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BESS MYERSON, who has died aged 90, was 
the first and only Jewish woman to win the 
Miss America beauty pageant; she then had 
a long career in public service before her life 
was overwhelmed by scandal. 

When she was crowned Miss America in 
September 1945, the full horror of the 
Holocaust had only recently been revealed. 
Her victory took on a symbolic meaning: the 
Jews had survived and were thriving in the 
United States. Her biographer, Susan 
Dworkin, said: “In the Jewish community 
she was the most famous pretty girl since 
Queen Esther.”

Bess Myerson was born on July 16 1924 in 
New York City. Her father was a housepainter, 
and she grew up in the Bronx, in a 
cooperative apartment complex started by 
socialists. 

Bess was a typical high-achieving child of 
immigrants and graduated from the city’s 
free college for women, Hunter, with a 
degree in Music in 1945, the year she won 
the beauty pageant. She claimed to have 
entered the contest because she wanted to 
buy a Steinway piano with the prize money.

Miss America winners usually travel the 
country doing promotional work, but when 
Bess Myerson won many sponsors backed 
out of their commitments for anti-Semitic 
reasons. 

She focused her activities on New York 
City, and in the decades after her victory her 
image was ubiquitous: on television, as a 
regular panellist on the popular quiz show 
I’ve Got a Secret, and in subway 
advertisements.

Shortly after her victory, in 1946, she 
married Allan Wayne, a naval captain who 
had seen action in the Pacific. The couple 
had a daughter, Barbara. But Wayne suffered 
from what would today be called post-
traumatic stress disorder; he became a 
violent alcoholic and the couple divorced in 
1957. Bess married the entertainment lawyer 
Arnold Grant five years later. 

In 1969 she entered public service when 
the mayor of New York, John Lindsay, 
appointed her consumer affairs 
commissioner. She took what could have 
been nothing more than a public relations 
role and made it into a serious job, suing 
companies on behalf of consumers and 

winning millions of dollars for people who 
had been defrauded by false advertising 
claims.

During this period she divorced Grant and 
became more involved in public service, as 
New York entered an era of crime-ridden 
decline. She also became the public 
companion of Ed Koch and was constantly at 
his side during his bitterly contested 1977 
mayoral campaign against Mario Cuomo. 

Koch, a bachelor, was a notoriously prickly 
politician. He was also rumoured to be gay, 
and Bess Myerson’s presence by his side 
smoothed out his rough edges with voters 
and partially neutralised the homosexual 
innuendo. She was given much credit for 
Koch’s ultimate victory.

Her own foray into politics ended in failure 
when she was defeated in a primary race for 
the US Senate in 1980.

Then her life spun out of control. While 
serving as Koch’s cultural affairs 
commissioner, she became romantically 
involved with a married man 20 years her 
junior – Carl Capasso, a sewer contractor 
who did business with the city. When 
Capasso’s wife found out, she sued for 
divorce. 

Bess Myerson was later accused of 
inducing a judge to reduce Capasso’s 
maintenance payments by giving the judge’s 
daughter a job. The “Bess Mess” was 
sensational tabloid fodder. When Bess was 
subsequently arrested for shoplifting after 

visiting Capasso in a Pennsylvania prison, 
where he was serving a sentence for tax 
evasion, her fall from grace was complete 
and she drifted into obscurity.

In later life Bess Myerson had time to 
regret living her life in the spotlight. In a 
1990 unauthorised biography written after all 
the “Bess Mess” trials were over, she is 
reported to have once told a Jewish 
businessman: “I should have married 
someone like you at 24 and moved to 
Scarsdale.”

She is survived by her daughter, Barra 
Grant, a film and television director.

Bess Myerson, born July 16 1924, died 
December 14 2014 

S QUADRON LEADER HUGH 
“JIMMY” JAMES, who has died 
aged 92, was the pilot of the RAF 
transport aircraft which was shot 
down in the Western Desert in 

1942, resulting in the death of Lt-Gen 
William (“Strafer”) Gott.

On August 7 1942, the 19-year-old Sergeant 
James flew his pre-war Bombay transport 
aircraft on a resupply mission to an 
advanced landing ground at Burgh-el-Arab 
near El Alamein. After the cargo was 
unloaded, wounded soldiers were brought to 
the aircraft to be flown to hospital back in 
Cairo. 

Instead of taking off immediately, in 
accordance with normal procedures, James 
was ordered to wait for two special 
passengers who had been summoned to 
meet Winston Churchill in Cairo. One was 
Lt-Gen Gott, who was to replace Gen Sir 
Claude Auchinleck as Commander of the 
Eighth Army.

With all 21 personnel on board, James 
finally took off and flew eastwards at 50ft, to 
avoid German fighters. But 20 minutes into 
the flight the Bombay’s starboard engine 
exploded and stopped as tracer from two 
Messerschmitt Bf 109 fighters hit the aircraft. 
Two others then attacked the lumbering 
transport, setting the port engine on fire. 

James was forced to find a place to land, 
but after he had come to a stop, a third pair 
of enemy fighters strafed the Bombay; the 
fuel tanks exploded, setting the whole 
aircraft ablaze. Although wounded in the 
shoulder and arm, James managed to 
struggle out of the cockpit just before tracer 
destroyed the area where he had been 
sitting. He was horrified to see the fuselage 
burning; four of his 21 passengers lay injured 
by the wrecked aircraft. 

Despite his wounds and severe burns to 
his hands and feet, James decided to seek 
help, and set off alone to trek north. He had 
covered two miles when a friendly Bedouin 
gave him a camel to ride, and not long 
afterwards he spotted a British Army vehicle 
and waved his blood-soaked shirt to attract 

attention. He was taken to an advanced Army 
post, where it took him some time to 
persuade the officers of the truth of his story.

By now James was drifting in and out of 
consciousness, yet he insisted on 
accompanying the rescue party. The 
wreckage was located, and it was found that 
17 men, among them Gott, had been killed.

James had to undergo three operations at 
a field hospital before being transferred to 
Cairo, where he underwent a further four 
months’ treatment. He was awarded an 
immediate DFM, the citation concluding: “In 
a crisis he completely ignored his own 
personal safety and welfare and acted in a 
clear-headed and very courageous manner.”

For many years there was intense 
speculation about the circumstances of 
Gott’s death. James was always convinced 

that he was assassinated, since the six 
German fighters had ambushed his aircraft 
over Allied territory and did not leave the 
scene until the Bombay had been completely 
destroyed on the ground – an unusual tactic 
in the desert war.

In 2005, James met one of the German 
fighter pilots involved, who confirmed that 
shortly after they had returned from the 
mission their commander had congratulated 
them for “killing General Gott”; this had 
been several hours before James had 
reached the British post to report the loss of 
the Bombay. As a result of Gott’s death, 
Lieutenant-General Bernard Montgomery 
was appointed to command the Eighth Army.

Hugh Glanffrwd James (always known as 
Jimmy) was born on October 3 1922 at 
Ciflynydd in the Rhondda and educated at 
Pontypridd Grammar School, where he 
excelled at singing and rugby (he would later 
represent the RAF at the sport). The 
minimum age for joining the RAF was 18, 
and James “adjusted” his birthday when he 
started training as a pilot as a 17-year-old. 
His ambition was to be a fighter pilot, but he 
was sent to the Middle East to join No 216 
Squadron to fly transport aircraft.

After recovering from his wounds, James 
rejoined No 216, and for the next two years 
flew Dakotas in support of the Army in North 
Africa and on resupply flights to Malta. He 
parachuted supplies to the beleaguered 
garrison on Leros in the Aegean during the 
ill-fated Dodecanese campaign, and later 
flew from airfields in Italy to resupply the 
partisans in Yugoslavia and Greece.

On returning to Britain at the end of the 
war, James joined No 24 (Commonwealth) 
Squadron based initially at Hendon.   
Piloting Dakotas, he served as a training 
captain and flew VIPs. At the end of 1946 he 
was awarded an AFC.

James was one of very few captains 
allowed to fly royalty. He was the pilot on 
Princess Margaret’s first solo official visit (to 
Northern Ireland). The prime minister 
Clement Attlee was a regular passenger, and 
James also flew Commonwealth leaders, 

among them Field Marshal Jan Smuts, 
whom he considered one of his most 
gracious and appreciative passengers.

Because such people usually had to arrive 
on time in order to meet crucial deadlines, 
James often had to fly in very difficult 
weather conditions; but he established a 
reputation as one of the best and most 
reliable captains in the role. During the 
Berlin Airlift, he was a training captain, 
overseeing pilots who had to fly in bad 
weather along the designated corridors into 
and out of Berlin. In January 1950 he was 
awarded a Bar to his AFC.

In 1952 James finally achieved his 
ambition of becoming a fighter pilot, 
converting to the Mosquito night fighter and 
joining No 25 Squadron. The squadron 
re-equipped with the Vampire jet, and after 
two years he went to Alaska to join the 
USAF’s 10th Air Division. He was appointed 
chief training officer of the night fighter wing, 
which guarded the routes from eastern 
Russia and those over the North Pole. The 
wing flew the F89D Scorpion, an aircraft that 
did not impress James – and he was not 
afraid to say so.

In late 1956 he was appointed senior flight 
commander of No 46 Squadron, flying the 
Javelin, an aircraft he rated highly. After a 
period testing the latest air-to-air missiles 
and a staff tour at headquarters, he left the 
RAF in July 1965, a decision he later 
regretted. He worked for a number of years 
for an electronics company at Bracknell 
before retiring to Chobham, Surrey. He was 
immensely popular in the village, where he 
was a long-serving churchwarden. He was 
also a keen member of the Woking branch of 
the Aircrew Association.

His first marriage, to Beth Jones, was 
dissolved, and in 1964 he married Juliet 
Laughton (née Chapman), who died in 2012. 
He is survived by three sons and a daughter 
of his first marriage, by a son and daughter of 
his second, and by a stepson.

Squadron Leader Hugh “Jimmy” James, 
born October 3 1922, died January 7 2015  

James: horrified to see the fuselage on fire

Bess Myerson (with Ed Koch, above and right): she 
was ‘the most famous pretty girl since Queen Esther’

SONNY FOSSETT, who has died aged 83, was 
a circus clown who went by the name of 
Stripey, and an honorary member of one of 
the world’s oldest circus families.

The Fossett family has branches in several 
different countries and, over the years, 
established a series of circuses. The original 
Fossett, Robert, was a London street urchin 
who, in 1809, set up a table in Petticoat Lane 
featuring a flock of performing sparrows. Six 
years later the by-now 18-year-old showman 
appeared in Kent, with a one-pole canvas 
tent, his sparrows and a fortune-telling 
donkey. 

The family became renowned circus 
people, travelling the roads of England (and 
later Ireland) with their various troupes. In 
1866 the Robert Fossett Circus billed Master 
R Fossett as “the British Fox Hunter”; Miss R 
Fossett as “the Smallest Child Rider in the 
World”; Mr H Fossett as “a Rider”; and Mr J 
Fossett as “a Juggler on Horseback”. There 
was also a “Funny Harry Fossett”.  

By the 1960s practically every major circus 
in England featured at least one member of 
the family working in front of or behind the 
scenes. At times, as many as five generations 

of Fossetts worked together in the ring. 
Sonny Fossett’s real name was Ronald Mole. 
In the 1950s, however, he spent some time 
with members of the Fossett family who 
happened to be neighbours of his family at 
Henley-in-Arden, Warwickshire. He became 
known as Sonny Fossett after beginning a 
relationship with Ellen Fossett, a sister of the 
showman Jim Fossett.

In his early days with the Fossetts, Sonny 
looked after their circus elephants at Alton 
Towers. Later he helped Jim and his family 
build and launch the James Bros Circus, a 
family show which toured for many years, 
mainly in the Midlands and Lincolnshire. As 
Stripey the Clown, Sonny Fossett became a 
popular feature of the show and also 
developed skills as a bareback rider, driver, 
carpenter and tent master.

In the 1960s Gerry Cottle joined the circus, 
marrying Jim Fossett’s youngest daughter, 
Betty. She had spent much of her childhood 
with Ellen and Sonny, and after the Cottles 
established their own travelling circus, which 
quickly became the largest in the country, 
Sonny performed as the circus’s principal 
clown from the mid-1970s to the early 1980s, 

his comedy car act being a particular 
favourite. 

With Gerry Cottle’s circus, Sonny Fossett 
toured extensively in the British Isles and 
also took part in tours to Oman, Bahrain, 

Iceland, Hong Kong, Singapore and 
Malaysia. In 1981 he appeared in Gerry 
Cottle’s short-lived Gary Glitter’s Rock & Roll 
Circus, which toured three towns before 
shutting down.

The youngest of seven children of a steam 
engine operator, Ronald Mole was born on 
May 4 1931 at Henley-in-Arden. He left 
school early to assist his father as he helped 
local farmers with the harvests. Called up for 
National Service at 18, he became a tank 
driver and later chauffeured the wife of his 
Army commanding officer in Germany.

After Ellen Fossett’s death in 1979, Sonny 
Fossett struck up a relationship with Claire 
King, with whom he had two daughters. They 
eventually settled at Gerry Cottle’s 
headquarters at Addlestone Moor in Surrey, 
where he became caretaker while Claire 
looked after any animals that were not 
needed by the circus on tour.

Sonny Fossett continued to perform his 
comedy car act at carnivals and fetes.

He is survived by Claire and his daughters.

Sonny Fossett, born May 4 1931, died 
December 6 2014

Fossett: became Gerry Cottle’s principal clown 
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BOB MONTGOMERY, the 
songwriter, singer and 
producer, who has died aged 
77, was instrumental in 
transforming Nashville into 
the capital of country and 
western; moreover, as a 
teenager in his native Texas, 
he had been on the ground 
floor of classic rock as an 
artistic collaborator with 
Buddy Holly.

Bob Montgomery was born 
at Lampasas, Texas, on May 
12 1937. After his family 
moved to Lubbock, where his 
parents became proprietors 
of a café, he attended the 
same high school as Buddy 
Holly (real name Charles 
Holley). An only child adept 
at entertaining himself, he 
taught himself guitar and, 
early on, took his first steps as 
a composer, a process that 
accelerated during his 
partnership with Holly. 
Trading in “Western and 
Bop”, the pair were 
particularly fond of the 
Louvin Brothers, whose vocal 
concord was more about tone 
and timbre than the actual 
notes sung. 

Much of Montgomery and 
Holly’s early repertoire 
conformed to the tastes of the 
stuffy, if lucrative, adult 
functions where they were 
booked; but everything 
changed on January 2 1955, 
when Elvis Presley appeared 
at Lubbock’s Fair Park 
Coliseum.

Immediately entranced, 
Montgomery and Holly wrote 
songs in a style of rock and 
roll that was both forceful 
and romantic. Augmented by 
a double-bass player, Larry 
Welborn, they were billed on 
Lubbock’s KDAV radio station 
as “Buddy, Bob and Larry”. 
Nevertheless, although 
Montgomery was the usual 
lead singer, it was Holly who 
was singled out after the trio 
attracted the attention of 
Decca Records.

A good-natured and 
pragmatic youth, 
Montgomery did not 
begrudge his friend’s 
subsequent stardom after the 
Decca trail went cold; and 
Holly, with and without his 
accompanying band the 
Crickets, notched up a string 
of international hits on 
another label. Montgomery 
continued to write songs with 
Holly, among them Heartbeat 
– revived in the 1960s by 
Dave Berry, Herman’s 
Hermits and Humble Pie – as 
well as Wishing and Love’s 
Made a Fool of You,
posthumous UK Top 40 
entries after Holly died in a 
plane crash in 1959.

Later that year, after serving 
as an engineer in the New 
Mexico studio where Holly 
had recorded, a newly 
married Montgomery 
relocated to Nashville, where 
he worked initially as a 

jobbing tunesmith, focused 
on generalised pop, albeit of 
a kind influenced by the 
lyrical preoccupations and 
melodic appeal of country 
and western.

His most enduring offering 
was Misty Blue, a US country 
smash hit for Wilma Burgess 
and, in 1967, a mainstream 
Hot 100 success for Eddy 
Arnold. Of many revivals 
since, the most notable have 
been by Dorothy Moore and 
Billie Jo Spears – and in 2002 
it provided the structural 
backbone of Misti Blu by the 
Nottingham trip-hop 
ensemble Amillionsons.

Of other recipients of 
Montgomery songs, the best 
known were Patsy Cline, Jim 
Reeves, the Everly Brothers, 
Roy Orbison – and Cliff 
Richard, whose arrangement 
of Wind Me Up (Let Me Go)
came within an ace of 
reaching No 1 in Britain in 
1965.

By then Montgomery had 
accepted the post of 
recording manager for the 
country subsidiary of United 
Artists. As such, he had a 
million-selling success in 
1968 with Bobby Goldsboro’s 
Honey. With Goldsboro too, 
Montgomery established 
House Of Gold, a leading 
Nashville publishing firm. He 
was also to have a financial 
stake in the Sound Shop, a 
recording complex used by 
Paul McCartney – who, in 
1979, invited Montgomery to 
participate in his Buddy Holly 
tribute week in London.

Montgomery ended the 
next decade as vice-president 
at CBS. With his wife Cathy 
he founded another 
publishing company, Noosa 
Heads Music, in 1992, before 
retiring to Australia. On 
returning to Nashville in 
2005, he was diagnosed with 
Parkinson’s disease.

He is survived by Cathy, his 
daughters Echo and Dee Dee, 
and his son Kevin, a singer 
and songwriter.

Bob Montgomery, born 
May 12 1937, died 
December 4 2014

Co-wrote Holly’s ‘Heartbeat’


