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To the heroic nurses who lived this story but never made it home
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They endured the worst together: Sisters Vivian Bullwinkel (left) and Betty Jeffrey of the Australian Army Nursing Service at a 1950 dedication ceremony to the fallen servicemen and women of World War II.








INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

BY ANY DEFINITION, BETTY JEFFREY was an extraordinary woman and a dedicated nursing sister, always finding within herself the determination and strength to carry on. Her life would change dramatically as a prisoner of the Japanese during the latter three years of World War II. Together with her fellow nurses, many of whom would not survive captivity, she had to endure deprivation, disease and near starvation while physically weak and exhausted, often discouraged, and experiencing lost hours to a deep melancholy under cruel, primitive conditions. Selfless, devoted and caring, she would always lift herself up and attempt to raise the spirits of those around her whenever life under this shared captivity in disgusting, squalid conditions was at its lowest ebb. She saw it as her personal duty: encouraging, helping and even laughing with those with whom she shared those drab, endless days. This despite existing for more than three years in the ever-present knowledge that any Sumatran sunrise as a prisoner of a merciless enemy could so easily be her last.

As discussed at length in this book, the treatment meted out by Japanese captors on our Australian nurses was reprehensible and inhumane. Betty’s words, and those of others who endured those nightmare years, often make for distressing reading, but she did not attempt to exaggerate or gloss over the facts and personal experiences of brutality, starvation, beatings, the filthy overcrowded camps, an almost total lack of hygiene and privacy, enforced heavy labour, the heartless withholding of food and medicine, and an unforgivable lack of compassion or care by their captors for the sick and wounded.

Recalling memories of her years spent as a Japanese prisoner of war would remain a vivid and painful exercise for the rest of Betty’s life, and she generally refused to talk to the media about them. Once, when she had completed a rare interview with the Age newspaper in 1998, her parting quip was: ‘Of course, you know I will have nightmares tonight.’

Betty’s defiance and tenacity in keeping a secret diary throughout most of her internment, which if found could have led to her immediate execution, speaks so highly about this amazing, obstinate woman. Not only did she keep a diary, but she drew some remarkable sketches capturing daily life in the camps and it’s a privilege to include five of those in this book, which have been placed throughout the chapters. I feel incredibly privileged to be telling her remarkable story.

While contemplating a main title for this book, I came across a saying that I felt perfectly reflected the indomitable courage, defiance, strength and compassion of Sister Agnes Betty Jeffrey and her young colleagues in the Australian Army Nursing Service (AANS) during the Second World War. That saying was, ‘Fall down seven times, stand up eight’. Unfortunately, it happens to be an old Japanese expression, and I had to agree with Betty’s great-niece Emily Malone, who thoughtfully put paid to the suggestion:


As you can appreciate, she never forgot what her captors did to her, the nurses and the women and children in camp… despite visiting Japan and taking steps to forgive those who treated her so poorly, she never forgot. Anything Japanese was a stark reminder for her of the war years.



So that proposed title – despite all it might have conveyed about the resilience of the nurses central to this story – was discarded for something more appropriate.

Like so many Australians in the mid-1950s, I had never heard of Betty Jeffrey until my family began to gather around our radio once a week and listen in silence to a dramatic, 52-part serial called ‘White Coolies’, adapted from the diary notes secretly written and kept by Sister Jeffrey during her three-and-a-half years as a prisoner of the Japanese in Sumatra. As the first episode is listed as airing on 10 August 1955, I would have been just eight years old, but I can never forget that compelling introductory music and the voice of a young Gordon Chater as he intoned the opening lines. It was also when I first recall hearing such amazing media personalities as Ruth Cracknell, June Salter and Queenie Ashton speaking their lead roles as week by week this enthralling saga unfolded, growing ever more intense and unmissable.

In the opening episode, we listened to a wonderful tribute to the nurses involved in this powerful, real-life story, spoken by Colonel Annie Moriah Sage, CBE, RRC, formerly Matron-in-Chief of the Royal Australian Army Nursing Corps, and a person Betty Jeffrey would always hold in the highest regard. Here is what Matron Sage stated in her introductory monologue, an abridged version of the foreword she had written the previous year for Betty’s classic 1954 book:


This is the truth about women who fought in the last war. Yes, I mean fought, for they did fight, just as surely as the sailor with his submarines and guns, the soldier with rifle and tank, and the airman with his bombs and machine guns. But for these women it was a different kind of war; they fought against anything that threatened to destroy life. What they suffered physically was almost inhuman, but only women can fully appreciate their terrible mental anguish, and the constant, dreadful fear of what the Nipponese could and might do to them.

This is not fiction, but truth. A truth that should be heard and remembered, not only for the fine example of courage and bravery it tells, but also for the grand humour, resourcefulness and ability to keep morale at the highest possible level.

The longer the war progressed, the greater grew my admiration for them. I will never cease to love them all.



In high school, like so many of my youthful male peers, I could hardly wait to get my hands on some of the remarkable true-life books about the Second World War from our school or local library, with a particular interest in books on the prisoner of war experience – The Colditz Story, The Wooden Horse, Reach for the Sky, The Great Escape and The Naked Island among them. I also found and purchased a treasured paperback copy of White Coolies in a second-hand book store in Sydney. In 1979, on a whim, I decided to write to Betty Jeffrey at her home in East Malvern, Victoria, to express my long-held admiration, and in her kind response she remarked: ‘I am happy that you still enjoy your yellowing, dog-eared copy of White Coolies – that serial was endless! It “got” me in too!’

As the years passed, I fulfilled a youthful pledge to write some books dealing with the Australian POW experience, which I felt was a sadly neglected facet of the war. To my joy (and perhaps not a little astonishment!), these were published in both Australia and the United Kingdom. It therefore came as a very welcome surprise in 2018 when I was contacted by Simon & Schuster in Sydney, asking if I would like to participate in publishing new and updated editions of my POW books from many years ago. I was delighted to oblige, and since then they have published four of these books.

However, as a result my literary cupboard was bereft of any further war stories and, when I was asked if I might have any ideas for a book dealing with any human aspect of Australians at war, I suggested a book on the late, much-admired Sister Betty Jeffrey. This struck an immediate chord with their editorial team, so I contacted the Australian Nurses Memorial Centre (ANMC) on St Kilda Road, Melbourne.

The ANMC had enjoyed a long and fruitful association with Betty Jeffrey, who was instrumental in its beginning and development, and where she was the first administrator. I subsequently received a very encouraging response from the current centre manager, Elizabeth (Liz) Allwood, who put me in touch with Emily Malone, Betty’s great-niece. Emily is an honorary life member of the ANMC and a member of the centre’s History and Heritage Committee. After checking with other family members, Emily gave me a provisional go-ahead, which meant the research and writing could begin.

‘As a family we all believe a Betty Jeffrey biography needs to remain true to who she was as a person, her accomplishments and life experiences,’ Emily wrote.


We are all incredibly proud of her (me especially) but we are biased of course! There is something about the word ‘strength’ that I have always thought of when reminiscing about Aunty Bett. It is a word I use when I speak about her to others. I have always said that it was her inner strength, incredibly close friendships with the nurses and fabulous sense of humour that was the reason she survived a shipwreck, two-and-a-half days in the water and three-and-a-half years as a POW.



Betty Jeffrey would reluctantly retire from her position with the ANMC due to a recurring illness suffered in the mid-1950s, but she steadfastly continued to represent former prisoners of war and nurses. In 1987 she received the OAM (Order of Australia Medal) for her ongoing and selfless commitment to ex-servicemen and -women.

We lost Betty Jeffrey on 13 September 2000 at the grand age of 92, leaving behind her a mighty legacy of caring, devotion and compassion. She truly was a shining example to all nurses throughout her life – during internment and beyond – a magnificent Australian, and an inspiration to us all.



There are many to whom I owe some particular thanks for their kind and thorough assistance with this book and I must single out the tremendous support and encouragement offered to me right from the start by Betty’s great-niece Emily Malone. Despite a heavy workload of her own, she gave me her time and some valuable insights into her great-aunt’s life and legacy. In Melbourne, she also organised a weekend gathering at the centre of family members and some other people who had known and worked with Betty, which gave me two wonderful days of interviews, as well as information and photo gathering. Thank you for this, Emily, and the reflections given by your parents Robert and Jane Malone, and other family members Sara Renshaw, Tim and Elaine Gale and Antony Jeffrey. I also extend my sincere thanks to Ann Sprague, Diane Whitehead, Arlene Bennett, Helen Pickering, Sue Sherson and John Bullwinkel for taking me further into Betty Jeffrey’s life and legacy.

I would like to acknowledge the use of interviews and notes from several of the nurses over the years who returned home safely from captivity, but who have since left us. These memories have been included in whole or part in this book to support the remarkable story of Sister Betty Jeffrey. The source subjects (under their wartime surnames) include Sisters Vivian Bullwinkel, Iole Harper, Jessie Simons, Wilma Oram, Kath Blake, Florence Trotter, Christian Oxley, Veronica Clancy, Pat Darling, Nesta James and Sylvia Muir.

One special thanks and acknowledgement must go to Brian Ashton, who put me in touch with his sister Jill. In 2003, Jill privately published the secret diary kept by her aunt, Sister Carrie Jean Ashton (she preferred to be called Jean), throughout her early war duties, capture and imprisonment – those ghastly years she shared with Betty Jeffrey and the other AANS nurses. The diary was painstakingly copied and typed from the original by Jean’s sister-in-law, Joyce Ashton. I am grateful to Jill Ashton for allowing me access to a copy of this diary, which greatly aided in reconstructing some of the events mentioned by – or even missed reporting by – Betty Jeffrey. I also appreciated the assistance of David Man from the Muntok Memorial Peace Museum website, historian Gillian Ednie, Janet Buick at the Stonnington History Centre in Malvern, Victoria, William Dale and Joy Derham of the Ex-Prisoners of War and Relatives Association (Victoria), and special appreciation to Clive Baker, who read an early draft of the manuscript and assisted with some expert editing suggestions.

Another recent publication offering further background is The Poinciana Tree, a lightly fictionalised recreation of the author’s life and family – particularly that of his mother Aimée – brilliantly written by celebrated arts manager Antony Jeffrey AM, whose father Alan was an older brother of Betty Jeffrey.

    Through the invaluable resource of the National Library of Australia’s Trove website (https://trove.nla.com.au) I was able to review newspaper articles contemporary with the periods covered in the book which revealed anecdotal material that would otherwise have been incredibly difficult to locate. These newspapers include the Perth Daily News and Sunday News, the West Australian, the Australian Women’s Mirror, the Sydney Morning Herald, the Sydney Sun, the Adelaide Advertiser, the Melbourne Advocate, The Age, the Melbourne Herald, the Melbourne Argus, the Newcastle Sun, the Burnie (Tasmania) Advocate, the Riverina Herald, the Albury Morning Mail, the Armidale Express and the Townsville Daily Bulletin.

White Coolies and other books, articles and interviews given by the Australian nurses during and immediately after the war reflect the often hostile feelings of these women towards their Japanese captors, and they continually referred to them as ‘Japs’. This abbreviated version of the word ‘Japanese’ is today regarded as a derogatory term, but its use in many quotes within this book will need to be tolerated by the reader. Different times, different expressions. There were other less-than-flattering contemporary descriptions of the Japanese people as a whole, and particularly certain individuals, but these instances have been side-stepped in the narrative, rather than cause offence to anyone. Similarly, the word ‘coolie’ is not in common use today; it is a term once applied to local Asian workers who laboured hard for low wages while living in substandard conditions.

With the passage of so many years, it proved difficult in just a handful of cases to properly acknowledge the source of some photographs and illustrations used in this book. Should anyone care to contact me through the publishers we will give due accreditation in any subsequent editions.

Different accounts of this story in other publications often use alternative spellings of some translated place names, such as Banka/Bangka, Muntok/Mentok and Loebok Linggau/Loeboek Linggau/Lubuklinggau, but in all instances I have relied on the spelling used in White Coolies. Also in keeping with the entries in Betty Jeffrey’s diary, it was decided to retain imperial measurements such as feet and yards, although in certain instances the metric equivalent has been added.

In conclusion, I would like to acknowledge an amazing team of people at Simon & Schuster (Sydney) who have made the publishing experience – often so gruelling at times – into a true pleasure. It is incredibly rewarding to be working with such talented, professional and helpful people as Managing Editor Michelle Swainson, Editor Rosie Outred, Luke Causby (cover art) and my wonderfully diligent copyeditor Mark Evans, whose keen eye for fact and faults helped make my manuscript even more authoritative, while unearthing many of my grammatical errors and rectifying ill-chosen punctuation. Thank you all for your friendship, ongoing support and encouragement throughout.

Colin Burgess, New South Wales, Australia

2023
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Reunion in the grounds of Charitas Hospital, Palembang, 1979: Betty Jeffrey and Dame Margot Turner sing ‘The Captives Hymn’ with the surviving nuns and Sister Catharinia (third from right, back row).








FOREWORD

LAVINIA WARNER IS A BRITISH writer and producer – creator of many highly successful television programmes. These include the documentary Women in Captivity (1979), and the powerful BBC TV series Tenko (1981–1985), which told of women internees in a Japanese prison camp. Today she is CEO of Warner Sisters, the independent production company she founded.



Never having actually met Colin Burgess, the author of this excellent book, I am fascinated to learn from his Introduction that 1979 had been an important year for both of us in terms of contacting the heroine of White Coolies, Betty Jeffrey. Colin wrote her a ‘fan letter’ expressing his long-held admiration, and, almost simultaneously, I was phoning her long-distance to ask if she would fly to Indonesia and be part of my documentary about a women’s wartime prison camp in Sumatra. Thank goodness she said yes – it was the beginning of an important friendship for me.

Women in Captivity was for BBC’s Omnibus, and ABC Australia had made a contribution to the budget. In addition to filming women survivors in the UK, we were taking Betty Jeffrey, Dame Margot Turner, and Dutch nun Sister Catharinia back to the actual locations of their imprisonment. Being nurses, Margot and Betty had struck up a good friendship in camp and this bond was immediately rekindled 37 years later. Sister Catharinia had become close to them too, and was still travelling in Indonesia for her religious Order. We only had nine days to chart over three years of their captivity and, given the heat, travel and pressure of time, it was a gruelling shoot even for me and the small film crew, never mind for women in their 70s. Sumatra was a developing Indonesian country with all the chaos and growing pains that entailed. For example, ours was the best hotel in the capital of Palembang, but it was only half-built, which meant that where our bedrooms had been allocated (up on the 3rd floor), the corridor ended in a huge gaping hole open to the elements. The women were courageous and wonderful company; they were absolute naturals in front of the camera and cemented their good friendship with humour as well as deep emotion when the memories came flooding back. Betty’s fortitude mirrored her strength in camp, and certainly motivated us to keep up with the schedule.

We covered the locations and main stages of their harrowing story – the forced evacuation from Singapore and their subsequent shipwreck was recounted from the mangrove swamps of coastal Sumatra. The early days of their internment was shot in the actual remains of the bungalows and garages where Betty described how, 37 years ago ‘to the day’, the Japanese had packed in 300 women who tried to organise themselves in the face of dwindling rations and some frightening situations. Then, as they moved camps and numbers grew to 600, we charted the worsening conditions as they existed on less and less food, and got very sick. The only time we saw Betty drained physically and emotionally was when we filmed at a railway station and she climbed into a cattle truck similar to ones they had endured on the hellish journey to their next camp. However, she rallied in time for our portrayal of that last camp. We had found a rubber plantation which resembled the remote one they had been forced into, and Betty’s descriptions of the horrendous conditions were vivid and heart-rending… ‘Everyone was ill. Everyone was starving. Everyone had only one cup of rice a day… A little group of our nurses were the grave-diggers, and two of them would go through the (makeshift) hospital every morning and just count how many were going to die that day. We were losing about three or four people a day and the nurses would just go out and dig that many graves, because as soon as they died, we straightaway had to put them in very rough coffins and bury them.’ Lost to the world, the 600 became 300, and due to the absence of any medical supplies, even that number would have been depleted had it not been for the few remaining nurses’ exemplary care.

One of the big highlights of the filming for me had in fact been back in Palembang. It seemed astonishing that the Charitas Hospital, run by Dutch nuns before and during the war, was still standing and still run by nuns. Sister Catharinia had gathered five of the original nuns who had helped nurse some of the sickest prisoners and, in the early days, got messages out to men in a nearby camp. There was an emotional reunion, and then Betty asked if they could all sing ‘The Captives Hymn’ together. This hymn, written by a gifted missionary in camp, had been sung every Sunday, even in the last location when everyone had become so weak. It was incredibly moving listening to the sweetness of unaccompanied female voices, and I could imagine not only those terrifying days in camp, but the sisterhood that transcended it.

I suddenly felt an overwhelming need to get the story of these camps out to a much bigger audience. While the crew were packing up their gear, I rushed back to the half-made hotel before all the others, climbed up to my room and instantly jotted down several pages of an idea for a drama series about a fictional group of women in a camp (inspired by those women I’d met and those I’d read about from other camps). It was as if my pen was possessed. I couldn’t stop until I had loosely sketched out a possible treatment. When I eventually went downstairs to get a coffee, I saw Betty there on her own, still quietly contemplating that afternoon’s moving events. I told her what I felt and what I’d just attempted to write, and she immediately encouraged me to keep going with the idea. So Betty was the first to hear about what was later called Tenko and was my first supporter. We just couldn’t believe that the nuns were still there, and that small miracles still came out of shocking misery. I’ve never forgotten that afternoon, nor Betty’s significant part in it.

The bond we forged during the filming trip continued for years afterwards in a long correspondence. I still have lots of her letters, often up to five pages, written on that blue, flimsy airmail paper, and still full of her warmth and wisdom. She wrote to me when she received the AO medal in 1987 for her huge part in setting up the Australian Nurses Memorial Centre and her subsequent brilliant work for it. I felt so proud to know her but was so very sad to have never seen her again before she died in 2000.

In 2013, a group of us organised a concert to commemorate the vocal orchestra that had been created in camp to raise spirits when the sickness began to take its toll. Betty had been a member of that unique orchestra. We also heard the ‘The Captives Hymn’ sung again, and once more it evoked huge emotion. It was the first concert of its kind in England, and when I got a tap on my shoulder at the party afterwards and was introduced to Betty’s lovely great-niece, Emily, it was as if my friendship with her aunt had come full circle.

The story of Betty Jeffrey and the other women prisoners in Sumatra bridges the gap between history and current reality. We live once more in a time of world conflict, and are constantly seeing images of female victims, from the huge refugee camps in Syria to the Ukrainian women and children forced to leave their homes. Comparisons with earlier wars are still valid, and stories of former captives like Betty Jeffrey are just as relevant today. Betty’s life experience and achievements, her spirit and courage, can continue to provide hope for future change.

This book is a highly readable testament to a life that is a continuing inspiration.

Lavinia Warner,

2023






1BEGINNING A LIFE OF DEDICATION


IT WAS THE FIRST DAY of April 1979 and the significance of the date was not lost on 70-year-old Betty Jeffrey as she slowly looked around, taking in everything. Being so close to the equator, she was constantly reminded of the endless humidity and unpredictable weather of the area, when a tropical rainstorm could lash the ground with very little warning. But today there was no evident threat in the thick clouds massed above as she stood quietly, sheltered from the sun beneath a broad-brimmed hat, contemplating her surroundings while standing on the pavement of a narrow, bustling street in the Talang Semoet district of Palembang, now the capital city of the Indonesian province. Noisy motorbikes zipped impatiently past her, often carrying more than one person and all manner of goods in bulging, colourful bags and baskets.

Memories both good and bad came flooding back. On that very same date 37 years earlier – 1 April 1942 – she had stood in dismay and bewilderment in that very same place, under the watchful eyes of a detachment of armed but otherwise listless Japanese guards. She recalled wearing scrounged and ill-fitting clothing, surrounded by an anxious throng of Dutch women and children, as well as 31 of her Australian Army Nursing Service (AANS) colleagues – those who had managed to survive a recent, harrowing disaster. They were all clutching their meagre belongings and gazing sorrowfully at a squalid cluster of three-room Dutch houses, ten homes in all. They would come to know this place of internment as the Irenelaan camp, named for the Dutch child princess Irene, born just weeks before the outbreak of war. Ironically, the name had been chosen because it translates as ‘peace’.

At first, everyone believed this was merely a temporary, overnight stop on their way to a much larger prison camp, but they were in for a surprise. The houses had been taken over by victory-emboldened Japanese forces as they swarmed across the island of Sumatra a few months earlier, and were now intended as the accommodation section of the much larger Irenelaan camp, ready to house a mixed bag of around 300 Dutch, English, Australian and Eurasian prisoners. As well as the Australian nurses, there were nurses of other nationalities, nuns, doctors, teachers, and the families of administrators and planters. It would prove to be far from temporary accommodation; they were destined to spend the next 17 months crammed into the purgatory of this primitive place.

As poignant memories of that day in 1942 washed over Betty Jeffrey, she took particular interest in two of the ten age-weathered houses before her: numbers 7 and 8. Her unit, the 2/10th Army General Hospital (AGH), had been housed in No. 7, while the remaining Australian nurses from the 2/13th AGH and 2/4th Casualty Clearing Station (CCS) were assigned to No. 8. The overcrowded internment camp was desperately short of food and other essential supplies and amenities; the women had to sleep on rough concrete shelves without blankets, and the only means of obtaining water for drinking and washing came from a stone well and two small taps, which were always in high demand. There was absolutely no privacy when using outside toilet facilities or quickly bathing with mere handfuls of water, and their meals mostly consisted of discoloured, contaminated rice, in which small creatures – living and dead – were a common inclusion.

As these and other vivid recollections came rushing back to Betty, she shuddered. The disturbing ghosts of the past were being revisited after she and Dame Margot Turner, formerly of Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service – who once shared those dismal years with her – had travelled back to Palembang at the invitation of a BBC crew, who were filming an Omnibus documentary featuring the two women, called Women in Captivity. Earlier that day they had stood on the sun-baked platform of Palembang’s Kertapati railway station, scene of so much unforgettable sadness, recalling in front of the cameras for British television writer and producer Lavinia Warner the events and people from those years as prisoners of a callous enemy.

At one stage, Betty was asked what sensations her return to Palembang brought back to her. There were so many: fear, uncertainty, remoteness, hostility, helplessness. After musing for a few moments, she quietly responded, ‘I feel…’ (a momentary pause) ‘as if I’d never left the blasted place!’



The history of the Australian Army Nursing Services is a noble and admirable one, populated over many decades by dedicated, brave, caring and compassionate women. As far back as May 1899, the Army Nursing Service was first established in New South Wales. Around sixty Australian nurses subsequently served with the colonial contingents, shipped across to South Africa during the Boer War, which lasted from 1899 to 1902. Some of that number were attached to the New South Wales Army Nursing Service Reserve (ANSR), long recognised as the first military nursing organisation in Australia.

Only one nurse is known to have been lost as a direct result of serving in that war: Sister Frances Emma (Fanny) Hines was one of ten nurses from Victoria sent to South Africa while attached to the state’s 3rd Bushman’s Contingent. On 7 August 1900, ill and overworked, she died in remote Enkeldoorn, Bulawayo. As her colleague Sister Julia Anderson wrote in a letter home: ‘She died of an attack of pneumonia contracted in devotion to duty. She was quite alone, with as many as twenty-six patients at one time, no possibility of assistance, or relief and without sufficient nourishment.’ Frances was laid to rest in Bulawayo cemetery with full military honours, and a marble cross commissioned by the Victorian Nurses and Bushmen’s Contingent was erected on her grave.

On 1 July 1902, the Australian Army Nursing Service was created as a reserve auxiliary to the Australian Army Medical Corps (AAMC), providing a body of personnel trained and available in the event of any national emergency or war. A Lady Superintendent was then appointed and made responsible for nursing services in each military district. Two years later, the position of Matron-in-Chief was established, with a responsibility for administering the service and acting as adviser to the Director General Medical Services on nursing matters.

During the First World War, nurses were recruited from established nursing services as well as volunteers from the civilian profession, serving as an integral part of the 1st Australian Imperial Force (AIF) at field and base hospitals in Australia; then overseas in Egypt and Lemnos during the Gallipoli campaign; in England, France and Belgium in support of the Western Front; and in Greece, Salonika, Palestine, Mesopotamia and India. Many of them were decorated, with eight receiving the Military Medal for bravery. These women had worked in difficult and often terrifying circumstances, caring for sick and wounded patients in military clinics and casualty clearing stations, of necessity situated near battlefield front lines, as well as on ships and trains.

Someone who never forgot the courage and dedication of the nurses during the First World War was Lieutenant Harold Williams, wounded at the ferocious battle of Mont St Quentin–Péronne in northern France in September 1918. Following his treatment in a casualty clearing station at Daours, he expressed his complete admiration for the nurses’ work:


In large marquees, nurses, pale and weary beyond words, hurried about. That these women worked their long hours among such surroundings without collapsing spoke volumes for their will-power and sense of duty. The place reeked with the odours of blood, antiseptic dressings, and unwashed bodies… They saw soldiers in their most pitiful state – wounded, blood-stained, dirty, reeking of blood and filth.



At the end of the war the AANS returned to reserve status. At least 2139 nurses had served abroad between 1914 and 1919 and a further 423 worked in military hospitals across Australia. A total of 28 nurses had lost their lives while on active service, or as a direct result of illness or injuries suffered during the conflict.

Following the outbreak of World War II in 1939, the AANS was once again placed on active service and its nurses were enlisted for service overseas with the 2nd AIF. For the greater part of the war they would be the only female service personnel to serve outside Australian territory. It would also mark the first – and only – occasion when Australian nurses became prisoners of war. Sister Betty Jeffrey from Tasmania would become one of those held in extended captivity by the Japanese in Sumatra.



Agnes Betty Jeffrey was born in New Town, 3 kilometres north of Hobart, Tasmania, on 14 May 1908. Although named after her paternal grandmother Agnes (née Kelly), she never really took to that name, preferring instead to be called Betty or Bett. When born, she was the second-youngest in a family of six, with two older brothers, Alan Noel and William Reginald, two older sisters, Marjorie Joyce and Frances Amy, and later became an older sister to Gwenyth Mary.

Like Betty – and with the exception of older brother Alan – most of her family decided not to embrace their given names and adopted ones by which they would be known for the rest of their lives. In this way, William preferred to be called Rex, Marjorie became Jo, and Frances decided that she liked being called Mickey. Betty’s younger sister Gwenyth Mary grew up as just Mary.

Mary would complete the family of William and Amelia Matilda (née Cooley) Jeffrey, who were married in the historic St John’s Church, New Town, on 8 September 1896. Even they had pet names within the Jeffrey family, affectionately referred to as either Will and Mill, or Willie and Millie. In fact their children always called them by those names, very rarely referring to them as ‘Mum and Dad’.

The Jeffrey family and its many branches have enjoyed a long and certainly varied association with Tasmania since her grandfather William Jeffrey arrived there from Scotland. One person of particular interest in that family history was Betty’s maternal great-grandfather Thomas Todd Cooley, born in Little Gaddesden, Hertfordshire, in 1806. Thomas first found himself in trouble with the law at the age of fifteen, appearing at London’s Old Bailey on 27 February 1822 charged with the theft of an umbrella. He was acquitted of this charge, but his second appearance at the Old Bailey on 14 May 1823, along with Thomas Connor, was far more dramatic; both were charged with the theft of silver from a Harley Street banker. They were found guilty and sentenced to be hanged, although their sentences were commuted to transportation for life to what was then called Van Diemen’s Land, later Tasmania. The convict ship Chapman transported them, departing England on 6 April 1824, and fifteen weeks later deposited the men in Hobart Town.

Twelve years after his arrival in Hobart, and still regarded as a convict, Thomas required permission from the Colonial Secretary’s Office to marry Scottish-born Margaret Paterson Aberdeen, a free settler. This was given and they tied the knot on 30 May 1836, just four days before the birth of their first child, Sarah Morris Cooley. Another of their six subsequent children was Charles Morris Cooley, who would marry Frances Jones. In turn their daughter, Amelia Matilda (Amy) Cooley, married Betty’s father, William Jeffrey.

In 1841, among his many other pursuits, Thomas Cooley had purchased the Horse and Jockey Hotel in Moonah and renamed it Cooleys Hotel. The hotel has since had a long association with the Cooley family, handed down through different family members over the decades and undergoing a number of renovations. The present-day Cooleys Hotel still stands on its original site at 45 Main Road, Moonah.

Betty’s father William had joined the post office as an accounts clerk and was listed in official documents as a civil servant. He worked hard and became a senior accountant and later manager at the General Post Office (GPO) in Hobart. The children loved growing up in New Town, although one special treat they looked forward to every Christmas was when the family would travel just 5 miles south of Hobart along the D’Entrecasteaux Channel and spend several weeks of sheer enjoyment swimming, fishing and relaxing at the quiet seaside suburb of Kingston, formerly known as Brown’s River. It was here that Betty developed her deep love of swimming, and particularly long-distance swimming.

Betty was destined to spend only the first twelve years of her life and education in New Town. As her father rose through the ranks he frequently had to transfer interstate in order to set up new accounting methods at various branches, which meant the Jeffrey family was constantly on the move, and the children had to attend a number of schools in Tasmania, Queensland and South Australia, where he spent some time as the GPO’s chief accountant in Adelaide.

Eventually, in 1911, the family settled down in their own home at 130 Darling Road, their first home in East Malvern, Victoria. Betty loved the area so much that East Malvern would become her home suburb after the Second World War, and for the rest of her life.

Over the next three years Betty attended Tooronga Road State School in East Malvern (now Malvern Primary School). Betty’s niece Sara Renshaw laughingly admitted that Betty would often display a keen if misguided entrepreneurial talent as a child, on one occasion setting up a stall on a street corner and trying to sell ice cream cones to her school friends. Unfortunately these were quite inedible cone-shaped scrolls of thick paper with a suitable-looking filling of whipped-up Lux washing flakes.

Betty continued her education at Warwick Girls School, also in East Malvern, one of Melbourne’s first private girls’ schools. According to the Malvern Historical Society, the school had over 200 boarders and day pupils from kindergarten to leaving honours, with the younger grades including boys. It also pioneered open-air classrooms, had a laboratory, a library and extensive sports grounds. All four Jeffrey girls went to the school and Betty once recalled for a reporter, ‘The fees were about seven pounds a term. I know my father got a discount because there were four of us.’

Ada Turner was the school principal, and her sister Ivy was housemistress. Betty lovingly recalled the scones that Ivy used to make for their morning tea, saying, ‘The scones cost a penny and were dripping with butter. Miss Ivy would come out with a big dish laden with hot scones. They were piping hot, right out of the oven and beautiful in winter. In the summer we had home-made fruity ice blocks.’ As well as such goodies, many of the girls took a little bucolic pleasure in the peaceful sight of Daisy, the school’s cow, happily grazing on a vacant block of land opposite the school.

On a more serious note, Betty had often heard from her parents some remarkable stories of the bravery of nurses tending wounded troops on the front line during the war, which appealed to her keen sense of adventure. One day, when Betty was about twelve, her Aunt Effie paid the family a visit at the East Malvern home they now occupied, ‘Lynburn’ in Beaver Street. As she recalled many years later during an interview,


When I was a little girl an auntie of ours visited from Tasmania and I didn’t want to see her, so I went up the gum tree on the nature strip. She found me and made me go inside with her. And you know how aunties are; they don’t know what to say to little girls. So she just said, ‘What do you want to do when you grow up?’ I floored her by saying, ‘I want to be a war nurse!’ No war around and I was going to be a war nurse!



Through hard classroom work and study Betty was able to achieve her Intermediate Certificate and decided to remain at Warwick school, passing her Leaving Certificate two years later in 1926. While at high school she had excelled at several sports, particularly tennis and hockey, and was competitive in both athletics and swimming – the latter sport being one in which she demonstrated solid but unfulfilled Olympic potential, excelling in long-distance swimming events. Running also seemed to come naturally to her and she would often be seen running around the nearby Central Park. There were many occasions when her mother would organise for her to pick up a meat order at the local butcher during her school lunch break and run it home before racing back to school ahead of the bell denoting the end of lunch.

In 1925, her studies at an end, Betty happily took over the role of the school’s sports mistress. In an end-of-school-year summary in the Melbourne Age newspaper dated 15 December 1927, it was reported that, ‘Miss Jeffrey, who has been sports mistress for the past two years, will be very much missed.’

For a time after leaving Warwick school she worked as a part-time sports mistress at another girls’ school in North Adelaide before taking on a course in typing and shorthand, which resulted in finding full-time work as a stenographer for a firm of accountants.

Despite settling into a good, steady job, Betty found little satisfaction in turning up each weekday for such monotonous office work, and there was always a lingering desire to consider nursing as a career option. Perhaps one early inspiration for this may have been her Aunt Eliza, who was a trained midwife. However, she kept putting off making any decision on nursing for some years, due to her father’s job, which still entailed travelling to different parts of Australia with his family.

In 1931, Betty moved to Brisbane, where she lived with her two older brothers, Alan (a well-known Brisbane accountant) and William (an electrical salesman who preferred to be called Rex), in a good-sized apartment with city views over the Brisbane river at Kangaroo Point. She was now employed by a music firm in their pianola music rolls library, sending these rolls all over Queensland. Later, she would find employment with the same firm of accountants she had worked for in Adelaide.

During one break from work, Betty took the opportunity to visit her parents and other sisters in Melbourne. On the return journey, she sailed back to Brisbane aboard the Adelaide Steamship Company ship MV Manunda. Later converted to a hospital ship, the vessel was fitted with modern passenger-friendly twin diesel engines and prior to World War II was engaged in transporting interstate passengers and cargo between Sydney, Fremantle, Melbourne and Cairns. The next time Betty set foot aboard Manunda would be in 1945, but under vastly different circumstances.

While sailing up Australia’s east coast, Betty became quite seasick and mostly remained in her cabin until the last day, when she ventured to the dining room for a light breakfast and was seated with a group of young women. One of them was similarly-aged Aimée Francis, originally from Coolgardie in Western Australia, who was a nurse under training at Melbourne’s Alfred Hospital. She was travelling to Brisbane to visit her brother Owen, who was desperately ill with diabetes in Brisbane General Hospital, where she had arranged to stay in the nurses’ quarters.

Relaxing in a deckchair by the pool, Aimée had been impressed by Betty’s smooth, strong stoke work as she swam without slowing from one end to the other, with a deft turn as she touched each wall. Over dinner that night she asked Betty if she had tried out for the Olympics, but her new friend was suitably modest, saying that she might have done, but needed to have gone into serious training at least a year before, when she was runner-up in the Victorian freestyle 200 metres event.

The two young women hit it off straight away and struck up a friendship. When the ship docked at Brisbane, Betty’s brother Alan was there to pick her up in his beloved new car, Dora the Dodge, and he was openly delighted when Betty insisted that her new young friend join them for a meal once she had seen her brother in hospital. Wanting to help, and through a high-up contact in the medical profession, Alan arranged for Owen to be transferred to the Mater Hospital, where he would receive more specialised care for his diabetes and was soon well on the way to recovery. Meanwhile, Alan and Aimée had begun dating, and to Betty’s delight the romance blossomed.



During her time living and working in a clerical position in Brisbane, which she found quite stimulating and enjoyable, Betty was involved in an unfortunate incident while driving out of New Farm early Sunday morning on 3 September 1933. As she made her way along Thompson Street, a young boy – without looking for traffic coming up behind him – began to cross the road directly in front of her. She braked and swerved to avoid the six-year-old, but ended up hitting him. He was injured and had to be taken by ambulance and admitted to the Children’s Hospital. It shook Betty to the core, but everyone agreed it was simply an unfortunate accident, and could have been far worse had she not reacted quickly.

Five weeks after the accident, Betty was able to forget about it for a while when she travelled down to Sydney for the wedding of her older sister Frances to Dr Charles (‘Breezy’) Gale, a medical specialist from Geelong. Her parents still moved around Australia on work-related assignments and were then living in Mosman, on the Lower North Shore in Sydney. Five weeks ahead of the wedding, Frances (also known as Mick) had sailed down to Sydney aboard the passenger and mail steamer SS Orungal to make early preparations. The wedding was held at St Philip’s Church in Church Hill, Sydney, on 12 October 1933. William Jeffrey gave away his daughter with a fond kiss, while Betty and her younger sister Mary acted as bridesmaids, and brother Alan was one of the groomsmen. The wedding reception was held at the Hotel Australia, following which the bride and bridegroom left for their honeymoon, touring around New South Wales before heading to Geelong, where they would make their home.

Soon after her return to Brisbane, Betty thought the accident involving the young boy, as awful as it had been at the time, was behind her. Not so the boy’s father, who decided to sue her for damages, claiming she had been negligent in failing to keep a proper lookout while in charge of her car. The matter was taken before the Supreme Court the following March, where a jury found that Betty had done all she could to avoid the accident and the boy’s own actions had contributed to his being injured. They did award the father £94 to cover hospital costs, but not the £750 he had requested in his suit.

Quite ironically, in light of Betty’s later career, the boy’s father had previously served in Egypt as a private with the 15th Field Ambulance and later the 1st AGH (Army General Hospital). It was an incident that Betty never seemed to want to talk about in her later years, and even her nieces and nephews were surprised to learn of the accident during the gathering of background information for this book, saying she had never mentioned it to anyone.



There was another wedding to attend in July 1935, when her brother Alan married his nurse fiancée Aimée Francis. On this occasion the marriage ceremony took place within the glorious 19th-century Chapel of St Peter at Melbourne Grammar School, where Alan had been educated. This time Betty – who had introduced the happy couple to each other – was the sole bridesmaid.

In recently reflecting on his parents Alan and Aimée, Antony Jeffrey believes that his mother loved becoming a part of the Jeffrey family. He recalled,


Aimée, my mother, adored the whole family. Partly because she yearned for that closeness that she had lost in her own family, partly because my father was the eldest child and admired hugely by all his sisters, but I think mostly because she felt they were the epitome of a loving family, close and supportive of each other, loving of and loved by their parents and because they laughed a lot and never took life too seriously. As the tallest, most athletic, cleverest and certainly funniest and most fun-loving of the sisters, Betty always held their utmost admiration, though Jo, as the eldest sister, asserted ultimate authority and always held her siblings to account, though usually with a smile or a giggle.



Rex had already decided to move back down to Melbourne to live, so the newlyweds now occupied the spacious apartment at Kangaroo Point. They soon fell into a happy routine every second Friday, according to their son Antony Jeffrey, when Alan would come home at lunchtime and they would drive down to Surfers Paradise for the weekend in his green 1937 Ford V8 Pilot. He was building a holiday house called ‘Breffney’ at Broadwater, which was finally nearing completion. The name may have come from a mythical, medieval overkingdom, or even a village in Gaelic Ireland, and seems to have resulted from a distant Irish forebear of Alan’s. He just liked the name.

As work on the cottage progressed, there was some happy news, as Antony recalled:


Before long to their mutual enjoyment she became pregnant, but the weekends at the beach didn’t slacken. Alan worked tirelessly to create a garden around the house enclosed on all sides by the bird-filled native bush. A narrow exit to the sandy track at the front led straight to the sandhills, the roar of the surf and the deserted beach in both directions.



Betty and Rex would travel to Surfers whenever time permitted, helping where they could to complete the cottage, and Betty in particular had fallen for the unspoiled beauty and peacefulness of the area. Post-war, she would spend several months a year staying with a friend on the Gold Coast, often accompanied by her sisters, never tiring of the simple pleasures associated with strolling barefoot along the spectacular, warm golden beaches.



Meanwhile, earlier conversations with Aimée about nursing had influenced Betty to look at applying for similar training at the Alfred Hospital, a leading tertiary teaching hospital in Melbourne where Aimée had received her initial instruction. Finally, she applied and was accepted for training at the Alfred in 1937, aged 29, graduating with her General Nursing Certificate two years on. She then said she was proud to receive her graduation badge and be addressed as ‘Sister’. The path into a career in nursing had long been desired and nurtured, as she recalled many years later:


We were always moving. It was a wonderful experience for us young people [and] we made so many friends: Tasmania, Adelaide, to Brisbane and Melbourne. That’s why I was so late starting my nursing training. I was having such a good time, I kept putting it off. And then I thought, ‘You must do it!’ And I did: at the Alfred. Down here in Melbourne, and I loved every day of it. Then I went straight from training into the army.



Aware that war might be looming, Betty signed up with the army reserve the same year she graduated, knowing that if war did break out, nurses would be needed. ‘I thought, if there’s going to be a war, I’ll be in it!’ she added. The following year she received her Midwifery Certificate at the Royal Women’s Hospital in the Melbourne suburb of Parkville.

Betty would probably have gone on to become a fine civilian nurse, but war intervened and she was keen to be of front-line service to her country and profession. In 1940, she worked for a time as a staff nurse at the 108th Army General Hospital in Ballarat before deciding to enlist in the Australian Army Nursing Service, excited not only by the opportunity to travel, but eager and unafraid to use her nursing experience to aid in the war effort.

On 9 April 1941, Betty filled out her enlistment papers at the AANS Depot in William Street, Melbourne, and received the Army identification number VX53059. After completing her attestation papers she was posted to Darley Military Camp, west of Melbourne, where she helped set up a camp hospital along with five other nurses.

Betty was subsequently notified of her posting to the 2/10th Australian General Hospital, then based at Malacca, in the southern part of the Malay Peninsula. The unit had arrived in Singapore on the Queen Mary in February 1941. At this stage of the conflict there wasn’t any sign of war erupting in the Pacific, so it seemed to be a relatively safe place for the nurses to work. Being fit and healthy and with no immediate responsibilities at home, Betty felt that going overseas and representing her country was exciting and something she wanted to do. Only those between the ages of 25 and 35 were permitted to go – no one younger or older – but almost certainly there were many others beyond that requirement who somehow managed to be included.

On 19 May 1941, having turned 33 some five days earlier and now promoted to Senior Nurse, Betty joined her nursing colleagues at Port Melbourne as they embarked on the 410-foot HMAT Zealandia, which would be escorted to Singapore via Fremantle by the light cruiser HMAS Sydney. Built in Clydesdale, Scotland, in 1910, pre-war the Zealandia had been a cargo ship and international passenger liner. It saw service as a troopship in both world wars until it was sunk during Japanese air raids on Darwin on 19 February 1942.

On this occasion, the Zealandia was carrying 754 troops and nurses and arrived in Singapore on 9 June 1941 following an uneventful voyage from Fremantle. The nurses were immediately transported in a modern air-conditioned train north-west to Malacca, where they would join the 2/10th AGH, already set up and working there under Principal Matron Olive Paschke. Once there, they were allocated quarters within the grounds of the British Colonial Service Hospital, which they jokingly referred to as the White Elephant.

Jessie Blanch, also of the 2/10th AGH, had arrived in an earlier contingent of nurses from Australia and they could hardly believe the peaceful tropical environment after all the news about the fighting in Europe and the Middle East. It took a while for them to become accustomed to the hotel-like attention they received in their quarters, as well as the friendly stares of the locals as they moved around the town of Malacca. While there, ‘Blanchie’ (as she was known) kept a daily diary of her experiences. She wrote:


Our view is beautiful from the balcony, which is on the fourth floor. Our hospital is just opposite – five stories [sic], nice and cool looking too. We are living under ideal conditions. Amahs [maidservants] to do our washing, make our beds, etc., even get our shoes cleaned.



The army hospital – a former school for Chinese children – was located within a reasonably new section of the civil hospital buildings. In addition to treating patients suffering from dengue fever and malaria, as well as all manner of normal injuries and illnesses, the hospital work was not arduous, but they were also assisting Matron Paschke to convert the old school building into a fully functional 200-bed hospital.

For relaxation on their days off, the nurses could visit the town of Malacca. Here they were able to exchange their Australian pounds into the local dollar-based currency, shop around and have clothes made. They would also play tennis, swim, play bridge, see films at the local cinema and attend dances and concerts. Life seemed both pleasant and interesting – for them it was a whole world away from the war and even life back in Australia.

The nurses would often catch the air-conditioned train down to Singapore, 100 miles distant and a six-hour journey. Once there, they would spend a lot of their time relaxing at the Swimming Club on Tanjong Rhu Road, where service personnel were allowed free membership. The ladies’ accommodation occupied the ground floor of the massive club, while the upper storey housed a 6500-square-foot dance floor, a restaurant, an air-conditioned steak bar and lounge, a ladies’ lounge, reading and writing rooms, a billiards room, the main kitchen and the club’s offices. They could spend many happy hours sunbaking beneath beach umbrellas spread around a huge pool, then enjoy a sumptuous meal and drinks served by immaculately dressed waiters. Amid such opulence, the European war seemed very far away, but war would soon catch up with them.

Sister Florence Trotter of the 2/10th AGH was mortified when her mother sent her a cutting from the Australian Women’s Weekly, which inferred that the Australian nurses in Malacca were living a life of overseas luxury. As she recalls, the article mentioned wild orchids growing outside the hospital gates,


and of course we used to go and pick them and put them in our rooms, and here’s this write-up in the Women’s Weekly saying Australian nurses live like film stars. Orchids in their bedrooms, or mess huts. Orchids everywhere and they said they have servants to do their washing and all this sort of thing. Well of course in that heat and everything, and the way you work, all our starched collars and cuffs, until Matron got permission for us to have them cut… off, you had to have someone to do those sort of things, you know, it was just the normal thing. They did all the hospital washing. They had these amahs that came in of a morning and just swept your room and did your washing and ironing and it was ready for you when you went back on duty again. Because a stiff starched veil doesn’t last very long in the hot tropics. Anyway, they made a big story of it – living like film stars. I laughed about it.



In September 1941, another contingent of nurses from the 2/13th and the 2/4th Casualty Clearing Station (CCS) joined them in Malacca, where they stayed until early October, when their services were required in Singapore. One of those newly arrived nurses was Sister Jessie Simons, who had earlier enjoyed the sights and sounds of Singapore harbour when their ship, the AHS Wanganella, was berthing. Despite the war raging elsewhere, life seemed to be simply carrying on in its customary, hectic way in and around Singapore, with vessels of all sizes cramming the harbour and the regular hustle and bustle on the dockside. As Sister Simons recalled,


Once ashore, we were amazed to find that there was no urgent need for us. Our main job for a while was relieving other nurses on duty at the main army hospital, 2/10 AGH established at Malacca, about 100 miles north of Singapore.



She said that she ‘felt more like a tourist than a member of an army unit’.

Sister Simons further stated that the nurses had treated very few patients in Singapore, so many of them were temporarily attached to other facilities, while others spent much of their time training in the treatment of tropical diseases and modern military surgical practices. Then, over two days from 21 November 1941, the 2/13th relocated from the hospitals in Singapore to a large, newly built medical facility (intended as a mental hospital) at Tampoi, 4 miles from Johor Bahru and just across the strait from Singapore Island.

Then, amid growing unease across the peninsula, the Australian nurses were informed that all leave was immediately cancelled until further notice. All too soon, life for them would take a dramatic and tragic turn for the worse. Many were destined never to return home.






2THE FALL OF SINGAPORE


BY 13 FEBRUARY 1942, SINGAPORE, the once-peaceful island at the southern end of the Malay Peninsula, was in its death throes. Hordes of Japanese fighters and bombers flew continuously and unopposed over the city, blazing away at random targets, while the streets were chaotic and congested with military traffic and about a million defenceless citizens. Mortar shells and bombs rained down on the terrified city, which burned beneath a thick black canopy of smoke from flaming oil tanks and buildings, obscuring the sun. Dust-covered, bloodied bodies of men, women and children were strewn amid the mounds of rubble, the smell of death lingered everywhere, while fire-gutted buildings toppled and crashed into the streets without warning, adding to the grim human toll.

Before the Japanese invasion, there were 140 Australian nurses serving in the Malayan region. They were basically divided into three groups: Betty Jeffrey’s 2/10th AGH had taken on a ten-month position in Malacca, the 2/13th AGH was based in Tampin, while the third group, the 2/4th CCS, was positioned in Kluang, central Johor. These nursing units had been placed there as the higher authorities believed at the time that any Japanese frontal assault would take place on Singapore and that the wounded could be sent to and tended at these more remote centres.
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