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


   

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.
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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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Joshua Chamberlain


Professor and American Civil War Commander, 1862–5
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SIX MONTHS BEFORE the First World War, on 24 February 1914, one of the world’s finest old soldiers lay back on his pillow and died peacefully at the age of eighty-five. With his shock of white hair and billowing white moustache, Joshua Chamberlain was a real American hero. He entered the American Civil War as an enthusiastic volunteer on the Union government’s side in 1862 and left it, a general, just three years later. During that short spell he escaped death more times and achieved more fame for his outstanding courage than many who spent a lifetime under arms. We find him particularly fascinating because nothing in his previous life gave any indication that he’d be an exceptional soldier. It left us wondering if great commanders are born and not made.


For most of his life Chamberlain was an academic, a college professor, lawyer and state governor. But a year into the American Civil War the thirty-three-year-old professor of modern languages took the lonely decision, without consulting his wife Fanny, whom he adored, to drop his comfortable life at Bowdoin College in Brunswick, Maine, and throw himself into the fight for the Union. After watching so many of his students leaving to fight for a cause he passionately believed in, he opted to follow their example and joined the Union army. He was appalled at the breakaway by the states of the Southern Confederacy a year earlier. It was ‘treachery’, and it was, he said, his duty ‘to sacrifice … dearest personal interests, to rescue our Country from Desolation’.


On 18 August 1862, dressed in a smart newly tailored uniform of a lieutenant colonel of infantry, he said goodbye to his weeping wife and four young children and took himself off to a nearby army training camp. He made a striking figure, at nearly six feet tall with a high forehead, sparkling blue eyes and a huge bristly moustache. For a man who was utterly unversed in military training, it was a baptism of fire, but his intellectual energy set him delving deep into all sorts of tactical manuals. Two weeks later when his brand-new regiment, the 20th Maine, was ordered into the war he felt ready for anything. The new volunteer found himself second-in-command to a battle-hardened colonel six years younger than himself. They made a good team.


What strikes us about Joshua Chamberlain’s short military career as well as his courage is the startling number of times he escaped being killed. His first brush with death was on the first day he heard a shot fired, when the university professor so new to war found himself in the thick of battle. The 20th Maine joined the Union army of General George McClellan and on 20 September the regiment took part in McClellan’s perfunctory effort to expel the Confederate force of General Robert E. Lee, which had advanced into Union territory on the Potomac River. Chamberlain was shepherding his men across the river, mounted on his horse in midstream facing strong gunfire from the far bank. ‘The balls whistled pretty thick around me,’ he wrote to his wife later, ‘and splashed on all sides but didn’t touch.’ His horse however didn’t escape: it collapsed wounded in the water and Chamberlain was propelled head first into the river. He struggled through the stream and sloshed to the bank unhurt. He knew Fanny would be appalled at the news of his narrow escape on his first day of battle, and as he rode south into Virginia with the regiment he wrote to her: ‘Most likely I shall be hit somewhere at sometime, but all my times are in His hands, and I cannot die without His appointing … I long to see you – to rush in and have a good frolic with the children, and a sweet sit-down with you in the study.’


For the advance into Virginia the Union’s President, Abraham Lincoln, sacked the dilatory McClellan and appointed Ambrose Burnside. He was to prove a disappointment too and Chamberlain spent the winter fighting desperate but indecisive battles in Confederate territory, tempting fate as was becoming his habit, always by leading his men from the front. He had another close call when he allowed himself to stray in among the pickets of the enemy and was very nearly taken prisoner. He himself attributed his ill-judged detour to ‘the rashness of youth’.


His next escapade cost him another horse. He allowed himself to be carried away by the excitement of an advance on a Confederate position, waving his sabre over his head with one hand and brandishing his pistol in the other. An enemy bullet hit his horse in the brain. Chamberlain was thrown off and hit the ground hard. He had to make his way back to the rear but with no more injuries than several bruises.


Chamberlain’s big break came when he was promoted to lead the 20th Maine. Within a year of joining the army he had achieved his dream – commanding his own regiment just as Robert E. Lee, the brilliant Confederate commander-in-chief, made another audacious thrust across the Potomac into Union territory in Maryland. On 7 June luck, which had been in his favour so far, dealt Chamberlain a potentially fatal blow. He was leading his men back in extreme heat in what he called ‘toilsome and hurried marches’ and like many of his soldiers he went down with severe sunstroke. He later said he ‘came near dying’. But by 29 June he was back at the head of his men in time to lead them at the critical Battle of Gettysburg. It was to be his finest hour.


The Union army – retreating into Maryland before Lee’s deepest ever advance northwards – took up position on a long escarpment south of the town of Gettysburg called Cemetery Ridge facing the Confederate army on Seminary Ridge opposite. Chamberlain’s 20th Maine found themselves on the extreme southern end of the Union line where the ridge fell away into a valley. Lincoln had made yet another change in his army commander and General George Meade was now in charge. His imperative was to hold Gettysburg and Cemetery Ridge. If Meade was forced to retreat, the road to Washington would lie wide open to Lee. Victory for Lee at Gettysburg would be such a strategic triumph that it could prompt countries like Britain and France to recognise the Confederacy. It might well be the end for Abraham Lincoln’s Union. The fight for Cemetery Ridge, now known as the Battle of Gettysburg, would prove the most decisive of the Civil War.


As Chamberlain moved his men forward on to the knoll named Little Round Top at the southern end of the ridge it quickly became clear to him that he held the most crucial ground in the entire Union line. If the Confederate troops approaching the ridge could push his men off the high ground or outflank them by fighting their way into the valley on Chamberlain’s left, the Union army would be exposed to attack from behind. As the sun rose on 2 July 1863, Chamberlain received a chilling message from Meade: ‘You are to inflict instant death on any who do not do their duty this day.’ With the Confederate army massing for a head-on attack the vulnerability of Meade’s extreme left was now apparent. But Chamberlain had only one regiment of fewer than 400 men to cover the whole of Little Round Top. The rest of his brigade was fully occupied defending further along the ridge to the north on his right.


General Lee and his formidable Confederate subordinate General James Longstreet agreed that Little Round Top had to be captured. They directed two Alabama regiments at the extreme end of the Union’s ridge. Longstreet ordered Colonel William Oates of the 15th Alabama to conduct the key assault on the hill. Oates was five years younger than Chamberlain and also a former schoolteacher but two years of brutal war had made him an experienced fighter. As Oates and his men emerged from cover at the bottom of the hill, Chamberlain had to extend his line to the left and then bend it back in a great curve to stop the enemy attacking his rear. His regiment managed this shift of position very smartly. It was, he said later, ‘so admirably executed by my men that our fire was not materially slackened in front while the left was taking its new position.’


Within two minutes the enemy was advancing upon Chamberlain’s position firing rapidly – the first of several assaults. Chamberlain believed – confirmed by Oates – that his enemies were ‘astonished’ that they faced such a solid front. The Confederates trudged up the hill in one wave after another and attacked the 20th Maine. ‘Our volleys,’ reported Chamberlain, ‘were so steady and telling that the enemy were checked here and broken.’ The struggle went on for an hour and a half and ‘was desperate in the extreme’. Chamberlain counted four times that the Confederates threw themselves at his men: each time they came as close as ten yards. Each time they were repulsed. ‘The edge of the conflict swayed to and fro with wild whirlpools and eddies.’ In the chaos of the struggle Chamberlain recalled sending back one man who had been shot across the forehead to ‘die in peace’; but within minutes the man returned with a bandaged head fighting again with the fearlessness of ‘those that shall see death no more’.


Chamberlain himself had several close calls. A Confederate soldier spotted that he was clearly an important officer and drew a bead on him. But he found he couldn’t pull the trigger. Something stopped him and after the war he wrote to Chamberlain to say how happy he was that he hadn’t fired. Then, said Chamberlain, came ‘the last and most desperate assault’ and his men found themselves running out of ammunition. The 20th Maine’s fire slackened and officers rushed up to their commander shouting that the regiment was ‘annihilated’ and that men were looking for a way to pull back. Wounded and dying lay everywhere. Chamberlain himself was hit twice: his instep was cut by a shell fragment and his left thigh was badly bruised by a musket ball that struck his scabbard. Facing imminent defeat, he now acted like a man possessed. Instead of pulling back he shouted one word at the top of his voice: ‘Bayonet!’ ‘It caught like fire,’ he said later, ‘and swept along the ranks.’ Then the order ‘Forward, at a run!’ and the whole regiment, or what was left of it, charged down the hill. ‘My men,’ said Chamberlain, ‘went down upon the enemy with a wild shout.’ Somehow he managed to wheel his curved front rank back into a straight line to meet the enemy head-on.


The effect of this audacious bayonet charge was miraculous. The enemy turned and ran. One young Confederate officer tried to stem the flood. ‘I was confronted by an officer,’ wrote Chamberlain, ‘who fired one shot of his revolver at my head within six feet of me.’ This time Chamberlain’s luck held: the pistol shot just missed his head. ‘When, in an instant, the point of my sabre was at his throat, he quickly presented me with both his pistol and his sword, which I have preserved as memorials of my narrow escape.’


General Robert E. Lee’s other assaults on the Union line failed too and Chamberlain’s defence of Little Round Top and his well-timed switch from defence to attack made him a hero. People were soon crediting him with changing the course of the Civil War. Chamberlain, who was as vain as he was brave, wrote to Fanny: ‘I received the personal thanks of all my commanders. When … I rode off from the field … the Brigade Commander took me by the hand, and said “Col. C. your gallantry was magnificent, and your coolness and skill saved us.”’


Chamberlain had survived the Battle of Gettysburg with minor wounds and a close shave from the pistol shot, and he was delighted at being promoted to command a brigade at the end of the summer. But in the autumn of 1863 he had another lucky escape. On 7 November he was again thrown off his horse when its leg was pierced by a rifle ball in a fight near Rappahannock Station in Virginia. He managed to scramble to his feet and continue in command but six days later, after sleeping out in very cold weather, he collapsed with a fever and was taken unconscious to hospital in Washington. Doctors pronounced him ‘dangerously ill’. A whole six months passed and it was not until May 1864 that Chamberlain managed to persuade his commanders that he was fit enough to be back on the battlefield.


He rejoined the Union army when its new commander General Ulysses S. Grant was locked in a bitterly contested but inconclusive battle with Lee’s Confederates at Spotsylvania, forty miles south of Washington. Chamberlain relished being back in the firing line. Within four days of retaking command he wrote: ‘The artillery fire is very hot now. Shells are bursting over us every second. The Brigade is losing men fast.’ For the next four weeks he was in his element, engaging the enemy in one encounter after another, constantly exposing himself to hostile fire against the advice of many of his subordinates and earning the promise of promotion to the rank of brigadier general from his divisional commander.


By mid-June Grant had advanced his Union army south to the town of Petersburg beyond the rebel Confederate capital, Richmond. If Petersburg could be captured Richmond would surely follow. And Chamberlain’s men were the spearhead. On 18 June he led an attack on a battery of guns. Advancing, he was knocked off his horse. So was a soldier carrying the colours. Chamberlain promptly got to his feet, seized the fallen banner and charged forward waving it high in the air. The position was taken. It was, as Chamberlain recalled later, a ‘sharp and hot, but short, encounter … we carried everything’.


A little later that day he and his brigade were ordered to lead the army’s attack on the main Confederate line. It was a huge challenge. The enemy were well placed, commanding a wide field of fire. Chamberlain went up and down his line preparing and encouraging his men. One soldier remembered him making a rousing speech to his unit: ‘Comrades, we have now before us a great duty for our country to perform, and who knows but on the way in which we acquit ourselves in this perilous undertaking may depend the ultimate success of the preservation of our grand republic.’ Then at exactly 3 p.m., shouting, ‘Come now, my boys, follow me,’ he advanced on foot at the head of the brigade.


This was the moment when Chamberlain’s luck finally appeared to run out. He was a conspicuous target, leading his men and waving his sabre above his head. They began at a quick march, then a double-quick march, and then broke into a run for the final charge. A mass of fire hit them – muskets, rifles, shellfire and canister knocking men down in scores. ‘My staff were scattered,’ recalled Chamberlain, ‘my flag bearer shot dead, my own horse down. To cheer and guide the men, where no voice could be heard nor rank distinguished, I picked up the flag and bore it aloft.’ Suddenly a ball from a rifle ricocheted from a rock and smashed upwards into Chamberlain’s right hip tearing its way through his groin and lower abdomen, finally lodging in his left hip. He remembered feeling excruciating pain first in his back then further down. Blood poured down his legs from his hips. Determined not to fall and dishearten his men, he slammed the point of his sabre into the ground and struggled to stand as long as he could.


Once his men had rushed by, he collapsed first to one knee and then in a heap in the mud. He believed he was mortally wounded and it was not until well after nightfall that he was taken to a hospital three miles away. A surgeon offered to move a wounded corporal from an amputation table to make way for the brigade commander but Chamberlain told him: ‘Lay me to one side; I am all right.’ The doctor ignored him and after a thorough examination pronounced him a hopeless case. In those days soldiers with torn internal vessels were usually left to die. Fortunately Chamberlain’s brother Tom appeared with two very skilled surgeons. They managed to perform a delicate operation to staunch the flow of blood, repair what they could and extract the ball. Chamberlain was in excruciating pain but he constantly encouraged the two surgeons to persevere. It was touch and go.


Chamberlain’s divisional commander came by, and, convinced that he would not last the day, sent a message to General Grant to request immediate promotion for the colonel he believed was dying. Back came the message: go ahead. The newly promoted brigadier general wrote to Fanny: ‘My darling wife I am lying mortally wounded the doctors think. God bless and keep and comfort you, precious one, you have been a precious wife to me. To know and love you makes life and death beautiful.’


But by now Chamberlain had a knack for cheating death. Against all the odds he recovered. After several months of treatment, he returned to the battlefront in March 1865.


The war was in its final weeks. The grinding down of Confederate strength in battle after battle combined with the North’s superior industrial power left General Lee’s army beleaguered on the Appomattox River west of Richmond. Chamberlain, his reputation for leadership, gallantry and survival now unassailable, was welcomed back to command a brigade for the last few weeks of bitter fighting. On 29 March he found himself in the forefront of an assault up the Quaker Road. He was just about to reach the enemy’s line at the head of a charge when – perhaps in a momentary realisation that he was being reckless – he tried to slow his horse down. The horse reared its head and a sharpshooter’s bullet hit the horse’s neck and then struck Chamberlain – so he claimed – near the heart and passed ‘around two ribs so as to come out at the back seam of my coat’. It also hit ‘a leather case of field orders and a brass-mounted hand-mirror in my breast pocket’. Some of his comrades-in-arms, recognising his gift for exaggeration and flowery language, wondered if he was wounded at all. And it certainly amazes us that the brigade commander managed to throw himself into the final week of battle with remarkable energy for a man just pierced by a bullet from front to back.


On 9 April Chamberlain was leading his men towards Appomattox when an officer waving a white towel approached from the Confederate line. As the man approached, Chamberlain recalled that his own mood was ‘so whimsically sensitive that I could even smile at the material of the flag – wondering where in either army was found a towel, and one so white. But it bore an almighty message …’ Chamberlain was witnessing the surrender of the Confederate army. It wasn’t long before he saw the dignified figure of Robert E. Lee riding towards the Union lines with one attendant to meet Ulysses S. Grant in the Appomattox courthouse and end four years of unimaginable bloodshed. Chamberlain described Lee as ‘a commanding form, superbly mounted, richly accoutred; of imposing bearing, noble countenance, with an expression of deep sadness overmastered by deeper strength’.


But Chamberlain’s most treasured moment was still to come. Grant asked him to command the ceremony in which the Confederate forces would formally surrender their weapons and colours. Three days later he paraded his men to witness the downcast ranks of the defeated Confederate army marching past. ‘The momentous meaning of this occasion impressed me deeply,’ he recalled. ‘I resolved to mark it by some token of recognition … Was not such manhood to be welcomed back into a Union so tested and assured?’ In a gesture that was to win him both acclaim and disapproval, Chamberlain ordered his buglers to sound and his soldiers to raise their weapons to the position of the traditional salute. And the surrendering Confederate general responded by ordering his men to return the compliment.


For the rest of his long life – he became Governor of Maine and lived until the eve of the First World War in 1914 – Chamberlain remained proud of what he had done that day. And one old Southern veteran remarked that the reunion of the two sides in the Civil War ‘began with that order to present arms’.


For us Joshua Chamberlain is one of the most captivating characters in military history. A remarkable mixture of modesty, conceit and, above all, astonishing bravery, he deserves all the praise that was showered on him for the part he played in America’s bitterest internal conflict both for his treatment of his men and his conduct in battle.
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Private Johnson Beharry VC


Firefight in Iraq, 2004


[image: Image Missing]


IRENE BEHARRY KEPT telling herself not to cry. She was a nurse and had seen some terribly damaged people before, but the man lying on the trolley in front of her was her nephew, Johnson. His head was the size of a football. He had lacerations and bruises all over his face. His puffed and swollen eyes seeped fluid.


‘Once under general anaesthetic,’ the neurosurgeon told her, ‘Johnson will be placed on the operating table and an incision will be made across the top of his scalp from one ear to the other and the coronal flap pulled down in front of his face to expose the compound fracture. The surgeons in Kuwait did a good job but we now have to spend eight hours repairing the fracture and rebuilding the airways around his nose.’


He reassured her that Beharry’s chances of survival were good. ‘Your nephew is young and strong. I have been told about some of the things he did in Iraq. If anyone can pull through what lies ahead, it’s Johnson.’


Irene took her nephew’s hand and he opened his eyes and looked at her. ‘Auntie I,’ he said sleepily, ‘you all right?’


She told him she was fine and he would be too.


‘Don’t go blaming yourself, Aunt I. Sometimes I know you think this is all your fault.’


She felt the tears coming again. ‘That’s true,’ she said, ‘I do.’


‘You gave me another life, Auntie I. Joining the army was my decision. I don’t regret it. I did what I wanted to do.’


It was Johnson Beharry’s Aunt Irene who was largely responsible for encouraging him to leave his native Grenada and try his luck in Britain. That was back in 1999 when he made the life-changing decision to leave his childhood home on the small West Indian island and fly to London. It wasn’t just prompted by the enthusiastic response he got from his Aunt Irene and Uncle Raymond in London when he suggested it. It was also his sense that he could do better than scrape a living out of the grinding poverty of Grenada where he’d been born to a drunken bullying father and his long-suffering mother. The person Johnson loved more than anyone else was his grandmother, his ‘Nan’, who used to sit him on her lap and ask him what he wanted to do with his life. She told him he could do anything he wanted. ‘I want to be a driver,’ Johnson remembered telling her, ‘a racing driver.’ He used to dream of driving a brand-new Porsche 911 Turbo convertible. He’d make it from Diego Piece in the north of the island to the capital St George’s in under twenty minutes. ‘I’m the king of the road,’ he’d say to himself, ‘I have 300 brake horsepower in the compartment behind me.’ In the real world he found himself working as a motor mechanic and earning what he called ‘real money’ as a painter and decorator. He met and married a young lady called Lynthia, whose grandfather fought for Britain in the Second World War. ‘Any chance you have to travel,’ said her grandfather, ‘you have to seize it. That is what the army gave me – a chance to see something of the world.’


Beharry was twenty when he arrived in Britain in 1999. His Auntie Irene persuaded him to stay in the UK. ‘England may not be perfect,’ she told him, ‘but it has allowed me to become something.’ He didn’t need much convincing. One day he was reading a newspaper in the Tube and spotted a recruiting ad for the British army. He was immediately captivated by the idea of earning some decent money and getting himself a British passport. There would be downsides. ‘The army is seriously racist,’ said one of his friends. ‘You won’t last a minute.’ Auntie Irene was deeply anxious when Beharry said he was off to Catterick in Yorkshire to train with the Prince of Wales’s Royal Regiment (PWRR), affectionately known as ‘the Tigers’. ‘It will break your mother’s heart,’ she said, ‘all that danger. So much fighting in the world. Why put yourself in the firing line?’ Between them they agreed not to tell Johnson’s family in Grenada for the moment.


The battalion Beharry joined in 1PWRR consisted of around 600 men: he found himself in a platoon of thirty men. His platoon operated out of four Warriors – armoured infantry fighting vehicles – each armed with a 30mm cannon. It was a sort of armoured taxi that could carry up to seven men. It was proof against small arms fire but not against larger armour-piercing, rocket-propelled missiles. Beharry made no secret of the fact that he’d like to be a driver. He could soon rattle off a Warrior’s specifications. Its 550 HP Rolls-Royce engine gave it a maximum speed of over fifty miles an hour. The commander and gunner sat in an electrically operated turret controlling the Rarden cannon and the Hughes 7.62mm chain gun. The driver sat encased below. He normally drove with his hatch open but if forced to close it under heavy fire he could only see out through a periscope. A Warrior in motion made such a thunderous noise that its crewmen were forced to communicate with each other by radio.


Beharry soon found himself teamed up with another West Indian, his gunner, named Samuels, who came from Jamaica. Everyone called him Sammy. Sammy called Beharry ‘Paki’ because his light-coloured skin was more brown than black. There was a lot of racism in the army, but Johnson learned to cope. He was not the only non-white, not by far. At one time there were Sammy and two other Grenadians in his crew. One particular sergeant trainer at Tidworth, Sergeant Chris Brome – they called him Broomstick – referred to them as ‘the four bloody stooges’. He was particularly amused at Johnson’s name: ‘Beharry,’ he jibbed, ‘Grenadian name. Originally from somewhere near the Taj bloody Mahal.’


By 2004 Johnson Beharry was a fully qualified driver and his Warrior, dubbed Whisky Two Zero (W20), was as precious to him as if it were his home. He knew every nut and bolt, every link in its tracks. He’d proved himself capable during a stint in Kosovo, where British forces had been part of the NATO intervention that pushed the Serbs out of the tiny Balkan state.


Now his battalion was off to Iraq as part of the occupying force after the American and British invasion. While the Americans were in the turbulent parts of central and northern Iraq the British were headed for the south. ‘We’re all excited,’ Beharry remembered thinking at the time. ‘The war is over. The Americans may be getting a hard time but the papers are full of British soldiers strolling around Basra in their berets, talking to the locals and handing out sweets to children.’


Little did he know. It was true that the British-American invasion a year earlier had been a military success. Saddam Hussein had been removed from power and his regime was no longer a threat to anyone. But the political impact of the occupation of Iraq was disastrous. Most of the rest of the world judged the British and Americans were wrong to target it. The much trumpeted pretext that Saddam’s Iraq was awash with weapons of mass destruction turned out to be a myth. Far from celebrating their liberation from the tyranny of Saddam, many Iraqis resented the foreign intrusion. In the chaos and anarchy of the invasion’s mismanaged aftermath, the Americans – and soon the British – found themselves the targets of all sorts of militia groups including the dreaded Al Qaida.


By the time Johnson Beharry drove his Warrior off the ship into Iraq in early 2004, the place had turned very hostile. He and his team soon found themselves in Al Amarah, 100 miles north of Basra where they were opposed by the fanatical Shia Mahdi army. The British had shut down a newspaper belonging to the Mahdi army’s leader, Muqtada al-Sadr. ‘He’s an angry man right now,’ Beharry’s new CO told the regiment. ‘We do know the Mahdi army is well armed and we have to assume they are capable of causing us trouble if they want to.’ Whisky Two Zero’s crew was now Beharry, the driver, Sammy, the gunner, Jamaican Kevin Campbell and the platoon commander 2nd Lieutenant Richard Deane. Deane was a former bank employee from Northern Ireland. ‘They tell me you’re the best driver in the battalion,’ he told Beharry. ‘They also told me not to tell you, because it’ll swell your head. And,’ said Deane, looking at Sammy, ‘this I take it is your mate Samuels. I hear that you two are as thick as thieves.’


It wasn’t long before Whisky Two Zero’s tank park was being shelled by the militants and the decision was taken to go into Al Amarah’s housing district and snatch around a dozen leaders of the protest movement. ‘At long last,’ wrote Beharry later, ‘we’re doing something about the shit we’ve been getting since we arrived.’ It was 1 May 2004.


Within minutes of hitting the road Beharry and his crew knew they were in a deadly war zone. The hot dusty streets were mostly deserted but suddenly a makeshift barrier appeared ahead. Beharry, driving, heard Sammy say, ‘Shit!’


‘What?’ asked Deane.


‘Left-hand side. There’s a kid across the street. Eleven, maybe twelve years old. He’s holding what looks like a fucking RPG’ (a rocket-propelled grenade, lethal if it strikes an armoured vehicle at the right angle).


As Beharry turned to look, there was a massive explosion and the Warrior shook. He called out to the others, but there was no reply. Whisky Two Zero stood there like a double-decker bus in the glare of the street lights. RPGs tend to come in threes. Instinct made Beharry hit the accelerator but he was an instant too late. A second explosion hurled Whisky Two Zero across the road. Beharry found himself driving straight at the barrier. By this time smoke was billowing through from the back of the Warrior into the driver’s compartment.


‘Drive, Paki, for fuck’s sake, drive!’ shouted Sammy. ‘There’s more of them lining up with RPGs.’


Beharry spotted gunmen shooting at them from the rooftops. RPGs can bore through ten centimetres of armour. Beharry didn’t lose a second. The barrier gave way to the Warrior’s pressure. There was a lot of shouting from the back of the vehicle. Someone called out for Deane, the commander.


‘Stop calling the boss,’ shouted Sammy. ‘The boss is dead! He’s lying on the floor of the turret.’


A man ran out and sprayed the Warrior with his AK 47. Beharry, desperately trying to control the Warrior, shouted at Sammy to take him out with his machine gun.


‘I’ve got a stoppage!’ Sammy screamed back.


The assailant went on firing and then darted into an alleyway, to be replaced by a man carrying an RPG. Beharry glimpsed him and managed to slam his hatch shut. Just in time. An ear-splitting explosion tore the handle out of his grip. There were screams behind him and no response when he shouted back for Sammy.


With the other Warriors in the platoon following along behind, Beharry weaved his way down the street, took a quick turning down a side street then pulled up beside another Warrior, his company commander’s. There was a fierce firefight going on but Beharry realised he had to try to transfer Sammy and what was left of Deane to another vehicle. He pulled himself out of the driver’s hatch and looked down into the turret. Deane was on the floor and Sammy was hunched up clutching his sides. Dodging bullets, somehow Beharry managed to drag both out. He heaved one into the back of the commander’s vehicle and the other into a next-door Warrior. Then he zigzagged back to his crippled and smoking Whisky Two Zero to disable the Rarden cannon so that the militants couldn’t use it. Moments later he staggered into the back of another Warrior and passed out.


When he woke up in hospital his only complaint was heat exhaustion. His company commander told him that what he had done was outstanding. ‘And Richard Deane is going to be just fine, thanks to you.’ Sammy was recovering fast too.


The company sergeant major walked in with Beharry’s helmet. It had a hole in the top of it and a three-inch-long groove. A 7.62mm round was still in the lining. ‘That’s a pretty bloody close shave you had there, Beharry.’ Johnson remembered the moment when he’d shouted at Sammy to use the machine gun and something had slammed into his head, knocking it back against the hatch. ‘The helmet’s yours. Something to show the grandkids.’


Six weeks later, with the situation further deteriorating in Amarah, Johnson Beharry’s lucky streak ended. At 1.30 a.m. on 11 June he and his Whisky Two Zero, now fully repaired, were on mortar ‘rat-trapping’ duty. When mortar bombs were fired at the British camp and the source could be identified, Warriors were sent out to track down the bombers. This time it was Richard Deane’s turn. He gave Beharry directions to the grid reference he’d been passed and they drove off. Within twenty seconds the street lights switched off. ‘They know we’re coming,’ Beharry said to himself. Navigation was almost impossible. There were night sights but the only way to be sure of where he was going was to open the hatch and look out. Beharry strained his eyes. He spotted a cat walking across the road. Then there was a flash off to his left. Deane shouted a warning and he heard Sammy yell his name. Beharry remembered another flash of light, a massive crash and then something slammed into his head. He couldn’t see and his ears seemed to be blocked up.


But somehow he managed to hear Richard Deane shouting, ‘Bee, can you hear me?’


‘I hear you.’


‘Get us the fuck out of here! Go, go, go!’


‘Okay, boss.’


Instinctively Beharry managed to slip the gear into reverse and gun the accelerator. The Warrior shot backwards and eventually hit a wall and stopped.


The vehicle had actually been struck by several RPGs, one of them shattering the strut that holds the driver’s hatch open. It exploded only a foot from Beharry’s face. If he hadn’t been so tall, which made him lean backwards in the driving seat, he would have been killed outright. Miraculously he survived and even more remarkably – in spite of suffering a severe brain injury – he was able to respond to Deane’s desperate order to withdraw. Another Warrior drew up beside them and Beharry was very gently eased out of the hatch and into the back of the other vehicle. Richard Deane, badly injured in the face, was transferred too.


A Chinook helicopter sped Beharry to hospital in Kuwait. A surgeon explained to the regiment’s commanding officer that the pressure wave from the exploding RPG had caused multiple fractures to his skull. He was in a coma and any further intervention would require specialised neurosurgical skills not available in Kuwait


Beharry’s Aunt Irene and his wife, Lynthia, were flown out to Kuwait. Four days after the incident they entered the room where he was lying with tubes coming out of his nose and drips in his arms. He was still in a coma. He didn’t recover consciousness for eight days after the explosion. Three days later he was flown back to Britain, to the neuroscience centre in Birmingham. He underwent an eight-hour critical operation and then woke up to find Auntie Irene and Lynthia looking down at him.


A month later, Johnson Beharry was admitted to Headley Court, the military rehabilitation centre, where they rebuilt the muscles he had damaged in his back while pulling Richard Deane out of his hatch after the first close encounter with the RPGs. Months later the regiment came home from Iraq, and Beharry, who had been told he was no longer fit enough to remain in the army, met Deane, Samuels and all his old comrades. The battalion’s commanding officer told him that the battalion had suffered 850 attacks in its six months in Iraq and they had cost the regiment two dead and forty wounded including Beharry. Then the CO delivered spectacular news. Deane and Samuels were to receive the Military Cross for their bravery in Whisky Two Zero. Beharry was to get the Victoria Cross, the highest of all British decorations for courage. His was the first VC to be awarded since the Falklands War in 1982.


As the Queen pinned the VC on Beharry’s chest, she said, ‘It’s been rather a long time since I’ve awarded one of these.’


Just over a year later Beharry returned to Grenada to a hero’s welcome. Even his intemperate father embraced him and said how proud he was.


Sadly Beharry carried the scars of those terrifying days in Iraq into later life. In December 2008, beset by memories he found hard to bear, he attempted suicide. He drove his car at 100 mph into a lamppost. He was knocked unconscious but survived and candidly admitted that he intended to end his life. ‘Everyone thinks I am a hero because I was awarded a VC. But I’m just a normal soldier who cannot get away from his demons.’


He later managed to put this behind him by launching in 2014 the Johnson Beharry VC Foundation – the JBVC. It’s a charity that works to persuade youngsters to leave street gangs and develop other interests. Beharry’s most precious memory today is of the small boy of six or seven wearing a torn T-shirt and no shoes who welcomed him on one of his visits home to Grenada with the words: ‘Johnson Beharry! I want to be you.’
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