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Remembering and rethinking captivity

Joan Beaumont, Lachlan Grant and Aaron Pegram

In the wars of the twentieth century some 35 000 Australians were taken prisoner by their enemy: over 4000 were captured in World War I (1914–18), more than 30 000 in World War II (1939–45) and thirty in the Korean War (1950–53). No Australians were captured in later conflicts, including the Vietnam War, Iraq or Afghanistan. Compared with the total number of Australian combatants, prisoners of war were a small minority of the casualties of the last century. However, their death toll in World War II particularly, when (by one estimate) 37 per cent of Australians captured by the Japanese died,1 has ensured that prisoners of war have come to hold central place in the Australian national memory of war.

However, it was not always so. In the aftermath of both world wars the memory of captivity was sometimes ambiguous, since defeat and surrender sat uneasily within the dominant narrative of war in Australia, the Anzac legend. In its early articulations, Anzac celebrated the qualities of Australian soldiers as citizens-in-arms; that is, they were men who were courageous, resourceful, contemptuous of authority, loyal to their mates and, above all, natural and exceptional fighters. Consciously heirs to this tradition, Australians captured by the Japanese during World War II made some attempt to position themselves within the Anzac legend, but it was only when the so-called ‘memory boom’ of the late twentieth century began to represent Australian soldiers as victims of trauma2 that prisoners of war were able to be more fully integrated into the rituals of national commemoration and remembrance. Even then, the popular understanding of captivity has been partial, dominated by memories of the Pacific War of 1941–45 and shaped by stereotypical images of captivity promulgated by popular culture. It is the purpose of this book to challenge some of these misconceptions and to make the understanding of this important dimension of the Australian experience of war more complete.

Remembering captivity

Like all memories at the collective level, the ‘Australian memory’ of captivity is a construction, shaped by multiple influences. For many individuals, even today, the memory of captivity is a private one, part of their life experience, which they recall in ways that change and evolve with the passage of time. However, individual memories are rarely confined to the private sphere. More commonly, they are expressed publicly and evolve through a dynamic dialogue with wider collective memories. As stories of past wars are shared within families, or retold in battalion and other veterans’ associations, remembering becomes part of ‘an active creation of meanings in a social context’.3 Integral to this process is the wider cultural context, particularly commemorative practices at the local and national level and the plethora of cultural media—books, films, television series, public exhibitions and even an opera—that depict war and captivity.

Perhaps the most powerful of these media has been the cinematic representation of captivity. For many Australians, life in German prison camps in World War II has been seen through the lens of The Great Escape (1963), The Wooden Horse (1950) and television series like Hogan’s Heroes (1965–71) and Colditz (1972–74).4 These cultural productions, which happen to be British or American in origin, depict life in Hitler’s Third Reich as a light-hearted game in which prisoners (almost always officers) spend their every waking hour plotting to escape. In contrast, the experiences of Allied prisoners captured by the Japanese during in World War II has typically been represented as a saga of unmitigated horror inflicted by a cruel and culturally inferior enemy. The Bridge on the River Kwai (1957), a film that enjoyed huge commercial success, depicted the Japanese as not only brutal but also incapable of building the Thai–Burma railway without the expertise of the British prisoners—a representation that was emphatically at odds with the huge engineering achievement of the railway’s construction. Though supposedly a story of reconciliation, The Railway Man, released more than fifty years later (2013), strongly affirmed this (not unreasonable) perception of gratuitous Japanese cruelty.

These powerful filmic representations, while giving public visibility to captivity, have distorted memories by giving prominence to some experiences over others, and especially by privileging the memory of captivity during World War II. The same can be said of another great source of cultural memory, memoirs and testimonies of the survivors. There were relatively few accounts of captivity published by prisoners of the Germans and the Ottoman Empire during World War I, the exceptions being T.W. White’s Guests of the Unspeakable (1928) and, to a lesser extent, William Cull’s At All Costs (1919).5 This situation was scarcely rectified by the twelve-volume official history series of World War I edited by Charles Bean and published from 1921 on. Though generally unrivalled in its detail, the official history managed to say very little about the experience of captivity. In the six volumes that Bean himself wrote, Australian prisoners were parenthetic to his main battle narrative and were largely consigned to a series of footnotes.6 The ordeal of nine Australian Half Flight mechanics captured at Kut in April 1916 received the most attention of any single group of Australians taken prisoner. In two and a half pages in the volume written by F. M. Cutlack, the story of their gruelling, thousand-kilometre forced march across Anatolia, battling exposure, disease and fatigue, seemed to affirm the very worst of captivity in Ottoman Turkey.7

In contrast to the relative neglect of captivity during World War I, there was a flurry of publishing activity in the decade after World War II ended, particularly by survivors of captivity under the Japanese. The most prominent of these books were Rohan Rivett’s Behind Bamboo, Russell Braddon’s The Naked Island, and Betty Jeffrey’s White Coolies.8 Each of these sold exceptionally well and remained in print for decades, as did the equally powerful fictional A Town like Alice, which was later made into a film (1956), television series (1981) and BBC radio series (1997).9 The flow of personal memoirs about Japanese captivity continued in the 1960s and 1970s with the publication of Hugh Clarke’s fictional account of the Thai– Burma railway, The Tub, and Ray Parkin’s trilogy tracing his captivity from the sinking of HMAS Perth via Thailand to Japan—though, notably, these books failed to garner anything like the attention that the memoirs of the 1940s and 1950s did.10

Also published in the 1960s were the official history series of World War II, edited by Gavin Long. Unlike the World War I series, this provided an authoritative account of captivity which drew on the often meticulous records kept by Australian officers. Although it has been claimed that the story of prisoners of war ‘barely rates a mention’ in these volumes,11 the chapters and appendices documenting the prisoner-of-war experiences in Europe and the Asia–Pacific total more than four hundred pages. If presented differently, these could have constituted a single volume dedicated to captivity.12 Within these volumes, the tensions inherent in presenting the prisoner-of-war experiences are most notable in the appendix by A.B. Field on prisoners of Germany and Italy. A decorated veteran of World War I, Field had served with the 2/6th Field Company in Libya and Syria before he became a prisoner of the Japanese, captured as part of ‘Blackforce’ on Java in 1942. Initially, Field presents the story of prisoners of the Germans as one of escape or potential escape attempts (he may have been influenced by Long’s initial proposal in 1943 for a volume on ‘escapers’ narratives’);13 but ultimately the seriousness and harshness of the conditions altered the tone of Field’s

narrative.14

After something of a lull, publications at the popular level about prisoners of war took off again with the onset of what has been called the ‘second generation of memory’ (the first being that after World War I).15 The reasons for this phenomenon, which was global as well as Australian, are complex, and the subject of ongoing debate. Almost certainly the ‘turn to the past’ was fuelled by a mix of factors: the ageing of witnesses to World War II and the Holocaust; the unfreezing of memories with the end of the ideological rigidity of the Cold War; the growth of identity politics as globalisation and neoliberal economics eroded the traditional role of the State; the pervasive fin de siècle mood at the end of the twentieth century and the second millennium; and the growing fascination with the past and family history in an age where, in the West at least, formal religion was declining. Notably, the memory boom brought with it a willingness to confront the difficult pasts of individuals and nations and a new emphasis in war memory on victimhood and trauma (a consequence of the growing centrality of the Holocaust in global memory of World War II).16

Within Australia the memory boom generated another wave of memoirs from prisoners of war, who, now in their later years, were motivated to confront, and find meaning, in the traumatic past. Most prominent among this genre, which was published commercially and privately, were Stan Arneil’s diaries One Man’s War (which would become a prescribed text in New South Wales schools) and Sir Edward ‘Weary’ Dunlop’s war diaries.17 The popularity of these works, in turn, inspired best-seller histories of captivity such as Patsy Adam-Smith’s Prisoners of War (significantly, a kind of sequel to her 1978 book, The Anzacs) and Cameron Forbes’ Hellfire.18

In the 1980s prisoners of war were also ‘discovered’ by the academy. One of the key drivers of the new national interest in prisoners of the Japanese, in fact, was the series of radio interviews conducted by Hank Nelson of the Australian National University in collaboration with the ABC journalist, Tim Bowden. The resulting oral history archive, a priceless resource that captured prisoners’ memories before the frailty of old age, was later distilled in the book, Prisoner of War: Australians under Nippon. Nelson and his colleagues also went on to publish more scholarly works on the Thai–Burma railway particularly.19 Joan Beaumont, meanwhile, turned her attention to prisoners of Gull Force interned on Ambon and Hainan, exploring the nature of leadership in situations of captivity even worse than those that prevailed on the Thai–Burma railway.20 Like Nelson and Bowden, Beaumont was able in the mid-1980s to draw on the oral testimony of survivors, which added a poignancy and immediacy that few archival sources could match. So too did Peter Henning is his later study of Sparrow Force, captured on Timor.21

The geographical widening of the studies of captivity continued in the 1990s when historians rediscovered one of the worst disasters inflicted on Australian prisoners of the Japanese. The catastrophic death march from Sandakan to Ranau in North Borneo in early 1945, which only six of around two thousand prisoners survived, had been notorious in the immediate post-war period, when it was the subject of a radio play Six from Borneo, but interest in this tragedy had faded in the following decades. Now its horrors were again exposed by Lynette Ramsay Silver, Paul Ham and, most recently, Michelle Cunningham22—all of whom were concerned not only with the question of Japanese culpability but also the failure, or even ‘conspiracy’, on the part of Allied authorities, to avert the disaster.

Within this burgeoning literature the experience of captivity began to be represented in new ways that reshaped the national collective memory. Not surprisingly, given the growing interest in the traumatic legacy of military service, the role of prisoner-of-war doctors and the impact of captivity on prisoners and their families became new subjects of interest.23 Biographies of, and documentaries about, Dunlop followed the successful release of his diaries,24 while a remarkable process of memory making, not yet fully explained, meant that this surgeon, who was only one of forty-four doctors on the Thai–Burma railway and 106 in Japanese captivity, was progressively transformed into an iconic figure symbolic of all prisoners of war.25 In the 1990s his statue was installed outside the Australian War Memorial and near the Shrine of Remembrance, Melbourne. In fact, it is a statue to all medical doctors in captivity, whose story has been told by Rosalind Hearder,26 but only the most attentive visitor would notice this inscription at the statue’s base.

The secular sanctification of Dunlop reflected a second change in the representation of prisoners of war: that is, their increasing positioning within the dominant national discourse about war, the Anzac legend. This process had its origins in the earlier literature where ex-prisoners of war elided the humiliation and sense of degradation inherent in captivity, and implicitly, and sometimes explicitly, emphasised those qualities of prisoners that accorded with the dominant national archetype of the Australian fighting soldier. In other words, they claimed that, though they were defeated and passive, in captivity they had proved themselves worthy of the Anzac tradition, by manifesting the qualities of resourcefulness, humour and, above all, mateship. The growing emphasis in the 1980s on the ‘softer’ values of Anzac—namely courage, endurance, sacrifice and, again, mateship27—facilitated this incorporation of captivity into the mainstream memory of war; to the point where, in 2013, it could be said by a senior politician that ‘The traditions forged at Gallipoli, and later by the POWs who suffered and sacrificed on the Thai–Burma Railway, have become an indelible part of our history’.28
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The Australian ex-prisoners-of-war memorial in Ballarat. Unveiled in 2004, the memorial lists the names of all known Australian prisoners from all conflicts. (Courtesy Stephen Grant)



This central positioning of prisoners of war within national remembrance was evident not just in the rhetoric of commemoration but also in the growing number of physical memorials to prisoners of war. In the first decades after the war a few modest memorials had been erected, including some to the Australian nurses who had been massacred on Bangka Island or interned on Sumatra after being shipwrecked while escaping from Singapore.29 But from the early 1990s on, the number of memorials grew, as a result of a mix of local and government agency. They now include the Dunlop statues, already mentioned; the Prisoner of War National Memorial at the Royal Military College, Duntroon, which takes the form of a reassembled chapel, originally constructed by Australian and British prisoners of war at Changi, Singapore, in 1944; a memorial to the dead of Sandakan at Burwood, Sydney; an Australian government-funded memorial museum at Hellfire Pass (Konyu Cutting), Thailand, which has become a byword for suffering on the Thai–Burma railway;30 and a memorial to ex-prisoners of war of all conflicts at Ballarat.31 Significantly, the Ballarat memorial was the first to commemorate prisoners of World War I. These installations were joined in 2012 by a memorial in the grounds of the Australian War Memorial, Canberra, to the men who were drowned when being transported in 1942 from Rabaul to Hainan on the Japanese vessel, the Montevideo Maru.

In the Australian War Memorial itself, meanwhile, prisoners of war found a place in official commemoration via exhibitions and displays. Redressing a former ‘regrettable lack of substantial display telling the story of Australian captives’, a permanent exhibition opened at the Memorial in 1989. Entitled ‘Barbed Wire and Bamboo’, it told the story of Australian prisoners in both world wars.32 On display throughout the 1990s, the exhibition was then incorporated into the redevelopment of the World War II galleries, which now include a reconstruction of a prisoner barrack at a German Stalag, and hauntingly, a room featuring the pay book photos of some of the Australians lost at Sandakan. In addition to this, between 2003 and 2005, the Memorial’s travelling exhibition, Stolen Years: Australian Prisoners of War, visited eleven cities in all states.33

It is impossible, then, to describe Australian prisoners of war as ‘forgotten’, a title to which many victims of war aspire in the politics of recognition.34 But there is a major caveat. The vast majority of the memory-making described above has been focused on prisoners of the Japanese. In part this has been because of the agency of the ex-prisoners of war themselves and their families, whose commemorative activities have often preceded and inspired those of the Australian government. It is also because captivity under the Japanese was the most catastrophic of all prisoner-of-war experiences, affecting the greatest numbers of Australians, and resonating powerfully with the fascination with mass death that has inspired so much of the recent global interest in sites of war memory and ‘dark tourism’.35 However, the consequence of this focus on the Asia– Pacific theatre of war has been a continuing relative neglect of prisoners held in Europe in World War II, and prisoners of World War I and Korea. Yes, there has been valuable research, such as David Coombes’ study of Australians in captivity in World War I,36 and Peter Monteath’s recent account of prisoners of war in Hitler’s’ Reich.37 But these works, for all their merits, have not been able to challenge the hegemony of memories of imprisonment under the Japanese.

Rethinking captivity

One of the purposes of this book therefore is to provide a much more diverse picture of captivity—and this, not just in terms of time and location. No single narrative can capture, firstly, what it was like to be a prisoner-of-war: the danger at the moment of capture; the sense of disempowerment a prisoner feels at not being able to hit back at his or her captors; and the psychological stress of ‘barbed wire disease’, a syndrome induced by the monotony and tedium of waiting for the war to end, uncertain when, or if, it will end, and whether a prisoner will ever see his or her family again. Nor can a single narrative encompass the great diversity of experiences of Australian prisoners of war. The historical records reveal that captivity was more nuanced than The Great Escape and The Bridge on the River Kwai suggest. Across all conflicts, conditions for prisoners varied. Although the journey between the battlefield and the prison camps was always perilous, the quality of a prisoner’s life thereafter depended on local factors, such as the commandant, the camp administration and the progress of the war. Captivity was also mediated through rank. Captured officers lived more comfortably than the other ranks prisoners and survived better, thanks to the privileges of rank enshrined in the 1929 Geneva Convention relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War. In essence, then, each of the 35 000 Australians taken prisoner in World War I, World War II and Korea had his or her unique story, and one that might not accord with any dominant narrative or cultural memory.

While examining specific situations of captivity that have been neglected in past historiography, we therefore challenge some better known and well-rehearsed narratives of prisoners of war. It is in the nature of war memories, particularly those that have been integrated into constructions of national identity and infused with commemorative significance, that they, or at least aspects of them, become positioned as almost beyond critique. However, as our distance from the Australian experience of captivity grows—one hundred years since World War I and seventy-five years since World War II—it is possible, and necessary, to differentiate between history and memory. Much of this book therefore is concerned with reinterpreting captivity in a way that challenges current memories, shaped as they are by the priorities of contemporary society, and reinstates the primacy and complexity of the historical record of the past, challenging though this might be.

The opening chapter considers the little-known experiences of the 3848 Australian prisoners who were captured on the Western Front and imprisoned in Germany between 1916 and 1918. Although escape has come to dominate narratives of captivity in Germany (in no small part because of the cultural representations of the later war already mentioned), Aaron Pegram demonstrates that it is not representative of the prisoner-of-war experience in this theatre. Only forty-three Australian prisoners escaped while the majority of them sat out the remainder of the war in Germany. Moreover, those who did escape were not, as mythology might have it, exclusively from the officer elite.

Jennifer Lawless provides a similarly critical eye to a largely overlooked group, the sixty-seven Australians who were captured by the Ottoman empire during the Gallipoli campaign. While Gallipoli is universally recognised as the dawn of the foundational nationalist narrative of Anzac, far less is known about the men who were captured during this campaign. Here, Lawless examines and unwraps two key myths associated with this group: first, the assumption that very few Australians captured by the Ottomans on Gallipoli survived, and second, the belief that conditions in captivity were poor because their captors denied international agencies and welfare groups access to the prisoners.

Kate Ariotti also considers the prisoners of the Ottomans, but from an even less well-known perspective: the impact of captivity on the families at home. These prisoners were the first Australians to experience prolonged captivity at the hands of a radically different enemy. Families at home were left to deal not only with the long absence of sons, husbands and brothers but also with the enhanced anxiety of their men’s captors being alien and exotic. By highlighting the unofficial global network of people who worked together to share news and provide a support system, Ariotti provides an alternative perspective on the impact of captivity.

Providing a key component of these support networks was the Australian Red Cross and its Bureau for Wounded, Missing and Prisoners of War established during World War I. Melanie Oppenheimer examines the efforts of these important institutions during both world wars, focussing particularly on their role in supporting prisoners to whom they could gain access in the European theatre of war, and the lengths to which the Australian Red Cross went to try to shine light on the darkness surrounding the situation of prisoners in the Pacific theatre.

While this theatre of war has dominated Australian memories of captivity, the first Australians to be captured in any numbers in World War II were in the Mediterranean theatre of war to which the majority of the Second Australian Imperial Force was sent in 1940–41. Karl James studies the issues facing prisoners of war during the siege of Tobruk in 1941. As the memorial to the Rats of Tobruk on Anzac Parade, Canberra, suggests, the story of Tobruk is usually one of heroic defiance and ultimate success. Yet the Australian 9th Division lost more men as prisoners of war than killed in action. Little room is given in historical accounts to these prisoners, or to the troops from the enemy Axis forces who also became prisoners of war. By comparing the experiences of Australian and enemy prisoners, James provides an important retelling of this mythic episode.

Australians taken prisoner in the Mediterranean and Europe, unlike their counterparts in the Pacific, were generally treated in accordance with the 1929 Geneva Convention relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War. One little-known provision in this international agreement was for repatriation of prisoners who were sick or wounded. Seumas Spark considers two repatriations of Australian prisoners in 1942 and 1943, and the way in which the prisoners on their return contributed to a false perception that captivity in Italian hands had been benign. The later perceptions that prisoners of the Italians were somehow less worthy of exploration than those in Japanese hands owes something to this early misunderstanding and misrepresentation.

Turning to the larger groups of prisoners in Europe during World War II, those in the hands of Germany, Peter Monteath also argues that they had more in common than many realise with prisoners of the Japanese. Where popular culture has depicted prisoners in German control as having a relatively benign experience—and their mortality rates were certainly much lower than in the Asia– Pacific—Monteath unpacks the reality of the dangers and deprivations that faced prisoners under the Nazi regime. Again, where popular representation has focussed on officers—more often than not from the air force—a majority of Australian captives in Germany were non-commissioned officers and rank-and-file soldiers from the army. Most of these prisoners were put to work in a variety of industries where conditions varied, from agricultural or forestry work, to working in factories or mines.

The next four chapters examine prisoners of the Japanese, particularly the issue of survival in Changi, on the Thai–Burma railway, aboard the ‘hellships’ that transported prisoners by sea, and in camps in Japan. The largest prison camp in Asia, Changi has in many ways become a byword for the worst of captivity under the Japanese. However, it was far from that. In Changi, the military structures of the captured remained intact, and the Allied leadership was left with the responsibility for managing the camp, including enforcing discipline among prisoners who were initially demoralised and sceptical about the authority of their officers. Investigating the common practices of theft and black market trading in Changi, Lucy Robertson explores the punishments handed out by Australian and British officers and the damaging impact these had on relationships between Australian officers and their men.

Joan Beaumont takes up a similar theme by studying the influence of rank on a prisoner’s chances of survival on the Thai–Burma railway. While egalitarianism and a healthy disrespect for rank have been much-lauded traits of Anzac, the hardships of Australian prisoners of war in the Asia–Pacific were not shared equally. Since the Japanese, who ignored many of the provisions of the 1929 Geneva Convention, generally allowed officers some privileges, particularly the freedom from crippling manual work, very few officers died during this most gruelling episode of captivity. This was almost certainly a serious irritant in an already problematic relationship between officers and men during captivity under the Japanese.

Whatever their ranks, prisoners were equally at risk when they were being transported by sea. As Lachlan Grant shows, this could be the most dangerous period in captivity. More Allied prisoners of war died when the ‘hellships’ in which they were being transported by the Japanese were sunk by Allied submarines than on the Thai– Burma railway. In this chapter, Grant moves beyond the Australian story—dominated by the memory of the Montevideo Maru and the later sinking of the Rakuyõ Maru—and the question of why all belligerents were unwilling to reach an agreement on the protection of prisoners being transported by sea, even when this put their own nationals in danger. The prisoner-of-war experience is thereby placed, as it must be, within the wider context of the military conduct of the war and the carnage of unrestricted submarine warfare in the Atlantic, the Mediterranean and the Pacific.

Australian prisoners of war transported by ‘hellship’ were mostly bound for Japan, and in the following chapter, Grant considers how the more than four thousand Australians imprisoned in this enemy country fared from 1942 to 1945. Significantly, he reveals that conditions in Japan had more in common with those in Germany in both world wars than in other parts of the Japanese empire. For prisoners of war themselves an important element of captivity was their contact with Japanese civilians, who in many ways shared their deprivations and hardships during the last years of the war.

Though far less known than those interned during World War II, the thirty Australians captured only a few years later during the Korean War faced extreme conditions, both physically and psychologically. Jeffrey Grey considers these not only from a scholarly perspective but also through an interview with two surviving veterans of the war, John MacKay and Ron Guthrie. Both were taken prisoner and provide a rare testimony to this experience of captivity, which is often ‘forgotten’, to use that overworked word advisedly.

This book concludes, appropriately, with the prisoners’ return to Australia after their liberation. Christina Twomey considers the vexed issue of their compensation and what this reveals about the place of prisoners of the Japanese in the wider Australian memory of war. Focussing on three key moments in the history of compensation claims by ex-prisoners, the ‘3 bob a day’ campaign of the late 1940s and 1950s, the Prisoner of War Trust Fund, which operated from 1952 to 1977, and the Compensation (Japanese Internment) Act 2001, Twomey reveals how an initial ambivalence towards the men who surrendered to the enemy has progressively given way to a far more sympathetic understanding of prisoners of war as traumatised victims of human rights violations. Not only are their claims to compensation considered more than justified but also their place in the national commemoration of war seems assured.
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Bold bids for freedom

Escape and Australian prisoners in Germany, 1916–18

Aaron Pegram

On the night of 23 July 1918, twenty-nine British prisoners from the officers’ prisoner-of war camp at Holzminden in Germany escaped after spending nine months digging a tunnel beneath the prison walls. Among them was Lieutenant Peter Lyons, a Western Australian of the 11th Battalion, who had tried and failed to escape Holzminden on previous occasions. This time Lyons was more successful. Armed with a compass, a map of Germany, some money and a cut of bacon, he and two British officers stalked their way across Germany towards the border of neutral Holland. Many years after the war Lyons recalled how they hid in woods during the day and avoided all major roads and villages by night: ‘When night came and things were quiet, we would set out again … we travelled in this manner for 12 days, covering 185 miles.’1

Peter Lyons was one of 4044 Australians taken prisoner in World War I. Around two hundred were captured by the Ottomans on Gallipoli, in Mesopotamia, Sinai and Palestine, and 3848 were captured by German troops on the Western Front.2 Despite immense public interest in the Australian campaigns on Gallipoli and the Western Front, as well as the experiences of prisoners in World War II, captivity in World War I remains confined to the narrow margins of the national memory of war and has attracted very little scholarly interest. This is probably because the experiences of prisoners in World War I were overshadowed by the more than 60 000 Australian war dead across all theatres of operations who became the focus of private and public mourning in the post-war period. With just 397 Australians dying in the hands of the enemy in World War I, representing less than 1 per cent of Australian deaths in the war, captivity was not an experience that easily integrated into public memory.3 Nor did captivity sit comfortably within the heroic and masculine self-image that shaped perceptions of the national character and the dominant representation of the Australian soldier. Within the context of the Anzac legend, some Australians captured in World War I felt they had ‘surrendered manhood’ the moment they were captured.4


[image: Image]

The exposed tunnel used by twenty-nine British officers during their escape from Holzminden in July 1918. Despite the prominence of escape narratives in remembering captivity in Germany in World War I, the Australian prisoner-of-war experience suggests that prison breaks like this were more myth than reality. (AWM H11791)



However, escape offered the possibility of transforming what was essentially a story of surrender, inaction, confinement and oppression into an exciting battle of wits between captive and captor. As Stephen Garton writes, prisoners who tried escaping became ‘heroic men of action in a lineage stretching back to the siege of Troy’. 5 Today, escape stories are more commonly associated with World War II, but they were deeply ingrained in the British cultural imagination in the years after World War I. Titles such as The Tunnellers of Holzminden (1920), The Road to En-Dor (1920), Escapers All (1932), An Airman’s Escape (1933) and Caged Birds (1940) all depicted captivity as an adventure, in which prisoners spent every waking hour digging tunnels and manufacturing maps and uniforms for their great escape. Reinforced by films like Barbed Wire (1927), Two Arabian Knights (1927), Captured! (1933), and Jean Renoir’s classic, La Grande Illusion (1937), World War I escape narratives served to inspire British prisoners in World War II whose own escapes generated a new wave of stories that dominate perceptions of captivity in Germany in today’s popular imagination.6 So prevalent is the theme that one Australian writer has recently suggested all prisoners of World War I turned their minds to escape as soon as ‘the doors slammed shut and the key turned in the lock’.7

Writing about British and Commonwealth prisoners in Europe in World War II, historian S.P. Mackenzie argues that escape narratives have drastically oversimplified and distorted the realities of confinement in Hitler’s Third Reich, where ‘privation, boredom, uncertainty, occasional danger and much else made POW life for most men resemble an endurance test rather than a light-hearted game’.8 If this can be said of captivity in World War II, what role did escape play in the lives of Australian prisoners in World War I? How representative are escape narratives as means of remembering the war behind the wire?

This chapter examines this question in relation to the Great War, and specifically captivity in Germany. Australian scholars have concentrated their efforts thus far on the relatively small number of Australians taken prisoner by the Turks, whose captivity sometimes shared similarities with the hardships experienced by prisoners of the Japanese in World War II.9 To address this imbalance, this chapter sheds light on the experiences of Australians taken prisoner in the fighting on the Western Front who endured up to three years’ imprisonment in Germany.

The Western Front and captivity in Germany

British prisoners in World War II may have been guided by tales of the daring escapes carried out by prisoners in the preceding war, but soldiers of World War I had no such guidance on what was expected of them if they had the misfortune to fall into the hands of the enemy.10 Article 8 of the 1907 Hague Convention respecting the Laws and Customs of War on Land made specific reference to escaped prisoners not being punished if they had the misfortune of being captured a second time, although this alone did not impress upon soldiers of the British Empire what was expected of them if they fell into enemy hands. While it gave clear instructions on how to handle and process enemy prisoners of war, there was nothing written in the Field Service Regulations on what a man should do if he was captured.11 The War Office was deliberately ambiguous about how soldiers should behave in captivity, lest the message implied that surrendering to the enemy was an easier and preferable option to fighting to the bitter end. Hence, there was a certain stigma associated with capture that was reinforced by the 1907 Manual of Military Law, which deemed it a capital offence for individuals to ‘shamefully cast away arms … in the presence of the enemy’, ‘treacherously … give intelligence to the enemy’, or ‘misbehave before the enemy in such a manner as to show cowardice’.12
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