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THE MAKING OF A HERO


WESLEY AUTREY
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We begin with a miracle – beneath the streets of New York.


It is just before 1 p.m. on Tuesday 2nd January 2007, and Wesley Autrey, a 50-year-old father of three, is taking his two youngest children to their mother’s house, before going on to the construction site where he works.


They are late, and Wesley hurries his girls down the steps into the 137th Street Station; they pass through the turnstile, head out onto the concourse and walk straight into high drama. Ahead of them, on the almost empty platform, a 20-year-old film student, Cameron Hollo-peter, is having a violent seizure and while startled commuters look on, he falls backwards onto the ground, violently smacking his head.


Cameron just got lucky. Wesley is a navy veteran, trained to respond to emergencies, so he goes straight to the young man’s aid, pulls him back from the platform’s edge and forces his mouth open with a pen, to stop him swallowing his tongue. Then, with the help of another passenger, he holds tightly onto the student until his epileptic seizure has passed. After a few minutes, Cameron seems to be OK. He rises, unsteadily, to his feet, thanks Wesley and the other passenger, staggers off, tilts sideways and falls straight onto the tracks.


Bang on cue, the silence of the 137th Street Station is broken by the roar of an approaching train. As one passenger shouts for help and another scrambles for the emergency telephone, Wesley stares down at Cameron writhing between the metro lines, with a voice in his head (by his own later account) saying: “Fool, you got to go in and help.”


And so it is that this middle-aged father of three leaps into the path of an oncoming train, to save a stranger’s life.


Down on the tracks, Wesley tries to lift Cameron up, but he’s soaking wet from drainage water and keeps slipping through his hands. The Number One train is now bursting into the station, illuminating the darkness with its headlamp and storming towards them and as it does, Wesley spots a drainage chute between the rails – and calculates that they might just fit in. Grabbing Cameron tight and rolling on top of him he pushes them both down tightly into the gap and as he does, the 190-ton locomotive shoots over them and screeches to a halt above their heads.


The entire drama from Cameron’s fall to the train arriving at the station has lasted less than a minute. The locomotive has cleared them by just half an inch (1.27 cm) and has deposited a line of grease right along the top of Wesley’s blue beanie hat.


“Am I dead?” Hollopeter asks.


“No, sir, we’re under a train!” Wesley replies and then, fearing for the safety of his daughters, yells: “Everybody be quiet! There’s two young girls up there, I’m their Daddy, let them know their Daddy is OK!”


As his voice echoes upwards, the now crowded platform falls momentarily silent, before exploding into whoops of joy.


A hero has been born.


*  *  *


Wesley later told Cara Buckley of The New York Times that: “I don’t feel I did something spectacular; I just saw someone who needed help and did what I felt was right.”


But that was not good enough for those seeking to understand why he had shown such extraordinary bravery. In the years that followed his story was constantly revisited and re-examined as people sought to understand the nature of his heroism.


In 2008, Wesley’s story was told in an early TED talk by the renowned psychologist Philip Zimbardo, who held him up as an example of the sort of altruistic, everyday hero that potentially lurks inside us all. In 2012, the Harvard University mathematician and biologist Martin Nowak, author of a book called SuperCooperators, considered whether Wesley’s act was rooted in evolution, suggesting:


“He showed us all that in the game of life, surviving is as dependent upon the goodwill of others as it is upon personal qualities such as drive, excellence, and so on. He became a living testament to the power of cooperation.”


Others, including the American journalist Joe Nocera, argued that Wesley’s actions may have been based on more societal factors and was perhaps down to something called the Bystander Effect. That paradox, first identified by John Darley and Bibb Latané in 1968, argues that the larger the number of people present at an emergency, the slower anyone is to respond; and conversely the smaller the number, the more likely someone is to act quickly.


In other words, crowds diffuse personal responsibility, but individuals feel obliged to do something.


There might be something to this theory, because five years after Wesley saved Cameron’s life, another man, Ki-Suck Han, fell onto the tracks of the crowded 49th Street Subway Station and lost his life while everyone dithered. On that occasion no Wesley Autrey appeared and some of those present even snapped photos of Han’s fate on their cell phones as he was hit by the train and then tried to sell them to a tabloid newspaper. There were, it must be said, several important differences between the two events, not least that Han was drunk and aggressive prior to being pushed onto the tracks, but it was significant that the 49th Street station that day was crowded, while on that lunchtime in 2007, the 137th Street Station had been almost empty.


What the Bystander Effect cannot do is explain why Autrey ignored every single ordinary human instinct to jump. After all, there was every reason not to. Wesley was with his two young daughters, and ordinarily the primitive parental urge to protect them would override all else. He was also the patriarch of his extended family and not only took care of his elderly mother but also supported his adult son’s grandchildren, as well as his nieces and nephews. By risking his life, he was jeopardising the security of all those he loved and what makes it even more extraordinary is that he risked it all for a stranger.


Individuals are significantly more likely to help those who resemble themselves and in 2006, one year before Wesley saved Cameron’s life, research led by Stefan Stürmer of the University of Kiel concluded that:


“While all … people [in the study] felt empathy for someone in distress, they only tended to assist if the needy person was viewed as a member of their own ‘in-group.’”


Wesley was Black, middle-aged and working class; Cameron was a white college kid from Massachusetts. They had nothing in common and had barely met. Wesley had nothing whatsoever to gain by acting. This then was an act of pure, altruistic, heroism, a high bar by which all others can be measured. We shall dub it “The Wesley Factor” and having done so, let’s return to New York on that January afternoon in 2007.


Two hours after being freed from beneath the train and having discharged himself from St Luke’s–Roosevelt Hospital Center, Wesley was greeted outside by a journalist and photographer from the tabloid newspaper the New York Post, who tried to coax him into putting on a Superman outfit and posing for photos. “I’m late for work!” he said and set off to do his shift.


By that evening his face was on every news network in the USA. For some he was the “Subway Hero”, for others the “Hero of Harlem” and depending on whether you were a DC or Marvel fan, you could pick between “Subway Superman” or the “Subway Spiderman”. By the following morning he was the most famous construction worker in America and when he left home, TV cameras greeted him at his door, and he was practically mobbed in the street.


Strangers tried to press dollars into his hand, and a woman even told him she had decided against an abortion because she now realised that there was “good in the world”.


Two days later Wesley visited Cameron in hospital and met his father, Larry Hollopeter, who thanked him for his “unselfish act”. Larry was so overcome, that he began to cry and Wesley, put his arms about him, saying:


“What better way to start the New Year than to save someone’s life?”


That afternoon, the Mayor of New York, Michael Bloomberg, gave Wesley the Bronze Medallion, the highest civic award that the city can bestow and threw in an all-expenses paid trip to Disneyworld for him and his girls, Shuqui, 6, and Syshe, 4. The same evening Autrey appeared on the Late Show with David Letterman and demonstrated that in addition to being a national icon he was just about as nice and normal as a guy can be.


In January 2007, America was not a happy place. The economy was shrinking, unemployment was rising, the housing bubble had burst, and the nation was mired in an ugly Middle-Eastern war. A YouGov poll that year found the number of citizens willing to describe them-selves as “Extremely or Very Proud” to be Americans was at an all-time low. In the words of Bonnie Tyler, America had been “holding out for a hero” and Wesley was the much-needed “streetwise Hercules to fight the rising odds.” For a nation that felt it had lost its way, his bravery spoke of another, albeit imagined, age and another, albeit imagined, country. More than anything, he embodied that most potent Hollywood storyline of all: the everyman who comes out of nowhere to save the day.


But there was a problem. Autrey had not planned to be a hero or sought reward for his courage. He had simply acted out of instinct and good intent and that meant that having found him, neither America nor Wesley himself knew what to do next. So in lieu of any other ideas, the United States did what it always does, resorted to factory settings – and tried to turn him into a celebrity.


Things began predictably enough with him being invited onto Montel, Oprah, Ellen and every other mononymous chat show in the USA where he was showered with gifts. Ellen gave him a $5,000 Gap gift card and the promise of a Jeep. Hugh Hefner gifted him a Playboy beanie hat (to replace the one that had been greased) and a lifetime subscription to his top-shelf magazine. The New York Film Academy threw in a cheque for $5,000, and property tycoon Donald Trump one for $10,000. You will be shocked I know, to hear that the future 45th President of the USA may not have been entirely motivated by largesse. The previous six months had been very bad for him indeed. Ratings for his TV show The Apprentice had slumped and while his wife, Melania, was tending to baby Barron, he had made an embarrassment of himself by telling The View that: “If Ivanka weren’t my daughter, perhaps I’d be dating her”. The same year, on the very eve of the subprime mortgage crisis that would help wreck the US economy, the self-styled business genius had launched “Trump Mortgages”, telling CNBC: “I think it’s a great time to start a mortgage company; the real-estate market is going to be very strong for a long time to come.”


By January 2007 that market was already crashing, and Trump’s stock was falling with it. By befriending the Subway Superman, the future president was latching onto the hero of the moment, in the hope that some of the sheen might rub off on him.


Trump was far from alone in that. Everyone wanted a piece of Wesley. Big brands lined up to give him fur coats, trainers and cologne. Beyoncé invited him to one of her concerts and gave him backstage passes, while blues legend B.B. King dropped to his knees and told him: “You don’t know what you’ve done to and for America.”


He was even asked to open the New York Stock Exchange and next thing he knew, President George W. Bush was on the phone inviting him to come round to the White House to “hang out”. Bush – like Trump – needed a boost to his ratings. In January 2007 he was the least popular US president since Richard Nixon with an approval rating of just 28%. There were percentage points in Wesley Autrey’s heroism and after meeting him at the White House, Bush invited him to be guest of honour at the State of the Union Address on January 23rd. Towards the end of his speech, he paid tribute to his new friend:


“He insists he’s not a hero. He says: ‘We got guys and girls overseas dying for us to have our freedoms. We have got to show each other some love.’ There is something wonderful about a country that produces a brave and humble man like Wesley Autrey.”


Even as he spoke, the miracle on 137th Street was beginning to turn into a sort of a curse because with his fame came another sort of attention. Where once people had come up to hand him money, now they began to ask him for it assuming, that he had become rich. His father, who hadn’t contacted him in three decades, rang out of the blue and, as Wesley later told Robert Kolker of The New Yorker magazine:


“‘Like everybody else,’ he starts saying ‘I need, I want, give me’. Never once did he say: ‘Are you alright? Are the little girls OK?’ He just said, ‘there’s a family reunion coming and if you’re coming bring me some of that money you’ve got’.”


On Valentine’s Day a woman who’d dumped him 15 years previously rang and when Wesley asked why she was contacting him like that, she took umbrage and slammed down the phone. He started getting paranoid about the safety of his girls, worrying that they might get kidnapped – and inevitably perhaps, all the adulation started going to his head.


When Oprah booked him for her Chicago studio on the same day that the makers of Deal or No Deal wanted him in LA, he rang his new best friend the American President and tried to borrow a stealth jet. Somewhere along the line he had picked up “business partners” with big ideas. There was talk of a film and a script in which Wesley, played by Eddie Murphy, or perhaps Brad Pitt, would foil a terrorist attack on the subway and there were plans to turn him into a brand. When Wesley realised that the deals would entitle him to just 50% of any proceeds and that his “business partners” were charging journalists extortionate sums for access, he filed papers.


Aristotle, the polymath of the fourth century BCE, suggested that the role of the tragic hero is always to fall, because only through that fate can heroes reflect the fear and tragedy of mortal human experience – which is in essence – their purpose.


The Greek Gods loathed braggers and were forever bringing down heroes who had ideas above their station. When the hero Odysseus sets off back home after the Trojan Wars, his pride led to a fall – when a journey that should have taken him roughly a week ended up taking ten years and led the crews on all twelve of his ships to be drowned, slain – or eaten.


As Wesley navigated the odyssey of his fame, his own fate in the twenty-first century was to be sealed by the Siren call of daytime TV and the Cyclops beast of empty celebrity.


The moment of his downfall can be traced to 21st May 2007, and that appearance on Deal or No Deal1 hosted by Howie Mandel. The show is a classic “risk it all for the big prize” format and unfortunately, Wesley did just that. Turning down an offer of $305,000 from the “banker” he won just $25. The audience had been expecting an upbeat Spielbergian finale, with Wesley riding off rich and happy into the sunset – they got a super-bleak Lars Von Trier one instead. As consolation Mandel gave Autrey a Chrysler Jeep Patriot, his second Chrysler Jeep Patriot. And the look on everyone’s faces said it all – Wesley’s 15 minutes of fame were up.


What could not be doubted was that Autrey had done something extraordinary on that January morning in 2007. He had saved another man’s life, with no thought for his own safety and no expectation of reward. He was and remains a hero of the highest order. But that moment had been tainted. Powerful people had used him, the American media had sucked him in and spat him out him and the news cycle had simply got bored and moved on.


*  *  *


In November 1872, a self-educated, 32-year-old Assyriologist called George Smith working in the British Museum Library in Bloomsbury made an astonishing discovery.


Smith was unlike any other Assyriologist of his time. Born in a slum in Chelsea to a working-class family he had, aged 14, become a printer’s apprentice and banknote engraver in nearby Clerkenwell, but lunch-time visits to the British Museum had led to a burgeoning fascination with the ancient world. George’s passion for the subject and self-taught expertise was such, that eventually the Department of Oriental Antiquities offered him a job as a “repairer”, piecing together fragments of Assyrian tablets. George quickly demonstrated that his talents stretched beyond elaborate jigsaws and he became indispensable to the museum and Sir Henry Creswicke Rawlinson, as one of his chief decipherers.


Most of the tablets came from a horde that had been discovered at Nineveh and Nimrud between 1849 and 1854 by Assyriologist Sir Austen Layard and later, his assistant Hormuzd Rassam, a Mosul-born accountant turned archaeologist. The finds had once formed part of the Royal Library of Ashurbanipal, a collection of some 30,000 tablets assembled on behalf of King Ashurbanipal himself, the last of the great Assyrian rulers. In 612 BCE the Assyrian capital, Nineveh, was sacked and Ashurbanipal’s library was burned to the ground, but in the process, the clay tablets within had been baked and preserved beneath the city’s ruins for posterity.


They were written in Akkadian, a language spoken from roughly 2600 BCE to the first century of the Common Era and put down in cuneiform text – one of the earliest known writing systems. In use from 3500 BCE, the very start of the Bronze Age, it was adopted over time by at least a dozen languages, including Sumerian and Akkadian, before falling into obsolescence in the second century BCE.


The text had been deciphered only fairly recently, in 1857 and Smith was one of the first people in millennia to read the contents. Many of the tablets were legal, diplomatic or financial in nature, but Smith had made some amazing transcriptions, including accounts of a solar eclipse in 763 BCE and an invasion of Babylonia in 2280 BCE. His greatest and most famous translation however was to be deciphered that autumn day in 1872.


The tablet told the tale of a “great flood” and a vengeful god, Enlil, who decides to press alt-ctrl-delete on creation. But before unleashing the storm, he tells one man, Utnapishtim, of his plans, urging him to:


“Demolish the house, build a boat!”


And then to:


“Abandon riches and seek survival! Spurn property and save life! Put on board the boat the seed of all living creatures!”


So, he and Mrs. Utnapishtim, construct a ship and stuff it full of food, seeds and baby animals to ride out the rising seas.


“On looking down the third column,” Smith later wrote, “my eye caught the statement that the ship rested on the mountains of Nizir, followed by the account of the sending forth of the dove, and it finding no resting-place and returning. I saw at once that I had here discovered … an account of the Deluge.”


Smith’s interest in cuneiform extended beyond the archaeological value of the tablets. Like many Victorian scholars, he believed that the finds were key to proving the historicity of the Bible and here was an account of the same events as Noah’s Ark in Genesis (chapters 6–9) but, crucially, a full thousand years older. Smith was so elated by what he had transcribed that he leapt from his chair and shouted: “I am the first man to read that after more than two thousand years of oblivion!” before stripping off his clothes and running naked around the British Museum Library to the disquiet of his more cerebral colleagues. The following month and by now (thank God) reacquainted with his trousers, he presented his findings to the Society of Biblical Archaeology and an audience that included the Archbishop of Canterbury, Campbell Tait, and the then Prime Minister William Gladstone. It was a huge moment and Smith became history’s first and last cuneiform global celebrity.


There was general frustration that a crucial bit of the story was missing, so the Daily Telegraph, under editor Edwin Arnold, put up 1,000 guineas to fund an expedition to the ruins of Nineveh, in order that Smith might find the missing chunk.


Fulfilling a lifelong ambition to lead an excavation, Smith travelled to Mosul the following year and, incredibly, on 7th May 1873, discovered the segment. That success led to plans for a further expedition but returning to the Middle East once more, Smith fell ill and succumbing to fever and dysentery, died on 19th August 1876, in Aleppo in what is now modern-day Syria.


In the years that followed, even as the legend of George Smith drifted into obscurity, his astonishing discovery was to become far more important than the questionable “proof” it provided for the historicity of Noah’s ark. For the tablet that he had translated was nothing less than Book 11 of the Epic of Gilgamesh – the oldest written story in existence.


Put down on cuneiform circa 2700 BCE the poem tells the tale of the eponymous hero, the king of Uruk, in what is modern-day Warka, Iraq. Gilgamesh starts out as a baddie, a sexual predator who insists on ius primae noctis (his right as a king) to sexually molest women on their wedding nights. He is a violent oppressor who forces men not only to give up their wives but also to work for him building vanity projects. Inevitably therefore, the gods decide to teach him a lesson and send Enkidu, a hunky wild-man down to Earth to challenge him. To become human, Enkidu must engage in 14 days and nights of (frankly really exhausting sounding) lovemaking with a woman called Shamhat and having done so, he is then ready to set out to confront Gilgamesh. But there is a massive plot twist for when they meet, they click and Gilgamesh suggests that instead of fighting each other they should join forces to kill the monsters Humbaba and the Bull of Heaven instead.


Enkidu agrees and, in doing so, enrages those ever-touchy Gods who feel he’s upset their plans. In a peculiar foreshadowing of the fate of George Smith 3,000 years later, the wild man catches a fever and dies.


Gilgamesh is so distraught by the loss of his friend, that he sets off to find the secret to everlasting life, which takes him to Utnapishtim (aka Assyrian Noah) who reveals – after a bit of encouragement from his wife – that there is a sacred plant able to grant eternal youth. Unfortunately, a serpent gets there first and steals it (another trope the writers of Genesis may have plagiarised) and the King returns home empty-handed only to later spring his old friend from the Netherworld, so that they can have a good old natter.


The Epic of Gilgamesh has it all: bromance, human folly and redemption; the existential pain of being and the fear of what happens when we die. There’s sex and floods and Netherworlds. But at its heart lies the most retold story of all. The one where the hero sets out on a quest, overcomes challenges and returns home changed. It is a tale that has defined our view of “the heroic” from the pre-Hellenic era onwards and one which continues to imprint itself firmly on our cultural landscape in books, TV series and films.


The American writer Joseph Campbell used the term monomyth (hero’s journey) to describe this archetype in his hugely influential 1949 book The Hero with a Thousand Faces and given that we will encounter many a monomyth in the pages ahead, let’s take a moment to examine it.


For Campbell, at the heart of a monomyth lie three distinctive elements: separation, initiation and return. Separation involves the protagonist travelling from known to unknown worlds, before experiencing a transformative experience (initiation) and coming back with a new power or knowledge. That basic arc is found in the works of Homer, the Rāmāyana, the four gospels of Christ, Saint George and the Dragon, The Very Hungry Caterpillar, Superman, Dumb and Dumber and even the tale of Wesley Autrey, which I shall use as our example.


The monomyth is cyclical, so let’s first consider a clock-face with Wesley standing at the top, setting off clockwise. He leaves the status quo of home (12 p.m.) and has the call to adventure (1 p.m.) when he witnesses Cameron having his seizure. Seeking assistance (2 p.m.) from a fellow passenger he crosses the threshold (3 p.m.) and leaves the safety of his known world (4 p.m.) by leaping in front of the train. He solves the riddle (5 p.m.) of how to save Cameron by slaying the monster (i.e. climbing into the drainage chute) (6 p.m.) and defeating death before being reborn (7 p.m.). That rebirth is his fame which leads him to rewards and treasure including the Playboy hat and the Jeep (8 p.m.) before there is a lesson (9 p.m.) at the hands of Deal or No Deal and greedy business partners, that returns (10 p.m.) him back transformed (11 p.m.) to his original world with the status quo now shaken up (12 a.m.).


Campbell was a lover of folklore and travelled widely collecting the origin myths of societies and tribes. In the process, he came to believe that the monomyth’s prevalence was rooted in our hunter-gatherer past. Palaeolithic cave art in the Salle du Fond, in the Ardèche valley in South-West France, discovered in 1994 hints tantalisingly at a 35,000-year-old version of the same story and it’s perhaps not surprising. After all, experiencing challenges, tackling problems, overcoming monsters and returning home triumphant is part and parcel of human existence and likely always has been. Going to the shops is a kind of monomyth. So too is the daily school run, the commute to work or even getting out of bed on a bleak late December morning, having eaten your body weight in cheese over Christmas.


The Hero with a Thousand Faces was hugely influential on Hollywood film makers. George Lucas based the first three Star Wars films on the structure, but really Lucas didn’t need Campbell’s guidance and could have plucked his story from any number of heroes journeys from the tenth century BCE Hellenic-era onwards.


The Greeks believed that their heroes were descended from Gods and thus were imbued with “God-like” qualities that blurred the lines between being human and the divine. But crucially, unlike the Gods, these heroes were mortal and thus destined to die, usually gruesome and early deaths as a result of hubris – or whatever else they had done to upset the Gods. In that sacrifice and the journey towards it they attained something called kleos, which roughly translates as “glory”. Kleos was about not just the glory of heroes in life but the remembrance of them after they were gone, hence the epic poems and ballads that included Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey.


Kleos, like toilet paper in a pandemic, was not just handed to you, you had to actively and deliberately search it out, meaning that you had a choice whether to live a long, dull and swiftly forgotten life, or live fast and die young. The ultimate goal was to attain kleos aphthiton, aka “eternal renown”, and really, if you think about it, that’s what all of our heroes still are some three thousand years later.


Most of us are aware of Hellenic “A-listers” like Ajax, Achilles and Theseus, slayer of the Minotaur, striving towards kleos, but the Greeks had a busy line in B-listers too and there were thousands of cults to local heroes. These were a critical aspect of Hellenic culture, with the faithful believing, much as ancestor-worshipping cultures still do, that in death these great people would become protectors and defend their immediate locale. Shrines known as tumuli were built to them and they became places of devotion. The Christian tradition of sainthood had many similarities with such Greek and later Roman cults, and in addition to the roster of “official saints”, “folk saints” proliferated throughout the Christian world from the very start.


The Anglo-Saxons had around 100 unofficial local “English” saints and the tradition of celebrating them continued well beyond the Norman invasion in 1066 and into the sixteenth century. Some figures, like Æthelthryth of Ely, founder of the monastic community in Cambridgeshire, are still venerated today.


Across the Catholic world, local saints proliferate still. In Sinaloa, on the north-western coast of Mexico, offerings are still made to Jesús Malverde, a “Robin Hood” figure said to have lived at the end of the nineteenth century. Malverde is also the “patron saint” of drug traffickers and given the association I wouldn’t hold your breath for his official canonisation any time soon.


In recent decades, the secular cult of celebrity has eclipsed the divine one of saints. And once again, in death, many a modern-day icon has gone on to exist in a kind of kleos – revered by fans, as their stories are told and retold in biopics and biographies.


As we make our own journey through the pages that follow, we will come across many a temple and place of pilgrimage raised to the recent dead and many a legend propped up on the back of them. The likes of Princess Diana, John F. Kennedy, Dr Martin Luther King Junior and even Winston Churchill all have their tumuli and kleos aphithiton, while prematurely deceased pop stars make particularly resonant folk saints. Every year an estimated 500,000 people make the pilgrimage to Elvis Presley’s grave at Graceland. On the corner of Central Park in New York you can visit Strawberry Fields, a shrine to the late Beatle, John Lennon, and even hear people with guitars annihilate his back catalogue. Cards and flowers are still pinned to the tree outside Amy Winehouse’s flat more than ten years after her death and by the B306 near Barnes, a veritable temple has been raised to former T. Rex front man, Marc Bolan – who died there in 1977.


The modern preoccupation with celebrity and political and cultural heroes is really then just a continuation of a 36,000-year-old story and you don’t need to look far to see the monomyth all about you. Pick up your phone and scroll and you’ll soon find advertisers selling you a monomyth. Pop over to Instagram, Tik Tok and Twitter, and you’ll encounter any number of influencers and politicians living out their “heroes’ journeys” for likes.


When Rishi Sunak sought to become the British Prime Minister in 2022, he put out a video that made no mention of his policies and much more of his family’s monomyth. The video began: “Let me tell you a story” before weaving the tale of how his hard-working immigrant grandmother left the status quo and crossed the threshold by boarding a plane to England “with hope for a better life”.


Another hero’s journey was at play in the recent war in Ukraine. President Volodymyr Zelenskyy was once a professional writer and actor, so it was perhaps unsurprising that he brilliantly used his mastery of narrative in waging war against Putin, pitting his heroic country (but crucially not himself) as the protagonist, taking on the monster that was the Russian bear.


During the Covid-19 pandemic, as scientists raced to produce a vaccine and as NHS workers fought an invisible beast, other legends were forged and British people, like others across the world began “clapping for carers” to show their gratitude. The attention was not entirely welcome. Writing anonymously in the Guardian, one doctor said:


“I really don’t need … people clapping. I don’t need rainbows. I don’t care if people clap until their hands bleed with rainbows tattooed on their faces … the NHS is not a charity and it is not staffed by heroes.”


Doctors and nurses, like Zelenskyy and Wesley Autrey, had not actively chosen the glory of kleos; rather they had been obliged to behave heroically by circumstances put in their path – and this is critical to everything that follows. The “Autrey Factor” is ultimately, an “innate heroism” and that’s very different to societal heroes,2 like Achilles, Nelson, Washington, Che Guevara, Captain Scott and even Mao Zedong, who all deliberately chose the heroic path.


Questioning societal heroes can be a risky business tantamount to a kind of heresy because wherever you live you will undoubtedly have been conditioned to believe in the great figures of your nation’s history. It can be deeply discomforting and disconcerting to be told that there is another side to the story; one in which that great person did not so great or even terrible things. There is always a very fine line indeed between heroism and villainy and the old cliché that “one person’s terrorist is another’s freedom fighter” can be applied to many a historical and fictional figure. For many in the West, Mikhail Gorbachev remains a celebrated figure who helped end the Cold War, but in Russia he is broadly detested for his role in breaking up the USSR and helping spark the chaos that followed.


The same is the case with the Elizabethan English sailor and “explorer”, Sir Francis Drake. Known to the Spanish as El Draque (the Dragon), the local, English version of his legend sees him defeating the Armada in 1588, between discovering the potato and circumnavigating the globe. Millions in Britain and across the old Commonwealth grew up with his kleos and Drake’s reputation, as defender of the nation, is such that he is even the source of a curious supernatural “local hero” legend where his snare drum, housed at Buckland Abbey, is said to beat whenever England is threatened. The sound of the drum is said to be a reminder that he is still protecting the nation from beyond the grave, and the last time it is claimed to have happened was in May 1940, during the evacuation at Dunkirk.


Drake’s buccaneering myth is a corker, but the actual details of his life paint a complex and far less flattering picture of the man. While he did indeed circle the Earth between 1577 and 1580, it was not because he had a lust for exploration. His intent was to make himself rich and famous and to that end, he robbed practically everyone he met along the way. He wasn’t the first sailor to circumnavigate the Earth either, as Magellan had completed that journey in 1519, 21 years before he was born. While it is true that Drake helped see off the Armada, Lord Howard was the Admiral in charge of the fleet on the day and really, the victory was his. Yes, Drake brought tobacco and potatoes to Europe, but the Spanish had been there, seen it and patatas bravased it a full decade earlier.


As for being a “privateer”, well that is just a polite way of saying that he was a pirate.


In a 2013 BBC TV series Britain at Sea, the broadcaster David Dimbleby told the story of how he had once been involved in a scheme to take Sir France Drake’s lead-lined coffin, from its final resting place off the coast of Panama, and bring it back in “great glory” on a Royal Navy ship to be buried at St Paul’s Cathedral. But there was a problem:


“There was one group you might have thought would be enthusiastic for it who were completely opposed – the Royal Navy – and why … well, I think it was because, though he is a national hero, Drake was a pirate.”


Like all mobsters, brutality and murder were part of his job description and he used it not only against the people he robbed, but also his own companions. While sailing around the world on his ship, the Pelican, Drake’s brother, Thomas, was caught stealing captured cargo by an aristocratic rival, Thomas Doughty. Fearing a mutiny, Sir Francis brought jumped-up charges of treason and witchcraft against Doughty and he was beheaded on 2nd July 1578. Subsequently, Drake changed the name of his flagship from the Pelican to the Golden Hind largely to placate the expedition’s sponsor, Christopher Hatton, a close friend of Doughty, whose family crest featured a golden deer (or hind).


My childhood history book of Drake made no mention of Doughty’s fate any more than my 1978 copy of children’s history magazine Look and Learn explored the massacre on Rathlin Island off the coast of Ireland on 26th July 1575. At that atrocity, Drake, along with the Earl of Essex and Sir John Norreys, forced their way into a castle being used as a sanctuary by the MacDonnells of Antrim while resisting Queen Elizabeth’s attempts to subjugate the local rulers and then butchered 600 people including women and children. Some hero – huh.


When not engaged in piracy and infanticide, Drake helped enslave 1,000 Africans and kill 3,000 more. Early in his career, between 1562 and 1569, he sailed, with his cousin John Hawkins on voyages that established the Triangular Trade (the transatlantic slave trade operating between Africa, Europe and the Americas) and deprived African people of their liberty and lives in a brutal and dehumanising crime against humanity, which nonetheless made Drake rich. During his life, Drake and his deeds were well-known. He was a controversial figure in England and that was in no small part down to his efforts to promote himself as a politician, serving as Mayor of Plymouth and a Member of Parliament three times. But his legend largely persists thanks to the Victorians who turned him into a paragon of English derring-do and a sort of patron saint of Empire. Throughout the nineteenth century, in bestselling books like Froude’s History of England and Charles Kingsley’s 1855 novel Westward Ho!, Drake was retrospectively cast as the central male protagonist of the Elizabethan era. And that is why so many of us were brought up believing that he was a great hero.


Westward Ho! was particularly guilty of forging the myth with the once-radical author using his fictionalised account of Drake to under-score his belief that Anglican English values trumped those of the Spanish, that the Empire was the nation’s destiny and that we had Drake to thank for making it all possible by defeating the Catholic Armada.


Societal heroes like Drake do not happen by chance. They do not, like Wesley Autrey, spring from nowhere. They are, more frequently than not, carefully selected and their place in the national psyche involves a lot of conniving, self-promotion and mythologising along the way. The real-life Drake was a greedy, back-stabbing, murderous, slave-trading pirate – but his kleos is so embedded in England’s greater myth that to suggest as much is to take a sledge hammer to our island story.


When the Sir Francis Drake primary school in Lewisham, south-east London decided to change its name to Twin Oaks in January 2023, there was uproar, among the self-appointed guardians of Britain’s past. At least one Conservative MP, Alexander Stafford, tweeted:


“Absolute madness. Drake literally saved England from invasion by the Spanish Armada. One of England’s finest heroes and one of the reasons we remain speaking English rather than Spanish. When will this cultural vandalism end?”


The Tory peer Lord Frost added: “This is a very bad sign of our cultural decay & of disrespect for our history.”


And the historian, Professor David Abulafia, part of an influential Conservative pressure group called “History Reclaimed” told the Daily Mail: “Blotting out names is blotting out the past in all its shades.”


It was nonsense. The school was not “erasing history” but examining and assessing it. To that end, it had revisited the true events of Drake’s life, held a thorough consultation with the local community and discussed the proposed name change and reason behind it. In a ballot, 88% of the 450 staff, pupils and locals affected had then voted for the change and in the process, everyone had learned more about Drake than they ever would have done so by walking past his name on a sign outside the school. In renaming the primary school, the teachers and governors were not “cancelling Drake”, they were teaching history.


The study of the past and our appreciation of it should never be reduced to the status of an elaborate fan club for the “big names” from it – but all too often it is. In the process, people who were not really very heroic indeed have been lifted up to the status of icons and even gods. These are the people that I have dubbed Fake Heroes. That is not to say that all who follow were necessarily terrible human beings. Some sought kleos; others were granted it almost by accident; others still, were raised up posthumously by people who sought to ride on the coattails of their legends, for the promotion of their own.


As we undertake the journey, we shall find that many of the “great people who did great things” really did nothing of the sort. Along the way we will discover others, who have been edited out of the narrative, or neglected by it and who are probably more deserving of the heroic epithet than those that stand in their place.


But what became of Wesley Autrey?


Well – 2007, his year of glory, ended with him being shortlisted Time “Person of the Year” with his entry (at 48) penned by none other than Donald Trump. Wesley missed out on the top spot that year to a statesman who was ranked first by dint of his “extraordinary feat of leadership” that had taken his country from chaos back to “the table of world power”.


His name was Vladimir Putin.




1    Case 24 was held by a certain Meghan Markle during much of season two of the gameshow, but she left after episode 34. Autrey appeared in episode 67 of the same series.


2    Societal heroes are those who have been appointed by historians, politicians, society and tradition as our collective icons.
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WAR HEROES


DOUGLAS BADER
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Propaganda and the Hero


On 22nd March 1895, two brothers, August and Louis Lumière, demonstrated their invention, Cinématographe, to a small gathering at the Société d’Encouragement pour l’Industrie Nationale1 in Paris and unwittingly set in motion a chain of events that would change the world.


A year earlier their father, Antoine, had witnessed an exhibition of Thomas Edison’s Kinetoscope, a mechanical peephole which, by the turn of a handle, allowed viewers to watch moving pictures. Recognising that more profit could be made if one film was shown to a single, larger paying audience he returned home to Lyon and challenged his sons to find a solution. The result was the Cinématographe, a light-weight machine that could both film and project moving images.


Workers Leaving the Lumière Factory, which much like Snakes on a Plane (2006) had all the spoilers in its title, was the result and the film shown at that demonstration in Paris in 1895. In December the same year it featured, with nine other 50-second reels, at the first ever public film show at the Grand Café du Paris. That program did not include their most famous work, Train Pulling into a Station, which premiered the following January. Once again, the short does what it says on the tin. A train arrives at a station, people get off, others get on – the end. But, there is more to it than that – for this 50-second sequence has an artistry that is lacking in the earlier films. As the train comes to a stop and the hustle and bustle of the passengers ensues, we are not just watching “moving pictures” but something recognisably “cinematic”.


Legend has it that the first audience fled in terror as the train shot towards them. The event is recreated in Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1992) and Hugo (2011) and appears in many standard texts on cinema, including Mark Cousins’ 2004 book The Story of Film.


In her 1973 biography of director F. W. Murnau, the academic Lotte Eisner explains: “The spectators in the Grand Café involuntarily threw themselves back in their seats in fright, because Lumière’s giant locomotive pulling into the station seemingly ran toward them.”


But in 2004 German academic Martin Loiperdinger thoroughly debunked the story and the consensus nowadays is that it is no more than a cinematic foundation myth.


The story persisted because it sounds credible. Millions of us have hidden our eyes behind our hands on visits to the cinema or leapt out in terror at jump scares in horror films. So, it’s feasible to believe that people seeing a train heading towards them on a massive screen for the first time, might have been tempted to run for the doors.


Often cited as the first “documentary”, the 50 seconds of footage was actually a fix. The Lumières made two previous versions, before getting it right in that third take, and luck played no part in the result. Though the film appears to have been shot spontaneously, many of the “passengers” on La Ciotat station are not hapless passers-by but friends of the filmmakers moving under the direction of Louis Lumière. By their 11th film, the brothers had already worked out an important aspect of the film craft: to make something look convincingly real, you must fake it.


History’s first documentary film was in fact, scripted reality.


The curse of innovators is always to be bettered by those who follow, and soon other early film-makers were making much more innovative and interesting work. The Lumières viewed their invention as little more than a novelty, but others saw its immense possibilities. The French theatre director and illusionist Georges Méliès had witnessed that December 1895 demonstration in the Grand Café and soon after tried to buy one of their machines off them. When they refused, Méliès commissioned a copycat device from an English inventor and began making films of his own. They included the first science-fiction film ever made: A Trip to the Moon (1902), a triumph of special effects and political satire which went on to become a worldwide global hit.


The Lumières quit the business in 1905 to concentrate on the development of colour film. Both went on to live long lives and in later life were feted for pioneering cinema. Although – in truth – they had done so much more than that.


One of the unintended consequences of the early movie industry was the invention of modern celebrity. In film’s infancy in Hollywood, actors had no billing and were known by their looks, with Mary Pickford dubbed “the girl with the golden curls” and Florence Lawrence “the Biograph girl”. The reasoning was simple. Some serious actors deemed film-making beneath them and didn’t want their names associated with it; at the same time studio bosses feared that if the talent became famous, they might want more money.


But audiences clamoured to learn the names of their favourite actors and eventually the film-makers relented. By the mid-1920s, an estimated 50 million Americans were going to the pictures every week, and many a star was born. Some were elevated to the very heights of Gods.


When the matinee idol Rudolph Valentino collapsed and died, aged 31, in 1926, it was as if Heracles himself had perished and overwrought acts of public mourning ensued. Tens of thousands of people descended on the Frank E. Campbell Funeral home on Madison Avenue in New York to see his body, and mounted police had to disperse the crowd. Sensational news reports heightened the hysteria and at least one woman, Peggy Scott, a 27-year-old British actress, was said to have taken her life on hearing of the actor’s death. Scott claimed to have been having an affair with Valentino, but they probably never met, and the testimony of friends suggests she was struggling with a significant mental health episode when she died. Either way, accounts of her suicide poured further fuel onto the raging pyre and Valentino’s funeral on 30th August 1926 turned into a frenzy.


A British Pathé newsreel of the day shows massive crowds and even greater melodrama. At the centre of it all is Valentino’s bereaved fiancée, the actress Pola Negri.2 Dressed in widow’s weeds, she is guided unsteadily to a waiting car, clutching a handkerchief, and then whisked to St. Malachy’s Actor’s Chapel past vast crowds.


Film cameras were not allowed inside the church, so sadly we miss the bit where Negri, whose, once stellar career had hit the skids, “fainted” dramatically three times in front of the assembled throng of movie producers and casting directors. Although fortunately, for posterity, a photo was taken of her prostrating herself dementedly over the coffin, beneath a giant floral tribute that read “POLA” in lettering two metres high.


Her histrionics set off the mourners outside who burst into the church, as Pola wailed: “My love for Valentino was the greatest love of my life. I loved him not as one artist loves another, but as a woman loves a man.”


She was married to someone else within the year.


Valentino’s final resting place at the Hollywood Forever Cemetery quickly became a shrine and on the first anniversary of his death, a mysterious woman, dressed in a heavy black veil appeared and laid a single red rose. The flower bearer was later revealed to be a studio plant, hired to promote re-releases of Valentino’s films, but in the years that followed, another woman, Ditra Flame, took up the mantle and carried on the tradition until she was crowded out by a veritable army of copycat “ladies in black” in the 1950s.


In all the theatrics, few were mourning Rodolfo Pietro di Valentina d’Antonguolla, the Italian-born agricultural student, odd-job man and gigolo who had, almost by chance become an actor. The crowds on the streets, Pola Negri, Ditra Flame, and her imitators had turned out for the Sheikh3 – the “Latin lover” onto whom they had projected all their longing and desire – a man who, was little more than a fantasy, but who, through the power of cinema, had been turned into a latter-day God.


The unique ability of cinema to “make us believe” that what we are watching on the screen is real has long been a source of academic study. In his 1916 book The Photoplay: A Psychological Study the German-born American psychologist Hugo Münsterberg noted that when we watch movies, we become more than mere passive observers.


“More than in the drama, the persons in (a film) are to us, subjects of emotional experiences. Their joy and pain, their hope and fear, their love and hate, their gratitude and envy, their sympathy and malice, give meaning and value to the play.”


One hundred years later, in 2016, the Mexican film director, Alejandro González Iñárritu put it more succinctly: “Cinema is a mirror, by which we often see ourselves. That’s the role we play as filmmakers. If that power is not transmitted on the screens, there’s something wrong”.


In its use of close-ups, montage and points of view, film comes closer than any other visual medium to replicating human experience and even putting us inside the heads of other people. It mimics life and the experience of it. We have all felt fear, loss, greed, betrayal and envy and through its intimacy, film allows us to relive these emotions in the lives of others. When we watch movies and see those same arcs play out, we are in a sense watching imitations of our own experiences.


But something else might be at play.


In 2008, Tamar Gendler, a professor of psychology at Yale University, coined the term alief to describe the cognitive dissonance we experience when we know something is false but at the same time, believe it to be true. Gendler’s examples included people being repulsed by plastic poo, despite knowing it to be fake, or fearing they might fall through a glass floor while knowing full well that it is reinforced. Aliefs are automatic, inherent, belief-like attitudes which defy rational logic. Even if we tell ourselves that it is perfectly safe to walk across that glass-bottomed viewing platform thousands of metres above the Grand Canyon, our palms might sweat as we grip the handrail ever more tightly.


Alief could explain why sad movies make us cry and why Jaws (1975) made millions of people too scared to go into the sea, even off the coast of Margate, in fear of being eaten by a great white shark. When we watch Jaws, we know “it’s just a film”. We are aware that the monster is a prop, but all the same – alief makes us buy into it.


Gendler’s work is controversial, and some critics have wondered why we need a new word to describe what are in essence hard-wired human responses. In 2010, the Guardian columnist Oliver Burkeman came to her defence arguing: “She’s not concerned with causes … but with capturing the state of mind involved. ‘Alief’ allows for another possibility: that you can be absolutely, rationally convinced of something, yet also alieve – and thus behave – quite differently.”


Alief could be another contributing factor to the widespread cognitive dissonance that followed the death of Rudolph Valentino in 1926. Mourners knew he was “just an actor” but they alieved him to be the Sheikh. It might also help explain why film can be such an effective propaganda tool.


In the early 1900s, the British film-makers Sagar Mitchell and James Kenyon, working in Blackburn, Lancashire, made a series of early “war films”, including The Despatch Bearer (1901), which they claimed was based on a real incident in the ongoing conflict between South African Boers and the British Empire. In the film, a backstabbing pantomime-esque Boer kills a British soldier before having his comeuppance. This and other films of the time were a sensation and Mitchell and Kenyon augmented the on-screen action with “effects” which included actual gunfire and smoke.


Watching it now, it’s hard to believe that anyone could have fallen for such ludicrous slapstick propaganda, but as the Boers continued to give the mighty Empire a lesson in hubris in 1901, emotions were running high and perhaps people needed a lift. The British Army had lost at least 22,000 men, mostly from disease, in a war that was supposed to have lasted just a few months. With British atrocities perpetrated on the civilian population leaking out into the press, people back home needed a cinematic dose of reassurance that they were on the right side and the Despatch Bearer delivered it.


On 4th August 1914, with Germany having breached Belgian neutrality and then failed to respond to a British ultimatum to remove their troops, the United Kingdom and her Empire declared war on the German Empire and in the ensuing bloodbath, cinematic propaganda came of age. A 1916 “documentary”, The Battle of the Somme, which did more than anything at the time to shape perspectives, is generally considered to be the first masterpiece of the form. The actual Battle of the Somme, which had begun on 1st July that year, failed in almost all its objectives. The British suffered 57,470 casualties and 19,240 dead on the first day alone and the Big Push was in fact a Massive Flop. But the heavily edited version of events, presented in the film, told a more upbeat story, and an estimated 20 million Britons went to see the “documentary” in the first six weeks alone.


The film seemed to be telling audiences “the truth”. It did not shirk from the blood, the toil, the mud, the death and the violence but crucially, it ended on an uplifting note that gave the strong impression that the war was being won. But this was altered reality once more and like the Train Pulling into a Station, the filmmakers had fiddled with the truth.


What audiences were seeing was not “the war” but a cleverly edited and heavily biased version of it made by War Office filmmakers. The raw footage was shot by Geoffrey Malins and John McDowell, embedded with the 29th and 7th Divisions respectively, but it was intercut with staged re-enactments that were passed off as the real thing. Scenes, including a famous sequence of men running across No Man’s Land had actually been shot at a training ground, miles behind British lines.


Audiences believed what they saw and still do. The footage endured long after 1918 and scenes from The Battle of the Somme – including that “advance” – are still regularly used in documentary films today. As such the film is one of the most effective and enduring pieces of propaganda in cinematic history as it is still informing our vision of the First World War more than 100 years after it ended.


Britain was not the only country to harness the power of cinematic propaganda.


Throughout the Russian Civil War (1917–1923), Lenin sent agitation trains across the countryside, disseminating heavily biased newsreels and short pro-Bolshevik films, influencing the minds of hundreds of thousands of peasants in the process. The USSR went on to make cinema a powerful instrument of the communist state. From the mid-1920s, directors like Sergei Eisenstein turned out visually stunning and emotive films like Battleship Potemkin (1925) while the likes of the editor and film-maker Esfir Shub, made “documentaries” including The Fall of the Romanov Dynasty (1927) which forged a party-friendly version of Russia’s recent history.


In Germany, Adolf Hitler and Joseph Goebbels, both admirers of British propaganda, used the medium to promote their fascist ideology following their rise to power in 1933. Some of those films and most famously, Leni Riefenstahl’s Nazi documentaries, including Triumph of the Will (1935) and Olympia (1938), were hugely effective in giving the impression of Nazi indomitability. They were also – somewhat depressingly – highly acclaimed beyond Germany. Triumph of the Will, which showed Hitler as the central hero protagonist amidst the spectacle of fascism in a sort of Nazi wet dream, caused a sensation farther afield than Germany, winning a gold medal at the 1935 Venice Biennale in fascist Italy and praise from critics as far away as America. The US film director Frank Capra, himself a maker of propaganda films, later claimed that while Triumph of the Will: “Fired no gun (and) dropped no bombs … as a psychological weapon aimed at destroying the will to resist, it was just as lethal.”


Other, less sophisticated, work, aimed squarely at domestic audiences, included a fake documentary The Eternal Jew (1940), which set up the dehumanisation of millions of people for the Holocaust that followed.


Goebbels realised that the medium could not simply be used to bludgeon the population into believing in the cause and recognised the need for state-backed movies to thrill and entertain as well. So, throughout the Third Reich reign of terror, the Nazis churned out hundreds of films in multiple genres. The state-funded lavish musicals, pratfall comedies, operettas, historical dramas, escapist romances and dozens of war movies featuring heroic German soldiers taking on the enemy. The last included Kampfgeschwader Lützow (Battle Squadron Lützow) made in 1941, which told the story of a daring bomber squadron during the invasion of Poland, and Stukas made the same year, which features multiple storylines including that of a fighter pilot, suffering from post-traumatic stress (PTSD) following a crash, who overcomes his fears and wounds to fly again.


In all these films there are more than passing resemblances to the Allied equivalents, the difference being that the films made in Britain in the era are still regularly shown on TV today. A particularly resonant example is 1942’s Went the Day Well? in which a typical English village is invaded by German soldiers, disguised as British troops, who are unmasked and subsequently defeated by local people.


The best propaganda flatters us, plays to our prejudices and turns the other side into a bogeyman. Went the Day Well? does all the above, suggesting that stiff-upper-lipped English country folks with a ready sense of humour are every bit the match for Nazi paratroopers, and that given the chance, matronly housewives can turn into heroes.


In many films of the time, including Pimpernel Smith (1941), One of Our Aircraft is Missing (1942) and the spy film Bulldog Sees It Through (1940), this theme was key, with plucky, urbane, amateurish Brits outwitting dastardly humourless Germans. Some were funded partly or wholly by the Ministry of Information, the government department with responsibility for propaganda. Others were unofficial, freelance agitprop4 made to fit the populist, patriotic mood of the time. In war, unifying myths are critical, and given that the Nazi regime was systematically murdering its own people, the country and it’s leaderships were already behaving monstrously and the British were understandably and sensibly cast in the role of a latent St George.


To veer from the narrative of cheerful, wise-cracking, indomitable Brits fighting evil Nazis was to invite trouble. When word reached PM Winston Churchill, in 1943, that the director and writer team Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger were making a film called The Life and Death of Colonel Blimp, based on the wartime cartoons of David Low, which satirised stuffy old-fashioned Britishness and, worse, that Austrian émigré actor Anton Walbrook featured as a “sympathetic German”, he set out to stop to it. He wrote to Brendan Bracken, his Minister of Information, asking him to: “propose to me the measures necessary to stop this foolish production before it gets any further”.


Under pressure, Powell and Pressburger showed a rough cut to censors and the film got the green light. When the movie was shown in 1943, a tag line invited audiences to “come and see the banned film”, demonstrating that even in war, PR people see an angle.


The Second World War formally ended on 2nd September 1945, but the makers of war films in Britain and America were only just warming up. In the last four years of the 1940s, US and UK studios produced around 30 wartime-set films and in the next decade the genre became even bigger box office business. In the 1950s, as the immediate pain of the conflict gave way to a sort of nostalgic triumphalism, British studios alone put out over 50 war movies. Some were fictitious, but many were based on events already familiar to audiences thanks to propaganda efforts by the Ministry of Information in the war years. That work fed the film industry for decades to come and through constant repeats on post-war television, became central to the retrospective narrative of the Second World War.


There was considerable bleed between truth and fiction. Since these films tended to show the military establishment in a good light, they were welcomed by it and regimental bands even adopted the music. The themes to The Bridge on the River Kwai (“Colonel Bogey March”) and The Great Escape remain part of the repertoire of the Coldstream Guards Band. Attend any military parade featuring the Central Band of the RAF and you will hear the theme tune to The Battle of Britain, The Dam Busters, 633 Squadron or Reach for the Sky.


While claiming to recreate “real-life” events, most of these post-war films took considerable artistic licence and often left important details and people out.


In 1950, the director Jack Lee began casting a film version of the bestselling book The Wooden Horse. The script told the story of a real escape by British prisoners of war (POWs) from Stalag Luft III in 1943, the same camp from which the more famous “Great Escape” took place the following year. In that first breakout, POWs used a hollow gymnastic vaulting horse as cover for digging a tunnel and, under the guise of “exercise”, smuggled three men back home to the UK.


While casting the film, Lee auditioned the actor Peter Butterworth, later famous for his roles in many of the Carry On series of comedy films for the part of a British detainee. As Butterworth later reminisced and as the National Archives attest, he was turned down for the role on account of being “too fat” and “not convincingly heroic”. And that, despite Butterworth having been an actual POW at Stalag Luft III in 1943, who had been involved in the planning of the escape and one of the decoys on the day.


The Dam Busters (1955) is now almost as famous for the racist name of the mission leader’s dog as it is for the exploits of Wing Commander Guy Gibson and his men. The film tells the true story of a bombing raid, codenamed Operation Chastise, which took place on the night of the 16th and 17th May 1943, when 19 Lancaster bombers breached two dams and knocked out a power station in the German Röhr using innovative “bouncing bombs” designed by the inventor Barnes Wallis. But in doing so, an awful lot of inconvenient facts ended up on the cutting room floor. For a start, the daring mission was nowhere near as effective as the movie makes out.


The historians Charles Webster and Noble Frankland, whose official four-volume history of the Strategic Air Offensive came out in 1961, were certainly not convinced, believing that the RAF massively overstated the success of the attack and that its impact was short-lived. Using slave labour and putting every available hand to the task, the Germans repaired the dams and had them operational again in just five months; the hydroelectric power station at Herdecke was up and working again in weeks.


In 1972, documents relating to the event were declassified and the journalist Bruce Page wrote: “The truth about the Dams Raid is that it was a conjuring trick, virtually devoid of military significance … The story of the raid is one of sloppy planning, narrow-minded enthusiasm and misdirected courage…”


The attack had undeniably caused the Germans a huge headache, but it was at the end of the day a costly propaganda stunt, which cost the lives of 53 RAF crew. There were other victims too, for as 330 million tonnes of water gushed into the valleys below, some 1,600 people including 1,000 slave labourers were drowned.


Such uncomfortable details of course did not make their way into triumphalist 1950s films – not least because British people had other concerns. Wartime rationing ended only in 1954, one year before The Dam Busters was released, and many British cities were still pock-marked with bombsites. Unemployment may have been at an historic low and there were new opportunities of education, employment and even housing – in the shape of the new towns that were popping up everywhere in the Southeast – but Britain was a different country to the superpower of 1939. India and Pakistan had gained their independence in 1947 and other former colonies were following suit. In losing its Empire, the nation had begun to decline as a global player and was starting to lose a sense of who it was and what it was about. Films, which shone a brighter light on the country and its recent victory over the Nazis, made people feel good about themselves. The Dam Busters epitomised the wartime fiction of British spirit, and audiences were only too willing to believe.


In a classic example of aliefery, that merger in minds between film and reality conflated fictional portrayals with the actual events. Richard Todd5 became entwined with the real-life Guy Gibson who he portrayed in The Dam Busters and, in another even more famous example, the actor Kenneth More became a sort of doppelgänger to the legendary fighter pilot Group Captain Douglas Bader.


Practically everyone who grew up in post-war Britain knew the story of Douglas Bader. The 1956 film of his exploits, Reach for the Sky, based on the book of the same name and directed by Lewis Gilbert, did much to cement his legend and was regularly broadcast on TV screens following its first showing in September 1965. Reach for the Sky is unusual among post-1945 war films, in that it is the story of one man – and More’s portrayal of Bader was to fuse the two men, almost as one in the national psyche.


If you were born after 1980 or did not grow up in the UK, you might be unfamiliar with it – so the story, as told in Reach for the Sky, goes like this:


We first meet Bader on his motorbike, shooting through the English countryside on his way to join the RAF in the late 1920s. As a plane swoops overhead, Bader crashes, dusts himself down and arrives at the barracks with a hole in his bowler hat. Much to the mirth of fellow trainee pilots and much to the rage of the company Sergeant Major, the top of his damaged hat keeps flipping up while he is on parade.


He loves RAF life and the camaraderie and there are japes galore, including the time he and his chums loosen a policeman’s bicycle wheels, after he has had the temerity to tell them off. But, in 1931, disaster strikes when Bader crashes a plane at Woodley Aerodrome, near Reading, while showing off a few feet above a runway. He survives but loses both legs; one just above and the other just below the knee. Told he won’t walk again, he proves the experts wrong through sheer bloody-mindedness and takes up golf while romancing his sweetheart, Thelma.


The RAF has no need for a legless pilot, so he goes to work for the Shell Oil company instead but six years later, when war breaks out, he seeks to re-enlist. The recruiting officer meets him with the line: “You’re wasting your time, I’m afraid, sir, they’ll never let you fly.”


Bader won’t take no for an answer, proves he can fly and ends up commanding group of battle-hardened Canadians, winning their hearts with an aerial display.


One day – off the top of his head – Bader suggests a new tactic (“Big Wing”) to his commander Air Vice-Marshal Trafford Leigh-Mallory in which three squadrons get put in the air at once rather than one, and his idea is quickly put to work by the Duxford Wing under his command. Along the way, as with any good monomyth, there are mentors and teachers, thresholds crossed and even miracles. There is also a rebirth when, instead of killing the Luftwaffe monster, the monster nearly kills him.


On 9th August 1941, a year after the Battle of Britain, Bader’s Spitfire is hit over Saint-Omer in North-West France. With one prosthetic leg trapped in the cockpit and his plane hurtling towards the ground, he unclips it and bails out, floating down by parachute before getting captured.


Reunited with both legs, and while still convalescing in Saint-Omer, Bader contacts the Resistance and escapes. He is quickly recaptured, while his French hosts are carted off for questioning, but the tenacious Bader doesn’t give up there. Eventually his hosts lose patience and tell him that he is going to be moved to a more “comfortable” camp. Bader refuses but when told by his friend Harry Day that: “You’ve given them a lot of headaches and we’re all on your side … but it only needs a spark to start an incident…” he relents and is sent to Oflag IV-C aka Colditz Castle, waved off by his cheering comrades. In the spring of 1945, he is liberated but instead of celebrating he seeks immediately to get his hands on a Spitfire. He returns home to Thelma and tells her of his plans to head East to fight the Japanese but much to her relief, VJ Day catches up with him and the war ends.


And so too does the film.


But, of course, Bader’s real-life narrative carried on. He was already a well-known figure when the film came out in 1956, and Reach for the Sky made him one of the country’s most famous war heroes. Despite Bader being wary of the film and not watching it for years, it was a critical and commercial success, winning the 1956 BAFTA for Best Film. Rank, the film’s distributor, released it in the USA too but pitted against the big-screen colour movies of the time, including The King and I, The Man Who Knew Too Much and The Ten Commandments, this two-hour black and white picture about a legless British fighter pilot failed to make its mark.


Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, Bader remained a celebrity in the UK and in Commonwealth countries like Australia, South Africa and New Zealand. And as perhaps Britain’s most famous disabled person, he also campaigned hard on behalf of others. A few months before his death in 1982, he was surprised by TV host Eamonn Andrews at a charitable event in London’s Haymarket for an edition of the ego-massaging biographical show This is Your Life! The programme was a staple of the schedules at the time, and it consisted of the surprised guests hearing flattering versions of their life stories, before getting handed the big red book that was, in effect, the show’s script. Bader’s special guests that night included former comrades from “Dogsbody Section”, his fighting unit, an old adversary in the shape of General Adolf Galland of the Luftwaffe, and even Madame Hiecque and Lucille Debacker, the two French women who had tried to help him escape in 1941.


In the preamble to the programme, Andrews describes Bader as: “a living legend, one of the greatest romantic real-life heroes of our time or any time.”


And though since his death, the Bader myth has faded, he remains perhaps the best-known hero of that increasingly sacred event called the “Battle of Britain”. That Bader’s reputation continues to linger is thanks in no small part to the film that cemented his legend and Kenneth More’s hugely sympathetic portrayal of him.


In S .P. Mackenzie’s Bader’s War (2008), the author relates a story where the Chairman of the British Limbless Ex-Servicemen’s Association introduces Bader mischievously with: “Some of you may remember him as the man who played the part of Kenneth More in the film Reach For The Sky.”6


Bader was not comfortable with the association, often telling interviewers variations on the theme of: “Everyone thinks I’m that nice chap Kenny More but I’m not.”


But it undoubtedly sealed his legend. Forty years after his death he is still regularly name-checked in podcasts and the pages of the Daily Mail. In July 2016, in an interview with BBC History Magazine, the then Prime Minister David Cameron named Bader his “greatest hero of all time” and the myth proliferates in shrines and memorials.


His name is enshrined in streets and there are statues too including a bronze one, unveiled by his second wife Joan Bader at Goodwood Aerodrome in 2001. The Douglas Bader Walking school, Bader’s Bus Company (a disabled aerial display team) and the Bader Academy, a special school in Doncaster, all keep his name alive, and there are even drinking holes in his honour.


On the site of what was once RAF Martlesham, just off the A12 in Suffolk, sits the Douglas Bader pub, with its ribbon cut by the man himself in 1979. Another local, The Bader Arms, used to stand in Tangmere, West Sussex, and was opened by Bader in 1982. A local legend tells that when asked by a reporter what he thought of the name, Bader is said to have replied: “They could hardly have called it the Bader fucking legs, could they.”


The story is typical of Bader and his propensity for swearing. Another, undoubtedly apocryphal, tale has him giving a talk at a girl’s school about dogfights: “There were fuckers to the left of us, fuckers to the right of us and fuckers coming out of the Sun!” – until the headmistress interjects to explain that “a Fokker was a German aircraft type of the Second World War, girls!”


“That as may be”, replies Bader, “but these fuckers were Messerschmitts”.


It is one of the many paradoxes of his life that teetotal Bader should have two pubs named after him, but then he and his legacy are complicated. Wartime propaganda and the subsequent portrayal of his life has left his truth ever more in a tug-of-war with his fictional alter ego. The uncomfortable fact is that a man held up as Britain’s greatest war hero was not much of a hero at all. Or at least, not one in the way we remember him.


*  *  *


It’s a blistering hot day in July 2022 and my teenage son and I are driving to the Imperial War Museum at Duxford.


I have set out with an iconoclastic spirit, but almost as soon as we enter the premises a weird transformation takes place and suddenly, I’m Alan Partridge, pointing excitedly at military hardware. For many boys of my age growing up in the 1970s, the Second World War was a big deal. War was everywhere – in our toys and games and across our weekend TV viewing and we all knew who Bader was. This might explain why I am but one of many men, of about my age, wandering about Duxford with children in tow.


The constant putt, putt, putt of vintage planes taxiing fuels the atmosphere.


You can ride in a Spitfire at Duxford for £2,950 which is beyond the day’s budget, so we opt for the “Spitfire simulator” at a far more affordable £4 instead.


A mum and three young kids hop in and soon we are sliding left and right on a little plastic seat as we “experience” the Battle of Britain from the perspective of a Messerschmitt pilot over the White Cliffs of Dover in 1940. The experience, it must be said, lacks the inherent drama of being in a dogfight at a thousand feet – but at £4 each who has a right to complain? It is all too much for one of our younger pilots and everything shudders to a halt as he presses the emergency stop button and demands to get taken to the loo.


The kindly attendant tells us we can have another go and we are joined by a fellow dad and his sons, who he is chivvying along “to shoot down some Germans.” As a battle-hardened veteran of the simulator, I explain, that we are in fact Luftwaffe pilots and a great big smile breaks across his face as he barks:


“You hear zat kidzzz?? Vee are zee Germanz!!!”


Four minutes pass and we emerge into the summer heat, with the commentary telling us that the Battle of Britain pilots had “prevented the invasion of Britain”. “That was fun!” says the other dad and I concur that it was. But as we return to the car past the machinery of death and the gift shop selling “Dam Raider” gin, an uneasiness descends. It has been a great day out, but what have we learned?


Duxford has thousands of exhibits and atmosphere galore, but among all the gleaming planes and glass cases there is very little to remind us that we are in the presence of machines designed to kill people. With all the rides and interactive displays, it feels more entertainment than museum – and it’s almost as if we have had a day out at the Disneyland of War.


Duxford was well known to Bader. He was posted there to Number 19 squadron in February 1940, and it was here that he first flew a Super-marine Spitfire.


In the pre-war years, Fighter Command had divvied up the UK into different regions and this airbase was the southernmost base for 12 Group which was responsible for defending a huge swathe of airspace from North Wales, across Lincolnshire and down as far as the Fens. Right up to the fall of France in 1940, it was believed that the main threat from the Luftwaffe would come from the east, across the North Sea and consist mostly of bombers. Had that been the case, Duxford would have been right in the thick of the fighting. But instead, following Dunkirk, most of the threat came from the Channel and the action fell to 11 Group, further south, with 12 Group job effectively reduced to defending their bases from attack.


That annoyed the hell out of battle-hungry Bader and 12 Group’s hugely ambitious Air Vice-Marshal Trafford Leigh-Mallory. Believing they were missing out on the action, they spent a good proportion of the Battle of Britain lobbying their way to relevance and notice. But in a sense, that journey, for Bader at least, had started long before that.


Douglas Bader was born on 21st February 1910, in St John’s Wood, London. The second son of Jessie and Frederick Bader, a civil engineer, he had a wretched childhood in the shadow of his brother – on whom his parents doted. His father fought in the First World War in the Royal Engineers and reached the rank of Major, but was seriously wounded in 1917 and died in 19227 when Bader was 12, partly from those wounds. Jessie swiftly remarried a vicar and, finding they could not handle Douglas’s excessive energy, the couple sent him off to boarding school where sport became his salvation.


Bader was not academic but at Temple Grove, or St Edward’s in Oxford where he went from the age of 13, he gained notoriety for excelling at games. He was a brilliant boxer, an outstanding cricketer and – above all else – a poet of the rugby ball. Following the death of his father, he would often holiday with his aunt Hazel and her husband Cyril who was in the RAF. It was Cyril who introduced the young Bader to aircraft during a 1923 visit and it captivated the boy immediately, but Bader’s first love remained competitive games.


Having signed up, against his mother’s wishes, to the RAF in 1928, Bader joined the Air Force and later the Harlequins rugby squads. Just prior to his crash he was anticipating an invitation to join the England team for the 1932 season. Losing your legs would be a tragedy for anyone, but for sports-mad Bader, it was doubly so. So as soon as he was walking again, he began casting about for an alternative recreation, finding it first in golf, and then from 1939 onwards in war. For the best way to understand Bader and his wartime exploits is through the prism of sport. Every account of Bader’s activities has him treating combat like a heaven-bound rugby match. He is frustrated not to be in the A-team – Group 11 – and acts like the captain of the squad even when he is not. He is jealous of fellow teammates and all the time he is itching to get the ball and run with it.


Bader saw action over France during the evacuation at Dunkirk – his first kill was a Messerschmitt 109 on 1st June 1940. Others followed, including a Dornier bomber shot down off the coast of Norfolk on 9th July. There were later successes and reckless moments – including the time Bader ran out of ammunition and considered ramming an enemy plane. But for most of the duration of the Battle of Britain, with his section relegated to a secondary role, he was frustrated by the lack of play.


That changed later in 1940, when he became a celebrity. In fact, Douglas Bader was by no means the only contemporary pilot to be afforded that status. RAF pilots were much the boyband members of their day and as Wing Commander Paddy Barthropp DFC AFC told Channel 4 in 2009: “We were like … David Beckhams … being a fighter pilot … was probably the most glamorous job … in any of the three services.”


But Bader stood out. As his sister-in-law Jill Lucas put it: “There had never been a person with no legs flying, commanding a squadron, shooting down German aeroplanes.”


Talk of the charismatic, legless fighter ace had first reached Alexander Austin, Senior PR officer at Fighter Command, in the early summer of 1940 and following a briefing on 14th July 1940, journalists went out to interview him and his mother. The Daily Mail found Mrs Bader who talked up her boy’s “sunny disposition” despite his life-changing accident and, shortly afterwards, the Daily Mirror dubbed him: “The Greatest Hero of Them All”. The moniker stuck and the Guardian, The Times and the Daily Telegraph all ran gushing pieces about this legless superman.


In the middle of the Battle of Britain both sides were talking up their star players. In Germany, dashing Fliegerasse (flying aces) like Hans-Ulrich Rudel and Erich Hartmann were also being spun into massive celebrities for propaganda purposes. Both men were movie-star handsome and both, somewhat uncomfortably, continued to be celebrated after the war. Hartmann, with his 352 aerial kills, is still considered to be the most successful and deadly fighter pilot in history. On that journey he won every decoration going and he and Rudel were two of just 27 German soldiers to receive the Diamond to the Knight’s Cross, awarded personally by Adolf Hitler. We shall return to Rudel later on.


Bader won gongs too and in September 1940, was awarded the Distinguished Service Order (DSO) by King George VI and promoted to Flight Lieutenant. With his career in the ascendency and afforded a new authority, courtesy of his fame, Bader began searching for more glory by pushing the strategy known as “Big Wing”. In fact, the idea was an old one, which the Italian Air Force had been using for shows of aviation force in the 1930s – but mainly for aviation displays. Big Wing involved sending up three to five squadrons at once, each made up of around 12 planes, to take on the enemy. Bader’s boss, Air Vice-Marshal Trafford Leigh-Mallory, hadbeentoying withthe ideasince January and after conversations, both men began lobbying hard for its use. Leigh-Mallory was the younger brother of the mountain climber George, who had heroically perished in 1924 while trying to conquer Everest – and the loss combined with George’s posthumous fame seems to have left Trafford with a Himalayan-sized chip on his shoulder. Like Bader he was frustrated by 12 Group’s lack of action and was well-connected and hugely ambitious to make things happen.
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