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It’s a war story that is told every time the career of Billy Bishop is discussed: On June 2, 1917,
the young pilot single-handedly took out a German airfield in an early morning raid at the height
of the Great War. For this, he was awarded the Victoria Cross, and a place in Canadian
history.And yet, the attack never happened.In this explosive new biography, Brereton Greehous
exposes the myth of Billy Bishop. While his bravery never comes into question (Bishop was as
courageous as any of the men who risked their lives in those early warplanes) his credibility as a
storyteller does. From exaggerations and half-truths to flat-out lies, stories of Bishop’s legendary
exploits contain as much fiction as they do fact.Greenhous reveals many startling truths: he
presents evidence that some of the medals Bishop wore late in his career were unearned,
uncovers a number of examples of Bishop embellishing or inventing combat stories, and, most
significantly, shows that the only account of the ace’s raid on the German airfield came from
Bishop himself. Even official German records of casualties fail to corroborate the Canadian’s
claims.The Making of Billy Bishop is a book certain to stir up controversy. Twenty years ago, a
documentary film questioning Bishop’s credentials as a hero was considered so blasphemous
that a senate investigation was launched in an attempt to restore the pilot’s name. Now,
Greenhous’s research vindicates the claims of the filmmakers, and re-ignites an argument once
thought settled.
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Show me a hero and I will write you a tragedy.— F. Scott Fitzgerald, Notebooks [1978]

ACKNOWLEDGMENTSMy debt to the late Phil Markham goes beyond words. He was a
knowledgeable researcher and a regrettably modest gentleman. I say “regrettably” because that



modesty made him reluctant to place his meticulous explorations of the Bishop canon before the
public. I (and others) spent several years, on and off, trying to persuade him to put his evidence
and conclusions into print, and happily, shortly before his death, he did publish his paper on
“The Early Hours of 2 June 1917” in a specialist American journal. I have reached different
conclusions about Bishop’s possible destinations that day, but we shared a common disbelief in
Bishop’s account of where he went and what happened, and my explication owes much to Phil’s
original research. His widow, Jo, was good enough to give me access to his papers.Arthur
Bishop did scholarship a service when he deposited originals and/or copies of his father’s
papers with the Department of National Defence’s Directorate of History (as it was then known),
making them available without restriction to interested historians. I have mixed feelings about
using them to question and partially destroy the reputation of their originator, but I am truly
grateful for the access thus provided.My sister, Anne Thomas, was good enough to investigate
many British sources on my behalf and provided invaluable assistance before her sudden and
unexpected death in February 2000. For these and many other kindnesses, I remember her with
great affection. I am also grateful to the following (in alphabetical order) for their support, advice
and/or assistance: Yilmas Alimoglu, Serge Bernier, John Bruce, David Campbell, Isabel
Campbell, Tim Dubé, Norman Franks, Bill Glover, Hugh Halliday, Steve Harris, Sean and
Andrew Horrall, Chris Johnson (who drew the maps), Madeleine Lafleur-Lemire, Gerry LaForce,
Paul Lansey, David and Michael McNorgan, Ed Patten, Ken Reynolds, Lloyd Strickland and Mike
Whitby.Nevertheless, the conception and interpretation of Bishop’s exploits presented here is
essentially my own. So are any errors that may have crept in. Mine, all mine! But I hope to God
none have, for diehard worshippers of the Bishop canon (and there are certainly many of them)
will no doubt be searching for a metaphorical stick with which to beat me.

INTRODUCTIONNow for the purpose of attaining an end so desirable as that of rewarding
individual instances of merit and valour We have instituted and created . . . a new Naval and
Military Decoration which We are desirous should be highly prized and eagerly sought after by
the Officers and Men of Our Naval and Military Services.The Victoria Cross, the British
Commonwealth’s greatest acknowledgment of physical courage, was created in 1856 to
recognize outstanding feats of bravery in the Crimean War (1854–1856) and in future conflicts.
Over the years, the ratio between those eligible to receive the Cross and those upon whom it
has actually been bestowed has made it the rarest of all decorations awarded for acts of valour
— rarer than the United States’ Medal of Honor; rarer than Imperial Germany’s Pour le Mérite,
the Third Reich’s Ritterkreuz, with its various trimmings of oak leaves, swords and diamonds, or
the former Soviet Union’s Geroj SSSR Medalj Zolotaja Zvezda; rarer, even, than the now-
forgotten Austrian and Russian Orders of Maria Theresa and St. George, upon which the VC
concept appears to have been based.1Nevertheless, some earlier awards were made on rather
generous grounds in light of the First World War (1914–1918), a doleful but numinous
experience that raised the bar considerably. In 1918, Rear Admiral Sir A.F. Everett, the naval



representative on a committee considering the revision of the appropriate Royal Warrant, noted
that “the standard of valour and devotion to duty for the Victoria Cross is now very much higher
than it was in the earlier years of its introduction.”2 An exception, perhaps, was the case of
Second Lieutenant W. Leefe Robinson, who won his in September 1916 for shooting down, with
the new incendiary ammunition, the first Zeppelin to be destroyed over England, even though
the only significant risk he ran was the (not inconsiderable) one inherent in night flying at that
time. Robinson’s was surely a politically motivated award if ever there was one, handed down by
an intensely relieved bureaucracy fearful of a restive population suddenly and painfully exposed
to the horrors of aerial bombardment.The original Warrant stipulated that the senior officer of the
unit or formation concerned, upon initiating a VC recommendation, “shall call for such
description and attestation of the act as he may think requisite” before forwarding it to the War
Office or Admiralty. During the South African War (1899–1902) this became, in practice, a
requirement for at least two eyewitnesses. They might be totally illiterate, as in the case of
Sergeant N.G. Leakey, King’s African Rifles, who won his posthumous VC in Abyssinia in 1941,
his valour attested to by witnesses who signed their statements with thumbprints. They might
even be found among the ranks of the enemy, as with Flying Officer L.A. Trigg, DFC, of the Royal
New Zealand Air Force, whose aircraft was shot down with the loss of all on board when
attacking a surfaced submarine off the West African coast in 1943. It was left to survivors of the
sunken U-boat to confirm the courage and determination with which Trigg had pressed home his
attack.But one way or another, there were almost always witnesses. Only two VCs have ever
been awarded without any. One was granted (very reluctantly, in return for a Medal of Honor
already presented by Act of Congress to the Empire’s Unknown Soldier) to the American
Unknown Warrior of World War I.3 The other went to Captain William Avery “Billy” Bishop, a
Canadian from Owen Sound, Ontario, then serving in the Royal Flying Corps, for an attack on a
German airfield allegedly carried out on 2 June 1917.Bishop had already been officially credited
with twenty-two aerial victories when he won his VC, and he would add another fifty to his total
before his combat career came to an end on 19 June 1918. A darling of his RFC superiors, as
well as British and Canadian society and the international media, his spectacular record caused
him to be placed ninth in a popular ranking of Canada’s greatest heroes as reported by the
National Post4 — more than eighty years after his fighting career ended and forty-three years
after his death.But I contend that the attack that brought Bishop his VC never happened, and
that many of those seventy-two victories were the product of an ambitious imagination that was
encouraged by the authorities. Billy Bishop was a brave flyer — and a consummate, bold liar.His
courage was never in doubt. When Bishop first left the ground (as an observer, in the fall of
1915), aircraft were still apt to crash at any moment due to engine or structural failure. Flying
skills were similarly undeveloped. No one fully understood the principles of flight, which made
flying a very dangerous occupation, with one accidental death for every ninety hours of flying
training5 and an indeterminate number of serious injuries in the same time span. (One such
crippled pilot was destined to play a major role in furthering Bishop’s career.) And when an



airman reached the front, where hostile guns — in the air and on the ground — were added to
the inherent dangers of flight, only the luckiest and most skilful survived for more than a few
weeks.A bullet through a vital organ was the kindest way to die. Aircraft constructed of wire,
wood and fabric, powered by gasoline-fuelled engines in an age before self-sealing tanks, easily
became “flamers” as bullets reached their target, leaving the unfortunate occupants a choice
between burning to death or jumping to their doom. Parachutes existed, and were issued to
balloon observers, but there were none for the members of the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) or the
Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS). Seat packs had not yet been devised, existing ’chutes were
bulky, heavy and awkward to manipulate in cramped cockpits, and there was a general
acceptance by flying men that they were impractical. In 1918, the German air service did begin
to issue parachutes to all its airmen, but the Royal Air Force (and Royal Canadian Air Force) did
not do so until 1924.Under such circumstances, to fly at all required considerable courage; to fly
into battle, even more. Few men could withstand the anxieties of combat flying for very long, and
many a potential ace could not bring himself to fly again after escaping a crash with even minor
injuries. Lester Pearson, who would one day become the fourteenth prime minister of Canada —
and eventually be ranked above Bishop in the National Post’s pantheon of popular heroes —
joined the Royal Flying Corps in October 1917. When he began pilot training he looked forward,
in his own words, to becoming “Sir Lester, knight of the azure blue,” but that was not to be. He
was still under instruction when the engine of his machine failed at a height of some seven
hundred feet. His instructor brought the aircraft down to a crash landing in which neither pilot nor
pupil was seriously injured, both escaping with “a good shaking up and some cuts.” That
experience, not uncommon for the time, brought an end to Pearson’s dream. He made one more
flight, but in August 1918 he was invalided out of the service suffering from “neurasthenia — a
generalized anxiety syndrome.”6 Put simply, when it came to flying, he had lost his nerve, like
many a good man before and after him.Bishop, on the other hand, survived many minor
crashes, both in training and in France, and was engaged in an uncertain but considerable
number of potentially fatal combats at a time when British airmen were falling like flies to
German guns. He never lost his nerve — although, as we shall see, once or twice he perhaps
came close! Like every other sane airman, he felt the strain and paid a psychological price. No
one in his right mind was fully immune to the stresses of flying and combat.Regrettably, human
psyches seem to need heroic models, to such an extent that, if they do not exist, we must create
them. For the lucky few, wars provide serendipitous occasions to achieve such distinction, and
Bishop was not slow to take advantage of his good luck or his subsequent celebrity when the
opportunity arose. While on leave in Canada during the winter of 1917–18, shortly after adding
the VC to his first Distinguished Service Order and his Military Cross, he put his name to a
memoir of his military service to date, entitled Winged Warfare.Since, at the same time, he was
busy (a) getting married and honeymooning, and (b) crisscrossing North America making
patriotic speeches and hobnobbing with the high and the mighty, how did he find the time to
write a book between mid-September 1917 and the end of January 1918? For a foundation, he



had his logbook, possibly copies of his combat reports, and the many letters that he had mailed
home to fiancée and family. Both his letters and his combat reports show a simple,
unsophisticated facility with words appropriate to a bright young middle-class male. There is no
evidence that a ghost writer was employed. The texts of later editions were expanded and
polished, but I have chosen to use only the 1918 edition — completed within nine months of the
events it describes — and have treated it as a primary document, more or less on a par with his
letters and combat reports, in the chapters that follow. The book was a bestseller, just as his
fellow Canadian and fervent admirer, Lord Beaverbrook, had assured him it would be. Royalties
might add up to “[t]housands of dollars, even pounds,” Bishop noted, hopefully.7 And so they
did.Thirteen years after Winged Warfare was published, George Drew — then a Guelph lawyer
and businessman and subsequently to become premier of Ontario — penned Canada’s Fighting
Airmen, an ingratiating account of the feats of the country’s leading air aces, in which Bishop
automatically took pride of place. Drew did not do any original research into his subjects’ combat
records, however, and his version of Bishop is simply a sycophantic rewrite of Winged
Warfare.Through the later 1930s, the Second World War, and the post-war decades, a number
of articles in Canadian, British and American newspapers and popular magazines have
recounted Bishop’s alleged accomplishments — most of them written by journalistic drudges, a
few by old comrades-in-arms happy to turn a doubtful dollar by jumping on the Bishop
bandwagon. They embellished the legend buttressed by Canada’s Fighting Airmen, sometimes
to the point of absurdity, and today they are all best ignored and forgotten.In the years following
Billy Bishop’s death, Arthur Bishop, himself a Second World War pilot in the RCAF (between
them, father and son were credited with destroying seventy-three enemy aircraft!) wrote The
Courage of the Early Morning: A Son’s Biography of his Famous Father. Admitting to indulging in
“poetic licence,”8 Arthur carried the story on through the Second World War — when his father’s
“cold blue reviewing eye”9 and his multifarious rows of medals (one of which, as we shall see, he
was certainly not entitled to wear) were an inspiration to thousands of young pilots graduating
from the British Commonwealth Air Training Plan — all the way to his peaceful passing at Palm
Beach, Florida, in September 1956. Perhaps the best, and surely the truest, thing about Arthur’s
book was the title, taken from a dictum of Napoleon’s that the courage of the early morning was
the rarest kind of courage.Another fourteen years passed, and the legend finally began to
crumble. At first it just bowed slightly when, in 1969, the Vancouver East Cultural Centre staged
an offbeat kind of play — one actor playing many parts, accompanied on a piano by the
playwright — under the rubric Billy Bishop Goes to War. (The production subsequently moved to
Ottawa, and then to New York.) John Gray’s script essentially followed the legend as laid down
in Winged Warfare and The Courage of the Early Morning, but Eric Peterson, who played the
parts of Bishop and everyone else, spent some time at the Department of National Defence’s
Directorate of History, going through the files on Bishop and getting a feel for the man that went
beyond the words in the script. After poring over copies of Bishop’s correspondence, he
accurately portrayed a man who was egotistical, inhumanly ambitious, and not really very



likeable at all.“Here was this guy talking in almost schoolboy terms,” said Peterson, “about the
destruction of other human beings without an emotional qualm.” Meanwhile, John Gray
explained that “the [chauvinistic] ending of the play is meant to be ironic in the extreme.”
Nevertheless, because the script never actually questioned Bishop’s record, the play aroused no
vehement opposition. Indeed, it was widely praised by critics and audiences, many of whom
interpreted the finale as “a thumping call to arms.”10
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Mike O'Connor, “Setting the Record Straight on Billy Bishop!. History records that Billy Bishop
was the top-ranking British Empire ace of World War I, scoring 72 kills and winning every major
decoration for bravery including a Victoria Cross for a lone early morning attack on a German
airfield. For years that record has been suspect and now, at long last, the truth regarding
Bishop's claims is revealed in this bookshell of a book.Even a cursory examination of Bishop's
record brings up glaring problems.First of all, most of his "victories" were not witnessed or
confirmed by other Allied aircrew or ground personnel, being accepted solely on the basis of his
word. This includes the 2 June 1917 airfield attack where he claimed three kills. Few if any other
British pilots were treated similarly. Why was he treated thusly?Second, Bishop scored victories
at a much higher rate than any other Empire ace even in his first month of combat flying. Yet
curiously he rarely scored kills while flying with others; almost all of his claims were made on
lone wolf missions. It seems odd that a high-scoring ace would lose his shooting eye when flying
with others only to have it reappear once he went aloft alone.Lastly, Bishop's own accounts of
his missions were embellished with every re-telling.After rigorously examining Bishop's claims
using all existing sources of information including postwar examination of German loss reports,
author Brereton Greenhous comes to the devastating conclusion that Billy Bishop "was a
distinguished fraud - a brave flyer but a bold liar." At best Greenhous calculates Bishop may
have downed 27 German aircraft; the other 40-odd claims were optimistic or totally imaginary!
The airfield attack never happened; his VC and most of his other decorations
undeserved.Greenhous maintains Bishop was aided and abetted in this disception by his 60
Squadron CO, Major Jack Scott, and top RFC commanders. Scott wanted maximum publicity for
the squadron hence he pushed Bishop's claims through uncritically and sometimes embellished
Bishop's own combat reports. The brass wanted and needed a British air ace hero to counter the
endless publicity given the Red Baron and to stiffen the morale of RFC aircrew who were
suffering crippling losses. Consequently they too turned a blind eye to the lack of
confirmation.This book exemplifies historical research at its finest. Rather than blandly repeating
the accepted Billy Bishop story, Greenhous examined all available documentation with a critical
eye and assembled a well-reasoned, dispassionate summary of Bishop's career and
accomplishments.After 90 years, the truth regarding Billy Bishop has finally seen the light of day.
This book receives my highest recommendation!”

Robert J. Heinz, “Billy Bishop: consumate liar!. Finally someone with the courage to expose Billy
Bishop for what he was: an ambitious, consumate liar and the biggest fraud in military aviation
history! What the book also teaches is to be aware of how many hack aviation writers there are
who never bother to do any research and just perpetuate bogus and over-inflated "kill" counts.
Good job by the author, highly recommended!”



Crossfire, “Five Stars. Very informative book.”

The book by Brereton Greenhous has a rating of  5 out of 5.0. 3 people have provided feedback.
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