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      General Sir Peter de la Billière was born in 1934 and educated at Harrow School. He joined the King’s Shropshire Light Infantry
         in 1952, and after commissioning into the Durham Light Infantry he saw active service in Korea and Egypt. He saw further active
         service throughout the Middle and Far East over the next thirty years, much of it with the Special Air Service, which he commanded
         from 1979 to 1982.
      

      
      After further senior appointments he assumed command of the British Forces in the Middle East in October 1990, a position
         he held until the liberation of Kuwait from the invading Iraqi forces in 1991.
      

      
      During his service he was Mentioned in Despatches, won two MCs and was appointed DSO and CBE. In 1988 he was appointed KCB
         and after the Gulf War he was promoted to General and appointed KBE.
      

      
      He is married and has three children and eight grandchildren.

      
      Storm Command, his account of the Gulf War, and Looking for Trouble, his autobiography, were both bestsellers.
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      The Medal

      
      The Victoria Cross was instituted in 1856, when Queen Victoria endorsed the proposition that bravery should be recognised
         in every rank of the armed forces. The original suggestion had been made two years earlier by the Duke of Newcastle, Secretary
         of State for War, and after extensive debate, in which senior commanders, the House of Commons, Prince Albert and Victoria
         all took part, the Monarch signed the royal warrant for creating the medal at Buckingham Palace on 29 January 1856. She herself
         held the first investiture at a review in Hyde Park on 26 June 1857, when she appeared riding a horse in public for the first
         time.
      

      
      The Queen had already reigned for twenty years, yet she saw this as a momentous occasion, which she described at length in
         her journal:
      

      
      
         A thick, heavy morning. – Full of agitation for the coming great event of the day, viz: the distribution of ‘Victoria Cross’.
            Breakfast early, & ½p.9 we went down & mounted our horses, I, in my full uniform, riding ‘Sunset’. The whole was conducted in full state. Several interesting circumstances combined
            to make this day an important one. It was, in the 1st place, the solemn inauguration of the new and honourable order of valour,
            – also the day of Albert’s new title becoming known & the first time I had ever ridden on horseback at a great Review in London . . .
         

         The road all along was kept clear, & there was no pushing or squeezing. Constant cheering, & noises of every kind, but the
            horses went beautifully . . . The sight in Hyde Park was very fine – the tribunes & stands, full of spectators, the Royal
            one being in the centre. After riding down the Line the ceremony of giving medals, began. There were 47 in number, with blue
            ribbons for the Navy, & red, for the Army. I remained on horseback, fastening the medals, or rather crosses, on recipient
            [sic] . . . This over, the march past began. I never saw finer troops, nor better marching, excepting the Life Guards, who did
            not come by well, in quick time. The heat very great, but I felt it less than I had expected.1

      

      
      As the recipients dispersed, each was surrounded by spectators eager to get a glimpse of the new medal. Most of the crowd
         were disappointed to find that the cross was so small and plain. ‘In the centre is a small crown and lion,’ reported The Times irritably, ‘with which latter’s natural proportions of mane and tail the cutting of the cross much interferes . . . the whole
         cross is, after all, poor looking and mean in the extreme.’2 It went on to say, ‘The merit of the design, we believe, is due to the same illustrious individual who once invented a hat.’3

      
      Until that day, in recognition of gallantry, officers above a certain rank had been able to receive the Order of the Bath,
         or be promoted, or mentioned in despatches; and during the Crimean War of 1854–6 the Distinguished Conduct Medal and the Conspicuous
         Gallantry Medal were instituted for other ranks in the Army and Navy respectively. At a time when rank and privilege were
         so dominant in society, the inception of an award open to all ranks proclaimed Victoria’s far-sightedness.
      

      
      
      The Queen specifically required that the medal should be awarded ‘only to those Officers or Men who have served Us in the
         presence of the Enemy and shall then have performed some signal act of valour or devotion to their Country’.4 In other words, at first the medal could be won only in battle; but a new warrant signed by Victoria in August 1858 extended
         eligibility beyond the battlefield to members of the armed forces who showed ‘conspicuous courage and bravery . . . under
         circumstances of extreme danger, such as the occurrence of fire on board Ship, or of the foundering of a vessel at Sea, or
         under any other circumstances in which through the courage and devotion displayed, life or public property may be saved’.
      

      
      Four months later, in December 1858, yet another warrant extended the boundaries again, this time to include civilians who
         fought alongside troops in the field – a response to the fact that volunteers had ‘performed deeds of gallantry’ against the
         ‘insurgent mutineers’ at Lucknow and elsewhere in India.
      

      
      Each winner was granted an annual tax-free pension of £10, and £5 for a second award, or Bar, the aim being not to set financial
         incentives, but to create a medal which would, in the words of the original warrant, be ‘highly prized and eagerly sought
         after’ for its rarity and its connotations.5 One question which worried the Queen was that of how winners should be styled. Three days after the ceremony in Hyde Park
         she wrote to Lord Panmure, who had succeeded the Duke of Newcastle as Secretary for War, pointing out that the medal was not
         an order, but merely ‘a Naval and Military decoration’:
      

      
      
         The Queen thinks the persons decorated with the Victoria Cross might very properly be allowed to bear some distinctive mark
            after their name . . . VC would not do. KG means a Knight of the Garter; CB a Companion of the Bath; MP a Member of Parliament;
            MD a Doctor of Medicine, etc., etc. – in all cases denoting a person. No one could be called a Victoria Cross. VC, moreover,
            means Vice-Chancellor at present. DVC, Decorated with the Victoria Cross, or BVC, Bearer of the Victoria Cross, might do.
            The Queen thinks the last the best.6

      

      
      
      Notwithstanding the Queen’s reservations, senior officers and members of the public accepted the straightforward ‘VC’, which
         soon caught on, and seemed entirely natural.
      

      
      The design, in the form of a Maltese cross, is generally attributed to H. H. Armstead, a young employee of Hancocks, the London
         jewellers who have made the crosses ever since; and Queen Victoria herself chose the simple inscription ‘For Valour’, which
         she preferred to the first suggestion, ‘For the Brave’. The ribbon was originally red for Army winners and blue for the Navy,
         but later a dark-red ribbon was used for all the services. A second award is shown by a small bar across the ribbon.
      

      
      The metal from which all the crosses have been made was cut from two cannons captured from the Russians at Sevastopol, in
         the Crimea, in 1854. The bronze was taken from the cascabels – the large knobs at the rear of the cannon, used for securing
         ropes – and scientific analysis has confirmed that it came from the two artillery pieces which stand outside the Rotunda of
         the Royal Arsenal at Woolwich, in London. The remaining metal is kept in the Small Arms building of the Royal Logistic Corps’
         Defence Stores Distribution Centre at Donnington, in Worcestershire, and even now contains enough for another eighty-five
         medals.
      

      
      Intrinsically they are worth almost nothing, but the associations they carry mean that when one is sold, it commands an enormous
         price: at a recent auction the medal won in 1918 by Temporary Commander Daniel Beak (who later transferred from the Royal
         Naval Volunteer Reserve to the Army and became a major-general) fetched the colossal sum of £178,000. More recently still,
         the VC won by Sergeant Norman Jackson, RAF (see page 14), fetched £235,000.
      

      
      The earliest awards were backdated to include the Crimean War, but the first winner was Lieutenant Charles Lucas, Royal Navy,
         who received his medal for gallantry in the Baltic Sea in 1854, during the first Russian War, when, instead of taking cover,
         he ran forward to pounce on a live shell and throw it overboard, saving the crew of his ship HMS Hecla from death or serious injury.
      

      
      Victoria herself took a close interest in recommendations, and asked to have one potential recipient disqualified. This was
         Private P. M’Gwire of the 33rd (Duke of Wellington’s) Regiment, who was taken prisoner by two Russians near Sevastopol but managed
         to dispatch both of them. An officer’s report recorded:
      

      
      
         The Englishman kept wary watch and, when he fancied his captors off their guard, sprang on the one who carried his musket,
            seized it and shot dead the other of his foes . . . Meanwhile the Russian from whom our fellow had taken his own musket and
            who had then fallen to the ground, when rising from his recumbent position fired, missed, and finally had his brains knocked
            out by the butt-end of the Englishman’s musket; after which the man coolly proceeded to take off the Russian accoutrements,
            etc, with which he returned laden to the post where he had been surprised, fired at by the Russian sentries and received with
            loud cheers by our own pickets.7

      

      
      Lord Panmure reported that the Queen wished M’Gwire’s name to be omitted from the list:

      
      
         His deed, although publicly praised and rewarded by Lord Raglan, was one of very doubtful morality, and if pointed out by
            the Sovereign as praiseworthy, may lead to the cruel and inhumane practice of never taking prisoners, but always putting to
            death those who may be overpowered, for fear of their rising on their captors.8

      

      
      The VC set new standards in the annals of British military gallantry. The emphasis of the award was to be on courage and sacrifice,
         and it is no coincidence that of the 1354 recipients to date, sixteen served in the Royal Army Medical Corps. Stretcher-bearers
         from infantry regiments have also been conspicuous winners. Among these, the most astonishing performance was that of Thomas
         Young, a ‘hewer’ from a mining family in County Durham who served with the 9th Battalion, Durham Light Infantry. In 1915,
         at the age of nineteen, he was thrown into the battle of Ypres, where he was wounded, and he returned to England for treatment.
         He rejoined his unit in 1917, and in March 1918 his battalion was engaged in stemming the bloody German offensive at Bucquoy, near Arras.
      

      
      Many soldiers wounded in the initial attacks lay in no man’s land for five days without water, food or treatment. On nine
         separate occasions Young went out under intense enemy fire, and managed to rescue nine wounded men, several times himself
         treating injuries in the forward battle area. One of his officers wrote of him, ‘He had in fact no lethal weapon, just his
         quiet determination to bring in the wounded . . . and nine times he went calmly out, unarmed to what ought to have been certain
         death.’9

      
      The formal, rather stilted language of citations hardly ever conveys the violence, danger and sheer excitement of the actions
         which win awards; but occasionally a contemporary account brings the circumstances to life. The official dispatch about Corporal
         John Prettyjohns of the Royal Marines, who won his VC in the fog at the Battle of Inkerman on 5 November 1854, recorded merely
         that he ‘placed himself in an advanced position’ and ‘shot four Russians’. But a report by his colleague Sergeant Turner was
         far more vivid:
      

      
      
         The bugle sounded the ‘Fall-in’ at the double, and officers were flying about giving orders, saying vast columns of the enemy
            were moving up to our rear. The roll of musketry was terrific; we were advanced cautiously until bullets began to fall in
            amongst us, the Sergeant Major was the first man killed; order given to lay down; it was as well we did so; a rush of bullets
            passed over us; then we gave them three rounds, kneeling, into their close column . . .
         

         A division under Sergeant Richards and Corporal Prettyjohns was then thrown out to clear the caves [which had been occupied
            by enemy sharpshooters] . . . We, under Richards and Prettyjohns, soon cleared the caves but found our ammunition nearly all
            expended, and a new batch of the foe were creeping up the hillside in single file, at the back.
         

         Prettyjohns, a muscular West Countryman, said, ‘Well lads, we are just in for a warming, and it will be every man for himself
            in a few minutes. Look alive, my hearties, and collect all the stones handy and pile them on the ridge in front of you. When I grip the front man, you let go the biggest stones upon those fellows behind.’
         

         As soon as the first man stood on the level, Prettyjohns gripped him and gave him a Westcountry buttock, threw him over upon
            the men following, and a shower of stones from the others knocked the leaders over. Away they went, tumbling one over the
            other, down the incline; we gave them a parting volley, and retired out of sight to load; they made off and left us, although
            there was sufficient to have eaten us up.10

      

      
      It so happened that the inauguration of the medal coincided almost exactly with the Indian Mutiny, which broke out in 1857;
         and, since India was one of the Empire’s most important military theatres, the Victorian authorities were much exercised by
         the question of whether or not the VC could be awarded to native soldiers. At first the only award for gallantry they might
         receive was the Indian Order of Merit, of which there were three grades, each bringing an increase in pay; and only the European
         officers commanding them might win VCs. Years of discussion and argument took place between the India Office and the War Office.
         General Sir Garnet Wolseley, the Commander-in-Chief, supported the idea of extending the award to native troops during his
         tenure, but it was not until 1911, years after he had left office, that a new warrant, signed by King George V, at last extended
         the possibility of winning a VC to native officers, non-commissioned officers and men of the Indian Army.
      

      
      At the beginning, awards were sometimes determined by a form of ballot. A certain number of medals were allocated to each
         unit that had played a gallant role in some action; officers and men who had taken part put up their candidates, and the ones
         who received most votes got medals. This happened first during the Indian Mutiny, when no fewer than twenty-nine VCs were
         awarded to men who had fought in the siege of Delhi, the charge of the 8th Hussars at Gwalior, and the siege and relief of
         Lucknow. Surviving anecdotes suggest that recommendations for medals, made from the field, were often fairly casual and haphazard
         – as in the story of two private soldiers discussing tactics:
      

      
      
      
         ‘Well,’ said one, ‘who are you going to vote for?’

         ‘So and so. What about you?’

         ‘I think I shall vote for our doctor.’

         ‘Why so?’

         ‘Because he’s the most likely man among us to live to wear it.’

         ‘What makes you think that?’

         ‘Because he takes such * * * * * * * * good care of ’isself!’11

      

      
      The last engagement after which a ballot was held was the naval raid on Zeebrugge, which took place on the night of 22–3 April
         1918 (see chapter 10). Later, in a radio interview, Sergeant N. A. Finch of the Royal Marine Artillery, who won a VC at Zeebrugge,
         made a memorable remark: ‘This isn’t really mine. I’m only selected to wear it on behalf of the regiment, and when I die it
         will have to be returned to the regiment.’ Many later winners have expressed the same sentiment – not because they got their
         award after a ballot, but out of genuine modesty, because they felt that they had been part of a team effort, and that they
         had been singled out merely as representatives of the general excellence of their colleagues.
      

      
      Today the process is more elaborate: witnesses’ reports and supporting evidence are carefully evaluated at various levels
         in the chain of command, passing eventually through the commander-in-chief of the forces involved to the Ministry of Defence,
         before the monarch gives or withholds final approval.
      

      
      At first only survivors could win VCs, which were officially described as ‘an order for the living’: to gain the medal, the
         soldier had to be still alive when recommended. This was something of an anomaly, for the regulations allowed the Distinguished
         Conduct Medal to be awarded posthumously – and if one medal could go to a man who had been killed in action, why not the highest
         award also? After intense debate among senior officers and government officials, the change was sanctioned in an official
         announcement issued on 8 August 1902, which gave news of the first six posthumous awards, two of them to soldiers killed at
         Isandhlwana in actions against the Zulus during the Zulu War:
      

      
      
      
         The King [Edward VII] has been graciously pleased to approve of the decoration of the VC being delivered to the relatives
            of the undermentioned officers, NCO and men who fell during the recent operations in South Africa in the performance of Acts
            of Valour which would, in the opinion of the C-in-C of the forces in the field, have entitled them to be recommended for the
            distinction had they survived.12

      

      
      Lieutenant Coghill, of the 24th Regiment (now the Royal Regiment of Wales), died on 22 January 1879 after the battle of Isandhlwana,
         when he, together with Lieutenant Melvill (who also had his Victoria Cross backdated), rode with the regimental Queen’s Colour
         with the Zulus in fast pursuit. Crossing the Buffalo river, Melvill lost his horse, and Coghill turned to assist him just
         as the enemy arrived. Both were killed in ensuing struggle, and both were finally buried in an isolated grave at Fugitives’
         Drift.
      

      
      Another keenly debated question was whether or not a man might win the VC when simply doing his duty. Some senior officers
         maintained that the carrying out of duty positively precluded a soldier from gaining the award, no matter how bravely he might
         act, but others held another view – that every soldier was bound to do his duty, whatever might be happening. The arguments
         were brought to a head by the exploits of Surgeon-Captain Arthur Martin-Leake, who served in the Boer War. When he was recommended
         for a VC by the Inspector-General of the South African Constabulary, the authorities sought confirmation. Had Martin-Leake
         merely done his duty as a doctor, or had he done more?
      

      
      He was, by any standards, an unusual character. Born in March 1874 at Thorpe Hall in Essex, he once in India stalked and killed
         a rogue elephant, cut out its brain and sent it to his surgeon, Sir Victor Horsley, writing to a relative:
      

      
      
         The object I was in pursuit of was a rogue elephant. A few days before I arrived at the place he had killed a man and the
            damage he used to do to the crops was enormous. However, he has now gone to the place of perpetual sugar cane and buns.
         

      

      
      
      Martin-Leake came from a family of five brothers, all of whom achieved distinction: one became a famous balloonist, and another
         a vice admiral who was appointed Companion of the Bath and a member of the Distinguished Service Order. From his early days
         Arthur sought adventure, and found it on his family estate, which offered a wide range of sporting opportunities for a young
         lad keen on gun and rifle. After Westminster School and University College, London, he studied to become a doctor, and the
         outbreak of the South African War gave him the chance to see action with the Hertfordshire Company of the Imperial Yeomanry,
         which he joined as a trooper. Later he served in the South African Constabulary under General Baden-Powell, and it was in
         this force, as a surgeon-captain, that
      

      
      
         he went out into the firing-line to dress a wounded man under very heavy fire from about forty Boers only 100 yards off. When
            he had done all he could for him, he went over to a badly wounded officer, and while trying to place him in a comfortable
            position he was shot about three times. He only gave up when thoroughly exhausted, and then he refused water until other wounded
            men had been served.13

      

      
      This was surely beyond the call of normal duty, and in due course it was recognised as such by the Principal Medical Officer
         in South Africa, who, in answer to the question ‘Had Martin-Leake merely done his duty?’, produced a masterly riposte. Such
         a question, he said, ‘would exclude every one from the VC for it is every one’s duty to do his very best’. Even after that
         burst of common sense, arguments continued at high level, with some officers maintaining that the doctor should get only a
         DSO; but in the end he received his first VC, which was gazetted – announced in the London Gazette – on 13 May 1902.14

      
      Very few holders have themselves recorded the action in which they won the medal, but one who did was Sir Percival Marling,
         whose autobiography included a vivid description of events at Tamai, in the Eastern Sudan, during 1883. He was then a lieutenant
         in the 3rd King’s Royal Rifle Corps, and his account of an attempt to rescue a wounded comrade, couched in characteristic Victorian argot, gives a lively idea of the chaos that reigned
         in the campaign against followers of the Mahdi:
      

      
      
         I thought there were some 6,000 Fuzzie-wuzzies [in a ravine], but the bush was so thick one could only guess. I went to look
            again over the edge . . . An Arab about twenty feet below shoved up his long gun and shot Private Morley, M.I., who was about
            three feet from me, in the stomach, and about 2,000 niggers scrambled up the side of the ravine. I emptied my revolver into
            the brown of them.
         

         My orderly brought up my horse and put Morley up in front of me, but after going with him a short way he fell off, I couldn’t
            hold him on. I then got off and put him across my saddle, and held him on with another fellow . . . We got him back about
            200 yards to a place not quite so dangerous, and I went into the square to get a stretcher . . . I remember seeing Colville
            who was wounded by a bullet in the thigh, shouting to some men, saying, ‘D—n it, men, don’t run away from a lot of bare-backed
            savages.’ His boot was full of blood, and the next moment he collapsed fainting off his horse. I stood over him with my revolver
            until I could get a couple of Tommies to look after him.15

      

      
      Private Morley died next day, but for his gallant attempt to rescue him Marling received a VC, which was gazetted a year later.

      
      In 1918 the question of whether or not women should become eligible to win the VC was extensively debated in the higher echelons
         of all three services. The only serious opposition came from Rear Admiral Sir A. M. Everett, Naval Secretary at the Admiralty,
         who voiced several worries, among them that standards might be lowered because men, undermined by ‘their ordinary gallantry’,
         might have their judgement warped by the involvement of the ‘so-called frail sex’, and grant awards that were hardly justified.
         His long letter of objection included some stirring rhetoric:
      

      
      
         Let us hypothecate a retreat where some bloody-minded virago WAAC is overtaken by a Hun. Might she not be the more induced to take up a bundook and battle with a Hun; might she not be all the more tempted to take some very unladylike action
            or conduct herself in such an unseemly manner from the universal standard expected of the fair sex that the enemy would proclaim
            all women combatants and shoot them at sight?
         

         To my mind . . . it would be a dangerous move to include females into the VC area. There are enough bickerings in the masculine
            line as to whether this man or that should or should not have been awarded a VC, but if the hysterical female world is to
            be allowed in, God help the poor devils who have to make decisions.16

      

      
      The admiral found an ally in the form of the King, who was against the inclusion of women, but nevertheless in 1919 signed
         a new warrant which extended the possibility of winning the VC to the female nursing staff of the armed services, ‘and civilians
         of either sex serving regularly or temporarily under the orders, direction or supervision of any of the above mentioned forces’.
      

      
      There is no doubt that in earlier days the medal was awarded more freely than later. During the Indian Mutiny of 1857–8 no
         fewer than 182 men won VCs – almost exactly the same number as in the whole of the Second World War. At Rorke’s Drift, in
         the Zulu War, eleven men – out of a force barely more than a hundred strong – won VCs in the single action, and the First
         World War yielded 628 VCs, 188 (30 per cent) of them posthumous. The Second World War witnessed 181 awards, of which 87 (48
         per cent) were posthumous. Since the end of the conflict in 1945 only eleven VCs have been awarded – four in Korea, four
         in Vietnam (all to Australians), one to a Gurkha, Rambahadur Limbu (see chapter 13) in Sarawak, and two in the Falkands –
         to Lieutenant Colonel ‘H’ Jones and Sergeant Ian McKay, both of the Parachute Regiment. Both these last awards were posthumous.
      

      
      The declining numbers reflect in part the changes that have taken place in the nature of fighting over the past 150 years.
         The trench warfare of 1914–18 was a deadly and terribly wasteful form of conflict, but it provided the most opportunities for individual acts of heroism. The Second World War also saw much
         hand-to-hand combat. Twenty-first-century warfare, in contrast, is so highly mechanised, so predominantly electronic, that
         it offers fewer opportunities to act with the level of gallantry which becomes possible in close fighting on the ground. Nevertheless,
         Trooper Christopher Finney, who won a George Cross during the Iraq war of 2003, demonstrated that acts of extreme individual
         courage can still be performed (the GC is the highest civilian award, and this one, although won during battle, was granted
         because of the exceptional circumstances prevailing).
      

      
      The winning of a VC has never guaranteed a man’s character, and recipients, though indisputably courageous in the heat of
         action, have sometimes turned out to be thoroughly disreputable, or have found the pressure of the publicity that follows
         the announcement of the award too much to handle. This was particularly so in the early days, when the names of several winners
         were struck from the record as a punishment for some misdemeanour such as drunkenness, theft or desertion. The question of
         whether such defaulters should forfeit their actual medals was fiercely debated, until King George V made his own view on
         the subject clear. In a letter dated 26 July 1920 his private secretary, Lord Stamfordham, wrote:
      

      
      
         The King feels so strongly that, no matter the crime committed by anyone on whom the VC has been conferred, the decoration
            should not be forfeited. Even were a VC to be hanged for murder, he should be allowed to wear the VC on the scaffold.17

      

      
      Late in the 1920s an Interdepartmental Committee recommended that all gallantry awards should be regarded as irrevocable,
         but in 1931 a new warrant, signed by the King, reserved the right to ‘cancel and annul the award of the Victoria Cross’ in
         certain cases. In all, the VC has been forfeited by eight recipients – for desertion in order to avoid investigation of a
         disgraceful offence, theft of a cow, theft of a comrade’s medals, theft of ten bushels of oats, desertion on active service,
         theft and embezzlement from an officer, bigamy, and theft of iron.18

      
      
      Without exception, winners have shown a complete disregard for themselves and indeed for their own lives – and nobody more
         so than Private Harry Brown, a runner serving with 10 Quebec Battalion of the Canadian Division in Flanders during the summer
         of 1917. As part of the diversionary operations supporting the British offensive near Loos, the Canadians were tasked to capture
         Hill 70. The Fighting Tenth took vital ground at Chalk Quarry, but were so under strength that they had difficulty holding
         it. On 16 September the Germans counter-attacked, and the battalion desperately required fire-support to retain their position.
      

      
      Brown and another soldier set off over the bullet- and shell-swept ground to carry a message urgently requesting artillery
         support. Brown’s companion was killed, and he himself severely wounded, but he pressed on, one arm shattered and hanging loose,
         to arrive at his headquarters. There he collapsed, but before losing consciousness he gave his crumpled, blood-soaked note
         to an officer, who called down the requested fire, which broke up the German attack. Next day Brown died of his wounds in
         a field dressing station, but his selfless deed had won him a posthumous Victoria Cross.
      

      
      His commanding officer wrote of him: ‘His devotion to duty was of the highest possible degree imaginable, his action undoubtedly
         saved the loss of the position . . . and saved many casualties to our own troops.’
      

      
      Of all the heroic feats performed by VC holders, perhaps the most astonishing ever was that of Sergeant Norman Jackson, RAF,
         who, on the night of 26–7 April 1944, climbed out along the wing of a Lancaster bomber after a raid on Nuremberg in an attempt
         to put out an engine fire. It is difficult to imagine any more daunting circumstances, or any greater courage. The aircraft
         was flying at 22,000 feet, at 200 mph, in the dark, over enemy territory, and it was under attack from a German fighter. The
         air temperature was many degrees below zero.
      

      
      With one engine on fire, and threatening to detonate the fuel tank in the wing, Jackson volunteered to try to extinguish the
         blaze. Inside the fuselage, he unpacked his parachute, and then, with other crew members paying out the rigging lines, he
         crawled out, down over the side of the body and along the wing with a fire-extinguisher stowed inside his tunic, clinging to an air intake
         to hold himself against the ferocious slipstream.
      

      
      Operating the extinguisher with one hand, he had almost put the fire out when the Luftwaffe fighter pilot came in for another
         cannon attack. The Lancaster banked steeply to the left: Jackson was wounded in the back and legs by shrapnel and swept backwards
         off the wing. For a few seconds he remained tethered to the doomed bomber by his parachute: as the rest of the crew baled
         out, he was dragged along, whirling in its slipstream. At last his chute came free – although not before holes had been burnt
         in the canopy. This made his descent far faster than it should have been, but by a miracle he landed in some thick bushes
         and survived.
      

      
      No rank or person has the prerogative over courage: it is rankless. Officers have a greater motivation to act bravely, and
         greater opportunities to demonstrate courage, by virtue of their position and their responsibilities as leaders. A non-commissioned
         rank has less opportunity to attract attention or to have an impact on the overall battle than an officer who is in charge
         of a unit or ship. This in no way diminishes the gallantry of lower ranks, but it does go some way towards explaining why
         officers receive proportionally more gallantry awards than non-commissioned ranks – there are 645 officer holders of the VC,
         to 705 non-commissioned ranks.
      

      
      In war every increase of rank above lieutenant colonel brings with it a reduction of the physical risks, but also of the opportunity
         to win medals for courage, as opposed to leadership. This is reflected in the small number of senior officers awarded the
         Victoria Cross. In the Army only five VCs have been awarded to officers holding the rank of colonel or above, in contrast
         to the 493 won by commissioned ranks of lieutenant colonel and below. Corresponding with the reduction in physical risks is
         the increase in moral responsibility.
      

      
      The records show that commissioned winners have always given exceptional priority to the care of men under their command.
         This is not to say they treat them softly, nor do they expect them to avoid risks. Rather the reverse – but officers are prepared
         to fight as ferociously for the rights and meagre comforts that come to a ranker in war as they are to take on the enemy.
      

      
      It is a sad fact that many holders of the VC, particularly those without commissions, have found it difficult if not impossible
         to handle the consequences of the fame that inevitably settles on a winner of the medal. Of the 111 men who gained the VC
         during the Crimean War, seven took their own lives, at a time when the national suicide rate was about eight per hundred thousand.
         Among them was Private John Byrne, who won his VC at the Battle of Inkerman in 1855, and committed suicide in 1872 after he
         had left the army. Two holders were murdered, and eleven spent their final years in workhouses, overcome by poverty.19 In the words of Ian Fraser, who won a VC as a naval lieutenant in 1945, ‘A man is trained for the task that might win him
         the VC. He is not trained to cope with what follows.’20 The society of the day should have examined its conscience: it is they who neglected men who put their nation first.
      

      
      The history of the medal includes some curious statistics. The oldest recipient is thought to have been Lieutenant W. Raynor
         of the Bengal Veteran Establishment, Indian Army, who won a VC at Delhi in May 1857, during the Mutiny, at the age of almost
         sixty-two. The youngest winners to date are Hospital Apprentice A. FitzGibbon of the Indian Medical Establishment, who earned
         his decoration at Taku Forts in China in August 1860, when he was fifteen years and three months, and Drummer T. Flinn, who
         was exactly the same age when he won his VC at Cawnpore, during the Mutiny, in November 1857. (He died in the Athlone Workhouse
         at the age of fifty.)
      

      
      Two crosses have been won by men who saved the lives of their brothers – Major C. J. S. Gough, who rescued his brother, Lieutenant
         H. H. Gough (who already had a VC) during the Mutiny, and Trooper H. E. Ramsden, who saved his brother’s life during the Boer
         War in 1899. The remarkable Gough family further distinguished itself when Major J. E. Gough, son of Major C. J. S. and nephew
         of Lt H. H., won yet another VC in Somaliland in 1903.
      

      
      
      Because courage cannot be weighed or measured, assessments of any valiant action are bound to be subjective: everything depends
         on who witnessed what in the heat of battle. The result is that debate inevitably rages about the justice or injustice of
         awards. Scarcely ever does one hear that a VC winner was not worthy of the medal; but often people do maintain that a soldier
         who won a DSO should have had a VC, and was prevented from doing so only by the circumstances, or by lack of witnesses.
      

      
      One instance of this occurred in July 1972 at the battle of Mirbat, on the southern coast of Oman, where the Special Air Service
         had been clandestinely deployed to counter a Communist-inspired insurrection aimed at subverting the Arabian peninsula. Over
         the preceding weeks the adoo (enemy) had surreptitiously collected together a force of some three hundred rebel tribesmen, assembling men so skilfully
         that we had got no wind of their intentions as they advanced eastwards from the Yemen. Then, at first light on the morning
         of 19 July, they attacked the fort at Mirbat which was manned by a tiny garrison of eight SAS, supported by about thirty policemen.
         In command was Captain Mike Kealy, a short, fair-haired man of twenty-three, who showed quite astonishing courage and leadership
         in the action that followed.
      

      
      His own base was a mud-walled house, with machine guns mounted on the roof, just outside the town; but the main defensive
         position was in the old fort – a tall, square building also made of mud, manned by local gendarmerie and loyal tribesmen,
         some half a mile away. Inside the compound of a fort was a 25-pounder artillery piece, dug into the ground and manned by a
         Fijian member of the SAS, Corporal Labalaba, and one Omani soldier, Walid Khalfan.
      

      
      The rebels launched their assault at 0530, in the first light of dawn, and fierce fighting raged as wave after wave of them
         stormed in on foot, firing rifles and machine-guns until they were sometimes within 30 yards of the fort’s walls. Together
         with one SAS man, Trooper Tobin, Kealy was trapped in his house by the intense battle; but when the 25-pounder in the fort
         fell silent, the two men raced across nearly half a mile of open ground to go to the aid of the crew.
      

      
      
      They found that Labalaba had had his jaw shot off, but was still trying to fire the 25-pounder over open sights at point-blank
         range. Other men were seriously wounded. Moments after they reached the gun pit, Labalaba was shot dead and Tobin was mortally
         wounded, but continued to fight.
      

      
      Kealy did the same, and over the next four hours he showed positively superhuman courage. He sent out an urgent call for support
         from the Sultan of Oman’s air force, but because monsoon mist was hanging low over the coast, the Strikemaster jets could
         not fly at once. Partly through sheer force of character, and partly as a result of his own rigorous training, he somehow
         kept up the morale of his little force and fought off the enemy until the aircraft could fly. When they did come in, to strafe
         the adoo with bombs and machine-gun fire, the pilots flew so low that several jets were holed by bullets fired from above them. Eventually,
         helicopter-borne reinforcements arrived, and the day was saved. The action went down as one of the greatest victories in the
         SAS’s history: for the loss of only two members of the regiment, the garrison killed some eighty of the enemy and effectively
         brought to an end the insurrection which threatened the stability of the entire region.
      

      
      Four years after the event, Kealy was awarded a DSO, the announcement having been delayed for security reasons. Many people
         felt that his extreme bravery should have been rewarded with a VC – and indeed it probably would have been, had not the SAS
         presence in Oman been a closely guarded secret. It was felt that the award of a VC would have attracted too much publicity,
         and drawn attention to the presence of special forces in a part of the world where they had not been reported. Trooper Tobin
         received a posthumous Military Medal, and Corporal Labalaba – who had been a great character in the SAS – a posthumous Mention
         in Despatches.
      

      
      Thirty years on, during the second Gulf War, there occurred another act of outstanding bravery which, in different circumstances,
         would also surely have qualified for a VC. On 28 March 2003 Trooper Christopher Finney, an eighteen-year-old member of D Squadron,
         the Household Cavalry Regiment, was driving a Scimitar armoured vehicle in the Iraqi desert when his troop was attacked by two American aircraft, whose pilots mistook the British for Iraqis.
      

      
      Both vehicles were set on fire by cannon shells. Ammunition began exploding inside the turrets. Finney scrambled out and started
         to run for cover, only to realise that his gunner had been wounded and was trapped inside the burning Scimitar. At once he
         went back, climbed aboard, dragged the injured man out, moved him to a safer position and bandaged his wounds. Then, knowing
         that his headquarters must be told what had happened, he returned for a second time to his blazing vehicle and sent a lucid
         situation report by radio, before helping the casualty towards a Royal Engineers vehicle which had come to help.
      

      
      Had this not been a ‘blue-on-blue’ – service jargon for an accidental attack by friendly forces – Finney would surely have
         been awarded a Victoria Cross for his courage and coolness, outstanding in anyone, but altogether exceptional in somebody
         so young and inexperienced. As it was, he won a George Cross, and the citation accorded him glowing praise:
      

      
      
         During these attacks and their horrifying aftermath, Finney displayed clear-headed courage and devotion to his comrades which
            was out of all proportion to his age and experience. Acting with complete disregard for his own safety, even when wounded,
            his bravery was of the highest order throughout.
         

      

      
      Among non-combatants, priests feature in the roll of honour far more rarely than medical staff, and only three VCs have been
         won by members of the Royal Army Chaplains’ Department. That, however, is not to diminish the performance of padres in battle,
         or their importance to ship and unit welfare and morale.
      

      
      When I commanded the Special Air Service in the early 1970s, our unit was blessed with an outstanding cleric, Walter Evans,
         commonly known as ‘Evans Above’. This small, unobtrusive Welshman was endowed with a quiet wit, wisdom and humanity which
         enriched all our lives. He was frequently seen in remote parts of the globe, visiting units on operations, even though his
         age and physique were not suited to the demanding terrain and conditions. With no weapon other than his dog collar, he shared the risks faced by his parishioners with selfless courage. That courage
         extended to his relationship with his various commanding officers, to whom he freely brought unbiased and rank-free criticism
         of morale and personal welfare in the unit.
      

      
      The finest of all non-combatant holders, in my view, is the Royal Army Medical Corps doctor Captain Noel Chavasse (chapter
         3); but another star was the Reverend Theodore Hardy, who showed such exceptional bravery during the First World War that
         he won the DSO, MC and VC – in that order – all in eighteen months.
      

      
      Chavasse had at least had some military training, in the RAMC and the Liverpool Scottish Regiment. Hardy had none. Having
         been a modest schoolteacher, he was vicar of Hutton Roof, a tiny parish in Westmorland, when he volunteered for service as
         an army chaplain and was posted to France in 1916. There he was attached to the 8th Battalion of the Lincolnshire Regiment,
         and later served also as chaplain to the 8th Battalion of the Somerset Regiment – an insignificant-looking man, only 5′ 4″
         tall and already, at the age of fifty-three, old enough to have been the father of most of the fighting soldiers.
      

      
      At first he was disappointed that so few men attended his services, and he thought he was doing no good; but his life changed
         when he took the advice of another remarkable padre, Geoffrey Studdert-Kennedy. ‘Live with the men,’ his friend urged him:
      

      
      
         Go everywhere they go . . . You can take it that the best place for a padre (provided he does not interfere with military
            operations) is where there is most danger of death. Our first job is to go beyond the men in self-sacrifice and reckless devotion.
            Don’t be bamboozled into believing that your proper place is behind the line; it isn’t . . . Your place is in the front. The
            line is the key to the whole business. Work in the front, and they will listen to you when they come out to rest, but if you
            only preach and teach behind, you are wasting time, the men won’t pay the slightest attention to you.21

      

      
      Spurred on by these challenging words, Hardy arrived at the front near Lens in the bitter winter of 1916, and at once put his colleague’s advice into practice, constantly going out
         into no man’s land to comfort the dying or rescue the wounded. Details of the dreadful battles in which his battalions were
         involved – especially at Arras and Passchendaele – are scarcely relevant here. Suffice it to say that, wherever he was, Hardy
         again and again took terrible risks and worked himself into a state of exhaustion, his fear kept at bay by his absolute trust
         in God.
      

      
      On nights when there had been no fighting, he would act as a humble porter, carrying rations up to the trenches, chatting
         to the men and bringing back their letters for the post. Whenever he came upon someone in the dark, he would announce himself
         with a quietly spoken, self-effacing introduction, ‘It’s only me’ – and that became a kind of catchphrase, often quoted by
         the soldiers. ‘It’s only me,’ one would say to another, in fond reference to the padre. Such was his courage, devotion and
         humility that many men felt they were in the presence of a saint.
      

      
      He received his DSO for his heroic attempt to rescue a wounded man who had been left stuck in the mud between the lines. Handicapped
         though he was by a broken wrist, and with his left arm in a splint, Hardy crawled out to within seventy yards of the German
         trenches and remained with the casualty all one day and half the night, talking to him and feeding him, pinned down by sniper
         and machine-gun fire. ‘Conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty’, his citation called it – and colleagues felt that he would
         have been awarded a VC had enough eyewitnesses been found to record what he had done.
      

      
      His next award was an MC, gained when he was helping bring in wounded, and what his colleague Geoffrey Vallings called ‘an
         appalling bombardment’ came down on the party. Vallings could not understand how anyone lived through it, as ‘the whole surface
         of the ground seemed to be shot away’, yet Hardy remained calm and confident, and brought the people out, consolidating his
         reputation for being ‘unkillable’.
      

      
      His VC, which he won in April 1918, came as the cumulative result of four separate recommendations. The first was the most
         striking. After a prolonged and bitter battle for Rossignol Wood, the Somersets were forced to withdraw, and as the remnants of the battalion regrouped, Hardy was missing. Then, at dusk,
         his diminutive figure appeared out of the wood, and it was found that he had spent the whole day lying within ten yards of
         a German machine-gun post, comforting a man too seriously wounded to stand. As if that were not enough, he asked for a volunteer
         to help him recover the casualty, and a sergeant agreed to go with him: the two crawled silently forward and somehow managed
         to extricate the victim.
      

      
      In this, and in the three similar incidents that led to the award of his VC, Hardy displayed superhuman fortitude, and by
         his example fired countless soldiers to persevere in their ghastly task. ‘What is courage but the inspiration of the Spirit?’
         he himself asked – and it seems cruelly unjust that a man of such uplifting faith should have died of a bullet wound six months
         after winning the supreme award.
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      On Courage

	        
	       
		   
         Who would true valour see,
Let him come hither.

         JOHN BUNYAN,

         THE PILGRIM’S PROGRESS

		 

      

	  

      Britain’s highest military decoration bears the simple legend ‘For Valour’. That word has a pleasantly old-fashioned ring,
         but it means the same as ‘courage’, and is defined in dictionaries as such: ‘Intrepidity, courage, bravery’. ‘Courage’ is
         similarly defined, as a quality that enables men to meet danger without giving way to fear: ‘Bravery, spirit’. The Victoria
         Cross is awarded for supreme courage in battle, and there can be few who do not admire the quality in others. It brings out
         the best in everyone: it is an inspiration.
      

      
      War, by its nature, offers opportunities for courage and the making of heroes that seldom present themselves to the person
         in the street. At the same time, outstanding courage in battle, where risking life and limb is part of one’s duty, is bravery
         of the very highest order. In most cases it is accompanied by an exceptional display of leadership unrelated to rank or position.
      

      
      Sir Winston Churchill once remarked, ‘Courage is rightly esteemed the first of human qualities . . . because it is the quality which guarantees all others’, and after the Second World War that great commander Field Marshal Lord Slim echoed him in a
         radio broadcast: ‘I don’t believe there’s any man who, in his heart of hearts, wouldn’t rather be called brave than have any
         other virtue attributed to him.’
      

      
      Slim discerned two fundamental types of courage, which he called ‘physical’ and ‘moral’. Physical courage, he thought, is
         ‘an emotional state, which urges a man to risk injury or death’, the second ‘a more reasoning attitude, which enables [a man]
         coolly to stake career, happiness, his whole future, on his judgment of what he thinks either right or worthwhile’.
      

      
      He went on:

      
      
         Now these two types of courage, physical and moral, are very distinct. I have known many men who had marked physical courage,
            but lacked moral courage. Some of them were in high places, but they failed to be great in themselves because they lacked
            it. On the other hand I have seen men who undoubtedly possessed moral courage very cautious about taking physical risks. But
            I have never met a man with moral courage who would not, when it was really necessary, face bodily danger. Moral courage is
            a higher and a rarer virtue than physical courage.1

      

      
      The physical type can be divided into two categories: hot courage and cold courage. An infantryman in a charge or a pilot
         in a dogfight, when the adrenalin is running and there is no time to think or worry – both are fired by hot courage. A good
         example is Private Bill Speakman,2 who in 1951 won his VC in Korea with the King’s Own Scottish Borderers, defending a hill against hordes of attacking Chinese.
         As the enemy pressed home wave after wave of attacks against his position, he led hand-to-hand fighting, and when his ammunition
         ran out resorted to the use of his bayonet and anything else that came to hand. He led countercharge after countercharge to
         recover the battalion’s wounded, and although he himself was injured by mortar fragments, thanks to his inspiration and leadership
         the position was held. Yet he dismisses his heroic action in a few words: ‘There were so many of them you just had to get on with it.’ His was an outstanding display, inspiring others
         and saving the day in that particular battle.
      

      
      The cold form of courage is the calculated sort exemplified by the bomber crews in the Second World War, who flew sorties
         over Germany again and again, well knowing that every time they took off a percentage of aircraft and crewmen would not return.
         At sea, an outstanding example was that of Leading Seaman Mick Magennis who, in July 1945, serving as a diver in HMS midget
         submarine XE3, attached limpet mines to the Japanese heavy cruiser Takao in the Johore Strait near Singapore Island.

      
      The 10,000-ton target was lying in such shallow water that XE3 became jammed beneath her, and Magennis found that the outside hatch, through which he had to emerge to place the mines,
         would open no more than a few inches. As he forced himself through the gap, he damaged his breathing equipment, which began
         to release a stream of telltale bubbles – and when he tried to place the first of his limpet charges, he found that the hull
         of the Takao was so thickly encrusted with barnacles that the magnets would not hold. For half an hour he scraped patches clear, ripping
         his hands to shreds, and in the end managed to fix six pairs of timed charges, before scrambling back into the submarine and
         collapsing with exhaustion.
      

      
      Then, to his dismay, XE3’s captain, Lieutenant Ian Fraser, found that his craft would not move, even with the engine at full-ahead or full-astern.
         Somehow she had become hooked up on the cruiser, and, with the minutes ticking away towards detonation, it seemed certain
         that she and her crew would be annihilated by their own charges. Suddenly the submarine came free and shot to the surface
         – and miraculously she was not spotted by the Japanese before she dived again; but Fraser realised that his port limpet-container,
         which protruded from the hull, had failed to release itself – and only if they jettisoned it could they make their escape.
      

      
      Exhausted as he was, Magennis volunteered to go out again. Away he went, armed with a large spanner, and after a seven-minute
         struggle he freed the retaining bolts and crawled back through the hatch into the control room – whereupon Fraser cautiously
         and with consummate skill navigated his way out through the Japanese defences of mines and nets. At nightfall XE3’s mines exploded, blowing a gaping hole in the Takao’s hull and putting her out of action. Magennis and Fraser were both awarded the VC for their extraordinary bravery and self-control
         in exceptionally frightening circumstances.
      

      
      Cool, calculated courage is also the hallmark of men who risk their lives to rescue others. In this field, no one will ever
         surpass the example set by Captain Noel Chavasse, the Royal Army Medical Corps doctor who won two Victoria Crosses during
         the First World War, and whose career is described in chapter 3. But perhaps in this context I may mention my own father,
         a naval surgeon who died when German bombers sank his ship, the cruiser HMS Fiji, off the south coast of Crete in May 1941. I have only their word for it, but survivors told my family he was on deck and
         could have left the ship when the crew took to the lifeboats. He chose to go back below decks into the sickbay – not to treat
         anyone, because he knew the vessel was sinking, but presumably to die with his patients, or perhaps in a final and vain attempt
         to rescue some of them. He was never seen again, and went down with his ship with the wounded in his care. His courage was
         typical of that of the majority of ordinary servicemen on the battlefield, in the air or at sea: routine and taken for granted.
         No medal, still less a Victoria Cross, for most people; they are just doing their duty.
      

      
      In his book The Anatomy of Courage, Sir Winston Churchill’s personal physician Lord Moran wrote: ‘The thing in the world I am most afraid of is fear’, and he
         worked out his theory of the ‘bank balance’ of courage from his experience of the dreadful casualties suffered in the First
         World War:
      

      
      
         Even prodigal youth had to husband its resources. Likewise in the trenches a man’s willpower was his capital, and he was always
            spending, so that wise and thrifty company officers watched the expenditure of every penny lest their men went bankrupt. When
            their capital was done they were finished.3

      

      
      
      Each of us has a bank of courage. Some have a significant credit balance, others little or nothing; but in war we are all
         able to make the balance last longer if we have training, discipline, patriotism and faith. We can enhance these through managing
         our fear, while always remembering that on the battlefield unfairness rules.
      

      
      During my first experience of war, as a nineteen-year-old second lieutenant in the Durham Light Infantry, fighting in Korea,
         I joined a platoon of men who had already spent eight months in the theatre and had been continually exposed to shellfire
         and the pressure of raids and patrolling. They had suffered many casualties and seen some of their best mates killed or wounded.
         No respite was in sight, so it was not surprising that for some their bank balance of courage was running low.
      

      
      A lance corporal, a brilliant Bren-gunner in my platoon, was typical of these battle-weary veterans. One night he went out
         on yet one more patrol, to set up an ambush in front of our position on Hill 355 – an honourable, brave man who had survived
         months of continuous warfare and patrolling without complaint. During the night we heard a single burst of machine-gun fire
         from the patrol’s location in no man’s land, and in due course the survivors returned with two casualties. The lance corporal
         had heard a noise and nervously overreacted, shooting his own companions by mistake.
      

      
      Such errors are regrettably commonplace in war. But in the case of this man, who had given gallant service, the credit in
         his bank of courage had run out, and his nerves and fears got the better of him. Through my lack of experience, I had failed
         to identify his condition. In the event, he was sent home suffering from extreme battle stress and fatigue, but I should have
         dispatched him to the rear echelons for a rest much earlier, before he had reached this stage of nervous breakdown. Had I
         done so, he might have recovered and returned to give further valuable front-line service. I should have appreciated that
         his bank balance had moved into the red – but this was my first experience of the truth that courage is an expendable reserve.
      

      
      Such a rest for a battle-weary man benefits not only the individual, but also his commander, for if the victim is not treated
         with consideration, he may well break down completely from shell shock, battle fatigue, or whatever doctors choose to call it, and never recover. This is one way in which an experienced
         officer can minimise casualties. He will probably have to witness at least one breakdown to recognise the symptoms, but once
         he has seen them, and if he knows his men well, he should spot someone who is developing battle fatigue, and so save him from
         collapse before it is too late. However, in the chaos of battle and with death all around, it is not easy to judge such matters.
      

      
      In war much depends on a man’s ability to manage his fear. I do not accept that any human being is truly ‘fearless’. Lord
         Moran once inquired of Lord Gort, a Victoria Cross holder, whether he ever felt fear. ‘Of course,’ he answered, ‘all animals
         feel fear. When I used to go back to the trenches after some time out of the line I had to adjust myself.’4 Moran himself concluded that ‘sooner or later all men feel fear’. Intelligent people are more prone to fear because in a
         battle they have a vivid appreciation of what is happening all round them and the danger which the immediate threat poses.
         They have to make a positive effort to control themselves, and an intelligent person may well break down because of his temperament
         and imagination. On the other hand, really stupid people, who do not see that there is anything to be fearful of, may do deeds
         that appear to be brave but are really not so, because they lack imagination. Courage is an individual’s exercise of mind
         over fear – the complete and disciplined subjugation of fear, coupled with personal sacrifice, in situations where one places
         more importance on the needs of others than on one’s own, even to the point of giving one’s life for them.
      

      
      Nobody can predict how a serviceman will behave under fire until he is tested in action, for it is impossible to replicate
         the conditions of battle in a civilian or peacetime context. Soldiers may train on ranges and experience live rounds fired
         close over their heads, creating what is known as ‘crack and thump’, but you cannot imitate the real thing: the fear that
         you may die from those bullets, or the mental stress that comes from knowing that those to whom you give orders may die as
         a result of your instructions. I found at all levels of command that ordering other people to risk their lives, when I was
         to remain in relative safety, was one of the most stressful aspects of battlefield leadership.
      

      
      
      Before troops joined their units in Korea, they were put through tough, realistic training at the battle school at Hura Mura,
         in Japan. The motto ‘Train Hard, Fight Easy’ was plastered up in the corridors, and 5 per cent training casualties were permitted.
         Some men died, but more were saved when they faced the real thing, by the insight the experience gave them. And yet, however
         harsh this preparation, it could never replace the pressures of combat, where the other side is out to get you by any means
         possible, be it bullet, bayonet or bomb.
      

      
      I was immensely keen to fight in the war, partly because that was what I had been trained for, and partly because, at that
         age, I could not make any mature assessment of the risks. But after a few days in the forward positions, when several of the
         twenty-eight men in our platoon had become casualties, I began to ask myself, ‘What the hell am I doing this for? It could
         be the finish of my life – and if I get killed tonight, I shall never achieve anything.’ Yet it never crossed my mind that
         I should find a reason to duck out and desert my mates: rather the reverse. It was this sense of personal peer loyalty that
         motivated VC winners like Albert Ball, Albert Jacka and Charles Upham (all described in later chapters) to keep returning
         to the fight when demonstrably they had more than paid their way already.
      

      
      In the course of my career I have asked many people if they were frightened while on operations in war: each one replied in
         the affirmative. I myself was exceedingly scared in Korea when I went out at night on my first patrol in the no man’s land
         between the British and Chinese front lines. We had to thread our way through our own minefields, and hope that the enemy’s
         harassing artillery fire would not land on us; there was also a very good chance that the Chinese, who were skilled and tenacious
         fighters, would be lying in wait far closer to our lines than we expected, and ambush us.
      

      
      We did bump a Chinese patrol: spurts of flame flashed out of the darkness ahead of us, and small-arms fire crackled over our
         heads, competing with the screech and roar of incoming shells to create a terrifying noise. I thought we were lost, in all
         senses of the phrase, until I realised that our patrol commander, Lieutenant Bill Nott-Bower, was yelling out orders in a
         loud, clear voice. It was his calmness and leadership that brought the patrol home, albeit with several members wounded. His example taught me a lesson
         I have never forgotten – namely, that at one time or another all military leaders are frightened, but that they become good
         leaders because they have learnt to control their fear, and above all not to let it show.
      

      
      Discipline is an important prop to courage. Soldiers do what they are told, even if it seems dangerous or foolhardy, because
         peacetime training has inculcated discipline and conditioned them to carry out orders. The fact that a section or platoon
         of men is obeying orders plays a significant role in bolstering group courage. In a battalion or a fighting ship, training
         and discipline are the cement that keeps a unit together when the pressure comes on; and if either of those two fundamentals
         breaks down or is weak, the unit will fall apart. There is nothing more terrifying than to see a unit breaking down in battle.
      

      
      Many people in the services never have their courage recognised by gallantry awards. One humbling example is that of ‘Reggie’
         Perrin, who showed great promise in the Royal Marines and had been promoted at an early age to the rank of staff sergeant.
         As he supervised a training exercise, a live grenade failed to explode. Having waited for the appropriate time in case there
         was a delayed fuse-burn, he moved forward on his own to place an explosive charge to destroy the faulty weapon. The grenade
         blew up in his face, leaving him blind and paraplegic.
      

      
      The prognosis showed that he was unlikely to live long, had suffered severe brain damage and would never again move out of
         a wheelchair. But here was a man who would not accept the doctors’ verdict. As a trained mountaineer, he was determined to
         return to the heights – and over a period of years, with the devoted help of friends and relatives, he gradually dominated
         his disability. He remained 90 per cent blind, paralysed down one side – and yet, with astonishing courage and determination,
         he planned not only to rid himself of his wheelchair but to work towards the objective of climbing Mount McKinley in Alaska,
         reputedly the coldest mountain in the world, on which an average of three to five climbers die annually.
      

      
      
      In 1995 he began his assault on the mountain. His brain told him that his left side was incapable of helping him, but through
         sheer guts he overruled these cerebral instructions and forced his left side to help, albeit in a limited way. He had to rely
         on other people to make up for his lack of sight, but by using his old skills as a mountaineer, reinforced by dogged determination,
         he stretched himself to the limits of his physical ability and defied medical science.
      

      
      During his ascent of the mountain he fell into a crevasse, and it was only his accompanying friend, roped to him while he
         swung blind and incapacitated over an abyss, who prevented him falling to his death and enabled the team to recover him. He
         refused to turn back, struggling on upwards until he reached nearly 17,000 feet, just 3000 feet below the summit. At this
         point the doctor ordered him either to rest for a week or to turn back. With the weather about to break and endanger the lives
         of the whole party, he was left with no alternative but to return reluctantly to base – a decision which in itself required
         courage, as it meant sacrificing his own hopes and plans for the sake of other people’s safety.
      

      
      There were no medals for Reggie Perrin; there was no great battle with the enemy. Yet here was a serviceman demonstrating
         an outstanding example of cool, calculated and selfless courage.
      

      
      Some of the bravest people in the Second World War never wore uniform but served in Special Operations Executive (SOE), working
         with the Resistance in German-occupied Europe. Ordinary men and women showed immense courage, holding out for years under
         extreme stress and constant, threatening danger. One of them, described by M. R. D. Foot in his book Six Faces of Courage, was Jeannie Rousseau, who wrote: ‘It is not easy to depict the lonesomeness, the chilling fear, the unending waiting, the
         frustration of not knowing whether the dangerously-obtained information will be passed on – or passed on in time – or recognised
         as vital in the maze of couriers.’5

      
      Foot’s book brings out the lone courage of the resistance workers, and the readiness with which they would sacrifice themselves
         for others. The head of Jeannie Rousseau’s network, Les Druides, was Georges Lamarque, a former university friend in his early twenties. Ultimately traced by the Germans to a particular
         village through his radio transmissions, he gave himself up to save the local people from retribution and savagery, and was summarily
         executed.
      

      
      Jeannie herself was captured with two companions, after D-Day in 1944, as they were about to board a boat for England from
         Brittany. She had left her colleagues in a car when the Gestapo caught her and made her walk back to the vehicle with them.
         One can guess at the fears running through her mind during those minutes: at best a concentration camp, at worst a lonely,
         unwitnessed death after torture. Despite her dire predicament, she talked to her captors loudly in German, to give her companions
         a chance to escape. One got away; the other, Yves le Bitoux, appreciating that he was in his home town and the Germans might
         wreak vengeance on it if he were to escape, also allowed himself to be taken. He died in a concentration camp. Jeannie was
         also sent to a concentration camp, but survived.
      

      
      Many people – and I am sure that includes holders of the Victoria Cross – accept that such silent and unrecognised bravery
         falls into a class of its own. These people fought not under the umbrella of group discipline but through steely self-control.
      

      
      Patriotism and a belief in one’s cause, be it religious, righteous or plain fanatical, are powerful suppressors of fear. When
         the battleship Tirpitz was sunk in 1944, many German sailors were trapped below decks. As they went down to an inevitable death, they could be heard
         singing their national anthem with a gusto more appropriate to the conclusion of a successful concert than to their certain
         extermination. Theirs was indeed a patriotic end.
      

      
      For two years my family and I lived in Sudan on the edge of the site of the Battle of Omdurman, where Winston Churchill, as
         a young officer, had some of his earliest experiences of war, fighting the followers of the Mahdi in 1898. Egypt was then
         a British protectorate, and the Mahdists were religious and nationalist fanatics, driven as an army to pit themselves against
         the modern weapons of the foreigners, who were serving with the Egyptians under the overall command of Lord Kitchener. The
         native troops suffered enormous and futile casualties, and after Omdurman Churchill wrote, ‘Yet these were as brave men as
         ever walked the earth . . . destroyed not conquered by machinery.’
      

      
      
      Peer pressure and faith also play their part in sustaining a person in war. People place high value on the regard in which
         their peers hold them, worrying about their comrades’ reaction if they let them down. They find that their localised public
         image is of great importance, and it motivates them to overcome fear on the battlefield – in schoolboy terms ‘peer pressure’.
      

      
      Japanese captured during the Second World War would ask to be executed, or given the opportunity to commit suicide, for in
         Japan a soldier who had been captured was no longer acceptable in society: he became an outcast, a reject, a failure who was
         better off dead.
      

      
      In the West, pride in one’s ship, regiment or squadron is an extension of peer pressure in corporate form. When a man joins
         a unit with a fine reputation in war, its renown sets its own standards for contemporary members, who will not wish to diminish
         that reputation and lose the respect of their peers, to become condemned in the history of the unit.
      

      
      Faith is also important – and no less so today than it has always been. It is surprising how in war and in prison camps, when
         the future is grim and people are dying, even the toughest serviceman has a reawakening of faith. When men of the SAS return
         from operations to their base in Herefordshire, the garrison church, which on an average Sunday might have one or two in the
         congregation, becomes full to overflowing with people commemorating the casualties of the recent tour. In his address at the
         inauguration of the Victoria Cross and the George Cross Memorial at Westminster Abbey in May 2003, the Archbishop of Canterbury
         told the congregation: ‘Courage as a true virtue is the kind of courage that reflects the bravery of Christ, courage that
         does not deny the reality of fear but is moved and energised by vision.’
      

      
      In the words spoken by Jesus to the disciples during the Last Supper, ‘Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay
         down his life for his friends.’6

      
      The battlefield is governed by three influences: luck, opportunity and unfairness. It is not possible to quantify the part
         that luck plays, but it is vital to the survival of individuals. The bravest of the brave may be unlucky enough to be killed by a stray
         bullet, or be in the wrong place at the wrong second when an incoming shell explodes – and no one will ever know what achievements
         that man might have been capable of. It is almost a condition of winning a Victoria Cross that luck is on your side. In Korea
         two new officers arrived in my battalion and were being shown round the company’s position by a battle-experienced subaltern
         when a stray mortar winged in from the Chinese lines as they were peering over the parapet. Because they did not react fast
         enough, one of them was killed and the other became a Blighty casualty. But who knows what they might have achieved had luck
         not been against them?
      

      
      Wing Commander Guy Gibson was amazingly fortunate in surviving the Dambuster raid of 1943, when he repeatedly flew over the
         Möhne dam at low level, into an intense barrage of fire. With clear intention and great personal courage, he escorted his
         Lancaster bombers down the correct approach path, while himself drawing the flak of the defenders’ guns. Several of his aircraft
         were destroyed, and his colleagues who died flew with exceptional gallantry; yet he himself survived and came home, to be
         awarded a VC.
      

      
      An important prerequisite of demonstrating courage is opportunity, over which an individual can exercise a considerable amount
         of personal control. When Lieutenant Colonel H. Jones, commanding 2nd Parachute Battalion at Goose Green in the Falkland Islands,
         realised that the lack of artillery support had allowed the Argentine forces to pin down his forward company, he saw a chance
         of regaining the initiative. Grasping the opportunity, he led an assault against the enemy positions occupied by superior
         numbers and dominating the ground. He so inspired his men that they attacked against overwhelming odds, and despite the lack
         of artillery support won the battle which proved the turning point in the war, leading to victory and recovery of the Islands
         into British hands. Jones won the Victoria Cross but lost his life; a courageous and selfless act indeed.
      

      
      Charlie Upham, VC and Bar (chapter 9), never missed an opportunity to come to grips with the Germans. He arranged his posting to ensure he reached the war zone at the earliest occasion, and when wounded and captured, he took every opportunity to try
         to escape, despite his severe injuries and the immense risks involved. He could have accepted captivity, allowed his wounds
         to heal and awaited the end of the war, secure in the knowledge that he had already achieved more than most on the battlefield
         – but such passivity was not in his nature.
      

      
      Unfairness – closely akin to bad luck – is prevalent throughout military operations. No bullets, shells or torpedoes are discriminate
         in selecting their target: they have no regard for rank or position.
      

      
      It has been my privilege to meet many of that exceptional and brave group who belong to St Dunstan’s, the training centre
         and home for blinded ex-servicemen. They are remarkable people, and they are some of the bravest men in war who never have
         their courage formally recognised and who have suffered grievously from the random unfairness of the battlefield.
      

      
      In this sphere I know of no finer example than Billy Griffiths, who was captured by the Japanese when they overran Singapore
         and Java in 1942. Surrounded by twenty guards, he was forced at bayonet point to strip the camouflage netting from what he
         and they knew to be a booby-trapped area. Inevitably the device exploded in his face and he was hideously wounded, losing
         the sight of both eyes, both his hands, and sustaining severe injuries to his right leg.
      

      
      His wounds would have killed many people, but despite his pain and fear he survived the most appalling conditions as a prisoner
         of war of the Japanese for the next three years. His captors frequently threatened to bayonet him because they considered
         him useless, and it was only the dedication of Sir Edward Dunlop, a remarkable Australian surgeon, that saved him. In his
         foreword to Billy’s book Blind to Misfortune, Dunlop wrote:
      

      
      
         In Java in 1942, as commanding officer of a hastily improvised Allied general hospital, as the victorious Japanese closed
            in, I was required both to establish priorities for treatment and to lead an operating team in dealing with the rush of casualties.
            A bomb-shattered body of a young man, Leading Aircraftman Griffiths, posed special problems. His eyes were shattered in the wreck of his face, his hands blown away, one leg with severe
            compound fracture; he was peppered everywhere with embedded fragments and was exsanguinated and shocked. Surprised that he
            should have reached hospital at all, I took the rather illogical decision to allot him top priority, and to treat him myself.
            His torn bloodstained clothing removed, it seemed less than a kindness to try to prolong his life.7

      

      
      For years Billy suffered excruciating pain in his arms twenty-four hours a day, with no prospect of drugs or treatment to
         ease it. He not only lived in continual fear of death from his wounds, or on the bayonets of the Japanese guards, but also
         suffered the torment they inflicted on him when they would creep up and tickle his feet or other parts of his body just to
         annoy him, knowing he could not scratch himself. Over agonising months and years he gradually came to terms with his disability.
         Thanks to brilliant surgery in primitive conditions his leg was preserved, and his indomitable spirit started to show through.
         As the co-author of his book, Hugh Popham, described it: ‘The future, when he thought about it, held little enough promise,
         but the present had ceased to be beyond bearing, and something of his old buoyant spirit began to revive. This is what is
         commonly known as courage.’8

      
      For three Christmases he suffered as a POW. Then came the days in 1945 when the atom bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki
         brought the war against Japan to an abrupt end, thereby saving tens of thousands of Allied lives. Billy and his fellow captives
         found themselves freed from their tormentors with such speed that the Japanese had no time to carry out the massacre of prisoners
         which they had planned, should they face defeat.
      

      
      Returning home, he discovered to his huge disillusionment that life was still full of disappointment and pain – mental pain
         now, as some of his family rejected the emaciated, blind and crippled skeleton that came back after four years of war. His
         wife had left him, and his ailing mother had difficulty coping with a son who could neither feed nor wash himself, or see
         where he was going. His family transport business had been dissolved and he seemed to have no prospects. Once again fear played its part – this time anxiety for what the future might hold, and apprehension
         that he had no role in it.
      

      
      Yet again Billy overcame fear with long-term, cold courage, and for the next twenty years rehabilitated himself in society,
         learning to live with and manage his disabilities. Amazingly, with the help of St Dunstan’s and two of his brothers, he re-established
         his own transport business, but by 1949 the firm had become financially unviable, and yet again Billy had to search for a
         future. His indomitable courage came to the rescue once more, and he developed a career in singing. In 1969 he was also voted
         Disabled Sportsman of the Year. All this he achieved with the help and love of Alice Jolly, a girlfriend from his pre-war
         days, whom he married on 26 May 1962.
      

      
      Thanks to her devotion and the teamwork of the two of them, Billy Griffiths not only came to terms with his disabilities and
         injuries, but also trained himself to make the best of his remaining physical attributes. He is now a full member of society,
         at peace with himself. There is no self-pity, no ‘Why me?’ in his life. Leading Aircraftman Billy Griffiths sacrificed himself
         for his country, and received no form of public recognition. He is a supreme example of courage overwhelming injustice and
         the unfairness of war.
      

      
      In a democratic society moral courage is an essential ingredient of leadership; it is far more important than popularity,
         which so many erroneously consider a requirement for managing other people. Popularity is irrelevant to the gaining of respect,
         but respect demands moral courage.
      

      
      Of course it is easy to lead through fear and repression, and there are plenty of examples of this in the modern world among
         criminal classes and national leaders of countries where the state system is used to suppress dissent and disagreement. Under
         such conditions people follow because they fear the alternative of torture or death, not because they support or respect their
         leader.
      

      
      Major-General Hugh Beech, Commandant at the Army Staff College when I was a student, told us always to stand up for what is
         right, and reminded us that it is remarkable how much you can achieve as a leader if you are prepared to give the credit for your own work to others under your command. This is something
         easily said but not so easily achieved, for it requires a high level of moral courage.
      

      
      In Korea, I learnt that moral courage is an indispensable part of leadership, and that a commander needs it to enforce unpopular
         decisions. One day Colonel Peter Jeffreys, my commanding officer, sent a man from the rear echelon to be attached to my platoon
         for battle experience. He already had a high reputation as a soldier in peacetime, but this was to be his battlefield inauguration.
         I decided to initiate him gradually to the risks of no man’s land by sending him on a standing patrol in front of our platoon
         position.
      

      
      Standing patrols were essentially a form of guard duty, designed to deny the Chinese the opportunity of creeping in through
         the minefield gaps that gave us access routes into no man’s land: the patrols amounted to a routine task which all forward
         platoons had to fulfil every night, all night.
      

      
      On this night the patrol was about to leave when my platoon sergeant came to my ‘hutchie’, or dugout, to tell me this soldier
         was refusing to go out with the others. He had given no reason: he just flatly declined to leave, despite direct orders from
         the sergeant.
      

      
      I went out to talk to him and found he was adamant: he was not taking the risk of committing himself to no man’s land. Until
         then he had had a quiet war, with little or no exposure to danger, but now, faced with battlefield risks, he had succumbed
         to what one can only describe as a demonstration of self-preservation and cowardliness which threatened to undermine the discipline
         of other members of the platoon. There had been no depletion of his courage bank – rather a capitulation to his own fear.
      

      
      I ordered him to go. He still refused. Here was a man disobeying my orders in war. At once I was in a leadership crisis: the
         rest of the patrol were watching to see what I, a young, untried officer, would do. Even if I invoked the support of a senior
         officer, I would lose much of my authority, for not having dealt with the problem on my own. I had to settle the matter myself.
      

      
      I pulled out my revolver, cocked it and pointed it at the soldier. ‘Go,’ I told him, ‘or I shoot you.’ To my intense relief,
         he went – but ever since I have wondered what would have happened if he had held out. In those few seconds I saw that a leader often has
         to take difficult and risky decisions without concern for the consequences to himself. This is what moral courage is about.
      

      
      Immediately afterwards, I realised I had made an appalling threat. But at the time, under the intense stress of the moment,
         I saw no alternative. I had created a situation in which the man’s fear of going on patrol was less than his fear that I might
         shoot him. But the rule of military law prevails even on the battlefield, and I know that, had he called my bluff, I would
         have been the loser, whether I fired that pistol or whether I dodged the issue and lost my credibility among the rest of my
         men. A certain level of fear can be overcome by a greater threat from elsewhere, and can give a man courage when he may be
         lacking it.
      

      
      An officer in senior command finds it increasingly difficult to share the risks faced by his subordinates, although he must
         visit forward areas to familiarise himself with the battle conditions and the morale of his men. General Slim managed to achieve
         this balance of physical exposure and sound management when he led the 14th Army in the Far East in 1942–5. He took risks
         by flying into the most forward positions, and at least once nearly failed to return. His combat experience told him he had
         to familiarise himself with the battlefield and conditions in forward areas, as well as to demonstrate to his men that he
         could share the physical risks he was asking them to take – but it was not his business to interfere in the day-to-day command
         of minor units.
      

      
      The balance between exercising leadership and interfering with junior commanders is not always easy to strike. However, it
         is certain that the commander who fails to get out on the ground from time to time will lose touch with the battle and forfeit
         the respect of his men. He will have little idea of the problems they face in terms of living conditions, or of the going
         – and his ignorance will show in decisions based on poor comprehension of the topography. In short, he will already have conceded
         a vital facet of the battle to the enemy.
      

      
      Courage is a quality we all admire, a goal to which we all aspire, and an essential ingredient at all rank levels in war.
         All of us possess it in some measure, but our personal bank balance varies between individuals, and none of us knows our credit limit until
         tested. War offers people opportunities to test themselves to their limits. The award of medals recognises a person’s courage
         in battle, but gallantry is not restricted to those who are decorated, still less to holders of the Victoria Cross. Indeed,
         a man awarded several Distinguished Service Orders or a couple of Distinguished Conduct Medals may well have shown gallantry
         beyond that of the holder of a single VC.
      

      
      Most winners of the highest military distinction are ordinary men who do not wish to stand out in society. I have had the
         privilege of knowing a few holders from the Second World War. Stanley Hollis, as Company Sergeant Major of 6th Battalion,
         the Green Howards, gained his VC for outstanding courage during the Normandy landings in 1944. When he came under machine-gun
         fire from two pillboxes only twenty yards away, he rushed at one with his Sten gun and threw a grenade, taking all five Germans
         inside prisoner. He then captured the second box, and with it twenty-six prisoners, saving his company from coming under fire.
         Later he put a field gun and its crew out of action before going out under heavy fire to rescue two of his men, among many
         he saved by his actions that day. Yet away from exploding shells, the threat of anti-personnel mines and the stammer of German
         machine guns, Hollis was a quiet, likeable Englishman – just the sort with whom to enjoy a pint in the local.
      

      
      Dick Annand, the first soldier in the Second World War to be awarded the VC, won his with the Durham Light Infantry as a Second
         Lieutenant, while his platoon was holding a bridge astride the River Dyle before the evacuation from Dunkirk in 1940. ‘Oblivious
         of mortars and machine gun fire, he repeatedly dispersed the Germans with grenades, which he carried in a sandbag. Thrice
         he personally repulsed the Germans – he just went mad.’9 Yet in peacetime Dick Annand is a delightful gentleman – modest, kind and absolutely lacking in aggression.
      

      
      Unexceptional in normal life, these two Englishmen typify holders of the Victoria Cross who in battle stood out from their
         peers and displayed unique courage and selfless disregard for their own lives. They would be the first to join me in saluting those many sailors, soldiers and airmen who never received recognition
         but put their lives on the line or died, and without whom no commander is able to fight his battle or win his war. Each one
         is a hero.
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