
EULOGY: Phyllis Hohnen (nee Whitten) 

 

My name is Mick.  I am the oldest of Phyll and Ross Hohnen's kids. 
On behalf of myself, sister Alys, brother Murray and our late brother Stuart I welcome you all 
here today, especially the younger generations, to remember your own experiences with our 
Lovely Mother, Phyllis. 

We first locked eyes at a private maternity hospital on Mowbray Road Chatswood in Sydney. 
She and Ross splurged and bought me a warm green blanket. 

During the war (WW 2) Ross was away for about 7 years, so  Mum and I occupied our days 
avoiding Sydney (in case it was bombed) by spending time out of the city. Not so silly as her 
physiotherapist sister Beth found a shell from a Japanese submarine in her Newcastle back 
yard. 

I remember trips to Katoomba where my first recollection of a movie was of a soldier on 
detention having to scrub the garbage bins until he could see the reflection of his face in the 
bottom.  

On other occasions we went to Black Heath. 

On many others we scoured the beaches, Phyll with Elizabeth Dakin's Australian Sea Shores 
under her arm and me collecting shells like nobody's business for her to look up. 

She also taught me botany and by 3 I knew the difference between a weed and anything 
important.  

Something that raised orchid growing Uncle Sam's blood pressure on several occasions. 

The first time Ross came back from the War he gave me a whistle, second time he brought 
the biggest bananas I had ever seen, and for my 4th birthday he and Mum gave me a ladder. 

By this time I had a brother Stuart and together we all went to Rose Bay early one morning 
to see Ross off to New Guinea in a catalina flying boat. Sadly, the flying boat hit the tractor 
towing it into the water, which put a hole in it and we all had to go back to our home in 
Willoughby. Ross in an Army vehicle with Mum Stu and I left to fend for ourselves. 



I could go on but this is everyone’s day to remember their own times with Phyll, so I will 
close by saying that the Phyll I remember as a child had long brown hair that she could sit on 
and I have recently found out that had she never cut it it would be just over 14 meters long 
today. 

Phyll was born in January 1915. In November 1915 Albert Einstein presented his theory of 
relativity E=mc2. I now hand you over to our MC, Murray Hohnen, but before I do, I have one 
more observation. 

Most of us would wish for a peaceful death after a long and well-lived life, and although not 
all of us get our wish, both Phyll and Ross did. 

and BY MURRAY HOHNEN: 71 EMPIRE CIRCUIT - 27 October, 2012 

Our beloved mother, Phyllis Hohnen, lived in this house for almost 60 years and died in June 
this year at Jindalee after two years of devoted care.  

She was in her 98th year and overtook her mother by a couple of months. 

Born in wartime at Kempsey early in 1915, Phyllis was the eldest of the five children of Alfred 
and Ethel Whitten.  As children of a Methodist parson, they led an itinerant life, moving from 
manse to manse and from school to school in the Hunter Valley, Newcastle and Rylstone. 
Where Grandpa covered his parish on horseback and Phyll, at the age of 15 played the pedal 
organ for the church services.  

When money was scarce, her father bought Phyllis a pair of boots, reasoning that they would 
give more mileage than shoes.  She recalled kicking every stone in the road to prove him 
wrong.  

From her mother she learned many skills that she used throughout her life: how to put a 
person at ease; how to turn worn sheets sides to middle; how to stretch a meal for four into 
a meal for eight to cater for unexpected visitors; how to make each small grandchild feel like 
the most important person in the world. 

Family played a large part in Mum's upbringing. Her father was one of 13 siblings from the 
family farm at Lowestoft, between Tamworth and Quirindi NSW. Her mother also was one of 
13, in the Cock family from near Wellington. I remember a mind-numbing night drive from 
Melbourne to Canberra - after a long-delayed Fiat windscreen repair - when she decided to 
keep me (the driver) awake by recounting the life stories of each and every uncle and aunt. 

After matriculation Phyll enrolled at the University of Sydney graduating with a Bachelor of 
Arts degree and a Diploma of Education. Her teachers included Sir Edgeworth David and 
*xxx. Her first teaching job was at New Lambton School near Newcastle. 

At university she followed many interests, including the Student Christian Movement, where 
she made lifelong friends, and the Scout Association where she met her husband to be, Ross 
Hohnen.  

Her relationship with Ross, then the youngest teller at the Commercial Banking Company of 
Sydney, with a padded stool, deepened, and in late 1940 they married and settled in 
Northbridge in Sydney.  

Their first son, Michael was born in Chatswood in October 1941. Like so many families at the 
time, their lives were dislocated by war. While Ross was serving in New Guinea, Phyll was 
evacuated to live with relatives at Murrurundi. Their 2nd son, my brother Stuart was the 
happy consequence of a two day furlough in 1943. 

At war's end Ross and Phyll wanted a change of direction. Ross had been told that University 
graduates were not needed in the Bank. So from Balikpapan, Borneo. He applied for the 



position of Registrar of the University of New England. Aided by Phyllis' active lobbying in 
Sydney, Ross won the position and a move to Armidale followed, where I was born. In the 
latter stages of pregnancy, Phyll busied herself knitting and sewing garments for me in 
yellow, not knowing whether she was about to have a girl or another boy. 

In 1947 their gaze turned to Canberra where the Menzies Government had made a 
commitment to establishing a world class post graduate national university. Ross was 
appointed Assistant Registrar and shortly afterwards became Registrar of the new ANU. 

A letter from Mum's father at the time of the move, alerted them to an acquaintance of his in 
Canberra. 

“Well about the personnel of Canberra, Fred Wootten MA is the head of the high school there 
and is a very brotherly fellow about 6 feet 1 and built-in proportion.  

The Woottens have a peculiar yet lively interest to me personally.  When I was single, 
stationed at the Rouse hill end of the Lismore circuit, I had a lovely little cottage owned by a 
Mr Bartrim who on account of his health lived by the sea.  So he rented me the furnished 
cottage at five shillings a week. I was caretaker as well.  Next door to me there were the 
Woottens, four black haired, bootless boys, Will, John, Fred and Ted, who lived in a hovel.  
Fred was the greatest hobble de hoy coot you ever saw, getting three shillings per week 
bailing up cows, and had no desire to do anything else.  So, I got him in alone and caught 
him by the back of the neck and said surely you want to get out of a heap of cow dung.  
“Well,” he said, “I don't want to be a preacher at all. If anything, a teacher”.  So, I got him 
and gave the four of them two-night school lessons a week.   

Fred became a school teacher, specialised in French, later stationed at Fort Street, where he 
gained his MA and later again at Newcastle High. Then headmaster of Goulburn High School 
and was there when we were on our way to Yass.  Just before we left (Christmas 1946). he 
was appointed Principal of Canberra High School, and as far as I know is there now.” 

The young family arrived in Canberra in 1948, during the post war housing shortage. They 
moved from house to house like gypsies as people went on leave. For a time, they stayed 
with the Garnseys at the Canberra Grammar School. George Garnsey remembers the Hohnen 
family as quite boisterous. He even remembers a ditty Mick and Stuart used to chant- 

The Salvation Army free from sin 
Went to heaven in a kerosene tin 
The bottom fell out and they gave a shout 
Here comes the devil with his shirt tails out! 

Eventually in 1951 the family moved into this red brick house in Forrest and daughter, Alys, 
was born. Duchess suited better than princess and was eventually contracted to 'Duck'. 

Ross and Phyll lived in this house together for more than 50 years and Phyll for another 10. 
The house was built by Charlie Gumley whose family also ran the cafe then the fruit shop at 
Manuka. 

71 Empire was a new build in the old established (and now heritage listed) area of Forrest. It 
was one of the last vacant blocks and a bit of a neighbourhood dumping ground and bonfire 
night venue. But oh! what neighbours! Because it was a bigger block than most, many 
neighbourhood kids ended up here in the afternoons kicking footballs, wrestling or building 
billy carts. 

Across the road were the Johnsons, well represented here today by Lois, Wendy and the 
tireless Kirsten with her magic wand. Their house is now occupied by Peter and Bronwyn. 
Next to them in Davey Crescent were the the Browns, then Whitrods, then Reeves, then the 



Rumbens, many of whom are represented here today. Next door to them was Mrs Dawson 
who tutored Michael with his French.  

As far away as Dominion Circuit were Keith and Tilly Archer and later came the Mavis and Bill 
Boswell.  

Next door were Ivo and Sadie Charlesworth, then Madam Ollier, deported after the Petrov 
affair, then the Turnbulls. And on the other side the Mildenhalls, then the Powers, then the 
Farmers and then the Dunns. 

This has always been a great house and garden for kids, as we and our neighbours can 
affirm, as Lucy and “little”Alys found when they were spirited away from their Hawaii bound 
parents for a year; as Angela, Chris and Edie, Teddie and Harriet are finding now. It has been 
a great venue for weddings, parties and birthdays and anniversaries. The photo albums 
abound with people gathered and autumn and spring colours. 

Phyllis and Ross had a remarkable marriage and partnership. To the earning of each of Ross's 
many awards and recognitions, Phyll contributed no less than half the effort. She was a 
networker before her time. She was a genealogist before it became fashionable. Her address 
book of friends around the world was held loosely together by the Christmas letters that 
recounted the year's activities and adventures. 

One long term friend said “we never lost contact, hearing news through mutual friends if we 
did not see one another. And so it has always gone on; the welcome mat was always out but 
I was usually the visitor. The underlying friendship still there, lasting and reliable; sincerity 
and reliability are special characteristics of both Ross and Phyllis.' 

Phyllis was her own woman, with her own interests in ikebana, botany. children's books, 
preschool education, teaching and school counselling. When she was librarian at Red Hill 
School every ornament, picture and craft item of interest was rotated through the school. She 
was a prolific letter writer and diarist. 

If Phyllis had a character flaw it was her fear of flying.  Her enormous lifetime travel log was 
largely achieved by sea and land. However, this fear faded in later years, and she was able to 
join the 90th party for her brother Lloyd in New Zealand.  In retirement she and Ross would 
run away from home for extended periods in France and also visited Portugal, Japan, Russia 
and Nepal. 

As an inveterate traveller Phyll went close to proving the theory of seven degrees of 
separation. It was said that if she sat next next to someone on a bus in Russia or Paraguay, 
she would eventually establish a link to the innocent beside her, often without a shared 
language. Her travel diaries, most of which have been transcribed, run to more than a 
thousand pages. 

Often travel itineraries were built around their children and grandchildren. Caravan trips to 
Yanco where Mick was at agricultural school, trips to Adelaide where we boys were at 
university, forays to Frensham, steamer trips on to Christmas Island. Coach trips through 
America to see Stuart and trying to understand that the pink towel in the bathroom in 
Sausalito was left by a former housemate  

Tom the Texan.  Car trips to the Gold Coast, to Mt Tamborine and Nambour to spirit away 
one or other of our kids for a one-on-one adventure.  Dealing with the practical side of 8-
year-old Ferg's first solo trip into the PNG highlands. 

Phyllis was a woman of energy and endless projects.  Her glory box and work baskets filled 
with patchwork, knitting, tapestry, lapidary and always the ubiquitous sideways baby jackets 
and gore-blimeys. Yet with her energy there was a serenity and a capacity to let the world 
swirl around her while she sat in a sunny corner with her feet up. 



In her foreword to a small book of ideas for children's birthday parties, published in 1958 by 
the Council of the Canberra Pre-School Society, she said 

 “In the material age in which we live, it is easy to become enslaved and harassed in a 
process of giving bigger and better parties. This little booklet has been prepared in an 
attempt to provoke thought and to give practical suggestions on the “whys” and “hows “ of 
children's parties. It is an attempt to give a call back to simplicity, with the emphasis on more 
enduring values.” 

Some years ago, one of the greybeards with us today summed up as follows: 

'Busy lives though they have led, the Hohnens have never failed in prompt help for those in 
need. Their aid has been discerning, discrete and, perhaps little noticed. 

But the torrent of hospitality which has poured forth from 71 Empire Circuit over the past 40 
years cannot have escaped attention, not least because untold thousands of people – the 
much loved daughter and sons, their spouses, the formidable grandchildren, kinfolk from 
home and abroad, neighbours, bishops, academics, mandarins, scouters, sculptors, 
silversmiths, painters, designers, vintners, pioneers in medicine and engineering, captains of 
industry and commerce, star gazers, stirrers, stray dogs, lame dogs and printmakers – have 
sat to the great round table. Most of the food and always the spectacular flowers have come 
from Phyll's sure and versatile hands; but Ross knows his muttons too- his baked whole fish 
are a sight to behold. 

Scale seems not to have been a consideration, be it the many score who thronged the house 
and garden for special birthdays and anniversaries or one or two good friends to share food 
and fireside on a Sunday evening.” 

And another:  

'Phyll was always the perfect foil to Ross, quietly intelligent and perceptive, applying the 
brake here, some left hand or right-hand rein there. But always her own person. We think of 
her unfailing and warm welcomes and hospitalities, her care and maintenance of the garden – 
completely ignored as it was by Ross – of her industrious handi-crafting, the plying of her 
knitting needles.... 

And then there was the memorable dinner party with just Ross and Phyll and Hazel and me 
with our four delightful little granddaughters, Alys and Lucy, Jodie and Trea, all four of an 
age, and full of merriment. A feature of the evening was the soulful singing of a song that 
went something like 'When I was just a wee wee tot, they took me from my wee warm cot, 
and put me on a cold cold pot to see if I would wee or not...' The outcome, I think was in the 
negative until on being returned to the 'warm wee cot, I did wee wee quite a lot.'  

So there you have it: a special person and a special Mum who lived in this house for more 
than 60 years. Someone who enjoyed company, was a faithful letter writer, who disguised an 
increasingly pot-holed memory with quips and good humour. “Keep talking” she would say. “I 
don't know who you are, but your face seems to fit in” and "if I don't know, Alys, I make it 
up." or "And what are your plans for the day?" 

And the visit we made to the National Gallery where Mum in a wheelchair was claimed by one 
of the uniformed attendants.  “Do I remember you from Red Hill School?” he said. “Shucks, I 
don't know.” said Mum. “When Mr Darcy was headmaster? said the attendant. “Oh” said Mum 
drawing up memories from who knows where “I remember Mr Darcy.: I taught Mr Darcy at 
Newlambton school.” 

Thank you all for coming today to remember our Mum. Thanks particularly to Beth and Mary, 
representing Mum's siblings and to Gwynn, the youngest of the mile or so of cousins of which 
Mum was the eldest. Thanks to our sister Alys, who used that pointing finger of hers to 



coordinate the forces that kept Mum afloat and in her own home for so long. The Debbies, the 
Kates, the Regs and the meals on wheels, the medication and the bathing. A very special 
thanks to the Whittens and the Hobsons, particularly Penny and Jennifer, who provided 
special support while some of us were off doing other things.  

And to the generous neighbours who entered into the spirit of the Saturday morning drinks 
on the terrace or the lawn, and in later times gently led our bewildered little Mum home when 
she strayed.  

If there is a heaven, I trust there is a congenial sunny corner where the Saturday morning 
tradition continues and Phyll and Ross observe the progress of their families and the lack of 
organisation that goes into modern day parties. I also trust that with his new legs, Dad will be 
doing duty fetching and carrying and topping up the celestial martinis or Brown Brothers 
cosmic red. 

So Mum, before you ask, we are all about to have food; we all have beds for the night and we 
all have enough blankets. 

Apart from my remarks there is no structure to this remembrance of Mum. We do however 
invite anyone so moved to add to the brief memories I have recounted and to give colour and 
depth to this celebration of the remarkable life of a lovely lady. 

Please stay now and share the refreshments that Kirsten has prepared for us. And whatever 
you do, tomorrow wake up happy. 

Tomorrow at 10.00 am, at the main entrance of University House near the Gerald Lewers 
statue Relaxation, Mum and Dad, or at least their ashes, are to be reunited in the soil of the 
University they helped pioneer.  Although it is an occasion for the immediate family, anyone 
with an interest will be most welcome.  That short ceremony will be followed by lunch in the 
garden here. ** 

 

 

 

DEATH NOTICES: 23/06/2012 Canberra Times 

HOHNEN Phyllis Adele (nee Whitten)  
24 January 1915 - 16 June 2012.  

Died peacefully at Jindalee Nursing Home, Canberra. 
Widow of the late Ross Hohnen. Sister of Lloyd, Wes (dec), Beth and Olwen. 
Mother of Michael, Stuart (dec), Murray and Alys. 
Grandmother of Lucy and Alys; Angela, Jeb, Isabel, Meiske and Anna; and Fergus, Gillian and 
Stuart. 
Great-grandmother of Giles, Sasha, Hugo & Claudia; Jonty & Riley; Alex & Sam; and Edith, 
Edward & Harriet. 
Mother-in-law of Janet, Jacoba, Caroline, Don and Paige.Aunt and friend of many. 
Phyllis' example, empathy, hospitality and zest for life will be sorely missed. She touched 
many lives as a teacher, counsellor, homemaker, ANU pioneer, traveller, diarist, letter writer 
and lovely lady. 
Phyllis will be cremated privately.  
In the spring, there will be a memorial get together in the garden she nurtured and loved. 
Those who would like to join us should write to Alys Fraser at PO Box 9569 Deakin ACT 2600 
Australia or email rememberingphyll@gmail.com 


