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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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