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What makes Dame Vera Lynn such a potent political force at the age of 77, asks Julia Llewellyn Smith 

L
ast week Dame Vera Lynn 
was singing We'll Meet 
Again at the launch of the 

Government's D-Day celebra
tions. John Major sang lustily 
along with her. 

Today she is another thorn in 
the Prime Minister's side, at the 
very centre of the row over the 
plans to mark the fiftieth an
niversary of the Normandy land
ings. 

Dame Vera's threat to pull out of 
the jamboree in Hyde Park has 

been the last straw for ministers, 
who had hoped to tum a solemn 
event into a party for the nation. 
Her protest, on top of outcries 
from veterans' associations across 
the land, was the one that sent the 
Government into retreat. 

Why should a 1940s pop star 
have such an effect on the powers 

that be? Why does the crooner of a 
few sentimental ballads hold such 
power? It is difficult to think of any 
modem-day singer who could deal 
such a serious blow. 

Dame Vera has become part of 
our national heritage, the singing 
voice of contemporary history. No 
veterans' reunion would be com
plete without one of her tunes, no 
national celebration tenable with
out her plaintive voice. At77 , she is 

still the forces' sweetheart, a !iving 
testimony to Nod Coward's views 

on the potency of cheap music, 
especially in wartime. 

Nothing like a dame 
to spoil the party 

''The White Cliffs of Dover 
brings tears to my eyes," says 
Sidney Goldberg. of the Norman
dy Veterans Association. "I get 
emotional about the period and as 

soon as I hear that song it evokes 

memories. Those songs represent
ed certain sentiments of that time. 

"We didn't have television then, 
we didn't have other distractions, 
so this music was particularly 
important. TI1ese were tunes 
people could remember, that they 
could whistle in the street. You 
couldn't do that with anything in 
the Top Ten today." 

Dame Vera hit a nerve with her 
choice of songs. but it was her 
background. too, that appealed to 
a nation holding itself together 
through the Blit1_ She was born in 
the East End of London, her father 
was a plumber and she was _only 
seven when she first appeared on 
stage at the East Ham Working 
Men's Club. 

Her strong, clear voice and 
straightforward, soupy ballads. 
that she loved even then, made her 
an immediate hit and before long 

she was performing regularly in 
local variety halls, concert plat
forms and at trade union benefits. 

She was never a star at school 
and was happy to leave at 14. She 
lasted one day, sewing on buttons, 
in a local factory, then quit. Her 
mother and father let her do it; she 
was earning more in a week from 
singing than she could make in a 
month from sewing. 

At that time, she was Vera 
Welch, but as she grew more 
successful she changed her sur
name to Lynn, her grandmother's 

maiden name. By the age of 18, she 
was singing with the Joe Loss 

Band. At 21, she had achieved her 
dream of owning her own house. 

A
s Britain edged closer to 
war, she was broadcasting 
to the nation with the big 

band leaders such as Howard 
Baker and Ambrose. Nightclubs 

across the country would tune in 
and dance to their performances. 
When they were over for the night, 
she would slip on her cloth coat 
and queue for the number 15 bus to 

take her from Regent Street home 
to East Ham. 

When the war began, she _went 
solo and in 1940 launched her own 
BBC radio series, Sincerely Yours, 
with its signature tune, "Wishing", 
which went out to troops all over 
the world. She was lhe link be
tween them and their girls back 
home, whose letters she read out 
between sentimental favourites. 
During the Blitz she would sleep in 
the theatre until the all-clear went 
and then drive her Austin Ten 
back through the ruins of the 
night's bombing. 

The BBC grew worried that t�e 
songs would sap the men's vitahty 
and tried to take her off the air, but 
by now she was the most popular 
female vocalist in Britain and the 
plans were dropped. One comedi
an said: "The war was started by 
Vera Lynn's agent." 

In 1944, she toured Burma with 
Ensa, the armed forces entertain
ment organisation, and won a 
place in the heart of the "Forgotten 
Army". She arrived home on D
Day, June 6, 1944. admitting that 

what she had witnessed on the 
front line had made her grow up. 

After the war. she returned to 
the variety circuit, managed by 
Harry Lewis, her husband, who 
had been the clarinettist in the 
Ambrose band. Her baby daugh
ter, Virginia, nnw married to an 
RAF squadron leader, came every
where with her. In its early days 

she was distrustful of television, 
but after she won her own series 

for Redifusion and the BBC, she 
grew to love it. She was enormous
ly successful in America, too, 
appearing regularly on Tallulah 
Bankhead's radio show and was 
the first British singer to have a 
number one hit there, with Auf 
Wieder.seh'n. 

She was awarded the DBE in 
1969 and in 1975 was made a 
Dame. Today she lives with Harry 
in the tiny East Sussex village of 
Ditchling, where she follows a fat
free diet and spends her spare time 
painting. She has helped to raise 
millions for charity. especially the 
Spastics, and her singing voice is 
as strong as ever. She is a friend of 
Queen Elizabeth the Queen Moth
er, to whom she sang Happy 
(ninetieth) Birthday. lt is said that 
after the two women lunch togeth
er, she is always asked to sing. The 
servants are invited in to watch her 
perform unaccompanied and, at 
the urging of the Queen Mother, 
will gradually join in. 
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I n the history of science 
there are few holy places, 
but the archipelago that 
lies 650 miles off the 

coa�t of Ecuador is one. Here. 
in the dozen or so islands that 
make up the Galapagos, 
Charles Darwin observed the 
creatures that helped lo in
spire On the Origin of Spe
cies. Today the island of 
lsabela. the largest in the 
group, is in flames after a two
month drought turned the 
semi-arid landscape tinder
dry. Tourism and uncon
trolled fishing are also 
threatening the unspollt char
acter of the islands, but the fire 
is the most urgent problem. 

Darwin's theories provided the basis on which modern man still 

views the natural world. Now the creatures which inspired him 

are threatened by a devastating fire. Nigel Hawkes reports 

ordinary view of independent 
creation". Yet if it were as
sumed that the Galapagos 
Islands "would be likely to 
rei.:eive colonists from Ameri
ca . . .  such colonists would be 
liable to modification. the 
principle of inheritance still 
betraying their original birth
place". 

Darwin visited the islands 
as naturalist on HMS Beagle, 

which set sail in 1831. Of the 
five-year voyage, only five 
weeks were spent on the 
islands, but what Darwin saw 
there slowly matured in his 

mind before emerging many 
years later in his theory of 
evolution by natural selection. 
No more important scientific 
book has ever been published 
than On the Origin of Species 
- our whole understanding of 
the natural world is shot 
through with Darwinian 

The large ground finch 

The medium ground finch 

The insectivorous tree finch 

The warbler finch 

THE PARTY from th.e Beagle collected animals and plants 

everywhere they went. Among the specimens returned from th.e 
Galapagos were 13 species of finches, whose beaks ranged in 

size from that of a hawfinch to that of a warbler. The largest, the 
ground finch, had a beak almost parrot-like in shape; the 
smallest. the warbler finch, a tiny pointed beak. 

If Darwin had realised these differences at the time, he would 
have been more careful in the way he collected and labelled the 
birds, ensuring that specimens were collected from each of the 
islands and were clearly distinguished. It was not until the 
specimens had been returned to England and classified that 
their importance struck him. 

Seeing this gradation and diversity of structure in one small. 
intimately related group of birds, Darwin wrote in 1845, one 
might really fancy_ that from an original paucity of birds, one 
species had been taken and modified for different ends. 
Fourteen years later, in On the Origin of Species, that is exactly 
what he did conclude. 

ideas, which retain their pow
er to inspire and, in some, to 
infuriate. 

The young Darwin had no 
mission, when he set sail on 
the Beagle, lo throw the Book 
of Genesis to the winds. Nor 
did what he saw of the animals 

and birds strike him with the 
force of revelation. Even his 

observations of the varieties of 
finches, later so important to 
his theories, had to wait until 
after the Beagle had returned 
home and he had had them 
classified by John Gould. 

Darwin's first remarks 

about the Galapagos in The 
Voyage of the Beagle scarcely 
hint at the islands' future 
importance. Of Chatham Is
land (now San Crist6bal). he 
wrote: "Nothing Could be less 
inviting than the first appear
ance. A broken field of black 
basaltic lava, thrown into the 
most rugged waves, and 
crossed by great fissures, is 
everywhere covered by stunt
ed. sun-burnt brushwood, 
which shows little signs of life 
'I11e dry and parched surfai.:e, 
being heated by the noon-day 
sun, gave to the air a close and 
sultry feeling, like that from a 
stove: we fancied even that the 
bushes smelt unpleasantly." 

The reptiles made more of 
an impact. Not all of them 
channed him: the unique mar-

to have been here created; yet 
the close affinity of most of 
these birds to American spe
cies is manifest in every char
acter, in their habits, gestures, 
and tones of voice. 

"So it is with the other 
animals _. and with a large 
proportion of the plants, as 
shown by Dr Hooker in his 
admirable Flora of the archi
pelago. The naturalist, looking 
at the inhabitants of these 
volcanic islands in the Pacific, 

several hundred miles from 
the continent, feels that 
he ls standing on American 
land. Why should this be so? 
Why should the species which 
arc supposed to have been 
created in the Galapagos Ar
chipelago. and nowhere else, 
bear so plainly the !>lamp of 
affinity to those created in 

America'?'" 
F"acts such as these. he went 

on in a key passage, "admit of 
no sort of explanation on the 

Giant tortoise -- one of the creatures Darwin studied 

The evidence, stored in Dar
win's capacious mind. allowed 
of only one explanation. The 
finches must have been blown 
to the islands from the main 
land by a storm. (We now 
know what Darwin did not, 
that this was perhaps a million 
years ago.) Once there, their 
descendants became adapted 
to different types of food, 
natural selection favouring 
those with the beaks best 
suited to the food available. 

From a single aboriginal 
finch, a total of 13 distinct 
species evolved: "A most sin
gular group, related to each 
other in the structure of their 
beaks, short tails, form of 
body, and plumage," as Dar
win wrote. "The most curious 

fact is the perfect gradation in 
the she of the beaks in the 
different species." 

Small wonder, then, that the 
fires raging on Isabela strike a 
chill into all those who rejoice 
in natural history. So far, 
3,000 acres have been burnt, 
and 300 to 400 of the island's 
tortoises are at risk. The 
Ecuadorean government does 

not have the equipment to put 
out the flames, but Canadian 
fire-fighting planes are on 
their way. Let us wish them all 
haste. 
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ing, clumsy lizards . . .  imps of 
darkness". 

"As I was walki_ng along I 
met two large tortmses, each of 
which must have weighed at 
least two hundred pounds: one 
was eating a piece of cactus. 
and as I approached, it stared 
at me and slowly walked 
away; the other gave a deep 
hiss, and drew in its neck. 
These huge reptiles, surround
ed by the black lava, the 
leafless shrubs, and large cac
ti. seemed to my fancy like 
some antediluvian animals." 

L ike all navigators of 
the rime, the crew of 
the Beagle ate tortoise. 
"A single Ship's com

pany caught 500-800 in a short 
time," Darwin wrote approv
ingly, and his own company 
netted 15. 'The breast-plate 
roasted with the flesh on it is · 
very good," he reported, "and 
the young tortoises make ex
cellent soup: but otherwise the 
meat to my taste is indiffer
ent." Darwin also climbed on 
the tortoise•s backs, and �giv
ing a few raps on the hinder 
part of their shells, they would 
rise up and walk away; but I 
found it very difficult to keep 
my balance." This practice is 

not recommended to today's 
visitors to the islands. 

The animals of the Galapa
gos were at once strange to 
Darwin. and familiar. What 
struck him first was how 
similar many of them were to 
those he had seen on the 
mainland. But later, when he 
had seen Gould's classifica
tion of the finches, he realised 
bow they varied in a subtle 
way from island to island 
within the archipelago. Here, 
he said, "both in space and 
time we seem to be brought 
somewhat near to that great 
fact- that mystery of myster
ies - the first appearance of 
new beings on this earth". 

The data were summarised 
in On the Origin of Species: 
'There are 26 land-birds; of 
these, 21 or perhaps 23 are 
ranked as distinct species, and 
would commonly be assumed 
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