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To the wives, husbands, partners and children of the prisoners –
for without them, no healing could have begun.












Introduction


The compelling stories and inspirational lives contained in this book come from an extraordinary collection of interviews commissioned and supported by the Commonwealth government – The Australians at War Film Archive. The Archive is comprised of over two thousand interviews with Australians from all our wars, conflicts and peacekeeping missions from World War I up until the present day. It holds stories that range over the human landscape in all its glory and sadness and that detail the defeats and triumphs of many kinds of lives. And it’s dauntingly vast – twelve thousand hours of material. It’s awfully easy to go searching in the Archive for one person and end up becoming totally absorbed in another. Yet so often, I find myself drawn towards the interviews given by the prisoners. The Archive has over two hundred of them – men, women and children who spent years behind the wire and yet lived to tell us their stories . . . and the stories of those people they do not want forgotten.


Fifty-nine of those ex-prisoners found their way into this book; prisoners of the Japanese, the Germans, the Italians and the Chinese – soldiers, sailors, airmen, children, nurses and wives; all quite remarkable people, if not for the singular experiences they were put through, then for their truthfulness and modesty. They do not regard themselves as anyone special, perhaps luckier than most because they survived, but in reality, ordinary Australians who just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. And that’s true, they were. But the value of their stories does not lie in that accident of time; it is what took place afterwards that has become a matter of wonder and admiration for the rest of us.


Everyone’s war is different and a war lived behind the wire is no exception. No prisoner’s story is the same as another, yet clear themes emerged from these interviews and that is the way this book has been arranged. They all talk about the day they were captured, or the constant, desperate longing for food . . . and freedom. They all remember their day of liberation, and the heartbreaking difficulty of coming back to life and love. They all remember the deaths. They all remember their mates. I have simply linked their stories with brief, historical notes, an occasional comment, and, here and there, undisguised admiration and wonder. I hope I have done them the service they deserve.


Michael Caulfield


A Note to the Reader


This book is based on excerpts from Australians at War Film Archive interviews. Where separate moments from any interview have been joined together to maintain continuity, a series of three dots signifies the join.


The Australians at War Film Archive is a Federal government initiative through the Department of Veterans’ Affairs. Its many interviews are available to all in full, in transcription form, on the website: http://www.australiansatwarfilmarchive.gov.au with the exception of those interviews conducted with currently serving members of the Australian Defence Forces.











1


‘For you, the war is over’


Every frontline soldier, every sailor, every airman who takes part in a war, thinks about being wounded or killed. It’s inevitable; it comes with the job. Some even consider, and then endlessly discuss with each other, which wound would be worst – face . . . ? Legs . . . ? Stomach . . . ? The overwhelming conclusion seems to be that worst by a long mile would be the loss of genitalia. But even while mulling over thoughts as grisly as these, very few of them allow the prospect of being taken prisoner to take hold. They dream, as we would all do, of a last great stand, a fight to the end, holding the enemy at bay, being saved by mates at the last moment. So when capture – or defeat, as they would have it – arrives unexpected and shocking, it is a bitter end for the warrior.


Even so, many Australian prisoners of war managed to enter their imprisonment with humour and stoicism, describing their capture as being put ‘in the bag’. That was the phrase servicemen in World War II used to describe being taken prisoner: ‘Did you hear about the blokes from the 8th Divvy? They’re all in the bag!’ It was as though it was a game of sorts, a kind of military, musical chairs that merely removed you from the battlefield for a short while. They knew better, of course, and feared being caught – or worse, surrendering. You just didn’t say that aloud. It was true to the spirit of those times to pretend that the hard knocks of life would just bounce off you: ‘No worries, mate. She’ll be right.’ But they were hurt, and some were forever broken.


Time has granted a merciful softness to the memories of some ex-prisoners of war. A kind of hazy focus mixed with a blokey humour wells up when they look back: ‘All mates together we were and did I tell you the one about Slim and the crazy Jap guard?’ Nonetheless, other, sharper legacies are also embedded in most of them, the pain often endured every day of their lives. They might be troubled by old wounds or bodies that have never recovered from the starvation and the beatings, the maiming and the diseases. Or it might be the desolate memories, the inescapable images of horror and loss that taunt and exhaust their emotional reserves. What is astonishing is that whatever their circumstances, whether they were held in Changi or Germany, Korea or Japan, the one thing they all seem to remember in minute detail is the day they were captured.


For Sergeant Malcolm Keshan, that moment came during World War II, after he’d fought his way through North Africa. He was just 21 years old when his battalion was plunged into the disastrous campaign to save Greece from the Germans. It was April 1941, and Sergeant Keshan, along with 17 099 other Australian men and women, and battalions of New Zealanders, British and the Greeks themselves, faced the all-conquering German Panzer divisions in the mountains near the Greece–Yugoslavia border. They needed a miracle – but it didn’t come.


We had to walk up into the hills where we had to dig in and stop the German advance. We got up there and it started to snow. We weren’t dressed for snow. We’d just come from the desert . . . We went up there and we dug in up there. Then we fought for three days.


We couldn’t get anywhere. We were holding the Germans, they couldn’t advance, but the trouble was with the snow; you used to dig your trenches and all this snow inside the trenches would melt . . . We had no air force. We never saw any air force. Not at any stage. The Germans, when things got tough, they just called in their air force and their Stukas would come over and they’d dive-bomb us. These Stukas used to almost be able to drop a bomb in a barrel. So you can imagine what they did with trenches.


. . . When morning came we looked over towards our left flank and the Greeks had gone. So we looked over to the right flank and the Greeks had gone there too. We were just sitting up on this hill with no one on our flanks. Eventually orders came through to evacuate the position.


. . . We came down out of the hills and you’ve got no idea what the bedlam was. There was blokes everywhere without rifles, they’d thrown everything away and they were just marching out. My blokes sat down for a rest. They said, ‘What about this? These blokes’ve got nothing and we’re carrying the lot!’ I said, ‘You can’t do that. You can throw your tripods away and all the heavy stuff that you don’t need, but you’ve got to keep your rifles. If you don’t keep your rifles and you run into a German, what have you got? You’ve got nothing.’


So we went down to the junction on the road and there was a Major Barham there. They were just streaking up the road in disorder. So Major Barham said to our Lieutenant Copeland, ‘Go up the front and stop them. We’ve got to get organised or we’ve got no chance at all!’ So Copeland said to me, ‘Look after Major Barham and I’ll go up the front and I’ll see you when you get there.’ The roads were built up quite high on the side. You couldn’t go up the road because you’d get bogged straight away. With the snow it was all more or less mud and there was trucks and everything bogged in the fields where they had gone off the road.


. . . All of a sudden a German came up on the side of a road. A German sergeant. He stood up. Where he came from, I don’t know. The only thing I can think of, there must have been a drain under the road and he crawled up that drain and when he got out the other side he stood up. When he stood up he was in the middle of the Australians. He called on Major Barham to surrender. With which, Major Barham and him fired at the same time and they both got killed. I don’t know whether it was Major Barham killed him, because everyone then fired at him. So then we were left without the officers or anything. We headed up the road again.


I was bringing up the tail. I had a Tommy gun [Thompson submachine gun] issued to me by the American Army . . . and I’m more or less walking backwards, just watching what’s behind me. As I got along the road a voice said, ‘Put your arms down and turn around slowly’. I looked over my shoulder and it was a German and he had his gun trained on me. It all happened in a flash. You don’t realise it, but to me it was slow motion. I’m thinking, ‘What do I do?’ I thought, ‘I can’t fire at him because he’s surrounded by Australians.’ And he said again, and this is unusual for a German, ‘Put your arms down and turn around slowly.’ So I thought, ‘I’ve got no option.’ There was a creek alongside the road, so I just threw the gun out and I turned around slowly.


I was a prisoner of war.


MALCOLM KESHAN




Three hundred and twenty Australians died during the Greek campaign and 2030 were taken as prisoners of war. Sergeant Keshan would survive to endure POW camps in France and Germany for the next four years. He escaped three times, was caught and re-imprisoned, then, finally, he successfully broke out of Stalag 383 in 1945.


•


Having surrendered Greece to the Germans in just three weeks, the High Command of the British Commonwealth Force evacuated about 50 000 of the survivors to the nearby island of Crete, where another stand would be made. But the troops were battle weary and had been forced to evacuate Greece minus most of their equipment. Stocks of ammunition and food were hopelessly inadequate and they had virtually no sea or air support, no motor transport and little or no communications.


The German assault began on 20 May 1941. There was desperate and often successful fighting by Allied troops, but the Luftwaffe dominated the skies, bombing and machine-gunning anything that moved. Retreat and evacuation were the only options for the Allied soldiers and they took off across the island to the south, dodging German planes, hiding in olive groves in a desperate race to get to the beaches where they hoped to find some way, any way, to get off the island.


With the Germans about to overwhelm them, a 30-year-old Australian artillery officer, Lieutenant John Fitzhardinge, was heading towards the coast with his men, dragging along with them the Italian guns they had captured in the deserts of North Africa. Fitzhardinge, an architect in civilian life, knew that the Italians guns were a poor substitute for their own artillery and thought little of them. But they were all he had.


In ravines and stony hillsides, the final few pockets of Allied resistance were doing their best to delay the inevitable. An Australian infantry colonel asked Fitzhardinge to lay down a last barrage of fire to protect his troops as they evacuated. When he’d done so, John asked, ‘Permission to bugger off now, Sir?’ To which the commander replied, ‘Go for your life, mate.’ Fitzhardinge made a run for it and ended up on the coast, where, taking charge of the last men on the beach, he commandeered a leaky barge and put to sea. Exhausted, he set their course for Egypt, then collapsed.


About midnight they woke me up and said, ‘One of our submarines has just come up alongside of us and shot, bang, across our bows!’ So I stopped the engine and took stock, and it was an Italian submarine and they had their gun trained on us. They had a machine gun in the conning tower, so I told Big Mac, who was a New Zealand airman, I said, ‘You take charge, I’m going over to negotiate with them.’ So I swum across, about four guns pointing at me as I got up the side of the submarine and I spoke in schoolboy French and said, ‘We have sick and wounded onboard, we don’t have any arms.’ Which wasn’t strictly true. I said I’d tell our officers to become his prisoners if he’d let the rest go and so I called out to the officers to come aboard. One bloke, an airman, got caught between the submarine and the barge and was killed. Seven of us became prisoners and they let the rest of them go.


. . . Anyway, they took us in ambulances to the naval barracks and put us in a room under a chief petty officer. And an Italian came in that spoke good English and read us the clauses of the Geneva Convention and said that they would be kept to a word, and the next thing we knew there was a tailor came in and took our measurements and we were fitted out with Italian suits for the equivalent rank of the Italian Army! Here’s me in a grey battledress or army dress coat, hangers still in the sleeves, and they were charged to our account. And then they were taken away from us after that because the carabinieri [Italian police] said we looked like Italian officers and it would help us to escape.


Then the chief petty officer said, ‘Well, what do you want?’ And we said, ‘Well, we’d like some beer,’ paid for it with our money. And he said, ‘Would you like some women?’ And we said, ‘That sounds like a good idea.’ And he went away and came back with some women and the carabinieri said, ‘No way, take them away.’ So we weren’t allowed to have those. They were pretty sour-looking birds anyway.


JOHN FITZHARDINGE, MBE


Over 10 000 Allied troops were captured when Crete fell. They were dumped into makeshift prisoner of war compounds on the island, into a hell of starvation and disease that went on for weeks till they were transported to Greece. John Fitzhardinge would eventually be imprisoned in a number of POW camps in Germany. His men speak of him still as ‘one of the best’, an officer whose optimism and enterprise never failed him, or them. He was what you might call a Renaissance prisoner, using his talents on enterprises as wildly diverse as the digging of escape tunnels and the designing of sets for a prison production of The Mikado. For all that though, he would not see his wife and newly born son for the next six years.


•


Around 1000 Australian airmen were captured during World War II. Their biggest problem lay not necessarily in their arrest but whether they survived the fall out of the sky that preceded it. Almost 10 000 Royal Australian Air Force personnel served with the strike force called Bomber Command, flying out of Great Britain on raids across Europe and almost 3500 of them would die. They were mostly very young men, with an average age of just 22, flying those huge planes in the battles of the Ruhr, Hamburg and Berlin, the invasion of Normandy, and the final assault on Germany.


For the duration of their ‘tours’, which meant at least 30 flights, they had a 90 per cent chance of being among the missing. Flying a tour meant that on any given flight there was the almost certain probability of death, or, if they were fortunate, capture. For Flight Sergeant Rex Austin, a wireless air gunner (WAG) in a Lancaster bomber, both those possibilities arose suddenly in the night sky over Germany on 22 May 1944. He was twenty years old and it was his thirteenth operation.


We got attacked by a German night fighter and he put the starboard wing on fire . . . The noise, if you can remember the old blowtorches that builders used to have, that enormous sound they used to make, well it’s exactly the same sort of sound with the wing on fire and an aircraft travelling along at 100-odd miles an hour and the flames coming out the back.


Our pilot, Kev McSweeney, turned round and said, ‘Get out of here!’ . . . and away we went. My job was to put my parachute on, run down the back, open the back door and lock it open so that the gunners could follow me out and that’s exactly what took place. At the time I got there the rear gunner, Carl Reg, was coming out of his turret and sliding forward and the mid upper gunner was moving out of his turret. I went down and I locked the door . . . and I sat on the step with the flames going past underneath me and to the side of me and Reg’s comment was, ‘You were a bit slow, chum, so I kicked you out!’ . . . And I don’t remember pulling the ripcord, but no doubt I did – well obviously I did.


And then I floated from 22 000 feet. Unfortunately the wing came off after I got out and the two gunners got out but the fellows down the front were trapped in the aircraft . . . it blew up in midair but McSweeney, the pilot, survived virtually unhurt. Fred, the navigator, survived, but he was knocked around a bit and Danny Major the bomb aimer and John Lowry were killed. It’s just one of those things.


. . . I landed in a ploughed field at a little cluster of farmhouses. There would have been no more than half-a-dozen houses there, remember you’re going out at half past twelve at night so it’s as black as the inside of a cow, there are no lights on, on the ground, you have no points of reference to see where you’re going to land and I hit the ground obviously pretty hard. My flying boots had come off when I pulled the ripcord because of the sudden jerk, so I came down without flying boots on and I didn’t realise I’d been hurt until I went to stand up and then I realised that I had a broken ankle. I tried to move and, frankly, I couldn’t.


I won’t say that I was petrified or anything like that, but . . . when I went to stand I realised all I could do was hop, not walk. So I sat myself back down on the ground again and pulled the parachute over the top of my head and said, ‘That’s it, that’s it’. I tried to light myself a cigarette, there was a wind blowing so that I couldn’t light the cigarette, whether it was the wind or my hands shaking so much I don’t know, and I wouldn’t like to admit that my hand was shaking too much but I guess it probably was.


. . . It was raining gently, I was cold, wet and miserable and very lonely and thinking to myself, ‘What the heck am I doing here?’ You know, you tend to think to yourself, ‘What’s Mum and Dad going to say about this?’ I had a girlfriend in England, ‘What’s she going to say about this?’


The following morning at dawn, two or three guys, farmers obviously, they had Wellington boots on, they arrived, they had shotguns and with them was a younger fellow, I’d guess he would have been thirteen or fourteen and he had a rifle and he insisted on pointing the rifle at me. The adults were yakking at him, but it didn’t matter, he had that look in his eye, he looked as though, ‘I’m going to shoot this bastard!’ sort of thing and that worried me a bit . . .


These guys helped me across the field to a path alongside and there was a bicycle there and they gave me this bike and escorted me, me holding the handlebars and hopping, to a farmhouse . . . took me inside there, the woman of the house could not have been nicer. She was a typical German farm lady, fairly wide, not terribly tall and she tut-tutted, put me on a chair in front of the wood fire, put a chair for my leg and was as nice as could be. She gave me a slice of bread, brown bread, German bread, which I’d never tasted before and some butter on it I guess, which tasted foul to my palate. The whole thing wasn’t very acceptable but I did my absolute utmost to make certain that I smiled and thanked her for it . . .


I stayed there for some days and became the subject of interest of everybody around the place, everybody was coming to the kitchen door and looking me up and down and then they’d disappear and somebody else would come. In due time I heard a lot of commotion outside and a little guy who was about 5 foot 4 and about 15 feet across the shoulders arrived in an impeccable uniform and with a revolver nearly as big as himself. He screamed into the house, jabbed me in the ribs with this gun again and again, oh boy, was he performing. I think he was probably abusing the farmer for being kind to me. I heard the word terror flieger, a couple of times, ‘terror flyer’ . . . About that time of the war Goebbels and his boys were brainwashing the German populace that we were killers of women and children, stirring up hatred towards Bomber Command people . . .
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Bill Fordyce and Australian airmen in Stalag Luft III




Anyway, they took me out to the car, I was bundled in the back seat of this car and . . . they took me back to where the aircraft had crashed. On the way back we picked up the navigator Fred Homewood and then we went back to the crash site and it was there where he made me get out of the car and identify the bodies of Danny Major and John Lowry and I did that . . .


REX AUSTIN


•


If being taken prisoner was a challenge for servicemen, then it was far more terrifying for women, particularly when their captors were the Japanese. The Emperor’s troops had already shocked the world with ruthless acts of rape and wholesale slaughter in their invasion of China. The stunning speed of their advance through South-East Asia in the first horrendous weeks of 1942 meant that they now had tens of thousands of people under their control.


Hundreds of captives, including women and children, were murdered rather than being taken prisoner. The rest were forced behind the wire. Two-thirds of all the Australians captured by the Japanese in World War II were imprisoned during that time. Thirty-six per cent of them, over 8000 men and women, would die in captivity.


One of the last cities to fall, Singapore, was close to its end when the war rolled right over the Australian Army nurses serving there. They had already refused evacuation once, determined to care for the men. Now they were to be ordered out. As the Japanese bombing increased in fury, Pat Darling was called to a meeting in her hospital.


It was the 11th of February [1942] and matron came and she said, ‘I have been ordered to send half the nurses out. Those of you who are prepared to stay, move to my side.’ And this we did in a body. And, of course, then she had the wretched task of choosing whom to send out and I was amongst the ones who were left behind. They left on the Empire Star and eventually after a very hazardous trip, got back to Australia.


Then on the 12th, one of the doctors came to me where I was working and said, ‘Don’t you know the sisters are leaving?’ And I said, ‘Nobody’s told me, I’ll just say goodbye to the patients.’ And I can remember his tired, exasperated voice saying, ‘Do you always have to do the right thing?’ And I said, ‘Yes, particularly this time’, because we all knew the Japs were near and I couldn’t let the patients think I’d just disappeared.


. . . We were taken to a small wharf with a small ship standing beside it and it was the Vyner Brooke. It had been the Rajah of Sarawak’s private yacht, one of his older ones . . . We set forth some time around about midnight and all next day, the captain, the ship was so tiny, he was able to hide it amongst the mangroves because he had been chased around the island by the Japanese planes for a whole week or so and had come into Singapore hoping to have a rest. Anyway, that was Friday the 13th.


On Saturday the 14th we set off again and this poor little ship couldn’t make much speed and about ten o’clock three small Japanese planes came along and machine-gunned the decks . . . they holed the lifeboats on the portside, and then about quarter to two we saw a flight of Japanese bombers coming towards us . . . We had a little 2-inch gun in the forward deck and that did its best but one of the first bombs that fell got the gun and its crew . . . another bomb went through a funnel, and of course, did a lot of damage to the engine room and the ship almost immediately lurched to the starboard, and so the order was given to abandon ship and they launched two lifeboats and Cath Noyce, Win Davis and I had gone into one of the officer’s cabins and Cath said to me, ‘Pat, I’m bleeding from my left hip, and I didn’t have time to look at it’. And I said, ‘No, well let’s get you into a boat.’


. . . So then Win and I got out of the boat and we found there were dead bodies floating around already ’cause people had jumped overboard and their lifebelts had gone up and would’ve broken their necks as they hit the water, and we found a spar and hung onto it for a long time. We were trying to push it to the shore, and then about four o’clock . . . a raft picked us up . . . and all night long we struggled.


. . . At about eight o’clock next morning we were still struggling and we were probably only 200 yards from the shore at this stage, and you could see the Japs on the shore, and we didn’t know which way to try and pull the thing. Anyway, they came out on a boat and they were quite kind and gentle and they pulled us on board. I was the first one they grabbed and I thought, ‘Well I’m not going to be the only one’, so immediately turned around to grab Win and they pushed me aside quite gently and pulled the others into the boat, and they took us ashore and they were a medical group and quite kind. They gave us food and they gave us something to drink . . . and then they took us to a house to get some dry clothes to change into.




There was a dead Indonesian lying nearby and the little Japanese, who was quite a polite little fellow, was showing us around and telling us to take what we wanted – we didn’t like to take very much – and then he took from the wall a mirror, and showed me myself, and I was horrified. My hair was full of black oil. Ships have an amazing amount of oil and my face was purple, my skin, my eyes were scarlet and I sort of went, ‘How terrible!’ And of course he doubled up with mirth which I was relieved at because it was a normal reaction, and one just thought, you know, ‘Thank goodness they’re human.’


. . . Next day they walked us to Muntok, which took about two hours and at the school there we met up with the other sisters and our numbers were then 29. There were 65 of us on the ship, 65 army nurses on the ship, and some of them had been hit, kicked or slapped. Very few had been given food so we realised how lucky we had been.


PAT DARLING


In those first days of Japanese supremacy, luck was a relative matter. Richard Lloyd Cahill was a doctor in the Royal Australian Medical Corps. He was attached to the 2/19th Battalion and went into captivity with them on 16 January 1942.


I was put on a truck and I went into Singapore . . . I remember being on the back of this truck, an army truck, and we were going across one of the bridges. I looked up and there, on the lights, every one, was a head, hanging down. They’d been decapitated and they were hanging from the lights, from the lamps. And then a bit further on you’d find the whole body was hanging down. I thought, ‘This is ghastly. This is the finish of the white man in here.’ And then the next thing I saw was some Brits coming around a corner and they had their boots on and they had no shirts, and they were all white and pink out in the sun and they didn’t have hats, and they had rope girdle things around their shoulders and they were pulling these trucks, obviously the trucks’ motors must have been out or something. They were going round cleaning up Singapore and they didn’t give them real trucks, they gave them these things. They had to take the garbage, all the mess, and then pull them along. They used to have these rope things with about ten men on each big rope harnessed to the carts or whatever they were pulling, through Singapore, in front of all the people. And I thought, ‘This is the end, this is the end of the white man here.’ Which it was. They just did everything to humiliate them, particularly the Brits.


DR LLOYD CAHILL




Fifteen hundred Australian civilians were captured by the Japanese during World War II. Many were children. Sheila Bruhn was just seventeen when she arrived in the dying city of Singapore and as she spoke of her memories all the passion and observation of that adolescent returned.


When we got to Singapore and found Singapore had been badly bombed, we couldn’t believe our eyes . . . just where you expect to see a nice clean city, all you were seeing was dead bodies, buildings being torn down. Sirens going, air-raid wardens telling you to get out of the way, take shelter. Ambulances about, crying people, crying children, terrified . . . but there was nowhere else to go . . .


. . . Towards the end there was panic, everybody was running around trying to get away somehow or other, even trying to get a little boat, a little sampan for themselves. There was a lot of thieving going on because people were trying to get tins of food to store up for emergencies. It was just chaos. Absolute chaos. Sometimes when you would go out on the street there was nobody around, just dead bodies, people were too scared to come out. And then there would be an influx of people running around. Businesses were still trying to keep going. Absolute chaos, no order whatsoever, you just had to manage the best way you can. Try and get food whenever you can, wherever you can. Shelter wherever you can, when you hear the alert go, and heave a sigh of relief when you hear the all clear, and dust yourself off and look around and try and think what’s the next step, not being able to find really what the next step is to take.


I was only seventeen, I didn’t know much about these things. My life until then had been serene and peaceful and now it was all jagged and disruptive, and I probably didn’t take much notice of what was going on except trying to keep myself alive . . . as a matter of fact, I thought it was the end of the world, I didn’t think anybody would survive the way it was going. It was too terrifying to think. For me, I didn’t think there was any future.


. . . When we heard the news [that Singapore had fallen] and that night when everything was so quiet, I am not sure whether any of us got much sleep because it seemed so strange not to hear all of the sirens and the bombing going. It was unreal in a way. And the next day my father went into town to find out what was happening and he was told we all have to register ourselves because we would all be prisoners . . . finally we were told that we would be taken to Changi . . .




We had people telling us what we should do, we were given chores, we were only going to be there for ten days. We were told to pack enough for ten days so some of us did pack a few things – a bit of food and stuff like that. Because of having kept a diary right through, I had my six exercise books with me, my father’s English dictionary, a book of Shakespeare and a book of poems. And on the 8th of March we were told that we were going to Changi prison, so we marched there. Eight miles in the hot sun and when we arrived there we were pretty tired and dusty. Some of the locals cheered and some of the locals jeered and threw things at us. We had dogs following us, and if we didn’t walk we got prodded with the butt of a rifle.


The Japanese looked fearsome even in their uniforms, and they were making a lot of noise and came down in a file raising their hands up with their guns and shoving and prodding people out of the way with their bayonets. I just wondered, I had heard stories of them killing and raping women at Nanking. We were told about that, and so I was terrified again. I wasn’t sure what they were going to do, and being a young person that was my first thought, ‘I am a young person, what is going to happen to me?’ In those days ‘rape’ wasn’t a word that I knew, I didn’t know anything about that. In fact, I knew nothing of that even when I went into camp. So as far as I was concerned I thought I was going to be killed, and of course when we went out and I saw these heads on poles, as a warning, if we did anything we would be beheaded and have our heads put on a pole. I was quite sure that we were all going to be beheaded, because from stories I had heard the Japanese hated the British and I was considered to be a British subject and in fact it didn’t matter, because they did that to the locals too . . . they sort of just bayoneted them, punched them, kicked on them, jumped on them, I couldn’t believe a human being could be so cruel, and then seeing a baby be thrown into the air and letting it fall on the point of his blade. That really upset me. That was when all of my nightmares started, every time a baby cried I would see that, even now.


SHEILA BRUHN


•


No matter where you were taken prisoner, your personal circumstances at the time you were captured could influence every day of the rest of your imprisonment. Your physical fitness mattered, the state of your mental health, even whether or not your last letter from home contained good or bad news, for you carried that feeling with you until escape, release – or death. Worst of all was to be captured when wounded, for medical care could be and was, deliberately withheld in an attempt to gain information. This was particularly so in the Korean War. On 25 May 1953, Lieutenant Charlie Yacopetti was leading his patrol near a landmark called Hill 355.


We went out to set an ambush for the enemy coming down a ridge . . . and what none of us knew was that the enemy had beaten us out there and they set an ambush for us, just a little further up the same ridge . . . That’s when somebody said, ‘Skipper, I think I hear some movement over there’, in a pretty hushed voice, but yeah, I heard it. And just then a grenade was thrown and landed just behind me, I heard it land and I got up to get out of the way and it went off. And that’s when the problem started because I was pretty knocked, you know. When an explosion like that occurs the breath gets sucked out of your lungs. I was a little bit put out by the incident. I heard the explosion, didn’t feel the pain straight away, you just feel like something burning into your buttock and then you can just feel the blood flowing on your legs. Then you start to feel a bit sick and queasy and you realise that you’ve copped it.


I had this other fellow, Alec Weaver . . . he came with me on this patrol to get some experience. And when somebody said, ‘The Skipper’s hit!’ apparently he took control and he said, ‘Okay, we’re going to get out’. I got up and started to follow them and that’s when I got a couple of bursts of machine-gun fire – one hit me on this ankle and another one hit me across here. And I went down and my Bren gunner, Bert White, picked me up and said, ‘C’mon, I’ll carry you out, Skipper.’ Things were going hazy and I could see that as far as I was concerned I’d had it, this was it: ‘Charles Yacopetti, this is your day’. So I said to Bert, ‘Drop me, you need to fight the patrol out.’ He was the Bren gunner, he’s got the bulk of the firepower the patrol had. So he obeyed, he dropped me. And if you read the official history, I was left in a weapon pit there with my bayonet fixed on my Owen gun facing them, which is bullshit, I passed out.


It’s not as bad as you think; the terror is in thinking it’s going to happen. Once it’s happened, ‘Oh, it’s happened’. There’s nothing you can do about it. And when that realisation hits you it’s not as bad . . . spin and blank, the mind goes blank and you’re feeling really woozy and you just collapse.


. . . I came to and I was being dragged across the earth by this wounded arm, it was really painful . . . I gathered by that stage that I’d been searched, binoculars had gone . . . weapon had disappeared, what else had disappeared? Compass had gone, wristwatch had gone, that’s when I came to. I woke up face down with a Chinaman sitting on my back. How long after I don’t know. I wondered, ‘What the hell’s going on?’ And then there’s this weight on your back and then there’s a few grunts, he’s obviously saying, ‘Hey he’s coming to’, or I presume, I don’t know.


. . . After that there were a few grunts and somebody came over and talked to him and I got grabbed by the wounded arm and got dragged on my side up the valley. Oh it hurt like mad, I screamed like mad and obviously that didn’t please them because you could still hear the battle going on up there, there was shelling and mortars falling, not near us, but falling around. I don’t know whether they thought that my scream might alert them to where I was and they might get mortared but I got a swift boot in the back – I think it was probably a rifle butt I got hit with as I was laying on the ground. ‘Shut up!’ Oh that shut me up all right.


. . . Then it got a bit woolly. I was dragged along for, I would say, the best part of half a kilometre or more from then on. I don’t know why I was dragged, they could have easily picked me up, but anyway that’s the way it happened and I finished up in a hootchie [a rough cabin] . . . half a kilometre from their front line. Probably no more than a kilometre from ours. And there they came in, undressed me, took my boots, maybe they thought I was going to run away with my legs the way they were. Washed my wounds with hot, salty water I think . . . And I was left there until the following midday, maybe later; somebody came in with some rice and soup, that’s all I got that day. And the following morning in came some military officer, not very high level I would say, certainly not very intelligent, by the questions he was asking with an interpreter. And then the interrogation started.


CHARLES YACOPETTI, MC, MID


Some men were finally taken into prison camps only after evading capture for quite a time. This was often true for pilots and aircrew who were shot down over land or sea and remained undiscovered until their attempts to return home finally brought them face to face with their enemy. Their solo journeys through hostile lands can sound like the most amazing tales of ‘boys’ own adventures’. Except that they’re true.


In January 1942, Clarence ‘Spud’ Spurgeon was flying a Hudson bomber on what they called a ‘milk run’, a routine flight, along the east coast of Malaya. He wasn’t expecting trouble from the Japanese.


We were on our way home and the first word I got was a scream from the back, a fighter was way up me arse shooting, and the next my starboard engine was on fire. He made one pass and, regrettably, my gunner and my wireless operator were both killed, rounds came through over my shoulder, I know the wireless operator was lying there with his head through the doorway on my right-hand side so he was as dead as a maggot, and the gunner had only got two lots of rounds away, and then we were dead quiet so I knew then that, if he wasn’t dead, he was pretty sick anyway. But the wireless operator confirmed that he was killed, shot through the head.


. . . The airplane was on fire. I had no alternative but to put it on the water . . . The moment it hit it tore the whole guts out of it, all the bomb doors were torn off and probably a good part of the underbelly of the airplane was damaged and I can remember the water being up to about the top of the wings on either side, it wasn’t completely submerged but it sank very, very soon after we got out of it.


I had to drag the second pilot out . . . I had to drag him out without his Mae West [lifejacket] and put it on when we got him in the water and it was then I realised that he wasn’t all that good, he’d been hit somewhere else. I never found out what it was because he, quite quickly, I don’t know whether he fainted or what, fortunately, I got his Mae West blown up so he was water-borne . . . I was okay, I had my Mae West on and I had kicked my shoes off. So the sea was flat, there was just a little bit of a ripple in it, I don’t know what our position was . . . but we were in the sea for all that day and all that night. He, regrettably, succumbed about midnight, he hung on as best he could, but he was a goner.


I suppose in animal terms, one’s thoughts immediately turn to one’s own survival. I think that is probably the easiest way to explain it, but I can remember even thinking about whether I ought to call on the Almighty and I thought, ‘Well, there’s not a bloody lot he can do right now’, and I’m not an Almighty caller, anyway.


. . . The first thing I remember was, it must have been early in the morning, when whatever moon was left made itself known, and I can remember seeing the silhouette of this hilltop, which is probably no more than 150 feet above sea level. The dawn is very brief in the tropics and it’s almost as if somebody had turned the light on and I realised that I was within swimming distance of the coast. It didn’t look very habitable; it didn’t look like it had a nice sandy beach to land on, it was all jagged rock . . . so I got in there and the next thing the first wave chucked me up on the rocks and the ruddy coral tore my feet to pieces when I tried to stand up . . . so it was simply a question of pulling myself up. I don’t even remember how I did that, I remember I had a couple of cuts on my knees from trying to crawl . . .


CLARENCE ‘SPUD’ SPURGEON, CBE, DFC


Spud Spurgeon could easily be the bomber pilot from central casting. Still tall, dark-haired and handsome, he related his story with all the nonchalance of a man musing on tomorrow’s weather. But his courage and stubbornness to get back into the fight were remarkable. He spent a couple of days searching the island, trying to find a way off. Eventually, he encountered some locals and, after a lot of ‘persuasion’, he convinced them to give him a leaky canoe, which he proceeded to paddle to the main island of Singapore.


I started to walk to Singapore with my feet tied up in old socks and things that they had given me. And I got as far as Mersing, and I had avoided two Japanese patrols on the way down, and when I got to Mersing there was only one way to cross the river and that was you’ve got to swim it. And, of course, the noise I made swimming across the river must have alerted them and I was just walking across the road, when two Nips on pushbikes came up alongside me. And I think they thought I was some wayward boong trying to cross the road until I turned around and, of course, they realised who I was.


. . . They were a bit unpleasant, they presented me with a bayoneted rifle, which is not the most reassuring sentiment of friendship, and I just stood there until finally they yabbered at each other. And, fortunately for me, I heard the noise of a car coming and there was a major in the car and immediately he took charge of the situation, and I was strapped onto the outside of the car and carted up to Endau standing on the running board. I had my hands inside, you know, where the doorpost is, and they tied me on, seemed like a lump of pork, but, yeah, that was about 15 kilometres, I suppose.


. . . They made up their minds to put me inside one of the little cottages on the side of the road. It was about half-past five in the afternoon and when I got inside I was buggered, I was absolutely buggered, I just flopped on the floor. And over in the other corner, it was quite dark inside the room, I heard a movement over on the other side and I said, ‘Is there anybody there?’ And this small voice from the other side of the room said, ‘Well, what the fuck are you doing here?’ It was a Kiwi gunner and wireless operator who had been shot down . . . Kelly was his name. We very quickly introduced each other and that, surprisingly, was as good a medicine as I could have had.


CLARENCE ‘SPUD’ SPURGEON, CBE, DFC
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LLOYD CAHILL







Spud Spurgeon would spend the rest of his war on the island of Formosa and down a Japanese coalmine. He was fortunate in one sense – that he crash-landed close to shore. It was a different matter for sailors in a blue water navy. A month after Spud went down, HMAS Perth, with 680 men aboard, was involved in one of the most dramatic naval battles of the war. The ship had already survived the Battle of the Java Sea, but the very next day ran headlong into the entire Japanese fleet assembled for the invasion of Java. Half of the men on Perth would die that night. Gavin Campbell was a 21-year-old lieutenant. He was also one of those who made it into the water.


The Japanese were trying to put searchlights onto us, so every time the lights came across, our forward guns would fire, so it was bedlam . . . The flash of the guns were so bright. The heat and the gun flash were blinding.


It was then the torpedo hit forward and the ship just seemed to lift out of the water. Water and oil just rained down on us. Then the second torpedo hit. The captain then ordered abandon ship . . . I could hear people running around. I said to my offsider, ‘Well, this is it.’ . . . The ship at this stage had become stationary and started to develop a list. The crowd down below had started to put rafts over the side. I went down and as I went down I inflated my Mae West. I gave them a hand with the rafts and put them overboard. I took off my tin hat and for some reason or another, I don’t know what possessed me to do it, I laid it on the quarter deck by Y-turret . . . and I went to the port side to jump overboard.


I looked down and I saw the propeller still turning and I thought, ‘This isn’t for me.’ So I went further forward and straddled the guardrail ready to jump, and a torpedo hit on the port side, forward of me . . . It was then that I had a falling sensation. Up in the air and floating through the air. For how long, I don’t know. I remember when I came to I was in the water and fortunately my Mae West kept me afloat. There were rafts and driftwood on the water and I decided I’d swim over to one of the rafts. It was then I started to kick my leg to swim and had a stab of pain on my left side. I thought, ‘What’s happened?’ So I very gingerly reached down my leg and it wobbled. I’d broken my leg . . . So I thought, ‘What do I do? I’m in the water. I’ll make my way across to a raft.’


. . . There were other people on it, of course. So I thought, ‘I’ve got to get on it somehow.’ I hauled myself up on this still with my leg wobbling around and a bloke came along swimming and said, ‘Are you all right?’ And I said, ‘No I’ve broken my leg.’ He said, ‘What do you reckon we can do?’ I said, ‘The only thing we can do is cut some splints.’ I had on overalls and so I said, ‘Cut the leg off the overalls and then cut it into strips and we’ll use those as ties around the splint.’ He said, ‘Okay, I’ve got my seaman’s knife, I’ll go and get some driftwood.’ By this time there’s broken cases from the Japanese ships drifting around. So he picked up a couple of pieces and split these down for splints. Brought them over and cut the leg off my overalls and put them on. That kept the leg steady.


GAVIN CAMPBELL


Petty Officer Ray Parkin was steering the Perth when the second torpedo hit. Despite knowing that the ship was doomed, the captain, Hec Waller, called down the tube to Ray, ‘Leave both engines half-speed ahead, I don’t want the old girl to take anyone with her.’ His intention was that the Perth should keep moving forwards so that when the sailors went over the side of the ship, they wouldn’t be drawn down by suction. Ray set the speed, then he too went into the water.


There were a lot of men still being killed in the water by shellfire but then we suddenly found ourselves faced with another problem, and that was oil fuel. The ships being torpedoed had bled all this oil fuel out onto the water and where we were there was about 3 inches of it on top of the water. This black, treacly mess, and we had to swing amongst it and when you’re swimming, your head’s pretty close to the water and if the water’s disturbed, well, there was enough activity in the movements of ships and that around us. That was causing the surface of this to be little dollops, you know, got around in waves and slopped up, and if they slopped in your face and you got them into your mouth or nose and happened to inhale a bit, well you’d start coughing and you’d get out of control and you’d probably get more in, and it was a sure way of drowning in a most painful way.


Of course it was getting into our eyes, which were burning, we couldn’t prevent that, but there were a lot of people I heard, you could hear it, you know, around you, blokes, and you’d hear this horrible coughing and gurgling and then a bloke’d just go. There was no way.


And then a couple of Japanese destroyers came in and they’d stopped their engines and drifted amongst us and we could see, they were all lit up now, illuminated, there were these chaps on board all in beautiful white suits, you know, and looking so healthy and everything and here were we in the water, looking up like mendicants, beggars and so forth. Oh we had one bloke and he screamed out, ‘Help, help, save me!’ and all the rest of it and we said, ‘Shut up, you bastard!’ And then a clear voice came from the bridge of this destroyer and he said, ‘Ahh, we good boys now, eh Aussie?’ Just like that. It took my breath away. This bloke had obviously lived in Australia, but his voice was so clear and we knew then how much they had us tapped you know, we’d walked right into a trap.


. . . It’s a bit unreal. When you see your home going, something you’ve lived in for three and a half years . . . it was one of those things that you couldn’t sum up, it was just a bit unreal, you couldn’t believe she was going and yet I savoured the finish, I did see it and I was looking at it very critically. As she was steaming away she did several little things, she was just turning slightly to starboard, just in a gentle swing and as she was doing so, she was going down by the head and in doing that she exposed her propellers. It’s got four propellers you see, and one of them was still turning so I said to meself, ‘Both engines, half speed ahead.’ This propeller was actually turning and then she just gently dipped and down she went, under the water and the blokes that saw it they said she didn’t sink, she steamed out.


RAY PARKIN


Most of the survivors from the Perth landed at various points on nearby islands. Slowly and inevitably, they were gathered up by the Japanese to begin three years of captivity, some to slavery in Japan, others to the horrors of the Thai–Burma Railway.


We just begged our way for food until we came to a town we found out was called Labuan. It was the first time we had heard English spoken. This woman came out and said, ‘Are you from the Perth?’ We said yes. And she said, ‘Your friends are here.’ Eventually this other crowd, which had left before us had found their way to Labuan and the chief of the village had stopped them and said, ‘You can’t go any further. The Japanese have ordered us to keep you people here, or any white people here.’ That was it. They tried to clean us up a bit because the oil fuel by this time had dried and it was peeling off our skin as well. So we just stayed at this village chief’s house until the day the Japanese arrived.


The front line Japanese soldier is not a very handsome creature. This particular bloke came in, I suppose he had on a fortnight’s growth. He had a submachine gun and he brought this up to the ready. We thought this was it. He started to shout at us and we could tell by the tone of his voice that he didn’t like us. He was followed by another soldier with a rifle, and it was then I saw my first rifle butt being used on people.


GAVIN CAMPBELL


•


The Germans loved to say, ‘For you, the war is over’, when they took prisoners, rubbing the salt of defeat into the humiliation of capture. But many men, at that moment, could not be made to feel any worse by their enemy than they already did. Capture brought with it instant depression, a sense of utter failure and the prospect of a bleak and useless future. Lloyd Moule and his unit were desperately defending a fort in Libya when Rommel’s tanks overwhelmed them.


It was a terrible feeling; we had a flag flying at the fort which we could see from our gun position back in the distance. We could see the German flag, not the swastika one, the red, yellow and black one go up and ours came down. It was a terrible feeling of almost hopelessness, you felt sad, you felt angry, and all these mixed emotions were taking over of, ‘What’s happening?’ Suddenly you have an enemy with no means of attacking or defending . . . it’s a terrible feeling to find that you are a prisoner of war. You don’t know what the consequences are . . .


We were herded up and I had this terrible feeling of derogation, and some of our fellows were saying, ‘They will probably counter-attack and get us out of this.’ We would have waited about two and a half years, I think, before they counter-attacked up in that part of the world.


LLOYD MOULE


It may be 60 years and more since the day they were captured, but some moments in life burn in a heart forever. Alexander Barnett cannot, will not, forget.


It was just sort of unanimous, the order was to surrender, put your hands up but I don’t know if they had a flag or what. I do remember putting my hands up. But it’s a horrible feeling . . . you feel you’ve done something wrong, but if you look at it in hindsight you’ve been wronged, it’s a very difficult question, very hard to comprehend. And you think, ‘What else could we have done?’ And then I had an experience after I came home, I was pretty toey when I came home and my wife had a cousin who had real tabs on himself and he was a real shiny bum if ever I’d seen one, and at a party I was at he happened to say that nobody should ever be a prisoner. My wife intervened; I’d have cut his throat.


ALEXANDER BARNETT


‘For you, the war is over.’ Perhaps. Or perhaps it was just that one kind of war was over and another had begun. For these newly imprisoned men and women were about to endure an intensely personal war that would test their strength, their self-reliance and their deepest reserves of courage, in the months and years to come.
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‘We learned how to cook rice,
didn’t we?’


Most soldiers become prisoners of war in the midst of battlefield chaos, such as the headlong retreats on Greece and Crete in World War II, or the bewildering confusion of Singapore’s last days. Rarely does capture occur in anything approaching a regimented, orderly fashion. The tumult and disorder that accompany imprisonment, where previously there had been military discipline and certainty, leave many ex-prisoners of war with jagged feelings about their first few days behind the wire.


In particular, their interviews make clear that they care deeply about whether they were captured or surrendered. To be captured, they say, implies that they fought to the last, honouring their code and their duty; while surrendering means that they either gave up, or worse, that their commanders surrendered on their behalf. Australian soldiers find this last fact particularly offensive and many blamed their officers for their plight. They believed they were the victims of yet another ‘top brass’ fiasco, and some, bitterly disappointed, maintained they were actually delighted to be prisoners so that at least now, they ‘couldn’t be buggered round any more’.


Reg Worthington had left the family farm in Murwillumbah in New South Wales, and volunteered to be a driver in the AIF. He’d nursed his big Chevvy truck across North Africa, but when they were sent to Greece, he and his mates all knew that the end would be bloody.


I don’t think I had any thoughts other than, ‘We’re not going to win this one.’ We knew that. We knew that right from the day before we left Alexandria Harbour; we knew we weren’t going to win this one. But we still went ahead with it because we were soldiers and that’s what we were told to do . . . we realised that the establishment had let us down. Even while we were still retreating we knew the establishment had let us down . . . We were not prepared at all . . . there were no authorities. We had a few officers around from other units, but we weren’t told anything. We were just told to obey. Now, if you want to avoid trouble, obey. Some of us did and some of us didn’t.


. . . There was great resentment. You can understand perhaps, it was the officers we were depending on and troops need to be lead and the officers have to do the job and our bloke failed us. All he was interested in was saving his own skin. No, I could never forgive him for that. He was no good. I won’t mention his name, I know it very clearly. And there is no one else that can name him now because I am the sole survivor.


REG WORTHINGTON


The men’s mood wasn’t helped by the physical conditions into which they were thrown, for there was a complete lack of readiness on the part of their captors. The German forces in Greece and on Crete were simply unprepared for the size of their catch and at a loss as to how to deal with them. They gathered the Allied prisoners together in hastily assembled enclosures, or used existing barracks and hospitals as temporary prisons. The facilities were either inadequate or nonexistent and there was initially no food, no medical supplies and no clean water. Dead bodies littered the landscape and disease was quick to spread. According to Reg Worthington the worst experience of all, at least in the beginning, was the lice.


One of the greatest things in that camp was lice. Body lice. Everybody had lice. I don’t give a bugger who he was, he had lice. If he was in Corinth Camp, he had lice. You couldn’t control them. So then at one stage the medical mob decided something had to be done with these lice, because they’re very debilitating, lice. They’re living off your body.




So the Germans marched us down to the foreshore, long, gradual area where the water is only this deep and then a hundred yards on, it may be that deep. Not a lot of depth to it. So strip off, hold your hands out and go through the Germans and they sprayed you. ‘Right oh, go and have a swim.’ So you start walking off. ‘Jeez they’re biting a bit.’ By the time you get to the water you’re just about fast enough to go into orbit. Because this stuff, whatever it was, the bite, the burn the sting! Oh God it was terrific! We had this swim and wash this stuff off you, come back and put your same old clothes on again. Hopeless. That happened a couple of times. Hopeless. You’re putting the same clothes back on again. I hate lice.


REG WORTHINGTON


In a doomed attempt to combine both humour and learning, and perhaps even to try and take the men’s minds off their woes, one prisoner in that first camp, who had some scientific knowledge, gave the men a dissertation on the various members of the lice family – the genus pediculus. There was the pediculus capitus he informed them – the head louse; pediculus corporis – the body louse; and pediculus pubus – the crutch louse. The reaction to his lecture was not recorded.


•


Apart from the organisational nightmare that the flood of unexpected prisoners represented for Germany, there was also the cost – a toll it could not afford. Since the end of World War I, the country had been constantly shaken by political and social upheaval. The Great Depression had taken it, along with the rest of the Western world, to the brink of collapse, and debilitating labour strikes and grinding poverty had become commonplace. Then, when economic recovery had finally begun, the Nazi regime placed all available funds on a one-way channel directly into the military. There was no money for POWs. Still, as the war progressed, Germany ultimately honoured the Geneva Convention, the international agreement that governs the treatment of prisoners. For the most part, anyway.


The Japanese permitted no such niceties. They refused to sign the Convention and, from the first day of their POW camps to the last, they exhibited a deliberate and pitiless disregard for prisoner welfare and wellbeing.


Bill Coventry and Thomas Smith were part of the Australian garrison called Sparrow Force which landed on Timor just days after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. They were there to defend the island and its all important airfield. It was obvious to Australian command that Japanese invasion of Timor was imminent, but air attacks prevented reinforcements from arriving on the island and Sparrow Force was abandoned to its fate. For four days they fought courageously against a far superior enemy, but short of ammunition, food and water and with 84 dead and 132 badly wounded, 1124 men were forced to surrender on 23 February 1941. Now they faced a far more lethal war. More than twice the number of those killed in that first battle would die in captivity under the Japanese. And the deaths started early.


The Japs formed us up and marched us back towards this Oesapa Besar place, and we got a realisation of war because as we came to little spots there were heaps of native bodies and Jap bodies on a funeral pyre, burning, and the smell was something terrible. And it started to rain and boy when it rains, you know, tropical rain. And they put us all together, all sitting together in a little rise of ground and as the rain came down we just sat there all night, and it rained and rained and we just sat in the rain, no food or anything else, just waiting to see what happened by the morning. By the time the morning came the whole thing was surrounded with water, we are on this little hill, and then they moved us on the next morning.


At the place called Oesapa Besar they formed a prison camp because we had made wire emplacements around it in case the Japs had landed; our boys had put a barbed wire circle around this particular bay, so they put us in behind our own barbed wire.


BILL COVENTRY


There was only a dirty lagoon there, and . . . most of the chaps that drank it got dysentery and diarrhoea and that out of it, because it was polluted water, until they got latrines dug. Except the latrines were right next to the lagoon. Which wasn’t very nice. They had these thunderboxes, as we called them. Luckily we had the beach, the sea, right near us, which we could go in. But the thunderboxes got invaded with maggots. You sat on the box and you got them all over you and you had to race to the water to clean off again . . . It was pretty disorganised. Then they made us build our own huts, and bunks and all that, out of bamboo. Everything was made out of bamboo and atap, what they called atap, the thin, palm leaves. That was our quarters, then, for six months.


THOMAS SMITH


Nearly 1000 kilometres away from Timor, across the Sunda Strait, many of the men from HMAS Perth were taken to the town of Serang, on the island of Java. Six hundred prisoners were confined in the cinema there, sleeping on the bare floors and breaking up the seats to use as cooking fuel. They had no water for washing and no toilets. The only clothes they possessed were loincloths, leaving them completely exposed to malaria-carrying mosquitoes, and the only treatment they had for the dysentery and diarrhoea that ripped through them till it reached epidemic status . . . was charcoal.


Able Seaman Fred Skeels was twenty years old. He’d already survived the sinking of his ship, near-starvation, dehydration and exposure to the sun causing his oil-covered skin to bubble in the heat before he finally arrived at the Serang cinema.


Up above the stage of the theatre there was a balcony, and the Japs had got a couple of machine guns mounted up there and, of course, you had soldiers marching around with their rifles, all around. We were lying facing the screen, as it were, facing the stage, and the orders had been given by the Japs – no man was to lie down during the day, you had to sit up, and you sat in rows, you weren’t supposed to speak to one another, but they couldn’t stop you talking. You had seats to sit on, and you just sat there with your knees up as best you could. That’s how you were supposed to stay.


Well after a few days you sort of couldn’t do that, and you’d stretch out and now and again a nasty Jap would come along and stick his rifle butt into your chest or your back and tell you to sit up . . . I was there for four weeks.


. . . But that was the standing rule, during the day when you got off the floor, you had to sit up. And often they would enforce it, just out of sheer thuggery, they’d do it for the fun of it, you know? They’d just go around and bash everyone that they could reach, and beyond that sometimes, just to get what they wanted you to do. And their method of bashing you was either a slap in the face, across the head, a rifle butt on your back or your chest or your stomach, a boot, anywhere they could reach you with their boot they’d use that. And so you realised what they were going to do and what they can do and what they could do, and so you lived within those boundaries, to save yourself any suffering. You never sort of bowed to their will, but you never broke your spirit, you just kept quiet and kept out of the way of the swines, and that was it.


FRED SKEELS


Along with nine other men, Fred was finally moved from the cinema down the road to the Serang Jail, where he expected conditions would be better. They weren’t.


At the jail in Serang I immediately went into a cell, it was only about 15 feet long, had two concrete platforms with an aisle down the middle, the platforms were about 6 foot long with a metre between them and there was 27 men in there when I got there, and up on the door it said, ‘This cell is for six occupants.’ There were 27 of us shoved in there.


. . . Every morning there was a bucket pushed in there that we used as a latrine, all of us, and then when the meal came around, they brought another bucket and put that next to the latrine bucket, and that was our rice that we had for the day. And the rice often was as dark as your pants, you know, it was dirty all the time. It was cooked by the other Javanese prisoners that were in the jail elsewhere, but it was a filthy situation there . . . I never imagined that I would have been able to live through it, thinking about it later on, you wondered how the hell you did.


FRED SKEELS


All across South-East Asia, thousands of captive men and women were wondering the same thing.


•


So, they were alive – imprisoned, but alive. No small thing in the middle of a war. But there was no time for relief, or even serious consideration of their future. The immediate need, the fundamental rule of survival that would become a daily obsession for them all, was food. How to get it and how to keep on getting it. It is a terrible thing to be so hungry they all say, to be so hungry that everything else pales into irrelevancy and you’re left like an animal, expending your life’s energy on simply staying alive. In today’s world, where concerns over obesity are the stuff of daily headlines, it’s irresistible to wonder how we’d manage. If we managed at all.


We were put in groups of 100 with our own drum cut in half, that was our cookhouse. I don’t recall where we got the wood from but one of our blokes, he was the cook, and supplies were given to us in bulk and it wasn’t very much, and he’d cook them and do this with it and help make the best of it. I know at one stage a little fox terrier dog came into the area. I think he was a foxie. Small, a dog similar to the size of a foxie. We all chased him and our bloke caught him. He tasted pretty good in the stew. Poor little dog. But survival is very strong.


We were sent off into different work parties after the Germans had organised us. I was one that was lucky enough to get sent off into a work party frequently and you got extra rations, you might get half a biscuit or something like that. Half a biscuit to an ordinary person is nothing. But to us it was important. It was worth going and doing a bit of work to get half a biscuit.


REG WORTHINGTON


There were new manners to learn, a kind of survivor’s etiquette. The division and sharing of food became all-important.


They had nothing on Salonika to give us much to eat but a bit of watery cabbage soup in the morning. And you used to get a small round flat loaf of bread that had to go to eight prisoners, so you got a little wedge. That in itself, if it wasn’t serious, it was comical, because you’d select one to cut it and all the eyes’d be on it so that they didn’t get any more than the next one, and then you’d draw cards to have your pick, and I can tell you I doubt if there wouldn’t have been a sliver of stuff more on one cut than another. And that’s all you got all day.


KEN DREW


If they were not to fall prey to the anarchy of self-preservation, then rigid rules had to develop. There was only a certain amount of food and it would never be enough for them all so cooperation was critical. ‘Share and share alike’ had never had such poignant meaning as it did in the camps, for men like Bob Simonson. Shot down over Germany in April 1940, Bob, just twenty years old, was only a couple of operations short of a full tour. The next year would change his view of what mattered in his world.


As far as the soup was concerned, we used to determine in the hut, there might be 50 guys in the hut, and they used to have a roster for who was serving out and where you came in the queue to get your meal because it was very important as to, if you’re early in it, you get the watery soup. If you got down the end where the stuff had dropped down, even though they tried to stir it all up, but anyway the stuff always went down the bottom and so it was pretty important that if you were at the end of the queue rather more than the beginning of the queue you got maybe some sauerkraut stuff, which wasn’t good but it was better than water, and some chunks of bony meat stuff. And all those sort of things were very rigidly observed. The idea was to try and give nobody an advantage over anyone else and particularly not to cause any antagonism between people. You didn’t like the thought that somebody was getting any advantage.


. . . It was rather funny how things were important . . . we used to sit around and eat and take as long as you possibly could to eat it, of course, and there’d always be one guy who could always take longer to eat than the rest of us and we always used to get upset about him because we’ve all finished and he’s got a little bit more to eat and, ‘Why don’t you finish when we finish?’ He had this ability to make it last longer, and the same way with the bread. We had this chunk of bread and you could cut it about that thick and if you had a sharp enough knife, you could cut it into really fine thin bits and you’d eat a thin bit and you’d come back a bit later on and eat a bit more. So this was an ability you had to make it last longer. It was very important; you had nothing else to do . . . it was your big thing in life. So that’s what we did, imagine how crummy an attitude you could have.


. . . Nothing, absolutely nothing was wasted. People used to get to peel the potatoes. I think you even used to get volunteers for peeling potatoes, but you peeled a potato and you didn’t waste anything. They were pretty terrible potatoes, they had holes and black things . . . and we found that actually there was an advantage in that if the rubbish didn’t get too messed up you could go and get some of the potato peelings and if you had a sharp enough knife or a razor blade, you could get some more, even though we reckon there’s nothing left on it, you could actually get a little bit more off it . . .


That’s where we were, pretty mercenary, pretty minor but it wasn’t so minor then.


BOB SIMONSON




Sauerkraut was not a common food in Australia in the 1940s but at least it was recognisable as food to the men imprisoned in Germany. The prisoners of the Japanese were generally treated far worse than their countrymen in captivity in Europe. The food in Japanese camps was always inadequate, usually bad and, in the beginning at least, regarded by the men as a bad joke.


Somebody told the Japs that we had no food, what [was] he was going to do about food, and the Jap informed that person that there was plenty of food there at the entrance to the camp, and they found three bags of rice. Well, being Australians, we don’t know anything about rice in the thirties. The only thing my mother used to make, a rice pudding sometimes with eggs and bread or something, and custard sort of thing, boiled rice in that way, we didn’t know how to cook it, Australia didn’t know how to cook rice in the thirties and forties, not like we do today.


So they asked all the fellows to supply their dixies, which is our eating dixie, and we dug several long trenches, gathered up burnable material and made long fires and put the rice – I mean, they knew that you boiled rice. So you put a dixie of rice, and you put some water in it and put it in the fires and, of course, as the water boiled the rice came over the top of the dixies and put the fire out and then it didn’t cook and everything. Oh, so we found out – but slowly, as time went by we learned how to cook rice, didn’t we?


BILL COVENTRY


Most of the rice the Japanese issued to their prisoners was of the worst quality, so inferior that they would never eat it themselves. It was often contaminated with rat droppings and worms, or made up of whatever grains could be gathered from the harvesting floors. Right across South-East Asia and into the Far East, wherever the new Japanese empire extended, rice was the staple food of prisoners everywhere and simultaneously loathed and desired.


In China, thousands of civilians had been caught up by the Japanese when they invaded the country after Pearl Harbor. Howard Walker, the son of missionary parents was taken as a fourteen-year-old boy into the POW camp in the ancient walled city of Yangzhou.


There were three meals. As I recall it, breakfast was a sort of rice congee, but it was really pretty awful rice, it was probably condemned rice from somewhere. And the bakery baked a little, what would be a sort of smallest bread roll for every person, every day. So we got this bread roll and this rice congee for breakfast. Lunch was usually some sort of stew, it had to be stew because that’s the only ingredients they got was stuff they could put into stew. In the evenings there was again stew and if we were lucky we used to get some meat sometimes, probably a bit of buffalo, little bit of pork, stringy stuff.


And not only was it pretty awful it was completely inadequate . . . I was a growing lad and should have been putting on weight then but they weighed us and in the first twelve months I lost 8 kilograms at fourteen years old. So that was the food problem.


HOWARD WALKER


Howard Walker would have been considered fortunate by many – he had meat ‘sometimes’. The endless, numbing monotony of a rice diet turned many a group of imprisoned men into fantasists, dreaming up meals and remembering past feasts which they described in loving detail to each other at night. The cooks, once they had learned how to actually prepare the stuff, did everything they could to vary it or season it, using vegetable dyes to change its colour. They even attempted to flavour it with grasses and grease from shoe polish. But rice it remained. Howard remembered a camp poet in Yangzhou who translated their miseries into verse.


At the prison camps in China, conditions were not so nice.


And we fed on a diet that was wholly, solely rice,


Not rice as mother knew it, nor done as she used to do it.


Not baked rice, nor flaked rice, with sugar and with milk rice,


And all as smooth as silk, no, we got glued rice,


Half stewed rice, stone cold rice, grown old rice,


Unfit for even dogs, the sort they threw to hogs.


We got broken rice, outspoken rice, that argued with your plate,


Unpolished rice, some polished rice, some few years out of date.


We got burned rice that wasn’t rice, like bits of festered cinders,


We got boiled rice, quite spoiled rice


And kerosene drum oiled rice that no one could call rice.


We got baked rice and caked rice that weevils made their bed in,


We got bad rice, sad rice that fills you with its sorrow,




We got podgy rice, stodgy rice that meant tummy pains tomorrow.


We got limed rice, grimed rice and ought to have been crimed rice.


Disrupted rice, corrupted rice, undischarged rice, bankrupted rice,


We got sloshed rice and squashed rice, but never any washed rice.


Half-cast rice, half-mast rice; we got lots of jungle grass rice,


We brewed rice, we chewed rice, the lucky ones they spewed rice,


We starved on but we lived on, in spite of everlasting rice.


ANONYMOUS


The radical change in their diet immediately showed in the prisoners’ health. At first, constipation overtook most of them, resulting in many a terrified soldier consulting the regimental doctor about his inability to go to the toilet for anything up to two weeks. Very quickly afterwards though, they would remember that time with longing as the chronic diarrhoea of dysentery and frequent urination overwhelmed them. They had to find other sources of food and, like prisoners everywhere, they began to find ways to trade. In the European camps, this was a little easier as the prisoners of war were permitted some contact with the locals.


We were taken out on wood parties which was marvellous. I was a non-smoker. We got ten cigarettes. It was frowned on very much if you exchanged those with a smoker for his food, but outside they were wonderful. You could get a loaf of bread for two cigarettes. You could get a dozen eggs for four cigarettes, so it was trading with the Germans that you would meet outside, basically farming communities nearby. And while there you were collecting your wood to bring back, a marvellous source of extra food for people. The guards allowed it because they were hard put to feed us.


JOHN MATHEWS


Three boys, friends of Howard Walker in China, simply took matters into their own hands with all the carefree daring of adolescents.


One of them was called George Courtney, his brother Eddy and another fellow whose name I’ve forgotten. George and Eddie were a little bit older than me, two or three years and they were fitness fanatics, bodybuilders, and they kept this up to some extent, exercising and so on. I think they felt the lack of food probably more than most of us. And they began to get the wild idea of climbing over the wall and leaving camp at night to get some food to eat and coming back again. They observed the guards when they did their rounds and felt that they could do this. And I mean it wasn’t razor wire or anything like that on the walls. And with two or three of them they could handle getting over the walls okay. They wouldn’t allow me to be involved, I was too young fortunately.


And so one night they tried it, one dark night they got over the wall and walked to the nearest Chinese village, which wasn’t very far away. The Chinese of course were delighted to see them, hated the Japanese, and welcomed them. And they had a great meal at a little restaurant there and came back and climbed back into camp and oh it was great. And they thought, ‘Oh what a wonderful thing to do!’


But of course that was going to be a once-off, but as time passed they again began saying, ‘Well gee you know, that wasn’t difficult was it?’ Or, you know, ‘Why shouldn’t we do that again?’ And eventually they went over again. No problem, great meal, came back. And so they started doing this a number of times. And inevitably they got caught. Very fortunately, they got caught climbing back in not climbing out, otherwise they most certainly would have been executed escapees.


But the three of them were caught and taken up to the guards’ room, which was just below our room above. And I’m sure there was nothing in the Japanese guards’ manual to tell them what to do with people climbing back into camps. So this was a puzzle with how to punish these people; they’d done something very serious and they had to be punished. So they did the obvious thing and they sort of tied them up and they beat them. They beat them and beat them, all night we heard them thumping them. And it went on the next day and the next night, and the next day they let them out. Fortunately they were fit fellows and young and well fed at this stage and they survived and they didn’t go over the wall again, they put up with the food.


HOWARD WALKER


Hunger bred larceny. Men who would never have considered stealing so much as a comb in civilian life became experts at theft, bribery and fraud. Perhaps it was an ingenuity born of a hard, pioneer life, or the recidivism that convict ancestry bequeathed us as a nation, but Australian soldiers rapidly became far and away the finest thieves in the camps. They were nicknamed ‘hydraulics’ because they could lift anything. In Timor, Bill Coventry and the men of Sparrow Force were model exponents of the five-fingered discount.


We were unloading these ships and carrying heavy boxes and things up to these little houses and stacking them, and we found out that there was some food in some of these boxes. So we took our turn, drop off to single file, dive into one of these things, get into the boxes, open up the food and have a bit of a feed and then come back, and then it is your turn and it is your turn, you know.


Well, I’d had my turn and I am back on the work party and Bill Rainbow, he is in there . . . opened up the tin and he is eating away whatever was in the tin, and a Jap came in. And the Jap lined him up and spoke roughly to him in Japanese and Bill just said, ‘Oh go and get a woolly dog!’ you know. And with that the Jap hit him, and Bill just opened up his eyes and said, ‘What the so-and-so . . .’ you can imagine his language, ‘. . . do you think you are doing!’ So, whoo!, in one blow Bill knocked the Jap clean off his feet and he knocked him out.


He realised what he had done and he said, ‘Oh, things are pretty tough.’ So he came out, shut the door and everything else, and said, ‘Don’t go in there,’ he said, ‘I just flattened a Jap!’ Well within a few hours we were all lined up and this poor little Jap with his face all swollen up like . . . going along trying to pick out who hit him, but he never ever found Rainbow. You don’t hit Bill Rainbow I tell you, whomp! . . . We called him Bollocky Bill, Bollocky Bill from the Bush.


. . . Then there was another time, we were all pinching stuff and the Japanese captain came on and lined us, we all had to line up on the side of the street. And he called out, Captain Campbell I think it was, and he lined him up and he told Campbell that the Australian men are ‘. . . very bad soldiers, steal everything, terrible. Japanese soldiers very honourable, do not do that.’ ‘Ah no,’ said Campbell. ‘No, no, no. Australian soldiers just as honourable as Japanese soldiers, never do anything wrong, all fine men,’ and everything else, and the Jap is getting cross with him.


All of a sudden the Jap hit Campbell across the face, knocked his cap off and three tubes of toothpaste fell out. Well, all hell broke loose, he screamed and roared for a bit. Then machine guns were up on top and we thought, ‘Gee, this is going to be nasty.’ And they had the machine guns on top of the edge of the buildings. So they got a big army tent fly, big canvas thing, put it down on the ground and said, ‘Everybody go round it.’


And you should have seen what was in that tent fly by the time it was finished; everybody had to empty out their pockets . . . but we will never forget this officer saying how wonderful we were . . . boom, cap fell off and out the . . . oh dear, oh dear.


BILL COVENTRY




Survival was all about making the best of whatever food came your way, regardless of how you might have felt about it before the war. Ron Zwar was a 21-year-old farmer from South Australia who was used to a plentiful supply of food, even during the Depression. But from the moment he entered Stalag IVB in Germany, his major concern, and that of the 16 000 other men there, was the food.


You’d get three little spuds cooked in their jackets, no five little spuds. I said three because there would only be three edible, the other two were riddled and you couldn’t eat them, and one little round of brown bread made of a lot of ersatz [imitation] materials and there was a lot of timber sawdust mixed in with it. You could get a loaf of bread and hold it and just rub the bottom and after a while you had a handful of very fine sawdust. And that bread, if I’d brought a loaf home it would be as good today as it was then, just moisten it a bit. It had no goodness in it, just roughage. It was edible but sourish. Had no goodness to it but it just kept the body and soul together.


And you’d get a little bit of margarine, and if you heated it up . . . it would turn to water. Not even oil, it was mainly water and it was made of black coal. The coffee was made of acorns, roasted acorns. The soup we got was mainly grass and would have little bits of a huge big turnip, you see them in the market here, like a brownish turnip. They were called mangelwurzels – in peacetime they fed them to the animals. They would chop these up and throw some of that in the water and that would be a soup with grass and whatever else chopped up. Now and again there would be a little bit of meat in it.


RON ZWAR


The prisoners in Germany also had a little extra fortune when the Germans, abiding by the Geneva Convention, agreed to allow them access to their Red Cross parcels on a regular basis. The parcels saved many lives.


There were New Zealand food parcels, Australian, British, Canadian and American; five different types. And now and again we would get Argentine bulk food in, so you might get a large cheese or something and that would be meticulously hacked up amongst however many it was needed for. A food parcel could contain, firstly there were 40 cigarettes, a little slab of chocolate, there would be a little packet of dried fruit, maybe raisins or prunes or something like that, a little tin of condensed milk, a little tin of coffee, a little tin of margarine and the Canadians usually had a bit of fish in with theirs. And, oh yes, also a small packet of biscuits, usually hard, fairly hard, a bit like Sao biscuits but hard and they served a good purpose later. And that roughly was a Red Cross parcel. In the very good times you might get a parcel a week.


. . . So it was the Red Cross food parcels that kept us alive and brought us home. And we’ve pointed this out to the government, that it wasn’t the Australian government that paid for our maintenance over there, it wasn’t the English government; it was our own people back in Australia contributing to the Red Cross.


RON ZWAR


In the Japanese camps, however, the Red Cross parcels were almost always deliberately held back as a punishment, or pilfered by the Japanese soldiers who were themselves on a close to starvation diet. It meant that the prisoners had to obtain protein wherever they could find it.


The rice was pretty unpolished stuff, it was pretty dirty stuff. Later, our doctors wouldn’t let them wash it because they had grubs and grub nests in them, and if you washed them out, you’ve washed all the vitamins out. So when you’re eating your rice, you’d see little brown heads looking at you.


It’s surprising what you can make out of a bowl of rice. When you’ve been on it for so long, you can think of roast dinners and . . . you can really imagine a nice roast dinner and roast potatoes . . . but you come back to the real world, after a while.


THOMAS SMITH


In Changi, food supplies were a little better than the far-flung camps, due to its closeness to the port of Singapore. But even there, Sheila Bruhn, desperately trying to keep some flesh on her teenage frame, resorted to eating food she would previously never have dreamt of.


First of all I found a worm. It was such a nice fat worm, and so I thought, ‘I wonder what it will taste like?’ And then I found another worm, and then I found a clot of soil with lots of worms, and so I gathered them all up and I cooked it, of course being worms when you cook it there is nothing left but skinny bits. But a little bit of salt on it and it was quite tasty.




Then I found a nest of baby mice, and once again hunger overrides everything and I looked at it, they were only that big, tiny little things. Nice and pink, and I thought, ‘I wonder what that tastes like?’ And before I knew it, I had opened my mouth and swallowed the thing. I was very disgusted with myself, I will admit, and I tried to make myself sick but I couldn’t do anything about it. I was ashamed of myself too, to think that I had gone down that low, to eat a poor little mouse. I apologise to the worms that I see these days, but not to the mice though.


SHEILA BRUHN


In Germany the origins of some food became seriously questionable.


One day someone sang out, ‘Eh!’ He said, ‘I’ve got a bit of meat!’ Just a morsel floating in his container, and then someone else let out an oath and I said, ‘What’s the matter?’ He found a human tooth in the bottom of his dixie. Now how did that tooth get in there and what was it from? It was a human tooth. We like to think that it was somebody in the cookhouse . . . must’ve felt hungry and had a bite and lost a tooth without knowing it, and threw the lot back in the pot before he was caught, before he was noticed. That’s what we like to think happened; we don’t like to think it was anything else.


RON ZWAR


It’s not hard to sympathise with Ron’s desire to reject the notion of an alternative source of the tooth in the soup. The experience of John Mathews, however, a radio operator from Bomber Command, placed the origins of his food beyond doubt.


We had large cauldrons of soup, rich in flesh and it was very sweet, and I actually didn’t like it and I thought it was making me ill. They came up with teeth with gold fillings in them and someone identified what were bones of a hand. There had been a hefty air raid 24 hours before. ‘Well, three of the bodies make a soup of them.’ And we had been cannibals. It was once, and it was once too often.
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