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Where the Tale Comes From


The outbreak of Japanese prisoners from a camp on the edge of the New South Wales Central West town of Cowra occurred when I was nine years old and while my father was absent, serving overseas. Without him to stand on the threshold of our house and repel this outburst, it seemed, even in the suburbs of Sydney, a terrifying business  – an invasion from within the heartland. We did not understand its motives, which lay beyond the horizons of our culture and imagination. We judged them to include the intent to do unspeakable damage to women, children and men, in that order. 


To thwart such malice, people armed themselves. A great aunt of mine, her menfolk away, shared her bed with an axe in a town near Cowra. Farmers, if they needed to go briefly away from their farmhouses, left behind a rifle for their wives to protect the hearth and their own person.


Over time, a more accurate picture of the motives of those who broke loose would emerge, and can be garnered from the experts, books and documents I acknowledge at the end of this narrative.


The truth is, though, that I have not created exactly the set of events that occurred in Cowra during the outbreak of 4–5 August 1944. I did not want to offend those who lived through that night, and the days before and after, and though – above all – I have tried to read as exactly as I can the cultures of both sides to the calamity, this is not what is called a roman à clef, a novel in which every character is meant to stand for and reflect on a real human, living or dead. My characters are not designed to reflect any virtues, sins, follies, fevers and acts of courage evident in any of the real actors in the Cowra outbreak. The details we have are not sufficient to fill out all the characters, in any case. And combining and enlarging details is something the novelist has to do  – it’s part of the job. It can be apologised for, but not avoided. 


Yet, using the context of a prison camp set on the edge of an Australian country town, I have tried to write a parallel account, or a tale provoked by the events that unfolded in Cowra in 1944. I have placed similar events in a fictional location named Gawell, for which I ask the pardon of the citizens of Cowra and the spirits of those obliterated in the fury of that night. My story is like a sibling version of the Cowra one  – related strongly by DNA, and the same in many regards, but in others bearing different names and features. 


For example, the full moon plays its part in the Gawell outbreak, as it did in that of Cowra; the climactic night was one of fierce cold in the case of the real and the fictional towns. Yet Alice Herman is a creation and did not exist outside this narrative’s limits. The same can be said for the Italian prisoner Giancarlo Molisano. (We know, however, that relationships similar to theirs occurred at the time.) A novelist, Major E. V. Timms, was in command of an Italian compound at Cowra. But the fictional Major Suttor, who writes morale-boosting radio serials and commands Compound C of Gawell camp, is not meant in any way to mirror E. V. Timms’ life, actions, motivations and preoccupations. Nor is my commandant, Colonel Abercare, crafted to reproduce the character and events of the actual commandant’s life. There was a Korean informer inside Cowra, but he was not the Cheong of my account. There was a Japanese prisoner who sought to warn the garrison, but he was not the man named Ban in the tale as I tell it. 


Yet I hope there’s a truth in this fiction, in its imagining of motives, and in the actions of these characters – that they do represent in feeling what happened in those times. Fiction has always tried to tell the truth by telling lies; by fabrication. Through fictional Gawell, I am in my own way trying to interpret the phenomenon of Cowra and the great forces of intent and contrasting views that were let loose and illumin­ated by the outbreak.


These sorts of disclaimers often accompany novels, and the novelist can be fairly accused of claiming the best of both worlds. If so, I hope that readers of this novel feel they are getting the best of both worlds too. For whatever the liberties that have been taken, this is a great story, made only in part by me but, above all, by the events that took place in August 1944, in a township far from the battlefronts and from the main discourse of the earth.










Autumn 1946


Japan, unspecified prefecture


When they were alone, she said to Aoki, ‘You were surrounded by those black savages . . . All that time you had in the jungle . . .’


Her voice fluted uncertainly and she did not want – after such a length of separation – to offend him or start an argument. He knew she was asking him about jungle women though, and wondering, had he succumbed to them?


‘I was still a soldier,’ he declared softly, deflecting the inquiry. 


She said nothing. She wore a blue silk nightgown, and he the green, high-necked pyjamas she had bought when she’d first heard of his survival. They were fabrics unfamiliar to him, as were his lies. A hateful silence threatened to break out. He heard her silk gown moving with a whisper, like barely heard surf, and he knew he should not let the silence grow. He addressed the issue obliquely. ‘And I was outside their life – like a ghost. They were terrified of me. They still pursued their own grudges against each other as if I wasn’t there. They fed me purely for the sake of their superstition.’


His belly was liquid with desire. She was still so beautiful with her slightly wasted face – the woman who had succeeded the girl he’d met before they had sent him to China. He had been lucky to find her, to have been chosen by her, given that awkward ancestral stoop he had, even as a young man, and his taciturn ways. A lot of people had told him that at the time. 


‘You have to remember,’ he said to fill the void, ‘that the women of New Guinea chewed betel nut and it stained their teeth dreadfully. They gave off a smell no one civilised could have tolerated. They coated themselves with pig fat to ward off malaria, and let it stay there, no matter how rancid it got.’


He hoped all this was correct in the ethnographic sense. He lay still and tense and let the details settle in her mind. It was mainly true, he believed, from what he had observed of natives during his last campaigns. The native women did coat themselves with pig fat, someone else, who’d seen it on the hillsides behind the beaches, had told him. But he had not lived amongst them for two-and-a-half years, as he claimed. He couldn’t go back on the lie he had announced – with rehearsed skill at the family gathering – ecstatic as it was for all but him to hear. So now he lay in green cotton exaggerating the native women’s repulsiveness. In any case, after the soldiers had rounded up their men as porters, the women had vanished into the great, misty thickets of jungle high on the mountains.


He had betrayed himself, so for life he must maintain these lies about enduring alone in the jungle. His lost time had been spent somewhere else entirely. But at the end, fortuitously, the ship repatriating the inmates of his military prison had also stopped to collect the last of the rounded-up and dispirited soldiers from Rabaul and the coast of New Guinea. Being lost in their mass gave credibility to Aoki’s tale about his jungle hold-out, and the authorities who took his name when the ship disembarked him were happy to see him as part of the thousands who had surrendered legitimately, at the end of things, with the merit of terrible campaigns behind them, and under orders.


Beside his wife, he was tempted, as liars are, to try to validate the lie with embroidery. But best not to. Deal with his wife now and that might well be the end of her questions. Yet he was nearly unmanned by pity. It was touching to the point of tears that when she’d been told he was coming home, under advice from a priest she had dismantled her household memorial shrine to his spirit, and the priest himself had gone to a particular ominous temple to negotiate with the god of death this resurrected soldier’s restored existence. And now he could never reveal any hint of the reality of those shadow years, or plead he had done the best, to the point of comedy, to end himself and validate that  shrine. He had limped into the enfilading paths of machine guns and failed to be reaped. While steeling himself to be strangled with honour from a tree, on a barbarous ridge in a country of absurd people, accident had let him down, and lanky alien soldiers with voices like crows had arrived and retrieved him as if he’d committed a mere misdemeanour. He had stood before a military inquiry that had every reason to demand his life, and it had grotesquely failed to. Those details were not for his kin and not for his wife, now almost unbearable there in her divine shell of satin skin within her swathes of outer silk.


‘No,’ he told her softly. ‘I was true to my vow.’ He sounded to himself like a liar. There had, in fact, been a Chinese woman in Rabaul, but that had been more than four years ago. There had been China itself – better forgotten.


And yet somehow and with merciful suddenness, it worked a wonder. She undid a sash and unleashed from her nightdress her breasts. And though he had poisoned the air of the room with his fictions, he could not prevent himself from answering her gesture, from turning his eyes full on her. Within the limits of his everlasting deceit, he answered the unnegotiable kindness of her breasts.










PART I


Spring 1943










Chapter 1


On an unexpectedly warm day in the second October since her husband’s capture, twenty-three-year-old Mrs Alice Herman saw – from the veranda where she sat sewing buttons on one of her father-in-law’s shirts – an army truck pull up in the middle of the rutted clay and gravel road outside the Hermans’ place, three miles west of Gawell. She believed at first that the truck had simply broken down. But it had a purpose. Four guards with rifles alighted, and then six of those others – prisoners in their deep red shirts and trousers – were ordered down from the back. They were instantly fascinating, with their subtle contours, even in the different way they jumped, stood and moved. They were beings from the other side of the veil of what was understandable. A person at a safe distance couldn’t avoid gawping at them.


Certainly the Mussolini-loving Italians from the same Gawell prisoner-of-war camp weren’t as interesting. The Italians were not only more numerous, they were also scattered as labourers on farms all over the place. Duncan Herman, her father-in-law, had applied to a place called the Control Centre to send him one. But Italians surely lacked the novelty value of the Japanese.


There were, by contrast, only perhaps a thousand of these Oriental exotics over there, three miles off in Gawell camp, and they were normally kept out of public sight. So they were an astounding apparition for a woman like her, one dedicated to a life of near-drudgery, cooking and pickling, bottling fruit, feeding chickens, milking, churning butter, and – in season – lambing. Since the rouseabout who had lived in the shearers’ quarters had joined the militia, Alice had been assigned to these tasks by national necessity. She did not wish to go home to her parents’ place to fulfil similar work, and attend to her querulous mother as well. She stayed on the Herman farm, of which her absent husband was son and inheritor.


The second reason the men engrossed her attention was that they shared with her husband, Neville Herman, the condition of being prisoners. There was a mad suspicion in her that in inspecting them she was learning something of Neville. 


Neville had sat a time on the shores of Crete with thousands of others who had missed the last friendly ship, or been considered ineligible for it. He had then joined some comrades on a Greek vessel called a caique and sailed eastwards to Chios, off Turkey. Men were taken off Chios at night by further small vessels, which made for Alexandria – so a friend of Neville’s who’d got away in that manner had told her in a letter. Neville had given up his place on a vessel to a man with pneumonia, the letter-writer said. Duncan had believed that outright, but Alice – for reasons she couldn’t define – wondered whether it was the truth or a consoling lie. Not that Neville wasn’t a good enough fellow for that to be true! In any case, the Germans had occupied Chios while Neville was still waiting there.


‘At least he gave it a go,’ said Duncan of Neville’s escape to Chios. ‘He didn’t sit on his backside and just wait for the buggers to drive up in trucks.’


At the end of Neville’s Greek adventure, after marches and steamer and train journeys, which he’d described in a letter, he’d ended in a place in the east of Austria named Eichberg. That was where the food parcels she got together were sent, via a Red Cross address in Sydney. In his most recent letter, which had arrived in July, he had praised the last parcel, and said that it was good, after the winter, to be let out to the farms, even if it was only for the day. These details were too sparse; her imagination could not get purchase on the life he led, and she gazed at the prisoners, as if they could give her a clue.


The labourers on the road in their russet-dyed uniforms whom Alice now observed were said to belong to an army who ‘gave it a go’, as Duncan had said of his son. That was why there were only a thousand of them in Gawell, and a scatter elsewhere in the countryside. They were said to choose mad last stands before surrender, and were not as reason­able – once things became impossible – as Neville had surely been on Crete and Chios. It was a matter of gratitude he was not one of their prisoners but a captive at least of the European army.


On close study, she could see that two of the six men unloaded on the road were older, nearly as old as the guards. The rest of them were young – just boys, even if, judging by the news from captured areas, boy-faced monsters. They showed no interest as an army tip truck ground up the road and backed itself towards her father-in-law’s fence. Its tray rose and gravel fell from it with chattering brevity. Then, with tray lowered again, it charged away as if it had urgent business on similar roads.


It left behind the vehicle that had delivered the prisoners and their guards, with one set (the guards) possessing only four old rifles from another war, rifles of the kind Duncan himself owned. Six shovels were now thrown down on the road by the unarmed driver of the first truck, and the prisoners were ordered by gesture and loud, English-language urgings to pick up the bloody things. They did it without rush, keeping close to the line between obedience and surly delay. A guard tramped around the road indicating surfaces and dips and ruts where the gravel was to go. It was hard to believe, though, that the road past Herman’s farm was going to benefit much from that dumped gravel. The six prisoners were not moving to the heap with any pressing desire to mend the surface. But the guards went on yelling, raising and lowering their rifles as if they were dumbbells, suggesting the pace of work. The strangers began sullenly to spread the gravel. Even the slow grind of the shovel blades into the heap of stones sounded contemptuous. The same with the prisoners’ movements to potholes, where they dropped the gravel like men who wanted it to be as small a remedy as possible.


The driver, meanwhile, with a peculiarly military lack of interest – that princely boredom Alice had seen in under-employed soldiers before – got back into his cabin and drove the truck into the shade of a tall peppermint, and then turned off its engine. He got out and sat on the running board and smoked a cigarette. The empty cicada-shrilling day, peopled by middle-aged guards and indolent captives in burgundy-dyed shirts and trousers, seemed to Alice to be ripe for intrusion by someone active and purposeful. Could it be her?


But it was more appropriate and obvious that she ought to stand up with her sewing and back away towards the door into deeper shade, as if with the intention of going into the kitchen. To hide was as natural as to gawp. Those gentlemen over there, or their compatriots, were the violators of Chinese women and impalers of children in Nanking. She had seen it all in newspaper photographs, hard to look at but impossible not to. What in God’s name, it had been asked at the time and ever since, would they do to white women and children?


She noticed now that the guards had taken to the shade of some red gums on the far side of the road. Things seemed finely, even dangerously, balanced out there. There was a dormant risk the labourers might rush on the guards with their shovels, which possessed in sharpness almost as much efficacy as the rifles. One attack by the captives and one rifle seizing up might lead to the guards being battered and slashed. And who’d be next? The Hermans, and her, in particular: Duncan, her father-in-law, was not in close reach, but out on the tractor scarifying his fifty-acre paddock. But the guards seemed lazily alert. In terms of escape, there was nowhere the men could travel, and no way they could conceal who they were in a landscape where anyone except whites and blackfellers stood out.


According to the pattern of her daily tedium, she had a stew on the stove, and she regretted having to go to attend to it now. Even on the hottest days, except at times of exceptional demand on his attention (lambing, haymaking), her father-in-law ate a substantial midday dinner. So at last she turned and made it in through the door, up the hallway, deposited her mending on a chair in the lounge room, and went to peel and boil potatoes. Yet her curiosity about the captive labourers kept reviving. Able to judge boiling times to a nicety, she went out again to check on these unknown quantities and see if they were still there. A westerly had begun to blow and she knew that if she stepped off the veranda the sun would descend on her like a doubled-up form of gravity. The wind nudged her cheek and brought her a conviction again that in some ways she could not explain, that is, their drudgery was parallel to Neville’s; to succour them might earn succour for poor Neville.


Back to the kitchen she raced and fetched from a box by the dresser the remaining leftover lemons from the two trees in the informal orchard beyond the back gate. She began to slice the fruit, squeeze it out, pour the juice into jugs, go to the ice chest, chip ice off the ice blocks, put it all in the jug, mix in sugar – a reckless amount of her ration – add water from the kitchen tap with tank wrigglers in it and stir it all up. She did not want her father-in-law to come in and see her behaving like this, so it must be done briskly.


When the juice was made up, she found a tin tray, placed six glasses on it – five for the guards and driver and one for the prisoners to share – and the jug, and then set off down the hallway, across the veranda and out into the cloying solidity of air. The density of the heat on her forehead made her feel a certain clarity, and seemed to prove to her that she was doing the right and humane thing. And it was only October. This was going to be a terrible summer. She put the tray down on the earth so that she could open the gate to the road, and was aware that the guards were watching her already through their sun-narrowed eyes.


She picked up the tray again, carried it through, set it down not far from the new gravel heap, and closed the gate. Then she retrieved her cargo of minor mercy and made her way to the first two guards resting in the shade of the red gums.


‘You beauty!’ one of them said, seeing the jug of lemonade and rising awkwardly from his haunches.


They were weather-beaten men, lacking the bloom that Neville’s face had had when he’d gone off to the Middle East. These ones were exactly like the questing men who’d come bearing swags to her parents’ farm near Coonamble during the bitter years, before war had taken away the young and brought a kind of rationed prosperity.


‘It’s a pretty fierce day,’ she told the two men. She poured each of them a glass of her lemonade and told them she hoped it was sweet enough. She visited the other two guards at their post under the further tree, and the driver, who had wandered over.


‘Do you mind if I give the prisoners some?’ she asked them.


The ageing soldiers looked at each other.


‘Maybe that’s too kind, missus,’ one of them said. ‘We’ll sling them a bit of water later.’


‘It’s very hot though. In anyone’s book.’


‘Yes, but look, love, the only reason they’re out here is that they’re the beggars who encouraged others not to work. So the colonel told them they had to work or their baseball kit would get taken off them. Lost cause, if you ask me.’


The truck driver said, rising, ‘God knows, they’re doing bugger all, if you’ll excuse me, miss.’


‘My husband’s a prisoner,’ she told them, though she knew her argument was risky to enunciate. ‘I’d like to treat them well in the hope he might get treated well.’


‘You can’t be sure it’d be reciprocated, love. Not if he’s a prisoner of theirs.’


‘I’d like to give them a drink each unless there’s a rule against it.’


One of the guards sighed, left the shade of the red gum, his rifle at the slope, and gestured to the prisoners. The six men, strung out between the gravel heap and the needful holes, put down their shovels. The other sentries took a more professional hold of their weapons. First Alice laid the tray on a tree stump, then poured six glasses, though five of them had already been drunk from. She did not know if she wanted to wait long enough to watch them drink one at a time. She offered the tray to the nearest prisoner.


He was one of the younger ones. He had very startling wide-set eyes and handsome features, to the point of prettiness, and he made a minute bow with a few seconds of half-smile on his lips.


‘Watch out for him,’ one of the guards called. ‘He’s a flash pilot. Only thing is, he crashed.’


The guard uttered a momentary laugh. The young man seemed not to recognise the taunt. His style of accepting the glass, of bowing and of drinking, was to Alice like the practices of a religion she had never before encountered. When he was finished, he bowed to her and replaced the glass on the tray. By then his other companions were accepting glasses, though none of them quite matched him in bearing and ceremony.


Alice had a chance to study them as they drank. Apart from the handsome boy, there were three narrow-mouthed kids who were not expressive at all, but who nonetheless made quick bows of the head when accepting the lemonade. Then came a stooping older man with a limp – as she’d observed – who obviously considered refusing the glass and delayed some seconds before seeming to find the frost on its flanks too great a temptation. His long face was a hard map to read. Last of all was a thin man about the same age as the lame one, and wearing a judicious sort of frown.


Alice felt she was not learning enough by trying to read these prisoners so intently. They resisted being interpreted. They were prisoners in a different style from Neville. Neville’s life was unimaginable, but his face – what she remembered of it – could be interpreted. An untoward sadness seized her. She felt cheated that she had studied so hard the faces of those she had been merciful to and had learned so little. She was consoled to some extent because she knew she had defeated their understanding too. But it was mercy without the reward of knowledge, a gesture that didn’t earn enlightenment, a mere dimple in the day’s argument between guards and shovellers. 


They put the glasses back on the tray after they were finished. The guards moved in and reclaimed the day for labour, ordering the six prisoners to take up their shovels. And although these people had at one stage of their history owned every island in the Pacific except this one, the biggest and driest, here on Herman’s road they were like wisps of men. She and they were ghosts to each other, and nothing had been learned for Neville’s sake.


 


Duncan Herman was a wiry fellow, smaller than his absent son, who had inherited his build from his late mother. Duncan was one of those fellows who had always been baffled by women and manoeuvred edgily around them with a gruff jolliness. Now, as a widower, he had that same wary manner towards Alice. It was obvious he would never remarry; Alice had overheard him murmur to another farmer he’d met on the street in Gawell, ‘I’ve retired from the business of women.’ In his system, you tried things once and if they ended halfway badly you did not attempt them again. It was an agricultural attitude and on the level of farming had proved fairly reliable. He held no rancour against the human race – he just didn’t need it greatly.


Duncan’s wife had developed consumption and been operated on and put in a sanatorium in the Blue Mountains. The expense had been a burden but Duncan had met it for two years. It was on a day after he had visited her that Mrs Herman had died unexpectedly of a stroke. Neville had been eighteen at the time and knew that Duncan carried a vague sense of blame, convinced that a woman was a set of symptoms which in Mrs Herman’s case he had somehow set off.


Not long after Alice had met Neville at the dance in Gawell, where she had been visiting a girlhood friend, he had told her this, because – typically of a country town – there were gossips. Alice should understand, Neville insisted, that because his mother had been a town beauty, scandalmongers had talked with pursed lips about the tragic contrast between her as a girl and as a woman, and somehow had found his father to blame for the difference. But it was just really bad luck, said Neville. Okay, a bit of a mismatch, but made in good faith. None of it was Duncan’s fault – according to Neville. His father was a brick, a true gentleman. Farm work had been hard on Mrs Herman, of course, but no harder than on other women. But it did show you that farmers should marry farmers’ daughters. Your average mixed farm could be a shock to a town girl. For it had hidden tests.


Neville was a different creature from his father. Already a recruit, and possessing the faint glamour of warriorhood, he had an arduously brilliantined head of dark hair, which somehow touched Alice, not for the reasons he would have wanted it to, but because of all the solitary effort he put into it. He had a glimmer of unmeasured possibility in his eye, and that too seemed poignant to Alice. It would need a great deal to happen to him before that glint of hope was snuffed out. He was considered A1 by the army, which had condemned him to combat; and she knew what a mixed farm was – it would be a matter for her purely of changing locations from Coonamble to Gawell. 


When he was home on leave, Alice and Neville married. Her mother had met Neville earlier and liked him, but thought the marriage ill-advised given the state of the world – as well, Alice thought, for other, unstated reasons, whose aroma her mother had the power to release into the air rather than going to the trouble of defining them. 


Alice judged her marriage a matter of sensible decision as well as infatuation. She thought sometimes that she had decided to fall in love with this young soldier, who wore a uniform which, like everything about him except his good nature, put him at a remove from his father and at a brave distance from the family tragedy. Her mother asked her if she knew the story of Neville’s mother. ‘Don’t be angry with me,’ she said in a way that always and infallibly angered Alice. ‘You have to be careful in case he inherits that personality his father has. His father’s a hermit, and his mother had bad lungs. You don’t want the situation to come up where Neville goes all glum himself and keeps you and your kids secluded on the farm.’


Alice and her mother had always irritated each other, sometimes severely so. She was a blunt woman whose opinions Alice’s father went to some trouble to avoid challenging. She had warned Alice about a certain bush type – the narrow and mean-fisted contrarian, and his joyless spite. But Alice was wilfully certain Neville did not fit the category. Yet she knew her mother was correct in another sense in her doubt about the marriage. During the engagement, Alice was more excited, skittish and feverish than at any other time of her life, and she realised she was enacting a version of something she had seen at the Rialto Cinema – the breezy, happy engaged girl over whom no cloud hangs. There was something in it all she herself didn’t quite believe. Whether she loved Neville or not was a mystery to her. His announcements of love were compelling, however.


As for the risk of Neville becoming Duncan, she thought the contrast between them was extreme. Neville liked the picture houses, too, and said he’d come to town every night if he could. He had at least half a dozen close men friends from school and had been a good dancer at the Bachelor and Spinster Ball. He’d even brought other soldiers home with him on leave and showed Alice off to them. Her mother had come with her to the Hermans – Alice couldn’t very well prevent it – and in the lounge room Neville had played the gramophone and the soldiers had taken turns dancing with Alice and her mother. Neville wasn’t jealous, either, if a visitor danced with Alice. In fact, occasionally he’d chase up a few Gawell friends to play mixed doubles, Alice partnering the other fellow. Nature seemed determined not to repeat in him the characters of his parents, but to send him off on a new and healthier tangent.


Before a child was conceived, Neville was convoyed off to Egypt. That had been two-and-a-half years before she served the lemonade to the unreadable presences on Herman’s road. Before Neville went, there had been a little time to raise questions about fertility, but they would not be answered until she saw him again. She had always calmly seen herself, without desperate yearning, yet of her essence, as an eventual mother – but, given the circumstances, the eventuality was to be delayed. Still, she could imagine children hanging from a tree like fruit, or riding together, hessian bag for saddle, on the old plough horse Duncan kept.










Chapter 2


As Tengan remembered it, in blue dawn, far to the north-west of the target, all their cowlings and propellers had been blessed by a priest and, in so far as it counted, deities were called down to loose their favours on flyers and machines. Tengan, a city boy, was sceptical of religion but was conservative enough to feel that to ignore the ritual might bring misfortune. 


The first light had promised the finest of tropic mornings, like a day three months before when the aircraft from his carrier had cracked open the sky on the enemy’s holy day, and descended towards hapless airfields and ships, dominating the air and flaying the earth which – until then – another empire, the hubristic American one, had assumed was their own. That day had been just short of a jaunt. One of them had said so in the crew room after a jubilant return. 


But – as they had been frankly told in flying school – they must realise they rode through the sky propelled by a fallible engine, and sitting in a barrel of volatile fuel with two temporary bombs and a permanent cannon strapped to it. So, though in the past months their missions had proven favourable, and had included unopposed strikes against the Dutch in their supposed Indies, it was appropriate to welcome any ceremony, any cry of good luck, whether from priests or deck crew.


Tengan had not flown in China or acquired the languor and seen-it-all coolness the older flyers had. He needed to compensate, too, for his slightly girlish eyes, fine-drawn features and sensitively wide lips, so difficult to manoeuvre into the ferocious slit most could manage for photographs sent home. Some severity of gaze was, however, not hard for him to adopt, because he did have a streak of zealotry in his temperament, quite irrespective of any training. He was also squadron wrestling champion. Without his knowing it, the aircraft commander on his carrier wondered whether Tengan’s earnestness would survive exposure to the fallibility of some of his officers. The young pilot had not yet seen much fallibility.


This morning he lifted his plane off the deck in a state of ecstatic fervour. In a bright corner of the air, five thousand metres above a smooth sea, the aircraft of their fleet began to assemble in a series of large Vs. Tengan took his place by his officer’s wing. For two hours, they flew an uninterrupted course through skeins of clouds, which might later assemble to make an afternoon storm, and over a brilliant ocean. Then they crossed a blue slot of sea separating the two large islands that served as a marker to the target. Soon enough the mangrove coast came up beneath them and they began their descent. They swung to starboard over a great lagoon, and then banked over immense vacancies of yellow and red clay on which spaced trees made shadowings like a scatter of commas. They would sweep in a semicircle over this scrubby, inner terrain and then, unforeseen, take the port from the south, inland side.


The low-slung town and angled harbour emerged as if from the earth ahead. It was – at first sight – an objective lacking in grandeur. But according to the pronouncement of both Tengan’s captain and admiral, it was a key to the expanding world they sought. Darwin shared this with Shanghai and Manila, Honolulu and Singapore.


Flights of heavier aircraft stayed high, while other squadrons like Tengan’s came down to less than five hundred metres. Tengan followed his officer to that lower altitude, and then lower still. The port with ships was sighted ahead, and this side of it the airfield Tengan’s squadron was to assault. Breaking from the surface of the airfield were a few gusts of anti-aircraft fire in sparse and futile black vapour. Tengan saw hangars and, wheeling on tarmac, planes intending to rise to the combat. Two hundred metres above the field he released one bomb and could see the upturned faces of men serving a small gun with almost piteous purpose. Ahead of and below him, an enemy pilot in an opened cockpit raced his plane down the field, determined to come up and make some answer to the interlopers. Very nearly as a cure for the man’s innocence Tengan fired his cannons on him, and as the pilot, doomed and honourable, eked his plane a few metres into the air, both he and it were consumed by a frightful orb of fire.


Through the rim of its smoke, the vapours of the incinerated hero, Tengan climbed a little now to skim along the town’s main avenue and its modest official structures. These were to be left to the later-comers. He and his fellows had a further assigned task related to the port. Tengan saw that an earlier bomb had cut the pier in two. Men ran on hectic tasks or in frenzy on either section of it, and he fired his cannon at them. A moored ship was burning and now edging away from the wharf. He did not feel exultant but merely a calm, professional and almost religious gratification as his cannon splintered the wharf and terrorised men hunched by the railway lines that ran along it, some being driven to jump into burning water.


A few seconds later, past the wharf and above the harbour, he was all at once not as easy at heart as his godly situation should have allowed him to be. In the noise and rage and columns of flame lay some dissonance or sudden handicap. It preyed on the part of his mind that was not already taken up with a last duty – to attack one of the enemy’s warships, which was beginning to move in the harbour but too slowly to fulfil its ambition for the open sea. The release of his second bomb caused him to bounce upwards and he pulled casually on his controls to see what good he’d done, and believed he saw that one of the projectiles had entered the ship’s afterdeck and might destroy its steerage.


However, he couldn’t know, and now he had a new urgency to reach a more reflective quarter of the sky, in which he might have time to consider his instruments. But low to the water still, a further enemy fighter presented itself to him, a less pliant machine than his, straining for height too steeply, its pilot so ill-trained that he offered his entire flank. Would it continue to be so easy; would the enemy always present themselves like lambs? He suffered a further background disquiet because of a vaguely heard difference from the normal register of his own engine. He hoped on that basis that he was not himself a lamb. It took three seconds to transform the sacrificial aircraft ahead into a sphere of flame through whose edges he rode un-scorched.


He was able to reach a thousand metres, but something in the mechanism prevented him from more than that. Nonetheless, now he had leisure to regard his instruments. They gave grounds for his suppressed concern. Oil and manifold pressure had risen to an undesirable level. His oil was overheating. Yet he had felt nothing – no shock in the plane’s structure to explain what he was reading. The contemptibles at one of the aerodrome machine guns! Under the governance not of their own skill but of some malicious and ironic spirit, with their ill-aimed and antique weapons they had lodged a small round somewhere critical in his engine.


The rule for such unsatisfactory instrument readings was that he must attempt at once to reach any of the fleet’s carriers. A desire to turn and expend a portion of his fuel on assessing the scope of the damage done to the port couldn’t be entertained.


It became clear to him that he was not ordained to reach his carrier, and there arose the question that would never allow him peace. Why was it he, out of an entire air fleet, who must be so humiliated in this bright segment of the limitless sky? He observed the embargo on radio transmissions, even had he been able to inform his mother vessel. The two large islands barely separated by a channel, which had served as a marker on the way in, presented themselves again to him. From his faltering altitude he could see a low area between hills at the western end of the bigger one. On that ground only occasional scrubby trees grew. It provided a credible landing place. Even such a dedicated flyer has his preferences for death, and Tengan preferred to be incinerated with his aircraft rather than sink down with it, or float unobserved and abandoned in the sea. So he would land on that low ground.


He brought his fighter in a broad turn to align it with the geography. He lacked the hydraulic pressure to lower his wheels. Otherwise he was able to land perfectly, nose up, tail down, as in the manual. The force was ferocious, none­theless, and he could not prevent his face from smashing again and again against his gun sight. But the punishment did come to an end and left him conscious. His impulse when the facial wounds began to throb was to leave the plane according to orders, to separate himself from it in the hope it would not easily be found, this sophisticated machine whose secrets of range, weight, composition and armament would fascinate the enemy.


In a haze of concussion, clearing his face of blood to enable vision, he climbed a hill and came down its more wooded side and found a stream from which he drank deeply before vomiting. He was hot and sweating a great deal, and became aware he still wore his flying suit. He shed it and tried to cover it with stones and branches. He retained his holster and pistol but now he was dressed in shirt and pants of tropic weight.


The coastal passage and the further island could be seen from here. He moved towards the coast, where a reconnaissance float plane might see him. It proved, of course, a longer walk than he thought and the coastal thickets held him up. The stream he followed ran down into tangles of estuary mangroves, which did not offer a passage onto the beach. He sat and vomited again and lost consciousness while leaning against a rock. He had time before oblivion to extract his pistol and cradle it between his thighs.


He woke in the night with his facial cuts stinging, but he was not a young man who expected mercy, and he rose up by moonlight and continued his descent towards the beach. He found himself instead in another sump of earth and facing further mangroves, and weariness overcame him again amongst crooked trees. He slept more and was roused in early daylight by the shrilling of some species of women. He reached for his pistol but it was not there. He had dropped it, he realised, at his last resting place. He walked away, and in a small opening amidst the trees saw an elderly savage woman minding three baby savages, while their mothers were off amongst the trees gathering something, he could tell, and laughing and squealing.


The elderly woman stood with one of the infants in her arms and the two others around her feet, playing with roots and pebbles. Tengan saluted her and understood that to do so was not utterly rational. He put his hands out for the baby, which struck him as an exquisite, small anthracite artefact. The elderly woman, eyes wide, let him take it from her. But she wailed at a great volume and a young woman appeared, fearless, and snatched the infant back from him. He bowed to her, saluted and turned away. 


Now that the women savages knew he was in their vicinity, he was impelled to walk as far as he could. He met another watercourse. Hours were consumed fighting through it, and then withdrawing and trying to penetrate from another point. Night found him still wrestling the coastal mangroves, and when he paused he heard the savage voices and a song again. He drank some brackish water from a pool in the ground and gave up and turned back into saner country, where there were clearer streams and more negotiable forest. When he saw a campfire in a clearing, he lay down within sight of it and yet again fell asleep, but on dry earth and lulled by the tribe’s conversation.


He woke both thirsty and needing to urinate. While he was attending to that he felt a prod in his back so fierce he was nearly toppled. He turned and saw that one of the savages had his pistol. There were a number of young males with him, carrying long, thin clubs that looked weighty. They escorted him through the bush away from the channel he had wanted to reach, and came within a half-hour to a building in which a white man in a half-military uniform was eating a plate of porridge. The man picked up a rifle, pointed it at Tengan one-handedly. Tengan bared his chest, inviting the man to shoot him, but was ignored. The man with the rifle went to a radio at one end of his hut to make a transmission. Then the savages gave Tengan water and tied him by the hands and the ankles, using a thin but dense-fibred rope. Eventually, a launch arrived with soldiers in their wide-brimmed hats. So they took him back by water to the port he had bombed.


He told his captors there that his name was Tengan – the name of a classmate he had admired and even envied – and kept his real name, Okabe, a secret. That way it was harder for them to tell what prefecture he came from, and what unit, and who his family really were. Tengan, with its reference to the tiger, suited his attitude, which was to try to compensate by ferocity for his bad luck and obloquy.


Then came a plane journey, during which his two guards made motions that they might throw him from the transport aircraft in which he sat wearing cuffs and anklets. He encouraged them to do so by smiling at them. He was in principle willing them to do it. His father, an accountant; his mother; his elder brother, a civil engineer working on fortifications; his elder sister the schoolteacher – all would mourn him as much as if his crash had been fatal. They would be advised by the military to despair of him, and he did not wish to dishonour their tears by turning up at a future time of liberation.


His face was dressed in a hospital and two intelligence officers – both of them seemingly philosophic souls – took him for strolls inside a compound, trying with their small gift for language to get information from him. One even played him at badminton. 


After two long railway journeys, the second in a train full of Italians, from whom he was segregated with guards in his own compartment, he reached Gawell. It was late in the year. He and a handful of other captured airmen were permitted to live amongst the Italians, who called him Numero Uno and observed that he was impressively austere and churlish. He tried to ignore the guards’ and sundry Italians’ sexual endearments, mainly fake and derisive, but sometimes grounded in authentic lust, and came to communicate with some of them in a halting patois of Italian and English and Japanese. He spent time with one of them – an amiable fellow – exchanging cultural information and trading this or that word. This Italian’s name was the near-unpronounceable Giancarlo Molisano. Giancarlo seemed amused by Tengan’s air of melancholy and disdain. Tengan, said Giancarlo, reminded him of Dostoevsky’s relentlessly gloomy brothers, the Karamazov boys. It was clear that nothing could be given to the Japanese pilot to appease his aloofness and nihilism.


Ultimately, there could be no true meeting of souls between Tengan and the Italians. He harboured despair at any idea of a future homecoming, while the Italians spoke endlessly of theirs. Some of them seemed not to care if their army must be defeated along the way.


Later, as more of his nation was rounded up in New Guinea – in Buna and Gona, in Salamaua and Wewak and Hollandia – Compound C at Gawell was built and filled with Tengan’s compatriots. Tengan, as a former pilot, asserted status amongst the compound’s population of Japanese. His spiky behaviour, admired by some, grew from the very circumstances he kept secret from others – that he had been taken prisoner by savages, towards whom his feeling of repulsion grew as he recovered from his concussion. He had not charged either the revolver or the rifle. His being taken by savages and by the man with the radio and then by the launchful of soldiers could be explained by someone merciful as the result of shock and brain-bruising. But he was not willing to be merciful to himself, and so had to adopt this strict attitude in Compound C to counter his fear that his fellow prisoners would hear he had been captured by people marginally human.










Chapter 3


Gawell camp had begun as one large compound, a one-quarter slice of what was envisaged to become eventually a giant pie. Soon enough, though, with more Italians arriving by way of camps in India, and a continuous trickle of Japanese from advances made by the forces of light in New Guinea and the Solomons, it grew to four compounds, four equal slices of the pie, within a perimeter that was circular, or close enough to it – subtly twelve-sided to aid supervision and to facilitate lines of fire in the unlikely event of an outbreak. 


The camp was bisected down the middle by a road called Main Road, with strong, tall gates at either end. Main Road, for example, separated the Japanese warriors of Compound C from the Italians in Compound A. Halfway down, Main Street was crossed by a laneway, similarly diametric, named Kelly’s Lane – to honour a famous Australian bandit from the last century. Across Kelly’s Lane from the Japanese prison lay the second Italian compound, D. The fourth slice was Compound B with its Japanese officers and former, aged Japanese merchants from the South Seas or Australian ports, along with Taiwanese and Koreans, and Indonesians, who hated the Dutch and might connive therefore with the Japanese who occupied their country. Compound B was a place of internecine assaults, the Koreans fighting each other or fighting Taiwanese. More twenty-eight-day detentions were earned there than in any of the other quarters.


It was the Italian compounds that would come in time to take on more of the character of work camps for former combatants, for whom there existed no available shipping home. By the summer that would take 1943 into the New Year, Italy had not only surrendered but had itself declared war on Germany, and the fervour of the camicie nere, the devoted Fascisti inside the Italian compounds, had shrunk. There were still, nonetheless, residual knots of devout Fascists in both Italian compounds who held out hope that their leader and his German allies, in concert, would endure in the north of the Italian peninsula. But they were outnumbered by the hundreds who did not believe anymore – or who had never believed – and hoped, if it had not already happened to them, eventually to be allotted to farms up and down the inland of New South Wales.


 The camp commandant wouldn’t have minded if the growing Italian appetite for getting along as amiably as they could with the garrison authorities would wash across Main Road and Kelly’s Lane and sedate the prisoners of Compound C, which remained the most unpredictable and surly in the camp, potentially a place of serious conspiracy, hard to interpret. For that reason it was hemmed in on its outer side by a considerable outlay of wire – three tall fences on the outer skin, and cruel coils of wire on top of the middle of the three fences. The other, inner perimeters of the compound, which ran alongside Main Road and Kelly’s Lane, were straight and double-walled with wire. Here, through gates in Main Road, idiosyncratic Compound C was entered, and from when it was first peopled, members of the garrison entered it with caution and tentatively. For Compound C contained those who were the enemy in the profoundest sense, and would have been the enemy even on cultural grounds, let alone because of their invasions.


Major Bernard Suttor was its commander. He was above all a writer for radio, but also, which seemed to count more with his officers, the Gawell garrison battalion’s sole published novelist. This meant little to him, and he counted his radio work higher, but he knew that the names of radio writers failed to register with the public. And admittedly his novel, A Blue Mountains Affair, had got him his real job in radio. Radio was his cup of tea, and paid superbly by contrast with literature, which he had been happy to abandon to the talented and deluded and impoverished. He had never finished another book, but he’d written millions of words for radio, and he considered that his sole boast.


Early in the war Suttor had served in his home town’s part-time militia, and had attended their annual camps, but he was considered too old at forty-four years to accompany the young who were being sent off to save the known world in New Guinea. At the time of his appointment in late 1942 to manage the Japanese captives in Gawell, the proposed camp was still being built and was as yet a single wired-off compound. Suttor had merely a handful of Japanese captives to administer. There was plenty of time for him to go on writing his most successful serial, The Mortons of Gundabah, the tale of a sturdy family in a town of Suttor’s invention. 


The air of seemingly unexplained hostility that emanated from Major Suttor towards the Englishman Colonel Ewan Abercare, his superior and the camp commander, derived – the colonel himself guessed – from his attempt, mild in his own eyes, to suspend Major Suttor’s association with commercial radio for the duration of that gentleman’s duties at Gawell prison camp. At their first meeting at what the military called lines of communication headquarters, Abercare had made the suggestion, or more exactly taken it as a given, that Suttor would now relinquish his script-writing, as famous as the programmes he wrote might be.


At once Suttor identified Abercare as an adversary. This was partly Suttor’s temperament and partly the solace the damn radio thing gave him. Vacuous as his serial might be, it was not too much to say it was the light of his days and was even his religion. Determined to defeat Abercare on the issue, Suttor enlisted to his side the management of the radio network he wrote for, who then approached the great journalist Keith Murdoch, placed at the apex of the Department of Information, who said he believed Major Suttor’s serial essential to national morale, subject to review. The judgement gave Suttor glee. Though one side of Suttor’s nature shied from unnecessary conflict, another – as he knew in his moments of self-perception – made up its mind about people very quickly. Not only had Abercare slighted his serial, but he was also the sort of ageing and lustreless military man Suttor hoped to avoid becoming. So he had decided to treat Abercare forever with little more than a polite distance.


In the officers’ mess one night, when Suttor had drunk whisky, he answered with enthusiasm some questions raised by an older lieutenant, who declared himself a great barracker for the Mortons and their mythical town. This man was a pallid supporter, though, typical of garrison personnel: he had been a corporal in the earlier war and would soon be invalided out of the garrison with a failing heart.


Abercare was present at the time of the lieutenant’s praise, eating dinner and obviously listening. Suttor confessed that he knew the Mortons so well now that it took him only about four hours to write a week’s worth of scripts – five fifteen-minute episodes. As for his near-forgotten mystery novel, which was also praised, Suttor reiterated his earlier perceptions about literature: only those with inherited wealth and no need to work could be novelists. Whereas radio was steady – although at times you flinched to hear some of the creaky lines you’d been guilty of. 


Then Suttor said, with a particular edge to his voice, ‘Besides, Colonel Abercare wouldn’t like me writing novels on the job.’


Why drag me in? Abercare wondered at the time. ‘If you want to write a novel, major, I suggest you do so. I mean, if a chap can get by on six hours of sleep, as many chaps can, there’s nothing to stop you spending an hour or two here or there on a new novel. How many hours of a day does a novelist need to write?’


‘How long is a piece of string, sir?’ Suttor asked in belittling politeness, and deniable malice. ‘It varies from person to person. I can generally write a thousand words an hour if I find that much time. But finding the time beforehand to come up with the material, and making it good – that’s the rub.’


There was, Abercare thought, emanating from Suttor the old antipathy between regular soldiers and citizen-warriors. In no country was it so reflex as in this one. In Britain the regular officer was an object of respect. In this rougher bush version of Britain, the bearing and very habits of military gesture, and forms of addressing other men and officers, were options for mockery. The regular had to prove himself to the citizens, and amongst the rest – to the clerks, and the writers of radio serials.


At headquarters in Sydney, the chief-of-staff of the garrison forces and the lines of communication throughout the region had told Abercare that Suttor’s son, David, had been taken prisoner when Singapore fell. (Suttor had never himself told Abercare.) This, headquarters believed, given their assessment of Suttor, made him more suited to the special balance and tact required for the management of a proposed compound dedicated to ‘Japanese Other Ranks’. Suttor, in their view, would have an investment in being moderate towards an enemy who held the destinies of more than twenty-five thousand Australian souls, including his own son’s, in the palm of an unpredictable hand.


There was a further thing Abercare believed Suttor irrationally resented about him. Suttor’s file showed that he had married an actress, and when Abercare had made a remark on that – to him – exotic reality, Suttor had become surly to an extent that Abercare had made enquiries of headquarters. Suttor’s wife, Eva, was in a sanatorium in Jervis Bay, he was told. Abercare would have liked the chance to utter a few words of fraternal commiseration to Suttor – for he was in no position to feel smug about wives – but he knew that would be misinterpreted.


Apart from his hostility, Suttor was an efficient and dispassionate officer, who seemed to Abercare to have less rancour for the dozens, and then the hundreds, of Oriental prisoners eventually arriving at Gawell, than he had for his commanding officer.


 


At another dinner in the mess, Abercare attempted to mend his fences with Suttor.


‘I got a copy of your book from Gawell Shire Library recently,’ he informed Suttor. It was the case, though he had not enjoyed it much.


‘I am amazed they still have it, sir. It’s older than Herodotus.’


‘But an interesting premise, I think. A modern murder involving a grievance that began with two convicts in colonial times. First class altogether!’


It had been a melodrama – both the modern, overblown characters and the historic ones, the tempestuous daughters of the first settlers bringing livestock over the mountain road, past the blazing eyes of Britain’s worst transported felons. But Abercare did not wish to point out literary faults, on which – God knows – he was no expert.


‘Oh, if only the reading public had agreed with you!’ said Suttor, and then began a critique of his own book. ‘A gentleman convict falls in love with the commandant’s daughter and there is a child. On one level, doomed love, and on the other the descendant of the illegitimate child killing the descendant of the convict. Tra-la-la! You’d think people would gobble it up, wouldn’t you? Maybe they would have if the publisher had ever let them know the book was there.’


‘But . . . I was interested . . . Penal times are a natural interest of yours?’


‘I think I might have made a good gentleman convict myself.’


There was almost warmth in the answer.


‘Well, there’s a certain irony, don’t you think?’ Abercare ventured. ‘That you should have this interest and are now earning your own living from guarding prisoners in the twentieth century. May I ask you, as an ignorant Englishman, were there many escapes from the early penal settlements?’


Suttor said, ‘It was generally impossible for people to get away. That was the attraction of Australia to the imperial authorities.’


‘Ah,’ said Abercare. ‘May I say, a fortiori Gawell?’


Suttor would not concede the point. ‘But you can’t depend on the fact that prisoners know a place is unescapable. Some Irish convicts got away into the bush in the belief that China was just beyond the Hawkesbury River. Passions and delusions enter the equation too.’


Abercare said, ‘In any case, the Italians don’t seem to want to get away. Not passionately, anyhow. And they’re supposed to be masters when it comes to passion.’


Suttor was determined not to succumb to Abercare’s rosy view. He said, ‘I concluded from reading the Historical Records of New South Wales that no one can predict what might seem to be rational to a prisoner. To be a prisoner is like having passed through a mirror.’


‘Nonetheless,’ Abercare persisted, not – he hoped – without good humour, ‘perhaps the Italians can be depended on to have motives we can understand. Even the devout Fascists. They seem to put all their energy into persuading their padre to let them sing the Fascist anthems at Mass. They give us the utterly reasonable impression they still want to be leading a tolerable life by the war’s end – even if that’s not for another ten years. And at risk of the virtue of the ladies of Gawell Shire.’
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