THE HEROES WITH NO LEGS

What do Briton Douglas Bader and Russian Aleksei Maresyev have in common?
The answer is simple: both were Second World War heroes who fought... without legs.

Douglas

Douglas Bader is one the best known war
heroes in Britain. Douglas was born in England
in 1910. His father was a major in the British
Army in the First World War. In 1922, when
Douglas was only 12, his father died.
Traditionally, British Army officers were from
the upper middle class families and educated
their children in public schools. However, public
schools are expensive and with the loss of his
father’s income, private education became
impossible for Douglas. He ‘saved’ the day by
winning a sports scholarship to St Edward’s
School in Oxford. When Douglas was 18, he won
a cadetship to Cranwell Air Force Academy. The
young man fell in love with flying almost imme-
diately and started flying solo after only six and a
half hours of training. He quickly became one of
the best young pilots in the Academy.

By 1931, Bader’s career as a pilot was going
extremely well. Then the tragedy struck.
Douglas crashed while performing a complex
aerobatic display. Although he was lucky to

survive, he lost both legs. It seemed that his
flying career was over. But Douglas insisted:
“They’ll have to call me up.’

Douglas was right. When Britain declared war
on Germany in 1939, the country quickly
became short of fighter pilots (the lifespan of a
pilot in the Second World War was very short).
Bader was given a second chance. He learnt to
fly with prosthetic legs. By 1941, he had shot
down 23 German planes — the fifth highest hit
record in the Royal Air Force at the time.

But fate tried Bader once again. In 1941, he
was shot down and captured by the Nazis. He
was sent from prison to prison before ending up
in the Colditz prison in Germany. Douglas
made several attempts to escape and in the end
the Nazis had to take his tin legs away to stop
him from escaping. So Bader had to wait until
the end of the war to return to Britain.

After the war, Douglas dedicated his life to
helping charities for the disabled. In 1976, he
was knighted for his ‘
heroism and out-
standing  charity
work.

Douglas Bader
died in 1982, a
British national hero.
But his story lives
on. As well as
Bader’s own autobi-
ography, a number
of books and a film
have been produced
in his honour.
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Aleksei Petrovich Maresyev was born in
Russia in 1916. Although his three elder broth-
ers were strong healthy boys, Aleksei’s own
health was not so good. He particularly suf-
fered from pain in his joints. The nearest
school was four kilometres away and some-
times Aleksei’s brothers almost had to carry
him back. Aleksei always wanted to become a
pilot but with health problems like these, there
was no chance.

Aleksei became an active Komsomol member
and after finishing school he was sent to the Far
East to build Komsomolsk-upon-Amur.
Although Aleksei didn’t particularly want to go
so far away, he didn’t have very much choice.

However, it all turned out for the best. Much
to Aleksei’s own surprise, after a few months of
being in the Far East his health started to
improve. Eventually, Maresyev joined an air
club. After serving in the army in the Russian
Air Force, Maresyev went on to study at a pro-
fessional college for military pilots. He finished
the college just in time to put his newly learnt
skills into practice.

When the Nazis invaded Russia in 1941,
Maresyev was sent to the front to serve as a
fighter pilot. By April 1942, Maresyev had shot
down 4 German planes. However, on the 4th
of April Maresyev’s luck ran out. He was shot
down and had to make an emergency landing.
He tried to land on a frozen lake but lost con-

In August 1943 Alehei Maretycv was
awarded the HerooftthoviaUnimmdal
the highest military award in the Soviet
Union. When ‘The Story of a Real Man’ by
Boris Polevoy came out after the war,
Maresyev became a national hero. After the
book, there was a film and an opera. For
many years to come every generation of
Soviet school children read Alekui
Maresyev’s epic story.

But Maresyev didn't like the title of a living
legend. “I’m a man, not a legend,” he said.
“There is nothing special in what I did.”

Aleksei Petrovich died in 2001, just 2 days
before his 85th
birthday. In r‘-
one of his last
interviews he
said: “I think
young people
can leamn a les-
son or two
from what 1|
went through
in my life. First
of all, never be
scared, go for it |
and hold out
whatever hap-

pens. ”»

M. Garibyan
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