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To the men and women in this book and the countless others whose stories have yet to be told
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Introduction

WE HOPE THIS book will give the reader an intimate glimpse of men and women who have risen to the challenge of war with acts of great heroism and humanity. Most of them are ordinary people swept up – often by chance – in the most extreme ordeal humans have to endure: their actions are the stuff of legend. Our careers as journalists have given us a powerful insight into the great engines that drive history. The leadership summits, the treaty signings, the handshakes between titans: we’ve been there reporting on many such occasions. But just as compelling are the stories that have changed history on the ground, men and women who have pushed the barriers of bravery, suffering and sheer terror beyond the imaginable.

There are hundreds of people whose experiences in wartime have been so remarkable that they’ve been recounted again and again. There are thousands more whose stories have been pushed aside in the passage of time. In this book we choose from the best of both. We’ve always been captivated by the well-documented exploits of rascals like America’s brazen turncoat Benedict Arnold who switched sides and joined Britain in 1780, and the inspiring humanity of Sir Nicholas Winton, famous for rescuing children from the Nazis. But most of our tales are less well known: like the torment of Lady Florentia Sale, held hostage by Afghan rebels in 1842; John Rabe’s struggle to save Chinese lives in the brutal Japanese assault on Nanking in 1937; and Dr Sumner Jackson who treated fugitive Allied airmen at the American Hospital in occupied Paris during the Second World War. Some of our accounts will surprise readers because they are little known or in some cases scarcely mentioned till today.

The twenty-eight individuals and three couples we have selected span nearly three centuries from the terrifying odyssey of John Bulkeley of HMS Wager along the remote coast of Chile in 1741 to the heart-stopping escape from Syria of Ahmad Terkawi in 2015. Their stories take us to battlefields all over the world – from China, Burma and Afghanistan through the Middle East to North Africa, Europe and North America.

All stories are based on primary source material. Most of the people we feature have written their own accounts of their experiences or been written about by others in diaries, letters or autobiographies. We have first-hand accounts too. We have spoken to a number of people still alive at the time of writing – people like Corran Purdon who survived the St Nazaire raid in 1942 and Joe Schlesinger who told us how he was rescued from the clutches of the Nazis in 1939.

This is not a list of unconnected tales. All are interrelated. All are haunted by the spectre of war. We have weaved them together by themes because the individuals we’ve chosen seem to us to highlight one particular human quality that characterises the nature of warfare. For example, the opening part on Courage includes the apparently fearless academic from Maine, Joshua Chamberlain, who insisted on leading his men from the front in battle after battle in the American Civil War. Others like Augusta Chiwy, whose cool-headed nursing in the midst of the Battle of the Bulge in 1944, come under the heading of Medicine. The ingenious trickery of the Second World War German pilot Franz von Werra makes his one of war’s most audacious Escapes. Many of our protagonists could comfortably have come under several of our headings, but we have chosen the one that we feel most suits each person.

Researching and writing about these exceptional people has brought us very close to them. We find ourselves admiring even the scoundrels. We hope they all come as alive for the reader as they do for us.

   
COURAGE



LIKE MOST PEOPLE in today’s world we have never actually fought in a war. We have both seen people fighting in wars and we have often wondered how we would behave in battle – whether we would turn and run or have the courage to stand and fight. History is full of examples of people whose initial fear has given way to courage – courage that fortifies men and women to do astonishing things way beyond the demand of simple duty – from men like Leonidas the Spartan king who with his tiny force held off thousands of Persians at Thermopylae in 480 BC to women like Edith Cavell, the British nurse in Belgium in the First World War, who paid with her life for smuggling scores of fugitives to safety. Occasionally courage can verge on recklessness. British paratrooper Colonel ‘H’ Jones may have shown unwise leadership by charging off ahead of his men at Goose Green in the Falklands in 1982 but his courage was not in question.

Although today’s wars are fought at much longer range and the opportunities for people to show courage fighting for their lives at close quarters are now much rarer than they used to be, there is no shortage of examples. We’ve singled out three individuals who seem to us to personify real valour. Each of them had to confront extraordinary challenges and each measured up. The most recent was a young tank driver in the Iraq War in 2004 whose courage won him the Victoria Cross. A century and half earlier a university professor joined the Union side in the American Civil War and his extraordinary bravery earned him the rank of general in only two years. But we begin back in 1854 with a young cavalry captain in the Crimea who led his men in the Charge of the Light Brigade, as great a test of a soldier’s courage as any in history.



1

Edward Seager

One of the 600, Balaclava, 1854
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EDWARD SEAGER WAS the image of a dashing hussar. Tall, dark, well-built with a generous sloping moustache like an upturned V, he wore a glittering braided uniform that outshone any other regiments in the army. On 25 October 1854 at Balaclava he took part in one of the most famous cavalry charges in history. In that shamefully misconceived and bloody disaster he was one of those gallant men described by Alfred Tennyson in his powerful poem, ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’: ‘Theirs not to reason why, Theirs but to do and die.’ And Seager was lucky: he rode into the ‘valley of Death’ and survived to tell the dreadful story of what happened.

Just hours before the charge Seager had watched Jerry, his favourite horse, die after he had been cooped up in the hold of the ship bringing the regiment 2,500 miles from England. It was ‘piteous to see him’, Seager wrote home to his brother: ‘The effect of being in so confined a place … gave him disease of the lungs.’ Jerry ‘had been one of the best chargers in the regiment’. Seager now had to rely on his second horse, a six-year-old mare named Malta, which he’d bought just before he sailed. Little did he know it, but the day ahead would see the mare and her rider plunge into a ghastly maelstrom.

Seager checked his equipment. He had the slashing sabre of a light cavalryman and – like most hussar officers – a revolver. Slung on his belt he carried an ornate pouch with some precious contents. He later told his wife, Emily, that through all those dangerous days his bag contained ‘the darling children’s picture, my dear mother’s present [Prayer Book and Testament] and lots of letters’. In his jacket pocket he had ‘your letter containing dear little Emily’s hair’. Jane Emily was the eldest of their seven children. Around his neck, he told his wife, he had ‘the dear locket you gave me in Exeter’.

He had come a long way from his peaceful home in Devon to the shores of the Black Sea on the southern edge of the Russian Empire. The Crimean War was nearing its climax. Britain, France and their Turkish allies, whom Seager, along with many of his fellow soldiers, regarded as little short of useless, were forced into an unlikely alliance against Russia. Britain and France had little in common with the Ottoman Empire and its Muslim rulers but they did not want to see it disappear, thereby leaving a power vacuum that Russia could exploit. In 1853 Tsar Nicholas I had launched his armies south into the Balkans intent on seizing parts of the Turks’ ailing Ottoman Empire which stretched from the Middle East up into the Balkans. The Russian attack had failed and Britain and its two allies had by the summer of 1854 pushed the Russians back north and east into the Crimea. They’d won a victory at the Alma River on 20 September and were now encircling the great Russian fortress of Sebastopol. But in mid-October the Russians moved forces up to threaten the allied supply base at Balaclava six miles south-east of Sebastopol. A major battle was inevitable.

Captain Edward Seager was forty-two. He’d wanted to join the army ever since as a child he’d watched the 18th Hussars parading in the streets of Liverpool. He ran away from home at the age of seventeen and became a soldier, but his furious father, a prosperous brewer, bought him out and elbowed him into the family business. Three years later the undaunted young Edward enlisted again; he changed the spelling of his name and didn’t write home for four years. He was a fine horseman and by 1854 he was adjutant in the 8th Hussars, a regiment of light cavalry that had been earmarked for the Crimean War. Seager was soon ordered to embark with his two horses, Jerry and Malta.

On 2 May 1854 Seager boarded the troopship. ‘Poor Emily,’ he wrote to his brother, ‘was on the pier as we left and I saw her standing there for a long time. Take care of her and my beloved children.’ The ship ran into a gale in the English Channel. There were eighty-two horses aboard and the rolling of the vessel made them frantic. Each time the ship heeled over, every horse dashed forward trying to get free, making a fearful noise with their hooves and some of them, as Seager put it, actually ‘screaming with terror’. Three horses died during the night. ‘We threw them overboard the next day.’ Seager’s mare took it all very quietly but Jerry ‘was so frightened that he got his feet in his manger, struggled violently and at last fell down’. His legs were quite badly cut and Seager had to enlist a few men to help him heave Jerry to his feet again. The horse survived for only another five months.

Another, much more serious crisis hit the regiment while they were being held in Bulgaria before joining the fighting. ‘A far worse enemy than the Russians is amongst us,’ Seager wrote home. Disease – cholera, fever and dysentery – was prompting ‘a funeral nearly every evening’. Finally, to Seager’s relief, the regiment was shipped across to the Crimea and landed with some difficulty on a beach. On 20 September it helped scatter a Russian force waiting at the River Alma to block their advance on Sebastopol. By the end of the month Seager’s 8th Hussars were posted outside Sebastopol guarding the approaches to the alliance’s supply base at the port of Balaclava.

They expected to do more than just protect supply lines. Cavalry, both heavy and light, played a key role in nineteenth century warfare. The less heavily equipped cavalry made natural scouts. Both types of mounted troops could be thrown against enemy infantry lines, and, in the moment of victory, chase down those who fled.

The 8th Hussars formed part of a light cavalry brigade of some 600 men and their horses led by Lord Cardigan, brother-in-law of the overall cavalry commander Lord Lucan. The two men were known to be fierce rivals who couldn’t stand each other. Seager had little time for either of them. He reckoned Lord Cardigan had made a hash of the beach landing in the Crimea, and Lucan he described as ‘Lord Look-on’, hopelessly cautious. In the morning of 25 October a large force of Russian infantry and cavalry seized a ridge north of Balaclava. They were only stopped short of invading the base by the prompt resistance of the 93rd Highlanders and several charges by the Heavy Brigade of cavalry. To their chagrin the Light Brigade were not called on to help with this counter-attack on the retreating Russians. The 8th Hussars had to sit in their saddles and watch. But not for long.

When the Russians overran the ridge earlier on, the British retreated, leaving precious guns behind. Lord Raglan, the commander of the whole British army, ordered Lucan’s cavalry to advance and stop the Russians carrying off the British weapons. It was the first order in what would become the most infamous chain of commands in military history. Raglan gave his order to Captain Louis Nolan, who passed it on to Lord Lucan, who finally handed it to Lord Cardigan. Raglan’s order was for the cavalry ‘to advance rapidly to the front – follow the enemy and try to prevent the enemy carrying away the guns’. This was almost certainly intended only to trigger a cavalry advance to recapture the British guns on the ridge. But when Lucan asked Nolan where he should attack, Nolan replied, gesturing at the valley beyond the ridge, ‘There, my lord, there are your guns,’ and he pointed to a line of Russian guns way down at the far end of the valley. Lucan then took the order to the next link in the chain, Seager’s brigade commander, Lord Cardigan. Cardigan was astonished: the valley he was being told to enter was about a mile long with Russian guns and riflemen along both sides of it and a line of Russian guns at the end of it. ‘Cannon to right of them, Cannon to left of them’: Tennyson’s reference to the ‘valley of Death’ was no exaggeration. Cardigan exclaimed that it was lunacy, but Lucan insisted. The two antagonistic brothers-in-law argued for a time but orders were orders: Lucan was a two-star general passing on to Cardigan, a mere one-star brigadier general, the orders of three-star General Raglan. Whether or not Lucan or Nolan had misinterpreted the orders deliberately or by accident, the orders had to be obeyed.

Seager and the men of the 8th Hussars had spent the morning awaiting the orders of their commanding officer Lieutenant Colonel Frederick Shewell, whose face was almost invisible behind a great thicket of hair that hid all but his eyes. Shewell wasn’t popular: he was a strict religious disciplinarian who always went into battle with an open Bible propped up on his saddle. Only that morning he’d shouted at a man smoking his pipe that he was a disgrace to the regiment and should stop smoking at once. When Cardigan’s order came, Shewell didn’t hesitate. The Light Brigade formed up in three lines, Cardigan in the lead, Shewell’s 8th Hussars at the rear. ‘We advanced at a trot,’ Seager wrote home the following day, ‘and soon came under fire … from cannon and rifles’ on both sides. ‘The fire was tremendous, shells bursting among us, cannon balls tearing the earth up and rifle balls coming like hail. Still on we went, never altering our pace or breaking up in the least, except that our men and horses were gradually knocked over.’ Seager and what was left of his squadron swerved from side to side to avoid the dead and wounded. ‘Many of the poor fellows looked piteously at us for assistance but on we went. We had received our orders and neither shot nor shell, although it was cutting us down in every direction, would prevent our obeying them.’

The full horror of what Lucan and Cardigan had ordered their men into was now hideously clear. Six hundred horsemen had lined up at the valley’s mouth only moments earlier, their six regiments a blaze of colour, the riders confident and eager to fight. Less than two or three minutes later the lethal effect of fire from three directions at sometimes point-blank range left scores of troopers dead and wounded. Many more were thrown off their wounded and dying horses; blood and swirling dust were everywhere.

Seager saw brother officers fall one after the other. ‘Poor Fitzgibbon was shot through the body and fell … Clowes’s horse was shot under him and the last seen of him he was walking towards where he started from and we suppose he was taken prisoner or killed … Clutterbuck, who was on my left, got wounded in the right foot … and Tomkinson who commanded the squadron had his horse shot under him.’ But all the men still mounted rode straight on. None thought to try to escape. As William Howard Russell of The Times newspaper reported: ‘They swept proudly past, glittering in the morning sun in all the pride and splendour of war. We could hardly believe the evidence of our senses. Surely that handful of men were not going to charge an army in position? Alas! It was but too true – their desperate valour knew no bounds, and far indeed was it removed from its so-called better part – discretion.’

As the charge reached the Russian lines, with men and officers falling all around him, Seager took command of the squadron and moved to the front. His horse Malta was hit by a ball through the neck just above the windpipe but ‘went bravely on’. A large body of Russian lancers then appeared in the rear and Seager shouted to the colonel to allow his men to wheel around to face this new threat. ‘They were three deep with lances levelled,’ Seager recalled. ‘I parried the first fellow’s lance, the one behind him I cut over the head, which no doubt he will remember for some time, and as I was recovering my sword I found the third fellow making a tremendous point at my body.’ Seager managed to stop the point of the lance with the hilt of his sword. The lance’s point penetrated the metal bars of the hilt and grazed the skin on top of his second finger. It then passed right through his little finger between the second and top joint. Seager wrote that he’d probably be officially listed as ‘wounded’ but actually: ‘I have only got a slight scratch that might look interesting in a drawing room.’ He felt very little pain and managed to write the letter home in spite of his wound.

Once he’d passed through the Russian lancers, through the gunfire and smoke, Seager spotted his surviving comrades including his commanding officer retreating towards the British lines. He tried not to bunch up with them: ‘We had to go through the fire in a scattered manner so as not to give them a chance of killing us.’ He also saw a larger body of lancers coming up on his left to cut him off, so ‘I put Malta to her speed and she soon got out of their reach, but the shot and rifle balls flew in great quantities, shells bursting just over my head with an awful crash.’

Seager finally found his way back safely out of reach of the fire, and counted the cost. ‘That any of the Light Cavalry Brigade returned through the cross fire kept upon us was through the great providence of God to whom I am grateful more than I can express.’ Nearly half the 600 men who charged with the Light Brigade were killed, wounded or taken prisoner. No fewer than 355 horses were killed or had to be put down afterwards.

Seager’s unit won much praise for wheeling to attack the lancers, although he was upset that his colonel got the credit for it. Seager himself had after all persuaded him to give the order. But he wrote that everyone was saying the charge of the Light Brigade was ‘a most gallant exploit … never excelled in history’. ‘C’est magnifique mais ce n’est pas la guerre,’ commented a French commanding general in the Crimea, Pierre Bosquet. Nevertheless what Seager and his comrades did soon made them a legend. Little more than a month after the event Tennyson published his immortal lines ‘Half a league, half a league, half a league onward … ’, and the reputation of the British cavalry received a much needed boost. Nearly half a century earlier the Duke of Wellington had lambasted his horsemen for their debatable contribution to his victories in the Napoleonic Wars. The Crimea restored the cavalry to the pantheon of heroes.

The argument rumbles on over who precisely was responsible for the order that resulted in such a tragic loss of life. No one was able later to cross-question Captain Nolan, the man who delivered it, since he was blown to pieces in the first moments of the charge. Some suggest that he saw Cardigan heading in a direction other than the one he, Nolan, had intended, and that he raced frantically across the front of the charge in order to try to abort it. However it happened, the suicidal onslaught was utter lunacy and a shameful indictment of the poor quality of British military leadership. Thanks to William Howard Russell, one of the first war correspondents, and others such as Florence Nightingale the British public became aware of the serious deficiencies in their armed forces.

Edward Seager echoed the general disenchantment with the army leadership. Of Lord Cardigan he wrote: ‘If pomposity and bluster are the requisites for command, he is the man.’ Seager credited him with going up to the Russian guns ‘gallantly enough’, but accused him of cowardice when on ‘finding it no joke he bolted and left his brigade to get back the best way they could.’ Cardigan left the Crimea before Christmas pleading ill health. As for Lucan, ‘he has not the head for the command, and if we do not get someone with their wits about him we shall someday have another Balaclava.’ Raglan, the commander-in-chief, agreed: ‘You have lost the Light Brigade,’ he told Lucan who was sent home in early 1855. A rumour went around that Cardigan would be recalled to the Crimea to replace Lucan, and Seager observed: ‘If he does, we all feel that having lost one Cavalry division, we shall soon lose another.’ In the event Cardigan did not return and the war in the Crimea wore on – increasingly unpopular – for another year until the final defeat of the Russians at the collapse of Sebastopol in early 1856.

By January 1855 – with a whole year of the war still to run – Seager was in despair about what further contribution the cavalry could make. ‘The Light cavalry, I am sorry to say, is no longer in being. In another month, I don’t suppose there will be another horse alive in the Brigade.’ In early 1855 he was posted back to Turkey to supervise a new cavalry depot there. Here he met the famous Florence Nightingale and was not impressed: ‘I cannot say that I have much respect for women that step far out of their places and stations in this life,’ he wrote to his brother. By the time Seager went home, the widely praised nurse had become an established figure in the Crimean War medical service ‘not much to her credit or feminine feelings’. Seager also claims that Nightingale was unpopular with many others during the Crimean campaign: ‘The officers here don’t feel at all inclined to subscribe to the Nightingale fund. She would never allow a nurse to attend an officer, let him be ever so ill.’ Seager did go on to admit that he knew nothing ‘from my own observations’.

At the end of his year helping to rebuild the cavalry he proudly proclaimed in a letter to his brother that it was ‘now in first rate condition. The cavalry here are all very strong.’ But thankfully they were never required to fight any new Balaclavas, and Seager returned home to Emily and his children in the summer of 1856. He retired as a lieutenant general in 1881 and died two years later at the age of seventy.
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