years, and when I say a few years, maybe, what, five, maybe? Yes, something like that. And I think he sold that business to a cousin of his that has always worked with Dad. Yeah. 

Interviewer:
Okay. And the other businesses, he sold those to Italians as well?

R. Demasi:
Yes, yes. And basically to the shop in Clempton Park was sold to my mum’s nephews, who were working there; they took it on. And they own the... they were there for many, many, many years – probably close to nearly fifteen years or twenty years, they continued the business there. And (? 8:55), I can’t remember who he sold that to, so it wasn’t family; so it was to probably another Italian, but I don’t recall who that Italian person was. And the same with Earlwood, I think, going back – he sold it to the Gallini brothers, I know that. And I’m just trying to think what else... In between that time, actually I’ve just recalled: he had a shop at Crows Nest, and this was a very, very short time, and he didn’t build this property; it was down further, it was down... it was off the road, I remember you could park your car inside – or not inside, but in front, off the footpath. And it didn’t have any residence, because sometimes he’d take me with him for Saturday and I remember, sort of, you know, boiling up some water and making a bit of soup or something... It was down near, opposite where Freedom is now, that end of Crows Nest, and Dad was there for a very short time, but I definitely... And that was a rented premises. Um, yeah... I think that’s just about it; that’s about all the shops he’s had!

Interviewer:
Okay. That’s enough! (Laughs) So you mentioned earlier that you moved around quite a bit schools-wise; when you got to sort of late primary, early high school, your father was still in the fruit shops?

R. Demasi:
Yes; he got out of it, I think around the time of late primary, because I was at Lady of Fatima at Caringbah, then I went to Lady of Mercy at (? Burraneer 10:40), and by that time I think that was... Dad had sort of just got out of the business, because one of the health problems that he had – and that was one that had been caused through all the years of working through the fruit shop – that was hernia, of lifting heavy boxes and a lot of work... That’s what it boiled down to, anyway. And through that he decided he wouldn’t work in the shop anymore, and that was, um... that would have been around the early to mid sixties, and that would have been the last time, yeah. Because I think Dad was about nearly forty when I was born, so yeah. 

Interviewer:
Okay. (Pause) Did your father and/or your mother ever talk about resenting having to work such long hours? Particularly your father – did he at any stage really express resentment that he had had to work so hard for so many years, such long hours, to achieve his success?

R. Demasi:
I don’t think resentment; I think Dad was always proud of what he did. I don’t think resentment was all like that... I think probably Mum sometimes was tired of always cooking and having to be there and... But no, not Dad. He was very proud of what he did, and he considered that he did it very, very well. So no, I don’t think there was ever resentment. And as he got older, I think he was also, you know, boasting of what – he would always boast of what he had done and what he had been able to achieve, landing in Australia at seventeen with, with nothing and... Yeah, and no; it was never, ever resentment. No: it was a very, a great pride in what he did. 

Interviewer:
With the fruit shops, was there ever an occasion where Australian customers would come in and ask about how to cook, or what you did, with Italian vegetables?

R. Demasi:
Now you’re asking a... 

Interviewer:
Did you ever come across an experience like that, when someone would come in and go, “Oh, you know, what’s that spaghetti?” or, “How would I..?”

(Crosstalk)

R. Demasi:
I’m not sure – I’m sure it did, I’m sure it did, but I don’t think I would ever... I don’t think I was ever really in the shops enough to actually physically hear it myself; but I think that... (Pause) I would assume so, but I would be really lying to say, ‘Yes, it actually did happen’, because I didn’t actually hear anything myself; no. 

Interviewer:
OK. So... why do you think so many Italians got into the fruit and vegetable shops in the first place?

R. Demasi:
Good question. I think that’s... I think the opportunity was there. It’s like Dad, I mean, he got the chance to work, and it was a fruit and vegetable. And I think coming too, maybe, from the country and growing produce, that they all had an affinity with it, and then it (? 14:40) because, like Dad, other people would come out and be sponsored someone would go and give them a job, so yeah sure, you know, like nephews and relatives that were coming, and they’d just be given a job, and then that would be it; I mean, that’s where they stayed. And they didn’t really know anything else or where to go, unless they just broke that cycle! So, really it became – I would assume – it almost became like a cycle, that that’s where they came, that’s where they first got off the boat, that’s the first job, so they just carried on with it. 

Interviewer:
At the time that your father was finishing up in the fruit shops, so I guess we’re talking about late sixties now? 

R. Demasi:
Mm... no, I would say it’d be mid-sixties, around the mid-sixties. 

Interviewer:
Mid-sixties, okay. At that time, do you ever recall him mentioning that the fruit shops were slowly declining because, perhaps, the bigger supermarkets were coming in? Was there any of that sort of talk around?

R. Demasi:
No; not at the stage when he was in the fruit shops, because at that stage, the large shopping centres hadn’t really come in. That greengrocer, that main shopping centre was still the shopping centre; so not in Dad’s time. I think that sort of happened, um... That happened later on, but then, there are a lot of Italians that are still there in fruit shops, and I think that... Now it’s, they are competing, but then a lot of Italians are opening up fruit shops inside the shopping centres; it’s like you can’t beat them, so join them: you go inside, because that’s where the trade is. And you find now, you know, a lot of other – people from other nationalities, of course, are going into fruit shops and things like that, but the greengrocer... Dad’s shop in Port Hacking Road, I think his cousin or his cousin’s family probably still have it! And they’ve had it for years, you know, and it’s still there, it’s... Clempton Park, I think, when I went past last time; it’s still a fruit shop. Well, when I went past last time, anyway... And I can’t remember the one in Earlwood, but yeah, some of them are still fruit shops, so the demand is there... Yes. 

Interviewer:
That’s really interesting because... the general, sort of, the general consensus is that fruit shops, Italian fruit shops, have really declined over the last, let’s say thirty years, with the advent of the big supermarkets and the big shopping malls, and those corner-shops and fruit shops... The number has really gone into decline. 

R. Demasi:
It probably has; but I think that it’s also because the older generation that worked in the fruit shop have gone: they’ve retired. And the younger – it was very important for people of my Dad’s era that their children do something else; now, the fruit shop was the last place was they wanted their children to carry on with. They wanted their children to have a better education, so their children did not necessarily always continue with the fruit shop, so I think you find that the decline could also be attributed to that; that all their children have gone on, maybe to be doctors, or to have other careers, and... Yeah, I think one of the things probably is that a lot of the fruit-shoppers thought that they wanted better for their children, and better education and things that they didn’t have, from their little home town, because they had to finish school at eleven or twelve, and then work in the field, and go... You know, take the mule and go and get water, or whatever it was they had to do in their town, that they always wanted better, so a lot of their children just went on and studied. 

Interviewer:
Sure, OK. Over the last thirty years, Italian food has become very, very popular – never used to be. What do you think of the popularity of Italian food in Australia now? 

R. Demasi:
It’s great! Fantastic – I mean, when I was going to school, it was like, you know, you’d take a salami sandwich, and everyone would be, “Oh, yuk! What’s that?” Or, you know, a frittata – you know, we used to have them all the time, now it’s great; before it was all, “Er, what is that?” So it was always uncomfortable going to school and taking this Italian food and no one knew what it was and everyone said, “Oh, yuk! What’s that smell?” or whatever they’d say to you, whereas now, it’s... everyone has it! It’s great, and it’s not just Italian food, it’s all nationalities, all the food now; we’ve recognised, you know, it’s great. 

Interviewer:
I’m just wondering if there’s any connection between the Italians and their fruit shops and the popularity of Italian food now in Australia? I’m not sure that there’s a direct connection; how do you see it? 

R. Demasi:
(Pause) I think probably the fruit-shoppers have something there in front of people long enough, somebody’s going to discover it; but no, I think it’s probably more travel, that people are travelling abroad more. There, they are tasting the foods of all these other countries, and it’s being brought here, although you find that – I’ve been to Italy, and I was so surprised: a pizza in Italy is nothing like a pizza in Australia. It’s almost like we have bastardised the food! It’s nothing like it. And that’s quite surprised me, you know, the difference; even though we’re calling something the same, here and in Italy, but it’s very different... But yeah, but no, I’d say it’s more travel; it’s more the open-mindedness of people that have accepted all the food, and of course it’s always been here: eggplants have always been here. As a child I remember having eggplants and artichokes and all these foods... Yeah. 

Interviewer:
Okay. From your stories and what you’ve told me, it seems that you consider that your father made a really significant contribution to the Italian community, and to Australian small business. How would you basically summarise your father’s contribution to those areas? 

R. Demasi:
Um... 

(Recording paused)

Interviewer:
Okay, just before the break I had asked you to see if you can put in a nutshell for me your dad’s – the importance of your father’s contributions to the Italian community and to Australian small business and Italian fruit shops? 

R. Demasi:
Um... Well, it’s a bit hard to say because it’s... As I was growing up, it was just acceptance of Dad; I really didn’t really give it much thought as to what his importance was. I knew Dad was important to, within the Italian community; and I knew that Dad was highly respected within that community, because of things that he did and people he helped and people that would come and ask his advice, and would come to him and say, “Oh, you know, I need a loan.” And Dad would go to the bank and help them, so Dad was kind of like a source of help to a lot of people, and I kind of thought of Dad as, ‘Yeah, people must think he’s important!’ You know? But that was it and I guess looking back, and looking back as a grown-up, mature adult, I guess within the community, yeah, he did achieve a lot. And he left a legacy that I think as children of his, we can be really proud of him... Yeah. Yeah, that’s basically putting it in a nutshell when you think about it; that he was always fair and just and there to help and proud of what he did. Yeah. 

Interviewer:
Well, that’s wonderful. Can I say thank you very much for a wonderful interview? 

R. Demasi:
Thank you. 

Interviewer:
And I appreciate you taking the time to share all that information and all those memories. 

R. Demasi:
Oh thank you, it was my pleasure; I’m quite sure wherever Dad is, he’s going to be... yeah, he’s pleased that we’ve done it. 

Interviewer:
That’s great. Thank you. 

R. Demasi:
Thank you very much. 

(Recording ceased)
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