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UESDAY is going to be a difficult
occasion for me, one of the sad-
dest in my near 80 years on this
planet. It is the day when the
Imperial War Museum has
decided, in its wisdom, to close
the gallery bearing my name
that houses the largest collection of Victoria

Crosses (VCs) in the world.

It has taken me almost 40 years, half of my
life, to build this collection of well over 200
VCs and a smaller collection of George
Crosses (GCs). The decorations — the two
highest gallantry awards that can be awarded
by Britain and the Commonwealth - have
been displayed at the IWM’s Lord Ashcroft

Gallery for the past 15 years.

Now the museum has decided to use the
space to show more of the 33million items in

€ Behind every
award of the medal
is an incredible

tale of valour

its possession for displays relating to more
recent conflicts — no doubt in keeping with its
stated aim of ‘embedding diversity’ into its
exhibitions. Little wonder that critics of the
decision now dub the institution the ‘Impe-

rial Woke Museum’.

Since the IWM announced its intention in

February, I have been inundated with mes-
sages of support saying that it is plain wrong.
Others have claimed that the closure insults
the recipients of the VC and GC, both living
and dead, whose medal groups will now be
placed under lock and key in a secure vault

away from public view.

The VC is Britain and the Commonwealth’s

premier medal for gallantry in the
presence of the enemy. The GC is
Britain and the Commonwealth’s
premier medal for bravery not in
the presence of the enemy. Behind
every award of the medal is an
incredible tale of valour and it is
these inspirational stories that
have gripped tens of thousands of
visitors to the gallery since it was
officially opened by HRH The
Princess Royal in 2010.

As of this Tuesday, visitors to the
IWM in south London will no
longer be able to learn about the
heroic Second World War exploits
of Sergeant Norman Jackson when
his Lancaster aircraft was hit by
enemy fire during a bombing raid
over Germany in April 1944.

With a fierce blaze near a fuel
tank on the upper surface of the
starboard wing, Jackson, though

already wounded by shrapnel
from the enemy shells, volun-
teered to climb out of the escape
hatch above the pilot’s head, hav-
ing placed a fire extinguisher in
the top of his life jacket in order to
try to put out the blaze. As he
climbed out, his parachute pack
opened and the canopy and rig-
ging lines spilled into the cockpit.
With the Lancaster travelling at
200mph at 20,000ft, other crew
members fed out the rigging lines
of his parachute as he climbed on
to the fuselage and set about tack-
ling the blaze. However, the fire
extinguisher slipped from his
grasp and was blown away.
Jackson himself fared little

better and his face, hands and
clothing were severely burnt.
Unable to retain his hold, he was
swept through the flames and over
the trailing edge of the wing, drag-
ging his parachute behind.

When last seen, his parachute
was only partly inflated and burn-
ing in places. At this point, the cap-
tain ordered the remaining crew
to abandon the aircraft.

Jackson could not control his
descent and broke an ankle land-
ing heavily. At daybreak and by
this point in a pitiful state, he
crawled to the nearest village
where he was soon taken as a pris-
oner of war. He spent the next ten
months in hospital before being

incarcerated and he was eventu-
ally released at the end of the war.
The citation for Jackson’s VC,
announced shortly after his
release, concluded: ‘By his ready
willingness to face these dangers
he set an example of self-sacrifice
which will ever be remembered.’
As of this Tuesday, visitors to the
IWM will also no longer be able to
learn about the courage of Captain
Noel Chavasse during the First
World War. A one-time Olympic
athlete who was a regimental med-
ical officer on the Western Front,
Chavasse’s place in the history
books is guaranteed because he is
one of only three men in the entire
history of the VC to be awarded
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40 years collecting
will disappear from
public view - because
the Imperial 'Woke’
Museum would rather
celebrate diversity |
than gallantry

But it still wants to keep the
£5million gallery I paid for

the decoration twice — known as a
VC and Bar.

One of identical twin boys and an
Oxford graduate, he was an officer
in the Royal Army Medical Corps
and his devotion to duty defied
belief. Chavasse was first awarded
the VC for his actions in August
1916 at Guillemont, France, when
he attended to the wounded all day
under heavy fire. During the ensu-
ing night, he searched for wounded
on the ground in front of the ene-
my'’s lines for four hours. Alto-
gether, he saved the lives of some
20 badly wounded men.

His second VC, the Bar, was
awarded for three days of relent-
less gallantry during the third
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Battle of Ypres in Belgium - also
known as the Battle of Passchen-
daele - during late July and early
August 1917. Although badly
wounded himself, he spent day
and night under fire rescuing
badly injured men. Chavasse died
in a medical dressing station from
his wounds that August, aged 32,
and so the Bar to his first VC was
awarded posthumously.

These are just two of the many
astonishing stories that are linked
to my VC and GC collection. I like
to regard the recipients of these
two medals as ‘the bravest of the
brave’ because they have all
risked their lives for their country,
their monarch, their comrades or
for wider freedoms.

1 feel deeply moved when I learn
of the self-sacrifice of Jackson,
Chavasse and others like them.
Their medal groups and the mem-
orabilia that often accompanies
them are a tangible memento of an
individual’s service and bravery.

My own interest in valour dates
back some 70 years. When I was
aged about ten, my father Eric,
who was a modest man, told me
about his own experiences as a
young officer during the D-Day

landings of June 6 1944. He
described crossing the English
Channel in a state of fear and
then running up Sword Beach dur-
ing the early stages of the Nor-
mandy Campaign, when his
commanding officer was shot dead
at his side. Later that morning, my
father was wounded by shrapnel

€ They risked
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their country
and for wider
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but fought on until ordered from
the battlefield.

Over time, my passion for brav-
ery transformed itself into a
fascination with gallantry
medals, those dating back to the
institution of the VC by Queen Vic-
toria in 1856.

As a young entrepreneur, I
decided that one day, if my

finances permitted, I would like to
buy a VC.

In fact, I purchased my first such
decoration at an auction in London
in 1986 when I was 40. I soon
decided that I would like to build a
collection of VCs and that, when
the time was right, I would put it
on public display so that the deco-
rations could be enjoyed by visi-
tors from all around the world.
Over time this collection, built up
sensitively and discreetly,
amassed gallantry medals from
virtually every major conflict of
the past 170 years.

As my collection grew, I felt that
it was important to display the
decorations at a truly special loca-
tion. After lengthy discussions, I
settled on the Imperial War
Museum in London which, accord-
ing to its website, ‘gives voice to
the extraordinary experiences of
ordinary people forced to live in a
world torn apart by conflict’.

However, when I initially offered
to loan the decorations to the IWM,
it insisted that I must pay for the
gallery housing my VC and GC
collection, along with a smaller
number of VCs and GCs that were
already in the care of the museum.

MISFIRE: The Imperial War
Museum, and, left, Sergeant
Norman Jackson and his medals,
including the Victoria Cross

I went along with those wishes,
spending £5Smillion to create the
Lord Ashcroft Gallery, with its
‘Extraordinary Heroes’ exhibition,
which seeks to ‘intrigue, inspire
and amaze by re-telling forgotten
stories of great bravery from the
Crimean War to the present day’.

It is more than a little galling that
although the IWM no longer wants
my medal collection, it will keep
the gallery that I paid for to house
its other exhibitions.

My VC and GC collection is val-
ued at around £70million and I had
made arrangements to gift it to the
IWM when I die. All that changed
earlier this year when I discov-
ered, through an intermediary,
that the IWM had decided to close
the Lord Ashcroft Gallery.

Initially, it was due to shut down
at the end of May but I ‘persuaded’
the IWM, by threatening legal
action, to keep the gallery open for
the full term of the loan agree-
ment - until the end of September.

Incidentally, a friend of mine
paid a last visit to the gallery ear-
lier this month and said it had 30 to
40 visitors at any one time while
he was there. When he popped into
the ‘Unsilenced: Sexual Violence
In Conflict’ exhibition, there was
just one person, a student, there.

Some fear the gallery will
become even more woke following
the appointment of three more
trustees by the Prime Minister, Sir
Keir Starmer, earlier this year.
None of these trustees, whose
four-year term will run until 2029,
has a military background. One of
the trustees, Professor Dame
Janet Beer, an academic, was
awarded her damehood ‘for ser-
vices to higher education and
equality and diversity’.

As a museum dedicated to mili-
tary history, I appreciate that the
IWM has to examine other aspects
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to war and conflict apart from
bravery. Some people are inter-
ested by military equipment, mili-
tary tactics, the analysis of battles
and much more, but I would argue
that nothing inspires a museum
audience of this nature as much as
tales of gallantry.

As Aristotle put it as long ago as
the 4th century BC: ‘Courage is the
first of human qualities because
it’s the quality which guarantees
the others.’

Or, as our great wartime Prime
Minister, Winston Churchill stated:
‘Without courage all other virtues
lose their meaning.’

Every man or woman desires to
be looked upon by his or her peers
as brave because those who dis-
play bravery are, quite rightly,
admired by society. Courage is a
truly outstanding quality, yet it is
so difficult to understand. You
can’t accurately measure it, and
you certainly can’t bottle or buy it.

I fear for the future of the IWM
if it starts to downplay the value of
courage and gallantry medals and
it instead starts to embrace woke
issues in its stated desire ‘to share
more stories of conflicts that are
within many of our visitors’ living
memory’. The IWM has not gone
so far as to ‘cancel’ the First and
Second World Wars, or earlier
wars, but the shift in its priorities
rings loud and clear.

Frankly, if it is now considered
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old-fashioned to want to champion
the qualities of courage along with
the values of duty, loyalty, sacri-
fice and humility, then I am more
than happy to be regarded as out
of touch with the times.

However, I suspect that in the
long run, the ‘woke-ification’ of the
IWM will run its course and one
day it will bow to a public clamour
for this once-great institution to go
back to doing what it has done best
for more than a century: being the
world’s leading museum on war
and conflict.

Part of that role — a very major
part in my view — involves high-
lighting the gallantry of service-
men and women in war.

In time, I will find a suitable
alternative venue for the VC and
GC collection that I am the proud
custodian of but, as of this week, it
will disappear from public view
for the foreseeable future. My
stream of messages from so many
people in recent months makes me
convinced that our nation, and not
just the IWM, will be a poorer
place without it.
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