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Preface






I never had the chance to meet Grace Kruger, but her writing became central to the creation of this book. Grace was one of 18 Australian women taken prisoner by the Japanese at Rabaul on the island of New Britain in January 1942, early in the Pacific War. Rabaul had been the administrative capital of the Australian Territory of New Guinea since 1922. This disparate group of nurses and civilians were the only women captured on Australian soil to be transported to the heart of the Japanese Empire during the course of the war. Along with the officers of the Australian 2/22nd Battalion (Lark Force), these 18 women were shipped to Japan and spent the remainder of the war, three years and nine months, as prisoners.


It was quite by chance that I purchased the diary of Grace’s wartime internment, saving it from the rubbish tip at a time when I was involved in auctioning her deceased estate. She kept her diary in an old school exercise book; the first page was titled ‘GK’s Nonsense’. She wrote her diary in a cryptic prose, using nicknames, Pidgin English, shorthand and the language of the day, to hide its meaning from the Japanese and any casual readers who may have chanced upon it. Not being a trained historian or writer, I had no idea of the story this exercise book concealed, nor the people to whom I would be subsequently introduced.


I first showed it to an old friend, Albert Speer. I knew Albert had been in Papua and New Guinea during the war and had been part of the postwar New Guinea administration. I asked him if he had any idea of its meaning, but he was unable to explain it. He suggested I send it to Professor Hank Nelson at the Australian National University. Hank confirmed that Grace had been one of the Rabaul nurses taken to Japan, but was also unable to explain the meaning of its cryptic prose. It seemed that the little book would forever hold its secrets. Maybe its meaning had gone to the grave with its owner.




I decided to transcribe the diary into a form that could be easily read. This is where I had my first stroke of luck. I had a visit from Professor Bill Gammage, a Professor of History at the Australian National University. Knowing Bill had also been in New Guinea, I showed him the first draft of the diary. He spotted the word barloose which he explained is Pidgin English for aeroplane. This led me to believe that the diary was written in code. Lines like, ‘White sauce on the table how’s your sister,’ or, ‘But there you’re a little LBW,’ had me totally confused. I spent many hours reading the faint handwriting, over and over again, trying to make sure that I had the spelling correct and trying at the same time to decode its meaning. It proved to be a difficult task.


Being interned by the Japanese for over three years, Grace eventually ran out of space in her diary. She then selected pieces of Japanese paper that were blank on one side and sewed them together into the centre of the exercise book to increase its size. These pieces of paper probably came from the Japanese paper that the women had used to make into thousands of envelopes; a task that gave them a small wage that helped supplement their daily living. The fact that the women were transported to Japan and were at first very well treated, staying in a modest hotel (more like tourists than prisoners of war) had me completely intrigued.


It was again by chance that the diary started to yield its secrets. I happened to mention to some clients that I was transcribing Grace’s diary. One of them was Geoffrey Smith who informed me that his father Mick had been part of the 2/22nd Battalion and had escaped from Rabaul when the Japanese invaded. I rang Mick and he suggested I talk to Sister Berenice Twohill at the Sacred Heart Convent, as she had spent time with the nurses at Rabaul.


I contacted Sister Berenice and she explained that she was travelling to the dedication of the National Nurses’ Memorial in Canberra that very weekend and one of the surviving Rabaul nurses was being flown out from New Zealand for the event. I informed Albert Speer about the event and he decided to attend. There he met Lorna Johnston, one of the surviving Army nurses. Albert gave her a copy of the transcribed 



 diary, which was in an unedited form. Grace had tried to write everyday Japanese words phonetically in English. This took a huge amount of effort to transcribe correctly and the assistance of James and Tomoko Oglethorpe in its translation is greatly appreciated.


There were still a few words so faint and illegible that I thought they would never be understood. Lorna read the diary on her return to New Zealand and kindly wrote to me, explaining that it was the daily talk of the Rabaul women during their internment. On her return to Australia later that year, I met with Lorna and heard her story about their time in Japan. She dictated the diary onto tape on her return home, along with her interpretation of what Grace had written and its meaning. This unlocked most of the content’s mysteries, but some even Lorna couldn’t explain, 60 years on.


Then, in August 2006, I was contacted by a relative of another of the Rabaul nurses, Joyce Oldroyd-Harris. Amongst Joyce’s memorabilia, which included her own diary, was a hand-sewn book in which she had made a full copy of Grace Kruger’s diary. Fortunately, where Grace had used cryptic words, Joyce wrote their meaning in brackets alongside. She had also written the initials of the various women involved in some of the events.


I could finally accurately transcribe the whole of Grace’s diary.


The very survival of these delicate papers through their captivity was remarkable in itself. On many occasions, the mere ownership of such items meant that the owner had to endure some very stressful situations. During a large search by the Japanese at Vunapope Mission on 21 June 1942, most of the nurses threw their early diaries with incriminating entries down the pit toilet to avoid discovery. The Mother Superior of the convent then asked the women not to keep diaries, owing to the possible trouble they would cause if found by the Japanese. Luckily, Grace didn’t follow these instructions.


I had never heard of these women before and wondered why the story of Rabaul was not better known. With Albert Speer’s able assistance, I started to research Grace’s life and her internment in Japan. The problem with the Rabaul nurses’ story is there is very little source material available in our archives or institutions. Hank Nelson, 



 having interviewed some of the surviving nurses, had endeavoured to tell their story from the available information and by interviewing some of the survivors. One of the greatest problems faced by any researcher is that the survivors and their diaries could describe the events that occurred, but even they were at a loss to explain why they had happened. As one of the survivors said, ‘I didn’t take too much notice of all the various visitors coming and going. I was always hoping that their visit meant we would get more food!’


I reasoned that the only way I was going to find the true story of these women was to seek out the remaining survivors. As there were only six when I commenced, including two in Queensland, two in Newcastle, one in Lismore and Lorna in New Zealand, it was a difficult task researching and interviewing part-time, whilst raising a family and running a business.


I had a couple of distinct advantages over most other researchers. Albert Speer, with his wartime experience and his long-standing association with New Guinea, understood what the women had endured both in Rabaul and during their internment under the Japanese. He could talk to them as a peer rather than as an interviewer. As one of the missionary survivors said to Albert, ‘I like you, we can talk New Guinea.’


This led to the survivors having a greater understanding of what I was trying to achieve. A trust and friendship developed. Six decades after their internment had ended, some felt it time that their story was correctly told. Others were understandably suspicious of my motives and were very reluctant to talk, at first. Here, however, the exceptional bonds forged during their internment proved to be of great value once again. As one survivor spoke to the other, I was slowly able to gather the information that only they could reveal.


I was able to locate another six of the women’s diaries and examine and copy their memorabilia and photographs. I could finally fully understand Grace’s diary, putting the timeframe into context using the other diaries. Page by page, each diary told the same story, but from the individual writer’s perspective. Grace’s descriptive style added greatly to the information of the simple conventional diaries. Because 



 of their confinement, the women tended to write about the same major events. They all used some form of abbreviation or concealment but with the seven diaries together, I could decipher what each one was describing. Some writers lost track of the date, so it wasn’t unusual to find one or two of them recording events on inconsistent days. Grace tended to write about distressing events well after they had occurred, while some writers skipped them altogether.


Wherever possible, I have tried to verify the information in this book, but there have been innumerable problems with this endeavour. For any researcher of this period, the Australian War Memorial is usually extremely helpful, but in the case of the Rabaul women, very little information is held within its files. In 1942, Australia was involved in the British exchange of internees with Japan. During this exchange, only 30 Australians were returned, against the 800 Japanese that Australia released. The women’s diaries indicate that they expected to be involved in a similar internee-exchange, but this never eventuated. There has been no other research done into why these women were taken to Japan, nor the politics behind their internment. The survivors and their diaries described the situations they found themselves in and some of this information has been presented in various papers and books (in some cases correctly, others incorrectly) for the last 60 years. Efforts to locate information in Japan produced only one small travel document from when the women were transferred between camps. The files of the International Red Cross contain little information about the women, only covering the time when enquiries were made about the Rabaul civilians from 1944 to 1945.


This book is the culmination of 11 years of my own research. I am indebted to my wife and children for their understanding and patience, the surviving nurses and their relatives, Lorna Johnston (nee Whyte), Dora Dunn (nee Wilson), Sister Berenice Twohill and the late Mavis Green, Mavis Cation (nee Cullen) and Jean McLellan, for access to their diaries and memorabilia. I am also indebted to Margaret Clarence, daughter of Kathleen Bignell, for access to Kathleen’s diary and the use of her book, Yield Not to the Wind; Chris Counter for the use of Joyce Oldroyd-Harris’s 



 diary and memorabilia; Dena Drum for her assistance with Etta Jones and the late Bill Meanly, who liberated the women in Japan. In addition to the key contributors mentioned above, I would also like to acknowledge the help, support and advice provided by literally hundreds of individuals, including New Guinea old hands, archivists and librarians, historical researchers and the relatives of the nurses.


These women were to be the only Australian women captured in battle, to be taken to Japan for the duration of the war. They were treated as a special case by the Japanese. On their arrival, they were housed at the Bund Hotel before being moved to far less salubrious camps at the Yokohama Amateur Rowing Club on Yokohama Harbour, and an old hospital near Totsuka, in the countryside west of Yokohama. Mrs Etta Jones, who was placed with them in Japan, made history by being the first American woman to be taken prisoner on American soil by a foreign invading force since 1812.


They were unique Western eyewitnesses to the movement of ships, and their occasional explosive demise, in Yokohama Harbour. They also witnessed the firebombing of huge urban areas of Tokyo and Yokohama, the militaristic Japanese wartime culture and the climactic arrival of the American forces. The conditions endured by these women may be almost unimaginable to us in the modern world, but I hope their story is explained with the help of their recollections, so that their unique place in Australian and Japanese history is recorded.


The distinct characters of these women are portrayed in their diaries. Like any people living together in close quarters for so long, they had their memorable moments as well as disagreements. At times, with their wide range of ages and religious beliefs, they formed distinct groups, some preferring the company of one or two specific individuals. Under the leadership of Kay Parker, they managed to endure the cold, confinement, isolation, starvation, brutal guards and the degradation of basic human rights and freedoms.


They were also the first ex-prisoners of war to be returned home to Australia after the Japanese surrender.










Women POWs Taken from Rabaul to Japan in 1942










	

	Name

	Nickname

	Married Name

	





	

	Civilian Nurses from Namanula Government Hospital

	





	

	Alice Bowman

	Bowie

	Alice Deglon

	





	

	Mrs Mary Goss

	Mary (Squiss)

	

	





	

	Grace Kruger

	Grace

	

	





	

	Dorothy Maye

	Maisie

	

	





	

	Joyce McGahan

	Mac

	Joyce Cootes

	





	

	Jean McLellan

	Liklik

	Jean Harwood

	





	

	Joyce Oldroyd-Harris

	Oldroyd

	

	





	

	

	

	

	











	

	Civilian Methodist Mission Nurses

	





	

	Dorothy Beale

	Dorothy

	

	





	

	Jean Christopher

	Chris

	

	





	

	Mavis Green

	Greenie

	

	





	

	Dora Wilson

	Goodie

	Dora Dunn

	





	

	

	

	

	













	

	Australian Army Nurses

	





	

	Lt. Marjory Anderson NFX180285

	Andy

	Marjory Yates

	





	

	Cpt. Daisy Keast NFX180286

	Tootie

	Daisy McPherson

	





	

	Cpt. Kay Parker NFX180287

	Kay

	Kay Sly

	





	

	Lt. Lorna Whyte NFX180288

	Whyte

	Lorna Johnston

	





	

	Lt. Eileen Callaghan NFX180289

	Cal

	

	





	

	Lt. Mavis Cullen NFX180290

	Mav

	Mavis Cation

	







	

	

	

	

	









	

	Civilians

	





	

	Mrs Kathleen Bignell

	Mummy

	

	





	

	Mrs Etta Jones

	Etta

	

	





	

	(US citizen captured on the island of Attu)
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Prewar photograph of Grace Kruger (courtesy of Grace Kruger memorabilia).






Chapter 1










Rabaul




Rabaul is the largest town on the spectacular island of New Britain, which is today part of the independent nation of Papua New Guinea. Rabaul sits over a major junction between tectonic plates in the earth’s crust, so it is surrounded by active volcanoes. Only a few degrees south of the equator, tropical New Britain is 515-kilometres long and has dramatic mountainous areas and extensive fertile lowlands. The indigenous Melanesian population had settled in large numbers on the island for more than 1000 years before it was charted and named Nova Britannia by the European navigator William Dampier in 1700. Rabaul was founded in 1905 as the capital of German New Guinea.


With the outbreak of World War I, Rabaul became the site of the first combat fought by the Australian nation, when it was decided that an Australian expeditionary force of 1500 men would be sent to take the territory from the Germans. This force embarked on the troopship Berrima on 19 August 1914 and after a short stay on Palm Island in the Torres Strait for training and acclimatisation, proceeded to capture New Britain. This was eight months prior to the more famous Gallipoli invasion in Turkey.


On 12 August 1914, landings took place from the cruiser HMAS Sydney. While a small section of men from this party were on their way to capture the German transmitting station at Bitapaka, they came under concentrated fire, which led to the first combat deaths of Australians in World War I. On 12 September 1914, the troopship Berrima steamed into Simpson Harbour and troops were put ashore at Rabaul and Herbertsohe (later renamed Kokopo). The expeditionary force then took up garrison duties.


Between 1918 and 1941, Rabaul was the capital of the Australian Mandated Territories of New Guinea and a substantial Australian 



 administration was based there. In 1941, with the looming possibility of war with Japan, the Menzies Government dispatched approximately 1500 men from Lark Force to garrison Rabaul. With their arrival, two 6-inch naval guns were placed at Praed Point, which had a commanding position at the entrance to Simpson Harbour. On 22 January 1942, this force along with a small number of men who formed the New Guinea Volunteer Rifles faced a highly trained Japanese invasion force of 5300 men.


It was to this island that Grace Kruger was sent to nurse in the government hospital in 1941. Grace Dorothy Maud Kruger was born 8 May 1910. She was brought up in Ewan, North Queensland and attended the Ewan State School up to grade six. During the Great Depression, work was extremely difficult to obtain. She remained at home before securing a nursing position at the Mt Alma Charters Towers Hospital, completing her training and then working for short periods at various North Queensland hospitals. At the outbreak of war, Grace volunteered to join the Army. This is where Grace first met Jean McLellan, another Queensland nurse who was also intending to join up.


[image: ]


Map of Australian Mandated Territory of New Britain
(courtesy of Grace Kruger memorabilia).




Jean McLellan related the story of their meeting:







I first met Grace Kruger when we were called up for our medical examination at the outbreak of the war. Medicals were very strict then, all very military. Sadly, both of us were rejected, she being too fat and me being too thin and unable to stand up to the vicissitudes of war. How this amuses me today after three and a half years as a POW. We commiserated with each other and wondered what to do next. Grace knew the North Queensland Federal Member well and he suggested we make application for nursing in New Guinea. To my surprise, she was almost immediately appointed to Rabaul and shortly after, I was too. We were very happy there, an ideal existence especially when the Army arrived and there was much activity, both nursing and socially.1


From her arrival in Rabaul in March 1941, Grace nursed at the Namanula Government Hospital where she joined Alice Bowman, Joyce McGahan and Angela Choy. They were later joined by Jean McLellan and in December, Joyce Oldroyd-Harris arrived to take over the position of matron when Matron Thorburn went on leave to Australia.


The six Australian Army Nursing Service sisters, Kay Parker, Marjory Anderson, Daisy Keast, Lorna Whyte, Mavis Cullen and Eileen Callaghan, arrived in Rabaul on Anzac Day, 25 April 1941, as part of the contingent of 738 troops with 928 tons of logistic stores and equipment that had been transported on the ship Zealandia. On their arrival, the Commanding Officer of the 2/10th Field Ambulance in Rabaul, Dr Palmer, refused to use them, stating that nurses were for hospitals not field ambulance units. They were taken to an unfurnished bungalow up Namanula Hill and weren’t assisted by the Army in any way. Hearing of their plight, the owner of the Cosmopolitan Hotel appealed to the local RSL and organised furniture and beds for them.




[image: ]


A.A.N.S Nurses Mavis Cullen, Tootie Keast, Lorna Whyte with the captain on ship to Rabaul (courtesy of Lorna Johnston).


This unexpected treatment led Lieutenant Kay Parker to complain to Lark Force’s commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel John Scanlan, who gave an order that the nurses should be allowed to carry out their duties with the Field Ambulance unit. Kay Parker had been matron at Yass Hospital prior to joining the Army. She was responsible for the 



 selection of the Army nurses that were to accompany her to Rabaul. Marjory Anderson and Mavis Cullen had worked with Kay at Yass and they had joined the Army together. After the intervention of Lark Force’s commanding officer, Dr Palmer reluctantly allowed the nurses to work in the tent hospital that had been established at Malaguna on the harbour foreshore, but this proved to be quite unsuitable, with many mosquitoes and sandflies. As the government had recently been moved to Lae, Government House became available, which was better equipped, away from the coast and insects and not far from the Government Hospital at Namanula. Up until the arrival of the Army nursing sisters, the civilian nursing sisters at the government hospital had treated the more serious cases from Lark Force. The government nursing sisters at the hospital had struck up friendships, both professionally and socially, with the military men. As the political situation deteriorated, just prior to the declaration of war with Japan, the civilian nurses were offered evacuation with the women and children of Rabaul, but each of them decided as a matter of duty to stay with their patients. The Army sisters were never given the option of leaving, as it was believed that their military duty lay with the men.
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Doctors and orderlies of 2/10 Field Ambulance with nurses and officer 2/22nd, Rabaul, 1941 (courtesy of Lorna Johnston).
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Lorna Whyte and Colin Simpson playing tennis at Dr Cooper’s house, Toma, Rabaul 1941 (courtesy of Lorna Johnston).
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Army nurses with Colin Simpson, Dr and Mrs Cooper and their son (courtesy of Lorna Johnston).




Rabaul sat only a few flying-hours south of the major Japanese base at Truk. Rabaul’s magnificent harbour, suitable for large fleets or convoys with large established airstrips nearby, was an obvious target for aggression if war broke out.


Rabaul remained ill-prepared for the coming invasion. The first Japanese bombings occurred on 4 January 1942. At 11.00 am, the Japanese aircraft attacked Lakunai (lower) aerodrome and at 7.30 pm, Vunakanau (upper) aerodrome was also bombed.
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A visit to the Native Hospital Rabaul 1941 (courtesy of Eileen Callaghan memorabilia).
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Lorna Whyte, Kay Parker, Mavis Cullen, Nonga Beach, Rabaul 1941 (courtesy of Lorna Johnston).
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Lorna Whyte, Kay Parker, Mavis Cullen with unknown orderly and locals, Nonga 1941 (courtesy of Lorna Johnston).






Chapter 2










Invasion




A Japanese invasion fleet, comprising two aircraft carriers, 12 destroyers with nine submarines in support, were led by four cruisers. These were spotted by a RAAF Catalina flying-boat on Wednesday, 21 January. The Catalina was then shot down by Japanese Zero fighters. The surviving Australian crew were rescued from the water by one of the cruisers and later sent to Zentsuji POW camp in Japan.


Grace Kruger’s first diary entry records (in rhyme) the events prior to the invasion. The nurses were instructed to pin Red Cross badges on their uniforms and fill in identification papers.





Evacuation of Rabaul



In January 42 - Oh! How we remember that Wednesday night,


When news came thru the Nippons were in sight.


All PHD [Public Health Department] came up in a hurry.


Said: Girls that’s the news! But please don’t worry.


This Red Cross badge pin on your frock,


I think we’ll be taken before 6 o’clock.


Your name on this sheet will be much safer,


‘Tis your new identification paper.


Everyone kept so cheerful and bright.


Then word came thru that pass the convoy might.


So twas drink your tea and have a smoke,


Though we were sad we still could joke,


‘How about bed girls, just pro tem?’


You’ll have to stand to at 4.00 am.




We all laid down but no rest was had,


And when morning came - Oh! Dear! We were glad.


Though everyone felt so terribly weary,


They went on with their work and kept so cheery.


And the Doctor Boys were really so set


On seeing these monkeys belong D.Y [diwai means trees in Pidgin English].


Who had not come yet.


7.00 am and there’s the alarm.


Our patients to the trenches won’t do any harm,


We’ll take their breakfast and feed them there,


And for the invasion start to prepare.


The Doctor Boys were the indigenous orderlies. The sight of the small Japanese soldiers, covered in jungle camouflage and darting between the trees, was quite comical to them.


She describes the bombing of two large guns that had been constructed at the entrance to Simpson Harbour (Praed Point) and the partial demolition of Rabaul by the Army engineers. This included the detonation of a large RAAF dump of aircraft bombs. This explosion was so large that it rocked houses, broke windows and the radio valves at the AWA Transmitting Station, which was the main link to Australia. It was decided that the nurses and their patients would be much safer at the Catholic Mission at Vunapope, away from Rabaul.



Came the Nippon planes and ‘got’ the guns,


And sad to relate some Australian Sons.


Strangely enough that seemed the finish.


To us, thoughts of invasion started to diminish.


But the men all day this book would produce,


And you’d hear them say I think ‘tis of use,


Say: Isha for Doctor; nurse Kangofu.


If they want any more just ‘what will I do’?




Never mind; after this we’ll wish


Someone with them knows English.


Now while we were sponging at 3 o’clock,


Came a blast that caused the place to rock.


Shelling girls! Quick for the shelter!


Men, nurses and coons went helter skelter.


Yet on and on we just sat and sat,


Saying, shelling, yes! It must have been that.


Till a Dr arrived, said demolition.


Come follow the crowd, were off to the ‘Mission’.


Quick get in the cars we can’t waste time.


Stick in this port I think its mine!


Come men, dogs, coons and nurses.


All these names with many curses.


To ‘Namanula’ we said ‘Good-bye’,


And the sight of the town would have made one cry.


There were trees unbranched and fires burning.


There were men more men at every turning.


For Rabaul you wouldn’t have given a bob,


Caused thru the ‘Demolition Squad’.



Joyce Oldroyd-Harris:


21 January. A.F. Sth [surviving Australian Air Force planes retreated south] Praed Pt. bombed. Pt. [Privates] Bromley and Walsh killed and buried.


On 21 January, Kavieng, the main town on New Ireland, was also heavily bombed at 8.30 am. On the same day in Rabaul, Methodist Missionary Mavis Green left Malabonga Mission for Vunapope Mission and arrived there at 10.30 pm. Missionaries Dora Wilson, who had been on the Duke of York Islands, and Dorothy Beale were also taken to Vunapope and arrived about midnight where they slept in the sacristy. On 22 January, the civilian nurses arrived at the mission 



 with their patients and were placed in one of the wooden houses that had previously been occupied by the Senior Mission Native Boys. This house acquired the nickname of Namanula House, from being occupied by the Namanula nurses.



Joyce Oldroyd-Harris:


22 January. Transported to Vunapope Mission and settled in ½ cast school all P.H.D. staff with some admin townspeople. 33 in all. Invasion and battle 11.30 pm.
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Early map of Rabaul harbour showing location of Vunapope Mission (courtesy of Grace Kruger memorabilia).


The 2/10th Field Ambulance, with the Australian Army nurses, were the last to arrive at the mission with their patients. The Army nurses joined the Australian nuns and the Methodist missionaries in the nuns’ quarters, which were then nicknamed Australia House.




At 5.00 am the next morning, prior to the arrival of the Japanese, the Army doctors and orderlies left the mission with most of the medical supplies, in a bid to escape and assist the escaping Lark Force men. For whatever reason, Dr Palmer didn’t inform the nurses of the doctors’ intentions to escape. The nurses understandably felt betrayed by Dr Palmer for not taking them into his confidence and discussing his plans, leaving them with few supplies. Apart from anything else, they found it hard to understand what they perceived to be the doctors’ desertion of their patients. When the doctors left in their bid to escape, only Padre John May and two orderlies, Corporal Laurie A. Hudson and Private R. M. Langdon, volunteered to remain with the nurses and their 80 patients. John May courageously gave the Japanese an undertaking that the nurses would not try to escape and that he would pay with his life if any of them did so. One of the escaping doctors, Captain Sandy Robinson, was captured and returned to Vunapope on 11 February.



Lorna Whyte:



23 January 1942. Invasion Military Hospital evacuated to Mission.


Slept at Hospital 1st night on concrete.


5.00 am. Orderlies and Doctors depart for Bush.


Padre, May, Corp Hudson, Pte Langdon and 6 of us with 80 pts. Have had no sleep for three days and three nights. Feeling tired and worn.


Japs arrive about 10.00 am. John May received them with hands up. Ourselves plus four nuns and four Methodist Mission Sisters and patients surrender in like manner. We were just numbed. Japs make short work of tinned food which we had no time to bury. Little later, Officers arrive and John and Laurie [Hudson] are taken away. Return 3 hours later.


Jap soldiers in and out our rooms all night – feeling nervous. Mr Abbott and mother very helpful.




25 January. All nuns, French, Dutch, Irish, Australian and ourselves are all lined and everyone talks at once – Told to ‘shut up’ by Japs.


26 January. 33 boats seen on Harbour and aircraft carrier (1st seen) and subs wonderful sight, but alarming. Allowed to nurse at Mission Hospital. Living and sleeping with nuns at Aus. Convent. K. Murray and John May good friends.


11 February. Heard about Tol 100 soldiers killed1, many I knew were supposed to be there. Cannot find out where Sam2 is?


25 February. Six Nurses plus Mrs Bignell join us at Australia House.


At the mission, the government nurses were housed in a different area and their surrender was different to that of the Methodist and Army nurses. It wasn’t until 25 February 1942 that all of the women, including plantation owner Mrs Kathleen Bignell, were brought together at the Australian nuns’ convent, Australia House. One problem at the mission was the Japanese guards’ creeping into the building at night. No violence occurred but the situation seemed fraught. The nurses staying with the nuns fared slightly better with these nocturnal visits. Father Edwin Malcolm Abbott, who the nurses referred to as ‘Dad’ Abbott, was a Seventh Day Adventist minister. He slept across the door of the nurses’ dormitory in an attempt to stop the Japanese entering at night but was forcibly removed and sent to Rabaul.


The mission had always been a place of refuge. During the large volcanic eruption of 1937, most of the Rabaul civilians had been evacuated to the mission. Gordon Thomas, the editor of the Rabaul Times, who was one of only four Australian male civilians to survive in Rabaul through to the war’s end, was able to print his newspaper at the mission during the eruption using its printing facilities.


Grace’s diary describes the retreat to the mission:



It rained and rained as we followed the coast.


They’ll shell anytime was the thought uppermost.




But to the ‘Mission’ just mile after mile.


We got thru the lot in jolly fine style.


Where we dig-in, we don’t care!


Any work to be done we’ll do our share!


Our patients to bed and get them fed!


Then we’ll be glad to rest our head!


Well all night long the noise went on,


With shell, shell, shell and bomb after bomb,


T’was up at dawn standing-to again.


Rabaul they’ve got; we’re next their aim.



Just look at the harbour for Goodness Sake,


The ships are there about 28.


We sat on the shore prepared to surrender,


Saying, ‘Our Island’s gone! We couldn’t defend her!’


The Bishop (Leo Scharmach) 7 languages he could speak.


Said he, ‘Leave this to me, these Japs I’ll meet.’


When the Japs their feet on the wharf had put,


Their flag four times up and down they took.


This signified an awful lot,


Our Island was the fourth they’d got.


The Bishop said, ‘My languages he not understands!’


Just grins and bows and waves his hands!






Grace’s description of the journey from Namanula to Vunapope Mission and the sounds of the battle as the Japanese invaded Rabaul paints a vivid picture of the conditions that the nurses had to endure in their haste to escape the township. Vunapope Catholic Mission is on high ground across Simpson Harbour from Rabaul. On the morning following the invasion, the spectacular sight of the Japanese fleet in the harbour was almost overwhelming. Most residents of Rabaul had never seen such a large concentration of ships anywhere. The character and authority of Bishop Leo Scharmach is clearly shown when he 



 takes charge of the arrival of the Japanese at the mission wharf on the day after the invasion.


The surrender of Rabaul township took place one day after the invasion, on 24 January. Prior to the invasion, it had been decided that civilians would shelter in a valley close to the township. The day after the invasion, three men, Gordon Thomas, Hector Robinson and Robert (Nobby) Clark walked out of the valley with a white flag to surrender the civilian group to the Japanese. They were first moved to the baseball oval and then to the Chinese Kuomintang Hall, a large building in Chinatown. This hall was used by the Japanese in the days after the invasion as the main holding area for all prisoners, including captured military men and Chinese civilians. As the numbers of military prisoners grew, the Chinese people were moved to another building in Chinatown and the European civilians moved into a building next to the hall.


Although the women at the mission were never sexually abused, Joyce Oldroyd-Harris notes an incident that occurred with Grace and a Japanese guard.


24 to 26 January. Thence all men to N. jail. Filth untold and 4 boys in jail. Back 1.00 pm (marched both ways, sick also, but driven back) and Whites, natives, dogs in operating theatre. No sleep. We 7 nurses told to sleep in ward with patients. Floor. Other men upstairs. G.K. Jap incident. Stretchers 1 to 2 women for 4 days. Dr Hosking to sleep in ward.



Grace Kruger:



Now they left us alone till Saturday night,


It’s from here we begin to tell of our fright.


They starved us and worked us and even did beat us,


To comfort and food very little did treat us,


They said ‘at 6.00 pm you get into bed’




From this time on no more to be said.


If this torch I shine it’s just get into line,


If only a Kiss is all I pray!


It's mushi mushi [hello hello] I will say!


There’s no need to squeal when your leg I feel,


Or in beside you I want to steal.


Kangofus [nurses], if you can dance,


Some day in Nippon you will prance!


In pass to the Benjo I’ll make you see [Benjo – toilet],


You are prisoners bow to me,


If to the fire to cook your rice,


It’s bow from the waist ‘I won’t tell you twice’


Bow every time you pass in fact,


Or your face will be severely smacked.


From your ports I’ve got all I desire,


Now ‘give me your Quinine! Don’t dare be a liar!


Said Sunshine Sam ‘This bayonet in you I’d like to slip’! 3


‘The British have sunk our hospital ship’!


Many more things we could relate,


While we hoped ourselves to reinstate,


The men they took into Rabaul.


While we to the Mission went with a growl.


But happenings are most times for the best,


As ‘twas there we learned the value of rest.



A Japanese doctor named Chigami arrived at Vunapope Mission on 27 February. Lorna Johnson sarcastically explained that they found him a ‘little ray of sunshine’ so they nicknamed him ‘Sunshine Sam’.4


Due to the lack of thorough demolition prior to the invasion, many of the buildings in Rabaul were immediately utilised by the Japanese. These buildings were to become targets for the Allied air raids that were to follow.





At the Mission


Good morning!


‘Did you hear the boys’ raid at the dawning?’


‘What last night’ No I don’t think that’s right.


Yes! I don’t sleep well and gee! They got hell!


They flew over here and my dear they seemed near,


One after the other they made for the ‘Mother’. [The nickname for Rabaul's largest volcano.]


And the bombs they let go on these so and so!


Well I didn’t sleep, and oft times thru the window did peep.


I thought I heard four, but there could have been more.


That’s all fancy and rot, I reckon the wharf got the lot.


Mother the Bishop and boys


Said ‘they’re sure there was only one noise’


Never mind! On the fourth of July


Is the time on which I’ll rely,


And when the Americans come,


They’ll sure make these fellows run.


‘Dorothy’ the girl’s at the door


With a nice ripe paw paw,


Alright: Josephine! Boona loona!


But I do wish she’d come a bit sooner.


I wonder what we’ve got to eat,


Sister said, ‘She’d send over some meat,


Gee that kitchen is hot.


And there’s so much smoke we can scarce see the pot.


Girls! News from Father Barrow,


He’s certainly thrilled to the marrow.


Tokio being bombed, they think every day.



Father Bill Barrow was an Irish priest at Vunapope Mission. When he first arrived in New Britain in 1933, he immediately took over 



the parish of Kilenge, on the western tip of New Britain. After 1940 he returned to Rabaul as parish priest. He was friendly with the men of Lark Force and stayed with them during the invasion. Captured with the men, he went with them into captivity. He worked with the men until he became very sick and was returned by the Japanese to Vunapope Mission. By this time, the sisters and nurses were imprisoned behind a barbed-wire fence, which the Japanese had erected around the mission. The reference to ‘Tokio being bombed they think every day’ was because the Japanese guards would say to the women in broken English ‘Syd-on-ney being bombed every day’. He was being sarcastic and trying to cheer the nurses by mimicking the Japanese guards but substituting Tokyo for Sydney. Father Barrow, Bishop Scharmach and the sisters from the convent were the only people allowed to say goodbye to the nurses when they were taken from the mission to Rabaul for transportation to Japan. Father Barrow later died at Vunapope of dysentery.5


Sister Berenice Twohill was a nun at the Vunapope Mission who spent the duration of the war with Bishop Scharmach at Vunapope and later in the Ramale valley, when the mission was destroyed by Allied bombing raids. She states that the young Japanese soldiers in Rabaul thought they were in Australia. The Japanese Government since the 1920s had classified the Mandated Territory of New Guinea as part of Australia, so it’s possible that this was reinforced by their officers.



What girls?’ I can’t hear, ‘What did you say?’


And listen the Commander just said,


He’s got a beaut pain in the head,


‘Cause his planes are all worn,


Wings battered and torn.


‘He said they fly high’


‘But the guns reach the sky’


And though these fellows are quick,


The Moresby fighters are slick.


Well! That’s great news if those are his views.




Sorry the fruit salad has been a great flop.


I put in bananas but far too much sour-sop [a tropical fruit].


Well! Never mind we’ll have it any how.


We’ll be back anytime now.






Grace is possibly describing a Japanese air raid on Port Moresby, as told by one of the Japanese guards.


In the next sentences, she is probably describing Allied bombers. At this early stage of the war, the women were able to watch the planes fly over the mission. Lorna Johnson states that at the time they couldn’t discriminate between the Japanese and Allied aircraft. Arguments would occur the morning after the sightings as to what actually happened. This would explain the following entry.



Look! Here are the planes


Oh! What beautiful planes!


And look at their pace.


These chaps can’t catch them however they chase,


I think your mistaken the house has been shaken,


It’s a normal engagement! And ‘I’ll have a wage on it’


Why that’s Ack! Ack!! You can tell by the smack.


See! That plane’s coming down.


It’s twisting and turning, it’s right near the ground.


Well! The gun’s out of action!


If that’s any satisfaction!


So you see you don’t know.


And I’m sure that’s a great blow,



‘There they go back’. Listen! Whack! Whack!


Well! If that’s not a gun, well I’m pretty dumb!


‘Who’s using the type writer?!’ – I am, why?


Can’t you be a bit lighter?


Wouldn’t hurt you to try.




There’s Grace she’s moaning again,


Really and truly she’s got lots of pain


You know Dr Shuey I think he’s all huey


He comes with his talk and wants her to walk.


But I do think she’s lots better,


Since the boy arrived with her letter.



Grace had rheumatic fever at the time and found it difficult to get up the stairs to the upper level of the mission building where their sleeping quarters were located. Due to her ailment, it was decided that Grace and Jean McLellan would move to a bottom-floor room. It was there that she was attended to by the doctor of the German mission, Doctor Schuy. He remained with the mission nuns and priests for the duration of the war.



This morning at nine is beautifully fine,


But what does this mean, this trail


Of smoke screen?


Why! It’s a figure of eight, and wait! Oh! Just wait!


Though lots here are wishing


It’s atmospheric condition


Still the eighth month is August


And in that we can trust.



Obviously, Grace didn’t think much of Dr. Schuy’s treatment. The figure-of-eight entry is explained by Captain Lex Frazer, who, as a POW working on the Rabaul wharves, was also wondering about its significance:



In May 1942, we were on the Rabaul Wharf unloading damaged Japanese ships that had returned from the Coral Sea battle when we noticed in the sky, at the mouth to Simpson Harbour, a perfect ‘figure eight’ caused by the condensation trail of a 



 reconnaissance plane exhaust. It was so clear and defined we thought it may have been of some significance. We speculated that it was some sort of signal such as eight ships sunk.6



From her diary entries at this early stage of the war, Grace always thought that there would be a counterattack against the Japanese by American forces. With the entry ‘Still the eighth month is August and in that we can trust’, she was speculating that the American attack may be in August.



Joyce Oldroyd-Harris:



1 April. Men died. Boys shot in cemetery.


3 April. Grace Kruger ill. Dr Schuy, Mission Dr., in attendance (Grace ill 10 weeks Rheumatic fever)



Joyce noted the shooting of some indigenous workers for reasons not known.


On 22 February, Mrs Kathleen Bignell joined the nurses at Vunapope. She was a plantation owner who had owned the Rabaul Hotel, at the time of the 1937 volcanic eruption. She was the only woman to stay in Rabaul during the eruption and was awarded an MBE for her assistance in feeding and accommodating the men during the disaster. On 10 March, she was captured by the Japanese with two civilian men, Atkinson and Muggleton, while searching for her son Edward, who she referred to as Teddy in most of her diary entries [see Appendix 1].


Kathleen Bignell was born in Scotland to a wealthy family. Her sense of adventure and independent nature had led her to live in the Solomon Islands with her husband Charles Bignell for many years, before finally settling in Rabaul. Charles had extensive knowledge of the many reefs and bays of the Solomon Islands and was a pilot for the American Navy during the war.


Kathleen was not one of the society women who frequented establishments such as the Rabaul Club, but was a practical Scot who 



 most probably would have escaped Rabaul except for her love for her son Ted.


Ted had been with the New Guinea Volunteer Rifles until he joined the 2/22nd Battalion in December 1942 during the build-up to the Japanese invasion. Born in the Solomon Islands, Ted had been brought up with the indigenous population and had managed plantations. With his knowledge of the country and being able to communicate with the locals, he would have had more chance of escape than most of the soldiers but having evaded capture, Ted decided to come back to look for his mother.


It is tragic that both Kathleen and Ted had escaped the invasion, but due to their love and commitment, both returned to Rabaul in search of each other, sadly culminating in their capture. Kathleen was to see Ted twice in the mission camp. On the night of 16 February, he was brought over to the mission by Sugai the Japanese interpreter. On another occasion they were allowed to see each other, but were not allowed to talk. Kathleen sang ‘Danny Boy’ to him through the wire. Throughout her time in Japan, Kathleen longed for the day they were to be reunited. Tragically, their reunion was never to happen, as Ted was lost on the torpedoed Japanese transport ship Montevideo Maru.


Kathleen Bignell was a forthright woman. Upon her arrival in Japan, she announced to her fellow internees that they could call her ‘Mummy’. The other women, all being at least 25 years of age, thought that this was rather ridiculous, but the nickname stuck. Kathleen was rather put out when the senior military nurse, Kay Parker, was elected spokesperson for the group. After Kay’s election, Kathleen became rather solitary, preferring the company of the older women in the group. Grace and Kathleen spent many hours together and Kathleen can be credited with some influence on Grace’s writing, for they copied each other’s work into their respective diaries.


Later in Yokohama, Kathleen suggested to Lorna Whyte that they steal a boat and sail to freedom. Lorna considered that she had more regard for her head being on her shoulders than to make an impossible dash for freedom. Kathleen kept a descriptive diary, interspersed with 



 poems and texts that she either copied from books or wrote down from memory. She copied the Japanese Rabaul Proclamation into her diary. This was possibly given to the internees soon after their arrival at Vunapope [see Appendix 2].


In early February 1942, the Japanese moved a group of patients into Rabaul from the makeshift hospital of the Namanula civilian nurses. The remaining patients were moved on the launch Dunenbah to Rabaul on 24 February, with the Australian mission men and civilians. Their hospital was then closed. The Namanula Government nurses were then moved with the four mission nurses and Kathleen Bignell to Australia House. They continued to nurse the men that were still in the convent hospital until it was closed on 28 February. Lorna Whyte wrote in her diary, ‘Hospital closed down. Not allowed to see patients depart. Very sad.’


Dorothy Maye was the only government nurse on the island of New Ireland, 200 km north of Rabaul, when she took up her duties on 5 December 1941. She was captured in the Japanese invasion of Kavieng, which coincided with the landing in Rabaul, on 23 January 1942. Six days later, she arrived back in Rabaul where she was held until transported to the mission on 3 March to join the other nurses and missionaries.


The captured men at the Kuomintang Hall were put to work unloading the Japanese ships that were arriving in vast numbers to supply the Japanese Army. With the ever-increasing number of both civilian and military men being captured or surrendering, the hall became too small to house them all. They were then moved to part of the old Australian Army camp along the Malaguna Road, a half mile or so from the centre of town.


In the early days after the invasion, some influential figures in the Japanese Government were trying to win the hearts and minds of the Australian public. Since the beginning of the war, the Japanese had been negotiating with the Allies for the exchange of internees. During these negotiations in April 1942, representations were made by the Japanese Government to allow the internees held in Australia to write letters home.7 The Australian Government agreed, with a reciprocal 



 demand that the Australian prisoners held in Rabaul also be allowed the same courtesy.


The Japanese allowed the women, POWs and internees to write letters home on two occasions, 23 March and again on 5 June. The March batch of these letters all contained lines such as ‘Being well treated’ or ‘Safe and Well’ and were dropped over Port Moresby on 28 April. The following letter written by missionary nurse Dorothy Beale was inspected by military censors in Melbourne before being posted to relatives on 14 May 1942.



Territory of New Guinea


23 March 1942


By the kind permission of the Japanese Government, I can write to you.


We Missionary sisters, Jean Christopher, Mavis Green, Dora Wilson and myself are all together with 13 other nurses. We are well and in good spirits; so please do not worry about us. We are safe and under the protection of the Japanese Government. The male members of our mission staff are well and safe also. You are all constantly in my thoughts and remembered in my prayers daily.


I hope you will be able to write to me, as I have been allowed to do so to you. Please forward this letter to our State Secretary (Rev H.R. Rycroft) as they will be glad to know we are safe and well.



In May 1942, the Smith's Weekly newspaper alleged that the nurses in New Guinea had been abandoned due to military bungling [see Appendix 3]. John Curtin, who had become Prime Minister of Australia in 1942, referred the matter to the Minister for the Army, Francis Forde. In his June reply to Curtin, Forde stated:
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