Migrant Life in 1950s Abbotsford

Here we have two accounts of one family’s settling in Abbotsford in the
1950s. First is an account by Jacqueline who interviewed her grandparents
about their arrival in Australia as a school project on immigration in the 1990s.
Second is Jacqueline’s mother Ann’s own written memories of her Abbotsford
childhood.

IMMIGRATION by Jacqueline Davey 1998

My grandparents - Paolo and Cristina - migrated to Australia in the 1950s
from Tocco, a small village in the highlands of Abruzzi in central Italy.

My grandfather left first on 5 November 1951. He left behind his pregnant
wife, his 10-year-old son, and his 2-year-old daughter (my mother). To pay for
his passage he borrowed 228,000 lire from an agent in his home village. This
228,000 lire was more than the cost of a house (in 1946 they had paid 90,000
lire for their house).

After 5 weeks aboard a ship, he arrived in Melbourne Australia on 6
December 1951, the day before his 36th birthday.

The family had decided to move to Australia as, because of the war, there
were barely any job opportunities in Italy and therefore, earning a living was
difficult.

When my grandfather first arrived, he boarded with 12 other Italian men,
sleeping 3-4 people per bedroom. Within a few days of his arrival, he got a
job with the State Electricity Commission, earning £9/10/0 per week. He
worked as much as he could, including night shifts to repay the cost of his
passage to Australia and save money to bring his family out. After 3 years he
had earned enough to pay off his trip, and also enough for the £500 deposit
on the family's first house situated at 1 Raphael Street, Abbotsford.

My grandfather wrote regularly to my grandmother, though she says he wrote
very little about Australia, writing mainly to send her money.

On 18 February 1955, my grandmother and her 3 children—Nicolino aged 13,
Antonietta aged 6, and Silvia aged 3, left Tocco, and, again borrowing money
for the passage, they sailed to Australia. A total of 12 members of the village
(in all there were 7 men, 2 women, 1 boy and 2 girls) left and sailed on the
same boat; they all supported each other as one family throughout the trip.

Not knowing much about the land she was coming to, my grandmother didn't
have much of an idea about what was available in Australia, and therefore



what to pack and what to leave behind. It was like packing her past 35 years
of life into a few cases. In the end she packed clothes, some linen (sheets
and quilts), cutlery, 2 dinner sets and a coffee machine. She also packed
some salami and some prosciutto (a type of ham), which went missing in
customs. As well as that, she took 65 litres of olive oil which she had
produced herself, from her own olive trees. She had to pay for tins to be
made to transport the oil.

When my grandmother first arrived in Australia she said it was strange and
scary, especially since she didn't know a word of English. This language
barrier was an extreme problem; imagine watching a movie of people talking
with the sound turned off. That was what it was like - you could see their lips
moving but had no idea what they were saying.

To my grandmother, the Australians seemed kind and friendly, but she didn't
really know, as she didn't understand their words. This language barrier was
so scary to her that when she was in her front garden, and she saw someone
coming towards her, she would go inside in case they tried to talk to her.
When going shopping, as she didn't know the English names for things, she
would just point to what she wanted and hold out her money in her hand,
letting the shopkeeper take what he/she needed and accepting any change
they gave. She said she thought they were honest shopkeepers.

In the early times, she missed Italy so much and was so anxious that she
would cry every day.

My grandmother started to look for a job as soon as she arrived. Using the
few English words she had been taught by other Italian immigrants, she
would ask if there was a job for her. After one month of searching, she found
a job in a shoe factory in Hoddle Street, Collingwood which was within
walking distance from her house. Her manager was very kind to her, and
asked her fellow workmates to speak slowly, so she would have a chance to
learn and understand the language, while her immediate boss was not helpful
at all.

At this time my grandmother was earning £8/11/0 per week, while my
grandfather earned £15 per week, working in a brewery in Collingwood. This
income meant the family was not rich, yet nowhere near poor.

While the parents worked 5 days a week, (my grandfather working night shifts
as well), Antonietta, the eldest daughter, attended the local primary school,
while Silvia (age 3) was cared for by some friends from the village. Nick, the
eldest, attended school until he was 14 then left to get a job in a neighbouring
factory, and then going on to get an apprenticeship as an electrician. At this
time the family had no car, and had to rely on walking and public transport.



The repayments for the house loan were £12 per month, but the family gave
all they could, so they could pay it off faster. They were very careful with their
money, and never bought anything unless it was absolutely necessary. As a
result the house and remaining debts for the boat passages were paid off in 2
years.

Various people from the same village shared my grandparents’ house in
Collingwood until they got on their own feet in the new country. Seven months
after my grandmother arrived in Australia, her sister Angela and her family
came to join them sharing the house. Within another year, my grandmother's
mother Anna, also came to join them.

Gradually, the family learnt English (my grandparents learning a lot from their
children). My grandparents and their children grew to like the country they
had come to and, even though there were lots of hardships and sacrifices
made, the family's will to succeed in making a new life triumphed over their
difficulties.
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AN ABBOTSFORD CHILDHOQOD by Ann Rizio 2026

We arrived in Australia in 1955 on the ship Neptune. We came from Tocco Da
Casauria, a small village in Abruzzo in the Apennine Mountains; my mother
aged 35, my brother aged 13, me aged 6 and my sister aged 3.

My memory of being on the ship was of being part of a larger family of 12 or
so, not just my immediate family, but other passengers from our town who all
looked after us and each other, as well as other passengers.

One of the things that made an impression on me was when our ship was
going through the Suez Canal, the ship was standing very high up out of the
water as it passed almost touching the shore which was hot and desert like
and of looking far down onto groups of dark-skinned people (Arabs) sitting on
the sandy shore selling souvenirs like swervy bamboo snakes and of us
eating delicious fresh bananas which we had never seen or eaten.

Dad had arrived in Australia 3 years earlier in 1952 with other Paesani
(people from the same town). In the 3 years till we arrived he had paid off the



cost of his voyage of 228,000 lire, and borrowed money for our voyages
which cost 235,000 each for my mother and my brother, half that for me and a
quarter for my sister, and he had put a deposit on our house.

Our house was at 1 Raphael Street
Abbotsford, on the corner of Langridge
St, opposite the Carringbush Hotel. We
lived there from 1955 for about 5 years
when | was aged 6-10. It was a double
storied house with a side garden where
my dad established a vegetable garden.

A ground floor section of the
Carringbush Hotel fronting Langridge St
and abutting the train line, was a Milk
Bar run by Mr and Mrs Wilson, a young
and friendly couple, and my sister and |
used to visit them daily. One Xmas Mr
and Mrs Wilson took us three kids to
Mornington beach for the day and we
had lunch at the pub, which was such a
novelty, but | remember not wanting to
come out of the sea for lunch.

Father and daughters

In a property around the corner from us in Bloomburg St probably at number
12-14, there were draught horses housed, maybe a dairy.

We soon made friends and played with the other neighbourhood kids.
Opposite our house was an Anglo family Jenny and her single mum. Behind
our house on the corner of Bloomburg St lived a Maltese family with two
boys. Still in Bloomburg St facing Raphael St, perhaps number 31, lived a
Greek family and in Gipps St lived another Paesani family who used to care
for my preschool sister till she started school.

Dad worked at the Abbotsford Brewery, often on night shift. | remember the
malty smell of the brewery and the intriguing sections of the buildings.

Mum got a job as a machinist in one of the shoe factories on Hoddle St about
a month after arriving. Hoddle St was much narrower than it is now; there was
a row of factories and other buildings all along the western side so it felt close
to our house. She loved working and every evening at dinner she would bring
home stories of her day and her workmates. She did this kind of work with
different shoe factories in Abbotsford, Collingwood and Clifton Hill until she
retired.



One thing we had heard about a lot from mum over the years is how much
she had loved school as a child and was heartbroken that she had had to
leave school when she was 8 years old because her father had died of
pneumonia when she was 6 and she was the eldest of two daughters and her
mother couldn't afford the cost. She loved school and was literate.

So when mum retired she took up Migrant English classes which she
absolutely loved and kept doing for years filling many exercise books with her
writing.

| started school at St John's in East Melbourne and just seemed to absorb the
English language without any organized instruction or special language
classes. Mum said we were speaking English within 3 months of our arrival.

My brother went to school for some time, then got a job in a shoe factory in
Hoddle St before starting an electrician apprenticeship.

He used to go to judo classes which were held in the current Yarra U3A office
building in Stanton Street. | went a few times with him, having to borrow some
of his shorts.

And | have happy memories of our voyage and living in Abbotsford and don't
remember being scared or worried about anything, except the day, fairly soon
after arriving, when my sister got lost when she was told to wait at home while
dad took me to school and she had tried to follow us without dad realizing.
She was picked up by the Police and taken to the Collingwood Police Station
until my brother (who spoke the most English) finally traced her whereabouts.
It was a very traumatic experience for our family.

Seven months after our arrival, our aunt, (mum's sister), uncle and cousins
arrived and stayed with us for some months until they bought their own house
in Burnley. Then two years after we arrived our grandmother came to live with
us and lived with us until she died. On Sundays my sister and | would walk
with our grandmother to Burnley to visit her other daughter - our aunt, uncle
and cousins. Other Paesani also stayed with us for short periods on their
arrival until they found their own houses.

Mum used to take us often on walks to the Yarra parklands via Gipps St. or to
the Fitzroy Gardens with the Fairy tree which | loved. And every Saturday
Mum and Dad shopped at the Victoria Market.

My parents both learned English but there were many times when | was
called on to interpret for them, and for other migrant family members and
friends. When we needed help with more complex or official things we had
help from Luciano lacuono and his wife Carma, a much loved and respected



couple who had been in Australia longer and owned a small supermarket in
Johnson St near Hoddle St, and who helped many migrants who needed it.

We left Abbotsford in about 1961 when my parents searched for a house with
a lot more land around it and bought in Reservoir. And whilst | don't
remember mum being unhappy or scared when we first came to Australia and
lived in Abbotsford - maybe she protected us from that - | do remember she
found it lonely and challenging living in the more isolated Reservoir area
which was sparsely populated and less developed and where the nearest
transport and shops were a very long walk away. However she did remain
living there until she was 92 by which time the bus had been running past her
house for many years and the population had grown and she had many
friends and neighbours. At 92 my mother moved to Assisi Centre for Aged
Care where she lived very happily with a dozen or more of her Paesani
including Luciano lacuone and other Italians till she died peacefully at 97.
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