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PART OF THE BOER 
SIEGE LINE THAT 
ENVELOPED BRITISH 
FORCES, INCLUDING 
JOHN GOUGH, IN 
LADYSMITH FOR 
118 DAYS. JOHN’S 
BROTHER, HUBERT, 
WOULD LEAD THE FIRST 
TROOPS OF THE RELIEF 
FORCE INTO THE TOWN 
HERITAGE IMAGES 
/TOPFOTO

THE FAMOUS PAINTING 
OF THE RELIEF OF 
LADYSMITH, DEPICTING 
LADYSMITH’S 
GARRISON 
COMMANDER, SIR 
GEORGE WHITE VC, 
GREETING JOHN 
GOUGH’S BROTHER, 
MAJOR HUBERT GOUGH, 
REPORTEDLY WITH  
THE WORDS:  
“HELLO HUBERT, HOW 
ARE YOU?” 
JOHN FREDERICK 
BACON (ARTIST) 
/NATIONAL ARMY 
MUSEUM

Cutting himself out
There was no mention of Johnnie’s 
involvement for one simple reason 
– modesty. In fact, Johnnie Gough 
had personally drawn up a report 
on the rescue, in which he described 
the role played by Walker and 
Rolland. Yet, he made no mention 
of his own key involvement in it. 

However, his men felt this was 
such an injustice that they drew 
the attention of the authorities to 
Johnnie’s role. 

The result was that he was also 
awarded the VC, announced in The 
London Gazette on January 14, 1904. 
His short citation read: “During 
the action at Daratoleh, on April 22 
last, Major Gough assisted Captains 
Walker and Rolland in carrying 
back the late Captain Bruce and 
preventing that mortally wounded 
officer from falling into the hands of 
the enemy.

“Captains Walker and Rolland 
have already been awarded the VC 
for their gallantry on this occasion, 
but Major Gough (who was in 
command of the column) made no 
mention of his own conduct,  
which has only recently been 
brought to notice.”

He received his VC from King 
Edward VII at an investiture at St 

James’ Palace, later in 1904. His 
father and his uncle, VC recipients 
from the late 1850s, were alive and 
so this created the unique situation 
in which three living members 
of the same family held the VC 
simultaneously.  

This was truly quite astonishing – 
even for an era in which the VC was 
undoubtedly far more frequently 
awarded than it is today.

In December 1905, Johnnie 
was appointed deputy assistant 
adjutant general in Ireland. He 
was promoted to brevet colonel in 

August 1907 and was also appointed 
as aide-de-camp to Edward VII. 

By this point he was married, 
having wed Dorothea Keyes, 
daughter of General Sir Charles 
Patton Keyes, at Hampton Court 
Palace on June 29, 1907. 

Johnnie and his wife went on to 
have a daughter.

In January 1909, Johnnie was 
appointed officer commanding 
British troops in Somaliland. 
However, he became ill and was 
invalided home in June with 
suspected hepatitis. 
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MEMBERS OF THE 
SUFFOLK REGIMENT ON 
PARADE AT CURRAGH  
CAMP DURING THE 
'MUTINY' HULTON 
ARCHIVE/GETTY

CAPTAINS WALKER AND 
ROLLAND, TOGETHER 
WITH MAJOR GOUGH, 
RESCUE THE ILL-FATED 
CAPTAIN BRUCE, WHO 
WAS ONE OF GOUGH’S 
STAFF OFFICERS 
ILLUSTRATED LONDON 
NEWS/MARY EVANS

In October 1913, he was 
appointed chief of staff of 
Aldershot Command, with 
the rank of brigadier-general. 
His commanding officer was 
Lieutenant-General Sir Douglas 
Haig, who hugely valued his more 
junior officer’s advice.

Curragh and crisis
At this point, the situation in Ireland 
became complex, with the country 
pushing for independence. But 
protestants in the north were also 
alarmed at the prospect of being 

ruled by a catholic majority in the 
south. Johnnie was an intelligent 
man with a strong grasp of Irish 
history: increasingly concerned with 
the volatile political situation, he 
began to voice his worries regarding 
the position of the army in any future 
crisis. Indeed, such were his fears 
that Johnnie engineered a meeting 
in Buckingham Palace with Lord 
Stamfordham, the King's private 
secretary, during which he said he 
thought it unlikely the army would 
act against the Ulster Volunteers 
if ordered to do so. The situation 

reached crisis point in March 1914. 
Johnnie’s elder brother, Brigadier-

General Sir Hubert de la Poer Gough, 
was then in command of the 3rd 
Cavalry Brigade at the Curragh. He 
made it clear that his own refusal to 
contemplate suppressing resistance to 
home rule in Ulster was supported by 
many of his officers. 

This, in turn, led to the ‘Curragh 
Mutiny’ in County Kildare – referred 
to as a ‘mutiny’ although no orders 
actually given were disobeyed. 
However, a series of telegrams passed 
between the two Gough brothers, 
and in England, Johnnie obtained the 
support of officers in the Aldershot and 
London commands. 

He also made a series of telephone 
calls and had meetings with the Chief 
of the Imperial General Staff, Field 
Marshal Sir John French, and others, 
explaining his own attitude and the 
stance that his fellow officers were 
prepared to take. 

At a historic meeting at the War 
Office on March 23, 1914, the Gough 
brothers were given an assurance 
that officers would not be compelled 
to act against those in Ulster seeking 
home rule. 

For many years, Johnnie’s elder 
brother was portrayed as the 
ringleader of the munity. It later 
emerged that Johnnie himself played 
a significant role, but just two 
months afterwards the pressure he 
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A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S 

Lord Ashcroft would like to thank 
Turtle Bunbury, the Irish historian, 
author and broadcaster, for putting 
him in touch with several members of 
the Gough family and for his excellent 
research in his paper, The Gough Family 
– Irish War Heroes.

BELOW: JOHN GOUGH 
(SECOND RIGHT) WITH 
GENERALS HAIG, 
MONRO AND PERCEVAL. 
HAIG WAS THEN GOC 
I CORPS. PROFESSOR 
IAN BECKETT WROTE OF 
GOUGH’S DEATH: "HAIG 
LOST A SOUNDING 
BOARD WHICH WAS 
HIGHLY CONSTRUCTIVE 
YET FAR FROM 
UNCRITICAL. HAD 
JOHNNIE GONE ON TO 
COMMAND A DIVISION 
THEN IT SEEMS ALMOST 
CERTAIN HE WOULD 
HAVE RISEN MUCH 
FURTHER IN THE 
ARMY.” HUBERT GOUGH 
SOMEWHAT TOOK 
JOHNNIE'S PLACE AND 
LATER LED THE 
FIFTH ARMY 
OFFICIAL PHOTOGRAPH

THE DEATH OF 
GENERAL JOHN GOUGH 
VC MADE FRONT PAGE 
NEWS JOHN FROST 
NEWSPAPERS/ALAMY

had been under over the situation 
seemed to take its toll – he 
collapsed with severe abdominal 
pains and underwent surgery; 
a recurrence of a problem that 
had plagued him since his time 
in Somaliland five years earlier. 
He recovered sufficiently to be 
appointed Chief of Staff of I Corps, 
British Expeditionary Force, on the 
outbreak of World War One. 

Johnnie took part in the retreat 
from Mons and was mentioned in 
despatches. In December 1914, he 
was appointed Chief of Staff of First 
Army. However, on February 20, 
1915, he was seriously wounded 
in the stomach by a sniper’s bullet 
while inspecting the trenches near 
Fauquissart crossroads in France. 
He underwent emergency surgery 
at the field hospital at Estaires but, 
two days after being wounded, he 
suffered a fatal heart attack, aged 
only 43. Johnnie was buried at 
Estaires Communal Cemetery and, 
unusually, was posthumously created 
KCB by the King in April 1915. His 
name is on the VC/GC memorial 
at Eton College and he is also 
honoured at Winchester Cathedral. 
His VC is on display at the Royal 
Green Jackets Museum, Winchester.

Immense admiration 
My admiration for the Gough family 
is immense, even more so after 
speaking with the 5th Viscount 
Gough, Shane Gough. 

Currently 81, he is related to all 
three VC recipients, and told me: 
“Our family is very proud of the 
gallantry displayed by all three 
VC recipients, while other family 
members, including my own father, 
have also received gallantry awards. 

“The award of three VCs to two 
generations of the same family will 
almost certainly never be repeated.”

I remain intrigued that there are 
so many other occasions where 
members of the same family have 
been highly decorated. 

The history books show that, over 
the 167 years since the VC was 
created, three fathers and sons have 
been awarded the decoration, as 
have four pairs of brothers. 

Furthermore, there are numerous 
cases of blood relatives being 
awarded two or more gallantry 
awards. I have already confessed to 
not fully understanding what seems 
to make some people braver than 
others. However, I do believe that 
the late, great Nelson Mandela was 
right when he said: “The brave man 
is not he who does not feel afraid, 
but he who conquers that fear.”

I suspect Charles, Hugh and 
Johnnie all felt afraid during 
their respective VC actions, but 
nevertheless showed the mental 
and physical strength to overcome 
that fear. 

Their unprecedented achievement 
of having three VCs undoubtedly 
entitles them to be regarded as 
“Britain and Ireland’s bravest 
family”. Their collective valour must 
be cherished for ever more. 

“The award of three 
VCs to two generations 

of the same family 
will almost certainly 

never be repeated”


