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To Maggie, our children and grandchildren,
and the generations yet to come.
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PROLOGUE


I have a confession to make. For over 40 years, I’ve been dealing with an obsession. In medical circles, obsessions are often labelled as persistent or recurring unwanted thoughts which intrude into daily life and cause significant distress. In contrast, my personal obsession, while time-consuming, has been a source of pleasure and joy over many years. It’s called genealogy: the study of family history.


Let me tell you why it’s so important in my life and how it all started.


In February 1981, my wife, Maggie, and I – along with our newborn son, Stephen – were living in a beautiful, 100-year-old cottage on the outskirts of Wexford. The cottage boasted three-feet-thick stone walls and lovely views of the lush green surrounding countryside. I was employed as a young doctor in the local hospital. Our lives were very happy – and very busy.


When our home phone rang one evening, I anticipated that the call would be from the hospital or from one of Stephen’s proud grandparents. I was wrong, on both counts. A lovely lady introduced herself as Olive Dawson née Kennedy. She lived in Wexford with her husband, Barry, and five children. She told me that she was my second cousin. I was ashamed to admit to her that I barely knew all my Kennedy aunts and uncles (there are 10 of them), only some of my first cousins (31 in total, I now know) and none of my second cousins. Olive finished the call by saying that she would help me to learn more. She was true to her word.


A week later, we visited her home for a delightful dinner. We were joined by her aunt, Sr Barbara Kennedy, a Catholic nun in Bunclody, Co. Wexford and an expert in the family history of my Kennedy clan. She entertained us with lots of stories of her childhood growing up in Eglish, a rural townland near the town of Borrisokane in north Co. Tipperary. Near the end of dinner, Sr Barbara presented me with a beautifully hand-drawn family tree, along with the names of my great-grandparents and a depiction of many of their descendants.


I was determined to know more and so began researching. Soon I learned that the original Kennedy (Cinnéide in Irish) was the father of Brian Boru, the famous High King of Ireland who defeated Viking invaders in the Battle of Clontarf in 1014. This and many other discoveries were pleasing and exciting to me. Many of the skills involved in family research were also appealing. For example, I had always enjoyed working out puzzles, ever since my father had taught me how to do cryptic crosswords as a boy. In school, I had loved learning about history and studying maps. In medicine, I enjoyed the art of differential diagnosis – that is, considering multiple possibilities and carefully analysing data to arrive at the right conclusion. These talents, it seemed to me, were at the heart of genealogy. As a result, I was hooked.


We emigrated to Alberta, Canada in 1982; however, if anything, my passion for family history only increased, as Maggie and I both wanted to ensure that our children did not lose their Irish roots. Stephen was joined by Deirdre in 1983, Aisling in 1985 and Mary Clare in 1987. We made sure to return to Ireland for family holidays as often as we could. On each of these visits, I would try to set aside a day in Dublin to search for family records. This involved visits to reading rooms in the National Archives, General Register Office, National Library, Royal Irish Academy or Trinity College Library. Later, I found even more information by meeting and corresponding with relatives interested in family history. There seems to be one keen genealogist in each clan. It was wonderful to share knowledge with like-minded enthusiasts. The arrival of the internet, and, later, of affordable DNA testing, made searching even easier.


After 40 years, I now have a large family tree, depicting both my roots and Maggie’s Gleeson ancestry. In total, there are over seventy thousand names. However, as time has passed, I’ve come to realise that I’m now less focused on expanding that family tree and much more interested in family history.


Each individual in the tree has a life story. Almost all will have had some drama worth retelling, and a few of them are as dramatic as a Hollywood movie. However, I will leave that task to other family historians; instead, I’ve decided to focus on a single unforgettable story, one which is close to my heart.


Just before the start of World War 2, my parents met and fell in love in the beautiful seaside town of Ballybunion, Co. Kerry, in the south-west corner of Ireland. Within a year, they were engaged and expected to marry soon after. They were wrong. Because of the war, they became separated by many thousands of miles for over five years. For most of that time, my mother did not know if her fiancé was alive or dead. Though he was a citizen of a neutral country, my father had become a prisoner of war (POW) of the Japanese empire. In fact, he was a slave labourer working on a railway running from Burma (modern-day Myanmar) to Thailand. The railway is now better known as the River Kwai Railway, or, more ominously, ‘the Death Railway’. During this period, he endured conditions of cruelty and deprivation that are almost unimaginable, narrowly escaping death on several occasions. His incredible survival personifies courage, love, faith and tenacity in the midst of a prolonged nightmare – as well as some good luck. Luck that, incredibly, brings us back to Ballybunion.


This amazing story has not been easy to compile. My father, like many men from that era, did not like to talk about his war experiences and thought that silence was the best coping mechanism. If any of my six siblings or I asked him about those days, he, or my mother, would nearly always change the subject. Luckily, he did break his silence with me on rare occasions.


I remember watching the Oscar-winning film The Bridge on the River Kwai with him one Christmas when I was a boy. Afterwards, he told me that the Hollywood story was quite inaccurate, but he didn’t explain further. Similarly, on another occasion we watched a movie about an attempted escape from a German POW camp. Afterwards, he told me how barbed wire fences had been unnecessary on the River Kwai; if a prisoner escaped, he would either die in the jungle or be easily recognisable to the local population, who would return him to the Japanese for a reward.


He did, of course, share all his wartime experiences with my mother. While he was alive, she honoured his wish not to talk about them with anyone else. In hindsight, I believe that she was simply trying to protect his mental health. She saw up close the nightmares that had plagued him for many years after the war and did not want to rekindle them. The term PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) had not yet come into common usage. However, after his death in 1989, my mother provided me with a treasure trove of stories.


My parents were not my only source of information. I read many books and memoirs about the experiences of POWs in Asia, especially on the River Kwai. I also came across insights through more serendipitous means. In 1991, our family moved from Alberta to the small town of Ladysmith on Vancouver Island, where I soon had a busy family practice. During this time, I became friendly with Dr Patricia ‘Paddy’ Mark, a family doctor in nearby Nanaimo. I was pleasantly surprised to learn that her father, originally from Northern Ireland, had worked as a medical officer on the River Kwai, and she willingly shared many of his personal memories with me.


In the early 2000s, an older man named Jack Farr became my patient. He soon told me that he had been a young pilot in the Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF) based in India in World War 2. During the last two years of the war, he and his colleagues became known as the Burma Bombers. He had personally flown combat missions over the Burma–Thailand Railway, and one of his Canadian friends had even been the one to destroy the real ‘Bridge on the River Kwai’. We spent a lot of time in my office chatting about his wartime experiences instead of his medical concerns.


By 2007, Maggie was a professor of nursing at Vancouver Island University (VIU) in Nanaimo. She and a colleague, Anna Grieve, were invited to present at a conference in Bangkok, Thailand, and kindly brought their husbands along for the trip. After the conference, we were able to arrange a minibus trip to Kanchanaburi, about 150km north-east of Bangkok, the site of the famous ‘Bridge on the River Kwai’. Not only were we able to walk across the bridge, but we rode the railway over the raised wooden Wampo (Wang Pho) viaduct that my father had helped to build. It was an overwhelming experience and a day I will never forget.


A couple of years later, I learned that the British National Archives in Kew, London was releasing military records of POWs of the Japanese for the first time. My sister Irene, who lives in London, kindly agreed to go to Kew to look for our dad’s records. Armed with only his military number, she soon held in her hands his British record written in his own handwriting, as well as a corresponding record in Japanese. Astonished, she emailed copies to me. I was incredulous. My father had provided me with a roadmap and exact timeline of his imprisonment – what a gift.


In 2022, my great-niece Sadhbh Murphy decided to write a high school history paper about my father’s wartime story. She interviewed me at length for her project, amazed to learn how much information I had gathered.


‘You should write a book,’ Sadhbh told me.


I thought about it and realised that she was right; this remarkable family story deserves to be preserved for future generations. I hope you agree.
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01 EARLY DAYS


By most standards, my parents had an exceptionally long engagement. Their romance began in the summer of 1939 in Ballybunion, Co. Kerry, and they became engaged in early 1940. At the time, they were unaware that it would be six agonising years before they could marry.


That summer of 1939 is remembered in Ireland and Britain as being unusually warm and sunny. Unfortunately, at the same time many people recognized that war in Europe was increasingly likely, as Hitler’s Germany continued to threaten its neighbouring countries.


My father, Don Kennedy, then aged 25, was studying accountancy in University College Dublin (UCD). His best friend in college was Jim Trainor. Jim had the luxury of owning a somewhat antiquated car and, one weekend, invited a few male friends, including my dad, to accompany him on a trip to Ballybunion. By coincidence, my mother, Nora Ring – then aged 21, also attending UCD, but living in her family home in Mallow, Co. Cork during the summer holidays – did the same thing with a group of girlfriends. The two groups met and spent much of the weekend together.


Ballybunion is a popular seaside resort in north Kerry, famous for its world-renowned golf course, seaweed baths (said to have medicinal properties), clifftop walks with spectacular views, and several beaches. The two main beaches are known locally as ‘ladies’ beach’ and ‘men’s beach’. They are so named because, in the distant past, only the respective genders were allowed to use each beach. (Presumably children swam with their mothers?) This separation of the sexes was ordered by the local parish priest, who walked by daily to ensure the rule wasn’t broken. I imagine that this rule was no longer in place in 1939.


The attraction between the tall Dubliner and the petite Corkwoman was immediate, and sparks continued to fly over the next couple of days. At the end of the weekend, he asked her if they could continue dating when they returned to UCD. She agreed – on one condition.


In those days, UCD was a relatively small university situated in a single building in Earlsfort Terrace. This meant that most students knew each other and knew who was seeing a member of the opposite sex. As a result, Nora knew that Don had been courting another young woman back in Dublin, so her condition was that he would end that relationship as soon as he got back home. He instantly agreed and their romance blossomed when university restarted.


In many respects, their relationship was an unlikely one. He was from the capital city; she was from a small country town. He came from a large family with 10 siblings; she came from a single-parent family with only a single sister, Kathleen (usually known as Kay). Don had always lived at home; Nora, from the age of 10 onwards, spent most of the year away at school, first in Loreto Convent, Dalkey and then at UCD.


However, there were also similarities in their backgrounds. Both families were religious, with a strong Catholic faith. Don had two brothers, Dick and Paddy, both of whom were Jesuit priests, and a sister, Rene, who was a Loreto nun. The heads of both households, Don’s father and Nora’s mother, were strong-minded individuals who were successful in their chosen fields and were firm proponents of education for their children.


Their personalities were also alike. Both were outgoing and sociable with a wide circle of friends. Both were excellent athletes: Nora was captain of the UCD field hockey team and a good golfer; Don was a competitive runner and played rugby for Old Belvedere. Many of their traits may well have come from their parents.


[image: Don Kennedy running on a race track. A number on his sleeveless t-shirt reads 163.]

Don Kennedy, 1935





Nora’s parents were Denis Ring and Mary Healy. They married in 1912 and soon after he established a busy drapery store in West End, Mallow. Kathleen was born in 1913 and Nora in November 1917. Six months later, disaster struck: Denis was diagnosed with diabetes, for which there was no treatment at the time (insulin was discovered three years later). Because of the high sugar levels in his body, he developed an insatiable thirst. Friends and family went to a spa in Mallow to bring him buckets of water, as the water was reputed to have curative properties. It did not work. Within three weeks, Denis was dead and Mary was a young widow responsible for two young daughters and a small business.


She had no experience of running a business, but she was determined and a quick learner. Once or twice a year she would travel to London with her brother Jeremiah (who had a drapery in Kanturk) to keep up with the latest fashion trends. On rare occasions, she was even able to bring Kathleen or Nora (but not both) on the trip as a special treat. She was also a natural at engaging with her customers. For example, she was knowledgeable about sports (which impressed her male customers) and politics. She hated Éamon de Valera, and was not shy about saying so. As a result of her hard work, the drapery continued to thrive.


She continued to run the business until her early eighties, selling it to the business tycoon Ben Dunne in the late 1950s. Typically, she completed the deal without using any intermediaries. Dunnes Stores in Mallow remained at the West End location for the next 50 years. Mary lived to be 92. I am sure my mother inherited many of her personality traits, especially a feisty determination and a love of sports.


Don’s parents were Denis Kennedy, a surgeon at St Vincent’s Hospital in Dublin, originally from Eglish, North Tipperary, and Mary Langan, originally from Rathfeigh, Co. Meath. They married in 1900 and went on to have 11 children – six girls and five boys. Unusually for the time, all of them survived into adulthood. My father and his four older brothers attended Belvedere College, travelling up and down on the train each day from their home, a large house and estate called Hollywood, in Carrickmines.


Denis had a reputation for kindness with his patients but strictness in the operating room and at home. His nickname was ‘Butcher Kennedy’. (I’ve been assured that this was a term of affection and not intended to be derogatory.) On one occasion, one of his daughters went out on a date. Her escort was given a strict deadline for her return home. When he missed the deadline by five minutes, Denis told the unfortunate suitor that he would never date her again. He never did.


His wife Mary, in contrast, was a warm, loving support for all her children. She herself was one of ten children who grew up on a farm in Co. Meath, so caring for her own large family seemed to come easily to her. She even found time to have her own small farming operation, with chickens, eggs, fruit and vegetables. These were sold locally, providing her with some extra income, which, we will shortly see, was a key factor in Don and Nora’s love story.


Denis was proud that so many of his children became doctors (five: Kathleen, Leo, Dermot, Eileen and Maeve) or dedicated their lives to religious service (three: Dick, Paddy and Rene). He fully expected that Don would also go into medical school, so when Don opted for accountancy instead, the old man refused to speak to him for several months. Eventually, his mother – to whom Don was very close – acted as a mediator and peace was restored. Part of his reason for refusing medical school was that Don was squeamish about medical matters. Little did he realise that, within a few years, he would be exposed to some of the worst imaginable medical horrors.
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The romance between Don and Nora became stronger in late 1939 and early 1940 – to the point where Don invited her to meet his parents. Nora was extremely nervous, but passed the test with flying colours, thereafter becoming a popular and frequent visitor to Don’s home in Carrickmines.


During this time, as many had feared, war was declared in Europe. De Valera, who was now Taoiseach, decided that the country would remain neutral in the conflict. The USA also declared itself neutral, although it was providing material support to Britain through its ‘Lend-Lease’ agreement. The material, including food, oil and ships, was supplied at no initial charge, with the costs of the loan to be repaid over time when the war ended. Meanwhile, in the Pacific, an increasingly belligerent Japan was threatening the US and Britain with military action.


In the spring of 1940, Don successfully passed his accountancy exams and completed his practical experience at a large accountancy company in Dublin (Craig Gardiner and Co.). He knew that Nora was the love of his life and that he wanted to marry her. There was only one problem – he was broke. So he went to the other woman he loved, borrowing the money for an engagement ring from his mother.


Nora was delighted to accept his proposal of marriage. Now there was a new problem: unemployment. Due to ‘the Emergency’ – the state of emergency declared in Ireland throughout World War 2 – and the ongoing recession, there were no professional job openings in Ireland.


A friend and fellow accountant, John Bernard ‘Barney’ Byrne, told him about employment opportunities in the British Civil Service overseas, explaining how he was going to Hong Kong. Desperate, Don applied and was ultimately appointed to a position in Singapore, then part of Malaya. He was expected to start his new post in the summer of 1940.


Relieved, he and Nora decided that he would get established in Malaya and that she would join him the following year, whereupon they would marry in Singapore.


If only it had been that easy.
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02 THE IMPREGNABLE FORTRESS


SINGAPORE, 1940–1942


Don sailed from Liverpool to Port Swettenham (now Port Klang) in Malaya on 3 July 1940, having first sailed from Dún Laoghaire to Holyhead in North Wales. He travelled on the SS Eurybates of the Blue Funnel Line. This was not a luxury liner – it was essentially a cargo ship with a few berths for private travellers (four in total on this voyage). By this time, the long voyage was very dangerous. Hitler’s German forces had defeated France in June 1940. This enabled his submarines to use French ports as a base to attack British ships in the Atlantic Ocean, while his air force endangered ships in the Mediterranean Sea. As a result, the Eurybates was forced to avoid the Suez Canal and sail around Africa, adding weeks to the journey, which took about seven weeks in total.


Thankfully, Don arrived safely in Port Swettenham, after which he travelled overland down the Malay Peninsula to the island of Singapore to begin his career in the Malayan British Civil Service. He did well and soon became popular with his fellow workers and superiors. Finally, he was earning a good salary and was able to save some money. He also liked the tropical climate and the exotic cuisine. While there was persistent talk about possible Japanese aggression, he felt that this was unlikely to affect Malaya. He only saw positives for his future here. He and his fiancée could marry, have a good lifestyle and start a family. With this in mind, in late 1940 he sent word for Nora to join him in Singapore.


Despite the danger, she reserved passage to sail. I still have the passport issued to her in January 1941 – signed by her mother’s least favourite politician, de Valera. However, by the time she received her passport, the danger to shipping from German submarines was even worse, resulting in the British government banning all sea travel for women and children. Consequently, Nora and Don’s separation continued.


In fact, in the first half of 1941, the British government was not just concerned about nearby seas; they were worried for the safety of the furthest reaches of their empire. In May 1941, the British authorities were increasingly worried about a Japanese invasion of Malaya and other British territories in Asia. While Japan was not formally at war yet, it was part of a military pact with Germany and Italy (the Axis Forces). If it went to war, the Malayan rubber plantations and tin mines would be an invaluable source of raw material for its armed forces. To help fend off this threat, it was therefore decided that all British civil servants would be conscripted into the Federated Malay States Volunteer Force (FMSVF).


[image: An image of Nora’s passport displaying her photo and personal information.]

Nora’s passport





Don refused to be conscripted, pointing out that he was a citizen of a neutral country. The officer he spoke with was irate and put him in jail overnight for his disobedience. The next day, after receiving Don’s Irish passport, the officer reluctantly agreed to release him. Once freed, however, my father immediately volunteered for the force.


I’ve often reflected on this sequence of events. Why did Don act as he did? I think he was determined to prove a point. He was a proud Irishman and, as he argued, a citizen of an independent, neutral country. Once the British authorities accepted that fact, he was prepared to fight the evil of the Japanese and German empires. I believe that these attributes of determination and courage would prove critical to his survival in the years to come.


He was trained to be a gunner. This involved operating large, fixed guns located at the south end of Singapore island, facing out to sea, as the authorities anticipated that this was how the Japanese would invade. How wrong they were.
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On 8 December 1941 – or 7 December 1941 on the US mainland – the Japanese launched a sneak attack on the US Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii, declaring war on Britain and the USA after the attack was completed. At almost the same time, Japan launched troop invasions in north-east Malaya, Thailand and the Philippines.


The military campaign in defence of Malaya was a disaster for the Allied forces, despite outnumbering the Japanese two to one. Reasons for their capitulation included that few of the defensive units had been trained in jungle warfare and that they were often led by inexperienced British officers. Furthermore, the Japanese landing force had 57 tanks; the British had none. The Japanese also had air superiority. This advantage was compounded in the first days of the campaign when the Allies retreated, leaving behind three intact northern airfields, which the Japanese soon put to good use as a base for their fighter and bomber planes.


When the invasion began, a new battleship, HMS Prince of Wales, and an old battlecruiser, HMS Repulse, had sailed north from Singapore to reinforce the British defences. On 10 December 1942, they were attacked by Japanese torpedobombers and both were sunk within two hours. This was devastating to British morale and their illusions of naval supremacy. When Winston Churchill was informed of the news, he wrote: ‘In all the war, I never received a more direct shock.’


Back on land, the Allied troops continued to retreat, laden down with packs, blankets, gas masks and bulky canned rations. In contrast, the Japanese soldiers carried lightweight weapons and survived on a few handfuls of rice with some seaweed and pickles. They also used abandoned cars, trucks and even bicycles to increase their mobility, enabling them to repeatedly outflank their opposition. In addition, commandeered fishing boats were used to land seaborne units on the coast behind British lines, causing even more panic and bewilderment.


As they fled, the Allied officers looked for a better defensive position. They never found it. By 15 January 1942, the Japanese were only 100 miles north of Singapore. Fierce fighting ensued for the next two weeks. Finally, the Japanese breached one part of the defensive line, putting the Allied soldiers at risk of encirclement. Once again, they were ordered to retreat.


In less than two months, the Japanese had reached the southern tip of the Malay peninsula. The retreating British and Australian forces crossed into Singapore on 31 January 1942, destroying part of the connecting 1,100-yard causeway behind them. This left at its narrowest point a mere 60-yard gap between the Japanese forces and the northern shore of Singapore.


The island was now besieged. Even then, the British leadership remained convinced that the final Japanese assault would come from the sea. Throughout all of 1941, the British commander in Singapore, General Percival, had refused to significantly strengthen the defences of the northern part of the island, as he felt that such measures would be bad for the morale of civilians and troops. As a result, my father and his fellow gunners, fortified by a daily ration of rum, continued to man a large gun battery facing southward out towards the ocean.


The generals were sadly mistaken. On 8 February, the Japanese succeeded in getting troops across the Johor Strait and securing a foothold in the north-west corner of the island. On 11 February, their engineers were able to repair the causeway, allowing tanks and mechanised vehicles to drive across. Even at this late stage, the British Commander-in-Chief for Malaya and the Dutch East Indies (now Indonesia), General Wavell, refused to acknowledge reality. His Order of the Day read, in part:




It is certain that our troops in Singapore Island greatly outnumber any Japanese who have crossed the straits. We must destroy them. Our fighting reputation is at stake and the honour of the British Empire. The Americans have held out in the Bataan Peninsula against far heavier odds, the Russians are turning back the packed strength of the Germans, the Chinese with an almost complete lack of modern equipment have held the Japanese for four-and-a-half years. It would be disgraceful if we yield our boasted fortress of Singapore to inferior forces. There must be no thought of sparing the troops or the civilian population and no mercy must be shown to any weakness. Commanders and senior officers must lead their troops and if necessary, die with them. Every unit must fight it out to the end and in close contact with the enemy.





His words fell on deaf ears. The troops and civilian population were completely demoralised. Within a few days, they had almost completely run out of water, food, petrol and ammunition. In the end, General Percival decided that further resistance would be futile. On Sunday 15 February 1942, the so-called ‘impregnable fortress’ surrendered and about 100,000 Allied servicemen became POWs.


Don Kennedy, FMSVF gunner No. 13906, was among them. He had not fired a single shot.


[image: A scanned copy of Don’s Japanese prisoner of war record featuring information in both Japanese and English.]

Don’s Japanese prisoner of war record, 1945
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The Japanese had not anticipated having so many prisoners and initially were uncertain about what to do with them. After a few days, during which some prisoners were even able to return to their homes to collect belongings, they decided to assemble the prisoners in six compounds in and around Changi Jail in the north-east part of Singapore Island. A warning was issued that any POW found outside the Changi perimeter after 20 February without permission would be summarily executed.


Feeding so many prisoners was also an issue. The Japanese were contemptuous of those who had surrendered, as this was taboo in their military culture of bushido, and so initially refused to supply any food. When the British Army food reserves ran out, however, they reluctantly agreed to provide one cup of rice (often infested with weevils) three times a day for each man, as well as some drinking water. No meat, vegetables, fruit, salad or other source of nutrition were given. Soon some of the men began to show signs of vitamin deficiency and malnutrition. Others managed to cope somewhat better, at least at first. For example, some members of the FMSVF had continuing contact with local merchants, so many food and medical items were smuggled into the camps. A thriving black market developed. No one realised that these conditions would be far superior to what lay ahead.


Don spent three months in Changi. One day, a fellow prisoner approached him and informed him that there was another Irish POW named Kennedy in a distant corner of Changi – perhaps they were related? He went looking and was amazed to discover that the other Kennedy was his older brother, Fr Dick. I can only imagine the joy (and shock and concern) that both brothers experienced during this unexpected reunion, thousands of miles from home.


Dick (Richard) was a Jesuit priest, born in November 1906 and ordained in 1939. In 1941, he had answered a call for volunteers to be military chaplains for the British forces. Completely unknown to Don, he had the misfortune to be the padre on the last British Navy ship to arrive in Singapore before the surrender. He had the rank of captain (Service No. 185226) in the Royal Army Chaplain Corps. As officers typically had better access to food than regular soldiers, it seems likely that he helped Don obtain extra nutrition during the time they spent together in Changi.


Dick ultimately spent six months in Changi, later being transferred to camps in Taiwan, Fukuoka in Japan and finally Manchuria in 1945. He tried to learn Japanese but did not know about the subtle class distinctions of the language. When he tried to speak to his Japanese guards, he spoke as a superior to an inferior. This resulted in many facial slaps and beatings.


[image: A head-and-shoulders shot of Father Dick Kennedy dressed in priestly attire.]

Father Dick Kennedy, 1940s





Early in April 1942, the Japanese asked for 3,000 POWs to form a working party in the city of Singapore. Many of the men were keen to go, to escape the monotony of prison life in Changi. The British leaders decided that a large number of the Volunteer forces should be included, as they knew the city well – and so Don was among those chosen. Leaving his brother behind in the camp must have been difficult for him. He would not reunite with Dick again for many years, though at the time he must have wondered if he’d ever see his brother again.


The day of departure from Changi came on 15 May 1942. Early in the morning, Don was among a group of 650 men – including a full company of FMSVF, which was designated as ‘D’ Battalion – that were ordered to march 15 miles to the Havelock Road Camp in Singapore. This was a gruelling ordeal in the tropical heat. The men had to carry 15 to 20 pounds of kit each, even though most had been existing on a semi-starvation diet for three months, further aggravated by dysentery and beriberi (deficiency of vitamin B1). Men started to collapse from sheer weakness soon after they set out on the march. The Japanese guards saw this and did allow occasional rest periods; they were not as lenient later in the war. En route, several Asian shopkeepers showed compassion to the prisoners, taking considerable risks to give them water, food and even money.


Don and the other POWs arrived in an exhausted condition at Havelock Road in the late afternoon. The camp consisted of multiple wooden huts roofed with attap palm leaves. They had originally been erected in the early part of the war, before the fall of Singapore, to house refugee Asians from the Malay peninsula. Prior to that, the whole area had been used by the local people as a refuse dump. The huts were in terrible condition, overrun with rats, bugs, lice and fleas. Neither were there any latrines. Regardless, the prisoners were too exhausted to do any tidying that evening and just slept wherever they could. One man died during the night; many more would die from Japanese ill-treatment, illness and exhaustion in the years to come.


The next day, under the direction of their medical officers, they began the general clean-up of the camp and setting up of basic sanitation, washing and cooking facilities. Conditions there soon became much better than they had been at Changi. The British soldiers were confined to the camps at night, but during the day they went out in working parties around the city. The food was not too bad and was supplemented by food bought outside or donated by friendly locals. This was particularly true for volunteers like Don, as they had the best local contacts, certainly compared to regular soldiers who had not previously lived in Singapore. Consequently, the number of sick prisoners dropped to the lowest level they would see throughout their captivity.


The work in Singapore was varied, including clearing up the city, the demolition of derelict buildings and walls, as well as building big warehouses on a piece of waste-land nicknamed ‘The Cabbage Patch’. Later, when the prisoners learned that these warehouses were intended to be occupied by Japanese soldiers, they made great efforts to collect bugs, lice and fleas, leaving them there to torment their captors. It was a small act of rebellion, perhaps, but one that likely helped with morale, as Don and his fellow POWs struggled to see any quick end to their captivity.
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At the end of May 1942, six months after the start of their offensive, the Japanese had achieved all their war objectives in Southeast Asia at minimum cost to themselves. They had complete control of Hong Kong, the Philippines, the Dutch East Indies, Thailand, Malaya, Singapore (which they renamed Syonan), all the island groups in the western Pacific, and Burma. Never before had such a large area been conquered in such a short time. They also had possession of Korea and a large portion of Chinese territory from Manchuria down to Shanghai, as well as holding every Chinese port of any significance further south. Furthermore, they occupied all of French Indochina and part of New Guinea. The Japanese called this empire ‘The Great East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’. It extended almost 4,000 miles in each direction, occupying five different time zones – although the Japanese imposed Tokyo time throughout the captured territories.


The Allies were deeply shocked by the defeats they endured. There were fears that Australia might be the next invasion target, and these fears were compounded by an air attack on the Darwin Naval Base in February 1942, when 11 ships were sunk and the town evacuated. There was even concern that India might be overrun, or that the west coast of North America might be attacked.


The Japanese leadership, however, had a problem. They realised that their supply lines were over-extended and that Allied counter-offensives on land and sea would be difficult to resist. As the most distant of its new possessions, the defence of Burma was vital. It was extremely important that it should have ready access to troop reinforcements and war materials, which would come mainly from Thailand. In 1942, this traffic between Thailand and Burma could only happen by sea, a distance of almost 2,000 miles between Bangkok and Rangoon. Japanese merchant ships would be vulnerable to attack, by air and sea, by increasingly stronger Allied forces. But the two capitals were only 350 miles apart by land. Therefore, in June 1942, Japan made the momentous decision to link the two: it would build a railway.


The chosen route for this railway ran from Nong Pladuk in Thailand, already a stop on the Singapore-to-Bangkok railway line, to the Burma Railway at Thanbyuzayat. The new route would link these points by crossing the mountains dividing the two countries via the Three Pagodas Pass, a distance of 420km (250 miles), 310km of which was in Thailand with the remaining 110km in Burma. The greatest attraction of this route was that, for about 60 per cent of its length, it would follow the valleys of two rivers. These were the Mae Klong (or Khwae Yai – ‘Big Kwai’) and its tributary, the Kwai (Khwae Noi – ‘Little Kwai’). This was an important factor because in Thailand in 1942 there were few roads, therefore rivers were often the main means of travel and communication. The junction of the two rivers was at the district town of Kanchanaburi. This was only 50km north of Nong Pladuk, and an existing motor road already linked the two towns. Kanchanaburi is surrounded by agriculturally productive lowlands and could act as a supply base for the railway operation on the Thai side.


Ultimately, the railway would necessitate the building of a large number of bridges (688) to cross the two main rivers and their tributaries; most of these bridges were wooden and sometimes temporary. However, at least seven were built with steel and concrete piers and were intended to be permanent. Six were constructed in Burma, over tributaries of the Kwai. Only one was built in Thailand, spanning the Mae Klong, but it would eventually become world famous. Thanks to the 1957 Oscar-Winning movie, the bridge at Tamarkan near Kanchanaburi is known everywhere as ‘The Bridge on the River Kwai’.


[image: A wide-angle panoramic view of the Bridge on the River Kwai. The background features a terrace with open marquees over the river.]

The Bridge on the River Kwai
(© Shutterstock / Wuttichok Panichiwarapun)





The Japanese authorities knew that the railway needed to be built quickly. Despite many challenges, they decided that it had to be completed by the end of 1943 at the latest. Of course, they needed specialised railroad equipment, including locomotives, wagons, passenger coaches and running railway line to achieve this. Most of these were requisitioned from Malaya, where a 200-mile stretch of the East Coast Railway was ripped up and 20 to 50 per cent of its inventory of diesel engines and wagons were moved north to Thailand.


Despite the already-stated benefits of the chosen route, it also contained many obstacles. The terrain was a barrier – much of it was an impenetrable, uninhabited jungle where malaria was endemic and the local rivers provided an ideal medium for the spread of cholera. Weather conditions were also incredibly difficult, ranging from intolerable heat in the later stages of the dry season (November until March) to the monsoon rains in September and October.


There was also an almost complete lack of heavy construction equipment and excavating machinery in the area. The Japanese decided that they would replace this with a commodity they had in almost limitless supply: manpower.


The 1929 Geneva Convention, which provided strict guidelines regarding the compassionate treatment of POWs, had been signed by Japan but never ratified by its parliament. The Japanese government therefore decided that they would ignore the Geneva Convention and use the POWs as forced labourers or slaves to build the railway.


[image: image]


Back in Singapore, Don and his fellow prisoners began to hear rumours that a major move north was in the offing. No other information was provided. All they knew was that parties of about 600 men would be chosen to go to Singapore station and that these men could take with them whatever they could carry.


These unfortunate men, also known as the ‘Sweat Army’, were made up of British, Dutch, Australian and American POWs. Their labour would be supported by many more Burmese, Malay, Tamil and Thai workers, or ‘romusha’, whose governments were friendly to the Japanese and so strongly encouraged them to volunteer.


On 5 June 1942, the fifth railway regiment of the Japanese Army, with some ceremony, erected the 0.0 km post at Nong Pladuk station in Thailand.


Work on the Death Railway had begun.


Japan’s plan was that work would commence simultaneously at the Burmese and Thai ends of the railway, continuing until the advancing railway lines met in the middle. The first work party of 600 left Changi for Singapore city on 18 June 1942, with four more similarly sized groups following them at two-day intervals. Many others departed sporadically over the next few months. Those left behind remained unaware of their fellow POWs’ ultimate destination.


For a time, the prisoners in Havelock Road Camp had a radio receiver and were able to hear some general war news from London. However, they eventually had to dispose of it as the Japanese Secret Police – the vicious Kempeitai – were becoming suspicious. Discovery of the radio would have been punished by beheading or a firing squad – the same punishment they threatened to administer to anyone who attempted to escape, or to Asians who helped the British. This threat, as well as the general distrust of the Japanese towards to POWs, was made clear to all the prisoners in September 1942, in what became known as the Selarang Barracks incident.


On 30 August 1942, four Allied prisoners – two Australian and two English – were recaptured after attempting to escape from Changi prison. The Japanese commander, Lieutenant General Fukuye, then ordered that every POW sign a pledge, which read, ‘I, the undersigned, hereby solemnly swear on my honour that I will not, under any circumstances, attempt to escape.’ This directly contravened the Geneva Convention, which specifically allowed for the right of POWs to attempt to escape. They refused to sign the pledge.


The next day, the Japanese crammed about 15,000 prisoners from the Changi area (luckily, my father was in Singapore city at the time) into the parade ground of the Selarang Barracks, which measured about 128 metres by 210 metres. The troops were packed in like sardines in sweltering heat. The Japanese cut off the water supply to the toilets, so the prisoners had to dig trenches to act as latrines. There were only two taps from which to collect water. Men lined up all day to fill up a one-quart (about 0.95 litres) water bottle. This was their daily ration for drinking and washing. Still, the prisoners refused to sign.


On 2 September 1942, the senior Allied officers were taken to Changi Beach to witness the execution of the four escapees by firing squad. These men were Corporal Rodney Breavington, Private Victor Gale, Private Harold Waters and Private Eric Fletcher. The initial volley was non-fatal, which meant that the unfortunate POWs had to be finished off by further shots at close quarters.


For three more days, the POWs at Selarang held out, until the Japanese threatened to cut off water completely and move hospital patients from Singapore city to Selarang. Diseases like dysentery and diphtheria were already spreading, so Lieutenant Colonel E.B. Holmes ordered the men to sign the documents of non-escape. They did so, though many used false names. Among the Australian prisoners, the legendary outlaw Ned Kelly was a popular choice.


The rebellion was over, if not forgotten. After the end of the war, at a trial in Singapore, Lieutenant General Fukuye was found guilty of war crimes and sentenced to death. On 27 April 1946 he was executed by firing squad at the same spot on Changi Beach where the four POWs had died. After shouting ‘Banzai’, the traditional Japanese battle cry, he died instantly.


All POWs of the Japanese, in Singapore and elsewhere, were forced to sign the non-escape document. There were a few other minor attempts at resistance, but the Japanese simply threatened to shoot all who refused. They were not bluffing. Everyone signed, including my father. No one felt bound to obey it.
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