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Nearly 35,000 Australian service personnel were taken prisoner during the Boer War, World War 1, World War 2 and the Korean War. Surviving as a POW demanded extremes of courage, defiance and mateship from our servicemen and women. For many, their greatest victory would be to simply stay alive and make it home; this required as much strength of character as fighting on the front line. Those who survived to tell their tales of extreme suffering and hardship also carried with them the memories of those who died. The many moving stories about survivors and their comrades who never saw Australia again have become integral to our national identity.


As POWs are relatively few in number, their stories often take a back seat when it comes to tales about battles and conflict situations. Like most soldiers, former prisoners do not like reliving the horrors of war, so many locked their memories away in a vault that was rarely opened to others. Those who did share their often vivid and compelling accounts highlight the contradictions of war – the compassion and generosity on the one hand, and the cruelty, hate and indifference on the other.


It is in our national interest to preserve the memories of our POWs and recognise their importance for our short military history. We need to encourage the stories to be told. And we must listen, not out of morbid curiosity but to gain a better understanding of all the facets of our past. We must not allow the history books to go unchallenged in countries where horrific crimes against our soldiers were perpetrated. And we must continue to acknowledge and praise the work of external organisations such as the Red Cross because without their efforts so many more POWs would not have returned home.


This introduction is heavy on statistics and numeric comparisons of different conflicts. While it might seem dehumanising to talk about soldiers in terms of numbers and percentages, it is essential if we are to understand how the following chapters unfold and how the contributors’ recollections have been used. There is, for example, a simple reason why most of the stories relate to WW2 experiences. More than 30,000 of the 35,000 Australian POWs or so mentioned at the start of this introduction were captured during that conflict. Approximately 200 were taken prisoner during the Boer War, 4,000 during WW1 and 30 in Korea.


The Boer War raged in South Africa from 1899 to 1902, and for the Australian contingents, the conflict was essentially of a guerrilla nature. Of a force of around 16,000 soldiers, about 200 were taken prisoner by the Boers, who preferred to strip captured soldiers of their arms before letting them go. It was in this war that the legend of Lieutenant Harry “Breaker” Morant was born. Morant and Lieutenant Peter Handcock were found guilty by the Colonial authorities of executing eight Boer POWs. Although they claimed to be following orders, it did not make their actions any more acceptable. While the trial smacked of a cover-up at the highest level – the facts indicated that Commander in Chief Lord Kitchener had ordered the execution of Boer commandos caught wearing British and Colonial khaki – Morant and Handcock’s actions and their fate can be seen as a fore-runner to future approaches to war crimes involving POWs. On both sides of the wire, vulnerable prisoners have always been at the mercy of their captors.


In World War 1, the Germans captured 3,850 Australians on the Western Front in France and Belgium, many of them during the first battle of Bullecourt in April 1917. The Turks captured about 200 in the Sinai, Palestine and Gallipoli. Nearly 10 percent of the soldiers incarcerated by Germany died in a prison camp, primarily due to lack of food and other critical supplies. Allied blockades later in the war caused such a shortage in German food supplies that civilians suffered even more than Allied POWs who had access to Red Cross food parcels. Survival in the cruel Turkish camps was even harder and nearly 40 percent of POWs never made it home. By the end of the Great War approximately 395 prisoners had died in camps throughout Germany and Turkey.


Of the 30,000 plus Australians taken prisoner during World War 2, almost 8,000 were captured by the Germans and Italians after battles in Greece, Crete and El Alamein in North Africa. About three percent of them died before the war was over. Those captured in Greece endured long journeys to overcrowded transit camps before a difficult rail trip across occupied Europe. Those taken prisoner by the Italians were eventually handed over to the Germans who transported them by rail over the Alps to one of about 40 major camps spread throughout Germany. Officers were usually separated from their men and sent to Oflags (Offizierslager) while other ranks were sent to Stalags (Stammlagers or base camps). RAAF personnel went to Stalag Lufts and Navy personnel to Marlags.


While the Nazis generally adhered to the Geneva Conventions with respect to the treatment of Allied prisoners, many of their POWs had to battle severe cold without adequate clothing and supplies. Towards the end of the war some were forced to march in winter to evade the advancing Allied forces although they were unfit. Australian POWs frequently attempted to escape and nearly 600 were successful. Many who gained freedom rejoined the fight while others joined local resistance movements.


In the Pacific, about 22,000 Australian personnel were imprisoned by the Japanese, almost all following mass capitulations in Malaya, Singapore, Java, Burma, Timor Ambon and Rabaul. Tragically, more than 8,000 – a shocking 36 percent – did not survive. Many died of malnutrition, disease and overwork. Many more were simply murdered by their captors despite the Geneva Conventions. At Tol on New Britain 160 were killed, 110 were murdered at Parit Sulong in Malaya, more than 200 at Laha on Ambon, and 21 at Bangka Island. More than 2,500 Allied personnel died during the infamous 261 kilometre death marches from Sandakan to Ranau. These are just some of the better-known incidents because we have witnesses who survived to tell the tale.


The Japanese held most of their prisoners at Changi in Singapore. From there working parties – essentially slave labour – were sent to far-flung parts of the Asia Pacific region such as Burma, Thailand, Borneo and Japan. They were put to work repairing war-damaged infrastructures, mining, loading and unloading ships and construction. The most infamous of these projects was the 421 kilometre Burma-Thai railway. A combined Allied labour force of 61,000 prisoners and 180,000 indigenous and local labourers were forced to build what became known as the “Death Railway”. About 16,000 POWs died during its construction, 2,815 of them Australian.


The camps’ remote locations and the many Asian faces made it almost impossible for the Caucasian Australians to escape their hellish existence. Many tried but almost all were swiftly captured and executed. Eight men succeeded in Borneo, but only with the assistance of some Filipino-Chinese locals. Soldiers who were shipped from island to island in the Pacific also faced the threat of being torpedoed by Allied submarines. The Japanese policy was not to mark vessels carrying POWs so more than a thousand soldiers died in these “Hell Ships”.


Thirty Australians were taken prisoner during the Korean War. Considering the extreme hardship they endured under North Korean and Chinese guard, it is perhaps surprising that all but one – William “Slim” Madden – survived the experience. The POWs were subject to forced marches, torture, inadequate diet, disease and a lack of medical supplies. The way the prisoners were treated varied considerably depending on when they were captured. Before and after the truce talks in July 1951 there was a marked improvement in their treatment, food and medical attention. Rank also played a part. Under their communist regimes, the Chinese and North Koreans believed that the lower a prisoner was in rank the more likely he was to be a victim of the capitalist hierarchy. The lower ranks were therefore more easily “educated” in the ways of communism.


No Australians were captured during the Vietnam War which was probably due to their methods of operation, avoidance of large-scale battles as well as the location of their major area of operations in Phuoc Tuy province. With the exception of Iraq and Afghanistan, more recent campaigns have been in less threatening environments, either as peacekeepers or acting as support and protection for United Nations personnel. In Iraq and Afghanistan, the site of several large-scale battles, Australia has been fortunate that no personnel have been taken prisoner. In these environments soldiers are more likely to be used as hostages for political or financial gain by radical idealists or fundamentalists.


History has seen many international attempts to define the “rules” of war and to regulate the conduct of individuals and countries doing battle. This took on a more formal form in the 19th century with a series of treaties and international agreements which addressed the “laws” of war, banned weapons and the treatment of POWs. These laws have evolved over time, with significant changes after WW1 and WW2.


The specifics of a number of these laws, including the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907, Geneva Protocol (1935), the United Nations Charter (1945) and the four Geneva Conventions, are interspersed throughout our soldiers’ stories to provide a context for their experiences. Countries who signed these documents were expected to abide by the rules, although at the 1946 Nuremberg war crimes trials it was established that a country did not need to be a signatory to the Conventions to be bound by them. It was recognised that treaties like the Hague Conventions, which had been widely accepted by all civilised nations and which had been in effect for a reasonable period of time, could be interpreted as binding for all nations, not just those who signed the original treaty. Sadly, such laws often gave prisoners no protection and many suffered atrocious conditions and harsh treatment.


The co-author of this book, Craig Smith, recalls a defining moment in his early childhood when Leslie “Brick” Edmunds, who lived across the road in Seven Hills, Sydney, told him something that only resonated for him much later in life. A former POW who was captured at Crete in 1941, Edmunds would occasionally have a few drinks on the Smith family’s front deck at weekends. One warm summer’s day, Edmunds watched as the nine-yearold Smith threw dirt bombs at plastic soldiers entrenched in the flower bed. “Mate,” he said eventually, “it is good to play soldiers. It’s not good to be one.” Not understanding what he’d just been told, the child stopped for a second, then increased the ferocity of his attack. After researching hundreds of accounts of captivity, we can conclude that if there is one common thread for many prisoners of war it is that they experienced both the generosity and the hateful cruelty humans are capable of. War is a crucible for such extremes. Edmunds’s soldiering had led him into that world and he had no desire to see anyone enter it again.


As with previous Aussie Soldier titles the style of this book is intentionally different from traditional works of military history. We choose not to bury the soldiers’ names in the footnotes. Instead, the names appear alongside their own words. We also do not want to overwhelm readers with too much historical detail. Such books have their place but we have taken a different tack. Instead, we have two chapters, “The Battle Book” and “POW Camps”, which can be used to reference the battles, campaigns and prison camps mentioned. They are only short summaries of the battles the contributors to this book were involved in and are by no means a complete history. Dates, figures and exact details of events are always a contentious issue given the time that has passed. We have endeavoured to verify the contributors’ accounts to the best of our ability and have used the Australian War Memorial as the fall-back position on contentious information. We should also add that while Aussie Soldier is focused primarily on members of the Army, we are by no means devaluing the place in history held by the fine Air Force and Navy personnel who were also taken prisoner. It is simply that our skill-sets and contacts are based in the Army. Finally, we have intentionally not stated the rank of the soldiers whose stories are reproduced in the book, because in our eyes they are all equal.


The story of Australian POWs needs to be told again and again by as many voices as possible. These brave people are an integral part of our identity as Australians. Just as our national character was forged to some extent on one day at Gallipoli, so years of courage, defiance and mateship as a POW tests this character as much as a bayonet charge or a bombing run over enemy territory. Aussie Soldier Prisoners of War is the story of POWs told by those who experienced it. You will relive their capture, living conditions, escape attempts, punishments, humour, strength and – for some – the taste of freedom. We are privileged to be able to share this collection of reminiscences and experiences that should be treasured as part of our rich military history.


Denny Neave and Craig Smith


Sydney, February, 2009
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You won’t find Songkurai on any maps; it doesn’t exist anymore. Its history is buried in the overgrown jungles of Northern Thailand, a place that has been forgotten, except by those who lived through its horrors. They will never forget. It lies some 13 kilometres south of the Three Pagodas Pass on the Burma-Thailand border.


In 1943 Songkurai was one of the many Japanese slave labour camps on the railway that was being built by Allied prisoners of war and conscripted indigenous labourers.


The senior officer of this camp was Lieutenant Colonel F.J. Dillon (later Brigadier), a regular soldier in the British Army. He was a magnificent man, revered by all who survived. Songkurai was reputably the worst camp of them all; its death toll was the highest. Songkurai was where Jim Birse saved my life.


Jim was a Scotsman, a Private in the Gordon Highlanders. On several occasions during the battles of the Malaya-Singapore campaign, the Gordons and Australians had been engaged in side-by-side actions. As a consequence, a great esprit-de-corps existed between the AIF and the Gordons.


I became very sick in this camp and was sent to the ‘hospital hut’. It bore no resemblance to any hospital known today. There were no beds, medicine or sheets. The Hut was made of bamboo and attap. The framework was bamboo and the roof and sidings were attap – a thatch of dried coconut-palm fronds, effective if they were laid on close enough, but here the roof leaked like a sieve in the monsoon rains. The hut was probably 50 metres long and on each side a bamboo platform ran down its entire length, about knee-high above the ground. The platforms were two metres wide and were where the patients lay. Each patient’s ‘bed space’ was barely two feet.


When someone died and the body was removed, a little more space was created for the survivors. My good fortune was being allocated a bed space next to Jim Birse. Jim told me that I had been semi-delirious when I arrived – I had cardiac beri beri, BT malaria, avitaminosis, dysentery and tropical ulcers on my legs and feet. I was indeed a very sick man – but all of us in the ‘hospital hut’ were in a similar condition. Jim stacked my small haversack and whatever else I had at the head end of my space on the platform.


The stench of that hut was beyond description. Dysentery patients were fouling their bed spaces, because they were unable to hold on until bamboo bed pans arrived. Tropical ulcers, some running from the knee to ankle and with maggots wriggling in the suppuration, stank to high heaven. In addition, the open trench latrine was about ten metres away and it overflowed with the help of monsoon torrents and spread the filth around an area of some twenty or more square metres.


Well, you might say, one could not live through this chaos. Of course, many did not – if your luck was with you, you survived. But if you were sent to the ‘cholera hut’ you did not. The bodies of the dead were cremated in bamboo fires and how the slaves kept up the supply of fuel to cremate the dead is beyond my comprehension.


Jim would wash me and clean me when I fouled myself. He emptied my bedpan. He was the greatest mate I could ever wish for.


Without a mate, you died.


Food was abysmally short. Our Japanese masters would supply the skeletons able to work on their railway with barely enough rice to keep the body and soul together. They believed that if you were not able to work, you were not worth feeding. Sick men had very little chance of recovering on this starvation diet. I couldn’t even walk. I was totally dependent on Jim.


Jim would somehow scrounge some food and share it with me. On numerous occasions at night, in the pitch dark, he would creep out and into the Japanese kitchen, steal whatever he could find and bring it back to our hut and share it with me. Despite my imploring him not to take this dreadful risk – if caught he would lose his head – he said we would all probably die here anyway.


I remember one night he came back with four boiled potatoes. We had a feast. Now that is hard to imagine, but when one is starving – not just hungry – any food is manna from heaven, be it snake, lizard or rat.


That night we were talking about home, me about Sydney, and him about Inverurie. He had heard of Sydney but his hometown was lost on me. We talked about what we would do when we got back home, if we were so lucky.


Jim was expounding the magnificent qualities of Glen Grant whisky to me. ‘Aye, it’s sweeter than the mornin’ dew,’ he claimed. We made a pact that if we survived the war, the first thing he would do was share a bottle with me! I said, ‘No, we will share two bottles – one each!’


At that time, I don’t think I had ever tasted whisky. Beer, yes, and an occasional rum, but whisky was not on my menu. I am certain that Jim was ahead of me liquor-wise, even though we were close in age. I think I was one year older.


We both survived Songkurai. Eventually I was sent back to Kanburi with the Australian prisoners of war and Jim was sent somewhere else with the British POWs. There was no way that we could maintain contact. The Australians of F Force were sent back to Changi. After the Burma-Thailand Railway experience, Selerang Barracks, was wonderful, we felt we were ‘home’.


Whatever happened to Jim Birse I didn’t know, and there was no way of finding him. Eventually, the war ended and I came home but the ‘Jim Birse’ name was always in my mind. Of course, I had a great love for this man and it was a wonderful experience to have known him. So life went on and I married, and Jim became a memory from the other side of the world.


Thirty-five years later, in 1978, I took long service leave and took a round the world trip. We started in Honolulu, USA and then went on to England. We spent a week or so in London and then hired a car and toured around. Eventually we travelled into Scotland and called in to the Freemason’s Grand Lodge of Scotland in Edinburgh. I had joined the Masons years earlier and the Grand Secretary of Scotland, a wonderful man named Stuart Falconer, made me very welcome.


We were chatting and I mentioned that I would like to find a man named Jim Birse who I had been very friendly with in a POW camp in Thailand during WW2. I knew he had come from the village of Inverurie, somewhere near Aberdeen, and that he had been a Private in the Gordon Highlanders in Malaya in 1940. I said I had no idea whether he was still alive.


Stuart Falconer picked up his telephone and spoke to the Adjutant of the Gordon’s Regiment about my quest. (The Gordons have records of every person in the regiment for the past 250—275 years). Within 15 minutes, the adjutant phoned back to say that Jim Birse was still recorded as living at Inverurie in 1975!


I was given some contacts to look up when I reached the place, and so we set off and arrived two days later. By this time my most urgent mission was to find a ladies’ hairdresser – my wife was adamant! We found a barber shop so I thought while I was there I may as well have a haircut also. Realising that the barbers deal with customers who are usually long term residents, I asked him how long he had been at Inverurie. He said 25 years. ‘Do you happen to know a Jim Birse?’ I asked. ‘No, but I know a Bob Birse,’ he replied. Thinking he could be a relative, I asked where I might find Bob. ‘Oh he has the barber shop about 50 yards down the road,’ he answered. I explained to him the reason for my enquiries and he wished me luck. When my wife, Olga, was finished, I paid the bill and we walked down to the next barber.


I felt a bit stupid going into a barber’s shop straight after having a haircut, but a smallish bald man came quickly out from the back of the shop. He looked just as I remembered Jim, but was plumper. He said, ‘Canna help ya?’ I asked if he knew a Jim Birse, and whether he was still alive or was he (Bob) related to Jim. ‘He is ma brother, and yes, he is still alive,’ he replied. I then explained the reason for my questions. This made him excited and he asked if he could come with us ‘to show me the way’. Gently, I said ‘No’, but thanked him for his help – this was a thing between just Jim and me. He understood, and promised not to phone his brother and spoil the surprise.


I found where he was living, bought two bottles of Glen Grant whisky at the local off-licence and drove to his house. I left Olga in the car with one bottle. I took the other and went up to the front door and rang the bell. The door had a centre panel of fluted glass, which was semi-opaque. I could see a figure but not clearly. A voice said, ‘Ma hands are wet and I canna open door. I’m peelin’ potatoes. Will ye go round the back?’ So round the back I went where the door was the same but with a lever instead of a knob. He opened the door with his elbow. There he stood in an apron, with a potato in one hand and a knife in the other.


With one hand behind my back clutching a bottle, I said, ‘Good day, Jim’. He stared at me for several seconds, until I said, ‘Don’t you know me?’ I was a lot different from when he last saw me at Songkurai 35 years ago. Back then I weighed about 7½ stone (43 kilos) and was now 13 stone (82 kilos). He said, ‘I feel I should, but I canna place you’. I said, ‘I’m from Australia and I’ve got a bottle of Glen Grant for us!” Instantly the penny dropped! The potato and knife dropped and he just surged forward and grabbed me. We stood like that for what must have been a full minute – an unforgettable emotional minute – both with tears in our eyes. it was the greatest reunion I’ve ever known.


Jim’s wife came home from work not long afterwards and all four of us went out for dinner. Olga and I stayed that night with Mr and Mrs Jim Birse. There was very little Glen Grant left in the second bottle the next morning. In fact, Mrs Birse had to telephone Jim’s boss to say he would not be at work that day, he was sick. But oh, what a memorable night!


It was the greatest reunion I’ve ever known.


Jim Birse died at home in September 2007.


Ken Gray
Ex-F Force
8th Australian Division
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As children we are excited by games that involve hiding, chasing, escape, and avoiding capture. As young men and women we struggle to gain our independence from family or freedom from certain social norms. We are taught to defend our beliefs, to speak out and vigorously resist threats to our freedom. To submit to another person’s will, voluntarily or under force, is not something that comes naturally to most. Surrender, capture or admission of defeat – emotional or physical – goes against the grain of our Australian temperament.


Our national anthem joyously reminds us that we are young and free. Since Federation, more than one million Australians have joined the armed forces to fight for that freedom. The irony is inescapable. By joining the armed forces, men and women surrender much of their personal freedom for the benefit of others and they also enter a profession that significantly increases their chances of being captured and becoming a prisoner of war. More than 34,000 Australians were incarcerated by the enemy between the Boer and Korean Wars. Others have been detained during conflicts and operations since then, but none were classified “prisoners of war” (POWs).


“We were gonna fight our last stand there. We shook hands with one another and all of a sudden they sent for the NCOs. Our NCO came back and said, ‘I just got orders from Egypt to surrender. The orders were we must capitulate.’ Then he said, ‘What’s the bloody word mean?’”


Servicemen and women dread capture. The fear of summary execution, the humiliation of capture and the demoralising experience of being at the mercy of the enemy are powerful reasons for that dread. But for many Australians, it was also the loss of independence and self-identity that we hold so precious.


There were many ways to be captured: it could be the outcome of a superior’s command, as at Singapore and Crete; or chance, like getting lost on the Western Front; or the urge to save your mate’s life, as happened to some in Korea. You could choose to surrender or you could be ordered or compelled. No surrender was easy to accept. Many POWs felt capture meant they had failed in their mission. They felt, often mistakenly, that they had let their mates and families down. This sense of personal pride helped many to survive their years of captivity and to develop a strong determination not to allow their incarcerators to break their spirit. It seems the majority of Aussie POWs would rather have kept fighting, but were forced by a lack of bombs, bullets or bully beef to surrender.


In 1941, Lansell West, a soldier from Victoria, was given no choice but to surrender after German paratroopers took control of the airfields on the island of Crete. The anger and resignation he felt was echoed by many Australians who faced a similar prospect of internment. His battalion had moved to the beach at night ready for evacuation. He recalls:


“‘The rear guard’s here! The rear guard’s here, with us.’ They all jumped and panicked, trying to force their way onto the barge. The colonel said, ‘Don’t let anybody in.’ He says, ‘Shoot ’em if they try to break or force their way in.’ The first batch of battalion’s headquarters went onto the barge and the colonel was with them. When the Navy announced they weren’t coming back for any more, he said, ‘I’ll stay with my battalion.’ He came back, and climbed up on the rock, and said, ‘The Navy’s not coming back for any more today.’ Colonel Walker said, ‘What I propose to do is hide in the hills and try to hold them off during the day, and we’ll signal to the Navy at night to pick us up.’ He didn’t realise at this stage that the Navy wasn’t coming back at all. They had suffered too many losses. He said, ‘Now, if there’s any man here that doesn’t want to be in that, he can fall out.’ The blokes said, ‘If it’s good enough for you, sir, it’s good enough for us.’ ‘Right,’ he said, ‘let’s get moving. Get organised.’”


Lansell and many others were ready to stay and fight: “We were gonna fight our last stand there. We shook hands with one another and all of a sudden they sent for the NCOs. Our NCO came back and said, ‘I just got orders from Egypt to surrender. The orders were we must capitulate.’ Then he said, ‘What’s the bloody word mean?’ We didn’t even know what ‘capitulate’ meant. It was an insult to the blokes we had seen die. To be sold out like that! Not given any choice, like a mob of sheep. And, anyway, we were working out what we’d do. You were just so disheartened that they would do that to you. I’ve never forgiven our Army for that.”


The capitulation order for Crete, dated 31st May, 1941 read:




“From:  Major General Weston, Royal Marines.


To:        Colonel Colvin.


In view of the following facts:


A. My orders direct me to give preference in evacuation to fighting troops. This has rendered the active garrison below that which is necessary for resistance.


B. No rations are left this Saturday night; most of the troops are too weak, owing to shortage of food and heavy strain, to organise further resistance.


C. The wireless will give out in a few hours and the risk of waiting for instructions from Middle East command cannot be accepted, as this will leave the officer in charge without guidance as to his course of action.


D. THERE IS NO FURTHER POSSIBILITY OF EVACUATION.


I therefore direct you to collect such senior officers as are available in the early hours of tomorrow morning and transmit these orders to the senior of them. “THESE ORDERS DIRECT THIS OFFICER TO MAKE CONTACT WITH THE ENEMY AND CAPITULATE.”


Signed: E. Weston, Major-General RM.”





“Some bloke acted as an interpreter there and the German commander said, I would like to compliment you on your fight, you all fought well and bravely. We respect you for that.”


Other soldiers from Crete remember how their part in the war ended.


“A couple of hours after dark, troops in a hurry ran past on the track, being urged to go faster. ‘Hurry or we’ll miss the boat,’ I heard as they stumbled past on the stony track in the darkness. This Australian rearguard had been promised that they would be evacuated if they could hold till darkness and break contact with their opponents. They reached the beach after midnight, after forcing their way through the line-up on the beach. Colonel Theo Walker and his batman boarded a landing barge and on asking when the next barge was expected was informed that this would be the last for the night, because the ships had to be well out to sea by dawn to have any chance of getting through to Egypt. Theo said he would not leave his men after what they had been through together and went ashore to surrender with the other troops. The start of another day, 1st June, 1941, opened with the roar of dozens of planes heading south to overtake the escaping ships and then it was not long before signal smoke flares were sent curving into the sky from down below us. Unknown to us, the Germans had arrived and set up a wireless control post. Soon orders to surrender, after piling up all weapons, came through. I hid my revolver and bayonet knife amongst stonework in a shed and straggled down with the others, to form into a column under guard and begin the long climb back over the White Mountains to the north coast, to be a guest of the Nazis.”
Ron Lister, Crete, 1941


“This is where you really felt vulnerable and not too happy looking down the barrel of this gun. At this moment you waited with a sick feeling. You are not able to say goodbye to your family. But once we were checked out by the German officer, NCOs were ordered to march back up over the ridge and marched about 50 miles to a prison compound. This consisted of a barbed wire fence, a few tents – not enough to accommodate all prisoners – an open latrine pit which was about 12-foot long, with forks both ends for a pole to sit on. Just make sure you kept your balance.”
Rick Hunter, Crete, 1941


“We just flopped down among all the other blokes who were already there, and the German commander, he stood up. Some bloke acted as an interpreter there and the German commander said, ‘I would like to compliment you on your fight, you all fought well and bravely. We respect you for that.’ Our own bloody leaders didn’t respect us too much.”
Lansell West, Crete, 1941


For many who were able to board the ships that were evacuating soldiers from Crete their fate was the same as those who missed the boat, and for others it was worse as many ships were sunk at sea by the Luftwaffe. Malcolm Webster was evacuated from Heraklion in Crete by the British destroyer HMS Hereward. His evacuation was short-lived as the ship was sunk in the Kaso Straits. Malcolm drifted at sea for over five hours without a life jacket, before being picked up by an Italian torpedo boat and taken prisoner. The tragedy is that on this ship alone over 300 other soldiers drowned or were killed in the torpedo and bombing explosion. Another four ships were hit or destroyed, bringing the casualty and fatality rate to over 1,000. For many missing, the evacuation boats off Crete could have saved their lives, however they faced years of torment as POWs.
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“Well, from what my friends have told me, they were utterly disgusted. My little mate, he threw down his rifle. He says, ‘You’re a lot of mongrel so-and-sos. I want to fight. What do you want to give it away for?’ ‘It’s orders.’ Zipper said, ‘Bugger the orders. Give us a machinegun. I’ll fix a few of them.”


The surrender at Singapore and Java transpired not because soldiers where overwhelmed in battle but as an attempt by command to prevent considerable loss of military and civilian lives. The 8th Division’s defence of Malaya and Singapore had been outstanding considering the lack of supply lines, food and water. On Java, soldiers faced the impossible task of resisting a vastly superior force. We recognise now that these surrenders resulted in a prisoner fatality rate greater than 30 percent as the enemy worked them to death without pity or remorse. For many, the initial surrender seemed surreal. Days could pass before a Japanese soldier was seen. In February 1942, Ray Wheeler had barely set foot in Singapore before he was told he had to surrender.


“We were holding a salient, the AIF had a perimeter to defend and we were about two or three hours from headquarters,” he recalled. “There were three of us at that time. A runner came through and said, ‘You have got to report back to headquarters.’ We knew something was on because the noise had stopped. There was only a little bit of scattered small arms fire that we ever heard and we came back and we got back to Tanglin Hill where the headquarters was. An officer we didn’t know, an English officer, came forward and said, ‘You chaps have just arrived in and I have got to tell you, you are now prisoners of war of the Japanese. You will not destroy your weapons, you will not attempt to escape, and that is an order.’ I wrapped my gun butt around a rubber tree and smashed it, put the firing pin in the gas port in the rifle and snapped it off. And we had an ammunition truck which had the mortar bombs and all that on it. The driver and myself put a couple of hand grenades and a note on the steering wheel: ‘Don’t drive this. You’ll blow up.’ First time they pressed the brake, they’d go up. That’s what we did with our weapons.”


The reality is that without the soldiers sacrificing their freedom, tens of thousands of civilians would have died. But that didn’t make it any easier. Ray Wheeler was one of nearly 15,000 Australians captured when Singapore fell. His reaction was typical of his comrades, many of whom had their own stories too.


“After lunch, rumour had it that we had asked for a cessation of fire at 4pm while a parley took place. This rumour was the only correct one we heard and the ceasefire order was given. Singapore had taken a terrific battering that day. Water and sanitation were disrupted while the dead were lying around in thousands. All essential services with the exception of the electric light had been blown kite high. At 20.00 hours that night, and things were now deathly quiet, all arms in our building were collected, the men marched out with their gear; an official announcement was made that the island had accepted unconditional surrender and we must consider ourselves prisoners of war.”
Jack O’Donnell, Singapore, 1942


“We are now prisoners of war of the Japanese, although strictly speaking under the Geneva Convention, of which the Japanese are signatories to the sections concerned, we should not be so. We are now awaiting the future to find out what is in store for us. During the morning the Japanese entered the city of Singapore. Very few came in and then mainly officers and a few patrols. Our own military police were still patrolling the city, keeping order among the civilian population and stopping any looting that they could find.”
Gerard Harvey Veitch, Singapore, 1942


“About two days before the surrender I had assisted to prevent the Japs breaking through our battalion lines by firing the last of my bombs, about probably 70 or 80 into them, from a situation that I had behind a bit of an embankment. We just assumed that we were set now. They weren’t going to be able to dislodge us and we had some vague feeling in the back of our minds that right behind us was going to be a big force to support us. Then when we got the message about our surrender.”
Fred Hodel, Singapore, 1942
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“Well, from what my friends have told me, they were utterly disgusted. My little mate, he threw down his rifle. He says, ‘You’re a lot of mongrel so-and-sos. I want to fight. What do you want to give it away for?’ ‘It’s orders.’ Zipper said, ‘Bugger the orders. Give us a machinegun. I’ll fix a few of them.’ It was that intense feeling that you’ve done your job, but there’s still more to do. We had force in the perimeter, I believe near the gardens and palace, and we could have held off quite a while there. We had our artillery there with us, machineguns, and battalions. Okay, Japs would have come round both sides and come in the back. We’d have got killed but we could have held them another couple of days, I’d say.”
Ray Brown, Singapore, 1942


“With the cessation of bombing, machinegun attacks from the air, and not having to be continuously on the run, we experienced feelings of both disappointment and relief. It was good to have a sleep and await further instructions, which were not long in coming. We were ordered to put all our rifles and other arms in a tennis court near our final position. Although the unit was less than three hundred men it was amazing just how much gear was stacked on the grass. Rows of .303 rifles, bayonets, pouches of ammunition and hand grenades were all laid out for handing over to the enemy. Parting with our rifles was like saying goodbye to an old friend and some had their firing pins removed so they were useless – but that action was very unofficial. We had been taught to depend on them for our defence, look after them and get to know their idiosyncrasies. Now they had to go. It made me realise we were captives with a very doubtful future, although at that stage no Japanese guards had appeared. Many of us decided to retain some items that might be useful later and I got hold of a small pair of multi-grips and kept quite a good pocket-knife which I still have. Both items were invaluable in the months to come.”
Gordon Nelson, Singapore, 1942


“We figured they wouldn’t even get across. I mean, we’d been brainwashed. Singapore was a fortress. There’s four lines Pinky Evans, an English soldier wrote and it goes: ‘Singapore, mighty fortress, guardian of the east, the Japanese didn’t think so, they took it in a week’. I always remember we were all in our beds at that time in the ward, and in came this squad of Japs, this is our first experience of being prisoners of war and we’re crouched down in our beds, thinking. ‘Hello, this is it; I wonder whether they’re nasties.’ And they came along. They left one of their fellows near the door and he had his back turned to us at first, and we’re watching him. Then he turned round. Well, I never! I’ll be blowed; it was Quasimodo with a hair lip instead of a hump. The poor fellow, he was so ugly and I thought, They can’t all be like this. Oh, he was ugly and bow-legged– not that he could help that – but it was a dreadful impression to put on a young bloke right from the start. But he turned out all right. They left us alone. They took anything like money or watches from us, but they didn’t kill us.”
Bill Young, Singapore, 1942


“We were now prisoners of the Japanese, a turn of events that we never thought likely. Being wounded and death was a possibility, but a prisoner of war – no!”


“The 10th Australian General Hospital, together with 2/10th Field Ambulance, were sent to St Andrews Cathedral and, opposite this, the Adelphi hospital to prepare to receive wounded. Between the cathedral and hospital we had some 430 wounded. On 12th February, 1942 our remaining 65 Australian Army Nursing Service sisters left to board the Vyner Brooke for evacuation to Australia. The vessel was attacked by Japanese planes and sunk. Twelve of the nurses drowned and 22 reached the shores of Bangka Island only to be shot by the Japanese. On 15th February an eerie silence fell upon us. The sound of artillery and mortar fire ceased and only the moans of severely wounded could now be heard. The war was over for us. We were now prisoners of the Japanese, a turn of events that we never thought likely. Being wounded and death was a possibility, but a prisoner of war – no!”
Bill Flowers, Singapore, 1942


After three weeks’ vigorous but fruitless resistance, and despite the reluctance of Brigade Commander Arthur Blackburn VC CMG CBE ED, the Allied forces surrendered on 9th March, 1942. Jack Thorpe was among those on Java to surrender. He admired Blackburn, who also saw service in WW1, and trusted him to make the right decision. Jack Thorpe recalls, “After several days on the beachhead it became clear that though Australia was aware of our plight, there was no hope of rescue. We also learned that the Dutch, whom we had come to assist, had capitulated. So there we were, stuck in the jungle with our backs to the sea, no means of escape and food fast running out. With no other option, Brigadier Blackburn had to drive into the nearest town in a vehicle flying a white flag. His intention was to try and negotiate a conditional surrender with the Japanese commander of the area. Under the terms of a conditional surrender, a soldier can be returned to his country of origin or stay on as a civilian. We hoped to go home. But the Japanese would have none of that; it was surrender at once or be wiped out. The Dutch had already surrendered and so all the Japs on the island could be sent to get us. Since we had no food we really had no alternative but to agree to an unconditional surrender. Although we were to have a terrible time as prisoners of war, I think that Brigadier Blackburn, who was a great soldier and who had won a VC in WW1, did the right thing in surrendering. At least that way some of us were able to survive.”


While Aussie soldiers in Singapore resented the surrender order, in Java the tactical situation was clear. The soldiers believed that more men would have died if they had fought on.


“Brigadier Blackburn told us to toss all rifles, ammunition and grenades in the river. Then Blackburn told us to cram as many men as we could onto each truck and push the empty trucks over the edge of the cliff into the river below. Each of the trucks had three gallon cans on the running board with their contents written on the outside, with the first letter bigger than the rest – WATER PETROL OIL being the correct order. As we were pushing it over I noticed one of the trucks had a can in the wrong order – PETROL OIL WATER – POW.”
Jack Thorpe, Java, 1942


“That evening companies were called together and told by Brigadier Blackburn that the Dutch had unconditionally surrendered and as we were under their command that included us. He told us it was very little use going to the beach, as quite a lot of people had been trying to get away for the last week. All arms and ammo had to be stacked on a truck and taken to the Japs on the 10th. We naturally destroyed as much as possible. Most of the trucks and staff cars were pushed over cliffs and a very few rifles or Brens were sent in complete. Grenades and ammo were thrown in all directions. We had a lot of trouble turning the few trucks we had left, as the road was very wet and slippery. It was pouring with rain practically the whole time.”
Alfred Burkitt, Java, 1942
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“We were marched through the town, obviously for propaganda purposes, but the Greeks (mainly women, as the men were still at the front) lined the streets and applauded us and shouted, ‘Thank you’. Some tried to touch us, but were beaten heavily.”


The Greek campaign was a painful defeat. The Australians faced an almost impossible task when they landed there in March 1941. The Germans had a significant armour advantage, as well as air superiority. A withdrawal to Crete and Egypt was called by mid-April. On Anzac Day 1941, Aussies and Kiwis, exhausted but with their heads held high, were holding off the enemy or embarking for the next battles. However a number of these delay positions saw large numbers of Australians negotiating surrender in the face of superior German numbers and firepower. Two prisoners of this campaign detail their experiences.


“After capturing a large number of Germans in Larissa we were escorting them back to Athens and put them on a waiting ship. After they were aboard we marched off and their ship sailed. On our way back we were picked up by a mixed convoy and told the Germans had broken through the lines and we were going to Kalamata. We lost a lot on this convoy through German Stukas dive-bombing us. As soon as we arrived, news came that the Germans were approaching Kalamata. Our ANZAC mates, the New Zealanders, charged them whilst we provided covering fire. We held them for a couple of days. A carload of high-ranking German officers met with Brigadier Parrington, our British commanding officer. The Germans had massed troops and artillery and intended using their air force if we did not surrender, so we were ordered to remove bolts from our rifles and throw them into the sea. We were marched through the town, obviously for propaganda purposes, but the Greeks (mainly women, as the men were still at the front) lined the streets and applauded us and shouted, ‘Thank you’. Some tried to touch us, but were beaten heavily. Something to remember. They suffered terribly under the Occupation with starvation and disease. We POWs had nothing but admiration for their spirit. However, we were about to have our own spirit tested.”
Stan McDonald, Greece, 1941


“Later in the night, and after one small boat had reached the shore, it became clear that the Navy would not be embarking the 8,000 troops who were anxiously waiting for them. This situation was partly due to the uncertainty of the presence of four bombs or mines that were seen to be dropped near the pier and had not exploded. There were wounded and their stretcher-bearers, some hundreds of soldiers from base sub-area, 100 Indian mule drivers and about 2,400 British troops, mainly from depot units. Only 70 of the New Zealand and Australian infantrymen had arms. They launched their attack to retake the pier at 20.15 hours. It was this attack that captured the two field guns. They were supported by another group of NZ troops. The local commander of British forces, Brigadier Parrington, judged that although he had momentary control of the situation on the ground, he had no supplies or ammunition with which to continue his resistance. He therefore opened negotiations with the German commander for a ceasefire. The result was our surrender took effect at 05.30 hours, 29th April.


“We moved further into an open field where the officers were separated from the other ranks and two machineguns were set up, one at each end of this group. There was some concern for a short time as to the intentions of our captors, as rumours had been voiced earlier of massacres of some prisoners in France by German troops after the cessation of fighting in 1940. It was also uncertain whether they would exact some sort of revenge for the heavy casualties they had suffered in the previous night’s fighting for the pier in Kalamata. However, our captors in this particular incident fought their war with strict regard to the Geneva Convention and to the rules of war – much to our relief. In due course, despite having had no further food that day for lunch or tea, we slept well in the field under the stars.”
John Crooks, Greece, 1941
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The vast majority of Aussie POWs came from a mass surrender or capitulation order. Many individuals also fell into the enemy’s hands when they were separated from their main force or wounded in battle. Others were fighting for their lives and were simply overwhelmed, which was something that happened to Frank Daff in Pretoria during the Boer War. On May 29, 1900, Daff and a comrade were taken prisoner by the Boers, a few miles from a place called Boksburg, as they travelled from Kroonstad to Pretoria. At dusk, about 200 Boers came upon them very suddenly. No shots were fired. Daff later wrote, “We had our hands up pretty smartly.”


“Eventually their guide thought he had found the right spot, but they were surprised to hear German voices. They had blundered past the German first line.”


Some soldiers were simply geographically embarrassed and stumbled into enemy hands. Private Bill Manly was collecting wounded Australian soldiers from the battlefield in 1916 as a member of the 13th Australian Field Ambulance at the dressing station in Pozières Woods on the Somme. When the call came to pick up four wounded soldiers, he set off into ‘no man’s land’ with 15 comrades, including his brother James. They were carrying stretchers and white flags. Shells began to land around them in ever greater numbers. Darkness was falling and finding their way was becoming harder by the minute. Eventually their guide thought he had found the right spot, but they were surprised to hear German voices. They had blundered past the German first line. “Ah, come Englander,” was the order. Being unarmed they had no alternative but to obey, and so they entered the German trenches at gun point. It was the start of a stretch of captivity which was to last for 15 months.


With a typical Aussie disregard for authority, Eric Donnelly disobeyed an order to withdraw, so he could try and save his mate. One of 30 Australians taken prisoner in 1953 during the Korean War, Donnelly was ordered by his platoon commander to pull back when his patrol was ambushed by Chinese PLA troops. But Donnelly was resolved to go back and help his mate, Peter.


“I only took two paces to my right when a bullet smashed into my right leg causing me to spin around like a ballet dancer pirouetting in the snow. I crashed to the ground alongside Peter, losing my grip on the Owen gun as I spun around. I called out, ‘I’ve been hit.’ And a mate of mine from Tasmania, Gordon Welles, yelled out, ‘Blue’s been hit. I am going to get him.’ Lieutenant Bousfield screamed out, ‘Don’t be a bloody fool. Down the hill.’ Gordon got to within two yards of me but then decided to obey Bousfield’s command. He went down the hill as ordered. In the months to come I was to replay this scene many times in my mind’s eye. At first I was bitter, thinking I had been deserted by my comrades. Over time I came to realise that Brian (Bousfield) did the only thing possible, as he had the responsibility for getting us all out. If I had obeyed his order to get down the hill and regroup, instead of trying to get Peter White out, I may not have been shot. Who knows? The reality now was that the patrol had withdrawn down the hill and Peter and I were left to our fate. Peter mercifully died a few minutes later, so my attempt to get him out would not have succeeded anyhow. I could hear the patrol fighting its way back across the valley. I tried to crawl down the hill in the direction that we came but I could not move my legs. A nerve in my leg or spine must have snapped, because I had no feeling from the waist down. I started to think I had lost both legs.
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