
1 

 

 
 

Captain Robert John Lillywhite, 12.4.1893 – 26.11.1916 

 

Nicholas Shaw 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Captain Robert John Lillywhite was born on the Oving Road in Westhampnett, near 

Chichester in 1893 and was a cousin of James Lillywhite (Junior) the Sussex and England 

Cricketer, who captained the first English Test side to tour Australia. He was one of the first 

aviators to obtain a flying certificate on January 1
st
 1914. I wanted to explore his connections 

with the city of Chichester. 

 

 
 

Biography 

 

Robert John Lillywhite was born on 12
th

 April 1893 on the Oving Road in Westhampnett, 

near Chichester. He was the third eldest child of four children, born to John Lillywhite, 

brickburner manufacturer, of Westhampnett and his wife Elizabeth Maura Kennett 
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Lillywhite, formerly Vaisey, of Queen’s Square, Westminster. The other children, mentioned 

in the 1901 Census are Harry Vaisey Lillywhite, aged 11, Frances H, aged 10 and finally 

Robert J, aged 7. The census of 1911 revealed that John and Elizabeth Lillywhite were still 

residing at Westhampnett, however the four children were not to be found at that address. 

Robert had left home to join the royal Navy as a seventeen year old. His rank was boy/class. 

He was on the “Impregnable” and the ‘First Class Battleship’ “Prince of Wales” and was in 

Gibraltar when the 1911 Census was taken. His brother Harry Vaisey Lillywhite had boarded 

a boat to Canada on 13
th

 March 1911 and arrived at the Port of St John, New Brunswick, 

Canada. The vessel was called the “Lake Chaplain”. 

 

Robert was later discharged from the Royal Navy for medical reasons. Taking up aviation, he 

was one of the first to obtain a pilot’s certificate under the new Royal Flying Corps rules. He 

enlisted at South Farnborough with the Royal Flying Corps on 8
th

 August 1914 (Regimental 

number No1377) and was promoted to a Sergeant Pilot on 10
th

 August 1914. He was then 

promoted as a 2
nd

 Class Flyer on 9
th

 August 1914, later becoming a First Class Flyer on 28
th

 

October 1914. He had spent his time between 8
th

 August 1914 until 12
th

 December 1914, at 

home, learning and training with the Royal Flying Corps. He received his aviator’s certificate 

at the Grahame-White School, at Hendon Aerodrome, London. 

 

He was involved in Britain’s first parachute decent from an aircraft at Hendon on 9
th

 May 

1914 (William Newell – parachutist, Frank Widenham Goodden – pilot and R J Lillywhite – 

passenger) and shortly after became a flying instructor for Grahame-White. He served in 

Egypt from 13
th

 December 1914 and in January 1915 was admitted to a hospital in Cairo for a 

medical condition, but was discharged on 2
nd

 February 1915.  Later in 1915 he served with 3 

Squadron on the Western Front and was commissioned as a Second Lieutenant on 27
th

 

September 1915. Later in 1915, he was injured in a motor accident, and so he returned to 

England by 25
th

 August 1915 in order to recuperate. During this period he carried out duties 

as inspector of aerodromes and lecturer with the Royal Flying Corps. 

 

In the early part of 1916, Robert Lillywhite flew with the future high scoring ace James 

Byford McCudden VC, DSO and Bar, MC and Bar, MM (28.3.1895 – 9.7.1918), as his 

Observer. On the 1
st
 September 1916 he was promoted to Captain, but was killed in a flying 

accident on 26
th

 November 1916 at Tadcaster, near Catterick in Yorkshire. He was flying a 

De Havilland 2 Scout A2575, when the aeroplane sideskipped on a low turn. He was 23 years 

of age. He had been in the 6
th

 Reserve Squadron, as a pilot, (RN). 

 

He was 5ft 8¼ inches in height, had a 34 inch chest, grey eyes, dark brown hair and a fresh 

complexion. 

 

He received the 1914/1915 Star Medal, the British War Medal and the Victory Medal 

posthumously on 5
th

 April 1921. In his Will, it was stated that he was living at 124, Oving 

Road, Chichester and his effects totalling £593 11s 2d were left to his widowed mother 

Elizabeth Maura Kennett Lillywhite. 

 

He is buried in St Peter’s Churchyard, Westhampnett, Chichester. He is commemorated on 

the Chichester City and Portfield (Rumboldswyke) War Memorial.  
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His father pre-deceased him and died aged 67 on 12
th

 May 1915 and his mother died on 13
th

 

January 1933, aged 79. His eldest brother Harry died on 24
th

 May 1924, aged 35, having 

previously been a Lance Corporal in 31
st
 Battalion Canadian Infantry. 

 

 
 

 

Notes 

 

Robert John Lillywhite’s family were an interesting cricketing dynasty. His Great Uncle 

William (Frederick) Lillywhite (1792-1854) invented round arm bowling in 1828. His son 

James Lillywhite Senior (1825-1882) represented Middlesex and Sussex at county level at 

cricket. William’s Grandson, James Lillywhite Junior (1842-1929), a cousin of Robert’s, 

represented England and Sussex. (Jim) Lillywhite was a slow left-armer with a high and 

accurate delivery, a hard hitting lower-order batsman and a sound fielder. He came from a 

notable cricketing family – 5 close relations had played for Sussex and between 1862 and 

1881 he appeared in all of Sussex’s matches. He toured Australia six times, captaining 

England in the inaugural Test of 1876-77 (he was the last survivor of that match and outlived 

the rest of his team by seven years). He also toured America in 1868. 

 

In 1863, members of the Lillywhite family established the famous sports outfitters, 

Lillywhites. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Robert John Lillywhite was born just outside Chichester, thus establishing his link with the 

city. He lived at 124, Oving Road with his family. He became an experienced pilot and 

trainer for the Royal Flying Corps and his life was cut short by a terrible flying accident in 

November 1916. He was part of a very interesting cricketing family, although he himself 

didn’t play the game. He died unmarried. 
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