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Local melange in a global world: From transferred Southern
European lifestyles to transnational Sydney streets

Summary

The dynamics of urban diversity is analysed in three distinctive commercial streets in
two neighbouring inner-Sydney local government areas. The social landscape of these
streets is defined by a dynamic migration process over the last sixty years and later
cultural changes. Different images tell about past developments, settlement difficulties,
reactions, aspirations and achievements. These visible symbols of diversity are
representative of the post-war Greek, Italian and Portuguese migrant contribution to the
creation of diversified urban and global social spaces, as well as of the local social
changes. Everyday exchange is analysed starting from the migrants arrival and
settlement, transfer of culture and consumption patterns, across the issues of
marginalisation, embeddedness, fragmentation, succession, to that of sustainability and
creation of transnational social space. This process is illustrated with examples of life
experiences and public space use, communal and commercial activities, generational
changes, art and media production, festivals, institutional involvements and policy
measures.
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document representative of post-war Australia.

Italians: Once Migrants, Today Hosts™

After the oldest and the longest Sydney traffic artery, Parramatta Road, was closed to parking
thirty years ago, Norton Street became the backbone of Little Italy in the Leichhardt” suburb,
and one of the best known streets in the metropolitan area. Norton Street, once served by trams,
IS today congested by cars too. However, a nearby suburb, Drummoyne-Five Dock also has a
symbolic claim on Little Italy, as more persons of Italian background reside there. But Norton
street is not just a commercial even less a residential street, as it is a distinctive Italian cultural
hub, and of a broader cultural and consumption interest for a much wider community.

Immediately at the start of the street, on the left side, are the PanRoma Ristorante and Bar Dei
Castelli, followed by Bar Sport, established in 1956, which had the first espresso in the area. On
Bar Sport’s blackboard are chalk-written football results, Forza Juve, and at the entrance is
simply either Aperto or Chiuso. Nobody complains about it, least of all the watchmakers
Scarcella who have been witnessing changes in this Italianate street since 1952, when it was
pedestrian dominated, and even had four funeral directors (only one today) and two petrol
stations close to their shop. The “other” non-Italian customers apparently do not mind it either
while they read the Saturday issues of the local newspapers having morning coffee. There are
many other Italian names in a street cut in half by the street lights at a busy intersection. At the
very end of the street is the restaurant La Grappa.

Embeddednes

Despite being named after a tragic German explorer, this suburb is a celebration of Italian culture
and language. It is sensed all around, but open to other representations, as Italian migrants have
opened doors to new arrivals, to the mainstream business and culture; to bookshops and a
cinema. Moreover, despite its image, the generation gap means that among many who make their
living exploiting the Italian image, not all are Italians, like waitresses in the Buona Serra
Ristorante, where the owners and cooks are an elderly Italian couple. The new generations of
Italian origin participate in the street life; the Italian language can be heard spoken by them too.

Norton Street, with a diversified commercial content, some in previous residential homes, is not
as cuisine oriented as is the much smaller Bairro Portugues, although there are around fifty
Italian themed restaurants and cafes’®. Major commercial, communal and cultural developments
during the 1990s further emphasized its Italianate image. Two major commercial developments
largely altered the street. A large barrack style fruit and vegetable shop owned by Italian
migrants was replaced by a small shopping centre with an array of diverse stores on top of a
large parking area. The barrack is gone, but it is substituted by a grocery store with the goods
targeted to the lovers of Mediterranean food immediately at the underground parking entrance.

The cultural role of the street and the area was defined early in 1950s by Cardinal Gilroy's
donation of St Fiacre church premises in a nearby street for exclusive use by the San Francesco
Italian Association. The Capuchin friars had a major role in providing diverse cultural and
welfare services, and in organizing leisure activities for the newly arrived. They established the
newspaper La Fiamma, but sold it in 1969”. La Fiamma and Italian language radio station Rete
Italia moved into Norton Street in 1997. The cultural importance of the street was further
anchored by the arrival of Co.As.It or Casa dItalia in the early 1990s". It is a centre of Italian
cultural activities in Sydney, and subsidized by the Italian government. Besides a hall, it has a
library and conducts diverse community activities, including recording the Italian settlement and
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heritage. Six years ago it opened a bilingual primary school, surprisingly much later than the
Greek community. Casa dItalia still houses the school as it is difficult to organize a separate
space for it. Most recently, the Italian language education was imperiled by the intention of the
Italian government to significantly downsize the language subsidy 2. The involvement of the
Italian government, and other migrant source countries, is indicative of the expanding
transnational social process where the maintenance of the re-territorialized cultures is not
anymore in the sole domain of migrants.

The third major development is anchored in the space donated for the development of Italian
cultural activities by a NSW government to the Italian community during bicentennial
celebrations®™. A brightly painted commercial-residential Italian Forum was developed on the
Italian urban theme in 1999, with 150 flats at two storey levels above the commercial stores that
include eleven Italian themed restaurants, cafes and gelato vendors around the piazza. Besides
having another large parking space, it houses a municipal library and, after a ten year delay, the
Italian Cultural Centre with a small concert hall opened in September 2009%%. But despite four
commercial parking developments in the street, parking remains a major issue here too.

Figure 3. The Italian Forum piazza (Photo by: W.F. Lalich, 2009)

Some other cultural developments greatly enhanced the image of the street, broadening an
interest into it to the wider community. Two major booksellers came, and a cinema which is
among the rare ones in Sydney that regularly shows European films, and is host to the Italian,
Greek, German, French and Spanish film festivals®®. Through diverse activities this street
appropriates a major transcultural and transnational character that is not missed by locals and
even tourists. It is joy to be in it during the World Cup Football championship. In Norton Street,
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Italian settlers and culture are the hosts.

Fragmentations

The arrival of Vietnamese migrants in Sydney's Athens was observed back in the early 1980s,
while the gentrification 3 has left its mark on Newtown® and Norton Street. It was claimed by
Burnley® that home ownership initially encouraged the stability of the Italian and Greek migrant
concentrations in Leichhardt and Marrickville. He also indicated that, as the core remained, the
more affluent moved out in the process of social and spatial mobility that was evident by 1977;
Italian migrants moved to the nearby suburbs closer to the inner Sydney harbour and to the outer
western, while the Greek settlers went to the east, closer to the ocean®’.

The life dynamics is observed through demographic diversification and commercial
fragmentation of Little Italy, where the built environment has changed more than in the other two
streets. The fragmentation process is evident at all structural levels: residential, commercial and
cultural. 1t is not anymore a locality with cheap houses, as they are expensive but not nearly as
much so, in comparison to the east and north parts of the metropolitan area. It is not a
homogeneous locality, with a mixture of heritage, bohemian and fashion-driven tendencies. The
visitors change too: the mainland Chinese tourists visit it collectively to get an early taste of
Italy, while schoolchildren from distant suburbs visit it to learn about the Italian migration and
how to make a pizza.

The population of the suburb is being fragmented, and with it, the consumption patterns and
users of space as well. It is attractive to young people and families with small children.
Population change was followed by more up-market commercial sector development in
comparison to the other two streets. These shops cater for a much wider field of consumers, but
the pulling power of the attractive Italian image dominates.

Transcultural exchange overflows the initial dominant monocultural layer, although it remains as
a major signifier for the suburb, and not only for the street. Through this process culturally-
related commercial enterprise found its own place in the area, and not only the Greek Saturday
evening Mythos restaurant and the Lebanese Zenobia cushion-room style restaurant. Tratoria
and ristorante were replaced by two Brazilian churascaria grill-restaurants. The 19" Italian
Festival was cancelled this year because of inadequate sponsorship, but the Ferragosto Festival
was held in the nearby suburb Drummoyne-Five Docks for the twelfth time this year®. However,
on the same day, The Latin American Festival was held in Leichhardt Town Hall. Similarly,
cinema, bookshops, and new commercial enterprises brought in new consumers, further
fragmenting demand and consumption patterns.

Conflations

Different social forces at the grass roots and institutional level are concurrently converging,
including mobility, intergenerational, transcultural and transnational ones, in regenerated micro
urban spaces. It is in a constant state of flux and impermanence. New proximities are being
created as a factor of the new cultural expanses generated by migration, density of social and
commercial interactions expressed through gravitational pull, social capital®® and their
sustainability propensity. Different experiences range from heritage identifications in
Marrickville Road to the symbolic commodification of Norton Street. The temporality of
migration experience is very evident in Petersham through the disappearance of the once badly
needed migrant clubs. In the midst of the Bairro Portugues is a heritage cinema building built in
1925 that was for years a Greek PanKoakas Association Hippocritis premises. Instead of cinema,
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they had a rollerskating ring. They made an effort to rejuvenate the management, but to no avail,
and its 900 square meters hall is being listed for lease for several years. Similar is the fate of the
last German migrant Concordia club, with a tradition dating from 1883, which closed down due
to the aging membership and failure to make a club attractive to their own children. But cultural
changes in Australia had its impact too. To what degree the seventy existing European migrants
clubsggn Sydney will adapt and find a new role in the transient social environment is yet to be
seen ~.

Sustainability

Many migrant small businesses face similar problems. Gloria was congratulated by her former
boss who offered her a management position when she decided to retire after a dozen stressful
years and sold the business to her daughter Eliana. However, she preferred to study nursing and
within three years fulfilled a childhood dream. Now she works as a certified nurse and helps
Eliana when necessary, and both daughters with bringing up their children. Mother-migrant
changed a vocation, while her daughter who came as just a three year old continued her mothers
enterprise.

Across the road from Karmela's delicatessen and Anna’s wine shop is the Honeymoon café and
cake shop managed by Teresa Martins, who was born in Angola and arrived with a three and a
half year old daughter in 1987%". After several years of doing odd jobs in the area, Teresa took
over Honeymoon, which co-existed with the former French cake shop La Patisserie. She
continued her family tradition, but based it on the discovery that it was hard to find a place in
Sydney to have an espresso and cake. More recently the cake boutique Sweet Belem® was
established here too. Three Portuguese cake shops in such a small place! But it is not an issue at
all. Initially, only Portuguese walked in to have a cake and coffee after a meal, but more and
more Australians of other cultural backgrounds are venturing in coming from distant parts of the
city. Now Portuguese tarts can be found in restaurants outside the area too. Teresa likes the
changes which have occurred, but not the prospects. She hardly has a chance for a holiday. When
she retires, she would like to find someone prepared to continue the Honeymoon tradition, which
is her life, a great satisfaction to have endured despite various difficulties, a dream come true.

Unlike in the case of Gloria and Charlie’s Deli, Teresa's children see their future as a
schoolteacher and electrician, although they do help occasionally. Major educational and
occupational changes impact on the intergenerational mobility. Already, at the height of the
Southern European involvement in small businesses their children made different vocational
choices®, as doctors, lawyers, teachers; while some became successful in local politics too.
Christina’s children do not differ from this pattern, but are encouraged to come to the Lamia
grocery shop on Saturdays to learn and practice communication skills in situ.

Much earlier, Antonio Resta, from the Italian-Swiss border, sold his fruit shop after eight years
on Stanmore Road in the late 1960s, purchasing blocks of flats instead®. Very few shops
survive from that period. More recently a Portuguese restaurant, fish and chips outlet, and two
florists closed too. While Antonio sold fruit mostly to Anglo-Australians, Karmela had to
provide goods for her Portuguese customers. Anna once knew her customers by name, but not
today, although they could be children of her first customers. Teresa and Regina have new
customers, and Gloria even patrons of Asian background, probably from Macao. Transiency is
the key aspect in these streets, and adaptation is necessary for survival; Charlie’s Deli sells more
Portuguese goods than Italian, while Gloria adjusted the content of fish stew (caldeirada de
peixe) to the local taste.
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Carmelo Scarcella arrived from Messina in 1952 where he sold his jewelry and watchmaker
business, and was joined by his son Giuseppe in 1954 after army service®™. As with many
migrants in those days, Giuseppe married by proxy, and his son Eugen, who is technically more
advanced, now runs the shop. Carmelo initially paid a rent of two pounds, and supplemented his
poor English skills with vivid Mediterranean body language. Giuseppe learnt English but lost his
Sicilian accent in communication with other Italian migrants. Giuseppe is there nearly every day
for an hour or two, as he also helps his mother to look after his 104 year old father. The old
customers who became friends come now from as far away as Melbourne and Tasmania. They
still live in the same house, but he has visited Messina on many occasions. Moreover, they keep
the same working hours. There is a future for Eugene, as not many watchmaker shops are
around; his sister Lilly and her husband, John Pellicano have a jewelry shop in a distant suburb
shopping centre. Many educated second generation persons of Italian background since the mid-
1970s, capitalizing on the image of the street, establish here their professional services. But what
of the future chosen by Carmelo’s great-grandson Giuseppe who, inspired by Carmelo’s photo
on a motorbike taken sixty years ago in Messina, is at the age of fifteen in Italy with relatives
learning to become a motorbike racer.
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Figure 4. Bar Sport in Norton Street since 1956 (Photo by: W.F. Lalich, 2009)

Engendered proximities

The activities in these three streets create new proximities through social and spatial mobility,
ethnic succession, intergenerational changes, institutional involvement, and transnational
activities. The current landscape of the Bairro Portugues is a product of cultural succession that
largely benefited a relatively small Southern European community which further attracted the
support of Luso migrants from different parts of the world. Marrickville Road has lost its Greek
image, while the commodification of Norton Street is grounded in its Italianate image. The
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streets” characters and images are being sustained through their proximity to the CBD area, the
existing diversity of small manufacturing in the area and nearby points of attraction, like two
universities, the Newtown bohemian precinct, and Chinatown.

New proximities emerged through this process despite large spatial distances between the places
of origin and settlement. Diverse grassroots activities generated transnational social space® that
greatly added to the symbolic differentiation and significance of the analysed streets. It emerged
as an outcome of the migration process, and diverse migrant activities expanding across vast
distances; out of family visits, networks, remittances, chain migration, import of commercial
goods and cultural objects, and from above® by diverse institutional involvement. This further
emphasized awareness of migrants™ own heritage mixed, with the emerging sense of belonging to
two worlds, has further underlined the significance of the transferred symbols. A new social
space is being developed that inevitably differs. In Marrickville Road, the transnational process
from below is being substituted by the creative local institutional involvement, while in Little
Italy the transnational process from above is recorded, in Bairro Portugues the grassroots
activities are still the dominant ones. Institutional, commercial and communal involvements at
different levels of intensity add to the earlier established transnational social space from below.

Until recently contemplated as a one way path, migration was among the factors in the creation
of liminal urban space®. Nevertheless, migration as a never ending process within the
contemporary spatial compression'® generates new social forms beyond the spatial, political and
cultural boundaries. A new quality is being engendered through interplay of diverse social
patterns and dynamics of the transcultural exchange and transnational actions experienced in a
place, at street level. Various forms of transcultural exchange and a sense of hybridity™™, further
expanded by travel experiences'®, emerge as representatives of new proximities generated out of
the street revitalizations framed as Little Italy, Sydney s Athens and Bairro Portugues.

Intergenerational changes impact on the fragmentation of the earlier appropriated migrant social
space, alongside the continuous arrival of new consumers. The intergenerational transfer of
culture is a major factor in safeguarding the longevity of the Italianate image of the Norton
street'®, and inevitably adds a new moment and opportunities to the street life. The embedded
new generation, aware of the unique symbolic and consumption power of this street, makes its
own intrusions in the space. This street is their source of identification, of belonging, of action,
and probably this could be anticipated in the Bairro too. Such an attitude is best identified
through the emphasized sense of belonging to the Inner West promoted by the local fortnightly,
clao.

This area is the home of the Portuguese and the Italian radio station, Rette Italia, and newspaper
La Fiamma. The last two are located across the street from the CO.AS.IT which effectively uses
its shop windows to communicate with the passers-by. Inner West Sydney is covered with
several regular giveaways, but clao, as a representative of the intergenerational changes and
growing assertiveness of the sense of belonging to this part of the metropolitan area, is of
particular interest. It is printed in English for a general audience, but heavily sprinkled with
Italian words and with the fervent assertiveness of the local life-style and belonging. To the
editor’s worry that that the area is in a phase of “gentrifying ourselves to death”, a response
comes out of an interview with the local real estate businessman who has lived and worked for
the last forty years (...in what was once a fringe urban area with hardly any restaurants, but lots
of fish and chips shops...) that “there is no chance that this area will end up ‘homogeneously
Anglo and white collar” because its unique character will always draw the people who “...take
joy in colourful multicultural experience...”, and “would contribute to the generally fun vibe” 1%,
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Concluding Remarks

This contribution aims to indicate changes in an urban landscape, located halfway between the
Sydney CBD and the metropolitan demographic centre in Parramatta in the west, under the
influence of the post-war settlement of Southern European migrants. Three streets identified by
their distinctive commercial and cultural imprints in neighbouring suburbs provide diverse social
experiences in a range from temporality, ethnic and cultural succession, to institutional
involvement and intergenerational pressures. The significance of these streets gravitated from the
urban fringe to transnational nodes, from the anchors of marginalized communities to gentrified
spaces. The localities changed due to the endeavours of people without the fear of exposure'® in
a new environment, the social impact of large scale migration and the subsequent commercial
development. It is without any doubt that their current image is a consequence of hard work,
spirit, endeavour and the adaptability of the Greek, Italian, Portuguese and other migrants and
locals who joined them in Marrickville, Leichhardt and Petersham. The apparent current effects
are located in their heritage, symbols, demographic and consumption patterns, and in a life
transcending the boundaries of cultures identified in these localities; as clao’s slogan tells us:
There’s life in the Inner West!

Note: | would like to express my appreciation for interviews and suggestions made in work on this
contribution from people having first hand experience and personal involvement in the dynamic life of
these specific streets in the Sydney metropolitan area. My sincere thanks to: Gloria and Eliane Belinha,
Christina Calligas, Eliana De Sa, Con Kastanias, Regina Kytzia, Teresa Martins, Ana Mollica, Alexis
Photis, Andrew Prokopiou, Antonio Resta, Karmela and Sam Santoro, Giuseppe and Eugen Scarcella,
Linda Nellor from Co.As.It, and Nick Murphy from the Marrickville Council.
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