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The Escaper’s Prayer

Endeavour more with death before,

Whene’er once captive soul,

May spur the will to freedom’s hill,

And soon a steadfast goal.

Behold a gleam of homeland dream,

Soon drink of freedom’s wine.

May boldness be a friend to me,

Endurance pray be mine.

– C.E.B.






FOREWORD

IN MY FIRST YEAR OF high school – and like so many of my similarly eager friends – I was a regular visitor to our school library, seeking to borrow such immensely popular war books as Reach for the Sky, The Dam Busters, The Wooden Horse, The Great Escape, Escape or Die and the one that remains my firm favourite in the POW genre, Major Pat Reid’s seminal story of escape from captivity, The Colditz Story. It irked me even back then that stories of the Australian POW experience and escapes were unfairly few and far between, so I vowed that one day I would write a book entirely on that subject. This is that book.

I first set out to determine which stories to tell, and which people to contact. The response to my messages was truly overwhelming, and I was privileged to not only receive lengthy responses through the mail from all over Australia, but also conduct interviews with some extraordinary former prisoners of war from both global conflicts. These men had tunnelled to freedom, crawled by night through stinking drains, rappelled down stone walls using knotted bedsheets or clawed a passage beneath barbed wire in a desperate bid to flee their captors.

I found myself increasingly entrusted with their stories of combat and tales of life in captivity. Some were painstakingly written in longhand, others carefully compiled on typewriters or word processors (much has changed since then), but each was imbued with something very special.

These were stories of men who had left their homes and loved ones to fight for their country, who unexpectedly found themselves a captive of their enemy. They knew as they left Australia that there was a chance they might be wounded in action, perhaps even killed, but the thought of surrender was not one they seriously considered. Now at the mercy of the very same men they had come to fight, they unexpectedly found themselves in often frightening circumstances, facing an indeterminate future in a strange and chaotic environment.

For those taken in the European theatre, endless, dreary days were spent in crowded barracks buildings within bug-infested prison camps dominated by barbed wire and stony-faced guards, sharing with other desperate prisoners the sparse and unnourishing rations that had to be meted out carefully. Behind the barbed wire, unfamiliar laws of survival and cooperation had to be quickly learned and observed. Survival depended on solidarity, and solidarity on mutual trust. These young men had to learn to be tolerant of their fellow humans in a totally alien world filled with filth, hunger, humiliation, disease, uncertainty and death. At times their spirits were bolstered by the irregular arrival of Red Cross parcels, or whispered words about the progress of the war from secret radios, and the slim possibility of escape. While any POW could, and did, attempt to escape and make it back to safety – as related in this book – it was an officer’s duty to try to do so, and to make life as difficult as possible for the enemy whilst they were held captive.

My admiration for these amazing Australian warriors increased as my research continued. How could one not be thrilled at their courage, ingenuity and audacity, or be moved by meeting such awe-inspiring people as a bold and successful escaper from a German prison camp during the Great War of 1914–1918; or someone who took part in a mass tunnel escape from a notorious Italian POW camp; or an airman who fled German captivity and after many hazardous exploits – including an attempt to steal a Messerschmitt fighter and fly it back to England – finally crossed the Pyrenees to Spain under brutally freezing conditions in which other escapers and guides perished from the extreme cold.

When first published, these stories appeared under the title of Freedom or Death, a reflection of what the end result of such an escape might be. Not only might escaping POWs die while trying to reach home, there were also reprisals for those caught in escape attempts and their severity differed according to the theatre of war and even the year. In the early years of the war in Europe, punishment for recaptured POWs might consist of several days in solitary confinement, although towards the end of the war many paid the ultimate price for their audacity, including the 50 airmen shot in cold blood after the so-called Great Escape from Stalag Luft III in March 1944.

The outcome was even harsher for recaptured prisoners of the Japanese, who faced being tortured to death or a barbarous beheading. There was another confronting predicament: savage reprisals – even killings – could be inflicted on mates they had left behind. It was a daunting proposition.

For those captured or forced to surrender to Japanese forces, such as the 50 000 Allied soldiers ordered to meekly lay down their arms by their superiors after the devastating loss in Singapore, the future was now in the callous hands of a barbarous regime. Their ultimate survival was never guaranteed in this inhumane new world of humiliation, malnutrition, tropical diseases, punishing workloads and brutal bashings. Rebellion of any kind could result in serious injury or death, with little or no accountability exercised on the part of their captors. Many former prisoners told me of the horrors of the notorious Burma–Siam railway and the appalling mass slaughters at Sandakan and Ambon, but they also spoke of the unselfish courage of many fellow prisoners such as medical officers Edward (‘Weary’) Dunlop and Kevin Fagan.

And then there was a series of revealing meetings with Sydneysider Nelson Short, one of only six servicemen who managed to escape from the abject horrors of the Sandakan–Ranau death marches in wartime Borneo. Out of sheer desperation, they escaped their Japanese captors while another 2434 Australian and British servicemen, their starved, beaten and abused bodies covered in suppurating sores and pitted with deep ulcerated cavities, were either shot or bayoneted to death, or died of extreme starvation. In early 1945, hundreds of critically ill or diseased men too feeble to take part in these death marches were callously executed and buried in mass dirt graves at the Sandakan base camp. Those weary souls still remaining were forced to carry heavy sacks of rice and other supplies along mountainous jungle tracks thick with glutinous mud. Many eventually gave up, knowing they would die, but exhausted beyond comprehension. Unable to go another step further on the endless back-to-back treks between Sandakan and Ranau, they bade farewell to their mates and collapsed to the ground. A following guard would shoot them for not being able to carry on.

Nelson Short was a quietly spoken, gentle man who gave me a truly graphic account of his life as a prisoner of the Japanese, and his fortuitous but drama-laden escape from their hands. Anger grew in his trembling voice and tears welled as he related how he could do little but watch on helplessly as his mates perished before his eyes.

Keith Botterill was another of the six survivors; a tragically haunted man who told me that hardly a day went by without a relative of someone from Sandakan getting in touch, desperate to find out if he had known their loved one and if he knew how and when they died. Keith knew they were only seeking answers and some sort of closure, but in almost every case he could honestly only say he simply did not know. It was a heart-wrenching cross that both Keith and Nelson carried until they died.



These were ordinary men who ended up in extraordinary, often harrowing, circumstances and rose to the occasion. To me, they represent in spades the genuinely noble qualities of boldness, resourcefulness, cunning, determination and mateship we have come to know, expect and appreciate about our Australian service men and women under adversity.

I am proud to be able to bring their wartime adventures and tribulations to you in this revised and expanded new edition, and salute them anew.






1 ESCAPE FEVER


AUSTRALIANS HAVE OFTEN BEEN RECOGNISED for their audacity, sardonic humour and improvisation in the face of adversity. Their brief history is festooned with romantic, craggy heroes such as Clancy of the Overflow, whose silhouette against the cloudless blue skies of the outback is as Australian as the frontiersman Daniel Boone to America. So too our fighting men bring to mind an indelible image of valorous audacity.

Allied officers were continually frustrated by their perception of the Australian units under their command as indisputably courageous and determined, but undisciplined when it came to taking orders. They could not easily understand that these men saw beyond the braid on a man’s sleeve – it was leadership by example and plain guts that they respected. The Australian soldier did not, and does not, suffer fools gladly.

At Anzac Cove the tenacity and daring of the Australian soldier gave this country its national identity and brought about a whole new treasury of folklore and tradition. The gallantry of our fighting men stamped our country and Australians with pride, touching and moulding future generations through the spirit of our countrymen at war. This same essence of boldness, resourcefulness and grim determination was the key to survival when Australians found themselves prisoners of their enemies during the dark years of two world wars.

In the First World War, the Geneva Convention of 1906 and the Hague Convention of 1907 bound all major European countries to comprehensive rules regarding prisoners of war. Humane treatment of prisoners was the principal consideration of these agreements. Limited punishment only could be administered to prisoners for ‘acts of insubordination’, including an officer’s sworn duty – to escape.

Unforeseen complications resulted in several bilateral agreements being reached during the course of the war, specifically on the use of other-rank (OR) prisoners as labourers. Both the Allied and Central Power armies were so huge and demanding on manpower that home labour forces were greatly depleted. By mutual agreement, these ORs could only be used in agriculture, specified industries, transport and public utilities. As well, the repatriation of sick or wounded prisoners was written into the bilateral undertakings, while a limited exchange of prisoners by internment in neutral countries was permitted.

Despite strict guidelines, the treatment of captives and prisoners depended to a great degree on the humanity of the captors or the camp commandants. Delegations of neutral observers visited camps of the major belligerents periodically to check on conditions demanded by the Hague Convention. However, breaches of the Convention rules soon occurred. The Germans, supremely confident of ultimate and rapid victory, largely ignored all such agreements, although attitudes began to change when an Allied victory became a real possibility.

As related by a repatriated prisoner of war, front-line soldiers sometimes lost all sense of humanity and regulation. On 5 April 1918, Corporal C.H. Campbell was part of an Allied force holding a railway embankment between Albert and Dernancourt. The Germans launched an attack, overrunning and capturing the embankment. ‘After we had given ourselves up, and just as we climbed out of the trench, a German officer came up and asked who we were. A private answered him and told him we were Australians. This officer drew his revolver and deliberately shot the Australian private through the stomach.’

‘We were called the “Somme murderers”,’ reported Private J.D. Andrews, another Australian held in a POW camp at Dülmen, ‘because the Germans insisted we had killed all the prisoners we captured on the Somme’. Many POWs were used as reluctant front-line labourers. ‘I was captured at Hangard Wood, near Villers-Bretoneux on the 7th or 8th of April [1918],’ related Corporal D.L. Patterson, who was forced to carry and stack heavy calibre shells. ‘We were kept on this job for about two weeks. During this period we were well within our own artillery fire zone, close up to the German batteries.’

In some instances, medical treatment was given with reluctance and even open hostility. One infantry diarist, whose name is not recorded but who was later repatriated from Germany, was captured at Fleurbaix on 19 July 1916 after being badly wounded in the left calf by shrapnel


The hospital at Valenciennes was a venereal hospital, and we had to bathe at the same time as venereal patients. On Sunday, the 23rd, they amputated my left leg. There was no comfort in the hospital. The orderlies did not try to make the bed comfortable or air it, and the food was bad. The meat served to us was blue and was, I believe, horse flesh.

The orderlies would not bring me water to wash. The only way I was able to wash was by getting comrades who could move about to bring some water. We had only one towel to ten men. A corporal was dressing my wound, and I called out in pain. On this a doctor came and hit me hard on the ribs…

At Valenciennes the doctor expressed the view that Australians ought not to have fought against the Germans, with whom (as he said) they had no quarrel. I attribute the rough treatment of the Australians to the unpopularity of the Australians on this account.



The inadequacy of enemy rations caused near-starvation, and it was only the vital lifeline of food parcels from home that saved many lives. Officer prisoners were able to rely on a relatively constant supply of these parcels, almost to the exclusion of the low-nutrition, unpalatable German rations. The ORs, who suffered a more irregular supply of these parcels, were able to supplement the German starvation ration from time to time. Lieutenant I.N. Archer gave this contemporary account of a life of hunger in one German prisoner-of-war camp:


On about 17th June, I was sent from the Strohen Camp Hospital into the camp itself. This was what is known as a ‘strafe’ [punishment] camp, and the conditions are very bad indeed. The camp itself is situated on a miserable moor, with nothing else in view and in a very bleak sort of place. We had iron-framed beds and mattresses stuffed with straw. The sanitary arrangements were anything but nice or adequate. The water for washing and drinking was taken from wells in the yard, right against which were cesspools, and about a month ago – August – there was an outbreak of dysentery. The barracks were divided by passageways, on one side of which were rooms to accommodate two senior officers and on the other rooms to hold about eight junior officers. We had to cook our own meals, as the British orderlies had too much to do.

After we had been at Ströhen a short while, our parcels started to come through. They arrived regularly, and in good condition… but I know of one case where a package, coming through the American Express Company, was filled with bricks instead of food.

The rations issued to us by the Germans here were very bad. They consisted of: breakfast – a cup of cocoa substitute without milk or sugar; midday – soup made from a kind of cockle and water, or potatoes and fish (which smelt very much and was very hard), or meat occasionally – evidently horses which had been badly blown about at the front. In the afternoon, tea made from leaves and grass; in the evening, some kind of thin soup and perhaps a cup of coffee substitute (burnt barley). The food was totally inadequate, and if it had not been for the parcels we received from home, we should undoubtedly have starved.



In addition to those held captive by the Germans, a further 255 Australians were held captive by the Turks – 33 officers and 222 other ranks.

Though it may have been an officer’s duty to attempt to escape from the enemy, one obstacle – the resentment of fellow prisoners – was the hardest to overcome. In his First World War autobiography, The Escaping Club (Jonathan Cape, 1921), RAF Major A.J. Evans recorded the difficulty he and other newly taken prisoners of war had in comprehending the attitude of those in a Turkish POW camp who had already suffered under more protracted captivity:


When I first came to the camp, escaping was looked upon almost as a crime against your fellow prisoners. One officer stated openly that he would go to considerable lengths to prevent an escape, and there were many who held he was right. There is much to be said on the side of those who took this view. Though it was childishly simple to escape from the camp, to get out of the country was considered next to impossible. An attempt to escape brought great hardships and even dangers to the rest of the camp, for the Turks had made a habit of strafing with horrible severity the officers of the camp from which the prisoner had escaped.



Breaching the barbed wire from a newly formed German POW camp was also relatively easy for determined escapers. Escape techniques and knowledge accumulated with each attempt, so much so that escaping from prison camps increased quite dramatically.

In the later war years, when communication was established with relatives and friends at home, the possibilities of escape multiplied. One of the great difficulties experienced by early escapers was that of clothing. The Germans issued a dark uniform to some, with bright yellow banding around the sleeves and down the trouser legs. The ribbon was easy to remove, and with a little needlework the uniforms were converted into passable civilian attire. An escape for those in khaki uniforms demanded that special precautions be taken. But once those at home realised what was wanted, a quantity of civilian clothing disguised as uniform parts was sent to the various camps. The Germans, noting the gold braid and metal buttons, would allow the parcel to go to the prisoner who quickly tore off the finery and replaced the buttons with those of a civilian type.

Another problem to be overcome before escaping was that of false papers. Every man in Germany – other than a soldier in uniform – was required to be in possession of a pass on which was stated his name, address, business and so on. As in the Second World War, the Germans seemed to love rubber stamps and never lost an opportunity of adding one to any document which came their way. Thus the average document was covered in a mass of violet Prussian eagles in varying sizes, shapes and attitudes. The result was imposing and, as was probably intended, increased the difficulties of forgery. However, skilled forgeries were soon being produced, and the more stamps the better.

Thus escaping from prison camps in the later war years had become an organised and scientific operation. Once out of the German camps prisoners generally headed for neutral Holland, Switzerland or Denmark, or in some cases travelled by boat to Sweden. A few even made their way across the battle front into Allied territory, but crossing into northern Holland bypassed the more formidable water crossing over the Rhine or Maas rivers.

One of the classic examples of wartime escapes was provided by a group of British officers who, in 1918, tunnelled their way out of the German prison camp at Holzminden, a small town on the Weser near Hanover, about 160 kilometres east of Holland. The camp was commanded by Hauptmann Karl Niemeyer, a veteran of the Prussian wars who had lived in the United States for seventeen years before World War I. Despite this, he had a heinous reputation as a bully and for his harsh mistreatment of the British and British Empire prisoners held at the camp. One British officer later described Niemeyer as, ‘A thickset man with a big stomach, who spent his time either posing straddle-legged with a stick in his hand or walking about bullying and threatening to shoot us; he did everything possible to make life unbearable.’

Transformed in September 1917 from a former cavalry training facility, the fortress camp at Holzminden was surrounded by a stone wall two metres high, on top of which was another high barbed-wire fence. The inside of the wall was regularly patrolled by sentries, while outside there were more sentries, as well as a number of savage dogs. Around 550 officer prisoners and 100 orderlies were sent to occupy the camp, managing to register seventeen unsuccessful escape attempts in the first month alone.

Work on the tunnel began in November 1917. Three of those who assisted through to its completion were Australians: Lieutenant Peter W. Lyon from the sixth reinforcement of the 11th Battalion, AIF; Captain Lionel C. Lee, 19 Squadron, RFC; and Captain George G. Gardiner of the 13th Battalion, AIF.

Lieutenant Lyon, from Perth, was captured during a counter-attack at Bullecourt on 17 April 1917. He had been transferred to Holzminden from the camp at Ströhen after an unsuccessful attempt in which he and some other prisoners tried to escape by the crude method of cutting the barbed wire during a thunderstorm and making a mad dash away from the camp. The sentries opened fire and Lyon was captured after falling down in a field near the camp. Having spent six weeks in solitary confinement at Holzminden he became one of the principals behind the plan to tunnel out of the camp from beneath a four-storey stone barracks. ‘The escape was the result of months of preparation,’ Lyon told a Western Mail reporter in 1938. ‘There were about twelve of us in the party at the start and we used to take it in turns to tunnel under the outer wall of the prison. We started under a wooden floor and tunnelled below some stone steps, digging out a little earth whenever the opportunity occurred. The big problem was to dispose of the dirt, but we overcame that by flushing it away in the latrines.’

While the tunnel was being dug, Lyon’s friends in England were doing all they could to assist the prisoners in their escape attempt. ‘I had received many useful and unauthorised presents including a compass, which arrived in the heel of a second-hand boot; a road map of Germany, which came in a big hunk of bacon; 10,000 marks in the handle of a tennis racquet, and a pair of wire cutters.’

As Captain Gardiner described in the H.G. Durnford book, The Tunnellers of Holzminden, the tubular tunnel was ‘70 yards long, 24 inches wide, and 18 inches high. Every inch of it was hacked out using a broken table knife.’ It would take nearly nine months to complete. The man at the face of the tunnel would crawl there with the knife and a wash basin dragging behind him on a rope. He would then light a small candle so he could see what he was doing. A rope was tied to the other side of the basin, held by another man occupying a small station cut out at the foot of the entrance slope. He also had to pump a set of bellows, made from an old football, providing the man up front with air issuing through a pipe made from a series of tin cans. When the basin was full the second man would haul it back, while still keeping up work on the bellows, and empty the spoil into a sack, which he would pass back to a third man for disposal out in the camp. This procedure was repeated endlessly, with shifts of three hours at a time. After his time at the face, the exhausted tunneller, dripping with perspiration, would drag himself backwards.

Night after night the digging continued, with each of the twelve diggers taking their turn in rotation at the face. Another eight prisoners would later become part of the tunnelling team. Meanwhile the Germans never suspected what was going on beneath them. Even Hauptmann Niemeyer felt there was no way anyone could escape from his prisoner fortress, boastfully telling some: ‘Gentlemen, if you want to escape you must give me two days’ notice first’.

One night prior to the planned escape a group of officers gathered at a fourth floor window, anxiously surveying a row of beans in a field beyond the wall. Suddenly a piece of paper on the end of a stick nosed up through the ground, remaining in sight for a few seconds before being withdrawn. They determined that the tunnel was too short, and so digging resumed for another week, and this time all was in readiness.

On the night of the escape, 23–24 July 1918, the twenty tunnellers drew lots to determine the order in which they would escape. They had already nominated ten friends each to follow them down the tunnel. Beyond that, anyone else who wanted to join in could go, so long as there was still time before dawn.

Starting at around midnight, the first men began to crawl through the tunnel in twos and threes. All went well for a while, although some nearly fainted with suffocation in the confines of the tunnel, most taking nearly an hour to reach the exit hole. Eventually, however, twenty-eight men managed to crawl out of the far end of the tunnel and flee on foot. Then word was passed down the tunnel that part of the roof had collapsed and it would need to be cleared. The twenty-ninth escaper had been covered in collapsing dirt, but he managed to make it to the exit hole and pull himself through; however the tunnel was blocked behind him.

‘The man in front of me stopped moving,’ George Gardiner recalled, ‘and he guardedly called back that there was a blockage somewhere. I was black and blue about both legs, the result of the pinches the man behind me gave me as he whispered for me to move along. By this time the atmosphere in the tunnel was so stifling that it was difficult to breathe. There was only one thing to do. The luminous dial of my watch showed 6 a.m., broad daylight, so back we crawled, this time feet first.’ Some of the men, half-unconscious with the lack of oxygen, had to be dragged back by their heels.

‘Back in the camp, Niemeyer nearly went mad. We chipped him, and in a fit of rage he marched into the yard about sixty soldiers, and lined them up with fixed bayonets in front of us. Then he gave the order to advance, but he then thought better of it, and ordered us back to our quarters.’

Of the twenty-nine men who safely made it through the tunnel, ten managed to cross the Dutch border. The other nineteen were eventually recaptured, either singly or in pairs, and returned to Holzminden. The most senior British officer held in the camp, Lieutenant Colonel Charles E.H. Rathbone, was one of those who made it through the tunnel and managed to avoid capture, reaching neutral Holland and freedom just twenty-four hours later. He was more fortunate than most in having a forged passport, knowing the German language, and being able to jump onto a train soon after making his escape.

Peter Lyon was one of those who made good his escape from the fortress, travelling by night with companions towards the Dutch border. ‘Each day we had to hide, and when night came and things were quiet, we would set out again. We had two rivers to cross and at one of them I stole a boat, which capsized in the middle of the stream. We had to swim for our lives. For thirteen days we travelled in this manner, covering 185 miles. Then I was captured trying to crawl over the Dutch frontier near Groenlo. One has to have been a prisoner of war and suffered solitary confinement to realise just what this frustration meant to me.’

The recaptured prisoners were sent back to Holzminden, where they faced a court martial for escaping and were each awarded nine months’ solitary confinement. As Lyon later reflected, ‘What this meant will be realised when I tell you that when I was taken prisoner I weighed 15 stone, 10 pounds [100 kg]. When I came out of Germany I weighed 9 stone, 2 pounds [60 kg].’

Captain Lionel Lee was another of those unlucky enough to be stuck in the tunnel and reluctantly forced to withdraw. Prewar, he had been a friend of famed aviator Charles Kingsford Smith, and postwar would help him get his first job in Sydney with the Diggers Aviation Company. ‘Although I was one of the unfortunates who did not get right through the tunnel, I shall never forget our anxiety for those who did,’ he mused. ‘We wondered how far they would get to the Dutch border.’

Among the twenty-nine men who escaped that night and successfully made it into neutral Holland was Scottish engineer Captain Stanley Purves from 19 Squadron, RFC (the same squadron as Lionel Lee). He escaped using a hand-drawn map and a small improvised compass made from a pair of needles concealed in a paper wrapper for a Gillette safety razor blade. After the war he emigrated to Australia with his wife Sybil and found work at the engineering company that constructed the Sydney Harbour Bridge. He later became the general manager of the Goliath Cement Works in Tasmania.



The first Australian serviceman to escape from the clutches of the Kaiser and make it to freedom was Victorian-born Captain John Eldred (Jack) Mott from the 48th Battalion, AIF, who was serving with the British Expeditionary Force in France. While trying to reorganise a company at Bullecourt on 11 April 1917, he sustained five successive wounds in the hand, arm, ear, chest and neck, the last touching the spine and knocking him from a parapet to the bottom of a trench, rendering him unconscious. After dressing his wounds as best they could, the rapidly retreating troops left him in a German dugout, where he remained undiscovered for three days. Despite the freezing cold he managed to cling to life until he was found and sent to Germany as a prisoner of war. Following further treatment, he was transported to Karlsruhe POW camp in south-west Germany, and later to the punishment camp at Ströhen Moor, in the Hanoverian marshlands.

On the evening of 26 September 1917, together with Sydney-born Lieutenant Henry Fitzgerald of the 19th Battalion, AIF, they managed to creep from their barracks to the main gate, which they unlocked using a key Mott had manufactured from a piece of steel plating.

Mott later related to the Bendigonian newspaper:


We reached a potato field, every moment expecting bullets from the guards. A quarter of a mile further on we got into a scrubby moor. There was no sign of pursuit. We hurried forward, floundering and falling in the black bog. Avoiding roads and farms, we covered miles and miles past sleeping villages. At daybreak we lay down in a wood exhausted, regardless of the rain. We travelled only at night, and one was always awake on guard.



The men soon found their planned route involved crossing a number of broad watercourses and drains which were either too wide or too deep to tackle, necessitating constant changes of direction while trudging through boggy fields and damp forests. Twice they came close to being recaptured, but Mott had been born in the country in Victoria and spent several years on the goldfields of Western Australia, so his experience of the bush proved invaluable. Using this knowledge, the men carried out several ruses designed to shake off any possible pursuers, at times walking backwards and retracing their steps to deceive enemy trackers and their dogs. Continuing his story, Mott said:


On the sixth night we crossed a river by a bridge adjacent to a tavern. We saw a sergeant and two privates drinking and neglecting to guard the bridge. At a second river I drew my spare socks over my boots and crossed alone. The sentry challenged, so I rushed back and rejoined Fitzgerald. The sentry did not fire. We made a detour around another sentry and reached a bank. Packing our wet clothes, boots and food on our backs in the darkness, we jumped into the icy water. Halfway across we heard the cry ‘Halt!’ but did not heed it. We reached the bank, staggered forward, and fell into a muddy ditch. We heard the sentries shouting as we rushed into the forest. I lost my dear old pal. I waited a long time for him, and I suppose he was recaptured.



Once he had wrung out his clothes, a cold and despondent Mott set off alone, stumbling through the forest until he came across a wide expanse of water. Still weak from his wounds and unable to raise his right arm above the shoulder, he knew he could not hope to swim the 200 metres to the other side. Moving along the bank he finally found a much narrower stretch he felt he could handle. After tying his boots and food pack around his neck he took a deep breath and dived in. When he finally reached the far side, Mott realised he was on an island, but was excited to come across a small boat – only to discover that it was chained and padlocked to a sturdy tree. He also found that his precious food supply had gone missing during the crossing.

The next day, after swimming across the brackish water from the far side of the island, and now only five kilometres from the frontier, Mott rested up, hungry but exhilarated before facing his final hurdle to freedom. When nightfall came he was ready and set off, but as he got closer to the border area he became increasingly cautious:


I took off my boots and crept the last two miles, stopping and watching for sentries, thinking that every bush was an enemy. My nerves conjured up soldiers everywhere. I came to a road I had expected, crossed it, and knew that I was safely in Holland.



Following his escape, Mott elected to return to the front and was soon back in action, ending the war with a Military Cross and bar for his escape and bravery in battle.

Just as Jack Mott presumed, Fitzgerald had been recaptured and spent two weeks in solitary confinement at Ströhen before being sent off to Holzminden, where he continued in his relentless attempts to escape. Following one such attempt, the Germans found he was carrying several prohibited articles: money, passports, compass and a map. He and his escape companion were also wearing camp-made imitations of German uniforms. He was charged, tried, and remanded. Eventually he was court martialled and found guilty, being ordered to pay a 250-mark fine or face fifty days’ imprisonment. He was reluctant to give the Germans the money, but as he was now involved in helping dig another tunnel he paid the fine.

Henry Fitzgerald never did manage to flee his captors, but on his return to Australia was awarded the Military Cross for his numerous escape attempts.



Many books were published dealing with escapes from European camps during the Great War, and they were appealing bestsellers. As A.J. Evans remarks in his book, Escape and Liberation: 1940–1945, this popularity had an undesired effect on those who became POWs in the Second World War.


In this war, both the prisoners and their guards had far greater knowledge than in World War I, and much of the knowledge was gained from the numerous escaping books which were published between the two wars. Some of these books were translated into German and Italian and even became compulsory reading for the camp commandants and prison guards in those countries. Little was left untold so that the prison guards were, from the start, fully aware of nearly every trick that had been used in former days. The prisoners also read the books, for frequently copies of some of these old escaping stories found their way under various guises into the camps.

It is probably true, however, that the guards gained more from these books than the prisoners, for the possible tricks which the prisoner can play, the disguises he can adopt and the bluffs which can be attempted, are strictly limited by the conditions in which he lives; these conditions are controlled to a large extent by his guards.



Of nearly 170 000 British and Commonwealth servicemen held captive by the Axis forces during the Second World War, just over 6000 managed to escape and return to England – with Australians to the fore. This figure was even more remarkable considering that not one Axis POW ever escaped from Britain.

The revised Geneva Convention of 1929 stated that no prisoner could be punished by more than 30 days’ solitary confinement for a single escape. To longer term prisoners, this period was even considered a blessing in disguise after an unsuccessful escape attempt as it provided a chance to be away from fellow POWs and overcrowded quarters for a while.

Participation in an escape attempt was both a means of defiance and of occupying the long, tedious days behind brick walls and barbed wire. Men worked diligently and laboriously on shafts and tunnels, more often than not in the full knowledge that the scheme had little, if any, chance of success. But they were gainfully employed. Shift-digging in a tunnel, tailoring escape clothing, compiling maps or forging documents, the men felt useful once more, and part of a team effort to confound and harass the enemy.

Occasionally, with persistence and a sizeable dose of good fortune, many POWs found themselves scrambling away from their place of captivity. But this was only the first stage of the operation, for now they faced a more formidable foe – their own spirit of endurance. Ahead of them lay the likelihood of weeks, possibly months, crossing enemy territory with little prospect of adequate food or shelter. These creature comforts could only be gained by stealth. The escaper virtually lived as a tramp but he could never allow himself the luxuries of indolence or incaution; capture could be lurking around the next bend in the road, and it was essential he remain alert and wary. He was a fugitive in a belligerent country, a fox on the run.

To further daunt him was the knowledge that, even at journey’s end, he had to confront yet another perilous barrier – that of crossing a guarded frontier safely. Little wonder that desperation weighed heavily on even the staunchest heart, and it is a sad but understandable truth that many recaptured prisoners even expressed relief at being caught. Some – in despair, cold and hungry – even turned themselves in.



Despite heavy Allied bombing and strafing of railway utilities and rail lines, train travel was still the preferred method of the escaper in Germany. It was convenient and, despite wartime conditions, fairly reliable. A single train journey could eliminate the need to spend many days and nights slogging across enemy territory by foot, with the inherent lack of food, sleep and shelter, and the imminent chance of capture.

The disadvantage in using the rail system was a reliance on forged travel papers, which would be scrutinised several times by officials on the lookout for just such forgeries.

The lack of German vernacular was not a serious problem. The massive movement of seven million legitimate foreign workers throughout Germany meant a plethora of tongues were spoken, and a good excuse for travel corroborated by official-looking forged documents gave the escaping prisoner a reasonable chance of bluffing his way through.

Several escapers came unstuck through the unintentional use of everyday mannerisms or habitual exclamations, including profanities. The study of body language is almost a science these days, but the escaper had to realise that a simple gesture or habit, such as walking with his hands clasped behind his back, could betray his origins to an alert enemy. He might be meticulous in not speaking English, then give himself away by smoking English cigarettes or eating Red Cross supplies in public. To people denied or rationed the simplest of food items, the sight of someone innocently gnawing on a chocolate bar was cause enough for instant denouncement.

They had to be inventive in moments of crisis. One escaper on a train was being stared at by a suspicious woman sitting opposite, so he began to pick his nose, every so often wiping the offending finger on his trouser leg. The woman suffered the rest of the journey in outraged silence, her eyes averted.

Then there was the matter of luck. An escape might succeed because a guard happened to look away just at the right time, the better road of two was taken or a stranger approached for assistance was sympathetic. Luck was the one element of any escape that could not be planned for, and yet it played a major role in virtually all successful escapes and evasions.



Allied and Australian prisoners of war could take some comfort from the fact that matters pertaining to their incarceration by the Germans were controlled by rules set down in the Geneva Convention. Others, particularly Russian prisoners, were treated as vermin by their captors. Hordes of Russians literally starved to death; they were so desperate for food that some dead bodies were cannibalised.

The memories of former AIF Private John Williams (2/2nd AGH) are valid testimony to the plight of Russian prisoners.


In less than three months we buried more than 3500 Russians. They died from ill-treatment, starvation, cold, and their battle wounds. The Germans threw the first batches of dead into open latrine trenches which were not even filled in. We used to give the Russians food from our Red Cross parcels, although for a while the Germans would not let us do this.

Once I was allowed to take over a chaff-bag full of food to the Russian camp, but they rushed us like dogs, and knocked us flying. They grabbed the food, snarling at each other. I can tell you it was wicked to see.



Meanwhile prisoners of the Italians were also engaged in escape schemes, and once again Australians were to the fore.

The welcome news that Mussolini had been overthrown and his successor Marshal Badoglio had signed a separate armistice with the Allies in September 1943 gave POWs in Italy not only a tremendous lift in spirits but their first real opportunity to escape. Even the Italian guards were elated over their country’s armistice with the Allies and made ready to return to their homes. Senior POW camp officials, meantime, reiterated strict War Office instructions that prisoners were to stay put until arrangements had been made for their retrieval by Allied forces.

The Italians were adamant that the prisoners would not be handed over to the Germans, but with a rapidly strengthening German presence in the vicinity of some camps, most Allied camp leaders had to decide whether they should comply with explicit orders to remain where they were. These ‘stay put’ orders had been promulgated months earlier, but subsequent events meant that these orders were unrelated to the existing military situation.

Having usurped administrative control over the prisoners, the Germans moved equally swiftly in evacuating Allied POWs northwards into Germany. They were especially keen to transfer and contain air force personnel in their Luftwaffe-controlled camps. Logistically, it was a time of considerable chaos, and many POWs took advantage of the situation to make good their belated escapes.

Lieutenant Athol Hunter (2/6th Battalion, AIF) and Flight Lieutenant Geoff Chinchen (No. 3 Squadron, RAF) were among those herded out of PG 19I at Bologna in north-east Italy and placed in cattle trucks for transhipment to Germany. En route, while they were held at Fort Bismarck in Strasbourg, the two Australians made arrangements to be bricked up by some friends inside a small damaged section of a disused passageway. The transfer occurred on 9 October 1943 and Hunter and Chinchen moved into the small niche and were soon concealed behind a freshly-reconstructed section of the wall. When all sounds of activity had passed they broke free of their small enclosure and made their way out of the fort. Three days later they reached French soil, from where they were guided into Switzerland and eventual freedom.

Prisoners in work camps around Vercelli, to which several hundred Australians had been transferred from PG57, Gruppignano, were fortunate that the German presence was almost negligible. As a result, 400 Australians safely reached neutral Swiss territory, some in epics of endurance. South Australian George Mason Clark (2/43rd Battalion) escaped with three fellow Australians from a working party and set off to cross the Alps into Switzerland. As he recalls, it was a journey none of them could ever forget.


We fought on, inching up to the towering peaks, every step an agony and an effort of will, every foot of the way negotiated with the chance of falling or being blown to our deaths in the tugging winds. It would have been a relief to slump, curl up and rest.

When my aching body demanded this rest I reached back into my mind to windswept bleak afternoons walking a bare prison compound, staring at the barbed wire, sentries and gun towers; back to the memory of long, cold, hungry, despairing, lonely nights, listening to the howling of the wind, thinking of home and the lovely girl waiting there, wondering if I would see her again. It was then I found the strength to take another step forward and upwards, strike another blow, roll with another punch and tell that old mountain he would never beat us. We were survivors and we’d come too far and taken too much to lie down.



The men’s spirit carried them through, and they finally knew the exultation of having beaten the odds.


We stood on a mountain on the border of Italy and Switzerland, the four of us, and we laughed, shook hands and pummelled backs. Years of planning, scheming, surviving, brushing with death, suffering frustration, hunger and reversals, waiting, escaping, climbing the mountains. We’d made the dream come true!



Many of those who had not been rounded up by the Germans made for the Allied lines in southern Italy or for the rumoured invasion bridgeheads near Venice and Genoa. Most, however, remained in the vicinity of their former prison camp or took to the hills. When it became apparent that the Allied advance in the south had ground to a temporary halt, and with the risk of capture by the Germans or Fascists growing daily, these fugitives formulated plans to get out of Italy.

The majority followed three major routes. Those in the north and north-west generally opted for crossing the frontier into neutral Switzerland; others in the north-east looked to the Yugoslav border; while most of those hiding out in central Italy made their way south through the German defensive lines.

For those who experienced it, life as a prisoner of war in Europe was a drab routine in which frustration and uncertainty grew as the war continued without them. The battle to maintain their health, sanity and dignity in an existence fraught with inadequate rations and demeaning captors was unceasing. The vision of escape and the dream of freedom caused them to secretly and actively engage in schemes both practical and fanciful, fruitful and futile.

Escape literature is replete with many fine examples of brilliant individual efforts. The appeal of these stories is undeniable; a lone escaper fleeing over open countryside, scavenging or stealing food, sleeping in lice-infested haystacks and finally crossing a frontier to safety under the very noses of the border guards. One of the most incredible true stories of this genre is that of Lieutenant David James, RNVR, who managed to escape from a bathhouse at Marlag und Milag Nord naval camp and, brazenly dressed in full Royal Navy uniform, made his way quite openly by day to Bremen and then the Baltic Sea port of Lübeck. From here, he was hidden aboard a Swedish ship which carried him to Stockholm and freedom. Boldness saw James reach freedom but there was also a great deal of prisoner’s whimsy involved in his escape. He had told a fellow prisoner that his intention was to ‘bugger off’ from Germany and this is precisely what he did – among the forged documents he carried were a letter and a pass to the Baltic area declaring him to be a Bulgarian seaman by the name of I. Bagerov!

In June 1943 the prisoners at Oflag VIIB, Eichstätt, in northern Bavaria set about constructing a tunnel that inched out from beneath a hut and forged upwards inside a rocky hill which formed the northern boundary of the camp. Tonnes of spoil from the tunnel was shifted without arousing the suspicions of the German guards, who later admitted they would never have thought to look for a tunnel going uphill! On the evening of 3–4 June, 65 prisoners went through the vast tunnel. Although most were recaptured, they had created an unprecedented diversion of tens of thousands of troops and civilians to seek them out. All of the recaptured prisoners, including seven AIF officers, were bundled straight off to Oflag IVC, Colditz, north-east of Leipzig. Lieutenant Jack Champ (2/6th Battalion) told the author their efforts were considered worthwhile.


It may seem to some that we wasted our time digging this tunnel which hardly seemed to reach a successful conclusion, but the escape caused a tremendous nuisance to the Germans. We shifted over 40 tonnes of earth and rocks without their knowledge, and we occupied 60 000 enemy personnel for over a week. We caused the camp Kommandant and his security officer to be sent to the dreaded Russian Front, and at the same time gave our own morale an enormous boost, believing that in some small way we had contributed to the Allied war effort as a whole, and the eventual victory.



Perhaps the most audacious escape story of the Second World War took place in October 1943 from the East Compound of Stalag Luft III, set amid the tranquil, scented fir trees around Sagan. In staging this escape, the prisoners constructed a large, sturdy vaulting horse. Each day four men would carry the equipment to the same place in the compound, near the perimeter wire and right under the noses of the bemused sentries. What the Germans did not realise was that one or two men were concealed inside the vaulting horse. Their job was to open up the concealed entrance to a tunnel, and while other prisoners bounded over the equipment, making noise that covered the activities within, the tunnellers were digging away and placing the soil removed into bags. Once the ‘exercise period’ was over, the tunnellers would disguise the entrance once again, and the vaulting horse was carried back into the hut where it was housed. The dirt was then covertly dispersed into the roof of the hut, vegetable gardens and elsewhere. When the tunnel was 30.5 metres long, three airmen – flight lieutenants Eric Williams and Oliver Philpot, and Lieutenant Michael Codner – were carried out, made their way through the tunnel, and eventually reached freedom through the port of Stettin. Eric Williams’ later book, The Wooden Horse, is witness to the triumph of ingenuity.

Tragically, another escape was mounted from Stalag Luft III on 24–25 March 1944. The sad aftermath of the mass escape bid that became known as ‘The Great Escape’ was the deliberate, cold-blooded shooting of 50 of the 76 escapers by the Gestapo, acting on the direct orders of Hitler. Among those murdered after recapture were five Australians – Squadron Leaders J.E.A. Williams and J. Catanach, Flight Lieutenants R.V. Keirath and T.B. Leigh, and Warrant Officer A.H. Hake – who with others were taken out into the countryside and gunned down singly or in small groups on deserted highways.

In The Great Escape (Faber and Faber Ltd, 1951), Australian Flight Lieutenant Paul Brickhill recalls the shock he and the other prisoners felt after being told the appalling news. Worse was still to come, for at the time the Senior British Officer, Group Captain Herbert Massey, had only been told of the deaths of 41 officers.


Still in a stunned silence we filed out of the theatre and within two minutes the news had spread to everyone in the compound. Horror lay over the camp. Mass murder was something new in the quiet backwater of prison camp, however unpleasant the life was. A lot of us wouldn’t believe it. ‘I know the Huns are murderous bastards,’ said a man in my room, ‘but they’ve never been game so far to murder British or American people openly in mass and I can’t see their point in starting that sort of thing on relatively harmless prisoners’.

It about summed up the feeling. I suppose if the truth be known we wouldn’t believe it because we didn’t want to believe it. The mind builds up its own defences. Most of us thought the whole thing was a bluff; that the forty-one had been moved to another camp, and that we, believing they were dead, would be intimidated into stopping all escape activity. But there was no getting away from the fact that it had been officially announced. We held a memorial service and every man in the compound sewed a little black diamond on his sleeve.



Now there was blood on the barbed wire. This savage barbarity had an instant and sobering effect on prisoners and their guards alike, but there was now a war within a war, and prisoners faced further uncertainties regarding their fate behind the wire.

Back in 1899 a young British war correspondent covering the Boer War for the Morning Post was captured and placed in a prison camp. Of his month-long captivity he later wrote: ‘Before I had been an hour in captivity I resolved to escape.’ Despite constant checks, steel bars, high corrugated-iron walls and powerful searchlights the 25-year-old made good his escape. Notices were placed everywhere offering a reward for his capture, alive or dead. Eventually, tired and filthy, he reached Delgoa Bay and freedom. During the Second World War many prisoners wrote his descriptive words on being a prisoner into their diaries, as they best explain the daily frustrations of being a POW:


It is a melancholy state; you are in the power of your enemies. You owe your life to his humanity, your daily bread to his compassion. You must obey his orders, await his pleasure, possess your soul in patience. The days are long; hours crawl by like paralytic centipedes. Moreover the whole atmosphere of prison, even the best and most regulated of prisons, is odious. You feel a constant humiliation at being fenced in by railway wire, watched by armed guards, and webbed in by a tangle of regulations and restrictions.



That young war correspondent not only survived the war, but went on to enter politics. His name was Winston Spencer Churchill, the wartime Prime Minister of Britain.

Comparisons will invariably be drawn between prisoners in Europe and those who suffered and died in the hands of the Japanese. The escape philosophy may have been different, but the determination to gain freedom or die trying was the same.



For those Australians taken prisoner in the European and Mediterranean campaigns, the regulations laid down in the Geneva Convention provided some form of succour. Conversely, those men and women captured by the Japanese army were forced to suffer terrible privations, illness and tragic but generally preventable death. They experienced a horrifying denial of even the most basic expectations of common humanity.

It was customary and convenient for officers and subordinates of the Japanese army to abrogate responsibility for their inhumane treatment of prisoners, stating glibly that their country was not a signatory to the Geneva Convention, but this was not the case.

Following a meeting in Geneva on 27 July 1929, the ‘International Convention Relative to Treatment of Prisoners of War’ was signed by representatives of 48 countries, including Japan. Even if this was to be disregarded, the Japanese were still morally bound by the Fourth Hague Convention of 1907. When Japan declared war on the United States in December 1941 her leaders stated that their participation in the Geneva Convention had not, in fact, been ratified by them. Under pressure from the United States, Britain and her allies, the Japanese Foreign Minister Shigenori Togo reluctantly gave a formal undertaking. This in part sideslipped the issue by stating that Japan, though not bound by the Convention, would apply its provisions to all prisoners from the United States, Britain, Australia, New Zealand and Canada.

Nevertheless, during the course of the war the Japanese leaders took it upon themselves to alter their own regulations on the treatment of prisoners of war. One such amendment permitted the execution of recaptured escapees in conformity with punishment codes laid down for deserters from their own forces. This regulation gave Japanese officers a clear mandate for committing reprisals on any prisoners who defied their authority by attempting to escape. With this authority extended to them by their superiors, they felt an inculpable justification when inflicting the death penalty on recaptured POWs.

Even with these consequences in mind, the Japanese-held prisoner of European descent faced many obstacles in any bid for freedom. The most obvious was his appearance. Another was the vastness of the Asian theatre, with any escape necessitating travel through pestilential jungle in extreme and generally unpredictable tropical weather conditions, and sometimes crossing vast tracts of water. In many areas some of the local population were on the lookout for runaways, knowing the Japanese offered substantial rewards to those assisting in their recapture. Added to these difficulties were a generally weakened condition caused by starvation diets and medical neglect, hunger, a lack of proper escape aids and information on Allied positions, insidious tropical diseases and little more than a vague idea as to their destination.

For many there was also the omnipresent thought that their escape could incur severe reprisals on the mates they had left behind. Little wonder that these escapers were desperate men, driving themselves on with an almost fanatical single-mindedness, and with only a faint spark of eventual freedom as their spur.



At a ceremony of remembrance in 1986, Canon E.H.V. Pitcher addressed the Newcastle Branch of the New South Wales Ex-POW Association on what he called ‘the sombre events that together make up one of the darkest and most tragic chapters in our nation’s history’. Some excerpts from his stirring eulogy are well worth recording:


In the grim and unaccountable chances of battle there are always the possibilities of death, of wounding, of survival, or finally of capture and imprisonment. That fate might be thought by members of a soldier’s family to be the most fortunate outcome of all, because to them it would seem the war was now over for their loved ones. But of course they would be mistaken as the war never ends; for the prisoner the conflict becomes more intense. Some soldiers never give up trying to escape so that they could take their full part in the struggle again. But for all of them who are captured a prolonged battle begins; a long, agonising battle of the spirit, a struggle to endure the privations of inactivity, and that oppression of the soul that comes from doubts about the welfare of those left at home.

The full extent of their terrible sufferings, and the measure of the harsh brutalities perpetrated upon them, has only in recent years begun to emerge. With tragic hindsight we can see that they entered the battles poorly equipped, with insufficient strategic awareness of the strength of their enemy’s forces, and with inadequate knowledge of his equipment and resources. Most all of we now know that they were the tragic victims of a barbarous medieval code which assumed that capture in battle incurred a disgrace which could only be wiped out by death. A prisoner of war was therefore a symbol of shame to be accorded no mercy and no humane considerations whatever.

The consequences are well documented now, but they still have the power to touch our hearts and to stir deep anger. Citizens can be notoriously forgetful; memories are so tragically short. But we are sure that this nation would be the poorer without the knowledge of these events. The glib reiteration of fashionable shibboleths about ‘standards of living’ would assume new meaning if we could retain the memory of sacrifices and suffering endured, and the sum total of what it has cost to preserve our way of life.



The barbaric ill-treatment of prisoners of war by the Japanese was a natural consequence of what was recognised by them as the code of bushido; in this the soldier realised his greatest honour in life was the opportunity to give his life for his Emperor. Conversely, his greatest disgrace would be to surrender to the enemy. This solemn code was inculcated into the Japanese soldier during his basic training. Grim witness to this was the suicidal mass break-out of Japanese prisoners of war from their compound at Cowra in New South Wales which left 231 prisoners dead and more than 350 wounded. Their object was not to escape but to die in honour, defying the enemy to their last breath.

Another tragic observance of bushido followed the capture of ten survivors from an Australian and British raiding party of 23 aboard a ‘hijacked’ fishing junk, who had made a gallant attempt to blow up several vessels occupying Singapore Harbour in September 1944. These men were treated with respect and even admiration by their Japanese captors, and were subsequently placed on trial. In the records of the prosecutor’s closing address, it is clear that the code of bushido was ‘generously’ applied to the prisoners:


When the deed is so heroic, its sublime spirit must be respected, and its success or failure becomes a secondary matter. These heroes must have left Australia with sublime patriotism flaming in their breasts, and with the confident expectation of all the Australian people on their shoulders. The last moment of a hero must be heroic, and it must be dramatic. Heroes have more regard for their reputation than for anything else. As we respect them, so we feel our duty for glorifying their last moments as they deserve, and by our doing so the names of these heroes will remain in the heart of the British and Australian people for evermore. I consider that a death sentence should be given to each of the accused.



The ten men were executed on 7 July 1945, just seven weeks before the capitulation of the Japanese nation on 28 August.

Those three years and nine months since the Japanese entered the Second World War had been a period of immeasurable anguish and torment for the more than 22 000 Australians who fell into their hands. By the time Japan surrendered, nearly a third of that number, set by historians as 7777, had died as a direct result of starvation, disease and maltreatment. Of this number, 27 are said to have been executed for attempting to escape, and a further 193 for other reasons.

The majority of Australians who became prisoners of the Japanese were taken in the fall of Singapore on the afternoon of 15 February 1942. That morning the British Commander, Lieutenant General Arthur Percival had received advice from Churchill that he was agreeable to a surrender, and had set the process in motion. With the signing of the Japanese terms of surrender shortly afterwards, nearly 130 000 Allied soldiers, including 16 000 Australians, became prisoners of war and all British troops were ordered to congregate at Changi.

At first the Japanese placed no real restrictions on these weary captives so long as they remained in the area designated as a POW enclave, and they were permitted to wander around the eastern end of Singapore island. Things changed abruptly on 12 March when the Japanese ordered the prisoners to wire themselves in and declared the area separating the prison camps from the mainland a no-man’s land. The perimeter was now patrolled by Japanese guards as well as some Sikhs who had volunteered to serve their captors. These renegades quickly earned a reputation as being even more demanding and brutal than their masters.

In August 1942 most of the senior British and Australian officers, including Lieutenant General Arthur Percival, were shipped off to Japan. Major General Shimpei Fukuye, together with a large staff, was brought in as Commandant of all POW camps in Malaya and given responsibility for organising and administering the large POW camp located at Changi.

Soon after he arrived four recaptured prisoners were brought to the camp. Two had been on the loose for five months, having managed to escape from Bukit Timah and paddle a small boat more than 250 kilometres before being caught. Two of the men were British (Privates Harold Waters and Eric Fletcher), and two were Australians – Private Victor L. Gale from New South Wales and Corporal Rodney E. Breavington from Victoria. The Japanese administrators promptly issued a decree on 30 August that all prisoners in Changi were to sign a statement which read: ‘I, the undersigned, hereby solemnly swear on my honour that I will not, under any circumstances, attempt to escape’.

The senior British officer, Colonel E.B. Holmes, and the commander of Australian POWs in Malaya, Lieutenant Colonel F.G. Galleghan, 2/30th Infantry Battalion (known affectionately to his men as ‘Black Jack’ Galleghan), countered by declaring that the prisoners were not permitted to give any such undertaking and that all officers and men would refuse to do so. For the next two days an uneasy silence gripped Changi. The Japanese reaction, when it came, was swift and brutal.

On 1 September Fukuye ordered the prisoners at Changi, including 1900 Australians (with the overall exemption of those in hospital), to assemble at the military barracks square at Selarang. The events concerning what became known as the ‘Barrack Square Incident’ have been faithfully recorded by Stan Arneil in his book Black Jack (Macmillan, 1983).


The barrack square was 8.5 acres in area and was surrounded by five buildings of two floors each, making a total standing room of 11 acres. The crush of troops in the hot sun was unbearable, particularly as there were little or no amenities. Latrines were dug through the bitumen of the square, rations of rice were cut by two-thirds and worse. Water for the 15,000 troops was available from two drinking taps only.

The crowded conditions resembled a milling ant heap and the danger of an outbreak of dysentery was high. Fukuye called for another meeting with Galleghan and Holmes requesting once more that they order their troops to sign the ‘no escape’ promise. The two leaders refused to alter their stand and Fukuye then told them that they would be required to attend the execution of four prisoners, two Australians and two Englishmen, who had all made an abortive attempt to escape from Singapore in May 1942.



The execution, under Lieutenant Okasaki, could only be described as inhumane. The site was changed several times and the condemned men were dragged from one place to another until Okasaki was finally satisfied. Corporal Breavington meanwhile kept pleading unsuccessfully with Okasaki and Colonel Makimura for Gale’s life, stating that the 23-year-old private was simply following orders. As a passage was read from the New Testament by one of the witnesses, Breavington shook hands with the other three men. One final time Okasaki decided to move the positions of the Sikh riflemen and the unwilling spectators, and ordered the condemned men blindfolded, which they declined. Breavington turned to Galleghan and tried to smile. ‘Goodbye sir, good luck,’ he stammered. Moments later Osakaki raised and waved his handkerchief and a volley of shots rang out. But the terror for three of the condemned men was not yet at an end, as they were only wounded. Okasaki ordered the Indians to keep firing. At one stage Breavington screamed out, ‘For God’s sake shoot me through the head and kill me!’ Stan Arneil wrote of the aftermath:


The four soldiers died bravely but Galleghan was badly shaken. In view of the long delay in the execution of the four escapees since their recapture, both he and Holmes were unsure as to whether the executions would have taken place anyway or whether they had been the result of the frustration of Fukuye in being unable to obtain his own way.

They were worried at the prospect of further reprisals and made approaches to Fukuye requesting again that the original ‘request’ to the prisoners be changed to a military ‘order’ to them. It was a delicate situation because Fukuye was well aware of the worthlessness of an agreement made under duress. However it is possible that he saw that under no circumstances would either Galleghan or Holmes have changed their minds. Finally Fukuye issued a military order that all prisoners of war sign the ‘no escape’ agreement.



Finally, there had been a resolution to the problem. Galleghan and Holmes promptly advised their men to sign the agreement, but also told them that as it had been obtained under duress they were not bound to honour it. Not a single soldier in the oppressed conditions of Selarang Square had signed the form until finally authorised to do so. After the mass signing they were required to remain at Selarang Square for three more days, but they felt they had won some sort of moral victory over their captors. Stan Arneil reflected on Japanese attitudes during this tense period:


It was not unexpected that prisoners who attempted to escape would be shot, if recaptured, in accordance with the Japanese military code. In fact they had shown their determination to stop attempts to escape, by shooting three British prisoners who were arrested in Singapore without passes, in March 1942. Again in that same month six Australians were shot after escaping to Johore.

The actions of the troops [in refusing to sign the ‘no escape’ paper] were in the tradition of acceptable soldierly conduct; the Japanese respected them for their courage but the deaths of Breavington and Gale, the Australians executed, disturbed Galleghan for many years.



After the war Major General Shimpei Fukuye was found guilty of the execution and other charges, and was himself executed on Changi Beach, in exactly the same spot, on 7 April 1946.

It was the very nature of captured soldiers to contemplate escape. One of those captured on Singapore, Keith Wilson of the 8th Division Signals, reflected on the position the Australians now faced in his book You’ll Never Get off the Island (Allen & Unwin, 1989):


When we were first taken prisoners of war, it was some time before we had any contact with the Japanese, and during this period and throughout the term of our captivity, I was disappointed to find that our officers, instead of encouraging us to attempt to escape or to defy, at least covertly if not openly the Japanese authorities, actually urged us to co-operate with them and not to attempt to escape. Their logic was simple. The Japanese took terrible vengeance on any attempt to defy their authority, and attempts were certainly doomed to failure and meant certain death for the would-be escapees with possible repercussions against those remaining in captivity. Our officers, therefore, bearing in mind the welfare of the majority of the captives, encouraged us to co-operate, and despite the fact that this was the best course overall, it irked many of us.



Groups of prisoners began leaving Changi from January to mid-April 1942 for unspecified destinations. In May 3000 Australians in the so-called A Force left by sea under Brigadier A.L. Varley, destined initially for airfield construction work at Tavoy in Burma, then in October to Thanbyuzayat, the Burma base of the proposed railway to Siam (later Thailand). In 1943 more groups left for Ban Pong, at the head of the Gulf of Siam, to begin work at the other end of the railway. These groups comprised 17 760 British, Australian and Dutch POWs.

On 18 April the ill-fated F Force, comprising 3334 British and 3666 Australian servicemen departed for Ban Pong. Then followed H Force (1411 British, 670 Australians, and 588 Dutch), and two smaller parties of medical staff of mixed nationalities, known as K and L Forces.

Initially, the men of A Force found their accommodation and conditions poor but tolerable. They received better rice and food rations and the Japanese were lenient towards any prisoner caught outside the wire trading with natives. But when word of these minor escapades reached the ears of the higher Japanese authorities they issued blunt warnings that any prisoners caught outside the wire would be shot.

Encouraged by the attitude of their guards and friendliness of the Burmese people, several prisoners turned their minds to the prospects of escape. In June, eight men from the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment led by Victorian Warrant Officer Matthew W. Quittendon made a short-lived attempt to escape to India but were quickly recaptured. A notice that they were to be executed was issued. Brigadier Varley and the Australian leaders protested the severity of the sentence – particularly one handed down without any pretence of trial – but their objections were ignored. Sid Marshall (8th Division Signals) was present when the escapees were brought back:


A small party of men, of whom I was one, were separated from the main working party at the Tavoy aerodrome and taken to a place quite some distance from our POW camp. On arrival we were set to work digging eight holes which were to be two metres long, one metre wide, and two metres deep. It did not take us long to realise that these holes were meant to be graves, and for whom they were intended. The Nips kept at us to hurry the job; we in turn tried to hasten slowly in the forlorn hope that this may in some way stave off the inevitable. Unhappily it was not to be.

The holes were less than two metres deep when two trucks arrived. One carried the eight escapees (four of them well known to me), the other Brigadier Varley, Colonel Charles Anderson, and a padre. Posts were put in the ground at the head of the holes and the eight men, arms tied, were brought to the scene. Brigadier Varley requested of the Japanese officer in charge that our small party be allowed to withdraw from the area. Permission was granted and we moved a small distance into the scrub. After a short, apprehensive period of time we heard a volley of rifle fire, then we were taken back to the place of infamy to cut down from the poles the sad, bloody remains of our comrades and bury them with honour in their dreadful graves. It is a bitter memory that lives deep and sad inside me.



Brigadier Varley later noted in his diary: ‘The spirit of these eight Australians was wonderful. They all spoke cheerio and good luck messages to one another and never showed any sign of fear. A truly courageous end.’

By December 1942 A Force had been transported to Thanbyuzayat to work on the notorious railway of death, where conditions were atrocious and prisoners slaved under inhumane conditions dressed in rags. Disease ran rampant and the weaker men soon began to die. That month three Dutchmen and an Australian made an unsuccessful escape attempt and were recaptured. Varley pleaded, truthfully, that the Australian had been certified as mentally ill by the Australian doctors and could not be held responsible for his actions. The Japanese Commandant, Lieutenant Naito, was sympathetic to Varley’s pleas for mercy, and it seemed the poor fellow would be spared. Then, without any warning, he was taken away and executed. When an outraged Varley confronted Naito, he was told the Japanese medical officer had found the prisoner was mentally sound. As the Dutch had already been executed, Naito felt he ‘had to be fair’.

In February 1943 a group of three Australians made a carefully planned escape from Thetkaw camp, a few kilometres south of Thanbyuzayat. Their objective was to reach India, but after struggling through the jungle for several kilometres one of the party, Gunner Keith J. Dickinson from Bendigo, fell out with sheer exhaustion. Back at camp the three men had made a pact for the fitter men to continue if this occurred, so they reluctantly left Dickinson behind. Soon after, he was picked up by a Japanese patrol, taken to Thanbyuzayat and executed on 2 March. Meanwhile the other two men, Major Alan Mull from New South Wales and Sapper Alexander J. Bell from Victoria, had travelled a further 160 kilometres north when they ran into a pro-Japanese native patrol and were overwhelmed. Mull was killed in the melee, and Bell was badly wounded and returned to Thanbyuzayat where he was taken out for execution on 16 March. The Victorian shook hands with Lieutenant Naito who was in charge of the execution squad, but politely but firmly refused to kneel as was the Japanese custom. Later, in an extension of the code of bushido, Naito took Brigadier Varley to the place of execution, where a detachment of Japanese guards presented arms to the dead man as a mark of respect.

Meanwhile, the movement of Australian prisoners of war into Japan, Formosa and Korea, which had begun in 1942, continued through the following year and intensified in 1944. In February of that year the Japanese began making preliminary arrangements for the transportation of technically skilled POWs to Japan, where they would be put to work in heavy industries. This plan was later revised, and it was decided to send 10 000 men, together with sufficient officers to supervise them, to working camps in Japan.

Even there, Australian prisoners of war endeavoured to flee captivity, but retribution was as swift and deadly as elsewhere. In one gallant effort Private George Irwin escaped from a working camp in Fukuoka. He was recaptured soon after, beaten and brutally murdered, and his body returned to the camp inside a corn sack. In 1948 three members of the Imperial Japanese Army implicated in the killing were hanged. Sometimes, justice prevailed.

I. Campo PG is short for- Campo concentramento di prigioneri di guerra – permanent POW camp.
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