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WHAT COMPELS PEOPLE to leave their home country and all that is familiar, accepting the risks of migration, while others stay behind? Where do they find the courage and sense of adventure? What is it like to land in a foreign place with minimal language skills and try to establish oneself? How does it feel for a young, naïve couple in their early twenties to start married life within a vastly different culture, far from the support of their family? I am not delusional enough to suggest that this narrative can answer such questions. The answers are too complex and differ radically between individuals.

This book offers a simple, straightforward account of some of my parents’ experiences, as related to me, concerning their first few years in Australia after immigrating from Malta in 1955. Along with those experiences, I have attempted to explore the struggles, joys and personal feelings of a young Maltese couple moving to the other side of the world to start a new life, far from their families and traditional home.

I did my best to avoid it. Several people suggested it. Strangers who read my first book requested it. I wavered and procrastinated, but in the end, I couldn't escape the nagging feeling of compulsion to continue my parents’ story. I began writing the first draft of the sequel to “Stories My Parents Told Me—Tales of Growing Up in Wartime Malta” in April 2025. Like my experience with the initial draft of that earlier book, I became obsessed and wrote almost continuously for days. I finished the first draft of fifteen chapters in thirty consecutive days.

I initially avoided committing to writing this book for several reasons. Firstly, I knew from previous experience that writing another book would take a great deal of effort and many hours, perhaps years, to complete. Secondly, I knew that maintaining integrity and accuracy in this latest project would be challenging, given the limited number of stories I had to work with, and because my parents were no longer around to provide details, elaborations, explanations, clarifications, and corrections. Nonetheless, I have attempted to describe my parents’ immigration story.

As with Stories My Parents Told Me, many facts and real events are included. However, I’ve had to fill in information gaps as best I could. I needed to envision conversations that might have happened, how the characters involved felt and how they might have reacted to events and each other. I've exercised creative license numerous times.

Therefore, I describe what follows as a semi-fictional account based on factual events and real incidents. All the significant happenings recounted in this book have genuinely occurred in some form. Whenever I've added minor fictional elements, I have considered them carefully and included only those that plausibly might have happened, excluding others that I believe could not or probably did not occur.

Having listened to stories from my parents’ past, discussed them with my sisters, cousins and other relatives, and knowing my parents’ beliefs, values, and attitudes, has given me the confidence to trust in the narrative’s veracity, even if some details of this account might not be entirely accurate. What follows is the story of Harry and Clotilde Grech’s arrival and first few years in Australia.
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THEY SAILED INTO THEIR new country at sunrise. Harry and Clotilde Grech purposely rose early to witness their new beginning. It had been a restless night. They quickly dressed and departed their tiny cabin for the deck. They walked down the narrow passageway lined with doors on both sides, up the steep steps at the end of the corridor and onto the main deck in silence. Other young Maltese couples were already there, and more people were coming up behind them. No one spoke. As the ship glided through the calm waters of the beautiful bay, the metallic yellow reflection of the rising sun lit up the rim of steely grey winter clouds over Sydney Harbour. Up ahead in the distance was the blue silhouette of the iconic bridge. They had arrived. It was June 20th 1955.

Once on deck, Harry gazed straight ahead with one hand on the polished timber balustrade and one arm around his wife of three months, mesmerised by the scene before him and contemplating the significance of the moment. He knew their lives were about to change drastically. He gently squeezed Clotilde’s shoulder. She looked up into his face and pushed her head into his chest. 

“Wasalna” (we have arrived). Clotilde was smiling as a tear ran down her cheek.

They returned to the cabin to wash and dress for their disembarkation. Clotilde was determined to make a good first impression in their new country. She smiled at Harry.

“Iilbes xi ħaġa pulita” (wear something smart).

Clotilde Marija Laudina, nee Bugeja, was a pretty and petite young woman standing at five feet two inches tall, with an hourglass figure, blue eyes, and fair skin. A thick shock of curly, light-brown hair framed her soft, feminine face. Her doll-like good looks earned her the nickname "pupa" (doll) among her friends and neighbours in the working-class town where she grew up. Clotilde’s vivacious character and cheerful outlook made her popular in her hometown of Ħamrun, located about four kilometres south-west of the capital, Valletta, on the Mediterranean island nation of Malta. She belonged to an impoverished family of thirteen that had struggled through the hardships and tribulations of the Second World War, a conflict that devastated her homeland with Nazi bombs. She barely survived the war. Years later, while her country was still recovering from the aftermath of the Second World War, she met, fell in love with, and married a handsome man from the neighbouring suburb of Marsa named Harry Grech. Clotilde was twenty years old.

Harry Giuseppe Paolo Grech was slim, fair-skinned, and around five feet five inches tall, with short dark hair and high cheekbones. He was a stylish twenty-two-year-old who took pride in his appearance and sported a Clark Gable-like pencil-thin moustache.  

It had been a rough trip after passing through the calm summer waters of the Mediterranean Sea and into the much rougher Indian Ocean, especially for Clotilde. Harry had paid extra for a cabin on the P&O Strathnaver ocean liner to avoid travelling separately in segregated quarters like others who travelled on the government-subsidised fare. Clotilde was sick every morning and spent many of the 28 days to reach Australia from Malta in their cabin, mostly in bed, often alone. Her only respite came during the brief occasions when the ocean liner docked at port. After leaving Malta, their first stop was Piraeus, Greece, followed by Port Said at the entrance to the Suez Canal. At Port Said, the naïve couple overpaid an Egyptian peddler for a souvenir leather document pouch with shoulder strap, embossed with an ancient map of Egypt and hieroglyphs. Immediately after the transaction, the vendor’s accomplice pickpocketed Harry’s wallet. After crossing the Indian Ocean, the ship docked at the port of Fremantle in Western Australia before sailing on to Adelaide and then Melbourne. At Fremantle, recruiting agents from desperate factories in Melbourne and Sydney were waiting to sign up eager migrant men for work. Before disembarking at Melbourne, Clotilde was stopped and searched at the end of the gangplank by a uniformed customs official who roughly looked into her handbag and saw a banana. 

“Sorry, lady. You can't take fruit off the ship. You’ll have to give the banana to me.”

“But I want to keep it to eat later.”

“I said you can't. Don't you understand English?

“But why?”

“Customs.”

Clotilde looked at Harry, and Harry looked at Clotilde. Their expression seemed to say, 

What do we do now? I don't want to give in to this offensive bully.  

Clotilde had a flash of inspiration. She peeled the banana right in front of the customs officer and ate it on the spot. The twenty-one-year-old veteran of the WWII siege and famine in Malta was never going to waste or give away food. The couple recalled the incident and laughed about it several times during that day. In fact, they remembered the incident and laughed about it many times throughout their lives. Clotilde was proud of her assertiveness.

“The banana came off the ship, anyway. What a strange custom this country has.”

Harry was proud of his quick-thinking wife.

“Ha-ha, you showed him!”

After leaving Melbourne, their next stop and final destination was Sydney. Standing on the deck with suitcases in hand, they spotted the military-style crew cut of Harry’s younger brother, Louis, waving at them from the crowd below, even before they began their descent down the gangplank at the Pyrmont Warf White Bay passenger terminal. After reaching the wharf, they lined up and marched into the customs building, where they were processed and released into their new country. They met Louis outside.

“Wasalt” (you’ve arrived). “Kif intom?” (how are you, both?) 

“Bonġu (Hello). It’s been a long trip. Clotty was sick the whole way.”

“Oh, no! She’ll be alright, now. Come on, we’ll get a taxi and I’ll take you to the flat.”

Louis had immigrated with his new bride, Georgette, about six months earlier and had convinced Harry’s only sister, Jessie, and her husband, Sam, to join them a few months later. Housing was hard to find in Sydney, and rents were rising quickly. Louis had reserved accommodation for Harry and Clotilde by paying a month’s rent in the same boarding house where the other couples resided, ensuring they had a place to stay.

“Louis, how much do I owe you for the flat?”

“Oh, Harry. Doesn’t matter. We can worry about that later.”

“No. Please. How much? Tell me.”

“OK. Twenty pounds, so far.”

“I’ve only got ten pounds in my pocket. I’ll have to give you the money later.”

“No problem. I’ve got a job lined up for you at the same factory where I work. And don't worry if you don't like the job. You can quit in the morning and find another one by the afternoon, here. All the factories have “men wanted” signs out front. And just wait until you see how much you get paid in this country!”

“I hope all you told us in your letters is true.”

“Ha! You’ll see.”

“Well, I hope so. I told Clotty’s father that we would save as much money as possible in the two years we have to stay here, and then go back and buy a house.”

Harry and Clotilde had signed up for the Australian Government Assisted Passage Scheme, requiring them to reside in Australia for at least two years in exchange for a subsidised sea voyage fare to Australia of only ten pounds. They would need to pay the difference between the subsidised fare and the normal full fare if they returned to Malta before two years had expired. Louis was vehement in his conviction.

“Harry, you will earn so much here you won’t want to return. You’ll see. This is the country of opportunity. You would be crazy to go back to poor little Malta. Let’s face it, there is nothing worthwhile to go back to. You work your backside off for next to nothing over there. Here, the more you work, the more you earn. You could get rich in a country like this. Remember, Harry, you didn’t even finish primary school. You could never get rich back there. You would live hand-to-mouth for your entire life. And what about when you and Clotty have kids? What is there for them in Malta? Here, they have a bright future.”

“No, Louis. I promised Dioni that I would bring his daughter back after two years. He is a scary man, that Dioni. Besides, Clotty would never move away from her family for good. They’re too close. It would kill her. And her father would kill me.”

“Well, you just might change your mind after you see how good it is here. We’ll see.”

Louis hailed one of the red and black cabs beside the dock and waved at the couple to join him. The disoriented couple sat in the backseat of the taxi as their new country flashed past them through the side windows. The dull brown brick buildings with gabled red terracotta tile roofs were nothing like the honey-coloured stone houses with flat roofs from their homeland. Everything looked foreign and strange, and they could already sense the fast pace of the place. The traffic was unlike anything they had seen. After ten disconcerting and discombobulating minutes through the city, the taxi pulled up to an older-looking two-storey timber-clad boarding house that desperately needed a paint job. The address was Number 9 Crown Street, in the inner-city suburb of Woolloomooloo. Louis paid the driver, and the three immigrants stood on the pavement for a moment, staring at the faded building facade.

“You have a room on the first floor. Just behind that closed-in veranda you can see.”

“Room?” I thought you said it was a flat.”

“They call everything a flat here. You can't get a proper flat in Sydney these days. It’s impossible. Too many immigrants. Anyway, a flat is too expensive. You’re lucky to get a room! I had to save it for you to make sure you had a place.”

“Yes... I know. Thanks, Louis. I appreciated it. Alright, let’s go in.”

Louis knocked on the door of the landlady’s flat, and the old dear led the group up the two flights of stairs to number 4. She slotted the key into the lock, turned it twice anticlockwise and pushed open the front door.

“There you go, love. All yours. Home sweet home.” 

The couple carried their suitcases inside, dropped them in the centre of the floor and looked around without saying a word. Louis sheepishly followed behind.

The room was a good size but sparsely furnished. It contained a double bed with an orange bedspread, a walnut timber-veneer wardrobe and matching chest of drawers that had both seen better days. At one end of the room stood a small side table and two chairs. At least the room was clean. Harry saw the disappointment on Clotty’s face.

“It’s not too bad, is it? It’s big!”

“Yes. Big. But only one room. Where is the toilet? Where do we wash? Where do we cook?”

Louis answered,

“You have to share the bathroom at the end of the hall. There is a kitchen downstairs, and the toilet and the boiler for washing clothes are in the backyard. Come on Harry, I’ll take you down the street so you can buy some food. You can keep food in the fridge downstairs.”

Louis took Harry out to a nearby corner shop. 

“Don't worry, Harry. She’ll get used to it. Georgette and Jessie will show her the ropes. Anyway, it's better than that tiny flat in Ħamrun she had to live in with all those brothers and sisters.”

“Veru” (true), she’ll be alright... I suppose. We had to share the kitchen
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