The De Bolfo Brothers

The Italian Historical Society recognises the importance of family history as part of its
Collections Policy and that the publication of accounts based on documentary and oral
history sources are of great interest to many readers of the Journal. This account, writ-
ten by members of the De Bolfo family, increases our understanding of the post WW1
migration period and clearly illustrates the important role that the family can play in
the migrant experience. There are many interesting contrasts and comparisons to be
made with the much earlier Pullé family history which is also published in this issue.
Tony De Bolfo, grandson of Silvio De Bolfo, is the originator of this history. He is a

Sports Journalist with The Herald Sun.

Introduction
by Tony De Bolfo.

Seventy years ago, with The Great Depression
looming and the fascist movement steadily gath-
ering momentum, three young men embarked on
a long and arduous journey from Italy to the
other side of the world. They were the brothers
Silvio, Francesco and Igino De Bolfo, aged 25, 24
and 16 years respectively. They had each
resolved that the best course of action was to fol-
low in the footsteps of their oldest brother,
Benedetto, who had left for Melbourne six
months earlier.

On Friday, 24 November, 1927, the three broth-
ers found themselves standing on Victoria Dock,
Melbourne. On the day they were to leave their
home, their belongings had been packed into
three pine trunks, all hand-made by Silvio, a
qualified cabinet maker. A fourth trunk had to
be left at home, as it exceeded the ship’s size reg-
ulations. It still sits in the attic of the old family
home in San Nicolo di Comelico, a village in the
Alps, not far from the border with Austria, 60km
north of Belluno, in the Veneto region.

The day they left home for the port of Genova,
their mother Giovanna — who had to fend for the
remaining four De Bolfo children — cried as she
watched them walk down the road, rightly sens-
ing she would never see her three sons again.
Mum broke down very badly. It was tough, very
tough said Igino, affectionately known as Nino,
now 87 and the only surviving journeyman. I
was like that [crosses fingers] with my Dad and
Mum, and I broke down very badly too. The first
thing you do when you leave home is say ‘T'll see
you in 12 months’ . . . (but) it was tough, very
tough. I was 16 at the time and I cried. I suppose
I got to Belluno before I stopped. At Genoa, the
brothers boarded a crude twin screw steamer, the
Re d'Italia. Five hundred and twenty three pas-
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The four brothers De Bolfo. Standing (l. to r.) Iginio
and Benedetto. Seated Francesco and Silvio. This
photograph, c. 1930-31, was taken with the express
purpose of sending back to Nonna De Bolfo as visible
proof that her four sons had comfortably settled. It
was taken at the back of the local barber shop near the
De Bolfo brothers’ fish shop at 64 Koornang Road,
Carnegie (now a bakery).

sengers, mostly migrants, boarded the ship at
the first of the three key Italian ports — Genoa,
Naples and Messina: 506 Italians, one Austrian
and 16 Greeks. The sea voyage was long and liv-
ing conditions on board were far from satisfacto-
ry. The vessel lumbered its way through the
Tyrrhenian and Mediterranean Seas, the Suez
Canal, the Red and Arabian Seas, and the Indian
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Ocean. It pulled in at the ports of Port Said,
Colombo, Fremantle, Adelaide, Melbourne and
Sydney, the final port before the return trip.
Only card games on deck helped pass the time of
day for passengers, who also had to contend with
warm to hot drinking water and rancid food.
Little wonder Nino, to this day, regards the
whole experience as ‘a terrible blot. We were
lucky because Dad gave Silvio a little bit of money
in case of need, which we put to a cabin for four
on the ship. But others slept on a floor, about 50
or 60 in each area . . . and they'd sit there all day
and play cards. Nothing to do, nothing to do.

The Herald of 24 November, 1927 reported the
arrival of the ship as follows: Re d'ltalia (W.
Heale), is due to berth at 19 North Wharf at 4pm
today with passengers, including migrants, and
general cargo from Southern European ports.

She will continue her voyage to Sydney on
Monday.

The circumstances of disembarkation of the
three brothers in Melbourne and their making
their way out to Bridge Road, Richmond
remained clearly etched in the minds of all three.
There was no-one to welcome Silvio, Francesco
and Nino at their arrival in Melbourne, not even
their brother Ben, who was working day and
night in a North Melbourne bakery. This was a
real worry for the three De Bolfos, who had to
contend with the vitriol heaped on them from
striking members of the Waterside Workers
Union ‘Welcoming Committee’. Unbeknown to
the brothers, the workers had been out as a
result of a long-running dispute with the
Commonwealth Steamship Owners’ Association,
and so they treated incoming migrants as ‘scabs’,
with unbridled scorn. Thankfully a fellow pas-
senger, Giuseppe Bosa, who had previously spent
some time in the United States, was on hand. We
came to know Bosa through Silvio, who was in
the Italian Grenadier Corps with this fellow and
who stuck together with him all the time, Nino
said. When we got to Victoria Dock they put our
three chests out on the wharf. Bosa had been to
America and knew a bit of English, so he
arranged the hire of a horse and cart, which took
us up Flinders Street, along Bridge Road and out
to Ozzie’s Place. Ozzie's Place was a fish shop
and dwelling at 257 Bridge Road, Richmond. It
belonged to Osvaldo Mattea, a friend of their
brother Ben.

The story of the life experiences in Australia of

the De Bolfo brothers are here told by their
descendants.

Benedetto ‘Ben’ De Bolfo

written by Joan Miskin, based on the recollec-
tions of her father, Nino De Bolfo and added to by
Tony De Bolfo.

Ben was the first child of Giovanni Battista De
Bolfo and Giovanna (nee Zandonella). After four
years of schooling in San Nicolo Ben continued
his education with a further two years of private
schooling at Dosoledo with signor Massimiliano.
During this additional schooling he lived with his
maternal grandparents who lived in a house
behind the church in Dosoledo. At home, as a
young child he delivered bread baked by his
mother, who was the town’s baker, and assisted
his father with the cows, the family’s pine trees
and pasture. The family was well off compared
to most in the valley, having four or five cows.
Cows were milked and surplus milk was taken to
the co-operative and made into butter, cheese
and ricotta with the produce and costs shared
amongst those involved in the co-operative. After
completing his schooling Ben joined his mother
in the bakery. The dough would be prepared in
the evening and, at 1 o’clock in the morning, the
breadmaking would start. Ben would roll the
dough and his mother would portion the dough,
weigh the portion rarely would she have to add
or remove dough to make the required weight for
the bread loaf or roll. The bread was left to rise
and then baked in a wood-fired stove.

During the First World War the bakery was
taken over by the Italian army and was used day
and night to bake bread for the soldiers’ barracks
set up nearby. The family’s front room was used
as an officer’s mess and the family kitchen was
used to prepare meals for the officers. During
this time food was scarce, because not much food
was grown in the valley. Ben would be handed
items from his mother’s dowry, such as sheets,
and, at great risk, he would travel by night and
sleep by day in stables or barns, to barter these
goods for maize or beans in an adjoining valley.
Originally, there were fifty or sixty pairs of
sheets in the dowry — by the end of the war vir-
tually all the sheets were gone. Ben would
return home carrying heavy sacks of maize or
beans, weighing up to 70 kilograms. By the end
of the war all the family’s cows had been com-
mandeered and the family obtained milk from
another family’s cow.
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At twenty years of age Ben was conscripted into
the army. He and his first cousin Andrea Mattea
were assigned to the artillery corp at Belluno.
Ben excelled in the army, passing exams and ris-
ing to the rank of corporal. He would get his
cousin Andrea to test him in preparation for the
exams. After spending twelve to fifteen months
in the army Ben was offered a career in the army.
If he would not consider a career in the army he
was offered 1000 Lire to complete another six
months’ training. At that time, 1000 Lire was a
large sum of money — about one-third of the cost
of a fare to Australia at the time. He did not pur-
sue the army career. In discussion with his par-
ents it was felt that he was needed to help with
the family but the additional money for the extra
six months would be of great benefit to the fami-
ly — so he did the extra training. After his time
in the army Ben returned and worked once again
in the bakery. He took over the responsibilities
from his father for the selection and ordering of
the maize and materials required for baking.

With so many family members and only limited
resources available, Ben considered migrating to
another country. America would have been his
first choice but entry was restricted. It was pos-
sible to enter Australia if a person could obtain a
sponsor. With the sponsorship of someone from
Dosoledo who had migrated to Australia, Ben
left San Nicold never to return. Ben arrived in
Melbourne on 19 April 1927 on the Palermo.
When Ben arrived in Australia there was no dif-
ficulty in finding work and he was soon working
in a bakery in North Melbourne. Ben lived in
rented accommodation in different parts of
Carlton, mainly around Cardigan Street. He
continued to work as a baker until the depression
hit and then worked on the wharves for a few
yvears. An injury at work resulted in back
surgery and an end to his career on the wharves.

For a short while Ben and his cousin Andrea
Mattea, who had migrated ahead of Ben, jointly
owned a fish shop in Malvern. It was not well
placed so the cousins sold the business and Ben
bought his brother Silvio’s fish shop in Carnegie.
Ben would buy the fish at the market and later
bought fish directly from Italian fishermen who
fished around Brighton and later at Stony Point.
The shop sold fresh and cooked fish as well as
potato chips. Initially Ben was assisted by his
brother Nino who cooked and served in the shop
along with a part-time worker, Mrs Georges, who
helped on the busy days — Friday and Saturday.
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In 1938 another brother Berto, who arrived in
1934, started working in the shop. The business
went from strength to strength with Ben’s policy
of always having a plentiful supply of good, fresh
and reasonably priced fish. During the war
years Ben and his brothers were concerned that
the business would suffer because of the owners’
Italian heritage. This was not the case. Ben
became an Australian citizen in July 1949. The
shop meant six long days of work for Ben. On
Sundays he would go to a private Italian club
and play cards. Being a very skilful player, he
often won. In 1952 the business was sold and
Ben stayed for a few months with his cousin
Andrea in Murrumbeena. He then bought a
small property at Werribee. Ben had a house
that was as neat as a pin, with a flourishing gar-
den. With a small boat he fished and sent
parcels of fish — mainly flounder and flathead —
to his brothers by rail. In the late 1950s Ben
decided he wanted to work more land so his
brothers, Frank and Nino, bought about 110
acres of bushland at Toolangi. Family members
in Italy, hearing that he had moved to the ‘moun-
tains’, sent out thick hand knitted woollen socks,
clothing and snow boots to keep him warm dur-
ing the snow season!

Ben lived simply but never lost his enjoyment of
a good thick slice of toast. He would purchase a
large high-tin white loaf and bake the bread
again as he always maintained that bread in
Australia was always undercooked. The toast
would always be topped by Amelia’s (Nino’s wife)
with homemade apricot jam. He would make his
own Italian-style cheese — small rounds of soft
mild cheese — wonderful to eat fresh but even
better pan-fried when the cheese was a few days
old. Throughout this time Ben was a passionate
reader and would attend auctions, buying boxes
of books. His favourite book was East Lynne
written by Mrs Henry Wood.

Although he never had a television he would lis-
ten to the radio to keep abreast of the world and
farming news. Ben was a man with strong views
and opinions who listened to others but rarely
took advice. It was rare in a conversation with
Ben to get the last word.

Ben never forgot his birthplace. In the late
1960s a chapel was built near Dosoledo com-
memorating the death of soldiers recently killed
by Austrians — the dispute about the Italian-
Austrian border did not finish with the World




Wars. Money Ben sent across to Italy was used
to pay for the bell in the commemorative chapel.
At Toolangi he lived alone and worked tirelessly
clearing the land and putting in a simple irriga-
tion system. There were always a few cattle that
he fattened and took to market. Ben injured his
hand with a chainsaw and the work load was
becoming too great. Toolangi was sold and Ben
moved to a small property at Newstead in the
late 1960s where he had a few cattle and fruit
trees and was content to potter about. But there
in the 1970s Ben’s health started to deteriorate.
He developed pneumonia, was found on the floor
by the local priest, and subsequently admitted to
the Maldon Hospital. At one stage he discharged
himself, drove home and ran the car off the road.
In any event, Ben recovered, but said he was
going to put himself into an old people’s home.
His nephew John and Johns wife Maureen
offered him the chance of living in a bungalow to
be built by their holiday house at Hoddles Creek.
so that Ben’s health would be monitored each
week. Ben accepted the offer and lived out his
final years as he had always lived — by the work
ethic, as those younger members of the De Bolfo
family only too readily discovered.

In his remaining days at Hoddles Creek. Ben loy-
ingly prepared those famed toasted apricot sand-
wich slabs on his wood-fire stove for his great
nephews Tony, Paul, Greg and Richard — provid-
ed of course that they had completed their neces-
sary tasks, such as helping their father and
mother clear the land. On one particular occa-
sion, little Richard approached the tiny shed dou-
bling as Ben’s kitchen, dining and living room,
seeking one of those tasty morsels. With great
anticipation, he opened the old door and politely
asked Ben for a piece of toast. Ben would gladly
have met the youngster's request, providing of
course Richard had helped his family with the
clearing work. But when Richard, under interro-
gation, was sheepishly forced to admit he hadn’t
lifted an arm, Ben promptly bellowed: Richard!
No work, no toast!

In declining health Ben lived for a short while
with his brother Nino and Amelia before requir-
ing hospitalisation. He passed away at St
Vincent’s Hospital on 28 April, 1980. The cross on
Ben’s casket was given to his brother Nino and
taken back to San Nicold by his sister-in-law Rita
De Bolfo (Berto’s wife), who visited Australia in
1995, to be placed in a roadside shrine about one
hundred metres from his birthplace.

Silvio De Bolfo - a reflection
by his only son, John De Bolfo.

Silvio was the second of eight children of
Giovanni and Giovanna, and was born in San
Nicolo on 18 June, 1902. By the time he took
those first few steps down the gangway at
Victoria Dock with his brothers Frank and Nino.
he was 25 years old.

According to Uncle Nino, my father spent four
years of schooling at San Nicolo, before under-
taking a carpentry apprenticeship with Fontana
in Santo Stefano for about three years. Silvio
later returned home in preparation for conscrip-
tion, but was delayed as only one member of the
family could be conscripted at a time. A further
delay occurred when he underwent surgery on
his arm to remove a tumour from the bone., after
being taken to a hospital in Padova (Padua) by
Aunt Rosina Zandonella, a sister of Silvio’s moth-
er. Accordingly, his medical forthe conscription
was delayed 6 months, and in fact, Frank was
conscripted before Silvio. Following his conscrip-
tion in 1922/3, Silvio worked for the grenadiers
in Rome as a carpenter in the National Museum.
Because of his carpentry skills Silvio was able to
earn about ten times more than a typical con-
script. Later, he worked in Bologna for the De
Rigo ice chest makers from Costa and after a few
years, saw an opportunity for ice chests in Bari.
southern Italy. With financial funding from his
father and with a partner Francesco Coluzzi
from the town of Campolongo, near San Nicold,
business was set up in Bari.

The ice-chest manufacturing business of Silvio De
Bolfo and Francesco Coluzzi in Bari, circa 1923-24.
From left, Gino Cevo (the accountant) and Francesco
Coluzzi, seated is Iginio De Bolfo, Coluzzi's son and a
local Bari boy. The next man standing is a relative of
Coluzzi, and Silvio De Bolfo. Another accountant from
Genova, Gino Rene, is not in the picture.

19



Silvio came to this country with his certificate of
apprenticeship obtained in his early years at
Santo Stefano, along with the practical experi-
ence of running the business in Bari. A photo-
graph of Silvio and Uncle Nino by the ice chest,
as well as Silvio’s certificate of apprenticeship,
are treasured possessions of the De Bolfo family.
Following the brothers’ arrival in Melbourne,
Silvio and his younger brother Frank bought a
fish shop at 64 Koornang Road, Carnegie. It was
around 1934 or ‘35 and by then Silvio had gained
the necessary piscatorial knowledge, having
worked part-time in the neighbouring fish shops
for a few Spaniards — one of whom operated out
of Glenhuntly Road, Caulfield. Though he was a
qualified cabinet maker, I cannot recall my
father plying his craft in those early years in
Melbourne.

In 1935 my father met a young girl named Maria
Cincotta. She was about 18 at the time and
although living with her sister in Elsternwick,
regularly caught the tram to Carnegie to take up
her work serving customers in the local fruit
shop. Co-incidentally, the fruit shop was situated
right next door to the De Bolfos’ fish shop in
Koornang Road.

One particular day Silvio walked in and suggest-
ed to the lady running the shop that he would
like to visit Maria. The lady relayed the message
to Maria with the words, De Bolfo'’s coming to see
you tonight. Maria would normally sleep at the
shop on Thursday and Friday nights and head
home on Saturday mornings. On the Saturday
morning after they first met, she was preparing
to catch the tram home, only to find Silvio wait-
ing outside in the ‘ute’. And while he graciously
offered her a lift home, young Maria politely
declined. I'm not allowed to go home with
strangers, she reminded the fishmonger, to which
Silvio promptly replied, Come on, I'm not going to
hurt you. Mum later rejected Dad’s offer of a
wristwatch, again saying I can't accept that, 1
don’t know you well enough. But she took the
watch eventually, and when her mother quizzed
her about the item, Maria insisted: I found it in
the shop. Mum and Dad married in that very
year, 1935, in Kerang, as Mum’s mother and
father were share farmers up there. In May of
the following year, not long after the newlyweds
moved into a new shop and dwelling at 477
Glenhuntly Road, South Caulfield, I was born.
With Silvio gone, and Frank gaining work as a
stevedore on the Melbourne waterfront, Ben,
Nino and another brother Gilberto (Bert) contin-
ued to run the shop in Koornang Road.
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At some point during The Great Depression,
Silvio and Uncle Ben turned their hands to con-
creting for the De Marco brothers, who were at
that time big names in the business. With the
depression biting hard and the pair of them des-
perate for work, they heard that the De Marcos
were sponsors of an Italian tug-of-war team.
Since Silvio and Ben (and indeed Frank and
Igino) all boasted sturdy physiques, they rea-
soned that if they could crack it for the De Marco
tug-of-war team they could ultimately crack it for
concreting work.

The De Bolfos subsequently ventured to the site
of what later became known as the St Moritz ice
skating rink, to participate in the tug-of-war tri-
als. My father did very well as anchorman,
Frank was the knot-man and Uncle Ben just
about pulled them out onto The Esplanade.
Sergio Silvagni’s father, Giacomo, was also a
member of that team, which ultimately competed
in the Victorian championships, but more impor-
tantly landed that badly-needed concreting work
with De Marcos. Dad was also politically-moti-
vated, was a prominent member of Melbourne’s
Matteotti Club and was a welcome participant in
many of the local anti-fascist rallies. He was
never one to back off from a stoush either, espe-
cially when it came to racial abuse. He and
Frank once happened to be in a pub in South
Melbourne when three or four local wharfies
gave this little Sicilian bloke a good going over.
Frank and Silvio told the wharfies to cut it out,
and when they replied You want some too? it was
on for young and old. But that was the wharfies’
mistake, for Silvio whacked each one of them in
the breadbasket and Frank footed them in the
backside and out the door just as quickly.

On those rare occasions when he wasn’t working,
Silvio's weekends were taken up playing poker,
and for big money too. Uncle Ben, who would
remain a bachelor all his life, happened to be a
member of a card club in what was the old
Eastern Market — now the site of the soon-to-be-
demolished Southern Cross Hotel on Exhibition
Street. Before Ben became a member there, the
pair of them would play cards in an upstairs
room behind the ‘Florentino’ restaurant. I
remember at the appointed time on Sunday
nights leaving my aunt’s place in Smith Street
with Mum to go fetch Silvio. Mum used to send
me up the flight of stairs and into the room to get
him, only to be told, One more round, one more
round. As a result I'd be backwards and for-
wards relaying the messages between Mum and




Dad. Dad used to get his wine from Alexander
and Patterson wine merchants, rather handily
located beneath the Eastern Market where the
card-playing occurred. He would extract the
wine from the huge vats, fill his demijohns, take
them home and bottle the wine — always chablis,
no red. And he'd drink a glass with every meal.
He was also an expert cook, the legacy of his
years back home in Italy.

As Grandma was always preoccupied with running
the family bakery in San Nicold, Silvio was left to
prepare dishes of gnocchi, ravioli, canederli and
polenta, and I've never tasted roast chicken and
rabbit like he used to make. Of course, roast
pigeon was a speciality of his too, as I once discov-
ered for all the wrong reasons. Dad put up this
magnificent pigeon loft behind the garage of the
family home in Raglan Street, Preston, which
prompted me to start collecting pigeons. After a
while I was developing quite an impressive collec-
tion, swapping plain ones for those with white
wings, real beauties. But at some point I remem-
ber saying to my father, My pigeons are going miss-
ing, and it wasn't until I found out what I'd been
eating with my polenta for tea that the penny
finally dropped and my appetite suddenly waned.

Towards the end of the Second World War., Silvio
developed bad arthritis. The illness prompted
his admission to St Vincent’s Hospital where he
was to spend some time, and later forced him to
sell the shop. Then, following a brief, 12-month
stay at my maternal aunt Teresa Zagame's place
at 98 Smith Street Collingwood (now Caffe
Figaro Restaurant), Silvio purchased a double-
fronted Victorian dwelling at 84 Raglan Street,
Preston and settled there with his family in
1947. In later years, my father again took up the
cabinet-making trade he learnt in another life-
time in Santo Stefano. Dad worked for TS Gill
and Sons, glaziers and shopfitters, in Preston,
and for AV Jennings on pre-fab houses. At the
time of his retirement, he was working on the
Royal Children’s Hospital as a carpenter.

At some point in the late 1960s, Silvio’s fondness
for children, coupled with his renowned skills in
working wood, prompted him to fashion what is
now a De Bolfo family heirloom — a collapsible
baltic pine stool for his two eldest grandsons,
Tony and Paul. Throughout the ensuing winters,
on the terraces of the old outer at Princes Park,
the stool would sturdily support the two boys as
they stood with their father and their Nonno in
fanatical support of the Carlton football team. It

is a fanaticism which has gripped all De Bolfos
since 1927, when the brothers first found shelter
in a Rathdowne Street boarding house and began
following the fortunes of the Mighty Blues not
long after. Another heirloom is the 1962 EK
Holden maroon sedan, which Silvio purchased as
new from Campbell's Motors in High Street
Preston. In the late 1970s, when a stroke inca-
pacitated him, Silvio passed on the car to his old-
est grandson, Tony, who at that time was in his
final year at school and in the throes of obtaining
his driver’s licence. Though Campbell’s Motors
has long gone from High Street, the old car has
been lovingly restored by Silvio’s third grandson,
Greg, and is now driven proudly by the youngest
grandson, Richard. My father died on 29 April,
1981, aged 79 — one year and one day after his
older brother Ben died at 79. They are buried
within close proximity of each other at
Springvale Cemetery, which as Mum once
explained allows them that chance late at night
to cut the cards and play just one more round.

Francesco ‘Frank’ De Bolfo
by his daughter, Anne De Bolfo.

Frank was the third of thirteen children of
Giovanni Battista and Giovanna De Bolfo. The
surviving eight children helped with the family
bakery business, which operated from the base-
ment of their home. Frank attended the elemen-
tary school in San Nicold di Comelico. After com-
pleting six years of primary education at the local
school, he worked as an apprentice for an uphol-
sterer at Cortina D’Ampezzo — a trade he was
never to practice professionally in Australia, but
would dabble in as a hobby, even in his later years.

Cortina was about 80 kilometres from the family
home and is today a world class ski resort in the
heart of the Dolomites. It is a far cry from the
humble town Frank knew as an apprentice. After
his apprenticeship, Frank served in the National
Service in the Alpini Corps of the Italian army.
There was not sufficient work at the family bak-
ery to support all of them, so, as their fathers and
grand-fathers had done for generations, migra-
tion was the only alternative to starvation.

Ater his arrival in Melbourne, Frank worked for a
few years on several jobs in country Victoria: as a
farm hand in Mildura, on the building of a reser-
voir in the bush, on a roadbuilding site near
Trafalgar, and cutting sleepers in the
Gippsland/Walhalla area. Frank used to delight
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in telling the story of going out in the scrub alone
and being confronted by an enormous goanna.
Naturally he'd never seen or heard of one before
and believed he was being set upon by some huge
carnivorous, probably a man-eating monster! He
was relieved to find out after his escape that goan-
nas are easily appeased by a few slices of bread.

For the majority of his working life in Australia,
Frank worked on the Melbourne wharves.
During the Second Word War his job was deemed
an essential service and, as such, Frank was not
interned as were many other Italian immigrants.
But it was necessary at this time for him to
renounce allegiance to the King of Italy. In the
late 1940s Frank took up residence in a boarding
house in Moor Street, Fitzroy, which was run by
Albina Dal Brun (nee Menara). Albina, her hus-
band Francesco, and her children Alvise, Elvira
and Aurora migrated to Australia from the town
of Schio, in the Veneto region of Italy. Their
youngest daughter Alba was born in Australia on
29 July, 1926. Alba worked as a cashier in
restaurants owned by the Codognotto family, but
was also her mother’s main help in running the
boarding house. It was while Frank was helping
Alba to get her mother walking again after a
bout of ill-health that romance blossomed, and
they were married in 1949. Frank was a late
starter at 46, his bride was 23. They stayed on
with Alba’s mother until they bought the family
home in West Brunswick. This property was
bought for cash, as was everything else, both
large and small, in dollar terms. Tough times in
the depression and, one suspects, a hard life in
Italy had contributed to Frank’s frugal nature
and in his mind mortgages and loans were strict-
ly out of the question.

Frank’s and Alba’s first child Benedict John
(Ben) was born on 27 June, 1950. A daughter,
Frances, born on 4 June, 1951, was the next
addition to the family. Two more daughters com-
pleted the family. Anne Marie (the writer), was
born on 4 April, 1957, and Gina Theresa on 19
April, 1961. At this time Alba’s mother’s health
had started to fail, and by then widowed, she
moved to live with Frank, Alba and the four chil-
dren. Frank was compassionate and caring, as
he had been whilst living at the boarding house,
and continued to help nurse his mother-in-law,
even building a hospital-style bed hoist so that
she was able to move about in bed. She stayed
with Frank and Alba until her death. Frank
worked hard to provide a good Catholic education
for his children. He delayed his retirement until
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after the age of 65 so he could continue to provide
for his children’s educational needs. Frank was
compulsorily retired at the age of 67, but he still
wanted to continue working. He was extremely
proud of his children’s educational and working
achievements, and he was later to be a proud and
loving grandfather. Frank’s main form of trans-
port was his trusty bicycle. Although he had
learned to drive, and held a driver’s licence for
many years, Frank was most comfortable on his
bike. It was no impediment to his day-to-day
routine or to his ability to transport various
household needs. It was not unusual for him to
come home from a timber mill balancing huge
sacks of sawdust for the garden (40-50kg each
and sometimes two at a time) on the handlebars,
or to do the same with bags of wheat or pollard
for the chickens, not to mention the weekly gro-
cery shopping, boxes of live chickens, or fruit and
vegetables from the Victoria Market.

He was knocked off his bike a couple of times,
thus beginning a spate of operations and, at
times, ill health which would dog his later years.
But Frank rode his bike for many years, stopping
only in his late 70s after a hip replacement oper-
ation. Frank always kept a large and productive
garden. The front garden was always a mass of
flowers, but the back garden was the working
garden. The beautiful roses and hydrangeas at
the front of the house gave way to a kitchen gar-
den that supplied a myriad of the family’s needs.
The grapevines and fruit trees abounded and vis-
itors were always proudly given the grand tour.
As a child, Frank learned to cook by watching his
mother and, despite the fact that Alba was a very
good cook in her own right, Frank did much of
the cooking for his family. He would make huge
pots of soup every Sunday morning, and pasta
sauce every week. The special treats were home
made pasta, ravioli and gnocchi which he and
Alba would always make together.

Frank also made canederli (Tyrol dumplings)
which are peculiar to the Austrian border areas
of Italy, and every now and then we'd also be
treated to his home-made cakes and scones. He
also made light-as-a-feather crostoli every Easter
and Christmas. Alba passed away suddenly on
21 September, 1984 at the age of 58. Frank
never returned to Italy and the village of his
birth. He was fascinated by the photographs and
stories that I brought back with me from a trip in
1985. I was the first of the descendants to return
to Italy and I have been back twice more, in 1988
and 1996, the last time with my sister Gina.




Despite the fact he never returned, Frank was
always Italian at heart. He had a deep love of
the language and was proud to speak ‘pure’
Italian, rather than dialect. When he bought the
first family stereo, the first records purchased
were Italian operas. He played them loudly as he
attended to his garden. Though not a church-
goer, Frank had a strong faith and held deeply
religious beliefs. He taught his children to pray
(in Italian) and he said his prayers without fail
every day. Frank died at home on 10 August,
1987 and was buried at Fawkner Cemetery with
his wife, Alba.

Iginio ‘Nino’ De Bolfo
written by Joan Miskin based on the recollections

of her father, Nino De Bolfo.

Nino (or as he is known in Australia, Jim), the
tenth child of Giovanni Battista and Giovanna.
was born on the 10th of January 1911. He was
named after the patron saint of the day and was
christened, according to custom, on the next day.
His earliest memory is of seeing the family house
on fire. For a short while the family moved out
of home whilst the fire damage was repaired. As
a young child he sang for the Italian soldiers in
the First World War who had taken over the fam-
ily’s front room for an officer’s mess. Nino recol-
lects seeing soldiers returning injured from the
front in horse-drawn ambulances or on mules.
His mother would often stop the injured and give
them a bowl of soup and / or some bread to eat.
In the last year of the war the town was occupied
by the Austrians and Nino remembers how food
was hidden. In fact, the family tried to leave the
valley but after twenty miles it was obvious that
there was no way out of the area and the family
returned home. Most of the food in the house
had been found by the Austrians but they had
missed the large supply of potatoes cleverly hid-
den by Nino’s father.

Nino completed four years of schooling at San
Nicold. His fourth grade report, for the school
year 1921-1922, shows that he was a very strong
student in all subjects with the exception of
design. He topped the class — he was the
youngest in the grade with students up to four
years older than him! His teacher’s comments
were — Ha sempre fatto bene con diligenza e
volonta — he has always performed well with dili-
gence and willingness. Nino and his first cousin
Ottavio completed another year of schooling sit-
ting at the back of the grade 3 and 4 composite

Nino De Bolfo in 1995

class. Nino enjoyed learning but, unfortunately,
the size of the family made it impossible for him
to undertake further schooling. Throughout his
years of schooling Nino, as did all the brothers,
delivered the bread baked by his mother before
going to school each day and also helped his
father. As the eldest child at home Nino worked
alongside his father after completing his school-
ing. He worked for a few months for a local car-
penter. Nino joined his brother Silvio in Bari
making ice chests. For two years he spent nine
months of the year in Bari, returning home to
work alongside his father or brothers. With the
sponsorship of Ben, the eldest brother Nino,
Frank and Silvio migrated to Australia. Just
before leaving, Aunty Rosina, his mother’s sister.
who worked in Milano, visited and brought some
tea. She advised Nino that he would have to get
used to the taste of the tea. She gave him a cup
of tea and it was terrible. It was a great relief for
Nino that his first cup of tea in Australia tasted
much better, thanks to milk and sugar. The
three brothers shared a four berth cabin with
another passenger. Other passengers were less
fortunate sharing single-sex cabins sleeping 50
or more passengers. The trip within Italian
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to show anger, except in one area. He was and
continues to be a true-blue, one-eyed Carlton
supporter. At football matches or in front of the
television he always makes his feelings known
to that biased umpire!

While Nino’s brother Ben lived at Toolangi
numerous Sundays, Christmas Days and Easter
Sundays were spent visiting Ben. More often
than not there were jobs to be done and Ben
would direct the various family members, Joan,
Susan and Peter who learnt how important it
was to close gates! Nino’s children, nephews and
nieces all have memories of a man who loves chil-
dren. Nino was keen to give his children the edu-
cational opportunities that he never had.

In the early 1970s the family moved to
Murrumbeena. Nino is not very mobile these

® days but he continues to read and keep up-to-

date with the current news. He can talk happily
on most subjects and amazes everyone with his
tremendous recall of the past. As he would say at
present I'm 87 — not out.

70 years on, and Nino speaks for all his brothers
when he looks back with pride on what he
achieved for himself and his descendants. Not
going back after the war to see Mum and Dad was
the only setback, but I wouldn’t have gone back
for anything else. So many things happened in
that time, good things and bad things, but I'm
still alive. And I couldn’t be happier. I wouldn't
have changed my family or my way of life for any-
thing that’s happened.

P Gilberto ‘Berto’ De Bolfo

written by his niece Joan Miskin based on the rec-
ollections of her father, Nino De Bolfo.

Berto De Bolfo was the ninth child of Giovanni
Battista De Bolfo and his wife Giovanna. As a
young child Berto’s arm was badly burnt and his
father felt it was important for him to have an
education or trade. Berto's injury was treated at
the World War I first-aid camp set up by the
Italian army at San Nicold. After he had com-
pleted four years of schooling at San Nicolo Berto
undertook private schooling, like his brother
Ben, in Dosoledo. Berto continued his schooling
with the Salesian brothers at Treviglio, near
Milano (Milan). He was a boarder for three years
and came home during the school holidays.

Berto undertook training in a number of trades.

He worked for a short while in Cortina learning
upholstery and saddlery with the same employ-
ers as his brother Frank. As well, Berto learnt
bootmaking for three years at Santo Stefano.
Sponsored by his brother Silvio, Berto left San
Nicolo and joined his brothers in Australia. He
arrived in Melbourne on 5 July 1934, on the
Esquilino. He stayed a short while with Silvio in
South Caulfield. With no language skills in
English he found it hard to find work. Through
his brother Nino, Berto obtained farm labouring
work at Rosebud. He worked for two of Nino’s
former employers, Mr Cummings (planting pine
trees) and Mr Ralph (general farm work). At this
time, as matter of necessity, he learnt to speak,
read and write English. By 1938, Berto joined
his brothers Ben and Nino and worked in the fish
shop in Carnegie. Like all the brothers he
worked long hours, particularly on Friday and
Saturday. During the war Berto was not
interned but was required to do timber cutting
for a number of months near Trentham. He
became an Australian citizen in 1944.

Berto was the first and only one of the brothers
who migrated to return to or visit San Nicolo.
He visited Italy in 1946, arriving just before the
death of his mother. Berto was able to reassure
her that all her boys had made a future for them-
selves in Australia. Returning to Australia about
a year later, Berto continued to work in the fish
shop. He was the godfather of Nino's first child,
Joan. In 1952 he returned to Italy and married
Rita Costan. They set up home in the De Bolfo
family home in San Nicolo. He became a very
successful businessman. Berto and Rita had four
children, Cornelio, Andreina, Giuliana and
Benedetta (Benny). Benny has made two trips to
Australia and stayed with or toured with the
children and grandchildren of Silvio, Frank and
Nino. Berto never forgot his time in Australia
and Australian relatives or friends of the family
were always made most welcome. He never gave
up his passion for a good cup of tea. Even though
Berto passed away in 1994, Rita, her children
and grandchildren continue the tradition of wel-
coming the children and grandchildren of Silvio,
Frank and Nino when they come to visit the
birthplace of their fathers and grandfathers. In
1995 Rita visited Australia and spent time with
the families of John (son of Silvio) and Nino De
Bolfo. She also visited the site of the old fish
shop in Carnegie, now a bread shop, where her
husband had worked so long and hard for so
many years.
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