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			JOSEPHINE PASUT 

			in conversation with Margaret Jackman

			We dug up the front lawn to grow beans. 
No point wasting the yard!

			Giuseppina, now known as Josephine, was just nineteen when she arrived one morning at the Red Cliffs Railway Station. The year is 1957 and after an overnight train trip from Melbourne on a hard wooden seat, she was reuniting with her fiancé, Venanzio Pasut after a long, two-year separation.

			The next day, Venanzio, to become known as Vince to many in his new adopted country, took her into town and showed her all the shops and businesses she would need to use … the grocery shop, the butcher Mr Kreager, the bank, and the post office. He then gave her a key to the house and said, “I will be busy earning the money so you will need to do the shopping and bill paying”. And she did, even buying the beer, despite only having had a short time in English lessons for migrants before leaving home. Her life in Sunraysia had begun.

			“I sailed to Australia by myself on the SS Roma, along with many other young women who were coming to meet their fiancés or husbands, some of them meeting for the first time. Sailing into port at 5am, we were all on the deck and very excited as we saw the sunrise over Melbourne. It was a very beautiful scene and I felt I had come to a beautiful place. After one night in Melbourne with a cousin I was so happy to finally be here. I was soon to be reunited with the man I loved and hadn’t seen for two years, and to begin our new life together”.
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			The engagement of Guseppina and Venanzio, 1955

			Giuseppina and Venanzio were married at St Joseph’s Catholic Church in Red Cliffs as soon as the formalities and paperwork were completed. This meant 6 pm on a Wednesday evening with four people attending, the best man, the groomsman and two bridesmaids. Vince had met and made these friends in the packing shed where they all worked after they finished a day of fruit picking. His best man had to go find the priest because he had forgotten. ‘After all, who gets married on a Wednesday night?’

			Before the wedding Josephine had cooked a four-course meal for them all to enjoy after the ceremony. Next day when Vince’s boss heard about the wedding he said, “Why didn’t you tell me? You could have had time off”. Venanzio is said to have replied, “Oh no, I have a wife to support and a mortgage to pay!” It was a modest start to a happy successful marriage, lasting 45 years until the death of Vince in 2002. “We were both very young and far from family, but felt brave and adventurous, and were confident that together we would make a good life here for ourselves and any future children.”

			Venanzio had already been in Australia for the two years of their separation. After serving in the Italian Army for eighteen months, he and twenty other young men from San Vito al Tagliamento in the province of Pordenone in Northern Italy had come to Australia for work. Times were very tough across post war Europe with limited opportunities for young people. They came by ship, the Flaminia, many of them tradesmen, others to work on farms, especially the Queensland sugar cane plantations. The plantations needed labourers.

			Vince disembarked in Townsville and from there, he and the others were taken out to the plantations where they would cut the sugar cane by hand. It was very tough, back breaking work, in hot difficult conditions. In fact, Vince hurt his back so badly loading cane that he required hospitalisation. He was advised not to return to cane cutting and to find something less physically demanding. This is how he ended up in Victoria. Shortly after coming to Red Cliffs for the picking season, he decided that this would be the place where he and Giuseppina would eventually settle. ‘It was very like his town in Italy … but without all the gossips!’

			“I fell in love with Venanzio when I was fifteen years old. I saw him cycling past. He looked gorgeous, very handsome in his army uniform; I was smitten! The first two years of our courtship were in Italy. I loved going to the cinema, but Vince was not so keen. The cinema was in his part of town, so if I wanted to see a film I would bike over on my own, we would go to the film together and Vince would cycle me home. He would rather go cycling or walking in the park. The second two years of our courtship were by letter. I try not to smile when I hear young people talk about the problems of having a boyfriend in another part of Australia”.

			“I was born Giuseppina Esperino, in San Vito al Tagliamento in Pordenone in the region of Friuli Venezia Giuglia in Northern Italy. I was born on March 17, 1938, which happens to be St Patrick’s Day. Later I used to say to my mother, “Why didn’t you call me Patrizia? It’s a much nicer name? But I suppose there were not many Irish people in my village and St Pat’s Day was not celebrated! Instead, I became known as Josephine after I came to Australia”. 

			“My father Giovanni Esperino was a Carabinieri but later he became a mobile fruit and vegetable vendor. My mother Maria Bombardella worked in the silk factory. 

			“I was a young child during the war years, but I don’t remember them as a time of significant hardship. I don’t remember them as particularly frightening, but I do recall being bundled off to the trenches by my mother, wrapped in a blanket, to avoid the shrapnel that flew about after bombs were dropped. Because families were already used to producing much of their own food, we didn’t experience hunger in a way that others living in cities did. There was always something to eat, usually vegetable soup with beans (mostly borlotti) and polenta. In autumn crops were harvested and then stored in the attic for the winter, chestnuts and corn for polenta were obtained from the north by swapping produce. On very special occasions a chicken would be killed for the pot. Those with bigger farms had cows and pigs and were able to make traditional cured meats such as salami. There were bad times, better not remembered, when German soldiers stole the Italian villagers’ food, and bodies of people caught defying curfew were hanged out on the street for all to see.

			The Carabinieri Corps is a police force having military status. They were employed to ensure public safety. They were a key component of italian defence and security. 

			“I left school at twelve years of age. It was common in those times, to work at home and in the fields. When I turned fifteen, I was able to begin work in the local silk factory, as had my mother and grandmother before me. There were six hundred of us women on the production line, feeding silk cocoons into boiling water or removing them onto the spools spinning the silk thread. It was hard work and I now have arthritis in my fingers, but it was also good fun being with those women. We sang and joked and once a month on pay day we went to the local tavern for a drink. I was there for the next four years, until migrating to Australia. The factory closed not that many years later, due to the introduction of synthetic materials such as nylon. In 1992 it was renovated and is now a state school called after the factory – the Liceo Le Filandiere. You can still see the original factory windows and chimney standing outside from its days as a silk factory”.

			“Our first home in Sunraysia was in the Spider’s Web on Lachlan Parade. Venanzio had paid the deposit on this house and obtained a mortgage by the time I arrived. It was furnished with a table and a bed – what else would a young couple need? It was very basic, as were the other local homes and very much like the living conditions back in Italy. No inside toilet, the night cart came to take away waste. There was no inside shower, a cold hose in the shed sufficed, water was boiled up in the copper and emptied into the tub for a bath, the cooking was on a wood stove. We had no car and as we did in Italy, we biked or walked. 

			The ‘spider’s web’ is a compicated intersection of roads in a part of red cliffs where it is notoriously difficult to find one’s way around. The roads correspond to irrigation channels which water the adjacent fruit blocks.

			“Gradually improvements were made to our home with rooms, including a bathroom, built on to the house. Our first baby Denis was born in this house. We continued the Italian traditions of growing much of our own fruit and vegetables, making tomato pasta sauce, and salami. We dug up the front lawn to grow beans as we could see no point in wasting our yard, even though there was lots of space out in the back yard!
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			The Pasut’s front yard vegie patch, 1958

			“We always made our own wine, even before we grew our own grapes. We had chickens and after the move to Sunnycliffs, we made cheeses from the milking cow, ‘Bella’. Later the cow had to go when Vince went on a trip to Italy. While I was the milker, Vince’s hands being too rough for the cow to tolerate him milking her, I did not deal with the pasturing and feeding. From fellow migrants, who mainly came from Southern Italy, I learnt to prepare their recipes, and to preserve olives. We had many friends with whom we would make bread, pasta, pastries and preserves and we would enjoy many meals together.

			“We were lucky to have very kind helpful neighbours, Gordon and Gaye Knyvett. Mrs Knyvett helped me learn English by pointing to objects in her house and telling me their names. Until my English improved, I just used sign language or pointed at what I wanted. They would take us down to the river to relax every weekend. One time I said I couldn’t go as I hadn’t done the dishes, but Mrs Knyvett would have none of it – ‘The dishes will still be there when you come home, but if you don’t come to the river now that time will be gone!’ Mrs Knyvett also tried to tell me there was no need to have the hot stove going every day to make soup in the height of summer. She didn’t understand the Italians love of soup! She taught me the new skill of how to preserve fruit. The Knyvetts had no children and came to the christening of baby Denis but were not able to be the Godparents as they were not Roman Catholic.

			“In 1960 I experienced my first big dust storm. At about 3pm I saw this huge mass of dust rolling in towards our home, the sky turned dark. I was terrified, picked up baby Denis and ran next door shouting, ‘Mrs Knyvett, the end of the world is coming, and my husband is not here!’ She took me in and made me a beautiful cup of tea with Carnation milk. In Italy tea was only for special occasions and only ever served with lemon. It was such a treat and it calmed me down. The storm passed, my husband came home, and it wasn’t the end of the world.

			“We both worked hard but there was also time for enjoyment. I was able to continue my love of going to the cinema in Red Cliffs. Vince and I would go into town every Saturday night to the movies, taking baby Denis with us. One night I looked around and was surprised to see Maria Fenu, a young woman from Sardinia who had been on the same migrant ship as me. Another memory from those movie going days was seeing the film King of Kings and feeling a bit uncomfortable – the next day Anna was born.

			Before leaving Italy, I went to evening classes to obtain a certificate in home economics to be a cook and work in commercial kitchens. For the few practical cooking classes we undertook, the class went to the presbytery to use the priest’s kitchen. I loved it and learnt a lot in addition to the skills I had learnt at home. It was a great opportunity to gain a qualification. I would have liked to work in this area in Australia, maybe working at the Red Cliffs pub, or becoming a well-known cook like Stefano di Pieri. But Vince said no, my job was to cook for him! One day I made an especially beautiful dinner for him and felt it would be lovely to eat by candlelight. So romantic. When Vince got home, he looked at the candles and said, ‘Josephine, what has happened, has the power gone off?!’ My husband was a lovely man but also a very practical man, not a romantic like me! My family benefitted from my love of cooking – they were very well fed! Later my skills were used in community groups, especially cooking with the other women for the bocce club”.

			“I decided my children would have all the opportunities to learn and do the things I had not had the chance to experience. I was the only Italian migrant mother to join the Mothers’ Club at St Joseph’s Primary School in Red Cliffs and to become involved in all their activities, including teaching the primary school students how to make pasta. This was made possible by one of the other mothers picking me up to take me to the meetings. I remember being asked to help when Italian exchange students visited, only to find that their spoken English was better than mine was at that stage!”

			“One of the first things I did for my childrens’ education was to ensure they learnt to swim properly for enjoyment and for safety. It was something I had never had the chance to do. I also wanted them to get as much education as possible and to go to university if they chose. Anna Maria and Selina did.

			Anna Maria went to Swinburne and obtained a degree in Accounting and Business, but decided office work was not for her, so moved into management in hospitality in Adelaide. Selina went to RMIT to study Criminal Justice, eventually returning to Mildura in the role of Registrar in Charge at the Mildura Magistrate’s Court. Denis chose to join Coles, looking to progress to management roles, then later took on the family, and his own block, marrying his high school girlfriend.

			Selina, Vernanzio, Guiseppina, Denis and Anna Maria 
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			“It was ten years before we returned to Italy, now with two children, Denis and Anna, who met their grandparents for the first time. We moved in with Vince’s parents, planning to stay permanently, but after eight months decided we would rather be back in Australia. Italy was still poor with limited work opportunities, and we knew life was easier in Australia. Not only did we return to Australia, but to Red Cliffs and to the same house in Lachlan Parade in the Spiders Web. The family enjoyed the ship voyage and the opportunity to renew their connection with family and friends. One memory was of calling in to French Island to collect fresh crayfish for dinner. A subsequent trip ten years later was by aeroplane.

			“I was not the only family member to leave home. My family spread across the world. My brother Gino Esperino moved to France, initially to Montpelier near one of our aunts. The last time I saw him was on this first trip back. My two older sisters moved to England. Lidia, the eldest, met an English soldier stationed in Italy after the war, married him in 1946 and moved to England in 1948. I was so upset, I remember crying and saying to my brother-in-law Frank, ‘I will never forgive you for taking my sister away! My sister Rina later went to England to join them in order to find work. She also married an Englishman. My third sister Nives came to Melbourne in 1964. Nives and her husband Mario were a great support to us. We often travelled to Melbourne to stay with them, where we played cards, went on picnics, and visited the Furlan Italian Club. 

			“In 1998, Nives and I travelled together to England to celebrate our eldest sister’s 50th wedding anniversary – it was the first time in fifty years that all four of us were together. Such a lovely reunion. It was also the last, as within two years both sisters living in England had died. Sadly, our brother disappeared without trace, despite efforts to find out what happened to him. Now back in Red Cliffs, in the late 1960s, the Cabarita Bocce Club became a big part of our, and other Italian migrant families’ lives.
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			The reunion with my sisters in England in 1998

			“As many of us migrants had no family members living close by, we looked to each other as our substitute family, and to share and keep our culture alive. The men missed playing the traditional bowls game of bocce so decided to set up their own club. Land, which included an old house, was leased from the Bravins out on Seventeenth Street in Cabarita. This was gradually developed and extended, and the bocce and spaghetti nights became a great success, not just with the Italian migrants, and not just locally. It gave us women another opportunity to use our cooking skills. The club became well known within and beyond the Sunraysia community and regularly catered for bus trips of Italian people from Adelaide and Melbourne. There were many great parties with singing and dancing, and in the 1980’s Don Parente would sometimes play the piano accordion.

			“Initially, tradition was maintained with the men only playing bocce, but later it was decided women could play as well. Over time the numbers decreased and eventually the decision was made to close. While there was sadness about this there are still lots of great memories of fun, friendship and happy times for the many people involved in the Cabarita Bocce Club. Another important organisation that brought much enjoyment to our lives was the Associazione Nazionale Alpini, set up in 1990, to represent Italian ex-servicemen and their families. 

			“Every year members gathered in different parts of Australia, including in Mildura at the Club da Vinci. I was involved in the fund raising and often travelled with Vince to these events. They included travel to Melbourne, Sydney, Wollongong, Adelaide and Griffith. We had great times at these big gatherings and found people with connections to home.

			“As the children grew up and became more independent, I was able to become more involved in community organisations. I joined Nexus, a women’s service club, which undertook fundraising for a wide range of causes, such as the Jacaranda Aged Care Home in Red Cliffs. We had great times and lots of laughs, with fashion shows and concerts. After the children left home, I also joined St Vincent de Paul and volunteered there for fifteen years.

			“In the 1970’s we decided that with two children and another on the way we needed a bigger house. We rented out Lachlan Parade and bought a lovely house on two acres in Mildura South, where daughter Selina was born. It was closer to our friends the Pantarotto, the Bravin and Galasso families. In 1971, I obtained my driver’s licence –hallelujah! One of the best things I did, it gave me much more freedom to do things when I wanted. I studied and passed the written test the first time but had to have several attempts at the practical driving test. I found parallel parking difficult! Mr Thomas, the Red Cliffs Policeman who gave me my licence advised me to ‘take it easy for the first year!’ One frustration solved was Saturday morning shopping – no longer having to wait for Venenzio to return from his regular catch up for a few beers in Irymple with friends from around the district. It meant that when we moved back to Red Cliffs, I was able to drive the children to school and Selina was able to be taken to kindergarten”. 

			“In Mildura South we had a bigger more comfortable home. We continued to grow our food, our own grapes and had animals. The children had a swimming pool and were able to fish in the channels, but they were not happy, they wanted to be back in Red Cliffs living near, and going to the same school, as their friends. So, after three years, back to Lachlan Parade we went. The little house needed repairs and as it was too small for a family of five, we built on two rooms, and here we stayed until 1983. The children were very happy!” 
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			“We continued to work hard and to save and were able to buy a block in Sunnycliffs, near the primary school. The first year we had the block we did all the work ourselves – picking the sultana grapes, drying, pruning, rolling on. It was here in 1983, we built our own new home. It was not the home of our dreams, but still a very comfortable one. Selina was still at primary school but the older two had left home. The one thing I wanted and prioritised was a big fireplace – this makes a home. Venanzio was often unwell, but we spent many happy hours by that fire. I learned to love flower gardening as well as fruit and vegetable growing. We had a lovely garden at our Sunnycliffs block, no more vegetables growing in the front yard! Venanzio had worked at picking, pruning, spraying – initially by hand then gradually buying machinery and equipment, then setting up his own thriving business, Red Cliffs Irrigation Supply. This was later sold to Greg Hutchison when Venanzio’s health failed. At this time our son was overseas on his honeymoon, and while I had helped in the business, it was not in administration, ordering or dealing with the finances, so it was time for a change.

			“Denis took over the block when his father’s health meant he could not continue. His earlier cane cutting injury continued to affect him – no worker’s compensation in those days. Denis still owns the original block which now grows winery grapes. He has his winery on the property, Pasut Quality Wines. You can see the sign when you drive along the straight near the Sunnycliffs store. Wine from his winery was used for the Red Cliffs Centenary celebrations.

			“I was so blessed to be living near Denis and Pauline in Sunnycliffs. It meant I was part of the lives of their five children. Every day I saw them crossing the block to school. I was involved in their birthday parties and their activities at Sunnycliffs Primary School. Every Wednesday they all came to dinner for spaghetti night. I would ask them, ‘What would you like for dinner?’ and the answer was always ‘Spaghetti!’ Not many grandparents are able to enjoy that experience these days.

			“My husband experienced poor health, but this didn’t prevent us from still having lots of fun in his retirement. If he was feeling well enough, Venanzio would often say, ‘Well Beppa, do you want to go away for a few days?’ And off we would go for a few days to places like Wilson’s Promontory, Phillip Island and Lake’s Entrance – always spontaneous with no planning or pre-booking. It always worked out. We often caught up with our daughters, as well as friends and family in Melbourne and Adelaide.
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			Our Fortieth wedding anniversary

			“While I had a very limited education, I’ve had a very enjoyable and productive life. I was always busy, never bored, loved my life in Red Cliffs, being involved in the community and working on our block. At different times I also worked at the Packing Sheds in Red Cliffs, sorting, and packing dried fruit. I was a housekeeper for Dr and Mrs Mary Fleming and a cleaner at the Plantation Motor Inn. I now live in Mildura in a comfortable home bought for me by my children. I have had the opportunity to travel overseas on various cruises, a highlight being a visit to the Great Wall in China”.

			“Our family of five has grown. Denis married Pauline, Anna married Joseph and Selina married Stephen. Then between them they produced seven beautiful grandchildren. Anthony, Bianca, Chiara, Alanna, Rhys, Ruben, and Darcy. They are all living happy successful lives in different parts of Australia. I am so proud of them all. And now there are five great grandchildren – Charlie, Riley, Rosie, Hunter, and Leo – with more to come, I hope! I am still active and involved in community organisations – the Italian and the Australian Senior Citizens’ Clubs and the Nordic Walking Club. I still hope to be able to go on another cruise if COVID allows. Life has been good to us here”.
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			Three generations
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			And two more ‘grandies’!
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