ELSIE CHAMBERLAIN (1910 – 1991)
The Reverend Elsie Chamberlain was the first female minister to work as a Chaplain in the Royal Air Force.
[image: ]Elsie was born in Islington in 1910.  Her father, James, worked for the GPO, and was an ardent member of the Church of England being a chorister from the age of 8 to the age of 80.  On the other hand, her mother, Annie, was a member of the Congregational Church in Islington which she attended accompanied by her children.  Elsie’s non conformist background was reinforced by her attending Channing School for Girls which was a Unitarian foundation.  On leaving school, despite being qualified to teach the violin, Elsie trained as and worked as a dress designer.
In the early 1930s, when Elsie was in her early 20s, her minister, Robert Shepherd, encouraged her to consider the call to ministry and she joined a group that he led learning Hebrew.  It’s illustrative of the obstacles that confronted a woman exploring her vocation in those days that when she approached a college professor about training to be minister, he told her that even if she was trained it was doubtful that a church would call her to be its minister.  Elsie’s reply was that, if this was the case, she’d return to dress designing.
Notwithstanding any discouragement, Elsie enrolled at King’s College, London to study for a Bachelor of Divinity degree.  As part of its function, King’s College trained male ordinands for ordination in the Church of England, so Elsie was one of the few women and fewer non Anglicans.  The heavily Anglican atmosphere in fact strengthened her Congregationalism.  While at King’s Elsie met John Garrington, an Anglican ordinand two years ahead of her, and despite a confrontational first meeting, they became engaged in 1939.
John completed his training and was ordained to serve his curacy in the parish of St Martin’s Kensal Rise in London.  Both Elsie and John believed in each other’s vocations and, when Elsie completed her training, in August 1939, she moved to Liverpool to be the assistant minister at the church of The Revd Muriel Paulden in Berkley Street.  It was agreed with the Congregational Union that this post would serve as Elsie’s training for ministry.
With the outbreak of war, the church in Liverpool became a welfare and community centre both for those living in the area and for soldiers in a nearby transit camp.  Elsie spent a great deal of time providing a listening ear for young soldiers many of whom were away from home for the first time.  Many of the soldiers didn’t return from operational service.  This put together with her ministry through the Blitz that Liverpool suffered, working with the wounded, dying and traumatised, led Elsie to being a lifelong advocate of peace.  John was by this time a curate in Kensington working through the London Blitz as both priest and fire warden.  Elsie’s parents moved to live with her in Liverpool and her mother, particularly, put pressure on her to call off her engagement to John, as she didn’t approve; Elsie gave in and called the engagement off.  In 1941 she was received into the roll of Congregational Ministers and became The Revd Elsie Chamberlain.
On becoming a qualified minister Elsie moved from Liverpool to Christ Church in Friern Barnet, North London.  Her parents moved with her and bought a house in which they lived with Elsie. It’s interesting to note that Christ Church was the church in which Cecil Pugh served until he joined the RAF Chaplains’ Branch on the outbreak of war in 1939.  After serving in the UK, he was posted to West Africa in 1941 and, on his way there, his troopship was torpedoed and sank.  Pugh refused to abandon troops trapped in the hold and had himself lowered to them; he was never seen again and, after the war, was awarded a posthumous George Cross.  Perhaps knowledge of her predecessor encouraged Elsie to think in terms of RAF Chaplaincy as a possible future calling.
By the time that Elsie arrived in Friern Barnet the Blitz was more or less over, but it wasn’t long before London became the target of V1 rockets, the Doodlebug. As she did in Liverpool, Elsie applied herself to caring for the people of her area; she was particularly concerned about the children and the psychological damage that the war was having on them, especially as many were without fathers, having been called up to the Forces.  She ran a club for small children, a youth club and, given her musical ability, a youth orchestra.  She also gave music lessons for which she charged and donated the fees to the Bombed Churches Fund.  At the other end of the scale, Elsie organized a canteen for troops on leave, their wives and the elderly.  She was a strict teetotaller and earned some unpopularity by opposing the provision by the Red Cross of beer to repatriated troops.  She said, “I am a staunch teetotaller and so are many of my congregation.  I have to stand up for my principles.  It is not easy to do these unpopular things.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Jannette Williams, First Lady of the Pulpit (The Book Guild, Sussex, 1993)] 

It was after the war that Elsie received an invitation to become an RAF Chaplain.  This came about as a result of a friendship with Lady Margaret Stansgate who she’d met at King’s College while the latter was studying Hebrew as a “mature student”.  In her youth, in the 1920s, Lady Stansgate was a member of the League of the Church Militant which was the predecessor of the Movement for the Ordination of Women and was rebuked by Randall Thomas Davidson, the Archbishop of Canterbury, for advocating the ordination of women. Later in her life she was the first president of the Congregational Federation.  She, therefore, had much in common with Elsie.  Lady Stansgate was married to William Wedgewood Benn, a Liberal and then Labour politician who was created Viscount Stansgate in 1942 and was appointed Secretary of State for Air in Clement Attlee’s Labour Cabinet in 1945[footnoteRef:2].  When Lord Stansgate was called to Downing Street to be told of his appointment to the Cabinet, his wife said, “If you are offered the Air Ministry, you will make Elsie Chamberlain a chaplain in the RAF won’t you?”[footnoteRef:3] [2:  William Wedgewood Benn was an Observer in the Royal Flying Corps and then the RAF during the First World War being awarded a DFC in 1918.  He was aged 37 in 1914.  On the outbreak of the Second World War he joined the RAFVR as a Pilot Officer and was promoted to Air Commodore in 1944 and became the RAF’s Director of Public Relations.  Towards the end of the War  at the age of 67 he flew on several missions as an air gunner in Bomber Command aircraft, being possibly the oldest man to do so.  He was the father of Tony Wedgewood Benn (1925 -2014), the veteran Labour politician, who disclaimed the Stansgate Viscountcy for life when he inherited the title in 1960 so that he could continue to serve in the House of Commons.]  [3:  Williams p 29] 

Indeed, Lord Stansgate was keen to have a woman Chaplain in the RAF and Elsie was an appropriate candidate.  Approval for Elsie’s appointment was gained from the United Board of Chaplains, the body responsible for sending all non Anglican and non Roman Catholic Chaplains into the Forces, and Stansgate even obtained approval from the King and Queen.  The Church of England, however, in the form of the Archbishop of Canterbury, Geoffrey Fisher, bitterly objected to the appointment.  He wrote to Lord Stansgate and insisted that Church of England RAF personnel should be warned not to attend her services and that she should not in any way exercise any liturgical influence over Church of England Chaplains, the inference being that Church of England Chaplains should not cooperate with Elsie in any way.  Fortunately, we now live in different times!
Notwithstanding the objections of Archbishop Fisher, Elsie was appointed as a Chaplain within the Chaplains’ Branch[footnoteRef:4] in March 1946 with the rank of a squadron officer in the WRAF.  As the photograph above illustrates, she wore Chaplain’s insignia.  However, when the Air Force List was next published Elsie’s name was included in the welfare section not the Chaplains’ section; this displeased Lord Stansgate, who insisted that the original lists be pulped and a new document produced listing Elsie as a member of the Chaplains’ Branch.  Stansgate wrote to Elsie, “My dear Chaplain, I am very proud of the job.  I hope all goes well with your pioneer work.  It’s about the only important thing that’s happened for a long time”.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Presumably under the authority of the Principal PMUB Chaplain.]  [5:  Williams p 33] 

Elsie’s first posting was to the College at RAF Cranwell, where there was some shock amongst personnel when visiting the Chaplain’s office to discover a female Chaplain.  With that said, all personnel but especially WRAF found Elsie easy to confide in; a great advantage was that Elsie could visit female accommodation.  As was the custom then, Elsie had to lead parade ground prayers often for 2000 personnel which she admitted was terrifying, but she did say, “I knew I had been really accepted after my first parade ground prayers.  Some of the men told me that they had heard me in the rear ranks, and that had never happened before”.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Ibid] 

Within a short space of time Elsie was posted to RAF St Athan.  Unfortunately, owing to the wet and damp climate there, she was soon struck down with ‘infective arthritis’ necessitating confinement to bed.  For days she was unable to walk and was eventually admitted into the local military hospital for treatment.  Lord Stansgate wrote to her in a letter dated 19 July 1946, just four months after she became a Chaplain, “I do hope that you are on the mend.  We have been much concerned ….. Do get better soon.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Ibid] 

In November 1946 Elsie was discharged from hospital and returned to her parents’ home in Frien Barnet to await a medical board.  In a letter of December 1946, the Secretary of the Congregational Union, The Revd Sidney Berry, wrote to her saying that he hoped that she wouldn’t return to the RAF and that he was sure that another “big job” could be found for her considering her achievement of establishing the principle of female RAF Chaplains.  Elsie did appear before a medical board in early 1947 which did not recommend that she should return to her Chaplaincy duties and so she was medically discharged from the RAF.  Although all of the denominational strands of the RAF Chaplains’ Branch did appoint Chaplains’ Assistants, in the Roman Catholic case these were often nuns, who were not actually members of the RAF despite wearing uniform, it was not until 1989 that a female Chaplain, the Revd Jackie Petrie, a former Church of Scotland Deaconess and Chaplains’ Assistant, was commissioned into the Branch, appropriately as a Minister in the United Reform Church (the successor to the Congregational Church in which Elsie served).
Despite the fact that, owing to family objections, Elsie called off her engagement to John Garrington before the War, he never accepted this and remained in touch with her and, it seems that Elsie felt the same way.  However, largely because of his intention to marry a non conformist minister, John failed to obtain a living in the Church of England following his curacies and, because this left him in a financially vulnerable situation, Elsie would not marry him until it was resolved.  Elsie’s daughter writes :
“It was considered that if John was given a parish his wife would be expected to be his support and help wholly in his parish.  His wife should [also] be confirmed.  Obstacles were placed in the way of John Garrington. He found it very difficult to progress from being a curate to being a priest[footnoteRef:8]. Throughout his subsequent priesthood John never had much preferment and it seems probable that he was never forgiven for marrying a non conformist minister.  It was felt that Elsie being an ordained Free Church minister, could not devote one hundred per cent to the duties required of a vicar’s wife.  She would be ministering to her own church members and thereby serving two masters.”[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Of course, John Garrington was ordained priest after his time in the Diaconate, usually a year, regardless of whether he had his own parish.]  [9:  Williams p 38] 

In the end Elsie contacted Lord Stansgate; he spoke to Lord Jowit, the Lord Chancellor, who had a number of Anglican livings within his patronage.  Within days, John was offered the living of All Saints, Hampton, Middlesex and he was instituted on 5 May 1946, while Elsie was still in the RAF.  Following her medical discharge Elsie married John on 19 July 1947, ten years after their original engagement.   It was the first marriage of an Anglican priest to a Congregationalist minister and, as such, was reported on in a number of newspapers.  John later commented :
“Because of Anglican Church prejudice against women clergy, we had to wait ten years before my bishop could be persuaded to let us marry.  We did get married, defying the biases – against women clergy and against closer Anglican/Congregationalist relations.  We were really pioneers in the matter of church unity.  We did it in the teeth of authority.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Ibid p 48] 

After marrying John and assisting him as the ‘vicar’s wife’ in Hampton, Elsie was soon called to the ministry at the Vineyard Congregational Church in Richmond, Surrey.  Her church was attended by the children who lived at a nearby children’s home run by the British Legion and she and John met a young girl called Janette who they adopted having decided not to have children of their own.  Janette was the age of a child that John and Elsie may have had if they’d been allowed to marry when they were first engaged.
In the 1940s Elsie had done some work with the BBC on the wireless, delivering talks for the religious broadcasting department, and in 1950 an opportunity arose for her to become an assistant producer with the broadcaster.  Having taken up the appointment, as the first woman to do so, Elsie took responsibility for the production of Lift Up your Hearts a daily religious broadcast in which she or a guest gave a talk of about five minutes in length.  In 1965 this was renamed Ten to Eight in order to escape the heavily Cranmerian overtones of the original title and then in 1970 it was titled Thought for the Day which it retains to the present time.  Besides Lift Up your Hearts, Elsie contributed to a missionary programme on the Overseas Service, assisted with outside broadcasts, and produced and led both The Daily Service and a Saturday night service. Her daughter says ;
“Her aim was to introduce ordinary people to Christianity and not to one particular denomination; the idea that attracted her most was the opportunity to ‘win the ear of people on the fringes of the Church and those to whom religion was only a word, and not a very interesting word at that!’ She aimed to give people something that would be a Christian message, to think about during the day.”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Williams p 62] 

Elsie worked for the BBC for 17 years and left when her views of the future of religious broadcasting differed from those in authority in the Corporation.  She continued to do some broadcasting until she died.  
In addition to her work at the BBC, Elsie spent a year as the first woman to be Chair of the Congregational Union and was involved in a number of national and international organizations, especially those that were working for the equality of women.  On leaving the BBC she took up several pastorates in the Congregational Church throughout England, sometimes ministering in two places at the same time and driving considerable distances between them.  She continued to work into her late 70s and even then remained engaged with the ministry of the Church.
Elsie died on 10 April 1991 at the age of 81.









Chamberlain was born in Islington in 1910. Her father had been brought up Church Of England but, following her mother's lead, the family joined a Congregational church - Islington Chapel on the corner of Upper Street and Church Street (now Gaskin Street). She was sent to the Channing School for Girls which was Unitarian in foundation. On leaving school, although she qualified to teach the violin, she trained and began work as a dress designer. In the early 1930s her minister, Robert Shepherd, encouraged her to consider the call to ministry and she joined a group that he led learning Hebrew. Still in London, she went on to King's College, London which had a strong Anglican tradition.[1] One of the Anglicans there was John Leslie St Clair Garrington who was two years ahead of her in his training. He wanted to enter the church. Their initial meeting was confrontational but by 1939 they were determined to marry.[2] Just before the start of the war Chamberlain went to work with Reverend Muriel Paulden in Toxteth in Liverpool. In those first few months the Sunday Schools were pretty empty as the local children were evacuated. Chamberlain was involved in visiting the children in their new homes but many soon returned to Toxteth.[3] In 1941 she was appointed to her own church, Christ Church New Southgate & Friern Barnet which led to an invitation in 1944 to speak at Hyde Park Corner.
In 1946 she became the first woman chaplain in the Royal Air Force. This was due to the intercession of Margaret Wedgwood Benn (Viscountess Stansgate) and the appointment of a woman annoyed the Archbishop of Canterbury. Chamberlain had to leave the position when she started to suffer from arthritis. The following year there was great media interest when she married. Her husband had been given a parish and Chamberlain became a "vicar's wife". The position was due to Viscountess Stansgate who, through her husband, had enlisted the help of the Lord Chancellor to appoint Garrington to a parish in his gift. This overcame objections from the Bishop of London that a vicar's wife could not have split loyalties. By the November she had her own church loyalties as part-time minister in Richmond.[1]
In 1950 she became a producer for the BBC of a short radio programme called "Lift Up Your Hearts" which gave a religious view to each day and it still continues as BBC Radio 4's "Thought for the Day".[1]
In 1956 she became the first woman to chair the Congregational Union of England and Wales.[1]
Despite her strong opposition the Congregational Church merged with the English Presbyterian Church. She became involved with 300 churches in the who decided to not join the merger that created the United Reformed Church. They started the Congregational Federation with an office in Nottingham in 1972.[1] The leaders were Viscountess Stansgate, Reginald Cleaves, John Wilcox and Chamberlain.[4]
Death and legacy
Chamberlain died in hospital in Nottingham in 1991. In the following month it was agreed that a plaque should be placed at the chapel at Chulmleigh recognising her as a minister emeritus. The Congregational church members at Castle Gate, Nottingham decided to commission Roy Porter to paint a portrait of Chamberlain that was displayed at their church with another by Porter of Reginald Cleaves[5] who was another important leader in the Congregational Federation.[4]
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First female chaplain - an odd one because she was given a commission in the regular RAF rather than the WAAFs probably because the WAAF didn’t have chaplains.  She was the Reverend(Squadron Leader) Elsie Dorothea Chamberlain BD and a Congregational Church minister.  Her commission was dated 20 Mar 1946.  She had to leave because of arthritis but I don’t know when.  Archbishop Geoffrey Fisher wrote to the Chaplain-in-Chief telling him that she was not allowed to take part in any service or  rite  involving Church of England Chaplains.

After she left the Branch she married an Anglican Vicar and became a famous religious broadcaster.  She died in 1991.  Here’s a photo I found on the Imperial War Museum site although you can’t use it commercially unless you obtain a licence.  Note that it’s a regular RAF Uniform she’s wearing not WAAF nor VTR.

Pete Mills

image1.png




