
In the field with Captain Tom  
Late last year, right before Christmas, Captain Tom took his 
life-sized Flying Doctor Flight Simulator out to the Gisborne 
Montessori School’s Christmas Market to give kids and their 
families a taste of what life is like for the Flying Doctor’s 
aeromedical team. 

Captain Tom was joined by his team of incredible volunteers, 
which included the entire Wan family. Young Abbey and Elley 
were a big help getting people on and off the Simulator, and 
with close to 1,000 people coming through on the day, Captain 
Tom was very grateful for the assistance!  

Despite being summertime, it was chilly day in Gisborne, but 
we were still able to raise over $400 for the Flying Doctor. A big 
thank you to the Wan family and everybody who showed up to 
support the market and the Flying Doctor! 

Check out Hamish’s Flying Doctor themed 
birthday party!    
Hamish has autism and loves everything to do with the Flying Doctor. He frequently comes to 
the fence at the Flying Doctor’s Kalgoorlie base just to look at our planes and wave at our crew. 
Recently, he celebrated his fifth birthday, and chose to have Flying Doctor themed party: there 
were Flying Doctor invites, a PC-12 ‘pin the propeller on the plane’ game and flight snacks!  

Plus, Kalgoorlie-based Flight Nurse Colleen and Dr Adam dropped by the birthday party on their 
day off in uniform to surprise Hamish. They even brought along a vintage aircraft. What’s more, 
instead of presents, Hamish wanted people to donate to the Flying Doctor. What a star!  

Happy birthday Hamish, from all of us at the Flying Doctor Flight Crew.  

Summer 2022

How was your summer? I sure hope you had some fun holidays with family 

and friends – did anyone travel into rural or remote Australia? I’d love to  

hear about your adventures and if you saw the Flying Doctor out and  

about anywhere. 

In this issue of your Flight Crew newsletter, I want to introduce you to one 

of the optometrists working with our Mobile Eye Care Clinic in Victoria, Luke 

Burns. If you want to know anything about eye health or what it takes to be an 

optometrist when you grow up, send us an email and Luke will happily answer 

any questions you have. 

Plus, we’ve included a link in this issue to a video we’ve made showing a day  

in the life of our flight team. Join us as we fly from Essendon to Horsham  

to Ballarat to Swan Hill and then back to Essendon in a day! 

See you next time!  

Captain Tom. 

Hi, I’m  
Captain 
Tom!

CAPTAIN’S LOG

Got something to tell us? Whether you want to send us a story, 
some photos, an awesome joke or a serious question, we want 
to hear from you. Get in touch at flightcrew@rfdsvic.com.au, or 
write to us at Reply Paid 7027, Richmond, VIC 3121 

Upcoming Flying Doctor events    
AFL Powercor Country Round: Geelong V Essendon

Where: Yarra Park, Melbourne

When: Saturday 19 March

Come and meet Captain Tom and climb on board 
our Flight Simulator!

Quiz
Do you know why the Australian $20 note 
is red? 

It’s because each bank note represents 
something about Australia, and the red 
colour on the $20 note represents the red 
dirt of the Aussie Outback!

Can you guess the reason for the colours 
on our other bank notes? The answers are 
at the bottom of the page. 

$5 note: purple (this is a tricky one!) 

$10 note: blue 

$50 note: yellow 

$100 note: green 

Answers: $5 note: the purple represents royalty (there’s a portrait 
of Queen Elizabeth II on this note, and the colour purple means 
royalty); $10 note: the blue represents our oceans; $50 note: the 
yellow represents our hot sun; $100 note: the green represents 
our grass and fields. 

Flight Crew proudly acknowledges Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people as the traditional 
custodians of the lands and waters on which 
we live and work. We pay our respects to their 
ancestors, and elders past, present and emerging.



What is the most rewarding part of your job? 

It’s great to be able to help lots of people to see in towns where 
there aren’t usually any optometrists or eye doctors. I also like 
teaching people about their eye health so they know the best 
ways to take care of their eyes so they can keep seeing clearly 
even when they get very old.   

What are the biggest challenges? 

Sometimes the simple things are also the most challenging, 
like trying to make sure you order the right prescription for 
people’s glasses. Patients often worry about giving the ‘wrong’ 
answers when we’re asking them which lens is clearer, and 
often when they worry they start to give confusing answers.  
I often try to tell the patient not to worry and just tell me what 
they see. It’s my job to worry about which lens to choose, 
not the patients’.     

What’s the one bit of advice you give to someone 
considering pursing this career? 

I would say it’s mainly that you care about helping your patients 
more than other bits of the job. Eyes are very interesting and 
complicated by themselves, but they’re also attached to people, 
who can be interesting and complicated too. And it’s the people 
that you’re trying to help see better and have a better life at the 
end of the day.  

What does a typical day at work look like for you? 

Each trip with the Flying Doctor usually begins with a long drive. 
Victoria is a bit smaller than the other states and most of the 
places we visit don’t have an airport nearby, so it’s usually easier 
to drive. When I get to the clinic or hospital I have to set up 
all my equipment. I usually have 2 cases of frames, a suitcase 
full of lens, a slit lamp (a microscope for looking at the eyes), a 
repair kit, an eye chart, a vertometer (a glasses measurer) and 
a few other things. It’s quite a lot of stuff but we’ve got some 
new trolleys to help us... except when I forget to put the brake 
on when there’s a hill (oops). Then I spend the rest of the day 
testing people’s eyes, giving them glasses to help them see or 
finding any eye diseases that could damage their vision.    

What do you enjoy about working in your team? 

On my trips I am usually working by myself, or sometimes with 
a local bush nurse. But I don’t get lonely as I get to talk to all 
the different patients I see, and it’s nice to be in places with 
fewer people to enjoy the peace and quiet compared to busy 
Melbourne where I live. On one of my last trips I met a film crew 
who were making a film about the 2019 bushfires who were lots 
of fun to talk to. I even got to be in the background while they 
were filming one night!   

Meet your Flight Crew  
Co-Pilots! 

Melbourne

Leopold

I live in Leopold, which is part 
of the city of Greater Geelong 
in Victoria. The population of 
Leopold is over 1,200. I love living 
here because we are in between 
the city and the country and we 
are near the seas. I help mum and 
dad pick up older people and take 
them to church and sometimes 
we take them to meals as well. I 
like being a Flight Crew member 
because you get to read about 
the challenges people face.  

Sophie  Age: 9 years old  Location: Leopold, VIC

Melbourne has around 5,060,439 
people living in Melbourne. 
Melbourne is awesome but at 
the same time not so awesome. 
My grandma and grandpa are 
volunteers for the RFDS and I 
would love to follow the family 
footsteps and I would love to 
help people that need my help. I 
have definitely been to the Flying 
Doctor plane. I went with one of 
my best friends, Annabelle. 

Penny  Age: 9 years old  Location: Melbourne, VIC

If we choose 
your story, 
you’ll win a 
Flying Doctor 
prize! 

To feature in the next issue 
of your newsletter, send your 
answers to the below questions 
and a clear photo of yourself  
to flightcrew@rfdsvic.com.au.    

• Name and Age? 

• Where do you live? 

•  What’s life like where you live?  
Tell us all about your town! 

•  How do you like to help out  
in your community?

Home schooling with  
the Flying Doctor         
These past 18 months, students right across Australia have 
been learning from home, with the COVID-19 pandemic 
causing school life to look a little different than usual. Home 
schooling has understandably been a tricky adjustment for 
many kids who are used to classrooms and playgrounds and 
school buildings – but did you know that some kids in the 
Outback live hundreds of kilometres from the closest school, 
and so they NEVER go into an actual classroom? Instead, they 
attend the School of the Air. 

Back in 1951, the very first School of the Air lessons took place, 
with students in the most remote pockets of Australia using 
radios to communicate with their teachers, who were based  
in such Outback towns as Broken Hill and Alice Springs.  
In fact, to submit their homework, students sometimes needed 
the help of the Flying Doctor to send their 
projects to their teachers!  

To find out more, head to the Flying 
Doctor education program’s website via 
the QR code to the right to watch a short 
video about the School of the Air. 

 

You’ve no doubt been hearing a lot about vaccinations over 
the last couple of years, and you may have even heard that 
the Flying Doctor has been involved with getting COVID-19 
vaccines out to Australia’s rural and remote communities –  
but did you know that the Flying Doctor has a long history  
of vaccinating Outback Australians? 

Back in 1967, the second polio wave hit Western Australia. 
Although the vaccine had been around for more than a 
decade, getting it out to WA’s remote northern communities 
was a huge challenge.  

Enter Robin Miller, AKA the Sugar Bird Lady! Robin was an 
incredible Australian, who was not only a flight nurse with the 
Flying Doctor, but a pilot as well. To help vaccinate the people 
in northern WA, Robin bought a plane and, with the support 
of the government, flew herself into these communities and 
administered 37,000 doses of the polio vaccine, all on her own! 

Robin was given her nickname, the Sugar Bird Lady, by her 
patients throughout the Kimberley and Pilbara because she 
arrived from the skies and administered each polio vaccine 
orally with a lump of sugar to disguise the bitter taste. 

Robin had many adventures while flying solo around WA. On 
one occasion, Robin was flying a pregnant woman when the 
patient went into labour. She put the plane into autopilot, and 
delivered the baby in the back. When mother and baby were 
both safe and well, Robin returned to the cockpit and landed 
the plane, now with three people on board instead of the two 
that had started the journey! 

As a flight nurse and a pioneering aviator, Robin Miller proved 
the sky’s the limit and became an inspiration for all Australian 
girls who dreamed of being a pilot or a medical professional  
– or both! 

 

Meet the Sugar 
Bird Lady!     

Careers at the        
    Flying Doctor

Name: Luke Burns   
       Job title: Optometrist

Welcome aboard our plane!          
Want to know what our pilot does in a day? Take a tour of 
Victoria in one minute alongside our Pilot Sean and Flight 
Nurse Ruth to find out!  

Scan the QR code above to watch the video. 

 


