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Memorial Service Tribute to Air Vice-Marshal Robert Chapple, CB,  

by Dr Robert David Chapple (Son) 

 

I am very proud to stand before you today to pay tribute to my late father, Air Vice-

Marshal Robert Chapple, CB. To Caroline and I, he was daddy; to Tom, Ollie, Hugo 

and Eloise, he was Granddad; to my mum he was simply, 'her darling Bobbie'. To all 

of us here today: he was kind, gentle, funny and warm. 

 

With Dad's passing: Mum, Caroline and I have been overwhelmed by the love and 

support we've received from family and friends all of whom have, in some way, been 

touched by him. Unassuming, unpretentious he could, and would, chat to anyone. The 

response from people of all ages and all backgrounds has been to acknowledge these 

qualities. We thank you all for coming and we hope that you will join us afterwards, 

at Upcote Barns, to continue the celebration of dad's life. 

 

We are grateful to be holding this Service here today in the beautiful Parish Church of 

St Michaels. We are indebted to Reverend Randall for allowing us to celebrate Dad's 

life in this special place. We are equally thankful to Father Frank for conducting the 

Service.  

 

Dad loved old English Churches. He would like you to be aware that you are all very 

fortunate to be in a building that is over 800 years old. I think he would like to point 

out to you the two Norman Doorways. The south door, through which you all entered, 

is a magnificent example of Norman work and because it has been protected from the 

weather by the 13th century porch, is almost perfect. The north doorway is blocked, 

but is the first and finest thing that you see, as you enter Withington. 

 

But Churches, which Dad loved, are about more than just architecture. If you allow 

yourself to visit one of these special places, at a different time to say one like this; you 

can stand alone, and in the silence and cool of the Nave, you can reach out, and touch 

time itself. You can imagine the people who have stood here over the centuries, 

worshipping God. One can glimpse their lives: their joys, their sorrows, their fears. 

This connection to the past, gives context to the present, and helps us to understand 

the ephemeral nature of life. Dad understood this. He understood that Death is 

inevitable and it's not death that should be feared but rather that life should be well 

lived. 

 

My dad lived a great and wonderful life. 

 

Dad was born at Bart's on the 2nd May 1934. He came from a long line of Doctor 

Robert Chapples.  His Great Grandfather was a Surgeon General who as a young field 

surgeon operated on the battlefields of Balaclava Inkerman and Sevastopol. His 

Grandfather was a GP and MO to the Collieries of South Yorkshire. His father went 

to Bart's in 1912 and as the 1st WW took it's toll, found himself drafted into the Navy 

as senior medical student/acting doctor. When the war ended despite having practised 

for several years he was required to return to Bart's to complete his training. Sadly the 

good life got in the way and, after the longest medical training in recorded history, he 

was asked to leave. 



 

1939 saw the outbreak of WW2 and before long he and his brother Michael were 

evacuated from their home in North London to the relative safety of rural Essex. 

Relative because, as Dad loved to recount, it was whilst placed in the ancient village 

of Sible Hedingham, the boys were bombed out. The two brothers had contracted 

German Measles so, when the Air Raid sirens sounded, the family scurried off to the 

Public Shelter, leaving the boys to fend for themselves under the kitchen table. For 

reasons unknown, a German bomber decided to drop one of its bombs on Sible 

Hedingham, blowing the roof off the house. Fortunately neither boy was hurt. After 

several unsuccessful placements, they eventually landed in the humble but happy 

home of Mr and Mrs Holditch. Mr and Mrs Holditch became surrogate parents and 

Kelvedon a surrogate home to which dad would return to for the rest of his life. It was 

in Kelvedon that he  and Michael were received into the Catholic Church. Their father 

was a lapsed Catholic and their mother had no religion, but their mother was a canny 

woman, and she had decided that the best school in North London, was the Finchley 

Catholic Grammar School. She made some enquiries, arrangements were made, and 

the boys were quickly welcomed into the Catholic Church.  

 

Dad retained a deep and honest faith throughout his life. In 2011 he was proud to 

return to Kelvedon to celebrate the 70th anniversary of his Baptism. 

 

At the end of the War, the two brothers returned to their parental home in North 

London and Dad duly attended the Finchley Grammar School from 1945 to 1952. He 

was proud of his school and he would be pleased to know that a school friend of his is 

here today. As a schoolboy, he had a great love of sport and would go to watch Spurs 

one week and Arsenal the next. Dad always had rather kitsch tastes and this is the 

only explanation I can give as to why his heart finally settled on Spurs rather the 

mighty Arsenal. He also loved cricket following both Middlesex and England. His 

boyhood hero was the dashing Denis Compton who, as well as being one of 

Middlesex and England's greatest ever players, filled in the off season by playing 

Outside Left for Arsenal. 

 

Leaving school dad went to Mary's in 1952, qualifying in 1958. He loved his time 

there, making lifelong friends, again some of whom are here today. Money was tight 

and dad had to live at home. He helped finance himself through Medical School by 

playing and winning at Bridge. Dad always had a first class mind, and was an 

excellent card player. He represented the University of London which gave him a 

Half-Purple, the equivalent of an Oxbridge Half- Blue. I once came across a small 

notebook at his mother's house, in which he had meticulously written down all his 

Bridge bets and winnings. It was like a cottage industry. Dad remained deeply 

attached to his old Medical School and attended many happy reunions. On one 

occasion when he was nearly sixty, as a bit of fun, the alumni were given a 

contemporary 2nd year MCQ paper. Dad was delighted to come top. 

 

On qualifying, dad did his house jobs a Harold Wood in Essex. By this time he had 

met a young ENT Nursing Sister, by the name of Ann. Ann was in fact a few years 

older than dad, something that never bothered either of them. They fell in love and 

began to court. Mum introduced him to skiing, one of her passions, and in the winter 

of 1959 they holidayed in Obergurgl. There's a wonderful photo of them on that 

holiday holding hands, clearly very much in love, with the majestic Alps behind them. 



Mum might of hoped that dad would use this romantic setting to propose marriage. 

He didn't. Dad had already planned to go and work in the United States as a medical 

intern in Erie, Pennsylvania. He finally proposed just before he set sail on the Queen 

Mary, in July 1959. Engaged but separated, they corresponded by letter. As his time 

in the States came to a close, the American authorities tried very hard to get him to 

accept citizenship, and stay on. Dad however wanted to get back to mum and declined 

their offers. A friend of his accepted the citizenship and two weeks later found 

himself drafted into the US Army, with a posting to Vietnam.  

 

Returning to England, this time on the Queen Elizabeth, mum and dad were married 

in the summer of 1960. They honeymooned in style visiting; Paris, Milan, Rome, and 

Naples, before spending 10 days in Capri. 

 

On their return, dad was called up for National Service having been deferred for 8 

years. He chose the Royal Air Force and began a second happy marriage, that was to 

last for the next 34 years. 

 

Dad was sent on a two week course at the Staff Training College to learn the 

rudiments of how to be an RAF Officer. Among other things he was given a crash 

course in how to lead and command a parade, but this training was cut short, 

apparently due to poor weather - something that was going to catch up with him many 

years later. 

 

Mum and dad started their married life at Kirten-in-Lyndsey before being posted to 

Singapore. Life was good and it was here, that I Robert, their eldest child was born. 

There time there coincided with the end of the Malayan Emergency, which saw 

British military action. Dad was proud to receive a war medal recognising his 

contribution because, as he convinced himself, although he'd seen no active service 

himself, he'd had to cover for absent colleagues. He was disappointed to later receive 

a letter, asking him to return the medal as it had been given in error. 

 

In 1963 mum and dad returned to the UK, to Colerne near Bath, where Caroline was 

born. For the next 10 years, dad worked as Station Medical Officer practising clinical 

medicine in a series of 3 yearly postings. A highlight, was a posting to Gibraltar from 

1967-1970. Here he provided 1 in 3 cover not just for the British Forces but for the 

entire civilian population of Gibraltar. During his time in Gib, tensions erupted 

between Franco's Spain and Britain. The Border closed and the British Forces were 

put on a war footing. Fortunately no shots were ever fired but, as a result, dad once 

again missed out on any medal. 

 

In 1972 Dad made the most important decision of his professional life embarking on a 

year long DPH at Bristol University under the tutelage of the late Sir Sandy Macara, 

public health expert and Chairman of the BMA. From now on he was to become a 

Consultant in Public Health Medicine with a meteoric rise through the ranks of the 

Medical Branch of the RAF culminating in his appointment as PMO Support 

Command in 1992. With this appointment he became a QHP and was honoured with a 

CB. No longer would he be the most senior RAF Officer without a medal. 

 

The postings came thick and fast; firstly as Deputy CO of RAF Wegburg in Germany, 

then CO of a succession of RAF hospitals including TPMH in Cyprus, RAF Halton in 



Buckinghamshire and RAF Wroughton in Wiltshire. These postings were interspersed 

with a variety of appointments at MOD in London. 

 

Dad was now a senior RAF officer and administrator, but he never lost his love of 

clinical medicine. He would volunteer himself to go round the Stations to do routine 

medicals just to keep his hand in. When he had retired and I was a GP in Cheltenham 

he loved, nothing more, than to sit me down in the evening with a glass of wine and 

ask me to recount to him some 'good cases'. I'd describe the presenting complaint of a 

patient I'd seen, he'd ask a few pertinent questions, then he'd say, 'don't tell me don't 

tell me' as he pondered a differential diagnosis before announcing, 'Ah! I 

know…bacterial endocarditis - very good very good!'  He was invariably right. 

 

As I've said, dad was kind warm and funny. He liked people and was interested in 

people. He never lost his common touch and was untouched by pretentiousness and 

pomposity. As CO of many hospitals my mother and father had to do a lot of official 

entertaining, giving formal dinners to visiting dignitaries in their own home. Never 

impressed by titles or rank and certainly not interested in politics, more serious guests 

must have been somewhat bemused to find the principle topic of conversation being 

the family dogs so-called 'tricks'. These consisted of dad fiddling with the dog's collar 

and rearranging his ears to perform what dad called the dog's 'impressions'. These 

included: Helicopter, Dutch lady and Granny. We thought they were hilarious to the 

point of genius but quite what the visiting VIP's thought I've no idea.  

 

Whatever dad was, he was not a conventional military man. He didn't know one end 

of a plane from another. I can remember one of my children asking Granddad what 

sort of plane was flying overhead. Even I could recognise it as a Hercules. 'I've no 

idea he'd say, I'm not good at planes.'  

 

This brings me back to the Parade Ground and the fact that dad had missed out on his 

training back in 1960. In 1991 as CO of RAF Wroughton, for the first time in his 

career he was tasked with having to lead a formal parade in front of the RAF High 

Command. Dad didn’t have a clue. Despite the help of a seasoned Warrant Officer 

who marched alongside him whispering discrete instructions, the visiting dignitaries 

watched in astonishment as dad marched his men past the raised platform past the 

watching families past the boundaries of the Parade Ground, before it all descended 

into chaos. It was like a scene for Blackadder. The situation was made more farcical 

as mum recovering from a hip op, managed in a fit of wifely anguish, to hurl a crutch 

into a line of proud wives knocking several of them to the ground. 

 

Despite this, at the end of his career dad had a staff car, with a flag, and a driver called 

Fred. Fred became part of the family. Mum and dad had to attend many formal 

functions. As QHP they attended many Garden Parties at Buckingham Palace and 

twice when Margaret Thatcher was PM they were guests at Chequers for Christmas 

Eve Drinks. Dad was helped in his career by two extraordinary men: Air Chief 

Marshal Sir John Thomson, who tragically died at the age of just 53 and Air Chief 

Marshal Sir John Willis, both of whom recognised in dad something special. Apart 

from dad's professional, managerial and leadership skills, they recognised and valued 

something else: his common sense, his honesty, and his lack of pretension. I know 

this because they said so. It's these things that truly great people, most value. Dad was 

very proud to receive the CB. This was not an automatic honour and was unexpected. 



He received the Award at Buckingham Palace from the Queen and it was a proud day. 

When dad died, I rang the Office of the Knighthood, as it's called, to advise them of 

his death and was surprised and pleased to hear the phone answered with the words, 

'Buckingham Palace'. I apologised. The lady said, 'No right place, I'll put you 

through…' The person I spoke to, thanked me but said 'yes', they were aware, and that 

they'd be writing to my mother shortly - which they duly did.  

It's comforting to know, that there's still a James Bond Whitehall out there 

somewhere.  

 

Back in the real world however, dad's position meant lots of official functions with 

mum and dad and Fred travelling round performing official duties. A story I like is 

when on occasion they felt they'd been insufficiently fed they'd stop off at a takeaway 

and, parked up in some lay-by, dressed in full uniform, they'd sit in happy silence 

eating their fish and chips. 

 

Both Caroline and I had immensely happy childhoods. Both of us went to Boarding 

schools from an early age but in the holidays we enjoyed a close and happy family 

life. Animals, dogs in the UK cats abroad, were an integral part of our family. 

Holidays were rich and various and have continued to be an important part of mum 

and dad's life together. As children, we holidayed in Majorca, England and Wales. 

When abroad we took advantage  skiing in the Alps and going to Venice in the 

summer. We played cards every night, with dad teaching us how to play Whist and 

Rummy and Crib. On long car journeys we would plead with dad to 'tell us a story'. 

He created two characters: Bert n' Aggie.  The stories were superbly unsophisticated 

and repetitive. They revolved around the central idea that Bert a local farmer had the 

smelliest feet in the world. Aggie, his wife, lived with him and loved him largely 

because she had lost her sense of smell in some terrible industrial accident. Everyone 

Bert met would collapse in front of him overpowered by the terrible stench. We 

would cry with laughter saying, 'again again!'. Bert's only other role was to drive his 

tractor on main roads on High days and holidays just to hold up traffic. Whilst dad 

told these stories he would often hold Caroline's Snoopy out of the car window 

waving manically at on-coming cars - much to our delight. 

 

Dad retired in 1994 and he and mum have been blessed with over 20 years of 

wonderful retirement together here in Withington. It was a great source of joy to them 

to have their four grandchildren live so nearby in Cheltenham and to be able to see 

them grow and develop into the wonderful adults they've become. With more time on 

their hands both mum and dad were able to indulge in their interests and hobbies. Dad 

loved History and as I've said Old English Churches. He joined the Cotswold 

Naturalist Field Club acting as President from 2005-2007. He was always at pains to 

say Naturalist not Naturist. Most of all retirement allowed them to play golf. They 

joined Minchinhampton Golf Club and they threw themselves whole heartedly into 

the Club. It became an integral part of their lives and they made many new strong and 

lasting friendships. Mum has been overwhelmed by the reaction from the people at 

the Club and we are very happy to see some of those people here today. Dad was a 

modest golfer. He holds the world record as the worst golfer to ever have four holes in 

one, a feat so unlikely that to this day it leaves his great friend from medical school 

Bill Little - a proper golfer - confused and upset. 

 



But what mattered most to dad was his family. He was immensely proud of his 

children and grandchildren but above all it was his beloved wife Ann who held his 

heart. They were a team and their life together was a partnership. They complimented 

each other perfectly and without one another they could not have achieved the things 

they did. Mum took on the role of CO's wife: entertaining, supporting other wives and 

families, making things. Dad was enormously proud of mum's talents: glass 

engraving, carpentry, brass beating, tapestries, embroidery, the hassocks in this 

church. 'Come and look at this' he'd say, 'Ann made it'.  

 

They shared everything and were rarely apart. They loved their times away together. 

For forty years they made an almost annual pilgrimage to Tarland in Scotland, 

enjoying shared holidays with friends, walking and of course golf. Since retirement 

they've been on a holiday of a lifetime every year for 20 years to all corners of the 

world making friends along the way. Just weeks before dad died, they went on one 

final holiday together, a cruise around the Aegean Sea. Although dad was clearly very 

unwell they went because they knew it was their last chance to be alone together.  

 

On their return they went to see the oncologist who discussed options but advised 

there were none. Dad looked at me and said, 'Robert…?'  I said, 'Daddy, it's time to go 

home.' Home we went and dad went to bed. He died 8 days later with mum by his 

side. No pain no nothing. A gentle and dignified death for a gentle and dignified man.  

 

Dr Robert David Chapple (Son) 
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