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Once more, for Leo



The hardest thing to escape from is the wish to escape.

Adam Phillips, Houdini’s Box: The Art of Escape
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1

It really is a great, revered moment in the history of action cinema, 
all the more thrilling because so wondrous and unexpected. The 
lm 
is The Great Escape, directed by John Sturges in 1962 and released in 
1963. Steve McQueen is Virgil Hilts, a World War II POW who’s now 
managed, after so many scenes of dashed escape e�orts and nail-
biting suspense, to get out of a German prison camp with seventy-

ve others—and with loads of Nazis in hot pursuit. He’s zooming his 
way, on a stolen motorcycle, toward hoped-for freedom. As McQueen 
careens around looking for a path out, a long, double row of barbed 
wire fence appears along the horizon in front of him. He pulls back 
from this obstacle and re�ects for a moment. (I should note that I’ll 
often be switching indiscriminately between the actor’s name and 
his character’s, since this is so much about the star turn—about an 
actor who takes over the role and makes it an extension of his own 
on- and o�-screen charisma and cool.)

McQueen resolutely guns his bike’s engine to zoom forward and  
a moment of movie magic happens, immediately and enduringly 

Introduction
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famous: the rider and his bike take �ight for an instant and, up over 
the 
rst line of barbed wire, man and machine soar through the air. 
The 
rst time you see this scene, you’re easily astounded. If you’re 
watching it in a movie theater on a big screen, it’s quite possible that 
your fellow viewers will join in with gasps of amazement and maybe 
even cheers or applause. This is how classic movie memories are 
made. (Although some fans persist in believing that McQueen him-
self performed the jump, it seems pretty clear that stunt driver Bud 
Ekins did it, as the studio wouldn’t permit their big star to endanger 
himself. It has been claimed, though, that when the cameras weren’t 
rolling, McQueen himself enacted the leap just to show he could.)

Within the history of rousing action cinema, The Great Escape 
continues to stand out to this day. In Sleepless in Seattle, two guys 
counter with The Dirty Dozen (1967) when the wife of one of them 
goes on about the tearful impact of the romance 
lm An A�air to 
Remember. But they could as easily have cited John Sturges’s prison-
escape saga from a few years earlier. In my own experience, all you 
have to do is mention The Great Escape among guys (and not only 
guys, it must be said) who love action movies, and they’ll gleefully, 
even boisterously, start citing memorable scenes. For its fans, and 
they are legion, the 
lm can appear perfect and almost beyond criti-
cism. It seems to sum up a certain kind of rip-roaring Hollywood 

Dreams of �ight
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adventure, with a contagious score that—in a kind of macho inter-
mediality—is often played as the overture to football matches by UK 
teams (evidently, this started with the 1998 World Cup and a rousing 
version of the tune that led to a hit single).1 It displays great produc-
tion values—for example, terri
c set design, from the camp barracks 
to the tunnel. It generates tremendous suspense—at multiple 
moments—even as it also embraces a rollicking comic mode that 
lulls you into thinking that these escapees really may have gotten 
away. It o�ers great ensemble acting ( just watch, for instance, the 
back-and-forth between Hilts, escape mastermind Bartlett, and his 
assistant MacDonald as the latter two try to enlist the individualist 
American in their collective escape project), and this to such a con-

dent degree that several of the actors are also permitted their own 
star turns, separate from the ensemble, in which they do some of 
their best work.

Indeed, many fans of the 
lm (and I’m in agreement) 
nd the 
stars of The Great Escape to be at the top of their game here. Thus, 
even some a
cionados of the 
lm who fault James Coburn’s imitation 
of an Australian (as he goes in and out of the accent) nonetheless 
nd 
themselves won over by his un�appability as Sedgwick (aka “The 
Manufacturer”) and by the humor in several of his scenes. Sometimes 
the joke is at Sedgwick’s expense, deriving from his cockiness—as 
seen, for instance, when he discovers that the one Russian phrase 
that Danny can teach him is “I love you” (“What bloody good is that?” 
“I don’t know: I wasn’t going to use it myself ”) or when he realizes 
that something is up at a French café, seeing the bartender and 
waiter (father and son?) duck behind the counter, and decides it’s 
probably more than advisable to join them.

For those who revere it, the virtues of The Great Escape are many. 
It is 
lled, from beginning to end, with the derring-do of resourceful 
men who can tinker their way to freedom via inventive gizmos 
galore. Even as it appeals to the senses through action sequences of 
strong men—often beautifully bodied, cool, lithe men—The Great 
Escape also o�ers a geeky hardware fascination. In this respect, as 
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I’ll discuss later, it is a sort of variant on the genre of the caper 
lm, 
with each prisoner having his specialization within the team that’s 
plotting the breakout; each prisoner, indeed, has a moniker that 
de
nes him as one with that specialization—the Scrounger, the 
Forger, Danny the Tunnel King, and so on—another aspect of the 

lm that the fans love to cite.

And, of course, The Great Escape has that iconic scene in which 
man and machine �y together, over a high barbed wire fence. It is 
one small, but revealing, mark of its status in our movie memory 
bank that several reeditions of the book The Great Escape—Paul 
Brickhill’s original, 
rsthand, non
ction account of the actual 
escape, which featured no motorcycles soaring through the air and 
included in fact no Americans—sport McQueen on the cover, as if he 
retroactively de
nes the 1950 volume that initiated the telling of the 
tale, and even de
nes that real-life story itself, 
ltered now through 
its cinematic adaptation.2

Also iconic in this respect, and also showing McQueen’s star-turn 
hold on our memories of The Great Escape, are the scenes of Hilts 
tenaciously bouncing his baseball o� the walls of the “cooler” (prison 
camp incarceration cell) that he is constantly being sent o� to as his 
inevitable fate. The 
rst time around, early in the 
lm, we see him 
slouch to the ground and start to throw the ball, and the scene cuts to 
the corridor outside, where we hear only the sound and witness the 
guard’s quiet registering of the gesture. Three times more, including 
at the 
lm’s very end, McQueen will be returned to the cooler, and 
over and again that baseball resounds. In the very last shot, the guard 
has again started to walk away down the corridor but stops in his 
tracks and turns ever so slightly as the ricocheting sound starts up 
again. It is hard to know exactly what his thoughts are. Does he regret 
the circumstances that have brought Hilts back to his guardianship? 
Is he struck by some sign of accepting yet rebellious attitude in the 
gesture? The scene, as it concludes the 
lm, signals both the hero’s 
resignation—once again, Hilts has been returned to the cooler, and 
the cycles of escape and probable recapture have to start up all over 
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again—and resilience: this Yank, engaged in a very American activity, 
reminds his enemy that he is still there, undefeated and unbroken.

Like the motorcycle chase, and especially the magical �ight 
through the air, the baseball-throwing scenes remain tenaciously in 
our movie memories. Later 
lm and television works that have paid 
homage to them, relying on in-the-know spectators to make the con-
nection, include Johnnie To’s Hong Kong action 
lm The Longest 
Nite (1998) and animated comedies such as Chicken Run. Some of 
these references are quite astute indeed. For example, in the The 
Longest Nite a hit man, when jailed by corrupt police, bounces a little 
red ball in his cell as a symbol of de
ant resilience. In the amoral 
world of The Longest Nite, this allusion gives the hit man a standout 
edge of un�appable cool that doesn’t exonerate him morally but does 
separate him a bit from the sleaze around him.3

It is revealing, in regard to the lasting impression made by these 
scenes, that when 
lm and media scholar David Jenemann, indulging 
his nonprofessional interest in baseball, wrote a cultural studies mon-
ograph on the history of the baseball glove, he still had to go back to 
cinema, impelled speci
cally to return to The Great Escape, noting 
that McQueen with the baseball is “so iconic that it is evoked in vari-
ous popular culture mashups. . . . In each of these references, the 
baseball glove is used as a means of conveniently identifying and  

An all-American pastime
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commenting on a certain brand of distinctly American problem- 
solving in the face of adversity and commenting on that legacy.”�4 In a 
follow-up email, David helpfully reminded me that a scene in Thor: 
Ragnarok (2017)—where Thor tries to recruit fellow prisoner the 
Hulk, along with female warrior 142, to �ee imprisonment in the 
Grandmaster’s palace and save the endangered planet Asgard— 
contains a reference to The Great Escape. As Thor tries to argue his 
case for a team mission, Hulk is seen in the background bouncing a 
big ball o� one of the palace walls that enclose them (not needing  
a mitt, since his hands are so large) and answering Thor’s entreaties 
with a declaration, in the spirit of Hilts, of independence from all  
collaboration (“No team! Only Hulk!” the big guy growls). Thor 
announces he’ll go it alone if he has to, and signals to Hulk to toss him 
the ball. With pumping heroic music building on the soundtrack, 
Thor portentously proclaims that “I choose to run toward my prob-
lems and not from them” and hurls the ball against a large window as 
if to shatter it and enable his escape. But the projectile rebounds and 
knocks him to the ground. The scene combines themes of loner indi-
vidualism and resilient heroism with a comic undercutting that is 
typical of 
lms from the MCU (Marvel Cinematic Universe).

As I’ve already suggested, the baseball sequences in The Great 
Escape have their more dispiriting side, along with the resilience and 
rebellion. As much as they signal steadfastness, they also mark repeti-
tions in a cycle of endless setback, since Hilts is returned each time to 
square one (literally to the tightly enclosed and sparse square of his 
room in solitary) and appears to become more resigned to his fate 
with each subsequent lockup (though the 
nal time he seems perhaps 
a bit more de
ant than previously). There’s something unsettling in 
this iconic image that blends moral triumph with physical defeat.

Revealingly, though, things turn out not much better when 
McQueen engages in that iconic, seemingly rousing attempt at a 
getaway on a soaring motorcycle. We need to return to that impres-
sive scene of man and machine and recollect what happens next:  
all that McQueen’s initially thrilling jump has accomplished is to put 
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his character in a channel between a 
rst fence of barbed wire and a 
much higher and more foreboding one. Nazis are pouring in from 
each end to bottle up his easy paths out. So McQueen makes another 
energetic dash on his motorcycle, and we perhaps readily imagine 
he’ll repeat the movie miracle.

At least I know I did, if I may speak autobiographically. Seeing  
the 
lm as a kid in the 1960s, and believing in heroes, believing in 
stars (especially when they played heroes), I easily—and with some 
deeply internalized con
dence in the cheery optimism of Hollywood 
entertainment—expected a new feat of soaring magic of some sort. 
After the 
rst jump, some emotional part of me could not believe that 
anything could or would stand in the way of this superhero, even 
though—in some other part of me—faith in the fundamentally upbeat 
nature of the Hollywood action 
lm had already, by this late point in 
the 
lm, been sorely tested. Characters had given in to vulnerability 
or in
rmity (blindness, claustrophobia). The escape itself had 
released many fewer men than rousingly promised early in the 
lm. 
From midway on, characters I liked had started getting thwarted in 
the escape attempt, and some actually got killed, something that just 
wasn’t supposed to happen at the movies. In fact, McQueen’s big 
action scene itself came sequentially on the heels of a very impactful 
setback: the death of the gentle, a�able, somewhat sad Blythe (Donald 
Pleasence), shot in the back, and the capture of his bloodied escape 
partner, Eagle Squadron enlistee Hendley (James Garner), the mov-
ie’s only other important Yank (and, in his own manner, as cool as 
Hilts—both in the depiction of the character and in the aura of the 
star playing him).

At some level, then, even as we may deny it, we’re aware in some 
submerged and con�icted way that anything—good or bad—might 
happen as McQueen attempts another leap. This time, in his second 
run on the motorcycle, bullets ring out and he smashes into the second 
line of wire, which entangles him in ignominious fashion as the 
Germans encircle him and bring his escape to an end. McQueen pats 
the shot-up motorcycle with a�ection as he gives in resignedly to his 
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defeat. True, as he hobbles to his feet, still entangled in the wire, Hilts 
determinedly twists the top of his shirt around to show his captors his 
military insignia pinned on the inside, and his action here repeats an 
earlier gesture when, on his 
rst day in the camp, he turned out his 
collar to insist de
antly to the camp’s commandant, von Luger, that he 
be called “Captain Hilts,” not just “Hilts,” a demand that got him his 

rst stay in the cooler. The repetition of the action upon his ultimate 
recapture could be seen as a mark of Hilts’s perseverance and cocky 
assertion of self. But there’s also perhaps a practical, less romantic, 
aspect to the gesture that is explained by the reality of escape during 
the Second World War: once outside the camp, an escapee like Hilts 
could risk being shot as a spy since he would not be in military uni-
form. Escaped POWs in civilian garb made sure to have some evidence 
of their military allegiance (a badge, an insignia, etc.) somewhere on 
their person (but of course not immediately visible), which they could 
show o� if captured and thereby prove their military a�liation.

Like the baseball sequences, the motorcycle chase presents a 
duality: rousing but momentary victory, up and over the wire, and 
inevitable and very consequential failure. Insofar as icons literally 
are stand-alone images that derive their power from an essential fro-
zenness that grants them resonant meaning in memory over time, 
it’s easy for the iconic picture of an all-conquering and ever-cool 

The de�ation of dreams
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McQueen to separate itself out in our movie recollections (and be 
separated out in a later popular culture that sometimes remembers 
the triumph and not the defeat and is selective in what it draws upon 
from The Great Escape). But the turmoil of victory of �ight and of 
crashing follow-up that has man and motorcycle brought down 
ignobly to earth ultimately are indissociable. Happening so suddenly 
after the soaring moment of seeming triumph and playing indeed on 
the confusion of star and character, McQueen’s crash comes o� as 
deeply downbeat. It can mark the viewer for the rest of his or her 
moviegoing career, as it did me, and as other fans of the 
lm across 
decades have recounted to me. Something resonates in that mix of 
energetic possibility and its quick, often unexpected de�ation.

Taken in its entirety, the motorcycle sequence, from triumph to 
failure, is quite in keeping with the 
lm’s constant undercutting of 
moments of uplift by harsh setbacks and even downright defeat. The 
Great Escape’s memorable movie poster (about which more later) 
may promise “The great adventure! The great entertainment! The 
Great Escape,” but what the 
lm delivers is actually an often cynical 
or depressing experience. It may well be that its constant undoing of 
possibility and promise is, as much as its uplifting excitement, a fac-
tor in why it connects with so many viewers and lives on in memory. 
As one 
lm and television studies friend summed it up to me in  
an email when I told him about this project, “I was a fan of Steve 
McQueen AND motorcycles when that 
lm came out. So, a double 
pleasure for me—until he’s captured.”

It was certainly like that for me. To speak autobiographically 
again, I 
rst saw The Great Escape in an early rerelease in the mid-
1960s, at a drive-in. As an adolescent action fan, I found the experi-
ence ultimately devastating: this 
lm that I thought would be a 
glorious and intrepid adventure (as promised in large part by that 
poster) turned out to be a much more dismal and disturbing kind of 
narrative. Something changed for me in my relation to movies when, 
at the 
lm’s midpoint, a character we had cared about, Ives, was shot 
dead by a guard in the watchtower (aka the “goon box”). Things like 
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this weren’t supposed to happen in the movies. Only later—as my 

lm culture expanded beyond the generally buoyant and escapist 
fare that my parents permitted a kid like me to see (luckily, this was 
a great age of Disney family-friendly 
lms!)—did I see fully how bit-
ter many 
lms of the period could be. We tend to think of the later 
1960s—say, for instance, in 1967’s Bonnie and Clyde or Cool Hand 
Luke—as the time when movies turned downbeat and allowed char-
acters we cared about deeply to be killed o�. But things could be 
pretty dour earlier on. There is, for instance, the decisive impact 
across the decade, and beyond, of what David Thomson aptly terms 
“The Moment of Psycho”—that 
lm’s shocking and consequential 
breaking, at the very beginning of the 1960s, of Hollywood’s implicit 
contract with spectators that lead characters we identify with 
strongly will be present throughout the narrative—or, to put it more 
directly, will not be killed o� before 
lm’s end. What Psycho did was 
to say that all bets were o�.5 But this “moment” was even longer 
term, as I came to realize when I began to see further adult 
lms, 
including some made before the 1960s. To cite just one key example, 
1957’s The Bridge on the River Kwai (which I saw sometime in the 
mid-1960s at that same drive-in) turned out to be pretty grim: just 
about everyone we liked (certainly, the biggest stars) had been killed 
o� by 
lm’s end.

Thus, a new sense of cynicism and a downbeat focus on defeat 
progressively in
ltrated cinematic depictions of warfare, admitting 
its ravages in a more realistic way. This shift within the movies was 
increasingly paralleled, as the Sixties moved on, by popular discon-
tent and dismay about real war. Kids like me went into the decade 
pretty much thinking war was the coolest thing around, but by dec-
ade’s end many of us felt it was the worst option for young Americans. 
To take a strong and striking example, a year before The Great 
Escape, the Cuban Missile Crisis gave us war not as romantic tri-
umph of the heroic self in close battle, but rather as warfare at a 
distance (U-2 planes, furtive aerial photography, missiles that could 
rain down after traveling great distances, and so on), combat reduced 
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to verbal diplomacy with no display of physical bravado, and the 
angst-ridden threat of ultimate annihilation. Downbeat movies 
played into that and they did so way before the wave of auteur-driven 

lms of the 1970s and ’80s about the inanities of modern war and  
its aftermath (say, The Deer Hunter or Apocalypse Now or Casualties 
of War).

America has tended to think of World War II as a “good war,” the 
last of its sort perhaps, but many 1960s 
lms about that war were 
mired in dread, pessimism, downright acknowledgment of the com-
promising and compromised nastiness of it all. And many Sixties 

lms didn’t have to be downbeat about the experience of war per se 
to feed into a critical attitude toward grand and glorious ventures; 
any challenging of the Establishment could stand as a questioning 
also of its commitment to waging war. In this respect, The Great 
Escape—seemingly still devoted massively to the clear-cut us/them 
morality that drove classic “gung ho” war movies, seemingly still 
committed to a notion of “good war”—was groping toward some-
thing ambivalent, confusing, morally complex, and questioning, 
something that tapped into then-budding sentiments of many peo-
ple. The enemy that the prisoners in The Great Escape thumb their 
noses at may be Nazis (i.e., pure bad guys apart from “us”) and not 
the POWs’ own “Establishment” (although some stu�y Brits do get a 
bit of derision here and there), but there already is no little amount 
of anti-authoritarianism to The Great Escape—in a manner that, as 
Sheila O’Malley aptly pinpoints in her liner notes to the Criterion 
DVD edition of the 
lm, links it to later, derisive military 
lms 
released around the end of the Sixties, such as M*A*S*H.

Maybe The Great Escape looks back to a golden Hollywood of 
action entertainment, but it also is arguably very much a Sixties 
lm 
with all the doubts, tensions, contradictions, and so on that in
ltrate 
into or explode explicitly outward from the critical 
lms of the 
period. In my view, this interrogation of optimism—rather than easy, 
gung ho con
rmation of it—gives the 
lm much of its resonance in 
the 1960s context and in later movie memory.
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For many viewers, The Great Escape continues to resonate, some-
times long after their initial viewing. In an amusing anecdote, a cin-
ema studies friend of mine o�ers the following memory in an email: 
“You and I may have had some of the same formation back then—I 
love that movie. This was in LA [in the 1960s], and it would come 
back every six months or so to our local theatre (the Palms, on Motor 
Avenue), and my sister and I would always go to see it (usually on a 
double-bill). Whenever one or the other of us thought we might be 
punished by our mother for something, we would look at each other, 
pretend to throw [the other] a baseball glove, and say, ‘Cooler.’�”

Strikingly, as I discovered in talking to a number of very long-
term fans of the 
lm, their initiatory viewing came, in many cases, 
not during the big-city, big-screen 
rst release—where its wide-
screen epic visuality would have been on display in all its promised 
glory—but in somewhat later screenings, in somewhat less spectacu-
lar formats (as, in my case, the drive-in, or, in my friend’s account, a 
double bill at the local movie house). In fact, a number of fans tell 
me their 
rst viewing was on television: the 
lm had high-rated 
showings in two parts in 1967 and then again in 1968, which is how 
many fans 
rst saw it (including, in some cases, on black-and-white 
television sets). Interestingly, some of these viewers—who recount 
that the 
lm had tremendous impact on them at the time and who 
can remember speci
c scenes quite sharply—have never gone back 
to see the 
lm again since that 
rst powerful viewing.

There is, in fact, an interesting history to be written of the experi-
ence of “movies on TV.” For instance, in the 1960s, when movie 
blockbusters were making their way into domestic space, television 
was, for many of us, not so much a rival of the movies as a propitious 
venue by which the movies could extend their reach. In my experi-
ence, we kids (along with our parents) overwhelmingly welcomed 
the opportunity to screen 
lms at home and implicitly found some-
thing generous in the way in which o�erings that we would have had 
to pay for at the theater were graciously made available for free  
at home. What was to be termed “platform agnostic” in a much later 
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media age—in which we consume images at many scales, from the 
miniature to the magni
cent—was already at work then, and it 
meant that watching a big epic on TV didn’t necessarily entail a deep 
reduction of the cinematic experience. We were happy to see “mov-
ies” however we could, and in whatever format we could.

Indeed, as long-term fans inform me, it was sometimes the case 
that watching this suspenseful but also downbeat and potentially 
disturbing 
lm, The Great Escape, in the space of the home allowed 
its emotional force to be ampli
ed—by being mixed with feelings, 
say, of family and bonding and security. And I imagine that the 
drive-in, where a young person was typically enclosed in the family 
car—and, until a certain age, with one’s family—became for many 
moviegoers (as it did for me) a kind of extension of domesticity: kids 
would even wear their jammies to the drive-in so they could sleep in 
the backseat during the second, often more adult-focused, 
lm.

It is perhaps noteworthy, in this respect, that even as they were in 
early stages of what would become successful �lm careers, most of 
the American actors in The Great Escape had strong associations 
with popular television, either as the stars of series (McQueen in 
Wanted Dead or Alive, Garner in Maverick) or as frequent guests on 
them (Charles Bronson, for example, or Coburn, who appeared in 
episodes of McQueen’s series). Also worthy of note, perhaps, is that 
all these actors played centrally in Westerns on TV. While we might 
think of the Western as logically a big-screen a�air, celebrating the 
epic of American pioneer spirit, series television from the early 1950s 
through a swath of the 1960s was dominated by small-screen 
Westerns that, in their own scaled-down way, also celebrated quali-
ties of masculine endeavor and independent spirit. There was a com-
ing-and-going between television and 
lm, not only of these actors 
but of the viewers who made the transitions with them in a complex 
but open intermedia environment. (Three of the four aforemen-
tioned actors had played in John Sturges’s The Magni�cent Seven 
in 1960, a kind of Western lead-up to the male action-adventure  
of men on a mission in The Great Escape and, like the latter 
lm, 
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allowing a lot of guys we care about to be killed o�. James Garner 
would later be re-recruited by Sturges for a self-questioning 1967 
Western, The Hour of the Gun.)

As already noted, TV mattered to the impact of The Great Escape 
for many of its earliest viewers. One 
lm scholar, now retired, o�ers 
this recollection of her impactful and, in retrospect, amusing view-
ing of the 
lm on TV:

I 
rst saw The Great Escape on television [with younger brother Tim] 
sometime in the late 1960s or early 1970s. (In fact, this may have  
been the only time I’ve seen the movie; I can’t remember another 
viewing.) . . . In addition to our age and gender di�erence, Tim and I 
had never been close. . . . The strongest memory I have of the 
lm, 
which really has nothing to do with the 
lm itself, is one particular 
line of dialogue. In the midst of the escape, the lights in the camp go 
out for some reason I don’t remember, and one of the prisoners 
shouts, “Come on fellas, move, move! We can get dozens out in this 
darkness!” It may well be that there was a commercial break shortly 
after this line. Today, neither Tim nor I remember why, but for some 
reason I seized on that line of dialogue, repeating it again and again 
(albeit, I’m sure, during subsequent commercial breaks and not dur-
ing the movie itself ). This made Tim laugh. . . . I expect it was the 
rst 
thing Tim and I ever shared, just between the two of us. To this day, 
we sometimes repeat this line to each other (albeit it’s usually me), for 
no particular reason, and we always know its source—that night at 
home together, watching The Great Escape on TV. . . . I guarantee if 
you were to ask Tim about that night, he wouldn’t look at it this way, 
but for me, the night Tim and I watched The Great Escape together, 
and laughed over my exaggerated appropriation of one random line of 
dialogue, was the night we started to become friends.

This is often the way the cult classic works—something not just 
about the 
lm but about the sentimental context in which it’s seen 
continues to resonate across decades. For some fans, it’s the thrills of 
The Great Escape that remain in memory. For some, it’s the mix of 
those thrills with the endless de�ation and defeat that makes the 

lm so impactful across time. As one cinema scholar elaborated (in 
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an email to me) on the sour, even distraught, emotions engendered 
by the capture of McQueen, followed soon after in the narrative by 
the murder of so many other escapees:

I was probably about ten. At the time, my family was stationed at the 
US Embassy in Warsaw, Poland, behind the Iron Curtain. We would 
get 16mm 
lms through the Armed Forces Exchange and project mov-
ies at home using a government-issued 16mm projector and screen. 
My father ran the projector and we had to wait in between reels as he 
rewound and then mounted the next reel. We watched many 
lms this 
way, including classics like Bridge on the River Kwai and The Maltese 
Falcon, blockbusters like Raiders of the Lost Ark and ET as well as 
duds. . . . I have vivid memories of the Steve McQueen motorcycle 
scene in The Great Escape. I think it might have been the 
rst 
lm I 
had ever seen in which the hero does not succeed. I couldn’t under-
stand why he couldn’t make it over the fence. The scene in which all 
the prisoners are shot behind the truck is also etched in my mind. I 
think the emotional impact of those scenes is really the powerful part. 
Visually, I only really remember McQueen circling around and around 
and then ending up suspended in the wire, mirroring my own child-
hood frustration with the scene. I have no real visual memory of the 
truck scene, I only remember the truck, the sound of gun
re, and my 
own grief and confusion. In a way, those scenes opened my mind to the 
idea that movie narratives did not always go in the way you expect nor 
do they resolve in the way you hope, with happy endings.

Of course, not everyone will share the fondness for this—or any 
other—
lm that’s gone down in history as a classic. At the very least, 
the context needs to be right: it’s not merely what you see, but when 
and where and with whom and with what’s going on in your life and 
with that life’s place in the larger world—to the extent that, as a kid, 
you’re starting to become aware of the latter. For many in my own 
cohort of boys in the 1960s, a growing cognizance of the gloomy geo-
politics of the times was turning the romance of war into something 
unbearable and worthy of disdain or rejection.

And, of course, canons of taste can come into play, especially for 
professional 
lm critics who have to stand for their chosen set of 
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value judgments. They often have to work outside the subjective pull 
of fandom. For instance, famously (or infamously), The Great Escape 
was trounced quite severely by in�uential New York Times critic 
Bosley Crowther, who had often over the years found John Sturges’s 

lms wanting, though for opposing reasons—either too pretentious 
or too escapist and light. In the case of The Great Escape, Crowther 
went for intense denunciation: he found the 
lm implausible and 
contrived (he was unpersuaded by the depiction of a gadget-driven 
mass escape and of unsuspecting Nazis who never cottoned to the 
operation), cold and mechanical (as against any real sense of depth 
of human emotion), overlong, overloud (he hated the Elmer 
Bernstein score), and overpowering, using narrative tricks and that 
pounding score to beat the spectator into mindless submission. He 
found the acting sti� and stereotypical. He hated what fans would 
make iconic—to wit, Steve McQueen, for him, was “surly and sopho-
moric, tediously whacking a baseball into a glove, which he contin-
ues to do at intervals throughout the picture, providing one of the 
most-moronic running gags in years.”�6

Crowther’s review was a rare negative one at the time and brought 
a number of responses in a New York Times letters column, “Moviegoers 
Mailbag,” including, importantly, two missives from men who had 
been at Stalag Luft 3, the air force prison camp depicted in the 
lm, 
and who had helped in the 1944 escape. (Stalag refers to camp, and 
Luft  to air corps, as there were designated camps for each branch of 
the military.) These two veterans took umbrage at Crowther’s dis-
missal from a distance of what camp life was like—and they insisted 
that what he imagined as improbabilities, in the gizmo-determined 
scope of the escape operation and in German unawareness of the plot-
ting, were all pretty much in conformity to what really happened. 
David Jones, an American who has been claimed as one of the inspira-
tions for heroic biker Virgil Hilts (although Jones was not part of the 
escape itself), wrote, against Crowther’s assertion that the 
lm roman-
ticized the adventure, to “con
rm that the American and British �ying 
o�cers were as arrogant and de
ant as depicted in this 
lm. Not 
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romantic or Rover Boyish [an insult Crowther had employed] but 
determined to harass the enemy in every possible way.” Noting that in 
the actual history, as in the 
lm, the men began escape attempts virtu-
ally from the moment they arrived at the camp, Jones insisted on the 

lm’s overall accuracy at capturing what to Crowther had seemed 
exaggerated 
ctionalizing. As Jones put it, “Unless one was there, one 
cannot conceive what these men accomplished by sheer determina-
tion, ingenuity, larceny, and the sense of duty to escape, and failing in 
this, to give the enemy no aid or comfort.” As he concluded, “I think 
The Great Escape tells its story exceedingly well. It makes an exciting 
movie, and if it is unbelievable, it is because it is about men who did 
the unbelievable.”

Likewise, Wally Floody, who had been one of the chief “Tunnel 
Kings” for the actual escape in 1944, and then served as technical advi-
sor to the Sturges 
lm, declared himself “deeply disturbed” by 
Crowther’s viewpoint and denied that the 
lm made light of camp 
experience, especially around schemes enacted against the Germans: 
“Your critic’s implication that this was one big game overlooks the fact 
that while escape and escaping preparations were a dangerous game 
played in real earnest, the players were mostly �iers in their mid-twen-
ties who, although prisoners of the enemy, were quite irrepressible and 
at this stage completely convinced that the Germans were losing the 
war. . . . [N]ow that I have seen the 
lm, [I feel] that Mr. Sturges and 
his company of actors and writers truly captured the spirit of the pris-
oners, of their humor and dedication.” For Floody, as his last line made 
emphatic, there was a sort of logical �ow, from history to its depiction, 
by which the meaningfulness of the original events managed to be well 
captured in both the Brickhill book and the Sturges 
lm: “There is one 

nal point, missing in your review, but emphasized in Paul Brickhill’s 
book, repeated in the motion picture and inherent in the events them-
selves: that this was a saga of individual and collective courage which 
has become a symbol for men everywhere.”�7

As we’ll see later, not everyone involved in the real events of the 
escape in 1944, or in later historical accounts of it, is enamored of 
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the 
lm’s liberties with the factual record. But it is noteworthy how 
Floody and Jones assign a fundamental symbolic meaning to that 
record—what happened in the escape and its deadly aftermath 
stands as a lesson in the resilient spirit of resistance—and then 
imagine it as so worthy of honor that even a Hollywood entertain-
ment is applauded by them for being able to capture the essential 
core of meaning of the original events themselves.

Of course, many fans of The Great Escape don’t consider its rela-
tion to the historical record—accurate or not—to be relevant to their 
appreciation of it as a �lm. Many movie bu�s likely don’t know the 
Brickhill book (or at best came to it only because of liking the 
lm), 
and most certainly don’t follow the vast secondary research litera-
ture subsequent to that book that tries to clarify the record of “what 
really happened.” In an appendix to this volume, I o�er a summary 
account of the history of the actual escape in 1944, to be read either 
before or after engaging with the body of this study, centered as it is 
on the 
lm itself and its own history. These can stand perhaps apart 
from the original history.

In fact, as is often the case, it’s the Hollywood representation—
whatever the facts—that retroactively seems to set the terms of the 
historical record. Knowledge of what transpired historically is 
blurred and blended with knowledge of the way the movies have told 
it. One participant in a blog about the real Stalag Luft 3 tells me by 
email how his awareness of the original history 
lters through mem-
ories of the 
lm and the ways those have become iconic: “I saw the 

lm when it was released, before reading the book. My 
rst impres-
sion was that if it said ‘based on a true story,’ then all the scenes, 
including the famous McQueen motorcycle jump, must have been 
true. My father was born in Berlin, so he knew German, I also under-
stood some. The German spoken in the 
lm was accurate. I went  
to see it with a friend of mine who I still play golf with. Whenever  
we don’t see each other for a while, I always call out ‘Hey Hilts’  
when I see him. We chuckle over that.” Here, movie and history 
blur—and so, too, do life and movie (“Hey Hilts”), albeit with a 
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knowing jokiness that also knows to separate them and not fully 
confuse them.

Over the years, I’ve collected accounts of fans’ 
rst viewing of the 

lm and the ongoing resonances it holds for them. I’ll share a few of 
those anecdotes here. For example, decades ago, I’m at the apart-
ment of a literary theorist who’s an old friend, having drinks. His 
daughter, who was probably around seven or so, had just watched 
The Great Escape with him the night before. What she got from it 
was the coolness of McQueen and the exhilaration of his motorcycle 
romp, so much so that she’d named her pet snail “Steve” in an 
intriguing mix of recognized slowness and fantasized speed. When I 
meet her again, decades later, she doesn’t remember this at all; some 
movie memories work powerfully for the moment, especially when 
we’re children, and then fade away.

Another anecdote: the 
lm booker and head of the projection 
unit for the cinema studies program at a major university tells me 
she saw The Great Escape as a teenager and was so moved by it that 
she convinced her parents to buy a subscription to TV Guide—just so 
that she could pore over each issue for any new television showings 
of her cult favorite. (Here, as with the story of Steve the snail, we 
have a case of the appeal of the action genre crossing the seeming 
boundaries of gender.) Yet another: a friend who’s retired to the 
southeastern coast of England goes with her avocational military 
history spouse to a bene
t screening of The Great Escape at a castle 
turned national historical site. As the 
lm unfolds, she’s amused and 
entertained, but then, as it turns downbeat, she 
nds she is being 
pulled into something deeper, more disturbing—something that has 
stayed with her months later, when during a visit at their home I tell 
her of my ongoing desire to write on the 
lm and she declares she 
“totally” gets the interest of it.

For what it’s worth, though, another 
lm scholar tells me that his 
childhood viewing of the 
lm was marred emotionally in a very di�er -
ent manner by what he saw as the immorality of escapee Sedgwick’s 
theft of a bicycle (complete with a forceful closeup of a lock around its 
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wheel, rendering the act all the more intense for him) since he’d been 
told early on that stealing was bad: “I remember being very troubled 
by this, and saying, ‘He’s the good guy. How can his stealing a bike be 
okay?’ My mother shrugged and said ‘All’s fair in love and war.’ That’s 
the 
rst time I heard that expression, which actually seemed quite 
profound. How many atrocities do we civilized humans sanction 
because it happens in war? My 13-year-old brain was quite troubled 
by this.” He expands on the story in a subsequent email: “I would have 
had no problem morally with McQueen (or was it Bud Ekins?) knock-
ing a Nazi o� his motorbike, but stealing an innocent person’s bike 
from a bike rack was troubling. What my mom did was give the action 
context—It’s wartime and ordinary mores don’t necessarily apply, 
especially in World War II, which I already understood to be ‘the good 
war,’ unlike Vietnam, which, even to a 13-year-old, was clearly di�er-
ent.” The theft still rankled, though, for personal reasons: “as a kid 
who pretty much lived on his bicycle at that time, a bike being stolen 
o� a bike rack would have been very real to me. I had a seven-days-a-
week paper route by the time of the Feb. ’68 [television] rerun, if 
that’s when we watched it, and bike theft was something I worried 
about.” The response of his mother, who was 
fteen when World War 
II ended, was based in her own childhood background: “My grandfa-
ther was too old for military service, but he worked in the North 
American munitions plant in Columbus.  . . . So axioms like ‘All’s fair 
in love and war’ rolled o� my mother’s tongue pretty automatically.”

This book builds on such memories, mine and others’, while look-
ing closely at the 
lm itself. My goal in the following pages is to 
account for both the making of the 
lm and how the tale of the 
escape has contributed—both before and after this 
lm adaptation’s 
release—to a legacy of memory, fandom, and ongoing pop-culture 
referencing. Given that the only published volume on The Great 
Escape was a hard-to-
nd German co�ee-table book that consists 
primarily of pictures from the shoot, 8 I set out to be as comprehen-
sive as possible (with one exception) in recounting the 
lm, its  
prehistory (starting with the original events of 1944 and Brickhill’s 
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non
ction account, along with other media representations), its pro -
duction and reception history, and its ongoing impact in popular 
culture. This synthesis will include unique research 
nds of my own. 
For example, while other writers have noted the existence of earlier 
adaptations of the 1950 book in other media prior to the 1963 
lm, 
the present study is the 
rst to have tracked down these initial rendi-
tions of Brickhill’s narrative in popular culture, notably a 1951 tele-
play and a 1954 radio dramatization. These essential research 
nds 
add immeasurably to the history of The Great Escape.

The “one exception” alluded to above, in regard to my synthesis of 
previous accounts of the 
lm, is that the following pages show little 
direct interest in star biography—ground that has been amply cov-
ered by a number of popular writers. I will draw upon these bio-
graphical accounts (in which o�-screen antics often seem to matter 
more) only when the facts bear on the movie itself. For instance, 
Steve McQueen’s o�-screen rebelliousness slowed the shoot, and his 
demands for a pu�ed-up role in the 
lm required rewriting; con-
versely, the on-screen rebelliousness he had been honing in a number 
of 
lms clearly plays into his depiction of Hilts, down to the very way 
Hilts physically acts (and, often, as much reacts to those he takes 
distance from). The biographies thus make a particular but valuable 
contribution to this account. 9

“All’s fair in love and war”
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In addition to piecing together the 
lm’s prehistory and collating 
existing accounts of its production history—extended by unique and 
consequential research 
nds—I will also o�er my own arguments 
about the 
lm and its place in the culture of its time and our own. In 
other words, this is not just a “making of ” volume. While I think 
there are many fans for whom the production history is fascinating 
in its own right, I don’t want just to tell the story of the “making of ” 
The Great Escape for its own sake—although I do want to do that as 
well—but to provide some basis for broader cultural analysis. The 
story behind The Great Escape matters because The Great Escape 
matters. It matters certainly as well-crafted, rousing entertainment, 
and its qualities as such need to be respected: serious study of enter-
tainment requires taking seriously its ambitions to entertain and not 
crushing it beneath overinterpretation. At the same time, as the 
many anecdotes attest, and as the 
lm’s endurance in popular mem-
ory reiterates, The Great Escape may o�er not just a fun experience 
(no minor thing in itself ) but a meaningfully deep one as well, 
caught up with tragedy as well as farce. It matters, too, in its emo-
tional impact—one that spreads across time. Indeed, at some funda-
mental level, the craft that came together so well to make this 
consummate piece of entertainment bears, in itself, signi
cance for 
our broad appreciation of action, accomplishment, human endeavor, 
and un�agging spirit as depicted within the narrative world of the 

lm. For instance, the fact that the 
lm was shot on location (after 
the producers conceded that Los Angeles just wouldn’t work as a 
stand-in for Germany), with a crew and cast assembled from afar, 
belongs to production history but also adds to the 
lm’s own sym-
bolic meanings. It feeds into an allegorical aspect of the 
lm in which 
the collective, male enterprise of tunnel-making is mirrored in the 

lm’s own status as a late-Hollywood enterprise made, somewhat 
against the odds, as the studio system was falling apart (when it 
went into budget overruns, there was some threat by the bosses of 
shutting the production down). To put it directly, The Great Escape 
chronicles how a bunch of men found themselves assembled as a 



		I   � � � � � � � � � � � 	 23

collective on foreign terrain and had to work together on a make-or-
break mission under constant threat of being stopped dead in their 
tracks; and it was made by a bunch of men who found themselves 
assembled as a collective on foreign terrain and had to work together 
on a make-or-break mission under constant pressure (deadlines, 
budgets, production problems, etc.). To the extent that The Great 
Escape stands within the transition from an older Hollywood model 
of rip-roaring entertainment to a new Sixties cinema of questioning 
and discontent, its production history bears all the fraught marks of 
that transition as well, and these are imprinted in what the 
lm’s 
narrative says about adventure (and collective enterprise)—how it 
can come together and how it can, under adverse circumstances, risk 
falling apart.

Within academic histories of cinema, The Great Escape is not 
often mentioned, and it hasn’t seemed to attract scholarly interest as 
a contribution to screen art. However, in terms of aesthetic accom-
plishment, at the time of its release some critics did single out in 
their reviews various shots of mountains and countryside from the 
scenes after the escape as achieving in their critical view a degree of 
beauty; for my part, I’d argue that these aren’t just passing moments 
of visual �ourish but contribute to the stylistic structuring of the 

lm, which moves from constrained and angular interior settings in 
the barracks and tunnels at the camp to nature and visual openness 
once the prisoners are out and hoping for their getaway—and then 
to a new sense of entrapment as those hopes are dashed.10

But even if The Great Escape hasn’t seemed to belong to an aca-
demic, canonized history of cinema as expressive cultural form, it’s 
clear that it 
ts certain public de
nitions of a “classic” and even 
stands as a strong case of the revered popular cult 
lm. It seems to 
sum up a kind of entertainment cinema that many people look back 
on with nostalgia, and it appears tenaciously to hold an ongoing fas-
cination for many consumers of popular culture. This is one thing I 
want to get at through this study: might not a highly popular enter-
tainment that hangs on in collective memory many decades after its 
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release merit analysis of precisely that lingering appeal, even if it’s 
one that isn’t recognized in academic histories of 
lm art? What is 
popular in popular cinema?

As one mark of its impact, The Great Escape remains a constant 
source in later popular culture for allusion, parody, and pastiche, 
especially around those instantly recognizable, iconic scenes and 
around its infectious musical theme. All that has to happen, for 
instance, is for Elmer Bernstein’s “Great Escape” march to well up on 
the soundtrack of this or that work of popular culture for meanings 
to accrue, if only to be parodied or played with. For example, where 
the 
rst version of The Parent Trap, released one year before The 
Great Escape, has the twins marched into isolation at the summer 
camp—where they’ve wreaked havoc—to the tune of the iconic 
“Colonel Bogey March” from The Bridge on the River Kwai, the 1998 
remake cleverly (and more appropriately) orchestrates their forced 
separation from the mass of other kids to the Bernstein theme of The 
Great Escape. Banishing the two girls to the Isolation Cabin is the 
Disney 
lm’s equivalent to Hilts’s (and Ives’s) journeys to the cooler, 
accompanied by the same theme.

Any number of television ads employ the theme song and the ico-
nography of escape to tout their products and pass the energy of 
action and mission to their act of salesmanship. Such allusions 
invoke motifs from the 
lm of ingenuity, comradeship and sacri
ce, 
resilient tinkering, and kinetic vehicular movement, all in the service 
of reinvigoration of mythologies of escape to adventuresome great-
ness. And cartoons—from The Simpsons to Chicken Run to Archer—
often add a postmodern irony to the mix, admitting that the heroics 
come o� as a bit ridiculous in our present times. We’ll look in more 
detail at some of these pop-culture uses later, without any claims to 
exhaustivity for a 
lm that is in fact a constant reference for later 
popular culture.11

The Great Escape has so entered popular consciousness that for 
many people it’s not just speci
c scenes from the 
lm that carry reso-
nance, but the very term great escape itself. For example, in 2018, 
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when two pensioners (one with a walker) attempted to steal a large 
canvas of a cool Steve McQueen smoking a cigarette from the Bullitt 
Hotel in Belfast (a themed hotel about McQueen and his movies), 
only to discover that their plunder was too big for their car and had 
to be abandoned, bemused newspaper reports predictably termed 
the caper “the Not-So-Great Escape”!12 And on the very day I’m 
revising these lines (January 28, 2021), the Guardian newspaper is 
running an article on environmental activists who have built a pro-
test tunnel near London’s Euston Station, under the title “�‘A bit like 
The Great Escape’: activists hold out in Euston tunnel.” All you have 
to do is type “great escape” into Google and you get endless hits for 
rides at theme parks (again, the association with exhilarating vehic-
ular movement, bodies thrown through space) or for travel agencies 
and national tourist boards (movement and voyaging of another 
sort). The very term is now deeply part of our cultural history. The 
ubiquity of the phrase is a delight for the scholar working on the 

lm, as it con
rms its meme status, but also a challenge in that it 
makes it so hard to research the phrase as a 
lm title per se!

From the e�orts of its ensemble cast (combined with standout 
star turns like McQueen’s) to its high production values to its adept 
crafting of nail-biting suspense, The Great Escape might well stand 
out as the sort of 
lm those nostalgic for an older Hollywood call, 
wistfully, “the kind they just don’t make anymore.”�13 Except for two 
things. First, these sorts of rousing male adventures are still being 
made (and while some of them revise or even deconstruct the ideol-
ogy of the older model, many don’t).14 Clearly, one lingering reso-
nance of The Great Escape has precisely to do with its invocation of 
triumphant masculinity in an action arena, and of course we need to 
attend to that. Second, however—and this is key to my own approach 
to the 
lm, both critical and autobiographical—I don’t think it actu-
ally is so unambiguously rousing and gung ho as all that, for reasons 
touched on above. As I’ve suggested, the 
lm’s downbeat moments 

t uneasily with an adventure 
lm of the sort “they just don’t make 
anymore.” This is the biggest claim behind the pages that follow.
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The 
rst chapter traces the production history and prehistory of 
The Great Escape. It outlines the genesis of the tale from best-selling 
non
ction saga by former POW Paul Brickhill to the 1963 
lm. This 
section summarizes and, as noted, extends existing chronicles of the 

lm’s production (such as Steven Jay Rubin’s excellent and ongoing 
popular historiography of the 
lm, available, for instance, on the 
LaserDisc and DVD editions) to take account of intervening takes on 
this canonic escape story, in the years between the book’s publication 
and the 
lm’s release. These versions include the two adaptations 
mentioned above: the 1951 live teleplay adaptation for NBC and the 
1954 multi-hour radio dramatization, both hitherto unexamined.

Before the 1963 
lm, there was also the elaboration of a British 
tradition of POW escape 
lms that exhibit what was, no doubt, an 
inescapable and inevitable awareness of Brickhill’s vastly in�uential 
book (which itself was only one of a series of dramatically rendered 
and in�uential non
ction tales from the 1950s that fed into the 

lmic tradition of POW escape), even if they tell very di�erent tales, 
often with a very di�erent tone. To a lesser degree, American cinema 
through the period also o�ered up POW escape tales here and there, 
most famously Billy Wilder’s Stalag 17 (1953), which appears to 
acknowledge Brickhill’s book as an antecedent.

Through a complex history of revision and extension, these works 
of the 1950s took inspiration from Brickhill’s book and subsequently, 
in their own fashion, played into the 1963 
lm version—which, we 
might say, adapts both Brickhill’s book and the existing tradition of 
POW escape 
lms. Even as it borrows motifs and images—as well  
as recurring, known British actors from previous POW 
lms—The 
Great Escape stands out, for its fans, from those earlier 
lms. It takes 
the tradition in impactful new directions—not least (for better  
or worse) in its Americanizing perspective as a star-studded, wide-
screen, in-color, Hollywood production, but also, importantly, in its 
consequential blending of ambitious Hollywood entertainment with 
that downbeat Sixties despair that makes it something other than 
standard escapist fare.
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I’ve already alluded to the impressive craft that so distinguishes 
the 
lm—for example, the terri
c ensemble acting, the carefully 
worked blend of comic and dramatic and eventually tragic modes, 
the high production values in design, the memorable and rousing 
score, the consummate scripting, and so on—and for the fans, it 
might seem enough to stop there and simply admire the 
lm. I’d 
argue, however, that all those virtues can themselves be analyzed  
to pinpoint their exact contributions to the overall e�ect. It can be  
useful to 
gure out just how a work of entertainment—especially  
one such as The Great Escape, which confounds easy and escapist 
enjoyment—actually does its entertaining. It is toward this end that 
after chapter 1, on production history, chapter 2 homes in on the 
lm 
itself, o�ering a close, sometimes even shot-by-shot, analysis of 
selected scenes, some compared to others across the length of the 

lm. I write as a fan of the 
lm and as a cinema scholar, bringing 
those two perspectives together through attentive demonstration of 
the 
lm’s formal as well as thematic accomplishment. Earlier, I sug-
gested that context is determinant in our appreciation of the 
lms 
that matter deeply to us—how we see them, where and with whom, 
and when (including the “when” of the broader cultural-political sur -
round). And yet, chapter 2 argues, the text itself also determines our 
response through style, narrative structure, production values, and 
so on. An account of the movies that moved us can also be an account 
precisely of the quite concrete means by which they moved us.

I o�er my close reading of the 
lm as a series of takes on it, pro-
ceeding through di�erent levels of analysis: detailed commentary on 
how the 
lm opens to set the scene for its ensuing narrative (impris-
onment combined with the will to escape that condition); closer 
study of the editing patterns that typify some of the many moments 
of conversation in what is supposed to be an action 
lm (which we 
might have imagined to be sparing of dialogue so that it can engage 
in high-speed movement); examination of how the 
lm actually con -
nects the many moments of verbal discussion to the physical action 
that often �ows from it; and commentary on narrative structure 
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overall and how the 
lm is organized around a sequencing of key 
dramatic movements. Such analysis should suggest why it might not 
be enough for the fan to just like the 
lm—or just dislike it—and 
leave it at that, but how the resonances of the 
lm start at the con-
crete level of its consummate crafting and stylistic fashioning.

From close analysis of the functional, impactful visual style of the 

lm, we can then move outward to bigger issues of meaning. To pro-
vide larger social and cultural context to the close reading, chapter 2 
includes a series of somewhat individualized sections, labeled “inter-
ludes,” some more concretely rooted in the speci
cs of the 
lm itself, 
some lying beyond it in the culture at large. For instance, I look at 
the ways in which The Great Escape invokes the caper 
lm tradition 
through its emphasis on men’s specialized talents (summed up in 
their nicknames, such as the Forger or the Scrounger) and through 
its concomitant fascination with gadgetry and gizmos. Here, we see 
a Sixties fascination with cool men merging with machines (James 
Bond, for instance) but also how The Great Escape tries, at the same 
time, to invigorate pretechnological mythologies of a brawny mascu-
linity that is powerful in its own right (for example, the scenes with 
Charles Bronson, where he is sometimes shirtless and where his 
musculature is shown o� ). Situating The Great Escape as a late entry 
in the POW escape tradition and as, in many ways, a pointed revi-
sion of that tradition as it encounters the 1960s can mean leaving 
this one 
lm behind, at times, for a momentary look at other works, 
antecedent and contemporary, that do something a bit di�erent—all 
the better to return to The Great Escape equipped now to capture the 
particularity of its dramatic conceits.

The Great Escape speaks to its cultural moment but also goes 
beyond the con
nes of the 1960s and continues to resonate in our 
popular culture. No doubt, some of this has to do with nostalgia: for 
instance, even as they engage in distancing through an aware, re�ex-
ive irony, many of the TV ads that reference the 
lm reinvigorate 
older notions of masculinity and cool Hollywood stardom for con-
temporary contexts. No doubt, many popular culture references to 
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The Great Escape do little more than invite easy recognition of the 
allusion. For example, in its own way (for better or worse, depending 
on how one regards it), the hit Sixties TV show Hogan’s Heroes is 
clearly drawing from the comic antics early on in The Great Escape. 
These are examples of what we might term the “afterlives” of The 
Great Escape—the subject of chapter 3, which surveys references to 
the 
lm, both ephemeral and consequential, across the decades since 
its release. Stand-up comic Eddie Izzard’s wonderful in-depth take 
on the 
lm’s improbabilities serves as a hilariously appropriate con-
clusion, insofar as Izzard combines respectful derision with simple 
and direct (and deep) respect. Clearly, Izzard can ri� on the 
lm so 
e�ectively because she is indeed a fan of it and can trust many of her 
audience members to share in the experience of the 
lm in all its 
contradictions.

�Q �� �Q �� �Q �� �Q �� �Q

At the end of The Great Escape, after it’s been learned by the remain-
ing POWs that 
fty of the seventy-six escapees were summarily shot 
by the Germans, the recaptured Hendley (James Garner) asks, “Do 
you think it was worth the price?” The question remains unanswered 
in any de
nitive manner. The senior British o�cer to whom he’s 
speaking and who hadn’t joined in the escape can only respond, 
“Well, it depends on your point of view,” a very relativistic answer for 
a seemingly simple, good-guys-versus-bad-guys movie. Like other 

lms in its historical moment, The Great Escape picks up on an 
emerging questioning of war engagement, and this renders the 
lm 
much less celebratory than it would seem at 
rst glance. Maybe it is 
this very refusal to be an easy entertainment that best explains the 

lm’s ongoing relevance and resonance for so many fans today, dec-
ades after this bit of consummate Hollywood moviemaking appeared 
on the scene.
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In 1950, Paul Brickhill, who had been a POW at Stalag Luft 3, pub-
lished his dramatic book-length account, The Great Escape, and it 
became a best seller; thirteen years later, a Hollywood rendition of 
the story was released and it became a blockbuster. We tend to imag-
ine adaptation between narrative forms—book to 
lm, for example—
in terms of a simple polarity, a 
xed origin (for example, a source 
book) and a 
xed endpoint (the 
lm version, for instance) with pos -
sibilities from one to the other of 
delity or deviation, creative inter -
pretation, productive reinvention, and so on. For many 
lm scholars, 
adaptation study as it was traditionally enacted was a sort of bleak 
a�air, because it was so mechanical and predictable: you lined up the 
source and its derivation and then scored the latter for what it got 
right—or wrong. Yet, beyond the seeming polarity of original source 
and transformed or transformative derivations, there’s actually, 
often, open-ended instability and dispersion. Adaptation is endless 
transformation, as the original work passes from the initial inspira -
tion to ongoing elaboration, and as later versions undergo revisions 

	 1	 Engineering The Great Escape
���� ���
 �� ���� ���� �� ���	����
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and reworkings of their own. To take just one aspect of this complex 
process that we’ll elaborate later on, beyond the seeming endpoint of 
the 
lm of The Great Escape that actually got made (which itself went 
through myriad iterations with multiple screenplays and imaginative 
casting decisions and revisions, as we’ll see), a sort of ongoing proc-
ess of adaptation continues with other 
lms and other works of pop-
ular culture that reference The Great Escape and provide it with a 
resonant afterlife that can then rebound on the earlier work itself 
and interfere, perhaps, with our memory of it and our original expe-
rience of it. To take an obvious example, whatever one thinks of the 
digital insertion of Leonardo di Caprio into a scene from The Great 
Escape in Quentin Tarantino’s Once Upon a Time in . . . Hollywood 
(2019), it is now, for better or worse, part of the culture of The Great 
Escape, mixing its own meanings into the earlier 
lm. (When I men -
tioned this book project to friends and colleagues, they often asked if 
I knew of and would be attending to the Tarantino reworking.)

Yet, in pinpointing the inevitable instabilities of adaptation with 
regard to the history of The Great Escape, it is important to recognize 
that, beyond the ongoing correction of the historical record itself (as 
seen in the �ood of “true story” books I discuss in the appendix), the 
seeming literary starting point, Brickhill’s non
ction saga, bears its 
own instabilities. It’s not just the 
lm that was revisited and revised, 

“It really happened”
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but also the original history as Brickhill observed it, reworked it, 
wrote it up (several times, as we’ll see), and then found his own ini-
tial e�orts open to further revision and inventive adaptation by later 
writers of the escape’s history. In fact, while speci
cally a work with 
non
ction claims (“it really happened”), or maybe even because of 
those claims, which required a search for language adequate to com-
plex events, Brickhill’s book already is an adaptation, taking the �ux 
of history and converting it into verbal form—and doing so in point-
edly dramatic fashion.

���� ����
���� ��� ��� ����� ��� ���

Paul Brickhill was born in Melbourne in 1916, then moved with his 
family to Sydney, where his father was a famous journalist. Following 
in his dad’s footsteps, Brickhill had a successful career as a newspa-
perman: through his best friend Peter Finch, eventually to become 
famous as an actor, Brickhill got an internship at the Sydney Sun, 
where Finch had a similar entry position. Finch, already rebelling 
against pressures to conform to the rules and regulations of the regu-
lar workday, soon dropped out. But Brickhill persisted, becoming 
one of the paper’s top reporters (specializing notably in aviation 
news) and then serving as one of its editors. As a reporter, he evi-
dently honed skills for concise but captivating mini-portraits of those 
involved in the reported events, even to the point of being beaten to 

rst edition by rival newspapers that didn’t wait to re
ne the story 
for that deeper dramatic e�ect that Brickhill felt should be centered 
on characters, their background history, and their motivations.

With the declaration of war, Brickhill—always interested in avia-
tion, though with little or no gung ho attitude about warfare itself—
enlisted in the Royal Australian Air Force and then evidently was 
disappointed, as were many Australian �yers, to be posted to the 
European theater of war rather than billeted in Australia as a would-
be defender of his homeland. A 
ghter pilot, Brickhill was shot down 
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over Tunisia in 1943 and eventually ended up at Stalag Luft 3. Initially 
assigned, because his skills as a journalist had included the talent of 
shorthand, to help transcribe BBC broadcasts for dissemination to 
POWs throughout the camp, Brickhill came to play more important 
roles in the escape itself. Brickhill helped organize the team of 
“stooges,” whose task it was to keep track of the German guards’ 
movements in and around Stalag Luft 3, and this occupation enabled 
him to range all over the camp, meet lots of participants in the escape 
attempt, and thereby collect multiple accounts of the project from 
multiple perspectives and, importantly, at 
rst hand. (One distin -
guishing dramatic talent of Brickhill is his ability to imagine or recon -
struct dialogue and the presumed sentiment of this or that player in 
consequential events.) Brickhill also tried to help in tunnel digging 
but had to give that up quickly when he realized he was a�icted with 
extreme claustrophobia. Eventually, he was put in charge of the spe-
ci
c stooge operation of looking out for those German “ferrets” 
(guards who roamed the camp, searching everywhere for signs of 
escape) who risked getting too close to the hut particularly devoted to 
the complicated operations of document forgers. The forgers had to 
work near unblinded windows with enough light by which to copy 
and create facsimiles, and that made them vulnerable to discovery. 
For his e�orts, Brickhill was himself assigned a place in the escape 
but was taken o� the list by Roger Bushell (the escape plot’s leader) 
because of his claustrophobia.1

Importantly, for the history of adaptation, The Great Escape was 
in fact not Brickhill’s 
rst book on the event. During his imprison-
ment, Brickhill worked with a South African, Conrad Norton, also a 
journalist before the war, as a teammate in the BBC transcription 
operation at Stalag Luft 3. Relying on their journalistic experience, 
the two men began to collect exciting stories of the downing of UK 
pilots and their capture and any escape attempts they made, and 
they released their accounts as a book, Escape to Danger, in 1946.2 In 
fact, despite its title, a great deal of the 
rst part of the book came 
from Norton’s interviews with fellow prisoners that concentrated 



mostly on stories of men shot down, surviving, and being captured 
(and not on their subsequent escape). Norton was most interested in 
how men ended up at the camps and not how they might get out. 
(The 
rst sections are quite enamored of wild stories of men who fall 
without parachutes and yet live—for example, by grabbing in �ight 
at someone with an open parachute and wafting down together or 
landing on a snow-covered mountain and sliding all the way down, 
the fall being broken that way.) Conversely, Brickhill’s work as a 
stooge (and however brie�y as a digger in the tunnel) gave him 
rst-
person access to the big escape operation itself, and he was able to 
write about that in a way Norton couldn’t. The book seems curiously 
bifurcated, with initial short chapters (primarily by Norton) of 
amazing feats of survival and capture and then a long chapter (pri-
marily by Brickhill) that chronicles the March 24 escape.

The coauthored book anticipates Brickhill’s solitary e�ort in The 
Great Escape but stands apart from it. On one hand, the two authors 
provide a multiplicity of exciting narratives with that striking break 
between small stories of downing and capture and the one big story 
of the escape. On the other hand, Escape to Danger o�ers much more 
description (of the look of people and places) than The Great Escape 
and provides ongoing commentary on broader events transpiring 
beyond the prison camps (especially how the war was going and how 
that impacted numbers of downed �yers). Norton seems to have had 
a sociological bent—after the war, he wrote on the political scene in 
South Africa—so maybe the broader context came from him. Here 
and there, Brickhill’s The Great Escape picks up sentences from the 
earlier collaborative book, but with no acknowledgment of Norton. 
The latter book also abridges the multiplicity of tales to concentrate, 
in exciting narrative fashion, on the one “great” escape—told, as 
mentioned above, through imagined dialogue and imputed inner 
feelings of those directly involved in the event. Notoriously, Escape to 
Danger had included pages on POWs who didn’t want to rock the 
boat and therefore opposed escape attempts, but Brickhill removed 
any hint of dissent or downright resistance in his revision of the 
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story into The Great Escape. Evidently, Brickhill and Norton agreed 
that each of them should have exclusive copyright to the sections 
they had written, so Brickhill was free to do as he wished with his 
focused and extended chronicle of the mass escape and could turn it 
into a full book of his own.

As the escape tunnels were being constructed, escape chief Roger 
Bushell had the thought that there should be some visual record of 
what the builders were doing. Frequent blackouts at the camp meant 
that photography would be an unpredictable means of recording 
(and anyway, the POWs’ smuggled-in camera was in continuous use 
for passport and identity card purposes), so prisoner Ley Kenyon, 
who had been an art teacher before the war, was dispatched to make 
sketches in the tunnels—which, because of the cramped space, he 
had to do on his back, using the ceiling of the tunnels as an upside-
down table. Kenyon, not part of the escape itself, eventually would 
hide the sketches in a tin in one of the unused tunnels, where they 
remained until after the war, when they were pulled up and returned 
to their creator, who made them available to Norton and Brickhill. 
The sketches served as powerful illustrations, 
rst in their collabora-
tive book and then in Brickhill’s stand-alone The Great Escape.

The tragedy of “the Fifty” escapees (out of seventy-six) who were 
summarily shot by the Germans after they were recaptured led the 
British government to encourage prisoners of the Axis powers to 
give up on escape attempts and wait out the war’s end (a recommen-
dation intensi
ed only a few months after the March escape when 
the Normandy invasion of June suggested the war might soon come 
to an end).3 Thus, like his fellow POWs, Brickhill was present at 
Stalag Luft 3 when, with the end of war approaching, the German 
administration of the camp decided in 1945 to enact a grueling mass 
exodus of prisoners, a veritable “death march” that did in many 
POWs and weighed heavily on survivors through the rest of their 
lives (Brickhill himself would likely now be diagnosed with PTSD). 
Brickhill smuggled the manuscript notes that he and Conrad Norton 
had compiled, and these eventually served for his two books on 
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Stalag Luft 3. Escape to Danger was well received, yet without mak-
ing any sort of splash. But the revision of this material into The Great 
Escape, published in 1950, garnered tremendous success for 
Brickhill, who became one of the utmost best-selling authors of the 
postwar period (he himself would claim that The Great Escape was 
second after The Iliad in breaking a million sales in the UK paper-
back market).

Indeed, on the strength of a widely received BBC talk, a Reader’s 
Digest short non
ction story, and draft material that he would circu -
late (all of which gave him sole credit, without Norton), Brickhill had 
quickly secured a literary agent and publishers for UK and US editions 
of The Great Escape. Strikingly, these anticipations of what would 
become his most famous book also brought him to the attention of the 
commanders of the 617 Squadron who had been looking for someone 
to write the history of their aviation unit, especially the famous raid on 
the Ruhr valley dams.4 Thus, by the end of the 1940s, Brickhill had 
contracts for two war books, The Great Escape and The Dam Busters, 
and he worked on them simultaneously. Research for The Great Escape 
brought him to North America, where he 
lled in much of the drama 
from interviews with former POWs Wally Floody and George Harsh 
(who would pen the book’s introduction), and to Germany, where he 
would follow up on investigations into the murder of the Fifty.

Joined by Reach for the Sky (Brickhill’s rousing 1954 account of 
RAF pilot Douglas Bader, who had lost both legs in a �ying accident 
in the 1930s yet �ew anyway in World War II and attempted a thrill -
ing escape after being shot down), The Great Escape and The Dam 
Busters made Brickhill a celebrity in the United Kingdom. (A volume 
commissioned by the RAF Escaping Society, Escape or Die, o�ering 
a set of tales of capture and escape, had a more limited distribution, 
mainly to Society members, and wasn’t as key to Brickhill’s intense 
notoriety on the 1950s popular literary scene.) Pointedly, three of his 
books have the word escape in the title, as if to identify Brickhill 
closely with a particular strand of war narrative. At the same time, 
three of his books, the best sellers The Great Escape, The Dam Busters, 
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and Reach for the Sky, o�er primarily a single overall narrative line 
centered on one resilient, un�agging hero (as opposed to Escape or 
Die or Escape to Danger, which o�er diverse tales with a multiplicity 
of protagonists) and were therefore well constructed for adaptation 
into hit movies. Two such 
lms ( The Dam Busters and Reach for the 
Sky) came out during the period when Brickhill was being celebrated 
as a household name in resounding narrative non
ction, and they 
added to his success. Conversely, Brickhill was already sort of forgot-
ten by the time the hit movie The Great Escape was released.5

Indeed, Brickhill was never really able to build on that intense 
1950s success as the years went by. The war had scarred him (he 
would not travel again by air), and he went through a painful divorce 
in the 1960s. All of this took its toll, and he became depressive and 
reclusive, mental debilities that manifested themselves as writer’s 
block. The generally lukewarm reception for the one book he was 
able to write in the 1960s—a 
ctional political thriller—didn’t help. 
Brickhill disappeared into an apartment complex overlooking 
Sydney Harbour, from which he would give infrequent interviews 
that left reporters saddened by the depressive state they found him 
in. Intriguingly, Brickhill did tell one interviewer of plans to write a 
spin-o� from The Great Escape that would chronicle the fascinating 
tale of Johnny Dodge (aka “The Artful Dodger”), a �amboyant aris-
tocrat who had led a colorful life and had been a key 
gure in the 
escape from Stalag Luft 3, and Brickhill even seemed to have the 
blessing of Dodge’s family. But no such manuscript ever saw the light 
of day. Brickhill died in 1991. (More about Dodge later.)

In his 1950s best sellers, Brickhill had been a groundbreaker for 
that brand of popular postwar writing about the war (with some 
inspiring antecedents from the First World War) that renders mili-
tary history as gripping tale, strong on narrative suspense and rich 
in character. Predictably, along with canonical works such as Eric 
Williams’s The Wooden Horse and Pat Reid’s The Colditz Story, 
Brickhill’s war-tale trilogy of best sellers were also issued in multiple 
large-type editions for young readers, sometimes with abridgement 
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to strengthen narrative force. These editions became, for many ado-
lescent boys in the United Kingdom (as well as the United States, to 
a lesser degree), a very strong part of their reading culture and, no 
doubt, helped build interest in the movies, including for the 
Hollywood adaptation of The Great Escape in 1963.6 As one of his 
biographers notes, Brickhill minimized larger historical context to 
emphasize colorful personalities with invented dialogue and imag-
ined thoughts.7 Brickhill himself explains, in what he terms a 
“Brie
ng” that serves essentially as a foreword to The Dam Busters, 
that he would work by a kind of cross-checking in which he would 
ask each person who formed part of a history to talk about his fellow 
participants as a way to allow a rounding-out of events and dialogue 
and thoughts from all sides.

As Stephen Dando-Collins, Brickhill’s best biographer, notes, 
“Brickhill would write the book [The Great Escape] in newspaper 
style, using short sentences, short paragraphs and short chapters . . . 
[and] he would use his writer’s license to insert occasional witty 
asides. [His agent] Pudney talked him into discarding unfamiliar 
terms and abbreviations. . . . Brickhill also omitted reference to [the 
depressed or escape-resistant prisoners he or Conrad Norton men-
tioned in Escape to Danger].”�8

With just enough portraiting to 
x in the reader’s mind the dra-
matic importance of this or that person to the narrative, Brickhill 
fashioned in The Great Escape a captivating, fast-moving sequence 
of events that is short on analysis but strong on suspense and for-
ward drive. To give just one representative example, we can cite the 
transition that dramatically takes the reader from chapter 14 to 
chapter 15. On the morning of March 24, the POWs have to decide 
whether this is the day they’ll break out, and chapter 14 culminates 
with the meeting of the X Organization (the escape organization) 
where they decide that indeed they’re ready for the escape, conclud-
ing pithily: “�‘Right. Tonight’s the night,’ Roger jumped energetically 
to his feet. ‘Get cracking.’�” Note how the dialogue seems to emanate 
not from an act of speaking—it’s not “Roger exclaimed” or “Roger 
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declared” or some such—but from a physical action, as if the words 
emerge naturally from his energetic snapping to. That energy is 
immediately relayed to the next chapter, which begins, “The entire 
camp must have known about it within 
ve minutes. You could feel 
the tension. It was absolutely electric.” The dramatic movement is 
swift and inexorable. Yet, it should be noted, Brickhill’s investment 
in events directly connected one to the other isn’t always directly 
chronological or sequential: sometimes, the reader is o�ered a  
crosscutting between simultaneous events that itself seems no less  
inexorable. Sometimes, too, a dramatically unfolding event may be 
suspended, suspensefully, for a �ashback in which forward-moving 
action is held in abeyance while another connected part of the story 
is quickly unveiled. To take an intense, concise example (and intense 
in large part because of its concision), chapter 17 ends when, as men 
further down the list in the escape queue are being ushered into the 
tunnel entrance to follow those who have already gone through, sud-
denly a ri�e shot rings out, heard from a distance and seeming to 
come from near the exit outside the wire—and chapter 18 opens with 
a �ashback to that exit, where several emerging escapees are about 
to be discovered by the guard who is, in the next moment, to 
re that 
resounding shot that ended the previous chapter. Brickhill’s The 
Great Escape may be a book of history, but it reads breathlessly as a 
suspenseful page-turner, engrossing in its own right—in relative 
independence of the (admittedly engrossing) facts of the history 
from which the drama emerges.

Before he published The Great Escape in 1950, anticipation for 
Brickhill’s thrilling 
rst-person account of the events was stoked by 
newspaper articles that quoted him at length and by shorter versions 
of the tale that foreshadowed the book’s full narrative. Importantly, 
Hollywood director John Sturges claims to have encountered 
Brickhill’s tale early on by reading either a magazine condensation 
or perhaps a longer serialization of the book itself. He may have 
come across the popular version that appeared in Reader’s Digest 
in 1945 or a bit later in True.9 Wherever he discovered the gripping 
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tale, Sturges quickly developed a deep desire to make a movie of 
Brickhill’s story and he kept at it.

The story goes—and Sturges himself told it this way—that he 
couldn’t get studio bosses interested in a narrative that ended with 
many of the would-be heroes shot down in cold blood. But perhaps 
Sturges simply couldn’t obtain the rights from Brickhill at that time 
(although the director would persist over the years). On one hand, in 
1950 Sturges was still a studio contract director, primarily of 
B-movies or unassuming “programmers” (
lms with lesser stars and 
standard plots made to provide enough product for the theaters’ 
regular programming), and he may not have carried enough clout 
this early in his career. On the other hand, Brickhill did seem to 
worry initially that a Hollywood version of his essentially British 
Commonwealth story would Americanize the story in ways that 
would betray the facts and re�ect badly on Brickhill among his 
peers. Coming from his Australian background, Brickhill desper-
ately wanted to succeed on the English cultural scene.

����
����•� ��� ����� ��� ��� 
�� ���������� ��� �����

Interestingly—and at 
rst glance ironically, given the concerns just 
mentioned—Brickhill or his American agents in fact sold rights for a 
“moving image” adaptation in the United States early on, but in this 
case for a one-o� American teleplay version, directed by Gordon 
Du�, that aired in 1951. 10 Famed producer Fred Coe was able to 
obtain adaptation rights to Brickhill’s book for Coe’s Philco Televi-
sion Playhouse, which aired dramatic renditions of books and dra-
mas on NBC on Sunday nights (on alternate Sundays, beginning 
that year, the cosponsored show was called Goodyear Television 
Playhouse).11 (It may be the case that the acquisition rights included 
�lm options as well as television: often, rights were simply classi
ed 
as “moving image,” with movies and television lumped together. If 
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so, this may also have stymied Sturges until Coe’s option expired 
toward the end of the 1950s.) Despite Brickhill’s seeming inconsist-
ency in allowing his story’s use for this American production, it is 
ironic only at 
rst glance. Far from Americanizing and thus distort-
ing his tale, the NBC teleplay hews very closely to Brickhill’s British 
in�ection of events: this is emphatically an escape by Britishers 
(along with some Europeans, such as Czechs or Poles). We should 
remember, in this respect, that the teleplay was produced a year after 
the publication of Brickhill’s book and is clearly in thrall to it and 
trying to build from its best-seller reputation. Many, many scenes 
are taken directly from the book—for instance, much more than 
Sturges’s Hollywood 
lm, the teleplay is uncompromising in depict-
ing, as Brickhill had at length, how the prisoners coldly, and perhaps 
even coldheartedly, blackmailed their German handlers to get sup-
plies for the escape from them. And there is often direct borrowing 
of the book’s dialogue and narration, including speci
c sentences. To 
take one strong example, the teleplay’s voice-over narration com-
pares the tunnel to a Tower of Babel, just as Brickhill’s fellow pris-
oner George Harsh did in his introduction to the book.

As in the actual history recounted by Brickhill’s book, the escape 
team in the teleplay initially includes some Americans, before they 
get sent to another part of the camp. Aside from that, the teleplay 
does make some minor dialogue concessions to American motifs 
that are not in the book, perhaps to solidify US viewers’ interest in an 
essentially British story. For instance, when Roger Bushell explains 
(as in the original historical event and in Brickhill’s account) how 
the three tunnels will be named “Tom, Dick, and Harry,” two Yanks 
start a conversation (not in the book) about how one tunnel, which 
they’ll work on, should be named “the Lexington Avenue subway” 
and joke that it should be an express, not a local, with no stops before 
it exits the camp. (Later, when one of these Americans is shown the 
tunnel entrance, he declares with a decidedly New Yawk accent: 
“Through this doorway will pass the most beautiful goils in da 
world.”) Yet, in keeping with the actual escape and with Brickhill’s 
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account of it, the Americans do not participate in the escape itself 
(even though they’ve pointedly been depicted as key to the initial 
digging). Overall, the teleplay is resolutely British and follows both 
history and Brickhill’s narrative in this respect.

One perhaps predictable sort of concession to the US television 
viewer comes in the casting of several Americans as key members of 
the Commonwealth team. E.•G. Marshall (born in Minnesota) plays 
the Scotsman Robert “Crump” Ker-Ramsay, tunnel engineer; and, 
most intriguingly, Everett Sloane (from Manhattan and probably 
most famous in 
lm history for his portrayal of a New York Jew, 
Bernstein, in Citizen Kane) takes on the key role of Roger Bushell 
himself. Curiously, Rod Steiger appears, three years before his brea-
kout role in On the Waterfront, in a single shot, part of a silent mon-
tage that is supposed to represent some of the 
fty slain escapees. 
There are also authentic Britishers among the cast, and my own 
impression from viewing the teleplay multiple times is that Marshall 
and Sloane made a valiant e�ort to keep up with them as citizens of 
the Commonwealth. Valiant  is perhaps indeed the appropriate word 
for Sloane’s steadfast attempt to capture steadfast Britishness 
through a clipped, no-nonsense style under the gru�ness of which 
gleams that hierarchical love of his men that is so much a part of the 
mythology of the proper British class and the proper British military 
caste.

The teleplay is most noteworthy for its ambitious set design, well 
appreciated by reviewers at the time and the aspect most singled out 
in reviews. Television historian Lynn Spigel notes that critics in 1951 
saw the production as an early example of a new trend toward strik-
ing decor for drama on television.12 An article in The Radio Age (an 
in-house NBC journal of the time) by the show’s stage manager, 
Robert J. Wade, o�ers a concise description of the impressive set, 
designed by Otis Riggs, and how it was put together.13 A forest, a 
parade area for prisoners inside barbed wire, and a cutaway barracks 
interior were built in conjoining spaces on a raised platform. Along 
one edge of the platform, across the entire set, ran the tunnel—one 
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side exposed to the camera, the entrance accessible from the bar-
racks interior. The whole set—the largest and heaviest in NBC his-
tory to that point—had to be raised so that the tunnel would be level 
with the cameras moving alongside it.

Through this set, the teleplay shows, on one hand, what happens 
in several sites individually (inside the barracks, out on the parade 
ground, within the tunnel, and in the open ground and forest just 
beyond); on the other hand, these locales are all assumed to be  
connected, with action spilling over from one space to the next. 
Everything is supposed to take place in and around the camp, and 
the narrative moves forward in tight chronology, cutting from space 
to space as each becomes key to the extension of the narrative from 
barracks into the tunnel and then to escape to the forest beyond: 
there are no cutaways, for instance, to scenes elsewhere, beyond the 
camp and its immediate surround—no �ashbacks and, therefore, no 
backstories of any of the men. Voice-over narration becomes essen-
tial, then, especially at the conclusion where the broader lesson of the 
escape and the ensuing deaths is to be spelled out. The teleplay is 
thus a work of immediate and direct action—a necessity, perhaps, 
given its tight running time of less than an hour. With no ability  
to visualize the past (or any place elsewhere), the narrative leaves  
out biography and plunks itself down into a local geography of men, 

Prestigious and prodigious teleplay set (from Radio Age magazine)
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initially in con
nement, who immediately go about their business  
of crafting an escape that (visually) gets them as far as the woods at 
the edge of the set (with only verbal reports of how they were soon 
rounded up and most of them shot). At the same time, multi-camera 
setups—sometimes in each part of the camp and breaking up a larger 
scene into component parts, sometimes cutting from one space to 
another, from barracks interior to parade ground exterior to the tun -
nel underneath—enable the teleplay to range over the connected 
locales to fashion a narrative based both on progress (we move even-
tually and inexorably from planning discussions of the escape within 
the barracks to the hole in the forest from which the escapees emerge 
to go into the woods a few feet further on) and on simultaneity (indi-
vidual scenes often play out in a single space broken up by multi-
camera). Although there are no �ashbacks and no cutaways from 
these few small spaces, there is careful crosscutting—for example, 
shifting back and forth between those making progress in the escape 
itself and those waiting back in the barracks to learn of the results.

The teleplay is framed by a thoughtful symmetry between its very 

rst shot—a German guard tramps around the yard in the snow—
and its very last—the same guard repeats his march, but so much of 
consequence has intervened, as a voice-over narration summarizes. 
That voice-over immediately follows one by Group Captain Massey, 
who lists the executed escapees over a slow montage of the victims’ 
faces (including, as noted, Rod Steiger’s). Then, over that 
nal image 
of the marching guard, the second, disembodied voice-over chal-
lenges one implication we might take from the visual repetition of 
the opening and closing shots. Was anything really accomplished, we 
might be wondering, by the escape—given that the story started with 
an image of imprisonment and ends in the same way? Against that 
inference, the voice-over claims that the escape in fact did much for 
the war e�ort, in a manner: “In spite of this stark tragedy, this foul 
murder, we might only say the operation was a success.” The narrator 
cites “staggering 
gures” as to how many Germans had to be diverted 
to the hunt for escapees and asks rhetorically, “How many of your 
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brothers, your sons, your loved ones were saved [by this escape  
mission]?” This a�rmation is keyed to the triumphant chords of 
Beethoven’s Fifth, so much a mark of victory at the time, and the nar-
rator’s question can stand then as the teleplay’s celebration of Allied 
fortitude in contrast to the cynical questioning (“Do you think it was 
worth the price?”) that, we know, famously—or infamously—ends 
John Sturges’s 
lm version just over a decade later.

There are several curiosities related to the 1951 teleplay of The 
Great Escape. Most mysterious are mentions, in one contemporane-
ous review of the teleplay and in a cast listing (now available at 
IMDb), of a role for a woman actor, Hanna Landy, a German who 
would later play alongside James Coburn in the 1967 
lm In Like 
Flint. Signi
cantly, though, every other review published at the time 
singles out as particularly praiseworthy that the adaptation was an 
all-male a�air, something rare in teleplays at the time. Of course, 
the very setting of the teleplay in one dramatically restricted  
location—the camp and the forest just beyond it—would seem 
indeed to have made it di�cult to bring a woman into the story, 
unless through a �ashback (which, as we’ve noted, is pretty much 
excluded by the single-set conceit) or in some furtive encounter 
beyond the fence of the camp. (In fact, there’s an anecdote, perhaps 
apocryphal, in some books on Stalag Luft 3 of a female relative of 
one of the prisoners passing through Zagan and being allowed by the 
guards, who looked the other way, to wave hello—although this story 
doesn’t appear in Brickhill’s version and wouldn’t have been availa-
ble then to the writers of the teleplay.) I am not sure what to do with 
this inconsistency, but my best guess is that the reviewer who 
claimed there was a woman in the cast may have been working from 
a press release (rather than the actual broadcast), something quite 
possible in the days of live television. Perhaps some version of the 
script included a woman, and this was re�ected in press release 
material. But nothing in the teleplay as aired, nothing in most of the 
reviews, and nothing in the restricted set, with its conceit of an all-
male locale, suggest the possibility of a female presence.
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In a second mystery (but a readily solvable one), the narrator of 
the teleplay claims to be “Paul Brickhill” himself, present here “to tell 
you the facts, the exact incidents, the true story of The Great Escape,” 
and it is indeed the case, as noted, that this narrator quotes directly 
from Brickhill’s book. Yet one need only listen to Brickhill’s narra-
tion of a radio adaptation of The Great Escape just three years later 
(to be discussed in a moment) to realize that the teleplay’s narrator 
sounds nothing like him (and Stephen Dando-Collins con
rms that 
Brickhill did little more for the American adaptation than sell the 
rights). It is likely that a British voice was plunked over the teleplay, 
with the claim that it is Brickhill speaking, in an attempt to give this 
US-originated project a veneer of UK “authenticity.”

A 
nal mystery: the 1951 teleplay and at least one script version 
for the 1963 
lm share a similar bit of dialogue that is not in 
Brickhill’s book. When Roger explains the need for the escape to 
take place on a moonless night and that the only such nights in 
March are a Thursday, a Friday, and a Saturday but that the last 
option is out, one of the men jokingly asks if that’s because Roger has 
a date that evening. In response, no-nonsense Roger clari
es that a 
late-night escape on a Saturday would make them dependent on 
Sunday train travel, much less regular and extensive than on other 
days of the week. The fact that the book doesn’t include the line 
about going on a date, while both the 1951 adaptation and a draft of 
the 1963 script do, suggests that the teleplay might somehow have 
in�uenced the 
lm script. Had one of the screenwriters along the 
way (there were several) seen the original television broadcast and 
remembered it? Did someone in the 
lm production have fresh 
access to a 
lm copy of the television performance (unlikely for a 
program that was broadcast live more than a decade earlier; the 
copy now in the archives seems to have been made for its producer 
alone) or to its script, as background for the movie’s preparation? Or 
maybe it’s just a weird coincidence but of an extreme sort!

The next adaptation of the book was for radio, in 1954. As already 
mentioned, Brickhill did lend his own voice to this production made 
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	 massey: 	 “If this weren’t so serious, it would make a very good 

comedy.”

	bushell : 	 “The curtain hasn’t even gone up yet.”

Senior British O�cer Massey and Roger Bushell discussing the com-

plexity of the escape operation in the 1954 Australian radio adaptation 

of The Great Escape

in Australia (where he was from, after all). From the end of the 1940s 
into the mid-1950s, Australian writer Morris West, later famous for 
novels such as The Shoes of the Fisherman (made into a “prestige 

lm” in 1968 starring Anthony Quinn as the Pope), ran a radio pro-
duction company, Australasian Radio Productions (ARP), that 
dramatized adaptations by West of novels and plays. All three of 
Brickhill’s best sellers of war fortitude, The Great Escape, The Dam 
Busters, and Reach for the Sky, were adapted by ARP and evidently 
garnered a broad listenership. Later to become a success in 
Hollywood, Australian actor Rod Taylor seems to have been a regu-
lar on West’s programs and performed in at least two of the Brickhill 
adaptations, The Dam Busters and The Great Escape; in the latter, he 
takes on the role of the real-life German guard nicknamed 
“Rubberneck” (for his long neck).14

West’s adaptation of The Great Escape consists of twenty-six epi-
sodes, each around twenty-four to twenty-six minutes, each 
announced with much musical fanfare, a dedication to “the Fifty,” 
and a voice-over by Brickhill that provides context and description 
before we move into sequences based fundamentally on dialogue of 
prisoners and guards. Brickhill returns about halfway into each epi-
sode to introduce its second part. To give an example of how his 
voice-over interacts with the drama, at the beginning of one episode, 
just before a dialogue between a guard and a POW who’s been 
assigned by the X Organization to cultivate the German for purposes 
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of getting needed contraband items into the camp, Brickhill pro-
vides a general explanation of how the guards at the camp tended to 
be easily bribable on a one-by-one basis. Thus, the ensuing dialogue 
becomes an illustration of Brickhill’s overall point (initially elabo-
rated in the original book version). From time to time during an epi-
sode, Brickhill’s narration comes back in, especially in moments 
where dialogue would seem awkward in trying to communicate 
things beyond the perspective of the particular characters. Most of 
the dialogue is supposed to be in real time, but on a few occasions a 
sort of creative freedom is allowed to the speakers, as when an aural 
montage depicts multiple prisoners reporting, in succession, on 
where one of the ferrets is located in the camp across multiple 
moments of time.

Like other radio dramatizations from the 1930s on, the ARP pro-
duction is rich in music (a rousing fanfare that opens each episode 
plus incidental music, especially in scenes of suspense) and audio 
e�ects (machine guns, sirens, wind, crunch of guards’ boots on the 
snow, and so on). Yet even when assigned tightly codi
ed meanings 
(for instance, marching sounds to indicate Germans moving force-
fully into the camp or sirens to signal escape attempts), nonverbal 
sounds don’t communicate enough of the narrative  happenings, and 
so the dialogue has to convey much of the drama. Therefore, the 
radio show centers overwhelmingly on an endless series of verbal 
encounters and larger-scale meetings where people talk out their 
concerns (Roger and the men, the POWs and their Nazi counter-
parts, even the Nazis among themselves in imagined dialogue that 
Brickhill’s book never attempted to approximate). It was no doubt 
helpful to the radio adaptation, in this respect, that the book is 
already so strong on dialogue and narrative action (this or that hap-
pening concretely described)—Brickhill’s original prose is readily 
convertible into dialogue (characters narrate aloud either what 
they’re doing or what they observe others doing). Frequently, in fact, 
added dialogue, beyond what was in the book, serves to amplify the 
narrative as this or that speaker explains to another what is going on 
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and, often, what function the goings-on have within the escape plan. 
In such cases, the dialogue visualizes actions for the radio listener. 
For instance, an explanation of the stooge system of signals to indi-
cate when a ferret is nosing around in camp is rendered by dialogue 
in which Roger is asked by another POW about security and takes 
his interlocutor out to observe a stooge in action, each signal care-
fully clari
ed by Roger’s verbal account. (In the book, Brickhill sim-
ply describes the stooging operation in narrative third person.)  
To take another example, the challenge of the telltale yellow sand, 
simply narrated by Brickhill in the book, is incorporated into a  
warning speech that Commandant von Lindeiner makes when  
the POWs are moved into the new compound, in which he enumer-
ates all the di�culties they will confront if they dare to undertake 
tunneling—including the problem of dispersal of that revealing 
sand. Immediately thereafter, the men assemble in a hut to parse out 
von Lindeiner’s challenge, and Peter Fanshawe explains his famous 
idea for using trouser bags to move sand (he demonstrates the proc-
ess by taking o� his pants, an action that obviously can’t be seen in 
the radio program but is evoked through the joking catcalls of the 
other men). The dialogue sometimes is about things going on in the 
present, as when Travis outlines to Roger how the air pump works, 
and sometimes about events that have already transpired, as when 
German guard Glemnitz gloats to Roger about failed escape plans 
that sent this or that POW to the cooler. Most of these, as noted, turn 
Brickhill’s third-person narrative account in his book into spoken 
dialogue by this or that character. One distinguishing mark of 
Brickhill’s book is a wry commentary on actions and, when possible, 
the radio show also maintains that sardonic, commentative overlay 
by transferring it from Brickhill’s third-person commentary to dia-
logue spoken in 
rst person by this or that character within the 
drama.

Interestingly, though, while Brickhill clearly authorized this 
adaptation—as indicated by his dramatic participation and espe-
cially by his narration, which so often borrows descriptive and  
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contextual elements from his book—the radio show diverges some-
what from its literary source, most of all through a greater emphasis 
on Roger’s personality and its impact on those around him. Opening 
with Roger’s entrance into the camp from his (literally) torturous 
time with the Gestapo, the radio show focuses on the drama of 
Roger: how driven he is and, in the perception by others as conveyed 
through dialogue, how dangerous this can be for his own well-being 
and for the morale and commitment of his fellow POWs who are 
constantly bearing the brunt of his impatience and short-tempered-
ness. To be sure, that interpersonal drama is present in the book, but 
not to this degree, and the radio show very much turns into the per-
sonal tale of one con�icted, driven man (at least until the escape, 
when we get a kind of aural crosscutting between various teams of 
men, including Roger but expanding well beyond him, as they 
traipse through enemy lands). In this respect, the radio show is very 
di�erent in structure and dramatic impact from the just-discussed 
teleplay adaptation from a few years earlier. There, as I noted, virtu-
ally everything is about present time: on a single set, men immedi-
ately go about their escape business and proceed logically and even 
chronologically from one space to the next, conjoined as one overall 
locale with adjoining components. There is no sense of a past here, 
no background biography for any man, even Roger. Conversely, even 
as the radio show’s direct emphasis on speech (albeit with those 
longer narrative contexts provided by Brickhill’s voice-over) claims 
to set the action in real time, those speeches themselves can include 
lots of backstory that adds to the psychological dimensions of the 
drama. To take just one example, when a newly captured o�cer, 
younger than Roger but senior to him in rank, arrives at the camp, 
Roger goes on a bit of a tirade, explaining to a fellow member of  
the X Organization that he knew the man back in England and is 
annoyed that he got all the glory while Roger, shot down much ear-
lier, was forced to miss out.

Roger’s personal con�icts color many of the episodes. For instance, 
in episode 7, Roger—ever worried about keeping the escape proceed-
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ings from the Germans—snaps several times at his mates for this or 
that breach of security. Importantly, there’s some pushback by those 
he castigates, and Roger has to gain a bit of contrition—but not too 
much, as he resolutely remains a driven man. His unbending atti-
tude also occasions conversation among the other prisoners, who, in 
episode 7, get some respite by playing a joke on Roger that clears the 
air a bit—substituting sand for sugar when he goes to take his co�ee. 
(It’s worth noting that in Brickhill’s book, it’s Roger Bushell who 
does the prank; the radio show turns it into a gag against Roger, who 
needs loosening up and to stop agonizing so much.) The Roger of the 
radio adaptation is a mercurial character, so obsessed with the per-
fect escape that he often lets his drive render him a 
gure constantly 
obsessed by the mission, constantly on edge, constantly torn between 
a raging drive and a fatalism that can push him into a funk.

“The 
rst breath of freedom is like a damn cold wind,” says Johnny 
Marshall late in this radio adaptation of The Great Escape as he and 
fellow escapee Ernest (“Wally”) Valenta trudge through the snow 
after the tunnel break, and this bitter observation, which turns the 
good into the bad, in many ways sums up another unique aspect of 
West’s radio version of the story, in addition to its psychologizing 
(especially of Roger). Despite Brickhill’s involvement in the adapta-
tion, the radio version is much grimmer than its non
ction source. 
Almost twice as long as the standard audiobook reading of Brickhill’s 
book, the radio version plays itself out bleakly in often dramatically 
oppressive real time as, for example, the prisoners su�er a litany of 
setbacks on the night of their escape, their travails extended by an 
excruciatingly slow unfolding. For another example, when Crump 
Ker-Ramsay, who in the radio show has done much of the tunneling 
and engineering, is told that he can’t go on the escape because his 
expertise will be needed back in the camp for future escape attempts, 
there are long scenes of Crump desperately arguing his case and 
then narrating to himself how he is feeling sorry for himself, whereas 
the book dispenses with his disappointment in a line or two. In gen-
eral, the radio show extends the psychological con�icts the men 
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undergo—from Roger Bushell, to Crump, and then to von Lindeiner 
(as he has to live with the consequences of the escape)—into a veri-
table torment, both physical and mental, turning a glorious would-
be “great” escape into something more agonizing, and more agonized 
over by its participants.

��� ������� ������ ���� ���������  
��� ��� ����� ��� ���

The NBC teleplay and the Morris West–produced radio broadcast 
stand as intriguing, somewhat o�cial installments in the adaptation 
history of Brickhill’s The Great Escape, the former a sale of rights to 
American television without further involvement by Brickhill, the lat -
ter a homegrown Australian e�ort that Brickhill participated in, even 
as West’s own writerly contributions took the story in new psycholo-
gizing and gruelingly downbeat directions. After these two versions of 
the tale, a most curious moment in the “adaptation” history of Brick-
hill’s book, as it edged toward becoming a Hollywood movie in produc-
tion in 1962, came with a 1962 British-US coproduction, The Password 
Is Courage. I put “adaptation” in quotation marks because o�cially 
The Password Is Courage o�ers no direct acknowledgment of Brick -
hill’s book. To be sure, many POW escape 
lms in the 1950s seem 
aware of Brickhill’s The Great Escape and borrow motifs from it with -
out explicit citation, so it is not the case that similar 
lms subsequent 
to Brickhill’s original publication can necessarily be considered “adap-
tations” of it, rather than just another installment in the elaboration of 
an overall POW escape trend, among which the book The Great Escape 
is but one proximate, albeit inescapable or inevitable, inspiration. But 
The Password Is Courage goes beyond such benign borrowing to 
explicitly take over unique narrative events from Brickhill’s book in a 
manner that almost (or more than almost) seems like stealing.

The Password Is Courage is nominally an adaptation of a 1954 
non
ction volume of the same name by John Castle that recounts, 
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often in sad terms, the escape e�orts of a Britisher, the ironically 
named Charlie Coward (played by Dirk Bogarde in the 
lm version), 
who, among other exploits, managed to break into a Jewish concen-
tration camp (to provide them with weapons for a last stand against 
their Nazi captors) but was unsuccessful at his goal of getting prison-
ers out. The book does have some fun escapades, especially in early 
chapters, as Charlie puts it over on the Nazis again and again, but as 
Charlie comes to see the horrors of incarceration beneath the amus-
ing challenges, the book becomes very downbeat indeed.15 By con-
trast, the 
lm version of The Password Is Courage, coming out just 
one year before Sturges’s The Great Escape, is a romp from beginning 
to end, leaving out the bleakness of the concentration camp narra-
tive, even though it’s key to the book, and o�ering instead a rollick-
ing, laugh-
lled tale of Charlie Coward endlessly pulling pranks on 
the Nazis in comic fashion.16

Strikingly, the 
lm The Password Is Courage includes several nar-
rative actions that are not in Castle’s book yet are in Brickhill’s The 
Great Escape—and are, in fact, singular to Brickhill’s tale, set at a 
camp that Coward was never at. In particular, like Brickhill’s The 
Great Escape, but unlike the book The Password Is Courage, the 
lm 
version of the latter has an escape tunnel coming up short of the 
woods and Coward having courageously to set up a signal by which 
he can let escapees know when it’s safe to move out (although his 
method is to throw stones into the tunnel when the coast is clear, 
whereas Hilts uses tugs of a rope in The Great Escape). In other 
words, the 
lm The Password Is Courage is unfaithful to its own 
source non
ction book but faithful, in part, to Brickhill’s The Great 
Escape, especially in the key set piece of the escape itself. No doubt, 
the fact that Brickhill’s book itself claimed to be based on a real his-
tory meant that it could claim no legal hold over the actual, original 
history (Hollywood producer Darryl Zanuck once noted that “you 
can’t copyright history”) and allowed the makers of The Password Is 
Courage to poach real events from the story. Nonetheless, the simi-
larities to The Great Escape, which was in production the year The 
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Password Is Courage was released, were strong enough to raise con-
cerns for Walter Mirisch, one of the producers of the big-budget 
Hollywood venture.17

But so much was already invested in making The Great Escape 
that Mirisch declared it advisable to push ahead. By this time 
(through the 
rst years of the 1960s), Mirisch’s production company 
(co-owned by Walter and his brothers Marvin and Harold) had 
spent time and resources going back to Brickhill in pursuit of the 
long-elusive 
lm rights, and had devoted much energy to assem-
bling an impressive international cast of famous actors (a constantly 
changing assortment as this or that catch dropped out, necessitat-
ing, as we’ll see, renewed e�orts on the Mirisches’ part), preproduc-
tion and production planning, and so on. Most importantly, by the 
late 1950s, John Sturges had made it clear that he wanted to revive 
his pet project of The Great Escape, and the Mirisch Company, which 
wanted him badly now that he had become a big director, could only 
get Sturges to join them as one of their most important directors if 
they granted him The Great Escape as part of the deal, maybe even 
as his 
rst 
lm for them. (As we’ll see in the next section, other 
projects intervened.)

Maybe, too, Walter Mirisch didn’t think that a black-and-white 
British 
lm with actors relatively unknown on the American scene 
would ultimately really be competition for a big-budget, wide-
screen, Technicolor extravaganza of epic size and studded with 
Hollywood stars. With no small irony, The Great Escape uses a 
number of actors (German as well as British Commonwealth) from 
the UK 
lm scene (some from The Password Is Courage itself; for 
example, Nigel Stock, Cavendish in The Great Escape, also plays a 
POW in the earlier 
lm) even as it engages in somewhat obscuring 
what was essentially a Commonwealth story by throwing in 
American actors as well. The Password Is Courage borrows directly 
from Brickhill’s The Great Escape, but the Mirisch 
lm itself depends 
on—and, in its own fashion, takes inspiration from—a tradition of 
British escape 
lms that dotted the postwar period, taking full form 
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“I can think of no sport that is the peer of escape, where freedom, life, 

and loved ones are the prize of victory, and death the possible though 

by no means the inevitable price of failure.”

Pat Reid in the prologue to his best seller The Colditz 

Story (1952)

in the 1950s and enduring into the 1960s (and including a few 
American outliers). Though not an o�cial part of the history of The 
Great Escape acknowledged by its makers, it is worth tracing the 
1950s POW escape tradition a bit, as an essential backdrop to the 
1963 Hollywood 
lm.

Incontrovertibly, Brickhill’s highly successful book, along with 
other best sellers like Pat Reid’s The Colditz Story, provided a set of 
individual motifs as well as overall attitude and even existential out-
look for other POW narratives that take inspiration from these suc-
cessful tales of escape. Above all, from the 1940s into the 1960s, 
there was a burgeoning and noteworthy trend in postwar popular 

lm and literature (including non
ction) from the United Kingdom 
that o�ered rousing tales of POW escape as odes to resilient British 
spirit. The books, especially, often acknowledge an even earlier tra-
dition of spirited escape narrative (for example, The Colditz Story 
cites directly the inspiration of World War I tales and names them).

Even as, somewhat controversially for some viewers, it in�ects the 
adventure of escape in decidedly Americanist directions—the pio-
neer spirit of individuality out on the frontier—the 
lm of The Great 
Escape, especially in its 
rst part, before it really all turns sour, takes 
from the rousing British escape tradition many of the motifs of 
Allied ingenuity, endurance, and moral commitment at the expense 
of Nazi captors and gives them new salience within the context of 
epic Hollywood entertainment. As Hollywood as it may be, The 
Great Escape borrows from its antecedent British 
lms many known 
actors, as noted. In fact, as one watches the many POW 
lms of the 
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British tradition, one sees familiar faces popping up all the time, 
sometimes in recurrent narrative situations. The lineage of 
lms 
overall, as unique as any one work in it may be, comes to resemble a 
dramatically constrained universe—
lms with the same visual ele-
ments, peopled by the same faces, dealing with the same issues of 
incarceration and attempted escape and its drawbacks—that then 
mirrors the narrative emphasis on enclosed spaces that a circum-
scribed set of men are seemingly 
xed into. The spectator’s experi-
ence of con
nement in any one 
lm in the tradition—and of escape 
from that con
nement—is ampli
ed perhaps by the sense of famili-
arity that comes from seeing the same situations, the same visual 
motifs, with the same actors going through the same paces.

For a long time—almost from when the 
rst 
lms in the postwar 
cycle emerged, a common critical attitude toward British POW 
escape 
lms was marked by the feeling that they were all about 
upholding a rousing, even rollicking image of the resolute Britisher 
as an adventurous soul who could 
nd inspiring challenge even in 
the context of incarceration. This, for instance, was famously the 
attitude of Dilys Powell, one of the most in�uential 
gures in post-
war British 
lm criticism. For Powell, these were works of entertain-
ment, not serious engagement, and therefore to be dismissed as such 
because they appeared to turn war into a version of schoolboys’ lit-
erature—in which rebellious pupils band together to put pranks over 
on their dictatorial, un-fun-loving tutors, who wish to beat into them 
a notion of Englishness that they (the pupils) actually possess in bet-
ter form than the sti�, by-the-books tyrants who lord over them. 18 In 
this spirit, just a very few paragraphs after the line quoted above that 
treats escape as the greatest of sports (and not metaphorically but 
literally), Pat Reid in The Colditz Story 
gures the prison camp as a 
kind of schooling (again, literally) with entrance exams and relative 
degrees of failure (you had to have escaped from elsewhere—and 
been recaptured—in order to be sent to the seemingly inescapable 
Colditz; an escapee’s successful journey back to England meant that, 
as Reid puts it, he was, “happily for him, ‘expelled’ for good”). Reid 
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even extends the pedagogy to the reader: “He should run the gaunt-
let as we did and pass the exam.” The language of sports and school-
boy antics is accompanied by an in-the-know jargon—quite key, for 
instance, to both the book and 
lm of The Great Escape—that ena-
bles the POWs to feel membership in a special community but that 
also is explained to readers so that they can imagine for themselves 
a vicarious participation in the rituals of this privileged men’s club 
(the adventurers who get to be in on the fun of escape). As numerous 
books on downed pilots note, the special language started with a 
veiling over of the more downbeat risks of the enterprise (death 
itself, for instance!) and thereby had already set up a mythological 
version and vision of what war and escape were all about. This was a 
language of zoology (ferrets and penguins) and of comedy and comix 
(stooges, goons).

In British Cinema in the Fifties: Gender, Genre and the ‘New Look’, 
one of the more recent revisions of the traditional take on the escape 

lms of the sort that Dilys Powell espoused, cinema scholar Christine 
Geraghty well accepts how the 
lms in the tradition were driven by 
a nostalgia for a time before their postwar release.19 The “New Look” 
of her subtitle refers to the modernity of other 
lms from the United 
Kingdom, not the POW ones, that tried to engage, often a�rma -
tively, with present, postwar conditions (new relations of men and 
women, new possibilities of consumer society, new energies in youth 
culture, and so on). Geraghty’s point with the war 
lms is that they 
often looked away from modernity instead and longed for clarities 
and certainties supposedly in dominance in previous times. Of 
course, no one would have wanted to be a POW during World War 
II, but the postwar 
lms of incarceration and escape enable, by look-
ing back, a boisterous image of men working well together and doing 
so with individualized talents that they are lauded for by their confr-
eres (it is notable, for instance, how often the prisoners of The Great 
Escape compliment—as well as complement—each other for their 
skills in this or that department of the overall escape venture). Both 
of these values—masculine collaboration in a realm apart from 
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(feminized) domesticity and valorization of individualized practical 
talent—would be tested, as Geraghty shows, in a postwar world 
where women had entered the job market (and where new compan-
ionate notions of male-female relationship and marriage threaten-
ingly augured domestication for men) and where the skills of 
wartime might have no purchase (is there any place for Tunnel Kings 
after the war?). The all-male POW 
lms imagine a haven of mascu-
linity before the challenges of inter-gendered domesticity.

Conversely, though, some 
lms—for example, The Last Chance or 
The Password Is Courage or The Seven Thunders—build in encoun-
ters with women as part of the male adventure (as does, famously, 
1937’s La Grande Illusion), but in ways that bolster an image of a 
masculinity rendered potent when unleashed from camp con
nes. 
In The Last Chance (1945), the interlude is a passing one: early in 
the 
lm, the two escapees (one British, one American) split up to 

nd a boat to take them across the water to Switzerland, and the 
Britisher immediately 
nds a young Italian woman doing her wash 
at river’s edge and clearly falls for her, their intense but furtive love 
consecrated when they kiss passionately before he takes leave to 
rejoin his American buddy. The 
lm The Password Is Courage also 
adopts the amorous interlude motif (Charlie Coward has a romance 
with a helpful German woman in a town outside the prison camp) 
but in so doing reveals its own desire to bring a love story into the 
male adventure, insofar as the non
ction book the 
lm is (ever so 
loosely) based on has no such love story, since the real Charlie was 
happily married and kept thinking, while in the camps, of his spouse 
back home.

In one revisionist corrective to the rousing tradition that treats 
prison life and, in particular, prison escape as constant great sport 
and continuous good fun of a schoolboyish, pranksterish kind, histo-
rian S.•P. MacKenzie contrasts what he terms “the Colditz Myth” to 
the anodyne and boringly oppressive realities of prison-camp exist-
ence. On one hand, he challenges the motif that would make escape 
the be-all of camp life: many POWs did not participate in escapes 
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and some were actively opposed to the idea. On the other hand, he 
suggests that escape was not the rip-roaring or uproarious lark the 
books and 
lms present it as, but had its dismal, slogging side. The 
myth of rollicking escape in the non
ction best sellers—and this is  
as true for The Great Escape or The Wooden Horse as for The Colditz 
Story, which MacKenzie focuses on—was built out of recurrent 
practices: books from POWs who had been in the camps and who 
framed their direct (even if third-person) accounts as suspenseful 
narratives, strong on drama, dialogue, and incident, accompanied by 
wry commentary and often prefaced by military experts who could 
further attest to the authenticity and validity of the enterprise; movie 
adaptations that tightened both the drama and the comedy even 
more (Guy Hamilton, the director of The Colditz Story, was delighted 
to have comic actors in his cast: “I was absolutely determined to 
show that Colditz was exceptional and could be very funny”); and 
the implicit assumption that no one participant can successfully tell 
the entirety of such a rich tale, so that future books or follow-up 
movies and television shows might well be necessary, thereby always 
reinvigorating the tradition with new twists and turns.

When Bosley Crowther (in)famously denounced The Great Escape 
as o�ering a “Rover Boyish” image of prison camp life, he was writing 
then from within a critical tradition unwilling to believe that escape 
was ever great sport or was entered into as such by escapees. But the 
accusation of exaggerated, gung ho romanticization doesn’t really 
capture the entirety of what the 
lm of The Great Escape is all about—
and, in fact, it might not really work as a damning assessment of the 
tradition of 
lms of escape overall. Increasingly, scholars who engage 
with the war cinema of incarceration and escape have shown how 
complicated the tradition is, not so much heartily and innocently 
rendering the gung ho spirit (what George Harsh, in his introduction 
to Brickhill’s The Great Escape, termed a “rowdy, fresh air of hubba 
hubba that was leaving the Germans completely bewildered”) as 
working through  optimistic versus negative representation in com-
plex fashion. For example, the very 
lm that many historians take  
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as the key starting point for the postwar trend of representation of 
the British POW experience, The Captive Heart (1946), is all about 
trying  (in an often quite desperate and fraught manner) to uphold 
an image of steadfast and dependable Britishness—an “upholding” 
that is the key challenge to the men in the camp but also for the  

lm itself as an intended celebration of British pluck and spirit: 
whatever is accomplished in that respect comes at the cost of con-
stant struggle—negative attitude, defeatism, resignation. Unlike 
some later 
lms, which certainly bracket out any admission of the 
downbeat in order to maintain cheery ends (and endings), The 
Captive Heart acknowledges the pressures on optimism. In fact, the 

lm even insists that whatever goodwill can be achieved by the 
indomitable English spirit may be mixed inevitably with a kind of 
masquerade—a parading  of cheerfulness that deep down is perhaps 
little but a 
ction, as we see when the men return home and have to 
keep up the proverbial “sti� upper lip”: there’s the blinded soldier 
who lies by letter to his 
ancée to spare her (he tells her their rela-
tionship is over); the newly widowed father whose wife died, while he 
was away, when giving birth to a daughter that he now has to show 
himself steadfast in front of; the pianist deeply in love with a woman 
he knows didn’t wait for him but whose in
delity he now has to live 
with while pretending to get on with things; and, most of all, the 
protagonist, a Polish escapee from a concentration camp who took 
up the identity of a dead Britisher to the extent of corresponding 
with the man’s wife and living out a mythology of Englishness 
through their letters back and forth.

On one hand, it is obviously true that The Great Escape is—until 
the July 4 celebration midway through, when things start to go 
wrong—a seemingly buoyant 
lm about men who coyly plot against 
their captors and get a rousing reaction from 
lm viewers (other 
than Bosley Crowther!) as they do so. Yet, even as the men inven-
tively craft thrilling escapes of the moment, there’s often de�ation of 
the adventure as this or that attempt is thwarted before it can really 
get going. The roller coaster of emotions in the Fourth of July 
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sequence is in fact a structuring principle throughout: in the open-
ing moments, for instance, it’s thrilling to see the newly arrived pris-
oners seeming bleakly to take in their surroundings, only to quickly 
rebound and rousingly and resolutely jump into escape attempts—
literally jumping in the case of the determined men leaping down 
into trucks exiting the camp. But it’s immediately de�ating to have 
each and every escape attempt so quickly thwarted. It’s a double 
process: as German guard Strachwitz says, “There’s been much stu-
pidity on both sides.” Of course, from the discovery of the tunnel 
called “Tom” during the Fourth of July celebration, followed imme-
diately by the machine-gunning of the very endearing character Ives, 
any fun in The Great Escape becomes more and more �eeting.

It’s certain that we can 
nd, within the tradition, escape 
lms that 
are indeed buoyant and rollicking to such a degree that they depart 
quite fancifully from any recognition of the risks and setbacks to 
masculine e�ort in wartime. An extreme example, as already noted, 
is The Password Is Courage, which not only removes the dire core of 
the book it is based on (the hero discovering the horrors of Auschwitz) 
but makes it seem as if nothing bad can ever happen to anyone on 
the good side of a sporting war.

However, although perhaps one shouldn’t generalize from a very 
few 
lms, it seems to me intriguing that, in contrast to the more 
a�rmative, even cheerful trend of British escape 
lms, the rare 
American 
lms in the postwar period that dramatize POW camp life 
tend to take on a 
lm noir approach that is all about betrayal, the 
potential for evil that lurks within us, naked self-interest over collec-
tive needs, and so on. Thus, in Desire Me (1947), an expensive MGM 
o�ering that had a very vexed production history (to the extent that 
none of the directors who worked on it let their names 
gure in the 
credits), two French POWs are part of a mass escape but get sepa-
rated from their comrades. We learn that when the Nazis came 
across them, one, Paul Aubert, was wounded (stuck on the barbed 
wire) and called to his escape partner, Jean Renaud, for help, but 
Jean ran o� to save his own skin. Paul is reported killed, and Jean 
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insinuates himself into the life of Paul’s wife, Marise, ultimately con-
vincing her to go o� with him until Paul shows up, regains Marise, 
and 
ghts with Jean, who comes after him with a gun (the love tri-
angle directly becoming 
lm noir through violence). Jean dies in the 
struggle. Robert Mitchum, by this time an icon of postwar noir, plays 
Paul the husband returned from the dead, and the 
lm wallows in a 
shadow-
lled perversity as Jean, who had been told a lot about 
Marise by her loving and longing husband in the prison camp, shows 
up at her house on the Brittany cli�s and tries to seduce her through 
all the things he’s learned about her from Paul. The 
lm combines 
violence and treachery with a psychological depravity, redolent of 
postwar noir; there is little glamour to wartime venture here, and 
the 
lm is much more about the potentially dire consequences of 
violent war experience than a celebration of the spirit of escape.

In the 1949 noir Act of Violence, another betrayed POW returns to 
seek vengeance on the colleague who sold out a team of escapees. In 
this case, it’s the traitor who’s built a proper postwar version of the 
American dream until his pursuer shows up and reveals the lies and 
betrayals on which the all-American suburbanite’s seemingly perfect 
life is built. Underneath the sunny perfections of the American way 
of life (the traitor lives in bright Southern California) lingers sinful 
and destructive venality. Interestingly, director Fred Zinnemann had 
earlier directed a wartime escape 
lm, The Seventh Cross (1944), all 
about the indomitable will to reach freedom; now, in the postwar 
moment, POW escape becomes tinged with cynicism, critique, a 
fatalistic tone in which a compromised past catches up with the 
errant and sinful self.

And, of course, Stalag 17, directed by Billy Wilder—who also has 
a famous association with 
lm noir (Double Indemnity, made dur-
ing the war yet exhibiting little or no collective gung ho spirit)— 
created a decisive image of an in
ltration-ridden version of POW 
life. Treachery, though, is only one of the sins in this savage look  
at Americanism, as we’ll see in a bit. And treachery itself can take on 
many forms.
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Indeed, in the 
nale of a POW 
lm from 1944, Resisting Enemy 
Interrogation, made by the military (with Hollywood cooperation) 
for training purposes, the Yank commander, played by Lloyd Nolan, 
admonishes the airmen under his command (and, by implication, 
the airmen in training who are watching this 
lm) that in talking to 
the enemy and thereby often inadvertently revealing vital informa-
tion, “You don’t have to be a traitor although you might as well be.” 
There’s the strong suggestion here that even steadfast and resolute 
American soldiers can be “betrayed,” in a fashion, by their own 
naivete or Yank innocence around enemy interrogation. In Resisting 
Enemy Interrogation, shot-down �yers who don’t know their next 
mission let slip related bits of information that enable their Nazi 
captors to 
gure out where the upcoming strike will be. The 
lm 
leaves behind the story of the captured �yers once they’ve given away 
vital information, shifting instead to showing the consequences of 
their action in the downing of many more �yers on the new mission 
(followed by a scene back at base where the surviving soldiers lick 
their wounds and are given that chastising lecture by their com-
mander). Leaving the fate of the POWs undepicted, Resisting Enemy 
Interrogation is not an escape 
lm, but when it was remade in 1951 
as a Universal feature 
lm, Target Unknown, it resolutely became 
one. The latter version stays with the downed �yers from beginning 
to end, following their individual stories as a few get away but are 
whittled down one by one, until the last survivor is able, in the nick 
of time, to alert Allied command in England that the Germans have 
learned of the new mission and moved away the targeted materials, 
and consequently the bombing raid must adapt to new coordinates 
(it works, much to the delight of that last escapee, who watches tri-
umphantly from a hilltop as the German munitions ignite). In other 
words, whereas Resisting Enemy Interrogation never follows up on 
the fate of its dangerously talkative POWs, its feature remake turns 
ultimately into an escape 
lm and allows the Allies a last-minute 
triumph, even as most of the narrative still tells the cautionary tale 
of potential disaster (barely averted in the last few moments). In 
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both cases, happy ending or not, there is a recognition of betrayal 
keyed to the very propensity of Yanks to be trusting and pure of heart 
(and so, so gabby).

One partial UK exception to the cinematic convention that there 
are no traitors or in
ltrators among the group of men working in 
jolly form together on their escape adventure is Danger Within —
from 1959, somewhat late in the cycle of POW escape 
lms. Danger 
Within  does, in fact, plant a spy among the prisoners and, as in 
Stalag 17, he is found out and set up so that he’ll be assassinated by 
his own side. Interestingly, Danger Within  also acknowledges in 
passing that not every prisoner in a camp may be gung ho about 
escape attempts. Early on, for instance, an inveterate card player (we 
never see him doing anything else) disparages the type of the would-
be escapee as a “comic strip hero who’s got to muck up things for 
everybody else.” Even more, a running motif has the director and 
main actor for a production of Hamlet that is soon to open in the 
camp loudly disdaining the e�orts at escape and objecting when it’s 
decided to use his production as a diversion for a big escape from 
under the theater �oor (Culture with a capital C, then, against prac-
tical enterprise). Yet I term these exceptional moments in Danger 
Within “partial” because eventually everyone joins in on the escape 
attempt. For instance, when told by the Senior British O�cer of the 
patriotic importance of the escape, the theater man backs down and, 
seemingly instantaneously, converts to the cause. In a way, the ambi-
tion of this 
ction 
lm’s escape is even more inspiringly epic than 
The Great Escape: the goal is to get everyone in the camp out—close 
to four hundred prisoners—and the mission succeeds with great fan-
fare (literally so, as they use an applause machine at the Hamlet pro-
duction to hide the sounds of escape). And while Danger Within 
does acknowledge temporary dissenters from the mission of escape, 
everyone remains resolutely British in the grand and mythic fashion 
(even the strongest dissenter, the theater man, is presenting 
Shakespeare, of all things). Once the traitor is found out and set up 
for assassination, all negativity is banished, and the Britishers can 
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work so well together. Like other rollicking 
lms of buoyant escape, 
Danger Within even evokes the trope of clumsy, even stupid guards 
whom the Britishers get one over on, as in a comic scene in which a 
team of guards is supposed to be collecting prisoner 
ngerprints, 
only to run up against comic resistance (one POW insists on gloves—
“We’re English. We like to keep our hands clean”; one has a buddy 
sneak up behind him so that two sets of 
ngerprints are collected; 
one even has his pet duck [!] press his webbed foot onto the 
nger-
print paper).

Yet even 
lms that luxuriate in fun at the expense of the Nazis and 
end with successful escape (as The Password Is Courage and Danger 
Within  do) will often include earlier scenes (as The Password Is 
Courage doesn’t) of failure, frequently issuing in ignominious death 
for the would-be escapee. The Great Escape, of course, strongly 
depends on the shock of Ives’s killing, after so much fun, just about 
midway through the 
lm. But for all their reputation as frothy frol-
ics, a number of the British escape 
lms bring death into the narra-
tive and insist, sometimes from the outset, that any buoyancy to 
successful escape comes only by working through, and against, 
deadly challenges that are, in fact, always lurking and sometimes 
burst out. Death rears up here and there in the 
lms as a reminder 
that, no matter how buoyant successful escape can be, there’s always 
the lingering potential for disaster. In Albert R.N. (1953), for 
instance, everything about postwar happy endings makes us think 
that a happy-go-lucky American who is brought into the camp in the 
very 
rst scenes will realize his jaunty declaration that he will get 
away, and then suddenly, shockingly, he’s found out in an escape 
attempt and shot dead. In the often even more rousing The Colditz 
Story (1955), the successful escape of the protagonist (along with 
several others) is preceded by the veritably suicidal shooting of his 
best friend (who, when told by the Senior British O�cer that his 
extreme height would give him away even when disguised as a Nazi, 
essentially gives up on living). In fact, several 
lms begin directly 
with a killing of a would-be escapee (or several) as if to clarify from 
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the outset that the stakes are high and that any positive strikes 
against the Nazis could turn bad at a moment’s notice. For instance, 
Danger Within (which I noted ends with the entirety of the POWs 
getting away) opens with a would-be escapee impersonating an 
enemy o�cer in an e�ort to stroll out of the camp but stumbling 
immediately upon that very o�cer: smiling with a kind of comradely 
complicity at the fact that he has been caught, the impersonator is 
summarily, coldly shot dead by his enemy double.

This sort of failure to escape (with death as the dire outcome) 
serves as a prologue to Stalag 17 (1953), and it is illuminating to 
linger a bit more on this 
lm, both because it stands apart, to some 
extent, from some of the dominant British trends in POW storytell-
ing and because it o�ers some American in�ections that later will 
play into The Great Escape. The latter 
lm does seem aware of its 
prestigious predecessor. But the pattern of in�uence is complicated 
by the existence of Brickhill’s book before the play and 
lm of Stalag 
17. How not to wonder, for instance, whether the stove that conceals 
an escape tunnel, and the still that makes moonshine, and the Nazis 
who act like bu�oons in Stalag 17 don’t come from Brickhill’s The 
Great Escape—even as, overall, the Wilder 
lm revises the buoyant 
camaraderie of the book into a bitter depiction of suspicion and 
enmity among allied prisoners?

In particular, Stalag 17 takes two key motifs of the POW 
lm—the 
power of group e�ort and the potential contribution of the individ-
ual to that e�ort—and relativizes each to critical ends. Wilder’s 
coscripted adaptation (with screenwriter Edwin Blum) of the stage 
play by Donald Bevan and Edmund Trzcinski emphatically takes vir-
tually anything that is even remotely a�rmative in the play and 
inverts it into absolute negativity. Even radio news that the POWs 
furtively listen to, which in the play announces Allied victory, is ren-
dered in the 
lm as a litany of defeats and setbacks for the Allies  
by the Germans. Most of all, the play’s Sefton may, as in the 
lm, be 
de
ned as a self-interested and exploitative entrepreneur, but he is 
also given qualities of combativeness or cynical rebelliousness that 
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are frequently directed against Germans and therefore seem some-
what on the right side. For instance, one of his “hobbies” is to scour 
German newspapers for the delight of coming across lists of those 
killed in Allied bombings, and he expresses the recurrent wish to 
burn down the camp commandant’s residence (a desire actually 
realized at the play’s end, during his escape with rich boy Dunbar). 
In sharp contrast, the 
lm drops out any trace of the play’s positivity 
to wallow in a rather nasty look at the American way of life.

It’s true that Stalag 17 seems, at 
rst, to extoll the virtues of all-
American teamwork in its image of men organized rationally toward 
a common end (but with care also for each person in the group, such 
as a shell-shocked POW). In invoking the motif (likely borrowed, in 
fact, from Brickhill’s The Great Escape) of the stove that hides a trap-
door below it, it even suggests how such cooperation builds on and 
into an all-American ingenuity in which a collective of men uses 
planning and craft and specialization to tinker solutions to practical, 
mechanical problems. Yet the Americans, when they aggregate, risk 
falling blindly into a crowd mentality by giving in to shared suspi-
cions that feed o� each other and grow into something malevolent. 
As Wilder also showed in the very bitter Ace in the Hole, collectivities 
can be riven by mass hysteria, a bloodlust that quickly exceeds all 
bonds and bounds. Thus, when circumstantial indications seem  
to con
rm the men’s suspicions that Sefton is the German plant in 
their midst, they turn on him violently, beating him in a manner just 
short of a frontier lynching.

Sefton, of course, is innocent of the charge of informant. But he is 
“guilty” of the ways he enacts American individualism. If the collec-
tive enterprise of men together is all-American (hooray for the 
team), so too is a mythology of the American as individualist who 
bows to no arbitrary authority and makes his own independent path 
to destiny, the self-su�cient man as the self-made man (hooray for 
McQueen/Hilts). Sefton’s “crime” is that he goes his own way at the 
expense (literally) of others, pro
teering from their susceptibilities 
and their arrogance. For instance, he plays on the very cockiness of 
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the rest of the Americans when, in the opening, he bets that Manfredi 
and Johnson will be thwarted in their escape attempt and builds up 
his pot from the outraged desire of all the men in the barracks to 
prove him wrong. Importantly, as 
lm scholar Leland Poague notes 
in an essay on Stalag 17, when the sound of the machine gun makes 
it clear that the two escapees have been shot, and then when their 
bodies are put on display at the morning roll call for all the prison-
ers, we spectators (but not the other Americans within the scene) are 
o�ered a visual angle that allows us to see Sefton’s bitter anger at the 
loss of these lives.20 It is not so much that Sefton wanted Manfredi 
and Johnson to fail but, rather, that he knew they would and, as a 
cold pragmatist, saw no reason not to pro
t from the misplaced all-
American optimism of the others.

Sefton’s “crime” is to introduce the unfeeling power of economics 
into the cooperative space of the prison camp, where men seemingly 
work together for some greater good than monetary reward. In his 
essay, Poague makes the intriguing suggestion that Sefton performs 
a service in the camp by giving the men (for a price, of course) forms 
of leisure culture that they covet, from telescope views of the Russian 
women’s showers to gambling over racing rats to the booze that is 
produced by Sefton’s still. Yet, as with any entertainment enterprise, 
it is an open question whether consumer needs are authentic or are 
being fabricated by the entrepreneur who pro
ts from the interests 
of others.

Marketeering, both aboveboard and illicit, is not absent from the 
mainstream of the POW 
lm, although many such 
lms operate as 
if the enterprise of business and the “enterprise” of escape are worlds 
apart. In The Great Escape, for instance, economics is directly at 
cause, very brie�y, when the Britisher Ramsey wonders why the 
Americans are “buying up” all the potatoes in the camp. Of course, 
the answer is that the Yanks were doing so in order to make moon-
shine for all the prisoners to enjoy during a Fourth of July celebra-
tion. Without personal pro
t, the Americans o�er bene
t to all  
the captives, and the service they provide is ampli
ed by the British, 
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who recognize that the celebration can entail a needed break from 
the even greater good of work on the tunnel. Any individual enter-
prise, or even the collective enterprise of the only Americans in the 
camp, contributes to the collective cause.21

That the Fourth of July party ends tragically is but one way in 
which The Great Escape refuses the fully celebratory tone of the 
rousing escape. It’s likely the case, as we’ve seen, that few of the 
lms 
before The Great Escape really endorse that tone of celebration 
themselves to any full extent, but The Great Escape takes things a bit 
further. It’s as if it borrows from earlier works the rollicking, fun 
aspects—such as the constant motif of pranks against unsuspecting 
Nazis—only to better set up the characters and the spectators for 
crushing defeat. Strikingly, the possibility that it will all turn bad, 
that a grand adventure will reveal itself ultimately as a dismal waste, 
was there from the start—in the actual escape and in Brickhill’s ren-
dition (which ends in its last line with worry that at least one of the 
guilty Nazis will get away with his crime, such that there can never 
fully be justice and moral closure).

In 1950, early in the tradition of escape literature and 
lm, George 
Harsh, who had been at Stalag Luft 3, had used his introduction to 
Brickhill’s book to argue indeed that the story Brickhill told was “a 
whole lot more than a hilarious story about a group of food- and sex-
starved men playing grim practical jokes on a race of square-headed 
people.” For Harsh in 1950, that something more was a lesson about 
resilience of spirit and the ability of determined men united in one 
overall project to triumph over all odds: the moral was that “nothing 
can stop a race of men, regardless of race, creed, color or nationality 
once they agree to what that goal is.” By 1971, much more cynical and 
bitter, Harsh uses his memoirs to call it all into question: “At this 
date, after the passage of all these years . . . I consider the Great 
Escape to have been an act of typical military madness, a futile, 
empty gesture and a needless sacri
ce of 
fty lives.”�22

From his 1950 optimism to his 1971 cynicism, Harsh’s evolution 
in attitude mirrors the contradictions of the escape tradition overall. 
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As that tradition encountered the 1960s, the tone of criticism could 
only intensify and led to a seemingly grand Hollywood 
lm turning 
into something much more questioning, much less sure of great and 
epic adventures in war and of resilient happy-ending moviemaking.

� � �  � � � � �  � � � � � � :  1963 � � � � � � � �  � � � � �

The Director’s Share

John Sturges has been very smart in loading this 
lm 

with what DeMille used to call ‘insurance.’ He has a 

truly international cast of stars—popular ones from the 

states, plus the best Germany and England has to o�er. 

Because it has plenty of action . . . [and] is an all-

family 
lm .  . . it should out-gross even Sturges’s ‘The 

Magni
cent Seven.’ . . . John says: ‘Let the others make 

the problem pictures. I’m out for entertainment.’ 

Tennessee Williams addicts please copy.

From a Mirisch Company press document, June 19, 1962,  

to columnist Hedda Hopper

There have been few critical studies of John Sturges across his career, 
yet The Great Escape would not be the success it was, and is, without 
him: it is a—if not the—quintessential Sturges 
lm. While in�uen-
tial critic Andrew Sarris faulted him early in the 1960s for “strained 
seriousness,” most of Sturges’s detractors charge him with an almost 
opposite crime: moving bit by bit toward big-budget polished enter-
tainment (or not so polished, as was the case with the generally 
reviled The Satan Bug or The Hallelujah Trail, incontrovertibly mis-
conceived successors in Sturges’s career after The Great Escape). 
Helpfully, though, for anyone who wants to trace Sturges’s movie-
making trajectory, there is a full-length biography, by 
lm critic 
Glenn Lovell, that establishes the basic facts of the career, and I 
build upon it here.23
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As Lovell recounts, Sturges was born in 1910 into relative wealth, 
and his 
rst few years were spent in a suburb of Chicago. Sturges’s 
father, a successful banker, moved the family to Ojai, California, 
when he got a prestigious position as a bank president there, but he 
became ever more alcoholic and abusive to his wife. The couple 
divorced when John was 
ve, and his mother moved him and his 
siblings 
rst to Santa Monica, where in school he did some theater 
(both acting and stagecraft), and then, when she came into money, 
to an elegant house in Berkeley, where John planned to attend the 
renowned local branch of the University of California. Beyond his 
academics, where he had shown talents for science and math, 
Sturges developed pastime interests in camping, soapbox car racing, 
and hunting—manly activities of the sort that would feed into his 
muscular cinema (although, interestingly, the camping trips were 
often with his energetic mother, an a
cionado of the outdoors).

When his mother’s investments of the family wealth started to  
go bad (and then were decimated by the Depression), the family 
moved to Los Angeles and Sturges’s college plans were scaled back  
to attendance at Santa Monica Community College, where, as  
be
tted his logistical and methodical side, he majored in engineer-
ing. On the side, he continued an interest in theater craft, becoming 
a stage manager (and stepping in at times for directors gone 
missing).

In the early 1930s, Sturges’s older brother, who was working as an 
art director at RKO, got him an entry-level job at the studio, working 
in the art department on blueprints (something that clearly would 
have appealed to his engineering/planning background and to his 
later directorial interest in blocking actions in space). Evidently, he 
managed on the side to develop a 
ling system that led to new levels 
of e�ciency for the department and brought him to the attention of 
higher-ups, especially studio boss David O. Selznick. The latter, 
appreciating Sturges’s scienti
c bent, made him a technical advisor 
to the Technicolor demo short, La Cucaracha, that Selznick was 
developing as an independent production with distribution through 
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RKO (interestingly, the 
lm was directed by Lloyd Corrigan, later an 
actor in two of Sturges’s earliest B-movies).

Sturges’s technical prowess continued to impress Selznick, who 
then assigned him to help with the Technicolor desert shoot for an 
important Marlene Dietrich prestige picture, Garden of Allah, where 
Sturges showed talents at location work that would be called into 
play throughout his career. During this period, Sturges had started a 
move from the art department to editing—a practice greatly con-
cerned with temporal logistics created through carefully honed 
manual skill. On several 
lms, he ended up working closely with 
either the chief editor or the director himself (I use this gendered 
pronoun since Sturges appears to have worked under no woman 
directors), preparing rough cuts, 
ling unused footage, and provid-
ing alternative renditions of some scenes for the key members of the 

lmmaking team to consider. One of his last and important RKO 
assignments was to George Stevens’s large-scale, and often vexed, 
location shoot of Gunga Din (which Sturges would himself remake 
in the 1960s as a Rat Pack comedy, Sergeants 3), and there Sturges 
evidently strongly con
rmed his managerial talents and concretized 
his reputation as a highly e�ective problem-solver.

When the United States entered World War II, Sturges quickly 
enlisted, and his combined expertise in engineering and 
lmmaking 
led to his assignment in the US Army Signal Corps. Ironically, he 
was posted in Culver City, not far from Selznick’s self-named inde-
pendent company (where the producer had gone after RKO) and 
close to the Sturges family, whom he was able to visit regularly.

From his time at RKO, Sturges had built a strong reputation for 
an ability to craft practical solutions to 
lmmaking challenges. He 
was editing instructional 
lms for the military when William Wyler, 
also working in wartime informational services, recruited him for 
aid in the logistics of an aerial combat documentary, Thunderbolt, 
that would chronicle the e�orts of American �yboys in slowing down 
enemy troop and supply movements in Italy. Built up from construc-
tive editing of found footage as well as newly shot material of the 
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American �iers at leisure between missions, and employing maps 
and other explanatory graphics, Thunderbolt also required a com-
plex feat of engineering: the undercarriages of the small 
ghter 
planes had to be 
tted with cameras, since there was no room in the 
cockpit for equipment or personnel other than the pilot. Might one 
see here an early example of Sturges’s preference for arrangement of 
machines over character—as in, say, Ice Station Zebra from 1968, in 
which vehicles and technology matter most and are even fetishized 
in endless scenes, set to rousing music, of the submarine surfacing or 
diving or crashing energetically through ice �oes?

Wyler insisted that Sturges share directorial credit for Thunderbolt, 
and even though the 
lm actually didn’t get released until after the 
war, it added to Sturges’s reputation. He was signed as a B-director at 
Columbia, a bare-bones studio looking ever more to pare costs yet 
somehow foster quality 
lmmaking, and Sturges was one of several 
new recruits to the studio’s endeavors. At Columbia, Sturges would 
craft a series of tight B-movies that show him honing a con
dent 
directorial style that matched technique quite functionally to narra -
tive concerns. In the 1950s, Sturges would move up in directorial 
status when he was recruited to MGM, where head of production 
Dore Schary was looking for young directors who could bring inven-
tive �air to pictures that he felt should have something to say. 
Sturges’s reputation rose with a taut wide-screen thriller about rac-
ism, Bad Day at Black Rock, which got him his only Oscar nomina-
tion as Best Director (he lost to Delbert Mann for Marty ), and his 

lms of the 1950s often became known for artistic (and thematic) 
ambition imparted to genres of male action. Yet it is worth lingering 
on the earlier B-movies at Columbia, in which we witness Sturges 
crafting a visual style and elaborating thematic concerns that would 
reappear in projects personal to him, such as The Great Escape, even 
as he might now be making them as big-budget a�airs that meant he 
also had endlessly to keep an eye on box o�ce. With their low budg-
ets, short running times, and intimacy if not smallness of subject 
matter (many are stories of family, even if in�ected by thriller  

		E   � � � � � � � � � �  T � �  G � � � �  E � � � � � 	 73



overtones), the Columbia B-
lms of Sturges are quite far from The 
Great Escape in scope, resources, ambition, and so on, yet they 
already suggest a 
rmness of directorial control in the service of 
tight, suspenseful storytelling.

Take, for instance, the initial shot of one of Sturges’s earliest 
lms, 
For Love of Rusty (1947): a slow but complicated camera movement 
proceeds from the yard of a family home into the interior space and 
wanders through the kitchen and into other rooms. The shot is com-
plex yet never gratuitous, moving the story along in its very intro-
ductory moments as it calmly o�ers new narrative information with 
each turn. On the soundtrack, the father, a lawyer who’s just come 
home from a long day at work, asks for various things he needs to 
settle in for the evening (for example, soap to wash up) as his wife 
replies how Danny, their inventive son, has already commandeered 
each requested object as a component for this or that project. As 
each missing item gets enumerated, the ever-moving camera pulls in 
to show us this or that gadget Danny has constructed out of the 
missing household things. Finally, as the dad mentions an electrical 
component, we come upon Danny’s latest construct connected to the 
power source, and a fuse pops and the house goes dark.

Opening a modest B-movie, the initial long shot of For Love of 
Rusty serves as an early declaration of Sturges as con
dent crafter of 
his material: certainly, a complicated shot like that could well serve as 
a calling card to show o� a director’s technical skill. His 
lms from 
the 1940s on often involve a rich choreography of the camera, of char-
acters, or of both. By the 1960s, in some of his big-budget 
lms, it 
must be admitted that ostentation comes unreined, especially in the 
�amboyant use of a crane combined with tracking, something less 
common in Sturges’s B-period, to create complex arcs that soar up 
and over as they follow movement within a scene. One senses that as 
Sturges struggled under the success of The Great Escape to develop a 
worthy action successor but had to settle on the �at, miscast The 
Satan Bug, an uninspired and unthrilling “thriller,” the arc shot 
became a desperate means to pump vitality into a moribund project. 
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Thus, the 
rst three shots of The Satan Bug have the camera swinging 
up and over a moving car—occupant(s) unidenti
ed at this point—
yet imparting no new narrative information, other than that it is a car 
driving through a desert, as if the simple vehicular movement—which 
has little meaning other than mere motion itself—could be enhanced 
by the ostentatious camera movement. We might contrast the exorbi-
tant wastefulness of these opening shots to the narrative necessity (as 
analyzed in the next chapter) of the opening to The Great Escape, 
which is also about vehicular motion but combines salient narrative 
detail (it is a convoy of military trucks, very quickly revealed to be a 
Nazi convoy, not just some anonymous car moving down the road) 
with suggestive music (the martial theme by Elmer Bernstein). The 
Great Escape stands as a last, great case in which Sturges brings cin-
ematic excess under control and ties style functionally to the careful 
expression of story points and theme.

At best, as in The Great Escape, the parabolic shot—so recurrent 
in 1960s Sturges as to become a stylistic tic—can be tied to narrative 
function (and Sturges was, in fact, already employing such arcing 
shots quite systematically in some of his 1950s 
lms). For instance, 
to the extent that the natural world beyond civilization is often in the 
director’s 
lms a place of unknown risks and dangers, as Emmanuel 
Laborie elaborates in his book-length study of Sturges,24 the arcing 
camera can proceed by a forward motion to o�er a (literally) sweep-
ing glance at the foreboding space being moved into by characters. 
Even a light comedy like Sergeants 3 (1962) uses the arcing move-
ment when the platoon moves out from the fort to confront maraud-
ing Indians: the camera begins from within the military base, then 
sweeps up over the wall of the fort to reveal the open terrain that lies 
ahead of the patrol. The camera movement that goes ahead of the 
characters to show a worrisome openness o� in the distance has its 
corollary, in some Sturges 
lms, in a camera movement that pulls 
back into the foreground below the frame while holding on charac-
ters moving into that space and thereby unveils the geography in 
front of them as they progress into it. In several Sturges Westerns, 
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for instance, key scenes take place in cemeteries, and these are 
revealed by a camera movement that backs away from characters 
moving toward the bottom of the frame as if to imply the metaphoric 
gravity or maybe even inevitability of the 
nal resting place of the 
graveyard.25

The Great Escape, of course, is replete with resonant arc shots. 
Some such camera movements seem buoyant, yet they often lead to 
something more downbeat. For example, there are the vibrant shots 
that initially capture the excitement of Hilts’s dash toward freedom 
on the motorbike (with an excessive use of the rear brake for dra-
matic e�ect, as one motorcycle enthusiast informs me!): Hilts will 
zoom up and over crests of hills from background to foreground as 
the camera pulls back parabolically to mimic the vitality of his enter-
prise. Obviously, though, Hilts does not get away, and the parabola 
shots often ultimately unveil fences and barriers that, by means of 
the camera movement, come into the frame to block Hilts’s way. 
Likewise, one of the most striking arcing shots comes early in the 

lm when, as the music dies out to accent the visuals all the more, 
Ives walks from the background into the camp and the camera 
cranes downward to reveal to him—and us—a barbed wire fence 
that it slightly backs away from during its descent, to end on Ives 
framed within the crisscrosses of the barrier.

Man’s fate (la condition humaine)
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However, to return for a moment to the opening of For Love of 
Rusty, the virtue of its initial shot is not just that it is in motion but 
that it goes on at length. Not only was Sturges an adept of the �am-
boyant camera movement (Andrew Sarris, not a fan of Sturges, 
termed him a director of the gratuitous panning shot), but from his 

rst 
lms on, he showed himself accomplished at complicated long 
takes of the sort that other directors—from William Wyler to Orson 
Welles to (a bit later) Otto Preminger or Nicholas Ray or Vincente 
Minnelli—became noted masters of (and got more credit for, maybe 
because they were considered directors of meaningful emotion, not 
of masculine action as Sturges was pigeonholed). Sometimes, in a 
Sturges 
lm, the long take combines with an extreme staging in 
depth so that a contrast, both visual and dramatic, is brought out 
before the implacable, unfolding eye of the camera. In The Walking 
Hills (1949), for instance, the narrative premise (a common one for 
Sturges) of men recruited to work together in a muscular project 
(here, a dig for a legendary gold-laden wagon train buried within 
ever-shifting sand dunes) is given visual representation through a 
set of slow shots that show this or that man digging in extreme fore-
ground while someone is doing the same in extreme background, 
with an eventual cut that reverses foreground and background 
g-
ures yet maintains the same extremity of size contrast between them. 
In the digging sequence, the men remain in their places (each works 
away at his own trench), and it is the cutting, often long into a shot, 
that accentuates and emphasizes the depth to each view. As often, 
though, Sturges will set up a shot in depth but then have characters 
move in complex, choreographed fashion across a diagonal that 
extends from background to foreground. Sturges appears to have 
absorbed that stylistic option strongly from his earliest 
lms on. To 
take just one example, in the 1946 B-
lm Shadowed, a young woman, 
daughter of the protagonist (a businessman seemingly implicated in 
a murder), decides sadly to break up with her 
ancé rather get him 
involved in the family’s potential scandal. The scene of her announc-
ing the breakup to her boyfriend plays out in a single shot that goes 

		E   � � � � � � � � � �  T � �  G � � � �  E � � � � � 	 77



on for over a minute: the man waiting in the living room, the young 
woman coming to him from a hallway in the far background and 
then passing her man and talking to him with her back to him, turn-
ing to him only to return her engagement ring, and then each sepa-
rately exiting the scene by the hallway at the back of the frame once 
he’s heard and accepted the bad news. Often, then, the long take is 
combined with complicated rhythms of movement between charac-
ters and camera so that, even with the underplaying of editing, com-
plex drama is imparted to scenes.

Importantly, within the story world of Sturges’s 
lms, technical 
crafting, successful or not (such as Danny’s homespun tinkering, 
revealed gadget-by-gadget in that 
rst, seemingly meandering, shot 
of For Love of Rusty) is echoed in the 
lmmaking process itself, 
where the director often showed himself to be explicitly interested in 
displays of technical prowess and in taking 
lmmaking not only as 
an art but also as a sort of science, an empirical crafting of techno-
solutions to material challenges. A mechanical engineering major in 
college, Sturges often seemed to approach 
lmmaking as an issue of 
logistics. He was, for instance, enamored of complicated charts and 
graphs in laying out narrative and scene blocking. For example, 
anecdote has it that Sturges was electri
ed by the planning of the 
striking 
nal battle in Escape from Fort Bravo (1953)—and it is 
indeed an impactful, even creepy sequence because of its implacable 
depiction of a deadly act of concrete problem solving. The protago-
nists, a group of Confederate and Yankee soldiers, plus a woman 
torn between the top two o�cers from each army, are trapped by 
marauding Indians in a shallow gully, and the Indians throw multi-
colored spears all around the seeming shelter to construct a triangu-
lation that enables archers to zero in on the hapless whites trapped 
within and send volleys of arrows that come streaming down from 
multiple directions. The scene has a cold mathematical precision to 
it (and the sound contributes by reducing the audio track to nothing 
but the horrible whistle of dozens of arrows zooming through the sky 
from this direction or that), and it seems that Sturges approached its 
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lming with as much calculation as the Native American antago -
nists within the 
lm’s story world.

In like fashion, Sturges carefully engineered the epic narrative of 
The Great Escape—especially in the getaway section of the 
lm, 
where overall plot breaks into a series of mini-narratives—as a set of 
logical and logistical cases of problem-solving. Evidently, each 
escapee was assigned a speci
c, colored index card for each of his 
actions and Sturges would move these around and around, search-
ing pragmatically for just the right permutation of each story in rela -
tion to others. As one example, the July 1962 shooting script has 
Cavendish getting in a truck, followed immediately by that vehicle 
driving Cavendish to a roadblock of Nazis, but the 
lmed version 
breaks up those two connected moments by a number of extended 
sequences about other escapees (thereby increasing the suspense 
about Cavendish’s getaway). Even more consequentially, the July 
script, penned after shooting on the 
lm had already started, intro-
duces Ives randomly within a succession of newly arrived prisoners 
at the camp while, as we’ve seen, the 
lm itself astutely singles out 
Ives as essentially the 
rst 
gure to walk into the camp, that afore-
mentioned crane and tracking shot isolating him and framing him 
through the barbed wire he will die upon. What we see on the screen 
seems to have a structural perfection, each piece in its appropriate 
place, and that was accomplished by planning and ongoing revision 
until everything came together in the 
nal 
lmed version. 26

As early as its intricate opening shot, For Love of Rusty gives evi-
dence of narrative motifs and stylistic concerns that run through 
Sturges’s career. For much of that career he was a studio man, follow-
ing assignments handed to him, whether they 
t his own particular 
storytelling talents or not, so we shouldn’t expect consistency of nar-
rative and visual concerns across all his 
lms. It is important, I think, 
not to turn Sturges into some sort of auteur imagined as working to 
express a deep metaphysics that somehow was engrained into these 

lms made for the business of entertainment. In other words, one 
should avoid the claim that Sturges possessed a philosophically 
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imposing personal vision that transcended the Hollywood system he 
worked in and for. But it does seem that Sturges often gravitated to 
speci
c types of narratives and narrative motifs—just as producers 
might gravitate to him if they needed expert help in similar areas (as 
when Howard Hughes brought him back to RKO in 1955 to help save 
a technologically challenging shoot for a 
lm actually about technol-
ogy, focused on new forms of diving equipment: Underwater!  with 
Jane Russell and Richard Egan).

The meandering long shot at the beginning of For Love of Rusty 
shows o�, early on, Sturges’s resources and talents as a 
lmmaker 
and helps us see The Great Escape as part of a 
lmmaking trajectory 
with its own overriding logic. First, within the story world of the 

lm, there is the concern with gadgets and gizmos: in many of 
Sturges’s 
lms, protagonists are devoted to crafting “homebrewed” 
technologies in order to cobble together makeshift solutions to tech-
nical challenges (like the literal brewing by means of a still to make 
Fourth of July moonshine in The Great Escape). Danny in For Love 
of Rusty is in a lineage of techno-improvisers all the way up to the 
tunnelers and toolmakers of The Great Escape (and beyond: in 
Sturges’s Marooned from 1969, for example, NASA scientists have to 
come up with ways, not anticipated in any rule book, to rescue a trio 
of astronauts stuck in space).

Moonshine, Rube Goldberg style
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In For Love of Rusty, Danny is basically a loner and does his gadg-
eteering pretty much on his own (indeed, the plot revolves around 
how much Danny would like his dad to attend more to his world of 
play, and the 
lm ends when the dad realizes this and proposes they 
spend more time on fun activities together). In later Sturges 
lms, by 
contrast, engineering and tinkering is much more a collective enter-
prise—the work of a team, yet one in which individuals make special-
ized contributions to the overall mission. Recruitment into such a 
group often requires a demonstration or even a test of each special-
ist’s declared talent in order to con
rm just how good he (or, infre -
quently, she) is at the needed task; if successful, the individual is 
admitted into the collective project. For instance, Britt (James 
Coburn) in The Magni�cent Seven is 
rst discovered (by us, and by 
team members who might want to recruit him) when challenged by a 
lout who declares that Britt is wrong to assert that a knife would be 
faster than a gun in a duel. Goaded to 
ght, Britt wins his point (at 
the expense of his brutish adversary’s death) and becomes one of the 
“Seven.” (Ironically, though, as even fans of The Magni�cent Seven 
admit on this or that blog, he doesn’t ever use his knife during the 
mission, except to die as he’s about to �ing it only the second time in 
the entire 
lm.)

A Sturges team can start with friends who have worked together 
before. For example, Dominic and Johnny in Underwater!  were bud-
dies in the navy and now team up to go after gold on a sunken ship. 
Likewise, the “rotten eggs in one basket” of The Great Escape all 
know each other, and know to appreciate each other’s particular tal-
ents, from stays in previous camps. The one exception is the 
American scrounger Hendley, whom no one has worked with, but 
who is immediately accepted into the X Organization on his estab-
lished reputation as “the best” (as MacDonald puts it) at his busi-
ness. In some cases, the team can be built more closely from family 
members—for instance, in Underwater!,  Johnny’s wife at 
rst resists 
the dream of 
nding gold but eventually decides to stick with her 
man by joining the operation. Yet these a�liations, based on prior 
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experience of being together as friends or family, soon expand to 
include people recruited from beyond the tight-knit group. Thus, 
Johnny and Dominic entice a woman to their underwater mission 
(she happens to own a boat for them to dive from), as well as a Jesuit 
priest who is an expert on the history of Church sea voyages that 
ended in sunken treasure. Sometimes, the recruits are known by 
past reputation—this is the case for several of the mercenaries who 
will make up “the Magni
cent Seven”—and sometimes they have to 
make themselves known by proving themselves in the moment.

Even though Johnny and Dominic apply to their present pursuit 
of riches an expertise in using underwater explosives and deep-sea 
salvaging gained earlier in their lives—they had wartime experience 
as scuba divers—the project they are now working on (hunting for 
sunken treasure for personal gain) is not nearly the same as their 
navy scuba diving. Indeed, with the partial exception of the merce-
naries in The Magni�cent Seven, professional gun
ghters (“pisto-
leers” in the original parlance) who are called on by the plot to serve 
precisely as that, the skilled men (and, less often, women) in Sturges’s 

lms develop new talents in often improvised acts of adaptation to 
the needs of the project at hand. They may have past expertise to 
draw upon—and, beyond that, they may be the sort of gifted person 
particularly adept at logistical problem-solving whatever the  
challenge—but they rarely employ, in the present, the exact skills 
they learned in a previous life. In other words, it is not always speci
c 
professional skills that they’ve been schooled in that matter to the 
team members in a Sturges 
lm: even if they’ve had professional 
training, as would be the case for soldiers in the war-themed 
lms, it 
is not so much the original content of that training that matters 
(although Hendley in The Great Escape presumably knows how to �y 
the German plane he steals because he himself was an Eagle 
Squadron pilot) as more abstract and generalizable virtues like 
steadfastness and rigor, improvisational ingenuity, craft talent, and a 
honed commitment (along with a honed energy to realize that com-
mitment). To take an obvious example from The Great Escape, both 
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Hilts and Ives emphasize to the Germans who have asked them to 
identify themselves that they are �ying  o�cers, thereby insisting on 
their high status in a military system, but what matters more when 
Hilts and Ives talk between themselves in the cooler is that Hilts did 
some motorbiking in college before the war and that Ives was a horse 
jockey: both talents will be called on in various escape attempts.

I call The Magni�cent Seven a partial  exception to the pattern 
above because even here the mercenaries have to engage in new 
kinds of work, such as ditch digging and barrier making, that they 
haven’t trained in or ever needed to draw upon in their ventures as 
paid killers. Signi
cantly, by developing these new skills, which are 
speci
cally those of everyday village existence, in which one’s work is 
for the collective good of the community, two of the mercenaries 
learn to go beyond the life of the gunman—with dangerous conse-
quences for Bernardo (Charles Bronson), who is killed when he lets 
emotional bonds with children of the village make him a target of 
the enemy; and with a�rmative ones for Chico (Horst Buchholz), 
who leaves the life of the gunman behind to settle down in the village 
with a woman he has come to love.

The POWs in The Great Escape are certainly all trained profes-
sionals—soldiers indeed—but their talents come from an ingenuity 
that has little to do with o�cial, institutional training. In the imme-
diacy of the here-and-now, they cobble together astute but impro-
vised solutions to problems that nothing in their past has o�cially 
and directly trained them for. The Great Escape stands a bit apart, 
then, from any emphasis on pure professionalism, even as it insists 
on devotion to the mission. For instance, the mercenaries of The 
Magni�cent Seven have taken up their profession by choice and have 
made it their life’s work (even if some have tried to quit and even if 
they all know the sacri
ces their way of life entails); by contrast, the 
POWs of The Great Escape obviously have not asked to be in the situ-
ation they’re in (the one story we get of how someone ended up in 
the camp is all about an accident in which Blythe, a noncombatant, 
was shot down when he wanted to see what things looked like from 
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the air). These men are adapting professional (and perhaps avoca-
tional and amateur hobby) skills they had back in civilian life, now 
applied to the unforeseen circumstances of incarceration. It is per-
haps worth noting, in passing, how many books on the real escape 
emphasize the shock it was to airmen to be shot down and captured. 
True, they had all the resilience and fortitude that would make them 
strong for any challenge, but imprisonment curtailed their adven-
turous spirit, signaled an abrupt end to a way of life (many downed 
pilots would have left England only a few hours earlier), presaged a 
potential future marked by endless dullness and inactivity, and so 
on. The escape process would revitalize them and make them newly 
professional.

Sturges’s enterprising mission-makers are then all about adapting 
to, and improvising in, circumstances that no previous professional 
training has fully prepared them for. In fact, as Emmanuel Laborie 
argues, in a rare book-length analysis of Sturges’s 
lms, when Sturges 
professionals go “by the books” and resist malleability of response to 
unforeseen and unanticipatable challenges, they frequently 
nd that 
their rule-bound in�exibility gets them in trouble. 27 Indeed, in a 
number of Sturges’s military 
lms ( Escape from Fort Bravo, Sergeants 
3, The Hallelujah Trail, and Never So Few) as well as others set in 
codi
ed institutions (for example, medical school and hospital in 
The Woman in White), in�exible 
gures of law, rule, order, and code 

nd themselves inadequate to the unpredictabilities of situations 
constantly in �ux. (The Woman in White, for instance, is a true story 
about the pigheaded in�exibility of the medical profession—and 
speci
c male doctors—in accepting a new world in which women 
might aspire to be medical professionals.)

The most successful mission-makers in Sturges’s 
lms are good at 
resilient rebound, at improvisation and adaptation, and at crafting 
moment-to-moment solutions to new problems that crop up. For 
example, building on the connotations Frank Sinatra had built up in 
many movies (and in his own lifestyle) as a man who goes his own 
way, both military 
lms that Sinatra did with Sturges, Sergeants 3 
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and Never So Few (the latter also featuring a rule-resistant McQueen), 
are about missions that succeed precisely because the soldiers go 
rogue and accomplish what the rule books would have ruled out. 
Likewise, Laborie cites Sturges’s Revolutionary War 
lm The Scarlet 
Coat, in which Cornel Wilde pretends to be a turncoat to get impor-
tant information from the British, for the ways its themes of espio-
nage work (to the point of outright spying within the enemy camp) 
show that sometimes the best military men are not 
ghters in the 
textbook sense but have a more surreptitious style, just as the POWs 
of The Great Escape engage in a kind of stealth operation for which 
no textbook exists.

At an extreme, the ability to improvise adaptively to unforeseen 
circumstances turns Sturges protagonists into schemers, tricksters, 
conspiratorial plotters, double agents, veritable con men even. An 
early Sturges B-movie at Columbia, Alias Mr. Twilight, is literally 
about a con artist, one of a team, who recruits others (some unknow-
ingly) into his ultimate score as the police close in. Notably, Mr. 
Twilight’s last scheme o�ers a reform of a sort as he pulls o� a caper 
that is certain to land him in jail but that will also bring about the 
arrest of a woman even more venal than he had been and that will 
get his beloved granddaughter adopted to a deserving young couple. 
The con, in other words, is ultimately in the service of a greater good. 
Even when they are not professional tricksters of Mr. Twilight’s 
standing, Sturges’s men on a mission often have to hoodwink, rather 
than directly combat, their adversaries, a process that is, of course, 
central to The Great Escape, so devoted to depicting how the POWs 
try to put one over on their German captors.

Even as they eschew going by the books and instead do things 
that might o�cially count as “bad” or “wrong” or “improper” 
(remember that bike theft, justi
ed by the idea that all’s fair in love 
and war), the heroes of Sturges’s 
lms generally engage in their 
scams and cobbled-together schemes for a higher purpose. For 
instance, the POWs of The Great Escape adhere, at some abstract 
level, to principles of the military (such as the “sworn duty” to escape 
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or the policy expectations of the Geneva Convention), but they do so 
in their own fashion—sometimes, in fact, by inverting “o�cial text-
book protocol” into an improper mockery of its very propriety. To 
take a minor but telling example, when the POWs come up with the 
trouser-bag method of sand dispersal, Hendley parades a number of 
the men in “proper” military fashion, admonishing them to “look 
sharp” and then, when he con
rms that their unison marching has 
indeed mashed tunnel sand into the campground’s surface, proudly 
a�rms, “That looks sharp!” The men follow military procedure—
marching as a drill—but they do so to ends other than mere con-
formity to super
cial codes of military conduct, ends that nonetheless 
still have military triumph as their ultimate goal.

At the same time, even as they work to engineer improvised and 
imaginative solutions to quite material conundrums that nothing’s 
really prepared them for, Sturges heroes have frequently to realize 
that there’s always the possibility the rough-and-ready techno-
x 
will break down: at the beginning of For Love of Rusty, for example, 
it’s the fuse box that blows, throwing everything into darkness. Later 
in the 
lm, another breakdown of cobbled-together engineering will 
have potentially more dire consequences: “the Professor,” an itiner-
ant medicine man whom Danny has befriended, falls asleep in his 
ramshackle trailer with the gas on, and Danny’s dog, Rusty (from the 

“Look sharp!”
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“Rusty” series of B-
lms), goes in successfully to drag the professor 
to safety, only for the trailer support to give way and come crashing 
down on the canine (he ultimately survives, although it’s dicey for a 
while).

In a Sturges 
lm, there’s always the risk that an improvised engi-
neering project will give way—literally so in the case of supports 
crashing down—and it’s noteworthy how often a collapse or cave-in 
serves as the trope of danger: the trailer collapse in Rusty; the pin-
ning and subsequent paralysis of the family matriarch under rocks by 
a dangerous surf in The Sign of the Ram; a rotted pier that falls on the 
husband in Jeopardy and pins him down as the surf is rising bit by 
bit; a reef that collapses and entraps scuba divers searching for gold 
inside a shipwreck (Underwater! ); an iceberg crevice that soldiers 
fall into and that dangerously closes up all around them (Ice Station 
Zebra); the watermill that crushes a Nazi soldier as he tries to aid a 
drowning girl ( The Eagle Has Landed); and, of course, the multiple 
cave-ins that threaten the tunnelers in The Great Escape. By contrast, 
as a means to pinpoint the particularity in Sturges 
lms of this crash-
ing manner of depicting the setbacks—if not outright catastrophe—
of human projects, we might note a very di�erent motif of 
endangerment in many 
lms of Alfred Hitchcock. It’s true that 
Strangers on a Train has Bruno trapped under a crashed merry-go-
round, but that sort of falling-in of the world is pretty exceptional in 
Hitchcock’s body of work. The standard motif here is not something 
collapsing on a person, but rather a person perched above a void that 
he (or, less often, she) might tumble into and sometimes does: the 
dangle of the body in Saboteur or North by Northwest or Rear 
Window, the aptly named Vertigo, the leap from a window in Topaz, 
an entire car over an abyss in Young and Innocent, and so on.28

Resolute gadgeteering; foreboding alien territory; engineering 
and its potential for literally crashing and crushing failure; a profes-
sionalism that draws on experience but doesn’t go by the books  
and is always open to improvisation; stealth operations that make of 
life a set of cons—such, then, are narrative themes (as well as visual 
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motifs) that Sturges elaborated over the course of his career and 
encapsulated in The Great Escape.

The Producers’ Share

As noted, Sturges developed, produced, and directed his pet project 
for the Mirisch Company, a production (and marketing) 
rm with 
which he had a multipicture deal. The three owners—brothers Walter, 
Harold, and Marvin—had all worked in a variety of positions in the 
business end of moviemaking, from B-producing to marketing to con-
cessionaire work, and the Mirisch Company had come into existence 
to meet the product needs of distributor and 
nancier United Artists 
(UA). Both the Mirisch Company and UA dealt, to a degree, with 
unassuming B-fare and average programmers made simply to give 
theaters something to show on a regular basis. But UA also sought 
prestige when possible, and the Mirisch Company seemed one way to 
achieve this. As UA said in a press release, the goal of its alliance with 
the Mirisch Company was to “
nd the best 
lmmakers and provide 
them with the very best story material and most talented associates—
enable the 
lmmaker to do the thing he most wants to do— 
concentrate completely on the 
lms, on what appears on the screen 
and let a small, e�ective organization handle all the other complex 
matters that are part of making a movie, ranging from negotiating 
contracts and 
nancing, to persuading actors to work under the 
Mirisch banner, to arranging preproduction logistics, and perhaps 
most important, taking the completed 
lm and supervising its mer -
chandising on a coordinated world-wide basis.”�29 Renting space at 
the Goldwyn Studio, the Mirisches set up shop as a tight-knit organi-
zation, pared down to the essentials of production planning and 
supervision in a manner that cut overhead and enabled funding to go 
directly to the art of moviemaking. As Paul Kerr, who is writing a 
book-length history of the Mirisches’ e�orts in 
lm across their many 
decades, outlines, “The company was owned 96% by the brothers and 
4% by key employees. Harold Mirisch was company president, Mar-
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vin vice president and secretary-treasurer, and Walter executive in 
charge of production. The rest of the sta� comprised a production 
manager, a lawyer, the head of their Television production unit and 
in-house editor, a publicist, and two secretaries.”�30

As 
lm historian Tino Balio notes in the second volume of his 
de
nitive two-part study of United Artists, UA made no 
lms of its 
own through the 1950s into the ’60s but instead constructed deals, 
often multipicture, with producers, stars, and directors (and often 
with other talent, such as screenwriters or cameramen, who worked 
with them on a regular basis), a number of whom had gone inde-
pendent of the Hollywood studios in the postwar period and now 
essentially contracted their 
lms for UA distribution (and some -
times 
nancing) along with the advertising and publicity work 
entailed in distribution. To take one example, useful for comparison 
with Sturges and his Mirisch productions such as The Great Escape, 
UA drew upon Burt Lancaster’s production company, Hecht-Norma 
(later Hecht-Lancaster and then Hecht-Hill-Lancaster) for a series 
of small and serious dramas, along with the muscular action 
lms 
that Lancaster had often been associated with. Lancaster got to 
expand his acting range through these intimate dramas—Sweet 
Smell of Success, for example, in which he plays an evil intellectual 
type with coiled-up menace (almost the opposite of the exteriorized 
action hero he was typecast as)—and he was even given a chance to 
direct (The Kentuckian, 1955).

Hecht-Hill-Lancaster had its most tremendous “prestige” success 
with a UA-distributed 
lm that Lancaster did not play in: Marty,  a 
small, black-and-white e�ort, adapted from a high-quality teleplay, 
that won for best 
lm at Cannes and at the Oscars. As Balio notes, 
Marty  was indicative of one direction UA moved in: the quiet drama 
that had something to say but in a relatively unostentatious manner. 
UA con
rmed their interest in meaningful drama by signing social-
problems director Stanley Kramer to a multipicture deal as well. But, 
as it happened, the track record for UA dramas was highly uneven 
(even Hecht-Hill-Lancaster’s Sweet Smell of Success, now celebrated 
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as a masterpiece of acerbic urban sophistication, did not do well). 
There were positive lessons to be drawn from the success of 
lms like 
Marty —for example, that adaptation (in this case from a lauded tel-
eplay) brought with it a marketable prestige. But there were also 
negative lessons from failures like Sweet Smell of Success: UA learned 
it needed to 
nd prestige in a diversity  of productions beyond small, 
meaningful drama alone. One direction that worked for a while was 
comic satire. Even Stanley Kramer had his biggest hit when he left 
social problems behind for the jam-packed comedy of It’s a Mad, 
Mad, Mad, Mad World  (1963). UA (and Mirisch) had a long run of 
success with the comic 
lms of Billy Wilder, until 1960s audience 
tastes changed and his 
lms started to seem rearguard. Sturges 
would himself ultimately attempt epic comedy for the Mirisches with 
an overblown Western parody, The Hallelujah Trail,  from 1965, but 
in this case failed dismally. By then, after The Great Escape and his 
failure to 
nd follow-up pictures that came together so perfectly, 
Sturges’s golden moment with UA and the Mirisch Company had 
passed.

In setting up originally a multipicture deal with Sturges through 
his company, Alpha, in the late 1950s, Mirisch (and UA, ultimately) 
had sought to diversify beyond the small, black-and-white 
lms of 
high seriousness, like Marty, that had brought them success earlier 
in the decade. True, Sturges often made 
lms that seem to have 
“something to say” (even The Great Escape expressly raises the ques-
tion of the ultimate worthiness of the male endeavor), but increas-
ingly he had done so in brightly colored, even epic, fashion.

It is noteworthy that, even though Sturges is now remembered 
most as a director of high-adrenaline entertainment, when Andrew 
Sarris in 1968 crafted his in�uential classi
cation of Hollywood 
directors, The American Cinema: Directors and Directions, he listed 
Sturges in the category of “Strained Seriousness,” the purgatory of 
directors who traded diversion for an overblown pretentiousness of 
theme matched by an overblown academic style. From at least Bad 
Day at Black Rock, a tight (eighty-one-minute) thriller that garnered 
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him his only Oscar nomination as director, Sturges showed that inti-
mate drama (here, one man trapped in a sparsely populated town 
and menaced by a group of its inhabitants, often in tightly closed 
spaces) could be given the wide-screen, color treatment and not 
skimp on thrills and chills ( Bad Day famously includes a brutal 
karate/judo 
ght and culminates in a ri�e/Molotov-cocktail stand-
o� ). Around the time he was signing with the Mirisch Company, 
Sturges, revealingly, was taking over (from Fred Zinnemann) direc-
tion of the artsy and overtly literary The Old Man and the Sea (1958). 
Stunning color imagery (some of it shot under Zinnemann’s watch) 
imparted a grandeur to the story of toil and struggle within an 
expansive natural world, but the 
lm still maintained a kind of 
closet-drama intimacy as it played out a minimal drama (one man, 
one 
sh) in minimal fashion (at eighty-six minutes, just 
ve minutes 
longer than the tight Bad Day at Black Rock).

Even as he centered on 
lms of male prowess in action arenas, 
Sturges o�ered variety to the Mirisches: indeed, the action 
lms 
alone crossed a variety of genres from war to Western to science 
c-
tion and political thriller, and in a diversity of tones, from drama to 
comedy (including the farcical The Hallelujah Trail, which Sturges 
biographer Glenn Lovell suggests could also be termed a quasi-
musical for its several moments of song). Sturges even agreed, at the 
behest of the Mirisches, to take over the fraught project of a melo-
dramatic “woman’s picture,” the risqué By Love Possessed. UA had 
obtained this adaptation of James Gould Cozzens’s notorious novel 
when a three-picture package deal (including West Side Story) with 
producer Seven Arts turned out to contain con�icts of interest that 
led UA to buy out Seven Arts’ production contract. UA turned all 
three 
lms over to the Mirisch Company, which seems to have asked 
Sturges to take on By Love Possessed as a favor to the company.

Paul Kerr’s ongoing research on the Mirisches clari
es just how 
strongly the company cultivated directors and �attered them: “The 
company operated as an umbrella organization providing business 
and legal services to newly freelance talent, primarily directors who 
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frequently received the right of 
nal cut. The idea was to allow 
lm-
makers to concentrate on production while the Mirisch Company 
managed the logistics, arranged 
nance and distribution and super-
vised the marketing. In return for a management fee and a share of 
the pro
ts the Mirisch brothers entered into joint ventures with a 
variety of directors. Their assumption was that by signing up the 
best directors they in turn would attract the best stars.”�31

The pieces of Kerr’s history of the company that have already 
appeared clarify the extent to which there was a class of 
lm that 
most typi
ed a Mirisch movie, described by Kerr as follows: 
“Mirisch’s output remained in such traditional, middlebrow, main-
stream, and masculine-leaning genres as westerns, war movies and 
epics and family (and female-skewed) melodramas, musicals and 
comedies. Indeed, of their sixty-eight 
lms for UA, thirty-
ve were 
war movies, westerns or comedies.”�32 The quintessential Mirisch 
movie would be an adaptation; would deal with grown-up subject 
matter even as this or that 
lm sometimes could also reach out to 
younger spectators (as with the comedies or action-adventures like 
The Great Escape); would often be set in the past, though often the 
recent past (as with the company’s penchant for World War II 
lms), 
and in this respect would often deal with famous historical matters 
(war, the winning and waning of the West); 33 and, quite often, would 
be shot abroad (I’ll return to this last point in a bit).

Alpha’s 
rst 
lm for the Mirisches, with distribution through UA, 
was The Magni�cent Seven, released in 1960. Although it did not do 
that well in its initial American run, it was a big success overseas—
something that mattered greatly to the Mirisches—and it eventually 
grew in reputation in the United States.34 And even though it under-
performed in the United States on its 
rst run, no one denied the 
powerful thematics of brooding and pent-up masculinity, just wait-
ing to spring into action, that director Sturges brought to the 
lm.

Sturges himself claimed that the buzz around The Magni�cent 
Seven allowed him to revive his pet project of The Great Escape, yet 
documents in the Mirisch papers of the United Artists archive (at 
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the State Historical Society in Madison, Wisconsin) suggest rather 
that Sturges was already talking to the Mirisches about the escape 

lm before he joined up with them in 1957. It certainly seems to have 
been a bargaining chip in his becoming part of the team. Thus, a let-
ter of August 15, 1957 (
ve years, in other words, before The Great 
Escape actually went into production), from Walter Mirisch to UA 
executive Max Youngstein, focuses on acquisition of the rights to 
Brickhill’s book. By this point, Fred Coe’s option on The Great Escape 
for his 1951 teleplay had expired, or was close to doing so, so this 
project that Sturges had long been strongly invested in was back on 
the table. Mirisch notes in his letter that Youngstein has been sent a 
copy of the Brickhill volume and should therefore be familiar with it 
(and, by implication, should be considering the possibility of a 
lm 
being made from it). Pointedly, Mirisch notes that it is assumed by 
all concerned that The Great Escape would be the initial project that 
Sturges would undertake at the Mirisch Company under his contract 
with them, although, as we know, the Mirisch Company ended up 
asking Sturges to undertake intervening productions (for instance, 
The Magni�cent Seven when Anatole Litvak bowed out as director, 
and By Love Possessed when the company quickly needed to take 
care of this awkwardly acquired property).

Sturges, Walter Mirisch explains in the letter to Max Youngstein, 
is “most eager to do a pictured based on this material,” and Mirisch 
elaborates that he (Sturges) “feels, that with the exception of Stalag 
17, this background has been relatively untouched and that it o�ers 
tremendous opportunity for a gutsy, humorous action story [note 
how the blend of tones is being touted from the start of the project—
action and comedy together]. The emphasis of the story would not 
be on old-fashioned Nazi cruelty and oppression but rather, as it is in 
the book, on the triumph of the spirit of free men and on the achieve-
ment of a victory against impossible odds.” Mirisch concludes that 
the all-male action focus of the story allows for lots of exciting pos-
sibilities in the casting, noting that Sturges brings the advantage of 
being known as a director of men (and that will help in casting), but 
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suggesting also that a script needs to be worked up 
rst so that the 
vast 
eld of appropriate male stars can be plumbed for the right 
t.

Unfortunately, the surviving records of the Mirisch Company in 
the UA archive don’t include signi
cant mention of The Great 
Escape, after Walter Mirisch’s letter from August 1958, until the 
beginning of 1960, and there it is evident that UA had indeed, at 
some point, given the go-ahead to the project. A letter of January 8, 
1960, to Robert Blumhofe, UA vice president in charge of produc-
tion and of West Coast operations, from Marvin Mirisch refers back 
to a previous missive (December 28, 1959) from the Mirisches and 
announces the need to revise the deal proposed there to secure 
de
nitively the 
lm rights from Brickhill. (Marvin Mirisch, it can be 
noted, was more the specialist in the business side of the company 
than Walter, who was more directly involved in creative questions 
and the dramatic content of projects and could talk of their cine-
matic potential, as in his 1958 letter about the values of Brickhill’s 
tale.) Brickhill, it is announced in Marvin’s letter, will be o�ered the 
purchase price of 5,000 pounds up front, plus 2.5 percent of British 
Commonwealth gross (including Canada), an amount to be doubled 
if the 
lm turned a pro
t worldwide. Obviously, the successful acqui -
sition of rights was being 
ne-tuned, and 
nalized, because it was 
key to the project moving forward.

Quickly, varied castings for the key actors were promoted, some-
times with press releases to build up interest, even as some of the 
names touted didn’t come through. As Brian Hannan notes in his 
book on the making of The Magni�cent Seven, the Mirisch Company 
was particularly good at press announcements that o�ered enticing 
casting possibilities and director choices, some of which ultimately 
ended up going nowhere. Thus, powerful names such as Laurence 
Harvey, Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Warren Beatty, Jack Lemmon, 
and Tony Curtis (the latter two, of course, had costarred in the big 
Mirisch hit Some Like It Hot) were all bandied about for The Great 
Escape and duly reported on in the press. At one point, Curt Jurgens 
was talked about for the role of Camp Commandant von Luger and 
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John Mills for the role of Group Captain Ramsey. Burt Lancaster 
and Kirk Douglas were energetically pursued to appear together in 
the 
lm as the two main Americans in the camp, but their very suc-
cess in Sturges’s Gun�ght at the O.K. Corral, made before the direc-
tor signed with the Mirisch Company, ironically had rendered their 
asking price too high.

Quite often, an announcement of such inspired casting was purely 
performative. It was common practice in Hollywood to declare 
dream casting, but the procedure was often simply to get it estab-
lished that this or that 
lm was in the pipelines or to keep this or that 
actor in the eyes of the industry and the public at large. As Hannan 
shows, however, ambitious announcement of projects and their cast-
ing was particularly attractive to the Mirisch Company, which, as a 
newcomer and an independent, used these bold announcements to 
convey the impression that they were indeed key players on the 
Hollywood landscape. Ironically, as Hannan notes, the Mirisch 
Company would gain cultural capital through initial announcement 
even if, later on, the project or a particular cast fell through—as if 
the mere announcement of an incredible cast were su�cient to make 
a mark, the announcement itself enough to create an aura. One of 
the most intriguing casting possibilities is raised in a letter of 
February 8, 1962 (fairly late in preproduction), from Sturges to UA’s 
European representative Ilya Lopert, wherein Sturges asks if Lopert 
can help in any manner in talking to Peter Sellers, being thought of 
by Sturges for either Blythe the forger (the role that ultimately went 
to Donald Pleasence) or Merivale, a character later dropped from 
the script who was last seen calmly making his getaway on a bicycle, 
a jolly image that Sellers might have played to perfection. (It was 
decided to condense this action with the escape practices of the 
Australian Sedgwick, played by James Coburn.) According to one 
script draft, Merivale had been burned in the crash of his plane and 
the �ames had warped his 
ngers into a permanent “V for Victory” 
sign. It’s generally intriguing to imagine what Peter Sellers would 
have brought to The Great Escape overall, and weird to consider this 
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idea of Sellers incarnating a man with hand paralysis, a year before 
he would famously play an ex-Nazi with a frozen arm in Stanley 
Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove (though, when I asked Walter Mirisch, by 
email through his son, about Sturges’s interest in Sellers for the 
lm, 
the reply came back that this rang no bells—Mirisch senior, at least, 
had no recollection of it).

One casting decision that the company actually intended to follow 
through on almost did reach fruition and then fell through: Richard 
Harris was contracted to play Roger Bartlett, Big X, but had to bow 
out when, it seems, the shoot on his breakthrough role in This 
Sporting Life  started to go over schedule (although it was rumored 
that Harris actually was playing hard-to-get for purposes of raising 
his salary). Richard Attenborough was brought in to replace Harris.

The Screenwriters’ Share

For the screenplay, Walter Mirisch had some passing conversation 
with Rod Serling about bringing him on board, but that appears to 
have been more casual than de
nitive,35 so Sturges turned, it seems, 
to William Roberts, with whom he had worked early in his career at 
MGM on a labored comedy, Fast Company (about a racehorse who 
would go fast only when a certain song was sung to him).36 That 
might not have seemed an auspicious start to an alliance that would 
last for several 
lms, but Roberts was a neighbor of Sturges and they 
socialized quite a bit. Notably, Sturges had had Roberts do an over-
haul to the dialogue and plotting in Walter Newman’s draft script for 
The Magni�cent Seven (without, it seems, any addition of new scenes 
by Roberts), and Roberts worked (uncredited) on By Love Possessed. 
Roberts drafted a sixty-four-page treatment of The Great Escape, but 
Sturges then turned to another writer, Walter Newman in fact, to 
�esh out the summary into a full-�edged script.

In an internal UA letter of November 29, 1960, vice president 
Robert Blumhofe (clearly involved in many 
nancial decisions about 
the 
lm, as we saw in the Mirisch request to him earlier in that year 
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about the terms of the proposed rights deal with Brickhill) writes to 
UA co-chairman Arthur Krim to get his approval to hire Newman at 
the request of the Mirisch Company (at Sturges’s behest, presuma-
bly). Newman, it is proposed, should be hired at $1,750 per week 
with a guarantee of at least ten weeks, although Blumhofe relates 
that the Mirisches expect the assignment will take at least up to six-
teen or seventeen weeks. At this point (end of 1960, that is), as 
Blumhofe explains to Krim, the Mirisches hope that eventually, with 
a draft script, Sturges’s reputation as a man’s director will enable 
them to cast “the likes of Dean Martin, Tony Curtis, Jack Lemmon 
and Steve McQueen.” Signi
cantly, as Blumhofe recounts, there  
is anticipation by the Mirisches that—with an e�ective screenplay 
from Newman in place by the beginning of May 1961—Sturges could 
shoot The Great Escape over that summer. The plan necessitated, 
though, that Sturges get a delay until fall of 1961 on a project, A Girl 
Named Tamiko, he was independently contracted to do outside of 
the Mirisch Company for independent producer Hal Wallis, with 
whom he had worked on several Westerns in the 1950s.

Unfortunately, as a February 10, 1961, letter from Marvin Mirisch 
to Arthur Krim seems to make clear, Sturges did not get that delay 
from Wallis. Mirisch explains, though, that writing of the screenplay 
for The Great Escape has indeed commenced, presumably with 
Walter Newman engaged in that activity: “We have insisted with 
John that he perform the producer function of working with the 
writer on a full time basis so that the screenplay can be completed in 
a reasonable time and so that it may be of a quality that he, Sturges, 
as well as we [the Mirisch Company, that is] and United Artists will 
be looking for in this script.”

Interestingly, the main intent of Mirisch’s letter to Krim was to 
push for UA to approve a loan to Sturges in the amount of $50,000 
so that he could have immediate reward for his work on the script 
for The Great Escape, a full-time commitment that was obliging him 
to turn down other directorial assignments beyond the Wallis  
obligation he couldn’t get out of. Mirisch hoped that the loan would 
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concretize Sturges’s commitment to getting a workable script for The 
Great Escape. Then, with A Girl Named Tamiko 
rmly expected to 
be 
nished for Wallis by the promised date of Christmas 1961, 
Sturges could undertake the shoot of The Great Escape soon after the 
beginning of 1962.

To the extent that this is the correct chronology for a script-writ-
ing process that a lack of de
nitive documentation leaves somewhat 
murky, there would be no small irony here in the hiring of Newman 
to take over the script for The Great Escape. As noted earlier, William 
Roberts had been the one to revise Newman’s script for The 
Magni�cent Seven, and the process led to animosity between the two 
writers that ended up in Writer’s Guild arbitration, with each writer 
steadfastly claiming that he alone should be credited for writing the 
script (ultimately, the guild ruled in favor of Roberts but o�ered 
Newman shared credit, which he refused—so only Roberts’s name is 
listed in the credits for The Magni�cent Seven). In the case of The 
Great Escape the situation seems to have been reversed, with 
Newman being brought in to 
ll out Roberts’s e�orts.

But Sturges apparently then felt that both the Roberts treatment 
and the Newman script were too dispersive in trying to tell the story 
of many POWs at once. One expert historian on the 
lm’s produc-
tion, Steven Jay Rubin, suggests also that Newman had been increas-
ingly impatient with Sturges’s lack of immediate support (the 
director being away on other projects, like By Love Possessed), and 
the situation seems to have turned con�ictual when Sturges agreed, 
for purposes of casting, to show the Mirisches an incomplete version 
of the script. Newman was opposed to this and, according to Rubin, 
left the project.

The producers brought in famed crime writer W.•R. Burnett, who 
had just worked with Sturges on the Rat Pack vehicle Sergeants 3 
and whose classic caper novel The Asphalt Jungle, more importantly, 
had shown how to tell a multicharacter story tightened around one 
shared attempt at a big score. (Intriguingly, Asphalt Jungle would 
itself be remade as Cairo, released the same year as The Great Escape, 
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in addition to several other remakes along the way.) According to 
Rubin, Burnett concentrated most of all on script tightness in look-
ing for ways to substitute direct narrative actions for a voice-over 
narration that was now to be discarded from both Roberts’s and 
Newman’s takes on the story. Unlike the previous writers, Burnett 
bene
ted, according to Rubin, from timing in relation to the busy 
director. Sturges had just 
nished prep and shooting for con�icting 
projects and was able, as a result, to spend more time working closely 
with his newest scriptwriter.

Additionally—to make sure, it seems, that the increasingly 
Americanized 
lm would retain Commonwealth color—James Clavell, 
an Australian by birth, who had just 
ctionalized his own experiences 
as a POW in the novel King Rat,  published in 1962, was brought in as 
an additional writer. (Given that Brickhill was also from Australia, 
perhaps the move was made also to reassure the writer that his fears of 
over-Hollywoodization were unfounded.)

Still, not every plot turn was resolved even by the time the on-
location shoot began in Germany, so script doctor Ivan Mo�at, who 
was nearby in England, was brought in to make last-minute changes, 
some during the shoot itself, especially as McQueen lobbied for his 
part to be expanded and strengthened. In particular, Mo�at seems 
to have come up with the iconic motif of Hilts bouncing his baseball 
while in the cooler. More importantly, he crafted the arc of the char-
acter’s moral reversal: from wanting to go his own way and try to 
escape on his own, Hilts comes to agree, after his buddy Ives is mur-
dered, to help the collective enterprise by pretending to escape but 
deliberately getting himself recaptured with reconnaissance infor-
mation the team needs. McQueen, it seems, had announced (seem-
ingly paradoxically) that he wanted to be the hero of the movie 
without doing anything overtly heroic, and Mo�at’s solution seemed 
to 
t the bill. It is worth noting that the July shooting script, labeled 
“Final,” includes some interpolated pages dated August (deep within 
the actual shoot), and many of these (but not all) center on Hilts and 
his time in the cooler. Presumably, then, these are late emendations 
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from Mo�at. (One August addition to the “
nal” script, which didn’t 
make it into the 
nal 
lm, o�ers, awkwardly to my mind, a dialogue 
between Go� [played by Jud Taylor) and MacDonald, the latter see-
ing Hilts for the 
rst time and asking who he is, to which Go� replies 
that Hilts is named the “Cooler King” and that’s because he always 
ends up spending time there. The interchange comes o� as too 
explicit in its assigning of this de
ning moniker to the character. It 
is more striking, and at times even more humorous in a way, for 
Hilts to merit his nickname bit by bit, as if a destiny is slealthily 
being assigned to him. In fact, the 
lm as released actually doesn’t 
give him the nickname until the 
nal credits, when he has just been 
sent on his fourth visit to the cooler.)

In the end, only Burnett’s and Clavell’s names appeared in the 
credits for the 
lm. Two versions of the script survive in archives: one 
from April 26, 1962 (a little over a month before shooting actually 
started), attributed to James Clavell, now held at the Margaret 
Herrick Library of the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences; 
and another (in the UA archives at the State Historical Society at 
Madison, Wisconsin) with no screenwriter listed but identi
ed as 
“Second Shooting Script,” dated July 6, 1962, which means it was 
completed during the shoot (and with August emendations, as noted, 
likely from Ivan Mo�at). In fact, while this later screenplay still 
o�ers, as we’ll see in a moment, a number of di�erences from the 
lm 
as released, it bears some handwritten dialogue changes that corre-
spond to what ultimately appeared on screen, suggesting that it was 
used during the shoot even as parts of it were jettisoned or altered at 
the last moment. (Maybe it bears no name because it wasn’t yet clear 
whether Mo�at needed to be listed as a writer on the 
lm.)

From these two surviving script versions as well as comments 
here and there by cast and crew in interviews included in various 
home-entertainment editions of the 
lm (from LaserDisc to DVD to 
Blu-ray), we can piece together signi
cant changes, from script to 
screen, comparing the 
nished 
lm with material that was shot  
and left on the cutting-room �oor or that never made it into actual 
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production. Overall, the structure of the 
lm is in place in these 
script versions, although individual scenes or elements clearly got 
dropped along the way. And there are also, of course, consequential 
additions, especially around the character of Hilts, as McQueen’s 
role in the 
lm was being re-elaborated and expanded on during the 
location shoot. For instance, the April script does not include the 
released 
lm’s scene—so well constructed and acted—in which 
Bartlett and MacDonald try to enlist Hilts in the job of deliberately 
escaping to surveil the neighboring areas around the camp and then 
letting himself be recaught to bring that essential information back 
to the team. By all accounts, this scene was crafted on location by 
Mo�at (and is in the July/August script), as one way to amplify 
Hilts’s cool but seemingly anti-team individualism.

In terms of alterations or eliminations, the April script, completed 
before principal on-location production began in June, includes the 
following elements: voice-over narration, by Group Captain Ramsey, 
to set the tone (“Towards the end of World War II Germany was one 
vast prison camp . . . ”); footage of Hilts and Ives actually trying out 
their ill-fated “mole blitz” escape (see the appendix) and then setting 
a 
re as a diversion to additional operations; the dynamiting of tun-
nel Tom after it is found (this actually happened at the real Stalag 
Luft 3); Ives’s death on the wire causing a near riot among the pris-
oners in the camp; Hilts shown in the camp stealing some 
ne wire 
early on (setting up a later scene, not in the 
nal 
lm, in which Roger 
tells Hilts, who’s joined the escape e�ort late and therefore doesn’t 
have forged papers, that he’ll have a long way to walk—the implica-
tion being that only those with documentation can take the train—
and Hilts replies that he has no intention to walk; this unused scene 
would, in turn, have set up the scene in which Hilts uses piano wire 
to knock a German o� his motorcycle and makes his dynamic geta-
way); Sedgwick gets captured but, as noted, another character, 
Merivale, dropped in later versions of the script, does get away on a 
bicycle (a young boy helps him, accompanied by pretentious dia-
logue: “Where do you come from—back there?” “Some would call it 
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hell—some would call it life [beat] .  . . I’d call it the past.” Boy: “My 
father says the past is the present, and a little of the future, but lived 
today as always”); and, most damagingly to the ambiguous evalua-
tion of the ultimate value of the escape in Hendley’s questioning at 
the conclusion of the released 
lm (“Do you think it was worth the 
price?”), the April script has Hendley himself acknowledging how 
much the escape did to disrupt Nazi operations by diverting neces-
sary resources to rounding up prisoners (Hendley to Ramsey: “Sir, it 
was monumental. They must have used a million goons”).

It is no doubt rare that a script makes it to the 
lming stage with 
every scene and every bit of dialogue intact. Normally, there are end-
less revisions, some dreamt of as improvements, some chosen simply 
as expedient compromises, especially if a shoot goes over schedule or 
becomes vexed in some other manner, or if the edit is threatening to 
eventuate in an overlong 
lm. But even the expedient of cutting 
down a 
lm in order to shorten it can make its own contribution to 
the 
nal dramatic power of what shows up on screen. For example, 
in the case of The Great Escape, trimming frequently contributes to 
a tightening of narrative logic, even though the 
lm remains long at 
172 minutes. Often, someone on the escape team announces an 
intention and then we immediately see its enactment and its out-
come, as when Hilts announces at the 
lm’s midpoint that he’ll agree 
to go out on a reconnaissance sortie and Roger announces that the 
team needs to resume digging: an immediate fade-out emphatically 
transitions to both actions (Hilts’s breakout and renewed tunneling) 
happening as if right away. This heightened causality plays into the 
thematics of the 
lm (there are physical tasks immediately at hand 
and one needs to confront them directly and boldly) and 
ts Sturges’s 
own engineering proclivities, in the way that material problems 
unambiguously and directly engender their solutions (or sometimes, 
catastrophically, the failure of a solution). An extreme version of this 
comes when Eric Ashley-Pitt (played by David McCallum), explains 
to everyone in the escape mission his idea for trouser bags to dis-
perse the telltale tunnel sand. In the released 
lm, Roger approves of 
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the plan, says, “Here’s what we’ll do,” and we cut directly to a mon-
tage of penguins dispersing sand from their trousers. In the July 6 
script, by contrast, between the assertion of the plan and the visuali-
zation of its enactment, there is much more business (of a narra-
tively less impactful sort, I feel) around sacks of sand coming up 
from the tunnel and the trouser bags being 
lled, before getting to 
the actual visual payo� of the dispersal itself (and the script reverses 
the ordering in the montage of individual penguins dispersing sand 
and of Hendley’s “look sharp” march with a bunch of men, the latter 
working really well in the released 
lm as a collective punch line to 
the dispersal operation).

To take several further examples, in both the July 6 script and  
the 
lm itself, when the main 
gures of the X Organization walk the 
circuit to go over plans for the tunnels, MacDonald sums up the 
work that forger Hendley is doing and ends with a mention that 
before Hendley can get to other tasks, he’s got to follow through on a 
scheme of his to get material for a pickax for tunneler Danny (Charles 
Bronson). But the script follows this with additional conversation 
(about building an air pump) between Roger and Sedgwick before 
the scene 
nally dissolves away to Hendley’s scheme. By contrast, 
the 
lm cuts directly from MacDonald mentioning the pickax 
scheme to Hendley and co-conspirators stealing parts from under a 
truck to craft the tool. And later, when Hilts and Ives, now out of the 
cooler, come to the X Organization to be asked about their mole 
operation and gain the blessing of Roger and the team, Ramsey 
observes, in both script and released 
lm, “I hope it works. If it 
doesn’t, those two are going to be in the cooler for a very long time.” 
But with overelaboration, the script then has Roger e�using, “I have 
a feeling Hilts is the kind of person who doesn’t stay anywhere for a 
very long time. Including the cooler,” before the next shot reveals the 
mud-covered Hilts and Ives being led back to the cooler. Luckily, for 
the impact of the 
lm (as Sturges himself explains in commentary 
now available on the Criterion DVD), a rough cut of the 
lm hadn’t 
yet included Roger’s 
nal observation but cut directly (with a slight 

		E   � � � � � � � � � �  T � �  G � � � �  E � � � � � 	 103



dissolve, actually) from Ramsey’s worried comment to the image  
of the mud-covered Hilts and Ives being marched back into the 
cooler—getting one of the biggest laughs from early viewers (even 
though the logic is that of failure). The shorter version stayed.

And, to take a 
nal example, the very next scene (MacDonald 
bringing food supplies to Hendley to help him bribe the German 
guard Werner) included business of MacDonald warning Hendley 
not to divert any of the chocolate for his, the scrounger’s, own per-
sonal needs, with a close-up of Hendley wracked by hungry tempta-
tion. The omission of this bit tightens Hendley’s steely and cunning 
devotion to the task at hand and eliminates any worrisome character 
psychology that could get in the way.

No doubt, the on-screen results matter most, as they are what 
audiences get to see (though some 
lms have been reworked after 
their theatrical release). Yet it is worth enumerating some of the 
most noteworthy di�erences between the script that was being used 
as they went into production and the 
lm that was 
nally released as 
The Great Escape. Even what might appear to be little changes can 
have consequences. To take a seemingly small example, I think it 
matters that the July 1962 script has the convoy that opens the 
lm 
pass through a German town, with citizens silently watching the 
procession; for better or worse, this o�ers a di�erent sense of the 
outside world than does the 
nished 
lm, which depicts the voyage 
of the trucks as an increasing isolation of the prisoners from any 
sense of a larger world, especially a human one.

The following, then, without any pretense to exhaustiveness, is an 
enumeration of some notable script elements (from the July–August 
screenplay version as well as the earlier ones) that didn’t make it to 
the 
nal 
lm.

As noted earlier, when Hilts, along with Ives, is sent to the cooler for 
the 
rst time, MacDonald asks Go� who Hilts is and is given  
the answer that he’s “the Cooler King.” Go� elaborates: “In our last 
camp, Virgil logged more time in the cooler than all the rest of us put 
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together. Virgil Hilts, from Nebraska.” MacDonald concludes, “We’re 
certainly going to hear from him again,” thus explicitly—perhaps too 
explicitly?—heralding Hilts’s importance to the plot. On one hand, 
the early clari
cation of Hilts’s nickname might help explain some-
thing that always nagged at me from my 
rst screening of The Great 
Escape: Why is Hilts the only one sent to the cooler at the 
lm’s end 
when, presumably, other escapees did things as bad to the Nazis as 
Hilts did? Hendley, for instance, seems to have broken a sentry’s 
neck, and stolen and crashed a plane. One would think he’d get the 
cooler for that! In fact, the July 6 script includes mention of Hend-
ley, Nimmo, and the others who are returned to the camp just before 
Hilts as also getting sent to the cooler. Yet the 
lm reserves the cooler 
for Hilts/McQueen alone. Some of it has to do with the star turn—
this is what McQueen does in the 
lm (go again and again to the 
cooler) as a trait that sets his character apart—but the omitted dia-
logue between Go� and MacDonald also makes too explicit the trope 
of the cooler as a fundamental part of Hilts’s very being, the destiny 
that de
nes him.

On the other hand, even if the omitted dialogue might explain the 
inevitability of Hilts ending up in the cooler, I remember the delight 
I felt—to again speak brie�y of my initial, adolescent screening of 
the 
lm—when the end credits gave (nick)name to this character 
who, for so much of the movie, had stood apart from the team in 
rebellious independence. Indeed, his nickname is not a job function, 
not a contributory specialization within the escape operation like 
“forger” or “scrounger,” which immediately identify the referents by 
what they o�er to the collective enterprise. Even as the credits 
unfolded and everyone clearly was getting a nickname—even the 
German “Ferret” and “Commandant”—there was a last bit of sus-
pense as to what appellation would go to McQueen. That he was the 
Cooler King turned out to be a great punch line. The draft script’s 
dialogue would have ruined this.

Another aspect of Hilts’s relation to the cooler, brought up in the 
script but not present in the 
nal 
lm, would have revealed him to be 
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less steadfast, cool, and composed than he appears to be: “[Once he’s 
in the cooler] for a moment he stands, holding himself together, 
steeling himself against inner collapse.” Notably, while Ives also is 
portrayed in the screenplay as emotionally fragile once thrown in the 
cooler, the July 6 shooting script gives Ives some of the sort of rebel-
liousness and steadfastness that the 
nal cut imputes to Hilts alone: 
when a fully horrible meal is passed by trap door into his cell to  
Ives, he throws it back out into the corridor and then, as if in imita-
tion, Hilts does the same. In my view, this oppositional bit of busi-
ness from the script would have given Ives too much resilience  
and rendered him less pathetic than in the 
lm, and would have 
worked against the emotional impact of his eventual death. (It  
is perhaps worth noting that the McQueen character in Papillon 
would later have his own complicated relationship to putrid food 
served in solitary, refusing it the 
rst few times and then accepting it 
as necessary to maintain corporeal strength. It’s almost as if the later 

lm is directly building on the image of resilient and rebellious 
McQueen as prisoner from The Great Escape and sending it in new 
directions.)

Importantly, the script provides Hilts with two revealing scenes of 
conversation with others at the camp, after he gets out of the cooler 
from his scouting mission for the big escape. In the 
rst encounter, 
he goes directly from his stay in the cooler to a meeting with Com-
mandant von Luger, whose somewhat sympathetic side recurs as he 
tells Hilts he knows there’s a tunnel somewhere in the camp and that 
any punishment for escapes will be out of his hands and instead at 
the behest of the Gestapo and SS. He pointedly warns of the shooting 
of escapees as a likelihood and concludes by declaring he’s heard that 
Roger Bartlett plans to participate in the escape and should be told 
of the threat as he’s an especially marked man. Not conceding any-
thing, Hilts asks to be dismissed. He goes out and the camera holds 
on von Luger, again emphasizing his complicated role in the story: 
someone who wants authority but also feels for the potentially 
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doomed POWs in his charge. This scene would have helped set up 
the 
nal meeting (in the released 
lm) of Hilts and von Luger after 
the escape, in which von Luger tells Hilts he was one of the lucky 
ones for being returned to the camp and Hilts, at 
rst, does not get 
the point—then, as comprehension dawns, he asks, “How many?” Yet 
the fact that Hilts and von Luger have only two scenes together in the 

nal 
lm—one near the beginning, as Hilts begins his 
rst day in  
the camp, the other toward the end, as von Luger ends his last day at 
the camp—gives symmetry to their encounters and to the drama 
behind them, that an additional scene might have worked against.

Hilts goes straight from the script’s meeting with von Luger to 
one with Cavendish, MacDonald, and Roger, also not in the released 

lm. It starts simply enough, with Hilts explaining what he learned 
of the geography outside the camp during his sortie. But when 
MacDonald and Cavendish go o� to put the information to use in 
the X Organization, Hilts confronts Roger about the threat of execu-
tion that he has just learned about from von Luger. Did Roger know 
of this from the start but not tell others? Roger replies that he knew 
he was in personal danger of reprisal. Did Roger not think of the 
losses that could ensue from a mass escape? Roger replies that in any 
military operation, losses are to be expected, and this is an operation 
that promises to have great impact on Nazi manpower by tying up 
their forces. Roger brings things to a close by asking Hilts if he’d still 
go out through the tunnel knowing what he and Roger both now 
know (the threat of deadly reprisal), Hilts admits that he would 
indeed, and Roger o�ers him the 
rst spot out in the escape.

Soon after, Roger comes to say goodbye to Ramsey and they have 
their own conversation about the value of the escape. Ramsey sug-
gests that it’s hard to have moral clarity in a time of war ( just as he’ll 
end the 
lm, famously, telling Hendley that the worthiness of the 
escape enterprise “depends on your point of view”), but Roger asserts 
that he himself has clarity, both about his need to lead the operation 
and about its potential value at disrupting the Nazi war e�ort, and is 
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now ready to see it to its 
nal act, whatever that will be. Ramsey 
concludes the dialogue, saying, “Roger, perhaps you and I shouldn’t 
try to solve the unsolvable,” and Roger heads o� to his destiny.

It is one of the well-known shocks of the 
lm—for the would-be 
escapees themselves as well as we the viewers—when, on the night of 
the escape, it is realized that the tunnel has come up short of the 
sheltering woods. The July 6 script sows the seeds for this eventual-
ity with an early scene during the digging in which surveyor Cavend-
ish seems uncertain of his 
ndings but, when pressed by impatient 
tunnelers who want to get on with it, peremptorily declares they’re 
on target, the 
lm thereby setting up the later setback. In my experi-
ence of the 
lm—and in my experience of seeing it with audiences in 
theaters across the decades—the surprise is all the more e�ective 
when nothing like this luckily omitted scene has anticipated it.

The “bromance” of Blythe and Hendley is further solidi
ed in the 
script by a silhouetted extended shot that was in fact 
lmed but 
edited out, of them together, looking out their barracks window at 
an Allied bombardment. By all accounts, this was a lovely scene but 
was cut for length. In the commentary track for the DVD, James 
Garner notes how apologetic Sturges was with him about the loss of 
the scene. He considered it classy that Sturges warned him of the 
omission in advance of the preview screening. As the script relates, 
Blythe and Hendley are in their room and Hendley has already 
started to notice little signs of Blythe’s vision problems. When the 
bombardment leads to a blackout in the camp, Blythe goes to the 
window, seeming to look out at the attack. Hinting that such destruc-
tion might mean a rapid end to the war (and thus spare Blythe from 
having to escape while visually handicapped), Hendley joins him at 
the window and asks Blythe if he’s ever thought about just sitting out 
the war and not going in the tunnel. Blythe replies that he’s not a 
hero but needs psychologically to get out and can’t wait a minute 
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longer. Another explosion. Blythe: “Splendid!” Hendley (lying down 
again, as the script says): “Yes, quite!”

At least one script version (Burnett’s draft, according to Rubin) 
began, it seems, with a roundup of some of the prisoners before their 
dispatch to Stalag Luft 3. Hendley, for instance, would evidently 
have been seen shacked up with a German fräulein when Nazis came 
in to arrest him!

Eric Ashley-Pitt was given, in some versions, a backstory that estab-
lished him as a bit of a stando�sh, upper-class snob. The intent, it 
seems, was to show his gradual humanization, culminating fatally in 
the self-sacri
ce (shown in the 
lm) that saves Roger Bartlett from 
arrest by a Gestapo o�cer. (But, in at least one script version, fastidi-
ously true to his class origin, Ashley-Pitt identi
es himself while 
dying as “Lt. Commander Eric Ashley-Pitt, Royal Navy.”) All script 
versions, as well as the 
nal 
lm itself, require that Bartlett 
nally be 
captured anyway, so Ashley-Pitt’s gesture is ultimately for naught.

In the 
lm, famously, Sedgwick carries a very large suitcase through-
out his escape and is last seen transporting it over the Spanish bor-
der to freedom. When he 
rst takes it into the tunnel, some POWs 
confess their dismay at him trying to get out with such a potential 
incumbrance, and others joke with him about what might be in it. 
Several script versions, it seems, literalized the joke in later scenes of 
escaped Sedgwick, out in nature, opening the suitcase to pull out 
either a full camping complement of tent and accessories or a nice 
meal of wine, bread, and cheese consumed with cool calm as he 
awaits his escort into Spain!

That suitcase has an additional role to play in the July 6 script, a 
much more negative one. In the 
lm, except for a brief moment  
of annoyance when Roger orders him to get the air pump ready for 
the tunnel without delay—or the humorous moment when he learns 
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that a Russian phrase he hoped to use to escape means “I love you”—
Sedgwick, as Coburn plays him from beginning to end, is pretty 
much un�appable, in a way that gives him his own aura of cool 
alongside McQueen’s. The ease with which he takes that suitcase 
along with him, from bicycle to train to French café to the moun-
tains and into Spain, contributes to that sense of e�ortless control, 
and the gags in the script about the suitcase’s contents would only 
have contributed to that impression. But the July 6 script disrupts 
this pattern sharply: Sedgwick’s suitcase (which, even in the 
lm, 
he’s been warned might not make it through) gets wedged in the 
tight space of the tunnel, starting a small but important collapse of 
sand and of shoring boards inside it. Pointedly, the resulting brief 
delay makes it clear that some escapees, like Cavendish, might miss 
their trains if too much time is lost. This unused sequence then 
introduces an implication that Sedgwick’s foul-up was one reason 
for what we see in the 
lm as Cavendish’s hasty—and oa
sh—exit 
from the tunnel and its alerting of a German guard. (For what it’s 
worth, the sequence of Cavendish’s clumsy egress ends, in the July 
script, with his presence on the ground being what the guard 
nally 
notices and not, as in the 
lm, with the impatient Gri�, not waiting 
for the rope signal that all’s clear, coming up impetuously just behind 
the guard, who then hears him.) Interestingly, Sedgwick’s setback in 
the tunnel in the July 6 script mimics problems of the real escape in 
1944 that Brickhill recounted in his book: despite endless rehearsal 
and warnings about what they could or couldn’t take with them, 
many escapees tried to bring bulky items through the tunnel and 
caused numerous sand spills and uprooting of shoring boards, decid-
edly cutting down on the rate by which prisoners could get out before 
daybreak.

In the 
lm, Hilts sees the mountains of Switzerland in the distance 
and checks how much fuel he has left in his stolen motorcycle. Mini-
mally, one script version had him fuel up at an unattended gas tank. 
But another draft built the refueling into a complicated joke. To wit, 
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a much earlier scene inside the camp had, in an action borrowed 
directly from Brickhill’s book, depicted Sedgwick, the “manufac-
turer,” fabricating high-calorie energy bars for the escapees. In one 
script version, when Hilts gets to the gas pump, he is able to siphon 
gas by mouth and tolerate it, but when he then samples the home-
concocted energy bar, he can’t stand the taste and spits it out!

In the July 6 script, Willy and Danny not only reach a Scandinavian 
freighter in the harbor, but have a long negotiation by hand signals 
(sharing no other language) with the boat crew and their captain, 
who at 
rst seems reluctant to let escapees board a neutral vessel. 
Only when Danny and Willy �ash the V for Victory does the crew let 
them onboard. But this is treated as a joke in a follow-up moment: 
after Danny and Willy have indeed been taken into hiding on the 
freighter, a German patrol boat pulls up and a Nazi queries the cap-
tain whether he’s seen two escapees, holding up his 
ngers uninten-
tionally in the V sign, meaning only to indicate the number two. The 
captain says he’s seen no such escapees but smiles wryly to himself as 
if the Nazi’s gesture has con
rmed the captain in the cause of free-
dom against the Germans.

In their accounts of the shoot of the 
lm, available on DVD com-
mentaries for The Great Escape, Sturges and production manager 
Robert Relyea note that they were unable to get permission to shoot 
extended sequences on the private freighters in the on-location har-
bor. It may be, then, that the V for Victory business was jettisoned at 
the last minute. Or perhaps it was another bit that unnecessarily 
lengthened the 
lm and got dropped at some earlier point.

Importantly, both the July 6 and April 26 versions of the script cul-
minate in a rousing a�rmation of collective spirit, rather than 
Hendley’s dangling question about whether the escape was worth it 
(and then Hilts’s vexed return to the solitude of the cooler). First, as 
Hilts (along with Hendley, Nimmo, and others, as noted above) head 
to the cooler, POWs in the camp furtively tell them a new escape 
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meeting will be held the minute they get out of solitary, as if to con-

rm that the communal spirit has not been broken and that what 
Brickhill in his book had nicely termed “escape fever” will continue. 
Second, and most strikingly, the iconic scene of the guard in the 
cooler hallway as he (and we) hear Hilts resolutely starting up his 
baseball throwing again is followed by an even more resolute ode to 
mass e�ort: the April script has its voice-over reiterate that the men 
haven’t given up, and a last shot in the July script echoes this by hav-
ing the camera crane upward to o�er an overview of the entire camp 
as the men march with force and determination; the high angle 
catches the power of their resoluteness. As the script puts it, “The 
smallish group of shambling men on the exercise circuit has grown 
to a somewhat larger, more disciplined one. They march with a sense 
of purpose. The musical beat grows. The caged and the guarders of 
the caged face each other. Men walk the perimeter, studying, plan-
ning, probing. The rhythmic beat like a great shudder reaches its 
climax as camera starts to rise. Dead silence. The camp below us. 
Camera stops. FADEOUT. THE END.”

On Location: Filming The Great Escape

Primary shooting on The Great Escape began on June 4, 1962 (con-
struction of the camp sets having started earlier, in February, and a 
second unit having collected backdrop footage and shot scenes with 
stunt doubles in April). With delays (weather, problems with 
McQueen, and so on), the shoot went over budget, eventually cost-
ing close to $4 million (a letter of February 4, 1964, from a Mirisch 
Company executive to a bank that had loaned money puts the 
gure 
at $3,775,000). Originally, Sturges had intended to shoot camp 
sequences and many scenes with principal actors near Los Angeles. 
His assistant/second director, Robert Relyea, had scouted locations 
around the L.A. area and evidently found an area with some pines 
(although not that many) near Idyllwild to the east. Sturges had 
already found ways to evoke foreign locales in some of his recent 
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lms without moving the entirety of the productions abroad. In the 
shooting of Never So Few (1959), for instance, ample second-unit 
teams had been dispatched to Thailand and Sri Lanka to capture 
distanced shots of the combat team, using stand-ins for the principal 
actors (including Sammy Davis Jr., replaced by McQueen after Davis 
had insulted Sinatra on a radio show and been banished for a time 
from the Rat Pack) as well as often touristic views of “local color” to 
intercut with closer shots of the main actors, 
lmed back at home. 
This method led to some awkward sequences, such as a romantic 
interlude in which close shots of Sinatra and Gina Lollobrigida boat-
ing down a river are intercut with views of “natives” who are never in 
the same frame as the stars but who wave “to them” and play around 
in the water. Sturges’s approach for A Girl Named Tamiko (his 
lm 
immediately prior to The Great Escape) was even more extreme: a 
second unit went abroad without the director to capture endless 
views of Japanese sites to be rear-projected behind the actors, as 
well as distanced shots of stand-ins doubling for lead actors Lau-
rence Harvey and France Nuyen, who never set foot in Japan for any 
part of the shoot. Conversely, Sturges had just had a horrible time on 
a location shoot for the recent Sergeants 3, having to cope with 
meager resources out in the desert and, more importantly, with the 
antics of the Rat Pack actors, who were helicoptered out of the iso-
lated 
lm site on multiple occasions to Las Vegas, where they would 
perform at clubs and just generally run wild. On Never So Few, 
Sinatra and McQueen had 
rst met each other and found kindred 
souls in energetic hell-raising (including nonstop 
recrackers), and 
maybe Sturges also worried about what might happen when 
McQueen, Bronson (also somewhat of a wild boy), and pals were 
unleashed in a foreign country.

Importantly, as 
lm historian Daniel Steinhart notes in his de
ni -
tive study of Hollywood runaway productions in foreign lands, 
around 1962 many US companies started pulling back from on- 
location shoots abroad, and the Mirisch Company itself pointedly 
declared their inclination to move more production back home and 
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even appear to have “conducted a study that suggested movies shot 
overseas could be produced more e�ectively and with greater techni-
cal skill in Hollywood.” �37

Therefore, the original intent was to shoot the camp action at the 
location near Idyllwild and send a second-unit crew to Germany, 
both to collect images of German locations that could be reproduced 
in the L.A. studios and to provide on-location shots that could be 
integrated, through rear projection and so on, with the actors (with 
a very few of them going to Europe for a very few scenes). As late as 
February 1962, as Daily Variety  reported, the intention was for a 
primarily US shoot:

John Sturges yesterday revealed only 10% of “The Great Escape” will 
be shot abroad, despite fact entire story concerns a situation that hap-
pened on European locales. “It is an American production, with 
American stars and American money,” producer said, noting only 
when it is impossible to shoot any other place will he take the 
lm out 
of the country. Footage abroad includes the trek of escapees from  
a concentration camp (the general theme of the 
lm) down the 
Rhineland. Remainder of the picture involves essentially indoor shots 
in the camp itself which Sturges will have recreated on locations near 
Big Bear. American shooting starts June 25 on these areas and at 
Goldwyn Studios. Sturges said he will take the entire American crew 
necessary for the shots to Europe and will only hire German extras to 
supplement the company. He expects Steve McQueen and probably 
James Garner, only two stars so far set, to go to Europe and will try to 
get British people he wants to use to come over from England. 
Assistants Robert Relyea ( just cited by Directors Guild of America for 
“West Side Story”) and Jack Reddish and art director Fernando 
Carrere are now in Germany scouting locations.38

But the plan immediately hit two setbacks (blessings in disguise, 
ultimately). First, given how far Idyllwild is from Los Angeles proper, 
it had been proposed to have local college kids from the area around 
the location serve in backgrounds to save money on transportation 
of card-carrying Screen Extras to and from L.A. But Screen Extra 
Guild rules required their members—and not card-less college 
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kids—to be employed on all shoots within a three-hundred-mile 
radius of L.A., a prospect that could have greatly in�ated the budget.

More importantly, Relyea, who was in charge of the second-unit 
expedition to Germany, reported back to Sturges that the locations 
there just simply looked much more authentic than what they could 
get from the meager o�erings around Idyllwild. It was decided to 
establish the entire production in Germany. The Geiselgasteig 
Studio in the outskirts of Munich had soundstages available to rent 
for interior work and a nearby forest within which the exteriors of 
the camp could be built—the forest itself would serve perfectly as the 
foreboding arboreal surround of the camp. The Great Escape’s cine-
matographer, Daniel Fapp, had already had experience with the 
Munich studio, having shot some of the Mirisch/Wilder 
lm One, 
Two, Three there. An American crew of twenty-seven came over, to 
work with additional crew hired from around Munich and from the 
German studio itself. Lighting was also provided locally, but the 
cameras, lenses, and especially the massive Chapman crane so 
beloved by Sturges were all shipped from America.39 Extras would 
be recruited in abundance from Munich, and locales throughout 
Bavaria could serve as backdrops to the sequences of escape beyond 
the camp. (Many scenes in towns, both German and French, were 

lmed in and around one venue, Füssen.)40

The shoot had some issues with weather early on, but those 
passed, and 
lmmaking went on. The DVD commentary provided by 
those surviving actors who consented to talk about the production 
predictably provides all the gossip one could want about the antics of 
the stars: McQueen racing around Germany in one of his cars to the 
constant consternation of German police; Bronson stealing David 
McCallum’s wife, Jill Ireland, from him; and so on. More consequen-
tial for the 
lm itself was McQueen’s constant campaign to have his 
role pu�ed up, a desire ampli
ed, evidently, when he looked at early 
rushes and saw how charismatic and cool James Garner, in his own 
way, was coming o�. McQueen actually walked o� the shoot at one 
point and complex negotiations ensued, including the promise (as 
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noted before) to bring in another scriptwriter to build on his heroic 
antihero role. Once McQueen came back to the 
lm, the shoot  
was quickly brought to its end. The German co�ee-table book of 
photos around the 
lm’s production reproduces an amusing, mock 
daily call sheet (normally used to alert actors and crew who are 
needed for the next day’s 
lming) from Sturges and Relyea inviting 
everyone to a “blast” at a hotel in Füssen to celebrate the last days of 
the shoot.41

Before the shoot began, Sturges had told the story of the 
lm to 
Elmer Bernstein, who started writing the score (even incorporating 
a theme he had written as an adolescent). Bernstein evidently pre-
ferred to start the scoring process before 
lming had begun, and this 
enabled him to move quickly once he had access to the 
lm edit. 
With sixty-two musicians, the score (which amounts to about ninety 
minutes of music for a 
lm of 172 minutes in overall length) was 
recorded over a nine-week period.

Cross-media tie-ins of a sort common to 
lm promotion in the 
1960s were employed predictably in the marketing of The Great 
Escape (no board game, though!).42 Sam Mitchell’s famous poster, 
for example, provided visuals for many immediate tie-ins. In fact, 
Mitchell’s imagery, so key in promoting the 
lm, has gone down in 
memory as among the best of movie poster art and has achieved 
iconic status itself. For what it’s worth, I can attest to its impact on 
me as an adolescent in the 1960s. I would have desperately wanted 
to see a POW escape 
lm anyway, but the poster made the movie 
seem so exciting with those bold verbal claims of buoyant action—
“the great adventure! the great entertainment! The Great Escape!”—
combined with sharp, striking graphics: barbed wire behind the 

lm’s title, for instance, or the dark blue of a cloudy night scarred by 
searchlights from which the POWs �ee, 
rst as a background mass 
but getting ever larger in the foreground and more individuated 
until the movie’s stars are singled out, moving into a 
eld of white 
(the brightness of freedom!) toward the bottom third of the poster. 
(Predictably perhaps, when UA rereleased the 
lm in 1970, they 
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added to Mitchell’s original artwork—for revised posters, lobby 
cards, graphics for newspaper ads, and so on—this or that image of 
McQueen soaring through the air on the motorcycle.)43

Interestingly, the 1963 tie-in reedition of Brickhill’s book also 
employs Mitchell’s imagery for its new cover, although it shift details 
around a bit: the prisoners move from left to right and McQueen is 
left out, while graphics like the barbed wire under the title remain. It 
was common in the period to release new editions of books adapted 
into 
lms, with text unchanged but with front and back cover refer-
ences to the movie—mentions of the cast, and sometimes even pho-
tos, and of the production/distribution companies and maybe the 
director. Inside, one generally would 
nd a reprint of the original 
book with no alteration. The movie edition of The Great Escape is 
typical in this respect. Notably, though, there was no e�ort at a con-
verse phenomenon also typical in the period: namely, the noveliza-
tion of this or that 
lm, sometimes with extended elaboration of plot 
points or with more delving into character psychology or motivation. 
Sturges’s previous 
lm, Sergeants 3, got the novelization treatment 
when its screenwriter, W.•R. Burnett—soon to have a hand in The 
Great Escape—turned his screenplay into a movie tie-in novel of the 
same name.

Altered a bit or not, Mitchell’s art for The Great Escape was ubiq-
uitous in spreading awareness of the 
lm, from posters to book cov-
ers and, predictably as well, to the LP album of Bernstein’s famous 
score, released in conjunction with the 
lm. The LP’s front cover 
reproduces the poster art, while the back cover incorporates the 
poster’s logo of the title with barbed wire and sports three images 
from the 
lm: Danny showing Bartlett how he’s about to start dig-
ging the 
rst tunnel; Hilts being escorted back to the cooler in the 
last scene; Hilts, Go�, and Hendley on their Fourth of July march.

One fan pointed out to me by email, while praising Bernstein’s 
“stunning, excellent” work as “my all-time 
lm-music score,” that  
the “1963 condensed music-soundtrack album on United Artists 
Records” includes only about thirty-three minutes of music from the 
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“The great adventure! The great entertainment! The Great Escape”




lm, in part because of storage limitations of the LP format at the 
time. “How could a complete movie almost 3 hrs running time have 
only 33 minutes of music recorded on an LP? Fortunately, the com-
plete music-soundtrack with 90 minutes of forgotten music was dis-
covered in 2003 on an MGM movie lot near Hollywood. . . . In 2011, 
Intrada Records corrected the audio problems for 2 CDs of this com-
plete score, plus a 3rd CD with the 1963 condensed album version.”

One of the most intriguing cross-media tie-ins in 1963 was a 
series of 45 rpm singles that added lyrics to Elmer Bernstein’s 
canonic “Great Escape” theme: a vigorous male singer tells of his 

ckle love for a seemingly endless series of women—claiming to be 
totally devoted to each (until the next one comes along). The words 
are by songwriter Al Stillman, who had written memorable songs for 
Sinatra and Johnny Mathis, among others. Stillman was a friend of 
legendary middlebrow orchestrator/conductor Mitch Miller, who 
seems to have come up with the idea for this single. In the late 1950s, 
Miller had produced a primarily instrumental hit single (with lots of 
whistling) of the “Colonel Bogey” theme from The Bridge on the 
River Kwai  (it peaked at number 20 on the charts), and more 
recently he had orchestrated a version of Paul Anka’s title tune for 
the end credits of the 1962 war 
lm The Longest Day, with lyrics 
added, also released as a single. These rousing renditions of war 
music were big successes, and one cinephile writing on The Great 
Escape has wondered if Miller perhaps intended his vocal version of 
the “Great Escape March” to be used in some way in the 
lm itself.44 
Although Miller was signed to Columbia at the time, the 45 (with a 
rendition of “Shenandoah” on the B-side) was produced at the music 
division of United Artists—also, of course, the distributor of The 
Great Escape. (Perhaps Columbia loaned out Miller or negotiated 
some share in the licensing.)

Whether or not the version with lyrics was ever intended to go in 
the 
lm, it seems clear that UA at least imagined the song as a direct 
tie-in, since it was released and publicized just as the 
lm came out. 
For instance, in June, as the 
lm’s US release was being readied, 
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Billboard (the trade publication for the record business) took notice 
in its Pop Spotlight of this “rousing reading” of the tune.45 Most 
revealing is that Stillman’s lyrics and Miller’s arrangement (with 
some modi
cation of the latter) were used by UA for a second 45, 
this one sung by the 
lm’s own John Leyton (he plays Willy, the sec-
ond tunneler), a UK teen pop music star who had clearly been cast 
in the 
lm to bring in the teenyboppers. This was a common practice 
at the time, with many 
lms 
nding a place for young pop stars like 
Ricky Nelson (Rio Bravo), Fabian (Five Weeks in a Balloon), and 
James Darren (The Guns of Navarone). As for the lyrics themselves, 
though the instrumentation that accompanies them sounds very 
military (lots of drums and brass), it seems unlikely that anyone 
(other than Miller perhaps) would have imagined that this movie—
so centered on the actions of men (to the point, as we know, of giving 
no speaking roles to women and of minimizing any backstory about 
the men’s personal lives back home)—could somehow include this 
song about a guy singing about lots of gals.

Then again, anything is possible in the sometimes crazy world of 
Hollywood marketing. In an oft-repeated but uncon
rmed anec -
dote, UA executives, worried about the lack of female presence in the 

lm, suggested a “Miss POW” beauty contest to search out a buxom 
German-looking blonde who would cradle Eric Ashley-Pitt in her 
arms as he died! Production manager Relyea claims he found the 
idea so outrageous, he didn’t even bother bringing it up to Sturges. 
(At the same time, some local initiatives to promote the 
lm can 
seem no less extravagant than the beauty contest. A short piece in 
the exhibitors trade journal Boxo�ce reports on UA-assisted e�orts 
in Texas to promote the 
lm through, among other tricks, a local DJ 
being locked up in a cage from which he could escape only if this or 
that female from town managed to 
nd the right key to get him out. 
Even more absurdly—but also bringing a feminine angle to a 
lm 
with no real parts for women—a fashion model visited news outlets 
in Fort Worth ostensibly to talk of the 
lm but actually to fall out of 
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her dress and reveal a bikini that she would then claim was her 
“escape” from the hot Texas sun!)46

�Q �� �Q �� �Q �� �Q �� �Q

The 
rst, special, premiere of The Great Escape was held on June 20, 
1963, at Leicester Square in London with a designated audience of 
RAF veterans in attendance, including members of the RAF Escap-
ing Society in particular (which, as noted, Brickhill had written  
a later escape book for).47 There was boldness to UA’s (and the 
Mirisches’) decision to start with a British audience, given that a 
perceived overemphasis on the actions of Americans, a concern 
already noted, might lead them to disapprove of the 
lm, but the 
screening seems to have been a rousing success. (Only later on, in 
newspaper articles or interviews for television documentaries here 
and there, would some British survivors from Stalag Luft 3 criticize 
the McQueen narrative.)48

With perfect Yankee symbolism, The Great Escape opened in the 
United States on July 4, 1963. It turned out to be a major hit, ranked 
thirteenth in box o�ce during that release season. Importantly, it 
did powerful business overseas—including, notably, in countries 
that had been enemies of the United States during the war (Germany 
and Japan, the latter turning it into a cult classic centered on 
McQueen’s cool star turn). One passing, and unintentionally amus-
ing, hesitation about the foreign potential of The Great Escape 
appears in a letter of May 4, 1963 ( just as the 
lm was about to go 
into distribution), from UA’s representative in Italy, Lee Kamern, to 
Norbert Auerbach, a UA executive at the top of international distri-
bution (and later to serve as president of the company). Kamern has 
just screened the 
lm, and liked it, but has worries in regard to the 
Italian market, citing the vagueness of the title and the lack of reso-
nance of the star names for Italian audiences. More boldly, he argues 
that Italians will have a hard time believing in the relative niceness 
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of the Nazi camp commandant and his Stalag sta�, suggesting that 
an introductory title be added to the e�ect that “Not only the men 
involved in THE GREAT ESCAPE were unusual, the camp itself, the 
guards and personnel were also most unusual. This was due to the 
fact that the commandant was not only an aristocrat career o�cer 
who hated the Nazis, but had lived in England in his youth and 
learned to know and respect the indomitable British will and code of 
ethics, and he insisted that his o�cer prisoners be treated as o�cers 
and gentlemen.” There is no reply to Kamern in the (admittedly 
sparse and incomplete) Mirisch papers at the archive, but one 
guesses that this extravagant suggestion was ignored.

The Great Escape was rereleased multiple times throughout the 
1960s—
lm scholar Eric Smoodin tells me it was a regular on double 
bills at his local movie theater in Los Angeles, where he and his sister 
would regularly rewatch it—and then, as noted in the introduction, 
gained a new life as a major o�ering on network television, where 
many adolescents saw it for the 
rst time and felt its power, even as 
they might be watching a black-and-white version in the scaled-
down format of domestic TV. Later, we’ll look at the 
lm’s “afterlife” 
as it was referenced and revised in later works of popular culture, 
but its impact starts in the cultural context of the 1960s. The next 
chapter sets out to account for that impact, both at the local level of 
the narrative and stylistic craft of the 
lm itself—the 
lm as 
lm—
and within the greater social concerns of the Sixties that gave the 

lm broad resonance for and in those times.
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As the 
rst titles appear in bright red (“The Mirisch Company 
Presents” foremost), we see behind them in the opening shot a con-
voy of trucks, motorcycles, and o�cial cars moving on a road that 
cuts straight through 
elds of verdant green, with a quaint village o� 
in the distance. Already, in this opening image, some key motifs of 
The Great Escape announce themselves: a mechanistic anonymity 
(who’s driving, who’s being driven?) and a sense of mass e�ort (not 
one truck but several and, as we’ll soon see, with a cargo of penned-
in men), a touristic glimpse of a social world (the village) that is both 
comforting and coldly distant, a determined movement toward a 
preestablished destination. On the soundtrack, brass instruments 
and drums o�er something both foreboding and a bit energizing: 
this is a music of militarism but also of exuberant resistance and 
resilience, a blend con
rmed in the next shots when woodwinds 
resonantly chime in with the soon-to-be-iconic main theme and 

	 2	 Tunneling In
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lighten the martial tone a bit (within a moment, the drums come 
rolling back in).

A dissolve to a less distant view o�ers a diagonal composition, 

rst of nature alone and then of the trucks moving from the back-
ground of the frame to a position very close to the camera. Again, a 
natural world invaded by a human one, a tension echoed in a color 
scheme that combines (but also contrasts) the red credits, the green-
ness of nature, and the grayness of the vehicles (which, in the 
rst 
shot, had seemed closer in color to the green of the 
elds but now 
contrast with the latter). As if to reiterate the sense of a natural 
beauty soon to be closed o� to humankind, the camera pans from 
the diagonal view of the trucks moving forward to 
x on a bunch of 
bright red �owers along the roadside. Just as the brilliant red credits 
reiterate that we are seeing a 
lm, a human-made object, the mani-
fest movement of the camera calls attention to the 
lmmaking proc-
ess while insisting, through that demonstrative pan, on a colorfulness 
of the outside world that will quickly be cut short. I’ve always thought 
that it matters that the camera 
xes on the �owers as the names  
of the composer (Elmer Bernstein, of course) and cinematographer 
(Daniel Fapp, winner of an Oscar for an earlier Mirisch 
lm, West 
Side Story) appear on screen, to be followed by some other contribu-

How a story begins: entrapment and movement together



		T   � � � � � � � �  I � 	 125

tory craftspeople, such as set designer Fernando Carrere and editor 
Ferris Webster (who received the 
lm’s one Oscar nomination). The 
�eeting beauty of the �owers is tied to 
ne arts (cinematography, 
music), symbolizing the 
lm not just as a human creation but as one 
with aesthetic qualities or ambitions. The narrative space inside The 
Great Escape may be turning from redolent nature to grayness and 
(soon) sparse dustiness, but the �owers and the red credits insist on 
beauty, a beauty associated here with the aesthetic crafts of 
lmmak-
ers. Later, we’ll see, there is also room for a kind of beauty even 
inside the camp, in the craft e�orts of the prisoners to fashion their 
escape with verve, style, and cool.

While there is no direct linkage in the physical space from shot to 
shot (we don’t know how much distance the vehicles are covering 
overall), there is continuity as succeeding shots entail implacable 
motion in the same direction, left to right. We witness a forceful, 
pointed progression of machines against, but also through, a vibrant 
and open natural world (although a somewhat cultivated one, as we 
see farmed 
elds in the 
rst distanced shot). There is openness to the 
geography, especially in that 
rst shot that views the convoy from afar, 
but there is also the imposition of logic, destiny, fatality: there is a 
clear destination to all of this motion, and it will be reached, 
rmly 

The artfulness of cinematography
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and inevitably. To anticipate, we might contrast the inexorable drive of 
this opening to much later sequences, when the seventy-six escaped 
prisoners have reemerged into a larger geography. Here, in these 
moments of attempt at escape, direction becomes more dispersed—
McQueen, in particular, seems to go every which way over the coun-
tryside as he careens around on the motorcycle, although this doesn’t 
seem much more helpful than going in a straight line, as MacDonald 
and Roger also 
nd when they’re pursued in a German town and every 
direction threatens recapture. Ironically, it is those prisoners who take 
time to meander with a kind of deliberate errancy, rather than rush 
through space, who get away: Danny and Willy let a boat �oat them 
slowly to the harbor, and Sedgwick tools casually around the country-
side on a stolen bike. Conversely, those who employ high-energy 
means of escape—trains, planes, motorbikes—ultimately get nowhere.

Let us return, though, to the linear succession of the opening, with 
its �eeting glimpses of a world at large that the very ending of the 
lm 
will resolutely and relentlessly bracket out: under the opening credits, 
as the trucks proceed, a last dissolve takes us from relatively open 
green spaces to a more muted greenness, not of 
elds now but high 
and imposing pine trees. The color scheme is less vibrant, dustier. We 
are no longer on paved roads that undoubtedly have been there for a 
long time, perhaps predating the war, but on a wide dirt pathway 
likely to have been expressly built to lead to the gray destination we 
are about to discover. Trees are o� in the distance, and the foreground 
is dominated by trucks, dusty roads, and oppressive barracks, all sug-
gesting a built environment meant to menace and oppress.

The foreboding musical motif that had started with the very 
rst 
credits comes back in to replace the rousing “Great Escape March.” 
The name “John Sturges” comes on screen as producer and director. 
These key credits are succeeded by an explanatory note that attests 
to the essential truthfulness of this rendition of the historical events.

We have now arrived at Stalag Luft 3—as another sweeping pan 
con
rms. This is a space, not a welcoming one of course, of dust and 
dirt (trees o� in the background, no grass or greenery anywhere 
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close), built-up environments that are foreboding (dull buildings, 
“goon boxes,” barbed wire fences). It’s also a coldly synchronized 
world, motorcycles lining up to face equally lined-up trucks as the 
human cargo inside is let out (but only to then go into the camp). 
Some men (the prisoners) scope out their new habitat while other 
men (their Nazi wardens) scope them out. Music drops away, the 
fade of it almost unnoticed, and the soundtrack is now just the noise 
of the vehicles until the 
rst spoken word of the 
lm is uttered, sev-
eral minutes in: “Aussteigen” (Get out), a severe command from jail-
ers to their prisoners. The symmetry of motorcycles facing o� against 
trucks is now echoed in synchronized swarms of Nazi soldiers on 
foot, machine guns in hand, who line up against the trucks. The �aps 
that held the prisoners in the vehicles are folded back and the men 
emerge slowly to encounter their new imprisoning locale for the 
rst 
time. Ives approaches the barbed wire, and a sweeping camera 
movement downward reveals just how entrapping it all is.

���������: •�•��� •� ��.• ���� �� ��� ����•

The Great Escape is really not all that gung ho, despite its rousing 
moments. Three years into a fraught decade, it already evinces some 

The geometry of incarceration
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of the despair about—and even downright interrogation of—the 
adventure of war that would run through the 1960s. But that cyni-
cism had begun to creep into war stories from the 1950s on. Think, 
for instance, of the very bitter Bridges at Toko-Ri or the downright 
downbeat Men in War, which, despite its title, is pretty much only 
about men dying or going crazy in war—or, most famously, The 
Bridge on the River Kwai, with its 
nale’s summation of male action 
as “madness.” A year into the 1960s, Joseph Heller published a war 
novel, Catch-22, that became a monument of antiwar sentiment and 
seemed a tailor-made response to the increasing escalation of US 
involvement in Vietnam (even though the book is set in World War 
II, it substitutes a crazy undecidability, which 
ts the decade it 
appeared in, for the moral clarity of the supposed “good war”). A 
striking and early—and, in its own fashion, bitter—pop culture ref-
erence to this new military adventure gone wrong opens the third 
season of The Twilight Zone. First aired in 1963, the same year as The 
Great Escape, the episode, “In Praise of Pip,” is about a young Ameri-
can soldier dying in Vietnam and his father’s fantasy endeavor to 
somehow save him by o�ering his own life in symbolic exchange 
with the fates that be. Instead of a glorious adventure anyone should 
be eager to send their children to, war is now portrayed as some-
thing to avoid—as it will become for so many families and their 
young American sons as the decade moves on. (I suspect that “In 
Praise of Pip” o�ers one of the earliest—if not the earliest—direct 
references to the con�ict in Vietnam in American popular culture. In 
the same year, The Ugly American—a big Hollywood 
lm with Mar-
lon Brando—was still hiding Vietnam, or Indochina more broadly, 
under the made-up name “Sarkan,” as its source novel had.)

Of course, The Great Escape is not a combat 
lm at all (aside from 
a few scattered confrontations, man to man) but a prisoner-of-war 
movie, and here too the 
lm is very much of its times. In the 1960s, 
the idea of the human condition itself as a sort of entrapment or 
imprisonment was quite common in popular (and high) culture, 
with interpretations ranging from the metaphysical (to exist is to be 
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stuck in a constraining sort of beingness) to the more social (it is the 
Establishment that is setting out to lock up—and stamp out—all 
signs of the unique and the di�erent). In this respect, while The 
Great Escape is still, in many ways, a throwback to rip-roaring 
adventure of a traditional sort, it also has more than its share of bit-
ter recognition of the walls and fences that separate and con
ne us.1

We can take two texts from right around the beginning of the dec-
ade as signposts of this framing of the prison experience as meta-
phor for the human condition per se: Martin Esslin’s The Theatre of 
the Absurd (1957), which opens with his quite successful production 
of Waiting for Godot at San Quentin Prison (the prisoners get the 
play totally, up through to its potent last lines, “�‘Let’s go.’ They do not 
move”); and Daniel Bell’s The End of Ideology (1960), which closely 
examines, as an apt 
gure for the modern condition, Jeremy 
Bentham’s Panopticon (an architectural model that involves a cen-
tral tower that looks, all-seeing, into cell-lined corridors that radiate 
from it as so many spokes). Soon, life-as-prison would become a very 
omnipresent theme of the times. (It is common to imagine that 
Michel Foucault’s Discipline and Punish from 1975 is the text that 
established the appropriateness of the panoptical model as a symbol 
of modern times, but Bell, whatever his own ideological limitations, 
was there 
rst, and in this respect, Foucault is summarizing—and 
chronologically bookending—a fully established understanding of 
life-as-prison concretized in the 1960s, rather than initiating that 
understanding.)

The metaphor can stretch pretty far, down even into the light 
diversions of mainstream popular culture. In 1968’s The Love Bug, a 
gigantic success of a 
lm, the heroine (Michele Lee) 
nds herself 
locked within Herbie the Love Bug, a sentient Volkswagen Beetle 
that (who?) intends to deliver her against her will to the man that 
Herbie is aware is right for her (even if she doesn’t yet know it). As 
Lee bangs on Herbie’s windows, a �ower-decal-covered VW bus 
pulls up alongside. “Help,” says Lee, “I’m a prisoner!” The long-
haired, bead-wearing hippie in the bus responds, “Hey man, we’re all 
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prisoners in the in
nite cosmos of life.” No doubt, some popular 
works of the time do nothing more with the life-as-prison motif than 
use it as an entertainment-generating conceit—the extreme example 
being, perhaps, the TV series Hogan’s Heroes, which ran from 1965 
to 1971 and is all about Yank POWs taking advantage of bumbling 
Nazis (more about which later). Yet the notion of imprisonment as 
our essential condition started to take on deeper meanings in this 
period, though it no doubt has roots farther back—for example, 
lm -
makers such as Jean Renoir (in La Grande Illusion,  1937) and 
Robert Bresson (in A Man Escaped, 1958) were drawn to the motif.2

From Marat/Sade to Kenneth Brown’s The Brig (performed by 
the Living Theatre in the year of The Great Escape and becoming an 
avant-garde feature 
lm the following year) to Sidney Lumet’s The 
Hill to Peter Watkins’s Punishment Park, 
lms and other works of 
pop culture in the 1960s play on the image of the prison (or the asy-
lum) as an institution that takes in souls and crushes them unless 
there is resistance or downright rejection by the individual (Chief ’s 
�ight from the asylum in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, for exam-
ple; attempts to produce that 
lm were ongoing in the 1960s, and it 
was 
nally made in 1975).

In the cult TV series The Prisoner (1967–68), a blend of everyday 
geopolitics (the global spy story) and science 
ction, the eponymous 
hero yells back at the jailors who want to turn him into a mere object 
of penitential control, a number, a datum: “I am not a number, I am 
a free man” (to which the response of the captors is sardonic laugh-
ter). For all its rootedness in historical events, for all its claims to be 
depicting facts, it is possible to connect The Great Escape to 1960s 
science 
ction of this sort, which itself often tra�cs in narratives of 
imprisonment versus liberation. Indeed, as anticipatory speculation, 
science 
ction clearly has to wonder about possible futures—utopian 
or dystopian—that project outward from our present reality, and 
individual works within the genre from the 1960s into the 1970s are 
often about being caught in some bad environment and hoping to 
escape to a better one (which sometimes isn’t that much better). The 
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fear of becoming a “one-dimensional man,” reduced to mere data on 
a computer punch-card, 
nds one embodiment in science 
ction 
imagery of cold, sleek environments of control and incarceration. 
Take, for instance, George Lucas’s 1967 student 
lm Electronic 
Labyrinth THX 1138 4EB. As my friend and former colleague David 
James usefully suggested to me in an email, “in a few short years, the 
context of oppression has shifted from the organic wood hut and 
earthen tunnel [of The Great Escape] to computer-controlled mod-
ernist architecture.” In fact, the built environment (the camp) that 
puts men in the prisoner genre into a condition of virtually existen-
tial entrapment is not that far from the simulacra that protagonists 
sometimes 
nd themselves inside in science 
ction (such as the anti-
septic dream-world that astronaut Dave Bowman is thrust into at 
the end of 2001: A Space Odyssey where, it would seem, beings of a 
superior race perform experiments on him to see if he is ready for 
the next leap in existence).

A revealing case of blur between genres is the 1965 entrapment 

lm 36 Hours with James Garner (who, of course, plays Hendley in 
The Great Escape). Inspired, perhaps, by Philip K. Dick’s novel Time 
Out of Joint (about a man living in a world that has been manufac-
tured around him in a nefarious plot), 36 Hours deals with a US 
o�cer who has knowledge of the upcoming D-Day invasion and 
who, after being knocked out and kidnapped by Nazis, is made to 
think that he is in a military hospital and that the war is over (so 
that, as the Nazi scheming goes, he can now talk freely about the 
invasion plans). When he discovers the conspiracy that has been 
built around him (literally so), he craftily engineers an escape, and a 
story of fantastic entrapment within a geography of arti
ce becomes 
a more conventional POW breakout narrative.

In the prisoner-of-war tale, one way to assert one’s existential 
freedom is to enact one’s physical freedom—in other words, to 
escape. But where the artsy The Prisoner fully existentializes this 
theme by suggesting that “going it alone” in the escape is itself a blow 
struck for individualism (as does the movie Cool Hand Luke from 
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the same moment), the prisoner-of-war movie generally sees resist-
ance to entrapment as a collective enterprise. (To be sure, even 
Number 6, the Prisoner, sometimes enlists the aid of helpers, 
although in his paranoid world he is never sure whom to trust.)

To go it alone can, in some cases, be considered a collective good, 
a theme made explicit in Bresson’s 
lm, whose protagonist Fontaine 
argues with a nihilist that any escape, no matter how individual, is a 
spiritual boost to all prisoners. Even if one man is to escape, he does 
so with the emotional support and physical aid of others, and as an 
inspiration to those others. As an ensemble piece of big-budget 
Hollywood 
lmmaking, The Great Escape goes even further to 
emphasize the collective nature of the enterprise of escape: it is 
intended to get lots of men out of the prison camp, and everyone 
works together toward that end. This might help explain one 
improbability that critic Parker Tyler notes in his analysis of the 
lm: 
there are no traitors or stoolies among the ranks of the Allied o�c-
ers, even though the Nazis have vowed to do everything they can to 
stop escapes. Unlike, say, Billy Wilder’s cynical Stalag 17, where sus-
picion and antagonism among the prisoners is very much dominant, 
The Great Escape generally portrays a world of un�agging coopera-
tion and commitment to the other—epitomized, perhaps, in 
Hendley’s willingness to pair up in the escape with a blind prisoner, 
Blythe (Donald Pleasence), even though this is likely to ruin his 
chances for a successful getaway.3

Of course, as Hendley admits when he’s brought back to the camp 
at the 
lm’s end, Roger was right to worry that Blythe might not 
make it. As existential as they are (one man alone faced with a 
supreme challenge, including having faith in one’s self ), the French 

lms like A Man Escaped or The Elusive Corporal conclude with suc-
cessful escape (although Jacques Becker’s taut 1960 
lm Le Trou has 
its escaping criminals betrayed by a cellmate). Conversely, for all our 
common belief in Hollywood happy endings, The Great Escape ends 
with very few successes, lots of death, and the return of survivors to 
the fenced-in camp—and, deeper, into the cooler within that camp.
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����� ������� 2: ������� ��� ���,  
�������� �� ���

Signi
cantly, while the mass of prisoners that we see emerge into the 
light when their convoy arrives at the camp includes some 
gures 
who will come to have identi
able narrative roles in subsequent 
moments of the 
lm, none stand out at this early point—no distin-
guishing closeups, and certainly no stars in sight. The Great Escape 
will become a star vehicle—a big one, as the opening credits have 
already told us—and it will do so quite early in the opening sequence, 
but the introduction to the prisoners is not (yet) about the star sys-
tem and reiterates just how much the story will focus on team e�ort 
and on the assumption that these men have somewhat unpredicta-
bly (if propitiously) found themselves together. (Later, we are told 
that the Germans pointedly put the most hard-core repeat escapees 
together to keep an eye on them.) For instance, we will later learn 
that the X Organization’s previous forger, “Tommy Bristol,” is for 
some reason not part of the new collective (has he been eliminated 
or sent to another camp?) but that the American, Hendley, is a really 
great replacement (“the best”). There’s simultaneously the sense that 
men have come to their specializations randomly (any scrounger can 
step in for another if they’re all good enough) but also the hint that 
eventually it will matter more if a star is handling the part. (Who 
needs Tommy Bristol if we’ve got James Garner?)

Once the prisoners have entered the gates of the camp, we begin 
to get some di�erentiation of individuals. Pointedly, and poignantly 
in terms of later developments, the 
rst 
gure really singled out here 
is Ives, the short and tight Scottish horse jockey, who moves toward 
the wire and appears daunted by its seeming invincibility (a mood 
enhanced by the return of music, after a long silence, this time in a 
dour mode). From Ives, we cut to our 
rst important star, Steve 
McQueen as Hilts—who will soon buddy up with Ives in escape 
attempts—strolling diagonally from the rear of the frame and seem-
ing every bit the casual, cool Sixties icon (leather jacket, slight 
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slouch). If Ives 
rst came o� overwhelmed by the physical restric-
tions of the place, Hilts seems more measured, checking out the dirt, 
sizing up the goon boxes. Starting now with Hilts, as we move from 
prisoner to prisoner and witness how each studies the material chal-
lenges of their con
nement, we see—even at this molecular, shot-to-
shot level—a tension between cold pragmatism or even pessimism 
(isn’t that barbed wire daunting?) and resolutenes (each man, sepa-
rately and ultimately within a team, needs to study the situation at 
hand so that they can start crafting inevitable solutions). This emer-
gent sense of resolve is added to, no doubt, by the star turn: McQueen 
is cool and self-assured, an impression that echoes between that 
steely face and the slick, sleek leather jacket he sports.4

The shifting of tone from concerned to cocky, ever so slight here 
in the 
rst moments, continues with the introduction of the next 
star, James Garner as Hendley, who also scopes out the guard boxes 
and seems both perplexed (is there a way out?) and pensively 
engaged (if there is a way out, what could it be?). Notably, in a 
lm 
that will be so much about the coiled-up strength of male bodies just 
itching to get out and return to action, Hendley is 
rst viewed at 
torso level, his head cut o� by the top of the frame in a way that 
emphasizes the upright heft of his body. In earlier 
lms such as Bad 

Manly men: how the stars 
rst appear
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Day at Black Rock and Gun�ght at the O.K. Corral, John Sturges 
had shown an interest in strong men with solid upper-body frames, 
and here he uses his composition to initiate a motif, which runs 
through the 
lm, of pent-up men whose very bodies internalize an 
action potential just waiting to break out.

The tension that Hendley (and Hilts before him) exhibits between 
frank assessment of the challenge and willful, forward-thinking 
readiness to re�ect about how that challenge might be met is picked 
up again a few shots later when we are introduced to Eric Ashley-
Pitt (David McCallum), who peers down under the barracks, discov-
ering that they are suspended on supports (to discourage tunneling 
through the �oors) and reacting with both dismay and a certain air 
of re�ection as if a problem has been set him and he needs to come 
up with a solution. (Of course, Ashley-Pitt will serve later as one of 
the team’s great problem solvers when he crafts an ingenious way to 
camou�age the telltale yellow sand beneath the gray surface sand.)5

Between these introductions to Hendley and Ashley-Pitt as reso-
lute men to whom a challenge seems both daunting and something 
that sparks productive re�ection (it’s as if they’re thinking already 
that there’s inevitably got to be a way to escape, even with all these 
impediments in the way), there is a brief, seemingly throwaway 
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moment in the barracks when Cavendish jumps onto the upper 
bunk that Gri� was about to claim for himself. The incident sets up 
the comic instance later when Cavendish goes crashing from his 
bunk to the �oor (most bed boards have been removed at that point 
to help shore up the tunnel), but it also hints �eetingly at a (self- 
centered) individualism that can assert itself over team cooperation. 
We’ve seen men exploring the byways of the camp, each on his own, 
and it is at this point an open question to what extent there will be 
collaboration, rather than each man for himself. And the oa
shness 
of Cavendish’s crash hints that however resolute, it may be the case 
that not all these men can resolve the challenges they face.

Quick answers are o�ered to these concerns in the next few intro-
ductions to characters who will come to stand out in the narrative, 
especially the entrance (at a diagonal, back of frame to the fore-
ground) of teammates Danny (Charles Bronson) and Willy (Johnny 
Leyton), who enter the 
lm by moving to the foreground, side by 
side. This is a recurrent blocking, across his career, for director 
Sturges, whose 
lms are often about people on a mission, with a 
rm 
shared goal, for which it makes sense to depict them as equals, each 
striding, shoulder to shoulder alongside his confrères, toward a com-
mon future. (The Magni�cent Seven o�ers a variant in the sequence 
of the team riding toward the Mexican village they have signed on to 
defend: here, the men all move forward but one behind the other, on 
a common mission but each with his own place in the hierarchy.)

It matters, I think, that our introduction to Danny and Willy has 
them together, side by side as they share in an evaluation of the chal-
lenges to an escape. From the start, Danny and Willy are presented 
as a mini-team, the only collective grouping of any sort to end up 
actually making it to freedom. They pretty much have no scenes 
apart from each other, although they try parallel ways to get out 
early in the 
lm through a diversion they have Sedgwick craft. Even 
when, later, they are in di�erent parts of the tunnel, Danny and 
Willy remain in helpful proximity to each other, each getting one 
scene of pulling the other out from a tunnel collapse. Willy, of course, 
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will promise to stand by Danny no matter what, when the latter’s 
claustrophobia leads him to think about striking out on his own.

����� ������� 3: ��� ��� �� ������������

“Cutting is the way a 
lm becomes a 
lm.”

John Sturges on the commentary track for  

the Criterion DVD The Great Escape

It matters, too, in our introduction to them, that Danny and Willy, 
side by side as they look o� toward the woods, have the 
rst substan-
tial conversation in the 
lm (in contrast to the few words of com -
mand here and there issued by the Germans earlier, and in contrast 
to the brief interchange between Cavendish and Gri� about who gets 
the upper bunk). It matters too that what they talk about is o� 
screen: they discuss the woods they will need to tunnel to, rarely 
seen in this 
rst part of the 
lm, in which the emphasis is on the 
con
nes of the camp rather than what lies beyond it (and they won-
der as well about the seemingly missing-in-action Big X, who they so 
wish could be there to organize things).6

Conversations in mainstream 
lms can seem fairly anodyne, a 
way in which a movie pauses its visual kinetics in order to impart 

Buddies stick together
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necessary background information through verbal rather than visual 
means. (Of course, there can be a dynamics to dialogue, as Howard 
Hawks’s His Girl Friday most famously con
rms!) Yet I think it is a 
mark of the crafting behind The Great Escape that this 
lm, so com-
monly thought of as an “action picture,” doesn’t seem to slow down 
when characters meet to talk—something that happens a lot through 
the 
rst parts of the 
lm, and then at regular intervals until the 
escape pretty much puts the men on their own, in contexts where 
they don’t need to talk much (and indeed 
nd that talking is danger-
ous, as most famously happens when MacDonald is tricked into 
speaking English during an identity check).

The Great Escape is not often given over to visual virtuosity of an 
ostentatious sort, and the dialogue makes a contribution that is no 
less key than the visual style. In fact, it may be the 
lm’s very lack of 
virtuoso cinematic ambition that is central to its dramatic and nar-
rative impact. Overall, the 
lm is geared toward 
nding an often 
subdued, utilitarian style appropriate to its detailed unfolding of 
dramatic events centered on men going diligently about their busi-
ness (including frequent team conferences on how it’s all going). 
This is a kind of functional 
lmmaking, but it is no less accomplished 
as it pursues that end than is the more demonstrative sort of 
lm-
making that allows form to take o� on its own, away from any 
grounding content. The Great Escape seems to be from another cin-
ematic universe than, say, the visual experimentalism of two later 

lms of vehicular dynamics starring actors from The Great Escape—
it has none of the �ashy split-screen work of the James Garner epic 
Grand Prix or of McQueen’s The Thomas Crown A�air, even as it 
anticipates both 
lms’ emphasis on crosscutting to follow ensembles 
of actors going about their business. True, like those 
lms, The Great 
Escape ramps up its editing during sequences of energetic action—
most obviously, of course, the motorcycle pursuit—but it does so 
functionally to tie the dynamism that fast editing imparts to an 
intensi
cation of the drama, the content, itself. Elsewhere, especially 
in its carefully developed conversation scenes, as we’ll see, The Great 
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Escape 
nds a sober style to match calmly unfolding (albeit sus-
penseful) narrative developments. This is creative craft of its own 
sort, no less admirable than show-o� cinematics, and we’ll see that 
functional style doesn’t have to necessitate bland standardization as 
the 
lm 
nds multiply inventive ways to 
lm men’s interactions with 
each other and with the worlds around them, from the enclosed 
world of the camp to the seemingly expansive one beyond the camp’s 
barbed wire.7

As already noted, Ferris Webster was nominated for an Oscar for 
his editing (he lost to Harold F. Kress for How the West Was Won, 
probably singled out in large part because its three-camera Cinerama 
production required so much careful labor from its editor), and it is 
likely that the 
lm industry’s recognition of the qualities of editing in 
The Great Escape has most to do with its vibrant action sequences—
encapsulated, no doubt, in the motorcycle chase and, even more 
locally, in the cutting that brings Hilts up and over the fence. (On the 
other hand, it is also the case that sometimes a technical nomination 
here and there in Hollywood history—Editing was the 
lm’s only 
nomination—serves as compensation for a lack of recognition in cat-
egories considered more major, such as Directing or Best Film, the 
latter a category that, at the time, some industry insiders had 
assumed The Great Escape would be nominated in.) Yet we see, 
through many of the conversations that dot the 
lm, a subtle craft in 
blocking and in editing that contributes no less to the narrative force 
of the 
lm than in its more vibrant action sequences.

It’s about twelve minutes into the 
lm when Danny and Willy 
start talking. There’s been little of what we might call “action” to this 
point. (A little while later, after several failed escape attempts, one 
POW concludes, “It’s been an interesting 
rst twenty minutes,” and 
the comment seems almost a self-re�exive observation about the 
beginnings of this 
lm itself.) Yet even the relatively quiet moments 
of conversation and deliberation that 
ll up much of the 
lm through 
its 
rst half can be quite gripping. Some of this has to do with acting 
style and star charisma, as we see early in the 
lm when Hilts and 
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the commandant spar verbally in a very textbook shot/reverse shot 
scene, back and forth, “over the shoulder” of one interlocutor and 
then the other (with some little cheats on the editing as Hilts’s base-
ball moves around incorrectly from hand to hand). To my mind, one 
has only to see Leonardo di Caprio’s digital replacement of McQueen 
in the scene with von Luger in Quentin Tarantino’s Once Upon a 
Time . . . in Hollywood to have it con
rmed how very di�erent actors 
can make or break a scene: whatever one thinks of him elsewhere, di 
Caprio here lacks the depths of coolness and cockiness that McQueen 
famously imparts. (And maybe that’s deliberate: it is not clear just 
how good an actor di Caprio’s Rick Dalton is actually supposed to be. 
As Rick himself sums it up, “Well, I didn’t get it [the part], McQueen 
did it, and frankly I never had a chance.”) Furthermore, the individ-
ual contribution of the star to conversation sequences has to do also 
with the 
t of the scenes into the dramatics of the moment: 
McQueen/Hilts’s rebelliousness works not only in itself but also as a 
contrast to Hannes Messemer as Commandant von Luger, who seeks 
authority but continually 
nds himself undermined by his Allied 
opponents, as shown in �ickers of vulnerability throughout the 
actor’s performance. In any case, a non-star is not supposed to hold 
his own against the star.

The interest of the dialogue sequences in The Great Escape clearly 
has to do also with the content of the conversations—the very fact that 
these seemingly anodyne moments contribute to narrative and move it 
along so well. Rarely do the POWs waste their words on idle chitchat; 
rather, they expound on what they plan to do to further this or that part 
of the operation, and they report on what they’ve already done toward 
that furtherance. Thus, when in their 
rst conversation Danny and 
Willy discuss whether the woods are two hundred feet away or even 
more likely a very distant three hundred feet, the detail provides infor-
mation but also builds the drama (these men really are going to have a 
lot of tunneling to do if they want to get away). And maybe it also hints 
that distances are hard to judge, something that will turn out to be 
quite consequential when the tunnel comes up short.
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Except in a very few cases, when men talk in The Great Escape 
they talk of escape—of what can block it, what can enable it, and how 
to go about it. There is little time given to re�ection and reminis-
cence (no scenes of men talking about home, just one �eeting and 
generic reference to family and children). Indeed, the past matters 
only if it matters to present concerns, as when Danny has to tell Willy 
of his history of claustrophobia, something that puts the escape at 
risk. Pointedly, when, in a sequence in which a new friendly alliance 
starts to form, Hendley asks Blythe, “What are you doing here?,” 
Blythe in reply tells how he, a pencil-pushing aerial reconnaissance 
analyst, got shot down on his only �ight (having gone up just to see 
what it was like). Hendley corrects himself, clarifying that he meant 
to ask, “What do you do here?” (i.e., what is Blythe’s role in the X 
Organization) and gets the matter-of-fact reply from Blythe that he’s 
“the forger,” an identi
cation that brings the scene to its seemingly 
logical (and a bit comical) close: once one’s place in the operation is 
spoken, and the nickname given, there is no more to be said. And if 
the 
lm has little time for conversation about background, it is delib -
erately short as well on the verbal expression of general feeling or 
emotion. In the tunnel, on the night of the escape, as Hilts is about 
to go up top and break through the exit, Roger, whose relationship 
with Hilts has always had something a bit con�ictual to it, seems to 
be straining to say something meaningful to Hilts, but the latter 
curtly interrupts by making his climb, leaving the conversation dan-
gling. Likewise, in a moment that comes closest to emotional expan-
siveness, the captured Roger starts to tell MacDonald about 
everything the escape meant to him in providing a purpose to life, 
but his heartfelt assertion is cut short by the cocking of the machine 
gun that will end their and the other prisoners’ lives.

Even though it is a long 
lm, The Great Escape moves at a brisk 
pace, and the restriction of its many dialogue scenes to a kind of func-
tionality—what matters is what moves the men’s mission forward 
and, by implication, what moves the narrative of the 
lm forward—
has its own contribution to make to the forward drive of the tale.
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Beyond the star power of those speaking the words and the role of 
those words in reporting on the escape operation and thereby build-
ing drama and suspense, the impact of dialogue scenes also can have 
much to do with style—with how the interchanges are set up, the 
actors’ movements blocked out, any cutting between one interlocu-
tor and another structured, and so on. That the technical craft can’t 
be separated from narrative meanings and from the contributions of 
actors (and stars, with their own mythologies imparted to their 
roles) may be con
rmed by a look at Sturges’s “woman’s picture,” By 
Love Possessed, which has many of the stylistic qualities the director 
brought to his action 
lms—for example, complex choreography of 
camera and characters—yet comes o� as �at, even uninspired, no 
doubt because of a combination of uninteresting male leads, a hack-
neyed script, and the director’s own lack of a�nity for or interest in 
the material. Pointedly, for a 
lm whose narrative is centrally about 
crafting moment-to-moment solutions to practical challenges, style 
in The Great Escape has a crafted and adaptive quality of its own, as 
the 
lmmakers 
nd editing and blocking solutions that always seem 
appropriate to the matter at hand and are never formulaic, even 
when they seem at times to opt for a textbookish functionalism (as 
in the fairly regularized shot/reverse shot dialogue between Hilts 
and von Luger at the warning wire).

It is worth noting in this respect that, frequently, shooting scripts 
for Hollywood 
lms provided minimal if any detail as to how scenes 
should be blocked or edited. They o�ered dialogue and summarized 
narrative action. They did not talk much about composition or shot 
choices. Such is certainly the case with the surviving scripts of The 
Great Escape. How the scene was to unfold visually was worked out 
in post-script preproduction or production at the location itself and 
often left to the craft of those who would be on the set 
lming the 
action (and Ivan Mo�at’s late script additions meant that some 
shooting was very last-minute). Much of the ongoing dynamism of 
The Great Escape comes, I think, from its openness in matching a 
variety of possibilities to the dramatic necessities of whatever scene 
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is at hand, even when these are moments of seemingly unassuming 
conversation rather than the big and demonstrative set pieces of 
action that we remember long after.

For instance, the 
lm can go so far as to stage a conversation 
between characters in separate (albeit adjacent) spaces—Hilts and 
Ives each in his own cell in the cooler—and yet create meaningful 
intimacy that the narrative will then build upon (the music helps 
here, too—a gentle melody that glides over shots of each man and 
establishes soft intimacy). In seeming contradiction to what I said 
about the 
lm’s lack of interest in reminiscences, especially heartfelt 
ones, Ives tries to tell Hilts of how the “birds” (girls, that is) would 
�ock to him in his charismatic prewar career as a jockey. But Hilts 
isn’t interested in the amorous side of things and doesn’t really pay 
attention to this—for him, Ives’s prewar background is relevant inso-
far as the talents of a jockey might serve, somehow, in a future escape 
attempt. Likewise, when Hilts mentions that he did some motorcy-
cling in college, the detail is there not to 
ll in his past but to sow the 
seeds for a narrative future in which he, and the actor playing him, 
will realize motorcycle destiny.

Even over physical distance (between the two cells of the cooler, in 
the tunnel and at its entrance and exit, men outside shouting down 
commands to those inside), men converse in order to bond and solid-
ify their team e�ort. At another stylistic extreme from the separation 
of Hilts and Ives into separate cells, there are many scenes and shots 
in which men occupy one space and work directly together. Sometimes, 
the camera will bundle the interlocutors together in one lengthy shot 
and have the camera register their conversation in simple fashion. 
This is essentially what happens in our introduction to Danny and 
Willy side by side: once they move to the foreground, the camera 
remains stationary and records their verbal interchange, and no edit-
ing breaks up their conversation. The stasis might seem a zero-degree 
of style, but its use here well 
ts that theme (beloved by Sturges) of 
men working next to each other as equals in a common project. And 
the stasis captures a sense of pausing to size up the situation and 
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assess one’s own options before moving into action. The Great Escape 
is a 
lm of deliberation as much as doing.

The static shot can gain in dramatic (and visual) complexity as 
more characters are added to it. In some cases, a layering of persons 
across the frame, and sometimes across successive planes from front 
to back of the frame, ensues—as we see when Roger visits Sedgwick’s 
manufacturing operation to check on the air pump. Roger enters 
from the side of the frame into a room buzzing with activity, men 
along a table in foreground hammering on the airpipes, and 
Sedgwick and an assistant along the background demonstrating the 
pump itself. In an essay on the aesthetics of wide-screen 
lm, David 
Bordwell has nicely termed such a composition the clothesline shot, 
and it serves here to capture the organized industriousness of the 
men as they go about their dedicated business in the precisions of 
real time.8

Elsewhere, a long scene o�ered in a single shot without editing, as 
in the examples just mentioned, can be added to by character move-
ment and/or  by camera movement. As I chronicled in chapter 1, 
Sturges began directing 
lms in the latter part of the 1940s when 
long takes, often with complex movements of character and camera 
together, were in vogue (in part through the in�uence of masters of 
the long take with complex blocking, such as William Wyler and 
Orson Welles). For all our assumption of Sturges as a director of fast 
action conveyed through fast editing, he was also an adept of the 
complicated long take that orchestrated camera movement to the 
movements of bodies in space. For example, a striking long take that 
combines character choreography and camera movement ensues 
when Gri� the tailor shows o� the results of his operation to Roger: 
in a shot that goes on for more than a minute and a half, the camera 
follows the two as they move along a table laden with out
ts (com-
pleted and in progress) and piles upon piles of fabric, with side 
movement to hiding places at the right and left of the frame. The 
lack of editing, along with a camera movement that brings into view 
more and more of the costumes and material that Gri� is working 
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with, ampli
es for the spectator the wondrousness of discovering 
the accomplishments of Gri� ’s department, and thereby echoes 
Roger’s own pleased astonishment. Like the clothesline shot of 
Sedgwick and his department crafting the air pump and its acces-
sories, the single shot of Gri� showing o� his wares to Roger is all 
about what he and his team have accomplished through industrious-
ness, but even more than in the static Sedgwick scene, there is a 
sense of impressive inventiveness imparted both through narrative 
(Gri� showing and telling Roger what’s been accomplished) and cin-
ematic style (a moving camera that brings ever more marvels into 
view).

The long takes so prevalent in Sturges’s early 
lms (and showing 
up in strongly staged scenes such as this conversation about clothing 
between Gri� and Roger) allow for little �exibility through editing: 
one either has to take the footage as a whole or reject it as a whole—
or else shoot inserts to be added to the take. (For instance, the won-
derfully crafted—if downbeat—downward crane shot of Ives at the 
wire at the beginning of The Great Escape is broken by a cutaway to 
observant German guards.) Across the history of Hollywood 
lm-
making, producers often resisted the long take, whether static or in 
motion. One problem is that a long take might not foreground the 
star actors enough (since, in a conversation, the static camera had to 
be far enough back to register both interlocutors). And, producers 
imagined, a shooting style that minimized the visual diversity  
made possible by editing would be less engaging to audiences. Most 
importantly, editors wouldn’t have enough to work with in modify-
ing the long shot if more dramatic e�ect was deemed necessary and 
the producers would be more subservient to a director’s decisions 
(the long take basically meaning that the footage had to be accepted 
as shot).

As 
lm historian Patrick Keating trenchantly summarizes, one 
alternative to the long take (whether static or not) is so-called ana-
lytic editing: breaking up a scene so that the camera successively 
gives us a view of this interlocutor and then that one, in complicated 
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patterns of speech and reaction between the conversationalists. (One 
term for shooting a scene’s component parts in a way that provides a 
variety of views is coverage.)9 For all his early devotion to the long 
take, often with complicated choreography of character and camera, 
Sturges’s 
lms from early on demonstrate an awareness of how edit-
ing could add impact to a scene—and how this was enabled and 
optimized by giving the editor a set of choices, by breaking down the 
shooting of a scene into component elements (establishing shot of 
the overall space plus shorter takes from di�erent angles). Part of 
the dramatic power of the many conversation scenes in The Great 
Escape comes from a subtle variability in the way the editing o�ers 
analysis of characters’ interactions. On one hand, there is what I 
have termed the relatively “textbook” (but no less impactful) exam-
ple of shot/reverse shot, evident in several dialogue sequences but 
most strikingly employed in the sparring of Hilts and von Luger, and 
given dramatic ampli
cation beyond the seemingly simple mechan-
ics of the editing by the ways the two characters and the actors por-
traying them play o� each other.

On the other hand, beyond the “textbook” pure form of shot/
reverse shot (which really isn’t that textbookish at all, since it still 
poses lots of questions to the 
lmmakers as to who is shown in any 
one shot—speaker or listener), The Great Escape is often inventive in 
the use of framing and editing to break up standard scenes in fresh 
ways. To take just one example, when Roger, newly arrived at the 
camp, is brought to his superior, Group Captain Ramsey, what might 
logically have been set up as a simple shot/reverse back-and-forth is 
ampli
ed by the fact that Roger spends the initial part of the scene 
turned away from Ramsey and looking pensively out the window: 
the space beyond stands for all his hopes for escape, and that’s what 
he directs his attention to, rather than to Ramsey in the room with 
him. Only after Roger’s enduring commitment to escape, despite the 
dissuasions the Gestapo has tried to impose on him, has been so 
strongly a�rmed does he turn to face Ramsey, and the scene permits 
itself to be more conventional in shot/reverse patterning. (For what 
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it’s worth, conversations in which one person fully turns away from 
their interlocutor show up very early in Sturges’s 
lms. For example, 
the 1947 Sturges B-movie The Keeper of the Bees gives more than a 
full minute, out of a running time of sixty-eight minutes, to one shot 
in which an old codger in the foreground has his back to a boarder  
in the background whom he berates at length for recent bad  
behavior. There is no cutting, but also no facing of the speaker to his 
listener.)

Ironically, given his early and ongoing penchant for the long 
take—on view in so many of his 
lms of the 1940s and ’50s—Sturges 
also seems, by the time of The Great Escape, to have garnered a con-
verse reputation, in the eyes of producers, as someone who shot lots 
of coverage (maybe too much) from varying perspectives. If produc-
ers found long takes worrisome, they also often found overshooting 
from multiple positions problematic because it slowed down pro-
duction and drove up costs (and could signal that a director had lost 
con
dence in the best way to shoot the scene and was hedging his 
bets by giving the editor plenty to work with and choose from). Very 
telling, in this respect, is a letter of May 14, 1962, while The Great 
Escape was being readied for on-location shooting, from Marvin 
Mirisch to Arnold Picker at UA. Worrying about production delays 
for this big-budget picture, Mirisch writes to ask that a procedure be 

Looking away via dreams of �ight
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found to get daily footage developed right away so that everyone (on 
set and back in the states) can see the results as quickly as possible. 
Mirisch suggests that such administrative oversight, by looking at 
rushes as expeditiously as possible, is necessary in large part to 
maintain some in�uence over Sturges’s pro�igate manner of shoot-
ing. More so, say, than brother Walter (who generally handled crea-
tive/artistic questions with directors under contract), Marvin 
Mirisch was responsible for economic issues at the company. His let-
ter to Picker takes budget excesses as the main issue, yet it is inter-
esting to see that these translate into questions of style—what sort of 
footage one should be coming up with and how much:

[R]egardless of where we have the laboratory work done, it is impera-
tive that we here [i.e., in Los Angeles] see the dailies so that we  
may stay on top of John Sturges, who has a penchant for over- 
shooting. We feel certain that whatever reasonable cost is engendered 
by our seeing the dailies will be saved many times over by the pressure 
that we will be able to put on Sturges to cut down his coverage and 
over-shooting. Sturges, by the way, also is most anxious that we see 
the dailies as he goes along so that we may give him our advice and 
opinions.

Whether or not the producers were able to tamp down on 
Sturges’s over-covering of scenes, what appears on screen shows that 
he, and editor Ferris Webster (with the material made available to 
him back in Los Angeles), were able often to craft scene construc-
tions of a wide-ranging sort. In this respect, for example, the 
rst 
encounter between the camp’s two senior o�cers, Ramsey (James 
Donald) on the Allied side and von Luger (Hannes Messemer) on 
the German, is revealing insofar as it deliberately holds back on one 
possibility for shot/reverse shot—namely, shooting one person from 
over the shoulder of the other and thereby connecting them in 
space—until the very end, all the better to amplify the scene’s dra-
matic impact. It’s a dialogue scene necessary to impart information 
from von Luger about security at the camp, but it turns into a  
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sparring match both through Ramsey’s interjections and by means 
of a subtly inventive editing pattern.

Ramsey is beckoned in to meet the camp commandant. A two 
shot has them confronting each other laterally across the space of 
the wide screen: this will be a combat of wills, a measuring-up to 

nd out who’s in control in this camp. Von Luger beckons Ramsey to 
sit down and moves away from the room’s center to a position behind 
his desk. Remaining standing (as he does through the scene), von 
Luger might seem to be in a position of authority or superiority to 
his enemy counterpart, but for the fact that the relative distance of 
the camera in this wide-screen shot makes him appear unimposing 
( just as he seemed a bit diminutive when introduced a moment 
before, within the frame of the doorway) and that his delivery seems 
hesitant, not fully sure of his command of the situation (again, it’s 
acting that matters along with editing patterns). He moves around 
through the scene, jockeying for power but thwarted, at the same 
time, by snarky interjections from Ramsey, who remains seated, 
moves little, and yet, to a very large degree, controls the conversation 
from that immobile position. Again, notably, none of the coverage—
on Ramsey, on von Luger—is shot over the shoulder: each 
gure  
is by himself in his own framing, each isolated visually, but also  

Wide-screen face-o�
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ideologically, from the other, with no shared space between them. It 
is worth noting how careful the editing is here: each of the cuts in 
and out of Ramsey’s wry interjections is done quickly—just his 
words—while the cuts to von Luger often linger as he struggles to 

nd the right things to say against his pithy adversary.

Moving from his desk toward Ramsey, von Luger seems to be 
working to a�rm his control and ends a long speech by suggesting 
that if both sides at the camp cooperate, they can all sit out the rest 
of the war comfortably. Strikingly, as he declares this, the scene vio-
lates the distanced pattern it’s set up, through editing that has con-

Who’s in charge here?
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sistently restricted each man to his own shots, with no glimpse (not 
even over the shoulder) of the other. Now, instead, von Luger’s body 
intrudes into our view of Ramsey, o�ering his adversary a cigarette 
(Ramsey hesitates for a moment and then takes it). This forceful 
bringing together of the two men in the same frame, for the 
rst 
time since the scene’s establishing shot, signals a kind of lull (not so 
much a truce as a recognition by each of the other’s position) and 
moves this sparring conversation to a close. (For what it’s worth, the 
July script ends the scene with a bit more of an imbalance, giving 
Ramsey the last, de
ant word—a response to the German’s sugges-
tion that they all sit out the war: “Colonel von Luger, have you ever 
been caged?”)

The very next scene, the 
rst of three encounters across the 
lm 
of scrounger Hendley and German guard Werner (Robert Graf ), 
continues with a pattern of shot/reverse shot but in its own some-
what unique manner that con
rms just how inventive the master-
coverage procedure could be, even though it might seem a merely 
mechanical process as it cuts from one person to the other in a con-
versation. Werner, whom we’re seeing for the 
rst time, witnesses 
Hendley near a truck and warns him against stealing tools, and they 

Shared space?
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begin to converse. At 
rst, the emphasis is on Hendley, shown more 
frontally, with Werner’s back to us and the camera 
lming over his 
shoulder—a setup that would seem to 
t a 
lm focused on the Allied 
prisoners, not their enemies, and a 
lm organized around stars 
(Garner matters more than Graf in the hierarchy of actors). But 
then, somewhat counterintuitively, a reverse shot is established for 
the remainder of the scene, so that it’s now Hendley who is shown 
from the back (interjecting a few reactive comments, but we don’t 
see his face) and Werner who instead faces outward for most of the 
remainder of the conversation. Finally, as Werner 
nishes his speech 
(all about how the British and Americans have not always histori-
cally been allies), we return to the reverse shot over his shoulder very 
brie�y and then Hendley wanders o�. The scene isn’t very long, yet 
it’s striking that it gives so much time and visual attention to an 
enemy character and makes the American star a somewhat second-
ary 
gure to a foe’s peroration. Even this passing moment humanizes 
the enemy, grants him a voice, and renders the face-o� of two sides 
more personal, more intimate (as was also the case in Ramsey’s 
encounter with von Luger in his o�ce). Werner belongs to an adver-
sary army, but he’s also someone we get to know a bit, and care about 
a bit, even as he later becomes a target for Hendley’s scrounging and 
is essentially blackmailed into providing items the POWs need for 
their escape.

Signi
cantly, their two later scenes, in which Hendley sets up his 
blackmailing of Werner and then goes through with it, are 
lmed in 
longer takes, without much shot/reverse shot. The camera implaca-
bly capturing the scene, Hendley and Werner now occupy a single 
space, but it is less about any sense of equality than about Hendley 
stalking his prey in real time, setting him up.

In the 
rst of these scenes, Werner stares out a barracks window 
and Hendley stands slightly behind him, a vertical slat in the win-
dow isolating them in separate parts of the frame. That the men are 
not on the same plane (in contrast, say, to that 
rst shot of Danny 
and Willy) and that there is division between them (visualized by the 
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slat) is a subtle hint of the unbalanced power dynamics between 
them (calculating Hendley, unsuspecting Werner). When Werner is 
beckoned into Hendley’s room, the scene essentially plays out in a 
single take, more than a minute and a half long, in which Hendley, 
somewhat turned away in deliberate, feigned nonchalance about the 
other’s presence, rummages through his stock of food supplies as 
Werner looks on enviously. When taking fright that one of the 
comestibles is von Luger’s butter, “liberated” by Hendley (as he had 
put it earlier), he tries to leave, Hendley tries physically to hold him 
back, and Werner rushes o�, leaving Hendley with the German’s 
wallet (
lled with important documents) as the camera moves in on 
the scrounger in his cool triumph.

Hendley’s 
nal scene with Werner also plays out centrally in a long 
take (with a few cut-ins and cutaways): having looked for his wallet 
everywhere, Werner comes to Hendley’s (and Blythe’s) room in a 
panic. When Werner shows worry that Blythe is in the room for what 
should be a private conversation with Hendley, Hendley pretty much 
tells the German to ignore Blythe’s presence, and several long takes 
(moving closer to the pair) ensue in which Hendley and Werner con-
verse, with Hendley reassuring the guard that, as his “friend,” he’ll 

nd the wallet. A return to a more distanced shot of the room as the 

Sharing space?
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becalmed Werner starts to leave includes Blythe in the visual 
eld 
but only incidentally, as if he is still apart from the doings of Hendley 
and Werner. Right when Werner has almost departed and almost 
closed the door behind him, Hendley casually brings up that he needs 
a camera, and a shot/reverse shot alternates between Werner’s fright-
ened reaction and Hendley’s insistence. When the latter mentions 
the speci
cations as a “plane shutter,” a cut-in to Blythe has the forger 
clarify “focal-plane shutter,” and Werner’s reaction, in the next shot, 
shows that he has a glimmer of the trap he’s been drawn into. This is 
not just about two men on opposite sides of the war who can still be 
friends, as Hendley had termed his relationship with Werner, but 
about a concerted conspiracy of Allied forces against their German 
victim.

After the German leaves in panic but clearly resolved to do the 
scrounger’s bidding, Hendley o�ers his last comment on Werner: 
“He’s a crazy, mixed-up kid, but I like him.” The quip is obviously 
ironic, given that Hendley has just coldly ensnared Werner and 
threatened him, but it also has its degree, however small, of truth. 
However pitiful—and maybe because he’s so pitiful, and somewhat 
distant from hard-and-fast adhesion to Nazi protocol—Werner  
is somewhat likable and our sympathy goes to him, even though  
he’s an enemy and even though we know Hendley has got to be cold 
and cruel for the greater good of the mission. (Brickhill’s book  
was much more expansive in chronicling the ruthless ways in which 
POWs ensnared guards.) Von Luger had also shown himself to  
be lightly likable (and pitiable), and these depictions of some of  
the Germans in the camp complicate Roger’s early declaration that 
all the German foe are a “bloody lot . . . the common enemy of every-
one who believes in freedom.” The sympathy these two Germans gar-
ner comes from the vulnerable performances of the actors playing 
them, but it also has much to do with how the editing and camera 
setups establish and play out that vulnerability and make us feel for 
these men, even as they are supposed to be part of the “common 
enemy.”
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If Hendley’s 
nal conversation with Group Captain Ramsey is all 
about relativizing the meaning of war—“it all depends on your point 
of view”—there’s another, sometimes allied, relativity to a number of 
war 
lms from the 1950s through the early 1970s (and after). Here, 
“our” cause, if not explosively called into question, is at least decen-
tered as the 
lms give a partial or full point of view to “our” nominal 
enemy, “our” Other. There are antecedents, of course, such as Uni-
versal’s prestige production of All Quiet on the Western Front, about 
the German side of World War I, early in the sound period (1930). 
And through the 1930s into the war period, there were 
lms that 
distinguished evil Nazis dedicated to their cause from ordinary Ger-
mans wary of what the country was getting caught up in (for 
instance, The Mortal Storm from 1940, before the United States was 
in the war). There is, moreover, a di�erence in this period between 
Hollywood’s treatment of Germans (with this possibility for some-
what sympathetic ones, not fully committed to Nazi party ideology) 
and of the Japanese, who are depicted (with few exceptions) as fully 
other and incapable of any fellow-feeling. (Even those Japanese 
o�cers who famously explain that they learned English in “your 
American universities” employ that knowledge to nefarious ends.)

Increasingly, the rise of European fascism and Asian militarism 
through the 1930s and into world war obviously made it less likely 
for American cinema to o�er the enemy’s point of view, both literally 
(i.e., cinematic point of view) and ideologically. Perhaps what was 
needed for a cinematic thaw in relations was the combination of dis-
tance from the immediacy of us-versus-them—which came in the 
postwar period, with the Cold War reshifting Americans’ image of 
the enemy from Germans and Japanese to Koreans and Russian 
Commies, the Germans then becoming pawns in a battle of  
sympathies—and, more proximate to the operations of the British 
and American 
lm industries themselves, increasing investment 
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that opened up Europe for US 
lm production, thus bringing in 
more European actors, locales, subject matter, and, most impor-
tantly, points of view.

On one hand, 
lms like Douglas Sirk’s A Time to Love and a Time 
to Die (1958) or Sam Peckinpah’s dour and dismal Cross of Iron (1977) 
move fully into the “enemy” camp to tell a war story about them and 
from their perspective. (Much later, Clint Eastwood would attempt 
something similar with Letters from Iwo Jima, though that 
lm 
doesn’t stand alone but forms a diptych with Flags of Our Fathers, 
which concentrates on the US side of things.) Sturges himself would 
end his career with a 
lm from the other side, The Eagle Has Landed 
(1976); about a German plot to assassinate Hitler, it emphasizes, to a 
very great degree, the skill, perspicacity, and tenacity of the Germans 
(along with an IRA recruit) over the bumbling missteps of bu�oonish 
Americans (encapsulated in an over-the-top portrayal of o�cer 
incompetence by Larry Hagman). By the beginning of the 1970s, the 
war 
lm per se is displaced by the 
lm of Anglo genocide against the 
Native American: Soldier Blue, Little Big Man, A Man Called Horse, 
and so on. In such 
lms, the white military establishment is emphati -
cally the enemy. Signi
cantly, Little Big Man  and A Man Called Horse 
depict the movement of one dissident white person into Native 
American culture and thereby narrate a virtual ethnography of Native 
American life from both outside and inside.

Not every 
lm of the Sixties and Seventies opens itself to this sort 
of ethnography of the Other. For example, the Nazis in the very nasty 
The Dirty Dozen (1967) remain little more than fodder for ri�ra� 
Americans to immolate in bloody battle; and the Native Americans 
in Sturges’s own Sergeants 3 are likewise little more than bodies to 
be blown up in comic scenes by the Rat Pack. Yet sympathy for the 
other, likability of the other, is common to many 
lms of the times.

One strand of 
lms disperses point of view across both sides of 
the con�ict, o�ering “their” position as well as “ours.” Already, in 
1957, The Bridge on the River Kwai had devoted scenes to Colonel 
Saito as much as to his nemesis (but also eventual co-conspirator) 
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Colonel Nicholson, especially in intimate moments such as when 
Saito is shown alone, crying in shame, after a humiliating policy 
defeat by Nicholson.

Strikingly, from within the resolute tradition in 1950s British cin-
ema of plucky o�cers doing their all to escape, the 1957 
lm The One 
That Got Away already is something of an oddity in chronicling the 
true story of Franz von Werra, the only German POW to escape from 
British Commonwealth captivity during the war. Played by German 
actor Hardy Krüger in his 
rst British 
lm, von Werra has all the 
determination and craftiness on display in British would-be escap-
ees in other 
lms of the time. Melanie Williams, a historian of British 

lm, explains that Krüger was one in a series of recruitments of 
German actors into British 
lm, and while there was some resent-
ment among the English critical establishment about this former 
Hitler Youth member landing leading roles in British movies, there 
was also great enthusiasm among young female moviegoers for 
Krüger as handsome heartthrob, and he became a veritable matinee 
idol for a number of years.10 Krüger’s recruitment, Williams explains, 
was key in the attempts of the Anglo-American 
lm industry to mar -
ket their wares on the continent, and it is noteworthy that he soon 
became part of ensemble casts that are all about cooperation of men 
across national lines (for example, in the 1960s, Howard Hawks’s 
Hatari! or Robert Aldrich’s The Flight of the Phoenix). Importantly, 
as Williams notes in passing, the youthful Krüger both represented 
an exotic otherness within British cinema—for example, in Joseph 
Losey’s Blind Date he is a blond bundle of alien, Aryan energy, con-
trasted to the blocky stolidity and solidity of Britisher Stanley 
Baker—and yet invoked the very indigenous 
gure of the Teddy Boy, 
the leather-jacketed, mop-haired nonconformist who refuses to 
kowtow to authority. Going his own way, thumbing his nose at both 
the British and German establishments, and embodying rebellion in 
his very dress (leather) and stance (a cocky slouch), von Werra can 
be seen as an antecedent to the leather-jacketed and insouciant Hilts 
in The Great Escape, but from the other side of the con�ict.
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By the 1960s, there are 
lms that not merely shift point of view but 
pointedly reproduce the language of the Other as such, with subtitles 
as the only concession to the Anglo-American viewer. The prismatic 
The Longest Day, for instance, o�ers—along with Yanks and Brits 
and Commonwealth soldiers more generally—scenes of enemy 
German soldiers, sometimes literally from their points of view, most 
famously when Major Pluskat (Hans Christian Blech) scans the hori-
zon of the channel from his blockhouse observatory and suddenly 
sees a massive �otilla heading, as he puts it in a frantic call to head-
quarters, “right towards me” (this rendered through subtitles). Even 
more extreme, None but the Brave and Tora, Tora, Tora devote 
extended sequences to “our” enemy Japanese in montages that com-
pare and connect their war e�orts (rendered in Japanese dialogue) to 
ours. Likewise, John Boorman’s Hell in the Paci�c  (1968), about a 
Japanese and an American soldier who both 
nd themselves stranded 
on a desolate island during World War II, is all about how the men 
bond (and then fall apart), even as the 
lm has each man speak in his 
own language, to the incomprehension of the other.

At the beginning of the 1970s, the UK production The McKenzie 
Break (directed by the American Lamont Johnson and starring the 
crusty New Jersey actor Brian Keith) takes the POW escape narra-
tive to a new level by moving frequently between opponents in the 
con�icts of war and incarceration and giving sympathy to each side. 
The 
lm essentially becomes a battle of wills between the German 
POWs, led by charismatic and zealous Willi Schlüter (played by 
Helmut Griem—like Krüger a youthful blonde who radiates a rebel-
lious sexiness) and the cocky (and, in his own fashion, rebellious) 
o�cer Jack Connor (Keith, pointedly identi
ed as Irish, not English), 
a troubleshooter tasked with reining in the out-of-control conditions 
at the camp. The 
lm exempts neither Connor nor Schlüter from 
criticism (both are shown to tread on the rights of others in their 
persistent drive to have things their own way), and it doesn’t judge 
either side as morally or dramatically superior to the other. The very 
last shot is telling: as Connor manages to catch up to the escaped 
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Schlüter, now trapped in a small dingy toward which a British war-
ship is approaching, a freeze frame superimposes the faces of the two 
men, merging them and con
rming the extent to which this story 
has been both of theirs.

In The Great Escape, of course, neither von Luger nor Werner is 
given this sort of extended treatment that would confer agency and 
a point of view, to a degree that might put them on a level with “our” 
side. But these two Germans are presented outside a simple us/them 
binary, which would render them as either pure enemies or 
gures 
devoid of sympathy (on their part, on ours). Von Luger, for instance, 
seems con�icted about the treatment of his prisoners by the SS and 
the Gestapo, and he appears sincere in his desire to reach out to 
Ramsey as a reasonable counterpart from the other side. Their 
rst 
meeting is all about presenting them both as worthy opponents, 
each with a position to maintain. Just as Hendley’s question about 
the worth of the mission hangs over the end of the 
lm, the conver-
sation between Ramsey and Roger Bartlett that soon follows 
Ramsey’s meeting with von Luger raises the question of the extent to 
which all Germans—or at least all Nazis—are to be treated alike as 
simply an unambiguous enemy. Ramsey suggests that the Luftwa�e 
(the guardians of the camp) are not the same as the Gestapo or the 
SS, the police forces that rounded up Roger and submitted him to 
torture. Roger remonstrates that “they’re the same,” a heartfelt asser-
tion to which Ramsey can only reply, somewhat unenthusiastically, 
“I have no argument with you, Roger.”

We shouldn’t overstate the degree of sympathy that goes out to 
Germans in The Great Escape. Beyond any fellow-feeling that von 
Luger or Werner elicit, other Germans, especially when the POWs 
get out into the open, stand as pure threat with no identi
cation 
a�orded them (by the characters, by the spectator). For instance, 
when Roger is brought into von Luger’s o�ce by his Gestapo and SS 
escort, we witness pointedly menacing visions of the enemy. In par-
ticular, this second scene in von Luger’s o�ce (after the comman-
dant’s confrontation with Ramsey) is intriguing as an introduction 
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to other varieties of Nazi masculinity, from the Aryan Dietrich 
(George Mikell) in his smart SS uniform (“The SS was designed as 
an elite military community that would be not only supremely vio-
lent but also supremely beautiful,” wrote Susan Sontag); to the solid, 
even hefty machismo of leather-clad tough guy Kuhn (Hans Reiser); 
to the sinister but soft-spoken Preissen (Ulrich Beiger)—sinister, in 
fact, because soft-spoken—who wears the trench coat of a tough guy 
but whose somewhat oily, fastidious manner (note how he supercili-
ously snaps his briefcase shut twice) hints at stereotypes of the time 
around other Nazi relations to masculinity than disciplinary self-
control or machismo alone.

Hollywood (and British) 
lms of the 1960s presented the Nazis as 
an enemy, of course, but they also exhibit a frequent fascination with 
an erotics of Nazi iconography. By 1974–75, in a famous essay, Sontag 
gave a name to this: “Fascinating Fascism.” Fascism, she argued, was 
becoming a seductive, veritably theatrical form, in which display of 
elements connected to Nazism could evoke emotional investment, 
even eroticism. As she explains, fascist aesthetics “�ow from (and 
justify) a preoccupation with situations of control, submissive behav-
ior, extravagant e�ort, and the endurance of pain; they endorse two 
seemingly opposite states, egomania and servitude.” At worst, as 
Sontag’s parenthetical justify  insists, “fascinating fascism” could 
serve as an artistic alibi for a troublesome sort of political identi
ca-
tion. At best (maybe not the appropriate word to describe fascism’s 
seductions), there might be the distance of irony or camp—playing 
with Nazi iconography in knowing appreciation that it is a game 
(albeit a potentially tasteless one). As Sontag puts it, certain works 
of popular (and sometimes high) culture “invite people to look at 
Nazi art with knowing and sniggering detachment, as a form of Pop 
Art.” The Nazi look serves as a veritable form of masquerade, a sort 
of disguising in which one can put on and take o� the surface cos-
tuming at will. 11 Hence the fascination in Sixties 
lms, both war-
related and not, with scenes of Americans or Britishers dressing up 
as Nazis—from Nimmo and Hilts in The Great Escape, trying to get 
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away dressed as Nazi soldiers (with Hilts casting o� the look as 
quickly as he can to revert to all-American t-shirt and slacks); to 
Dick Shawn prancing as the Führer in “Springtime for Hitler,” in The 
Producers (1968); to Richard Burton and Clint Eastwood o�ering 
diverse ways of playing at being a Nazi in the unintentionally campy 
Where Eagles Dare.12

To be sure, elsewhere in The Great Escape, Nazis are fairly un-
fascinating, with little of the typical seductive visual trappings (for 
example, the portly, undistinguished man in an unremarkable coat 
who checks on Roger and MacDonald’s papers as they try to board a 
bus), and many of them have but a furtive presence in a 
lm that is 
much more about the Allies going about an escape in which natural 
elements—from the dirt of the tunnel, to the countryside they have 
to traverse, to the rivers they navigate, and so on—are as much the 
challenge as encounters with Nazis. (That individual Nazi adversar-
ies have little more than a �eeting role in the 
lm—starting with von 
Luger, who disappears for long periods between his few encounters 
with the prisoners in his charge—accounts, no doubt, for one of the 
strangest of books to come out of The Great Escape: Andrew 
Steinmetz’s This Great Escape: The Case of Michael Paryla. Steinmetz 
tries to 
gure out the life of his cousin, Paryla, who had a less-than-
one-minute scene in The Great Escape—as a Nazi who boards the 
train that several escapees are on to check their papers—and com-
mitted suicide a few years later. Just as anyone seemingly connected 
to the real escape in 1944 can get a book devoted to them, as we’ll see 
later, now even a minor player in the �lm  can inspire study.)13

The scene with Roger and his SS and Gestapo captors is one 
moment in the 
lm where Nazism is rendered as something more 
than a “banality of evil” (like the o�cers checking papers on the train 
or at the bus stop), as is another scene, toward the end, when 
Preissen—at his oiliest—learns of Roger’s recapture and gloats with 
soft cruelty in his voice. In particular, Preissen plays into a tenacious 
stereotype of Nazism as a sexual discrepancy associated, according 
to clichés of the moment, with gay e�eminacy. In this view, Nazis are 
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not so much banal as perverse, whether overly invested in an upright 
obedience to authority, as with the uniformed SS Aryan (Sontag: 
“There is a general fantasy about uniforms”), or in a smug but unctu-
ous softness, as with Preissen. These scenes render Nazism not sim-
ply as menacing (“If you are caught again, you will be shot”) but as 
disquietingly decadent.

At the same time, if the “fascinating fascism” of Nazism is largely 
about seductive bodies, many of the Allied POWs are shown to have 
beautiful, manly bodies as well. On one hand, their physiques cor-
respond to no single model or type (unlike the Aryans): there’s the 
sculpted musculature of the often shirtless Danny (Charles Bronson), 
the lithe lankiness of Sedgwick (James Coburn), the strong but 
slouchy posing of Hilts, the upright but often ironic or bemused 
stance of Hendley (the sort of all-American who can only imagine, at 

rst glance, that the birding binoculars Blythe sports would be for 
hunting not watching, and who seems a bit �ummoxed by this other 
sort of masculinity represented by Blythe). On the other hand, from 
those masculine types to the comically oa
sh Cavendish (who falls 
through the slats of his bunk) to the fastidious tailor Gri� to Blythe 
himself and so on, The Great Escape is at pains to reiterate that the 
escape mission needs all sorts of e�orts, mental and physical, and so 
there is no singular, normative masculinity that stands above others. 
Importantly, for example, Hendley himself—though strong in body 
(while a bit goofy, in the constant bemusement shown by his 
upturned eyes)—does little that would make him an “action hero” 
until, once outside the camp, he violently overpowers a sentry at an 
air
eld. It’s not so much his manly strength that had been called on 
in the camp as his craft ingenuity as the Scrounger (itself not the 
most “manly” of occupations).

The 
lm displays this possible, even necessary, multiplicity of mas-
culinities through, for example, pairings in which one man makes up 
for inadequacies of another: Willy promising to see Danny through 
the escape, helping him overcome the problem of his claustrophobia; 
Hendley asserting that he will stand by the blind Blythe (“He’s not 
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blind as long as he’s with me, and he’s going with me”), sealing the 
partnership with his 
rst willing ingestion of the tea Blythe is so fond 
of (and with a veritable love theme on the soundtrack).

Because it is sure and complacent about its heroic Allied men 
across a spectrum of masculinity, the 
lm can permit itself some 
queer joking about them (unlike with the Nazis in von Luger’s o�ce, 
where the 
lm seems to take their disquieting decadence very seri-
ously, setting up the creepy moment when the recaptured Roger is 
brought back to Preissen: “Ahh, Herr Bartlett”—the words dragged 
out in veritably melodramatic fashion). The Great Escape appears to 
wear its queerness on its sleeve, all the better to disavow it as little 
more than a joke. In a 
lm with notoriously little presence of women 
(no scenes of men reminiscing about their women back home), the 
joking absolves this mainstream entertainment of any risks of some-
thing more than playful homosociality. Such queerness runs, for 
instance, through the entirety of the aforementioned long take in 
which tailor Gri� shows o� clothes to Roger, pausing to delight in 
his own handiwork (“That’s quite good”), which culminates in a veri-
table reference to closeted activity (Roger, in amazement: “Where 
did he [Hendley] get them [reams of fabric]?” Gri�: “Well, I asked 
him that.” Roger: “What’d he say?” Gri�: “�‘Don’t ask’�”). Likewise, 
when Hendley promises Werner to 
nd the wallet he’s in fact pil-
fered, he then warns that they can’t do the search right away: “It 
might look a little peculiar if you and I were seen probing around at 
this time of night.” And, of course, a comic take on queerness is noto-
riously there in the fondly remembered sequence in which the 
guards force their way into the shower room and Danny quickly 
comes up from the tunnel under the �oor to strip for a douse, while 
his mates mop up around the re-disguised tunnel. As we (and the 
guards and the other men) view Bronson’s stripped-down physique, 
Sedgwick famously clari
es that “I’m watching him, I’m a lifeguard” 
(Coburn’s striking wide lips adding, to my mind, some erotic charge 
to the moment), and a series of coy glances between Danny and 
pretty boy Willy (played by heartthrob pop idol Leyton, contributing 
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additional erotic energy as he gazes out languorously from under his 
very 1960s mop of hair) seal the moment.

����� ������� 4: ��������� ����������  
�� ��� ������ �����

Even as it shows men brought together (the arrival at the camp) and 
then uniting in a common project (the great escape itself ), the stitch-
ing together of scenes works as much to isolate and individuate as to 
assemble and unify. As we see in the 
rst moments of the 
lm, each of 
these men, with their common goal of escape, has his own under-
standing of escape and its challenges, and each gets his own scene 
(though the mini-team of Danny and Willy get a scene together): Ives 
and the wire, Ashley-Pitt and his concerned study of the undercar-
riage of the barracks, Hilts and his scrutiny of the goon boxes, Hend-
ley and his similar scrutiny, and so on. There’s even the implication, 
with Hilts, that a con
rmed individualist goes it alone—as when he 
basically dismisses another American, Go�, when the latter comes up 
to him and, attempting to keep up side-by-side with Hilts, tries engag-
ing him in conversation (notably about whether or not there are other 
Americans in the camp) and pretty much gets a brush-o�. Hilts clearly 
has little interest in seeking out others to make a like-minded team.

The dispersion into individual anecdotes that the scene-to-scene 
editing enacts has, of course, its corollary across the overall structure 
of the 
lm in the dispersed chronicles that follow individual stories 
of this or that escapee in the last part of the 
lm. The men all partici -
pate in the escape itself—yet they do so one by one, as if to reiterate 
that this is only partly an equivalently shared experience, and each 
pops out of the tunnel to go his own way, toward his individual des-
tiny. True, by the moment of the escape itself some additional pair-
ings, beyond the inseparable Danny and Willy, have been put 
together (most of all, Hendley and Blythe), but most of these lead 
nowhere—only Danny and Willy, and Sedgwick by himself, get away.



		T   � � � � � � � �  I � 	 165

In a long take early in the 
lm that follows members of the X 
Organization as they walk the circuit of the camp, having 
rmly 
decided to move forward on their plan, they directly move forward 
and the camera moves with them. They know what they have to do 
and are setting out to do it. Ironically, though, the men have come 
together for this shared moment only to then go o� on their separate 
tasks within the overall operation: indeed, much of the conversation 
is about which separate hut each department (forgery, tailoring, etc.) 
will work in, as if to emphasize both the shared collective endeavor 
and the necessarily dispersed means by which they each will need to 
go about specialized tasks.

Even with this dispersion into individual episodes, there of course 
still is a shared sense of overall collaboration. Even loner Hilts will, 
as we see, be drawn into the operation (albeit in his own fashion and 
with his own irreducible contributions to make). Pronounced indi-
vidualism can only go so far. Think, by contrast, of the status of the 
individual in Stalag 17: certainly, there are several narrative through-
lines that essentially coalesce into a shared mission for all the men 
(Who’s the Nazi plant and how will he be dealt with? Will the men 
be able to rescue Dunbar from Gestapo arrest and spirit him out of 
the camp?), but much of the 
lm is given over to nonnarrative, anec-
dotal interludes (especially in the comic antics of Animal and Harry) 
and to numerous scenes of leisure activity, from gambling to drink-
ing moonshine to spying on women showering to celebrating 
Christmas and dancing together.

While The Great Escape is often quite episodic, few of its anec-
dotes involve actions that don’t contribute, in some way, to the mis-
sion of escape (no mail call scenes here!). A baseball is not for play 
but either for throwing across the warning wire to see if the fence has 
a blind spot or for bouncing against the inner wall of the cooler to 
show o� resilience in the face of imposed punishment. Choir practice 
is not for the beauty of music-making (although one script version 
has Werner falling for the prettiness of the singing) but for producing 
noise to cover over the sounds that tunnelers and manufacturers are 
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making. Each episode of men going about their individualized, spe-
cialized business is there to contribute to the whole (even the Fourth 
of July celebration is intended to provide a necessary break so that 
the tunnel work doesn’t lead to exhaustion). There can be no real 
rest, no real break from the necessary work of escape.

���������: ��� �����

In this respect, The Great Escape bears a�nities to a genre that had 
developed over the postwar years with numerous iterations in the 
1960s: the caper 
lm, in which a group of talented individuals (usu-
ally men) come together to try to pull o� an illicit job despite the 
odds (before The Great Escape, for example, there were The Asphalt 
Jungle and Ri��;  later instances include The Dirty Dozen, Kelly’s 
Heroes, and others, all the way up to Reservoir Dogs).

In his classic analysis of the caper genre, Stuart Kaminsky associ-
ated the caper and the war mission 
lm as two sub-forms of a larger 
genre that he termed adventure-process, in which men face a collec-
tive challenge and each member of the team uses his special talents to 
deal collaboratively with it. 14 For the sub-form of the war mission, he 
included “small band against impregnable fortress 
lms” (for exam-
ple, The Guns of Navarone and The Heroes of Telemark) and “escape 
movies” (where he pointedly cited The Great Escape). In a recent 
book, though, David Bordwell suggests a possible distinction between 
classic men-together war narratives and the caper, especially its heist 
variant. On one hand, in the heist tale, each man has his own task to 
ful
ll in his own way, and he needs to concentrate intensely on that 
and not be distracted, and not lose sight of his role in the larger pur-
pose of the caper overall. On the other hand, while they may ulti-
mately 
nd focus in a mission—and show each individual achieving 
his 
t within it—many war 
lms, until that mission is enacted, are 
given over to a deliberate slackness, an episodic or anecdotal chroni-
cling of the everyday life of the soldiers before or outside of combat. 
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They play cards, they engage in music (even The Dirty Dozen allows 
pop star Trini Lopez, as one of the ri�ra� criminals, to have a song 
moment), they get mail (or, famously, one of them watches some 
other guy get all the mail), and they reminisce a lot about life back 
home (with or without �ashbacks to visualize that). 15

Central to the caper 
lm is the idea that each member of the team 
has his or her particular talents and, therefore, particular contribu-
tion to the successful completion of the plan. There are recurrent 
motifs and narrative elements within this form. For example, the 

rst part of the 
lm (before the enactment of the “big score,” what-
ever it may be) outlines the assembling of the team members through 
individual acts of recruitment (these can include actual tests to see 
whether the candidates have the requisite talents they’ve announced 
for themselves); procurement of tools and often recondite gadgetry 
(sometimes obtained through illicit means); presentation by the 
team leader of how the caper should unfold and who does what 
(often presented to the team through maps and diagrams and with a 
tight emphasis on timing—what has to happen when); and, some-
times, dry runs that stand as veritable rehearsals of what will tran-
spire in the eventual enactment of the caper itself. Insofar as each of 
these motifs and narrative elements unfolds over time, often in 
stages—as in, say, The Magni�cent Seven, with its series of recruit-
ments one after the other, each successful one signaled by Vin (Steve 
McQueen) holding up another 
nger to indicate how close they’re 
getting to the magical number of seven—the 
lms will resort to par-
allelism of scenes (one recruitment after another) or a tight montage 
in which we see preparation operations in condensed and sometimes 
repeated form. For example, in The Great Escape, there are two mon-
tage sequences of men digging and moving the sand out, as well as 
the montage of sand dispersal across the grounds of the camp. It is 
here that the caper 
lm well 
ts the larger genre Kaminsky aptly 
terms “adventure-process” since the editing itself (whether sequence 
to sequence or within a tight montage) emphasizes procedure and 
logical unfolding of preparative tasks.
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It’s important to the caper 
lm that each team member has an irre -
ducible personal talent: this is not about anonymous labor, or worker 
interchangeability, or loss of identity. In addition to concerns about 
the imprisoning of spirit, another worry in 1960s culture—in many 
ways overlapping with fears of the deadening and de-individualizing 
e�ects of incarceration—is that of spirit and humanity being proc -
essed into mere data, human action as rationalized instrumentality, 
what Herbert Marcuse in 1964 famously described as “one-dimen-
sional man.” Indeed, the Sixties saw renewed interest in German criti-
cal sociologists as varied as Marcuse and Theodor Adorno, for whom 
modern reason works in the service of a totally instrumentalized, 
totally administered, “totally managed world” with little e�ective way 
out, as well as Max Weber, who saw in the spirit of capitalism an “iron 
cage” that hems citizens within its traps (a canonical psychobiography 
of Weber by Arthur Mitzman, itself titled The Iron Cage, aptly came 
out at the very end of the decade).

Against that dehumanized vision, the caper assigns each team 
member a particular task and emphasizes the irreducible specialness 
of each within the collective. As Ernie Larsen explains in a concise 
volume on a later, self-deconstructing heist 
lm, The Usual Suspects, 
the caper 
lm is an attempt to mediate the fraught contradictions of 
labor in late capitalist America: yes, you have to 
t in, and yes, you 
have to report readily to work, but you do so while maintaining your 
own unique identity tied to your talents. The irony of The Usual 
Suspects, as Larsen notes, is that the system has been playing these 
men by playing on their egos. It only needed their individuality for as 
long as the mission lasted and then it got rid of them.16 The Great 
Escape, by contrast, speaks perhaps of—and to—times that still 
believed in human accomplishment through teamwork (even if a 
majority of the mates are rounded up and shot together). For exam-
ple, as my friend and former colleague David James has suggested to 
me, it is productive to compare The Great Escape to “Vietnam 
lms 
where the prisoners cannot escape but have to be rescued (Rambo: 
First Blood Part II, Missing in Action,  etc.). Surely, there’s a positive 
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side to your moment [that is, of The Great Escape] in that a degree of 
popular agency is still conceivable, while in the next war, the prison-
ers are impotent and abject, and can be saved only by a proto-fascist 
and even more machinic 
gure.” As a big-budget 
lm from within the 
last gasp of the old Hollywood studio system, The Great Escape 
stands as a commentary on the kind of collective enterprise that 
Hollywood moviemaking was by that time. This runaway production 
that assembled, for a time, Americans, Brits, and Germans in the 
shared work of on-location moviemaking is itself about the fraught 
e�orts of a bunch of men to come together and, through skill and 
technical know-how, bring their project to fruition. If the men in the 
narrative world of the 
lm build a tunnel, the 
lmmakers have built 
a large-scale replica (with one side cut out to enable the cameras to 
peer in) and thereby their work has mirrored and mimicked the 
c -
tional e�ort. Filmmaking itself becomes a kind of caper caught up in 
recruitment, planning, process, deadlines, and so on, with the risks 
of weather, the big bosses, capricious behavior, and so on always 
threatening to derail the operation at many points.

As Daryl Lee intriguingly suggests in The Heist Film: Stealing 
with Style, a de
nitive study of this subgenre of the caper 
lm, to do 
practical things but with artistic verve is often what movies depict as 
the heart of a heist, but it is also quite centrally what narrative 
lm -
making itself is all about: crafting an e�ective operation (in this case, 
an engaging story) in ways that work.17 Again, the caper 
lm is also 
an allegory of the 
lmmaking caper that brought it into existence: in 
the fashioning of an epic like The Great Escape, there is again recruit-
ment, rounding up of gadgetry and instruments, planning and run-
throughs, diagrammatic blocking—and then, “Action!” If The Great 
Escape tells a great story of men working well together, it does so not 
just on the strength of the original, compelling story, but through its 
own compelling means of narration. Caper 
lms, as David Bordwell 
notes in his comprehensive look at the narrative options of the heist 

lm subgenre, have at their disposal a variety of resources by which 
to tell impactful stories. 18 For instance, some heist 
lms dazzle 
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through complicated time structures (for instance, Stanley Kubrick’s 
The Killing) while others maintain chronology but create intense 
suspense by careful control of who knows what at this or that point 
in the caper (for instance, in Topkapi  the audience, but not the 
thieves, learn of a bird that risks lighting down on the sensitive 
alarms under the �oorboards).

Think, for instance, about how The Great Escape narratively engi-
neers the escape itself. At 
rst, it restricts knowledge to the 
gures in 
the tunnel—what they see (or don’t, in the darkened space) and also 
hear (for example, the sirens above that signal an air raid). But their 
knowledge goes, in a way, beyond what is there immediately in front 
of them in the tunnel—they can try, for instance, to imagine what is 
going on on the surface outside (notoriously, Gri� fouls up things 
when he can’t fathom why no one has pulled the rope to signal that 
it’s all clear on top so he can emerge from the tunnel). Some of them 
(Willy along with Danny) have knowledge restricted to them alone 
(with us along for the suspense) of something that might foul up the 
operation (namely, Danny’s claustrophobia, which Willy has not told 
anyone about). And up in the barracks, Group Captain Ramsey’s 
knowledge is also limited: he knows that something has delayed the 
operation, but not the cause. When Hilts leaves the tunnel to set up 
the rope alert procedure, another realm of knowledge is added: Hilts 
can see the guards (unlike Gri�, later, who has no idea why no one is 
giving him a tug on the signal rope) and passes useful knowledge 
back to the men in the tunnel. But a cut to an astute guard who’s 
heard a noise out near the woods adds yet another degree of aware-
ness (along with new levels of suspense) from yet another 
gure, one 
from the opposing side. In playing on the diversity of information 
available to this or that character in this or that space, within the 
tunnel and without, the 
lm crafts its suspense carefully. Few of the 
characters know the exact same things at the exact same time—and 
some of them know very little—and out of this the gripping drama is 
constructed step by step. This is cinematic artistry at work.
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There is, in fact, an aesthetic dimension to the 
lming of a caper, 
and to the narrative world of the caper itself, that is about crafting a 
job artistically (and a number of these 
lms take place directly in the 
art world—in galleries, museums, and so on). Daryl Lee notes that 
frequently in the heist 
lm, whatever the material gains to be 
attained through the caper (wealth, success at breaking in or break-
ing out) and whatever the material necessities that have pushed the 
team members to the caper (poverty, desperate living situation, 
incarceration), there is often, in the cinematic depiction of the enact-
ment of the caper, a fascination for doing things with panache, with 
an impressive cool and 
nesse—or, as Lee’s subtitle clari
es, “with 
style.” The perfect caper is often a display of artistry, comparable 
directly, as Lee contends, to the perfection of an achieved work of 
art, such as the well-made heist 
lm itself. For Kaminsky, the caper 
often entails “charade” and “performance” (hence the fascination, in 
many caper 
lms, with dramatic play); while for Bordwell, there is a 
“choreography of the crime” (and hence a dance-like blocking of 
bodies in motion). Lee adds the intriguing, and at 
rst counterintui-
tive, suggestion that the caper 
lm bears parallels to the musical 
subgenre of let’s-put-on-a-show: both feature collaboration, recruit-
ment, attainment of tools (such as the instruments for the band), 
preparation and rehearsal (often shown through a montage of the 
team members going through their steps), set pieces that show o� 
talent, and the culmination in a spectacular act of performativity.

“Danny and I have a blitz in mind,” says Willy to Sedgwick. “Can 
you put on some kind of show for the goons?” It’s noteworthy indeed 
how often a staged performance, musical or otherwise, recurs in 
escape movies—for example, the distraction of a vaudeville show that 
allows some prisoners to slip out from Colditz Castle (The Colditz 
Story); the Shakespeare performance that enables every prisoner to 
slip away from an Italian prison camp in Danger Within;  and even, 
in its own way, The Sound of Music, which eventually becomes a 
lm 
of escape from Nazis and has the family use a song festival as cover 
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for their �ight to freedom. (Implausibly, the von Trapps make it to 
the Alps, whereas Hilts, Blythe, and Hendley don’t.) The stage shows 
in these escape stories are a diversion in several senses: they work as 
light entertainment in a time of war but also draw attention away 
from a real escape e�ort and to a theatrical escapism. A musical per-
formance is, of course, directly used to distract guards in The Great 
Escape, where twice we see Cavendish directing a choir to cover up 
for—or sonically cover over—the work of the escape.

Of course, while the POWs in The Great Escape potentially have 
loads of free time on their hands (they could, as Commandant von 
Luger recommends, “sit out the war”), they are not “gentlemen of 
leisure,” freely able to choose their caper or not and thereby strike a 
blow for stylish independence. McQueen’s Hilts, frustrated that as a 
downed pilot he hasn’t yet seen Berlin “from the ground or the air,” 
is in quite di�erent circumstances than McQueen’s mega-rich title 
character in The Thomas Crown A�air, 
ve years later, whose key 
“entrapment” is a self-imposed boredom that pushes him toward 
ever more daring heists. Certainly, in one way, the POWs are like the 
criminal masterminds, such as Thomas Crown, that Daryl Lee ana-
lyzes in the heist 
lm, who have time and privilege, which grants 
them style and panache. The men of The Great Escape act cool, dress 
well (a friend remarks that Garner in his white turtleneck looks like 
a GQ ad), remain generally unru�ed, and meet each challenge (until 
the escape itself and out in the open afterward) with talent and 
aplomb. But in another way, they are like the working-class sti�s in 
tougher heist 
lms set in dire circumstances (say, The Asphalt Jungle 
or The Killing ) who are impelled to do what they do, amid bleak 
economic necessity and even privation, by a primal need (supporting 
a family, caring for an ill relative, etc.). Beyond what Ramsey sums 
up as the “sworn duty” of every o�cer to escape or to harass the 
enemy to the best of his ability, the POWs of The Great Escape are 
driven men, men obliged by the conditions of war to go for success 
in their caper. McQueen’s Thomas Crown doesn’t need to pursue a 
big score (he already has more wealth than he can use to make his 
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life ful
lling), but McQueen’s Hilts is all about needing to get out 
(and get back in the war, as he tells von Luger). The question is not 
whether Hilts will get involved in a caper but which one—the failed 
mini-blitzes he plans with buddy Ives or the big team e�ort of the 
“great escape”?

And yet harsh necessity doesn’t preclude a seemingly nonutilitar-
ian concern with doing the necessary thing with style. Indeed, style 
itself becomes a necessity: it’s not just the pulling o� of the caper 
that matters, but doing so in a way that shows one’s impressive tal-
ent, one’s craft sensibility, even one’s artistry. “It’s good, it’s very 
good,” says Danny when Sedgwick brings him the fake cover for one 
of the tunnel trap doors, hidden inside his coat, and Danny’s appre-
ciation can almost seem as much aesthetic as practical. As Sedgwick 
says back to him, later on, in admiring the work of the tunnel, “It’s 
bloody beautiful, Danny.”�19

Of course, there’s always the risk if you’re a character in a caper 

lm that your personal �aws or imperfections might prevent you 
from performing your rationally determined job within the larger 
scheme. Indeed, often in a caper 
lm, the plan risks coming undone 
when a supposedly steely member of the team lets emotion creep in. 
In The Asphalt Jungle, one of the gang is arrested when he lingers 
lasciviously over a young woman in a café. In The Dirty Dozen, the 
“sex pervert” almost does in the mission when his sick desires lead 
him away from the game plan. And in The Great Escape, of course, 
Danny’s claustrophobia in the tunnel almost ruins the escape.

One way that the caper 
lm confronts this concern is through a 
sheer fascination with machinery: yes, the team members are vul-
nerable to emotionalism and irrationality, but by working with tech-
nology, especially gadgetry, in careful, rationalized fashion, they can 
gain control of the situation. Sixties culture imagines an investment 
in the merging of men and machines (or men and gadgets and giz-
mos) that serves as the promise (even if ill-fated) of transcendence of 
one’s given entrapment in conditions both social and metaphysical. 
If the 1960s sees the �ourishing of the caper 
lm, it also witnesses a 
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fascination with tools and instruments, as if to say that men can 
avoid becoming too machinic, but also too emotionally erratic, by 
mediating their actions in the world through gizmos and gadgets 
(Those Magni�cent Men in Their Flying Machines, as the title of one 
Sixties 
lm has it). James Bond may seem to go it alone, but he has 
the entire British secret service behind him, and he always has Q at 
close hand to give him cool and reliable tools for his job. He’s a physi-
cal man, but he’s also a machinic one—for example, in Thunderball 
(1965), the pre-credit sequence has him don a �ying suit and the 
lm 
overall culminates in a very long underwater battle in which Bond is 
in full scuba gear.20

Of course, the 1960s o�er another set of iconic images of men 
merging with machines: the NASA astronauts engaging directly in 
�ight away from Earth by means of technologies (from space suit to 
space capsule) that encase them. Later in the decade, Sturges himself 
made a NASA-themed 
lm, Marooned, about astronauts stuck in 
their capsule and running out of oxygen—another story of entrapped 
men.

As noted earlier, The Great Escape, like several earlier Sturges 

lms, celebrates beefy, brawny men whose fundamental energy wells 
up naturally from sheer physique. Bronson goes shirtless in several 
scenes, and Sturges generally shoots male bodies here—especially in 
the 
rst part of the 
lm, when the prisoners are still con
ned in the 
camp—with an emphasis on upright torsos that suggests a tightened 
power that is just waiting for the right moment to be sprung into 
action.21 But this physicality also suggests that these men rely on—
and perhaps even need to merge with—machines that will amplify 
their talents and that will extend their strengths (think of all those 
energetic scenes of the men, Bronson especially, piloting through the 
tunnel on a cart on rails). The caper is a blow against an instrumen-
talization of everyday life that renders humans mere cogs in a 
machine, but in the 1960s it often strikes that blow by having manly 
men turn to instruments and machines as a way to strengthen their 
very embodied masculinity.
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����� ������� 5: ��������� �������,  
��������� ���������

Across its narrative, The Great Escape is broadly divided into a series 
of dramatic movements, each with a dominant visual style and each 
exploiting the a�ordances of wide-screen composition to its own 
ends (although there is necessarily some blurring of the boundaries 
between these segments). Once the POWs are delivered to the camp, 
the 
rst movement has the men either stuck in the barracks (but 

lmed as beefy upright forms, already suggesting a waiting strength 
and force just itching to burst out) or in the tight space of the tunnel, 
the settings then working as a veritable constriction around them. A 
second movement o�ers an opening up of visual space as the men 
escape and discover seemingly bountiful potential for freedom (when 
reviewers at the time mentioned beautiful imagery in the 
lm, they 
tended to refer to shots such as that of Hendley and Blythe in an air-
plane heading over the mountains toward Switzerland). The third 
movement, which emerges almost imperceptibly from the second, 
shuts down that openness as most of the prisoners 
nd escape paths 
closing o� to them. For example, Big X tries to �ee through a town 
that becomes more and more an entrapping maze (even rooftops 
seem to have barbed wire over them) until he is 
nally caught. In a 
pointed employment of wide-screen composition to 
nalize the 
entrapment, the shot of his capture has him starting to catch his 
breath at a wall on the extreme left side of the frame, with a broad 
view of the town and its street 
lling up most of the space to his right. 
As he starts to calm down, an o�-screen voice, presumably just to the 
left, announces, “Herr Bartlett?”—and the escape game is up.

Walls and enclosures, openness and nature, death for many and 
enclosure once again for a few others: each section of the 
lm has its 
own sense of space and of men’s situation within it. The Great Escape 
belongs to a tradition of wide-screen 
lms that show, perhaps coun-
terintuitively at 
rst glance, that some of the most dramatically 
impactful uses of the format are not about exploiting its seeming 



The moments of the 
lm from entrapment to escape to entrapment once more
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grandeur to celebrate big, open space (although some wide-screen 

lms admittedly do that), but, quite the contrary, about employing it 
in explorations of enclosure, entrapment, a tightening of space. 
Think, for instance, of Nicholas Ray’s Bigger Than Life (the long din-
ner table as a space for horrid family dynamics) or his Rebel Without 
a Cause (again, the home as claustrophobic); or Otto Preminger’s 
Bonjour Tristesse (the past as a damning intrusion that springs up at 
the side of the frame into the supposed escapism of the present and 
then takes over); or Kubrick’s Spartacus (the big vista as a site that 
blocks and blocks of machine-like enemy troops take over, threaten-
ing an ultimate crushing of slave rebellion). Sturges’s seemingly 
grand adventure 
lm is no less pessimistic or downbeat in its own 
fashion, and it makes e�ective use of wide-screen entrapment in 
support of its cynical, even questioning tone.

At the same time, as it works through its di�ering dramatic move -
ments, The Great Escape is directly structured around two clearly 
delineated parts (and it was shown as such in its 
rst appearances on 
network television in the 1960s). Midway through the 
lm, the 
Fourth of July celebration orchestrated by the Yanks of the camp 
seems both a culmination of the gung ho buoyancy that’s dominated 
the 
lm up to now and the beginning of a shift to a tone that’s much 
bleaker, much less exuberant. This sequence starts with party plan-
ning that stands as a comic detour from the main narrative—indeed, 
the preparation for and enactment of the festivities constitute one of 
the very few narrative lines, by this point in the 
lm, to be resolutely 
about something other than the POWs’ total commitment to the 
work of escape. So much of the overarching narrative of The Great 
Escape has, up to this midpoint, been about overwhelming, even 
exclusive, devotion to the tunneling—whether through individual 
e�ort or collective enterprise, whether through talk about the plans 
or quite physical enactment of those plans as the men get down and 
dirty—and the 
lm has allowed little room for idle chitchat, back-
story, reminiscence, the detours of sentiment, and so on. The escape 
operation has itself been undertaken with determination but also 
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with high energy and spirit—and even with a spirit of artistry and 
playfulness, which, in a way, means that room doesn’t need to be 
made for leisure time or playfulness elsewhere in the lives of these 
determined men. It’s worth lingering on this transitional, and conse -
quentially transformative, scene for a bit.

As the sequence begins, the three POWs highest up in the X 
Organization are in the middle of a concerted conversation about 
Tom (the tunnel) and are making impactful decisions about the 
operation. Two Yanks, Hilts and Go� (a lesser character, a sort of 
comic foil played by non-star Jud Taylor) pass by wheeling carts of 
potatoes, much to the wonder of the X men and distracting them 
from the concerns at hand. The scene dissolves into the interior of 
one of the huts, where we see the Americans engaged in what seems 
to be some weird sort of science experiment—beakers, tubes, 
mechanical Rube Goldberg gizmos, and steamy percolation—which 
turns out to be the elaboration of a still for the manufacturing of 
alcohol. The sequence seems to be an almost inconsequential  
interlude—like the constant comic shtick by Robert Strauss (as 
“Animal”) and Harvey Lembeck (as Harry) in Stalag 17—a moment 
of light relief for both the characters in the 
lm and we the specta-
tors. Each American tries the resultant brew with ever more comical 
reactions to its evident potency (“Wow”). The scene does echo the 

lm’s overall interest, up to this point, in secret goings-on behind 
closed doors and in the tinkering resourcefulness of inventing gadg-
etry to further one’s goals. However, the clandestine activity in oper-
ation here is all about making moonshine and appreciating its 
exorbitant e�ects. The tone of the scene is humorous and relatively 
lighthearted, re�ecting a di�erence in intent from the focused, seri-
ous e�ort of escape. If there’s utility here, it’s quite apart from a need 
to 
t into the escape operation. While the digging of the three tun-
nels (the so-called Tom, Dick, and Harry) is clearly the primary con-
cern (for the spectator engaged with this suspenseful narrative as for 
the POWs within the story-world), the three Americans in the camp 
(McQueen, Garner, and Taylor) have planned a little diversion to 
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give the prisoners a moment of entertainment and to celebrate their 
all-American holiday within an essentially UK context. In a way, it’s 
also a diversion for the spectator—initially a lulling of suspense into 
a moment of extended levity but soon a deliberate turning of the lull 
into something dire and dreadful.

At sunup, McQueen sets o� a light explosive charge that wakes the 
camp. He and the other Americans don Revolutionary out
ts and 
begin parading around to “Yankee Doodle Dandy,” which they play on 
rough-hewn musical instruments. Delighted at a moment of respite 
from the more serious tasks of escape and tunnel digging, the Brits 
join in the celebration and things get rowdier and rowdier, with men 
breaking into spontaneous song and dance, others 
nding it hard to 
talk with clarity, and so on. (One script version had the McQueen 
character explaining to Eric Ashley-Pitt what American moonshine is 
and then the two men literally drinking themselves under the table.)

One potential inconsistency, or even absurdity, to the Fourth of 
July sequence—but one that hardcore fans are willing to overlook, 

nding that the 
lm’s overall perfection overrides any momentary 
illogic—has to do with McQueen setting o� that initial explosion. We 
can easily wonder why the Nazi guards don’t immediately turn out 
to see what’s going on. In fact, script versions do have the Germans 
react right away by standing to the ready with machine guns. In the 
released 
lm, the Germans eventually come on the scene, but long 
after the festivities have turned raucous, and they pointedly hold 
back as the prisoners begin to party. Such a delay is likely improba-
ble, but at this moment it 
ts the logic of the 
lm, which is working 
really hard at making us—and the prisoners, and even, to a degree, 
the Germans—take the sequence of festivity as a welcome break, a 
fun (and funny) diversion from the tensions of the escape operation 
(which have been exhilarating in their own fashion, to be sure). And 
setting o� the makeshift explosion is another cool thing to add to 
Hilts’s de
ning characteristics.

Exploiting the prisoners’ increasing distraction, the Germans go 
into one of the barracks—the one where Tom is—to search it. Danny, 
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for whom Tom is a pride and joy, sees the worrisome move of the 
Germans into the hut and interrupts Roger and other senior o�cers 
to warn them about what’s going on. The gaiety of the partying has 
begun to be in
ltrated by vague intimations that maybe it could all 
go wrong. But there’s still lots of cause for guarded optimism—on 
our part and on the part of the POWs themselves. Among the guards 
is Werner, that inevitable sad sack, who’s shown himself, especially 
in the manipulation and blackmailing by Hendley, to be not at all 
forceful. Werner comes o� as a joke of a man (“I could tell you stories 
of my teeth that would make your hair stand on end”), a weakling 
and a bumbler, and because we don’t expect much from him, we can 
readily imagine that all the worry about the hut search will be for 
naught. Indeed, in keeping with his fundamental incompetence and 
furtiveness around his superiors (one slip, he’s told Hendley, and he, 
Werner, could be o� to the Russian front), Werner appears to con-

rm our low estimation of his prowess as he waits for the other 
guards to be out of the room to steal some hot co�ee from the POWs’ 
stove. Werner is a loser and, by logic, that makes the Allies the win-
ner. But Werner can’t even succeed in sneaking a cup of brew with-
out burning himself. He drops the hot co�ee .  . . and 
nds that it 
trickles down from the camou�aged trap door. Losing is winning. 
The escape tunnel is discovered, the POWs’ gaiety turns deeply 
despairing, and Ives, a character we’ve come to care about for his 
goo
ness but also his pluck and his faith that there’s a way home, 
cracks up and gets himself shot dead on the barbed wire. The awk-
ward Werner has had his moment of triumph and now disappears 
from the 
lm. Inspired to action, Ives’s escape partner, Hilts, tells 
Roger that he’ll be a part of the team now, and resiliently Roger tells 
everyone to get back to work, in particular to the task of opening up 
tunnel Harry. Fade-out.

It would seem that The Great Escape did not o�cially include an 
intermission—although, at 172 minutes, it is longer than some other 
roadshow 
lms that did have a break midway—yet this fade-to-black 
is perfectly placed for one. In fact, I persist in feeling that the drive-
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in where I 
rst saw it did have an intermission at this point, neces-
sary perhaps for a venue that, showing double features, could likely 
only manage one showing per night (of a nearly three-hour-long 

lm), and needed to make up as much revenue as possible at the 
concession stand.

Once the narrative resumes, after the strong punctuation of the 
fade-out, it’s almost as if we are in a di�erent 
lm. Gone are the 
comic antics of the 
rst part—whether putting one over on the Nazis 
or gags at the expense of Allied soldiers themselves (Cavendish fall-
ing through slat-less bunkbeds, Go� nearly choking on the moon-
shine he and fellow Yanks have fabricated, Blythe beating Hendley 
at chess while the latter was distracted by the con he was pulling 
over on Werner, and so on). Buoyant cheeriness gives way to grim 
determination and a determinate grimness. There’s now an air of 
urgency, a sense of forceful pressure. There’s increasingly the intima-
tion that things can—and likely will—go wrong, and the downbeat 
mood is con
rmed in the multiple discoveries (by the viewer but also 
by this or that character in the story) that two sympathetic charac-
ters are a�icted with maladies that, pointedly, directly impair the 
speci
c talent they bring to the escape operation and that thereby 
threaten the venture in its entirety: Danny the tunneler reveals that 
he’s always fought claustrophobia and worries he’s losing the battle; 
Blythe the forger starts to lose most of his vision.22

True, once the men make it out of the tunnel—seventy-six of 
them, rather than the planned-for two hundred and 
fty—the escap -
ees’ prospects makes things more upbeat and the 
lm seems, at 
rst, 
to luxuriate in a newfound sense of visual openness. The expansive 
splendor of countryside, mountains, and open sky that some critics 
lauded makes it tempting to feel that things have been set right 
again. There’s even, famously, the return to a bit of humor in 
Sedgwick’s encounter with the Resistance at a French café. But it’s a 
small moment in a 
lm that’s generally turned a corner into despair 
(observe the twisted body of MacDonald as he’s captured—nothing 
romantic about escape here), dark destiny, and death.
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The 
lm ends, of course, with the surviving recaptured escapees 
trundled back to the dusty enclosure of the camp—and with Hilts 
taken directly into the gray con
nes of the cooler, the cold geometry 
of its walls bringing things to a close (with only the relentless sound 
of the baseball hinting at a resilience still preparing to go beyond 
those walls). Pointedly, this return of the men to Stalag Luft 3  
starts within the space of the camp as vehicles drive up to return 
prisoners—and to replace von Luger with a new commandant. Now, 
unlike in the opening of the 
lm, there is no glimpse of a larger  
geography. That’s been closed o�, and all that remains is the camp 
and its con
nements. The roller-coaster cycles of narrative come to 
a close—maybe all the better, or all the worse, to start up again.
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	 3	 Afterlives

I wanna make a ‘great escape,’

And I’ll con
de:

I wanna speed

Just like a “bullitt” to your side.

I wanna be

The coolest man you’ve ever seen.

I just wanna be your Steve McQueen.

Lyrics from “(I Just Wanna Be) Your Steve McQueen” 
from the soundtrack for The Tao of Steve

As I asserted in the introduction, it is a mark of how deeply a work of 
cinematic mass entertainment has lodged itself in our popular culture, 
continuing to have an impact, that not merely is the 
lm itself—and 
especially those moments considered iconic—remembered fondly, but 
it also serves regularly as a point of reference, an allusion, a borrowing 
that later cultural works knowingly—and knowing that many specta -
tors will react knowingly—extend in resonant directions. There is, for 
instance, the reworking of individual motifs, as when the 1979 
lm 
Escape from Alcatraz shows the same method of sand dispersal as 
both the 
lm and the book of The Great Escape (though probably most 
inspired by the visual power of the 
lm). In passing, it is worth noting 
that Escape from Alcatraz seems aware of previous incarceration-
evasion narratives in another way: how not to see Patrick McGoohan’s 
evil warden as a play on the fact that McGoohan played the ultimate 
Prisoner in the Sixties television show of that name?
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To take another example of what seem to be local acts of borrow-
ing, Von Ryan’s Express, from 1965, has Johnny Leyton play a British 
POW, just as he did in The Great Escape, but with much less impor-
tance in the narrative, as if all that’s necessary to establish the con-
nection is the presence of the same actor from 
lm to 
lm. Von 
Ryan’s Express does vaguely take over the larger theme of an 
American initially resistant to British escape plans who eventually 
comes on board with the collective endeavor (like Hilts in The Great 
Escape), but the later 
lm appears resolutely, in other respects, to 
reject the narrative meanings of its predecessor: here, all the 
Americans die while most of the British escape successfully.

Other works extend the cultural impact of The Great Escape in 
more complicated fashion. A key example is the 2000 indie 
lm The 
Tao of Steve, directed by Jenniphr Goodman—not least because it 
shows how, in a certain guy culture, a work like The Great Escape is 
temptingly and easily imagined to be reducible to the aura of the star 
within it. The Tao of Steve is both about guys who, correctly or not, 
make Steve McQueen serve (in their 
ctional world) as a model for 
patterns and attitudes of a very pointed masculinity and about the 

lm’s own critical take on the men’s posturing through such devices 
as music lyrics—for example, “(I Just Wanna Be) Your Steve 
McQueen” or the highly ironic “Moviestar”:

You feel like Steve McQueen
When you’re driving in your car
And you think you look like James Bond
When you’re smoking your cigar
It’s so bizarre
You think you are
The new kind of James Dean
But the only thing I’ve ever seen of you
Was a commercial spot on the screen
Movie star, oh movie star
You think you are a movie
Movie star, oh movie star
You think you are a movie star, ah-ha
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The Tao of Steve is very meta. Not merely do the guys, a gang of 
slackers, emulate McQueen, along with other “Steves” of popular 
culture—like “Steve McGarrett” of Hawaii 5-O and “Steve Austin” of 
The Bionic Man—but they talk about this emulation and stage it in 
highly conscious performances (for example, they move into mock 
slow motion to evoke how the Bionic Man is shown running on his 
TV show). The Tao of Steve centers on one slacker in particular, Dex 
(Donal Logue), an overweight layabout who justi
es laziness by con-
stant reference to the cultivation of quiet and passivity to be found in 
Eastern philosophy. Feeling his own physical inadequacies as a 
potential drawback to social success, Dex has cultivated distance, 
lack of a�ect and emotional commitment, and snarky cynicism as 
forms of coolness that end up attracting women precisely because he 
seems not to be setting out to attract. As one of his slacker buddies, 
whom he’s been teaching the ways of the world, sums up Dex’s 
approach to life and loving: “Be desireless, be excellent, and be gone.” 
If Dex’s intellectual alibi for his macho bad behavior is Eastern phi-
losophy, his more immediate model and point of reference, as he 
claims early in the 
lm, is Steve McQueen—who, alone out of all 
those great Steves of popular culture, elaborated “his own rules of 
living.” As Dex sums it up with what, for him, is an absolute given: 
“Dude, The Great Escape, man, The Great Escape.” (Predictably, 
Elmer Bernstein’s “Great Escape March” comes up on the sound-
track under Dex’s dialogue, in which he of course recounts McQueen’s 
adventures on the motorcycle �eeing the Nazis.)

The Tao of Steve chronicles how, when real love enters his life, Dex 
has to grow beyond the stuntedness and immaturity of slacker mas-
culinity. Yet I think it is an open question just how accurate it is from 
the get-go to adduce Steve McQueen in defending a lifestyle that 
mixes lazy passivity with hedonism. Of course, allusions in the realm 
of popular culture need not of course be accurate or appropriate to be 
a�ectionate. In the case of The Tao of Steve, for instance, it is proba-
bly not a correct move to assimilate cool collectedness to slacker life-
style. In fact, as The Great Escape insists, any inaction on the part of 
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the McQueen character is forced upon him—“Cooler!”—and he waits 
with pent-up energy for the moment he can move from inactivity to 
action. (Each time Hilts is about to be released from the cooler, he 
looks toward the guards, his head bent downward, his mouth a bit 
open, his eyes peering up, as if he needs strong con
rmation that his 
sentence is over.) Indeed, even in his 
rst scene, Hilts is quick to start 
scoping out escape possibilities, examining sand and checking the 
position of the goon boxes. There is no time for downtime. There is 
no time to be a slacker. As a fellow Yank, Go�, asks him early on, “You 
got something going already?” (In this respect, it might be worth not-
ing that several McQueen 
lms have his character imprisoned at 
some point in the narrative—not only The Great Escape but Papillon 
and The Getaway too, as well as, among others, Baby, the Rain Must 
Fall,  which begins just after his release from an incarceration; the 
forced inactivity that comes from being locked up is there to contrast 
with McQueen’s indomitable drive to get going, to get to doing 
things, and, often, to get moving with the fast vehicles at hand. “The 
Getaway” could be the name of so many of his 
lms.)

But despite his reputation for seductiveness on screen (and o�!), 
the characters McQueen plays do not always make the pursuit of 
women the core of their very being (as the slacker guys of The Tao of 
Steve do). When a McQueen character is in, or enters into, an amo-
rous relationship, it is sometimes quite �eeting (to the extent that in 
Papillon one can even wonder if the native woman he 
nds during 
one escape isn’t a fantasy) or quite fraught (as in the quarrels with 
his amorous partner in Bullitt or The Getaway). Certainly, there is 
cool seduction but there is also solitude and failed relationship. In 
key cases, the McQueen character has a job to do, sometimes self-
imposed to the extent of becoming a life’s mission, and women here 
are either bracketed out (The Great Escape, The Towering Inferno) 
or, at best, depicted as an impediment (Bullitt ) or a distracting 
detour to be sent away (The Sand Pebbles). This is a coolness and 
commitment to manly accomplishment that sometimes of necessity 
goes beyond the realm of romantic or sexual relationship.1
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The Tao of Steve shows the persistence of the McQueen mythol-
ogy, especially as elaborated in The Great Escape, well into postmod-
ern times that are fully re�exive about the role of media images in 
our lives. In fact, from the release of The Great Escape in 1963 on, 
works of popular culture have returned to the 
lm to take inspira-
tion from it, to joke with it, and also, from a variety of perspectives, 
to o�er a rewriting of it. Just as Brickhill’s original book gets cor-
rected by a slew of “The Great Escape: The True Story” follow-up 
books by other authors (see the appendix), there are also works of 
moving-image culture that set out to “correct” the 1963 movie (and I 
deliberately put that in quotes, as the process can be quite fraught). 
Here, the process is complicated by the fact of the 
lm having  
already diverged from its source, Brickhill’s book—most notably in 
McQueen’s purely 
ctional and now iconic motorcycle scenes. 
Endlessly, non
ction books reiterate that the motorcycle scenes are 
made up, and do so as a way to get to what they claim as the “true” 
history. But where the non
ction books persist in clarifying that 
such scenes never really happened, 
ctional works seem instead to 
insist that, in some 
ctional space, they could have happened and 
should have happened (but quite di�erently than in the movie).

A striking example is a Shell Oil commercial from the early 1990s 
that borrows directly from the iconography of The Great Escape 
(along with the Bernstein score), less to extoll the vehicle that brings 
about escape than the fuel necessary to power that vehicle. An open-
ing title announces that the scene is “Europe 1945” as a change in 
focus takes us from a foreground 
lled with barbed wire to the back-
ground’s hot movement of man on motorcycle. Soon, as the camera 
gets closer to the rider, he’s revealed as a McQueen look-alike dressed 
in character and we see that he’s being pursued by streams of Nazis. 
Then we’re shown a sequence of events that, while not reproducing 
the original camera setups, reference the 
lm (motorbikes breaking 
through barriers, the Nazis in motorcycles with sidecars going o� 
course, etc.). “McQueen” checks his gas tank (as Hilts does in the 

lm) and then manages to 
nd momentary respite in a farmyard, 
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where there just happens to be a Shell Oil gas pump. Up until now 
the background soundtrack has been the chase music from Hilts’s 
would-be getaway, but now it switches to the main “Great Escape” 
theme (in other words, now signaling buoyant possibility). 
“McQueen” fuels up and smiles at the camera (the actor’s imitation 
of the star’s cool smile is, it must be said, pretty uncanny) and then 
the chase resumes (recue pursuit music). Zooming over hillsides, 
“McQueen” reaches a double row of barbed wire fences as in the 
original 
lm but, his chopper now forti
ed with Shell gasoline, he is 
able to jump both fences and, with the “Great Escape” main theme 
swelling again on the soundtrack, easily outdistance his Nazi pursu-
ers. It’s as if the unhappy outcome in the 1963 
lm has to be con-
verted (corrected) into the 
ction of successful escape so as to 
associate the product on sale (gasoline) with a literal buoyancy that 
can enable the motorcycle to enact a successful getaway.2

A very curious “correction” of the movie (and here the quotation 
marks really, really are merited) comes in a two-part teleplay from 
1988, The Great Escape: The Untold Story, starring Christopher 
Reeve, a year after the last of his Superman movies (and just before 
the tragic spill from a horse that left him paralyzed), as real-life 
POW escapee Johnny Dodge. While the title The Untold Story reso-
nates with the non
ction books about “What Really Happened” in 
the original escape (analyzed in the appendix), the teleplay is curious 
in its two opposing tendencies, claiming to set the record straight 
while adding further 
ctionalization of its own, some of it directly 
based on the 1963 
lm, which it simultaneously (and thus ironically) 
sets out to correct! This paradoxical mix starts in the 
rst sequence 
of the 
lm: Dodge, like Hilts in The Great Escape, breaks out from 
the camp to scout the surrounding area, get himself rearrested, and 
be returned to the camp so that he can tell the others just what is out 
there, beyond the wire. Just after he makes it out, Dodge, on foot, is 
chased through the woods by a Nazi on a motorcycle who crashes, 
enabling Dodge to get away until his deliberate recapture.
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One can only imagine that the scene is there to make reference to 
the 1963 
lm: it’s as if by having Reeve chased by a motorcycle rather 
than engaging in derring-do in riding one, the teleplay is setting out 
to distance itself from the earlier work and announce its ability to 
cast o� an iconic and probably not repeatable action. Certainly, the 
teleplay returns at times to Brickhill’s book, and to actual history, by 
depicting how the Fifty were executed more accurately than the 
1963 movie does and by directly picking up speci
c scenes from 
Brickhill’s chronicle of the postwar inquiry into the killings (for 
example, the teleplay replays an interesting incident from the book 
wherein British investigators were able to identify one Nazi from 
paintings that had been done of him on a café wall he frequented for 
wild parties).

It is worth noting, though, that unlike what we see in the tele-
play’s opening, no one—not Johnny Dodge or anyone else—broke 
out before the big escape to do reconnaissance that he could bring 
back to his fellow POWs once he got himself recaptured. But that 
narrative move—a breakout to bring back useful information—is of 
course central to 1963’s The Great Escape. Hilts at 
rst resists the 
idea of breaking out and doing reconnaisance (“I wouldn’t ask that 
of my own grandmother!”), but then he decides to go. This moment 
is so central that some theaters chose it for an intermission. Similarly 
network television split the 
lm over two nights at this point. It’s as 
if the teleplay wants to distance itself from the 
lm, and correct the 
historical record, while exploiting a major but quite 
ctional narra-
tive point that’s speci
c to the original 
lm, and to the 
lm alone, but 
that nevertheless grants the later, seemingly corrective, teleplay a 
new level of heroism.3

It is also noteworthy that two actors from the 1963 
lm had an 
involvement in The Untold Story. Strikingly, Donald Pleasence, oh-so-
very British as the tea-sipping forger Blythe in the original 
lm, now 
plays one of the Nazi higher-ups who perpetrated the execution of 
fty 
of the escapees. It’s almost as if he’s participating in the TV revision to 
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play with and revise his own status from the original 
lm. (In 1968, 
Pleasence had a Broadway hit in The Man in the Glass Booth as a char-
acter whose relation to Nazism is ambiguous, �ipping back and forth 
between being a Nazi mass murderer or a Jewish victim; later, he 
would play Himmler in Sturges’s own The Eagle Has Landed.)

Most curiously, The Great Escape: The Untold Story was codi-
rected (with Paul Wendkos) by Jud Taylor, who played the third 
American, Go�, in the 1963 
lm. It’s weirdly as if the teleplay, which 
wants to claim an authenticity that the earlier 
lm ostensibly lacked, 
claims another level of authenticity by employing a director who was 
not in the real “great escape” of 1944 but really was in the 
lm from 
1963. In fact, one afterlife for the 
lm The Great Escape has to do 
with some of its actors returning to this or that aspect of its narrative 
premises in later 
lms—like Charles Bronson in the aptly named 
Breakout or James Garner and Steve McQueen in various 
lms of 
vehicular motion. The latter two actors became friends, and 
McQueen introduced Garner, during The Great Escape shoot, to fast 
car racing of the sort we see in the Garner vehicle Grand Prix. 
McQueen, of course, would do a famous car chase in Bullitt and try 
to rival Grand Prix  with the ill-fated Le Mans, originally to be 
directed by Sturges. They also showed an interest in other entrap-
ment-and-escape narratives: think of Garner captured by the Nazis 
in 36 Hours, McQueen as the title character of imprisonment epic 
Papillon. The latter 
lm is readable as an attempt to o�er a gritty, 
often non-adventure, version of escape in opposition to The Great 
Escape. One shot, in particular, in Papillon seems to make the con-
trast with The Great Escape explicit: at 
rst the shot resembles the 
earlier 
lm’s multiple viewings, from a 
xed position, of McQueen 
coming down the corridor to his cell in the cooler, but then it adds an 
extended movement that goes up a stairway with the guards to show 
the greater world of surveillance that encloses McQueen’s Papillon.

Of course, we should not expect every POW story or every escape 
narrative that comes out after The Great Escape to have been made 
in deliberate reference—or explicit response—to the 1963 
lm. 
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When, for instance, in 1970’s The McKenzie Break, the Nazi prison-
ers �ee by means of a tunnel, that recourse seems more a mark of 
logic (as many non
ction books on escape reiterate, one can only go 
under the wire, over the wire, through the wire) than any sort of 
intra-cinematic allusion. As noted in chapter 2, The McKenzie Break 
is, centrally, about a battle of wits, concentrating almost from begin-
ning to end on the Irishman, Connor, and his nemesis as each seeks 
to out�ank the other, a competition that culminates in a superim-
posed shot of both of them (with Connor muttering there’ll be hell to 
pay for both of them) as if to emphasize their equal position in the 
combat. In this respect, it distinguishes itself from the face-o�s in 
The Great Escape of von Luger with Allied opponents, which are only 
a �eeting part of the drama (ultimately much more about crafting 
the escape against all odds, including the hostility of the natural 
environment, than pitting POWs against their camp commandant).

Similar to The McKenzie Break, John Huston’s Victory  (1980, 
sometimes known as Escape to Victory) repeatedly focuses on the 
face-o� between prisoner Colby (Michael Caine) and camp comman-
dant Von Steiner (Max von Sydow) as the latter challenges the POW 
to organize a soccer team for an exhibition match that, it is assumed 
by the Nazis, will o�er a stunning victory for the strong and healthy 
Germans and score a propaganda coup for them. (Colby pushes back, 
continually imploring Von Steiner to allow things that will enable the 
Allied team to have a 
ghting chance in an equitable match.)

Certainly, the face-o�s between Colby and Von Steiner in Victory 
have some of the fraught negotiation but also confrontation we wit-
ness between von Luger and Ramsey in The Great Escape. Yet that 

lm does not make the confrontation of two equally astute o�cers a 
central narrative conceit as does the later 
lm: after his verbal spar-
ring match with Ramsey and then Hilts, von Luger essentially stands 
as a minor (indeed, often absent) character, until he is brought up 
short by the escape of so many prisoners and then confronted by 
more severe Nazis who convict him of unpardonable failure. In a 
resonant symmetry with his much earlier tense conversations with 
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Ramsey and Hilts, von Luger’s departure, under guard, from his 
command is punctuated by the return of Hilts and the two have a 
last conversation that ironically echoes their 
rst (“It looks, after all, 
as if you will see Berlin before I do”).

Like The Great Escape, Victory does detail the process of escape—
a solo e�ort by Hatch (Sylvester Stallone) and, later, the mass brea-
kout that is planned for the whole of the soccer team—and it might 
well be that the solo escape refers back to the 1963 
lm. Hatch is a 
rare American in the camp and, like Hilts, he is marked by a rebel-
lious, independent spirit, a desire to go his own way; and, more 
importantly, like Hilts, he is asked by the team to turn his “escape” 
into a fact-
nding mission and then get himself recaptured. Like 
Hilts, Hatch has to learn to contribute to a greater good encapsu-
lated in working for the team.

Yet, in a twist that some commentators found more than a bit 
unbelievable, the team that Hatch joins is de
ned primarily by their 
soccer skills, rather than the escape this sport eventually stands as a 
diversion for: while the French underground digs into the locker 
room of the Allied team to get them out during halftime, the players 
decide (improbably) that it is more important for morale (their own, 
their o�cers’, and that of the French spectators watching the match) 
to score a soccer win over the Nazis than to follow through with the 
tunnel. (Luckily for them, the 
lm’s narrative has them escape any-
way: their eventual win at soccer gets so much acclaim that all the 
French stream into the streets with the soccer players, mingling with 
them, and the heroes get away in the confusion as the 
lm ends.) 
Here, it matters that the tunnel is being dug for the POW players 
and not by them (in fact, they don’t even know that the match is a 
diversion until late in the game).

Unlike The Great Escape, Victory is as much in the tradition of 
ragtag underdog sports 
lms like 1974’s The Longest Yard (and, of 
course, Stallone relates to that trend through the Rocky franchise) as 
that of the POW escape 
lm. Thus, the motifs that, as we saw, connect 
a 
lm like The Great Escape to the caper genre are turned, in Victory, 
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to the needs of the sports 
lm: the recruitment is of players special-
ized in aspects of the game (and Victory  notably used real-life soccer 
players such as Pelé, among others, as one peg to hang its marketing 
on), the diagrams (maps) are of plays, the montages show the men 
exercising and otherwise training, and so on. It’s about guys who 
shouldn’t win—and who 
nd that everything conspires to keep them 
from winning—and yet they do win. The fact that sports can resem-
ble a caper—and in The Longest Yard it pretty much is one, as Paul 
Crewe (Burt Reynolds) manipulates things by cherry-picking players, 
including very rough ones, to give his team an advantage—means 
that tone-wise, Victory  can have some of that sense of rollicking fun 
that characterizes much of The Great Escape (until the actual break-
out when things turn bad), but use that fun in the service literally of 
“the game.” Fan appreciation of Victory  on this or that movie website 
may refer to it as “The Great Escape with soccer balls.” Yet, ultimately, 
the sports competition elements make Victory  narratively quite other.

Famously—or infamously, according to one’s point of view—one 
clear derivative of The Great Escape was CBS’s controversial comedy 
series Hogan’s Heroes, which ran for 168 episodes from 1965 to 1971. 
How one understands the status of Hogan’s Heroes in relation to The 
Great Escape probably depends, to a very great degree, on one’s like 
or dislike of the TV show. From its initial airing, Hogan’s Heroes had 
its fans (after all, it lasted a long six seasons), but it had many, many 
detractors, who above all found its comic take on the war glib, taste-
less, and even immoral.4

Of course, as we’ve seen, to the extent that motifs and themes of 
any postwar POW story circulate beyond any one source—Brickhill’s 
original book of The Great Escape was decisive for later works but 
not the exclusive source for them—we shouldn’t see Hogan’s as 

“The Gestapo have a way of taking all the fun out of prison life.”

Corporal LeBeau in Hogan’s Heroes
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directly or emphatically a response to The Great Escape alone. To 
take just one example, the motif in Hogan’s Heroes of the incompe-
tent German grunt easily misled by crafty Allied prisoners, and of 
the camp commander who tries to come o� as imperial but is ulti-
mately just as much at a loss in dealing with POW shenanigans, 
seems to reference Billy Wilder’s Stalag 17 as much as The Great 
Escape (but then, as we’ve seen, Wilder’s 
lm may itself have been 
in�uenced by motifs in Brickhill’s book). As German studies profes-
sor Robert R. Shandley notes, in a rare scholarly monograph on 
Hogan’s Heroes, several German émigré actors who are key to 
Hogan’s Heroes either have direct narrative counterparts in Stalag 17 
or appear to base their acting style on that of actors in the earlier 
work. Thus, on one hand, the ordinary German soldier who interacts 
with the men when he comes into the barracks is a portly “Sergeant 
Schultz” in both versions (although Stalag 17’s is much less a comic 
bumbler—at least until his very last scene, when he realizes, along 
with his commandant, that the man they’ve killed is their own 
informant), while Leon Askin’s performance of Colonel Klink’s dis-
dainful superior, General Burkhalter, seems directly modeled, in 
intonation and stress, on the acting style of émigré Otto Preminger 
as the commandant of Stalag 17.5

Indeed, one episode of Hogan’s Heroes from its third season, “One 
in Every Crowd,” seems directly to reference both Stalag 17 and The 
Great Escape: this installment of the show concerns a newly arrived 
rogue POW, Joe Williams (Jack Picerni), who wants to go his own 
way, to the extent of trading with the enemy (like Sefton in Stalag 17) 
and planning to escape on his own without approval from the escape 
organization of the POWs (like Hilts, to a degree, in The Great 
Escape). That Williams trades information with the Nazis on a 
delay-fuse bomb that blew up a railway train makes the reference to 
Stalag 17 clear (and shows the immorality of selling out), while 
Williams’s insouciant rebelliousness (which includes vainly combing 
at a very Sixties mop of hair) shows a very up-to-date concern with 
immorality of independent spirit and not working for the team.
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Nonetheless, as much as Stalag 17 seems an obvious forebear, 
Hogan’s Heroes can appear as well, in the moment of the 1960s, to be 
referencing Sturges’s The Great Escape quite explicitly at times. To 
take a small example, the scene in a very early episode in which 
Hogan’s men are studying Russian and center on the word tovarich 
seems very close to Danny’s use of the term to attempt to sneak out 
with Russian prisoners. At the same time, in its narrative premise, 
Hogan’s Heroes might almost seem to be deliberately inverting the 
operative principle of the POWs in The Great Escape: where, in the 

lm, the emphasis is on the “sworn duty” of prisoners to try to escape 
(or, failing that, to harass the enemy to the best of their ability), 
Hogan’s Heroes works from the assumption that the latter goal can 
be achieved if the prisoners never actually escape (although it’s made 
clear that they could escape if ever they wanted and that they are 
able to leave the camp and return to it at will for further nefarious 
doings against the Nazis).

The underlying premise of Hogan’s Heroes is that Hogan and his 
men have established a complex base of operations within their camp 
(Stalag 13) and need to stay around to help the war e�ort (for exam-
ple, in one episode, they work behind the lines to distract German 
generals from the Normandy invasion) and must bring no suspicion 
down on the camp (they do so by engineering it so that Stalag 13 
appears to have a perfect record of “no escapes,” a seeming “achieve-
ment” that enables its quite incompetent commandant to imagine he 
is a model of German authority). In this respect, “The Flight of the 
Valkyrie,” an episode in the 
rst season, seems a direct rejoinder to 
The Great Escape: here, a pretty unbearable by-the-books Britisher, 
Crittendon, a new prisoner in the camp, turns out to be senior in 
rank to Hogan. Insisting on a “sworn duty” to escape, Crittendon 
risks fouling up Hogan’s operation by ruining the camp’s, and Klink’s, 
“no escape” reputation and by bringing German scrutiny to the camp 
right when Hogan needs to proceed with covert operations. 
Crittendon (who returns in later episodes to redeem himself some-
what) is presented as overly fastidious, sanctimonious, and o�cious, 
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in a way that threatens the disruptive operations that Hogan and his 
men engage in in their more appropriate duty of harassment, rather 
than escape. And in a much later, 
fth-season episode, “Klink’s 
Escape,” it is Klink himself who speaks of a “soldier’s duty to escape” 
(he imagines, incorrectly of course, that he can encourage Hogan’s 
men to an escape that will lead the Germans to a supposed secret 
operation outside). The enemy o�cer, then, has Allied escape on his 
mind, whereas Hogan and his men want nothing better than to cycle 
back to their cozy base inside the camp. And in “Standing Room 
Only,” another 
fth-season episode, when Hogan learns of an escape 
of over seventy men from another camp and declares the e�ort to be 
ludicrous since it will bring more attention to other camps (such as 
Stalag 13 itself ), the very speci
city of “over seventy” seems to refer-
ence The Great Escape (with its seventy-six escapees).

To be sure, insofar as both The Great Escape and Hogan’s Heroes 
admit harassment of the enemy as a duty—albeit one, in the case of 
the 
lm, that is secondary to the primary goal of escape—the two 
works come together around numerous scenes of manipulation and 
misleading of Germans by the prisoners. Both works are replete with 
Allied soldiers tailoring fake clothing, crafting disguises, forging 
documents, contacting resistance movements, stealing equipment 
and materials from their captors, crafting gadgets, digging tunnels 
(and digging out tunnel cave-ins), timing escapades down to the sec-
ond, enacting diversions, studying maps and charts, and on and on.

Yet the machinations of the prisoners work to very di�erent ends 
in Hogan’s Heroes and The Great Escape. Not merely is Hogan’s 
Heroes not at all about Hogan’s team escaping (although across 
many installments in the series they aid in the escape of this or that 
“guest star” of the episode), but even in the goal of harassment, com-
mon to both works, Hogan’s di�ers in that its cons of the enemy are 
generally tied to speci
c missions announced at the beginning of the 
episode and dealt with (generally successfully) by episode’s end. As 
Shandley notes, there’s a direct correlation between this problem-
solution formula within the 
ctional world of the series (these men 
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have a speci
c job to do and we see how they craft a plan to do that 
job) and the nature of episodic situation comedy: while a very few 
episodes allude to narrative happenings earlier in the series (and 
thereby suggest, however vaguely, that there is a progression of 
events from episode to episode), for the most part each episode of 
the sitcom stands alone as its own self-contained entity, one that 
carefully adheres to the formula of a problem set out at episode’s 
beginning and its full solution by episode’s end, which in this case 
means always cycling back to the initial premise (men back in the 
camp, ready by the next episode for their next mission). This makes, 
Shandley argues, for a very speci
c kind of suspense in the situation 
comedy: the viewer knows that a solution always will be found and 
that everything will come back to stasis at the camp, but it is not 
always apparent how a given episode will actually ful
ll its inevitable 
narrative promise.

By contrast, the mission of the men in The Great Escape is in sev-
eral respects much more open-ended. First, it is a “mission” only in 
the most abstract way: whereas Hogan’s team, in virtually every epi-
sode, either gets an explicit assignment from “London” or discovers 
an unanticipated task on its own (a number of episodes start with 
mysterious 
gures brought into the camp by the Nazis, and Hogan 
and his men realizing that a challenge has been posed for them on the 
spur of the moment), the men at Stalag Luft 3 know simply that over 
them hovers the 
rm but vague “duty” to escape. Thus, until Big X’s 
arrival at the camp to give organization and order to the escape activi-
ties, escape attempts are presented as individualized, improvised, 
random acts that come from no speci
c command except that of gen-
eral duty, and they all fail. Roger himself organizes escape attempts 
around the digging of the three tunnels (and takes on the authority 
then to approve—or disapprove—of rogue operations, like Hilts’s and 
Ives’s mole blitz), but again he does so in response to no speci
c order 
from a higher-up (there is no “London” directing these men, and 
Roger’s own immediate superior, Group Captain Ramsey, functions 
more to hear Roger’s intentions than to give commands to him).
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To this extent, while the formulaic nature of Hogan’s Heroes requires 
that the team willingly returns to the camp (and then starts from there 
again in the next episode with a new mission), The Great Escape works 
with a very di�erent model of suspense and a very di�erent notion of 
meaningful narrative outcome. The suspense is not so much that of 
discovering how a problem-solution formula will be fashioned within 
speci
c narrative premises but of wondering whether a solution will 
come at all: Will the men get out? What will happen to them? The 
narrative outcome is divided between the rare successful escape, death 
for many, or a return to the camp that is at worst dismal (the forlorn-
ness of the bedraggled men who stumble back in with Hendley to 
learn the news of the death of the Fifty) or at best resigned and resil-
ient at one and the same time (Hilts back in the cooler, bouncing his 
baseball). Even as it derives from a resonant tradition of POW 
lms, 
The Great Escape is of course a one-o� e�ort that doesn’t and can’t 
correspond to conventions of recurrent narrative. It doesn’t have a 
tight, repetitive set of rules it has to adhere to. The deaths of Ives and 
then of Ashley-Pitt, the 
rst before the escape has transpired, may not 
be centered on big stars, but they can suggest already that the 
lm is 
not necessarily going to adhere to any easy formula. Problems don’t 
always have complete and satisfying solutions.

Of course, ultimately what most distinguishes Hogan’s Heroes not 
just from The Great Escape but from the run of rollicking POW 
lms 
may be the incessant, insistent presence of its laugh track to make 
sure we know how decidedly and uniquely rollicking this show’s take 
on the POW experience is. As Shandley notes, the series is of a piece 
with other broad situation comedies at CBS in the period (for exam-
ple, The Beverly Hillbillies  or Mister Ed) and these all tend to use the 
laugh track in overwhelming fashion to reiterate the naivete or even 
stupidity of key characters (whether the Nazis of Hogan’s or the out-
of-place yokels of Hillbillies).

In this respect, while it has little statistical validity, one anecdote 
of a Stalag Luft 3 survivor taking much delight in the zany comedy 
of Hogan’s Heroes is intriguing. When Ted Barris conducted inter-
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views with ex-POWs or their surviving family members for his 
Canadian-centered account, The Great Escape: The Untold Story, 
Chris Pengelly, son of Tony Pengelly, one of the key forgers in Tim 
Wallen’s operation, told Barris that his mother reported that when 
Tony saw The Great Escape on its 
rst release, the “movie disrupted 
Tony’s sleep with recurring nightmares.” By contrast,

when the sitcom Hogan’s Heroes—depicting life in a mythical German 
POW camp—appeared on television between 1965 and 1971, Chris 
recalled that his parents loved the series.

“They watched it all the time,” Chris Pengelly emphasized. “[Dad] 
laughed so hard each time [Schultz] said, ‘I see nothing. I hear noth-
ing.’ He considered it very funny, but quite realistic. . . . He knew they 
had to make things from scratch and bribe the guards for things like 
the camera. . . .

“The Great Escape movie gave him nightmares,” Chris said 
nally. 
“The TV show let him laugh about it.”�6

Through its laugh track, Hogan’s Heroes detours the escape tradi-
tion into the realm of comic antics, although it is striking how often 
death hovers over the series as a threat and, in some cases, as an 
actuality when this or that really bad Nazi is killed o�—while Schultz 
and Klink generally come in for no more than pratfalls (though they 
always risk being sent to the deadly Russian Front and live with that 
as a constant threat).

Through the awkward term “bad Nazi,” I mean to get at something 
speci
c about the threat of death in what is, after all, a sitcom with a 
laugh track. To give an example that will help me elaborate on this 
nomenclature, take series episode 101, “Guess Who Came to Dinner” 
(season 4): POW Corporal LeBeau (Robert Clary) begrudgingly, but 
to help Hogan in a scheme, makes a gourmet dinner for a major 
German munitions magnate. The industrialist praises LeBeau for the 
meal, especially a wonderful cake at the end, but celebrates crassly 
just how much Nazi discipline will change France and render its citi-
zens servile. As the industrialist is leaving in his chau�er-driven car 
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(and after Hogan’s plan has been achieved), the angered LeBeau runs 
up seemingly to o�er him a box of leftover cake and as the car exits 
the frame, we hear an explosion (the cake obviously was a bomb) and 
Hogan, standing nearby, announces the vehicle’s total disintegration. 
Even if o�-screen, violent death is there for some Germans. The series 
famously renders Colonel Klink and Sergeant Schultz as 
gures  
of silly incompetence or ineptitude, cowardice, misplaced self- 
con
dence, and so on, who do live under the dread threat of the 
Russian front but to whom, in the camp, the worst things that can 
happen are inconsequential forms of comic violence (they fall into 
holes, they are knocked o� their feet by explosions, snow falls on 
them from rooftops, they are splashed with water, etc., etc.). They are 
not so much “good” as good for Hogan’s operations. By contrast, “bad 
Nazis” are either those who betray the cause of militarism by partici-
pating in the black market or, quite conversely, adhere to military 
discipline with a zealousness that threatens to bring down Hogan’s 
operation (in some cases, by bringing down Klink and entailing the 
potential for a new, more e�ective commandant to be assigned to the 
camp). In either case, they are often set up for cold-blooded assassi-
nation or transfer to a deadlier part of the war. Such eventualities are 
probably no more explicitly rendered than in an episode from the 
second season, “Diamonds in the Rough,” in which Hogan sets up a 
Nazi black marketeer to be machine-gunned when he �ees (as Hogan 
had anticipated) Nazi arrest: as the traitor to his cause steps outside 
the barn where he’s been meeting with Hogan and his men, a fusil-
lade rings out and, à la The Big Sleep, we see bullet holes piercing the 
door that the victim is on the other side of.

There is in fact a lot of death, then, in the jaunty comedy of 
Hogan’s Heroes, but it is reserved for secondary characters. These are 
not part of the regular cast—above all, Hogan and his men, and 
Schultz, Klink, and Klink’s immediate superiors—who get to replay 
their antics from week to week as the overall formula kicks in again.

If the comic aspects of Hogan’s Heroes enable a distance from the 
full impact of incarceration, it is interesting likewise to 
nd that several 
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works of popular comic animation from the 1990s on reference The 
Great Escape. Perhaps some of the allusions are due to the ways in 
which animation in recent decades has often tried to reach older audi-
ences along for the ride with their children, often including recondite 
references to older popular culture that presumably the adults will get, 
even as the meaning passes over the heads of the younger spectators.7 
For example, in “Space Race, Part 1,” a 2012 episode of the animated 
TV comedy Archer, the eponymous protagonist—an arrogant, egotisti-
cal, often downright jerkish secret agent along the lines of James Bond 
who possesses an encyclopedic knowledge of popular culture and 
arcane trivia—is part of a special mission to outer space to quell a 
mutiny on a space station. Archer’s obnoxiousness, especially involving 
a stun gun he keeps turning on his teammates, gets him locked up in 
the cargo hold. Slumped to the �oor, he starts tossing a ball into a base-
ball mitt, as if he is channeling the cool and collected loner icon he has 
to model himself on under incarceration, but when he launches the 
ball across the room to bounce it o� the opposite wall, it returns to him, 
in this gravity-free space, ever so slowly—as if to make a mockery of his 
supposedly rebellious attitude. (With a resigned sigh, he concludes, 
“Fuck you, space.”)

In a 1992 episode of The Simpsons, “A Streetcar Named Marge,” 
Marge gets the role of Blanche in a musical version of “A Streetcar 
Named Desire” and, to devote herself to the play full-time, has to put 
Maggie in daycare. The only place with an available spot is the Ayn 
Rand School for Tots, a ferociously disciplinary place geared to 
refusing to coddle children in any way. Maggie’s paci
er is con
s-
cated from her and locked away with those of all the other children 
but, as Bernstein’s famous “Great Escape March” comes up on the 
soundtrack in a rousing version, Maggie and the other toddlers 
engage in a complicated caper, with gizmos and with stooges on the 
lookout, to gain her paci
er back. This 
rst attempt fails, and Maggie 
is thrown into a playpen in which, à la Hilts, she sullenly bounces a 
ball back and forth. But maybe, as with Hilts, there’s resoluteness 
along with resignation, and soon, she and the other children are at 
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their caper again. Their resilience is con
rmed by the veritably auto-
matic way the “Great Escape March” restarts each time a new e�ort 
is undertaken by the kids. Suspended by a cord from an air duct, 
Maggie is, with the diversion of other children, able to swoop down 
and get the keys to where the paci
ers are locked up. As is often the 
case with The Simpsons, one extended allusion to popular culture—
The Great Escape—is entwined with another: the break-in sequence 
from Brian De Palma’s Mission Impossible. And when Homer comes 
to pick up Maggie at day’s end, he discovers all the kids with paci
ers 
in their mouths, making creepy sucking sounds and waiting eerily as 
Homer, Bart, and Lisa thread their way warily among them to take 
Maggie out. Allusion is piled cleverly upon allusion. The mass of 
toddlers milling around in menacing style references the ending of 
The Birds, another 
lm from 1963, the year of The Great Escape—a 
complicated allusion con
rmed by a cameo shot of Alfred Hitchcock 
walking by the daycare with two poodles in tow.8

A much-cited derivative of The Great Escape is the 2000 clayma-
tion feature 
lm Chicken Run, from the celebrated animation 
rm 
Aardman. The 
lm’s many fans are drawn to its rich animation, its 
situations that run the gamut from wacky to weird, its suspense and 
even horror (it is very dark in tone for an animated 
lm), and its 
ultimate spirit of adventure. Codirector Nick Park describes it as 
“The Great Escape with chickens” and recounts how he and his ani-
mation partner Peter Lord were �own to Los Angeles to meet with 
DreamWorks executives Je�rey Katzenberg and Steven Spielberg, 
the latter announcing that he fully understood the premise for 
Chicken Run as he had hundreds of chickens on his farm and, more-
over, that The Great Escape was his favorite 
lm.9

Opening with a shot of a prison-like compound complete with 
barbed wire, Chicken Run announces itself from the start as a 
lm of 
incarceration and then escape. It is, of course, not literally a POW 

lm—even though death threatens the many inmates—since it is a 
story of civilian strife, not war. The “camp” is a brutal chicken farm 
from which the intrepid Ginger will organize escape attempts with 
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her often less committed and less clever fellow hens. The 
lm does 
borrow motifs directly from The Great Escape—in the 
rst minutes 
alone, for example, we see Ginger thrown into solitary (a trash bin) 
and then resolutely bouncing a rubber ball like Hilts, and the chick-
ens lifting up the stove in their barracks to work on a tunnel beneath 
it, complete with a trolley system as in the original 
lm. With Rocky 
the Rooster’s arrival in the camp (this 
lm’s Yank parallel to Hilts), 
further references to the earlier 
lm appear around issues of Yank 
independence (versus British team play), encapsulated in Rocky’s 
astonishment (similar to Hilts’s exclamation of “Two hundred and 

fty!” to Roger) that the escape is intended to get everyone out. And, 
of course, Rocky’s soaring bicycle leap over barbed wire is a direct 
allusion to the most famous image of The Great Escape (although 
here it’s not about independent spirit, but about Rocky returning to 
the camp to help others). Chicken Run even employs a rousing 
fe, 
brass, and drum theme that echoes the “Great Escape March.”

Yet it is important, I think, to imagine these references speci
-
cally as motifs—that is, individual bits (image, narrative circum -
stance, musical theme)—that don’t necessarily build to the same sort 
of prison escape story as The Great Escape. That the barracks of 
Ginger and her fellow chickens is labeled “17” seems an allusion, 
however light, to the Billy Wilder 
lm Stalag 17 and suggests that 
Chicken Run’s borrowings can be quite capacious indeed, not lim-
ited to one 
lm and its speci
c narrative world. Indeed, in a BBC 
radio interview, Nick Park suggests that it is not really necessary to 
catch the allusions (which he clearly sees as disposable moments, 
rather than as narratively integral) and also notes the 1965 
lm The 
Flight of the Phoenix as another source for Chicken Run (Robert 
Aldrich’s 
lm is about men, Hardy Krüger among them, trying to get 
a wrecked plane back in the air so they can return to civilization).10

Obviously, Chicken Run tells a di�erent story of �ight from 
incarceration—literal �ight in this case—than The Great Escape. 
Most immediately, of course, the emphasis on female chickens (one 
feisty old rooster among them, said to be an RAF type) genders 
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Chicken Run as the converse of the male-centered The Great Escape. 
The focus on females enables Park and Lord to both play into stere-
otypes (many of these hens “turn chicken,” pun intended, and have 
to be coaxed toward courage) and revise them (in the plucky, reso-
lute, resilient Ginger). At the same time, it’s noteworthy that the 
lm 
can’t seem to let womanish characters do things on their own: there’s 
that RAF rooster, there are two male rodents who aid the chickens 
(for a price), and, most of all, there’s the antihero hero 
gure Rocky 
(voiced by macho Mel Gibson), who initially resists enlistment by 
Ginger in escape plans but clearly is necessary to their success (and 
does, in fact, come around to the cause), and who serves as a poten-
tial love interest (as if a strong-willed female could never just be on 
her own).

Almost inevitably, the initial focus on a determined female hero-
ine appears to generate its logically necessary villainous opponent in 
the gendered guise of Mrs. Tweedy, a shrewish beast of a woman, 
complete with a—pun intended—henpecked husband. Importantly, 
Mrs. Tweedy is all about high-intensity work and the economic ben-
e
ts to be gained from rationalized systems of productivity. Chickens 
who underproduce eggs go to the chopping block until Mrs. Tweedy 
learns of an even more lucrative (and mass-murderous) path to eco-
nomic success with chickens—employing heavy machinery that will 
turn them into pies.

Productivity in The Great Escape, of course, is imagined quite dif-
ferently. For the Nazi captors, there is nothing to be gained economi-
cally from their prisoners (except for the low-level enlisted guards 
who might barter in an illicit market with POWs) and, in fact, it is 
virtually the case that the German higher administration most 
desires the prisoners to be inactive—or, at least, active only in avoca-
tional ways (gardening) rather than utilitarian ones. As von Luger 
says to Ramsey, “Give up your hopeless attempts to escape and with 
intelligent cooperation we may all sit out the war as comfortably  
as possible.” That the POWs ignore his advice and energetically  
go about the “business” of escape means they become quite  



		A   � � � � � � � � � 	 205

productive in their own fashion. They set up workshops and engage 
in manufacture—of tools and clothes and fake documents and so 
on—in highly rationalized, assembly-line fashion. But they do so 
outside economic circuits of 
nancial bene
t and pro
t. What Mrs. 
Tweedy herself extolls as “full-scale automated production” (the 
hopefully lucrative business of making live chickens into pies) is 
veritably what the POWs engage in to get around the surveillant 
control of their captors, but theirs is not an economic activity. 
(Ironically, as noted often in non
ction accounts of World War II 
escapes from Brickhill on, it was the very fact that POW camps 
brought no economic bene
t to the Germans—it was against the 
Geneva Convention for prisoners to be made to work—and in fact 
constituted a 
nancial drain that also impelled the drive by POWs to 
escape. Yes, there was the famous “duty” to escape that Ramsey is 
insistent on in his meeting with von Luger, but, as Brickhill notes, 
the very fact that the German administration couldn’t a�ord to pro-
vide the mandated level of sustenance to prisoners also pushed them 
to want to get out and away.)

As I noted in the introduction, the thrill of The Great Escape (with 
the dour aspects bracketed out) has served the cause of commercial-
ism, from theme parks to travel bureaus to numerous television 
advertisements. In a number of cases, the allusion is indirect, some-
times just the name “The Great Escape” picked up from the 
lm to 
add excitement to whatever product or experience is being sold. 
Googling “The Great Escape” brings up endless hits that have little 
or nothing to do with the movie; trying to be more speci
c by goog-
ling something like “The Great Escape TV commercial” reveals end-
less ads that use the phrase and not much more. The o�erings can 
range from the thrillingly, dynamically daredevilish (“The Great 
Escape and Splashwater Kingdom—New York’s Largest Fun Park”) 
to the gracefully romantic (the slo mo of slicing through the water on 
pleasure boats in “Nautica—The Great Escape”) to the calm of casual 
meandering (The Great Escape Bicycles—“sometimes life requires a 
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‘Great Escape’—a way to reduce stress and enjoy life”). Predictably, 
avoiding any licensing fees, such advertisements for local businesses 
use no footage from the 
lm and don’t borrow its music. It’s more 
the national brands that directly reference the 
lm and play on cult-
classic visual motifs of the movie but also exploit the aural motif of 
Bernstein’s celebrated score, so instantly evocative of the tunneling 
trope and of the idea of energetically working toward a triumphant 
goal. Bernstein’s music has indeed become so iconic—and so indica-
tive of the muscular quest to engage in undaunted and vital move-
ment toward a desired outcome—that the springing up of the 
rst 
few bars can be enough to establish the tone of resilient adventure, 
corporeal commitment, focused determination, and so on.

Consequently, some ads use the aural and visual motifs to pro-
mote the promise of motion itself. In these ads—not just about 
escape, but necessarily about selling a product, a kind of “destina-
tion” or destined purchase one is impelled toward—it’s often less 
escape per se that matters than escape to somewhere (a pub or a 
McDonald’s, for instance, in several such commercials) or the acqui-
sition of something that makes inescapable incarceration more tol-
erable (tunneling out to bring back beer or food into a situation of 
constraint) or enjoyment of some cool vehicle that enables dynamic 
escape or escapade to happen (for example, an ad for Hummer, to be 
discussed in a moment, that posits a �ight to open land as an escape 
from the deadness of white-collar labor). Here, predictably, we 
nd 
ads for vehicles in which the excitement of �ight is transferred from 
the 
lm’s action to the product on dynamic display.

A striking example is the set of 2006 ads, of varying lengths, for 
Hummer, all titled “Escape Greatly.” To the Bernstein tune, three men 
in o�ce cubicles (overladen with piles of papers as if to emphasize the 
burden of their bureaucratic laboring) plot an escape from work that 
involves diversions (mannequins that are supposed to look like them), 
crawling through tight spaces (under desks and through ceiling 
ducts), studying diagrams, and coming up short from the o�ce build -
ing to the 
eld beyond and seeming stymied until one of them (a 
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black man named Don) appears to sacri
ce himself for his two o�ce 
mates, causing a distraction that lets his buddies gets away—“appears 
to sacri
ce himself,” because just as his two buddies manage to sneak 
out of the building by camou�aging themselves behind cutout �ats of 
bushes and jump into the Hummer they’ve been hoping to get to, 
Don also is seen �eeing the building disguised, it would seem, as a 
cleaning woman. The three drive out of the car park and the last shot 
shows the Hummer o� road, traversing the great outdoor adventure 
of nature in all its purity. At two points during the escape, the men get 
around women (grappling down rope ladders past an o�ce worker as 
she goes over documents, getting out of range of a woman superior as 
Don holds her o� ), and it’s tempting to read the inclusion of a black 
man among the trio as the commercial’s attempt to be politically cor-
rect even as it displaces any gender parity in an ode to cross-race male 
bonding. Yet it might well seem that the commercial is falling into a 
stereotype of its own in the suggestion that Don can get out and join 
his buddies only by taking on the guise of one employment typically 
available to blacks in o�ce buildings. 11

Maybe it’s predictable that a 
lm like The Great Escape, so caught 
up in a celebration of masculine resilience and endeavor, should 
inspire commercials also intently focused on what are presumed to 
be primal male pleasures. There are, for instance, several beer ads 
that take The Great Escape as visual and aural inspiration. One of the 
zaniest belongs to a famous set of 1980s commercials for Holsten 
Pils that intercut scenes from classic movies with a character (played 
by comic Gri� Rhys Jones) extolling the virtues of Holsten beer. The 
Great Escape installment merges footage of Hilts in the “cooler,” 
along with his conversation about the escape with Roger Bartlett 
(the latter edited out of the commercial), with new footage of Rhys 
Jones dressed as a wacky British o�cer (think a zany dervish version 
of Terry Thomas), complete with walrus mustache. Rhys Jones 
comes up through a tunnel in the cooler, having expected to break 
into the Holsten brewery. When he tells a shocked Hilts that he 
intended to take out 250 bottles, Hilts (through the 
lm footage of 
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him responding to Roger’s tunnel plans) incredulously exclaims, 
“Two hundred and 
fty! You’re crazy.” Signing o� with “Here’s mud 
in your eye,” the tunneler dives back into his hole, splattering Hilts 
with the mud that we see on him in the 
lm after his and Ives’s mole 
attempt failed.

Perhaps the most masculinist—and most elaborate, in terms of 
narrative motifs from the original 
lm and complex production 
design to translate prison existence into the metaphor of modernity 
as itself entrapping (unless one has the solace of beer)—is a 2012 UK 
ad for Carlsberg beer.12 Cropped to emulate the Panavision format of 
The Great Escape, and employing Bernstein’s theme from the 
rst 
moment on, the commercial begins with a sleek taxi moving across 
the frame (an echo of the feature 
lm’s 
rst shot, analyzed in the 
previous chapter—the inexorable journey toward one’s oppressive 
destiny), a movement con
rmed in the next shots when the car pulls 
up to the angular modular space of a modernist spa and the girl-
friend/wife bubbles up with anticipatory delight while, unbeknownst 
to her, the man cringes with anticipatory dismay. Inside, in an anti-
septic lobby of pure white, the couple are greeted by an attendant no 
less white, no less reduced to a purity of veritably Aryan cold and 
cruel sculptedness (and she is only one of multiple employees who 
look almost robotically similar—a sort of Stepford Wives at the 
Spa!). As the couple is shown to their room, the husband peeks in 
with horror at various salons where spa treatments (weight reduc-
tion vibrators, hot stones on bare skin, etc.) are perceived by him as 
so many forms of corporeal punishment. In the locker room, he 
nds 
a group of dispirited, broken men, to which the savagely beautiful 
attendants add ever more male victims. The protagonist himself is 
thrown onto a massage table for what undoubtedly will be treatment 
as torture, but luckily he spies in the distance the glow of an incan-
descent Carlsberg billboard on the side of a building—and a plan is 
hatched with his buddies, and the “Great Escape” theme expands 
into its rousing, brassier version (it had been more low-key up to 
now). With tight coordination and knowing glances toward each 
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other, the men scrounge tools, remove air ducts, begin tunneling, 
create diversions, disperse sand from trousers during outdoor yoga 
sessions (!), and so on. The hero surfaces in a green 
eld but unlike 
in the original 
lm, he clearly has not come up short and easily is 
able to return to his mates, a case of bottles of Carlsberg on ice in his 
hands (the green glow of the bottles echoes the sign but also con-
trasts with the antiseptic blue lighting in the locker room). The hero 
drinks a swig with satisfaction and his buddies presumably join in. 
In the coda, as the couple are leaving the spa, the attendant asks how 
their stay was and the man replies, “Most rewarding,” much to the 
perplexity of the guardian—who clearly anticipated that no man 
could 
nd enjoyment in the feminized rigors of spa treatment.

A Bud Light commercial from 1992 spins the tale of masculine 
�ight with an “unhappy ending.”� 13 In the thirty-second ad, the 
“Great Escape” theme accompanies a shot of two men in prison garb 
tunneling toward what they describe, pun clearly intended, as their 
“
rst taste of freedom” after three years of incarceration (it seems 
that they are from a civilian prison, rather than anything war-
related). Breaking up �oorboards, they emerge in a bar, but when, in 
response to the bartender’s “What’ll it be boys,” they ask for “Two 
Bud Lights” and are told, “Sorry, fellas, but we’re all out,” they go 
back into the tunnel, presumably to return to imprisonment as pref-
erable to a world without Bud. Freedom is not getting away but get-
ting the opportunity to taste Bud Light and be ful
lled by that 
alone—an assertion con
rmed by a close shot of a Bud can with a 
godly voice-over extolling the beer’s virtues. A coda o�ers the punch 
line: after the two prisoners have disappeared back down their tun-
nel, we see a longer shot of the entire barroom that reveals a �oor 
dotted with numerous tunnel holes, obviously from other (ultimately 
disappointed) questers for the taste of freedom. A second bartender 
says to the 
rst that they really ought to stock more Bud Light!

A series of McDonald’s ads from around the Western world com-
bines the ecstasy of arriving at a wondrous destination (McDonald’s) 
and possessing this or that desired McDonald’s food item with the 
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sheer thrill of the voyage, insofar as the act of movement, buoyed by 
the “Great Escape” theme, is made into a source of pleasure itself. 
For instance, a thirty-second ad for the “Festive” menu shows a 
young man getting ever more frustrated at playing movie-title cha-
rades with his multigenerational family until he hits on the idea of 
assaying “The Great Escape” (and as he does so, the Bernstein music 
predictably pops up) to then disappear, as they fumble for the title, 
through a tunnel (that presumably he’s dug) in the family living 
room before they can make their 
nal guess. Interestingly, instead of 
arriving at McDonald’s through that tunnel, he �ies into the parking 
lot on a motorcycle. His family drives by, still getting his charade 
titles wrong, and showing how little they can participate, as his fam-
ily, in the exciting things that matter to him. 14

In yet another advert (UK, 2007), a young man, clearly bored out 
of his mind as he accompanies his girlfriend for Christmas shopping 
(this ad’s equivalent to the Carlsberg beer ad’s touchy-feely spa), 
makes a run for it when she’s not looking (cleverly, and in keeping 
with the season, it’s a Salvation Army band he �ees past that starts 
playing Bernstein’s “Great Escape” theme) and dives into a tunnel 
inside a Santa display (whose ersatz Santa impersonator �icks a 
switch to open the hidden egress for him)—and surfaces at a 
McDonald’s to attempt to enjoy a “Festive” meal, a goal spoiled here 
by the arrival of his irate, package-laden girlfriend. A variant version 
follows the man’s re-entrapment by the woman with a coda in which 
we see the Santa impersonator himself coming up through his com-
rade’s tunnel as if to continue the quest as the next bloke along. As 
with other ads, it’s all so boyish in its focus on guys helping other 
guys get away from the world of femininity.15

Finally, a McDonald’s ad from Australia (2001) chronicles how 
elderly Hilda, a resident of a nursing home, engineers “Plan B” when 
the institution serves yet another horrible meal. (It’s a rarity for ads 
derived from The Great Escape to focus on an intrepid female.) As the 
“Great Escape” theme comes up, one of her male mates at the home 
distracts the attendants by putting on a wig to pretend to be Hilda 
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while we see Hilda motoring with resoluteness through the city on an 
electric cart. Cars and joggers go past her, yet passersby have to jump 
out of her way and cars coming from the side have to screech to a 
halt, as if to emphasize that in this case, it’s not absolute speed that 
matters but the determined go-getterness of the senior moving at a 
speed appropriate to her resolutely engaged-in mission. Arrived at 
the McDonald’s, Hilda precedes a car into the outdoor pickup line 
and orders a mass of Big Macs and Quarter Pounders and Large 
Order of Fries for her gang. (She gets their requests through her 
hearing aid as if it’s a wireless—a clever allusion to the role of gizmos 
and gadgetry in The Great Escape and like-minded escape tales.) A 
last shot shows Hilda motoring back to the retirement home: once 
again, the purpose of �ight is not an escape into freedom per se, but 
the thrill of resolute journeying and the bringing back of the spoils of 
adventure to those who helped vicariously in the kinetic quest.16

I want to end this critical survey of reworkings of The Great Escape 
across a range of popular culture with a discussion of one of the most 
inspired take-o�s on the 
lm, one that is simultaneously hilarious 
and astute in its commentary on the logic—and sometimes illogic—
of the 1963 movie: British performer Eddie Izzard’s comic ri� from 
her Emmy-winning HBO stand-up special Dress to Kill (1998). To 
simplify somewhat, Izzard’s comedy, while often obscenity-laced and 
lightly confrontational with her audience, relies on a capacious yet 
never gratuitous grasp of popular (and high) culture as well as world 
history, targeting, it would seem, a college-educated urban profes-
sional audience who, it is assumed, know her range of references and 
can be relied on to understand the resonances and cultural contra-
dictions of the material at hand. Dressed to Kill even ends with an 
extended encore in French—as if to con
rm Izzard’s estimation of 
the cultural capacity of her audience.17

Many of Izzard’s routines in Dressed to Kill have to do with a prim-
and-proper notion of Britishness confronting rough-and-tumble, go-
getter American mass culture, and much of her material on The Great 
Escape centers on what happens to an originally British story when 
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it’s Americanized. As Izzard explains (and we see here her 
rm grasp 
of historical material), the 
lm chronicles the seventy-six escapees 
from the prison camp in Silesia but changes the Commonwealth 
focus with the casting of McQueen, “who plays the American guy 
who’s dropped into British 
lms in order to make them sell.”

One renowned trait of Izzard’s comic style is a stream-of- 
consciousness delivery that often gives itself over to deliberate digres-
sion. In the case of the Great Escape sketch, discussion of the 
lm 
detours into a commentary on American redneck incomprehension 
of British culture, mention of McQueen’s cool star turn in Bullitt,  and 
other topics before returning to The Great Escape as the story of 
characters deciding to attempt “the biggest escape in history of peo-
ple escaping from things we shouldn’t.” As she recounts, while Steve’s 
away in the cooler playing baseball, the steadfast Britishers (thumbs-
up in eager participation in the enterprise) dig away at their tunnels, 
which keep changing in number, in Izzard’s telling, from three—
Charley, Barley, Farley—to four—Charley, Barley, Farley, and Wally—
to 
ve—Charley, Barley, Farley, Wally, and “no one expects the 
Spanish tunnel king”—a complicated reference to Monty Python 
(“No one expects the Spanish inquisition”), with whom Izzard per-
formed for a time as a kind of symbolic additional member.

Izzard imitates would-be escapees trying to talk in German and 
mentions Donald Pleasence doing forgery on “bits of tin cans and a 
bit of jam—clang!” On the day of the escape, Izzard narrates, the 
escapees unite in complicated disguises, joined by McQueen “in 
jeans and a t-shirt . . . disguised as an American man.” In one of the 
best moments, Izzard recounts how McQueen “romps out” to steal a 
motorbike that, within 
fteen minutes, brings him to the border of 
Switzerland. “This is from Poland! And if you don’t know your geog-
raphy it goes Poland, Czechoslovakia, Holland, Venezuela, Africa, 
Beirut, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon and then Switzerland 
(where the Nazi gold comes from).”

Izzard’s routine is both an enumeration of seeming absurdities in 
The Great Escape, such as its lack of rigor with geography and its 
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carefree depiction of American exceptionalism, and an obvious 
appreciation of the cool qualities that US popular culture can bring 
to upright British high culture: “Steve’s just damn cool . . . as soon as 
he gets on the motorbike, the music cuts to [upbeat] bamba bamm 
bamm bam [while] the British are all down at the train station going 
[in upper class voice], ‘Can’t we do a motorbike? Damn, damn.’�”

Again, with the 
lm’s skewed geography, McQueen makes it to 
the Swiss border (and does so before other escapees: “Remember, 
Jim Rockford [i.e., James Garner] nicks an aeroplane in that 
lm 
and he �ies to Switzerland and he gets about twenty miles away . . . 
and Steve’s on a fuckin’ motorbike and he gets there . . . before 
him!”). But, as Izzard reminds us, although McQueen’s adventures 
at the border start cool—“Steve’s over the 
rst line of barbed wire. 
Go, Steve, go!”—they then turn bad (“He’s into the second line of 
barbed wire. Nearly makes it but doesn’t”). Yet this defeat is nothing 
compared to the 
lm’s di�erential treatment of the British: “[Steve] 
lives to tell the tale. Meanwhile, all the British are rounded up . . . 
and shot in the head.” As Izzard summarizes, this o�ers contrasting 
signals “to the kids from di�erent countries—Britain and America”: 
Steve is seen as “damn cool” to his American viewers, whereas “we’re 
just watching it and thinking ‘We’re fucked.’ No matter, all that plan-
ning, the logistics, everything . . . we get fuckin’ blown away.” She 
concludes with a comic bitterness that reasserts Britishness: “Chip 
on my shoulder. Fish and chips on my shoulder.”

Thirty-
ve years after the 
lm came out, the roar of audience 
laughter throughout her ri� on the seeming absurdities of The Great 
Escape suggests that the thirty-somethings who appear to be her tar-
get audience get Eddie Izzard’s complex take on the 
lm, both respect-
ful and mocking at once. The Tao of Steve had shown heterosexual 
men earnestly taking The Great Escape as a vaunted model for their 
masculinity even as they knew it was really just a 
lm. Dress to Kill 
shows the transgendered Izzard earnestly accepting the persistence of 
The Great Escape’s image of cool even as she queers the 
lm to her 
own comic ends: as Izzard says early on, transitioning into the sketch: 
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“The Great Escape. Now there’s a 
lm. Lot of British actors. I’m British, 
so link-up there. Steve McQueen—action hero.” [Indicating herself:] 
“Action transvestite: link-up there.”

Through all these variations, The Great Escape continues to reso-
nate and continues to stand as an ongoing point of cultural refer-
ence. For example, at the end of 2019, accused embezzler Carlos 
Ghosn, CEO of Nissan, �ed to his native Lebanon to avoid prosecu-
tion in Japan. The quite ingenious plan had him transferring 
between multiple airplanes and stu�ng himself, at one point, into a 
crate supposedly 
lled with musical equipment. The New York Post, 
known for clever headlines, ran a front-page article trumpeting 
“GREAT ESCAPE IN BASS CASE.” This is a predictable kind of ref-
erence and a recurrent one. Perhaps we’re all invested in ideas of a 
“great escape,” both as a postmodern joke that turns in on itself and 
as a lingering dream that resonates when the times really do call for 
the fantasy of a getaway.
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For what it’s worth, I’ve written this manuscript while hunkering 
down during the COVID-19 pandemic, and I’ve been struck by the 
extent to which themes of escape run through popular media in such 
a fraught moment. Notably, to take just one example, when The 
Guardian  listed 
fty books that it suggested could “take you away 
from lockdown” (accompanied by an image of one man reading out-
side on a balcony while others, evidently extending the escapism, 
parachute o� into space), it titled its annotated list “The great 
escape: 50 brilliant books to transport you this summer.”�1 In this 
respect, I might also note that I found the epigraph by Adam Phillips 
(from Houdini’s Box, his psychoanalytic re�ection on what it means 
to be “escaping to” as well as “escaping from”) that opens this book in 
an article in The Times Literary Supplement that chronicles its 
author’s desire, under quarantine, to revisit all the 
lms based on 
E.•M. Forster’s 
ction; and that article follows another in the same 
issue on how Forster’s A Passage to India is all about using literary 
devices to escape being pinned down to de
nitive meaning. “Escape” 

Coda
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has become, in the current moment, a 
lter by which to understand 
popular and high culture alike.2

As I write these lines, many are quarantining—itself a �ight from 
the dangers of public space—and there’s also a nagging insistence by 
many people that they’d really, really like to get out, get away, get to 
a new normal—or use the crisis to rebuild life in new, responsive 
ways. Quarantine has also inspired many to turn to books, 
lms, and 
TV shows for what is often, in the realm of culture, pointedly termed 
“escapism.” In all this, The Great Escape lingers for me, and for its 
other fans, as a memory but also an ongoing pursuit, a consummate 
work of popular entertainment that also digs deeply into resonant 
motifs and is itself very much worth digging into.
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I would like to situate this account of the actual events of the large-scale 
escape from Stalag Luft 3 in March 1944 between two quotations. First, 
from the foreword to POW Paul Brickhill’s narrative account of the events 
he witnessed or learned about 
rsthand as a Stalag Luft 3 prisoner and 
eventually turned into the book The Great Escape, published in 1950: “It is 
a melancholy fact that escape is much harder in real life than in the movies, 
where only the heavy and the second lead are killed. This time, after huge 
success, death came to some heroes. Later on, it caught up with some vil-
lains.” And second, from the 
lm The Great Escape, the words that come up 
on the screen when the opening credits end: “This is a true story. Although 
the characters are composites of real men, and time and place have been 
compressed, every detail of the escape is the way it really happened.” Inter-
estingly, that phrase “really happened” directly echoes its double (ulti-
mately triple) iteration on the very 
rst page of Brickhill’s book, in an 
introduction by George Harsh, who had been at the prison camp along 
with the Australian Brickhill and also survived the war. Harsh relates that 
in New York after the war, he received a draft of Brickhill’s book (presum-
ably so he could write his introduction) and, engrossed, stayed up with his 
partner, Eleanor, reading and passing the pages one by one for her to read. 

Appendix
•�� ������ ��������•



218	A  � � � � � �  

By the end they were both astounded, and fatigued from all the high emo-
tion. “Whew!” said Eleanor. “Did all this really happen?” To which the 
benumbed George could do no more than assent simply, “It really hap-
pened,” and then repeat the assertion: “Yes, it really happened.”

Importantly, what “really” happened in the Hollywood epic happened—
to a very large degree—as a Yank adventure, ultimately standing for an 
independent, go-getter American spirit (hence the centrality to the 
lm of 
the Fourth of July sequence). In fact, the 1963 
lm is laden with American 
stars whose characters insist in this way or that on national identity. Hend-
ley, for instance, doesn’t drink tea and assumes initially that the birding the 
Britisher Blythe did as a hobby in civilian life meant hunting, not watching 
them. Conversely, what “really happened” in the original history, and then 
in Brickhill’s non
ction representation (not without some creative 
ction -
alizing of its own, as we’ll see), happened without Americans. It is, I sup-
pose, up to the individual viewer of the Hollywood 
lm to decide where 
adaptation turns into distortion or not, or whether this even matters to 
one’s experience of cinematic entertainment. But it is no doubt valuable, 
whatever one’s view, to know the facts in the case of a 
lm that so insist-
ently, with those opening words on the screen, calls upon 
delity to facts.1

Stalag Luft 3 (literally, “Air Prison-Camp 3”) was constructed in Sagan 
(now Zagan, Poland) in the Silesian region of Germany, and prisoners were 
moved in as soon as it opened in April 1942.2 As the war intensi
ed, as the 
United States entered combat o�cially after December 7, 1941 (and took 
risky daytime bombing as its preferred method of aerial attack), and as Brit-
ish engagement became more proactive than reactive (from the Battle of 
Britain, essentially a defensive operation, to the raids on Germany and occu-
pied European countries), the number of Allied airmen shot down 
increased—and that meant more POWs to 
ll up the camps. (It should be 
noted, though, that the number of survivors  from downed aircraft was actu-
ally very low.) Stalag Luft 3 was a new camp, a big place, designed to take in 
much of the in�ux of RAF and Allied �yers (with o�cers and regular soldiers 
separated into di�erent compounds at the site), and, as Commandant von 
Luger explains accurately in the 
lm version, it bene
ted in terms of security 
from lessons learned by the Germans at previous Stalags. Even the location, 
way o� in Eastern Germany in an inhospitable terrain far from neutral 
countries or the sea, was chosen for its potential to thwart successful escapes 
home. As depicted in the 
lm, the barracks were built up on supports that 
provided space underneath for “ferrets” to scrutinize for sand or other marks 
of tunneling. (“Ferret” was the name chosen by the British to indicate those 
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German guards whose specialty it was to roam through the camp and search 
everywhere for the telltale signs of escape.) And the undersoil itself was dou-
bly daunting: it was yellow sand, which was very noticeable in its color di�er-
ence from the topsoil and—as sand, not dirt—not wet enough to pack easily, 
which meant that any tunnels likely had to be shored up with wood so as to 
not collapse. It also had a noticeably pungent but not unbearable odor; to 
disguise it when it was being dispersed under the theater (something not 
shown in the 
lm), pipe smokers would sit around the access hatch, reading 
a script or rehearsing parts in order to cover over the smell of the sand.

POWs had learned as they were moved from camp to camp that there 
were essentially, and perhaps logically, three options for getting out of a 
camp: going over the wire, going through the wire (cutting it, going through 
the gate in disguise, hiding inside something being transported out of 
camp), or going under (tunneling). The 
rst option was particularly daunt -
ing, as it made one most visible (although some POWs did try; at other 
camps than Stalag Luft 3, there were notorious over-the-wire attempts 
including everything from makeshift glider planes to balloons to vault -
ing).3 At Stalag Luft 3, the wire (the fence, that is) was actually two nine-
foot-high fences with razor wire at the top and curved inward (to make it 
harder to climb), and with coils of barbed wire forebodingly 
lling up the 
space between the two fences (something the 
lm leaves out, perhaps to 
make possible scenes like Hilts moving to the fence’s blind spot or Ives 
crossing the low warning wire in a veritable suicidal e�ort). There were 
very few over-the-wire escape attempts at Stalag Luft 3.

Going through the wire could entail crawling to it, through the coils of 
barbed wire, and cutting one’s way free, but the more likely scenario was 
some sort of attempt at escaping through the gate: hiding in branches from 
tree pruning being carried out on trucks, grasping the under-chassis of 
vehicles leaving the camp, or disguising oneself as a worker or even as a 
German soldier. One successful escape from Stalag Luft 3 relied on the fact 
that there were periodic delousing sorties to a facility beyond the fence: in 
this case, several prisoners dressed up as guards who escorted undisguised 
POWs toward the delousing, only for all of them to disappear once around 
the bend. All were recaptured, though, most of them not far from the camp. 
A second group didn’t even get outside the camp, because a guard, more 
observant than another one had been with the 
rst party, noticed that a 
necessary stamp on the escorts’ papers was lacking.

Going under the fence by tunneling was the object of the most concerted 
e�orts at escape. One response to the issue of the sand as something not 
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easily packable into solid form was the “blitz” mode of mole escape 
(described in the 
lm in a failed venture by Hilts and Ives) wherein one 
started a tunnel as close to the wire as possible and dug for only a short 
distance to get out, eliminating the need for extensive sand dispersal. Here, 
it helped if something about the physical layout enabled the blitz to start 
near the wire. For example, in the 
lm, the fact that Hilts found a blind 
spot right at the wire means that he and Ives could blitz out quickly; in an 
actual mole operation at Stalag Luft 3, a small team ironically used  
the very fact that the Germans had dug a ditch near the wire (to intersect 
possible longer tunnels that would then run into the ditch) and simply 
started a moling operation from inside the wall of the supposedly escape-
preventative ditch itself. Mole procedures were all about moving quickly, 
not worrying about shoring up the tunnel roof or sides, and simply pushing 
the sand behind. Such operations often were vulnerable to tunnel collapse 
or entrapment, as the sand pushed behind could seem to pile up more and 
more. (Excavated sand, as Brickhill recounts in his book, takes up about 25 
percent more space than in its original nature as solid ground.)

One of the most celebrated breakouts (though not a mole blitz) at Stalag-
Luft 3, from a tunnel that started close to the wire, is chronicled in a best-
selling book by one of its participants, The Wooden Horse by Eric Williams, 
later made into a hit British movie. Here, a side-boarded vaulting horse 
was built to carry two men (three on the day of the escape) to the same spot 
each day so that they could dig a tunnel while their compatriots lulled the 
German guards with an endless stream of vaulters going up and over the 
horse. Astutely, the POWs would, at random intervals every so often, send 
the vault out with no one inside and have some seemingly clumsy vaulter 
knock the thing over so that the Germans believed it was always empty 
inside. Williams and his two partners not merely got out of the camp but 
made their way to neutral Sweden in a total “home run” (the joyous sport-
ing term to signal a fully successful escape attempt).4

At previous camps, many of the inmates now moved to Stalag Luft 3 
had gained experience, step by step, in the digging of more solid tunnels 
that were much deeper than the blitz versions (the greater depth served to 
evade microphones and the threat from heavy trucks or wagons passing 
over, as well as metal probes). The solidity of such tunnels gave them, 
importantly, the promise—in contrast to the small-scale mole type of  
venture—of allowing many more men potentially to escape. When the 
forceful, determined Roger Bushell, with two notorious escapes behind 
him, came to Stalag Luft 3, he assumed the role of Big X, in charge of 
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coordinating escape operations. George Harsh—who actually had deep 
prior experience with incarceration, having been sentenced to a chain gang 
for a joyride killing during a prank robbery when a teenager—became “Big 
S” (for Security), taking on that task from another American, Albert “Jun -
ior” Clark, who had moved to a di�erent compound in the camp. 5

Earlier, in 1943, it became clear that a new part of Stalag Luft 3, the 
so-called North Compound, was being built for the air o�cers, Common -
wealth and American, who would be transferred there. Bushell quickly 

xed on the idea of three long tunnels, the famous Tom, Dick, and Harry, 
at the new compound (and he forbade anyone to use the word tunnel  in 
general conversation), and ambitiously hoped that two hundred or more 
men would get out. He convinced the camp’s commander, Colonel von Lin-
deiner, to send Allied working parties to help in the preparations of the 
grounds for the North Compound, and these served as scouting expedi-
tions in which the men could survey the terrain and plan out their tunnels 
so they’d be ready to get to work the moment they got transferred. The 
POWs also built a theater that, although constructed with tools and equip-
ment lent to them on a parole basis (the agreement, that is, which they 
upheld, that no lent tool would serve in the cause of escape), still became 
key to the escape operation as its slanted �oor o�ered lots of space for yel-
low sand to be hidden within. (The theater side of things doesn’t 
gure at 
all in the 
lm.)

Born in South Africa but educated in the public school system of Eng-
land and later a renowned barrister, Roger Bushell seems to have embod-
ied an image of the upper-crust British playboy adventurer, combining an 
easy but rigorous e�cacy in his profession (he was, by all accounts, an 
excellent barrister) with pluck and spirit and much more than a dash of 
daring and de
ance.6 He had been a prewar skiing champion but badly 
tore the edge of his eye socket during a nasty fall (the 
lm maintains the 
drooping gash that Roger sported as a result). Roger was fairly pro
cient in 
German and cleverly improved his linguistic skill by testing his German 
captors: he’d say something like “Would I get away at a border check if I 
said this in German?” and thus get a laugh from the captors at his errors 
while 
ling away the corrections they innocently o�ered him. He was 
determined to get his way, as well as get away, and was often imperious in 
making his demands. Torture by the Gestapo after his last escape attempt 
had given him a deep hatred of Germans and he was driven to succeed in a 
massive escape operation, as much for the extended hassle a mass breakout 
would entail for the Third Reich as it tried to round up escapees as for any 
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actual hope of ultimate return home. For Tom, Dick, and Harry, Roger 
would be an implacable taskmaster, demanding from each escape depart-
ment enormous accomplishments (for example, close to a thousand care-
fully forged documents) and brooking no reticence or refusal.

From his two failed prior escapes, Bushell had come to be known as an 
exceptional thorn in the side of the Gestapo, and it seemed apparent that he 
would more than likely be executed if ever again caught after an escape. In 
fact, by the time of the escape itself (from Harry in March 1944), as Ger-
many became ever more a country in the throes of desperation (poverty and 
deprivation, huge military and civilian losses, the growing prospect of igno-
minious defeat, and so on), camp commanders were getting word from on 
high, and passing the information on to Allied senior o�cers, that escapees 
generally would be putting themselves in graver danger than ever before. 
Indeed, there had already been incidents of air crew members being killed 
by civilians, local militia, and Landwacht auxiliary internal security forces. 
Now, there was the threat that escapees would be subject to direct military 
reprisal. Germany had been the earliest signatory in the 1920s of the 
Geneva Convention, but, as attested by virtually all the books on “The Great 
Escape,” from Paul Brickhill on, rumor was spreading that the protocols the 
convention laid down might now be violated in systematic fashion.

Getting out of a camp was only the beginning of the challenge for any 
escapee. One had to navigate through enemy territory, often without 
speaking the language, having to negotiate train timetables and so on, 
among a population increasingly antagonistic to Allied �yers—for all the 
death and destruction that was being brought down on Germany—and 
amid an extensive military and police apparatus that, among other things, 
manifested itself as a constant vigilance and checking of one’s papers (for 
instance, bridges over rivers often had checkpoints on them). This meant 
that, for the POWs, tunneling overlapped with other related operations 
also essential to the getaway—from document forgery to compass manu-
facturing to tailoring of disguises to classroom lecturing. The latter 
included language instruction, European geography, German customs, 
and so on. To take just two examples of cultural niceties the escapees had 
to train themselves out of, wartime desperation meant that no German 
would give up his seat on a bus or train for the elderly or for women—and 
so that sort of etiquette, so natural to the proper British gentleman, had to 
be unlearned; and during the time when they were still part of the escape 
planning—until they got moved to their own part of the camp—Yanks had 
to be trained not to cut up food or eat it with the fork in the right hand. 7
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Roger and his collaborators constituted the X Organization, devoted to 
escape operations, and they set up departments, pretty much as the 
lm 
depicts, although it leaves out the recruiting and interviewing process by 
which prisoners reported to the X Organization any prewar and wartime 
talents, vocational or avocational, that might be handy in crafting the 
escape. To take just one example, twenty-six-year-old Tim Walenn (“Blythe” 
in the 
lm) had initially followed his father’s occupation of graphic designer 
before turning to banking, and his earlier skill led him to be chosen to run 
the forgery department, wryly named “Dean and Dawson,” after a notable 
UK travel agency. Walenn would be among “the Fifty” escapees who were 
executed.

Beyond the occasional sand collapse, which could set back operations by 
days, there were two very consequential setbacks in 1943. First, orders 
came to the camp administration from on high that US prisoners should be 
separated from those of other nationalities, especially the British, as the 
German high command worried about fraternization, and the woods 
started to be cleared for a new compound just for Americans. This meant 
that those Americans who had contributed so much to the escape project 
would not be able to participate in the actual escape unless one of the three 
tunnels could be 
nished before the move.8 In order to give the Americans 
a chance to be part of the escape, the X Organization went into overdrive, 
deciding to put all its e�ort into tunnel Tom, furthest along, boarding up 
Harry, the farthest from the wire and therefore requiring too much time to 
be completed, and cleverly using Dick as storage for that ever-conspicuous 
yellow sand.

The X Organization got close with Tom, but when the tunnel was only a 
few feet from the breakout point, a ferret discovered the entrance to it in 
the barracks. (Unlike in the 
lm, it was not spilled co�ee but a probing rod 
that did the trick, although accounts di�er from this book or that as to 
whether it was dropped by accident and produced a revealing hollow sound 
or was idly being handled by a ferret who suddenly uncovered a gap in the 
disguised concrete trapdoor.) Rather than 
ll the tunnel with earth and 
sand, the Germans blew it up and the blast unexpectedly destroyed most of 
the hut from which the tunnel had started (an event narrated in at least one 
version of the 
lm’s screenplay).

Dick had had the shortest distance to go to the woods, but suddenly the 
Germans brought in workers who started cutting back the trees, requiring 
close to a hundred more feet of digging to reach the sheltering forest, so it 
was decided to maintain Dick as essentially a storage space. Harry was 
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reopened but it, too, turned out to be too far from the woods to be com-
pleted before the Americans were marched out to their own, new com-
pound. With regard to the 
lm’s evident Americanizing in�ection of the 
story, this is worth underlining: with two possible exceptions (to be clari-

ed in just a moment), from this point on, Americans were no longer at the 
North Compound and were not part of the mass escape, despite, for 
instance, the key role the movie assigns to the 
ctional character Hilts, 
shown to be the one who breaks the tunnel through to the surface, who 

gures out with all-American ingenuity how to set up a signaling system by 
rope when it is realized the tunnel is short of the woods, and who distracts 
with all-American courage the guards as they try to shoot at escapees scur-
rying around in the woods when the tunnel is discovered.

The two partial exceptions were Major Johnny Dodge and the aforemen-
tioned Big S, George Harsh, both of whom were born American but had 
Commonwealth citizenship by the time of the escape. Dodge was a quite 
colorful character. Born into the moneyed aristocracy of the Gilded Age, he 
became more and more identi
ed with high-class English life when his 
divorced mother remarried a titled Britisher. Dodge was educated in Eng-
lish public schools and by 1915 he had enthusiastically taken up British 
nationality (so, legality-wise, he was nominally not American). He served 
gallantly in the First World War (including at the Gallipoli disaster), became 
known for daring expeditions (that might have entailed spying for the Brit -
ish Government) through the Soviet Union and the Middle East in the post-
war period, and took up a post in a stock brokerage while declaring political 
allegiance to the Conservative Party (he stood for election twice but was 
defeated by Labour). He readily signed up for the Second World War and 
served in ground forces. But when he was captured, his aristocratic bearing 
led the senior German o�cer to classify him as an air o�cer (since that 
would, in theory, get him better treatment). After a number of daring escape 
attempts, he ended up at Stalag Luft 3, where he was among the older of the 
o�cers. Most importantly, through his mother’s marriage, Dodge had 
become a cousin of Winston Churchill. Dodge was one of the escapees of the 
mass escape in March, soon recaptured, although his Churchill connection 
spared him execution. In fact, after being recaptured for yet another escape, 
Dodge was eventually aided in a return to England by German o�cers who 
were worried about the outcome of the war and wanted him to help negoti-
ate conditional surrender terms for Germany (evidently, he and Winston 
had a big laugh over that). As colorful as Dodge’s life was, the American 
entertainment machine would glamorize him all the more in the 1980s  
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tele
lm The Great Escape: The Untold Story, in which Dodge (played by 
Christopher Reeve) participates—to the point of a made-up gun battle—in 
the hunt for those Nazis responsible for the execution of the escaped 
fty, a 
hunt in which Dodge actually had no direct involvement.9

George Harsh also came from money (after a move from the Midwest his 
family became southern gentry), but his story was more sordid.10 As noted, 
he had been found guilty of murder when a string of robberies that he and 
other spoiled rich kids had engaged in during drunken joyrides resulted in 
two clerks dying at Harsh’s hands. His family used their money and in�u-
ence to spare him the electric chair, and he was sent to a chain gang seem-
ingly for life, a fate little better than death, given the torturous conditions 
at the camp. Luckily, Harsh got the attention of a reform campaign and was 
transferred to a less onerous prison setting. There, in a story almost too 
astounding to be true, another prisoner had a drastic attack of appendicitis 
during a terrible storm and the camp doctor couldn’t get through from his 
home. Harsh had been working as an orderly in the in
rmary, observing 
operations and reading medical books, and he successfully performed an 
emergency appendectomy. His e�orts won him parole. A life for a life was 
the way the State put it, yet Harsh felt he still owed society and so he slipped 
up to Canada and joined the Royal Canadian Air Force, long before o�cial 
US entry into the 
ght against fascism. His RCAF status meant that he 
became nationalized as British (if he had stayed in the United States until 
Pearl Harbor, he could have joined the US Army Air Force) and therefore 
wasn’t among the USAAF o�cers moved to the American dedicated com-
pound at Stalag Luft 3 upon separation of Yanks and Brits.

By all accounts, Harsh’s essential contribution to the escape plans as a 
key member of the security team would have garnered him a secure spot in 
the queue for escape. But then, in a second setback to the operations of the 
X Organization, after the move of Americans to another compound, the 
Germans—ever suspicious, even after the discovery of Tom, that additional 
tunnels existed and having some evidence that digging e�orts were  
ongoing—singled out (not fully accurately, as it transpired) some of the 
prisoners to be “purged” to other camps. While some of those sent away had 
nothing to do with the escape operations, the X Organization lost, among 
others, Harsh, Peter Fanshawe (Fleet Air Arm pilot and inventor of the 
famous trouser-bag method for getting rid of yellow sand), and chief digger 
Wally Floody. Disappointed at 
rst at being separated from their co- 
conspirators, the purged POWs later realized how lucky they were, given 
the reprisals after the mass escape. Floody, famously, was called upon in 
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the 1960s to serve as technical advisor to John Sturges’s 
lm and later 
accompanied the 
lm in a promotional e�ort. 11

By March 1944, tunnel Harry was ready all the way through, and over 
two hundred men prepared themselves for escape into a snowy night (the 

lm eliminates the snow). The designated date was March 24, and almost 
immediately the escape e�ort hit snags. The boards just under the exit hole 
had had towels wrapped around them (in order to mu�e sounds before it 
was time to lever them out and open the hole), and these had swelled up and 
it took over an hour to pry them lose; many escapees—especially those, 
termed “hard-arsers,” traveling by foot (a real challenge in snowy weather)—
had packed too much or packed too loosely, and the bulk kept snagging the 
sides of the tunnel, threatening to bring about collapses of sand and shoring 
here or there (which happened here and there). An air raid warning and 
blackout also slowed the escape by, in large part, leading to claustrophobia 
for many escapees (not just one, as depicted in the 
lm) for whom this was 
the 
rst time in the tunnel. And, most importantly, as the 
lm depicts, the 
tunnel had come up short, not in the woods, and a rope signal system had to 
be devised to enable POWs to escape, more slowly than planned, one by one.

Accounts di�er a bit as to why the tunnel came up short: the surveyors 
worked with makeshift equipment; they didn’t have proper means to trian -
gulate their 
ndings; the fact that Harry went under the cooler meant there 
wasn’t a full line of sight from beginning to end. Anton Gill o�ers some 
background in his account, The Great Escape, explaining that trained sur-
veyor Brian Evans’s “work was hampered by the lack of real theodolites to 
use, but makeshift ones were constructed in the workshops run by Travis. 
These, however, only allowed for rough calculations to be made, with a 
degree of error that could mean a miscalculation of twenty or more feet in 
a tunnel’s length, which might mean coming up in the safety of the trees, or, 
as actually transpired, several yards short of them. To compensate for this, 
several teams were put onto the calculations for each tunnel, and the 
results of their surveys collated.”�12 Interestingly, as noted earlier, one ver-
sion of the 
lm script has surveyor Cavendish seem to catch discrepancies 
in his own 
ndings but then, unbeknownst to the others, dismiss his self-
doubts so as to not make the situation worse by riling up the tunnelers. The 

nal version of the 
lm o�ers no explanation for his error, but Cavendish is 
presented as somewhat self-centered, careless, and even bu�oonish—from 
his comical plunge through his slat-less bunkbed, to his noisy fall to the 
ground during the escape, to his getting easily recaptured when he hitches 



		A   � � � � � �   	 227

a ride with a German trucker—in a manner that makes the viewer probably 

nd the terribly consequential surveying error in keeping with his hapless 
character.

By daylight, seventy-six POWs out of the projected two hundred or more 
had made it out of the tunnel. Number seventy-seven was spotted by a 
guard, and the escape was over. Three escapees made it to freedom (but 
ironically no Britishers—rather, two Norwegians and a Dutchman), two of 
these eventually telling their tales in tight memoirs much later.13 But most 
of the rest were quickly captured after a massive manhunt that brought out 
all sorts of pursuers, from private citizens to home-guard to police to mili-
tary. (There is, in other words, some con
rmation that the escape achieved 
one of its goals—to tie up masses of Germans whose energies could have 
been devoted more directly to the war e�ort.)

Hitler had �own into a rage at the escape and demanded that all of the 
recaptured be shot. However, worrying that execution of the full number 
would indicate, in the eyes of the world, that this was downright murder 
(and might lead to reprisal against German prisoners in Allied hands), his 
advisors “bargained” him down to 
fty. After a culling out of some married 
escapees and some younger ones, the 
fty were chosen, including Roger 
Bushell, and murdered in small groups (not en masse, as in the 
lm). “Shot 
whilst trying to escape” became a modern euphemism for cold-blooded 
murder. After the war, many of the Germans directly responsible for the 
killing were hunted down by a special British force, put on trial, and either 
executed or given life sentences.

Given the facts of the case, historians, both professional and not, of the 
actual escape in 1944 bring to the 
lm version in 1963 a mixture of atti-
tudes. They of course note its inaccuracies, and some take those as egre-
gious distortions of a meaningful history that is thereby disrespected. 
Some of the historians concede, though, that any 
lm that set out to tell the 
tale of the Fifty likely could not have been made without some concessions 
to action entertainment (and even perhaps to Hollywood conventions and 
star presence), and these concessions at least allowed an important story to 
be told. Others admit the inaccuracies but view the 
lm as a thing apart, an 
entertainment to be enjoyed on its own terms. For example, contrasting his 
own appreciation of the 
lm with that of a fellow armchair historian who 
was shocked by its divergences from the truth and thus can’t tolerate the 
movie at all, one avocational expert puts it this way: the stickler for accu-
racy “doesn’t have much of a sense of humor about it. He could go on for 
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hours about every little detail that’s wrong. I, on the other hand, feel it is 
great entertainment, and a very good vehicle to get the story better known.”

Indeed, many of the historians, professional and avocational, of the 
actual events come to them from original enjoyment of the 
lm that turned 
into a desire to know more, whether by reading accounts like Brickhill’s or 
by deepening their knowledge through extensive research of their own. As 
one avocational historian of the escape explains in an email,

My father took me to see the 
lm when it 
rst came out in 1963 at our local 
cinema in Northallerton, North Yorkshire, here in the UK, I am 67 now so I 
must have been 10 years old. I was totally enthralled by it, have watched it 
numerous times since and it remains my favorite 
lm to this day and one of 
my security questions for banks and the like, as well as my favorite piece of 
music. Because I loved the music so much, my mother hunted down and 
bought me the record of the tune/song version released by John Leyton (one 
of the actors in the 
lm)—I still know most of the words to that so I must 
have played it a lot back in the 60s! The theme tune became popular here 
much later, particularly with football supporters, but I was way ahead of that 
and joked to my son that I should have tried to buy the rights to the song dur-
ing those years when it was never heard! I do still use the theme tune as the 
ring tone for my phone. . . . The twist to this tale is that I can distinctly 
remember us driving home from the cinema that night in 1963. I was just so 
excited about the 
lm but my dad was subdued and obviously hadn’t enjoyed 
it at all. The reason was that he had fought in the war, was captured in North 
Africa and kept in a POW Camp in Northern Italy. When the Allies invaded 
Italy, he escaped and eventually made his way through the Apennine 
Mountains, making a ‘home run’ through to the Allied Lines. I suppose he 
knew what it was really like in a POW Camp and for a POW Escapee on the 
run so the glori
cation of it in the 
lm, that enthralled me so much, brought 
back troubling memories for him!

The daughter of another Stalag Luft 3 survivor o�ers a similar account:

My father Frank Sorenson was a penguin at Stalag Luft III and also provided 
Danish language instruction. He was among the next 
ve to go down the hole 
when the tunnel was discovered, so did not get out. Lucky for him as he most 
likely would have been one of the 50 to be executed.

I 
rst saw the 
lm when I was around 8 years old with my father. At the 
time it did not have a major impact on me and I was too young to retain 
much of his commentary. I did however remember him pointing to the televi-
sion at “Big X” and saying “I taught Danish to that guy.” The quaver in his 
voice must have ingrained that memory. It was a tone I knew would often 
precede a tearful outburst, but there were no tears this time. No comments 
were made about the outcome of the escape and the manner in which 
fty of 
the escapers were executed. I think speaking of this tragedy would have 
revived his grief and anger. . . . He died ten years ago.
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I did already know about the story [of the 
lm] as I knew my father was 
in that prison camp. Knowing this made me more interested in watching the 

lm. Otherwise I would not have spent the time watching a war movie at  
that age.

Many of the historians, professional or hobbyist, acknowledge that the 

lm can serve today as a pathway (and had, in fact, done so for some of 
them originally) to the actual history, starting with the basic accounts and 
sometimes extending into deeper research on the events, in a manner that 
almost becomes vocation more than avocation. As one such historian sum-
marized in an email:

A good movie and like all ‘This is a true story’ 
lms, to be taken with a pinch 
of salt. But the general timbre of POW life is well shown, apart from the ter-
rible boredom alleviated by Amateur Dramatic and sport, plus of course 
escape activities. The suborning of camp guards is well done, but no mention 
of food privations. The POWs look too 
t and healthy, and certainly some 
went round the bend like Ives the Mole, in fact this was a Fleet Air Arm pilot 
who had several times attempted suicide and eventually was shot by guards—
after numerous warning shots—as he tried to climb the fence after getting 
out of the hospital. . . . I enjoy the 
lm as a dramatic piece of entertainment, 
and it does keep the memory of the 50 going. If having watched it, a newbie 
takes an interest in the real events and starts some research, it has been dou-
bly successful.

There is also the (rarer) case of the avocational historian who, instead of 
transitioning from experience of the 
lm to deepened historical study, dis -
covers the 
lm only after knowing of the real story, whether through Brick-
hill’s book or some later study. One such historian recounts:

I was born in 1957 and knew nothing of the movie as a kid. At age 12, our 
grade 7 English teacher FORCED us to take a book out of the library and 
write a book report on it. I was lost since I had only read Hardy Boy books 
and none were in the library. I wandered the aisles and saw nothing that 
interested me until I stumbled across Brickhill’s The Great Escape. The title 
was interesting and I recognized the name Brickhill since my Dad had his 
The Dam Busters. I took it out and my life forever changed. . . . I 
rst saw 
[the movie] on TV at home and I was alone because it was late at night and 
all were asleep or not interested. Having read the book, I was pissed o� at the 
movie in terms of the untrue Hollywood scenes but loved it in terms of mere 
entertainment.  . . . I have since 1971 or so seen it countless times and own 
both DVD and CD.

Another historian o�ered this:

I cannot remember the exact year I 
rst saw the 
lm on tv, but I would guess it 
was sometime around 1967–69. I would have been 10–12 years old at the time. 
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Having heard about the movie from my father (what was real and what wasn’t) 
beforehand gave me an opportunity to enjoy it for what it was: very good 
entertainment. My father (a serial escaper) was very familiar with escaping 
and all the work involved, so his opinion meant quite a lot to me. Remember, 
watching it on tv was not his 
rst viewing. He saw it at the theatre when it 
rst 
arrived in Canada (presumably in 1963). So any comments he made to me 
were ‘considered.’ But his opinion, at least watching it again on tv, was fairly 
good. I think he realized that, if the story had not been ‘Hollywoodized,’ the 
movie would never have been made. . . . Knowing the actual history (and visit-
ing the actual location) has not changed my opinion about the movie. I still get 
goosebumps whenever I hear Elmer Bernstein’s great theme music.

In such moments, even the historians of the actual events let the The 
Great Escape stand apart as its own self-su�cient work of entertainment 
and drama. Yet here, without judgment, it might be worth noting some of 
the more important divergences between the actual history and the movie’s 
take on things.

The movie has the POWs newly arrived at the camp, whereas in actuality 
they were already in one compound at Stalag Luft 3 when they began plan-
ning the three escape tunnels for when they would be moved to the North 
Compound. They were thereby immediately ready to put their plans into 
operation once transferred there. Senior British O�cer Massey convinced 
the camp commandant to let some Allied o�cers help in preparations of 
the new compound and this, as noted, enabled members of the X Organiza-
tion to begin scouting out escape possibilities at North Compound even 
before they were moved there. The 
lm, by contrast, emphasizes the 
abruptness of arrival with a quick launch of escape plans and thus ampli-

es the ingenuity and resoluteness and immediate initiative of prisoners in 
sizing up their new environs from the get-go and in hastily improvising 
possible escapes from it.

In particular, not merely had the prisoners already been in the camp, but, 
pointedly, Roger’s di�cult encounter with Gestapo torture techniques 
happened much earlier in the actual history. He was with all the others 
when they moved into the North Compound and had long been translating 
his seething anger with Germans into a plot to engineer mass escape. In 
the 
lm, Roger is brought to the camp later in the day of everyone else’s 
arrival. His 
rst conversation with Senior British O�cer Ramsey presents 
him as a bit of a latecomer, who has to be brought up to speed on the camp 
and on the Allied manpower available within it to aid in escape, but who 
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also quickly takes all the operations under his command. Before Roger 
comes into the 
lm, we see a random set of furtive escapes that are each 
found out by the Germans, and Roger’s separated entry into the narrative 
allows him to become the organizing force for “the great escape.” In the 
reality of the events, he was there all along and helped in group planning 
(although smaller escape ventures did occur here and there).

As the 
lm’s opening titles admit, some liberty has been taken, especially 
with characterization of individual POWs. One character can represent a 
few real men (for example, “Tunnel King” Danny is a composite of several 
real-life tunnelers, including Wally Floody). But beyond such condensation, 
there are obvious additions (most famously—or infamously—Hilts the 
intrepid motorcyclist) and eliminations. In particular, as noted above, 
there was one quasi-American in the escape, the daring and dashing 
Johnny Dodge, born a US citizen but naturalized as British in the mid-
1910s. Dodge really 
ts the image of the adventurous and intrepid 
gure of 
dashing excitement. His capture and continued escape ventures in the Sec-
ond World War were the stu� of high adventure: trapped with the expedi-
tionary ground forces at Dunkirk, he had tried to escape by swimming 
several miles out to sea to a rescue boat he had spotted, but shelling by the 
Germans sent him swimming back to shore, where enemy troops seized 
him. He even pried up �oorboards in the train taking him to one camp but 
was brought back at gunpoint (a shot of Dodge cockily walking back to the 
train with Germans all around him serves as the cover photo for his biog-
raphy by Tim Carroll). As noted, Paul Brickhill himself claimed toward the 
end of his life to be writing a Johnny Dodge book as a follow-up to his book 
The Great Escape (in which he did spend some time on Dodge). Undoubt-
edly, for the 1963 
lm, another “American” action hero was too much for a 

lm that already had McQueen’s Hilts in it (along with James Garner), and 
there is no Johnny Dodge in John Sturges’s The Great Escape.14

Recent professional historians, attempting to revise the rah-rah image of 
escape as collective duty lustily engaged in by all POWs at all camps, have 
begun to insist on the resistance of some prisoners to the enterprise of 
escape. In fact, even the popular non
ction books that sprouted up as soon 
as the war ended, presenting escape as rousing adventure, sometimes 
include mention here or there of reluctance by some POWs to get behind 
the venture and adventure of escape. To take one example, as Brickhill 
recounts in his book, when the X Organization found that even the clever 
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invention of “trouser bags” (in which the 
lm is accurate to the historical 
record) was not su�cient to disperse all the sand from the tunnels, it was 
decided to put some under the sloping, hollow �oor of the theater, but this 
plan was roundly contested by those involved in the theater who worried 
that if the sand were discovered, it would put an end to plays—which they 
felt were so important to daily morale. Their resistance was overruled by 
Senior British O�cer Massey, who asserted that escape took priority. 
(Ironically, to make the Germans think he had given up on his obsession 
with escape, Roger Bushell had taken to acting in plays at the theater.) By 
eliminating any mention of the theater—both the intention to deposit sand 
there and the theater personnel’s resistance to it, the 
lm focuses attention 
on the dramatic device of the trouser bags (a great invention, to be sure, in 
both actuality and in the 
lm) and, more importantly, keeps any signs of 
POW resistance to escape at bay. For the 
lm, the project of escape is 
enthusiastically supported by all POWs, even those not going out through 
the tunnel (such as the hobbled Group Captain Ramsey).

In the actual history, as in the 
lm, there was a Fourth of July celebration 
by Americans and it did lead to lots of inebriation. But, unlike what the 

lm suggests, the discovery of “Tom” did not in fact occur during such an 
event. The celebration led to a lot of drunkenness and some minor acci-
dents but little else. The 
lm’s version makes a singular moment of gaiety 
lead into the deepest moment of setback (the tunnel is found out by the 
Germans) and to the 
lm’s 
rst real hint of dire tragedy (Ives shot dead on 
the barbed wire). The daughter of one survivor from Stalag Luft 3 shared 
by email her dad’s summary in a letter home of the Fourth of July gaieties: 
“Today is 4 July, and early this morning at 8:00 the Americans led by a 
band playing American marching tunes traipsed through all the barracks, 
whistling, screaming and shouting like Indians; one Major I noticed was 
dressed in an Uncle Sam out
t. Shouts when passing our door were: The 
Indians are coming! The war is over, The British are coming. While on 
parade, 3 Yanks as a horse waddled onto the square. Great fun, when the 
‘horse’ 
nally tossed the rider o� and galloped back.” That is a succinct, but 
funny, summary of a day that ended with nothing worse than a set of 
hangovers.

In the actual history, no escapee was shot, apart from the 
fty deliberately 
chosen for execution. The 
lm, of course, gains much local impact in the 
deaths of Eric Ashley-Pitt and Colin Blythe, both shot in the back well 
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before the roundup of Roger and the others and the planned mass execu-
tion. The sudden deaths of these two characters add much to the movie’s 
dramatic power, making it clear, at a late point in the narrative, that we are 
not necessarily following conventional Hollywood rules about triumph—
but they do throw o� the math a bit. Speci
cally, is it forty-eight deliber -
ately shot, or 
fty plus the two, Ashley-Pitt and Blythe, who veritably are 
shot while trying to escape? In the actual history, the Germans deliberately 
and systematically killed a select 
fty as a round number. There were no 
other deaths among escapees. For what it’s worth, when the recaptured 
Hendley, who had partnered with the ill-fated Blythe, returns to the camp, 
Group Captain Ramsey, who has talked of 
fty shot dead, asks Hendley if 
Blythe survived. Presumably, then, Blythe was not among those o�cially 
listed as shot while trying to escape. It’s a minor inconsistency, but one 
more reminder that the 
lm adapts history to its own ends and doesn’t 
stand as a pure and perfect record of events that were so consequential.
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1. An entry on a dedicated football website explains: “Since their debut at 
a Three Lions game in 1996—a 2–1 win over Poland at Wembley—the band 
[The English Supporters Band], led by John Hemmingham, has been a fix-
ture of every friendly qualifier, and international tournament in which the 
team has taken part, fighting off criticism and the authorities who have con-
fiscated their instruments along the way. . . . The band is famous for playing 
the England national anthem, Rule Britannia, and especially the theme to 
‘The Great Escape’ film of 1963, starring Steve McQueen, in which Allied 
POWs attempt to break out of a German prison camp. The movie’s key  
message is around English resilience and ingenuity in the face of hostility—
and it is one which still resonates with fans of the national team. The  
chorus became so popular in the band’s early years that they released it as an 
official single for the 1998 World Cup, and then again in 2000 for the Euro-
pean Championship. Both reached the top 50 in the UK’s charts.” See Joe 
Wright, “Why England’s Band Play the Theme from ‘The Great Escape’ 
Movie,” www.goal.com/en-gb/news/6815/hyundai/2014/06/10/4859618 
/why-englands-band-play-the-theme-from-the-great-escape-movie. One 
can hear a rousing live version, complete with rap interludes, in “The  

Notes
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England Supporters Band-The Great Escape 2000,” YouTube video, 3:41, 
June 19, www.youtube.com/watch?v=DTpXrAM_qPU, and a more typically 
sports-stadium version in “Great Escape,” YouTube video, 1:32, February 5, 
2015, www.youtube.com/watch?v=OvO3zWFTpLI. One UK film historian 
noted, in an email to me, how this chauvinistic use of the musical theme for 
UK sports events obviously re-inscribes the film—sometimes criticized by 
British viewers (including some of the original POWs) for adding in the der-
ring-do of American characters—within a resolutely British  tradition: in the 
United Kingdom, he asserts, it becomes “as per the chanting, yet ANOTHER 
war film that has been co-opted into the nationalistic imagination, and 
which rears its head semi-regularly when national pride is at stake.”

2. Another mark of the film’s impact may be the desire to emulate the 
action or at least to imagine oneself doing it. A number of fans who first 
saw the film as adolescents have recounted to me how they would pretend 
on their bicycles to be McQueen going up over the wire. One fan of the film 
tells me he did it with a motorcycle: “When I shared in the purchase of a 
hog/Harley Davidson as a freshman in college, I only rode on the back 
because I never learned to ride it solo. I used to stand around pretending 
that I was revving up my motorcycle engine like McQueen—a little kid 
moving both wrists up and back like an animate dummy.”

As I will discuss in chapter 3, the independent film The Tao of Steve has 
its schlumpy hero granting himself imagined prowess on his creaky motor-
bike by taking McQueen as a model (and the soundtrack plays songs about 
McQueen over the action as if to comment directly, more than a bit criti-
cally in fact, on the aspiration). Most strikingly, in a 2019 documentary for 
Channel 4, British motorcyclist and TV personality Guy Martin upped the 
ante on McQueen’s escapade by successfully jumping both lines of barbed 
wire in a single leap at the original site of the stunt. For a clip from the pro-
gram, complete with a visit from one of the last surviving stars of The 
Great Escape, John Leyton (Willy), see “Guy Martin Recreates Steve 
McQueen’s ICONIC Great Escape Jump•|•Guy Martin Proper,” YouTube 
video, 9:11, March 27, 2020, www.youtube.com/watch?v=WiADQnC_
lXQ. Don Whistance, a tremendous fan of The Great Escape who has made 
a veritable vocation of tracking down locations for the film, was at the Guy 
Martin shoot and recounts that at dinner, Leyton said to him that, beyond 
McQueen, several other actors in the film (such as Leyton himself and 
James Coburn) also did the jump just to show they could. See the interview 
(Podcast 20) with Whistance at www.speedingbullitt.com, a fan website 
devoted to the films of Steve McQueen.
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It is worth noting, perhaps, that the motorcycle hijinks are not the only 
imagery from The Great Escape to inspire a will to imitation. One film 
scholar tells me that when she was a youngster, she saw the film, was 
instantly enamored of it, and ever so strongly wanted to play out in her 
backyard the sand dispersal method from the film, but got no actual 
opportunity to do so. It stood as a tenacious fantasy for her: “It was the 
going-undetected part. . . . I don’t recall ever thinking through the logistics 
of how I would rig it up. Just that it was a super cool way of hatching a plot 
to secretly conceal matter into an environment undetected.”

3. Thanks to David Bordwell for referring me to The Longest Nite, in 
which the allusion deepens the scene, whereas some borrowings of the 
image of the bouncing ball simply stand as easy, mechanical references 
with no greater resonance. The, to my mind, f lat and dull prison-camp 
parody Stalag Luft, a 1993 UK telefilm with Stephen Fry, suggests the dire 
results when iconic scenes that have accumulated emotional investment 
over the years for the fans are used for easy derision: in the cooler, the sen-
ior British officer (Fry) bounces a ball against the wall and it rebounds at 
an angle so that he misses catching it. The joke is facile and is not built 
upon in any significant manner. In general, Stalag Luft does little with the 
resonant motifs of the POW film other than exaggerate them, reverse 
them, or render them silly (for example, the sand dispersal by trouser bags 
runs into opposition from POW gardeners who worry that excess sand will 
imperil their asparagus plantings). Perhaps extended parody of this sort is 
less effective than the quick allusion tossed here and there into a select 
work of popular culture. Quite humorous in this respect, for instance, is 
the single scene of Great Escape parody in Naked Gun 33•1/3: The Final 
Insult  (1994). Pulled from retirement, Inspector Drebin (Leslie Nielsen) 
goes undercover in a prison to “befriend” a bad guy planning some sort of 
major criminal coup. Martial music accompanies shots of a long, highly 
engineered tunnel à la The Great Escape, and a montage shows Drebin 
seeking for ways to get rid of dirt (it is even mixed into the cafeteria slop; 
Drebin is shown reading a book on the topic of dirt). As in the 1963 film, 
Drebin comes up with the idea of trouser bags and, in this case, sifts the 
dirt out from his pants leg while up at bat in a baseball game. But a long 
shot, after closeups of dirt sifting down from the trousers, shows the result 
to be a veritable small hill rising up over home plate. Sliding into it, one 
runner finds himself fully engulfed in the mound! With that typical scat -
tershot approach to pop-culture allusion that makes comedy in the Naked 
Gun franchise so effective, Naked Gun 33•1/3’s reference to The Great 
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Escape is a fast and furtive take-off that bluntly (yet funnily) makes its 
hilarious point but doesn’t linger. (Thanks to Caryl Flinn for this 
reference.)

4. See David Jenemann, The Baseball Glove: History, Material, Mean-
ing, and Value (New York: Routledge, 2018), 126. Yet, as the examples of 
The Longest Nite and Stalag Luft suggest, the motif of steadfast rebellious-
ness is not limited to the American context. Jon Lewis notes, for instance, 
in his manuscript for a book on Sixties Hollywood actors and the counter-
culture, how Christopher Jones (an American but playing a Polish defec-
tor) “is introduced in [the British-focused] The Looking Glass War 
shirtless, tossing a rubber ball against a wall—an allusion to another rebel-
lious American icon, Steve McQueen, seen doing the same in John Sturg-
es’s 1963 epic, The Great Escape. Like McQueen in Sturges’s film, Jones 
plays a complicated captive; a strong and silent counterculture hero his 
older counterparts can’t so easily understand.” Jon Lewis, Road Trip to 
Nowhere: Hollywood Encounters the Counterculture (Oakland: University 
of California Press, forthcoming).

5. David Thomson, The Moment of Psycho: How Alfred Hitchcock 
Taught America to Love Murder (New York: Basic Books, 2009).

6. In his canonical biography of John Sturges, Glenn Lovell returns, as a 
veritable motif, to Crowther’s frequent critical reservations about this or that 
Sturges film upon its release. See Lovell, Escape Artist: The Life and Films of 
John Sturges (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2008). Crowther’s 
review, “P.O.W.’s in ‘Great Escape’: Inmates of Nazi Camp Are Stereotypical; 
Steve McQueen Leads Snarling Tunnelers,” appeared in the August 8, 1963, 
issue of the New York Times, www.nytimes.com/1963/08/08/archives
/screen-pows-in-great-escapeinmates-of-nazi-camp-are-stereotypical 
.html.

7. New York Times, “Moviegoers Mailbox” (Arts and Leisure), August 
18, 1963, 107.

8. Helma Türk and Christian Riml, Behind the Scenes: The Great 
Escape (Bad Reichenhall: WaRis Tiroler Film Archiv, 2013). This large-
format, bilingual book assembles photos taken during the shoot by Walter 
Riml, second-unit cameraman, along with a few other documents (for 
example, registries from hotels where actors and above-the-line crew 
stayed).

9. There are numerous McQueen biographies. I have found most useful 
Marshall Terrill’s rigorously researched and very detailed Steve McQueen: 
The Life and Legend of a Hollywood Icon (Chicago: Triumph Books, 2010).
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10. There have been no extended scholarly studies of The Great Escape, 
though not-so-rigorous passing commentaries on it have appeared in 
trade-market books on the genre of the war film. One exception: film pro-
ducer Steven Jay Rubin has been an enthusiastic fan of the movie and pro-
vides virtually the only critical discussion of it—an excellent one—in his 
breakthrough, and aptly titled, chapter “Freedom before the Darkness,” in 
his Combat Films: American Realism, 1945–1970 (Jefferson, NC: McFar-
land, 1981), 79–116. Rubin was able to interview Sturges and a number of 
key actors, most of whom have since passed away, and he incorporates 
some of this valuable historical testimony in documentaries on the film 
and in commentary tracks for various editions of The Great Escape on 
DVD and Blu-ray.

One rare, extended engagement with The Great Escape is an eleven-
page discussion in Parker Tyler’s Screening the Sexes: Homosexuality in 
the Movies (New York: Henry Holt, 1972), 77–89. Essentially, Tyler argues 
that some of the improbabilities in The Great Escape make the film all the 
more about intrepid men who are stopped by nothing and who devote 
themselves fully to their cause, which includes being with other men a lot 
(Tyler notes wryly that none of the men ever seem to mention their women 
back home, as if they have no past—and no heterosexual attachments spe-
cifically). He reads the tunneling narrative as an (unconscious) evocation 
of anal eroticism: men penetrating tunnels Tom, Dick, and Harry on their 
way through muck and mire to the brightness of hoped-for freedom.

Most scholarly writings that mention The Great Escape (and there aren’t 
that many) do so only in passing. For example, Al LaValley has an essay 
entitled “The Great Escape” in Cory K. Creekmur and Alexander Doty, 
eds., Out in Culture: Gay, Lesbian, and Queer Essays on Popular Culture 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1995): 60–70. LaValley essentially 
summarizes the Parker Tyler discussion in one paragraph but offers noth-
ing else about the Sturges film and, in fact, uses its title to refer more gen-
erally to a Hollywood avoidance of queerness as subject matter in film. At 
best, other rare writings treat the film as one example in the larger genre 
of war films or prisoner-of-war or prison-escape stories; one example is 
Nicholas Cull’s excellent “Great Escapes: ‘Englishness’ and the Prisoner of 
War Genre,” Film History 4, nos. 3–4 (2002): 282–95, a very useful genre 
study but with only a few pages on the Sturges film.

I do want to mention (in large part because I find it so weird and unin -
tentionally funny) one of the most curious writings I’ve come across related 
to The Great Escape, albeit on the original events of the escape rather than 
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its movie representation: a chapter by earth science professors about scien-
tific issues of soil dispersion in the actual tunnel digging during 1944, 
complete with a discussion of the likely degree of acidity in the ground at 
the prison camp and suchlike. See Peter Doyle, Larry Babits, and Jamie 
Keith Pringle, “Yellow Sands and Penguins: The Soil of ‘The Great Escape,’�” 
in Edward R. Landa and Christian Feller, eds., Soil and Culture (New 
York: Springer, 2009), 417–29 (the word penguins in the title refers to the 
fact that the ingenious solution to soil dispersion—bags hidden inside trou-
ser legs that could be released to spread the soil around the camp—made 
the men who were doing it waddle). But even with its scientific bent, the 
essay keeps the film in mind: for instance, “Entering popular culture, the 
relevance of soil to the plot of The Great Escape is indicated by the listing 
(at the time of this writing) of ‘plot keywords’ on an internet movie data -
base (www.imdb.com/title/tt0057115/keywords). In the top twenty 
selected to describe its content are the words ‘digging’ (number 2), ‘soil’ 
(number 3) and ‘sand (number 18)” (p. 418). In its own way, the soil essay 
seems like the often obsessive nonfiction books, to be discussed later, that 
claim to tell the story of The Great Escape as it “really” happened and that 
are key contributions to a World War II military-buff culture that fet -
ishizes accuracy of detail.

11. I discuss some key references in popular culture to the film in  
chapter 3. IMDb usefully lists several hundred references in popular culture 
to The Great Escape in its “Connections” section; see www.imdb.com/title/
tt0057115/movieconnections. As the list bears out, in a number of comic 
movies and television shows especially, imprisonment of some sort (includ-
ing school as a kind of incarceration) leads to baseball-throwing scenes sim-
ilar to Hilts’s (and attempts at escape that then reference the tunneling or 
the sand dispersal, etc.); motorcycle chases are shot and edited in a manner 
that evokes Hilts’s furtive escape; the theme song is constantly hummed or 
whistled; etc. And The Great Escape is regularly referenced in movie and sit-
com conversations about popular movies overall or action movies in partic-
ular. There are even arcane reiterations of the scene in which Blythe the 
forger, trying to hide the fact that he is going blind, plants a needle way off in 
his barracks room and claims to spot it from a distance—as in a Seinfeld epi-
sode in which George covers for his blurry vision, after losing his glasses, by 
spotting a dime that he’s deposited across the room. There are also allusions 
that cleverly play on other senses, as when, in the British sketch comedy 
That Mitchell and Webb Look, a chef who’s losing his sense of smell places 
far away a garlic that he then claims to find by his olfactory strengths!
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12. For a report on the hotel and the abortive theft from it, see Lynn 
Freehill-Maye, “In Belfast, a Hotel Inspired by a Steve McQueen Movie,” 
New York Times, February 24, 2018, www.nytimes.com/2018/02/24
/travel/belfast-hotel-review.html.

The origin of the phrase “the great escape” is unclear. However, in the 
first decades of the twentieth century, Harry Houdini already was billing 
himself as “the great escape artist.” See Adam Phillips, Houdini’s Box: The 
Art of Escape (New York: Pantheon Books, 2001), 41.

It is noteworthy, in point of fact, that it’s not really historically correct 
to refer to the original escape in 1944 as “the great escape.” No one used 
that phrase at the time, and there remain family descendants and histori-
ans who challenge the operation’s greatness (just as some survivors did 
over the years—such as the very vocal Alex Cassie, who concluded the ven-
ture was a mistake). After all, the naysayers reason, many fewer escapees 
got out than planned, and most of those died tragically, with some ambi-
guity also about just how much the Nazis were actually hassled, in the long 
run, by the roundup of escapees.

Paul Brickhill himself didn’t have a title for his eventual best-selling 
nonfiction account of the 1944 events. He later said, “I’ve never thought of 
a title in my life,” and for another best seller, Reach for the Sky, he even ran 
a competition for a title among his wife’s fashion-model friends. When he 
first sold his series of articles about the escape to Australian newspapers in 
1945, they ran under the title “Thrilling Story of the Stalag III Tunnel 
Escape.” Brickhill’s biographer Stephen Dando-Collins tells me he sus-
pects that Brickhill referred to the project as the “Stalag Three Book” when 
talking to his agent, publisher, and editor. When Brickhill cowrote, with 
Allan Michie, a December 1945 Reader’s Digest article about the escape, it 
was Michie who came up with the article’s title, “Tunnel to Freedom.” The 
title The Great Escape was suggested by Brickhill’s editor at Evans Broth-
ers, John Pudney, when he pitched the book idea for his publishing house 
to Brickhill and his agent in 1949.

Some sources claim that the code name for the operation was “Opera-
tion Escape 200” (the number referring to the intended two hundred the 
plan was designed to break out). See, for instance, escape survivor Des-
mond L. Plunkett’s “as told to” account—which, admittedly, exhibits some 
inaccuracies elsewhere that can raise doubts about its overall veracity: 
Desmond L. Plunkett and Roland Pletts, The Man Who Would Not Die 
(Durham, NC: Pentland Press, 2000), 25. However, given escape chief 
Roger Bushell’s reluctance to have Tom, Dick, and Harry referred to as 
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“tunnels” for fear of giving things away, it is unlikely that any name for the 
operation that included “escape” would have been bandied about.

13. I should note that long after writing a first draft of these lines, I dis-
covered a similar expression in the late Nick Redman’s liner notes to the 
Intrada three-CD edition of the score for The Great Escape.

14. On this, see Lisa Purse, Contemporary Action Cinema (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 2011), which clarifies the extent to which 
today’s action films still invest in older mythologies of accomplished white 
masculinity.

������� 1. ����������� ��� ����� ��� ���

1. There are two book-length biographies of Brickhill. I have found 
Stephen Dando-Collins, The Hero Maker: A Biography of Paul Brickhill 
(North Sydney: Penguin Random House Australia, 2016), to offer an 
excellent path through Brickhill’s life, and Mr. Dando-Collins has followed 
up by email with some useful clarifications for which I am grateful. One 
can also consult John Ramsland, Flying into Danger: The Paul Brickhill 
Story (Melbourne: Brolga, 2017).

2. Paul Brickhill and Conrad Norton, Escape to Danger (London: Faber 
& Faber, 1946).

3. A few comments may be in order on what both Brickhill’s The Great 
Escape and the 1963 movie refer to as the “sworn duty” of prisoners to 
escape or, if they can’t do so successfully, to harass the enemy and make 
them waste resources in guarding the POWs or in rounding them up after 
an escape attempt. There was nothing explicit in the official rules of war 
for Commonwealth soldiers (the King’s Regulations) that mandated escape 
and resistance; there was no literal swearing to the principles of escape 
and/or harassment. But soldiers were constantly told by their instructors 
during training, and by their superiors before going into battle, that escape 
attempts, along with general rebelliousness to enemy authority, were 
expected of them—both because these were part of the proper British way 
of life (steadfast service to country) and because, as the soldiers were con-
tinually admonished, the expense and effort to train them obliged them to 
the military cause. The duty was not so much “sworn” as assumed, inter-
nalized, and expected to be upheld. American soldiers, notably, were not 
trained with the same explicit pressures. And no one at Stalag Luft 3 was 
under any escape duty by 1945 as war was drawing to a close.
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4. Paul Brickhill, The Dam Busters (London: Pan Books, 1954), xiii.
5. Actually, it is not exactly the case that the three Brickhill books that 

lent themselves to cinematic adaptations had single protagonists. The 
Dam Busters has a veritable two-part structure in which scientist Barnes 
Wallis crafts a bomb that is then used in a raid led by Wing Commander 
Guy Gibson, and the story becomes a kind of meeting of mind and might, 
inventor and warrior. Reach for the Sky centers overwhelmingly on the 
very determined and even irascible Douglas Bader but makes the efforts of 
his surgeon and his supportive spouse key to his steadfast endurance and 
triumph over the adversity of his loss of both legs. The Great Escape is, of 
course, often as much about the team overall and about the contributions 
its diverse members make to the operation as it is about Roger Bushell 
himself. Yet all three books clearly separate off one (or at most two) protag-
onists and emphasize them, in a manner easily adapted to mainstream 
cinematic storytelling.

6. My dear friend Noel King tells me amusingly of a revealingly titled 
volume he was given as a fourteen-year-old as a school prize: “Three Great 
Escape Stories is a hardcover book published by Collins in St James’s, Lon-
don, in 1965, and included Eric Williams, The Wooden Horse (1949, rev. ed. 
1955), David Howarth, Escape Alone (1955, published as We Die Alone; rev. 
ed 1965), Anthony Deane-Drummond, Return Ticket (1953). Each book is 
also described as ‘this edition, each author’s name, 1965’ so maybe they 
were abridged to appear in this collected edition. On the back cover is a list 
of titles described as ‘Junior Editions of Famous War Books.’ Inside my 
copy is a sticker saying: ‘Newcastle Technical High School. Awarded to 
Noel King—First in History Form II, 12/12/66.’�”

7. See Ramsland, Flying into Danger.
8. Dando-Collins, Hero Maker, 203.
9. Paul Brickhill (as told to Allan A. Michie), “Tunnel to Freedom,” 

Reader’s Digest (December 1945): 39–50. This is a fairly straightforward 
account, strong on narrative but—unlike in Brickhill’s more common writ -
ing approach—weak on dialogue and on delineation of character: for 
example, we are introduced to very few members of the X Organization 
and, even in those cases, get little more than their name and their task 
within the operation. Most striking, given Brickhill’s desire later in his 
full-length book to efface his own contributions to the escape, the Reader’s 
Digest narration frequently refers to “we” or “us,” implicating Brickhill 
directly in the events (and even creating a bit of confusion as to whether 
he’s actually part of the escape through the tunnel or not).
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10. A 16mm copy of the teleplay, with no opening or end titles, can be 
found in the Fred Coe collection at the archives of the Wisconsin Center 
for Film and Television Research. The staff there kindly digitized it, and I 
was able to view it in that format over multiple sittings at the center in Feb-
ruary 2020. The teleplay seems to have aired live and only once, with no 
reruns, so it is not clear to me why a film copy was struck. Perhaps as an 
important producer of the times, Coe was able to convince the network to 
make copies for his own keeping of some of his key productions.

11. A short notice in Daily Variety claims that the idea to do the produc -
tion came from publicist Ivan Black, who worked with both Philco and 
True magazine (which had published a condensed version of Brickhill’s 
chronicle). See Daily Variety, January 31, 1951, 26.

12. Lynn Spigel, TV by Design: Modern Art and the Rise of Network Tel-
evision (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009).

13. Robert J. Wade, “The Great Escape,” The Radio Age 10, no. 3 (April 
1951): 16–17.

14. The adaptation of The Dam Busters can be heard at https://librivox.
bookdesign.biz/book/102242, as part of the Old Time Radio Collection. 
The National Film and Sound Archive of Australia at Melbourne holds a 
copy of the adaptation of The Great Escape and kindly enabled permission 
for me to listen to MP3 files of all the episodes.

15. John Castle, The Password Is Courage (London: Souvenir Press, 
1954).

16. It seems that some UK versions of the film may have mentioned the 
concentration camps or included concentration camp imagery under the 
credits. But the US release print eliminates anything disturbing.

17. Mirisch mentions he had some worry about competition from The 
Password Is Courage in his memoir, I Thought We Were Making Movies, 
Not History (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2008), 148.

18. For a trenchant critique of the Powell tradition of seeing the POW 
film as a relishing of jolly good sport, see Martin Stollery, “�‘The Hideous 
Difficulty of Recreating Nazism at War’: Escaping from Europe in The 
Wooden Horse (1950) and the British Prisoner of War Film,” Historical 
Journal of Film, Radio and Television 37 (2017): 539–58.

19. Christine Geraghty, “The Fifties War Film: Creating Space for the 
Triumph of Masculinity,” British Cinema in the Fifties: Gender, Genre, 
and the ‘New Look’ (London: Routledge, 2000), 175–95.

20. Leland Poague, “The Politics of Perception: Wilder’s Stalag 17,” 
Film Criticism 1, no. 3 (Winter 1976–77): 19–25.
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21. Significantly, the POWs at the real Stalag Luft 3 ran a business, but 
it was in ultimate service to the collective cause, including the fundamental 
and overarching cause of escape. As POW Sydney Smith recounts in his 
biography of Senior British Officer “Wings” Day, the British administration 
organized “a form of Exchange and Mart whose unit was a cigarette . . . [an 
enterprise] named ‘Food Acco.’ Though run with the utmost integrity, it 
soon showed itself to be a profit-earning business. Wings nationalized it 
and the profits were distributed to the kitchen and the messes, and an 
allotment was set aside for bribery. Wings, a true-blue Tory, found himself 
acting like a socialist.” Sydney Smith, Wings Day: The Man Who Led the 
RAF’s Epic Battle in German Captivity  (London: Collins, 1968), 99.

22. George Harsh, Lonesome Road (New York: W.W. Norton, 1971), 211.
23. Glenn Lovell, Escape Artist: The Life and Films of John Sturges 

(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2008).
24. Emmanuel Laborie, John Sturges: Histoire d’un filmmaker  (Paris: 

Dreamland éditeur, 2003).
25. I should perhaps clarify that I am not claiming that a consistency in 

style (a recurrent kind of camera movement, for instance) or a demonstra-
tiveness in style (camera movement as soaring f lourish, for instance) or 
some combination of both are sufficient to establish quality (whether of an 
individual film or of a director’s career overall): obviously, acting, dia-
logue, pacing, narrative interest and intent, and so on all have their role in 
the mix. Sergeants 3 exhibits Sturges’s typical stylistic traits, but it is not a 
good film—a forgettable frolic when it came out, with its racism (Native 
Americans as comic fodder, literally so, for explosive antics by Rat Pack 
cavalrymen) only becoming more unbearable over the decades.

26. In his memoirs, production assistant Robert Relyea comments on 
Sturges’s logistic obsession with index cards and narrative permutation: 
“That was how Sturges worked out the final stages of shooting scripts on all 
of his films, making sure the walls of his office were covered with corkboard 
and the desk contained a healthy supply of index cards and push-pins.” Rob-
ert Relyea (with Craig Relyea), Not So Quiet on the Set: My Life in Movies 
during Hollywood’s Macho Era  (Bloomington, IN: iUniverse, 2008), 135. 
Steve McQueen biographer Marshall Terrill tells me in an email that he was 
able to interview Relyea, who elaborated, “Poor John Sturges had the terri-
ble habit of scripting a movie and storyboarding it (he supposedly story-
boarded every movie he did) and took it apart and put it back together 
again. Luckily for him it worked on The Great Escape, but it didn’t always 
work.”
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Film scholar Dennis Bingham in an email to me suggests usefully that, 
beyond its importance to Sturges as storyteller, such back-and-forth cutting 
between diverse plot lines—as multiple characters, each in their own way, go 
about a shared goal—may be typical of large-cast mission or goal-oriented 
films of the 1960s. Dennis sees the cutting “as typical of the escalating, par-
allel-edited climaxes of multiple-protagonist sixties extravaganzas such as 
It’s a Mad, Mad, Mad, World, The Great Race, The Russians Are Coming, 
The Russians Are Coming, and Those Magnificent Men in Their Flying 
Machines. . . Those were comedies, but they often shared narrative struc-
ture with war epics like The Great Escape [and] The Longest Day.”

27. For discussion of how Sturges’s films chronicle the constraints that 
come from being overly professionally rule-bound, see Laborie, John 
Sturges, 22.

28. I thank my former colleague Richard Allen, Hitchcock expert par 
excellence, for productive discussion of the dangling/falling motif in 
Hitchcock films.

29. United Artists Press Release, no date; quoted in Tino Balio, United 
Artists: The Company That Changed the Film Industry, vol. 2: 1951–1978 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2009), 161.

30. Paul Kerr, “�‘A Small, Effective Organization’: The Mirisch Com-
pany, the Package-Unit System and the Production of Some Like It Hot,” in 
K. McNally, ed., Billy Wilder, Movie-Maker: Critical Essays on the Films 
(Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2011), 118. For the eventual book, see Kerr, 
Hollywood’s Missing Link: How the Mirisch Company Remade Hollywood 
(New York: Bloomsbury, forthcoming).

31. Paul Kerr, “�‘It Seemed Like a Good Idea at the Time’: Hollywood, 
Homology and Hired Guns—the Making of The Magnificent Seven,” in 
Lee Broughton, ed., Reframing Cult Westerns: From The Magnificent 
Seven to The Hateful Eight (New York: Bloomsbury, 2020), 32.

32. Paul Kerr, “The Magnificent Seven Mirisch Companies: Competi-
tive Strategy and Corporate Authorship,” in Peter Krämer, Gary Needham, 
Yannis Tzioumakis, and Tino Balio, eds., United Artists  (New York: 
Routledge, 2020), 120.

33. Kerr estimates that thirty-four of the sixty-eight films that the 
Mirisch Company produced for distribution through UA were about past 
events—although never, it must be noted, in a faraway past.

34. Brian Hannan details the box office for The Magnificent Seven, vir-
tually city by city, in his comprehensive The Making of The Magnificent 
Seven (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2015).
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35. Mirisch mentions conversations with Rod Serling about The Great 
Escape in his memoir, I Thought We Were Making Movies, Not History, 
148. When, through his son Larry, I was able to convey to Mirisch a request 
for any elaboration he could offer on these conversations, the answer came 
back that Walter didn’t remember anything substantive from them.

36. I should explain “it seems.” For many Hollywood films, and particu-
larly in the present case of The Great Escape, for which production records 
are sparse and sporadic, it is not always possible to be definitive about the 
facts of the filmmaking. Repeatedly, there are accounts and claims from 
this or that participant that receive no confirmation from anyone else. 
Sometimes, it’s the vagaries of memories; sometimes, it’s that the stories—
more or less credible—have been told so often that they come to be believed 
even by their own tellers, no matter the original veracity of the claims; and 
sometimes, of course, it’s a power grab where this or that player wants one 
version, theirs, to be taken as the correct one.

To give a minor additional example, Sturges biographer Glenn Lovell 
mentions Nelson Gidding, author of a 1946 POW escape novel, End over 
End, as another screenwriter who worked on The Great Escape, but there 
seem to be no traces of Gidding’s possible contribution (see Lovell, Escape 
Artist,  222). In fact, Gidding’s son told me by email that he thinks there 
was no such involvement and that his father never mentioned a connection 
to The Great Escape. Gidding does appear to have a connection to the 
Mirisch Company, though, as he wrote the screenplay for a Robert Wise 
film, The Haunting, which the company helped develop before putting it in 
turnaround to MGM, which was contractually still owed a film from Wise 
before his Mirisch days. It also seems that the Mirisch Company encour-
aged Wise and Gidding to develop a Robert Capa biopic (a pet idea for Gid-
ding, it would seem), but nothing appears to have come of that project.

37. Daniel Steinhart, Runaway Hollywood: Internationalizing Post -
war Production and Location Shooting (Oakland: University of California 
Press, 2019), 11.

38. Daily Variety, “Tho Pic Localed Abroad, Sturges to Shoot Only 10% 
of ‘Great Escape’ out of U.S.,” February 20, 1962, 1, 4.

39. American Cinematographer editor Arthur Gavin offers an account 
of the shoot from a professional’s standpoint in “Filming The Great Escape,” 
American Cinematographer 44, no. 6 (June 1963): 336–38, 354–48. The 
article deals at length with Fapp’s efforts at shooting around changing 
weather conditions, sometimes having to film this or that sequence over 
nonconsecutive days to get outdoor lighting to match, sometimes taking 
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advantage of dour weather for downbeat scenes (for example, murkiness 
when a number of the escapees are taken away to be executed). There is 
discussion also of low-key lighting for the tunnel scenes to create suspense 
(with one light pulled ahead of the actors as they trolley through the tunnel 
in order to get some minimal light on them). The article ends by noting 
that three times per week, the undeveloped footage was f lown back to Los 
Angeles for processing; dailies developed from the camera negative were 
then f lown back, also three times per week, to Munich for screening by 
Sturges and his team. Editing of the negative itself was done, after consul-
tation back and forth, in Los Angeles.

40. On his website, “The Great Escape Locations Site” (www.thegreates-
capelocations.com), Don Whistance provides exhaustive cataloguing of 
the exterior locations, employing extensive detective/forensic effort to 
match shots from the film to the sites as they are today. There is also a 
DVD, The Coolest Guy Movie Ever: Return to the Scene of The Great Escape 
(2018), which shows a documentary crew going from one site to the next, 
interspersed with footage or photographs from the original film, to show 
how things are today. The DVD also includes numerous stills from behind 
the scenes and a few silent film clips of the shoot.

41. Helma Türk and Christian Riml, Behind the Scenes: The Great 
Escape (Bad Reichenhall, Germany: WaRis Tiroler Film Archiv, 2013).

42. There was, however, a PC and Xbox video game at the beginning of 
the 2000s. I’d love to be able to report in detail on it, but, not being a gamer, 
I was never able to make it past the first level (there are eighteen!). I was able 
to learn during my foreshortened play that the game begins with Roger and 
Ramsey’s first conversation from the film about the planned ambition for 
the escape and then follows four avatar escapees (Hilts, Hendley, MacDon-
ald, Sedgwick), showing first how they got shot down and captured. Luckily, 
for the intrepid researcher, further understanding of the game can benefit 
from that fascinating vicarious phenomenon of game “walkthroughs,” 
wherein some hopefully expert gamer posts a YouTube video of his or her 
game play. There are numerous examples of walkthrough play of The Great 
Escape game, including some that go for multiple hours. Some scenes closely 
reproduce compositions from the film (for example, Big X’s first meeting 
with all the members of the escape organization), while others adopt differ-
ent angles on the action (for instance, the scene where Roger tries to con-
vince Hilts to go out on a reconnaissance mission). The player is assigned 
each of the avatars at this or that moment in the game in a manner that 
approximates the crosscutting of the film among multiple escapees. But 



		  N � � � �  � �  P � � � �  1 1 7 – 1 2 1 	 249

more than the film, the game sometimes puts the player in a first-person 
optical position that identifies with the avatar. As a minor example, in the 
two-hour walkthrough I watched, the scene where Sedgwick sees Gestapo 
men getting ambushed by the Resistance includes a point-of-view shot from 
Sedgwick’s eyes over the paper he’s pretending to read. In general, while the 
game does include the sequence of mass escape, it is most concerned, per-
haps predictably, with following each avatar (literally “following,” since the 
gamer is just behind the avatar as he moves forward through space) as he 
goes about the escape business. This includes new objectives being pre-
sented to the avatar along the way, ones that are not in the film. For instance, 
where, in the film, it is discovered that the tunnel is short of the woods and a 
thirty-foot rope is needed to set up a signaling method, the game then 
diverges, by contrast, into a sub-mission wherein the avatar has to create a 
diversion and break into a supply room to obtain that rope. In even more of 
a departure, where the film goes from Sedgwick encountering sympathetic 
French at the gunning at the café to him meeting the guide who will escort 
him into Spain, the game offers a long sequence, with missions built into it, 
in which Sedgwick joins up with the Resistance for a while and helps them 
in sorties against the Nazis. Intriguingly, the game also includes narratives 
not in the film but very close to Brickhill’s book, suggesting that the game’s 
writers may have really done their research. In particular, a long section of 
the game chronicles an early escape attempt in which one prisoner, dis-
guised as a German guard, accompanies other prisoners on a delousing 
operation outside the camp confines so that they can all then f lee into the 
woods (a story that got extended elaboration in Brickhill’s book).

43. I was able to consult this later pressbook in the UA Collection of the 
Wisconsin Center for Film and Television Research. Many of the images in 
the new pressbook add the phrase “From a barbed-wire camp to a barbed-
wire country!”—picking up, thereby, on the one narrative of Hilts’s ill-fated 
fated motorcycle journey through the fenced-in countryside.

44. Lee Pfeiffer, “Film in Focus: The Great Escape,” Cinema Retro 1, no. 
1 (January 2005): 32. Pfeiffer reproduces the cover of an edition he found 
in Japan, a country that has always held the film in very high esteem, from 
the moment of its initial release to the present. My thanks to Lee for aid on 
this project. The lyrics can be heard in “1963 Mitch Miller - The Great 
Escape March,” YouTube video, 2:40, June 15, 2019, www.youtube.com 
/watch?v=ZQlFlR0pE9U.

45. Billboard, June 22, 1963, 26.
46. Boxoffice, September 9, 1963, 142.
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47. Paul Brickhill, Escape or Die: Authentic Stories of the RAF Escaping 
Society (London: Evans Brothers, 1952).

48. For two examples of Stalag Luft 3 POWs who disdained the film, see 
the New York Times obituary from August 30, 2015, for Paul Royle (“The 
movie I disliked intensely because there were no motorcycles. And the 
Americans weren’t there”) and the one from February 25, 2002, for Des-
mond Plunkett (“The Great Escape was full of lies. Perhaps 10 percent was 
true. The rest was rubbage”).

������� 2. ��� ������ ��

1. My dear friend Ed Dimendberg suggests that one sociocultural back-
ground to The Great Escape—especially as a Hollywood film made in 
Germany—might be the Cold War: after all, the film came out just two 
years after the Berlin Wall went up, with its combination of concrete and 
barbed wire. The film’s emphasis on formidable barriers such as fences, 
not only around the camp but across the countryside (as Hilts discovers as 
he tries for Switzerland), and on the difficulties of crossing firm borders 
between nations, might well resonate in a Cold War period of decisive and 
divisive geopolitical separation and antagonism.

2. Maybe the history is even longer than that—could one not argue that 
The Odyssey offers early glimpses of the captivating narrative of soldiers 
trying to return home and avoiding varieties of entrapment at every turn? 
No doubt, the narrative motifs of imprisonment and escape have enduring 
appeal and make for vibrant and engaging storytelling across history. As 
Duncan Grinnell-Milne puts it in Escaper’s Log, a classic of World War 
One escape, “escaping from captivity must have been one of man’s earliest 
adventures”—and, if one didn’t know the actual time frame, it would be 
easy to read his own book as existing in a continuum with later works like 
Brickhill’s The Great Escape. There are the same motifs of tunneling, dis-
guising as the German enemy, creating diversions, getting rid of sand, 
building air pumps, and on and on. See Duncan Grinnell-Milne, Escaper’s 
Log (London: The Bodley Head, 1926; reedition, London: Panther Books, 
1956), 19. Yet the fact that a motif has a long history and is generally avail-
able to artists at many times doesn’t fully explain why it might be called up 
by a cultural creator (writer, filmmaker, whatever) in this or that specific 
moment. For instance, away from the postwar tradition of POW films I 
outlined in chapter 1, Jean Renoir fashions an impactful escape story in 
1937, the classic La Grande Illusion, yet that film is as much a direct artis -
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tic response to questions of class, politics, ethnic identity, and war and 
nationhood of its specific historical moment (the Popular Front in France 
and right-wing opposition to it) as about timeless archetypal issues of the 
“human condition.” For the historical situation of Renoir’s film, see the 
sharp and concise study by Julian Jackson, La Grande Illusion  (London: 
BFI, 2009). In like fashion, Renoir’s return to the POW escape motif in The 
Elusive Corporal, released one year before The Great Escape, is insistent 
on rooting its story in real history (it cuts constantly to Nazi newsreels 
about the progress of the war) and in political issues in continuity with 
Renoir’s earlier take. For instance, in the last scene, two escapees say good-
bye on a Paris bridge and promise to get together for dinner, but with every 
awareness (on their part and ours) that class distinctions will likely pre-
vent this association from happening. Rather than indulging in “timeless 
themes,” Renoir situates the two films in a specific history, even as they 
look back on war events from a later moment in time. For a massive study 
of the literary  history of the imprisonment motif across centuries, see 
Monika Fludernik, Metaphors of Confinement: The Prison in Fact, Fiction 
and Fantasy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019).

3. One film scholar offers this endearing story: “Since we first met, my 
husband has made it a point of showing me all of his favorite films from his 
childhood. It took me a while to accept the barrage of ‘man movies’ this 
entailed: Bridge on the River Kwai, Beau Geste, Army of Shadows, Patton, 
Sergeant York, Lawrence of Arabia, Shane, The Best Years of Our Lives, etc. 
But to entice me he would [first] show me individual scenes, usually when 
something reminded him of a moment from a film.  . . . For The Great 
Escape Ben found the scene in which Colin practices ‘locating’ a pin he has 
placed at one end of his room, so that he can insist that his eyesight is fine. 
After Richard Attenborough cruelly, but necessarily, trips Donald 
Pleasence, and after James Garner says ‘Blythe’s not blind as long as he’s 
with me,’ we were both a mess of tears. I’ll be honest: the mere mention of 
the scene, including just now when I asked Ben about it in order to write 
this little account, never fails to make usually both of us misty-eyed. . . . 
Update: We’ve decided now to call our newly acquired blind cat ‘Blythe.’ 
His sister, who came to us as his ‘helper,’ will be called ‘Scrounger’ (we’ve 
been wanting to rename the cats but nothing has yet stuck).” In a later 
email, my correspondent noted that those newer names also hadn’t stuck, 
but the helper cat was now accepting to be called “Hendley.”

4. A thought piece at The Rake, whose subtitle defines it as “The Modern 
Voice of Classic Elegance,” treats this leather jacket as “The Most Influential 
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Outfit of the Century” (although it actually now spans part of two centuries). 
As the author argues, “It is, after all, McQueen’s attire in this movie that has 
inspired collectible dolls and limited-edition reproduction clothing lines 
from Japanese makers the likes of Toys McCoys, or from Grand Prix  
Legends—offering a ‘totally accurate replica of the sweat worn by Steve 
McQueen in every [sic] scene of The Great Escape,’ or of Eastman Leather’s 
copy of McQueen’s RoughWear Clothing Company f lyer’s jacket. . . . Few 
actors at their peak half a century ago have managed [to] power an active 
licensing business today that has seen the likes of Gap, Triumph and, inex-
plicably, Renault Trucks come calling.” “But then,” Sims continues, 
“McQueen made sure he made an impact in The Great Escape. . . . McQueen 
f louted any attempts at authenticity to suit his own ends. Standard issue 
USAAF khakis would have been loose and wide-legged; McQueen had his 
tailored more in keeping with 60s tastes, and his burgeoning reputation as a 
sex symbol.” Josh Sims, “The Most Influential Outfit of the Century,” Rake, 
September 16, 2016, https://therake.com/stories/style/the-great-escape/.

5. In an audio interview with Steven Jay Rubin, now available on the 
commentary track for the Criterion DVD edition of The Great Escape, 
Sturges notes that he liked the image of the impeccably dressed Ashley-
Pitt (identified in early screenplay drafts as somewhat of an upper-crust 
snob) getting down and dirty with the sand and grit of the compound.

6. Vaguely, one can see the trees (or film-set versions of them) that Willy 
and Danny discuss through von Luger’s window. But the film resolutely 
restricts the larger view. Later, when a scene opens with the German guard 
Werner sadly looking out a window joined by Hendley, who compliments 
the view (!), it is significant that there is no reverse shot to confirm just what 
these two men could be imagining is so attractive outside the camp con-
fines. In the shooting script, Werner’s attention is not to the view but to the 
men singing Christmas songs (as part of their diversionary action). This is 
what, as Hendley observes, is “pretty,” not the view outside. In the film, it is 
implied that Werner is appreciating the glow of sunset.

The functions of film dialogue are analyzed at length in Sarah Kozloff’s 
Overhearing Film Dialogue  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2000), and her discussion of the first of those functions—to anchor the 
location of a scene or the narrative as a whole—helps us understand the 
extent to which off-screen space (for example, the distant woods that 
Danny and Willy worry will make for a very long tunnel) is a key, perhaps 
logical, motif in The Great Escape. The prisoners are stuck in a tightly con-
strained here-and-now but talk in several sequences of the spaces beyond, 
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ones they can only dream or guess about (as Hilts says much later, they 
lack a “clear idea of what’s five hundred yards beyond those trees”).

7. My friend Blair Davis, film and media professor at DePaul University, 
notes (in an email) that The Great Escape comes at a complicated moment in 
epic film’s representation of history, and it may well be that the sober style of 
The Great Escape stands as its own take on possible directions for cinematic 
epic. As Blair notes, the same moment as The Great Escape saw the bloated 
film Cleopatra, in which ostentatious spectacle overloads personal drama. 
The year before, Lawrence of Arabia moved back and forth between gran-
deur of environment and bigness of battle and psychological intimacy. The 
Great Escape is epic—in length, in big cast, in the calculated move from con-
straining enclosure to expansive natural world (only to then close that off in 
death and recapture)—but it is not spectacular to the same degree. In a 
manner, it’s a quite deliberative film, as in the long dialogue sequences in 
which figures parse out the escape plan and comment on their progress.

8. David Bordwell, “CinemaScope: The Modern Miracle You See With-
out Glasses,” in Poetics of Cinema (New York: Routledge, 2008), 295–96, 
307. Bordwell draws on many examples and, in passing, specifically ana-
lyzes complex staging of character movement in Sturges’s wide-screen Bad 
Day at Black Rock (313–14, 317–18). His analyses well show the relation of 
wide-screen to staging options like deep focus, camera movement, and 
character movement—options that are sometimes alternatives to wide-
screen staging (such as the clothesline composition) but are also sometimes 
incorporated as alternatives within  wide-screen staging. His argument has 
been useful to my own understanding of Sturges’s exploitation of diverse 
stylistic choices across his career and throughout The Great Escape.

9. Patrick Keating, The Dynamic Frame: Camera Movement in Classi-
cal Hollywood (New York: Columbia University Press, 2019).

10. Melanie Williams, “�‘The Most Explosive Object to Hit Britain since 
the V2!’: The British Films of Hardy Krüger and Anglo-German Relations 
during the 1950s,” Cinema Journal 46, no. 1 (September 2006): 85–107.

11. Susan Sontag, “Fascinating Fascism,” New York Review of Books, 
February 6, 1975, www.nybooks.com/articles/1975/02/06/fascinating- 
fascism/.

12. For a hilarious “analysis” of Where Eagles Dare, especially in its 
campy elements, such as Nazi masquerade, see Geoff Dyer, ‘Broadsword 
Calling Danny Boy’: Watching  Where Eagles Dare (London: Penguin, 
2018). William Peter Blatty’s strange 1980 film The Ninth Configuration 
makes a direct connection between masquerading as a Nazi and The Great 
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Escape. The film concerns a military hospital for the insane and in one 
scene has its protagonist doctor (Stacy Keach) trying empathetically to 
move some of the inmates toward a cure by letting them act out the tunnel 
actions from The Great Escape while he and some of his orderlies don Nazi 
guard garb.

13. Andrew Steinmetz, This Great Escape: The Case of Michael Paryla 
(Windsor, Ontario: Biblioasis, 2013).

14. See Kaminsky’s chapter on what he terms the “Big Caper” film in his 
1974 book American Film Genres: Approaches to a Critical Theory of Pop-
ular Film  (New York: Dell, 1974), 100–29 (later editions of the book omit 
this chapter).

15. David Bordwell, Reinventing Hollywood: How  1940s Filmmakers 
Changed Movie Storytelling (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017), 
145–52.

16. Ernie Larsen, The Usual Suspects (London: BFI, 2008).
17. Daryl Lee, The Heist Film: Stealing with Style (New York: Wall -

f lower Press, 2014).
18. David Bordwell, “One Last Big Job: How Heist Movies Tell Their 

Stories,” October 12, 2017, www.davidbordwell.net/blog/2017/10/12/one- 
last-big-job-how-heist-movies-tell-their-stories/.

19. From the vast nonfiction literature of escape, perhaps the most 
extreme, and curious, emphasis on an aesthetic nonutility to acts of f light 
comes in the 1946 true-life tale of Italian POW Felice Benuzzi, No Picnic 
on Mount Kenya. Interred in a prison camp in Africa at the base of Mount 
Kenya, too far from any safe place to f lee to, Benuzzi enlists two other 
POWs in an extravagant scheme to escape, climb the mountain, plant the 
Italian f lag at the peak, and then return to camp and turn themselves in, 
now having made captivity bearable through grand memories of an exploit 
carried out for no other reason than the glory of having carried it out. As 
Benuzzi sums up the lesson in the last pages of the book, now in his cell he 
can take inspiration from “the sure knowledge that adventure is still a 
challenge and beauty still a reality for those who care, even for those 
degraded from man to a mere number in a camp.” Felice Benuzzi, No Pic-
nic on Mount Kenya (New York: Dutton, 1953), 238.

20. Of course, gadgeteering in The Great Escape is a bit more low-tech 
than the laboratory inventions of Q in the James Bond films. There’s more 
of a sense of grime-covered, cobbled-together gizmos (carts on rails in the 
tunnel, for instance) that ref lect perhaps more on the resourcefulness of 
the men themselves than on the large-scale corporate system behind them 
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(to a degree, Bond is, in his way, a sort of “organization man”). But one link 
between The Great Escape and Bond is David McCallum, who goes from 
portraying a resourceful POW, inventor of the ingenious trouser-bag 
method of sand dispersal, to playing Illya Kuryakin, a gadget-laden spy—
sometimes serving as a Q-like sidekick to the more dashing, Bond-like 
Napoleon Solo—in TV’s James Bond take-off The Man from U.N.C.L.E.

21. The sheer corporeality of these filmed men might perhaps be a fac-
tor in those anecdotal debates about whether or not McQueen did his own 
stunts. For this film, from a pre–digital FX era, it may matter to think that 
bodies, including star bodies, are really on the line.

22. One film/media scholar who first saw the film at age ten, during its 
initial theatrical release in 1963, tells me by email the striking story of how 
he was having vision problems at the time but was keeping it to himself, 
not to worry his family. When he saw the scene of Blythe realizing he can’t 
see very well, the future scholar panicked and his family called for an eye 
exam, at which it was discovered that he simply needed corrective lenses.

������� 3. ����������

1. A 2012 episode of 30 Rock, “Stride of Pride,” cleverly reverses the 
image of male seductiveness in The Great Escape. Liz Lemon’s boss, Jack 
(Alec Baldwin) explains to Lemon (Tina Fey) that he has decided to date 
multiple women at the same time from watching The Great Escape on 
TCM! (While he clarifies his reasoning, the Elmer Bernstein theme comes 
up predictably on the soundtrack.) As he asserts, the movie explains that 
no one person can offer everything and that therefore he is dating different 
women to get different things from them: he compares this to the brawn 
that Charles Bronson offers in the movie along with Richard Attenbor-
ough’s brains and Steve McQueen’s general hottiness. Despite the scene 
nominally being about one man’s success with women, it ends more than a 
bit queerly as Jack’s mention of McQueen leads him to a reverie about the 
star’s erotic charge, going up over the barbed wire and, sporting, in earlier 
scenes, that sexy leather jacket.

2. See “Shell Oil Commercial Steve McQueen TV Ad - The Great 
Escape,” YouTube video, 1:30, December 16, 2017, www.youtube.com 
/watch?v=-CdKhTsmAVo.

3. Earlier in this study, I noted that the 1963 film reduced Paul Brick-
hill’s enumeration of the many ways the POWs manipulated vulnerable 
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German guards to get things from them (information as well as needed 
items for the escape) down to the one case of Hendley’s cultivation and 
then blackmailing of hapless Werner. By minimizing the exploitation  
of their luckless captors, the film makes the POWs seem less coldhearted, 
but it also opens up a very important narrative possibility: in reality,  
the POWs got their specific knowledge about the geography right around 
Stalag Luft 3 from their targeted informants, but without that source  
of information, the f ilm can justify the plot turn (added, in fact, by  
script doctor Ivan Moffat) in which it becomes incumbent on Hilts to do 
his successful reconnaissance. And this narrative move makes it possible 
for the 1988 teleplay to venture onto the same terrain of individualized 
heroism.

4. The most striking pinpointing of the show’s assumed tastelessness 
comes in a hilarious, scabrous Mad parody titled “Hokum’s Heroes.” Wor -
ried that the series is going to run out of steam, protagonist “Hokum” 
jumps ship to join “Hochman’s Heroes,” a jolly prisoner romp set at Buch-
enwald, where there are jokes about showers (!), said to be a “real gasser” 
(!!). See Mad no. 108, January 1967.

5. Robert R. Shandley, Hogan’s Heroes (Detroit: Wayne State University 
Press, 2001).

6. Ted Barris, The Great Escape: The Untold Story (Toronto: Dundurn 
Press, 2013), 253–54.

7. In the introduction, I noted how popular culture at large has made 
the phrase “the great escape” commonplace. In this respect, it’s worth not-
ing that while the wondrous claymation Shaun the Sheep Movie (2015) 
makes no literal reference to The Great Escape—though it includes escapes 
both to and from the big city, with sheep gadgeteering complex escape giz-
mos set to a rousing musical march—one children’s spin-off book from the 
film is titled Shaun the Sheep Movie: The Great Escape and directly terms 
the escapade a “great escape” on the last page. See Aardman Animation 
Limited and Studio Canal S.A., Shaun the Sheep Movie: The Great Escape 
(Somerville, MA: Candlewick Press, 2015).

8. One YouTube entry edits together the episode’s “great escape” scenes 
(although without the Hitchcock coda). See “Ayn Rand School for Tots,” 
YouTube video, 4:14, November 16, 2009, www.youtube.com/watch?v= 
B1lfgrs2sKM.

9. Nick Park and Jane Horrocks, “How We Made Chicken Run,” Guard-
ian,  June 22, 2020, www.theguardian.com/film/2020/jun/22/how-we
-made-chicken-run-nick-park-jane-horrocks?CMP = share_btn_link.
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10. A transcript of this interview is archived at www.bbc.co.uk/films 
/2000/07/14/peter_lord_nick_park_article.shtml.

11. See “Hummer -- Escape,” YouTube video, 1:30, May 18, 2007, www.
youtube.com/watch?v=em0P57sYErE.

12. See “Carlsberg - The Crate Escape,” YouTube video, 1:30, July 8, 
2012, www.youtube.com/watch?v=AtK2qImqBQs.

13. See “Bud Light ‘Great Escape’ Commercial 1992,” YouTube video, 
0:29, March 16, 2016, www.youtube.com/watch?v=sBRfUJiAwnA.

14. See “McDonald’s - Great Escape,” YouTube video, 0:31, June 30, 
2010, www.youtube.com/watch?v=qVoHhZFR5Ks.

15. See “McDonald’s ‘Great Chr istmas Shopping Escape,’�”  
YouTube video, 0:31, December 14, 2007, www.youtube.com/watch?v= 
XdrKWJHm4NU; for a variant version, see “McDonald’s - The Great 
Escape (2007, UK),” YouTube video, 0:41, March 1, 2015, www.youtube.
com/watch?v=ci9rvkfdckk.

16. See “McDonald’s - Great Escape (2001, Australia),” YouTube video, 
1:01, January 1, 2013, www.youtube.com/watch?v=nachgVaH8dQ.

17. Later, Izzard would list The Great Escape as number five of her 
favorite things: “As I do my standup in German, I was playing Berlin and I 
bought the DVD of the film there. If you switch on the German audio track 
and just have English subtitles, it is a different film. Suddenly they’re all 
talking German, and so it just becomes a battle between an extreme right 
regime and people fighting for a return to humanity.” See “For Eddie 
Izzard, a ‘99’ Ice Cream and a Waterloo Sunset Are Wondrous Things,” 
New York Times, March 23, 2021, www.nytimes.com/2021/03/23/movies/
eddie-izzard-favorites.html?searchResultPosition=1.

����

1. Guardian,  “The Great Escape: 50 Brilliant Books to Transport You 
This Summer,” June 20, 2020, www.theguardian.com/books/2020/
jun/20/the-great-escape-50-brilliant-books-to-transport-you-this-
summer?utm_term = RWRpdG9yaWFsX0d1YXJkaWFuVG9kYXlVUy0y
MDA2MjA%3D&utm_source = esp&utm_medium = Email&CMP = 
GTUS_email&utm_campaign = GuardianTodayUS.

2. Elizabeth Lowry, “Listening for the Echo: Re-reading A Passage to 
India, ” Times Literary Supplement (TLS), June 5, 2020, 9; Robert Doug-
las-Fairhurst, “Rooms with a View: Going to the Movies with E.•M.  
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Forster,” TLS, June 5, 2020, 9–10. Later during COVID quarantine, a TLS 
review of the English translation of the memoirs of the infamous French 
escapee Rédoine Faïd is titled “Great Escapist” and lists the 1963 film as 
one of Faïd’s favorites. See Andrew Hussey, “Great Escapist,” TLS, Novem-
ber 20, 2020, 12.

������� 

1. Beyond the ongoing investment in the film The Great Escape that this 
present volume chronicles, the actual escape story itself (that is, the “true” 
story of the historical escape in 1944) continues to captivate, as is attested 
by extensive reportage around the UK Channel 4 program “Digging the 
Great Escape,” in which archaeologists tried to find the original tunnels 
and in which air force pilots tried to dig new tunnels as long as the origi-
nals and with cobbled-together tools like those the original POWs 
employed (for a summary, see New York Times, “Latter-Day Dig of ‘Great 
Escape’ Tunnels Humbles Modern Engineers,” January 12, 2012).

There has been a seemingly nonstop f low of books and other media pro-
ductions on what “really happened” in the real escape. The books often 
title themselves “The True Story” or “The Secret Story” or “The Real Great 
Escape.” Some works stand out, though, and are worthy of consultation by 
anyone interested in the original events. Here, of course, one has to start 
with Paul Brickhill’s original account. A captured fighter pilot, Brickhill 
was at the camp and served as a stooge (someone whose job it was to watch 
out for German guards getting too close to the operation) for the escape, 
gaining access to many men involved in the operation and getting their 
stories from them.

A concise overview of the escape and its aftermath—along with some 
comments on creative license in the film version—is provided in a maga-
zine for military buffs, After the Battle, no. 87 (1995): 1–27. Rob Davis offers 
an exhaustive account of the events at www.robdavistelford.co.uk/web-
space/gt_esc/. Rob’s expertise, with gracious follow-ups, has informed my 
historical account throughout. There is ongoing blogging about the history 
of Stalag Luft 3 on the Facebook pages for “The Great Escape Stalag Luft 
III,” www.facebook.com/groups/GESL3/, and for “Stalag Luft 3—The 
Great Escape—Prisoners of War—P.O.W,” www.facebook.com/groups 
/432891423588634. A dramatically engaging book-length account is pro-
vided by Alan Burgess, The Longest Tunnel: The True Story of World War 
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II’s Greatest Escape (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1990). A number of the 
avocational historians point toward Jonathan F. Vance, A Gallant Com-
pany: The True Story of “The Great Escape” (New York: ibooks, 2000) as a 
rigorous, yet readable, canonical account.

It is worth ref lecting a bit on the sheer amount of writings on the  
original escape, including books or articles that, in passing or at length, 
raise the question of the 1963 film’s veracity. In a study of a similar, seem-
ingly unstoppable stream of books (and movies and television series) about 
equally famous escapes from Colditz Castle, historian S.•P. MacKenzie 
terms the potential for the evidently endless fabrication of new accounts 
“The Colditz Industry,” and it is tempting to imagine a similar generative 
process that we might name “The Great Escape Industry”; see MacKenzie, 
The Colditz Myth: The Real Story of POW Life in Nazi Germany (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004). There is a veritable cottage industry  
of tomes (over a dozen or so) that purport to explain “what really hap-
pened” at Stalag Luft 3, although they often seem to want to do that 
because the 1963 film comes off as so gripping in its spectacle of escape 
that it can take over historical memory and offer itself up as the tale to 
judge all other versions against. Even as the books and blogs and articles 
and documentaries claim to have “real” history as their goal, the 1963 fic-
tion film often hovers behind their accounts. It is notable, for instance, 
that a review in the Times Literary Supplement of a nonfiction book, 
Midge Gillies’s The Barbed-Wire University: The Real Lives of Prisoners of 
War in the Second World War (London: Aurum Press, 2012)—a book that 
is about how banal and unadventurous prison camp life generally was, and 
pointedly not about the thrill of escape and, in particular, not about the 
dramatic events at Stalag Luft 3—still has to begin with recognition of the 
tenacious appeal of The Great Escape’s eventful version of things: “Despite 
the popular images of Steve McQueen jumping barbed wire barricades 
and David McCallum devising clandestine ways of jettisoning earth down 
his trouser legs, relatively few Allied prisoners-of-war dedicated them-
selves to the challenge of breaking out” (Times Literary Supplement, 
November 25, 2011).

Notably, though, if the release of The Great Escape in 1963 seems to ini-
tiate a process by which the gripping cinematic spectacle risks taking over 
historical memory, for better or worse, and needs to be countered by ever 
more historical research, something very similar happens early on in 
Brickhill’s own inaugural account of the original events, whose own fac-
tual limitations and ostensible overdramatizing generate the possibility 
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for subsequent studies to set out contending corrective accounts. Writing 
his first version of the manuscript while still at the camp, Brickhill bene -
fited from on-site immediacy (he was part of the security team to keep the 
Nazis ignorant of tunnel activity). He did conduct research in European 
archives and interview surviving participants in the events, but there is 
also a rigor that comes from the distance of years, as more documents 
come to light and as the passage of time allows for critical perspective. In 
the case of The Great Escape, published only six years after the actual 
events, Brickhill had incomplete access to archives and minimized both 
the infamous and symbolic execution of fifty of the escapees and the hunt 
by British authorities to bring the guilty parties to justice. To be sure, 
Brickhill did touch on the hunt, but in a short last chapter that reads 
almost like an epilogue to the more exciting tale of the escape itself and the 
fascinating men involved in it.

Brickhill was not a professional historian but a journalist—one, more
over, whose talent lay in framing the facts within suspenseful narrative 
structure, peopled by fascinating characters rendered through quite vivid 
dialogue, dramatically enhanced by more than a touch of wry humor and 
ironic attitude. On Brickhill’s brand of popular war narrative and the liter -
ary devices he employed to construct gripping stories from history, see 
John Ramsland, Flying into Danger: The Paul Brickhill Story (Melbourne: 
Brolga, 2017).

This emphasis on narrative and on colorful characters—combined with 
a tendency to bracket out larger historical context and abridge the fuller 
narrative, so as to center on the immediacy of the escape effort and its 
direct consequences (the shooting of the Fifty), with only a few pages 
devoted to the postwar roundup of Nazi perpetrators—allows Brickhill’s 
book to have one curious form of afterlife in the slew of later accounts 
through which other writers seek to “correct” Brickhill’s version and offer 
something ostensibly more rigorous than popular journalism. (I cite some 
of these along the way in this volume.) Some books retell the story but with 
up-to-date research. Others take this or that story that Brickhill didn’t 
give extended attention to and fill it out: there are quite a number of mem-
oirs by surviving POWs, as well as biographies, often by family descend-
ants, of survivors as well as those among the murdered Fifty—notably, for 
instance, Simon Pearson’s hefty tome The Great Escaper: The Life and 
Death of Roger Bushell—Love, Betrayal, Big X, and The Great Escape 
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2013). Even the German camp com-
mander got to have a rigorously prepared critical edition of his memoirs: 
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From Commandant to Captive: The Memoirs of Stalag Luft III Comman-
dant Col. Friedrich Wilhelm von Lindeiner genannt von Wildau with 
Postwar Interviews, Letters, and Testimony, edited and self-published by 
Marilyn Jeffers Walton and Michael G. Eberhardt in 2015.

Wherever Brickhill underemphasized some part of the story, there is an 
opening for the later historian to step in and research and write about 
that. For instance, whereas Brickhill abbreviated the postwar hunt for the 
killers of the Fifty, one historian devotes an entire book to that pursuit: 
Simon Read, Human Game: The True Story of the “Great Escape” Murders 
and the Hunt for the Gestapo Gunmen (New York: Penguin, 2012). Or to 
take another example, Canadian journalist and broadcaster Ted Barris, 
who asserts that the specifically Canadian contribution to the escape has 
been underplayed, devotes a full-length study to Canadian men at Stalag 
Luft 3. See Barris, The Great Escape: The Untold Story (Toronto: Dun -
durn, 2014).

I’m not so much interested in criticizing the endlessly expansive dis-
course that makes up “The Great Escape Industry” as I am in ref lecting on 
the very fact that it happens. Notably, from my own position outside this 
historical field, it seems to me that few of the later accounts revise Brick-
hill’s account in any fundamental way (even as they may make factual cor-
rections of greater or lesser importance). I would suggest it matters that 
Brickhill wrote World War II tales: armchair military historians (not lim -
ited to the story of “The Great Escape” alone) often fetishize that war— 
perhaps because it was our last quote-unquote good war—and invest in  
a realism focused, for them, on the imputed integrity of concrete fact,  
leading their correction of the historical record to remain at a level of 
sometimes specialized (if not, in some cases, arcane) detail. For example, is 
the insignia properly described, is the date correct, was the weaponry 
accurate for this or that moment in history? As my colleague and friend 
Lisa Gitelman points out, another combat that invites such fetishism of 
detail—including recreative events wherein one dresses in the garb of the 
time and reenacts battles—is the Civil War, a conflict that, like World War 
II, is “good” insofar as morally coherent and possessing a stereotypical 
higher purpose (“freeing the slaves,” as we are wont to put it). Murky mili-
tary conflicts like the Korean War, the Vietnam War, and the ongoing wars 
in Iraq and Afghanistan don’t typically invite a similar sort of 
fetishization.

2. The camp is alternately called “Stalag Luft 3” or “Stalag Luft III.” 
Officially, the Germans used “3” and that is how it is styled, for instance, 
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on Paul Brickhill’s identity card at the camp. A reproduction of the card is 
available in the photo section of Stephen Dando-Collins, The Hero Maker: 
A Biography of Paul Brickhill  (North Sydney: Penguin Random House 
Australia, 2016), n.p.

3. The most famous was a glider built in the attic of Colditz Castle. The 
war ended before it could be used, but it was reconstructed after the war 
and tested by being f lown from both the ground and (radio controlled) 
from the castle roof. The film The Colditz Story fairly accurately depicts a 
successful acrobatic vaulting over the wire.

4. Eric Williams, The Wooden Horse (London: Collins, 1949).
5. Clark tells his story in 33 Months as a POW in Stalag Luft III (Golden, 

CO: Fulcrum, 2004).
6. See Simon Pearson’s extensive biography, The Great Escaper: The Life 

and Death of Roger Bushell—Love, Betrayal, Big X and the Great Escape 
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2013).

7. Thanks to that consummate historian of camp imprisonment and 
escape, Rob Davis, for these details.

8. The daughter of one American who had a major role in the escape 
work told me (by email): “As the number of prisoners increased, the Ger-
mans were under the erroneous impression (possibly a rumor planted by a 
British POW) that the Americans were primarily responsible for the tun -
neling. All the Americans were then transferred out of the North camp 
into a separate camp just before The Great Escape. Consequently, no 
Americans escaped. That undoubtedly saved my father’s life because he 
was among the first on the list of planned escapees.”

9. For Johnny Dodge’s life, see Tim Carroll, The Dodger: The Extraordi-
nary Life of Churchill’s Cousin and the Great Escape (Edinburgh: Main -
stream, 2013). In chapter 3, I discuss other liberties taken in the teleplay.

10. For George Harsh’s story, see his colorful memoir, Lonesome Road 
(New York: W.W. Norton, 1971).

11. For a tight biography of Wally Floody, see Barbara Henner, The Tun-
nel King: The True Story of Wally Floody and the Great Escape (Toronto: 
HarperTrophy Canada, 2004).

12. Anton Gill, The Great Escape (London: Headline, 2002; Sharpe 
Books, 2018), 109.

13. See Bram Vanderstok, The True Story of My Successful Great Escape 
(South Yorkshire, UK: Greenhill Books, 2019); and Jens Müller, The Great 
Escape from Stalag Luft III: The Memoir of Jens Müller (Barnsley, UK: 
Greenhill Books, 2019).
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14. Intriguingly, though, a letter of February 8, 1962, from Sturges to 
Ilya Lopert, United Artists representative in Europe, refers to Merivale (a 
decidedly British character, later dropped) in the working script for The 
Great Escape as “The Artful Dodger,” Paul Brickhill’s own nickname for 
Johnny Dodge. Maybe some aspects of Dodge, as outlined by Brickhill 
originally, were being considered for use in the film.
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