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0.00 GO: O.K, we’ll begin with Michael Cuomo, better known as proprietor 

of Mickey’s Deli and Mickey’s Grocery.  Can we get a bit of 

background from you about your family background, where your 

family are from, where you were born? 

 MC: Basically my parents are from Italy.  They’ve come from Ischia and they 

came to Australia, my mum and my dad came separate, they met here 

and they were basically like what would you say, refugees.  My dad 

worked on the sugar canes and stuff like that up at Queensland and 

then they got sponsored by a Catholic priest and they moved to 

Regents Park, Berala, down that way, and then my dad and my uncle 

worked in the fruit game until they bought their own fruit shop and from 

there they proceeded to the markets down here in Haymarket and then 

Haymarket down to Flemington, Flemington Markets.  And basically 

when I came along, all my brothers came along, there was no choice: 

you got up, you went to the markets, school holidays you went to the 

markets, we’d go back to school and “What did you do in your school 

holidays?”  “We went to the markets, we went to the markets.”  And for 

me it was like, well, I loved it. So I'd always go to the market and if I 

didn’t go to the market at two o'clock in the morning with dad and I 

woke up and mum said “Well, he wanted to leave you sleep” and she 

would take me down at six, well, six o'clock I didn’t want to go because 

I wanted to go at two o'clock with dad.  And then after I left school – I 

didn’t go to school, really – I tried to leave school when I was thirteen 

and then I got sent back to Italy because I was too young to leave 

school and then I came back when I was fourteen nine months 

because I was allowed to leave school at fourteen nine months but I 

had to do home tutoring. 

2.07  And mum was like “Well, you have to go to school, you have to go to 

school” and she said “I'll tell your father”.  I turned around and said to 

dad “I don't want to go to school”.  He said “Well, good.  You go to work” 

and so I went down to the markets until I was - shit, a long time.  And 

then I did leave, at one stage I did leave the markets but before I left 

the markets I started my own business as a wholesaler down there, 

trying to compete with my dad which I do all me life now still, trying to 

compete with dad, and then I opened me own fruit shop on Victoria 

Road Gladesville down there and I was about eighteen. 

 GO: What year was that? 

 MC: Couldn’t tell you - I'm thirty nine now so I was about eighteen.  And 

then as normal kids, you know, got into shit and everything else like 

that and become a little arsehole and sold that, and just went back to 
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work for dad and then had a fight with me old man and I left him and I 

got a job as a fruit manager at Coles in Redfern, down in Surry 

Hills/Redfern at Redfern Mall and that’s where I met Dave and then we 

were there for a while and then we left and opened up the fruit shop in 

Pitt Street Redfern.  It wasn’t meant to be Pitt Street Redfern, it was 

supposed to be on Redfern Street: we were so determined to get the 

place next to Purple Goanna.  There’s a place there, it’s now the wine 

bar right next door to Purple Goanna and we found that we went there, 

we had a look at it and I was dead-set it was the place to be and we put 

an application form in, everything else like that, came back, the guy 

said “No, the owners didn’t want us to have that shop”. 

4.09  I went back to him and I said “Look, we’ll give more money for it.  I 

really want the shop”.  He came back and said that they had polished 

floorboards and they really didn’t want a fruit shop in there.  So we 

were so disappointed we went to the Tudor Hotel for a drink to drown 

our sorrows because we couldn’t get that shop.  We walked out, 

walked down Pitt Street and Dave said “Look, there’s a ‘For Lease’ sign 

on the floor of this shop” so the next day I rang the real estate agent 

and the real estate agent guy said to me, he said “Mate, I'm not even 

going to come down and show you the shop.  Go through the shop next 

door.  It’s been empty for seven and a half years.  I'm at Regents Park 

– it’s too far for me to go.  Go down there”.  So I went in, asked the lady 

in the massage place if I could have a look at the shop next door.  So 

she said yes, so I went in, had a look, rang the real estate agent.  I said 

“I'll take the shop”.  He said “Are you mad?”  I said “Yeah, probably, but 

I'll take the shop”.  So I rang my dad and I said to my dad “Me and 

Dave want to open a fruit shop down in Pitt Street Redfern.  We’ve 

found a shop.  Can you come and give us a hand?”  He said “Yeah, 

O.K”.  so he came down and had a look and on the weekend – say it 

was Wednesday or Thursday – he came down on the weekend, he 

brought my brothers with him and they came in, built the shop and we 

opened the shop on the Monday.  We opened the shop on the Monday 

and that’s nearly five years now, four and a half to five years, 

something like that.  Times and that I don't have a clue because of the 

simple fact that it just went so quick and, yes, it just went like that. 

 CF:  O.K, can I just ask because you mentioned “Dave”, but who’s 

Dave? 

 MC: Dave works at the shop with us.  I met Dave at Coles and I don’t know 

what happened; we decided to open a fruit shop together.  But I've 

known Dave for twelve years so he was just going to come and help 

set it up and then nearly five years later and he’s still there. 
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6.32  But even though it says “Mickey’s” on the front, it’s not just Mickey’s.  

Dave put so much hours – Dave still does – like so many hours in there, 

so much work into it like I sometimes feel a little bit jealous for him 

because everybody goes “Oh, Mickey’s” but, no, Mickey didn’t do it all, 

no, no, not at all.  No, no, Mickey didn’t do as much as what everybody 

- there’s always two sides of something and Mickey possibly couldn’t 

do all that on his own.  So Dave is a big, big part of it but he’s just the 

silent person.  O.K, there’s a people person and not a people person 

and he’s not the people person.  He will sit back and he’ll run the 

controls from behind but you need somebody out the front.  But, yes, 

that’s Dave: Dave’s out the back.  Dave does paperwork, bookwork, 

computer work, all that stuff because Mickey didn’t go to school; he 

didn’t go to school so he doesn’t know how to do that.  A big thing for 

was me was still learning to use to send texts on the telephone, on the 

mobile, which was only the last year or so which Dave set up that I can 

do because it’s got spellcheck because I can't read and write. 

8.13  My mother says “My son’s that smart he’s created his own language” 

and my staff can read my writing but nobody else can.  So the staff that 

needs to know what I'm doing, they know what they're doing because 

they can read my writing but if you came in you'd have no idea what 

was there – it’s like Morse code or something.  Dave is the big part of 

the growth of Mickey’s. 

 GO: And when did you open the deli? 

 MC: The deli, it’s been twelve months now, just over twelve months.  We 

opened it last year just before Christmas so it’s been about twelve 

months but that was a job on its own to get that deli open, that was a 

drama.  It cost us a lot of money just wasted but just through all 

backflashes and everything else like that and at one stage there we 

were nearly going to give up but we’d put too much money into it.  And 

there was quite a few people that were there to help and assist but it’s 

like the area, the area here: there’s always support in the area for 

positive things.  Like I remember the time when we had that drama with 

the council with the footpath: the whole area jumped on it.  I was like 

amazed that the area actually wanted the stuff on the street and Clover 

Moore come to the party and said “Yes, no problem.  Give it to them”.  

And there was one night I strictly said to my staff – I have like a thing: if 

I'm here in the shop after six o'clock, please tell people I'm not here 

because obviously I'm here too late - so “I've got to get these done so 

I've got to go home” and one of the boys turned around come in the 

office and said “There’s a lady in the shop wants to see you”. 
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10.18  I said “Did you tell them I'm not here”.  He goes “No, I told them you're 

here” and I said “What?”  He goes “You’ve got to come out.  There’s a 

lady in the shop wants to see you”.  I came out and it was Clover 

Moore, she was standing in my shop.  She pulled up, she was going to 

a meeting across the road in the Town Hall and she just came over to 

compliment of how beautiful the street looked.  I said “Well, come and 

have a look at my deli”.  So she came in, I said “Have a look at it”.  She 

goes “It looks wonderful” and I said “There’s just somebody holding me 

up, something.  I don’t know what I'm doing, I don’t know what’s going 

on”.  The next day things just moved and that shop was open within like 

two weeks of Clover Moore being in my shop and I didn’t even ask her 

to come to the shop.  She just came over to say how the fruit looked so 

nice from the meeting and the deli went up and that was it.  Like now 

it’s twelve months and in between that we, I don’t know, it’s me, no time, 

I've got no time, O.K.  And another shop in the street came up and I'm 

like “I've got to get it, I've got to have it” and Dave’s like “No, you’ve got 

enough.  Seriously, we have enough on our plate”.  So I was like “No, 

I'll ring up and find out, I'll ring up and find out just a little bit.  I'm not 

going to tell Dave, I'm not going to tell nobody”.  So I rang up and the 

price was right and everything else.  There was a few hiccups but I'm 

always in for a gamble. 

12.00  Business is a game on its own and life is a journey on its own as well 

and I was so determined that I was going to get it but I knew that I was 

going to get into trouble, I knew I was going to get in trouble from Dave.  

So then I went down the pub – another drink with me mate 

  … 

  and he was sitting there saying to me, he goes “I want to open this 

business but Francine” – that’s his wife now – “she said no, she’s not 

interested.  I want to do a wine bar.  ‘No, I'm not interested’.  I want to 

open a restaurant.  ‘No, I'm not interested’”.  I said to him, I said “Well, 

look, go home and ask if she wants to become partners in a flower 

shop with me”.  He said “You reckon?”  I said “I don’t know.  Ask her 

because the shop’s there”.  He didn’t wait to go home: he rang her up 

outside and he come back in and he says “Take the shop, take the 

shop”.  I'm like “What do you mean?”  He goes “It’s the first thing she’s 

agreed to with me.  She wants to do the flower shop.  That’s what she’s 

interested in”.  I said “Well, it’s your wife and you don't even know what 

she’s interested in”.  So I said “Well, we can't do nothing now.  We’ve 

got to wait till tomorrow” so the next day we rang up.  I told Dave and 

Dave’s like “Oh, not again”.  And so it took a little bit of talking so then 

he said “All right”.  So I rang the real estate agent up, went down there 

and took it.  Once again rang me brother, me dad up, “We’ve got 
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another shop to do”.  My dad’s like “Oh, God”.  My brothers are like 

“Are you crazy?” and I said “Yep” so they came down.  And, well, being 

in the game, being in the industry, my brothers are very handy with 

building with a hammer and stuff like that.  We started on the Friday 

afternoon and we opened it on the Tuesday and, yes, it’s happy. 

14.02  It’s a lot of work, you're going to get expenses here, expenses there, 

bills coming in left, right and centre.  Bills don't stop coming in and I'm 

always like “Well, the more the bills are coming in the more you’ve got 

to go out there and work and get something else to cover the bills that 

come in”.  So that’s why I'm thinking “Well, more bills are coming in.  

Maybe we should get another shop”. 

 GO: What sort of shop would you get? 

 MC: My dream shop is the one next door to the flower shop and that’s to 

have – and I think now Redfern is ready for it, I seriously think it is –  

well, I've got the deli, I've got the fruit shop, we’ve got the flowers, I 

want to put half fish and half butcher and a fish shop/butcher 

shop/kitchen so you can either sit down and eat your fish and chips in 

the shop or we can cook it and you can take it home or you can take it 

home and cook it yourself.  So we’d have - get the salads from the fruit 

shop, get the cold stuff from the deli shop, have the fish there, have the 

butcher that side, there’s your kitchen, but then the ideal thing after that 

is come back up the street because then I'd have all of them except for 

the office block next to me and that was the plan to eventually put an 

Italian restaurant in there so then go and see me mate Clover and see 

if she’ll change it from Pitt Street to Mickey’s – worth a try anyhow.  So, 

yes, and that just started from opening a fruit shop in Pitt Street 

Redfern. 

 GO: So you're part of the change, aren't you, in Redfern? 

 MC: I'd like to think so but a lot of people do say so, a lot of people - I'm 

surprised.  I just go there every day and do what I do and do this and 

do that and I can't see a little kid go past and they go “Mummy, I want a 

banana” and I'm not going to point out but there is some people in the 

area that really just can't afford the banana and I'm like “Well, a 

banana’s not much.  Just take the banana, give it to them”.  But down 

the road from preschool just down the road and there is some of them 

that go there that seriously can't afford the banana and I give it to them.   

16.19   I had the banana boy which is now grown up and he’s moved on from 

playschool and that and now he’s the juice boy because he comes in 

and he wants a juice because he’s sick of bananas.  And then we had 

the banana girl.  And then you’ve little Leo.  Leo, who can't love Leo?  
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He’s down the road, mate, he comes in and he thinks it’s his shop, you 

know, and away you go.  But they're kids, they're allowed to and they 

shouldn’t miss out on some fruit and veg.  It’s better than having lollies.  

Sometimes I'd rather the lollies too but give it to them and especially 

going to school.  But then I'm like, well, I'm just doing me day thing and 

these people come in and say “Oh, you’ve changed the street and 

you’ve done this and you’ve done that”.  We’ve got the old guy next 

door, Sam.  

  …  

  When I had the trouble on the street with the stuff put on the street he 

came over to me, he said “Rip my front fence down and put it all on my 

property”.  I said “What are you talking about, Sam?”  He goes “Rip that 

fence down of mine and put all your fruit on my property.  They can't tell 

you not to”.  I said “Yeah, but I'll probably get into more trouble for 

ripping down a heritage fence than putting the stuff on your property”.  

He said “It’s my fence.  You can do what you want” and I said “No, no, 

it’s all right”.  He goes “Before you came this used to be a dead corner”.  

He said “To come around the corner there was a dead shop, empty 

shop”, he said “beer bottles, needles, this, that, everything was in my 

front yard”.  He said “You guys come open, you're open till nine o'clock.  

They come down the corner, they look are the lights on and they go 

away somewhere else” he said “so put it on my footpath – on my 

street”.   

17.57  But these people think that I've changed something.  I just think that I'm 

doing what I'm supposed to do, what I have to do.  And people say to 

me “You're every day, seven days a week at the shop”.  I said “Well, if 

you don't love what you're doing you shouldn’t do it and obviously if I'm 

here seven days a week and I'm not complaining about it so obviously I 

do love what I'm doing”.  Some days you're going to get it where you go 

home and you're just so shitty you take it out on the wrong person but 

that’s an everyday thing. 

 GO: Are you living here as well? 

 MC: In Redfern?  I live not far from Redfern but, yes.  I've always been in 

the vicinity of Redfern/Surry Hills area.  I grew up a little bit in 

Strathfield, grew up in Strathfield mainly because it was close to the 

markets for my dad and I couldn’t wait to get out.  All my other brothers, 

they live within five minutes of my parents’ place.  I was like “No, that’s 

too close for me, mate”, and vroom, I was straight out.  And I don’t 

know why but I chose Redfern/Surry Hills area and I couldn’t see 

meself living anywhere else.  I couldn’t go to a suburb any more where 
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it’s too quiet probably.  The livelihood that I live, you have to have 

things that are open twenty four hours a day.  Like if you want to go for 

dinner you don't finish work till six, seven o'clock at night so then by the 

time you have a shower, get changed, have a couple of drinks and go 

for dinner you're looking for a place that’s open at midnight without 

kicking you out the door and then you pay for it the next day when you 

get up at two o'clock in the morning to go the markets but at least you 

had a good dinner.  So, no, I think I came out here when I was nineteen, 

eighteen, nineteen I moved out. 

 GO: And what was Redfern like then? 

19.53 MC: It’s changed a lot, it has changed a lot. 

 GO: It was much rougher. 

 MC: Yes, yes, it was.  There was a little bit of a different society, it was, and 

a lot of shops were empty, there was a lot of empty shops.  And people 

ask me and I say to people “Redfern is screaming out for anything.  If 

you put a hundred per cent into it, Redfern itself will turn around and 

put a hundred per cent effort into supporting you, Redfern itself will do 

that”.  The people that live in the area now - and they're not all new, no, 

there’s a lot of old residents that have seen the change themself and 

they will just jump aboard, they will jump aboard.  We’re only two 

minutes’ walk from Woollies – Coles is a bit further up the road – but I 

see my customers come from Woollies with their everyday essentials 

that they need to go to Woollies but then stop and buy their fruit and 

veg from me or their cold meat from me and to me that’s respect too 

because sometimes you can't beat Woollies’ price.  And as my old man 

said to us “Don't ever try to beat Woollies’ price because if they see 

you're trying to do that they’ll sacrifice you.  Just beat them in another 

way: service, customer service, personal relationship of saying hello.  

You should see the look on some people’s face when you turn around 

and say “Five cents, ten cents, don't worry about it”.  It’s nothing really.  

I tell my staff “The amount of time that you spend to scrabble around to 

get the change for a five cent piece, you’ve cost more than five cents 

so just forget the five cent piece”. 

21.56  And then the person goes “Are you for real?”  “Yeah, mate.  It’s only 

five cents, ten cents” but I always chuck in “You won't get away with it 

down at Woollies, though.  They’ll want the five cent, ten cent piece” 

which they do, it’s a hundred per cent they will want their five cent, ten 

cent piece and it makes a big difference.  And then we get some old 

girls that come in and still think that you’ve got to serve them because 

they're used to going into an old fruit shop where you don't touch 
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nothing, you get a couple of them and two of them and two of them, 

and you still get some of them that come in the shop and you go “Oh, 

well, why not?” and you serve them.  And there’s some of them that 

only want me to serve them which is a good thing but as you're getting 

bigger and you expand and you're trying to get yourself all over the 

place it gets a bit hard but I always try to be present, to show my 

presence because the simple fact is they showed me the respect of 

shopping in my shop so I'm going to have to show them the respect 

that I appreciate them shopping in the shop.  And as people say, it’s a 

community and it’s a little village now.  It’s a little village and people 

really want to keep it that way.  Like they're all for development but then 

they don't want mass development, they don't want somebody to come 

along and pull down a couple of old places and put twenty storey 

apartments on it but they're happy to come along and restore that place 

and everything else like that and bring it back to its original.  They’ll 

support you all the way but they don't want twenty units on one little 

block with thirty more cars coming in the street and everything else like 

that. 

23.58  That’s one thing when I opened the fruit shop, before we actually 

opened the fruit shop I sat at the coffee shop down at Quirks and I 

asked a few people.  One of them’s Ian, the local guy who lives down 

the road and he’s a fireman, he used to sit there, and I didn’t even 

know his name and I just asked him and he said “I reckon it’d be a 

great idea.  And after a while we asked about the deli, “Do you think 

you want a deli?”  You ask the customer, you ask the people and 

they're like the deli, “We want good bread, we want good meat, good 

this, good that”.  And after that I probably got a little bit greedy and I 

was like “I need the flower shop, now I need this, I want this” but the 

area is an amazing area, it’s an amazing area.  

 GO: Are your staff all locals? 

 MC: Some are, some aren't.  There’s one from the deli, he’s local.  Two, 

Rowena in the deli, she’s local.  I've got a little old man, elderly man, 

he’s a local.  I've got me mate, Pete, which he’s more than local, he’s 

the town resident.  Like little Pete, he’s got a little bit of a disadvantage 

to himself but to me worth a weight in gold.  He’s the most loyal person 

I've ever met.  He’s never late. 

   …   

25.41   And actually he has the keys for the shop, Peter does. Mate, if you 

have a bad day, you go and speak to Pete and you don't have a bad 

day.  Pete falls over every five seconds: his balance is terrible, his 
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elbows have gone, his knees are all gone, scarred to pieces, and now 

we call it “Pete, are you practising for church again?” and he’s like 

“Yeah, I'm practising for church again”.  But you’ve got to love Pete.  I 

meet Pete every single morning; we have a coffee together before I 

progress to starting the other half of me day.  He’ll send me a message 

every afternoon, asking me the same question “What’s Tim’s coffee?” 

because he can't spell and I can't spell either, so what’s the difference, 

you know what I mean - my reading and writing’s up the shit.  So we 

meet halfway between my day and I have ten minutes and I have a 

coffee with him and he has a berry cake and he’s like “Why don't we 

sell berry cake in the deli?” and I said “Because we wouldn’t sell any”.  

He goes “Why?”  I say “Because I buy you one every day so if I put 

them in the deli you'd eat them all”.  I goes “No, I wouldn’t, I promise I 

wouldn’t” and I said “Well, we’re not selling berry cake”.  But Pete’s 

local 

  …  

27.05  He’s come from like somebody that just popped up.  My dad apparently 

knew his dad from ages ago down the markets when his dad used to 

own a fruit shop which converted to a flower shop now and I don’t know 

how it happened but then it’s just Pete but Pete’s part of my life now.  

Pete asked for the keys to the shop and I was like “Dave, you're going 

to have to tell him no” and Dave said “I can't say no to him.  Give him 

the keys to the shop”.  So we give him the keys to the shop and he’s 

the first one there.  And you go in and I say “Pete, promise me one 

thing.  Do not let anybody in the shop.  When you go in, you go in by 

yourself”.  “Yep”. 

27.39  So I come back from the markets one morning and one of the girls 

that’s supposed to open up the shop’s running late.  I'm already pulled 

up out the front of the shop and all the staff’s standing out the front.  I'm 

like “What’s going on here?”  “Oh, the girl that has the keys, she’s not 

here”.  So I go to the shop and there’s Pete sitting inside the shop.  I 

said “Well, why didn’t you open the door?”  “Because you told him not 

to open the door to anybody”.  So he wouldn’t even open the door for 

the staff, to let the staff start work.  Pete was sitting in the shop, they're 

all out the front.  I go “Pete, what’s going on?”  He said “You said to let 

nobody, O.K, so I didn’t let them in”.  I said “But they work here”.  He 

goes “But you said nobody”.  I said “O.K, my mistake.  From now on, 

staff allowed in.  O.K?”  “Yep, all right” and I was like “Mate”.  Is that not 

loyal?  And he’s got some disadvantages but every day he’s got a 

smile on his face; he’s such a happy person.  So, yes, he’s local and 

then there’s a couple that are not but staff sometimes aren't the easiest 

thing to find.  You find some good ones and plus we’re only a small 
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business too.  You know, there’s no position for them to go so high, so 

high, so therefore you're happy to see them go to a higher place 

because you can't expect everybody to sit in a shop and serve all day; 

they’ve got to move on as well.  And then I've had some kids, once 

again they're making pocket money after school and before school.  I 

don’t know if the government lets that anymore but it was like “Here’s 

twenty bucks.  Give us a hand to chuck a few things in there and take 

some fruit home for your parents” and the parents love it and they 

turned up every day and it worked well for everybody. 

29.39  But that’s how I used to be.  I'd go down the markets and dad’d give 

me two dollars.   

  … 

  So, yes, some in and some out of the area which is good for the area 

and not good for the area.  When the staff come and you get the good 

one you keep them. 

 GO: They're an interesting collection of people, though, aren't they? 

 MC: They are.  They're all walks of life and it’s amazing how I found out how 

you come across them.  So some of them we got through Centrelink 

and some of them walked in the shop, some of them are friends of 

friends and some of them like Pete just come aboard, “That’s it, I'm 

here, that’s it”. 

  …. 

 GO: And since places like the Pitt Street Diner have opened, is that 

quite a significant part of your business, the wholesale? 

 MC: Yes, yes.  We started off - our main wholesale [client] was probably 

[when we] started Baffi & Mo’s.  We actually started together with 

Coffee, Tea & Me and it was Darryl who owned the Pitt Street Diner 

then and he come on board.  And like I said once again, the locals and 

the local businesses, they like to keep it local and they all work together 

so they jumped on. 

31.11  And from there we got the Tudor, the Rails, which is now the Regent 

Hotel, Purple Goanna which is now Pepper Berries down there.  There 

was Fern on Pitt, the coffee shop down there that’s now closed down 

and from there we deliver now right out to Marrickville, into the city, 

right up to Cronulla, we’ve got a Cronulla run twice a week up that way.  

Yes, just went from there.  Some of them got us for some money.  

Once again life’s a gamble, business is a gamble.  So they open, they 

close.  Some of them got us for some money.  I used to whinge to the 
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old man about it and he’s like “Don't waste your time whinging to me, 

get back to work because while you're whinging to me you're not 

working, you're not working, you're not making any money.  So don't 

stand here whinging to me.  Go back to work”. 

 GO: How many hours a day would you work? 

 MC: Me?  God, don't ask.  People say “You're crazy”.  Sixteen minimum, 

sixteen hours, that’s a good day.  Sometimes eighteen, nineteen hours, 

all depends.  But, yes, roughly I'd say an average a sixteen hour day. 

32.47  I get a sleep-in on a Sunday which is - I look forward to that; Sundays 

is a sleep-in.  I don't get up until six which is good and the good thing 

about Sunday is very little orders so the phone doesn’t start ringing all 

hours of the night so, yes, Sunday’s a good day.  Sunday’s a good day.  

It actually allows me to have a couple of beers on a Saturday night, not 

too many though.  Because last Saturday was so hot, I don’t know why 

but I didn’t think I had that many beers but the next morning I was like, 

“Oh, mate, what the hell’s going on here?”  So I said to me mate the 

next day, I said “Did we have many drinks last night?”  He goes “Not at 

all but you looked pretty pissed though”.  I said “I can't believe it 

because I got up this morning and I thought “I'm still pissed”.  I think it 

was just because it was so hot and you forget to eat.  You forget to eat 

and sometimes you forget to eat and then you get a headache and 

then you realise why you got a headache is because you actually 

haven't eaten so you're either “Do I have some Panadol or do I grab a 

piece of bread?”  And I'll grab a piece of bread and the easiest thing 

too is a piece of bread now you’ve got the deli.  You just get a chunk of 

salami and keep going.  So it was because I didn’t eat, forgot to eat 

and had a couple of beers and then the next day it’s like “Shit, yeah, 

pay for it”. 

 GO: At the Tudor? 

 MC: No, I was actually down at the Abbott’s down there.  I find that the 

Abbott’s is a little bit further away so I actually get a bit of time to 

yourself, you know.  And the funny thing is sometimes people come 

over and if I get there I just sit down and then one of the bar staff will 

come over and say “All on your own.  Aren't you lonely?”  I said “No, 

not at all.  Don't curse me, O.K.  I'm really enjoying this half an hour 

that I've got to meself” because when you get up at two o'clock in the 

morning it’s bang, you're with people, you know what I mean, and 

you're with people until you leave work and then you go home and 

you're with people. 
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35.15  But then it’s like you get half an hour to yourself it’s like “Geez, your 

brain actually relaxes.  It gives you time to - I don't even think, I just sit 

there which it’s a nice thing, I like it.  People think you're lonely.  You 

ain’t lonely, trust me.  I'm a far from lonely person but everybody needs 

their own space so that’s why I choose the Abbott’s.  We used to go 

from the shop to the Tudor but then it was like it was too close and the 

staff, the minute they had a problem would come phoom, straight into 

the Tudor.  It’s like “I can't deal with this.  If I die, what are you guys 

going to do?  The shop’s still got to run if I die so solve the problem”.  

So we moved a bit further down the road, go and have a couple of 

drinks down there when we do have drinks, yes, which is a good thing. 

 GO: Where were you on the Grand Final night? 

 MC: Well, the funny thing was I was at the Abbott’s and I thought “Well, this 

is a little bit too far away from where I should be” because actually I'm 

not even a Rabbitohs supporter, I'm a Roosters supporter but on the 

day - Rabbitohs versus the Bulldogs 2014 - you could not help but be a 

Rabbitohs supporter.  And I was on the corner of Pitt Street and 

Redfern Street, so I was basically out the front of my shop and  just 

watched the amazing crowd coming off the trains and out of the park 

and they just all met in the middle of Redfern Street and it was just so - 

there were so many people out in the street and not one person meant 

any harm to anybody, not one person was out there looking for trouble. 

Even the police were happy, everybody was happy; people were just 

jumping for joy.  It was something that I don't think you'll ever see again. 

It was amazing. 

  I thought “Well, isn’t this time where the news should go on the radio 

and this and that and say ‘This is Redfern’, not what all the bullshit they 

come up with?”  And the funny thing is you can go around and I can 

drive to the markets every morning and this and that and “Stabbing in 

Redfern.  Stabbing in Pitt Street Waterloo”, this, that, that, but hold on a 

minute, it happens in every other place too but they only seem to target 

this area for some reason because of its name and I thought “Well, you 

didn’t put this on the radio and the television for too long, did they?”  

The next day there was no sign of it and everything else was done but 

it was like “This is the real Redfern.  This is the real Redfern is”.  But 

you go down to Double Bay, somebody will get stabbed every day 

down Double Bay but they don't hit the news because, you know, it’s 

Double Bay but something happens in Redfern it’s always somebody 

around, isn’t there, somebody puts it in the paper, somebody puts it 

there which maybe is a good thing too because maybe it keeps 

Redfern to ourselves, don't let everybody come down here.  So, yes, I 

was on the corner of Pitt Street and Redfern and I thought it was 
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amazing, I thought it was something you'll never, ever see again.  Even 

if they win again next year it won't be as high and as mighty and as 

everything as it was last year because even old grannies were out in 

the street because the last time they seen them they were young 

enough to stand in the street and to jump around.  And you know what 

the funny thing was?  If it was any other night, even New Year’s Eve, 

people would’ve rung the cops and said “Look, they're making so much 

noise it’s not funny” but nobody was - you could be on Oxford Street, 

you could hear the noise coming from Redfern Street and I'm pretty 

sure nobody rang anybody and said a complaint about what was going 

on. 

39.04  They actually got up out of bed in their pyjamas and walked down the 

street to join in and I thought “Well, why not?”  That’s it.  So, yes, 

Redfern then showed its true colours, it did.  It’s changed a lot, it’s this 

and that and it’s only for the better, it’s only for the better, and some 

people say “Oh, you know - ”.  Mate, look, the problem is with some 

people is you judge people too much.  You’ve got old Mary.  You know 

old Mary who walks the street?  Bloody Mary: every day “Have you got 

a cigarette?”  “No”.  “Why?”  “Because have you had anything to eat 

yet?”  And here’s me, I haven't eaten anything and Mary, “Have you 

had anything?”  “Get Mary a juice, fill it with vegetables” and she’ll take 

it out there and she’d take a mouthful out and spit it out on the floor and 

“I can't drink that.  That’s shit” and I said “What do you mean it’s shit?”  

So you take it back off her, it’s the same drink, you put a couple of 

pieces of pineapple into it, sweeten it up and she’ll drink it but at least 

she’s got some vegetables.  So she’s got a bit of carrot in there, she’s 

got a bit of spinach, she’s got a bit of this, a bit of that and then give her 

a cigarette, “Here, Mary, here’s your cigarette”.  She’ll sit out the front 

of the shop 

  …  

  and smoke her cigarette.  Then she’ll get up, “You got two dollars for 

the poker machines?”  Bloody Mary.  “Here’s two dollars and away you 

go”.  So then she comes down the street again the next day, next bite.  

I go “Mary, see those signs?  It says ‘Mickey’s Deli, Mickey’s Fruit 

Shop’, it don't say ‘Mickey’s Tobacconist’ and it don't say ‘Mickey’s 

Bank’, O.K.  so it’s ‘Mickey’s Deli, Mickey’s Fruit Shop’.  What do you 

want?”  “A cigarette”.  “Have your juice and I'll give you a cigarette”. 

40.55  And it’s the same thing every day: “You got two dollars?”  Give her two 

dollars.  So then my mum comes down one day.  She goes “Oh, I feel 

sorry for Mary.  What’s wrong with her?”  “Don't worry about her, mum.  

She’s fine.  Give her the cigarette, give her the juice, give her two 
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dollars”.  Then my mum goes out and gives her ten dollars.  I says 

“What are you doing?”  She goes “Oh, I want to give her ten dollars”.  I 

said “Don't do that because then I'll have to give her ten dollars every 

day so keep her to two dollars, that’s it, because ten dollars a day is 

seventy dollars, two dollars a day is fourteen, just keep it at two dollars”.  

“Oh, but then I'll just tell her” – so now mum gave her the ten dollars.  

Now you know what she’ll say every day, “Where’s your mum, where’s 

your mum?” and I'm like “Oh, bloody Mary”.  No, it’s good, it’s good, so 

you’ve got some characters, got some characters in the area. 

 GO: They are fantastic characters. 

 MC: Yes.  You can't judge people, you shouldn’t judge people, you shouldn’t 

judge people because the funny thing is I walk around looking like a 

ragarse sometimes, I do, but by the time I'm finished – like I didn’t even 

clean meself up to come here, did I?  I just walked straight out of the 

shop, jumped off the back of the truck “I've got to go.  It’s nearly five 

o'clock”.  “Where are you going?”  You know, it’s “Let me have a quick 

cigarette, give me a bottle of water.  I've got to go”.  They're waiting for 

me still at the shop.  I said I'll be back. 

 GO: Well, we’d better let you get back to it. 

42.16 CF: Shall I ask a few of the questions that I have?  

 MC: Yes. 

 CF: I just wanted to find out just a little bit more about your family 

background and stuff.  It felt like that part of the interview was 

over really quickly.  So maybe if you could just talk a little bit 

about your childhood and your family, how many brothers you’ve 

got. 

 MC: O.K.  I've got three brothers, two older, one younger.  We grew up in 

the Strathfield area which was close to the markets for my dad.  

Basically all of us had no choice but to go to the markets.  Actually, his 

grandkids all worked down the markets as well so it was basically you 

didn’t have much choice; that’s where you ended up.  I wasn’t very 

good at school.  I was actually a little arsehole, probably, at school and 

I still to this day have very difficult problems of reading and writing 

which I never could at school either and I remember coming home one 

day and I said to my mum “I ain’t going to school no more” and my dad 

said - mum said “Yeah, you're going to school”.  She said “Well, wait 

until your father comes home and I'll tell him that you don't want to go 

to school.  He’ll make you go to school”.  And he came home and I said 

“Dad, I don't want to go to school”.  He said “You can go to the markets 
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to work”.  I said “Yeah”.  He goes “O.K” but I was too young, I couldn’t 

leave school straight away so I had to go to Italy, waste some time over 

there, and then come back so that I could actually - It’s got to be 

fourteen and nine months, I think it was, and then I had to do home 

tutoring which was a tutor, teacher, to come home and teach me, which 

was a waste of time anyhow because if you don't want to learn it, 

you're not going to learn it. 

43.50  My two older brothers, they're pretty good at school; me and my 

younger brother weren’t.  My oldest brother, he was the strict one, you 

know, because he was the first one and then my second oldest brother.  

By the time it came to me and my younger brother it was like they’ll 

give up on these ones.  And the old man was like “Well, I thought I'd 

have you guys to have cheap labour”, he said “but it didn’t work out that 

way because you cost me too much money”.  Even to today he’ll tell 

you you cost him too much money.  He said “You cost me a Rolls-

Royce each” and I'm like what do you do?  And, yes, just from there I 

come to the markets. 

 CF: So you’ve actually followed in your father’s footsteps? 

 MC: Yes. 

 CF: You're doing the same kind of work that he did. 

 MC: Same kind of work, yes.  He came from vineyards in Italy and so he 

was always in that sort of game and then when he come here to 

Australia he had to do other jobs because he had to and then him and 

his two brothers came out but one of them went back and my uncle and 

my dad they started at the markets and they had a fruit shop in Berala 

and, yes, so it was in my blood.  And I think it’d be pretty hard for 

somebody to just go “Well, I'm going to open a fruit shop” because it’s 

not something easy, it’s not an easy job when you take in you’ve got to 

get up early and you go to bed late, you’ve got to get up early and you 

go to bed late and it’s a hands-on job, especially our shop because our 

shop is - we don't have forklift.  Our trucks come in, it’s all unloaded by 

hand.  We don't have back access so it’s all unloaded by hand. 

45.41  So we take it off that truck, bring it inside, put it in the coolroom, take it 

out of the coolroom, bring it back out, put it on another truck and send it 

off.  And people say to you “You are the hardest-working person in 

Redfern.  You're there in the morning and you're there at night” and I'm 

like “Yeah.  Well, somebody’s got to do it”.  What do you do?  It’s my 

job, it’s the life I chose. 

 CF: And you said that you had a business in Gladesville briefly. 
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 MC: Victoria Road Gladesville, yes. 

 CF: So what did you learn from that experience that you're applying 

here? 

 MC: The fruit shop I bought in Victoria Road Gladesville was very similar to 

this one.  It was only a small one too but I was younger then too but 

what I done it was good because you know how it works in fruit shops, 

in markets and everything else like that: you give, I take, you take, I 

give, you know what I mean.  And I got on well with the principal next 

door in the school and she got a free box of veggies every week and I 

got on the back of the Friday footnote pamphlet so by the time I'd 

finished up down there I had a line of kids standing out the front.  So 

what I'd do was I'd cut watermelons and cut whatever was in season so 

their kids would come from school, the fruit was already ready for them 

to go, I'd chuck a box between their legs, whichever one was there, 

“Your mum’s box, your mum’s box, your dad’s picking you up and 

there’s your box” and so they'd pick up the kid, pick up the box, chuck 

me the twenty bucks and away they go and the kids would have a 

piece of fruit.  So I learnt keep the kids happy, the parents will be all 

right.  So that’s one thing down here I was like “Keep the kids happy 

and the parents will be all right”. 

47.35  So any kid that comes past my shop picks up a piece of banana, “Go 

for it” because “Fruit, eat it, go for it”.  Doesn’t cost that much really; to 

be nice doesn’t cost much.  So I learnt one thing: you’ve got to be nice 

to get the money out of the pocket.  But you’ve got to be, don't you?  

You have to be. 

 CF: Who are your least favourite customers?  Well, not who but what 

makes a customer that’s your least favourite? 

 MC: I don't have many least favourite customers, really.  I can tolerate 

people, I've got a very good tolerance for people, I do.  And the funny 

thing is the way I speak – this is probably the longest I haven't swore, 

whatever – but I have no problem to tell somebody where to go but I 

can say somebody where to go without that person really getting 

offended but you’ve got to know how to talk to people.  You’ve got to 

know how to talk to people and you’ve got to know how to read the 

person first.  Some people you know you just will not get away with it 

so don't do it, you know what I mean, and then there’s others you can 

tell them where to go and you'll get away with it.  But to be in the retail 

game you have to know that everybody’s going to be different and I 

always tell my staff “If they shit you to tears, don't bite.  Just keep being 

nice, keep being nice and get that dollar off them, O.K., and then once 
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they’ve walked out the door you can call them whatever you want but 

just call it to yourself.  You know what I mean: your aim is to get the 

dollar from them, O.K, and do it in the nicest possible way”.  Somebody 

that’s so rude to you actually is more shocked and offended if you 

come back so polite to them. 

49.39  They can't understand why, they don't understand why because you 

turn it around and you go “Yeah, O.K, no problem” and so what you do 

is you go out of your way to help them a bit more and they realise “Well, 

hold on a minute.  I came in here to be so rude and it didn’t work.  They 

were supposed to tell me where to go but they didn’t” so then they 

become a customer again.  I get a few shoplifters and stuff like that.  

The ones that pick up the fruit and run out the front, well obviously 

they're hungry so they got a piece of fruit and go so I let them have it.  

The ones that are deliberate I'll pull up if they're deliberately pinching 

from me and believe it or not it’s the ones that you least expect.  It’s not 

the ones that you would think that pinch from you pinch from you.  It’s 

the ones you least expect, the ones that actually do have a job and 

actually make good money and actually wear suits and ties and stuff 

like that, they're the ones that pinch from you.  It’s not the ones that you 

go “Oh, hold on, watch that”, even though we’ve been robbed twice in 

the shop and everything else like that, yes, but they're total different 

people altogether.  These are not even customers from the beginning, 

these people that do that, they're not customers.  I'm talking about 

customers that come to the shop every day and the ones that you think 

you’ve got to watch are not the ones you’ve got to watch.  I've got some 

girls that are bringing up their grandchildren, they bring up their 

grandchildren, shit me to tears because they bite you all the time but 

the funny thing is you give them five dollars three weeks down the track 

you’ve forgotten about that five dollars and they walk back in and give 

you the five dollars, they do.  And then you give somebody else five, 

ten dollars and they're no, they're gone, done, you know what I mean, 

you don't even see them again but the ones that you least expect are 

the ones that come back.  You look at them once again and go 

“There’s me money gone” and they're the ones that come back and 

give you the five dollars back - difference. 

51.54 CF: You know how you're talking about just the skills of being able to 

talk to people and also how Redfern gives you back, if you put 

something in it gives you back, so what you're sort of talking 

about there - it’s community. 

 MC: Yes, yes, yes, it’s a little village.  It’s a village which I think it’s a village 

that they’ve created themselves, the area’s created themselves.  I've 

got a staff member that says this area’s something unique, it’s 
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something  you won't find anywhere else and even this staff member 

who works for me – I won't say who or whatever – he said “It’s a lot got 

to do with this little corner that you’ve created.  People come past, 

people stop, people say hello, people do this”.  He goes “You go to 

other place and people just “Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh but then I 

started working here and people actually stop and say hello and speak 

and they have a conversation and they all talk in the shop and 

somebody’s on the phone, ‘Where are you?’  ‘I'm at Mickey’s’.  ‘Yeah, 

I'll meet you down there, I'm on the way there’”.  So it’s a village area, 

village community that they’ve created themselves and it’s a mixed 

village.  And the rich and the poor and the medium people have all 

learnt to get on together because you can park a Maserati out the front 

of the shop, you can park your bomb Volkswagen, it’s a BMW out the 

front and nobody looks twice at it.  I left the keys on the back of the 

truck with the truck open and went home and people go “It’s Redfern”, 

yes, the truck was still there, the keys were still there and everything in 

the truck was still there.  So people look out for people. 

53.48 CF: But I was just wondering if there’s something in your cultural 

background, given that you're from Italy that is particularly good 

at generating this kind of communication between people? 

 MC: I don’t know, I don’t know.  We were always taught one thing: respect 

people, don't judge people, don't do this, don't do this, don't do that.  

For me, where you are from to who they are from, at the end of the day 

it doesn’t really make a difference because you're all human beings; we 

were always taught that.  We were never brought up with anything 

racist in our family.  We were brought up as Catholics and we were just 

told that you respect people as people.  And, yes, I don’t know if it’s 

anything to do with culture and that but my parents will speak to 

anyone.  My mum would be the first person to put her hand in her 

pocket to help somebody if she needed to help somebody.  She’d give 

her food away before she’d eat it to make sure somebody else would 

eat but like we’re not brought up to be greedy people.  And the old 

man’s always like “Work, work, work, just keep working.  Don't worry 

about it, work”.  So we were brought up very hard.  Like, my dad was a 

very hard man who brought us up. 

 CF: He was strict? 

 MC: Yes, yes, oh shit, yes.  One of my brothers, he’d run out and climb up 

the tree and dad said “You’ve got to come down”.  He said “Yes, but 

you’ve got to go to bed, dad.  You’ve got to go to the markets.  That’s 

when I'm coming down, when you go to bed”.  But as you get older you 

realise why, because he’s worked for us.  He worked and worked and 
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worked and he was grumpy, yes, because all he done was work and he 

did long hours and extremely long hours and why, it was to make sure 

that we had a good life but he wouldn’t let us sit back down and do 

nothing. 

55.45  That’s why he’s nearly eighty now and I turn around and say “Poppy, 

get off your arse.  You never let us sit down so what are you doing?”  

“Oh, I'm getting tired now”.  I said “Yes, well, I remember when I was 

sixteen years old and come home from a party and you woke me up at 

two o'clock in the morning.  I says ‘But I'm tired, dad’.  ‘Who cares?  

Get up’” and I'm like “Who cares?  Get up, let’s go”.  

 CF: Can I get you just to introduce yourself?  Just say who you are, 

your full name and what your business is? 

 MC: My name is Michael Cuomo and we own Mickey’s Fruit and Veg, 

Mickey’s Deli and Mickey’s Blooms, Mickey’s Pty Ltd Wholesale, Retail 

Fruit and Veg. 

 CF: Where? 

 MC: Pitt Street Redfern. 

 CF: Awesome.   

Interview ends 


