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A NOTE ON LANGUAGE


This book contains numerous unedited passages from the personal diaries of Harry Silman, a British medical officer who was taken prisoner along with his comrades by Japanese forces during World War Two. In the interests of preserving the authenticity and historical integrity of his account, his use of language has been retained throughout as originally written, including terms that are now recognised as racist – such as those used when referring to his captors and their countrymen.


These pejorative terms, of course, reflect both the English-language vernacular of the time as well as prejudiced attitudes in general in North America, Europe and Oceania. Their use is not endorsed by the editor, Jacqueline Passman, or by the publisher; nor are they presented here to cause offence in any way. Readers are asked to approach the passages containing these terms with historical awareness and empathy.


Moreover, any inconsistencies and idiosyncrasies in general style, capitalisation, punctuation, italics, etc. are Harry Silman’s own.









EDITOR’S NOTE


The core of this book comprises extracts from my father Harry’s diaries and letters from his time with the British Expeditionary Force in France and his incarceration in the Far East. I have also transcribed Harry’s observations in a documentary, Back to the Front: Doctors at War, produced by Yorkshire Television, based on an interview with him in 2003 when he was ninety-two years old.


There are several other sources for the material (see the section titled Sources and Notes for details). They include research by Louise and Paul Reynolds (the daughter and son-in-law of Padre Eric Cordingly, Harry’s friend and fellow POW) and the objective viewpoint of Lt Jim Bradley RE, another friend from those days of captivity.
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Harry Silman, graduation photo, c. 1933















Introduction


My father, Harry Silman, was born on 21 December 1910 in Leeds, the third of four children of Fanny and Reuben Silman. Harry was educated at Leeds Grammar School and Leeds University, where he studied medicine. After graduation he worked both as a general practitioner and at Leeds General Infirmary.


One of his first appointments was to a rural practice in Hawes, North Riding (now North Yorkshire). Here he conducted his rounds in a horse and cart and was frequently paid in kind with foodstuffs from his patients in the farming community. This was in the 1930s, before the creation of the National Health Service in 1948, which introduced free medical care for all. As was common for doctors at this time, he also did his own dispensing. His two most effective prescriptions were the same placebo: one blue and the other pink. Patients vowed that one worked much better than the other; it was a useful experience for Harry to see how the mind could affect the healing of the body. He would remember this when caring for fellow POWs in the Far East.


A highlight of his pre-war medical years was his four months’ service as a ship’s doctor on MS Glenbeg, a cargo ship with a return itinerary to the Far East. Merchant ships used to carry a few first-class passengers, who would be treated very much as cruise passengers are today. In addition to his medical duties, Harry was also expected to act as coordinator for onboard activities and entertainment for the benefit of these travellers.


The passengers disembarked at various ports, replaced by others. In this first of a series of letters to his family is Harry’s typically tongue-in-cheek description of the initial intake:


2 MAY 1936




There are nine passengers viz: one married male – jovial and hearty – going out to plant rubber, by gad! and to shoot tigers, by Jove! Five married females going out to join their husbands in the far-flung corners of the empire and three single girls, ages varying from 19 to 23. The latter are bright young things and have to be kept well in hand. There are 2 dogs as cargo, and they are petted and exercised by each passenger individually. I’m sure they (the dogs) will soon expire from exhaustion.





By all accounts, Harry had great fun keeping the ‘bright young things’ well in hand.


His medical duties were varied:


20 MAY 1936




I attended a Chinese man with a lacerated hand. He probably had been fighting with a knife against one of his fellow crew members. One of the lady passengers passed out from the heat and bumped her head a bit. She soon came round however under my expert ministrations. The Captain got a piece of metal in his eye and I spent about 30 minutes getting it out, and he is OK now.





He described a small surgical operation which, for various reasons, was clearly a low point in his medical services:


5 JUNE 1936




I got all the lumber and junk cleared out of the ‘hospital’ and I rigged up an operating table. This consisted of boards resting on soap boxes and covered with brown paper. I had to clean up and boil instruments in odd greasy pans, boil my gloves, get the anaesthetic ready and attend to hundreds of small details. I taught the second mate how to give an anaesthetic, and he acted as hon. anaesthetist very efficiently. The operation, under the circumstances, we carried out quite well, in spite of an enormous gallery of inquisitive Chinese sailors. The patient, in spite of my telling him to have no food before the operation, took no notice and ate a hearty lunch. Consequently halfway through the operation he proceeded to vomit copiously. This, combined with the smell of the pus, the hospital, the patient, the sailors, and not forgetting the fact that the temperature was a hundred and plenty in the shade made the afternoon a memorable one. All my attempts at asepsis were quite nullified by well-meaning helpers who fingered all my sterile instruments. However, I am pleased to relate, the patient is still living and is doing well. What a difference though, between operating in the Infirmary and operating here.





After travelling through the Suez Canal, he saw a big Italian passenger ship anchored close by:


14 MAY 1936




There were scenes of tremendous enthusiasm, cheering, clapping and waving of flags. I was told Mussolini’s wife was on board, and all the Italian inhabitants of Suez had turned out to greet her. What a row there was. I filmed some of the scene.





By strange coincidence, Harry met up again with the captain of the Glenbeg six years later. Captain Newing was the pilot of the French ship Félix Roussel, which took Harry and his division into Singapore on 5 February 1942 and then left immediately, evacuating 1,100 Singaporean civilians.


When we were children, our father never spoke about what had happened during the war, and our mother told us not to ask any questions. I recently learned that the troops were specifically ordered not to talk about their experiences; the war in Europe was over, and people at home did not want to hear any more tales of suffering. By the end of the war the death rate for Western prisoners held by the Japanese was seven times higher compared to the numbers held in German POW camps – yet the events of World War Two in the Far East are nowhere near as well-known as those in Europe.


Louise Cordingly in Echoes of Captivity found that many former POWs under the Japanese had immense difficulties settling back into civilian life. They were psychologically damaged, suffering nightmares and flashbacks, which disturbed their families and caused long-term problems. However, this was not our family’s experience. Harry was a cheerful, optimistic man, and it truly did not seem as if his time in captivity had affected him. All we knew was that he had eaten a lot of rice, suffered from recurring bouts of malaria and had had a girlfriend called One Lung Too Few (a joke typical of his wacky sense of humour).


In the 1980s our parents took a holiday in the Far East, which included a couple of days in Singapore. They had arranged in advance to have a tour of Changi Prison (now a civilian facility). Doing so had a cathartic effect on my father: after their return, he brought down an old leather case to show me memorabilia from his war years. I was fascinated to see not just diaries but also drawings and paintings, photographs, newspaper cuttings, medals, letters, telegrams, Japanese currency and a canvas roll containing his medical kit. It was a real treasure trove.


There is one small diary of his time in France and Belgium, containing mainly memos and jottings. The four diaries of his time in the Far East contain detailed descriptions of the capitulation and of life as a prisoner of war of Japan. The first three were small, three-month diaries – pharmaceutical company giveaways. To begin with, Harry wrote a daily entry on each page, but when he realised he would run out of paper, his writing became smaller and smaller. He then began writing more fully only on days on which he felt something of note had happened.
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The cover of the fourth diary, a partly used bill-of-lading








His supply of diaries ran out on Christmas Day 1942, but Harry was fortunate to find a partly used bill-of-lading book in which he wrote in both pen and pencil. The paper was very thin, so to start with he only wrote on one side of the page. When he reached the end, he turned it over to write on the other side. This did not make the diaries easy to read, particularly as his handwriting was a fairly typical doctor’s scrawl. In addition, there were holes in several places where small sections had been deliberately cut out to destroy evidence of an illegal radio, which was a death penalty offence.


To keep a diary at all was strictly forbidden. Harry concealed his in various places, including under or sewn into his mattress. At one point, when he was at a camp on the Burma Railway, he was given a sudden order to move and did not have time to retrieve his diary. He was able to get a message to a friend, who brought it up to him some four weeks later.


Harry decided that parts of his diaries were worth transcribing. Some of the text in this book is based on his reading verbatim when we were together, and he would amplify the written entries. He dictated the rest of the section about the long trek up country and his time as medical officer (MO) on the railway (10 April 1943 to 22 December 1943), plus the incarceration at Selarang, onto a cassette, which I then transcribed and discussed with him to make sure it was accurate. The transcription was sent to the Imperial War Museum (IWM) and picked up by various organisations who found it of great significance.


The senior curator at the IWM replied that the diary entries




are a happy mixture of personal and professional comment on your experience as a medical officer with the ill-starred F Force. You give a graphic picture of the appalling privations which you suffered during your journey to Bampong and forced marches to the top camps on the Burma–Siam railway, and a harrowing record of your efforts to combat the cholera epidemic and other diseases to which, because of the dreadful conditions, all the members of F Force were so vulnerable.





Harry thought that these were the only sections of his diaries which would be of interest to the general public, and so I transcribed about a fifth of the material with his help. After his death I felt it was important to complete the rest. It was a shock for my sister, brother and me to find out what our father had actually been through, as he had made light of his wartime experiences, joking about the hardships and privations as if they were mere inconveniences.


His articulate narrative of his time in captivity in the Far East presents acute observations, sometimes horrific, sometimes with flashes of his droll sense of humour. The diaries are now held in the IWM. His main diary was in a fragile state and has since been restored by the museum. The current senior curator there thanked the family for donating the diaries and commented on ‘their detailed and eloquent account of the conditions endured by POWs in Japanese captivity. The diaries are amongst the best that I have so far read in this subject area.’


Jim Bradley sent my father a copy of his memoir, Towards the Setting Sun, recounting his attempted escape from the Burma Railway (see Chapter 13). He enclosed a letter in which he wrote that he always felt that my father was one of the great men in captivity.


In our family my father was one of the unsung heroes. He was an amazing man who went out of his way to care for people, something that continued throughout his life. I remember on more than one occasion he stopped the car when there appeared to have been an accident by the roadside. I also have holiday memories of him helping someone who was choking on a bone and going to hospital with a family whose child had broken their leg.


Harry retained to the end both the compassion and sense of humour which we believe helped him to survive as a POW. It is my privilege to tell his story, as much as possible in his own words.
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War Office commission as lieutenant, 2 January 1940
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What a Night! … Bombed, Machine-Gunned and Shelled


Harry enlisted as soon as war was declared in September 1939, and was posted to the 9th Battalion, Royal Northumberland Fusiliers (RNF). He was told to report immediately, so he set off in his old banger, which broke down in Darlington. He took a taxi to Newcastle but was upset to find that, far from expecting him, the reporting station did not yet exist, and he was put up in a hotel for three weeks. The battalion spent the winter training at Gosforth Park racecourse. Apparently, they were woefully underequipped. Although nominally a machine-gun battalion, they possessed only two machine guns, which were German weapons captured in 1918 that had been acquired by an officer of the regiment.


The early days of the war became known as the ‘Phoney War’, as there was little combat in western Europe. Those eight months gave the Allies time to train their troops in preparation for the battles that began when Germany invaded France in May 1940. The RNF, as part of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), were sent to support the French.


They embarked on the SS Fenella at Southampton on St George’s Day, 23 April 1940 – a significant day for the RNF, as their emblem features St George and the Dragon. St George was to be a potent symbol for the RNF during the war. In his wartime diaries – published in 2013 as Down to Bedrock – Padre Eric Cordingly named the chapels he consecrated in Singapore and Thailand after St George, and ‘Fusilier George’, author of the 9th Battalion RNF’s period in France in 1940 – A Story of the 9th Battalion, Royal Northumberland Fusiliers, April and May 1940 – chose it as his nom de plume. Even in captivity in Changi they celebrated St George’s Day:


23 APRIL 1942




St George’s Day dawned bright & clear (& very hot). We all went home & made roses in our hats – made out of red flags & white bandages. Everyone appeared to have a sparkle in their eyes. Special dinner with tablecloths – toast to the King & absent friends drunk in rum.





The RNF had the task of constructing an airfield. The week was divided into four days working on the airfields, two days training and a day of rest. The official history of the RNF states that ‘as the role was a working and not a fighting one, the Division proceeded on a much-reduced scale of weapons, equipment and transport’. Although the two ancient machine guns had been supplemented by a further twenty-four plus an anti-tank rifle, they still had a ‘skeleton scale of equipment’.


To begin with, there were few signs of war. They stayed in various small towns and villages and were welcomed by the French. The pseudonymous ‘Fusilier George’ wrote: ‘Many and frequent were the bottles of wine that were cracked in celebration of our arrival to the furthering of the Entente Cordiale and to the speedy and utter downfall of the Hun.’ There was a holiday atmosphere, and the army put on several variety concerts as entertainment. In that short period there were only a few medical problems requiring Harry’s attention. Among others, he mentioned a fractured hand, bronchitis, pneumonia, scabies, a query appendicitis and two ‘fake cases’.


After having lived under canvas since arriving in France, Harry was billeted in a château in Lillers, a small farming town around ten miles west of Béthune. There were constant air raid sirens, which were generally ignored. In an undated letter to his brother he wrote:




Air raid warnings sound almost continuously but no one takes any notice now and most people appear rather bored. Our planes are certainly causing havoc among the Huns, but I think that we have a long way to go before we beat them.


The chaps in my battalion are dying to use their guns on the Jerries & would welcome an opportunity of getting at them. The sad spectacle of thousands of refugees heading south on every conceivable form of conveyance is seen from dawn till dusk every day now. Even dust carts and hearses are being used for this purpose.


The weather has kept very fine and sunny for the past two weeks and life is very pleasant. I am now sitting in the garden behind the Chateau in the hot sunshine with a Sapper book on one side, some chocolate on the other side and my writing pad on my knee.







[image: Illustration]




Diary, 29 May 1940, Dunkirk: ‘What a night!’








This almost idyllic rural existence ended abruptly when the German offensive began. ‘Fusilier George’ wrote:




Friday 10th May 1940 will surely go down through the ages as one of the milestones of History. We were all awakened at about 0400 hours by the sound of heavy gunfire and the drone of internal combustion engines. The sky was dotted with small puffs of white smoke and there were to be seen a number of aircraft obviously of Hun extraction.





For the next few days the battalion went into defensive mode, presuming a parachute drop was imminent. The division was moved to the right flank of the BEF in preparation for an unexpected German advance. They were spread out into neighbouring towns, but all the roads were clogged with refugees.


The British troops then moved steadily northwards to reach Steenbecque, where they had the most intense combat of the war to date, defending the ridge which was becoming surrounded by German tanks:


24 MAY 1940




Went into action against German tanks. We looked like being overwhelmed – troop carriers are reported to have landed. No sleep for 3 nights, must have affected the lads. Who can defend themselves against tanks with rifles? Where is the air force?





In a letter home on 4 June, Harry wrote: ‘when we went into action against the Huns, we were actually surrounded by German tanks and got away by a miracle’. The following day the 9th RNF received this congratulatory message from Major-General Curtis:




WELL DONE! If you had not held the STEENBECQUE ridge against tanks and infantry for 48 hours the Boches might now be in DUNKERQUE. The 9th have enhanced the tradition of the fighting 5th.





They were then ordered to withdraw, and retreated to Dunkirk under constant bombardment. On 28 May, Harry made a brief diary entry:




Berthen. What a night! Travelling in the rain, bombed, machine-gunned and shelled. Hear that British army is evacuating this sector. Anticipate terrible slaughter on roads.





The following day they moved from Isenberg to De Panne:




What a contrast – a bright sunny holiday crowd on the front and a few miles away there is a terrific battle. Took up positions near Ost Dunkirk, very heavily shelled. Living in beautiful houses on the seafront. Navy is protecting us with her AA guns.
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Official photograph taken shortly after enlistment; Harry inscribed it to his fiancée








It was total chaos on the beaches, so Harry took over a local café for his patients. There he delivered three babies to local women. He commandeered a truck to transport the sick and injured over the sand to the waiting boats. This was a difficult task as, apart from the constant bombing, he had to swerve frequently to avoid soldiers who, while they were waiting, part-buried themselves in the sand for protection with only their heads showing. In his letter home he said he could hear the shells and bombs bursting all around: ‘It was a nightmare ride that I shall not forget in a hurry.’


Harry made several journeys from La Panne to Dunkirk before he ran out of fuel and walked the last stretch. He got away on the destroyer HMS Malcolm, accompanying the wounded he had rescued. A letter written by Montague Burton1 to Harry’s father praises Harry’s ‘bravery, self-possession and calmness in the firing-line’.


During the period between the retreat at Dunkirk in June 1940 and their departure for the eventual destination of Singapore in October 1941, the battalion was strengthened, properly equipped and trained in the UK. They were deployed first to defend the coastline in Devon and then Norfolk, waiting for a German invasion that did not materialise. They had further training in Scotland, Cheshire, Wiltshire and North Wales. By the end of it, the official history of the RNF, The History of the Royal Northumberland Fusiliers in the Second World War, states that the 18th Division (of which the 9th Battalion was part) ‘had become a highly-trained formation, and the RNF a first-class machine gun unit’.
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Officers of the 9th Battalion during machine-gun training at Trawsfynnyd, North Wales, September 1941; Harry, lower R











 


____________


1  Montague Burton was a highly respected Leeds businessman. He declined the offer to be Lord Mayor of Leeds but was knighted for services to industrial relations. He founded the tailoring business Burton Menswear, which, as the biggest UK tailoring business at the time, made a quarter of British military uniforms during World War Two.
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