Nancy Lipari, 19th July 2002

Interviewed by Patrice Calwell
__________________________________________________________________________

Interviewer:
UTS Sydney on the 19th of July, 2002. The interview is being conducted by Patrice Calwell for the Italian Fruiterer’s History Project. Lipari is spelt L-I-P-A-R-I. This is tape number one. Nancy, what is your name and date of birth?

Subject:
My name is Nancy (?Piagina) Lipari. I was Baroni before I married. My date of birth is the 14th of December, 1937. 

Interviewer:
You call yourselves (?Lipari). Is there any reason for that?

Subject:
I just emphasise it for the Australian people, to make it easier. 

Interviewer:
Okay. Where were you born?

Subject:
I was born in Talluma Private Hospital, Edgecliff Road, Bondi Junction. 

Interviewer:
How many brothers and sisters?

Subject:
I have one brother.

Interviewer:
What were the names of your parents, and where were they born?

Subject:
My mother – her name was (?Annetta Yakanol) – and my father’s name was Biagio Baroni. My mother came from one of the Aeolian Islands, called Lipari, and my father came from (?Comeso), Provincio Ragusa, Sicily. My mother came with her family…

Interviewer:
Wait a minute, we’ll…

Subject:
Oh! My mother was born on the 27th of May, 1914. She also has a twin sister. My father was born on the 24th of August, 1904. 

Interviewer:
What did your parents do for work in Italy?

Subject:
My mother was still at school. She was nine and a half years of age when she migrated to Australia with her family. My father was a cabinet maker by trade. That was his work in Italy. 

Interviewer:
When and why did they come to Australia?


Subject:
When my father came to Australia, he was brought out by an uncle of his, through proper Department of Immigration application. My mother came with her family. They came here to stay for a little while, because my grandparents went back to Italy after four and a half years. 

Interviewer:
Do you know if your father knew anything about Australia before he arrived?

Subject:
I don’t think he knew much. He couldn’t speak English when he arrived and it was very hard for him to find a job or employment in his trade of cabinet making.

Interviewer:
Did your parents ever tell you about their experiences in those early days?

Subject:
Yes, they did. When my grandparents – my mother’s parents - went back to Italy, her three older sisters were married, so the twin girls were split up to help their married sisters in their various fruit shops. I can remember my mother saying she only earned ten shillings a week, which was very little money in those days. My father was working in a fruit shop. He was working in three separate places prior to buying his own business after nine years of working with different fruit shops. He earned fifteen shillings a week.

Interviewer:
So it was a natural progression for them to go into the fruit shops? 

Subject:
Well, because they had no experience. My mother really had very little education. My father, because he couldn’t read or write English, but eventually was able to learn the language – he could speak it. That’s why he was able to stay in the fruit shop. 

Interviewer:
Then they met and married?

Subject:
Yes, they met. My father had a shop. I think he bought the business in Oxford Street, Bondi Junction. Around 1936, he’d already been in his shop for 12 months, prior to marrying Mum in 1937. So they were both in the shop when we were born in the business, more or less.  

Interviewer:
Where did your father get the money from to set the business up?

Subject:
Through his savings. That’s why he worked for nine years: to save up enough money to purchase the business only - not the property – the business. 
Interviewer:
Where was the shop located?

Subject:
It was located at 590 Oxford Street, Bondi Junction. 

Interviewer:
Did you live on the shop premises?

Subject:
Yes, we did. 

Interviewer:
Did you own the building?

Subject:
No, we didn’t. 

Interviewer:
But later?

Subject:
No, the owner never wanted to sell, so unfortunately we could never purchase the property – or Dad couldn’t. 

Interviewer:
What sort of people lived in the area; that is, the customers?

Subject:
Very nice people. Mainly Australian people, like of Anglo background. 

Interviewer:
Middle class?

Subject:
Some middle class, some working class, some very poor circumstances. There was a mixture, because a lot of them had large families. In those days Mum would stay at home looking after the children, while Dad would go to work.

Interviewer:
What other businesses existed on Oxford Street, near your shop? For example, a fish-and-chip shop, a breakfast shop or any other shop?

Subject:
I can remember next door to us was a… years ago, apparently, there used to be a ham and beef shop, run by a Russian couple. I was only a very small child. Then I think it became a jeweller’s shop. Then later on, the fellow who purchased into that did jewellery, and then changed over to delicatessen. Next door, going down towards Old South Head Road, was an English couple – we used to call them Pop and Mrs. Smith. He was a barber and also ran an umbrella shop tobacconist, mixed sort of thing. That’s in the very early stages. Next door to that was a butcher shop. Next door to that was a dressmaker shop. Next door to that, again, was an elderly English couple who ran a little mixed business of selling milk, bread, sugar, tea, confectionary, blotting paper, pens and pencils, and things like that. The one after that was a barber and then a drycleaner, and that was the end of the shopping strip there of Oxford Street. It then began Old South Head Road.

Interviewer:
So your parents were quite fluent in English. There were no communication problems with the customers? 

Subject:
No, nothing at all, because my mother was nine and a half when she came here, so you couldn’t – to this day – detect an accent. 

Interviewer:
Who worked in the shop? 

Subject:
It was basically a family business. Initially, when I was a baby, my father had a young 15-year-old chap who used to help. I think he had a cousin also, working with him. This cousin also came to Australia with Dad – they were on the same boat. I think the war broke out so things weren’t good at that time. I’d like to bring up too – prior to my parents’ marriage, it was a very difficult period. It was the Depression years, so they saw all those years and difficulties. Hence, the low wages too, at that time. There wasn’t much money around at that time. Basically, it was just a family business. Mum and Dad managed on their own, and as we grew up as children, we helped doing little odd jobs. As I got older, I learnt to serve the customers. I learnt to serve the customers by the age of 10. 

Interviewer:
Who did the bookkeeping? 

Subject:
Basically, my mother. 

Interviewer:
So you started working in the shop?

Subject:
Before I’d go to school. 

Interviewer:
What age?

Subject:
Oh, even eight. I’d sweep the school right after school, and during the holidays. I wasn’t deprived of any education. I had to go to school every day. I went right through to the Leaving Certificate, which is equivalent to the HSC – the Higher School Certificate of today. 

Interviewer:
Where did you go to school?

Subject:
I went to Holy Cross Primary first and then over to Holy Cross College, from first year to fifth year in those days. 

Interviewer:
Where there any other children at your school from migrant backgrounds?

Subject:
There were a few - not very many - because there weren’t many migrants back in those days. There were a few other Italian girls. There was one Jewish girl, I remember, who was much older. I can remember there was another girl who was another nationality, more near the Russian satellite country, who was older. Basically, we were more children of Anglo background.

Interviewer:
Was there any social stigma attached to living in a fruit shop? For example, were you teased about living up above? 

Subject:
Sometimes I think, being Italian as children. Excuse the terminology, but we were called dagos in those days. Current day language is now wog. We got over it, anyway. We were called spaghetti spags. My brother used to be called Spag, like we’d only eat spaghetti. We didn’t though – we had a whole range of food, I can assure you. Lots of fruit and vegetables, meat and fresh chickens from the markets. We always had those fresh chickens, meats and what have you. Even from those local butcher shops, we had a good diet. There was no problem.

Interviewer:
What were customers like towards you, given that you were Italian? 

Subject:
We didn’t seem to have any problems. As I said, a lot of them were very lovely people. You might get the odd one who was a bit nasty, but not very many on the whole. After the War we got a lot more refugees. When the War finished in 1945 - that’s when all the big immigration started to come in. So it became more diversified. You’ll find too, the Eastern suburbs, we had a lot of Jewish people from different countries: Germans, Austrians, Hungarians, and Polish. Not all necessarily Jewish, but it was mixed, very diversified. It was really enriched – the country. I can even remember one French gentleman. He was senior, in his early seventies, but he struggled to learn English. He was trying to hold a conversation after three months. I thought it was a great era, really. You could see the country building up with new people coming in.

Interviewer:
Apart from your nasty experiences at school, did you or your family experience any racist behaviour or remarks from the clients or Australians generally, in the fruit shop? 

Subject:
I don’t really recall anything, because I was quite young. Mum spoke a lot of English to us, because maybe the customers didn’t like to hear another language, especially – unfortunately – when Italy was combined with Germany. That made things a bit difficult, so Mum always spoke to us in English. 
Interviewer:
Did you get paid to work in the shop?

Subject:
No, we just…

Interviewer:
An informal arrangement?

Subject:
We just chipped in to help, whether it was in the shop or in the house - sweeping the house, housekeeping. 

Interviewer:
Can you describe to me a typical day in the shop? For example, what time did you open and what time did you close? How many days a week was the shop open? 

Subject:
We’d normally open round about eight o’clock in the morning, or eight-thirty.
Interviewer:
An early visit to the market?

Subject:
Yes, Dad had to get up early and go to the markets. Mum was home with us. She’d get us ready for school and open the shop. Dad would get home back from the markets around 10, 10:30. He’d unload all the fresh fruit and veggies, and what have you. He would stack up all the fruit and veggies. Mum would do a lot of pre work while Dad was at the markets. You know, prepare the shop, clean it and what have you. When we came home from school – not all the time, because we had lots of homework and our homework came first – we’d go in and help. We used to have to close at seven-thirty; that was the law in those days. Every evening, seven-thirty. We were opened seven days a week but it was law that the shop had to be closed on a Sunday from ten o’clock ‘til twelve-thirty during church hours. We had to abide by those laws, which we did. Later on in the fifties, say mid-fifties, the law began to be a bit more relaxed and you could stay open longer. Sometimes we stayed open – in the summertime – until ten, eleven o’clock at night, because as it was a mixed business, we also sold soft drinks and confectionary, etcetera. It was mainly fruit and veggies. Cigarettes and tobacco as well – all those bits and pieces. 

Interviewer:
Did you stock any fruits or vegetables that were unknown to Australians at the time? For example, garlic, eggplant or basil? 

Subject:
Yes, we did. Not basil, but garlic and eggplants. I remember the garlic. They were sort of hanging up. They had long stems so they weren’t pre-packed. Everything else was grown out here in Australia. A lot of nationalities, including Italians, Yugoslavs, Chinese market gardeners…

Interviewer:
These were your suppliers for the unusual…?

Subject:
Yes. They would bring their produce to the market in those days. I think there were a lot of agents, particularly for the fruit. We used to go through the agents up in the city there, up near Chinatown. That’s where they were first located.

Interviewer:
How adventurous were your customers regarding these unusual vegetables? Did the customers ever ask you what these vegetables were and how to prepare them?
Subject:
Basically, it was just peas and beans. The only things different were…

Interviewer:
Eggplant.

Subject:
Eggplant.

Interviewer:
Garlic.

Subject:
Garlic. Broccoli – because broccoli used to come in bunches, not the big pieces that we know now today. Basically it was just the usual cabbage, cauli, beans, caulirabbi, which was like a root vegetable – that was a bit different. Turnips, parsnips, carrots, pumpkin, Queensland Blue Pumpkin, which was very famous, all the potatoes, onions. Basically all those vegetables and the Australian people knew all those. There was nothing different to them. Tomatoes – beautiful tomatoes – the Grosse Lisse, I think we used to call them.

Interviewer:
They didn’t show an interest in them?

Subject:
Well, it wasn’t the diversity of the fruit and vegetables that we have today. A lot of the different fruits are imported, so that’s how we have such diversity. We had rockmelons, honeydew melons and watermelons. Though, we didn’t have the seedless melons and all the different types of melons that we have today. They weren’t in existence, as far as I’m aware. Everything has been cross-bred over the last twenty, thirty years. Therefore, today we have a wider range or variety.

Interviewer:
Did you display fruit in the shop window?

Subject:
Yes, Dad did all the stacking.

Interviewer:
Was there an art to this?

Subject:
Yes, it was all done with tissue paper. Each piece of fruit was supported with tissue paper and stacked in beautifully. There was an art in it. 

Interviewer:
Why was it done? To make it look more attractive?

Subject:
Yes! That was the way it was done in those days. The apples, they were lovely and shiny, and all the quality oranges. We used to get all those nice oranges from South Australia: Renmark oranges, Berry oranges, which you don’t see today, unfortunately. It was really high-quality fruit, in those days. You don’t seem to see as much today. I don’t think there’s the same quality. The fruit was more natural, and so were the vegetables.

Interviewer:
And you used to hang the bananas? 

Subject:
Yes. We had the sugar bananas too. Pineapples as well – they were all hung on a string. The boxes of strawberries were in rectangular boxes, in very fine ply wood. They were beautiful. They would have been about eight inches by four inches, with a lid over them.

Interviewer:
Quite lavish.
Subject:
Yes. The stone fruit was lovely. We used to get all the marguerite cherries and the lovely peaches, apricots, grapes – mainly muscatel and Walton cross grapes. Of course today, you’ve got tremendous variety. There weren’t seedless grapes; I don’t recall seedless grapes. Oh, there might have been the sultana grapes but not much more than the muscatel and Walton cross grapes in those days. Always good quality, lovely quality stuff. 

Interviewer:
Did you have any talent in setting up the display?

Subject:
No, Dad did all that. My mother painted the tickets with red ink. She was the artist. 

Interviewer:
Can you recall any bad experiences of working in the shop?

Subject:
I can remember on one occasion, one chap across the road was saying something not very nice to my mother, about a couple of ladies making some comments. My mother just stood up and said, “Mr. So-and-so, we are here to serve our customers and we are bound to have to listen to what they have to say, and that’s been kept in quiet.” On the whole, it was pretty good. Sometimes you’d have some bad experiences, but not very often. I would say the good experiences outweighed the bad ones. It was difficult, right after the war, with potato scares. You’d have to ration them out in the later period. Sometimes Dad would have some bad experiences with that situation. Unfortunately, there weren’t enough to go around in those days. The potato was really the main staple food of all people, of all nationalities. It was very important. That was mainly the only difficult time, I would say. 

Interviewer:
It seems that many of the daughters of Italian fruiterers went on to marry fruiterers. Did you? 

Subject:
No.

Interviewer:
Did anyone you know? Your sisters? 

Subject:
I don’t have any sisters. I only have a brother.

Interviewer:
That’s right. 

Subject:
My mother’s three elder sisters didn’t marry fruiterers. Some of them did, some of them didn’t. I think a lot of us became more educated. They went into different professions, or into office work – a lot of the girls. It just depends, I suppose. Maybe their husbands were going into work in their own trade or profession. Some of them had different types of businesses. Quite a number of Italians, particularly in the late-fifties and sixties, went into Italian delicatessens and that type of thing. It depends. Some of them were tailors and had their own tailoring business. Some of them were barbers, like my husband. They had their own barber shops, or if they didn’t have their own barber shops, they worked in that particular trade. 

Interviewer:
Why do you think so many Italians went into the fruit and vegetable business?

Subject:
I think, unfortunately, a lot of them didn’t have the opportunity to learn to read and write. Or perhaps they found difficulty in their own skilled trade. As I previously mentioned, perhaps a lot of them came into the twenties and thirties, when they experienced the Depression, so work was scarce. Perhaps that was something they could work at and learn, and go into their own business. I think basically not having a good knowledge of reading, writing and full comprehension of the English language would be the only reason I could think of. 

Interviewer:
Can you explain the decline in Italian ownership of fruit and veg shops today? 

Subject:
Yes, I think the big supermarkets have bought out a lot of the, not the fruit shops, but a lot of the little corner shops – the small businesses. Unfortunately, with the onset of these big supermarkets, a lot of the little shops just had to close down and go out of business. Irrespective of whether it was fruit shops or little hamburger shops, or delicatessens, it wasn’t viable anymore. I think that’s the reason why, and even to this day. A lot of little corner shops you’d find here and there, just aren’t viable, because of the big supermarkets and big Westfields – all those big shopping complexes, where you have all that big shopping under the one roof – has been the cause of the demise of small businesses. 

Interviewer:
When you were working in the fruit shop after school, and maybe on Saturdays when you were a bit older, did you feel deprived? Did you want to be somewhere else, like everybody else? 

Subject:
Yes, sometimes, although I did go out with my school friends. Sometimes a bit deprived, because in those days the young girls weren’t allowed to be going out on their own, or in a group. Of course, that culture has changed now. It’s different. Possibly I think, because the Italians in that era kept their old traditions, all the way right through the thirties, forties, fifties, sixties. Back at home in Italy, I imagine they were more forward and more up-to-date, breaking away from traditions. That’s all changed now, anyway, in this day and age. 

Interviewer:
What do you make of the popularity of Italian food in Australia now?

Subject:
I think it’s absolutely fabulous. Everybody raves about Leichhardt and Norton Street, or any of the Italian restaurants. You get lots or Italian restaurants, everywhere in Sydney, whether it’s over the north side of Sydney, or this side of Sydney. Mainly it’s in Leichhardt and Haberfield. They’re thriving very strongly. You get all nationalities loving Italian food. That’s still in great demand.

Interviewer:
I agree. Do you have any stories that you can relate about your time in the fruit shop? Any specific incidences that you can recall or habits with the customers? 
Subject:
Yes, I can remember we had the lovely English couple – Pop and Mrs. Smith. My mother, unfortunately, had a miscarriage when I was eight and a half. 
We were at home in the shop – my brother and I – and Mrs. Smith quite often… I can remember on one occasion, she bought some Granny Smith apples, and brought them back already cooked, with some cream. On another occasion, she made us a lovely steamed pudding, with custard, and brought that in for us. She always gave us Christmas presents, even during the wartime. We met some very lovely people. We had lots of shops on the corner of Adelaide Street. There was an English couple who ran a blind shop, called The Oxford Blinds. They had three sons. When my mother had her cataract eye operations, their second son was the anaesthetist. It just shows you what a small world – after so many years. The three sons became doctors, but this particular one was the anaesthetist.  I remember meeting up with the other sons during the operation. It just goes to show you, after so many years, to catch up with these people, or the children of these people. There was also quite a diversity of shops. There was a paper shop going up towards the main part of the junction. I can remember that. The McPhees ran that. Mr. Craig had a hardware store. There was a Mr. Biffin. He had the glass shop, cutting glass. There was a hairdresser: Mrs. Corbett. There was a real estate agent there: Strange. That was their business name. There was the chemist: Mr. and Mrs. Lawrence. There was a diversity of different shops, which was wonderful. They were lovely people - very sincere people and very helpful. 

Interviewer:
Any other stories about customers?

Subject:
Yes. We had Doctor Taylor. He was our local GP. He brought my brother and I into the world. They were very, very sincere people. He would always say to my mother, especially during the war years, “Don’t worry about paying me, Mrs. Baroni, if you haven’t got the money.” Particularly when my father was sent to cut sugar cane in Ballina. 

Interviewer:
During the War?

Subject:
During the War, yes. Unfortunately, he wasn’t a naturalised Australian. He kept putting it off, but that problem soon got rectified soon after the War. 

Interviewer:
Did your mother take charge of the shop?

Subject:
Yes, though we were closed for about six weeks.  We reopened though again, anyway. That was the difficult period.

Interviewer:
You had to work extra hard during that time.

Subject:
Well I was only five at the time when that happened. Then my brother and I, we got chicken pox. All those childhood illnesses, but we got over those things. We got through that difficulty and we had very nice other customers, like the Bellamy’s, the Langs and the Wetheralls. A sister, Dorothy and Margaret, they were school teachers who came from a large family – a poor family, but they worked their way up. The Wetheralls – Miss Wetherall used to fill up the applications for my father’s family. He brought them out after the War in 1949, some of his family. We had other customers, Mr. and Mrs. Cady, who were very, very sincere people. The wife, Mrs. Cady, used to do beautiful craftwork – knitting and nice things like that. They were lovely people; it was a lovely era. 

Interviewer:
Is there anything else you want to tell me before we finalise this interview, about the fruit shop? 

Subject:
Well, Dad found the market a bit of a problem as he was getting older. He sold the shop in August of 1962, just a few months after I married. He would have stayed in the shop longer, but he just found the market was getting too much for him by this stage. He was 57, so that’s why he had to get out, sell the business and retire.  Because the market was the killer. It was hard work, having to get up early in the morning.

Interviewer:
So he retired?

Subject:
Yes, he retired and just did bits and pieces. He sold the business – didn’t own the property. Eventually, the properties, as I mentioned – a lot of those shops, I think from the chemist downwards, approaching Old South Head Road – had to go because the Sid Einfield Expressway had to be built. So the shop is no longer in existence because of that. 

Interviewer:
Well, thank you for that information, Nancy. 

Subject:
That’s my pleasure, Patrice.  It’s been a great experience.

Interviewer:
Thank you. 

(Recording ceased)
___________________________________________________________________________________
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