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By Major William W. Beatty (USAF),  
	C aptain Glenn Dean and Captain Peter Yip

Honorary Colonel

Charley 
Fox:
An American Perspective

p o i n t s  o f  i n t e r e s t

Above: Honorary Colonel Charley Fox during World War II; Canadian WWII Spitfire   CF photo

Below: Honorary Colonel Charley Fox replicates a pose by a Supermarine Spitfire from a favourite Second World War photograph.  
Photo: Warrant Officer Serge Peters



Major William Beatty, 
Honorary Colonel Charley Fox 
and Captain Peter Yip
Credit: Captain Glenn Dean

W ho was Charley Fox? Frankly, it was 
not that long ago that I did not know 
who he was, what he did and how 

he changed the course of history. However, one 
beautiful September day I met him, we chatted 
and, in an instant, he changed my life. After that 
short meeting I looked forward to meeting him 
again and buying him a drink of his choice; but 
I’ll get to that later.

I am a United States Air Force exchange  
officer and am currently assigned to the  
Canadian Forces Aerospace Warfare Centre, 
Ottawa Detachment. Capt Glenn Dean and 
Capt Peter Yip are two outstanding Canadian 
officers assigned to my team. This past August 
Capt Dean mentioned that he was going to vol-
unteer in this year’s Battle of Britain ceremony. 
Recently stationed in Canada, I inquired about 
volunteering. Soon, Capt Dean, Capt Yip and I 
had volunteered to assist with the 2008 Battle of 
Britain ceremony. Our team was tasked to man 
the greeters’ table and to direct the distinguished 
visitors, registered guests, veterans and general 
public to their assigned seats. A man and name 
unknown to me, Honorary Colonel (HCol) 
Charley Fox, was one of the registered guests.

An older gentleman, his chest heavy with 
medals, approached the table. Capt Dean 
pointed out who this gentleman was. He  
mentioned that the gentleman had been  
awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross and 
was credited with injuring German Field  
Marshal Erwin Rommel during WWII, an 
event that changed the direction of the war. 
Duties of the position kept us busy throughout 
the ceremony. As a result I was not able to speak 
with HCol Fox, which was a strong aspiration of 

mine after hearing the quick 
summary of his history. 

It was not until after the Battle of Britain 
ceremony had concluded that Captains Dean 
and Yip saw HCol Fox being photographed 
across the ramp. We immediately went over  
and introduced ourselves. 

My first impression was that of a young man 
in an old man’s body, and I immediately sensed 
that this man was a very proud Canadian. On 
that beautiful, sunny, blue-sky-filled September 
day I had a true gem of a moment. I was about 
to speak with a Canadian legend! When I 
introduced myself to him, he made it a point to 
spell his name, “C-H-A-R-L-E-Y” and again 
he emphasized that it ended in “L-E-Y.”  I 
proceeded to ask Charley, “How are you doing 
today?” Charley replied, “Well, I got up today, 
and at my age that is quite an accomplishment!” 
At that point we were all chuckling. Charley 
then gave each of us what appeared to be a 
business card. The card had his signature, contact 
information and on the reverse a picture of 
his “Last Patrol”; the flight of four Spitfires 
on May 5, 1945—considered the last sortie of 
the European War. Charley went into detail 
discussing each aircraft and who was piloting 
each one. We also spoke about Pilot Officer John 
Gillespie Magee Jr. and his poem “High Flight.” 
Charley asked us if we would show him where 
the Battle of Britain reception was being held 
and if we would show him the way. We were 
honoured to escort him and walked with him 
into the Canadian Aviation museum. During 
our short walk to the post ceremony function 
Charley looked at my shoes and said, “You have 
those shoes that you don’t have to shine?” I said, 
“Yes.” Charley said, “I let you know I still shine 
my shoes with Lincoln shoe polish.” I looked 
down at Charley’s shoes and thought, “Wow his 
shoes are just as shiny as mine.”
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Inside the Aviation Museum, Charley met 
up with some old friends and we went our separate 
ways after polite thank yous and goodbyes. 
We reveled in the knowledge and stories that 
Charley had passed on to us as we mingled at 
the reception. Later we decided to go outside 
and check out the Spitfires and Hurricanes 
that performed the flyby during the ceremony. 
Exiting the Aviation Museum we heard a voice 
from the balcony. It was Charley Fox! Charley 
saw that we were leaving and got our attention. 
Charley said, “I wanted to thank you for helping 
me!” We responded to him by expressing that it 
was our pleasure to help out and waved goodbye. 
Little did I know those would be the last words 
that Charley and I would exchange.

That evening when I made it home I emailed 
my second cousin, Bill Jones. Bill was a B-25 
engine mechanic, who fought in Africa against 
General Rommel. I informed Bill that I met the 
man who was credited with taking Rommel out 
of the war and asked if he would like me to buy 
Charley a drink on his behalf. Bill instructed 
me to tell Charley, “thanks,” and to buy Charley 
whatever he drinks no matter how much it costs. 
Sadly I won’t be able to buy Charley that drink. 
However, I did learn during Charley’s memorial 
that he liked a fine scotch. 

The few moments I spoke with Charley are 
something that I will never forget. Charley was 
a kind man, and it is hard to imagine him as the 
skilled warrior he once was. What I did learn 
about Charley was that he was always thinking 
about the service of others. Whether it was talk-
ing about who he kept the faith with or who his 
long ago wingmen were, or was just saying thank 
you, Charley put others first. This is such a rare 
trait in today’s society that we must ensure that 
Charley’s selflessness continues to shine as an 
example to others for years to come. My hope is 
that Charley will be honoured in the Canadian 
War Museum. His examples of truly selfless acts 
of courage and bravery under fire would shine as 
a beacon to future generations. We owe a debt 
to the men and women who were like Charley; 
a debt that can never be repaid. We owe our 
freedom and lifestyle that we so dearly cherish 
to those silent heroes who never sought recogni-
tion for the sacrifices that they made. Charley, I 
salute you. I hope that I can follow your heroic 
examples and carry the torch to future generations 
of Americans. This Remembrance Day I will 
lift my glass with some scotch in your honour. 
Godspeed Charley Fox! n
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