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Foreword 
 

One of the important duties I perform as a Member of Parliament is attending at citizenship 
ceremonies on behalf of the State Government, where I am given the opportunity to share my 
thoughts and advice about becoming Australian citizens and what it really means for both them 
and me. I particularly like performing this duty as I am able to share my own story of being a 
migrant from England (in the late 1960s) married to a migrant from Iran, together bringing up our 
first generation Australian son. 
 
I always tell people that whilst we accept that we all come from different backgrounds ethnically, 
culturally and religiously, it is important to recognise that the differences do not necessarily have 
to divide us but they should be shared, embraced, understood and practiced by each other. 
This is exactly what a book such as this one does. It gives migrant women an opportunity not only 
to learn to write in English ( a language other than their mother tongue) but to commit to paper 
their own particular stories about the homelands they have come to us from and the experiences 
they have had, both good and bad, in their countries of origin and now in Australia. 
 
Unfortunately, it is women’s stories that are sometimes never told because of language or 
cultural barriers and I hope that by sharing these stories with the wider Australian community 
we can help these previously ‘voiceless’ women find their voices in our society and help them 
to become an active participant in this rich multicultural neighbourhood that we are building 
here in Western Australia. 
 
Many women over the years have come to look on Ishar as part of their extended family and they 
have benefited from the skills they have been taught along the way in an environment of caring, 
sharing and understanding. 
This book is another great example of what Ishar can achieve and I commend them for initiating 
and steering the project from its conception through to its publication. Ishar and the women 
who have contributed their own stories are to be commended for the wonderful effort that has 
gone into this entire process. 
 
I hope that those who read this book will use the stories as an opportunity to learn more about 
our neighbours and to share the experiences with others and that ultimately the reader will gain 
a much better understanding of what it is like to be a migrant in a sometimes strange land. 
 
Hon Liz Behjat MLC 
Member for North Metropolitan Region 



 

Endorsements 

These are stories of steadfast courage in the face of what, to many, would be insurmountable 
challenges and should assure all Australians of the benefits to us all of the last sixty years of 
migration. Indeed, they should make us look forward to future migration without fear. 

 

Each migrant brings with her, values and cultural gifts which have added to the richness of what 
"Australianness" means while showing a determination to adapt to and adopt the best of what 
is here. It is notable that many of them, from a variety of countries, refer to the “Australianness" 
of their children and see themselves as Australian. 
The authors show us that in common with most Australians they value work, they desire peace, 
security and stability and they have a compulsion to do the very best they can for their children. 
They really are just like us! 
I admire them, I'm grateful to them and I'm sure that anyone who reads these stories will feel the 
same. 
The Hon. Antoinette Kennedy A.O. 

 

The personal stories within this book will relate to many women who have had to make 
significant, and often life- threatening choices for a life of safety for themselves and their family.   
For many, their resettlement here in Australia would not have been the end of their journey. 
Further challenges had to be overcome which truly tested their mental resilience and their 
capacity to withstand the challenges in acculturating to a culture that is completely foreign in all 
aspects to that of their original one. As women, it is not only their own health and welfare upon 
which they needed to focus but also it is within their instinct to put their priorities last after 
those of their children, partners, and parents with whom they may have arrived. For readers who 
are currently trekking the same paths these women have gone and who feel that the anticipated 
positive outcome for their decision to come to Australia is beyond reach, the words of these 30 
women will be inspirational and motivational. These readers will know that their struggle is 
common but can be conquered. For readers who have never encountered the process of migration, 
seeking asylum, and acculturation, these narratives and the common goals aspired to by these 
women, will provide a rich insight into the true meaning of unity in diversity. 
Dr Bernadette Wright 
Clinical Psychologist 

 
‘Women under Blue Skies’ is a major contribution to ensuring that the courageous stories of 
migrant women are recorded and distributed to the wide community. This book will be particularly 
useful to current and new migrants to know they are not alone in their experiences of "Transition 
time" into a new country and culture/s.  Additionally, people working with multicultural groups may 
use these stories to raise awareness regarding the contributions migrant women make to their 
families, workplaces and communities. The tenacity and creativity of migrant women in 
reinventing themselves and adapting to their new environment are true "heroine's journeys". 

 

Congratulations to Ishar Multicultural Women's Health Centre whose staff have once again 
successfully completed another major project contributing to our understanding of multicultural 
Australia. 
Christine Hogan PhD 
Development 
Consultant and Author 
Perth, Australia 



 

We all need stories – to tell them and to hear them. When we share stories we connect with 
people, and we can begin to understand ideas and experiences that are different from our own. 
We can also learn to find the ways in which we are all more similar than we are different. 
In my role as the State Member of Parliament in the Mirrabooka area discussions with residents 
about multiculturalism can sometimes be based on misunderstanding and judgment. It is a 
pleasure to celebrate, as the local member, how our different cultural backgrounds deliver a 
rich diverse society where differences are respected. It is clear to me that sharing individual 
stories makes us a strong community focusing on our common desire for a better life for 
ourselves and our families. 
I am grateful to the women who have shared their stories in this book and to Ishar Multicultural 
Women’s Health Centre for providing them with this opportunity to share their stories more widely. 
 
The pasts and presents in these stories may be unique to each writer, but their hope for a better 
future is a feeling we all share. 
Janine Freeman  MLA 
State Member for Mirrabooka 

 
My own mother came from Poland and my father from Ukraine as refugees from World War II with 
big families and no resources. Their stories of hard working resilience and their attachment to cultures 
of origin while embracing new opportunities resound in these, more modern stories.  Their willingness 
to face adversity, support family, integrate into new communities and build opportunities for their 
children are, once again, being relived and retold.  I thank every woman featured in this book for 
sharing her journey and reminding me and many others to celebrate our rich migrant heritage and to 
reflect on the diverse and vibrant Australia that has been fashioned in their wake.    
Kerry Stopher  
Chairperson International Women’s Day WA Collaboration 

 
In reflecting on Ishar’s “Past, Present and Future” project I am struck by how engaging the stories that 
have been written are.   Not only do they reveal very personal experiences and thoughts but each is 
unique in a way that drives you to read more.  In a world where the constant barrage of information 
desensitises us to nuance, detail and subtlety there is a risk that we overlook or ignore the real and 
tangible in exchange for cold numbers, broad-brush statements and assumptions.  Reading these 
accounts, recollections and feelings I feel that I better appreciate and understand their experience.  
They are not anonymous or faceless; they are not de-humanised; they are not somewhere else. 
In my experience of working at the Association for Services to Torture and Trauma Survivors I have 
come to appreciate that changing someone’s mind, their perception, or their biases requires a level 
of personal contact and interaction.  Most people who change their views of others, or failing that, at 
least understand more generally, do so as a result of a close encounter, an interaction, or a 
relationship.  This book of accounts told by very real women has that impact and I for one appreciate 
the opportunity to learn more about their experiences and feelings.  Well done! 
Michael Jones 
Chief Executive Officer, ASeTTS 
 
 
Ishar’s philosophy of “Inspiring women, families and communities” is so well carried out in the 
“Past, Present and Future” project which was commenced in September 2013. The stories of the 
diverse group of women in- forms us the reader of the struggles of the women to reach Australia 
and their resilience in adapting to many new challenges for themselves and their families. The 
stories of the women are also about their des i re  n o t  only to give to their families, but also to 
contribute to their communities as they embrace the new experiences that Australia has to offer 
to them and their families. Our lives and communities are enriched by reading the stories, hopes, 



 

resilience and contributions of the women who so thoughtfully have told us about t h e i r  links 
t o  their country of origin and the reasons why they feel so connected to Australia. I am inspired 
by the stories of the women and it is a pleasure to be able to endorse another example of 
wonderful Ishar’s work since 1992 to bring together communities of people in order to enhance 
understanding of our common humanity. 
Linda Tinning MEdMan, BEd, BA  
Advanced Skills Lecturer 
 
I am delighted to support the sharing of women’s stories gathered through the ‘Past, Present and 
Future’ Project. 

Western Australia is one of the most culturally and linguistically diverse Australian states.  With nearly 
one third of our population born overseas, Western Australians come from more than 200 countries, 
speak around 270 languages and dialects, and identify with more than 100 religious faiths.  With such 
diversity, it is critical that we better understand each other and share a vision for Western Australia 
that includes equality of men and women. 

As Malala Yousafzai said: ‘We cannot succeed when half of us are held back’.  For over 20 years, Ishar 
has supported and celebrated women and their families from culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds, who have come to Western Australia as migrants and humanitarian entrants.  This 
project is another example of Ishar’s inspiring work and there is much we can learn from the 
challenging but ultimately optimistic and hopeful journeys of the 21 women who have shared their 
stories. 

Liza Harvey MLA 
Minister for Women’s Interests  
 
Past, Present and Future” is a moving and personal account of the journey of twenty one truly 
remarkable women. 
It is also a poignant reminder that whilst we don’t always get to choose what happens in life we 
can choose to how we move forward. 
This is a beautiful book that tells of the heart break, sheer determination and courage of women 
from many different multicultural backgrounds who came to Australia as migrants and 
humanitarian refugees spanning a period of 45 years. 
It is a chronicle of the spirit and interconnection of these women and offers an insight into the 
many common threads that link them via their awe inspiring stories. 
Through a series of workshops they have boldly examined their past, considered their present 
and explored their future then produced a gripping narrative of their lives. 
The honesty, compassion, wisdom and hope in this book took my breath away and I am thankful 
for the wonderful thought provoking gift these women have given us by sharing their stories. 
Marija Jelavic 
Promotions and Events  
 
I am delighted and honored to provide this endorsement for Ishar’s ‘Past, Present and Future’ 
book project, which plays an important role in promoting cultural and community harmony, and 
a timely reminder of the commonalities that bind us as citizens of this lucky country. 
Reading the stories of these courageous, strong and inspirational women, I am reminded of the 
journey that my parents made and the challenges they faced when they too came to this country 
in search of a brighter future for their family. 
The powerful accounts of the suffering, poverty, violence and instability that many of these women 
and their families fled from, and the obstacles they overcame to embrace a different but healthier, 
happier life in Australia were only made possible by the support, care, guidance and humanity 



 

they received from those around them. 
This book is an affirmation of the richness and diversity brought by all new Australians to this 
country and the role we as a nation play in offering safe haven and freedom to those so 
appreciative of a second chance at life. 
Rabia Siddique 
Lawyer, humanitarian, speaker, author 
 
 
Ishar’s clear-eyed focus on deliberately listening and sharing the life stories of women who use its 
services, women who come from culturally diverse backgrounds, and who have journeyed to 
Australia, combined with Ishar’s acknowledgement of the impact of these experiences on their 
health and wellbeing, is remarkable. Women whose stories are told in this book have had 
extraordinary lives, and I know there are many more whose stories are often untold and not 
recognised; yet their contribution to the richness of Australia’s culture and society is essential for 
our country’s wellbeing. 
This project has focused on women of all ages from a range of cultural backgrounds and celebrates 
our diversity and the enormous contribution of women and their lives in our country and I 
congratulate Ishar for its commitment to this work and the integrity of its storytelling. I hope the 
stories shed a glorious light onto their lives and those of other people around them and that the 
contribution of these wonderful women is honored in their telling.  Congratulations! 
Rev’d Dr. Lucy Morris 
Chief Executive Officer, Baptistcare
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Introduction 
  
PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE 

 
“Women under Blue Skies” 
 
This book captures the variety and depth of migrant women’s stories of their journey to, 
and settlement in Australia. 
 
Each year Ishar undertakes a social project encouraging the active participation of women of 
all ages from a wide range of cultural backgrounds with the aim of promoting cultural 
harmony. 
The “Past, Present and Future” Project commenced in September 2013, and involved a 
group of 30 women from multicultural backgrounds who had come to Australia as migrants 
or humanitarian refugees at various times over the past 50 years. 
 
The focus of the project was "What holds you to your country of origin?"; “What connects 
you to Australia?" At weekly workshops each of the women were encouraged to share their 
stories of the past and pre- sent, then explore the possibilities for their future as Australians. 
 
The aim of collecting these stories was: 
 To increase community harmony and reduce cultural stereotyping 
 To increase an awareness of the commonalities amongst cultures 
 To involve families rather than particular age groups. 
 
With the help of the facilitator, Rosa Speranza, and the support of other members of the 
group their stories were developed into the inspiring and memorable tales contained in this 
book. 
By revealing, sharing and comparing their stories of past and present the participants had the 
opportunity to openly discuss chapters of their lives which may have been traumatic, before 
exploring the options and opportunities open to them in the future. 



 

Andrea Creado 

Chief Executive Officer, 

Ishar Multicultural Women’s Health Centre 

 

 

 

 

 



 

I arrived in Australia in 2001 and as soon as I got off the plane I thought “Wow the sky is so blue” and 
though it has been over ten years since I first arrived, every day I still appreciate the beautiful blue 
skies of Australia.  Along with a beautiful environment Australia has so many opportunities to offer 
and through the programs at Ishar we encourage women to make use of these opportunities to 
create better lives for themselves.  
 
Each year we meet women from over a hundred different ethnicities and each of them arrive at 
Ishar looking for information, friendship, support and sometimes just an opportunity to share their 
story.  
Stories have been an integral part of human communication and have both educated and 
entertained us since time immemorial. This project which is a collection of personal stories shared by 
women made me smile in parts and shed a tear in others but overall I was amazed at how 
courageously these women have established successful lives in Australia.  
 
It is a privilege to work amongst such strong and inspiring women and I thank them for sharing their 
stories so that others may be inspired.  
 
Andrea Creado 
 
Chief Executive Officer 
Ishar Multicultural Women’s Health Centre 



 

 

Violeta Sukoski- Project Manager and Coordinator 

 

 

 

 



 

It has been my privilege and honor to be part of a journey which has brought these women and 
their extraordinary stories together. This book explores sadness, fear, grief, loss, achievement and 
success. 

 
Having migrated to Australia from Macedonia 30 years ago myself, I can relate to the frustrations 
felt by women who leave everything they know behind for a better life. I was faced with many 
difficulties when I first moved to Port Hedland in Western Australia and thought making a life 
here would be impossible. But after years of hard work and determination, I was able to raise 
and educate my children, whilst obtaining a university degree myself. 
Two years after gaining residency, my mother visited me in the Pilbara and offered me valuable 
advice which helped me become the woman I am today. She told me to be a strong, confident 
woman and breakdown language barriers to build my pathway to success. 

 
Given my own experience of settling into Australia, I wanted to know how other migrant women 
coped. Over the past year, women connected to Ishar Multicultural Women’s Health Centre have 
opened up to their very deep and personal experiences. We included a variety of women – from 
those who have been in Australia for decades to others who have arrived recently. In weekly 
group sessions, we learnt not only about each other’s journeys of building a future for our 
families, but also realised details about our own experiences. We discussed religion and 
realised we are all very similar regardless of our beliefs. Throughout the discussions, the 
women became evidently inspired and comfortable with one another, developing strong 
friendships. 

 
While I personally know many of the women involved in this project, I enjoyed the opportunity 
to be given a greater insight into their lives. Seeing how they each overcame a variety of struggles 
in their lives, is truly inspiring and has allowed me to appreciate and respect them even more. I 
believe this project has also encouraged the women to recognise similarities and appreciate the 
differences between each other. 

 
Working at Ishar for 14 years, I have been given many opportunities to guide migrant women to 
express themselves and over- come their fears. Through my role as a Manager of Innovative 
Projects, I have gained a great understanding of what these women need in order to grow and 
develop their future in Australia. 
The idea behind ‘Women Under Blue Skies’ was to discover what holds women to their country 
of origin, and what connects them to Australia. Some women were more fortunate than others, 
but in the end we all have unique stories, with highs and lows, of settling into a new country. 
 
 

Violeta Sukoski 
Project Manager and Coordinator 



 

 

HAJIRA MOTAN 

South Africa 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

South Africa was very troubled by racial problems and became an unsustainable place to live. In 
1984, I moved to Australia with my husband and 20 year old son. I left behind my daughter 
whose in-laws didn't want her and her husband to move. 

 
We first settled in Melbourne, but my son could tell I wasn’t happy there.  The weather was 
wearing me down as there were too many seasons in one day. Though all my family was in 
Melbourne, we decided to move to Perth, which was very laid back. My husband worked as a 
florist, and eventually bought a florist of his own. My son began working in the Burswood casino, 
which had just opened. He ended up spending 17 years there. I opened a   takeaway   shop    in    
Scarborough,    but    it    wasn’t    profitable    so    I    eventually    had    no    choice    but to shut 
it down. Unemployed and spending a lot of time at home, I began to feel very lonely.  I decided 
it was time to look for a job. Back in South Africa, I made clothing which I sold in a boutique I 
owned. With this experience, I once again began making clothes, and then moved on to upholstery 
where I worked for six years. 

 
I later joined my son working in the casino, but 2 years later my husband became very ill and I had 
to leave work to care for him full time. He had bowel cancer which spread to his brain, and for 
almost two years he did not speak. I cared for him for 6 years until he passed away in 2000. A 
few years later, my Mum came to Perth from Melbourne. I cared for her for a couple of years, but 
she too passed away. It was a difficult time for me. 

 
I am now 78 years old and retired and am happy I have my independence. I am still able to 
socialise and have a good network of friends here in Perth, but I still miss my daughter in South 
Africa very much. She calls regularly and visits Perth to look after me when I am unwell. My son 
is now working in Singapore, but he visits every couple of months as well. Between both of my 
children’s visits and my visits to them time flies and I feel fulfilled. I am also part of various 
women’s groups which gives me an opportunity to share my journey and listen to theirs. 

 
My  daughter  would  like  me  to  move  back  to  South  Africa  so  she  can  care  for  me  as  I  
get  older.  I feel I will eventually follow her wishes, but for now I am not ready to go back. I enjoy 
spending my days at the multicultural   centre    –    being   there   makes   me    so   happy.   It    
has    given    me    opportunities   to    take    part in cooking demonstrations and share my 
special recipes with other women. I also teach sewing, which gives me great pleasure. I enjoy 
talking to other women from different parts of the world, regardless of their culture and religion. 
Over the years, I have developed friendships with women from all parts of the world. It has 
helped Australia feel more like home and it is now difficult to leave. 

 
HAJIRA MOTAN 

  South Africa 



 

 

KALLY DAWE 

Zimbabwe 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

I left Zimbabwe, known as Rhodesia at the time in 1988, with two suitcases and 800 pounds. Our 
only option was to move to England because our ancestors were British and Irish on my mother's 
side. We worked very hard in England, but couldn't tolerate the cold weather and applied to 
move to Australia under the points skilled system. It took two years and all our savings to make 
the move possible. 

 
In 2003, at 33 years of age, I arrived in Perth with my husband and two children. We chose this 
city for its beauty and because we knew people who had also moved here from Africa. When I 
first stepped onto Australian soil, I re- member how happy I felt to see a beautiful blue sky and 
feel the warm sunshine. It reminded me of Africa. I knew in my heart, I didn't want to grow old 
in England and going back to Africa wasn't an option. We felt compelled to make the most of 
our opportunities and knew this was our chance for a fresh start. My husband and I felt like we 
were pioneers, paving the way for the future generations of our family. 

 
Although I had never previously visited Australia, I always intended the move would be 
permanent. I was made to feel welcome by the friendly locals, including other parents at my 
children's school who were the first people I met here. Having my children at school got me 
involved in social activities and sports, which made my early years in Australia easier. I also 
worked part time, which allowed me to socialise with a lot of people. 

 
It took four years for me to feel completely settled into Australia. I began to wake up in the 
mornings in my bed in Perth and feel this is where I belonged. A moment which reaffirmed this 
was last Christmas when my friends in Perth made six large hampers of groceries for my very ill 
sister. I was shocked by their generosity and felt happy to have a great connection with these 
people who have made Australia feel like home. 

 
For me, Australia is a place full of opportunity, it's safe, positive and gives you a sense of assurance. 
I believe I have adapted well to the Australian lifestyle. My family and I speak English at home 
and because I am a terrible cook, my husband will make a barbecue when we entertain guests. I 
have found the way of living in both Africa and Australia to be quite similar. However, the 
multiculturalism in Australia is refreshing. 

 
Although this beautiful country has given me a new life, I often think about Africa, especially 
because it's where my elderly parents still live. A part of me will always miss the African sunsets 
and wildlife, and special places such as Victoria Falls and Table Mountain. I have found my busy 
lifestyle in Australia leaves me no time to go to church as I often did in Africa. After 11 years of 
living in Australia, I recently returned to Africa for the first time. Although I would like to visit 
my family back home more often, I have not been able to because it is very costly. 

 
I do not fear losing my culture by moving to another country because I feel we can draw qualities 
from each for the best. I see Australia as a country filled with acceptance and tolerance, and 
believe it has genuine empathy for its new residence. I am given hope by the goodness of people 
around me and seeing my children succeed. I thrive on seeing them have a go, as well as feeling 
safe and free. I would like to be remembered as someone who gave her children hope for their 
futures. I will always remember the sacrifices we made to start a new life; leaving what we knew, 
our parents, and friends. I will continue to make the most of what I have in this beautiful country 
and never take it for granted. 

 
KALLY DAWE 

  Zimbabwe 



 

LYNETT MOYO 

Zimbabwe 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Zimbabwe was no longer a place I could viably live. I wasn’t moving forward in my career, 
wasn’t getting paid enough and hyperinflation was making it tough to survive. A few of my friends 
who had come to Australia told me it was a good place to live, and strongly influenced my decision 
to come here. 

 
I moved to Australia in April 2008 with my 3 year old son, hoping for a better life. The moment 
I stepped off the plane, I was met by a wave of heat and many, many flies. We were greeted by 
my then husband, who had already been in the country for a couple of months and managed to 
rent a place for us. Everyone in Australia kept to them- selves a lot, and I found myself always 
phoning home just to talk to someone. One of the first things I did when I arrived in the country 
was visit the few people I knew here, including my old primary school teacher and my ex- 
husband’s friends. 

 
I managed to find a job within a couple of weeks as a carer at an aged care facility. In Zimbabwe, 
it was almost un- heard of to see an older person naked, but this is what I was confronted by 
on my very first day at work. It was a shock at first, as the Australian culture was so different 
to what I knew back home. But I was happy to have a job as it meant I had my own money 
because I didn't feel comfortable asking my husband for any. 

 
I made friends at work very easily, which caused problems between my husband and me. I was 
brought up as a tom boy, and married a man from another tribe. The men from his tribe were 
brought up very strict and wanted their women to not have their own opinion. In my country, I 
would come home from work and find him on the couch. He would expect me to pick up the 
children from school, cook and clean, without offering to help. He had a problem with me 
socialising with my friends and I felt very trapped. In Australia, I had freedom. I was making my own 
money and was no longer dependent on him. My husband would call me an ‘Australian women’ 
as a slur, but I took it as a compliment. I liked being an Australian woman and my Australian 
friends changed my view of what was acceptable. 

 
In 2009, my husband told me he was going back to Zimbabwe. He said if I didn’t go with him it 
would be the end of our relationship. I decided to stay. Though I enjoyed my freedom, I did find 
the separation difficult, but I was afraid I would be judged if I ever went back. Eventually, there 
was an issue with my visa and I was forced to go back to Zimbabwe. It was nice at first, but soon 
my money ran out and all my friends had moved on. Those who were still there were just like the 
old me; they had husbands and were always having babies. We didn't understand each other any- 
more. Zimbabwe was my country and my home, but I no longer felt I belonged there. 

 
I successfully reapplied to return to Australia, but I had to start from scratch. The most 
devastating part of it all was leaving my son in Zimbabwe. I cried about it a lot and still do, but 
now I am more positive as I know I will see him soon. I plan to bring him here as soon as I can 
finish studying Community Services in Australia. 

 
I have met an amazing man from Queensland who dropped everything to move to Perth to be with 
me. I am happy with my decisions, and I am happy that Australia has shown me how to be me. 

 
LYNETT MOYO 

  Zimbabwe 



 

MONA SALIM 

Burma 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

I arrived in Perth on a cold day in May, 1976. At first I didn't want to leave Burma. I could deal 
with a pitiful economy and limited jobs, but when political situations got worse, I knew it was 
only a matter of time before I had to go. The situation in my home country escalated quickly 
and the systematic violence was getting increasingly worse. 

 
After many rejected applications to move to Australia, the time finally came for a much anticipated 
new beginning. My parents hired a bus to leave our home in Kyautadar at 5am - packed with all 
our family and friends who wanted to be at the airport to say goodbye. At that time, Yangon was 
still called Rangoon. I was the youngest in a close knit family with six siblings. Whilst it was very 
hard to leave them all behind, I was excited for the journey ahead and knew it was the right 
time to go. My mother took it the hardest and was so overcome by emotion, she could not 
stand on her feet. I didn't know it at the time, but that would be the last time I ever saw my mother. 

 
While I now feel content here, this was not the case when I first arrived in Australia. Though 
we hadn't even reached winter when I arrived, it was a lot colder than Burma and it really 
shocked me. Everything was foreign. Most of all, me.  The  first  time  someone  told  me  
that  they’d  ‘see  me  later’, I  was  confused.  Did I miss a discussion on when we would meet 
later? Perhaps it was lost in the translation? But the friendly and warm nature of the Australian 
people made it easier and reminded me of the way people were back home. 

 
The process of feeling more comfortable was gradual. I went back to university while I worked 
in restaurant, as well as doing temporary accounting work. After graduation, I worked for two 
years in a computing firm. Before long, many Burmese people had arrived in Australia, which 
made me realise that living in this country gave me the capacity to help people in ways that were 
not freely allowed in Burma. I chose the path to be in language services, so I could bridge that 
gap between non English speaking and English speaking people. It has been a very challenging, 
rewarding and great learning experience. 

 
It has been thirty eight years since I arrived. I am now married and blessed with three gorgeous 
children. 

 
There are still many things that tie me to my place of birth, such as music. Regardless of the 
language in which I sing, music strongly connects me to moments from my home and youth. 
Although I wasn't able to take much with me when I first moved to Australia, I made sure I 
had my small wooden harp. When my children were younger, I could tell their mood or how 
their day went simply by listening to their music playing. Their sense of music and its connection 
to people and places is a blessed inheritance. 

 
Water is also something which connects me to Burma and having grown up in the country's delta 
region, I was al- ways surrounded by it. In Australia, when I am in the water it reminds me of 
home. Though the beaches aren't exactly the same, I still enjoy the memories being in the water 
brings back. 

 
We returned  to Burma  with  my children  and had  a  wonderful  time  eating  local food  and  
smelling  of  flowers from my childhood. The streets were lined with vendors who bore huge 
grins on their faces, and pretty girls with flowers in their hair smiling as you walked past. I 
rejoiced in seeing people were still as friendly as they had always been. We visited my old 
house, and I ran up the stairs and sat in my old room. The doorbell was still a bell attached to a 
coloured string at street level. When we ate dinner with my friends, they told my children how 
I was still the same warm person they had grown up with. I think that was the most important 



 

part of our trip, as it gave our children a better understanding of why I am who I am. 

 
In Burma, I wasn't used to thinking about my future because decisions were made for you. For 
example, if you were accepted into a university, the government would determine which course 
you would study irrespective of your scores. In Australia, our children have the freedom to 
determine their own future. They recognize how lucky they are. They love their birth place 
Australia and are comfortable here, so I am comfortable too. And now, when someone says ‘see 
you later’, I know what they mean. Australia is home. 

 
MONA SALIM 

  Burma 



 

 

SUK CHIAM 

Malaysia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

I left Malaysia to gain freedom. I didn't like  feeling as  though I  was doing  something  wrong  
or  bad when I was just living by my own beliefs and values. I was not allowed to say what I felt 
or do what I liked. I felt like I was in a prison in my own home. Malaysia is globally known as a 
multi-race country with Chinese, Indian & Malay people making up the majority of the population. 
If you weren't in power, there was nothing you could do. There were two sets of laws; one for 
those in power, and one for those who were not. I was in fear all the time. 

 
I arrived in Australia in 1989, an excited and hopeful 25 year old.  I moved with my husband and 
two baby boys. Everything was so different and free. I could drink the water from the tap, 
houses didn't have fences around them, there were large, open parks, and cats and dogs 
everywhere! In Malaysia, any dogs found on the streets were shot. I had so much freedom and 
felt empowered to do anything. I did not have to rely on help from others, and felt that there was 
nothing I couldn’t do. I also had the option to work or stay home to look after my children, 
some- thing which wasn't a choice in Malaysia. It was laid back, easy going and joyful for the 
first few years. I adapted to the Australian culture better than I had ever adapted to my own. 

 
I began doing IT administration work and was always stressed. In 1997, I was suicidal and 
diagnosed with severe anxiety, and was eventually hospitalized after collapsing. Due to my 
background, I couldn't speak up about how I was feeling. I was raised to believe what I felt was 
not important, and that I shouldn’t talk about it because no one cared. I am now learning how 
to deal with this and in many ways trying to unlearn the way I was brought up. 

 
Australia was everything I was hoping for, and I no longer have many ties with Malaysia. Although 
my background is Chinese, I think differently because I was educated in a more Western 
family. I am more analytical and want to preserve my individuality. When I go back, I struggle 
to eat most of the local food, and can only drink coconut water as my tolerance of Malay food 
and water has changed. I always wonder what my family, in particular my aunties, think of 
me. Do they love me for being different and challenging the standard way of thinking, or do they 
dislike me for the same reasons? 

 
When I visit Malaysia I feel both sad & fortunate. Women are treated as second class citizens and 
there are still certain things women don’t do or say. I now say what I think, and have let go of 
any expectations or ideas of who I should be. I am fortunate I made  the  right  decision  to  
migrate  here  with  my  family, to  embrace freedom and beliefs that convict my heart. I consider 
myself an Australian everywhere I go now. I can only hope the women and children who remain 
in Malaysia have a better choice in their lives. 

 
With the help of the Australian community and other migrants, I have been able to live a 
comfortable life here with my two sons. They are now in their mid-twenties and are both 
completely Australian. One is a civil engineer, while the other is a science graduate working in 
the banking sector. They are totally independent, and this makes me very proud. 

 
In the future, I would like to do volunteer community work and to stop being so stressed. I love 
people and want to do something which helps them. Even if I am just serving coffee, I would do 
it with all my heart. I have learnt how to knit, even after being told I was too stupid when growing 
up. I even go swimming now. I am no longer afraid of people looking at my legs or body and 
thinking I am too skinny or too big. Now, I just think to myself ‘let them look, I’ll just swim.’ I 
think all these attitudes changed when I accepted Australia was my country and was where I 
wanted to be. It was when I became an Aussie I could stand up to people who belittled me. I no 
longer bottle things up, I now express them in a proper manner. 



 

 
I feel annoyed when people ask me whether I'm Thai or Vietnamese. I reply no and instead say I 
am Australian. The most important thing is I can be who I want to be in Australia. This country has 
shown me the sky really is the limit, I just need to have the power in my head. I have learnt the 
values and respect of the Australian culture, and combined it with my Chinese values to make 
the next generation a better Australian. This is how I want to be remembered as a decent human-
being contributing to my community. 

 
SUK CHIAM 
Malaysia 



 

 

WYNNE HUYNH ONG 

Vietnam 

 

 



 

My childhood memories are blurry. I remember the muddy streets as I walked to school with 
my friends in our primitive village. I remember crawling underneath wire fences as a short cut to 
school, and coming home for lunch. I remember when the civil war began in 1975, and the bunker 
we were told to hide in. I remember the fear clearly. 
 
The Communists took over North Vietnam and moved South, taking property and businesses. The 
only way to survive was to bribe them. My father recognized the danger and knew we could no 
longer stay. He began to build a boat in our house from timber he had collected and applied for 
papers which suggested he was a fisherman. Before long I found myself in a canoe in the dark, 
paddling out into the deathly silence of where the boat was.  There were 33 people on the 
boat, including my mum, brother, four sisters and our extended family. When we finally reached 
the boat, I remembered standing on people as I stepped in. There were many more people than I 
had expected. 
 
The details of our journey on that boat are blurry. My dad kept a diary, but I remember some 
things he hadn't written down. We were at sea for 24 days with no food and barely enough water. 
We were all perilously sea sick. My most vivid memory was when we were attacked by pirates. 
The big, heavily tattooed men wearing only a sarong jumped onto our boat with axes and took 
everything we had. It was terrifying. I cannot explain how scared we were. We came across 
another boat with a group of pretty ladies from Saigon onboard who were taken by pirates, 
raped and left on an island alone. My four year old sister would sit silently and cry every time 
pirates came onto our boat. 
 
We eventually ran into the Thai Navy who pulled our boat and two others into the Coco Island. 
The officers left us there for a couple of days and came back with two fisherman boats, which we 
all piled into. We were dragged back to the Vietnam border and left to fend for ourselves. We 
took wooden boards which formed benches in the boat and used them as oars. My father was 
an excellent navigator and could tell in which direction to go by the sun and stars. 
 
Once we reentered Vietnam, we were immediately taken to jail. As children, we were let out 
first and sent to live with my aunty. My mother was released shortly after. My father, however, 
was identified as the captain of the operation and was tortured accordingly. He spent more than 
6 months in jail for wanting to give us a better life. He suffered so much in the process and after 
his release, was never again the same man. 
 
After my father's release it wasn't long before we were back out at sea, this time on his best 
friend's boat. We were once again robbed and found ourselves very sick. After being spotted,   we   
were   brought   into refugee   camp   in a   Thai   village called Songkla. There was little space and 
food and it was very dangerous, but at least we were now on land. It was a relief. 
 
I can't recall the process leading up to it, but all I remember is being assigned a host family in 
Australia. They were beautiful and kind people. They picked us up from the airport and helped 
us arrange housing and schooling. I was happy in Australia, even though I was bullied when I 
first started school.  But  soon  enough  I  made  many  friends  as  I  was  very  athletic. I was 
named champion netball player and athlete, which made me feel a lot more included and made 
Australia feel more like home. 
 
I left high school at 16 to study fashion design at TAFE and won first prize for a bridal dress 
competition. I worked two jobs in the industry and was very underpaid and treated poorly. In 
1992, I married my high school sweetheart and opened my own fashion store on William Street. 
 



 

I now have two children - one 17, the other 15. Australia is my home and I don't want to go 
anywhere else. My children speak basic Vietnamese, which makes me laugh because they sound 
as though they are babies. I still own traditional Vietnamese clothing, which I love because they 
represent femininity. We still celebrate Chinese New Year, and I would like for my children to 
one day have a traditional Vietnamese wedding ceremony. 
 
My experiences have taught me to not be prejudiced. I have a lot of friends here from different 
nationalities, many of which I met when my kids started school. Everyone is so nice, and everyone 
helps each other. I wouldn't have been able to fulfil my dreams in Vietnam like I have here in 
Australia. I work in community centers and am happy to be in a place where I can help support 
people who have also experienced life as a refugee. Australia is my home, and we are happy here. 

   
  WYNNE HUYNH ONG 
  Vietnam 



 

SARA BALICE 

El Salvador 

 

 

 

 



 

I first came to Australia 11 years ago to visit my sister and her family. My mother and I spent two 
weeks in Perth, which was very quiet compared to my home in New York. 

 
I was born in El Salvador in 1958 to a family of two brothers and four sisters. I moved to New 
York when I was 24 years old, before moving to Miami in 1995. A few years later, I returned to 
Perth for another holiday. Being my second trip, I knew what to expect and loved the city. The day 
before I was due to return to home, I went to Fremantle for a coffee with my sister. Out of the 
blue, I was approached by an Italian man who spoke Spanish. He introduced himself as Paolo 
Belice and told me he didn't have a car or bank account and only had a concession card and place 
to live in East Fremantle. I was then shocked when he asked me to go to his place, and he left me 
speechless when he asked “do you want to marry me?” I took a deep breath and told him if it 
were gods wish, I would marry him. 

 
I returned to Perth six months later. Paolo had given me his phone number so I decided to give 
him a call. He came to my sister’s house with a six pack of beer, and on November 18, 2000, 
we were married. Once I settled in- to Australia, my brother-in-law gave me my first job in 
Australia, collecting chicken eggs on a farm he owned. I en- joyed my work and it felt good being 
able to earn my own money. I soon began to develop a good network in Australia through my 
involvement with the Australian Spanish Association. I met many people who spoke my language, 
cooked traditional South American food and listened to Spanish music. 

 
A year after Paolo and I had been married, I discovered he had Schizophrenia. Paolo had known of 
his illness, but didn't tell me as he feared I would not marry him if I had known. The doctor 
explained his condition to me and made me realise I had two choices; I could leave Paolo and file 
for divorce, or I could stay with him and become his carer. I decided to accept my husband’s 
condition and put my faith in God. Although I enjoyed working, I had to resign from my job as 
medical staff advised me his illness was progressing and I had to become his full time carer. 

 
Over time, I began to accept his condition and developed techniques to ease the distress he felt 
caused by voices only he could hear in his head. When he would hear the voices, he would come 
to me and we would sing Christian music together. He told me it always made the voices 
disappear. Although it was very difficult taking care of Paolo at times, I never wanted to treat him 
as though he had a mental illness. To me, he was still the same man I married. I always made sure 
we continued to socialise with our friends and family and never wanted him to feel excluded. 
 
In 2003, despite Paolo’s mental illness, we travelled for six months to Houston, Miami, El Salvador 
and Guatemala. We visited my family, danced to music and ate traditional food. We both visited 
El Salvador together in 2008 and again in 2013, and had a fabulous time. For me, going back 
home made me feel as though I had never left and I could pick up where I left each time. Paolo 
was well accepted by all of my family and friends, and considering he spoke Spanish, he was 
made to feel very much part of the culture. 

 
Paolo’s illness made me familiar and well informed of support agencies, which could help his 
condition and me, as his carer. Within those agencies, I created another network for myself and 
have become part of a number of com- munities. I became associated with the Fremantle 
Multicultural Services and was later introduced to Ishar Multicultural Women’s Health Centre. I 
was soon very much involved with both organisations and well accepted, not only by the staff but 
the client groups as well and made a lot of new friends. 

 
Paolo’s illness continued to progress and he sadly died in September last year. Now that Paolo has 



 

gone, my future seems very uncertain. Without him, I feel empty and alone. I always thought I 
would be the first to go and never imagined what life would be like without him. I find it very 
difficult to be in my house alone and feel as though life in Australia no longer makes sense for 
me. Although I do not want to make any plans for the future, I have thought of returning to 
El Salvador to take care of my elderly mother. I believe I could find fulfilment in caring for 
her, the same way I found fulfilment in caring for Paolo. 
 
The memory I will hold in my heart is that whilst I was in Australia, I was given all the support I 
wouldn’t have been offered anywhere else in the world. I have found the country's health and 
welfare systems to be very supportive of these who are in need. For  52  years,  I  lived  in  cities 
around  the  world where  health  care  was  only  available to those with a lot money. I truly 
believe the Australian system has the interests of its citizens at heart. 

 
SARA BALICE 
El Salvador 
 



 

 

 

DRAGICA DJORSESKA 

Macedonia 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

I arrived in Australia for the first time in 1975. My brother was already living here and helped 
my husband move to the country. In 1974, my husband returned to Macedonia and helped get 
the rest of the family to Australia. He was working away and I found it very difficult to cope. We 
stayed with my family for two weeks until we found a place to rent. Instantly, I liked Australia a 
lot. I think mostly because of the heat. When my husband would put the fan on, I would ask 
him to turn it off so I could enjoy the heat. 
 
When my husband told me he was taking  us  to  Australia,  I  didn't  understand  why  he  
would  want  to leave behind beautiful Macedonia for a place so foreign and far away. But once 
we arrived, it didn't take long for me to know what he meant. Australia is very different to 
Macedonia, but very beautiful in its own way. 
5 years after  we  moved  here  my  husband  became  very  sick  and  was  unable  to  work.  He 
became a pensioner.  He was progressively   becoming   more   and   more   ill   and   we   
decided   to   go   back   to Macedonia so he could be around his extended family. He sadly 
passed away while we were there, which upset me greatly. I stayed in Macedonia for 18 years as 
it was good for me to be with my family and friends. My children, however, got married and 
returned to Australia during this time. 
 
In 1990, my life began to deteriorate again. The civil war in Yugoslavia was effecting Macedonia 
politically and economically. Furthermore, my son was of the age where he was attending 
compulsory army training. I did not want to be in a country where my son could possibly be 
forced to fight in a civil war. We decided to move back to Australia. We first spent 3 months in 
Melbourne and eventually moved back to Perth as I preferred it here. As it turned out, my son 
was not meant to have a long life. In 2009, he was tragically taken from us. 
Despite the sadness I have experienced in my life, I am grateful to live in Australia. I receive 
the pension and am helped greatly by the government. The people here and very friendly and I 
truly appreciate all the help and support I receive from the community. 
 

I am still tied to Macedonia in many ways. I still eat Macedonian foods and didn't learn English 
right away because many of my work friends were Macedonian. But Perth is my home. I now 
only go to Macedonia for holidays and do not want to live there. I have a quiet and peaceful life 
here. My children and grandchildren are in Perth, so everything I need is right here. But my only 
wish is that when I eventually pass on, I would like to be buried with my husband in Macedonia. 

 
DRAGICA DJORSESKA 
Macedonia 



 

IVICA MARTINOVIC  

Croatia 

 

 

 



 

I was born on the Croatian island of Korcula, where I lived until I was 19. Since then, I moved 
further and further from home, and although I may have been far away physically, I always had 
Croatia in my heart. In 2000, I moved to Australia with my husband and two daughters to escape 
the war in Former Yugoslavia. My husband and I were nearly 50 years of age, with over 20 years 
of work behind us. We entered the country with only a bag in our hands, facing the unknown, 
and hoping for a new beginning. 

 
Back home, people were losing jobs and could no longer live a normal life. My husband worked at 
a hospital in Croatia and was one of 270 people made redundant in just one day because they 
were not Croatian. The United Nations took the hospital into protection and offered those who 
were made redundant an opportunity to gain residence in either Canada or Australia. We chose 
Australia because of its warm climate. In the meantime, there was a NATO bombing in Serbia and 
we feared we wouldn't be able to leave the country. We waited two years, but luckily everything 
worked out and we were granted visas. We were ready to escape the evil in our country; the 
agony of war, the fear, and the poverty. 

 
Our first experience in Australia was confusing. Everything seemed different to what we were 
used to; the language, driving in the left lane, and not having our family around. We were very 
lonely and isolated and felt frustrated because suddenly, we were ‘nobody’, even though we 
had university degrees and respected jobs in our country. We felt we had to prove it to 
ourselves and to our children that we were strong enough to start a new life. We dreamed of 
this new country which would give us a normal life and where all races got along and lived 
together. 

 
Staff at the migrant centres in Australia were very polite and helpful in many ways. We had many 
questions. They helped us organised medical appointments, showed us how to use public 
transport, helped open our new bank accounts and enrolled us into TAFE to learn English. When 
we first moved into our temporary accommodation, we were surprised to find our fridge had 
been filled with enough food to feed our family for a week. Our new country welcomed us, and 
we were very thankful. 

 
Fourteen years have passed since we arrived in Australia and many things have happened, both 
physical and mental. My husband and I did not get along and realised we had many different 
opinions. He was dissatisfied with Australia after only 7 days, and said he made a mistake coming 
here. He had given up and returned to Serbia, while I was left to fight for my children all by 
myself. My health began to break down from all the stress and PTSD (post- traumatic stress 
disorder), because of traumas from my country. My marriage breakdown also affected my 
children, who had problems adapting to school life and the Australian society. And on top of 
everything, I was diagnosed with cancer. I felt as if I were a refugee four times in my life; from 
my home country, my marriage, the cancer and my depression, which almost drove me to suicide. 
But despite my many battles, I consider myself a winner as I have adapted to this very different 
country. 

 
Australia helped me open up about my issues and work through the most painful times in my life. 
I have matured and am more open to meeting new people and am no longer shy like I was in my 
country. This is a country with many opportunities. Here, I worked as a taxi driver and later as a 
receptionist in a migrant centre. In my home country, anyone who enters a profession stays with 
it for life, whereas people here are always looking to change their jobs. It is never too late to start 
something you really want to do or were not in a position to accomplish earlier. I feel comfortable 
in this country, which is well organised and governed. There is peace between people be- cause 
most have enough to live comfortably, or are able to find a way to obtain it. 



 

It took eleven years and a visit to my country for me to realise I belong in Australia. I visited 
home for 3 months, observed everything, and told myself I didn't fit there anymore. The people 
had changed because of the tough circumstances, and I changed because of my new environment. 
I soon became aware of the many good sides of Australia; the beautiful climate, clean 
environment, tranquil life and lower crime rate. When I returned to Australia, I finally closed 
the book of nostalgia and started living. Of course, I miss my family overseas and the wonderful 
people I met along the way, but it's never been enough to live a normal life there. A lot of 
migrants like myself are shocked by the nostalgia we feel once we forget why we left our homes. 
We reminisce only on the beautiful experiences, but eventually realise all those things are still 
missing and nostalgia is a big delusion. 
 

We all want to leave something behind in this world. I would like for my children to remember 
me by beautiful things and everything I did as a mother. Better still, I'd like to be remembered as 
a warrior persistently fighting to achieve a good life for my family in this country. I aim to give as 
much love as I can because people often remember the impression you made on them rather 
than what you've done. The things which connect me to my home country are all the things 
which helped shape me as a person. My family, my friends, the people, customs, nature, sun, 
scents and homemade food. But what especially ties me to my country of birth is my special 
stone, which I brought to Australia as a souvenir. But it represents a lot more to me. It shows me 
a path to survival and strength, which helps me whenever a dark cloud comes over my head. 

 
My hope for the future is to maintain positivity with everything that comes my way. I also wish 
my children are healthy and both live prosperous lives. I hope this country will continue to survive 
like it did through the global economic recession five years ago. It has a solid base with a well 
thought out and applied system, and will continue to succeed as long as it maintains distance 
from other countries which strive for global domination. Furthermore, I hope for a harmonious 
world, which is achievable in Australia through its awareness and use of good will. 

 
I am now 61 years old. I respect Australia because it opened its doors to my family and me when 
our own country couldn’t. I'm satisfied with the life my children and I lead and am happy to live in 
this country, which has finally given me peace. That is why I call this country my new home. 

 
I've always been a romantic. On quiet summer nights, I would watch airplanes pass by in the sky 
and wonder where I would be headed if I was in one of them. Today, I still like to watch airplanes, 
but I no longer wonder because I know I am at my destination, far away in a land down under. 

 
IVICA MARTINOVIC  
Croatia  



 

MARIANA CUZA 

Romania 

 

 

 



 

The scars on my hands are a reminder of my past. They're a reminder of the brutal torture I faced, 
when I was raped and almost killed, as a prisoner in a Romania jail more than 30 years ago. I was 
an underground collaborator for Free Europe Radio, an illegal radio station broadcasting from 
Munich, into communist countries throughout Eastern Europe. I was among a group of volunteers; 
self-proclaimed journalist who provided listeners with information outside of the censored media. 

 
I think back to 1983, when I risked my life to swim across the strong currents of the Danube River, 
patrolled by soldiers armed with guns. At the time, Yugoslavia was the only bordering country 
to Romania with a UNHCR (United Nation Humanitarian Camp for Refugees). It was the only place 
I could go to survive, despite being the only female in an enclosure of more than 280 men. 

 
I never thought that cold and dangerous swim would eventually lead me to the warmth of Australia. 
I first arrived in Melbourne with a plastic bag, toilet paper and soap I had saved while staying in a 
refugee "hotel". As we got off the place, a petite, kind nun dressed in blue greeted us all with a 
bag of toiletries. She walked over to me and I smiled at the big cross on her chest. She wrapped 
an extra-large towel around me, covering my shivering shoulders and chest as I had no bra on. I 
was brought to Melbourne's Maribyrnong refugee camp, where I attended every English class 
they had to offer. The other Romanian men in the camp thought I must've been a spy. It was hard 
to believe a woman could have escaped from the communist army like I did. Swimming across 
the Iron Gate and powering hydro- electrical turbines which claimed the lives of most people 
who tried to cross it. There is even a cemetery in Yugoslavia for those who perished in the Danube 
River, called the Unnamed Cemetery. 

 
Once in Australia, I worked hard and long hours. I did anything I could to earn a living and would 
often send money to my family in Romania. I could not comprehend my newfound freedom and 
safety, whilst my family struggled under oppression back home. I felt guilty breathing in fresh air 
and enjoying an abundance of food. Nothing made sense until they were here with me. It took 
five years of hard work, but eventually all nine of us were reunited in Australia. I finally felt peace 
and there was colour in everything I saw. The first thing I did was enroll them all, including my 
mother and father, into English as a second language school. I knew the key to freedom and a 
prosperous future in Australia relied on education. Once they had settled, I began to consider my 
own future and enrolled at Northern College to study social services, and then media studies at 
RMIT. 

 
In 1994, my dream was fulfilled after a script for a film I had written was financed to be co-
produced in Paris. It was there I met the love of my life and miraculously, I fell pregnant with our 
first child. It was a pleasant surprise because after my terrifying experience in the Romanian prison, 
my body was never the same. My husband, Mihai and I both returned to Australia where I gave 
birth to a beautiful healthy girl who brought me so much joy. Alina was born at Mercy Hospital 
in Perth, where I had worked as an interpreter for many years before travelling to France. 

 
Everything in my life was perfect, but in 1996, Mihai was diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis. 
Mihai's MS debilitated him so much, I had to learn aqua physiotherapy to help him. Rather than 
giving up and letting my husband become a victim of the illness, I began studying and researching 
natural nutrition and supplementation. With this, I travelled to Costa Rica, USA, Germany and 
China and worked with specialists who formulated natural supplements to help MS and other 
immune system problems. Through my travels and research, I have since become well known in 
the MS community, not only at our local gym and church, but all over the globe. I hold lectures 
and conferences for Romanians in diaspora - USA, UK, Ireland, Europe. 

 



 

With all the knowledge I have gained, my goal is to educate people in Romania on a variety of 
health conditions. Although I risked my life escaping my home country, I still felt connected to it 
and wanted to offer my help to people in any way I could. I stayed there for a couple of years, 
working for my business, Euro Gano Vital. But due to Mihai's deteriorating health and my 
daughter's desire for an Australian education, we came back home where I became a full time 
carer. 
 
Although I am unable to use all the skills I've learnt throughout my life, or work in a field I am 
passionate about, I still smile caring for Mihai and seeing Alina develop into an intelligent and 
educated young woman. She is studying a Bachelor of Arts in Media and Humanities and although 
she has grown up in Australia, I have ensured she consolidates her Romanian heritage and family 
Christian values. Occasionally, Alina will proudly cook Romanian recipes to the delight of her 
friends. She plans to write and direct a series of films about my life, and the impact our family his- 
tory has had on her life. My daughter will often joke about my distinctive accent, saying "you can 
take mum out of Romania but you can NEVER take Romania out of mum". 

 
MARIANA CUZA 

  Romania 



 

 

MARIE-THERESE HAMOIR 

Belgium 

 

 

 

 

 



 

I was born in Namibia and lived there for the first 3 years of my life while my father worked as 
an engineer on the diamond mines. My parents were originally from Belgium, but we moved a 
lot during my childhood years. After Namibia, we moved to Cape Town, South Africa until I was 
8 years old. We had a beautiful home built by my father, with a huge window which framed 
the Table Mountain like a painting. My childhood was beautiful and Africa was alive with colours, 
music and dance. I was always so happy and perhaps very spoilt. I remember spending days 
running bare foot after butterflies on the hot, clean tarmac. 

 
Then we moved to Belgium. The colour, friendliness and warmth of Africa was replaced by dirty, 
grey and cold city life. I thought Europe was full of long dresses, corsets and beautiful women 
like a scene in an old movie. I was very disappointed and surprised at what I saw when I arrived. 
We left South Africa because I had witnessed a shooting in the city and my mother became 
paranoid and no longer felt safe. But I felt more comfortable and safe in Africa than I ever did in 
Belgium. Belgium, however, was where my ancestors and heritage had come from. I had to learn 
my past and learn to speak French. 

 
My parents couldn’t financially settle in Belgium so they left my siblings and me in a boarding 
school whilst they went to work in The Congo. Staying there, away from my parents was too 
hard. I cried for two months and could barely lift myself out of depression. At the age of 17, I 
was married and gave birth to my son, but I still felt I didn’t belong in Belgium. 

 
I travelled to other places but found it very difficult to settle in a place where I couldn’t find 
happiness. I then moved to New Zealand to better my life. But once again, I had found a lovely 
place, yet personally thought it was cold and boring. It was not a place that I could call home. 

 
Australia was always my dream since I left South Africa. My  father told  me  I  couldn’t  live in  
Australia on  my own and said I needed a man in my life to protect me. In 1997 I came to Australia 
and to live in Perth. As soon as I arrived, I realised there were more opportunities for me here 
than I had ever imagined. I now belong here and at my age with all the travel experience I have, 
I can only rely on myself as a self-sufficient woman. I can’t imagine myself living this lifestyle 
anywhere else in the world. I can only rely on myself independently in our beautiful Australia 
where I am self-employed. I have the ability to work flexibly and to be as busy or as free as I 
please. The freedom of self-employment has given me the opportunity to support not for profit 
organisations. In the last 10 years, I have volunteered in these organisations where I support 
refugee women through performance and art. I have choreographed various dramas, dances and 
plays. 

 
I accept that life is not always easy, but I always find that here in Australia I can rise above my 

problems as there is always hope. There are always solutions and opportunities in exploring life 
with a glass of champagne in my hand! 

 
MARIE-THERESE HAMOIR 
Belgium 



 

MILENA ARAPOVIC 

Bosnia 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Once upon a time, I was young. I had a really good life and nothing was missing. I had my children, 
my husband, my brother, my extended family, a good career and was financially secure. I lived 
my life to the fullest and the puzzle was complete. And then, bang. The war came to Bosnia. 
 
I went from being happy and confident, to feeling very lost. I was scared and displaced, a refugee, 
not able to plan for tomorrow or predict what would happen next. I journeyed from Bosnia, to 
Algeria, and then onwards to Australia, which took two and a half years. It was a time in my life 
where the past was gone, the present was bad, and the future uncertain. I was like an empty 
shell. Being forced to leave your country is difficult, so I locked away the painful memories from 
my past. Anger and frustration stayed with me, long after I left. 
Once we were out of any imminent danger and had started to settle, it didn't take long for 
those locked away memories to be released. I missed my family, my networks and my career. 
Once again, I found myself lost, but this time I was lost in my own memories. I felt my memories 
were choking me, and I spent a couple of years acting as though everything was okay, whilst a 
part of me withered away inside. 
 
Coming to Australia solved my practical problems. A safe country, with many jobs and prospects 
made every day feel like a new beginning. I kept telling myself to move forward, let go of my past 
and grab opportunities. But it was very hard as I had little understanding of the language, as well 
as a young family to look after with no support net- work. My husband and I decided I should 
stay home to look after our three children, whilst he went out and ‘grabbed the opportunities’. 
I began to learn English from my children after they came home from school. I would always 
quiz them on the words they had learnt each day and would try to remember them. 
I now work as an interpreter for agencies such as Centrelink and the Department of Immigration, 
after completing study at Central Tafe in 1999. In Bosnia, I was as a dental technician and the 
chief of my department. It was a great job that I loved, and was very difficult to leave behind. 
 
It has now been 20 years since we came to Australia. My brother, husband's sister and her family 
have now moved here, and I also have a new network of friends. We have built our lives from 
scratch and succeeded. Both my husband and I have careers and our children have grown up and 
completed university degrees. We are financially secure, but it still feels like something is missing. 
I miss my old country and the crisp smell of our cold Christmas. I cook traditional dishes at least 
three times a week and my children all speak ‘our’ language. I enjoy brewing coffee, as the 
smell brings back the sweet memories of home. I listen to my records, and these Elvis lyrics 
always touch home... 
 
‘Memories pressed between pages of my mind.  
Memories sweetened through the ages just like wine.  
Memories, memories, sweet memories. 
Quiet thoughts come floating down and settle softly on the ground 
Like golden autumn leaves around my feet. 
I touch them and they burst apart with sweet memories’. 

 
I am happy here, but in order to keep being happy I go back to my country every couple of years. 
Going back home is like recharging my batteries and the feeling makes me wonder where I 
belong. They say home is where the heart is, but my heart is not just in one place. If you see me 
walking down the street, know that I am not alone. I always have my memories with me. I am at 
peace with them now, they no longer upset me, they make me happy. 
 
MILENA ARAPOVIC 
Bosnia 



 

MILICA KORUGA 

Serbia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

I arrived in Australia from Bosnia 8 years ago as a refugee, exhausted from war. I was traumatized 
from my journey and fearful for the future. All I ever wanted was freedom, to be able to sleep 
without fear, not to see violence, not to see the fear of the people, and all the terror that comes 
with war. 
 
In Bosnia, I had a job that I loved. I was a primary school teacher, and prior to the war I was a 
journalist. Being a journalist gave me many opportunities and the ability to communicate with a 
whole host of people. I worked on many projects involving publications, books and travelling. I loved 
theatre, music, painting and art. I was never alone. After living this lifestyle I suddenly found myself 
in a country of violence, hunger, poverty and national conflict. I felt lost, I felt like I was losing my 
identity and no longer knew who I really was. All of my friends were scattered across the world, 
like pearls falling off a beaded necklace when you snap the string. 
 
In my apartment, I was accustomed to seeing the washing of my friends hanging on lines out the 
window. But all of a sudden, I could no longer see the familiar washing on those people’s lines. It 
had been replaced, and all my old friends were gone. There was no hope to get to know these 
people. No longer was Bosnia ‘my Bosnia’, and there was no longer any reason for me to be there. 
I left for a new territory in Bosnia, to meet with people who were the same nationalist as me. But 
they had all had enough of the war; there was no happiness, and they all had their own problems 
and worry. In my refugee bag, I only had a few hand-me-down items. I had nothing of my own, 
not even a photo, every- thing was forever lost. Due to this, I no longer cared where I lived. 
 
My experience from the war gave me an understanding that life is a small line from the time you’re 
born until the time you die, and you have to make the most of that line. I believe that for every 
person in the world there is hope and an open door to a normal life, and that door for me was 
Australia. However, the move was not as easy as you may think. To try and get a permanent visa, 
I spent two years going through a lot of administrative inconvenience. There were many unknown 
things, lots of forms to complete and many questions I did not know how to answer. In a moment 
of frustration, with all the problems of settlement, I thought even the war was easier to overcome 
than trying to settle into a new country. Luckily, I had professional help from Australian social 
services, interpreting services and volunteers from various sectors. Slowly everything began to fall 
into place. 
 
I now find myself in Australia, opening my heart to many people from many nationalities and 
cultural backgrounds. I feel I have nothing else to give except my heart. Australian's have 
responded in a warm and generous way and helped me to survive. They have stayed with me 
through my most difficult times and many of them have become my closest friends and I have still 
have a good relationship with them. With their help and support it was much easier for me to 
overcome my fears and to accept all the differences and difficulties, such as language, law, 
socialising, culture and food. 
 
To overcome the experiences of war, I now paint and contribute to local exhibitions and various 
displays. I am embroidering symbols and motifs from Bosnia. I am writing my own book, but avoiding 
the lived experiences of war. I write of people of good will from the world. People that are helpful, 
People who like to give, people who open their hearts and hands and who give bread to others. Of 
other bad and negative memories, I do not want to write as I would rather forget them. 
 
I no longer have any family in Bosnia and I do not want to go back. In my memory I want to hold 
and remember my Bosnia before the war and all the good people who supported me through the 
war. Slowly I have become a member of the community that I belong to and have an opportunity 
for a better life. It is true, I have now developed a phobia of completing forms and complicated 



 

financial systems, which I still do not understand. I have much respect for Australia, as it has various 
institutions and agencies that are there to help and assist migrant people. 
 
Australia is a rich country, but believe me, nothing can be as good and as valuable as giving a hand 
to people in need. It is true, as they say ‘by the time the fire brigade comes, your neighbour can 
save you from a fire’. It is good to accept and to settle with a new life in a new country, but you 
can still hold on to your identity and your background. I’m trying to combine the two. That is why I 
am happy, that in Australia you have the opportunity to be free, to be wherever you want to be 
and practice your culture and build your community, for example the Macedonian Centre our 
country of origin, but also, ambassadors for Australia. 
 
I really appreciate other services such as SBS radio and television, as I can always find a program in 
my language and it helps me stay in contact with my country of origin. Because, as migrants, we 
are in fact people with two nations. We are not only ambassadors for we are great contributors to 
the social fabric of multiculturalism. We are promoters of a journey; we travel with photos, 
souvenirs, books, gifts and seek to enrich Australia while holding onto our identities. I hope our aim 
is to build and value Australia because it has valued us. To me this country is valuable, and that is 
why every morning I say ‘Good morning Australia’. It may sound pathetic, but if everyone looked 
deeply into their lives, past or present, they will see that it’s not pathetic, it is the truth, and Australia 
is our future. 
 
MILICA KORUGA 
Serbia 



 

NEVENKA-SEKA VUKOVIC 

Serbia 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

I did not choose Australia, but at the time it was the only opportunity to save my children. My 
country of origin is Yugoslavia, a country which has existed for 73 years. Since 1991, it has been 
a playground for world powers and is now divided into six pieces. Never in my life had I wished 
to live anywhere else, but due to the civil war I had to abandon my country. It was very difficult 
for me to decide to leave because I was a single mother and had sole responsibility for my 
children. 
 
When we arrived as refugees, our relatives helped us survive as I was shocked and couldn't 
understand the many differences I saw in Australia. Some of these differences still confuse me 
today such as extreme politeness, which I find to not be sincere. 
 
Australia is a relatively new country and I miss the history and soul of Europe. Many migrants 
who are here now will   contribute   to   build   Australian   history   which   our   grandchildren   
will   one   day   learn   at   school. I am very grateful for Australia's welfare system. From my 
first day here I was on Centrelink payments and able to fund my children’s schooling. I was also 
able to fund an English learning course for myself, going on to Tafe and completing a certificate 
in Accounting. In between classes I was cleaning homes; the only job which allowed me to take 
care of my children after school hours. I had nobody to look after them, had I taken on an eight 
to five ac- counting job. After 8 years of cleaning, my body gave in and since then I have had 
multiple surgeries to try and fix the faults. I am now on a disability pension. 
 
My children are responsible adults and I am also a proud grandmother of two. I live with one of 
my daughters, and in our household we only speak Serbian or Croatian. It is difficult for my 
grandchildren to speak our language since their father only speaks English at home. I always try 
to share my knowledge with my children and grandchildren because I believe schooling in 
Australia is very different to how I was educated in Former Yugoslavia. 
When I feel nostalgic, I listen to my music and forget where I am. I still cook food from my country 
because I like to keep our traditions and now when I visit Former Yugoslavia I feel as though I 
never left. In my heart, I will always be part of that beautiful country, which had the best 
possible system created by humans since the beginning of time. For me it is like the dreamtime 
for Aboriginal people. 
 
I am glad my children are here because they have the best opportunity for a happy and secure 
life. My hope for the future is health for my family because it's important for their satisfaction of 
life. For me, I will spend my days in my dreamland until I can. 
 
I have two wishes for the future of the world. Firstly, that women gain political power, stopping 
men from playing with the lives of the world’s population and civilization. And secondly, that 
religion remains in the privacy of the home, because its interference with politics is destroying 
humanity. 
 

 
NEVENKA-SEKA VUKOVIC 
Serbia 

 



 

PAOLA PULITANO 

Italy 



 

I was born in Casignana, Italy in 1925 to a family of five brothers and one sister. I was married at 
the age of 18 and soon after had three children. My husband moved to Australia for work, as 
many men from our village did at the time. Being responsible for three children on my own was 
not easy, but considering it was the reality for most women at the time, I never considered it to be 
too hard. After six years, my father convinced me to follow my husband to Australia, even though 
I did not want to leave my country. Thinking it was the right thing for my children's future, I 
packed up my things and moved to Australia. In 1958, at the age of 23, I started my journey. I met 
many other travelers, including other women travelling alone with children, going to Sydney, 
Melbourne and other parts of Australia. My destination was Perth. When I arrived with my 
children, my husband, his sister and his brother in-law welcomed us. Although I knew it would 
be hard to start a new life in a foreign place, my settlement was not as difficult because my 
husband worked very hard for the six years he had been in Australia on his own. He had bought a 
house and although it wasn't paid off, it was a home for our family. 

 
From the beginning, naturally everything was hard. Language was a barrier and not knowing our 
neighbours was a difficult adjustment. Having the children to look after on my own was also hard, 
but I knew I had to be strong and it was part of what I had to do. There was a woman who was 
very kind to me and helped me through a difficult time, specifically with my English. She was a 
Yugoslavian woman named Maria who was married to an Italian man. She spoke Italian fluently 
and I have always remembered her. 

 
Three years after coming to Australia, I gave birth to twins girls. This made me busier and I had 
no time to think about my feelings or how much I missed the rest of my family who I had left 
behind in Italy. To this day, part of my heart remains in Italy. I still hold onto my Italian traditions 
and still go to church every Sunday. There are limited Italian events held in Perth, but I still manage 
to meet with people from my country occasionally. 

 
I spent 25 years of my life working and it made me very happy. For many years, my life revolved 
around looking after the children. Providing for them, sending the children to school, then 
waiting for them to come home again. My husband worked hard doing labor work and getting 
paid ten pounds per week. The lifestyle was almost identical to home, except my family was not 
around. In those days, people were very good. Neighbours were very good and even though they 
came from different parts of the world, they were very friendly and always offered help. 
Neighbours were like family. I was able to grow vegetables in the garden and I did it in a way that 
was done back home. We also had chickens and ducks, which made it feel a lot like home, 
meaning the children didn't feel the same distance from Italy as I did. 

 
I have returned to Italy twice and every time I go back there are many changes. Each time, I realise 
it is not the same place I left all those years ago. The first time I went back with all of my children, 
but by the second time many of them were married with their own children. This was more than 
20 years ago and made me realise I am more connected to Australia because it's where my 
children and grandchildren are. My grandchildren are very special to me and they will be my 
legacy. Even though my siblings are not in Australia, I have a lot of family photos in my, which 
makes me feel they are close by. My family is always in my heart. 

 
I have been in my current home for 39 years. My next door neighbours are Italian and they have 
also lived in their house for the same number of years. My neighbours on the other side are Polish 
and they have been in their house for 35 years. I believe neighbours are important contributors 
to making you feel safe, and making you feel like you are home. 
 
PAOLO PULITANO -  Italy 
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I was born in Macedonia, a small country in the Balkan region of Europe. I lived with my Mother, 
Father and three brothers.     I   had   imagined   staying   in   Macedonia   until   I   was   old   and   
grey,   but   after   the   tragic   death of my two brothers, we had to get away. We had only heard 
of Australia as a distant place where men from our village, including my father would go to make 
money. I decided to move to this faraway place, although the thought of leaving everything and 
everyone behind was difficult. 

 
We left Macedonia in the middle of winter and arrived in Perth's scorching heat on January 21, 
1971. My father’s friend picked us up  from  the  airport  and  took  us  to  stay  at  his  
Northam  home  with  his  wife  and  baby. I remember thinking how hot the small weather 
board house was and how much cooler it was in Macedonia. Northam felt like a ghost town, as 
people stayed indoors to escape the heat. Three days after we arrived, my father and his friend 
left to work in the Kalgoorlie mines, leaving behind the women and children. I was left feeling very 
sad and lonely. 

 
I didn’t know where to find friends, and thought it would be pointless looking because I couldn't 
communicate with them. My dull days were broken up by regular trips to the local deli. A man who 
worked there was very nice to me and taught me English words such as bread, milk and come. 
I went to school, which made me feel unhappy because I couldn't contribute to any lesson other 
than maths. I felt even more isolated at lunch time because I would sit and eat lunch alone, while 
the others played. 

 
Several weeks later, a couple we knew from our village in Macedonia visited us in Northam and 
said they would help us move to Perth. I felt relieved and happy because I would finally live in a 
city. But once we arrived in Perth, we were taken to a shared rental property with another family 
and several single men, and once again I found myself locked in a room. I was only allowed out to 
cook, wash the clothes or attend school. 

 
After three months, we moved into our own rental and despite having no furniture or belongings, 
I felt freer. Many Macedonians would often come together at events, which allowed me to meet 
many new friends. I finally felt a sense of familiarity; a little bit of home. 

 
After spending a year at a language school, I attended Perth Modern School. I studied during the 
day and worked at night to help my parents pay for a house they bought. After graduating from 
high school, I temporarily returned to Macedonia with my mother to help rebuild the home we 
left behind. Renovating our home was a way of moving on and getting past painful memories of 
my late brothers. I couldn't help but notice how dusty and old everything looked   compared   
to   Australia.   But   being   back   there   reminded    me    of    how    much    I    loved    my home 
because people enjoyed their lives more and seemed happier. I decided to stay indefinitely and 
enrolled in an English course at the University of Skopje. 

 
During my time back in Macedonia, I married my now husband and he came back to Australia 
with me. Soon after, I gave birth to our first child. But, two years later, my husband wanted to 
return to Macedonia because he didn’t like it here. We spent many years moving back and forth 
between the two countries, unable to decide where we belonged. I have lived in Australia for 40 
years and still find myself comparing it to Macedonia. 

 
I continue to practice Macedonian traditions, which I have passed on to my children. They can speak 
Macedonia, eat traditional food and listen to the music. Macedonians are conservative people, 
which has translated into my life from the way I dress to the way I behave. I have experienced a 



 

hard life, which has allowed me to help others who have faced similar hardships. For years, I have 
helped Macedonians new to Australia, by offering them a place to stay until they find their feet. 
 
 Although I would prefer my children to marry into our culture, I do not demand or expect them to 
do so. There are many positive and negative aspects to b o t h  t h e  Macedonian   and   Australian   
cultures.   I   am   happy   to have experienced the best of both and am glad I could provide the same 
for my children. 

 
I am glad my children and grandchildren have and will grow up in Australia, which I consider the 
greatest country in the world. I feel Australia will give them the greatest chance at success and 
happiness than any other country in the world. Although my life is now in Australia, I will continue to 
visit Macedonia as long as I am able. 

 
RISTANA STAVRESKA 
Macedonia 

 

 



 

TRAJANKA KOVACEVSKI 

Macedonia 

 



 

 

My journey to Australia, like many other migrants began when my husband first moved over to 
find work in 1968. It was a choice he had to make as employment opportunities were very 
limited in Macedonia. I stayed behind to finish my education, but one year later, my 3 year old 
son and I were reunited with my husband in Perth. 

 
Although my education meant I could easily find a job in Macedonia, it was a different story 
for my husband. It was easier for men to find work in Australia. It was a time when the country 
was developing, which was why I had to travel from Macedonia to Rome by train and then fly to 
Perth. 

 
When I first arrived, I was disappointed. For a while I was lonely and couldn’t speak English. I 
had no relatives or friends, only my husband and son to fill my day. As much as I loved them 
dearly, I missed the people I used to have around me in my home country and I missed the 
lifestyle I was so used to living. I had come from a good life in Macedonia. It was such a struggle 
here, both financially and socially, everything was terrible in the beginning. 

 
At first we were living in a share house with people who I found difficult to live with. The owner 
of the house had set specific rules and had given us limited flexibility and freedom which made 
life harder. She would often lock away shared items so we never knew what was available to us. 

 
Someone introduced my husband and me to the Yugoslavian consulate. They were very useful 
and helped me find a job at a travel agency. I learnt how to fill in forms and how things 
worked in Australia. I was also enrolled in an English courses on St. Georges Terrace, through 
the Immigration Department which helped me a lot. I continued attending English classes so I 
could socialise with people outside of the   Macedonian   community, including people in 
shopping centres and my work colleagues. 

 
In 1970, my daughter was born. We had started to settle in Australia but it wasn’t until an 
extremely difficult time in our lives that I began to feel welcome and as if this city was my 
new home. On the December 19, 1973 my daughter was in a road accident. I was at work 
whilst my little girl was with a baby sitter. I discovered she was in hospital in a serious condition 
and needed surgery immediately. We had barely any time to think and there was a very small 
chance she would pull through. The doctors and staff at Princess Margaret Hospital were very 
good and thankfully she was ok. After the operation, she needed years of physical and 
occupational therapy and had to learn the basics from scratch. But it was because of the doctors 
here in Australia that I still have my daughter. She has grown into a beautiful young woman and 
has two children of her own. 

 
Although this was such a difficult time in my life, those around me were so supportive. It is in 
times of crisis you realise you’re not alone. Friends I’d made in Perth, strangers and others were 
so compassionate. This was the first time in Australia I felt like I had people with me. Friends’ can 
sometimes be even better than your relatives. 

 
My husband and I decided to establish a Macedonian Community Centre to create a place where 
people from our home country could come together. I was once lost and new in Australia too, 
so this was my chance to help those like myself settle into Perth. We helped them find jobs and 
assisted with interviews. 

 



 

My husband always missed our home country and never felt settled here like I did. In 1980, 
my husband was sick so we decided to move back to Macedonia.  We built a big house and 
stayed there for 15 years. Both my children married in Macedonia but one by one they moved 
back to Perth with their families. They felt the same about Australia as I did, it’s our home. We 
went back and forth a few times with the children but never permanently. 15 years ago, whilst we 
were in Macedonia, my husband passed away. There was no need for me to stay there anymore, 
so I finally came home to Perth. The only thing from Macedonia I miss is my brother and sister. 

 
I have always loved Perth but now, most of all, it is my grandchildren and the Australian lifestyle 
which hold me here. I still cook Macedonian dishes, especially every Sunday for my family. I’ve 
taught my granddaughters how to cook traditional food so it won’t be forgotten in my family. 
The Macedonian language is another aspect of my heritage I can’t let go of. I have ensured my 
grandchildren can speak it so they can identify themselves in some way as Macedonian. 
 
I’ve been lucky with what it’s offered me and what it’s offered my family. If I was in Macedonia, 
my daughter wouldn’t have lived and my grandchildren wouldn’t be able to finish university. 
Australia will always be my home now. 

 
TRAJANKA KOVACEVSKI 
Macedonia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

TRENA SPASEVSKA 

Macedonia 

 

 



 

 

 

My husband was in Australia for 2 years before my 3 year old son and I moved here. It was 1971 
and I was ready for a change. Living in Macedonia was always hard for me. My mother died when 
I was just 6 years old, and my then 14 year old sister was expected to take over the household 
responsibilities. She looked after my seven siblings and I while our father worked on a farm. It was 
very primitive at the time; we had cows and horses and grew whatever we could. 

 
In 1967, when I visited my uncle who lived in another village, he told me he had a nice boy for 
me. I quickly dis- missed the suggestion and told him I wasn’t interested.  But one day, the boy   
came to   my   uncle’s house and we began to talk. I soon realised we shared a very similar life 
journey. We both grew up without one of our parents and were both unprivileged and poor. Our 
friendship was instant and three weeks later we were married. My son was born a year later, 
and was only a couple of months old when my husband left for Australia to work. Our only way 
of communicating was through letters, so I missed my husband very much. 

 
When I first arrived in Australia, I found everyone to be very lovely and happy. I first started 
working in a chicken factory, then later worked in a fish market. The work was easy and I enjoyed 
both jobs because everyone I worked with was extremely pleasant and helpful. A lot of migrants 
worked in factories at the time and I still remain friends with people I met from my first places 
of employment in the country. After some  time  I decided  to  start my own business, so we 
opened a fish and chips shop, which later expended to a lunch bar and takeaway store. I was 
very happy as I was earning money and had my family and friends around me. 

 
I have returned to Macedonia almost a dozen times, and I do still feel it's my home. My children 
speak Macedonian and I speak the language to my grandchildren. Hearing them speak 
Macedonian makes me feel so happy and proud of them, and I'm glad I can continue to bring 
my culture to them. My children go back to Macedonia every couple of years. They both married 
Macedonian’s in Australia and had traditional weddings with 500 guests. 

 
When I arrived in Australia, people didn't have many possessions, but they were happy.    
Nowadays, people have everything they could want, but do not seem as happy. I believe family 
and neighbours are very important. I spend every Christmas with my neighbours and believe they 
are a vital part of a healthy life. I still work and am very active within the Macedonian community, 
as well as multicultural agencies such as Ishar. I look after my grandchildren, work on our farm 
with my husband, and cook and preserve products which are sold in small stores. I see myself 
continuing my busy lifestyle into the future. 

 
I feel like I have made a great journey. My grandchildren love hearing the stories of my hard life 
on the farm when I was growing up and always ask ‘Baba, how many sheep were there? How 
many chickens? And eggs?’ I feel as though my life has come full circle, and I am grateful for all 
that I have. I know how it feels to have a life and how it feels not to. If I can give, I will, as it gives 
me great pleasure to help people in need. 

 
TRENA SPASEVSKA 

  Macedonia 
 

 



 

MARIAM ASHRAT 

Afghanistan 

 

 



 

I was born in Afghanistan and travelled to Kabul after high school to study Law and Political Science 
at university. I experienced many years of happiness in Afghanistan with my husband and two sons, 
until we could no longer live there because of the fighting and risk to our lives. In 1985, we left 
as refugees and headed to India where my family and I lived for eight years. We hoped to return 
to our country, but the fighting escalated. 

 
Life as a refugee was difficult and became more challenging in a third world country like India.  
We experienced great difficulties, and although I have tried to forget them, many do not escape me. 

 
In 1994, my family and I left for Australia after being granted humanitarian refugee visas. At the 
time, I was 39 years old and my sons were both teenagers. When we arrived at the airport, we 
were welcomed by an immigration officer who said, “Welcome to paradise”. I still remember his 
face and the happiness I felt when he said those words. My husband's family friend was living in 
Australia and met us at the airport. Seeing familiar faces made us feel less alone in a country we 
knew very little about. 

 
We stayed with family for several weeks until we eventually moved into state housing in Karawara. 
The unit was near a large park, surrounded by greenery and a beautiful big, blue sky. We were all 
so happy to be in such a clean environment. In those days, there was no settlement support 
which is available to refugees today. We had to start with the bare minimum and ask friends to 
help us buy a fridge and television. 

 
It was difficult in the beginning because everything was so different in Australia. 

 
The lifestyle, environment and language. But although we didn't know how to make plans or 
decisions, we were still very happy to be living in Australia. After two years, we felt we had 
settled into the country and become more financially stable. 

 
I had a lot of support from the Red Cross, who helped me reconnect with my family back home. In 
1994, I lost all con- tact with my family after an airport in Afghanistan was attacked and damaged. 
I will never forget the relief I felt after hearing they were okay. 

 
I was able to develop a strong professional network through volunteering with several agencies 
such as CLAN in Victoria Park, the Red Cross, Communicare, Austcare and many others. My work 
with these agencies included helping new arrival refugees settle into Perth. I began to work as a 
bilingual worker with Relationships Australia, Metropolitan Migrant Resource Centre, CLAN and the 
Red Cross and then became a registered interpreter. I also worked as a volunteer for UNHCR for 
six years. I worked as a settlement worker and Community Development Officer for Metropolitan 
Migrant Resource Centre, specifically with the Afghan community for over 5 years. I still help many 
refugees who are new to Perth and continue to work as an interpreter on a casual basis. I am also 
a member of Orphan Aid, which allows me to support orphanages as well as supplying food and 
clothing to women and children throughout Afghanistan. Through working, I was able to help my 
family financially, as well as being able to travel home to Afghanistan to visit them. 

 
I have now been in Australia for twenty years. I still live with my husband and sons, but have since 
moved to another suburb. We all love Australia, especially after what we experienced in India. In 
the words of the airport immigration officer, we were truly welcomed into paradise all those years 
ago. I love how Australia is so green, with so many different landscapes and a lot of beautiful 
beaches. But although I now consider Australia to be my home, I still feel a strong connection to 
Afghanistan. I continue to hold our traditions and often cook Afghani food for my family. In Australia, 



 

my entire family have been able to attend an English language course and my children are still 
studying, which there was no hope in Afghanistan or India. Australia has provided us not just with 
opportunities but a feeling of safety and peacefulness. 
 

 I hope in the future, the world is able to forget about borders and differences and realise we are 
all the same. Our cultural and historical differences have the ability to create a lot of distance 
and separation between us. I believe we are all equal and we need to encourage unity throughout 
the world. 

 
MARIAM ASHRAT 

  Afghanistan



 

NASIM KHAMSEH 

Ira n 

 



 

Right from the start, Perth seemed like a very peaceful city, nothing like Tehran which was active 
and lively 24 hours a day. I was 37 when I migrated to Australia four years ago for a healthier, 
safer and freer life. I moved from Iran with my husband and daughter, and had no friends or family 
in all of Australia. 

 
I had a difficult time adapting to the Australian society at first, which I assumed was because of my 
physical appearance and the way I spoke. I had a strong accent and dark features, and it was clear 
I was not from Australia. We en- rolled my daughter at Highgate Primary School and found a 
house nearby. My husband worked long hours as he settled into his new job. But for me, this 
meant no communication or interaction, which made me feel very alone. My  only  outing  
was shopping  and taking  my  daughter  to  school. This loneliness soon developed in- to six 
months of severe depression. 

 
Although I still often feel like a stranger in Australia, I have come to understand my experiences 

and skills are useful and that I can apply what I know to help others. After one year in Australia, 
I volunteered with ASeTTS and became part of a women's group, which was a new network I 
really enjoyed. I soon became interested in working with women from   multicultural   
backgrounds   on   a   voluntary   basis.   My   involvement   started   as   an interpreter and I now 
teach a group of women to use the internet and other basic computing skills. I also study 
community services and have become too busy to stay home and feel sorry for myself. 

 
When I think of  my  childhood and  my  home  country,  my  memory is  of the  Iran-Iraq  war. 
For eight years, we destroyed each other's homes and killed each other's people. Everyone had 
weapons and used them squarely. There were tragic battles between families and neighbours, 
which most townspeople were involved in. And what was the result? The endless violence, 
scathing women and children, and vindictive, angry men. In the last year of the war, I was 15. 
Most people were tired of war. Recalcitrance of the Iranian regime had lost all of the country’s 
resources. 

 
Since moving to Australia, my husband, daughter and I decided to visit Iran every two years to 

spend time with our friends and family. In 2012, we returned for the first time and noticed it was 
the people who had changed the most. Young people had become more rebellious, which makes 
me believe my daughter is better off in Australia. 

 
I still hold onto my traditional beliefs and values, however I no longer participate in religious 

ceremonies. In my family, we continue to celebrate national Iranian holidays and try to preserve 
and encourage cultural difference. By doing this, we still feel connected to our home country. 
We all speak our language at home, while at the same time try to fit in with the Australian 
culture. 

 
Women in Iran are restricted in what they can do, whereas Australian women are given the same 

opportunities as men. However, I have experienced difficulties finding a job because I am not 
yet fluent in English. I still lack confidence with people, which is why I do not have many friends 
in Australia. 

 
I think Australia is like a crazy quilt: beautiful and precious and created from all immigrants who 

have moved here to find a better life. I believe we can all make an agreement, no one can claim 
superiority over another and feel they have more of a right to be called an Australian than anyone 
else. 

 



 

For my daughter and my family, I hope for health, success and satisfaction. For Australia, I hope 
for peace, prosperity and justice. I hope we can learn to appreciate the blue sky, the cleanliness 
of the air, the natural resources of the country and be kinder to mother earth. 

 
In  my  life,  I  play many  roles; mum,  wife,  daughter,   student,   teacher,   boss, and   employee.   
Each   of them evoke different aspects of my personality and  require  a  different  set  of 
behaviours  and  responsibilities. Although I still require more knowledge to keep the roles 
balanced, they make me the woman I am to- day, Nasim. 

 
NASIM KHAMSEH 

  Iran 



 

 

SHAHLA HAIDARY 

Iran 

 



 

I left Iran over fears I'd be prosecuted because of my Baha’i faith. My husband escaped to Pakistan, 
where my three children and I met him after two months. It was difficult to travel alone with my 
children and I felt very unsafe. 

 
Once we arrived in Pakistan, we successfully applied for refugee visas through the United Nations. 

In 1989, my family and I made the journey to Australia as refugees. We dreamt of living in Australia 
in search for a better future for our children. I was excited, nervous and hopeful to start a fresh 
life in a new place. My brother-in-law met us at the air- port, and his familiar face instantly made 
me feel at ease. We lived with him and his family for two weeks because we arrived in Australia 
with very little money. We eventually found somewhere to live and relied on government support 
to buy furniture, clothing and food. 

 
My first few months of living in Australia were extremely difficult, and were even more challenging 

because I couldn't speak English. I found it very hard to find a job because of the communication 
barrier. But while it wasn't easy to adapt to the language and culture in Australia, I realised our 
faith was quite the same. My religion was always quite westernised, therefore integrating into 
the Australian society was pleasant in that sense. 

 
Australian's were very welcoming, kind and friendly. I attended English lessons to increase my 

chances of getting a job. Once my English had improved, I began to volunteer at the Edmund Rice 
Centre to help women from a variety of cultures migrate into the community. I am still employed 
at the centre and assist with a weekly women's group which conducts cooking classes, arts and 
crafts, and hairdressing. I have worked at the centre for twelve years now and have gain a lot 
of satisfaction through helping others. I also attending a sewing group at Ishar Multicultural 
Women's Health Centre, where I produce a lot of traditional Iranian clothing and hope to one day 
find work as a seamstress. 

 
It took me many years to feel entirely settled into Australia. It was after I was introduced to a large 

Baha’i community that I began to feel more comfortable in the country. I instantly felt a sense of 
support and knew I wasn't alone. I believe certain communities are like family, which is what I felt 
with this particular group, and it didn't take long for me to realise I could rely on them for anything 
I needed. 

 
Since living in Australia, I have visited Iran twice. Both times were to see my ill mother who has 
now sadly passed away. When I returned, it felt like a completely different place to the one I had 
left behind. The rules of entering the country were more strict and rigid and I no longer felt 
welcome or safe in the place I once called home. With my sister and her children having moved to 
Perth, I feel there is no reason for me to return to Iran. 

 
While Australia has been my home for the past twenty five years, it hasn't stopped me from holding 

onto my Iranian culture. I continue to celebrate Iranian holidays, cook traditional food and enjoy 
traditional dance. My husband and I still speak Iranian at home and while our children know the 
language, they do not speak it fluently. I believe there is a shadow of our roots with our children. 

 
For the future, I hope my children feel happiness, contentment and love for their constant 

companion. For Australia, I hope empathy, love, patience and kindness can make for a harmonious 
country. 

 
Australia has helped me become more open minded and allowed me to move on from the narrow 
way of thinking I once possessed in my home country. I have been able to gain many new 



 

experiences in Australia, which have allowed me to grow as a person. But while I enjoy my life 
in this country, I always look back on my past in Iran with fond memories. Although Australia is 
my home, Iran is definitely my heart. 

 
SHAHLA HAIDARY 

  Iran 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Conclusion 

 

As can be seen, from these stories of migration, there are some common themes in how 
these women managed their transition to a life in Australia. 

Many emigrated without particular expectations and took up menial employment due to 
their lack of English language skills. Others were fortunate in being able to re-educate 
themselves to gain qualifications comparable to those they had achieved in their country 
of origin. All had experiences and stories to tell of settlement in a new and often very 
different society. For some women the struggle to accommodate the massive changes in 
their lives continues.  For others Australia has provided the answer to their needs. 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 



 



 

 


