The Bridge on the River Kwai
By Rod Fraser

I recently read Pierre Boulle’s novel, ‘The Bridge on
the River Kwai’, a good story of some 157 pages, set
in the jungle of Burma during the war years of 194243 ─ at a time when British soldiers (among others)
were interned by the Japanese and forced to build a
railway across Burma to contribute to their war
effort.
This novel was written in 1952, and the film,
based on the same novel, was completed in 1957. It

-2was quite a success, winning seven academy
awards, including best picture. The director was
David Lean. I recall seeing the film as a twelve-yearold child, thinking it one of the best war films of my
─ admittingly ─ short life experience.
It was quite a treat to revisit this story by reading
the novel. There were some changes from the film,
but none of major consequence. One difference was
the film version included William Holden, as an
American POW, while the novel consisted solely of
British POWs.

Siamese

civilians and Japanese

soldiers played a minor role in both the film and the
novel.
One last fact or two, then I shall move on to
telling you the substance of the story. The novel is
largely fictional. While there was a Burma-Siam
railway built by Allied POWs (as well as civilian
labourers) during the war, there was no known
collaboration of senior British officers (or soldiers)
with the Japanese during the construction of the
bridge or the railway. The film and novel created this
myth to make their story more interesting.
It was actually quite the contrary, as this quote
of a former POW, named Ernest Gordon, made clear
in his 1962 book, entitled ‘Through the Valley of the
Kwai’.
“… the impression [created in the novel, The

-3Bridge on the River Kwai] was that British
officers not only took part in building the bridge
willingly, but finished it in record time to
demonstrate to the enemy their superior
efficiency.”
“This was an entertaining story. But …

we

never … [worked willingly nor helped the
Japanese in any way]. Rather, we worked at
bayonet point and under bamboo lash, taking
many risks to [delay and] sabotage the
operation whenever the opportunity arose.”
Many accused the author of The Bridge on the
River Kwai, Pierre Boulle, of holding anti-British
views. Others claim he based this book on his own
POW experience in Burma, where he saw clear
evidence of collaboration of French officers with the
Japanese.

* * * *
Enough with the background. Here are the details of
the story. The film opens with a rag-tag battalion of
British POWs marching through the jungle (in good
order) to a Japanese POW camp where they will
provide the labour to build a railway and bridge, to
assist the Japanese war effort.
The British soldiers’ clothing is falling off their
backs in disrepair and their shoes are one step short
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their officers seem to be in charge. The music
accompanying the march is quite moving. Why not
listen to The Colonel Bogey march for a few
moments, showing these British soldiers marching
smartly, if shabbily? The full force of the music starts
at 2:40 seconds in.
It seems that in 1942, the Japanese attacked
Singapore from the north, surprising the British
command, who held the view such an attack was
highly unlikely. The Japanese prevailed in their
assault

and

the

British

surrendered

in

large

numbers. Soon the new POWs were marched inland
to do slave labour, building a railway for the
Japanese through the jungle. Many of these POWs
died of overwork and starvation.
One such group, headed by a Colonel Nicholson,
were marched to the river Kwai, where he and his
men were expected to build a bridge to support the
Japanese war effort.
Upon arriving in the POW camp, Nicholson and
his officers were ordered to work, along with the
enlisted

men.

Nicholson

refused,

telling

the

Japanese commandant, Colonel Saito, that neither
he nor his officers, would do manual labour. They
were, however, willing to take up their normal role
of directing their men in the efforts to build the
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This was not acceptable to the Japanese, so Saito
ordered Nicholson to be placed in a tiny hut, built of
tin, with neither bed nor chair. Nicholson was forced
to sleep on a mud floor, with his only food a bowl of
rice, heavily laced with salt. The hot sun beating
down on the tin roof, made it insufferable.
The problem for the Japanese was they had a
strict deadline of six months to build this bridge, and
the confinement of Nicolson to this prison, was not
resulting in the bridge being built. Quite the
contrary. The British POWs were not working well,
nor effectively, without the supervision of their
officers. Something had to give.
Finally, the Japanese agreed to free Nicholson,
and agreed to the terms of work proposed by the
British. In short order, a solid plan for building the
bridge

was

proposed

by

Nicholson’s

officers,

approved by the Japanese, and work proceeded
apace. It appears the six-month deadline would be
met without difficulty, and the bridge would be built
professionally, up to Anglo-Saxon standards of
construction.
At the same time as this work on the bridge was
continuing, it seems a group of saboteurs, under the
command of the British Army in India, had plans to
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the river Kwai.
A good portion of the book tells their story of
planning for the destruction of the bridge, detailing
the personalities of the three saboteurs, and their
work with Siam tribespeople to make this all happen.
The scene is now set. On the one hand, you have
Nicholson, a British officer, who happens to be
exceptionally proud of the bridge he and his men
have built. He sees it as an example of Anglo-Saxon
superiority and merit.
On the other hand, there are the three British
saboteurs, who wish to destroy the bridge, as its use
would contribute to the Japanese war effort. There
is a creative tension in the story as to who will
prevail, the saboteurs or Nicholson.
From the point of view of the reader, it seems
that Nicholson is delusional. In championing the
building of the bridge and railway, and building it so
effectively, he has lost sight of reality. He and his
country are at war with Japan. He should not be
contributing to their war effort.
But Nicholson also has a point. The British effort
to build a superior bridge has shown Anglo-Saxons
can build things better and quicker than the
Japanese. In Nicholson’s view, this is a civilizational
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good morale of the prisoners.
In the final scene of the book, Nicholson loses all
sense of reality. At the last minute, before the bridge
is to be blown up, he tries to alert the Japanese to
the presence of the saboteurs. He is killed quickly
and silently. The mission is completed and the
bridge destroyed. It’s quite a film, and the book is
just as good. You should give them a try.
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