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Historical Happenings

THE FIRST CHIEF COMMISSIONER 
IN AUSTRALIA
Samuel Roy Burston was rarely called by his first Christian name 
as there were others in the extended family with the same name. 
He was generally known as Roy, and also known, since his school 
days, as ‘Ginger’ because of his hair colour. Roy was born on 21 
March 1888, just 24 days after Queen Victoria granted a Royal 
Charter to St John. 

Roy Burston was an Army man. He began as a bugler with the 
Victorian Infantry Brigade when he was just 13 years old. He 
graduated in medicine from the University of Melbourne and 
gained employment as a doctor at the Adelaide Children’s 
Hospital. He enlisted with the Australian Army and followed 
through all the promotions available to medical personnel, 
i.e., from captain to major to lieutenant-colonel to colonel to 
brigadier and to major-general. On retirement he became 
Honorary Colonel of the Royal Australian Army Medical Corps. 
In the early 1940s he controlled as many as 32,000 uniformed 
personnel spread through Australia, the Middle East, Papua, New 
Guinea and Borneo. He is particularly remembered for his work in 
combating Plasmodium parasites and Anopheles mosquitoes, the 
ingredients that made malaria a disease capable of bringing an 
army to its knees.

Roy Burston joined St John Ambulance in South Australia as a 
District Officer in 1934-5. In 1936 he was appointed Assistant 
Commissioner (second in command) and in 1945 Burston became 
the Commissioner for South Australia. 

Readers may recall that St John Ambulance in Australia achieved 
Commandery status in 1941 and Priory status in 1946. In January 
1947 Roy Burston became the first National head of the Brigade. 
His title in this role was initially Priory Commissioner, but this was 
changed in 1954 to Chief Commissioner. He remained Chief 
Commissioner for ten years and then took on the role of Receiver-
General, i.e., the national treasurer for St John. He remained in this 
role until his death in August 1960.

Major-General Sir Samuel Roy Burston, KBE, KStJ, CB, DSO, VD, 
FRCP, FRACP, FRCP (Edin.) was one of the outstanding men of 
the Australian Army Medical Corps. In addition he served St John 
Ambulance for 25 years and brought to our organisation an aura 
of ‘respectability, probity and integrity’. He has the honour of 
being the very first Chief Commissioner of the St John Ambulance 
Brigade in Australia.

Reference: Ian Howie-Willis, A Medical Emergency. Major-General ‘Ginger’ 
Burston and the Army Medical Service in World War II, Big Sky Publishing, 2012.

Question: What does the word malaria mean literally?

The answer will be given in the next issue of Open Airways.

Brian Fotheringham
Chairman

Answer to the last question: Shepherd’s 
First Aid to the Injured published in 1885 
is said to be the first text in English to 
use the term ‘First Aid’.
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A travel through time
It is 11 months since I became the Community Care Support Officer 
after working with Operations (Brigade) for 28 years and prior to that, 
doing a number of jobs within St John since joining in March 1974.

I joined St John in the days before a photocopier, we used a 
gestetner which could be very messy if you used too much ink. 
Stencils had to be typed on typewriters and if a mistake was made 
you used pink liquid to go over the stencil and then try to line it up to 
fix the mistake. Buildings were not built with many power points so in 
some areas, double adaptors were on top of each other, sometimes 
4 at a time. Not good OH&S. 

To make a phone call, you couldn’t just pick up the phone to make 
a direct call, you needed to get switchboard to give you an outside 
line. The switch board was a plug board and there were limited lines 
for incoming and outgoing calls. This experience came in handy 
when I volunteered to work on Red Cross switchboard after cyclone 
Tracy - what an experience!

There was one training room which had an area semi enclosed for 
the boardroom and out the back there was a kitchen with an old 
green enamel stove. The ladies toilets were also on the same floor so 
we would walk up the 2nd floor stairs and try not to interrupt the first 
aid class.

In about 1975/6 we got a photocopier which was a wet copier and 
every time you used it, you ended up with a metallic taste in your 
mouth which I am sure was not good for you.

Smoking in the office was the norm and it was nothing to have the 
occasional bin fire.  At least the bins then were metal with no plastic 
liners. 

In September 1978 we moved from Austin Street to Greenhill Road to 
a new building and we were all under the one roof for the first time. 
I had prior to moving been taught the ambulance switchboard so 
once again this was used during Ash Wednesday.

I worked in transport accounts and helped to develop a training 
program for new clinic car drivers and presenting this to them. Some 
other jobs I did were charging ambulance and clinic accounts, bad 
debt recovery and cashier until I moved up to the Brigade Office. 
You could not answer another colleagues’ phone from your own, so 
there was a lot of walking around offices answering phones.  

November 1999 was another move to Edmund Avenue.

I still cannot believe it will be November soon as the time has gone 
so fast but it’s been such enjoyable time. It’s a privilege to become 
closer to both coordinators and clients. I feel very lucky to be part of 
a great team of caring individuals who all offer something different 
but we all gel like one.
	
During this year I have been privilege of attending TAE training, 
Maximising Active participation workshop, Frontline Management, 
ACSA National Community Care Conference, training to present 
Bullying & Harassment, client focus groups and provided relief co-
ordinating.

Christmas is only a month away so I will wish you all a safe and Happy 
Christmas and New Year and looking forward of catching up with 
everyone. 

Lynn Richards
Community Care Support Officer

Client focus group --- 
Improvement we have 
achieved as a result of 
consulting with our clients
 
Highlighted area for improvement/
potential improvements as per the 2012 
client focus groups
•	 Information about the committee 

and client representative to be 
promoted more often – information 
to be placed in the January 
and September editions of the 
Companion in 2013

•	 Translation of client handbook 
to audio – the Circle of Friends 
and Community Care Program 
handbooks are currently being 
translated to audio by the RSB 
Adelaide

•	 Regular publishing of information for 
clients on heat and call alert buttons 
– Information on how to cope with 
heat will be published in the January 
Edition of the Companion while Call 
alert information will be placed in 
April and September

•	 Provide the opportunity for clients 
to read stories about other clients 
within CC – the Circle of Friends 
Program is due to commence a 
project that will see the creation of a 
client newspaper (Treasured Times) 
for clients who wish to participate 
and achieve the goal of publishing 
articles.

•	 Potential for the companion to be 
printed in larger print – A larger print 
version of the Companion is available 
upon request

•	 Add a section on keeping your mind 
active in the companion and add a 
Sudoku or find a word to them – To 
be included in the Companion from 
January 2013

•	 Add a section of security tips as an 
ongoing section of the Companion 
– To be included in the Companion 
from January 2013


