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In a quiet corner of the graveyard at ancient Boxgrove Priory stands
a headstone dedicated to Pilot Officer W M L Fiske Il of Tangmere’s
601 Squadron. How this part of Sussex came to be the final resting
place of a brave young American flyer is a moving story rooted in

British military history and one which remains very much alive today

Words by Liane Oldham. Pictures by Kate Eastman

N JULY 4, 1941, Sir Winston
Churchill arranged for a tablet in
honour of fighter pilot Billy Fiske

to be placed in the crypt of St Paul’s
Cathedral. At the unveiling, Sir Archibald
Sinclair, secretary of state for air, said:
“Here was a young man for whom life held
much. Under no kind of compulsion he
came to fight for Britain. He came, he
fought, he died.” Now, almost 67 years
later, Billy is being remembered again with
the installation of a beautiful stained glass
memorial window at Boxgrove’s 12th
century Priory in West Sussex.

So who is Billy Fiske, why is he buried in
a churchyard in Boxgrove and what has
made him so special? The answer isn’t
simple but holds just as much excitement
and heroism today as it did back then.

The son of a wealthy American banking
family, Billy was an accomplished
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sportsman remaining unbeaten champion
on the famous Cresta run at St Moritz for
many years. He led the American bobsleigh
team during the 1928 and 1932 Winter
Olympics at Lake Placid, where he carried
the flag for the opening ceremonies. The
Billy Fiske Trophy was named after him for
being the youngest gold medal winner in
the sport at just 16.

Pauline Morton, Billy’s niece who now
lives in East Preston, remembers: “Billy
was a great athlete. He was a daredevil,
very charismatic and debonair.”

Billy went to Cambridge where he was
a well-known figure, driving at high
speed to the golf course in his British
racing green Bentley. He learned to fly at
an acrodrome near London and married
Rose, former Countess of Warwick. She
remembers “the big day when he was
allowed to take me in an open two-seater



He was the first American to fight for
the RAF. He came, he fought, he died.
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on a flight to Le Touquet”. After being
recalled to his firm’s New York office,
shortly before England declared war on
Germany, Billy met up with one of his
English flying companions, an RAF
reservist in 601 Squadron called W P
‘Litle Billy’ Clyde, and regularly cabled
friends in England to keep abreast of the
impending conflict. In 1939, when Clyde
was recalled, Billy returned with him to
England sailing on the Aquitania.

In his diary Billy wrote: “I believe I can
lay claim to being the first US citizen to
join the RAF in England after the outbreak
of hostilities.” He did not realise he was
writing his epitaph. He also
knew when he sailed from
America that “no person not a
British citizen or a son of
British citizens could be eligible
for any position whatsoever in
the Air Force.”

Never one to

shirk a challenge

Billy would, indeed, become
one of the first Americans to
join the RAF but it wasn’t easy.
Never one to shirk a challenge
he worked out a plan to pass
himself off as a Canadian. With
luck and the right connections
he eventually got an interview
with a high-ranking RAF
officer. He records in his diary
that he played a round of golf
beforehand to give himself a
“healthy look”. He notes: “For
once I had a quiet Saturday
night. I didn’t want to have eyes
looking like blood-stained
oysters next day.”

He joined No 601 (County
of London) Auxiliary Air
Force Squadron at Tangmere,
which was also known as the

enjoyed those talks we had. He really was
the most exceptional person and I am so
glad I got to know him.”

Then came Billy’s last flight. On
August 16, 1940, Tangmere aerodrome
was attacked by German dive-bombers.
Billy took off in Hurricane P3358 to
patrol overhead. As the Hurricanes
returned Billy’s badly-damaged aircraft
glided over the boundary to land
engulfed in flames. Geoffrey Faulkner,
now living in Bournemouth, was one of
the medical orderlies who pulled him
from the plane. “We were sent down to
get him out,” he says. “A bomb landed 15

HEROES ONE AND ALL
& Carl Davis was another American to fly in Billy’s 601
Squadron. He was awarded the DFC in 1940 and is buried
at Storrington. The radio aerial from his plane can still be
seen at Tangmere air museum
& By 1941 there were enough American pilots in the RAF to
form three Eagle Squadrons, Nos 71, 121 and 132
& Geoffrey Faulkner and Corporal Jones, who pulled Billy
from the burning plane, were awarded the Military Medal by
King George VI. Following their report the Battle of Britain
Historical Society commissioned a painting of the Fiske
Hurricane, above, coming in to land

& Nearly all of the Belfast hangars at Tangmere were
bombed during the Battle of Britain

& Tangmere Military Aviation Museum is one out of only four
museums in the UK to be asked to develop educational
material for primary schools

at Boxgrove and Tangmere. Members of the
601 Squadron Old Comrades’ Association
not only raised funds for a fine new
headstone but also a new memorial window
designed by the architectural glass artist
Mel Howse, much of whose work is in
public art or in places of worship such as
Lancing College Chapel. Her task in
creating a design that would fit Billy’s
colourful life into a 12th century setting
was challenging. “I was extremely lucky to
discuss the theme for the window with an
original 601 Squadron member,” she says.
“Classically over tea at the vicarage, the
magical but tragic story unfolded. Jack
Riddle described Billy’s short but
concentrated life as one full of
achievement, commitment,
courage and panache. I was quite
taken with the portrait of the
good-looking young man and
struck by the wisdom and
maturity he must have had in
such early years. He was not
English, he was American, but he
died early for this country flying
over Tangmere and Boxgrove
where he now rests.

Why he is so

important to us

“I was fascinated by Jack’s
exciting and sad account. Billy
was unique. There were several
designs and the one chosen
incorporates both the Union Jack
and the Stars and Stripes
unfurled, almost blended
together, as in an incoming
Hurricane. It was important for
me to create a sense of drama
and action within the window.
On the day I finished installing
it both Jack Riddle and Tony
Oldham from the Old

Comrades’ Association came

Legionnaires and Millionaires’
Squadron because it was formed from
members of White’s Club, St James’s.
There was some apprehension in 601
about taking “this untried American
adventurer.” But Billy, unpretentious
about his flying skills, was soon accepted.
Squadron Leader Jack Riddle from
Itchenor remembers: “There were two
distinct and seemingly opposite sides to
Billy’s character. One was the tough
wartime fighter pilot, the other was
infinitely sensitive and caring for others.
Sometimes we would talk deep into the
night. He was always interesting and I
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yards in front of us. By the time we got
him out we’d had 28 bombs in two
minutes. He was very badly burned. That
memory is still very much alive with me
today.” A wreath from Churchill was
delivered to Tangmere and Billy’s funeral,
with full military honours, took place at
Boxgrove Priory on August 20, 1940, as
the Battle of Britain still raged overhead.
His coffin, borne into the churchyard by
Tangmere ground staff and accompanied
by his comrades, was draped in both the
Stars and Stripes and Union Jack flags.
Today his memory remains very much alive

along, which for me was a
wonderful moment.”

At nearby Tangmere air museum, on the
airfield where Billy flew his Hurricane,
there is a dedicated Fiske corner. Curator
David Coxon says: “We concentrate very
much on the people here as well as the
memorabilia, which is why it is so well
loved. We talk to primary school children
about Billy, why he flew here, why he is
important to us and why we remember
him. We have even produced a booklet on
him. And the Americans have always been
linked to Tangmere, right back to the First
World War ... but that’s another story!”
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