
  [image: Cover of SparkNotes Guide to On the Beach by SparkNotes Editors]


  On the Beach


  Nevil Shute


  © 2003, 2007 by Spark Publishing


  This Spark Publishing edition 2014 by SparkNotes LLC, an Affiliate of Barnes & Noble


  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission from the publisher.


  Sparknotes is a registered trademark of SparkNotes LLC


  Spark Publishing

  A Division of Barnes & Noble

  120 Fifth Avenue

  New York, NY 10011

  www.sparknotes.com /


  ISBN-13: 978-1-4114-7691-2


  Please submit changes or report errors to www.sparknotes.com.


  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


  Contents


  



  Context


  Plot Overview


  Character List


  Analysis of Major Characters


  Themes, Motifs, and Symbols


  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Chapter Seven


  Chapter Eight


  Chapter Nine


  Important Quotations Explained


  Key Facts


  Study Questions and Essay Topics


  Review & Resources


  Context


  Nevil Shute Norway was born on January 17, 1899, in London. He first glimpsed warfare in Dublin during the Easter uprising of 1916, in which he acted as a stretcher-bearer. His older brother was killed during World War I. Nevil enlisted and spent the last three months of the war in England, and went on to study at Oxford University and become one of the most successful aeronautical engineers in Britain in the 1930s. His aviation company developed techniques that would help make air warfare extremely effective.


  While Shute's company grew to over 1,000 employees, he started writing novels, mostly romantic potboilers. He protected his reputation as an engineer by using the pen name "Nevil Shute" rather than his real last name, Norway. In 1939, Shute's company was bought out, so he spent World War II working on a special weapons project in the Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve. Ultimately, Shute worked full-time as a novelist. Between 1926 and 1960, he wrote twenty-four novels and an autobiography. He moved to Australia in 1949, where he lived until his death in 1960.


  It seems strange and unlikely that an aeronautical engineer who helped build and perfect military equipment would write a best-selling novel. Shute once said, "When I was a student I was taught that engineering was 'the art of directing the great sources of Power in Nature to the use and convenience of man.'" When did Shute begin to think that "the Power of Nature" could also be used to destroy the world? According to critic Julian Smith, the idea for On the Beach (1957) grew as a response to wishful thinking—then current in Australia—that radiation from a nuclear war in the Northern Hemisphere would be kept above the equator by the trade winds. Shute first intended to write a kind of modern Swiss Family Robinson about the prospect for continuation of human civilization in Australia after a nuclear war in the north.


  Shute, ever the scientist, researched the matter thoroughly and found out that winds would indeed carry radiation down to Australia. Although Shute left no written records documenting his internal thought process, it is clear from the tone of On the Beach that Shute wanted to alert people around the world to the danger of nuclear war, no matter where they lived. He deliberately made his characters ordinary so that people could relate to them. He wanted people to ask, "What would I do in the event of a nuclear holocaust?" and, even more important, "What can I do to keep a nuclear war from ever happening?"


  On the Beach was written in the midst of the Cold War, when tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union were high and the threat of a nuclear very real. The novel became a bestseller and received praise from a wide audience, including pacifists, theologians, philosophers, political scientists, and environmentalists. Two years after its publication, On the Beach was adapted into a major motion picture directed by Stanley Kramer, starring Gregory Peck as Dwight Towers and Ava Gardner as Moira Davidson. The film was well received in Moscow, where it was the first full-length American film to have a premiere in the Soviet Union.


  Shute used his military and engineering knowledge to make the characters and the details of On the Beach more realistic. Of all the characters, Shute himself is most akin to the scientist, John Osborne. Like Osborne, Shute also had a love for technology, though he knew technology could also be the ruin of humanity.


  Plot Overview


  A nuclear war has destroyed the Northern Hemisphere, and radioactive dust is drifting south at a steady rate. In less than one year, the radioactive cloud will reach those living in southern Australia.


  In Melbourne, the southernmost large city in the world, Peter Holmes, a Lieutenant Commander in the Australian navy, is appointed as a liaison officer to the U.S.S. Scorpion, an American nuclear submarine captained by Commander Dwight Towers. Peter accepts the position, even though he is troubled by the thought of leaving his wife, Mary, alone with their baby daughter, Jennifer, especially when the radiation is likely to reach Melbourne in only six months.


  Peter invites Dwight to spend the weekend at his home in Falmouth, a suburb of Melbourne. There, Dwight meets Moira Davidson, a young woman who drinks heavily to forget her despair about the fact that her impending death means she will never have the future about which she has dreamed. On Sunday, Dwight goes to church alone to think about his family in America. Although he knows everyone in the Northern Hemisphere is dead, he still thinks of them as if they are alive and waiting for his return to Connecticut.


  The next day, John Osborne, a civilian scientist, joins the crew of the Scorpion. Dwight invites Moira to tour the submarine and then go dancing. A day later, the submarine sets out for an eleven-day cruise up the coast of Australia to look for traces of life. The only living creature they see on the entire voyage is a single dog.


  On board, the crew talks about the war. No one has written a history of the war, and no one really even knows how it started or escalated. They know that Albania started an Arab-Israeli War, which led to a Russia-NATO war, which led to a Russo-Chinese war. When the Scorpion returns, they report to their superiors about their disappointing trip. A crewmember gets the measles, and Peter's wife worries that baby Jennifer will get sick.


  Dwight and Moira spend more time together and become good friends. Dwight talks about his family as if they are still alive. Moira falls in love with Dwight, but she realizes he will remain loyal to his wife. Dwight visits Moira's family's farm, and he is delighted to see trees from the Northern Hemisphere. Moira's father, like many other characters in the novel, cannot accept his inevitable demise, and he is still preparing his farm for future years. Peter and Mary are also spending time planning their garden, planting flowers that will not bloom until after the couple is dead.


  When Dwight and Peter return to Melbourne, they find out their next mission is to investigate the Jorgensen effect, a controversial theory that claims that snow and rain will cleanse the atmosphere so the radiation will never reach southern Australia. They are also instructed to investigate the source of a mysterious, intermittent radio signal that has been coming from the Seattle area. After the briefing, John shows Peter his red Ferrari. John has bought the car because he has always dreamed about racing and now has the opportunity.


  Before Peter goes on the submarine expedition, he tells Mary that the radiation sickness might reach her and Jennifer while he is away. He tells Mary that she may have to euthanize Jennifer with a lethal injection so that the baby will not die a slow, painful death from radiation sickness. Mary becomes hysterical, accusing Peter of wanting to murder her daughter, but she later apologizes for not accepting their inevitable fate.


  Meanwhile, Moira surprises Dwight by telling him she is taking secretarial courses and drinking much less than she used to. Dwight buys a fishing rod for his son and an expensive bracelet for his wife. He desperately wants to give a pogo stick to his daughter, but all the stores are sold out, so Moira promises to find one for him while he is away.


  The Scorpion sets out for the west coast of the United States. When they are just offshore of a small town near Seattle, Yeoman Swain, an American crewmember, jumps ship and swims ashore, knowing that the radiation will kill him, but wanting to die in his hometown. The sub continues up the coast and investigates the mysterious radio signals coming from the Seattle area. Lieutenant Sunderstrom goes onshore in a protective suit and finds out the mysterious signal—a source of hope back in Australia—is merely being generated by a broken windowpane that has been teetering on top of the transmitting button whenever the wind blows.


  Dwight comes down with a fever when he returns to Australia, and he stays at Moira's farm to recuperate. Moira gives Dwight a pogo stick to give as a gift to his daughter. The radiation is now supposed to arrive in Melbourne in August, and the residents of the city are beginning to slow down and do what they really want to do in their final days. John races his Ferrari in the qualifying heats for the Australian Grand Prix. Many drivers take big risks and are killed in the race, but many consider such a death preferable to radiation sickness. John eventually wins the Grand Prix. Peter and Mary spend time tending to their garden, while Moira and Dwight go fishing in the mountains.


  By the end of August, everyone becomes ill from the radiation. John takes a cyanide pill while sitting in his Ferrari. Peter euthanizes Jennifer, and then he and Mary take pills together in bed. Dwight dies while performing what he sees as his final duty—sinking the Scorpion in international waters, going down with the ship. Moira had hoped to go onboard with Dwight, but he refused her, saying that the U.S. Navy would not approve. Instead, Moira drives to a cliff overlooking the ocean to watch the submarine go out to sea. Sitting in her car, watching the ship go down, she takes her final pill with a shot of brandy.


  Character List


  
    Dwight Towers - The decent, soft-spoken captain of the American nuclear submarine. Although Dwight is considered a practical, rational man, he continues to believe—or at least pretend to believe—that his family is still alive in nuclear-war- ravaged America. Work is Dwight's salvation, and he continues to work hard whether he has to or not. He refuses to break rules, and remains loyal to the Navy and his wife until the end of his life.

  


  
    Moira Davidson - A hard-drinking, tough-talking flirtatious single young woman from Australia. Moira prefers to dance and drink than face the reality that the approaching radiation means she will never have the opportunity to fulfill her dreams. Even though she knows Dwight will never be disloyal to his wife, Moira becomes his good friend, bringing life and excitement to Dwight's last months. In turn, Dwight's influence helps Moira find some peace with their inevitable fate.

  


  
    Peter Holmes - A lieutenant commander in the Royal Australian Navy. Peter, like Dwight, is a real Navy man who longs to go to the sea even if it means leaving his wife, Mary, and baby daughter, Jennifer, during their last few months alive. When Holmes is not working, his time is consumed with domestic matters, such as gardening and shopping. He does his best to take care of his family. On the whole, he is very much an ordinary man, written that way intentionally so that we might easily relate to him.

  


  
    Mary Holmes - Peter Holmes's wife. Mary lives for the comfort and domesticity of her family. Up until the last moments, she refuses to accept that her world is coming to an end. Some view her as weak and suffering delusions, while others sympathize with her as a protective, loving new mother.

  


  
    Jennifer Holmes - Peter and Mary Holmes's baby daughter. Jennifer is a constant source of worry for her mother, especially when her father returns from a voyage during which one of the submarine crew comes down with the measles.

  


  
    John Osborne - A scientist with CSIRO, the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organization. More than any other character, John faces the reality of his impending death and uses his last few months to fulfill his dreams. Traveling on the submarine and racing his Ferrari give him the chance to break from his mundane lifestyle. Attracted to wealth and exclusivity, Osborne joins the fancy and formal Pastoral Club. Often cynical, he is described by Moira as "dippy." He gets nervous easily, but tries—usually successfully—to hide his fears. As a scientist and engineer, John is the character with whom Shute could most readily identify. For this reason, he describes, but never mocks, John's love for machines.
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