
To summarise Dad's life has been both a privilege and an enormous challenge. 
Because it has been  a long and very full life, it's impossible to do justice to all his 
achievements, but we've put our heads together and attempted to collate the 
milestones of his life as best we could.

Dad was born in his Auntie's house in Castle St. Edwardstown on Dec 8, 1925. He 
was the first child for Tom and Clare Dyster, and in time became the big brother to 
Jack, Colin and Marie. Jack died some years ago and brother Colin only a few weeks 
ago. The photo you see on the Order of Service is of Dad at Colin's funeral on April 
4. Mum says “he looks purposeful”. 
Thankfully Dad's much younger sister Marie is still with us and here today.

Tom senior was a school teacher, and Dad's early years were spent in country SA as 
the family moved to different school postings. He started school at Koolunga, and 
also went to school in Whyte Yarcowie and Winkie. He started high school at 
Glossop and then boarded with his Auntie to go to Adelaide Boys High. He graduated 
from high school in time to join the armed forces towards the end of the Second 
World War. He trained as an aerial gunner in the Air Force, but thankfully the war 
ended before he was posted overseas. His war service fortunately left him only with a 
legacy of anecdotes about harsh training camps and even harsher drill sergeants. And 
a small DVA pension.

Back in civilian life Dad went to Teachers College and on graduating, following in 
the family tradition,  headed to the country. His early teaching posts were at Scott 
Creek (Yes, then considered the deep country where the locals rarely ventured “down 
Adelaide way” and Dad was a foreigner) and also Kingston in the SE, where he was 
very happy and formed some life long friendships.

He returned to Adelaide to complete his B.A. and taught in the Nissen huts at 
Wingfield migrant camp. There he met a young teacher from Tasmania who was 
struggling to work and care for her baby daughter on her own. Dad fell in love with 
both of them, marrying Lois Hale in 1953 and adopting Jennie soon after. The family 
then moved to Peterborough where I was born and Jennie started school. Life in 
Peterborough fuelled Dad's lifelong interest in trains and railways, and he enjoyed a 
term of travelling down the line to teach in Yongala. While in Peterborough he also 
taught English to the flood of post war migrants arriving to work on the railways. 

Dad was offered his first headmaster post at Minnipa Higher Primary on the West 
Coast. While we lived there, son Neale was born. 

Dad was then promoted to bigger and better things as headmaster of Leigh Creek 
Area School and the family spent some happy years enjoying the vibrancy of a 
youthful mining town. I recall being embarrassed at having a Dad who wore a shirt 
and tie to work. All the other girls had Dads who wore overalls and came home 
covered in coal dust – not chalk dust!



For the rest of his life he maintained a preference for formal clothing. The  warm and 
practical tracksuit from Kathmandu that Jennie thought would make his life easier 
and more comfortable, was never worn!  

Next posting was Ardrossan Area School and it was in the little Ardrossan hospital on 
the cliffs overlooking the sea, that youngest daughter Cathy was born.

The late sixties saw the family move to Mt Gambier where Dad was Principal at 
Reidy Park Primary.  Dad was very happy there, so it was a difficult decision  to 
move closer to Adelaide to improve educational opportunities for us children.  Dad 
was appointed to Darlington Primary, and he and Mum seized the opportunity of 
living in the Adelaide Hills, where they've been ever since. 

Dad's mother Clare Wright's family were originally Hills people, and he had very 
fond memories of childhood visits to cousins and aunts in the Adelaide Hills. For 
Mum it was reminiscent of her Tasmanian mountain childhood. Over the years Mum 
and Dad have lived in Stirling, Aldgate, Wistow and finally Mt Barker. Dad's love of 
the Hills deepened as he explored it on foot on long hikes and learnt about the birds 
and plants.

Dad also became Principal at Stradbroke Primary, then the biggest  primary school in 
the State, before taking an early retirement from his last school, Norwood, in order to 
pursue his many other interests.   

He maintained a lifelong interest in education issues and kept in touch with numerous 
former colleagues and students. He was a versatile and talented educator, teaching 
everything from High school Latin and Maths to Primary school sport and craft. His 
chief love, however was for the English language – prose, poetry or drama – and for 
History. It was these two passions, which he shared with Mum, which were to shape 
his retirement years.

Dad loved to write, chronicle and keep diaries. For some years during his teaching 
career, he produced a column for the Teacher's Journal called “Diary of a 
Headmaster”. The author's name was not published, and we children thought it was a 
very important secret. It did give Dad the opportunity to  present some mildly 
controversial views on education without giving himself away, during a time of very 
conservative values.



Dad loved local history, world history and family history. He researched our family 
history and did research and commissions for other people, long before the advent of 
genealogy.com sites on the internet has made it easy. He wrote and published several 
books including “Pump in the Roadway” about Aldgate and “Return to the Adelaide 
Hills”  amongst others and contributed to other publications. He wrote a book about 
the history of earthquakes in SA which was referred to, and he was interviewed 
about, for the Advertiser Saturday magazine just last month. He wrote the biography 
of Dragan Miljanovic.

His love of writing and of history was equalled only by his passion for the theatre, 
and when he became involved in saving the Stirling Institute building and forming 
the Stirling Players those interests came together for the benefit of the wider 
community.

 As children we had also benefited from Dad's love of performing. Who needs 
television when bedtime stories are performed by a father treading the boards and 
performing the classics, complete with accents and sound effects. I can remember 
cowering under the bedclothes as the blind pirate from Treasure Island tap tap-tapped 
his cane across the bedroom floor!! For his beloved    grandchildren he created a 
fictional world of magical hills dwelling  pixie creatures called Hillves. His 
grandchildren also remember that he could do a very scary Big Bad Wolf!

 
Once the Stirling Institute was saved and became the wonderful Stirling Theatre, Dad 
wrote and produced a number of musicals for children, to be performed there. The 
Terribly Noisy Giant was just one that comes to mind. A whole generation of Hills 
children, including my own, watched or performed in these productions, and the 
interest shown led to the formation of the Hills Youth Theatre. Dad also acted in 
plays, and produced plays for other organisations including the Therry Society and 
The Festivals of One Act Plays. He became a life member of The Stirling Community 
Theatre, and has a room named after him in the theatre building. Jennie, Neale, Cathy 
and grandson Tim were all involved in Stirling Theatre activities at various times. 
Even on the day of his death I answered a phone call at his bedside which was a 
query for the Stirling theatre.

It was Dad's love of language, ceremony and performing that lead to him becoming a 
Marriage Celebrant in 1988, a role which he undertook – or should I say performed – 
throughout the Hills and beyond, for many years. I'm sure there are many people here 
today who have either been married by him or seen him in action – including his 
daughter Cathy, to Greg. He believed that everyone had a right to a dignified and 
meaningful ceremony whether it was in a Church or not, and conducted over 200 
weddings and several naming ceremonies before giving it away in 2005. 



Dad was a staunch member of the Uniting Church, and Church life and faith in God 
were important to him throughout his adult life. He was keenly interested in and open 
to other beliefs and faiths, and enjoyed a theological discussion, so long as it was 
grounded in tolerance and respect. He had a strong commitment to social justice and 
belonged to Amnesty International. His years in rural SA had given him an awareness 
of the indignities suffered by Aboriginal people and whenever he had the opportunity, 
he worked to address this. He took part in a protest march against the war in Iraq, and 
I remember him worrying himself sick about how best to help a homeless man who 
was sleeping on the veranda next to the Church here. He has been a lay preacher and 
regular reader in Church. He was until very recently chairman of the Congregation at 
this Church, managed the hall hires and organised the Men's Breakfast Programme 
until ill health intervened. 

Over the years Dad has been a member of numerous committees and groups. He was 
awarded the Rotary Club's Paul Harris Fellow and an Australian Citizen's Award. He 
was a life member of The Mt Lofty and District Historical Society and has been an 
active member of the National Trust, attending meetings even earlier this year. His 
guided history walks around Mt Barker were well regarded and popular.

Dad surprised us all when in his late 70's, he learned to cook and clean, as Mum's 
Parkinson's disease took hold. Mum instructed him patiently from her armchair – 
here her training as a Special Education teacher was put to good use – and despite the 
chipped cups and scorched saucepans, he picked up enough to look after himself 
when she had to go into care. In his last few months he joined Mum at Sash Ferguson 
and his intense loneliness was over as he surrounded himself with  new  friends. 

His O.A.M Award on Australia Day brought him an enormous amount of pleasure in 
the last few months of his life, not for the honour of being singled out, which he felt 
quite humble about, but because of all the people who contacted him by phone or 
letter. Dad was a people person to the end.


