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Real people

THIS IS
WHAT A

REFUGEE
LOOKS
LIKE …

Asylum seekers have been held in detention and used as political
pawns, but they are more than just headlines. To celebrate
Refugee Week, Nicole Partridge shares the stories of eight
refugees who have not only survived but thrived in Australia –
proving that together we can make our country a better place
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Real people
MAGDALENA ROZE, 34

TV presenter, food writer and meteorologist. In 1981,
her parents fed Poland afer martial law was imposed.
to Australia when she was six
weeks old and spent 10 months
in Villawood Immigration
Detention Centre] and left
everything – including their
farm – behind. Conditions were
so oppressive, they had no
choice. They arrived in
Australia with no language
skills and no money. St Vincent
de Paul gave us furniture and
clothing, and Mum and Dad
always told us how grateful
they were that Australia helped
them. I think one of the major
reasons we’ve been able to
prosper is because we’ve
had that great balance of
maintaining our Polish
heritage, but also being proud
and passionate Australians.
I recall one Australia Day, Mum
and Dad put an Australian fag
out the front and invited some
tradies who were working on
our house to stay for a
barbecue. They were blown
away by my dad’s generosity.”

ALIIR ALIIR, 21
AFL player with the Sydney Swans.
He was born in a refugee camp in Kenya,
afer his family escaped war-torn Sudan.
“I don’t remember much
about the refugee camp
other than making our own
soccer balls by wrapping
balloons with old rags.
I was nine when the
UNHCR told us we were
going to Australia. On the
day we arrived, I remember
thinking: ‘Wow! Everything
is so unusual and there are
so many big houses ...’ My
next thought was, ‘Where
are all the Africans?’ At
school I did feel a little
different being the only
African, but playing sport
helped me connect. I was
invited by a friend to have a
kick at a local AFL club and
pretty soon I got the hang

of it. I never really copped
any racism until I was
playing for the under 15s.
One of the dads from the
opposing team shouted
something inappropriate.
My teammates quickly
jumped to my defence. His
comment hurt. I don’t think
refugees should be treated
any differently. We are all
human beings and all
deserve a good life. Every
now and then a fan will
ask, ‘How are you liking
Australia, Aliir?’ I tell them
I love this country. Australia
has given me an education
and the opportunity to fulfl
the dream of mine to play
professional football.”

NAHJI CHU, 46
Founder of restaurant chain MissChu. Her family were some
of the frst Vietnamese/Laotian refugees to settle in Australia.
“I spent my early
childhood in a jungle
village that was overrun
by the [communist]
Pathet Lao regime. We
were forced to fee
– Mum left frst with
four of my siblings,
then Dad smuggled
me and my brother out
on a fshing boat. It
was 1975 and I was
fve. After being thrown
into jail for a few
months, we were
transferred to a squalid
refugee camp in
Thailand. One time
I witnessed people
being gunned down by
drunken offcials. We

lived there for three
years before going to
Australia. We arrived
with nothing – none
of us spoke English.
My parents worked
in a chicken farm, a
brewery and a condom
factory. At school
I was called names,
spat on and kicked.
Growing up, I felt my
life was about proving
I was worthy. I tried
being a photographer,
a journalist, an actor.
But in the end I
thought, ‘Nahji, you’re
Vietnamese – just sell
rice paper rolls!’ Turns
out that I made the

right choice. After
establishing MissChu,
within months I got my
frst order for 20,000
rolls. I succeeded
because I was given
a gift courtesy of my
background: resilience
and strength. What
refugees bring to the
table is diversity – it
strengthens a society’s
make-up. I’d like to see
our government use
more cost-effective
and humane ways
to house refugees
with a much quicker
turnaround. They will
be so grateful and give
so much more back!”
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“People are always surprised
to learn I am a refugee. With
my blonde hair and blue eyes, I
don’t ft the stereotypical image
portrayed in the media and by
politicians. I can’t imagine being
in my parents’ shoes. They fed
Poland when my mum was
pregnant with me [Magdalena
was born in a refugee camp in
Austria, then the family moved

DR MUNJED AL MUDERIS, 43
Associate professor, orthopaedic surgeon and Red Cross ambassador.
In 1999, he fed Iraq during dictator Saddam Hussein’s brutal regime.
“I was 27 and working
as a resident in a
Baghdad hospital on
the day Saddam
Hussein’s Republican
Guard arrived with
three busloads of army
deserters. They ordered
doctors to surgically
remove the defectors’
ears. When my
department head
refused, they put a
bullet through his head.
After running and hiding
in a woman’s toilet,
I fed to a farm on the
outskirts of the city.
This was a turning point
in my life – I went from
a spoilt brat from a

privileged family to
becoming a refugee.
My family sent me
money and a bogus
passport, and I found
a smuggler to navigate
my journey through
several countries and
then onto a leaky
wooden fshing vessel
bound from Indonesia
for Australia. It was 36
hours of hell. We arrived
at Christmas Island
and, after 10 months in
detention, I got my frst
job at Mildura Base
Hospital. I felt the frst
sting of racism at a
dinner to mark the end
of my orthopaedic

training, when two of
my peers stood next to
me and said: ‘It’s such
a disgrace that the
Australian training
program allowed a
refugee to be one of
us.’ The truth is, these
disasters could happen
to anyone. Most
Australians are good
people by nature and
the majority have
welcomed me with
open arms. Those
who had been misled
by some politician’s
propaganda on
refugees warmed up
once they knew me and
heard or read my story.”

MONIKA RADULOVIC, 25

Has an honours degree in psychology and is Miss Universe
Australia 2015. She and her family fed Bosnia in 1991.

KIARASH ZANGENEH POURZADEH, 30
Digital media producer who was forced
to leave Iran because of his sexuality.
“In Iran, homosexuality is
illegal – you can be
executed or detained. I was
working as a volunteer for
an Iranian gay rights group
when a friend got arrested
for hosting an underground
gay party, and my name
was mentioned. That’s when
I thought I should leave. The
year was 2007. I hitchhiked
through several borders
before arriving in Turkey.
Around the same time, the
secret police raided my
parents’ home looking for
me, and it was clear I could
not return. I applied to the
UN for a refugee visa to
come to Australia because

my ex-boyfriend’s family
lived here. Everyone was
so kind. My frst job was as
a dishwasher, but over time
incredible doors have
opened – because of my
background in graphic
design and the support
from the queer community.
Hanging out with them also
gave me the courage to tell
my parents, who are still in
Iran, that I am gay. At frst
they were shocked – Mum
cried and Dad went out for
a smoke – but the next day
they Skyped and told me
they loved me. I made the
right decision to come here.
Now Australia is my home.”

“My parents, who were both
professionals, fed Bosnia with
me before the war broke out.
We boarded a boat for Denmark
and spent the next four years
living in a tiny room in a dingy
hotel, before being sponsored
to come to Australia. We arrived
with nothing and none of us
could speak English, but my
dad adapted quickly. I grew up
in Hurstville in Sydney, which is
a multicultural area so I never
really experienced racism, but I
was aware of our struggles – we
lived in a unit while I dreamt of
a house, a backyard and a dog.
Throughout my life, my parents
have drilled in me that education
is freedom, so I worked hard
and got my degree in
psychology. I became a model
after being approached at
school, and in 2015 had the
honour of representing Australia
in the Miss Universe pageant.
Other entrants were often
shocked to hear I was originally

from Bosnia, but it was nice
to explain how multicultural
Australia is. I am so extremely
proud that a refugee has taken
out the title of Miss Universe
Australia. It demonstrates
Australia’s capacity to be
compassionate and kind to
those in need. I have been
offered safety and freedom.
Everyone deserves that!”
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