BILLY BISHOP’S CAP BADGE

by Rutherford

When I was a kid in Toronto, while my friends obsessed about hockey players, I spent hours reading about — and building dozens of models of — WWI fighter aircraft.
(Ask me anything about SE5As, Sopwith Camels, Fokker Triplanes or their pilots.)

Knowing that I would enjoy having it, my adopted father gave me (what he said was) the RCAF (Royal Canadian Air Force) cap badge of Canadian
WWI ace William (Billy) Bishop, who, with 72 ‘kills’ was the fourth highest scoring ace of the War — after the German von Richthoften [80], the
French René Fonck [75] and the British Edward Mannock [73]. The more famous American Eddie Rickenbacker comes in at a (relatively) paltry 26.

Asked how he had come into possession of this, he explained that his mother had ‘gone out with Bishop’, and he had given this to her as a keepsake.

Several years later, realising that it was too valuable an artefact to be kept in a drawer, I offered to present it to the Canadian War Museum in Ottawa.

Below is a record of the ensuing correspondence with the museum.
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9 August 1994 OUR REFERENCE: 12 330 Sussex Drive,
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1 September 1994 OUR REFERENCE: 12
Dear Mr. Rutherford,
Thank you very much for sending on the colour photocopy of the RCAF cap badge which
your family tadition holds was given to your grandmother by a former "beau", William "Billy"
Bishop. We have checked into the matter, and unfortunately I must tell you that it does not look
good for the family tradition. The relevant facts are:
August 17, 1994 Dear Mr. Rutherford,
- "Billy" Bishop was married to Margaret Burden in October 1917, which would make it highly
likely that he was your grandmother’s beau before that date. Thank you for letter of August 17 (received August 23). T am deeply sorry that T was
unable to attend the exhumation and ritual stoning of your grandmother. Perhaps, had I been
- The RCAF did not officially come into being until 1923. All of Bishop's flying experience L e RATRIAOA mey w r pEmt pTes  e

during the First World War was with the Royal Flying Corps (REC). The first record of his Dear Dr. Pulsifer:

being associated with the RCAF was not until 1935, when he was made an Air Vice Marshal. Dare one ask, by the way, where Raymond Collishaw’s boots were found?

Thank you so very much for your leteer, received yesterday. Your kind and gendle words

have done much to console and comfort our family in this most difficult and l}llnhappy 1 do appreciate hearing from you, as one is never sure what the reaction will be when

Iém“'d A‘Sdl: crr hy‘:u(rh';uﬁagﬁ{::;; ;:: u‘; ;J‘;ﬁﬁﬁ“&iﬁ "“:::?;:a:ypr';“, a::Can d“:::): cold water is poured on family legends. Some hold them more sacrosanctly than others. I would
randmother has this day : ,

emotional ceremony. I would have liked you to be there; you would have been proud. perorbapEr o et you any e that yoniars I Ctae

- The cap badge in question, which first came into use in 1925, was for other ranks only and
was never worn by officers. Bishop was an officer throughout his air force career.

- RCAF officers’ cap badges were of embroidered cloth (in the manner of the RAF). The CWM
has two caps in its collection that belonged to Bishop, both of which bear this type of badge.

Thus, as you can see, the evidence would tend to argue against the badge having been Now, how about a pair of boots originally belonging to Raymond Collishaw?
presented to your grandmother by Billy Bishop. Probably it was given to her by someone else
(possibly with a similar name) and the story became somewhat elaborated upon over the years,
as tends to happen with family stories. I regret that the evidence did not turn out to be more
positive, and hope that you are not unduly disappointed; but it is probably best to get the ‘facts
on the table’, as it were. The CWM already has a number of such badges in its collection, and Yours sifoérely,

Bur seriously, I do genumely' appreciate your time and efforts in tracing the origins of the SWith Al Bedt wishes)
now-mysterious cap badge. I'm only sorry not to have been able to donate a historic item
to the museum's collection.

does not require another. I hope that I'd be welcome to introduce myself on my next trip to Ottawa and the CWM. ~
I thank you nonetheless for thinking of the Canadian War Museum, and enclose a 4
purchase order to cover your photocopying costs. ‘With warmest personal regards, e
Chief of Research
o
Yours sincerely,
e
/ f\ yours sincerely
Dr. Cameron Pulsifer Rutherford

Chief of Research
408-1594 King Street West, Toronto, ON  MG6K 1]7
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