
ON 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

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 aerodrome 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

Tangmere’s

In a quiet corner of the graveyard at ancient Boxgrove Priory stands
a headstone dedicated to Pilot Officer W M L Fiske III 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
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He was the first American to fight for
the RAF. He came, he fought, he died.


