Giuseppe Fin, 20th February 2001

Interviewed by Francesca Musico
__________________________________________________________________________

Interviewer:
Sydney’s Italian Fruit Shops Project. Interview with Joe Fin, on the 20th of February, 2001, at Co.As.It, Leichhardt. Interviewer: Francesca Musico.

(Recording unclear)

Interviewer:
Now, whereabouts did you have your fruit shops? How did you get started into the fruit game?

Subject:
The idea actually of the fruit game came from my brother-in-law. My brother-in-law came to Australia in 1949. I come in 1956. So when I came up here, he was here already seven years. And he was talking about this fruit shop. You know, all the Italians, all Sicilians, Calabrians, they had fruit shops. And they don’t know even how to (? 1:13) with a glass. And they make a lot of money. He said, “Why don’t we go in the fruit shop?” Just arrived here!  What do I know about fruit shop? I wouldn’t know anything. But anyway, so, we talked for about twelve/thirteen months, and then finally, and I learn a bit of English, so on…so we say, okay, we’ll go in the fruit shop. So, we went in the fruit shop; the two of us. And that was in Mortdale. Know where Mortdale is? Just past Hurstville there. So, we found – we went and looked around, all over the place. We couldn’t find much at all. And we didn’t know anything.  
But then, of course, I remember that on the trip from Italy to here, I met one Italian fella –his name was Allesandro Castellino. So, he told me, he said. “If you need something (? 2:03) in Australia, (?) fruit shop, we’ll make money.” So, luckily, he gave me his address, I still had it, so I went to see him, and he’d retired already from the fruit shop. And he took us around- we went around for about a week; every day. And we found one in Mortdale; it was an old shop, it was run by two old Australian people. Very little business, but for them it was sufficient. So, we went in and we made an offer, and they sold it to us. And of course we pull everything from the inside out. And we redone all beautiful; all modern, with mirror all over the wall, and some of that. And we started – after about three weeks, we started the fruit shop. Went to market – that’s funny. (Laughs). Went to the market, and my sister, my brother-in-law, next door neighbor, was a fella – he was a Real Estate Agent, but he told me that he did the fruit shop himself for about five or six years when he was younger. And he took me to the market.  It was very helpful, and he introduced me a lot of people; all the fruiters, the people selling fruit and so on.   So it was very good. And he told me all the names of the fruit, as I didn’t know anything. So, the first day he come with me, took it home, we put it in the shop, and there it was. We didn’t know anything. I thought my brother-in-law – up until then, I didn’t know that my brother-in-law couldn’t speak English! Because when we spoke, we all spoke in Italian. Because I thought, he’d been here for seven years; he knows much better than mine! Because then I realized then, in the shop and he was talking to the customer and he knew practically nothing! So, anyway. That was…A mistake that we did: when we did all the benches where we put the fruit on it, we made it with the hole in it. And we put all the fruit inside, like it was in Italy. 

Interviewer:
Ohh.

Subject:
And so I hear the people passing through, they say “Oh, beautiful shop! Pity there’s nothing in it! There’s just nothing it!” Nothing in it?  It was full of fruit!  Of course, they couldn’t see it. It took me four or five days to learn, you don’t put the fruit inside; you just put it on top, and you stack it up so people can see it. Anyway, that’s how we started the fruit shop, with the difficulties of not knowing the name of the fruit. I’ll tell you one funny example. First day, we went in and we bought apples, which is Jonathans, and Delicious and Granny Smiths.  We bought oranges – South Australia, it was the famous one – South Australia Navel Oranges. That’s when we thought, “Oh, that’s beautiful!” And then, of course, I came back and I just wanted to put it there, to show the people. And one lady- she run in, she says, “Oh, what are they?” And I said, “They’re South Australian Navel Oranges”. “Oh”, she said. “That’s very nice.  They’re beautiful; sweet! So, I’ll take one!” She come back the next day, and she said to me, “You said they were sweet! They’re not sweet, they’re very bitter!” And I said, “No, no, they’re sweet!”  Open one: ugh!  They were grapefruits! (laughs)
Subject:
So that was one of the first things. And that’s how we started our adventure on the fruit shop. 

Interviewer:
I see. And how long were you at Mortdale for? 

Subject:
Well, we stayed there with my brother-in-law from June 1958, until November 1958.  Everybody else was making money, according to my brother-in-law. But we didn’t make money. Because we didn’t know. We didn’t know the game at all. You see? So, in November – before, actually, November- we started talking. We wouldn’t get not one cent for wages, we just pay the expenses. And I said to him, “Look, you take the fruit shop yourself, and I’ll go out and work.” Whatever we put in, (? 6:02).” “No, no, no, no,” he said. “You take it!” I said, “I don’t know anything; how can I take it?”   Anyway, so we discuss it there, and then- I had my wife, which where- except my wife is Australian – and so, (I was her) boyfriend. So he said, “Why don’t you marry and put your wife in the fruit shop?” jokingly. Okay, so, the evening I went to see my girlfriend, Patricia, and I propose to her. And she says “Why not?  It’s a good idea.  I can come…”  she was working in the office, (?so I didn’t think she would come down to work) “No, no!”, she said. “That would be okay! I can work in a fruit shop!” And so we decide to start.  My brother-in-law would go out, and we started.. So we got married, and from the 23rd of November –we got married in 1958 –  from the 25th of November, we started a fruit shop between the two of us. And it (?flew up).

Interviewer:
In Mortdale?
Subject:
In Mortdale. And we stay there until June – yes – June or July; could be July, even; of 1960. In the meantime, the first daughter was born; and that’s why we couldn’t stay there, because it was a lockup shop, so we had to go out to…So, we decide to sell that one, sell the goodwill, it was, and buy another one with a residence.  So we did sell that one there. And we bought one in Lyons Road, Five Dock. Actually, Drummoyne. It was closer – it actually was Drummoyne, not Five Dock. It was Drummoyne, that area there. And of course by then, we’d gained experience. We bought the shop, we agreed – we paid two thousand, one hundred dollars; I think it was. But pound –it was pound then, sorry. We paid two thousand, one hundred pounds. And we started, as soon as we started, we realised that the fellow that was there before, his hours were seven days a week, from six o’clock in the morning, to eleven o’clock at night. So, you can imagine, it was a life – impossible. But he was doing it.  His wife actually was doing it all the time. They were Italian too.  They had no kids, so it was different. So, we said, “Okay, we’ll try. But not these hours. We’re going to try six days a week, from eight o’clock in the morning, ‘til about five, six o’clock in the night, and then if you have to stay there to fix the fruit up, we might stay there until seven o’clock. But anyway. So, we wrote down all the…that basically that this shop would be open from such and such a time, to such and such a time; six days a week, not Sunday. And they all said, “Oh, that’s very good, because the fella that was here before, he would come – we  could come here any time! And it was very good!” So, okay, that is what we did. So of course, as soon as the end of the month came, we drop a bit in the business; because people didn’t know. People would come there and knock at the door at about eleven o’clock at night, so I told them, “Yes, I’ll give it to you this time,” because they didn’t know. “I’ll give it to you this time, but no more.  We’re closing, and when we close, we close.” And that’s good. Would you believe that within a month, we doubled the taking. We doubled the takings of the fruit shop. And we stay there until…um…June…1992.  So, from ’58, to ’92, we stayed in the shop all the time. And then we decide – by then, we had three kids; it was impossible for my wife to look after the kids and look after the shop also. We put one of these young girls that would come in – unmarried girls that would come here from Italy – we put her to look after the kids. But, it wasn’t the way we liked it. So that’s why we decide, that’s it, we’ll just (? 10:11). But it was…and then, that was the end of the fruit shop. 

Interviewer:
Did you have to go to market every morning?

Subject:
 (? 10:19-10:22). So we start from the Monday. Monday, I would get up at about three o’clock in the morning, go to the market, and park already very far away from where they’re selling the fruit and vegetable, because a lot of people would go and park there on the Sunday, and even Saturday night; they’d leave their truck there overnight, im order to be nearer to there. So, Monday morning, I used to get up at three o’clock, and by ten, I was already back in the shop. But it wasn’t shopping straight away, you’d stay there, because the market opened at seven o’clock. Every now and again, you could go to these agents, and order your stuff, but you couldn’t go in before seven. So that’s why you have to go there – the thing opened, you go get what you ordered; you pick it up, and then go out and select whatever the market offer. Tuesday, I used to get up at five o’clock; be there at six. And at seven o’clock, we go there, and normally stay there until about nine o’clock, and then go home. Wednesday, I usually didn’t go to the market. Usually. But then, again, if you really miss something, or you run out of something, then you go on a quick one. Thursday, it was the same as Monday. Three o’clock in the morning, get up, because for the parking. Friday, the same thing – not the same; it wasn’t as bad on Friday. But Monday and Thursday where the really busy days.  Friday, we’ll do the same as the Tuesday. I hardly went in the market on Saturday, but every now and again, like I said before, always a quick thing, because you run out of beans, or you run out of something, so that’s what it was.

Interviewer:
And no coolrooms then.
Subject:
No coolrooms then.  No. That’s alright. Used to go there – the fruit can stay there for a week. But for example, lettuce…all vegetables, you’d have to sell it within two or three days. And you could not buy it and stock it. I can tell you an episode, and if you want to put it or not, it’s up to you. The first day I went to the market, I bought – according to this friend, he gave me cauliflower. Big one. I’d never seen big cauliflower like that; beautiful, white. You know, really big like that! And I think we paid about two shillings and sixpence in those days. And then we said, “We can sell that for five shillings!”. There it was.  We put this cauliflower, it was beautiful.   They’d never saw it in Mortdale; it was a lot of small families, with children.  And you never sell – then we found out later on, you could never sell big fruit, (?choice fruit), big – because they were all poor families with a lot of children. So, anyway – this cauliflower, five shillings. And everybody went, “Oh, beautiful cauliflower! Oh, it’s too big! Can I have a half; can I have a quarter?” My brother-in-law, he was in the shop, he was – we agreed that day that I was looking after the market, and he was looking after the shop; he said “No – (?The lot, or) nothing. (?The lot, or) nothing.” And I said, “Cut it – cut it in half!” Anyway, of the twelve cauliflowers, we sold probably about – in a week, a week! – we sold probably about three. And the other ones stood there. In the meantime, the market still had good cauliflower, that went down in price. But it’s still five shillings. I told him, look at the market. They sell them now for about sixpence. “No, no, no.  We paid that one, we’ve got to sell that one.” Anyway, do you believe it, those cauliflowers stayed there for a month. And I told him – they were black! “No! Until they’re gone, we’re not buying cauliflower.” Okay. I was depressed by this time, I’ll tell you, straightaway. Because I could see what the market was, but he was telling me what to buy.   We agreed to that, so I suppose I couldn’t complain, but then of course I realized that we’d made the wrong (?limit).  But anyway…so, one day, after one month, I went to the market – I had a couple of friends there, I knew them very well.  They had a fruit shop in Beverly Hills.  There was Benny – Benvino – and his brother…anyway, two brothers.  They saw me at the market and they told me, “Buy two cauliflowers.  That’s all.  Two cauliflowers.”  They cost sixpence each.  When they saw me take all this cauliflower, they said, “What are you doing?” I said, “Well, my brother-in-law said only two cauliflowers, and that’s it.”  “But cauliflower today, you can buy a dozen for a dollar, or two dozen for a dollar!”  They said, “(?), come with us.”  So we went up there – there was a fella there with a full truck of cauliflower, and we bargain for four pound – for four pound we bought a truck full of cauliflower.  And that was already by eleven o’clock.  And the market was finished – that’s why this fella sold it.  It was mixed. There was some like that, and some like that, and some like that…I said, “What am I going to do?”  “You take it home, and in the afternoon, about half past one, we’ll come there and fix it up.”  As soon as I arrive home, my brother-in-law said, “What have you done?  What have you done?”  I said, “It’s nothing to me.  Talk to Benny and his brother.”  They come in and he was cranky!  And of course they come up, they start cutting it…selecting.  One size, they were selling two for a shilling, and the other size, two shillings each, three.  I think it was – I can’t remember now, but probably about fifty dozen cauliflower.  That was on a Thursday.  On the Friday afternoon, about two o’clock, we sold them all.  We made a fortune out of those cauliflowers.  And my brother-in-law said, “Go to the markets!  Buy more and more!”  “No, it’s no good now.  Everybody bought cauliflower!”  You have to buy at the market what’s available, not what you want.  Anyway, that was an adventure that we still talk about now!  (laughs) The adventure of the cauliflower.
Interviewer:
What streets were the fruit shops you had in?  Do you remember the addresses of them all?

Subject:
Yes, I remember the address.  In Mortdale it was 20 Pitt Street, opposite the pub.  It wasn’t only fruit – we used to sell ice creams, cigarettes…so it was ice cream, fruit shop and milk bar.  We used to sell milk shakes and everything, and being opposite the pub, we sell a lot of these things, because the man would go to the pub and the wife, with the children, would come there and get an ice cream, and things like that.  So that’s what it was.  In 20 Pitt Street, Mortdale.  And the other one was 83 Lyons Road, Drummoyne, which is about five hundred metres from the Victoria Road crossing with Lyons Road.  

Interviewer:
And they’re still there, the shops?

Subject:
No.  Neither of the two are still there as fruit shops. Neither of the two.  Because the one in Mortdale, when we sold it, we sold it to a fella from Poland.  We were doing very good business when we sold it there.  We were doing – I tell you, we were taking, in those days, about two hundred and fifty pound a week, and that was good money, because we were working at around forty percent, forty, forty-five percent, so we were making very good money, but it was only because we had a baby, and we couldn’t leave the baby – it wasn’t good to have the baby there.  The baby was born 1st May, and we left at the end of June, July, I think it was, whatever I said before.  It’s very hard to remember the date, but anyway, it was within a few months.  Then we went to Lyons Road, Drummoyne, and the residence was there.  The usual thing: the shop, the kitchen, and the dining room or whatever was there, and the bedroom upstairs.  Yes.  That was very good.  And so we stayed there, where the second baby and the third baby was born.  And then we decided to give it up because it wasn’t possible to look after the shop and look after the kids.  We tried, first of all, to put a girl in the shop, but no, it wasn’t…(?she wasn’t interested in the customers).  And then we got another girl in the shop: still the same.  And then we got a girl to look after the kids, and even then, it wasn’t (very good), because you have a way of bringing up your kids, and the girl has a different way.  So we decided, “Alright, we’ll sacrifice the business…” it was a very good business, because when we bought the shop, a (?year’s taking) was a hundred and fifty pounds a week – 
(Side A becomes inaudible at this point due to the recording speeding up.  Side B is a faint recording of Catherine Galetta’s interview)
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