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CHAPTER 2

‘Cultural depth-charges’:

Nevil Shute, Leslie Greener, and the prisoner as Christ-figure

The prisoner-critic Ian Watt points out, as I suggested in the first chapter and explain more fully in the next, that at least one aspect of the prisoner-of-war experience under the Japanese has become what he terms a modern ‘myth’. With the unques​tionable authority of an eyewitness and participant, Watt repeatedly takes the novelist Pierre Boulle and the film director David Lean to task over the ways in which they have ‘mythified’ historical events in the novel and the film of The Bridge on the River Kwai. The main part of my argument in this chapter, which offers an analysis of Nevil Shute’s A Town Like Alice and Leslie Greener’s No Time to Look Back, follows Watt in examining the progressive ‘mythification’ through a novel and a film of a series of actual events involving prisoners of war of the Japanese.

The novels of Nevil Shute have attracted little scholarly attention, although Shute himself once ranked among the world’s most popular and bestselling authors. ‘Shute is not a great artist’, notes the Australian critic Jack W. Bennett: ‘Rereading his books confirms their tendency towards formulaic composition and pedestrian prose.’
 Bennett then goes on to recount a conversation he once had with a guesthouse receptionist in which the woman used the phrase ‘we’re all on the beach’ (in allusion to Shute’s nuclear-apocalyptic novel of that title), to illustrate an observation that makes a good introduction to a discussion of A Town Like Alice. He writes:

The point here is that like [Robert] Frost, Nevil Shute has created idioms generally shared and understood, that have entered the consciousness of English-speaking peo​ple throughout the world. He has written stories that in their telling, and retelling via television and films, bind millions of people together by giving them a common reference point for anxieties and events in their own lives. A Town Like Alice is one of these stories …

Another Australian critic, Robin Gerster, focuses his observations on the novel in his Big-noting: The Heroic Theme in Australian War Writing on what is arguably its central, defining scene – the crucifixion by the Japanese of the Australian prisoner of war Joe Harman:

A divergence in cultural attitudes to the prisoner-of-war provides much of the horror of Joe Harmon’s [sic] frightful crucifixion and whipping in Nevil Shute’s A Town Like Alice (1950). To Western readers, who take for granted the Geneva Convention rules regarding the care and custody of prisoners, the attitude to Harmon of his captor Captain Sugamo, is an incomprehensible mixture of sadistic barbarism and reverence. To prove the ‘element of holiness’ that dictated his treatment of the Australian, Sugamo gives him an opportunity to expiate his dishonour by suffering a lingering death. That Harmon’s ‘resurrection’ is aborted by his survival of the ordeal in no way influences our estimation of his personal worth.

Yet Gerster is, I suggest, partly missing the point and also misreading here. Surely there is more to the horror of the crucifixion of an Australian prisoner of war for a Western audience than simply a ‘divergence in cultural attitudes’ and the Japanese failure to observe the Geneva Convention.

The Crucified Australian

In A Town Like Alice, Nevil Shute represents the crucifixion of Joe Harman in two stages – firstly through the reported speech of the novel’s central character, Jean Paget, as recorded by its first-person narrator, the solicitor Noel Strachan:

Darkness was closing down in my London sitting-room, the early darkness of a stormy afternoon. The rain still beat upon the window. The girl sat staring into the fire, immersed in her sad memories. ‘They crucified him’, she said quietly. ‘They took us all down to Kuantan, and they nailed his hands to a tree, and beat him to death. They kept us there, and made us look on while they did it.’

Harman’s crucifixion is described again some thirty pages later, on this occasion in historical ‘flashback’ but in the dramatic present, from a moment in time after that at which Jean’s narrative to the solicitor breaks off:

The body still hung by its hands, facing the tree. Blood had drained from the blackened mess that was its back and had run down the legs to form a black pool on the ground, now dried and oxidised by the hot sun. A great mass of flies covered the body and the blood. But the man undoubtedly was still alive; when Captain Sugamo approached the face the eyes opened and looked at him with recognition.

In these passages, Shute employs two quite different literary techniques. In the second passage, naturalistic visual details, the dried blood and the flies, emphasise the gross physical actuality of the event.
 In the earlier passage, the effect is that of narrative ‘distancing’, a product of the framing device of a narrative-within-a-narrative, which, as one critic has observed of the novel, is an important feature of A Town Like Alice.
 But, at the same time, the familiar, fireside setting and the muted, matter-of-fact tone of the language of the passage in which it appears throw into sharp relief Shute’s introduction into his novel of the word ‘crucified’. The very word triggers one of what the poet Seamus Heaney terms the ‘cultural depth-charges latent in certain words and rhythms’.
 It calls up a potent network of associations for any Western reader: a uniquely significant act of individual suffering (for Christians and non-Christians alike), an ancient and barbaric form of execution, a peculiarly horrific way to die.

The image of the crucified English-speaking prisoner of war carries with it other associations which, while perhaps less obvious today, may possibly have been familiar to some of Shute’s readers of the 1950s. The idea of the soldier as a Christ-figure is an often-used analogy, almost a literary commonplace, among British soldier-poets of the First World War. It appears in the poetry of Wilfred Owen (‘Greater Love’), Siegfried Sassoon (‘The Redeemer’), Herbert Read (‘My Company’) and others, and, perhaps most famously, in a letter of Owen to Osbert Sitwell of July 1918:

For 14 hours yesterday I was at work – teaching Christ to lift his cross by numbers, and how to adjust his crown; and not to imagine the thirst till after the last halt; I attended his Supper to see that there were no complaints; and inspected his feet to see that they should be worthy of the nails. I see to it that he is dumb and stands to attention before his accusers. With a piece of silver I buy him every day, and with maps I make him familiar with the topography of Golgotha.

However, the idea of the soldier as Christ on the way to his Crucifixion had a deeper cultural impact during the First World War than a letter from the trenches to Bloomsbury since accounts of the crucifixion of a Canadian prisoner of war by the Germans on the Western Front became one of the war’s most widely reported atrocity stories.
 Historians and literary scholars, including Paul Fussell, have dismissed the story as a fabrication – a soldiers’ rumour embellished by British and American propagandists in order to vilify the German enemy. However, information first published in a British daily newspaper as recently as April 2001 presents at least circumstantial evidence that the event actually did happen.

Paul Fussell discusses the story of the Crucified Canadian in his The Great War and Modern Memory:

Another well-known rumor imputing unique vileness to the Germans is that of the Crucified Canadian. The usual version relates that the Germans captured a Canadian soldier and in full view of his mates exhibited him in the open spread-eagled on a cross, his hands and feet pierced by bayonets. He is said to have died slowly …

The Crucified Canadian is an especially interesting fiction both because of its original context in the insistent visual realities of the front and because of its special symbolic suggestiveness.

In April 2001, a Cambridge historical researcher, Iain Overton, claimed in a report in Britain’s Daily Express to have ‘unearthed new evidence that the crucifixion did take place’.
 Overton named the victim as Sergeant Harry Band of the 48th Canadian Highlanders and published a detailed, apparently eyewitness description of the discovery of his corpse, pinned by eight bayonets to the door of a shed near the village of St Julien in Belgium in April 1915. The report suggested that Band’s horrific execution (or post-mortem mutilation) was probably carried out in retaliation for the killing of a group of German prisoners by Canadian soldiers, itself an act of retaliation for the war’s first poison-gas attack. If this account is correct, it suggests that not all supposed wartime ‘myths’ associated with prisoners of war can be dismissed as ‘fictions’. Whether it is factual or not, it demonstrates the remarkable persistence of events of the First World War in the collective memory of the British people.

Nevil Shute soldiered briefly in the British Army during the First World War (although he did not serve in the trenches of the Western Front) and would almost certainly have been aware of the story of the Crucified Canadian.
 Thirty years later, in 1948, Shute visited Australia to gather material for a novel and, while travelling in Queensland, heard of and later met an Australian former prisoner of war, Herbert ‘Jim’ (or ‘Ringer’) Edwards. The Australian had a truly remarkable story to tell. In 1943, while a prisoner of war in Burma on the Burma–Thailand Railway, he and two other prisoners had been sentenced to death by the Japanese for killing native cattle for food. Bound at the wrists with fencing wire, the men were suspended from a tree and beaten with a baseball bat. When Edwards managed to free his right hand, his punishment was continued with the fencing wire driven through his palms. Incredibly, Jim Edwards somehow survived his ordeal, which lasted for sixty-three hours, although both his comrades died. He died, aged eighty-six, at his retirement farm at Gingin in Western Australia in June 2000.

While there may be truth in Robin Gerster’s statement that the horror of Joe Harman’s crucifixion derives from a ‘divergence in cultural attitudes’, the stories of Jim Edwards and the Crucified Canadian show that the historical and cultural contexts of A Town Like Alice leave it open to other, more complex interpretations. Nevil Shute’s fictional representation of the crucifixion of an Australian prisoner of war derives much of its power, and its horror, from the way in which it combines multiple levels of cultural and historical reference: to the biblical accounts of the Crucifixion (familiar to all Shute’s readership); to a widely reported atrocity story of the First World War (familiar perhaps to some readers in 1950); to an actual event in the life of an Australian prisoner of war. It seems clear that Shute shaped his representation of Joe Harman’s crucifixion from elements of each of these. There seems also to be significance in the circumstantial details the novelist includes as against those he omits. While Shute remains essentially faithful in his novel to the historical facts of Jim Edwards’ ordeal, he suppresses its more grotesquely (and incongruously) ‘modern’ features – the fencing wire, the baseball bat – and substitutes for them more traditional elements that recall the biblical Crucifixion: the nails, the blood of a scourging. Here Shute can clearly be observed ‘mythifying’  an actual historical event.
 

Chivalry and bushido
Writing in 1947, when memories of the war with Japan were still painfully fresh, Eric Partridge noted in his classic guide to good English, Usage and Abusage:

Japan, in late 1941–5, familiarized us with bushido and re-familiarized us with hara-kiri … Bushido, the Samurai code of honour, is bu-shi-do, literally ‘military-knight ways’; the code of the well-born soldier; hence, to the British and American public, the code of military honour – loosely, the code of national honour, or the national code of honour. It is, therefore, hardly surprising that honourable, so often issuing from Japanese lips, has taken to itself a somewhat ironic tinge.
 

Behind Partridge’s ironic, postwar sense of the word ‘honourable’ lies the notion that bushido is the Japanese equivalent of the feudal European code of chivalry. Indeed it was through this particular analogy that early twentieth-century Western commentators on Japanese culture and Japanese scholars interpreting their own culture for the benefit of Westerners presented the code of bushido:

Chivalry is a flower no less indigenous to the soil of Japan than its emblem, the cherry blossom; nor is it a dried-up specimen of an antique virtue preserved in the herbarium of our history. It is still a living object of power and beauty among us; and if it assumes no tangible shape or form, it none the less scents the moral atmosphere, and makes us aware that we are still under its potent spell.

There is thus a grim, cultural-historical irony present in Nevil Shute’s description of Captain Sugamo’s behaviour towards his prisoner Joe Harman since it is Sugamo’s ‘code of military honour’, his notion of ‘chivalry’, which leads him first to order the Australian’s crucifixion and then (less plausibly, I suggest) to spare his life. Robin Gerster is misreading, I believe, when he states that Sugamo gives Harman ‘an opportunity to expiate his dishonour by suffering a lingering death’. Presumably the ‘dishonour’ is that attached in Japanese eyes simply to being a prisoner of war. But this is not suggested as the captain’s motive in either the novel or the film of A Town Like Alice. Shute presents the Australian’s crucifixion as simply his punishment for stealing the captain’s chickens. 

In the novel, Joe Harman survives because Captain Sugamo is unable to grant his dying request for a bottle of beer:

It is doubtful if the West can ever fully understand the working of a Japanese mind. When Captain Sugamo saw that the Australian recognized him from the threshold of death, he bowed reverently to the torn body, and he said with complete sincerity, ‘Is there anything that I can get for you before you die?’

The ringer [Harman] said distinctly, ‘You bloody bastard. I’ll have one of your black chickens and a bottle of beer.’

The captain sends his orderly to see if a bottle of beer can be found anywhere in Kuantan, to be told it cannot. At this point in the novel, Shute attempts to penetrate ‘the working of a Japanese mind’. While his attempt lacks what I think many Western readers would regard as psychological plausibility, his representation of the concept of bushido does follow its own peculiar and (no doubt intentionally) inhuman logic:

Death to Captain Sugamo was a ritual ... If a bottle of beer had been available he would have sacrificed one of his remaining black Leghorns and sent the cooked meat and beer down to the dying body on the tree; he might even have carried the tray himself. By doing so he would have set an example of chivalry and Bushido to the troops under his command. Unfortunately … [he] could not carry out his own part in the ritual; he could not show Bushido by granting the man’s dying wish. Therefore, the Australian could not be allowed to die, or he himself would be disgraced.

Whether this passage contains an accurate representation of the concept of bushido as it was conceived and practised by the Japanese military in the Second World War, I simply cannot determine. Nor have I so far been able to discover if it has any basis in fact in relation to the experience of Jim Edwards. Certainly, descriptions of this type of behaviour by a Japanese officer are not easy to find in Australian or British prisoner-of-war memoirs. From a purely intuitive viewpoint, Shute’s account is deeply implausible – not because it suggests that one human being can condemn another to death on the slightest of pretexts (since narratives of the Holocaust show this is so), but because it suggests that the same human being may then be willing to spare the other’s life on an even slighter pretext. I suspect that here Shute’s attempt to represent the unfathomable ‘otherness’ of the Japanese mind, coupled with the requirements of his novel’s plot (Joe Harman must survive somehow), may have led him into an absurdity. The issue of plausibility aside, Shute’s main point in this passage relies on the bitter irony implicit in the phrase ‘an example of chivalry’. Like other Western (and Japanese) writers before him, Shute equates the words ‘chivalry’ and bushido; unlike them, he does so in a monstrously ironic context.

The producers of the 1956 film of the novel seem to have held similar reservations about Shute’s description of Captain Sugamo’s behaviour. They appear to have considered the captain’s condemnation of Harman simply for stealing a few chickens as an insufficient motive (although, historically, Jim Edwards was condemned for killing animals for food). In addition, a crucified man demanding a cooked meal and a bottle of beer would clearly have introduced an incongruous and semi-comic note into the solemn and tragic event witnessed by the film’s other characters and its screenwriters ignore Harman’s dying request. The film does, however, preserve Shute’s ironic use of the chivalry–bushido analogy. As Joe Harman hangs crucified off-camera, Captain Sugaya [Sugamo] tells his Australian fellow prisoner Ben:

Australian soldier die not for stealing, but for striking Japanese soldier. This is law of bushido. Japanese bushido is like European law of chivalry.

All that is implied through the chivalry–bushido simile in its post-1945 context reached a kind of apotheosis towards the end of the 1950s in two books written by a British war crimes prosecutor and an Australian former prisoner of war. The prosecutor, Lord Russell of Liverpool, chose for his book about Japanese war crimes the pointedly ironic title The Knights of Bushido (1958).
 In the same year, Russell Braddon found an equally extreme application for the analogy. A certain ambivalence seems to characterise contemporary Australian attitudes towards Braddon. On the one hand, he is an egalitarian – and highly readable – Digger voice who castigates the snobbery and stupidity of British colonialist attitudes at the time of the fall of Singapore. Yet, on the other, he is an unashamed anglophile (who abandoned Australia for Britain) and a writer who maintained his rage against the Japanese during a period when many Australian public figures were seeking a rapprochement with Japan. Moreover, his unrelenting hatred of the Japanese seems to have bordered on paranoia; he believed, for example, that Japan continued to pose a military threat to the West long after the Second World War. In his second volume of memoirs, End of a Hate (1958), a title which contradicts the book’s actual message, Braddon argues that Japanese war crimes were the natural product of the code of bushido and that ‘cruelty to their enemies is as honourable with the Japanese as is kindness to dogs with Britons’.
 He continues:

The wartime atrocities of the Japanese were not, to them, atrocities … Still less were they perverted distortions (as were the crimes of the Nazis) of a national culture. They were, on the contrary, the products of the normal Nipponese code of military honour. To support this point:

The British have made two films which depict violently the cruelty towards their prisoners of the Japanese. The first was A Town Like Alice, in which an Australian prisoner was shown being nailed to a tree, as if in crucifixion. At the Cannes Film Festival, out of regard for the susceptibilities of the Japanese delegation, this film was voluntarily withdrawn by its British promoters. It was, however, screened at a small cinema elsewhere in the town. The Japanese delegation flocked to see it – and loved it. They could not understand why it had been withdrawn from the Festival.

The second film, The Bridge on the River Kwai, depicts a Japanese commandant ordering his prisoners to be immured in tiny, sun-baked cages, left there for weeks, battered and starved. These sequences are long and savage. The Bridge on the River Kwai was voted one of the two most popular films to be exhibited in Japan in 1957!

In neither film is there anything in the least distasteful or dishonourable to any Japanese mind. Their culture embraces the crucifixion and brutal confinement of helpless men just as naturally as does our culture vomit it out, protesting, ‘This is monstrous and criminal!’

By contemporary standards, Russell Braddon is as politically incorrect a prisoner-of-war author as there is. Both his thesis and his language here are extreme and intemperate: ‘Their culture embraces the crucifixion … of helpless men … as does our culture vomit it out …’. This is a sweeping and insupportable generalisation. And at this distance in time it is easy, I think, to point to the simplistic way in which it polarises the issue into a binary opposition between British and Japanese culture, between the West and an oriental Other. But two further points ought to be considered, I suggest. The first is that Braddon, when viewed within the cultural-historical context I have outlined, is by no means an isolated voice. He expresses discursively an interpretation of Japanese culture that was also suggested by Eric Partridge, fictionalised by Nevil Shute, and documented by Lord Russell. The second is that the chivalry–bushido analogy is essentially a figure of speech and not a valid historical statement. (It would be difficult, I think, to show that the ideal the word ‘chivalry’ represents in Western culture has ever been realised in actuality, especially in time of war.) Braddon is the writer who takes the modern, post-1945 meaning of this figure of speech to its extreme. Although his words may be neither politically nor historically correct, they form part of the debate, which is still unresolved today, about why Japanese soldiers committed the crimes that they did in the Second World War.

Christianity in A Town Like Alice
After launching the ‘cultural depth-charge’ of Joe Harman’s crucifixion into the narrative of A Town Like Alice, Nevil Shute immediately sets about defusing it by first acknowledging and then subtly negating the religious symbolism it evokes. Shute achieves this through the character of one of the novel’s female civilian prisoners, the ‘devout little woman’ Mrs Frith:

The final horror at Kuantan was a matter that they never spoke about at all, each fearing to recall it to the memory of the others, but each was secretly of the opinion that it had changed their luck.

With Mrs Frith this impression struck much deeper. She was a devout little woman who said her prayers morning and evening with the greatest regularity ...

Mrs Frith sought for the hand of God in everything that happened to them. Brooding over their experiences with this in mind, she was struck by certain similarities. She had read repeatedly about one Crucifixion; now there had been another. The Australian, in her mind, had had the power of healing because the medicines he brought had cured her dysentery and Johnnie Horsefall’s ringworm. It was beyond all doubt that they had been blessed in every way since his death for them. God had sent down His Son to earth in Palestine. What if He had done it again in Malaya?

Shute goes on to make clear that his central character, Jean Paget, is much too level-headed to accept such an interpretation and sees Joe Harman for precisely what he is:

… If this incredible event that Mrs Frith believed could possibly be true, it meant indeed that they were in the hand of God; nothing could touch them; they would win through and live through all their troubles and one day they would regain their homes, their husbands, and their western way of life …

Jean did nothing to dispel these fancies, which were evidently helpful to the women, but she was not herself impressed. She was the youngest of all of them, and the only one unmarried; she had formed a very different idea of Joe Harman. She knew him for a very human, very normal man ...

What is striking here is how Shute marginalises the character of Mrs Frith, who, in a sense, embodies the traditional Christian world-view within the novel: she is a little, slightly dotty, old woman. J. G. Ballard employs a very similar narrative stratagem in The Kindness of Women, in which the voice of Christianity inside Lunghua internment camp is the widowed ‘busybodying missionary’ Mrs Dwight.
 Neither of these female characters is individualised to the point of being given a first name and both women are assigned what may be intended by each author as mildly ridiculous surnames. What seems to be implied here by both Shute and Ballard is that only a strictly rational ‘modern’ interpretation of the prisoner-of-war experiences they are describing in their novels is permissible. Anything that smacks of the metaphysical is not only to be shunned, but also derided.

Interestingly, the 1956 film of A Town Like Alice reverses Shute’s secularism by reinforcing rather than undermining the Christian symbolism of Joe Harman’s crucifixion. As Joe (Peter Finch) is led bound and stumbling to the place of his execution, the watching Jean (Virginia McKenna) repeats a kind of prayer to herself: ‘Oh, God … Oh, God …’. The film’s crucifixion sequence ends with a night scene – a static tableau in which Jean keeps vigil with the other women prisoners by the tree to which Joe is nailed. The scene, with its pale female figures watching from the darkness, clearly draws on images of the Crucifixion and Descent from the Cross in European religious art: ‘And many women were there beholding …’ (Matthew 27:55). It is especially reminiscent of Rembrandt’s heavily shadowed 1640s engravings of the Crucifixion. If Jean Paget represents the Magdalene figure in this tableau, Joe’s mate Ben (Vincent Ball) represents the Joseph who buried the body of Christ. When Captain Sugaya, apparently believing his crucified prisoner is dead, says to Ben in a line of dialogue unique to the film, ‘All right, you can have him’, a 1950s cinema audience would, I think, have been alert to the fact that here Sugaya and Ben are re-enacting the roles of Pontius Pilate and Joseph of Arimathea.
 Finally, and perhaps as significantly, the film-makers demystify Mrs Frith’s personal neurosis: on-screen she is not a religious crank but merely a hypochondriac. She provides a sympathetic ear for Jean’s memories of Joe, but says nothing herself about the meaning of his crucifixion.

The whole issue of the significance of Christianity to the Far Eastern prisoner-of-war experience itself is problematic because from one standpoint there seem to be – as there are in the novel and the film of A Town Like Alice – conflicting versions of it. On the one hand, the public ‘official’ commemoration of this experience has focused very heavily on its Christian aspect. On the other, the private ‘unofficial’ records of the experience itself do not always tell the same story.

The vast majority of British and Australian prisoners of war in the Far East were ‘Christians’, even if only nominally, and almost all would have had a religious denomination (‘C of E’, ‘RC’, etc.) recorded in their service pay-books. Most would also have attended religious services during their captivity and prisoners built makeshift bamboo and atap chapels for this purpose – even in the depths of the Burmese jungle. After the war several of these chapels, notably the Changi Prison Chapel, were to become focal points for the public commemoration of the prisoner-of-war experience under the Japanese. One Roman Catholic prisoner-of-war chapel in Singapore was preserved and shipped back to Australia where it was later to become a national memorial at the Australian Army’s Duntroon Royal Military College in Canberra.
 The former British commander in Singapore, General Percival, who found himself shunned as a ‘non-person’ in postwar Britain, devoted himself in his retirement to preserving relics of the island’s prisoner-of-war chapels (and to the welfare of former prisoners of war). In addition, some of the art produced by prisoners of the Japanese deals with Christian themes, notably the ‘Changi Murals’ (Illustration 2.1), and at least one memoir by a former prisoner of the Japanese, Ernest Gordon’s Miracle on the River Kwai, is written from an explicitly Christian viewpoint.

Given, however, that the postwar official remembrance of the prisoner-of-war experience under the Japanese has assumed such a strongly Christian character, it is surprising how rarely one reads in prisoner-of-war memoirs of men actually attending religious services (while reports of jungle concert-parties are almost universal), or finds references to the fact that a prisoner’s religious faith helped sustain him during his captivity. Even the religious references in memoirs written by former prisoners who tell us they were practising Christians at the time are not always what might be expected. This point is demonstrated by Eric Lomax, who employs biblical allusion at such critical points in his narrative as his interrogation and torture by the Japanese Kempetai military police. Yet Lomax does not appear to assert any actual significance for the biblical texts themselves. Rather they are used as verbal counters in a stream-of-consciousness representation of a disordered state of mind: 

In the nightly delirium I had weird exalted visions, lying there in my shorts and shirt with my long-handled spoon for company. My mind was turning into a machine that produced texts, words and images, cutting them up and feeding them to me in disconnected and confused snatches, slogans, scenes, fantasies. I became a screen with bits and pieces unfolding across me. Sometimes the messages had a sound, quite loud; sometimes they were intensely visual. Most of them were religious, or at least came full of immense and comforting majesty; they were based, mainly, on the most exalted literature I knew, which was that of the Protestant seventeenth century: phrases like ....

I am Alpha and Omega the beginning and the end the first and the last and did those feet in ancient time walk upon England's mountains green. O for that warning voice which he who saw / The Apocalypse, heard cry in Heaven aloud. Yet man is born unto trouble, as the sparks fly upward.

While the primarily auditory hallucinations Lomax describes here are biblical, the more visual and disturbing hallucinations he describes later in his book are quite different. After he was transferred to Singapore’s Outram Road Prison, Lomax writes:

The visions became more frightening and grotesque. One evening the long wall of the cell began to dissolve. The cracked cement and the brickwork melted away. Far away was an immense figure, standing erect with many waving arms, emerging from a heaving sea of flame and smoke, and growing larger until it seemed to fill the entire view. It seemed to be standing above a lake, and the surface changed into distinct waves, and then into human figures tiny against the mass of the giant. They seemed to be worshipping, chanting, praising, calling out ‘Kali, Kali, Kali’. I felt sheer terror as the figure’s eyes looked down directly at me, the terror mounting like a choking until I woke up to find myself looking at the bare light bulb and the cell walls.

Kali is the Hindu goddess of war and destruction (and does, in fact, have a temple in Singapore, where animal sacrifices are performed in her honour). What is remarkable, I think, is that she should figure at all in the hallucinations of a Westerner who was, as Lomax tells us in his memoir, a practising Scottish Baptist.
 

Jean Paget

Surprisingly, when Nevil Shute travelled to Australia and the Far East in 1948–49 to gather material for the novel that was to become A Town Like Alice he did not arrive, it seems, with the intention of writing about the experiences of former prisoners of the Japanese. This element of the novel appears to have grown from a series of chance encounters with individuals who were to provide the models for both his central characters and for some of the novel’s minor characters.
 As I have indicated, the fictional Joe Harman is based on the Australian former prisoner of war Jim Edwards, who was working as a cattle station manager in northern Queensland when Shute met him. Similarly, the character of Jean Paget is modelled on another former prisoner of the Japanese, a young expatriate Dutchwoman living with her husband and children in Sumatra, Mrs J. G. Geysel Vonck. Shute met the family in early 1949 when he stayed with them on the homeward leg of his journey back to England. The Dutchwoman’s story was as remarkable, in its way, as that of Jim Edwards:

Geysel is a man of about 40, his wife about 26–27 with two children. A slight, cheerful girl who looked as if she had led a very sheltered life. Both had been taken by the Japanese in 1942. The husband was put in a camp at once. The wife, aged 21, with her 6-months old baby, was herded about Sumatra with 80 other women and a large number of children. They were given no clothes and little food: the Indonesians supported them. The Japanese passed them from town to town; they stayed nowhere more than a few weeks. In 2–1/2 years this girl walked 2000 kilometres, 1200 miles, carrying her baby. Practically all the other women and children died. She came out fit and well, and retained her sense of humour.

We can see from this passage from Shute’s flight log of his journey how the novelist preserves in A Town Like Alice most of the elements of the young Dutchwoman’s experiences as a prisoner of the Japanese while, at the same time, he introduces a few significant changes. Most obviously, Shute ‘anglicises’ both the heroine of his novel (Jean Paget is an Englishwoman) and its geographical location: the prisoner-of-war section of A Town Like Alice is set in Malaya, a country far more familiar to most English-speaking readers of the 1950s (if only through the short stories of Somerset Maugham) than the more exotic and alien Dutch colony of Sumatra. As Shute’s biographer Julian Smith points out, the novelist also makes dramatic use of the fact that Mrs Geysel Vonck was a mother: when Joe Harman first meets Jean Paget in the novel, he mistakes her for a married woman because she is carrying another woman’s baby on her hip.
 Shute himself was deeply moved by the Dutchwoman’s ordeal and he pays tribute to her in his ‘Author’s Note’ to A Town Like Alice:

On the publication of this book I expect to be accused of falsifying history, especially in regard to the march and death of the homeless women prisoners. I shall be told that nothing of the sort ever happened in Malaya, and this is true. It happened in Sumatra …

In 1949 I stayed with Mr and Mrs J. G. Geysel Vonck at Palembang in Sumatra. Mrs Geysel had been a member of that party. When she was taken prisoner she was a slight, pretty girl of twenty-one, recently married; she had a baby six months old, and a very robust sense of humour. In the years that followed Mrs Geysel marched over twelve hundred miles carrying her baby, in circumstances similar to those which I have described. She emerged from this fantastic ordeal undaunted, and with her son fit and well.

I do not think that I have ever before turned to real life for an incident in one of my novels. If I have done so now it is because I have been unable to resist the appeal of this true story, and because I want to pay what tribute is within my power to the most gallant lady I have ever met.

Although the fictional Jean Paget clearly is based on a living woman, it is not difficult to see how her character also has an affinity with that of the biblical Mary Magdalene – they are, after all, the only two female figures in world literature described as meeting again with a man they believed dead after having seen him crucified. But it is the makers of the 1956 film who draw attention to this parallel rather than Nevil Shute. The film ‘mythifies’ visually what was, from one perspective, then a fairly recent actual event – the ‘crucifixion’ of Jim Edwards – in a way which Shute’s novel seems quite deliberately to avoid. I do not suggest that this necessarily indicates a desire on the part of the film-makers to promote a Christian ‘message’ in A Town Like Alice. Instead, it seems to demonstrate how film itself has not just different narrative conventions than the novel but, because it is an audio-visual medium, different narrative imperatives (thought must often be spoken as dialogue, for example). The nature of the medium itself, I think, perhaps makes it inevitable that any cinematic representation of a crucifixion will tend to repeat earlier visual paradigms of the same event. This is strikingly evident in the only previous attempt to represent the crucifixion of a prisoner of war on film. The First World War American propaganda film The Prussian Cur (1918) shows a group of German soldiers gathered around the Crucified Canadian. The postures of all the figures in this grotesque and shocking tableau (Illustration 2.2) mimic those of medieval and Renaissance paintings of the Crucifixion. There may even be an allusion to the paintings of Hieronymous Bosch (1450–1516) in which first-century Roman soldiers are represented as sixteenth-century German mercenaries: demonic landsknechts. In the scene from the film, several of the soldiers are leaning casually on their rifles (rather than their spears or their halberds) as they gaze up at the hammering-in of the nails. Two soldiers are kneeling at the Canadian’s feet as if in mock-adoration. This is not a naturalistic representation of an event that may or may not have happened in Flanders in 1915, although presumably it was intended to be interpreted as such by its original audience. It is a scene constructed from traditional motifs in European art.

The crucifixion of Joe Harman in the 1956 film version of A Town Like Alice, while it retains the power to fascinate and to shock, is less dependent on such traditional visual associations: not least because it takes place entirely off-camera. The audience sees the instruments of execution – a wooden trestle, a tree, some six-inch nails, a ball-pein hammer. Then we see a Japanese Kempetai sergeant and a Japanese soldier rehearse (or mime) the crucifixion itself. But that is all. The next scene shows Jean Paget and the other women prisoners keeping their night vigil by the tree. And it is here, I think, that the film-makers revert to the iconography of religious art since the scene’s dramatic composition of its figures and the women’s physical attitudes suggest those of Mary Magdalene and the other onlookers at the biblical Crucifixion as they appear in European art. Perhaps of more immediate personal significance for some cinema-goers and readers of the 1950s, Joe Harman’s ‘death’ and ‘resurrection’ must have carried a powerful emotional charge for women who themselves had lost a lover or a husband in the Second World War. From this viewpoint, Jean as Magdalene – surely the female exemplar of pathos in Western culture – not only re-enacts the grief many of these women would have felt, but her eventual reunion with Joe also may have represented fictionally a particular wish-fulfilment that had been unrealisable for them in actuality. (Nor should we forget that some men actually did ‘return from the dead’ after the Second World War, among them Ian Watt and Russell Braddon, who, when taken prisoner, had both been listed as ‘missing, presumed killed in action’.)

After the departure of the women prisoners from Kuantan, it is Jean’s ability to engage in a learned masculine discourse with a male authority figure that finally secures a permanent place for them to live. Jean makes an appeal to a Malay village headman, Mat Amin, in which she tells him that all the Englishwomen and children will eventually sicken and die if the Japanese force them to go on wandering about Malaya. In the film, which follows the novel closely at this point, their conversation continues:

MAT AMIN:
It is written that ‘Every soul shall taste of death.’

JEAN:
Is it not also written that ‘If you are kind to women God is aware of what you do’?

MAT AMIN:
(surprised) Where is that written?

JEAN:

The Fourth Surah.

MAT AMIN:
(puzzled) Are you of the Faith?

JEAN:

I am a Christian. I do not know the Koran.

MAT AMIN:
You are a very clever woman. Tell me what you want.

While the words themselves are very different, the meaning of what Jean says here evokes Portia’s well-known speech ‘The quality of mercy is not strain’d …’ in The Merchant of Venice (IV.i.184–205). Equally striking is the parallel between the role Shute assigns to her in the novel and that of Portia in Shakespeare’s play: a woman successfully adopting the traditionally male voice of ‘legal’ advocate in order to argue a plea for compassion before a male adjudicator – except that in this case the ‘law’ is not Christian civil but Moslem religious law. The words from the Koran that Jean quotes – in the novel they are given, more traditionally, as ‘if ye be kind towards women and fear to wrong them, God is well acquainted with what ye do’
 – are central to the entire moral schema of A Town Like Alice. The first part of the novel revolves around them in tandem with the crucifixion of Joe Harman since it is the Australian’s ‘kindness to women’ (or, from another viewpoint, his ‘chivalry’) which results in his crucifixion. The quotation from the Koran is repeated three times in the narrative of Jean’s experiences as a prisoner.
 It serves as the novel’s moral and cultural benchmark: all the male characters are, in a sense, to be judged according to their ‘kindness to women’. Of the three cultures represented in the novel, the Anglo-Australian (Joe Harman) clearly ranks highest in this regard; the Malay (Mat Amin), while characterised by an ‘oriental’ fatalism, is amenable to rational argument; the Japanese, although not actively hostile, is shown as indifferent to the well-being of women themselves.

Although professional critics have tended to be dismissive of it, A Town Like Alice has proved a popular and durable piece of storytelling. The novel was reprinted nine times and serialised on radio and in women’s magazines before the film adaptation appeared in 1956. By the 1980s, when it was filmed again as a six-part Australian television mini-series, it had sold more than half a million copies in its British paperback edition. Nevil Shute is obviously of some importance then, at least, as an early ‘populariser’ of the prisoner-of-war experience under the Japanese. Yet his narrative has never apparently carried a single, fixed meaning for its audiences but has demonstrated the capacity to signify different meanings within different cultures at different times. For example, in the posters used to promote the 1956 film in Britain, the central, dominating image is the face of Virginia McKenna (looking worried and fetchingly elfin-like); Peter Finch’s Joe is a smaller, background figure (Illustration 2.3). In those produced for the 1981 Australian television mini-series the dominant image is the face of Bryan Brown (looking rugged and steely-eyed beneath his hat); Helen Morse’s smaller, bedraggled-looking Jean is almost dwarfed by comparison. What these images suggest is that for Britain in the 1950s A Town Like Alice was primarily the story of a young Englishwoman; for Australia in the 1980s it was essentially that of an Australian bushman (Bryan Brown’s Joe Harman is wearing his akubra and not his Digger’s slouch-hat). Perhaps more remarkably, when the 1956 film of A Town Like Alice was released in the United States it was retitled The Rape of Malaya, which was presumably 1950s Hollywood’s notion of a good title for a war movie. In France, on the other hand, the film was released as Ma Vie Commence en Malaisie [My Life Began in Malaya], which was evidently the contemporary French idea of a good title for a love story.

A Town Like Alice’s affinities with popular romantic fiction may account for at least some of the critical disdain that has surrounded the novel since its publication. Shute does use stock romance motifs as the main building-blocks of his narrative: a legacy, parallel star-crossed lovers’ quests, a miraculous reunion, a happy ending. That he himself did not witness the events he describes in the prisoner-of-war section of the novel and that its second part contains an idealised and implausible vision of a young Englishwoman revitalising the economy of a remote Queensland cattle-town have also attracted unfavourable comment. The Australian popular historian Humphrey McQueen writes:

A Town Like Alice was not a firsthand account but [was] created to meet the demands of a sedate market for third-rate fiction. As the reviewer for The Times Literary Supplement put it: ‘Mr Shute, with his high moral purpose and happy ending, is perhaps reminiscent of the nineteenth-century didactic novelist, or the contemporary Soviet Russian writer whose aim is to “improve” reality rather than merely to reflect it’ (16.6.50). In no sense can A Town Like Alice be taken as evidence of what happened to any real person, European or Japanese.

There may be justification in McQueen’s ‘third-rate fiction’ jibe: I doubt that anyone would claim A Town Like Alice is a literary masterpiece. But in light of what is known about Jim Edwards and Mrs Geysel Vonck (both of whom are mentioned by McQueen), his comment that ‘in no sense’ can it be ‘taken as evidence of what happened to any real person’ is misleading and peverse. What no previous commentator has remarked on is that A Town Like Alice remains the only novel drawn from the experiences of prisoners of the Japanese in the Second World War that is presented primarily from the viewpoint of a woman.
 And this, I think, may be central to a better understanding of its wider cultural, as against its purely literary, significance. Through a chance meeting with a young Dutchwoman in Palembang, Sumatra, in 1949, Nevil Shute may have stumbled upon a fundamental truth about the nature of the prisoner-of-war experience itself. Writing of this characteristically male literature in general, the American critic Samuel Hynes observes:

Prisoner-of-war narratives are like the women’s narratives [of the Second World War], in that they tell the story of the other side of the war, where human beings suffer but do not fight.

‘The Padre with the Modern Approach’

Nevil Shute and Leslie Greener had much in common. They were almost exact contemporaries – Shute was born in 1899 and Greener in 1900. Both men came from upper-middle-class families, received their military training at the Sandhurst Royal Military Academy (although Shute failed to gain a commission because of a stammer), and served briefly in the British Army in the final months of the First World War. They were also the first two writers to publish full-length works of fiction based on the experiences of prisoners of the Japanese during the Second World War, the American edition of Greener’s No Time to Look Back appearing in the same year (1950) as Shute’s A Town Like Alice. Greener’s novel, however, is radically different from Shute’s – although Greener, perhaps even more so than Shute, is certainly not ‘a great artist’. No Time to Look Back is a curiosity since it conforms hardly at all to contemporary expectations of the literature of the prisoner-of-war experience under the Japanese.

Greener’s central character, Padre Choyce, is a British Army chaplain in Panchor (Changi) prisoner-of-war camp. This in itself sets his novel apart from most other fiction of the Second World War. The representation of clergymen in Western narratives of war has come full circle during the past nine hundred years: from the armed and dangerous Turpin of Rheims, the fighting archbishop of the twelfth-century Song of Roland, to the timid, bespectacled Father Mulcahy of the 1970s American television comedy series M*A*S*H*. Although heroic qualities are sometimes attributed to actual historical individuals – at Pearl Harbor an American chaplain became famous for reportedly roaring ‘Praise the Lord and pass the ammunition!’ above the din of battle – fictional chaplains have been portrayed as among the most marginalised of all male military personnel. Probably the best-known of such characters in the fiction of the Second World War is R. O. Shipman, the US Army Air Force chaplain who visits Yossarian while he malingers in hospital in the opening chapter of Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 (1962). Shipman is a well-meaning but bewildered and totally ineffectual comic figure. However, Heller’s novel is distinctly ‘modern’ in ways in which Greener’s is not. What makes Greener’s odd choice of central character even more remarkable is that he himself does not seem to have been a practising Christian (in the biographical data he provided after the war for his entry in Contemporary Authors he described his religion as ‘pagan’).
 Greener held the rank of captain in the Australian Imperial Force and was a prisoner of the Japanese for three-and-a-half years, all of which he appears to have spent in Changi. What sets the novel he wrote based on that experience even more decisively apart from other fiction of the Second World War is that Padre Choyce is a character who experiences homo-erotic feelings towards a fellow prisoner.
‘Homo-eroticism’ is used as a literary term by the critic Paul Fussell ‘to imply a sublimated (i.e. “chaste”) form of temporary homosexuality’.
 Such emotions, Fussell argues, functioned for First World War British soldier-poets such as Wilfred Owen and for many others as an antidote against the loneliness and terror of the trenches. But they are not, he adds, normally expressed by the more sexually self-aware generation of the Second World War. Fussell’s statement is borne out by the literature of the war. For example, although ‘mateship’ is a well-known and common theme in Australian prisoner-of-war literature, it rarely carries homo-erotic associations (even for a writer like Russell Braddon, who was homosexual). Several prisoner-authors, including Ian Watt, go so far as to point out that active homosexuality (and indeed sexual desire of any kind) was non-existent among starving, exhausted, disease-ridden prisoners of war. When other writers of the Second World War make reference to a sexual attraction felt by one military man towards another, the meaning signified is most likely to be ironic, as at the start of Heller’s Catch-22:

It was love at first sight.

The first time Yossarian saw the chaplain he fell madly in love with him.

In fact, the opening paragraphs of Catch-22 read like a comic inversion of the first page of No Time to Look Back, which also begins with a hospital visit by a military chaplain to a serviceman with a mysterious ailment that puzzles his doctor:

The Padre with the Modern Approach looked down at the man who lay on the shabby bed.

‘He still remembers nothing,’ the medical officer said. His voice was a complaint.


Padre Choyce looked at the clear brown eyes of the soldier lying there, at the profile that might have been the impress of an ancient coin, at the deep-toned skin, the smile which stirred lightly as unravelled silk about the young lips; and a little spring of elation bubbled quietly in him at the nearness of this man.


He frowned, for there was no room for elation in this fearful place. Yet the soldier lying there was beautiful: not as a girl, beautiful … somehow else … beautiful like a book. Yes, that was it – like a book.

This is obviously not a representative soldier of the Second World War. The man portrayed here is a Christian priest, an aesthete, a bibliophile, and, possibly, a homosexual. Nor is the language in which he is represented that of the 1940s; the period it suggests is that of the ‘decadent’ 1890s and Oscar Wilde. Reading the first page of No Time to Look Back for the first time can induce a mild shock. For a moment, it can seem almost as if the reader has picked up The Picture of Dorian Gray by mistake. One phrase in particular, ‘the smile which stirred lightly as unravelled silk about the young lips’, is typically Wildean in its combination of aestheticism and homo-eroticism. But, oddly enough, Greener does not seek to suggest by this that Padre Choyce is a homosexual. (Nor is there any reason to suppose that Greener himself was homosexual. He married twice and had a son by his second marriage.) This all seems to indicate a certain unself-consciousness in Greener’s description of Padre Choyce’s thoughts – a quality noted by Paul Fussell in First World War writers’ handling of homo-erotic motifs. Certainly none of the comic irony of Catch-22 seems to be intended here. If there is any irony present, it lurks in the phrase ‘The Padre with the Modern Approach’ since almost everything we are told about Padre Choyce reveals him not to be ‘modern’ at all.

The Relic and The Survivor
If Padre Choyce is not a typical prisoner of war, neither are the other men around him in Panchor. The patient on the bed, Andros, is a young man with amnesia. He is (apparently) a private soldier in the British Army, yet one who reads the New Testament in the original Greek and speaks an oddly formal, abstract English. Most of the other named characters in the novel – the pharmacist Bumble, the artist Pendle Grieve, the old Indian Army officer Major Fleche, Captain Ajax – do not quite seem ‘real’ either. Their names suggest characters from English novels of the Leavisite Great Tradition, especially the novels of Smollett, Dickens and Trollope, far more than they do a roll-call of prisoners in Changi. Greener’s method of establishing character through a hyperbolic, caricature-like verbal sketch of an individual’s dominant physical characteristic (rather than, say, by dialogue) also seems to hark back to a technique of Smollett and Dickens: Andros’s profile has the beauty of an ancient Greek coin; Bumble is round and fat like a bee (like his Dickensian namesake); Major Fleche is a weatherbeaten old soldier who sports, as his name seems to imply, a large moustache (flèche is an obsolete military term for a V-shaped parapet that projects from the face of a fortification); Captain Ajax, as his name suggests, is a warrior-type.

Yet not all these improbably named figures are entirely the product of Leslie Greener’s obviously cultivated literary imagination. The character of the artist Pendle Grieve, who lampoons senior British Army officers who insist on trying to enforce military ‘bullshit’ in impossible circumstances, is almost certainly based on the well-known English cartoonist Ronald Searle (1920–). During part of the period Greener describes in his novel, Searle was illustrating The Survivor, a hand-published magazine that was produced in Changi in 1942–43. Later in the war, Searle illustrated a similar magazine, Exile, from a cell in Changi Prison. In his novel, Greener writes:

The Relic was a sophisticated magazine which published two copies of each edition to circulate among the thousands of Panchor. Its reading matter was typed, its illustrations hand-drawn. Since its matter was far above the heads of most of the thousands, its limited editions were not so long in circulating as might at first have been supposed … There was a drawing of a moustached staff officer, pouter-pigeoned with importance although he was obviously a prisoner-of-war, for he was fantastically shabby and patched. He was holding something out to his batman, who wore only a loin cloth, and was saying to him, ‘Bates, my red arm-band is improperly pressed.’

Padre Choyce looked at it for a long time. ‘Not very clever, Bumble, but interesting. It tells us something about Pendle Grieve.’

‘What?’

‘Oh, I don’t know exactly. Frustration, I suppose.’

This is an intriguing passage in several ways. It provides a glimpse of a very real conflict between different groups of prisoners in Changi and at the same time, I think, offers a key insight into Greener’s novel. It may even partly help to explain why No Time to Look Back never went beyond a single edition. During the early period in Changi, senior British and Australian officers made a determined attempt to preserve normal military discipline (growing of beards, for example, was forbidden) and routines such as daily parade-ground drill. Their efforts were bitterly resented, not only among the rank and file but by many junior officers. The Australian Russell Braddon is scathing in his attacks on this policy in his memoir The Naked Island:

If 1940 France was the phoney-war, 1942 Changi was certainly the phoney-captivity. To us who came from Pudu [Prison, Kuala Lumpur], it was unbelievable …

Changi was phoney not because of the mass of men in it but because of the official attitude behind its administration. The Command determined to maintain full military discipline and establishments, regardless of circumstances or psychology, waiting upon the day when Malaya would be invaded by a British force. Accordingly, two principles seemed to guide every decision. One, to retain full divisional and regimental staffs pottering round achieving nothing useful at all in divisional and regimental offices: two, to preserve the Officers–Other Rank distinction by as many tactless and unnecessary orders as could be devised.

Braddon was an ordinary soldier, a gunner. Ian Watt, who was a junior British Army officer, made a formal protest to his superiors at being required to drill squads of malnourished prisoners on a barrack-square in equatorial heat.
 Watt wrote in 1956:

At first, I think, most men tended to resent the fact that the usual sort of military procedures went on under quite different conditions; and this was made worse by the fact that, since we didn’t see the few Japanese officers who gave orders to our chain of command, it was easy to blame our terrible lack of food, clothes, and drugs on our own superior officers; and every necessary working party or fatigue seemed to be a gratuitous demonstration of their authority. At the same time our commanders took some rather foolish steps to restore our morale. For example, despite the fact that there were few razor blades, less soap, and certainly no hot water, we were forbidden that traditional occupation of the prisoner, growing a beard. There seems to be a rooted idea in the military mind that although a moustache is a symbol par excellence of manly pugnacity, hair below the lip is certain evidence of effeteness or moral turpitude or both. So senior officers went around distributing razor blades to insolently unshaven subalterns. That wasn’t all: despite my beri-beri feet, I also had to turn out before breakfast for saluting parades. It seemed it wasn’t enough to be prisoners; we had to be in the army too.

This is the context in which we should read Pendle Grieve’s cartoon. It is noteworthy that the officer in the cartoon is a staff officer, as his red armband indicates, and not a regimental officer. Such men, after the First World War, tended to be despised by ‘fighting’ soldiers.
 In Changi, they must have been more unpopular than ever because many of their fellow prisoners would have blamed them for the poor planning and muddled higher leadership which contributed to the fall of Singapore. The Survivor, which seems to have been almost a kind of proto-Private Eye, was regarded as so radical in its humour that in March 1943 it was suppressed – not by the Japanese, but by the British. In other words, Ronald Searle was eventually silenced by the same officers who are satirised in The Relic. In fact, the cartoon that Greener describes in his novel is almost certainly the same one that sealed the fate of The Survivor. The magazine was brought to the attention of the British camp commandant when an army chaplain took offence at an attack in it on the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception written by its flamboyantly eccentric editor Hilton Tranchell. That alone would probably not have been enough to bring about its suppression, but the commandant discovered that in the same issue ‘Searle had perpetrated a cartoon that was mildly deflationary at the expense of generals’ and The Survivor was ‘pronounced too dangerously bolshie to continue’.
 

Padre Choyce’s humourless, patronising reaction to Pendle Grieve’s cartoon marks him for a contemporary reader (as it probably did for readers in 1950) as an aloof, unsympathetic figure. Yet I doubt that this response is the one that Greener as a novelist intended. It is not easy either to reconcile his description of the cartoon with his earlier statement that the content of The Relic ‘was far above the heads of most of the thousands’. As well as being very funny, its message seems perfectly clear (and plays cleverly on the military expression ‘improperly dressed’). It is hard to believe that any of the thousands of prisoners in Changi would have failed to see the joke – except, possibly, the staff officers whom it ridicules, and Greener himself, we should remember, was one of those officers.

Leslie Greener and Ronald Searle must have known one another personally because they helped create the ‘Playhouse’, the prisoner-of-war theatre built in Changi in 1944, for which Greener designed the stage and Searle produced the sets.
 However, other than the fact that both are artists, the character of Pendle Grieve bears surprisingly little resemblance to other accounts of Ronald Searle. Grieve is an officer; Searle was an ordinary soldier (a sapper in the Royal Engineers).
 Moreover, Greener’s character is clearly a literary type: a ‘sensitive’ artist who is horrified at even the mention of blood. Russell Braddon describes Searle as an incredibly tough and resilient individual who simply carried on drawing on the Burma–Thailand Railway even when dangerously ill (by October 1943, Searle’s weight was down to seven stone; he was suffering from beriberi, malaria, tropical ulcers, scabies, ringworm, the tropical skin disease perfligas, and a wound from a pick-axe, inflicted by a Japanese guard, that had penetrated as far as his spine).

Christianity in No Time to Look Back
Leslie Greener launches a ‘cultural depth-charge’ of his own in No Time to Look Back. Whereas Nevil Shute in A Town Like Alice seeks to nullify the identification of Joe Harman as a Christ-figure, Greener does the opposite: the character of Andros in his novel is intended to represent the Risen Christ. ‘If Jesus Christ were to walk in the gate, none of us would recognise him’, he is reported to have written in Changi in 1944, and this is, in fact, the basic premise of his novel.

Greener is fairly methodical in developing the figure of Andros–Christ (andros being the Greek for ‘man’): he attracts a group of disciple-like followers in Panchor, he performs ‘miracles’ (causing two prisoners with temporary paralysis to walk again), and when he prays addresses God in the first-person (‘my Father’). Other characters in the novel refer to him as ‘this Greek revivalist fellow’, ‘this dago preacher’, ‘this Greek yogi’, or as a man who is ‘divinely inspired’.
 However, the powers-that-be in Panchor suspect him not only of usurping the function of the camp padres, but of spreading ‘subversive ideas like saying war guilt is shared equally by all people who go to war, and not confined to Japs and Germans’.
 This culminates in a remarkable scene in which Andros is brought before the British camp commandant and senior chaplain.
 At this disciplinary tribunal, Andros’s insubordinate moral superiority – ‘I claim nothing but what each man finds in me’ – reduces both men, as they re-enact the biblical roles of Pilate and the high priest Caiaphas at the Trial of Christ,
 to baffled rage. Nevertheless, there is a lingering ambiguity in Greener’s development of his Christ-figure. The novelist’s emphasis on Andros’s physical attractiveness means that it is not until the second part of the novel that it becomes clear to the reader that the excitement Padre Choyce experiences in Andros’s presence is spiritual and not sexual. That Greener portrays his character as a Greek and not as a Jew introduces further ambiguity: the associations Andros evokes initially in Padre Choyce’s mind are Homeric rather than biblical.

Any attempt to represent the figure of Christ as a character in a modern novel is obviously fraught with unusual problems. But the fact that Greener should decide to introduce such a character into his novel is not in itself unique. The ‘risen’ Christ appears as a character in at least three earlier twentieth-century English novels: George Moore’s The Brook Kerith (1916), D. H. Lawrence’s The Man Who Died (1931), and Robert Graves’s King Jesus (1946).
 However, each of these are historical fictions set in first-century Judea. More significantly, each challenges the divinity of the historical Jesus by denying the actuality of the Resurrection and suggesting its own, alternative version of events after the Crucifixion. Each is also progressively less sympathetic in its treatment of Jesus as an historical figure. All are clearly modernist fictions. What is remarkable in Greener’s case is that he should choose to depict his Christ-figure in a near-contemporary setting and that he should ask from his readers an unproblematic acceptance of the fact of this character’s apparent divinity.

In addition to its metaphysical dimension, No Time to Look Back is notable for its frequently anachronistic use of language. Greener seems to insist on the literariness of his text through the use of elevated diction; he seems determined at times to write in a ‘high’ prose style. As a result, his novel contains a striking number of what were, well before 1950, verbal archaisms: ‘fearful’ (for ‘frightening’), ‘horrid’, ‘bravely’, ‘yearn’, ‘dwelt’, ‘thither’, and – more bizarrely – ‘ere they fled’ (for ‘before they ran away’). With the possible exception of ‘horrid’, none of these words belongs to modern spoken English. They are literary expressions of the nineteenth and pre-1914 twentieth centuries. In fact, it is hard to imagine anyone actually saying ‘ere they fled’ in a military context since at least the time of Oliver Cromwell, but not difficult to imagine reading it in a poem of the reign of Queen Victoria. Greener also relies to an unusual degree in his novel on literary allusion: Homer, Chinese philosophy, Voltaire and the Bible (understandably) all figure in Padre Choyce’s thoughts and conversation. Other Far Eastern prisoner-of-war authors do make literary allusions. But these are nearly always to modern books that were actually read at the time. Russell Braddon recalls that he read A. A. Milne’s Winnie-the-Pooh (1926) three times in one prison-camp and later memorised Hitler’s Mein Kampf (1925) as a mental exercise; Eric Lomax remembers reading the science fiction writer Olaf Stapledon’s Last and First Men (1930) in the railway truck that took him from Singapore to Kanchanaburi; Agatha Christie’s The Murder of Roger Ackroyd (1926) was read aloud to men dying from dysentery in one camp on the Burma–Thailand Railway.
 All these books are real, physical objects rather than the stuff of memory. And, as prisoner-of-war authors frequently point out, the tangibility of the text – especially if printed on thin India paper like a pocket Bible or the Oxford Book of English Verse – often lent it an added metatextual significance. As anyone who has tried will verify, it is much easier to roll a cigarette from a page of the Bible (as James Clavell’s Lieutenant Grey does in King Rat) than from a modern novel. I return in the Conclusion to the use by prisoners of the Japanese of the Bible for cigarette paper.

There seem to be two quite distinct forms of memory in prisoner-of-war literature – a prisoner’s memories of his former life while he is still a prisoner and his memories of his life as a prisoner after his release. The first of these is exemplified by Ian Watt’s description, quoted in Chapter 3, of newly released prisoners returning to the derelict Tamarkan camp to retrieve their buried personal mementos; the second by the writings of Eric Lomax and J. G. Ballard. In No Time to Look Back, Leslie Greener is concerned with the first, which is perhaps of less intrinsic interest for the reader. For Padre Choyce, the tropical creepers which cloak the barbed wire around Panchor evoke memories of hops growing in Kent; the sight of an island off the coast of Singapore memories of his honeymoon in Yugoslavia. Greener himself, it seems, also spent time ‘looking back’ during his period in Changi since he began writing a fictionalised autobiography, which was published after the war as He Lived in My Shoes (1948).
 The title of Greener’s novel, which is taken from Japan’s most famous martial song,
 provides in fact what is perhaps the only intentional use of irony in the book. While Padre Choyce’s thoughts are directed back in time to his peacetime domestic life in England, that life no longer exists because his rectory has been shut up for the duration and his wife killed in an air-raid. 

Conclusion

A Town Like Alice and No Time to Look Back, the first two full-length novels of the prisoner-of-war experience under the Japanese, both contain major characters who are Christ-figures. Or, more accurately, Shute’s Joe Harman is a Christ-like figure in that he is an ordinary Australian soldier who suffers crucifixion, while Greener’s Andros is more than merely a Christ-figure: he is the Risen Christ in person.

Shute and Greener clearly draw on the same Christian religious symbolism in their novels, the same ‘cultural depth-charges’. But the use of such symbolism, A Town Like Alice seems to indicate, does not neccessarily imply a statement of personal religious faith on the part of the author. Shute avoids the suggestion that Joe Harman is a Christ-figure in the fullest sense by relegating the idea that he is the Risen Christ re-enacting his Crucifixion to the imagination of the little old woman prisoner and religious crank, Mrs Frith. However, Shute obviously still relies heavily in his novel on the parallels between Joe and the biblical Christ (and on those between Jean and the biblical Mary Magdalene), but he is careful to secularise them.

No Time to Look Back is more puzzling. In his novel, Greener apparently had a didactic aim in mind: to communicate a powerful ‘anti-war’ message. Greener articulates through the figure of Andros–Christ, who functions as a kind of authorial mouthpiece, the anti-war sentiments that he wishes to express in his novel. The message that Andros–Christ preaches in Changi is pacificism: that ‘war guilt is shared equally by all people who go to war, and not confined to Japs and Germans’. Using the Risen Christ as the mouthpiece for this sentiment certainly assigns to it an unusual (not to say unique) moral authority – but at the same time requires on the part of the reader a considerable suspension of disbelief. Even committed Christians, I think, would have difficulty accepting Greener’s premise. Moreover, there is a strangeness to the fact that the Risen Christ and this message appear in the novel at all: there is no external evidence to suggest that Greener himself was a practicising Christian (his entry in Contemporary Authors gives his religion as ‘pagan’) or indeed that he was a pacificist (he served as a career officer in the Indian Army and volunteered for active service overseas with the Australian Imperial Force). The notion of a fictionalised Christ walking among the prisoners of Changi – although this may be an unfair comparison – also pales beside a grim actuality of the Second World War. In the Nazi death-camps, Jewish prisoners openly called on their God and, in the words sometimes used by Holocaust survivors, ‘He did not come’. In this particular context, Greener’s novel is more than just a curiosity; it is almost, I am tempted to say, an aberration.

A remarkable drawing by Ronald Searle (Illustration 2.5), his ‘Changi’ Crucifixion, can stand as a coda to this chapter. Dated 1946, it is one of the earliest symbolic representations of the prisoner of the Japanese as a Christ-figure – perhaps the first. The drawing was based, apparently, on notes or sketches that Searle made as a prisoner of war in Changi. It was clearly of some personal significance for the artist – a photograph of the 1950s shows that he hung it in the living room of his London home. However, the tortured, contorted, El Greco-like figure on the cross in the drawing does not represent Christ himself, since Searle titled it ‘Crucifixion of a Thief’,
 suggesting that it therefore cannot be read as a simple affirmation of religious faith. Like both Nevil Shute and Leslie Greener, Ronald Searle apparently felt, after the Second World War, that the image of a crucified man provided the most potent symbol for the prisoner of war of the Japanese. But Searle in his drawing (like Shute in his novel, but unlike Greener in his) seems simultaneously to both affirm and deny the ‘myth’ of the prisoner as a Christ-figure.
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