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To Bob and Bobbie,
whose wit, wisdom and warmth I miss
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If the devil finds work for idle hands, then so did the lock-down, and this book is the result. Conceived midway through the unprecedented period, the book was written, edited and designed with a dynamism that was in marked contrast to the lethargic response of Britain’s political class to the crisis.

For that, I am grateful to my agent, Matthew Hamilton, who recognised instantly the originality of the idea, and to Andreas Campomar at Constable, for his alacrity. Thanks, too, to Claire Chesser at Constable, for all her work, and my editor, Jon Davies, for doing a grand job so swiftly and so skilfully.

And that’s it. Unusually for one of my books, there are no warm words for archivists, curators and librarians – that’s not because we’ve fallen out, but because they’ve been closed for months.

Fortunately, over the decades I have accumulated a huge amount of material from more than 200 interviews with the men and women of the Greatest Generation, and that, along with a similar number of letters and personal papers provided to me in response to advertisements placed in magazines and newspapers, was a rich mine. Nearly all of the interviewees and correspondents are dead – and I was saddened to hear of Dame Vera Lynn’s death just days after I had described in the book the delightful day I spent in her company in 2004.

She belonged to a magnificent generation and I feel privileged to have met so many, and to have been so enriched and inspired by their courage, integrity and humility.

Gavin Mortimer

June 2020
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Introduction

On 23 March 2020, Prime Minister Boris Johnson gave an unprecedented address to the British people in response to the global COVID-19 pandemic. ‘The time has come for us all to do more,’ announced the PM. ‘From this evening, I must give the British people a very simple instruction: You must stay at home.’

The three-month lockdown that ensued was arguably Britain’s gravest crisis since the Second World War. One member of the Government, Health Secretary Matt Hancock, invoked the Blitz spirit of 1940 as he attempted to rally the nation: ‘Despite the pounding every night, the rationing, the loss of life, they pulled together in one gigantic national effort,’ he said. ‘Today, our generation is facing its own test, fighting a very real and new disease.’

There was one essential difference – in 1940, there was bold leadership but, in 2020, the Government was indecisive and diffident and, as a result, they struggled to inspire much confidence in the people. It was a case of Lions led by Dunces.

Each week brought new and confusing amendments to the Health Protection (COVID-19 Restrictions) Regulations 2020, some of which even one Tory MP, Tobias Ellwood, admitted were ‘ridiculous’. Social ‘bubble’ rules were baffling and, at one point, intimacy was illegal. As one headline in The Australian newspaper put it: ‘NO SEX PLEASE, WE’RE BRITISH: BORIS JOHNSON’S VIRUS BONK BAN’. The befuddlement continued as the country emerged from the lockdown: should face masks be worn and why were men allowed to have their beards trimmed at the barbers but women couldn’t have their eyebrows waxed at the hairdressers?

The Mayor of London confessed that the lockdown had left him feeling ‘fragile’ and, as a result, there were days when he was not ‘providing proper leadership’, which rang true of most of the Establishment. There was the scandalous mismanagement of the crisis in care homes and the powers-that-be couldn’t even agree to work together to reopen the schools, so there was the embarrassing sight of theme parks and zoos welcoming children in June … but not their schools.

One person who rose to the occasion to remind the nation of the traits that make us collectively tick was the Queen. In only her fifth non-Christmas address to the nation in her sixty-eight-year reign, Her Majesty the Queen told a television audience of twenty-four million to draw on the ‘attributes of self-discipline, of quiet, good-humoured resolve’. By doing so, promised the Queen, ‘we will overcome it [and] I hope in the years to come, everyone will be able to take pride in how they responded to this challenge, and those who come after us will say the Britons of this generation were as strong as any.’

No one displayed this ‘quiet, good-humoured resolve’ more than Tom Moore. Like Her Majesty, Captain Tom is one of ‘Churchill’s children’, the generation born in the 1920s and who helped defeat the evil of Nazism. Captain Tom (or Colonel, to give him his new rank) raised nearly £33 million during the lockdown by completing 100 laps of his garden on his walking frame while wearing his regimental blazer and wartime medals, awarded for his service with the Duke of Wellington’s Regiment. ‘You’ve got to be optimistic, to think that things will get better,’ said the 100-year-old Moore, when asked by Platinum Skies Retirement Living for the secret of his longevity.

It was a mindset he had cultivated as a young soldier. ‘It’s part of the adventure of life,’ he said in response to a question about his war service. ‘I don’t recall ever being frightened. Maybe I should have been! But we survived. I look back on my service in the army as a very enjoyable time and I still think about it now. There was so much comradeship between us.’

The optimism and indomitability of Tom Moore lifted the country and stiffened the sinews of the weary as the lockdown took an emotional toll on a nation not used to being deprived of its liberty. Also doing her bit to lift spirits was Dame Vera Lynn, the Forces’ Sweetheart of the Second World War, who found herself back in the charts after the Queen referenced her song ‘We’ll Meet Again’ in her address to the nation.

Dame Vera Lynn died in June at the age of 103 and her passing made all the front pages. As the Daily Telegraph reflected in its obituary, ‘Vera Lynn seemed a symbol of much that the nation wished it had retained.’

In the Second World War, she had sung to packed audiences in the London Palladium during the Blitz and, later, she toured the Far East, putting on dozens of morale-boosting shows for troops in India and Burma. Speaking shortly before her death, Dame Vera urged the country to stay positive: ‘Don’t give up hope – times may be tough but they will get better.’

But hold on! Before we get too sentimental about the Second World War (and, in the process, run ourselves down), it’s worth pointing out that, in the 1930s, the so-called ‘Greatest Generation’ were regarded as the ‘Slackest Generation’. One of these ‘slackers’, Richard Hillary, an Oxford student before enlisting as an RAF fighter pilot, admitted in his wartime memoir that he and his peers ‘… were disillusioned and spoiled … superficially we were selfish and egocentric, without any Holy Grail in which we could lose ourselves.’

David Lloyd George, the Prime Minister from 1916–22, agreed. In mourning the passing of the Victorian social reformer John Clifford in 1936, Lloyd George said he was ‘an example to a soft, slack and self-indulgent generation of what can be achieved by courage, resolution, hard work and consecration to duty’.

Lloyd George died in March 1945, just weeks before the ‘Soft Slackers’ helped apply the coup de grace to Hitler’s Third Reich twelve years into what the Führer had boasted would be a 1,000-year reign. Through the courage, resolution, hard work and consecration to duty that Lloyd George didn’t believe they possessed, they became immortalised as the ‘Greatest Generation’.

Do those qualities remain? Yes, judging by the response of millions of Brits during the COVID-19 crisis. Key workers on the frontline, particularly doctors and nurses, displayed plenty of Brit Grit, as did those stuck at home, who were forced to adapt to a new way of life. Despite being cut off physically from family and friends, people came together to support the elderly and the vulnerable, while others raised money for the NHS in a variety of ingenious ways. In the words of Dame Vera: ‘I think we have seen a great sense of community and friendship return to our cities, towns and villages.’

This book is a celebration of those British qualities that rarely receive much attention – stoicism, self-discipline and selflessness aren’t, to slip into modern parlance, very ‘sexy’. Yet they are essential traits of the British character, all of them embodied by Tom Moore. ‘Before World War Two, there was a certain degree of poverty and people were finding life very difficult,’ he said at the height of the COVID-19 crisis. ‘At the present time, people are still finding it difficult, but it’s not as hard now as it was then. We still need to continue this life with hope and think that tomorrow is going to be as good a day as possible.’

I’ve never met Colonel Tom but I have interviewed scores of his generation, men and women who came through the war and considered themselves better people for the experience. There was plenty of terror and tragedy for soldiers, sailors, air crew and civilians, but that wasn’t what stuck in the minds of the men and women to whom I spoke. ‘During all those years, there was such a good community spirit about and neighbours helped each other when someone was bombed and everyone rallied round to find things for them,’ one survivor of the Blitz told me. ‘And there was always a cup of tea for whoever needed one.’

That may sound trite, but it’s also the truth. There was a flame of fellowship among the Greatest Generation that was never extinguished and, while today it may not burn as brightly in their descendants, we can still use it as a guiding light as we go forward into an uncertain future.
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Stoicism

My acquaintance with Beryl Waterman began in 2013 with an indignant letter. She was miffed that I had omitted her husband, John, from my book about the Special Boat Squadron (SBS) during the Second World War. I was abashed to admit I had no knowledge of John, who had served in the SBS as a wireless operator for two years and subsequently emigrated to Canada.

Delighted to have found another member of the dwindling band of SBS veterans, I included John in the second edition of the book. I also learned about Beryl’s service in the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF), a branch of the service whose contribution to the war effort Beryl felt had been neglected.

The WAAF was established in 1939 and, at its peak in 1943, had 182,000 personnel. Although they didn’t fly, the WAAFs performed vital functions, ranging from crewing barrage balloons to aircraft maintenance to parachute packing to plotting the path of enemy aircraft and working with codes and ciphers. ‘Day in, day out, they diligently did their duty,’ states the Royal Air Force Museum. ‘Great strength of character was required by many WAAFs in continuing to work despite the loss of friends and loved ones.’

Eighteen-year-old Beryl Blackett, as she was in 1942, worked as a plotter in the Fighter Command Operations Room of RAF Ouston in County Durham. She had joined the WAAFs as soon as she came of age, much to the chagrin of her father, who had wangled Beryl a ‘beastly job in the tax office’ in the hope it would deter her from enlisting.

Plotting was demanding work and, in her free time, Beryl and her fellow WAAFs would let their hair down in the local pub, the Lion and Lamb. One evening in 1942, she met a twenty-year-old Spitfire pilot called Malcolm ‘Robbie’ Robertson, a New Zealander who had volunteered for the RAF six weeks after turning eighteen.

Malcolm and Beryl fell in love. For both, it was their first serious relationship and the war made their love all the more intense. In October 1942, Robbie was posted 100 miles north to RAF Drem in Scotland, but he and Beryl wrote nearly every day and, in November, they enjoyed an innocent weekend together. Their next rendezvous was planned for the middle of January; both had wangled a 48-hour leave pass and they arranged to meet in Edinburgh.

On the afternoon of 16 January, Beryl telephoned RAF Drem to tell Robbie she was about to leave for Edinburgh. But she didn’t speak to her boyfriend; instead, Beryl was connected to an orderly who informed her that Sergeant Pilot Malcolm Robertson had been killed in a crash earlier that day.

Beryl spent her 48 hours’ leave grieving. Then it was back to the Fighter Command Operations Room. There was the odd word of sympathy, but what was one more death among the dozens every day?

Robbie’s remains weren’t discovered until the summer of 2012, disinterred from a hillside in the Scottish borders by an aviation archaeologist. At a depth of 18ft, he and his team detected the heavy odour of petrol and then heard the clang of metal as their excavator struck the crushed remains of Spitfire AR403, which had last been seen plummeting towards the ground 69 years earlier. The crash was attributed to pilot error.

The aircraft surrendered its secret slowly: the control column minus the spade grip … the compass … the lower part of the gun sight … the pilot’s rubber dinghy … Robbie’s baling-out bucket … his parachute release buckle … a map case … and part of his armoured head rest. And then what remained of Robbie, which amounted to a few bone fragments, some strips of his flying uniform and his shoes.

A local newspaper reported the discovery and one of Beryl’s daughters, Jane, read the story online. The pilot fitted the description of Mum’s first boyfriend. Beryl was shocked when she learned they’d found Robbie. She and John had been married for seven decades but first love is never forgotten. ‘Robbie was such fun,’ Beryl told me. ‘He had a lovely sense of humour and I was so smitten. I was absolutely shattered to learn of his death.’

She showed me his photograph and his correspondence, and a letter of condolence from Robbie’s wing commander. It was difficult to read all of his words because the ink had been smudged from the tears of a heartbroken eighteen-year-old.

* * *

The stoicism of Beryl was commonplace in the Second World War, particularly among women, whose war was one of passivity for the most part, compared to their menfolk, and for that reason their mental fortitude was all the more impressive.

My grandfather sailed from England for India with the RAF in 1942, and returned home nearly four years later. His wife and four-year-old son received the occasional censored letter but, to all intents and purposes, he was removed from their lives and, when he did come back, it took some readjustment to resume family life.

Like a lot of young soldiers, Arthur [Tommo] Thomson hurriedly married his sweetheart not long into the war. He then volunteered for the commandos and later served for three years in the SAS, fighting in North Africa, Sicily, Italy, France and then Germany, where he was among the first SAS soldiers to enter Belsen concentration camp in April 1945. ‘It took me the best part of two years to get back to sanity in civilian life,’ Tommo told me. ‘I used to wake up in the morning screaming. My wife couldn’t stand it; in fact, she left me to go and live with my sister for a week. I was a madman. It suddenly subsided but it took over a year to become normal.’ Tommo and his wife remained together until her death in 1984.

Jean Switters, a Belgian who served in the SAS and married an Englishwoman, also suffered psychologically upon his return. When I interviewed the Switters in 2002, Jean described how for about a year after the war he sat in an armchair twirling a bunch of keys on his finger. He barely spoke to his wife. The agony was immense for her. She had her husband back, but only physically. Emotionally, he was still fighting his war. But she was patient and loving and stoic, and one morning, like Tommo, Jean returned to her emotionally.

* * *

Since the 1960s, it’s been fashionable to mock the stoicism of the Greatest Generation. It began with the iconoclastic Beyond the Fringe and a series of nasty, sneering skits about the ‘stiff upper lip’ of the Second World War. The satirists were from Oxbridge, the milieu that in the 1930s had been open in its contempt of Britain and which, even when war began, was ambivalent about where its loyalties lay, such was their disdain for British culture.

But Beyond the Fringe quickly became the darlings of the cultural élite, as did Monty Python, also Oxbridge comedians who mocked the stoicism of their parents. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, disdain for the Greatest Generation was de rigueur and, in twenty-first-century Britain, a ‘stiff upper lip’ has become a pejorative term, another way of saying someone is emotionally retarded.

In 2012, the broadcaster Ian Hislop made a programme examining the subject – Stiff Upper Lip: an Emotional History of Britain – in which he said, ‘The rapid social change of the 1960s left the stiff upper lip looking old-fashioned, and even more so when the “me generation” embraced therapy and “letting it all hang out”.’

But Hislop claimed stoicism was still a British trait, and gave as evidence the hardiness of the public in enduring wet weather to watch the Royal Flotilla on the Thames during the Diamond Jubilee of 2012. ‘Over centuries, the British have come to be seen by others and to see themselves in terms of reserve, resilience and restraint,’ he said.

That stereotype wasn’t always on display during the COVID-19 crisis. The singer Sam Smith, an idol to millions, wept hot tears of frustration because life had become a little boring (although they later claimed it was a joke) and it wasn’t an edifying sight to see shoppers stripping supermarket shelves of essential items, among which, bizarrely, were loo rolls. Nonetheless, great swathes of the country accepted the loss of their liberty stoically, even if they felt that the Government had cracked under pressure from scientists and broadcasters. In that sense, there was a parallel to the Second World War. Back then, politicians, intellectuals and military experts had spouted ominous warnings for years about the destruction they envisaged from aerial attack in the event of a conflict.

The catalyst for the scaremongering was the bombing of the Spanish town of Guernica in 1937 by German aircraft. The Government assembled a team of experts – the Committee of Imperial Defence – which made one inaccurate estimate after another in the eighteen months before war was declared (a bit like Imperial College did with COVID-19). As a result, the Ministry of Health extrapolated these figures to forecast that 600,000 Britons would die in the first six months of the aerial war, with a further 1.2 million wounded. The government panicked – where would they bury the dead? Where would they treat the wounded? How would they deal with the homeless? What could they do to prevent a gas attack?

Pamphlets warning what to do in the event of devastating air raids were distributed to households, along with gas masks, and there was, said George Orwell, ‘a defeatist’ attitude among the intelligentsia. So, too, in Whitehall, recalled John Colville, a young member of the Ministry of Economic Warfare in 1939. On 3 September that year, he returned home ‘reflecting that we seemed remarkably ill-prepared for Armageddon’.

While the élite prepared for the worst, the rest of the country kept calm and carried on. Colville was still braced for Armageddon on 10 September and admitted to his diary that he was surprised by the stoicism of the general public. ‘There is nothing about the gaily dressed, smiling crowds in the streets to remind us of this great catastrophe,’ he wrote, ‘except perhaps for the gas masks slung across their backs.’

George Orwell refused to carry a gas mask and so, in his observation, did 80 per cent of Londoners. ‘The assumption was that a person who carried a gas mask was of the ultra-cautious type,’ he wrote in his diary in June 1940. ‘The suburban ratepayer’.

Bravado, of course, is easy when there are no bullets or bombs flying around, but it remained the prevailing
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