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Dr William Langsford CSted

1965 | DEPUTY COMMISSIONER

Dr William Langsford joined St John Ambulance Brigade
as a Cadet in Auckland, New Zealand and graduated to
the adult division. He served as a medical orderly during
World War 2 and then came to Darwin in 1952. He left the
Territory for a time but returned in the 1960s and took up a
position as the Darwin Hospital Superintendent.

In October 1965 the South Australian Commissioner
of the St John Ambulance Brigade, Dr J M Pedler, was
invited to Darwin to help establish the Northern Territory
as a sub-District of the Brigade. This was approved on
8th November 1965 and Dr William “Spike” Langsford,
Principal Medical Officer for the Northern Territory, was
appointed Deputy Commissioner. He held this position
until leaving the Territory in 1972.

Dr Langsford was admitted as an Officer in the Order of
St John in 1966.

In 1969 a combined committee of St John Ambulance
and Red Cross was formed with Dr Langsford as the
Chairman. This committee was formed as part of a major
recruitment campaign to boost volunteer numbers.

In 1970 he was promoted to Commander in the Order of
St John.

Dr Langsford was the first chairman of the Council of the
Order of St John in the Northern Territory.

He was transferred to Canberra in 1972 and was the
Northern Territory representative at the inaugural Institute
of Ambulance Officers (Australia) meeting.

He spent time in the Embassy in Rome before retiring in
Canberra.

Promotions in the Order

1966  Officer
1970 Commander
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Dr Colin Mills OBStdJ

1972 | DEPUTY COMMISSIONER
1976 | COMMISSIONER

Dr Colin Mills was born on 26th December 1938 and grew
up on a farm on the Eyre Peninsular in South Australia.
Until the end of World War 2 when his father, who had
served in the 9th Division AlF, returned home he lived and
was educated in Adelaide. He continued his education at
Urrbrae Boys High School from 1950 to 1953 then studied
medicine at Adelaide University from 1959 to 1964. After
his internship he worked in Papua New Guinea, initially
at Bulolo Morobe district then Mendi Southern Highlands
district before finally becoming Regional Medical Officer
in Papua. During this time he was studying at Dunedin
University for the Diploma Public Health and Diploma
Industrial Health.

In 1972 he and his family moved to the Northern Territory
where he directed the NT Health Planning unit until
after Cyclone Tracy, he was then appointed Medical
Superintendent CEO Darwin Hospital.

Due to his imminent departure from the Territory Dr “Spike”
Langsford, who was Director of Health and Deputy
Commissioner for St John Ambulance, asked Dr Mills if
he would take over the role of Deputy Commissioner. He
agreed and was eventually commissioned in 1973 when
he was also promoted to Officer Brother in the Priory of
St John.

The role of Deputy Commissioner entailed many meetings
and much correspondence between Darwin and Adelaide.
This was especially so while proposing and arranging the
formation of the Brigade in the NT, the formation of the
St John Council and ongoing administration of the NT
District. Until now the Northern Territory was still under
the control of South Australia.

On Christmas Eve 1974 Dr Mills was in Adelaide with
his family when Cyclone Tracy devastated Darwin. On
Christmas Day unable to contact anyone in Darwin
he contacted the Director General Commonwealth
Health who asked him to fly to Alice Springs pick up the
Aeromedical Service aircraft, a de Havilland Dove, and fly
to Katherine and operate the Aeromedical Service from
there. With great assistance from the Katherine Hospital
staff and the local General Practitioners they provided
a service for the outback and for the thousands fleeing
Darwin by road. Many of these evacuees required
considerable medical help. “Around 2pm one night while
in casualty a woman | recognised from Darwin Hospital
nursing staff said ‘could you please help my husband?’
She gave me a tissue wrapped object then went on to

say ‘we rolled over just up the road’. It was a piece of his
skull bone! After emergency surgery in Katherine he was
evacuated to an interstate neurosurgical unit”.

After a week in Katherine Dr Mills returned to Darwin, the
city was devastated but the St John Ambulance service
had been magnificent. During the cyclone volunteers had
remained at the ambulance station and when the wind
subsided they had provided assistance to the locals; in
the absence of road transport this was the only medical
help available for some time. There were a number of
individual great efforts by St John volunteers during the
cyclone and Dr Mills recommended to Priory that they be
acknowledged. It was, however, an overall team effort
and all were recognised by a Priory Vote of Thanks.

In his submission to the Commonwealth Department
of Health in Canberra, regarding funding for a St John
managed ambulance service; it was this local community
first aid in an emergency that Dr Mills highlighted. The
community support was enormous and the proposal was
successful. The mix of full-time paid staff and volunteer
members provided wide community support in many
emergencies. There were to be teething problems, the
ambulance staff transporting patients over long distances
in such a hot climate needed skills in rehydration and
other medical areas. These problems were overcome and
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St John Northern Territory could be said to have provided
some of the impetus for the improvement in Australian
ambulance transport.

After Cyclone Tracy with community support high
and grants from the Commonwealth Government the
Casuarina St John Centre was established. The design
was from a winning entry in a design competition. The
Brigade flourished and the St John Council was very
busy with tremendous support from the community as a
whole. From Darwin to the border with South Australia
the St John Ambulance volunteers and staff had earned
community respect by their service during emergencies.

In 1975 Dr Mills had the pleasure of announcing that Mr
Warren Burgess was to be the first full time Manager for
St John Ambulance in the NT and would commence duty
in August. It was following this appointment that Dr Mills
announced that a proposal was before the Government
for St John to take over administration of the ambulance
service. It had previously been run by four paid staff from
the Health Department and St John volunteers.

Dr Mills was appointed Acting Commissioner in September
1976 when the Territory was granted autonomy as a
District.

In November 1976 he was appointed the first
Commissioner in the Northern Territory.

On Wednesday 4th November 1976 the Commissioner,
Dr Colin Mills presented a Service medal to Grant Keetley.
Grant was the first Territorian to be presented with the
Service Medal. Dr Mills says “| was very privileged to be
the first Commissioner of St John in the Northern Territory.”

“Unfortunately there were family difficulties and | resigned
my Commission and moved to Adelaide. My wife and |
divorced and | returned to practice Occupational Medicine.
In 1983 | married Heather. My four daughters have
University degrees, the youngest is a Medical graduate
and my youngest child, a son, is currently at the University
of SA studying aviation.”

Dr Mills is now retired and living in Adelaide.

Promotions in the Order
1973  Officer Brother
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Photograph courtesy of John Pohl: Parap centre repairs following Cyclone Tracy
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Dr Alan Bromwich OBE, RFD KStJ

1978 | COMMISSIONER

Born in England in 1924, Alan Bromwich graduated in
medicine from King’s College, Cambridge in 1945 and
served in the Royal Air Force from 1946 until 1948. After
that he gained his surgical fellowship and worked in
England as a surgical registrar. In 1956 while working in
the operating theatre at Charing Cross Hospital Alan was
asked by the senior anaesthetist if he was interested in
working overseas. With prospects of getting a consultant’s
job very poor due to extreme competition, he took up the
challenge and a month later found himself in Aden, South
Arabia, as a surgeon in the oil refinery. That job lasted two
and a half years, finishing due to the deteriorating security
situation.

Alan and his family returned to England, determined to
return to the healthier tropics rather than live once again
in cold, rainy England. Three months passed without any
prospects and the family were feeling rather disheartened.
Then two jobs were advertised, one for a surgeon in Darwin
and the other in the Copper belt of Northern Rhodesia.
Alan applied and was short listed for both positions. The
Darwin interview came up first and in November 1958
Alan, his wife Rosemary and children sailed from England,
eventually arriving in Darwin on Boxing Day 1958.

The Bromwich family had their first experience with the
Canberra bureaucratic mentality while still in England.
Having picked up and studied information about Darwin
from Australia House, they were later interviewed by an
Australian immigration official in Brighton. When the
official said that he didn’t know if there was even a school
in Darwin, Alan replied that last year there had been three
hundred school children in Darwin.

Alan’s first impression of the old Darwin Hospital at Myilly
Point was that it was primitive. It had been built just before
the start of World War 2 and was now twenty years old.
[t had been extended with corrugated iron sheds for
things like the TB ward. The single operating theatre was
pretty poor, but they were already building new improved
theatres. There were open wards and the maternity ward,
which was an extension, had only just been enclosed with
insect screens. “So bits of it were adequate. Bits of it were
hopelessly inadequate.”

Having come from an air conditioned refinery hospital and
air conditioned housing the whole place was a bit of a
shock.

After having done a lot of surgery on primitive tribesmen
in Aden, Alan found that indigenous Territorians with their
health problems weren’t all that very much different.

With only seven doctors in the hospital a general surgeon
had to be versatile, carrying out procedures that nowadays
would be performed by specialist orthopaedic surgeons,
gynaecologists and ENT surgeons. The hospital did have
an eye specialist, so that’s one area he didn’t have to learn.

Alan retired from the Department of Health in 1981 and
continued in private practice for the next ten years or
s0. “Until 1994, | was doing mostly medico-legal work,
reporting for third party and workers’ compensation, and
various similar things. | finished that and retired completely
in '94.”

By the time that Alan retired in 1981 the Myilly Point
hospital had expanded considerably. There were new
operating theatres and “the old, rather tumbledown wards”
had gone. A new surgical block had been built with two
surgical, one paediatric and an intensive care ward. The
hospital had come into the twentieth century and was as
good as any country hospital could be expected.

In the early days the ambulance service as such came
under the Department of Health with one or two
ambulances attached to each hospital in the Territory.
They were driven by a duty orderly who at best had a first
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