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‘To the insane. I owe them everything.’








	

J. G. BALLARD















 



  







  INTRODUCTION




  LICENSED TO WARN




  On 28 December 1970, J. G. Ballard, not yet well known for Crash and Empire of the Sun, wrote to his Danish translator Jannick Storm thanking him for a Christmas

  card and the letter that accompanied it, and complimenting him on the erotic illustrations that enlivened both. Encouraged by these, he solicited Storm’s help in finding some examples of

  ‘automobile pornography’ – not as research, but for his private delectation. He outlined the type he preferred – no photographs of nude women sprawled over bonnets, but,

  rather, stories of a more secret sort: a beautiful Nordic blonde secretary services her boss in the back seat of a Mercedes; a honeymoon couple stranded in their car consummate their marriage in

  some pull-over or parking lot. The request was, he stressed, not lightly made. Such material, he said, was ‘extremely important’ to him.




  Had any other British novelist of Ballard’s stature written this letter, its exposure at the opening of his biography would have aroused controversy, conceivably even damaged his

  reputation. In the context of Jim Ballard’s career, however, it will barely excite comment.




  Is there anything he might have done to shock us? If, with equanimity, we enjoy creations called ‘Why I Want to Fuck Ronald Reagan’ and ‘The Assassination of John

  Fitzgerald Kennedy Considered as a Downhill Motor Race’, as well as speculations on the possibility of Queen Elizabeth and Princess Margaret undergoing cosmetic surgery, and fantasies of

  sexual fetishists who copulate with the wounds of car crash victims, what would we find unacceptable? With the exception of the US publisher who, in an act greeted with derision rather than

  applause, pulped the entire printing of a book that included an improvisation on the possible assassination of Jacqueline Kennedy, the public welcomed each product of his

  imagination with as little protest as the latest Hollywood horror film. Even his sadosexual 1973 novel Crash and David Cronenberg’s film adaptation occasioned, by comparison with, for

  instance, the furore over Stanley Kubrick’s A Clockwork Orange, only modest uproar.




  In 1962, while still a minor writer of science fiction, Ballard staked his claim to a region of the imagination he labelled ‘inner space’. His satisfaction with the phrase was

  unimpaired by the knowledge that both W. H. Auden and J. B. Priestley had used it first. Like an old blues number exhumed by a modern group, it instantly became his own. The space age had not only

  come, he announced, but had also gone, having lasted merely the few days during which we noticed men were walking on the moon. After that, we lost interest. Science fiction did it better, and had

  been doing so for a century or more. Blurry videos of USAF pilots dressed like Michelin Men, bounding over an ashy waste, thanking God and planting flags, could hardly compete with H.

  G.Wells’s vision of a moon honeycombed with tunnels and inhabited by an eerie race of Selenites.




  Moreover, Ballard suggested, our attempts to leave the planet might even be an offence against biology, an act contrary to our nature as creatures of earth. The same imperative that barred us

  from living in the sea prohibited us from going into space. If there was a terra incognita to be explored, he argued, it lay within us, in the imagination that could create fantasies of

  travel to other worlds.




  Inspired by the surrealists, he evoked a succession of futurist landscapes roamed by the walking wounded of our hubris – lapsed technocrats and victims of technological blight. Grateful to

  be rid of responsibility for contemplating the horrors science created in our name, we leased inner space to him in perpetuity, and authorised him to behave, within that world, more or less as he

  chose. With the duty to document our bad conscience went an unconditional absolution – a laissez-passer that read ‘The bearer has done what has been done for the good of the state’. Like another diligent civil servant, he was Agent 00∞: licensed to chill.




  In the past, persons who exposed the secrets of our guilty imagination often paid with their reputation, their sanity, even their lives. Jim Ballard faced no such ostracism. He was no

  burning-eyed John the Baptist, preaching Armageddon from the bonnet of a Cadillac, but a reasoned, lucid voice, describing his visions with all the persuasiveness of a vicar sharing his opinions on

  ‘Thought for the Day’. As he modestly put it, ‘I see myself more as a kind of investigator, a scout who is sent on ahead to see if the water is drinkable or not.’




  Stamped by the same die as T. E. Lawrence, another insider/outsider, he was capable, like Lawrence, of emerging dust-stained from the desert, discarding his native robes, and, after a wash and

  brush-up, standing a round in the officers’ mess, during which he would quote Themistocles with an ease that showed he’d read him often, and in the original, too.




  The voice was crucial. A resonant baritone, tirelessly emphatic, it embodied intelligence. Women melted in its flow, including this one:




  

    

      

        He wasn’t handsome or beautiful or svelte or anything, but his voice! You could be seduced by that voice. It wrapped itself around you. It embraced you. It asked you

        questions. It lingered over your life. It sort of gobbled you up. Through the delightful interest this interesting man takes in you, through his wonderful melodious voice, you’re sucked

        into his world. And before you know it, you’re in bed with him.


      


    


  




  One seldom disagreed with Ballard, and while he would politely hear one out, there was always the feeling that he was taking no notice anyway. ‘You never had

  conversations,’ says the writer Iain Sinclair. ‘You listened to these monologues and hoped to hear something you hadn’t heard before.’ Though sometimes hesitant before an

  audience or reading a prepared text, Jim improvised fluently on radio and TV, or discoursed with a glass in his hand. He relished the act of speech, bearing down on key words, rolling the vowels,

  tasting each syllable. An acquaintance complained, ‘Ballard is one of those infuriating figures better at being themselves than at presentation through their work. Mel

  Brooks and John Landis are far funnier in person than their films have ever been. Likewise, Ballard is a better off-the-cuff commenter than he is a fantasy novelist.’ This exaggerates, but

  it’s also not entirely untrue.




  With this fluency went the quality the Welsh call hwyl – ‘a sudden ecstatic inspiration which carries the speaker away on its wings, supplying him with burning words of

  eloquence which in his calmer and normal state he could never have chosen for himself’. And since truth has no greater enemy than a smooth talker with a good story, Jim’s accounts of

  his life needed to be seen as improvisations on a theme rather than trustworthy fact. He habitually revised his personal history, in particular backdating intellectual discoveries. Add to this his

  tinkering with the structure of narrative, subverting and condensing it, seeking to cram the maximum amount of meaning into the least number of words, and the verifiable truth was not only obscured

  but, over time, became indistinguishable from the imagined.




  In Shanghai, where he was born, one could hear a dozen English-language radio stations, most broadcasting popular music and serials. Jim grew up with the theatrical voices of Orson Welles,

  Conrad Nagel and Franchot Tone as his models, and an understanding of the vividness of the spoken word. In a literal sense, he found his own voice in the mid-1970s when he learned that words flowed

  more freely if he read them aloud. As it had for Henry James and Ford Madox Ford, dictation became his preferred method of composition. His daughter Bea recalled: ‘We had a pact, and would

  leave him alone for a few hours, but we could not resist slipping through his door to ask questions. He would be in the middle of composing a sentence, mouthing out the words as he

  wrote.’




  Having completed a paragraph by hand, he would type a copy and read it to himself, making more corrections. Once he could afford them, he used audio typists, taping his texts and sending them

  out to be transcribed – anything to preserve that distinctive voice. The technique explains the simplicity of his sentences, their brevity and understatement, the lack of

  extraneous adjectives, and their special euphony. He isn’t writing the story. He’s telling it.




  

    In person, Jim presented a veneer of good-fellowship, slick as Formica and just as impermeable. Author Neil Gaiman called him ‘terrifying in his ordinariness, like the

    protagonists of his high-rises and drowned worlds, like the man on the motorway island’. To his editor Malcolm Edwards, he was ‘a man who absolutely knew his own mind, and

    wasn’t going to let anybody else in on the secret. He had a shell of good manners, and a way of deflecting people by over-praise, which was a definite technique. It was a way of closing off

    discussion. “The editing is superb” – therefore nothing more need be said, or would be said.’


  




  This reflexive affability disguised a troubled personality that sometimes expressed itself in physical violence. Given his childhood in Shanghai and wartime internment, it could hardly have been

  otherwise. Novelist Diane Johnson compared him to ‘an intelligent, idealistic child brought up in a bordello who sees things from an early age that no one should have to see’.

  Christopher Hitchens wrote:




  

    

      

        To see a once-thriving city reduced to beggary and emptiness, to live one day at a time in point of food and medicine, to see an old European order brutally and

        efficiently overturned, to notice the utterly casual way in which human life can be snuffed out, and to see war machines wheeling and diving in the overcast sky: such an education!


      


    


  




  Jim never denied that his psychology bordered on the psychopathic. If anything, he took pride in it. While still a young child, he entertained deep hostilities and irrational

  impulses. The birth of his sister Margaret when he was six, threatening his relationship with his mother, planted a sense of grievance that wove through his writing. In Concrete Island, the

  most overtly self-analytical of his novels, the protagonist complains of how, as a child, his mother abandoned him in the empty bath while she attended to his baby sister. After bawling himself hoarse, he was left to climb out by himself, aware for the first time of a rival. Bizarrely, the young Jamie, as he was known during his childhood, manufactured a fretwork

  wooden screen and propped it between himself and his infant sister at the dining table, glaring at her occasionally through a sliding panel. Margaret was written out of his life story. Well into

  middle age, he never referred to her and many friends knew nothing of her existence.




  Even before the war, Jim was harmed by the experience of living as a privileged outsider within a nation of the deprived. ‘Shanghai’ ran through him like ‘Brighton’ does

  through a stick of rock. To snap him anywhere was to expose something of that cruel and carnal city. We see it in his penchant for sleek cars and sleeker women, and a taste for sudden death and the

  machines that inflict it. His rationalisations echo in the snarl of the films noirs he enjoyed. ‘Ordinary people of your class,’ sneers the assassin Dancer in Don Siegel’s

  The Lineup, ‘you don’t understand the criminal’s need for violence.’




  Condescending to ignore the lèse-majesté of ‘Queen Elizabeth’s Rhinoplasty’ and ‘Princess Margaret’s Face Lift’, HMQ offered him a CBE in

  2003, which, as a lifelong anti-monarchist, he declined. He did, however, accept an accolade of more popular significance when he appeared on the BBC’s Desert Island Discs in 1991 to

  present eight pieces of music that would, in theory, accompany him into involuntarily exile. It was a typically prankish act, since he disliked music intensely. ‘I think I’m the only

  person I know who doesn’t own a record player or a single record,’ he said. ‘That gene seems to have skipped me.’ Four years earlier, he’d snapped,

  ‘There’s no music in my work. The most beautiful music in the world is the sound of machine guns.’ But anyone alert for a darker Jim would have been warned by his choice of tunes.

  First was that children’s favourite ‘The Teddy Bears’ Picnic’, with its descending misterioso chords, like the tread of huge feet, and the ominous quatrain: ‘If you go

  out in the woods today/You’re sure of a big surprise.’




  







  CHAPTER ONE




  SHANGHAI JIM




  Jim was always curt about his parents, even to relative strangers. There was none of the rueful humour with which some disguise a parental rift, nor anger, nor even hate; just

  distaste: ‘I think I have to face the fact that I didn’t really like them very much. I tried in my earlier fiction – and in my earlier life, I mean – to maintain a kind of

  neutral stance, particularly towards my mother. I mean it is perfectly possible she wasn’t a very nice human being, I don’t think she was.’




  He assigned each of them a short, chilly profile in his memoir, Miracles of Life, written a year before his death. His indifference is implied in the fact that he didn’t even check

  the dates of their births and deaths, which are a year out in both cases.




  What was the problem? Superficially, his childhood appears tranquil, even pampered. James Graham Ballard was born on 15 November 1930 in the Shanghai General Hospital, in what was then the

  world’s fifth most populous city. His parents were among its 70,000 non-Chinese residents, who included three thousand US citizens, and numerous Jews and White (that is, not Red) Russians

  who’d fled the Revolution: Jim remembered the women displaying their jewellery for sale on the steps of the Russian church.




  Jim’s father, also James, was born in Blackburn, Lancashire, in 1901. His son’s descriptions, while never affectionate, are at least respectful, with the occasional humanising

  detail: he remained a Lancashireman to the end of his life, Jim recalled, loving tripe, Blackpool and Lancashire comedians. James graduated in chemistry from London University and joined the Calico

  Printers Association, which dominated the world production of cotton goods. After the First World War, new weavers in cotton-growing nations such as India, Japan and China

  flooded Britain and the Commonwealth with product, undermining the market. The CPA responded by starting manufacture in those countries. When it launched a Chinese subsidiary, the China Printing

  and Finishing Company, Ballard was sent out to work under its then managing director, Clive Hargreaves, at its factory in the Pudong area outside Shanghai.




  Unless you were in the armed forces or the colonial service, going ‘Out East’ was an unusual way to make one’s career, but plenty were ready to do it, particularly as the Great

  Depression bit. Also, a job in India, Africa or China was still regarded as a gesture of sacrifice; shouldering ‘the white man’s burden’, as Kipling called it in his 1899 poem

  which urged sons of empire to use a firm hand with their ‘new-caught, sullen peoples/Half-devil and half-child’. Shortly before leaving for Shanghai, James married Edna Johnstone, a

  schoolteacher from West Bromwich whom he’d met at a holiday hotel in the Lake District. Taking a wife before departing overseas was seen as prudent, insurance against the temptations of

  liaisons with the locals.




  When Edna and James boarded the P&O liner for the five-week voyage, neither could have known what to expect, having never been further from England than a honeymoon week in Paris. They would

  have relied on popular fiction, which, for a century, had shown China as a nation of wise, gentle peasants, observed by philosophical sages quoting Confucius. Mark Twain wrote of the Chinese:

  ‘They are quiet, peaceable, tractable, free from drunkenness, and as industrious as the day is long. A disorderly Chinaman is rare, and a lazy one does not exist.’ It took a while for

  the reality to penetrate Western consciousness, but by the mid-1930s such films as Shanghai Express, The General Died at Dawn and The Bitter Tea of General Yen were more

  accurately reflecting a country in civil war. Split by the depredations of renegade generals leading private armies, and steady invasion by Japan, which coveted its minerals, China became

  associated with banditry, opium and seductresses, both Asian and white. By then, however, the Ballards had been enfolded in the protective expatriate community of

  Shanghai’s International Settlement.




  Edna became pregnant shortly after they arrived. Jim’s birth was difficult, and the slim-hipped Edna often complained about it within his earshot. As with many babies, his head was briefly

  squeezed out of shape during the delivery – which, she suggested, explained his later eccentric behaviour. It was an experience she didn’t care to repeat, and when a daughter, Margaret,

  was born in 1937, it was by Caesarean section.




  Shanghai owed its existence to foreigners. The International Settlement and the French Concession were cities within the city. Ceded to European and US governments by the Chinese in a quid

  pro quo for trade, they enjoyed the status of foreign territory, like embassies. Their architecture was predominantly Western, and any Chinese seen in the streets would be servants. Token

  contingents of British, French and US troops, backed up by a few gunboats, gave the illusion of military muscle, but the real power resided in the Bund, a cliff of high-rise banks, offices and

  hotels, including the Customs House and the English Club, running for two miles along the Huangpu River.




  Jim speculated that his parents were shocked by Shanghai’s chronic poverty, endemic disease and casual violence, but if they were they adjusted well, moving into the three-storey house at

  31 Amherst Avenue which they occupied throughout the thirties. The avenue was itself a monument to Europe’s commercial invasion of China, since it was named for Lord Amherst of the East India

  Company who opened up China to trade in 1832.




  The Ballards enjoyed a level of luxury unimaginable in Depression England. Their house had double glazing, air conditioning and a modern kitchen, with every kind of electrical appliance. Jim had

  not only his own bedroom but a bathroom, too. Servants were plentiful and cheap. They kept ten, including a chauffeur for their large Packard, and a White Russian girl as Jim’s nanny. The

  house had lawns and a garden, though not, as shown in Steven Spielberg’s film of Empire of the Sun, a swimming pool; Shanghai was built on mudflats, and any

  excavation deeper than a metre struck water. Everyone swam at the Country Club, despite the bacteria that infested the unchlorinated pool, inducing earache.




  In the late thirties, the Ballards, alarmed by the artillery shells passing over their house from the encamped Japanese, moved for a time to a different house, which did have a pool, though

  drained, like many others around the city where it was no longer so easy to find staff to keep them clean. Jim was drawn to such pools. He liked to walk on their floors and to take refuge in them,

  as in a bunker. In his writing, they are invariably empty, but often serve as sites of eccentric human activity: an ideogram is etched into the floor of a pool in his short story ‘The Voices

  of Time’, a family of nomads camp in one and roast a snake in Hello America, while in Super-Cannes he imagines men in the far future staring at a few surviving patches of tile,

  like Roman mosaics, and pondering their function.




  One heritage of Jim’s childhood was an enduring racism. James used Chinese workers, mostly teenage girls who supervised the spinning and weaving machines. Their low wages and willingness

  to work long hours were all that made the factory profitable. He was an enlightened employer, even setting up a school to teach them to read. However, the Ballards didn’t socialise with the

  Chinese, nor, it seems, with anyone not European or, at the very least, American. Until he arrived in Britain, Jim never ate a Chinese meal. Their servants had no names – just ‘Number 1

  Coolie’ or ‘Number 2 Boy’. Knowledge of a Chinese language was regarded as the first step in ‘going native’. Wallis Simpson, the future Duchess of Windsor who spent

  some time on the China Station with her first husband, knew only one phrase in Mandarin – ‘Boy, bring more champagne.’ Of pre-war Shanghai, Jim wrote, ‘I thought it was

  exciting; a collision of all these different cultures. It’s why I’ve always believed in multiracial societies and the hottest possible cultural mix.’ If he did have such a belief,

  he didn’t practise it. In adulthood, his few friends were Anglo-Saxon. He never learned any foreign language, aside from an adolescent flirtation with Latin. His

  characters too, saving the occasional black or Eurasian villain, are entirely white.




  Photographs of young Jim show a cheerful little boy, in one case mounted in equestrian costume on a pony. ‘It is difficult to remember just how formal middle-class life was in the thirties

  and forties,’ he wrote. ‘I wore a suit and tie at home. One dressed for breakfast. One lived in a very formal way, and emotions were not paraded. And my childhood was not

  unusual.’




  Adult indifference to children was axiomatic. With infant mortality high, it didn’t pay to become too attached. Also, James and Edna were still young and enjoying their privileged life.

  They took little notice of Jim, meeting his numerous irritating questions with a blank stare and silence. His status, he wrote bitterly, was somewhere between a servant and the family Labrador, and

  even the servants never looked him in the eye. In Concrete Island, his protagonist sees his childhood embodied in the image of a boy playing by himself in a garden surrounded by a high

  fence. A street kid in the film of Empire of the Sun echoes this sense of isolation, shouting mockingly, ‘No mama, no papa, no whisky soda!’




  Not that his parents had time to waste on their children. Expat Shanghai offered an extensive and entirely British social network of schools, churches and clubs of all kinds for sport, drinking

  and business. Edna was preoccupied with bridge. When Jim saw Barbara Stanwyck as the seductive murderess Phyllis Dietrichson in Double Indemnity, all peroxide hair, lipstick and suggestive

  anklet, he could think only of his mother’s friends who gathered at the house a couple of times a week to play. Jim sat on the stairs, listening to the gossip, picking up the rules and

  techniques of the game, of which he became a competent player. When he was twelve, he composed, by hand, writing in a school exercise book, a guide to the game, with hints on how to win, including

  ‘psychic bidding’ – his first literary effort.




  An inveterate snoop, he used his parents’ frequent absences to explore their possessions. He relished knowing his father kept an automatic pistol among his shirts. Edna and James can have

  had few secrets that he didn’t uncover, and the knowledge, as is often the case with precocious children, created a sense of collusion, a belief that he was their equal.

  Young Jim in Empire of the Sun loiters around his mother’s bedroom while she dresses for her bridge afternoons, and in The Atrocity Exhibition, the title of his collection of

  ‘condensed novels’, one of his alter egos refers enigmatically to the contours of his mother’s body as a landscape which, in some unexplained fashion, was the site of

  ‘psychic capitulations’.




  







  CHAPTER TWO




  NOTORIOUS WHITE FLOWER




  From childhood, Jim was a reader and a writer, with an inclination towards fantasy. As a former schoolteacher, Edna taught him to read before he entered Shanghai’s

  Cathedral School at five. He remembers starting with the boys’ adventure paper Chums as well as the customary classics: Alice in Wonderland, Winnie-The-Pooh, Robinson

  Crusoe, Treasure Island and Gulliver’s Travels. Since all his life he backdated his intellectual discoveries, it’s unlikely he understood such difficult material so

  early. He was on surer ground with comics. He read Flash Gordon, Buck Rogers, Superman and in particular Milt Caniff’s Terry and the Pirates, which takes place in

  China. As these ran daily in newspapers, he probably encountered them there. Terry and the Pirates, for instance, didn’t appear in comic-book form, though he could have read stories

  based on the characters, and those of other strips, in the chunky Big Little Books series.




  He dated his first experiences in writing from primary school:




  

    

      

        The whole form was given, for some reason, ten pages of lines to copy out. The masters didn’t give a damn what we wrote out – all they wanted to see was all

        this paper covered. I was copying lines out of a thriller, and I found that it was easier if I didn’t bother to transcribe, but just made up the story myself. That was the first time I

        realised it was exciting to invent things. That set me off. I was writing all through school.


      


    


  




  He repeated this story frequently, with variations. In one version, the master says crossly, ‘If you must copy from such a book, why not choose a

  better one?’ In another, Jim copies pages of Charles Kingsley’s Elizabethan adventure story Westward Ho!. Setting lines to write was a common penalty in British schools, but the

  text was seldom continuous. The punishment lay in being forced to repeat the same trite phrase, for example, ‘All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy’. But it’s conceivable

  that a school so far from Britain made its own rules.




  Since there was little in the expat community to inspire him, Jim turned to the city. ‘There were absolutely no restraints on life in Shanghai,’ he said.




  

    

      

        I think that at one time there were four hundred night clubs in the city. It was described as the wickedest city in the world, the Paris of the Orient. [It was] almost a

        twenty-first-century city. Huge disparities of wealth and poverty, a multilingual media city with dozens of radio stations, dominated by advertising, befouled by disease and pollution, driven

        by money, populated by twenty different nations, the largest and most dynamic city of the Pacific Rim, an important political battleground. In short, a portent of the world we inhabit today.

        It was unlimited entrepreneurial venture capitalism carried to the nth point and I adored it.


      


    


  




  In 1937, Japan’s army reached the outskirts of Shanghai. Between 13 and 22 August, the Chinese forces under General Chiang Kai-shek battled the invaders, without success.

  The Western powers protested but didn’t intervene. Having demonstrated their overwhelming superiority, the Japanese paused, digging in. They didn’t enter the International or French

  Concessions, where life and business proceeded more or less as usual. At the same time, they selectively limited access to the city. Tourists dwindled as traffic on the usual sea route, via Japan,

  was reduced to a single rat-infested steamer that left from the remote port of Shimonoseki.




  One tourist who did make the trip in 1937 was Josef von Sternberg. Though he’d helped shape the perception of China with his film Shanghai Express, starring Marlene Dietrich as

  ‘Shanghai Lily, the notorious white flower of China’, and Warner Oland as an Eurasian warlord, he made it without ever visiting Asia. Once he did so, the reality

  didn’t disappoint him. In particular he admired, as did Jim, the Da Shi Jie, or Great World, an entertainment complex on the picturesquely named Yangjingbang West Street in the French

  Concession. As many as 20,000 people flooded through its multiple levels each day. Sternberg was exhilarated by its ‘gambling tables, singsong girls, magicians, pickpockets, slot machines,

  fireworks, bird cages, fans, stick incense, acrobats, actors, jugglers, pimps, midwives, barbers, and earwax extractors’.




  By August, he’d left for Manchuria and so escaped the disaster when a Chinese plane, attacking Japanese ships, accidentally dropped a bomb into the Great World, where thousands were

  sheltering. One thousand one hundred and twelve people died, establishing a grim record for the most casualties from a single explosion that stood until Hiroshima. In The Kindness of Women,

  Jim described the aftermath, with corpses littering the streets, as if he had seen it as first-hand, but, at less than seven years old, he could never have visited the site. Imagination told a

  better story.




  

    The Ballards did take occasional family holidays. On excursions to the resort of Tsingtao, in northern China, they toured the First World War German naval base, a complex of

    forts and gun emplacements cut into the cliffs. Years later, Jim compared them to the labyrinthine cathedral-like prisons imagined by Piranesi. The navies of Britain and Japan, allies at that

    time, pounded the base in October and November 1914. Chinese guides pointed out where German gunners, driven mad by the bombardment, had left their handprints in blood on the concrete.


  




  More rarely, the family made trips overseas. The first, in 1934, when Jim was only three, was to North America. The whole family sailed on the Empress of Canada and landed in Canada on 23

  May. A longer trip took place in 1939. Edna, Jim and Margaret boarded the steamer Ranchi and arrived in Britain on 24 March. Edna and the children stayed for a few

  weeks with her parents in West Bromwich. When war threatened in the summer, the whole family headed back to China, crossing the US, and taking a ship from Vancouver, stopping off in Honolulu on the

  way. Years later, Jim still had happy memories of the Royal Hawaiian Hotel.




  He was not so nostalgic for his grandparents’ home, a three-storey house, always dark, filled with heavy, uncomfortable furniture and interior doors with stained-glass panels. Used to

  servants, he had been a troublesome house guest. Shown the house’s only bathroom, he took it for granted that it was for his use alone. He resented his grandparents’ insistence that

  little boys be seen and not heard. Since both taught music, the house reverberated all day to the sound of students picking their way through five-finger exercises on two practice pianos. For the

  rest of his life, Jim shunned music. It’s been assumed he was tone deaf, but his aversion may have been psychological, triggered by this early experience.




  Even in his memoirs, Jim never mentioned his pre-war visit to Britain, preferring to date his detestation from his permanent relocation in 1945. However, these weeks in England at his most

  impressionable age first prejudiced him against the country which was reflected with such pride and satisfaction in the magazines his mother read and the newsreels that preceded the movies he saw.

  After this visit, a suspicion of British adults coloured his perception of his parents, their life and their values, particularly their patriotic respect for the nation that James and Edna, like

  most expatriates of the time, still called ‘Home’.




  

    Through 1940 and the beginning of 1941, life in the International Concessions continued much as before, despite the Japanese army being dug in on the landward side and the

    imperial navy lying offshore. The defence of the city was left to one US and two British gunboats. Peggy Pemberton-Carter, another British expatriate, described the Concessions as ‘a sort

    of “Never-Never Land of ExtraTerritoriality” where riots, rebellions, civil wars could (and did) rage within sight and sound of the city’. R. W. Jackman,

    in his introduction to her diaries, underlines the illusory sense of security:


  




  

    

      

        The British, French and American authorities, backed up by small naval and military establishments, ensured safety. Aside from the occasional inconvenience caused by a

        passing army under its war-lord, there was no possibility of real danger, no significant hardship, no likelihood of financial disaster and no chance of the loss of property. Nothing had ever

        happened to those blessed beings with ‘Extra-territorial Rights’, and as far as could be imagined, nothing ever would disturb the pace of their lives. Against such sanguine

        expectations, and despite the military activities and successes of the Japanese which increasingly threatened the survival of the Chinese Republic, people who were in Shanghai had no

        incentive to depart.


      


    


  




  Edna continued to play bridge and James to run his factory, while Jim remained at school. He claimed that most of his spare time was spent cycling around the city.




  

    

      

        I’d tell my mother or my nanny that I was popping round the corner to see some friends of mine who lived further up Amherst Avenue, and instead I’d get on my

        bike – a small half-sized little bike – and set off for downtown Shanghai through this maelstrom of trams and trucks and huge American cars and thousands of rickshaws and

        pedestrians; a place full of gangsters and pickpockets and beggars on the sidewalk. Full of danger for the child of a rich man. There were lots of kidnappings.


      


    


  




  Most of these excursions were imaginary. Any bike rides probably dated from 1941, shortly before he was interned, and from after his release in 1944. The scenes he evoked could

  just as easily have been seen from the safety of the chauffeured car, which is how he described them later in life. As he confessed in his autobiography, before the age of seven he had no clear

  memories of anything, and even after this, his recollection was coloured by a vivid imagination.




  From whatever vantage point he saw the streets outside the foreign Concessions, they confronted him with the cheapness of life. Homeless Chinese died by the hundreds every

  night of cold or starvation. Their corpses lay ignored until carts came round and gathered them up like so much garbage. With cemeteries rare in this waterlogged terrain and only the rich able to

  build a tomb above ground, their families put them in cheap coffins and consigned them to the river, where they were carried out to sea on the tide. Many of the dead had survived by begging, a

  Buddhist institution. An old man stationed himself at the Ballards’ gate, where he was ignored by everyone, even the chauffeur, who once ran over his foot. Jim tried to get his parents to

  take an interest in the man, but Edna warned against encouraging the needy, since they would come to rely on one’s charity and be even more demanding. In time, the lesson sank in. ‘What

  Shanghai proved,’ said Jim,




  

    

      

        was that kindness, which we place a huge value on . . . there, things were completely different. It’s very hard to convey – a kind of terminal world where all

        human values really have ceased to function. Kindness didn’t exist, and could be dangerous. I think that’s something I learned very early on as a boy; to place too much reliance

        on kindness is a big error because it’s such an intangible thing, and the supply of kindness is finite and can be switched off.


      


    


  




  As an adult, Jim employed kindness as a barrier, to maintain his privacy. Attempts at contact or requests for assistance were seldom refused, just diverted with postcards and

  scribbled notes, prefaced by a jovial ‘Happy to oblige’, and often containing surprisingly personal details, since he knew he would never be required to live up to any promises made,

  nor express such feelings face to face. Instead of refusing to supply a letter of recommendation, he preferred to write one but then send a second to the intended recipient, telling him to take no

  notice.




  

    Initially, Hitler’s War brought few changes to Shanghai. Fascist sympathisers trickled back to Europe, and the Vichy government took over

    administration of the French Concession. Though each Dakota C-47 making the trip to Australia carried a few fleeing families, most US and British citizens remained – Americans because their

    country was neutral and Britons because theirs was at war. Their twin senses of security were shattered on 7 December 1941 when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. Immediately, the besieging force

    seized Shanghai. Sinking the British gunboats after a hard fight, they captured the USS Wake almost without a struggle; most of the crew were on shore with Chinese girlfriends. Jim woke to

    the sound of tanks rumbling down Amherst Avenue.


  




  The Astor House Hotel became the headquarters of the Japanese city government. It urged calm, but ordered foreigners to present themselves for registration, and to be issued a pass and an

  armband. After this, life settled down again, although the Japanese behaved in an increasingly heavy-handed manner, particularly towards the Chinese. On his way to school, Jim saw beatings and

  arrests. Streets were frequently blocked with barbed wire while the army conducted ‘security checks’, a pretext for looting.




  Banks remained open, but withdrawals were limited to $500 per person. In 1942, the Japanese froze all accounts. Foreign currency was exchanged for worthless scrip, only usable in the city. Cars

  were confiscated. James Ballard had to cycle to the factory, which continued to operate with diminished staff. After that, the army began seizing anything else of value, even furniture. Some people

  were allowed to keep items, but with a label attached, indicating they belonged to the Emperor of Japan. The remainder, including automobiles, were stored in the stadium built by Madame Chiang

  Kai-shek when she hoped Shanghai might host the 1940 Olympic Games. The loot remained there, untouched, until the end of the war. In one of the strangest episodes of Empire of the Sun, Jim

  stumbles on the stadium, guarded only by a malevolent Eurasian who hopes to sell off the items as soon as the Americans arrive.




  Life for James and Edna became increasingly dispiriting. Japanese officers took over the Country Club and stabled horses in its squash courts. Pinning up a map of Europe

  and Russia, James marked the German advances as reported by the BBC. In contrast, Jim’s recollection of the time is almost happy-go-lucky. With no allegiance to Britain, and harbouring a

  growing admiration for the Japanese, he could be indifferent to the outcome of the war. He’d already made friends with other expatriate families more in tune with life outside the

  International Settlement, in particular their neighbours Arthur and Grace Kendal-Ward and their four sons. Arthur Kendal-Ward managed the Shanghai waterworks. Grace had lived in China since

  infancy. She spoke the Shanghaiese dialect, incomprehensible to outsiders, and addressed her servants by name, not just as ‘Coolie Number 1’. Jim, who, even at eleven, had an instinct

  for survival, saw that his parents in particular and the British in general lacked the conviction to win what promised to be a long war against the fanatical Japanese, who would rather die than

  surrender.





  







  CHAPTER THREE




  LUNGHUA




  After their defeat in the Battle of Midway in May 1942, the Japanese treated foreign nationals more harshly. In March 1943, they announced that all non-Chinese, including those

  from neutral countries such as Switzerland, would be ‘relocated’ in so-called Civilian Assembly Centres.




  Shanghai’s British Residents’ Association canvassed all UK civilians and assigned them to appropriate CACs. Those in good health and with families were sent to Lunghua Middle School,

  a former teachers’ college about ten miles outside the city. Damaged in earlier fighting, the complex, consisting of seven three-storey concrete buildings, with three large wooden barracks,

  standing on an area of open ground, had been abandoned. The surrounding land, so flat you could see the distant towers of Shanghai, was paddy fields, infested with mosquitoes. The most visible

  landmark, a Buddhist pagoda, with a giant and threatening statue inside, bristled with anti-aircraft guns to protect the nearby airfield. In addition to installing a barbed-wire fence around the

  camp, the Japanese refurbished fifty-nine dormitories to house about a dozen individuals each, and 127 family rooms. Single women – ‘loose women’, as the Japanese categorised them

  – had a block to themselves.




  To Jim, the move didn’t so much signify a loss of his home as his introduction to an alarming but, at the same time, exciting new world. He viewed Lunghua in the way an animal raised in

  captivity might regard the wild into which it was being introduced.




  

    

      

        Our camp was a former university campus, occupying I suppose about one square mile. In fact, we occupied about two-thirds of the campus. There was a

        section of buildings which for some arbitrary reason – maybe the Japs were short of wire – they’d left out. Something like fifteen buildings were on the other side of the

        wire. You can imagine a little township of big, two-or three-storey buildings, the nearest of which was about twenty yards away. A complete silent world, which I looked out on every morning

        and all day from my block. After about a year, the Japs agreed to allow these buildings to be used as a school, so we used to enter this place every day, and walk through these abandoned

        rooms. Military equipment was lying around all over the place. I saw rifles being taken out of a well. All rifles were taken away, but spent ammunition, ammunition boxes and bayonets, all the

        debris of war, was lying around. We used to walk through this totally empty zone. It had been deserted for years.


      


    


  




  The army managed and guarded the camp, but everything else, including cooking, was done by the internees. The commandant, a former diplomat named Hayashi, was chosen because

  he’d been a consul in Britain and spoke good, if stilted, English. Shortly after the camp filled, he issued an awkwardly worded proclamation urging inmates to behave well: ‘The Civil

  Assembly Centre being the best home for those who live in it, must be loved and cherished by them. All persons shall take care of their health, and live in harmony with one another. There shall be

  no disputing, quarrelling, disturbing or other improper demeanours.’




  Initially at least, life in Lunghua was endurable. Apart from a few suicides, death by anything but natural causes was uncommon. The sick usually succumbed to malaria or dysentery; Margaret

  became particularly ill with the latter, and suffered intermittent attacks for the rest of her life. Though Jim complained of having contracted malaria, this is suspect, since his

  ‘attacks’ often coincided with a troublesome commitment he wanted to avoid.




  Getting enough food and, in particular, water became a major preoccupation. Water was delivered twice a day in trucks to distribution points, known as the Dewdrop Inn and

  Waterloo. Internees queued for their supply, which had to be boiled before it could be drunk. For washing, they used water from a pond in the compound. Food, cooked in a central kitchen, mostly

  consisted of stew, which contained whatever meat could be found. Breakfast was cracked wheat or congee: rice boiled to a paste with water, and invariably full of weevils. Occasionally, the Japanese

  distributed Red Cross food parcels or supplied vegetables or meat, which the internees cooked on ‘chatties’ – coal stoves improvised from petrol cans. As the war dragged on, the

  quality of ingredients declined. Everyone learned to hoard the weevils from rice and sweet potatoes as valuable protein. For a while, they subsisted on greyhounds from the dog track. Like other

  animals, these had been slaughtered when their owners could no longer feed them, but the more provident veterinarians froze the carcasses.




  Food had almost run out when internment ended with the nuclear raids on the Japanese mainland. Unlike the apocalyptic finale of Empire of the Sun, the real-life residents of Lunghua woke

  to find that their guards had simply disappeared. Shortly after, US planes dropped canisters of food. Accustomed to rice and sweet potatoes, and not much of those, people became ill on the sugar

  and fat of candy bars, condensed milk and Spam.




  When Empire of the Sun appeared, a number of people defended Lunghua against the novel’s grim picture. They pointed out that, at least in the first years, theatrical shows were

  produced, school taught, church services held; couples even got married, with the correct ceremonial, down to a real wedding dress. Clandestine radios kept the inmates up to date on war news. There

  were almost no escapes, since the detainees were people of business, not soldiers. After the one successful escape, the liberal Hayashi was replaced by a tougher military man, and the Japanese

  guards were relieved by more brutal Koreans. Discipline became more strict, with a daily head count of the population. Asked to nominate the most embarrassing event of a long life, Jim recalled the

  morning when, late for this ritual, he had to run the entire length of the barracks to take his place, under the sneers of the guards and glared at by the other internees

  who’d been forced to wait. On the other hand, he counted as his greatest treasure a chess set from the camp, which he kept with him until he died.




  

    Jim called his two and a half years in Lunghua ‘largely happy’, because his parents left him to himself. He agreed it was a slum, but it was his slum, and

    he flourished in it. Although the camp contained three or four hundred children, he made few friendships among them, preferring to play chess with older inmates or hang out with fifty American

    merchant seaman from freighters moored in the harbour when the Japanese invaded.


  




  Reflecting this sense of independence, he used Empire of the Sun to rewrite his internment as a story of lone survival. In the novel, Jim doesn’t enter the camp by bus with his

  family. Instead, he’s separated from them as the Japanese march into the city. This moment, with refugees surrounding the family car and Jim being borne away on the human flood, became a high

  point of Spielberg’s film. For a time, Jim lives like a castaway in his deserted home. After that, he wanders, dazed by the violence, trying without success to become a prisoner of the

  Japanese. Delirious with hunger, he’s picked up by two renegade American sailors, Basie and Frank, who are scavenging corpses for loot, including pulling gold teeth. Failing to sell him to

  Chinese middlemen for ransom, they incorporate him into their plans when he offers to guide them to abandoned houses suitable for burglary, including his own.




  Eventually, the Japanese sweep up all three, and they find themselves in Lunghua, but without James, Edna or Margaret. Though he’s foisted on to a couple, the Victors, Jim prefers the

  company of Basie and the other Americans, who lead lives of glamorous indolence. He also makes friends with the guards, who allow him to watch their mock swordplay kendo, and even try on the light

  armour. At the nearby airfield, he’s co-opted to help repair the runway so that kamikaze pilots can take off to sacrifice themselves for the Emperor. He’s deeply

  impressed by this devotion to duty, and by the warrior creed of bushido. His experiences at the airfield instil a sense that flying represents a freedom from responsibility, a transcendence of

  earthly concerns.




  When the war turns against the Japanese, the guards assemble the survivors, most of them ill and starving, and set out on a ‘death march’ inland, which threatens to end in slaughter.

  Jim, despite legs covered with pustular sores, and his rectum prolapsed from malnutrition, makes his escape, crossing paddy fields choked with dead, witnessing scenes of brutality perpetrated by

  the retreating Japanese. The internees survive because attacks by the US Air Force and the explosion of two atomic bombs on the Japanese mainland abruptly end the war. Jim visualises the flash of

  the Nagasaki blast as an image of revelation. Since the bomb, in a sense, was responsible for his survival it instilled in him an ambivalent view of post-war testing. He never supported the

  Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, and even started to train as a pilot with the idea of becoming a crew member in a nuclear bomber.




  Both in fiction and reality, Jim remained in thrall to the war, the central experience of his life. ‘I lived in Shanghai until I was fifteen,’ he said,




  

    

      

        went through the war and acquired a special ‘language’ – a set of images and rhythms, dreams and expectations that are probably the basic operating

        formulas that govern my life to this day. The significant thing for me was that all this was turned upside down by war. Friends suddenly vanished, leaving empty houses like the Marie

        Celeste, and everywhere I saw the strange surrealist spectacles that war produces.


      


    


  




  He added, ‘It taught me many lessons, above all that the unrestricted imagination was the best guide to reality.’ The words are a tacit warning that we

  shouldn’t assume everything in his accounts is necessarily true.




  

    The Ballards moved back into Amherst Avenue, to find their home virtually untouched. American servicemen flooded the city, reviving some of the spirit of

    the pre-war days. Two US Marine officers occupied the house next door, formerly owned by Germans. They had a 16mm film projector and screened movies for Margaret and Jim, including a short of

    Bing Crosby singing ‘Don’t Fence Me In’ that Jim recalled for his Desert Island Discs appearance (adding the participation of the Andrews Sisters, who don’t appear

    in that particular film). One of the downtown cinemas even reopened, screening The Fighting Lady, a documentary about the aircraft carrier Yorktown. Once again, the bars and

    brothels lit up. It seemed impossible that this gaudy city would ever become the drab capital of Communist China, but the possibility was already looming as Mao Zedong’s forces gathered and

    Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuomintang army planned a retreat to Taiwan. Jim cycled out a few times to Lunghua, to find many former internees still in residence, hoarding the supplies parachuted in

    by the USAF. Mountains of canned food filled the dormitories, guarded by rifle-carrying former neighbours who looked suspiciously on anyone who seemed to expect a share.


  




  At the end of 1945 it was decided that wives and children should be repatriated to Europe. Edna, Jim and Margaret sailed on the Arawa early in November. A pre-war New Zealand passenger

  steamer, it had been successively adapted to the transport of refrigerated meat, then, during the war, of troops. Jim believed he would return to China when things settled down. Instead, he

  remained in exile for the next half-century, clinging resentfully to the fantasy of a lost Shanghai.




  







  CHAPTER FOUR




  THE LOST BOY




  The Arawa docked at Southampton on 14 December 1945. After Shanghai, Britain made a poor impression on the fifteen-year-old Jim. Having survived Lunghua, he found it

  doubly cruel to be consigned to a country barren of all comfort, with a capital described by Cyril Connolly as




  

    

      

        the largest, saddest and dirtiest of great cities. With its miles of unpainted half-inhabited houses, its chopless chop houses, its beerless pubs, its once vivid quarters

        losing all personality, its squares bereft of elegance, its dandies in exile, its antiquities in America, its shops full of junk, bunk and tomorrow; its crowds mooning around the stained

        green wicker of the cafeteria in their shabby raincoats, under a sky permanently dull and lowering like a metal dish-cover.


      


    


  




  Jim claimed that, looking down on to the dock, he mistook British automobiles, small, drab and black, for machines used to carry coal – another embittered exaggeration. He

  would never cease to admire the gas guzzlers so popular with Shanghai’s tycoons and gangsters. Sleek enamelled beasts in pastel and chrome, these insolent chariots glide through his fiction,

  doors yawning on leather-covered back seats where women recline, displaying curves that mirror those of tail fin, bumper and hood. Yet even when he became rich, he never bought such a car, always

  driving mid-level British saloons. Like Charles Foster Kane with his ‘Rosebud’ sled, he preferred to nurse a resentment of childhood loss rather than do something to redress it.




  Exiled from Shanghai’s Eden of streets noisy with life, and swimming parties at the Country Club, Ballard became the poet of ruin, a geographer of decay. In

  exhibiting American sedans smashed, writing of swimming pools drained and of ruined cities empty of people, he laments his loss but also, in an orgy of recrimination, celebrates their destruction,

  the better to place the blame where he believed it belonged: with the culture of his parents.




  

    

      

        I’d been brought up to think of England as a land of rolling meadows and village greens, inhabited by a middle class living in only slightly scaled-down versions of

        Hampton Court Palace. I arrived here and found this small, grey, tired little island, very dark, where it drizzled perpetually, full of working-class people, whom I’d never met before,

        very badly treated, badly housed and very badly educated.


      


    


  




  Far from softening with time, his dislike became more extreme. By 1987, he was drawing comparisons with the German jail that held Nazi war criminals. ‘England was like

  Spandau, a huge rambling old prison full of mad people serving life sentences.’ The accusation echoes ‘Denmark’s a prison!’, that other outburst by a boy who nursed a grudge

  against his folks. England, in failing to live up to the promises made on its behalf, became a further proof of his parents’ worthlessness. Yet, also like Hamlet with Denmark, he never

  seriously thought of living or dying anywhere else.




  

    In July 1945, voters rejected Winston Churchill’s wartime coalition and elected the Labour government of Clement Attlee, which left Edna’s parents and her friends

    seething. ‘It was impossible,’ said Jim, ‘to have any kind of dialogue about the rights and wrongs of the National Health Service, which was about to come in; they talked as if

    this Labour government was an occupying power; that the Bolsheviks had arrived and were to strip them of everything they owned.’


  




  He never came to terms with the concept of class. Educated in private schools and brought up in relative luxury, he had the accent and manner of privilege. Yet his admiration for American

  brashness and Japanese bravado instilled conflicting values. Iain Sinclair intuited the contradiction in his character. ‘When you meet him, he appears to be quite an

  Establishment person. He’s got a very fruity voice and genial persona, and would fit into the colonial society in which he grew up. But he doesn’t belong. He’s completely an

  outsider.’




  Edna Ballard, with Margaret, settled in Newton Ferrers, near Plymouth, close to friends from Shanghai. She never intended to stay in England. Her place was with her husband, who was struggling

  to get the factory working again in the face of increasing Communist interference. She and Margaret returned in 1947. Jim remained in England. In January 1946, he arrived at The Leys School in

  Cambridge, and was enrolled in the fifth form. The school was recommended to Jim’s father by George Osborn, headmaster of the Lunghua camp school, who had been a pupil there himself.




  A schoolmate of Ballard’s wrote, ‘I was one of the first to make my way into the daunting grandeur of the junior dormitory of North B, where a line of steel frame beds stretched

  seemingly forever from the doorway into the far distance. The huge room was empty, save for one earlier arrival, a boy who seemed to be much larger than me. The boy turned out to be Ballard –

  no first name use in those days.’




  The Leys (pronounced ‘Lees’) was founded by liberal Methodists, and primarily served the Midlands, which had a long tradition of Methodism. Its secular curriculum and modern

  facilities almost persuaded Jim to suspend his detestation of Britain. He conceded that its science block was superior to that at King’s College, where he later studied medicine, and it

  possessed the city’s only covered swimming pool. Malcolm Lowry, author of Under the Volcano, had been a pupil there, as had James Hilton, who based the avuncular Mr Chipping of

  Goodbye Mr Chips on one of his masters, William Balgarnie. When Jim arrived, Balgarnie still lived in retirement in a cottage opposite the school gates. In 1946, he returned briefly to teach

  at the school, which was short-handed because of the war, during which its buildings had been requisitioned and the pupils relocated, improbably, in the Atholl Palace Hotel at Pitlochry, in the

  Highlands of Scotland.




  The boys slept in high-ceilinged dormitories, each bed screened only partly from its neighbours by wooden partitions called ‘horse boxes’. There was no running

  water and only two night lavatories for forty boys. Each cubicle contained a washbowl and jug, a soap dish and toothbrush holder, and a chamber pot which, because of the shiny waxed floors, was

  often used in impromptu games of curling. Accustomed to a lack of privacy, Jim accepted the arrangements with equanimity. He didn’t resent the regimentation and petty rules. The Leys even

  reminded him, consolingly, of Lunghua – ‘except,’ he joked, ‘that the food was worse’.




  Most students strove to conform, whereas Jim, in the words of another contemporary,




  

    

      

        was at The Leys but not of it. He was coming among people who had already known one another for several years. In addition, the war created a chasm between

        those who had been through serious wartime experiences and those who hadn’t. He kept aloof from our petty enthusiasms – sport, house competitions, prefectorial rank, ballroom

        dancing. He must have found The Leys community nauseating.


      


    


  




  ‘Nauseating’ may be an overstatement but Jim did shun organised activity, notably on Wednesday afternoons, which were reserved for sport and other improving

  pursuits. ‘He might have been persuaded to play a bit of rough rugby,’ says another student,




  

    

      

        but he was not by nature a joiner of anything organised. So he did not join the [Cadet] Corps, and certainly not the Scouts, which I suspect he would have regarded with

        considerable disdain. But even he had to do something on Wednesday afternoons, so he became a leading member of the Non-Cadets. I fancy I can see these fifteen or so conscientious objectors

        wandering around the Quad with shovels over their shoulders, carrying out badly organised maintenance tasks with barely concealed languor. They would then have plenty of time to slope off to

        distant parts of the grounds for a cigarette or three before returning to base.


      


    


  




  Jim’s skiving didn’t stop with a smoke. Happiest in his own company, he took the bus into town, generally to see a film at the Arts Cinema,

  followed by tea and buns at the Copper Kettle on King’s Parade, before returning to cottage pie and rice pudding in the school dining hall. His disdain for The Leys is telegraphed in the

  school photograph taken at the end of his first year. With arms folded and legs crossed, having placed himself at the far end of the front row, he regards the camera with the ghost of a smile. His

  pose suggests someone already halfway out of the door.




  Academically, Jim did just enough to get by. His English master, while acknowledging his ‘remarkable ability and general knowledge’, suggested that ‘with greater concentration,

  his work could be even better’. No such effort was forthcoming. He won the English prize at the end of his first year and was elected to the Essay Club, but never contributed to it, nor to

  the school magazine. He gave his greatest effort to Latin, which he called ‘my first love’. He had learned some in Lunghua, absorbing it with more enthusiasm than the French that Peggy

  Pemberton-Carter struggled to inculcate. However, any enthusiasm for languages disappeared the moment he left The Leys, and he boasted in 1999 that he couldn’t speak a word of French, Italian

  or Spanish.




  Fellow outcasts made up his small circle of intimates. Brian Helliwell, an exchange student from the US, described by schoolmates as ‘the school’s bad boy’, lived up to his

  reputation by returning to California after graduation, becoming a photo-journalist and dying in a 1959 motorcycle accident. Another outsider, Reinhard Frank, a German refugee, spoke little English

  and bore a tattooed concentration camp number on his arm. He had been in Theresienstadt, then Auschwitz, and escaped from the ‘death march’ when the latter was evacuated. ‘I never

  mentioned that I had been an internee under the Japanese,’ Jim said, ‘because it seemed so trivial by comparison.’ He also befriended Dhun Robin Chand, an Anglo-Indian one year

  ahead of him.




  

    After Spielberg’s film of Empire of the Sun was released, people mistakenly believed young Jim was as slight as Christian Bale, who played

    him. Far from it. By the time he got to The Leys he was husky and powerful, with a steady, threatening stare and what Martin Amis called ‘hot eyes’. ‘I was introverted but

    physically strong,’ Jim confirmed, ‘and knew from my wartime experience that most people will back away if faced with a determined threat. One of my classmates called me an

    “intellectual thug”, not entirely a compliment. I was also prone to backing up an argument about existentialism with a raised fist.’ Even the staff kept their distance. In his

    last weeks at school, he invaded the basement kitchen to boil the flesh off a rabbit, intending to wire the skeleton together as a decoration for his desk. The housemaster, coming to complain of

    the smell, retreated before Jim’s glare.


  




  That the superficially genial Jimmy possessed a violent streak will not surprise anyone who knew him, particularly during his periods of heavy drinking. It was an element of his character that

  he accepted, even relished. In contrast to the nerdy chatter of contemporaries such as Arthur C. Clarke, he spoke with natural authority and the peremptoriness of someone impatient with

  interruption. ‘He talked in the cadences of extreme sarcasm,’ noted Martin Amis, ‘with very heavy stresses.’ That voice and look inspired belief. Few figures in British

  public life could be depended on so confidently for a forceful opinion and a cogent quote. London journalist Jason Cowley recalled that ‘a shout used to echo through the newsroom at moments

  of great national trauma, the death of Princess Diana, say, or a terrorist outrage – “Call J. G. Ballard”’.




  







  CHAPTER FIVE




  CIVILIZATION AND ITS DISCONTENTS




  The winter of 1946 was made worse by a shortage of coal and Britain’s draughty, uninsulated housing. Thousands accepted the offer from under-populated Canada and

  Australia and emigrated. Cyril Connolly’s literary monthly Horizon, a Ballard favourite, published ‘Where Shall John Go?’, a series of articles in which writers discussed

  the attractions of various foreign bolt holes. The seed planted by Ian Fleming’s vivid, though mostly invented picture of Jamaica germinated as Doctor No.




  Having read little in Lunghua except Reader’s Digest and Popular Mechanics, Jim used his time at The Leys to explore literature, mostly European. He claims to have sampled

  Freud, Dostoevsky, Kafka, Rimbaud, Hemingway and the philosophers of Europe’s latest modish creed, existentialism, in particular Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus. Not surprisingly, this

  smorgasbord of despair induced indigestion, and he conceded that trying to absorb so much so young was a mistake.




  He probably exaggerated the width and depth of his reading. Paper shortages and the bombing of dockland warehouses meant books were as much ‘on the ration’ as food or clothing. With

  the possible exception of Hemingway, the school library contained nothing by the writers he mentions, and the public library and second-hand bookshops were little better. Sartre wasn’t

  translated into English until 1948, when Horizon published some of his plays and stories, and Methuen issued Existentialism and Humanism. Jim may have read Camus’s

  L’Étranger, as The Outsider, but while Kafka’s The Trial and The Castle did exist in English translations, he’d have

  struggled to find pre-war copies at a time when paperbacks were still uncommon enough for Jim to remember the first one he bought: a Raymond Chandler title from Penguin, which first appeared in

  1948.




  He almost certainly read Freud’s Civilization and Its Discontents (Das Unbehagen in der Kultur) since Leonard Woolf’s Hogarth Press had published the first English

  translation in 1946. In this 1929 essay, Freud argued that civilisation and the individual were in fundamental conflict. Each of us is born with tendencies towards violence and sexual

  gratification. Society seeks to limit these, since they threaten order. In doing so, it stifles the ‘pleasure principle’, our most potent motivation. In Freud, Jim found both an

  explanation and a justification of the lessons he’d learned in Lunghua. Impulsively he decided to become a psychoanalyst. He had the example of André Breton, who had also studied

  medicine with the same ambition. Breton dropped out of medical school, but experimented with Freud’s methods as a hospital orderly during the First World War. The dreams and fantasies of

  traumatised soldiers revealed the creative potential of the unconscious, and inspired surrealism.




  By rejecting religion, celebrating sex and endorsing violence, surrealism offered a species of anti-religion. It advocated the acte gratuit, a random, spontaneous action –

  ‘The simplest surrealist act,’ wrote Breton, ‘consists of dashing down into the street, pistol in hand, and firing blindly, as fast as you can pull the trigger, into the

  crowd’ – and revered l’amour fou: lust, undiluted by sentiment. (The only acceptable excuse for missing Breton’s daily séance in the Café Cyrano on

  Place Blanche was that one had been having sex – an impulse beyond rational control.) Violently anti-clerical, Breton encouraged his followers to attack priests and nuns in the street. At the

  same time, he was himself fiercely authoritarian, on the pattern of any sect leader – some called him ‘the Pope of surrealism’. He frequently led the group in disrupting

  exhibitions or theatrical performances that excited his displeasure, smashing furniture and brawling with both artists and audience.




  By accepting, even revering violence as a fact of life, surrealism allowed Jim to rationalise his adulation of the pilots he’d watched take off from the airfield near

  Lunghua, as well as the revelation of Nagasaki. Hadn’t the Marquis de Sade, a spiritual father of the movement, defined as the ultimate acte gratuit the destruction of the entire

  universe? Almost nothing by Sade, Breton, Georges Bataille or Louis Aragon existed in translation, but Jim’s embrace of surrealism was intuitive. ‘Existence precedes essence,’

  decreed Sartre. Belief occurs spontaneously; it’s only later that we seek a rational explanation. Jim’s conversion to surrealism marked him as a true existentialist, even before he knew

  the word or the concept it embodied.




  

    It wasn’t simply a shortage of books that limited Jim’s adolescent reading. Literature interested him less than art. Among the attractions of surrealism was its

    emphasis on painting, which was easier to absorb than Breton’s rhetoric. ‘I always wanted to be a painter,’ he said, ‘but I simply lacked the technical ability; lacked the

    talent. People say my novels are tremendously visual. In a sense, I paint my novels. They’re the life work of a frustrated painter.’ He took art classes at The Leys, but had no

    facility for sketching and life drawing. As an adult, he asked artist friends to coach him, always without success. Though sculpture appealed more, his few attempts at school were failures. He

    made casts of friends’ faces, but gave it up after the plaster almost suffocated one subject.


  




  Post-war art historians regarded surrealism as a dead end. Only a few books bothered to reproduce its images, and primitive colour printing made them muddy and indistinct. But being forced to

  discover surrealist art through magazines such as Horizon and Penguin New Writing may have speeded Jim’s absorption, since black and white emphasised the narrative element of

  the paintings: their story. The more abstract Yves Tanguy and Joan Miró appealed less, and, although Tanguy inspired the landscapes of his novel The Drought, his favourites were

  figurative. The bird-headed women of Max Ernst, the empty colonnades of Giorgio de Chirico, and in particular the moon-washed nudes of Paul Delvaux, all presented him with

  stories waiting to be told.




  A creature of enthusiasms, Jim made bold claims for surrealism, suggesting that its artists anticipated all the horrors of the century, including Nazism. This would have startled the original

  members of the group. Poets, critics and journalists, they gathered around Breton and Aragon with conversation rather than revolution in mind. Politics were not high on their agenda. In fact, it

  was Breton’s insistence on everyone joining the Communist Party, on pain of expulsion, that effectively destroyed the movement. But in surrealism, as in most things, Jim was drawn to the

  extremity, the dangerous edge, the abyss which, as H. G. Wells warned, will, if you stare into it long enough, stare back at you.




  During the thirties, surrealist activity shifted from poetry and cultural criticism to visual arts, as Breton, having driven away many of the original members with his increasingly restrictive

  rules, was forced to admit more painters and film-makers. He was mortified when these newcomers, in his eyes at least, vulgarised and subverted the movement.




  In particular, the public enjoyed the antics of Salvador Dalí, who declared, to the despair of Breton, ‘I am surrealism.’ By painting celebrity portraits, working with

  the Marx Brothers, Walt Disney and Alfred Hitchcock, and staging stunts such as the banquet at which guests including Bob Hope were served live frogs, Dalí associated the movement in the

  popular imagination with self-advertisement and eccentricity. Breton gave him the anagrammatic nickname ‘Avida Dollars’. But it was Dalí’s brand of surrealism that Jim

  embraced, not Breton’s tortuous prose nor the Communist polemic of Louis Aragon. He supported the manic Catalan unreservedly. To him, The Persistence of Memory, the 1931 canvas that

  introduced his ‘soft watches’, was the greatest painting of the century.




  Max Ernst was second only to Dalí in Jim’s regard. A print of his The Robing of the Bride hung in his study for most of his life next to one of The Persistence of

  Memory, and an Ernst jungle hangs in Beatrice Dahl’s apartment in The Drowned World. Jonathan Cape, at Jim’s urging, used Ernst’s The Eye of

  Silence on the first edition of The Crystal World, though, as he told media critic Rick Poynor, ‘the design department hadn’t the faintest idea what I was on

  about’.




  In retrospect, his allegiance to surrealism, while it helped focus Jim’s talent, did so at a cost. As the critic Patrick Parrinder pointed out:




  

    

      

        His incessant, unashamed repetition of themes and settings suggests the work of a painter (such as one of his beloved surrealists) rather than a narrative artist. His

        stories stay in the mind like pictures at a grand retrospective, differing from one another in their superficial choice of colour or form but tenaciously exploring a small, interlocking set

        of artistic possibilities. The personal style is utterly distinctive, but the canvases when hung together look remarkably alike.


      


    


  




  The Leys and the reading he did there completed the transformation begun in Lunghua, demolishing what remained of his skimpy moral education. His parents were already

  non-religious, but he ditched their patriotism as well, becoming a lifelong anti-royalist. In a typically truculent but not very precise metaphor, he compared his encounter with Freud and the

  surrealists to a stick of bombs that fell in front of him and destroyed the bridges he was hesitant to cross. He entered The Leys a lost boy. The Jim who emerged was somebody very different –

  a dangerous man.
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