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FOR much of the 20th century,
the ubiquitous Greek cafe routinely
opened for business before 7am
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CAFE culture ... Ipswich's Sydney Cafe, Nicholas St; Bundaberg's Blue Bird Cafe; and behind the counter at Ipswich's The Ritz Cafe

century is evidence of the extent
to which it pervaded Australian
life.
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Q & A with Toni Risson

precious family photographs for

Cafe Niagara; Dalby's Paragon Cafe today and as it was in 1936.
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belongings with cafe staff or met
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TASTE of history ... Maria ¥

Bustling to the clatter of silver

cutlery, the hiss of sizzling
steaks, and the swoosh of soda
fountains, popular cafes such as
the Paragon in Katoomba, the
Niagara in Gundagai, and
Londy's in Ipswich were public
gathering places at the heart
of Australian communities.

Just talk to older Australians
about them and watch their
eyes light up.

Greek immigrants began
opening food outlets in Sydney
in the latter part of the 19th
century. Their oyster saloons,
cafes, fish shops, fruit shops,
milk bars, snack bars and
confectioneries soon dotted
the Australian landscape, and
before long, the Greek cafe had
become an Australian icon.

Australian painter Russell
Drysdale also articulates the Greek
cafe's status as a national icon in
his portraits of Greek Outback
proprietors, Maria and Joe, both
painted in 1950.

Bob Hudson places the local
Greek milk bar firmly at the centre
of Aussie life in his hit song of
1975: And they pulled up outside
the Parthenon Milk Bar, and
standing outside the Parthenon
was this beautiful-looking sheila.

And in 1988, Mark Mitchell drew
upon the iconic status of the
Greek shopkeeping family in his
“bewdiful” characterisation of
Greek fruiterer Con Dikaletis and
his wife, Marika.

That the Greek cafe recurs in
such a wide range of texts
throughout most of the 20th

Queensland cafes in an excellent
history of Greeks in Queensland,
although this forms part of a more
general history that concludes at
1945.

As a result, few historians have
documented the rise of the
humble Greek cafe, or its demise.
Neither did the public take family
photographs in Greek cafes.
Although families frequented them
and teenagers routinely hung out
in them, they were not used for
special celebrations.

But Greek cafes did change the
course of Australia’s cultural
history and this book seizes a brief
window of opportunity to capture
the story of local cafes.

It is a story which will otherwise
die with the people in whose
memories it now resides.
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aspect of our cultural history.

What are your early memories
of cafe life?

Perhaps my fascination with
Greek cafes goes further back.
Dad comes from Katoomba, in
the Blue Mountains, and | can
remember walking into
Katoomba's Paragon Cafe as a
little girl on holidays.

It was an up-market cafe and the
food was probably more elegant
and expensive than the average
Greek cafe fare, so | don't think
we ate there — as a family of six,
we didn't eat out much in those
days.

But | can still remember the dim,
almost ecclesiastical interior, the
rich-timber paneling, and the
smell of chocolate.

And standing before the window
display was like looking into a
fantasy land. | think | felt about
that shop the way kids today
think about Disneyland.

How did you undertake your
research?

Once | decided to explore the
impact Greek immigrants had on
the Ipswich community, my
research took several forms:
looking at the work of Greek
historians such as Denis
Conomos, Leonard Janiszewski,
and Effy Alexakis; searching

and milkshake machines.

The classic marker of cafes of
this era is the line of cubicles
along one or both sides of the
shop, and sometimes down the
centre, although the central
space usually has tables and
chairs.

The kitchen is at the back of the
shop. But each one is unique
with antique lights hanging from
the ceiling, potted palms, wall
lights, timber paneling, or
leadlight front windows.

The Art Deco wall mirrors and
signs with cafe names are
particularly interesting.

When was the golden age of
Greek cafes?

The 1920s and 1930s were the
start and it continued until the
end of the 1950s, when television
arrived.

Can you name some of the more
famous ones?

Two of the best-known cafes still
in operation — the Paragon at
Katoomba and the Niagara at
Gundagai — are good examples of
this classic Greek cafe style,
because they were renovated in
the early 1930s and haven't been
touched since.

What part did they play in local
community life?

Who created the first “mixed
grill"?

Australian food historian Michael
Symons attributes the mixed grill
to Greek cafes.

This combination of meats piled
on an oval plate appears,
however, in James Herriot's
stories of a country vet in pre-
World War Il Yorkshire, but Greek
proprietors certainly popularised
the mixed grill in Australia, if
they didn't actually invent it.

A meat dish was tailor-made for
the British-Australian palate and
Greek proprietors were keenly
attuned to that.

What part did “chain” migration
play in creating cafes in
Australia?

Most older Australians
understand the part Greek cafes
played in their lives, but the
significance of cafes for Greek
immigrants is less well known.
Many Greeks migrated because
of the poverty at home and
operating a food outlet was one
way to make a new life because
it didn't entail much capital or
expertise.

“Chain" migration led to a large
percentage of migrants becoming
shopkeepers because proprietors
sponsored other family members
to come to Australia and cafes

in the '50s/'60s?

Migrants from many other
countries arrived before the
influx of Greek migrants in the
'20s, although, interestingly, the
first Greeks got here the same
way the rest of us did — as
convicts. But, because of their
cafes, Greek migrants must have
played a major part in
challenging the perception of
Australia as a monocultural
society. There was a Greek cafe
in nearly every town in the
eastern states — many cafes at
the centre of larger towns.
Proprietors interacted with a
broad section of the community
on a daily basis and most
seemed to be well liked, although
this didn't stop Australians
calling Greeks “bloody dagos”
and ordering them to speak
English or go home.

What is your next project?

| am working on a PhD at the
University of Queensland,
mapping a cultural history of
confectionery in Australia. Greek
cafes will be part of that
research, but | would love to
hear from readers about their
memories of buying, making,
winning, wanting, swapping,
stealing, reading about, eating,
and even rolling Aussie lollies.

Toni Risson is author of Aphrodite
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