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1 
My Family Background

M
y ancestral family comes from Capoliveri, on the 
island of Elba in Tuscany. Elba is the third largest 
island in Italy.

My paternal grandfather was Carlo Ballerini, who was a 
widower when he married Angiola Penello. Two boys from 
my grandfather’s first marriage had died very young, before he 
married my grandmother. 

My grandfather and grandmother had three boys. My father, 
Giuseppe, was the eldest. My grandfather was working on his 
own land, as well as in a tin mine in Capoliveri in those days. 
The miners would have to go underground, sometimes even 
below the sea bed to extract iron ore. This was a dangerous job 
- finding and mining iron ore was much tougher then, than it is 
today with modern equipment.

My mother’s parents were Francesco Corsetti and Emma 
Messina. My mother was born in 1915 and was only two years 
old when her father died in 1917 during the First World War. 
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He became sick at work when he was away from Elba deep sea 
diving, and was buried in Brindisi. 

My mother’s sister, Odilia Galli, died during World War Two. 
Her brother Angelo Corsetti, was born around 1905, and died 
in 1976.

I don’t remember my grandfathers; both had died before I was 
born. But I do remember my paternal grandmother, Angiola 
(Penello) Ballerini. Grandmother Angiola was a very small 
woman – she looked little to me even then, and I was only about 
five or six years old. I would go to visit her at her house, and 
on one occasion she gave me a bedspread to take home, which 
I still treasure today. She gave me that heirloom, because I was 
the first born in the family, as well as a gold cross. I had the cross 
melted down when I changed religion to become a member of 
the Melbourne Revival Centre; we don’t believe in making any 
religious images. These memories of my grandmother are very 
clear.

I still have a few things that belonged to my mother, inherited 
from her mother’s glory box. I can remember going to see 
Grandmother Emma (Messina) Corsetti, in her two-storey 
house which was very close to where we lived. There was one 
big room where they did everything. I remember the house had 
a wooden lift up door in the floor, with some steps leading down 
into the cantina, or wine vault. 

 The wine was kept in big barrels, and the fire was always 
burning, especially in the winter. It seems they spent their lives 
in that room.

Both my grandmothers died during World War Two. My 
maternal grandmother died of pneumonia at the age of 56; 
my father’s mother died at age 59, of bronchitis. In those days, 
medicine wasn’t very advanced in our part of the world.
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I was born on the 14th September 1937, in Capoliveri on Elba, 
where I also grew up. 

The historic town of Portoferraio, where the emperor Napoleon 
was exiled, is also on the island of Elba. He had another villa in 
San Martino, his summer home. I learned little about Napoleon 
when I was small; we didn’t talk much about him until we grew 
older, when I paid more attention to history.

My father was born in Capoliveri on 10th October 1913; he 
was the eldest of three boys. My uncle, Leonildo Ballerini, the 
second son, was born in 1917. Leonildo had two daughters. 
My father’s youngest brother Livio was born in 1925 and had 
three sons. Livio came to Australia in 1949, one year before my 
father. Livio’s wife and his first son followed later, on the same 
voyage as my father. Though I can’t remember the ship’s name, 
it was probably a vessel of the Lloyd Triestino line that regularly 
brought Italian migrants to Australia.

I first went to school in Capoliveri, during the Second World 
War. The Americans were on one side of our town, the Germans 
on the other, and we, the locals, were in the middle. 
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2  

Italy, the War Years  

1942 and 1943 in Elba

pon their arrival in our town, the American forces 
went into the countryside, to the mountains just 
beyond. The two armies continued bombarding 

each other above our heads. One morning, Dad told Mum 
he was going to have a look at what was happening. When he 
didn’t return, Mum said that my brother and I should stay close 
to our home while she went searching for our father, telling us 
not to go far away. Until she found my father, my mother did 
not know what to do. Many young men were escaping to hide 
in farms, away from the town, to avoid being conscripted as 
labourers for the German army. 

I remember two sisters who lived in a house diagonally opposite 
us, next to my grandparents. Their house also had a cantina or 
wine cellar below. Those ladies were scared and one of them 
shouted, “Why are you staying outside? Can’t you see we are 

U
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being bombed? Come inside with us.” So my brother and me 
went inside to their cellar, joining a few other people, and we all 
prayed together for our safety. While we took shelter there, some 
people were saying we would all be killed. We were worried that 
Mum would not find us. She had told us not to move from 
where she had left us. The sisters reassured us that she would 
know where to look for us.

My brother Giancarlo and I were still there when Mum 
finally arrived. No, she had not found my father. She had my 
one-year-old sister Emma in her arms, and said we would have 
to go to the clinic, where there might be news of our father. 
There was a doctor and a large room with a few people at the 
clinic. Mum learned there that Dad was hiding on one of the 
farms with some other young people.

Mum decided that we would have a look to see if we could 
find our father. So off we went, running down the valley, along 
the horse or donkey trails – roads weren’t made for cars then. 
Suddenly, Mum shouted, “I’ve lost the key of the house.” To 
her this was a big problem, while I remember thinking that we 
could break in anyway if we needed to. “You walk on and I’ll 
catch up with you as soon as possible”, she said, before she made 
her way back to town to try and recover that key! 

Giancarlo and I walked to a ‘magazzino’, a country house 
where the school caretaker lived. There were other people there 
sheltering from the bombing. One of them asked us where we 
were going and suggested that we should stay inside with them 
where it was safer. I replied “We’re waiting for my mum and 
then we’ll go.” 

“But you can’t start walking now, it’s getting dark,” they said. 

So we took shelter there for the night, without knowing where 
my mother was. Giancarlo was only just over four years old, and 
I was six. We were scared and wondering what was happening 
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to our mother? Was everything alright, and where was Dad? 
By next morning, Mum had found Dad and they both asked 
around to find out where we were. If I talk to my brother now 
about that night he doesn’t really remember. He was probably 
too young to recall it, but I remember it very clearly.

Reunited with our parents, we went into hiding in underground 
caves in the sides of the hills. The farmers in the area had dug 
those caves before the war, to shelter from rain and storms; they 
would sometimes have their lunch there too. This is where most 
of us hid, staying there for a few days, resting on the sandy floor 
of the cave and waiting for the bombing to stop. 

When the bombardment was over and my parents thought it 
was safe, we made our way back to the town. 

Eventually the Germans left, while the Americans occupied the 
area a little while longer. I remember there were many black 
soldiers among the American troops – these soldiers came to 
clear the land mines which the Germans had set all over Lido 
beach, to prevent the Americans landing there. The American 
soldiers bought chewing gum and other treats to give to all the 
children – this was the first I knew of chewing gum. Finally we 
felt we were safe. 

Unfortunately, they also raped many of the women; not long 
afterwards the first ‘black’ Italian children began to appear on 
Elba. 

There were also many convicts who had escaped from the prison 
buildings when the war started, and had taken shelter in our 
town. Criminals, doctors, solicitors, shopkeepers; everyone mixed 
with each other. During the war, every Italian was a friend. 

After the war, the criminals, who were under surveillance in our 
small town of Capoliveri, had to return to the prison buildings. 
Historically, Elba Island was never an easy place from which to 
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escape. There were many Italian boats patrolling the coastline 
watching for enemy warships and submarines; my Uncle Livio 
told me that the sailors who did this job belonged to the navy 
Battalion 2009. Today, there are still a number of sunken 
warships underwater. The place is like a museum, telling the 
story of the navy’s successes, and the many ships that sank there.

There were five of us in our family; my parents, me, the oldest child, 
my brother Giancarlo next, and my sister, Emma, the youngest. 

When I started first grade at the age of six in 1943, it was during 
the war. A bombardment had hit and damaged the big school 
building. 

One of the teachers, Sara, declared she was still going to give 
us classes, so we continued our schooling in an empty house 
that she owned. But when we could hear the planes above us, 
she would run away and leave us closed in the room. When 
we went home we would tell our mothers how scared we were, 
when this happened. After our teacher repeated this behaviour 
a couple more times during the bombings, my mother told me, 
“No more school for this year.” So I didn’t complete first grade 
with that teacher. By the following year, our school building 
had been repaired, and I commenced school once more, while 
things around us were beginning to quieten down. 

Before starting school, I was a bit of a tomboy. I remember my 
little brother Giancarlo getting into trouble with some other 
bigger boys, with me caught up in the middle, trying to rescue 
him. I was rather like a protector for Carlo. 

In Italian schools you were free in the afternoon; school finished 
at 1pm. Many of the girls used to learn embroidery with the 
nuns, but that wasn’t my cup of tea. I would attend too, but my 
heart wasn’t in it.

When my father would come home from work, I would go 
to the farm with him whenever I could. This gave me a lot of 
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pleasure. On the farm my father grew grapes from which he made 
wine to sell to the locals; he also grew vegetables and cultivated  
fruit trees. 

The farm consisted of a piece of land left by my mother’s 
parents and another piece left by my father’s parents. Together 
it was just big enough to sustain the family - we lived on what 
we produced. When he was called by other farmers to work  
the land on their property, my father would be paid wages for 
his labour.

Most of the time, the members of my family would just help 
each other. It was much later that Dad went to the mine in 
Capoliveri. Not everybody could get employment at the mine 
as there weren’t always enough jobs for all the men.

My last day of primary school was in 1949 when I was twelve 
years old. After I finished my fifth grade at primary school in 
Capoliveri, I spent two years and a few months in ‘avviamento’ 
which was like a technical school. 

Going to avviamento meant walking with a group of other 
children about six or seven kilometres, from Capoliveri to Porto 
Azzuro. We went straight to school in the morning, but coming 
home in the early afternoon we had fun, taking our time and 
picking blackberries. My mother would look from the window, 
and when she saw us coming would say, “Ah, they’re home. I’ll 
put the pasta on.”

In our small town, we were very close to our families, our relatives 
and our neighbours. There was always something happening; 
weddings, birthdays, festivals. Occasions when we all gathered 
together, to enjoy good times and lots of fun. Socialising with 
family and friends was the best entertainment we could want. In 
the summer everyone would meet outdoors, and we would play 
and run with other children. Everyone would share their food, 
eating different produce that had been grown on the family 
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farms. We would sometimes go to the old theatre; sometimes 
the film would break, or the camera fail, and everyone would 
boo at the owner! But mostly, we would gather around the old 
people and they would tell us fascinating stories of by-gone days. 

My mother Giuseppina Corsetti, was born on 1st April 1915. 
She was plump and quite small, and with a very strong character. 
People who knew her say I took after her. If you had an idea, 
unless it was also the way she wanted it, Mother always had the 
last say as to how it should be done. But the women in those 
days were also rather dominated by the men’s ideas. My mother 
was a great worker in the house. When we were in Italy, she 
would also do dressmaking for a wealthy cousin of ours. I don’t 
think there was any money exchanged, but the cousin would 
give Mum food and produce, and also some clothing.

In 1950 we experienced a big change in our lives. Dad left 
Capoliveri to migrate to Australia, with the promise that we 
would follow him when he had a home for us.

It was one year later, in 1951 that my mother, brother, sister 
and I packed our belongings, farewelled our Italian friends and 
family, and set off on the month long sea voyage to Australia to 
be reunited with my father. I celebrated my 14th birthday on 
that voyage.
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Early years in Australia

T
he mining company where my father worked had 
paid his fare to Australia – Dad wanted to come to 
Australia, and the company wanted to make room 

for other workers. Dad also had to organise a place for us to stay; 
unless we had a home to settle in, we were not allowed to land 
in Australia.

After we arrived, Mum changed. She had not wanted to leave 
Italy, and she hated it here. She was very unhappy. For the sixteen 
years that she stayed here, she always blamed my father and I - 
because I was persistent and wanted to come to Australia and be 
with our Dad. “If it wasn’t for you I wouldn’t have followed your 
father,” she would often tell me!

When we landed in Melbourne we settled in a house my father 
had rented in Napier Street in Fitzroy. It was terrible. It was 
dark, with no windows, a corridor down the centre, with one 
room on either side. We only stayed there a couple of months.

From there, Lea Vago from Elba, who had lent my father the 
money to help us come to Australia, helped us once more. 
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Lea and her husband Peppe had arrived in Australia much 
earlier, before the war, and were well established. They helped a 
lot of people who migrated from our town on Elba.

Lea had two houses in Buckingham Street in North Richmond 
– they were like twin houses. She told Dad that one was free and 
if he wanted, he could rent it. So we rented from Lea and her 
husband. It was like a little villa to us then, and we shared it with 
another couple and their daughter, also from Elba. So there were 
our parents, and we three children, as well as the other couple 
and their daughter, all sharing this small house.

I went to a State School just opposite our house in Buckingham 
Street. I had a few written English lessons in Italy before I came 
to Australia, but I didn’t speak any English. We knew how to 
read English, the way we wrote it, but when we spoke, nobody 
seemed able to understand us.

I felt terrible because I was put in primary school, and I was 
already fourteen. I had finished primary school in Italy more 
than two years earlier. We arrived in October, and I went to 
school in November and December, and then I told my father 
that I did not want to go to school any more. He did not take 
me seriously at first. 

I’ve always been quite persistent. Not in making trouble, but in 
letting people know how I feel. I would tell Mum or Dad what I 
wanted today, and tomorrow, and every day, until I got my way. 
Eventually Dad’s reaction was, “Okay, if you don’t want to go, 
you don’t go. But you have to promise that you will still keep 
learning English.” And that’s what I did. I attended night classes 
learning English three nights a week; my future sister-in-law 
Josie, and my father-in-law to be, also attended with me – not 
that I knew at the time that we would one day become relatives 
by marriage!

Lea, the owner of the house worked in a sewing factory. Her 
two sisters-in-law found me a job in a factory near the station in 
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Richmond, where uniforms for the Australian forces were made. 
I worked there for a little while and then one of the two sisters 
told me she was moving from there to another factory. So I went 
with her, to a place in Flinders Lane, in the city near Russell 
Street. I had to get a tram to travel to work each morning. 

I was still only fourteen. I didn’t know much English, and the 
owner of the factory took care of me. I remember the first year 
when winter came, they made me a warm overcoat as a gift. I 
loved working there. There was an old Australian lady who was 
like a grandmother to me, and she protected me. Her daughter 
who worked there too, didn’t have any children, and I was 
someone for her to look after. 

I was the tea girl. I made the tea for the staff and picked up 
sandwiches for everyone at lunchtime. I would go to the shop, 
hand over the note with the orders, wait for the sandwiches to 
be made and wrapped, then go back to the factory and deliver 
the food. I would do all my duties in a hurry, so that I could find 
time to learn how to operate the sewing machines - I learned 
how to operate them all.

The boss’ name was Micha, a kind, small Jewish man. The 
workers would often tell him what to do. It was a good and 
friendly environment.

I had been working there as a tea girl for about twelve months, 
when I decided I wanted a sewing job. Micha said, “But you’re 
a tea girl. If you find me another tea girl, then I can put you on 
the sewing machine.” That’s when I found a friend to replace 
me; Pina was my age and came from the same town as I did  
in Italy. 

Although Pina and I had attended school together in Capoliveri, 
we had not been in the same class. We became very close friends 
while she was at the factory – in fact Pina was one of my 
bridesmaids, and is still a close friend today. I taught her how 
to do my old job. We would speak in Italian because she didn’t 
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know any English. The other workers did not like us speaking 
Italian at work – they also didn’t like me having another Italian 
friend, as it took some of my attention from them! Pina would 
have stayed at the factory about a year. 

Then, in the end, the other workers made it so difficult for 
her that she decided to leave. They would tell her not to speak 
Italian. She should only speak English. Perhaps they thought we 
were talking about them? 

In my new duties, I was first put on the machines to do hemming, 
sewing on buttons, and cutting button holes. I wanted to earn 
more money and so I learned how to use the sewing machine. 
Soon I was making the same money as the adults there. It was 
good money because we were paid by piecework and I was 
enthusiastic and quick.   

When I was 16, I left that job because things weren’t too good 
for the factory – it was between seasons and was a quiet time. 
The owners would just close down for a few weeks at a time.  
The girl who had found me this job was going to another factory, 
and I found a new job for myself in Russell Street, making 
dresses. I stayed there until I married; I was eighteen and a half 
when I left.

At this time, my father was working at General Motors where 
my Uncle Livio, my father’s youngest brother, was a supervisor. 
Having been in Australia since 1949, Uncle Livio had learned to 
speak English quite well.
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Irreplaceable Memories

Francesca’s father, Giuseppe Ballerini in his military service uniform
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Francesca’s 
maternal Grandmother, 

Emma Messina (Corsetti)

Francesca’s 
maternal Grandfather, 

Francesco Corsetti
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Giuseppina Corsetti and Giuseppe Ballerini (Fransesca’s parents),  
on their wedding day
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Frances’s Paternal grandmother and Grandfather  
Angiola and Carlo Ballerini

1952:  
Vince’s Grandmother, 

Nunziata
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1952: 
Vince’s grandfather, 
Vincenzo

1952: 
 Vince’s Grandfather 
Vincenzo is rowing on 
right. Behind is Stromboli 
Volcano
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Giuseppina with baby 
Maria ‘Francesca’ Ballerini

Goodbye photo of a group of neighbours in Italy before we left for Australia


