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Mariloly Reyes and Dana Vukovic 

Dana has been living in Adelaide for more than 50 years. She left her 
home country of Serbia (Yugoslavia, as it was at the time) and arrived in 
Australia in July 1962, when she was 23 years of age. 

Loly (Mariloly) left Venezuela in February 2011 at the age of 26. She 
didn’t feel safe in Venezuela, so she left her home country in search of 
safety for herself and her husband. 

By contrast, Dana came to Australia because she wanted to travel 
extensively and to learn English. She said, “I guess I was a bit 
adventurous. I just wanted to go and see places, so I thought that the 
best way to do it was to join the Department of Foreign Affairs. So I went 
with a friend who I was studying languages with to make some 
enquiries. I was speaking fluent French, Russian and other Eastern 
European languages and my friend was speaking Roman languages, 
but neither of us could speak any English, which was a requirement for 
working with the Department.” 

“We didn’t leave it at that though—we decided to explore our options 
further. There was a school of languages in Belgrade where I was 
already studying French, but I thought that it would be so much better to 
learn the language in an English-speaking country. My friend had some 

 

Do you want to share your experience or do you know someone who has an 
interesting story to tell, please contact the FECCA Office at 
admin@fecca.org.au  or call (02) 6282 5755 for more information. 

“When you move to 

a different country, 

you make that 

decision for your 

own benefit, but you 

still feel sad about 

leaving so many 

things behind you. 

The things that you 

miss the most are 

your family and your 

friends, because you 

know that they are 

not going to be next 

to you anymore, and 

they are the ones 

that you cannot 

replace.” 
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“I consider Australia to 

be my second home. It 

is not that I am 

consciously trying to 

make it that way, but it 

is rather natural. 

[…]There is a bond with 

this place.” 

relatives in England, so she 
went there. I didn’t have 
anyone so close, but I had an 
uncle who was living in 
Adelaide and who was very 
happy to help me move to 
Australia and to support me. I 
didn’t have any intentions to 
stay. I thought that one year 
would be sufficient for me to 
get to learn the language and 
the culture. And here I am still, 
more than 50 years later!”  

Special memories from your 
homeland 

Loly’s special memories are 
linked to her culture, her family 
and her friends. 

“It is very interesting when you 
move to a different country, 
because you make that 
decision for your own benefit, 
but you still feel sad about 
leaving so many things behind 
you. The things that you miss 
the most are your family and 
your friends, because you 
know that they are not going to 
be next to you anymore and 
they are the ones that you 
cannot replace.” 

Dana’s memories also relate to 
her family, her friends and her 
school days.  

“I think my youth was fantastic. 
After the war in the 1950s, 
everything was relatively 
peaceful and we really enjoyed 
our life. It was a fairly good 
lifestyle. I have a lot of happy 
memories and it is sort of hard 
to separate them.”  

“For me, it is a different 
situation because I didn’t come 
here as refugee. I came here 
by choice. Back in the 1960s 
one applied for a visa and was 
given a permanent visa. I don’t 
think that there was a tourist 
visa for Australia in those days. 

That makes me think about all 
the differences between what 
happens to people now and 
when I came here. But it still 
took me about a year to go 
through the health checks and 
other formalities through the 
embassy, before it was 
approved.” 

For Loly, Venezuela is the 
place where her cultural values 
are, and she regards it as her 
‘homeland’ because of this. 

“When I came to Australia, I 
didn’t know it was going to be 
so diverse. Because the way 
you see the world from back 
home is from a very different 
angle. I found it quite 
challenging in the first few 
years to preserve my religious 
values and to adapt them to 
the world I was living in. I didn’t 
have that many problems with 
the language itself, because I 
was still speaking Spanish with 
my husband at home and we 
decided that we would 
continue to do so if we were to 
have children as well. I think 
for me, the most challenging 
part was my religion and after 
two years of being in Australia, 
I felt like I had to go back and 
re-engage with the church. I 
decided that this was what I 
was raised with and that I 
didn’t need to change it. My 
husband and I agreed that at 
home, we should be the way 

we used to be back home, 
speaking our language and 
preserving our beliefs and 
values. That is the only way to 
cope with it.”  

For Dana, her homeland is 
where she was born and grew 
up. It is also where her family 
is, where she went to school 
and where her linguistic and 
cultural origins are. 

“My homeland is Serbia, but 
at the same time, having been 
here for such a long time and 
having my own family here, 
and my children, I consider 
Australia to be my second 
home. It is not that I am 
consciously trying to make it 
that way, but it is rather 
natural. I find that when I am 
coming back from overseas I 
am so glad to be back it is like 
coming home. There is a bond 
with this place. It is strange, 
because I guess that your 
homeland is where your family 
is. At the same time when I go 
back to Serbia and see my 
brother and other relatives 
and friends it is like I have 
never left.” 

“When I first arrived in 
Australia I was shocked and I 
had no idea of what to expect. 
I like to believe that I came 
here with an open mind. I 
assumed that Adelaide, being 
a city, and the capital city of 
South Australia, would be 
similar to where I came from. 
Back in Serbia I was studying, 
working part-time and having 
an active life. So I thought it 
was going to be a big city 
similar to the European cities. 
But then, we arrived in 
Melbourne the very next day 
and we caught a train to 
Adelaide and it shocked me! 
Melbourne gave me the 
impression of a big city, but 
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“When I told people about going to Australia, they were so 
shocked. They said that it was the end of the world and 
asked me why I would choose to go there […] but I was at a 
young age and I wanted adventure, I wanted to do things, I 
wanted to learn English, to work for the Department of 
Foreign Affairs and I wanted to travel. I had all these 
dreams.” 

Adelaide was like a smaller town 
back in Serbia, or the former 
Yugoslavia.” 

“It was a culture shock in many 
ways. Before I came here, 
people were telling me that there 
was no winter in Australia and 
that there was always summer, 
hot and sunny. So I left all my 
winter clothes with my friends 
back home. I came here in July 
and it was freezing. I only had a 
light coat and after two days, I 
had to go to the shops and buy a 
proper winter coat!” 

“Generally, there was not much 
information about Australia 
available to us. In school, we 
knew about how many sheep 
there were in Australia and 
about the agriculture and that 
was it.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“When I was told people that I 
was going to Australia, they 
were so shocked. They said that 
it was at the end of the world 
and asked why I would choose 
to go there. I was absolutely 
shocked. If I had more life 
experience, or if I was a bit older 
and wiser, I probably would not 
have attempted that trip, but I 
was at a young age and I 

wanted adventure, I wanted to do 
things, I wanted to learn English, 
to work for the Department of 
Foreign Affairs and I wanted to 
travel. I had all these dreams.”  

“The first several years or so 
were very difficult because I had 
to get used to a new country and 
I didn’t speak any English. I used 
to get on the bus, and if someone 
was trying to speak to me, which 
they did, because people were 
very friendly, I would just get up 
and get off the bus two or three 
stops earlier and walk the rest of 
the way! I was able to understand 
some of the conversations, but I 
was not brave enough to speak.”   

“One day, I was on the bus and 
the lady next to me started 
chatting and I said, “I’m sorry, but 
I don’t speak English. I can 
understand you, but I can’t 
speak”. But she reassured me 
and told me that I was not too 
bad. She started talking to me. I 
always had a dictionary with me 
but she suggested that I just start 
speaking. I complained that I 
didn’t know the grammar, but she 
told me that I didn’t need the 
grammar and that I only needed 
to put some words together and 
she would understand. From that 
moment on, because that woman 
encouraged me to just throw 
words together, I eventually got 
more courageous and I started 
to speak.”  

Loly, too, suffered a culture 
shock when she arrived in 
Australia. 

“Not because of the small 
country towns but because we 
didn’t have enough information 
about Australia in general. 
Probably now it is a bit different, 
but back then, we only knew 
about kangaroos and that was 
it!”  

“Another thing was the weather. 
I came from Venezuela where 
we only have two seasons, 
summer and a mild autumn, 
without any winter at all. I wasn’t 
used to changing my clothes 
according to the weather. I 
came in February when it was 
supposed to be warm, but that 
year, it got very cold, and like 
Dana, we obviously didn’t have 
appropriate clothes. The 
temperature was about 20 
degrees, but I was used to 40! I 
was freezing and I had to buy 
new clothes. Now, I really enjoy 
the cold weather!”  

“Another thing that shocked me 
was the diversity. You can find 
so many different people here. 
People speak so many 
languages and come from so 
many different cultures and 
countries that I didn’t even know 
existed. I found it amazing how 
everything comes together. It 
doesn’t matter where you’re 
from, but you make it work. I 
was able to speak English but 
my husband didn’t, so for him, 
language was a bit of a 
challenge. I guess for me it was 
just a big change in general.” 

“Another thing that 
shocked me was the 
diversity. You can find so 
many different people 
here. People speak so 
many languages and 
come from so many 
different cultures and 
countries that I didn’t 
even know they existed. 
I found it amazing how 
everything comes 
together. It didn’t matter 
where you were from but 
you made it work.” 
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“But I’ve had a lot of happy and 
fulfilling experiences since I 
moved to Australia. I had the 
general satisfaction of being able 
to start a new life here. In three 
years, I have been able to finish 
my Master’s degree, get a job 
and buy my own car. All of those 
things that we thought would be 
impossible to achieve, and now 
we see ourselves settled here so 
well. We don’t know if we would 
have managed to achieve so 
many things back home.”  

“It took hard work though. We 
came with limited money and we 
came as students. I was doing a 
Master’s degree in social work 
and my husband had just 
decided that he wanted to 
change his career and become a 
chef. When I finished my 
university studies, I was very 
happy, because I thought it was 
a great achievement. Another 
achievement was this year when 
I got my permanent visa after a 
long and exhausting process, 
including endless paperwork. 
And then I also got a job. Now I 
have a bunch of friends that I 
consider my family and I feel 
truly fulfilled. Before all this, I 
used to be sad all the time 
because I was alone, but now, I 
have a very good supporting 
system that helps me feel  
like home.” 

Dana’s life in Australia turned 
out to be quite interesting. 
 
“I would have never imagined in 
my wildest dreams that I would 
end up where I am today. I 
guess I did work hard for it in 
terms of learning the language, 
and then I worked for one year 
at the Adelaide hospital making 
sandwiches.”  

“Once I arrived, I went through 
an introduction to hard life and 
what most new migrants go 

through. But in the meantime I 
got married, and my husband 
convinced me to leave the job 
where I was making sandwiches. 
He spoke English fluently and 
wanted me to concentrate on 
learning the language.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“There were no Serbians around 
where I was living, but I had 
wonderful Australian neighbours 
and nice people around me. 
They welcomed me and my 
children and they helped me a 
lot. I didn’t have any extended 
family here, but I slowly started 
to establish my own social 
network and family, and 
eventually had a fulfilling career.”  

“I didn’t plan to go to work, it just 
happened. A Serbian fellow was 
working in the former 
Commonwealth Employment 
Services, and he needed to take 
a couple of months off work. 
Apparently, he gave my name to 
his manager. I had been running 
a Serbian radio program for a 
short period of time so he 
thought I would be suitable to 
take his place and work with 
migrants within the employment 
services area. Quite frankly, I 
didn’t have any confidence in 
myself. But after I spoke with his 
manager, he told me that I would 
be very suitable for the job. So I 
thought that if they believed in 
me, I better start believing in 

myself as well! That is how I 
started. That was my first job.”  

“By the time I finished that 
temporary job, I had a call 
from the Department of 
Immigration and they told me 
that one of their employees 
was going on long service 
leave and they asked me if I 
would be willing to step in. 
Apparently, I was 
recommended by the 
manager at Employment 
Services. So I thought, “why 
not?”. My father was over 
here at that time and I didn’t 
want to leave him on his own 
as he didn’t speak any 
English. But he told me to go, 
because, “you never know, 
you may never have that offer 
again”. And he was right. So 
that is how I joined the 
Department of Immigration. It 
was a migrant welfare section 
and the people there were 
very supportive and they 
really mentored me. I didn’t 
even need to ask for help 
because everyone was  
so helpful.”  

“Then, I was encouraged to 
apply for a job with the former 
Department of Social 
Security. I didn’t know how to 
write an application because I 
had never written an 
application before. But they 
encouraged me to just write 
something and told me that 
they would look at it. As I said 
earlier, they really had more 
confidence in me than I ever 
had. They told me that I could 
do the job. I mean, I knew that 
I had people skills and that I 
loved working with people, but 
that was the only thing I was 
sure of. I was well respected 
in the community, so I believe 
that helped a lot. Soon after I 
joined the Department, a 
restructuring took place which 

“The first years were very 
difficult because I had to 
get used to a new country 
and I didn’t speak any 
English. I used to get on 
the bus and if someone 
was trying to speak to 
me, I would just get up 
and get off the bus two-  
three stops before.” 
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led me to transfer to the Aged 
Care Program of the Department 
of Human Services where I 
spent the next 16 years of my 
working life. During my time 
there, I was working in the new 
project section, developing and 
funding new aged care facilities. 
About that time, the Strategy for 
Change Report was released, 
which highlighted the need for 
aged care services for people 
from non-English speaking 
backgrounds. I worked with a 
small team of people to identify 
high-need communities and 
worked with them using a 
community development 
approach to respond with 
appropriate strategies that met 
their community needs. For 
many communities, the concept 
of aged care was difficult to 
understand, and it took a lot of 
time and commitment to develop 
multicultural services. 

Greatest challenges 

Despite all of their great 
achievements, both women also 
faced several challenges. 

“I think being away from my 
family was one of the hardest 
things for me”, says Loly. 

“I think that I had to be really 
strong to pursue my dreams and 
have that state of mind that I 
was going to make it. It was 
important to face the reality that 
my life had changed. When you 
come here, you have so many 
expectations, but then you need 
to understand that you might not 
be able to achieve everything 
straight away. For instance, I 

used to be a manager back 
home, but then, when I came 
here, I had to work as a waitress 
at the beginning and to do 
everything you could imagine 
before I managed to get the job 
that I wanted. But I have always 
been, and still am, surrounded 
by really good people who 
helped me achieve my goals.”  

“In the end, the biggest 
challenge was being away from 
my family and overcoming the 
distance. The fact that 
sometimes, I couldn’t talk to 
them because of the big time 
differences, just made 
everything even more difficult. 
But it was a life decision and a 
choice that I made. I had some 
moments of regret, but I said to 
myself that I was the one who 
had decided this so I should not 
be thinking negatively. Nobody 
had forced me to make that step 
so I needed to cope with it.” 

For Dana, one of the biggest 
challenges was not having the 
language and not having any 
close family with her, except for 
her uncle, who didn’t understand 
her problems. She says, “he 
wanted to help me and he was 
very caring. You see, in the early 
1960s, there were no English 
language classes. The only 
choice we had was through 

“I think that I had to be really strong to pursue my dreams 
and to have that state of mind that I was going to make it. It 
was important to face the reality that my life had changed.” 

correspondence classes. It 
was a very slow and frustrating 
process as it took about three 
to four weeks for lessons to be 
corrected and new lessons to 
be received. My uncle actually 
arranged for me to attend one 
of the private schools, but 
when I found out that it was a 
primary school and I was an 
adult, I politely refused and 
started doing it the hard way.” 

Loly said, “for me, it was much 
easier, because I came here 
with language skills. The path 
is a little bit different if you can 
speak the language.  It is still 
difficult in other respects, but it 
opened a few more doors for 
me.” 

“In addition to that, what 
helped me the most in my 
settlement process were things 
like getting a job, having a 
house and going to university. I 
think it was more like being 
able to have a routine. When 
you first arrive in Australia, you 
start a new life and you don’t 
have the same routine that you 
used to have before, like going 
to school, to work, to the gym 
and so on.”  
 
“When I started working as a 
waitress, I thought that was the 
beginning of feeling settled. 
Because I had a job and an 
income and even if it wasn’t full 
time, because I was studying, 
at least I was doing something. 
I had responsibilities beyond 
my studies and that made me 
feel good, because it helped to 

“I had very supportive work colleagues, neighbours and 
friends. I had this network around me that actually helped 
a lot. There were many situations when I thought I 
wouldn’t cope, but I always had to say to myself that I 
couldn’t give up and that I had to pull myself together.” 
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 me become more independent.” 

Dana says she has always  
been a fairly positive and 
optimistic person.  

 

 

 

 

“But I also had a very supportive 
husband. Through my working 
life, and more generally, I had 
very supportive work colleagues, 
neighbours and friends. I had 
this network around me that 
actually helped a lot. There were 
many situations when I thought I 
wouldn’t cope but I always had 
to say to myself that I couldn’t 
give up, and that I had to pull 
myself together. I guess you 
need to be very self-conscious 
that it isn’t going to be easy, and 
that you will encounter some 
difficulties that you will need to 
deal with. If you have the right 
people around you, then they will 
give you the strength.”  

The source of your strength 
and hopes for the future 

“I think I made the decision to 
come here based on one thing” 
says Loly. “Back home was not 
safe at all and I was in this 
constant paranoia that someone 
was going to hurt me. It is widely 
known that the rates of 
kidnapping in Venezuela are 
huge. So, before we got married, 
I told my husband-to-be that we 
could get married but that there 
was no way I would have 
children there. I guess my main 
motivation to come here was to 
have a better life, not only for 
me, but also for my children—
knowing that would be able to 
grow up in a safe place, where 
they could go out and not have 

to live in a jail-like environment 
like back home.”  

“I think that what gave me 
strength was also knowing that 
I didn’t want to fail. When I 
decided to come to Australia, I 
knew that despite not being 
safe back home, I still had a 
very good life there. It is also 
very interesting, because a lot 
of people want you to fail. 
They think that you are going 
there on your own, so you 
won’t be able to make it and 
you’ll be back in one year. And 
I think the majority of people 
were surprised that I didn’t go 
back. I told my dad that even if 
I needed to wash dishes, I was 
going to do it.” 

“I was supposed to be back in 
a year myself”, Dana added.  

“My parents were very upset 
that I didn’t go back. My 
husband kept promising that 
we would go soon, but we 
went to live in Ethiopia, in 
Melbourne, and all over the 
place, so it took a while until I 
managed to go back home  
to visit.” 

On a personal level, Dana 
hopes for the best for her 
children. “I think I achieved a 
lot and in my retirement, I have 
continued to be very active in 
the community and on a 
personal level. In general 
terms, I would like to see 
peace for everyone on this 
earth and that we continue to 
be a tolerant society so that 
we can look towards a better 
future for all, especially for 
young people.”  

“I had my bit, more than I 
thought I would, and now I am 
looking at the younger 
generation and their future. My 
major concerns are for society 

as a whole. Where are we 
going and how are we going 
to deal with issues to ensure a 
good lifestyle and a good 
future for young people?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Loly hopes to have her own 
children in the near future. 
“Starting a family is something 
that I know is not going to 
happen right now, but is 
something that I look forward 
to, because your home is 
where your family is, and I 
know that once I start having 
my own family, everything will 
be different.” 

“Another thing that I hope and 
want for the future is to have 
my brother coming to live here 
with me. I have two other 
sisters living in Canada, so 
making this work and finding a 
way to be reunited will be 
quite hard. But at the end of 
the day, there is nothing you 
can do but to live your life and 
enjoy it the way it is.”   

Sharing some life lessons  

Dana always wanted to have 
a daughter, but she has two 
boys “who are really good and 
look after me if I need. What I 
would say in terms of overall 
women’s issues is that you 
always need to be very strong 
and positive. For women who 
are thinking of migrating or 
who have migrated to 
Australia, I would advise that 

“I think that what gave 
me strength was also 
knowing that I didn’t 
want to fail.” 

“I had my bit, more 
than I thought I would, 
and now I am looking 
at the younger 
generation and their 

future.” 
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Want to read more women's stories? Please visit:  

http://www.fecca.org.au/aboutus/fecca-advisory-committees/womens-advisory-
committee/womens-stories-project 
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the process of migration and 
settlement is not an easy one. It is 
a process of adjustment and long 
term learning in more ways than 
one, especially if you do not have 
extended family support. Take 
every opportunity that comes your 
way and learn the language. At 
some stage, you will need to find a 
way to integrate and make life 
easier for yourself while not losing 
your own identity.” 

“It is important to set yourself some 
goals and work towards achieving 
them. Believe in yourself, and at 
the same time, enjoy life. One last 
thing would be to listen to your 
mother and her voice of 
experience.” 

Loly is a feminist at heart, and she 
was raised in a family full of 
women. “I think for me, it will be 
important to teach my daughters, if 
I have any, the core values that my 
family have taught me—especially 
my mum—that we are the same as 
everyone else, we are equal and 
we have no limitations just 
because we are women. I would 
share with them those values 
about family, work and education. I 
would probably raise my children in 
the same way that I was raised.” 

Regarding International Women’s 
Day, Dana says that “we should 
celebrate the achievement of 
women through history and those 
women who set the ground work 
for future generations. And I think 
that having one day a year is not 

quite appreciative of the 
contribution of women to the 
society. I would like to see it 
included more into some of the 
many other things that we 
celebrate. Nowadays, we can 
say that women’s issues and the 
lives of women have improved a 
lot but there are still lots of 
difficulties and barriers for 
women, and there is still a lot of 
work to be done. So I would say 
that International Women’s Day 
should celebrate those who first 
started this fight for the rights 
and equality of women.”  
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