
 

My hero: Patrick Leigh Fermor
'At a time when men were defined by their war, Paddy's DSO
shone with a dazzling lustre'
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Patrick Leigh Fermor: his books had a devoted following. Photograph courtesy of Joan Leigh Fermor

P atrick Leigh Fermor once seriously annoyed Richard Burton at a London dinner table
with Elizabeth Taylor. Burton was in the mood for quoting Shakespeare but the
second he stopped, Paddy would cap the quote and go on for several more lines.
Finally Burton kicked back his chair and said "Elizabeth, we're leaving!" Their
distraught host accompanied his star guests to the door, urging them not to mind

Paddy, who was, after all, a war hero. "F*** war heroes!" roared Burton.

Yet at a time when men were defined by their war, Paddy's DSO shone with a dazzling lustre. In
the spring of 1944, he led the Anglo-Cretan team that captured the German general Heinrich
Kreipe and whisked him away from occupied Crete under the very noses of the enemy. There
was no doubting his courage. One of the young men who had served with him recalled: "While
everybody in our company pretended to be a palikari [a brave warrior], you radiated a genuine
fearlessness." He also possessed a heroic determination. The Kreipe operation nearly ended in
disaster, and it succeeded because Paddy refused to acknowledge that possibility. In Budapest
decades later he went looking for a sick friend, and spent two days trailing through every
nursing home and clinic in the city till he found him. He wrote with painful slowness, going



over every sentence again and again, often discouraged to the point of despair – yet he never
gave up.

But what of the famous third volume of his trilogy, that he never finished? Did he give up on
that? Not really, but in his 90s he must have known that he no longer had the energy to
construct the flights of imagination and memory that had earned A Time of Gifts and Between
the Woods and the Water such a devoted following. But he never admitted, to himself or anyone
else, that it would never be published. If anyone asked he would reply, "I'm plugging away" –
and he was.

• Patrick Leigh Fermor: An Adventure by Artemis Cooper is published by John Murray.

Since you’re here…
… we have a small favour to ask. More people are reading and supporting The Guardian’s
independent, investigative, and global journalism than ever before. And unlike many news
organisations, we have chosen an approach that allows us to keep our journalism accessible to
all, regardless of where they live or what they can afford. But we need your ongoing support to
keep working as we do.

The Guardian will engage with the most critical issues of our time – from the escalating climate
catastrophe to widespread inequality to the influence of big tech on our lives. At a time when
factual information is a necessity, we believe that each of us, around the world, deserves access
to accurate reporting with integrity at its heart.

Our editorial independence means we set our own agenda and voice our own opinions.
Guardian journalism is free from commercial and political bias and not influenced by
billionaire owners or shareholders. This means we can give a voice to those less heard, explore
where others turn away, and rigorously challenge those in power.

We need your support to keep delivering quality journalism, to maintain our openness and to
protect our precious independence. Every reader contribution, big or small, is so valuable.
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