MEMORIES OF CO.AS.IT FROM 1968 TO 1982
by Gina Triaca

Gina Triaca was born in Melbourne in 1919 of an English father, Edward ( Teddy)
Tilbury and an Italian mother, Amelia Musso. Gina’s father died before her birth,
during the Spanish influenza epidemic and shortly after having recuperated from
wounds suffered during World War 1.

In 1936 Gina travelled with her mother Amelia to attend the University for
Foreigners in Perugia and was one of only five Australians who had attended the
University until that time. She was also the first female to have gained an Italian
Language Teaching Diploma. Amelia’s story has been brilliantly retold and pub-
lished by her granddaughter, Maria Triaca-Harris in Amelia, A Long Journey.

In 1945 Gina married restaurateur Dante Triaca, son of the founder of the Cafe
Latin, about which the acclaimed Australian author, Hal Porter wrote of in The
Watcher on the Cast Iron Balcony in 1963.

Gina’s strong sense of cultural heritage, community commitment and persistence
in collecting material on Italian migration played a vital role in the founding of
the Italian Historical Society.

Gina retired from CO.AS.IT as secretary in 1979 but returned many times to give
a helping hand when required. Over the years CO.AS.IT has called on Gina’s
expertise and comprehensive knowledge of the Italian community in Melbourne of

the time.

In July 1968 I was asked by members of the
CO.AS.IT Committee to join the staff as an
interpreter and hospital visitor, on a part-
time basis.

When I first went to CO.AS.IT, which was
located in Carlton, the staff consisted of an
English speaking Social Worker and bi-lin-
gual receptionist/telephonist.  Under the
Grant-in-Aid scheme, the agency was able
to employ a Social Worker, whose salary
was paid by the Government. The Rt. Hon.
Bill Snedden was then the Minister for
Immigration and CO.AS.IT was the first
ethnic agency to receive such a grant in
Australia.

My work was to interpret for the Social
Worker during interviews with clients. The
Social Worker was Miss Eileen Deason
whose grandfather was one of the two men
who found the famous gold nugget known as
the ‘Welcome Stranger’. Miss Deason
explained to me that I was to interpret
exactly what she and the client said.

I will never forget the first day I commenced
work — a member of another organisation
came to the office to ask for a translation of
a large article about migrants in Il Globo!
Later in the day I was sent to Caulfield hos-

pital to visit an Italian who had been in a
car accident. Going to Caulfield was consid-
ered to be ‘on my way home from Carlton to
Hawthorn'. After a while it became a bit of
a joke that I used to do home visits on my
way home. Once I did a home visit to
Heidelberg West ‘on my way home’.

It soon became apparent that there was a
need for hospital visiting and of course the
need for an interpreter. The first CO.AS.IT
office was in a little house in Faraday
Street, Carlton (opposite Genevieve’s Cafe).
The two front rooms were used by the
Catholic Intercultural Resource Centre
(CIRC) and we had the back rooms. The
hall-way became the waiting room area
with a line of chairs along one wall. We did-
n’'t make appointments in those days.
People just walked in off the street and
sometimes all the chairs would be occupied
and people would be standing along the
other wall. Sometimes whole families
would come in but there were also many
single men.

I remember one particular family from
Moonee Ponds. The daughter brought her
father in because she wanted us to tell him
that he was to stop running away. The
police were constantly bringing him back
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home. After interviewing the father it was
easy to understand why he was running
away from home. His daughter said she
and her mother looked after him well, gave
him money for cigarettes and still he wasn’t
happy. He told us that in Sicily he lived by
the sea and he used to meet his friends and
they would sit and talk and mend the fish-
ing nets and have a glass of wine and he
missed all this. From this seaside atmos-
phere to Moonee Ponds was a difficult
adjustment.

On another occasion I was interpreting for
the Social Worker and the client became
angry with some suggestion made by the
Social Worker. He started shouting and
making big gestures and was saying “ma
questa qui e una strega, io la brucio!”. 1kept
translating but Miss Deason could see that
I was hesitating and she said “You must tell
me what he’s saying”, so 1 told her that he
thought she was a witch and that he want-
ed to burn her! She coped very well with
him and he continued to be a regular client.

On another occasion we had a client who
was a widow and had come to see us
because she had terrible pains in her back
and couldn’t sleep. She had a son who lived
with her but left her alone a lot and anoth-
er married son living far away, so it did
appear she was a lonely person. She told a
story about one night when she woke up
and there was her husband telling her:
“Maria, I'm hungry, will you make me a
pizza”. ‘Of course I will’. While I was doing
this my son woke up and came into the
kitchen and said ‘Mamma what are you
doing here in the middle of the night? and I
said ‘T'm making a pizza for your father who
is hungry, see your father there’. But my son
couldn’t see him and he ran away very
frightened. I made the pizza but my hus-
band went away”.

Miss Deason thought this was a bit extraor-
dinary too, so made an appointment for her
to see a psychiatrist at Parkville. I was to
go with her. The doctor listened to the story
(I did the interpreting) and I was hoping she
wouldn’t have to go to hospital. She didn't.
The doctor ordered some medicine and she
was to return to Miss Deason the next week.
When she came she was laden with a bottle
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of Marsala and some Italian cakes for Miss
Deason because she felt much better and
was sleeping well and said to me about Miss
Deason ‘¢ una buona strega’ (She is a good
witch).

I was to learn a lot at CO.AS.IT. As time
went by I went from part-time to full-time
because there really was a lot to do and 1
was coping with the requirements of the
position. The Treasurer asked me if I could
do a wages book and keep the accounts and
prepare a monthly financial statement for
the monthly Committee meetings. I did this
as I like book-keeping.

At the same time as this work in the office,
CO.AS.IT also ran classes for children to
learn Italian on Saturday mornings. At the
beginning there were three locations — at
Carlton, Footscray and Clifton Hill. So on
some Saturday mornings I would drive to
these places delivering Italian books and
rolls to the teachers. T also kept a record of
the teachers’ pay and other details.

As the workload increased, it was obvious
that CO.AS.IT would move soon. For a
while CIRC gave us one of their rooms, but
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A day of work in the life of Gina Triaca, as
reported in her diary soon after she joined
CO.AS.IT in 1968.



later on we moved to Macarthur Place in
Carlton. We had more room and we now
had a new Social Worker, Miss Joan
Walters. Our receptionist Matilde Ventura
and I, also went to the new premises.
Another new employee was Pietro Persa
who specialised in industrial matters. We
used to get a lot of single men with prob-
lems. They didn't like the work, didn’t like
the pay or conditions. There were many
men who had come under the Assisted
Passage scheme and had to work in
Australia for two years before being free to
change work or to return to Italy. The worst
thing that could happen to these men was if
they got injured. They had little money and
had to wait a long time for compensation
and they would feel reluctant about writing
back to their family in Italy about their
invalidity to work and many were very
unhappy.

One young man in particular I remember
very well. He was so unhappy and desper-
ately wanted to return to Italy. ‘Meglio
mangiare pane e cipolla sotto il cielo in
Italia che stare qui’ (It is better to eat bread
and onion under the sky in Italy rather than
staying here). Our Social Worker explained
to him if he worked hard, saved as much
money as he could, in less than two years he
could go back to Italy. He had already been
here a few months. I remember very well
some months later he turned up all smiles
to see Miss Walters to tell her that he had
saved enough money and was about to
return to Italy.

Before Miss Walters came, through Mrs
Connie Benn, we were able to obtain the
services of Miss Nevia Utmar who was an
[talian-speaking social-work student. She
worked at CO.AS.IT as a placement but con-
tinued studying for her diploma. So with
her, Miss Walters, Mr Persa and Matilde
and me the staff started to grow as did the
work. I was glad when Mr Persa came
because I used to get fed up with the shop-
keepers of Lygon Street who used to say to
me ‘Che cosa fanno tutte quelle donne al
CO.AS.IT” (What are all those women
doing at CO.AS.IT). I used to explain the
kind of work we did but of course social
work was still a fairly new area of work and
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A section of CO.AS.IT Research and Information
Unit which Gina Triaca helped to set up in the
1970s.

it was only when someone they knew came
to CO.AS.IT for help that they started to get
the message.

During all this time I used to cut out arti-
cles from the Melbourne daily papers and 1/
Globo and La Fiamma and 1 started to build
up quite a collection of articles. [This col-
lection was later to become an important
part of the newspaper collection of the
[talian Historical Society].

When I went to CO.AS.IT 1 was given a
typewriter by courtesy of the Italian
Consulate. It was an old manual Olivetti
with accents and I loved it. One day before
I left home they phoned from the office to
tell me we had had a burglary and my
beloved Olivetti had been stolen. For
months I used to look in the windows of sec-
ond-hand shops to see if I could find ‘my
Olivetti’, but we never did find it. Of course
as time went on and as the work increased
we graduated to electric typewriters which
of course I thought were wonderful.

In 1968 CO.AS.IT moved to 304 Drummond
Street, Carlton. The building was pur-
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chased by the Casa d'Italia Committee and
leased to CO.AS.IT for a symbolic fee of
$1.00 a year for 99 years. Renovations to
the building were funded by a grant from
the Italian Government. When I fully
retired in 1982, CO.AS.IT had reached the
status of the official welfare agency of the
Italian community in Victoria. Its area of
operation had expanded to include the
teaching of Italian in many metropolitan
Catholic schools, two childcare centres, a
Women’s Refuge, a Research and Resource
Centre and a staff of 24 people, including
four social workers and a youth worker.

CO.AS.IT’s contribution in the areas of
migrant welfare, social justice and bilingual
education has been widely recognized by
sociologists and has been referred to in
many texts and research studies by
renowned academics such as James Jupp,
Jean Martin, Stephen Castles, David Cox
and Louise Foster. CO.AS.IT not only pro-
vides services for the Italian community but
has acted as advocate on social issues on
behalf of the broader non-English speaking
community. A number of ethno-specific wel-
fare organisations have been modelled on
CO.AS.IT Melbourne.

A selection of 1960s and 1970s newspaper clippings highlighting the migrants’ needs for
ethno-specific services.
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