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John’s father: A radical, 

mission-driven Methodist

Glimpses of the fascinating life of our grandfather, Jack, grabbed 
my attention in some cameo stories included in his autobiography, 
‘The Weaver’s Shuttle’. The manuscript focuses on his missionary career 
devoid of much personal detail about his adult life. However, he passed on 
a story of the mistake he made in becoming engaged to a ‘good Methodist 
woman’ in New Zealand.1 He gave her a ring that John Wesley had 
given Jack’s Yorkshire grandparents, but then Jack broke the engagement 
because he met Florence Mildred Hadfield, a ‘rosy-cheeked, vivacious 
girl of singular charm’, of about 21.2 The family never saw the Wesley 
ring again. We can only assume that the Wesley ring that Jack lost to his 
forsaken fiancée had been gifted to the Burtons from John Wesley through 
the family connection they had to this now famous religious leader.

Florence had a beautiful contralto voice and sang in the church choir. 
She was born in Christchurch, New Zealand, in 1883, the niece of 
Methodist Reverend Joseph Oram. The couple married on 24 April 1902 
at Richmond Church and enjoyed a 51-year-long marriage. They had a 
reception held under a large old elm tree at the side of the church, having 
no time to linger. After it, they rushed off to catch the Lyttleton boat to 
Wellington from where they set off that night for Fiji. Jack was to take 
up an appointment as the founder and first superintendent of the Indian 
Mission in Fiji. Between 1902 and 1911, Jack made his mark in Fiji with 

1  Jack’s daughter, Rewa, retold the story in an unpublished memoir, undated, p. 3, Burton Snr 
family file.
2  Burton, ‘The Weaver’s Shuttle’, 46–47.
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a radical approach to his work that broke with the missionary tradition 
of the church. He announced that he did not see his task so much as to 
save the heathen from hell but, rather, to save them from unhappy social 
conditions.3 Jack listened to the people and tried to understand causes 
of unrest.

The Rev. J. W. Burton with an unidentified colleague, New Zealand, 
early 1900s.
Source: Family collection, Leanne Akers.

In pursuit of this, when he was posted to Davuilevu, Fiji, Jack made it his 
business to trace the path of Thomas Baker, a previous missionary and 
resident of Davuilevu, who was killed by natives in Nandrau in 1867. Jack 
tells the story in his autobiography – one not for the faint hearted.4 Baker 
paid the ultimate price for his attempts to ‘tame the natives’. He  was 
ambushed, slain and eaten – Fiji’s only missionary martyr according to 
Jack.5 It was the last known act of cannibalism in Fiji. After making the 
arduous journey to Nandrau with a guide, Jack was shown to the Chief ’s 

3  Gregory Pemberton, ‘John Burton: The Heretic’, Evatt Papers 3, no. 2 (1995), 97.
4  A full account of the death and Jack’s journey can be read in Burton, ‘The Weaver’s Shuttle’, 
73–76; for an earlier account, see J.W.B., ‘A Missionary Martyr: Rev. Thomas Baker, of Fiji’, Sydney 
Morning Herald, 3 September 1927. 
5  J.W.B., ‘A Missionary Martyr’. 
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house, which was filled with people who welcomed him. He met and ate 
with several old men who had taken part in the eating of Baker. They gaily 
described that feast to Jack, telling him with merriment how they had 
dismembered Baker’s body, parts of which were sent to other villages. One 
man presented Jack with a cannibal fork that he avowed he had used to eat 
the flesh of the missionary. Another told that flesh of man was better than 
flesh of pig, but the flesh of a white man was inferior to that of a Fijian.

The difference between Baker and Burton was not just that one was eaten 
by people he was trying to convert to Christianity and the other dined 
with them on regular native Fijian food, but the very different ways Baker 
and Burton approached their work. Baker believed it was his mission 
to civilise the natives, whereas it was Jack’s goal to guide his charges – 
Fijian Indians – to Christianity by understanding them and their needs. 
Importantly, between 1902 and 1911, while Jack was working in Fiji, 
he identified the indenture system under which the Indians worked the 
sugar cane fields as a primary cause of misery. He saw it simply as slavery. 
At first, the very workers he wanted to help threw rotten eggs at him as 
he preached. By the time he left Fiji, the Indians worshipped him as the 
hero who freed them from oppression. In 2017 in Canberra, I sat down 
at a boardroom table and a Fijian Indian proudly announced to the board 
members that he was sitting beside ‘the Reverend John Wear Burton’s 
grand-daughter’.6

Initially based in Suva, Jack took up work at Nausori, in the Rewa River 
sugar-growing area, one of the largest Indian settlements some 22 miles 
by river launch from Suva. He and Florence lived in a small cottage on 
ground leased from the Colonial Sugar Refinery (CSR), which had a large 
mill on the bank of the wide Rewa River. Later a house was built for them 
on the other side of the river at nearby Davuilevu where Jack pioneered 
an orphanage and girls’ home, Dilkusha, and initiated technical and 
industrial training.

Jack was appalled by the conditions provided for Indian indentured 
labourers who had been shipped to the islands by Fiji’s British colonial 
rulers between 1879 and 1916 to work on Fiji’s sugar cane plantations. 
Sugar planters, who had secured large tracts of the richest land in the 

6  Kanti Jinna, OAM, Vice President of Hindu Council of Australia. He is a Fijian-born Gujarati 
who, prior to migrating to Australia and arriving in Canberra 36 years ago, had been chief national 
librarian of Fiji and whom we thank for providing material to assist us with this book.
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colony, had looked to India, from where workers had migrated to the 
West Indies and to South Africa, for labourers willing and able to toil on 
steamy plantations for a pittance. They were promised a shilling for each 
completed ‘task’ that a European overseer might reasonably expect them 
to complete within an eight-hour day. If a man were strong he might 
finish it by mid-afternoon; many were not strong and failed to compete 
the amount of work set. The sugar companies provided the labourers with 
miserable living accommodation and few amenities. Until the missionaries 
came, there had been no provision for education; the children ‘ran wild’ 
while their fathers and mothers were at work in the cane fields, until 
they were old enough to work too.7 The labourers were indentured to 
a plantation for five years, after which they were ‘free’ to take up land 
for themselves or engage in other occupations for a further period of five 
years. They could then, if they so chose, accept a passage-paid return to 
India. Few did. Jack turned his energy into a long-running campaign 
to end the exploitative migration from India. The opposition of wealthy 
plantation owners to Jack’s mission made his wife’s life difficult. Florence 
was ostracised from the European community whose livelihoods were tied 
up with the sugar industry and enjoyed access to cheap and regular labour. 
Florence, nevertheless, supported and encouraged her husband’s work. 
She assisted in alleviating the sickness of the Indian people and mothering 
orphaned children.

Towards the end of their stay in Fiji, Jack travelled to India to recruit 
Christian teachers and, while there, spoke to influential people to alert 
their formative leaders to the evils of indenture in Fiji. By this time, he 
spoke Hindustani, and went about learning as much as he could of Indian 
life and custom and philosophy. His direct exposure to India made him 
even more confrontational and less pro-British Empire than before.8

When Jack returned to New Zealand, he wrote a long illustrated pamphlet, 
Our Indian Work in Fiji, the first of many works in which he drew attention 
to the poor working conditions of the indentured labourers in Fiji. It was 
followed by a more substantial book, The Fiji of Today, which exposed the 
abuses of the indenture system.9 His book shocked the governor of the 
colony, who criticised it in a Legislative Council paper. Historian Gregory 

7  Burton, ‘The Weaver’s Shuttle’, 55.
8  Burton, ‘The Weaver’s Shuttle’, 162.
9  John W. Burton, Our Indian Work in Fiji (Suva: Fiji, 1909) reprinted in almost identical form 
in John W. Burton, The Fiji of Today (London: Charles H. Kelly, 1910).
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Pemberton found that the Colonial Office wanted to ban the book, but 
recognised that Jack’s assertions were supported by evidence.10 Pemberton 
thought it a ‘nice irony’ that another ‘colonial administration’, notably 
the Menzies Government in Australia, would later consider banning the 
young John Burton’s first book, The Alternative.11 It ‘seems like stirring 
the possum runs in the family’, Pemberton noted in a letter to the family.

Jack’s book, though controversial, was influential and sold well in Britain, 
Australia and India. War broke out in 1914 and printing of a new edition 
was deferred, but the disclosures in it had already caused widespread 
indignation, in India in particular. One of India’s most distinguished men 
of letters, Banarsidas Chaturvedi, read the book and, impressed, wrote to 
Jack who had by this time moved to Australia. Chaturvedi made contact 
with Mahatma Gandhi, who had already opposed indenture in South Africa 
and Mauritius. Author John Garrett suggests that, in response, Gandhi 
‘conspired’ with Chaturvedi to send Anglican clergyman Charles Freer 
Andrews and the Reverend ‘Willie’ Pearson from India to Fiji in 1915 to 
investigate Jack’s claims about the condition of Indian indentured labour 
in Fiji.12 On their return, they wrote a joint report strongly condemning 
the indenture system as leading inevitably to moral degradation.13

On their outward and inward journeys, Andrews and Pearson were guests 
of the Burtons at their home in East Malvern in Victoria where the 
family then lived. On one visit they joined the family in their Christmas 
festivities. Andrews, a bachelor, carried baby John around and played with 
the older children.14 Jack’s oldest, Rewa, recalled that on one of their visits 
Andrews entertained the children by reading Alice in Wonderland while 
they were supposed to sit quietly on a rug on the lawn. As a young child 
she struggled to control John and their baby sister Ruth who, unaware 
of the historic moment, were restless and bored with ‘the rather tedious 
academic Oxford voice’.15

10  Pemberton, ‘John Burton: The Heretic’, 101.
11  Pemberton, ‘John Burton: The Heretic’, 102. The book Pemberton referred to was: J. W. Burton, 
The Alternative: A Dynamic Approach to Our Relations with Asia (Sydney: Morgans Publications, 1954).
12  John Garrett, Footsteps in the Sea: Christianity in Oceania to World War II (Suva and Geneva: 
WCC Publications, Institute of the South Pacific in association with World Council of Churches, 
1992), 161.
13  C. F. Andrews and W. W. Pearson, Report on Indentured Labour in Fiji: An Independent Enquiry 
(Calcutta: Star Printing Works, 1916).
14  Burton, ‘The Weaver’s Shuttle’, 72.
15  Rewa Newman’s unpublished memoir, 4, Burton Snr family collection.
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Jack tells in his autobiography that Andrews spoke out against CSR and 
its general manager, Edward Knox. The clash of Andrews and Burton 
with CSR, which was not willing to let go of its reliance on indentured 
labour, inevitably led to divided opinions within the Methodist Mission 
in both Australia and Fiji. In meetings of the mission board in Sydney, 
some Methodists protested about help given to Andrews by missionaries 
in Fiji.16 CSR was influential in the Fijian economy and the government. 
Methodist missionaries looked to the government for support and subsidy 
for their work, especially their schools, causing a co-dependence on CSR’s 
activity in Fiji. Nevertheless, demonstrations led by Gandhi in the streets 
of India finally compelled the British to end indentured labour in Fiji 
in 1916. Andrews and Pearson’s intervention and Andrews’s continued 
agitation helped to terminate the indenture system entirely in 1920.17 Jack 
acknowledged that their report resulted in every Fijian Indian becoming 
free to live his own life in his own way.18 In turn, Andrews acknowledged 
that Jack’s book was a precipitating force. He wrote:

I do feel very strongly that your book (the ‘Fiji of Today’) was 
the pioneer and did the pioneer work, and it is due to that book 
perhaps more than to any other single cause that the whole 
indenture system was shown up in its proper light.19

Indian communities in Fiji felt the same way. Jack was presented with 
a letter of gratitude on 14 August 1924 signed on parchment on behalf 
of the Indian community of Lautoka and another, on 24 August 1924, 
signed for and on behalf of the Indian community of Levuka.20 As recently 
as 2019, an eminent Fijian lawyer acknowledged Jack’s role in ending the 
indenture system.21

In 1911, after nine years in Fiji, the family returned to the New Plymouth 
Circuit in New Zealand because of the ill-health of Florence and one 
of their daughters. There, the growing family was happy. Jack’s horse 
and carriage was replaced with a motorcycle on which he did his parish 
visits. His two daughters, Florence, who became known as Rewa to avoid 

16  Garrett, Footsteps in the Sea, 162.
17  Garrett, Footsteps in the Sea, 163.
18  Burton, ‘The Weaver’s Shuttle’, 72.
19  Letter Andrews to the Conference Secretary for Foreign Missions for Victoria, quoted by the 
Rev. J. W. Burton, ‘India in Fiji’, Missionary Review (Sydney), 4 September 1916, 10. 
20  Originals held in Burton Snr family collection.
21  Nazhat Shameem, 2 October 2019, former judge and current Ambassador for Fiji at Geneva on 
the finale of the 150th birth anniversary of Mahatma Gandhi.
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confusion with her mother, and Clare, later rode in a red-painted sidecar, 
woolly caps pulled down over their ears. Clare and third-born Nancy were 
given the middle names of Rewa Wear, named after the River Wear in 
Yorkshire and the Rewa River in Fiji (also,  strangely, anagrams of each 
other). The middle name Rewa was dropped when John was born and he 
and his baby sister Ruth were each given the one middle name of Wear.

In 1914, Jack was appointed secretary of the Overseas Missions Department 
in Victoria and transferred to Melbourne, where he became the conference 
foreign mission secretary for Victoria and Tasmania, a position he held for 
a decade. During this time, he completed his degree and gained his master 
of arts degree with honours in the School of Philosophy – and bought his 
first car, a Bianci. Inheriting mechanical abilities from his father, he used 
to take the engine of his much-loved car apart and do most of his own 
repair work.

The Burton family, Melbourne, c. 1918.
Left to right: Clare, John, Jack, Rewa, Florence with Ruth on her knee and Nancy.
Source: Family collection, courtesy Leanne Akers.
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Jack wrote about the church’s work in the Pacific and proclaimed ‘there 
is something in the genius of Methodism which fits peculiarly well into 
the life of simple peoples such as those we have in the Pacific’.22 He went 
on to say that everyone has one talent or another they could contribute 
to bettering society and that there was something for all to do: ‘We thus 
teach the native people to minister to one another, and thus they are led 
to feel that the Church belongs to them, and they have responsibility for 
its welfare.’

John, our father, was born in Kerford Street, Caulfield, Melbourne, on 
2 March 1915, Jack and Florence’s only son. Ruth, the youngest, followed 
in 1917. In 1918, Jack went to London to help with the demobilisation of 
the Australian armed forces. On his return, the family moved to Auburn 
in Melbourne where young John attended Scotch College at six years of 
age. In 1923 the family moved to Burwood in Sydney for Jack to take up 
an organising position at the headquarters of the Methodist Missionary. 
John transferred to Newington College, Sydney, in 1924. He  twice 
repeated a year, having suffered from changing schools and finding it 
difficult to follow what went on in class; school was ‘quite boring’, he told 
us, admitting he had an ‘aversion to facts and details’.23

In 1926, Jack was appointed general secretary of the Foreign Mission 
Society of Australasia. The following year he visited the mission over which 
Thomas Webb was in charge in Arnhem Land, Northern Territory. Jack 
gained a positive regard for Aboriginal people and their culture from this 
experience and influenced Webb in initiating changes in the mission.24 
In February 1931, Jack was elected president of the Methodist Conference. 
His jurisdiction stretched from north India along the north Australian 
coast from Darwin to the Gulf of Carpentaria, down through Papua and 
New Guinea to Fiji, Samoa and the little Kingdom of Tonga. His wife, 
Florence, was actively interested in world affairs, travelled extensively 
with Jack and made a contribution to the life of the church in her own 
right. She inaugurated the Methodist Women’s Federation and was its first 
president. Florence had a strong personality, a high intellect and exerted 
considerable influence over her children. She died in 1953, in Sydney.

22  Burton, Papua for Christ, 75.
23  John Wear Burton, ‘Oral History Project notes’, 2, undated [c. 1995] in preparation for 
interview by Michael J. Wilson, 23 August 1995, Australian Diplomacy 1950–1990 Oral History 
Project, NLA, TRC 2981/23, held on Burton family file.
24  Burton’s work in the Northern Territory is well documented by John Kadiba, ‘The Methodist 
Mission and the Emerging Aboriginal Church in Arnhem Land 1916–1977’ (PhD diss., Northern 
Territory University, 1998).
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John with his mother Florence and unidentified visitors to their 
Melbourne home, c. 1916.
Source: Family collection, courtesy Leanne Akers.
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As a child, John was used to Pacific Islanders, Asians and Aborigines often 
visiting their home. He became aware of the importance of his missionary 
father’s work. He listened to his father’s conversations about past activities 
and current concerns. He was impressed by stories, for example, that 
missionary activity was to teach ‘natives’ how to build houses, boats and 
furniture, and generally to improve their quality of life. It was primarily 
this, not religious indoctrination, that caused John initially to want to 
pursue such work himself through the church. Religion was practised in 
the family, ‘but in a matter-of-fact way that did not lead to discussion of 
it’, he said. ‘I guess this practical atmosphere was an important influence 
and probably accounts for [my] later interests.’25 From research of my 
grandfather’s life, it is clear to me that Jack’s missionary story is one of 
what we might describe today as a social ‘disrupter’. John talked of his 
father being a ‘welfare socialist’. Jack’s concern for the human needs of 
people and communities, I surmise, is perhaps the major influence that 
John absorbed.

25  Burton, ‘Oral History Project notes’, 2, Burton family file.
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