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THE AUTHOR
Gunner Finkemeyer, alias Colin, Finky, Baron, Sandy or Stinky, was one of the lucky ones to
survive and return home.
He was an ammunition number and gun loader for 'George' Troop 15th Battery and a proud
member of the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment.
He is one of the many youths who loved Australia with boyish pride and who were prepared to
do what had to be done at the time to help defend their country from invasion by the Japanese.
As luck would have it, he happened to be in a number of the same camps as that great man,
Weary Dunlop and is one of the many who owe their lives to him.
Finky was fortunate enough to have the opportunity to complete his studies in Commerce (in
Personnel) at Melbourne University.
He was able to spend his working life with men and managers in Australian owned and
operated manufacturing companies. And he loved it.
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LIEUTENANT BILL McCURE
Bill was just a little over 20 when he made the decision to defy his commanding officer's order
by placing his guns in defensive positions along the Muar Road.
His decision resulted in the destruction of a convoy of eight Japanese tanks which would
otherwise have wreaked havoc on our troops in the Muar battle and the battle for Singapore.
The story of his youthful defiance and courage in orchestrating the anti-tank defence is one of
the highlights of the Malayan campaign.
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FOREWORD
GEOFFREY N BLAINEY AO
EMERITUS PROFESSOR UNIVERSITY OF MELBOURNE
AUTHOR AND HISTORIAN
Mr Paul Keating has done as much as anybody to revive Australian interest in the tragic events
is south east Asia in 1941-42, when the Japanese swept all before them. While Mr Keating
makes some astonishing observations, he rightly emphasises that the Fall of Singapore is one of
the crucial events in Australia’s history and that perhaps it deserves, for a very different reason,
to stand alongside Gallipoli in public memory.
The Malaya campaign and the Fall of Singapore were almost Gallipoli turned upside down.
The Malaya campaign, like that of Gallipoli, was fought on a narrow peninsula; but this time
the Australians were amongst the defenders rather than the attackers. Whereas in 1915 the
Australians had begun with severe disadvantages, having to land on dangerous beaches, in
contrast in 1941 they and their allies began with some strong advantages. Alas, in the end they
were defeated. Moreover they were captured and humiliated by the Japanese. It was a more
tragic episode than Gallipoli, and therefore not so eagerly remembered. And yet it offers
lessons.
Bravery is to be admired, but without the right weapons and without support in the air, bravery
is not enough in modern warfare. Sometimes it can be like the carrying of buckets to the beach
in the hope of halting the incoming surf. In Malaya and Singapore the Australians and their
allies had inappropriate weapons. They were decidedly inferior in the all-important air power.
And why were they inadequately armed? Partly because they had been ill-equipped as an
indirect result of decisions made by the parliament at home. Mr Keating does not realize that
Labor and its strong isolationist strand was, before the war, apathetic to defence preparations.
The Australians in the Malay Peninsula were also let down by a big section of Australian
opinion which, in the years preceding the outbreak of war, did not wish to spend adequately on
armaments. The Anzac soldiers had been safely evacuated from Gallipoli, but there could be no
evacuation from Singapore because the Japanese, unlike the Turks, commanded the sea and the
air as well.
This is a story of some of the men who were victims of the Malaya campaign but who, each in
his own way, triumphed. Colin Finkemeyer has skilfully assembled the stories set down by
individual members of the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment.
We read of the Numurkah Mob enlisting after the wheat crop was sown on their northern
Victorian farms. We read of the early experiences in the war and the sights and sounds and
smells of captivity, including “the awful smell of the ulcer ward”, the death marches, the
hunger, the fun and banter, the gambling and the scrounging. We see Johnny Gray dying of
malaria at Hellfire Pass, his eyes bright with defiance: “I’m going home to Numurkah to die of
old age.” We hear Dick Mountford recalling how the Japanese distributed pineapple juice so
that toasts could be drunk because, according to their boasts, they were about to capture
Australia. The “thought of the Japs being so close to taking Australia really worried me” writes
Mountford.
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They served their country, under acute difficulties. Their stories are typical of the thousands of
other stories that will never be told. Their courage, their ordeal, and why they had to face it,
should not be forgotten.

Geoffrey Blainey
May 1994
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INTRODUCTION
WHAT HAPPENED TO GET US STARTED
Many of us who have had unique experiences in life often think we should write about them
but never get around to it until some little thing triggers us off. When listening to my army
friends talk about their experiences, I have often thought how interesting these could be to
others also, but always left it at that.
Recently an official history of the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment was published by historian,
Lieutenant Colonel Neil Smith AM. It gives a thorough and very interesting historical summary
of the origins of the regiment, and covers the general conditions that prevailed throughout our
internment as prisoners of the Japanese. It is especially interesting to those of us who were in
the regiment.
It now seemed timely to do something about the unique experiences of some of our
members.
The opportunity arose when I was talking to Clarrie Thornton about an experience he
had in action in Malaya for an editorial I was writing for our periodical journal ‘Tid-Apa’.
Clarrie gave me the story I wanted, and then went on and on about other experiences I had
never heard him talk about in all the years I had known him. The events made a remarkable
story.
I asked him, “Why didn’t you tell me these things before? Why didn’t you talk about
them more?”
“Oh well,” said Clarrie, “I often thought about it, but then they are personal
experiences, and I didn’t think anyone would be interested in me.”
Mulling this over, I realised that here was a potential wealth of extraordinary
experiences - individual experiences which members had kept to themselves for their own
personal reasons. Maybe there was a chance they could now be told.
After another glass of beer, I rang Clarrie back and told him what was running through
my mind. He thought it was a great idea. His enthusiasm began to stir me up, and so the idea
was born of trying to get the stories from the boys and put them together.
Perhaps now, with the passage of time, we have become more able to separate the
events from the emotions they may have once aroused, and could now talk about them more
freely.
When we enlisted we were, in a way, typical of those born in the early 20s - a group of
boys, 18-22 years old, conditioned by society as it then was, on the inevitability of one day
having to defend our country against an invasion by ‘The Yellow Peril’.
As it eventuated, three of the batteries of the Anti-Tank Regiment were sent to
Singapore and Malaya to intercept the invasion by the Japanese. The result is well known.
The fourth battery was sent to Darwin.
All of us who survived and were taken prisoners of war had vastly different
experiences, some not so good, some bad, some easy to talk about, some difficult.
As the idea of putting these diverse experiences together matured, I contacted several of
my friends in the Anti-Tank Regiment and received a mixed bag of responses from them. Some
said that they had always wanted to set their thoughts out but had never got around to it. Others
were not too sure, but in the end they all indicated their preparedness to be part of this project
whatever the outcome might be. And so began the piecing together of these stories of members
of our regiment.
Getting the stories together has been great fun; sometimes the stories had to be drawn
out of the boys, sometimes I touched a soft spot, sometimes the stories just flowed freely, and
sometimes you couldn’t see the wood for the trees, as in Lloyd Weaver’s case. Lloyd literally
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had a forest of experiences, and like the natives he once led, he kept slipping in and out of the
shadows. He was a devil to get to talk about himself and keep on the track.
Many of the boys had kept records of their experiences; others had actually kept a diary
of some sort or other, covering the time of their internment. Many had written notes about their
experiences for talks to school children on Anzac Day, or in response to invitations to give
addresses to associations like Rotary or Apex, whilst others had made notes simply for their
own use. All these records provided a very good backup to the memories etched very strongly
in their minds.
To help evaluate the credibility of their stories, a brief reference to its basis and source
is sometimes given. The events recorded are as honest and factual as we could recall them.
Checking back with Bill Cunneen on the authenticity of his story, he said, “Col, there’s not a lie
in it.”
Each chapter relates to one member’s individual experiences and tells of the events that
happened to him throughout those four never-ending years, except for the chapter on the
‘Numurkah Mob’ which tells how the youth of a small country town rallied and lived together
almost as one.
The stories recounted here are from men who have all reached their 70s, except Bill
McCure, who died some years back but who, before his death, had recorded the memories of
his experiences on tape for historical purposes and the benefit of his family.
Alf Montfort, who kept a diary of the day-to-day happenings while he was a prisoner,
and which have been summarised here, also died a few years ago.
Frank Christie who also kept a diary of the events of the war and his internment, died
some years after he published it.
The experiences recorded here are representative of the broad range of the events that
happened to anti-tankers. Accordingly, there is a common thread between the stories but each
one stands alone, and we hope will be seen to be sufficiently different to be interesting.
Once the boys agreed to co-operate, it became important for me to know for whom the
stories were being written.
In the first place, they have been put together for the interest of anti-tankers and our
fellow POWs.
It is not written in memory of those who did not return; rather it is written on their
behalf. They would have liked their friends and relatives to know something about the
conditions in which they lived and died.
So in the second place, the stories are written for all those relatives of POWs whose
sons, husbands, brothers, fathers and grandfathers couldn’t or didn’t talk much about their
experiences.
It is especially for those like my fond garden-loving friend, Peter Rawlins, who has
never stopped regretting that his father didn’t recount his experiences as a POW to him.
Perhaps he never knew where to start, perhaps he was embarrassed by the reactions of others or
afraid of disbelief or scepticism, or perhaps he was afraid of stirring past emotions that he had
spent much of his lifetime trying to suppress. Whatever his father’s personal reasons may have
been, Peter never knew what he had been through.
Then of course there are the many good friends we have who, understanding us so well,
would just like to peek over our shoulders.
If others are interested, then they too are welcome to share the stories with us. For their
benefit, my good friend George Lancaster recalls an old Russian adage that may be relevant. It
says, “Unless you have eaten from the same bowl, you cannot tell what the broth tastes like.”
When one is this far down life’s track, there are many circumstances that contribute
towards being able to settle down and put together a series of stories that happened just on 50
years ago.
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The foremost is the death of my dear wife Pat. We were always so busy enjoying our
life together that I would never have found the time or motivation to put the stories on paper. It
is true to say that, but for her death, they would never have seen the light of day.
The next is my obliging son David, who in three easy lessons taught me how to use a
word processor and then for the next two years had the patience and tolerance to handle more
‘father and son’ problem-solving sessions than he had ever been confronted with in the whole
of our lives together.
Then there was the challenge from my older son Geoffrey who recently put in bookform for the family some of my more innocent reminiscences, which I got off my chest when I
first returned home from overseas. He knows my attitude toward our erstwhile adversary and is
scared his old man might give full vent to his feelings - and he would have to live with my
libellous comments for the rest of his life. “Let sleeping dogs lie, Dad.”
Besides this, there are my two daughters, Ann and Helen, who after Pat’s death
appointed themselves as ‘minders’ of the old boy. “Keep the old man interested, Hellie, it will
keep him out of mischief.”
Finally, there are my two good friends, Alex Oliver and Woc Exton, with whom I
would constantly sound out bits of the stories as I put them together. I would prattle on to see
what they thought, and though they might have felt otherwise, they always gave me
encouragement to carry on.
A novice writer goes through many ups and downs, periods on highs when things are
going well and there’s lots of fun, and periods on lows when one becomes beset with doubts. I
needed the assurance of someone who had experienced life as a POW, so that what was being
written realistically represented what that life had been like. Ian McFarland has been my
independent arbiter.
I never realised how helpful editors could be in guiding one to express his thoughts to
the best of his ability. Ann’s mother-in-law, Eunice Pietsch, just happened to have been a
manuscript editor, and she has been extremely helpful.
I am in no doubt that these stories would not have been written had I not had the good
fortune to be in some of the same camps as that legendary medico of our POW days, Colonel
Sir Edward Dunlop, known to us as - Weary Dunlop.
The Japs insisted on sending the weak and sick out to work, and for many who were on
the threshold of life and death, this was the last straw. But there was no way that Weary would
let the Japs take out anyone he thought was too sick for work. Once when I was down with
amoebic dysentery and malaria, he refused to let the Japs take me out. He gave me what
treatment he could and, thanks to him, I was able to rest and regain my strength before having
to go back to work.
Later, when I returned home to Melbourne, I had another bout of the same problems
and went to Weary for help. He readily took over and sent me straight to the Heidelberg
Military Hospital where he personally ensured that I was given all the necessary treatment. It all
worked out so well that I have enjoyed relatively good health ever since.
Perhaps a stranger contributor to my well-being is the Department of Veteran Affairs strange because it is pretty-well run by a generation after our time. Kids out there, who still
care. The members of the Department have looked after us POWs well, and while we would all
have had some tussles with them, they have managed to keep us honest and we would not be
where we are without their help. I cannot ever get out of my mind that as POWs we did not win
the war, and had I been an Italian POW, I would be living in Italy in disgrace.
If, as you are reading this book, you think that we anti-tankers are different from other
ex-servicemen in that we don’t swear - don’t despair, of course we do. One of my respected
English teachers at the Horsham High School, Leslie R. Brooks, was also a colonel in the
town’s revered Armoured Car Corps. One day in our very small English class he was very
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engrossed in reading Matthew Arnold’s epic poem ‘Sohrab and Rustum’ when the bell rang to
finish the lesson.
“Oh, bugger the bloody bell,” he said, while we kids looked pop-eyed and aghast.
In his next session with us, he gave us a little dissertation on words, “Only the ignorant
use swear words when they aren’t clever enough to find the right expression in the English
language.”
As I neared the completion of this project, I was surprised to find how many problems
there are in getting a book printed and even more surprised to find how helpful people could be.
My printer Garry Tidwell and his competent staff helped resolve my most tricky problems and
made the final stages of this work a complete joy.
Through my love of gardens, I chanced across a gentleman who was the ‘compleat’
proof reader from the old school, David Plummer, and his contribution in making this book
more readable is truly appreciated.
If perchance the publication of this book results in an excess of funds above our costs,
we have agreed to share the returns between those whose stories are told here and our AntiTank Association Welfare Committee - to help us continue to look after the widows, wives and
families of anti-tankers.
When I first started to write these stories it seemed that I had taken on a mammoth task,
but I kept in mind the ‘Pack of Cards’ bridge and knew that, like the bridge, one day it would
happen, it would be finished.
More than anything, all those whose stories are told here hope that our combined efforts
will give you a feel for what it was like in those days of our lives.
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BILL McCURE’S STORY
THREE AND A HALF YEARS: ‘MISSING PRESUMED DEAD’
Bill died in March 1987. His story was recounted on tape by Hank Nelson,
Historian at National University Canberra, in May 1984.
Bill and I had common interests in our jobs in civvy street and he sometimes talked
about his unusual experiences when we met.
As one of the youngest officers of the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment, Bill orchestrated the
destruction of eight enemy tanks in the most significant gun battle carried out by
the regiment. Bill’s uniqueness lies in the fact that he was not taken a prisoner by
the Japs, but instead had to endure the extraordinary situation of living it out
alone, without mates, with the Chinese communists and guerrilla forces in Malaya,
for three and a half years.
If Bill’s movements in and out of Chinese camps seem a bit confusing at times,
that’s exactly the way the Chinese intended it to be.
Bill’s wife Lee kindly lent me copies of his tapes and diaries, and has helped ensure
that his story has been authentically recorded here.
Having obtained my commission as a lieutenant at the Officers’ Training School at Seymour
and undertaken a course in artillery training at Holdsworth at the age of 19, I was accepted by
the CO of the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment as a troop commander of 13th Battery.
I enlisted for overseas service because, for our generation, it was considered the right
thing to do. One felt an obligation to join up. But I never thought for one moment that one day I
would be fighting the Japanese.
When we embarked on the Queen Mary in February 1941, we all thought we were off
to the Middle East, until in mid-ocean we were called together and told we were headed for
Malaya.
No sooner had we been told than all the troops lined the decks and the Queen Mary
took off at full speed, circled the huge convoy of troop ships and naval craft and headed for
Singapore.
The roar of the cheers from the troops, sailors, and nurses lining the decks of the troop
ships and destroyers was tremendous and the blast of the ships’ sirens provided me with the
most spine tingling send-off one could ever imagine.
On arriving in Singapore we went straight to our camp in the small village of Tampin.
We were in tropical surroundings; we had atap huts for our quarters, a ready-made padang for
our parade ground, and we went straight into our training.
The Anti-Tank Regiment was a new concept to most infantry commanders, so we spent
quite some time on exercises with infantry battalions to help develop an understanding how we
could most effectively work together.
An anti-tank troop consists of 30 men; you live together and become self-contained.
Our troop lived together as one happy family; we were on Christian name terms, with the odd
‘sir’ being reserved for parades and official occasions.
Within the Anti-Tank Regiment, a strong spirit of inter-battery rivalry was fostered.
This resulted in everyone striving to perform well through a free and competitive spirit, rather
than imposing a rigid service discipline to compel behaviour.
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It was during this period of our training that I was to encounter my first profound
challenge as a 20-year old troop commander.
We had been ordered to change from our normal practice of towing our guns to
carrying them on the back of our trucks in a manner developed in the Middle East known as
‘Porte’.
Our CO issued instructions for the three troops in 13th Battery; Ack, Beer, and Charlie,
to attend a live shoot, carrying our guns, Porte style.
Our trucks were only 30 cwt vehicles, our guns weighed about 16 cwt, and it was going
to be a very tricky and dangerous operation to get them, the supplies of ammunition plus the
four members of the gun crew and all their gear, on board.
Getting the guns off the trucks and ready for firing was also going to be difficult, and
would take us a lot longer.
It just didn’t make sense to us.
Personally, I believed that it would be downright dangerous driving along the rough
winding roads of Malaya with the boys in the back with the gun.
Nevertheless, we tried it out and loaded the guns and everything else on to the trucks
and tested them out. We found that by leaning on the back of them, their front wheels lifted off
the ground. The boys felt very uneasy about it all and were convinced that it would be
dangerous.
I said to them, “Look, I agree with you, it is risky, but this is an order and we should
obey.”
The boys however, remained adamant. They flatly refused to ride in the back of their
trucks with the guns on board, and did not go to the shoot.
Fully aware of my responsibilities as troop commander, I could not bring myself to
enforce an order which I believed would endanger the lives of the boys. I reported the situation
to RHQ and was promptly relieved of my command by the CO. The following day I was to be
transferred to Divisional Headquarters as a reserve officer.
That night I joined the boys in their discussions about what they were going to do from
here on. Another shoot was to be held the next day and they had been ordered to attend it, but
they still wanted to hold out. Fearing the disintegration of the troop, which was now working
closely and effectively together, I implored them to go to the next shoot as ordered.
Fortunately they went, and the battery remained intact. Later on, it became clear that the
Porte method had initially been misunderstood by the senior officers of our regiment.
The boys knew I had been sacked and they knew why. They expressed their
appreciation for my support and their regrets at my departure and presented me with a
handsome wristwatch.
I was deeply moved by their concern and loyalty, and treasured the memory of the
occasion as I did the watch, until it was taken from me by the Chinese communists.
The war started suddenly, and the Japs moved quickly down the Peninsula. A patrol had
been sighted at Muar. Divisional HQ decided to send a battalion of infantry to suppress them. A
troop of anti-tank guns was to go with them.
Our RHQ decided to send a composite troop, comprising two guns from 13th Battery
and two from 16th Battery. An experienced officer was needed to lead them. There were only
the two of us deposed officers, Jack Ross and myself, to choose from.
When put to us, we jumped at the chance of rejoining the regiment, and decided to toss
to determine who should go. A ruler was near at hand so we tossed that. As it happened, I won
the toss and enthusiastically reported to the Battalion Commander, Colonel Robertson, with my
new found gun troop.
The colonel however was not so enthusiastic. He didn’t want a troop of anti-tank guns
attached to his command and very bluntly told me so.
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“I have orders from the General that I should be accompanied by a troop of anti-tank
guns, but as far as I am concerned, you’re not wanted. I don’t want you to interfere with us in
any way. I don’t expect the Japanese to use tanks, so for my part, you can go home.”
On the way up to Muar, I had another fall-out with the colonel. It was on a matter of
regimental procedure. We had stopped at an airfield and he called his officers together for a
briefing. I attended the meeting with my senior sergeant, Sergeant Peake. On seeing Sergeant
Peake, the colonel immediately asked what he was doing attending a meeting of officers.
I explained to him that in the Anti-Tank Regiment, it was standard practice for a troop
commander to always be accompanied by his senior sergeant at such meetings, so that in the
event of anything happening to the officer, the sergeant could then take over command, wellinformed of the situation.
It didn’t go down with the colonel, so he told me to order Sergeant Peake to leave the
meeting.
I told him that I couldn’t do that as it would be against my commitment to my regiment.
His answer to that was simple, “Then I dismiss you both.”
As we approached Muar, the battalion stopped at Bakri and the colonel called a meeting
to confer on the deployment of troops for the night, before taking off to suppress the party of
Japs in the morning. As I was unable to attend the meeting, I had to find out for myself what
the battalion’s plans were.
The colonel had made it quite clear to me that he didn’t want our guns anywhere near
his troops. I defied that order.
Having found out from the other officers what the battalion intended to do for the night,
I made a quick reconnaissance of the area and decided that I would take two of my guns to
defend the road passing between the infantry troops, and keep the other two in reserve with me
at our base camp.
I selected Sergeant Clarrie Thornton and his gun crew from 13th Battery, and Sergeant
Charley Parsons and his crew from 16th Battery.
I took Clarrie over to a position forward of the infantry troops to cover a slight turn in
the road and told him to set up his gun there.
I then told Charley to take his gun and set it up in a cutting, some 400 yards down the
road from Clarrie, to back Clarrie up.
I didn’t expect any tanks and I knew the colonel, who would have been better informed
than I, didn’t expect any either. Nevertheless, I was sure I had selected the most strategic
positions for our guns, just in case.
I then set up my base camp not far from Clarrie’s gun, in a position where I could see
everything, and know what was going on, just on the off-chance something might happen.
From the heavy firing going on around us it became evident that we were engaging a far
larger force than was expected. This was not just a small patrol; there was too much firing and
sniping going on from the Japs in the trees in front of us.
We knew of the Japs’ ability to get through lines at night and their strategy of then
attacking from the rear, so we all stayed on the alert and did not get any sleep that night.
In the early morning light, all hell suddenly broke loose. Clarrie had opened fire on a
convoy of Jap tanks moving along the road and his crew were pumping armour-piercing shells
into the tanks as fast as he could fire them. The shells disabled the tanks, but their crews were
still able to use their guns.
Captain Bowring of the 2/29th Infantry Battalion then came running over to me, calling
out that Clarrie wanted high-explosive ammunition, and to hurry up with it.
My batman, Titch Morley, and I raced over to Clarrie’s gun, with the containers of
high-explosive shells. Each time I dumped a container at their gun, I gave Clarrie a slap on the
shoulder and urged him on. He was doing a great job and his crew seemed to be crazily
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enjoying the action, completely ignoring of the dangers of the battle raging on around them.
It was our first encounter in action. Everything was happening so fast, gunfire and
explosions were going off all around us, mortars were falling everywhere and we didn’t have
time for things to sink in. There was no time to be afraid.
Clarrie kept pumping the high-explosive shells into the tanks as fast as he could. Titch
and I just kept on running to his gun with containers of ammunition until he had knocked out
all the eight tanks.
The first two tanks which Clarrie had hit with armour-piercing shells had rolled on
toward Charley Parson’s gun in the cutting, where Charley finished them off with highexplosive shells.
We knew that there could still be Japs alive in the tanks, and I turned to an officer in
charge of the Madras Sappers standing near me and asked, “What do we do now?”
“Just come with me,” he said and with all the courage in the world, he calmly climbed
on to three of the tanks, opened their covers and dropped explosive charges in them. We then
checked the tanks to make sure that all their crews had been killed.
Clarrie and his crew had done a marvellous job; all the destruction had been initiated by
his one gun. He and his crew had held their ground and had successfully put the whole of the
Jap convoy of eight tanks out of action. It was a truly courageous action.
I had witnessed the whole of Clarrie’s action and strongly believed his courage and
skilful performance should be recognised and awarded.
When I returned to Australia, I demanded an interview with the army authorities and
gave them the details of the action, highlighting Clarrie’s courageous performance in his
contest with the Jap tanks.
The action had already been considered, and awards had been decided in the light of the
information and recommendations made when the regiment regrouped in Changi, shortly after
the cessation of hostilities.
The army top brass told me there were just so many issues involved that it would not be
possible to sort them all out and do anything about them at this late stage. It was, they told me,
just too difficult to undo things that had already been done “It’s past, let it lie,” they said, and I
was talked out of it.
The events of the next few days were pure bedlam. The Japs had surrounded us and we
were ordered to move east. One of our patrols had located a large force of Indian infantry
troops and guided them back to join our battalion. We felt a little safer with their additional
forces.
We had an enormous number of wounded men with us. We tried to evacuate them
under cover of the Red Cross, but the Japs had established road blocks right along the road,
making the roads impassable. They opened fire on any vehicle carrying our wounded that tried
to get through and blew them up.
Colonel Robertson, riding pillion with his despatch rider to reconnoitre a forward
position, was knocked off the bike and fell, seriously wounded, onto the road. One of our Brengun carriers raced up and brought him back to our lines.
I happened to be standing right near him as they laid him on a stretcher. He looked up at
me, his eyes sad, and said, “I’m so sorry that I acted as I did. Only for your persistence in
defying my orders and positioning your guns where you did, there would have been wholesale
slaughter. I’m so sorry.” He died shortly after.
We were surrounded and with the roads so heavily blocked there was no way we could
get our guns out. I told the boys to make their guns inoperative by taking out their firing pins
and abandon them. I then told them to get all the rifles and machine guns they could lay their
hands on, and we would move on foot with the rest of the battalion, and to try to keep together.
Our Signals were no longer operative. We were completely cut off from communication
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with our headquarters. Everything became an utter shambles. The Japs were everywhere. We
came under incredibly heavy fire. Shells were exploding all around us and shrapnel was flying
everywhere. It was like the fireworks at Henley on the Yarra.
In our vanguard, the Indian infantrymen were dropping like flies. The second-in-charge
of the battalion had now taken over Colonel Robertson’s command and was walking in front of
me, when suddenly I saw a red hole appear in his back, and he dropped dead. I picked up his
carry-bag and his maps and continued on.
It was nearing nightfall when we came to a swamp, and we decided to wade through it.
The exploding shells, the flares, and the gunfire going on all around was horrendous, and then,
to make matters even worse, we came under a barrage of our own artillery.
Men were falling all around us. The agonising cries of the badly wounded men, begging
us to put them out of their misery, were soul destroying.
It became a matter of self-preservation, every man for himself, so we just kept moving
forward. In total darkness, we waded on through the swamp and ultimately reached the other
side. There didn’t appear to be any Japs in the vicinity, so we collapsed on the dry ground,
completely exhausted.
We tried to bring what troops we could together. There were about 200 of us, including
eight or nine anti-tankers. We decided that it was better to stay together as a force and we
planned to move inland to join the main stream of our battalion, hoping to bypass the Japs or
get through their lines. We weren’t sure of anything at this moment.
We continued on for about five days, when we came across a Chinese village where the
villagers told us that the Japs had now passed Yong Peng, and that our forces had withdrawn to
Singapore Island.
We sat down to work out what we should do in the light of this information. We
decided that we would now have a better chance of surviving if we broke up into smaller
parties and each tried to make its own way out. Our options seemed to be to try to reach either
Singapore, Sumatra, or Burma. I, with my troops, decided to try to make it to either Burma or
Sumatra.
We all knew that we would have to move very carefully, for apart from avoiding the
Japs, we would have to avoid being seen by the Tamils or Malays. We had found out during the
fighting that they were both strongly anti-British and would certainly inform the Japs if they
sighted us.
On the other hand we found our real allies were the Chinese. Whenever we came across
one of their villages, they were marvellous. They would always give us food and water, inform
us on how the war was going, and advise us of the safest route to our intended destination.
We were still well equipped and well armed. We had our maps and enough food, so we
continued on our way to the coast, hoping to pick up a boat of some description for our escape
to Sumatra.
As we came to a river and were about to cross it, a Chinese villager came over to us and
warned that it would be dangerous to cross because of the presence of Jap troops on the other
side. He told us there was no chance of getting out by way of the east coast. He then said that
he could take us to a Chinese communist camp that would have guides who could take us on to
Burma.
Having no better alternatives and trusting him, he led us to a camp at Chaah. It was like
a typical Malay kampong, but was heavily guarded by Chinese soldiers. The camp was set up
in thick jungle country and seemed reasonably safe.
The communist soldiers assured us that they would get us guides, so we stayed with
them for days waiting for something to happen. After a while, they told us a British soldier
would be coming to see us. The soldier turned out to be Jock Smiley, a Scottish volunteer,
acting as a commando officer.
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Jock told us that he could see no way for us to get out of Malaya. He said that he was
hiding out in one of the huge British oil palm plantations, the Sock Fin Estate, which extended
along the side of the jungle for miles. He told us that he had located good reserves of food,
arms and ammunition and asked us to move in with him.
It seemed a good idea, so we accepted. There were about 15 Aussie soldiers in our party
at the time. Jock was in charge of the camp and I took over the role of second-in-command.
He was certainly right about the reserves of food. The owners of the plantation had
shown great foresight and had concealed around the estate, a good supply of food, ammunition,
and explosives in sealed kerosene tins. We would regularly go out and search around for some
of the supplies. Whenever we found a tin, we would be kept guessing what was inside it until
we got back to camp. Quite often we would get a pleasant surprise to find, as well as
ammunition or whatever, the tins would contain chocolate, sultanas or porridge. Sometimes we
would hit the jackpot and find a bottle of Johnnie Walker Black Label whisky, a happy
surprise.
About this time, Jock and I decided that we should try to wreak as much havoc on the
Jap supply lines as we could, so we started to sabotage their main railway by laying explosive
charges under the lines.
The days that followed were hectic, fruitful days, mingled with lots of success, lots of
fun and lots of panic. Between Jock and I, we had a good knowledge of handling explosives, so
we set off to blow up the lines, derail the Jap supply trains, and do as much damage to them as
we could.
The Japs had foot patrols on the line throughout the day. The Tamils and other itinerant
natives used the line as a footpath, and there was a never-ending stream of them walking up and
down the line. This meant that we had to operate at night, so we would wait until eight or nine
o’clock before taking off on our mission.
When we first started, we would place two or three charges under the rail sleepers. This
worked well for the first few days, blowing up the line, derailing the train, and damaging the
engine. The Japs then decided to attach a small trolley to the front of the engine to take the
initial blast. In this way when our charges went off, though the trolley was blown up, the train
was undamaged, so they would set to work and repair the line and then proceed on their way.
To counter this, we then laid three charges spaced at goodly intervals along the line, so
that when the trolley hit the charge and was blown up, there were still another two charges
further down the track for the unprotected train when it continued on its way, so we still got
casualties. Sometimes the Japs would send another train or a ganger’s trolley up the line to the
derailed train from the opposite direction and these, too, would be blown up.
By now we had a good knowledge of the Jap train movements and knew the lay of the
land. Having laid our charges, we would lie low and wait in the jungle and watch the first
explosion. Then we would take off as fast as our legs would carry us along a path we had
prepared in the jungle beforehand.
We would go deep into the jungle, well away from the scene of our crime and there we
would stay for two or three days, always taking enough provisions to last us throughout the
operation.
The Japs were all around us; there was a camp further down the line with hundreds of
them in it. So we had to keep very much under cover and would always leave at least a week
pass before undertaking our next mission. By this time, the Japs would have finished their
patrols and searches and, were, we hoped, a little less vigilant. When we thought the line was
clear, we would make another reconnaissance and start the exercise all over again.
On several occasions, Jap patrols went through the Malay villages near the line, killing
all the inhabitants in retribution for the sabotage that we had carried out.
Jock managed to get his radio to work and we heard the devastating news that
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Singapore had fallen, however we were so confident that the British would soon be back, that
we felt committed to continue with our sabotage. We did a damn good job of it too.
With the Japs all around, we couldn’t take any risks of being seen, so that any Tamils or
other natives who came too close to our camp were either shot or silently killed by our guards.
Unfortunately, quite a few natives ventured into the surrounds of our camp and were killed. We
believed this had to be done for the sake our own security.
With the constant threat of the Japs discovering our camp, some of the boys began to
feel that their time was running out. Furthermore it began to look as though we would never get
our Chinese guide. So they concluded that the time had come to make a move.
Getting our heads together, we felt there was less chance now of being detected if we
broke up into small groups and each party proceeded with its plans independently.
So we set up groups of four, with an NCO in charge of each. We then helped them to
prepare for their move. I made up maps for each group and prepared their route plans with
them. They were provided with good supplies of food and ammunition and they set off, fully
aware of the dangers ahead.
My group elected to stay at the camp with Jock for a few days longer so we raided the
Jap convoys to supplement our supplies and continued to sabotage the line for a good three
months after Singapore had fallen.
More and more Jap troops were concentrating in our area. Things were beginning to hot
up for us and, as we already had several very close shaves, we decided it was time to move out.
Our intentions were still to try to get to Sumatra, but as it didn’t look as though we would ever
get our Chinese guide, we were going to have to make it on our own.
We laid one last charge on the line for luck, and set off with ample arms and provisions
and headed for the coast. On our way, we came across a party of Dutch officers with some
Borneo troops. They had been carrying out guerrilla operations behind the Jap lines, and we
decided to stay with them for a while.
The Dutch told us, that if we had the money, they could get us a boat. We had stacks of
money, so we handed over what they asked, and headed off with them for the coast. After
several days of heavy going through swamps and jungle, we finally reached the beach.
Our initial excitement at seeing the sea and the escape route it offered was quickly
dashed. There was no boat to be found. We searched for miles along the coast without any luck.
The Japs had obviously taken all the boats they needed and smashed up the others.
“You’re on your own from here on,” one of the Dutch officers said. We had no choice,
the Dutch had sold us out. It had all been a bluff.
With our escape to Sumatra now definitely cut out, we decided that the next best thing
would be to return to our old camp in the Sock Fin Estate. We could then try to get to Burma
from there.
When we arrived at the Chinese village on our way back, the villagers had been stricken
with a bout of sickness. As we had a good supply of medicine, we decided to stay a while and
give them what help we could. They said we could stay with them as long as we liked.
Not being too keen on that idea, we decided to build our own camp in the denser jungle,
about a hundred yards up river. We left most of our equipment and supplies with them, and
went off to set up our own camp.
Returning to the village one night, we found that it had been discovered by the Japs. All
the Chinese villagers had been killed, and all our clothing and equipment had been taken. We
were left with only the shorts we had on.
We were back to base one, so off we went again, back to the Sock Fin Estate, foraging
what we could on the way. There were ample supplies of wild bananas, coconuts, berries and
sweet potatoes around the abandoned villages, and in the jungle, and we managed to survive
without too much difficulty.
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On our way back, we passed through one of the villages we had been to before. Their
headman was now confident that he could now take us to one of the important Chinese
communist camps further north, but first he would have to check us out. After a few days,
having obviously passed the test, he then led us to a substantial camp occupied by a large group
of Chinese communist soldiers.
The communists called themselves ‘The Anti-Japanese People’s Army’. Most of them
spoke Malay and a few could understand English, so I was able to converse with them
reasonably well.
They took away our arms and the precious watch the boys had given me. I got the
strong feeling that the communists had no intention of letting us move out from here. They
obviously thought we would serve some purpose or other to them, and so we were here to stay,
not so much as their prisoners, but as fellow guerrillas, with considerable restrictions on our
freedom.
As it looked as though this camp was going to be our destination for the duration, we
prepared to work with them and give what help we could, particularly in the training of their so
called Anti-Jap People’s Army.
The camp provided a refuge for a lot of Chinese civilians and their families fleeing from
the Japs. There was a constant floating population of doctors and lawyers and distressed
families through the camp. They all had their own problems and concerns, so we never got a
chance to become friendly or to talk with them.
There was a steady flow of Chinese communist propaganda officials forever moving in
and out of our camp holding their indoctrination meetings, and then moving on to the many
other camps they had around and about the area.
The Japs constantly patrolled the jungle, seeking out their camps and trying to wipe
them out whenever they came across one. Consequently the Chinese camps were always well
guarded and had their patrols out too, probing for Japs. Whenever they thought that things were
getting too hot, they would simply pack up, move out and set up a fresh camp in another spot in
the jungle, a good distance away.
We were forever on the move. They would move whenever they sensed danger.
Sometimes we would camp for five or six weeks, sometimes we would move on after only two
weeks. Each time we moved, the population of the camp would change too, but I gained a sense
of security from the frequency of the moves and the ways in which they varied each one.
The population of each camp ranged from as many as 200 down to 12, so we were
never with the same group of Chinese for very long. While we four ‘prisoners’ went with them
on every move, we were never allowed to be in camps with other of our fellow servicemen.
I knew there were other Aussies in these communist camps, but I never knew where or
how many there were. As time went by, I was separated from the fellows I had been with, and
was to go months without seeing another white person. I heard many rumours, that many of the
boys who had been with us in the Sock Fin Estate had either died of illness or been killed by
the Japs.
We were free to wander around the camp and take part in their daily activities. We were
allowed to stroll around the fringes of the camp, but never to venture out further, without
having a guard with us. As they bluntly put it: if anyone of us attempted to escape, he would be
shot.
They gave us our basic requirements of food and clothing and set out to use us as best
they could. For our part, with our limited options and resources, we set out to make the best we
could of life and fitted in with their day-to-day goings on.
Our daily routine started with a wash in the creek, using sand for soap. Then we would
go out and bring in the firewood for the day and collect the day’s food supplies. At camps
where they felt secure enough to stay and grow a few vegetables, we would help clear a stretch
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of jungle for a garden patch and plant a few sweet potatoes.
We took on our share of guard duties with them. I was given a rifle and often stayed on
duty for as long as 12 hours at a stretch. My sense of duty was heightened by the occasion,
when one of our guards let a Jap patrol through. The patrol attacked the camp but was
suppressed. The sentry was bought back to camp, no questions were asked, and he was shot on
the spot. His offsider was despatched to another camp in disgrace.
Then, on some days, we would attend the daily propaganda hour. The Chinese would sit
in a circle around the communist official and listen to him preach his gospel.
In the afternoons we would take on our role of training the Chinese People’s Anti-Jap
Army. The Chinese were as keen as mustard to learn everything they could about weaponry
and threw themselves enthusiastically into our bull-ring sessions on the use of machine guns,
rifles and hand grenades.
In these gatherings, they would get quite worked up about what they were going to do
to the Japs and I’m sure that they enjoyed these sessions every bit as much as their propaganda
sessions.
In spite of all their enthusiastic chatter about their guerrilla warfare, demolishing Jap
supply trains and attacking Jap camps, in all the camps that I was in I never saw any of them
engaging in any of these activities. They were always too busy defending the secrecy of their
whereabouts and the security of their camps.
They wanted maps of the areas they were situated in and I was forever drawing up maps
and then making copies for all those who needed them, and that was just about everybody. It
was very detailed work and occupied a lot of my time.
We always had enough food to go around. We would squat around the steaming pots in
a circle and help ourselves to our portions. The staple diet was sweet potatoes, often with rice,
and occasionally with pork or meat of some description. The meat would range from yak and
dog to any living creature in the jungle, be it monkey, python or elephant. I learnt very early in
the piece never to inquire about what it was that I was eating.
The Chinese had a very straight-forward approach to justice. If they caught anyone
doing the wrong thing, he had to be guilty. Occasionally a Chinese traitor would be brought
into the camp for punishment. They were always resigned to their fate.
A traitor would never be simply shot. The Chinese had first to have their sport. Traitors
would either be bound and pegged over a nest of savage jungle ants or have a cane noose tied
around their necks and on to a sapling that had been bent forward, so that when they let the tree
straighten up, the traitor would slowly strangle.
Traitors were something special in other ways too. They would be cut open, sometimes
while they were still alive, and their heart taken out. This would then be cut into small pieces
which they would hand around to all the men in the camp, who simply ate it as it was. They
believed that for a man to be a traitor he had to have great courage and that, by eating his heart,
this added his courage to yours and so made you a bigger man. I politely declined the grisly
portions they offered me.
Jock Smiley and I had managed to keep together since our first meeting but there came
a time when, robust as he was, he went down with a jungle sickness. A man of great strength,
Jock just folded. Overnight he quickly faded away to a shadow and died.
Throughout my years with the Chinese, I had never had a book to read. The occasional
communist propaganda magazines that arrived in our camp didn’t help much, as the only thing
I could understand in them were the pictures of Chinese soldiers fighting somewhere or other.
I openly kept a diary in notebooks they used to keep records of their supplies and
recorded the day-to-day events that happened in the camp. Because the books were regarded as
a special privilege and were hard to come by, I wrote in the smallest print I could; nevertheless
the daily exercise enabled me to keep track of time and helped keep me sane.
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With Jock dead, the other army members of our group were dispersed around other
camps, so that for the ensuing months I never saw a white person. There was not a soul I could
talk to.
I felt so alone. I would often wander to the outskirts of the camp and sit down under a
tree thinking of mum and dad and of my boyhood days at home, and just cry.
By now I was having frequent attacks of malaria. I had kept count of the attacks and
had over 400 of them, but now they were intensifying. They were occurring more frequently,
and knocking me out for a longer time. It all took so much out of me. I quickly lost weight and
became very weak.
The stress of it all began to take its toll on me. I began to wonder how much longer I
could survive these conditions. “What in hell is going to happen to me?” It all seemed so
hopeless; there was always the unknown, the uncertainty of tomorrow.
Then it happened, one day I was certain my end had come. I was at the latrine when I
saw what I thought were my intestines coming out. I passed an enormous tape worm, over four
feet long!
The next bout of malaria knocked me out completely. The Chinese managed to get me
to a hospital in a nearby district. After some treatment, I was taken to the home of an Indian
doctor. He was under instructions to hold me there until I was well enough to be returned to the
Chinese camp.
Unbeknown to me at the time, the war was over but the Chinese had told the doctor that
I was to be held as a hostage until the British had conceded to some special conditions they
were negotiating.
Suddenly there was a bang on the door and an officer with a group of soldiers barged
into the house. They were a group of Canadian commandos who had parachuted into Malaya
and had been sabotaging the Jap installations for the last three months.
They told me the war was over.
They had found out that I was in hospital and had come to rescue me. They bundled me
up and took me to their camp. The commando officer then took me to the British HQ at Johore
and handed me over to them. I tried to explain to the authorities what had happened to me but
they only stared at me in disbelief.
They did not believe a word I said.
There was now open warfare between the Malays and the Chinese communists. The
Canadian commandos were given the job of trying to control it. I went along with them to their
headquarters which had been set up in the Palace of the Sultan of Johore.
The commandos decided to use me on some of their patrols and gave me a couple of
platoons of Punjabi infantrymen. So off I went, back to war again.
The Malays had total control of the whole area, and had set up road blocks at intervals
along our route. They were armed to the hilt. Their check points bristled with armed men.
There were dead Chinese lying scattered along the roadside.
At each roadblock, they challenged us with machine guns cocked, fingers on triggers. I
feared they were trigger happy, war crazed, and wouldn’t hesitate to shoot anyone they didn’t
like.
I was bloody scared. I had never been so scared in all my life.
That was my last action in Malaya and I was extremely happy when they called it off
and I was headed for home.
Not long after I set foot on Australia, I was called to Victoria Barracks.
At this point of time, the army authorities were only interested in my experience with
the Chinese communists. They made me a very lucrative offer to return to Malaya to help the
British in the war against the communists.
It should have been an offer too good to refuse, but it was not for me. I’d had enough. I
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had hardly spoken a word of English for years, and I had seen only a handful of fellow
Australians in the past three years. So I said no.
I had become very introverted and lacked confidence. I found it very difficult to
converse with people in a normal way and I had problems in convincing others of the truth of
my experiences.
When I felt people were being sceptical, my only response was to break down and sob
uncontrollably.
I had been too lonely, too long.
I had been completely blacked out on world affairs, and was completely unaware that
my fellow anti-tankers had been taken POW and had been imprisoned in Changi, or that many
of them had worked and died on the Burma Rail.
For three and a half years, I knew nothing of what was happening in the world.
For three and a half years, I was a no one.
For three and a half years, I had been ‘Missing Presumed Dead’.
I badly wanted and needed to lead a normal life again.
Bill was just 20 years of age when he was faced with making the critical and tricky
decisions concerning the dangers incumbent in the Porte method of carrying our
guns.
He was only a few weeks older when he was called upon to make the autonomous
decision to place his guns in a defensive position, contrary to the wishes of his
superior officer.
When he returned home to Australia, Bill submitted a full report to the army’s top
brass at Victoria Barracks, covering his own involvement in the tank action and the
years he spent with the Chinese communist guerrillas. He also submitted a strongly
worded report recommending the recognition of Clarrie’s intrepid and heroic
performance.
The reports were never even acknowledged.
This oversight cast a shadow of doubt over Bill’s image of his own integrity and
credibility. It damaged his self-esteem. He could never be confident that, whenever
he talked about his experiences to others, they too, were not quietly sceptical.
Had the report been accepted and his performance recognised, Bill would have
been able to bask in the enjoyment of knowing that he had more than adequately
fulfilled his duties as a soldier and as an officer.
He was deprived of that privilege throughout his life.
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CLARRIE THORNTON’S STORY
ANTI-TANK ACTION AND PUDU PRISON
A country lad from Berrigan, NSW, I was born and bred on my father’s farm, working with
Clydesdale horses. I had joined the 20th Light Horse Regiment a good four years before war
broke out.
In June 1940 I enlisted for overseas service, and by the time I embarked I had gained
experience as an NCO. Shortly after my arrival in Malaya I was appointed sergeant of a gun
crew in 13th Battery of the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment.
The trip on the Queen Mary was full of excitement. When our convoy of huge troop
carriers, including the Aquitania, the New Amsterdam and the Mauritania, manoeuvred in mid
ocean to allow the Queen Mary to break away from them and proceed independently, the
blasting of sirens, the rousing cheers from the troops, and the sight of our nurses lining the
decks in their grey and red uniforms, sent a thrill through me that I shall never forget.
We were off on our way to Singapore, as we thought, to join the garrison troops there.
Disembarking in Singapore, we were surprised to hear our arrival announced over the
loud speakers as “thousands of heavily armed Australian troops.” In fact we had only one 303
rifle between every three men, and no ammunition. We were loaded on to army trucks and to
our surprise, driven around the city in circles, presumably to deceive the locals into thinking
that our numbers were endless.
We were barracked in Seremban High School where we trained on two English Mark I
Anti-Tank guns. We then moved on to Tampin and then Malacca, where we received our full
strength of anti-tank guns and immediately went into intensive training. The Japanese invasion
of Singapore was now beginning to look dangerously close.
It had always been standard practice to tow our guns behind our 30-cwt Ford trucks. It
became a simple matter for us to unhook them and move them into position ready for action.
We could do this in a matter of seconds.
We had not been in Malaya long before we learned that, in the desert warfare in the
Middle East, it had been found much more effective to move anti-tank guns around by carrying
them on the backs of the trucks than by trying to tow them across the desert sands. In army
jargon, this method of moving guns became known as ‘Porte’.
Our regimental top brass decided that what was good for the goose was good for the
gander and that we should follow suit in Malaya and so in future, guns would no longer be
towed but would be carried Porte.
Our guns weighed over half a ton and it was not an easy matter to load them on the
trays of the trucks. When we did get the guns on the trucks, we then had to load on all the
containers of anti-tank ammunition, our emergency petrol supplies, and finally cram on the four
members of the gun crew with their rifles and personal gear. All this on the back of a small 30cwt truck.
The weight of the gun and the load on the back of the truck made it difficult to steer.
With everybody jammed so tightly into the truck, driving along the tortuous potholed roads of
Malaya would be downright dangerous. Furthermore, unloading the gun and getting it into
action was going to be far more difficult and take us so much longer.
The troops complained that the Porte method was far too dangerous. Instead of taking
us just seconds to get a gun into action, it was now going to take minutes of strenuous,
dangerous hard work. They didn’t like the idea at all and said so in no uncertain terms.
Orders came through that the three troops of 13th Battery ‘Ack,’ ‘Beer’ and ‘Charlie’
were to have a live shoot in the presence of the CO and that guns were to be carried to the shoot
Porte style.

17

We decided to take the bit in our teeth and let the CO know the difficulty and danger of
moving guns Porte. After heated discussions the boys in ‘Beer’ and ‘Charley’ troops decided
not to go to the shoot. We went on strike.
That night the CO stood down the two troop commanders of ‘Beer’ and ‘Charley’
troops, Lieutenants Bill McCure and Jack Ross, and put them under tent arrest. They were
sacked.
The CO then called a meeting of the dissenting sergeants. Bill Cunneen, one of the
objectors, was an acting gun sergeant at the time and came to the meeting wearing only his
bombardier stripes. Without any questions the CO dismissed him from the meeting as he was
not yet a confirmed sergeant. Not a good way to start a meeting.
“What is the meaning of your non-attendance at the shoot?” he demanded sternly.
After a long silence, the CO looked along the line of us very ill-at-ease sergeants. His
glare stopped at me. After a long uncomfortable silence I stammered, “Sir, I think someone has
misunderstood the meaning of carrying guns Porte. We have been trained to get our guns into
action in seconds but it takes much longer to get them into action carrying them Porte. If we
carry them like that we are sitting ducks. We know that it’s dangerous any time but we’re
prepared to accept that. But Porte, it’s suicide, sir.”
The CO’s gaze burned right through me, “You can sit down, Thornton, anyone else
with anything to say?”
Dead silence followed, then, “There will be another shoot tomorrow, be there or else.
Dismiss.”
We were none too happy, so we got together that night to talk it over. We decided to
hell with it, we would sit it out and take the consequences.
Bill McCure, the banished commander of ‘Charley’ troop, broke his tent arrest and stole
into our tent to join in the discussion.
“What are you going to do?” he asked us.
“Stick it out sir,” we said as one.
“Right,” said Bill, “a fair decision, but think it over. If you don’t go there will be mass
demotions and a complete break up of ‘Beer’ and ‘Charley’ troops, I plead with you to go.”
One of the boys asked Bill, “Sir, did you know before, that if we didn’t go to the shoot
you would be sacked?”
“Yes,” said Bill, “but it was your decision. I think you are right and that one day they
will sort it all out, but please go to tomorrow’s shoot.”
Feeling very uneasy and very unconfident, we accepted Bill’s advice and decided to go.
The boys then decided to have a collection to buy a gift for Bill, to show him our
appreciation for the part he had played. We collected as much as we could afford and one of the
boys found a reason to go to Singapore and, using his sharpest wiles to bargain with the Indian
jeweller, bought the best wristwatch he could and we presented it to Bill.
Later, Bill was ordered back to Base HQ, but as the fortunes of war would have it, he
was to be sent back later as a troop commander, to play a crucial role in the Battle of Malaya,
earning him a place in the annals of the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment.
It was not long after our rebellion that Major Schneider, who had a considerable
experience with anti-tank activities in the desert warfare in the Middle East, joined our
regiment.
He explained that Porte actually meant mounting the guns in a fixed position ready to
fire from the truck. A larger vehicle was used and, with the gun mounted on the tray they could
move more quickly through the desert sands. In this way, the gun was always in position ready
for immediate action.
It certainly did not mean loading the gun on the back of a truck, moving it into position
and then unloading it to get it into action.
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Henceforth we towed our guns behind our trucks, as we had always done. We relaxed
once more, but we still smouldered over the misunderstanding by our top brass and the
irreversible effects it had on the men in our troop.
Later on, in the fighting on Singapore Island, some of the guns were mounted correctly
in the Porte manner. The boys accepted them, but not without some reservations. These mostly
came from the drivers of the trucks over whose heads the guns could be fired. If anyone has any
doubts about this, he should ask Andy Malcolm, one of our drivers. Fixed to the tray of his
truck, Andy’s gun was blown up with a direct hit, killing his gun sergeant outright.
Eventually our troop moved into action and we were deployed along the main road to
Gemas.
As it so happened, General Bennetts had instructed Colonel Robertson of the 2/29th
Infantry Battalion that he should have the support of a troop of anti-tank guns and that he would
need an experienced anti-tank officer to lead them.
There were only two officers available for such an assignment; the two banished
officers, Bill McCure and Jack Ross, so they tossed for it. Bill won and rejoined the regiment
and was placed in charge of a composite troop comprising Sergeants Ken Harrison and Charlie
Parsons from 16th Battery and Sergeant Fred Peake and me from 13th Battery.
My gun crew comprised Gunner Claude Brown from Eaglehawk as gunlayer, Gunner
Ray Cooper from Nathalia as loader, Gunner Jim Flowers from Tumbarumba as ammunition
number, driver Lance Gilbert from Ouyen and Keith Fletcher, Bren gun support.
Word came through that a small party of Jap troops had crossed the Muar River and
were causing some trouble to our infantry there. We were ordered to provide anti-tank support
for the 2/29th Battalion, which was now moving up to intercept them. Bill told us that the
Commander of the 2/29th, Colonel Robertson was none too happy about having an anti-tank
troop attached to his battalion, but as we had our orders, we would press on regardless.
On the way to Muar, Bill had another fall out with the colonel. It happened over a
difference of regimental procedures. Attending his first briefing session with the colonel, and
trying to adhere to anti-tank regimental procedures, he was dismissed from the meeting. As a
consequence, he was not invited to any of the following briefings.
Bill learnt from other officers that the battalion was going to rendezvous between Bakri
and Muar for the night and that half the battalion would take up defensive positions on one side
of the road, and the other half on the other side. In the morning they would then move into
Muar to mop up the few Jap troops supposed to be there.
He decided to place two of his guns along the side of the road running between the
battalion positions, with my gun covering a bend in the road in front of the battalion and
Charley Parson’s gun down the road in a cutting to the rear. Bill decided that he would keep
Ken Harrison’s and Fred Peak’s guns in reserve at his base.
We manhandled our gun behind a large mound looking down the road before it took a
slight turn to the right, so we were able to see any tanks coming up the road toward us. We
were well concealed about 400 yards from the bend, unlikely to be seen by approaching tanks.
There we settled down for a rather restless night, our adrenalin running high, knowing the Japs
were not far away from us.
It was the 18 January 1942, and as the day dawned, we heard a rumbling and clanking,
and saw five Jap tanks moving slowly at about 15mph, toward the bend. Quickly and quietly
we manned our gun. As soon as the tanks were side on to us, I told Claude to take aim at the
leading tank and gave him the order to fire. We hit it and moved quickly on to the second tank.
We got direct hits on both tanks, but we were firing armour-piercing (AP) shells, and they
seemed to go straight through them.
I was sure that their crews would have been concussed, but I continued to fire on the
tanks until they were badly damaged and were rolling slowly toward Charley Parson’s gun.
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We then turned our gun on the fourth and fifth tanks. With a burst of AP shells we
stopped them in their tracks.
I yelled out to an infantryman standing just behind watching us to race back to Bill
McCure at our base and get him to send up high-explosive (HE) ammunition and to hurry up
about it.
The third tank had not yet been hit, but in trying to escape, it had become jammed
between the first and second tanks, which were now burning fiercely, having been hit with
high-explosive shells from Charley Parson’s gun. An infantry officer raced over to it and threw
hand grenades down the turret, and it blew up.
Bill McCure and his batman Titch Morley raced up with the containers of HE shells and
kept running back and forth, keeping up our supply as we continued to pump the two pounders
into the tanks. Each time Bill arrived with a container of shells he kept egging us on “You’re
going great guns, Clarrie, keep it up.” When all five tanks had been destroyed we stopped for a
welcome breather.
Right throughout the action shells and mortars had been exploding all around us and
bullets whizzed through the air from the battle raging between the 2/29 Battalion and the
‘small’ mob of Japs they had been sent to Muar to mop up. It just so happened that the ‘few
isolated troops’ which had crossed the Muar river and were causing a bit of trouble, turned out
to be 12,000 guards from the crack Japanese troop, the Imperial Army Japanese Guards. The
skirmish the 2/29 had expected was to become one of the major battles in the defence of
Malaya.
I had been hit in the hip by a piece of shrapnel from a mortar which exploded nearby. It
didn’t seem to impede my movements at all and as it didn’t bleed or hurt much, I carried on.
Then suddenly, over the din we could hear more rumbling and clanking. More tanks
were on their way. This time, we could not see where they were coming from and we knew the
Japs would now have our position pinpointed. The situation became tense and frightening and
we expected to be fired on at any minute. I felt this was to be the real battle, and it was.
Then the first tank appeared coming slowly up to the bend, we waited tensely. It opened
fire at us, its shells hitting the mound of earth in front of our gun. I had remembered Ken
Harrison telling me that when he lost his first gun at Gemas, the Japs aimed low so that the
shells would explode underneath the guns. Fortunately, there happened to be this mound of
earth nearby and I was able to man-handle our gun behind it. This had saved us.
We quickly opened up on the first tank, this time we gave him a burst of HE shells. The
tank stopped dead in its tracks, burning furiously and billowing out a trail of smoke.
Then I could see two more tanks, one sheltering in the trail of smoke behind the burning
tank, the other darting off the road to our left into the jungle about two hundred yards away. It
opened fire at us. Turning quickly, we hit him with a burst of HEs and stopped him.
Then to our surprise, Jap infantry leapt into the tank and opened fire on us again. We
gave it another burst when, lo and behold, another bunch of Japs leapt in and again opened up
on us. We were busy transferring from this tank to the tank sheltering in the smoke screen
which had also kept up heavy fire at us. Several of its shells whizzed past, just missing us, but
after a quick duel with him, we managed to set him on fire too, and put him out of action. We
then turned quickly on the tank firing at us from the jungle and silenced it, this time for keeps.
All eight tanks had now been stopped and were burning along the road in front of us. In
that short space of time we had pumped over 70 rounds into them.
Throughout the action the gun crew had been magnificent, cracking jokes as they
loaded and fired the gun. Lance Gilbert, whom I had asked to take on the job of loading the
gun, would give each shell a kiss, call out, “Tally Ho,” and then load it into the breach.
As Claude depressed the pedal to fire the gun, he would call out, “There the bastard
goes.”
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This ritual had its origins in the events relating to one of our more gentlemanly officers
taking his morning ablutions. The officer (whom all anti-tankers would recognise immediately
but for the purpose of this exercise, shall remain nameless), would walk across the parade
ground to the officers’ shower, meticulously clad in an immaculate white towel and his
officer’s hat, carrying his swagger stick under his arm.
Whenever he saw him, Lance delighted in throwing a kiss and calling out, “Tally Ho,”
to which Claude would add, “There the bastard goes.”
This got a bit too much for the officer, so summoning up his courage he called the
troops together. “The use of loud and abusive language is becoming offensive, it has to stop at
once.” Of course it didn’t.
He called a further meeting. This time he was as irate as he was able and issued as stern
a reprimand as he was able. “This abusive language has to stop, and what’s more, so does the
use of that awful Australian ‘In and Out’ word.”
The tanks were all scattered over the road in front of us. In the lull after the action the
boys were elated.
Claude Brown was ecstatic and said to me, “Thorney, I’m a very proud man. Not only
did I do my job along with you fellows, but we have upheld the great name of the first world
blokes.”
The infantryman I had screamed at to race back to our base and get Bill McCure to rush
up the high explosive shells, turned out to my great surprise to be Captain Bowring of the 2/29
Battalion. He came over to our gun and said, “Congratulations sergeant, you and your crew
have done a remarkable job; it would not be possible to see better gunnery. The individual
duels were terrific to watch and you won them all.”
Then he added, “By the way, your boys are a pretty wild bunch, aren’t they?”
His runner who was with him said, “Thank Christ they were on our side, sir.”
We all broke into laughter and I began to feel good, but now my leg began to hurt and I
thought I had better soon go to the RAP and get it dressed.
A very proud and elated Bill McCure raced over to our gun and congratulated us, telling
us how thrilled he had been with our action.
The gun crew had done what was required of them. It was a great feeling all round.
Every battle must have its heroes - sung and unsung.
Neither Bill nor Clarrie ever received any official recognition for their part in this
action.
We will never know whether it was because both Bill and Clarrie had got on the
wrong side of our regimental top brass, or whether it was because Bill was never
taken prisoner by the Japs, but lived in obscurity with the Chinese communist
guerrillas and Clarrie was captured by the Japs and taken back behind the lines to
be imprisoned in Pudu in Kuala Lumpur.
Both were reported ‘Missing Believed Killed’.
We do know that neither Bill nor Clarrie was in Changi when the regiment had
regrouped and so were not there to tell the truth about their part in the action at
the time when heroes had to be found and awards made.
One would have expected them to receive some form of recognition for the
devastation they had caused the Japanese Tank Division and for the favourable
effect this must have had for us by restricting the use of Jap tanks in their battle for
Singapore.
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But war is war and the army is the army.
Charley Parsons, the sergeant of the gun which Bill had placed down the road, in
the cutting, returned to Changi and was awarded the DCM for his part in the
action.
Much later, well after he had returned home, Clarrie was awarded a ‘Mention in
Despatches’, for services in Malaya. No mention was ever made of his action in the
tank battle at Muar.
Bill never received the slightest recognition from Army Headquarters, not even
verbal acknowledgement from any of the senior brass of our regiment.
This leaves us with the thought that bravery happens at any time and more often
than not, it just happens in the course of a soldier’s normal duty.
There is little difference between the acts of bravery a soldier carries out in the
normal course of his duties and those acts of courage and bravery that are singled
out for reward.
Bill then told us that the Japs had by-passed us and had formed a road block behind us
and that when Colonel Robertson had gone with his Don R to investigate it, he had been badly
wounded.
I made my way to the RAP and though I didn’t think the wound was too bad, the
doctors thought otherwise that I should be evacuated and report to our CO on the results of the
action.
I was put in a Red Cross ambulance headed for Singapore. We hadn’t gone far when a
Jap machine gun opened fire on the ambulance, killing the driver and the two wounded men in
the front seat. The truck veered into the jungle and I crawled out the back and took cover.
Shortly after, another truck loaded with wounded came by, we hailed it and clambered
aboard. Some of the men in the truck were in such bad shape they could hardly help
themselves.
Further down the road we came to another road block and we pulled over on the side of
the road. One of our Bren gun carriers travelling behind us moved up and silenced the machine
guns and cleared the road block.
We continued on our way when suddenly a Jap plane patrolling the area came from
behind and machine gunned us, killing many of the wounded men in the truck. It then turned in
a wide circle and dived straight down the road in front of us. The driver quickly pulled the truck
over to the side of the road and stopped. All of the wounded, who could, scrambled out into the
jungle on that side of the road.
Being in the front passenger’s seat, I jumped out across the narrow road and flattened
myself in the scrub on the other side.
The plane dropped a bomb near the truck, killing all the wounded men lying there. The
blast of shrapnel from the explosion further wounded the men in the truck, who were now quite
distraught and severely shaken up.
Another truck loaded with injured came by and stopped. We divided the wounded
between the two trucks and once again took off down the road to Singapore.
The plane was still circling overhead and as we approached Indian Brigade
Headquarters, an Indian guard stopped us, telling us to quickly get off the road and take cover.
We pulled into the rubber plantation that served to conceal a small native hut the Indian Army
was using for its Headquarters’ staff. We could hear the plane getting nearer when suddenly
there was a ‘whoof’ and the hut and the men inside were completely disintegrated. The blast hit
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our truck, nearly toppling it over.
The devastation was shocking. The brigadier had been blown to pieces and the brigade
major was running around with one arm blown off. One Indian soldier lay in the wreckage
weirdly distorted; his uniform, shorts, shirt, and boots were all intact on his bones - all his flesh
had been blown off by the blast.
All around us lay a mass of parts of bodies blown to bits, some hanging overhead on the
broken branches of the rubber trees. It was terrible.
We later heard that a Malay farmer had ploughed a ditch pointing to the hut being used
by the Indian Brigade. He then filled it with water to highlight it for the enemy planes. This was
typical of the Fifth Column activities we were up against from the Malays.
Ultimately we made it back to Colonel Anderson’s 19th Battalion Headquarters. For his
role in this battle, Colonel Anderson was later awarded the Victoria Cross. It was the only such
honour awarded in the Malayan Campaign.
Although my hip wound was weeping, it was not giving me much trouble and as heavy
firing was going on all around me, I got hold of a rifle and joined the fray. Hearing heavy
shooting on our flank I went over and found a group of Indian Infantry soldiers who having lost
all their British officers, had panicked and were firing at anything and everything.
I called out “Cease fire” and to my astonishment they did so immediately. They needed
someone to control them - anyone - and obviously I would do.
Colonel Anderson came over to me to see what was going on. “You seem to have them
under control sergeant,” he said and then went on to say, “I’m worried about an attack from
tanks on our rear as we try to move out.”
I had noticed an anti-tank gun manned by English gunners and mentioned to him that
this gun could be used.
“Yes,” he said, “but they have lost their sergeant and appear to be all at sea.”
I said to him, “Give me two strong Aussies and she’ll be right.”
He thought for a moment and said, “We’ll give them a chance, you’re doing all right
with the Indians and we need them too.”
In the morning the anti-tank gun and its crew had disappeared. I wondered what could
have happened to them.
The next two days were pretty horrific, more and more men were being wounded in the
fierce battle that was raging around us and the number of able bodied men left to fight was
getting smaller and smaller every hour.
We kept on the move, retreating toward Singapore and finally had to stop at Parat
Sulong Bridge. This was now controlled by the Japs with a road block, heavily armed with
machine guns and mortars. We were stymied, “If only we had one of our two pounders,” I
thought.
Our numbers were now greatly reduced and we had over 150 wounded men in the
trucks with us. Our chances of survival were beginning to look uncomfortably thin and our
options few. Colonel Anderson gave the order to leave the badly wounded in the trucks under
the protection of the Red Cross and to try to cross the river further down.
Later we learnt that the 5th Imperial Guards Division, ignoring the fact that the
wounded were under Red Cross protection, massacred them all by tying their hands behind
them, pouring petrol over them, setting them alight and driving their tanks over them.
I had by this time joined forces with a bunch of eleven 2/19th and 29th Battalion chaps,
all of us walking wounded. We had taken to the road leading to the river when a Jap tank came
down on us from behind, firing its guns into both sides of the jungle. We quickly took cover
and headed for the rest of the battalion only to find they had already crossed the river. We were
now cut off from joining them by the tank. “What to do now?”
We lay low in the jungle for quite a while, not knowing where to go. As we were about
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to move on we noticed one of our group, Sergeant Lever of the 19th Battalion, lying motionless
in a trench. Thinking he had been hit by the tank, we were about to leave him, when he gave a
slight stir. He was sound asleep, completely exhausted from several sleepless days of action.
We decided to take to a swamp we could see ahead of us. It seemed safely out of the
way of the Japs. It was waist deep, foul and stinking, but decided it was worth a try. After
wading through the smelly murk for half a mile or so, we arrived at a Malay village. The
natives made us welcome and gave us the first food we had in days, a coconut each. We drank
the juice and cracked them open; never had a coconut tasted so good.
In the morning we headed south and had travelled about 20 miles when we were
suddenly confronted by a group of Japanese soldiers, their machine guns trained straight at us.
Wounded, hungry and exhausted through lack of sleep, we were in a mess, we had had it.
The Japs took our rifles and our watches and then took us further on behind their lines
where they handed us over to other Jap troops. The Japs who had captured us turned out to be
Signallers. It had been a close shave. What might have happened to us if the Jap Infantry had
been the first to see us wasn’t hard to imagine.
That night the Japs took us to a village about eight miles further north. In the morning
they marched us to the middle of the local village padang and left us there, under guard, all day
in the hot sun. To get some relief, we all took our smelly boots and socks off. It was only when
a huge Jap came to look us over and, spotting Jack Knox, a well-built 6’2 Aussie, sized him up,
picked up his boots and walked off with them, that we all hurriedly put ours back on. To hell
with the heat and discomfort!
Toward nightfall a truck arrived loaded with bags of rice and cooking gear. Our hopes
were raised, a feed at last. But it was not to be. The food was for some 200 or so Indian troops
who had found their way to the village. We had to go hungry again.
A smartly uniformed Jap officer came over to us and in perfect English, ordered us to
get onto a truck that was standing nearby. When we were all on board, he looked us over and
seeing an Australian badge on one of the boy’s shirts, asked,
“Are you Australian?”
“Yes.”
“All Australians?”
“Yes.”
“Then hop down off the truck.”
We hesitated, wondering what he was up to, then he followed with, “We thought we
were fighting the British and were taking you into the jungle to shoot you.” For wounded men,
we got down off the truck with quite some agility.
Then he asked, “What battalion do you belong to?”
“The 32nd,” one of our spokesmen quickly replied.
He whipped out his sword and said threateningly, “Do you want your lollies’ lopped? I
am the Liaison Officer for the Imperial Japanese Army, I have lived in the United States for 16
years and I am a graduate of Washington University.” Then he went on, “Australia has six
battalions in Singapore, the 18th, 19th, and 20th and the 26th, 29th and 30th.” He raised his
sword, “Now which do you belong to?”
“The 29th, sir,” we said in unison, with a sudden new-found respect for our
interrogator.
He then turned to me and asked “What was your battalion?”
“I’m a reinforcement.” I answered. “I’m attached to the 29th because they are short of
sergeants.” A frightening thought went through my mind, what if they knew I had something to
do with knocking out their tanks? I tried to conceal my feelings and was led away by the
interpreter.
He took me to a tent and told me to kneel as I was to be interrogated by a Japanese
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general.
The general arrived, a big fellow with lots of campaign ribbons and an elegant sword.
He sat down and asked, “What did you do in Australia?”
On my knees in front of him, I replied, “I was a farmer in New South Wales.”
He came straight to the point, “What roads are there from Broome across Australia to
the East?”
I said, “I’m a farmer and I don’t really know. I’ve never been to Western Australia.”
He seemed to expect that kind of answer from a farmer.
Throughout the interrogation there was a constant rumble outside, as a huge convoy of
trucks kept pulling up, waiting to be ferried across the river. There must have been over two
hundred of them and they were loaded to the hilt. I had seen them earlier as I came into the
camp. The convoy seemed endless.
“See those trucks - we’ll take Singapore, just like that,” and he snapped his fingers
loudly. Then he started to boast about taking Australia, “We will bomb Darwin in a few days’
time - the largest military convoy ever to sail the seas is on its way right now to take Australia and we will take Australia, just like that.” This time he snapped his fingers even louder.
“Australia has no resistance. What have you to say about that?”
I couldn’t think what to say, my answer just came out. “You may get to Australia, but
you won’t take it.”
He didn’t like it, he took his sheathed sword and belted me around the head and
shoulders for quite a time. When he had enough, he ordered, “Take him away.”
I wasn’t feeling too happy and the sight of that huge convoy headed south didn’t give
me much hope for Singapore holding out. I wasn’t feeling too happy either about his boast to
take Australia, what with the 6th and 7th Divisions in the Middle East, he was right. All that
was left at home was mum and dad and the kids.
That night I was wired to two Dutch airmen, who had been shot down over Malaya.
Left with our hands wired together behind us, we spent a damned uncomfortable night with an
occasional kick in the shins from our Jap guards, to make sure we were still there.
In the morning the guard untied me then took me, alone, in a truck to Pudu Prison in
Kuala Lumpur.
I was pushed through a small gate and left alone in a huge compound, surrounded by a
high concrete wall that seemed to reach the sky. I hadn’t had a wash for weeks, the filth from
the swamp still clung to me and my clothes, my wound oozed a vile pus, I was hungry and
smelt like a pole cat. My spirits began to sag. “If only Mum could see me now,” I mused.
I milked the pus from the wound every day and after about six weeks it healed over.
Four years later, in Heidelberg Military Hospital Melbourne, this so-called bullet hole turned
out to be a piece of shrapnel with a couple of square inches of cloth from my shorts wrapped
around it. The cloth had made it smooth so that it caused a lot less pain than if it had been there
with jagged edges.
That night I was put into the main compound with hundreds of other Scotch and
English men who had been captured during the battle. To my great delight there was another
anti-tanker there, Sergeant Ken Bell from 16th Battery.
I had known Ken from our training days, and together we made a pretty miserable pair,
but how good it was to be able to swap stories and experiences with someone I knew.
A few weeks later, to my further delight, Keith Fletcher joined us in prison. Keith was
my gun crew’s machine gunner and I didn’t think he had made it. He was filthy, he had been in
the jungle for weeks and it took us hours to clean him up with cold water. After his scrub up,
Keith said, “I’m a new man, now I know what it means when they say, cleanliness is next to
godliness.”
It was great to have a mate to talk to and we certainly had plenty to discuss. There was a
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lot of talk around the camp about escaping. A group of us decided we should give it a go too, so
we started planning. First we had to get ourselves as fit as we could, which we tried to achieve
by walking around and around the compound each day. The food we were given didn’t help
much - a scoop of mouldy rice and a spoonful of rock salt for each meal, but planning our
escape gave our morale a great lift.
Our group consisted of a Dutch airman, who knew all about Java and spoke their
language and a Malay Volunteer who had been an Australian rubber plantation owner and had
an intimate knowledge of Malay and could speak Malay, Indian and Chinese fluently. He
became the natural leader of our group. Then there was Ken Bell and myself.
We discussed our plans with another group of five British officers from an Indian
Brigade who were planning their escape by going north, through Thailand, and on to Burma
and India.
A few days before the day of our attempted escape, I was struck down with a severe
attack of dysentery, and was ruled out of the escape attempt by the group.
The two groups took off as planned and we tried to cover for them at roll calls but the
Japs soon found out that the men were missing. Gradually they were all caught and brought
back to the prison. One of the British officers had gone down with an attack of dysentery and
when seeking help from Malay villagers, all five of them were betrayed and handed over to the
Jap authorities - for just a few dollars reward.
The same happened to two of our group, Ken Bell and the Dutch airman. They were
captured by the Malays and bought back to the prison. The Malay Volunteer didn’t do much
better; he evaded capture for about a month before being caught by the Japs. One night, shortly
after all the escapees had been recaptured, we were all herded into our cells and locked in.
Through the small window in my cell I could see the escapees loaded on to a truck with picks
and shovels and then being driven off.
The Camp Commander went to great pains to convince our senior officer, Major
Newton of 19th Battalion, that the escapees were being sent to Outram Road Gaol in
Singapore. They were not. They all had to dig their own graves and were executed.
I couldn’t help thinking how lucky I was when I happened to get this wretched attack of
dysentery. I had lost six stone and was feeling lousy, but I happened to still be alive.
Six months later we were trucked down to Changi Prison Camp in Singapore. It was
great to see my old mates again, and they were certainly amazed to see Keith and me as they
had written us both off, thinking we had been killed in action.
My stay in Changi was short lived, for I was soon drafted into ‘Don’ Force and sent on
my way to work on the Burma-Thai Railway. I first started work on the Wampo embankment
and moved quickly on to Hellfire Pass.
The purge was on and for the next 18 months we worked hard for long hours. If there
was any consolation at all, it was being with one’s mates and working through the ordeal
together. As a sergeant I was in charge of 120 men. Our job was to drill one metre holes in
solid rock for dynamiting, then after blasting, carry away the heavy pieces of rock. Because of
the speedo purge, the hellish rate we were required to work, and the many lives that were lost
working on this cutting, we dubbed it - Hellfire Pass.
It so happened that for no reason, I fell afoul of the senior Jap guard ‘Goldie-tooth’. He
took a morbid delight in belting me at the slightest provocation, if he thought someone wasn’t
working hard enough or even if the dynamite failed to explode.
It became such a mania with him that nothing could happen without him deciding to
give me a belting. I certainly didn’t enjoy it and it unsettled the boys as well. In the end, it got
so bad that I went to the camp sergeant major and asked him if there was any possibility of
transferring to another work party.
“There’s ‘Ichi Nois’ group - rock rolling. How about that?”
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“Anything to get me out of the clutches of that bastard Goldie-tooth,” I said.
“Right,” he said, “Agreed, but you know that the last three sergeant majors we have had
on Ichi Nois’ party have all had to be carried back from the cutting unconscious.”
“Thanks,” I said. I’d made my bed, now I had to lie in it.
I soon learnt that Ichi Nois had a habit of counting the men around midday. It was
almost impossible to count them as they moved around the cutting on their various chores.
Some of them would be on a legitimate ‘banjo’ trip (toilet run) while others would sneak into
the jungle for an illegitimate ‘yasme’ (rest break).
If the count was short and it always was, Ichi Nois would wallop the sergeant in charge
over the head. I thought it would be in my best interests to avoid this unpleasantness and got the
boys together and asked them to always let me know where they were going and if they were
leaving the job, to keep me posted if they were going to do anything unusual or special.
When the time for a check up eventually came, Ichi Nois started to count the 115 men
he was supposed to have on the job. The men were moving around the cutting, drilling holes,
carrying rocks, getting ready for dynamiting, checking tools and doing all sorts of jobs. Of
course he was short. He yelled at me and beckoned me to come over to him. There was just no
way I wanted a clout across the head so I quickly called out to the men to “Fall in” which they
promptly did. Ichi Nois was livid, he began to jump up and down and scream blue murder at
me for calling the men off the job when they should be working.
When he calmed down, we counted the men. There were 116, one more than he started
with. Then with a smile he said, “Joto, you number one soldier, all the men jasmi.”
From then on things went as well as could be expected, until one day, when I was
waiting outside the toolshed where Ichi Nois had gone to check the dynamite and to have a
smoke. I heard a vaguely familiar yell and looked up to see my old adversary Goldie-tooth
coming down the road toward me.
As he got nearer, his pace quickened and he began to brandish his bamboo metre rod in
the air. I called out as loud as I could, “Ichi Nois!” He came racing out, sized up what was
about to happen and being one star senior to Goldie-tooth, gave him the hiding of his life with
his own metre rod.
Suddenly, life didn’t seem that bad at all.
When the job was finished, I was sent down the river to a rest camp at Tamouan.
Being a farmer, it became my lot to be sent to supervise the pig farm. The Japs kept
about 500 pigs penned closely together, which they used to supplement their rations. Before
handing a pig over to their cooks the Japs always made sure that the pig they chose was alive
and kicking and not one that had suffered a kick in the head or become sick.
Aware of this, and with the help of a small hammer, it was surprising the number of
pigs found dead or suffering from a severe kick in the head. With the approval of the Japs, sick
pigs could be used by the Australian cookhouse, as long as we were prepared to put up with the
consequences of eating pigs which died that way.
By now, most of the surviving POWs were concentrated in our area and the Japs
decided to disperse them. So they selected a thousand of us to go out on a ‘Work Party’. It
proved to be a forced march destined for nowhere.
For the next three months we must have marched over 600 miles, scrounging what food
we could and surviving as best we could, in small groups. Our lives depended on our ability to
pilfer and our ingenuity to make use of what we could find around us.
The march was very depressing, we never knew from one day to the next what was
going to happen or what lay in store for us at the end. The only heartening feature was the huge
flights of American planes flying in formation high above us on their way to bomb some place
or other occupied by the Japs.
Then one day, as we trudged through a small Thai village, one of the villagers on the
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blind side of our Jap guards, held up a sign printed in English - “You are free.”
Mingled with hopes, doubts and fears we had a sleepless night. Next morning, we
thought the guards seemed just a little friendlier. As we plodded along, they relaxed their
controls somewhat and we sensed that they were aware the war was over.
Our feelings were quickly dispelled as we arrived at a Jap camp beside a rail station. It
bristled with machine guns and we were put under heavy armed guard.
Undaunted, some of our more optimistic boys decided that they just had to check this
out so they crawled under the wire and went walkabout.
They came back loaded with tucker and full of excitement.
“It’s all over,” they said.
Those of us who stayed back were still not sure “The war may be over, but are we free
or aren’t we?” We put it to the test and taking up our courage, decided on a mass walk out. We
had nearly reached the camp gates, when a quick burst of machine gun fire along the perimeter
walls gave us the answer.
“If the war is over and we are free, the Jap guards don’t know about it yet.”
Then quite out of the blue, an English major parachuted into the camp. He disarmed the
Camp Commandant, and we disarmed the rest of the Jap troops.
We were put on a train to Bangkok and then to Singapore. After a friendly chat with
Lady Mountbatten, the first white woman I had seen in over three years, I boarded a Liberator
and was off on my way home.
A very weary and world worn traveller, well seasoned by all that had happened to him,
was met by his parents at Heidelberg Military Hospital for the most unforgettable family
reunion in his life.
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FINKY’S STORY
THAILAND, THE BIOKE MARU AND NAGASAKI
It was early in 1942, and I had just had my 21st birthday party in the Salvo’s Red Shield tent in
Mersing. We were on our way down the Malay Peninsula toward Singapore in a military
manoeuvre we soon came to know as ‘fighting a rear guard action’.
Having leapfrogged our guns down the road toward Singapore without seeing any
action, we reached an open, hilly, pineapple plantation which we had to cross to get to the
Causeway.
Two Japanese planes casually circled overhead.
Under cover of the surrounding rubber trees, our driver, Percy Searle, pulled off the
road to join the numerous other trucks and troops sheltering there. Our lovely old Marmon
Harrington truck slowly sank to its axles in the soggy ground, leaving our anti-tank gun
stranded forlornly behind it.
An armoured car, manned by Scotties, was preparing to make a dash for it; it had a tow
bar and would take us and our gun across the plantation. The six of us clambered aboard, the
driver clanged down his visor, yelled out “Hold tight,” and roared off across the plantation,
with us clinging precariously on the outside.
The two Jap pilots on seeing us, signalled to each other from their open cockpits and
line ahead banked toward us. The bombs seemed to fall slowly, then exploded with a deafening
roar - the armoured car swerved and raced on - we clung on madly and made the cover of the
other side before the planes could turn and make a second run. I picked out a small piece of
shrapnel from my wrist. I was surprised it did not hurt or bleed much.
We managed to acquire another vehicle, hooked our gun to it and towed it to a position
on the Singapore side of the causeway, and later were given orders to draw back to the air field
at Tanglin. That night the Japs crossed the Straits and invaded Singapore.
The Gordon Highlanders were holding up an advance party of Japs, and we joined them
with our 303s and machine guns. We had the advantage of being in a deep drain under cover of
rubber trees, and when the firing ceased our gun crew was still intact. It was my first sobering
encounter with the enemy.
We then had orders to move to a roundabout at Bona Vista Road, where we positioned
our gun and dug ourselves in. Johnny Gray’s gun crew had done the same thing in a clump of
banana palms just across the road from us. A dud mortar landed in his foxhole between
Johnny’s outstretched legs. Quick as a flash he joined me in mine.
We were using our anti-tank guns to fire high explosive shells at Jap troops and snipers
in nearby rubber trees and were on the receiving end of their mortar and rifle fire. I was
stretched out in my funkhole, firing at everything in front of me that moved, when I felt a dull
thud in my right shoulder and my arm collapsed. I was taken to our Casualty Clearing Station
and on to Victoria Hall in Singapore, which was serving as an army hospital.
It was the end of the war for me.
The next day, the war was over for everyone. We had lost the Battle of Singapore.
The hospital overflowed with wounded, and the aisles were cluttered with men lying on
stretchers. I hadn’t slept for three nights and was feeling pretty hazy. I vaguely remembered
some doctors attending to my wound before they moved on to a more serious case.
The following morning I walked out of hospital and came across an injured and
distraught Pom who wanted to get into the hospital.
I exchanged my hospital attire for his service outfit and wandered off through the ruins
of Singapore.
Chinatown had suffered a particularly heavy gruelling from the Jap air raids; people
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were searching through the rubble to recover their dead.
It was quite an uncanny feeling coming face to face with Jap soldiers wandering around
inspecting the city they had just captured so easily, and who only hours before had been our
enemy. At first I was uncertain and afraid as to how they would react, but they took not the
slightest notice of me, and we passed each other without any recognition or expression of
interest. Not a word was spoken, nor was there the slightest sign of threat or confrontation. It
seemed amazing to me that only hours before, we had been required to kill each other.
After wandering around aimlessly for a few hours, I came across an English MP who
told me that the Anti-Tank Regiment had mustered in the Singapore Botanical Gardens. When I
ultimately found them, all I could see was a disorderly array of guns and trucks, but what a
great feeling of relief and happiness it was to be with my old army mates again!
I had just time for a tin of bully and some army biscuits when we set off on the long,
tiring, never-ending trek to Changi. As we marched along, there were signs of the horror of war
all around us - decapitated heads of Chinese, stuck on bamboo stakes seemed to line every bend
in the road.
Arriving at Changi, we made ourselves as comfortable as our meagre possessions
would allow, and so began our introduction to our new diet of rice, our first encounter with
perpetual hunger, and the strange effects of our restricted diet-prolonged constipation.
We all lost weight rapidly. One night, having stretched out on my groundsheet on the
concrete floor of the barracks, I got up to clear away what I thought was a stone under my
groundsheet, but there was nothing there. Des Dawe, who was lying beside me asked me what I
was trying to do, so I told him. He thought I was ‘rice happy’ until he noticed a small lump on
my back. To our surprise it turned out to be the Jap bullet which I thought the doctors had
removed while I was in my tired, semi conscious state in hospital.
Des found he could move the bullet around quite easily and he manoeuvred it between
two ribs, where it was out of harm’s way, and where it stayed until my return home. The bullet
happened to have stopped about an inch short of my spine.
Life in the early days of Changi was pretty easy going. Occasionally we would have a
break on a work party, collecting fire wood or sea water for cooking, or at worst, have a stint on
latrine duties digging bore holes.
On one occasion we were taken on a Jap army truck to a sandy strip of beach near
Changi and told to dig a long deep pit; we were not told why. However, we were soon to find
out. On our way back to camp, our truck pulled over to the side of the road to let other Jap
trucks pass. Each truck was jammed full of Chinese in their black pyjama-like outfits, standing
silently with their hands bound behind them.
My next move was to Thompson Road Barracks to build a road to a Jap shrine in the
jungle around the Singapore Golf Course, and to construct a memorial for the Japs on the hill at
Bukit Timah, the site of one of the last big battles before capitulation.
We cleared a road through the jungle and covered it with road metal. As it neared
completion, Des Dawe and I were filling potholes, well away from the rest of the work party.
Our guard didn’t hear the call for our regular ‘jasmi’ or smoko, so we had to carry on working.
After a fair while we told our guard that it was about time we had a jasmi. He agreed and we
flopped down on a log and lit up our butts of hag’s bush.
We had hardly sat down when a Jap car approached; Des and I took no notice of it and
carried on with our smoko. The car stopped right in front of us and a Jap officer jumped out. He
was fuming; we had not saluted a Japanese officer, and we were sitting down when we should
have been working!
We were guilty of showing disrespect for a Japanese officer and, as we were not
working, of sabotage.
He lined us both up on the road with our Jap guard, who was about as scared as we
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were, in front of us. The officer ranted and raved, drew out his sword and began slashing at a
thick hard branch of a guava tree. He cut it like a blade of grass. He kept yelling at us, flashing
his sword in the air, barely missing Des and me. Our Jap guard kept bowing, frantically trying
to tell him what had happened. Then with a snarl and a grunt, the officer slapped him across the
face, knocking him to the ground, and still fuming, stomped over to his car and was driven off.
Two very chastened and sweaty bodies marched back to Thompson Road, too numbed
to appreciate the lucky break they had just had.
As we worked on the Bukit Timah memorial, groups of Japanese foreign diplomats
who were being expatriated from distant places like Argentina and Bolivia visited the shrine.
Knowing we were Australians they would invariably come over and talk to us, and without
exception they would tell us their beliefs which have now become so indelibly ingrained on the
minds of POWs.
“You are lucky, for you the war is over, but for Japan it will never be over until we take
Australia and we will take it one day, whether it be as a result of this war or some other time.
One day Japan will own Australia.”
When the shrine had been completed, we emptied a bucket of white ants under the
wooden totem pole inscribed with Jap symbols, which we had erected, and returned to Changi,
hoping for a good old loaf.
However, we were not in Changi long, before we were drafted into ‘Don’ Force, one of
the many parties of men to be sent to work on the Burma-Thai railway. We were not too
worried at the time, as we all thought work would help pass the time of day more quickly - little
did we know.
At the Singapore Railway Station we were herded into small steel rice trucks, about 30
men to a truck. Shut in, it quickly became hot and steamy, and we struggled for breath. After
travelling for a long interval the train would stop and the guards position themselves along the
line. While the engine refuelled we would be given a small serve of boiled rice, attend to our
toiletry needs along the line, and make the most of the fresh air.
Back in the trucks, we crouched and sweated, still and silent. After travelling for five
days we arrived at Bampong Rail Junction in Thailand. After a night’s stopover and we were
loaded onto rail trolleys carrying steel rails and were off into the jungle to begin our work on
the Burma Rail.
When the line came to a stop, we off-loaded and marched on through various staging
camps and watering holes, working on such jobs as clearing jungle tracks, cutting out huge
clumps of spiky bamboo, pile driving, felling trees for trestle bridges and even as log handlers
for the elephants hauling logs.
Elephants, with their Thai drivers squatted on their heads, were used to haul logs out of
the jungle for the bridges we were building. A harness was placed over the elephant’s head to a
rope attached to a log they dragged behind along a rough jungle path. Three of us were
allocated to each elephant, our job was to lever the log over any roots, rocks, or large obstacle
that obstructed it.
The elephant we worked with was quick to learn that if he stopped at even the slightest
obstruction, we would move in and lever the log over it for him, saving himself a lot of effort
and trouble. Angy Bliss, one of our team, got a bit fed up with this and said to us “Look
fellows, elephants are supposed to be stronger than us but we’re supposed to be smarter, so let’s
get smart.” So we did. Next time the elephant baulked at a small ant hill, we did nothing. So did
the elephant.
To break the stalemate and establish ourselves as the superior race, Angy went over in
front of the elephant and facing it, hands on hips as defiant as he could be, said “Come on, you
great lolloping bastard, pull the bloody log off yourself.” The elephant just stood there. Angy
gave it another burst of his wrath. With that, the elephant slowly lifted his curled trunk and
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landing it on Angy’s chest, gently pushed him over into the mud.
We burst out laughing, so much so that we nearly wet ourselves. Our Jap guard and the
elephant’s driver joined in the laughter. The elephant just stood there, his beady eyes twinkling
and his mouth open in a smile as though he was enjoying the fun every bit as much as we were.
The elephant continued to stop at every slight obstruction, as though to show us who was the
smarter.
So far the going had been reasonably tolerable.
When we ultimately arrived at our main work site camp, Kenyu 2 (K2), it was nothing
but a patch of jungle that had just been cleared. It was located at a spot along the line where
there was a great need for railway cuttings and bridges, and it was here that the purge started.
Now there was an urgent rush to complete the line. Everything had to be done in a great
hurry, everything was ‘Speedo - speedo’, the Japs became agitated and hostile, the monsoons
poured down their inhospitable, warm, steamy rain on us, and we slushed through the muddy
tracks in the dark hours of the morning and night to drill rocks with heavy sledge hammers and
steel bars (‘hammer and tap’ to us - ‘tinker-tinker’ to the Japs) then carry away the heavy
chunks of rock to help build the next embankment.
Barefooted, our mud softened skin became ulcerated. As we were without protection,
malaria mosquitoes began to wreak their havoc causing high fevers and acute headaches,
malnutrition took its toll with beriberi; dysentery was commonplace, and men began to die.
Each day we would stagger back to camp and have a splash in the nearby stream. When
the stream became contaminated with cholera, we were restricted to a ‘lick and promise’ from a
billy of boiled sterilised water. We then had our evening meal of rice and dried vegetable soup
and finally flopped on to our bamboo slats, only to be attacked by hordes of eagerly awaiting
bugs and lice.
It seemed we were only on our bunks for a few minutes before the Jap guards would
race around the camp with their ‘Kurra, kurra, speedo’. We would tumble out of our tents, line
up for tanko to be counted, gulp down a serve of hot claggy rice, ready for another plod through
the mud to the cutting and another session of hammer and tap and rock lumping.
Most of our guards were low ranking privates, but being miles away in the jungle, they
had unlimited authority over us and beat us on the slightest provocation. While drilling rocks in
the Kenyu cutting, holding and turning the bar while my hammer and tap mate, George Dixon
swung the hammer, an irate guard raced over to us yelling out ‘Kurra, bugero, speedo speedo’
and swiped us with his bamboo rod.
Not looking up, from under my hat I muttered exasperatedly, “Ah, get stuffed.”
(Actually the expression was a little stronger.) Enraged, the guard belted me across the head
with his stick. Then he pushed me over to the side of the cutting, made me kneel on the ground
and then put a small log behind my legs making me lean back on it. He then made me pick up a
heavy piece of rock and hold it above my head. Whenever I lowered the rock he would beat me
again until I ultimately lost consciousness. That night, the boys helped me back to camp and I
learnt a lesson on survival I was never to forget.
Many of us had amoebic dysentery, which was bad enough, but we were soon to
experience the awful effect of cholera which took the lives of so many of our men. Our camp
latrine (banjo) was situated down a muddy track, well away from our living area. We were told
by the Australian doctor at our camp, Captain Millard, that we must always make it to the
banjo, no matter what. Any alternative could only mean the infection and possible death of a
mate.
By now I was about half my normal weight and with another attack of dysentery I was
put into the hospital hut, alongside Arthur Jolly, with several other men who had dysentery or
maybe cholera. Getting up and down all night to make it to the banjo was a pretty exasperating
business and sometime after midnight I just flopped down on the slats, completely exhausted. I
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was sure I was at the end of my tether and I blacked out.
When I awoke in the early hours of the morning, it was almost with disbelief. The
Englishman on the other side of Arthur was less fortunate, and died during the night. He was
carried away and buried in the ever-growing camp cemetery.
Some time later I was classified ‘light duties’ and sent back to work. Rather than return
to the ‘Hellfire Pass’ cutting our boys were working on, I was attached to the English party
working on the compressor cutting. The Poms had pneumatic compressors to drill the rocks and
this was regarded as much lighter work than hammer and tap. As it happened, I was put with a
gang to clear away the rocks after blasting.
I carried rocks until the early afternoon when I collapsed, completely exhausted, and lay
down on the shady side of the cutting where I rested and passed out. When I came to it was
dark and I was alone. The work party had long since left the cutting and returned to the camp.
I crawled and stumbled along the rocky muddy track. After what seemed hours, I finally
reached the closed gates of the camp and called out for help.
The guard hauled me into the camp and having given me a crack over the head, stood
me in front of the open fire outside their guardhouse while he consulted with his superiors. As I
was outside the camp when everyone else had returned from work, the guards assumed that I
had either been trying to escape or had been illegally dealing with the Thai traders, and so I was
further beaten until I again passed out.
I began to wonder what kind of God would want all this to happen to us.
Some time later, having got back to my old work party, we worked on the cutting all
day. On arriving back at camp we were told that we had to trek down to the Kenyu River Camp
to unload supply barges throughout the night.
It was a long tortuous walk down the steep rocky bank of the river with only the light of
the moon to go by. I had just had another attack of dysentery and was feeling pretty weak, so
George Dixon told me to hide in the scrub along the track and the boys would do my share of
the work. Hours later when the work was finished, the boys collected me and helped me back
to camp.
It was about this time that work took a sudden change of direction and we had a break
from the regular hammer and tap job, to work on the ‘Horseshoe Bridge’ which for obvious
reasons was soon to be dubbed the ‘Pack of Cards’ bridge. This was a two-tier trestle bridge
built by Indian labour. It was about half a mile long and stretched across a valley like a crescent
moon. As it neared completion, it suddenly collapsed like a line of dominoes or a pack of cards.
This wouldn’t have been so unusual. What was unusual was the decision of the Jap
engineers to haul the whole half mile or so of the bridge back to its upright position. It had to be
impossible. This was not the way the Japs saw it. Ropes, many made from rice straw, were tied
to each of the trestles. On the day we were to haul it back into position there was a crowd
gathered around it like a scene from a Cecil B. de Mille film set.
The Jap engineers took up position on the collapsed bridge, there were thousands of
Indian labourers, elephants with their Thai drivers and, of course, ourselves with our Jap guards
to ensure we were suitably motivated. At the given command, the Japs started yelling and
screaming, everyone started to grunt and groan, the elephant drivers dug their spikes in, and
everyone pulled and hauled and heaved. The Jap guards kept whipping up our enthusiasm,
when, lo and behold the whole half mile of bridge suddenly became upright. The engineers
secured it to either end by hammering in a few dog spikes, a great cheer went up, and we were
given a ten minute smoko break.
Then to our amazement, the engineers decided that the whole bridge should be earthed
in and made into an embankment. The ground around was rocky and almost devoid of soil. It
was an impossible task or, if not impossible, it would have to take years.
Nevertheless we were armed with chunkles (native hoes) and a small basket which held
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about two shovels of earth, and away we went. One team scratched out enough soil to fill the
baskets, the other joined the never-ending stream of labourers dumping the soil onto the
embankment, and then returning for the next. It was like a long line of ants trying to build the
pyramids. Each small basket of earth we dumped on the embankment tumbled down the side
and simply disappeared. It all seemed so futile. We were sure we would spend the rest of our
days as POWs building up the embankment. Amazingly, primitive as the method may have
been, the job was ultimately completed in a far less time than I ever thought possible.
This experience has always stayed with me particularly when I have a long task ahead
of me which I am reluctant to start because I think I could never finish it. Then I think of the
‘Pack of Cards’ bridge, and get on with the job.
The months passed slowly and we were moved from K2 to Hintock and on to Kinsia.
Many died in these camps and many were evacuated to the hospital camps down the river at
Tarso and Kamburi.
On one occasion we were required to carry rations over the mountain range to a group
of English POWs at the Hintok Road camp. We climbed up the narrow mountain track carrying
the supplies and eventually arrived at the camp.
Outside the camp were two near skeletons dressed only in oversize Bombay bloomers
digging a pit. Alongside them was a pile of seven or eight bodies waiting to be buried.
Surrounding them were neat piles of earth all with ten or so small bamboo crosses on them. The
grave diggers told us that similar burial parties occurred every day.
There was little sign of life around the camp, so we walked into the two long huts that
comprised the camp. Inside lay the English work party, impoverished, sick and emaciated.
They were barely able to talk. The whole camp had been stricken with some dreadful form of
dysentery. There didn’t seem to be anyone in charge or anyone to look after them. The stench
of death was all around them.
We dumped our supplies outside the huts and we had just begun to talk to one of the
fitter men in his absurdly lose fitting Bombay bloomers, when one of our guards intervened,
calling out ‘Kurra-kurra’, so we wished him well and hurried away and trekked back to camp,
knowing little about the men we had just seen, but never having seen so many people in such
shocking condition. Later on we heard that they had all died.
The next stage of our work was to lay the lines through the cuttings and build the trestle
bridges between them. This involved hauling logs out of the jungle, man-handling them into
position on the bridge, then hammering in dog spikes to hold them together. Sometimes we
would cement the uprights into the ground. It was always ‘Speedo-speedo’ and woe betide
anyone seen not working his hardest.
Eric Cooper and I teamed up and worked together on a bridge party. Each man on the
work party had to carry a bag of cement from the camp, barefooted, along a jungle track to a
bridge we were constructing, three or four miles away.
Alongside the track a huge pit had been dug which was rapidly filling up with the
bodies of the Indian Tamil work-force, who, through lack of personal hygiene, were dying of
cholera like flies. Many of our boys went down with cholera, which took over their lives
amazingly quickly. Our doctors decided that it was best to cremate their bodies and as we
walked past their funeral pyres on our way back to camp, we would wonder who it was who
had just died.
Eric had a bad attack of dysentery. He could eat very little and had become very weak,
but everything was speedo speedo, and the sick had to work as well as the fit. Resting on the
hillside near the bridge we were working on, during our lunch break; Eric, unable to eat his
rice, offered it to me. Hungry as I was, but fearing that he might have contacted cholera, I
politely declined, telling him, that, as he was so weak, it would be better for him if he made the
effort to eat as much of it as he could. We continued to work, battling on with our bags of
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cement, Eric struggling through until the Hintock bridge was completed when he was
evacuated to a hospital camp down the river.
Though the guards were tough and pushed us hard with their speedo speedo purge, they
were always strangely unpredictable. On one occasion when about six of us were hauling a log
into position on the bridge, it swung out of control and we had to let go of the rope. The log
tumbled down the bridge hitting one of the guards on the side of his head.
It so happened that this guard, nicknamed ‘Skull’, was a thickset arrogant bully of a
fellow, feared for his compulsive habit of belting any one of us who came within range. Fearing
reprisal, we quickly abandoned the rope and found ourselves other jobs before he could race up
to the top of the bridge to wreak his vengeance; that was, all of us except one small squatly
built member of our regiment, ‘Dagwood’, who remained desperately clinging on to the rope
with all his might.
Skull arrived on the top of the bridge brandishing his club, fire in his eyes. On seeing
Dagwood all alone struggling to hold the rope, he lowered his club, a huge grin came over his
face, he put his arm around Dagwood and led him off to sit with him, giving him extra rations
and letting him off any further work for the day.
Food was always scarce, and scrounging became the order of the day. None was as bold
as Peter Dawson, who adopted a simple but gutsy approach to supplement our rations. The rice
store was conveniently set up near the guard house. Full of confidence, Peter would walk up to
the guard house, bow subserviently and move on to the rice store. There, he would bow again
to the Jap on guard, walk into the store, shoulder a bag of rice, move out in the direction of the
Jap cookhouse, and then detour back to our lines with his precious spoils.
On one occasion the Japs built their store on bamboo stilts in the middle of a waist-deep
creek. The guards were quite confident that their store was secure and so relaxed their
vigilance. Peter was quick to note this and recruiting a couple of us to help him, would then
proceed, under cover of night, to raid it. Wading quietly down the rippling stream, we would
sneak underneath the floor of the store. Peter would then ease the bamboo slats apart, shoulder
out a bag of rice, or maybe, sugar, and off we would go.
As time went by, we finally reached the stage at Kinsia when there were only two of us
anti-tankers left in ‘Don’ force - Alby Broderick and I.
Until this time Alby and I were like chalk and cheese; we were poles apart, I was a
‘shiny bum’ clerk and he was a rough and ready labourer, loud and cocksure. We clashed
whenever we came together. We literally hated each other’s guts. The need to survive brought
us together. On the very first day we found ourselves alone, Alby came over to me and said,
“Look Baron, we are stuck in this together, we may as well make the most of it. Let’s bury the
hatchet.”
And so we worked together, travelling up and down the line, fettling and straightening
it out with a crew of Jap railway gangers.
Quickly we developed a good working partnership. Alby’s background, his arrogance
and his cockiness turned him into a courageous scrounger; a real tough battler. I guess I
contributed an idea or two, but I was happy to accept my role as the lesser partner. We stole
anything we could lay our hands on from the Japs, imitation Parker pens, pencils, office stores,
and we unashamedly stole from the Thai river boatmen and traded one against the other.
We stole, foraged, scrounged, bartered and survived together. When I was in camp
hospital with an attack of yellow jaundice and an aversion for rice, Alby always managed to
scrounge something appetising for me every day, a hand of bananas, a couple of duck eggs and
even the odd measure of the treasured goula malacca - native palm sugar.
When I was covered with an excruciating dose of scabies, Alby got hold of a bath tub
and to my amazement, by getting himself a job to clean up the Jap First Aid hut, managed to
scrounge a couple of spoonfuls of Condy’s crystals. In a jungle camp with scabies, a bath in a
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tub of hot water was a truly delirious experience.
Alby and I developed a strong respect for each other’s differences and we became close
friends for life. I learnt another profound and meaningful lesson in human relations, mateship
and survival.
When the line was completed and sturdy enough for light Jap trains to travel slowly
along it, Alby and I, together with the remainder of the work party at Kinsia, were rewarded
with a spell at a rest camp down the line on the banks of the Mekong River. The Jap sergeant in
charge of the camp had a healthy respect for those men who had worked through to the
completion of the line. There were only a handful of guards with him, but they were quite
unconcerned about us and seemed more intent on having a rest themselves.
To comply with Jap orders that all POWs must work, the sergeant ordered us to bring
back our small dixies full of clean river sand. As we returned to camp at the end of each day,
we would empty our sand on the path outside his hut, and he would stand in the doorway and
mark us off on his roll. We were free to roam without having a guard constantly hovering
around us and enjoyed a refreshing sense of freedom.
After a few weeks of this idyllic life, the Jap sergeant called us together. Until now he
had always kept himself distant from us, but that night he became quite friendly and addressed
us in perfect English for the first time. He told us that we were a select group of workers and in
appreciation for this, we had been chosen to go to the Land of the Rising Sun and Cherry
Blossom to work in their renowned shipyards. Then quietly, with a revealing smile, he went on
to tell us that he had been a member of his country’s basketball team which competed in the
Berlin Olympic Games in 1936.
On our trek back to the rail junction at Bampong, we had stopovers at the various
hospital camps down the line until we reached the main camps at Tarsoa and Kamburi.
To see so many of our old mates with their thin bony skeletons and ulcerated legs was
not a pleasant sight. Our CO’s driver, Jim Foley was very sick with dysentery. He was horribly
thin and slowly dying. Alby and I strung together an old ground sheet across two bamboo poles
and propped the stretcher up so that it could keep his bony skeleton off the hard bamboo slats.
A good Christian, Jim knew his number was up. On our last visit to him before he died,
he told us so and promised to have a pot of beer waiting for us when we got up there to join
him.
And so we were off again on our way back to Changi in our hot, steamy, suffocating
rice trucks.
Back at Changi we were quickly regrouped with other of our anti-tank mates and
trucked to Singapore Harbour.
The ship that was to take us to Japan was the old broken down hulk of a Canadian
freighter that in all probability had been sold to Japan for scrap iron. The boys quickly dubbed
it the Bioke Maru, bioke being the Jap word for sick
We straggled aboard, each of us having been given a pad of latex rubber to carry with
us, presumably to serve as a life jacket, but as it didn’t float, it certainly made useful cargo.
Half our group was despatched to the forward hold, the other half to the stern. To our surprise
the holds were already laden with layers of tin ingots, tallow and more latex blocks. About two
hundred of us were crammed on top of the cargo in the space that was left.
We were squeezed in so tightly that we could only fit by sitting up with our knees apart,
to provide a space for the person in front, and so we sat until all the men had been crowded into
the hold and the hatches battened down. We were now off on what was to become one of the
longest and most oppressive journeys of our lives.
We spent the first few days trying to settle down, getting used to life in the dark steamy
hold, only being able to move by moving someone else, always to his annoyance. We slowly
got used to the constant contact with the sweaty bodies around us.
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A bango box was strung over the side of the ship to serve as a toilet, and anyone
needing to use it had to disturb all those bodies between him and the box. Tempers were pretty
frayed at first, but calmed down as the men became resigned to it all as part of their trials and
tribulations.
Apart from its prime purpose, the use of the banjo box was the only way to get some
fresh air, but a guard was posted there to make sure you didn’t overstay your time.
We were part of a convoy including three ships loaded with English POWs, several
small freighters which seemed to be forever zigzagging around us, and three small naval escort
vessels.
Apart from the niggling problems we had trying to sleep upright and get ourselves as
comfortable as possible and the many arguments we had playing ‘animal, mineral or vegetable’
or worse still, the quiz sessions some of the smarties dreamed up to help pass the time of day;
we arrived in Manila harbour - so far uneventfully.
We spent several weeks in the harbour, and the Japs relaxed their vigilance and we were
allowed on deck to enjoy the fresh air and the luxury of hosing ourselves down with seawater.
During the time we were anchored there, a large number of Jap naval vessels came and
went. Battleships, aircraft carriers and troopships, all so heavily loaded with Jap troops that the
men were crowded on the decks. The ships stayed a while, then formed convoys and sailed out.
Sometimes it seemed the same ships would return shortly again after leaving the harbour; little
did we know that a pack of American submarines was patrolling the seas around the straits of
Corregidor.
Ultimately it was our turn to steam out. We were part of a convoy of some ten heavily
laden freighters, with an escort of small naval vessels, including a couple of destroyers. It was
near nightfall as we passed Corregidor on our way to Formosa, when suddenly there were a
series of explosions. The flashes lit up our hold, and ships in the convoy were exploding
erratically around us, some near, some far off. We wondered whether the Bioke would be next,
or whether the old hulk looked such an unimpressive target as to be not worth attacking.
Some of us thought that perhaps through allied intelligence in Manila, the submarine
commanders might have been alerted to the presence of POWs on board the old Bioke. This
however was unlikely as the three ships carrying the British troops were all sunk in the attack.
Later, when we anchored in Formosa harbour, we saw Jap destroyers arrive with British POWs
crowded on their decks.
Des Dawe and I found a way to escape the oppressive heat in the hold and sleep
outside. Under the pretence of needing the banjo box we would both sneak over to a large
wooden water tank, help each other to the top where we would lie down quietly and enjoy the
cool night air, always making sure we were back in our hold before sunrise.
The old Bioke chugged on its way to the Land of the Cherry Blossom, our convoy
being now reduced to five ships. As we reached Formosa, the skipper promptly ran the old hulk
on to a sandbar, so we stayed there a few days until the tide was right and she was towed off.
We hadn’t left Formosa long when we ran into one of the China Sea’s notorious
typhoons. Huge waves lashed the old Bioke, and it pitched and tossed so much that from where
we were down in the hold, we could see the spray from the huge rolling waves being whipped
up by the fierce wind.
The ship’s captain, an imperturbable old seafarer, came to our hold and made it clear to
us that he was having difficulties keeping up steam to hold the Bioke’s nose into the wind. The
regular ship’s stokers were pooped and he needed volunteer stokers. We didn’t appear to have
much choice as it would have been impossible to survive in the seas around us. Shovelling coal
in the bowels of the ship didn’t seem a much worse alternative, so for once in our lives, Des
and I volunteered, fairly certain that this time, we might favourably influence our fate. All
through the night we shovelled coal, enjoying an extra ration from a kerosene tin full of boiled
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rice, especially provided for the ship’s stokers.
When we returned back on deck, we were amazed to see that the old Bioke had
anchored peacefully in the lee of a strange cone-shaped volcano. We were so close that we
could almost touch the islanders in their weird straw coats (looking like stooks of hay) tending
their cattle. Des and I gave each other a happy slap on the back. Whacko! the old Bioke had
made it.
The typhoon had caused a leak to develop in the bow of the ship. At first this was
welcomed by the boys who were quick to take the opportunity for a refreshing shower. But the
hole got larger and larger and the water started to gush in, so we thought it in our best interests
to summon the ship’s captain.
The old boy, as composed as ever, nonchalantly strolled back to the bridge. Some time
later, the ship’s carpenter arrived with a large pine log. We helped him force it into the hole
against the rush of water now pouring in. This done, he calmly hammered a couple of pieces of
timber across to hold the log in position and the old Bioke sailed sturdily on her way.
We disembarked at Moji, a sorry, scruffy, sea-worn bunch of men if ever there was.
From here we travelled in the comparative luxury of third class train travellers to our new camp
in Nagasaki. It was in the early hours of the morning and the Japanese countryside sparkled in
the sun. After our three months at sea it just looked so quiet and still, so heavenly and peaceful.
At Nagasaki we joined a workforce of American and Dutch POWs. As we entered the
camp alongside the guard house where we stopped to pay our dutiful respects to the Jap camp
commander, there, in a small bamboo cage was an American soldier. He had been forced to
squat in the cage for several days for some misdemeanour. It was a grim reminder to us of the
standard of discipline we could expect.
We were set to work in the renowned Mitsubishi dockyards, and so began our careers as
shipbuilders and dockers. The ships being built were cargo vessels, about ten thousand tons or
so, and were being hastily assembled at the rate of one a month.
At the dockyards we were allotted tasks according to our size and fitness, the biggest
and strongest became welders and riveters and the more fragile were given the unskilled jobs. I
became a ship’s plater.
Our plating team consisted of a mixed batch of young and old Jap ship workers with a
few POWs to carry the wire slings which were hooked to the steel plates. Cranes lifted the
plates from a pile on the dock and moved them into their position on the ship being built.
The Jap crew spent most of their time arguing where the slings should be placed so that
the plates would be properly balanced when they were hauled into position on the ship. My
contribution was to simply follow the plating crew around, carrying a small wire sling in the
event they might need it.
Work on the ships was pretty rough and ready. On one occasion the plate we were
positioning had a space for a porthole cut in it. It was supposed to go on the upper deck, but
there was already a plate fixed there without such a hole.
After a somewhat boisterous discussion, a welder and plate cutter was summoned. He
cut out a circle for the porthole in the plate positioned on the upper deck and then welded the
piece he had cut out on to the plate that was now positioned below the ship’s waterline.
Everyone was quite happy with their achievement. The fact that the plate fitted below the
waterline, was a thinner gauge, didn’t seem to matter the slightest bit.
The dockyards teamed with bosses, guards and police. First there were our own camp
guards, then our dockyard supervisors, ‘gunsos’. Over them were the Naval Police, ‘munjies’,
and over them, the most feared of all, the Japanese gestapo. They all maintained a healthy
interest in us, particularly the gestapo who seemed to lurk around every corner ready to swoop
on us on the slightest pretext.
There were about twenty workers in our plating team and as everyone seemed to get in
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everyone else’s way, I was demoted and forfeited my wire sling to one of the young girls in the
crew. I was then given a birch broom with orders to sweep up the dockyards. Tommy Hallahan
used to joke that it was sometimes difficult to tell the difference between me and the broom.
It was now winter, and winter in Japan meant bitterly cold winds which swept across
the dockyards, chilling us to the bone. Even the paper pulp blanket that I had cut a hole in and
draped over me and wore under my work jacket did little to keep out the cold.
One day, feeling frozen stiff and trying to keep the chilling winds at bay, I paused to try
to rub some warmth into my numb hands, when one of the gestapo pounced on me, yelling,
“Buggero no work sabatago” and knocked me down onto the deck. Such acts of ‘sabotage’
were punishable by a stint of three weeks rock carrying at night after we had finished off our
normal twelve-hour shift at the dockyards.
The Japs were excavating a nearby mountain either to use as an air raid shelter or as a
site for an underground factory. As the rocks were blasted, those of us guilty of sabotage had to
carry them out on bamboo slings, or as we called them, ‘yo yos’, to the edge of the waterside
about a mile away. The rocks we unloaded over the side, then became part of the dockyard’s
land reclamation project.
Because this was punishment for our crime, we were worked to the limit of our
endurance. By the time I had finished my hard labour hauling rocks, I was down to well below
half my normal weight but still had to work with the plating gang during the day.
The old Jap gunso (supervisor) in charge of the plating crew I was attached to decided
that I was not going to be much use to him, so at considerable risk to himself he used to hide
me in his personal locker-cum-lunch room. Each day, as soon as his crew moved off to work,
he would gesture to me to go into his locker. There I would sit and stay out of the chilly winds,
hopefully out of harm’s way.
At lunchtime the old gunso would walk past the caboose, give it a bang with his
hammer and walk on until he was well clear. I would casually walk out carrying a sling and
join my work party for lunch and he would return to his caboose for his lunch. After lunch he
would beckon me to go back to the locker. He continued to take this risk and look after me for
the rest of the time I was attached to his gang.
Every morning at roll call, we were made to parade, clad only in our towels. The
ground was covered with a thick layer of snow. After roll call we were made to rub our bodies
with the snow for five to ten minutes, supposedly to help immunise us against the winter cold. I
caught pneumonia and finished up in the camp’s sick bay alongside my good friend Wiggy
Miller.
Wiggy had a deep-seated cyst in his buttock and the Jap medicos had cut a sort of
sprinkler system around it, presumably to help drain it. Each morning the Jap orderlies would
gather around to syringe it out and chatter away excitedly as they watched their sprinkler
system at work. Wiggy would just clench his teeth on the pillow and ride it out.
Quite a few weeks later, back at work with the plating gang, I developed a cyst on my
right knee and the Jap doctor decided to lance it and scour it out. Each morning on his rounds
he would come over to me, grasp my leg and hold it firmly between his jack boots while he
gouged away at it with a long handled ‘salt’ spoon. His eyes were always fixed to mine and he
seemed to enjoy watching for changes in my expression as he jabbed away.
Back at work, allied air raids were by now, becoming more and more frequent.
Whenever there was a likelihood of an attack on the dockyards we were quickly hustled into a
large air raid tunnel or one of the docks, uncomfortably located well below the water line.
The constant air attacks and the effects of the blockade resulted in a shortage of steel
and work at the dockyards ground to a halt. All the Aussie dockyard workers were then
transferred from Nagasaki to Nakama, a small mining town, some eighty miles away.
The fittest of us worked down the mines, in shifts around the clock. Work in the
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underground was pretty rugged and hazardous, and after a short time, just as Andy Malcolm
and Cliff Moss were coming up the shaft after their shift, there was a rumble and a rush of air
and the whole mine collapsed.
I was among the less fit and was given the task of tallyman for a group of a dozen or so
of us working on a garden party. The garden was in a clearing in a pine forest on the hills about
five miles from camp. We planted and hoed sweet potatoes and then dug a large pit, supposedly
for their storage.
During this time Japan was being battered by allied air attacks and the atmosphere was
so hazy from the smoke caused by their bombs that the sun always appeared like a great red
balloon in the sky. American fighter-bombers buzzed around us constantly, bombing and
strafing the local towns and villages. Sometimes through the haze we could see the beautiful
sight of the sleek silver bodies of Flying Fortresses on a bombing raid.
On several occasions when returning home from work, a fighter-bomber would flash
into sight. We would hit the deck in the drains beside the road. The planes would swoop down
on us and without opening fire, sweep upwards, roll and disappear into the haze. It was though
the pilot recognised us a bunch of POWs in need of inspiration.
Back at camp another work party was excavating a large pit in the parade ground. We
were told it was to be an air raid shelter. The old Jap gardener in charge of our work party had
other ideas. In halting English he told us that everyone in Japan was getting ready for an
invasion by the Americans and they were all prepared to fight to the last man, woman and
child, using sharpened bamboo sticks if necessary. As a matter of course, all POWs were to be
done away with beforehand and he thought that would happen in about eight days time.
When we arrived back at camp we noticed a row of 44-gallon drums labelled ‘Power
Alcohol’ beside the pit. The pit was now complete and we had an uncomfortable feeling that
what the old gardener had said was likely to be true.
A few days later, back on our hill, and still digging our storage pit for our potatoes, we
heard the wail of the air raid sirens which kept up for longer than usual.
Looking across toward Nagasaki we could see through the haze a huge orange and
white cloud billowing outwards and upwards into the sky.
“Nagasaki is really copping it this time,” one of the boys commented. Little did we
know.
Within a day or so, lining up for roll call, there was not a Jap to be seen. The guards had
left our camp without us knowing, the drums of power alcohol had been removed. We were at a
loss to know what had happened. We dared not build our hopes too high, but wondered, could
this, all of a sudden be the end?
Slowly the word filtered through; it was over. Stunned and almost in disbelief, we
strolled quietly back to our bunks with their hosts of marauding fleas and flopped down, weary,
unsure but hopeful.
Within a short time, American planes flew over and dropped leaflets to advise us to
identify our camp more clearly by painting POW on the roof of one of the huts. Then, to our
great delight this was followed by a note telling us to get ready for food drops. Soon they came,
huge supply planes, flying very low over us dropping the first lot of supplies. Though attached
to parachutes, they hurtled down dangerously close to our camp.
The supply cylinders, each a pair of 44-gallon drums welded together, contained just
about every luxury one could imagine; American army ‘K’ rations, each pack containing a
three-course meal for breakfast, dinner and tea, army clothing, medical supplies, Camel
cigarettes, Prince Albert pipe tobacco, not forgetting General McArthur corn cob pipes.
With the supply drops came more leaflets advising us not to eat too much too quickly
and to wait at the camp until the American army came to relieve us. This happened to be quite
some weeks later.
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In the meantime it began to dawn on us that we were really free and could once again
be our adventurous selves, so we ventured outside the camp scrounging fresh vegetables and
anything that was edible. We began to feel secure again.
The character of the local villagers changed completely. No longer were they hateful
and scornful, no longer did the children throw handfuls of dust and stones, and spit at us.
Instead there was a modest grin and just the slightest hint of a bow as we moved among them.
One of our camp guards, the camp sergeant, a bully at the best of times, made the
mistake of appearing back at our camp. The boys grabbed him. What to do? Don Moore had
the brilliant idea that we should dunk him in the local sewerage canal which ran alongside our
camp. So we did. We pushed him under several times with a long bamboo pole and watched
him crawl up the bank covered in foul smelling slime. Our need for reprisal had been fulfilled.
Life at the camp was spent idly waiting for our relief. As we became accustomed to our
changed status we began to roam the countryside at first tentatively but ever gaining
confidence. It didn’t take long before some of the boys located the local brewery and returned
to camp with a borrowed truck loaded with beer. On the way back they caught and killed a
stray yak. We had everything we wanted for our first Aussie style barbecue. We began to eat
and drink very well, and began to pay the obvious consequences.
Peter Dawson, always the adventurous one, conceived the idea that we should get
ourselves some Jap swords as souvenirs. Somehow he managed to get some armbands made,
auspiciously proclaiming in black and red Japanese characters that the wearer was acting on
behalf of General McArthur’s Disarmament Forces.
Wearing our armbands, we set off to the nearest railway station, boarding the trains as
they stopped and confiscating all the swords, rifles and any other arms that the passengers,
mostly troops, were carrying. They surrendered their weapons without the slightest hesitation
or resistance. Of course the easier it became, the more confident we became, and we finished
up with a pile of swords and rifles on the platform.
We were free but had not yet been freed. Then one day, quite unobtrusively, a jeep
pulled up outside the camp gates, a Yank GI hopped out and casually strolling over to us said,
“Hi guys, get ready to move out.”
It didn’t take us long to pack.
We then embarked on the train back to Nagasaki. As we travelled toward Nagasaki but
still miles out, we passed the burnt black scarred tops of the surrounding mountains. As we
drew nearer, the scarred areas became much larger, but they were only on the Nagasaki side of
each mountain. Strangely, on the lee side of each mountain, the small farm houses with their
clumps of bamboo and green persimmon and orange trees were untouched.
The train stopped short of Nagasaki and we walked through the ruins of what was once
the city, to the docks. Nagasaki was simply flattened, it looked like any untidy spare block of
land back home. Occasionally there was a blob of metal and an odd twisted girder, but
basically, all that was left was a huge untidy paddock of levelled-out rubble. It seemed
incredible that all this could happen to such a large city so easily.
At the harbour we were met by the two most beautiful women I could ever remember
seeing. They were in service uniform and they handed us delicious strawberry and chocolate
milk shakes. We tried desperately to hide our bashfulness and be ever so casual with them.
We were put through a delousing process, first a hot soapy shower, then through an ‘all
over’ spray of disinfectant, a towelling, a powdering and into a rather smart GI outfit. We
boarded an American ‘Banana’ ship and were off to Okinawa on our way back home.
At Okinawa while the war was over, the fighting wasn’t. The Japs had burrowed into
the hillsides, either they did not know their army had surrendered or they had decided to fight to
the bitter end. Consequently the American infantry were still engaged in mopping up
operations.
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The rattle of gunfire and the intermittent explosions around the airport where we were
billeted, and the typhoon that blew for two days, blowing the planes waiting to take us on our
way home, off the runway and wrecking them, did nothing to sooth our war weary souls.
We were happy to ultimately board the B29 bombers which had been stripped of their
interiors, so that we could crowd into them. Cold and uncomfortable they may have been, but
there was just no way anyone was going to complain.
We landed at Clarkfield Airfield, and driving through Manila were surprised to see the
harbour was a maze of ship’s masts and funnels and recognised some of the upper structures of
the ships we had built in the Nagasaki dockyards. Surprisingly, many of the buildings,
particularly those on the water front, seemed to have suffered little damage.
We were advised to stay around our camp area as there was some concern about
renegade Philippino activists. We didn’t find this at all hard. The army kitchen provided a 24hour ‘round the clock’ service and the standard meal consisted of generous serves of roast
turkey and cranberry sauce. There were no restrictions on backups, so we enjoyed the
uncomfortable luxury of having a full tummy.
Then we lazed on the lawns catching up with the latest song hits - ‘Drinking rum and
Coca Cola’ and ‘Gonna dance with a dolly with a hole in her stocking’ which they blasted
loudly and continuously over their public address system. At last we were really beginning to
feel free.
We were soon off on our final leg home on an American aircraft carrier, the USS
Speaker, and we quickly fell into our new shipboard routines; sunning our rapidly recovering
bodies on the decks and hearing for the first time, current news and events and the many items
of interest we had yet to catch up with. Lord forbid - they talked about rationing beer and
cigarettes back home!
While awaiting berthing instructions outside Sydney Harbour, the ship’s galley
unloaded its unwanted offal and scraps of meat, attracting a large shoal of sharks. I fired my
last shot in the army at a shark.
It was not long from here to home, an overnight stop to outfit at Ingleburn Army Camp,
a slow never ending train journey to Melbourne, full of expectations, and finally the long
awaited joyful reunion with my family and friends.
It was all over, I was home. I could now get on with my life.
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FRANK CHRISTIE’S DIARY
FROM CHANGI TO JAPAN
Frank kept an account of every single day of his experiences, from the day he went
home on final leave to the day he returned home from his POW experiences. It
comprises 130 pages of tightly packed cryptic notes. A typical entry is:
“May 10th 1942. Mother’s Day service, out at work, same work as yesterday,
inspection by Jap official on horse, home 7.20, row over 29th buying bread. Geekie
not out, bit by dog. Warspite, Saratoga, Exeter, Colorado sunk, Japs lose 19
warships, brown out, pay 30 cents, good meals.”
There was a time when most anti-tankers who were with Frank would have known
exactly what this meant. Now, with the passage of time and the fact that Frank is no
longer with us, it would take a brave man to confidently interpret its meaning.
Frank was a realist; two things were most important to him: living and dying.
Living meant firstly looking after himself and his mates and that was mostly
concerned about eating, sleeping and bowel movements.
Consequently, on every day there is mention made about the food he has just had,
the food he had yesterday or the food he was going to have tomorrow. Great
importance is given to sleeping, and even I am amazed at the amount of sleep he
managed to get in during a working day. There is generally a mention about bowel
movements, and here I think his comments are about par for the course.
To Frank, living also meant what was happening in the outside world that was
going to shorten his stay as a POW. The events going on outside were of
tremendous importance to him. He took great pain to tune into friends who could
give him news of what was happening on the world’s battle fronts which might
curtail his need to carry on his own battle for survival.
He didn’t seem to worry too much about the reliability of these news sources, or to
be too concerned as to whether the reports were factual, rumour, or furphy. As
long as they were likely to give him hope and shorten the duration of his days as a
POW, they were all the same to Frank. News of the outside world as he saw it at
the time is all carefully documented in his diary.
Having done everything possible to keep himself and his mates alive, the next most
important thing was dying. Frank seemed to have an intuition on the importance of
recording the details of the deaths of his comrades. No one else was doing it, so he
took on the job. The failing health of his mates is constantly referred to and his
diary has become an authentic reference for the deaths and burials of all those
anti-tankers and friends who died in those three and a half years. The how, when,
where, and who, of all the friends he knew who died, are all faithfully recorded.
This has made Frank’s diary an invaluable reference for anti-tankers and their
relatives.
Cooking rice for the troops, rock drilling on the Burma Rail, helping to build ships
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and mining coal were all incidental to his main theme of living and dying. To him,
these were the back-drops of our lives, but where he sees these events as important,
he has recorded them.
Frank was a member of the Numurkah Mob and makes constant reference to the
welfare of the Mob, their movements and the occasions they happened to get
together on the line.
As this exercise is about the individual lives of POWs, it is Frank’s life we are
concerned about here, so I have concentrated on sifting out his personal
experiences and included only a brief reference to his records of those who died.
The news of the war going on outside and the hundreds of rumours that gave him
hope, permeate his daily entries. These, too, I have only briefly covered.
I have selected from his diary some of his worldly references to food and its effects,
and some of the goings on in the outside world, as he saw them.
Frank’s diary reflects a structure for the events experienced by many of his antitank mates and gives authenticity to the events recorded here.
Hopefully, these extracts will portray an idea of the sort of person Frank was, how
he saw his life as a POW and will also convey a feeling for the sorts of things that
happened to him.
THE WAR DIARY OF
VX35135 GUNNER F.W. CHRISTIE
4TH ANTI-TANK REGIMENT
8 APRIL 1941 TO 18 OCTOBER 1945
(Abridged considerably)
April 8 1941
Home on final leave. Cleaned shearing plant.
April 29
Gun drill in morning. Go to Pukka range to shoot - plonk rooted when we get there - slept by
fire. Had 2 or 3 pots in Seymour.
May 10
Home Numurkah, loafed, pulled calf from cow.
May 21
Embarkation drill, parades all day, nearly riot in hut.
May 22
Birthday in hut at Pukka tonight. Good show.
May 23
Reveille 4:30. Embark on train to Melbourne, board ‘Zealandia’, sick all night.
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May 30
Have Leave in Perth. 7 course dinner, 9 course tea. Went home to waitresses place after a
bonza night, 6 girls, bonza talk.
June 9
Dock Singapore, muggy, lost a gallon of sweat, train to Tampin, dead tired.
June 11
Crook with cold, heat rash. Street in Tampin - a rabble. Try beer and try gin - good.
July 1
Nothing out of ordinary, had wrestle. Boys went on jungle march, wet through before they
went, worse with sweat, all got home rooted.
July 9
Skittled Wog’s monkey. Dummy driving, so he paid.
October 29
Go out to gun pit. Go chasing stingrays with Jackie Johnson, bloody good day. Play cards,
bludge, get paid. Mother’s birthday.
November 20
Work on Cooky’s pit with Finky. Start sides, and split wood for end of pit. Play footy in arvo,
home for dinner.
November 29
Rumours everywhere, two Japs shot at Endau, guard doubled, camp closed.
December 2
Test gun sights, get everything ready. Blamey here, mount guard.
December 11
Shoot five wogs - fifth columnists - capture three others - bad business. Mersing blown up, lay
anti-tank mines around us - wild pigs set them off.
December 22
Bad news, Penang taken. Shoot tommy gun and pistol. See fire of ack/ack over Singapore.
December 23
Cement our pit - work at it all day. I nearly got bitten by cobra, Tommy Dowling shot it.
December 25
Xmas dinner never came, no beer. Infantry got beer and roast turkey - we got bully beef and
fruit salad - Dummy mucked it up. Letter from home.
January 12 1942
20 Buffalos fly low over us. Get a lot of mangoes.
January 18
Not feeling too good. Bomb Mersing all morning, 40 bombs dropped, ack/ack got 2 planes, did
us good.
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January 19
Reports of fighting at Gemas - AIF cut Japs to pieces.
January 21
Get up early, go to jungle at sunrise. Japs bomb Mersing. We eat, play cards and loaf all day.
Contact enemy on bicycles on road to Endau - infantry inflict heavy casualties and enemy
withdraws to hills. Artillery opens up and pastes hills. A beautiful day in jungle, all tops of trees
are red bursting into leaf.
January 23
See Pommies get ack/ack gun ready, a little beaut. No breakfast. Chums open up on two planes,
not bad shooting, but don’t get any.
January 26
Jap planes come over, get machine gunners ack/ack guns - nasty show. 18 Hudson Bombers go
over escorted by Hurricanes. Our aircraft over all day, bombing transports off coast. Slept on
ground, dead beat.
February 12
Planes fly straight into us - infantry open up - Japs shell the blazes out of them - fires burning
everywhere. Jap planes spot us, shell and mortar us. Planes bomb all roads - seen best crater,
right across road, 12 feet deep. Luckiest man alive.
February 14
A good spot at Botanical Gardens. Pommy truck loaded with mortar bombs, hits us and ruins
our truck and gun - nobody hurt. See artillery dump go up. Snipers everywhere.
February 15
Japs mortar and shell us - AIF wounded - we lucky. 8:30 cease fire, all over. SURRENDER.
CAPITULATE - a terrible show.
February 16
Lay around, loaf, get a bath, shave and clean up, pack ready to move. All rooted, slept where
we could.
CHANGI
February 18
Have marched 17 miles to Changi with full pack. Get into huts, make beds as best we can, feet
sore as blazes. Hand in tucker we carried.
February 25
Line roads as high Jap officers go past. Concert at night. Condition just falling off men dropping like flies on parade.
February 26
First rice - pretty tasteless.
April 25
Anzac Parade. Go to dawn service - big crowd - beautiful wreath. Work on bank of latrines, a
good bludge. Mount cook house piquet.
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April 26
Start last 2oz bacca. Don’t feel at all well, beriberi getting hold of me. Muck, Finky, Johnny,
Wig and I cook rice last night, went to sleep full. Boys eating weeds and plants.
THOMPSON RD - CALDICOTT HILL - SINGAPORE
May 5
March to Singapore, Japs with us all the way, things cheap, sell army stuff. All together in one
room.
May 7
Cutting road through jungle - do a mile of road - rotten work. Get a tin of pineapple, buy two
loaves of bread, get rice off Japs. Too full for a change.
May 12
Boong remains everywhere - only bones left. Japs reckon they are going to attack Aussie.
May 22
Japs move out. Boys break out of camp, scrounging all day in Singapore. Fink out yesterday,
gets lot of tinned stuff - says it’s like AIF shopping day.
May 24
Japs tighten up - 400 boys caught - all our boys back.
May 31
Church Parade - Padre good - Prodigal son. Row about duties, we went crook. Get a loaf of
bread a day for 10 cents. 21 ships down in Coral Sea Battle.
June 2
Go to work, plenty of tools, hide some in bush, hardest day yet, rooted when we get home. Two
Jap subs in Sydney Harbour. Gestapo Chief assassinated. RAF wipes out Cologne. Aussie in
darkest days.
June 17
Japs lose 60 ships Midway. Yanks land Sumatra. We’re going home via USA - as Yanks are
having a good time in Aussie. Win two biscuits at poker.
June 22
Go to work - clean mud off road - cow of a job - see 30 skeletons. Padre holds service for
unknown dead. Jolly and I sleep all morning in scrub.
July 28
Work, scrape about on road. Stiffy Cowan - a no booter. Play Rabbit and Coop crib, Fink and I
won. Japs lose five ships. USA send 1000 bombers over Japan soon.
August 4
Chap hit Jap at golf links - rest of us cheered - all had to stand in sun without hats for rest of
day.
August 26
Yarn to Jap all day - he’s crook on the war.
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September 9
Work on shrine - carry rocks and stack them - hard work. Shrine all decorated - celebration
tomorrow.
September 10
No work - Regimental Parade - Coves (Regiment CO) addresses us on Changi Square incident
- two Aussies and twenty Poms shot - died like heroes. I - unsteady on parade - had pins and
needles in hand.
September 23
Go to Shrine - Japs fix up wrestling ring - peel bark off logs under ‘Basher’. One chap killed for
selling petrol - two to be shot for selling axes and chunkles. Best tea yet, roast meat and
pumpkin and rice currant pudding. Read ‘Apples of Gold’. Coves plays piano in canteen.
November 11 Armistice Day
Padre has prayers - one minute silence - Japs lay wreath on our cross. Japs tell us they land on
six points on east coast of Australia.
CHANGI
December 25 Xmas Day
Decorate kitchen with palm leaves, good oh. Have yeast - put sour currants in it, grouse, just
like beer. Everyone full. Boys give us five dollars for the job we did. Fed all the chaps we knew
from other units on left over stuff.
Menu: Breakfast; Marbela rice and tea. Dinner; Pea and tomato soup. Plum pudding and
chocolate sauce. Tea; Bully beef, beetroot, mashed spuds and pumpkin and onion sauce,
Lemon sago. Supper, Guava biscuits and cocoa. Go to bed early dead beat.
Latrine seats nearly worn out.
December 31
Up late - do two good stews - coconut juice. Go to concert ‘Cinderella’ - grouse show. Issue of
wine, ten men to bottle, fire water. See old year out in bed, think of home, wonder how they are
doing.
January 17 1943
Up late, bot a couple of fags. I make biscuits - good oh. All boys in my room, yarn of home,
wonder how the harvest went. Don’t go to church.
January 23
Do rissoles, put grass in them, not bad. All ranks have to stay inside - lock up other units with
piss-cans - some Jap general goes past. Officers stand over us to make sure we eat our rice
polishings, seven days confined to barracks for refusing.
March 15
Issue of letters, I get none. Got word, brother Paddy died of wounds at Tel el Eisa. Only the
brave and good die young. Paddy passed away on 13 July 1942. Plague needle today, same arm
as yesterday.
March 17
On train to Thailand - hot as hell in vans. Arrive Kuala Lumpur - have leak, bog and wash.
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March 20
No sleep - too hot and crowded. Get to Bampong - on to open trucks on new line. All rooted
and sunburnt to blazes. More Japs here than I have seen anywhere.
THAILAND
March 24
We march a mile down road. New camp in jungle and scrub. Have swim in river, grouse. Boys
wander everywhere - all hell to pay - check parade on road. Meals crook - starve. Chums
everywhere dirty swine - no latrines - crap in lines between them and us - awful.
March 30
Move out in trucks. On unmade dirt road, dust, holes a foot deep. Bamboo country, low timber
and scrub, cross a big river. Terrific high mountains stop and country opens out into hills
covered with trees, like plane trees, but only as high as our grey box. Get to camp at one
o’clock, put up tent, go for a beaut swim, clear and deep. Butterflies flying all the way along the
track.
April 3
Breakfast, dried fish, couldn’t eat it, too salty. Out to work in mud - Jap, a good one, a pearl
diver from Queensland. Japs dynamite river for fish, get a bit of fish to grill. Concert around
fire. We all out of tobacco, Japs give us cigs.
April 6
Go four miles downriver, march very hard as I have a lot of gear. Buy packet of cigs off Jap.
Carry dirt in a bag on two bamboo poles up straight side of mountain. Work till eight. A great
sight. A string of men going up with stretchers of dirt between trees in firelight. Fires give it an
uncanny appearance, if only Japs had horns and tails. Get dried fish and yak stew, it’s grouse.
May 8
Work on rolling big rocks, rest of chaps, on drills. Japs purge us all day. Rain storms.
KENYU
May 18
Colonel Dunlop down to operate on a chap - op successful, but chap never had a hope gangrene. I feel foul, crook guts. Can get more eggs, but all out of dough. Rains all night, tent
leaks.
May 29
I got a shiver an hour before tea, teeth chattered and had no control over shakes. A Pom officer
walking past gates, just collapsed and died. 60 cases of cholera, 4 deaths down river. Had
jimmy brits all last night.
June 19
Get cholera injection. Never went to sleep till four. Thought of every kind of tucker on earth,
wanted roast duck, green peas and spuds.
June 26
Beriberi very bad in legs again - coming up into guts - legs an awful size - also belly and penis.
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July 16
Cholera case died - have a permanent burial party now for cholera cases - kept busy. On standby for barge to Tarso.
TARSO
July 19
Get on barge at five minutes notice. Get a bash on jaw from Jap. No sleep. Boys on scrounge.
It’s terrible.
August 16
Ulcers bad, leg very sore and swollen, have to put rice poultices on it, get a gallon of pus out of
one on back, been there since Lower Kenyu.
August 26
Pick lumps of meat out of ulcer - they’re all bad - hole deep now hot rice packs on them all day
- clean them out. Go to church - Dutch choir sang ‘Nearer my God to thee’ and ‘Abide with
me’ - Bonza. 20 burials every day - 25 today. Up all night - five bogs - not squittery.
November 11
Fan Thompson dies - bury him 12:20. - on funeral party - 1049 now in cemetery - buried in rice
bags made of grass. Last Post sounded - good ceremony. The blanket sellers have been caught.
December 25 Xmas Day
Spoon of fried meat and mashed vegies on rice for dinner. Tea mashed vegs and beef, thick
gravy and plum pudding and sauce. Nearly bust. Sleep all night.
December 31
Lot of chaps get boozed on Thai whisky yesterday - very sick today. Got fever - crook as a dog
- feet bad - got jaundice as well. Eat a bit - get quinine - play cards - yarn about all old New
Years’ eves. Had good sleep.
January 6 1944
Go and see Johnnie Gray, he had a bad night, still bloated, can’t get breath. Got MO to see him,
said he’s done everything he could. Go and see Johnnie again, he’s a bit easier.
January 9
Johnnie passed away just before dinner. Don’t go to church. Go with Des to get Johnnie’s
personal gear. Get home late. No sleep. Couldn’t.
January 10
Go to Johnnie’s funeral. George Howell, Norm Hollow, Hec Nelson, Bill Dunn, Des Dawe and
myself, bearers. Alf Maskell laid a nice wreath made by Frank Donat. Great turnout at funeral.
Read from Book of Wisdom and Revelation. Not a person spoke coming home. Felt it most of
all. Johnnie’s grave No 1134. Good tea, fish and rissoles, tail getting sore again.
February 13
Go to church, good service. Nips in bad mood, go through huts, slap a few of us. Brothel
arrives for Jap officers only.
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April 25
Parade for Anzac Day. I did not go.
April 28
I got a needle fish hook - caught 120 fish - sell some to boys. Cholera breaks out at Tamakan 25 cases - 11 deaths so far. Don’t feel so hot - toe nail coming off.
June 17
Hand in all books including Bible for censoring. Take all clothes to parade - Japs take them off
us and give us a new issue. I go on draft for Japan. Rumour of Jap search - bury diary. Get glass
rod.
June 22
On train back to Singapore. Our guard, Kamoto, otherwise ‘Egg head’ - good Nip. Get money,
buy stuff, only truck that can.
June 25
Get into Singapore 1:00 am. Grouse, feel like home again. Not a soul in streets of Singapore.
BIOKI MARU - TO JAPAN
July 1
We put in forward hold of ship - sitting space only - I was nearly last in. Bridge blown off ship.
Get issue of tobacco. See holed ships everywhere in harbour.
July 4
All down below all day - hot as hell - ship starts to roll.
July 6
We’re the first ship in the convoy - called her ‘Bioki Maru’ - was Canadian ship ‘Potomac’
used up north - all rust eaten everywhere. Boys getting spots to sleep all over ship. Calm sea,
sea leaden, sky blue.
July 16
Submarine scare in arvo. Drop depth charges - thump bottom of boat hard. Convoy goes out as
we come in. Two sunk ships in bay. Anchor in Manila harbour, well out. Over 100 ships in
harbour, 3 aircraft carriers, 3 cruisers and ‘Aki Maru’ loaded with Nips.
August 4
Lump rice and dried veg into hold. Can’t get bum paper, got to use bottles. Prettiest moonrise I
ever saw comes through cloud. Don’t go to bed till two o’clock.
August 10
Up anchor, move into convoy - we all down in hold - Japs bash anyone who puts head up. Go
fast all night - feel vibration. Sudden explosion, immediately another - then 40 to 50 depth
charges. See stern of boat as she goes under. Nips panic and get into lifeboats. Pull into grouse
little bay. Everyone has to catch 30 flies each, it’s impossible.
August 13
Pap for breakfast. Rough as hell - gale blows - take tarp down before it blows away - waves
come into hold - all wet. Drums break loose on deck - we skid about in hold - rivets go off like
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machine gun bullets - ship breaking in half - crew stand by lifeboat. Sick again, nearly
everyone down, spew everywhere. We leave convoy and anchor behind a rocky isle - calm here
- island is a lump of rock. Bugs everywhere, never saw so many.
August 27
Up anchor and away, wash with boys who were on coal last night. Two more ships sunk next to
us. Birds catch flying fish. Beaut blue sea, we all sleep on deck.
NAGASAKI
September 8
Arrive Moji - throw rubbers on to wharf - disembark - sprayed - line up. New guards, count us
ten times - loaded straight on to barge. Houses flimsy - everyone in army here, women in
trousers. Good horses, drive from off side, look like army remounts - little wheels on trolleys.
Get on train and away we go - good carriages, three to a seat, I sleep all night.
September 9
Get out at Nagasaki, crowd forms, march to docks, get on a beaut ferry. Walk to camp on
reclaimed ground on edge of sea - wooden buildings - jerry built. Go out and sign paper I will
not escape. Good tea, whale meat. Get all hair off. Got to sit up all day, no lying down.
September 14
Work cleaning Pom’s latrines and carting it to barge, Japs save all crap, use it as manure.
September 17
Pop Kennedy holds Church Parade - have to have a ticket to go. Issued with towel and Jap
happy. Issued half a bottle of beer - best thing I’ve had since a POW.
September 23
Rush to be on parade. Go to Naval HQ hear Lecture by naval police - tells us - work hard don’t
do anything wrong - dangerous work. All parties then go to dockyard. Riveters go to school caulkers work hard - platers light duty - easy. Thousands work here - do about twelve 5,000 ton
ships at once. Kids aged ten - oxy welders, girls everywhere, no real hard work, bludge easy.
All workers live like us - no old ones, all young - too dangerous for old - cranes everywhere.
Hope I can cure brits.
September 25
Take diaries out of tobacco and put in wall. Work on No.1 Dock on keel of new ship, just
reaming. Wind off sea freezes us, hands numb. Crook in guts.
October 4
Away at work, same job, get hit on head with a 6lb hammer, nearly out to it. Abuse Yank
orderly who shaved my head with a rusty razor, had me in a cold sweat, wants three stitches,
but I’m OK.
October 6
See Dutch MO, he’s a butcher, cutting chaps to pieces. Tom Hallahan’s hand had a beriberi
blister on in. MO lanced it with scissors and put a wick in it, nearly killed Tom.
October 20
Air raid practice, go in shelter - four planes fly over and drop crackers. Bludge, play with Jap
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kids - they’re funny.
October 27
Loaf, gestapo catches me, I get out of it as my workmate is away sharpening drill. At night sing
old songs - makes me homesick.
December 2
Roaring wind, hail and showers all day. Wake up shivering in night, aches all over, malaria, sell
breakfast and dinner, but eat tea. Have bath, warms me up. Boys home from work, frozen.
December 8
Take all gear off. Rub down with snow, outside in open for ten minutes.
December 25 Xmas Day
Jap boss I drill with, wishes me a Merry Xmas - fine gesture. Have baked sweet bucks and
prunes and raisins and hot sweet syrup - like a leftover Xmas pudding - fills everyone. Go to
church. Good stew for dinner. Go to concert and see Wig and boys in hospital.
January 6 1945
Go on parade, inches of snow on ground, peculiar light, moon, snow and sunrise. Riveting
hancho purges us. Catch rice thieves, seven of them in boob with only coat and trousers and no
food. We get issue of mandarins. Get wool singlet, long underwear, pyjamas and socks from
Red Cross parcel.
January 26
Nips taking all Red Cross, only give us raisins, sugar, cigs and gum, rest to be saved as they
getting short of food interpreter says we are better fed than Nips.
February 11
Cold as sin all day - snows very heavy - biggest flakes yet. Seaweed for breakfast - sends me
sour in stomach. Drill double holes on top of bilges. Everyone getting thin - me - sixty two and
a half kilos. Eat up all Red Cross bar of chocolate, make a guts of myself.
March 10
Salted salmon for dinner, very nice. Lights go out - hear planes again. Countersink holes we
drilled yesterday. Cherry blossom out - got two nice little trees near camp, white and pink.
March 29
New boil on belly, sore as hell, get boil cut, big as hen’s egg.
April 4
Beaut day - tired as a dog - in sun all day - ream 400 - sweat like a pig. No veg in soup. Boys
caught on docks doing wrong thing, get done over by guards, then do work till 8:00. - it’s not
good - gestapo bad on us. Nips wreck all wooden buildings at docks, all wooden houses in
Nagasaki being pulled down. Crook in guts.
April 15
Lovely day - finished bulkhead - easy day - Nips putting all machinery in big tunnel - air alert
all day. Lecture by Jap CO “No one break camp, as ferocious Nips will kill us, all thieves and
looters will be shot.” Funny speech, I reckon they panic as Hun is finished.
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April 27
Hitler in Tower of London. Nip supply officer lectures Yanks on Red Cross ship they sank
between here and Formosa. Said Yanks will get no consideration when Japs win the war.
Greens and whale meat in stew, very nice, whale tastes like hen fat. Old ‘Gini’ our riveting
hancho, doesn’t like me and I don’t like him, purges and searches us at docks. Swap bowl of
rice for two buns.
May 3
Got conjunctivitis - go to Jap hospital - blood, bandages, water all over floor - nurses no boots
on - slop in water - maggots crawling all over the place up banjo end of passage. Hundreds of
Nips line up for treatment - have to take boots off to go into hospital - drops they put in eyes wicked. Only clear soup for tea - foul.
May 19
Head gardener catches us sitting down, gets us to slap each other. Boko hits us twice on face
with a piece of bamboo and lets us go. See planes dive bomb. Read ‘Ten Commandments’.
Issued one orange a man. Catch Potts thieving - Cocky Easton does him over - he pinched
George Dickie’s cigs - George gets them back. Rumours everywhere war nearly over.
June 15
900 of us move to No 8 camp - Nips say coal mining. Wear grass sandals as have no boots.
Win three buns in a raffle, yarn to Tom Hallahan, pleased we’re leaving, couple of months will
fly past now we reckon.
June 20
Don’t go to bed, fleas too bad. Get ferry 2:30am to Nagasaki and into train, two to a seat, plenty
of room. New guards take over, same brand. Come daylight, going through open country,
terraced, very pretty, all harvesting rice and wheat, cattle in old home made ploughs. At one
station guard comes into carriage, pulls blinds down, town has been bombed, bomb made a
terrific mess, looks like an ammo factory has been hit bad, clothes and furniture stacked in
open, outside people yelling everywhere. Come into hilly country, slag heaps and mines all
over the place, mechanical flying foxes cross road. March four miles to camp.
NAKAMA - CAMP 21 -JAPAN
June 21
Camp is in slag heap in a paddy field in a valley, two miles wide between hills, very open and
fresh. Given speech by Nip CO. He young interpreter, a Yank Jap, speaks perfect English. Get
kits and move into barracks, mats on floor. Got to have boots off in room all the time, a
nuisance. Can smoke here any time, Japs give us two cigarettes per man. Get tea, kaffir corn
rice and beans, weak cabbage soup, all served out in bowls in mess hall. Sleep all night.
June 22
Up 6:15. Tenko outside hut, then fill in a few potholes around fence. I sleep all arvo, too many
men for jobs. Sign ‘I will not escape’ form. Guard very strict about saluting. Can get good
strong tea anytime. Dutch work in coal mines, only two deaths in mines so far, work on three
shifts. Some work on gardens. Everyone weak and thin.
June 23
Big raids at night, most sirens and planes I’ve ever heard. Dig air raid shelter, chain baskets,
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only clinker and coal mullock. Go outside camp with mine officials, see woman and kids by
dozens, live in hovels. Catch snake and eat it.
June 28
Feel crook. 20 of us go to mines in horse and cart. Two big sloping concrete tunnels go into
earth. No baccy, all smoking fig and cherry leaves.
July 2
Daytime raid - see planes - big silver - four engines - see fires from bombing over range of hills
- Nips say it’s an oil dump at Moji. Draw lunch box, binto box - holds about one and a half
bowls of rice and little pieces of pickled dygon. Away to coal mine, - get battery and lamp - put
lamp on hat. Go down tunnel in skips on a wire rope - shaft very low and falling in. Get out and
walk, seems miles - coal face 70 feet long. Shovel coal into an electric elevator - work very
hard. March home, tired out, have a bath, straight to bed.
July 9
Boys start to get books out of library, long waiting list for good books. Alarm goes at midnight,
hear gun fire, get up and watch it, about 40 search lights get plane in beam, ack/ack burst high
around it. Flaming onions fall like sparks out of a fire, see bombs let go by planes in light, hear
woomp. Best display I ever saw - beats Singapore hollow.
July 10
Nips say 100 planes bombed Moji and Nagasaki and blew them to pieces. Our rice cut, they say
women and kids to get it. Cook ends of pumpkin runners, boys all cooking up weeds, get
oblong loaf of bread with lovely brown crust on it, pigweed soup to go with it.
July 16
Do 22 skips of coal, water rushes down mine a foot deep, pumps broke down. Boys kill a dog
and eat it. No vegs now, only pigweed and pickled radish tops. Jap soldiers all over town, just
go and take food out of houses.
July 25
All on one sixth ration. At work, Bill the Bastard tries to purge us. Two and a half tons of rock
falls on shute, we drill and blow it, work like tigers, as much falls just by me. Bill the Bastard
knocks us off, air raid on when we get up top.
August 5
Bombs fall very close, one falls 200 yards from entrance to mine, kills two boongs. Nip on
winch panics, left it running, messed up all cable so we had to walk down.
August 7
Everyone snappy. Not hungry, don’t know how I do it. Hear terrific lot of bombs, everybody
reckons only days before end of war.
August 8
Big raid, hundreds of planes over, Nips say Nagasaki wiped out. Nips put black strip on top of
flags. Poor sleep.
August 11
Coal face very dangerous, timbers creaking and breaking. Warn next shift, whole face fell in
ten minutes before they went in.
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August 14
Bread and bowl of dried cabbage, grouse. Air raids on all the time, dog fights, can hear cannon
fire. Don’t know when raids are on or off. Japs very niggly. Three fleets surround Japan. Bad
arvo’s sleep. Hungry and homesick. Say prayers in arvo, first time except every night. Get
weighed - 57 kilos.
August 15
Nips listen to wireless - no raids all day. Wait till six. ‘Ichimeter’ shakes hands - says war is
over. We made to run home - women and kids crying - rumours everywhere. Wig and I go to
concert - it was foul - expected an announcement but none came. Nips take bayonets off rifles.
Everyone excited - get a tight feeling in chest - too happy for words. Up all night talking. Very
disconcerted discussions about home, war, Thailand, and how it all ended. Never shut eyes all
night, no announcement.
August 16
Watch sun get up - smoke all night - yarn to Tom Hallahan and Des Dawe, all night - food right
out of mind - still very excited.
August 17
Everyone boiling pumpkin, cooks pick all of them. Everyone niggly, longest day since POW.
Nips give us nine bags of sugar and key to Red Cross store, now under our piquet. Put up
Union Jack, sing National Anthem, then Dutch put up their flag. Guards very windy of our
boys. Nip rang bell for Tanko, told him to go away and he went in a hurry. Loutz gave a good
speech, two minutes silence for dead comrades, told us not to mention hardships if we are ever
down and out. Not a wink of sleep all night, smoke and talk, fleas bad.
August 18
Nips say that camp is in our administration, but they to stay on to stop boongs from getting in,
we not to sing or whistle. Church parade, we all go, talk by Major Rynaman on start of new
life. Read from Philippians, three times in life we are given to God, baptism, confirmation and
marriage. Us - four times, as we can start life afresh after a period cut off from everything very good. Lot of chaps sick, nervous strain they say. I feel fine, not hungry now, banjo only
every three days, bit worried.
August 22
Feeling OK. Nip CO gets us on parade - says hostilities ceased on 18th - to wait quietly till
we’re taken to ports to go back to our loved ones. Said he did everything possible to make us
happy, but owing to destitution of country he couldn’t give much. Said stay quiet and wait. Was
very white and frightened, interpreter worse. I’m getting very thin. Put flea powder on bunks,
makes them worse. No Red Cross, everyone out of smokes, I still got 100. Two gambling
games start, Ins and Outs, I go broke. All chaps discontented, everyone hungry. Starving’s good
for me, I sleep all day and night, getting fatter. Our racketeers pinch rice, cook two feeds a day,
also pinch chickens and vegs from outside. Officers go to tea with ‘Ichimeter’, makes me
disgusted. Nips build platform on mess hut and paint in yellow, POW Camp 21 - 608 men.
August 28
Everyone out of smokes and discontented, all sour on one another. No Red Cross left. After
lunch, a big four engine plane comes over low, we all get out and wave, plane circles around,
another comes. We run up four flags, the American, Dutch, British, and ours. Plane gives us a
victory roll, we go mad, see ‘POW Supplies’ painted under its wing. Then one drops load over
us, leaflets go everywhere. Another drum drops on paddy outside camp, soup, chocolate, gum,
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all busted up. Planes come and make five more drops onto village, camp and paddy. We get it
all in by 5:00. Break in to Nip store and pinch two bags of beans, throw out seaweed. Cook
broken tins of meat with beans - lovely, never seen so many different varieties of tinned food.
Have a sing song till supper. No sleep till morn as have indigestion.
September 1
Next drop, most drums dropped in camp, three go through roof of mess hut. Some dropped in
swamp, get Japs to go and get it, we oversee them. Nips very friendly, police and ex-soldiers
everywhere, women all bow. All boys go up town, go women and grog, Jap Camp CO very
worried, says he will lose his lolly if anything happens to us. Wind in guts not so good.
September 3
We free to go where we like and get what we like, I don’t take food, go to Fukuoka. Nips very
friendly, have not got much. McArthur says, trade fair and behave and stay put, will be here
soon. Feel fine, getting fat. Nips won’t take stuff Yanks drop, get lolly lopped off if caught.
September 10
Boys fetch home beer for the camp, two cases to our room, we have a party, I have six bottles,
it was lovely, get full on it. We have more rations than we will ever eat, grouse life, eat and
sleep, boong does all the work. Loose in guts, had indigestion ever since been off rice, fat as a
fool, too full all the time, worse than I was before.
September 18
Boys get on beer, decide to rob bank, come home, money and notes everywhere. Give pack of
money back to bank, get off, funny arvo. I try to quieten rest of boys - all mad.
September 19
Leave Nakama by train. Go through biggest tunnel yet and then out and into lovely valley, all
terraced and green after the rain, rice just out in ear. Hit coast, scenery lovely, all orange trees.
Near Nagasaki, trees all burnt and broken by atom bomb. Nagasaki, seeing is believing, one
cannot describe it, bones and bodies in heaps. Then at wharf in single file, throw our clothes
away, sterilise personal gear - naked - bathed - powdered and disinfected. Then issued fresh
clothes and on to Yank ship, ‘Marathon’, Yanks - great chaps, no fuss, no bother, all free and
easy. Off Japan at last, nervy and excited, sleep well.
September 21
Have bath, breakfast lovely, eggs and corned beef hash.
Arrive Okinawa, and driven at breakneck speed to a camp along the coast.
September 24
Taken on truck to plane, never seen so much equipment. Wait on plane, Yank gives us loaves
of bread, tin of spam and cheese, apologised for it, said it was worse than Japs, a real hard doer.
Plane taking off ahead of us crashes, blocks runway so we go back to camp. See war graves and
Jap caves in cliff.
September 25
A red haired freckled pilot takes us to ‘Vivacious Virgin’, we sit in bomb bay of B29, get a ‘K’
ration and blanket, as a bit cold. Passed over 35 ships, no fear or anything, grouse sensation, fly
over Manila, looked lovely. Get in big transport trailer, go to camp of our own, straight into tea,
help yourself, cauliflower pickles, peaches and pears, bread and butter, its lovely. Beds got
sheets and mattresses, have a shower, happy as a king. Get interrogated, took all arvo, have two
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dinners, eat all day.
October 4
At last to docks, two letters from home, a grouse feed as soon as we boarded the ship, mutton,
cabbage, roast spuds, soup, open canteen to us.
October 13
See lighthouse of Aussie, a very cold wind comes up.
October 15
Up at 5:00. First to arrive at breakfast, go through heads at 9:00. All line decks, salute aircraft
carriers, Duke of York and Hobart. Boat comes alongside with banner, ‘Welcome home, dear
Aussies,’ sail under bridge pull in at 10:30. Into double decker buses, then a wonderful trip
through Sydney, kids marvellous. Grouse dinner. Have ten pots, go to Sydney, it’s blacked out,
no good - Sydney - a dull and rotten place.
October 17
In train, a sleeper, straight to bed. Daylight at Wagga, things look very dry. Breakfast at Albury,
mutton chop. On to Melbourne see Numurkah sign. Then to Showgrounds, meet mother and
Len, meet Francis, don’t know her, meet Margaret. Go to tea and have a beer, yarn to parson,
bed at 1:30.
October 18
Up, shave and bath, leave by car, lovely trip home. Get to Numurkah, meet Keith, then to
station, meet everyone. Lovely speech by Cliff Moss. Yarn all arvo to boys, go to bed.
Frank, you missed one entry worthy of note. I remember it so well.
We were on the good old Bioke Maru on our way to Japan.
I was waiting my turn, you were in the banjo box with the squitters. The wind had
been blowing steadily and you were sure you were quite safe.
Then suddenly you were caught in an unexpected updraught of wind.
You didn’t mention the words you used to express your sentiments anywhere in
your diary.
Ah! Frank, you were a great mate.
Finky
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BILL CUNNEEN’S STORY
FOUR DAYS IN THE SOUTH CHINA SEA
Bill had kept some rough notes about his POW experiences, but his story was
related to me mostly from his vivid recollection of the events that happened.
Through a series of work-related incidents, I was told that the Executive Officer of
one of the American submarines, Joe Bates, was interested in meeting any of the
boys who had been sunk and later picked up by the submarine pack he was
operating with.
A meeting was arranged by Bob Brack, the General Manager of ACI, himself a
POW, in A.C.I House, Melbourne in 1978, and Bill and other survivors had a very
happy reunion with Joe.
The stories of the action of the submarines and the experiences of the POWs on the
Rakoyu Maru were thought to be so interesting, that the idea developed of writing a
book about them and professional authors, Joan and Clay Blair were
commissioned to write the story.
The authors collated the stories in parallel form. Each chapter of the epics of
submarine packs was followed by a chapter on the experiences of the POWs on
board the Rakoyu Maru. The events on board the pack of submarines operating in
the South China Seas were based on the submarines’ logs. The story of the POWs’
experiences on board the Rakoyu Maru were based on Bill’s and other of the boys’
accounts.
The book is titled ‘Return of River Quai’, and was published in America in the late
80s.
Hearing of Bill’s experience, floating around in the oily sea for four days, Bob
Beaumont asked him, “Didn’t you ever feel like giving up, Bill?”
“Not in your bloody life. Life’s too bloody sweet.”
As a bombardier of 13th Battery, I went off with the first of the anti-tank batteries to be sent to
Singapore.
The ‘Queen Mary’ had been commandeered to take the first of the Australian forces to
Malaya, and what a trip it was! The artillery was allocated to the first class passenger berths,
and as the Queen had been commissioned as a troopship in a hurry, there had not yet been time
to change luxury passenger services or menus, so we travelled to Singapore in fine style.
At the age of twenty three I was off on what was to be the biggest adventure of my life,
and I had a deep feeling of pride in being able to represent my country this way.
Malaya is a strange and beautiful country and I revelled in the vast contrasts it offered
to the farm I had been bought up on at Nareen, and our own lovely countryside. My first
posting was to the native town of Seremban with all its fascinating customs and exotic smells.
Later we moved to Tampin where we were joined by 15th Battery. Life was a
combination of just so many happy and interesting things, we were liked by the local villagers,
and we thoroughly enjoyed our intensive training exercises along the jungle tracks, the unusual
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tropical fruit, our sight-seeing leave, the inter-battery rivalry, and the taxi girls. It was all great
fun.
As the pressure of the Japanese invasion mounted, we took up our action stations and
moved to Kluang, deploying our guns in the jungle along the roadside. The Japs moved down
the Peninsula quickly and silently, and as they came closer, we moved our guns up to Gemas to
give anti-tank support to the 26th and 30th Infantry Battalions.
A bombardier, I was acting as sergeant in charge of our gun with orders to fire only at
tanks. An advance party of Jap infantry attacked our infantry troops and we joined them with
our 303s and Tommy guns to help fend them off. Together, we successfully halted their
advance.
We were then ordered to draw back to Yong Peng and down the Muar road to defend
the bridge. At midnight, the Japs broke through our lines at Muar, and our engineers smartly
blew up the bridge.
We were then ordered to make it post haste to the Causeway which was about to be
blasted. We were the last to cross before it was blown up, in what I thought was a pretty halfhearted attempt to destroy such an important connection with Singapore.
We positioned our gun on the Bukit Timah side of the Straits, covering the beach slap
bang in front of the palace of the Sultan of Johore. The Japs had been quick to occupy it, and
we watched with consternation as they peered at us through their field glasses. They were that
close.
Alf Montfort, my gunlayer at the time, had no trouble sitting the gun on them, but I had
been given specific instructions that, under no circumstances, were we to open fire on the
Sultan’s Palace.
It all seemed pretty rough to me, I thought there was a war on.
When Monty Blanksby, our battery commander, came over to check the positioning of
our gun, and amongst other things said, “Well Bill, you had better have your third stripe, not
that it will do you any good here, but it may come in handy later on,” I really began to wonder
what was going on.
Later, we moved up the Straits to the naval oil depot. Some of the oil tanks were already
burning furiously, having been hit by Jap bombers. Huge columns of smoke and flame
billowed high into the sky, forming enormous clouds and condensing into an oily rain that
covered us all from head to foot with black sooty sludge.
Our Troop Commander, Johnny Vance, came racing over, shouting at the top of his
voice to hook up our gun and get to hell out of the place. We did in a couple of seconds flat.
Within minutes the whole depot erupted in a flash of fire covering the spot where we had just
been with flaming oil.
A few hours later Johnny Vance told us that the unit was regrouping at the Botanical
Gardens near the Serambin Golf Course and to make our way there. As we neared the gardens,
we were stopped by British MPs. A big bossy bloke strode out in front of us and shouted, “Get
your gun off the road and dump your ammunition in the pile over there.”
Gerry Hall, our driver called back, “No way, mate, don’t you know there is a bloody
war on?”
The MP bellowed back, “Bad luck digger, it’s not, it’s over.”
I couldn’t believe it. I was stunned. I didn’t know what to think. We disarmed our gun
and hurled the firing pin into the lily pond in the gardens.
Dejected, I joined the rest of the boys and set off with them through the winding streets
of Singapore, eventually reaching Changi Barracks early in the evening.
We slumped down on the concrete floor of the barracks, hot, tired, hungry and thirsty.
Thoroughly buggered.
I then began my acclimatisation to my new diet of rice which was to last all of three and
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a half years. The only good thing about it all was that I was back with my mates.
At Changi, we tried to get back to some form of normality, parades, roll calls, football,
work parties, anything to keep us busy. We stripped down army trucks, and with their chassis,
made trailers that could be pulled along by six or eight men. We were allowed out of camp to
fossick for firewood and to collect sea water for our cooking, which we would haul back on our
trailers.
On one afternoon I was required to organise a work party of twenty men the Japs
wanted for a special job on the beach. It sounded like a good thing, so I rounded up the 13th
Battery football team which had just finished playing a tough match, and sent them off with the
promise of an enjoyable task down the beach and the chance of a dip in the Indian Ocean.
However, it wasn’t to be like that, it turned out to be a gruesome burial party. The Japs
had marched several truckloads of Chinese civilians into the sea and machine gunned them.
They needed the work party to drag them out and dump the bodies in a huge pit already dug on
the beach and then fill it in. The boys came back a sad, sorry and dejected bunch. I got no
thanks from them for that assignment.
Apart from the fact that our meals at Changi were so light on, we lived a life of
comparative ease and comfort. It had to be too good to last and it was. After three months, we
were drafted on a work party bound for the Burma end of the Burma-Thai Railway.
We were trucked to Keppel Harbour, shuffled on to a small Jap Invasion boat, and
crammed into the holds so tightly that we could just sit with barely enough room to move. The
hatches were battened down and for three days we sweltered in the stifling heat until we
beached on the Burma shore. A greasy, smelly lot, if ever there was.
The landing spot was near Moulmein and from there we marched to Tavoy, a small
native township with an airstrip.
We got straight to work on the railway at Tanbusai, levelling off an air strip that had
been heavily bombed by the Japs during the war.
It didn’t take me long to find out that Jap expectations of working was to work nonstop. So as long as there was a Jap in sight, I kept on working.
It happened that our camp commander, a nasty piece of work at the best of times,
decided to inspect our work-site. As he strutted toward me, I thought I would let him see how
well I understood their work standards, so with head down, I continued to swing my pick
vigorously.
When he reached me he stopped abruptly, and with a grunt and a snarl, made it quite
clear that I had failed to pay him the respect due to him as an officer of the Emperor’s Imperial
Japanese Army. I quickly snapped to attention and bowed. Too late, I had given him the
opportunity he wanted. He wailed into me with his bamboo rod and working himself into
frenzy, continued to beat me around my face and body for the next five minutes. It was the
longest five minutes of my life.
When he had given vent to his feelings and appeased his dented pride, he strutted off,
leaving me bruised, battered, one eye-tooth less and feeling very sorry for myself. I decided in
future, I would keep my wits about me and give a much higher priority to the payment of
homage to bombastic Jap officers.
On the happier side, one of the guards whom we had come to know as Terra Moto, had
an odd founded respect for Australian POWs. It so happened he had been wounded in action in
Singapore and was lying in a trench in a rubber plantation when an Aussie came across him.
Seeing he had been badly wounded, the Aussie stepped over him leaving him lying where he
was and walked on. Terra Moto recognised him as an Australian by his 2/4th Machine Gun
Regiment colour patch.
He showed his gratitude to us for his life in many ways. On one occasion, seeing a
Chinese peasant carrying six roosters on his way to market, he made him slit their throats and
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hand them over to him. When the peasant was out of sight, he passed them over to me. The
roosters made a welcome addition to our rice stew that evening.
It was at this camp, still very early in the piece, that some of the anti-tank boys figured
that, being so close to the coast, and with India not far away, they had as good a chance as they
would ever have of escaping, so they decided to give it a go.
The men involved were Sergeant Major Matt Quittendon, Sergeant Danny Danaher,
Gunners Snow Emmett, Tommy Cumming, Lofty Reeves and two from my own gun crew,
Bombardier Allan Glover and Jimmy Wilson, all from 13th Battery, and Allan Jones from 16th
Battery. After careful planning, on the appointed hour they slipped quietly into the jungle on
their way to India. Just when it looked as though they might have made it, on the sixth day,
they were all brought back to the camp. They had run into a booby trap when passing through a
village occupied by Burmese, who betrayed them and handed them over to the Japs.
The senior Jap officer at the camp ordered that they be shot and directed that some of
our boys dig their graves for them. On the day of their execution I was horrified to hear the
shots ring out and was running around the side of the hut when I bumped headlong into Captain
More; tears were rolling down his cheeks. We both knew what had just happened.
“Surely to God, Bill, one of us will survive to tell the story. Remember his name Bill,
think of China, and put an ‘S’ where the ‘C’ is.” The Jap Commander’s name was Sheena.
I just couldn’t believe that the boys of my own gun crew had been shot in cold blood
like this. I shuddered to think how easily I could have been one of them.
I heard that they had refused to be blindfolded and that they had died bravely.
After the war, the Jap Commander was tried by the War Crimes Tribunal for the
atrocities he had committed and was executed.
Our party worked up the line to the 75 Kilo Camp, building embankments, blasting
cuttings and levelling the line. I wore out my only pair of boots and worked barefooted from
then on, earning the dubious title of ‘Bigfoot’ from the Japs.
During the purge to finish the line, we worked from morning to night, 14 hours a day,
through monsoons, mud and the burning sun. Our task was to fill in an embankment with earth.
One group digging, the other carrying the soil to the embankment on stretchers made from rice
bags. The daily work quota was to move a cubic metre of earth per man. In the hot sun and
streamy rain, it was heavy going.
Disease was all about us, malaria, dysentery, beriberi, cholera. At the adjoining camp,
20 British POWs were struck down with an outbreak of cholera and died almost
simultaneously. We found out that they had been drinking rainwater that ran off the roof of
their hut, thinking that it would be safe. When we realised this was the likely cause of their
cholera outbreak, we quickly burnt their hut down.
Toward the end of our work at the 75 kilo Camp I got a lucky break. Our rice came in
heavy 85 kilogram bags, which normally took two men to carry. Being a country lad, I had
developed the knack of lumping heavy bags of wheat, so I became the rice handler. This landed
me with a cookhouse job that I was to have for the rest of my POW days.
When the Burma end of the railway joined up with the Thai end at Three Pagoda Pass,
the main construction work was finished. The bulk of us were trucked down the river to the
holding camp at Kamburi.
Then out of the blue, for no reasons given, a group of us were loaded onto a Thai barge
and taken up the river to Nong Peng in Cambodia, to a camp near a very busy airport where Jap
planes were landing and taking off like a swarm of bees.
As we passed the Jap compound we were surprised to see a white man dressed up to the
nines. He was wearing impeccable white shorts and shirt and a pukka pith helmet and was
strolling along the barbed wire fence seemingly to inspect it. The boys gave him quite a
razzing, but he only turned around and grinned back at us.
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That night, as Bill Smith and I were taking a walk around the perimeter of our camp,
our pukka friend came quietly over to the wire. He told us that he was a French policeman
working with the Japs, but more surprising, that he was doubling for allied intelligence. He was
a spy. He questioned us for well over an hour, firstly on our background and then on where we
had been, and all about the work on the line and how we had been treated by the Japs. He told
us to be back at the wire at ten o’clock.
When we went back he gave us a carton of tinned foods and a box of priceless medical
supplies, also very oddly, we thought, handed us two toilet rolls. He told us to get every man in
the camp to write his name and the name of his relatives and a brief massage on the rolls and he
would try to get the information back to Australia for us. We were then to meet him again at
one o’clock in the morning.
We did as he asked, causing great amusement amongst the boys. At one o’clock, Bill
and I returned as planned and handed over to him our two toilet rolls with all our names and
messages on it.
Shortly after arriving back home in Australia, I received a phone call from an army
intelligence officer in Prahran. Could I come and see him? He would arrange transport for me.
Curious to know what it was all about, I went. To my astonishment, he produced the two toilet
rolls complete with all the 130 names and messages. The information had been passed on to our
relatives as the French policeman had promised.
Our stay in Nong Peng was short. We never did find out why we were sent there. We
went back to Kamburi, were crammed into hot steel rice trucks, and sent on our way to the
River Valley Road Camp in Singapore.
After a brief rest, we were packed off to Japan to work in their coalmines. Not exactly a
promising outlook. We were loaded on the ‘Rakoyu Maru’, a very dilapidated old Jap cargo
ship, her holds already laden with rubber and kapok, and set off in convoy from Singapore on 6
September 1944.
We were an odd lot, eight boats in all. There was an old American ship, the ‘President
Harrison’, now renamed the ‘Kachido Maru’ which was loaded with hundreds of British
POWs, there were two heavily laden oil tankers, the Rakoyu Maru, two cruisers, a corvette, and
another small naval vessel.
We were later to find out that one tanker was carrying heavy bunker oil and the other,
high octane aviation fuel. It was to be a mixed blessing for us.
The troops were crowded into the hot steamy holds as tight as they could fit. As one of
the cooks, I enjoyed pride of place in the ship’s galley on the upper deck. Being a cook
sometimes had its drawbacks. The boys were quick to discover that bags of sugar were stored
in a locker beside the galley. They would sneak out in the black of night and scrounge a
measure or two of the cherished stuff. In the end there was such a run on the sugar, it just had to
be noticed by the Japs.
The Japs’ means of control was simple. One of the naval officers hauled me on deck
and started to rant and rave and wave his sword about. He would behead me he said, if the
thefts of sugar didn’t stop. I knew he meant it. Fortunately for me, so did the boys.
Approaching the Philippines, we were joined by three other cargo vessels and continued
on our way to Japan. As we zigzagged our way through the South China Sea, at about two
o’clock in the afternoon, the small escort ship behind us speeded up and took off out to sea,
then to my astonishment it suddenly blew up in a cloud of fire, smoke and water and
disappeared.
I felt a sudden rush of blood; could this be the end of my days as a POW? I had a strong
gut feeling that our convoy was about to be attacked by subs.
(What we didn’t know at the time was that a pack of five American submarines, The
Queenfish, The Pampinito, The Sealion, The Growler and The Barb was patrolling the China
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Seas, attacking the Jap convoys as they passed.)
On hearing the explosion, pandemonium broke loose on the Rakoyu Maru, the guards
hounded everyone into the holds and battened them down. They left me in the galley and I was
able to watch the whole of the proceedings as they unfolded.
All was quiet until about five o’clock the following morning, when one of the cargo
ships about one hundred yards behind us blew up straight out of the water and disintegrated,
scattering debris all around us as it went down. Within minutes, torpedoes struck both the oil
tankers which lit up the sky in a blaze of fire.
I waited with bated breath, the subs were obviously going for the whole convoy. Would
our turn be next? Then it happened! First an ear-splitting explosion, then a huge wall of water
knocked me to the deck; a torpedo hit us fair amidships, exploding in a ball of flame.
A second torpedo went straight through our bow without exploding but leaving a great
gaping hole. Water started to rush in and the Rakoyu Maru stopped dead in her tracks, listing
badly. As our luck would have it, all our boys were in the fore and aft holds and had all
survived the attack. They hauled the hatch covers off and scrambled out onto the deck.
In the turmoil that followed, we joined the ship’s crew, the navy seamen and our Jap
guards, all running around together on the decks looking for a way to survive. One of our
group, Vic Duncan, a chief petty officer from the HMAS Perth, was quick to sum up the
situation. He was experienced in going down with sinking ships, this was his third time since
the war started. Keeping his cool he called out to the boys, “Don’t panic. First fill your water
bottles,” and went around helping them prepare to get off the sinking ship.
The Rakoyu Maru was going down fast. In the melee that followed, we were at war
again. We set free an English group captain who was being taken to Japan for interrogation and
during the voyage had been kept cooped up on deck in a tiny bamboo cage.
Any Jap caught off guard was quickly despatched overboard. The Jap Naval Officer
was knocked unconscious with a heavy chunk of wood and dropped over the side. The
Captain’s cabin boy was treated more humanely, he was just tossed over. Other Japs caught
unawares at the ship’s rails were all given a helpful shove.
Brigadier Varley, the British group captain and other of our officers managed to free
one of the lifeboats that had been caught on its davits. They lowered it onto the water and
quickly made good their escape. We heard later that their lifeboat had been intercepted by a Jap
destroyer and all on board had been machine gunned and killed.
Vic Duncan and some of our boys were able to get another of the lifeboats free on the
water and get safely away from the sinking ship. They were luckier than the officers and were
picked up by a passing Jap ship to continue their lives as POWs.
Time was fast running out for me. I was bewildered and confused, not knowing what to
do or where to go. I decided to jump overboard, but in my flustered state, I misjudged it badly
and landed in the water right near the hole in the bow made by the torpedo. Water was pouring
into the ship through the hole and I was being quickly drawn in. I swam with all my strength to
get out of the surging current and, with luck, was able to avoid being sucked in.
I was soon covered with oil from the two tankers that had been sunk. My eyes were
stinging painfully, I could hardly see and my skin was burning. I grabbed at a raft floating
beside me and clutched on to it. The raft was about the size of a kitchen table. There were
already about seven other men clinging to it for their dear lives. We couldn’t recognise each
other as we were all covered with oil.
The aviation fuel was burning our skin badly but we soon found out that by dousing
ourselves in the slick of the thicker bunker oil, we could relieve the pain quite a bit. As it
happened, the covering of heavy bunker sludge helped to protect us from the hot sun and
prevented us from drying out as we floated around for the next few days.
In the turmoil, Japs and POWs floundered together in the oily water, all struggling to
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get hold of anything that floated. One of the Jap destroyers that had so far escaped being
torpedoed, headed toward us. As it drew near it slowed down and the seamen on board threw
ropes over the sides. It then moved slowly through the survivors, trailing the ropes in the water.
Whenever a Jap caught hold of one, he was hauled aboard, but whenever one of us grabbed one
of the ropes, the crew just slackened it off and kept easing out the rope until we let go. When
the destroyer had rescued all the Japs, it drifted into the mass of struggling POWs and stopped.
The Japs on board just stared down at us sniggering and jabbering away, doing nothing to help
us.
Our raft had drifted about two hundred yards away from the destroyer when I heard a
strange ticking noise come and go. All of a sudden there was a clap of thunder and a torpedo hit
the destroyer which exploded in flame and went straight down with all on board.
The concussion of the explosion hit me with a thump and I felt a stabbing pain but I
clung desperately on to the raft. Some of the others were more seriously ruptured, but they still
managed to cling to the raft.
When the action had subdued, we were alone, not a ship in sight. All one could see for
miles around us was a shiny inky black sea with oily blobs of men hanging on to odd shaped
scraps of wreckage. When we took stock of our situation, there was nothing we could do but to
try to stay alive and afloat and hope for the best.
Captain Arthur Sumner, the senior officer in charge of the troops on board the Rakoyu
Maru, was holding on to the raft beside me. He had been on deck at the time of the explosion
and was seriously injured. The flesh of his cheek was hanging down and he looked frightful. He
was in a bad way and in great pain.
He managed to hold out until the second day when he told me, “Bill, I won’t be here in
the morning,” and he slipped quietly away in the darkness of night.
For a few days we just drifted along without food or water, just hoping. Then as we
hung in the water from our small raft, to my horror, I saw the fins of a school of sharks racing
toward us. This had to be the end. As the sharks approached nearer to the heavy oil slick we
were floating in, they suddenly started to thrash wildly about in the water. To our great relief,
they took off in the same direction as they had come. The oil slick had probably saved us.
We knew our lives now depended entirely on luck. We were quite helpless and could
only try to stay alive and wait and hope for luck to come our way as we drifted around
aimlessly in the ocean currents. Somehow I felt something would happen and the longer I could
hang on, the better would be my chances.
We drifted toward a large hatch cover, there was no one on it so we all clambered on
board. It had two door openings but there was still enough room for us to stretch out. With all
of us on top, it was only inches above the water, but what a relief to be out of the water!
We drifted around for another two days. Our thirst became unbearable. The urge to
drink the seawater was almost uncontrollable. We all knew the danger and kept each other from
even wetting our lips with it. Ron Miscamble was craving for a drink. “Just a bit, Bill, just to
wet the inside of my mouth.” As he bent over the side and cupped his hand into the sea, I gave
him a solid cuff across his face, quickly bringing him to his senses. He fell back onto the raft,
looking rather sheepish, but he didn’t try to drink the seawater again after that.
On the fourth day, one of the men on the raft went quite delirious. His mind was a riot
of imagination and there seemed nothing we could do to quieten him down. He untied himself
from the raft and saying, “I’m going to the kitchen to get a glass of water,” flopped overboard
and disappeared into the depths of the ocean.
Reg Harris had become very weak, and was in danger of toppling off the raft. As I was
trying to tie him down I heard a strange throbbing sound, it seemed to come from under us. I
stared out to the sea around us but my eyes were so dry and sore from the oil I could see
nothing. The throbbing sound got louder and louder, then all of a sudden I could just make out
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the periscope of a submarine moving very slowly toward us. Within seconds there was a flurry
of water and the conning tower rose up about six feet from us.
One of the men came out onto the deck. Pointing a machine gun straight at us, he called
out, “Say, guys, who are you?”
“Don’t shoot, Yank.”
“You speak English?”
“Yeah, we’re Australians.”
“Wait there till I see the chief.”
We didn’t really have any intentions of leaving.
Then in an excited rush, other men climbed down onto the deck, threw us ropes, and
began to haul us aboard.
I tried to act bravely, but I was too stuffed up with emotion and my legs weren’t with
me. When my emotions began to sort themselves out, an immense feeling of relief came over
me and I would have wept, had my eyes let me.
Our clothes were cut from us and as much of the sludge as possible was cleaned off our
bodies. Naked, we climbed down into the sub.
Six of the men on our raft survived to be rescued. Our delirious friend who jumped off
the raft to go to the kitchen for a glass of water did so just fifteen minutes before the sub sighted
us.
The submarine that picked us up was the USS Pampinito, which was the sub that earlier
had sunk the Kachido Maru. We never saw or heard anything about the British POWs who
were on it when it went down. The sub that had sunk our ship was the USS Sea Lion. They
were all part of the pack of five American subs patrolling this stretch of ocean.
We told the Pampinito’s Commander that it was likely there were other Australians
floating around. For the rest of this day and all the next, the Pampinito moved slowly around
searching the oily waters for survivors. The sub finished picking up 76 Australian POWs out of
the water.
The men were still clinging to the bits of half submerged wood they had managed to
grab hold of when the Rakoyu Maru went down. They were covered with oil and had been
floating around in the South China Sea for over four days without food or water.
Two days later, the Pampinito picked up four more of our men. They had been clinging
to one of the ship’s large refrigerators, and had drifted into a heavy tropical thunderstorm. The
boys were able to tear off a piece of canvas and by holding a corner each, catch enough rain in
it to keep them going until they were rescued.
The crew looked after us on a one-to-one basis. I was taken to the torpedo room, where
my carer, First Mate Tony Haupman, fitted me out with a clean set of his own clothing.
We were hellish thirsty but the pharmacist mate wouldn’t let us drink. First we were
allowed to wet our lips with cotton wool, then for the next four hours he allowed us an egg cup
of water each hour. Finally a cup of heavenly water; it like was mother’s milk! Then, another
unforgettable experience, the cook made us a brew of broth. Never had I tasted anything so
beautiful in my whole life.
The crew gave us their own bunks and went to great trouble to make us comfortable.
We soon responded to their good care and our spirits began to rise. Not only had we been
plucked out of the sea, we were no longer POWs, but almost more unbelievable, we had
survived and were now safely on our way home.
It wasn’t long after I had changed into my nice clean white outfit and the Pampinito had
gone off in search of other survivors, that my good mate Reg Stewart came down the hatch
covered in oil; I had no way of recognising him, but on seeing me, he raced over and hugged
me with his oily arms.
“You bloody beauty, Bill,” he said, so thrilled at being alive and seeing one of his
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mates.
Things were looking amazingly good, only to think that a few hours earlier it had
looked as though our time was fast running out.
After the war Tony Haupman came out to Australia and was able to stay with Cath and
me on our farm at Nareen, giving us a chance to show our appreciation for the great care he had
taken of me. We did ourselves very well and he went home to America a convert to Aussie
beer. He was fascinated by our emus and kangaroos, and my assurance that the breweries had
the sole rights to all their hops.
The Pampinito then headed for Siapan, the island the Americans had set up as their
strike base. It was from here that their bombers took off to drop the bombs on Hiroshima and
Nagasaki.
We were taken to the Pampinito’s mother ship and after a lot of hand shaking and
backslapping and demonstrations of our lifelong gratitude, we were put in army ducks and
taken ashore.
We were questioned at great length by American intelligence. They were particularly
interested in the airport at Nong Peng in Cambodia, when we told them that Japanese planes
were busily buzzing up and down from it like bees around a honey pot.
Later we were told that the planes from the two aircraft carriers anchored at Siapan had
given the airport “One hell of a hammering.”
For the next five days we took life quietly, enjoying our introduction to American
rations and the luxuries of life that had escaped us over the last couple of years; a cup of hot
coffee, a bar of chocolate, and a packet of Camel cigarettes. When word came through that we
were going to be taken home, we sent up a rousing cheer. The feeling of heading for home was
terrific. We began to feel our freedom was real and for keeps.
From Siapan we went to Guada Canal on an American Victory Ship which then
transferred us to a minesweeper which, amid mounting excitement, took us on to Brisbane.
We disembarked, maybe looking a little lean and hungry, but feeling a million dollars in
our smart naval outfits and our feet on our very own earth.
For their own security reasons, the ship’s officers had told us not to disclose our identity
until they had handed us over to the Australian authorities. However, a small crowd had
gathered to welcome the arrival of the American ship and as we walked onto the wharf, we
heard a very attractive young blond Aussie lass arguing with her American escort, who was
trying to convince her that we were Americans.
“But they just don’t look like Americans,” said the lass.
“They have to be Americans,” said her escort, checking our uniforms.
One of our boys put them straight.
“No flamin’ fear mate, I’m an Australian and I’m bloody proud of it.”
The Rakoyu Maru was sunk on 12 September 1942.
We arrived back home in Australia on 3 December 1942.
We had just one more duty to perform before the war was over for us. Army
intelligence was keen to know all about what had happened to us, particularly about our
treatment as POWs. So it was off to a Catholic convent in Brisbane, where we were to cool our
heels for a month while we were being interrogated.
Sir William Webb of the Australian War Crimes Commission was extremely interested
in our experiences and questioned us intensively. He wanted to know all about the execution of
the eight anti-tankers at Tanbusai and, thanks to Captain More, I had no trouble in recalling the
name of the Jap officer involved.
Then we really were on our way back home. In Melbourne we were given an address of
welcome by the Governor of Victoria, Sir Edmund Herring.
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At long last I was back on my farm at Nareen to try to put aside the past and enjoy the
freedom of our land.
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THE NUMURKAH MOB
NUMURKAH’S FOURTEEN LIGHT-HORSEMEN
The basics for this story were narrated to me by the two surviving members of the Numurkah
Mob, Cliff Moss (Mossy) and Reg Cowan (Gangles).
Having been together with them in the 15th Battery of the Regiment, I lived in close
association with members of the Mob and so feel privileged to the few liberties I may have
taken in putting their story together.
There were fourteen in the Numurkah Mob, twelve of them born and bred on their
parents’ farms, the other two leading simple country lives in the Shire of Numurkah.
Their story reflects the nature of this country township before the war and gives an
insight into the character of the township as it is today.
Why include the story of a group of country boys in a collection of stories about the
experiences of individuals?
It’s simply because we anti-tankers always spoke of the Numurkah Mob as though they
were one person. Like the sheep they mustered and sheared, they were all tarred with the same
brush. They were all born in the frugal 1920s, were boys throughout the depressed 1930s, and
were young men by the time the aggressive 1940s and the war came around. They had to grow
up quickly, there was a war on the way and someone was going to have to do something about
it.
Right from the very start, the Mob had a ‘unique’ common background that was to
bond them together for the rest of their lives.
They had that good old country quality of integrity and that inborn sense of ingenuity
and versatility that enabled them to apply themselves sensibly and wholeheartedly to any job
that came their way. They were ‘Jacks of all trades’.
Their toughness developed from caring for and working a team of those wonderful old
country horses, the Clydesdales, and from trudging behind them in the fallow dust from sunrise
to sunset. They were as tough as old army boots.
They had that sense of honest country humour that came from working hard on the
land. They knew how to make their own fun and enjoyed a hearty laugh over simple things. At
the end of a hard day’s work they loved nothing better than to have a beer together, followed by
a bit of country style roughhouse, a friendly bout of fisticuffs, or a rough and tumble in the
clean dry country dust. They were as happy as sand boys.
They were part of a society that centred around the church, with its strict code of ethics
and stern discipline. The church did much to draw them together and provided a focal point for
their social pleasures. In those days, the church had been designated almost the sole rights to
hold the township’s dances and concerts.
After church on Sunday, fellowships were further strengthened through invitations to
Sunday dinners of roast lamb, tapioca pudding and hot scones, homemade apricot jam and
scalded cream.
This would be followed by a cleansing ale on the cool verandah, sheltered from the
scorching sun.
Their only other source of entertainment was Wirth’s Circus, which travelled around
the countryside visiting Numurkah on its annual pilgrimage. Their life was full of fun and
interest.
Through the sports clubs in the surrounding districts, they became kindred spirits. They
played in their local football and cricket teams with, and against each other, developing their
individual skills and finding out what it was like to be part of a group and work together as a
team.
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Life on the land was always a battle of survival for them, not only against the harshness
of the droughts and floods, but from the devastation caused by the plagues of mice and hordes
of grasshoppers which periodically swept unchecked through the countryside and threatened
their livelihood. They knew how to eke out an existence from their harsh land.
None of them had any money, everyone was a battler. They could live off the smell of
an oily rag.
They learned to shoulder responsibility at an early age, having to decide when to put
their crops in, when to harvest them, and when to work like hell to get the grain in before the
next rain.
They understood animals and the tactics for rounding up the stray sheep that had
wandered off from the mob, with their border collie dogs.
They were familiar with mechanical things and were able to keep their ploughs and
harvesters in good working nick. Give them a piece of ‘cocky’s delight’ (a bit of old fencing
wire) and they could fix pretty well anything.
At an early age they learnt to use firearms and could shoot the odd rabbit or hare
sheltering in the shade of a fence post, or go hungry.
They spoke for each other without fear of contradiction. They were intensely loyal;
abuse one and you abused them all, take on one and you took on the Mob. On the other hand,
be a friend of one and you were a friend of the Mob’s.
They acquired their qualities from their life on the countryside around Numurkah,
attributes they have since ploughed back into the township to enhance its country town
personality.
Army nicknames are generally spot on and closely reflect the character of its owner.
The Numurkah Mob was not without its share. Looking at them one can get a pretty good idea
of the nature of the beast.
Frank Christie was a bullocky built, ginger headed farmer and was one of the Mob’s
natural leaders. Consequently he was seen in many different lights and accordingly was
bestowed many different nicknames.
Befitting his build and colour, he was often known as the ‘Red roan’. Because of his
ruggedness and general toughness, he was sometimes called ‘Pans’, short for pansy. On
account of his good nature, he was sometimes called ‘Strawb’, (everyone had a friendly old
cow at home called ‘Strawberry’). Not satisfied with that bunch, he was called ‘Vic’ by the
boys in his own troop, after a well known wrestler of the time, Vic Christie.
Reg Cowan was a good natured, tall, lean, long legged fellow, whose legs looked as
though he had been riding horses far too long. He walked with a slight roll and had a laconic
manner. He had to be called ‘Gangles’.
Les Venables was long and slim like a ramrod, so much so, that the boys thought he
would make a good pull through for our gun barrels. ‘Pull thro’, suited him very nicely.
Then there was Alan Miller, everyone intuitively knew that his nickname ‘Wiggy’,
fitted him perfectly, but not everybody knew that he was called ‘Wiggy’ because his short curly
hair sat on his head like a judge’s wig. He was also pretty good at passing on the occasional
learned opinion.
George Dickie’s nickname was much more straight forward. He always had a big happy
smiling shiny face. They simply called him ‘Skull’. It suited him fine.
Keith Tyers? Well everyone would know that the only name he could be given by his
army mates, would have to be ‘Flat’.
Gerrard Shannon? How could anyone go through army life being called Gerrard! It
would be impossible. It became Jerry. (A name, reminiscent of that friendly little item that went
under the bed and saved one from having to stumble out into the dark in the middle of the night
to the distant outhouse, frequented by the odd frightening barn owl.)
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Johnny Gray just stayed as Johnny, because, like his near namesake Johnny Ray, he
could sing ‘The Soldier’s Farewell’ from ‘White Horse Inn’, ‘Goodbye, goodbye, I wish you
all a last goodbye’, rolling his eyes and throwing his head back with a quavering voice, half
singing - half crying. Yes, plain Johnny, suited him perfectly.
Then there was Cliff Moss. Naturally he became Mossy. It well befitted the great red
haired hulk of a man, whose face and huge farmer’s hands were covered with masses of red
brown freckles, like the moss on an old tiled roof.
The other members were called by an extension or contraction of their surnames. The
Mob had got a bit lazy.
Stan Gainey became ‘Gainey’.
Ron Haynes became ‘ Hainsey’.
Col McPherson became ‘Mac’, not an unusual abbreviation for a Scot.
In the early stages there were a few fuzzy edges to the Mob. Two of its original
members, Jack Thornton and Jack Laidlaw attended officer training schools and on receiving
their commissions were posted to other regiments.
Another of the originals, Jimmy Sharp was ‘claimed out’ by his father to be with him
and became a driver in the Field Ambulance Corps. He was later killed in Singapore in a Jap air
raid on Victoria Hall which had been converted into a military hospital and was supposedly
under the protection of the Red Cross.
For all us anti-tankers it was fun knowing the Mob; we always used their nicknames
and in fact many of the boys would never have known their Christian names.
As Prawn Hennebury would say, “They were a happy bunch of golliwogs.”
In 1936, trouble was looming in Europe and the threat of invasion by the ‘Yellow Peril’
became much more real. The powers that be decided to strengthen the armed forces and expand
the militia. To make sure they netted in some of the country lads, a troop of the 20th Light
Horse Regiment was formed in Numurkah.
The boys were quick to see this as a pleasant diversion from their normal routines on
the farm, and Frank Christie, George Dickie, Johnny Gray and Cliff Moss didn’t waste any
time before joining up. They were quickly followed by Reg Cowan, Ron Haynes, Alan Miller,
Gerry Shannon, Keith Tyers, Les Venables and Stan Gainey.
Col McPherson, who was working with his dad as a tailor, joined the PBI, the 59th
Battalion of footsloggers, which was formed at the same time, to mop up those not so keen on
riding horses into battle.
All of a sudden the boys were rich and famous, with five shillings in their pockets for
attending parades and bivouacs and another five shillings for providing their own horses, they
could now join the town’s elite at the local cafe for a feed of steak and eggs and chipped
potatoes.
With their Light Horse rig, their slouch hats and puggarees and their plumes of emu
feathers, they provided the town with a rare touch of glamour.
Each month they would ride in to town for a dress rehearsal and parade down the main
street in full regalia. The townsfolk, especially the kids, revelled in the excitement of it all and
lined the main street to cheer them on. They were the town’s pride and joy and they loved every
minute of it.
Their life in the Light Horse provided a great escape from the normal hum drum life on
the farm and gave them all a great uplift. The bonds of comradeship were by now becoming
quite strong. Where one went, the others had to go too. No one wanted to miss out on any of the
fun his mates might be enjoying.
Shortly before one of the camps at Seymour, George Dickie’s two sisters both
contracted a serious attack of measles. In those days measles was a serious epidemic,
necessitating immediate and absolute isolation. It was highly infectious.
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Well, there was just no way George was going to let a little misfortune like this prevent
him from going to Seymour with his mates, so he crammed into the dog box of the local train
with them and off they went. The inevitable happened, the whole Mob contracted measles and
spent the following fortnight confined in isolation in the Infectious Diseases Hospital in
Fairfield. George had achieved his wish to stay with his mates.
When war broke out in 1939, the Mob had high hopes that the Light Horse Regiment
would be called up for overseas service. There was no way now they would break up as a
group.
However, it soon become apparent that the Light Horse Regiment was not destined for
overseas service, so at the end of their three month camp in Torquay, Jack Thornton got the
boys together to thrash out whether or not the whole of the Numurkah Troop would volunteer
for overseas service.
They unanimously agreed to join up, but with an overwhelming sense of commitment
to their farms, they decided that they must first sow their crops. With their crops in, there was
no trouble getting full agreement from the Mob to enrol for overseas service. They decided to
enlist en masse and off they went in their light horse regalia - emu feathers and all, to the
recruitment centre at the Melbourne Town Hall.
It was a very impressive event for all concerned. The daily press turned up in full force.
They posed for photos with the Lady Mayoress and they were given the whole works. The Mob
had its first taste of notoriety and loved it all.
No sooner had they all signed on the dotted line, than as one, they asked for two weeks’
leave of absence. It happened to be Jack Thornton’s wedding, and the wedding of one of their
mates was an event not to be missed. The recruitment officer, at first taken aback by their
audacity, sensed that he had a bonanza anyway; 14 in one swoop wasn’t to be sneezed at, and
besides the war was probably going to go on for quite some time yet. Leave was granted.
At their camp in Benalla there was more togetherness; they billeted in the same tents
and worked, trained and played together. They covered for each other whenever any one of the
Mob was out on the tear and absent from roll call. They took their leave together, either
jumping the rattler on the empty wheat trucks headed back to Numurkah, or hitch-hiking their
way home on trucks loaded with hay. At Benalla they were dubbed ‘The Numurkah Mob’.
From Benalla the Mob went to Wangaratta and on to the Artillery Training Regiment at
Puckapunyal. Col McPherson had by now caught up with them, no longer having to fear that he
might one day have to prove his prowess as a horseman.
It just so happened that out of the blue the ‘Boss Man’ of the newly formed 4th AntiTank Regiment visited Pucka in search of suitable recruits for his outfit. The men were called
on parade and listened to the colonel extol the virtues of joining the Anti-Tank Regiment and
the kudos of becoming gentlemen of The Royal Australian Artillery. It failed to turn the Mob
on. When the colonel called for volunteers to step forward, remembering the first rule they had
learnt in the army, the Mob stayed very still and very silent.
Not to be deterred, the colonel walked down the ranks picking out men he thought
might be suited for his regiment. The first of the Mob he came to happened to be Gerry
Shannon; no doubt, in his mind’s eye, the colonel saw him as having the right qualities for a
gunlayer. He asked him to step forward with the other men he had coaxed out.
Responding automatically to his deeply ingrained army discipline, Gerry stepped
forward, but when the colonel had moved a pace further along the line, he tried to
unobtrusively step back into the ranks.
The colonel caught his move, “What’s the matter, gunner? Don’t you think you’d like it
in the Anti-Tank Regiment?”
There was dead silence. All Gerry’s instincts told him that he was going to be separated
from the Mob. The security of being back in the ranks with them was pulling hard at him. He
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madly wanted to slip back into the obscurity the ranks offered and stay with his mates. Then it
happened, it just slipped out, unconsciously his voice stammered, “I got 12 mates here sir.”
Quick to seize on the opportunity, the colonel said, “Good, then we’ll have them too.”
Frank Christie quickly resolved the stalemate and called out, “One in, all in.” The Mob
stepped forward as one, their fate was sealed, they were now members of the 4th Anti-Tank
Regiment.
Insisting that they all be kept together, they were allocated to ‘George’ ‘Henry’ and ‘Ink
‘Troops of 15th Battery. A few loose ends had still to be tidied up. Gangles Cowan was in the
camp hospital and was absent from the line up. They wanted the colonel’s assurance that
Gangles would also be included in the regiment. The colonel, basking in the success he had just
achieved, was in genial mood and willingly consented. The Mob could now report “All present
and correct sir. Ready to move out.”
With or without their emu feathers, they were still the idols of the Numurkah townsfolk,
particularly the mums and their pretty sun-tanned daughters. Whenever a church dance was to
be held in the local Mechanics Institute, as soon as they had finished their training for the day,
the Mob would straightaway break off, hire a bus and head for home.
On their arrival at Numurkah, they would receive a hero’s welcome, have themselves a
ball, and head off back to camp in the wee small hours of the morning, arriving just in time for
reveille. A little jaded and worse for wear perhaps, but well worth every minute of it. Happily
for the rest of us, they always came back laden with homemade strawberry sponges, cream
puffs and lamingtons.
A birthday was always a cause for celebration, and it just so happened that Frank
Christie’s birthday fell on the day before our final embarkation. Not to be deterred, the Mob
arranged for a nine gallon keg of beer to be provided to each of our three huts. The beer flowed
freely and we drank Strawb’s jolly good health rather too frequently. The party was going great
guns, when suddenly through the crisp morning air, the call rang out “Prepare to Move.”
Time had passed so quickly and so enjoyably that we had all overlooked the fact that
the hour of our embarkation was drawing near. We scurried around, collecting our gear and
belongings, and bunked each other onto the waiting trucks. Disorderly perhaps, but effective
and certainly, painless.
The troop train chuffed off on its way, rocking most of the boys into deep oblivion. As
they neared Melbourne they stirred themselves enough to sing lustily,
“Goodbye Melbourne town, Melbourne town goodbye,
I am leaving you today, for a country far away,
Though today I’m stony broke without a single crown.
If I make a fortune I’ll come back and spend it,
In dear old Melbourne town.”
It seemed to fit our mood very nicely. Lumping our gear along Princess Pier, we caught
our first glance of the troopship ‘Zealandia’, a small 7000 ton ex-horse transport ship that was
to take us to Malaya. After one disdainful look, Frank Christie remarked, “Christ, I could piss
over it.” We all believed he could have too.
If anyone had ever wanted to find a weakness with the Mob, they would have found it
on the voyage from Melbourne across the Great Australian Bight to Fremantle.
Slumped in their hammocks, slung from the upper structure of the open decks, they
were a sorry sight, leaving their hammocks just in time to make it to rails on the side of the
ship, and then scurrying back to their hammocks as fast as they could, only to remain there in
misery until it was time to make the next dash to the rails.
Land lubbers they were and they all would have sold out cheaply to get back to the
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security of their beloved farms in Numurkah. “To hell with God and country, bravery and all
that stuff and nonsense.” It wasn’t until they set foot on Singapore soil that they really began to
perk up again.
War and the period of internment as POWs that followed made it impossible for the
Mob to stay together as a group. Each member was going to have to play his role on his own as
best he could, knowing that his mates were somewhere around, but never quite sure where.
In the meantime, in their early days in Malaya, the Mob stuck together and continued to
have their fun.
At Tampin they trained together, developing their skills in handling and firing their new
two pounder anti-tank guns. At the end of a day’s toil, they would join up at the local cafe ‘The
Oasis’, and talk about their experiences and the folks back home, over a ‘few’ gin and
grapefruits. On payday they would visit the Tampin Rest House where they would dine in style
and live it up a bit.
With 14 of them, birthdays were always coming up to provide another good reason for
some fun. Nothing like a homemade boiled fruit cake from one of the Numurkah mums and a
couple of bottles of warm Tiger beer to get the spirits riding high.
When the Japs attacked, the Mob dispersed, each to his own corner to perform the job
he had been prepared for.
Members of the Mob lived through many of the experiences recounted in the stories
told here by their fellow anti-tankers. They most certainly will have shared with all of us our
two greatest needs at the time - mateship and survival.
The experiences recounted here are just a few of those endured by members of the Mob
during the battle for Singapore and their lives thereafter.
Mossy, Gangles, and Gerry were all allotted to guns that had been mounted in that
controversial style - Porte. As Clarrie Thornton had predicted “They were sitting ducks.” It just
so happened that these guns came under heavy fire, one of them receiving a direct hit, killing
one of our sergeants. Fortunately the members of the Mob came out unscathed.
Gerry, who fulfilled the CO’s intuition and became a darned good gunlayer, had a very
lucky brush with fate. Some of the gun layers had found that they could sight their gun easier
by leaving the small hinged, upper section of the guard down. Gerry found it was better to leave
the shield up and sight through the narrow slot provided. Covering the Bukit Timah Road
against possible tank attacks, a sniper’s bullet hit the shield right in the centre of where Gerry’s
head would have been. The bullet stuck in the shield.
After fighting a hasty, action packed retreat down the mainland of Malaya and on
Singapore Island, they were ordered to re-group with the regiment at the Botanical Gardens.
Here to their great dismay, they were told that Singapore had capitulated and they were now
prisoners of war.
The one bright spot for them was that a quick tally of the boys showed that they had all
survived. The Mob was still intact. To celebrate their survival and to deaden their remorse, they
drowned their mixed feelings of happiness and sorrow with a few pannikins of condensed milk
and gin which they had discreetly scrounged from the nearby officer’s barracks in Tanglin.
Then on to Changi Prison where they gathered together for a short while and shared
their arduous introduction to POW life.
In a line up for a work party in Singapore, the cut off for the quota stopped in the very
middle of the Mob, who always lined up together. Mossy, Venables, Gerry, Dicky, Hainsey,
Gainey and Col Mac became wharfies and truckies at the Great World camp in Singapore and
found, to their great delight, this was to be the best assignment they were to ever have in their
lives as POWs.
Working on food dumps, they were quick to see the enormous potential for scrounging.
But it was dangerous. Caught pilfering, and your comfortable livelihood became seriously
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threatened. However, they soon devised intricate and cunning ways to beat the system and
upgrade their living standards.
Three course dinners became the norm. Bully beef and baked spuds, pancakes and
powder custard, with coffee, tea, or bonox to follow, was a great improvement on a small serve
of tasteless claggy rice. With a bit of luck, they could down their meal with a bottle or two of
ABC lager they had scrounged.
Horakoshi, the Jap Transport Officer in charge of their work party, had wide powers of
authority. He labelled all their trucks with Japanese characters, indicating that they were not to
be stopped by Jap troops. The drivers were free to drive around Singapore unhampered by the
Japs, provided they stayed within the boundaries of Singapore and kept within the time limits
set for them.
On one occasion, driving around the godowns, one of the drivers ran over an unwary
Jap soldier and killed him outright. Horakoshi rushed over to the petrified driver. It had to be
the end for him. In a cold sweat, the driver waited for the inevitable.
When Horakoshi reached him, he raised his finger in a ‘Tut Tut’ motion and said,
“Driver, don’t you do that again.” Such was the relationship between the Jap officer and his
team of POW drivers.
The good life could not go on forever and the boys were soon back in Changi awaiting
assignment to work parties on the Burma Rail. Under Jap control, there was absolutely no way
the Mob could contrive to stay together. Each had to roll with the punches and accept his fate,
whatever it happened to be. Gerry was broken away from the Mob early in the piece and
assigned to ‘S’ Force to work in camps near the Burma border. Keith Tyers was sent off to
Borneo - never to be heard of again. Gainey and Hainsey were laid up with dysentery and
malaria at the time the work parties were being set up, and so were destined to spend the rest of
their POW days in Changi.
The remainder of the Mob were assigned to ‘Don’ Force, and hustled into small steel
rice trucks where they spent the next five days in stifling heat and discomfort, until they
reached Kamburi, in Thailand. They worked on the Wampo embankment, where they got their
first taste of what it was like to be driven to limits of their endurance, drilling rocks, dynamiting
and clearing away the heavy rocks. They worked harder than they had ever worked in their
lives, until the embankment and the bridge across it had been completed.
Arriving at their new camp at Kenyu (K3) on Anzac day in 1943, they set up their tents,
with bamboo slats to sleep on and share with the bed bugs. For the next three months, they
sweated and slaved on the ‘Hellfire Pass’ during the exhausting ‘Speedo speedo’ purge.
Mossy and Les Venables worked at South Tonchin and were lucky to survive the
cholera epidemic that claimed the lives of hundreds of our men there.
While working on ‘Hellfire Pass’ at Kenyu, Johnny Gray was struck down with malaria
and beriberi and was fighting valiantly for his life. Weak as he was, his eyes were bright with
fire, and he would gasp, “There’s no bloody way I’m going to die here. The bloody Japs are not
going to get me. I’m going home to Numurkah to die of old age.” Later on, at Tarso, the jungle
diseases and malnutrition took their strong hold over Johnny and squeezed out his life.
However, he was not alone when he died. One of the Mob, Frank Christie was with him the
very moment he was taken.
George Dickie had a serious attack of malaria and dysentery and was sent down the
river to the hospital camp at Tarso. When looking for George in the dysentery ward, Mossy
walked up and down the benches of impoverished men several times before he ultimately
recognised him. On seeing his old mate Mossy, Skull’s eyes lit up and he gained new heart.
“Christ, he was like a drought stricken horse,” said Mossy when passing the good news
of George’s survival on to the Mob. Later on Reg Cowan, who had been allotted cookhouse
duties, was able to scrounge a little extra rice and goula malacca for George each night. Back
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home in Numurkah, George would say, “If it hadn’t been for Gangles, I’d never have made it.”
There being no rest for the wicked, Christie, Wiggy, Dickie and Mossy were soon back
on the rice trucks headed for Changi. A little more world worn and case hardened, the boys
took the crammed, stifling, five day trip back to Changi in their stride. They cajoled the engine
driver to allow them to shower under the water hydrant when the engine’s tanks were being
filled, and were able to neutralise their cabin guard’s natural aggressive tendencies and keep
him in a happy mood by singing ‘Hi yi yippy yippy hi’.
Arriving at Singapore, Wiggy, Strawb, Mossie, and Skull were unceremoniously loaded
on to the Bioke Maru, a broken down old cargo steamer, and shipped off to Japan. Packed
tightly together, and battened down in one of its hot steamy holds for the next seventy days,
they were to endure one of the most distressing and hazardous experiences of their lives. If
there was any consolation for them in the trip, it was being with one’s mates. Being crammed
together with sweaty smelly bodies and touchy bad tempers, it was better to have a mate beside
you than have to put up with the annoying habits of a stranger.
The old Bioke took them through the torrid tropics, the raging winds of the notorious
typhoons of the South China Seas, and the hazards of allied submarine attacks. As their luck
would have it, they arrived safely in Japan.
Berthing at Moji, they boarded the train and travelled in luxury as third class passengers
to Nagasaki. There, they began their work in the Mitsubishi Dockyards, building cargo ships.
Mossy with his big strong hands, became a riveter, Strawb, a driller, Skull, a caulker, and
Wiggy a plater. They had to face up to the incredibly strict layers of dockyard supervision as
well as the bitterly cold wintry winds that swept across the dockyards.
Then fate smiled on them. A few months before the atom bomb was destined to
demolish Nagasaki and all who lived there, it so happened that, as a result of the allied
blockade, the dockyards ran out of steel and closed down. The Japs soon found other work for
the Mob, and hustled them inland to Nakama to toil in the coalmines.
Work in the mines was extremely hazardous, there were constant rock falls and the Jap
miners were always fiery and toey. They took great pains to ensure that POWs adhered strictly
to the rules. The boys worked on a coal face some 1400 feet underground. One of their crew
had been killed by a rock fall and they were under constant fear that it could easily happen
again. Entrance to the mine was down an inclined shaft and as it so happened, just as the boys
were coming up the shaft to change shifts, the coalface collapsed and the mine was shut down.
The High Command of the Imperial Japanese Army ordered the massacre of all allied
POWs to take place before 15 August 1945. Once again, the boys were just one jump ahead of
fate. Atom bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the war was over before it
could happen.
Before leaving Nakama they had a visit from Gerry Shannon who had arrived in Japan
on an earlier convoy and had also been working in the coal mines. Gerry heard that other
Aussies were in a camp nearby and twigged that some of his mates might be there. And so,
slowly but surely the boys rejoined the rest of the Mob.
They had all endured hardship and deprivation. They had survived experiences they
never had thought possible. They had endured mental stresses and strains that they were going
to have to live with for the rest of their lives. In all, they had been through a unique experience
which bound them closer together than ever before. There was no way now they could ever be
anything other than ‘The Numurkah Mob’.
On their arrival home, the boys were given a tumultuous welcome by the Numurkah
townsfolk. The Shire Band turned out, mums, dads and children; the whole population lined the
main street. The Shire President presented each of them with a gold watch and bestowed on
them the rare honour of The Freedom of the Town. The town’s pride and joy in the Mob now
matched the Mob’s pride and joy in their town.
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Marching in the parade of honour, caught in the euphoria of his homecoming, our
learned friend, Wiggy found himself being hugged, embraced and more than affectionately
kissed by one of the over-excited lasses lining the street. Moving back into the parade, he
turned to Mossy and said, “What a good looker she is.” To which Mossy replied, “Well so she
ought to be, she’s your little sister.” Surprised and embarrassed, Wiggy quickly turned and
went back to her.
A tally of the anti-tank statistics showed that the Mob had fared well for their numbers.
Twelve had returned home. Two out of the original 14, Johnny Gray and Keith Tyers died as
prisoners. Johnny Gray died fighting off malaria and malnutrition in a hospital camp in Tarso.
Keith died in unknown ways in an unknown place, somewhere in Borneo. The impact of these
two deaths on the town-folk was profound. Johnny and Keith are the first to come into
everyone’s minds during the two minutes silence on Armistice Remembrance day. They are
unlikely ever to be forgotten in Numurkah.
The joy of being back home was tremendous. In their absence, their farms had taken on
an exalted quality and they revelled at being back on their own earth. How the mums and dads
had changed, and how other mums’ and dads’ little sun-tanned daughters had suddenly grown
up to become such lovely country lasses.
Settling back to their normal lives was not without its problems, both body and mind
had to be restored to normal standards and this was going to take quite some time.
Nevertheless, they supported each other and continued as ever to give each other strength. They
enjoyed getting together to quench their hard earned thirsts and to talk about the future. Not that
the past hadn’t left its permanent scars, it had, but there wasn’t much sense in talking about it,
they’d heard it all before. “Been there. Done that,” was their philosophy. Let’s get on with the
business of living.
Most of the Mob married those mums’ pretty little sun-tanned daughters. As always, a
wedding was something not to be missed, offering the chance for some good country fun. So
the members of the Mob intertwined with the families of the townsfolk and the qualities of the
Mob merged with the character of the town.
For well over 40 years now, the Numurkah folk have continued to welcome the POW
friends of the Mob. An annual reunion is held in July of each year and the whole town gets into
the act, the civic leaders, the Shire President, the Numurkah Brass Band and its talented
bandmaster and bugler, the town’s police force, members of the militia, all of whom seem to be
getting younger each year, but are probably about the same age as the members of the Mob
when they enlisted as boys 50 years ago.
All the ladies from the town’s auxiliaries are there to welcome us and see that the well
being of the Mob’s friends is catered for in true country style. The whole town seems to take
part in some way or other and everyone seems to enjoy themselves as much as we anti-tankers
and the other guests of the town. Though, these days, we would be a poor substitute for those
young troopers with their plumes of emu feathers, but the spirit is still there.
An Avenue of Honour has been planted along the highway leading into the town as a
constant reminder of the men and women who served in their war.
Only two members of the Mob have survived to this day, Cliff Moss and Gangles
Cowan, but the spirit of the Mob will live in the characteristics of its people and the nature of
the township of Numurkah for many generations to come.
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REG COWAN’S STORY
LIFE IN A POW HOSPITAL, OUR DOCTORS AND PADRES
Reg had kept a rough diary of his experiences as a POW. He had also documented
his thoughts and feelings soon after he had returned home. These formed the basis
of his story and helped to authenticate it. This is his story as he narrated it to me.
Knowing him as well as I did, it includes a few liberties I have taken, for better or
worse and which Reg, with his easy-going manner, allowed me.
Reg’s story centres around the POW hospitals in Thailand and the twelve months
he spent in the ulcer ward. It also tells a little about the dedication of our doctors
and padres throughout our sojourn in the various camps.
His story isn’t for the faint-hearted. When I asked Reg what it was like to have been
in hospital in Tarso, he simply said “Well, it wasn’t very nice.”
I was another of the anti-tankers who had the good fortune to have been born and bred on his
dad’s farm. Our farm was on the outskirts of the township of Numurkah and as such, I was able
to enjoy my pre-war training and army life as one of the Numurkah Mob.
We were a happy bunch of country lads and developed strong friendships that stayed
with us throughout our lives. It was great to have a group of close friends with whom one could
always share his experiences, difficulties, fun and problems.
As it so happened, mateship played a crucial part in my survival, particularly on the
Burma-Thai Railway.
I shared a good many of the same experiences endured by other anti-tankers which are
recounted by them in this collection of stories.
I shared with them our brief, hasty battle of retreat from the Jap offensive as they raced
down the mainland of Malaya.
I shared the feelings of cold fear of being under Jap air attacks from undefended skies
when one of our battery’s guns was hit and blasted out of existence. We frequently came under
heavy mortar and machine gun fire but I was lucky enough to escape without injury.
I shared with them the feelings of ignominy and remorse when we were told of
Singapore’s surrender.
I shared the trials and tribulations of working on the Burma railway and the regular
beatings the arrogant guards inflicted on us for their own perverse reasons. They would beat us
if we couldn’t keep up with their expected rate of work. They would beat us whenever we were
unable to haul away the huge chunks of rocks that had been blasted out by dynamite. They
would beat us whenever we came across an extra hard layer of rock that slowed down our rate
of drilling ‘hammer and tap’. Then they would beat us for just being ‘dummy dumb’, that was
for not being able to understand their orders, which usually took the form of jumping up and
down, yelling in Japanese and brandishing their canes.
Of course, they didn’t have to find reasons. As often as not one just happened to be in
the wrong place at the wrong time, when one of the guards felt a pressing need to express his
wrath.
On one occasion when I was shovelling rocks, and had no more than paused for a
breath, when a guard raced over and pounced on me screeching, ‘buggero buggero’ and
knocked me to the ground. For the rest of the day, he made me stand in the sun holding a heavy
rock above my head, belting me with his cane every time I could no longer hold it up, until I
could take no more and collapsed.
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The exhausting work on the line, together with maltreatment and malnutrition, reduced
our body’s resistance so much that we readily succumbed to the tropical diseases of malaria,
beriberi, all kinds of dysentery, cholera and leg ulcers.
As a general rule, officers were segregated from the other ranks, so more often than not,
NCOs were the most senior rank at work camps. However, army doctors were allotted to most
of the camps I was in. No doubt the Japs had practical reasons for this, as doctors were the most
likely to be able to keep us in good working nick. Whatever the case, the doctors did a
remarkable job in spite of the fact that their forte was not in controlling men. Moreover, most of
them had only the slightest inkling about tropical diseases.
Our experiences were full of episodes where doctors successfully carried out operations
on men in the jungle camps, with the crudest of implements. It was typical to see them use a
sharpened table knife to operate on an appendicitis or hernia case. Many of them operated on a
bamboo bench in a clearing in the jungle and on most occasions operated without anaesthetics.
Of course there was Weary Dunlop, that marvellous man with more guts than Jessie.
Somehow he had managed to get the Japs to give him a roving commission to wander up and
down the line attending to the sick and distributing medical supplies.
It was always a boost to our morale to see this great streak of a man, bent forward,
loping along the rail sleepers, his cap down over his beady eyes and his mouth always open
with a friendly grin. Goodness knows how many miles he would walk in a day, carrying
whatever medical supplies he could coax off the Japs, to the sick in the camps along the river
worst hit by the purge.
Often he would lump an additional heavy pack of ‘towgay’ beans, which were grown
locally and which he had found were rich in essential vitamins. He would then issue a handful
of these beans to each of the bad cases of beriberi and malnutrition. He was not only a carrier of
medical supplies and towgay beans. He was always right up with the most inspirational
rumours and was our courier who kept us informed on how the boys on the line were faring. He
always knew who was getting better, who was getting worse and who had just died. It was as
though he knew each and every one of us personally.
The stories of his courageous encounters with the Jap guards to protect our health and
welfare are legend. He was never to be deterred from helping any man he considered too sick to
work. His casual matter of fact ‘cool’ and the almost dreary way he treated the guards always
gave us great heart.
The Japs hated his guts, but they were wary of him as they knew he had their high
command’s authority to roam the line as he did. They always had to be careful about how far
they could go with him, but much to Weary’s discomfort, this varied from one Jap to another.
Weary had the uncanny knack of making the Japs feel inferior and this used to infuriate
them. Often in a blind rage they would give vent to their feelings and lash out at him. At a
camp in Kenyu, in one of his usual tussles with the guards over the number of men fit enough
for work, Weary decided that three of the men in the line-up for work were too sick to go, and
told them to sit down and wait in the shade, while the work party was being organised. This
meant that the number of men left in the work party now fell short of the number demanded by
the Japs.
“More men work, too many men bioke (sick),” the guard said querulously.
“Only these men work,” said Weary in the calmest of voices.
“More men, men not bioke,” the guard shouted, pointing to the three sick men sitting in
the shade.
“Only these men work,” said Weary holding his ground quite unperturbed.
In a rage, the guard made a sudden swipe at Weary’s chin, only to miss by inches as the
tall bent figure of a man with that annoying wry grin, straightened up just as smartly. The guard
was furious. The reaction of the men didn’t exactly do much for his self esteem either.
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Fuming, the guard stomped over to the guardhouse, picked up a box, thumped it down
in front of Weary, stood on it, and threw another punch at his chin. This time he might have
connected, but for another quick evasive action by Weary rolling his head to one side and
letting the punch slip harmlessly past (no doubt a little trick he had picked in his early boxing
days at school). The grin didn’t leave Weary’s face.
The Jap had another go, same reaction from Weary, only this time the guard
overbalanced and stumbled off his box. It was too much for him. He quit. The work party left
for the cutting and Weary, still grinning, sent the three sick men back to their bunks.
It all seemed to happen so easily, but it was typical of Weary and the heart-warming
effect he always had on us. It gave us a great feeling to know that he was always prepared to go
in and bat for us.
There was of course that famous occasion when Weary was ordered to operate on one
of the Jap officers who had acquired a sexual disease. Weary found it ‘necessary’ to castrate the
poor fellow. He needed a lot more than his boxing skills to get himself out of that one, but he
did, and survived to return home where he continued to look after us.
One of the most frightening diseases we experienced in the jungle was the cholera
epidemic. It seemed to strike so quickly and take one completely unaware. In a matter of hours
it would consume your body, reducing it to skin and bone before overpowering it completely. It
was scary.
It was difficult to take all the precautions necessary against it in our primitive jungle
camps. We always took great care to boil every drop of water before it passed our mouths and
we would only wash the bottom half of our bodies in the stream that ran past the camp.
Whenever we lined up for our ration of rice, we would take great care to see that the water in
the drum was always boiling furiously when we dipped our dixies and eating utensils in to
sterilise them, before using them for our meals.
Cholera was so frightening; it made some of the boys so fastidious, that if, when they
lined up for their meal, their dixie was accidentally touched by one of the boys, or if a fly
landed on it, they would go back to the end of the queue to start the sterilising process all over
again. They would much rather take the risk of getting a lighter portion of rice, as the servers
got nearer to the bottom of the tub, than gamble that their dixie might be contaminated with a
cholera germ.
The cooks battled against great odds to take all the precautions necessary to keep
themselves clean and their utensils sterile. Quallies and cooking utensils all had to be sterilised
by putting them in the fire until red hot. Keeping the cookhouse clean was no easy job,
particularly as this was the monsoon season and constant torrents of rain poured through the
atap roof and flowed over the muddy floor, turning it into a quagmire.
We had just finished our work on ‘Hellfire Pass’ and were taking a break before our
next job, when one of the cooks I was friendly with was suddenly struck down with cholera. He
quickly wasted away overnight and was dead by next morning. The night before he died, he
gave me an extra serve of rice. I consumed it hungrily, not knowing that he had lost his
appetite, the first symptom of cholera, and that what he had given me was his own ration.
When I heard he died of cholera, I was terrified. For the next two days I watched for the
slightest change in any of my bodily functions and lived in abject fear. The effect after
contracting the disease is almost immediate. After two days passed and nothing had happened, I
began to breathe a little easier.
In our camp, 21 men died out of the 27 who contracted cholera. At a Kenyu camp, just
down the line from us, 120 men died in the month we were hit by the plague. It was nerveracking.
Colonel Corlette, one of our Aussie doctors from Orange, knew enough about cholera
to save the lives of many of the men in the Hintock River Camp who contracted the disease.
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The doc had two small Jap army tents set aside for his cholera patients and managed to
cram six men into each tent. On crudely constructed bamboo stands, he would then rig up a tin
of sterile saline water with a tube running from it into the arm of each stricken man. Right
throughout his operations, the rain poured down in torrents, streaming across the muddy floor,
just inches below the men lying on the slats of their beds. “That’s your lifeline,” he would say
to them, “Pull that out and you’re a dead man.” How he managed to get the tubing and just how
many lives Colonel Corlette saved this way, we will never know.
At the Kenyu camp, Johnny Gray, one of my mates from the Numurkah Mob, who was
already suffering from a bad attack of malaria was now smitten with beriberi and was battling
for his life.
Beriberi is a strange illness; it’s caused mainly through malnutrition and could easily
have been prevented by a small dose of vitamin tablets, had they been available. The deficiency
can cause the whole or part of the body to fill with fluid, resulting in a puffy swelling. Press the
swelling with your finger and it left a deep hollow. It didn’t seem to be a very discreet disease
and would appear on any part of your body, and at worst, almost without any sign at all, it
could take over your heart. Feet would become so swollen and stiff that it became impossible to
walk. Scrotums, reputed to be somewhat elastic, would fill with fluid and swell to the size of a
football. Very uncomfortable, very immobilising.
One of our doctors managed to get hold of a jar of vegemite, Lord knows how, but he
did, and he issued it in spoonfuls to the worst cases. It usually had good effects pretty soon after
it had been eaten. On one occasion, when the good doctor was making his rounds, he noticed
that one of his patients was not responding as well as he had expected. He found that the
chappie had been rubbing the vegemite on the outside of his scrotum.
Johnny Gray’s attack of beriberi was one of the deceptive kinds that made his formerly
frail, emaciated body fill out so that he looked almost healthy, but it was to have its lethal
affects. It took over Johnny’s big heart and he died soon afterwards. All his courage and
protestations could not save him.
It was at Hintock camp, walking through the mud and slush to a trestle bridge we were
working on, that gave rise to my ulcers. We had been issued with those funny Jap army boots
with a separate section for the big toe. The boots were like soft canvas sand shoes and gave no
protection against the two kilometres of mud and slush we had to wade through to get to work.
The slush seeped through the boots and stayed there throughout the hot steamy day. We never
knew what it was like to have dry feet. As a result, my feet became soft and the skin began to
peel off and I got trench feet. Then small blisters appeared on my feet and ankles, and sores
began to emerge. There was nothing I could do but watch as two nasty tropical ulcers
developed, one on my big toe, the other on my ankle.
Once established, the ulcers grew rapidly and the one on my ankle began to eat deeply
into the flesh. Each day as I watched them, they seemed to grow so quickly that I began to
worry whether the atrocious pus-filled things would stop before they took over the whole of my
legs. There was no way that I could walk, so I was evacuated to Tarso.
The hospital camp at Tarso was one of the most depressing sights one could ever set
eyes on. My first impression was the bodies of men being carried away on stretchers and the
haunting echo of the bugle as the last post was sounded at their burial. The camp comprised
long rows of atap huts built side by side and close together. Each hut had a bench of bamboo
slats running down either side, with a dusty earthen path down the middle. On the benches lay
about 150 sick and debilitated men in various stages of their afflictions.
The smell, far from being the usual healthy hospital smell of ether and chloroform, was
an overpowering stench of dysentery and rotting ulcers. It was terrible.
I was upset to see so many sick men just skin and bone, wearing tatters, at worst just a
‘G’ string, at best a pair of threadbare army shorts. All were barefooted. It wasn’t exactly a
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place oozing with hope of a quick recovery.
What distressed me even more was the sight of so many limbless men, whose leg or
legs had been amputated because their ulcers had been incurable. Some of them walked with
the help of crude bamboo crutches, while others wore roughly hewn artificial limbs. It certainly
was not a very encouraging sight for one about to be admitted as an ulcer case.
An orderly took me to the ulcer hut, the smell was overwhelming. He led me down the
between the untidy benches of men and stopped and asked two of them to move over and make
room for me. I could just squeeze in between the two men with barely enough space to turn
over.
Both my new-found companions had large ulcers on their legs bandaged with strips torn
from an old army mosquito net. They used the rest of the net to lie on and help keep their bony
hips from getting bed sores. The net also served as a future supply of bandages and doubled as
a home for countless lice and foul smelling bed bugs. Hordes of shiny, bright green blowflies
covered the bamboo rafters above and hovered like vultures waiting to pounce at the sight of an
exposed ulcer.
I lay in the hut watching my ulcers get bigger and bigger and wondered how on earth
they would ever stop and what the end was going to be. There was ample evidence around me
to indicate the possibilities.
We had no medication but we received very special attention from the medical orderlies
who, by now, had become used to the sight of ulcers, immune to their smell and tolerant
towards the moans and groans of the men who had them. They were experts in raising our
hopes that our ulcers would soon get better and we would soon be out of the stinking ward.
They bathed our ulcers as best they could, using water from a common bowl. The Jap camp
authorities had restricted the amount of water issued to the hospital. When the orderlies had
washed our ulcers, they would rebandage them with the same smelly piece of mosquito net,
which then stayed on until the following morning when the same process was carried out again.
We were forever hopeful that somehow, someway, our ulcers might improve during the
night. Occasionally one did, but they were precious few.
All the ulcer huts were grouped together and all of them were chock full of patients.
Some of the men had unbelievably ugly looking ulcers, a mixture of yellow pus, rotting flesh,
and exposed shin bones and sinews. There was a constant fear that if the ulcer joined around
your leg, the circulation of blood would stop, gangrene would set in and your leg would have to
be amputated.
For some, in their impoverished condition, the fear of being slowly consumed by their
ulcers was too great a strain to bear and they died.
The awful smell of the ulcer ward had other disadvantages for us as well. While we had
no option but to put up with it, our mates who came to visit us found it extremely overpowering
and could stay only for a few minutes. My good mate George Dickie who was in the hospital
for other reasons could only stay with me for a few minutes each day, saying that, if he stayed
any longer, he would have to retch.
The constant gnawing pain and the fear of having my leg amputated was beginning to
take its toll on me, when as my luck would have it, Weary Dunlop came to the camp and took
over the administration of the hospital. Together with Dr Corlette, they began to steadily
improve conditions. It didn’t take long before Weary was able to exert his influence to
convince the Jap camp commander of the need to improve the hospital’s supply of fresh water
and obtain suitable facilities for sterilisation.
Washed daily in fresh clean water my ulcers began to improve. The very day before Dr
Corlette was due to operate on my leg ulcer and cut away the damaged flesh, I noticed that one
of the tendons had become exposed and lay on the ulcer like a piece of rotten string. I gingerly
picked it off and as it came away blood started to pour out. It bled profusely and to try to stop
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it, the orderlies bound my leg firmly with a fresh piece of sterile bandage. From that moment
on, the ulcer began to heal and the operation was put off.
The ulcer on my toe was not as bad, but had now grown to the stage where it had taken
over the whole of the toe, so that the pressure under my toenail was very painful.
I have always had the greatest respect for our doctors, until one morning Dr Corlette
came around on his regular inspections. Without giving me any indication of his intentions and
distracting my attention for only a second, he gave my toenail an enormous yank with his pliers
and pulled it straight out. I gave him one unholy burst of the best army abuse I could muster,
for his trouble. The toe of course, improved steadily until it too healed, as did my somewhat
dinted respect for the good doctor.
“Thank God,” I thought, “I hope it’s not too long before I can get back on my feet and
walk again.” I’d been in on my back in that foul smelling ulcer ward for over eight months.
I was doing just fine and was beginning to enjoy the feeling of being on the improve,
when one morning as I was about to have my morning clean-up, I picked up my washer and
started to wash my arm. Suddenly I felt a scorching red hot burn. In the cloth was a scorpion as
big as an average sized yabby we used to catch in our dams back home on the farm. On my arm
was an agonising welt about ten inches long that I had to put up with for the next two very
painful weeks.
While our experiences had their dark sides, they often had their bright ones as well. To
have to spend all our time thinking about what was going to happen to our darn ulcers and what
it would be like to have to get around one leg or worse still none, would have driven us all up
the wall.
It so happened that one of my bedside mates had a pack of cards and we started to play
contract bridge. We played bridge from first light of day to lights out, with great enthusiasm
and concentration. We became so expert at interpreting the slightest innuendo, the slightest
change in facial expression, that we got to the stage where we could pretty well tell all the cards
held by the other players before we started to play them. These games of bridge always
presented us with a challenge and absorbed our attention so wholeheartedly that it took our
minds off our unhappy state of affairs.
Army chaplains were a group of pretty wonderful people. Padre Thorpe and Pop
Kennedy were the two most frequently with us. When things were tough on the line and we
worked from daylight to dark, as soon as we arrived back at camp, they were always there,
mingling among us weary bodies as we busied ourselves cleaning up and getting ready for our
supper and a night’s rest.
They would walk up and down between the rows of huts helping us with our chores.
They were rough and ready but very practical and understanding. For those of us who had
managed to hold on to their faith and were in need of spiritual comfort, they would offer a
private prayer. For those who thought they had been getting a pretty raw deal from the ‘Boss’
above, they would still give their spirits a boost with one of their bright and cheery comments.
When permitted, the padres held multi-denominational services for those in camp. They
understood the hardship and despair of the sick and the dying. They were always there to fortify
one’s spirits when needed, and they were there to ease the fear of dying and conduct the burial
services.
They were fun to live with. They were down to earth and were always there, ever ready
to give a helping hand. At Tarso, a party of us was engaged in building a new latrine. This was
to be the latrine of all latrines. Pop Kennedy strolled over to check on progress and to give a
hand. There was a strong wind blowing and it suddenly strengthened enough to threaten our
new pride and joy. In his usual easy manner Pop took over the disaster control. “Everyone grab
a bamboo post and hang on to it against the wind,” he called out. Then grabbing one of the
posts himself and bracing it against the wind, he cast his eyes heavenward and sang out lustily,
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“Oh please don’t blow our shit house down.” (His words not mine.) Yes, our padres understood
us very well.
Then came the day, when I was fit enough to be evacuated as a stretcher case to Nakhon
Pathom and leave that terrible camp at Tarso for ever. As was my good fortune, Weary Dunlop
and Colonel Coates were also moved to Nakhon Pathom to take charge of the new hospital
camp that had been set up here.
Each day we would see squadrons of American bombers flying toward Bangkok and
hear the thumping of bombs as they hit their targets, Bangkok was only about fifty kilometres
from our camp. The sight of their sleek silver bodies, high in the sky gave a great boost to our
morale. We couldn’t help but feel the end was not all that far off.
Being able to get around much better, I took on a job as a cigarette paper maker and
earned a few cents a day for myself. The boys had found out that by splitting the pages of a
book, they made good cigarette papers. It was a delicate business, but I soon picked up the
necessary skills, and spent my days patiently splitting pages from a volume of Shakespeare’s
plays and the Bible, and cutting them up into cigarette papers. The paper was tasteless when
rolled around the local brew of tobacco, which the boys had branded Hag’s Bush.
With the constant air attacks by the Americans, there became the prospect of an
invasion by them. Word got round that the Japs had orders to eliminate all POWs in Thailand,
starting with our camp around the middle of August.
Looking about us we could see signs of Jap preparation for our demise. Our camp was
surrounded with a heavy concrete wall and the Japs had mounted machine gun posts around its
perimeter. Furthermore they seemed to be dispersing the heavy concentration of POWs in our
camp and had began marching out groups of about a thousand men, well guarded, but
apparently headed nowhere. No reasons were given. It was touch and go, what would happen
first. It was unsettling to say the least, one could only hope and pray.
On 16 August 1945, Dr Corlette came around the huts on his normal morning rounds
and told us the war was over. We just didn’t believe him, it was just another of his morale
boosting rumours which we had by now, become immune to, so that for the whole day there
was no reaction.
That night on our evening parade, Colonel Coates addressed us. “The war is over, the
peace treaty has been signed, you are free men again.” This time we knew it was for real and a
spontaneous ear-splitting roar rent the air. The boys went berserk, someone rushed out with an
Aussie flag he must have risked his life to hide. The Jap flag was hauled down and ours hoisted
to the top of the pole. How good it was to see our good old Aussie flag flying over us. For three
and a half years we had sweated and slaved under the flag with its rising sun. The old blue
faithful with its Southern Cross flying above could only have one meaning. We were free.
There was no sleep that night.
We marvelled at our good fortune and our survival. We marvelled at the resistance our
bodies had shown in enduring the hardships we had been exposed to.
I marvelled at the fact that I still had my two legs to get me home.
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ALF MONTFORT’S DIARY
SINGAPORE TO THAILAND
1941 - 1945
Alf’s diary was made available for the purpose of this exercise by his wife Ailsia.
The diary tells of the day to day events as they occurred and so gives an authentic
account of exactly what happened to Alf and his reaction to it.
I have taken the liberty to select from his diary the events and comments that I think
are significant and not repetitious, taking care to keep the same balance of the
events as Alf has given in his diary. The words used are Alf’s with only an odd
connective introduced by me to join common thoughts.
In 1985 Alf was in Heidelberg Military Hospital with a series of heart problems
which he stoically survived. He and Ailsia completed the rewrite of his diary in
1987. Alf died in 1988. His original diary is held in the National War Museum.
Less than a sixth of Alf’s diary is presented here. My attempt to faithfully represent
the context of his diary and prevent distortion has been overseen by Ailsia.
My diary is made up from entries written into four small note books that I had before we were
captured. I kept these notebooks in a zipped-up leather compendium that my wife, Ailsia had
given me when we left Australia.
Two of the note books were small diaries and two were plain. The 1941 entries were
taken from the plain ones and I just added the dates for each day as I made each entry.
Not many entries were made for 1945, because of the extra pressure from the Japanese
and the many searches they carried out. Also by 1945, it was physically more difficult for me to
make the effort to write entries in the diaries.
The way I was able to keep the diaries without detection was that I kept a small pillow
or bolster right throughout my life as a POW. After a series of entries, I would undo the
stitching at the end and stuff the notebooks inside and then resew the end. I also kept a
‘housewife’ kit right through.
SINGAPORE AND MALAYA
February 1 1941
We left Puckapunyal and boarded the train at Seymour.
February 2
Arrived in Sydney and boarded the ‘Queen Mary’. What a ship! Had breakfast on board. Got
lost trying to relocate my cabin.
February 18
Arrived in Singapore Naval Base. A magnificent sight through the Johore Straits. Wonderful
tropical scenery, native dwellings, fine looking buildings. Many Islands. British band on wharf
to greet us. Threw money to natives.
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February 25
Quiet day. Sent on route march as punishment because someone left pineapple skin in mess
hut. Stayed in at night.
March 16
Played organ at Church Parade. Went to pictures in afternoon.
April 1
No jokes played. Played cricket and won. Mounted guard at night.
April 2
Two days CB (Confined to Barracks) for sitting down on guard. Pack drill in morning.
May 6
A 13 mile route march, a terrible ordeal in this climate. Cricket practice after march.
June 20
We had an ack/ack (anti-aircraft) shoot at Port Dixon with Bren guns.
July 7
Guard duty again. We had terrible trip through the jungle. I don’t know why they give us these
trips, but I suppose they have some use.
July 19
A word about the war situation, officers regard the Far East situation as serious but I don’t think
anything will come of it. Worked through this afternoon. Went to Malacca at night on duty
guarding the leave truck.
July 26
Colonel McEacheron, our CO had a heart to heart talk with our battery. He said we were not up
to the standard we should be in regards to discipline. Anyway we told him of some of our
grievances. Lofty Reeves spoke up saying he thought the colonel was not the man for the job,
but I don’t suppose it will do much good. We are heartily sick of this place. We mounted Duty
Battery guard last night for one week, as a third of us are on ‘no duties’. We are going to have a
rotten week.
August 10
For the past week news on Japan has been more serious and most of the boys prophesy war
very shortly, but I’m not so sure.
August 28
An exercise, followed by a ‘blackout drive’. This drive lasted all night and we arrived back at
5:00 ack emma (am). I have never been so knocked up before. I could hardly keep my eyes
open over the last few miles, kept pouring water from my water bottle over my head to keep
myself awake.
August 30
Promoted to lance bombardier. Duty week, so plenty of work.
September 3
Mounted guard as bombardier. Had an exciting time, it was pay day and I had to manage all the
drunks but I got through all right.
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November 30
Great goings on, with a scare from Japan. Leave is cancelled and a check up made of our
equipment. Jim is in hospital with piles.
December 6
Scare has developed into something more serious. We moved from Malacca at 10:30 pip emma
(pm) to the Kluang area.
December 8
Moved to Kluang Aerodrome, landings expected. Not much sleep and of course conditions are
pretty crook.
December 25 Xmas Day
A small helping of turkey and pork. Also a Comforts Fund Hamper which was very good.
December 29
Uneventful day but at night we refuse to obey an order to mount the trucks after we have
loaded our guns on them. We said it was too dangerous and too slow to unload the gun and get
it into action, compared to towing. ‘B’ and ‘C’ Troops refused to obey the order and as a result
their troop commanders, Lieutenants Ross and McCure were transferred.
December 30
In disgrace and waiting the result of the rebellion. We experience our first taste of an air raid.
16 bombers flew over and bombed the Kluang aerodrome. Ack/ack opened up. It’s a pity we
have no air force here.
January 4 1942
Plenty of air alerts but no more raids as yet. Boys are fed up with waiting for something to
happen. They are not fed up with tucker as there isn’t enough of it.
January 5
Experience a big air raid, lasting more than half an hour. A few pieces of shrapnel fell around
us but otherwise no danger. 10 bombers and 9 fighters came over.
January 10-11
On the road at last, and there is a certain amount of anxiety, as we have been warned that we
might be bombed from the air. A large convoy travelling in broad daylight would make a good
target for the pilots. Our anxiety is increased as we reach the main road at Ayer Hitam and our
progress is slowed down considerably by the continuous stream of evacuees who have fled
from their homes and are heading hastily for Singapore. The only consolation is that it is a dull
day with heavy rain occasionally. We reach our destination which is in a rubber plantation just
south of Segamat sometime in the late afternoon. It’s pouring with rain and as we have to
prepare for staying the night, most of us get soaked. ‘C’ Troop is not with us. They have taken
up positions in the Muar area.
January 13
We are getting water from the Malays as neither our water wagon nor our food truck has visited
us. Colonel McEacheron and Captain Stabb with an English Anti-Tank Colonel visited our
position. Apparently they were satisfied.

88

January 15
Just before dawn our gun and Danny’s were moved to the cross roads of Batu Annum and
Segamat Roads. A terrible day for us, it took the whole day before we got into position. First of
all Mr Vance ordered us to one spot which meant building a six foot platform, so we started to
toil and carry material to the job.
After two hours of toil, our colonel came along and discovered we were in the wrong
position so he moved us further up the small hill we were on. We struggled on again and got as
far as completing our position, including the ammunition pit and our camouflage when the CO
of an Indian Brigade directly opposite us politely informed us that if we had to use our gun we
would probably blow quite a few of his men into oblivion. We contacted Mr Vance who
promptly ordered us back to the platform which we had just demolished to build our
ammunition pit. After more work on the platform we got in touch with the Indian CO and
worked out a much more reasonable position with him. We finally established our gun at about
11:00 pip emma.
January 17
Getting used to this position, the Japs don’t seem to be pushing in our area. I note that we seem
to have no air support at all. Japanese planes can do what they like. There is only one battery of
ack/ack guns manned by Indians. They have one of their guns quite near us. They scared us the
first time they opened up at a plane.
January 20
Planes over all day flying low apparently searching for our artillery which is about a mile from
us. As soon as a plane is out of sight the Indian ack/ack begin firing and as soon as one appears,
they cease immediately. A very eerie feeling to have nothing between you and the enemy. We
were glad when the time came for us to move. We moved back half a mile and were told that
the Japs had come in behind us and we would probably have to fight our way through. So when
we started out we were all keyed up and I admit a good bit scared. We caught up to the main
body without incident and rejoined all of our battery.
January 21
We learned that 16th Battery had lost four guns in the Gemas area and the crews had gone back
to Singapore to be re-equipped, leaving us to do the withdrawal on our own.
January 22
We learnt about the Muar disaster and that all our men are reported missing. This afternoon we
suffered our worst bombing raid. The Japs got on to an English battery of field guns just
forward of us. They shelled and dive bombed them and drove them out. Then the Japs got on to
our harbour. We were just preparing lunch. Alby Broderick and I were making tea. I had time
to carry the billy of tea on to the truck and then dive. I didn’t reach the trench but dived under a
large tree on the edge of the creek. The first bomb fell ahead of us and the second was a direct
hit on the well we had just drawn water from, about 20 yards from where I was lying.
Branches, mud and water came falling down all around us. I have never been so terrified in my
life.
After the first onslaught we got up and looked around. None of us had been hit, one
infantryman just opposite was killed and there were bomb craters everywhere. Then the Jap
planes came in again, this time machine gunning. Alby and I got into a trench covered with a
bit of galvanised iron and we felt a bit safer. They riddled the shack where we brewed the tea
and kept strafing us for about an hour and a half.
That night we withdrew to Yong Peng and covered the bridge while troops coming
from the Muar area retreated through us. It was here that Gordon Bennett drove up and

89

exchanged a few words with us before driving off again. Many of the boys from the 29th and
19th Battalions, who had fought their way through the Jap lines passed by us. We gave them all
the bully beef and biscuits we had on our trucks as they had not eaten for goodness knows how
long.
January 23
Another terrible day, planes over all the time. Although not bombing, they were machine
gunning. We had to dive off the road each time they came over. Right next to us is a mortar
crew and can they dish it out. We keep a lookout for them and they cease fire whenever a plane
comes around, then as soon as the plane disappears, they’re into it again. These daylight
withdrawals are not too good, the Jap mortars follow us down the road as we move.
January 25
Another bad day, first of all Mac captured an Indian who was signalling with a white shirt. We
sent him back to HQ. Immediately afterwards our position was bombed with mortars.
January 26
Danny’s gun was forward and in a bad position in ‘no man’s land’. As soon as it was light, the
Japs got on to it with machine gun fire, pinning the crew down so that they were unable to
reach their gun. Gordon Highlanders knocked out the Jap machine gun post covering Danny’s
gun, so Matt Parrington and Billy Cooper went to back their truck to get their anti-tank gun. No
sooner were they on the road than the Japs got on to them with everything. Matt and Billy just
had time to leap off the truck into a drain on the side of the road before it blew up. It was
loaded with 48 land mines and 137 rounds of two pounder ammunition (anti-tank shells). It
sounded like a stick of bombs exploding.
January 29
Only once have we seen any of our own planes, that was at Yong Peng and they were in full
flight towards Singapore. We have been promised air support but I’m beginning to believe we
no longer have an air force here. So far it’s been terrible. The Jap planes can do as they wish,
just flying over the tops of the trees and they can keep our artillery very quiet. Their planes also
act as spotters for their own artillery.
January 31
This will be a red letter day for the Japs as we complete our withdrawal to Singapore Island.
Malaya is now in their hands. The campaign has been one long withdrawal. We couldn’t
compete against the Jap planes. As far as we are concerned, our gun hasn’t been fired, as the
Japs only used tanks at Gemas and Muar and there our regiment stopped the lot and not one
tank got through.
February 2
There were some air force trucks near us and a flight of Hurricanes left the aerodrome. We
mentioned to one of the New Zealand Air Force sergeants how good it was to see some of our
own planes for a change and he replied by telling us to have a good look, as they were off to
Sumatra.
February 5
Today I was put in charge of a gun in ‘C’ Troop. Mr Ross is once more our troop commander.
February 6
Take over my gun which is a Breda. We are at the head of the Causeway with a field of fire
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straight along it. Only the Johore Straits separate us from the Japs who are only a quarter a mile
away. We must keep under cover during daylight as we are under observation from Johore. We
can see across to Johore and on a day like today, it’s rather a pretty sight, everything looks so
peaceful and quiet. If it weren’t for the noise of the big guns, the war would seem a long way
off. At night our artillery keep firing on the Japs who are trying to repair the gap in the
Causeway which was blown up by our engineers. The shells scream over our heads and we
watch them burst along the waterfront. Hope they don’t drop any short.
February 7
Japs are using an observation balloon, we can see it quite plainly, they used it yesterday as well.
I don’t know why our artillery can’t shoot it up.
February 9
Heaviest shelling we have yet experienced kept us in dugout all day and many shells made our
dugout shake. One shell landed on the path at the entrance of our dugout, fortunately for us it
was a dud.
February 10
The Japs had made a landing on the West Coast of Singapore, which meant we had to get out
before they encircled us. We didn’t have a truck so we had to destroy our gun. I gave Bluey the
breach mechanism to throw into the first creek we crossed. We marched back about four miles
and found a rubber plantation with a lot of abandoned vehicles. The first one we checked still
had the ignition keys inside so we drove it off toward Mandai. We could only use third gear but
we moved as fast as that gear would let us. At Bukit Timah, I met Dick Mountford. He had a
gun position there and it was good to be with him again as I hadn’t heard of him since Ayer
Hitam. In a home near the gun, I discovered a piano and had about a half hour of nerve settling
playing. In the afternoon, we were caught in a heavy bombing raid. Dick and I sheltered in a
dugout which almost collapsed with the force of the explosions. We really thought our end had
come.
February 13
Sniping is bad, but they are hard to pick up. Alan Cock blew one of them out of a tree with a
two pounder. In the afternoon our position was bombed and one bomb fell directly on the road
about twenty yards from me.
February 14
Were machine gunned and shelled most of the day. There are two small Jap planes flying just
above the tree tops dropping 50lb bombs and machine gunning. Our corner is in a shambles, a
piece of shrapnel hissed past and buried itself into the ground between Dick and me. Philpott
and I dived for cover when these planes came around, both of us thought we had been hit, but
the thuds on our backs were only lumps of mud, and the blood running down was only
perspiration.
February 15
Dive bombed and shelled. Rumour that peace terms are being discussed. We don’t believe
these rumours, but by 8:30 pip emma they seemed right. We had surrendered unconditionally
and all firing has ceased. We are taken to Tanglin and join the remainder of our regiment.
February 16
All small arms are placed in a heap. Our guns and trucks lined up ready for our captors. We
didn’t see many Japs, only one now and again. They treated us all right. One Jap sergeant asked

91

me my age and whether I was married. He told me he was sorry for us. It is certainly a relief to
be out of the bombing and shelling, but at the moment we haven’t a very bright future. We are
now prisoners of war and we can expect to be treated as such.
CHANGI
February 17
We marched out to Changi a distance of 17 miles and by the time we arrived we were just
about plum tuckered out. Well! The war is over for us and although we feel very badly toward
the man who put us into this country without adequate equipment to prevent the monumental
disaster which has happened to Singapore, the Japanese defeated us because they had a navy
and an air force. Their treatment of us so far has not been too bad.
February 20
Entries in this diary will be probably few and far between as it looks as though every day will
be the same.
February 26
Now on rice diet. Cooks making a poor fist of it.
March 17
Move to new quarters at ‘The Great World’. Billeted in a Chinese theatre, looks OK to me.
March 22
A good day, we were working on a warehouse on the wharf and we were amongst plenty of
food, so we made a good job of disposing of much of it. I nicked back after we moved out and
got caught by a guard. I thought I was in for it, but fortunately he was scrounging too and he
asked me what food was good. What a relief!
April 20
It is true that many of the POWs have been beaten up by the Japs. An AIF man was taken to
Jap HQ where, every day, he was beaten unconscious and then dumped in a bath of cold water.
After a week of this inhumane treatment, because he showed so much bravery during his ordeal
they gave him cigarettes, fed him on good tucker and sent him back to the camp. How can you
fathom the Jap reasoning? We have all been warned about scrounging so one must take the
consequences if caught. Those who have copped it so far have been caught with the goods on
them.
April 25 Anzac Day 1942
We observed one minute silence. What a farce, trying to celebrate Anzac Day in a POW camp
like this.
May 23
The Brown Bomber is a dark, very powerful looking Jap who has a loud voice that puts the
wind up you every time he yells, but his bark is worse than his bite. The other day he did over
two Englishmen who had stolen some loose tobacco leaves. The guards were going to take
them to Jap HQ, but the Brown Bomber, who was senior to the guards, convinced them that if
they let him do them over, the incident would be finished. (It was far better for the Poms,
because if they had been taken to Jap HQ, they would have been killed). So he handed me his
rifle and bayonet to hold, took off his belt and really laid into them. Another day, he
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commandeered a ute and I drove him to Nestle’s factory where he stole a case of condensed
milk and then we went to another depot where he stole a case of bully beef. He then gave all of
this to our Australian work party.
May 6
Still hoping very hard for a miracle to happen.
June 8
The Chinese are very good to us. At every opportunity they hand us cigarettes and anything
they think might be of value to us. Only today a Chinese woman gave us two tins of pineapple,
a cake of soap and a face washer made from a flour bag.
June 20
Concert at night. I played the piano which had been loaned to us. The concerts are an excellent
break from our routine and there is some good talent in this camp.
June 30
Working at brewery with six other truck drivers. We had to unload the last load ourselves as the
work party had knocked off. Back at the brewery the Japs turned on draft beer. Result, only two
drivers able to drive trucks. After dropping two of the trucks back to camp, I had to drive the
little Jap who I was with right across Singapore. After dropping him off at his camp I then had
to drive two of our drivers, both in a dead sleep in the back of my ute, back to the Great World.
What a drive! I had to pass the Jap HQ, but luckily the Jap guard didn’t stop me and I got safely
back.
July 6
Saw a few heads of Malays decorating various parts of the city. Piano has been removed.
August 11
Went to rifle range and acted as marker for the Japs. There was no good shooting.
December 25 Christmas Day
Fuji gave us a good ration of meat and we had a good Christmas dinner.
December 31
Back at Changi. Didn’t wait to see New Year in. Let’s hope it is going to be a brighter one. I
suppose the year has been the most eventful of my life so far but it has passed fairly quickly. It
cannot go fast enough for me to the day when we are free again. Maybe we will be relieved
soon. Our thoughts are always on the day when we will be back home amongst our loved ones.
Looking back over the past year, we have been fortunate. Not all have fared so well.
January 30 1943
Mount guard. Seems queer having to mount guard in a POW camp.
February 5
Our officers are getting worse. Today we had Voice Control! The NCOs were marched into the
valley to shout orders at each other.
February 15
Captain Brown lectured us on the importance of eating our rice polishings. Lack of necessary
vitamins is causing a great deal of sickness.
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THAILAND
March 14
Left Changi for the unknown. Waited at Singapore Station most of the day.
March 15
Night was terrible. Twenty five of us in a steel rice truck with all our kit. Sleep just about
impossible, feet and legs everywhere.
March 16
Given a needle for plague by Dutch MO Have crossed the border into Thailand, plenty of
guards.
March 18
Arrived at Bampong Marshalling yards, base for a new railway to Burma on which we are to
work. Put on open trucks, rained, got sopping wet and cold. Marched two miles to bamboo
structure for night.
March 21
Conditions are very bad. Very little water and most men are in the open. Mail from home at
last, two from Ailsia and one from mum. Wonderful to read news from home.
March 22
There are now 2,200 of us in a very small area and conditions are becoming very bad and a few
cases of dysentery have already broken out. Let’s hope they move us soon.
March 29
Out on railway again. Today we are digging a cutting. This looks like a permanent camp for us.
It wouldn’t be bad if the rations improved and the Dutch and English were not so filthy in their
habits. Not the way I had hoped to spend Ailsia’s birthday.
April 1
Certainly a ‘fool’s day’ for us. Working about nine hours a day clearing jungle, extra hard
work, we certainly know we are POWs.
April 5
Worked more than twelve hours today. Tea was brought out to us. The way we are working
now gives us little time to ourselves, we leave in the dark and get home in the dark.
April 7
Ulcers on legs, remained in camp on light duties. Now got diarrhoea. Spent day on bunk.
Apr 25 Anzac Day 1943
Anzac Day and we are on the march, a march we are not likely to forget. We arrived just after
lunch and were set to work collecting bamboo for slats for our beds. The camp is known as
Kenyu.
April 26
This camp is in the jungle on a small stream which drains off a swamp and this is the only
water we can get. Rations are rice with a small spoon of sugar in the morning, rice with a tiny
piece of fish for lunch and a pint of rice with jungle stew for tea.
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May 3
Our section has been drilling for the dynamite charges. We drill five holes a day, each sixty
centimetres deep. Every night every man has to carry home either a stick of dry bamboo for the
kitchen or a stone for the road.
May 6
It’s very hard on the sick here, as they have to work unless they are nearly dead. Fellows with
temperatures of over 100 degrees are sent off to work. The Jap corporal in charge of the camp
dictates who has to work and who doesn’t.
May 8
We had a real tropical downpour but still had to continue working. Everyone was soaked.
May 10
Sick, but went out on job. Fever very prevalent and there are a lot of men down with it. There
are hundreds of POWs moving up the line every day. Guv Bligh and Ned Horgan went to the
gate to try to recognise mates and were grabbed by the Mad Mongrel and forced at bayonet
point to stand in front of the guardhouse fire until they were badly burnt.
May 25
I got punched on the jaw for loafing. Actually I was waiting for the man on the pick to loosen
some dirt for me.
May 28
One of our mates got lost and was out all night.
May 29
Lost man walked into camp and got punished with a bashing.
June 1
This malaria certainly takes it out of one, aches all over the body, throbbing head, hot and cold
shivers.
June 4
Purged all day and worked extremely hard. Didn’t knock off until late. Some of the sick
cracked up.
June 7
We now work until 8:00 every night. We are certainly tired when we get back to camp. Last
night we had check parade at 12:30. It rains every day and the road is almost impassable. It’s
agony moving along it. Our feet are permanently wet and so are we. No matter how heavy it
rains we still have to work.
June 14
Charlie Emmerson died this morning from malaria and diarrhoea. Reports of cholera in camps
above and below us. The cholera scare has cut out the little canteen stuff we did get.
June 15
Made a cross for Charlie.
June 28
We are going through our worst period up to now. There can’t be a fit man in the camp. Our
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section is going out with only ten men. Other sections are going out with less. We have had
several cases of cholera which is bad. We have to take all kinds of precautions, but conditions
are against us.
June 30
I blacked out. Helped back to camp and put in hospital. Heard Gunner Stone died and two of
the cholera cases died.
July 5
Seven cholera cases in twenty-four hours and two deaths. Cholera is becoming very serious.
July 9
Moved to lower Kenyu. Walk down was agony. Luckily we had our kits carried for us by the
fitter men. Conditions in this camp are terrible. They brought two of the cholera cases down
with us.
July 14
17 anti-tankers have died since 1st June. Cliff Collett stricken down with cholera, died this
evening.
August 4
Packed on barge headed for Tarso. Go into hospital. Every day, at least one burial party passes
our hut, sometimes as many as five.
August 5
Fred Webb passed away with dysentery. Up to now we have lost 21 men on this cursed line.
August 7
There are some dreadful cases of all kinds of sickness here but I think dysentery is the worst.
August 13
There is graft everywhere over here. All kinds of things are sold. Unless one has money it is a
very hungry camp.
September 13
Life here is getting monotonous now so my entries will not be so frequent.
September 20
I was pallbearer for George Airey. Bodies are done up in rice sacks and carried to graveyard
under the Union Jack. The pallbearers do the filling in.
September 23
Ulcer cases are very serious. Amputations are taking place every day.
September 28
We buried Doug McKendrick today. He died of dysentery. Death rate in this camp is over a
hundred a month.
November 1
There is new ground being cleared for a new cemetery. There are over a thousand buried here.
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November 2
I wonder if there was a Melbourne Cup today.
December 12
My ulcer has become bad. I can hardly place my foot on the ground. It’s agony having it
treated.
December 25 Christmas Day
We have had as good a Christmas celebration as possible. We hospital cases were carried out to
watch a concert.
December 31
Last day of 1943 spent very quietly in hospital. Surely, sometime during this coming year
they’ll finish off this terrible nightmare.
January 1 1944
No celebrations on New Year’s Eve. Today has been a day of sport, foot running and general
fun. Colonel Dunlop was one of the stars. A piggy back race was run with Alf Maskell riding
on Colonel Dunlop’s back.
January 4
Butch Taylor died today, beriberi and dysentery. I collected his meagre belongings to bring
home to his fiancée. A Catholic prayer book, his pay-book and a string of rosary beads.
January 11
Heard 23 anti-tankers from ‘A’ Force died.
February 22
Camp is very optimistic at the moment. Rumour has it we will be free soon. Colonel Dunlop
has introduced a new diet system into hospital, but it’s very difficult to get extra food or
medical supplies. We hear our planes coming over frequently on air raids. We are not far from
the bridge at Tamakan, and shrapnel from the ack/ack falls into our camp.
February 23
Received mail. Two letters from Ailsia and two from mum, written in Sept 1942. It’s certainly
good to hear of news from home no matter how old it is.
February 26
Weighed myself today. Just on eight stone. A bit better than last time when I was between six
and seven stone.
May 1
I don’t think I’ve mentioned the band yet. It’s very good and consists of six violins, two
trumpets, two clarinets, two guitars, a mellow piano, a string bass and drums. The string bass
and drums were made in the camps.
May 16
There is a cholera scare at the moment and the precautions are very rigid.
May 17
Red Cross issue came in. Two cigarettes and six biscuits each.
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June 13
I have this terrible disease called pellagra. It’s a deficiency disease which makes your skin itch
and turn a dirty brown. It then peels off and altogether makes you feel very wretched.
July 9
Day off for me and I need it. I’ve got beriberi and each night my feet and ankles swell up.
July 21
Started in cookhouse peeling potatoes. It’s worth five cents a day and a bit of extra food from
the cookhouse.
August 17
I’m feeling very well at this time. I have put on a lot of weight. Today I burst my pants.
September 23
Bob and I got mixed up with some other prisoners on the way back from the river. The guard
said we had been trading with the Thais. We were marched back to the guardhouse and were
done over with a bamboo rod.
November 11 Armistice Day
We had two minutes silence. I wish it was for this war.
December 1
Matsyama, our boss in the store is to be shifted today. He plays a mandolin and some nights
comes down to our bunk for a sing song. I’ve got a ukulele that Jimmy Gurd made out of
plywood from a tea chest, using teak for the arm and pegs, and duralumin from a wrecked
plane for the bridge and frets, which I marked into place. We made the strings out of signal
wires. The glue was made from fish scales which Jimmy scrounged from the Jap tool shop.
Last night when we were having our sing-song a Jap officer caught us. He bellowed and roared
at Matsyama so that is why he is going, but, he treated us fairly well.
December 25 Christmas Day
Another Christmas as POWs. The cookhouse did a marvellous job with the rice and meagre
rations. The menus read well. Breakfast: A sweet custard pap, fried egg on bread, bread and
marmalade with sweet coffee. Lunch: Braised steak and onions with vegetable hash, pork pie
and apple sauce and a slice of bread, fruit salad and shortbread, Christmas cake and coffee.
Dinner: Roast beef and gravy with roast sweet potatoes and pumpkin, plum pudding and sauce,
sponge cake and sweet coffee. Supper: Shortbread and sweet coffee. Not bad considering the
main ingredient was rice. Visited the Christmas pantomime ‘Sleeping Beauty’ and it was
excellent. And so the Japs allowed us to have a good Christmas.
December 31
Alby celebrated New Year’s Eve with a bashing. He got caught stealing some sugar. An
Englishman was shot. A bit hazy as to why, but it left a nasty taste in our mouths. We had a
reunion of 52 anti-tankers.
January 23 1945
Last of our officers move out. We are on our own. This will be my last entry for a while. I must
hide these diaries as the searches are getting too hot.
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August 17 1945
This will be one of the greatest days of our lives. Today it was officially announced that the war
has at last ended, after three and a half of the longest years I have ever experienced. When it
was announced, English, Australian and Dutch flags seemed to appear from nowhere. Heck
Nelson produced an Australian flag. National Anthems were sung and it was very impressive.
Unfortunately I’m in dock with an ulcer on my left ankle, which I’ve had for about three and a
half months. Since the last entry, we have been moved to a new camp about 120 kilometres
from Bangkok, where we have been working in a range of hills preparing fortifications.
September 1
We have just witnessed a great sight. A big twin engine bomber flew over our camp and
dropped supplies and then came in and dropped three parachutists, two Yankee officers and a
Thai. They are to help organise our evacuation. Twenty minutes later a British plane flew over
and dropped Red Cross supplies.
September 5
Time is dragging more than ever now. What I want is news from home and I’m not very
patient.
September 9
A group of people, including Lady Mountbatten, paid us a visit. A fatigue party had to build a
latrine for Lady Mountbatten.
September 11
Mounted guard. Had to put a few drunks to bed, got on to the Thai whisky. Heck Nelson got a
bit merry on the grog and while on patrol he bailed up the Jap Commandant and ordered him to
hand over his sword. Dick Voege and I were able to get to him in the nick of time and save
what could have been a very nasty incident.
September 13
Moved to Bangkok in trucks driven by Jap drivers. It was good to be able to order them about.
September 21
Caught in rioting, and brought out by an English officer in a Jeep. A sergeant was killed and a
couple of men wounded and sent to hospital. We don’t want leave into Bangkok until the
rioting stops.
September 23
We are on standby to fly to Singapore.
September 25
In camp in Singapore. My dream of fresh bread and butter was about to be fulfilled, but the
bread from the field bakery didn’t come up to expectations and I was disappointed. I must have
had an exaggerated idea of the flavour I dreamed about in prison camp. Saw parties of Japs
being given a taste of their own medicine, working under allied guards.
September 30
This is our last day in the tropics. Tomorrow we board the New Zealand ship ‘Tamaroa’. We
now have new eating utensils, a dixie, a mug and cutlery.
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October 17 1945
At last we are sailing up Port Phillip Bay and I have the last dressing on the ulcer on my ankle.
We are put into buses and driven through the Melbourne streets which are lined with thousands
of people. What a welcome! Ailsia, my mother and father and my cousin, who happened to be
on guard at the main gate and let all my cousins in, and there was Vi, Nell and Bob. We were
all so emotional.
What a welcome home.
Postscript, 1987
At last after all these years, I’ve done what I should have done earlier in the piece. I’ve written
up this diary so that it can be read by anyone who cares to read it. I intended to write it up in
1946. Just being home amongst our loved ones, the responsibilities of being married, the start
of our own families, the idea of having to earn a living and the settling into the life of a civilian,
pushed the terrible years of our POW life into the background of my mind. It has taken me all
these years to bring it to the fore again.
I have wanted to do this, so that our children and their children can read about our
experiences in ‘World War II’. Perhaps they will gain some understanding of those dreadful
years that were filled with so much suffering and during which so many young lives were
sacrificed.
Maybe, it will also help to explain the comradeship which developed and which
contributed to our survival and later helped in our rehabilitation on our return to the outside
world. A comradeship which still exists. This is clearly evident with the members of the 4th
Anti-Tank Regiment, whose very close association with each other, has embraced our families,
widows and associated friends who were also POWs.
I have got something off my chest at last. I have made it public.
I am content.
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LLOYD WEAVER’S STORY
LIFE WITH 36 NEW GUINEA BUSH NATIVES
Lloyd had written his story about the part he played in the war much earlier in the
piece. So vivid is his memory of his wartime experiences and of everyone else he
was associated with during the war, his stories could easily have filled this book.
However, this story is only about what happened to him. It is certainly based on the
records he has kept, but is his story as he recounted it to me in the long, happy,
patient and straight-jacketed discussions we had together.
On 2 December 1940, I joined the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment from the Williamstown Race
Course Camp.
On arrival at Puckapunyal, I acted as ‘K’ Troop Sergeant, until Christmas leave. Shortly
after my return, I developed appendicitis and underwent the necessary operation.
When I returned to the unit from sick leave, I blacked out on a knock-out route march
and I applied for leave without pay to regain my strength.
Major Quick, 16th Battery Commander, known to us as ‘Big Red’, persuaded me to
stay and help out in the orderly room until embarkation, as it was thought we would be sailing
very soon. Rather than miss out on leaving with the unit I happily took on the job.
It was thanks to Major Quick that Olive and I were quietly married before I sailed. We
had planned to defer our marriage until after the war but Major Quick suggested it would be a
far better idea to get married before embarkation.
“If you don’t marry the girl,” he said, “There’s no way she will be waiting for you when
you get back. I can fix special leave of three days for you to have the wedding.” So with ‘Big
Red’ as guest of honour we were married in Wesley Church, Melbourne.
I was the ‘bridegroom’ of the regiment when I sailed away on the Troopship Zealandia
with 16th Battery on 23 May 1941. My service with the unit was only just over seven months,
before I was injured on our very first training run on the guns in Tampin. I was in the process of
hooking the gun to the trailer with other members of the crew when the trail arm slipped. Being
a healthy country lad, I thought I could take the weight as the others jumped free. It didn’t
happen that way. The weight was too much for me and I suffered a severe groin injury. That
was the beginning of my undoing.
I was despatched to 2/10th Australian General Hospital at Malacca where Lieutenant
Colonel Coates operated on me, but my problem did not improve. Bedded down in hospital, the
diseases of the tropics caught up with me, and the whole of my body became infested with
weeping tinea. When this was ultimately brought under control, it was time for the doctors to
have another crack at my groin. This time the task fell to Major Fagan and, whilst his operation
eased the pain considerably, the problem remained.
Sending a disabled serviceman home at this stage of the war was not as straight-forward
a matter as one might think. I was loaded on to an Indian hospital ship, the ‘Talamba’ with
some 60 other Aussie servicemen and repatriated home.
We arrived at Colombo, Sri Lanka on 24 January 1942, taking eight days from
Singapore, and I hastily cabled Olive advising her that I was safe and well in hospital in
Colombo, and on my way home. Unfortunately, with the Japanese control of the area at the
time, I spent the next seven weeks in Colombo. Then as my luck would have it, the ‘Stirling
Castle’, loaded with servicemen returning to Australia, berthed at Colombo. Recognising us as
kindred spirits, they made room on board for us and we set sail for dear old Melbourne.
Back home again, we experienced the same old army shemozzle. There were no records
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for any of the Colombo group. The army medico we all had to front up to was so old and
doddery he could have been a relic from the Wars of the Roses. Perplexed, bothered and
bewildered, he was more than happy to accept my suggestion that we all be granted two weeks’
leave to allow time for our records to catch up with us.
On my return from leave I was shuffled off to Heidelberg Military Hospital for further
treatment. Three months down the track I was posted to Puckapunyal, my groin problem still
with me but my medical classification still intact: ‘A1 subject to further examination.’
At Puckapunyal, I was assigned as an orderly room clerk to the 105 Anti-Tank Training
Unit which was training reinforcements for the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment. 14th Battery was still
in Darwin and my hopes of getting back to my old regiment rose. But it was not to be, 14th
Battery was about to be broken up and disbanded.
As a clerical orderly, I dossed in the hut which, coincidentally was the very same hut
that ‘K’ Troop had lived in until our embarkation. The boys had chalked their names all over
the walls and rafters, and I slept with their ghosts all about me. Each night I wondered how they
had come through the action and how they were being treated as POWs by the Japs. A desire to
do something to help them began to build up inside me. It kept churning around and I decided
that somehow, someway, I had to get back into a combat force and do my bit.
In March 1943, I was transferred to the 3rd Australian Artillery Training Unit at Greta
in NSW The unit was staffed with World War I veterans who had been given the job of training
new recruits. I was appointed personal clerk to Colonel Coombe, an ex-Indian Army career
officer who readily understood my eagerness to get back into a combat unit. He did everything
he could to help me, but my groin injury persisted and required daily treatment. My medical
record counted too strongly against me.
I was hopelessly bogged down in the admin side of the army and desperately wanted to
get away from these ‘office johnny’ jobs. I had been messed around so much I began to wonder
how I would feel when I came face to face with my old anti-tank mates when they came back
home. I would be doomed to them forever greeting me with, “Hi Lloyd, how’s your hernia?” I
would be happy if only I could do something for them. The idea of getting back to the front line
began to develop into a burning obsession.
Then my chance came. The Artillery Training Unit began to wind down and I was
given the job of arranging the necessary postings. It was not hard for me to arrange for my
existing file and medical records to be conveniently mislaid. Included in the list of possible
placements for the redundant members of the unit was the Canungra Jungle Training Centre.
That seemed a likely stepping-off spot for me, so I decided to put my name on the postings. As
they were looking for shorter and lighter men, I recorded my height down a couple of inches
and my weight down a stone and a bit, to conform to their physical requirements. Of course no
reference was made to any groin injury.
Training at Canungra was based on General Bennett’s experience in Singapore and
Malaya. It provided excellent training for troops in all kinds of combat situations but in
particular the emphasis was on jungle warfare.
Once I was there, I saw Canungra as a great opportunity to get the break I had been so
eagerly looking for. In the Training Company to which I was allocated, there were some 150
Warrant Officers and NCOs, and we were told “The best results will get the best postings.”
Hyped up as I was, I worked like a bastard and made the top 30 in the class. “Hooray,” I
thought, “I’ve made it. I’ll soon be on my way.” I just could not believe it when I was told that
the top posting I had earned for my efforts was the opportunity to stay in Canungra as a training
instructor.
I was back to base one again, a confirmed base wallah. I was livid and decided to leave
no stone unturned until I got out of that confounded web. I applied four times to get out of the
Instructor’s job, I applied for ‘M’ Force, I applied for ‘Z’ Force, I applied for the Commando
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Force and, scared as I was of heights, I even applied to join the Parachute Troops. All to no
avail.
I even tried a little insanity. When the officer in charge of the course, asked me to
define ‘weapon training’ for the group, in my best army jargon I told them, “The object of
weapon training is to teach the soldier the most efficient way to handle his weapons in order to
kill the enemy.”
I then followed it with my little bit of insanity, “But of course I don’t agree with it, as a
kid at Sunday School I was taught, thou shalt not kill.”
Unfortunately nothing happened, other than a smirk from the officer who only put me
on record, fully aware that I would do anything to break away from my job as instructor.
Nevertheless, for all that, I was steadily regaining my fitness, and becoming quite skilled as an
instructor in the use of small arms, grenades and mortars.
And then it happened.
Colonel Mick Stewart came to Canungra to look for suitable volunteers for the 2nd
New Guinea Infantry Battalion he had been charged with setting up. He needed six sergeants,
each to train a group of New Guinea natives with the undaunted task of leading them into
action as a combat force. About 70 of us volunteered.
Colonel Stewart’s selection interview comprised only three straight-forward questions.
“When did you enlist?”
“Why do you want to go away?”
“Do you like natives?”
I told him I had enlisted in 1940. He was looking for those who had enlisted voluntarily
before the Japs had entered the war. I made base one.
The second question related to what had been boiling up inside me for the past 12
months so I had no trouble telling him how keen I was to join a combat unit.
I made base two.
To his final question I said, “I don’t know much about South West Pacific natives and I
couldn’t say I care for them very much, but I respect them, sir.”
To which he replied, “Well, I don’t want you to love them, I just want you to be able to
train them to fight.”
“Well, I can do that sir.”
“Right, you’re in.”
I made base three and a home run. At long last I got my break. I was appointed sergeant
of 11 Platoon of the 2nd New Guinea Infantry Battalion, and was flown straight off to Nanzab,
a village not far from Lae. This was the headquarters for our battalion, where we were to train
our native troops.
The natives had been selected by a mining engineer with extensive experience in
working with New Guinea natives. He only selected those natives who had been in Jap
occupied areas and were keen to pay back the Japs for the treatment they had been given.
Some of the experiences the natives had were grim indeed. Most had been driven out of
their villages by the Japs and many had been badly beaten. Some of the natives had such an
intense hatred for the Japs that they would go to great lengths to avenge them. I was to see this
for myself later on when one of my normally very happy native troops, Katamandara, stood
over the dead body of a Jap soldier and, in a cold rage, raked him up and down with machine
gun fire until he had emptied his magazine. Those who had been in Jap hands clearly made the
best soldiers.
And so I was given 36 New Guinea bush natives to form my troop. If ever I realised the
importance of training, I did now. My very own life depended on how well I could train these
native bushmen to become top-notch combat soldiers. I knew it was not going to be easy and
that I would have to put every ounce I had into it.
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For a start, we had to learn to communicate with each other. A few of them could speak
a little Pidgin, but none could count, write, tell the time or measure distance. Pidgin English
was our common language and it wasn’t as hard for me to pick it up as it was for most of the
natives. I spent the first three weeks working through their nominal rolls and talking to them to
make sure we had recorded each native’s name correctly. I soon learnt to relate to the natives
and we soon understood each other well enough to start our training and begin to work
together.
Time, measurement, and distance were a real bug. Their concept of time and distance
seemed to depend on just so many things, like whether they were fit or jaded, whether the
terrain was flat or hilly, and whether their packs were light or heavy. Their concept of time and
distance went something like this: If they were fit and the terrain was flat, then distances and
times were always shorter. If they were pooped, and the countryside was hilly or their packs
heavy, then distances were further and time was longer. I knew they were not going to change.
I would have to control our patrols using the best maps and information the army could give
me.
The natives had their own way of moving along the jungle paths. Getting them to march
in army style was one hell of a job. To swing one arm forward at the same time as the opposite
leg was a real conundrum for them. I spent hours patiently trying to show them how to do this.
One poor fellow, Las, couldn’t for the life of him get the idea of the swing. Walking beside
him, I would swing his right arm forward as his left leg came forward and then reverse it for the
next step. When I thought he had the rhythm, I’d stop and leave him on his own, only to find
him tangled up in a state of bewilderment and confusion.
In the end I could do no more and told the poor fellow that if he couldn’t march
correctly, then he wouldn’t be in the Governor General’s march past. Well! The Governor
General’s Parade is something no self-respecting member of the New Guinea Infantry could
afford to miss without losing his self-esteem. So, with the help of the whole troop he practised
what must have been to him, a most unnatural way to move, until about two o’clock in the
morning when I had to call it off. In the end, Las made the Governor General’s march past.
If these were the sort of problems I was going to have in simple matters like marching, I
began to wonder how long it was going to take me to develop them into a combat force.
Drilling with rifles was totally foreign to them, but once they could march they soon
cottoned on to the drill and unlike their Australian army counterparts, they loved every minute
of them.
Firing the rifle was a completely different matter. They had absolutely no idea of what
it was like to fire a gun and what would happen to them when they pulled the trigger. They
were frozen stiff when I first put a loaded gun in their hands. They simply would not pull the
trigger for the first time. I had to put my hand over theirs, and with my finger over their trigger
finger, depress it for them. Once the gun was fired they reacted with sheer ecstasy and the
newly initiated had a flash of fire in their eyes. They just loved their rifles and would practise
their drills together until the small hours of the morning when I would have to go out and stop
them.
Shooting on the target range was an entirely different matter. To the natives, aiming
simply meant pointing the gun in the general direction of the target and pulling the trigger.
They could not understand how to sight a rifle and there was no way I could explain it to them.
I began to have grave doubts about their marksmanship and despaired at the thought of ever
going into battle with them.
It was only when we got on to quick-firing at moving targets in the jungle that I realised
that they were ‘instinctive’ shots. Quick as a flash they could point their rifle at anything that
moved and fire with deadly accuracy. It was only later that I realised how quick they really
could be. We were on a patrol trekking through the jungle when suddenly a shot rang out and a
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bullet whizzed past so close that it could only have missed me by inches.
I barked out, “Whosat e fire up?”
Kumei, one of the natives who came to the platoon just before we went into action, and
was absolutely hopeless on the rifle range, answered quite unruffled, “Me pela kilim Japan.”
On two other occasions Kumei did precisely the same thing. He had shot three Japs before I
had time to see any one of them. With his instinctive shooting, Kumei had saved my life three
times.
From firing rifles we moved on to firing automatic weapons. This time I had the
opposite problem. When first firing a machine gun their finger would simply freeze on the
trigger until they had fired the whole magazine in one quick burst. It was a devil of a job to get
them to fire in short bursts. In the end I had to stand behind each one of them with my arms
around them and my hand over theirs, lifting their finger off the trigger then depressing it again,
up - off, down - on, until they got the hang of it. For natives so completely unfamiliar with the
use of fire arms they learnt amazingly quickly.
Teaching them to use hand grenades with four-second fuses was something far more
hazardous. They had absolutely no idea of how long four seconds was. Then there was the
problem of getting them to understand how the grenade worked. After a few hair-raising
incidents and a couple of narrow escapes, they soon learnt that; pull the firing pin out and hold
the striker lever down firmly in your clenched fist and everything is OK, let the striker lever go,
and you have to throw it as far away as you could, as fast as you could.
And so, with their eagerness to use their newfound killing power and their keenness to
avenge the Japs they hated so much, they were beginning to shape up as an effective combat
unit.
Each platoon was very heavily armed. My platoon was armed with twelve Owen guns
and six Brens. Those not carrying machine guns were armed with rifles and hand grenades. I
carried a Bren. During our operations we captured additional equipment and we finished up
with seventeen Owens and eight Brens. So all in all we had become a pretty formidable force
with high fire power.
For my part, I learnt many lessons from the natives. One of the earliest was how to walk
quietly along the jungle tracks. Once when on a jungle patrol, Saugang, whom I had come to
rely on for help in understanding the habits and customs of the natives, said to me, “You pela
alla same bulla ma cow.” He then proceeded to demonstrate to me that when I tried to walk
quietly on the tip of my toes, I made more noise than if I eased my heel gently on the ground
first and then, rolled on to my toes as he did.
On patrols the natives were uncanny; their senses of jungle sounds and sights were
amazingly fine-tuned. They could detect the presence of the enemy from the minutest clue.
They were alert to every clue the jungle imparted, a bent twig, a scratch on a branch, the call of
an odd frightened bird, a rustle of leaves - everything had a meaning to them.
Their sense of smell was so keen that they always knew where I was and, even more
amazing, they could actually smell the presence of Japs.
They moved along the jungle paths like silent shadows; it was little wonder that the Japs
called them ‘Green Shadows’. The bush natives they had earlier despised had now become an
unnerving threat to them.
While as bush natives, they had absolutely no idea of our concept of time, intuitively
they were able to measure its passage. When on patrol, we would always travel in single file
keeping about ten paces between the troops. The crucial position was the point or lead scout.
The natives too regarded this as the most critical position on the patrol and would only allow a
very select few to take it on.
What was amazing was the fact that they would change the position of lead scout every
seven minutes, almost to the dot. I asked Saugang why they always rotated the lead scouts
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when they had only been doing the job for such a short spell. He replied, “Eye belong me, long
longin about, no can e look him good.” Which meant that the task depended on the one’s
concentration and this can only be at its sharpest for a short span of time. They intuitively knew
when that time had expired.
The natives would seldom allow me to be any further forward in the line than the
number four position. It was only when the track forked out or crossed another that they would
call me up front to help determine the path we would take. It gave me a great sense of security
to know that the lead scout always had his sharpest wits about him, so I always allowed the
natives to control the choice of scout and the overall pace of the patrol.
‘Green shadows’ they may have been, but they certainly caused me some pretty scary
moments. Occasionally the lead scout would simply vanish, not a word, not a sound. The others
in front of me would do likewise. With a sudden feeling of eeriness, I would find myself
standing on the path alone. This was another occasion when I was prepared to follow their lead,
and I quickly became equally adept in their silent disappearing trick.
By the nick-names they gave me, I knew that they had me taped too. ‘Bone Nuthin’skinny, ‘Too much on top’- tall, ‘Hard pela more’- tough, and a little more complimentary,
‘Long fait’- fighter.
The Japs had been pushed back from Kokoda in Papua along the coast to Aitape in New
Guinea, and American troops, amassing on the coastal area had forced the Japs to move inland
toward Maprik. The Americans were then withdrawn to take part in the recapture of the
Philippines and so did not follow them inland. The Australian 6th Division, to which we were
attached, had the job of clearing the Japs out by attacking them from the Wewak front from the
West.
The 2nd New Guinea Infantry Battalion was given the task of attacking their southern
front with the objective of pushing them back to the coast and preventing them from advancing
further inland toward the Sepik River.
Our battalion then moved out of our Nanzab Training Camp, were shipped to Aitape
and then flown to Heyfield in the Maprik area, well behind the innermost positions of the Japs.
And so the 11th Platoon of the 2nd New Guinea Infantry Platoon went into action. I
now felt confident that my troop had been well trained and I had a gut feeling they would
perform well.
No sooner had we started out on our first patrol when our lead scout was fired on by a
Jap patrol which then quickly withdrew.
Pursuing them we stopped just short of the village of Konjambe, where the Japs had
dug themselves in and had made a substantial fortress of the area around it. Konjambe was a
decent sized native village of about 30 huts scattered over some 300 yards. It perched on the
top of a narrow ridge of a high mountain. All the original native inhabitants had been cleared
out by the Japs.
We probed around the stronghold for five days sizing up its strength and the best way of
attacking it. Two of my troops, of their own volition, took on the job of sussing out the village
for us. They stripped off their lap laps, muddied their naked bodies, and strolled into the camp,
had a look around and then walked out. The Japs didn’t take the slightest bit of notice of them.
We now had a good knowledge of the stronghold and estimated there were about 35
Japs there. They had obviously occupied the village for quite some time, as they were now very
well entrenched. There were also signs that they were expecting an attack from us as they had
placed their guards well out along the jungle tracks to give themselves early warning of an
impending assault.
As it was my troop’s first action, our Company Commander, Captain Reeve, came with
us to oversee the attack.
Our Platoon Commander, Lieutenant Keith McDowall, decided we should attack half
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an hour before dawn. My adrenalin was running high, but I had a strong feeling that my troops
knew what to do and would do it well.
At first light, the section, led by Lieutenant Keith McDowell came under fire so I gave
the order to the two sections under my control to attack, and we charged into the stronghold
yelling and screaming. The noise and the explosions of the grenades as they went off all around
us fired up the natives, and they raced through the village like mad-men, machine gunning the
huts and hurling grenades into the slit trenches. I must admit, I too, got carried away by the
excitement of it all, and had my own few moments of madness, killing all the Japs I saw.
The huts had been built with the outside roof-walls extending down to the ground. The
Japs had dug slit trenches inside the huts and then cut openings in the front walls to fire
through. We set fire to the huts and as the Japs came running out, we picked them off. We then
withdrew under cover of the smoke.
The half-light, our rushed attack, and our heavy fire power had given us the edge over
the Japs.
The native troops showed themselves to be great fighters. They threw themselves into
action with fierce determination and crazy excitement. They were cold-blooded and merciless
when it came to killing Japs.
Although at the time we claimed only 12 killed, we learnt after the cease fire that
another 25 had been incinerated or wounded in action and had never rejoined their unit.
Lieutenant McDowell was seriously wounded by Bren gun fire from a gun the Japs had
captured from one of our sister troops. One of my men was killed and another wounded.
I was amazed to find that we had used most of our ammunition and had no reserves. I
decided we would take twice as much in future.
Once the Platoon had been blooded, we continued with our campaign; vigorously
patrolling, probing and effectively eliminating the small pockets of Japs who had taken over
many of the native villages in the area, digging themselves in.
I had three corporals in my troop, one was Saugang, who was forever helpful to me, the
other two I had chosen because they were the best shots. One day before going out on what I
knew to be a fairly risky patrol, I called the troops together for a briefing on our tactics and said
to them,
“Long morning time, me kissim twenty pelas and walkabout, lookum Japan where he
stops.”
One of my corporals stood up and said, “No got,” meaning that he wouldn’t go. I asked
him why.
“You me no strong enup, too much Japan e stop.”
And that was that. He flatly refused to come with us on the patrol.
I had come to the first crossroad with my troops. They were all watching me like hawks
and I knew it was probable that others might also agree with the dissenter and refuse to come
on the patrol. I knew I had to act quickly to keep any sort of authority over them.
I gave the corporal the best look of disgust I could muster, and sacked him on the spot.
There was dead silence. I broke it by asking, “Wosat mor e got tok,” meaning, has
anyone else got anything to say.
Still they sat in silence. I repeated my question, “Whosat mor e got tok.”
Then Saugang stood up and said forcefully, “Me got tok, long wok, long play, long
fight, me lookim I belong yupela, me one pela belong you.”
I breathed a sigh of relief, at least I had one on my side, but what about the others? So I
asked again “Wosat mor he got tok?” For a full minute, which seemed an eternity, no one
spoke, then eight of the natives got up and said, “Me pela one pela,” and all the others joined in.
They were with me. I demoted the corporal to the carrier line, a job he endured, somewhat hurt,
and off we went on our mission.
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Next morning, blow me down, if his corporal friend didn’t refuse to go any further on
the patrol for the same reasons. I took a punt, gave him my best scowl and sacked him on the
spot. Then I promptly promoted two others to their jobs. It worked. I had stood my ground and
they accepted me as their undisputed leader. From that moment on, our respect and confidence
in each other grew, and we pursued our future missions with added zeal.
Some time later, a harassed native came to our headquarters to report that the Japs had
taken over his village and forced all the villagers out and appealed to us for help. He told us his
village was not far away and that it wouldn’t take us long to get there. Our troop was chosen for
the job and we went off expecting to be back at camp by nightfall.
Well, it may not have been far by the standards of our native friend, but after we had
walked for eight hours along a river track, darkness fell. As we had still not arrived, we decided
to stay the night in a small village on the bank of the river.
As usual, when on patrol, I had covered my face and arms, first with the sticky sap from
a jungle leaf, then smothering them thickly with charcoal. It would have been hard to tell the
difference between me and my native troops. As it so happened, we had travelled into a very
remote part of the jungle where the local villagers had never seen a white man before. One of
my troops told them that I had white skin. The headman stared at me in disbelief as did the rest
of the villagers.
They gathered around closely to look, so I decided to let them see the truth of the
matter. Slowly I removed the black charcoal from my face and arms, opened my shirt and
showed them my chest. They reeled back in astonishment and then they moved in chatting
excitedly, to have a closer look. They made a great fuss over me.
So taken were they at seeing a man with white skin that they all wanted to join me in
our mission tomorrow, bows, arrows, spears, blow pipes, men, women, children, the whole
village. As best as I could make myself understood without offending them, I turned down their
offer, but I enjoyed the special treat they meted out to the first white man they had ever seen - a
wholesome, if not delicious, feed of ‘sak sak’ pancakes.
In the morning we moved out to attack the village our native friend was so concerned
about. We stealthily moved in and caught the Japs by surprise. I saw a Jap officer seated at his
desk in his kimono and popped a grenade under him, it exploded partly blowing off his leg, I
signalled to Las, my friend who had had trouble learning to march, to finish him off and for
once in his life he fired and missed. Another of the natives quickly put the officer out of his
misery. It was not nice, but it had to be done.
It turned out that the village had been taken over by the Medical Dressing Station of the
41st Japanese Infantry Division. We had killed the senior medical officer and his five support
staff. In so doing, I got hold of the medical records of the entire Jap Division. The records listed
all the Japs who had survived and were at large somewhere in the jungle.
On our way back to base I decided to stop the night on the edge of the jungle track, only
to be attacked by hordes of vicious mosquitoes. To protect myself, I wrapped my face and
hands with some of the bandages I had salvaged from the Jap dressing station.
I hadn’t thought the mission would take this long, and my tobacco supplies were
running low. I rolled what was left of my tobacco into cigarettes, hoping that if I took it steadily
they would see me out until morning. I had become a shocking smoker and the thought of
having to go a whole day without a smoke was upsetting to say the least. In the early hours of
the morning I smoked the last of the cigarettes. In sheer desperation I checked my tobacco tin,
hoping there might be just the slightest wisp of tobacco left. No such luck.
Feeling rather dejected, I decided we would make a quick dash for base, and was about
to get up when there was a tap on my shoulder. It was Saugang beaming down at me. As I
looked up, to my great joy I saw that he had a sealed tin of State Express Ready Rubbed
Tobacco in the palm of his hand. He then produced a packet of cigarette papers from his water-
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proof pouch.
I opened the tin, rolled a cigarette and lit up. Never in all my life had I enjoyed a smoke
so much.
Saugang stood by watching me, beaming more than ever.
“Weresat you kissam tobac?” I asked.
“Long Nanzab,” he replied smiling happily.
Saugang had carried the tobacco and papers around with him for over a month, just in
case I ran out.
After five weeks of patrolling, probing, and attacking, we were withdrawn to Battalion
Headquarters to rest while guarding the dropping zone. It was nice to get away from the
tensions of patrols for a few days and bask a little in the reputation we had earned as being a
good combat troop, but not one in which officers could necessarily be assured of a safe
command.
Our rest was short lived - one day only.
We were told that our battalion was going to make an attack on a Jap position at
Miyambora and that the 11th Platoon was to be held as reserve for the 6th Platoon which was to
make the attack that afternoon with air support from the RAAF.
The weather had deteriorated and for the next three days the low cloud prevented the
RAAF from carrying out their part in the attack. This gave us quite a bit of time to find out
more about this stronghold of Miyambora.
For a start, we found out that there was a very heavy concentration of Japs there and
that they had dug themselves in strongly with a series of trenches and weapon pits running right
around the perimeter. Also they were well armed with both heavy and light machine guns. We
also learned that as soon as they were under an attack from our artillery or air force, they would
take their main weaponry out of the fortress and disperse with it outside under cover of the
jungle, leaving only a token force in the stronghold. As soon as the air or artillery assault was
over, they would hurry back to their weapon pits with their weapons, to fend off the expected
attack from ground troops.
We also discovered that the Japs had repulsed five other attacks by troops from our
battalion, and that many of our men had already been killed in these actions.
The strain of the delayed attack began to take its toll on the troops of 6th Platoon, and
the number of troops available for combat fell to 15. 11th Platoon was then given the job of
making the sixth attack on the stronghold.
During the wait, my men too had also found out a lot about Miyambora from some of
their fellow troops who had taken part in some of the unsuccessful sorties and were now fully
aware of the dangers in attacking the fortress. They looked around for whatever support they
thought might be helpful, and for the first time ever, asked for the CO of the regiment, Colonel
Allan Murchison, and the unit medical officer, Captain John Keen, to be present during the
attack. The willingness of these officers to assist confirmed my thoughts that this was to be a
major battle.
On the day of the attack, nine Beaufort Bombers circled the compound. Three of them
dropped 500lb bombs and then followed them with clusters of smaller ones. The other planes
continued to sweep around in concentric circles to keep the Japs under cover of the jungle and
prevent them from returning to the stronghold.
Aware that the Japs would be expecting a ground attack as soon as the bombing was
over, I knew that this time, I had to take over the role of point scout and lead the troops into the
action. My moment of truth had arrived.
As I walked toward the stronghold I could see a machine gun post on my left facing
straight down the track toward me, it was silent, so I kept going. When I got almost to the top
of the rise I saw another machine gun post on my right pointing straight toward me; I didn’t
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know which one to watch. I just kept walking steadily forward. I thought at any moment one of
them would open fire. They had to know that we were about to attack and surely they would be
waiting.
As it happened, my luck was with me; both these machine gun posts were as yet,
unmanned. It was the longest and loneliest walk of my life.
I walked past these two posts and on moving to the left found myself behind three
weapon pits all facing down the path toward where my troops were waiting for me to give the
order to attack. These were manned by Japs with machine guns so I quickly turned on them,
giving each pit a quick burst killing them all. I then went to ground and yelled out the order for
the troops to attack.
The men came racing in, spraying the compound with their fire. I threw phosphorous
grenades into two huts nearby and under cover of the smoke, the whole platoon was able to
race in and take over the foxholes.
In the turmoil, I had placed my Bren gun down beside a palm tree and as I went back to
get it I was very nearly cut down by the slow tap-tap-tap of a Jap Woodpecker machine gun. I
flattened myself down behind the trunk of the palm.
The Jap with the Woodpecker was set up high on a ridge of kunai grass and every
couple of minutes he would fire a burst into the trunk of the palm, pinning me down behind it.
How long I was there I wouldn’t know. It seemed an eternity.
I could see my assailant on the ridge scanning the area with his field glasses, but there
was no way I could move out. Now it just so happened that the native troops loved to wear
uniforms, so that whenever a shirt or beret became available I would give it to the one I thought
had performed best for the day. I was fully aware that their liking for uniforms had advantages
for me too. With blackened face and wearing similar shirts and berets, it was difficult to tell
who was who - except that I was a bit taller than the natives.
Right now the troops were in the weapon pits they had captured, so I called out to them
to put their berets on their rifles and hold them up. This drew the Woodpecker’s fire and I
slowly wiggled my way out backwards and made it back to 9th Platoon’s Base. The 9th and
10th Platoons had by now joined the fray. I quickly summed up the position to Allan Power and
got hold of one of his Brens. We then both moved back to where we could see our friend with
his Woodpecker. I sighted my Bren on him and as soon as he raised his head in search of
another target, I let him have a full burst and put finish to him.
As I moved around the stronghold I saw one of the Japs taking aim at me and quickly
gave him a burst from my Bren. He stopped in his tracks, had one startled look at his rifle and
hurled it away. Then he disappeared over an embankment. I went over and picked up his rifle,
the rifle bolt had been jammed by a bullet from my Bren. Later I sent the rifle back to BHQ
with my name tagged on it, but I never saw it again.
All the foxholes surrounding the stronghold had now been taken by our troops and the
firing had stopped. Any of the Japs who had not been killed had retreated into the jungle. We
had a strong feeling that the Japs would regroup during the night and retaliate with a ‘Banzai’
charge. The 9th and 10th Platoons stayed on to hold the fort. Our troop, which had spearheaded
the attack was ordered back to base.
That night the Japs did charge the stronghold with a ‘Banzai’ attack but they were met
with such a hail of gunfire that their ‘Banzais’ quickly faded out and they quietly retreated.
The action was over, the stronghold of Miyambora was in our hands.
Miraculously 11th Platoon suffered no casualties, the natives were elated. ‘Him on Top’
- not me, but the presence of some greater unknown spirit from above had done its job well and
looked after them.
Our platoon was pulled back to the dropping zone for guard duties and a rest before
turning out for our next patrol.
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I had settled down for the night for a well earned rest and was sound asleep, dead to the
world, when I was wakened at midnight by a call from Keith Higgins, the sergeant at our Sig
Section Headquarters, with the message, “You owe me a bottle of beer.”
I thought he must be a drunken idiot to make a call like that in the middle of the night
when we were in the middle of our forays with the Japs, and in my best army language I told
him so. Allan Power with whom I was sharing the tent, asked me why the shower of abuse, so I
told him the message I had received and said the bloody fool must have been drunk and quickly
fell back into my deep sleep.
Next morning, I awoke with a start, it was seven o’clock. I had told the troops to waken
me much earlier, but worse was to come, I could see nothing had been done in preparation for
us to move out on our patrol as planned. I jumped out of bed and was on my way to the troop’s
quarters to give them the burst of their lives, when Allan came over and stopped me and said in
a quiet matter-of-fact voice, “The war is over, Lloyd, come and have breakfast.”
I was absolutely stunned, it seemed unreal, I could not believe it, and I had just been so
sure that the war would go on for years.
Then I remembered that a few months back, in light-hearted conversation over a few
bottles of beer, I had said to Keith, “The first bloke to tell me the war is over can have my first
bottle of beer.” All was forgiven. Six weeks later, I left an icy cold one for him at Wewak and
many years later I had the pleasure of repeating the promise when he called to see Olive and me
at our home in Boort.
The Japs had long since been cut off from all sources of communication with their
headquarters, and of course did not know that the war had ended. For them, it was business as
usual and they continued to hold out aggressively in their jungle strongholds. We now stopped
our patrols and were faced with the problem of getting messages to their outposts, telling them
that the war was over and to cease fire and surrender.
This was a frightening time for us. Awarip and two other native troops from the Aitaipe
region volunteered to go out unarmed to contact the Japs.
Although they were under instructions to take great care and not to contact the Japs
directly, they walked straight into the nearest Jap stronghold, saluted the officer and handed
him the message.
I went out with our Company Commander, Captain Reeves, a great soldier, with a party
of six natives to a point at Mt. Irup, where the Japs were required to assemble and surrender.
On our way we picked up two Japs who surrendered but we hadn’t gone much further when we
were fired on by Jap machine guns, so we pulled back and waited for another five days for the
message to seep through.
Ultimately a Jap interpreter came over to us acknowledging the end of hostilities. He
then acted as a go-between until all the Japs had been rounded up and bought back to our camp.
Being in the most forward position, all the Japs had to pass through us to get to our
base. The war being over it was interesting to see how our attitudes had changed, instead of
detesting the Japs as an enemy, they became more of a respected adversary.
Through the interpreter, we had some interesting and revealing discussions. I was
interested why they fought as desperately as they did, knowing that the odds were stacked so
strongly against them. Most of the Japs had been in the army for as long as twelve years; they
had fought in China, the Philippines, Malaya, and throughout the entire Papua and New Guinea
campaign. Most were about 30 years old and knew no other than their soldiering lifestyle.
They were brave men, strongly determined to hold out against overwhelming odds.
While I may have thought this stupid at times, they saw it only as their duty. They had little
food, other than what they could eke from the small gardens around the villages they occupied.
They were just about out of ammunition, having had to use it sparingly in any of our attacks on
them. They had on average, about 30 rounds each. They were indeed, brave men.
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They were interested in our strategy of attacking their strongholds by taking to the open
jungle paths, rather than attacking under cover of the jungle. One of the Japs with a badly
wounded arm recognised me, and through the interpreter I learned that he was the one whose
rifle I had jammed with a bullet from my Bren gun.
Whilst each of us showed a deep respect for his erstwhile enemy, this was not the way
the native troops felt. The cease-fire was meaningless to them. They were in no way prepared
to forget or forgive the Japs who had despised them and treated them so cruelly. This was borne
out in the way they handled the two Jap prisoners we asked them to escort back to the 17th
Infantry Brigade for interrogation and return to their unit. The prisoners were unaware that the
war was over, and having captured them, there was no way that we could tell them their army
had surrendered.
One of the captured Japs was the biggest, strongest and most aggressive and belligerent
Jap I had ever seen. The other was exactly the opposite, small, frail, and timid. The big fellow
fought wildly as Captain Reeve and I were tying his hands behind his back and threw us both
around with little effort. It was only when one of the natives butt-stroked him from behind that
we were able to complete the job. The little fellow just stood by quietly and calmly.
We tied them together with their hands securely fastened to a bamboo rod, so they
could not use their hands. Three of the natives volunteered to escort them back to base, each
was armed with an Owen gun. Half an hour after they left, we heard a burst of machine gun fire
and wondered what it could be. A little while later, the natives returned with the smaller Jap,
and told us that the big one had attempted to escape and that they had to shoot him.
It wasn’t until several days later that they quietly confessed how they had executed his
death. Unbeknown to the Jap prisoners, one of the native escorts unloaded his Owen gun while
the others untied them. With the unloaded gun slung loosely over his shoulder, the native set
off in front of the big Jap, the smaller Jap and the other two men followed right behind him.
As they knew he would, the big Jap, biding his time, grabbed the empty gun from the
native in front and turned around to fire on the escorts behind him. As he did, they both gave
him a full burst from their Owen guns. The little Jap, who had been no trouble at all was not
harmed.
At the time we captured the two Japs, the big fellow had a magnificent silver cigarette
case which he had probably obtained from a dead American soldier. I would dearly have loved
to have taken it from him as a souvenir, but as the war was over I left it in his shirt pocket.
Having confessed the truth of their actions, as a gesture of their regret, the natives produced the
cigarette case with nineteen bullet holes in it and presented it to me.
In all, 350 Japanese soldiers were killed by the 2nd New Guinea Infantry Brigade and
70 were taken prisoner. The number of wounded is not known. Of the 30 Australians in combat
with the NGIB, four were killed and eight wounded. Of the 430 New Guinean native troops, 14
were killed, and 23 wounded.
Having completed my tour of duty I was now on my way home, but it was not to be
without its moments.
I officially handed over 11th Platoon to Lieutenant Bert Pawley, the New Zealand
Mining Engineer, who had initially recruited them, and was then faced with the difficult task of
saying goodbye to the men with whom I had been so close and shared so many dangerous
times. From native bushmen, my troops had developed into loyal, brave competent soldiers in
whom I had such confidence that I had staked my life on them many times. We had depended
so much on each other and we all knew that we would never ever see each other again.
Hardest of all was the six hour trek to Brigade HQ. Six natives, including Saugang and
Katamandara accompanied me on the journey. “Sergeant, mepela sori tumus long losim yupela
ol time,” they said incessantly, tears rolling down their shiny faces. As near as dammit they
almost had me the same way. I had tears in my eyes but I wouldn’t shed them.
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Ultimately I made it to the emergency landing strip at Heyfield. Once there, I was to
find another fifty servicemen, all with higher priorities for a seat on the plane home than mine.
But even worse, the War Graves Recovery had top priority on all homeward bound planes,
which they were rapidly filling up with caskets.
I wandered over to the pilot of one of the planes and told him my tale of woe, talking to
him like my long lost brother. He reluctantly agreed to allow me to join the caskets and fly with
him to Brisbane. I then told him that there were two others who also had to be home urgently.
These were my two mates Sergeants Les Yates and Eric Morrison. The pilot really got his
woolly up. “Who the hell do you think you are, trying to put pressure on me like this?” he
asked crossly.
I was in my jungle greens and wasn’t wearing my stripes, so I told him.
“The bloke from Miyambora?” he asked excitedly.
He happened to be one of the RAAF pilots who had supported the attack, bombed the
stronghold, and then flew around and around the fortress to deceive the Japs.
“Get your mates,” he said enthusiastically.
He then flew us on to Wewak via the territory we had been fighting on, taking us low
over the fortress of Konjambe.
From there it was only a quick stopover in Brisbane and off to Sydney where I had
enough time for a couple of quick beers.
In the Sydney pub, an Aussie captain, who could only have been a base wallah, came
over to me and asked to see the Jap officer’s sword I was carrying. On inspecting it he thanked
me and said “Yes I like that, I think I’ll have it,” and was about to make off with it.
“Well,” I said, “you can have it on the same terms and conditions that applied when I
took it from its previous owner.”
“Yes, what were they?”
“I killed him.”
Ashen faced, the officer quickly left the bar. Returning to my drink, I was pulled across
the counter and given a huge kiss by the bar-maid.
“I’ve been waiting for that to happen for days,” she said.
Somehow I feel I have made amends for my spontaneous act in the gun park in Tampin
and for the futile months I spent as a base wallah. So I will not have to put up with my anti-tank
mates forever greeting me with, “Hi Lloyd how’s your hernia?”
And while I did not take part in action with the anti-tankers in Malaya, my association
with them and the unusual comradeship that I experienced in New Guinea has enriched my life
beyond my wildest dreams.
I feel happy that I have done my bit. I am at ease with myself and I thank my lucky stars
for having been privileged to live.
“Taim belong yu me pinis.”
“Tasol.”
On the recommendation of his Company Commander, Captain Reeve, who had
witnessed the attack on Konjambe, Lloyd was awarded the Military Medal for his
courage and bravery in the action.
In the course of his service in New Guinea, there were many other occasions when
Lloyd was called on to act with as much or more courage and intrepid leadership.
However on these occasions he was the sole Australian participating in the action
and so was unobserved by others. These acts of bravery, carried out in the normal
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course of his duties, went unrecognised.
Under a strange set of circumstances that could only ever happen in the army,
Lloyd was recommended for the DCM for his role in the attack on the Miyambora
fortress. He had signed a recommendation for appointment to a commission in the
field. With the war ending, the recommendation was to be realised only if Lloyd
had been prepared to stay in the army and proceed to Japan as an officer of the
Occupation Forces.
Lloyd had other ideas, he had now satisfied his obsession to serve in a combat unit
and avenge his anti-tank mates.
He had a gutful of fighting and couldn’t get home fast enough to see his lovely
young wife and his, as yet unseen, young son Hugh.
If this wasn’t enough, there was his beloved family and home in Boort.
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BOB GRANT’S STORY
THE MARCH TO NOWHERE
To appreciate Bob’s story it is necessary to understand two significant conditions
that prevailed at the time the ‘March to nowhere’ occurred.
The first is the role that our sergeants acquired by virtue of their rank, the attitude
of the Japs toward sergeants in their own forces, and toward our sergeants who
were their prisoners.
The second is the timing of the march and how the prevailing knowledge of events
taking place at this particular time affected the men.
To us gunners, sergeants and sergeant majors had an important influence on our
lives. They were appointed in charge of a group of men, having had no say in their
selection. They have the authority to give their men commands, and to direct their
behaviour and in normal times, such authority is always heavily backed by a
hierarchy of officers.
As POWs, sergeants were still able to influence the behaviour of the men, but there
was no hierarchy of officers to back them up. In plain language, they were on their
own. They had to assume an authoritative role and use their own initiative. They
were in a unique environment and there were no rules to guide them.
Their acceptability as leaders depended on the respect and confidence they earned
from the men. This rested on how the men saw the sergeant’s contribution to their
own personal well-being and survival.
Sergeants were generally the most senior rank on our work parties. There were
officers with us on each work force, but they had achieved an agreement with the
Japs that they would not have to work. Of course there were many ‘Dinkum
Aussies’ who did go out with the work parties and took over the task of accepting
accountability for the men, but there weren’t too many. Some of their stories are
recounted here.
Generally officers stayed back at camp to look after ‘administrative matters’ and
apart from the medicos and padres, we saw little of them.
The sergeant was the accountable representative of the men on most work sites. He
had to think for himself and was the one who had to make decisions about
allocating men to tasks, and do his best to protect them when they got into trouble,
and were being beaten up.
It took great skill and guts, remembering that there was nothing in it for him except
the chance of diverting an arrogant Jap’s attention from one of his men to himself.
The men needed leadership, and looked to the sergeants to provide it. If the
sergeants didn’t have natural leadership abilities, then they had to pick them up
pretty damn quickly, the hard way.
Our sergeants were really something special. They showed great acts of courage
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and always unassumingly, took on the role of keeping our spirits up.
To the Japs, rank was tremendously important. For instance, they divided their
ordinary troops into four ranks. First, there was the no-star rookie, followed by a
one-star private, a two-star private and a fully fledged three-star private. Each had
authority over the lower-ranked men, and could use his rank to compel their
behaviour.
Jap sergeants were some four ranks higher and carried considerable clout. A Jap
sergeant was generally in charge of each work party. He was in complete charge of
supervising the task in hand and ensuring that his guards appropriately motivated
the work force.
Jap officers had supreme authority and were sacrosanct. Many of the officers were
the sons of influential high ranking military or political officials. For instance the
‘Black Prince’ at Bukit Timah, always wore a long sleeved silk blouse, he never
wore a uniform or any demeaning badges of rank, yet he wielded extraordinary
power.
All Jap officers had the power of life and death over us.
The Japs rarely laid a hand on our own officers, only when they were provoked by
blind rage. Weary Dunlop had this facility, but he also had the facility to emerge
from his encounters in one piece, and seemed immune to the countless buffetings he
received.
Jap army behaviour and discipline were achieved solely through authority of rank.
A private soldier could demand performance from any other lower ranked privates,
and could use whatever means he might think up, to punish them. This included
giving their subordinate a good belting.
We prisoners were at the bottom of their pecking order.
So it was always a great temptation to the Japs to show off their rank by taking it
out on one of our sergeants. It gave them a great sense of power and if they didn’t
get enough opportunities during the normal work parties they could always cook
something up.
The second situation that needs be understood, was the conditions prevailing at the
time of the march. The march occurred in the last six months of the war when the
allied forces were making numerous air attacks on the areas where the POWs were
located or working. This had a marked effect on the Jap’s desire to retaliate and
take and out their vengeance on us.
We now know for certain that the Japanese High Command had issued an edict
decreeing that all POWs were to be massacred by the middle of August. It is likely
that the lower ranking Jap troops, may not have been told much about this, but the
senior ranking Japs took great delight in making all sorts of threatening innuendos
about it.
In those last few weeks, the threat of being disposed of, hung over our heads like
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the sword of Damocles. For the sake of our own morale we always tried to play it
down, nevertheless it was always there and it rested heavily on our minds.
Bob Grant’s personal acceptance of the responsibility for the men in his group is
typical of the role we expected our sergeants to take. His story also gives a good
understanding of how a group of Aussies can look after each other and survive the
extremely difficult conditions they happened to encounter.
Bob kept notes about the march, so that the following represents a realistic account
of the times and happenings.
Having completed our main task on the Burma Rail, all the men were sent down river to camps
to recuperate and hopefully regain their strength before their next assignment.
For those of us who weren’t too sick, or who had slow healing ulcers, these camps
presented a relatively sheltered resting place where we concentrated on making our lives as
pleasant and as comfortable as possible.
I was sent to Nakhon Nayok, a typical holding camp with good conditions and food
well above the average. Our guards tended to leave us alone, possibly content with having
established their superiority earlier in the piece and now, happy to rest on their laurels for a
while.
We knew things were hotting up for the Japs, as air raids became more and more
frequent and we were hoping that we would not be prisoners for much longer. Nakhon Nayok
was a good place to be and I had high hopes of seeing out my POW days there.
My hopes were suddenly dashed to the ground when, to my consternation, we were told
that 1000 of the fittest men were to be sent on a march. We were not told where we were going
or why.
There were many differing answers to the question, “Why would the Japs want to send
1000 men on into the Thai jungle on a march to nowhere?” From what some of the Japs had
already jeeringly told us, some of the answers we came up with weren’t too comforting.
Of course we had no option; none of us had any control over our destiny or the selection
of the men to go on the march - 900 British POWs under Sergeant Major Forster and 100
Australians under Sergeant Major Bert Parnell, of 2/10th Field Artillery Regiment, and a couple
of sergeants.
One Jap officer and 33 guards were assigned to oversee our destiny.
June 3 1945 - First day’s march
By noon we had packed our belongings, loaded the kitchen gear and rations on to rickety carts,
humped our gear on our backs and like Bourke and Wills, set off, not having the slightest clue
as to what lay ahead of us.
By late afternoon we had covered our first 11 tiresome kilometres. Just as the cooks had
unloaded their quallies to get ready to light fires and cook our meal, the heavens opened up and
rain poured down on us in torrents.
Pandemonium followed. There was no cover and no hope of lighting a fire, so we just
sat there, wet, miserable and hungry until the rain cleared. We had our meal at midnight, some
gluggy rice and watery stew and tried to get ourselves as dry as possible for a night’s rest.
The dismal prospects of more of the same thing in the days ahead, left us a pretty sorry
and dejected bunch.
June 4 - Second day’s march
Our survival was going to depend on our ability to support each other. Five of us anti-tankers
joined together and each was allotted a job.
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Clarrie Thornton became our forward scout, his job being to find the best place for us to
settle down for each night. Ian McFarland accepted the job of doing any cooking that had to be
done, and Alby Broderick and Keith Fletcher became our chief scroungers and were to keep
their eyes peeled for anything they thought might be useful or edible.
The cooks were having a terrible time. They had very little sleep during the night,
before having to get our breakfast ready next morning. They only had time to cook some soggy
rice-pap, and boil our drinking water for the day.
Cholera, which is contracted through moisture, was rampant in the jungle and villages,
so that the sterilisation of our drinking water was vital.
It became obvious that the cooks would soon be unable to cater for the whole team of
us. They marched during the day, then on arriving at our destination for the night, had to find
burnable wood, light fires in the rain, boil our water and cook our rice. In the morning they had
to repeat the whole performance over again, pack up and get ahead of our column. There was
just no way they would be able to keep it up, so we started to think about what we would have
to do if ever we had to cook for ourselves.
We marched 26 kilometres for the day and slept in the rain that night.
June 7 - Fifth day’s march
We turned north toward Burma, averaging 15 to 20 kilometres a day.
Some of the men were already becoming sick and without any medical attention, they
now had to be helped or carried by the fittest of us. We made stretchers out of rice bags, put
bamboo poles through their corners and four of us each carried an end. Not an easy thing to do
in our weakened state, and not the most comfortable of rides for the sick man.
The Japs were all pretty edgy. The Jap sergeant of our group had managed to get hold
of a pineapple, a luxury of course to us. I asked him jokingly, “Pineapple all the men?” He was
not amused and said “Hi hi.” (“Yes yes.”) Then he started to bash me over the head with it. He
kept bashing me with it until I was staggering to stay on my feet. He knew I was a sergeant; I
had given him the opportunity of asserting his superiority by getting stuck into someone his
own rank.
June 8 - Sixth day’s march
After marching 18 kilometres, we arrived at Lop Buri, the ancient capital of Thailand, and
camped in the ruins of the old city with its massive stone walls, and found ourselves a cosy dry
spot under cover. We stayed there for 11 days.
On one of my excursions to the nearby river, I noticed a large mob of our fellows
massed on the parade ground. There was no sergeant in charge of them, and there was no way I
wanted to take over, so I tried to make myself scarce. The Jap sergeant, who had the
satisfaction of bashing me with the pineapple, spotted me and bellowed out, “Sogo sogo, you
number one, all the men.” I had no alternative, I was now responsible for a mob of 443 men, a
mixture of Pommy and Aussie troops.
I continued on my way, little knowing that I was about to encounter an experience that
was to have a profound impact on me for the rest of my life.
Arriving at the river, I found a very excited Clarrie, “Look what I’ve found,” he said.
There, nestling in a hole in the bank were 24 duck eggs. Pure gold. Some kindly Thai, knowing
that we came here to bathe, had left them there for us and we were the lucky ones to find them.
After our swim, Clarrie had no sooner carefully put the eggs in his shirt to carry back to
camp, when the Japs decided to blow their whistles, call out “Speedo speedo, tanko tanko,” and
line us all up for a head count. The count took ages, but finally we came up with our 443 men
and strolled back to camp.
Clarrie, still carrying the eggs, came over to me and said, “Bob, I think the Japs are on

119

to me.”
“Dice them Clarrie,” I said, “they’re not worth a bashing.”
Not forsaking his treasure so easily, Clarrie said, “No no, Bob, I’m not sure yet,” and
proceeded back to the camp with his precious cargo. We made some hasty plans that, in the
event of Clarrie being caught and about to be bashed, he should fall over quickly and I would
get four men to carry him back his bunk and so, hopefully, avoid a bad bashing.
All went well, until we arrived back at our camp where we were lined up for the final
count before being dismissed for the day. This time we were all present and correct, so I asked
the Jap sergeant for his consent to dismiss the men. He looked at me stonily, and said “Ichy
mei,” (One man) and beckoned to Clarrie with his shirt full of eggs, to come to him. He took
the shirt, opened it up, had one look at the eggs, put them down and started to wade into
Clarrie, belting him unmercifully.
I stepped in front of them and shouted, “No no, stoppu stoppu.” The other guard
stooped down behind me, the Jap sergeant gave me a quick push and I tumbled over him to the
ground, calling out to Clarrie to do the same.
In a flash, we were both sprawled on the grass with the two guards were kicking and
belting into us as we lay there helplessly.
Then it happened, I heard this strange noise. It came from the men still on parade. They
started to growl, and their growling grew louder and louder. They were revolting against the
bashing Clarrie and I were being given. They worked themselves into a fervour and began to
break ranks and surge toward the two Japs. As they got nearer, they began to call out
threatening to kill the ‘Jap bastards’.
I expected the guards to open fire on them, and the consequences flashed through my
mind - if the mob attacked the guards, we would all be slaughtered. I jumped to my feet and,
with both hands raised shouted out as loud as I could, “Reform ranks. Reform ranks, you stupid
bastards, you’ve been POWs for three years, don’t chuck your lives away now. Get back. Get
back to your ranks!”
And then I called to Alby, “Get Clarrie back to his bunk.” Alby and the others quickly
grabbed Clarrie and raced away with him.
“Reform ranks. Reform ranks!” I shouted again to the angry, advancing mob. The men
halted, their shouting stopped and they slowly started to settle back into their ranks. Without
checking with the Japs, I quickly dismissed them.
When the parade ground was nearly empty and only then, expecting the worst, I turned
around to face the Japs. I thought I could be shot or bludgeoned, or come in for one of their
prolonged brutal punishments. When I saw the Japs, they were white with fear. It was the only
time I had seen a white faced Jap. They were both scared stiff, dead frightened.
To my astonishment, the Jap sergeant then said “Australian sojo number one, Australian
sojo number one.”
Feeling anything but a number one sergeant, I muttered “Australian sojo number 100.”
“No no, Australian sojo number one.”
Then it dawned on me, I had probably saved the lives of these two bloody Japs and
prevented a revolt and possible break out. Worse still, I had probably stopped all of the men
from carrying out their duty as POWs and attempting to escape.
The Jap sergeant, still pale with fright, then said “You number one Australian, Japan
sojo presento Australian number one sojo,” and handed over to me Clarrie’s shirt-full of eggs,
amazingly still unbroken.
I took them without saying “arigato,” (thanks), without bowing and without saluting,
and stalked off the parade ground, drained of all sense and emotion.
When I had walked clear of the parade ground, my senses slowly began to return and I
didn’t know what to do. I hurried to a quiet spot in the ruins. There was no one around, so I sat
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on a stone in the tall grass and put my head in my hands. “What have I done. What have I
done?” I reflected unhappily.
I tried desperately to reconstruct what had happened and what would have been the
consequences. Clarrie and I had escaped with-out too bad a bashing, I had stopped 400 men
from killing and lynching two Japs. I had probably saved all of us from being machine gunned
and killed by the Japs. Some of the men may have escaped, but I tried to console myself that it
would only have been a few. I had stuffed everything up and I was the only one to blame.
Suddenly I broke down uncontrollably, and great gasping sobs racked my body. I
sobbed for quite a while, struggling to work out the rights and wrongs of what I had done.
Then I heard Alby’s voice, “Bob where are you?” Then, “What’s up Bob? Clarrie’s
here, he’s OK. What’s the matter Bob?”
“Oh Alby, everything’s wrong. I’ve stuffed everything up. Some of us may have
escaped,” I said to him.
Then Clarrie said, “Look Bob, you did the right thing, it was the only thing possible
under the circumstances. You saved me from getting a bad bashing and probably saved the
whole camp from a massacre. You did a bloody good job.”
Still feeling very unsure of myself and trying to control my sobbing, I gasped, “You
should have seen the bloody Japs they were pale with fear, they were bloody white.”
Alby, forever practical, put an end to it all and said, “Look Bob, you’ve got the bloody
eggs, come on, let’s celebrate, I’m going to cook an egg for each of us.” I began to feel a whole
lot better.
June 20 - Seventh day’s march
We left Lop Buri in the searing heat of the day with little water, hoping to pick up some en
route. Late in the afternoon we came to a small padang with some small water holes in a dry
creek bed nearby, and went over to fill our billy. Water buffalo had wallowed in the water holes
so all we could get was buffalo piss and mud. It was hopeless, we were all out of water. The
cooks had no water either so there was no food that night. Thirsty and hungry as we were, all
we could do was to roll out our bedding and hope things would be better tomorrow.
June 21 - Eighth day’s march
Still without water, there was no morning meal. We marched another 14 kilometres and came
to a little village which had recently been deluged by rain. The drains along the road were full
of water. Before we could quench our aching thirsts, we had to wait until the cooks had set up
their fires and boiled enough water for us. In the meantime we settled down, and stripping off,
bathed ourselves and washed our clothes. When the time came, we wolfed our meal down, it
was our first meal and drink of water we’d had for a day and a half.
June 22 - Ninth day’s march
We covered another 20 kilometres today, and arrived at a nice little village called Bah Mi, and
camped in a garden. There was plenty of water, and the Japs got hold of a pig and gave us a
small portion for our stew. We stayed for an extra day and a well earned rest.
June 24 - Eleventh day’s march
This was to be a momentous day for us all. We left Bah Mi early, a pretty motley crew,
struggling to carry our sick on their stretchers, and hauling the rickety carts carrying our rice
and cooking quallies and other gear.
The only route was along the railway line, and as our carts bumped from sleeper to
sleeper they began to fall apart. As the wheels began to jolt off, the bags of rice and cooking
gear went spilling all over the track. The tempers of the Japs began to rise and they gave vent to
their anger by yelling out their ‘koras’, and bashing the man nearest a fallen wheel.
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It became bedlam. The stretcher bearers, four to a man, were having great difficulty
trying to walk together over the sleepers. Some of them tripped and fell, toppling their patients
on to the side of the rails. It was unbearably hot, well over a hundred degrees, and our own
tempers were becoming more and more frayed as we went along. We were indeed a sorry
bunch.
The Jap officer in charge, was far from happy with our performance and showed it, but
at least he now realised that it was impossible for the cooks to cope any longer. He ordered us
to form into groups of seven, draw our rations from the Japs and cook for ourselves. As we
already had five in our group, another anti-tanker, Jimmy Howard, and another Aussie, joined
us.
We only had the one small bucket between us, so as soon as Clarrie had decided on our
resting spot for the night, it became Ian’s first job to find the water and boil it. We would then
fill our water bottles, and pass the bucket back to Ian so he could cook our night’s ration of rice
and stew.
It was a crazy, confused night, with everyone trying to light fires and cook their meals
in turn, using billy cans borrowed from the groups who had finished with them.
June 25 - Twelfth day’s march
Ian and Keith were always up early and had our breakfast rice cooked, filled our water bottles
with boiled water and cooked our rice for lunch, all out of the one billy and always in time for
us to parade ready to set off on the day’s march.
The Thais were very good to us, and would occasionally smuggle us an odd egg or a
few bananas, but they had little for themselves, and 1000 men was a lot of hungry mouths to
feed. One night I sneaked out and pinched a pumpkin from a Thai’s garden. The Thai must
have seen me nosing around his little veggie patch and noticed that I had taken one of his
precious pumpkins. He came over to us and gave me a lively dressing down in Thai. The good
fellow didn’t report me to the Japs, but he did succeed in making me feel very guilty and
ashamed of myself.
The food was dreadfully light on and we had to fossick around for every little skerrick
that might be edible. We knew we should eat greens, but there were only the weeds to choose
from. We learnt by trial and error, which were edible and which were not; taste mattered little.
We discovered a weed that was good to eat and quite plentiful. It grew in the water in
the table drains, and we knew it as ‘kam kong’. It tasted a bit like spinach and whenever we
passed a drain, the boys would jump in and fight over it, to get as much as they could for their
own group. One day I saw a weed which looked exactly like kam kong, but was growing on a
dry patch of ground. Undaunted, I picked a great armful of the stuff and proudly took it back to
Ian to make into a stew for supper. It tasted horrible, but we all ate some and gave the rest to
two Aussies camped near us. They gulped it down. Then every one of us, promptly fell sound
asleep.
When the Japs called us out for the evening tanko, having had the least of the greens, I
woke up all right, but I had a devil of a job wakening the other boys. There was just no way that
I could arouse the two Aussies who had eaten a goodly portion of the weed, so I had to report
them as being absent from parade, sick.
After roll call, we all returned to our swags and quickly passed out without the usual
nightly banter and slept solidly until next morning. The two who had eaten a good feed of it,
were so ill that they were stretcher cases for the next two days. It was the best sleeping drug I
have ever come across. If we could ever find it again, we could make a fortune.
June 27 - Thirteenth day’s march
We marched another 20 kilometres. A long hot day. It was hard enough having to stagger along
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ourselves, let alone having to carry our sick. It slowed us down and, as we became weaker, it
became almost impossible to carry them at all. Later in the march, the Japs arranged for the sick
to be left behind, on the understanding that when they were well enough, they would be trucked
back to rejoin us.
As we marched further and became more frail, our tempers became more and more
fragile. The monsoon season had well and truly started and the rain poured on us. We were
forever soaked to the skin, feeling very sorry for ourselves. The problems were becoming
unsurmountable; we were always hungry, we were weak, we had to start our own fires, there
was never any dry wood, and we only had the one cooking container between us. We had to
sleep in the jungle and were attacked by mosquitoes and all sorts of weird tropical bugs. When
our ration of rice was cooked, it was precious little and tasteless, barely enough to keep us
alive.
We began to play on each other’s nerves, and we started to bicker and fight amongst
ourselves. We even threatened to break up as a group and go it alone. Discretion, however
always got the better of us, for we knew that our survival depended on staying together so we
just had to learn to put up with each other’s bitching.
June 29 - Fifteenth day’s march
We struggled on for another 13 kilometres in the hot humid rain, soaking wet and miserable.
By joining our ground sheets together we managed to rig up a rough shelter for our cooks and
when we had finished our meal, were able to doss under this together for the night.
I awoke shaking with malaria, which now attacked me every month and lasted for about
three days. There was no treatment, so I just had to ride it out. The boys carried my gear and I
trudged along as best I could, falling behind with the long line of sick stragglers - our column
now trailed out for over a mile. By the time we ultimately reached the riverside town of Nong
Pleng, I was completely knackered.
On the other side of the river was another town, Nakhon Sawan.
Forever on the lookout for anything that may make our life a bit more liveable, Clarrie
came over and said, “Bob, did you notice as we marched in, that there was a hut in the jungle
with a galvanised iron roof?”
“So what?” I replied.
“Well,” said Clarrie, “that could help solve some of our problems. If we could get hold
of a sheet of galvanised iron, we could make a billy or two and cook our tucker and boil our
water at the same time, we would be on clover.”
“Fine,” I said “but how in the dickens are you going to get a sheet off, with all the
guards around us, and how are you ever going to cut it up and make it into a billy, out here in
the middle of nowhere?”
“Leave it to me and we’ll see what we can do,” said Clarrie. “You go and talk to the Jap
guard over there and distract his attention and stop him from looking in my direction.”
Up until now, I hadn’t had many enlightening conversations with our Jap guards, I
knew they understood the sort of pidgin Malay I had picked up over the past few years, but I
wasn’t too sure that I could attract and hold their attention. I only knew that if Clarrie could pull
this off, it would make our life just so much easier. If he was caught, God forbid.
Knowing that the Japs often joked amongst themselves about the sexiness of American
film stars, I went over to the guard and, when he had turned around with his back toward
Clarrie, I asked him how he would like to have a jiggy jig with May West or Betty Grable. He
cottoned on immediately and became quite excited about the prospect, so we carried out an
animated discussion forming shapes with our hands to help highlight the attributes of these two
voluptuous beauties. He leaned on his rifle, beaming away, obviously wrapt in the thought of
the possibilities.

123

Clarrie worked away on the tin roof, the tin sheet squeaking and scratching, and making
one hell of a noise as he tried to prise it loose. The guard took no notice, engrossed in the
thought of making love with someone as sensuous as Betty Grable. Then he started to get a bit
restless, glancing at his watch from time to time, obviously waiting for his relief. I began to get
the jitters and hoped like hell Clarrie would hurry up and finish the job. After what seemed
ages, Clarrie gave me the nod and I saw him sneak off with, not one, but two sheets of
corrugated iron tucked under his arm. I talked to the guard about jiggy jigs with Mae West for a
bit longer, the relief guard approached and the discussion ended.
When I got back to Clarrie, he had already been down the line of men and, to my
amazement, had got hold of a pair of tin snips, a pair of fencing pliers and a claw hammer. He
cut out the shapes he wanted, and ditched the other scraps of tin in the scrub.
June 30 - Sixteenth day’s march
Luckily we stayed in Nong Pleng for another four days. This gave us time to work on our billy
cans. Clarrie hammered and flattened and moulded them and finally finished shaping four
billies, each holding about a gallon. Unhappily, they leaked like sieves and no matter how
much we hammered and worked on the joins, they still leaked like sieves. Then I got a
brainwave; what if we made a paste from tacky rice and plugged the edges, and then baked the
billies in the fire until the rice set hard? We tried it and after several firings, it worked. We were
billy millionaires and on our way to a much less tedious existence.
That night we celebrated. Ian cooked up some katchaniju peas and we had a good fill.
We still had some reserve rations of peas, peanuts and rice which we had managed to scrounge,
and agreed to keep for a real emergency. In a fit of exuberant generosity, we gave a billy to one
of the other groups of anti-tankers.
July 9 - Seventeenth day’s march
We were off early on another 20 mile hike. Clarrie awoke with a rigour and a feverish attack of
malaria. Rather than stay back at camp with the sick, he thought it better to tag along with us,
so we carried his gear while he did his best to struggle along. The Japs had no sympathy for the
sick; they hustled and belted them, forcing them to keep up with the rest of us. There were
always three Jap guards at the end of our column to hurry along the sick at bayonet point. The
Jap officer in charge of the party spurred the guards on, to hit out at stragglers and he himself
took a morose delight of whacking anyone he saw who had stepped out of line with his cane.
July 11 - Nineteenth day’s march
We marched all day until we came to a Thai Monastery. It started to pour with rain, but we
managed to crawl underneath the monastery and set up our camp for the night. The constant
chanting of the monks praying did nothing to disturb our exhausted bodies nor boost our weary
souls, as we slept blissfully on the dry earth.
The funds which we used to supplement our meagre rations were fast running out and I
now thought it was about time to sell off the shirt that Col McPherson had given me. Col, one
of the Numurkah Mob, had wheedled himself into a job as tailor for the Japs in Nakhon Nayok,
and was prevented by them from marching with us. At the risk of his life he stole one of their
brand new shirts, and on the day before we marched off, he gave it to me saying, “Bob, this is
for an emergency. It’s not to wear, but to keep until things really get bad; then sell it.” The shirt
was beginning to deteriorate somewhat, having been constantly soaked by the rain. After a
discussion with the boys we agreed that the time had come.
Late in the afternoon, I saw one of the Buddhist monks watching us and I quickly went
off and got the shirt. Caught mingling with the Thais could mean disaster; the Jap guards were

124

always hovering around on the lookout and woe betide any one found dealing with them.
Making sure there were no Japs around, I held the shirt up for the monk to see. He
looked interested, so I held up my hand, indicating that I wanted fifty baht for it (a baht being
about fourpence). He signalled back that he was prepared to pay thirty-five. There was no time
for bargaining, so a deal was struck. I took the shirt and put it on the ground about half way
between us, and walked away. The monk walked over, picked up the shirt, put the money under
a stone he had carried, and off he went. I went over and picked up the money, we were wealthy
once again.
July 13 - Twentieth day’s march
Now that we were financial, there were sharp differences as to how we should spend our newfound wealth. The smokers thought it wouldn’t do any harm to spend a little on tobacco. They
reckoned they had gone without smoking long enough. To the non-smokers, smoking was a
luxury we could do without. A great barney ensued and we put it to a vote. It finished half and
half with me holding the casting vote. Being a non-smoker, I voted against it. No tobacco - no
smoking.
The decision did nothing to soothe the tender nerves of the smokers, and they became
more niggly than ever. I twisted and turned all through the night, hell! I thought, what was life
all about anyway? We were light on any form of comfort. I awoke with a guilty conscience and
called for another vote. Life is far too short not to have a bit of luxury, so we voted smoking in
and bought some tobacco. We felt a lot better and the three smokers immediately became far
less cantankerous.
July 16 - Twenty-third day’s march
After a long march, we arrived at a big town, Nakhon Klung alongside the Mae Nam Ping
River. It had been a hot day and we were dead tired and worn out. We flopped down, too
exhausted to do anything until we had rested.
We still had no idea where we were heading or why we were marching at all. The Japs
didn’t seem to know either and today they just lazed around and relaxed their normally tight
control over us. They must have felt pooped too, and didn’t leave their tents. Making the best of
the opportunity, we ventured into the town, and came across a shop selling nothing but pork
and the seven of us all started to bargain with the butcher for a piece of his meat. We all
enjoyed the haggling and he gave us a good bargain, and we set off happily back to camp for
one of the tastiest rice stews we’d had for months.
July 23 - Twenty-fifth day’s march
On the road again, the Japs collected a live pig which they ordered us to carry for them. It was
in a poke and Clarrie, Keith, Ian and I took it in turns to carry it, two at a time. Not to let their
precious pig get out of their sight, the Japs made us keep up with them at the head of the
straggling column.
Suddenly Keith’s stomach started to swell up and become quite extended. I began to
worry, as the last time I had seen that happen the person died quite quickly and no one quite
knew why. We told Keith to drop back and the three of us would carry on with the pig.
Arriving at our camp site, the guards ordered us to slaughter the pig. Fortunately that
wasn’t a problem for Ian and Clarrie, both of whom were farmers. When they had completed
their task, the Japs took the best cuts for themselves, and for our efforts, gave us the rest to
divide between the thousand of us. As we had been at the head of the column, we were first to
arrive at the camp for the night, so we collected wood for the fire and waited for the rest of our
gang.
Keith’s belly continued to swell larger and larger and I was sure it was going to burst
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and that would be the last of him. Then Ian, who was doing our cooking, waved over to us,
happily pointing to Keith, who was his normal skinny self once again. He had blown up with
wind to what had to be, near bursting point, when suddenly he was able to break wind and
continued farting for the next hour or so. While Keith himself was enjoying the relief
immensely, others nearby weren’t, so he had few friends and got little sympathy. We concealed
our former concern for his welfare.
July 24 - Twenty-sixth day’s march
As we pushed ourselves along the track we moved down a slope and suddenly came to a
mighty swirling river. It was the Mae Nam Ping, broad and deep and flowing powerfully. I
wondered how the hell we were ever going to cross it. There was much hustle and bustle going
on at the water’s edge so, fearing I could easily be raked in for some extra duties, I tried to
make myself scarce. Then I heard Bert Parnell’s voice ring out loud and clear, “Sergeant
Grant.” I went down the bank and he told me to get twenty of the fittest men and report back
with them to the Jap in charge.
I picked out the 20 men I thought would be among the fittest and returned with them to
the river, only to find that the Jap in charge, was the same Jap sergeant with whom I had the
debacle over the eggs. “Ah!” he said, “Australia number one sojo.” Hell! I thought, this is not
going to be my lucky day.
On the river was a huge bamboo raft, already loaded with 40 Poms. The Jap sergeant
pointed to 20 bamboo poles and demonstrated that we were to punt the raft across the river. So
away we went. Unfortunately the poles were too short and didn’t touch bottom, so, rudderless,
we started to spin around, the current taking us rapidly downstream. The Jap on board the raft
panicked and screamed at us, but there wasn’t much we could do about it.
“Can you all swim?” I called to the pole pushers. Yes they could, so it was off boots
and overboard, to manoeuvre the raft, crowded with frightened Poms, to the other side of the
river. Having unloaded our passengers, we then had to struggle to get the raft back upstream to
the starting point. Backwards and forwards we went like this all morning, until Alby declared
all the swimmers were rooted and they couldn’t push one more raft of bloody Poms across the
river. I told the Jap that the raft pushers were all ‘bioki’ (sick and buggered). He could see they
were all stonkered so he sent them off and told me to go and get another 20 men. I came back
with the 20 relief men and was about to make off with the old crew, when the Jap sergeant
stopped me, “No No, number one sergeant stay.” It certainly was not my lucky day.
It was dusk when we finished ferrying the last of the 1000 men across the river. As I
started to trudge wearily back to the boys, the Jap sergeant, who now looked pretty smug about
his achievement for the day, said, “sojo, at camp, you speak me messy messy and I presento.” I
replied, “Arigato,” and thought hopefully, maybe we will be in for some extra tucker tonight.
When I found where the boys had settled down for the night, they had all eaten and
began to chiack me about the hard day’s work I had to put in. I got no sympathy from them.
“Yes,” I said, “it’s all very well for you lazy bastards, you pass out after half a day’s work and
get off, but your poor sogo goes on all bloody day without a rest.” It didn’t take me long to eat
my paltry meal and at least Ian did me the honour of washing my dixie for me. I then cast
around to find where the Japs had made their camp and spotting it, was about to make off,
when the boys said, “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” I replied huffily, “Mind your
own bloody business,” and headed off toward the Jap camp.
When I got there, the Jap sergeant was obviously boasting about how he had achieved
the river crossings. He was gesturing how the raft had got into a spin, and they were all having
a great laugh over it. When the sergeant saw me, he stood up and said loudly, “Number one
Australian sojo.” and they all had another good laugh. He then grabbed four of their dixies and
went over to their cookhouse, filled them with rice and stew and handed them over to me.
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When I returned the boys gave me a great cheer. We had the feast of our lives and they agreed
their sogo wasn’t too bad after all and everyone slept soundly.
The next night, as we were cooking our meals, we heard the sound of a plane in the
distance. As it came closer, the Japs panicked and ran through the camp yelling out to us to
douse our fires, which we did pretty darn quick, sacrificing the next day’s drinking water into
the bargain. The plane flew low over us, circled our camp a couple of times, and then flew off.
It got us wondering whether our allies knew something of our whereabouts in the jungle. We
certainly didn’t.
July 27 - Twenty-eighth day’s march
We marched 24 kilometres yesterday and arrived at Tak, quite a big town. For some reason the
Japs were getting very edgy. On line-up today, the Japs kicked up a hell of a hullabaloo and
handed out bashings on the slightest pretext. I had an uncomfortable feeling that things were
going to get worse. As always, there were plenty of rumours, but they didn’t help much. Win or
lose the war, we had no idea what they were going to do with us. Then to add to our
consternation, we found that we were now on the Burma border. This raised all sorts of
questions. Why had we all been marched to this remote spot in the jungle? Were we going to
work in Burma, or would this be the end of the road for us?
We seemed to have arrived at our final destination, for we stayed there for over two
weeks. There was a big market in the town and the Jap sojo singled me out with two other
Aussies, to go with them and help carry their daily rations. One morning at the market, a Jap
soldier, not one of our guards, told me in perfect English, “The war is going very badly for the
Japanese. We are being beaten on all fronts.” He spoke very softly and then slipped away
before I could say anything to him. I saw him several times later on, but he always kept his
distance and moved away whenever I approached him. It gave me great heart to hear his good
tidings, but I had trouble convincing the boys about it.
Then early in the morning of about 10 August, it happened. All hell broke loose. The
guards raced through our camp calling out “Tanko tanko, speedo speedo.” Ian and Keith had
just started to get the fire going, the rest of us were still asleep. Ian came over and wakened us,
“Get up quickly. Looks like an emergency, shall I get our reserve of peanuts?” Looking around
I could see the Japs pushing and bashing the men to hurry them up on parade and I nodded.
Maybe the nuts might help sustain us if we had to stay on the parade ground for a long time.
After numerous attempts to count us, they discovered we were two men short. The two
men had probably gone off somewhere around the camp. Maybe they had escaped. In any case,
there was no way they would try to join the parade now. Poor Bert Parnell had to take the brunt
of the Jap’s wrath. He had no explanation for the men’s absence, so they gave him an
unmerciful beating. How he managed to remain standing I’ll never know. I’m sure that, had he
fallen, he would have been kicked to death, the Japs were just so ropable. Bert was not much
taller that the average Jap, so he copped more than his share of beltings, but somehow he
always managed to carry on courageously, forever keeping our best interests at heart.
We stood in the line-up standing to attention all through the morning. We had been in
such a hurry to get on parade, that we had forgotten to grab our hats and the hot sun was
beating down on us. Many of the men collapsed and were left lying on the ground where they
fell.
Our group always stuck close together on parade. The Japs were in a threatening mood
and kept rushing around, looking for a cause to thrash out at any one of us. Whenever there was
a chance, Ian would slip each of us a few peanuts. The Japs were behaving as though
something crucial was about to happen. We were all asking each other the same question. “Was
this because of the two men who were missing, or could this to be the end?”
Bert Parnell tried to talk to the Jap officer, but was cut short. Then in the early
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afternoon, another troop of Japs came sullenly tramping down the road. “The firing squad?” A
shudder ran down my spine.
The new troops lined up in front of our guards, then the respective officers came out
and stood in front of their troops and solemnly bowed to each other. I broke out into a cold
sweat.
Then the officer of the new guard addressed us in English. He told us there were to be
no more attempts to escape and that he was now in charge and would take whatever reprisals he
found necessary. The old guard then moved off. The whole purpose of the prolonged parade
had been simply to change over our guards. A great relief, but we had been standing to
attention in the burning hot sun for nine hours, thinking all sorts of things were about to happen
to us. Luckily, Ian thought about the peanuts.
August 12 - Twenty-ninth day’s march
We set off along the Burma border, and went only a few kilometres to the Tak Airfield where
we camped for the night. Peter Kelly was amongst the sick stragglers at the rear of our column,
when a stone wrapped in paper was thrown from a passing bus load of Thais. Peter picked it up
and unwrapped it. On the paper was the simple message, “Britain and America will win war in
a few days.” It was the best news we had for ages, and we all slept more peacefully that night.
August 14 - Thirty-first day’s march
It was hard to march knowing what we had just found out, and hoping against hope that it was
true, but we covered another twenty weary kilometres and settled down near another Thai
monastery.
I was still feeling the effects of malaria, so the boys settled me down in a swag under
the monastery. I went into a deep sleep, to be wakened by an excited Clarrie who kept on
shaking me. When he was sure I was properly awake, he grabbed my hand and shook it wildly.
“The war is over Bob.”
“Oh for Christ’s sake Clarrie, how many times have we heard that?” I mumbled
drowsily.
Unperturbed, Clarrie went on to say, “A Thai told one of the boys that the Americans
had dropped two big bombs on Japan and that the war was as good as over.” I remarked, “Fair
go Clarrie, I don’t believe it. Look, I’m feeling bloody crook, but I’ll bet you we are marching
again tomorrow.” And march we did.
August 15 1945 - Thirty-second day’s march - Day of Jap surrender
My malaria was not too bad and I was able to keep up with the middle of our straggling
column. About lunchtime, I could hear cheering from the men in the front. As we moved
nearer, the cheering became louder and there, standing in the middle of a bunch of our boys
was a well-dressed Thai calling out at the top of his voice, “The war is over; you have no
further need to worry, the war is over.” Now it was our turn to cheer, Clarrie grabbed me and
danced around me, he could not take the smile off his face. We gave one unholy cheer. We had
made it.
Bert Parnell went over to the Jap officer and asked him to surrender and hand over his
sword. The officer told him, “I know the war is over, but we don’t know which side won. I
have orders to take you to the rail-head at Phitsanulok and that is three days march from here.”
And that was that. Bert then asked him. “Can we accept food from the Thais?” He replied,
“Yes, but please keep the men together until we get to Phitsanulok.”
My malaria worsened, and Ian and Clarrie made a cover for me so that I could keep dry
through the night.
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August 18 - Thirty-fourth day’s march
We covered 20 kilometres yesterday and about the same again today. One problem still worried
me, were we free or weren’t we? Uncertainty began to creep back, and my enthusiasm began to
wane.
August 19 - Thirty-fifth day’s march
The rain just belted down the whole day but we still marched another 25 kilometres. We had no
shelter at all that night. In spite of the pouring rain, Ian and Keith managed to cook us a meal.
Late that night we could hear the rumbling of trucks coming down the road and slowing
down as they reached our camp. It was three trucks loaded with the sick we had left behind at
Nakhon Sawan and Tak. It was a great feeling to know they were safe and sound and to have
them back with us again, even though we were all were as wet as shags.
Reaction set in with the rain; being soaked to the skin we became depressed and
miserable. So much that should have been happening was not happening to us and it was hard
to believe we were free. We became very touchy and argumentative again. Alby tried to bolster
our sagging spirits. “We all know in our hearts that the war is over, so what the hell are you all
so bloody miserable about. One more day’s march and it will be all over. So shut up your
whingeing and go to sleep.” As it so happened, we did, and slept soundly in spite of the torrents
of bloody rain.
August 20 1945 - Thirty-sixth day’s march - our last
We wandered along on the last leg of our march until we came to Phitsanulok. As the traffic
got heavier, people began to slowly gather along the road. There was no cheering, they just
seemed to look at us, no doubt amazed at seeing members of a white race in such a sorry state.
Occasionally one of them would give us a half wave, as though uncertain as to who the hell we
were.
Ultimately we arrived at a large petrol dump where a Jap major, standing on a petrol
drum, addressed us in halting English. “The war is over, but we don’t know who has won.” We
cheered madly to let him know we knew who had, but he ignored us and carried on. “You will
camp in those huts over there and we will issue you with clean new clothing. The food will be
good, but there will be no leave into the city as Japanese guards will be on duty there all the
time.” We found our sleeping quarters which were as usual, infested with bugs and lice, our
sleeping companions for the last three and a half years.
We stayed at the camp for another 15 long, boring, uncomfortable and frustrating days.
On 5 September, we were marched to the railway station and boarded reasonably comfortable
carriages. A guard was stationed at each door. Would we never be free of them? The train
tooted and started to move off. It was not until it had gathered speed that the guards jumped off.
At that very moment we knew we were really free. We went berserk, we cheered and hugged
each other excitedly. Someone produced a bottle of Chinese whisky which added to our cheer.
We were off once again to an unknown destination, but what the hell! We no longer had the
Japs to fear. We were free.
At Bah Mah Kok we disembarked, wearing our Jap uniforms and boots and some of us
still wearing our well-worn and tattered Aussie hats. A motley crew, if ever there was. When
we got out of the train a British major and an Aussie lieutenant were there to meet us. Bert
Parnell lined us up on the platform, brought us to attention and saluted. The Pommy major
asked Bert, “What’s this rabble?”
“Rabble sir? Never, these men have been through hell.”
From that moment on, we knew we were back in the army. We marched into a large
camp and were immediately quarantined and vaccinated for smallpox. We stayed put in the
camp for a whole long endless month.
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Once on our way, our spirits rose, the feeling of being free was terrific. Soon we would
be home to enjoy the freedom that we had learnt to treasure more than anything, for the rest of
our lives.
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COL DAWSON’S STORY
THE BOMBING OF DARWIN
When one is having a look at the things that happened to members of the 4th AntiTank Regiment, it is important to complete the record by looking at what happened
to 14th Battery. For there, but for the grace of God, go I or any one of us.
This story gives us a look at how things could have been for any of the other
members of the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment. Col Dawson stayed behind in Australia
and took part in the activities at Darwin.
At the beginning of the war, the defence of Australia was pretty well non-existent.
As it so happened, in many ways, this weakness became a strength for us.
Australia was extremely vulnerable; there was no way we could defend our vast
shoreline with the limited resources we had. One man armed with a 303 rifle and a
pocketful of hand grenades, spaced every few miles along the coast was not going
to help much against the strong invasion force that Japan was amassing.
Knowing that Japan intended to attack Australia, our best approach seemed to be
to go out and stop them somewhere between their home base and ours.
The ‘impregnable’ British fortress of Singapore was the obvious answer.
Australia was some 3000 miles from Japan, which meant that Japan would have an
enormously long supply line to maintain when they invaded us. For their attack to
be successful, they would need a base as near to Japan as possible. If that base was
to be on Australian soil, it would be at Darwin.
There were four batteries in the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment; they were the 13th, 14th,
15th, and 16th. So the ‘powers that be’ decided to send three batteries to Singapore
and one to Darwin. None of us had any say in the decision as to who would go
where.
Well, it just so happened that 13th, 15th and 16th Batteries were chosen to be sent
to Singapore, and the 14th Battery was sent to Darwin.
One might ask: Why not send 13th,14th and 15th to Singapore, as would seem
logical, or any other combination for that matter? It just happened that way.
As a result, an interesting difference developed. The boys from 13th, 15th and 16th
Batteries were bonded very closely together by their common experiences.
Quite the reverse happened to the boys from 14th Battery. Having served their
purpose in Darwin, they all dispersed to serve in other forces and units. Their role
in Darwin was not sustained long enough nor were their experiences considered
strong enough, to bond them together.
It followed naturally that, at reunions, epic stories about Singapore and Thailand
took precedence over stories about Darwin. Keeping in mind the strange silence
and cover-up that prevailed until only recently, over the Darwin bombings.
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The silence came across to us as though the Jap bombing of Darwin was something
that didn’t happen, or something we might have been ashamed of. Perhaps it was a
feeling of guilt over our social complacency, or perhaps it had something to do
with our defence force’s inability to defend our own shores.
Wartime censorship leaves us with some strange attitudes and beliefs, even after
the truth is revealed many years later.
Col Dawson’s story is important in that it typifies what happened to the boys in
14th Battery and what could have happened to any other of us anti-tankers, had the
draw been different.
Col is now 85 years old, and it was with a little trepidation that he agreed to be
part of this project. It is the first time that he has ever talked about his overall
experiences and put his story together.
Disappointed at not being accepted into the RAAF, on account of my age (I was 31 at the time),
I joined the infantry as a private and went straight into an NCO’s course at Darley.
I became a fully fledged corporal, a rank I held for a brief period, during which time I
had a strong difference of opinion with the troop commander as to who he should put on his
reinforcement list, and I was back where I started - a private.
‘Stuff em,’ I thought, and I made up my mind to look elsewhere for my service career.
I happened to be in the toilet rooms at Spencer Street Station when I ran into a chap I
had known at Shepparton High School. He was several years my junior, but was already a
major in charge of a battery of men in an anti-tank regiment.
We got talking and, as a result, Major Cronk made a claim on me and I became a
gunner in 14th Battery of the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment stationed at Puckapunyal.
The 13th Battery was the first of our regiment to leave for Malaya, and our general
feeling was that we would all meet up there. 15th and 16th Batteries and RHQ followed soon
afterwards. Whilst we were disappointed not to have been included, we busied ourselves with
the intensive training activities needed to smarten up our gunnery skills, and waited our turn to
rejoin the regiment.
Then the news came that the next week would be our last at Pucka. We were off and we
were thrilled. At last we would be joining the rest of our mates.
It was all very hurried and hush hush. The boys were given a brief embarkation leave. I
missed out because I drew the short straw, and copped the job of remaining in camp to load and
unload the battery truck as it was driven to and from the Dysart railway siding with all our guns
and equipment.
Then off we went in the troop-train, in our hushed secrecy to Melbourne, only to find
on our arrival at Spencer Street Station, a welcoming committee from a ladies’ guild, with tea
and buns all round. So someone seemed to know that we were on our way.
Then came our next blow, we headed in the wrong direction. Instead of taking off
toward the wharves at Port Melbourne as we expected, we boarded a country passenger train
headed for Ballarat.
From Ballarat, we travelled north until we came to a change of gauge at Terowie, where
we man-handled our guns on board the smaller gauge train and headed for Alice Springs and all
points north. We just couldn’t believe it, we were on our way to Darwin. It had to be part of a
nightmarish plot.
At Quorn, we were welcomed by another ladies’ auxiliary, with coffee and buns, then
through the Flinders Ranges and on to Maree for more buns and coffee.
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We hadn’t gone far past the five mile-post when a truck came racing in front of a cloud
of dust. The truck was tooting madly, and the bodies on board were waving wildly. It was
Sergeant Matt Parkes. He got carried away with the locals in the Maree pub.
We spent a cold and chilly night at Alice Springs, and in the contrasting heat of the
following morning, unloaded the train. We then loaded our gear and equipment on to the
waiting army vehicles, hooked our guns on the back, and drove off down the road-link between
the two rail terminals of Alice Springs and Birdum Larrimah.
From here on, the tracks were sand, gravel and bull dust, worn down to twelve inchruts. The guns trailed behind us, swinging precariously from one side of the rut to the other.
They were in danger of toppling over, so we loaded them on to the back of our trucks, and
proceeded slowly on through Barrow Creek and Tennant Creek to Newcastle Waters, where we
spent another cold and frosty night.
On reaching the railhead at Birdum Larrimah, we piled on to the straw-covered floors
of the cattle trucks, and were hauled by ‘Leaping Lena’ through Catherine, Adelaide River and
on to Darwin, where we camped at Winnellie, a huge tent complex comprising two infantry
battalions, an artillery regiment, service detachments, signals and a medical group.
Here we began our ‘Darwin shirt drill’. First few days, at 11:00 o’clock in the morning shirt off for half an hour. Next few days - shirt off for one hour and so on. After two weeks our
shirt drill was over and we all qualified as fit and healthy sun-tanned Aussies.
Our CO, Major Ward Strutt, saw to it that we were well looked after as we set about
familiarising ourselves for our role in our new territory.
We hopped straight into training exercises with the infantry forces already there, and
had no problems working in harness with them. We built ourselves a new camp at Night Cliffs
on Rapid Creek, some eight miles out of Darwin. Our first job was to lay several miles of
corduroy track for our trucks, so that we could drive to Darwin without getting bogged.
At this point, we shared in common with our mates now in Malaya, the hazards of the
forests, eight-foot pythons, six-foot brown snakes, beetles, bugs, tinea and dengue fever. But
there the likeness stopped.
Leave to visit Darwin was at first something special. Darwin was at that time a fairly
small quiet town of some ten thousand souls, that was until the arrival of the armed forces.
Being somewhat bored with only more of the same things to do, and no one yet to fight, the
boys created their own entertainment. After a few pots of Darwin beer, they had no problem in
finding something to fight over, and someone to fight with. When their revelry reached riotous
proportions, the MPs were called in, and a stop put to their fun. After that, Darwin became
boring again. Any of the men wanting leave in Darwin had to arrange a piquet from their own
unit, to keep the peace, and so the opportunity for an exhilarating barney ceased to exist. Not to
be outdone, the boys soon found out that, with the oppressive climate, a few cold beers and a
little stirring amongst their mates, it wasn’t all that hard to start a brawl in their own camp.
Up to this time, our strategy toward defending Australia was to develop Darwin as a
fortress. It was considered to be the spot where the Japs would choose to land when the time
came for their invasion. We remained at our ‘static’ position at Night Cliffs. The defence of
Darwin relied heavily on the artillery regiments. There was the 2/14 Australian Field Regiment
with their 18 pounders, the 14th Anti-Tank Battery, which provided good defence against
invasion landing craft and there was a heavy anti-aircraft artillery unit. At Mylie Point, there
was a fortress with heavy artillery manned by the permanent army. In all, our defences were
pretty mild and were stretched over some sixty miles of Darwin’s coastline.
The speed of the Japs’ movements in Malaya and Singapore got the men in the ranks
thinking, and they let it be known that they were not too happy with the way our defences were
shaping up. The enemy were doing the unexpected and unusual, and this did not fit in with
what we had come to regard as our ‘static’ or stationary defence strategy.
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It seemed to us, very unlikely that the Japanese invasion force would pick the only 60
mile stretch of beach that was defended, unless, of course, those defences had been annihilated
beforehand. When the time came for the Japs to invade Australia, there were hundreds of miles
of undefended coastline where they could land with much more comfort and safety. It would be
a very simple matter for them to surround Darwin, cut off our supply lines, and when our
supplies were exhausted, walk in.
The fall of Singapore was the last straw. The Japs moved quickly to take Timor and
Rabaul. They were on the rampage and were unstoppable. It seemed inevitable that very soon
the Japs would want to bomb Darwin, and we geared ourselves for the attack. There was a
general air of expectancy which was regularly heightened by false air-raid alarms.
Then it happened, first a false alarm and then the real thing, at 10:05 in the morning of
19 February 1942, Jap planes came sweeping in from all directions, dropping their bombs on
Darwin and the shipping in the harbour. Dive bombers attacked the aerodrome, and in a few
minutes all the planes we had, mostly Wirraways, were destroyed on the ground before they
had time to take off.
We were stationed under cover of the trees beside the drome. They hammered us with
machine-gun fire, and we kept at them with our Lewis guns. We didn’t make much of an
impact on them, but making them think they didn’t have everything their own way, made us
feel a whole lot better.
An hour later, another huge flight of bombers came over. Our heavy anti-aircraft
artillery kept them up high, but without opposition from our fighters, they had little trouble in
dropping their bombs accurately, and they virtually flattened Darwin.
We had no real effective counter to their attack.
In addition to the devastation they caused to Darwin’s shops and buildings, they
bombed a US cruiser anchored in the harbour, and sank dozens of cargo ships and smaller
vessels around 1000 tons. By an odd coincidence, one of the ships they sunk, was the
Zealandia, the troop ship which had taken the boys of 15th and 16th Batteries to Singapore.
The Darwin Post Office was blown up, killing all the staff and disrupting
communications with the south. In all, about 200 Australians were killed in the attack.
The RAAF Headquarters were almost obliterated, even the pole on which our national
flag was flying was shot down. However the flag now rests safely in the RAAF museum.
The army now took over complete control, and the surviving civilian population was
quickly evacuated to Adelaide River.
Having been so successful in virtually neutralising Darwin, using only their air force,
had the Jap air attack been followed with an invasion force, there would have been little to stop
them from walking straight into Darwin and setting up a base from which they would have
been able to invade the eastern States.
The only deterrents would then have been, the vast open spaces of the deserts and the
distance to the cities in the east - and the fact that, due to our own unpreparedness, there was
not one single completed road or rail-track to enable them or anyone else to get there.
Our real salvation lay in the stretched supply lines of the Japanese forces, and their
inability at the time, to move in quickly with their invasion troops and follow up their highly
successful air attack on Darwin.
We were that near to losing our country.
The static fortress approach to our defence was now more useless than ever, and
Brigadier Docherty moved in quickly to change all that. Under his command, the whole of the
Darwin forces spent weeks developing their mobility and their potential to become an effective
anti-invasion force. Very soon our forces were able to move swiftly to any likely invasion point
and establish a strong defensive position.
Brigadier Docherty was a great strategist and a natural leader. He was always amongst
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us in an informal but quietly authoritative way. He had us moving every few days, covering all
the possible landing spots in the area. The troops now knew that their effectiveness was being
maximised, and all of us had the greatest respect and confidence in the Brigadier. On one
occasion when I was digging a slit trench alongside our gun emplacement, a motor cycle with
an untidy, wind-blown, mud-spattered character on the back, came over and stopped in front of
me. The pillion rider jumped off and asked me what I was doing.
To me, what I was doing was obvious, so I answered light heartedly, “Having a little
exercise, what else?”
He then asked my name, to which I replied by asking him, “Who are you?”
“Brigadier Docherty.”
I quickly sprang to attention and saluted.
“No no, none of that, but tell me what you are doing and why you are doing it here?”
That was the kind of man the Brigadier was. There’s little need to say that he rose even
higher in my estimation after that episode.
After their first raid, and without any opposition from our air force, the Japs were able
to do as they pleased. Each day they would send over three or four planes, and bomb what was
left of the township of Darwin, Miley Point, the harbour, the wharf, and RAAF HQ.
They bombed the fuel storage tanks, sending a huge column of smoke and flame
spiralling into the sky, providing themselves with a convenient beacon that could be seen for
miles.
In the event the Japs might attempt to land on the airstrip, we positioned our anti-tank
guns around the perimeter of the aerodrome. The Jap pilots seemed to regard the airstrip as a
strategic target, and always included it in their daily bombing raids. Occasionally they would
single out the ground troops for special treatment by dropping a series of ‘daisy cutters’ around
us. These bombs explode about three feet above the ground, cutting everything at that height to
pieces, and causing us in our slit trenches to hug as close as we could to old mother earth,
hopefully out of harm’s way. The daisy cutters prevented us from striking back at the planes
and whilst they severely damaged several of our trucks and guns, they caused us only a few
minor casualties.
So the Japs continued with their bombing raids until there was practically nothing left to
bomb. Darwin and its surrounds had been obliterated and had become just another desolate
section of coastline.
To show their absolute superiority over the situation, the Japs had the audacity to send
over low flying planes to buzz our troops and take photos of the devastation, no doubt to send
back home to their beloved emperor, to show him that Darwin had been completely annihilated
and how easy it all had been. They continued these raids for the next three months.
For me, the most satisfying part of the whole disaster, was the feeling that the men of
14th Battery had carried out the duties required of them, in a well disciplined and competent
way.
In due course, a large convoy of American ships arrived and set to work rebuilding the
damaged drome. They had an amazing mass of sophisticated earth-moving equipment, and
when they finished the runways at the Darwin airfield, they set to work on air strips along the
highway. They also had magnificent rations, more canned food than you could poke a stick at;
canned ham, chicken, pork, bacon and every type of fruit you could think of. Our rations were
always adequate and as long as there was enough, we never complained, but our food was
never exciting; nor did we expect it to be, after all, there was a war on.
The Yanks thought the same about their own food, and fell in love with our bully beef.
We made the most of the opportunity to exchange our tucker for theirs; whole-heartedly
enjoying their much more imaginative taste.
Of course, during their stay in the Darwin zone, there was plenty of entertainment,
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concerts and film nights. Being a mobile unit and always on the move, the Yanks had to make
their own fun, and they knew how to do it well. They provided us with some very happy and
entertaining nights.
Five months or so after the bombings, the pressure was off the Darwin area as it no
longer looked a likely stopover for invasion forces. In the meantime, the Japs had been
threatening the east coast of Australia. Their submarines had been effectively patrolling the area
between Cape York in Queensland, to as far south as Cape Howe in Victoria. They had already
sunk over fifty of our ships in these waters.
The Japs really got very close to taking over our country.
The pressure point moved, across to New Guinea, Cairns and Townsville and the Coral
Sea became the focus of our defensive operations and the forces were no longer needed at
Darwin.
When Brigadier Docherty was posted to New Guinea, having been impressed with our
capacity to act as a fast-moving strike force, he applied to the authorities for 14th Battery to go
with him, but it was not to be.
The 2/21st Battalion was sent to Ambon, and the 2/40th Battalion to Timor. In our
operations in the Darwin area, we had always been attached to these battalions, and had worked
in conjunction with them. There was always the possibility that we might continue this
association and be sent along with them, wherever they may be posted. As it happened, we
stayed in Australia. Both battalions were literally wiped out by the Japanese forces of some
thirty thousand, when they landed on these islands. Only a very small group of men survived as
prisoners.
The 105 Tank-Attack Regiment had arrived in Darwin and now took over our residual
tasks. 14th Battery was loaded back onto the straw-covered floors of the now-famous cattle
trucks and hauled out of Darwin by Leaping Lena. We received a tumultuous welcome when
we got to Adelaide, and many of us spent a very happy night in the mess at the army barracks,
thoroughly enjoying Adelaide’s generous hospitality.
Back to Melbourne, we were encamped near Dandenong and were given a month’s
well-earned leave.
Then came a move to the Police Paddock at Miranda, NSW, where the members of 14th
Battery, versatile as we may have been, now became wharfies. War or no war, we Aussies must
always get our priorities right, so the Sydney waterside workers went on strike for higher
wages, and for the next three weeks, we unloaded a shipment of timber and bags of potatoes
from New Zealand, on their behalf, while they sorted out their wage problems.
It was now 1943, and it began to look as though 14th Battery could be broken up. We
moved to Holdsworthy where we were relegated to the ‘spit and polish’ brigade, to become the
Depot Battery for the Holdsworthy Gunnery School.
The army called for volunteers to become medical orderlies on the hospital ship
‘Centaur’. No one from 14th Battery volunteered and just as well. The Centaur was sunk
shortly after leaving Brisbane.
It now became certain that we were no longer going to remain together as a battery, so
the boys began to find other ways of carrying on with their service to God and Country. Some
of the boys transferred to the 2/1 Tank-Attack, most of the sergeants went on to the jungle
training camp at Canungra and from there, went on to serve in New Guinea. Some had had
enough and quit the army and trickled back to civvy street.
In January 1944, I applied to transfer to the ground force of the RAAF, and became a
flying officer for their cypher unit.
After a short period of training at Melbourne University and Point Cook, I was posted
to a heavy bombing squadron, comprising six Liberators, stationed at Brisbane.
From Brisbane we were despatched to RAAF HQ at Tindall, near Catherine, where the

136

RAAF was carrying out submarine sweeps over the seas around the north west corner of
Australia.
As part of my induction into the air force, I went on several of their sweeps around the
Arafura Sea and Timor. They were, I’m happy to say, all uneventful.
In September 1944, I was transferred to Fighter HQ in Darwin. The headquarters were
linked to some eight radar stations spread around them in a radius of 200 miles. I worked a 12hour shift, cyphering messages from the area and sending them on to RAAF HQ at Brisbane. I
wouldn’t exactly say that it was the most exciting job I have ever had in my life.
In March 1945, I was detailed to RAAF HQ at Adelaide River. I was in charge of all
confidential records and as ‘Safe Hand Sammy’, spent most of my time flying to and from
Darwin, with confidential records locked securely to my wrist.
In August 1945, I had completed my twelve-month stint and so it was back to
Melbourne for me, and off home to Kyabram and Dorothy and my young daughter Ruth, who
was born when I was in Darwin.
On the second day of my leave, the war was over.
Reporting to the RAAF Discharge Centre at the Melbourne Cricket Club, as my papers
had not yet arrived, I was sent to ‘Frognell’ to oversee a bevy of twenty lovely WAAF Sergeant
Cypherers. I didn’t find that hard at all, for apart from them all being very beautiful, they were
all extremely competent.
That left me with the opportunity to intercept messages sent by my anti-tank mates,
who were returning home and were anxious to get messages of their survival to their relatives.
Ultimately I received my discharge and undertook a rehabilitation course to prepare me
for return to my previous occupation as a teacher.
As I was wandering down a corridor at our RAAF HQ, I got to talking with a World
War I chappie from the Lands Department. On his own volition, he made plans for me to attend
Melbourne University to undertake a Science Degree course, before settling down into civvy
street.
I completed my studies, and will forever be indebted to that unknown World War I
veteran for help he gave me in making my life in the years to follow, such a happy and
satisfying one.
For my part, I have accepted the things that happened to me during the war years as
having been important at the time. They had to be done by someone and it just so happened
that, that someone was me.
I have often asked myself whether I was lucky or unlucky to have been assigned to 14th
Battery, rather than to the other batteries that were posted to Malaya.
I believe I have been lucky. I have continued to enjoy my friendships with all my old
anti-tank mates, and over my lifetime I have had many happy times with them.
For many years now, we have met regularly, and I have gained a great deal of
enjoyment from working with them on the Anti-Tank Association’s Welfare Committee.
One has very little control over one’s destiny during the war years. What has happened
has happened. I, certainly, have no regrets.
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DICK MOUNTFORD’S STORY
CHANGI AND THE GREAT WORLD CAMPS
Having served my time as a sheet metal worker with Brownbuilt Office Equipment and Cabinet
Makers, and just having had my 18th birthday, I enlisted for overseas service with the AIF and
was drafted to 13th Battery of the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment.
We left Australia on the ‘Queen Mary’ for an unknown destination. When we had been
at sea for several days, we were told we were being sent to Singapore to reinforce the garrison
forces there, hopefully, to make Singapore appear so formidable that the Japs would be deterred
from attacking it.
Arriving in Singapore, we moved to Serambin, then Malacca and finally Tampin, all
small towns or villages on the Malayan Mainland, but full of interest and excitement. We
quickly settled in to our daily routines, aimed mainly at smartening up our gunnery skills in this
new jungle environment.
When we first heard rumours of a possible assault by the Japs, we took them lightly.
There was just no way we could see the Japs attacking the mighty British fortress of Singapore,
with its huge 17 inch naval guns pointing out to sea. As the rumours got stronger, we began to
realise that maybe, the Japs mightn’t attack Singapore from the sea. We didn’t find the jungle
all that impenetrable, so maybe the cunning devils just might attack the mainland first, then
tackle Singapore from behind. Beginning to see the possibilities, we threw ourselves into our
training with added zest.
The speed of the Jap invasion came as a complete shock to me.
As soon as the Japs landed on the East Coast, we were on full-time war alert, and
harboured in a rubber plantation at Kluang in readiness to move north to intercept them.
At Kluang we continued to throw ourselves enthusiastically into our training and it was
during one of our gun drills that I witnessed a disaster that bought me down to earth with a
thud. One of our crews was practising gun loading when a shell exploded prematurely, blasting
Lennie Johnstone’s hand off and blinding him, and seriously wounding Phil Relf. For this to
happen to my mates during a training exercise was a horrifying experience for me.
The Japs landed a huge invasion force on the mainland of Malaya and moved quickly
down the Peninsula. We were no longer on garrison duty, this was the real thing.
Our RAAF with their outmoded Brewster Buffalos were being given a tough time by
the Jap Zeros, but it was good to know that they were in there, fighting it out with us. So it was
with a feeling of pride that we took on our first war-time assignment, and set our gun up to help
defend the RAAF airfield at Kluang.
Imagine my surprise, when we arrived at the airfield to find that all the planes were only
dummies - mock up models made out of cardboard and timber slats. Even the planes concealed
in the surrounding rubber plantation were dummy mock ups. It knocked the stuffing out of me.
I began to wonder what sort of a phoney war we were in.
It was at the airfield that I was initiated into enemy fire. A flight of Jap planes swept
over and bombed and strafed the drome with its dummy planes. We were well entrenched
under cover of the rubber plantation out of harm’s way. Nevertheless it was a sobering
experience for me, and I knew, phoney or not, I was in this war for keeps, and it was going to
be something I wasn’t going to like very much.
Our next order was to provide anti-tank support for the 2/26th Infantry Battalion, which
was moving up to counter the Jap infantry advancing down the Malay Peninsula. When we
caught up with them, we found that they had already ambushed the party of the advancing Japs,
trapping them in a cutting along the road, and killing over six hundred of them.
We moved further up the Muar road and arrived at Yong Peng. No sooner had we
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positioned our guns in a rubber plantation on the side of the road, than a flight of Jap Zeros
came diving in and bombed a British artillery unit just down the road from us. They hit their
guns with deadly accuracy. They then turned on the infantry troops we were covering, strafing
them with machine-gun fire and, dropping hand grenades from over the side of their planes.
The planes were just skimming the tops of the trees, flying so low that I could clearly see the
faces of the pilots in their open cockpits.
The uncanny accuracy of the Japs to home in on targets was frightening, but we soon
found out that a lot of their knowledge of our whereabouts was attributable to the Fifth Column
activities of the local natives. The natives of Malaya were a mixed bunch: Malays, Indians,
Tamils, Sikhs, Chinese, and a mixture of other Asian races. Most of them were not endeared
with British Colonialism, and preferred to align themselves to the Japanese with their promises
of Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity. We had been alerted to the existence of the Fifth Column,
but it was impossible for us to tell one native’s affiliations from another. Wherever we went,
there were invariably some natives strolling about. Realising that there could be Fifth
Columnists among them, we always took great care not to let them come within ‘Cooee’ of our
gun positions. One of their approaches turned out to be too simple to be believed. The Fifth
Columnists, who were mostly the local Indians, would turn out in their customarily long white
shirts and stroll casually along the road. When they came to a significant target, they would
stop momentarily, before being hurried along by the troops. A spotter hidden out of sight,
perhaps in a nearby tree, would then record the location of the target the Fifth Columnist had
paused at, and relay it on to the Japs, who did the rest. We had to shoot one Indian, who was on
the road beside our gun position, actually waving his arms signalling to a Jap plane overhead.
Our next move was to Yong Peng, with orders to hold the bridge until the troops
withdrawing from the Muar battle were safely across it. The 2/19th, 2/29th Infantry Battalions
and the British Regiments, the Loyals and the Norfolks, had all been engaged in heavy fighting
at Muar. They had been surrounded and cut off by the Japs and had to fight their way back
through the enemy lines and withdraw to Singapore. The men were horribly battered about and
absolutely worn out. Some hadn’t eaten or slept for days. Many of them had been badly
wounded and were in urgent need of treatment. Struggling along trying to help their wounded
mates, they were a pitiful sight. We gave them everything we had, our army rations, all our
field dressings, and the few cigarettes we had left.
Among them was anti-tanker, Frank Donat from 16th Battery. His sunken eyes told the
story of his weariness, but he had escaped unscathed. Frank told us that some of our anti-tank
crews had been engaged in a battle with a convoy of Jap tanks and that they had successfully
knocked them all out. It was good to hear that the anti-tankers had done a good job, but I was
upset to hear that the boys from the 13th and 16th Batteries who were in the Muar battle, had
been trapped, and were reported missing with little hope of ever being seen again.
It was midnight when the last of the routed troops crossed the bridge and it was blown
up, and we moved back to Yong Peng where we positioned our gun alongside the British
Loyals. One of their officers told us, that in their retreat from Muar, the Japs had captured nine
of the Loyals’ armoured carriers and were likely to use them, to try to get though our lines.
We camouflaged our position as best we could, and manned the gun in readiness for the
advancing Japs in the captured carriers. Danny Danneher positioned his gun forward of ours
and told us to hold our fire, until he had first opened up on them. Sure enough we didn’t have
long to wait before a column of the Loyals’ carriers came moving slowly down the road toward
us. As soon as we could see the lead carrier we sighted our gun on him, foot over firing pedal,
ready to open up as soon as Danny gave us the signal. But it didn’t happen. In the nick of time,
Danny recognised the carriers were manned by the Loyals. We held our fire and breathed a sigh
of relief. The timing had been just so close; had we opened fire it would have been a disaster.
We were under heavy gunfire and were doing our level best to keep out of harm’s way,
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when, out of nowhere, a Sikh, wearing a white turban and a long flowing shirt, suddenly
appeared at our gun position. We promptly grabbed him, trussed him up and bundled him off to
HQ for interrogation as a likely Fifth Columnist. It was all too late, his spotter had been able to
identify our position from his movements, and within minutes, we became the target for a
heavy bombardment of mortars. If that wasn’t enough; in next to no time, two Jap planes flew
over and circled around us. Without opposition, the Jap pilots were able to circle casually
around us, tree top high. Once again I could easily see the helmeted faces of the pilots, as they
peered around looking for us.
They strafed the general area around our position with machine gun fire, then they
circled back and dropped their bombs. I was huddled in my slit trench as close to good old
mother earth as I could get. The explosions hurled Keith McKenzie and myself into the air and
dumped us under a pile of rubble. Alf Montfort and Jerry Hall dug us out, alive and intact but
badly bruised and shaken. My shoulder had been dislocated, my back sprained and a bone in
my wrist broken. We were both evacuated through our Casualty Clearing Station to Singapore
Hospital. The good news this time was that the Japs missed our guns.
After four days in hospital, the doctors considered I was fit enough to get back into
business. As a lance bombardier, I was put in charge of our gun and was just beginning to enjoy
the rarefied atmosphere of my new-found rank, when out of the blue Alf Montfort arrived in a
beaten up old army truck, having had his own blown up at the Causeway. As a lance sergeant,
he took precedence over me and assumed control of our gun.
The allied forces were now all very neatly concentrated on Singapore Island and the Jap
pilots were having a ball, flying around freely, hell bent on giving us the hiding of our lives.
Bombs burst all around us and we bounced around in our dugouts as though we were in the
throes of a violent earthquake.
Luckily, there were no direct hits on any of the crew, but our truck was blown up again
and Alf, who by now had become very good at finding spare army trucks, marched off to
scrounge another one. Having found one, he came back with instructions to take up a position
on the intersection of Tanglin and Orchard roads, as the powers that be were expecting tanks to
attack from this direction.
Jap planes circled casually around the undefended Singapore skies, dropping bombs on
all and sundry, which must have given their pilots great joy. The Jap artillery joined in and
continued to pound us, round after round, much to our concern and discomfort. To have
escaped the pummelling the Japs were handing out to us, convinced me that I led a charmed
life.
Then word came that we were to draw back to the Tanglin Barracks where the
Australian Forces were regrouping. We understood that the Singapore defences would be
making their last stand there. They did, but not as I had imagined. We surrendered. I was
shocked. I’d just managed to scrape through one of the hazards of war and now, faced with
being a prisoner of the Japs, I had a horrible gut feeling I wasn’t going to like it at all.
As I trundled off on my way to Changi, I didn’t like the sights of Jap atrocities I saw
along the way. The Japs had a grim way of showing their military might, by sticking the heads
of their victims on poles around the streets. As I pushed myself along, I was not a happy man,
the future looked rough, and my aching feet were quickly catching up with my aching shoulder.
Changi, our prison camp to be, didn’t look so bad at all. It comprised the British army
barracks at Selarang, just up the road a bit from the Changi Gaol, which was used to imprison
civilian offenders. The barracks were set in lovely tropical surroundings with well kept lawns
and gardens, lush vegetation, palms, hibiscus, frangipani, every fragrant tropical flower you
could think of.
I began to think that this wasn’t going to be too bad a place to spend the rest of my days
as a prisoner, but of course, it was never intended to house the number of people who now
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descended on it. I took up my quarters on the concrete floor of the verandah surrounding the
officer’s barracks and made the best of my lot, and quickly fell into the new daily routines.
I was just beginning to get used to my new lifestyle, when as my luck would have it, I
was balloted to become a wharfie in Singapore, loading and unloading rice. I didn’t like the
sound of it at all. It sounded like hard yakka to me and I was sorry to have to leave the comforts
of Changi.
Our new camp was situated at the Great World, which once housed one of Singapore’s
prime entertainment centres. The work force was made up of drivers and mechanics from the
Anti-Tank Regiment and the Australian Army Service Corps. Captain Allen of the AASC was
in charge.
Johnny Cruickshank and I were allotted an old 1936 Ford four tonner and as expected,
our first job was to transport bags of rice from the huge stockpiles that were amassed on the
wharves, and truck them to other warehouses scattered around Singapore.
When we finished this job, we moved to the godowns where enormous piles of food
supplies had been stacked. Carton upon carton of tinned foods, domestic goods and Lord knows
what, were stacked to the roof.
At first, we were tempted to scrounge a tin or two, but our guards kept a close watch on
us and, by the painful experience of trial and error, we quickly learnt that scrounging and
pilfering were definitely not kindly tolerated by our Jap guards.
Nevertheless, the challenge gnawed at us, the temptation was so great that the
punishment faded somewhat into insignificance.
Then a breakthrough came our way. The ASC boys, who had the job of keeping the
clapped out old trucks on the road, had a well equipped workshop to help them do this. They
noticed that the trucks rested on a wide, heavy, angle iron chassis. The angle iron was open to
the inside, close in this side with a strip of metal or timber, and you had a perfect hide-away for
a row of anything about the size of a tin of bully beef or condensed milk.
An agreement was quickly reached, the ASC boys would box in the chassis, we would
do the scrounging, and we would share the proceeds and the consequences. It worked out
beautifully. Within the boundaries of Singapore we drove our trucks without guards, so it
wasn’t hard to find the time or place to stash away a few tins of bully or whatever.
Once the drought had broken, all sorts of crafty ideas began to flow. Slit the bottom of
the spare tyre and you had space for half a dozen cans of preserved peaches. Take out a spring
from under the driver’s seat and you had space for several cans of tinned herrings. To heck with
the discomfort of the driver. Another little lurk that always worked well for us was, toward the
last run for the day, to drop a bag of flour heavily onto the tray of the truck so that it burst open.
While the guards would only shout at us for our careless stupidity, they demanded that we clean
up the mess before the next morning. We always willingly obliged. Later that night we would
enjoy a supper of damper or hot scones with golden syrup, made from the flour.
Household items, sewing needles, cottons and cutlery were in short supply, and had
become valuable trading items that could earn us useful dollars. I came across a tray of small
tins of gramophone needles, and sizing up their value on the native market decided to take the
risk. Our scrounge box was already full, so I put a tray in my haversack and fastened it to the
oil filter on top of the engine and closed the bonnet.
Back at the line up at camp, as we neared our turn for the regular nightly search before
being finally cleared for the night, the haversack began to smoulder and smoke began to pour
out from under the bonnet. Seeing the smoke, the guard came racing over to us shouting
“Kurra, kurra.” The smoke had given us away, Johnny and I braced ourselves for the inevitable.
Then, pointing toward the workshop, the guard yelled “Speedo, speedo,” Johnny put his foot
down on the accelerator and we raced through the gates and into the workshop, we and our
precious booty, both still safely intact.
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The Japs knew we were scrounging and getting away with cans of their food and they
worked hard at stopping us. One of the funniest things that ever happened to us, was when one
of the guards, Boko, a standover at the best of times, decided to line us up and show us that he
was a wake-up to our thieving habits, and from hereon would thrash any one he caught stealing.
He strutted out in front of our line up and proceeded to demonstrate how he had seen us
behave when we were about to scrounge something. He looked to the left and then to the right,
then he quickly grabbed a tin of condensed milk from a carton on the truck behind him, put it
on the ground and dropped his cap over it. He then re-enacted how we would make sure the
coast was clear before taking off with our booty. He walked to the back of the truck, looked
around to make sure there were no guards in sight, next he went to the front of the truck to
check out the other direction. Then beaming at us, said “No Nippon, joto.” (No Japs about,
good). Indicating that, having checked to see there were no Japs about, we would then take off
with our booty. End of Act.
Having made himself perfectly clear, he then went to pick up his cap and the can of
milk under it. The can had gone. The look on Boko’s face changed from smug superiority, to
bewilderment and then rage. He strode over to the man nearest the can and went through his
pockets and kit, the tin was not on him, so he gave him a decent clout. Then he searched the
men on either side of this man, they didn’t have it either, so they both collected a decent
wallop. As he searched the rest of us and still couldn’t find his can of milk, he got madder and
madder and his clouts got heavier and heavier. He didn’t find his tin of condensed milk, but his
cockiness had certainly left him, and he walked off in a dazed fury.
His can of condensed milk was still hidden under a couple of empty rice bags lying on
the ground behind us. We didn’t feel too disgruntled, we reckoned we had earned this one and
it was worth it, if only to tell our children about it when we got back home. In all, our life in the
Great World was going pretty well. We were learning to understand our Jap guards better and
our living standards were pretty good for prisoners.
Alf Walton, one of the ASC lads, happened to be a champion lightweight boxer and the
Japs had often seen us having a friendly spar with him after the day’s work. They were taken in
by this form of sport, quite a bit different from their own judo and juno wrestling. They decided
they would like Alf to teach them some of the basics of their new-found art of self-defence.
This presented no problems to Alf, who found the bouts with them gave him a good
opportunity to get rid of some of his pent-up feelings, but better still, the Japs paid him in
cigarettes, so he was able to keep himself and his mates, including me, in smokes.
The guards became fascinated by another event that went in our camp on each night.
They couldn’t make head or tail out of this strange business of throwing two coins up in the air,
then shouting excitedly as they hit the ground and money exchanged hands. This they had to
find out about, so they joined in the regular nightly two-up schools. They soon picked up the
rudiments of the game and joined in the fun. They kept us in cigarettes while we gently
unloaded them of some of their surplus occupation currency. The games were always held in
good spirits and even if the Japs did lose a little more than average, no one would have
expected the canny ringmasters to pass on to them all the finer points of betting.
Another incident which occurred, highlights the relationships that had developed
between us and our Jap captors. When transporting goods anywhere outside the boundaries of
Singapore, drivers had to be always accompanied by a Jap guard. On this occasion, one of our
drivers was transporting a load of supplies to Changi and was driving through a narrow cutting
when a Jap soldier walking on top of the cutting, slipped and fell right into the path of the truck.
There was little the driver could do and the truck hit the Jap soldier and killed him.
The Japs took the driver and held him in prison in their headquarters for two months
while he sweated it out, resigned to what he thought must be his destiny. He was tried before a
court of Jap officers. The Jap guard, who was with the driver at the time of the accident, gave
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evidence in support of the driver, and he was acquitted. He was released and returned back to
camp, having received no significant ill treatment, and having nothing more to show for his
gruelling experience than a few more grey hairs on his young head.
The work party at the Great World, was one of the work parties we could not complain
about. Unfortunately the work cut out and it was back to Changi for us. However, there was a
luckier side for us, we had avoided the drama of the Barrack Square Incident back in Changi.
The Jap authorities had ordered all POWs to sign a Non Escape Agreement and our top brass
had told our men that they should all refuse to sign it, as it was a soldier’s duty to try to escape.
The Japs didn’t like the response and herded all the POWs in Changi into the Barracks Square,
where they were fenced in with barbed wire and heavily guarded by Jap troops.
The Selarang Barracks were built in a ‘U’ shape around a square, asphalt parade
ground. Normally, they accommodated about 500 men. Now ten times that number had been
crammed in. The intention of the Japs was to force them into submission. They were put on
light rations and restricted water supply. The men had no hospital or medical facilities and the
toilet facilities were woefully inadequate. Toilets had to be dug, or more correctly, scratched
out, in the open asphalt parade ground. The stench became unbearable, dysentery spread
quickly and men began to die. The troops stuck it out for two months, but as the death and sick
toll mounted, there was little alternative than to agree to the Japs’ ultimatum.
The troops were then told by our legal eagles, to sign the agreements on the
understanding that they would not be binding, as they had signed them under duress. What the
pile of non-escape agreements meant to the Japs is hard to understand. By the time we returned
to Changi, the Barracks Square incident was well and truly over, but it had left its mark in the
increased number of sick men who now had to be cared for.
The Japs then handed over the guarding of the Changi to the Sikhs. Having been on our
side during the war, the Sikhs must have decided it was safer to stay on the outside of the
barbed wire boundaries of the camp. The benefit to us was that while they stayed outside, there
were no more bashings, and tensions inside the camp were much more relaxed.
The Chief Medical Officer decided that it was time to attend to the broken bone in my
wrist, my dislocated shoulder and my back problem, and sent me off to the army hospital across
the gully, at Robert’s Barracks.
Robert’s Barracks were set in one of the loveliest parts of the Changi prison camp. It
was fully staffed with medical orderlies and the best of the service medicos. All the doctors
from the 8th Division and the British Regiments were here. As there was a goodly sprinkling of
Harley St. and Collins St. specialists among them, I was going to be in pretty good hands. And
so things worked out well for me. The doctors removed the broken bone in my wrist, and eased
my back and shoulder problems.
While I was enjoying my recuperation, two signallers, Rod Wells and his mate, were
sent to the hospital for special treatment. They were both just skin and bone, and their pale, frail
skeletons were covered in unsightly scabs and sores and scaly skin. They had been in solitary
confinement in Outram Road Prison for eighteen months. The two men had been sent back to
Singapore from Sandakan as the Japs believed that they had some special knowledge about
army intelligence matters, so they kept them in solitary confinement for interrogation. They had
been locked in separate, but adjoining, tiny windowless cells, about six by four feet. To help
keep themselves sane, they tapped out messages to each other in Morse code with their bare
knuckles, on the stone wall separating them. Their knuckles had developed huge, ugly gnarled
bunions.
I had never seen human beings in such a dreadful state before, they were just so weak
and helpless. The orderlies gave me the task of helping to look after them. Each morning I
would soak their skin with coconut oil to soften it until I could peel off some of the ugly scaly
bits. The upsetting part of it all was that the two men were to be taken back to their solitary

143

confinement as soon as they recovered.
Jap officers regularly visited the hospital to check on their progress. Whenever we got
word that the Japs were in the area, we would rub them both down vigorously with coconut
fibre brushes, until their bodies were covered with a bright red rash. Sometimes we would be a
bit overzealous and bring up beads of blood that added to the deception. Our little ploy worked
well, for the two men remained in the hospital long after they had regained much of their lost
strength.
After my discharge from hospital, I returned to find that life had changed completely,
most of the fit men had been sent off to work on the Burma railway, leaving only the sick and
wounded in Changi. What a motley bunch we were, English, Dutch, Indonesians, Indians and
Australians, all invalids in some way or another.
The attitude of the Japs toward the sick was that, as they didn’t work, they were only
entitled to half rations. That meant all of us were on three very light meals a day, a bowl of
‘pap’, (over boiled soggy rice) for breakfast, and a bowl of plain boiled rice for lunch and tea.
For our night’s meal, we had a ladle of watery soup, made from either seaweed, or dried radish
tops, a far cry from our indulgences in the Great World.
We were all reduced to half our normal body weight or less. Food became an obsession
with us. We lived on the memory of the food we had enjoyed back home. Every one tried to
out-do the other’s recollection the meals they liked best, from mum’s Sunday roasts to
Adelaide’s street-stall floaters.
The Japs still required men for work parties and it was a hard job to find enough who
could stand up to a full day’s work. I was assigned to work on an airstrip near the camp, where
the Japs were constructing runways for their planes. The site was later to become the site for the
present Singapore air terminal. We worked like coolies from dawn to dark with never a let up.
In our weakened state, we toiled for over five months, before we had the first strip levelled off
enough for their planes to land on.
I was soon to find out, that while we were unfit and on half rations, we were still
expected to work as though we weren’t. I was working on a human basket chain, passing on the
baskets as best I could, when a Jap guard pounced on me, “Speedo, speedo,” and struck me
across my mouth with his stick. To my further discomfort, I had to live out the remainder of my
POW days without five of my front teeth.
Once the Japs planes began to use the strips, quite a few crash-landed. The resourceful
signallers in our party seized on the opportunity to scrounge parts from the plane’s radios, and
were able to put them together and make two radios for use in Changi. The Japs were forever
carrying out spot searches for radios and if one was found, the whole camp was penalised. To
escape detection, the signallers concealed one in the hollowed-out head of an old broom, the
other one was small enough to fit into a matchbox, which was then carried around by its owner.
The wireless operators were always at risk and passed the news on to only a select few,
who in turn relayed the messages on to others, always making sure that the latest news was
passed on to one of their contacts in the hospital. By the time the news filtered down through
the ranks of the various ‘safe’ contacts, to us, it was usually pretty distorted, but no matter, it
was food for our morale, which relished both rumours and news. We could rarely tell the
difference anyway.
When the Japs bombed Darwin, and later when their submarines attacked Sydney, our
guards boasted that they were now in the throes of capturing Australia. To show us how
confident they were that their successful attack on Sydney Harbour was a prelude to their
ultimate capture of Australia, they took the unprecedented step of issuing all the men in the
camp with a ration of pineapple juice. One can to eight men.
The thought of the Japs being so close to taking Australia, really worried me. What
chance did Australia have, if the Japanese continued their onslaught with their all-powerful
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invasion forces?
When our work on the airstrip had finished we were sent back to Changi and our
normal camp chores, firewood, salt water and the never-ending job of drilling boreholes for
toilets.
Work on the Burma railway had finished and the survivors began to return to Changi.
The remnants of ‘F’ Force arrived back in a dreadful state, thin and emaciated and covered with
lice and scabies. Their faces were so drawn and hollow, that I had trouble recognising my
mates. I realised my hospitalisation at Robert’s Barracks had turned out to be a blessing, and
while it wasn’t much fun at Changi, I was pleased to have escaped the horrors of working on
the line.
Life at Changi rolled on, and to help ease the pangs of boredom, educational programs
were organised and courses were run on anything and everything, ranging from the formal
school subjects of geography, history and arithmetic, to the practical ones like farming wheat,
sheep, pigs, cattle and even bees. Most of us attended one course or another and apart from any
knowledge one might pick up, one was always assured of some pretty good fun. The
qualifications of the instructors were often a bit dubious, so there was always likely to be
someone in the group who knew more about the subject than the man in front. This always
assured us of plenty of argument and good-natured banter. The sessions certainly helped me
pass the time of day.
After two years of hope and hunger in the sprawling barracks of Selarang, the Jap
authorities decided to concentrate the remaining 5000 of us, in the Changi Civil Gaol. We had
often passed the gaol when it had been occupied by British civilian prisoners, and we gathered
that they couldn’t have fared too badly, as they would sometimes throw down to us small
loaves of bread which we would unashamedly fight amongst ourselves to get hold of.
The prison was built around a central square with four sides of cells three stories high.
There was a heavy steel grill joining the cells of each floor, so that a guard looking down from
the top of the building could see what was happening on each floor. Two outer walls encircled
the prison. There was a road between them which served as our parade ground and the frequent
times we were evacuated for the sudden rash of security checks and searches the Japs now
carried out at any time of the day or night.
When our new quarters were allocated, I was among the lucky ones. Fred Turner and
Fred McCarthy and I moved into one of the small 10ft by 8ft cells. Each cell had a raised slab
in the centre which served as a bed, and was obviously intended for one man only. However
there was space enough for the three of us to stretch out and we took it in turns to sleep on the
slab.
The unlucky ones without cells had to bunk down on the steel mesh separating the
floors. Inside the prison, it was always unbearably cold at night and with only an old blanket or
a rice sack underneath them, the draught coming up through the mesh made it almost
impossible for the men to keep warm. As a result, many caught pneumonia and were
hospitalised.
The hospital was no longer situated in the commodious quarters in Robert’s Barracks
but was now in dingy atap huts which had been specially built across from the gaol.
Confined in our new quarters, our movements were now greatly restricted. This lack of
activity must have given all the tropical bugs that had accumulated in my body, a chance to
take over. I went down with a severe attack of malaria, followed closely by an attack of
dysentery. While being treated for dysentery, I passed twenty-two tape worms, all over two feet
long. How they could have lived inside me and shared my meagre rations was beyond me.
The gaol had a well-equipped maintenance workshop, which proved to be a blessing for
me. There was an acute shortage of eating and cooking utensils, and with a view to making
some, the boys had scrounged some steel cabinets from our old barracks.
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With experience as a sheet metal worker, I was assigned to the workshop and was
happily absorbed in spending my time knocking up all manner of things from billies, dixies,
drinking mugs and buckets to kitchen utensils.
Due to the deficiency of vitamins in our diet, a lot of the boys were having eye troubles.
The docs knew that the local lalang grass contained useful vitamins, but the problem was to
extract the sap from its long thin blades. One of our engineers went to work on the problem and
constructed a set of heavy rollers which did the trick. The sap was as bitter as gall, but it helped
remedy the eye troubles and probably, prevented many others.
Many of the boys who had lost a leg from ulcers were using all sorts of makeshift
crutches to get along. Keith Fanning, a motor mechanic with the LAD service unit attached to
the Anti-Tank, designed an artificial leg, and turned them out, using only the limited materials
he could get hold of. He made the lives of the many of the one-leggers just a little more
tolerable.
We knew that the war was turning against the Japs and that they were being put under
pressure on all fronts. What concerned me was the effect this might have on us. There were
some pretty disquieting rumours going around, that if things got bad for the Japs in Singapore,
they would quickly do away with all POWs.
There was plenty of discomforting evidence to bear this out. The prison was now
securely locked up at night, the number of prison guards had been noticeably stepped up, and
machine gun posts had been set up outside the walls of the gaol. Each day as we assembled for
roll call between the two walls, I would take a long look at the high walls on either side of us
and think how easy it would be to dispose of us all. I began to feel very uneasy and uncertain
about ever getting home.
As if that wasn’t enough, I was put on a work party to build tunnels in the hillsides
reaching down to the Straits of Johore. We worked on them for four months, pock-marking the
hills with deep tunnels. We could only guess what they were for.
Then one day a high ranking Jap officer came to the work-site accompanied by two
other armed soldiers. After a short discussion with our guards, the officer called out, “All the
men finish work, pack up tools.” My heart sank, the rumours had been true, this hurried,
unexpected visit by a senior Jap officer, could only mean one thing for us. We were loaded on
to trucks and moved off. As we drove through the nearby kampongs I noticed a change in the
behaviour of the natives. Some waved; they never had before. I felt a strange uncomfortable
mixture of hope and fear.
Then the natives started to openly cheer, calling out their old Singapore welcome,
“Hello Joe.” Suddenly the worst of my fears were allayed, I knew the war was over.
We got back to Changi in time to see a British commando sergeant, a Red Cross
sergeant and three other commandos land safely on the airstrip we had built and then run over
to the gaol, disarm the guards and take over control.
Not long after, Lord and Lady Mountbatten arrived. Together they threw open the
prison gates and we were free. It was unbelievable.
On leave in Singapore, before embarking for home, I was sitting in the dining room on
top of the Cathay Theatre enjoying a light meal provided by the Red Cross, when I looked out
across the harbour and saw an enormous fleet of allied warships. There were huge battleships,
aircraft carriers, big ships, little ships all anchored in the harbour. I had never seen anything like
it in my life. I was told it was an invasion force which was headed for Japan.
It was still hard to believe that it was all over, that it was all behind me and that I was
headed for home. There had been so many close shaves, I had lived on so little and had gone
without so much for so long. I smile when I think that, in normal times, had anyone ever
challenged me just to live for three and a half years without some of the very simple things we
take for granted in our daily lives, I would not have thought it possible.
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Toothbrush. Toilet paper. Soap. Comb. Towel. Table. Chair. Bed. Plates. Cups. Writing
paper. Pencils. Money. Five front teeth.
Think about it.
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OSSIE RUDOLPH’S STORY
AN OFFICER ON THE BURMA-THAI RAIL
There are a few things that should be said about our officers.
Unlike the English tradition of appointing officers from the higher levels of their
class system at the time of the Second World War, Australia didn’t have such a
class system. Generally our officers were selected from amongst ‘ordinary’ people.
In England, for instance, if one went to a private school like Eton, he would be
eligible to progress to an Officers’ Training School like Sandhurst. This generally
meant that officers represented the upper class, and were more likely to be trained
in military traditions and in motivating men on the basis of their authority. In the
British forces, there were huge gaps between the social levels of the officers and
the men.
Our officers, particularly the lower ranking officers, were in closer contact with the
troops - lieutenants and captains came from our more egalitarian society, where
motivation was best achieved on a leadership basis, rather than by authority of
rank.
This element formed a more widely based foundation for our training and
discipline. We performed better and were much happier when we had some
independence in the way we behaved. Though we were well trained and more than
likely, competent, we were never regarded as highly disciplined troops, by world
standards.
While English officers were often dismayed at our behaviour, our officers
recognised that we performed best when given a broad outline of the objectives and
the behaviour expected of us, and were then left to our own resources and
initiatives to achieve them.
In other words, our officers depended on their leadership abilities for results. To
keep the respect of their troops, they were expected to lead, and for us, this meant
leading from the front.
This also meant that, in the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment, there was a good working
relationship between the lower ranking officers and their men. This frequently
resulted in close friendships between officers and the men in the lower ranks.
On most of the work parties on the Burma-Thai Rail, the senior ranking person was
either a sergeant major or a sergeant. In most cases it was a sergeant.
Ossie, with the rank of captain, found himself to be alone, and had to act on his
own volition and initiative.
On the other hand, Ken Dumbrell’s story about Brigadier Varley’s establishment of
‘A’ Force as a well organised military operation is significant. The role the
brigadier set up for the lower ranking officers of his ‘Fighting Brigade’, could only
have had an ameliorating effect on the relationships between the Jap guards and
the prisoners in the work force. Five officers to a work party of 100 men, instead of
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one sergeant, had to certainly ensure that the men would be treated better.
Yet it was the only occasion that a senior officer had chosen to adopt such an
approach.
The stories of these two officers makes one wonder whether things might have been
any different, had other officers acted in a similar manner.
A product of my dad’s wheat farm at Horsham, I joined the First Armoured Car Regiment at
the age of seventeen. As a country lad this provided me with a great opportunity to increase my
interests, broaden my experience, and make many new friendships.
I revelled in the drill hall parades and the occasional bivouac, and made the most of
every opportunity offered to increase my knowledge of army operations. I attended courses of
instruction, sat for exams, and gained the rank of sergeant in my second year. I undertook every
course that came my way, and in 1939, at the age of 21, I received my commission just one
month after the outbreak of World War II.
I spent several months in militia training camps before enlisting for AIF service. There
were no vacancies in the AIF for officers at that time. I was appointed as an instructor in a
Recruit Training Depot at Mount Martha and later to a Cavalry Reinforcement Training Unit at
the old Seymour camp. It was in these two camps that I gained invaluable experience, working
with men I had never known before.
In October 1940 I was called on to report to Victoria Barracks, where I was interviewed
by the CO and the adjutant of the newly formed 4th Anti-Tank Regiment, and was straight
away appointed as a troop commander.
With a group of other young anti-tank officers, I went off to the Holdsworth School of
Artillery for a course in anti-tank gunnery. On the completion of the course we went back to
Puckapunyal, where I faced the challenge of settling in and adapting to life in a unit of over 600
unknown faces of the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment. Fortunately, similar experiences in my two
previous camps helped me cope with this situation.
I’m sure the experience gained was of great value when, later on, it was essential for me
to fit in quickly and effectively as a POW.
Training at Puckapunyal went ahead rapidly. My own ‘L’ Troop achieved a high
standard and I was proud of them. It was most satisfying to have command of my own troop.
In April 1940 I was on my way in the ‘Zealandia’, heading for Malaya. I thought I did
pretty well for a landlubber, being among the few to survive a rather rough and tedious voyage,
health unscathed.
Arriving in Malaya, I was promoted to captain and appointed to the position of
quartermaster for the regiment. Regretfully, it meant severing my connection with my fellows
in ‘L’ Troop. Responsible for the regiment’s needs of rations, equipment, arms and
ammunition, I found the work quite interesting and stimulating.
After several months as ‘Malayan tourists’, word had gone around that soon we would
be relieved of our duties as a garrison force, and moved to take on a more active role in the
Middle East. But the balloon went up; the Japs landed on the north-east coast of Malaya, and
we were at war. We worked feverishly to load all our supplies and stores on our motor
transport, moving them quickly to battle positions in a rubber plantation at Kluang.
As the invasion moved relentlessly south, so our regimental headquarters moved
progressively back to Singapore.
Two days before capitulation I was riding pillion with my despatch rider, Gunner
Kinleyside, during the black-out, when we side-swiped a British truck and my leg was badly
gashed.
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Our Medical Officer, Captain Tucker, sent me directly to hospital at St Joseph’s
Institute School in Singapore, which was then serving as a military hospital. It was jam packed
full of wounded. Hospital or not, the Japs gave St Joseph’s everything they had. Bombs landed
in the quadrangle, and the hospital was constantly hit by heavy mortar fire. For the next two
days there was the constant roar and whine of shellfire and bombs, and the intermittent rattle of
gunfire all around us.
Then suddenly there was ‘The Great Silence’. So abrupt was it, it was as if one could
hear it. We quickly concluded that the rumours we had heard about capitulation were true. The
war was over for us.
A few more days in hospital, and I was off to rejoin the unit in Changi. Returning by
ambulance gave me the big advantage of being able to take my suitcase full of my personal
gear with me. My leg healed and within a couple of weeks I was mobile again and ready for
duty.
At regular intervals, as duty officer for the day, I joined the senior medical officer of
Changi camp and his staff on his daily inspection of the POW camp area. I quickly realised
how vital it was to maintain the highest possible standards of hygiene, and was prepared to put
up with the odd grumble from the men when we pointed out to them that the cooking gear was
not clean enough, or when the latrines were not properly fly-proofed, or when we asked them to
clean up any rubbish lying around the lines. One thing I never had to complain about was that
there were too many scraps of food lying around.
It was not long before I was allocated to a work-party at the Ford Motor Company
works on Bukit Timah Road. Our rations were passable, but already the effects of our diet of
rice were beginning to show in the form of beriberi and skin diseases like ‘Bukit Timah balls’
or ‘Changi cods’.
For me, the time spent here was a good breaking-in period. The Japs were not really a
problem, and I used the opportunity to gain a smattering of their language, and to get an
understanding of what made them tick and how to get on with them.
The first revelation of their unpredictability was when one of our guards, Snakawa,
knee-high to a grasshopper, and an officious little coot, quite out of the blue looked me over,
pulled out his bayonet and belted me over the arm with it. He worked himself into a frenzy. I
didn’t know what I had done wrong and why he was belting me, and worse still, I was
powerless to stop him. Then suddenly he stopped, turned on his heel, muttered to himself and
walked away.
My arm was bruised and sore, and I asked the English interpreter why he had belted
into me the way he did. When questioned by the interpreter, Snakawa simply said, “My
stomach just turned over.” So there it was, I had met the unpredictable Jap.
Jeetor, the Jap sergeant in charge of our camp, was a mild mannered fellow and treated
us fairly. He allowed us to trade with the local Chinese, and we were able to buy a few tins of
food which we put aside for a rainy day. We also had our introduction to the Japanese military
police, the ‘Kempi Tai’ and saw that they held the fear of death over the soldiers and officers of
the Jap army. They put the fear of hell into Jeetor and his guards, and he very quickly put a stop
to the few privileges he had allowed us earlier, in particular, our dealings with the Chinese.
All in all, looking back, I now realise that my first job at Bukit Timah was a useful
introduction to what I was about to encounter in the days ahead of me.
We returned to Selerang Barracks at Changi for Christmas 1942, which was fine by me,
as we arrived in time for another ration of Red Cross. We had enjoyed our small issue of Red
Cross in our camp at Bukit Timah, but the brass in Changi had decided to keep some of their
parcels for Christmas, so we came in for a further share, much to the chagrin of the Changi
residents.
I lived a quiet, comparatively comfortable and relatively secluded life in the officers’
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quarters in Changi, but one interesting event holds out in my mind. This was the first time I and
many others had attended a concert party. Regular concert parties were arranged for our
enjoyment. They were quite professionally produced and there was never any doubt as to
whether or not they would be playing to a packed house.
The Japs had forbidden the singing of our National Anthem, ‘God save the King’, so
our Camp Commander, Brigadier Galleghan, (Black Jack), decided we should sing, ‘Advance
Australia Fair’ instead. The words were projected on to a screen and the band struck up. All the
regulars stood and began to sing lustily, “Australia’s sons let us rejoice...” The Poms were
dumbfounded and we were very much taken by surprise. For a moment we weren’t too sure
what to do, then we all stood and joined in the chorus.
I have since wondered whether the singing of ‘Advance Australia Fair’ at these concert
parties in Changi were the first occasions it had been sung as our National Anthem.
Work parties were now being formed for the Burma railway and as I went to say my
farewells to the boys on ‘Don’ force, I slipped a ten-dollar note into the hands of one of my
long-standing Horsham friends, Fink. He accepted it reluctantly and thanked me profusely. The
blighter still owes it to me!
Soon it was my turn for assignment to a work party. We were told that we were being
sent to camps where food was plentiful, the climate was good, and there were to be ample
opportunities for leisure and healthy recreation. We were told to take everything we owned. It
sounded like a holiday camp, so we loaded on our concert party, our piano, and our medical
supplies. There were seven thousand of us, half English, half Aussies, and the party was to be
known as ‘F’ force.
I was sent with the first party of 600 which left Singapore Station on 18 April 1943. We
were piled into small steel rice-trucks, 28 men to each truck. After a torrid five days’ journey,
we arrived at Bam Pong railhead in Thailand, and were promptly told that we would be
marching from here on.
We were instructed to take only what we could carry, and were therefore limited to
essential clothing and personal gear. I packed the best of my clothing, my badges of rank and
colour flashes into my pack, as I wanted to maintain a good standard of dress. I jammed in my
emergency rations wherever there was room, rolled my blanket and waterproof cape into swag,
and I was ready for the track.
The 600 of us were broken up into companies and I was duly allotted a hundred men.
They were a mixed company of engineers, artillery and infantrymen, but there was not one antitanker nor one sergeant amongst them. Once again, I was in charge of a company of men
completely unknown to me. I felt pretty shattered, not knowing a soul, and completely without
the assistance of an NCO. Worse still, I had absolutely no idea of what lay ahead.
As we gathered together before taking off that night, I said to my men, “This is it,
fellows, we’re off into the unknown and we are going to be very much on our own. I’m
responsible for you but there are no NCOs in our group, so I’m going to need every bit of help
and cooperation you can give.” The boys unanimously agreed to work together, and we set off
into the dusk.
We were all badly overloaded. In addition to our personal gear, we were carrying heavy
cooking gear and our medical pannier, packed with all the available medical supplies which had
to be lugged by two men. We trudged along the road throughout the night and arrived at
Tamouan at ten o’clock in the heat of the morning, absolutely exhausted, many of the men with
badly blistered feet.
One of the boys volunteered to act as my batman. We quickly decided I was carrying
far too much and this could be a good place to lighten my load to only the barest essentials. My
batman had a heyday, selling off all my surplus belongings to the eager native traders, and
returning happily with a handful of Thai baht. I was also carrying too many emergency rations
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but there was little trouble off-loading them. We had our fill of tinned herrings and passed the
remainder to those lucky enough to be around us. I kept a couple of tins just in the event of a
real emergency.
One of the main purposes of our train-load of men was to leave a small cooking party at
each staging point, to prepare the food for parties which were to follow us.
We pushed off again that night. To spread the load of carrying the heavy gear I rotated
the carriers every fifteen minutes. I had a luminous pocket watch and called the time for each
change. The men were magnificent in their support of the weaker ones who were unable to
perform the heavy work. When I offered to relieve the carriers, there were several outstanding
men who took the responsibility of seeing the job was done. They just would not allow me to
take a turn to carry. They told me my job was to look after the men. I realised the men looked
to me for leadership, so I was able to drop back to keep a regular check on the stragglers and
give them help and encouragement, and having done that, make up ground to the front of the
column again.
The order of our trek was two nights’ march, followed by one night’s rest, and we
carried on in this pattern for just over a month, covering roughly 25 kilometres each night we
marched. We started off marching along bitumen roads and as we moved toward Burma these
deteriorated into earth tracks, then vehicle tracks, then just wheel marks, and finally bush tracks
which we could only cover in single file.
The boys began to suffer from malaria and dysentery, and those too weak to continue
were left at the staging camps. For those of us who continued, the main problems besetting us
were our raw and blistered feet, the dust, marauding hordes of sand-flies, sheer exhaustion, and
the woefully inadequate rations.
There was nothing we could do about the rations and the hordes of sand-flies, but for
our feet I arranged a bush foot-bath when we arrived at our destination each night. I got the
boys to dig a hole, cover it with a ground sheet and fill it up with hot water, lastly putting a
handful of Condy’s crystals into it. Crude as it may sound, the boys would sit around it, soaking
their poor sore feet, and heaving great sighs of relief.
Even in these remote parts of the world there were food vendors. Thai traders offered
all sorts of exotic foods: fritters, sago wrapped up in banana leaves, and other tempting native
dishes. I succumbed to temptation, and for my indiscretion, went down with amoebic dysentery
which, much to my constant discomfort, plagued me until my return to Changi.
At Konkoita I was ordered to stay behind to take charge of the cooking party, so I
gathered the remainder of my company together to farewell them before they marched off. I
stressed to them the enormous challenge ahead of us, and that it was essential they keep up
their high standard of hygiene, continue to support one another, and maintain the spirit of
comradeship which had carried us through so far. I thanked them for their cooperation, wished
them well, and said goodbye. It was touching that they came over to me, and one by one shook
hands as we parted.
When our work at the staging camp had finished, we joined the last of the Aussies
moving through to the base camp. From this camp I joined a party of over 400 officers and
men, and marched to a work camp at Kami Songkurai which was close to the Burma border
and the Three Pagoda Pass.
The camp had been occupied by native labourers and the huts were filthy. The kitchen
was half under water and the floors were a smelly, muddy mess. It was the most depressing
place I had ever encountered. Having the importance of high standards of hygiene now firmly
embedded in my mind, I believed our first priority should be to set about getting Jap permission
to clean up the shocking mess. The Japs had other ideas. They wanted to get on with the
construction of roads and railway, and our senior officer was ordered to set up work parties.
Within 24 hours I was instructed to take out a party to work on the road and shortly after, to
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work on the line. Fortunately my party included Sergeant Curly Meakin, of the Sigs, who
proved most reliable and helpful.
This was the beginning of my long and difficult experience as an officer in charge of a
work party, and I started to think about ways and means as to how I might best carry out my
task. I decided to try to maintain my dignity and present an air of authority to the Japs by being
correctly dressed as an officer. I was determined to develop effective communications with
them and to confront them on any issue that I thought was unfair. I strongly believed that I
should try to maintain my authority of rank and avoid panic under all stressful situations.
My men were in tatters and rags, most of them were barefoot and knew little about me.
I was correctly dressed as an officer, and I wondered what they must have thought of me at first
sight. I explained to them that I realised the tremendous strain they were under, that many of
them were ill and suffering, and the work was difficult and demanding, and that as long as they
carried out the work sensibly, I would do all in my power to protect them from the Japs. If they
knowingly behaved out of line, they were on their own.
On one occasion, the Jap engineers wanted me to carry their gear for them. I refused
and, pointing to my pips, told them quietly that they should be carrying mine. They took the
point and I gained confidence that I was on the right track.
I was able to avert serious confrontation and avoid many situations which could have
resulted in ill treatment of the men. On one occasion, our party was carrying soil through a
thorny path to an embankment. I decided it would be less effort and quicker, if we filled in a
path across a nearby creek. We had nearly finished doing this when the Jap engineer came to
see why the fill was not arriving at the rail. The Jap was furious. I explained to him, as calmly
as I could, that the men were barefoot and couldn’t carry their baskets quickly over the
brambles, and then I turned to the boys and told them to go back and use the old track until
things had settled down.
As I turned, the Jap gave me a tremendous whack across the back of my legs with his
map cylinder case. I turned and faced him, looked him straight in the eyes and said, “YOU
BASTARD.” He glared, looked down, cursed under his breath, turned away and walked off.
We completed the new track and carried on with our work, getting it done faster than would
otherwise have been the case. The engineer avoided me for the next couple of days.
On another occasion, a two-star corporal engineer, new on the job, insisted that our
lunch break be restricted to half an hour. Our other guards had always allowed us an hour. We
returned to the job after our half-hour break to find the Japs were still away at their lunch. We
sat and waited in the rain for the Japs to return and I told my men that I would have a go at the
Japs if they did not turn up on time.
When they returned after the full hour, I fronted up to the corporal and pointed out that
they had taken an hour while we had been allowed only half an hour. I said, “Australians, sick,
poor food, have only half an hour. Japan fit, good food, take one hour.” He shuffled around a
little uneasily and said nothing, but from then on, he always allowed us the hour’s break for
lunch.
I confronted them as often as I could on matters of unfairness and I tried to make them
conscious of what they were doing to us. In the days to follow this Jap corporal wished to see
our cemetery where he solemnly counted the crosses. On subsequent visits he noted the
increase in numbers and sadly would say “Warui, warui.” (Bad, bad), and then we would
slowly return to our work-site. His knowledge of the number of deaths the Japs were causing
each day, had a strong influence in his future treatment of the men.
My men appreciated the fact that we were using our wits to keep us out of trouble and
also to gain precious time during rest and meal times. During the breaks I would go around
amongst them to see how they were going and have a chat with them. Nearing the time to start
work, I would engage the Japs in conversation and attempt to extend our discussion for as long
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as possible. It was surprising just how much extra rest time could be gained in a day.
When going out to work, the weak and the sick straggled many minutes behind the fitter
men. To save the stragglers from any rough treatment they would get for arriving late on the
job, I would approach the Japs about the work they had planned for us for the day. By acting
thick-headed and not understanding, I would string out my discussion until the last of the men
had arrived when the work instructions would suddenly become clear. I would then pass on the
details of the work to Curly Meakin for the men to start their various tasks. There must have
been times when the Japs thought the Australian officer was pretty ‘dummy dum’.
Working on one of the big cuttings, the boys were required to carry earth from the
cutting to an embankment. As the distance between the two points grew further and further
apart, the boys bunched up waiting their turn to empty their baskets at the end of the
embankment. The Japs became irate and began to throw their weight around, belting into the
men waiting helplessly in the hold-ups at the end of the line. I suggested that the boys should
time their carrying and spread themselves out along the path, which they did easily, preventing
the delays and getting the job done more quickly, with much less pain. The Japs were
impressed. “All the men work well. All men go home,” and we did.
Through these sorts of strategies and with the cooperation of the men we were able to
bring improvements to our working relationships with the Japs, and were always able to return
to camp before nightfall.
The troops were aware that should they get into trouble or unwittingly do the wrong
thing, I would do all in my power to help them. However, should they deliberately do the
wrong thing, they were on their own.
One of our group, a member of the Provost Corps, insisted on being bloody-minded. He
was digging on the edge of the cutting and throwing the earth over the side, instead of piling it
on the embankment. The Jap engineer yelled at him to stop it, and I quickly followed up by
telling him to throw the earth back on to the embankment, but he still carried on, determined to
do it his way. Well, the inevitable happened; the Nip dashed across and gave him a hiding. I did
not intervene. I was not prepared to risk a belting because of a man’s stupidity.
Then there was the occasion when one of the troops, a tall thin law student, was
working with a small party building a bridge with very heavy logs. The poor fellow was so
weak that he was incapable of doing the job and he let one of the logs slip and fall into the
creek. The Jap began to belt into him. I intervened and took a few blows on my arm. I protested
strongly and told the Jap that the man was sick, but he just went on beating him. I raised my
voice and said loudly, “Bioke, bioke malaria.” The Jap felt the man’s forehead. Sure enough,
the poor man was hot with fever and was shaking with a severe bout of malaria. “OK bioke, go
back camp.”
The poor man died of cerebral malaria that night. Next morning, I rubbed it into the Jap
by telling him that the man with malaria whom he had beaten yesterday had died. He looked
most uncomfortable, and I had the feeling that he might just be that little less likely to throw his
weight around next time.
By now I was feeling quite confident that the Jap attitude toward my rank was paying
off. Not that everything was going smoothly. It wasn’t. The men were shockingly weak and
sick, the food was poor, the work was heavy, and deaths were occurring every day. I felt that I
acted as a buffer between the men and the Japs. I believed that a lot of this was due to my
uniform and rank, and a good deal of luck. I was about to have a rude awakening.
This day, I was in charge of a work-party building a corduroy track for a swampy part
of the road. The Jap sergeant in charge was regarded as a considerate fellow, with some sense
of humanity, and would always have with him a stack of biscuits to hand out to the boys. I had
never worked with him before, and come mid-morning, the troops were looking for their rest
break, so I called out to the Jap sergeant, “Time for yasmi?” He turned and shouted out what I
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thought to be “Hurry.” He repeated it several times “Hoori! Hoori! Hoori!” getting louder each
time. I turned to the fellows and told them calmly, to hurry up with their work as it wasn’t yet
time for the break. Suddenly the Nip sprung right behind me, “Hoori Hoori,” this time he was
screaming. I tried not to panic and said quietly, “I don’t understand ‘Hoori’.”
“You do,” he said, and with that he grabbed me around the throat and gave it a terrific
squeeze and continued to squeeze tightly until I fell choking to the ground. Then, in a rage, he
drew his bayonet and lunged at my midriff. As I jerked myself out of its way, I caught a quick
glance at three of the guards with whom I had worked before. One of them bowed his head.
Immediately I knew that the sergeant had wanted me to salute him. I quickly jumped to my
feet, stood to attention and bowed.
With that, he just quietly walked off. All he had wanted of me was that salute. What he
had actually called out was “Kirri,” meaning to salute. I had misunderstood him, but it certainly
went to show me that some of the Japs weren’t too concerned about the rank of officers on their
work parties. He then gave the men their rest period and offered me some biscuits, which I
declined. I doubt very much if I could have swallowed them at that stage. I suggested he offer
them to the troops, and he calmly handed them around as though nothing had happened. My
throat had been badly injured and I was off work for the next week.
On one of my days off, I was sitting in the hut talking to an English colonel who was
accompanying a senior Jap officer on an inspection of ‘F’ Force Camps. Rain was bucketing
down, darkness had fallen, and an Aussie work party was returning to camp. Squelching
through the mud and slush they were singing lustily, “She’ll be coming round the mountain
when she comes...” The colonel turned to me and said, “Rudy, what is it that makes you
Australians like that? Just listen to them, I wish to God that our British troops had some of that
in them.”
There is absolutely no doubt in my mind about the qualities of our Aussie troops; they
look after their mates so well, and even under the most adverse conditions, manage to keep up
their morale.
The country surrounding our camp was very rocky, so that we were unable to bury our
dead. Instead all bodies were cremated on log fires. The ashes were then gathered and put into a
small bamboo cylinder which was then buried in a shallow grave and marked with a bamboo
cross. Arthur Kearton, one of our lieutenants and the only other anti-tanker in Kami Songkurai,
was responsible for the cremation of the dead, the collection of the ashes, and the preparation of
the little bamboo caskets for burial.
The number of men at our camp had now increased to well over the thousand mark, and
there were as many as six to seven cremations every day. At each funeral, the bugle calls of the
‘Last Post’ and ‘Reveille’ were sounded. The clear notes would carry through the jungle and
over the hills. The first time we heard the bugle calls, the work party stopped work and stood to
attention. The Japs remonstrated with me, and ordered the men back to work. I explained to
them that this was our way of showing respect for our dead. From then on the Japs always
joined in the tribute.
One day, when working a long way from our camp, we failed to hear the bugle call
because of the noise of the shovels and picks. One of the Jap engineers however, heard the faint
notes, and he himself called us all to attention. The unpredictable Jap!
When our section of the line was finished, the Jap engineers still took us out to the work
site, where we lazed around for a couple of days before being assigned to work on some of the
unfinished sections of the line, until it was completed in mid-November.
Overall I felt that I had been pretty right about my attitude towards the Japs and their
respect for rank. There were many occasions when I would like to have exercised a stronger
influence, but all in all, I did manage to develop reasonable relations with our Jap guards and
the engineers. I have a feeling things could have been a whole lot worse, if I hadn’t maintained
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my bearing as an officer and attempted to use the authority conferred on me by my rank.
After a torrid seven months in Thailand we were trucked back to Bampong. We passed
through Hellfire Pass and all the cuttings where so many of the lives of our men had been lost.
‘Death Railway’, indeed.
At Bampong we were loaded on to rice trucks for the horrendous trip back to Singapore
and on to Changi. We were all weak and sick with beriberi, amoebic dysentery, malaria,
scabies, and tropical ulcers. All of us were emaciated, just skin and bone. I weighed around
seven stone and there were many much worse. My clothing hung on me as though I was a coat
hanger.
We returned to Changi under the glare of bright lights. Some troops and senior camp
officers, all dressed up in their Sunday best, were there to welcome us back. Bedraggled, dirty,
filthy and weak though we were, we still lined up as though on an official parade to receive our
welcome.
Our Camp Commander, Black Jack Galleghan, is reputed to have asked a senior officer,
returning with ‘F’ Force, “What have you done to my men? Where are the rest?”
Back at Changi, I felt as though I had arrived home; a tremendous burden had been
lifted from my soul. The kindness and thoughtfulness of fellow anti-tankers who had remained
in Changi was indeed touching. Everyone was so clean, and appeared so fit and full of energy.
The contrast struck me as amazing: clean hospitals, even sheets, competent orderlies, good food
and medication to relieve my many ills.
I stayed in Changi until the end of the war, getting back my health, but more
importantly adjusting my conscience to the role I had been required to take on the railway and
the many men who suffered and died on the work parties I had been responsible for. I had to
get my mind back to the stage where I could live with myself.
It was difficult to think clearly about one’s past, and just as difficult to think about one’s
future. It was a case of one day at a time.
My thoughts about the future were clouded by the rumours of our liquidation. It was
clear that the Japs had specific orders to liquidate all POWs in Changi, in the event of a
seaborne attack on Singapore or Malaya. One of our medical officers had successfully treated a
senior Jap guard and was told by him of the impending orders. “We cannot disobey the order,”
the Jap said, “but when we get it we will tell you and you should all take off into the jungle as
fast as you can. We can do no more.”
Fortunately the end of the war came quicker than they had expected, and we were saved
the need to run for cover.
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GEORGE LANCASTER’S STORY
THE TRIALS OF A BOY AND THE ARMY
On Friday morning, the 14th June 1940, I did something that changed my life forever. I went
with four other young men into the city of Melbourne, and enlisted in the 2nd Australian
Imperial Forces.
At the time I had not yet turned 18, and had no conception of what was going to happen
to me over the next five years. I was the fifth son of James Henry and Grace Victoria Lancaster,
and had few if any survival skills for everyday life, let alone being in the army.
My father was, at this time, the manager of the tin mines on the island of Phuket in the
Gulf of Siam, and had been there since 1937. My mother had sent me to Spencer Street railway
station to farewell my father, who went by rail to Sydney and by ocean liner to Phuket.
As he boarded the train he said to me, “There is a war coming. I do not want you to go,
for your mother has enough to bear without you going to a God-forsaken war in some Godforsaken place.”
He was a World War I veteran who had seen action on the Somme and Passchendaele
fronts, and had been gassed and wounded.
“Look after your mother: she will need you more than ever now.”
I was well aware of what he was saying, for my mother was still sad over the death of
her younger brother, killed at the ‘First battle of Bullecourt’, and lay in an unmarked grave in
France, and my father would not be home to support her. Whenever I asked my father about
Uncle Frank’s death, he very grimly said, “Your uncle was killed at the butchers’ picnic.”
Years later I was to understand what he meant by this remark and by another of his angry
utterances, “We were lions led by donkeys. The British General Staff were little more than
murderers.”
My father and I shook hands, no hugs or kisses (as was the custom those days) and
away went the train. I did not know when I would see him again. When I did, it was in June
1941 with my unit in Malaya, and my mother was dead.
On this Friday morning, we five lads met at half past nine and dared each other to go
and enlist. So we caught the tram from Moreland, and went into the city. Once there, we went
to the Recruiting Centre at the Melbourne Town Hall and lined up behind the other men.
From the first, for me it had all the overtones of high comedy. On reaching the counter,
the sergeant asked me my name and address. When he asked me my age, I confidently said,
“21.”
“What’s your date of birth?”
I went into a confused state, and had three stabs ranging from 1914 to 1917. He sat
there not saying a word, until I spluttered, “I just can’t remember.”
Slowly he tore up the papers, never taking his eyes off mine. Then he said, “Are you
that desperate to go, lad? It’s all right to wait until you’re the proper age.”
I assured him that I wanted to go now, and asked him what should I do.
“Go out of here and walk round the block and come back to any counter other than this
one, and lad, this time, do your sums first, won’t you?”
Feeling very foolish, a feeling that was not going to desert me for a single minute of the
next four months, I scurried around the block, returned to the Town Hall, and presented myself
to a new face.
This time I got my date of birth right, and then I was asked my occupation. As I was
still going to school and didn’t have one, I looked about for inspiration, and there it was.
Behind the sergeant on a notice board were listed several occupations.
“Merchant seaman,” I said resolutely.
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He gave me a very nasty look and began to tear up the papers saying, “Can’t you read?
Can’t you see that sign behind me listing all the deferred occupations? No one whose
occupation is on that notice can enlist. You are wasting my time. Piss off.”
What an idiot I am, I tell myself, and around the block I go again, and back to another
table.
This time, I hear the man in front of me say that he is a labourer and that causes no
reaction, so this time round, when asked my occupation, I say labourer, and at last make the
preliminaries, but I’m not yet in the army.
The medical examination was another nightmare. When asked to squat with my hands
on my hips, I kept falling over. After my fifth try, the MO called his colleague from next-door
to observe my efforts, muttering darkly about flat feet and maybe lordosis, whatever that may
have meant.
They both looked quizzically at me and said to try again. With a consummate effort, I
squatted and made it. My feeling of great joy soon deserted me when the first doctor shouted at
me that I’d had my little joke, now get out.
Scurrying to the next medical line I shuffled along with the others, wondering what was
going to happen now. By this time I was desperately in need of a pee, and as there was a
lavatory nearby, I managed to get myself in the throng that was using this facility. There
seemed to be a mass need among the men to use it, and I gratefully relieved myself.
Arriving in the room for my next medical test, I was confronted by a medical sergeant
who handed me a small beaker and said, “Pee in this and bring it back to me.”
Once again I had made an ass of myself, and I explained to the sergeant that I had
already been. “Just a few drops is all we need lad. Why, we’re that good that we could test a
mosquito’s pee, so we won’t have any trouble with just a few drops from you.”
I was nervously straining away to get my ‘few drops’ when the man in the next cubicle
said that if I was uncommonly desperate, he could give me some of his, as he had plenty. I
politely refused and managed to get a magical few drops, and handed the beaker over. “That
will be fine, son, tons really. I’ll just shove this litmus paper in and see how we go. Right lad,
it’s the right colour so you can go out to the front of this building and someone will look after
you.”
And so I gladly ran to the front of the Town Hall and was put in a group, and there they
were, my mates. We excitedly started gabbling about our adventures when we were told to fall
in on the road, which was Swanston Street, and look toward Flinders Street, as we were to
catch a train to Caulfield.
We five lined up in the front rank of the second block of men and off we marched, the
five of us saying that the war would soon be over, with soldiers like us at the ready.
Then suddenly, to my horror, a lady ran from the footpath and strode alongside us,
shouting out, “I see you Georgie Lancaster, Charley Doughney, Darryl Allsop, Billy Opie and
Neddy Baron, and I’m going to tell your mothers. Just you see if I don’t!”
It was our neighbour, Mrs Paxman. She didn’t believe in armies and killing each other,
and had said so, ever so forthrightly at our house the previous Monday.
We were terror-stricken, reduced to craven cowards, and we slunk along, heads low,
hoping the ground would swallow us up.
Then came jibes from the older men about being ‘mummy’s boys’ and “Doesn’t she
know that you’ve escaped through the nursery window,” and worse still, “Did you bring your
teddy bear?” I was beginning to hate the army and I wasn’t even in it, at least, not properly.
I remember nothing of the train ride to Caulfield, but vividly recall entering a gate at the
side of the race course, and immediately seeing hundreds of men under the bookmaker’s
umbrellas chanting something, which at the moment, I could not understand properly. Then, as
chant after chant roared out, I knew what it was. “You’ll be sorry. You’ll be sorry.” It seemed
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to go on for hours.
Next time I was in that area, I was yelling it out, just as lustily, to the next new groups
as they came in.
We were led to an office building, quite small, where once again our papers were
matched to us. I began to think that the papers seemed more important than we were. Of course
they were, I found out later on. No papers, and you are the invisible man. It was all so exciting.
The first disappointment was that Darryl Allsop had albumen in his urine and was given
a note to take to our family doctor to have the condition remedied. This took a fortnight and
resulted in him going into the infantry and serving in the Middle East, Tobruk and the South
West Pacific. I didn’t see him again until November 1945.
Billy Opie was involved in some-mix up and had to start all over again. He finally
enlisted in the 2/29 Infantry Battalion, and was murdered by the Japs in Malaya when they
bayoneted and burned the wounded in the ambulances at the Muar River crossing.
Neddy Baron got himself involved with a sergeant who was snarling something at him,
and when I next saw him, it was after the war and he was still in uniform but I can’t remember
what colour patches he wore. When we spoke he said very gloomily, “Well, you had a bastard
of a war, but it wasn’t a patch on mine.” To this day, I don’t know where he served that made
his war a bigger bastard of a war than mine.
When I asked him about the other boys from school, all he would say was that they all
survived except Joe Snaddon who, he said, was “eaten by the Japs in New Guinea.”
Finally we were about to be sworn in to fight the King’s enemies, but the telephone
rang, and after a short conversation the officer hung up and said we would all have to come
back on Monday.
As nicely as I could I explained that Charley and I couldn’t possibly come back until
Tuesday. He seemed taken aback and asked why. In superior tones I informed him that Monday
was the King’s Birthday and a public holiday, and that Charley and I would be celebrating this
splendid day as loyal subjects of His Majesty always did.
He went very red in the face, then he went to the window, and pulled the wretched
curtain back and looked out. “Come here. What do you see?”
I told him I saw two very large men in uniform with leather leggings and large hats.
“Do you know who they are?”
I thought this was a fairly stupid question as I’d only started this lark in the morning and
how could he expect me to know the who or what about anything, at this stage.
“Those men are MPs - Military Policemen, who will come out to your place on
Monday, and drag you both back here under arrest.”
Now strangely I wasn’t too excited about that at all, until I suddenly realised that my
mother would know and I’d be in real trouble, so I said, “What time would you like us to come
in on Monday then?” - thinking that this would placate him, but it seemed to enrage him more
than ever.
“Not a second after 0845,” he hissed, “Do you hear? 0845.”
I was about to ask him what 0845 meant, when Charlie grabbed my arm and said we
had better get out of here, which we did. We spent the weekend trying to find out what 0845
meant.
Of course, when I reached home I was anxiously watching my mother’s face for hints
as to whether Mrs Paxman had kept her promise to tell on us, but I knew she hadn’t, because
my mother never brought the subject up, and she was never one to evade what she thought a
pressing subject.
When we weren’t trying to fathom what time we were due back at camp, I was making
up stories to tell my mother for the time when we would inevitably be found out. Wow! What a
mess I was in, and it was most likely going to get worse.
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Charley and I went back on Monday (the King’s Birthday) and I moaned all the way
back to the race course about the unpatriotic army which didn’t know that it was a public
holiday, until Charley asked me to give the theme a rest and I finally lapsed into silence.
When we got to the little office once more, there was the captain with some foreign
looking men about 25 years old.
We were ordered to put our hands on a large brown paper covered book, which we were
told was a Bible, when one of these people asked whether it contained the Old Testament as
well as the New.
On being assured that it did, each of these men draped a handkerchief or scarf over his
head and repeated as did we, what the captain said.
I had never seen a Jew before and was quite intrigued. There were at least ten of us
trying to touch the book, and I wondered idly, if it was legally binding if we missed out
touching the book. Could we, at a later time, say that we weren’t properly enlisted and go
home? My ignorance must have been monumental.
The formality over, we signed our names on the bottom of a form and were handed a
slip of paper with our regimental number scrawled on it. Charlie thought that his number was
UX 25904 and there was some difficulty with this later on, for they couldn’t match it with any
State in Australia. However, it turned out to be a ‘V’ and not ‘U’, so that was remedied, but not
without some heart-burning.
A corporal came in and was about to take us away, but the captain indicated that
Charley and I were to stay. He then gave us a little homily on what we were likely to encounter
in the army, and said that if we paid attention, we would be all right. Unfortunately, while he
was talking I idly opened the ‘Bible’, which turned out to be an Oxford Dictionary. While I was
smiling at the cleverness of these people, the captain saw what I was doing.
“So, Mr Clever Dick, not paying attention to what I’m saying, when I’m trying to set
you right, eh? Come with me.”
So we followed him outside, where Charley went off with someone, and I was put in a
horse-box with five older men.
“Look after this accident-prone boy, and see that he keeps out of trouble,” he said to the
men and off he went.
The five men were all returned soldiers from the Great War and were bakers or drove
bakers’ carts in Northcote and Preston. They asked me lots of questions, which I answered as
truthfully as I was able. After some time one said that he, meaning me, has a formal education,
but is as ignorant as buggery, and we’ll have to watch him like a hawk.
I felt quite embarrassed that these men were talking about me as one would a dog kindly, but with condescension.
One of the men indicated my place in the horse-box and another took me to get what he
called ‘a bag and a donkey’s breakfast’. This translated as a palliasse and a ration of straw
which was to be my bed for the time I was in Caulfield.
In truth, these men were extremely kind and decent to me, and while I was with them
they taught me things that, if left to my own devices, would have taken me months to learn.
“The next thing for you, young fella, is to get your kit from the QM.” Off I went with
them to join a line of men, moving forward, when the man in front of me did.
One of my horse-box friends went inside and had a chat to the man in charge, telling
him to let me through today. I was not rostered to get my clothing for another two days, as there
was a shortage of everything because of the phenomenal enlistment rate.
Anyway I was favoured to be kitted, and I well remember the flannel singlets, a blue
jumper, one uniform and hat and, besides badges and bootlaces, a set of cotton ‘long johns,’
boots and a ‘giggle dress’, so called because it had no buttons, only draw strings, and was
reputed to be issued to the inmates of insane asylums - ‘giggle palaces’.

160

The QM person said, “22 articles - sign here.”
I began to count what I had, when the line of men behind me began to hurl the most
unprintable insults about me for holding up the line.
My friend hustled me out of the building and back to the security of the horse-box.
“Let’s see what you’ve got here.” I glumly told him that nothing appeared to be my size, but he
told me to go to the yard where everybody was yelling “You’ll be sorry,” and swap my misfits
with other people. He then turned to his mates and said that what I had wasn’t all that bad, as
the towel and bootlaces seemed a good fit.
For most of the afternoon I had ‘lessons’ from these very patient men, even though I
was unable to understand much of the slang they used, which was considerable.
I finally confessed that I had to go home and face up to my mother about being in the
army.
“That’s all right, we can fix up a story that will pass muster, especially to a woman.”
“You don’t understand, my mother is intelligent and clever, and will know if I’m
lying.”
With all the confidence in the world, they set about concocting a story and rehearsing
me in the details. I must have been a constant source of wonder and amusement for those ‘old
diggers’ with my naivety and ignorance. Anyway, the story was that I had enlisted, not in the
AIF, but in the Militia, and as this body was not at the time destined for overseas service, my
mum would feel better about me being in uniform.
Home I went by train and tram to Moreland in the most ill-fitting of uniforms, and with
my new tan boots causing me excruciating agony.
When I entered the house, the family began calling out rude remarks about how I
looked. It was still light enough for our old box Brownie camera to operate, so I had my picture
taken. Later, when I saw this photo, I was astonished to see how foolish I looked in that heavy
woollen uniform.
I spun my parcel of lies and my mother questioned me in a very direct and challenging
way, but I was saved by my third eldest brother who remarked that I must be in the Militia, as
the army would never let me in to the AIF looking like that.
Leaving home at 2100 (I was really practising hard now), I was back in the camp before
2300 and safely ensconced in the horse-box. The others were not there, and I awoke to find
them with some bottled beer and much merriment, talking about me and the amusement I
afforded, not in a nasty fashion, you understand, but in a way I could not take exception to.
“Here, have some of this and join in the fun.”
Thanking them for the proffered bottle but refusing their kind offer produced a
discussion as to whether I was rude, or whether I had the right to refuse. It was decided that
refusing was acceptable, but at least I must sit up and talk with them. It is chilly in Melbourne
in June, and in 1940 it was (or seemed to be) extra chilly. Talking with people who have been
drinking, when you have not, is not my idea of a stimulating time, but they were most kind and
I could have been in worse company.
Next morning when I arose with the others and had my ablutions (a new word for me), I
began to don my giggle dress but was roughly told to take it off and wear my ‘proper’ uniform.
I tried to tell them that the captain had said we must wear our giggle dress so that we could be
detailed for kitchen ‘fatigue’ (another new word for me) or other work, without getting our
good uniform dirty.
“Yes, yes, we know all about that lark, but you do what we say, and you will be all
right.”
And so, on went the good uniform. After a few days, it began to dawn on me that only
those wearing the giggle dress worked in the camp, at least that was the case while I was there.
The meals we were served seemed to me to be truly awful, very thick porridge and

161

thick slices of bread and an egg, sausage or baked beans for breakfast. There was always plenty
of plum jam, and tea with condensed milk and sugar. All meals were served on tin plates and
the tea in tin pannikins. I felt revolted by this ugly food, and only ate bread and butter for
breakfast and lunch. An orderly officer kindly tried to tell us how nourishing all this was, but I
could not be convinced and waited until I went home to eat properly.
Of course, if you wanted other food you had to buy it from the small canteen there. A
four-ounce bar of chocolate cost less than five cents in today’s money, and a hot pie cost two
cents. If you wanted sauce you could help yourself, without being charged for it. Beer was a
shilling a bottle, about ten cents, and you could buy soup and a bread roll for five cents from
the shops just up the road from the camp.
This form of rationing quickly depleted the small amount of money I had when I
enlisted. I was afraid to ask my mother for a loan, which would never have been returned
because it would have been seen by both of us as a gift. However, my main reason for not
asking mum was that I thought if she came to believe I was being starved, the army hierarchy
would have been given a savage blast about the proper way to conduct their responsibilities.
So we just had to get paid, or we would be reduced to eating their lousy rations. The
pay was five shillings a day (about 50 cents). I went to the horse-box that Charlie now called
home, and we both wanted to know when pay-day was. As we weren’t too popular with the
captain at the office, we decided to go back to my box and ask my companions. I was
convinced by this time that they knew everything about the army.
On the way, we saw this soldier in the best-fitting uniform we had seen so far, and we
hazarded a guess that here was a man of authority who was bound to know when pay-day
occurred. So up we went to him and said, “Excuse me mate, do you...”
We didn’t get time to complete our question when he roared, “Back, back, five paces
and stand to attention. When I call you forward, you will smartly answer, ‘Sir’ and march up to
me, standing one pace from me at attention. Is that understood?”
“Yes sir,” we chorused and ran back to what we thought was five paces, turned around
and stood rigid. “You may approach me now.” We yelled ‘Sir’ and hastened toward him,
standing rigid as before.
‘Sir’ then gave us a lecture on approaching and speaking to superior officers, and then
asked us what we wanted.
When I said we only wanted to know when pay-day was, he sighed and said, “Don’t
you know that you should address questions like that to the Orderly Room?” I then made the
brilliant assumption that the Orderly Room was the office, and I wasn’t going there, though of
course I didn’t tell this man so.
He released us and marched off, shaking his head as he went, which inclined me to
believe that he thought we were none too bright.
Hurrying back to my horse-box mates, I poured out my tale of how this ‘General’ had
put us in our place. After being asked to describe the colour of his uniform and the badges on
his collar and coat, what sort of headgear was he wearing, and did he have leather jodhpur-type
pants; we were told this God-like figure was an AIC warrant officer.
AIC stood for Australian Instructional Corps of the PMF - Permanent Military Forces,
which after the war, became the Australian Regular Army. They were truly an elite body, a
handpicked group of men with powers and privileges that were truly remarkable. (Six years
later, I was to become a member of this august body.)
“Now lads, never run afoul of these fellows, for they can make your life miserable,
really miserable, if you rub them up the wrong way.”
We promised we would look out for them and avoid them like the plague in future.
By this time we had quite forgotten what we wanted to know about pay day.
That evening I was invited to go to the pictures which took place not far from our camp.
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After we went in and sat upstairs, on came a film that was about very pukka, very brave, very
English Spitfire pilots, who were keeping the whole German air force at bay. It was, I vividly
recall, a load of tosh, for the newspapers were full of the debacle of Dunkirk, and no matter
how it was presented, Dunkirk was a terrible disaster for the empire. We were now on our own,
and I had already seen grown men crying at their meals as they hastily read the bad news in the
newspapers.
During the film, I began to squirm with the pain of my feet and one of my comrades
(cobbers) asked what was the matter, and I told him how much my feet hurt. “Then take off
your boots, you bloody fool. There is no need to suffer. It requires no brains at all to suffer, so
take them off.” So off they came, and the relief was so great that I sighed with pleasure and was
promptly told by those around me to shut up.
At interval, two of my cobbers went off to get a soft drink and a chocolate bar for me,
they had a flask of whisky. During this time, while the lights were on, ‘Bill’ examined my
boots, first asking me whether they were the correct size for me and I assured him they were.
“They must have the wrong size stamped on them, as my toes curled towards the soles of my
feet.”
“They do, do they,” said Bill, and with that he rammed his fingers into the boot, probed
into the toe and shook his head in a despairing fashion. He then said that I shouldn’t be allowed
out without my nanny, and produced from the toes of each boot a large wad of paper that had
been put there to keep the toes of the boots in the correct shape. “God Almighty, here’s half a
Sporting Globe in each toe. No wonder you were in agony, you poor bugger.”
The incident was good for many a laugh in the next few days, but they told nobody else,
so I was spared the humiliation that I would have suffered had the others known.
Once again I had been proved a nincompoop, and I began to despair whether I would
ever learn anything in the army. Perhaps I was too stupid to go overseas.
Next morning we paraded and my cobbers and I ‘fell in’ toward the rear of the squad,
which was going on a route march. As we neared the front gate, we made what can only be
described as a ‘sideways shuffling arabesque’, and went through a small hole in the fence.
Obviously no one in authority saw us and off we went to the nearby pub.
We all had a turn at ‘shouting’ for drinks though my contribution was smaller than
theirs, as I only drank sarsaparilla and lemonade in very large glass pots with a handle.
“You can have a beer when you turn 18 and not before. Understand?”
They drank quite a lot, but seemed to me to be quite sober. However my stomach had
become so swollen and I feared I might be sick, thereby adding another story to the number
they already had about me.
In the afternoon a rather portly shortish man, wearing a ‘good uniform’ and a glengarry
type cap, approached me and began to give me orders. Reading from a clip-board he carried, he
ordered me to change into my giggle dress, and come back to him for further instructions. I
hurried away to the horse-box and began to change my clothes.
My cobbers immediately demanded to know what I was doing, and of course I
explained about the authoritative figure and the orders I had received. “Is that so? Where do
you have to report?” On being told, two of them left the box and moved quickly off. “Let it be,
put your uniform back on. Those orders you received are being taken care of right this minute.”
At tea time that same day, I saw the man from whom I had received the orders standing
near the serving orderly, and to my surprise, his face was swollen and contused. I asked him
what happened, and he said, “As if you didn’t know. There was no need to send your mates
around to do me over. All you had to do was ignore me, as I hadn’t done you any harm. It was
really just a joke.”
I was really quite confused, a state which seemed to be permanent for me these days,
for I had no idea of what he was saying, and so off I went back to my mates who would no
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doubt tell me what this man meant. They explained to me the man had no authority at all, but
had picked on me as a naive lad, and had tried to off-load his duty on to me. My mates were
quick to understand this ploy, and went round to him and showed him the error of his ways by
thumping him a few times. I was rather shocked at the violence of it all, but could see the
justice in this rather rough act.
I went home that night to see my mother and the family. My mother said I was visibly
changing from a raw lad in an ill-fitting uniform and becoming more of a soldier. Now she said
this in a way that was not meant to be complimentary, but rather suspiciously, and I saw that
her former fears were returning. Feeling guilty and rather nervous, I made my escape back to
camp, realising that I was not out of the woods yet.
Next morning Bill brought a man into our box and told me his name was Harry and that
he had been a pastry-cook with them at their Northcote Bakery. He said since I was a
trustworthy lad I was to help Harry, who had a ‘bit of a problem with his missus’.
Now how could a lad who had not yet turned 18 help with a marriage problem of some
obvious magnitude?
It was made clear to me that I was to remain silent about what I was doing for Harry,
and was just to advise him on the wording of his daily letters. (In those far-off days, the
postman came morning and afternoon and people wrote to each other almost on a daily basis.
Alas the telephone has destroyed all that.)
I was to write letters to his wife for him, and interpret into understandable English the
daily letters he received from her. Not that she was a Greek-born Australian, as was Harry, but
her written expression was sometimes vague, though in some of her letters she made herself
abundantly clear.
The system worked like this. Harry would write to her about some matter contained in
her last letter. I would take notes of his reply, compose a letter, read it aloud to him, and he
would either approve it or ask me to make changes until he was satisfied with it. I would then
rewrite it and address the envelope, and he would sign and seal it.
I became a little embarrassed writing some of his love phrases, but it didn’t faze him in
the slightest that someone else was writing this to his wife.
He offered to pay me but I thought that was not dignified, and refused. Harry thought I
was either crazy, or must have a private income.
The letters from her made me sorry for him and angry with her, for she would write that
she had sold all the furniture, or other things like the piano, and had gone back to her mother’s
house in Port Melbourne, and that he should send her some money, over and above her military
allotment.
She was always asking for something, and I thought she was a blood sucker, a parasite
and a harpy, but when I intimated to Harry that his wife Gwen was less than perfect, he would
say, “You do not understand, I love her more than life itself. I cannot live without her.”
In my ignorance of these matters, I thought he should box her ears, cut off her
allotment, and generally play the strong man, but he refused my youthful counsel, and we
persevered with the letters until he was sent to Tatura some time later.
A very decent man was Harry, and I felt that the ‘bitch’ had no right to hurt him in the
way she was doing. Of course I never heard her side of the story, and I do not know how this
saga of marital mayhem ended, for after he was sent to Tatura I never saw Harry again.
One day after lunch a little conference was held in our horse-box, to which I was not
invited. I was told to amuse myself without getting into trouble and to come back at about
1600, for they had something rather serious to show me that evening.
I returned at the appointed time and was told that there was a thief among the men who
slept in the public grandstand and a trap had been set for him. Three of my mates were part of
the trap, and I was to go with the other two to see what happened when the trap was sprung. In
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the meantime, I was to stay in the horse-box until about 1730.
Being winter, it was fairly dark by that time, and led by the other two I made my way
with them to a good ‘possy’ (position) where we could see, but not be seen from the
grandstand.
There was some movement in the stand for a short while, but gradually all movement
ceased and it appeared empty. Quite soon, a man came furtively up the inside stairs and
crouching over, began to move along the continuous form seating on which the men slept and
underneath, kept their possessions.
“Just look at that bastard ratting all the packs and kit. He’s in for a bloody great shock.
Just you watch now.”
Almost, as though on cue, men began appearing in the exits and moved toward the thief
who, on seeing them, moved toward the safety railing at the front of the stand. Without a sound,
the posse closed in on the thief, who leapt up on the railing and threatened to jump if they did
not go back. To my consternation, not only did they not back off but they remorselessly kept
closing in on him. There were some words said that I could not understand, and then a sharp
cry and the man fell to the asphalt below.
I thought the drop was about 30 feet (9 metres), and he lay there still. I went to offer
assistance, but was told to stay where I was as the ‘Chief’ would look after everything. I was
sworn to secrecy, but everybody knew all about it next morning, and I was told that the man
had been seriously injured when he ‘tried to commit suicide’ last night, was in hospital in
Melbourne, and was not expected to live.
There was a small piece about the ‘Unfortunate accident at Caulfield Camp last night’
in the next morning’s newspapers. I have no idea whether the man lived or died, but most
thought that he died without regaining consciousness.
I do know that I was greatly shocked and my conscience hurt, for I was brought up to
be law-abiding and all the rest of it but here, in the real world, people were committing
manslaughter, if not murder, right before my very eyes. It took me some time to get over it. I
never told my family.
Two days later my mates were called to the office, where the captain told them that they
were to be posted to Tatura as guards at the internment camp there. They were unhappy about
this and close to tears, I thought. They packed their kit and waited to be taken away.
When the time came they gave me lots of advice as to how I was to conduct myself,
none of which I remembered, shook my hand vigorously and went out of my life forever,
leaving me very sad and very alone in my horse-box.
At 1630 hours I was called to the captain’s office and he said, “Tomorrow you will go
to Balcombe Camp, where a decision will be made as to whether you will remain in the AIF, or
be transferred to the Militia at Mount Martha.”
When I began to protest, he quickly shut me up by saying that my mother had been to
Victoria Barracks and had informed the colonel commandant that he and the other officers were
a disgrace to the King, taking young boys away to be killed, and further, that she thought the
said officers were a bunch of fat loafers. I could imagine my mother speaking in that convent
trained voice, so icy calm, and every word cutting like a whip. I felt rather sorry for the army at
that moment, but then I felt more sorry for me. What would happen to me now?
The captain continued, “As I said, you will go tomorrow morning and if you know
what’s good for you, I’d give your home a miss for tonight.”
It was my turn to be close to tears, and as I saluted and turned away he called out,
“Your mate Private Doughney is to go with you, so you won’t be entirely alone.”
He really was a decent fellow, I thought, and I wondered what Balcombe would be like.
But more than that, I wondered how I could get up enough courage to face my mother.
I had been in the army a little over four weeks, God help me! Little did I know that I
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would ultimately join the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment of the 8th Division of the 2nd AIF, and be
away from home for nearly five years, three and a half of them as a prisoner of the Imperial
Japanese Army and that when I finally came home, the world I had known would be
transformed forever.
It may come as a surprise too many that George remained in the army to become a
career officer.
Returning home from his internment in Singapore and Thailand, George’s health
was shot to pieces, and when confronting the discharge officer, arrangements were
made for him to see a specialist in tropical diseases.
The specialist predicted that some time in the near future, George would go down
with a massive physical reaction to all the things that had happened to him.
The discharge officer then advised George that “though the Army would never love
you, it would never abandon you either, and it would always give you the best of
medical attention during any and every sickness.”
This was enough to convince George to stay put in the army, and when the
specialist’s prediction turned out to be true, he was so well looked after that it
wasn’t long before he had joined the British Commonwealth Occupation Forces
and was off to Japan. Having overlooked (I imagine, in his youthful innocence), to
advise the recruiting officer that he had been a POW of the Japanese.
With his experience in the BCOF, he went on to attain the rank of major, serving as
a Company commander in the National Service and as a Technical Staff Officer at
Canungra, before retiring in 1976, to a property just outside Horsham.
I have an odd feeling though, that George could have missed his true vocation in
life. He would have made a wonderful officer in charge of recruitment and
enrolment.
Nevertheless, his story will be encouraging to all those young men who would like
to make their career in the army, but who back off because they are not too sure
how they might perform in their early endeavours to appear adult.
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KEN DUMBRELL’S STORY
‘A’ FORCE - A ‘FIGHTING BRIGADE’
After the fall of France, my cousin Bruce and I volunteered for overseas service in the artillery.
So that we could stay together, we told the army authorities that we were brothers.
Waiting for a chance to enrol in an artillery unit, we both joined the 2/23 Infantry
Battalion at Albury, where we attended an NCO’s course and obtained our sergeants’ stripes.
Our chance came when the CO of the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment visited Albury and
selected us both as sergeants, Bruce to go to 16th Battery and myself to 14th Battery. It just
happened that on our final leave, Bruce contracted the mumps, missed our embarkation and
was left behind. I was promoted to troop commander of George Troop, 15th Battery, and sailed
off with them to Malaya.
Bruce, being left at home alone, decided to quit the army and joined the RAAF. He
became a flight lieutenant, fought in the Battle of Britain as a Spitfire pilot, and was awarded
the DFC and Mentioned in Despatches. With almost the shortest service of anyone in the 4th
Anti-Tank Regiment, Bruce had become one of the most highly decorated.
Malaya was a lot of fun, with hardly a thought about war. My troop consisted mostly of
boys about my own age. Living together and going through our army drills and jungle
manoeuvres we soon developed close, friendly, working relationships.
As a troop commander, I was given plenty of scope and had quite a lot of freedom.
Consequently, I was able to take the boys on outings and enjoy our leisure times together.
There were many Australian businessmen working on the rubber plantations and in the
tin mines, and they were very happy to take the opportunity to play host and catch up with their
fellow countrymen. For them, it was generally a case of the more the merrier. For us, it was like
being back home at a bucks’ party.
Nothing much had changed in their Aussie hospitality unless it was the labels on the
bottles, for instead of Carlton and Fosters, it was Tiger and Anchor. The bath tub was always
full of bottles; perhaps with a bit more ice in the tub than we might have had back home, to
compensate for the heat and humidity and our insatiable thirsts. In any case, the beer was icy
cold, and there was always more than enough to keep our spirits riding high.
We made the most of these invitations. Getting back from one of the Aussie planter’s
parties in the early hours of the morning was not without its difficulties. The boys in the back of
the ute would always be singing at their boisterous best. As we neared the camp I would stop to
let them out. Then they would stagger across the padang to their bunks, while I tried to distract
the camp guard’s attention from their chortles as they tripped through the undergrowth about as
silently as a herd of wild pigs.
Then came the Jap landings on the east coast of the Peninsula. Our battery covered the
infantry battalions as our forces retreated down the mainland. It was my luck to contract a
severe attack of dengue fever which racked through me, body and soul. It was the end of the
action for me.
I was evacuated in a field ambulance which had barely reached the causeway when a
squadron of Jap bombers dropped their bombs and they exploded all around us. The driver
skilfully ditched the ambulance into a drain in a rubber plantation, and luckily, we all escaped
unscathed.
After a short time in hospital I was transferred to a convalescent hospital, not far from
Changi. I had no sooner settled down when it came under a heavy Jap mortar barrage and was
severely damaged. It was an uncomfortable experience, lying in bed, unarmed, knowing that
the Japs were all around us, and not being able to do a thing about them.
The next I knew, the Japs had advanced and had taken the hospital. I hardly had time to
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think of the consequences, when word got around that the Japs had entered the hospital and
were going through the wards, taking watches and other personal belongings off the sick and
wounded.
Lying in bed, I took off my watch and slipped it under my pillow. A Jap sergeant
walked straight into the ward from the door behind me, his eyes fixed on mine. He pulled the
watch out from under my pillow, and still keeping his eyes glued on me, held it up, let it drop,
stamped his foot on it and slowly screwed it around. With his eyes still fixed to mine, he gave
me one almighty backhander, knocking me out of bed and onto the floor. Then to my
amazement and disbelief, he just walked away. I sweated it out, not knowing what on earth was
going to happen to us next.
Two days later Singapore surrendered. It was all over.
Although our hospital was behind Jap lines, no Jap had entered it again after the first
encounter. We now had to face up to being POWs, but somehow the prospect of being a POW
gave me a far greater feeling of security than lying defenceless in a hospital behind the Jap
lines. Knowing how the Japs had treated other wounded men left behind in hospitals, I realised
I would have to be one of the luckiest men alive.
Later I rejoined the regiment at Changi and had only been there a few weeks when a
rumour went around that a party of men was to be exchanged and would be leaving in ‘Three
white ships’.
Shortly after, Brigadier Varley was ordered to form a party to leave Singapore for an
unknown destination. The Brigadier decided that he would set his party up as a ‘fighting force’,
retaining the same military structure and line of command as he would have in a normal
infantry brigade.
Doug McBain, Campbell Smith, John Vance and I were detailed to his party and put in
charge of a group of 90 anti-tankers. And so ‘A’ Force was formed of a mixed group of 3000
men.
Off we went to the wharf at Singapore. There were no white ships in sight; instead three
rust buckets awaited us - ours being the ‘Toyashi Maru’. First we loaded it with rice, and were
able to hide on board quite a few tins of onions which we scrounged from the go-down. Finally,
we clambered aboard and squeezed, chock-a-block, into the mess deck and the holds of the
ship, as best we could. En route, we picked up a large party of Dutch at Medan in Sumatra, to
join the crush.
It was as hot as Hades on board, and to add to our troubles, there were the tinned
onions. Although at first, they were a welcome flavouring for our tasteless rice, we hadn’t
counted on the effect they would have on the boys in our hot, sweaty, and smelly environment.
The banjo boxes hanging over the side of the ship, were as busy as Bourke Street.
In Southern Burma we were off-loaded into barges near the river estuary that leads to
Tavoy, and straggled on to a go-down some 20 miles south of the town where we stayed the
night, still without a meal. Our route to Tavoy took us near a large pineapple plantation; never
has a pineapple plantation been stripped so methodically and completely, in such a short time.
The poor Burmese owners could only stand and stare in hapless amazement.
On our arrival at Tavoy, we dropped off John Vance and the rest of the men who were
sick, and the remainder of us straggled on to an aerodrome where we were herded into a huge
hanger. The floor was laid with rocks which we had to dig up and remove before we could
settle down to camp and sleep there.
We had no sooner arrived when the senior Jap officer called all our officers outside and
laid down the rules of the camp to us in no uncertain terms. Pointing to two telephone poles,
running behind the hangar, he gestured, “That electric tree to that electric tree,” then indicating
a line drawn from each of these posts to the far corners of the hangar, he clearly outlined the
small area we were required to stay within.
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Then he said in deadly earnest, “Any man outside, will be shot.” To convince us he
really meant business, he followed on by saying, “All guards have orders to shoot any man
found outside that area.” In the event that any of his guards may have missed someone
attempting to escape, he added, “Any man found outside by Burmese, plenty money for
Burmese.”
We went straight back to the men and told them what the Jap commander had ordered,
emphasising that they must always keep within the area defined or they would be shot.
Next day, we went to work levelling the airstrip at Tavoy. Our task was to carry earth to
the strip in a 44-gallon drum with a pole on either side, eight men to a drum, two men to each
end of the pole. I had 30 men in my party and as they could not all work at the one time, I told
the men not working to sit down and rest. An officious little Jap, riding past on his bike, saw
the men sitting down. He stopped and went over to them and started to hit out at them with his
bamboo rod. I raced over and grabbed the rod out of his hand and shouted, “You bastard, what
do you think you’re doing?” The little Jap glared up at me dumbfounded. Not knowing what to
do, he hopped on his bike and rode off.
Three days later, Sergeant Major Mat Quittendon of 13th Battery told me that he and a
group of seven other anti-tankers were going to shoot through and “What about being in it?”
Knowing our commitment as POWs to escape, I weighed up the chances carefully. I
was convinced this was not the time to make a break. I told Mat I wouldn’t go, and reminded
him that Burma was teeming with hostile natives who would be well rewarded by the Japs for
handing over information about any one of us they saw trying to escape.
However, Mat and the boys saw it differently. Burma bordered on India, and there lay
their freedom. They believed they had as good a chance to escape now as they would ever
have, furthermore, they also saw it as their duty. Mindful of that fact and with the words of the
Jap commander still ringing in my mind, I feared for their lives, so I told them, “If I could order
you not to go I would, but I can’t, so I’m telling you not to go. If you go, and are caught,
you’ve had it.”
The boys had made up their minds they had all the courage in the world. For them, it
was now or never and they were sure they could make it to India, and they decided to go that
day. Knowing that they were so determined, I said to them, “If you insist on going, then wait
until dark after tanko; follow through the toilet line and keep going. Get as far away as you can
before daylight. We’ll cover you on parades as long as we can.”
After four or five days, we moved out of the hangar into huts. In the afternoon, to my
dismay and shock, I saw all eight of the boys tied together, their hands bound behind them,
standing on the back of a truck being driven to the Jap guardhouse.
Brigadier Varley was called before the Jap commander who told him that the men were
to be shot. The brigadier did all he could to stop the execution, but the Jap commander
contended that he had made it quite clear what would happen to anyone who attempted to
escape.
The brigadier then emphasised that if the Jap commander went ahead and shot the men,
he would have to account for their deaths at the end of the war, but it was all to no avail.
No time had been set for the execution, and everyone was feeling depressed and upset
at the hopelessness of it all. Next day I was overseeing the building of a fence around the
hospital, and the Jap guard wanted me to work and dig some post holes. “No way,” I said, “Me
chui (officer).”
He stepped back and raised his hands showing eight fingers, and said threateningly,
“Eight men, boom boom boom, you number nine.” With a dreadful feeling of emptiness, I
knew then, our boys had been shot.
When I got back to camp, Brigadier Varley told me that a party of our men had been
ordered to dig the graves for the boys, and that he had been ordered to witness their execution
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by a firing party of two guards to each anti-tanker. Then he said fervently, “They were very
brave men. They were men above men. You can be very proud of them.”
Soon after the execution, John Vance and I were detailed to go with a party of 200 men
to the small village of Ye. On our arrival, one of the men died of dysentery and I conducted the
funeral service for him at the graveside. The Japs, who were members of the Imperial Guard,
attended the service and all stood to attention with heads bowed, as we each dropped a small
handful of earth into the grave. Then they quietly walked away. Such was their respect for the
dead.
Another member of our group went down with an attack of appendicitis. Our medical
officer, Major Hobbs, had only a pocket knife and little else, but as he considered the case
urgent, he sharpened the blade on a stone and went ahead with the operation. The patient, poor
fellow, was held down by two of the boys and given a clean piece of rag to bite on while it was
all happening. After a week or so, he was back on his feet, almost as good as new.
From Ye we moved a few miles to the ‘Jungle House’, where we worked on a road
filling in time until we marched north to Thanbyuzayat (Tanbusai to us). We stopped on the
way at a disused railway station for a meal. The Jap interpreter ordered the officers into the
station-master’s office and had us gather around a table for a meal with him. Rather taken
aback by it all, we kneeled around the table, squatting most uncomfortably on the backs of our
heels. Chicken and saki were brought in, and while we were about to enjoy our chicken, the Jap
interpreter started to enjoy his saki.
Quaffing his saki, he went on about the war in Malaya and harangued us on the brave
Japanese who chose to commit harakiri, rather than surrender to the enemy. We were
uncomfortable enough trying to squat Japanese style, and were enjoying neither his topic of
conversation nor the chicken as he continued to down his saki.
Suddenly the saki got to him and he stood up, drew his sword and started to flash it
about above our heads, working himself into quite a frenzy as he raved on. “You officers
shouldn’t be alive, you should all have fought to the finish,” he scoffed scornfully.
Then with another almighty swish of his sword, he raved bombastically, “You should
all be dead.” We kept our heads as low down as we could. Then with a derisive laugh, he
sheathed his sword and stalked off. When our colour returned, we made it back to the men as
fast as we could, having concluded that lunch with Jap interpreters was an event never to be
repeated.
On reaching Tanbusai we started work on the line in dead earnest. Brigadier Varley had
set up ‘A’ Force as a ‘fighting unit’ with the normal lines of reporting officers. He saw this as a
means of establishing lines of communication, so that if ever the need arose, he could operate
as an effective military unit. He also believed that this approach provided the best means of
looking after the interests and welfare of all the men.
Officers with the rank of captain and lieutenant were required to go out with each work
party as overseers. This meant that one of our captains (hanchos) and four lieutenants
(kumichos) always went out with each work party of 100 or so men. The captain’s job was to
stay beside the Jap in charge of the overall party, while each lieutenant was responsible for
looking after his own work party of 30 or so men, and keep an eye on the Jap in charge of them.
The brigadier also decided that ‘A’ Force would, as far as possible, be run on egalitarian
lines. The men were only paid ten cents a day for their work, but officers received a much
higher pay according to rank. He decided all pay would be pooled and go toward
supplementing the camp’s rations and medical supplies, officers receiving the same rations as
the men. In this way, the brigadier ensured that the sick would be best cared for, as they
normally received either no pay or rations at all, or at best, half pay.
Aware of the Japs’ respect for rank, particularly their esteem for officers, the brigadier
decreed that all officers would wear their uniforms on the job. I wore my shorts, shirt and pips.
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Later on, we were given orange bands which we wore with whatever clothing we had left.
The brigadier made an agreement with Colonel Nagatomo who was in charge of the
Burmese section of the line, that officers would not carry out any manual work at all, but would
look after the troops and supervise all work parties. Then he followed with his master stroke; he
got Nagatomo to agree that all orders relating to the work to be done by the men had to go
through one of our officers, who in turn, would then pass the instructions on to the men. This
made the officer a barrier between the men and the guards. A Jap guard could not give work
orders directly to the men.
The guards, not being in direct contact with the men, tended to be somewhat unsure of
themselves and how far they could go with them. Of course the system didn’t work all the time,
but it did mean that as soon as an officer heard a Jap scream out his threatening ‘Kurra’, or saw
a guard about to beat one of his men, he could quickly intervene. On many occasions, in the
heat of the Japs’ uncontrolled frenzy, the intervention by the officer would rebound on him.
The officers, however, tried to take over as much responsibility for the job as they could, and
very soon the Japs began to rely on them.
For instance, the guards always carried a metre rod for measuring out the length, width
and depth of each cubic metre of earth we had to move, so I decided to carry a metre rod too,
and followed the Japs around, checking up on their measurements. Very soon they gave up
taking their own measurements and accepted mine. As the men always continued working until
the weakest group had completed its task, it wasn’t very hard for me to skip a few centimetres
when measuring the progress of the group which, for whatever its reasons, had been working
slower than the rest of the groups.
Colonel Nagatomo had quite a novel approach toward our work on the line. He
addressed us, telling us that we should all be happy to work for Nippon. His motto was for us to
“work cheerfully.” To promote his brilliant idea, he had his slogan printed and stuck up on all
the bamboo poles in our huts to keep us constantly inspired. Then to really cheer us up, he
ordered us to attend a picture night. The film showed the Jap air force victoriously attacking
and sinking both the HMS Prince of Wales and the HMS Repulse.
We moved on to the 4 Kilo (kilometre) camp, where the first thing the Japs did was to
lock up Brigadier Varley and the senior officers in the guard house. We were all ordered to sign
‘non escape’ agreements. It all seemed rather odd, particularly after the recent demonstration of
their treatment of escapees. After three days Brigadier Varley decided that we might as well
sign as nothing was going to be changed by doing so.
We now started working on the line. At first the Japs didn’t know our work capacity
and rather cunningly, allocated work on the basis that as soon as the job was finished we could
all go back to camp. The temptation was too much and for a week we all finished comfortably
around mid-afternoon. The next week the Jap engineers clamped on a much larger work load,
and demanded that we dig and remove one cubic metre of earth for each man on the job.
We moved on to the 14 Kilo camp where another escape attempt was organised by two
Australians, Captain Mull, who had worked in Moulmein before the war, and a Sergeant Bell.
Captain Mull was familiar with the hill tribes, the Karens, who were very pro-British, and
known to be still actively harassing the Japs. We were able to cover them for two days before
the Japs found that they were missing. Three weeks passed and just when it seemed as though
they might have made it, they were both captured and brought back to camp. They hadn’t got to
the Karens; Burmese villagers turned them in to the Japs. Two days later they were both taken
to Tanbusai and shot. Brigadier Varley and other senior officers were again ordered to witness
their execution.
After that escape attempt, the Japs tightened up on their camp searches. Anyone found
in possession of anything that might remotely be considered to aid an escape was sent back to
Tanbusai and handed over to the Kempi Tai. There they were treated as if they had attempted to
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escape. If they were lucky, they might get off with their lives. One of our boys working in the
Jap workshop at Tanbusai put a false bottom in my water bottle for me, and I fitted my army
compass into it. I felt that a compass could mean the difference between life or death for me, if
I ever got lost in the jungle or had a chance to escape.
We marched to the 75 Kilo camp where the jungle became denser and the region more
mountainous. Work became much heavier as we became involved in building bridges and
excavating deep cuttings. Up to this stage, while the work had been consistent our rations had
been about as good as we had come to expect, and the jungle diseases, malaria, and dysentery
were just beginning to take their toll on the health of the boys.
Some of our party were engaged in driving piles to form the foundations for the bridges
between the cuttings. The men had to heave on a rope to haul the heavy pile driver to the top of
the derrick. Then as one, all let go together. Day after day after day, nonstop, it was hot, heavy
and exhausting work.
And then it happened, the engineers discovered that when the bridge would be
completed, it would finish a good metre below the level of the cutting. There would be an
enormous amount of work involved in drilling and clearing that extra metre of overburden and
rock from the cutting. Everything suddenly became “Speedo speedo.” For the next two weeks,
we all started work at four in the morning and worked through until midnight. The work at
night was carried out under the light of huge bamboo fires, and so it was not always possible
for officers to see what was going on, but we did what we could.
The Japs were relentless. If a man was not working as hard as they thought he should,
he was severely beaten. The speedo purge was the last straw. In their weakened state, the men
quickly succumbed to the demands of the heavy work, the effects of malnutrition and the jungle
fevers, and many of them died.
When the job was ultimately finished, in our much weakened state we struggled on to
105 Kilo camp, where we began work on the construction of another earthen embankment,
some 20 feet high.
One day, as the embankment neared completion, our Jap guard was standing near a fire
a few feet away from a tent fly he had rigged up for himself, as a shelter from the sun and rain.
He called out to me, “Opiser lightoo cigaretto.” He wanted me to go over to him and pick up a
lighted stick from the fire and light his cigarette. “No way,” I thought, and ignored him.
Then he screamed, “Opiser lightoo cigaretto.” As I walked toward his shelter, he ran
back to it to get his rifle. He grabbed it and rushed at me, the point of his rifle aimed at my
crotch. As I deflected it, my wrist was gashed and he stumbled over me. Then he went berserk,
he shoved me into a nearby ditch and started to kick me in the shins until he knocked me down.
He worked himself into a fervour as he continued kicking me.
All of a sudden I heard a low growl. The men had stopped work and were moving down
the embankment toward us, growling louder as they drew nearer. I called out to them, “For
Christ’s sake, stop.” They stopped in their tracks, stood threateningly for a moment, then turned
around and slowly went back up the embankment. The Jap, shaking with fright, turned to me
and offered me a cigarette.
They were a tremendous bunch of men, and to know that they were prepared to go to
that length to protect me, gave me great heart.
Back at camp, I was called over to our interpreter’s hut, where he told me, “You’re in
trouble,” and went on to say that I was to be sent to Tanbusai to be dealt with by the Kempi Tai.
He asked me how it had all come about. I explained to him what had happened, and that the Jap
had wanted me to go and get a stick from the fire to light his cigarette for him. He thought
about it for a moment, and then walked off to the Jap commander’s quarters, leaving me to
contemplate my dismal future.
When the interpreter came back he was smiling, he had been able to convince the
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commander that the guard had acted contrary to the rule that officers should not work. What the
guard had asked me to do was construed as work, and I was seen to have been right in refusing
to do what he had ordered. Such was the Jap mentality and my good fortune.
When our work was finished, we were ordered to play roles for a Jap Propaganda Unit.
We were fitted out in fresh clothing, and hospital supplies were brought in as a background. We
were all lined up and ordered to march past the camp and act happily. Off we went singing
lustily ‘Bless em all’. There was much laughter and plenty of smiles and the Japs were pleased
with our performance. That was until the film was processed, when they found out that we had
transposed the words of the tune for the popular army version. We heard later that the sound
track had to be dubbed by another group of men, singing the right words and stamping up and
down in the one spot to give the sound effect of marching feet.
At one stage I became as sick as a dog, with a dreadful attack of dysentery and malaria.
I found it impossible to get to the latrines. John Vance and Benny Cook dug a special latrine for
me not far from the hut, and helped me with my embarrassing problem. I blacked out
completely for the next three days. When I came to, they were making plans to evacuate me
down river to one of the hospital camps. From what I had heard, hospital camps were the end of
the line and I knew I would be far better off battling it out amongst friends. With their help, I
slowly regained my strength and stayed with the group until the job was finished. I must have
been in a pretty bad way for when one of the lads, who had been away from the camp on other
work, saw me six weeks later he said, “Dumbrell, you’re dead.”
We then moved on down the line by train to Tamakan. I still had my watch which the
Jap had screwed under his heel when I was in the convalescent hospital in Singapore. As the
Japs always wore rubber sandshoes, the watch was not too badly damaged and still worked.
There was ample opportunity to trade with the Thais, so I hocked the watch to them on my
birthday, and set about my recovery with a diet of duck eggs.
Some months later, Brigadier Varley was ordered to set up another force, this time to
form a party for work in Japan, and he called for volunteers from among the officers of ‘A’
Force to go with him.
Campbell Smith and I got to discussing the prospects of survival in Japan, and the
possibility that one might be better off there than in Thailand. There was always the thought
that if the allies landed in Thailand, the Japs would do away with us. “It can’t be any worse
than here,” he said, “I’m going, what about being in it with me.”
This time I was not going to challenge the fate that lay ahead of me. I was determined to
stick to the old army adage not to volunteer for anything. The devil you know is better than the
one you don’t, so I decided to stay put and take my chances. What happens to me will happen.
Brigadier Varley and Campbell Smith were among the officers who lost their lives
when the Rokoyu Maru was sunk by allied submarines on its way to Japan.
Every week for the next 12 months, an allied Mosquito bomber flew over the area on
reconnaissance. It always flew around without interception. The Japs joked about it being the
“Come look see, go back, speaku Churchill bird.”
On one occasion, a flight of allied bombers attacked the railway bridge near the camp.
The last of a string of the bombs dropped on the camp and killed and wounded some 130 of the
men. I was in my hut, out to it with another dose of malaria. A small jagged piece of shrapnel
hit me on the back of my neck. Fortunately all I suffered was a severe burn.
Six months before the end of the war, the Japs separated the officers from the men, and
we were moved to Kamburi. The camp was heavily guarded, with high machine gun towers
positioned strategically along the outside barbed-wire fence. A huge bund had been constructed
around the outside of the camp. There was no mistaking the Jap intentions, no one was going to
escape from this camp alive.
The spotter plane continued to fly over on its reconnaissance. Unbeknown to us, a
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group of men had parachuted down in the Thai jungle and were ready to organise a resistance
force should the Japs decide to exterminate us.
I had kept rough diary notes of the highlights of my activities during these days. I was
now working in the cookhouse and came across an old hollow shafted golf stick, an ideal place
to conceal my notes, so I carefully rolled them up and inserted them into the handle. Then I
buried the stick a few feet away from one of the rice quallies, a safe spot where I could keep an
eye on it. I hadn’t counted on the fact that the heat from the fires would scorch quite a large
area of earth, around the cookers, so when I finally went to retrieve my notes, all I found left
was a few charred pages.
On the night of the 15 August, a staff car, carrying a high ranking Jap officer raced into
the camp with its headlights on high beam. There was an atmosphere of tension among the Jap
officers as they hurried inside their hut. All sorts of rumours had been going around about the
war having ended, so one of our officers, who understood a little Japanese, snuck up to within
hearing range. He came back excitedly, and told us the great news. The war was over.
During that night there was great excitement in the camp, everyone singing their
national anthems. There was no sleep for anyone. We hauled down the Japs’ ‘setting’ sun from
the camp flagpole and hoisted up our Australian flag and the Union Jack, where they fluttered
proudly in the morning breeze with their message for all to see.
A train loaded with the sick men on their way to Nakhon Pathom hospital camp, slowly
chugged past. The Jap engine driver, seeing the flags flying, stopped the engine and took off
into the scrub. When the boys on board saw the Aussie flag and the Union Jack flying, they let
out a cheer and scrambled off the train as best they could and straggled over to our camp. Many
of them were in need of urgent medical attention, but our doctors had been ordered away with
other of our officers to an unknown destination several weeks earlier.
Transport was urgently needed, so I set off to see what could be done to commandeer
enough trucks to take them to Nakhon Pathom.
I was able to outfit myself with a cap, shirt, shorts, pips, long socks, boots, sam brown
and, believe it or not, a swagger stick. I was back in the army.
I got hold of a truck and a Jap sergeant from their camp and set off for a truck depot
some 20 miles away. When we arrived there and I stepped down off the truck, I was
surrounded by a sea of hostile Jap faces. Now correctly dressed in my officer’s uniform, I
stepped boldly off the truck, grunted a few ‘Kurras’ and, to my great relief, and with the might
of the atom bomb behind me, the wall of sullen faces parted.
I set off in full bent for the officers’ headquarters, ignoring the Jap guard’s instructions
to take off my boots before entering the building. The Jap officer was not to be seen, but the
sergeant intimated that all the trucks had been sent to Bangkok.
On my way back, I ordered the Jap driver to stop at a Thai government building. As I
walked toward the building, the driver took off with the truck and left me stranded. It happened
to be the residence of the Mayor. He was not able to help me obtain the trucks I needed, but he
did invite me to join his family for dinner. What a luxury! I had almost forgotten what it was
like to sit down to a meal with white table cloths, crockery, and cutlery. He then drove me back
to camp in his official car.
The following day, the British sergeant and his team, who had earlier parachuted into
Thailand to keep an eye on us, arrived at our camp and arranged the necessary transport for the
sick.
I then moved on to Nakhon Pathom where I was put in charge of the town piquet. I
heard that our Korean guards had moved to a camp about 20 miles away, and set out with a
truck-load of armed men, including any fit anti-tanker I could round up, to pay them a surprise
visit.
Arriving at their barracks, we made them all strip off and lined them up on the parade
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ground in a long single file, naked and standing to attention, facing the sun.
While I was inside going through their clothing, the boys called out two of the guards
and took them well back behind the line and then fired two shots into the air. We let the other
guards sweat it out in the sun for another half hour to ponder what their fate might be.
Then we marched them all back to Nakhon Pathom with all the gear they could carry.
Any of their load that became too heavy for them to carry, was confiscated by the boys in the
truck. We felt that we had satisfied our need for retribution.
On the day of our release at Kamburi, it happened to be a friend’s birthday, so I thought
it would be a good excuse to make him a cake. As I had taken on the job of one of the rice
cooks for the camp, I knew there would be no hope of finding any ingredients for a cake in our
store, so I went over to the Japs’ quarters and told the Jap officer I wanted some sugar. He went
off and came back with a small bag.
“Dumbrell san, now you number one, we give you the sugar. Five year, ten year, a
hundred year, Japan number one, you number ten.”
I shall never forget the intensity and conviction of his voice, as he handed me the sugar.
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TOMMY WITTINGSLOW’S STORY
SHOW BUSINESS, FUN AND GAMBLING
It was 1932, in the depths of the depression years, and I was just seventeen when I fronted up at
the local hospital to see my newborn son Des, only to be refused permission, as the sister in
charge said, “I’m sorry, sonny; only parents are allowed into the maternity ward.”
With family responsibilities, I had to give up my job as grocer boy with Crofts Family
Grocers. I had been earning good money, thirty five shillings a week, but after paying twenty
five shillings rent, there wasn’t enough left for us to live on, so I decided to try my luck on my
own.
My first venture into private enterprise was to take post outside the Federal Hotel on the
corner of Collins and King Streets, and make a few bob selling Heralds in the afternoons.
In the evenings I took on the job as lolly boy selling “Sweets, ice cream, sweets,”
during the intervals at the State and Regent Theatres, but I was struggling to make ends meet.
It was as a lolly boy that I first realised, if I was to survive in this harsh world of free
enterprise, I would need to keep my wits about me.
During the interval, I would stand in the foyer of the theatre and sell my sweets. As the
lights went out, I would quickly move to the entrance door of the theatre, to catch the last sales.
Old Gold chocolates sold for two shillings a box and on my first occasion at the door, I had a
rush on them. Checking my money afterwards, I found I was short. Taking advantage of the
dimly lit aisle, three smart alecs had given me a penny instead of a two-shilling piece for their
box of chocolates.
I also sold another line of chocolates which came in three different-coloured boxes: red,
green and gold. All sold for four shillings. Sizing up my theatre clientele, I fathomed that I
might do better if I varied the prices of these boxes. So I charged four shillings for the red box,
six for the green and eight for the gold, specially intended for those young fellows who wanted
to make a real impression on their girl friends. I began to do much better.
I had been given a uniform, and was feeling pretty good about it all, until I saw one of
my mates who called me over to him.
“Good heavens,” I thought, “he’s going to have a dig at me for selling lollies.”
I went over to him, and he pulled my head down to his and whispered, “Tommy, you
got no arse in your pants.”
Family demands continued to grow, so I took on a round of door knocking to clean
windows at a shilling a time. While there was little outlay and any takings were sheer bunce, I
still needed more money to make ends meet.
For those on the dole, doorknocking was a popular means of earning a crust and it was
always interesting to see what the other doorknockers were flogging.
One old bloke I came across was selling little novelty animal moulds, which, as he told
me, had all sorts of uses. I had an idea that I could fill them with naphthalene and paint powder,
and make moth protectors with them, so I bought two moulds, an elephant and a hare from him.
I found I could make my little moth protectors for a penny farthing a piece and by
doorknocking them, sell them for sixpence each.
“Would you like to buy one of my little elephants, missus? It’s made from naphthalene
and a secret chemical. Not only does it kill moths and silverfish and other insects, but you can
put it on the mantle as an ornament.”
Business thrived, I was making as much as twelve shillings a day, and could usually sell
all the stock I had before twelve o’clock, as in the afternoons, doorknocking was usually very
competitive. However, I very soon found out that I had to be careful not to double-back on my
tracks, as after the naphthalene had evaporated, the coloured paint left a stain on the clothing.

176

I felt I was now ready to branch out into the big-time and tackle the big city stores. I
approached Woolworths, and they were prepared to buy my moth protectors on the condition
that I didn’t sell them to other stores. That was no problem. I sold them a gross at threepence
halfpenny each.
Coles were also prepared to take them, providing they too were the only ones selling
them. No problem either, so I sold them a gross at threepence halfpenny each.
I went across the street to Myers, they also wanted exclusive rights to sell them, so I
assured them that was no problem, and as Myers were a bit more up-market, I sold them their
gross at fourpence halfpenny each.
Coles retailed their moth killers for nine pence, Woolworths for a shilling, and Myers
for one and threepence apiece.
Having satisfied the demand of the big stores, and seeing my little moth killers were so
popular, I decided to venture out and sell them at the Victoria Market. I hired a stall for the day
for two and six pence, and set to work. I sold two on my first-and-last day.
The vagaries of people! Those who shopped at the market, weren’t the least bit
interested in protecting their homes from moths at sixpence a pop. Now I still had the rent to
pay.
I went and bought a case of oranges from one of the wholesalers and started to sell
them. The bloke in the stall beside me under-cut my price, and that was the end of that.
I was now getting desperate, when the chappie on the other side of me, who was selling
cabbages, said to me, “I can see you’re not doing too well, kid. I’ll sell you all the cabbages I
got left for two bob.” He had a big bag of them so I bought the lot. They were spring cabbages,
soft and loose, and hard as I tried I couldn’t sell a one. I’d been conned again.
It made me so mad, I was more determined than ever, to get into the fruit and veggie
business and managed to hire a stall in ‘A’ shed, in the more prominent part of the market.
Slowly I began to make myself known. Working with the growers and wholesalers, I would sell
their fruit and vegies which might not stay fresh until the next market day, for a share of the
proceeds.
I got to know the growers and wholesalers quite well, and was now beginning to get
into the swing of the marketing business. I was able to buy a truckload of bananas for sixpence
a case, so I decided to sell them by doorknocking. At sixpence for eighteen, I made over five
shillings a case. Then I found a dealer who would buy my cases for four shillings each. I was
on a bonanza and I paid my rent.
I continued to do just fine with my banana sales, until I doorknocked the home of the
Inspector of Police. Where was my licence? What was I doing carrying and selling foodstuffs
from a private car? At the Police Station the next day, to answer the charges, the Inspector was
confronted with a very tearful young man. After giving him a good talking to, he let him off
with a stern warning. Yes, while the Victorian Market may have had its fair share of cons and
tricksters, trying to make a steady living in the market was full of hazards.
A Fun Parlour started in a vacant allotment in Bourke Street, and I took on the job
running the Shooting Gallery for eight shillings a day. After a short time, I began to think I
knew enough about show business to branch out on my own.
My chance came with the Melbourne to Geelong yacht race which finished holding a
carnival on the grassy shores of Geelong’s harbour. I set up an amusement game, rolling balls
into numbered holes, with cash prizes for the lucky winners.
Alongside me, an old boy had a chair swinging from some scales, and was guessing
people’s weight for sixpence a pop. If he was out by more than four pounds, he handed them
over a box of chocolates. This was for me, knowing that I could buy a box of chocolates
wholesale at five pence halfpenny, I raced home to build a set of scales. Now I really began to
feel I was launching into the show business.
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I was off on my first venture with the scales, to the country show in Bunyip. I began to
do quite well, it gave me a great feeling to find that I could run things like this on my own, and
make a reasonable living out of it. It was great fun too.
“Roll up, Roll up, ladies and gentlemen,
Guess your weight within four pounds,
Ladies by observation,
Gentlemen by a little investigation.”
I had noticed that when one of my old rivals from the West in the weight-guessing
game, found things going a bit against him, he would take hold of the ropes of the scales to
steady them, and with a little pressure up or down, it wasn’t hard for him to increase or
decrease the weight of his customer. It was like an insurance policy for him.
I thought that it was about time that I tried something that offered a bit more security,
and applied for a job at the Australian Glassworks in Spotswood. The manager appointed me
because, as he said, “You walked smart.” I was given the job of oiling and greasing the trucks
and became a jack of all trades. One of my jobs was to drive the bosses around and I got to find
out quite a bit about them and how they went about their business.
I was just settling in nicely when the war broke out. The boss told me I could continue
my job with them, as the Glassworks were a protected industry. When I looked around and saw
the blokes who were enlisting, I decided I’d better go myself as I didn’t like the idea of them
protecting the future for my wife and kid, so I did.
Before going overseas, I was able to rent an apartment house in Carlton. It was large
enough to provide an apartment for my wife and son, and had two other apartments which I
sub-let to tenants.
I enrolled in the army at Royal Park, and was put into a tent with five quite affluent
gents, a couple of bank accountants, and some well-to-do farmers. I found myself amongst the
well heeled, and all of them, keen racegoers.
We moved to the camp at Bendigo, where everyone seemed interested in horse racing,
but gambling wasn’t permitted. What they needed was someone to run a book. “Why not me?”
I thought. So I became the camp SP Bookie. I found I had quite a bit to learn, but I soon come
to grips with it and the book began to do just fine.
I became the regimental driver, driving the major and other officers around for their
social diversions. While waiting for them, I would drive back to camp and pick up some of the
boys and drive them into town to enjoy a few refreshments as well.
When driving the CO into town, he would lean over the front seat and ask, “Driver, got
today’s Sun?”
“Yes Sir,” I would reply.
“Give us a look.”
“Good, I’ll have ten bob each way on Southern John.”
There were two camps at Bendigo, the showground accommodated the infantry unit,
and the racecourse housed the transport unit. With little to do on Saturday afternoons, the men
got bored with themselves. Men from each camp could easily find enough to differ about,
tempers would become frayed, fisticuffs would start, and it wasn’t long before both camps
finished up in a free-for-all. In the end, to provide a distraction, the CO decided it would be
better to allow gambling in the camp. Now that the Book was legitimate and open to all the
rookies as well as the pros, the odds in my favour increased nicely.
One day, the CO came over to me and asked, “Know anything about mechanics,
driver?”
“Yes sir,” I answered spontaneously.
With that, he straight away transferred me to the 15th Battery of the 4th Anti-Tank
Regiment at Puckapunyal, as a driver mechanic. As a driver’s job was supposed to be full time,
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I became known as ‘No-duties Tom’.
A two-up school was already established at Pucka, so I decided to set up in opposition.
Being a no-duty driver, I had the advantage of being able to make first claim on the regular site
for the ring. Tommy Hallahan and Lennie Childs joined me, and we were able to make a pretty
good living. I felt I could support myself all right, by running the gambling games for the
troops, so I decided to allot the whole of my army pay to my wife and young son.
Our troop ship, the ‘Zealandia’, which took us to Malaya, was pretty small and pokey,
and didn’t lend itself too well for our daily exercises. Tommy Hallahan and I had set up a swy
game with dice, but we only attracted a mediocre crowd until Clarry Owen, our battery
commander, solved both our problems. Come physical training time, Clarry would say to me.
“Come on Tom, get the dice out.” So out would come the dice, and, with all the boys around
ready for their PT, away we’d go. More often than not, when the dice were rolled, two would
stop showing a head and a tail, while the third went rolling down the deck. As this was the
important dice to get a result; the whole battery would scramble after it, to make sure there was
no skulduggery when it ultimately came to rest. This way, everyone got the exercise they
needed, and our business began to look up.
On our arrival at Tampin in Malaya, we set up a lucrative little two-up school. As noduties Tom, I was in the box seat to run the school, until one day I stumbled, injuring my knee,
and was off to Malacca Hospital where Colonel Coates relieved me of its cartilage.
From my earliest days in the regiment, I seemed to be destined for the odd fallout with
one or other of our officers, and so became beset with problems confining me to barracks and
pack drill.
At Pucka, one of our senior officers had tried to stand over me and order me about. I
didn’t like it, so I told him to get stuffed. Up before Clarry, on charges, I explained to him what
had happened and followed up by telling him that, as our battery commander, it was his job to
stop these officers from standing over us. “You’re in the army now,” said Clarry, and with that,
let me off with a good talking-to.
Well I hadn’t been in Tampin very long before another officer tried to bully me around,
and as I didn’t like that either, I grabbed him around the neck and told him to nick off. Up
before Clarry again, on charges for assaulting an officer, this time I didn’t fare so well, and for
the next ten days, was confined to barracks with pack drill. So I spent my lunch breaks lumping
a haversack of bricks around the padang in the heat of the day, while the boys, enjoying their
afternoon siesta in the shade of the trees, egged me on.
By now, I was bronzed off with some of the officers. As our colonel didn’t seem to
think there was anything wrong with them and so did nothing, I thought it was about time
something was done. I took the native newspaper-boy aside and gave him a little personal
coaching on how he could use a suitable catchline to help him sell more papers. All of a
sudden, he became very popular with the troops and his sales soared. Unfortunately for me, I
hadn’t counted on his over enthusiasm, and it wasn’t long before I was back on CB with
another ten days pack drill.
My protégé had gone through the officers’ lines and our CO’s quarters to sell his
papers, cheerfully calling out his newfound catch cry, “Herald, Herald. The colonel’s a bastard.
Herald, Herald. The colonel’s a bastard.”
Andy Malcolm’s brother had arrived in Singapore on our old troopship, the Zealandia,
which was now serving as a Red Cross ship. Clarry gave Andy a day’s leave to see his brother
and asked me to drive him down to Singapore for the day.
Arriving in Singapore I dropped Andy off at the wharf and then happened to meet up
with a few of my anti-tank mates. Having the convenience of our battery commander’s utility,
we decided to do a pub crawl around some of the city’s clubs and bars.
We drove slowly down one of the main streets, dodging in and out of the rickshaw
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drivers. In the steady flow of traffic, many of the drivers kept up with us. I was interested to see
how fast they could go so I drew alongside one of the drivers and slowly accelerated. As I
gathered speed, the rickshaw kept up beside me. The race was on. There was plenty of
excitement in the back of the ute as the boys yelled and banged on the canopy in
encouragement. We were enjoying every bit of the race. I was most impressed with the speed
of the rickshaw driver, the faster I went, the faster he would go, and, as he kept up with me, his
stride increased. We were travelling quite fast, and the boys were becoming ecstatic with
excitement and the thumping on the canopy of the truck got louder and louder. The rickshaw
driver was still right beside me, and was now taking enormous strides and calling out
frantically.
I pulled up to see what he was all about, to find that I had caught the hub of his
rickshaw’s wheel behind the mudguard of the ute.
We so enjoyed our brief sojourns in Singapore’s bars, that we completely lost track of
time. I collected Andy and it was well after midnight when we arrived at the Causeway, only to
find it was closed to all traffic to the mainland. I told Andy to keep his head down, put my foot
hard on the accelerator and went straight through the barricades. We arrived back in camp, just
as the battery was called on morning parade. Our battery commander’s stocks of one of his
most reliable drivers, had been sadly dented.
Fighting had started, and Coop and I were given the task to clear a firing range for the
battery, near the Mersing coast. At lunchtime we decided to have a kick of footy and were
enjoying ourselves, when suddenly, a Company of Aussie infantrymen burst out of the jungle,
and charged past us with fixed bayonets. “The Japs have landed at the back of those hills,” they
yelled as they charged on, putting an abrupt end to our friendly game of footy.
There was always plenty of rivalry between the Aussie regiments in Malaya and a
football match between them was always good fun. The teams were always highly competitive
and matches were full of excitement. I kept the book and laid the odds. 15th Battery was
matched against the 2/10th Field Engineers who had a strong team and were highly favoured to
win. Minus one cartilage, I became one of the goal umpires.
The game was a real cliff-hanger, both teams keeping level with never more than a goal
separating them. At three-quarter time we were level pegging, so I left the goals and gave the
boys a rousing pep talk. My future depended on the Anti-Tank winning. A few seconds before
the final bell, 15th Battery were five points ahead, when the Engineers were given a free kick,
right in their goal square. It went straight through the centre of the big sticks. I waved one flag.
Well, I might have done well on the books, but the Engineers had the last say. “Bar that
bastard from ever being goal umpire again.” They were furious and chased me around the
padang, hurling insults and water buffalo dung at me. Had they caught me, they would have
killed me.
Fighting the renowned rearguard action down the Malayan Peninsula toward Singapore,
our gun crew got as far as Bukit Timah where we took up our position. As soon as we had
stopped, I climbed on to the platform of the truck and started to set up the camouflage net over
our gun. The Japs were all about us, when suddenly, three Jap Zeros came roaring out of the
blue, straight down the road toward us, their machine guns blasting everything along the sides
of the road. I took one great flying leap for cover and as I hit the ground, my leg collapsed
under me. I sprained the cartilage of my other knee. They got me to hospital and I just laid
down, when the Japs gave the hospital one of the greatest bombings of all times and it
collapsed all around us.
I was then moved to an Indian hospital, but, with the Japs’ respect for our hospitals, it
was soon flattened too. Eventually I was evacuated to one of the warehouses near the Singapore
wharves, which had been converted into a hospital.
Singapore capitulated and the firing and bombing stopped.
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I was stretched out on my bed, when a Jap shell flew straight through the window, over
the top of me and out through an open window on the other side without exploding. Rather than
unload their gun, the Japs must have decided it was easier to clear by firing it.
I began to think that the odds in favour of my survival weren’t looking too bad.
After capitulation the Nips took over the hospital. I was the only Aussie in it and they
kept me there for five long weeks, before sending me off to Changi where the rest of our
regiment had gathered. Five weeks had been just sufficient time for me to be posted by our
scorers, as Missing Presumed Dead, with all the unfortunate effects this had on the home front.
When I ultimately got to Changi, I found it was a proverbial goldmine. Many of the
men had collected huge wads of money before the curtain went down. I had my Crown and
Anchor set with me, so I got together with Coop and some of the other boys who had a bob or
two, and we set out to make our fortune. There was money everywhere, except we didn’t have
too much of it, but hopefully, we soon would.
One chap had a pile of Singapore dollars and he pitted it all against me.
He tossed the dice. Two crowns came up. He doubled up.
He tossed the dice again. Three crowns came up. He doubled up again.
By now the kitty was worth quite a few hundred dollars. I had a gut feeling he was on a
lucky streak, but I covered him, trying to appear outwardly confident, inwardly trying to will up
three anchors.
He tossed the third time. Two more crowns.
“There you are mate,” I said, “it’s all yours,” and handed him over the lot, dice and all.
I watched with envy as those who were loaded with money, gambled recklessly and
either made bigger and bigger piles, or lost the lot. Millionaires one minute, broke the next.
The strain was too much for me. I started a game of Housie Housie from scratch. Coop
and I had one dollar between us. To encourage the mob, I made the first game a free one. The
place was full of starters and things looked hopeful. I paid out our only dollar on the free game,
and offered the players the next game for 10 cents a card. There wasn’t a single taker. I’d done
my dough, I was back to base one. I realised that to be successful in these big schools, you had
to have money in the bank.
What I now needed again was security, and as I couldn’t go back to the Glassworks at
Spotswood, I took on a job in the cookhouse in Changi. Then came a ray of hope; the Japs told
us that they were going to exchange allied POWs for some of their men. As a result, ‘A’ Force
was formed, and lucky Tom was selected as part of it.
We boarded the Toyashi Maru and set sail for Mandalay. At Mandalay we marched to
the gaol and on to the airport. My main problem at the time was that my knees wouldn’t
function properly, and every time we had a rest break on the march, I couldn’t get up quickly
enough to start off with the rest of the boys. Each time I copped a belting from the Japs for my
ineptness.
We soon found ourselves labouring on the Burma end of the Thai railway, filling in
bomb craters and levelling the landing strip. When the first big Jap bomber came in to land, I
squatted on the edge of the runway chanting,
“Crash, you bastard.
Crash, you bastard.
Crash, you bastard.”
And it did.
Cooks were in short supply, so I took on a job in the kitchen. It wasn’t long before I was
organising the cooking for the fifteen hundred men in our camp. Brigadier Varley, who was in
charge of ‘A’ Force, appointed me as the sergeant of the cookhouse, and recommended me for
an award. The rank, the extra pay, and the award, all evaporated into thin air as soon as I left
Thailand.
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The Japs had gathered their road making-machinery at Tanbusai, and it wasn’t long
before allied spotter planes flying over the area got on to it. They were very quickly followed
by a flight of ‘Flying Fortresses’. At first the boys went wild with excitement. “They’re going
to drop pamphlets,” they yelled. Then suddenly, “Wheeeeee,” and the bombs came hurtling
down, blasting two of the huts into oblivion, and killing many of the men.
I settled down to the work in the kitchen and learnt some of the skills in cooking and
acquiring rations in the jungle. Many of our boys passed by our camp on their way up the line,
and I always managed to be able to feed them all, if only by adding a few more gallons of water
to the rice and stew.
The men unloading rice for the Japs, from the barges down on the river, had to pass our
cookhouse to get to the Jap store. Some of them, who were game enough, would make a slight
detour around the back of our kitchen, and then, either leave the whole bag there or empty part
of it, before moving on to the Jap store. A bag of rice was still a bag of rice to the Japs, whether
it was full or half-full; they never checked the bags they stored. I would then reward the gutsy
scroungers for their trouble, with extra rations.
I also had the very unpleasant job of taking the last meal to the men who were
imprisoned for either attempting to escape, or being caught outside the fence trading with the
natives, before they were taken out to be shot. To add to their dread, the Japs had coffins made
and always stacked them where they could easily be seen by the men imprisoned in the
guardhouse.
I had my fair share of troubles in the cookhouse. Water and wood were always in short
supply. There happened to be a well nearby from which we would draw our water. It would
make 60 buckets a night, and we agreed to share it with the Dutch kitchen nearby, each drawing
30 buckets a day. The Dutch had planned to have a special celebration for Queen Wilhelmina’s
birthday, and at about five o’clock in the morning of her birthday, I heard a rattle of tins at the
well and went out to investigate. There was a scurry of shadows, and I was left standing there
alone, when two Jap guards confronted me. What was I doing at this hour of the morning in the
cookhouse? Well! Try telling two very irate and toey Jap guards at five o’clock in the morning
that it is Queen Wilhelmina’s birthday and you were trying to stop the Dutch cooks from
pinching your water. I couldn’t. So for the next five minutes I copped it from the guards.
Wood? Well, for a while, I had a good system for collecting wood. We were beside a
river, and there were always plenty of old bamboo sticks and logs floating past. The deal was
that for an extra ration of rice, I would get the boys to swim out and collect it. It worked well,
until one day, one of the logs began to move upstream towards the boys. It was a huge
crocodile. We went back to the hard way of collecting what wood we could fossick from the
jungle.
One of the Jap cooks, the ‘Boy Bastard’, had quite a lot of influence around the camp,
and was renowned for throwing his weight around and belting the boys. He had an odd respect
for anyone who was a cook, so I got on quite well with him. Sometimes I would trade off some
of our rations for some of his. Our daily ration of meat was about 10 pounds, which didn’t go
far in a stew for 1500 men. The Jap kitchen was issued with a substance like Bonox, which they
didn’t like, but was strong enough to add a beefy taste to our stew, so we would do a swap.
Moreover, whenever the Japs killed a beast, the Boy Bastard would always let me collect the
blood.
He was transferred out of the kitchen and sent up to 105 Camp, as one of the guards.
There he continued his habit of knocking the men about. When I first moved up to 105 Camp,
the Boy Bastard was in the throes of enjoying himself at his favourite pastime. He had worked
himself into quite a state and was giving one of the boys a sound bashing. When he saw me
coming, he stopped suddenly and raced toward me.
“Oh Hell!” I thought, “What the heck have I done now, and I only just got here.”
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When he got to me, his expression changed, a huge smile came over his face, and he
threw his arms around me, “Number one cook,” he said, and greeted me as though we were
long-lost brothers. Well, our good relationship helped, and I was able to settle him down
somewhat, so that he became a lot less interested in knocking the boys about.
Kenikara, who was now in charge of the Jap kitchen, was a different kettle of fish. His
girlfriend had told him, “No Jiggy Jig, if you beat POWs.”
My brother Bert, who was with us, was now very thin in hospital with pellagra, a filthy
skin disease caused through malnutrition. The doc said that a few eggs would do the trick and
fix him, but there wasn’t an egg to be found anywhere in the camp.
I thought I’d tackle Kenikara, so I tried to explain to him that I had a brother who was
sick in hospital and that he needed some eggs.
“Tomagos (eggs) for brother,” I said to him.
“Me see your brother,” Kenikara challenged.
I took him to see Bert, and he produced half a dozen duck eggs, but as he was about to
hand them to me, he went over to Bert to take a closer look at him. Then he said, “He not your
brother, he got Chinese eyes.”
“Get that bastard out of here,” said one very indignant brother. With a wry grin,
Kenikara handed me the half dozen eggs.
Oh, the woes of being a cook.
We moved to Kinsia, and on to Kamburi, where the Jap camp commander had a pet
rooster which had developed quite an affection for him, as he was able to feed it. It sometimes
wandered into our kitchen, and scratched around hoping to pick up an odd grain of rice. We
regarded it as sacred property.
One morning, working in the cookhouse, I just happened to look up and see one of our
guys wringing the rooster’s neck. I pounced on him and grabbed the rooster, which was just
about to pass into the great beyond, out of his hands. Near panic, I put into practice everything I
knew about resuscitating roosters. I plunged it under water and gave it a good shake. I repeated
my revival technique several times, dunking it in the trough and giving it a vigorous shake. The
rooster slowly opened its eyes, so I held it out in front of me for a few minutes, with its legs just
touching the ground, when lo and behold! It stood up erect, gave itself a bit of a shake and
tottered off drunkenly back to its master. I had averted yet another major tragedy for the boys.
Then all of a sudden, the war was over.
Five weeks later, the Japs were still armed and we were still surrounded by a huge
trench, with machine-gun posts and high bamboo fence, which had been prepared so that they
could deal with us easily if and when the allies landed in Thailand.
The Mountbattens visited our camp, and I had the pleasure of providing afternoon tea
for them, fried doovers, and rice coffee. “Fit for the Queen,” was Lady Mountbatten’s verdict.
When I finally arrived at Changi, gambling was prohibited. The craving to get back into
business was gnawing at my vitals. I had got hold of another set of two-up dice, and they were
burning a hole in my pocket, so prohibition or not, I decided to give it a go. The boys were
certain I would be axed. However the Changi authorities turned a blind eye to my game.
Brigadier Varley had told me when he first offered me the job as sergeant cook in Burma.
“Tom, forget about gambling, you run the kitchen here, and when you get out of this, we’ll
make it right for you.” The brigadier had apparently got his message through to Changi to let
me go ahead. I was back in business again, and business was booming.
With a few bob in my pocket, I boarded the ‘Moreton Bay’, bound for good old Aussie
and home. I found competition on board was pretty tough going. I started off with my two-up
game, using the dice, and my school was just getting warmed up, when one of the ship’s crew
came to light with the real thing. He started a two-up school with real pennies and took away all
my customers.
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Wandering below deck, I stumbled across a game I had never seen before, being played
by the crew. A big disc was marked into segments, some larger than the others. The larger ones
were marked with low odds, two or five to one, and as the segments got smaller, the odds
increased from ten, up to seventy-five to one.
The ringmaster had a tin, full of brown beetles. When the game was ready to start, he
took out one of the beetles and put it under a cup in the centre of the disc. When all bets had
been laid, he lifted the cup up and away the beetle would go. When it got to the edge of the
board, and was about to topple off the disc, the game was declared over and the odds paid for
the segment the beetle was on. I watched, fascinated by the amount of money laid in bets, and
the odd ramblings of the beetle.
I noticed that there was a small wall light in the cabin and, no matter which direction the
beetles started, in the end, they waddled off in the direction of the light. The light was covered
with a curtain, except for one little corner where a chink of light shone through.
Next day I had a friend lean on the curtain, just enough to open up the chink and make
the ray of light a little brighter. I placed a couple of quick bets and made a tidy sum, quitting
well before the ringmaster wakened to our little ploy.
Back on deck I went over to the two-up school. There were only two more days to go
before we arrived in Australia, and by now most of the money had gravitated into the hands of
a few big punters. Many of the men had been paid in English pound notes, and the stakes were
running high.
On the night before we were to reach Sydney, there were only six players left in the
game. More than half the fellows on the boat had gathered around to watch the excitement. As I
had been diddled out of running my own game by this mob, I decided to have a spin.
I took the pennies and gave them a toss. Down they came, two heads, so I doubled up
on the next spin.
Up went the pennies. I headed them again and let the kitty ride.
I tossed for the third time, down came the pennies, heads again.
By now kitty had grown to quite a sizeable sum. I had a feeling that this might just be
my lucky night. It was worth a try: Sydney or the bush! I decided to give it a go, one more spin,
all up.
The crowd was beside itself.
I took the pennies and tossed them up, down they came.
“Heads are right,” yelled the excited crowd.
I decided that it was time for me to depart and collect my winnings. I had just won
£1500.
While I was in Thailand I contracted amoebic dysentery and malaria and these were
among the first things I had to have fixed up, now I was home, so I spent the next nine months
in the Heidelberg Military Hospital.
I now had plenty of time now to settle down and think about the life ahead of me.
Mulling things over, my POW days had made me aware of the tremendous importance of food
and I decided that the only way to go, was to make my future in the food industry. The show
business was far too risky, it had too many ups and downs, and was far too insecure, there was
nothing in it for me. So I lay back and started to think what I would have to do to make a good
living out of the food industry.
Then, as it just so happened, the fellow in the bed alongside me wanted someone to help
him run his spinning jenny at the RSL Carnival in Geelong. Reluctantly I agreed to give him a
hand. He took so much money, I just couldn’t believe it.
Then I heard that the township of Sale was holding a special celebration, and that Apex
were looking for someone to run their spinning wheel. I got hold of my old anti-tank mate,
George Dixon; we got leave from the army and off we went to Sale. It turned out to be
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surprisingly rewarding. I was back in the show business. The food industry would just have to
do without me.
I still had my old scales, so come the next Royal Melbourne Show, I went back to
guessing people’s weights. Prices were now a shilling a guess, but I could buy a box chocolates
for ten pence and at that, business began to look good.
The mayor of one of our city bayside suburbs was planning to run a carnival and needed
someone to provide the amusements. He offered me the job. This was my first attempt at the
big time so I put every penny I had into it. I employed a couple of hands for the first time, and
set up spinning jennies, dart games, ringalette, throw the penny, and of course, guessing your
weight.
I was doing just fine, until I had a barney with the mayor. In my naturally unassuming
manner, I told him what he could do with his jolly carnival, and pulled out with all my newly
acquired amusements.
I started to work the shows and carnivals and when I had made enough money, I bought
my first merry-go-round, a three horse galloper. I kept ploughing the profits back into the
business and was able to buy a chair-o-plane and a horsey plane.
For the next eight years we had to battle hard and we worked all the capital city and
Victorian agricultural shows and carnivals. In the Wimmera, for instance, we would do as
many as six shows a week, covering Murtoa, Warracknabeal, St Arnaud, Donald, Charlton and
Ouyen. We would set up all our amusement stalls and rides, merry go rounds, dodgem cars and
Ferris wheel one day, then dismantle them all at the end of the show, only to set them all up
again, for the start of the next one. I was becoming quite a showman, running the boxing tent
and even the carnival girl competitions, and loving every minute of it.
We became very skilled at moving our equipment around; we just had to be. Rain, hail
or snow, the show had to go on, we could not let our country friends down, and we didn’t.
One day in Horsham it was pouring with rain, and we were setting up in the
showgrounds, all of us, soaking wet and knee deep in mud. The showground was a quagmire
and I said to the shire president, “This weather is shocking, we should give the whole business
away. No one will come and put up with all this bloody mud and rain.”
“Well Tom,” he said, “it might be mud to you, but it’s gold to the cockies. The
Horsham Show is the Horsham Show. They’ll turn up with their families all right and they’ll
have a great time.” And they did, mackintoshes, gumboots, kids, spare two bobs and all.
We worked hard and long hours, but we worked well, and were making a comfortable
living. Most of all, I was working in an industry which I really loved, and with people whom I
thoroughly enjoyed working with.
In 1965 I successfully tendered for the amusement area in the Alexandra Gardens
during Melbourne’s Moomba Carnival, and bought my first major ride, the Cha Cha. It was a
great success and things began to really take off from there.
Working with son Des, we decided to try to bring in a new ride every two years. Des
travelled overseas to look around for rides that were successful, and to get hold of similar rides
to send back home. As a result, we now have some of the world’s most exciting and thrilling
amusements; the Mad Mouse, the Corkscrew, the Pirate Ride, the Matterhorn, the Galaxy, the
Orbitor, the Break Dancer and so it goes on.
We grasped the opportunity to set up the amusement park at Darling Harbour in
Sydney, which Des’s young son Desmond is managing. We have undertaken the contract to
revamp Sydney’s Luna Park, and have started building the largest Big Dipper in the southern
hemisphere. We are planning by the year 2000, when the Olympic Games will be held in
Sydney, for Luna Park to be one of the world’s best amusement parks.
The business is still basically a family business. Des and his sons, Desmond and
Michael, all work as operation managers, and have their own special areas of responsibility.
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Once a month, we have a get-together to discuss our progress and work out, where-to-fromhere.
We employ a permanent staff of 40 and at our peak times, employ as many as 260
casual hands. To manage all the dismantling and transporting and reassembling and handle all
the engineering matters, we have a permanent team of four professional engineers and an
occupational health and safety engineer.
I have been president of the Victorian Showman’s Guild for 22 years and have enjoyed
every minute of my life in the show business. It’s about two years now since I managed the
whole caboose, but I enjoy sitting on the sidelines, giving encouragement and advice to Des
and his sons, and musing over what might have happened, had I finished up in the food
business.
It always gives me a feeling of great pride and satisfaction to attend the shows and
carnivals and see the queues of kids lined up for our whirligigs, all walking around happily with
prizes they have won from our amusement stalls.
My luck in life has held out. I will die wondering, had I settled in the food business
instead, whether or not I would still have a seat in my pants.
Tommy was always a fun loving man. He always seemed more worldly than the rest
of us, and was forever prepared to help any one of us with problems he would be
able to foresee. For instance he would say to me, when I wanted to join in his twoup school at Tampin, “Fink, these boys are seasoned players; give me your pay
and I’ll look after it for you. Go down to the Oasis and have yourself some fun.”
Next morning, he would hand me back my pay, with a few extra dollars.
It was only in recent years that I began to understand the reason for his added
maturity. He was unique, in that he had to grow up quicker than the rest of us. He
was married, and had his first child when he was just seventeen, and he had to
provide for his young wife and child during the depression years of 1932 to the
beginning of the war.
It was during these years that Tom gained an insight into life the hard way, living
on his wits to make a few bob, and learning from those smarter and more cunning
than himself who had no compunction in wheedling him out of his last few hardearned pennies, to leave him hungry, but always a little bit wiser.
His uniqueness lies in the fact that, when war broke out, he was a man while we
were but schoolboys. Tommy had qualified for his vocation in life, through the
University of Hard Knocks.
He had a remarkable disposition, he was forever smiling, he could always see the
funny side of life, no matter how grim things were. He would have been one of the
hardest men to ruffle, in fact I don’t remember ever seeing him ruffled.
While Tommy would have been one of the happiest scallywags of all time, he was
always generous and unpretentious. In his life in show business, it would be
impossible to calculate the money he has donated to Apex, the Lions Clubs, Rotary,
Legacy and the RSL, Hospitals, and the many other worthy societies and charities,
over the last forty years. It would add up to millions of dollars.
For instance, working in conjunction with the Lions Club, he still provides free
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rides at the Moomba Carnival for 3000 spastic children, as he has done each year
for many years. Every year, he provides the Lions Club with four fully-set-up and
functioning amusement stalls, all expenses paid, for them to operate and reap the
profits.
His ability to manage his business so successfully on a shoestring would make
many of the big entrepreneurs green with envy. He could only have achieved this by
hard work and by being extremely competent in his business. It’s not hard to see
why Tommy was destined to become the Sidney Myer or the Fletcher Jones of
Australian Show Business.
In all the years I’ve known Tommy, he hasn’t changed much, fun-loving, generous,
helpful, and unassuming. Perhaps the only real difference would be, that he would
now look eligible enough to be allowed to enter the maternity ward of his local
hospital.
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CYRIL WATSON’S STORY
MALAYA, BORNEO, SANDAKAN, AND KUCHING
As a country lad, at the age of 18 I joined the 17th Light Horse (MG) Regiment and attended
the 2nd Cavalry Division camp at Torquay for three months. I received my commission as a
lieutenant in 1940.
I had earlier applied to join the air crew of the RAAF.
About September 1940, I was at Ocean Grove with the 2nd Cavalry Division
instructing on Vickers machine guns. Captain Ward Strutt was also attending the school. The
CO was that gruff old legend who led the light-horse charge of Beersheba, Palestine, in World
War I, Colonel James Lawson. When word came through that I had been accepted by the Air
Training Scheme, I approached the colonel to inform him of my good fortune.
He calmly advised me that Manpower Regulations were now in force, which meant that
movements of all service personnel were now controlled, and as such, I would be remaining
where I was; in the army.
At this time Lieutenant Colonel C.A. McEachern, who had been commissioned to form
the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment, visited our school at Ocean Grove in search for suitable
personnel. Ward Strutt and I offered our services and were accepted. A week later we were on
our way to Puckapunyal Army Camp.
At Puckapunyal I was appointed the Troop Commander of ‘Ack’ Troop, 13th Battery,
the first troop in the Regiment, with my new colleagues, Lieutenants Jack Ross, Bill McCure,
and Charles Fotheringham. Ward Strutt was appointed our Battery Captain, Major F.A.
Fleming, our Battery Commander.
In December I applied for leave, and Pat and I were married at a small family wedding
in the chapel of St Peter’s at Melbourne Grammar School. Returning to camp early in the New
Year I was told 13th Battery would be departing on short notice and to take my embarkation
leave now and make the most of it. Fortunately the notice was not given to the troops until I
had returned to Puckapunyal, so I enjoyed a further ten days embarkation leave.
Just before leaving Australia the CO ordered changes to be made to 13th Battery. Major
L.J. (Monty) Blanksby became our Battery Commander, Arthur Brown, our Battery Captain,
Charles Fotheringham, our Intelligence Officer, and Bill McCure, Jack Ross and I, remained as
Troop Commanders. From that time on, 13th Battery became my life.
A few days later we boarded a train at Seymour, destination still unknown. We headed
north and eventually chuffed onto the wharves in Sydney. Boarding a ferry, we passed under
the harbour bridge to be confronted by a huge ship, it was the HMS Queen Mary.
Life on board ship was a saga on its own. It was hard enough to find ones way around
without the need for organised boat drills, nevertheless, the problems of shipboard life gave the
members of my troop a good chance to get to know each other and to start to form good
working relationships.
On board were the 18th, 19th, and 20th, Battalions from New South Wales, the 2/10th
Field Regiment from Queensland, the 2/9th Field Ambulance and some smaller units. 13th
Battery became part of the 22nd Brigade Group. Together, we were the first Australian troops
to be stationed in the Far East on the Malayan Peninsula.
At Fremantle I contracted pneumonia, which stayed with me throughout the rest of the
voyage. Fortunately sulphanilamide had recently been discovered, and while I was on the sick
list, I was occasionally able to enjoy a sumptuous meal of pheasant or venison. This however
came to an abrupt end when we arrived at Singapore and I was bundled straight into Queen
Alexander Hospital back on army rations.
After a short train journey to the mainland of Malaya, we were quartered in the Anglo-
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Chinese Boys School in Seremban. Gradually our equipment began to arrive, first new Ford
trucks and utilities, and then our guns - World War I, 18 pound iron shod artillery. On the
shield of one of the guns were the words, ‘For saluting purposes only.’ The 18 pounders
provided us with hard working experience, but served a purpose for our gun drills. While we
became quite adept at bogging them in rubber plantations, we were left with strong feelings of
apprehension, should we ever have to use them in action.
A few months later, we moved to Tampin, some 30 miles south, and set up our camp in
the school building and its surrounds. Nearby a camp of thatched roof (atap) huts were being
built to house the rest of the regiment when it arrived. The good news was that our 18 pounders
were to be withdrawn. The bad news was that they were to be replaced with French 75mm
Field guns from Indo China (now Vietnam). They were more mobile and our confidence in our
ability to use them as anti-tank guns soon built up. Shortly after, these guns were replaced yet
again, this time with Italian Breda 40mm light field artillery guns which had been captured in
the Middle East. It was not until November that the two pounder anti-tank guns we had been
trained to use in Australia, arrived.
15th and 16th Batteries together with RHQ arrived at Tampin. Shortly after, as the
threat of invasion became more likely, 13th Battery and RHQ were sent to Malacca, and 15th
and 16th Batteries went to Mersing and Jemaluang on the east coast.
‘Ack’ Troop became a very close knit group of men, we had trained together and we
had got to know each other well. The crews now operated their guns confidently. We were a
competent troop, well prepared for the role we would be required to take in battle. I was very
proud of ‘Ack’ Troop.
Toward the end of November 1941, tension mounted, security became stricter and we
trained in deadly earnest. On December 7, the monsoons had already started, the code word
‘Raffles’ came through, and war was declared against Japan. The Japanese army landed in
Southern Thailand and Northern Malaya, and in accordance with our mobilisation instructions
‘Ack’ Troop proceeded to Batu Pahat under the command of the 2/30th Battalion.
We were now all keyed up and ready to do our utmost. Leading our convoy of anti-tank
guns down from Malacca to Batu Pahat in a heavy monsoonal downpour, a palm tree blocked
the road ahead of us. Thinking it could well be an enemy plot, I gave my first order in combat
and called out “Action front.” The trucks skidded to a halt, and the troops scrambled out with
their 303s at the ready, only to find that the palm tree had been blown over by the strong gusty
monsoonal winds. Of course the war hadn’t got this far yet, so we continued on our way. Wet
and bedraggled, the boys surprisingly were quite unappreciative of my vigilance.
When I first reported to the CO of the 2/30th Battalion, Lieutenant Colonel Galleghan,
(later known as ‘Black Jack’) he barked at me, “And what do you think you can do for me,
Watson?”
Somewhat overwhelmed, I answered, “I can give you anti-tank support sir, and see that
your troops are not worried by tanks.”
“Fine, join my officers’ order group whenever they are called.” he said enthusiastically.
It was encouraging to be attached to a commander who believed a troop of anti-tank
guns could be useful to him.
After a day at Batu Pahat, ‘Ack’ Troop moved with the 30th Battalion convoy and took
up defensive positions at the Kluang aerodrome. It was thought that the Japs might try to land
troop-carrying gliders on the strip, so we lined up our guns to fire straight down the runway.
A flight of eleven RAF bombers landed on the drome, and I asked a British artillery
officer standing nearby, what they were.
“Blenheim Mark IIs.” he said.
“Are they good?” I asked.
“Don’t know, didn’t even see them in the Battle for Britain.” he said and then mused
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quietly, “I wonder where the hell they raked them up.”
That brief conversation did little for my confidence in the air support we were likely to
receive in our battle. This was further shattered when shortly after, a flight of Jap Navy O’s
swept in, dive-bombing and strafing the drome, and wiping out most of the squadron, which by
then, had dispersed into the camouflaged bays.
At the end of the year, we withdrew from the aerodrome and joined the rest of the
battery harboured in Menkebol Rubber Estate where we continued to brush up our gunnery
skills.
The rate of fire of our guns largely depended on how fast we could manually load them.
Accordingly I had instructed my sergeants to practice their gun drills whenever they could.
It was standard practice to carry out these drills with live ammunition and on one
occasion a faulty shell exploded before the breech had closed. The result was devastating.
Lennie Johnston, the gun loader, had his arm blown off and was blinded by the blast, Phil Relf
bombardier gun layer was seriously wounded, and Sergeant Tom Neely escaped with badly
damaged ear drums.
I was deeply shocked that such a thing happened to my men. Following the tragedy, a
Court of Inquiry concluded that the round had been faulty and that what should not have
happened, in fact, did happen
Shortly after that unfortunate incident, we were given orders to attend a live shoot,
carrying our guns ‘Porte’. Up to this point we had not fired our guns at a live target and I was
keen for the troops to gain the experience. The Porte approach required us to carry our guns on
the tray of our trucks, rather than tow them. This seemed extraordinary to me and though I
could not understand the reason for it, I nevertheless passed the instructions on to my gun
sergeants. Knowing them to be resourceful fellows, I felt they would have no problems setting
up the guns as ordered.
By using the men of two gun crews at a time, they managed to haul the guns on to the
back of each truck and by elevating their gun barrels, moved them forward with the barrels
pointing over the driver’s cabin. We were none too happy with the result. Even when the guns
were securely roped on, it still seemed dangerous for the troops to ride in the back with the gun.
When the time came to move off, we waited at the head of the convoy for ‘Beer’ and
‘Charley’ Troops. As they had not arrived at the appointed time I gave the order and we moved
off.
We had our live shoot and returned to camp to find, to my surprise, that my two
colleagues, Bill McCure and Jack Ross had been stood down and were being returned to base
for not complying with the order.
On 10 January 1942, 13th Battery was again divided and with some of 16th Battery
moved north to Segamat. Movement along the roads was almost impossible as they were
choked with refugees escaping to Singapore.
The 2/30 Battalion was sent to Gemas, and on 15th January they ambushed the
oncoming Japanese infantry in a successful encounter. A troop of our anti-tank guns destroyed
the tanks accompanying them. The AIF had met the Japanese for the first time.
‘Ack’ Troop was having plenty of action and little rest and I was beginning to find my
role fraught with difficulties. Attached to our own Battery Headquarters and supporting other
infantry units necessitated constant communication with the senior officers of both. Being
constantly on the move, this was not easy.
Fortunately my link with BHQ was Charles Fotheringham (Fother), who by now had
become my closest friend. Giving me a map reference, Fother would pass on the orders for my
troop, “Rendezvous here, rendezvous there, report to the commander of the 2/30th, or the
Ghurkhas, or the Sikh Battalion, or the British Loyals.” and so it went on. I depended on Fother
for all my instructions, and trusted him implicitly. He never let me down.
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We later joined a section of the British Engineers responsible for mining the bridges
and blowing them up when the Japanese armies threatened to cross them. On January 19, they
blew up the beautiful bridge over the Muar River on Jementah Road and that was the beginning
of the end, and our slow, steady withdrawal to Singapore had commenced.
On 22 January I was again allocated to the 2/30th Battalion at Yong Peng, and was
riding in an armoured carrier with ‘Black Jack’ Galleghan to inspect our gun emplacements,
when he mentioned how impressed he had been by the part played by the Anti-Tank Regiment
in the action so far. He then told me that Bill McCure had successfully eliminated a whole
convoy of 8 enemy tanks in the Muar battle. It was a good feeling to know that our Regiment
was performing its job so well.
We were soon subjected to a sustained heavy attack from dive-bombing and mortars.
On January 28, under a heavy mortar bombardment we suffered our first battle casualties.
Cordell Hull was killed and Tom Muir badly wounded. Severe harassment by day meant that
all our movements had to be carried out at night.
All the time we were getting closer to Singapore Island and arrived at the Causeway,
hoping for a well earned rest. That was not to be, for Fother came over with orders for our troop
to cover the Causeway and only when the last of our forces had retreated across, did we move
out.
After a week of air raids and preparation for our role on the defence of Singapore, the
inevitable happened. During the night, the Japanese army crossed the Straits of Johore, and
suddenly there were Japs everywhere.
Word came through that Jap troops supported by tanks had circled around us and were
moving in from the west coast toward Bukit Timah.
Bukit Timah was being defended by the residual forces of the Gordon Highlanders, the
Argyle and Sutherland Highlanders and the East Surrey, British Regiments. I had orders to
provide them with anti-tank support so I positioned my guns strategically along the Jurong
Road, and waited in readiness for further instructions.
Things were moving very quickly. Suddenly the Japs made another thrust toward
Singapore down Bukit Timah Road, and we were in grave danger of being cut off. I received
orders to withdraw, and sent Sergeant Neely with my Despatch Rider, Gunner Tangey, out to
pass on the message to the gun crews.
It was in the early hours of the morning, and when the messengers did not return, I set
out on foot to find out what had happened to them. I found their motorcycle damaged on the
side of the road but as there was no sign of the riders, I hurried to each of the gun crews and
passed on the order for them to prepare to move.
Jurong Road was very narrow, and just as our trucks with their guns in tow, were
turning on to the road, one of the Jap tanks coming down the Bukit Timah Road, turned and
opened fire on the first in line. It exploded in a ball of flame, all four trucks were loaded to the
hilt with land mines and anti-tank ammunition.
Trapped, turning on the road with their guns behind them, there was nothing the drivers
and gun crews could do. The trucks were extremely vulnerable and within seconds the tank hit
the other three of our trucks, leaving our guns stranded behind them.
We were all badly shocked by the sudden destruction of our trucks and the fact that we
had no means of moving out our guns, but with the Japs all around us, survival became the
order of the day, so I gathered the men together and we set off on foot as fast as we could, for
Tanglin Barracks, where I knew our RHQ was assembled.
On February 15, I received a written order, “Cease fire. Rendezvous Tanglin Barracks
1600 hours. All equipment intact.”
We made it to Tanglin as best as we could, and shortly after, were ordered to move to
Selarang Barracks. We moved off with full packs loaded with everything we thought might be
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helpful to our survival, and struggled along arriving at our destination in the early hours of the
following day.
A few weeks later, we were moved to the Gordon Highlander’s Regimental Barracks,
situated in a pleasant open area of the camp, where I had time to reflect on the hectic and
sometimes horrendous few weeks before capitulation.
The first months were spent on work parties, lectures, hospital visits and hopefully
relaxing. We were under our own administration and rarely saw the IJA. But my stay in
Changi, though stark and somewhat frugal, was to be short lived.
BORNEO, SANDAKAN, AND KUCHING.
For some time work small work parties had been coming and going into Singapore, and in May
1942, a larger party was formed and sent off to an unknown destination. ‘A’ Force went to
Burma.
On 8 July 1942, at short notice I was assigned to ‘B’ Force with about 15 officers and
30 other ranks from the 4th Anti-Tank, as part of a group of 1500 officers and men - purpose
and destination again unknown. Lieutenant Colonel Walsh, CO of the 2/10th Field Regiment
was in charge of ‘B’ force and Major Fleming was second in command.
We were trucked to Singapore Harbour and boarded the ‘Ubi Maru’, a small 3000 ton,
cargo ship, and were crowded into the fore and aft holds. It was as hot as Hades, we sweated
profusely and soon became a grubby unshaven lot. Planks were strung over the side to serve as
toilets.
The Japs feared an attack by submarines, and had that happened, there would have been
little hope for the men crammed into the holds.
Four days later we stopped off Sarawak at Miri, and were allowed our first wash under
a sea hose.
We sailed off and arrived at Sandakan in North Borneo, early in the morning. Sandakan
seemed a beautiful, colourful, peaceful place.
We were hurried off the ship and marched to a nearby school, where we spent the night
in extremely cramped conditions. We were given a small meal, and had hardly gone to sleep
before we were aroused very early in the morning, given another small meal and marched some
8 miles to a prepared native-style hut camp at a former government agricultural plantation.
There were about 200 officers with the force and we were segregated from the
remaining 1300 men. Laurie Maddocks, 15th Battery Sergeant Major, was one of the warrant
officers placed in charge of the men’s camp.
North Borneo had not been bombed by the Japs in their drive toward Australia, so that
the local population carried on in much the same way as they had before the war. The Governor
and British civilians had been interned on the nearby Island of Berhala, but the Governor was
still able to maintain his influence over the civil administration, including the North Borneo
Police Force, which was under the control of a Sikh sergeant, loyal to the British. As a
consequence, some of our officers, working through the Police Force, were able to obtain
supplies ranging from essential medical items to radio parts.
The Japs announced plans to build an aerodrome in the rugged swampy rainforest
country about a mile from the camp and they estimated it would take about three years to
complete. Work parties of between 30-50 men were organised and went to work on it straight
away. While the work was heavy there seemed to be no sense of urgency and the Japs relied on
the officer in charge of each work party to control the men and see that the work allotted to
them was completed. In these early stages the Japs seemed indifferent toward exercising their
control over the men and beatings were rare.
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Our Jap guards treated the officers reasonably well, they seemed to respect the rank of
officers and generally left us to our own resources. We had a separate garden plot outside the
camp, and were allowed to go out of camp to work in it, being only checked in and out by the
guard at the gate.
This gave us the chance to do a bit of scrounging as well as our gardening, and we
became quite expert at surreptitiously bandicooting tapioca roots from the nearby plantations,
without leaving the slightest trace of our handiwork.
After a short while, we were joined by another party of 800 British officers and men
who were billeted nearby. This was followed by ‘E’ force, another party with some 500
Australians which was initially sent to Berhala Island, the Governor and other internees having
been transferred earlier, to Kuching.
A group of six officers and sergeants managed to escape from Berhala and as their luck
would have it, they were picked up by an American submarine that was making contact with
‘Z’ Force and other of our troops which were carrying out guerrilla warfare The Japs had no
idea how they had managed to escape and search parties continued to scour the area for days to
follow.
Earlier there had been several attempts to escape, but none had been successful and the
men were either shot or finished up in Sandakan gaol.
The Kempi Tai (Japanese Gestapo) moved in to control all the camps in the Sandakan
area with their callous and ruthless approach. They began to interrogate the civilians in the
Borneo Administration and Police Force, and the whole nature of our existence took a sudden
turn for the worse. We were required to stay within the confines of the camp and worse still, the
Kempi Tai took over the control of the work parties.
The Kempi Tai demanded that set numbers of men form each work party, and if there
was not enough fit men, the numbers were made up from the sick. The officers agreed to make
up the numbers rather than allow the sick to go out. There was no let up, the Kempi Tai drove
everyone to their fullest. The work now involved removing the huge stumps of the rainforest
trees and quarrying gravel for the runway of the drome. To add to our difficulties, it was the
monsoonal period, and the rain poured down on us in torrents. (Sandakan has an annual rainfall
of some 240 inches.)
The Kempi Tai carried heavy canes and took great delight in showing off their
superiority by humiliating the officers in front of their men, and would hit out at them or punch
them without pretence. One of their favourite means of tormenting officers was to give us
‘aeroplane drill’. This involved simply standing the officer in the sun for hour after hour, with
his arms outstretched. Whenever the strain became so great he was forced to drop his arms and
was given a wallop with the cane. Another of their specialties was to make an officer look
directly into the sun and whack him every time he was compelled to look away or close his
eyes.
On an occasion when one of the officers was receiving a severe thrashing from one of
the Kempi Tai, the men reacted by stopping work. Growling, they walked slowly toward the
guard. The guard stood his ground unmoved and bellowed out to his fellow Kempi Tai guards,
who all cocked their rifles conspicuously and held them at the ready. Still voicing their protest,
the men returned to work.
One day, on our way back from our day’s toil, we were halted as we neared camp.
Guards were posted closely around us, and we were made to strip off and stand naked for an
hour while the Japs searched through our clothing. At the same time other Japs made a
thorough search through our gear and belongings at camp. As a result, Vern Rae and several
other officers were taken to Sandakan prison.
Vern and several of us, had started to make plans for escape, so that we would be
prepared if ever the opportunity arose. The guards had found a map of Borneo he had drafted as

193

part of this exercise, in his gear.
Later on Vern and others were returned to our camp at Kuching. Vern was a mere
shadow of his former self. He told us he had been held in isolation for three months by the
Kempi Tai, who had starved, beaten and tortured him, and interrogated him almost every day.
As they could not find a link between Vern and the suspect signals group, he was released.
Two days after their initial search, the Japs found a wireless hidden under the cover of
the sceptic tank, and all hell broke loose. The officers in charge of the camp, were taken into
custody at the camp guardhouse, where they were tortured and thrust into small bamboo cages
where, for days they could only squat, crouched unable to move.
Flushed with success, the Kempi Tai took away batches of officers and men for
questioning. As this involved torture, they soon found out the relationship that existed between
the evacuated Governor and the police. Their next step was to find out who were the camp
contacts with them.
As it happened, an Australian, Doctor Taylor was in charge of the Sandakan hospital
and, before the Governor was exiled to Berhala, he passed over his authorities to the doctor.
One of the 8th Division Signals officers, Captain Matthews, established contact with the good
doctor and became the lynch pin between our camp and the North Borneo Police. He and the
doctor were both working toward establishing communications with Australia.
The atmosphere in the camp became unbearably tense, everyone was suspect and all the
small privileges we had, were taken away.
Then one day two trucks loaded with Jap guards arrived at the camp gates. The guards
from the first formed up outside the fence and while those from the second truck raced in and
surrounded the officers’ quarters. We were given two hours to pack our gear and move out. We
were forbidden from making any contact with the troops left at the camp, so there were no
farewells and we left Sandakan, without any idea as to where we’re headed or what was going
to happen to us.
It was October 1943 when our party of 160 officers moved out of Sandakan.
We were crammed onto the open deck of the stern of a small coastal steamer and we set
off down the coast of Borneo. At least we had a beautiful view of the sea.
As our luck would have it, we were travelling around the northern tip of Borneo, when
we sailed into the teeth of a tropical typhoon. The mountainous seas towering above us were
frightening, and the pitching and tossing resulted in most of the men being seasick. Fortunately
I was not affected and was able to benefit from the increased availability of rations. We sailed
into Labuan with a huge list to starboard, which was partly righted by all of us staying put on
the port side of the ship.
After a week of sailing, we moved up the river estuary to Kuching and marched straight
to our new camp. It was a big heavily guarded camp which already housed some thousand
British and Dutch officers and troops and a large number of civilian internees, including
women and children and members of a Dutch Franciscan monastery; most of whom had been
there since the fall of Singapore.
We settled ourselves in as best we could and I had the feeling that somehow this was
going to be my residence for the duration.
We did not have to work other than to look after the normal camp services. The camp
had an extensive library, so that it wasn’t long before we had set up our own educational study
groups, to help pass the time of day.
The subjects were developed around the knowledge and experience of the members of
our group, and very soon, study sessions were flourishing. There were courses in the history of
English literature, philosophy, psychology, science and maths. In addition sessions were held in
some of the more practical subjects like law and accounting, and I made sure there was one on
my specialty, agriculture and livestock.
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Attending and presenting sessions helped take my mind off the humdrum of life in the
camp, and from thinking too much about the ultimate consequences of being a POW.
There was always the possibility that as the war moved nearer to Japan, the Japs might
go mad and want to eliminate us. A group of anti-tank officers, Vern Rae, Bill Peck, Keith
Madin and myself, who had by now become the closest of friends, got together regularly to
discuss what we might be able to do should this ever become a reality. We concentrated on
familiarising ourselves with the area around us and studying how best we could find our
direction from the stars.
We often saw flights of American Super Fortresses flying high above on their bombing
missions. Occasionally the camp would be buzzed by Lightning Fighter Bombers as they
passed on their way back from a raid on the Jap fortifications in the area. Later on they dropped
pamphlets urging the IJA to surrender.
I obtained a job with a party to collect wood and stack it outside the fence near the main
gate. This enabled me to go outside the camp boundaries and would give me an advantage,
should any life threatening situation ever arise.
It was August 1945, and I was as usual working on the woodheap, when Monty
Blanksby, having been summoned to the Camp Commander’s quarters, returned and told me
that the war was over.
Colonel Suga, the Camp Commander had told him, “The terrible Americans dropped
some huge bombs on Nagasaki and Hiroshima and caused awful damage. You can soon go
home to your families. I have no family to go home to. I lived in Nagasaki.”
Later Colonel Suga addressed our parade and told us that atom bombs had been
dropped, and that the Emperor had ordered his forces to lay down their arms. “You will be well
protected, keep up your morale and particularly look after your sick comrades.” (Colonel Suga
later committed hara-kiri at Labuan.)
The rations in the camp began to improve, and an air of expectancy pervaded the camp,
but poor health and malnutrition were still with us. My diary shows this entry for 15 August
1945 (the day peace was declared), “Late in the afternoon, Monty Blanksby informed us that
Lieutenant Brad Pascoe-Pearce had died - the tragic effects of doubt and uncertainty and
tuberculosis.”
The entry for August 18, reads, “About 1500 hours, news came through that Lieutenant
Jim Flett had died in hospital. Very sad but...”
Jim was carried to the cemetery in a ‘camp coffin’, a coffin with a hinged bottom which
was lowered into the grave, and when the service was over, the hinge was released and the
coffin raised to be used again. Both Brad and Jim were laid to rest by a guard of their fellow
officers.
During our last days at Kuching, we came in contact with other Australian troops and
found out what happened to those who we had left behind at Sandakan. Slowly we pieced
together the whole horrible picture. It had a tremendous impact on me.
The 1800 Australian and 700 British officers and men, who had remained in the camp
when we left, had all been killed. The camp had been bombed by the allies and after a while, all
the men who were able were marched out to Ranau. They were either killed on the march or
slaughtered when they arrived at their destination. There was no trace of them or the sick and
wounded who had been left behind at Sandakan. The camp at Sandakan had been completely
obliterated and had reverted back to the jungle.
The vagaries of war take on some strange twists completely out of our control. I was
evacuated from Sandakan before these atrocities occurred, and as a result I am able to tell this
story.
Thirty three members of the Anti-Tank Regiment were killed in Sandakan. Their
deprivation and subsequent murder have been horrible to contemplate. To me, their murder will
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remain an indictment against the Japanese army forever.
Finally by September 12, 1945, we left Kuching and boarded the USS Willoughby
bound for Labuan. At Labuan I embarked on the hospital ship, Wanganella, and sailed for
Australia, passing through the Coral Sea with all its battle relics. (How close it was.)
The war has left me with some bad memories that I would rather be without. What I
like to remember though, are the wonderful courageous men that I had the good fortune to meet
and admire, and am able to call my friends. Australians who had the courage and determination
to keep their country free.
On October 14, at Heidelberg RGH, I found Pat waiting for me.
The battle for rehabilitation had begun.
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DON MOORE’S CARTOONS
CARTOONS THAT KEPT US SMILING
Keeping up our morale was quite a business our days as POWs. Most of the Aussie
POWs retained their optimism, and their faith in their future, even in the darkest
days when malnutrition and tropical diseases were rife and mates were dying
around us. It was never going to happen to us.
We were all young men, mostly in our very early 20s, with life ahead of us, but
there was so little to laugh about, that we tended to look on the funny side of
anything that happened.
It wasn’t unusual to find oneself being set up for a laugh by his mates. At
Thompson Road in Singapore, there was a tree that produced small edible berries,
which were sweet and if you were able to gather enough of them and keep them so
that they could ripen, they could give a nice flavour to your rice. But the berries
were in bigger demand than the tree could produce, so one of our mates would get
up at sparrow twitter and check out the tree for the few green berries that had filled
out overnight, and put them in his tin to ripen. For fun we hid his tin, we all thought
it was a great joke, the more annoyed and angry our mate became the funnier we
thought it was. We were pretty desperate for something to laugh at.
There were the concert parties that were held regularly at Changi, and we had two
great comedians in the Anti-Tank, Frank Woods, who later became a popular TV
star in Melbourne, under the name of Frank Ritch, and his partner Sergeant Jack
Goeghegan. They had a wonderful facility to reel off story after story and have us
in fits. I had planned to include some of their fun and nonsense in this exercise, but
unfortunately they both died before I could get them, and to our everlasting regret
their stories and jokes died with them. But between them, ‘Woods and Geegin’
made a great contribution to our morale and kept us smiling. To us, they were far
better than ‘Flannagan and Allan’.
Another who helped keep our spirits up was Don Moore.
Don Had a unique ability to see what was going on around the unit and represent it
in a quick humorous sketch.
There were lovely pristine white walls in the barracks and they provided an ideal
spot for his fun. I guess Don would now be regarded as one of the nuisance graffiti
artists had he not diverted his artistic talents in other directions.
The cartoons soon decorated most of the walls of the rooms in which we were
billeted and we would go around looking to see what he had seen each day and
who it was he had sketched.
Some 50 years down the track, Don has reproduced some of the sketches we could
well remember. No book about anti-tankers would be complete without them.
No names are given for reasons that are obvious, so that identities are privy to
anti-tankers.

197

198

199

200

201

202

203

204

205

THE STORY ABOUT ERIC COOPER
WHAT HAS HAPPENED TO HOLD US TOGETHER
Eric went through many of the experiences recounted here by his mates, and generally had a
pretty rough time of it all. He could have easily filled a book about what happened to him, but it
is his contribution after the war that is presented here.
There were 600 anti-tankers in the regiment when it was first formed; 150 went to
Darwin, 450 went to Singapore and Malaya. 300 returned, and there are at present some 130
surviving members.
It’s probably not hard for readers to understand how the common experiences shared by
anti-tankers would have bonded them together, but any such group needs a structure, and
someone to assume the role of holding members together. That someone is Eric Cooper.
It seems to me that the stories we have strung together here, would leave a void if we
omitted to include the story of how the group of men just happened to stick so closely together
over the past 50 years.
By an odd coincidence, it happened that Eric’s father, Captain A.D. Cooper, was
instrumental in my joining the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment, and it follows that I played a small role
in influencing Eric to join. We have known each other since then and have shared many of our
experiences, happy and otherwise, together.
Eric has virtually become the keystone of what we now call the 4th Anti-Tank
Association. Through his natural interest, he knew every man in the regiment and now knows
their wives or widows and the general state of their well-being. So with his help, the story of
our association has been put together.
Once the boys got back home, it didn’t take them long to establish a central meeting
place. Keep in mind that when we returned from overseas we were around 24 years old, and
had become very thirsty. Food and essentials in Australia were still being rationed on a wartime
basis, and that included beer and tobacco. One had to wait a very long time in a very long
queue outside ‘Young and Jacksons’ for a one-only bottle of Vic.
It took the boys from the Numurkah Mob with their drought-honed instincts, to suss out
a hotel with beer and a sympathetic licensee. In their perambulations around the city, Cliff
Moss, Strawb Christie and Ron Haynes found just such a place and person, within days of their
return home. The Imperial Hotel on the corner of Melbourne’s Bourke and Spring Streets was
the place, and the sympathetic licensee was Jim Kenny. Jim took a quick liking to the Mob, and
it wasn’t long before he was keeping them in supply of bottled beer and reserving some of his
precious quota of draft for them, long after he had hung up his ‘Sorry, No Beer’ sign on the
main door.
It wasn’t surprising to find that, very soon after their discovery, the Mob was joined by
all the other thirsty anti-tankers, and a group watering-hole was established, laying the
cornerstone for the formation of the Association.
It didn’t take long before a small brass plate, complete with our regimental badge was
screwed onto the wall in the corner where we all regularly met. To deter interlopers, it reads:
This corner is reserved
Between the hours of 5:00 and 6:00pm
For members of the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment
Who meet here every Friday night.
It is still there.
In line with our now deeply ingrained egalitarian behaviour, no one, but no one, was
allowed to shout a round of drinks. We would assiduously put in our two bobs and our faith, in
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the hands of our elected drink treasurer, Jimmy Howard, to pay for the beers and let us know
when the next two bob was due.
At 6:00pm, as was customary at the time, we would line up a couple more ten-penny
pots each, and as the licensing law required of us, we found no trouble in quaffing them down
before 6:15pm, the statutory closing hour. At this point, it also became customary for Jim
Kenny to shuffle off the anti-tankers and shut us up in the bottle room until he had cleared out
the bar. He would then let us out, with the words, “You blokes can’t go yet, who the hell do
you think I’m going to drink with, if you go?” Before leaving the Imperial for home, we would
line up with our gladstone bags, to carry the half-dozen bottles of Melbourne Bitter which Jim
would hand over to each of us.
Friday nights at the Imperial also gave the boys a chance to reciprocate for the part
played by the Salvation Army during the Malayan Campaign, and they responded by
subscribing to their weekly ‘War Cry’, and to their happy visitations to the hotel. The Salvos
had become as much a part of our Imperial environment, as they had been in Singapore and
Malaya.
The Association took off from there, as in this environment the boys were at their
creative best. To cater for our wives and sweethearts, we consoled ourselves by putting an extra
two bob each week into Jimmy’s kitty, for a combined Christmas dinner.
When Joe and Lou Molina acquired the Imperial, the Association was quick to make
Joe an honorary member. Then things really took off. Popular restaurateurs, Joe and Lou
looked after us as we had never been looked after before. That was after they had enjoyed their
little prank on our first Christmas dinner, serving us with a small bowl of plain boiled rice each.
After that, the spread was always sumptuous, their hospitality generous: oysters,
crayfish, turkey, nothing but the best. The Molina brothers never failed to turn on the most
lavish of spreads for us. Dinners at the Imperial were, as a result, something to look forward to.
Always there were stories of the brighter side of life. Sometimes we would get so carried away,
that it was easy for us to overlook the compelling needs of others, as happened when Lennie
Johnstone, who had been blinded by a premature explosion of one of our rounds of
ammunition, reminded us.
“Oh, if only I could see,
I’d go outside and have a pee.”
The Imperial became the natural meeting place for our country mates coming down for
the footy finals and the Royal Show, and for those coming from interstate for the Melbourne
Cup. There would usually be one of the boys in the corner to greet them when they arrived but,
if there wasn’t, they wouldn’t have long to wait before there was. In the meantime, the barman
would always make any new-comer who had earned the right to drink with us in the corner,
very welcome during his short wait, with ‘one on the house’.
The Friday get-togethers provided a great opportunity to unwind for the week and
served to strengthen the bonds that had developed between us. It remained the focal point of
our friendships until 1991, when only a few stalwarts hung out against the newly imposed
drinking and driving laws.
Up to that point, however, the boys enjoyed their get-togethers at the Imperial so much
so, that we began to look for ways of ensuring that we would keep together. There were other
ex-POW Associations that we could have merged with, but Eric led the move to stay on our
own. We were rather smug about the idea of calling ourselves the ‘Imperial’ sub-branch of the
4th Anti-Tank Regiment.
In 1949, we all met at a reunion held in the drill hall in Batman Avenue and the nucleus
of our Association emerged. Monty Blanksby became our nominal president and Les Wragge
was given the task of carrying out the role of secretary. For the following few years we enjoyed
get-togethers at Avonleigh House in Carlton on Melbourne Cup Eve. The beer flowed freely
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and we had a riot of fun.
At a meeting in 1951, the boys resolved to set up something more formal and
permanent, and the 4th Anti-Tank Association was officially launched. Monty and Les
remained as our president and secretary and Eric became our treasurer, and a committee was
appointed. It was not an Association of POWs, but an Association of all members of the 4th
Anti-Tank Regiment, so that the boys from both the Darwin and Malayan campaigns merged
together.
In 1954, after Monty’s death, it was decided to appoint the Association president
annually, selected from members of the committee. Annual general meetings and the election
of office bearers, took place on Anzac Eve. After much shenanigan, to the enjoyment of the
members, the retiring committee is always re-elected, and last year’s vice-president becomes
the new president. All very friendly and predetermined, but nevertheless assuring the perpetuity
of the Association.
In the early stages, the committee met at night on a monthly basis. Ken Dumbrell, being
in business and having his own private offices provided an ideal venue, and for many years our
meetings were held in the offices of Gaiety Toys, Leader Plastics or Checkers Condoms
(though at the time, we hadn’t heard of them being referred to as condoms). As time
progressed, Eric suggested that the committee should meet mid-mornings, meetings rotating
between the homes of members. Wives were invited to come along and have their own little
gossip corner, and incidentally, provide our lunch. This has worked wonders in keeping up the
enthusiasm of a committee of veterans.
With the passage of time annual general meetings are now held on the afternoon before
Anzac Day. A wise move for us, who are now all prepared to accept our status as veterans
without question and without embarrassment.
Funds are raised through membership fees and contributions, supplemented with a
Melbourne Cup sweep each year enabling us to meet our running costs and to cover some of
our welfare needs. This may take the form of providing a little comfort and happiness for our
widows, by way of flowers, winter heating, Christmas greetings, assistance with funeral costs
or whatever.
For those less able, working bees were arranged to help them with their projects around
the house. Working bees were always great fun. Whether we were setting out lawns and
gardens, laying bricks or concreting paths, the jobs were always done well, as by this time the
boys had developed a wide range of skills and knew all about working together. The lucky
recipient of the job was, of course, obliged to look after our welfare, and this usually took the
form of providing a keg of Victoria Bitter.
Visits are arranged by our welfare officer - Bob Beaumont, for the ever increasing
influx of members into Heidelberg Military Hospital. In cases of special need, financial help
may be given. The following is an extract of a letter from Vern Rae after the bushfires had
ravished his home in Tasmania in 1967.
“Dear Eric,
Two days after February 7th, the day that saw disaster and desolation strike South Eastern
Tasmania, I was still in a shocked and dazed condition.
Now for a different reason, I am dazed and overwhelmed by the generosity of the 4th Anti-Tank
Association to assist an old mate in distress.
By nature, I am a pretty calm and controlled character in normal times, but the magnificent
response by my family and friends to our dilemma has undermined and struck deeply at the
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chords of my emotions. Suffice to say that the Rae clan are eternally grateful to your committee
for their spontaneous and generous assistance.
It hurts like hell to lose all the irreplaceable family treasures, books and souvenirs and pieces
of furniture, but time is a great healer and when one is surrounded by family and friends, the
road to recovery is made much easier.
Tell Clarrie, Andy and the boys that Rae will rise again, when this mess is but a memory, and I
can join the fellas again at the Imperial.
What a blessing the footy starts here on Saturday. It is just the diversion I need.
Sincerely and gratefully,
Vern Rae.”
In 1953 ‘Tid-Apa’ was born when Monty Blanksby put together a small newsletter
containing information about members and their wives, and inviting those who were not yet in
our Association to come and join us.
Why Tid-Apa? Well! Tid-Apa is a Malayan saying, it literally translates as ‘No Worry’,
but it fits in nicely with our own army vernacular. It was a popular saying in POW camps,
when things got a bit rough. Tid-Apa was a hopeful expression that things would get better, but
there was not much we could do about them. So why worry? She’ll be right. She’s apples.
What the heck? Tid-Apa!
Since Monty Blanksby’s first issue, Tid-Apa has been the means of keeping members
informed on the well-being of their mates, and on forthcoming events, and sometimes is even
bold enough to express a point of view on current topics. Though we were never as vociferous
as the RSL, we were at our most heated when we saw Queensland selling off our country to our
erstwhile enemy. We laid off somewhat when we saw that everyone else in Australia seemed
quite happy to sell out our country this way, in spite of the consequences and dangers we
envisage.
On Monty’s death, the following appeared in the third issue of Tid-Apa in December
1954.
In Memoriam
In opening this Christmas issue, may we pause for a moment to respect the memory of one of
our best known comrades.
The death on October 30th of MAJOR MONTY BLANKSBY, former Battery Commander of 13
Battery, and virtually founder of our Association, although he had been in ill health for some
time, has come as a great shock to all who knew him.
Shortly after his return to Australia, Monty, possibly best-known and most popular of all our
officers, set about rounding up former members of 13 Battery, and formed the nucleus of this
Association.
His ambition was the complete reunion of the regiment into this Association, and few can
realise what the fulfilment of this ambition, only shortly before his death, can have meant to
Monty.

209

As the unit is again together as a regiment in the comradeship of the Association, may we now,
and at our next meeting, remember the work and drive which Monty gave so willingly to make
this fellowship possible.
“Goodbye Major Blanksby - Farewell Captain Brown,
Since we’ve joined your army we’ve all been ....”
Tid-Apa now met an essential need in our lives and we searched among us for someone
with the creative ability to continue it. Don Moore with his flair for cartoons and individual
approach was an ideal choice and took on the role of preparing it. His sketches of some of his
insights into the humorous side of our lives were a highlight of this era. It was not an easy role
for Don, as he lived in Numurkah and the committee was centralised in Melbourne, so the job
of putting the journal all together gravitated to Phil Relf, another creative member of the
regiment. Phil worked hard at getting reluctant members to contribute personal articles and
items, and unearthed a bucketful of talented journos.
On Phil’s death, the job was taken over by Alf Montfort, who for the next twelve years,
with the help of his wife Ailsia, edited and produced the journal together. Alf’s gentle
philosophies permeated through the group and met our maturing needs.
On Alf’s death, the members of the committee tried to fill the gap on a collective basis,
but the job of producing the journal ultimately descended on, guess who? Eric and his wife Pat;
with help from the daughter of one of the Numurkah Mob, Marilyn Haynes. Tid-Apa has
become a much-loved journal, keeping us in touch with all we need to know to bond us
together in lifelong friendship.
Anzac Day always holds a special significance for members. Apart from the
opportunity to pay respects to fallen comrades, Anzac Day is an opportunity to renew old
friendships. After the first Shrine service in 1946, we stood around and talked a little and then
went on our way. What we needed was a place where we could gather and talk about things
over a few beers. Somewhere with a bit of atmosphere and class.
We searched around for somewhere near at hand to the Shrine. Fishermen’s Bend was
the quick answer and so Fishermen’s Bend it was for just on 20 years. The atmosphere and
class would just have to wait.
Rituals developed there, which live through to the present day. Tommy Hallahan, who
was always on the lookout for a quick way to make a quid, was working in the fruit and veggie
trade and had acquired a fruit van. So we loaded a couple of niners onto the back of the van,
and set off into the wilds of Fisherman’s Bend. It was usually pretty chilly on the open
windswept flats of the Bend, so Tommy’s banana boxes, which he always happened to have in
the truck and which he assured us cost him two bob a piece, came in handy for the blazing fire
we needed to provide our bodily warmth. (We had no problems with our inner warmth.)
Tommy never did get the few quid we owed him for the cases.
A blazing fire meant that we could cook up a few savs which then became standard
fare. Before things warmed up, there was always a silent tribute paid to fallen comrades and the
playing of the Last Post and Reveille.
By 1965, the aldermen of Melbourne found other uses for Fishermen’s Bend and our
search for another venue with atmosphere and class, began again in earnest. Andy Malcolm,
who was a garden supervisor with the Melbourne City Council, arranged for us to have the use
of the Council’s yard at Prince’s Park. We continue to meet here after the Anzac Day Shrine
service to this very day. While we still carry on with all the same rituals, the get together has
developed some of the attributes of a family picnic. Wives, children and grand-children arrive
for their hot dog and Adam’s pie and sauce and a couple of Allie’s Anzac bikkies, while we
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veterans valiantly try to consume our quota of Fosters Light, served by Coop’s two illustrious
sons, Ron and Mark.
Weary Dunlop loved to get down to Prince’s Park and spend a few carefree hours away
from the pressures of his many worthy interests, reminiscing with the boys. Weary had always
maintained close association with all his POW mates and continued to look after our special
medical needs. Having been the guest speaker at our reunion in 1959, we made him an
Honorary Life Member of the Association, and over the years he enjoyed his relationships with
the boys. Of course the boys revered him.
Weary always wore his colonel’s uniform on Anzac Days. Weighed down with all his
medals and awards, he made an impressive and formidable figure. For the younger generation,
the chance to mingle with one of the world’s greats, who had such an unassuming, gentle
manner, and who, by his beady eyes and wry smile, let them know how much he enjoyed
talking with them, was a lovely experience for them. He would tell them, in his own quiet way,
that with people like them around, the world is in safe hands. Their meetings with Weary gave
the youngies a great thrill and left them with memories they will never forget.
Perhaps one of the most moving experiences is the few moments of silence in the inner
sanctum of the Shrine of Remembrance, followed by the playing of the Last Post and Reveille,
which resounds through the passageways and corridors of the vault, and sends vibrations down
one’s spine.
Clarrie Owen felt that it would be a good thing for us to have our own annual service at
the Shrine, at which we could pay our tributes to the members of the Association who were no
longer with us. In 1960 he arranged for an oak tree to be planted in their memory in the grounds
of the Shrine, near the Memorial Garden.
Each year since then, around Royal Show-time, we have held a Dedication Service at
our tree. We have seen our oak grow to great proportions, and have been moved by the many
addresses that have been given by our members and guest speakers over the years. Our short
march to the tree was led by young pipers from the Scotch College Pipe Band. After the
address, Bill Brown played the ‘Piper’s Lament’ and we proceeded into the inner shrine for that
soul stirring experience, lined around the deep-set stone with its sacred words, ‘Greater love
hath no man’ (than he who is prepared to lay down his life for his country).
In one of our rare flashes of brilliance, at one of our committee meetings in 1989, we
decided to break with tradition and give the oldies a rest and invite our children to give the
address at our Dedication Service. Eric’s daughter Jill (now Jill Martin) consented to present
the first of these addresses. It is left to you, the reader, to appreciate the utter wisdom of our
choice.
Jill’s address.
“I was here at the first service at this tree in 1960 at the age of eleven. It seems the clock has
turned full circle and I am here now, with my own daughter Rebecca who has just turned
eleven.
When I asked Rebecca why we attend this ceremony, she said, “To remember the people who
fought in the war and what happened to them, and to pray for the people who didn’t come
back.”
My son Timothy expressed similar sentiments, “It’s sort of like a funeral for people who died in
the war, we sort of celebrate that the people fought for our lives.”
They both agreed that it is a good thing for us to remember. My husband and I heartily agree.
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This tree was planted in memory of those members of the 4th Anti-Tank Unit who died either in
active service or in captivity.
As a child I found this remembrance a very difficult concept to understand. How could I
remember someone if I had never met him?
As I grew older, I came to realise that personal memory is only one aspect of the tree, and that
remembering why those people died is of very great significance.
I realised too, that our tree also commemorates those who have died since their return to
Australia, an understanding born out of the pain of personal loss.
When I attended this ceremony as a child, I came as part of my family, part of a yearly ritual,
with scant clarity of understanding. As this tree has grown, so have I, through the turbulent
times of the sixties with their upheaval of society’s values and morals.
During this time of conflict which incorporated the war in Vietnam, when I was questioning
adult values and embracing Pacifism, there were some contradictions in my feelings for this
day in September. And yet, it never occurred to me not to come.
Looking back, I’m still not certain of the reason for this, but I believe that the key word is
respect, respect for a special group of men, their suffering and their ideals.
The seventies and eighties altered my life, with new responsibilities of marriage and a family.
I have changed. How could I not?
In these ever changing times we must all adapt, if we are to keep up with the world and its new
ideas.
Have you not changed too?
This tree has not changed, but my perceptions of it have.
This is not just a tree of remembrance, but a tree of life, of hope, of peace.
It has sprung from the ideals of you men who came back from a living hell, to carve out a life
for yourselves and to raise your children in the country for which you fought and suffered, that
free country which gave you some of the incentive and tenacity to survive those years of
hardship and deprivation.
And now your children have their own children. Life goes on.
Life is embodied in this tree, and where there is life, there is hope. Hope for better things, for
freedom from hunger, pain and persecution, and for peace. Indeed, for all those principles for
which you fought and for which many gave their lives.
While this tree lives, it will help us and our children, and even our children’s children to
remember, not only those who died, but the things they died for.
And we must never forget, World Peace is one of the most important issues, if not the most
important issue of our time.
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If we remember the past, if we can learn from our history, perhaps we are one step nearer to
that peaceful world.”
Of course, there are many other occasions when members of the group get together. We
would never miss the Annual POW Reunion at Numurkah. The anti-tankers have always
attended en masse to enjoy the warm country hospitality, so freely offered by the people of the
township, and to take part in the reunion celebrations and the memorial service at the town’s
cenotaph. The fun and happy experiences we have had, going to, coming from, and at
Numurkah, would fill a book (including a traffic officer’s book, if they had been as vigilant
then as they are today). The Numurkah reunions have certainly provided us with a means of
further extending and strengthening our friendships.
Whilst the darker days had their drawbacks, they also laid the foundation for friendships
that would endure throughout our lives. What we needed were people with vision to see the
potential strength offered by our unique experiences. Monty and Eric were among the foremost
of these special people. Their role in forming and running the 4th Anti-Tank Association has
enabled our members and their families to further their chances of living happily together in
this world of ours.
Eric has spent a great deal of his life looking after the individual needs of members,
forever strengthening relationships and leaving no stone unturned to help anyone with a
problem.
A son wants to find out about a father whom he can identify with.
A daughter wants to know where and how her dad died.
A grandchild wants to know whether the man in this photo is her grandfather.
“I had a mate in the Anti-Tank years ago, can you tell me about him or put me in
touch with him ?”
“Can you help me arrange a Regimental funeral for my dad?”
“Coop, do you think I should include Epilogue Mark I with its occasional wrathful
comment, in this book?”
And so it goes on. Eric just happens to have become the one to help us all. It has all
been done on his own free will and volition.
Ask Eric if his work has been without reward, and he would reply; “No way; I’ve
enjoyed every moment of it to the full.”
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EPILOGUE - MARK II
OUR FUTURE IN YOUR HANDS
One in three anti-tankers succumbed to the war and the period of internment that followed.
Subsequently, many others have had their lives shortened by the events that happened to them
during those times.
But how does survival happen? Why one man and not another?
It makes us realise how little control we had over the things that happen to us during war.
You are with a group of men caught in a fusillade of gunfire; some are shot and
killed, others are shot and wounded, you escape unscathed.
A bomb explodes and shrapnel flies through the air; some men are blown to bits,
you are unharmed.
A mortar bomb lands in your funkhole. It happens to be a dud.
As you line up for your rice, a fly lands on your eating utensil. It happens to be
contaminated with cholera.
While you are asleep in your tent, a mosquito lands on your arm; its bite infects you
with deadly cerebral malaria.
You are cut down with a deadly tropical disease. In your camp is the one doctor
who knows how to treat it.
You are in a convoy; three ships are loaded with POWs, two of them are sunk. The
ship you are on passes through the blockade and you arrive safely at your
destination.
The ship you are on is torpedoed and sunk. You escape injury and, for four days,
float around in the random currents of the ocean without food or water. A
submarine happens to surface near enough to see you and rescue you.
The ceiling of the coalface you are working on caves in the very moment you arrive
safely on the surface of the mine.
You are in Nagasaki building ships when you are moved inland to a country area
just weeks before the atom bomb explodes and wipes out the city’s entire
population.
The Japanese High Command orders the execution of all POWs. Just days before
the date of your execution, peace is declared.
One third of the anti-tankers did not escape fate’s hand and perished in incidents like these. But
why them? They were fine young men.
Why did Bill McCure, Clarrie Thornton, Bill Cunneen and the others survive? Why me? Only
those of us who survived can tell the story for those who didn’t.
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While it is impossible to understand the reasons for the things that happened to us during the
war, it is not quite the same when one looks at what happens in our civilian life.
In our society things don’t just happen. We have a profound influence in shaping the direction
of our destiny.
Perhaps the real message from all of us anti-tankers to the younger members of our society, on
whom we depend so desperately to make the right decisions, should be;
“In all your thoughts and planning for the future, don’t forget to include the past.”
“Don’t too soon forget what happened to us and our mates who died.”
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Also by Colin Finkemeyer

It Happened to Us – Mark II

This book tells the stories of the `boys' who were in the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment and who served
in World War II in Malaya, Singapore and Darwin in the defence of Australia, most of whom
subsequently spent the next three and a half years of their lives as POWs of the Japanese.
The prime purpose of the gun crews was to destroy Japanese tanks, so the anti-tankers
fought in concert with our Infantry Battalions. They carried out their task with distinction and no
enemy tank succeeded in breaking through our lines. Fighting their rearguard action down the
Malay Peninsula their gun crews succeeded in destroying over sixteen Japanese tanks.
After the surrender of Singapore, small groups of anti-tankers were allocated to each of
the POW work parties enforced by the Japanese, so that collectively their stories cover a broad
range of the experiences endured by all POWs.
109 of their stories have been put together here, mainly for the young boys of today who
are the same age as they were when they enlisted nearly 60 years ago. Boys who are now 17, 18,
19, 20 and 21 years old - their grandsons and their friends.
Their stories highlight the qualities inherent in Australia's youth and it is their belief that
given similar circumstances, the boys of today would manifest the same qualities they
demonstrated in their day.
If you would like to read about how the 16 - 22 year old, happy young Aussie soldiers
faced the challenges that confronted them as POWs, this book is for you.
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15 OUR LUCKY COUNTRY
Clarrie Thornton
After our battle with the tanks at Muar, we found ourselves surrounded by the 5th Imperial
Guards Division and in the confusion that followed I found myself with twelve 2/29th Battalion
chaps. After several skirmishes with the Japs, we finished up behind their lines.
We cautiously threaded our way north along the fringe of the jungle reaching down to
the road, keeping well out of sight, hoping to regroup with some of our forces. After two days
wandering aimlessly through the jungle, we ran into an ambush of Jap signallers. It turned out to
be a lucky break for us, for armed as we were, had we been confronted by the Jap infantry, our
fate would undoubtedly have been sealed.
The signallers escorted us to a village the Japs had captured and we spent a miserable
night under guard, sweating it out tethered together in the middle of the local padang. In the
morning, unfed, unwashed, wounded and feeling absolutely knackered, a smartly uniformed Jap
officer came over to us and speaking in perfect English though with an American accent,
ordered us to get on the back of a Jap army truck that had just driven onto the padang.
We clambered aboard as best we could and stood waiting as he looked us over
quizzically.
"Are you Australians?"
"Yes."
"All Australians?"
"Yes."
"Then hop down off the truck."
No one moved. We were wounded, weak and weary. We were buggered, and had just
climbed onto his bloody truck.
Then he repeated sternly. "Get down off that truck if you don't want to be shot. We
thought you were the British and were taking you into the jungle to shoot you."
Never before did a group of such unfit Aussies move with such agility. Never before did
I feel so lucky to be an Australian.
Then he asked, "What battalion do you belong to?"
"The 32nd," one of our spokesmen quickly replied.
He whipped out his sword threateningly. "Now listen to me you guys, do you want your
lollies lopped?" Then with unbridled pride, he continued. "I am the Liaison Officer for the
Imperial Guard's Division. I lived in the United States for 16 years, I am a graduate of
Washington University. Australia has six battalions in Singapore, the 18th, 19th and 20th, and
the 26th, 29th and 30th. Now which one do you belong to?"
"The 29th sir," we said in unison, with sudden new-found respect for our interrogator.

54 MATESHIP
About Alby Broderick
In the army, cobbers and mates were one and the same thing, one's good friends. But mateship
was different; mateship was a quality based on a deep seated natural loyalty all Aussies had
toward their fellow countrymen. To us, mateship was a loyalty towards our fellow anti-tankers.
Mateship did not depend on friendships and it did not normally occur between us and
others from different nationalities. It was an inherent deep rooted Aussie quality which
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manifested itself most strongly in times of adversity. It was a natural response; it was never
planned; it was never talked about until we got back home; it just happened and was always
there when needed.
Based on complete trust, it automatically invoked an unspoken commitment, a
dedication to help one another, no matter how great the risk or the cost may have been. It played
a major role in our struggle to survive.
On the Sandakan Death March, it was shouldering one's mate to help him struggle
through another day, and when his end was near, comforting him with an assurance of friendship
before the last moment of his life was brutally taken from him. The faith each had in the other in
these moments was profound and absolute.
In Thailand, it was helping each other survive, sharing one's meagre ration with a mate
in greater need; lending a critically ill man your blanket for the night; risking one's life to steal
rations from the Japs to share with others; helping a mate who had been badly bashed on the job
get back to camp.
One never squelched on a mate and God forbid, never dobbed one in. If anyone kicked
over the traces, as they occasionally did, like taking a 'blanket' from the dead or stealing from
one's mates, we looked after that ourselves. Such unity was our strength.
When the line was nearing completion, there came the time when Alby Broderick and I
were the only two anti-tankers in 'Don' Force left working in Kinsia. We went out with the Jap
rail gangers, laying the rails and driving in spikes to hold them in place. It was constant and
heavy work, but the line was now through to Burma and it was a matter of getting the track laid
in working condition.
Back home, Alby had been a builder's labourer. He was a short stocky fellow, a real
tough nut. He was cocksure, rough and arrogant and I detested him.
I was a shiny-bum clerk. Alby regarded me as an uppity, 'know all' snob and couldn't
stand the sight of me.
We hated each other’s guts and we would argue like cat and dog whenever we came
together, stopping just short of fisticuffs in our loathing of each other.
I very carefully avoided a fight with him, as I had seen Alby in action. He would throw
himself into a fight, thrashing his fists around furiously like a mad thing, no matter how big his
opponent. Bloodied and always with a smug, determined grin, he enjoyed a good fight and I had
yet to see him loose one.
When the last of his mates had been evacuated with the sick to Tarso, I was squatting
alone on my bunk when Alby came over and said: "Well Baron, you and I are the last of the
anti-tankers to get this far. Let's bury the hatchet and go it together." We had nothing to lose, so
we shook hands and agreed to pool whatever we had and went into partnership. If ever a
partnership started off from scratch this one did. We were both stony broke.
I had picked up an imitation gold Parker pen a Jap had dropped outside their office. As
our first venture we contrived to sell it to the Thai traders. Gold Parker pens were highly prized
by the locals, except the one I found was obviously an imitation. Nevertheless we huffed and
puffed and spat and polished until it shone like gold. Then one moonlight night we both snuck
down to the Thai barges where one of the old traders paid us a good price for it. We were on our
way.
Whenever we could, Alby and I would sneak down to the barges and while I haggled
over the price of a hand of bananas with the Thai trader, Alby would steal an egg, a smelly dried
fish, some tropical fruit, or whatever he could lay his hands on to smuggle in our billy.
When I went down with hepatitis and couldn't bear the sight of rice, Alby always
managed to bring me something appetising, a boiled egg, a few bananas or some goula malacca,
when he came for a chat at the end of the day.
Later on, when I had contacted a dose of filthy scabies, Alby with his cunning and guts,
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contrived to get a job cleaning out the Jap First Aid hut and stole a few spoonfuls of Condy's
crystals. Somehow he got hold of a wash-tub and for the next few days I enjoyed a good hot
bath with Condys and got rid of the dreadful pussy things.
Our past relations were of no concern, we were anti-tankers together. Alby committed
himself to help me and he did just that, never concerned about the risk to himself and never once
expecting anything in return. Though our natures may have been poles apart, we were as close
as any two persons could ever get. Our complete trust and confidence in each other was sealed.
Later, under the same Jap engineers, we went back to a camp along the Mekong river for
a special 'squashi measure' job, which turned out to be surveying an alternative route for the road
and was finished in a couple of days. We settled in very comfortably and the Jap brass
conveniently forgot about us for several weeks.

66 WISER THAN THOU
About Angy Bliss
To push their rail through on time, the Japs were not backward in using every available source
of energy they could lay their hands on.
Whenever we moved to a new area, one of our first tasks was to clear a track through the
thick thorny clumps of bamboo and fell trees in the jungle so that they could be hauled up to the
line for the trestle bridges we were building. The Japs were astute enough to know that as much
as they liked pushing us, one elephant with its Thai driver could do the work of log hauling
much more effectively than the 20-30 POWs they would otherwise require. So whenever they
found an elephant for the job, they only needed to detail three of us to 'help' it.
To haul logs, the Thai driver placed a harness over the elephant's body with a rope linked
to chains attached to the log it dragged behind along the jungle track. Our job was to amble
alongside the elephant, in readiness to lever the logs clear of any rocks, tree stumps, or
obstructions it found trouble getting the logs around. Knowing elephants as we do, this of course
should rarely happen. It was a cushy job and Coop, Angy Bliss and I were all pretty smug about
having copped such a sitter and we looked forward to a good day's bludge.
Well, our elephant had been about for quite some time and knew its way around. It was
shrewd enough to realise that life was a lot easier if, whenever it confronted the slightest
obstacle, it stopped and had us lever the log around it. It also seemed to understand that
whenever it stopped, there was always someone there to make sure we attended the matter.
While this approach no doubt pleased the elephant, it was making steady inroads into our hopes
of a good day's bludge, particularly Angy’s.
Getting fed up with it all, Angy said, "Look fellows, elephants may be stronger us, but
we're supposed to be brainier. Come on, let's get smart."
So we did. Next time the elephant baulked at a small ant hill, we did nothing.
So did the elephant.
So Angy went over and stood in front of the elephant and told the lazy bugger to get
moving. The elephant just stood swaying from foot to foot and swinging its trunk slowly from
side to side, quite unperturbed.
The Jap guard, amused at Angy's approach was as interested in the outcome as we were.
Belligerently putting his hands on his hips and taking a step closer, Angy gave the
elephant a full burst of his wrath. "Come on you great lolloping bastard, pull the bloody log off
yourself."
With that, the elephant slowly lifted up its furled trunk, landed it on Angy's chest and
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gently but firmly thrust him into the mud.
We nearly pissed ourselves laughing.
The Jap went into hysterics.
The elephant just stood there like a rock, swaying from side to side, its beady eyes
twinkling and its mouth wide open in a grin as though it was enjoying the fun every bit as much
as everyone else - except Angy.
Needless to say, the elephant continued to plod steadily on its way, showing off its
superiority whenever it came to the slightest obstruction.
Much to Angy's disgust, our hopes for a good day's bludge had come to an end.
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