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Introduction and
Acknowledgements

People often say writing is a solitary business.
It is not so in this case. This project has .-
brought together many women from several H'i. X
Arabic countries. The "Writing for Life" project =
is a joint initiative between Campbelltown Public
School, NSW Department of Education &
Training, Campbelltown Office and Macarthur
Diversity Services (MDSI).

The project aimed to provide Refugee and
Migrant Women from Arabic speaking
backgrounds the opportunity to share feelings
and life experiences in their own language, or in
English.

The women met every fortnight, where they
participated in different educational forums and women’s health workshops

The women are a great support to each other, sharing their ideas, stories and
feelings about being a woman, mother, worker or wife in Australia and their
journey along the way.

The settlement process has not been easy for many of the women . The
"Writing for Life” project has provided an avenue for these women to share
their challenges, successes and sadly for some their suffering. We hope the
project will be a model for other women’s groups to follow.

The Writing for Life project is an outstanding example of how community
organisations, schools and community members can work together for the
benefit of all. It is a living, human history book and can be used by future
students to grow in the knowledge of their local community.

| sincerely thank the Equity Portfolio DET - South Western Region,
Macarthur Diversity Services and Campbelltown City Council for their funding
and support.

Most importantly, my sincere thanks go to all women who wrote stories,
without them there would be no project. | would also like to thank the
project management team : Ha Nguyen, Sana Al -Ahmar and Najla Abou-
Halloun for their dedication in co-ordinating and facilitating the project .
Sana and Najla especially, for their Arabic language expertise and Sharon
Rubain for editing the English version of the book.

Campbelltown PS accommodated and supported the Campbelltown Arabic
Women’s Support Group for the last two years. | have became a part of
the group for many activities and had the privilege to watch how the group



has grown from very few members to a strong, sustainable women’s group.
Reading these stories has reminded me of how lucky we are in Australia,
where freedom of speech is encouraged and women rights are recognised.

Last, but not least, on behalf of the group , | would like to thank Her
Excellency Professor Maria Bashir , the Governor of NSW for launching
Writing for Life Project at our school on 25/11/08.

Ms Darrelle Porteous
Principal - Campbelltown Public School



Iraq in my heart
Zahra Al-Mudhafar

The story of my life is a long trip filled with
stories that want to be told through memories
and tales that fight each other to reveal its
secrets. Memories that | can remember as if
they happened vyesterday and that had
greatly affected my life.

The story of my life goes hand in hand with
the story of the Iragi people, for | am part of
this noble country and its people who had
suffered from ill fortune and bad governments
that destroyed human beliefs and replaced
them with fear and terror, chaos and lack of
security.

One morning we could only hear military

music on the radio and television which always meant there was a political
problem and usually it was political upheaval in Iraq. They were threatening
people and announcing lists of names of people wanted by the new
government. No one knew exactly what happened. We had to anxiously wait
to see what would happen.

It was very anxious and fearful times for our family; we had immersed
ourselves in politics. | was working with the Iragi women’s movement which
aimed for equal pay and working hours for women. A woman’s right for
education, the protection of mothers and children and last but not least
standing for peace against wars. With the help of a group of well known
democratic lawyers and judges a law was decreed which gave women these
rights. The law did not pass though because of groups from the far right that
resisted it.

My husband was a well known democrat known for his love, for the love of his
country and people. He worked with a group of other Iraqis to help create a
law that allowed poor farmers to get land through agricultural reform which
made my husband unpopular with certain groups.

A friend came to our house and convinced us to stay at his place for fear of us
getting arrested or killed. As we were waiting for news, we could hear the
sound of machine guns all night, no one slept, We were all scared of what
would happen next. In the morning our friend went to work and was arrested,
that's when we decided we should return home (we found out later that this
friend was tortured and killed).



The streets were filled with army and men with guns, but we reached home
and when we got in we noticed large numbers of empty bullets inside the
house, they had machine gunned our house through the windows.

When my youngest daughter started collecting these bullets to play with them,
it hit me that this was the beginning of loss, the loss of hope and stability; |
wondered if any one was willing to take us in, | wondered what was going to
happen to our family.

We quickly left our home and went to a relative’s house where we were able
to leave the children except for my little one who was just five years old.

My husband and | kept moving from one safe place to another, we kept on
changing our names and the way we dressed. My little one learnt to answer to
the many different names that we kept on changing. She would never answer
to her real name or say the name of her father because “daddy could be
killed”.

After many weeks, we were lucky that my husband was able to buy his way
outside to a neighbouring country, he was smuggled there. | was able to
obtain a passport in someone else’s name and left Iraq to Lebanon with my
little one where we stayed with friends.

| do not want to go into too many details about that time. The situation was
catastrophic for the Iraq and the Iraqgi people, words cannot describe how bad
it was. Many innocent people were killed and tortured, in the deep, secret,
police cellar. The new rulers were very creative in using torture tools against
any one who did not agree with them. Later on, many mass burial sights were
found all over Iraq. The kingdom of fear was built on terror and torture and
confiscating people’s freedom.

My husband was eventually able to join us in Lebanon and so did our children
who were left in Iraq. We were a family again, complete family. We lived in
peace, the children went to school. Lebanon was our second home and it
treated us as its own children. We had many friends in exile with whom we
met regularly.

We returned to Iraq a few years later as the situation returned to normal. But
unfortunately, it didn’t take long before we were getting harassed and followed
again which made life unbearable.

We left again, this time for good. We had a quiet life, the children finished their
schooling and university. We did not have much money, all that we owned in
Irag including property and money was confiscated by the new Iraqi
government. We survived though and my husband with his strength and great
ethics and determination was able to establish himself as a businessman and
we lived a good life.

The children had grown, left home, have their own families and problems.
They are scattered around the world, in Spain, Australia, Great Britain and



USA. Despite all that happened, we survived and live in the hope that our
beautiful Iraq and its people will hold their head high one day soon as part of
the global community.

Iraq is a beautiful country, its mountains hug the golden minarets and the tall
palm trees; The Tigris and Euphrates pass through the land peacefully
bringing life to the desert.

Iraq is in my heart; | miss my dear land and wonder whether the road that took
me away will take me back someday, someday, | will return.



Amal Hijazi
My Father

It was a very heavy night during the war in 8%
Lebanon where the area was bombed. My dad, my £5%&
mum, my siblings and myself were not able to &
sleep all night and were very scared for our safety. __

My father was then a nurse with the army, he used
to look after, help and support injured innocent
people as a result of bombs during the war.

One morning my father was getting ready togoto . =
work as normal when mum asked him to stay at
home because the situation was very bad, it wasn't .~

safe at all to leave the house and she thought if he @'ﬂ 3% . -
went to work he might not be able to come back home safely. Dad was very
committed to his job and wanted to help people hoping to come back home in
the afternoon for the family meal as usual.

We were three boys and three girls plus a few others who were married. | was
the youngest amongst the girls. | had a very special relationship with my dad
and was very close to him. He was my hero as his heart was full love and
tenderness, he used to help, support and care for people around him.

My father went to work on that day a few hours later the situation got worse
and worse as the area was bombed from all directions. Neighbours were
leaving the area and running for safety with their families. It was so scary,
armed militants were everywhere, it was very dangerous to stay but we were
confused about leaving our home and leaving without dad.

At the end we left thinking that we will return to our normal life in a few week’s
time, but things went against our wishes because we left and were not able to
return home easily. We went to South Lebanon first where my dad came from
and stayed with my grandparents for a few weeks. Then we went to North
Lebanon to stay with mum’s family. When we got there everybody thought
that my dad was killed during the war, people didn’t say it but we felt it through
their way of talking and dealing with us.

We were there for three months with no news from dad, we were all hoping
that he would come back to us safely but it was like a dream, it was very hard
as we didn’t know if dad was dead or alive.

Three months later, | was sitting on the patio in front of the house at sunset
feeling sad and upset, | had teary eyes thinking about what had happened to
us and thinking whether | would be able to see dad again, when | saw a car
pulling over. | had a very strange feeling and my heart was beating hard
without me knowing why. Then | saw dad getting out of the car. | didn’t



believe my eyes, but | ran inside to tell everyone. We all ran outside to
welcome dad, crying for joy and not believing that he had come back safely.

| can’t forget that night and will always remember that the whole village came
to celebrate with us as if it was a bridal party, every one was happy to see dad
back safely.

My dad came back but we lost all our assets, we went back to the city for
work and school. Dad had to start all over again, despite his age. He passed
away three years later feeling sad about what we lost as a result of war.



Thank You
Asmaa Razaq

| am a refugee from Iraq. Iraq and Iraqi people
had passed through very hard times such as
wars and destruction. This forced many of us to
leave our country.

We were given a choice to come to Australia. In
my second country, Australia | felt at home,
didn’t feel home sick or discriminated against. |
felt like and was treated the same like any other
Australian.

The care, support, services and help provided for =
me were amazing especially after they got to !
know the story of our family and the problems we &=
faced in our countries

The principal and teachers of Campbelltown Public School helped me and my
children very much especially Sharon Rubain.

Mrs. Rubain helped through supporting my children and myself. She was a
great in helping them settle in the school and gave us information about the
school system as well as helping with the English language.

One day she asked me to attend an English class to see the way my children
learn and to learn how to assist the children in their studies at home

| would like to give my thanks to the school and Ms Sharon for the help and
support that they had given us.
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Thirst for Affection
Fatan Kathem

Turning the pages of a book one day, | started asking myself: “What would
happen if my boring, routine life where nothing happened, except work, turned
upside down.

And as | turned the pages of that book, my life was about to change.

| married and fell pregnant, after three months my very comfortable, stable life
turned into a life of suffering, deportation and loss of all that | had. The loss of
my home, family and country.

We left Irag on foot moving from one town to another until we reached the
Iragi-Kuwaiti border.

During all that time Saddam’s army was bombing and killing, innocent people
were dying in front of our eyes. Dogs eating the corpses of the dead scattered
in the streets.

When we reached the border we were given plastic tents by the Americans to
live in. It was very hot, full of insects and snakes especially at night. Every
night, we counted the hours till the morning.

The land was full of mines that were planted by the Iraqi army. Despite the
pamphlets thrown by American planes to warn us about these mines, many
families died because of them.

My family and | stayed in the refugee camp for 45 days. The Americans
helped sometimes, but the ghost of death never left us during these horrible
times. | even tried to commit suicide because of the horrible situation we
found ourselves facing.

The United Nations gave us temporary protection visa in Iran. A friend of ours
who lived in Iran sponsored us. Thirty five members of the family lived in a
very small house. There was much suffering because of the horrible standard
of living.

My brother was in Australia and | found his number by chance through a
friend of his. When he heard my voice, my brother was shocked. He and the
rest of my family though that | had died. No one had heard anything about or
from me for over seven months; they searched everywhere but were not able
to get any news about me or my family.

My brother sponsored us to come to Australia as refugees and we arrived
here eighteen months later.
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| was ecstatic for | though that my journey of pain had ended, | thought that |
was going to start doing something for myself and finish my studies.
Unfortunately, because of family circumstances | was unable to do that.

| believe that the worst crime | committed was against myself , | didn’t
continue to improve my English skills, this was one of the things that stopped
me from continuing my education. So | dedicated myself to my children and
my home.

Today, when | remember, | wish that the pages would turn backwards so that
| can return to my people and my family. A family | need so much. | want to
return to them so that | can quench a thirst I've had for eighteen years.

Eighteen years have passed. Years filled with loss, years where | longed for

the love and care of my family and the smell of the blowing breeze in my
beloved country Iraq.
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Heba's story: The nightmare began
Sahar Dandachi

My name is Sahar Dandachi, | am 42
yeas old, came to Australia in 1977
fleeing the war in Lebanon. My family
consists of nine sisters and two
brothers. | have been married for 24
years and have five children, four girls
and one boy as well as a
granddaughter from my eldest girl.

Fleeing Lebanon and coming to
Australia was an easy decision to
make because we knew that Australia
would provide us with a better life. At
the same time, it was difficult for my Y
family and me to migrate to a new country where none of us spoke English.
Once we were settled life was great. When | was 18, my world turned upside
down. my mother was diagnosed with stomach cancer at the age of 41, and
suffered for two very long and difficult years before she passed away. The day
she died, my dad and | were with her at the hospital. This day will be replayed
in my mind forever. She was on her last breath when my dad forced me out of
the room, five minutes later he walked out, sighed and said “mum just passed
away”. | ran back to her room and saw them wheeling her away. The nurse
held me back and | was not able to see her one last time.

A year later, | met my husband and got married. My husband had always said
“we will have 3 children only”. He didn’t care whether they were boys or girls,
as long as there was only three. | had my first child (a girl) at the age of 21,
my second daughter 4 years later then | had a boy a year after that. | thought
that was it, we had our three children. Then one day, my husband, being a
typical Arab man, wanted a brother for his son “a boy needs a brother”. So |
had another baby four years later. Yep, another girl, we called her Heba.

When Heba was 7 months old, the nightmare began. It was the night of 26
November 1995. My 7 month old baby had a fever of 40 something. | thought
the reason was because she was teething and kept giving her pain killers all
throughout the night. However, by the morning, her temperature continued to
rise. Her lips were purple, she was having trouble breathing. Her dad and |
rushed her to Campbelltown hospital and she was admitted into emergency
for a chest infection. By midday, she got worse, having more trouble
breathing. She was placed on a ventilator. Two hours later, her condition
deteriorated, purple spots started to appear on her forehead. Nurses then
decided to take some blood samples and half an hour later, everyone started
panicking, they inserted a tube down her throat to help her breath. They made
me and my husband leave the room and then they called us in to say that a
doctor has been called from Westmead children’s hospital. One nurse stayed
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with us from the moment we got to emergency until the doctor arrived, she
would not leave my daughter’s side although her shift had ended and she was
getting in trouble with her boss but all that she said was “I am not leaving her
until the doctor arrives.” | will never forget this nurse and would like to thank
her from the bottom of my heart for all her help, support and dedication.

The doctor finally arrived and was with my daughter for three hours, putting
tubes on her small body in places | never thought possible. There are no
words to describe my thoughts and feelings. | was numb and confused, | felt
lost. But | had to be strong for my husband, even though he is “the man”. He
wasn’t handling the situation well, freaking out and feeling helpless. Once they
had finished putting all the tubes on her, they told us she was ready to go to
Westmead Children’s hospital in an ambulance.

It was 12am, we had to sign a document stating that in case she arrived dead,
we wouldn’t hold them responsible. My husband refused to sign, not wanting
to believe that his daughter might die, | signed the paper.

At the hospital we waited for four hours before we were allowed to see her. At
4 am, we went into the intensive care, she was alone and isolated, had tubes
covering her tiny body, seeing her like this we could do nothing but cry. No
one had told us what was wrong with her, the doctor told us that she would
not make it through the night, that she had no chance and that she could die
any minute, she had meningococcal disease. Back then we did not know what
that was. Meningococcal is a disease that burns your body from the inside. To
control the disease, she was put into an induced coma, she was the first to
use a special bed ordered from the United States which cost the government
$45,000. | cannot thank the Australian government enough for doing what
they could to help our Heba. If it wasn’t for that help and support from the
hospital, nurses and doctors, she wouldn’t be here today.

After a week in induced coma the doctors wanted to wake her up, but she
wouldn’t and the doctors didn’t know the reason for that.

So many people told us to switch off her life support and to let her rest in
peace. |, being her mother would not utter these words, how could | tell the
doctors to let my baby go? How could those people even think of telling me to
lose a child? | was lost, | was confused. All | did was cry. | cried myself to
sleep every night but kept strong for my baby, my family and my husband.
Even knowing that if she pulled through, she might be a “living vegetable”
brain damaged and not able to care for herself, she could be paralysed. Her
dad and | said that we would love and look after her no matter what,
vegetable or not. When the disease was finally under control, we had another
slap in the face. The doctors told us that in order to stop the disease from
spreading; they would have to amputate her nose, ears, hands and legs
below the knees. But through prayer to Allah, three days later she woke up. A
miracle had happened. After many tests, doctors amputated only 2 fingers
from her left hand and the tips of her fingers from her right hand. She also had
to go through a series of skin grafts for her hands, legs and thighs.
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Today, the 17 of August 2008, 6 days to her 14" birthday Heba is alive. She is
smart, healthy and strong. | believe that our experience has made us fighters
and strengthened our beliefs in the almighty power of Allah.

Heba now dreams of becoming a nurse to help children to be like the nurse
that never left her side. Heba had fought for her life and won proving the
doctors wrong.

We would like to thank the doctors and nurses but most of all Allah for her
survival.
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Despair, Hope and Truth
Khatoon Shamoon

This is a story about a small part of a life filled pmga.
with events, a story full of struggle, hope,
faith and living.

The story starts when we were newly-wed
and were planning our lives and our future.
We were happy in our new life especially
after | got pregnant with my first child.

Our happiness didn’'t last long though, my
husband was arrested for political reasons
and | was arrested soon after for the same §
reasons.

Both my husband and | were mentally and
physically tortured in a very infamous jail in
Iraq, where those who enter that jail rarely leave it alive. | don’t want to go into
too many details about the torture as this is another long story.

| was in a very bad way, my mental and physical health were at their worst. |
lived in fear especially for the wellbeing of the baby | was carrying. There
were times when | almost gave up but my faith in God and hope in the future
gave me the courage to continue.

| was released four months later but stayed under house arrest. Life became
even harder when my husband was moved in the “death train” to another jail
in the desert where he almost died.

| was alone, had no income because | lost my job. The future was dark but the
continued movement of the baby inside me gave me back my hope.

| was able to live with my mother and siblings who looked after me and my
beautiful baby boy with his innocent wide eyes that filled my life with sunshine.
Holding him was like holding the world, he made me forget my pain and
despair. My husband’s joy was great when he heard about the birth of our
son, he celebrated in jail.

My husband was released three years later. We were both able to get our
jobs back, our standard of living improved, life was better especially after we
had our second child.

We bought a piece of land and built a beautiful house. We were very proud of
our house and especially the garden.
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The garden surrounded the house from all sides; it was full of fruit trees and
flowers. Olive trees lined the front and stood like guards guarding the house
and its inhabitants. We planted lemon trees around the house, vines in the
front and we had a small stream to water the trees and to give them life.

| spent most of my time in my garden enjoying its beauty. | looked after it,
loved the roses and their sweet smell and beautiful colours.

The garden looked like a great painting and the creator excelled in giving it a
life of its own especially in spring.

| never stopped loving my garden, | sang for its beauty like a lover singing the
praises of his woman, sometimes | happily danced. My garden was my
kingdom and | was dancing on my property.

My country, my home, my garden, beautiful words full of beautiful meanings.
They were my life and soul. When | woke up in the morning | heard the
nightingale and other birds singing, their voices mixed like a symphony that
brings hope, love and a bright life.

One sad day, we had to leave all that behind, my home, garden, country and
family. We had to run from the suppression of free thinking. We faced many
obstacles on our long journey but we faced them all with courage and
patience.

Finally, we arrived in our new country, Australia. This beautiful country of the
South, welcomed us and opened its arms and provided us with a good life for
us, where we are free. We are proud of Australia and thank its loving good
people for their welcome. It is now our home and the home of our children and
grand-children.

Our country will live in our hearts and feelings as long as we live especially
Baghdad, the city of peace, but where is peace? The innocent doves had
been butchered and served to the gods of money and greed.

My country how | miss you and how sorry | am for what is happening, | pray to
God to bring peace to you and the rest of the world.

All that happened could not break us or kill our hope to live. If you face
problems in your life, be brave and patient and you can overcome your
problems. If you lose a home or a fortune, you might find a replacement. If
you were forced to leave your country, you will find another one that
welcomes you. But if you lose a loved one then nothing will replace him or
her, life is a precious gift, protect it. When darkness comes, remember the sun
will rise and will fill the earth with light and life.

17



Maha Zreika
The loss of my father

My name is Maha Zreika, | am married and have two children, a boy called
Hassan and a girl named Yasmine.

| came to Australia 11 years ago, it was very hard
for everyone especially for myself leaving my
country and family behind.

This separation was the hardest moment in my
life, | grew up with my only sister and two brothers,
we were very close and loved each other very
much.

My sister is married now. She has two children
and lives in Melbourne, every time | remember her
| see the very young sister | grew up with.

My last goodbye to my father was when | left the country, he passed away five
years after | arrived in Australia. | wasn’t able to visit him when he was sick
because | had just given birth to my daughter ten days earlier. The news of
his death was a very big shock to me.

| visited Lebanon one year after he passed away. It was very hard for me to
go to the family house after all these years. | felt that he was still alive maybe
because | didn’'t see him dead. | miss him | watch family videos that include
him and feel that he is still amongst the family.

Eight years passed and my sister still can’t watch any videos of him, it is too
upsetting for her, maybe because she was there when he passed away.

My father will always be in my heart and | don’t wish anyone to go through
what | went through when | lost him.
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Mariam Khalil
Between the past and the present

| am a girl from South Lebanon. | was born in Beirut (Capital city). | grew up in
a lovely conservative home full of love and joy. | was the second daughter in
my family and | was very shy.

The war started in 1982 when | was 10 years old. We moved to South
Lebanon as did many other families to escape war.

| went to school with my siblings for nine years. We were settled and happy
where we lived.

The war stopped. | went back to Beirut with my siblings and my mum only. My
dad had left us and got remarried. | was very upset when he didn’t accept us
to live with him.

| stopped studying when | finished Yr 8 but my siblings continued on studying.
| got married in 1994 and migrated to Australia. | was young and innocent.
Migration was a very hard step in my life. Missing my family and marriage
were new experience for me. | hardly spoke any English and didn’t have
friends.

Six years later we went back to Lebanon. Everything had changed people |
knew and friends changed and grew older, some | couldn’t even recognise.

My siblings didn’t change but they got married. | stayed there for 40 days only
and | had to go back to Australia.

Now it has been for 8 years since | have seen my family and it is time to go
and visit them.
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My mother:
Najla Abou Halloun

| was born and grew up in a small but beautiful
village in North Lebanon. My childhood was
simple but very beautiful. We didn’t have much
but we were very happy. People at the village
knew each other and most of them were related.

| was the youngest in my family, | had two
brothers and one sister but the difference in age
was significant, | grew up with nieces and
nephews, my nephew was two years older than
me. My mum and my sister who lived next door
to us shared taking care of the family. |
remember them cooking and baking together
different kinds of delicious food and sweets all
the time.

| was very close to my mum, | loved her so much and she was my angel. She
was fun to be with and she was very beautiful. She didn’t have much but she
was a great person. We shared so many things together, she taught me how
to cook from a young age and it was fun. During summer we prepared
different kinds of food to store for winter; jams, sauces, pasta, fruit juice and
dry vegetables. My dad was a builder and he built most of the houses in the
area. My parents owned acres of land at the end of the village and they
mainly lived from what the land produced. They were very proud of their
fields. They had different kinds of fruit trees, grew lots of vegetable and even
exchanged products with relatives and family friends.

My mother took me with her everywhere, we used to go to the field often, |
played there with nieces, nephews and friends. We followed her and picked
fruits and vegetables and we ate the best of it.

| remember my mum taking me with her to nearby villages, walking to visit
friends and she had many of them. They all loved her and enjoyed her
company. My mum used to joke around and she told us old stories that she
heard from her mum. She loved talking about olden days and when she was
young; | remember her taking care of her mum who lived closed by, she
cooked for her and used to bring her to our house to spend time with us.

Going to school | had to walk with other children to the next village to us. The
best part of the day was coming back home to a nice hot dish with my mum
waiting for me to get home. We used to chat about our day and tell each other
lots of stories.

It was the end of 1969 when | had to leave the village to go to the city to
study; | went to a teaching college and became a primary school teacher.
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Separation from my mum was very hard and we missed each other very
much. Sometimes, | was able to go back home to visit. The college was far
from home. Four years later | graduated and went back home to teach in the
next village. We both were very happy then and got back to the old habit of
chatting about our days and shared lots of things together.

One year later | got married and moved back to the city with my husband for
work. We were very happy and used to visit our parents at the village often. A
few months later war started and it got worse and worse. It was a time when
we had to wait two years for us to be able to visit parents because of war
situation and it wasn’t safe to move around. | missed everyone, especially my
mother. Things got better and we started to see them again. My mum loved
my children and they loved her, she used to tell them stories and they loved it.
She used to save lollies, chocolate and other things they liked.

We lived in Beirut for 9 years but war was very ugly and terrible. It was very
hard for us to maintain a safe normal, daily life. We decided to leave the
country and migrated to Australia in 1984 for safety and a better life for our
children. It was very hard for us when we first got here, a new country, new
system, new language and very far away from the country of origin and family.
| missed everyone back in Lebanon so much especially my mother.

When we first got here we had to study. It took a few years for us to be able to
start working in Australia and it took us even longer to settle.

Ten years late | was able to go back to Lebanon with my children to visit the
family. We all had a lovely time seeing every one but it was hard to say
goodbye especially to mum.

A few years later, my mother had a stroke. She was sick for about one and a
half years; | wasn’t able to visit her for family reasons. Instead, we spoke on
the phone. | remember the last time | rang her she wasn’t able to talk but my
brother told me that she heard me and she was shaking her head. | told her
how much | loved her and | was sorry that | wasn’t able to visit or look after
her when she was sick.

My mum passed away on the first of August 1999. On that day we had to go
to the city to organize things for my daughter’'s wedding. My husband received
the news; he was very upset but waited until the end of the day to tell me. |
was very sad feeling guilty that | wasn’t able to look after her toward the end
of her journey.

| remember what mum said when we were together for the last time. | was
very upset then and crying when | had to say goodbye to her but she was
strong, loving caring as usual and asked me to leave, be with my family and
take care of them. She wished us a good life.

| love my mum very much and | remember her everyday of my life. | believe in
my heart that mum is watching over me and is happy for me and my family.
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Memories
By a Lebanese woman from the South

| will never be able to forget the moment | left my country, the pain | felt,
memories and dreams | left behind. | can’t forget even when | try to leave
behind the dreams | lived for and all my memories that formed my life.
Through my memories | live the most beautiful past dreams in my life.

Very painful moments when | had to say goodbye to my family as if it was the
last one and who knows if | will ever see them again. | left looking back at
them with teary eyes, big smile with hope, burning lips if | tried to say
something, taking a very deep breath. | wanted to stay but | had no choice but
leave the country.

| am confused with saying goodbye to whom. Was it for the people | loved,
was it for my country where | was raised and grew up under its beautiful sky
through its warm summers, cold winters, its green spring and beautiful
autumn?

Oh my god, | don’t know what to write about and what | mean by writing

Do | write about my past as it was a beautiful dream remembering all my
beautiful time with my family, people | loved, my friends and people of my
nation? Do | write about the bad and good time, peace and war? But
memories | had are the glory of my life, the cause of my existence and they
are the source of my life.

Nothing can replace my strong feeling toward my country of origin despite us

living in a new country where opportunities are open for us to get settled and
live a better life
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My Hard Journey
Siham Rizk

Life is very hard, we are here in this life but it is never our decision whether to
be here or not. Anyway some of us live a good life and some like me have
many problems.

As a child, | had a very good and happy life with my parents and my eight
sisters, yes eight loving beautiful sisters of whom | am very proud. We still
have very good relationship with each other (touch wood).

When | was ten years old my loving, caring father was killed during the ugly
war. That silly, stupid war took my father away from me and my family so
happiness started disappearing slowly from our lives especially my mum; she
lost her soul mate, the love of her life, her partner, husband and father of her
children.

We had so many problems after his death, mum had to work and be a mother
and a father at the same time. She was so good to us, a very strong person,
tried her best to make us happy.

| met my prince charming (not) my husband, we got married after ten months
engagement. One month later he started to be angry, always yelling, never
the same like the man | met before our engagement, he was totally different.
With my first pregnancy | had a miscarriage 4 months later. | was so upset but
then | became pregnant again and gave birth to a beautiful baby girl. Ten
months later | was pregnant again and at the same time we came to Australia.

| suffered a lot missing my family, living in a different world, speaking another
language. | decided to learn English, be strong and stand on my own feet.
Now | am happy that | have done that.

| had two more children, with my fourth pregnancy | wasn’t very happy, | was
sick and depressed the whole time.

| have two girls and two boys, and love and adore them all. | loved every
moment | spent with them and tried my best to be a good mother.

| had a lot of problems in my marriage, | lived a horrible life with him, had to
look after the kids, the house, my husband and everything else.

| helped my kids at school, homework, projects, excursions, we had excellent
school holidays, we used to have lots of fun together (My kids and | only). We
even went overseas few times and had good times with my family.

Family problems lead to more fights with my husband which started affecting

the kids. The girls and | couldn’t handle it anymore. My daughter bought a
house and we moved out.
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Now | am separated living away from my own house and away from my two
boys.

My eldest daughter is 22 years old, she graduated as a High School teacher
and | am very proud of her. She went through a very hard time but she had
always been a good support for me. My daughter has been my best friend
always. | wish | could make it up to her, | know | can’t give her back her
childhood which she missed because of the problems between her father and
| but | am right here for her and her siblings when they need me, will always
love them and wish them the best in their lives.

My youngest is 10 years old; she will always be my baby. She also suffered
from family problems, had so many nightmares. Now she is much better and
is very close and attached to me. She is beautiful and cheeky, a smart and a
brave girl.

We all went through rough times, but we got over it and will always be
together the children and |, a very loving and caring family
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Souad El Haddad:
Love from the past

| am remembering stories from the past so |
could write the best love story.

Confused faces do meet to talk about the past.
Past is gone and destiny comes out of the
shelter to light up a smile again. Everything is on
fire in my memory from behind the white cloud. It
is the strangest love story.

This story is about a young woman who grew up
amongst a very down to earth but very
conservative family. She was a good person,
smart and beautiful. She started to work when
she was 14 years old, she was forced to stop
studying taking into consideration that she used
to get good marks. The girl worked in a factory §
near her house.

She met a young man through work from another down to earth family, in
1973. Culturally it was forbidden for them to meet and it was a very big shame
if people knew they did.

They kept on meting secretly and fell in love. She was his dream, hope and
the flower of his life. They kept on meeting and love grew stronger and
separation was the most difficult thing for them to do.

One day the girl stopped working, the young man kept on looking for her, he
walked around all the familiar places but without any result. He decided to
write a letter to express his feeling and to send it to her, he said, “ | try to
express my feelings toward you but | cannot find any suitable words to
describe them, you are the most beautiful women on earth, all | can say is that
| am so looking forward to see you again.”

She received the letter and was very surprised with his mad love, she wrote
back and expressed her feelings towards him as well.

The relationship lasted for four years then they decided to get married. He
was very surprised when his family didn’t agree because the girl was working
in a factory and that was a very big shame then, it was impossible for a young
girl to work then.

His family asked him to choose between her and the family plus shares in the
family business. The young man gave up, by force, his love and stayed with
the family, he was very sad, his love turned into a dream, light to darkness
and he was feeling as if he lived in a coma and couldn’t wake up from it.
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The result was that he got married to a girl who he didn’t know before. He had
his first child and migrated to Australia to establish a new life. He remembered
the girl all the time and he was wondering about what had happened to her.

The girl was very shocked and didn’t want to talk or see anyone for a few
months. She got married to the first man who asked her to marry him. Her
parents didn’'t agree as they wanted her to keep on working and supporting
the family. Anyway she got married and moved from the family hell to
marriage hell.

She lived with her husband for seven years full of problems, conflict and
sadness, she had four boys but wasn’t able to keep going with her
relationship with him especially after she knew that he was married to four
women before her, she decided to leave him to get rid of her problems. It
didn’t end there because he took her children away from her; she was very
sad and went back to her family.

Her family didn’t accept what had happened; they believed she brought
shame to the family. She was lost and didn’t know where to go sometimes.
She stayed at work and at other times with her friends. Time passed and she
went back to her family, worked and supported them again.

Thirty years later a woman came to see her and told her that the young man
she fell in love with came back and wanted to see her when he found out
about what happened to her. She was very surprised and didn’t know if she
was supposed to feel happy or sad. Was it her destiny to see him again? She
was 40 years old and sadness was showing on her face.

The young man knew about her work place, he went there to see her one day
but didn’t have the courage to come forward. When they met, he was very sad
and unhappy, he told her his story. He was forced to marry his wife and left
the country because of war, he worked very hard and looked after his family.
He had problems with his wife and got separated after nine years of marriage.
She got remarried one year later. He lost his house and the business because
of family problems.

They told each other stories, expressed their feelings towards each other and
decided to get married.

His mother tried to marry him to girls she knew. He refused and told her his
story, the mother was very happy and cried for joy. She told her son that she
felt guilty all this time because she didn’t agree in the first place.

The couple got married and flew to Australia. They kept on remembering the
old days and lived happily ever after.
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Nostalgia
Zainab Saleh

A story

My words tell a short story

That has a great meaning

A story which springs from a heart as white
and pure as a Lilly,

No place in it for doubts

A heart that is true and sensitive when
dealing with others :
A heart that joins what is hidden with what is
seen through experience and senses

When you see this poem, make sure you
read what is between the lines.

Estranged from my country

Far from my loved ones

Fills my soul with sadness

And stops me from seeing colour

| prepare my suitcases

They are filled with memories

My heart is filled with the love of my country

Parents and loved ones.

| dream of the breeze that will meet me when | reach the airport

Brings back memories that have faded with time

It is engraved in my memory despite the passing of years in exile

| will return to smell the land after the first drops of rain

| will return to the warm embrace and will not forget the day | left my country.
My legs were heavy; | was pushed to leave despite not wanting to

| tried to write but | could not find the words

How can | tell when the heart is still sad?

Is it joy or sadness because of the distance?

A Father, A brother and a country stood up to injustice
This means so much to me

They are my soul and hope

Those who have big hearts

A sigh

It is no wonder when the heart breaks
Life is like a wave

At times it is calm

And then it hits and crashes the rocks
Sometimes | can see through it

It resembles a travelling soul
Sometimes thoughts travel
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Travelling to years past

Sometimes | wonder

Sometimes | make fun

At scenes that pass like pictures

| wish my life partner and | have the same soul of which we can be so proud
But we cannot get all that we wish for

Even Mohammed and Jesus did not get what they wanted
God, forgive me

Do not judge me

When | complain and feel suffocated

In your wisdom you are fair with your judgement

We pray for your greatness,

Before us water and rocks prayed for you

| am at the edge of an abyss

| do not know where this is taking me

When will the heart be free from it’s jail

When will the mind stop thinking?

| wish | were a butterfly

To fly between the window’s bars

And my soul will soar near my loved ones

Fills me with warmth and love

| swear by God this is the truth

And God is my witness; he is the best of witnesses
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Baghdadiya
Sana Al-Ahmar

Baghdadiya is who | am, lIragia with a mix of
Australiana and a touch of spice from the many
countries and cultures that had touched me
throughout my life. Baghdadiya means | belong to
Baghdad or that | come from Baghdad.

| am always asked the reason | left my country
when | love it so much? Why did | come to
Australia? And why do | love Irag so much when in
the past thirty years we got nothing but pain, fear,
trauma and absolute terror?

My Baghdad was beautiful; Baghdad is where | . y

grew up in a large loving and happy family, '

surrounded by my brothers and sisters and many friends and relatives. Our
home was very noisy filled with laughter, arguments, discussions and fights
between the children. My father was a successful business man and we did
not see much of him but his kind eyes always accompanied me. My mother
looked after us, her seven children. Both my parents were involved in politics
and we grew up knowing more about politics inside and outside Iraq than
about anything else.

My Baghdad is where | left my home, my books, my best friend and the
diaries of my dreams. | love her, love its dark nights where one can touch the
stars. We used to go to the bank of the Tigris at Abou Nawas Boulevard to eat
a popular wood fire fish dish called Masgoof especially during hot summer
nights. Baghdad is where | left my best friend Sabah who knew me well. We
had sleepovers and we spent the time whispering our secrets, giggling and
talking about our dreams for a happy and bright future. In my dreams | was
going to live in Baghdad forever with my loved ones always close by.

| was very much loved, cherished and protected which did not prepare me for
all the events that happened to our family.

| have this habit of blocking unhappy and traumatic memories, memories | do
not want to recall because of all the pent up emotions and anger inside me,
memories | don’t discuss even with those closest to me. This was and is the
only way | could survive.

When the wonderful women involved with this book came together to tell their
stories and discuss writing them, | started remembering mine.

But do | want to remember the pain and fear of those times when our parents

left us with strangers “so called friends” for our own safety, or when my
younger brothers and sisters asked me about our parents and wanted to know
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when will they see them again when | at only 14 had no answers for them? |
didn’t even know whether our parents were dead or alive. For nine months we
moved from one house to another, hearing stories about friends of our
parents jailed or murdered and fearing the worst.

| remember long days and nights where | woke up after terrible nightmares of
deaths and guns? | wanted to go home, the home that was filled with laughter
not bullets.

| remember a day when the ice cream van came and all the children had
coins to buy ice cream and my younger sister crying for one, | could and
would not ask for money from “my parent’s friends”. Some might think this is a
silly thing to remember after all this time but | remember my sister's tears
clearly. We felt like outcasts in our own country, we thought nobody wanted
us not even our parents. People were afraid for their own lives and we were
tolerated but not welcomed. Then we were told that we can join our mother in
Lebanon, O Joy.

| remember a time when | was older driving to university when | saw from a
distance forms hanging from posts, and large crowds gathering. | presumed
that they were celebrating something or another. As | got closer, | realised
that what was hanging from the posts were people the new government had
executed. | found out later that one of these men was the father of a friend of
mine.

Anxiety attacks are a recurring thing in my life since those times, always
terrified that something would happen to my loved ones.

Many years later we returned to Iraq, built our lives, fortunes, friendships and
homes. There are many happy memories, lots of laughter with family, friends
and especially with my sisters. Then we had to leave again and again until
there was a time when we decided NO MORE, loving your country is not
enough, we had no future there. By then we had children and wanted to take
them somewhere safe. We lived and worked in many places in Europe and
the Middle East until finally we decided to come to Australia.

Today we are scattered around the world, | have an American brother, a
Spanish sister, my mother, a sister and a brother are British and three are
Australians. We travel to see each other but have not been together as a
family in over thirty years.

Australia is home to my family and I, we love it, miss it when we are away, we
dance and scream happily when we win medals at the Olympics or a game of
soccer. But when Australia played a game of soccer against Iraq, | wanted
Iraq to win. A win would have given the Iragis a reason to smile, to celebrate,
to cheer and to forget devastation and death for a short time.

In my heart though, | will always be Baghdadiya, with a mix of Australiana and

a touch of spice from the different countries and cultures that touched me. My
soul though is homeless and finds it hard to settle, it will always be searching
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for a lost home. A home, you see is not just a house, it is a place where your
soul finds a place to cuddle, fells safe and at peace.

Despite my love for Iraq, | will not return. | don’t want to return to a country
where hundreds die every day. | don’t want for my children to suffer the way
we did. | have changed, the way I look at life has changed, and living in a free
country had changed my expectations for my children and myself. | have the
freedom to do and say what | want as long as | don’t hurt anyone, without fear
that | might be jailed, killed or my loved ones tortured, governments that has
no understanding of freedom and democracy. Despite the nostalgia for the
past | will not return to a country where there is no respect for human life at
least not yet.

Yes my roots are in Iraq but | have new dreams and expectations for my

children and myself. The beauty of all this is that | carry within me both the
past and the future and will not lose either.
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Natasha's Life
Natasha Assoum

.I am a Lebanese Australian, my name is Natasha Assoum, | am 20 years old
and was born in the North Shore hospital :

in 1987, | lived in Marrickville for five
months before moving to Campbelltown
and | have been living here ever since.

My parents were both born in Lebanon
and came to Australia in the 1969s and
1980s, now they have six children
including myself and three grandchildren.

Both parents left their families behind in
Lebanon. They always said that they
came here for a better life and to have us,
their children growing in a good place, a K
free country as freedom is what every §
human being wants first and foremost. At
first, it was hard for them because of the lack of English language Skl||S but
my father started working in a car company and then as a painter. It was easy
for us to adapt (integrate) to the country and culture because the Australian
government looked after Australian citizens.

It took my parents 8 months to name me because my dad wanted Sakina and
my mum wanted Natasha so they finally decided on Sakina Natasha Assoum

We moved to several areas until finally we settled in Campbelltown where |
live with my family. We love Campbelltown as we love Australia. My parents
had been involved in a number of social and community activities including
establishing the Minieh Association in 1973.

| have four brothers and one sister. My eldest brother Ahmed is 27 years old
and has an 8 year old boy named Jayden; Yousef is 24 and is married to
Renee and has two girls Zahaylah and Amarnee; Houssam is 22 and then
Hussein who is 14 years old and plays football with East Campbelltown. The
youngest is my sister Rayann who plays Karate.

We all attended Campbelltown Public school and went to Campbelltown
Performing Arts High School. | completed year 12 and received my HSC in
2005.

Currently | go to Campbelltown TAFE and finishing off my Diploma in children

services and hope to go on to university and become a primary school
teacher.
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Growing up with eight people living in the same house was hard but we were
always busy. Having parents who don’t speak much English is difficult but it
doesn’t stop you from doing what you can, actually it is an advantage because
we can all speak Arabic.

| was engaged for 8 months to a Lebanese Australian from Campbelltown in
2007.

| am currently on my red P Plates and got my license first go, | love my pink
Honda S2000 which is in the Hot 4’s magazine.

Thank you for taking the time to read my journey
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White Ribbon © Writing for Life group
information
session

Women
Support Group
outing 08

International Women'’s Day 08

FICT group health session
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FICT group outing 07

Easter Celebration 08
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