
[image: image]


 

 

THE MAMMOTH BOOK OF

HEROES


 

 

Also available

The Mammoth Book of Awesome Comic Fantasy

The Mammoth Book of Battles

The Mammoth Book of Best New Horror 2000

The Mammoth Book of Best New Science Fiction 14

The Mammoth Book of Bridge

The Mammoth Book of British Kings & Queens

The Mammoth Book of Chess

The Mammoth Book of Comic Fantasy

The Mammoth Book of Endurance and Adventure

The Mammoth Book of Erotic Photography

The Mammoth Book of Fantasy

The Mammoth Book of Great Detective Stories

The Mammoth Book of Haunted House Stories

The Mammoth Book of Hearts of Oak

The Mammoth Book of Historical Whodunnits

The Mammoth Book of How It Happened

The Mammoth Book of How It Happened in Britain

The Mammoth Book of Jack the Ripper

The Mammoth Book of Jokes

The Mammoth Book of Legal Thrillers

The Mammoth Book of Life Before the Mast

The Mammoth Book of Locked-Room Mysteries and Impossible Crimes

The Mammoth Book of Men O’War

The Mammoth Book of Murder

The Mammoth Book of Murder and Science

The Mammoth Book of Private Lives

The Mammoth Book of Pulp Action

The Mammoth Book of Puzzles

The Mammoth Book of SAS & Elite Forces

The Mammoth Book of Seriously Comic Fantasy

The Mammoth Book of Sex, Drugs & Rock ’n’ Roll

The Mammoth Book of Soldiers at War

The Mammoth Book of Sword & Honour

The Mammoth Book of the Edge

The Mammoth Book of The West

The Mammoth Book of True Crime (New Edition)

The Mammoth Book of True War Stories

The Mammoth Book of UFOs

The Mammoth Book of Unsolved Crimes

The Mammoth Book of Vampire Stories by Women

The Mammoth Book of War Correspondents

The Mammoth Book of Women Who Kill

The Mammoth Book of the World’s Greatest Chess Games

The Mammoth Encyclopedia of Science Fiction

The Mammoth Encyclopedia of Unsolved Mysteries


THE MAMMOTH BOOK OF

HEROES

True Stories from 1000 BC to the present

Edited by Jon E. Lewis

ROBINSON
London


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Constable & Robinson Ltd
55–56 Russell Square
London WC1B 4HP
www.constablerobinson.com

First published in the UK by Robinson,
an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd 2002

Collection and editorial material copyright © J. Lewis-Stempel 2002

All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in
Publication Data is available from the British Library

ISBN 1–84119–594–4
eISBN 978–1–78033–725–8

Printed and bound in the EU


 

 

These are deeds which should not pass away,
And names that must not wither
Byron, Childe Harold, Canto III, Stanza 1xvii

You ready? Let’s roll
Todd Beamer, United Airlines Flight 93

We can be heroes/Just for one day
David Bowie, “Heroes”, Low


 

 

For my hero, Tristram
For my heroines, Freda and Penny
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INTRODUCTION

At some point in the late 20th century, heroism died in the Western world. There were individual heroic acts, certainly, but the age was not sympathetic to the heroic ideal. “Whatever happened to all of the heroes?” sang the English punk band The Stranglers. “No more heroes anymore”, was the anthemic reply. This observation was not confined to the nihilist edge of British pop culture in the oil-crisis ridden 1970s. “They’re hard to find”, lamented a major American weekly magazine about heroes in August 2001.

Rarely, of course, has a statement been proven so wrong. A bare three weeks later, on September 11, Islamic terrorists flew passenger planes into the World Trade Center and the Pentagon with the loss of thousands of lives. As the terrorists presumably intended, the Western world changed on September 11 – but not in the way they wished. The decadent West did not roll over on its back; instead it rediscovered some old-fashioned virtues. Duty, compassion, faith, altruism, and greater even than these, heroism. What will always be remembered about that day is the valour of firefighters, police and rescue services in the avalanche of death, and the bravery of the passengers of flight UA93 as they sought to overcome their hijackers. The commentators ceased to remark on heroism’s demise, only on its importance to modern life.

The strange death and resurrection of heroism requires some explanation. Once upon a time, even as late as the 1950s, every little boy and girl was brought up on a diet of heroes and heroic deeds: Columbus sailing the ocean blue, Florence Nightingale, the Alamo, Rorke’s Drift, Harriet Tubman . . . An appreciation of the heroic was part of the training for life, and had been since humankind could first tell stories or pass down remembrances (think of the world’s body of heroic literature and legend, from Beowulf to The Odyssey). The heroic started going out of fashion in the West in the 1950s, with the advent of the “teenager”. Until that decade, youth had always been a minaturized carbon-copy of its parent, but the new phenomenon of “teenage” set youth against parent. In effect, this turned teenagers against the heroic – for parents are always the first heroes of children – and their parents’ essentially conservative value systems . . . and eventually all value systems. The point was neatly made in the 1953 film The Wild One, the quintessential teen movie. Marlon Brando’s motorcycle boy is asked “What ya rebelling against?” “Whaddya got?” he replies.

It was all downhill for heroism after the 1950s, although the 1960s offered the contradiction of simultaneous revolutionary iconoclasm and heroic labour for noble ideals (the black civil rights movement, for example). But, when the optimism of the 1960s was murdered by Hell’s Angels at the Rolling Stones’ Altamont concert, the slip-slide of heroism became a fullscale runaway. The nadir was reached in the cynical, consumerist, cocaine-fuelled 1980s. In The Talmud the question is asked, “Who is a hero?” And the answer is, “He who has conquered his evil inclinations.” Evil inclinations were more applauded than conquered in the 1980s, when money and fame were the only gods. Thus, there were scarcely any heroes in that age, only anti-heroes and celebrities. The emblem of the anti-heroes, or amoralists, was Gordon Gecko, the company trader in Oliver Stone’s 1987 Wall Street; the emblematic celebrity was every wannabee prepared to humiliate themselves on Blind Date or Oprah for their statutory Warholian 15 minutes of fame. No one got famous for good works anymore, only good looks, shopping, self-abasement, scandal and, preferably, victimhood. Of course, if you could do all five – like Madonna or the Princess of Wales – you could reach that stellar state of renown once reserved for the likes of Jesus Christ, George Washington, Joan of Arc, or Winston Churchill.

And so did heroism bump along abysmally for twenty years, until September 11 2001, when suddenly there were heroes galore. They had of course been there all along; it was just that the West had been blinded to them by the reflected tawdry dazzle of money and Hello! celebrity. They being the people who faced adversity – death even – to help others. And they did it not for the dollars or the pounds – hell, they were often poorly paid – or for the exposure on the TV but because of a sense of public duty, decency even. They were people like firefighters and rescue workers at Ground Zero. And when the West learned to see heroism again – for that is what happened on September 11 – it could see it everywhere, in the men and women who push the boundaries of science and human endeavour, in those who stand firm for their rights against tyranny, in those who serve to protect us. Of course, it was lost on no one that in valuing heroes the Western world was valuing what was best in itself.

There were some less obvious lessons in September 11. How, for instance, to explain the heroic acts undertaken by “ordinary” people, the combative passengers of Flight UA93 in particular? And, why were some people heroic but not others? The answer lies, in all probability, in Nurture as much as it does in Nature. Certainly, some people seem to be born risk-takers (and nobody was ever a hero without taking a risk), but heroism also rests on the psychological foundations of self-confidence, self-esteem and empathy; a hero-in-waiting, after all, must not only feel that she or he can affect the outcome of a given situation but must wish to do so. Self-confidence, self-esteem and empathy are qualities learned in childhood. This leads full-circle to why previous generations were fed of an evening on the deeds of heroes. Heroism can be learned. Those “non-professionals” who acted heroically on September 11 almost certainly did so because they were taught cardinal virtues at their parents’ knee.

The learned nature of heroism means more than the enabling of the individual to act heroically. (Though it might be argued that many individuals would profit more from reading Ernest Shackleton’s South or M.R.D. Foot’s account of the Second World War resistance fighter Witold Pilecki – extracts from both of which appear on the following pages – than any amount of counselling or analysis.) A society educated in heroism will become heroic itself. The citizens of Britain endured alone the tyranny of Hitler for a whole year between the fall of France and the outbreak of fighting in Russia. They did so because as children they were taught about the defeat of the Armada, about Henry V at Agincourt, about the frostbitten Titus Oates sacrificing his life so that his fellow explorers at the South Pole might have a better chance to live. (“I am just going outside and may be some time”, said Oates.) Heroic “primers”, recounting such deeds used to be commonplace. The greatest of these was Thomas Carlyle’s “On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History” which was a philosophical examination of heroism, but also a book of moral instruction by historical example, a book by which Carlyle intended to shape a nation’s (Britain’s) character, indeed.

It would be egotistical and rash to compare this book with Carlyle’s, but its purpose, above the provision of the time-honoured “good read”, is an avowedly moral one: to show, by illustration from the past, what heroism is, what it looks like, and why we should and could emulate it. If you want, it’s a DIY book of heroism, with handy best-case examples from Ancient Greece to September 11, 2001, ranging through war to science to exploration to sport. Some of the examples are sure to irk, even to provoke, for heroism crosses political boundaries; the heroic don’t always fight for the same causes (Ron Kovic was heroic in his struggle against the Vietnam war, just as Lt.-Col. Joe M. Jackson was in fighting it), but the way they fight is the same: selfless, dutiful, virtuous (never for the dollars), constant and always against the odds, be these odds superior numbers in battle, the opinion of the crowd, the forces of Nature.

There is one outstanding component of heroism, which is even greater than these. This is courage. For that reason, this anthology also presents many stories of courage, so that this quality may be seen clearly and often. Courage and heroism are, of course, quite distinct: the heroic is always courageous, but the courageous is not always heroic. Courage can be bought for money, it can be generated by self-interest. The pugilist Tom Hickman showed immense courage in his bare-knuckle fight with Bill Neate in 1821, but it was prompted solely by the size of the purse and desire for reputation. He makes these pages because his endurance and his “self-possession” (as Hazlitt has it) in battering, bloody round upon round was something to behold. And still is.

Hickman’s courage, then, was physical courage. There is another sort, which is moral courage, the arguing of one’s beliefs. Everyone vaunts physical courage (the Nazis did, Stalin did), but moral courage – such as that shown by Emile Zola in defending the Jewish Dreyfus in the anti-semitic France of 1898 – is more problematic. In general, the society which values moral courage is itself moral. The societies of Hitler and Stalin never did and never were. Even so, it is always the threat of physical pain up to and including death which tests human bravery most absolutely, most perfectly. Since this threat is most often found in war, I have included a number of battlefield stories.

A last comment. This volume is not intended to be read page to page. It is, instead, a book to browse, to dip into; the contents list will direct anyone in search of particular examples. There is no great over-arching order, only that which seems to me to provide variety and thought-provocation. That said, I have consciously put the epic of the Spartans at Thermopylae at the beginning, since this is surely the benchmark of heroism, the event by which all heroic deeds are to be judged.

And a final hope. I hope that the reader will be left enlightened in the heroic landmarks of our past and depart inspired by them. Ralph Waldo Emerson once wrote, “whoever is heroic will always find crises to try their edge.” He might equally have written, “Crises will always find us, but we will only get the edge on them by being heroic.” The hero resides in us all.


THE SPARTANS AT THERMOPYLAE

Charlotte Yonge

It was in 480 BC that Xerxes of Persia led his army into Greece, to be met by the Spartans in the narrow gorge of Thermopylae. Although the Spartans were defeated, their stand at Thermopylae inspired the Greeks to later victory and entered the annals of history as the byword for steadfast courage against insuperable odds.

“Stranger, bear this message to the Spartans, that we lie here obedient to their laws.”1

There was trembling in Greece. “The Great King,” as the Greeks called the chief potentate of the East, whose domains stretched from the Indian Caucasus to the Ægæus, from the Caspian to the Red Sea, was marshalling his forces against the little free states that nestled amid the rocks and gulfs of the Eastern Mediterranean. Already had his might devoured the cherished colonies of the Greeks on the eastern shore of the Archipelago, and every traitor to home institutions found a ready asylum at that despotic court, and tried to revenge his own wrongs by whispering incitements to invasion. “All people, nations, and languages,” was the commencement of the decrees of that monarch’s court; and it was scarcely a vain boast, for his satraps ruled over subject kingdoms, and among his tributary nations he counted the Chaldean, with his learning and old civilization, the wise and steadfast Jew, the skilful Phœnician, the learned Egyptian, the wild freebooting Arab of the desert, the dark-skinned Ethiopian, and over all these ruled the keen-witted, active native Persian race, the conquerors of all the rest, and led by a chosen band proudly called the Immortal. His many capitals – Babylon the great, Susa, Persepolis, and the like – were names of dreamy splendour to the Greeks, described now and then by Ionians from Asia Minor who had carried their tribute to the king’s own feet, or by courtier slaves who had escaped with difficulty from being all too serviceable at the tyrannic court. And the lord of this enormous empire was about to launch his countless host against the little cluster of states the whole of which together would hardly equal one province of the huge Asiatic realm! Moreover, it was a war not only on the men, but on their gods. The Persians were zealous adorers of the sun and of fire; they abhorred the idol-worship of the Greeks, and defiled and plundered every temple that fell in their way. Death and desolation were almost the best that could be looked for at such hands; slavery and torture from cruelly barbarous masters would only too surely be the lot of numbers should their land fall a prey to the conquerors.

True it was that ten years back the former Great King had sent his best troops to be signally defeated upon the coast of Attica; but the losses at Marathon had but stimulated the Persian lust of conquest, and the new King Xerxes was gathering together such myriads of men as should crush down the Greeks and overrun their country by mere force of numbers.

The muster-place was at Sardis, and there Greek spies had seen the multitudes assembling and the state and magnificence of the king’s attendants. Envoys had come from him to demand earth and water from each state in Greece, as emblems that land and sea were his; but each state was resolved to be free, and only Thessaly, that which lay first in his path, consented to yield the token of subjugation. A council was held at the Isthmus of Corinth, and attended by deputies from all the states of Greece, to consider of the best means of defence. The ships of the enemy would coast round the shores of the Ægean Sea, the land army would cross the Hellespont on a bridge of boats lashed together, and march southwards into Greece. The only hope of averting the danger lay in defending such passages as, from the nature of the ground, were so narrow that only a few persons could fight hand to hand at once, so that courage would be of more avail than numbers.

The first of these passes was called Tempe, and a body of troops was sent to guard it; but they found that this was useless and impossible, and came back again. The next was at Thermopylæ. Look in your map of the Archipelago, or Ægean Sea, as it was then called, for the great island of Negropont, or by its old name, Eubœa. It looks like a piece broken off from the coast, and to the north is shaped like the head of a bird, with the beak running into a gulf, that would fit over it, upon the mainland, and between the island and the coast is an exceedingly narrow strait. The Persian army would have to march round the edge of the gulf. They could not cut straight across the country, because the ridge of mountains called Œta rose up and barred their way. Indeed, the woods, rocks, and precipices came down so near the seashore that in two places there was only room for one single wheel track between the steeps and the impassable morass that formed the border of the gulf on its south side. These two very narrow places were called the gates of the pass, and were about a mile apart. There was a little more width left in the intervening space; but in this there were a number of springs of warm mineral water, salt and sulphurous, which were used for the sick to bathe in, and thus the place was called Thermopylæ, or the Hot Gates. A wall had once been built across the westernmost of these narrow places, when the Thessalians and Phocians, who lived on either side of it, had been at war with one another; but it had been allowed to go to decay, since the Phocians had found out that there was a very steep, narrow mountain path along the bed of a torrent by which it was possible to cross from one territory to the other without going round this marshy coast road.

This was therefore an excellent place to defend. The Greek ships were all drawn up on the farther side of Eubœa to prevent the Persian vessels from getting into the strait and landing men beyond the pass, and a division of the army was sent off to guard the Hot Gates. The council at the Isthmus did not know of the mountain pathway, and thought that all would be safe as long as the Persians were kept out of the coast path.

The troops sent for this purpose were from different cities, and amounted to about 4,000, who were to keep the pass against two millions. The leader of them was Leonidas, who had newly become one of the two kings of Sparta, the city that above all in Greece trained its sons to be hardy soldiers, dreading death infinitely less than shame. Leonidas had already made up his mind that the expedition would probably be his death, perhaps because a prophecy had been given at the Temple at Delphi that Sparta should be saved by the death of one of her kings of the race of Hercules. He was allowed by law to take with him 300 men, and these he chose most carefully, not merely for their strength and courage, but selecting those who had sons, so that no family might be altogether destroyed. These Spartans, with their helots or slaves, made up his own share of the numbers, but all the army was under his generalship. It is even said that the 300 celebrated their own funeral rites before they set out, lest they should be deprived of them by the enemy, since, as we have already seen, it was the Greek belief that the spirits of the dead found no rest till their obsequies had been performed. Such preparations did not daunt the spirits of Leonidas and his men; and his wife, Gorgo, was not a woman to be faint-hearted or hold him back. Long before, when she was a very little girl, a word of hers had saved her father from listening to a traitorous message from the King of Persia; and every Spartan lady was bred up to be able to say to those she best loved that they must come home from battle “with the shield or on it” – either carrying it victoriously or borne upon it as a corpse.

When Leonidas came to Thermopylæ, the Phocians told him of the mountain path through the chestnut woods of Mount Œta, and begged to have the privilege of guarding it on a spot high up on the mountain side, assuring him that it was very hard to find at the other end, and that there was every probability that the enemy would never discover it. He consented, and encamping around the warm springs, caused the broken wall to be repaired and made ready to meet the foe.

The Persian army were seen covering the whole country like locusts, and the hearts of some of the southern Greeks in the pass began to sink. Their homes in the Peloponnesus were comparatively secure: had they not better fall back and reserve themselves to defend the Isthmus of Corinth? But Leonidas, though Sparta was safe below the Isthmus, had no intention of abandoning his northern allies, and kept the other Peloponnesians to their posts, only sending messengers for further help.

Presently a Persian on horseback rode up to reconnoitre the pass. He could not see over the wall, but in front of it and on the ramparts he saw the Spartans, some of them engaged in active sports, and others in combing their long hair. He rode back to the king, and told him what he had seen. Now, Xerxes had in his camp an exiled Spartan prince, named Demartus, who had become a traitor to his country, and was serving as counsellor to the enemy. Xerxes sent for him, and asked whether his countrymen were mad to be thus employed instead of fleeing away; but Demartus made answer that a hard fight was no doubt in preparation, and that it was the custom of the Spartans to array their hair with especial care when they were about to enter upon any great peril. Xerxes would, however, not believe that so petty a force could intend to resist him, and waited four days, probably expecting his fleet to assist him; but as it did not appear, the attack was made.

The Greeks, stronger men and more heavily armed, were far better able to fight to advantage than the Persians with their short spears and wicker shields, and beat them off with great ease. It is said that Xerxes three times leapt off his throne in despair at the sight of his troops being driven backwards; and thus for two days it seemed as easy to force a way through the Spartans as through the rocks themselves. Nay, how could slavish troops, dragged from home to spread the victories of an ambitious king, fight like freemen who felt that their strokes were to defend their homes and children?

But on that evening a wretched man, named Ephialtes, crept into the Persian camp, and offered, for a great sum of money, to show the mountain path that would enable the enemy to take the brave defenders in the rear. A Persian general, named Hydarnes, was sent off at nightfall with a detachment to secure this passage, and was guided through the thick forests that clothed the hillside. In the stillness of the air, at daybreak, the Phocian guards of the path were startled by the crackling of the chestnut leaves under the tread of many feet. They started up, but a shower of arrows was discharged on them, and forgetting all save the present alarm, they fled to a higher part of the mountain, and the enemy, without waiting to pursue them, began to descend.

As day dawned, morning light showed the watchers of the Grecian camp below a glittering and shimmering in the torrent bed where the shaggy forests opened; but it was not the sparkle of water, but the shine of gilded helmets and the gleaming of silvered spears! Moreover, a Cimmerian crept over to the wall from the Persian camp with tidings that the path had been betrayed; that the enemy were climbing it, and would come down beyond the eastern Gate. Still, the way was rugged and circuitous, the Persians would hardly descend before midday, and there was ample time for the Greeks to escape before they could thus be shut in by the enemy.

There was a short council held over the morning sacrifice. Megistias, the seer, on inspecting the entrails of the slain victim, declared, as well he might, that their appearance boded disaster. Him Leonidas ordered to retire, but he refused, though he sent home his only son. There was no disgrace to an ordinary tone of mind in leaving a post that could not be held, and Leonidas recommended all the allied troops under his command to march away while yet the way was open. As to himself and his Spartans, they had made up their minds to die at their post, and there could be no doubt that the example of such a resolution would do more to save Greece than their best efforts could ever do if they were careful to reserve themselves for another occasion.

All the allies consented to retreat, except the eighty men who came from Mycæne and the 700 Thespians, who declared that they would not desert Leonidas. There were also 400 Thebans who remained; and thus the whole number that stayed with Leonidas to confront two million of enemies were fourteen hundred warriors, besides the helots or attendants on the 300 Spartans, whose number is not known, but there was probably at least one to each. Leonidas had two kinsmen in the camp, like himself claiming the blood of Hercules, and he tried to save them by giving them letters and messages to Sparta; but one answered that “he had come to fight, not to carry letters,” and the other that “his deeds would tell all that Sparta wished to know.” Another Spartan, named Dienices, when told that the enemy’s archers were so numerous that their arrows darkened the sun, replied, “So much the better: we shall fight in the shade.” Two of the 300 had been sent to a neighbouring village, suffering severely from a complaint in the eyes. One of them, called Eurytus, put on his armour, and commanded his helot to lead him to his place in the ranks; the other, called Aristodemus, was so overpowered with illness that he allowed himself to be carried away with the retreating allies. It was still early in the day when all were gone, and Leonidas gave the word to his men to take their last meal. “To-night,” he said, “we shall sup with Pluto.”

Hitherto he had stood on the defensive, and had husbanded the lives of his men; but he now desired to make as great a slaughter as possible, so as to inspire the enemy with dread of the Grecian name. He therefore marched out beyond the wall, without waiting to be attacked, and the battle began. The Persian captains went behind their wretched troops and scourged them on to the fight with whips! Poor wretches! they were driven on to be slaughtered, pierced with the Greek spears, hurled into the sea, or trampled into the mud of the morass; but their inexhaustible numbers told at length. The spears of the Greeks broke under hard service, and their swords alone remained; they began to fall, and Leonidas himself was among the first of the slain. Hotter than ever was the fight over his corpse, and two Persian princes, brothers of Xerxes, were there killed; but at length word was brought that Hydarnes was over the pass, and that the few remaining men were thus enclosed on all sides. The Spartans and Thespians made their way to a little hillock within the wall, resolved to let this be the place of their last stand; but the hearts of the Thebans failed them, and they came towards the Persians holding out their hands in entreaty for mercy. Quarter was given to them, but they were all branded with the king’s mark as untrustworthy deserters. The helots probably at this time escaped into the mountains; while the small desperate band stood side by side on the hill still fighting to the last, some with swords, others with daggers, others even with their hands and teeth, till not one living man remained amongst them when the sun went down. There was only a mound of slain, bristled over with arrows.

Twenty thousand Persians had died before that handful of men! Xerxes asked Demaratus if there were many more at Sparta like these, and was told there were 8,000. It must have been with a somewhat failing heart that he invited his courtiers from the fleet to see what he had done to the men who dared to oppose him, and showed them the head and arm of Leonidas set up upon a cross but he took care that all his own slain, except 1,000, should first be put out of sight. The body of the brave king was buried where he fell, as were those of the other dead. Much envied were they by the unhappy Aristodemus, who found himself called by no name but the “Coward,” and was shunned by all his fellow-citizens. No one would give him fire or water, and after a year of misery he redeemed his honour by perishing in the forefront of the battle of Platæa, which was the last blow that drove the Persians ingloriously from Greece.



1 Simonides: Epitaph on the tomb of the Spartans who fell at Thermopylae.


“LET’S ROLL”

Toby Harnden, Daily Telegraph, 18 September 2001

On the humdrum morning of September 11 2001 fanatics from the Al-Qaeda terror group hijacked four American airliners. Of these, two were flown into the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in New York, while another crashed into the Pentagon – all symbolic targets, all full of human life. The terrorists’ plan to use the fourth plane, flight UA93, as a flying bomb went awry when its passengers and crew staged a fight back. As a result of this resistance, led in part by passenger Todd Beamer, flight UA93 crashed not into the capitol, its probable intended target, but a lonely disused quarry in Pennsylvania, thereby saving hundreds, even thousands of American lives. There were no survivors aboard flight UA93 itself.

America discovered another posthumous hero yesterday when a computer executive emerged as a leader of the passengers who tackled hijackers at the controls of Flight 93. The last recorded words of Todd Beamer were: “Are you guys ready? Let’s roll.” Minutes later the Boeing 757, which officials think was heading for the Capitol in Washington, crashed near Shanksville, Pennsylvania, with the loss of all 44 on board.

Mr Beamer, 32, who worked for Oracle Corporation in New Jersey, had telephoned a GTE Airfone operator and told her one passenger had been stabbed to death and the two pilots injured. One hijacker appeared to have a bomb strapped to his waist.

The operator, Lisa Jefferson, took the call at 9.45am. By this time Mr Beamer and others on board knew from other mobile phone calls that two planes had crashed into the World Trade Centre.

Some passengers were being guarded in the first class section, but most, including Mr Beamer, had been herded into the rear. He told Miss Jefferson that a group of men planned to “jump” the hijackers.

“We’re going to do something,” he said. “I know I’m not going to get out of this.” Together, he and Miss Jefferson recited the Lord’s Prayer and the 23rd Psalm: “The Lord is my shepherd . . . Though I walk in the vale of death’s shadow, I fear not, with You at my side.”

After Mr Beamer said “Let’s roll”, Miss Jefferson heard screams and an intense scuffle before the line went dead. It was just before 10am and moments later Flight 93 plunged into a corn field.

Unlike other passengers, Mr Beamer did not call a loved one to say goodbye. Instead, he made Miss Jefferson promise to telephone his pregnant wife, Lisa and their sons David, three, and Andrew, one. “Tell her I love her and the boys.”

Mrs Beamer said: “When the plane started to fly erratically, he said he knew he wouldn’t make it out of there.” Her husband’s heroism had “made my life worth living again”.

Vice-President Dick Cheney said he believed the terrorists were intending to crash Flight 93 into the Capitol, while the primary target of Flight 77, which devastated part of the Pentagon, was the White House.

James Smith, a Capitol Hill staffer who studied with Mr Beamer at Wheaton College, Illinois, said it was “incredible” that his former classmate’s actions might have saved his life and those of hundreds around Congress.

“He was a real athlete, a basketball player who hung around the jocks at college. But he was a quiet, smart guy with a nice smile. You always got the sense that he had done his homework.”

The hijackers appear to have found themselves against at least five powerful men determined to strike back.

Jeremy Glick, 31, was a college rugby player and judo champion. He telephoned his wife, Lyzabeth, to say there was talk of “rushing” the hijackers. After telling her he loved her, he said: “We decided we’re going to do it.”

Mark Bingham, also 31 and a former college rugby player, Thomas Burnett, 38, a California businessman, and Louis Nacke, 42, a weightlifter with a Superman logo tattooed on his arm, are also believed to have taken part.

“He [Mr Nacke] was a warm, smiling individual who jumped right into every situation, a guy who couldn’t do enough for you,” said Robert Weisberg, his father-in-law.

After tackling the hijacker guarding them, all five would have had to charge up the aisle to storm the cockpit.

The body of a male crew member, bound hand and foot, was found yesterday. Earlier, the body of a flight attendant was found with her hands bound.


THE HABIT AND VIRTUE OF COURAGE

Aristotle

Written by the Greek philosopher in 350 BC.

. . . by doing the acts that we do in our transactions with other men we become just or unjust, and by doing the acts that we do in the presence of danger, and being habituated to feel fear or confidence, we become brave or cowardly . . . for by being habituated to despise things that are terrible and to stand our ground against them we become brave, and it is when we have become so that we shall be most able to stand our ground against them.


THE FACE OF COURAGE

M.R.D. Foot

The Nazi holocaust produced the 20th century’s darkest moments; it also produced its most shining examples of moral and physical courage. Witold Pilecki was a Polish army officer who determined to break into the Nazi death camp at Auschwitz to set up a resistance movement there.

Pilecki, though still only a junior officer in his middle forties, was someone of enormous force of character, even in a society that teemed with people of strong character and intense individuality. He belonged to a body called the Tajna Armia Polska, the Secret Polish Army; a body that was merged eventually in the AK, the Home Army. It would be misleading to say he played a prominent part in the TAP, because as every Pole knew it was indispensable not to be prominent, for anyone working clandestinely against an occupier; but he was extremely active. Several much more senior people knew and trusted him, and he was aware of a great deal that was going on.

Reports of the camp under construction at Oswiecim – as the Poles called Auschwitz – reached and impressed him, and he conceived a daring plan to do something about it. The plan was so daring that for several weeks his colonel hesitated to approve. It was simply – most daring plans are simple – to let himself get arrested, and sent to Auschwitz as a prisoner. Having got there, he was to send out reports of what was really happening inside the camp, to see whether he could organize resistance, and then, if he could, to escape.

On top of the military difficulties of these tasks, the personal ones were severe. He had married a dozen years earlier, and had a daughter; but Poland’s crisis was such that merely personal troubles just had to be brushed aside. Mobilization overrode the marriage tie; his heart could and did stay with his wife and child, but his body had to go elsewhere.

A little time had to be spent on arranging the essential details about communication; a very few addresses, reckoned perfectly safe, which he had to memorize, and a safe, simple password system by which a messenger could establish good faith, were all that were needed. The TAP was a brisk and efficient body, though its leaders were already on the run from the Gestapo. It could clear up promptly business of this sort, over which café-conversationalist resisters in Bucarest or Paris could dally for months, even years.

And by a stroke of luck, Pilecki secured a false identity which, he reckoned, ought to earn him a sentence to Auschwitz, his first objective: the identity of Tomasz Serafiński, a reserve officer who had gone underground instead of reporting to the Germans as ordered. Pilecki did not know – he did not need to know – where Serafiński had gone. He found out instead enough about Serafiński’s past to survive cross-questioning in his new character; and he knew that the German secret police, as methodical as they were cruel, had secured a list of all the peacetime officers in the Polish army, active and reserve. To be on this list, and (like the other 19,600) not to have surrendered oneself, would – he reckoned – be crime enough to merit consignment to Auschwitz.

His reckoning proved correct.

It was not difficult to get arrested. He just failed to run away down the nearest side street, one early morning in September 1940 when the Germans made a routine rush-hour check on people walking into central Warsaw to work. He shortly found himself, with a thousand companions, lying face down on the damp sawdust floor of a nearby riding school. Their hands were stretched out flat in front of them, palms down. Machine guns covered them from the galleries. SS-men walked among them, whipping those who fidgeted. Pilecki did not fidget.

Two days later, he was received (as Serafiński) in Auschwitz, and became prisoner number 4,859. In his own words, as he and his companions were marched from the railway station into the camp:

On the way one of us was ordered to run to a post a little off the road and immediately after him went a round from a machine-gun. He was killed. Ten of his casual comrades were pulled out of the ranks and shot on the march with pistols on the ground of “collective responsibility” for the “escape”, arranged by the SS-men themselves. The eleven were dragged along by straps tied to one leg. The dogs were teased with the bloody corpses and set onto them. All this to the accompaniment of laughter and jokes.

They reached the camp as glum, they thought, as could be; marched in under the slogan Arbeit macht frei (work sets you free); and were then made glummer still by being made to strip, and to have all their hair, body hair as well as head hair, shaved off, and to put on the prison uniform of striped canvas.

Pilecki was lucky enough to get an indoor job, as one of the cleaning staff for his hut; but lost it before long, as the German criminal in charge of the but would only employ on his staff those who, like himself, habitually clubbed their fellow-prisoners before speaking to them. Not only did he lose his soft job, as well as many other illusions, promptly, he soon almost lost his health, which in such a camp was equivalent to losing one’s life.

On 28 October 1940, a man ran away from an outside working-party, and was found to be missing at the noon roll-call. All the prisoners were kept standing at attention on the parade-ground from noon till nine in the evening; in an icy north-east wind that bore heavy rain and sleet, turn and turn about. Anyone who moved was liable to be shot – 200 died of exposure. Pilecki was among several hundred more who collapsed, but was nursed back to a semblance of health in the camp hospital, and rapidly returned to work.

The work consisted of building more huts to hold the increased numbers of prisoners who were expected, to store the belongings they brought with them, and in the end to dispose of them and their bodies.

All Nazi concentration camps were run by the SS. Most existed for two reasons: as prisons to sequester those the SS wanted out of the way, and as factories to provide the SS with profits. For this peculiar organization, originally Hitler’s small personal bodyguard, grew to be a state-within-a-state of an unusually intricate kind; financing itself in part from the products of its slave labour; and with its own private army, the Waffen-SS. Through this army’s ranks a million men passed; it provided the hard core of Nazi Germany’s armed forces, nearly forty divisions strong, and included many crack units. Some of its weapons and equipment were, for economy’s sake, turned out by the camps that were under SS control.

At and near Auschwitz there were a few arms factories; but the Auschwitz-Birkenau group of camps existed for a third reason also, more secret and more sinister. Here among other places, here above all, the SS proposed to get on with the Endlösung, the final solution of the Jewish problem: the killing of all the Jews they could catch. As Himmler put it to Rudolf Hess, the founder-commandant of Auschwitz, in the late summer of 1941, “The Jews are the sworn enemies of the German people and must be eradicated. Every Jew that we can lay our hands on is to be destroyed now during the war, without exception.”

The method chosen was by cyanide gas poisoning. At Auschwitz and Birkenau, as at other extermination camps such as Treblinka, Maidanek, Sobibór, windowless concrete huts were built, with nozzles in their ceilings, into which Jews – or any other prisoners of whom the SS wanted to dispose – were herded, naked, in large crowds; believing they were to have a shower. They were showered with cyanide gas, their bodies were then hauled and shovelled across to the building next door, also prisoner-built, where they were cremated. On the way from gas chamber to crematorium, the bodies were checked for gold teeth or for rings, which were removed (it was simplest to remove ringed fingers with a garden chopper), to keep the SS profits up.

It took time, again, for a scheme of this size and this elaboration to get moving. Auschwitz was founded in 1940, the big killings did not start there till 1942; in January 1945 it was overrun by the Red Army. Twelve hundred prisoners were left in it at that moment, all too ill to move; in Birkenau there were about 5,800 more invalids, two-thirds of them women. Something approaching four million people had been killed in the complex meanwhile, during the 1,688 days of Auschwitz’s existence.

During Pilecki’s first three months in the camp, nearly 3,000 more prisoners joined it; they were only the beginners. By the summer of 1944 the Auschwitz-Birkenau group of camps had about 130,000 current inmates, sometimes 140,000; but the rate of turnover was very high. For instance, during that summer 437,000 Hungarian Jews were admitted to the camps, almost all of whom were killed when, or soon after, they arrived. In such cases people would be sent straight from the train to the gas chambers, pausing only on the way to undress – several large huts were filled, quite full, with their clothing. They were spared the body-shave Pilecki had gone through; their head hair was shorn after death, on their way to the crematoria, and made into mattresses, to keep the SS profits up.

Nearly a thousand prisoners were employed in the Sonderkommandos, the special squads that ran the actual process of extermination. All were Jews; they were housed, in the end, in the crematorium attics. Each squad worked a twelve-hour shift, turn and turn about with its alternate; about once a quarter, each squad was itself led into the gas chambers by its successor. “The members of the Sonderkommando, speaking many languages and dialects, could quieten down those being driven to their death, and this they did in the knowledge that they would gain nothing by behaving differently and that by kindly treatment they could at least mitigate the anguish of the victims’ last moments.” The death squads themselves knew only too well what awaited them.

All this apparatus of terror was under the guard of about 3,250 SS men. They never moved unarmed, seldom moved singly, and had all the usual adjuncts of a terror camp: tracker dogs, lighted electrified fences, torture chambers, above all, atmosphere. As Pilecki’s example showed us, from the moment they came under SS guard, prisoners were aware that their captors were entirely ruthless. The inmates were encouraged to believe that, as the crematorium squads mostly came to do, they should accept their fate as stoically as they could. They were there to die; they might as well die in a calm and orderly way.

Yet, diabolical as their captors were, they were not diabolically efficient. And in the early months of the camp, they even now and again let people out; it was still just possible to persuade even a member of the Gestapo that he might have made a mistake.

As early as November 1940, two months after his arrest, Pilecki was able to send his first report out of Auschwitz to Warsaw. It was memorized by one of his earliest recruits, a perfectly innocent and inoffensive citizen who had friends in Warsaw powerful enough to persuade the Germans that he had in fact been arrested in error. He was made to swear the customary oaths that he would reveal nothing about what went on inside the camp, but was a good enough Pole and a good enough Catholic to know that oaths sworn under duress have no value. When he made touch with Pilecki’s superiors, he talked.

There was not yet much to say. At this date the gas chambers, and the whole Birkenau camp, were no more than gleams in Himmler’s and Eichmann’s eyes. But at least Home Army headquarters now knew that Auschwitz was a concentration camp, and a cruel one (there were no mild ones); and that Witold Pilecki was at work inside it, seeing what he could do about resistance.

What could he do? First of all, continue to report: for which he seized every opportunity, however glancing, that appeared safe. Some of the SS garrison’s laundry, for example, was done for them in Auschwitz town. The SS did not want to demean themselves by carrying laundry baskets; they contented themselves with searching the baskets very thoroughly (such baskets forming a well known means of escape), and providing a vigilant armed guard for the prisoners who toted them. Over the months, their vigilance relaxed a trifle. The camp laundry squad had meanwhile had a chance to assess the characters of the few town laundry workers whom they saw, and, given luck and daring, could slip written notes to them. Any Pole could be relied on to be anti-German, so the notes got passed on to any address they bore.

Any such system bore risks of interception, at any and every stage; people who will not run risks cannot hope to win battles. In 1942–4 a considerable body of intelligence about what was going on inside the camps got passed out of Auschwitz and Birkenau, reached Warsaw safely, and was passed on thence to Stockholm, whence it reached London from March 1941. The London Poles passed the news on to MI6, which passed it to the foreign office; thence it went to Washington, Moscow, and any service departments that needed it. Some of it the Poles used straight away in their propaganda.

The trouble was that the news was, on the whole, too bad to be credible; and most people who heard it, did not take it in as true. Moscow was disinclined to believe anything that emanated from the London Poles, on principle. In Washington and London, everyone in authority, however bellicose towards Nazism, had been brought up to believe mass murder to be utterly beyond the pale of civilized behaviour, and imagined Germany still to be a civilized state. The sheer incredulity of distant senior men lay, unknown to Pilecki, as one obstacle across his path.

Much closer obstacles were only too obvious. The main starting task was to do anything he could to encourage his fellow prisoners not to kowtow, any more than they had to, to the terrorist regime under which they had to live. As most of his fellow prisoners were Poles, this task was not insuperably difficult. In carrying it through, he was able to gauge something of his companions’ characters, and to estimate which could be most useful for more advanced work.

He had had to abandon most of his preconceived ideas about what he would do, as soon as he discovered how hard conditions in the camp really were: a process of adapting idea to reality, painful enough in one’s teens, that can be excruciating in manhood, especially on the morrow of a great national disaster. He wanted to set up a secret grouping among the prisoners that would be ready to try to wrest power from the SS, the moment there was a nearby allied armed force to help. He did take in that there was no probability, no outside likelihood even, that the prisoners could seize power all by themselves: the SS had too many machine guns, and were too quick to use them. He hoped for a Russian or an Anglo-American parachute landing in force; or failing that, for a coup by Polish partisans.

There were in fact some Home Army partisan groups in the neighbourhood, now and again, though they were neither strong in numbers nor heavily armed. The Home Army’s weakness in arms, compared to similar groups in France or Greece or Yugoslavia, arose from two causes: Poland lay at the extreme limit of air range from Anglo-American territory, and the Russians forbade aircraft on supply sorties for the Home Army to land on soviet airfields. The few aircraft that could manage the round trip – even from Brindisi, when Brindisi became available late in 1943, it was a ten-hour flight – therefore had to take up most of their load with petrol, to get them there and back. France and Yugoslavia both got about 10,000 tons of warlike stores by air, through links with SOE and its American opposite number, OSS (the Office of Strategic Services); Poland only got 600 tons.

The People’s Army does not seem to have operated in the parts of Poland annexed to the Reich. The official soviet attitude to the camps was in any case, to a western eye, slightly odd. Theoretically – in Marxist-Stalinist theory, that is – no prisoners were ever taken from the Red Army; a Red Army man’s duty was to fight, never to surrender. The Germans and their satellites took over six million uniformed prisoners all the same (four-fifths of whom, by the by, succumbed in German hands: another huge item for the butchers’ bill). Every single survivor who was returned – usually forcibly, by the other allies – to the USSR after the war, automatically did a punishment spell in a Siberian labour camp. All camps, of whatever kind, were looked at askance by the Russians: except for their own. And the existence of their own was inadmissible.

But we must get back from these strategic and political generalities to the hard particular facts of Pilecki’s Auschwitz career. By Christmas 1940 he had already chosen his first five clandestine leaders; he added two more groups of five in the following spring. An attack of pneumonia, brought on by standing naked on parade for some hours in February while his hut and clothes were disinfested of lice, put him for a month into the camp hospital, where he organized a highly efficient cell. It was (as Peulevé later found in Buchenwald) a part of the camp well adapted for resistance and deception, and the Auschwitz hospital secured, by devious means, a wireless receiver: this freed prisoners in the know from dependence on Goebbels’ propaganda bulletins, which were all that the camp loudspeakers ever provided in the way of news. There were no newspapers within the camp.

All the attempts to organize resistance were not, of course, confined to Pilecki and his groups. Several senior Polish officers set about organizing intelligence networks, with varying degrees of success. Unhappily, some among them – some even of the senior officers who became involved in Pilecki’s own groupings – occasionally found they had to stand on their dignity, and insisted on receiving orders only from people senior to themselves. Such petty resentments, pathetically out of place in an SS camp, were ineradicable in the old Polish officer caste.

There were differences between Polish prisoners on more important matters than rank: they did not all see eye to eye in politics. Differences in political viewpoint grew more widespread, as the racial composition of the camp’s inmates changed. At first the prisoners were nearly all Poles, with a sprinkling of senior Germans, but over thirty nationalities were represented eventually; particularly Russians and Ukrainians, as well as hordes of Jews from several different states. Pilecki preferred dealing with Poles, as communication was so much more easy through a common language and common customs, but by no means imposed any sort of racial bar. In any case, while he was in the camp it remained very largely Polish in its prisoner population.

The communists among the prisoners at first lay low; after 22 June 1941 they hurled themselves into the resistance struggle, not with any outstanding effect. The German communists in Buchenwald and other camps often held dominant positions; the Polish communists, starting later in the struggle, were not as a rule as successful. One subsequently well-known politician, Jozef Cyrankiewicz, already – though ten years younger than Pilecki – an eminent socialist, took a leading part in the politico-military fusion that Pilecki’s tact and ability and common sense had created by the time Cyrankiewicz reached the camp in the autumn of 1942. He later drew apart from the right-wing elements whom Pilecki had persuaded to co-operate with the socialists; threw in his own lot with the left-wingers, and became prime minister of the new communist-dominated Poland after the war.

Such actual military organization as Pilecki was able to set up was necessarily slender and tentative; and conditions, as well as people, in the camp changed so fast that he found he had to set up different groups to cope with different contingencies. By night, with the prisoners locked in their huge huts, a different set of fighting men would be needed from the grouping that would apply during the day when prisoners were scattered at work, some inside the camp and some outside it.

A good deal of intricate, deadly secret planning was done on these necessarily conjectural lines, everyone in the early stages taking the utmost care to bring nobody else into the plot who was not wholly to be trusted. The one vital necessity was armament: which was at first glance unavailable.

Reflection showed some possibilities. A daring quartet of prisoners managed to fake up a key to the SS clothing store; and on 20 June 1942 dressed as two officers and two warrant officers, used another faked-up key to visit the arms store, stole a visiting senior officer’s car, and drove away in it, being smartly saluted by the sentry, who did not bother to look at their forged passes. One of them, called Jaster, bore a report of Pilecki’s which he delivered in Warsaw. Rumour swelled their numbers; the incident greatly cheered the prisoners who remained behind. They had a few rough weapons ready enough to hand: pick helves, spades, hammers, mauls, hand axes, a few two-handed felling axes: no use against an alert sub-machine-gunner, but not perfectly useless in a scrimmage, or at night. One or two attempts at mass break-outs were made with these hand weapons, all with ill result; though nine men out of one party of fifty did get clean away, and over 600 prisoners escaped altogether, one way and another. Over half of these 600 were soon recaptured, humiliated and killed.

Himmler himself visited the complex on 17–18 June 1942; watched a party of Jews reach Birkenau; saw most of them gassed; inspected the artificial-rubber works run in Auschwitz town by camp labour; asked to watch a woman being flogged; promoted Hess a rank; and went away.

Pilecki by now had four battalions of followers organized, about 500 of whom knew him by sight and name as a secret camp resistance leader: the secret was becoming much too open for comfort. He had a fairly settled job, so far as anything in Auschwitz was settled, in the tailor’s shop; and all his 500 friends were vigilantly on the watch for Gestapo informers, of whom there were many. He began to feel uneasy; before he left, he had one more macabre scheme to carry through.

The SS had a weakness for black pullovers, which they had knitted for them by women prisoners. There were quite a lot of women in Auschwitz, and hundreds of thousands died in Birkenau which was primarily a women’s camp: endless opportunities for intrigue, corruption and romance resulted. Hess himself had a prisoner mistress, though he had his own wife and small children living with him just outside the main gate; his conduct was widely enough known for him to have no hold over the misdemeanours of his own men.

Pilecki’s organization exploited the double SS weakness, for pretty girls, and for warm clothes, and with the help of their hospital friends, occasionally supplied the SS with pullovers or greatcoats bearing typhus-infected lice. A very few SS died as a result.

More direct action could be taken by men who were tired of life. At Sobibor camp, near Lublin, the Sonderkommando of about 300 in the innermost camp decided one day to break out. SS men visited the tailor’s shop one by one, to collect uniforms they had left there for pressing before they went on leave. A prisoner stood behind the shop door with a spade, and hit each SS man as hard as he could on the back of the head. When the tailors had collected fifteen corpses, and a pistol from each, the whole squad rushed the gate of the inner compound; got to the main gate; rushed that too, and were out in the open. Half of them were brought back by the surrounding peasantry, because they were Jews. A few got away. Himmler was so put out that he had the whole camp closed down.

This escape was not till 14 October 1943; by which time Pilecki was well away from Auschwitz.

His escape was straightforward. He decided to leave in the spring of 1943; for another body of four escapers from Auschwitz, who had got out on the previous 29 December, included a dentist called Kuczbara who knew too much about him, and had fallen back into Gestapo hands on 20 March. So it was dangerous for him to stay, and he was anxious also to impress in person on his superiors in Warsaw the readiness of the camp to rise, and the need for some positive partisan demonstration to give it the signal to do so.

He handed over military command to Major Bończa, and all the innumerable liaison details he carried in his head to Henryk Bartosiewicz – both were his friends – and was ready to leave. He secured – this was child’s play to someone by now so experienced underground – a forged pass to join the bakery squad: the bakery was outside the wire. By now he had left the tailor’s shop for the parcel office, and he faked illness on Easter Saturday, 24 April, to get out of that. Hospital friends discharged him in time to join his bakery squad on the next Monday/Tuesday night – like Peulevé, he was supposed to have typhus, but in this case he was not really ill at all. The prisoner boss of the bakery group was bribed with a piece of chicken; and a friend in the locksmith’s squad produced a key to the bakery door. Two companion bakers were to leave with him; all had plain clothes beneath their camp uniforms.

After several sweltering hours – Pilecki had never been in a bakery before – one of them cut the telephone wires, another unlocked the door, and at a moment when none of the SS was in sight they all went through it: and ran.

It was a fine night for escape, dark and pouring with rain, and they got to the bank of the Vistula – several miles away – unchallenged. They had everything they needed except food. “This had crossed their minds in the bakery, but at the last moment, in the heat of the dash for freedom, they had forgotten to grab a few loaves.” Pilecki moreover was racked by sciatica. Luck stayed with them: they found a dinghy on the river bank, padlocked, and by a miracle the bakery key opened the padlock.

They hid in a wood all day on Tuesday, and in another wood farther east all Wednesday. Next night, with a priest’s help, they crossed into the General Government, kept south of Cracow, and came on 2 May to a safe address at Bochnia, a town some twenty miles east of it. There Pilecki inquired for the nearest Home Army unit, and found it, by a singular freak, to be commanded by Tomasz Serafiński whose name he had been using in captivity.

Cracow District of the Home Army could not be got to take any interest in Auschwitz. Pilecki persevered, and went to main headquarters in Warsaw. There they had “a heap of files”, with all his reports in them and others; but could not be persuaded that the risks of an action against it were worth the running. If ever there were a countrywide rising, he was assured, Auschwitz would not be forgotten; and that was all.

He turned to other duties; fought through the Warsaw rising of August–September 1944; survived even that catastrophe; and spent the rest of the war, under a different false identity, in a prisoner-of-war camp in Germany. Auschwitz had been an experience so shattering that he was looking for no more adventures; having lived through that and the Warsaw rising was, he felt, enough.

Or was it? When the Third Reich crumbled quite away, he moved southward in the crowds of what were pathetically named “displaced persons”, and reported to the Polish army in Italy. It was put to him that someone of his almost uncanny tenacity in adversity would be just the man to go back into Russian-occupied Poland on a mission for the Polish government-in-exile, in London.

He went; was arrested almost immediately he got there; and was executed in 1948 – no one outside the Polish and Russian secret police forces is quite sure when, or where. His wife and daughter, who still live in Poland, do not even know where he is buried.
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