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For Alexander, our own family hero


Introduction

A few days after becoming the oldest Briton to summit Mount Everest, and the first to do so with a bus pass, I was asked by my long-time publisher, Hodder, to write a book on the subject of heroes.

‘Why,’ I asked, ‘choose me?’ ‘Because,’ was the quick reply, ‘you must meet a lot of heroes on your expeditions, and when you select your expedition teams, you must be on the lookout for brave individuals.’

My reaction was immediate disagreement, but I did like the idea of rereading my favourite war stories and selecting some valiant Victoria Cross winners. So I agreed to the Hodder offer and started my research, only to discover that I quickly became bored by tales of successive waves of brave men charging machine-guns and being bravely blown to bits. Although not a natural cynic, I also began to question the degree of heroism exhibited by a good many of these VC-winning machine-gun-chargers because I vaguely remembered having once, long ago, charged machine-guns myself, and I suspected that my motives for having done so were definitely not heroic ones.

Checking back through forty-year-old dusty files, I found a faded citation for the Sultan’s Bravery Medal that the Queen had awarded me in 1969. It cited six occasions, with comments such as ‘Captain Fiennes coolly rallied his men and conducted a skilful withdrawal (his only possible course), frequently exposing himself to aimed enemy fire and firing the .50 Browning himself.’ And, ‘a swift advance by Fiennes on to a dominating piece of ground forced the enemy to withdraw.’ And, ‘throughout this and other operations, Fiennes has set the highest example of dogged determination, tactical skill and physical courage. His independent operations have proved the ascendency of a small force over larger enemy groups on many occasions.’

A good many of the Victoria Cross citations I studied sounded very similar, so I checked back in my diary from the 1968–9 days which described my personal impressions of various contacts with the Marxist guerrilla forces, some of which did sound quite hairy. But one thing that stood out very clearly from my diary comments was that my greatest fear at the time was not that of injury or death so much as the fear of appearing to be a coward in front of the sixty brave men in my reconnaissance platoon. Their opinion of me was of paramount importance, almost an obsession, and this was abundantly obvious from the diaries.

So, if my own medal-winning, gung-ho advances on the enemy were based, as with hindsight I could clearly see was the case, entirely on fear of peer disdain, then surely the same may well have been true of a great many Victoria Cross recipients.

This line of thought made me check the CVs of VC winners, and this led to the discovery that quite a few were subsequent deserters, thieves and drunkards. When it was suggested in the 1920s that the medals of such characters be officially confiscated, the King (George V) declared that, even if a VC winner were to be hanged for murder, he should be allowed to wear his VC on the scaffold.

Another of my reasons for deciding not to concentrate on medal-winning heroes was the plethora of books that already existed on the topic, including a brace by the recently ousted prime minister, Gordon Brown.

So I thought about my personal heroes and realised that, if I had any, they are my late wife Ginny, who never flinched from making brave decisions in all the thirty-six years that we were together, and two male relatives, neither of whom I had ever met but about whose lives I had been told many a memorable story by my mother since I was little. They are my father and my grandfather, both dead just before I was born, whose lives fighting for God, King and Country in various parts of the world had so impressed me in my youth.

To help me decide on individuals whose heroism appealed to me most, I read a great many biographies and made many lists of possible nominees. The following chapter discusses some of these nominees and some of the generally accepted characteristics of heroism.


Your Heroes?

In July 2010 a nightclub bouncer, whose greatest pride was the size of his steroid-assisted biceps and whose domestic history included beating up women friends, was jilted by his twenty-two-year-old girlfriend, Sam. Raoul Moat, thirty-seven, reacted by shooting her and killing her reputed lover. Then, on the rampage with a brace of shotguns, he shot and blinded a policeman who happened to be parked in a nearby police car. Moat was hunted for a week before finally shooting himself when cornered by police marksmen after a six-hour stand-off.

A Facebook tribute page immediately appeared which set Moat up as a legend (popular-speak for ‘hero’). This Internet site, ‘RIP Raoul Moat You Legend’, attracted 38,000 supporters, and was followed by the creation of a second similar fan-site glorifying the murderer which had over 12,000 subscribers and the stated aim ‘so that the legend that is Moat lives on’. Weeping Moat disciples laid wreaths at his Gateshead home and in the village of his demise, for to them Moat was truly a hero and an updated, if distorted, version of Robin Hood.

A strong contender as a nominee for my hero collection was the Polish prisoner, Slavomir Rawicz, who with six fellow inmates escaped from one of Stalin’s gulags and managed to trek thousands of hostile miles to freedom in India via Siberian forests, Mongolian deserts and the high Himalayas. I had read his book, The Long Walk, as a teenager, and was saddened in 2004 to hear of his death, aged eighty-eight, in the Nottinghamshire village where he had lived for many years following his fabled escape. I was about to submit my chapter about the Slavomir Rawicz story to the publishers when I happened to pass a vast billboard advertising The Way Back, the Hollywood movie version of the heroic trek. Interested, I looked up the film critics’ comments, only to discover that the whole Slavomir Rawicz story was almost certainly a fabrication which for fifty years had hoodwinked the world, including me.

You will not be surprised that neither Raoul Moat nor Slavomir Rawicz made it to hero status in this book, and after my Rawicz shock, I tightened up my hero selection process by extra carefully checking on the accuracy of their recorded histories.

Back at school in the 1950s my heroes were the, mostly British, commando raid leaders, clever detectives, daring explorers or pioneering ships’ captains whose exciting deeds were described in the comics which constituted my entire source of learning (outside classroom hours). The only non-Brits whose imaginary exploits also thrilled me were the American super-heroes, Batman and Superman (who, along with Spider-Man, are currently all played in their ongoing Hollywood movies by British actors).

In the classroom studying Classics as a young teenager, I thrilled to the adventures of Jason and the Argonauts, the Spartan warriors of Thermopylae, and that greatest of all heroes – Odysseus (Ulysses) of Ithaca, as he battled exotic monsters such as the one-eyed Cyclops and the snake-haired Medusa.

As early as the mid-nineteenth century, Thomas Carlyle, the most eloquent of writers about heroism since the chroniclers of ancient Greece, wrote: ‘In these days … the thing I call Hero-worship professes to have gone out, and finally ceased.’ Today’s hero-worship mostly involves the world of those celebrities whose talents and antics sell newspapers and excite bloggers. The pursuit of excellence in many sports can quickly elevate athletes to hero status, whether they be models of good behaviour such as Michael Jordan of basketball fame or foul-mouthed footballers like Wayne Rooney. Sexy singers who look and sound good, or at least different, can obtain heroic (aka superstar) status if not overnight then at least as quickly as their media-savvy agents can manage it. I suspect, and indeed hope, that a century from now Ulysses and Spartacus will be more readily remembered as deserving heroic status than the likes of Elvis Presley and Lady Gaga.

There are, of course, thousands of ‘niche heroes’ known to and admired by the groupies of their specific sport or art. Daredevil skiers, rock climbers, kayakers and other adrenalin-pumping, high-risk practitioners, as well as the breakers of speed records such as the late Donald Campbell who was killed on the job, often obtain a limited hero status.

I researched the experiences of many people whose heroism appeared to me to stem from different motives. Many fought for freedom or equality, such as Gandhi, Mandela, Solzhenitsyn, Aung San Suu Kyi, Wei Jingsheng, and those who protested in Tiananmen Square. A student from Qinghua University, one of 50,000 students and 100,000 citizens present at the Tiananmen massacre, wrote: ‘I’d be lying if I said we weren’t afraid but … we were imbued with a lofty sense of mission. We were prepared to sacrifice ourselves for China’s democracy and progress.’

In 2011 many countries experienced uprisings, aided by the Internet, against dictators. Some of these, as in Syria, the Yemen and Libya, were met with violence. This so-called Arab Spring involved considerable courage by many thousands of protesters, young and old.

Also in 2011 the governor of Punjab was murdered, as a few weeks later was the Minister for Minorities of Pakistan’s ruling party. Both men were from their country’s Christian community (5 million in a population of 180 million), and both had knowingly risked their lives by speaking out against Pakistan’s blasphemy laws which impose the death penalty on anyone deemed to insult Islam. Both men were true heroes in their commitment to justice for all.

In 2011 it is estimated by the European Union that 42 per cent of women in Turkey are seriously abused within their families, despite laws in that country to prevent such abuse. Yet Turkey is far more advanced in the field of human rights issues than a great many of its neighbours. For a woman in many, mainly Islamic-ruled, countries, to fight for the rights of her sex requires great courage.

Afghani writer, Hirsi Ali, writes of one such heroic woman, Malalai Joya, who grew up under the sexist cruelties of the Taliban. ‘To get a seat in [the Afghan] parliament and refuse to be silent in the face of the Taliban … shows true fiber. When Malalai Joya did this, her opponents responded in the usual way: expulsion from parliament, warnings, intimidation and attempts to cut her life short. She has survived all of it.’ The Taliban has assassinated hundreds of women for daring to challenge their sexist laws, and the bravery of the likes of Malalai Joya impresses me even more than the earlier efforts of Emmeline Pankhurst and her fellow suffragettes.

There are global heroes whose achievements have made life better for millions, such as Marie Curie through her research into cancer treatment, but I have chosen my subject matter more for their courage than for their knowledge, skills and dedication.

I have steered clear of individuals whose bravery and self-sacrifice, whilst deemed heroic by some, is considered merely fanatical by others. Suicide bombers and factional political martyrs come under this heading. Roger Casement, for instance, was a great hero to the Irish but not to the British who executed him. Equally, Jean McConville probably warrants a whole chapter, but I will only mention the bare outline of her single instinctive act of heroism and its outcome, since to many of her fellow countrymen she was misguided in her act of humanity.

At the height of the Northern Irish sectarian troubles in 1972, Roman Catholic widow Jean was observed giving aid to a wounded British soldier after a gun battle outside her Belfast door. As punishment for this treasonable behaviour, a masked IRA gang broke into her home at night and dragged her into a waiting car. She was never seen again by her ten orphaned children aged fourteen and under who were for many years themselves subjected to persecution. Jean’s subsequent torture, including the cutting off of her fingers, was followed by her murder and burial at a secret site not to be discovered for the next thirty-one years. Even today some would brand Jean as a traitor to her own people. Others would say her single act of conscience stands for humanity over violence and hatred.

I have studied the lives of a disparate group of individuals whose courage gave them lasting fame, at least in their own countries, and who, in my opinion, were true heroes of conscience although their various background situations were very different. Under this heading I include the likes of William Wilberforce and John Brown (he of the soul which ‘goes marching on’) who fought for the freedom of slaves. And Mother Teresa, whose concern was poverty and disease; Dian Fossey who died to save gorillas in the Congo from death by poachers; and Mordechai Vanunu, the archetypal whistle-blower. Vanunu was a former Israeli nuclear technician who, citing his opposition to weapons of mass destruction, revealed details of Israel’s secret nuclear weapons programme to the media in 1986. He has been imprisoned in Israel, on and off, ever since.

Helping Jews escape the gas chamber during and before the Second World War was hazardous in the extreme, and thousands of non-Jewish Poles were executed or died in concentration camps for doing just that. Of the many Jew-saving heroes, the most famous must be the Swedish diplomat Raoul Wallenberg, whose brazen daring, cunning and dedication saved some 100,000 Jews from a cruel death.

The most unlikely of all Jew-saviours was Albert, the brother of Hermann Goering, an anti-Nazi who saved dozens of Jews by trading on his brother’s all-powerful position in the Nazi hierarchy. He once turned up with a big lorry at a German factory and, by using Hermann’s name, ordered the factory owner to assemble fifty or so Jewish slave workers. He packed them into the truck, drove them to a wood near the border with Switzerland, and shepherded them across to safety. No one made him do it: he just thought he ought to. He was a womaniser and a drunk, and he died soon after the war with his courage unrecognised.

Witold Pilecki was a Polish officer in his mid-forties who volunteered to get himself arrested by the Nazis in order to be imprisoned in a huge new camp called Auschwitz, with the specific aim of then sending reports back to Polish intelligence as to the goings-on inside this camp. He soon learnt about, and indeed witnessed, the horrors of the gas chamber and the details of Nazi genocide plans. Pilecki seized every chance between 1940 and 1943 to get news of the Holocaust out to the Allies, and it was hardly his fault that senior officers in London simply failed to believe that such inhumanity by man to man was possible, and so they did nothing. Pilecki eventually escaped from Auschwitz and survived the disastrous Warsaw uprising, but was executed as a Polish spy by the Soviets in 1948.

Giovanni Falcone, born in Mafia-infested Palermo in the 1930s, became an anti-Mafia judge, but in the 1970s was helpless due to lack of funds or support from the Italian government. Many of his associates were murdered, often in front of their families, and few judges were brave enough to take on anti-Mafia cases. Thanks to Falcone’s dedication over ten years of meticulous investigation work, he and a dozen other Sicilian judges, many of whom were later murdered, managed to commit 350 Mafiosi, including top Godfathers, to trial and imprisonment. But Falcone was always aware that his days were numbered. In 1989 after a narrow escape from a poolside bomb, he wrote: ‘My life is mapped out: it is my destiny to take a bullet by the Mafia some day.’ In 1992 Falcone, his wife and three bodyguards were blown to bits by a half-ton bomb buried under a motorway. Thousands attended his funeral, for Sicilians appreciated full well the extent of his courage.

An Irish version of Falcone, although a journalist not a judge, was Veronica Guerin who wrote for the Dublin-based Sunday Independent. In 1994, investigating local drug dealers, she started to receive death threats, bullets were fired at her home and, on her doorstep, a caller shot a bullet through her leg. In 1995 a convicted criminal told her that he would rape her young son if she wrote about him. Guerin ignored this and many other threats, continuing to fight Irish criminals through the power of her pen. Some miles outside Dublin on 16 June 1996 a motorbike drew up beside her car, and she was shot six times through the head.

There are heroes like Falcone and Guerin all over the world and down through the ages.

Whilst I was in Afghanistan with John Simpson, the BBC’s senior and longest-serving foreign correspondent, John observed:

Some of the greatest heroes I’ve come across are usually unimportant characters who can’t any longer take the wrongdoing they see around them. For instance, there was a mayor of a horrible little drugs town in the Peruvian jungle whom I came across, who simply didn’t want to be part of the general corruption linked to the cocaine trade.

Immediately after being elected he went to a meeting with the army and police commanders, where they offered him the usual mayoral fee for turning a blind eye to the drugs flights out of the town. He refused it. Everyone at the meeting laughed and thought he was looking for a bigger cut. When they realised he thought it was immoral, he started to have difficulties. Then he decided to go public about the murders the army were carrying out in the town, as well as the drug smuggling. He was lucky to survive, but he did. The army commander was later gaoled, and the mayor was a big local hero.

John Simpson was and is to my mind a hero in his own right who for thirty years and more has risked his skin to tell the world the truth about many injustices and horrors, often in countries from which he had previously been evicted but then re-entered in secret. One such country was Zimbabwe, whose murderous dictatorship has also blacklisted Peter Godwin, one of the heroes of this book.

Heroes of many an urban scenario all over the world are the have-a-go individuals who, knowing full well the danger to themselves, nonetheless intervene to stop gangsters and bullies beating up or raping innocent parties. One example from many happened on a Munich commuter train when two seventeen-year-olds with knives robbed four schoolchildren. All fellow train passengers did nothing except for a fifty-year-old businessman, Dominik Brunner, who asked the knife-wielders to leave the children alone. Brunner was knocked to the ground and kicked to death, as are the vast majority of have-a-go heroes.

The Australian People Magazine in 1999 commented: ‘There is a special category [of hero] … made up of people whose heroism crystallizes in a single moment of selflessness – who tempt fate for the sake of others.’ This aptly describes the small group of passengers aboard United Airlines Flight 93 who attacked their al-Qaeda hijackers and forced them to crash in Pennsylvania rather than on their probable intended target, the US Capitol in Washington DC.

Turning from have-a-go heroes of Germany and the USA to those of France, I think almost automatically of Joan of Arc, but the Frenchman I most admire is Émile Zola, not for his great novels but for his stubborn defence of Captain Dreyfus, the only Jew in the French War Office who, in 1895, was sent to prison on Devil’s Island for passing French secrets to the German embassy. Anti-semitism was rife at the time, especially in the French Army, government and judiciary. The French media fanned the flames of Fascism and any man who dared attempt a defence of poor Dreyfus became instantly a figure of hate and a traitor to the nation. So the previously well-liked Zola who, convinced of Dreyfus’s innocence, took up his cause in court, was threatened with his life, made intensely unpopular and impoverished, and was sentenced to imprisonment. Only after he had died was Dreyfus eventually pardoned and Zola’s courage exonerated.

One chapter of this book is devoted to a hero of faith and belief, one to a great survivor and one to those who, loving a challenge for its own sake, pit themselves and their skills against great natural dangers. Another focuses on the courage fostered within close family groups caught in situations of unimaginable horror.

London police officer Dick Coombes, who I met many years after his life had been ruined by a single act of great bravery, behaved as he did out of inbuilt loyalty to his colleagues, which is a feature of many ‘in the line of duty’ stories. Under such a heading I considered a Welsh ship’s officer who was a hero of the Titanic disaster, and Captain ‘Sully’ Sullenberger, who in January 2009 managed to ditch his passenger aircraft in New York’s Hudson River after both engines were disabled by bird-strike soon after take-off from LaGuardia Airport. In doing so he saved 155 lives, and described the moments before the crash as ‘the worst sickening, pit-of-your-stomach, falling-through-the-floor feeling’ he had ever experienced.

Bodyguards who shield presidents, popes and royalty have on several occasions proved their bravery by physically taking bullets meant for their bosses. Firefighters, such as those reacting to 9/11, and many a lifeboat crew have showed great courage and paid with their lives in saving others. Specialists in reacting to dangerous but rare technical problems may never test their mettle. Others, like the nuclear workers called in to make safe damaged reactors at Fukushima, following the earthquake and tsunami disaster there, knowingly exposed themselves day after day to ever-increasing levels of deadly radiation. Pioneering astronauts and test pilots share great danger whenever they take off on maiden flights. The slightest engineering error may well see them blown to bits, or even lost in space.

The above ‘line of duty’ heroes are all civilians, and I explained in the Introduction why I have avoided Victoria Cross winners. But there are, as I write this, daily stories of bravery emanating from Afghanistan. Bomb disposal stories have been told in many biographies, as nerve-racking today with Taliban Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs) as during the Blitz of 1940 with unexploded bombs. Equally well documented are the heroics of fighter pilots in the Battle of Britain and of the crews of Bomber Command in their flying coffins packed with incendiaries, high-explosive bombs and thousands of gallons of high-octane fuel.

The fear felt by every bomber crew member prior to take-off for another mission must have been made far worse by the sheer statistics of death or at least of horrific burns injuries. Forty-four thousand out of 125,000 crew members involved were killed. On a night raid in April 1944, when one engine of his Lancaster bomber caught fire, crew member Norman Jackson climbed out along the wing with a fire extinguisher. This, despite an ongoing attack by a German fighter, an air temperature many degrees below zero, a speed of 200 mph and an altitude of 22,000 feet. I include this astonishing feat despite the fact that Jackson did receive a VC for his action.

War stories of great fortitude under Gestapo or Japanese torture have included those of the men and women of the Special Operations Executive (SOE) dropped into Gestapo territory, caught and tortured. One, Odette Hallowes, emerged from Ravensbrück concentration camp at the end of the war crippled and emaciated. Violette Szabo, who parachuted twice into occupied France, fared even worse. Also tortured, she gave away nothing and was shot through the head, aged twenty-three.

As research progresses into the psychological effects of wars on their protagonists, more is known of the lasting mental effects of great trauma, now termed Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). More British soldiers killed themselves after the Falklands War due to PTSD than died during the actual fighting. The charity Help for Heroes is doing great things for the hundreds of injured soldiers with mental and physical war wounds of varying degrees of severity, but the personal courage of these soldiers remains a very real ingredient in ‘making the best of a bad deal’, and Simon Weston, badly burnt during the Falklands War, is a fine example of just such inner spirit.

The heroes, or groups of heroes, whose actions, taken against a backdrop of terror, are described in this book make me feel truly proud to be a fellow human being, and I hope they will have the same effect on you.
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