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Annie Florence Roberts was born in Ballarat in 1881. When she completed her
education she applied to the Ballarat & District Base Hospital to be trained as a nurse
and was subsequently accepted. She commenced her training on 15 February 1901
and completed it on 15 July 1904.

Nurse Roberts went on to obtain her General Certificate for Medical & Surgical Nursing
and Special Certificate for Infectious Diseases. Both these certificates would stand her
in good stead in the times ahead. She was elevated to Sister in Charge of a ward at the
Ballarat Base Hospital. She then moved to the Ararat Hospital where she accepted a
position as Sister for three years and as a Matron for the following two years. In 1913
she applied for a position with the recently formed Ballarat District Nursing Society.
This organisation had commenced in 1911, and she was one of the very first district
nurses to be appointed.

Nurse Roberts would have been a lady with a great sense of adventure and the ability
to accept a challenge when she took on this role. The nurse at this time was given a
second hand bicycle and a ticket for free rides on the trams. Her role was to visit the ill
and elderly patients and to care for them in their own homes. These patients required
medical attention and could not afford to pay for a doctor. The role often involved taking
along other necessities that were required as part of the service, such as bandages and
medicine. In extreme circumstances of poverty, this extended to include food, so that
families suffering without money could obtain the necessities to ensure their survival.

The cost of the service was £1 per visit, but quite often it was impossible to pay. In
some cases, very poor but proud people would give something in kind, like half a dozen
eggs to offset their inability to pay. The nurse would have to then carry this contribution
along on her bicycle when continuing her round.
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The area serviced by the nurse was the Town of Ballarat East, City of Ballarat and
Borough of Sebastopol. This involved a great deal of endeavour and energy to push the
bicycle, walk or ride in the tram to visit patients who lived across this expanse of the city
area. Nurse Roberts performed this role in an extremely efficient manner. As a result,
when the First World War broke out in 1914 and she expressed a desire to enlist, the
ladies of the Committee of Ballarat District Nursing Society didn’t replace her with a
permanent nurse but hired a replacement and held her job open until she returned. Of
course, it was rumoured that this war would not run for very long, and the Committee
felt they could not commit to a full time replacement.

Nurse Roberts enlisted in Melbourne and embarked on HMAT Orsova on 17 July 1915.
Her mother is listed as her next of Kin — Mrs. E. Roberts of 36 Loch Avenue, Ballarat,
Victoria. She was to serve for the Australian General Hospital and Special
Reinforcements Unit and travelled to England, where she joined the Hospital Ship
Kanowna. Her service records show that on 21 December 1915, she was promoted the
rank of Sister.

The following year, Sister Roberts applied for a transfer and returned to Australia before
embarking on S.S. Mooltan on 26 December 1916 to join the Indian Nursing Service.
She arrived in Bombay on 15 January 1917 and served on several hospital ships and
Indian hospitals, nursing the wounded soldiers. She returned to Australia at the
cessation of the war on 13 September 1919. She was again promoted, this time to the
rank of Acting Matron.

Matron Roberts resumed her nursing role with Ballarat District Nursing Society after her
return and was no doubt surprised to receive advice on 30 December 1919 as follows:

| have much pleasure in forwarding hereunder a copy of extract from the
Fourth Supplement No. 31547 to the London Gazette dated 12 September
1919, relating to the conspicuous services rendered by yourself whilst
serving with the Australian Imperial Forces.

AWARDED THE ROYAL RED CROSS DECORATION 2 " CLASS
HIS MAJESTY THE KING has been graciously pleased to award the Royal
Red Cross to the undermentioned Lady in connection with her valuable

nursing services in India In connection with the war:-

Assistant Matron ANNIE FLORENCE ROBERTS

The above has been promulgated in Commonwealth of Australia Gazette No 135, dated
11 December 19109.

There were 54 nurses who had trained in Ballarat who enlisted in the First World War,
and seven of these were to be awarded the Royal Red Cross for their service. One was
to be awarded the Military Medal for her service.
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Assistant Matron Roberts was given a week’s leave to attend the investiture by the
Prince of Wales at Government House in Melbourne. The Committee were unanimous
in their praise of her achievements during her war service. They also voted to give her
£5 to assist with the expenses of her time in Melbourne.

Assistant Matron Roberts gave notice and left Ballarat District Nursing Society in July
1920, and went to the City of Ballarat to work in the welfare area for a short period of
time. She then went on to the Wangaratta Hospital as Matron before receiving a call
from the Ballarat Base Hospital in 1924 requesting assistance with their serious
concerns regarding discipline at the Hospital's nursing home. They decided to appoint
Matron Roberts, who was claimed to be ‘a bit of a tiger’, to look into the situation. Her
war service would stand her in good stead, however she resigned after eighteen months
and returned to her role as Matron of the Wangaratta Hospital.

We believe that Matron Roberts, during her time at Ballarat District Nursing Society in
the very early period, pioneered the role of district nursing in a rural setting. Two
previous district nursing societies, one in Melbourne and one in Geelong, had been
established prior to 1911. She tackled the job with great zeal and enthusiasm, and the
Committee at that time held her in very high esteem for her attention to duty and her
care of the people she visited. Her patients were also of the opinion that her nursing
skills were excellent, and she allowed them the security to remain in their own homes
while receiving her medical attention.

As stated in the Mayor’s report of that time, “the District Nurse, who provides care for ill
people in the community, must have good hospital training, but she didn't have the
facilities or equipment that were available in a hospital. This made the task more
challenging; however she achieved very satisfactory results for her patients.”

This document has been prepared for submission to Women’s Health Grampians for
consideration of Matron Annie Roberts as one of “Ballarat's Greatest Women” on behalf
of Ballarat District Nursing & Healthcare.

Researched and written by Barbara Hughes, former Chairperson — Committee of
Management.
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