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Prologue

‘Reprendre courage est le courage de l’improviste … to take heart is the unexpected courage. Moral consideration accounts for three-quarters, the balance of actual forces only for the other quarter.’

Napoleon, on the eve of the Battle of Austerlitz, 2 December 1805

No man is born a hero.

To believe such would be pretentious conceit; nor is heroism shallow vanity or self-glorification. In each man lies the root of an absolute certainty of his own merit, that, being endowed with greater wisdom or courage than others, he owes it to his own mankind to be free to do what he thinks best on behalf of others. What then is his motivation? Inspiration, incentive or impetus varies: it can be man’s prime instinct for survival, or the quiet, self-effacing heroism, the I’m-better-than-thou challenge, a profound sense of duty, a sacrifice in the defence of the motherland, or taking a moral stand against inhuman acts. Courage and bravery – physical or moral – is normally seen as an absolute quality: you have it or you don’t. There are some born into a cult of spiritual courage and physical endurance. First and foremost among them is the select group of brave men, inspired by a nationalistic fervour, to defend the motherland against all evil. They feel it honourable to lay down their lives for their king, or struggle on in a quest for their people’s liberty. Tales of such heroic exploits form an integral part of a nation’s history.

This is all about some men and women who took risks, about courage meeting up with incredible odds, and about the nature of chance; about the oppressive weight of official secrecy; about tragic events, and the many versions of the truth.

Frequently, heroism stems from action performed instinctively in the heat of the moment, brought on by circumstances beyond control. There is the notion of ‘they fought to the last men and the last round’, selling their lives as dearly as possible in the hope of relief, when extermination seems inevitable and only the ultimate sacrifice can give them the slightest chance of prolonging their lives. Many were those who refused to surrender; in the Second World War the Japanese did so due to a religious conviction that their lives already belonged to their Emperor. There is the ‘laudable conduct in battle’, an esprit de corps used as fierce motivation; with it, a soldier accepts the demands of duty, discipline and tradition and prepares for death. His great fear is to be shamed in front of his comrades. This can be driven to the point of absurdity when a commander demands of his unit to behave courageously and ‘to hell with it’. One of the most bizarre incidents took place during the Battle of the Somme in 1916. When the battalion commander’s whistle blew for the men of the 8th East Surreys to go over the top, a Captain Neville came up with the barmy idea of having his company kick a football across no-man’s-land and chase it all the way to the German lines. The battalion was cut down, including their whistle-blowing captain.

Stupidity mustn’t be confounded with simplicity. Some incredible feats were born from simplicity (only the envious call it stupidity) – that simple courage, not yet eaten away by over-intelligence. In difficult times simplicity can be a most priceless gift, a magic cloak that conceals the danger into which no super-bright will venture. Recently, a new kind of insane valour has emerged: a heroism confused with self-sacrifice. To fall on to an enemy’s grenade that has rolled into a dugout, there by saving the lives of many, can be truly called brave. To immolate oneself with a belt of dynamite sticks lashed around the belly is madness – even in the fulfilment of some sacred cause. The spiritual soul masters who instil in their youngsters a desire to become ‘the salt of the earth, the engines of history, the most honourable amongst us’, are reckless criminals; suicidal acts by their fanatical disciples can never be called heroic. Their only inspiration is self-destruction, while causing the deaths of many by using passenger planes as their flaming swords.

Taken from a great multitude, the characters here are possessed with one of the many elements that make a hero: basic instinct for survival, physical courage in action, resolution and determination, moral fortitude and moral courage, personal reliability, tenacity, quiet resolution and calm determination and boldness.

Time and again, heroes are like Shakespearean characters; they rise swiftly, are betrayed by their peers and stabbed in the back by their admirers; eviscerated by changing priorities, they lose everything and, finally, are misunderstood by all. Often, a brave man has to live by his wits rather than his weapon; he knows the risk involved and shows a willingness to bear it. Self-preservation is not his overriding motive; he pits good against evil, and by his individual act tries to rectify an injustice to help others without asking for recognition or reward. He is one who represents the very embodiment of the pure spirit of courage and dedication. We seldom hear of him: a faceless hero.
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