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The MUP Masterworks series celebrates distinguished Australian writers and ideas. This volume, the second in the series, is drawn from Into the Smother, Ray Parkin’s journal of his time as a prisoner of war working on the Thai-Burma Railway in 1943 and ‘44. Written and drawn on whatever scraps of paper came to hand, hidden first by Parkin and then by his friend and commanding officer Lieutenant-Colonel Edward ‘Weary’ Dunlop, it tells the story of the POWs’ daily struggle for survival under the Japanese.


Keeping such a journal was a summary offence: discovery would have resulted in death. But Ray Parkin was a remarkable survivor. Joining the Australian Navy in 1928, he served on the HMAS Perth from her commissioning in 1939 until her sinking off Indonesia in 1942. He became one of ‘Dunlop’s Thousand’, a group of Australian POWs led by Dunlop, first on Java and later in Thailand. After the railway’s completion, Parkin and other POWs were shipped to Japan, and when the war ended, he was working in an underground coal mine about forty miles from Nagasaki.


Into the Smother was first published in 1963 by the Hogarth Press, London, at the instigation of the writer and soldier Laurens Van Der Post, a fellow POW. In 1999, Melbourne University Press republished it as the second volume of Ray Parkin’s Wartime Trilogy. In his writing, and later in the book’s editing and publication, Parkin consciously strove to present the POW experience just as it was, without dramatic effect.


For the bare facts themselves are dramatic, and demand to be recalled: almost 13,000 Allied POWs and 72,000 forced labourers from Burma and other Asian countries died in the course of the Thai-Burma Railway’s construction, from ill-treatment, privation and disease. As Parkin observed in the opening paragraphs of his journal: ‘We are in the hands of an unpredictable enemy who has already, in sickening fact, shown us the power of life and death he holds over us.’


This extract from Chapters 4 to 7 opens as Dunlop’s Thousand, after a three-week journey by ship and train, arrived at their destination, a work camp deep in the heart of the Thai jungle, known as Konyu 3.


MUP thanks John Clarke for his assistance in the completion of this project.




Konyu – January
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We are now building our camp. Clearing is going on all day. Fires burn, smoke curls; the trees are blue cut-outs on a blue ground, and the greens of the bamboo are a sunny yellow. The laciness of their leaves against the sky is as fine as that of a bride’s brand-new nightdress. Axes ring, trees crash, and bamboos are torn out of their clumps with the noise of ripping thorns. Men call, ‘Oh-h-h . . . HO! H-a-a-U-U-LL!’ as they drag and work. They are stripped to hats, boots and shorts. They are red and bronze and moving: dark in the shadows, and rich in the sun.


Above and behind us to the north runs a high, jungle-treed ridge in the greens, browns and reds of the Australian bush. Its sharp edge shows against the white cumulus which just crowns it: the clouds seem to climb no higher in this dry season. South, across the river in its deep channel, lies another mountain. The river is a branch of the Menam and is called the Kwai Noi. To the south, other prisoners are at work on banks, cuttings and bridges, bringing the railway up from Bampong. Eventually it will run westward into Burma, on to Moulmein or Rangoon.


There is much to admire in the country. In spite of our situation, there is something here which is giving my heart a lift: perhaps it is the much good against which to contrast our little evil, giving a sense of proportion.


Monkeys pipe high on top C and sound like the rotary sirens on tugs or destroyers. There is bird music, but we don’t often see the birds. At dusk there are graceful flights of geese and heron, and others I don’t know. During the afternoon, as the sun swings to the southward, the camp is back-lighted. The green and blue trees are ringed with an edge of green-gold light, and the smoke is a floating luminous powder. The clouds, too, have shadowed hearts and haloed edges. Large leaves float, capsize and tumble continually earthwards, lazily, on to the beds of men whose camp is rows of gauzy mosquito nets strung up like the buildings of a city on bamboo poles. Great vines writhe and twine and grip the tall straight-columned trees, whose pink-grey trunks blend against the blue atmosphere. The grip has grown so tight that in places there is a bulge of strangulation.


In the night the trees are lighted by the rich ochre glow from the many fires. They stand drawn perfectly in monochrome by firelight on the blue-black ground of the farther unlighted trees which show as pitch against the faintly luminous sky. The line of the mountain across the river shows its shape only by obscuring the stars. The stars are clear in a faultless atmosphere. At the edge of the clearing, two clumps of bamboo, rising nearly one hundred feet, converge symmetrically in a great curve. At the moment they are simple lines of highlight on black, and they make a perfect Gothic arch.
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Kwai River at Konyu January, 1943


Beneath this great arch, as the fires illuminate it, a few bamboos, broken, have fallen in from the sides. This gives a strong suggestion of the pattern of a stained-glass window, whose motif is inscrutable. The altar is simply the diffused light hung low on the curtain of smoke. It is majestic and the black depth of it all is full of religious mystery. The blackness, the depth, the height, and the remote stars above is the Presence of . . . whatever it is man longs for. You can go to sleep with this feeling cuddled in your blanket . . . or you needn’t.


And this is the area in which 320 cases of malaria have recently occurred; where only twelve per cent of the English are fit for work; where jungle sores fester and won’t heal; where dysentery is a scourge; where food is scarcely on the subsistence level; where work is hard. But it is no good hating these things. It is no good hating at all. That could kill you. The sight of beauty, patience coming from it, and thoughts of loving friends at home—these, I am sure, matter more.
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We have complained about the rations to the Japs and they have made the suggestion that if we put the sick on half-rations, those of the healthy will thereby be increased—and the sick will die and no longer bother us. The present daily ration is: rice, 23 oz.; oil,.6 oz.; sugar,.6 oz.; salt,.13 oz.; vegetables as available. This is how it starts on paper, but it bleeds away as it gets to us. We get three bags of rice per day for 875 men. That is 720 pounds, of which one-quarter to one-third has already gone to the weevils.


Tobacco shortage is causing bad temper and much bickering. Heat, hard work, shortage of tools and too many people trying to get them, add an enervating confusion to the days.


Four more died over in the English camp yesterday and today. We are getting sore throats and tongues, which are the first signs of avitaminosis brought on by deficiencies of diet. The doctor told me that there are a couple of hundred like me. All we have is permanganate of potassium to use as a mouth wash, and the hope that the rations will improve. Avitaminosis causes ulcerated throats and mouths and lips; skin complaints like tinea in the crutch and scrotum, and a rough skin called pellagra. This is showing after only five days here.
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Just after dinner a three-foot-six-inch green snake with a diamond-shaped head slid across one of our beds and was killed. This morning one of the chaps found a little golden snake coiled at the head of his bed. As he touched it the coils tightened and it was rolled out like a compact little barrel. Large centipedes are constantly being killed, and we have caught a number of deep green-blue scorpions between six and seven inches long. The claws are about the size of the top joint of my thumb. One fellow picked a succulent root which looked like a dahlia tuber, and bit into it. It set his saliva glands racing and saliva flowed freely from the corners of his mouth. That was about 11 a.m., and it went on until nearly nightfall, but he seems all right today. On the hillside, which is rocky, men are cutting some ‘clean-skin’ bamboos about two inches in diameter. As it is cut it slithers down the rocks and over other cut bamboo, like a man down a ski-run. The bamboos are cut at an angle with the machetes, making them sharp like pens. One man below had his thigh transfixed with a slithering piece.


With food so scarce, men are getting fishing lines ready—safety pins, stripped-down canvas ground sheets and the yarns plaited together.
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We seven keep pretty well together, but don’t live in each other’s pockets. We have made many friends.


George is an able seaman who would now have been a leading seaman if we had not been sunk. He has dark, curly hair; a fresh boyish face with a sharp, straight nose which is tip-tilted at the end. He is about five feet ten inches, and a good footballer. He joined the Navy at the outbreak of war. George has partnered with Jim.


Jim is shorter, smoother and not so dark. He has a beautiful pair of shoulders over narrow hips and light legs. Drill has not taken from him all of that smooth, slouchy movement born of circling on the wrestling mat. He is more intense than George, and his whole attitude seems to imply that he intends to outlast this experience—as if he were facing a challenge on the mat.


Darky, an able seaman, on the other hand, is playing lone wolf. He is a ‘hostilities-only’ rating. Since we have been prisoners he has been content to go his own way. He is very dark and balding, with smooth olive skin; strongly built, of medium height, and with a genius for conserving energy.


Ken and Fatty are two permanent servicemen. Fatty is a big-chested seaman petty officer whose bulk and strength are enveloped in a deceptive roundness. He is fifteen stone; a good swimmer who has swum in the three-mile cross-Derwent swims in Hobart, and won several of them. He will expend any amount of energy in the water, but once out of his element, he reserves it. He is a natural comic, and fooling is expected of him. On- and off-stage he plays the wide, blue-eyed innocent, and he has become very popular with the army fellows. But he has a temper of great force when crossed. He has had fourteen years of Navy and was in charge of our anti-aircraft armament in the ship.
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