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AUTHOR’S
NOTE


ANGRY, argumentative, a living skeleton – that was the Jim Bodero I met 27 years after the war had ended. I’d just taken over as editor of the newspaper where he was a compositor/ reader, the scourge of any journalist who mutilated the English language.


I understood his irascibility when I learned of the terrifying ordeals he’d been through as a prisoner of the Japanese, ordeals that for 27 years had left him in constant agony from a multiplicity of injuries.


He was a bitter man, not towards the Japanese who had caused his injuries, but towards Australian officialdom. Never out of pain from his damaged back and limbs, eyesight partially lost from a scarred cornea, Jim Bodero had his post-war claims for a Repatriation pension rejected.


Twenty years after the war ended, he aggravated the injuries to his back while working, but was refused workers’ compensation by the insurance doctors, who said the injury was pre-existing. Of course it was pre-existing, the Japanese guards had seen to that.


Yet in contrast to Australia’s denial, the Japanese had paid him compensation when he was nearly blinded while working down a coalmine in their country.


I often offered to write about his experiences, but he always refused, saying he didn’t want to talk about the war. Then one day he asked me to tell his story.


When I started writing it, I was surprised by the extent of his memory. He was able to recall names, places, dates and incidents with vivid clarity.


We met only when he was well enough, and it took me the best part of twelve months before I had his story down on paper. I had just finished when I received a phone call. Jim Bodero was dead.


It was strange that after refusing me for so long, he had asked for his story to be told, strange also that he should have lasted just long enough for it to be completed.














CHAPTER ONE


THE FALL OF
SINGAPORE


BANKNOTES, hundreds of them in all denominations, littered the street. Australian boots were trampling them into the dust but no one stopped to pick up the money. The men knew they’d get a vicious jab from a Japanese rifle butt if they so much as faltered on the march to Changi Prison.


The money was no good, anyway. It was Straits Settlement dollars, worth nothing now that Singapore had fallen. Looters had thrown it away.


Still, it had Sol Heffernan drooling. ‘I might just do up me bootlace and pick up a motza-enough to retire to the south of France with a randy blonde for company.’


Trying to keep in step alongside him, Jim Bodero whispered that it’d be a bloody silly move. ‘The stuff’s not worth the paper it’s printed on.’


‘I know that, but I’ve never been close to so much dosh in all me life.’ Sol took a kick at a thick bundle. It flew into the air and banknotes fluttered to the ground like outsize confetti. ‘A six-pointer!’ he yelled, remembering the time when he was scoring goals as the full-forward for Collingwood.


A jab in the ribs from a rifle butt knocked him off his feet. He fell in the dirt among the banknotes and other debris of war.


His mates marched on. They knew better than to stop to help him.


The guard raised his rifle above Sol’s head. The marchers, looking back, despaired for him, but Sol’s skull wasn’t smashed in. The rifle was held menacingly until he struggled to his feet and staggered after the others.


The march continued as if nothing had happened. In the gutter, an executed man’s head, severed by a Japanese sword and impaled on a pole, displayed a death grimace as if amused at the proceedings.


The men of C Company 2/26 Battalion had been in Singapore for a week when they were captured. Singapore, the last bastion after the failure to stop the Japanese advance down the Malayan Peninsula, was regarded as impregnable.


Together with the 2/29 and 2/30 battalions, and under direct control of the British Malayan Command, the men had crossed the causeway to Kranji on the island’s northern coast and dug in. They could see hordes of Japanese massing in Johore, arrogantly making no attempt to conceal themselves. This contempt riled the Australians, who submitted repeated requests for permission to shell the enemy positions, but the British garrison brass refused.


One frustrated Australian artillery officer decided to do it anyway, and had his gun crews fire several shells. They didn’t cause much damage, but the sight of the Japanese scurrying for cover was a boost to morale.


The British Malayan Command was ready to court martial the Australian officer for his breach of its orders, and he only avoided this fate because the imminent attack kept them too busy.


Enemy planes and observation balloons, secure in the knowledge they had no aerial opposition, filled the skies above the Australians’ dug-in positions. In their slit trenches, two men to a trench, company platoons waited for the onslaught. Jim Bodero and Peter Murphy reinforced the roofing of their trench with heavy sleepers ripped up from the railway line.


The Japanese started a selective program of artillery harassment. Over an hour or more, they’d land hundreds of heavy rounds on a position, and then switch their attention to another, then another. They had ample ammunition, while the defenders had to conserve theirs.


The dug-in troops, expecting a full-scale attack to come at night, were particularly vigilant after dusk, but in daylight they relaxed sufficiently for inveterate gambler Peter Murphy to organise poker games in the Company Command building, a large, well-reinforced structure in a central position.


Play was often interrupted by fierce enemy shelling. When this happened, the cards were forgotten in the mad rush to get back to the slit trenches. In one of the hurried evacuations, Peter Murphy tried unsuccessfully to bar the exit, calling them a pack of dingoes for letting a few shells interrupt the game. It wasn’t until the barrage eased and players drifted back to the game that Peter told them, ‘I was holding the only decent hand I’d had all day and you pikers pissed off.’


‘And we thought you were being courageous’, one of his mates said.


There was another quick evacuation from a poker game when Jimmy Smith, the platoon truck driver, appeared in the doorway with an unexploded Japanese shell cradled in his arms.


This time Peter Murphy led the hurried exit.


Jimmy yelled at their departing backs, ‘The writing on it says it was made by the Brisbane City Council.’


Curiosity stopped the fleeing men. Everyone knew the pig iron Australia had sent to Japan pre-war could be what was being fired at them, but a local government council back home making shells for Japan was real treachery.


They cautiously approached Jimmy, keen to see the evidence. Jimmy was grinning now. ‘There’s nothing about the Brisbane City Council. I just made that up.’ He waved the live shell in the air, and everybody ducked. ‘I just wanted to know what I should do with this thing.’


Given that the suggestions that were forthcoming were physical impossibilities, Jimmy left with his unexploded shell, apparently with the aim of frightening the shit out of someone else.


By now the Japanese were strafing and bombing from the air without resistance. Their heavy artillery barrages were causing devastation and receiving little reply from guns that were short of ammunition.


Confident of their superiority, the Japanese made repeated attempts to swarm into the Australian sector, but each attack was repelled.


They then switched their attention to the island’s east and west coasts, where the defenders crumbled under the weight of enemy numbers.


The forces in the northern sector, now cut off from Singapore at the rear, were ordered to evacuate. With all motor transport out of action, the retreat was a footslog on roads clogged with civilians and uniformed personnel, all hurrying towards Singapore.


Huge oil storage tanks had been set on fire by the shelling and bombing, and columns of thick smoke from the burning oil billowed skywards.


It started to rain, and the oily soot in the air mixed with the rain to turn people black and grimy. Soon nobody could tell whether a person was friend or foe.


The Australians, ordered to rendezvous at the Singapore Botanical Gardens, had been given a compass course aimed at evading the encircling Japanese. They travelled on this until C Company’s Pioneer section believed they were too far south-east, and should be heading more south-west. The main force decided to follow the original course, but the men of C Company opted to go their own way.


The original reading proved to be correct when the main force came to the pipeline that supplied water from Johore to Singapore. Following it, they ran into a party of Japanese and a battle ensued, only ending when the Japanese officer was killed and his troops disappeared in the jungle. The officer had made the mistake of climbing onto the pipeline and calling on the Australians to surrender, whereupon they shot him.


The force moved on to the assembly point at the Botanical Gardens. On arrival there, they were told that the Pioneer section that had followed its own compass course was missing.


Months later, a prisoner-of-war work party from Changi found their bodies. Spent .303 shells lying around the area indicated that the men hadn’t died without a fight. When they had run out of ammunition, those who were still alive had been tied to trees and used for bayonet practice.


At the Botanical Gardens, the Australians were issued with a couple of tots of fiery Navy rum and ordered to attack a Japanese-held hill at Bukit Timah, on the outskirts of Singapore.


The Japanese were forced to retreat to a position behind another hill a short distance away across the valley. Though not far apart, neither side could see the other because of the hill in between. From close range, the Japanese laid down heavy shelling and mortaring.


The Australians dug in once more, two men to a slit trench. They had no artillery and could only reply to the fierce Japanese barrage with small-arms fire.


Japanese shells whined harmlessly over the Australian trenches, but mortar bombs were being lobbed over the hill with deadly accuracy.


The Australians were hungry. They hadn’t been issued with rations for days and their only food had been whatever they could find in houses deserted by British officers of the Singapore garrison. In their hurry to get away, the British had left behind most of their possessions.


In one shell-pocked Bukit Timah house, the men found a steak-and-kidney pie. It was in a refrigerator rendered useless after Singapore’s electricity supply was knocked out. Without refrigeration, it had turned green and its pastry was like a block of cement, but to hungry men, it represented food.


Peter Murphy, always the planner, decided to make a decent meal with the pie as the main course. For an entrée, he’d serve puftaloon scones, made from flour he’d found in the pantry. He remembered these doughy lumps of damper being a staple item in the hungry days of Australia’s Great Depression.


However, he struck trouble when he went to cook the scones and heat the pie. The gas stove in the house was as useless as the refrigerator. Gas, like electricity, was no longer available, so Peter lit a fire on the floor.


The smoke that rose from it was seen by the Japanese observation balloons, and their artillery opened up. The men ignored the shrapnel whistling around them as they ate their mouldy pie and doughy puftaloons.


For after-dinner drinks, the men had the finest Hennessy brandy. The British officer who had fled the house had left a cellar filled with cases of the best spirits and liquors. As they ate, Peter Murphy raised his mug and toasted the British army for looking after its garrison officers so well.


A search of the house revealed that it had been used for gambling parties. Peter confiscated a roulette wheel, which he said would make a change from poker to while away the time between shellings.


The gambling devices and well-furnished rooms were an indication of the life of luxury the British garrison officers had been living, confident in the belief that Singapore was safe from attack. Huge fifteen-inch naval guns capable of hurling one-ton projectiles miles out to sea, supported by batteries of nine-inch guns, were regarded as sufficient to repel any enemy intent on entering the harbour.


However, the wily Japanese didn’t come by sea. They knew Singapore’s guns faced seawards in fixed positions and could traverse only a hundred and eighty degrees. The harbour might be secure, but in the other direction, the Malayan mainland was an open back door. Hence, the Japanese came through the back door, and the British garrison forces were trapped.


When the water supply from Johore Bahru on the mainland was cut, the garrison was in desperate trouble. The Malayan Command ordered it to hold out a little longer, stating that relief was on the way. Large forces of Americans were coming, it said. Soon the skies would be black with Allied planes.


The planes did come, Spitfires and Hurricanes. One count put the figure at a hundred, but the planes never made it into the air. The fuselages arrived in Singapore, but the engines remained in Java, still in their crates.


‘What a cock-up that was’, Peter Murphy said now as the conversation changed from food to the desperate position they were in with shells whistling above their Bukit Timah slit trench, too shallow to offer much protection.


Peter brought out the roulette wheel he’d confiscated from the pie-and-puftaloons house. He couldn’t resist gambling, though when he bet he usually lost, and was always dead broke. ‘If it was raining five-pound notes, I’d pick up a summons’, he’d say.


In their current predicament, a shallow slit trench was no place for an unlucky gambler. When Jim saw Peter blowing air skywards as he toyed with the roulette wheel, he thought it was some strange gambling superstition.


Finally, he had to ask. ‘Peter, what are you doing?’


‘I’m creating an updraft.’


‘What for?’


‘It’s a known fact that the course of a shell can be changed if it hits an updraft of air.’ Peter continued to blow.


Jim shook his head in disbelief, but Peter’s method seemed to work because the shells kept passing overhead.


At about five o’clock the following afternoon the two men were still crouched in the trench when the shelling stopped, as did the mortar bombing. A strange silence settled over the scene.


From across the valley came frenzied Japanese shouting. ‘Banzai! Banzai!’


This is it, the Australians told each other, and prepared for a massive attack, but the attack didn’t come. At seven o’clock that night, 15 February 1942, they learned why.


The defenders of Singapore had surrendered.








CHAPTER TWO


CHANGI PRISON


THE Australians were told by their officers to lay down their arms and stay in their positions until morning. Then, they would be marched to a padang, a Malayan recreation ground, where they would become prisoners of the Japanese army.


The men were in a state of shock. They’d never imagined this could happen. The situation was desperate, but surrender was unthinkable. They couldn’t believe the Malayan Command had given in.


The rest of the night was spent speculating about what the future would hold as captives of the Japanese. They had no idea what to expect. Stories were rife of atrocities the Japanese had committed against civilians during their advance down the mainland. Word had not yet filtered through that by way of retribution for the cost of the Malayan campaign-the Japanese had lost more dead than the entire number of Allied troops defending the territory-they had murdered the doctors and nurses in a Singapore hospital and bayoneted the wounded as they lay helpless in their beds.


About three thousand Australian troops from the 2/26, 2/29 and 2/30 battalions were herded into the Singapore padang for the surrender. Armed Japanese milled about, seemingly doing their best to appear friendly. They walked among the captives, smiling and nodding to them.


‘Get onto this bloke’, Sol Heffernan nudged. A short rotund Japanese soldier had brought a mouth-organ out of his pocket. ‘I think he’s going to give us a concert.’


The Japanese man started playing, not some patriotic song of Nippon, but Auld Lang Syne.


The men were hushed as the strains of the sentimental ballad reminded them of home and their families.


It was a friendly enough scene for Sol to make a remark that was soon to prove to be a badly misplaced piece of optimism. ‘Doesn’t look as if we’re going to have much trouble getting on with this mob.’


On the fifteen-mile march to Changi, when he received a rifle butt in the ribs for his dropkick at the worthless money, he admitted he could be wrong.


By the time the weakened men reached Changi, they were exhausted and showing the effects of the beatings they’d received along the way.


Changi Prison’s main buildings were concrete, three storeys high, and had been badly damaged by aerial bombing and shellfire. Beneath one of the buildings lay an unexploded five-hundred-pound bomb.


When the Australians arrived at the jail, the civilian prisoners it housed were moved into what had been the barracks of the Scottish regiment, the Gordon Highlanders, before Singapore fell.


The prison had no barricades, so the Japanese ordered the men to make it secure. Around the perimeter, they were forced to build three rows of triple dannett, a circular tunnel of barbed wire. Two of the rows were side by side, and the third was on top of them. Alongside this was a row of double apron-four strands of barbed wire close together with an apron down each side. For extra security, another three rows of triple dannett were added.


Sol made another incorrect observation when the barricades were finished. ‘A man’d have to be a bloody snake to get through this.’


It wasn’t long before the wire was being breached at night, not by snakes, but by desperately hungry prisoners. The daily ration was just a handful of rice and an Indian army biscuit with a small piece of cheese or sardine on it. Some of the rice had been sprinkled with lime to combat weevils and when cooked, it turned yellowish-green and had a vile taste.


Despite this meagre diet, the weakened prisoners were forced to do heavy work outside the compound, mainly unloading ships in Singapore harbour and cutting wood for the cooking fires.


Nobody tried to avoid the harbour work because it provided a chance to scrounge a few grains of rice or a tin of jam or milk from the ships’ crews. Anything they were given had to be smuggled back into the prison. If they were caught, it meant a bashing or worse from the Japanese guards.


Grisly sights were common for the work parties. One group was given the job of burying the decaying Chinese corpses that were strewn along a Changi beach. They’d been marched into the water and machine-gunned. The Japanese had expected the tide would carry the bodies out to sea, but instead it had pushed them up onto the sand.


Machine-gunning in the water was an execution method the Japanese were to use later on Australian nurses in Sumatra.


Another work party on clean-up duty found a tarpaulin-covered pile from which came the putrid smell of rotting flesh. When the guards used their rifle butts to keep them away from seeing what the pile contained, the men feared it was more bodies.


One prisoner managed to get close enough to sneak a look under the tarpaulin. He saw dozens of corpses in an advanced stage of decomposition. However, these were not Allied bodies; they all wore the navy blue uniform of the Japanese Imperial Guard, a crack division operating in the Malayan campaign. The bodies were apparently awaiting cremation, the Japanese way of disposing of their dead.


Instead of grieving over another atrocity, the prisoners were relieved to find that this time, the death pile was the enemy.


With many thousands of Changi prisoners confined to an area about the size of an average town shopping block, there was always the danger of an outbreak of disease. Latrines were carefully constructed, and all waste was sedulously disposed of to guard against germ-carrying flies. Hundreds of deep holes were dug to cater for the large number of men, and they were constantly being filled in and new ones dug.


Time was filled in at night with the ‘group natter’, a prisoners’ talkfest wherein the main topics were food and how long it would take the Allies to turn the tide of the war and release them from captivity. Some estimated it would be all over in a few weeks, a few months at the most. Most, though, thought it would take at least a year.


Jim Bodero was pessimistic. He knew the task was formidable. In Europe and the Pacific, Germany and Japan had swept all before them, and it would take a supreme effort to halt the momentum, let alone turn the tide. He predicted to the group that ‘By the time this stoush is over, those of us who are still around will be much older, and we’ll have changed so much we’ll be hard to recognise.’


Using a stub of pencil and a scrap of paper, in April 1942 he wrote a verse on the outcome of the war. He was to carry it with him for three and a half years.


We’d won, and everywhere the flags were flying


Proudly, gaily fluttering in the breeze,


Pennants brave of many different colours,


Commemorating famous victories.


The cities’ streets were thronged with people


To welcome home their heroes from the war,


Triumphal arches, streamers and confetti,


As they had some twenty years before,


And as they will some twenty years later.


For man’s a creature strange, without much wit,


And each great war becomes a little greater


Than the great war previous to it.


They marched in threes past the civic building,


Where midst a mass of braid and medals bright


His Ex, the governor-general of Australia,


Erect and proud, awaited the ‘eyes right’.


Accompanied by strains of martial music


Marched to shouts and cheers, ‘Six’ and ‘Seven’


Then came the Eighth . . .


His Ex’s eyebrows twitched towards the heavens,


‘I will admit,’ he said to those about him,


‘Times have changed tremendously of late,


But of one thing I really am most certain,


There’s more than that belong to Number


Eight.’The Chief of Staff agreed with this assertion,


And from a group of laurel wreaths and crowns


Called his trusted deputy towards him


To probe the pros and cons and ups and downs.


The deputy was really most resourceful,


His deputy he sent for interview,


And so on till they found within the army


A deputising deputy who knew.


He hastened to report upon the matter,


That insomuch as far as he could say,


According to the latest information,


The missing men had not yet left Malay.


He’d written airmail on the 13th instant


Informing them the armistice was signed,


With instructions to report back to Australia


Just as soon as everyone had felt inclined.


Just then there came a noise of much excitement


And people moving down towards the shore,


For queer boats of many shapes and sizes


Were quietly floating inward by the score.


Soon they beached, and climbing from the sampans,


For such these craft had since turned out to be,


There came a motley crowd of human beings


Like bits of jetsam cast up by the sea.


Silently the crowd gave way before them


As they staggered out on to the beach,


Never was there beheld such a procession,


Or ever seen a shambles so complete.


Hair long and black, beards thick and flowing,


And teeth stained from the juice of betel nut,


Bodies clad in sarongs, towels and loincloths,


And faces browned and scarred with parang cuts.


Some led goats or monkeys there behind them,


And one rode on a water buffalo.


In the van were many brown-skinned children,


But who were whose no one seemed to know.


Still they struggled, staggering ever onwards,


Till at last no further could they go,


Exhausted, swooning, sank to earth there dying,


With a last despairing ‘Ullo, Joe.’


They buried them midst peaceful scenes familiar,


Where all is still, save when the evening breezeIs


Is softly heard sometimes when gently stirring


Midst the coconut and rubber trees.


Some of the guards at Changi were Korean. Their Asian appearance had the Australians thinking they were Japanese, but the difference soon became apparent. The Koreans were bigger physically and packed a much harder wallop.


The Japanese were contemptuous of the Koreans and would punish them for little reason. Unable to retaliate, the Koreans took it out on the prisoners.


Their viciousness earned them nicknames. The most sadistic was called BB (for Boy Bastard), whose sadism was almost matched by BBC (Boy Bastard’s Cobber).


The one called Dillinger had all the evil of the American gangster. He killed a prisoner by taking him outside the camp on some pretext and then shooting him, claiming he had been trying to escape. The dead man’s mates knew it was murder, but they could do nothing about it.


Another Korean was called the Storm Trooper. Built like an ox, he could have shown his Nazi namesakes a thing or two about cruelty.


The prisoners regarded this foursome as the worst of the Korean guards, though others ran them pretty close. Rubber Chewer was given his name because when annoyed, he would grab a fistful of leaves from a rubber tree and chew them. Wart Eye’s tag was a natural-he had masses of warts around his eyes. Blubber Lips’ thick protruding lips flapped when he spoke, and Chindegar Jim was a runt who’d trade chindegar, a sweet substance made from the dried sap of the goola malacca tree, for a cup of burnt rice coffee.


The Australians had a reason for not calling any guard Ned Kelly. They said that bushranger Ned was a gentleman compared with this lot.


The Koreans were ever on the lookout for an excuse to inflict punishment. One of their favourite tactics was to sneak up on a work party, catch it unawares, and then bash the men because they didn’t bow to them.


To counter this, a warning system was developed. If someone called out ‘Red light, BB’, it meant Boy Bastard was around. ‘Red light, Storm Trooper’ meant there was another very good reason to be wary. The warning relied on the belief that none of the Koreans spoke English. A few had a smattering of the language but pretended they didn’t, hoping a prisoner would say something that would be worth a beating.


Anything of value the Australians had finished up in Korean pockets, traded for food, tobacco or money. As the men grew more hungry, items of great sentimental value such as going-away presents from their community back home were traded or sold. Watches and rings couldn’t be eaten, but money obtained in this way was sneaked outside the wire and used to buy some morsel of food from the natives.

OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
A POW story of
survival on the
Death Railway

and Nagasaki

THE HELL PITS OF

SENDRYU

‘wwwibigskypublshing.com.au

JIM BRIGGINSHAW





OEBPS/Images/cpy.jpg
M A catalogue record for this

book is available from the

LHBKARY  National Library of Australia





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
A POW story of
survival on the
Dea }h Railway

jand Nagasaki

L

i

THE HELL PITS OF

Sk NDRYU

JIM BRIGGINSHAW
et i





OEBPS/Images/halftitle.jpg
A POW story of
survival on the
Death Railway

and Nagasaki

THE HELL PITS OF

SENDRYU

JIM BRIGGINSHAW





OEBPS/Styles/DejaVuSerifBold.ttf


OEBPS/Styles/DejaVuSerif.ttf


OEBPS/Styles/trado.ttf


OEBPS/Styles/DejaVuSerifItalic.ttf


OEBPS/Styles/Captureit.ttf


