RAF CHAPLAINS AND D Day

It is possibly surprising that a RAF Chaplains took part in the D Day landings. Geoffrey Harding was a parish priest who, having suffered work related stress during the early years of his ministry nevertheless became an RAF Chaplain in 1943. On 7 June 1944, Harding,  
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This Chaplain is not, as far as is known, Geoffrey Harding, but this would have been the situation in which he found himself on 7 June 1944.  If it was Geoffrey Harding, he would probably have been wearing a tin hat.
aged 35 travelled to Normandy with an RAF Mobile Radar Unit, the task of which was to drive inland and set up radar equipment, known as “half cheeses”, to detect enemy aircraft in order to defend the beach head. Having been lent to US forces, they were due to land on Omaha Beach at 1100hrs, but due to continued intense fighting were landed much later. They descended some distance from the beach, with water up to the shoulders of some service men. Harding recalls, “Things had gone badly wrong, and the formidable steel and concrete defences had only been breached in one place”. Their possessions, including Harding’s prayer book and communion kit, even though wrapped in waterproof coverings, were lost in the process. They found a line of US wounded who had dragged themselves up above the high-water line; Harding continues, “Some trucks got ashore.  I found dry clothes, but we were immediately under fire and our radar stuff was soon destroyed.  The American medical services had been wiped out and our doctor and one orderly worked round the clock to help the wounded”. Harding went about doing what he could.  He said in a later interview with Joan Clifford that he was amazed at the rage he felt within himself that they were being shot at.  In the evening, he made a recce and found a house with a courtyard, though there were Germans very nearby.  In the interview he continued, “I started moving the wounded up to this improvised casualty station and the rest of the unit came too.  Anything to get out of that shell fire!  We went on doing our best for the wounded until an efficient medical unit came next morning…..”[footnoteRef:1] Geoffrey's citation for the MC he was awarded after the war recalls that for 36 hours he  [1:  Joan Clifford (Ed) Thank you Padre, Memories of World War 2 (London 1989) p 115-116] 
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Omaha Beach after it had been secured by US Forces

traversed the beach tending to the wounded and dying and burying the dead. It speaks of his “Gallantry and disregard for his own safety”.  It goes on to say that he went, under fire, into the enemy held village at nightfall on 7 June, to request water for wounded troops. He himself felt uneasy about his decoration, “At the time I could only think of the PBI slogging it out in the bocage country and taking their lives in their hands everyday”. He was the first RAF chaplain into Normandy, the first to land on D-Day. Geoffrey left the RAF after the war, and developed a Healing Centre in Dorset, and then worked for the Archbishop of Canterbury in the area of spiritual healing and mental health.

Another RAF Chaplain who landed on the invasion beaches, half a day or so later than Geoffrey Harding, was Stanley Betts.  Unlike Harding, who landed on a beach in the US sector, Betts landed in the British sector, although there’s no information available regarding what unit he was with.  The war commenced just twelve or so months after Betts was ordained and, having served a short curacy in Cheltenham, he joined the RAF Chaplains’ Branch and served in such places as Halton, Tangmere and Hornchurch before crossing to Normandy in June 1944.  He left no account of his experiences but in an interview after the War Geoffrey Harding refers to him,  “We then moved next to a convenient field at the top of the cliff. We had of course lost all our possessions; this was my first experience of lying on the hard, hard ground- a situation which I never really got used to. At least you’re not interfered with. And as American and British forces had now joined up on the American left, the doctor decided to borrow a motorbike and give me a lift on the back. So we went over to the British sector to try and find a few essentials like a prayer book for me and some badly needed medical supplies for him. It wasn’t a very good motorcycle. The roads were full of nasty holes and I must admit it was something of a nightmare ride in which I hung on for dear life. But we were warmly welcomed by our British friends. I found I was the first RAF padre to get onto the shore of France beating my colleague Bishop Stanley Betts, as he later became, by half a day. He very kindly supplied me with what I needed and somehow we managed to get back again. And our radar equipment was still of course no use but we too got another section of our unit to join us and life began in earnest.” Betts was mentioned in dispatches.

Betts returned to the UK sometime over the next few months and served as Commandant of the RAF Chaplains’ School, which was then at Dowdeswell Court near Cheltenham. Following demobilisation in the later 1940s, he was Chaplain at Clare College, Cambridge and Vicar of Holy Trinity, Cambridge.  As a relatively young and highly experience military Chaplain, Betts’ ministry amongst the Cambridge students, many of whom had returned from military wartime service, was highly effective; it was a time when there was a mini religious revival in many university towns. Following the success of his ministry in Cambridge, and his distinguished military career, the Archbishop of Canterbury appointed him as Bishop to the Forces, a post that he held alongside the suffragan bishopric of Maidstone.  Betts concluded his ministry as Dean of Rochester from which he retired in 1977; he died in 2003 at the age of 91.
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The US Memorial at Omaha Beach, a photograph taken by Ray Pentland in 2022
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1944, The Revd Dewi Henry James from Newcastle Emlyn, Carmarthenshire and The Revd Eric Walter McKeeman from Maidstone, were on board Landing Craft LST-420 (a large landing ship built to transport tanks and other heavy equipment) that was transporting a party of RAF personnel, mostly from No1 Base Signals and Radra Unit, trucks and supplies  to Belgium from Dover.  It was unable to enter Ostend because of a severe storm and the captain, Lieutenant Commander Douglas Everett, decided to return to England; whilst still in sight of Ostend it hit a mine, split in two and sank.  Fourteen officers and 224 other ranks were lost and only 32 were saved.  The severe weather prevented more lives being saved by other vessels that were in the same convoy. It was the greatest loss of lives on a British landing craft during the War.  Above the wreck today is a marker buoy “LST 420”.  Both Chaplains were lost and are remembered on the Runnymede Memorial.

Donald Wallace wasn’t a Chaplain on D Day, but he was there, as a RN sailor; he became a Church of Scotland Minister after the War and then had a long and distinguished career as a RAF Chaplain.  His story is contained in his obituary:

Born on September 5, 1925, in Edinburgh, Donald Wallace attended schools in the city before joining the Navy as soon as possible in 1943, training as an Asdic operator.

Wallace served in the destroyer Hotspur during the Battle of the Atlantic before transferring to the frigate Essington. After a period on anti-submarine duties in the Southwest Approaches, the frigate joined the 3rd Escort Group to support the Allied landings in Normandy, during which period it was involved in the sinking of the German U-boat U-988 west of Guernsey. In October 1944 it was assigned to escort the Arctic convoys, sailing from Loch Ewe to Murmansk and the Kola Peninsula. Wallace left the Navy as an able seaman in 1946.

After the war he read Theology at St Andrews University before joining the RAF as a Presbyterian chaplain in January 1951. He was posted to Aden, where his wide-flung parish covered much of the Middle East. It also took in Kenya during the Mau Mau campaign, which provided a challenge, tending to the spiritual and emotional needs ofa dispersed congregation under the constant shadow of violence. He was part of the host retinue for Princess Elizabeth’s visit to Kenya in February 1952, when she received the news of her father’s death and her accession to the throne.

After appointments in Britain and in Germany, Wallace spent four years in Cyprus, where he built up a large and thriving congregation and founded a sub-aqua club. He led several search-and-rescue missions and an expedition to look for a rare Mediterranean seal for the National History Museum.

Four years at the RAF College, Cranwell, were followed by an appointment as Assistant Principal Chaplain at the Headquarters of Coastal Command. He served in a similar post in RAF Germany and later at the headquarters of Support Command, where he oversaw the Presbyterian chaplains serving on RAF stations abroad. His parish now extended from Hong Kong to Madagascar. On the long flights to these areas he became known for passing the time by sewing tapestries, which were known affectionately as “Donald’s darning”.

Wallace was made president of the RAF’s Sub-Aqua Association and chairman of the Combined Services Boxing Association, having been a keen boxer in his youth.
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Figure 1 Donald Wallace as a new entrant RAF Chaplain in the early 1950s (note the King’s crown on his cap)
 

After retiring from the RAF in 1980, he became a director and chaplain of the Royal Caledonian School and a governor of the Royal Scottish Corporation charity (now ScotsCare). He also began a long association with Parmiter’s School in Hertfordshire,serving as honorary chaplain and chairman of the governors.

He enjoyed being chaplain to British Caledonian Airways, blessing aircraft as they entered service. Being chaplain to White Horse whisky led to pleasures of a different kind.

Wallace was a fine orator and renowned wit and he was much in demand as a speaker, his speciality being the Address to the Haggis on Burns Night, a role he performed annually for many years for the Scottish Bankers’ dinner: he was renowned for slicing the tops off flaming candles in strategically placed candelabra during the penultimate verse.

His service on the Russian convoys was recognised by the award of the Arctic Star and in 2016 the Russian government awarded him the Ushakov medal. A year later he was appointed to the Légion d’honneur for his service during the Allied landings in 1944. Donald Wallace married Betty Clapp in 1955. She survives him with their son and daughter.
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Donald Wallace, born 5 September 1925, died 9 May 2018

The Times 25 June 2018

Compiled By : Stephen Ware
(In compiling this article I’m very grateful to The Revd Eleanor Rance who has carried out much of the background research and without whom much of the history of the RAF Chaplains’ Branch would have been lost- SW)
2 | Page

image4.jpeg




image5.jpeg




image6.jpeg




image1.jpeg




image2.jpg




image3.jpeg
N N S NN N b





