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A lasting tribute to Chesley missionary doctor 
Medical miracle man 

by Mary Golem 
Local News - Friday, April 29, 2005 @ 09:00 
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Dr. George Burgess, a retired medical missionary and member of the Chesley Rotary Club, looks over photographs of his work in Angola.

Photo: by Mary Golem
CHESLEY -- A newly-opened medical post in Luanda, the capital city of Angola, on the southwest side of Africa, has been named after retired medical missionary, Dr. George Burgess of Chesley. 

"Posto Medico Dr. George Burgess" not only recognizes the 23 years Dr. Burgess and his wife, Phyllis, spent living with and caring for the people of Angola, it also acknowledges the Angolan's ongoing appreciation of Dr. Burgess' efforts in spearheading a special project. 

Dr. Burgess, a member of the Chesley Rotary Club, is responsible for the development of the Angola Rotary Medical Project, which supplies much-needed medicine, medical supplies and equipment to the most needy population in several regions of Angola, notably war refugees, women and children. Every six months, enough basic medicines, supplies and equipment to treat 10,000 patients are being shipped from a specialty company in the Netherlands to 10 nursing stations in Angola. 

The 880-kilo shipment, which includes the kit of medical supplies and its distribution, costs about $10,000. The nursing stations continue to be an important part of the primary health care services in the areas of Angola where they are located. 

Rotary Clubs in Chesley, Paisley, Clifford, Kincardine, Walkerton, Mildmay and Hanover, as well as the Rotary Foundation and the Canadian Rotary Committee for International Development, raised $54,000 to support the project. The first kit was ordered in October 2003. 

The Rotary Club of Luanda, Angola acts as the hosting partner Rotary Club, along with the Christian Medical Committee in Angola. 

From 1954 until 1977, when civil war forced him to leave, Dr. Burgess served as a medical missionary in Angola. During a return visit to the country in 1994, he spent time working at a Swiss mission not affected by the war. In 2000, he again returned to Angola to see what was left of the medical work in which he had been so involved. That visit prompted a group of 17 Angolan doctors to form the Christian Medical Committee to oversee support of the nursing stations. 

And it prompted Dr. Burgess to do what he could to get medical supplies to them. Supplies were scarce, available only on the black market and at extremely high prices. 

Dr. Burgess' love and concern for the suffering people of Angola has never wavered and when he returned to Canada following his 2000 visit to the country, he decided to turn to fellow members in the Chesley Rotary Club to see if they were interested in helping. Moved by Dr. Burgess' compassion, members of the club unanimously agreed to support the project and before long, neighbouring clubs joined the effort as well. 

"The nurses serving in these stations, that have been set up where very little medical care is otherwise available, have been trained to diagnose and treat all the common medical problems found in a tropical climate," Dr. Burgess explained. "Civil war for 25 years led to the destruction of most government, and almost all mission hospitals," Dr. Burgess added. "Placing basic medicines and medical supplies in the hands of these nurses over a three-year period is a wonderful project undertaken by Rotary. We want to be able to provide essential medical supplies required to prevent and treat many diseases, as well as raise the morale and encourage the initiative of the nurses. By contributing, we hope to win the battle against further civil strife." 

While both proud and honoured to have a medical post named in his honour, it is obvious Dr. Burgess does what he does out of love for the people of Angola, and in keeping with Rotary's motto, "Service Above Self," and certainly not for any recognition he may receive. 

"This project is a positive initiative, greatly appreciated by the people of Angola, a land the size of Ontario with a similar total population," Dr. Burgess stated. "Put yourself in the place of the nurses without medical supplies, or a patient injured or sick, and the value of this project will be clearly evident." 

As well as medical assistance, the Angola Rotary Medical Project has had other benefits, Dr. Burgess explained. He, his daughter and son were able to see some of those benefits when they visited Angola in early 2003. 

"By promoting the functioning of medical posts, this attracts additional support from the government and the government is stimulated to rebuild mission hospitals destroyed in the civil war and provide funds for staff." 

The communities have benefitted from the employment and development of skills for clinic staff, including nurses, laboratory workers and support staff. And Rotary has benefitted with both the Angolan director of the project and the director of the Christian Medical Committee becoming members of Rotary, an international service organization. 

As well as the honour of having the new medical post in Angola named after him, Dr. Burgess and his wife, Phyllis, have also been recognized by Rotary International for their efforts setting up the Angola Medical Project. 

Anyone wishing to donate to the project may do so by contacting Dr. Burgess or Bob Young, treasurer of the Chesley Rotary Club. 
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