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Members in the Community

Barry Knowles has defied the 

odds following a diagnosis of

mesothelioma, and now helps fellow

sufferers. Graham Cooke reports.

battling

S
itting in his lounge one day at
the end of September 2010,
Barry Knowles must have
thought that his life was at 

rock bottom. 
The former carpenter, construction

manager and building consultant had
had his dreams of a long and contented
retirement in Tasmania shattered after
being diagnosed with the terminal lung
disease mesothelioma. 
He was now back in his native

Western Australia where most of his
family still lived ‘so I could be close to
them in my last days’. His oncologist
had said there was nothing more to be
done and he had already selected a
cemetery plot and made arrangements
with a funeral company. He was on
morphine to dull the increasing pain. 

Then suddenly things got a whole lot
worse. Barry recalls that his wife
Renee, and youngest daughter Aimee,
who had travelled over from Victoria
essentially to say goodbye to her dad,
were in the kitchen when he heard a
terrible scream. He rushed there as
quickly as he could and found Renee
lying on the floor with a fractured hip.
She had fallen over the family dog. 
Yet, incredibly, this was the start of

the road back for both of them. 
‘Renee had to spend three weeks in

hospital and Aimee and my other
daughters took it in turns to ferry me
there so I could be with her. There was
no time to think about my illness.’
Barry was seeing one of Australia’s

foremost respiratory specialists,
Professor Bill Musk, who had noted

mesothelioma

Below: Barry Knowles.

‘To Professor Musk’s amazement

the lung was reinflating and there

was less fluid’

Rejoicing in life

Some of the magic that is
sustaining mesothelioma survivor
Barry Knowles seems to be
rubbing off on other sufferers.
‘I got some publicity on the

Kalgoorlie-to-Perth walk and
afterwards I was asked to talk to
another family with a mesothelioma
sufferer who had been diagnosed,’
he says. ‘We agreed and out of
that a group grew that began to
meet in our home once a month
for a social time.
‘We are not morbid; we don’t

spend all our time talking about
the disease, but generally discuss
life and encourage each other.
That group has grown to 20 and
earlier in the year we had a
Christmas in July party which was
a real hoot.
‘But the thing about this group,

which has been going for 15
months now, is not a single
member has died. 
That is something to rejoice

about.’ 

that one lung had partially collapsed
and was carrying considerable fluid.
‘I went back a couple of weeks later

and to Professor Musk’s amazement the
lung was reinflating and there was less
fluid. A couple of weeks later and the
lung was fully inflated and the fluid had
gone. That was five years ago.
‘Bill – I call him that now because I

have been seeing him for five years and
we have become good friends – has not
been able to work out what is going on.
No-one is supposed to live more than
18 months after being diagnosed with
mesothelioma and often it’s just a
matter of weeks.
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said “don’t worry; you’ll be right for
another 10 years”. Now I laugh and tell
her, that was five-and-a-half years ago
so you’re only giving me another four-
and-a-half.’
Whatever time he has left, Barry is

determined not to waste a minute of it.
In 2012 he was part of a relay walk
from Kalgoorlie to Perth to raise money
for the Asbestos Disease Society when
he was approached by the then general
manager of law firm Slater and Gordon,
Siri Siriwardene, who suggested he
write a book on his experiences.
‘Siri, who was on the walk with us,

had heard part of my story from another
of my daughters, Joanne,’ Barry says. 
‘He said it would be unique because

no-one with mesothelioma had been
around long enough to write about it.
“If you write it, I will see that it is
published”, he said, so I took up the
challenge.’
The result was Reflections Through

Reality, which was launched in May.
But Barry and his friends knew there
was more to be done. 
‘We knew the book would have

limited legs – although it is still selling
well – so we have decided to form a
foundation, with the same title as the
book, which we plan to officially
launch later in the year.’

The foundation already has a board
of experienced and talented members,
including Professor Musk and former
State MP, Larry Graham. HIA’s WA
executive director John Gelavis, and
multi-award winning builder Dale
Alcock, whose own father succumbed
to mesothelioma, have also offered 
their support. 
Larry says one of the key reasons for

forming the foundation is to raise
money for research into why Barry has
survived so long. ‘It’s a complete
mystery and if we can find out why, we
are on our way to helping other people
with the disease,’ he says.

This is echoed by Barry. ‘Asbestos is
banned in Australia now, but because
[mesothelioma symptoms] manifest
themselves 20, 30 even 40 years after
exposure, the related diseases are going
to be around for a long time yet,’ he says.
‘Our aim is pure and simple. We want

a cure to be found.
‘I’m 71 now and I hope I will be

around to see some good come of it, but
if not the foundation will continue
through my family and friends until
mesothelioma is beaten once and for all.’

People wishing to know more can visit
the foundation’s website at
www.reflections.org.au

Above: Barry Knowles, Prof. Bruce
Robinson, Jo Morris and Dale Alcock at
the launch of the foundation.

‘But I’m still here. My lung is still
compromised by the tumour but it
hasn’t grown and seems to be in
remission.’
A life spent in the building industry at

a time when the dangers of working
unprotected with asbestos were either
not known or ignored meant that the
thought of contracting mesothelioma had
always been in the back of Barry’s mind. 
‘Of course there was Bernie Banton

[the anti-asbestos campaigner and
victim who died in 2007] so you knew
that there was always the possibility, but
even so when it happened it was a
terrible shock,’ he says.
Barry describes the circumstances

around his discovery that he had the
disease. 
‘We were three years into my

retirement in Tasmania. I had gone out
to a friend’s place to pick fruit when I
fell out of a tree and fractured four ribs.
Of course they took x-rays and found a
shadow on my lung. The biopsy
confirmed mesothelioma.
‘I remember that when we drove

back to our home at Franklin in the
Huon Valley, Renee was in denial. She

The foundation [aims] to raise

money for research into why Barry

has survived so long
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