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elenagosse

“i struggled with every aspect of 
my life, trying to tell myself i am 
worth something – not nothing.  
i struggled with the language,  
my accent and trying to be the 
best mother.”
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a “At one chemistry exam, each person needed to complete a 
questionnaire. My teacher asked me what I was good at and when I said 
‘Literature’ she said, ‘Why don’t you just read me a poem?’ I also hated 
mathematics. I thought I was dumb at it. My teacher knew I needed a 
good mark and was so concerned about me failing that she wrote me a 
paper with the answers on it that I just copied.” 

After three exhausting rounds of auditions, Elena was accepted into 
drama college. She graduated four years later. Not long after signing 
a contract with the theatre, she was swept off her feet by a cadet army 
officer. Her teachers begged her not to accept his proposal, but the 
situation appealed to Elena’s sense of romance. 

“I said ‘Yes’. I don’t know why. Like everything in life, it was probably 
just meant to happen. My teachers were telling me not to do it, but I had 
a stubborn nature and I just said ‘Who me? Never!’ All I knew about 
army life was what I read. To me, army officers were like the heroes out 
of War and Peace. It was very dramatic!”

The reality was not so glamorous. With her husband still finishing his 
cadetship, it was left to Elena to support them. There was no theatre near 
the military base, so Elena was forced to take odd jobs to earn an income. 
It wasn’t long before she was pregnant with her first daughter. 

“I had to put my dream of being an actress and working on stage 
on hold. My pregnancy was planned, and I knew I wanted a daughter. 
I pictured her exactly as I wanted her to be and I already had a name for 
her. When somebody asked what if I had a boy I would say, ‘It just won’t 
happen. I will have a daughter and she will be Valeria’.” 

There was no military wage at the time and without Elena working 
there was no money to survive. The couple shared an apartment with a 
family and Elena worked washing clothes and caring for the family’s two 
children in return for rental of the tiny room. She did this until Valeria 
was nine months old. Then she started work at the army community 
centre staging shows and organising activities for army officers and 
their families.

russian-born elena Gosse has battled with language, illness and 
self-doubt. since her early days working as a performer in russia to 
support her infant children, elena has used her steely determination 
to carve out a successful business career in australia. she says her 
daughters are her constant inspiration.

When Elena Gosse was nominated as a finalist in the Telstra business 
womens awards in 2006 for her work as director of Australian Innovative 
Systems, few people knew her full story. 

Relaxing in her spacious Brisbane home, surrounded by mementoes of 
her former life, the animated and attractive mother of two explains why she 
wants other women to know where she came from, and how she got here.

“Until [the Telstra awards] last year I never considered what I did a 
success,” she says. “I struggled with every aspect of my life, trying to 
tell myself I am worth something – not nothing. I struggled with the 
language, my accent and trying to be the best mother.”

“Through this process I realised that I do have a story to tell that is 
different. I came from a different background, a different culture and a 
different industry. If I could pull the pieces together and make something 
anybody can.”

Even in Elena’s wildest flights of fancy she would never have imagined 
living the life she does now. As a child growing up in Russia, she was expected 
to show respect to her parents and be obedient and compliant. Elena’s father 
found it difficult to accept her strong views and independent mind. 

“I felt like an ugly duckling because I was different. I was an extrovert, 
always standing up for what I believed in. My sisters would do as they 
were told but I was a rebel, always wanting to be somewhere or doing 
something I wasn’t supposed to.” 

Elena dreamed of becoming an actress. Her father, however, wanted 
her to become “something more tangible”, as he didn’t consider being 
an actor a profession. Elena’s determination won out in the end and she 
auditioned for drama college.

Competition in the theatrical world was fierce, and success depended 
on making it through demanding auditions and achieving satisfactory 
school marks. Elena enjoyed literature and history, but was not interested 
in maths and science. Fortunately, she had some sympathetic teachers 
who believed in her talent and wanted to support her dream.

“I had to put my dream of being an actress and 
working on stage on hold. When I fell pregnant it 
was planned and I knew I wanted a daughter.”

elena Gosse
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“We were crying and kissing the carpet when she took those first steps. 
From that point I had to learn how to live and look after her and not to 
give my dreams away.” 

Treatments were expensive and Elena needed to keep working. She 
took on extra work at night singing in restaurants. She developed a 
successful family TV game show, but her satisfaction was short lived. 
She discovered her husband was having an affair and she “broke into a 
million pieces”. Her show had helped bring enjoyment and togetherness 
to other families, but she couldn’t save her own.

Being divorced was considered shameful in Russia at the time. Elena 
was concerned about what people would say and how she would tell 
her family. 

“I had hidden my marital problems from my family and had always 
tried to show them that I was happy and successful. Before I went home 
for holidays, I would borrow money from my friends and shower my 
family with presents to show that I had made it, knowing I would have to 
work the whole year to pay the money back. To admit to myself that my 
marriage had failed was not possible.” 

Devastated, Elena quit her prestigious job and entered a clinic for 
depression while her mother cared for Valeria and Julia. It was a blow for 
Elena’s self-esteem. And there was no respite when she left the clinic. As 
a single mother with two young girls, she needed to find a job. A friend 
told her about a nightclub that was looking for hostesses. 

“They where looking for someone with all the qualities I didn’t have 
– single, under 25, English-speaking. I was 28, married and divorced, 
had children and didn’t speak English. I also never thought I would 
work somewhere like that.” 

At first she refused, but her friend convinced her to go with her and 
have a look for herself. It was advice she was glad she took. 

On her first night, in August 1992, Elena met Australian businessman, 
Kerry Gosse, who spoke fluent Russian. It was love at first sight and 
the turning point of her life. They talked for hours before Elena gave 
him her phone number – something she would normally never do.  
She was convinced he was her soul mate and he would come back 
for her. Her friends admired Elena’s optimism, but were sceptical.  

Soon after, her husband finished college and was transferred to a small 
army town with only 300 people, alongside Lake Baikal. Once again 
Elena’s hope to be close to a theatre was dashed!

Julia was born two years later, in 1987. Several months later the family 
moved again to a huge army base on Sakhalin Island. Elena was offered 
an opportunity to work organising stage shows and performing at a 
famous concert hall. Valeria and Julia accompanied her.

“Looking back now I wouldn’t say I was a bad mother,” Elena says. 
“I don’t think I could have done a better job in the circumstances. But 
I didn’t sit for hours with them reading. I had to take them with me to 
work, but there was always somebody there to help me. I had a lot of 
support and will always be grateful to the people I worked with.”

As baby Julia grew, Elena started to feel something was not quite right. 
“When Julia was about five months old I noticed she would lie still, and from 
time to time she would stretch and lean on her hands. I didn’t know what it 
was so I took her to a hospital. They told me I was crazy, she was normal.” 

Then Elena stumbled across a magazine article about cerebral palsy. 
The description fitted Julia’s symptoms, and she took Julia to different 
specialists in Sakhalin, and her hometown Volgograd, desperate to know 
for sure. Both doctors told her there was no reason for concern. 

The USSR had prided itself on having free medical services, but by the 
end of the 1980s the system was corrupt and it was necessary to pay to get 
a result. Her father used a big part of his savings to ensure Julia went to 
the best specialists. Finally, the diagnosis confirmed Elena’s worst fears.

“It was like a death penalty,” she recalls. “We were told she would 
probably never walk, or talk or do any of the beautiful things that children 
do. I wondered why it had happened to me. I had looked after myself 
during my pregnancy, and never smoked or drank. It was also difficult 
because in Russia at the time you never saw people with disabilities.”

Elena’s parents helped pay for a course of expensive treatment. 
Eventually Julia took her first steps – on her toes – but they were steps 
all the same. 

“To admit to myself that my marriage had failed 
was not possible.” 

“We were told she would probably never walk,  
or talk or do any of the beautiful things that 
children do.”
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Three months later Kerry did come back for a week. For the next six 
months they spoke on the phone every day. Six months later he returned 
to Russia and proposed to her.

Elena hesitated. She was happy in Russia and didn’t want to leave her 
friends and family. Elena tried to convince Kerry to come and live with 
her, but he asked her to come to Australia before making a final decision. 
After visiting Australia and spending more time with Kerry she agreed to 
the proposal, but there was a sting in the tail: the immigration authorities 
would not allow Julia into the country.

“They told me that it was OK for Valeria and me, but I would have to 
leave Julia in Russia and that I would not have a chance to bring her to 
Australia ever. They said I was not to pursue her. I told them, ‘What sort 
of person do you think I am?’.” 

Kerry eventually convinced the authorities to grant them visitors’ visas. 
They also had to sign a declaration that Julia would not need any government 
support. They came to Australia in June 1994, when Elena was 30 years old. 
In October, Elena and Kerry were married. The icing on the cake came 
shortly after when they heard the news that Kerry had won a legal action 
and Elena and the girls were granted permanent residency status. 

When the Department of Social Security contacted the family to offer 
them welfare support, Julia’s independence, her ability to shower and 
dress herself, surprised them.

“I told them I had to teach Julia to rely on people as little as possible 
because I’m not always going to be around,” says Elena.

“In Russia I had had to teach Julia to be strong and independent. 
Sometimes she would cry and it would be easier for me just to dress her 
myself. But I wouldn’t. So she would dress herself. She would be crying 
in one room and I would be in the other room crying. But I knew I had 
to do it.” 

“I wanted Julia to make the best life for herself that she possibly could. 
Now I look at Julia and she’s a professional swimmer, a motivational 
public speaker, she has a part-time job and she is happy.”

While the move to Australia was beneficial, it did come at a price. 
Elena’s rudimentary English meant it was impossible for her pursue an 
acting or TV career. She felt lost.

She couldn’t work without a visa, so she spent the first six  
months teaching herself English. Once her permanent residency was 
through, she realised she wanted quicker results and needed to mix 
with Australians. Armed with a dictionary and the phrase, “I’m tired 
of being useless”, she convinced a teacher she could tackle an office 
administration course. Elena struggled with her English to complete 
the course in six exhausting months before enrolling in a bachelor of 
business accounting.

Kerry needed help with the bookkeeping for his business, Australian 
Innovative Systems, which specialises in saltwater pool chlorinators. 
Some of the employees resented Elena’s presence – to the point of 
nicknaming her “KGB”. Elena’s good-natured response was to go out 
and order “KGB” personalised number plates. In those early days, even 
her husband resisted her input.

“I wanted a job and it seemed natural for me to join my husband’s 
business,” Elena explains. “I didn’t want to be a director; I just wanted to 
help around the office. At times Kerry would treat me like a competitor. 
He would listen to the receptionist or people from outside, but anything 
I would suggest he would do the opposite.”

At first Elena implemented her changes indirectly, via third parties or 
by pretending that her ideas were the opinions of her teachers. Since 
those days, she has blossomed into a confident director and “workaholic”. 
But she remains as dedicated to her family as ever.

It took a long time for Elena to accept who she was and to recognise 
her accomplishments. Being named as a finalist in the Telstra awards was 
the final vindication.

“I now know how the system and the culture work and finally Kerry 
accepts me,” she says. “I’ve learned that you never give up. I always draw 
a picture in my mind. I believe if you want something, you must have a 
final vision, a final picture or a final page of your book.”

“I learnt to negotiate with my family and set my 
priorities, because if you can’t look after yourself you 
can’t look after your family’s needs.”

“Sometimes she would cry and it would be easier for 
me just to dress her myself.  She would be crying in 
one room and I would be in the other room crying. 
But I knew I had to do it.” 
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children understand more than we think. I learned to consult with my 
children at an early stage.”

Although her background is quite unlike that of many Australian 
mums, Elena has wrestled with similar dilemmas and has learnt a few 
lessons along the way.

“Maybe I wouldn’t have had children at such a young age, but then I 
wouldn’t be at my age with two beautiful girls who are my best friends 
and my pride and joy. I would also try and spend more time with my 
children. You don’t realise that as they are growing. It’s their special 
moments you lose.” 

A life spent in two very different cultures has been eventful, and at 
times tough, but others have provided her with inspiration – none more 
so than her daughters.

“Valeria has always been my rock and confidante and given 
me strength.”

”I always say that I admire a lot of people, but it is Julia who inspires 
me the most,” Elena says with tears in her eyes. “To have a severe 
disability and still be fun-loving and love life, and just keep taking one 
step at a time…”

“When people meet Julia they completely forget that she has a disability 
because of her personality, her smile, her eyes. She makes people feel 
good. She shows you that you can achieve so many things if you don’t feel 
sorry for yourself. Once you stop feeling that everybody owes you, it is up 
to you. You are the creator.” a

“If you want to be a success, surround yourself with people with 
positive energy. Don’t let people with negative energy around you.  
Go to inspirational events, search and research your business as well as 
competitors in the market, but most importantly, surround yourself with 
successful people and learn from them.”

At home, Elena negotiates priorities with her family and makes sure 
everyone is involved. Her suggestion is to “Make your family part of your 
support team”. Having been the main breadwinner in the past, she has 
learnt that she must look after herself first and foremost if she is to keep 
work and family life in perspective.

“At one stage, I hated myself, I was tired, I was exhausted, and telling 
my children not to disturb me. I still have such times occasionally. I can’t 
say that I have fixed everything and everything is perfect. I still have 
times when my daughters need something, and I am so exhausted I want 
to be left alone.”

“My daughter Valeria recommended I go to the Golden Door Health 
retreat for a week. It changed my life and my perspectives. I learnt to 
negotiate with my family and set my priorities, because if you can’t look 
after yourself you can’t look after your family’s needs.”

“I tell my daughters they need to learn to love and cherish themselves 
before they can give love. That doesn’t mean to be selfish, which is 
something I won’t tolerate. I teach them to assess what they want from life 
and not to dwell on mistakes. Treat everything as a learning experience.”

She has also accepted that she did the best she could for her children in 
the circumstances.  She knows she has done a good job. Today Valeria is 
working as a journalist and Julia is training for the 2008 Paralympics.

“It is like planting seeds to grow a tree, and in 20 years time there is a 
beautiful tree and shade.”

“Everything is going well, but we still struggle. We still share a lot of 
tears together. I try to be the best mother and best friend to my kids. 
I openly talk to them about problems and what I am going through. 
Sometimes parents try to protect children, but they don’t realise that 

“Maybe I wouldn’t have had children at such a 
young age, but then I wouldn’t be at my age with 
two beautiful girls who are my best friends and my 
pride and joy.”


