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Introduction 

Sally Priscilla McDonald, nee David, Sulha bat Habiba, Sally, daughter of Helen, led an exemplary 

life as a daughter, sister, cousin, wife and mother and she reached out to a broader, much more 

diverse community, as I will show. 

After her diagnosis in early May last year she has been swathed in a cocoon of love from far and 

wide which helped her along her path. This was particularly the case in the last 14 weeks of her 

life at Clare Holland House. She was calm, serene and peaceful without a trace of rancour. She 

said that she was ‘ready to go’. To one of her sisters she said ‘It is my turn’. 



In June this year I wrote her a poem to show how much I owed to her. Here it is: 

Poem for Sally: But for the fading of the light 

But for the fading of the light;  
you are the Jewish wife 
I created in my mind  
long before ever we met; 
you are the embodiment of all those dreams 
 
You are the wife I needed 
to give me the sense of the meaning of the balance of life;  
of praxis and theory. 
 
You have brought love into every niche of our lives.  
You have been my core since we first met. 
You are the hearth that I always returned to. 
You have been our daughter’s guide for all her life. 
 
You have brought order and precision into our days  
Sometimes you have been more like a 
major general with a baton under your arm. 
You are a wizard in financial management and investment,  
forever pulling fiscal rabbits out of empty hats. 
 
We have fought each other with ardor over differences that arise:  
we have had our ups and downs. 
Yet the morning after we are reconciled;  
marriage, it seems for to us, 
has a transcendental quality, 
not lightly to be pushed aside.  
Trivial things shall not us part. 
After your diagnosis you did not fear death,  
just your involuntary abandonment of us. 
Our guiding spirit. 
 
But for the fading of the light. 
 
Postscript: 18 September, 2020 (obit) 

The candle is extinguished, and the Spirit has returned to its nurture….. 

Sally was born on 7 February 1944 in Japanese occupied Penang, formerly a Crown Colony in 

British Malaya. Her parents, Helen Mordecai and David Moses David, were first generation 

colonial born Baghdadi Jews whose parents variously had followed the British Raj to India and 

Further India and beyond. 

This exodus followed antisemitic pogroms in Iraq and Syria which had been occurring with 

unusual intensity from the early to the middle of the 19th century. 

Sally’s grandfather, David Modecai, arrived in Penang in the latter part of the century and became 

a successful businessman and merchant in the British colony and a doyen of colonial society. 

Apart from his business interests in rubber and tin, David was heavily involved in horse racing 

and owned many successful horses which raced in Penang, Singapore and other turf centres on 

the Malayan Peninsula. He also owned around 40 houses in Penang and on the nearby mainland. 

Alas, David was a victim of the Great Depression after loaning a huge amount of money for those 

days to a Jewish merchant colleague in Singapore who went above his head in an investment. 



David’s fall was enormous and he died in almost penury in 1950 in Penang, quickly followed by 

his wife, Sally’s grandmother, Mozelle. Mozelle was born in Calcutta. 

Another tragedy preceded these events by two years which would more intimately affect Helen 

and her family. Her husband, David Moses David, who married Helen in 1943 in Singapore, had 

gone to Amsterdam in 1948 to develop business contacts with Sephardi watch, jewellery and 

general traders in the city. David Moses David, who was born in 1915 in the colonial hill station 

of Maymeo, British Burma, died in a motor accident in Amsterdam on the trip. Helen had three 

children by then: Sally, Flora and Mozelle, and was pregnant with her fourth child, another 

daughter, Rachel. In the meantime Helen married an Australian soldier in Malaysia during the 

Emergency who brought the family to Australia in 1957 just before Malaysian independence 

(Merdeka) 

in August of that year. I must say I have a huge respect for someone taking on that great a 

responsibility! 

 

Sally and I met in Canberra in 1973, the year we both came to Canberra, and we were married 

on Valentine’s Day in 1976. Sarah was born on 6 June 1980. 

It took the family 70 years to discover David Moses David’s resting place in Amsterdam. After 

many years of research involving Askenazi and Sephardi representative organisations in the 

Netherlands, after years of false leads, Sally and I discovered that her father was buried in a 

Sephardi cemetery, Beth Haim (House of Life) in a beautiful village, Ouderkerk aan de Amstel, 

the Old Church on the Amstel River, 11 kilometers south of Central Amsterdam. Not long after 

finding out this information in early July 2018 Sally, Sarah and I visited the cemetery. 

On our first visit, just Sally and I laid stones on Sally’s father’s grave, the first family members 

who had visited the site. Sally was visibly affected. Her father had died when she was only four 

years of age. She remembered almost nothing about him, but the experience was a very 

emotional catharsis for her. In retrospect I am very glad we made the pilgrimage in search of 

her father at this time. 

Sally was proud of her Jewish identity and especially conscious of her Baghdadi Jewish 

inheritance. For many years we researched the history of the Jewish community in Penang, their 

origins and their dispersal before and after World War 11 to the US, Britain, Israel and Australia. 

For the past almost 20 years we have been notably assisted in this quest by a Malaysian 

historian and independent scholar Raimy Che Ross, who is here with his partner Adam today. 

Raimy is at present an Australian resident, and a graduate of the ANU and University of Malaya. 

He came to our attention because he had prepared a paper for a UNESCO conference in about 

2000 to 2001 on the heritage of Penang. The paper was about the Jewish Cemetery in Penang. 

Our collaboration has helped bring to life the people whose bones lay there in the cemetery, 

including Sally’s grandfather, David, grandmother Mozelle and uncle Modecai, and other 

relatives, and dispel some of historical errors found in the literature. 

But I bring up Raimy for a special reason. Adam and Raimy have had a close and respectful, 

caring relationship with Sally which is indicative of the way Sally has touched the lives of many 

people across the globe, people of very different cultural, religious and ethnic backgrounds 

background and experience. 



Sally had a special affinity with Holocaust survivors and their children. To give but one example; 

in 2014, Sally and I were on a Jewish National Fund mission in Israel where we met Dawn 

Rassaby, from Sydney, another mission member, who is of Hungarian Jewish origin. 

Dawn survived Auschwitz concentration camp and the death marches before the end of the 

War with Germany as a 16 year old. The march group Dawn was in was saved by a German 

officer, the leader of her group, who managed to lead them to safety by separating the group 

from the main body of marchers. 

Not that we had any idea about Dawn’s background at that stage. After we returned to Australia 

Sally and Dawn became firm friends and we attended her 90th birthday celebration with her 

family members. Dawn is distraught at Sally’s passing. 

Sally also had a wonderful relationship with Peter Witting, one of the Holocaust survivors in our 

ACT Jewish community, and with Peter Wise, a child of Holocaust survivors. 

I have to mention Sally’s friendship with an American who is a longstanding English professor of 

English in Japan, Jono David. Jono is famous for photographing Jewish facilities across the world. 

He has had exhibitions around in Israel, South Africa and the USA, among many countries. We 

hosted Jono and escorted him when he was photographing Jewish facilities around Canberra in 

2010. We managed to meet him again in London two years ago. 

He was there to advance his study of photography. We had a wonderful day with him. 

Late last year I told him about Sally’s diagnosis. He wrote the following letter to her: 

Dear Sally 

Eric has kept me in the loop on your status. Know that I am thinking of you, hoping you are 

comfortable and coping the best you can. 

More than that, I want you to know how much I value and appreciate your friendship across all 

these miles. Your newsy emails ping into my inbox and brighten my day. 

Just knowing someone is out there thinking of me and staying connected with me shines a light 

on my life. Now, more than ever, I am reflecting that radiance back at you. Your warmth is a 

comfort. Your camaraderie is a beacon. Your courage is inspiring. 

If there is anything at all that I can possibly do, please let me know. Certainly, I must be in your 

debt on the favor list. 

Sending you love and all the positive energy I can muster. 

Jono David November 2019 

 

Another example is Sally’s lifelong role assisting new migrant friends and their friends to 

negotiate their way around the intricacies of Australian banks, welfare bodies, Taxation 

department, lawyers, divorce courts and school bureaucracies. She was also more than likely to 

be their advocates. 



Finally, Sally insisted that we should look after my mother in Canberra rather than she go into 

residential care in Sydney. For three years Sally was my mother’s carer and passionate advocate 

until her death. ACT aged care officials were impressed that a daughter in law should be so 

committed and asked her to talk at a number of carer seminars. 

Thanks 

The family would like to thank Dr George Chan, Sally’s longstanding GP; the oncologists, nurses 

and staff of the Clinical Research Centre at Blacktown Hospital; Canberra Hospital, ACT 

Community Care and, particularly, the Doctors, Nurses, Staff and, last but not least, the 

volunteers of the Home Palliative and Residential Palliative Care services of Clare Holland 

House, Barton, ACT, under the wonderful leadership of Doctor Suharsha Kanathigoda. Clare 

Holland House provided loving and compassionate care to Sally in the last ten months of her 

life, both at home and at the Hospice. 

Then there are the members of Sally’s family, her three sisters, Flora, Mozelle and Rachel. With 

Sally’s close cousin, Sally Patricia. All have provided support, especially Flora, who hosted us in 

her Cherrywood house for over six months, while Sally attended a clinical trial at Blacktown 

Hospital. 

Sally’s cousins in Canberra, Donna Jeremiah, her brother Dayan, and Dayan’s wife, Grace, and 

their two daughters, Allyson and Arianne, were great supporters, with food and visits. 

I must mention the assistance that many members of the Jewish community provided to Sally, 

Sarah and I during our ordeal. 

Rabbi Elhanan Miller was wonderful as Sally’s rabbi and spiritual mentor. He visited Sally weekly 

at home while she was receiving palliative at home and at Clare Holland House. They developed 

a special rapport, especially, but not exclusively, related to Sally’s Baghdadi Jewish ancestry. One 

of Elhanan’s special interests is Jews from Moslem countries. 

I should mention here that Mary Waterford, Clare Holland House Pastoral Director, was also 

another of Sally’s spiritual mentors. And a fine counsellor she is. 

There are no words to express our gratitude to Tamsin Sanderson, who was a guardian angel of 

Sally’s interests and needs, such as food and in many other ways. 

Anne Isaac, like Sally, a product of the Penang Baghdadi Jewish community, also provided many 

fine meals, and other members of the Jewish community contributed and visited Sally, including 

Leonie Webb, Adele Rosalky, Anita and Alan Shroot, Karen (ACT Jewish Care worker) and Frank 

Selch, Rafe Lehrer, Peter Wise, and others too many to mention. 

Sally and I were members of the Dante Italian Choir whose members have been greatly 

concerned about Sally’s situation. The Choir manager, Sam Palma has kept members well 

informed. Sam, who is here today, is the nicest man you could ever meet. 

And there is Sally’s cousin Rabbi Bension Malecki who has followed developments from 

Melbourne. He also provided comfort and spiritual guidance. The Rev Mick O’Donnell, from St 

Christopher’s Cathedral, and his wife, Cora, interceded regularly with the Almighty on Sally’s 

behalf. 



Lastly, but not least, are our very good friends, Marietta and Dom Canulli. Sally and Marietta met 

as figure skating Mums in the mid-1980s, and the four of us had been inseparable as the four 

musketeers ever since, going on holidays together, attending theatre, opera, Shakespeare and 

enjoying the very best of culture at Queanbeyan’s Q Theatre. 

Sally’s example, in life and death, will forever shape Sarah and I until the ends of our lives. 

She was loved by many and will be missed. 

 

Eric McDonald 

The family in happier times 


