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Preface


I may be accused of animus toward the recipients of the Victoria Cross, to whom I have referred. To this I have only to say that they are one and all personally unknown to me, and that I believe they are as much deserving of the honour as a great many men who have not obtained it, while, on the other hand, it is an unquestionable fact that there are hundreds of officers who have not got the order, who are much more entitled to it than those who have it.1


LIEUTENANT-GENERAL H. J. STANNUS


Hundreds of books have been published about the Victoria Cross, most a mélange of train-spotting and hero worship, compendiums of deeds of derring-do about one or other of the 1,357 (to date) VC holders.2 Others focus on particular battles, branches of the armed services, regiments, or the VCs of individual Commonwealth nations. There is also clearly an appetite for arcane minutiae regarding the Cross; but is it really any longer of significance – was it ever? – that the metal used to produce a VC comes from Russian, as opposed to Chinese, cannons captured in the Crimean War?3 To some extent all these books rely upon the official citations of individual VCs as published in the London Gazette. These citations are a splendid assortment of painstaking description and creative invention, some quite lengthy



and others very brief. All are carefully crafted, with a suitable veneer of authoritative objectivity, a smoothed-out uniform tone that adopts a lofty indifference to perhaps the most pertinent question: ‘Did it really happen like that?’ A degree of scepticism is called for when reading these official accounts.


The military is well accustomed to this scepticism. In an effort to demarcate between someone who has done something remarkably brave and someone who ‘merely’ fulfilled their duty, they have long had their own informal distinction between a ‘good’ VC and a lesser one in order to winnow out the authentic hero. But what is an authentic hero? Is it someone who calculates the risks and nevertheless stifles their fears; or someone who is so angered that they lose all self-regard? Is it someone who merely does their duty? Or someone who did not act very courageously at all, but to whom granting a VC was a personal or political gesture? The annals of the Victoria Cross have a fair sprinkling of all three types.


There has always existed a written royal warrant, which sets out the terms on which VCs are to be awarded – the rules. But, in a very British fashion, rules are one thing, behaviour often quite different. In the nineteenth century the VC rules were regularly adjusted to accommodate recipients that some establishment figure believed should be recognized by the award of a VC, but who, strictly speaking, were ineligible. Equally important was the need for that figure to possess the clout to push home a revision to the warrant. Senior military officers pushed through some extremely dubious VCs, motivated by personal or political reasons. In the twentieth century this trend for ignoring the terms of the royal warrant, and implementing informal rules of eligibility, was carried even further and given more systematic force, not through a conspiracy but instead by that very British tendency, the following of custom-and-practice. This served to warp still further the definition of exceptional courage, bending it to serve a broad political



purpose: that of boosting national morale and encouraging others to emulate the selected act, while simultaneously tightening distribution of the VC significantly, and in ways that utterly diverged from what was laid down in the royal warrant. This book asks how it is that, over more than a century and a half, the VC has mutated from its no doubt flawed but remarkably open and democratic origins, to become the tightly controlled, rather secretive, and undemocratic honour it has become today.


The kind of behaviour that is necessary to gain a VC today is not so much courage as madness; how else to describe a situation where those put forward for a VC are required to have risked a 90 per cent chance of death? When it was first created, the VC went to (usually) brave men. Today it still goes to brave men, but men who are carefully scrutinized for how their story will be judged by the media, assessed to determine if they are the ‘right’ character, and who are generally investigated far beyond their deeds in battle. Today, men are never chosen for a VC nomination by their fellows, even though they still have the right to do so. Women and civilians are also excluded, even though their eligibility is clearly stipulated in the most recent (1961) royal warrant. This book explores the anomalies, contradictions, injustices and absurdities that infuse the history of this deeply important symbol of British courage, national stoicism and patriotic pride. Ultimately, the distribution of the Victoria Cross is shaped by subjective decisions that intrude all along the route between the act of courage and the final pinning of the honour to a tunic. Courage possibly was never enough; it certainly is not today.


That the VC has deep symbolic meaning for British society cannot be doubted. Not only has the VC played a bit part in thousands of memoirs, novels, plays and poems, featured on postage stamps, in a nineteenth-century board game, in musical compositions, and even on railway engines.4 It is also, arguably, one of the two most instantly



associative icons in the British mind that is attached to war – this cheap little cross represents ultimate courage, as the poppy stands for ultimate sacrifice. The VC, as with the poppy, has thoroughly embedded itself in the psyche, not just of Britain but also that of Commonwealth nations.


To win a VC today is an astonishing rarity which, given we have just been engaged in a war of considerable ferocity lasting thirteen years, is remarkable. You need first of all to be ‘lucky’ enough to find yourself in a situation where extreme courage is required, and prove yourself capable of demonstrating that degree of courage. Then you need to have the good fortune that your courageous act is noticed by a superior – even better, two superiors. After that, you must hope that your superiors are capable of writing up your brave deed in compelling prose – neither too simple nor too flowery, as the first will attract indifference and the second suspicion. It gets more difficult beyond that stage. You then need to be lucky enough that the write-up of your action gets passed upwards, and is not rejected by one or other higher officers through a chain of ever-more stringent oversight. If you are exceptionally lucky, your recommendation for a VC will reach the highest pinnacle, a special committee of very senior armed forces officers. They will then proceed to judge not just your action, your courage, your heroism, but also whether you are the right sort of person to be given a VC, whether the campaign in which you fought was significant enough, whether the quota of operational (battle) decorations justifies a VC in this case, and much else besides. Bravery – even exceptional bravery – is not enough.


Greater transparency is needed regarding the way that VCs are decided. In this day and age, when much is being made of the ‘Military Covenant’,5 the ‘assertion of an unbreakable bond of identity between soldier, Army and nation’, in which armed forces’ personnel are being treated with a greater maturity, it is no longer acceptable that the



distribution of such a prestigious decoration – the foremost in the land – is arranged by a cabal of faceless uniformed men meeting in secret. A wholesale revision of the intricate system of military decorations and awards is also needed, drastically reducing their number simply because it attempts the impossible – the over-fine gradation of levels of courage. More VCs need to start being awarded, giving them where they are truly merited, and not restricting the numbers artificially, according to some pre-determined quota system that is poorly understood, even by the military. Distributing the VC according to rationing rather than purely on merit was not Queen Victoria’s intention and was never done in Victoria’s time. They were once freely given out to the brave; today they are as rare as rain in the Sahara, the supply artificially constricted by informal ‘rules’ of recent invention and unsanctioned by royal warrant. This is an absurd situation for our highest national decoration. For it is a certainty that Britain’s armed forces will, one day, again fight a war.
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The Price of Courage


‘Courage is the stuff of good stories.’


WILLIAM MILLER1


‘The award of decorations, even Victoria Crosses, is an arbitrary business.’


SIR MAX HASTINGS2


The Victoria Cross has gripped the public imagination in Britain and the Commonwealth unlike any other military or civil honour. It is an emotionally charged emblem, one that reverberates far beyond the ranks of the armed forces. In today’s Britain, with public esteem for many institutions at an all-time low, Britain’s armed forces are a pillar of national pride, the pinnacle of which is the Victoria Cross.3 To be a ‘hero’ today is not what it was, thanks to reckless overuse of the word in the mass media:





contemporary gender, sexual, and ethnic politics argues that all are entitled to their stories of courage . . . the modern movement has gone farther to ‘dephysicalize’ courage . . . by using it loosely to congratulate anyone who by his own estimation undertakes some struggle for self-realization . . . Merely being all you can be need hardly



involve courage; more likely it is a less glorious matter of plain hard work.4





Yet there remains one national symbol that is untarnished, one universally admired honour that has not been debauched by being lavished on all and sundry: the Victoria Cross. But the VC’s survival beyond its current status as an almost impossible aspiration for a gallant person is under threat; the paradox is that, in the effort to preserve its status, the extremely high standard now required to win a VC threatens to turn it into an exclusive graveyard. In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the civil servants responsible for the VC in the War Office occasionally worried that it had been distributed with a degree of abandon by senior military officers and was being given away too freely. Since the Second World War, Britain’s senior military figures have consistently tried to prevent the VC from becoming devalued by giving it away too easily. That admirable desire, however, ignores a core principle of one of the VC’s originators, Prince Albert, who specified that he wanted the Cross to be ‘unlimited in number’. This tension – give the VC away too freely and risk devaluing it, or restrict it too tightly and make it almost impossible to win – remains at the heart of the decoration. Prince Albert’s thoroughly democratic view of the Cross, with a clear process of adjudication, has been lost; instead, the VC has become a remote symbol, entangled in bureaucracy and subject to all manner of political considerations, none of which are ever made explicit.


On the contemporary battlefield, where death is often by remote control, and hand-to-hand combat increasingly rare, the likelihood is that very few VCs will be won in the future, for the simple reason that individual combatants will have a diminishing chance of demonstrating astonishing gallantry. The understandable concern to preserve the status of Britain’s most prestigious decoration has led to an inexorable rise in the human price of winning the Cross; for years there has been



an informal stipulation that, to be eligible for a VC, a candidate must have incurred a 90 per cent risk of death. This is the first of several puzzles that will crop up in this book. The 1856 royal warrant which established the VC made no reference to the level of risk that needed to be incurred; nor is there anything about the level of personal risk in the most recent revision to the warrant, that of 1961. Only custom and practice – both notoriously amorphous – dictates the 90 per cent risk-of-death requirement. Moreover, there is no objective means of assessing this percentage; nor could there be. It comes down to a subjective rule of thumb – did so-and-so almost die? How close to death is ‘almost’? If we place the VC within a broad historical context, it becomes clear that the pendulum has swung too far in one direction. Over more than 150 years, the VC has mutated from being available for a brave but relatively innocuous act, to a position where it is almost synonymous with death.


In 1856 the VC statutes were thought to have been set in stone, but the granite turned out to be jelly. A flurry of adjustments and amendments were made to those statutes in the years following 1856, making room for cases that were strictly ineligible. Some of the changes were not even formally embodied in statute until long after they were implemented, perhaps the most profound being in 1907, when Edward VII, under private, military and media pressure, abruptly changed his mind and ruled that the VC could, after all, be awarded posthumously. At the stroke of a pen he granted permission for the relatives of six dead soldiers to receive the Cross, even though he feared this would open the floodgates and encourage lobbying by families anxiously seeking a Cross for a dead relative. The entire First World War was fought in a state of uncertainty as to whether VCs could be bestowed posthumously; many were, but only because there was nothing precise in the statutes preventing it. In 1920 posthumous VCs were formally accepted in a thoroughgoing revision of the VC statutes.5






This kind of muddle recurs throughout the VC’s history. Confusion concerning the rules and regulations of the VC is one thing, injustice another. Families who believe that justice has not been done for courageous but long-dead relatives have in some cases pursued the VC for many years. This kind of pressure usually meets with stiff resistance from government and military. There is great institutional reluctance to reopen cases where a VC might have been justified, but was not awarded; the VC’s statutes are silent on retrospective posthumous VC awards. The authorities understandably fear opening up old cases, as incontrovertibly convincing evidence of exceptional courage may be lacking after the passage of time, and setting a precedent is always a concern. Yet the number of obvious cases of exceptional gallantry that, for whatever reason, were not considered for a VC at the time are very few, and to reconsider them today would not usher in a rush of similar claims. There are very few outstanding cases where a retrospective VC might be considered not only reasonable, but an instance of justice delayed.6


There is, in any case, a good precedent for the retrospective recognition of military courage: the belated granting of battle honours to British regiments that can be displayed on their colours, drums and other regimental regalia. Such honours, which have considerable symbolic significance, are proudly displayed by regiments. Yet, like the VC, their distribution has always had a somewhat random quality, depending largely on the persuasive powers of the regimental commanding officer. Some battle honours commemorate ignoble defeats while others record memorable victories. By 1880 some regiments with more than a century of good and loyal service still lacked a battle honour, an indignity that offended their regimental colonels. In 1882 the government set up a committee, chaired by Major General Sir Archibald Alison, to investigate anomalies in the distribution of battle honours. As a result of its recommendations, battle honours



were retrospectively awarded to regiments that had fought as far back as the Battles of Dettingen in 1743 and Quebec in 1759. A subsequent committee of 1909 looked into the same matter and went back to the seventeenth century, exhuming battles thought worth commemorating on regimental colours.7 The Alison committee and its successor are today largely forgotten, but it’s clear that the authorities were once prepared to make retrospective judgements regarding courage and honour – and in 1882 saw no problem in setting a precedent.


The clearest deserving cases for retrospective posthumous VC awards concern the men and women of Special Operations Executive (SOE) who fought and died, often in hideous circumstances while displaying the utmost courage, during the Second World War. It is often argued that female SOE agents were ineligible for VC recommendations as they were not ‘really’ soldiers: their military commissions were only temporary or honorary. It is surprising that this canard has gained such wide currency as, under the terms of the 1920 VC warrant, women and civilians, if under military command at the time of their deed, were (and remain) entitled to be considered for the VC. Moreover, five civilians were awarded the VC in the nineteenth century – against the wishes of some War Office civil servants, establishing a precedent that ought not to have been neglected. No civilian – or woman – has been considered for a VC in the twentieth century, or in the twenty-first, as yet. The VC’s statutes were last adjusted in 1961; they need revisiting in the twenty-first century. If to win a VC marks a person as being truly exceptional, how bitter is it be to be denied one, how long a struggle can be waged by families, friends or communities angry at an alleged Victoria Cross injustice. For as many tales as there are of remarkable courage that actually succeeded in winning a Victoria Cross, there are just as many concerning equally deserving candidates, which were overlooked at the time and remain blocked today.






Ordinary Seaman Teddy Sheean enlisted in the Royal Australian Naval Reserve in April 1941. In November 1942 Sheean was with HMAS Armidale, a corvette on active duty, steaming close to Timor, north of Australia. On 1 December 1942 Armidale was attacked by Japanese aircraft and hit by two torpedoes and a bomb. As Armidale started listing, the order to abandon ship was sounded. Panicking men clambered into lifeboats or jumped into the water, while Japanese aircraft returned to machine-gun them. Several eyewitnesses saw Sheean try to free a lifeboat from its fixings, as the planes swooped down yet again, injuring Sheean. Despite his wounds, he was observed scrambling across the tilted deck and strapping himself into the seat of an anti-aircraft gun, which he began firing at the attacking Japanese aircraft, shooting one down. Sheean remained at his post, firing his gun as the ship and he slipped beneath the waves; a more inspirational example of supreme self-sacrifice is difficult to imagine. Sheean was Mentioned in Despatches (MiD), then the lowliest of all military honours in the British and Commonwealth forces. Apart from the VC, MiD was at that time the only available posthumous decoration. The pressure to obtain a retrospective posthumous VC for Sheean has, over the years since his death, been fairly consistent, but has always run into strong resistance from the authorities. His case is not helped by the fact that on 15 January 1991 Australia gained the right to award its own VC; in 1942 Sheean would technically have been eligible for an ‘Imperial’ VC, i.e. a VC handed out from London, as Australia was at that time a dominion. An opportunity to show magnanimity towards Sheean was declined in February 2013, when a two-year, taxpayer-funded public tribunal in Australia rejected his claim (along with twelve others) for a retrospective VC.8 The tribunal refused to grant retrospective VCs, not because the claims were suspect, but because that would undermine the ‘integrity of the system’. In its summary, the tribunal resorted to legal technicalities to avoid granting retrospective VCs:







The VC for Australia, created by letters Patent, replaces the Imperial VC in the Australian system and has the same eligibility requirements. The VC for Australia is intended to be held in the same standing and value as the Imperial VC. It is no longer possible for the Australian government to recommend honours and awards in the Imperial honours and awards system. Specifically, the government cannot recommend to the Queen the award of an Imperial VC.9





The report quoted Professor Bill Gammage, historian at the Australian National University, who made the following comment on all disputed cases, not just Sheean’s: ‘The award of the VC has always been imperfect. The requirement to have officers or more than one independent witness makes chance a factor, as does reliance on written recommendations.’


The correction of possible past injustice is always fraught, and usually there are good arguments on both sides. Yet retrospective posthumous pardons for wrongly convicted murderers, exonerations for those convicted of criminal acts that society no longer regards as crimes, or apologies for things that were not previously regarded as unjust but which are today, such as slavery, are now a regular occurrence. The VC should be no different. Arguments based on floodgates, integrity of the system and so forth are weak; individual cases could be assessed by a standing committee of retired military officers, military historians and experts in military honours. Formally denying the VC to individuals such as Sheean will continue to court controversy. That it was difficult to create rules covering all possible cases that might be considered or recommended for the VC naturally did not trouble Queen Victoria or Prince Albert, the creators of the Cross. As it transpired, civilian administrators of the VC’s statutes in its early days did their best to interpret the wording of the original 1856 warrant and to apply strict rulings, but senior field



officers flouted those rules with scant regard for what the VC warrant actually said.


Teddy Sheean probably merited a VC; but the overall action, the context in which he displayed his courage, was relatively insignificant and no one in authority took a special interest. Had a senior officer written-up Sheean’s case with greater flair, or pushed for the Cross, he may well have joined the illustrious ranks of VC holders. Medal citations are official accounts, as Spencer Fitz-Gibbon correctly puts it: ‘If the army tells a story in a citation, that story is what we are intended to believe happened during that part of the battle.’10 A polished and scrupulously worded VC citation, as it finally appears in the London Gazette, often conceals months of agonizing in the upper echelons of the armed forces and Whitehall; it is carefully authored by committee and designed to tell a good ‘story’. The original recommendation that so-and-so ought to be considered for a VC may be very rough and is just the starting point, stemming as it usually does from a field officer who may lack the kind of eloquence looked for in a VC citation. By the time the initial recommendation has gone up through several layers of officialdom, the original rough edges will have been smoothed. With luck, the caterpillar recommendation might metamorphose into a butterfly citation.


Many VC holders performed astonishingly courageous actions, beyond not just the call of duty but far beyond what most of us believe possible of ourselves, or others. A VC winner joins a relatively small, select band of brothers, all linked by an intangible romantic aura as they are dubbed an unquestionable ‘hero’. Almost immediately on its first appearance, the Cross and those who won it were endowed with chivalric qualities, for the snatching of lost regimental colours or the rescue of fallen comrades from certain death, interwoven into a tapestry of unalloyed endeavour. While the rest of us look on VC holders as rare creatures, they usually see themselves as quite



ordinary – people who just did their duty. The heraldic landscape that flourished around the VC is populated with tales of inspirational men who did astonishing things against the enemy, be they the stereotypes of nineteenth-century ‘Fuzzy-Wuzzies’ or twentieth-century Nazis. A staple of the stirring tales told in the Religious Tract Society’s Boy’s Own Paper, the VC frames our sense of what it means to be superlatively courageous in battle. This genre of hero worship made it perfectly reasonable for an 1878 book about the VC to state, without any irony:





This book is written for Boys . . . Boys – worthy to be called boys – are naturally brave . . . a man who has done battle, who has been thrown in the lists, who has been ready to mount and splinter lance again, who in the gaining of experience hast lost nothing of the Boy’s boldness – such a man is brave.





This book’s avowed purpose was to encourage boys-become-men to risk their lives in battle:





‘The young fellows,’ said an old soldier to the writer, ‘are always pushing forward in a battle charge – they are in a mighty hurry to smell powder – the veterans fall into the rear!’ . . . But is it better than the Boy’s eagerness to be foremost? – is it not – answer, brave hearts – better to die planting the colours on the wall, than to share the spoil which others have won?


This is the leading thought in this book about Soldiers – it is meant to keep alive the bravery of youth in the experience of manhood.11





Hero-worshipping of courageous individuals endured well into the twentieth century. In 1959 Macdonald Hastings, father of military historian Sir Max Hastings, told Second World War VC yarns in his book Men of Glory.12 The only difference between the Boy’s Own Paper and Hastings senior’s pulp fiction was that khaki had been substituted for



red coats; otherwise the texts are indistinguishable. Neither text speaks of war’s underlying reality of brutal, bloody, individual despair.


Early reception of the VC was almost entirely adulatory, as the Victorian press unquestioningly adopted it as a contemporary version of medieval heraldry; a symbol without monetary value, but nevertheless priceless:





Its intrinsic value! But who can tell the price a soldier puts upon it? He had rather have that piece of bronze on his breast than be made a Knight of the Garter . . . The Victoria Cross is as much to a soldier as the gage d’amour the knight errant in days of chivalry received from his lady love, and swore never to part with . . . When our soldiers come to value their crosses at threepence each, the price they will fetch at a marine store, we shall not long survive as a nation. There are things – God be thanked – which we do love and value more than life itself – things which gold can not purchase. The Victoria Cross is one of them.13





Patriotism, the encouragement of self-sacrifice and the reinforcement of morale: all were and indeed are served by the VC. As with all mythologies, however, there are realities that sit uneasily alongside the myth. That the VC was born out of a military shambles – one so embarrassing to the civilian and military authorities that old rigidities could no longer be sustained – tends to be overlooked. One of the most remarkable aspects of the VC is how it symbolized a revolution in attitudes towards the British soldier and sailor; the idea that only officers could demonstrate gallantry died under the Russian cannons at Sevastopol in the Crimean War. The hitherto undifferentiated other ranks became individualized, personalized, recognized and feted as national heroes in the British press.


Statistics cannot tell a complete story but they provide some objectivity; they reveal that the distribution of the VC has been extraordinarily erratic. Between 1856 and 1913, the period in which Britain’s



armed forces were largely engaged in punitive policing expeditions to preserve the empire, 533 VCs were distributed – more than 39 per cent of all VCs. Around 20 per cent of those – 111 – went to actions during the Crimean War, when some 83,000 men formed the British contingent and fought for seventeen months; approximately one Cross per 747 men. In 1857, during the Indian Mutiny, when some 40,000 British regular troops and East India Company soldiers fought rebellious Indian sepoys for around fourteen months, 182 VCs were given out; one Cross for every 219 men. In the First World War around 9 million British and Commonwealth troops were in combat for almost fifty-two months, during which 634 VCs were awarded, or around one Cross per 14,000 men. During the Second World War, when some 8 million British and Commonwealth military personnel served for seventy-two months, 182 VCs were distributed; one Cross for approximately every 44,000 men. Had the same ratio of men to VC been applied in the First and Second World Wars as was seen during the Indian Mutiny, each conflict would have resulted in around 36,500 VCs. This seems a huge number, especially when it is compared to the 1,357 VCs that have been handed out so far; but it is a very small number if compared to the medal distribution of other similarly sized countries. Since 1945, when British armed forces have been involved in several lengthy and large-scale actions, from Korea to Afghanistan, there have been just fourteen VCs; the stream has dried up almost totally. Obviously, it was considerably easier to win a VC in the nineteenth century than in the twentieth. Why?


One explanation is that more medals of a lesser status were created early on in the First World War, giving the military hierarchy more options when it came to recognizing gallantry. But that merely begs the question: why was it thought necessary to invent the Military Cross (1914) and the Military Medal (1916), when perfectly good gallantry decorations already existed in the form of the VC, the Distinguished



Service Order (for officers) and, for other ranks, the Distinguished Conduct Medal? The invention of new awards was justified by a supposed desire to avoid cheapening the VC, as the mechanized mass slaughter of the First World War overwhelmed the authorities with thousands of examples of VC-style heroism. But no one at the time decried the quantities of VCs given for service in the Crimea, or indeed during the Indian Mutiny.


Queen Victoria and Prince Albert tried to adopt an Olympian approach, accepting that senior officers would pluck out examples of individual courage that merited the new Cross wherever they might be, only to have that initial, generous impulse steadily distorted by later monarchs, military officers and politicians, who in varying ways and from different motives sought to bend the rules of the original VC warrant, or more finely grade the definition of courage. The consequence of these subsequent tinkerings with the VC is that for much of its existence the process of adjudicating who does and does not merit the Cross has been extremely muddled; there are numerous examples not just of people such as Sheean being overlooked, but of string-pulling, of Crosses going to individuals who scarcely merited it, and of Crosses being denied to those who obviously deserved them. For General Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien, a fine professional officer who probably should have been in command of the BEF in 1914, having performed a courageous action was not sufficient to gain the Cross; as he wrote in his memoirs, ‘Friends at Court’ – influential people who could pull strings – were necessary.


The haphazard way in which a VC may or may not be granted has been remarked on many times, and most armed forces personnel understand and accept that the luck of the draw plays a huge part in any VC; but from another perspective – that of protecting the status of one of the few nationally esteemed honours that has not been debauched (such as the Order of the British Empire) or tainted by scandal – such



as the Peerage – it leaves a sour taste. The fluctuations in the VC’s distribution obviously do not reflect a rise or fall in the courage of the armed forces, but are directly related to an evolving social and political view of what the VC is for and how its distribution should be managed. Victoria’s desire was that men should be rewarded for exceptional courage; she did not, could not, contemplate a situation in which this process required ‘managing’. The current situation is alarming, as the Cross has increasingly been managed almost to death. The more prized the VC has become, the more difficult it has become to win one – and in turn, the more prized it becomes. In 2002 the military historian Sir John Keegan drew the inescapable conclusion from this unfortunate yet avoidable spiral:





there is concern that Britain’s highest award for bravery, the Victoria Cross, will die out. Some of those who wish to see the Victoria Cross survive believe that the medal is becoming ever harder to win, and that to do so requires exposure to almost certain death. Although no such criterion is laid down it is generally believed that a winner must have undergone a 90 per cent risk of death. It is also generally held that the man . . . must by his action have materially affected the outcome of the engagement.14





The 90 per cent death risk has been an informal criterion since at least the 1970s.15 A Ministry of Defence paper, Examination of the Standards of Australian Citations for the Award of the Victoria Cross, considered in the 1970s whether the VC eligibility standard had ‘been lowered in recent years’ following the award of four VCs – two posthumous – to members of the Australian Army Training Team in Vietnam. The onerous eligibility conditions for a VC were made explicit:





(1) For the most conspicuous gallantry of the highest order in the presence of the enemy. (A guide as to the standard required may be



taken as a 90 per cent possibility of being killed in performing the deed.)


(2) Each recommendation should be accompanied by signed statements of three independent witnesses. A joint signed statement is not permitted.


(3) Posthumous awards may be made.16





Keegan was right about the threat to the VC’s survival. Since he wrote, just three British VCs have been awarded: two posthumously, to Corporal Bryan Budd in 2006 and Lance Corporal James Ashworth in 2013; the third to Private Johnson Beharry in 2005. Beharry was so badly injured that he was not expected to survive.


Other nations do things differently, although exact comparisons are difficult and invidious and clearly reveal the risks in widely distributing gallantry awards. Germany handed out more than 6 million Iron Crosses during the First World War, and France millions of Médailles Militaires and Croix de Guerre.17 Arguably, these decorations were highly prized only by the individual who gained them – and sometimes not even then. The USSR exercised much more restraint; between 1934 and 1991 various categories of the Hero of the Soviet Union, the highest military medal of the USSR, were awarded more than 12,700 times. A fairly tight grip has been exercised by the US over the distribution of its foremost military decoration, the Medal of Honor, established in 1862, six years after the VC. Even here, however, more than twice as many Medals of Honor have been distributed than VCs, almost half of those during the American Civil War. Germany and France certainly cheapened their military decorations, while the VC has retained its prestige by being so exceptionally difficult to win. Yet there must be a balance between flinging medals around like confetti and withholding them so tightly that to win them it is necessary to sacrifice life itself.






At the heart of the VC is the paradox that it is both worthless and priceless. Since the 1960s the monetary value of a VC on the secondary market has soared: we have moved a long way from impoverished First War soldiers returning from Flanders, unable to find a job and selling their Crosses to pawnbrokers for almost nothing.18 In 1856 no one could have anticipated that the VC would become so scarce that it had resale value; it was assumed that the winner, or his family, would keep it as a treasured heirloom. Even in the handful of cases where it was forfeited following a criminal conviction, the main punishment – apart from losing the £10 pension attached to it19 – was to lose the honour of being included in the VC Register, the roll-call of names of VC winners. What once was heinous is no longer; the names erased from the VC Register to prevent sullying the royalty were restored.20


As the potential fatal cost of VC eligibility has risen, so too has the VC’s other price, its monetary value, drawing the attention of thieves and counterfeiters, the latter’s task made slightly easier by the fact that a sprinkling of duplicate VCs have officially been issued to replace lost or stolen original Crosses. VCs have disappeared in fires and burglaries, they have been left on trains and, on occasion, buried with their owner; at least twenty-five original VCs are thought to have been destroyed, or are missing. The record price (as of July 2013) is 1 million Australian dollars – approximately £410,000 at the prevailing exchange rate – in Sydney on 24 July 2006, paid for medals formerly belonging to Captain Alfred John Shout, including one of nine VCs awarded to Australians who fought at Gallipoli in 1915.21 Shout was awarded a posthumous VC for hand-to-hand combat at the Lone Pine trenches.22 His was the last Lone Pike VC still in private hands, and the purchaser, the Australian billionaire Kerry Stokes, donated Shout’s VC to the Australian War Memorial in Canberra, where it joined the other eight.






If risk of death is a requirement of gaining a VC on contemporary battlefields, deep pockets are necessary to buy one off the battlefield. While it is admirable that philanthropists donate VCs to national museums, it is disquieting that the most highly prized military honour, awarded to someone who has performed a noble self-sacrifice, has become the subject of extreme self-interest. The 1856 VC statutes were silent on ownership but many today believe that such a national treasure needs to be owned by the nation of the person who gained it. The person awarded the Cross, or their surviving family, should be designated the holder of the VC until such time as they decide to place it either in the museum of the unit to which it belongs or some other place of safety, accessible to public viewing. The current situation, with second-hand VCs sold to the highest bidder, is antipathetic to the spirit of the VC.


And the price keeps going up. In 1955 a set of medals belonging to Edmund Barron Hartley, including the VC he gained for rescuing injured men in Basutoland on 5 June 1879, was sold at Sotheby’s for what was then a record price, £300, and is now on display at the Army Medical Services Museum in Mytchett, Surrey. In January 1969 a fresh record of £1,700 was achieved, for the medal set of William Rennie, who fought at Lucknow during the Indian Mutiny; his VC is now at the Cameronians Regimental Museum at Hamilton, in Lanarkshire. By the first decade of the twenty-first century such prices seemed paltry. In April 2004 the VC awarded in 1944 to Sergeant Norman Jackson of the RAF Volunteer Reserve was sold at auction for £235,250 to Lord Ashcroft, a keen enthusiast for everything related to the VC.23 Jackson gained his VC for crawling onto the wing of his Lancaster bomber to extinguish a fire in one of its engines. He was thrown off the wing and dragged behind the aircraft, clinging to his burning parachute.


The price history of the VC awarded to Leading Seaman James



Magennis, a naval diver, illustrates the inflation. Magennis gained his VC for attaching limpet mines to the hull of the Japanese cruiser Takao on 31 July 1945. He was Northern Ireland’s only VC winner in the Second World War, and when he returned to Belfast its citizens raised for him more than £3,000 in public donations. By 1952 Magennis was struggling financially and sold his VC for £75. Lord Ashcroft bought his first VC, that of Magennis, at auction in 1986 for £29,000, plus fees. Ashcroft’s VC collection – more than 160 at the last count – is now displayed at the Lord Ashcroft Gallery in the Imperial War Museum in London. As the gallery’s website states, the VC was ‘deliberately intended to have little actual value . . . Its value lies in what it stands for and what people do to earn it.’ In Victoria Cross Heroes, his book about the VC, Lord Ashcroft wrote: ‘The trustees of the medals know that I wish to see the collection preserved long after my death, and I am glad that the trust’s rules prevent it from selling any of the medals.’24 Today the question on everyone’s mind (but which few dare ask, like the unspoken rule of the BBC’s Antiques Roadshow) is how much a particular VC might be worth.


Some inheritors of VCs resist the temptation to cash in on the bravery of their ancestor, instead donating the medal to the relevant regimental museum; but the high auction prices seduce others. When a replacement VC was sought in 1978 by the surviving family of Private Thomas Byrne of the 21st Lancers, who won his original for the last great cavalry charge, at Omdurman on 2 September 1898, the approval of Queen Elizabeth II had first to be obtained.25 The duplicate was soon after put up for sale and went at auction for £700. The Queen apparently took a decidedly dim view. Sir Angus Ogilvy, husband of Princess Alexandra of Kent, first cousin to the Queen, reported the Queen as saying: ‘If this is what people are going to do, I will never grant another replacement Victoria Cross.’26 In the US it is a federal offence to sell or trade a Medal of Honor, but venality is enterprising.



Selling the box containing the Medal of Honor or the certificate that accompanies it is not illegal – and the medal itself can then be passed on as a ‘gift’.27


Because of its prestige, the VC has also been, on occasion, a natural peg for commerce. In a letter to The Times in 1895, a reader asked if anyone else had ‘ever met with a case in which this coveted and most honourable distinction has been used for purposes of trade or business?’28 The letter reported that a pub, the Durweston Arms, displayed ‘in large letters’ the name of the publican, F. Hitch, VC, in its window. The illiterate Hitch won his VC, one of eleven granted on 22 January 1879, for the defence of Rorke’s Drift against massed Zulu warriors.29 As with other VC winners from humble backgrounds, Hitch was sometimes desperately short of money, and may have sold his VC to raise funds. It is known that he applied for and received a duplicate, now in the possession of the Regimental Museum of the Royal Welsh; the whereabouts of Hitch’s original VC is a mystery.


More recently, officials have sought to preserve the dignity of the VC by unsuccessfully trying to prevent its commercial use. On 28 February 1968, William Brown complained to the MP Edward Taylor about the use of the VC design in the letterhead of a medal dealer, J. B. Hayward, of Piccadilly, London: ‘I think that it is sacrilege that any commercial enterprise should use the emblem of this high honour on a correspondence note paper . . . [Is] there any right or authority for a commercial company using such an honour on their letter-head?’ Whitehall deliberated for months, with the Treasury solicitor commenting on 29 March 1968 that





The use by Haywards of the picture of a VC does not in our opinion contravene Section 197 of the Army Act 1955 and we do not know of any regulation or law which would prevent a firm using a picture of



a decoration or medal on their notepaper . . . There is no copyright or other property in the design of the Victoria Cross and a person commits no offence merely by using the design, so that there are no means by which the dealer can be prevented from continuing the use of it.





Squadron Leader K. J. Appelboom – one of many officials asked to comment in the following months – wrote on 17 May: ‘Brigadier Sir John Smyth, President of the V.C. Association . . . took the view that “the less said, the better”, though I do not think we should quote him.’ In the National Archives’ file there is a handwritten note from a Treasury official: ‘The Treasury do come across this kind of thing from time to time and they usually find that a fairly “stuffy” letter does the trick.’30 Stuffy letters are all that can be done to prevent anyone from using the VC design to advertise anything from fish and chips to microchips. Untidiness is a besetting sin of Britain’s arrangements for military gallantry awards: while private commercial use of the VC for any purpose appears to be perfectly legal and may only elicit a ‘stuffy letter’ from Whitehall, perversely there is a strict legal ban against any commercial use of the George Cross without prior approval of the-prime minister.31


When the VC’s statutes were last revised in 1961, the standard of courage required for eligibility was stated as ‘only . . . for the most conspicuous bravery, or some daring or pre-eminent act of valour or self-sacrifice or extreme devotion to duty in the presence of the enemy’. The question of the scale of distribution was, regrettably, left aside. Outside military circles the assumption is that operational gallantry awards, including the VC, are made purely on merit. This is incorrect. A quota system for gallantry awards, covering all ranks in a particular operation, has been applied to operational decorations for many years. It is not only that some potential VC winners fall by



the wayside by mistake; it is that many potential VC-winning acts are, thanks to the quota system, likely to be ruled out before they are even considered.


Questions of ownership, distribution, eligibility – these topics are rarely aired, but are important given the inexorable shrinking of the pool of surviving VC holders. An opportunity for a sensible public debate about the VC was missed in 1993, when Prime Minister John Major announced a sweeping reform of the honours system. In the House of Commons on 4 March that year Major announced:





Acts of courage, lives of sacrifice, inventiveness, generosity and commitment to others are formally recognized and acknowledged . . . To retain its valued role in our national life, the honours system must, from time to time, be reviewed and renewed.32





The prime minister’s inspired decision was to try to fully democratize the honours system, distributing honours purely on merit and not by quota. One repercussion of Major’s reformist drive was that the distinction between officers and other ranks in military operational gallantry awards was largely eliminated. Prior to 1993 there had been a long-standing tradition that ‘officers get crosses while other ranks get medals’. This ‘class’ distinction was partially eradicated by Major’s reforms. The Military Medal was abolished and the Military Cross (MC), hitherto for commissioned officers only, was extended to all ranks.33 The Conspicuous Gallantry Cross (CGC) was, peculiarly, created and inserted immediately after the VC and before the MC in terms of ranking.34 It was unfortunate that senior ranks of Britain’s armed forces, perpetually anxious to preserve hierarchies, resisted Major’s reformist impulse. The Distinguished Service Order (DSO) survived as an officers-only decoration, no longer granted for bravery but henceforth for ‘leadership’. But perhaps the greatest failure of the 1993 review was the continuation of the quota system of operational



gallantry awards, despite Major’s insistence that quotas should no longer exist for civil awards.


Pressure to end the quota system for gallantry awards is longstanding, as this view from 1969 by Major R. Clark shows:





The rationing of operational awards is a bad policy and should cease. Awards should be given to cover deserving acts of gallantry, regardless of numbers. To help eradicate past inadequacies, an Awards Board should be established to investigate any recommendations which were lost or not approved due to their exceeding the ration. A similar board has been established in the USA where today awards are being made for deserving acts in World War I which had been missed for various reasons.35





Removing quotas and rewarding all courageous acts, perhaps graded according to degrees of bravery, would certainly mean many more medals given out; but this need not entail the kind of cheapening seen with the Iron Cross or the Croix de Guerre. Unfortunately, the British armed forces continue to support quotas for operational decorations, the end result being that, as John Wilkinson, MP for Ruislip-Northwood, baldly stated during the same Commons debate: ‘Anyone with military experience knows that the heroism of the bravest and the best usually goes unrecognized.’ Switching from a quota to a merit system for operational military decorations might ruffle feathers but would be eminently sensible for all such awards, and particularly for the VC. Senior officers want to preserve a quota system for operational decorations as they regard this as the only certain defence against a slide towards ever-cheapening of prestigious awards, which they privately believe has been the case with civilian honours. But it is questionable policy to try to preserve the spiritual value of the VC by raising the VC standard such that the bodily sacrifice of the VC candidate is necessary. It ought to be a matter of national regret that Britain’s foremost



battle honour has mutated into an emotively supercharged symbol, something never intended by Victoria and Albert.


Courage, like love, is incorrigibly subjective. Debate over both all too easily falls into circularity – ‘we know it when we see it’. Yet just as we yearn to formalize definitions of love – to demonstrate that it has an objective reality, through some form of externalized institution, such as marriage – so we long to objectively recognize courage, most obviously through the ceremonial process of giving a medal. If only it were so simple.


We lack a clear, universally agreed objective definition of courage; this is a bedevilling problem when it comes to awarding military honours. The higher up the scale we go, with the VC at the very top, the more intractable it becomes. The VC plucks out an individual who has done something remarkable. But the intrinsic subjectivity associated with making a VC award inevitably opens up space for accusations of inconsistency and anomaly; the history of the VC is littered with both. As there are no VC ‘grades’, all VC winners are considered equal, even though they are not. There is an understandable yearning to discern some quality, some human capacity that all VC holders have in common; the easiest, if laziest, course of action is to label them all ‘heroic’. This circular definition really tells us nothing. Tommy Atkins won a VC and therefore is a hero. What is a hero? Someone like Tommy Atkins, who won the VC. The VC does not simply rank men morally, it also ranks them socially and politically. As William I. Miller, who has written extensively on courage, writes, the courageous





are not only objects of admiration and awe; they are also objects of gratitude . . . Prizes, praises, and medals breed envy among those eligible and not-so-eligible who are passed over . . . Disgruntlement, anger, distrust, and cynicism over the award of medals and honors is a commonplace of military memoirs.36









Indeed it is. Frank Richards wryly concluded his 1933 First War memoir, Old Soldiers Never Die, by observing how time flattens the heights separating the brave from the rest, until all dwell in a valley of ordinariness:





It is Armistice day today and the ex-Service men are on parade wearing their War medals. The men who served at the Bases and a hundred miles behind the front line are wearing their medals more proudly than the men who served in the firing line. There is no distinction between the War medals.37





Time blurs many things, including what we once regarded as courageous or the merely mundane. This can be brought into sharper focus by comparing two essentially similar acts by members of Britain’s armed forces, one taken from the Crimean War, the other an example from Afghanistan in 2009. On 8 September 1855, an assistant surgeon serving with the 23rd Regiment left the safety of his trench and, under heavy enemy fire, ran to the aid of a wounded lieutenant. In so doing the surgeon exposed himself to Russian gunfire, but escaped uninjured. The second incident happened on 12 March 2009, when a detachment of the 1st Battalion, The Rifles, found itself in a gun battle with Taliban forces in Helmand Province, Afghanistan. An able seaman, a trained medic attached to The Rifles, dashed seventy yards forward through a hail of enemy gunfire to assist a lance corporal who had been shot in the face and severely injured.


These two acts of courage are in essence identical: the medical helpers demonstrated complete indifference to their personal safety while going to the aid of a wounded comrade. But there the similarities end. The (male) Crimean assistant surgeon was Henry Thomas Sylvester, the last Crimean War VC holder to die. He certainly tried his best, but his wounded lieutenant unfortunately died on the battlefield. The (female) able seaman was Kate Nesbitt, and her lance corporal



survived. For his deed Sylvester gained the VC.38 Nesbitt was honoured in November 2009 with the Military Cross (MC). This was a remarkable step – Nesbitt was only the second woman to receive the MC (and the first female from the Royal Navy), the first being Michelle Norris, of the Royal Army Medical Corps, who gained her MC for a similar action in Iraq in 2006.39 What Sylvester may have thought about his deed is not recorded, but we know Nesbitt’s modest reaction: ‘I just did what I’m sure everyone else would have done for me.’40 Sylvester would probably have said very much the same, because modesty and self-deprecation are intrinsic to our understanding of what it means to show gallantry. Nesbitt’s citation read (in part): ‘Under fire and under pressure her commitment and courage were inspirational and made the difference between life and death.’ The Prince of Wales, who pinned the MC on Nesbitt at Buckingham Palace on 27 November 2009, described her act as an example of ‘extraordinary’ heroism.41


While the Military Cross is unquestionably highly esteemed, it ranks third – a kind of bronze medal – in the hierarchy of military decorations, after the Conspicuous Gallantry Cross (silver) and the Victoria Cross (gold). Why was it thought that Nesbitt deserved the MC rather than the CGC, or even the VC? Why will Sylvester’s name be forever up there with the ‘bravest of the brave’, whereas Nesbitt’s will eventually be lost on a list of tens of thousands? What separates Sylvester and Nesbitt, apart from 154 years? Objectively their deeds were no different in terms of what they did, the courage it took, and the (minimal) consequences for the overall campaign in which they participated. While women are nominally eligible to be considered for a VC, any chance they might have of winning one has actually been reduced almost to zero, partly because newly-created gallantry awards have served to push the VC almost beyond male, never mind female, attainment.






Lord Ashcroft, in an interview in 2010, dismissed the issue of inconsistencies in the awarding of the VC when he opened his eponymous gallery at the Imperial War Museum:





Even in my own House of Lords there are some that should be there and some who shouldn’t. We shouldn’t get side-tracked by saying maybe X shouldn’t have received it and Y should. Such debates should not detract from the aggregate bravery of this group of people.42





There are a number of reasons why Lord Ashcroft would say this; he would not want his gallery’s showpieces to be in any way diminished, and no doubt he genuinely feels that discrimination of this kind is unhelpful, although he himself has publicly called for a VC to be awarded in one case where a lesser decoration was granted. Yet it is possible to rationally demur from his opinion, and call for a public debate about the criteria for VC eligibility; a need to open up for discussion past cases of those who failed to receive a VC and why; and a need to remove the suspicion that the bestowal of a VC, while not entirely arbitrary, is, thanks in part to the quota system, a matter of chance. This would not detract from the ‘aggregate bravery’ (if such a thing exists) of the group of VC winners as a whole.


In the contrast between the cases of Sylvester and Nesbitt lie 154 years of the British establishment grappling with the intractable problem of how to maintain military morale in the context of a tarnished honours system, an aggressive media with a rapacious appetite for heroes, and a general public that, in recent years at least, seems bewitched by celebrity culture. The VCs awarded to the gallant defenders of Rorke’s Drift in January 1879 and that granted to Private Johnson Beharry in 2005 in Iraq share something other than courage. In the first instance, the pride of the British army had previously been smashed by a black African army at Isandlwana; the second was one of the most unpopular wars Britain has ever engaged in. The award of their VCs



was not simply a matter of personal heroism, but also of wider political purpose, to rally the nation at a time of crisis.


The way to preserve the VC as a respected living symbol is, paradoxically, to return to its historic origins and permit wider and more generous distribution. This would be easier to achieve if some of the other decorations were eliminated. If the process of judging who deserves a VC was more transparent, then there would be a greater chance of avoiding future anomalies. Fears that the VC would be cheapened if more were given out are overdone; if a dozen VCs were distributed tomorrow for good work in Afghanistan, the medal would still remain exceptionally rare. This suggestion – to relax the astonishingly stringent rules that have been applied for the past fifty years or more – might evoke protest, yet all it would do is to return us to past practice, when battlefield courage was not so scarce as it apparently is today.


A further useful reform would be to reiterate and promote the ‘elective peer principle’, whereby officers and men can choose from their own number individuals to be recommended for a VC. The election system was first used in the 1859 Indian Mutiny, when twenty-nine such ‘balloted’ VCs were awarded. Clause 13 of the 1856 warrant provided for the election of one VC per officer, one per NCO, and two for privates, for each regiment involved in an action. Eight regiments in the sieges of Delhi and Lucknow (and for the later relief of Lucknow) elected VCs from their ranks, but only two adhered to the strict regulations; three regiments submitted (and had accepted) five recommendations, while three others submitted fewer names than authorized.43 This election by officers and men actually involved in a military operation of candidates to be recommended for the VC has unfortunately been neglected for far too long, having fallen into abeyance since the First World War. This dormant procedure injects a healthy dose of something that was inherent in the original VC statute: democracy. The elective principle



has continued to be part of successive warrants. It stipulates that if a ‘gallant and daring act’ was performed by a unit, and the commanding officer deemed that all were ‘equally brave and distinguished’ and was unable to single out any one person, he ‘may direct’ officers to nominate one, and the other ranks two, of their own number, to be recommended for the VC. In the 1961 warrant this principle endures as clause 9, which addresses the case in which a ship or flotilla, a regiment or other ‘detached body of soldiers’, a squadron ‘or other body of airmen’ (the categories were deliberately broadly drawn) has ‘distinguished itself collectively by the performance of an act of heroic gallantry or daring in the presence of the enemy in such a way that the Flag, General, Air or other Officer in Command of the Force to which such a unit belongs’ cannot choose a specific individual; in such a case, ‘one or more of the personnel comprising the unit shall be selected to be recommended’ for the VC by a secret ballot of the whole unit. Of the total number of VCs, just forty-six have been allocated by self-selection, more than half of these – twenty-nine – during a single and fairly brief campaign, that of the Indian Mutiny in 1857. This is only 2 per cent of the total VCs. Yet surely this is a more equitable method of initial selection than a write-up by a senior or commanding officer? Let the personnel serving in the field themselves choose who is worthy to be considered for a VC. There might be mistakes, which happen in any case; but there would also be a strong dose of raw honesty, beyond the opaque adjudication of desk officers in Whitehall who may never have heard a shot fired in anger.


Early views of the VC’s significance emphasized its democratic nature:





Every Colonel in the army will be eager for the new distinction, and we are sure will not consider it plebeian because it is not the Order of the Bath but the Cross of Victoria. Every soldier who wins it will prize



it highly, not only because it is the gift of his Queen, but because it will be the common mark distinguishing the bravest men in the army. Every officer will prize it, and none the less because it will be worn by the men; because there is nothing brave men recognise more cordially than bravery in others.44





This democratic promise has been lost sight of in the determination to avoid cheapening the VC.
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