SECRETS OF THE DEAD
“Bridge on the River Kwai”

– Documentary Takes Scientific Look at the Rise and Demise of One of World War II’s Greatest Engineering Feats –
By 1942, , at the height of World War II, the Japanese army desperately needed a new supply route to support its frontline troops in Burma. The army began construction of a railway linking Thailand and Burma, a railway that would include the infamous “bridge on the River Kwai.” Building the railway at first seemed impossible, given the treacherous terrain it would have to cover — mountains, overgrown jungle, undulating gradients requiring miles of embankments and viaducts — but the Japanese had recently captured more than 200,000 Allied prisoners of war and were determined to put the men to work. The POWs, along with thousands of Asian laborers, were ordered to complete the railway under back-breaking conditions. They were provided the most primitive of tools. They battled exhaustion and malnourishment; many contracted cholera, beri beri, malaria, typhoid and bone-deep leg ulcers. After 14 grueling months — and at a cost of 100,000 lives — the 260-mile “Death Railway” stood finished; but a mere 21 months passed before a barrage of revolutionary American weapons crippled the line. 

The bridge and remnants of railway (abandoned in 1945) do stand today, but the Thai and Burmese jungles have consumed much of their remains. Construction records and documents revealing the railway’s route are scarce; many have long since been lost or destroyed. So just how did a team of men in such poor condition and confronted with so many obstacles manage to build such a remarkable railway? How did their Allied brethren achieve its demolition? SECRETS OF THE DEAD “Bridge on the River Kwai,” encoring on PBS Wednesday, November 29, 2006, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET, with a repeat on Friday, December 1, 2006, 9:00-10:00 p.m. ET (check local listings), answers these and other questions. 

Using first-hand survivor testimony, reconstructions, modern scientific techniques, archival film footage and hundreds of never-before-seen photographs of the railway as it was being constructed, SECRETS OF THE DEAD “Bridge on the River Kwai” pieces together the real story behind the birth and death of the famed bridge and railway. The film chronicles the gruesome mistreatment the POWs endured throughout its construction, the Allies’ top-secret development of new “guidable” bombs designed to dismantle such critical targets and the Allied raids that reduced dozens of bridges on the railway to rubble. Actor Liev Schreiber (The Omen, The Sum of All Fears) narrates. 

While the Allied POWs were braving unbearable tropical working conditions 20 hours a day and enduring brutal beatings at the hands of the Japanese army, the United States military was immersed in the development of a new weapon — a “smart bomb” whose flight could be controlled upon its release from a bomber. Early Allied attempts at bombing the railway’s narrow tracks, which were often obscured by foliage, had failed miserably, even hitting the nearby Allied POW camps. Then came the Azimuth Only bomb (the AZON) — so named because it fell through a horizontal plane and could be steered only left or right, not forwards or backwards. The AZON was a modified, standard 1,000-pound general purpose bomb whose extended tail carried a flare, a receiver by which it could be guided by radio waves, a stabilizer to prevent rolling and rudders for steering. Allied engineers were hopeful the AZON was the long-awaited answer to their prayers. 

In late 1944, a group of rescued POWs provided the first accurate information about strategic targets along the railway, increasing the AZON’s odds. As it turned out, the bombs were spectacularly successful in hitting the meter-wide railway tracks, despite their release at heights of 10,000 feet or greater. Official documents released after the destruction of several smaller bridges along the River Kwai described the bombs as having “phenomenal effectiveness,” noting that “Air Force officers in other theatres then issued frantic requests for AZONs.” The weapons became the precursor to the high-accuracy guidable bombs deployed by the modern military in places like Afghanistan and Iraq.

“‘Bridge on the River Kwai’ pieces together the unknown story of the United States’ first smart bomb, the AZON,”  said executive producer Jared Lipworth. "It's an idel story for a series like SECRETS OF THE DEAD, which looks at mysteries of the past using the technologies of the present. Additionally, we’ve uncovered archive footage — all new to television — showing the dramatic effect it had on the River Kwai railway.”
Featured in the program is Frank Nelson, one of the AZON squadron’s bombardiers. Speaking about his experience for the first time in “Bridge on the River Kwai,” Nelson takes viewers back to February 13, 1945, with vivid details of the fateful mission. Nelson’s crew made a decision to break with common practice and drop four 1,000-pound conventional heavy bombs on “Bridge 277” — the bridge on the River Kwai. From an altitude of just 300 feet, Nelson blew out two of the bridge’s central spans. Though the Japanese tried to mend the bridge with wooden supports, it never functioned the same way again. Nelson and his crew’s handiwork had crippled the Japanese transport system. 

“The development of the AZON and the destruction of the railway is one of the least-known stories of World War II,” Nelson said. “Yet it’s also one of the conflict’s most significant victories, one with long-lasting ramifications. There’s such a clear-cut link between the success of the AZONs in 1945 and our ability to face contemporary enemies. That’s why I felt it was so important to share my perspective now.” 
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■ Visit the SECRETS OF THE DEAD Web site at pbs.org for more information on the bridge, the railway and the AZON bomb. 


