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WRNS who 
plotted D-
Day 
landings

After the war, 
Joan Mary 
Cattanach 
trained as a 
dress designer 
at the Paris 
Academy of 
Fashion in 
London. Today 
is the 
anniversary of 
her death in 
2017
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Tyne Cot War Cemetery, Belgium. 



A Northern Ireland Wren who plotted the D-Day landings 
in a secret underground tunnel lived until she was 92.

Former dress designer Joan Mary Cattanach passed away 
peacefully at Kingfishers care home in New Milton on July 7, 
2017.

The mother-of-two was born in Rosario de Santa Fe in 
Argentina, a daughter of George Apperson and Dorothy 
Boyd from Belfast.

After the family returned to Belfast, Joan attended 
Richmond Lodge School and then went to boarding school 
at Queenswood in Hertfordshire, only for her education to 
be cut short in 1939 when war broke out. She returned to 
Ireland to attend a Parents' National Educational Union 
(PNEU) school in Tynan House and in 1941 volunteered to 
work in the Forces Canteen.

As Belfast came under attack from Luftwaffe raids, Joan 
joined the Women's Royal Naval Service - better known as 
the Wrens - as soon as she was able to in 1941 and was 
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stationed in 
Belfast Castle, 
plotting the 
ship 
movements 
from the Clyde 
to the Atlantic 
by positioning 
model ships on 
a huge glass 
mapping table.

Afterwards, she 
said: "The 
Operations 
Room was a 
large room 
upstairs, which 
had windows 
along one wall.

"There was an 
office on the 

right, behind a glass screen, and another long room on the 
left housed the teleprinters, where we spent a lot of time 
receiving information from the Liver Buildings in Liverpool, 
Greenock and, I think, Orkney.

"We had a big glass-topped map table in the centre of the 
room and we placed tiny 'boats' according to the positions 
we had been given, moving them with long-handled rakes 
just like they show it in old films.We plotted convoys from 
the Clyde to the Atlantic as well as everything else at sea." 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Joan met her husband Alexander Cattanach (Sandy) when 
her father was running the wartime Officer Training Course 
at Queen's University Belfast. She was set up with a blind 
date and he was rather shocked to find out that she was his 
Commanding Officer's daughter.

In April 1944 Joan was sent with three others to HMS 
Forward in Newhaven to reinforce it in preparation for D-
Day.

"Our job involved surveillance of everything that moved on, 
under or over the English Channel, from Dungeness to 
Selsey Bill," she said.

"I arrived at work expecting to do my normal shift, only to be 
told that we were all to be locked in for 48 hours. It was D-
Day and we were to plot the landings. Any communication 
with the outside was forbidden.

"This put me in a fix: my boyfriend, Sandy, had just returned 
from India. We had planned a romantic reunion at Haywards 
Heath station. All staff were given amphetamines to help us 
to stay alert and awake. I decided not to take mine, as the 
first girl who did leapt up and danced on the plotting table!

"I did take time to think of Sandy. He had waited for me, but 
after an hour he decided I'd stood him up and turned to go. 
As he said, 'I realised there were a lot of planes about and 
that something must be happening'."

In November 1944 Joan returned to Belfast Castle until she 
was demobbed in August 1945.

After the war she trained as a dress designer at the Paris 
Academy of Fashion in London and worked for James 
McCaherty in Belfast designing pattern layouts for 
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garments. Upon marrying Sandy in 1945, she moved to 
Glasgow where she supported her husband through his 
medical studies by working for Sol and Philip Harris who 
made clothes for Marks & Spencer.

The family lived in Scotland, then Crewe, and Joan was 
diagnosed with thyroid cancer in 1956. She underwent a 
total thyroidectomy and radical new treatment with 
radioactive iodine at New End Hospital and went on to live 
to 92.

Sandy took over a one-man practice in New Milton in 1957 
which he initially ran from the family home and they lived 
there until he retired in 1984. In 1971 he opened one of the 
first purpose-built health centres in the country.

Joan was an excellent sculptor, jewellery maker and china 
restorer and donated all her earnings from china restoration 
to Oakhaven Hospice, where Sandy was to spend his last 
days until he died of cancer in 2008.

Joan was survived by her two daughters Sue and Siriol, five 
grandchildren and five great-grandchildren. Her funeral took 
place at the Woodland Burial Ground at Hinton, Dorset.

On this day - July 7 

1917 

The official formation of the Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps 
and first time Women were fully enrolled in the Armed 
Forces. Photo next page.
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1940

A French naval squadron that has sought refuge at 
Alexandria is disarmed and interned by the British Navy. 

Page 6



Italy allows French Mediterranean bases to remain armed. 
At Dakar, French West Africa, British torpedo bombers 
damage French battleship Richelieu when she refuses to 
surrender.

1941

Under the pretext of defending the western hemisphere 
against Axis incursions, the U.S. 1st Marine Brigade is 
landed in Iceland to relieve the British garrison that has 
been there since the previous year.

1942

Operation ‘Rutter’ is again delayed. The date for the attack 
is now postponed until the 19th August. However, General 
Montgomery calls for the attack to be cancelled because too 
many people know about it, but General Paget and Admiral 
Lord Louis Mountbatten and General Paget insist the attack 
should be mounted. 

Two pro-German spies, Jose Key and Alphons Timmerman 
are hanged at Wandsworth prison. 
4th Panzer Army enter Voronezh, 150 miles to the east of 
Kursk. Army Group A begins its offensive in to the Donets 
Basin. The STAVKA (Red Army High Command) creates the 
Voronezh Front under General Rokossovsky and is to cover 
the widening gap between the Bryansk and South-West 
Fronts. 

Himmler grants permission for sterilization experiments at 
Auschwitz. 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China makes a plea for the allied forces to make the Pacific 
rather than Europe the focus of action. The Chinese cite that 
they have been under attack by the Japanese since 1936, 
long before the European nations went to war.

1943

Off the coast of Brazil, U-185 (Kptlt. Maus) sinks 3 merchant 
ships. Adolf Hitler makes the V-2 missile program a top 
priority in armament planning.The German forces engaged 
at Kursk are still unable to achieve a major breakthrough in 
the face of stiffening Soviet resistance, which is reinforced 
by the arrival of strong tank and infantry reserves. Lt. 
Hartmann of II/JG 52, downs 7 Soviet aircraft near Kursk, 
bringing his total since the start of the offensive to 22.

1944  

450 heavy RAF bombers carry out a saturation raid (2,300 
tons of bombs) on the German defences in and around 
Caen. 1,129attacks by the US Seventh Army in the 
Carentan area of the Cotentin peninsula are blunted by 
violent German counter-attacks.

RAF Bomber Command operations: 
Night ops, July 6/7th, Thursday night and early Friday. 
Minor Ops:- 
33 LNSF Mosquitoes to Scholven/Buer and 3 to Mezieres 
railway junction. 
100 Group sent out 6 Intruder and 16 V1 patrols (6 V1s shot 
down). 
4 Stirlings gardening off the Belgian and Dutch coasts. 
All returned safely.
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The city of Caen incurred heavy damage but German 
defences went largely unscathed. By the end of the 
Battle for Caen, the civilian population of the city had 
fallen from 60,000 to 17,000. 

Total Effort for the 24 hours:- 613 sorties for the loss of 1 
aircraft (0.2%) plus 5 more written off in crashes back in 
England (but as the Command knew where they were, they 
weren't counted as "lost"!

23 of our airmen paid the ultimate price and 1 was injured. 
There were no PoWs or evaders.

Vice-Admiral Nagumo and General Saito, commit suicide as 
the Japanese position on Saipan deteriorates.
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Roll of Honour - July 7 

Representing their comrades who died on this day

1916

+BLAYNEY, Bernard 

Royal Irish Rifles, 2nd Btn. Rifleman. 4633. Died 
07/07/1916. Born Downpatrick, Co. Down. Killed in action 
on 7th July 1916. Theipval Memorial, Somme, France

+McDONALD, Thomas  
101st Siege Bty., Royal Garrison Artillery. Gunner. 67686, 
Died of wounds on 07/07/1916 of wounds received on 
02/07/1916. Thomas had been in the army for nine months 
when he was killed. Born 17/07/1896. Son of carpenter 
Robert James McDonald and Lila McLaughlin, of 
Ballymena. The couple had married in Ballymena RC 
Church on 07/11/885 and lived at 7, Larne Street, 
Ballymena. Carnoy Military Cemetery, France.

+THOMPSON, Alfred Maurice  
RAMC. Captain. Attached 7th Royal Sussex Regiment.MiD. 
Killed in action, the day before his 31st birthday, on 
07/07/1916. He had stopped to attend the wounds of the 
battalion adjutant, some 80 yards in front of his own lines in 
Mash Valley, just north of the village of La Boiselles. He was 
using a waterproof sheet to drag the adjutant back to within 
a few feet of the trenches, when he was fatally wounded by 
shrapnel. He was recommended for the Victoria Cross for 
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his actions that day, having previously been mentioned in 
dispatches. Alfred was born on 08/07/1885 in Brussels, the 
son of Alfred and Florence C Thomson of 9 Osborne 
Mansions, Northumberland Street, London, and later of 
"Breowra", Marlborough Avenue, Belfast. He lived in 
Belgium until the age of 7. Educated at RBAI, QUB (MB, 
BCh, BAO 1909), Kings College. He was a physician and 
living at Napsbury, St Albans, when he joined the RAMC. 
Commemorated on the Thiepval Memorial (pier and face 
4C), Somme, France

1918

+DONLEAVY. William Stephen 
AB. HMT Bendigo. Died 07/07/1918. Age 26. HMT Bendigo, 
ex Ben Lomond, sunk by submarine action off Kinsale. Son 
of the late George and Cathleen Donleavy, Ferris Point 
Lighthouse, and Ballylumford Cottage. Brother of Mrs. 
Barlowe, 24 Station Road, Larne.

1944

+DEMPSTER, Edward

Royal Ulster Rifles, 1st Btn.D Coy, 19 Platoon. Corporal. 
7012285.Died 07/07/1944. Born in Belfast. Son of James 
and Byers Dempster; husband to Betty of Westfields, 
Hereford. Remembered as a fine footballer. Hermanville 
War Cemetery

+KENNEDY, George Kennedy

Royal Irish Fusiliers, 1st Btn. Fusilier. 7047367. Died 
07/07/1944. Aged 25. Son of James and Ellen Kennedy, of 
Lisnaskea. Co. Fermanagh. Naples War Cemetery, Italy.
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 +REID, Gordon           
A.A.C. Parachute Regiment, 7th Btn. Private.14410593. 
Died 07/07/1944. Aged 20. Parachuted into France 
06/07/1944. Aim was to secure the Eastern flanks of the 
British landings and to secure the village of Benoville and 
subsequently the area around Ranville. Son of John and 
Elizabeth Reid, of Cookstown. Ranville War Cemetery, 
Calvados, France, Cookstown WM. Molesworth PCI WM

+TROTTER, James Wesley

A.A.C. The Parachute Regiment, 5th Btn.7047440. Private. 
Died 07/07/1944. Aged 20. Son of James B. and Fanny J. 
Trotter, of Grangemore, Armagh. Bayeux War Memorial 

VETERAN

Rev Fr Francis Browne, chaplain to the Irish Guards during 
WW1 passed away on 07/07/1960. Browne, a noted 
photographer took photos of soldiers during the war and 
took the last photos onboard the Titanic before it sank. His 
remains were buried in Glasnevin Cemetery.

Every Day is a Remembrance Day
We will remember them

To return to Home Page - click on Remembrance NI 
masthead.

Are you on Facebook? Like the Remembrance Ni 
Facebook site to receive notice of new posts
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remembrance ni 

The remembrance ni programme is overseen by Very Rev Dr Houston 
McKelvey OBE, QVRM, TD who served as Chaplain to 102 and 105 
Regiments Royal Artillery (TA), as Hon. Chaplain to RNR and as Chaplain to 
the RBL NI area and the Burma Star Association NI. Dr McKelvey is a Past 
President of Queen’s University Services Club. He may be contacted at 

houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com


Copyright - all material in this remembrance ni publication is copyright, and 
must not be reproduced in print or electronically.

To receive a copy of remembrance ni  or notice  of new postings on web 
site please contact - 

houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com


Contact - Simply input Remembrance ni in the title bar and give your first 
and second names with e-mail address in body of text. There is also a 
contact  facility on the web site. See Menu at 

https://remembranceni.org/
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