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      DAVID RATTRAY – A TRIBUTE

      
      Just as I was finishing this paperback version of Victoria Cross Heroes, I received some dreadful news. The life of a dear friend David Rattray, the historian, had been cruelly cut short when he
         was shot by intruders at his home near Rorke’s Drift, South Africa.
     

      
      Only weeks before his death in January 2007, David had been kind enough to read my write-up of the VCs that had been awarded
         to Lieutenant John Chard and Private Robert Jones for their bravery at Rorke’s Drift. As arguably the world’s greatest expert
         on the Zulu War of 1879 (which led to the award of 23 VCs), David had suggested some small factual corrections, which I readily
         made.
     

      
      When I heard of David’s murder, my thoughts turned to his widow, Nicky. She summed up the tragedy of his death when she said:
         ‘This famous son of South Africa now joins the unacceptable list of citizens who have lost their lives to senseless banditry.’
         David, a father of three sons, was only 48 when he died. He had been trying to protect his wife from the armed intruders when
         he was shot.
     

      
      I had known David for less than a year but during that time we became firm friends and had already planned to meet up twice
         in 2007. I have nothing but fond memories of our short time together. I first met him in March 2006 when I was in South Africa and attended some of his lectures on the Zulu War. A few months later, I returned there and David and I spent
         three days travelling around together so that David could show me the sites of various battles and skirmishes between the
         Zulus and the British. At the time, I was doing some research for this book and a recce for the Five television series on
         the VC, which I co-funded. During my trips, I discovered that David was much more than a historian – he was a brilliant storyteller.
         When he described a battle or an incident, he painted a vivid picture of what it must have been like for those present. It
         was this unique talent to transport people back in time, and to recreate the sights and sounds of a scene, that earned him
         the accolade ‘the Laurence Olivier of the battlefield’.
     

      
      As a result of all this, I invited David to come to London in October 2006 to give a lecture on the Battle of Isandhlwana
         to Crimestoppers, the charity I founded more than twenty years ago to prevent and solve crimes. One unidentified South African
         commentator summed up his talent perfectly when he was quoted in the Daily Telegraph’s obituary of David: ‘To listen to David Rattray narrate the story of Isandhlwana was akin to watching the best-scripted,
         best-directed and best-produced movie Hollywood’s finest studios could put on. It was goose-bump stuff.’
     

      
      I am enormously grateful to David for all the help he has given me, particularly in relation to the Zulu wars. David, a fluent
         Zulu speaker, was a charming and generous man. He was also a wonderful international ambassador for the Zulu people he loved
         so much. The world will be a poorer place without him.
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      FOREWORD

      
      by HRH The Prince of Wales

      
      One hundred and fifty years ago, as the Crimean War was raging, the wider British public became aware, for the first time,
         of the horrors of war on foreign fields and of the huge courage and fortitude of the British servicemen fighting there. This
         realisation of what our men were enduring so staunchly, and the reports of the many outstanding individual accounts of courage,
         led HM Queen Victoria to instruct the striking of a new medal that has since become the most respected and well-known award
         for military gallantry: the Victoria Cross.
     

      
      HM wished for an award that did not recognize birth or class, rank or long service. In fact she wanted to honour just one
         rare and treasured quality – a man’s exceptional bravery in the face of the enemy. Under Prince Albert’s astute guidance,
         HM vetoed a suggestion for the medal to be called The Military Order of Victoria and opted instead for the simple Victoria
         Cross. Similarly when it came to the design, Queen Victoria chose a Maltese cross ensigned with a royal crest and a scroll
         inscribed ‘For Valour’.
     

      
      Thus, with a royal warrant issued on 29 January 1856, the VC was founded. Since then it has been awarded 1,355 times, the
         most recent being to Private Beharry for ‘saving the lives of his comrades’ in Iraq in 2004.
     

      
      
      It never ceases to amaze me what our servicemen have done, and continue to do, for their country and their comrades. Their
         courageous acts in the line of duty are humbling for us all; I and many others are immensely proud of them.
     

      
      The briefings by the Commanding Officers of the regiments of which I am Colonel-in-Chief on their return from operations,
         and the stories told to me by ‘The Old and Bold’ of battles long ago, are wonderfully inspiring; the stoicism and great good
         humour with which they have dealt with unimaginably awful situations is deeply moving. In troops and platoons, ships and aircraft,
         and individually, they have carried out acts of immense bravery; yet to a man they are modest and self-effacing.
     

      
      Over the years, and particularly as President of the Victoria Cross and George Cross Association, in succession to my grandmother,
         Queen Elizabeth The Queen Mother, I have met many of these remarkable men and women and can understand only too well why they
         have meant so much to my family over all these years.
     

      
      The VC is a very special subject for a book. Behind every award is a remarkable story involving all those qualities that we
         British hold most dear: loyalty, duty, sacrifice, care for others, a great good humour and a deep humility. They are all here
         amongst the many stories of this most democratic and historic medal.
     

      
      I commend Lord Ashcroft for his diligence in recording so carefully the 150 years of this most precious brainchild of Queen
         Victoria and The Prince Consort.
     

      [image: image]





      
      
      PREFACE

      
      The year 2006 is a special one in the history of the Victoria Cross (VC). It marks a truly significant and memorable anniversary
         for the medal, as well as a less remarkable, yet more personal, anniversary for me.
     

      
      It is 150 years ago this year that the VC was created. As the Crimean War drew to a close, it was decided, after considerable
         thought and debate, to make an award for some quite astonishing acts of bravery during the conflict. And so in 1856, at the
         behest of Queen Victoria, the world’s most prestigious bravery award – in my eyes at least – was born.
     

      
      It is also exactly twenty years since I bought my first VC, therefore fulfilling a dream that I had retained since being a
         schoolboy. At the time of purchasing that first medal, I was an energetic and driven forty-year-old businessman who considered
         himself honoured to be the successful bidder at an auction for a small, yet wonderful, piece of history. It was the VC awarded
         to Leading Seaman James Magennis at the end of the Second World War.
     

      
      At the time, I looked upon the purchase as a one-off. Yet today, the trust which was established to care for and protect the
         medals owns 142 VCs (including three official replacements, an unofficial cross and an unissued, specimen medal). It is a
         collection which spans every force – Army, Royal Navy and RAF – and nearly 128 years, from deeds of bravery in 1854 to an astonishing act of courage during the Falklands War in 1982.
         The range of dates is all the more remarkable because there has been only one VC awarded in the past twenty-four years – to
         Private Johnson Beharry for bravery in Iraq in 2004.
     

      
      Today the trust owns just over a tenth of the 1,351 VCs that have been awarded to individuals since 1856 (three men have received
         ‘bars’ – the equivalent of a second VC – and there was also an award to the ‘Unknown Warrior’ in America). The trust’s collection
         is, by some way, the largest and most valuable in the world, and I am proud to have played my part in assembling it.
     

      
      To mark the 150th anniversary, I can reveal that the trust has decided – with my blessing – to open its collection of VCs
         to the public for the first time so that the medals and other memorabilia that go with them can be enjoyed by the nation,
         as well as thousands of visitors who come to Britain each year. The trust is currently looking into exactly when and how this
         will be done.
     

      
      This book looks at the history of the VC and how the collection was amassed. It then cites every VC that is in the collection,
         listing the names of the courageous men who were awarded the decoration and why and when each medal was won. Every VC has
         a story behind it of one man’s courage in the face of the enemy – a tale of how a soldier, sailor or airman showed bravery
         so far beyond the expectation of ‘duty’ that his country decided to bestow on him its foremost award for valour.
     

      
      In the spring of 2006, when I was in the process of writing this book, I was approached by Empire Media Productions, a television
         production company, which was planning a three-part series on the VC. I decided to co-fund the project with Five and the trust
         agreed to open the collection to the programme-makers. I am delighted that so many of the trust’s VCs feature in the series. This new partnership has had another
         benefit – to me and readers of this book. As a result of the research for the television series, I have learned more about
         some of the VCs outside the trust’s collection, including some quite extraordinary stories of courage by the recipients. I
         am therefore including the stories of the VCs that feature prominently in the series in this book, but will make it clear,
         in each case, that the medals are not part of the trust’s collection. In short, these ‘extra’ VCs are a wonderful bonus for
         the book. All the write-ups on VCs that are exclusive to the television series – i.e. not in the trust’s collection – will
         be marked with a distinctive dagger symbol (†).
     

      
      I hope you will enjoy reading about the courage of these exceptional people who have served Britain and the Commonwealth.
         I hope, too, that once the collection is open to the public it will give visitors as much pleasure as it has given me in the
         course of bringing the medals together and researching the heroism of the worthy recipients.
     

      



      
      
      1

      
      BUILDING THE COLLECTION

      
      The beginning of a passion

      
      I was twelve years old, give or take a year, when I first developed an interest in bravery. Having been born in 1946, a year
         after the end of the Second World War, discussions of the momentous events of 1939–45 inevitably filled everyday conversation.
         I had heard the phrase ‘during the war’ relentlessly as a youngster, yet I was too young to have experienced any of it. When
         I was ten, my father, who worked for the Colonial Office, was posted to West Africa. Once my parents learned that they were
         going to spend several years in Eastern Nigeria, where the schools were of a poor standard, they reluctantly decided that
         the family would temporarily have to be split up. So as my father, mother and sister, then aged five, headed off for an adventure
         in Africa, I started boarding school in Britain.
     

      
      I attended Norwich School in Norfolk, where it had been decided that my maternal grandparents, who lived nearby, could keep
         an eye on me. My initial years there were not easy, and I had to find new interests and hobbies to fill many lonely hours.
         I started watching films as well as reading comics and books about wars in general and the Second World War in particular.
         I was fascinated with the subject of war but, rather than uniforms, weapons or battle plans, my greatest interest was in the concept of bravery. I was in awe of people who had
         performed heroic acts in the face of terrifying threats. I looked up to those who were prepared to risk sacrificing the greatest
         gift of all – life itself – for their country and their comrades.
     

      
      Like most schoolboys, I posed more questions than I had answers. What was it that made some people respond to danger differently
         from others? Are we all capable of a certain level of bravery, given the right circumstances? What was the crucial factor
         that made some people more courageous than others? Was it simply in their genes, was it their upbringing or was it their training?
         Were they motivated by patriotism, religious conviction, a respect for those who fought alongside them or simply an old-fashioned
         sense of duty? Was most people’s bravery premeditated or was it a spur-of-the-moment response to the heat of battle?
     

      
      During the summer holidays, I used to visit my family in Africa – a tortuous journey from Norwich by road, rail and air that
         in those days used to take three days, door to door. On the second of these holidays I succeeded in getting my father to sit
         down and talk in detail about his role in the Second World War for the first time. Like most children of my generation, I
         had posed the question before: ‘What did you do in the war, Dad?’ However, like many of the modest men of his generation,
         Eric Ashcroft did not volunteer any stories of his own courage.
     

      
      This time, though, I received a full answer from my father, who had been among the first young men to enlist in 1939, joining
         the South Lancashire Regiment. He had been chosen for officer training and had remained in Britain until the D-Day landings.
         It was only when he began to describe the scene on 6 June 1944 that I was able to comprehend what real danger meant. Long
         before they embarked on the D-Day landings, he and other officers had been briefed to expect 75 per cent casualties – dead and wounded – on the beach as they landed in Normandy. At dawn on 6 June, there was no hiding-place
         as my father found himself on a small, vulnerable landing craft crashing through the waves in the English Channel. He and
         his men were heading for Sword Beach as part of the British 3rd Infantry Division’s assault on German-occupied France.
     

      
      Many men in the landing craft were, like my father, seeing action for the first time, and it is difficult to imagine that
         they were anything other than terrified. According to my father, the landing craft were filled with the real smell of vomit
         and the metaphorical smell of fear. He described how the soldiers could see next to nothing as they approached the beach because
         they were crouching below the sides of the boat so as not to be shot. Yet when they reached shallow water, the front of the
         landing craft dropped down and they ran into the unknown as the ‘ping’ of machine-gun bullets sounded all around them. As
         they splashed through the sea and reached the beach, they came under relentless enemy fire. There were immediate casualties,
         including the commanding officer, a colonel, who was shot dead at my father’s side. As the battle raged, my father too was
         hit by shrapnel. Although he had received serious injuries to his back and one of his arms, he fought on shoulder to shoulder
         with his men. Eventually, wounded and weary, he was ordered from the battlefield to receive medical treatment. Although he
         eventually made a full recovery and lived until he was eighty-three, the injuries he received at Sword Beach were serious
         enough to end his front-line service. While he was convalescing from his injuries in Blackpool he met my mother, who was working
         as a Red Cross nurse. The rest, as they say, is history, and I was born two years later in Chichester, where my father had
         been stationed after the war ended.
     

      
      On the journey back to Norwich School from Eastern Nigeria that autumn, my mind was full of my father’s wartime exploits. It had been awesome to hear him talk in such vivid
         terms about what had happened. At times, I found it almost impossible to imagine that Eric Ashcroft – my father – really had
         been present at such an extraordinary moment in history and had lived to tell the tale. I felt enormous pride that he had
         been so courageous and I was puzzled that he had never felt able to recount the story to me before. I began to wonder whether,
         if I had been in identical circumstances, I would have been equally courageous. Would my mettle ever be tested on the battlefield
         as my father’s had been, and, if so, what would the outcome be? All too often I concluded that, even with the adrenaline flowing,
         I would never be able to match the bravery of my father and others like him.
     

      
      It was a year or two later when I first heard of something called the Victoria Cross (VC). I knew that it was a bravery award
         and that it had first been awarded by Queen Victoria. Other than that, my information about it was sketchy. Indeed, I was
         initially so naïve that I thought if a man owned a VC, even if he had bought it from someone else, he could put ‘VC’ after
         his name. It was only when I put this misconception to one of my teachers that he informed me that only the original recipient
         was able to have the letters after his name. And so my long fascination with the VC and the heroics of its recipients was
         born.
     

      
      At school, I could often be found in my dormitory reading war comics long into the night. Even now, although I have never
         been a linguist, I can remember the rather rudimentary German attributed to the Luftwaffe pilots in the comic strips. ‘Donner und blitzen!’ – in English, ‘thunder and lightning’ – would be their expression of fear as they caught a glimpse of a British Spitfire
         pilot in the skies. ‘Achtung! Achtung! Der Englischer Schweinhund!’ – ‘Danger! Danger! The English pig-dog’ – was another phrase that has remained with me for nearly half a century. In today’s politically correct age, of course, those
         producing the comics might be criticised for stereotyping. Eventually, I graduated on to history books in the school library
         that gave me an understanding of exactly what the VC was, and how and why it came into existence.
     

      
      The more I read about the VC, the more interested I became in it. In my twenties and thirties I was working flat out as an
         entrepreneur. Yet even then I found time to read the occasional book on military history in general, and the VC in particular.
         Little did I know, of course, that I would one day build up the largest collection of VCs in the world, or write a book on
         the subject.
     

      
      
      A short history of the Victoria Cross

      
      The notion of giving a bravery award to low-ranking soldiers and sailors first came under serious consideration in Britain
         in 1854. Until that point, the government and military leaders had not felt the need to reward ‘ordinary’ men for their courage.
         Even great military leaders such as the Duke of Wellington had believed that serving monarch and country was reward enough
         for any low-ranking soldier and sailor. The Duke believed that patriotism, a modest wage and daily meals were sufficient to
         buy a man’s loyalty and bravery. Others in the War Office and the Admiralty shared his view. This widely held opinion came
         under scrutiny almost as soon as the Crimean War began. After nearly forty years of peace, Britain was embroiled in a major
         war against Russia, and from the earliest days of the conflict stories began to circulate of the outstanding bravery of the
         British Army in the most appalling conditions. Their heroics were performed despite a lack of adequate clothing and other provisions to protect them from the harsh Russian winter. The hospitals tending to wounded men
         were dire, and there was a general feeling that thousands of men were being ordered to fight in conditions far worse than
         any army had encountered before. Significantly, too, this was the first conflict to be covered by a corps of war reporters.
         William Howard Russell, of The Times, filed a succession of perceptive and critical articles which highlighted the lack of proper equipment and the ravages of
         cholera and typhoid, two diseases which claimed 20,000 lives – compared to the 3,400 killed in battle. Newspaper reports meant
         the suffering, endurance and heroism of ‘our boys’ in the Crimea caught the British public’s imagination as never before.
         There was a general clamour that something needed to be done to recognise the efforts of rank-and-file British servicemen
         who were risking their lives thousands of miles from home.
     

      
      Until the Crimean War, officers – usually majors and above – were given the junior grade of the Order of the Bath for acts
         of bravery. Yet there was no such equivalent medal for junior officers, non-commissioned officers (NCOs) or ordinary soldiers
         or sailors. The injustice of the situation was exacerbated because, since the early nineteenth century, the junior grades
         of the Legion of Honour had been available to officers and regular members of the French forces for gallantry. However, neither
         the Legion of Honour (instituted by Napoleon in 1803) nor its nearest equivalent in Germany – the Iron Cross (instituted in
         1813) – was awarded exclusively for acts of bravery: they could also be earned for long or good service. In Britain, though,
         there was a growing feeling that a new award was needed to recognise examples of gallantry irrespective of a man’s lengthy
         or meritorious service. Both Queen Victoria and Prince Albert were enthusiastic about addressing the problem, particularly
         as the enemy, Russia, already had awards for gallantry that ignored rank.
     

      
      Shortly after the start of the war, the Distinguished Conduct Medal (DCM) was instituted for NCOs and privates, and a campaign
         medal for the Crimean War was approved, but there was a feeling that more was needed. Pressure mounted for a decoration which
         was open to all and would reflect the individual courage of men on the front line. It was the Duke of Newcastle, the Secretary
         of State for War, who seized the initiative on 20 January 1855, writing to Prince Albert: ‘It does not seem to me right or
         politic that such deeds of heroism as the war has produced should go unrewarded by any distinctive outward mark of honour
         because they are done by privates or by officers below the rank of major . . . The value attached by soldiers to a little
         bit of ribbon is such as to render any danger insignificant and any privation light, if it can be attained.’ The Duke broke
         the news of a radical new bravery award to the public when he told the House of Lords nine days later that the government
         had advised the Queen ‘to institute a Cross of Merit which would be open to all ranks of the Army in future’. But the Duke
         conceded that more thought was needed as to the precise nature of the award, and matters were not helped when he lost his
         job a few days after making the speech.
     

      
      The civil service, under the guidance of Lord Panmure, the new Secretary of State for War, came up with a plan for the award
         that was both clumsy and long-winded. Even its name was verbose, and it needed the intervention of Prince Albert to veto the
         ‘Military Order of Victoria’ and suggest instead the ‘Victoria Cross’. He felt the word ‘order’ had unwanted aristocratic
         overtones and noted: ‘Treat it as a cross granted for distinguished service, which will make it simple and intelligible.’
         Victoria herself chose the design, and the inscription: ‘For Valour’. The government had wanted the cross inscribed ‘For the Brave’, but the Queen was concerned that this would imply that non-recipients were not brave.
     

      
      The VC was founded by a Royal Warrant issued on 29 January 1856 which announced the creation of a single decoration available
         to the British Army and the Royal Navy. It was intended to reward ‘individual instances of merit and valour’ and which ‘we
         are desirous should be highly prized and eagerly sought after’. The warrant laid down fifteen ‘rules and ordinances’ that
         had to be ‘inviolably observed and kept’. ‘Firstly. – It is ordained, that the distinction shall be styled and designated
         the “Victoria Cross”, and shall consist of a Maltese Cross of bronze with Our Royal Crest in the centre, and underneath which
         an escroll bearing this inscription, “For Valour”.’ The second rule stated that the cross should be suspended from the left
         breast, by a blue ribbon for the Navy and a red ribbon for the Army. The third decreed that the names of those receiving the
         decoration should be published in the London Gazette and registered in the War Office. The fourth regulation was forward thinking enough to give instructions about what should
         happen if an individual who had already received a VC were to perform an act of bravery that would entitle him to a second
         medal. It instructed that any second or further acts of bravery entitled the VC holder to an additional bar, attached to the
         ribbon suspending the cross. The fifth rule made it clear that the VC was intended only for wartime courage, to be awarded
         to officers or men who had served Britain ‘in the presence of the enemy, and shall have then performed some signal act of
         valour, or devotion to their country’.
     

      
      The sixth instruction shows a welcome support for meritocracy in the British armed forces: ‘It is ordained, with a view to
         place all persons on a perfectly equal footing in relation to eligibility for the Decoration, that neither rank, nor long
         service, nor wounds, nor any other circumstance or condition whatsoever, save the merit of conspicuous bravery shall be held
         to establish a sufficient claim to the honour.’ This clause made the VC, at a stroke, the most democratic decoration in naval
         and military history.
     

      
      The seventh regulation enabled a senior commanding officer in the Army or Navy to confer the decoration ‘on the spot’ if he
         had witnessed it, ‘subject to confirmation by Us [the government]’. The next rule made provision for someone to win a VC even
         if his bravery had not been witnessed by the commanding officer. In such a case, the ‘claimant’ had to prove his act of courage
         to the satisfaction of his commanding officer, ‘who shall call for such description and attestation of the act as he may think
         requisite’. Under the ninth instruction, it was ruled that anyone receiving an ‘on-the-spot’ award should be decorated in
         front of his army or navy colleagues. The man’s name should appear in a ‘General Order, together with the cause of his especial
         distinction’. Regulation ten, which applied to those receiving an award not witnessed by their commanding officer, indicated
         that the recipient should simply receive his decoration ‘as soon as possible’. Similarly, the man’s name should appear in
         a General Order issued by his commanding officer. Rule eleven made provision for the General Orders relating to the awarding
         of VCs to be transmitted ‘from time to time’ to ‘our Secretary of State for War, to be laid before Us, and shall be by him
         registered’.
     

      
      Instruction twelve tried to be all encompassing, providing for a VC to be awarded in cases ‘not falling within the rules above’.
         It allowed for the Secretary of State for War and the head of the Navy or Army to make a joint award, ‘but never without conclusive
         proof of the performance of the act of bravery for which the claim is made’. Regulation thirteen was longer and more complex
         and was intended to apply to a situation in which a large number of men – in some cases scores of them – were considered to have been ‘equally brave and
         distinguished’. In this case, for every group of seamen or troop of soldiers, one junior officer and two servicemen should
         be chosen to receive the medal on behalf of their comrades.
     

      
      The fourteenth rule made a generous financial provision for the recipient of a VC. Any junior officer, seaman or soldier receiving
         the medal would also be entitled to a special pension of ten pounds a year. For any additional bar awarded under the fourth
         rule, he received a further five pounds a year.
     

      
      The final instruction was intended to ensure that the VC was held only by men of good character. It declared that if any VC
         holder was later convicted of ‘treason, cowardice, felony, or of any infamous crime, or he be accused of any such offence
         and doth not after a reasonable time surrender himself to be tried for the same’, he should have his name erased from the
         register and lose his special pension. There was, though, a glimmer of hope for anyone forced to forfeit his VC: ‘We [the
         government] shall at all times have power to restore such persons as may at any time have been expelled both to the enjoyment
         of the Decoration and Pension.’
     

      
      With this Royal Warrant, the Victoria Cross came into being in the nineteenth year of the Queen’s sixty-four-year reign, and
         with the blessing of the monarch and her consort. Over the previous two years there had been some discussions as to whether
         the VC should be made from a precious metal – such as gold or silver – to make it even more valuable to the recipient, but
         it was finally decided that it should be of little intrinsic value. It was intended that the bronze for the medals would be
         taken from two cannon supposedly captured from the Russians at Sebastopol during the Crimean War. Indeed, until 2005, it was
         still widely believed that every cross was made in this way – the bronze coming from the cascabels (the ball found at the rear of a cannon’s barrel) of the cannon which are now kept at the Royal Arsenal at Woolwich. However, John
         Glanfield claimed in his book Bravest of the Brave that this was a myth. He scoured historical documents and used scientific analysis to show that the cascabels from the pair
         of Woolwich cannon were not used for this purpose until 1924, sixty-eight years after the first VCs were produced. Furthermore,
         he says that the precious cascabels disappeared for a time during the Second World War, so a different metal was used for
         five crosses awarded between 1942 and 1945. ‘The truth has been fogged by time, myth and misinformation,’ wrote Glanfield,
         who also claimed there was no evidence that the Chinese-made cannon in Woolwich had even been captured at Sebastopol, the
         last major battle of the Crimean War. He had good news for anyone hoping to win a VC in the near future, though: there remains
         enough of the historic cascabels – currently stored by the Royal Logistic Corps at Donnington – for a further eighty-five
         crosses.
     

      
      It was more than a year after the Royal Warrant was announced that the first awards of the VC were published in the London Gazette, on 24 February 1857. The Queen had told Lord Panmure that she wished to bestow as many of the awards as possible herself.
         So on 26 June she invested 62 of the 111 Crimean recipients in a ceremony in Hyde Park in front of 4,000 troops and 12,000
         spectators. Dressed in a scarlet jacket, black skirt and plumed hat, Victoria remained on horseback throughout the ceremony.
         Legend has it that, leaning forward from the saddle like a Cossack with a lance, she accidentally ‘stabbed’ one VC recipient
         in the chest, leaving him in great pain. One by one, however, she pinned a cross on to each man’s jacket, while Prince Albert
         stood a short distance away, saluting each recipient. The ceremony and the new award were both greeted with great enthusiasm
         by the public.
     

      
      
      Over the years, there have been several significant amendments to the fifteen rules but the basic principle – that the award
         is for conspicuous bravery – has remained to this day. The first changes to the regulations came little more than a year after
         the announcement that the VC had been awarded for the first time. A Royal Warrant of 10 August 1858 extended the medal to
         ‘non-military persons’. Under this new clause, four people received the cross for their voluntary service in the Indian Mutiny.
         The same instructions also allowed the VC to be awarded, subject to the existing rules, for ‘acts of conspicuous courage and
         bravery under circumstances of extreme danger, such as the occurrence of a fire on board ship, or the foundering of a vessel
         at sea, or under any other circumstances in which, through the courage and devotion displayed, life or public property might
         be saved’. Just six crosses have been awarded over the years under this provision.
     

      
      Most of the regulations have been tested at some time or other, and this has occasionally led to the rules being altered.
         Between 1863 and 1908 eight men had their VCs cancelled for various misdemeanours in accordance with the final rule of the
         original regulations. This rule never specifically stated that the cross itself should be forfeited, but for the best part
         of half a century it seems that the regulation was interpreted to mean that the medal must be surrendered, along with the
         special pension. In 1908 the Treasury Solicitor reversed this practice, saying that holders of the medal should be able to
         keep it, even if their record of having won it were erased. Several years later, however, George V was evidently still concerned
         by the prospect of future confusion because in a letter of 26 July 1920 it was declared: ‘The King feels so strongly that,
         no matter the crime committed by anyone on whom the VC has been conferred, the decoration should not be forfeited. Even were
         a VC [holder] sentenced to be hanged for murder, he should be allowed to wear his VC on the scaffold.’
     

      
      A Royal Warrant of 1 January 1867 stated that eligibility for a VC was extended to include members of local forces serving
         with imperial troops under the command of a ‘general or other officer’. The warrant was retrospective and had been drawn up
         to reward the bravery of those who were dealing with the ‘Insurgent native tribes of Our Colony of New Zealand’. This meant
         that Major Charles Heaphy became the first non-regular serviceman to be awarded a VC. His actions were ‘gazetted’ – announced
         in the London Gazette – on 8 February 1867 for an act of bravery three years earlier. On 11 February 1864, Heaphy, while serving in the Auckland
         Militia – part of the New Zealand military forces – went to the aid of a wounded soldier on the banks of the Mangapiko River.
         While tending to his comrade, Heaphy was fired upon by Maoris, with five musket balls piercing his clothes and cap. Despite
         being injured in three places, the major stayed with the soldier all day and saved his life.
     

      
      From 1880 to 1881, there was a rethink over the 1858 Royal Warrant which had extended the decoration to non-operational duties.
         A further Royal Warrant of 23 April 1881 essentially revoked this order by declaring unequivocally that the VC should be for
         ‘conspicuous bravery or devotion to the country in the presence of the enemy’. Another potentially unfair area was cleared
         up by a Royal Warrant of 6 August the same year. This extended eligibility to members of the Indian ecclesiastical establishments
         on the grounds that if they were attached to an army in the field they would be required to perform the same roles as military
         chaplains, who were eligible for the medal. This Royal Warrant was issued as a direct result of the bravery of the Rev James
         Adams, who had shown formidable courage in an incident during the Afghan War. At Killa Kazi, on 11 December 1879, some men of the 9th Lancers had fallen into a deep ditch along with their horses and the
         enemy was closing in on them. Adams, under heavy enemy fire, jumped off his mount and rushed into the waist-deep water. He
         dragged the horses off the men so they were free to escape at a moment when the enemy was only a matter of yards away. Under
         the initial rules, Adams, who managed to escape on foot, would not have been entitled to a VC, but the new Royal Warrant meant
         that he was ‘gazetted’ on 26 August 1881, nearly two years after his act of courage.
     

      
      In July 1898 the government took action to look after recipients of the VC who were struggling financially, even with their
         annual ten-pound special pension (in 1859, this would be the equivalent of about £600 in today’s money). New regulations were
         enacted which enabled recipients below non-commissioned rank to receive, if need dictated, up to fifty pounds a year (equivalent
         of about £3,700 in 1898). This figure was later upped to seventy-five pounds, and in 1959 the special pension was increased
         to a hundred pounds (about £1,500 today) and was paid whatever a man’s rank.
     

      
      The original Royal Warrant of 1856 made no mention of whether the award could be won posthumously. However, the government
         and the military authorities decided from the beginning that a cross would not be given to a potential recipient if he had
         been killed in action or had died shortly afterwards. Instead, in cases of outstanding bravery, an announcement was made in
         the London Gazette which indicated that, had the man survived, he would have been recommended for the VC.
     

      
      During the Boer War, fought in Africa between 1899 and 1902, an exception was made to this practice which caused great controversy
         and later prompted the rules to be rewritten. The Hon Frederick Roberts was the son of Field Marshal Earl Roberts, who had himself won a VC for an act of bravery in 1858 during the Indian Mutiny. Frederick was twenty-seven when
         he was seriously wounded on 15 December 1899, at the Battle of Colenso, when heroically trying to rescue the guns of the 14th
         and 66th Batteries of the Royal Field Artillery. He died from his wounds the next day. It was therefore a surprise to everybody
         when he was gazetted on 2 February 1900, and given a posthumous VC. Although nobody doubted his courage, there was some anger
         that he had been treated as a special case apparently because of the seniority and influence of his father. The families of
         other potential recipients of posthumous VCs began to ask why their relatives had not been similarly rewarded. As a result
         of this, there was much discussion and considerable research into the backgrounds of potential recipients. Nearly two years
         later, in the London Gazette of 8 August 1902, Edward VII approved the award of six posthumous VCs, all relating to incidents during the Boer War. Although
         the families of these recipients were satisfied with this outcome, those of six other men who had been gazetted between 1859
         and 1897 were still unhappy that their relatives had not been awarded the medal. The King twice resisted attempts by the War
         Office to award the VC to the six soldiers, but eventually a war widow succeeded where the government had failed. Sarah Melvill,
         whose husband Lieutenant Teignmouth Melvill was killed in Zululand in 1879, made a direct appeal to the King and, in 1906,
         he reversed his earlier decision. Since Melvill’s case could hardly be considered apart from the other five, the following
         year all six crosses were gazetted and were thought to have been delivered to the families of the dead men (although see Ensign
         Phillipps’ entry here). So the controversy surrounding Frederick Roberts’ decoration ultimately meant that the precedent
         for a posthumous award of the VC was established once and for all.
     

      
      
      In the run-up to the First World War, new regulations relating to the VC were introduced. A Royal Warrant of 21 October 1911
         extended eligibility to native officers and men of the Indian Army and new guidelines were introduced relating to their special
         pensions. Furthermore, in the event of the recipient’s death, these pensions were to be continued until his widow either died
         or remarried.
     

      
      After the First World War, further changes were made to the rules. It was decided in 1918 that the crimson ribbon used by
         the Army should be adopted by all services, including the newly formed Royal Air Force (RAF). A committee was also formed
         in 1918 to consider the whole question of the VC. The following year its recommendations formed the basis of a new Royal Warrant
         which was eventually signed on 20 May 1920. This was the first wholesale shake-up of the initial 1856 regulations. The Royal
         Warrant used simpler language and – according to P.E. Abbott and J.M.A. Tamplin, the authors of British Gallantry Awards – it ‘consolidated, varied and extended the previous provisions’. There were some significant alterations, and the 1856 rules
         were renumbered to incorporate amendments made in previous Royal Warrants. The list of those eligible for a VC – both men
         and women – was widened and the regulations regarding the award of a VC to groups for bravery were tweaked. Perhaps the most
         significant change came in the enlarged conditions under which an award could be made: for ‘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’. Specific
         provision was made for posthumous awards, while erasures and restorations of the VC would be published in the London Gazette.
     

      
      Since 1920, only relatively minor changes to the regulations have been made. A Royal Warrant of 5 February 1931 gave permission
         for a half-sized replica of the decoration to be worn ‘on certain occasions’. It also provided that forfeiture of a VC and restoration of it should be entirely discretionary. This
         rule followed a recommendation from the inter-departmental Rewards Committee that gallantry awards should be considered irrevocable,
         except in cases of extreme infamy. There has been no erasure of a VC since 1908 – and hopefully there never will be another.
         Whatever crime a man commits in life, one cannot and should not erase a past act of bravery.
     

      
      As the make-up of the British armed forces, international borders and the Commonwealth changed in the twentieth century, a
         few further tweaks to the regulations were deemed necessary. A Royal Warrant of 9 May 1938 enabled members of the Burmese
         military to be entitled to a VC. This was needed because Burma had stopped being part of India the previous year. A Royal
         Warrant of 24 January 1941 made all ranks of the newly formed Indian Air Force eligible, while another issued on 31 December
         1942 extended eligibility to the Home Guard, the Women’s Auxiliary Services and the paramilitary forces of India and Burma.
         To allow for inflation, the size of the special pensions gradually rose in the UK and other countries in the Commonwealth.
     

      
      Constitutional changes in the Commonwealth led to a Royal Warrant of 30 September 1961 which made servicemen and women eligible,
         provided the government of each country was prepared to agree to take on the terms of the warrant. A further Royal Warrant
         was needed on 24 March 1964 to transfer responsibilities relating to the VC from the Secretary of State for War to the newly
         named Secretary of State for Defence.
     

      
      Since its institution, the VC has been made and supplied by Messrs Hancocks (now Hancocks & Co.), the London jewellers, who
         were originally based in Bruton Street in Mayfair but are now situated a couple of hundred yards away in Burlington Arcade. There have been many attempts to produce fakes and copies, but most forgers have been unable to get
         everything exactly right: the size, the thickness, the weight, the colour and the engraving. Hancocks pride themselves on
         being able to tell a genuine VC from a fake under close examination, including testing the metal. In addition, since 1906
         the company has made a minuscule, secret mark of authenticity on each cross to deter forgers further. On rare occasions, replacement
         VCs have been issued, provided the recipient has been able to prove, beyond reasonable doubt, that the original cross has
         been destroyed or stolen. Most gallantry medals in the world are unidentified and unmarked, so each VC, with its clear record
         of the name and rank of the recipient, is a unique record of the man and his achievement.
     

      
      The cross is 1.375 inches wide and weighs 0.87 ounces troy, together with the suspender bar and V-shaped link. The face of
         the bar is embossed with laurel leaves, while the recipient’s details are engraved on the reverse. The date of the act of
         bravery is engraved in the centre of the circle on the reverse of the cross. The details given on the suspender bar may vary
         but the norm is to provide the rank, name and unit of the recipient. In most cases only the recipient’s initials are given,
         but there have been occasions when his first name has appeared on the cross. The medal is worn on the left breast, suspended
         from a crimson ribbon which is 1½ inches wide.
     

      
      The first award went to the formidable bearded figure of Charles Lucas, then a mate but later a rear admiral in the Royal
         Navy. On 21 June 1854, during the Crimean War, HMS Hecla and two other British ships were bombarding an enemy fort in the Baltic. The fire was returned from the shore and a live
         shell landed on Hecla’s upper deck with its fuse hissing. All hands were ordered to fling themselves flat on the deck but Lucas ran forward, picked
         up the shell and hurled it into the sea. It exploded before it reached the water but his actions ensured that nobody was killed or seriously wounded. His VC was one of
         the sixty-two invested by Queen Victoria on 26 June 1857. Unfortunately, his bravery in winning the cross was not matched
         by his care of it afterwards – he left it on a train and it was never recovered.
     

      
      At the time of writing, the most recent award was to Private Johnson Beharry, who received it in March 2005, aged twenty-five.
         Beharry, of the Princess of Wales’s Royal Regiment, became the first person to receive a VC for twenty-three years, and the
         first British recipient not to be killed in the process of winning it since 1965. His medal was awarded for outstanding gallantry
         while based in Al Amarah, Iraq. As the driver of a Warrior armoured vehicle, Beharry saved the lives of thirty comrades in
         two separate incidents in May and June 2004. In the second incident, he received serious head injuries after his vehicle was
         hit by a rocket-propelled grenade. I was moved when I saw a photograph of Beharry meeting Lieutenant Colonel Eric Wilson,
         by then ninety-three, who won a VC while serving as a captain during the Second World War. They are, despite the near seventy-year
         age difference, the only two living holders of the VC from their regiment. (Wilson was commissioned into the East Surrey Regiment
         which is now part of the Princess of Wales’s Royal Regiment.)
     

      
      The youngest recipient of the VC was Andrew Fitzgibbon, who was fifteen and working as a hospital apprentice when he earned
         it for storming the North Taku Fort in China in 1860. He tended two wounded men under heavy fire, and while doing so was seriously
         wounded himself. However, he survived and lived for a further twenty-three years. Today, even fighting for your country at
         fifteen seems amazing, but winning a VC at such an age is astonishing.
     

      
      The oldest recipient was Lieutenant William Raynor, who was two months short of his sixty-second birthday when he was one of nine men who held out at their post for more than five
         hours against scores of rebels during the Indian Mutiny of 1857. Five of the defenders were killed during the battle and another
         died shortly afterwards. Raynor and the other two survivors won the VC in the days before it could be awarded posthumously.
     

      
      Five civilians have won the VC, four during the Indian Mutiny and one in Afghanistan in 1879, while fourteen foreign nationals
         have been awarded it, in addition to the American Unknown Soldier: five Americans, three Danes, two Germans, a Belgian, a
         Swede, a Swiss and a Ukrainian.
     

      
      The largest number of VCs awarded in any conflict was for the First World War, when 633 were given, 188 of them posthumously.
         This considerably outnumbered the figure for the Second World War, when there were 182 awards, 87 of which were posthumous.
         The largest number of VCs earned in a single action was at Rorke’s Drift during the Zulu War, when eleven were awarded for
         acts of outstanding bravery on 22 January 1879. Of the 1,351 awarded in total over the past 150 years, 295 have been given
         posthumously.
     

      
      Three men have won the VC twice, therefore qualifying for a ‘bar’ to be added to their original medals. The truly remarkable
         Arthur Martin-Leake won his VC for bravery during the Boer War in 1902 while serving as a surgeon captain: he was shot and
         seriously injured when tending to a wounded officer. He earned his bar in 1914 during the First World War for rescuing, while
         under fire, wounded men from a trench close to enemy lines. Captain Noel Chavasse was awarded his VC for rescuing twenty wounded
         men in France with a group of volunteers in 1916. A year later, he saved more wounded men in Belgium in appalling weather.
         However, he died from wounds received during the second rescue operation and received his bar posthumously. Charles Upham, of the New Zealand military forces, was a second lieutenant when he won his
         VC in Crete in 1941 during the Second World War. He was seriously wounded in that incident but recovered sufficiently to earn
         his bar just a year later when, now as a captain, he led his men in fierce fighting in the Western Desert. Once again he was
         badly injured in the action.
     

      
      The medal can be won by a woman, but to date this has never happened. However, a gold replica of the VC, but without any wording
         in the scroll, was presented to Mrs Webber Harris, the wife of the commanding officer of the 104th Bengal Fusiliers. She received
         the award from officers for her ‘indomitable pluck’ during the Indian Mutiny. In September 1859, she had nursed the regiment
         during an outbreak of cholera that was so severe that twenty-seven men died during a single night.
     

      
      There have been some quite remarkable acts of bravery within families. Four pairs of brothers have won VCs, along with three
         fathers and sons, four uncles and nephews, three pairs of cousins, three pairs of brothers-in-law, a father-in-law and son-in-law
         and a great-uncle and his great-nephew. If ever there had been an award for the ‘bravest family’, it surely must have gone
         to the Goughs. Major Charles Gough (later Sir Charles) won a VC for saving the life of his brother Lieutenant Hugh Gough (later
         Sir Hugh) during the Indian Mutiny in August 1857. Hugh then won a VC of his own in November of the same year when he was
         wounded charging enemy guns. More was to come: Battalion Major John Gough, the son of Charles, won the family’s third VC in
         Somaliland in 1903.
     

      
      
      
      Amassing the world’s largest
collection of VCs

      
      It is hardly surprising, given the rich history of the VC and all the decoration stands for, that so many people should want
         to own one. My desire for one of the medals was fostered by my boyhood dreams, my fascination with bravery, my admiration
         for my own father’s courage and my growing interest in military history. One of the finest qualities of the VC is the egalitarian
         cornerstone on which it was founded. It is wonderful that Britain and the Commonwealth’s most prestigious bravery award can
         be won by any man or woman (or even child – as Andrew Fitzgibbon proved), regardless of class, colour, religion, creed or
         rank, provided they exhibit truly exceptional courage in the face of the enemy.
     

      
      I was in my twenties when I became aware that VCs occasionally come up for sale at auctions. I started ordering the relevant
         catalogues but the guide prices were prohibitive for someone of my limited means at the time. Nevertheless, I continued to
         ask for the catalogues to be sent to me by Sotheby’s, Christie’s and the other major auction houses so that I could learn
         more about the medals and gauge how much I would have to pay. Every time I read of another daring exploit which had earned
         a soldier, sailor or airman a VC, I became even keener to fulfil my boyhood ambition of eventually owning one.
     

      
      By the time I had reached my thirties, I was more financially secure, thanks to the success of various business ventures.
         Unfortunately, though, while I could now afford one, it was years before a suitable VC turned up for sale. The opportunity
         I had been waiting for finally came round in 1986, three months after I had turned forty. There had been some publicity in the newspapers that the VC won by Leading Seaman James Magennis was going to be sold at auction. I was sent the Sotheby’s
         catalogue and was won over by the courage of Magennis, a tough, hard-drinking Ulsterman from Belfast. This colourful, formidable
         character had performed heroics while working as a diver on a mini-submarine at the end of the Second World War. His brave
         deed, which led to the crippling of a Japanese warship, had taken place on 31 July 1945.
     

      
      I rang Sotheby’s and arranged to view the cross privately at the auctioneer’s London offices. Despite the heightening anticipation
         over the years, there was no sense of anticlimax when I saw and handled the cross. Far from it: I felt that I was in the presence
         of a unique and exhilarating piece of history. I discussed the VC with Michael Naxton, then the head of Sotheby’s medals and
         coins department, during a short, businesslike meeting. Having returned the medal to his care, I told myself that I would
         be back five days later with a single purpose: to buy the Magennis VC.
     

      
      On a warm summer’s day – 3 July 1986 – I arrived at Sotheby’s a few minutes before the last and most prestigious item was
         put up for sale. Apparently most bidders like to spend plenty of time in an auction room to become accustomed to its peculiarities,
         but time was precious to me, and I had no interest in anything else that was up for sale. Michael Naxton, the auctioneer that
         day, still laughs when he tells the story of how I bid for the Magennis VC. He claims that I arrived looking ‘smart but anonymous’
         at the entrance, directly opposite his position on the rostrum, and caught his eye as I stepped into the room. The bidding
         started at £10,000 and the price quickly escalated, until it looked as though one of the seated bidders had secured the cross.
         It was only then, after all the other prospective purchasers had dropped out, that I, with a gentle nod of my head, bid for
         the first time. Less than a minute later I had secured the VC for a hammer price of £29,000 (plus a buyers’ premium and VAT on that premium). Michael
         recalls that there was huge interest among dealers, private collectors and the press over the identity of the successful bidder.
         However, he says that by the time they all looked towards the door, I had already turned on my heels and left. The identity
         of the new owner of the Magennis VC remained a mystery, for a time at least.
     

      
      I was not a regular customer at Sotheby’s, so it took a
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