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MY FAMILY 

 
MY SISTER:   Angela Kadić 
Date of Birth:  23rd of December 1961 
Place of Birth:  Albury, NSW 
Nationality:  Australian 

 
Angela was the first child born into the new Australian world of our Croatian 

immigrant parents.  She was delivered at the Albury Base Hospital, which was the 

nearest hospital to the migrant camp in Bonegilla, NSW, where Mum was living at 

the time. Dad missed her birth.  

 

Immigrants weren’t allowed to leave the camp until they’d found somewhere to live, 

which was not an easy thing to arrange.  While Mum was in the throws of labour, Dad 

was over three hundred kilometres away, living in a ‘men only’ boarding house in 

Newport. When mother and child were discharged from the hospital, they went 

straight back to the migrant camp; both now foreigners in the middle of nowhere.  

Eventually their best man and his wife, who they’d met at camp, took Mum on as a 

boarder.  Angela’s first real home outside of camp was a shared bedroom in North 

Melbourne.    Dad had found work. His first job was at an abattoir in the same suburb 

Mum and Angela were living in. He worked hard and when he wasn’t working hard, 

he was searching for a place where all three could finally live together as a family. 

 

Angela was a bald-headed baby with blue eyes that remained blue, despite the fact 

that both our parents had brown eyes.  Our parents waited for them to change colour, 

but they never did. Mum says she was a good baby. There are several photos of her as 

an infant in a beautiful, new vinyl pram. The photos had been taken in a Clifton Hill 

studio by a Croatian photographer who, I’m sure, is responsible for the baby photos, 
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wedding photos and any other milestone photos of many Croatian-Australians born in 

Melbourne in the sixties and seventies. 

 

Angela can’t recollect much of her early years. The bits and pieces I’ve gathered have 

come mostly from the memories of others.  Growing up, she didn’t speak a word of 

English. She can’t say how she learned the language for sure, but guesses that it must 

have been from the neighbours she used to play with. It took Mum and Dad several 

rental properties before they saved and settled into a house that they called ‘home’ 

and the bank called ‘a mortgage’. The two sisters who lived next door were of Anglo 

descent and, over time and through child’s play, they somehow taught Angela to 

speak English.  They had the kindest woman for a mother. Most of the European 

migrants, who made up the rest of the street couldn’t speak, read, or write English and 

didn’t own telephones. That neighbour, an enormously generous woman, became the 

local interpreter for the whole street.  How she was able to get the migrants to 

understand her and her them astounds me even today. She not only helped everyone 

to understand and respond to their mail, she also lent a hand by making phone calls on 

their behalf.  She was a true blessing and made the lives of an entire street of migrants 

that much easier. 

 

Angela recalls that her first teacher in Prep was a wonderful woman who took her 

under her wing, a far cry from Danica’s teacher experiences, or mine.  She also recalls 

that she had a talking Barbie when she was young. I had a wedding doll in a pram that 

I used to push around everywhere I went and she had a Barbie.  Danica and I 

remember the wedding doll and we remember the Barbie, but we certainly don’t 

remember it talking. We still like to tease Angela that she only imagines that the doll 
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talked. Angela loved her Barbie, but Thumbelina was her first love and her prized 

possession.  The Thumbelina doll was first created in the very early ‘60s.  She was a 

baby doll whose body was made of cloth and she was soft to the touch and to the 

cuddle.  She had a pull-string on her back, which you tugged to make the doll wiggle 

her head and body, mimicking the movements of a newborn baby. Angela was 

fascinated by the mechanics of this doll and her curiosity was not to be satisfied until 

she’d performed an autopsy on poor Thumbelina. Her first experiment was to drag the 

pull-string as far out as it went and then break off the pull-ring, just to see what would 

happen.  It was too late to change her mind when the string was sucked all the way 

into the soft stuffing of the baby doll’s body – and gone forever.  She spent hours on 

end digging her little hand into the back of that doll, trying desperately to find the end 

of the string inside the rag doll to no avail.  Thumbelina was broken and mutilated and 

after all the effort she had put into getting mum and dad’s family friend to buy her the 

doll (to their horror) in the first place, she was afterwards annoyed with herself. 

 

Angela was both the tomboy and the ‘girly’ girl in our family. From the time she 

could, she was the bug catcher and used to climb the trees to find the caterpillars.  She 

caught the tadpoles and created habitats at home for them, until they either 

disappeared when they became frogs, or simply ‘disappeared’.  We had cats and we 

had many dogs over the years.  Sadly our dogs all seemed to meet with tragic ends, 

usually on the road. Early on we also had a rabbit. Angela would have known that 

rabbit long before we did. Looking back now, it feels like that rabbit had always been 

there, but in reality he probably wasn’t.  After missing for a few days he came home 

one day and reappeared with a blue mark on his white fur and Dad sold us the story 

that it was from carrying all those heavy Easter eggs.  We believed it.   
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Angela was the one who told Danica and I that the Easter Bunny and Santa Claus 

weren’t real - she was always the party pooper and the happy bearer of bad news.  

When you played a board game with Angela, whether it was Snakes and Ladders, or 

later Monopoly after Danica received it as a birthday gift, if she was losing, there 

would be no way on this earth that she was going down. So, as it turned out every 

time, we never, ever finished a game that Angela was losing.  She would throw a 

tantrum and mess up the board and it would all be over, just like that. 

 

Angela was also a master manipulator and could convince Danica and I of absolutely 

anything. She was headstrong.  When she couldn’t get her way she would wrestle us 

to the ground until we’d agree to “give in” – and she always won.  I remember being 

about twelve when I had a lovely pair of Lee jeans (that weren’t hand me downs) that 

she convinced me to swap for her Levis.  She sold me well on the swap, insisting that 

her Levis were so fashionable and compelling me to believe that I was getting the 

better end of the deal through this swap.  Little did I realise that her Levis were baggy 

on her, which she wasn’t too happy about – she was older and a lot smarter and very 

convincing.   So I gave her my Lee jeans, which fit her like a glove and I happily 

sauntered off, queen of the world in my ‘new’ Levis, which were so loose they were 

literally falling off me with every step.   I was in Grade 6 at the time and I remember 

turning up at school the next day in my snazzy, baggy Levis. My friends were all 

confused as to why my Mum would buy me such grossly oversized jeans.  I quickly 

corrected their ignorance, explaining that my mum hadn’t bought them, but rather my 

great new jeans were a generous gift from my older sister, who had given them up for 

me and taken my old ugly Lees in their place.  I was so happy with my new jeans. My 
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friends, not nearly as gullible as me, promptly informed me that the jeans were 

horrible, not ‘cool’ at all and that Angela Kadić, my sister, had swindled me. 

 

Angela was a popular kid. She had many friends at school, but she would be the first 

to endure the hardship of a strict father.  Dad had restrictions on just about everything, 

on whom we played with and where we went.  Most of our friends at school were 

Anglo and they would often have sleepovers at each other’s houses.  This was a 

practice that none of the European families we grew up around, no matter what their 

ethnicity, ever understood.  The concept of sleeping at someone’s house seemed to 

serve no practical purpose and the fact that it was acceptable to other parents seemed 

so alien to ours, as well as to many other migrants.  What purpose did it serve?  It 

would be those little culturally clashing practices that, as children, often contributed 

to the growing feeling that we were outsiders.  That wasn’t anyone’s fault. It was just 

a part of the teething process of assimilation, but at times, especially as a kid, it was 

difficult.  She went through her childhood and into her teens living through the pain 

of “not being allowed to do anything” as a result of it, whilst we got things a little 

easier. 

 

Dad’s strict set of rules extended to which languages we were allowed to speak and 

where and when they should be spoken. We weren’t allowed to speak English at 

home, so we assume now, that Angela must have taught us to speak it.  Danica and I 

don’t recall not knowing how to speak English, we just know we always spoke it 

when our parents weren’t around.  Mum wasn’t so strict about it, but Dad certainly 

was. I’m grateful for it now. Without his insistence, we never would have maintained 

our ability to speak our parents’ native tongue.  Surprisingly enough, even though she 
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was the first-born, Angela found it the most difficult to speak Croatian in later years.  

As she grew older she always restricted her conversation to very basic Croatian.  

Danica and I could read and write, not like experts, but Angela never grasped the 

written language at all.   As kids we didn’t realise that Angela couldn’t read, or write 

Croatian. It never occurred to us that she couldn’t and we never even really knew why 

we were better at it, we just were.   

 

Angela could always draw. She was naturally artistic and when our parents bought 

her a set of Derwent pencils, I was so jealous.  She never thought of herself as being 

smart. She remembers barely getting through school before leaving at the end of Year 

Ten, as many did back in the ‘70s.  She never liked sport and only participated in 

what she had to during school hours as part of Physical Education.  She wasn’t 

confident either, but through my younger child’s eyes, I always saw her as a confident 

beauty who wore all the best clothes and I could not wait for her hand me downs to 

come my way.  I thought she was smart and sassy and I idolised her.  I wouldn’t know 

until many years later that she’d never seen herself anywhere even close to the way I 

had. 

 

As children, Angela and I were closer to each other than what we were with Danica. I 

was a girly girl and wanted to play dress-ups with dolls and as Angela got older, I 

wanted to dress in her clothes and I wanted to wear the makeup she wore.  Danica 

wasn’t like that, she played outside with the neighbours’ kids, we all did, but she 

didn’t do much else; except read.  She didn’t really play with dolls, even though she 

had a Golliwog long before it became politically incorrect to call it one.  She wasn’t 

into her pop stars until she was twelve when the Bay City Rollers came along, it was 
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Angela and I who loved our pop culture.  When we watched Countdown like 

everyone else did at 6pm on a Sunday, so did Danica, but her interest levels weren’t 

the same.  She preferred the cartoons when they were on, but Angela and I didn’t 

really.  So I grew closer to Angela and Danica grew distant. 

 

Her memories of Croatian picnics and the family day trips are recalled with fondness. 

She loved those outings.  She often tells the story of a soccer game at Werribee Park 

where she sat on the shelter, along with a group of others, to watch the game. Her 

friend who stood below grabbed hold of her to drag her off the shelter.  All the while 

Angela was screaming, “I’m going to fall,” until she did. It was hilarious to everyone 

there until they realised she was seriously hurt; her arm, as an X-ray would reveal, 

was fractured.   

 

Angela had Dad’s nose and Balkan eyes; we all had those eyes.  Our eyes always 

seemed so much older than our little faces. She would grow into a very tall and skinny 

young woman, but as a young pretty girl she was also clumsy and her long skinny 

legs and knobby knees made her look gangly. When she was twelve and decided her 

school shoes needed to be platforms, she cried until Mum conceded. Mum had to 

search all of Footscray to find them. Angela was elated when she finally got those 

platforms and wore them to school the next day - and promptly fell over, scraping and 

bruising her knees quite badly.  She was always falling over and the platforms were 

only going to increase the probability of that happening a lot more often.  She never 

wore those shoes again. One day’s wear! 
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She loved Garry Glitter long before his abuse of children was known, he was an idol.  

She also loved Slade and Queen and later the Bay City Rollers.  She also started to 

like boys as she got older and boys always liked her right back.  Her blonde hair 

would eventually turn brown and it was dead straight.  So stubbornly straight in fact 

that when she was in her late teens and got a perm because everyone else was, hers 

fell out the next day.  She promptly returned to the salon to tell them they hadn’t done 

it properly and so they permed it again.  The next day the curls were gone again.  The 

fashion queen never did get her perm. Not for more than a day at a time anyway. 

 

Angela was never a leader amongst her friends; she was more of a popular follower.  

When she first started at the local high school, which had only been open a year, she 

was fortunate to have been in the right place at the right time to count herself amongst 

the few lucky people who can say they saw ACDC live, in their earliest of days, Bon 

Scott and all.  They were still only just starting out as a young band; Angus Young 

may have only been sixteen at the time, Bon Scott was fronting and the band had been 

playing at a number of high schools across Melbourne.  Angela’s friend was dating 

Malcolm Young, so after the gig she and Angela got invited onto the tour bus.  She 

recalls being terrified and she remembers the band members seeming much older to 

her than they actually were.  While Malcolm and her friend spent time together, 

Angela was encouraged to hang out with Angus.  It wasn’t what she wanted to do, she 

was scared of him without reason, but it was the cool thing to do, so she pushed past 

her fears. Then, pushing her levels of discomfort further, she had to share a Coke with 

him when he offered her a sip, all she could think about was the slobber on the can 

and as much as she didn’t want to share that coke, she sucked it up and shut her eyes 

and being the habitual follower she was, she drank out of that can.  It was the cool 

© Ana Dean   8 
 



Waiting for Danica                                                                                                             Ana Dean 
My Sister, My Story 
 

thing to do and she wanted to be cool. If only she knew just how cool that whole 

experience was while she was in it, she might have kept that can! 

 

As she grew into a teenager Angela started to wear eyeliner, mascara and ‘Coles 

Blue’ eye shadow - that blue was worn by every teenage girl in the western suburbs in 

the’70s.  She started smoking at fourteen without my parents knowledge, so many 

kids smoked back then, so it wasn’t uncommon, but oh wasn’t it cool!   

 

Angela was growing up and she would eventually become far too cool for us. She 

convinced Mum to allow her to get an extremely short haircut at one stage. That too 

was in fashion.  She almost looked like a boy.  She also decided she had to wear 

Eastcoast Jeans.  They were the jeans of the time.  Levis and Lees were cool, but to 

have a pair of Eastcoasts, or Staggers as a Melbourne teenager, well that would just 

make her ultra cool.  While she was trying on her first pair in the dressing room of the 

Footscray shop, Mum remembers having to shoo away the young salesman, who was 

peering, with Mum, over the top of the door.  Mum snapped at him, “Move, my 

daughter can’t get changed!” Mortified, he turned and sped away; the poor guy 

thought Angela was a boy and he never did return.  He sent another shop assistant to 

finish the sale. 

 

We always shopped in Footscray. Long before a wave of Vietnamese migrants to 

Melbourne settled in there, the shopping strip in the heart of Footscray was quite 

different. There were many fashion stores, there was Coles Variety Store on Paisley 

Street, which had everything you could ever want for, including the Coles Blue eye 

shadow and across the road from that was the ever faithful Forges (Dimmies) which 
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was the most popular and then of course there was also Target. Let’s not forget 

Eastcoast! We had everything in Footscray; everyone shopped there. 

 

It was at Forges that Angela learnt, for the first time, that something was dangerously 

different about us. She was rummaging through a t-shirt bin.  Mum and Dad were 

nearby doing their own shopping when a man approached her. He stood and waited 

until she looked up before he threatened a twelve-year-old girl in a language that was 

foreign, but she understood it, “If I ever see you in that t-shirt again, I’ll kill you.” 

Angela screamed and darted straight for our parents.  She was petrified and visibly 

shaken. Mum recalls it as a hysterical and, of course, embarrassing moment where 

Angela refused to stop screaming.  Dad ran off looking for the man, but the coward 

was long gone. Angela was wearing a t-shirt with the Croatian emblem printed on it. 

Each of us slowly found out how different we were through our own special 

encounters with racism, but we didn’t know that’s what it was called, or why people 

we didn’t know could unreasonably and irrationally hate us. 

 

When Angela’s bug collecting days were well and truly behind her, she decided she 

was going to be a Model. She was five-foot-four, and the tallest she would ever be, 

but because she was so thin, when she wore her cork platforms she looked like a giant 

on stilts.  She found an ad in what was then The Sun that was advertising for models.  

She misread the ad as a great opportunity for her as a fourteen-year-old to join a 

modelling school and get paid while she learned the art form – which is how she 

initially sold the idea to my parents.  The reality of the ‘opportunity’ was the other 

way around; instead my parents would have to pay the Suzan Johnston School of 

Modelling to give Angela lessons, once a week, on how to be a model.  So whilst 
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Danica and I were forced to endure Croatian School on Saturdays, Angela was having 

fun learning how to be a glamour puss - and of course, she also needed more new 

clothes.  She loved modelling and stuck with it for a good year. When she was finally 

ready for her first catwalk, she became scared and anxious and so, just like that, after 

a year’s work and training, Angela quit modelling.  She might have been catwalk 

ready, but she still lacked the confidence to do a runway show. 

 

Angela always looked stunning at the Croatian dances. I only have vague recollection 

of what she looked like all dressed up as a child, but as a teenager she was so tall and 

beautiful and always wore amazing dresses.  To me she was so stylish and grown up, 

I don’t know how she would have appeared to anyone else, but I was nine and to me 

she was everything I aspired to being.  Ange enjoyed the Yarraville dances almost as 

much as any other community outing, whether it was a soccer match, a political 

protest or a picnic. They were all always fun for us kids. 

 

In keeping with our family’s track record of nervous disorders, Angela had one too - 

she was an obsessive cleaner.  None of us have any clear idea where her compulsion 

came from, nor can we remember exactly when it started.   She was forever cleaning 

and tidying.  In her teens, pre modelling days, she developed a routine of cleaning the 

house – her bedroom in particular - on a Saturday morning, and she always did so 

wearing her P.E. skirt and a terry-towelling hat. It made no sense, but somehow it 

became her cleaning uniform. She looked ridiculous! The rest of us found the sight of 

her so funny, we would fall into fits of uncontrollable laughter. I still do now when I 

think about it.  She would then make it her job to throw anything out in the house that 

was lying around.  If Danica and I didn’t put our things away, we’d find them in the 
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bin.  She would throw away anything that wasn’t in its place.  She was so stubborn.  

The day she decided suddenly that she hated all of Mum’s plastic flowers that were 

arranged in vases all over the house (and had been for years) – was the day she 

decided they needed to be thrown out.  She knew it was wrong to do so without 

asking, but she did it anyway.  She simply gathered them all and threw them in the 

bin. She didn’t like them, so they had to go and that was that. 

 

By the time she started Year 10, fifteen going on sixteen, she met a new friend, a girl 

who had switched to her school.  Yvonne was of German parentage and Angela 

doesn’t recall where she had moved from, but she joined our high school in Year 10 

and the two quickly became close friends.  Angela changed after meeting Yvonne. 

She was different; she acted cooler now, but in a rougher way than she had before.  

Her new friend was rough and seemed a very street-wise girl. Yvonne had a boyfriend 

who was a lot older, he was over eighteen which seemed so old then and Angela 

started hanging around with them and their friends after school.  She was a year older 

then Angela and Mum and Dad quickly decided that she was a bad influence on their 

girl. I was afraid of Yvonne at the time and I kept away from her.  I’m not sure I 

could say why, there wasn’t any logic to my fear.  Danica didn’t have much to do 

with them either.  

 

I started to drift away from Angela when the three-year gap between us suddenly felt 

much wider than it had before. I was now too young to hang around her.  She began 

to go out to Footscray on a Friday night and go hang at the shops.  She had been given 

a curfew – she had to be home by 9:30pm; after the shops had shut at 9pm.  It was a 

different world we grew up in, it was much safer back then, and I was allowed to go 
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out too, as long as I went with Angela. On a rare occasion she would actually let me 

and my best friend tag along with her, but for the most part she went on her own. 

Danica didn’t seem to have any interest in going and never asked to go from what I 

recall. 

 

Angela finished Year 10 with a pass, but left school because she didn’t believe she 

was smart enough to continue. She struggled in the school system and couldn’t cope 

with the pressure of it all, but she didn’t tell anyone at the time.  We all thought she’d 

left because it was pretty much what a lot of Year 10 kids did and just assumed she 

really wanted to work.  At first she went on the dole, like everyone else did and when 

her first fortnightly cheque of $72.00 arrived, she was over the moon! She was rich!  

 

When Angela met her first real boyfriend, she lost interest in all things Croatian and 

stopped going to dances.  I found them torturous at that point, but Danica and I still 

had to go.  We now hated them as teenagers.  We enjoyed everything else Croatian, 

but as we got older we found the dances punishing because we thought we had better 

things to do.  

 

Then the trouble began. Mum and Dad found out that she had a boyfriend and, not 

just any boyfriend, but an Australian boyfriend.  As if that wasn’t bad enough, the 

boy was seventeen and from a family of about seven children, all of which had grown 

up in institutions and foster homes.  His parents were alcoholics who couldn’t look 

after their children.  Angela doesn’t recall all the details of the family’s 

circumstances, but it didn’t matter to her; she knew John well and she loved him.  It 

was puppy love. He was her whole world and she would sneak off to meet him if she 

© Ana Dean   13 
 



Waiting for Danica                                                                                                             Ana Dean 
My Sister, My Story 
 

had to.  The relationship went on for a year, but it wasn’t a good year.  In some ways I 

was unaware of the drama of it all at the time. I think I just didn’t understand what 

was going on. She would stay out and Mum and Dad were always looking for her. In 

1977, when Mum had to get her licence (because Dad lost his for drink driving) she 

maintained that she had no choice but to learn to drive because she was so busy 

chasing Angela and couldn’t keep up without a car. She stuck stubbornly to that story 

too! 

 

John lived nearby with Yvonne’s boyfriend and, on the weekends, with his two 

younger brothers. They were allowed to leave their foster homes and stay with him 

every Saturday and Sunday.  John was a really nice boy who had an apprenticeship 

and who one day bought himself a motorbike. 

 

One afternoon, he was riding along Dohertys Road, Laverton, coming up to an 

intersection. A car driving across the intersection from his right failed to give way, 

drove straight through the junction and wiped him out.  John was rushed to hospital, 

barely alive. It was touch and go for a long while and the doctors were concerned 

about the levels of brain damage he might wake with.  He was in hospital for a very 

long time and Angela sat by his side throughout his stay.  Mum and Dad never said 

anything. When he was finally released from hospital, they put him into rehabilitation, 

but John wasn’t the same and he never would be.  He was eventually released and 

went to live with one of his older sisters.  His boss took him back to continue with his 

fitter and turner apprenticeship, but it didn’t work out. The brain damage he suffered 

was significant and impeded his ability to do the job; they had to let him go.  His 

memory was shot. On a daily basis he would have to be shown how to do something 
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and was then capable of completing the task, but the next day his memory would be 

erased and he would need to be retaught.  His personality was different, his speech 

was slow and he just wasn’t John anymore. 

 

Even after John lost his apprenticeship, Angela continued to visit him, but he needed 

to be reminded who she was with each visit. She was still sixteen when his sisters 

called her for a meeting.  They talked about where John was at and told Angela that 

she was having a negative impact on his rehabilitation.  For his sake, they felt she 

should end the relationship.  They also told her he didn’t remember her when she 

wasn’t there and so there really wasn’t any point anyway.  She respected their wishes, 

took their advice and never went back. I remember the day of that meeting. The way 

she walked into our home afterwards remains etched in my memory.  She came in 

through the back door of our Altona North house a broken girl. She’d held on to hope 

the whole time she was visiting him, she was always positive, but this was the end of 

that hope now and the end of her relationship with John. She was heartbroken and 

heavily sad. Angela changed.   

 

And she reorganised her entire life from that point. She cut off ties with Yvonne and 

all of her friends. She wiped out everything that was connected to the entire year that 

lead up to that present point in her life.  I suppose that was her way of coping.  She 

seemed so lost. Mum and Dad were sympathetic and quietly supportive. They 

continually encouraged her to do things, to get out of the house. Almost robotically, 

she went back to attending Croatian dances with Mum and Dad.  She got her first job 

at Coles in Williamstown - in the artificial flowers section.  Now didn’t Mum think 

that was the funniest thing she had ever heard! Mum loved to jibe that it was her 
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karmic punishment for having thrown out her flowers all those years ago.  She didn’t 

stay there long though; she soon after got a job as a ‘checkout chick’ at a local 

supermarket.  She worked there for the next two, or three years. 

 

Then she met Marko. She met Marko and at the same time that she met a Ukrainian 

boy, Gerry, both used to go to the Croatian dances.  Mum and Dad were thrilled their 

daughter had met a nice Croatian boy, it would help her forget John and maybe, they 

hoped, she would marry him.  After the saga of the ‘Australian Boy’ the arrival of 

Marko on the scene was all their prayers answered.  It wasn’t a racist thing, they just 

strongly believed, as many immigrants did, that you should always marry your own 

kind and your own religion.  They believed it made for an easier life and a more 

harmonious marriage. They never harboured any hatred, or resentment towards John. 

They had only met him the once, but they believed that she was far too young.  When 

she met Marko and Gerry my parents were quite happy and now she had a choice of 

two nice boys.  Gerry was my favourite. He had long, blonde, curly hair, reminiscent 

of that ‘70s look and he drove a snazzy purple Torana.  Marko drove a yellow Monaro 

complete with a black stripe. 

 

From the day after she met Marko, he might as well have moved in.  He was always 

at our house, day in and day out. Whenever she was home he was too.  He would stay 

all day and all evening into the night and go home at 11pm; that was the last decent 

hour he was allowed.  Marko had a good job in a factory and earned very good 

money.  My favourite, Gerry, didn’t stand a chance really. Both boys were always at 

the dances and both would dance with her, but Marko wouldn’t leave our house, so 

Gerry couldn’t even get her alone to try spending time with her.  When she made her 
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choice, Marko, it was Dad who went out the front the day Gerry arrived to visit and 

told him “there was no point”.  I didn’t dislike Marko. I grew to love him like the 

brother we never had, but I just liked Gerry.  My vote didn’t count though. Angela 

had made her choice and my parents were more than happy with it.  

 

They hadn’t been dating a year when they decided to get married.  As much as Mum 

and Dad were happy that she was seeing a Croatian boy they certainly hadn’t wanted 

marriage to happen that quickly and were not expecting the announcement when it 

came. They both agreed it was too soon, she was still too young. They begged her to 

wait. Why the hurry? There was plenty of time.  They even tried blackmail by 

offering to buy her a car if she waited.  Nothing was going to stop her though. She’d 

made up her mind and as usual she was stubborn.  By this time, Mum and Dad had 

met Marko’s family and concluded that his mother probably wasn’t going to be the 

easiest woman to get along with.  There was talk that his parents were unhappy with 

their son’s decision to marry a girl who was Australian born and who couldn’t speak 

Croatian properly.  Angela spoke even less Croatian at the time than she had as a 

child, particularly in front of her future in-laws; she was so fearful of saying, or 

pronouncing something incorrectly. His mother showed signs of interfering in their 

relationship very early on, but Angela turned a blind eye to it. Her mother-in-law’s 

meddling would get worse. 

 

She got on well with his brother and two sisters and eventually grew very close with 

the sisters.  What we didn’t know was that he had hit her already, more than once.  

Years later, we tried to understand why she would insist on marrying him if he was 

treating her that way.  She thought things would get better, that he would change.  
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Battered wife syndrome had kicked in long before they had even walked down the 

aisle.   

 

She had the typical lavish engagement party with one hundred and twenty invited 

guests at the local hall. Mum cooked and prepared all the food with the help of 

friends. Marko’s Mum and some family friends made the cakes. An equally grand 

wedding followed the engagement.  I remember on the day, just before the drive to St 

Monica’s in Footscray where she would say her vows, she cried so hard I could 

clearly see her tears through her veil, forming and rolling down her face.  I didn’t 

know why she would cry like that on the day she was getting married. 

 

The newlyweds moved into a flat in Sunshine, in a street referred to as ‘Blood Alley’.  

A year later she would give birth to Daniel, a beautiful blue-eyed baby boy.  They 

eventually bought a house in Deer Park. They had lots of friends and seemed happy. 

He worked very hard and was a good provider, but the beatings got worse – even 

though we never saw her when she had black eyes and bruises.  When she went back 

to work in the warehouse of a large clothing company, the beatings worsened. He 

would often beat her to a pulp before she left of a morning and when she then said she 

couldn’t go into work because she was a mess, he would drag her, crying, into the car, 

drive to her workplace and throw her out in front.  We didn’t know any of this was 

happening at the time either.  I spent so much time at their house and had seen that he 

was hot-headed, but I never saw any physical violence. He was good at hiding that 

side of himself. 

His mother continued to interfere in their relationship and Marko did nothing about it.  

When she tried it on her other daughter-in-law, her elder son put his mother straight, 
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“leave my wife alone, or you will never see us again.”  She backed off, but continued 

harassing Angela, knowing Marko would never stand up to her. 

 

Angela wasn’t perfect, no one is, but she didn’t deserve any of that.  When Mum and 

Dad found out what was going on, Dad had harsh words with his son-in-law. When 

his mother found out she did the same, surprisingly.  It didn’t stop though.  Two 

stubborn people became volatile together and the marriage had no chance of working.  

Daniel suffered more than anyone.  He spent so much time with Mum and Dad. 

Perhaps that was his saving grace.  They baby sat him constantly and he would go on 

drives to picnics with them in the white Gemini, listening to Croatian music.  

Something he fondly remembers.  He would spend time with them at the Croatian 

Club and when at home with them he would even help dad pickle hot chilli peppers 

whilst standing on a chair.   

 

When she finally threw Marko out he begged for her forgiveness, he swore he would 

change.  It didn’t matter whether he meant it, or whether he was capable of it.  It was 

too late.  Their marriage was over. 

 

Angela is a mother-in-law of a beautiful young woman who met Daniel when he was 

14 and she was 13.  The only grandchild my parents had grew into a fine, responsible 

and a funny young man. They are now married and Angela is the grandmother of two 

beautiful children. 
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MY DAD:   Branko Kadić 
Date of Birth:  15th of April, 1936 
Place of Birth:  Grabarje, Slavonska Požega, Hrvatska 
Nationality:  Australian 

 
 

The country has been called many things throughout its many identity changes since 

the 7th century, but Croatia as it stands today is situated in Central and Southeast 

Europe, bordering Hungary to the northeast, Serbia to the east, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina to the south-east, Montenegro to the south-east, the Adriatic Sea to the 

south-west and Slovenia to the northwest.   Many Croatian’s will always see Croatia 

and Bosnia as one and the same, Croatia, or Hrvatska. 

 

At the time of his birth in the little, white rendered house on the long road that seemed 

to go nowhere, the population of Grabarje was between 717 and 753 people, 

depending on who did the headcount.  As it stands today, the nature strip has no 

footpath, only because the few residents who remain have argued for years over 

which side of the road it should be situated.  If you step out onto the road and look 

right and left in each direction, it almost seems as though there is no end to the road 

either way.  Across the road from the house my father was born in lies an old brick 

house that looks tired and cranky, it’s a house that belongs in a scary fairytale.  

Further down the road on that same side there was a little shop that sold nothing more 

than a little tobacco and a few random odds and ends.  Several old men would sit 

outside that shop every day, they would talk and smoke and drink black Croatian 

coffee and reminisce about a world of old.  The shop is now closed. 

 

If you drive out of the property and turn left you will end up in Pleternica, about 

12kms away.  It’s a larger town with a train station.  If you are going to Grabarje by 
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train, this is the stop where you get off.  Continuing in the same direction, 20kms east, 

you will arrive in (Slavonska) Požega, that’s an even bigger town.  If you keep going 

in the same direction as the crow flies, you’ll eventually hit Bosnia & Herzegovina.   

Head in the other direction, you come across a small village, but again, as the crow 

flies, if you head straight over the plains you will eventually hit Hungary. 

 

Dad was born in 1936, a few years before the world went mad in 1941.  At the time of 

his birth, the King’s dictatorship had already ended for more than five years and the 

country had changed its name to Yugoslavia.  That story is a long and complex one 

that spans back centuries; it’s the story that would lie firmly at the core of the 

identities and political drive of most Croatians in the years to come, including Dad 

and Mum.  It would define what they stood and fought for.  From the time he 

understood communism Dad’s mission was to escape it, but before you understand 

the man, you need to first understand the country into which the boy was born. 

 

The history of Croatia has been covered in many different ways and from various 

conflicting viewpoints over time - so this is my account based on historical facts as I 

know them. It’s fair to say that any history of every time and place is twisted and 

contorted by the views, biases and agendas of its authors - but there was one man in 

particular who took to a very deliberate and divisive rewriting of Croatia’s story: 

Josip Broz Tito. Tito took over the position of Head of State from the 14th of January 

1953 and remained in rule until 1974 under the League of Communists of Yugoslavia 

Party.  When his term ended, he was re-appointed as Head of State, but this time for 

life.  While Yugoslavia existed for that length of time, every conscious effort and 

opportunity was taken to slander and devalue Croatians as a race and to destroy any 
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person in whatever ruthless, or barbaric way, if by chance they had the audacity to 

defy Tito’s regime.  There would be atrocities perpetuated by all sides in this messy 

history, but the propaganda of Tito’s history books portrays bias and exaggerates 

truths and blatantly omits facts in order to demonise the Croatian people and 

exonerate Serbian actions. 

 

It would require volumes to go back to the 7th century where it all began.  What is 

important to understand is that after the fall of the Austrian-Hungarian Empire in 

1918 the lands that would be at the centre of the bloody clashes to come was named 

the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes.   

 

In 1929 Serbian King Alexander assumed dictatorship of the country, abolishing 

parliament and renamed the country ‘The Kingdom of Yugoslavia - Jugoslavia – ‘jug’ 

meaning south.  It was the first time the term Yugoslavia had been used officially, 

although it had been used in a colloquial manner for many decades before it had 

become the official name.   To understand why we need to step back to August of 

1928.  It was at that time that the Croatians had unanimously decided on one thing – 

they needed to preserve Croatia’s integrity as a nation.  Croatian politicians went to 

Belgrade to attend the ‘sabor’ (parliament), and agreed it would be the last time they 

would attend, they were consciously choosing never to come back and participate in 

the Yugoslav regime.  During that assembly, Puniša Račić, a Serbian national and a 

member of People's Radical Party from Montenegro, went rogue and shot five 

Croatian members of the sabor, killing four of them instantly. One of those five shot 

was Stjepan Radić, founder of The Croatian People’s Peasant Party and the main 

driver to rally the Croatian peasants together and unite them into a strong political 
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force and voice.  Radić did not die immediately. His life lingered for a few weeks and 

he died not long after his assassin admitted guilt for the shootings. When his assassin 

Račić finally faced court though, he changed his plea to ‘not guilty’ and, infuriatingly, 

never spent a day in prison despite a very public assassination.  This was a sign for 

Croatians of the injustices to come under Yugoslav rule and provided more fuel to 

their national cause. 

 

After Stjepan Radić’s early demise, he was replaced by Dr Vladko Maček, who 

fought to achieve Croatian autonomy as a nation within a truly federalist Yugoslavia 

by way of legal parliamentary process.  For his efforts and what turned out to be an 

error in judgement, he was tried and jailed. 

 

In the struggle for a free Croatia, there would be several obstacles and enemies. Her 

first enemy was within her borders - the occupying Serbian army.  Since the 

assassination of King Alexander the real power in Belgrade had been in the hands of 

the traditional Serbian military.  Their concept of Yugoslavia was their ideal of a 

Greater Serbia, stretching from Vienna to Salonika and there was no place for 

separatist Croat nationalism.  The very word ‘Croat’ and the display of Croatian 

paraphernalia were suddenly banned and punishable.  This was a new tipping point 

for Croatian nationals. This suppression of identity, punishable by militia, had not 

been part of the previous Austrian-Hungarian rule. This new hardline oppression was 

felt by the people of all nations that fell within the borders of the new occupation, not 

just by Croatians. 
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 When WWII began, Dr Ante Pavelić, a passionate Croatian leader, saw a glimmer of 

opportunity in all the chaos – a possibility to revive Croatia.  

 

As a Croatian Catholic child who had spent much of his education in Muslim schools, 

the Bosnian Muslim culture would become a major influence on his political 

ideologies.  Early in life he drew heavily from the ideologies of Ante Starčević, a late 

19th century politician and writer whose ideas laid the foundations for what would 

eventually become the modern Croatian state. He also drew from the ideologies of 

Starčević’s successor, leader of the Party of Rights, Josip Frank.  Pavelić would one 

day use these ideas as a foundation for his leadership of the Croatian Party of Rights 

Ustaša movement during WWII and rule the Independent Sate of Croatia (Nezavisna 

država Hrvatska). 

In March of 1941, Yugoslavia signed the Tripartite Pact. She had joined the Axis and 

had won a guarantee from Germany of sovereignty and territorial integrity.  

Yugoslavia had never intended to keep that pact, but rather it had planned a break and 

turned on Germany to the elation of Winston Churchill who was thrilled and referred 

to the moment as a nation that had found its soul.  Germany’s payback though, was to 

take Yugoslavia and placate the majority of its disgruntled citizens by allowing 

Croatia to become a country. 

 

When the advancing Germans invaded Yugoslavia, the regime collapsed overnight. 

The reason for that collapse was not complicated: Yugoslavia was a forced nation 

whose citizens comprised of a collection of resentfully subordinate national groups. 
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The oppressed Slovenes, Croatians and Macedonians were never going to fight 

together to defend a Serbian ‘Yugoslav’ dictatorship, but were rather welcoming of its 

demise. 

 

Weeks before the first German and Italian troops marched across borders, the 

Croatians who were forcefully conscripted into the Yugoslav Army began turning 

against their Serbian officers.  Many would have been inspired by the Ustaše but there 

were many reported sporadic uprisings and mass defections.  On the eve of the 

German attack, entire regiments of the Yugoslav army disbanded.  

Once the Germans had occupied Yugoslavia, the Axis powers offered Vladko Maček 

the opportunity to form a government, since Maček and his party had the greatest 

electoral support among Yugoslavia's Croats - but Maček refused that offer. Slavko 

Kvaternik, deputy leader of the Ustaše then stepped in and proclaimed the 

establishment of the Independent State of Croatia (NDH) on the 10th of April, 1941. 

Pavelić then returned from exile in Italy to become the new government’s leader. On 

the day of proclamation, via radio, Kvaternik appealed to the whole of Croatia to 

submit to the new Croatian government.  Political factions and party loyalties didn’t 

matter anymore - the Independent State had support and allegiance by an 

overwhelming majority of the Croatian people and, importantly, from the Axis. 

 

For the Croatians to have opposed the Germans would have resulted in defeat and 

would likely also have meant a loss of people and land to Italy.  Decades of 

propaganda perpetuated by many, not just Tito, would have history tell the story that 
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Hitler and Pavelić were of the same ideological and philosophical views.  They were 

not – Hitler’s war simply provided a sudden opportunity for a Croatian leader to take 

advantage of and move his cause forward, as well as to secure a defence of land 

against Italy, who laid in wait to make a grab at the Croatian coast. With Hitler on 

side, Mussolini would refrain from that strike – he had already been warned by the 

Germans to keep his hands off the Balkans.   

 

Ultimately though, Germany did not want an Independent State of Croatia (NDH) and 

by no means were her motivations altruistic.  

 

The assertion that the two fascist powers Germany and Italy in fact created the 

Independent State also has no basis.  Italy wanted the coast and Germany wanted all 

of Yugoslavia and so once The Independent State (NDH) was created, it posed a new 

hindrance to both countries. At this point Slovenia was under direct German rule and 

Serbia was under German military occupation and the territory of The Croatian State 

was divided – the northern region Slavonia had been invaded and was occupied by the 

Hungarian Army and a great part of Dalmatia was occupied by Italy.  From 1941 until 

the Italian collapse in 1943, Dalmatians fell under direct Italian rule.  The Croatian 

heartland was free but German presence was strong and immense pressure was put on 

Dr Pavelić and his young struggling government. 
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It was 1943 when the Yugoslavs made it clear that their intention was to take back the 

country and form the Democratic Federal Yugoslavia. By 1945 it became the Federal 

People’s Republic of Yugoslavia under the Leadership of Ivan Ribar until the change 

in leadership when Tito took over the running of this communist institution.  The 

constitution came into force in 1946.  By 1963 it changed its name again to the 

Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFR Yugoslavia, SFRY) and this name 

held for a long while.  

 

The struggles that followed the commencement of WWII saw many atrocities. The 

Četniks particularly created a pattern of terror and counter terror.  They founded a 

royalist/nationalist Serb resistance movement and not long after it was followed by 

the creation of Josip Broz Tito’s Partisans.  The two groups started off by operating 

side by side, but by the end of 1941 they began to fight each other in an attempt to 

gain control. Whilst the Četniks targeted Croatians, Muslims, any German that stood 

before them, the Partisans also targeted the minority groups, as well as the Germans.  

WWII for ‘Yugoslavia’ had become more than a fight against Germans, the Croatians 

were targeted from every angle. 

 

The Četniks were lead by Dragoljub "Draža" Mihailović a royalist who hid in the 

mountains near Belgrade when the Germans overran Yugoslavia in April 1941.  From 

the mountains he organised guerrillas who became known as the Četnik Detachments 

of the Yugoslav Army.  Many Chetnik groups collaborated, or established modus 

vivendi with Axis powers. After the war, Mihailović was tried and convicted of high 
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treason and war crimes by the authorities of the Federal People's Republic of 

Yugoslavia, and executed by firing squad. The nature and extent of his responsibility 

for collaboration and for ethnic massacres remains controversial. 

 

Terror tactics were used against the Croats in areas where Serbs and Croats were 

intermixed, as well as against the general Muslim population in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina. Those terror tactics included the killing of the civilian population, 

burning of villages, targeted assassinations and the destruction of private and public 

property.  The terror tactics used against the Croats were largely a reaction against the 

Croatian Ustaše, but targeted all people who identified as Croatian. The Muslim and 

Croatian population of Bosnia, Herzegovina and Sandžak was a primary target of 

Četnik terror due to the historical animosity that existed between Serbs and Muslims. 

Their objective was clear, to 'cleanse' these areas of Muslims in order to create a 

‘Greater Serbia’ free of non-Serbs.  There had now become a war within a war. 

It was clear in March of 1945 that although the Croatian Army could not be broken by 

the communists, they were basically defeated by lack of ammunition.  The decision 

was made to retreat into Austria in order to surrender to British forces advancing from 

Italy. 

 

Little Branko was still a child when the end of the war came in May of 1945. We 

don’t know if he was aware that spring, that along the road from Croatia to Slovenia 

and then Austria, a long column of trucks mixed with peasant wagons jammed the 

highways with uncounted thousands of civilians, peasants, workmen, students and 

merchants who joined the Croatian soldiers and fled after the evacuation of the capital 
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Zagreb.  These loyal Croatians headed towards the frontier to meet the American and 

British armies.  Knowing that their leaders and forces were no longer fighting, they 

were now intent on one thing; evading Tito’s murder squads.   

 

From as early as 1942 the Croatian government had made attempts to contact British 

authorities.  All attempts were rejected, including the one made before they withdrew 

into Austria in 1945 to surrender under the terms of the Geneva Convention. The 

Croatian Armed Forces assumed that Britain would have no choice but to accept their 

surrender.  Once disarmed they would have to, but they were wrong. One of the 

biggest tragedies occurred in the middle of May of that year.  Word ran down the 

middle of the evacuating columns that the British army had finally been contacted by 

the Croatians and that they would accept their surrender. 

 

On May 15 over 100,000 Croatian soldiers and tens of thousands of Croatian 

Civilians camped on a large field just across the Austrian border near Bleiberg, which 

lies within the frontiers of the Tito State.  The British military authorities requested 

that they lay down their arms.  Most did but a very few weren’t sure and, fortunately 

for them, chose to stay back. Their instincts would be validated as they watched what 

came next, in horror.  Once the British confirmed that the Croatians were disarmed 

they began to herd the unarmed masses back across the border to Yugoslavia.  

Partisan units had come up during the night and had taken position in nearby woods 

and opened fire on the refugees as they were forced back over the frontline by the 

British troops.  So well-coordinated was the joint British/Partisan action that 

thousands of Croatians of all category; civilians – men, women and children, but 
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mostly consisting of unarmed soldiers, were shot down on that Bleiberg field.  They 

had been misled by the British, who coincidentally had royal ties with the Serbs.   

 

The locals in Bleiberg would have to walk by the mass grave every day to only see 

body parts of the thousands of dead protruding from the poorly covered-over grave. 

The British failed to observe the fundamental terms of the Geneva Convention by 

sending the surrendering thousands to their slaughter but this black stain on their 

history is rarely spoken of.  There were many more slaughters just like that one, the 

greatest of which was in Maribor, Slovenia.  

 

Life after WWII was one of oppression and fear for anyone who was not a Serbian 

national or a supporter of Yugoslavia. All minority groups were a hindrance to Tito’s 

regime and if members of those minority groups dared show any sign of defiance, 

then they became targets.  Religious choice was denied. Citizens had to be either 

atheist or Orthodox.  Catholics and Muslims did not openly attend church, or mosque, 

as far as Yugoslavian law went, those religions didn’t exist.  They married in registry 

offices by day and then secretly in underground churches, or mosques by night when 

a religious ceremony was important enough for a couple to take the risk.  The 

Croatian flag could be displayed, but on the condition that it was the new version; red, 

white and blue with a red star in the centre, the traditional flag that had been in 

existence for centuries was banned.  The radio was infiltrated with the Serbian dialect. 

All official speeches were in Serbian. They were creating their Greater Serbia.  

 

Aside from religion, language was a great identifier for the Croatian people. It is the 

one thing that separated them from Serbians and it was precious. Its absence in 
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political and professional spheres was felt heavily. The target on abolishing the 

Croatian language saw the shutting down of literary iconic papers, the jailing of 

intellectuals who dared to defy the new Serbo-Croatia language, or speak out against 

the changes.  There were so many more identifiers removed, too many to name. 

 

Yugoslav paranoia saw the targeting of individuals abroad who dared to say they were 

Croatian too, the UDBA (Yugoslav secret police) were everywhere infiltrating and spying 

on Croatian communities in all countries for fear of the Tito government being 

overthrown from outside.  They played on the falsified and exaggerated Nazi ties 

during WWII to the point that anyone who called themselves a Croatian was 

automatically accused of being an Ustaša, the word used as though it is describing 

something dirty!  This same assumption still happens today. The propoganda of fear 

was designed to desensitise the world  to any ill-fate that befell a Croatian (especially 

at the hands of the UDBA) – it was easy to not care about a missing. or jailed 

Croatian when they were just fascists, or Nazi's.  The fear mongering  spread 

successfully to other continents, includingAustralia, where Australian Croatians were 

accused, without any basis on fact or evidence, of terrorism. 

 

Some who dared to return to Croatia over the decades between the ‘50s to the ‘80s for 

a visit never came back – what happened to them remains unknown, hidden under a 

cloud of mystery.  There is a long list of missing Australian Croatians reported back 

in  the early ‘70s all of whom were either killed, missing or imprisoned for fictitious 

crimes, all tabled in Australian Parliament in the early ‘70s - but the Australian 

Government didn’t care.  They were tabled with the support of the Liberal Party and 

ignored by the Whitlam government. 
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When Branko came down with TB during the war, we don’t know if he was aware 

that a messy war had been raging, or how much of it he understood.  He guessed to 

have been about nine years old at the time.  Tuberculosis wasn’t just rife in 

Yugoslavia, but studies have shown that poor nutrition and a lack of hygiene and 

knowledge of proper childcare accounted for fatally poor health conditions in 

Yugoslavia before World War II.  As a result, Yugoslavia suffered Europe's highest 

death rate from tuberculosis, malaria, diphtheria, typhus, syphilis, dysentery, and 

whooping cough, which also ravaged the country. 

 

His great-great-grandfather migrated to Croatia from Slovakia with his pear trees and 

built himself a house on the main street; a brick house that he built with his own 

hands in 1904.  It was a grand house for its time with its pear trees planted out front. 

The house was never rendered like most of the European houses.  In fact it still stands 

out, quite stubbornly unique amongst the houses that surround it.   

 

The Slovakian’s son would be Branko’s great-grandfather. He had migrated with his 

father to Croatia as a nine-year-old.  He would eventually marry and father four boys 

and a girl, one of those boys would become my grandfather.   The boy grew into a 

man, but remained living in the original house of his youth.  When two of his sons 

grew up and married, two more houses were built next to that original one, side by 

side for their families.  Their daughter moved away and married and two other men 

remained in the original house.  Over one generation, they had all become Croatian 

nationals. 
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My grandfather’s house built down the road from the brick house with pear trees, like 

many of its era, had a basement where the family stored all their food, that was also 

where they stored their barrels of plum brandy which they made every year, 

painstakingly, with love, care and tradition.  Entry to the house was through the side 

and into a hallway.  To the right of that was the bathroom and laundry combined.  It 

was rendered white.  Directly in front was a bedroom and to the left of that was 

another bedroom and a kitchen.    

 

My sixteen-year-old grandfather, slightly built with a little moustache and chestnut 

brown hair, would marry his sixteen-year-old Croatian bride named Ana whose 

Croatian heritage went back centuries and they too would live in this house.   There 

were no hospital deliveries, so all their sons were born in the second bedroom and 

would sleep there until they grew to be men.   They had three boys and Dad was the 

middle child, just like his daughter Danica and he too would be the black sheep of his 

family. 

 

In the winter, the house was heated by a wood fire oven in the kitchen. It would 

sometimes feel dank and musty in that house and in the summer it would often be hot 

and unbearable.  No one complained though, they didn’t know any different.  Dad 

was a sickly child, he suffered from rashes and was always scratching, later he 

guessed it may have been eczema, but he couldn’t know.  He also suffered from 

recurring stomach pains, something people had no means to understand, or remedy at 

the time. He carried those unrelenting stomach pains into adulthood. 
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When WWII kicked off, my dad was five years old.  Work and money were scarce. 

His family often had sour milk for lunch and then soaked rock hard bread in milk for 

dinner. There were no preservatives to help the bread keep, so it went stale and 

hardened very quickly, but that didn’t mean they threw it out.  Sometimes they would 

be lucky enough to get “hot milk” straight from the cow.  They had very little as 

children, but they did have an education. Dad commenced school when he was six. 

When he was eventually struck with tuberculosis, during the entire time that he was 

ill, he was home and bedridden.  What happened to him next during his illness would 

ultimately shape the person he became. 

 

Dad’s father was in the Croatian Army and he was away fighting.  His mother and 

grandmother, who were looking after the children at the time, heard enemy soldiers 

approaching.  They grabbed Dad’s brother who was three years older, (the youngest 

had not been born yet) and ran out of the house to hide, but they didn’t take the sick 

little boy with them, they left him behind in bed.  He would only realise later that 

they’d gone and left him.  He defended their actions to Mum as an adult when he 

relived the story years later, by suggesting that maybe they just couldn’t carry him 

and they had to run, there was likely no time to save him without risking everyone. 

As he lay in his bed, he had no idea that the soldiers were coming, or that both his 

mother and grandmother were gone.  He suddenly sensed a presence and when he 

opened his weary eyes he came face to face with a bearded man peering down at him.  

He was sick and feverish and was now gripped with terror.  There were many more 

bearded men surrounding his bed.  They were soldiers, but he hadn’t seen ones like 

these before.  In a booming voice, the one peering into his face, demanded, “What is 
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your name little boy?”  With all the might his sick lungs could muster, he answered, 

“Branko”.  The man said “That’s a nice Serbian name.   We won’t need to kill you 

then, we don’t kill our own.”  With that the Četnik soldiers and their boots marched 

on out of the house.  They ransacked it first. The name Branko is not specific to any 

nationality, so my father’s life was spared thanks to both the luck of his name and the 

ignorance of the Četnik soldiers.  They left the sick little boy to live and spend the rest 

of his life fighting for his passionate desire for a free Croatia. 

 

The sick boy got better and although his lungs were scarred from the TB and the itchy 

disease diminished over years, his stomach pains never went away.  He learned to live 

with them though and he enjoyed his years at school.  Dad was a very popular child.  

He played soccer and loved both the game and the childhood friend that he played the 

game with, he forever remembered him fondly.  He and his best friend never left each 

other’s sides. In 1943 Dad’s little brother was born. At three boys, that particular 

branch of the Kadić family tree was now complete.  

 

When Dad was fourteen, his older brother got married. The groom married young, he 

was only seventeen, which was not uncommon practice when life expectancy was 

much shorter.  The wedding photos are the only ones that exist of my father as a 

youngster; he looked so handsome wearing a suit as a young teen.  He had hair 

slicked back and he was wide-eyed and innocent.  In that one portrait shot he is alone. 

The one other photo from that day is of Dad and his much loved best friend. They are 

the only photos of him as a child. 
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Dad finished primary school and high school.  Sometimes he stayed home when his 

stomach pains were really bad.   Children would commence school at age six and 

would continue in the same school for eight grades. This would qualify a primary 

school graduate as an unskilled worker.  To finish secondary school was a high 

achievement, as it was not compulsory then and still isn’t.  Secondary schooling was 

(and still is) divided in Croatia where a student has a choice of going down one of two 

educational tracks, one of which is vocational school.  Vocational school consists of a 

series of subjects necessary for work in a particular job environment.  Those who 

completed middle school were considered to have ‘medium expertise’.  Dad finished 

school in Economics, which provided him with the skills he needed in order to run a 

store.  A store in Croatia at that time was always a variety store, so that meant he 

needed to know all aspects of business ownership as well as understand a wide range 

of products. His subjects therefore covered everything from accounting, to weighing 

grains and cutting meats to dealing with haberdashery. 

 

In 1949 Dad scored himself a job as an apprentice salesman, to us that would be a 

shopkeeper, which he did for three years, running a store.  He then went home to 

work on his parents’ rural property for four more years.  He also did his time in the 

Yugoslav national service, which was compulsory, but he despised the fact that he 

was forced to represent Yugoslavia so much, that he spent much of that time in 

military prison.  Dad always spoke up for what he believed in and wearing a 

communist uniform rubbed hard against his grain, so he managed to get himself in a 

fair amount of trouble with his resistance. When he wasn’t in military prison, he was 

often away ill due to his unrelenting stomach pains. He hadn’t yet completed military 
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service when he was discharged for reasons of illness.  He went on to get himself 

another job as a salesman and continued life with his young man ways. He liked to 

shoot and he liked to drink and he loved to gamble. 

 

After WWII many fled and Yugoslavia lost many of its Croatian nationals to other 

countries.  This exodus continued for a while before Tito took note of it. He swiftly 

realised that this worked favourably for him. If he opened the borders, he could rid 

himself of many more troublesome Croatians.  Tito’s fear of being overthrown by 

Croatians was real and he targeted the activists out of fear for his government’s 

existence. 

 

I don’t know when Dad planned to escape, but he had tried twice before and been 

caught, both times in 1960 and both times he was imprisoned - once for fifteen days 

and once for twenty-five. He was twenty-four years old at the time.  Just before he 

made his final successful bid to freedom, he was working in his second sales job, 

running a store in a town not so far away.  While working there he had given a priest 

(religion wasn’t allowed if it wasn’t Orthodox) credit to purchase items and, as a 

consequence, he was jailed.  His father, who didn’t have much to his name except for 

his land and what little it gave back in produce sales, paid for dad’s bail.  Out on bail, 

which his parents could barely afford and both ethically and politically frustrated, Dad 

decided he didn't want to be part of this country any longer.  The day he left he went 

to visit his cousin next door with a handful of lollies. His uncle owned the house next 

door and his cousin lived there with his wife.  At the end of his visit, he looked at his 
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cousin’s eldest daughter, a sweet five-year-old and gave her the handful of silk lollies 

as his secret parting gift. He said his goodbyes under the shade of the walnut tree.  He 

then got on his bicycle and rode to his auntie’s house situated behind a railway station 

in Sulkovci.  His bike would remain there for the next thirty-three years.  My father’s 

cousin would recount the story 49 years later and I was fortunate enough to hear it 

again from the mouth of the little five-year-old girl, who is now a middle aged 

woman. She recounted that story with vigour, excitement and sadness, all rolled into 

one. 

  

The first two times he’d attempted to escape, he’d done so on his own.  This time, 

he’d enlisted the help – for a decent fee - of a Slovenian man who regularly took 

people over the border.  Many Slovenians earned a good living through this illegal 

activity, smuggling Croatians over the Austrian border and into freedom.  Dad’s 

younger brother and his girlfriend were to join him for this third escape attempt.  

When they got to the border and there was only one step to go, Dad’s brother pulled 

out. He couldn’t do it.  In a split second he decided he couldn’t leave his family.  The 

brothers looked at each other.  Dad was sad to leave his brother behind, but knew this 

was his last chance; he couldn’t go back. His brother begged him not to go, to 

reconsider and to stay.  Dad couldn’t turn back though. He wished his brother’s 

girlfriend the best of luck and said goodbye to the younger brother that he would not 

see again for decades.  Alone, he took that final step into Austria and into freedom.  

He was now almost twenty-five years old and in an instant, everything he knew was 

gone.   
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He was processed as the majority of them were, through Traiskirchen, a town in the 

district of Baden in Lower Austria, situated 20km south of Vienna and located in the 

famous Thermenlinie. He wasn’t in Austria for very long, but while he was there, his 

political motivation for a free Croatia grew. He had met mum briefly during that stay. 

 

He was given the choice, as they all did, as to where he could migrate. The option was 

rarely a European country although Switzerland was included, unless one had been 

born there, or was married to a citizen of that country. All other choices were further 

abroad.  He didn’t even know where half of these countries were, but chose Australia 

first and put Canada down as his second choice.  He based his choices on countries he 

knew were not communist.   A short while later, Australia accepted him under the 

White Australia Policy. 

 

The trip to Australia was not without its obstacles. He travelled by boat and while on 

the way, was forced to stop over in Italy to have his appendix removed.  Once 

recovered, he resumed his journey to the lucky land. All was going well until the boat 

caught fire.  He survived both an inflamed appendix and a flaming boat and would 

arrive safely in Australia onboard the Flaminia which suffered the fire on the way. 

 

When Dad arrived at Bonegilla migrant camp in NSW, Mum was already there.  All 

he owned he had with him; the suit he was wearing, a suitcase, underwear and a wash 

basin. The wash basin, made of enamel remained a humorous reminder of having no 
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idea where he was going or what to take, like many immigrants and remained a point 

of laughter between him and mum for the rest of his life.  He didn’t know what hit 

him, like most others, Australia was a shock.  It wasn’t just the dry hot weather, he 

arrived in autumn so the heat wasn’t so bad, but there was nothing near, or around the 

camp.  There definitely didn’t seem to be any of the jobs they had all been promised.  

At one point the camp officials took truck loads of men out to the desert in the 

Northern Territory with the intention of building railway lines, it wasn’t long before 

they were all bought back when none of them could take the conditions of desert 

weather.  That was one of many poorly planned and executed work ideas. 

 

Never one to sit around and wait for things to happen, Dad took initiative.  On arrival 

he made friends instantly. He was an open and friendly man who knew how to look 

after himself.  Without a word of English he managed to make friends and soon found 

fellow Croatians in the camp he would keep company with.  He also got to know 

Mum and they were married there. 

 

One friend in particular, a Seventh Day Adventist was keen on helping Dad out, his 

motive was to convert him, but that was never going to happen. Dad wanted to work 

though, so he accepted the offer of a job through this friend, packed his suit, 

underwear and his washbasin and set off for Victoria. He promised Mum, who was by 

now pregnant, that he would be back to get her. 
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Dad stepped off the train at Newport station, west of Melbourne. He’d only just 

walked out of the subway when a stranger drove up.  The man spoke in Polish and 

asked, “Do you need a ride brother?”  Dad accepted and was ever so grateful. The 

man drove him to a boarding house that would provide him accommodation.  The 

Polish man owned a deli/supermarket/bottle shop at the nearby shops called The 

Circle. Dad was forever grateful to him.  In the time it took for Dad to travel from 

Bonegilla to Newport, the job he had been promised at the meatworks was gone.  

With no other job prospects, he had to borrow money to pay his board.   

 

Unfortunately for him, the migrant camp back in Bonegilla had rules; if you left of 

your own accord without the camp officials having found you work, you couldn’t 

return.  Mum and some of the others worked hard to get Dad permission to come back 

and by the time they finally arranged it, he actually found a job.  Dad went to work in 

the abattoirs in North Melbourne.  He was happy. It didn’t matter what prior training 

they had, or what skill set, or university degree they’d brought with them to Australia; 

migrants were grateful to be working in any job that would have them. If they were 

employed and earning an income, nothing else mattered.  This was the beginning of a 

new life, in a country where he was free, and that was everything that mattered.  He 

would become a great slaughterman and he would love this job. 

 

When Mum finally left the camp, she lived as a boarder in North Melbourne until she 

and Dad found a Bungalow to share, well, a room.  Mum fell pregnant again.  When 

she went into labour with Danica, she had given birth at Williamstown Hospital and 
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from there was rushed to the Royal Women’s Hospital without Dad. He would follow. 

He quickly went into a fish ‘n’ chip shop where he knew the man was a Croatian 

Muslim; it was easier to buy things when you could speak the same language.  His 

idea was to quickly grab something to eat before catching a cab to the hospital. Back 

then they caught a lot of taxis, despite the cost, because they didn’t know how to 

catch trains. While waiting for his food he met a fellow Croatian who lived nearby 

and would often lend the owner a hand.  That day, in his fluster to buy something to 

eat and get to the hospital, Dad left his wallet in the shop.  He never got to the hospital 

because he couldn’t find his wallet. It hadn’t even occurred to him that it might be at 

the shop.  For two weeks the Fish ‘n’ Chip helper looked for Dad before finally 

finding him. Dad got his wallet back and made a new lifelong friend in the process. 

This new friend would become my godfather. 

 

Their second rental was a bungalow. By the time they were about to have me, they 

bought a house.  Dad and Mum got a housing loan from the Bendigo Building 

Society. No bank would loan them the money and so Dad carried a soft spot for that 

organisation his entire life.  Their home loan was for £4500 with a £300 pound 

deposit.  Their friends said they were mad and that they could never pay that kind of 

money back, but they did.   

 

Dad settled into the routine of working life in Australia and established a home for his 

new family, all the while though, the fire within had been burning and growing in 

regards to Croatian politics, so much so, that his political standings soon saw an end 
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to old friendships with many people with whom they divided on politics. This 

included some from back home. In 1961 the same year they arrived, they made sure 

they became Australian Citizens, naturalisation was crucial to ensuring so that no one 

could ever send them back to Yugoslavia.  Many Croatians were quite happy to refer 

to themselves as Yugoslavs, and that didn’t sit well with Dad.  One of his friends 

wrote to his mother and told her that what he was involved in what was “dangerous” 

and that he would get himself “killed.”  That friendship would end within a year, they 

didn’t have the same beliefs.  Our father never did anything illegal, except fight for 

his right to be called a “Croatian” and not a Yugoslav and if that was to get him 

killed, he was more than prepared to die for it.  Western world labels this and we tend 

to refer to people like my Mum and Dad as nationalists. So be it, to them it was the 

greatest love of all, not nationalism.   

 

Like many others they went to the soccer, they went to the Croatian gatherings and 

they built themselves a community funded by their own means, donations and 

fundraisers.  They received no grants from the Australian government because that 

would have only happened if they called themselves Yugoslav.  Croatians of the day 

would not concede their right to national identity for anything. 

 

There were always the rallies, the protests, the driving to Canberra to commemorate 

National Independence Day.  That was their life, their focus, besides raising a family.  

They raised us to never forget who we were and where we came from.  The 

whispering in people’s houses, the paranoia, it was all real.  The UDBA did infiltrate 

© Ana Dean   44 
 



Waiting for Danica                                                                                                             Ana Dean 
My Sister, My Story 
 

all western countries, including Australia and its Croatian Clubs, but reality was 

blurred by the media back then and by those pulling the strings of terror. Croatians 

were labelled ‘paranoid’ and ‘terrorists’ and anything else the media and the 

Australian Labor Party could think of to demonise the Croatian community, just like 

Tito. 

 

In the 1960s in Parliament the Liberal Government put forward that there existed a 

race of immigrants in Australia that had contributed to the history of Australia, but 

simply wanted to be referred to as Croatian not Yugoslav.  The Australian Labor 

Party strongly opposed this. They were against the notion from the moment it was 

raised.  Particularly Dr Jim Cairns who insisted all Croatians were Ustaša and they 

would not acknowledge this race. It was that government which instructed the 

Australian Commonwealth Police to ransack the houses of 750 Croatians in Australia, 

with no good reason and for nothing accomplished.  For all their ransacking, the best 

they did was arrest one man for being under the influence of alcohol (in his own 

home).   They didn’t catch any terrorists.  It was the Labor Party that would table the 

names of those 750 innocent Croatians in parliament implying they were terrorists 

with no evidence ever being found. The records were later given to Malcolm Fraser 

and placed into National Archives not to be released for 99 years.  Those records 

created uproar due to the breach of privacy they embodied and an accusation never 

confirmed. Their actions created an all out war between this country’s two agencies, 

the Commonwealth Police and ASIO, a part of Australian History that isn’t generally 

known.  A series of bombings between 1963 and 1970 of Yugoslav Travel Agencies 

and social clubs had occurred in Australia.  In 1973 the Attorney-General Lionel 
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Murphy with the Commonwealth Police believed ASIO was hiding information about 

the perpetrators, who they believed were Croatian Terrorists. After all, the NSW 

police had informed Murphy that this was the case.  The Croatians were being blamed 

for the bombings, to this day no one has ever been charged yet articles about the 

incidents even now state as fact, that this was done by Croatian Ustaša in Australia.  

There were no Ustaša.  They should have asked us, we all knew who was responsible 

and we believe ASIO knew who it was – it was another Yugoslav tactic, UDBA was 

here alive and well in Australia, doing it themselves just as the many other things they 

would do in order for Croatians to be blamed, creating fear.  They had done it for 

many years before and years to come.  This whole mess had Australia turning on its 

own, “The Murphy Raid” occurred with the Feds in toe, seizing carton upon carton of 

documents and interrogating ASIO members.  They found nothing.  Whitlam would 

eventually refer to the raid as being his government’s “greatest mistake.”  It means 

nothing.  Growing up in our community our entire lives would revolve around and be 

shaped by many of these events.  

 

Dad joined the Croatian Liberation Movement (Hrvatska oslobodilački pokret) and 

only when the group diverged into two factions did he change his membership and 

join the Australian Croatian Association (AHD – Australsko hrvatsko društvo).  He 

refused to make a choice between the other two and couldn’t bear to do it.  He would 

still remain true to his former club mates and join their picnics and functions, but he 

would never choose between them. 
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He lost his job at the meatworks in North Melbourne when they closed down after he 

had only been there a short time, but it didn’t take him long to get a job at the local 

meatworks, he would remain there for thirty-seven years as a slaughterman.   

It was a day like any other when the Federal Police turned up at his work looking for 

Dad.  Meatworks protected their own and many of the other unskilled labour 

workforce, they did as they always did, denied everything and said nothing.  The 

meatworks had its own code of ethics.  When Dad left work that day the man on the 

gate gave him their card.  Dad rang them and did the right thing.  The Feds came to 

the house to interview him, but that was ineffective as they brought along a Slovenian 

interpreter, who couldn’t understand Dad and Dad couldn’t understand him.  No 

records allegedly exist with either the AFP or ASIO of this interaction despite 

repeated attempts to gain information under Freedom of Information.   

In a faraway town in Croatia I met a distant cousin who told me a story about his time 

in the Yugoslav national service.  He had been a boy when dad escaped and he’d 

heard whispers and was so keen to know where this relative was running to – but they 

hushed him and told him “nowhere” that it was all just a story.  Many years later, he 

was called into the office of a high ranking senior military official who was of Serbian 

descent, he sat in the office and the officer asked him, “Why are you here?”  He 

game-played with the officer and didn’t say, “You summonsed me,” he didn’t dare.   

He made small talk.  The officer asked him if he had a relative in Australia and he 

said no, at that moment he didn’t recall.  The officer persisted and he eventually 

yielded and said yes he recalled a distant relative.  He attempted to trivialise the 

genetic links to Dad; he didn’t want trouble, nor did he care for this questioning as he 

didn’t understand what it was leading to.  The officer corrected him explaining the 
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genetic lines in detail, he knew exactly what the relationship was, my father was his 

great uncle’s son. He demanded to know if he was in touch with Dad and truthfully he 

said no, he didn’t know him, he was too young when my father left that country to 

have known him.  The officer then stated that my father was an Ustaša, my relative 

laughed and asked how that was possible - he was too young to have been in the war.  

The officer kept insisting that’s what my father was and this young man denied it 

again and trivialised the conversation.  The officer told him to have a good day.  We 

weren’t a paranoid people, we always knew that they were watching us. 

Dad’s stomach continued to cause him pain, and Mum took someone’s advice and 

made him a lemon concoction to drink.  He was never sick again.   I never knew my 

father to be sick until 1985, not even with a cold.  He smoked his rollies from the time 

I can remember Mum rolling them for him to pack and take to work.  We all 

eventually learned how to roll them.   He drank like most and partied like most 

Croatians. We were a fortunate family. We had great friends within the little niche of 

people our lives were built around, as well as within the larger Croatian community 

we were raised in.   

 

Was he ever homesick?  Did he pine for his family?  We don’t know.  We know he 

loved his grandmother, she was on her death bed when the photo arrived of him, mum 

and Angela.  It was said that as she lay there she stated “now I can die” knowing he 

was happy and safe, and she did.  He cried when his oldest brother died of a heart 

attack in his early forties, it was the ‘70s and he couldn’t go back for the funeral, or 

visit his family, because there was a risk he would never see Australian soil again.  He 

cried when his mother passed away in her early fifties, but again he couldn’t go back.  
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He cried when his father passed away, and again, he couldn’t go back.  We know he 

certainly pined for the country he never had a chance to embrace.  Dad wasn’t a 

complainer and he never moaned.  If he was sad we never knew about it, with the 

exception of those occasions where people passed away.  He wrote as often as he 

could to his mother until she passed and to his younger brother. 

 

Dad couldn’t go back, not just because he jumped bail, but also because his political 

ventures from within Australia would see him targeted over there.  It would take a 

war in the Balkans to enable Dad to go back to his home for the first time.  In 1994 

Mum and Dad stepped back into the country and on the soil they had left long ago. 

They didn’t even wait for the shelling to stop, as soon as it was acknowledged that 

Croatia was a country they left.  As they sat in Grabarje one day a man arrived with 

his book and took my Dad aside.  His younger brother had seen him coming and told 

Mum to go inside, as he hurriedly whispered to Dad, his brother, “Just say this is not 

Yugoslavia anymore”.  The man opened his book and advised Dad that his name was 

still listed in his book, to which my father responded, “You can do what you want 

with your book because this is not Yugoslavia anymore.” 

Branko Kadić worked hard every day of his life so that he could feed his family and 

to make sure that we had everything.  He made sure we never forgot who we were 

and what our heritage meant and instilled in us the importance of keeping the 

Croatian language alive. He gave us a rich experience of Croatian culture within a 

free and healthy country.  He passed on his temperament of an easy going nature and 

his ability to stand up for what you believe in and be proud and never forget who you 
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are.  He was always true to himself. He most importantly passed on his values, those 

of every Croatian: Family, God and Country, with the greatest gift of all - freedom. 
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MY MUM:   Jelka Dean Kadić 
Date of Birth:  9th of May, 1942 
Place of Birth:  Mišinci, Derventa, Hrvatska 
Nationality:  Australian 

 

The odds were stacked against her from the day she was born in Mišinci, Bosnia in 

1942 in a small village under the Independent State of Croatia (Nezavisna Država 

Hrvatska – NDH).  The country was founded on the 10th of April 1941 – just over a 

year before she was born - and its geography covered modern day Croatia, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina as well as some parts of modern day Serbia. 

She lived in a two-room house with a kitchen and sleeping quarters and a cellar 

underneath.  The land it was built on, twelve square acres of it dwarfed the humble 

cottage. Some of that land was used as farming land, some of it was for cattle grazing 

and some of it was untouched forest. The original hut, made of straw and filled with 

mud, was still there on the property.   The village itself seemed largely unplanned, 

with houses that looked to have been dropped on it, haphazardly from the sky. Mum 

isn’t sure how old she was when her mother was murdered by the Serbian Četniks. 

Her mother was giving birth to a sibling when she was slaughtered.  That child would 

live for six months while the village women rallied around trying to keep the 

premature baby alive, taking it in turns to feed a baby that needed to feed on breast 

milk when there wasn’t any.  They fought long and hard to save the boy, but it wasn’t 

enough.  My mum has no memory of her mother and the story of her slaughter was 

recanted by an old lady in the village who had witnessed it. 

 

Her mother was born in Makarska, a city that grew around a natural harbour, 

protected by the peninsula of Sveti Petar (St Peter) as well as the Cape Osejava.   It 
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sits between the mouth of the Cetina and Neretva Rivers.  How she came to meet her 

husband, my grandfather isn’t known as he was born and bred in the same village in 

Bosnia where all of their children would be born. 

 

There are no photos and no memories of the woman that gave birth to her or the man 

who fathered her.  It was WWII when her mother had died at the hands of the Četniks 

after they invaded the village and spread their forces throughout the local area, setting 

up around the cemetery. The snipers waited there to wipe out anyone who came to 

bury their dead.   So the family took her mother’s body to the next town where, 

without a funeral, or headstone, they buried her.  It was a time of war, there was no 

money and a funeral would bring too much attention and attention was dangerous.  So 

a young woman in her early twenties died violently, far too young and was buried 

unceremoniously beneath a cherry tree. 

 

Her father, a Croatian soldier, had been left with five children including mum and the 

baby that would soon die.  There had been three other children, two had been named 

Ante and one Jure.  They had died as infants from various diseases like typhoid.  The 

only oldest brother she knew was Ivan, born in 1929, her sister Kata in 1934, Ilija in 

1937 and her baby brother Jure (detail unknown). She wasn’t the youngest, but would 

be in time.  She knew there had been three other siblings that had passed away, but 

she always thought Ivan was the eldest of all the children.   

 

Her father, Ante, asked a local single woman to look after his children when he had to 

go back to war.  Perhaps he had promised to marry her on his return? She agreed and 
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stayed on in the family home to raise the children while he left to fight for his 

homeland. 

 

After the war came to an end and their country had become the new Yugoslavia, there 

was a knock on the door one morning.  They weren’t the only ones to receive that 

knock, it came to many houses in that village.  The male voice on the other side told 

my grandfather that he had to leave with them.   My mum’s brother Ivan was in his 

early teens at the time.  He heard the voice and it was familiar to him. He knew it was 

their neighbour.  There was a local former Četnik living in the village, the partisans 

hadn’t killed him for a reason.  It was well believed in the village that the only reason 

they had let this Serbian live was that he had given up the names of every Croatian 

soldier in the village before succumbing to his fate.  My grandfather was one of those 

Croatians. He left with the traitor’s voice, never to return.  Ante was gone. 

 

Mum’s memories of her father are vague, she doesn’t know if they are real, or 

constructed pictures of what she wants to be able to see.  She remembers a face but 

isn’t quite sure if it is his.  She wasn’t given the chance to etch her parents into her 

memories.  By the time she was four years old, she and her siblings had been 

orphaned. 

 

Even though they never married, the children referred to their new mother as their 

stepmother and in general remember her as a good woman, but she was young and 

knew no better and began to sell off their land so that they could eat.  At fifteen years 

of age, Ivan, threw their new mother out. He feared that at the rate she was selling off 

their property, they would very soon have nothing left.  They all pitched in from that 
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point onwards.  The older siblings took control and raised the younger ones.  She has 

strong memories of hunger.  Food was being flown in at the time by American aid 

agencies, but that food didn’t reach everyone.  Once the Americans dropped the aid 

on Yugoslav soil the JNA (Jugoslav National Army) dispersed the goods, which 

included food, to whomever they chose to.  Communism had set in and the Yugoslav 

Government denied everything they could, including food to those children and 

families whose parents had been either Croatian Home Guard Troops, or Croatian 

Ustaše.  She remembers the Cossack troops coming through and handing out ration 

packs to the children on their way home.  She remembers that food as the best she had 

ever tasted.  As they grew up they knew they could never have anything under a 

Yugoslav government, there was no future for anyone with a Croatian name. 

 

As a child she wasn’t yet able to understand why they wouldn’t give her food. She 

wondered whether her father been ‘bad’.  In time she would learn it was not about 

good and bad, it was about blood and politics.  From an early age she would know 

who she was and what she was, Croatian.  She would know that a Serb killed her 

mother and a Yugoslav Partisan killed her father - this would remain with her forever. 

 

There was no time for education when you had to work to eat, no matter how old you 

were.   She worked the land, as small as it was and as young as she was. They had a 

few animals and she was in charge of a cow.    She never went to school, but watched 

other children as they trekked off to school every day with such longing.  She would 

have loved a little satchel to carry to school and to be able to play with the children 

but she couldn’t.   Instead she was on cow duty and she would sometimes have to 

watch that cow all day. 
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One day her cow was bitten by something and, startled, it ran onto the neighbours 

land.  This neighbour was Serbian and the cow was now on his property.  He took off 

his belt that held up his pants, lassoed it around the cow’s neck and took off with it.  

She walked without stopping, following the man, crying, begging that he give back 

her cow.   He would not give her the cow.  She walked for sixteen kilometres that day. 

She was afraid to return without her cow, but eventually returned home distressed and 

cow-less. The next day her brother marched off to retrieve their stolen cow. 

 

After some years her brothers married and Ivan stayed on the property with his new 

wife, while her other brother moved out with his. Eventually her sister married a 

Croatian-born German. He too was an orphan; the Partisans had hung his parents 

alive from a tree.  The sister and her husband also moved away to another city in 

Croatia. Her older brother would travel to Austria for work, as many did in those 

days, and she and her other brother would remain home alone with their sister-in-law.  

She was a mean woman who would beat my mother mercilessly.    There were times 

she would beat her until she passed out and if she woke, she would scream at her, 

“Why have you opened your eyes again!” 

 

The little girl grew into a scared and unconfident adolescent.  It would take over fifty 

years for her to recount the events of her childhood out loud. Dad died without ever 

knowing about Mum’s childhood.  She came face to face with her cruel sister-in-law 

in 1994 for the first time since she’d left, her brother had become an old man. Did he 

know about their mistreatment? Mum would never ask and never know. 
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Years passed and she was repeatedly abused, until a boy of about sixteen, a cousin 

who lived nearby, found her outside one day. My mother was bloody and weak and 

lay outside on the ground.  He picked her up, threw her onto his shoulder and carried 

her to the town of Krajnović, where he left her in the care of an aunt. This aunt didn’t 

have enough food, or money to feed an extra mouth, so Mum was passed to another 

woman, a neighbour of her aunt who had four adult male children.  The woman’s 

children had grown and two of them had moved away to Zagreb to go to University.  

The two remaining worked in the local bakery and there was plenty of food.  The 

woman had always longed for a daughter and welcomed my mother’s arrival.   A 

Muslim neighbour had a son who was Mum’s age and they tried to find a way to get 

Mum into school, without starting from scratch, so that she could join the same class 

as this young boy.  They wanted her to start in Grade Three.  Mum doesn’t recall her 

brother ever coming to look for her.  She tells herself that maybe he did, but perhaps 

she just doesn’t remember it because so much time has passed. 

 

As much as she’d hated the beatings at home, she still longed for her family and her 

home.  It was the only home she had ever known. She would sometimes hide in the 

toilet and pretend to have diarrhoea, so that she had more time to cry.  She didn’t want 

to be ungrateful to the people feeding and clothing her, who made efforts to educate 

her, but she was so sad.  She knew they must have seen her tear-stained face when she 

would come out of the toilet, but she couldn’t help it.   Her new carer, who she called 

‘aunty’, bought material for clothing to be made for the little girl, and the neighbour 

sewed pretty dresses for her that she had never worn, or even seen before.  She had 

just started to settle into her new life when then her sister arrived at the door. 
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Her sister had come from Pridvorje, a town near Đakovo, in the Slavonija region of 

Croatia.  She had come to take her youngest sister away.   My mother would like to 

think her sister loved her, but she knew deep down there was another motivation that 

was selfish. Her sister needed to work now that her husband was about to go into the 

army to complete his national service, so someone needed to look after her niece and 

nephew.  She was to be their nanny, at such a young age. She was promptly packed 

up and had to say goodbye to her new family.  They were distraught at letting her go, 

but they had no say. 

 

Months passed living in Pridvorje, baby sitting and working the land.  She was 

getting used to her new environment, but still longed for her home.  When her brother 

Ilija arrived one day to announce that he needed her back on the land at home, she 

was thrilled. She was happy to go home, she simply walked out, leaving her niece and 

nephew alone with a note to her sister.  She recalls this now with horror, she was too 

young to understand she couldn’t just leave them, but she did just that. 

 

She walked out with her brother in the middle of the day with her sister at work.    

They walked to the train station and boarded the next train. They promptly fell asleep.  

They knew they were supposed to get off the train at Dažnica, but awoke just as it 

was pulling out of the station.  Ilija said they had to jump and there wasn’t time to be 

scared, he jumped out of the door of the moving train and she followed.   It was 

mountainous terrain and scrub and the wind picked her up as she flew through the air, 

landing a good hour’s walk from her brother.  It took them that long to find each 

other. 
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Not long passed before her sister was back again, convincing Ivan to let her take 

Mum back with her again, to Pridvorje.   Off she went, shuttled around like a 

commodity with no say of her own, but she was an obedient child and did what the 

older siblings told her to do. By the time she was eighteen years old, she had settled 

happily into life with her sister’s family. She farmed the small piece of land, looked 

after her niece and nephew and looked after the children of others in the area as well. 

She had made friends and grown into a big brown-eyed young woman with short, 

dark brown hair that looked almost black. Her hair was course and thick and as 

straight as nails.  

 

Her sister and brother-in-law had been planning an escape for months, but it was a 

secret and no one could know they were leaving.  They weren’t the first, or the last to 

attempt it. Mum had never been part of the planning, but she suddenly found herself 

included. She did as she was told, just like she always had. She was allowed no 

warnings, or goodbyes to her brothers still living in Mišinci.  She didn’t know it at the 

time, but her sister had lied to their brother Ivan.  Kata had asked him to lend her 

some money to get by on, but he didn’t know it was for them to survive after the 

escape.  He didn’t know the plan and he didn’t know that he would not see one of his 

sister’s for a very long time - thirty-three years. 

 

It was around 4am when they left on a September night in 1959.  The day before, 

Mum went to see her best friend and gave her a photo of herself and asked for one in 

return.  Slavica looked at her and exchanged photo’s she didn’t ask questions.  That 

was her goodbye to her best friend.  There would be eight of them leaving, her sister, 

brother-in-law and three children, the guide and his girlfriend who weren’t married 
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but had a daughter who was seven years old.  So much for secrets because there was 

suddenly a ninth member; Ivica showed up.   He lived in the neighbourhood and he 

decided he too was coming.    The group walked to Đakovo.  The guide had been to 

the border of Slovenia before, apparently he was an expert, but he had no map. 

 

In Đakovo they bought a loaf of bread and salami (Tirole).  They didn’t travel in 

hiking outfits, it was almost 1960 and they wore their Sunday bests.  The new 

addition to the escapee list, Ivica had just bought himself a pair of winkle toes that 

would torture his feet throughout the journey.  They took a train to Zagreb with 

salami in hand and no knife, a loaf of bread in a plastic bag where it would get wet 

and become inedible.  They caught the train to Zagreb, but were delayed from 

disembarking. They heard the screams of a woman, “Sister what have you done!” A 

woman had just committed suicide on the train tracks.  These are the poignant 

memories in our lives that linger with all of us. Mums are something from which 

nightmares are made. 

 

From there they continued on by train to Ljubljana, Slovenia.  On arrival in Slovenia 

they encountered an old lady who dressed traditionally wearing layer upon layer of 

clothes and aprons, a scarf on her head and she was in pursuit of the nine, she 

followed them everywhere and they couldn’t get rid of her.    She was persistent in 

making sure she didn’t lose site of the strangers.    They stopped and asked her why 

she followed, but she denied it.  The woman asked what they were doing and they 

said they were simply visiting the market.  Just as people were paid to take you to 

freedom there were those that got paid for reporting you to the authorities.  They 

knew what she was up to and ended up going to the market just to get rid of her.  
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Upon leaving the market they were finally on their way, the rest of the journey to 

Austria would be by foot. 

 

The ‘walk’ was a ‘trek’ in Sunday bests through ravines and hills.  They slept in 

cornfields along the way. The three females wore dresses and overnight the moisture 

that gathered would be frosted along their hemline by morning, slicing at their legs 

like razor blades as they walked. The men didn’t sleep much when they stopped to 

camp, they took it in turns to keep a lookout. Mum often awoke to find Winkle Toes’ 

jacket covering her.   They knew the general direction of Austria, but were never quite 

sure if they were headed there the right way, they simply got up each morning, took 

aim and walked towards freedom.  

 

One morning, they woke to find that they’d slept dangling above a ravine. They were 

lucky that none of them had moved much, or rolled over in their sleep!  They were so 

close now they could feel it, but they had no way of knowing exactly where they 

were, so much for the expert guide with no map.   They heard footsteps cracking the 

underbrush, but they were too exhausted, tired, cold and hungry to care.  If it were the 

Yugoslav police then so be it, they wouldn't be the first to be caught.  Unbeknownst to 

the others, my mother had actually been praying for it.  She wanted to go home 

despite her hatred of this country she was a teenager and homesick. 

 

They waited in silence for a man to appear before them.  He spoke Slovenian and he 

asked if they were hungry.  There is no memory of what happened to the salami, 

Mum cannot recall eating it, but she knew they didn’t have a knife.  They were 

starving.  He told them to wait where they were and they left their fate in his hands.  
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He would either come back with food, or the police, it didn't matter anymore.  Time 

passed so slowly, but when he reappeared with a thermos full of soup, it might as well 

have been Christmas.  They knew the risk this man had taken for them. They thanked 

him and he left. 

 

On arrival in Austria, not two feet over the Yugoslav border, they were confronted 

with two signs, pointing at two possible roads to take, both written in German.  Which 

road to take was the question?  Neither sign meant anything to them, so they just 

picked one at whim.  The Austrian Guard they encountered made them quite aware 

that they almost hadn’t made it. If they had chosen the other sign, it would have taken 

them straight back onto Yugoslav soil. The guide and Ivica (Winkle Toes) were sent 

back to Yugoslavia, none of the others knew why.  They were all saddened that their 

friends would face prison on return, but they were also sad that they had lost all their 

photos. They’d all given their photos to Ivica to hold since he was the only one with a 

decent sized pocket to protect them from the rain.  All of the group’s memories were 

gone.  Mum had money on her and knew Ivica had spent all his money on the salami 

and bread, so she asked the guide’s girlfriend to give what she had to the guide to give 

to Ivica. The day Mum heard they were sending the men back to the Yugoslavian 

police, she buried her face in her hands and cried. Forty years passed before she got to 

speak with Ivica via phone after we located him by letter, he still had his house in 

Pridvorje, but worked and lived in Germany.  She needed to know if he got the money 

she gave him.  He didn’t.  What Ivica did find out was that the guide would one day 

go missing. The story is that he used to take money from anyone wanting to escape 

and would pocket it and someone killed him for his deceit.  
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The rest of them were transported to Traiskirchen for processing and that’s when she 

first ever saw Dad.  He arrived there much later and then she left to go to Klagenfurt 

where they were detained in the former army barracks. That’s where all the illegal 

immigrants were.  The final destination for Mum was Salzburg. 

 

More traumatic memories were made at Salzburg train station.  The Germans looked 

after their own and her brother-in-law Tomas and sister Kata and the children were 

being transported to Germany.  Despite their desperation to stick together, Germany 

would not accept Mum.   They even tried to change her birth date, which was a 

common practice at the time and thought that if they made Mum seem younger, 

perhaps Germany would take her because she was a minor.  It didn’t make a 

difference but it created havoc for her identity for the rest of her life. 

 

The last sight of her sister was when she fainted at the train station as they took Mum 

away.  In Salzburg Mum lost everything and was alone and confined to living in a 

migrant camp.  Germany didn't want her, she could not go back to Yugoslavia and she 

was on her own.  Her sister battled on, trying desperately and by various means to get 

Mum to Germany, including an escape plan on a motorbike, but Mum was too scared 

to do anything illegal.   She was now living and working in a monastery for an order 

of nuns. 

She was given three choices on migration and there were strong pushes for New 

Zealand and even Switzerland. The other choices were Australia and Canada.  She 

didn't even know where these countries were, no one did. It didn’t occur to her that 

Switzerland would be closest to her sister.  She chose Australia for no other reason 
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than most of her new friends were going there.  Then in late December of 1960 her 

application was rejected due to illiteracy. 

 

Mum worked in the kitchen and in the garden of the convent and also did some 

knitting.  She was allowed to have a lesson for half an hour a day in reading and 

writing Croatian.  It wasn’t nearly enough.  Her appeal application to Australia stated 

the following: 

“She would be readily accepted based on her clean and neat appearance and 

would be readily accepted except for her illiteracy. “  It went on to say, “She 

hasn’t improved much in her reading and writing, but in view of her own 

efforts to improve her reading and writing, and based on her general 

presentation and appearance, it is suggested that her appeal and her case be 

reviewed.” 

Further comments noted in her application were: 

“she is of clean appearance and quite bright and should rapidly improve” it 

also notes “she has had to fend for herself always and the school was burnt 

down in the village and never replaced.” 

 

Her appeal successful, she travelled to Australia in early 1961 whilst her sister 

desperately tried to immigrate with her whole family to Australia too, but was denied.  

The two sisters didn’t know they would never see each other again.  At the age of 

almost nineteen, she travelled by plane to Australia, under the White Australia Policy.  

She doesn’t recall the trip.  The young girl arrived in Bonegilla, New South Wales, 

Australia, with an empty suitcase.  Australia hit her hard. It wasn’t just the culture 

shock.  She had been warned about the 'wild people' and was sold on the idea of an 
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abundance of jobs in this country only to find there weren’t any, unless, of course,  

she chose to go into outback Australia and work on the train lines.  She was a long 

way from Bosnia, Croatia. 

 

When she couldn’t digest the food that upset her stomach, she made onion 

sandwiches the two things that were familiar to her and her diet.  Dad hadn’t arrived 

yet and at that stage, they had only had a brief encounter in Austria, but they both 

have fond memories of Bonegilla despite the conditions.  There was a shop down the 

road in front of the Hume Weir that most of the migrants stole from and they would 

all swim in the weir.  Mum doesn’t recall the dance hall, the dances, or any activities 

for that matter.  They would listen to the radio and in fact there is a photo of Mum and 

two other women holding someone else’s brand spanking new radio – they wanted to 

send the photo home to show them what they had.  There was a day when they were 

allowed to make their own food, and so the Croatian women bought some beans and 

prepared to make a bean soup (Grah) and when the big pot was ready full of delicious 

Grah with smoked meat, the mothers with children called the kids and they ate all the 

soup.  The adults didn’t get to have any. 

 

In 1961 like many other Croatians of the time they just needed time to make some 

money and then go back, but they refused to go back to Yugoslavia, they would only 

return to a free Croatia.   

 

With great force the people would overthrow the Tito regime yet quite unsure on how 

they were going achieve this.  Some did try, on two unsuccessful occasions and were 

all killed, but Tito and the Australian Labor government used this to perpetuate their 
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Croatian Terrorist fears.  My parents and their friends would protest for the next thirty 

years in their new country for the right to be called Croatian, not Yugoslav.   Mum 

and Dad felt they were lucky and didn’t endure name-calling, not at first – they didn’t 

get called “wogs” like the Italian’s and Greeks, but in time their new country would 

call them worse.  They would be labelled “terrorists”.  The western media began a 

fear campaign against Croatians across the world post WWII that would get even 

uglier in Australia.  Long before the western world started their next fear campaign 

against all Muslims, Croatians were a target and had been for a very long time. 

 

My parents couldn’t go back.    Their country was taken over by communists long ago 

and they like many feared returning.    Every Croatian knew at least one Croatian who 

had gone back to see family, never to be seen again.  If there weren’t mysterious 

suicides then there were mysterious disappearances.   The Yugoslav’s knew, the 

Croatian’s knew and more frightening, the Australian Labor Party knew and ignored 

the fact that their Australian citizens were going back to Yugoslavia only to be found 

dead, or go missing.  Everyone knew what was happening, but Croatians were 

labelled paranoid for voicing it. 

 

That fear of going back led them both to gain immediate citizenship, in order to 

eliminate any threat of deportation.  It was a preventative measure to ensure 

Yugoslavia couldn’t touch them.   Sadly enough though, Yugoslavia could still touch 

the Croatians, the ones who stayed there, the ones who would go back and the one’s 

that lived in other parts of the world such as Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the 

US. 
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Mum worked in the bottle top factory on and off during her last two pregnancies and 

gave a total of twenty-five years’ service there.  She loved her job as many migrants 

did, she felt so lucky to be able to work and earn money.  There was never a sick day, 

never time off.  They didn’t like to bring attention to themselves at work, nothing to 

cause anyone to notice you in a negative way.  There were many hardships in that 

workplace and the worst was race related.    Whilst that same propaganda machine 

was at work she and many fellow Croatians found themselves ostracised in the 

workplace.  No one would sit with them in the lunchroom, they were afraid of the 

“terrorists”.  Every woman that called herself a Croatian was treated with disdain and 

fear. During those hard times she found herself sad, sad they were treated with 

contempt when in fact all they wanted was recognition of their Croatian identity. 

 

It wasn’t easy for migrants and things that were simple like going to the shop was not 

an easy task at times.  When they lived in Newport she didn’t understand the currency 

and would go to the shop and would hand over a palm full of coins and couldn’t 

understand why they took the small silver ones but not the big brown ones.  One time 

she went to the shop pushing Angela in the pram and by the time she left the shop she 

turned the wrong way and became disorientated and took an hour to walk home when 

it should have been five minutes. 

 

In the mid ‘60s, Mum’s brother Ivan and his whole family were arranging to migrate 

to Australia.  Negotiations went on for a year, then at the last minute her brother Ilija 

decided to get married, and changed his mind.  The process would have to start again 

and so it never eventuated in the end because her brother didn’t want to leave any of 

his children behind.  Many years later my cousin at 50 years of age would tell me that 
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as a child he prayed and longed to come here, it was all he wanted and his dreams 

were shattered. 

 

Mum had taught herself to read, but her writing was painfully slow and Dad would 

write to her siblings for her.  In the early ‘70s her brother died in a car accident, 

leaving behind a son.   

 

Then again not long after she received a card in the mail. It was a ‘death card’ in 

relation to her niece.  The same niece she had nannied when she herself was a child, 

she was all of seventeen years of age and had died in a car accident.  Her husband had 

been drunk driving and she lost her life in Germany leaving behind a son.  When her 

husband was imprisoned for two years for the offence, Mum’s sister took on her 

grandson as though he were her own.  Two years later he was released and came and 

took his son back and after a heated court battle, he won.   

 

Mum would never go back without Dad and she would never see her sister again. In 

1985 her sister slipped and fell off her balcony in Bavaria, Germany. 

 

Mum and Dad went through life together, nothing was ever done apart except for 

work and the odd soccer game. Other than that they were always together.  She still 

doesn’t tell anyone she that she didn’t go to school, she thinks it’s humiliating.  We 

tell her it’s okay, it doesn’t matter, but it doesn’t console her.   Born in raging war, 

deprived, orphaned and abused she was always a survivor.  It’s what made her strong 

and what made her get through some unrelentingly tough years.    Her strength and 

passion is so vivid in my own mind and will remain with me always, embodied in the 
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vision I have of my mother holding onto the Croatian Flag that day at Olympic 

Park…. 

 

It could have been the late ‘60’s I don’t remember with clarity because I was very 

small.  The Croatia team was playing JUST (consisting predominantly of Yugoslav 

and Serbian nationals) and a man stood in the stands, holding the Croatian flag.  All 

of a sudden, a stranger, a male, came along and punched him square in the face.   

 

As a child I watched in horror.  The offender then tried to drag the flag out of the 

injured man’s hands, but the Croatian man held on.  His assailant rained down on him 

a barrage of fists, all the while still trying to grab the Croatian Flag.  The Croatian 

man was losing ground and was struggling to defend both his body and the flag.  He 

screamed for help to no one in particular, “Take the flag!”  Mum was standing closest 

to the man watching the violence unfold. It didn’t matter that she didn’t know him, 

that flag united them.  Now all three were embroiled in battle for the flag and I 

continued to be terrified, fearing for my mother’s safety.  With Mum on his side now, 

the Croatian could defend himself against the punches and leave my mother to keep 

hold of the flag. She did so with the might of a lioness defending her cub. She had a 

fire I would see again one day, when it was Danica she would be defending. She 

would not allow this man to take and destroy the very thing that had defined her very 

existence.  She would rather die than let that flag touch the ground, or be defiled by 

Serbian, or Yugoslav hands. She taught me courage and conviction and loyalty. 

 

Nothing was too hard for Jelka Dean Kadić, neither physically, nor mentally.  If she 

believed in something, she believed in it with all her heart and that included fighting 
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for her daughter – holding on to her Danica was the same as holding onto that flag 

and not allowing it to fall – to touch the ground! She would never let her go, she 

would never give in; she would rather die first. 
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