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			PIERINA BERTON 

			shares her journey with Barbara Tilley

			Soon after we began talking, I asked Pierina where she was born, and she showed me a photograph of the delightful village of Pozzale di Cadore, situated on the lower slopes of the majestic snow-capped Dolomite Mountains in northern Italy. Then we talked about her early days in that part of the land.
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			The family home (foreground) and Dolomite Mountains. 
Pierina was born in 1934, the youngest of three daughters
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			Above is of the large multi-storeyed building which was home to both her parents’ and her uncle’s families. Pierina’s parents had some land where they kept a cow, (which Mother milked) a pig, and some chickens. They were able to gather mushrooms that grew on their land (if they got in first) as things were communal in those days. They also grew potatoes and beans in their garden, but being mountainous, the soil was stony, so not very productive. The cow grazed on the natural pasture on their land, which before winter was cut and stored for fodder to feed it in the barn during the colder months. Pierina’s only living grandparent, her maternal grandmother, lived next door and the child was a frequent visitor to her beloved Nonna, and often stayed overnight.

			Nonna’s house was like a second home to her. Nonna passed away when Pierina was nine years of age, and she remembers the country’s flag being draped over the coffin, in memory of the two sons (her uncles) who had lost their lives in the war. She was not much older, she recalled, when the Germans invaded the countryside, and the enemy occupied their village and others throughout the area. However, she said it was peaceful. 

			Another early memory was of being afraid of her uncle who was the Carer or Authority in the village. He was a big man with a moustache, and he was the ‘law’ amongst the people.

			In the three months of winter, when snow blanketed the buildings, trees and mountains, and everything was covered in white, there was much excitement when they all went skiing or sledding. There was a “corner store” which was a hub for the village folk to meet; a place to have a coffee, tea or wine, to catch up on news or to have a meal or an ice cream. The main shopping was done in the larger town nearby.

			Day school and then primary school were in the village. There was one teacher instructing Grades One and Three, and another teacher Grades Two and Four.

			The nuns were also carers in the village, and they managed a crèche, dispensed medicine and immunisations, as well as teaching sewing and crochet and other crafts. After completing Primary School, Pierina and her school friends walked about one and a half miles each way to attend Technical School in the larger town of Pieve di Cadore.

			In a prominent place in that town there is a bronze statue of the famous artist, Tiziano Vecellio (Titian), as it was his birthplace.

			During the years at Secondary School, there were annual bus excursions for the teenagers to different cities to enlarge their knowledge of their country.

			Pierina and her sister travelled to central Italy for summer holidays. When she finished Form 2 at school and did not want to continue any longer her mother wasn’t happy. She said, “You’ll be sorry one day”, but Pierina found work in an establishment where she learned to work on a knitting machine; a fairly new invention in that era, and from that, she went on to the occupation of shaping arms, (or temples) to attach to lenses, working in a spectacle factory.

			Pierina’s father’s occupation was a miller of timber, and one of her sisters helped him, working at the mill with her father. She was very strong and able to handle the timber as well as a man. The other sister was a seamstress and worked in the village before she married and went to central Italy to live near the coast.

			Pierina remembers that one of the locals had draught horses with chains between them to drag logs down from the mountains for the mill, to be milled for planks and timber for housing. Father also had another mill where he stone-ground grain for flour and Pierina helped there, sifting the flour for husks.

			In 1955 Pierina met Henry Berton, the young man who was to become her husband. Henry had returned to Italy for a holiday, and to catch up with his relatives, and that is when he met Pierina. After a courtship they married, and at twenty-one years old, she sailed on the ship Sorrento to Australia with her new husband. She said that it was not a voyage she liked to remember, as she was seasick for the whole trip of 28 days. Her parents felt the parting, and it was to be 25 years before she went back to Italy to visit them, in which time her father had passed on.
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			Her new husband’s father had migrated to Australia in 1937, and after he had been ten years in the country, and had established a home and business in Mildura, he sent money for the boat journey to his family in Italy. Finally, he could bring them out to join him in Australia in the home he had prepared for them. Mr Berton senior was a builder, and a nephew had migrated to Australia also. They worked together in erecting houses and named their business Berton Brothers Builders. Unlike the majority of migrants, who came from southern Italy and were of Calabrian descent, the Bertons had lived in the north, in the village where Pierina grew up, and their heritage differs from those in the south. They are near the Austrian border and influenced by the Austrian culture. The transfer of Italian culture to Australia has produced a unique lifestyle through a blending of language, customs, foods and more.

			Pierina’s voyage to a new life ended at Melbourne when she and Henry disembarked. They were met by a sister-in-law who drove them to Mildura. The dirt road was so different from what she had been used to; in those days the sealed road ended just outside of Melbourne.

			Northern Italy was closely settled with many small towns, so the difference of that homeward journey through the flat, dry country compared with the beautiful green and coolness of the country surrounding the little village they had just left was enormous. Some of Henry’s siblings had already married, so there was quite a family to greet her when she arrived.

			Australia was a place of ‘opportunity’, a place to make a better life for migrant families than was possible in the regions where they had been living in Italy. Australia was advertising for immigrants to expand the work force and build the country. Many came and filled these places and made lives here. Henry and Pierina moved into a newly built house in Ninth Street when they arrived and lived there for fourteen years. Four sons were born – Frank in 1956, Paul in 1958, Robert in 1960, and the youngest, Anthony in 1970. The boys all went to Sacred Heart Primary school, later finishing their education in Melbourne, where each one has settled with their families and their work.

			When Frank and Paul were 16 and 14 respectively, they went by plane to visit their grandparents and others of the family in Italy.

			They were met in Rome by Pierina’s sister and brother-in-law. Daringly, they did some sightseeing on their own to various tourist areas, but they did have a grasp of the Veneto (Venetian) dialect which enabled them to communicate with the locals. That was the dialect spoken in the Pozzale di Cadore area. As can be imagined, moving to a new land without an understanding of the language was very difficult for Pierina. It was embarrassing having to point to what she needed in shops and her words were not understood. So, it was wonderful when Mary, the wife of one of her husband’s friends took her under her wing. She patiently helped her in her understanding of English and became Pierina’s closest friend until her death just a few years ago.

			The next move the family made, was to Walnut Avenue where they purchased a fruit block with a large house on it; a place for the growing boys to be free to move. Apart from the established sultana vines, they grew a variety of vegetables and fruit trees, from which Pierina made jams and preserves for the family; good healthy food for all the family to enjoy. Pierina and Henry worked extremely hard, putting in backbreaking days as they laboured to keep everything productive.

			Drying fruit, making wine, preserving fruit and vegetables, making jams, and even salami and smallgoods, were constant tasks. Pierina told Barb they didn’t throw anything away and she always patched clothes, turned collars, and darned any holes. At one stage she did alterations for Doug Haynes and for Andriske’s Dry Cleaners. Henry had a bad back and had to wear a support but kept going through it all. He had an unfortunate accident with a chainsaw, which cut sinews in his wrist. Mr Worcester, the surgeon, did a good job of repairing it, but a further operation did more damage.

			In later years when Pierina revisited her village, she expressed her desire to go up the mountain again to relive the experience of youth. Next time I visited Pierina, she told me that after looking through old photos, she remembered the ‘best’ times from the past had been in her youth and teenage years.

			She’d had a wonderful group of friends, both girls and boys, and they loved to climb the nearby mountains on the weekends. After an early lunch on Saturdays, the group would set off walking up the path to a chalet, (there were a few chalets as B and B’s on the way), and a chapel. They had such a joyous friendship, singing, laughing, joking, and all of the same mind.

			The mountain is nearly 2,000 feet above sea level. They saw Edelweiss as they climbed. The flower, known to all from “Sound of Music”, is a symbol of courage, bravery and love.
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			The friends would stay at a lodging house overnight, thoroughly enjoying the fun of each other’s company. Now, on her return to the village, her friends thought it might be too strenuous for her to make the climb, but in the intervening years a road has been constructed half-way. So, her friend drove her to the end of the sealed road, and they went the last part of the way on the path, with a few pauses to catch their breath and view the scenery.

			When they reached the Chapel, they sat there in the peace of quiet stillness, relishing the rarefied atmosphere. The return walk was more painful.
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			The village with Mt. Marmarole in the background

			The photo of the village in the foreground and snow-covered Mt Marmarole in the background, is part of the panorama. Pierina could see this every morning when she woke and looked out of her bedroom window. What a wonderful way to begin the day.

			Although Pierina’s family don’t live near her now, and she doesn’t see them often, she is proud of them all, and loves her grandchildren.

			She mentioned that Frank and an American tourist had once climbed one of the high mountains in the Pozzale de Cadore area; an achievement that made it to the front page of the local paper in the town.

			Pierina’s sons are all honest and hard working, and were never a worry to their parents, behaved well, and loved and respected them. Paul has three children, Marcus, Simon and Natalie, all school age, and the boys enjoy football and soccer. Robert has one daughter, Emma. Frank and Anthony don’t have children. Anthony is very involved in sport.

			Pierina enjoys the times she is able to holiday in Melbourne making the most of time spent with them all and having them visit her when they are able. I asked if she had ever been on another sea voyage. She replied that some friends had persuaded her to go with them on a cruise ship to Fiji. It was a very comfortable trip, with every amusement to keep them occupied, but there were days when there were no islands to go ashore to explore and nothing to see but the ocean. But she did really enjoy a river cruise, six years ago, which departed from Amsterdam, cruising the Rhine river to Budapest.

			It was very interesting as they disembarked in towns by day and went on tours where the history of the area was told by guides; or they explored the streets and shops daily, as the boat only travelled by night.

			Two other holidays that she mentioned, were with friends, and were coach tours, one touring both the north and south islands of New Zealand. The other, with Italian friends, included Sydney and the Blue Mountains.

			Looking back over her life, Pierina said she has no regrets, and is proud of the way she, Henry and their sons lived their lives and proud of what has been achieved. She and her husband enjoyed a social life with Italian friends, especially going to dinner dances at the Club da Vinci.

			Henry passed away fourteen years ago, and even though the boys are all in Melbourne, she is quite content where she lives. She has a standing arrangement for a weekly coffee get-together with her women friends, where they reminisce about past days, play bingo and bocce, and also have occasional barbecues.
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