My Story: A Better Life 

The Diary of Ivana Ivanovich Dargaville 1924-25

By Amelia Batistich



Synopsis

Ivana Ivanovich is 11 years old. She lives in Dargaville with her parents and brother and sister. Ivana keeps a diary. Through her diary entries we learn about her life in Dargaville in the 1920’s. Ivana’s parents immigrated to New Zealand from Dalmatia. Dargaville is a strong Dalmatian community and Ivana and her family are sometimes the victims of others’ prejudices because of their different culture. Ivana’s life revolves around her friends, her convent school, going to the pictures and the various people who stay at the boarding house that her mother runs. 

Many Dalmatian men living in Dargaville at the time wrote back to their home country in the hope that they could find a bride. Many so-called “letter brides” came over to New Zealand to start new lives with these men. Ivana’s uncle Filip is one of these men and much of the Ivanovichs’ time is spent organising his wedding. At the end of 1924 life as Ivana knows it changes. There is a nationwide epidemic of infantile paralysis and Dargaville is placed under quarantine. How will Ivana cope without being able to see her friends at church and school?

Text Type

A Better Life is an interesting account of life in Dargaville in the 1920’s. The story is written in diary form and is told from Ivana Ivanovichs’ point of view. Through her entries the reader learns about her life, which although probably quite typical for the time, contrasts strongly to the lives that 12 year-olds lead today. The author wanted to tell the story of the daughter of migrant parents who never loses touch with her rich cultural heritage, even though she lives in New Zealand. The details included in this book are historically accurate and provide a fascinating view of life in early New Zealand.

The story is fast-paced and is appropriate for Year 7-9 students. The story holds particular appeal for girls, as they will be able to relate more closely with the narrator.

Sharing the Novel  

The novel can be read over 4-shared sessions and 3 independent reading sections. The comprehension and discussion questions have been divided up as follows:

Pages 7-27, pages 28-71, pages 72-117 and pages 118-139.

During the shared sessions encourage students to share their thoughts and feelings about the characters and the events. Allow them to clarify words and ideas and make predictions. Encourage them to think critically about the themes covered. The suggested activities allow the students to acquire greater meaning from the story and suit a range of learning styles.

Introductory Discussion 

· Examine the front cover of the book. We know that this is the diary of a girl called Ivana Ivanovich. What do you expect to see in a diary that you wouldn’t see in an ordinary novel? What is usually recorded in a diary?
· Read the information provided by the author about the historical and social setting for the story (pp141-154). 
· Summarise in your own words the history of Dalmatia. What is this province called today?
· Why did so many Dalmatians immigrate to New Zealand?
· Where did most Dalmatians settle and how did they earn a living?
· The story that you are about to read is set in the 1920’s. The author mentions many differences between how we live today and how her family lived in the 1920’s. List some of these differences.
· You now have some information about the book but there is still more that you need to find out. Devise 3 questions that you would like answered. Use these questions to guide your reading. When you find the answers write them in your book.
The teacher reads pages 7-27 aloud while students follow along in their books.

Comprehension – Pages 7-27

· What date does the diary begin from?
· What does Ivana want to be when she grows up? What book does she read that inspires her decision?
· What instrument does Ivana play?
· What do Ivana’s parents do? How did they live when they first arrived in New Zealand?
· Why were the gum diggers who arrived in Auckland in 1896 disappointed with what they found at the gum fields?
· What do Dida Petar and Baba Manda mean?
· How did Ivana’s mother and father meet? Where did they marry?
· Why did Ivana’s mother get lonely when she first came to New Zealand?
· How old is Ivana? Who are her siblings and what are their ages?
· What does Ivana choose as her confirmation name? Why does she choose this name?
· Who is Aggie?
· Where does Ivana’s mother send her when she thinks she needs “straightening out”?
· Who is Mrs Ellison?
· Why does Maisie Green believe that Ivana shouldn’t watch the Anzac parade? How does Ivana’s dad explain the Dalmatians’ involvement in the war to her? Why does Ivana feel guilty?
· Who is Uncle Filip? How did he come to be in New Zealand? What does Ivana’s mother believe that Filip should do?
· What religion is Ivana? In what ways does religion shape her life?
Discussion

· Describe how Ivana’s mother and father met and married. How is the courting process that they went through different from how people date and marry today? How would you feel about marrying someone that you hardly know? What risks was Ivana’s mum taking by leaving everything that she knew behind and immigrating to New Zealand?
· Describe how Ivana’s life in 1924 is different to yours today. Discuss schooling, family life, importance of religion etc. Would you rather live in your time or Ivana’s? Explain your answer.
Students read pp.28-71 independently before the next shared session to find out about Ivana’s life in the 1920’s.

Comprehension – Pages 28-71

· Why does Ivana hide the Protestant prayer book from her mother? Do you consider Ivana’s parents to be strict? Justify your answer. What freedoms do you have that Ivana doesn’t?
· Whose idea is it for Ivana to take piano lessons? Does she enjoy playing? Why/why not?
· Who comes to stay with Ivana in the holidays?
· What do Ivana and her cousins do on May 17th that gets them into trouble? Why do you think that Ivana’s mum is so upset?
· What sort of activities do Ivana and her brother do in the holidays? How are these different from the things that you do in your holidays?
· What score does Ivana get in her music exam? Why does this make her mother so happy?
· Why does Rudi want to go to public school? What does he want to be when he grows up?
· Why does Ivana’s mum want to send photos of Filip to Zaostrog?
· Why doesn’t Ivana get to see Ashes of Vengeance? How does she feel about this? Why does Mrs Ketich call Ivana “Kuma”?
· Who are the “letter brides”? Why do you think they all cry before their weddings?
· What gets set up in the old Zion church? Why does Ivana enjoy going there? Why is Ivana’s mum so happy about the new business?
· What is the Basket Social? 
· Why do Ivana and her family travel to the Waipoua Forest? What observation does Ivana make about the people that they go there to see?
· What is the first thing that Ivana learns when she gets back to school? How does Ivana feel about this news?
· What accident does Ivana have on Confirmation Sunday? How does her mother save the day?
· Who was the “Remittance Man”?
· What exciting news comes on Friday, September 19th? How does Ivana feel about this news?
Discussion
· What aspects of Dalmatian culture have Ivana’s parents retained? What aspects of other cultures have they adopted? Why do you think that Ivana believes “it doesn’t seem the same as being a New Zealander with a name that doesn’t end in ‘ich’”? Can you find any instances in the story where Ivana and her family are prejudiced against because of their heritage?

· What challenges do the “letter brides” face when they come to New Zealand? (Consider things such as language difficulties, cultural differences, being away from family etc) How do you think they feel when they first arrive in New Zealand? What are some ways they have of dealing with their situation? 

Students read pp.72-117 independently before the next shared session to find out how the family prepares for Uncle Filip’s wedding.

Comprehension- Pages 72-117

· Where was Mrs Ketich’s baby born? What facilities are available for women having babies today that Mrs Ketich didn’t have access to?

· Why does Ivana’s mum let Ivana and Rudi go to the circus? Why are they disappointed with the circus?

· Why is bread important to Dalmatians? Why do Dalmatians call New Zealanders “maslari”?

· Who bid for Aggie’s basket social? How much did he bid? Whose basket got the highest bid? What does Ivana’s mum make her go to on Sunday afternoons? How does Ivana feel about this?

· Why is Ivana hoping to get a good report at school?

· What responsibilities does a class monitor have?

· Where does Uncle Filip pick up his fiancée? 

· What is the DUNCE cap? Why did Ivana have to wear it once? How did her father react when he saw her wearing it?

· Who is Mr May? Why did he change his name? What gift does he give to Ivana?

· Who came to visit from the far north? Describe what he experienced when he immigrated to New Zealand aboard the Elingamite? Why does his story affect Ivana so much? 

· What lie does Ivana tell her mother? Why does she tell the lie?

· What disease breaks out in Petone? What does the school nurse do when she visits the school on December 22nd? What does she do to try and make the school more sanitary?

· Describe the welcome that Ivka receives at the boarding house. What gifts does she bring the family?

· Who is making Ivka’s wedding gown? What will Ivana wear to the wedding?

· What does Ivana get for Christmas?

· Why is the annual picnic cancelled? 

· Who is the first child in Dargaville to go down with the illness?

Discussion

· Ivana goes to the Catholic school, which is situated in the convent. Here nuns teach her. The schooling that she receives is very different to how schools operate today. There is corporal punishment (students are caned or strapped) and students who struggled academically are forced to wear the DUNCE cap. Use a dictionary to find out what the word “dunce” means. Do you think having a DUNCE cap is a good idea? Justify your answer. How would you feel if you had to wear the DUNCE cap? 
· It is now illegal to use corporal punishment in schools. Do you believe in corporal punishment? Why/why not?
· We have a vaccine to immunise against infantile paralysis (poliomyelitis) today. Before this was available epidemics used to break out and many children died or were left disabled. One way authorities tried to curb the spread of the disease was by banning large gatherings of children. Make a list of all the places that children were not allowed to go. How would you feel if you were not allowed to hang out with your friends or go to school? What activities could you do to occupy yourself?
Students read pp.118-139 independently before the next shared session to find out about the epidemic and its effects on the citizens of Dargaville. 

Comprehension – Pages 118-139

· Where will Ivka and Filip live once they are married?
· Why is Ivka scared of cows?
· How much does it cost for a child with infantile paralysis to stay in hospital? What additional stress could this fee cause for the family?
· What stories does Ivka tell Ivana about the mountains? 
· How does Ivka react when she goes to the pictures? Describe what it would be like seeing a movie for the very first time.
· Why does Ivka cry on her wedding day? Why doesn’t she wear lipstick? Who attended the wedding? What does Ivka forget in her nervousness?
· Where do Filip and Ivka go for their honeymoon?
· Why can’t Ivana have a twelfth birthday party? 
· How does the school ensure that students don’t get behind in their studies during the quarantine? How does Ivana feel about the work that she is given to complete at home?
· How did Ivana do in the Intermediate music exam?
· When did the quarantine end? Who is the new class monitor?
· Why do you think that Aggie laughed at Ivana’s novel?
Discussion

Ivka tells Ivana many stories about Zaostrog. Ivana writes in her diary “If Daddy hadn’t come to New Zealand, I might have been a goat girl like Beppa”. Explain how Ivana’s life would have been different if she was born in Dalmatia, not New Zealand.

Responses to Text Activities

· Wedding Invitation – Design a wedding invitation for Filip and Ivka’s wedding.

· Research – Conduct a research assignment on the history of Dargaville and the kauri gum diggers. Devise 5 open-ended focussing questions to guide your research. Present your findings in an essay, on a poster or as an oral report.

· Poster – Many Dalmatians immigrated to New Zealand in the late 1800’s and early 1900’s looking for a better life. Design a promotional poster for New Zealand that could have been used to encourage Dalmatians to move here.

· Letter – Imagine that you are Ivka and you have just arrived in New Zealand. Write a letter home to your parents. Remember to describe the differences between Dargaville and Zaostrog. Explain Ivka’s thoughts and feelings as she prepares for her wedding. 

· Fun and games – During the quarantine children were not allowed to congregate. Make a list of activities that Ivana and her brother could do to keep themselves occupied. You may wish to invent a new game.

· Interview – Imagine that you could travel back in time and were able to interview Ivana about her life. Devise 5 questions that you could ask her, then, using information contained in her diary formulate her answers to the questions.

· Character – Prepare a list of 10 things that you would expect to see in Ivana’s bedroom. Once you have done this explain your choices.

· Events – List the 10 most important events that occur in Ivana’s diary in order of importance.

· Family Tree - Create a family tree that shows the relationships between the people mentioned in Ivana’s diary. 

Teacher notes: Vicki Gyde

1

