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ORIGINAL FOREWORD




By Air Marshal R. G. Funnell, AC


Chief of the Air Staff - Royal Australian Air Force



The story of RAAF chaplaincy is varied and rich. In this wonderful work of Chaplain Peter Davidson that variety and richness has been captured and made available to us all. This is no dry-as-dust ‘dates, places and events’ history; this is warm and evocative. As one would expect from one of our Chaplains it tells of people and their feelings. It is about us or people like us, our predecessors in the RAAF, and those who minister to us and who ministered to our predecessors.


It is a history which is rich not only in its description of people and events but also in its description of reasons and motives and emotions. Peter Davidson has provided us with a new aspect of our history. It is human in relation to the many individuals and groups it illuminates; and it is spiritual in relation to the thoughts, motives, hopes and aspirations of those individuals and groups. In tackling his assignment in this way, he set himself a difficult and complex task. The workload would be enormous and the possibility of losing control of his work was high. Fortunately for us, Peter Davidson has been equal to the task he has set himself.


Sky Pilot is a work of integrity and power. It reminds us of a seldom discussed but extremely important part of RAAF history and operations. Equally but perhaps even more importantly it challenges us to consider the work of our Chaplains now and for the future. All members of the RAAF—past, present, and future—have cause to thank Chaplain Peter Davidson for this valuable contribution to RAAF literature.



Air Marshal R. G. Funnell, AC


June 1990






NEW EDITION FOREWORD








By Principal Air Chaplain Mark Willis




Royal Australian Air Force



The first edition of this book was published in 1990 - twelve months before beginning my military chaplaincy career. Since that time, as I have posted around the country to different Bases and Chaplaincy Centres, a consistent feature has been the ubiquitous presence of the blue-covered book, Sky Pilot. Now, more than 30 years hence, as the Director General of Air Force chaplaincy, I have come to realise what a tremendously positive impact the stories of Sky Pilot have had on my own career and ministry.


The stories herein, and the feedback about similar work of our Chaplains, make it abundantly clear to me how our aviators with their families have been richly blessed by a Padre’s ministry of presence. With a good solid read of this book, you will be enlightened to the many and varied ways that our Air Force Chaplains support our broader Air Force community (and beyond).


This re-print of Sky Pilot is timely. In an era when the importance of chaplaincy is not fully understood in some quarters, the need for it is real and remains undiminished. Against that backdrop, it is my hope that these stories will showcase to the general reader that our Padres do so much more than conduct religious services; facilitate Padre loans; and advocate for our people with the command chain. I also hope that our Air Force Chaplains of today (who are selflessly working out their own chapters as a continuation of this story) remember that none of us is an island. We all stand on the shoulders of those who have gone before us.


The author, Peter Davidson, in this well researched and written work, has captured much of the breadth of the amazing work the Chaplains of the Royal Australian Air Force give in the line of duty. 



 I also commend Air Force History and Heritage Branch for their excellent professional support in getting this new edition of Sky Pilot so beautifully reformatted, republished, and into the hands of a new reading audience.


To the reader - it is my privilege to commend this work to you.



Principal Air Chaplain Mark Willis


Director General Chaplaincy - Air Force


April 2021


Canberra ACT, Australia








AUTHOR’S ORIGINAL PREFACE




Though no one present at the time could have guessed it, my association with Air Force chaplaincy could be said to have begun in a tiny church in the New South Wales Riverina. I was three months old, and the outbreak of World War II was seven months into the future.


The man who was our local Parish Minister, and who baptized me into the membership of Christ’s Church, offered himself as an Air Force chaplain in the early days of World War II. He served with distinction both during the war and after it. At his death, forty-two years after his enlistment, he was still serving the men and women of the Air Force he loved, even though he was no longer in uniform. He was sitting at his typewriter working on RAAF Welfare Trust Fund business when he died.


However, this work is not about individual Chaplains. It is the story of RAAF chaplaincy, illustrated by incidents in the experiences of those individuals. It is to the memory of all who have served the Air Force as Chaplains, and in awesome appreciation of them, that this book is dedicated.


The project of preparing this history would never have come to completion without the help and encouragement of a great many people. To each goes my sincere appreciation.




First and foremost, I thank the Principal Chaplains Committee (Air Force) for the amazing confidence shown in me by inviting me to undertake the researching and writing of this volume. Four years ago, they had a vision—to mark the Jubilee of the formation of the RAAF Chaplain Branch with a history. Commencing from a point where one knew almost nothing of what has proven to be a rich and proud heritage, continually I have been amazed and humbled at discovering what has gone into making that heritage.


A great number of people—former Chaplains, their families and other interested people, and official agencies—have generously contributed material and reminiscences and have made their facilities available to me. I have prevailed on some who had particular knowledge or experience of specific eras to read and comment on my early drafts. Without the contribution of each of these the information in this work would be that much less complete.


All these folk are listed in the acknowledgements. Particular thanks go to Principal Air Chaplain John White who undertook to gather personal reminiscence material, and who made valuable contributions and suggestions for the Vietnam chapter.


Throughout the whole project Chaplain Bill Fuller has been my constant encourager, helper and adviser. I particularly thank him for assisting me in the laborious task of searching through numerous old files and other records. Chaplain Fuller, along with Chaplain Michael Johnson and Principal Air Chaplain Jack Leonard (Ret’d) have given their time to read the proofs of, and comment on my first draft. Chaplain Johnson has re-read the final text.


I thank them for their valued comments. However, the final responsibility for the selection and presentation of material, and for the convoluted usage I have made of the English language, rests with the author alone.


Finally, I thank my fellow Chaplains for their interest and encouragement, and my wife Margaret along with our family for their great patience over the past four years.


It is with a sense of awe at the zeal, dedication, energy and humour of the 700 who have served as Chaplains of the RAAF since 1926, and of praise to God that he has chosen to work through those he has called to the work of chaplaincy, that this work is offered.



Peter Davidson


June 1990








CHAPTER 1










COMING EVENTS CAST THEIR SHADOWS




1926-1939


When that doyen of contemporary Australian churchmen, Archbishop Daniel Mannix of Melbourne, called a young curate to his office in 1935 he had three things in mind.1 Mannix’s action would confirm the direction in which chaplaincy had been evolving in the infant Royal Australian Air Force over the past nine years. Five years later he would be involved in events even more determinative for the future of Air Force chaplaincy.


Recently Ken Morrison had been appointed Curate in the Williamstown Parish, with responsibility for nearby Altona. Altona was near the RAAF stations at Laverton and Point Cook, so it was a natural extension of the Curate’s role to minister to Catholics2 in the RAAF population.


The Archbishop had a second reason to care for these folk. For nearly twenty years he had been Bishop of the Armed Services, an episcopate he was to perform for another twenty-eight years. It was not only his civilian, but also his military responsibility to care for Catholics in the Air Force. It appears to have been some time since Fr. Walter Walsh of Werribee had been on regular duty at Pt. Cook and Laverton. As there was no Catholic Priest active in the RAAF in the Melbourne area the need was urgent. Even so, the structuring of a chaplaincy service was still some years off.




But Mannix had a third thing in mind. No familiarity with Australian political or religious history can overlook the trenchant anti-Communist stand of the Archbishop. He saw Communism as utterly opposed to all that the Christian faith stood for in the good ordering of society, and therefore it was to be resisted at every point. Recently he had read an article in Smith’s Weekly which troubled him deeply.


According to the article, recent unrest among Naval Ratings at the Flinders Depot had been inspired by Communist agitation. The questioning of authority and a breakdown of military discipline among the young men was predicted to spread to the Army camp near Seymour and to the RAAF stations. In Mannix’s view the presence of a priest in the Air Force was essential.


Morrison was the man for the job, as it was to transpire, for more reasons than just his proximity. Though he could not know it at the time, Fr. Morrison was about to begin a thirty-year association with the RAAF, in roles far beyond that of a part-time chaplain at Pt. Cook and Laverton.


He was destined to become one of the RAAF’s original Staff Chaplains. During his time, the title of Staff Chaplain would become Principal Chaplain, and later again Principal Air Chaplain (PAC). Morrison would set in place Catholic chaplaincy in the RAAF in the opening days of World War II and would oversee it right through the war years and beyond. Not only Catholic chaplaincy, but all RAAF chaplaincy—and indeed the Service itself—would benefit from his contribution. His work would be honoured by the Queen conferring an OBE in the 1962 New Year’s Honours List, while the Pope would name him Prelate of Honour on his retirement in 1966.


Morrison had begun his association with the RAAF when its total strength was a mere 2000. He would steer Catholic chaplaincy through the time when the RAAF would number beyond 170 000 personnel and become the world’s fourth largest Air Force late in 



 1945. By that time over 200 000 men and women would have passed through its ranks. Post-war, he would be a vital participant when chaplaincy went through its major reorganisation. Yet despite his seniority he did not see it as beneath him to step back to be a squadron chaplain at the landings at Tarakan and Balikpapan, or to serve with the British Commonwealth Occupation Force (BCOF) in Japan in the late 1940s.


Morrison was far from being the first RAAF chaplain. By the time he had begun his RAAF association a dozen clergy of three denominations had already given service. The first had done so when the infant RAAF was only five years old. Nor was he the first to serve it in a full-time capacity. The first to have that distinction (Anglican3 George McWilliams) had been employed as a Public Servant since May 1939. This was just four months before Morrison reported for full-time duty on 5 September 1939, two days after war was declared.


To look for the earliest traces of chaplaincy to Australian military aviation we can go back to the early days of the Australian Flying Corps (AFC) in World War I. Richard (later Sir Richard) Williams is affectionately regarded as the ‘Father of the Air Force’. He would become Chief of the Air Staff (CAS) and in that and other roles would have significant contributions to make to the forming of the chaplaincy service in the RAAF.


In his autobiography he records that while Commanding Officer (CO) of No 1 Squadron in operational areas he made frequent provision for Sunday Services. He would invite his Squadron’s Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) representative, a NSW Presbyterian Theological Student named Robert Howie to conduct Sunday Services. Williams noted that his men seemed to appreciate the opportunity to worship and attended in large numbers.4 The latter observation was often echoed by Chaplains in World War II but is rarely the experience of Chaplains in the 1980s.




[image: ]


Robert Howie was a YMCA representative who conducted Services with AFC. [author’s collection]


The RAAF Museum holds photographic evidence of some form of chaplaincy in the AFC. Among the officers of an AFC Squadron there appears an unidentified chaplain. Whether he belonged to the Unit or was a visitor is unknown. Strictly speaking, however, the full story of chaplaincy in the AFC is outside the scope of this history.


The first reference to Chaplains in the RAAF occurs on 19 January 1926 when the same No 1 Squadron (based at Laverton) sought advice from RAAF Headquarters about the tenure of Chaplains. This is not to suggest that there was one already in place, for a month later the Squadron reported it had not been able to find one.5 This gives us a clue to something else.


As yet there seemed to be no established procedure for appointing Chaplains, after all none had been appointed in the five-year history of the RAAF to occasion any procedure being set in place. But a need was being felt. In the absence of any procedure, it appears that as they interested themselves in the matter, commanders were taking their own initiatives to have Chaplains appointed to their units.




To commanders, selecting their own Chaplains was probably an obvious course, but the practice would soon cease. It would recur, only briefly, in the early days of World War II until officialdom let it be known that this was not the way things were done. In other cases, early in World War II, some men enquired directly of RAAF Headquarters about positions.


That RAAF Headquarters (HQ) in Melbourne was consulted is significant of the fact that, until 1937, Chaplains would be appointed to the strength of that HQ, even though they actually worked on stations and probably never appeared at HQ. In fact, there is no record of any chaplain working at RAAF HQ until the appointment of Staff Chaplains in 1940, and even then, they filled administrative appointments from offices located there rather than perform traditional unit chaplaincy roles.


No 3 Squadron had recently moved to Richmond. This unit appears to have negotiated with the Rev. J. Boardman to act as its chaplain, for on 13 February 1926 the squadron advised RAAF HQ that he was willing to undertake duties.6 Mr. Boardman was the Rector of distant Five Dock, having left the Richmond area thirteen years previously. His only military experience had been as a chaplain with the Australian contingent in the Boer War from 1900 to 1902.


Notwithstanding this tenuous military connection, he must have been acceptable to the RAAF, for only six days later he was claiming a fee of £3 0s 0d from the Air Force to pay for a substitute to conduct two services for him (probably in his Parish rather than at Richmond). To Boardman at Richmond belongs the honour of being the RAAF’s first chaplain, albeit that his service was brief and that he was first by only a few days.


A month later the Squadron was requesting that the Rev. F. J. Dillon, the then Rector of Richmond, be allowed to perform duty as chaplain for the Squadron Annual Camp.


CAS Williams (now a Group Captain) attended the camp. His observations show that these were early days for chaplaincy, and 



 mistakes would be made. Clergy serving the fledgling Air Force and with no knowledge of military traditions were hard pressed to know what to do. Williams attended a Church Parade and found the experience singularly unedifying. The Service was brief, there was no singing and the whole occasion was disappointing. Clearly, he noted, the clergyman had no experience of such occasions and the Air Force should attempt to obtain supplies of any RAF Service Books to help guide its Chaplains.7


Meanwhile, at Point Cook—the ‘home of the Air Force’—steps were also being taken, though in a different way. On 26 February 1926, the Anglican Senior Chaplain (Army) wrote to nominate the Rev. G. E. Lamble to conduct Church Parades there for two Sundays in March.8 Mr. Lamble had seen service as an Army chaplain during World War I. Then in April, and again in May, the Archbishop of Melbourne was making representations for the appointment of a part-time chaplain to conduct regular Services at Point Cook.9


In September 1926, the Catholic Church made its first Air Force nomination. Fr. Walter Walsh from Werribee was named to serve at Point Cook, while in the following month the first Anglicans to serve for any sustained period were nominated by their church.10 They were Frederick Hughes at Point Cook and Oswald Dent at Richmond. Hughes would remain in service until 1931, Dent for a year longer. Meanwhile, the Air Force was pursuing its own course to establish a chaplaincy service.


During May and June 1926, a number of issues were considered as the Air Board thought about establishing a chaplaincy service. Squadron Leader (later Air Vice-Marshal) A. T. Cole, acting Second Member of the Air Board, prepared the Board’s submission to the Minister. The Board argued a need for a chaplaincy service in Air Board Agendum 767. Prepared on 14 June, this document claimed that:


The lack of Chaplains has been felt both in camps and in connection with the duty of personal notification to relatives following on recent casualties.11




The Agendum went on to point out that as no Unit had an establishment for a permanent chaplain, service would need to be in the Citizen Air Force (CAF). A rudimentary scheme for what it described as ‘The Chaplains Branch’ was outlined.


The duties of Chaplains were to conduct Church Parades, dedications, and funerals (presumably bearing in mind the earlier sad duty of notification which had been of concern to the Air Board), and to have a care for spiritual welfare generally.


Under the scheme Chaplains would not take Air Force titles but would wear rank insignia appropriate to their time in service. These insignia would be those of Flight Lieutenant during the first ten years of service, Squadron Leader and Wing Commander for each of the next five-year terms, and Group Captain after twenty. A ‘Chaplain-in-Chief’ would wear Air Commodore rank. It is of interest to see how coming events were casting shadows fourteen years ahead of themselves.


However, no one would serve long enough to benefit from even the first promotion step, and when the concept of a Chaplain-in-Chief was to come up again in 1940 it would be rejected out of hand.


For uniform, the chaplain would wear normal RAAF issue uniform as scaled for issue to CAF members, with a ‘special cap badge’ (not further discussed) and a clerical collar.


Service would not exceed twenty-five days per year. Cole proposed the appointment of:


one chaplain of the Protestant faith (Church of England) to No.1 Squadron and one chaplain of the Protestant faith to No. 3 Squadron ... through and with the concurrence of the senior military chaplain.


Presumably, he had it in mind that the appointment to Richmond (No 3 Squadron) would also be of an Anglican.


The payment of Chaplains was canvassed. Existing regulations seemed to allow for the daily Field Allowance of 7s 6d to be paid to 



 Chaplains as it was to others, when in camp. (It is to be remembered that at this stage Chaplains were more likely to be seen at CAF weekend camps than on stations during the week). Reference had been made to a British precedent set in RAF Weekly Orders of 30 January 1926, and this seemed to be a good guide for the RAAF.


That Order increased RAF chaplain’s pay from 16s to 17s per day, and from 18s 10d to £1 0s 0d when a chaplain had served three years. This 17s figure was thought to be a good starting point for the RAAF, with that figure rising to £1 1s 0d after six years’ service.


This was the first reference to pay for Chaplains, and the adoption of an incremental system was being proposed. Chaplains would be regarded in the same way as all other Officers in having an incremental system of pay, even if they were to be seen as being different in many other ways.


For example, the Air Force was already forming an attitude to the salary levels of its Chaplains. This salary of 17s compared with that of a CAF General List Flight Lieutenant, which had been set at £1 9s 0d per day three and one-half years before.


But the whole proposal ran into a snag—in the person of the Minister.


The Minister wanted Chaplains of all three Services to be paid at the same rate. The Navy paid 10s 0d per day plus sixpence per man attending each Church Service (shades of the Chaplains’ Groats in the English Navy of a much earlier era!). The Army only paid the daily 7s 6d Field Allowance. But the Air Force was proposing an unacceptable 17s 0d (plus 7s 6d Field Allowance where applicable) per day.


But in the Minister’s view the Navy was a different and unique case, so the Air Force would have to come into line with the Army.


The Air Member for Personnel (AMP) interpreted this to CAS Williams, ‘This means our Chaplains will be entitled to Field Allowance and Travelling Allowance’ [when attending camp] ‘but will be entitled to no pay’. Williams had no option but to pen two words, ‘I concur’.12




In other words, Chaplains were to be honorary, and for that privilege even had to pay the cost of their own transport when attending to their duties on a station!


Over the years, the appropriate reference points against which the pay scales of RAAF Chaplains (along with those of Army and Navy Chaplains too) should be set have been the subject of continuous debate—though not often initiated by Chaplains themselves. This theme will re-emerge several times throughout this history.


Though the Air Board resolution in June had only envisaged employing Anglican Chaplains, on 15 September the Secretary of the Board wrote to the Anglican and Catholic Archbishops of Sydney and Melbourne inviting them to nominate Chaplains to the Air Force. No doubt the Catholic Church was included when it was realised that Fr. Walsh was about to commence at Point Cook.


The churches responded quickly. The Anglican church nominated the men already serving as civilians and in Melbourne, the Catholic Church similarly nominated Walsh. The Catholic Archbishop in Sydney promised that a nomination would be forthcoming in a few days, though in the event it would not be until March that he named Richard Darby for the role. To clear the way for his own appointment, Dent wrote to RAAF HQ on 12 March 1927 to advise that he had resigned his Army Commission in order to accept an Air Force appointment.13


Here an important principle was being established. In going about this as it did, the Service was acknowledging that it was for the Church itself to nominate clergy as Chaplains. It was not for the Air Force to go out and recruit them. Even today when Air Force recruiting literature lists the careers open to new entrants, it always omits any reference to Chaplains.


The Air Board met on 24 March 1927. Having received nominations from the churches, it named those who could claim to be the first Commissioned RAAF Chaplains—Frederick Hughes and Walter Walsh at Point Cook, and Oswald Dent and Richard Darby at 



 Richmond.14 Three of these men already had given brief service under the ad hoc arrangement.


With their Commissions being made retrospective to 1 March 1927 there was now some semblance of organisation in RAAF chaplaincy, after only one year’s ad hoc experience. Their place as pioneer Air Force Chaplains was affirmed when their names were included in the Air Force List of August 1927, the first Chaplains to be listed.


Well into World War II Hughes, Dent and Walsh were still officially RAAF Chaplains. In April 1944 they were shown on the Air Force List as still being on the Reserve, even though the names of Hughes and Dent had been there since 1932. Walsh is shown as having been on the Reserve since 1936, though as we have seen he appears to have ceased active duty some time before then.


This arrangement of all chaplaincy being on a part-time basis, under CAF employment, was to remain in place for thirteen years.


The question of pay had been pre-determined a little over a year before. In the minds of some the issues of uniform and rank were still unresolved. These questions were asked by No 3 Squadron on 25 May 1927.15 The answer affirmed what were obviously clear intentions for the principles laid down the previous year have remained in force ever since.


Interestingly, the Air Force did not take the direction of either the Army or the Navy with regard to rank (or the more recent development of ‘relative rank’) but made its own decision. After World War I the Army abandoned rank for Chaplains, following the traditional Navy position. But the experiment was a failure in the field.


In 1941 Army Chaplains of all denominations serving in the Middle East met in Jerusalem and began agitating for a return to the former position. They had found themselves discriminated against, hindered in their work, and not being understood while they wore no rank. The logic of their case seems to have been supported by their Chaplains General, and prevailed. Navy Chaplains, however, did not 



 have a problem over not wearing rank, for their centuries old tradition was both entrenched and understood.


In the Air Force there has been an unwavering view from the beginning. Chaplains were appointed with the old Army rank style of ‘Chaplain 4th Class’. The chaplain so described wore the rank badge of Flight Lieutenant (which equates to the Army rank of Captain, the rank badge worn by an Army Chaplain 4th Class). Successive designations (of ‘Chaplain 3rd Class’. ‘2nd Class’, etc) have carried the badge of the next rank (Squadron Leader, Wing Commander, etc).


Numerous endorsements of this position have occurred at significant times in the history of the Branch, such as at its formation in 1940 and its restructuring, as part of the RAAF’s own reorganisation, after World War II.


The only change would be in nomenclature, but not in badge, when the system of ‘Class’ gave way to that of ‘Relative Rank’ in 1969. In that determination the current system would be laid down. According to this, all Chaplains bear the rank of ‘Chaplain’. The seniority of the chaplain is indicated by the ‘relative’ (equivalent) rank written in brackets, hence ‘Chaplain (Flight Lieutenant)’, etc. This designation indicates where the chaplain stands relative to other Officers in his seniority. The difference between the chaplain and any other Officer is twofold, but significant.


The chaplain is known, insofar as rank goes, as ‘Chaplain’, and not by the rank whose insignia is shown. Secondly, he does not exercise any executive authority which might otherwise devolve upon any other Officer.


While confusing to many outside the Chaplain Branch, this position has always been firmly held by the Air Force. Nevertheless, there seems to have been more honouring in the breach than in the law.


During World War II, for example, Chaplains appear to have been almost universally referred to by the rank worn rather than by the title ‘Chaplain’, even though the correct form of address had been 



 determined very soon after the Staff Chaplains were appointed. Similarly, several Chaplains have told how frequently they were put in charge of detachments of men, both on sporting and social excursions, and even on more purely military occasions.


Two points need to be made. True leaders do not need to wear rank to have command. Rank is, among other things, but an acknowledgment of experience, ability, and integrity in judgement. Secondly, in war time in a young and rapidly expanded Service the utility of the occasion, rather than some pedantic debate, was what decided matters in particular situations.


More recently, one chaplain at Butterworth found himself being thrust into the role of Flight Commander on a parade on the day he was promoted to the relative rank of Squadron Leader. The apparent well-meaning action of a commander in trying to honour the chaplain went awry when a photograph of the event appeared in the RAAF News.


The Air Force responded by pointing out to all that Chaplains do not exercise executive command, and that the action was not to be repeated. Whether the commander had done right or wrong, and whether the authorities had acted strictly correctly or had over reacted, the confusion over whether Chaplains have rank, and what it might mean, was being highlighted yet again.


That this question should arise, and be dealt with in so many different ways, is significant in itself. It highlights the fact that in a military organisation the chaplain is ‘different’. He belongs, yet somehow, he stands ‘outside’. It highlights that he represents personal values within the lives of those in the military organisation, which may be quite different or separate from those of the amoral military structure. He represents the spiritual values of man, he has a neutrality on military issues (not to be confused with his definite role in the morale of the military organisation), and he should be able to be approached without fear or favour by men of any rank. This is the point behind the Navy tradition.




At the same time the Air Force has a very different set of traditions and believes, like the Army, that the chaplain should be seen to belong somewhere alongside the hierarchy and should be able to speak to it with some status. A displayed rank puts a chaplain beside his fellow Officers, while the actual rank badge denotes something of his level of experience in military life. It is his spiritual function and lack of command that simultaneously set him apart from those Officers.


As with the issue of pay, so also the debate about rank probably will be endless because the chaplain is ‘different’ in the military organisation, and what he represents is seen to be different. That the Air Force has seen fit to deck him with some badge of rank also suggests that he is seen as being relevant to, and belonging to, that system.


Elsewhere we will look at the various criteria adopted by which Chaplains have been ‘promoted’, both in war and in peacetime.


Also dating from early 1927 is the train of events which have determined the rank equivalents and accoutrements appropriate for Chaplains. In these decisions CAS Williams also interested himself.


On 11 April 1927 AMP had raised the question of a uniform for Chaplains.16 He seemed to like the Army scheme in which a chaplain wore Officer’s uniform with black bars on the shoulders and Maltese Crosses on the lapels and cap. About a fortnight later Williams asked for advice on the RAF pattern, which did not have the black bands on the shoulders, but with which a clerical collar was worn.


The results of this investigation are not on the file. However, photos of Chaplain Dent in uniform shows that the Army badge was adopted. It was similar to a Maltese Cross (more properly a Cross Pattée) surmounted by a crown, the whole being of dimensions about 20 by 25 mm. In September, one dozen large and two dozen small badges were ordered from manufacturers Stokes and Son.17 Even after two redesigns, the Cross Pattée remains the central device in the Chaplain Branch insignia.


But the uniform issued to Chaplains did cause difficulties for some, though whether because of its novelty or its utility is a question 



 best not pursued. When one of those early Chaplains asked RAAF HQ for a replacement of his uniform, the matter was referred to the squadron CO. The CO was clearly unimpressed for he could only recall five occasions in the past year or so when the chaplain had been in uniform, one of which had been a Mess function.18


Later, when the same chaplain ceased his service and returned his uniform a check revealed that his greatcoat, kit bag and leather leggings had not been returned to stock. A request for the return of the delinquent apparel seems to have brought no response. Then, someone realised that the chaplain, as a CAF Officer having served for four years, would be placed on the Reserve. Therefore, he would be entitled to hold the items.19 There is no record of what happened when he was taken from the Reserve.


Polished leggings also feature in the memory of the children of Chaplain Dent at Richmond. They still retain the life-long memory of how well their father looked as he headed off to his regular duty, in his smart uniform with its polished accoutrements, being driven down their suburban street with a uniformed RAAF driver in command of a shining white single seater RAAF car.


Dent had other reasons to remember his service, or at least one day’s duty. Late in 1928 Weekly Orders decreed that Chaplains were liable to travel as passengers in RAAF aircraft. This provision still stands as an Order in Defence Instructions.


Most Chaplains have hair raising tales to tell of their experiences as passengers in RAAF aircraft. Perhaps pilots take a special delight in changing the colour of the Padre’s countenance. Dent was the first of a long line of Chaplains to be targeted for such mischief by pilots. He accepted an invitation to perform the recently promulgated duty, in a new Wapiti.


The details of the trip can be guessed, for eventually the pilot was persuaded to set down and release the captive and abdominally distressed Padre in a paddock near Lidcombe. How Dent found his way home, fortuitously nearby, or back to Richmond is not told.20 



 Perhaps he should have gone on to be the pioneer in another way, doing as Norm Lawless and Royce Thompson have done of more recent time by qualifying as parachutists!


In 1933 the pay issue re-emerged. The Secretary of the Air Board noted on 9 August that ‘Chaplains are the only members of the Militia Force who do not receive pay for services rendered’.21
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Chaplain Oswald Dent. [from family of late O.G. Dent]


The Minister conceded the point and approved Chaplains being paid £1 0s 0d per day in camp, though a chaplain could only attend one camp per year. At the same time the Field Allowance was reduced from 7s 6d to 3s 6d per day. And the sting in the tail was that if the effects of the Great Depression continued even these rates could be cut under the Financial Emergency Act. But six months’ later Chaplains were being allowed to attend two camps per year. This was not out of any consideration of the financial rewards for Chaplains but from the very practical viewpoint that squadrons needed camps, with Chaplains at them, to perform their training function.22




The first discussion on the issue of a full-time chaplaincy for the Air Force arose from two almost simultaneous events early in 1936. This raised the question of a policy on full-time chaplaincy, and its role.


On 21 February, Air Board Agendum 1796 recommended the appointment of ‘Chaplain Education Officers’. The background notes suggest that some discussion was being held with ‘the ecclesiastical authorities’, though who these were is not stated.23


On 10 March, the Hon W. H. Edgar. Chairman of Committees of the Victorian Legislative Council, wrote to Air Vice-Marshal Williams, CAS, with a dual request. Probably because of some representation made to him, he asked if a weekly Service could be held for cadets and staff at Point Cook, and if cadets who lived in Melbourne might be allowed home leave on Sundays. At this stage up to ninety-six trainees per year were entering Point Cook.24


The AMP investigated this representation and on 12 March advised Williams that currently there were no Anglican Services at Point Cook, though he reported that they did seem to have been held at an unspecified time in the past. There was, Williams was told, a fortnightly voluntary Methodist Service. This is puzzling, for the first Methodist Chaplains were not appointed until after the outbreak of World War II. It is possible that the Methodist Church at Werribee was providing a Service on an honorary basis. On the other hand, the ‘Methodist Service’ could have been confused with a Presbyterian one. Percy Turner was both attending the Station and conducting Services there at the time.


The suggestion offered by AMP was that the Air Force should adhere to its idea of appointing a ‘Padre-cum-Teacher’. But, he continued, ‘the prospect appears poor of getting the type of man we should like’.


Nonetheless, he did provide a description of the job which he had in mind. The man would be an Anglican and would provide religious training (whatever that might have meant) and conduct Sunday Services for all ranks at both Melbourne Stations. He would also have 



 a significant range of welfare, counselling and morale related tasks. He would ‘provide assistance to Commanding Officers ... with regard to the welfare and wellbeing of married personnel [and] families’.25 Finally, he was to ‘be of assistance in organising entertainments, investigating cases of distress and offering advice to such personnel as he may be able to assist’.26


This 1936 concept was an accurate, albeit unintentional, forecast of what would become reality in a few years. It also expanded on something else.


Air Force Order (AFO) 3C3, which discussed chaplaincy for the first time, had been promulgated on 18 March 1935.27 This Order dealt with both administrative and functional matters. By it, the Air Force was attempting an expansive description of just what it wanted of its Chaplains.


The Order was framed with a view to having Chaplains employed at other times than camps and with other than CAF personnel, ‘but such employment will be entirely voluntary, and no allowances can be claimed’.


For purposes of discipline the chaplain was to be under the command of the CO. Ecclesiastical control being exercised by a ‘Staff Chaplain’ was probably intended to refer to a church official rather than a specific Air Force one, and possibly meant to leave the way open for such appointments at some later date.


The perennial ambiguity of just who controls a chaplain, and in what areas, was already apparent. He was to be ‘responsible to his commanding officer for conducting services [and] the reading of prayers’. Yet the sentence goes on ‘... in all matters spiritual and ecclesiastical he is under the authority of the Senior Chaplain, or the Staff Chaplain of his particular denomination.’ His additional responsibilities included visiting those in hospital or detention. But he was ‘not to [act as] prisoner’s friend in courts martial nor otherwise act in any way which may lead him to abandon a position of strict impartiality’.




In 1935 it had been the bounds that had been delineated, while in 1936 it was the role that was receiving definition.


Williams wanted funding for a full-time chaplain included in the next year’s Estimates. The Minister for Defence had two objections. On 22 March he advised that he wanted the Air Board to pursue the idea of using part-time Chaplains. Three months later the file notes that he was not keen on the concept of a teacher-chaplain either, preferring the employment of schoolteachers as was done in the Navy and pressing his opinion that clergy should be employed as Chaplains only.28


For his part Williams was keener on the idea of employing full-time, rather than CAF Chaplains. In a Minute dated 23 July 1937 he would observe that ‘our experience so far with CAF Chaplains has not been at all satisfactory’. He indicated that he believed part-time Chaplains tended to have more concern for their Parishes than for the RAAF, were not on duty often enough ‘to get to know the personnel’ (officially twenty-five days per year) and were not always the kind of men the Service desired.


As a consequence, Williams was considering pressing ahead with his plan to obtain funding for a full-time appointment to the Melbourne Stations. In staffing the proposal, AMP (H.R. Nicholls) even had a possible candidate in mind. James Waterman had been serving at Laverton since late the previous year. In the event he would cease duty the following year and was bypassed when the idea was resurrected.


Williams was not going to give up the idea. On 10 September 1937, the Air Board again pursued the issue of a full-time chaplain. The background justification for a full-time chaplain pointed out that there was a total of 1260 personnel at Point Cook and nearby Laverton, including seventy-three cadets.


By now it was too late for the position to be included in the current year’s budget. But in May the next year the Anglican Archbishop of Melbourne himself floated the idea with the Air Force. This gave Williams the support he needed to try again with the Minister. In 



 the event it would not be until 4 May 1939 that George McWilliams commenced his full-time duty on the nomination of the Archbishop. As noted earlier, his initial appointment was as a Public Servant with the honorary rank of Flight Lieutenant, on a salary of £350 0s 0d p.a. (or £400 0s 0d if he was married, which he was not). This method of appointing a full-time chaplain was all that was available at the time, but it did create some nice, albeit unintended difficulties concerning his seniority during the war years.


In all issues of the Air Force List prior to February 1942, McWilliams was the only chaplain not shown as serving on the Active List of the CAF. The lack of annotation beside McWilliams’ name implies his membership of the permanent Air Force. His seniority was stated as 1939. But he had not been commissioned formally until 1 March 1941.29 In the next issue he was shown with seniority dating from 1941, dropped down the seniority list accordingly, and shown as being in the CAF.


In February 1942 he had been restored to the place his length of service would suggest was his, second among Anglicans only to James Paice, who had served at Pearce as a part-time chaplain since 15 April 1939. McWilliams moved to top of the list when Paice gave up chaplaincy later that year. But he was left in the anomalous position of his 1941 seniority, post-dating in seniority twenty Anglicans who followed after him in the listing, which was by seniority!


Finally, the matter was put beyond doubt when the first group of thirty-one Chaplains were promoted to the rank of Chaplain Third Class on 25 May 1944. McWilliams headed all the Anglicans on the list (listing was denominational), and by the end of the war he was the only chaplain to hold the rank of Chaplain Second Class, which he attained on 1 August 1945. (The Staff Chaplains had been promoted from the rank of Chaplain Second Class to First Class in the previous February).


The point of this discussion is not a concern about rank or seniority. Rather, it is intended to highlight how the first full-time appointment 



 was made in an unusual way (the only way available at the time) and that the circumstance had to be corrected later and was not to be followed as a precedent. It also highlights how, from the beginning, Chaplains were seen as somehow ‘different’ in the Air Force way of doing things. They were given a rank, but it was not really a rank in the normal sense and purpose of the word; what they were given was an indication of equivalent seniority, measured by experience.
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George McWilliams, first full-time RAAF chaplain. [Mrs J. Brown]


Slow as the development of a chaplaincy scheme had been, along with any concept of how to administer it, world events would soon dictate a very different pace.


War was declared on Sunday 3 September 1939. On the following Tuesday Morrison reported for full-time duty, while Presbyterian Lewis Clayton followed soon after. A War Cabinet was formed on 15 September and the Government announced the raising of the beginnings of a wartime Army. On 20 September, a further series 



 of decisions was announced by the Government. Australia was to offer Britain a force of six squadrons. And the Minister approved the mobilisation of RAAF Chaplains.30 Most of these Chaplains were yet to be recruited!


The 1936 proposal that the first full-time chaplain should be an Anglican had not been based on any sectarian or ‘establishment’ concept. He would be an Anglican simply because at least forty per cent of all RAAF members were Anglicans. It only seemed fair that the denomination representing most personnel should be represented by, or be expected to provide, the chaplain. That decision did set in place a policy which has continued ever since without much question.


While minor discussions might have asked whether denominational representation in the Branch should be based on national or on Service census figures, the principle has always been accepted that numbers of Chaplains should be in proportion to denominational percentages.


During World War II and for several years thereafter these were identified as Anglican, Catholic, Methodist, Presbyterian, and an Other Protestant Denominations group (OPD) representing the smaller mainstream denominations, with a Staff Chaplain for each of the five groups. (Briefly during the War there were also two part-time civilian Jewish Chaplains, one representing each wing of Judaism). Of more recent times the five groups have contracted to three: Anglican, Catholic and Protestant Denominations.


There is no doubt that the spirit of ecumenical cooperation has always been readily demonstrable in the Service, long before the Church itself moved into that form of activity. Yet an observer might ask whether, this being so, has too much weight been placed on denominational representation to the potential detriment of having the most effective men in service?


This can be answered by referring to what has happened when, of recent time, individual churches have found difficulty in providing men of suitable temperament. In this event denominational groups have ‘lent’ establishment positions to each other to meet the total 



 Branch needs. The Branch has always balanced the ability of Chaplains to learn from each other and to work together with the morale boosting experience of the members of the RAAF seeing their own denominations represented among the Chaplains.


But the issue of denominationalism has arisen from time to time in the wider Service view. When the Presbyterian Church nominated Turner to Point Cook and Laverton in 1933, an alarmed AMP observed that hitherto only Anglicans and Catholics had served. If we appoint a Presbyterian, he suggested, ‘it might involve us in requests from Methodists, Congregationalists, Hebrews and Baptists’ to be appointed too! He was appeased, however, when his staff assured him that only Methodists might ever attain numbers sufficient to warrant an appointment.31


As it transpired, when his prediction was realised it was in very different circumstances. From 1926 until the outbreak of war the only denominational representation would be eleven Anglicans, eight Catholics and four Presbyterians.


It would not be until 1938 and 1939, when the RAAF had approximately doubled in size to around 3500 men, that there were approaches by the Methodists along with the Baptists, the OPD Board in NSW and the Salvation Army offering the services of Chaplains. Some individual clergy did offer their services as well.32 In each case the response was that there were either no vacancies or insufficient adherents of the denomination to warrant a chaplain.


But the position would change quickly. Less than three weeks after the outbreak of war Methodist Chaplain General Rentoul would offer Methodist Chaplains to accompany any RAAF contingents sent overseas.33 Of course, in time his church, and indeed all the churches, would be asked for men in numbers they would be hard pressed to provide.


On 1 October 1936, an Air Board decision of 22 July was implemented, allowing Chaplains to be paid for the first time for other than attendance at camps.34 For attendance at stations for up 



 to twenty-five days per year they were to be paid £1 0s 0d per day (which was actually paid at £6 5s 0d per quarter!)35. In addition, they still would receive 7s 6d per day allowance, plus rations, if attending a camp. The new regulation was taking cognisance of the fact that the Air Force was changing, and that its life was being focussed on permanent Stations rather than training camps.


But out of this £1 0s 0d the chaplain now had to find his own transport and pay for any meals taken at the Station. This became a problem for some. Turner, for one, found the cost of meeting his own transport costs an imposition and others may have done so too. No 3 Squadron must have stopped sending their smart white car for the Padre as back in 1932 it was asking that Chaplains be appointed who lived in the vicinity of the Station.36


The background to this is documented by CAS Williams. Visiting Richmond back in April 1931 he had met Chaplain Dent. Dent had moved from St. Mary’s to distant suburban Lidcombe in 1928. He explained to Williams that he was finding it hard to meet all the costs of being an honorary chaplain.


Williams was appalled. ‘Can’t we even pay his travelling costs?’, he asked his AMP. But AMP was unmoved. The burden of his response was that Dent knew this when he left the Army, and if he could not meet the obligation, he should resign and make way for someone who could do so. After all, he explained, a Catholic chaplain at Richmond had recently done just this, and for this very reason.37


But Williams kept up the pressure and on 31 May had his Finance Member agree that travelling costs, at least, could be met. Clearly the former arrangement must have lapsed if the transport was no longer being provided. Not unreasonably, Dent found himself unable to attend Richmond anymore.


Similarly, in 1939 negotiations to appoint a Catholic chaplain to Pearce broke down when the Archbishop considered it unrealistic to expect a suburban Priest to have to meet the considerable cost of travelling from the city to the Station out of his £1 0s 0d per visit.38 It 



 would not be until the next year, when war time exigencies dictated it, that the appointment would be made.


Interestingly, through some recent mysterious change in regulations taking away travelling allowances from part-time Chaplains, the same issue returned to haunt the Branch in the late 1980s!


Though CAS, Williams had rightly observed the difficulties of CAF Chaplains giving effective attention to the RAAF, many Chaplains ignored the allocation of twenty-five days per year. Clearly it was an impractical, ineffective, and unworkable ceiling and they appeared on their Stations far more often. Morrison, for example attended both Point Cook and Laverton one day per week each, while Turner is known to have attended to RAAF duties weekly and to have conducted a Church Service on one Sunday each month.39 For his part, Morrison had to hire a public hall near the Station at Laverton in which to say Mass. He even had to meet the cost from his own pocket for eleven weeks until a venue was provided on the Station.40


With little to guide them on what they were to do, or how to do it, the early Chaplains had to make their own way. The first forays into chaplaincy seemed to involve little more than conducting Services. The already noted job descriptions show a wider ranging role evolving, while a press photo (probably late 1920s) shows Dent delivering some kind of lecture to trainees. Mannix had told Morrison that he (the Archbishop) did not believe the reports that the Air Force were ‘a hopeless lot’. With little else to guide him beyond Mannix’s instruction to ‘Go and see what you can do’, Morrison set out. At first, he gathered around him in his office those he knew to be interested Catholics. From there he moved out and made the whole station his concern, visiting sections and caring for people.41


But he also initiated activities that made Catholics in the RAAF population feel proud of and grow in both their identities. He introduced three annual events. Each June he conducted a Retreat. Each Remembrance Day from 1936 to 1941 he conducted a RAAF Requiem Mass, and he ran a great Communion Breakfast. The 



 logistical problem of moving the 1500 people who attended this in 1941 was solved by hiring special trams to convey the participants from St. Patrick’s Cathedral to the Exhibition Centre.


Morrison was among the first of a long line of Chaplains who interested themselves in the sporting side of the Station’s life. He found himself, in the early days of the War, Officer-in-charge of Entertainments, Athletics, Gymnasium, Australian Rules and a sport he had never seen before, Ice Hockey. In addition, he would referee Boxing and Wrestling bouts. In this, both as a part-time and as a full-time chaplain, he was doing precisely what was envisaged in the 1936 proposal for a full-time chaplain. We shall have occasion to return to this theme.


Whether Williams’ 1937 observation about the value of part-time Chaplains was right or wrong, general or particular, until the outbreak of war the RAAF was to rely on them almost exclusively. Indeed, on 3 September 1939 there was still only one full-time chaplain, while over twenty part-time men had served.


Probably no area of RAAF life has relied more heavily on its part-time workers than has chaplaincy. While this was obviously true pre-war, it has been equally true in war and post-war times. The part-time service has been a useful de facto training and recruiting ground for full-time men. It has also been an avenue through which to retain the skills of former full-time Chaplains who retained a love for military chaplaincy and still had a role to play in it. While this has been true at all levels, nowhere has it been truer than in its leadership. Through the years when the Board of Chaplains (BOC) consisted chiefly of part-time members, almost all of them were men who had previous full-time chaplaincy service.


Over its entire history only about twenty-four per cent of all RAAF Chaplains have served exclusively in a full-time capacity, with an overwhelming sixty per cent being part-timers and sixteen per cent having served in both roles. Even during World War II, with so many Chaplains being required for war-zone deployment, forty-five per cent 



 of all Chaplains were in part-time service. The extensive use of parttimers in the war years freed men, who otherwise would have been required to serve at Training Units, to be deployed to operational areas.


With the proliferation of training schools scattered around Australia—with far and away the majority in rural areas—it became essential to mobilise a great number of men for chaplaincy. Local clergy were recruited for the task. In some cases, they could not be fitted into establishment numbers or were unsuited because of medical or age barriers, so they simply served as volunteer clergy. Staff Chaplain Morrison, for example, determined as early as 1940 to ensure that Catholic cover was provided to every Station.42 Sadly the names of many of these volunteer clergy are unknown, and they cannot be honoured as they deserve. The availability of the part-time men relieved a great deal of pressure on the Staff Chaplains who had to ensure that all positions at home and abroad were filled.


The Staff Chaplains saw it as essential to rotate the full-time men between operational and home postings. This provided a service at the front and returned men home for a time to rest from the pressures there. The presence of part-time Chaplains on stations provided both continuity of cover and useful local knowledge.


The part-time chaplain also served as a valuable link between the civilian population and the ever-transient RAAF one. Pat Wood at Sale, for example, saw this as almost his most important role.43 He went to great lengths to ensure that social, cultural and sporting activities within the civilian community were available to, and supported by the men and women on the two nearby RAAF Stations. With their clergy regularly donning uniform and disappearing onto the local RAAF station, and under the leadership of these men, many local churches were encouraged to provide a welcome and a home away from home to the airmen with dances and a host of other activities.


In 1948, and in quite a different context, the Staff Chaplains had occasion to draw attention to the enormous amount of willingly offered, unrecompensed ‘sacrifice’ local clergy were prepared to offer 



 as part-time Chaplains during the war. We shall return to this theme later.


The other valuable link the part-time chaplain represents is that between the Service and the church itself. While the civilian clergyman may find it hard to move outside the culture of the church, and the chaplain may find the ethos of the military a satisfying one, the part-time chaplain does remind each of the other.


Additionally, through the history of the Branch there have been those part-time Chaplains who have served for many years, and those whose service has only been for months, but the service of each has been a contribution to the total picture of the Branch. The Branch is not monochrome, and perhaps the vast range of differences of personalities, and the lengths of service found among the part-time Chaplains would highlight this better than a study of the full-time Chaplains might do.


On 9 May 1938 Weekly Orders amended those of 1935 describing the work of the chaplain. While the thrust here was to change the responsibility of the chaplain from RAAF HQ to the CO of his Unit, it did reiterate what was expected of the chaplain, and offer possibilities for him.44


The revised AFO still allowed for the CO to have discretion on the employment of the chaplain. Having defined the guidelines for his pay, it went on with the direction that any service over twenty-five days per annum would be ‘entirely voluntary and no pay or allowances can be claimed’. While this re-iterated the basic pay position of the 1935, direction, the Order did shift the role from weekend training camps (in the main) to Stations.


It was to the more established and static environment of a station that the chaplain was now posted (no longer to RAAF HQ). This reflected the Service’s own life and afforded an opportunity in which a chaplain might better develop the possibilities of his work. It could be suggested that rather than trying to restrict the role of the chaplain, the RAAF was still trying to come to grips with his place 



 in its organisation. Certainly, having limited the time he could serve (as a paid member) the regulation still went on to describe his role of ministering to the sick and the detained.


But it did offer opportunities which, though they had prevailed since 1935, did, in the new environment, offer more opportunity for exploration. The regulation still allowed for the chaplain to be free, if he was willing, and his duties so allowed, for him to be involved in the sporting or social activities of the station. But these could be neither required of, nor forced on him.


Like the earlier references to flying and his position of impartiality, all these provisions remain today, with the wording varied only slightly to fit the modern RAAF environment. Now, for example, a chaplain is ‘encouraged’ to undertake secondary duties, where in an earlier day he was ‘permitted’ to do so.


Notwithstanding the earlier comment about the Air Force’s seeming ambivalence about its Chaplains (i.e., limited time allowed as against an expansive job opportunity), it is clear that the structure was being set to allow the chaplain a certain freedom and independence of operation. While the twenty-five days per se reflected an earlier circumstance, it remained the legal provision until such time as it needed to be changed to reflect a new circumstance. A cynical view might suggest that the organisation was looking for a service ‘on the cheap’. Another perspective might suggest that the organisation was underscoring the independence of the chaplain and allowing the role to work itself out.


But flexibility can have a price. Because of misunderstanding (or more accurately, non-understanding) on the part of both Chaplains and commanders, one issue has often erupted in questions which typify themselves as ‘who does command the chaplain, and to whom is he answerable?’ and ‘how free is he to be independent in his actions?’.


The defining of responsibility (functionally to the CO, ecclesiastically to the Principal Air Chaplain) neither resolves the question of independence nor defines the ‘grey areas’ in between and 



 which necessarily arise because a chaplain must be under the discipline of both the church and the military.


The history of the Branch will suggest that it has always been the Church which has been determinative in matters relating to chaplaincy.


It is the Church which empowers and authorises a clergyman to function, and which appoints him to his task, whether that is in a civilian or a military sphere is immaterial. The Service has always accepted this position. In the one instance where the Air Force did dishonourably discharge a chaplain the charge was clearly one concerning a breach of military and not ecclesiastical law.


By 1940, the fourteen years of experience by the young Service had evolved only a sketchy outline of what it wanted of its Chaplains. By and large there had not been any need for a great deal of ‘philosophical’ input from the church. Most of the evolution of the role had been experience based and internally directed. Through men like Mannix the Church was responding to each need as it arose. But that small store of experience was about to expand dramatically, as were the numbers of airmen to be served and of Chaplains to do that serving. World War II was just round the corner.


It was with these very few guidelines that the first full-time, and the first wartime Chaplains began their service, and from them that the soon to be formed Branch would evolve.






CHAPTER 2










A FORMATIVE YEAR




1939-1940


There were just six Chaplains in the RAAF when war was declared on Sunday 3 September 1939. They were George McWilliams, the Anglican in full-time service, Ken Morrison (Catholic) and Lewis Clayton (Presbyterian) all in Melbourne, Ronald Ashcroft (Anglican) and Sylvester O’Sullivan (Catholic) at Richmond, while James Paice (Anglican) had been working at Pearce (WA) for about five months.


By mid-April 1940, the number had crept up to eleven, but by the end of the year there would be almost ten times the number there had been at the outbreak of war. Beyond that there would be a growth in numbers which no one could have dared to guess as the infant Service evolved into its maturity.


The growth of the RAAF was slow in the early months of World War II, but the momentum would pick up dramatically. Early recruiting campaigns brought a response by greater numbers than could be absorbed immediately, especially with the glamorous appeal which the Air Force held for young men with the possibility of their becoming pilots. Commencing from a strength of 3489 plus another couple of hundred Reservists on the eve of the War, by the end of March an extra 5500 had been recruited, with 4300 waiting to be called up. Two years later the number of men and women in the RAAF had reached almost 80 000. By mid-February 1943 there were 118 000, and two months later 144 000, in Air Force service, including 15 800 in the WAAAF.1




By the very nature of the RAAF’s training and operational life, these personnel were scattered over dozens of locations. They would be found in front line Squadrons from the Pacific to Europe, in Personnel and Equipment Depots and Training Schools in every State, in support facilities serving both men and aircraft, and in around 140 Radar Stations located in all kinds of remote locations. This proliferation of locations began when ten points around the Australian coast were identified for urgently needed Advanced Operational Bases, which should be erected by the end of 1939, with the possibility of a further twenty-eight to be developed later.2


The Empire Air Training Scheme (EATS) drove the early need to train men for the diverse flying tasks of the RAAF. As early as January 1940 the four Elementary Flying Schools could receive ninety-two pupils per month between them. By the end of 1941, some thirty-six schools had been established or planned to train aircrew.3 Only nine were in or near metropolitan areas. The country locations of the Schools, while important for training which involved flying in relatively uncongested air space, did create some challenges for chaplaincy. Wherever part-time Chaplains were to be appointed there was frequently little choice as to who might be available for the work.


It was clear that a need existed for an organised chaplaincy service in the growing Air Force. In the first months of the war around twenty clergy had approached the RAAF offering themselves as Chaplains and several churches were enquiring about the need to provide men.4 These were in addition to the men already recruited or transferred from part-to full-time duty.


The ideal of some formal training for new Chaplains was a luxury which could not be afforded in the first days. Indeed, even if the time and resources had been available, there was little experience in Air Force chaplaincy, and none in wartime, on which to base any training courses.


There needed to be someone to take the responsibility for recruiting, overseeing, and deploying Chaplains. These were the tasks 



 placed in the hands of the Staff Chaplains. This chapter deals with their appointment in August 1940.
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