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JULY MEETING

Australia’s Greek cafés,
an early fast-food chain…

I

N April 2018 George Symons held
us enthralled with the history of his
family’s menswear business started
by his paternal grandfather.
At our recent July meeting we
were once again led on a humorous
journey through history, this time that of the
Greek café—beginning with the story of George’s
maternal grandfather, Michael Mangos, and his
Mangos Oyster Café in Melbourne. Michael Mangos
was from the same Greek island of Kastellorizo as
were all of George’s grandparents.
Michael Mangos was only 13 when his uncle, who
had returned briefly to Greece, took young Michael
back with him to work in Kalgoorlie. Michael put his
savings from six years’ work into a café but he had
only been in it for three months when WWI broke out.
Although Greece was later neutral, at the outbreak
of the war, it was seen as sympathising with the
German side.
When Michael
Mangos’ café was
destroyed by
rioters without
any compensation,
Michael left to find
work in Perth and
Darwin, then in
the canefields of
Innisfail.

BIG SHOT FLU

Brisbane’s flu crisis of 1919

T

he Spanish Flu epidemic of 1919 was the
biggest killer in history and the deadliest
disaster that Brisbane ever endured.
The newspapers of the day were full of
solutions such as this one (right) from the
Brisbane Courier of February 1919.
At the August meeting of the New Farm &
Districts Historical Society, speaker Matthew
Wengert will tell us about the extent of the
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In 1921 he returned to Greece
to marry George’s grandmother,
bringing her and other family
members back to Melbourne.
Here Michael, with his brothers,
opened the Oriental Oyster Café in
BY
Windsor.
Austin Adams
When the brothers
parted to start their own businesses,
Michael changed the name of the
café to the Mangos Oyster Café.
Almost every country town had
a Greek restaurant providing food
at all hours, particularly after the
pub had closed. Those were the
days when pubs had to close at 6pm
which meant hungry patrons had to
find food elsewhere. This was often at a Greek café
where they could order a predictable meal of fish and
chips or a mixed grill, often at almost any time of the
day. ‘Meals All Hours’ was a common sign seen at
Greek cafés.
The Greek café was at the height of its popularity
from the late 20s until the early 60s. By 1925, as Toni
Risson (pictured) tells us in her
new book Brisbane’s Greek Cafés,
Brisbane had more than 70 Greek
restaurants and cafés.
In the late 60s their decline began
with the advent of television and of
other sources of food after the end
of the 6pm swill. The Mangos Café
closed in 1972. Shortly after, George
himself
CONTINUED NEXT PAGE
opened
epidemic. He is an historical researcher and
author of City in Masks: How Brisbane fought
the Spanish Flu.
“Though the details are dramatic and sad,
there’s also an inspirational dimension which
highlights the heroic work of doctors and
nurses as well as the efforts of the authorities to
stop the spread of the disease,” said Matthew.
Come to meet Matthew on Saturday,
24 August, 2-4pm, at Merthyr Road Uniting
Church Centre. Afternoon tea will be
provided. Be sure to arrive early!

The perfection of a clock is not to go fast, but to be accurate… Luc de Clapiers
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Brisbane’s first
Greek Taverna
serving Greek
food.
For the original
proprietor of any
Greek café, an
important task was
to provide for their
children, not only
in the café business
but through
Taverna trio: Opening
advancement in
Brisbane’s first Greek
the professions. George’s
Taverna were George
uncle Peter, for example,
Symons from Kastellorizo,
studied medicine and
Spiro Levanes from Ithaca
was a surgeon, working at
and Theo Patrick from
one time in Vietnam with
Kythera.
Australian troops. He was
team doctor for the Sydney Swans for 17 years.
In his inimitable style, George concluded by
leaving this impressive audience laughing, then
handed over to Dr Toni Risson who continued
the Greek theme, by introducing her recent book
Brisbane’s Greek Cafés.
Toni also previewed the forthcoming display
at the State Library of Queensland entitled “Meet
Me at the Paragon”, which documents the Greek
Café Phenomenon across Australia. It runs from
September 2019 to March 2020.
If any of your friends missed George’s talk, he
will be speaking at a meeting of National Seniors
at Merthyr Road Uniting Centre on Wednesday, 2
October 2019.
Dr Toni Risson’s book is available at www.
tonirisson.com.au or may be ordered by phoning
0439 664 291.

NEWSREELS

SSO’s 1812 request…

H

arking back to the closing segment of the newsreel
shown at our June meeting, it included a stirring
rendition of Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture played by the
Sydney Symphony Orchestra (SSO) under the baton of
Eugene Goossens.
The commentator
said that this music
was “written for open
air presentation to
the accompaniment
of cannon” and this
is exactly as the SSO
performed it back in
1950.
These movie clips are put together by Stuart Wallace,
one of our members, and the 1812 Overture happens to
be one of his favourite pieces.
To cut a long story short, the SSO heard that the society
had shown the newsreel and since they did not have any
video of Eugene Goossens conducting the SSO outdoors,
they requested a copy.
As always, Stuart was happy to help out...

PLAQUE TOUR

#6 — London Woolstore

AS YOU GAZE at this stylish
structure dating from 1912,
you are admiring the work
of famous Brisbane architect
Robin Dods (1868-1920).
If you count the number of
bays, you will arrive at 24.
The original building had
only 16, but so prosperous
was the company that the
seamless expansion took
place in 1924.

STREETSCAPE

Laundry in Harcourt Street: This view of Gates Hygienic Laundry, taken from Kent Street, dates from 1969 and comes courtesy
of Gary Collett. The fine residence named Eroica (later destroyed by fire) is visible at the top right.

Do unto those downstream as you would have those upstream do unto you… Wendell Berry

NEW FARM & Districts HISTORICAL SOCIETY INC. • AUGUST 2019 • Page 3
PRESIDENT’S REPORT

Ross Garnett

Looking ahead to a new quarter century

A

NOTHER year for the New Farm and Districts
Historical Society ticks over this month, since it
is 25 years since the first meeting of the inaugural
committee.
A lot has changed in a quarter of a century,
bearing out the truth of the song lyric: “From little
things, big things grow”.
Though we may
be bigger in numbers,
the enthusiasm for
the history of this area
in the story of early
Brisbane was just as
strong in the beginnings
of the society. We truly
owe a round of applause to those who put in all of
the groundwork to establish the society and to begin
recording the history of this fascinating peninsula.
It’s up to us to continue their good work. I wonder
what snippets of history you hold that could add to
our archives?
Have you been to visit ‘Gerard’, the new sculpture
on the Teneriffe boardwalk? ‘Gloria’ the ewe has
stood alone for the past seven years and has at
last been joined by her mate. What a great way to
honour the authors of our first and very successful
publication Reflections on New Farm, as explained in

the article in the August edition of My Village News.
Thanks to the Teneriffe Festival Committee for raising
the funds needed to complete the sculpture.
The Historical Society has paid for the preparation
of a new plaque to sit alongside the duo, thereby
giving some background to these artworks. The
Brisbane City Council paid for the installation, so it
has been a team effort.
I look forward to seeing you at the August meeting
when we will hold the Annual
General Meeting. It will be
brief, and will take place
prior to our hearing from
our guest speaker about the
influenza epidemic from 100
years ago.
It could not be a more
timely subject, considering
that we are in the midst of a serious flu season in
Queensland. How fortunate we are that the medical
advances of the past 100 years allow us the measure
of protection that immunisation offers.
Perhaps you have considered becoming a member
of the committee? The minimum commitment of
attending one short meeting per month could be
weighed against the satisfaction of making your
unique contribution as this Society heads into its
next quarter century.
MEMBERSHIP RENEWALS NOW DUE
See Membership Form on page 6

SEPTEMBER MEETING

Making what’s old new again…

T

he 1991 federal government initiative “Building
Better Cities” prompted the creation of the Urban
Renewal Task Force in Brisbane.
“It coincided with the city fathers wanting to find
the buzz of the next Expo-type experience—and to
once and for all throw off the shackles of being a big
country town,” says Ben Pritchard, who is to speak at
the meeting in September of the New Farm & Districts
Historical Society.
“Was it controversial and divisive, or the renaissance
we had to have, to misquote Paul Keating?” asks Ben.
Come and be reminded of some of the things that
have happened in the last 28 years and decide if it has
Built a Better City.
You can declare your verdict when Ben addresses
the meeting on Saturday, 28 September, 2-4pm, at
Merthyr Road Uniting Church Centre. Afternoon tea will
be provided. Bring along your friends. All are welcome.

Gratitude is not only the greatest of virtues, but the parent of all others... Cicero
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Kind words, looks, acts, warm hand-shakes—these are means of grace to those fighting unseen battles…
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Cluna, once the Exton family home,
at 278 Harcourt Street, pictured in
1928 and in 2019.

Live bravely — and if fortune is adverse, front its blows with brave hearts… Cicero
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