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Foreword

I have been thinking of writing a memoir for a very 
long time after the closure of Pacific Eye Centre in 
1999. I wanted there to be a record of events from 

my perspective. It has been said that it takes 10,000 hours’ 
practice to become expert in any skill. I have spent many 
more than 10,000 hours doing cataract microsurgery, so I 
do believe I have become skilled in that procedure. I have 
also spent at least 10,000 hours consulting patients with eye 
problems, so I could say I have also become expert as an eye 
specialist consultant. With anything in life, in order to be 
good at it, we must practice, and it never comes easily. 

I wanted to talk about the road to the creation of Pacific 
Eye Centre and the dreams that inspired it. When my father 
died in 2005, I felt sad that he had never actualised his own 
memoir that he so often spoke about writing. I would have 
liked to have that memoir of my father’s memories and early 
life. So I decided to write my own memoir for my children 
and their family to have a written account of my early life 
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and ideals. I have included my favourite quotations and 
passages throughout the book. These are passages that have 
inspired me and kept me going despite setbacks and difficult 
times. I hope the quotes and passages will inspire others who 
come after me.

I have said to my children that I would like to be known for 
three things with my family and close friends: “to amuse, to 
inspire, to delight”.

I also think that the purpose of life is quite simple: “to live, 
to love, to learn and to leave a legacy”. This memoir is a small 
legacy from my life.

Diane L. Webster

September 2012
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A Psalm of Life

What the Heart of the Young Man  
Said to the Psalmist

by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-1882)

Tell me not, in mournful numbers,
Life is but an empty dream!

For the soul is dead that slumbers,
And things are not what they seem.

Life is real! Life is earnest!
And the grave is not its goal;

Dust thou art, to dust returnest, 
Was not spoken of the soul.

Not enjoyment, and not sorrow,
Is our destined end or way;

But to act, that each to-morrow
Find us farther than to-day.

Art is long, and Time is fleeting,
And our hearts, though stout and brave,

Still, like muffled drums, are beating
Funeral marches to the grave.

In the world’s broad field of battle,
In the bivouac of Life,

Be not like dumb, driven cattle!
Be a hero in the strife!

Foreword
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Trust no Future, howe’er pleasant!
Let the dead Past bury its dead!
Act,— act in the living Present!
Heart within, and God o’erhead!

Lives of great men all remind us
We can make our lives sublime,
And, departing, leave behind us
Footprints on the sands of time;

Footprints, that perhaps another,
Sailing o’er life’s solemn main,

A forlorn and shipwrecked brother,
Seeing, shall take heart again.

Let us, then, be up and doing, 
With a heart for any fate; 

Still achieving, still pursuing, 
Learn to labor and to wait.
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‘Nalinga’ 
Greenvale

I was born Diane Lesley Webster on 17 April 1956. At the 
time my parents, Philip Leslie Webster and Joan Marcia 
Webster (née Morris), were egg farmers at Greenvale, 

Victoria. My father named our home ‘Nalinga’. I have 
two older brothers, Geoffrey and Jonathan, and a younger 
brother Christopher, born three years after me. My earliest 
memories are of living on our ten-acre property given to my 
father by my grandfather, in a house that my father, who 
studied building at “the technical college” at night, had built 
himself. My grandparents, Leslie Leeder Webster and Eileen 
(née Thorn), lived “up the paddock” on a large dairy farm 
of 1,000 acres.

Growing up as the only daughter, I had a lot of time to 
myself; I didn’t want to play the boys’ games, and none of 
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my friends lived nearby because we were quite isolated at 
Greenvale, then a country area, not the Melbourne suburb 
it is today. There wasn’t even a shop there in the early ’60s, 
so I roamed the paddocks for hours, enjoying ‘nature’, 
collecting stray animals, with plenty of time for thinking. 
Looking back, I believe that period influenced my future, 
always being happy with my own company and taking time 
to think things through. I would walk for hours around the 
paddocks and dams. I played imaginary games with moss 
and sticks and made daisy chains. I loved being outdoors, 
and was thrilled when I turned 11 and my parents bought 
me a bicycle which I rode for hours on end over the ensuing 
five years.

I also loved playing ‘dolls’, particularly Barbie dolls produced 
by Mattel in the USA. I remember going to school in Grade 
3, when I was six years old, and seeing a girl who had a 
Barbie doll. It was love at first sight. I begged my mother to 
buy me one. My parents were not well-off and struggled to 
meet the financial demands of four children, so when they 
bought me my first Barbie for Christmas, with one or two 
outfits of clothes, I was ecstatic. I loved imaginative play with 
my Barbies. I loved dressing them up, and them going out to 
tennis, the ballet and social occasions. Looking back now in 
adult life I still enjoy fashion and dressing up to go out to the 
performing arts in Melbourne (the opera, the ballet, plays, 
etc). I think much of the play we enjoy as children we need 
to reconnect within adult life, so each day we must take time 
to ‘play’ and restore our souls with those feelings of peace 
and happiness and contentment we first felt as children. As 
an adult I love to walk outdoors everyday, to reconnect with 
nature as I did when I was a child, and feel it is essential for 
my feelings of wellbeing as an adult. 



3

‘Nalinga’ Greenvale

Living just up the paddock from us at ‘Dunhelen’, Greenvale 
was Uncle Ken Webster, my father’s older brother, and 
his family. They shared the bluestone mansion that was 
‘Dunhelen’ with my grandparents. My Uncle Ken and 
Auntie Else lived in their section of the big old house with 
my three cousins Robert, Jill and little Rosemary, while my 
grandparents (Grannie Webster and Grandpa) lived in the 
other section. Ken ran the dairy farm which belonged to 
my grandfather. Every morning I’d go there with a stainless 
steel bucket to collect milk for our family. On the way I had 
to negotiate two paddocks; the first one, which was ours, 
had a ram in it, because we used to mind sheep for the 
CSIRO (who paid my father rent so they could research the 
sheep). I hated that ram. After getting past the ram, hoping 
he wouldn’t charge and butt me, I then entered the cow 
paddock, where sometimes there was a bull, in order to reach 
the dairy. I remember feeling anxiety and fear all the way to 
the dairy, looking back and sideways to make sure the bull 
wasn’t starting to head toward me. I think the bull must have 
been able to sense my fear, as often I remember it starting to 
walk toward me and I would quicken my pace to the dairy 
and get out of the paddock as fast as I could.

But the worst thing was returning home with the full pail of 
milk. First I’d be watching the bull, trying not to attract his 
attention; next, getting through the fence, I had to keep an 
eye out for the ram. And when it was magpie nesting season, 
I had to beware of them too, as the ‘maggies’ would swoop 
down and go for my head. I was only about eight years old 
at the time, so it was very hard for me, avoiding the animals 
and birds while trying not to spill the milk, going through 
the paddocks as fast as possible to reach the safety of our 
home at ‘Nalinga’. 
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Part of what I want to convey to my reader is that I’ve always 
loved learning, and that I always felt that I never had any 
natural talent in anything, especially in primary school. 
I started school very early, at the age of three-and-a-half, 
because I was very inquisitive at home, and my mother felt 
that she never had enough to entertain me. I was always 
getting into trouble at home. I once found a stray kitten and 
tried to feed it my Vegemite sandwich. My mother caught 
me doing it and asked me the location of the rest of the 
kittens. I knew the mother cat had had the kittens under 
our house, but I didn’t want to reveal the location to my 
mother as I feared for the fate of the stray cat and her family. 
Unwanted and feral cats were often dumped on the roadside 
by motorists travelling from Melbourne to the country. If 
my uncle found them he would put them in a hessian bag 
and take them up to the dam and drown them. My mother 
said we had to do it to the kittens otherwise we would be 
overrun by feral cats. I couldn’t bear the thought of my lost 
kitten being drowned, so I refused to reveal the location of 
the family. 

I remember my mother saying, “You are just too bored at 
home, you should be going to school.” So I was sent to 
Greenvale State School, and being younger than the other 
children in my year I tried hard to keep up with everyone 
else. Greenvale State School was about four miles down the 
road. We had one school room only, with Prep (or Beginners 
as it was called in 1960) to Grade 3 in one half of the room 
divided by a partition from Grades 4 to 6. We had two 
teachers, one for the little ones (Beginners to Grade 3) and 
one for the older children (Grades 4 to 6). I don’t think I 
learned anything at Greenvale State School apart from how 
to stay out of trouble in the playground. 
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The headmaster lived in a weatherboard house just down 
the paddock from the school room. He ran the school from 
there, and was frequently in bed at home drunk during 
school hours. I was always pleased I was born a girl and not 
a boy because girls didn’t get “the cuts” or the cane from the 
headmaster. At least one boy every day would be taken to 
the headmaster for “the cuts” and we could hear the screams. 
Many of the children I went to school with came from very 
poor families. Their parents were farm hands and they had 
no way of getting to school apart from walking many miles.

My grandfather was a member of the Legislative Assembly 
in Victoria and the regional representative. He also had a 
stint on the Parole Board for Pentridge Prison, and because 
he often felt sorry for released prisoners he gave them a job 
working on the farm at ‘Dunhelen’. Several of the men lived 
in the barn at ‘Dunhelen’. There was one family I remember 
well, the Scott family. Harry Scott had been released from 
prison on parole and worked as a milkman in the dairy. He 
had a wife and several children, and one of his daughters, 
Peggy Scott, was my age. We often saw the children walking 
along the road to school and Mum would pick them up 
in our car and take them to school. I am sure they never 
washed, as the car would stink so badly when they all got in 
the car that I’d wind the window down to get some fresh air. 
I remember describing to Peggy Scott, when we about seven 
years old, how one should clean one’s teeth with a brush and 
paste as she had never done this. Once, my father came to 
pick me up from school after work and I ran to him and he 
hugged me. Peggy said to me, “Has your Dad just got out of 
jail?” I guess that was her reference to not seeing her father 
for a period of time.
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The school yard at Greenvale State School was pretty rough, 
and my mother despaired at the company I was keeping. She 
became determined to see me at a better school, so when the 
opportunity came for my parents to change businesses and 
earn a better income, Mum jumped at the chance. Mum 
and Dad used to collect the eggs from our chickens, then 
wash and sell them. This was hard work and didn’t bring in 
much money. When I was born in 1956, my father went into 
partnership with two others to buy a hardware business in 
Essendon. My mother did the accounts for the business and 
this gave my parents enough money to be able to send me 
in Grade 3 to a private girls’ school in Essendon in the hope 
of giving me a better education and start in life. My mother 
thought I would end up with a criminal record if I continued 
on at Greenvale State School with all the ex-crims’ kids!

I remember, and appreciate, that my parents worked very 
hard so they could move me to Penleigh Ladies’ College, 
Essendon in Grade 3. I knew that was a huge sacrifice for 
them, but they wanted me to have a good education. So 
when I entered Penleigh I felt I had to keep working hard at 
my studies, even though I was hopeless in most subjects. I 
couldn’t spell; when the other girls did spelling I would draw 
pictures while everyone else was writing words, and I also got 
the lowest possible mark for maths when I started. I was only 
six years old at the start of Grade 3. But I was determined 
to improve, and I eventually got the diligence prizes at both 
primary school and secondary schools, at least for trying.

A wonderful opportunity came my way at the end of Grade 6 
when I won a scholarship to Lowther Hall, an Anglican girls’ 
grammar school in Moonee Ponds. I was there from Year 7 
to Year 9. My desire was to then go to the same school my 
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mother attended, Melbourne Girls Grammar, because I knew 
I would get a good education there. Arriving at Melbourne 
Girls Grammar in Year 10, I was still way below all the other 
girls in terms of academic achievement, but it spurred me 
on to try harder and I ended up getting into the top maths 
and science classes in Years 11 and 12. 

During my schooldays I never excelled at sport, although 
I played a bit of tennis. I learnt the piano, which I loved, 
starting when I was about seven years old until Year 11 in 
school. But when I started improving in maths and science 
I had to give up music. I remember that when I told my 
music teacher I was going to stop learning the piano, she 
cried because she thought I had potential as a pianist. I was 
technically good at the piano, but not musically creative; I 
couldn’t compose or imagine new music in my head, so I 
knew I could never be really excellent with music. However, I 
was very good technically at the piano, and I am sure learning 
the piano as a girl helped me easily develop microsurgical 
skills later when I trained as an ophthalmologist. When 
one plays the piano one has to develop the ability to play 
simultaneously with both hands and both feet on the foot 
pedals. This is similar to microsurgery, where both hands 
are working independently on the eye operation, together 
with the right foot on the phaco (ultrasound) machine pedal 
coordinating the phaco settings, and the left pedal focusing 
and zooming the operating microscope.
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My father, Philip Leslie Webster, was born in 
November 1922 on Flinders Island in Bass Strait, 
between Victoria and Tasmania. My grandfather, 

Leslie Leeder Webster, had studied farming at Dookie 
College, Victoria. The Australian Government subsequently 
granted him a lease of land on Flinders Island to farm. So 
he and his new bride, Eileen, went to Flinders Island to run 
a dairy farm, and they had three sons, Ken, Philip and Jim. 
The family moved back to Melbourne from Flinders Island, 
and they lived in Selwyn Street, Elsternwick. Philip, who 
became my father, went to Caulfield Grammar in Glen Eira 
Road, Caulfield. He then went to Brighton Technical School 
and studied building. Philip’s grandfather, James Webster, 
owned a hardware store in Selwyn Street, Elsternwick (J.J. 
Webster’s Hardware). It is now the location of the ABC 
studios in Elsternwick. 
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After finishing school Philip went into the Army, and he 
trained in Queensland. He was sent to Darwin in World War 
II as a signal operator, and was there when it was bombed by 
the Japanese. I remember him telling me about the bombing 
of Darwin, how he saw human body parts floating in the 
water, with bullets all around and people being killed; it must 
have been an incredible time. 

But when Philip returned from Army service he didn’t have 
any real qualifications. By then his parents had bought the 
1,000-acre farm at Greenvale. So he went to live back with 
his parents at ‘Dunhelen’, Greenvale. He and his younger 
brother, Jim, who was also living at Greenvale, decided to 
enrol in a building course at night school. Not having any 
means of getting around, they bought an old motorbike and 
rode it to Broadmeadows Station, then caught the train to 
the technical school three nights a week. Eventually they 
both qualified as builders. 

My father met my mother at a dance at St Kilda Town Hall. 
Joan Morris was a nurse at the time. After they married 
they lived at ‘Dunhelen’ with my grandparents, because they 
had no money to buy a home. My grandfather gifted ten 
acres of his property to Philip on which to build a house 
on for his family. When the house became habitable Joan 
moved in with her newborn baby, Geoffrey, my eldest 
brother. Two-and-a-half years later my second elder brother, 
Jonathon, was born. Then three years after that I arrived to 
struggling parents trying to raise a family on an income of 
collecting, washing and selling eggs.

Around the time I was born, an opportunity arose for my 
father to get into his own hardware business. He and two 
partners bought the Northside Hardware Company at 916 
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Mt. Alexander Road, Essendon. It was near the Essendon 
junction and tram terminus. 

Later, after my father bought out the other two partners, he 
and my mother worked at the business for some 45 years. 
My father’s knowledge and training as a builder not only 
helped when he constructed our family home at Greenvale, 
it also came in handy in the hardware business, because he 
could help and advise customers who came to the store. My 
parents instilled in me that when you have a business you 
must look after your customers. 

One way they did that was by explaining to customers how 
to use the tools they were buying. Because of this they had a 
large following of people from the local schools, and builders 
too. Apart from helping their customers with product 
information, my parents would not hesitate to tell them if 
they could get a cheaper price for the same item elsewhere. It 
was part of my parents’ belief in being honest and up-front 
with people to keep them as loyal customers. 

The Essendon hardware business was a family thing. My 
brothers and I often worked there during school and 
university holidays, and on weekends. Usually Mum did the 
books while Dad worked in the shop. During school and, 
later, university holidays I helped Mum with the books. My 
brothers helped Dad in the shop. In term time I would walk 
after school to the shop. Mum was always there, and we’d 
stay in the shop until it closed before going home with Dad. 
Meanwhile, I did my homework at the back of the shop.

Both my parents worked hard, making a tremendous effort 
to put us through private schools and, later, university. They 
were determined that we would have a good education, 
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because neither of them was fortunate to go to university 
even though they had wanted to. Even as children my 
brothers and I realised that it was important to make an 
effort and get the best possible education we could. So I’m 
grateful to my parents for making that commitment, even 
though it was so difficult for them. 

Once, riding in the car with my father, I noticed a worried 
look on his face and asked, “What’s the matter, Dad?” He 
replied, “You’ve got no idea the strain when you’ve got three 
children in private schools, trying to find the money for 
when the next bill comes for the school fees.” He continued, 
“I’d really rather be a tree, that tree out there, than having to 
think about how to come up with the money to get all you 
kids through school.” 

Later, when I was in secondary school, on most mornings 
Dad would drive my two older brothers and me to the 
railway station to catch the train to our schools. I went 
to Melbourne Girls Grammar school in South Yarra from 
1970 to 1972, and my brothers went to Caulfield Grammar 
School for their secondary education. In the car Dad would 
quiz us on general knowledge and tell us how important 
it was for us to be bright and know the facts. It is another 
example of the high value my parents placed on education, 
and showing us how important it is to follow our dreams 
and get qualified for doing something that we really wanted 
to do with our lives, and that would benefit the community 
as a whole.

Apart from being an entrepreneur – starting the hardware 
business was a bold step – Dad was adventurous in other 
ways too. Passionate about underwater exploration and 
photography, he was one of the first in Australia to use 



13

My Parents

the aqualung underwater breathing apparatus. He became 
President of the Underwater Explorers’ Club of Australia, 
and freelanced, taking underwater pictures for the Sun and 
Herald newspapers. I admired him enormously for that, and 
I’ve got a photo of him helping me to put on the aqualung 
while teaching me to dive.

When Prime Minister Harold Holt disappeared while 
swimming off Portsea Beach in December 1967, Dad was 
part of the search party. He knew Harold Holt and had gone 
diving with him on previous occasions. After the search for 
the Prime Minister’s body was abandoned, Dad was present 
when a plaque in memory of Harold Holt was unveiled at 
Portsea. 

While Dad was off having his ‘adventures’, Mum ran the 
hardware shop. Sometimes I accompanied him, enjoying 
those trips very much. Dad had an ambition to find the 
remnants of the Loch Ard, the sailing ship that was wrecked 
off the Victorian coast near Warrnambool in 1878. He 
would put us in the car, and, towing a caravan, we’d go to 
Port Campbell on a weekend camping trip, while Dad dived 
trying to find the wreck. We did that for several years, and 
in the end he was devastated when someone else found the 
wreckage of the Loch Ard before he did. But he remained 
very interested in old shipwrecks, and the history of the 
coastline of Victoria. 

He bought a half-share in a secondhand Farr 2-ton racing 
yacht when we children had finished university and Dad had 
some spare money from the hardware business. The boat was 
called Nitro. He assembled a crew of experienced yachtsmen 
and also some family members (two of my brothers) and he 
skippered the boat in his first ocean yacht race, the ‘West 
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Coaster’, which is the yacht race run annually on Boxing Day 
from Melbourne to Devonport, Tasmania. He gained line 
honours for Nitro in 1979. I flew down to Hobart to join 
in the celebrations and accompanied him to lunch with the 
Tasmanian Governor to accept his winning cup and prizes.

Dad decided to sell the hardware business when he reached 
his mid-seventies, another reason being the large hardware 
chains such as Bunnings opening up in the Essendon 
area. My parents realised it was the end of the ‘Ma and Pa’ 
hardware stores, and accepted that their time in the business 
was over.

•••

Born in Melbourne in December 1925, my mother had two 
siblings: an older brother Keith and younger brother Robert. 
She grew up in Preston where her father, Charles Morris, 
was a boot maker. He died from a heart attack before I was 
born. Like my parents in later life, my maternal grandfather 
also placed a high value on education, and because he was 
successful in business he could afford to send my mother 
to Melbourne Girls Grammar School for a few years of her 
schooling.

My mother was academically successful at school. She could 
have got into university, but in those days most girls didn’t 
pursue a tertiary education. Her father insisted she should 
get a job, so she went to Zerko’s Business College and then 
went to work in a bank instead. But she hated the work 
because it was so routine, and began training in nursing, 
eventually becoming a nurse. She loved that, because she 
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was a caring person, and she won several nursing prizes 
while working at the Royal Children’s Hospital and Royal 
Melbourne Hospital. She held doctors in high esteem, and I 
think she would have loved to become a doctor. Mum always 
told me that she would have loved to have been able to go 
to university, and I think that was part of my motivation to 
become a doctor because I felt that my mother would have 
made an excellent doctor if only she had had the opportunity. 
So when I got that opportunity, I decided to seize it with 
both hands and run with it, striving to achieve and make a 
valuable contribution as a doctor. 

My mother was in Melbourne during the war, and she and 
her family went through tough times. Later, when my parents 
were first married they had no money to live independently, 
so they lived with my grandparents at ‘Dunhelen’, Greenvale. 
In those days women gave up their jobs when they married, 
so Mum stopped nursing. It must have been a financial 
strain on everyone staying in that house, especially my 
grandparents who had two extra people to feed. Later, my 
paternal grandfather, Leslie Webster, gave my parents the 
seven acres of land on which my father built our family 
home. 

Early on I realised how hard it must have been for my parents 
at that time, starting with nothing, and struggling to make 
ends meet. They felt that the way to get out of that struggle 
in life was to get a good education and a career and be able 
to lift yourself out of the hard times. I remember when I 
was a little girl, the house would be cold when we got home 
from school in winter, and Mum would have to go outside 
and chop wood to put on the fire. With no luxuries and little 
money for anything special, it was a huge effort on their part 
to ensure that all their children received good educations.
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Mum was the glue that kept the whole family together. 
She was always there for us, and if Dad was away doing 
something Mum would take us anywhere we needed to go, 
especially for our education. She wanted to make sure that 
we got through our exams, and even in later life both my 
parents have supported me one hundred percent with my 
work and looking after my own children. 

Often, when I had to go to overseas conferences to learn 
new surgical techniques, I would take my then husband, 
Ted Vicary, our two sons Rupert and Peter, and both my 
parents. While Ted and I were at the conference, with Ted 
learning about the business side while I was studying new 
ophthalmological techniques, new equipment, etc, my 
parents would look after the two little boys. Even if Mum 
and Dad couldn’t accompany us on overseas trips, they 
would mind the children at home. I certainly wouldn’t have 
been able to do all that I’ve done without my incredibly 
supportive parents, and I’m very grateful for that.
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To Dream the Impossible Dream

To dream the impossible dream
To fight the unbeatable foe

To bear with unbearable sorrow
To run where the brave dare not go

To right the unrightable wrong
To love pure and chaste from afar

To try when your arms are too weary
To reach the unreachable star

This is my quest, to follow that star,
No matter how hopeless, no matter how far

And I know if I’ll only be true to this glorious quest
That my heart will lie peaceful and calm  

when I’m laid to my rest

And the world will be better for this
That one man, scorned and covered with scars

Still strove with his last ounce of courage
To reach the unreachable star.

NEVER GIVE UP ON YOUR DREAMS!

Excerpt from The Impossible Dream
from the musical Man of La Mancha

Lyrics by Joe Darion
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My parents Philip Webster and Joan Webster (née Morris) on their wedding day, 
February 15, 1950



19

Never Give Up On Your DreamS

At ‘Nalinga’, Greenvale with my brothers, (l to r) Chris, Geoff and Jon (1961)
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Diane, 5 years old (1961)


