
 

 
 

Capt. Hugh William Bell Cairns 

 

 
 

Played with Adelaide University 

 

Football Club – A & B Grade (1916)  

Degree – MB BS (1917) 
  



 

Background 

 
 

Coinciding with the Centenary of Anzacs our incentive behind the 

series of biographical publications is the Adelaide University 

Football and Cricket Club's desire to honour our players who 

served in the Great War (1914 - 1918). These brave men put on 

hold their academic, professional and sporting careers for King 

and Country in the name of peace and freedom. The AUFC/AUCC 

WW1 Memorial Committee is endeavouring to identify every one 

of our players who served and prepare life stories on all. This is to 

ensure their sacrifices and further contributions to society will be 

recognised by future generations. 

 

On Anzac Day 2015, the Centenary of the Gallipoli landing, a 

memorial plaque was unveiled on the Adelaide University Oval 

Pavilion and this was followed by the erection of a picket fence 

between the pavilion and the scoreboard with each picket 

bearing a plaque with the name of an AUFC/AUCC player who 

served. 

 

The following documentation relates to the life of Hugh William 
Bell Cairns.  It is compilation of information and photographs 
collected from a variety of historical sources. 

 

 

 

 

AUFC/AUCC WW1 MEMORIAL COMMITTEE 

 

 



 

AIF Project 

 
 

https://www.aif.adfa.edu.au/showPerson?pid=43034 

 

 

 
 

 

Hugh William Bell CAIRNS 
 
 

Regimental number 4501 

Place of birth Port Pirie, South Australia 

Religion Congregational 

Occupation Medical student 

Address Riverton, South Australia 

Marital status Single 

Age at embarkation 18 

Next of kin Father, William Cairns, Riverton, South Australia 

Enlistment date 11 May 1915 

Rank on enlistment Private 

Unit name No 3 Australian General Hospital 

AWM Embarkation Roll 

number 
26/67/1 

Embarkation details Unit embarked from Sydney, New South Wales, on board RMS Mooltan on 15 May 1915 

Rank from Nominal Roll Captain 

Unit from Nominal Roll Australian Army Medical Corps 

Fate Discharged in England 31 May 1920 

Discharge date 31 May 1920 

Other details War service: Egypt, Gallipoli, Western Front 
Returned to Australia, 9 February 1916. Re-embarked from Australia, 9 November 
1917; disembarked Suez, Egypt, 12 December 1917. Proceeded to England, 5 
January 1918; to France, 29 March 1918. 
Discharged in England, 31 May 1920. 
Medals: 1914-15 Star, British War Medal, Victory Medal 

 

 

https://www.aif.adfa.edu.au/showPerson?pid=43034


 

AIF Project 
 

Note : There are two Service records for Hugh as he was discharged from his initial service to return to Australia an 

complete his medical training.  

 

https://www.aif.adfa.edu.au/showPerson?pid=43033 

 

 

 
 

 

Hugh William Bell CAIRNS 
 

Place of birth Port Pirie, South Australia 

Religion Presbyterian 

Occupation Medical practitioner 

Address Riverton, South Australia 

Marital status Single 

Age at embarkation 21 

Next of kin Father, W Cairns, Riverton, South Australia 

Enlistment date 7 August 1917 

Date of enlistment from Nominal Roll 11 May 1915 

Place of enlistment Sydney, New South Wales 

Rank on enlistment Captain 

Unit name Medical Officers 

Embarkation details Unit embarked from Melbourne, Victoria, on board HMAT A71 Nestor on 28 

February 1918 

Rank from Nominal Roll Captain 

Unit from Nominal Roll Australian Army Medical Corps 

Fate Discharged in the United Kingdom 31 May 1920 

Discharge date 31 May 1920 

Other details War service: Egypt, Gallipoli, Western Front 
Returned to Australia, 9 February 1916. Re-embarked from Australia, 9 
November 1917; disembarked Suez, Egypt, 12 December 1917. Proceeded to 
England, 5 January 1918; to France, 29 March 1918. 
Discharged in England, 31 May 1920. 
Medals: 1914-15 Star, British War Medal, Victory Medal 

 

https://www.aif.adfa.edu.au/showPerson?pid=43033


 

Service Record 
 

https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=3184971 

 

 

https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=3184971


 

 

  



 

Published Biographies 
 
The Australian Dictionary of Biography 
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/cairns-sir-hugh-william-bell-5464/text9283 
by E. T. Williams 

 

Sir Hugh William Bell Cairns (1896-1952), neurosurgeon, was born on 26 June 1896 at Port Pirie, South 
Australia, son of William Cairns, timber contractor from Scotland, and his Australian-born wife Amy 
Florence, née Bell. He was educated at Riverton High School and at Adelaide High School, where he was 
dux and editor of the journal in 1911, and proceeded to the university with an exhibition. On 11 May 1915 
he joined the Australian Imperial Force as a private in the Australian Army Medical Corps, and from 30 July 
served in the 3rd Australian General Hospital on Lemnos. Next February he returned to complete his 
medical course at the University of Adelaide which he represented at rowing and lacrosse. He graduated 
M.B., B.S. in 1917 after being Davies Thomas and Everard Scholar, was commissioned as captain on 7 
August, and elected to the South Australian Rhodes scholarship. From 29 March 1918 he served in France 
with the 2nd A.G.H., the 3rd A.G.H., the 47th British Division and the 15th Australian Field Ambulance. 
 
Cairns entered Balliol College, Oxford, in January 1919, rowed as bow in the University Boat Race and was 
president of the Balliol Boat Club. After six months in the Radcliffe Infirmary as house surgeon, he utilized 
his Rhodes scholarship to begin his long connexion with the London Hospital, first in the pathology 
institute, then in the surgical unit, becoming F.R.C.S. in 1921, the year of his marriage to Barbara Forster, 
youngest of the remarkable daughters of A. L. Smith, master of his Oxford College. 
 
At this stage Cairns's special interest was genito-urinary work. As Hunterian Professor of the Royal College 
in 1926, he lectured on testicle tumours and the congenital cystic kidney. His work was marked by 
thoroughness rather than brilliance. He was already utterly dependable. The time was ripe, in his view, for 
the development of neurosurgery at the London Hospital, and in 1926-27 he took leave with a Rockefeller 
fellowship to study the new speciality under Harvey Cushing at the Peter Brigham Young Institute, Boston, 
Massachusetts. Under Cushing's abiding inspiration, he learned the surgical technique, the organisation of 
a clinic and the system of record collection with which he was to endow generations of his pupils. 
Returning to England in 1927 he had an assured appointment at the London Hospital but life was not at 
first financially easy. The young man took some time to make his mark since he insisted on specializing in 
neurological surgery in a manner which seemed unorthodox. His beds were scattered, theatres not easily 
made available, and nurses and especially radiologists were untrained in the new kind of surgery which 
was, moreover, unpopular with anaesthetists. (Sir) Geoffrey Jefferson and Professor N. M. Dott were facing 
similar obstacles and the three men soon created a new school of British neurological surgery of 
international stature. 
 
Cairns soon became inordinately busy, his consulting work being carried out in the London Hospital, his 
operating in West End nursing homes. Another visit to Cushing strengthened his resolve to be an integral 
part of a medical school freed from the consuming distractions and wealth of a busy metropolitan practice. 
'Hugo' Cairns was the vital force in persuading Lord Nuffield, who was stunned by his enthusiastically 
unyielding energy, to make his farsighted benefaction to Oxford medicine. Cairns had by now an 
international reputation: when T. E. Lawrence was fatally injured on his motorcycle in May 1935, it was 'Mr 
Cairns, the brain surgeon' who was immediately called to treat him. 
 
Cairns was the inevitable first tenant of the new Nuffield chair of surgery at Oxford in 1937 and he was 
elected a professorial fellow of Balliol. He left the London clinic in good hands, characteristically taking 
copies of his case records, clinical photographs and pathological material with him. He was a pioneer in 
employing a medical artist in his theatres. Doubts about the adequacy of clinical material were soon 
dispelled, but eighteen creative months with new wards coming to life were interrupted by war, when 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/cairns-sir-hugh-william-bell-5464/text9283


 

Cairns at once became adviser on head injuries to the Ministry of Health and neurosurgeon to the army, 
eventually rising to brigadier. A new base hospital for head injuries was established at St Hugh's College 
where 'The Nutcrackers Suite' became a neurological unit of first importance. Just as Cairns was swift to 
stress the advantage of air evacuation of battle casualties, so too was he busy in organizing the mobile 
surgical teams which revolutionized the treatment of wounded in the North African campaigns. Earlier still 
in the war he had persuaded the army to make crash helmets for dispatch riders compulsory. 
 
Cairns was inevitably active in developing the use and technique of penicillin treatment developed at 
Oxford by (Lord) Howard Florey, his successor as Rhodes scholar from Adelaide. Having studied the 
technique of penicillin treatment of pneumococcal meningitis, and tuberculous meningitis with 
streptomycin, in his last years he became interested in the operation of leucotomy. 
 
He was appointed K.B.E. in 1946. Next year he was elected the first Sims Commonwealth professor 
appointed by the Royal College and given the honorary M.D. of Adelaide. He was an enthusiastic supporter 
of the medical research soon to begin in the Australian National University. He travelled widely and in his 
later years administrative and ambassadorial duties stole time from his clinical work, but he remained to 
the end first and foremost the 'good doctor'. Every patient became Cairns's personal friend for life. He was 
always an exacting exemplar, mellowing as he grew older but still fiercely demanding of his pupils as of 
himself. He played tennis as if his life depended on it; felled or sawed timber at Wytham Woods until his 
companions were exhausted; snatched holidays at Bamburgh; and listened to music with his own especial 
raptness. He was the ideal professorial fellow of Balliol, the college he loved; his counsels were all-
important. 
 
He faced death stoically when an operation diagnosed cancer. To the end he remained at work, being 
flown to the pillow of some dying eastern potentate, just as in 1946—a measure of his international 
repute—he had been flown immediately to attend to the American general, George S. Patton. He was an 
eagerly scholarly man who produced more than a hundred papers. His own collection of important early 
French neurological papers was lost by arson in the Cairns library established in his honour at the Radcliffe. 
He believed himself to be 'very normal', a claim denied by his own very excellence. 'I don't think I'm very 
clever: I'm quite ordinary really'. What was unique was his personal bravery, his superb stamina, his 
integrity, and his capacity to brush aside obstacles. He was always looking ahead and was simple in the 
directness of his plans; people saw through them but found themselves co-operating because of his unique 
resolution, his charm and his utter dependability. He could not understand the petty, nor could he neglect 
any detail in 'working up a case', in Cushing's manner. He died in the Radcliffe Infirmary on 18 July 1952 
after a singularly happy marriage, leaving a widow, two sons, and two daughters. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Also see 
Sir Hugh Cairns, KBE 
SA History Hub 
http://sahistoryhub.com.au/people/sir-hugh-cairns-kbe 
 

  

http://sahistoryhub.com.au/people/sir-hugh-cairns-kbe


 

Published Biographies 
 
Blood Sweat and Fears: Medical Practitioners and Medical Students of South Australian who served in World War 1.  
Verco, Summers, Swain and Jelly 2014. 
 

  



 

Published Biographies 
 
‘Bell Family’, ISBN 7 86252 262 6, 1986 Bell Family Committee (pages 111 and 112) 
 

 

 
Note: The photograph of HWB Cairns and Lindsay Bell would be from Hugh’s trip to Australia in 1948. 

 



 

Biography – additional details 
 

The three published biographies relating to Hugh give a good account of Hugh’s life and work and war service. The 

additional photographs and newspaper articles below have been added to highlight Hugh’s early life and some of his 

latter successes. 

 

Early Life 

 

Hugh William Bell Cairns was born on the 26th June 1886 at Port Pirie, SA, the only child of William Cairns and Amy 

Florence Cairns nee Bell. The family lived at Port Pirie then at Riverton, SA. 

 

 

H.W.B. Cairns – at Right 

Date unknown 

Schooling 

 

Hugh was educated at Port Pirie then at Riverton High School where he won a bursary to attend Adelaide Boys High 

School. While at AHS, Hugh played tennis, cricket and football. Hewas a member of the 1910 Rifle Team, co-editor of 

the AHS School magazine in 1911 and a Lance Corporal in the Cadets in 1911. 

 

Further details of his scholastic, sporting and other achievements while at AHS were reported when Hugh later won 

the 1917 Rhodes Scholarship.  

 

 
 



 

1910 AHS Football and Rifle Teams 

 

HWB Cairns Back Row – Fourth from Right 
 

 



 

Adelaide University 

 

Hugh commenced studying studied medicine at the University of Adelaide in 1912. Having completed third year 

medicine he enlisted for WWI but after 10 months service he was discharged and returned to Adelaide to complete 

his medical degree. In 1916 he was the acting Government patholigist for two weeks, house surgeon at the 

Childrens’ Hospital (three months) and assistant at the Venereal Department of the Adelaide Hospital. Hugh 

graduating MB BS in July 1917, in a special ceremony for medical graduated before enlisting in the Australian Army 

Medical Corps. 

 

While at Adellaide University Hugh was actively involced in sporting and other activities which were well documened 

in the newspaper reports (below) when he won the South Australian Rhodes Scholar 1917 (Oxford). He was 

secretary and treasurer of the University students’s conference and procession in 1913. 

 

At the completion of fourth year Hugh was awarded a Davies Thomas Scholarship, and in addition to the Rhodes 

Scholarship he was awarded the the Everard Scholarship in 1917. 

 

Hugh performed in a character sketch at the December 1913, University Students’ Concert, performaing alongside 

fellow medical student Alan Morey. 

1913 University Students’ Concert 

 

Alan Morey and Hugh Cairns  

 

 Alan Wilson Morey was a fellow St Peter's College and Adelaide University medical student. He had been awarded the 1913 

Rhodes Scholarship at Oxford. Deferring his study, he enlisted in the UK joining the Royal Scots (Lothian Regiment) and was 

wounded in an action that saw him awarded the Military Cross. On recovery he joined the Royal Flying Corps but was again 

injured in a training accident. Crippled but able to walk with the aid of two sticks he completed his training with the 60 

Squadron. Sadly he was killed in action when he collided with German flyer Lt. Martin Möbius of Jasta 7. Indications were that 

this was a deliberate action to protect another flyer that was under attack from the rear. 



 

 

 

 

       
  



 

Adelaide University Sport 

 

Adelaide University Sports Association 

Hugh was a delegate to the AUSA in 1915 and in 1916. He was the Treasurer of the AUSA and a member of the 

finance committee of the AUSA.  

 

Tennis 

Hugh played C Grade Tennis wit the AUTC in 1912. 

 

Rowing 

Hugh was a member of the AUBC (1913-15). In addition to rowing regularly in local regattas, Hugh was on the 

committee of the Boat Club for three years and he represented Adelaide University at the Intervarsity in 1914. 

 

1914 – Adelaide University Intervarsity Boat Crew 

 

H.W.B. Cairns – Fourth from Left 
 
Football 

On his return from active service to complete his medical degree, Hugh played football for the AUFC in the A and B 

grades in 1916. 

 

Lacrosse 

Hugh commenced playing C Grade Lacrosse for the AULC in 1912, and was a member of the 1912 B Grade 

Premiership team. In 1913 and 1914 he played A grade lacrosse for Adelaide University and represented the 

University at Intervarsity in those years. In 1913 Hugh was a member of the Junior Metropolitan Team. 

 

Hugh was a member of the AULC committee (1914-16) including the roles of  Secretary and Treasurer in 1916. He 

was the AULC’s delegate to the SA Lacrosse Association in 1916.  



 

Adelaide University Lacrosse Club - B Grade Premiers 1912 

 

HWB Cairns – Seated – Far Right 

Back row: A.W.Morey, H.K.Gault, N.Bennett, H.Finniss, N.C.Shierlaw, P.Wall 

Front row: A.S.Blackburn, J.McGee (v.c.), W.J.Close (capt), W.Varley, H.W.B.Cairns, J.Hannan (emg.) 
 

1913 Adelaide University Intervarsity Lacrosse 

 

HWB Cairns – Back Row Far Right 
Back row: L.A.Whitington, C.L.Abbott, K.Healy, G.A.Yuill, E.Millhouse, J.S.Verco, H.Cairns. 

Front row: N.G.Abbott, K.C.Godfrey, H.C.C.Rennie (capt), S.E.Holder, L.G.Tassie, H.Wagstaff. 



 

 

1914 Adelaide University Intervarsity Lacrosse 

 

HWB Cairns – Back Row – Far Right 
Back row: E.M.Bagot, K.J.B.Healy, K.C.Godfrey, W.Varley, W.J.W.Close, H.W.D.Cairns (sic). 

Middle row: E.W.J.Millhouse, G.A.Yuill (v-capt), L.A.Whittington (capt), C.A.L.Abbott, N.B.G.Abbott. 

Front: C.A.M.West (umpire), E.M.Weatherill. 

World War I 
 

Refer to the excerpt from Blood Sweat and Fears: Medical Practitioners and Medical Students of South Australian 
who Served in World War 1. Verco, Summers, Swain and Jelly 2014. 
 
Below is a letter from Hugh to the teachers and students of AHS which was published in the AHS School Magazine in 
1915. 

 



 

 
Hugh’s personal thoughts on his early WWI service are recorded in ‘Diary of Hugh William Bell Cairns, Acting Lance-
Corporal, AAMC, No.3 AGH. January - February 1916”. This is an unpublished document typed from loose papers in a 
diary of February-September 1918 sent to G.J. Fraenkel by Dr. Margaret Yekutiel (Hugh’s daughter) in December, 
1987. It begins with the evacuation of No. 3 AGH from Lemnos after the Dardanelles campaign and ends with his 
departure for Sydney, where he was discharged to complete his medical course. 
(https://trove.nla.gov.au/version/220885493). 
 

AHS School Magazine - 1916. 
 

 
 

AHS School Magazine – Christmas 1916. 

 

 
 

 

Oxford University 

From http://www.whonamedit.com/doctor.cfm/3166.html 

 

‘In January 1919 he obtained leave from the army in order to begin studies at Oxford. He entered Balliol College but 
also found time for another serious occupation, rowing. He was president of the Balliol Boat Club and distinguished 
himself by representing Oxford as a bow in the University boat race of 1920. The race was won by Cambridge. 
 
After six months in the Radcliffe Infirmary as house surgeon, he utilized his Rhodes scholarship to begin his long 
connexion with the London Hospital, first in the pathology institute, then in the surgical unit, becoming F.R.C.S. in 
1921. 
 

https://trove.nla.gov.au/version/220885493
http://www.whonamedit.com/doctor.cfm/3166.html


 

He was greatly admired by the family of A. L. Smith, the Master of Balliol, and by Lady Sherrington and Lady Osler, 
through whom he first med Harvey Williams Cushing (1869-1939). While staying with the Smiths at their house in 
Northumberland he became engaged to their youngest daughter Barbara, a graduate in history from Girton College, 
Cambridge. They were married in Oxford in November 1921, the day after Cairns passed the first FRCS examination.’ 

 

Marriage and Family 

 

Hugh married Barbara Foster Smith in 1921. They had four children, Hugh (b 1922), David (b 1926), Margaret (b 
1928) and Elizabeth (b 1933). All four children graduated from Oxford and their qualifications, career and children (at 
about 1985) are detailed in the excerpt from ‘Bell Family’ below. 
 

 
  



 

Career 
 
Hugh’s career is fully detailed in the published biographies above. The following are some newspaper articles from 
Australian papers relating to his career. 
 

February 1929 – Rockefeller Travelling Scholarship 
 

 
 

December 1932 
 

  



 

January 1937 
 

 
 
 

January 1940 
 

 



 

World War II 

 
Refer to the excerpt from Blood Sweat and Fears: Medical Practitioners and Medical Students of South Australian 
who Served in World War 1. Verco, Summers, Swain and Jelly 2014. 

 
- August 1943 

 

 
 

 

HWB Cairns 
  



 

 

HWB Cairns 
 
 
 

December 1945 
 

 
 
 
  



 

Hugh was appointed Knight Commander of the Order of the British Empire in June 1946. 
 

 
 

Visit to Australia - January 1948 
 

  



 

1948 – Arriving at Parafield Airport 

 

Dr. Barham Black, Sir Hugh Cairns and Dr. Leonard Charles Edward Lindon 
© The Advertiser 

 

Death 
 
Hugh died in Oxford, England on 18 July 1952. 

 

  



 

In Memoriam Sir Hugh Cairns, K.B.E., D.M., F.R.C.S. (1896–1952) 

First published: September 1952 https://doi.org/10.1002/bjs.18004016018 

 

 
  

https://doi.org/10.1002/bjs.18004016018


 

Legacies 

 
United Kingdom 
The Cairns Library (one of the Bodleian Libraries) at the John Radcliffe Hospital in Oxford and the medical school 
Hugh Cairns Surgical Society in Oxford are both named for Hugh. The Sir Hugh Cairns Memorial Trust and the Cairns 
Memorial Lecture. 

 
Adelaide University  
The Sir Hugh Cairns Memorial Scholarship was originally established in 1953 by a donation of $2,100 to the 
University by the Committee of the Sir Hugh Cairns Memorial Association for the purpose of founding a prize to 
perpetuate the memory of Sir Hugh Cairns, a former student of the Adelaide High School. The Endowment now 
supports a scholarship for a student of the Adelaide High School who is commencing a Bachelor of Medicine, 
Bachelor of Surgery Degree at the University of Adelaide.  
 
Motorcycle helmets  
When Colonel T.E. Lawrence (“Lawrence of Arabia”) was fatally injured in a motorcycle accident in May 1935, one of 
the several doctors attending him was a young neurosurgeon, Hugh Cairns. He was moved by the tragedy in a way 
that was to have far-reaching consequences. At the beginning of the Second World War, he highlighted the 
unnecessary loss of life among army motorcycle dispatch riders as a result of head injuries. His research concluded 
that the adoption of crash helmets as standard by both military and civilian motorcyclists would result in considerable 
saving of life. It was 32 years later, however, that motorcycle crash helmets were made compulsory in the United 
Kingdom. As a consequence of treating T.E. Lawrence and through his research at Oxford, Sir Hugh Cairns' work 
largely pioneered legislation for protective headgear by motorcyclists and subsequently in the workplace and for 
many sports worldwide. Over subsequent decades, this has saved countless lives. 
 
Neurosurgery, Volume 50, Issue 1, 1 January 2002, Pages 176–180, Published: 01 January 2002 
https://doi.org/10.1097/00006123-200201000-00026 
 
For a more detailed story of the life of Sir Hugh Cairns see 

 ‘Hugh Cairns: First Nuffield Professor of Surgery, University of Oxford’, Gustav Julius Fraenkel, Oxford 
University Press, 1991, ISBN 10: 0192620959 / ISBN 13: 9780192620958 

 ‘The Caiirns Tradition’ Journal of Neurology, Neurosurgery, and Psychiatry 1990; 53: 188-193 
jnnp.bmj.com/content/jnnp/53/3/188.full.pdf 

 
Jubilee 150 Plaque 

 

North Terrace, Adelaide  

https://doi.org/10.1097/00006123-200201000-00026
https://www.abebooks.com/products/isbn/9780192620958?cm_sp=bdp-_-9780192620958-_-isbn10
https://www.abebooks.com/products/isbn/9780192620958?cm_sp=bdp-_-9780192620958-_-isbn13


 

 
Profile Compiled by:  Beth Filmer (AUFC/AUCC WW1 Memorial Committee) 

 
Profilers Note:- 
 
Sir Hugh William Bell Cairns’ mother Amy Florence Bell was the daughter of Joseph Bell II (born 1835). Joseph Bell II 
was the son of Joseph Bell (born 1809). Joseph Bell, the second son of Douglas Bell and Sarah Elizabeth Rhodes, was 
one of the early settlers in South Australia. 
 
Joseph’s elder brother George Bell (born 1800-d  1848). After his death, George’s widow (Mary) and the children 
migrated to South Australia. George and Mary’s second child Sarah Ann Bell became the second wife of Thomas 
Stephen Filmer, who had arrived in South Australia on the 4th December 1838. Sarah Ann Bell and Thomas Stephen 
Filmer are the Great Great Grandparents of EE (Beth) Filmer and Janne L Filmer (Adelaide University Football Club 
Historians).  
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