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Five days before Katharine Susannah Prichard died in 1969, she wrote to the National Library 

enquiring about stories of her father’s she had sent them years earlier.1 She assured the library 

that it will inherit the rest of his stories “when I’ve tried them out with publishers”. Katharine 

had first tried to get the stories of Thomas Henry Prichard published sixty years earlier, soon 

after his suicide in 1907. She only succeeded with one, published in a 1908 issue of Red Funnel, 

the magazine for the Union Steam Ship Company.2 Some of the manuscripts of his stories bear 

her address from her London years from 1911 to 1915, suggesting she was still trying then. In 

1950, she was planning to write a book about him.3 By 1969, she had conceded that it wasn’t 

going to happen, but in one sense it already had—the story of Tom’s life as she knew it fills a 

good proportion of her autobiography, Child of the Hurricane (1963).  

 Tom was a journalist who wrote fiction and poetry on the side. He had some stories 

published in The Bulletin in the 1890s, one of which was selected for the 1901 anthology, The 

Bulletin Storybook. His only novel was a romance, Retaliation (1893); he also edited the 

memoir, A Roving Commission (1897), of family friend, Crawford Pasco. Tom died just as 

Katharine was beginning to make a name for herself as a writer and before she was to surpass 

his minor successes to become a major Australian novelist of the inter-war period.  

 Much has been made of the impact on Katharine of the suicide of her war veteran 

husband, Hugo Throssell, in 1933. John Hamilton wrote a mass-market biography of him, The 

Price of Valour (2012), which led into a period of renewed interest in Throssell and other 

Victoria Cross winners during the World War One centenary commemorations. The earlier 

suicide of Tom was just as significant to Katharine but until now the story of his life, death and 

writings has only been told by her.  

  

 

Late in 1882, on the eve of Tom’s departure to marry Edith Fraser in Melbourne and bring her 

back to Fiji, the Levuka community held a function to honour him. The German consul 
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presented him with a purse of a hundred sovereigns collected from the other white colonists, 

saying, “We recognise, sir, the services you have rendered the colony as a fearless, vigorous 

and able writer. We know that in you its interests have found a capable advocate.” 4 

Tom’s response is a rare surviving instance of him talking about himself. “When I came 

to Fiji I was a young man. As you now see, I am approaching middle age, yet I am one of the 

youngsters of my people. I am the waif, the stray, the wanderer of the lot; the rolling-stone that 

was expected to gather no moss… After an absence of nearly fifteen years I am now going 

home to my elders.” He declared, “I hold the journalist to be the great lay teacher of the age,” 

and finished his speech by saying, “My heart has ever been in my work, but when I return I 

shall resume it with redoubled energy, and if I fail to justify your estimate of me it will not be 

for want of trying, but because you have rated me altogether too highly.” He was a driven, 

sensitive man, scared of failure.  

 

 

In 1852, all four of Katharine’s grandparents sailed on the same boat, the El Dorado, from 

Liverpool to booming Melbourne.5 Her mother wasn’t born yet; her father was seven years old, 

born in 1845 in Monmouth, a town on the border of England and Wales.6 Over the decades that 

followed, three sets of Prichards and Frasers married, including Katharine’s parents, “so family 

relationships became somewhat complicated”.7  

Tom grew up in the suburb of Collingwood. In 1863, the year he turned eighteen, his 

older sister, Ada, married and moved to the gold mining town of Ararat; Tom and his younger 

brother, Frederick, moved with them while their parents remained in Collingwood.8 Tom spent 

at least six years in the goldfields as a “rolling stone”. He worked on a newspaper in 

Castlemaine, gaining his first experience as a journalist, and as a bailiff in the court at Beaufort.9 

By 1868 he was writing; that year, he took out second prize in a poetry competition for the 

Glassblowers’ Exhibition in Ballarat.10 He resigned as bailiff in May 1869 and migrated to 

Levuka, then Fiji’s capital.11  

Between 1868 and 1872 the “Great Fiji Rush” brought many “young, restless men” 

from Victoria and the other Australasian colonies to Fiji. Tom and the others who came hoped 

to turn Fiji into another of the white colonies of Australasia, prospering on the back of 

indigenous labour and resources. “A rough-and-tumble time we had put in, as we helped to 

plan an outpost of the Empire in the very heart of barbarism”, he wrote in a short story. “It had 

been ten years of fry and frizzle, of sweat and swelter, of yams and bulamakau, of sardines and 

square gin, of hard graft and unrealised hopes, of exile from civilisation and yearning to 
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return.”12 

He worked for a time as the clerk of peace at the Levuka court before becoming the 

editor of the Fiji Times in about 1877. 13 He told Katharine adventurous tales which have left 

no historical traces, such as the time, working as a trader, he was shipwrecked and swam ashore 

holding onto a sea-chest which contained the reprieve for an execution.14 

For years he courted Edith, nine years his junior, by mail.15 One of his surviving poems 

is called ‘To Edie, on her birthday,’ dated 25 April 1878, the day she turned twenty-three.  

Not with my lips, but with my soul I breathe  

The loving words which those more blest may say;  

Not with my hands but with my heart I wreathe  

A natal garland for thy brows to-day16 

As sentimental and formal as it is, it would have impressed Edith as she waited to join her 

adventurer across the seas. “My heart is sore for Somebody”, she copied into her commonplace 

book in 1879.17 

  

 

Returning to Melbourne, Tom married Edith on 24 January 1883 at St Mary’s Anglican Church 

in Caulfield. Tom was thirty-seven; Edith was twenty-eight. Edith was pregnant by the time 

they boarded a ship for Fiji two months later. Even though Katharine, who would become the 

most Australian of writers, was born in Fiji, she was at least conceived in Australia. 

 Edith Isabel Fraser was born into a large middle-class family in 1854 in the Melbourne 

suburb of Williamstown.18 She is rarely heard in the historical record. She was adventurous 

enough to leave her family home and work as a governess for a time before she married, but 

the details are unknown.19 Her commonplace book survives, filled with quotes and jokes by 

other people. A couple of times, the facts of her presence and the colour of her dress at social 

events are recorded by newspapers. And then there is her sad testimony of her husband’s final 

day preserved in the coronial inquest into his suicide.  

By 1883, the number of settler wives in Levuka had increased, but they were still far 

outnumbered by men. In that first year of marriage, Edith was taken out of a close family 

network in Melbourne into a colonial outpost, pregnant. Without conveying any sense of the 

struggles involved in that, Katharine recorded only that through the months of Edith’s 

pregnancy, she sketched and “gathered shells on the beach, and filled an album with pressed 

ferns and seaweeds”.20 
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In Katharine’s dramatic opening to her autobiography, a furious hurricane wrecked Levuka on 

the night she was born, “smashing frail native huts to the ground, hurling sheets of iron through 

the air like paper, uprooting trees” before “the rain poured down in torrents”.21 The homeless 

natives flocked to the one house on the hill with its roof still on—her parents’ house—just as 

she was being born. They “gazed with awe at the baby the hurricane had left in its wake. ‘Na 

Luve ni Cava,’ they exclaimed. ‘She is a child of the hurricane.’”22 It was a messianic birth, 

foreshadowing the drama and tragedy of her life.  

The problem is, there was no hurricane on 4 December 1883. There were some heavy 

rains on 29 November which caused the creek to flood, although the Fiji Times dated the day 

after her birth doesn’t mention the weather at all, let alone a hurricane which destroyed Levuka.  

If Tom had read Katharine’s story of the hurricane, he may have chided her, like he 

chided the Australian press just a few months after her birth for turning “the most innocent 

gale” into a “Frightful Hurricane in Fiji”. “As a matter of fact, Fiji is no more subject to 

hurricanes than is Victoria. The last one worthy of the name was here experienced in 1871.”23  

Even though Katharine had the reason for her nickname wrong, she was dubbed ‘Na 

Luve ni Cava’ while still a baby. Tom wrote a poem of that title describing Katharine—‘a sprite 

of nature intense’—to send to Edith’s sister. In choosing the name, Tom may have been inspired 

by a novel about Fiji advertised the month Katharine was born, Loloma, or Two Years in 

Cannibal Land.24 The narrator is received by  King Big-Wind, who declares that he had “come 

with the storm, and must be its spirit… three fearful blasts on the conch-shell announced to the 

distant townsfolk that the Child of the Hurricane, a white God from the unknown countries, 

had been adopted by the tribe as their papalangi”. 25 Tom probably knew the author, Henry 

Britton—they were both working as journalists in Castlemaine in the same period and Britton 

made three trips to Fiji between 1870 and 1877.26  

The earliest known version of Katharine’s hurricane myth appeared in 1916 in an article 

by Mary Gilmore for the Australian Worker. “Miss Prichard was born in Fiji during the worst 

hurricane known there for years. The roof of the house was blown off and the new-born infant 

wailed with the tempest. In Fiji she is called ‘Hurricane’ by the populace.” 27 Edith was still 

alive then but apparently never took the chance to correct the story Katharine had already begun 

telling. 

 

 

Tom was to look back nostalgically on Levuka as a “merry, bustling and busy” centre where 

“adventurous spirits from the Australian colonies traded, paid their debts, drank, made merry 
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and socially frizzled together under the torrid tropic sun”. However, by the time Katharine was 

born the port was in decline, the steep volcanic slopes which surround it preventing expansion. 

Against the protests of Levuka’s residents, it lost its status as Fiji’s capital to its rival, Suva, in 

1882.28  

 Levuka’s decline was hastened when a hurricane actually did strike it on 4 March 1886.  

“The evil hap which Levuka, in common with the rest of the colony, has for so long 

experienced, culminated on Thursday morning in the heaviest hurricane which has visited the 

town since that of 1871.” The worst of it lasted from daybreak to six p.m., buildings “going 

down in every direction”, as debris flew through the streets. Katharine was two and a half years 

old; she may have had faint memories of it, huddled in the dark bungalow with her pregnant 

mother and baby brother, Alan. Tom’s scoffing at the dangers of hurricanes now seemed 

foolish. Writing for the Argus, he described a “scene of wreck and tempest”. 29 

 Rather than rebuild, many white colonists left. The Fiji Times moved to Suva at the end 

of the year, retaining its name but merging with the Suva Times. Levuka became, in Tom’s 

words, a “decayed, deserted fishing village”.30 

Tom moved with the newspaper. On 4 January 1887, the Taupo steamer arrived at Suva 

and he disembarked while Edith, Katharine, and her two younger brothers stayed on the ship, 

continuing on to Melbourne.31 Their stay in Melbourne was probably only meant to be 

temporary—Tom still seemed to hope that Fiji would prosper and the family could make a 

permanent home in Suva.  

In September 1887, he led a deputation sent to Melbourne on behalf of the white settlers 

to call for Fiji to be annexed by the colony of Victoria.32 Previous requests for annexation by 

New Zealand or New South Wales had already come to nothing. The settlers were unhappy 

with the British governors; they were looking for a government which would allow them to 

more easily exploit indigenous labour and land. On 25 October 1887, Tom finally had the 

chance to speak to the premier. The premier said that ‘he did not wish to throw cold water on 

the movement’, before proceeding to do so, saying that ‘the advantages which would accrue to 

Victoria were not clear, whereas the difficulties to be overcome were very great’. 33 It was a 

long way to come to hear a rather clear ‘no’. Reported in newspapers across Australia, it was 

Tom’s moment in the spotlight and it ended ingloriously.  

With Tom’s hopes for Fiji dashed, it seems he felt it was time to finally end his self-

exile and settle the family in Australia permanently.  

Although he never returned to Fiji, he didn’t forget it. He gave a lecture on Fiji in 

Launceston in 1894, complete with lantern slides and “numerous anecdotes full of humour”. 
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He emphasised Fiji’s fertility, and said it was “capable, under proper management, of becoming 

a valuable dependency of the British Crown”.34 In 1898, a newspaper published his series of 

tales about Fiji and other Pacific islands called “In Sapphire Seas”.35 

For some reason, Katharine never wrote fiction about Fiji. She left it as a land of myth 

in her memory, a place for her father to play out his exotic adventures in the stories he would 

tell her during her childhood. He was happy in these stories, care-free, a contrast to the anxious 

and depressed father she was to know for much of her childhood and youth.  

 

 

Tom struggled to hold down jobs over the next eight years, an experience which scarred him.   

In April 1889, he was appointed editor of a new Melbourne weekly, the Sun; he was in his 

element, composing a satirical column called “Madcap Rhymes” each week. Old journalists 

later told Katharine it was “the liveliest, wittiest weekly published in Melbourne”.36  

However, in late 1892, Tom lost his job just as Edith was pregnant with their fourth 

child. The economic woes of the 1890s were deepening and Victoria was at the epicentre; in 

1893 its property bubble burst and the banking crisis was at its height. 37 Tom was fortunate to 

find a new job in July 1893 at the Daily Telegraph in Launceston, Tasmania.  

 “Some of the happiest years of my childhood were spent in the old house on the top of 

a hill, overlooking Launceston”, Katharine recalled later. “There was a Kentish cherry orchard 

on one side of it, and apples and apricots trees on the other, as well as rows of gooseberry 

bushes and currents and raspberry canes.”38 

 While in Launceston, Katharine, announced to Tom that she wanted to be a writer: 

I can still see him as he used to stand on the verandah, in the evening, smoking 

his peace pipe as he called it, and looking out over the shining river, or away to the 

mountains in the distance. Before that, the family had been disturbed by my ambitions 

to be a circus rider, or a missionary. So my father took my announcement about 

becoming a writer with an indulgent smile.  

“Oh well,” he said, “you’ll need plenty of patience and plenty of postage 

stamps.”39 

 She wanted to follow in his footsteps. Tom’s first and only novel, Retaliation: A Tale 

of Early Melbourne, appeared in May 1893, just as they prepared to leave for Launceston.40 

Retaliation is a popular romance which periodically lives up to the promise of its subtitle by 

mentioning the streets and settlements of “early Melbourne”. While competent and 

representative, it is not especially memorable. An orphan girl is turned out of her house by her 

stern guardian, only to be picked up and drugged by a scoundrel with evil designs. Jumping 

from the carriage, she is rescued by a kind widow, who takes her away to the Grampians west 
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of Melbourne and changes her identity. After a deathbed confession by a co-conspirator, the 

heroine finally has her revenge on the scoundrel (who cannot recognise her, so beautiful she 

has become) by making him fall in love with her, only to humiliatingly reject him—this being 

the “retaliation”. 

 Nine year-old Katharine would have found it glamorous that her father had published a 

novel. It would have seemed like something a person could do, something she could aspire to. 

Many of her early works are also romances, bearing some resemblance to Retaliation in their 

coincidence-driven plots of beautiful damsels under threat from scoundrels.41 

 Tom and Edith were determined to establish themselves as pillars of the community in 

Launceston, involving themselves in a myriad of committees and causes.42 They hired a servant 

and spent too much  money. 43 When the newspaper changed hands at Christmas-time in 1894, 

Tom lost his job and the family had to auction all their furniture.44 Eleven-year-old Katharine 

was to remember the experience as her awakening to the pain and injustice of the world and a 

seed for her eventual conversion to communism. For Tom, the financial trouble was the seed 

for an anxiety which would overwhelm him. 

 

 

When the Prichards returned to live in the Melbourne suburb of Caulfield in early 1895, Tom 

was unable to find a job and Edith kept the family going. She “was always sewing then… 

smocking lovely little dresses for other children, or painting ‘illuminated addresses’ which she 

sold to be presented to distinguished citizens.”45 By April 1896, Tom had a job as editor of 

Australian Mining Standard and the dark days were over.46 “Suddenly it was as if the dark and 

dreary days of winter had been chased away by the sunshine of spring. The house was filled 

with gladness. Father went off to catch an early morning train; Mother no longer sewed all 

day… They did not tell me what had happened, but I guess that work and money had banished 

their troubles.”47  

 The arts were important in the Prichard house when Katharine was growing up. “During 

our bright times father’s and mother’s interests were chiefly literary and artistic. They talked 

to us about music, painting, and poetry. Mother played on the little Broadwood piano… She 

and father sang together: he often read to us in the evening, usually Australian poetry.”48 

 But although Katharine was encouraged to appreciate the arts, it didn’t extend to 

encouragement to be a writer. As she grew older, she became increasingly aware that her 

father’s expectations of her were different because she was a girl. Tom wanted her to be like 

Edith—a genteel housewife, a painter of “beautiful water-colour copies”, educated but not too 
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educated. While her mother gave her books of poetry as gifts, “Father liked to give me pretty 

feminine things, a sunshade or a bottle of perfume, a pair of ear-rings, or a gauzy hand-painted 

fan.”49  

In 1903, having matriculated, Katharine was meant to return to school to study for a 

university exhibition. However, Edith was sick with sciatica and the maid was sacked for 

immorality; Katharine was pressured to give up her dreams of university in order to run the 

household. Tom “was delighted to see me becoming more of a home-girl”.50 Edith’s illness had 

played into his hands. Yet in misunderstanding his daughter, in trying to shape her to be 

something she didn’t want to be, Tom provoked Katharine into proving him wrong and carving 

out a career—first as a governess then as a journalist and finally as a writer. “Nothing was 

further from my thoughts than being the domestic angel into which he hoped I would be 

transformed.”51  

 

 

In 1906, Katharine voted for the first time in the federal election. Her trajectory to the left had 

begun earlier that year when she was inspired by the visiting Austrian socialist, Rudolf Broda. 

Defying the politics of her family and her class, Katharine voted for Labor without her father’s 

knowledge. “He was ill at the time and I could not tell him.”52  

 She was wise not to tell Tom; he’d just been released from an asylum and would have 

taken it as a betrayal. Katharine had difficulty coming to terms with her father’s politics even 

long after he was dead. In 1950 she apparently told the scholar Cyril Cook that “Tom Prichard 

was a liberal of the old school and a friend and admirer of Alfred Deakin”.53 Perhaps Cook 

misconstrued her or perhaps she grew more aware of her father’s politics in the years which 

followed as she read through Tom’s scrapbooks to research Child of the Hurricane; whichever 

was the case, she wrote in her autobiography that he was conservative, “anti one-man-one-vote, 

anti trade-unionism, anti even the liberalism of Deakin.”54 She had written another line, which 

she crossed out for the published version: “Strange it seems to me now, that so humane a man 

could have been so blind to the fundamental needs of humanity.”55 

Tom had such strong conservative political convictions that he published a manifesto 

in 1902, Australian Popular Delusions, a collection of his columns from the Australian Mining 

Standard. He called for an expansion of cheap indentured labour from Asia, such as could be 

found in the plantations of the West Indies. He railed against the minimum wage in Australia, 

blaming it for the loss of investment in industry. Unions “have striven to put workmen into 

artificial families in which all share alike, the able with the incompetent, the lazy with the 
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industrious. Ability is handicapped for the benefit of its opposite.”56 He went on to condemn 

the welfare state, writing, “That the government which be made to give most lavishly is the 

best for people and, therefore, worthiest of their support, is a delusion which the spineless 

section of the community hugs very closely to its heart.”57  

 

 

Later in 1906, when Tom became so depressed he couldn’t work, Katharine helped him by 

writing his weekly column, “Our Melbourne Letter”, for Hobart’s Mercury newspaper. She 

remembered “imitating Father’s style, and giving the political angle to the news as I thought 

he would have done.”58 Even attempting to copy him, her column is more interesting than his, 

if exuberantly overwritten in places. She personified Melbourne for an account of the spring 

regatta. “All day she smiled like a gracious hostess, and at night, decked in her gauds, filigree 

amulets, cinctures, ropes, and diadems of jewelled light, welcomed the revellers.” She reported 

on the arrest and trial of Tom Mann and seven other socialists over a demonstration, but far 

from offering support, she adopted her father’s line of thinking: “It is anticipated that this 

salutary lesson will have a chastening effect, and check the exuberance of the misguided 

enthusiasts.”59 The column was her first piece of journalism, a secret start to her eight-year 

career. Tom was “amazed”: “My little Kattie,” he said, “I had no idea you could write like 

that.”60  

 

 

In Christmas 1905, Tom wrote a poem for Edith: 

My gentle counsellor; My dear wife. 

God give her joy and peace this Christmas tide;  

While life shall last God keep her at my side 

And after—grant that on the hither shore 

We meet again and part not evermore.61 

He began 1906 as busy as ever. He was chairman of the building committee for the Ormond 

Public Hall, officially opened on 8 March 1906.62 He sometimes led the Sunday evening service 

at Christ Church Ormond, the last recorded date being 16 September. 63  

In about October 1906, Katharine’s brother Alan nearly died from appendicitis. He was 

taken to hospital in an ambulance while the family waited at home. “What an appalling night 

that was… [knowing] that Alan might not live until morning. Father walked up and down the 

hall all night, frantic with anxiety.” Katharine tried to comfort him, and told him she wished it 

was her who was sick; Tom said, distractedly, “I wish it were.” Alan lived but it “was a shock 
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Father never recovered from”.64 

After this, Tom couldn’t sleep. He grew obsessively worried about Alan and about his 

job. Unable to work, he stopped going into the office, which only increased his worry. Edith 

and Alan had him committed to the Toorak House Asylum on 15 November. The doctors 

diagnosed him with delusions and melancholia. He was having trouble with dates and 

remembering anything from recent weeks. On 17 November, the doctor wrote, “Saw patient 

today but he seemed suspicious of me & wouldn’t converse.” A week later, he was discharged 

on probation, the doctor noting, “I thought advisable [to] recommend removal as he seemed 

well but greatly worried & vexed at detainment in an asylum”.65 

 The doctor advised a sea voyage and months of rest. Edith thought Tom should visit his 

brothers in New Zealand with Katharine accompanying him.66 Katharine and Tom spent 

Christmas 1906 in Christchurch and a few weeks later Katharine returned home, leaving him 

at his brother Alfred’s farm on the Canterbury plains. 

There were blue snow-capped mountains in the distance but the plains looked 

bare and dreary… Heavy rocks, scattered far and wide, seemed to hold down the soil 

which would otherwise have been blown away by icy winds.  

I hated to leave Father in such a place. He worked in old clothes, carting water 

and manure. It hurt to see him so humble and anxious to help out of doors. I felt that 

he should not be allowed to do such heavy work. But he insisted that this quiet, 

uneventful existence was what he needed for a while, and that physical toil would 

rest his mind.67  

Writing her autobiography, the memory of leaving him in that bleak landscape—the heavy 

rocks and the icy winds—felt to her like a rehearsal for what came after.  

 

 

The daily life of the Prichard household continued, anxiously, through the first half of 1907. 

Edith’s widowed sister, Lilly Williams, moved in with the family in March, the same month 

Tom returned from New Zealand. “When Father came home from New Zealand he had lost 

weight and looked so much older. There were silver threads in the silky black hair he was so 

proud of.”68 It distressed him that he felt unable to return to the office, but working from home 

he did start writing for the Mining Standard again.  

He may have pretended that the manual labour and fresh New Zealand air had cured 

him, but it hadn’t. None of the family knew what to do for him. “Often during those last months, 

when he couldn’t sleep, he would ask me to sing to him. I sang for hours to soothe and comfort 

him.”69 He took to praying obsessively.  

Every evening he would pray. We all knelt down round him in the little drawing-

room, and long and earnestly he pleaded with God to restore him to health, give him 

another chance to provide for his dear wife and children. So humble and eloquent 
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those outpourings were. Open-eyed I watched him, as he crouched over a chair, 

believing he was communing with God. It was torture to see the agony of mind he 

was suffering, and Mother’s anguish as she wept quietly besides him.70  

Katharine bargained with God, promising to believe in his existence if Tom recovered.71 

Confirmed into the Anglican church a few years earlier, Katharine had been trying to believe, 

mostly to please Tom. After his death, she was done with God.  

  

 

In Child of the Hurricane, Katharine left the cause of Tom’s death unsaid. “In the end it seemed 

the struggle and frustration of many years had caught up with him.”72  

 On the morning of Thursday 27 June 1907, he was home with Edith, Katharine, 

Katharine’s little sister Beatrice, and Aunt Lilly.73 Having been kept up by Tom’s restlessness, 

Edith returned to bed about 10:30. He came in to apologise, the last time she spoke to him. 

Lilly saw him about 11:15. “He was then on the lawn close to the door of his tool-house. I did 

not like to watch him too closely because he felt this keenly. I did not speak to him. He had 

some wood in his hand. He had been making a bookshelf.”74 

Lilly must have been worried about him; about half an hour later she “went to see how 

he was.” “I found the door of the tool-house locked. I looked through the window and I saw 

him hanging. I tried to open the door but failing that I ran to my sister [Edith] for help. We 

burst in the door. There is a beam cross to which he’d tied the rope... My sister cut the rope. He 

had not been dead long. He was quite warm.”75 

 Katharine and Beatrice came out and between the four of them, they laid Tom’s body 

out on a board in the shed. Someone went to fetch the family doctor as the others waited with 

the body. When the doctor arrived, he confirmed Tom was dead and told them death would 

have been instantaneous. Someone placed a handkerchief over Tom’s face.  

“Nothing was done,” Edith testified, “until the police came about 1:45pm.” It had been 

two hours since they’d found the body by then. Were the police slow to come, or were the 

family slow to fetch them? Constable Creed said, “I went to the shed. I found the deceased 

lying on the board a handkerchief over his face. On removing the handkerchief I saw the marks 

of rope on his throat. He was quite dead. No marks of violence were visible… I was informed 

that the deceased was expert in making knots.” 76 

  

 

The coronial inquest was held the next day, Friday 28 June, by the district coroner, Dr Robert 
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Cole. Edith, Lilly, and Constable Creed gave their testimonies, leaving a fuller picture of this 

final, short day of Tom’s life than any other—his insomnia, his final, inconsequential words, 

the bookshelf he never finished making. Edith testified that Tom had never threatened suicide 

but he had said “he would be better away than burdening us. He said this several times during 

the course of the illness.” After hearing the evidence, the coroner ruled that Tom had 

“committed suicide while temporarily of an unsound mind”.77 

The funeral was the day after this, Saturday 29 June. The mourners gathered at the 

Prichards’ house at 3:15pm and processed the short distance along North Road to the Brighton 

Cemetery. “The very large number of mourners present testified to the high esteem in which 

he was held. These included journalists, representatives of the mining industry and commerce, 

and many friends.”78 On his gravestone is a verse from Psalms: “He sent from above, He took 

me, He drew me out of many waters.”  

 

 

There are many ways in which Tom’s shadow cast itself over Katharine’s life in the decades 

which followed.  

 Just after his death, Katharine began a decade-long affair with a man she nicknamed 

the “Preux Chevalier”. A similar age to her father, he was a liberal, successful version of Tom, 

a newspaper editor with a keen interest in politics and social justice, a nationalist who voted 

with Labor in his brief parliamentary career. If the Preux Chevalier was a substitute father 

figure for Katharine, he was to cause much anguish as well as consolation, threatening suicide 

if she ever married another man.79  

 Katharine tied Tom’s madness to his inconsolable fear of his favourite son, Alan, dying. 

If Tom had still been alive in December 1917, his fear would have been realised when Alan 

was killed in France during the Great War. It was a pivotal moment in Katharine’s life, further 

radicalising her politically after her enrolment earlier that year in the Victorian Labor College. 

She retreated to a cottage in the bush at Emerald and read Marx while finishing her novel, 

Black Opal. By the time that novel was published in 1921, she was a founding member of the 

Communist Party of Australia.    

 Although set in the 1950s, Katharine’s final novel, Subtle Flame (1967), fictionalises 

aspects of her political conversion during the Great War. In a psychologically intriguing union, 

the protagonist, David Evans, has elements both of Katharine and Tom.80 Like Tom Prichard, 

David has two daughters and two sons—one of the daughters a committed political activist, 

the other quite conventional; one son a doctor and the other dying in a futile war. The novel 
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begins with David learning of the death of that son, Rob, in the Korean War. It causes such a 

crisis of his worldview that he resigns from his job. On a retreat to read and think in a shack in 

the bush, he is converted to the cause of peace. 

He was simply a man who had become conscious of a colossal confidence trick 

worked on the people: a sane man, in his time, concerned to look squarely at his own 

life; and the lives of men and women who made the population of this country. They 

had become like a mob of sheep rounded up by the press, the churches and big 

business, which doped and betrayed them to the shambles of war.81 

David embarks on a one-man crusade to stir the apathetic masses to action. His activist 

daughter, Myff, guides him into using his journalistic skills for good: “He could use that 

‘brilliant ironical style’ of his more effectively. Not find himself limited and leg-ironed by the 

policy of a newspaper. He would make a name for himself as an independent writer of courage: 

turn out special articles exposing political skulduggery, religious hypocrisy, economic 

chicanery.”82 It’s as if in fiction Katharine found a chance to give her father another chapter, 

erasing his suicide and redeeming him politically. 
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