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      Lord Ashcroft, KCMG, is an international businessman, author and philanthropist. He was Deputy Chairman of the Conservative
         Party in the UK from 2005 to 2010, and Treasurer of the International Democratic Union. He is also the founder and Chairman
         of the Board of Trustees of Crimestoppers, the only UK charity dedicated to solving crimes, Vice-Patron of the Intelligence
         Corps Museum, Chairman of Trustees of Ashcroft Technology Academy, Chancellor of Anglia Ruskin University and a Trustee of
         the Imperial War Museum Foundation Ltd.
     

      
      Lord Ashcroft started collecting Victoria Crosses in 1986, and now has more than 160 in his collection, making it the largest
         collection of VCs in the world. They are now on public display in the Imperial War Museum London’s Lord Ashcroft Gallery,
         which also exhibits Victoria Crosses and George Crosses already belonging to, or in the care of, the IWM. Lord Ashcroft continues
         a close association with the Victoria Cross and George Cross Association, to whom he has donated his royalties from this book.
     


   



      
      
      This book is dedicated to all the brave men and women who risked and, in some cases, gave their lives in gallant actions that
         led to them being awarded the George Cross.
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      FOREWORD

      
      by Christina Schmid, the widow of
Staff Sergeant Olaf ‘Oz’ Schmid GC

      
      The George Cross is a wonderful subject for a book. Behind each of the 161 awards of the decoration is a remarkable story
         of gallantry. Often such courage also involves other human qualities too – including loyalty, duty, self-sacrifice, citizenship
         and humility.
     

      
      When my husband, Staff Sergeant Olaf ‘Oz’ Schmid, was awarded a posthumous George Cross in March 2010, it meant a huge amount
         to me and to all his family. Oz was a unique maverick and I feel the award captured the essence of him and everything he represented.
         I had always known that Oz had been consistently brave in all areas of his life, particularly his bomb disposal work in Afghanistan.
         However, after I learnt about the exact circumstances in which Oz had died, I decorated him in my own mind with a gallantry
         medal because I was convinced that he deserved one. When it was announced much later that he had been awarded the George Cross,
         I felt an overwhelming sense of pride. When I read the citation, I had an enormous sense of satisfaction that Oz’s bravery
         had been so carefully recorded for posterity. I also felt a sense of justice that Oz’s relentless bravery had, finally, been publicly recognised. I know that if Oz was still alive, he would have been ‘wowed’ by what has
         been said about him. At the same time, he would have considered that his George Cross was for all his bomb disposal team.
         Yet I have spoken to his team and they have insisted that he was the ‘superstar’ – he was the person whose gallantry needed
         to be recognised.
     

      
      I am a great believer in the concept of bravery awards. I admire the egalitarian aspect of most gallantry medals – the fact
         they can be awarded to people of all military ranks or from civilian life irrespective of their gender, religion and creed
         in order to recognise an act, or several acts, of particular gallantry. The award of a George Cross and other decorations
         sends a clear message to every individual that if he, or she, steps up to the plate and risks his, or her, life, then that
         exceptional bravery will be acclaimed.
     

      
      Seventy years ago Europe was in the grip of war and turmoil. As the bombs fell on Britain’s major cities and towns during
         the Blitz, the horror of global conflict was brought home to civilians from all walks of life. The Second World War witnessed
         not just great courage by our servicemen on foreign soil, in the skies and at sea, but also great gallantry by those at home.
         Up and down the United Kingdom, acts of outstanding bravery were regularly taking place for which the terms of existing military
         and civilian decorations were not deemed appropriate. Hence, the King and his ministers entered into a debate which, in turn,
         led to the creation of the George Cross.
     

      
      Today, in places such as Afghanistan and Iraq, we are witnessing a new kind of warfare but the George Cross is as relevant
         today as it was when its creation was announced by George VI on 23 September 1940. Those who have been awarded the George Cross over the past seventy years represent a wide
         spectrum of different personalities and yet they all have a common strand: an overwhelming sense of humanity.
     

      
      Lord Ashcroft has written a remarkable and uplifting book that gives an insight into the very best of human nature. I commend
         him for his diligence in recording so carefully the gallantry of so many in such frightening and difficult circumstances.
         Furthermore, I commend him for his decision to donate all his author’s royalties from this book to the Victoria Cross and
         George Cross Association and for his incredible generosity in donating £5 million to build the Lord Ashcroft Gallery at the
         Imperial War Museum. I am certain that over the coming years the new gallery will enable hundreds of thousands of visitors
         to appreciate the outstanding qualities of the recipients of both the George Cross and Victoria Cross – those who are deserving
         of their place in history as the ‘bravest of the brave’.
     

      
      I share Lord Ashcroft’s conviction that we must never forget those who have risked or even, like my courageous husband and
         others, given their lives to help others. And I am sure that everyone who reads this book will join me in thanking Lord Ashcroft
         for doing so much to highlight the merits of a quite exceptional British creation: the George Cross.
     

      



      
      
      PREFACE

      
      My half-century-long fascination with bravery stems partly from the fact that I do not – and never will – fully understand
         it. As someone who was born the year after the Second World War ended, I have never lived through a conflict that engulfed
         our entire nation and I have never had to fight for my country. However, in the early days of researching this book, I quickly
         realised that even those who have displayed supreme gallantry and who have read countless books on the subject find it equally
         difficult to measure bravery or fully to comprehend it.
     

      
      The late Brigadier Sir John Smyth, the author of masterly books on gallantry, once wrote that ‘any sort’ of man could be awarded
         the Victoria Cross (VC) or George Cross (GC), adding: ‘There is no rhyme or reason about it.’ He felt, however, that courage
         was expendable: ‘Most people only have a limited amount of it – and if the pitcher is taken too often to the well, then the
         well will run dry.’ He felt that some physical torture or mental brain-washing might present greater tests of courage than
         bravery in battle but he added with refreshing honesty: ‘I can’t attempt to answer the unanswerable. Who can say whether it
         takes more courage to attack an angry bull elephant with a spear, than to disarm a very sensitive mine, or to have your toenails pulled out and still disclose nothing, or to dive into a burning aircraft
         to try to pull out members of the crew when the rescuer was well aware that the plane was carrying bombs which might explode
         at any moment.’
     

      
      Sir John, Jackie to his friends, was also the founder, first Chairman and, after Sir Winston Churchill, the President, of
         the Victoria Cross and George Cross Association. If someone as brave and as knowledgeable as him could not understand bravery,
         then who am I – an international businessman – to answer such a riddle. So, instead of trying to comprehend gallantry, I have
         decided simply to cherish it and to pay tribute to those who have displayed it in abundance.
     

      
      George Cross Heroes is my third book on the subject of bravery. My two previous titles, Victoria Cross Heroes and Special Forces Heroes, opened new doors for me and allowed me to meet some incredible characters who had risked their lives for their comrades
         and their country. Invariably, the gallantry of these individuals was matched only by their modesty.
     

      
      As someone who has built up the largest collection of VCs in the world – well over a tenth of those in existence – I decided
         some time ago that I wanted to do something unique to bring the merits of the award and its recipients to a wider audience.
         It was for this reason that I announced in 2008 that I was donating £5 million so that a new gallery could be built at the
         Imperial War Museum in London. Not only will the new Lord Ashcroft Gallery, due to open in November 2010, house the collection
         of more than 160 VCs that I started assembling in 1986, but it will also show the VCs and GCs owned by, or in the care of,
         the museum.
     

      
      
      George Cross Heroes tells the stories behind the award of 161 decorations earned in very differing circumstances. Yet each award has one thing
         in common – it was made for gallant deeds above and beyond the call of duty. This book deals only with the direct awards of
         the GC made in and after 1940. This is not, I stress, to belittle in any way the considerable achievements of those who received
         the GC after one of three awards – the Albert, Edward and Empire Gallantry Medals – were converted to GCs. I took the decision
         to concentrate on the direct awards for two reasons. First, 161 decorations is a far more manageable number than the total
         number of direct and converted decorations. Furthermore, information about many of the early Albert, Edward and Empire Gallantry
         Medals is, sometimes, decidedly sketchy whereas, in general, there was more readily available material on the direct winners
         from the last seventy years.
     

      
      The majority of the GCs that have been awarded were for gallantry linked to bomb disposal work, most for actions during the
         Second World War. This role was as important and dangerous during the Blitz of 1940 as it is today in Afghanistan. In the
         spring of 2010, I was privileged to be able to spend a full day observing and participating in the ‘continuation training’
         of British servicemen at Merville Barracks, near Colchester, Essex. My generous hosts for the day were 621 EOD (Explosive
         Ordnance Disposal) Squadron, part of 11 EOD Regiment. The day provided me with a fascinating insight into the work that bomb
         disposal personnel undertake. Initially, in the morning, I learnt about conventional munitions disposal (CMD) work: how to
         dispose of a potentially deadly device, whether it is a rusting Second World War bomb or a sophisticated new hand grenade. Then, in the afternoon, I moved on to the even more high-risk improvised
         explosive device disposal (IEDD) work: how to deal with devices such as roadside bombs. During the morning, I saw live explosives
         detonated on a demolitions range only to be told that in Afghanistan the common IEDs are forty times larger than the ones
         I saw being exploded. This provided plenty of food for thought for my afternoon session when I was carrying out fingertip
         searches on a lifelike ‘device’ similar to those routinely encountered by our servicemen abroad. In the words of my host,
         Warrant Officer Class 2 (Staff Quarter Master Sergeant) Justin Bell, I was assessing and touching something that was ‘very,
         very violent’. My host, a veteran ammunition technician who had been awarded the Queen’s Gallantry Medal, contrasted the type
         of scenario regularly encountered by servicemen in Afghanistan with the situation they have faced in Northern Ireland. Both
         countries, he said, ‘have equally devious terrorists’.
     

      
      I participated in the Afghanistan scenario where the ‘heat’ meant I was only able to wear body armour and a helmet. I was
         briefed that a patrol had come across an area of suspicious ground and had identified the small corner of an IED: explosives
         wrapped in plastic with a wire coming off them. After the briefing, I was sent in to ‘neutralise’ the device. I had a close-protection
         bodyguard with me as I made my approach, oblivious of the fact that a ‘secondary device’ had been planted close to the first
         IED. I was talked through detailed procedures – which I will not repeat for security reasons. As I lay on the ground with
         my arms extended, I was able to ‘neutralise’ the initial device with a wire cutter. I then excavated the switch and was looking for the main charge – only to come across another firing system, which I also
         ‘neutralised’. As I removed the main charge, I found a tertiary device: another IED underneath the original one designed to
         catch out the operator. The initial device weighed twenty kilograms and was two feet square; the tertiary device was shoebox
         size. I learnt that the ‘Rolls-Royce’ – or ideal – solution is rarely possible and it is then down to an individual’s assessment
         of the situation as to what he, or she, does next. The operator bases his, or her, decision on training, experience and judgement,
         always knowing that one error will result in him, or her, being killed. I later learnt the IEDs I had dealt with had ‘only’
         – my host’s word not mine – been a ‘mid-range’ device in its complexity. My day had been exciting and terrifying in equal
         measure. One thing is certain: my experiences left me with an overwhelming feeling of admiration and respect for the absolutely
         astonishing courage of our bomb disposal teams.
     

      
      I am delighted to say that in the summer of 2010, I bought my first GC. I negotiated the private purchase of the decoration
         and four other medals awarded to Special Constable Brandon Moss, of Coventry Police. The GC was awarded for his ‘superhuman
         efforts and utter disregard for personal injury’ in saving four lives during the bombing blitz on his home city on the night
         of 14/15 November 1940. This was a famous raid during which much of the city centre, including Coventry’s historic cathedral,
         was destroyed. Moss’s GC is the only decoration awarded to one of the ‘Specials’, as the old-time Special Constables were
         affectionately known. Moss’s family is thrilled that the group is going to be on public display for the first time at the
         Lord Ashcroft Gallery. I feel it is appropriate that the initial GC that I have bought should be one of the first awarded to a
         civilian and for one of the most iconic incidents of the entire Second World War on the Home Front.
     

      
      Although I have already conceded that I will never truly understand gallantry, I do know that great courage should be widely
         acclaimed and must never be forgotten. I hope the brave deeds detailed in these pages will inspire you as much as they have
         me.
     

   



      
      

      
      
      ‘The bravest are surely those who have the clearest vision of what is before them, glory and danger alike, and yet notwithstanding,
         go out to meet it.’
     

      
      Thucydides, Greek historian (c. 460–c. 395 BC)
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      A SHORT HISTORY
OF THE GEORGE CROSS

      
      On 23 September 1940, King George VI addressed the nation to announce the institution of a new decoration for gallantry: the
         George Cross (GC). He said: ‘In order that they should be worthily and promptly recognised, I have decided to create, at once,
         a new mark of honour for men and women in all walks of civilian life. I propose to give my name to this new distinction, which
         will consist of the George Cross, which will rank next to the Victoria Cross, and the George Medal for wider distribution.’
     

      
      From the outset, the GC was intended to be a highly prestigious decoration and it would only be awarded to men and women who
         had shown quite outstanding bravery. The VC had been instituted by Queen Victoria in 1856 to recognise supreme gallantry in
         the face of the enemy – most notably for courage displayed by British servicemen during the Crimean War. Although the award
         was a resounding success, it was eventually realised that a separate award or decoration was needed to acknowledge supreme
         courage that did not actually take place in the heat of battle.
     

      
      The King had adopted a painstaking approach towards planning the decoration and took enormous pride in getting it right. It
         was his wife, Queen Elizabeth (the Queen Mother), who later summarised the King’s desire to respond to the unique circumstances of the Blitz early in the Second World War.
         As President of the Victoria Cross and George Cross Association, she wrote: ‘In the early days of the war The King was impressed
         by some very heroic deeds in mine and bomb disposal: deeds performed far from any human enemy but requiring the peak of courage
         for a considerable time. He felt that no existing award for gallantry reflected such an impersonal bravery. In the following
         months there were more deeds of great courage when no enemy was present: more bombs and mines made safe, rescues after bombing,
         accident and disaster in truly terrifying circumstances.’
     

      
      In short, the King had wanted to respond to the fact that the ‘total’ nature of the Second World War had brought the horror
         of conflict into civilian life as never before. This, in turn, had led to a number of incidents when astonishing bravery had
         been displayed by individuals who were not eligible for the VC owing to the fact that their bravery took place away from the
         battlefield. From early on, the new award was often referred to as ‘the civilian VC’, but this quickly proved to be somewhat
         inaccurate since a large number of the early GCs – no fewer than 76 of the first 100 awards – were, in fact, made to members
         of the Armed Forces.
     

      
      George VI felt strongly that the terms of the existing non-military awards – notably the Albert, Edward and Empire Gallantry
         Medals – were not appropriate and he wanted to elevate the importance of acts of supreme gallantry that were not in the face
         of the enemy. He decided that in place of these decorations there should be two new awards: the GC and the George Medal. The
         GC was to be awarded for ‘acts of the greatest heroism or of the most conspicuous courage in circumstances of great danger’. It was decided that
         the George Medal should be awarded for acts of great bravery that were not so outstanding as to merit the GC.
     

      
      Although the latter was to be awarded more freely than the former, there was still a strong feeling that the standard of courage
         had to be high. The King decided that the GC, like the VC, could be awarded posthumously but that the George Medal could only
         be awarded to living men and women (this rule changed in 1978 when a new warrant meant the George Medal could also be awarded
         posthumously). To date, eighty-six awards – just over half of the total of GCs – have been posthumous.
     

      
      The King ruled that his subjects in the British Commonwealth and Empire should likewise be eligible for the GC. He decided
         that it should be silver – a plain cross with four equal ‘limbs’. In the centre, the cross would bear a circular medallion
         portraying St George slaying a dragon. The inscription around the central medallion would read simply: ‘For Gallantry’ – once
         again in common with the VC. George VI decided that in the angle of each limb of the cross, the royal cipher ‘G VI’ should
         form a circle concentric – sharing the same centre – with the medallion. The cross was to be worn suspended from a dark blue
         ribbon, which was to be ‘garter blue’. It was stated that when the ribbon alone was worn it should have a miniature replica
         of the cross affixed to its centre – yet again another similarity to the VC. Originally, the cross was to be one and a quarter
         inches wide but this was increased to one and a half inches by a Royal Warrant of 8 May 1941.
     

      
      The GC is worn on the left breast before all other decorations, with the exception of the VC. Women not in uniform wear the cross suspended from a wide bow of blue ribbon, below
         the left shoulder. The cross was designed by Percy Metcalfe and made by the Royal Mint. Engraved on the reverse is the name
         of the recipient and the date it was ‘gazetted’, i.e. the date the award was announced in the London Gazette, the Government’s journal of record.
     

      
      The King and others were aware that the terms of the new decoration might, in some cases, clash with existing awards: notably
         the Albert, Edward and Empire Gallantry Medals. The Albert Medal was named after Queen Victoria’s husband and consort, Prince
         Albert, who had died on 14 December 1861. It was instituted on 7 March 1866 to be awarded for those who had risked their lives
         in trying to save others at sea. A Royal Warrant issued in 1867 created two classes of Albert Medal: 1st and 2nd class. Ten
         years later, in 1877, the warrant was altered to allow the saving of life on land to be recognised by the award of the Albert
         Medal. On 13 July 1907, a Royal Warrant introduced the Edward Medal. This award was to recognise the bravery of miners and
         quarrymen who had risked their lives to rescue their fellow workers. On 1 December 1909, the original warrant was amended
         to broaden the category of recipients to include all industrial workers and this modification resulted in two versions of
         the Edward Medal: Mines and Industry. The Empire Gallantry Medal (officially called the Medal of the Order of the British
         Empire for Gallantry) was introduced on 29 December 1922. It had been instituted by George V and it was intended to recognise
         specific acts of gallantry.
     

      
      The Empire Gallantry Medal was revoked by the Royal Warrant of 24 September 1940. Surviving holders, together with the next-of-kin of those who had been awarded the decoration posthumously, were required to have their decorations exchanged
         for the GC. Awards of the Albert and Edward Medals continued, but by the early 1970s it was acknowledged that there was little
         public appreciation of their importance. On 21 October 1971, it was announced that surviving holders of these decorations
         would have their awards translated to the GC and that no more Albert and Edward Medals would be awarded. Holders of the decorations
         were offered the opportunity to exchange their awards for the GC.
     

      
      Early in the Second World War, Winston (later Sir Winston) Churchill, the great war-time Prime Minister, shared the King’s
         enthusiasm for the new decoration. He realised that the Blitz would place a great strain on the residents of London and other
         cities and he believed that awards of the GC would be a significant morale booster for British citizens. It was Churchill
         who therefore personally issued firm instructions that recommendations for gallantry, particularly in the fields of rescue
         work or bomb disposal, should be delivered to him quickly in order to ensure deserving recipients had the minimum wait for
         their awards.
     

      
      It was acknowledged early on that there would be times when, after supreme gallantry, it would be difficult to determine whether
         the GC or the VC was the appropriate decoration to be awarded. As I have stated, in the end 76 of the first 100 awards went
         to servicemen. Furthermore, this trend has continued. Of the 161 direct awards, only 50 have gone to civilians. The small
         number of civilians to receive the GC may be put down to both the demanding standards required for the award of the decoration and the fact that many members of the public remain unaware of the channels that
         must be followed in order to recommend someone for the award.
     

      
      The rules relating to the GC allow that, as with the VC, a ‘bar’ – or second award – may be granted. However, whereas three
         men have received bars to their VCs, nobody has ever been honoured with a bar, or second, GC. No individual has ever been
         awarded the VC and the GC. Yet, the Seagrim family does have the honour of having members who were awarded the VC and the
         GC. Major (Temporary Lieutenant Colonel) Derek Anthony Seagrim and his brother, Temporary Major Hugh Paul Seagrim, received
         a posthumous VC and GC respectively for bravery during the final years of the Second World War. Eight people have been awarded
         both the GC and George Medal. Of this group of eight, two have received the George Medal twice. One civilian recipient from
         the group of eight has been awarded both the GC and George Medal. No brothers have ever been directly awarded the GC. However,
         two brothers, Samuel and David Booker, were originally awarded Edward Medals for rescue work in Littleton Colliery, South
         Staffordshire, on 14 May 1937. Their decorations were translated into GCs in 1971.
     

      
      The youngest individual to be awarded the GC is John (better known as Jack) Bamford, who was fifteen years and seven months
         old when he saved the lives of two of his brothers, aged six and four, from a house fire at their home in Newthorpe, Nottinghamshire,
         in October 1952. His burns to his upper body were so severe that he required several skin grafts and months in hospital.
     

      
      As with the VC, women are eligible for the GC. However, whereas no woman has ever been awarded the VC, four women have received the direct award of the GC. Furthermore, four women
         had their Empire Gallantry Medals translated to GCs in 1940 and another five had their Albert Medals translated to GCs in
         1971.
     

      
      There was no provision for the payment of any annuity contained in the original Royal Warrant. However, from 4 February 1965
         living holders of the GC were granted a tax-free annual allowance of £100. This was all down to campaigning from Brigadier
         Sir John ‘Jackie’ Smyth, the founder and the former Chairman and President of the Victoria Cross and George Cross Association,
         which had come into existence in 1956 to mark the centenary of the VC. As a Conservative MP from 1950, he successfully raised
         the issue in the House of Commons. The annuity remained at £100 – and terribly behind the times, given inflation – until 15
         August 1995 when it was raised to £1,300. In 2002, the annuity paid by the British Government was set at £1,495: the same
         amount as to VC holders. Since then, this amount has been increased at the same rate as service pensions.
     

      
      Like all recommendations for gallantry in the military, one for a GC is initiated by the individual’s commanding officer and
         passes up the chain of command for endorsement before being considered by the Ministry of Defence’s Armed Forces Operational
         Awards Committee (AFOAC). AFOAC considers all awards for operations, be they for gallantry or meritorious service. It comprises
         ‘two-star’ officers from all three services, all of whom have had operational experience, and so is able to judge the relative
         merits of each case. Recommendations may be upgraded or downgraded at any stage of the process. Recommendations for GCs are then forwarded to the Honours and Appointments Secretariat in the Cabinet
         Office for consideration by the George Cross (Military) Committee. This is, in turn, a sub-committee of the Honours and Decorations
         Committee. Once a GC recommendation is endorsed by the George Cross (Military) Committee it is forwarded alongside all other
         recommendations to the Queen for her approval through the Secretary of State for Defence. Recommendations for GCs are then
         cited in full in the London Gazette. Technically it is only at this stage that a recommendation becomes a citation: sometimes for reasons of security a citation
         may not be an exact match of the original recommendation. Recommendations for GCs for civilians go through a similar process.
         Various organisations – such as the Police, the Fire Service, Lord Lieutenants, High Sheriffs and corporations – submit their
         recommendations to the relevant Government department. The department, in turn, passes the recommendation on to the Honours
         and Appointments Secretariat in the Cabinet Office, before it follows a similar route to a military GC.
     

      
      The following pages essentially tell the stories behind the direct award of the GC to 159 individuals, along with the two
         collective awards that have been made to groups of people: the island of Malta in 1942 and the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC)
         in 1999.
     

      
      Shortly before completing this book, there were two new awards of the GC for gallantry in Afghanistan. The awards went to
         Staff Sergeant (now Warrant Officer Class 2) Kim Hughes and, posthumously, to Staff Sergeant Olaf ‘Oz’ Schmid.
     

      
      
      At the time of writing, fourteen recipients who were directly awarded the GC are still alive. All of them keep in touch regularly
         through the Victoria Cross and George Cross Association.
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