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			BRIGITTE TORNATORA 

			in conversation with Leanne O’Brien 

			Always be strong and find a way to get things done! 

			Artwork displayed in the front window, a little dog named Mickey springing to greet me, a home oozing with love and positive energy. This was the scene of my first meeting with Brigitte Tornatora. 

			Here I found a positive, intelligent, tech savvy lady whose smiling eyes reflected her warmth and enthusiasm for life. Her sense of humour was infectious. Her love of art, family and her precious dogs are evident throughout her home. She filled me with joy! 

			Brigitte is an immigrant who speaks three languages. In 1981, she was elected as the first female Mildura Shire councillor. She is a chef, an accomplished artist, a wife, and mother. 

			Brigitte lives by her father’s advice, always be strong and find a way to get things done! 

			This is her story! 

			It is World War II, in the year 1943. Germany is under attack from the Russian front and Brigitte recalls, “We would shelter in the cellar when we heard the warning sirens, then the droning of the warplanes before the explosions…. an eerie silence always followed. The birds would come out when safe and start singing again. It was always the same sequence. “Anything referencing these sounds still stirs my emotions to this day”. 

			Brigitte’s Prussian father was born Gerhard Wenzel in Gorlize, Schlesinge, in 1904. Brigitte describes her father as being very generous and socially active. He loved to help people. He was a buyer by trade, mainly timber. “He could estimate the cubic metres of timber in a forest and try and convince the farmer to sell for various uses”. Her mother was born Ursel Ende in Berlin in 1911. She was employed as a secretary in a bank in Berlin where her role was to translate from German to French and English. “My mother rode a 750 BMW motorbike, she wore a leather jacket and quite often got arrested by the police mistaking her for a ‘crook’. Then they would promptly let her go”. 

			As a child Brigitte had an adventurous spirit. One day her mother took her to a park in Berlin to see the ducks on the lake. She remembers, “I wandered away from my mother and walked to a train station where I boarded a train and sat next to a lady. She seemed friendly enough and I felt comfortable sitting next to her. I got off the train at the next stop and crossed a small railway bridge to get to the other side of the river. Here I wandered around until a stranger took me to her home where I spent the night. By this time my family was frantic, the authorities had drained the lake fearing I had drowned. When the news of my disappearance was broadcast an observant individual noticed her neighbour had suddenly acquired a little girl and reported it. I was reunited with my family thinking nothing of it. I was three years old”. 

			Back to the War! 

			Around the same time the family’s apartment in Berlin was bombed out, forcing them to evacuate to the East Sea. Brigitte was not far off her 4th birthday and her sister Barbara had just been born with Methemoglobinemia (blue baby), a condition where a baby’s skin turns blue due to lack of oxygen in the blood. “She urgently needed a compatible blood transfusion”. Her father was a compatible donor, but due to a tetany attack resulting from an electrolyte imbalance, he was too sick to provide his blood. A sister of her father was found to have compatible blood, so Brigitte’s mother rode through the streets and sewerage of Berlin to get to the hospital to have the transfusion administered. Thankfully it was successful! 

			Brigitte, her mother, and baby sister were now able to evacuate Berlin with the help of a horse and an ox to pull a cart full of their belongings. 

			Brigitte walked alongside her mother who carried baby Barbara in her arms. “I remember complaining all the way because I had to wear so many layers of clothes”. Her father had to stay behind in the hospital, too sick to travel. After he was discharged, he came to find them. He had to bury most of their belongings along the way because the horse pulling the cart became lame and had to be destroyed. After several days they finally reached their destination at the East Sea near the Polish border city of Szczecin, only to be turned back because the Polish had joined the war and it was not safe for them to stay. They had to return to central Germany as it was too dangerous in Berlin. “We were put in a camp and attended kindergarten where all the children got head lice. Our kindergarten teacher combed our hair every day and squashed the lice on a green table. She then wet our heads with kerosene and wrapped them in a towel for two hours. Because of this I lost all my beautiful curls, never to return”. 

			After Germany’s defeat in the Second World War, the four main allies in Europe – the United States, Great Britain, the Soviet Union, and France – took part in a joint occupation of the German state. With the original understanding that the country would eventually be reunified, the Allied Powers agreed to share the responsibility of administering Germany and its capital, Berlin, and each took responsibility for a certain portion of the defeated nation. This arrangement ultimately evolved into the division of Germany into the Western and Eastern sectors, thereby contributing to the Cold War division of Europe. 

			“When the occupation started my father found an abandoned Hotel in Grafenau in the Bavarian woods. We moved there and Dad opened a furniture factory. He converted all the rooms downstairs with machinery for the factory, and we lived in the four rooms upstairs. Dad employed 200 men, mostly farmers. He also hired a maid and a secretary. We were doing well. The hotel had a lovely furnace for heat, a brewery, and a garden that produced all our fruit and vegetables. There were Clydesdale horses, cows, and pigs. We had the best churned butter and strawberry jam and my sister Barbara thrived. My mother got pregnant again and my baby sister Brunhild was born in a small hospital in 1948. I played mum to her as I was already eight years old”. 

			Brigitte went to school under the American occupation and was given hot milk everyday with fresh bread rolls. “This was wonderful in the winter when cocoa was added to the hot milk”, she recalls. Brigitte swam in the summer and developed into a reasonable slalom skier in the winter, even trying her luck at ski jumps. “It was pretty scary when you are flying through the air and landing is hard, but I did it OK”, she remembers. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Brigette and Barbara 

			Brigitte recalls “One of the most terrifying memories of my time at the furniture factory, was the day one of our workers got distracted by the postman and put his arms in the way of the circular saw. There was no safety cover and the saw cut his hands clean off, right in front of me. His hands just fell to the floor, I will never forget it!” 

			Grafenau in the winter was a playground in the snow. Brigitte’s father made her and her sister Barbara snow sleds. One day Barbara got out of control on her sled and ploughed into an ice-covered channel of water. When she disappeared under the ice Brigitte screamed for help. A young girl dived in and travelled under the ice until a break near the water wheel at the sawmill saved her and Barbara. Brigitte’s father was so grateful that the young girl saved his daughter that he rewarded her by putting her through school. 

			Life then became more challenging for the family as “Money was plentiful, but hyperinflated. You needed a wheelbarrow of it to go to the shops. Due to supply chain shortage the shops were all empty so you couldn’t buy anything. After school in the summer, we would roam the countryside for fruit to eat, we even ate sugar beets. They are a bit like apples after you peel them with your teeth”. 
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			Brigitte and her mother at the lake where Barbara almost drowned

			In 1948 a new currency was introduced to control hyperinflation. The reichsmark was the currency of Germany from 1924 until 20 June 1948 in West Germany, where it was replaced with the deutsche mark, and until 23 June 1948 in East Germany, where it was replaced by the East German mark. In effect, 1000 reichsmark was worth 100 deutsche mark. Brigitte remembers, “My father received no money and was unable to pay his bills or his workers, a very bad time for everybody”. Consequently, Gerhard was bankrupt. 

			“I remember the auction of all the machinery and my dad crying because they all sold for next to nothing, and not enough to pay his debt to the Bavarian State Bank”. Fortunately, the family was able to stay at the Hotel that they had previously converted to the furniture factory, until Gerhard found a job. He was employed as a manager of a sawmill in a tiny town in the middle of Germany (Brigitte can’t recall the name). The job came with a house in which the family could resettle. “My father was determined that I should go to high school which was about 7kms away in a town called Bad Mergentheim. 

			“I caught the bus every morning and evening”. Brigitte entered high school midway through the year and struggled to keep up. A student from the University coached her. Inevitably, the debt collectors from the Bavarian State Bank tracked the family down again, so Gerhard had to get another job as a manager of a parquet floor factory in a town called Lauda. Brigitte was able to catch the train from Lauda to continue her high school education. “But I hated school because I was always behind, always having to get tutoring to catch up”. 

			“I was almost 14 years old when my father made the decision to contact the Australian Consulate and make an application for immigration. My father was informed that his application had been approved partly because he had three daughters and they needed girls in Australia”. On the migrant ship, the SS Anna Salen, the Wenzel family set sail for Australia in the September of 1954. All their household goods were packed in eleven wooden crates, readied to board the ship. They were originally to set sail in August of 1954 but after packing all their worldly goods leaving them with only suitcases and no money, they received a telegram to inform them the departure date had been postponed until September. They had no choice but to call on relatives in Berlin to accommodate them. They set off by train to East Berlin having to pass through Check Point Charlie. Brigitte recalls this as a very scary experience. “Everybody had to get off the train and carry their luggage and walk across no man’s land between West and East Berlin. On the other side we got body searched and all bags and luggage were opened and checked. Even knitting wool was unravelled and bread sliced to see what was inside. Once we were cleared, we continued our train journey to Spandau and the home of my Oma and Opa. Opa had a lovely veggie garden in the back with lots of ripe strawberries. There was a mound of sand at the side of the house where we loved to play”. 

			The family got permission to visit other family members in West Berlin before September came around. They boarded a train to Bremerhafen to begin their voyage to Australia. “Onkel Eric and Tante Grete came with us to say goodbye, and I have a photo with them on the ship the SS Anna Salen before we set sail”. 
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			Uncle Eric and Aunty Grete Were onboard the SS Anna Salen to farewell Brigitte, her two sisters, and her parents. 

			Rough seas through the Gulf of Biscay did not agree with the weary travellers and the sick containers on the side of their beds were put to good use. The ship was a converted troop transporter with 365 beds for women and children stacked three high. The men had 700 beds in the hold. “My father was so sick he spent most of his time sleeping on the deck. Because of this he developed pneumonia and had to be taken straight to hospital when we arrived in Melbourne”. 

			The Anna Salen developed engine trouble enroute and was stranded in the middle of the Indian ocean for three days while waiting for new parts. With no fruit or fresh drinking water left, the captain decided to head straight to Melbourne and not dock in Fremantle as planned. 

			“After we arrived in Melbourne and our father was taken to hospital, we were loaded onto red rattler trains and taken to the migrant camp in Bonegilla. It was October by now and very warm for us, so we went swimming every day in the Hume Weir”. 

			After some time, all the men at the camp including Brigitte’s father were called to Queensland to cut sugar cane. Needing to wear glasses saved Gerhard this task. He was told the glasses would be a hindrance with all the sweating and he was too old at 45 years! This was fortunate for Gerhard as most of the men returned sick or hurt from the machetes. 

			Work for Gerhard and Ursel was picking peas and asparagus. “I celebrated my 14th Birthday in that camp before being moved to a camp in Cowra in NSW. We ate in a communal dining room and as it was very hot, they served salad most days, sometime with ham. Because of the hot conditions the ham would have maggots under it. I still hate maggots!” 

			A kind lady donated a school uniform to Brigitte for her to attend school in NSW. School and Brigitte never went well together. She found repeating year 10 in Australia very boring and was easily distracted. 

			Orange was the last camp the family were sent to and the best one of all. The eating conditions were much better and there were no maggots! Gerhard worked in the Westinghouse factory and Ursel got a cleaning job in a household. 

			Melbourne was calling, so after making friends with another couple and their family, Gerhard and his mate hitch-hiked all the way to Melbourne. Their first ride was sitting on banana boxes in the back of a utility. No seatbelts in those days! “My father got a job in a paint factory and was told he had to drink two litres of milk a day to combat the lead in the paint. Luckily, he liked milk!” Accommodation was found in a boarding house for Gerhard but not for his family, so Brigitte and her friend Erica were sent by bus to Melbourne to try and find accommodation for the family. Brigitte being only 15 years old at the time made it hard for real estate agents to take her seriously. However, she persevered and managed to secure accommodation in a large boarding house for her mother and father and two sisters. Unfortunately, there was no room for Brigitte. Not to be defeated she found a job as a housemaid in a boarding house in St Kilda. The job came with a room over the former stables which she shared with two other girls. The owner of the house was a retired merchant marine and a real gentleman. 

			“I worked breakfast and dinner in the dining room and had the afternoons off. I was getting very homesick at this stage so every afternoon I would walk to Station Pier and watch the ships come in”. 

			The family eventually saved enough money to buy their first home in West Brunswick. The eleven wooden crates were still waiting for them on the wharf years later. Brigitte’s father was a packer and a half, as she describes, so all their goods were still in perfect condition. Gerhard used the eleven wooden crates to make furniture for their home. He carried out many renovations over the years to their West Brunswick home, where he and Ursel lived the rest of their lives. 

			One of Brigitte’s big regrets in life is missing out on her teenage years. Having to deal with a war and running from the Bavarian State bank, made it very hard to make lasting friendships and all the fun that comes with it. Playing sport, having sleepovers, doing all those things teenagers do, Brigitte could only dream about. However, she was able to make up for that in Melbourne. “In those days every church and town hall had a dance, and I went dancing three or four times a week. I would go to the Victoria Market and buy old ball gowns. Then I would cut off the sweaty top half and wear the skirts with all the petticoats”. 

			Raffaele Tornatora was an Italian immigrant born in Calabria in 1927. He migrated to Australia and eventually Melbourne in 1952, where he got work as a waiter in the Jolly Roger Café, corner of Toorak and St Kilda Road. This is where Brigitte first laid eyes on Raffaele, however it was later that they fell in love. Raffaele went on to work in many cafés, restaurants, and night clubs over time, but the highlight was working at the Windsor Hotel during the Queen Elizabeth’s visit in 1954. Here, dressed in a dinner suit he delivered ‘silver service’ in the dining room to Her Majesty. 

			The ‘silver service waiter’ eventually purchased his own café in partnership with his brother Carmelo. The Vienna Café in Glenferrie Road, Hawthorn, was to become his home for years to come. Brigitte and her friend worked in a plastics factory nearby and they would call in to the Vienna Café after work for a coffee. She remembered this waiter from years ago at the Jolly Roger and love blossomed between the two. In 1958 Brigitte joined Raffaele, or Roy as she called him, in the Vienna Café. 

			The Vienna Café needed a face lift. Roy was away visiting family in Italy, so Brigitte with the help of Carmelo and her father renovated the café into something very classy. “We worked most nights, pulling-out all the dingy stuff. We put in a false ceiling by hanging chains. I found some grey and white wallpaper with green ivy on some of it which we put on the walls. When he came home, he could not believe how good it looked. He liked it so much he asked me to marry him, and I said yes!” 

			Operating a restaurant is very hard work with long hours. There was only Roy, Brigitte, Carmelo, and his wife running the place. They all worked seven days a week for 15 years. There was no time to get married and Brigitte and Roy lived together upstairs for the first eight years of their lives together. 

			“One day a monk from the St Anthony’s shrine asked, why are you not married? I said I want to be baptised a Catholic before I get married, and I don’t have time. Come to the Church tomorrow and I will baptise you he said, we can fill in the paperwork and you can get married next week. So, I went the next day, and he gave a lady who was praying a candle and asked her to be my witness, then he baptised me and absolved me from my sins. We got married seven days later, on May 18, 1966, at 9.30am. We had our photos taken and went back to work at 10.30am”. 

			Not prepared to let this special occasion go without celebration guests were invited to join the couple after work where they were served drinks, lovely Italian sweets, and sandwiches in the back of the café. This went on for three months! Roy worked hard overcoming many obstacles to bring his entire family out from Italy. Once they had all arrived, Roy and Brigitte bought a house in Hawthorn to settle them. Brigitte’s sister in-law and father in-law helped in the Café. 
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			“After two and half year of marriage I got pregnant and had a little girl named Bettina. When I was expecting, the customers kept telling me I should not be working so hard. So, I went to work in the kitchen out the back where they couldn’t see me.” 

			The hard work and long hours eventually took their toll. When Bettina was sixteen months old, Brigitte and Roy agreed to sell the café to a Lebanese family. A gelati machine had been imported from Italy years prior, however the Lebanese family were not interested in purchasing it. Brigitte and Roy kept the machine and set up a Gelati factory in Auburn Road. They made gelato, cassata, tartufo, and all things ice cream. 

			After working the Gelati factory for two years, seven days a week, Brigitte and Roy had had enough! The Gelati factory was sold to Everest Ice Cream. Brigitte had her son Carlo and a well-earned rest while Roy worked for various restaurants in the city. However, Roy wasn’t happy working for other people, so they started looking for a ‘sea change’, or in their case… a ‘Mallee Living change’! 

			Roy’s sister and family lived on a fruit block in Irymple, so the Tornatoras decided to travel to the Mallee for a well-deserved holiday. The prospect of a balanced life of hard work, with time to relax, enjoy the kids and even catch a fish in the Murray River, appealed to Brigitte and Roy. Brigitte then sent Roy back to Irymple to work a grape harvest to see if they could manage moving to the Mallee.

			“When he returned to Melbourne he said, it is easy, the women just sit on the tractor all day…yeah right!” 

			“We sold our house and took off to the Mallee. We bought a soldier settlement block of 20 acres in Nichols Point. We were so green! Roy had worked on an olive oil farm in Italy, but I had never worked on the land. The harvesting and drying of the fruit were hard work and, at that stage, not producing much income”. Using a life insurance pay-out, they started replanting, re-trellising, and improving the watering system. Brigitte supplemented their income by working in the kitchen for the Carrazza family’s Piccolo Italia Restaurant in Deakin Ave Mildura. 

			After a particularly cold and wet first winter on the fruit block where Brigitte remembers putting newspaper down her front to stop the freezing cold, they eventually got the hang of being blockies! The new plantings and trellising started producing larger quantities of good fruit and improved income. 

			Brigitte was very community minded. She ran many spaghetti stalls and joined the Mothers Club and other various committees before being approached to stand for council at the next Mildura Shire elections. “I was told it would be easy as nobody would stand against me. Two men did stand against me, but I won by a mile and became the first woman councillor. I was the flavour of the month; I was an ethnic woman who spoke three languages fluently”. 
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			Brigitte, Gerhard, Bettina, Carlo and Raffaele 

			Brigitte served six years on council. She worked hard, serving on several committees. She was instrumental in starting the Sunraysia Ethnic Communities Council. This council was to assist with the settlement of the new Lebanese community. This was particularly challenging for her when Red Cliffs had a big flood and large areas of vines were inundated with water. The Lebanese community had no knowledge of how to get help and get back on their feet. This was a big learning curve for Brigitte, but she worked hard for the cause and enjoyed it very much. 

			While serving on Council, Brigitte was also invited to join a group called Women in Agriculture and Resource Management, the ‘WARM WOMEN’! “We attended a dinner in the Government Dining Room in Canberra, where everyone had to stand up and say how much land they owned. The woman before me was from the Northern Territory. She owned a huge amount of land, grew cattle, and had them mustered by helicopter. When I stood up, I said I owned 7.48 hectares of grapes which I dry. I got such large cheering and clapping. There were women from organic carrot farms to pig farmers, and chestnut growers from Tasmania to name a few”. Brigitte loved meeting up with other government people on committees in Melbourne and looks back with pride on the years she served as a councillor. 
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			Councillor Tornatora 

			After Brigitte retired from Council she had more time for Roy, Bettina, and Carlo. Bettina was attending Mildura High School, playing softball for the Rebels, tennis, and competition swimming. 

			She was given an opportunity to travel to Brazil with the Rotary Exchange program and stay in Sao Paulo. She spoke perfect Portuguese in a few weeks. With the support of her parents Bettina went onto University in Melbourne where she met her husband Dimitri. They both graduated as chiropractors and have recently moved to Barcelona in Spain to continue their practice. They have two boys Sebastian, 26, and Xavier, 22. “Carlo rode a bike in competitions for the Coomealla Cycling Club. He trained riding 80km round trips every night. After he completed High School, Carlo also went to Melbourne where he did an apprenticeship in fitting and turning. He loved his trade; he started his own factory laser cutting metal for garden and wall art, he even made his own wedding ring”. Carlo has four children, Zachary, Lillianna, Dhalia and Willow-Maeve. 

			Roy and Brigitte were founding members of the Irymple Bocce Club. In the beginning, members each contributed half a ton of fruit to get the club going. They invited Jeff Kennett to the opening which helped them get a government grant to build a new club house. Many working bees later, and lots of concrete, saw seven new bocce courts. This took up most of Roy’s time after retiring from the block and moving to their new home in Irymple. He worked there 4 days a week cleaning, working behind the bar, and of course playing bocce. Both Roy and Brigitte were dedicated to the club and when there were functions, Brigitte would be in the kitchen helping and supervising the catering. They were both awarded Life Memberships. Irymple Bocce Club welcomes people of all ages to play bocce, cards and to socialise in a welcoming and safe environment. 

			Two years after moving to Irymple, Roy passed away in the April of 2010. Brigitte moved into the Mildura Gardens Retirement Village where she has resided for the past 12 years. With close neighbours and little dogs as companions, Brigitte is enjoying her life in the Village. The Village has an in-house art group which Brigitte joined with enthusiasm. It is here she realises her artistic talent and she would have to say the highlight was entering a portrait in the 2017 Archibald Prize! The Archibald Prize is an Australian portraiture prize for painting, generally seen as the most prestigious portrait prize in Australia, first awarded in 1921. 

			Brigitte’s inspiration for entering this prize was seeing an article and picture of Olga Horak in the Herald Sun. Olga Horak, 94 at the time, was a Czech-born Jewish Holocaust survivor. In Mrs Horak’s words, humanity “could never understand the world of a survivor. One could never comprehend what happened behind the barbed wire fence”, she said. 

			Olga was 17 when German troops marched into Slovakia, forcing some of her family into hiding and then into the hands of the Nazis. She was sent to several camps, including Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen, where she and her mother survived to see the camp’s liberation by British and Canadian troops on April 15, 1945. Olga’s mother died that day, as the pair waited in a queue to register as survivors. 

			“My entire family was killed there”, she said. “Auschwitz was not conceived in heaven made by God. It was carefully planned by people for people”. 

			Olga Horak was working at the Jewish Museum on Darlinghurst Road in Sydney, at the time of the article. Brigitte contacted the Museum and arrangements were made for her to fly to Sydney and meet Olga. After addressing the issue of Brigitte being German, to which Olga held no grudge, the two spent several hours together getting to know each other. Olga shared her horror stories of Auschwitz survival. Brigitte was so moved she returned to her little art group and announced she was entering Olga’s portrait in the Archibald Prize. And she did! 

			Listening to Brigitte’s story over several weeks and even painting with her in the Village art group has been very inspiring and rewarding. She lived through war and peace, yet what she is most proud of is her family. 

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Brigitte Tornatora’s entry in the 2017 Archibald Portraiture Prize 

			Her biggest challenges were leaving the city and adjusting to life in the Mallee, and then serving six years on the Shire Council. Her contribution to her community which helped shape the small towns of Irymple and Nichols Point, is commendable. Brigitte draws her strength from being quietly confident that things will turn out for the best. If they don’t, she becomes stronger for it. Brigitte lives by her father’s advice; Always be strong and find a way to get things done. She values and, is most grateful for, her health and the brain power to still resolve things today.
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