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For all the family










Introduction


by Johnny’s grandson, Michael Doe


Grandad was the eldest son of eleven children and always on the go. They were a close-knit, happy family who always stuck up for each other. It sounds like they were a boisterous lot, so they must have been quite a handful for their poor mum when they all lived above the May Duke pub in Reading, which Grandad’s parents ran for more than forty years.


Apparently, he was quite a rascal and full of fun from the start, often getting into . . . and out of . . . trouble. His real name was Henry William, but his mother soon nicknamed him ‘Lucky Johnny’ and it stuck.


When he was a teenager, Johnny was playing football with some mates in the park, when his talent was spotted . . . twice. The first time it was a Queens Park Rangers scout who saw him and said he would come back the following weekend. But during the week, the Reading Football Club manager came by and noticed him kicking the ball about in his hand-me-down boots.


‘How can you play football in those boots, lad?’ he asked, looking at the flapping toe on one of them.


Reading was the local club, so the manager, Billy Butler, came to see his parents to ask if Johnny could join them.


‘But he’ll need a new pair of football boots if he does!’


So his mum and dad took him into town and bought him his first ever new pair of football boots. That was it – the beginning of Johnny Sherwood’s career. He went down to the club and signed the papers the next day, on his way to becoming a professional footballer.


Johnny struck lucky again when he was invited to join a world tour team, the Islington Corinthians. They toured a lot of countries in four continents and played ninety-five matches in all, winning most of them. Johnny was centre forward and he used to tell me and my brother how many goals he scored in each match. I remember the pride in his eyes when he told us about being the top goal-scorer of the whole tour, with more than seventy goals in the seventy games he played, but he was modest about his success. He always said he couldn’t have scored so many if it hadn’t been for the other players being so good.


The football world tour was in all the papers. My aunt found Grandad’s scrapbook after he died and it’s full of newspaper articles and photos of their matches across the world. We’ve reproduced some of the pages from the scrapbook within the text of this book. A journalist from The Times newspaper followed them all the way, so there are several articles from The Times in his scrapbook. Most of them mention Johnny’s talent and his goal-scoring. One of The Times articles even tipped that Johnny ‘could be centre forward for England’. So he had the world at his feet . . . until the war put a stop to all that shortly afterwards.
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Reading FC, 1938-39. Johnny Sherwood is in the front row, third from left.


 


The tour lasted six months in 1937/8, after which Johnny happily went back to his club, the ‘Royals’ at Reading, where he was still playing at the outbreak of the Second World War on 3rd September 1939, his twenty-sixth birthday. That soon changed everything. Johnny joined the Royal Artillery as a PE instructor and was quickly promoted. He was an excellent sergeant, who would do anything for his men. He was based in Northumberland in the first two years of the war, so he was snapped up to play on his Saturdays off as a professional for Middlesbrough in the war league. He took all the men in his unit along to watch him play, then spent all his pay on taking them out to the pub afterwards.


In late 1941 his regiment was posted to the front, in the Middle East. On the way, Pearl Harbor happened, so they were diverted to Singapore, and that spelt the end of Johnny’s freedom in February 1942. His next three and a half years were filled with horrors and starvation in the death camps along the river Kwai.


Grandad always told us bedtime stories when we were children, but there were no nursery rhymes or fairy tales for us. They were all about his football or his wartime escapades. We loved it when he came to stay, every other weekend, and he would sit in our bedroom for hours, telling us stories. His stories about the football tour kept us riveted, when he described the exotic places they went, the matches they played and the adventures they had along the way.


He told us stories too about the Siege of Singapore, the waves of Japanese bombers flying low, a girl and her baby he helped, people running in fear, and his big ack-ack gun shooting at the planes. As boys with toy guns and aeroplanes, he kept our attention for hours.


On other occasions he told us stories about marching in the jungles, the jobs he had to do on the railway, the awful things they had to eat, the wild animals he saw and the brave things he did for his men. He sometimes told us about incidents he probably shouldn’t have done, but mostly they were upbeat, like he was, and we soaked it all up.


My brother Sean remembers him telling us one night about his ship being torpedoed and having to jump into the sea, being adrift all night and the next day till he was rescued. My favourite story was about the Americans flying low over the Japanese prison camp, waving at the prisoners and dropping a barrel of chocolate bars for them.


After those weekend story sessions, I would go to school and paint pictures of aeroplanes dropping bombs, guards with rifles, or lines of very thin men marching in the jungles. My teacher was quite alarmed about my ‘obsession’ with the war, so my mother had to tell her about Grandad’s bedtime stories.


 


After Grandad died, my mother and her sister cleared his house. Mum brought home a suitcase of old photos she found in his attic. Many years later, I helped her when she moved to a smaller house. I found the battered case in her loft and brought it down. When I looked inside, underneath the old photos I found a typed manuscript, with some handwritten notes tucked inside.


I took it home to read and quickly realised this was my grandfather’s memoir, written by him – a collection of all his familiar stories from my childhood bedtimes, and many other harrowing tales that I had never heard before, all in one book. I knew it was something special.


In his manuscript, my grandfather says that when he wrote this book, he wanted it to be published for everyone to read. So now at last I feel that I’m the lucky one, to help his dream come true.
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The Siege of Singapore


February 1942


 


‘Things are going to be very grim,’ said Lieutenant Jackson, calling me to one side. He spoke in a low voice, with a face as stern as his words.


‘Yes, sir.’ I was shocked at his pessimism. But I didn’t know then what an understatement it would turn out to be.


As the sergeant in charge of a Bofors light ack-ack gun, I realised things were going badly. We didn’t have a single aircraft left in the sky and the Japanese were bombing and shelling us like crazy, flying so low they were almost diving down the barrels of our guns.


‘But we’ll fight to the finish,’ the lieutenant assured me. ‘We must defend Singapore at all costs.’


It was the night of 14th February 1942, during the Siege of Singapore, the major British military base in Asia. It was supposed to be an ‘impregnable fortress’, but the Japanese had been bombing the island on and off since the end of December and we had arrived in the thick of it all. It was only a week before that the air-raids had developed into a full-scale battle, when the Japanese sank our warships. Their aircraft had completely outnumbered ours, and they soon destroyed the few we had left. So we were left trying to defend the civilians and our territory with nothing but anti-aircraft guns and rifles.


The situation that night seemed almost hopeless, but not quite. If the Japanese dive-bomb pilots had been half as good as ours, I and my gun detachment would have been killed off quite easily. Luckily that was not the case – not yet anyway.


The Japs had already knocked out the Singapore water supply. Across the city there was panic and chaos as thousands of people ran all over in fear and dread, trying in vain to find any places of safety from the heavy shelling and mortar bombs being thrown at us by the Japs.


Added to the Singapore civilians were thousands of Malays who had been driven from their homes up-country. Can you imagine the pandemonium? Bombarded from all angles, these normally stoic people screamed in terror. There was nowhere safe to go.


I walked into the blazing centre of Singapore just after midnight with two lads from my gun detachment. The night sky was bright with tracer fire and blazing buildings. As we turned a corner we stopped in our tracks. There in the middle of the road, a British army lorry was engulfed in flames with two men inside the cab. It scared the hell out of me. We ran over to try and get them out, but the intense heat drove us back. I don’t think I had ever felt more helpless in my life. My insides lurched as I suddenly caught sight of the driver’s face, his mouth screaming in agony, before the flames swallowed him up. It was only a moment, but it seemed like an age.


The smell of burning flesh sickened me to my stomach as we turned our backs and walked away. Even now, I can’t get either that image or the stench out of my head.


There were women and children running helter-skelter, not knowing what to do or where to go, as they rushed to and fro between the bodies strewn everywhere along the roads.


‘Help us,’ they pleaded, again and again when they saw us. ‘Where can we go?’ Their hysteria and desperation tugged at our hearts.


‘What can we do, Sarge?’ said one of the boys.


‘Is there anywhere safe for them to hide?’ asked the other.


I had a sudden brainwave. ‘The storm-drains,’ I said. ‘We must tell them to hunker down in the monsoon-drains at the sides of the roads. They’re solidly built of concrete, and large enough to squeeze into. They’ll all be pretty safe in there, as long as they don’t receive a direct hit.’


So we split up and roamed the city, trying to calm people down, and directed them to the nearest monsoon-drains. The word spread and soon they were all filled up with desperate civilians.


A beautiful young girl of about seventeen came up to me, carrying a small child in her arms.


‘Sir,’ she cried. ‘Please help me.’ The tears fell fast down her face and her toddler screamed, clutching on to his mother in terror. ‘Can you protect us?’ Her soft brown eyes beseeched me and I melted with fear for her.


‘Come with me,’ I said, taking her by the hand. ‘The drains are all full now, but I know a place that should keep you safe.’


She tried to smile through her tears and let me lead her and her child through the streets.


‘Here,’ I said as I took her to the corner of two thick walls, partially covered by the jutting overhang of an adjacent building. ‘I think you’ll be as safe here as anywhere. Now sit down against the wall. I’ll go and get you a blanket to lie on.’


I went off to a British detachment about thirty yards away and borrowed one of their blankets.


‘What’s it for?’ asked their sergeant.


‘A young girl and a small child,’ I said. ‘I’ve found them a place to lie down.’


‘Here,’ he said, rummaging about in his stores. ‘Take these. I don’t expect they’ve eaten for days.’


‘Too right,’ I grinned. ‘Thanks, mate.’


I took the tins back with me, along with the blanket, which I laid down on the ground for her and the child. Then I opened the tins, one of condensed milk and the other of bully-beef, and handed them to her.


‘Thank you sir.’ She began to cry again, this time with gratitude as she smiled through her tears.


By now it was very late and I picked my way through the streets back to my own detachment, sheltering from the renewed Jap bombardment. It was a constant storm of shells. As I arrived, dog-tired, just in time to shelter with the lads from another wave of planes, we were showered with leaflets falling from the sky. I picked one up and scanned it.


‘Hey, look at this,’ I said. ‘It’s a picture of an American soldier with his arms round an English girl.


‘What a cheek!’


‘Does it say anything, Sarge?’


‘Give in so you can go home to your women,’ I read aloud. Well, you can imagine how I felt. I wished I hadn’t picked it up, but it was too late now, so I tried to make light of it, for the men’s sake.


‘Take no notice,’ I said. ‘It’s just propaganda. They want us to lose our morale so they can defeat us. And we’re not going to let that happen, are we boys?’


‘No bloody fear . . . too right we’re not,’ they all agreed.


‘The rotten devils,’ I said to my corporal later. ‘However did they manage to think that one up? Do they think we’ll really take it seriously?’


Of course we tried to put this out of our minds, but it only highlighted the fact that we were seven thousand miles from home and all our loved ones, and that hurt. We had not seen them for four months now, since before we left for the front. When we embarked on the transport ship at Gourock, Scotland in November 1941, we thought we were going to Basra in Iraq, but on the way the Japs bombed Pearl Harbor and everything changed. We were re-routed to Singapore, and now here we were, just in time for the last days of this terrifying Japanese bombardment.


We had only been here a few days, and as I tried to get comfortable and snatch some sleep that night, all I could think of was my family, especially Christine, my lovely beauty-queen wife, and my little toddler son Philip. He’d been poorly when I left, so I worried about him a lot and missed them terribly. How were they getting on without me? Would they manage all right? I knew Christine must have had the new baby by now. Was it a boy or a girl? Oh, when would I get back to see this precious new member of our family? It hurt so much to think of them getting on with their lives without me. And I can’t tell you how down I felt that night, knowing I might not get back to them for quite a while. If only I could will myself back there. With that thought weighing on my mind I drifted into a fitful sleep.


When the dawn light woke us a few hours later, the first thing I did was to walk back to the wall where I had left the girl and her child. There was a lull in the bombing and I was keen to make sure they were all right and to give them what little comfort I could. I even smuggled out a tin of good old Ambrosia rice pudding for them to share for breakfast. I smiled to think of how pleased they would be.


Suddenly I froze. My heart lurched as I took in the sight. Sometime during those few night hours they had been blasted by a Japanese shell. They were both lying dead in a pool of blood, clasped in each other’s arms.


I had seen a lot of dead bodies in the past few days, but the sight of this girl’s and her toddler’s corpses lying there shocked me. Her open eyes stared straight at me, but there was nothing behind them. My stomach churned as an irrational feeling of guilt overwhelmed me for a few moments. Was this my fault? Could I have prevented it? I knew I couldn’t, but would they have been safer if they hadn’t met me?


A few paces away I found an abandoned chunkel, a kind of pointed shovel, and dug them a shallow grave by the side of the road. I gently picked up the light bodies of that lovely girl and her child and laid them out, then covered them over with sandy soil. I said a little prayer for them, then realised I didn’t even know their names.


Feeling empty inside, I walked back to my Bofors gun to wait for the next wave of Jap dive-bombers.


 


‘Sherwood,’ called the lieutenant as he approached our placement on his motorbike and cut the engine.


‘Yes sir,’ I saluted him.


‘At ease, Sergeant,’ he said. Then in a quieter voice: ‘Remember this date, 15th February 1942. Forget what I said last night about fighting to the last man.’ He looked pale, dejected, his face more lined than I’d noticed the day before.


‘We can’t stand by any longer and watch all these innocent women and children being killed,’ he continued. ‘We have new orders.’


‘New orders, sir?’


‘We are going to capitulate.’


‘You mean surrender, sir?’


‘Yes, but we don’t call it that. It’s for the sake of the ordinary citizens of Singapore, you see. The British command has decided we cannot let them all be killed. We have to stop the bombing now, before it’s too late.’


I wondered whether that was really the reason, but it didn’t matter either way. I was shocked that we Brits would give in so quickly, but we all knew we were losing the battle and, without more reinforcements, it was only a matter of time. It was like lambs to the slaughter, watching all those civilians being killed by the relentless bombing, and so many of our own lads too.


I wanted to ask the captain, and of course the senior officers who had supposedly planned this bit of the war, why they sent our lot, the 18th Division, into Singapore only seventeen or eighteen days before capitulation, when they must have realised we couldn’t defend the place for long. Even I could see it coming, so surely it was obvious to everyone that Singapore must fall.


These are questions I have never had answered. I just hoped and prayed that those who suffered and perished in Singapore did not die in vain and that higher powers would learn a lesson from all this, eventually.
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Lieutenant-General Percival and his party carry the Union Jack on their way to surrender Singapore to the Japanese, 15th February 1942.


 


Later that day, 15th February 1942, our lieutenant gathered us together to confirm the bad news.


‘We have today capitulated to the Japanese Imperial Army and I have new orders. We must gather all our arms and ammunition together in a pile for them to take away.’


‘We’ll see about that,’ whispered one of my comrades.


‘Yes,’ I replied with a smirk. ‘They may get our guns, but we’ll make damned sure they won’t be able to fire them!’


We spent the next hour or so gathering and sabotaging our weapons. I buried most of our rifles, damaged the ammunition to make it useless and took the breech-block out of my Bofors gun, so it couldn’t be fired.


‘They may have had a fair capture,’ I said as we piled everything up. ‘But they won’t gain much from it.’


 


A few hours later, in the early evening, the Japs arrived at our arranged rendezvous, yelling and screaming at us as though we were a pack of animals. But we stood proudly and said nothing. It was the Japs themselves who behaved like animals, howling and baying at us in high-pitched voices.


‘You British demi-demi,’ screeched one of the guards, pointing at us. ‘British no good,’ he translated triumphantly, trying to make us squirm. He might have succeeded if he hadn’t made himself look so ridiculous.


Presumably they were trying to impress us in their own way from the start, now that they were the masters. Of course, their hysterical behaviour had the opposite effect, and we laughed about them later and aped their ludicrous antics.


‘You prisoners,’ shrieked their officer at us in his pigeon English. ‘You go parade. Speedo-speedo.’ It didn’t take much to guess what that meant.


We duly lined up on a field nearby, where they searched each one of us to make sure we had not concealed any arms or ammunition and that we had no radios or electrical equipment, as that also had to be handed in.


‘You give tin food,’ ordered the officer. So we gathered all our tins of food and piled them up too. This was becoming absurd. Some more orders were issued in Japanese to their soldiers, who came and removed all the tins to store them. Apparently these would be issued to us as our rations each day. When they heard this news, many of our lads believed it, but I couldn’t help being sceptical and, to be on the safe side, I hid some of my detachment’s tins in my haversack.


I held my breath as the Japs did a peremptory search . . . and I got away with it. During the next few days, this small food supply was to be a godsend to my pals and me.


Now came the serious news. I was one of the unlucky NCOs (non-commissioned officers) picked out by our captors to clear up the hundreds of dead bodies from the streets, dig holes and throw them in. I was horrified at the thought of this task, but I had no choice. I retched repeatedly as I gathered the mutilated bodies of women and children and put them in the holes others were digging. I tried to place them down gently, despite the shouts of the guards and the prods from their guns. These had been human beings and I had to give them what dignity I could, despite the Japs’ rough treatment.


 


A few days later, we were ordered to sit in groups along the roadside, with our armed guards keeping a close watch on us all. Along came a group of about twenty-five natives, tied to one another by their wrists and herded along by their irritable Japanese captors. Following a few minutes later came another group, then a third.


‘Where do you think they’re taking them?’ whispered one of my pals.


‘Probably an internment camp,’ I answered, watching them all go by.


Suddenly we heard a splatter of machine-gun fire reverberating through the humid air, as the birds fled in shrill terror from a clump of trees nearby. This shooting lasted about twenty-five seconds, then silence.


I was shocked rigid. Was there some connection? No, I must have jumped to the wrong conclusion.


After a few minutes, another group of natives were led past us, and another, their heads bowed.


I tried to get up. I didn’t know what I could do to stop this, but it was an instinctive reaction. I got a rifle butt to my head for that, drawing blood from my ear, and I was forced to sink back down on my haunches, fuming.


Another long round of machine-gun fire echoed through the still air.


Now I was raging mad inside. How could this be allowed to happen?


Everyone was dumb with shock and one lone bird of prey shrieked as it wheeled above our heads. I too shrieked silently inside as we sat mourning these poor civilians’ fate.


At this point, one of our own guards stood out in front of us and started to gesture with his rifle, using his hands and pointing, that our turn would be next. I was horrified. My mind was in a turmoil. The men all reacted in different ways, but they were true Brits and nobody gave in to their emotions or betrayed their fear. I was proud of them all.
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Changi POW Camp


February 1942


 


A couple of days later an interpreter came to talk to us on the parade ground.


‘You march to Changi barracks,’ he barked at us.


Changi was a British army camp a few miles up the road.


‘You take haversacks. Leave everything else. We bring to Changi in transport.’


Before we set off, our officers gave us some orders of their own.


‘Under no circumstances must any of you drink water from a tap or a stream, nor any water given to you by locals on the route, as it will more than likely be contaminated and this could make you very ill.’


So off we marched the fourteen miles to Changi, our new detention camp. As we marched we became increasingly hungry, but we had no food, and on this scorching hot day we were all very thirsty, but the Japs had not allowed us to bring any water to drink. As the sun beat down and the day wore on, we became desperate and I’m sure it will not surprise you that we all began to accept drinks offered to us by the friendly villagers in the places we passed through. They were all smiles and we were so relieved to be able to quench our thirst.


At last, worn out from marching in that heat, we arrived at the camp.


‘It all looks quite clean and tidy, Sarge,’ said my corporal as we marched through the gates. ‘That’s a good start.’


‘No thanks to the Japs,’ I added. ‘It was our boys who were billeted here. Only the Brits could have kept it so well.’


We were sorted into groups for the various billets, each with an officer in charge.


This was a good start for us, as the officers soon got to work, organising tasks and activities as only British officers could. Every man who was fit enough was detailed his particular jobs to do around the camp.


‘Do you think our things will turn up like the interpreter said, Sarge?’ asked one of the boys in my unit as we settled in that evening.


‘They’ll probably arrive tomorrow,’ I assured him. I was dubious about this myself, but I didn’t want to let on.


As it turned out, I needn’t have worried. For once, at least, the Japs kept their word, almost, and the day after we arrived our belongings did turn up . . . with several items missing. Of course, there was nothing we could do about that, but I was glad I had hidden my precious British football in my haversack to carry with me, so the Japs didn’t get their hands on it.


 


At this stage of our captivity, the Japanese guards left us pretty well to ourselves, which was a great boon to us, though we had only meagre rations which left us permanently hungry and thirsty.


After a couple of days, my problems really began. I started to suffer awful cramping pains in my stomach, as if it were being squeezed and twisted round. First of all I thought they must be hunger pangs, but I’m afraid they turned out to be much worse than that.


It was the start of a terrible attack of dysentery. Not knowing how serious this could be, I kept my discomfort to myself, wandering about the camp with the bouts of pain becoming worse and worse, and my visits to the latrines more and more often.


Eventually, I became so weak I could no longer walk and I began to pass blood. I sat in the latrines for long intervals throughout the day and the night, crawling in and out to try and snatch some sleep for a few moments in between.


At last I recognised that something was very wrong with me and I struggled over to see the army doctor in the officers’ hut.


‘You have a nasty case of dysentery,’ said the medical officer. ‘If you had left it even another day, you would have been beyond my help. You would have died.’


‘Really sir?’ I gulped. ‘I was hoping it would get better.’


‘I’m afraid not.’ He was a kindly man, but said this with a stern expression, making sure I understood. ‘This is very serious, Sergeant Sherwood. But hopefully we may be just in time.’


I was laid on a stretcher and carried to the barracks hospital. Fortunately for me, at that early stage, our doctors still had a few medical supplies left, so they were able to give me the proper treatment. But it was to be no easy recovery.


After about ten to twelve days of absolute agony, and virtually sleeping outside the hospital’s lavatory door, I began to feel a little better.


‘You’ll be pleased to know,’ smiled the medical officer, ‘I’ve taken you off the critically ill list this morning.’


‘Thank you sir.’


‘You must thank your lucky stars that you are a strong, fit young man. Many soldiers would not have survived the stage of dysentery that you had reached when you came here.’


‘I used to be a professional footballer,’ I told him.


‘Well, that undoubtedly gave you the stamina to beat this illness. You’ll soon be feeling much better.’


‘Thank you sir.’


‘But you’ll need a lot more time to regain your strength and make a full recovery.’


Sure enough, when I was discharged from the hospital and started getting around the camp again, I felt very weak and I tired easily. I had so little energy that I just sat or lay around, doing nothing. This wasn’t like me at all. I don’t remember a day of illness in my life, though I suppose I must have caught the odd thing when I was small. Not having enough of the right food didn’t help and it took me a long time to regain anything like my former health and strength. A couple of my pals used to take me for a steady walk each evening, when they had finished their tasks. It was cooler then, so those walks helped me a lot.


As we walked, we chatted about our families and our lives before the war.


‘You were a professional footballer, weren’t you, Sarge?’ asked a young gunner called Ray who I’d got to know at Changi. ‘I always wanted to be a footballer, but I guess I wasn’t good enough.’


‘You’re young enough to give it another go when we get home,’ I said, always keen to encourage promising youngsters. ‘You never know when something good might happen. I was just spotted by a scout, kicking a ball about in the park with my friends one day.’


‘Bloody hell, Johnny,’ said Bill. ‘You get all the luck!’


‘That’s what my mother used to say,’ I laughed. ‘She was the one who first called me Lucky Johnny, and now everyone does back home.’


‘Why was that, Sarge?’


‘Well, I was always rather a scallywag when I was a nipper. I never did anything really bad, but I was the eldest boy in my family and I got myself into a bit of mischief now and then. I suppose I just pushed my luck.’


‘What things did you do? Did you get into trouble?’


‘Yes . . . and out of it as well,’ I laughed.


‘Didn’t you tell me you once got in trouble with the police?’ asked my pal Patrick.


‘Yes, but only the once.’


‘Did they put you in jail?’ asked Ray.


‘Not quite,’ I laughed. ‘I was only about thirteen or fourteen at the time.’


‘Tell us what happened.’


‘Well, I was a bit of a demon in those days, always fighting and getting into trouble. But on this particular occasion it didn’t start out like that at all. I just went fishing in the Thames one evening with my pals, near Caversham Bridge. We didn’t catch anything, so we stopped trying and started throwing stones in the water instead, then up into the air. Somehow, I managed to smash a light on the bridge and that fused all the other street lamps.’ 


‘Did you scarper?’


‘Yes, but a man from the boathouse saw what happened and came after us. He must have been a good runner because he caught me and took me back to the boathouse, where he rang for the police. When the policeman came, he took a statement from me, then drove me home in his police car.’


‘What happened then?’ asked Ray, quite excited at the thought.


‘My parents asked him in and we all sat in the room behind the bar. I remember my dad and the policeman having a good talk and the policeman said he might have to charge me. But my dad talked him round and paid for the damage, so it was settled out of court.’


‘That was lucky, Sarge.’


‘Yes, that’s what my mum said when the policeman left. “Lucky Johnny breathes again,” she smiled, with a twinkle in her eyes. “But you’d better not use up all your luck – you might really need it one day.” She was right. It was a close shave, and I made sure I never got caught again.’


‘What was it like having so many brothers and sisters?’ asked Ray. ‘Your mum must have had a lot of cooking to do to feed you all!’


‘You’re right there,’ I nodded, thinking of my poor mum slaving away all day to make sure we were clean and fed.


‘Was she a good cook?’


‘Yes, a marvellous cook. I often think of her Sunday roasts, and all the puddings and cakes, and . . .’


‘Stop! You’re making my mouth water too much, Johnny,’ complained Patrick, laughing. ‘Our miserable rations make me think about food too much as it is!’


‘I can’t bloody well stop thinking about it,’ agreed Bill, holding his shrivelled tummy.


‘I bet you miss her now.’


‘Of course. What I’d give for even a crumb of her fruit cake.’


‘Me too, Sarge,’ nodded Ray.


‘But I don’t think I ever appreciated her enough in those days. We just took it for granted there would always be food for us. Like the time I was so hungry when I came in from football practice, just before bedtime, that I peeked into the pantry and saw a whole chicken my mum had roasted for dinner the next day. It looked delicious, so without a thought I ate both legs and part of the breast.’


‘I bet that got you into trouble?’


‘Not half! My dear mum worked hard all day in the kitchen to feed all eleven of us children, then she would count us all into bed and go to work in the bar every evening. She’s a saint, but she doesn’t miss a thing.’


‘So what happened?’


‘She asked us all next morning if we’d been in the pantry, but none of us owned up. Then she swung round to look straight at me. “You look well fed, son,” she smiled. “So you won’t be needing any dinner today, will you?” Well, I knew she knew. “Sorry Mum,” I said. “You always say I’m a growing lad, and I just didn’t think.” She wagged her finger at me. “You’re a rascal and no mistake,” she said with a wink. “Lucky Johnny, that’s you. Always charming your way out of trouble!” And the whole family has called me Lucky Johnny ever since.’


 


It was all going too well for me health-wise. As soon as I became fit enough to return to a more normal routine in the camp, I started to suffer from blackouts. I had sudden faints or collapses, when I would pass out on the ground and take a few minutes to come to again. I had no idea why this happened, but I’d seen a few of the other lads do something similar, so I thought perhaps I had caught another illness. These blackouts were sporadic but quite frequent at times, so they gave me a fright and I didn’t wait so long to seek help this time.


‘I keep having blackouts, Doc,’ I said, and I explained how they happened and how often. ‘Could it be an after-effect from the dysentery?’


‘Not directly, Sergeant, though I think that might have depleted your body of some of its natural minerals and other things we all need.’


‘So what do you think I’ve got?’


‘I think the cause of your blackouts is more likely to be the same as for some of the other men. None of us are getting enough of the vitamins we need to keep our bodies healthy, so I believe it’s a sign that you have a disease caused by deficiency. It could be beriberi. I don’t have any medication for that, so the only cure would be to try and make sure you take any opportunity to balance your diet with green vegetables and fruits, but I know that is almost impossible here, so we’ll have to keep an eye on you. Come and see me again if it gets worse.’


At about this time, feeling rather down in the dumps, I started to attend the occasional Church of England services that were held every other day in the Changi camp chapel. We had quite a charismatic padre at that time called Noel Duckworth and all the men liked him, so a lot of us went along.


Whether this did anything for me long term, I still don’t know. But attending church seemed to help me deal with my depression in those early days and I suppose the singing lifted our spirits for a while.
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Football at Havelock Road


May 1942


 


Even at this early stage, I looked a shadow of the young Johnny Sherwood, who only a few weeks earlier, on his Saturdays off from army duties, was playing professional football for Middlesbrough. But at least, despite the food shortages, I was now regaining some strength and feeling brighter.


Word went round Changi that one of the Japanese guards was going to stand at the top of the tower in the centre of the camp each evening and throw down tins of food to the prisoners. My pal Patrick was cock-a-hoop.


‘Let’s go and see if we can catch any,’ he suggested, goading me on, though I didn’t need any persuasion.


‘You bet,’ I said with a grin. ‘I’m not called Lucky for nothing.’


Well, you can imagine. The first night there were about five to six hundred men and, no matter how high we jumped, we couldn’t catch a thing. Undaunted, we went earlier the next evening to bag a better position and a miracle happened.


‘I got one!’ I yelled above the shouting.


‘Me too!’ Patrick mouthed.


We were unable to move for a few minutes, until the throwing had stopped and the outer groups had dispersed, most of them walking away with leaden feet, downhearted that they had nothing. We held our tins down, so as not to flaunt them, but when we got back to our billet we showed each other our prizes.


‘Mine’s bully-beef,’ I crowed.


‘And I’ve got jam!’


There was great excitement, as if we’d won the football pools. When we collected our meagre rations, an hour or two later, we shared our booty between us, stirring the bully-beef into our watery stew, and the jam into our rice to have as a sweet. A banquet by recent standards.


When we had first arrived at Changi camp, conditions were basic, but tolerable, as the Japs pretty much left us alone and allowed us some medical supplies as well as the limited food allocations. But now things changed and they seemed to become much more resentful and enjoyed being cruel to us.


I expect you’ve seen big Shire horses pulling carts. Well, the Japs began to use some of us prisoners in the same way as farmers would use horses. They had four-wheel tractors to deliver supplies and transport building materials or machinery around the camp. But now they could no longer get any petrol or diesel to fuel these tractors, so we became the horses to pull them, with ropes, hauling them along under the unrelenting sun. The slightest slope or bump in the ground aggravated our taut muscles, or what was left of them, and the slower we became the more furious the guards were, yelling and screaming at us. They didn’t care how hard it was for us, and thought nothing of digging their rifle butts into our ribs or backs.


Our rations were cut again and we all began to feel weak. The lack of nourishment badly sapped our energy, so the harder we worked, the less we could do and the more the guards tormented us. Appalled at this state of affairs, and by now stronger again than many of my pals, I decided I had to get hold of more food from somewhere, though I had no idea where, and my only option was to try and barter what few belongings I had.


Two or three of the other men had the same idea as me, to try and break out of the camp at night, when there were only a couple of guards on duty. I suppose I must have realised this would be punishable if I was caught. After all, they had told us that anyone who tried to escape would be shot, and most of the prisoners were too anxious to chance it, but I didn’t think twice. We desperately needed more food, so it was worth the risk. I just remembered my dear mother calling me Lucky Johnny and that carried me through.


At what seemed like a good moment, I sneaked out of my billet and, keeping in the shadows as much as possible, I ran light-footed towards the nearest stretch of barbed wire at the perimeter. Feeling my way along the ground, my eyes got used to the darkness and I found a section where there was less wire. This would be my exit route. It may seem strange, but it hadn’t occurred to me to try to escape outright, as the whole island of Singapore was overrun with Japs and the people were terrorised almost as much as we were.


I got through the wire all right and made my way into the edge of town. As soon as they saw me, the friendly locals brought out their surplus foods and they even offered me money. I bartered a couple of items of clothing I had managed to keep with me for some eggs, fresh vegetables and fruit, and a few coins. Within the hour I was back in camp and hiding my treasures to share with my pals the next day. There was a little more food than we needed, so I let some of the other boys have that in exchange for their spare clothing or other belongings, which I could take outside next time to barter with. I did this trip a few times, gradually building myself up as I had lost about two stone by now. There were several others doing the same and I didn’t hear of anyone being caught.


At this stage, the guards ordered various working parties, me included, to be taken into Singapore to help clear up all the debris. Well, as you can imagine, this was a welcome new opportunity to barter for extra food. Our camp rations were still very low, but I was now regaining some of the weight I had lost and some of my energy too, though I was still undernourished and hungry most of the time.


 


New orders came through at Changi camp that all fit men, about fourteen hundred of us, were to be moved to a new camp at Havelock Road, Singapore. This happened almost immediately and we were marched off to our new camp nearby. On arrival, we settled in very quickly and at once started to organise some sort of recreation for the men.


‘Sergeant Sherwood,’ said an officer who approached me. ‘Weren’t you a professional footballer?’


‘Yes, that’s right sir.’


‘Who did you play for?’ He sat down with me and seemed genuinely interested.


‘I played for Reading and I went on the Corinthians world tour in ’37.’


‘Did you come to this part of the world, Sergeant?’


‘Yes sir, we played several games in Singapore and somehow we won every match we played.’


‘Well done, Sherwood.’


‘After we came back from the world tour and docked at Southampton, I found out later that there were chaps from six of the top clubs waiting on the quay to sign me up, but I didn’t know they were there and I just went straight home. Anyway, I wanted to stay with Reading, so I played for the Royals until the war started. That’s when all the leagues were changed, sir, so that the top local clubs could play each other and save on fuel.’


‘What did you do then?’


‘I was posted to Middlesbrough as the battery PE instructor.’


‘Did you get to play any football up there?’


‘Yes, I was asked to organise some teams from different batteries to play each other. My team got to the final at Middlesbrough’s ground, Ayresome Park. Somebody must have seen me play, as the next day the manager at Middlesbrough Football Club put in an official request for me to play for his club on Saturdays, until I was posted overseas.’


‘That worked out very well, didn’t it?’
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Sergeant Johnny Sherwood, centre, army PE instructor, 1941.


From Johnny’s scrapbook.


 


‘Yes, very well indeed, sir. Major Bullock gave me permission. It was a great thing for me and my pals because I was allowed to be paid one pound and ten shillings for each match. I pooled it with the men and it bought us a few beers on Saturday nights, and a night or two in the week as well.’


‘Well done, Sergeant. I know the war office wanted the football to continue in order to keep up morale.’


‘Yes sir. Thank you sir.’


He looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘Now, I wonder whether you could do an even more important morale-raising job for us here?’


‘What’s that sir? I’ll help if I can.’


‘I know you were very ill a while ago, but you look well recovered. Do you feel strong enough for a challenge?’


‘I always like a challenge sir,’ I smiled.


‘Good, that’s the ticket. Now, what I have in mind is this. We have quite a bit of spare ground in this new camp, so I thought that if we could clear it well enough we could try to make a football pitch of sorts. What do you think?’


‘What do I think?’ I could not conceal my excitement at the thought of it. ‘I think it’s a grand idea, sir. When can we start?’


‘Straightaway, Sergeant. As well as leading the clear-up detail, I want you to organise the fit men into teams and play some games on the new pitch. The only problem is getting hold of a ball.’


‘That’s no problem at all, sir,’ I grinned. ‘I have a ball with me, hidden in my kit.’


‘I knew I’d got the right man,’ he said, patting me on the shoulder.


So that was it. I had a dozen light-sick men (ill but mobile) allotted to work with me every day, and within a couple of weeks we had completed our task, and made goalposts as well. The fittest men now started to play football in the evenings, including young Ray, who soon showed his talent. It felt amazing to be playing again and I enjoyed sorting out who should play and in what position, giving everyone that wanted to a turn. 


Meanwhile, working parties had started to march into Singapore to help clear the place up. While they were there they met with British POWs from another camp nearby called River Valley.


We all got one day off, the same day every ten days, so we arranged with the lads at River Valley camp to play a match against each other. The Japs gave permission and it was something that both camps looked forward to. It certainly boosted the morale of the boys, whether they played or just watched the game.


It was a happy coincidence that at River Valley camp there was another pro-footballer called Albert Hall, who used to play for Tottenham Hotspur FC. So we had one professional on each side.


These matches cheered us all up no end and they continued for a while, every time we had a day off.
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The first page of the itinerary for the Islington Corinthians world tour, 1937–38.


 


The numbers of sick men began to increase and the guards did not like this at all. They demanded so many men each morning to go into Singapore and work. We all had to be on parade at 7 a.m.


I shall never forget my first journey out of Havelock Road on one of these working parties. The Japs unlocked the gates and marched us through. Right outside the gates, we were shocked beyond belief at the sight of five civilians’ heads, decapitated and hoisted on the spiked railings for all of us to see. The blood was still running down the railings and along the pavement beneath each head. This death parade had the desired impression on us. I shuddered just to look at them. To make sure we understood why they were there, the Japs had written a caption in English under each head with whatever their trumped-up charge was supposed to be. One said ‘This man was a thief.’ Another read ‘This man tried to give food to the prisoners.’ Each one was clearly calculated to shock us. But the little bastards didn’t realise it would take more than that to break our morale.


As we marched on, the Japanese interpreter stopped us again to speak to us all.


‘You must not talk to others while you work. If you talk, we catch you and punish you.’ Well, that was clear enough. When the Japs did catch one man talking, later that day, they made us all stop and watch as they made him hold a block of stone above his head at arms’ stretch. He had to march back to camp with us like that, screwing up every sinew in his body to try and maintain that hold. When we finally got back to camp and his arms sagged with the effort, the guards laid into him with a vengeance, hitting him repeatedly with everything they could find, till he dropped to the ground, where they still continued to kick him with their heavy boots.
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