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Dedicated to the me who danced with disasters and made them art.




This book is a memoir, based on the author’s recollections of real experiences. While the events and characters are based on actual events, some names and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals. Some dialogue and events may have been reconstructed or condensed for narrative purposes.





PROLOGUE



I wake to the most intense burning sensation. The pain is like nothing I’ve ever felt in my life. There is a loud bang and then more intense pain. I’ve been shot in the face. It must be a home invasion. I’m in so much pain. I think I’m going to die. I probably have only minutes to live.

Men dressed in helmets and riot gear storm my bedroom. Pistols are strapped to their thighs and they each carry a semi-automatic assault rifle. It takes me a moment to work out what is happening. It’s not a dream. Someone wants our patch and they’ve come to knock us.

With the muzzle of his assault rifle, one of the men clears out what is left of the glass from the bay window, then steps inside. He yells at me to put my hands on my head. I don’t move, I simply stare at him. The pain is agonising. He comes closer and points his gun at my head, pressing it hard into my skull and screaming at me to show him my hands.

Oh fuck. It’s not another crew come to claim our territory. It’s the police. We’ve been pinched.

I look at my hand. It’s like minced meat. I have no elbow; it is all hanging out. My white T-shirt is a mess of red, and there is blood and gore everywhere. I try to drag my arms up so that he won’t shoot. I am completely blind in one eye and can barely see out of the other.

I look up at the copper and yell at him. ‘Call… me… an… ambulance.’



I come to, in the resuscitation room of Hervey Bay Hospital. The clock on the wall reads twenty minutes past seven.

A young doctor appears by my bedside. ‘We’re probably going to have to amputate your hand,’ he says.

I look down. My hand is deep purple, nearly black. Amputation seems like a foregone conclusion. ‘Okay,’ I reply automatically.

The doctor observes me as he explains the procedure. ‘We’ll relocate your wrist first. Then we’ll see what we can do about the hand. With a bit of luck, we just might be able to save it.’

The doctor disappears and I become aware of two police detectives. They are perched on the bed opposite me. The older one, a brunette, is whispering into her mobile phone. The younger one, a blonde, is scribbling notes on a pad of paper.

The brunette ends her call, then moves in close beside my bed. She reads aloud from her colleague’s notepad.

‘Felicia Djamirze, you are charged that between the first day of November 2015 and the ninth day of February 2016 in the state of Queensland you carried on the business of unlawfully trafficking in the dangerous drug, namely methylamphetamine,’ she says.

I stare at them. Again, I have no words. I am still in the resuscitation room; I am not going anywhere. You’re charging me? I think. After what you’ve done to me?

‘This is a fucking joke,’ I say.

The brunette nods at her colleague and they come at me like vultures. They prise the diamond studs from my ears and unclasp my ruby necklace; then they cut my ruby engagement ring from my right hand with surgical pliers.

My face distorts in pain. The doctor and nurses are nowhere to be seen. My engagement ring has melted and twisted from the heat of the blast, and the solitaire stone – my beautiful natural 6 carat ruby, the only one of its kind in Australia – has cooled like a pool of lava on my skin. The brunette mutters something about ‘procedure’ and keeps on cutting. Her cutting action piles pain on top of pain. I watch her drop my ruined ruby into an evidence bag, then she and her colleague leave the room.

For the first time, I am alone. In this moment, I realise my whole world has changed. My parents are a thousand kilometres away in Sydney, and my fiancé, Dean, is nowhere to be seen. My phone has been confiscated and I cannot call anyone. I can only imagine where Dean is – in the police watchhouse, a place far worse than jail, infested with cockroaches that would be running over his face as he sleeps. And me? What will happen to me? I’ve been a beauty queen and a bikini model, and I’ve made the most of my looks for as long as I can remember. My hand flutters up to my face, my hair. I have no eyelashes and my scalp is red raw and singed. I cannot see myself, but I know how bad it must be. And now I’m going to lose my hand. Fuck, I’m going to be Felicia, the drug trafficker with a hook hand. And that’s only the half of it. Chances are, by the end of the day, I’ll be in jail too.




CHAPTER ONE WELCOME TO BLACKTOWN



Like anyone with a colourful past, I have been known by many names. I’m known as Felicia D’Jamirze and Felitciana Zsha’ Mirzze. To my lovers, I was the Fox. To my father, Koonya. But in telling you this story, I want you to know my real name, the real me. I was born Felicia Djamirze, at Blacktown Hospital in Sydney’s western suburbs, in January 1988. For as long as I can remember, I’ve been chasing a way out.

My mother, Brenda Evans, remembers the day of my birth as one of the most traumatic of her life. Childbirth in those days was women’s business, and she laboured for eleven hours, alone except for the screams of other women. ‘I was in so much pain I nearly broke the handle off the bed,’ she says. ‘I thought, Why are all those other women screaming? It wasn’t in my nature.’

My big Russian father, Yuri, arrived later in the day. He was scared to hold me, even though I was a large baby. ‘Will she break?’ he asked Brenda.

My mother smiled at him. ‘She is your daughter,’ she said, passing the bundle over the bedrail. ‘She is strong like you. She will not break.’

‘Moya prekrasnaya doch,’ he murmured. (‘My beautiful daughter.’)

When Yuri returned to the hospital the following day, my feet were cold and tinged blue. ‘Is she turning black?’ he asked my mother, panicked.

Throughout Brenda’s pregnancy, there’d been talk in the family that she might give birth to a black baby. Her father, Sydney, was dark-skinned, the grandson of an African-American slave named James Evans. James Evans escaped slavery in Kentucky in the 1850s and travelled by ship to Australia to join the gold rush. Had he been caught the penalty would have been death, but he rolled the dice anyway. Brenda’s maternal great-grandmother, Maud, was also dark-skinned, but no one thought to ask why. It wasn’t until many years later, when I was in my mid-thirties, that we discovered Maud was a Wiradjuri and Kamilaroi woman.

Yuri’s family only knew about Brenda’s father, Sydney. As one of seven brothers, Yuri had been the only one to bring an Australian woman home. There was already enough tension between Brenda and Yuri’s mother, Mama Starshaya (translation: Mother Senior). Yuri laughed off his brothers’ taunts but privately the idea troubled him. A black baby would really let the goat into the garden, he thought.

Brenda again pressed me into his arms – a beautiful fair-skinned baby girl with a fine fuzz of strawberry-blonde hair and big green eyes – and Yuri felt a rush of tenderness: love, awe and fear all at once. He doted on me and called me Docha. He also called me Koonya, a made-up name, a pet name, and one my family still calls me today.

It took Brenda and Yuri two months to agree on my official name. Until then, I was called Madam X. If ever a name was fitting, it was this.



When I was just a few days old, my parents took me home – to 9 Debby Way, Toongabbie. Our street was a cul-de-sac, lined with identical two-storey terrace houses, all owned by the Department of Housing. It was about an hour’s drive north-west of the Sydney CBD, in the City of Blacktown.

Of the dozen houses in Debby Way, my extended Russian family lived in five. Yuri, Brenda, my half-sister Aminette (or Chiba, as everyone called her) and I lived in number nine. Mama Starshaya lived across the road. My auntie Medeya, her husband, Wojciech, and daughter, Valentina, were two doors down; my uncle Michial, his wife, Natasha, and their three children were on the other side, and my uncle Viktor, his wife, Tatiana, and their four children neighboured my grandmother. Another three sisters and four brothers, all unmarried, lived with Mama Starshaya.

The Blacks’ town – as it was originally known – sprung up after a colonial land grant to Indigenous Australians in the 1820s. It was also home to the Black Town Native Institution, a boarding school that took Aboriginal children forcibly from their homes. The school was involved in one of the first waves of stolen generations in Australia – the enforced removal of children from their families, an appalling practice that still casts a long shadow over Australia’s history, and my own family’s.

The suburbs in Blacktown are some of Australia’s most disadvantaged. For all of Sydney’s glittering beaches and harbourside charm, Blacktown is not beautiful. It has a busy high street, a train station and a commuter carpark with a six-foot-high chain-wire fence. In summer, the plane trees add a splash of colour. In winter, when they lose their leaves, it’s bleak.

Our housing commission estate was unusual for Sydney, just a couple of streets on the edge of an otherwise quiet, leafy neighbourhood. In other parts of Sydney, housing commission spreads as far as the eye can see. Even so, Debby Way was unmistakably ‘houso’. Every house was a carbon copy of the next – same concrete driveway, same small concrete porch, same depressing brown brick and ugly yellow trims. Sliding glass doors led onto the living areas downstairs, and there were little hopper windows on the upstairs bedrooms.

My parents worked hard to make our houso a home. They painted it, put up wallpaper and hung framed photographs everywhere. My father, a gyprocker, knocked up a hallway, to make a more private living area downstairs. He planted an avocado and a mulberry tree and a pair of flowering macadamia trees. Out the back, he put down pavers so I could ride my bike.

Our neighbours did not treat their houses with the same care my extended family did. By the time I was in primary school, there were old cars, mattresses and rusted-out bikes shoved against fences. Anything broken was left on the footpath – washers, dryers, fridges. Grass grew long and ugly. Fences were tagged with graffiti. My house-proud family turned a blind eye to it. At the time, I didn’t know anything different. But as I got older, I came to hate it.

Despite living on Struggle Street, our neighbours on Debby Way were good people. There was a Lebanese family with six kids, an Australian single mum with two Pacific Islander kids, and a few other families down on their luck. My best friend was Little Abraham, who lived next door. He and his family had fled the Lebanese Civil War. His mother would make us sfouf, a Middle Eastern semolina cake made with turmeric and tahini, and we would eat it in their kitchen. I looked forward to that cake. It was so different from the rich Russian honey cake, or medovik, that my grandmother made, or the pavlovas and sponge cakes my mother made. When I ate it, it gave me a glimpse into another world. Sometimes his mother would fire up a little barbecue and cook us sliced potatoes sprinkled with salt over the coals.

Little Abraham and I were inseparable. We ranged all over the street, and made games out of sticks and rocks. We scavenged the raw materials for our fun from our neighbours’ gardens and the tops of their garages. Little Abraham had grown up in refugee camps, and he knew how to make something from nothing. He had witnessed the impacts of war but you wouldn’t have known it – he was happy, always smiling. His parents had told him how lucky he was to be growing up in Australia, and he had taken it to heart. It was accepted wisdom that growing up in Blacktown was better than growing up in war-torn Beirut.

One of the Pacific Islander kids spent most of his time on his bike, tearing around the streets. My mother and I still laugh about the time she nearly killed him. She was backing her car out of our driveway, with me in the passenger seat, when he flew out of an alleyway and down the footpath. He was peddling forwards and looking backwards over his shoulder, and he rode straight into her slow-moving bonnet. We watched him bounce off the fence and drop to the footpath, where he lay motionless.

‘Oh my god, I’ve killed him!’ Brenda wailed. ‘Felicia, should we call the cops?’

At the mention of the police, the boy was back on his bike and screaming down the street again. He was a kid with nine lives. There were a lot of kids like that in Blacktown.

Everyone who grows up in Blacktown has a story, but not all of them have a happy ending. At one point, the house opposite us was occupied by an older woman and her adult son. The son had twin girls, but he was separated from the girls’ mother and only saw them on weekends. He told my father, who by then was running a security firm, that he was interested in guns and asked if he could get him one. Yuri did as he was asked, and sold the man a small handgun.

‘Very good gun,’ said Yuri, showing him how to clean and load it. ‘Good investment.’

A few weeks later, the man took his girls to a nearby industrial estate. With the twins still strapped into their car seats, he fired a single bullet into each of their heads. Then he turned the gun on himself. Murder-suicides were not reported in those days. But my father never forgot it, and never forgave himself.

One crime that had been in newspapers was the brutal murder of Anita Cobby in 1986, two years before I was born. It remains one of the most shocking cases of rape-murder in Australia. Anita had entered beauty pageants as a teenager and in 1979, at the age of twenty, she won Miss Western Suburbs. An international modelling career beckoned but Anita instead chose to marry and become a nurse, like her mother. Despite her kind and careful nature, life was bittersweet for Anita. At the time of her death, she was estranged from her husband and living with her parents in her childhood home in Blacktown.

Friends remember her as someone who didn’t know how beautiful she was; in fact, she hated being judged on her looks. On the last day of her life, her colleagues remember her being wolf-whistled by a patient on her ward. She turned around and glared at him. ‘Wolf whistles are for dogs,’ she snapped.

Later that evening, Anita had dinner in the city with work friends. She came home after dark, on the late train to Blacktown. Usually she would have phoned her father from the train station and asked him to pick her up. But that night, the public phone had been vandalised, so she set off in the darkness to walk the two kilometres home.

She was walking alone along Newton Road when a gang of five men cruised past in a stolen Holden Kingswood. They had been drinking all afternoon and were high on weed. They slowed, stopped and dragged Anita into the car. They planned to steal her purse to pay for petrol, but one of them decided he ‘wanted her’. To avoid anyone seeing them, they drove to a lonely cow paddock, away from the main road, where they raped and bashed her. They planned to abandon her but the ringleader had a distinctive tattoo. Worried that she might identify him, he slit her throat. Anita’s fingers moved to her neck as her attacker drew the blade across. Several of her fingers were severed. She died minutes later.

Within three weeks, police arrested the five men. They were the Murphy brothers – Gary, Michael and Les – and two co-accused, John Travers and Michael Murdoch. At trial, all five were found guilty of kidnapping, robbery, sexual assault and murder. The sentencing judge jailed them for life, recommending their files be marked ‘never to be released’. The crime remains synonymous with Blacktown, and it lives on in the mind of any woman who grows up there.

I first heard Anita Cobby’s name when I was nine or ten. The Murphy brothers had lived at 9 Debby Way, and my parents got the house after the Murphys were evicted. Even before I knew Anita’s name, to me, the house was always haunted. Lights flicked on and off by themselves and water would sometimes spurt from the taps without anyone touching the levers. I would hear footsteps on the wooden steps even though there was no one walking on them. I always felt uncomfortable there, like something was not quite right. I would have done anything to leave that house.

My parents had the house regularly blessed, whether because of its past or simply due to religious practice, I’m not sure. A Russian Orthodox priest would move through each room, saying his prayers and flicking his oil. I was never sure whether the priest was meant to be blessing the living or the dead. As I got older, I used to say a prayer for Anita Cobby.



Sydney’s western suburbs were, and still are, the wrong side of the tracks. But in the 1980s and 1990s, they were considered safer and more prosperous than the homelands of Australia’s migrant communities. This was true for my Russian family too.

Like so many new Australians, war tore my family from our home. My paternal grandmother, Valentina Michaelovna Timonina, was captured in her home town of Mariupol (now in Ukraine) in 1941, during the German invasion of the Soviet Union. This invasion, called Operation Barbarossa, remains the largest land invasion in history. German troops moved into Mariupol, rounding up, killing and deporting thousands of people. Over the course of two days – 20–21 October 1941 – the Germans shot and killed all the Jews in Mariupol. On 21 November 1941, Mariupol was declared Jew-free. Before the war, about twenty per cent of the people in Mariupol were Jewish. In 2001, the city’s Jewish population sat at 0.2 per cent.

Valentina and her family were not Jewish, but when the Germans had finished exterminating the Jews, they seized all the able-bodied young men and women, forced them onto freight trains and dispatched them to work camps in Germany. Valentina was among them; it must have been her parents’ worst nightmare.

At the time, a rumour ran through Mariupol that the Germans would spare anyone who was sick. Healthy young women took off their clothes and beat themselves with stinging nettle branches, hoping to make themselves look like they had measles. But the Germans got wise to it, and took the women with ‘measles’ too. So Valentina tried another strategy – she lay down in the snow, hoping to get pneumonia. But she was a healthy, feisty teenager, and when the Germans came knocking, she had no choice but to obey. The young people of Mariupol were lucky – in many parts of Russia, the Germans simply shot and killed anyone who was sick or disabled.

Most accounts of World War II focus on the Nazi, Jewish and Allied losses. Russian forces were also decimated. A total of 27 million Russians lost their lives, including 8 million soldiers who fought on the front lines and 19 million civilians who endured unimaginable suffering. All three of Valentina’s brothers fought in the war – Nicolai was a submariner, and Dimitri and Zhora served in the infantry. Among all the nations involved in the conflict, the Soviet Union suffered the largest number of casualties, though the Cold War meant these numbers have been mostly forgotten.

In Germany, Valentina was taken to work in labour camps and factories. For a time she also worked as a maid for a wealthy German general. At his villa, she became friends with another Russian, a professional ballet dancer from Kharkiv, about 300 kilometres north of Mariupol. The dancer liked to practise her pirouettes down the general’s long corridor. One day, the general’s wife walked in early from her morning ride. Spotting the dancer mid-pirouette, the enraged Frau strode over, in her riding jodhpurs and knee-high boots, and kicked the dancer’s standing leg so hard that she went flying.

‘Raus, du Miststück!’ (‘Out, you piece of shit!’) the Frau spat at the fallen dancer.

Valentina, who’d witnessed the entire scene, marched over to her mistress and smacked her hard in the face.

The general’s wife spun around, clutching her stinging cheek. ‘Und du kannst auch abhauen!’ (‘And you can leave too!’)

She was so angry with Valentina that she ordered she be taken to a psychiatric clinic. The doctor who examined Valentina for signs of mental abnormality refused to admit her, saying that she needed to be institutionalised as much as he did.

Despite the close call, Valentina’s spirited ways continued in her next job, this time in a clothing factory. Witnessing the Chefin of the factory, its boss, bullying the workers, Valentina threw a large pair of dressmaking shears at her face. Fortunately for the Chefin – and Valentina – the scissors missed their target. Valentina kept her job, but the Chefin never took her eyes off her.

In that same factory, towards the end of the war, Valentina became involved in the underground movement. She smuggled pistols, cigarettes and compasses, which could be traded for extra food or medicine. But when the German military raided the women’s dormitory at her factory, she decided it was too dangerous to stay. A few hours later, once the guards had gone, she left her work station, put on her warm coat and exited the factory. She walked straight out the front gates, past the military guard and onto the main street without anyone noticing. She made it to a tram stop and boarded the next tram. Then she took a train into Austria.

How she did this – without any money and only the clothes on her back – is a mystery. What we do know is that she met my grandfather in Vienna at the beginning of 1945.

My grandfather was born Akhmetech Medzhidovich Djamirze in 1922 in Maykop, an oil-rich city in southern Russia’s Krasnodar region. The Krasnodar region lies to the north-east of the Black Sea coast, and is bordered by the western slopes of the Caucasus Mountains to the south. My grandfather’s birthplace is significant to our family because he is our link to our heritage as Circassians – an Indigenous ethnic people who were the ruling class from the Caucasus Mountains, with a distinct language and culture dating back to the Middle Ages. Many Circassians are Muslim, as my grandfather was. His ancestors were introduced to Islam when the Ottoman Empire moved into the Caucasus Mountains in the 16th century.

While my grandmother was street smart, my grandfather was book smart. He was fluent in his ethnic tongue Adyghe (West Circassian), as well as Russian, Turkish, Arabic, German, Italian and English. He came from a distinguished military family and graduated top of his year at school. After school, he studied at one of the best military academies in Russia. He was a gifted mathematician with a knack for reading plans and maps, and dreamed of being a mining engineer.

My grandfather was twenty when the Germans arrived at his town. He had not yet been mobilised as part of the Red Army. One night, he woke to the sound of German tanks and motorcycles advancing into the courtyard at his military academy. It was August 1942 and Germans had seized Krasnodar as part of their broader campaign in the southern Soviet Union. Also, Krasnodar was rich in oil. Just as they had in Mariupol the year before, they swept through the towns, murdering Jews and detaining able-bodied workers. Akhmetech never finished his education and would spend most of his life in manual labour.



If you asked my grandparents where they met, they would say: ‘At the Wurstelprater amusement park in Vienna.’ At any other time in history, this would conjure an image of a romantic young couple strolling through the parklands in central Vienna, eating pretzels and stealing kisses on the iconic Ferris wheel, the Wiener Riesenrad. But in 1945, Vienna was a city in turmoil. The Riesenrad still stood, hit by a bomb the previous year, and the rest of the city had also suffered extensive bombing at the hands of Allied forces. By early 1945, the Nazi regime in Vienna was collapsing, and the Soviet Red Army took the city, resulting in hand-to-hand combat and lawlessness on the streets. At the same time, thousands of refugees and displaced civilians descended on the city – people from Austria, Germany, Poland, Czechoslovakia and Hungary – all trying to find their way home.

We know nothing about how Valentina and Akhmetech actually met except that it was in a refugee camp in Vienna. They had both fled Germany and were now trying to get home – two people from completely different parts of Russia, united by their mother tongue and by the circumstances of war.

Valentina, by then a beautiful eighteen-year-old, showed her feisty nature early in their relationship. As the story goes, my grandparents were walking over a bridge, the Konstantinsteg in the Prater, as part of a large group of Soviets, all speaking Russian. A man approached the group and spoke menacingly to my grandmother.

‘Tebe povezlo, chto voyna zakonchilas’, potomu chto, yesli by ne konets voyny, my by zakhvatyvali takikh, kak ty, i vyrezali zvezdu na grudi,’ the man sneered. (‘You’re lucky that the war ended because if it wasn’t the end of the war we would capture people like you and carve a star in your chest.’)

My grandmother could hear by his accent and knew by the trident insignia on his clothing that he was a Bandera, a member of a far-right militia from the West Ukraine region. By then, having no tolerance for extremist politics, Valentina put one hand on his collar and another hand on his belt and, with incredible strength, hurled him off the bridge. It was her last act of resistance in the dying days of the war, and her small stand for a better world order.

Even with Valentina’s courage and Akhmetech’s intelligence, getting back to Russia was difficult for the young couple. Other Russians warned my grandparents that overland travel to Russia was impossible because the trains were not running and the roads were unsafe. Even if they made it, the new Soviet leader, Joseph Stalin, considered German prisoners of war to be enemies of the state. Valentina and Akhmetech might return home only to be sent to a prison or a gulag (forced-labour camp). Their best course of action was to travel down through Austria and on to Italy, from where they could return to Russia, once it was safe, by sea.

Akhmetech was able to arrange car travel to Italy but he had no money to pay the handler. He knew if he could convince his contact that he had money, his word would be as good as his bond. In a twist worthy of a spy thriller, Akhmetech arranged to meet his contact at the Hotel Sacher in Vienna. The hotel had suffered minimal damage, and was serving as the headquarters of the British forces. My grandfather arrived early, waited in the Cafe Sacher and ordered the cheapest item on the menu – a cup of black tea. When he saw his contact walking across the square, he stood quickly and moved from the cafe to the restaurant, on the other side of the hotel foyer. As the contact entered the lobby, my grandfather came sauntering out of the restaurant, clearing his teeth with a toothpick. My grandfather’s contact thought, Oh, he must be rich, he’s having a steak. And in the Hotel Sacher restaurant, no less. Which was exactly what my grandfather wanted him to think. A few days later, my grandparents were motoring their way down to Italy. It was the start of a long journey, which would ultimately end in Australia.

For the next five years, Akhmetech and Valentina were refugees on the move. First Italy, then Egypt, where my grandfather found work as a project manager at a sugar refinery. Then Lebanon, and Syria – wherever my grandfather could find work.

Along the way, a clutch of children were born. My grandparents’ eldest son, Alexander, or Safic, was born in Rome, in December 1945, in a hospital off the Piazza San Giovanni. My father, Yuri, was born in Reggio Emilia, near Bologna, in October 1947. Alick, the third son, was born in Damascus, Syria, in March 1950.

With Russia still unreachable by land or sea, and with two toddlers and a brand-new baby, Akhmetech and Valentina travelled to Genoa in 1950, and boarded the Italian migrant ship, the SS Surriento, bound for Melbourne, Australia. Why they chose Australia, we don’t know. But it was to be a decision that would alter my family’s lives forever.



New migrants to Australia in the 1950s were sent to the ‘Silver Cities’ – camps on former military bases, with accommodation quarters made from corrugated iron. The rows of iron shacks shone like silver in the harsh Australian sun. My grandparents and their three sons were sent first to the Bonegilla Migrant Camp, near Albury–Wodonga, aboard a Red Rattler diesel train, a journey of nearly eight hours. They spent a few weeks in Bonegilla, before Valentina and her boys were sent by bus to the Cowra Migrant Camp in western New South Wales. Akhmetech went to Sydney to work for the Department of Main Roads. The family was later reunited at Greta Migrant Camp near Newcastle, which was home to Slav and Baltic refugees. In those days, the Australian countryside was sparse and brown. Refugee accommodation was basic – no heating or cooling and no insulation, and no internal doors for privacy or security. Post-war Australia must have been a terrible shock, even for my intrepid grandmother.

Still, my grandparents, with their keen ear for languages, made friends easily at Greta. The Greta camp operated between 1949 and 1960 – and was home to as many as 100,000 refugees. When my grandparents arrived, in late 1950 or early 1951, the camp’s population was 10,000 – there were refugees from Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Ukraine, Yugoslavia, Russia, Poland, Hungary, Germany, Austria and Italy. Between them, they could have had a conversation with just about anyone – Arab, Pole, Czech, Italian, Russian, Turk, German or Englishman. Five more children were born to Valentina and Akhmetech at Greta – two girls, Zifira and Mayret, and three more boys, Viktor, Michial and Nikolai.

My uncle Safic remembers relative calm between ethnic groups in the camp, because everyone had been through the same terrible ordeals. ‘Australia called us migrants. But we were true refugees,’ he says. ‘The Europeans who fled to Australia were either captured on the battlefield or plucked from their homes forcefully. We were all people who had fought to defend our country. And we came to Australia ready to build a new nation, most of us with an education and at least a couple of languages under our belt.’

Indeed, refugee hands built modern Australia. My grandfather worked on the Snowy Hydro, on the construction of Parramatta Road, and in the sugar cane fields in Far North Queensland. My grandmother cleaned offices while her children were at school. Meanwhile, Yuri and his brothers had adventures: they pinched passionfruit growing on neighbouring fences, bought fresh honeycomb with a shilling from the corner shop, foraged for mushrooms and outran wild dogs. Yuri would dazzle me with these stories when I was young, and they became mythic, like something out of a book.

Yuri and my uncles remembered their early years in Australia as a happy time. ‘The land of milk and honey,’ Yuri used to say.



Incredibly, in 1957, the Djamirzes returned to Russia. Valentina was homesick and Stalin was gone. It was fifteen years since she had been captured by the Nazis in Russia, and in those years she’d had eight children. Her parents were getting old and she was desperate to see them.

It was so unusual for migrant families to return to their communist homelands that a wire service journalist from the Australian Associated Press interviewed them on their way home. The Canberra Times ran the article on 5 August 1958.


RUSSIAN FAMILY ON WAY HOME FROM AUSTRALIA

NEW YORK, Monday (A.A.P.)

A husband and wife who met as Soviet displaced persons during World War II, arrived in England yesterday on their way back to Russia from Australia with their eight children, United Press International reported.

Achmetech Dzamirze [sic], 34, said he and his wife, Valentina, were returning to Russia ‘because we want to’.

‘Nobody is making us. We feel we shall be better off in the Soviet Union.’

In NSW, the husband worked in a camp for European immigrants.

‘The Australian people are very nice, but accommodation in the camp was not good,’ he said.

The six boys and two girls born during their travels are aged from one to 12 years.





I can only guess how Valentina felt when she arrived back in Mother Russia. The standard of living in the USSR in the 1960s was desperately poor, much poorer than Valentina knew or remembered. History records about 40 per cent of the urban working class lived below the poverty line. There were shortages of meat, vegetables, soap, shoes and medicine. The large gracious apartment buildings that, pre-revolution, had been home to the wealthy industrial families like Valentina’s had been divided into communal flats. Five or six families shared a single bathroom and a single kitchen. People on regular salaries stood in long queues after work to get basics such as bread and milk. I wonder how long it took Akhmetech to regret his family’s decision.

The Djamirze family had their own apartment in Donetsk, where Valentina’s family was living, but the next decade was marked by food, clothing and housing shortages. Widespread famine brought hardships to the Russian people. Within a few years, the three teenage sons, Safic, Yuri and Alick, left school and went to work alongside their father, to bring in enough money for the growing family. At their father’s direction, they studied at night, and all went on to study at Donetsk University. Akhmetech, having lost his own chance at an education, was determined not to let the same thing happen to his sons. Meanwhile, another three children were born – a girl, Zarema, a boy, Vladimir, and the youngest girl, Medeya.

To mark the birth of her eleventh child in 1967, Valentina was presented with a solid gold medal known as Materi Geroini (Mother Hero). In a grim testament to the country’s poverty, the medal was stolen off her chest as she rode the bus home from the award ceremony.



After Stalin’s death in 1953, his successor, Nikita Khrushchev, relaunched Soviet socialism. As part of these efforts, the regime re-established boarding schools for children from large families, which aimed to train children to be good Soviet citizens. In Donetsk, the boarding schools took in children from poor and large families, as well as those from wealthy families and the sons and daughters of Soviet political leaders. Valentina and Akhmetech, now a family of thirteen, welcomed the support and good education.

Although he was only away from his parents a few short years, Yuri witnessed terrible things in that boarding school. The stories he shared with me will stay with me for my lifetime. One such story was the death of his best friend. Yuri and his friend were climbing on rafters on the ceiling of the bathhouse building. His friend hit his back on a light socket and was electrocuted. He fell from the rafters onto the bathhouse floor below. Yuri leaped to the ground and held the broken boy in his arms. His friend died in the boarding school infirmary.

There was also shocking sexual abuse there. Later, when Yuri was much older, he and a friend returned to the boarding school and lured the predator into the woods. They grabbed him, one by the feet and the other by the arms, and broke his back against a tree. As Yuri told the story, they left the predator there to die.



Just as Valentina had longed for Russia, by the 1970s her three eldest children were homesick for Australia. Safic, Yuri and Alick saw the poverty in Russia and decided there had to be more opportunity for them in Australia. One night, Safic had a dream, which Valentina took to a priest to be interpreted. ‘There is an uprising coming, trouble ahead,’ the priest said. The family agreed they would save as much money as they could to send Safic ‘home’. The plan was for him to find work, and then bring everyone back to Australia.

Leaving the USSR in 1974 was not easy. The Soviet regime kept tight control over emigration, and citizens needed official permission
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