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For Phil Cullen





The author has not given his effort here the benefit of knowing whether it is history, autobiography, gazetteer, tragedy, romance, almanac, melodrama, or fantasy. It may be myriad, it may not. The question is put, but where is the answer?

—HOBART TOWN MERCURY, reviewing MOBY-DICK, 1851

No, this is not piano. This is dreaming.

—DUKE ELLINGTON






One




1

In the winter of 2012, against my better judgement and for reasons that were not entirely to do with writing—much as I said they were—and which even now are not clear to me, I visited the site of Ohama Camp, Japan, where my father had once been interned. It was very cold, a bitter day, and an iron sky threw a foreboding cast on the Inland Sea beneath which my father had once worked in a coal mine as a slave labourer.

Nothing remained.

Though I had no wish to be bothered with it, I was taken to a local museum where a very helpful woman found numerous photographs documenting a detailed history of the coal mine from the early twentieth century—its growth, its processes, its Japanese workers.

There was no photograph of slave labourers.

The woman was kind and, as they say, a fount of knowledge about local history. She had never heard of slave labourers working at the Ohama coal mine. It was as if it had never happened, as if no one had ever been beaten or killed or made to stand naked in the snow until they died. I remember the woman’s tolerant smile: a smile of pity for me thinking there had ever been slave labourers at the Ohama coal mine.

2

Sometimes I wonder why we keep returning to beginnings—why we seek the single thread we might pull to unravel the tapestry we call our life in the hope that behind it we will find the truth of why.

But there is no truth. There is only why. And when we look closer we see that behind that why is just another tapestry.

And behind it another, and another, until we arrive at oblivion.

3

At 8.15 am on 6 August 1945, bombardier Major Thomas Ferebee released a lever 31,000 feet over Hiroshima, said ‘Bomb away!’, and forty-three seconds later 60,000 people died while eighty miles to the south my father, a near-naked slave labourer in his fourth year of captivity as a prisoner of war, continued with his gruelling work pushing carriages of rock up long dark tunnels that ran under the Inland Sea.

Broken, ill, body and will near the end, knowing only that when in a few months the winter cold returned he could no longer endure and would die, he was unaware that he was now going to live. As my father made his way along the bleak mine tunnel only very occasionally punctuated with dim electric light bulbs a fellow Tasmanian POW remarked that it looked like his hometown of Penguin on a Friday night.

4

At the mine-head entrance, where my father and his fellow slave labourers once ran the gauntlet of guards who beat them as they passed, there now stood a love hotel. There was no memorial, no sign, no evidence, in other words, that whatever had once happened had ever happened. There was some neon signage. There was a business that catered for quick opportunistic sex in tiny rooms that allowed for sexual release and deliberately little else. What remained, or rather what existed, was only the oblivion of pleasure in another’s arms—the same oblivion that simultaneously prefigures and denies death. As if the need to forget is as strong as the need to remember. Perhaps stronger.

And after oblivion? We return to the stories we call our memories, perplexed, strangers to the ongoing invention that is our life.

5

Next to me that bitter day there stood an elderly Japanese man, Mr Sato. He was tiny and frail, neatly dressed in a sports blazer and dress pants too long in the cuff from where, I assumed, he had shrunk with the passing of years. His hands were covered in thin white cotton gloves, and when he pointed out some long-vanished feature of the camp and mine below, all I saw was a loose thread dangling from the glove’s cuff. I don’t remember his shoes.

Mr Sato’s head came to my chest. He lived and cared for a daughter who, I was told by the translator, was very disabled. Mr Sato had once been a guard at Ohama Camp. He showed me where the barracks had been, the farm up the hill, the mine head downhill, closer to the sea.

In front of us, to my embarrassment and unspoken anger, were a tv crew and several photographers from local newspapers. I had gone through a series of contacts to be at the mine head, and somehow the local council had become involved. Without my knowledge they had asked the media along. The tv crew and newspaper journalists wanted one thing: Mr Sato and I embracing, an image of forgiveness, of understanding, of time healing. That would be, I knew, a lie. It wasn’t for me to forgive.

Does time heal? Time does not always heal. Time scars. Mr Sato’s gloved hand was raised, pointing, the cold world below bisected by an unravelling thread.

6

Earlier that day I had met local, elderly villagers who had been children during the war. I had not wanted to meet them. I felt—how can I put this?—ashamed. My shame was perhaps that my return might be misunderstood as vengeance or anger. But I didn’t know what my return was. They had been children and I had not then existed. I felt, in short, unequal to them and their lives. Maybe I was ashamed, somehow, of being my father’s son presuming that his and their history might also be mine. I worried I might be seen as an unwelcome ghost, a spectre looking over the scene of an unsolved crime in which I was implicated. But the ghost of whom?—the murdered, the murderer or the witness, or all three?

Because it was an arrangement made by others I didn’t know how to cancel it without causing offence. The elderly villagers were friendly, warm people. When telling their tales of the wartime privations they had endured as the children of the rural poor, they recalled the dissonance between what the adult world said and what as children they saw, and a childish irreverence took hold of those old voices and weathered faces. They remembered when the POWs had disembarked in late 1944, how the devils they had been taught to fear for so long were no more than pitiful, near-naked skeletons. As well as the cruelty of the Japanese guards, my father had spoken of the kindness of the Japanese miners, some of whom may have been these elderly villagers’ fathers, who would share their meagre food with the starving POWs.
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When I left school I worked as a chainman, the name given to a surveyor’s labourer, a job centuries old set to vanish only a few years later with the advent of digital technology. It was the chainman’s job to drag the twenty-two-yard chain with its hundred links with which the world was measured. By my time, the measuring chain was a thin steel band fifty metres long, but little else had changed from a century before. The chainman still carried a slash hook and axe to clear the survey lines of scrub and trees, and a whetstone and file to keep both sharp. I learnt to look out for evidence of old surveys from many decades before—collapsing stone cairns, rotting pegs, or the vulva form of bark on old eucalyptus trees. With the axe I would carefully scarf away the bark until what was revealed was a deep prism-shaped cavity skilfully hewed into the tree trunk long ago, sometimes over a century before. The apex of the inverted prism was the survey point.

I would stare at the marvel of that unaltered wound, the exact same as the day it was hewed by another axe. Time hadn’t healed the tree, only scarred it, hiding something that was still happening. For beneath the scar the wound remained, a portal to the past bleeding fresh sap in the present, into which, if I stared for too long, I would feel myself falling.

Standing there that day in front of a Japanese tv crew with its young woman reporter, the handful of local photographers and bored journalists determined to get the only story that made sense and get out, was a similar moment of accelerating velocity. I had no desire to embrace Mr Sato. Perhaps he felt the same. But not wishing to embarrass him or anyone else I put my arm around him and he around me. Everyone seemed happy with this.

When the photos and filming were done I let my arm drop. Mr Sato remained curling into me. When I went to move away, his head seemed to slump into my chest. And so there we stood.

Perhaps he too was falling through some infinite void, or perhaps it was just the cold. I had no idea. I can’t say I liked him holding me that way, this man who may once have beaten my father, but nor did I know how to be rid of him, to withdraw the warm comfort of my body.

I thought of Mr Sato suffering with his disabled child and how at the end of his life he was being rightly punished. Then I felt ashamed thinking such a thing, aware that beneath this thought lay another I didn’t wish to acknowledge. I looked away to the trees, bare, sad scrags; the earth unloved and cold around them, the rank grasses and weeds wretched looking and lost. All of nature there seemed exhausted and disordered and me somehow a part of it. Below, the sea could be heard rolling in and out along its stony coast, as it always had and always would, concertinaing through the crimes and sins and loves and passions of those who passed through this sad country. My whole trip felt as incomprehensible as that sound of rocks rolling into oblivion.

Would I have done the same as Mr Sato? And when I tried to push that question away another arose. If Mr Sato, who seemed a decent man, was capable of being a guard, doing evil or just standing by when evil was done, would I be any different? Would I too join in beating the prisoners, even though I didn’t wish to, would I too order a naked man to freeze to death kneeling in the falling snow, because it was what was expected, because it was too hard to say no? Or would I look away and choose not to help him? Then I lost the thread of my thoughts. The day was going. I thought of the prisoner made to kneel in the snow overnight without clothes, a story that had always left my father indescribably sad in its pointlessness. Would I do the same? I suddenly hated Mr Sato’s embrace and I hated Mr Sato with all my being as he continued to lean on me. A cold wind blew and petered away. Afterwards it only felt that much colder, the sea continued rolling in and out, we no longer noticed each other, it occurred to me that neither of us had any idea what the other was thinking or feeling, how standing there we could have been mistaken as brothers or lovers.

We stood for a very long time as the journalists and tv crew departed, as dark clouds hastily gathered above us, seeming to shudder in unknown judgement and quickly disperse in their disappointment, as the Inland Sea reflected back to me only its own mystery. What had happened? To this day I have no idea. There is no why.

8

Is it because we see our world only darkly that we surround ourselves with lies we call time, history, reality, memory, detail, facts? What if time were plural and so were we? What if we discovered we begin tomorrow and we died yesterday, that we were born out of the deaths of others and life is breathed into us from stories we invent out of songs, collages of jokes and riddles and other fragments?

My father used to laugh about one of his fellow POWs who spoke of having seen the atomic bomb blast light up the night sky over their camp as if it were day.

The atomic bomb over Hiroshima exploded at 8.16 in the morning. The past is always most clearly seen by those who never saw it.

9

By the time Thomas Ferebee released the lever over Hiroshima, my father had somehow survived more than three years of Japanese internment. He had somehow survived Changi and the Death Railway. He had somehow survived the so-called Hell Ships that took the survivors of the Death Railway to Japan in the autumn of 1944, crammed into unseaworthy hulks without superstructures. Crowded within their rusting hulls, near-naked men endured typhoons, torpedoing by US submarines and strafing by US planes. By the time they landed on the island of Honshu the dream of a Japanese empire had turned into the imminent prospect of an invasion of Japan itself and what the Japanese military regime now called for in response: the mass suicide of 100 million Japanese, a nation reinvented as a death cult.

When the invasion happened, the Japanese civilian population was to defend the motherland with their lives. On Okinawa, the only Japanese island to be invaded, an estimated 150,000 civilians died. Mass suicides of civilians were common, some voluntary, many coerced at gunpoint by Japanese soldiers. In some instances, children killed their own parents when they showed insufficient enthusiasm at the prospect of death, and in other instances parents killed their own children.1 When the lives of ordinary Japanese meant so little to their leaders it is no surprise that the lives of their enemy were meaningless: the Japanese were ready to massacre the 32,000 POW slave labourers in Japan when the invasion began.

The Americans planned to begin the final assault on Japan with the invasion of the island of Kyushu on 1 November 1945, to be followed by the invasion of Honshu in March 1946. Most likely my father would have been already dead by then, but if he had still been alive he would have been murdered. If, somehow, he had escaped that fate—though how that might have been possible it is hard to say—he did not believe he would have survived another bitter winter.

The Americans never invaded. Instead, they dropped the atom bomb. Sixty thousand people died in an instant, many more died slowly, agonisingly, over the succeeding hours and days, and they kept dying in the months and years that followed. Three days later the Americans dropped a second atomic bomb. Forty thousand people died in an instant, many more died slowly, agonisingly, over the succeeding hours and days, and they kept dying in the months and years that followed.
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Fifteen years and eleven months later the fifth of my father’s six children was born on a hard winter’s morning. He was to be called Daniel, but the Irish Catholic nuns at Longford’s Carmelite convent told my mother that Daniel was too Catholic and too Irish and too common a name. A shame job, as they say. But we were too Catholic and too Irish and too common for a shame job not to matter. And so I was named Richard. My father hated his name by which he later found himself loved and so too have I hated mine, but we, my name and I, have grown and entwined around each other until like old roots it’s hard to say where one ends and the other begins. Every old sock, as my father would sometimes say about odd couples, finds an old boot.

11

That night it began to rain heavily, the sort of rain that seems weighted with coins when you are compelled to move through it, making any room you enter feel light. I was taken to a hostess bar in Sanyo-Onoda City by Kenji Y—, the Sanyo-Onoda Council’s International Affairs and Equal Opportunities officer. Kenji Y— wore slightly ill-fitting office clothes that bespoke a man who went about the duties of his office with the good spirits and bemusement of one whose heart was elsewhere but happily so. He seemed content in the name of making a living to fill in the hours allotted as work, tending to whatever absurdity, such as myself, he encountered along the way. Kenji Y— loved his wife and child, and he liked mountain biking. Things that were not straightforward perplexed him, but he sensed truth even when he didn’t fully apprehend it. There was about him a kindness.

Kenji Y— told me how his grandfather had fought in the war in the charnel-house that was New Guinea. On his return he had great difficulty relating to his family. He had built a hut in the mountains where he lived alone for increasingly extended periods. He drank.

‘Did they know why he was that way?’ I asked.

‘No,’ Kenji Y— said, ‘he never talked about it.’

‘Did he speak of the war?’ I asked.

‘No,’ Kenji Y— said, ‘he never spoke of the war.’

‘They say New Guinea was hell,’ I said.

‘He never talked about it,’ Kenji Y— said.

The hostess bar was a warm room with a few office types—all salarymen—being served drinks by the hostesses, young, heavily made-up women with anime eyes, whose job it was to strike postures of amusement and interest in individual men who didn’t seem all that interesting or amusing as they became excessively drunk on the local sweet potato vodka. The rain continued falling, but in a muted, distant way as when you are falling asleep and drifting into another world.

12

One hostess, a small woman, spoke English and so it fell to her to sit with me. She asked me what I was doing in Sanyo-Onoda City. She was nice or she was very good in a professional way at appearing to be nice. In any case, it seemed important to be nice in return though it was clear not many tourists came to Sanyo-Onoda City and it was hard to know what being nice meant in this context. I replied I was a writer doing research for a book. That was, as I think I have said already, both true and untrue. Increasingly I didn’t understand why I was there at all because none of it would ever appear in the book I was writing. That I was a writer interested her, or seemed to interest her, as she said she liked books. What was my book about? she asked.

I wasn’t sure what my book was about. I may have said something about love, which had the virtue of not being untrue and being so broad as to be meaningless. She raised a hand to her mouth and politely laughed behind it. I sensed that for her Sanyo-Onoda City and love were not ideas that naturally ran in tandem. She smiled again and repeated her original question: so why was I in Sanyo-Onoda City?

To our side a few steps away, Kenji Y—, now very drunk, was bellowing out a karaoke love ballad into a microphone. No one was listening. Perhaps that was the point of the hostess bar, I thought. You sang your heart out and no one noticed, you talked from the bottom of your heart and no one listened.

I looked back at her. I said that I was visiting the place where my father once worked as a slave labourer.

She looked up at me with her dreamy anime eyes and blinked. Still smiling, she said, ‘What is slave labourer?’
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She kept smiling, fixed as if in a rictus. For that matter, the whole world felt fixed in a rictus, and me with it. As if we both were now in a kabuki performance I smiled back and kept smiling and she kept smiling and I kept smiling and it was hard to believe, or think, as I felt all the sadness in the world fill me at that moment: for Mr Sato leaning into me, for my father, for the smiling Japanese hostess with anime eyes, for everyone in that overly warm bar and in the world that brutally cold, wet night.

I thought of Kenji Y—’s grandfather alone in his rude hut in the mountains unable to find words, as I was now unable to find words that might express any of it. Kenji’s grandfather had been walking with ghosts. Perhaps, like me, he was already becoming one himself before he died, inhabiting a world that had no knowledge nor desire to know what had happened. Somewhere there was a real world where all that passed continued to exist. But it was not here, and strangely that seemed at once a relief and a horror. Nothing I said could be heard nor anything I saw seen, and together, Kenji Y—’s grandfather and me, we kept staring into time, knowing only what had happened was always happening and would never stop happening.

I looked into that young woman’s eyes.

‘Nothing important,’ I said.

There was a tap on my shoulder. It was Kenji Y—. Did I want to sing something?

14

It could be argued that science was inexorably heading towards the discovery of nuclear fission and therefore the invention of the atomic bomb and thus Hiroshima. But nothing is ever inevitable, least of all the atomic bomb in the mid-twentieth century, a project which, as one of its key theorists, Niels Bohr, the Danish physicist, noted, would only happen if someone could turn a country into a single workshop devoted to that task.

At a high-level Nazi conference on 4 June 1942 Niels Bohr’s former student, the brilliant German physicist Werner Heisenberg, spoke of a bomb no bigger than a pineapple capable of destroying a city. But after, when Albert Speer questioned Heisenberg, he found the physicist’s answers ‘by no means encouraging … The technical prerequisites for production would take years to develop, two years at the earliest, even provided the program was given maximum support.’

Speer reported back to Hitler.

‘Hitler had sometime spoken about the possibility of an atom bomb, but the idea quite obviously strained his intellectual capacity. He was also unable to grasp the revolutionary nature of nuclear physics. In the twenty-two-hundred recorded points of my conferences with Hitler,’ Speer continued in his exhaustive, exhausting manner, ‘nuclear fission comes up only once, and then is mentioned with extreme brevity. Hitler did sometimes comment on its prospects, but what I told him of conferences with the physicists confirmed his view that there was not much profit in the matter.’

When Hitler heard that Heisenberg had not given any final answer to Speer’s question as to whether nuclear fission could be kept under control he was ‘not delighted with the possibility that the earth under his rule might be transformed into a glowing star’.

By the time Heisenberg was describing the possibility of pineapple-size atomic bombs, the war was turning against the Nazis in Russia, and any project needed to be able to promise certainty of benefit. Because Hitler remained convinced he would defeat both the Soviet Union and Britain by 1943, there was a standing rule that only weaponry that could be battle-ready within an eighteen-month window be supported. Presented with the possibility of an atom bomb, Germany turned away from it, believing it would take too long to develop, particularly when the result—an atom bomb that actually worked—was by no means guaranteed.

After the Nazis abandoned research on the bomb, they devoted limited resources to developing a ‘uranium motor’, which would become known in the US as a nuclear reactor. They failed in this also. At war’s end the leading German nuclear scientists were nevertheless captured and put in an English manor house near Cambridge to discover what they did and didn’t know. Treated as guests and shown every courtesy, they were unaware that all the bedrooms and living rooms had been bugged. Shortly before dinner on 6 August 1945 they were told that an atom bomb had been built and exploded by the Allies over Hiroshima.

15

At first the German scientists were disbelieving that the backward, vulgar Americans could accomplish what German civilisation could not. As more confirmations were made, though, their disdain transformed into anger then, finally, a virtuous horror—not without its own self-serving hypocrisy—that such a weapon would be created, the use of which as civilised men they found disgusting and abhorrent.

Their conversations continued: a confusion of professional affront soothed by moral grandstanding, attempts to tease out whether they were building the bomb for the sake of the motherland or for the sake of Nazism, or, for that matter, whether they had ever been serious about building a bomb at all.

The German scientists’ doubts about the project, their own abilities, and their very intentions grew as their misgivings and sheer bewilderment multiplied. Could they have built the bomb? Would they have built the bomb? Had they ever even intended to build the bomb? Was their failure failure or was their failure a unique form of passive resistance? Was their failure their failure or was it their unspoken triumph—or was it, after all, the fault of their leaders?


Paul Harteck (physical chemist): We might have succeeded if the highest authorities had said, ‘We are prepared to sacrifice everything.’

Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker (physicist): In our case even the scientists said it couldn’t be done.

Erich Bagge (physicist): That’s not true. You were there yourself at that conference in Berlin. I think it was on 8 September that everyone was asked—Geiger, Bothe, and you, Harteck, were there too, and everyone said that it must be done at once. Someone said, ‘Of course it is an open question whether one ought to do a thing like that.’ Thereupon Bothe got up and said, ‘Gentlemen, it must be done.’ Then Geiger got up and said, ‘If there is the slightest chance that it is possible—it must be done.’ That was on 8 September ’39 …2
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Perhaps the only country capable of inventing and producing a workable bomb in the mid-twentieth century was the only country that could manage such a massive diversion of its economy—the United States of America. Over the course of the war, under the auspices of the highly secret Manhattan Project, it turned much of its resources—the equivalent of what was flowing into the car industry at the time in terms of investment, the labour of more than half a million workers and the genius of thousands of scientists—into a single workshop with a single goal: the creation of the atom bomb.

‘Bomb away!’ said Thomas Ferebee at 8.15 am on 6 August 1945, releasing a lever 31,000 feet over Hiroshima. The B-29’s bomb bay doors fell open and an atom bomb codenamed Little Boy dropped out of its belly, triggering an intricate sequence of successive tripwires, electrical plugs, timers, barometric fuses and altimeters. Forty-three seconds later, at 1900 feet above ground level, a final circuit closed and four silk powder bags each containing two pounds of cordite were detonated by a tiny explosion that in turn initiated the largest man-made explosion in human history. And then the four silk powder bags were no more than vapour and energy along with the 60,000 Japanese souls ascending with them to heaven.

That’s life.

17

I say 60,000 souls because that was the initial figure put on the initial dead. But no one knows how many people died in that instant or subsequently. Everyone who has sought to quantify how many people died at Hiroshima has qualified their estimate by admitting it is impossible to know how many people died at Hiroshima. As well as 60,000 dead another official estimate says 80,000 dead and another official estimate says 140,000 dead and all three estimates are authoritative and all are heavily qualified and in truth no one actually knows. Nor does anyone agree on why the war ended. No one agrees on why the war started either. No one agrees, no one knows, and all that can be said with absolute certainty is that soaring as pure energy and vaporised fragments towards the heavens that morning amidst animals, buildings, road signs, carts, cars, trams, so many numberless human beings and so much assorted detritus of daily living were four silk powder bags.

What remains of Hiroshima that day are only questions.

Do possibly more corpses tomorrow justify possibly fewer corpses today? We pretend to have the answers to this sort of thing. We pretend we know. We pretend there is a moral calculus in war. We pretend so many things. In war, though, not even simple arithmetic is possible. In recent times we have become prisoners of the idea that life is infinitely measurable, that all human wanting and torment and laughter, all hate and all love, can be reduced to that contemporary word metrics. That there is, in other words, an answer for all things that can be found in numbers.

But the elusiveness of those innumerable unknown souls on that blue morning defies measurement and mocks metrics. They exist outside of numbers. Chekhov believed that the role of literature was not to provide answers but only to ask the necessary questions. One of Chekhov’s earliest stories was a parody of mental arithmetic questions asked of schoolchildren, of which Chekhov’s question 7 is typical:


Wednesday, June 17, 1881, a train had to leave station A at 3 a.m. in order to reach station B at 11 p.m.; just as the train was about to depart, however, an order came that the train had to reach station B by 7 p.m. Who loves longer, a man or a woman?3



Who?

You, me, a Hiroshima resident or a slave labourer? And why do we do what
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