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"Wahroonga" - the house in Raminea Rd, Lindisfarne, where I was born
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Lindisfarne
1928 to 1935 

“Trailing clouds of glory do we come, 
 from God who is our home.”

Mothers are like that …. It may come as no surprise to 
learn that when I was born on Thursday 8 November 
1928, my mother thought that I was something 

special. The fourth in the family, with two sisters Joy and 
Daphne then aged 10 and 9, and a brother Mervyn aged 8. 
In a letter to them, she said that I was to be called David. She 
explained that King David, who had once been a shepherd 
boy, came to be acclaimed as “a man after God’s own heart”. 
And “that is what I hope that our little David will grow up to 
be”, she said.

My birth occurred in a cottage in Raminea Rd Lindisfarne, 
Tasmania. Like her mother and her two sisters my mother was 
devoutly religious and was associated with the sect known as 
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Brethren and attended the Gospel Hall in Hobart. To me many 
of the members of that congregation appeared to be somewhat 
strange individuals who sometimes said curious things. Quite 
unlike my mother! However I must say that there had been 
one occasion when I had had reason to question her balance. 
I was 4 years old and as I lay in Mother’s bed and embraced 
her with all my strength I was moved to tell her that I loved 
her more than anybody else in the whole world - yes indeed, I 
vowed, more than anybody else in the Whole Universe!  “No, 
David dear,” my mother tried to teach me- “you must not say 
that. You love God above all things and above all people.” Like 
Nicodemus in the New Testament story perhaps, when he was 
told to rearrange his priorities, I found this to be a bitter pill 
and I too “went away sorrowing”.

They were the times of the Great Depression and we owed 
money to the grocer and to the butcher and to anybody else 
who had been imprudent enough to allow us credit. “Shhh 
David - be very, very quiet,” whispered my mother on one 
occasion as we huddled together in a back room waiting for 
a persistent debt-collector to decide that perhaps there was 
nobody at home.

My mother developed cancer of the cervix and died from that 
disease on 19 September 1934, just a month after her fortieth 
birthday.
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A  letter  from mother to my siblings, telling them of my birth
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A  letter  from mother - cont.
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The Day  
My Mother Died

“Mum has gon to be with Jesus.  
There is a sistu at our plas...” 

It was 19 September 1934, We were in the sitting room of 
“Edgewood”, the house which is now 13 Moirunna Rd in 
Lindisfarne,Tasmania and I was writing to my mother's 

sister, Leonie. I was 5 years old.

Our parents’ bedroom was closed. Bed sheets sealed the 
spaces around the door and I was told that the room had been 
fumigated. That was the procedure routinely followed when 
somebody died. She had developed cervical cancer 2 or 3 years 
earlier and treatment with radium had failed to save her. She 
was just 40 years old.

Our father and our grandparents were there - and a nursing 
sister who had attended my mother in her last days. 
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Also my 15 year-old brother Mervyn, with sisters Daphne and 
Joy, ages 16 and 17, crying inconsolably. I recall the position 
in the room where I was seated and I remember the difficulty 
that I was having in getting somebody to help with the spelling 
of the words which I was writing.

I don’t remember crying, but I do remember that there was 
great heaviness in my heart. I felt so powerless and there was 
a feeling of disbelief and dismay at the thought that never 
again would I see my mother or hear her voice and nevermore 
would I give her the loving hugs which she encouraged from 
her youngest child. Why would she go away, never to return? 
Without even a hint that this might happen! They even told me 
that it was what she wanted! I recall the agony of the feeling of 
finality – the non-negotiability of the situation. Nevertheless I 
did as I was told and tried not to show my grief. I was assured 
that one day she and I would be reunited in heaven - and 
although that appeared to be a pretty poor sort of a deal I sort 
of accepted that it was the best that anybody could offer in 
the circumstances.

The letter goes on - albeit somewhat inconsequentially - "Once 
I was a nou (an hour) late for school. There is some people 
next to us. I have a new schoolbag......"
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A letter to my mother's sister, Leonie.
Written on the day my mother died
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Childhood Memories

Preschool 

My recollection of preschool years is mainly of great 
boredom. Of sitting at the front fence and greeting 
the few passers-by, hoping that they might stop and 

talk. Of tending my small patch of garden and wishing that the 
plants would grow more quickly. Of being tied by a rope to the 
post at the bottom of the steps to the back door to prevent me 
from roaming into the streets and that accomplished its object 
until I persuaded my siblings to give me lessons in knotcraft. 
Shopping expeditions seemed always to be spoiled by the long 
and earnest conversations which my mother would conduct 
with friends met in the street.

Pleasures included drinking rainwater from nasturtium leaves. 
Frustrations included seeing my mother pay threepence for 
a bunch of rhubarb, knowing that I would be forced to eat 
some of it.
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Strict people and strange people. Some of the strange ones were 
met in the congregation of the Gospel Hall. Such as bewiskered 
Miss Wendelham who fixing me with a commanding gaze 
would exhort me to remember that – “It is the Blood, David. 
The Blood of the Lamb!” Grandmother Henri was strict –
especially with Grandfather who was forbidden to smoke his 
pipe in the house.

Sin and sexuality. I knew nothing of sexuality – however the 
accepted philosophy appeared to be that we are basically sinful 
beings desperately in need of Jesus to “wash away our sins”. 
Somehow sexuality appeared to be involved in this sinfulness 
and although I did not understand how that came about, one 
of the most embarrassing and awful things which possibly could 
happen was for anyone to see me naked. I recall my mother 
changing my pants in the limited privacy of the corner of a 
room where there were people present and being humiliated 
by the thought that someone might catch a glimpse of my 
bare buttocks.

Pride and prejudice. We – or at least the Henri women – 
were people who “knew Jesus” and that immediately set us 
apart and gave special power and prestige – as far as He was 
concerned anyway. Furthermore on Grandfather Henri’s side 
we were descended from a French Huguenot count. With such 
auspicious heavenly and earthly connections we appeared to 
be especially fortunate and superior.

And poverty. The Great Depression was upon us. We owed 
money to the local store and to goodness knows who else – and 
nobody allowed us further credit. 

•
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Sounds and Sights

The postman’s whistle.

Rabbit-oh!  … Rabbit-oh!  … The dead rabbits were hung 
around the rabbit-man’s cart and sold for sixpence each. Upon 
purchase he would remove the skin.

An aeroplane! Such an uncommon and notable sight then.

The grinding of cart-wheels on the gravel road. Bread and milk 
were each delivered daily in horse-drawn carts.

Speak only when you are spoken to! Children should be seen 
and not heard!

Stop crying! Be a soldier!

The mountain – Mt Wellington and all of its moods. Every 
day I would look to see what sort of garment it was wearing. 
Wonderful!

The bush. Natone hill – trees, tracks, birds and their nests and 
their eggs.

Bonfire nights! With fireworks! On Empire Day – 24 May and 
on Guy Fawkes Day – 5 November. 

The waterfront – in Lindisfarne, the jetty, the ferry, fishing, 
collecting shells, scavenging and cooking mussels in jam tins 
on a fire lit by me and friends between stones on the beach. 
The jetties with their different characteristics, different fish, 
phosphorescence on the lines when fishing at night. Saturday 
yacht races.
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The ferry which provided transport between Lindisfarne 
and Hobart. Men shovelling coal into its blazing furnaces to 
produce the steam which was its source of power. The sight 
and deafening noise of the pistons thumping up and down.

•

Dilemmas

To accept the dogma that faith is more important and greater 
than reason.

•

Tonsillectomy

Aunt Lucy was my mother’s maternal aunt. Lucy was married 
to Tom and they lived in a house in West Hobart. It was a 
two-storey dwelling and there was a storage cupboard beneath 
the stairs and Uncle Tom assured me that it was the place 
where naughty boys were locked and kept until the arrival of 
the police. They had no children. Aunt Lucy claimed to have 
been a nurse in her younger days and consequently claimed 
superior knowledge of all things medical – but in my experience 
her ideas were usually quite incorrect.
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In about May 1934 my mother took me to the Hobart hospital 
where I was examined and it was advised that I should have 
a tonsillectomy. Because of my mother’s failing health and 
the fact that Lindisfarne was a ferry - ride from Hobart it was 
decided that Aunt Lucy with her nursing background was the 
logical person to take charge of the matter. Mother worded 
me up on how to approach the operation and I was receptive 
to her advice.

On the preoperative night I stayed with Lucy and Tom. Then 
at a dark hour in the early winter morning Lucy woke me and 
gave me a dose of Epsom salts and insisted that I drink a cup 
of very strong black tea. Off to the hospital where we waited 
and waited in what in my memory was a large room with 
many other children, most of whom were balling their heads 
off. The unaccustomed tea must have caused my bladder to fill 
to capacity and at a certain point I urged Aunt Lucy to take 
me to the toilet. Alas, she told me to hush and to just sit still 
and ignored my repeated pleas. Finally – OK if I must go, she 
would take me. I have a vivid recollection of the shame of not 
quite making it!

Then into the operating theatre where I lay on the table 
and a cloth mask was placed across my mouth and nose and 
chloroform was dripped on to it. My mother had explained all 
of this and I was not greatly worried. I did form an opinion 
that I did not like the smell of chloroform and made a remark 
to that effect. The doctor administering it replied – “ It’s nice 
scent – come on! Breathe it up!” I then formed the opinion that 
anybody who thought that this was nice scent must be an idiot.

Then waking and vomiting blood. A short time later home with 
Aunt Lucy and being treated to a meal of ice-cream. 
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During the remainder of my stay with Aunt Lucy the 
conversation with anybody visiting always seemed to turn 
to grisly stories about people who had “bled to death” after 
tonsillectomy. And warming to her subject Lucy also implanted 
strong beliefs of incorrect notions in my young mind. For 
example she instructed me that the tendons on the back of 
one’s hand are arteries which if cut will certainly lead to an 
early demise from bleeding to death. 

As a consequence I developed a fear of blood and bleeding 
which persisted well into the years of my medical studies.

In those days tonsillectomy was done by the so-called 
“guillotine” technique which could be performed very rapidly 
but compared with later techniques it was not a good operation 
and certainly in my case it has left me with a scarred and 
deformed soft palate which can cause annoying problems. 
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Parents and Family

Father - Henry Wilfred Thomas. Born in a village near 
Stoke-on-Trent on 18 December 1889. Emigrated 
with his family to Australia in 1913, shortly before 

WW1. Married 1 November 1916. On the marriage certificate 
his occupation is stated to be a “servant”, employed at 
Government House. On my birth certificate his occupation 
is given as photographer and apart from a stint as a salesman 
he was a self-employed photographer until 1939 when he 
became employed – as a photographer – by the pharmacist in 
Queenstown. One of the things which he did to much-admired 
effect was to use water colours to tint black-and-white photos. 
Upon relocating to Hobart in 1942 he became a tram conductor. 

He was of small stature and slight build – at age 13 my 
adolescent growth spurt soon had me noticeably taller. “A chip 
off the old block” was his joking remark about this. He had 
no close friends and no interests in anything special. Did not 
drink alcohol. Smoked maybe 10 cigarettes per day – always 
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according to a routine. This smoking habit, mild though it 
may have been, was probably responsible for a degree of sinus 
trouble which caused him to hawk and spit at a number of set 
intervals each day. One such episode would be in evidence when 
he was about 100 metres from reaching home in Queenstown 
after the day’s work – I would hear it and recognize it as a signal 
of his home-coming. Never saw him throw or kick a ball. I don’t 
think that he was capable of running. No sporting interests. 
Rarely bathed, but that may not have been all that uncommon 
in those days, especially among English immigrants. Several 
teeth were missing and those which remained were heavily 
tobacco-stained - he never used a toothbrush. Had little to 
say and certainly never argued. Sat silently - perhaps in deep 
thought – however he did not share any such thoughts. I saw 
little of him in my early years in Lindisfarne and Hobart largely 
because for some reason which I never probed he did not return 
home until about 10 o’clock in the evening. At weekends he 
did nothing of note and certainly did nothing to bond with 
me or with my siblings. He taught me nothing by example 
or by precept or by any sort of involvement in my life. There 
was a sort of vacuum. However in each of my childhood years 
when I professed to believe in Father Christmas he did fill a 
Christmas stocking – a pillowslip actually – with more than a 
dozen little gifts and that was a warming event. And as I will 
relate in a later chapter his support in paying for my board for 
two years was a crucial factor in my life. And I always knew 
that he was proud of me. He died from cancer of the stomach 
in about May 1946.

My father was one of twenty or so children born to the two 
wives of his father. (The first wife died and the father remarried.) 
However I know almost nothing about the family. Although 
he lived in West Hobart I doubt that I would have seen my 
paternal grandfather on more than a few occasions during my 
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childhood and certainly I have no memory of them. I did meet 
him by chance in the street on one occasion when I was at 
university and at that meeting I discovered that he had formerly 
worked as a mortuary attendant at the Hobart Hospital. I 
was aware of an Aunt Miriam who lived in Lindisfarne and 
something at the back of my memory suggests that I might 
have met an Uncle Albert. That is all.

Mother – Clarice Pearl Thomas (nee Henri). Known as Pearl. 
Born at Mt Seymour in Tasmania on 17 August 1894. Before 
her marriage she was a primary school teacher. I write about 
her elsewhere in this story,

Sister – Elaine Joy, known as Joy. Born 5 January 1918. Slight 
build. Reasonably sunny and engaging personality, but a loser. 
As a teenager she would have “fits” which used to frighten me 
but I now recognise that they were of an hysterical nature. As 
was the case with my other 2 siblings she left school at age 
14 and married at age 19 or 20. Husband was Ron Barker 
who drove a delivery van for a Hobart grocer. Then he was 
drafted into the army and was a courier, riding a motor-cycle. 
Unfortunately he had an accident and was rendered paraplegic 
which in those times was tantamount to a death sentence and 
he survived in a military hospital for only 9 months. They had 
a son Robin. After Ron’s death Joy came under the influence 
of the Bjelke-Petersens (more of them later) and went through 
a very holy phase for a year or so. She received a meagre war 
widow’s pension and had to supplement it in some way. She 
partied a lot and at one point became pregnant – later told 
me that a Hobart lawyer was the father. The child was put 
up for adoption but during the 1980s, after Joy’s death, he 
traced his origins. Something which struck me when we met 
was a similarity in facial structure to my father. Robin was 
delighted to discover that he had a brother. During 1948 when 
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I was in the 5th year of my medical course Joy contacted 
me and said that she wanted to join me in Melbourne. My 
brother Mervyn advised strongly against my agreeing – “She’s 
nothing but trouble mate” were his words. When she arrived 
in Melbourne with Robin 5 pounds was all the money that she 
possessed - and within a day of arriving that had been spent 
on a party dress. Over the following years she drifted between 
various domiciles and relationships and died on 17 June 1982. 
Robin was employed by CSIRO in Canberra. He did not marry. 
He retired at age 55 and took up residence near Hobart.

Margaret Daphne – known as Daphne. Born 14 February 1919. 
Plump build. Soft and kind personality, She was definitely 
my favourite sister when I was a child. Not particularly bright 
intellectually but honest and dependable. Married Bernard 
(Bunny) Burnett who was a member of a Battery Point family 
of barracouta fishermen. They had 9 children. At least one was 
in and out of jail. One was a prostitute who had 6 children from 
various fathers and died at a young age and Daphne brought 
those children up. One son, Terry, became a successful and 
respected pharmacist and a daughter, Yvette, whom I met in 
later years was a charming young woman married and living in 
very comfortable circumstances. Bunny became alcoholic and 
was bedridden for years. Daphne developed type 2 diabetes 
and died from renal failure on 24 June 1992.

Mervyn Henri. Born 12 August 1920. We each had our family 
nicknames – Joy was “Flip”, Daphne was “Toffee” – I don’t 
know where those names came from. For an obvious reason 
I was “Bub”. And Mervyn, because of his sunny personality 
was “Sunny”. (To schoolmates he was “Tich” and as a matter 
of course I was referred to as “Little Tich”.) He was a bright 
student but there was no question of his remaining at school 
after age 14. Upon leaving school he worked in a delicatessen 
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earning a few shillings a week and because he had an artistic 
flair of sorts he used to paint tags describing and pricing the 
deli’s products – did that at home and it brought in another 2 
shillings and sixpence. Took pride in his pugilistic ability and 
made sure that I knew how to use my fists to defend myself. I 
admired his ability to construct interesting accounts of events 
such as recent exploits or encounters and I marvelled at the 
way in which he would not let the truth get in the way of a 
good story! At age about 19 he set up a pastry-cooking business 
in partnership with another young man. It flourished, but 
then he was drafted into the army and spent the rest of the 
war years in the Atherton Tablelands area in Queensland. He 
returned to the pastry-cooking business after the war. It was 
work which required that he be out of bed at 4am and he was 
home again at 3pm, so he began to occupy the late afternoon 
hours making furniture in his backyard workshop and it was 
sold at a retail outlet. Subsequently he moved into the building 
industry and that too was successful. Unfortunately however 
he got into the routine of going for a few beers with his mates 
and that led to outright alcoholism. He had married Alice 
McDonald when they were both very young and they had 3 
daughters – Suzanne, Helen and Sally – at 10 year intervals! 
When the alcoholism took over they had to sell up in Hobart 
and moved to the small settlement of Judbury in the Huon 
Valley where they ran the local store. Mervyn died suddenly 
while fishing on 20 October 1974. Alice died a few years later.

Grandfather – Henry James Henri. The story was that he was 
descended from the Huguenot Count Henri de Leon who fled 
France and settled in Canada. A later generation moved to 
New Zealand where grandfather was born in 1865. In 1893, 
in Australia, he married the then 23 year-old Gertrude Amelia 
Turner (known as Millie) and they had 4 children. The first 
was my mother. Then there was a son named Mervyn who died 
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from diphtheria at age 4 years. Then came daughters Leonie and 
Keitha. He was a primary school teacher. Very good at sport 
– represented Tasmania 1907-1908. I remember a newspaper 
cutting on the wall of his office which described how he had 
been the opening batsman in the Tasmanian team against the 
visiting England Test Eleven and that he was not out at the 
end of the match with a very respectable score of more than 
a century. And I am told that on one occasion when he was 
aged about sixty, as a replacement he ran on to the football 
field for the local Lindisfarne team and won the match for 
them. I recall an occasion when I was five or six - we were in 
a dinghy which he was rowing and he told me that longevity 
was all in the mind and that he intended to live to age 100. 
Well, it didn’t work out that way – grandmother died on 27 
September 1943 - from pancreatic cancer I believe – and he 
became a lonely soul and finally on 5 February 1947, at age 
81 years, he jumped from the Hobart Bridge and drowned in 
the Derwent River.

Aunt Leonie – She was born on 30 November 1904 and 
christened Doris Gertrude Leonie Henri but came to be known 
as Leonie. 

In 1933 Leonie married Lieutenant-Colonel Hans Christian 
Bjelke-Petersen – known as Christian. He was a Danish 
immigrant who had owned and run successful physical 
education businesses in Sydney and Melbourne – and at one 
stage in Hobart. He had also enjoyed a contract with the 
Australian Army prior to WW1 – hence the military rank. 
He had a very good presence and was always referred to in a 
deferential fashion as “The Colonel”. He was related to Joe B-P 
the former premier of Queensland – a second cousin, I think – 
and they used to see each other from time to time. Leonie and 
Christian were dedicated Christians in a very fundamentalist 
way and indeed at the time of their meeting Leonie was a 
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student at a Melbourne Bible Institute. She intended to become 
a missionary. At the time of their marriage he was aged 60 years. 
(Google his name - there is a great deal of information available 
about him. Also note information about his sister Marie who 
after being a pioneer in netball in Australia became an author; 
furthermore she is acclaimed as a lesbian icon.)

In 1935 the couple travelled to Europe and spent about three 
years touring. She wrote to me on several occasions during their 
travels and the letters were full of long quotations from the 
scriptures. More welcome was the fact that there were always 
dozens of postage stamps enclosed. Upon return to Australia 
they divided each year between a residence in Kingston Beach, 
Tasmania and a house in Sydney – at first in Wentworth Falls 
in The Blue Mountains and then in Pymble.

During 1943 and 1944 on Saturdays I used to cycle from 
Hobart to Kingston Beach and would spend the day painting 
and gardening for them, returning on Sunday. The reward was 
a shilling an hour – and that went towards paying for the bike 
which they had bought for me. At those visits Christian would 
give me his undivided attention and I would receive all sorts of 
exhortations and advice from him. All about this sinful world 
and about how to avoid Satan’s power and gain Life Eternal.

As far as I could discern they did not attend church but were 
more involved with prayer meetings and personal dedication 
and study – for example on a daily basis Christian would be in 
his study at 4am absorbed in bible study. They had no respect 
for the Roman Catholic Church and indeed when Mervyn 
and Alice were married in such a church they declined an 
invitation to attend, saying that they did not wish to enter a 
“non-Christian” church! At least that is what Mervyn told me 
on many occasions and from that time he would have nothing 
to do with them. “Bloody hypocrites!” he used to say.
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I have an idea that Leonie may have had some sort of congenital 
urogenital abnormality which may have prevented her from 
having children – but in any event, they did not have any. 
After my mother’s death they had wanted to adopt me, but 
my father would not agree. However, some years later, in the 
late 1950s and following the divorce of sister Keitha and her 
husband they adopted Keitha’s oldest child Heather who then 
may have been aged 10 or thereabouts.

Christian died in 1964 at age 92 years. I gather that at that 
stage the money started to run out. The Sydney property was 
no longer hers and she moved house a few times – for a number 
of years she was in Eaglehawk Neck and finally lived in a 
modest cottage in Launceston. In 1986 she was admitted to 
the Launceston General Hospital with a diagnosis of epilepsy 
secondary to a cortical infarct. The medical examiner notes 
that she was eccentric, but orientated in place and time with 
adequate short-term memory. However “Long-term memory 
was difficult to assess because of the bizarre nature of her 
recollections”. She remained in hospital for 6 weeks. Readmitted 
in February 1988 and at that time the diagnosis was “Senile 
Dementia”. The notes are that “She has been living alone in 
squalid circumstances, incontinent of urine and taking very 
little in the way of nutrition, all the while refusing domiciliary 
care or welfare intervention”. She was there for 6 weeks and 
then transferred for continuing care to the Evandale District 
Hospital.

I visited the hospital, in early 1989. I asked if she knew who I 
was – “No, but I can tell that you are a friend”, she said. 

I asked if she remembered David Thomas. “Oh yes, he was 
Pearl’s boy. He is a doctor in Melbourne. Pearl had lovely long 
auburn hair.”
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I learned that her adopted daughter Heather had been in to the 
hospital and had had her sign a Power of Attorney – something 
which she certainly did not have the mental capacity to do. 
Then Heather had sold everything and pocketed the proceeds. 
When Leonie died, there was nothing left in her estate. I had 
lent her a sum of money in about 1972 – she had wanted it 
for only a month, she said. However it had never been repaid.

Aunt Keitha. The youngest, was only 19 years older than me. 
I recall her as having a bright personality, but I never came 
to know her well. When I was aged 4 or 5 she was friendly 
with Doug Crosswell and I liked him. However that came 
to nought at that time and my next meeting with Doug was 
when we both lived in Queenstown around 1940. I used to 
see him coming out of a pub or out of the betting shop and 
I thought that the Henri women would not approve of that. 
However he always had a warm greeting for me. Then – I don’t 
know what happened, but on 6 February 1943, Keitha was 
married to Corporal Douglas Crosswell. They had 3 children, 
but at some stage were divorced. Keitha died from breast cancer 
during 1973.

Recently I had a phone conversation with Keitha’s son James 
Henri – born 1952. He is a Professor of Library Science and 
when I Google the name I am struck by his CV and by his 
prolific publications and notable achievements.

I will give some information about my stepmother Margaret 
and my half-sister Dorothy in a later chapter.


