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Chapter 1

In the shit!

‘Pull back men, pull back!’ The groans and curses follow. ‘What for this time?’ We had pulled out from Muar, but by Christ we had let the Japs know we were there. We had given them a battering and had taken one ourselves. The battlefield resembled a butcher shop, with men from both sides cut to pieces. Bayonet fighting was the order of the day. We were superior in this category, as the Jap became reluctant to contest in that manner. He didn't have to. They surrounded us from the sea; that was the reason to pull back. We then had to fight our way out.

Once we lost close contact with them, their planes gave us hell. We kept watching the sky for Churchill's promised air support. We listened for the Naval support that he also promised. We know what happened to that. No air cover.

‘Quote me,’ said Churchill, ‘I will blacken the Malayan skies with planes, the sea will rise from the wake of the British Navy, the invaders will perish’. I remember those words so well, as so many others do, especially when you see the ambulances taking the wounded out - machine gunned by Jap planes - even though they are marked with a Red Cross. Our Stretcher-Bearers were attacked by low flying Jap aircraft as they tried to pick up the wounded, and some were killed in doing so.

So it went on, ‘Pull back men, pull back.’ V.C.s. should have been awarded a dozen times to my knowledge, and in the opinion of the troops who were there. Had we won, perhaps they would have been. When the withdrawal to Singapore was ordered, my Battalion was the last to know about it. When they were notified, they were to be the last to cross the causeway onto the Island, or so they thought. The Company I was in was not notified, but we did hear the causeway blown up by the British Engineers. 

We were left cold on the other side. They made a poor job of blowing it up, because we were able to get across. Thank Christ for that, because when the Officer asked who couldn't swim, too many hands went up. On the other side, I asked one bloke who couldn't swim what he would have done about it. He simply said, ‘I would have learned in one easy lesson. No sweat mate, Tarzan learned the hard way - he had to out-swim a crocodile, and won’.

Now, here we were, on the Island. An island 17 miles by 20, clustered with millions of civilians. What a feast for the Jap bombers. Everything that moved was a military target as far as they were concerned - they had indicated that policy from the beginning.

We came to villages burned out by attacks with incendiary bombs; charred bodies lay everywhere; the stench of burned flesh still lingered in the air; they had been machine-gunned too.

On 15th of February 1942, it was all over in Singapore. Thank you Winston Churchill, for nothing. We smashed our rifles, were ordered to assemble at a given point, and from there, marched to the Changi area. As we passed a Catholic Convent, we saw the Japs herding the young women into two trucks. They were dragging some out screaming. We knew what was to happen to them, no matter what age some of them were. Two young nuns were prodded with bayonets towards the trucks.

Some of the things I had read about the Japs in China were now evident of the type of race they are. This is their way wherever they may be. If God is to administer justice, then in the end, He will.

We were taken to Selerang Barracks in the Changi area. These Barracks were occupied by the British troops before the war. They were not in first class condition then, because some of the buildings had been hit by shells. The concrete floor was our mattress to sleep on.

Our own Officers were left in control of this situation, and that was of course in our favour. On our immediate arrival, the organisers came together to work things out - units built their kitchens, and rubber plantations were cut down for fire wood.  I worked for the unit kitchen with three other blokes, and we cut the wood for the cooks. The wood had to be weighed according to the number of men each kitchen had to cook for. 

It was difficult for the cooks at first. They continued to run out of wood before the rice was properly cooked. They had never tackled this stuff before, and we had to let them have the wood and take the chances of running out. Fortunately for us, that didn't happen, but sometimes it was close.

The figures given to us for the amount of wood per head didn't work out, because when the meal was dished up to us, it was a greyish glutinous substance, nauseous in it's lack of flavour, and repulsive to eat. It proclaimed its arrival by an overpowering stench and mass formations of flies. The flies were companions of the so-called ‘fresh’ fish that the cooks mixed with the rice.

The cooks claimed that they didn't have enough fish to go round for everybody, so they themselves went without. If that was the real reason, then it was a good one, but why tell us - we knew the reason.

The next meal we expected some improvement. We, the woodcutters, collected our meals in the kitchen. You stand there holding your dixie out and wait for the cook to try and shake this stuff into the dixie. When he sees it won't budge off the big wooden spoon he dishes up with, he runs his finger along the spoon to pry it loose. Mind you, the other blokes are still waiting to go through all this. The cook doesn't blink an eyelid in his struggles, although he does give a sheepish grin, watching this thing fall into your dixie. Then you are aware that the next step is the toughest part - to eat it.

I was about to do that when one of my mates said he couldn't eat them. I asked, ‘What's them?’ On closer inspection, we found out there is very little difference between grains of rice and maggots, even though the rice has been transformed into glue! This was just the beginning of gastronomical disasters. One could hear the abuse flying from all corners of the camp. Everybody must have had them. It created the birth of the black market, and another group who earned the title ‘King Rats’.

Too many King Rats had too much property to sell. They should have been investigated immediately. They were selling Army boots, shirts, shorts, long trousers, jewellery, etc. It leaves a nasty taste in one's mouth when it is considered that every front line soldier could have claimed that some of the goods may have belonged to any of us, because, unlike the non-combat troops, we front line blokes had our belongings put in storage in Singapore. It was looted during the last few days before Singapore fell. Australians were among the looters - Australians were the guards on the warehouse. They not only looted the property of the living; they looted the belongings of soldiers who died in action. Even the Army has its scum, and the Australian Army is included.

The King Rats were in business, but they ran out of mates. The Chinese were out in the jungle, waiting to buy and sell anything at a price. The Rats could buy at any price, because they had the capital to begin with. If they bought a tin of Australian food for $10, they would want $20 from their mates for it. That's when they started running out of mates. The Chinese must have looted the food in the first place, because they didn't eat some of the tinned food they were selling. The Rats would buy $50 worth of tobacco, at $10 for 2 ounces in a tin of Log Cabin. You couldn't buy the tin from the Rat, because he only sold it at 50 cents a smoke - and he would measure it out. If you preferred your cigarettes thin, you didn't have to tell him, because that's how you got them anyway. 

So what profit was made on the $50? After a while, you got sick of seeing these bastards around, and it was a good thing when the Japs called for work forces to work all over Singapore and Malaya.

Some of the Rats had to go out to work, and I was included too. It was on one of these work parties that I was going out at night into the different villages for a few hours and enjoyed a good Chinese meal. I found a lot of friends out there, but it came to an end when we were returned to Selerang.

We were immediately put onto another job in Singapore, but we did not camp there. We had to march 10 miles to and from the job each day, returning to Selerang each night. 

About this time, a ball had been organised to take place in a large hall in Selerang Barracks, which in peacetime had been used for such purposes. This ball was arranged after a large quantity of costumes and other articles had been found. Musical instruments appeared out of thin air, and so everything was ready for the big night. All that had to be sorted out, was who was going to be the females, because the females go the opposite way. Nobody gave a guarantee they could do that 

without somebody’s feet getting in the way. But it didn't matter; just do your best. Knowing very little about dancing, I was certainly going to be a spectator, and I never regretted it. My first impression was, if your going to be a woman, it’s easier to be born one. It's too late to try and patch it up later!

We spectators were confronted with some very large burly women with short dresses wearing Army boots, hairy arms and legs with the arms folded and a cigarette dangling from the corner of the mouth, telling his male partner in real Aussie style and language, what a bastard of a day he had on the job!

Some of the comments from the floor were:

‘Not that way ya silly bastard, the other way. You’re the Sheila ya know’.

 ‘Alright, alright, give a man a go. It's not easy. I'll get there’.

‘For Christ’s sake stop jumping around. You glide around. You're throwing me off balance bringing ya back onto the deck, glide man, glide’.

‘Well, you take the so and so dress, and I'll be the joker!’ 

‘Watch the fucking ash, it went down the neck of my dress. Put it out.’

‘Did it burn anything, love?’

‘Nah, I'm as flat as a board!’

‘Ya gunna dance, or are ya gunna scratch all fucking night?’

‘It's this fucking dress, I think it must have fleas in it!’

‘Then go and shake the bastards out.’

‘It's hard trying to dance in these boots, but if I take 'em off, my feet will get killed.’

‘I haven't trod on you once mate, take 'em off, no sweat.’

So, the ball was over, the dresses were put away, possibly never to appear on the dance floor again. And many of those characters that donned them were never to return home. Somebody wrote a song a long time ago, it was called ‘After the ball’. 

But there was never a ball like that one. Three Jap guards on Camp Patrol looked through the door, turned around, and walked away bewildered.

Every Prisoner of War who was in Selerang at the time, will never forget the night at a concert when a Jap, who had been one of many unsuccessful Japs, failed to find a wireless the previous night in the camp, decided to let us know how smart he was. When the time was right for him to occupy the stage all by himself, he ran up the steps, put his arms in the air for silence, and when he got it, let us all know what we were up against.

‘I now speak Orstralia talk. I know you got wireless. You speak Japanese soldier silly bastard. Maybe you speak Japanese soldier know stuff nothing. I tell you this.... Japanese soldier know stuff all!!’

He was loudly applauded for his act, with calls for more. What he didn't know, was that from where he was standing on the stage, the wireless was about one foot below his feet!

In one camp, we had to number off in Japanese. This proved to be a health hazard for those who didn't know how to count in Japanese. If you didn't know your number, you were beaten up. I could count to a hundred, because I had attended classes. Too many of our blokes didn't bother because they said that they would never need to know. Now, they were in trouble, and had to learn. I was the teacher. The Japs wanted us to line up five deep.

For fifty men, you had a front line of ten. For one hundred, a front line of twenty, and so on. It was easier for them to count that way. It was also vital that you learned to count to twenty. Now, you will always get one dumb cluck that doesn't remember. We had one. He was seventh in the front row. The number in Japanese was SHICHI. When it came to his turn to call out his number, he had forgotten it, so the bloke next to him gave him a quick clue out of the corner of his mouth, by saying ‘Shit.’

So he called out ‘Shitsy.’ The Jap didn't like that, gave a bellow, and belted him. After that we had no counting problems and the Japs always stood up close at number seven?

Men in battle were always aware that they had to often make decisions for themselves, and circumstances forced many decisions to be made in a hurry. I made many, but one stands out more than any other. I was sitting with my back against a tree, having a smoke. Mortar shells were bursting a hundred yards to our right. You don't hear those bastards coming, until they hit the ground.

The Japs were using daisy cutters. They spray about three feet off the ground, with deadly effect. Well, a piece of shrapnel, about the size of a matchbox hit the tree about two inches above my head. It was time to move, and as I did, some of my grinning mates suggested that I stay there, because lightening never strikes twice in 

the same place. But I had made my decision. I moved. Another soldier, backing his belief that the tree was a safe place, was killed before he sat down at that very spot, by a piece of shrapnel about the size of a thumb nail. Fate.

We nicknamed a Salvation Army Officer ‘Moses’, because of his dedication and will to make it easier for the men up front. He gave out dry socks, a packet of tobacco, and a clean handkerchief. Perhaps this doesn't sound very important to any other than those involved, but believe me when I say, it was damned important to us and to him. He was oblivious to the rifle and machine gun fire around him. He walked on regardless. He called us his boys, and we liked that. He was our Moses, but he didn't know that.

He may have liked it, but we didn't know how he felt about being called Moses. Anyway, he risked his life every day doing his job.

A dispatch rider had his problems, no matter where he was - near the front line, or way behind it. He was a prime target for enemy aircraft. When we speak of making decisions, they had to make theirs too. I've seen these blokes ride through hell and high water to deliver the messages they carried. Many died doing that, but many got through. Many were badly wounded, but they rode on, and delivered. Their decision was, deliver at all costs, and ignore the obstacles on the way. It was only they who knew what it was like. They were alone.

A Catholic Padre decided to hold a short service prior to the Japs arrival to escort us to our place of work. It was seven a.m. He had only just begun, when the Japs arrived. They ignored the Padre, and ordered fifty men to line up and be counted. We stood where we were for a few seconds, and that was too long as far as the Japs were concerned. Their senior rank gave a yell, and started kicking and throwing his arms about. He was joined by another dozen Japs, who used their rifle butts to get us into line. They knocked the Padre to the ground, and took his book away. He was a man in his fifties.

I and three others stepped out of line, and picked him up. We were beaten up, and the Padre knocked down again. But this time, the Japs loaded their rifles, and threatened to shoot the Padre. Only four Japs came with us to the job.

We returned to camp at five p.m., and the Japs returned the Padre's book. That night at nine p.m., although we were battered and bruised like the Padre, he decided to continue the service. He was a tough old bird! It is unlikely that in a party of fifty men, all are Catholics. I knew five who weren't. But fifty men attended that service, and I would defy anybody looking on to pick out the non-Catholics. At the end of it, the Joker looked to his mate and said, ‘ What the hell are we doing here? I thought you were a heathen.’ The reply was ‘A man can change his mind, can't he?’ And so another decision had been made. The right one.

Chapter 2

It was an easy life for some

When one thinks back to the first week of our arrival in Singapore, it seems incredible that an Army sent to do a job so vital to our country was left without the military requirements to do the job. We were there six months prior to the Jap invasion of Malaya and Singapore Island. The British civilians and permanent forces who lived there called it a paradise, and when blokes like we Australians saw the luxury homes that they lived in, why shouldn't they call it paradise. We had our tents, and we had sheets to sleep on.

Most of us slept in the nude, with one sheet to cover ourselves if required. Some units could get leave every night, and go into Singapore. One could pick up a prostitute if he wanted to gamble with venereal disease, and at the exchange rate, it would cost you only two bob.

I won't forget the night my father and I together with another mate were accosted by a middle aged Eurasian Pro, who informed us that, not only did she charge the normal price for her services, but coffee and biscuits went with it. I looked at dad, and said, ‘Are you hungry?’ Our mate from Western Australia, Ted Cole, seeing the expression on dad's face when I asked, couldn't stop laughing. As I walked along, I patted dad on the back, and told him I was only finding out if he still had any zip left in him. He informed me that he was as good then, as he was when he planted me! There was nothing over there that could take the place of the one back home.

Being on guard and piquet duties, I found myself in areas that the majority of Aussies had not seen, in particular in the British Upper Class areas. We usually took up our positions at night. We would erect a couple of tents on the outskirts, and operate from there. We were unpopular with the residents. Our Officer was asked if the Australians had taken over. He replied that we were only carrying out orders, questions would not be answered, and the people must co-operate.

The residents had been told that the road through the area had been closed to private vehicles, and that military vehicles only would be allowed through for twenty-four hours. They did have an alternative route to use, if they wished to use their cars.

They were funny people. They actually amused us. The bloke I was on duty with wished a couple of young ladies ‘Good Morning’ as they passed, but they kept their heads down, and gave no reply to his politeness.

Some of these ladies and gentlemen actually crossed to the other side of the road so as to avoid us. We then decided to split up. I went across to the other side, and we patrolled with one each side of the road. They had to use the footpaths. They could cross the road, but were not permitted to walk along it. Our two mates at the other 

end were doing the same thing. It was Saturday. The male members of the families all appeared to have retired for the weekend. They were no more civil than the rest.

The two ladies I mentioned earlier returned. I stood to attention, and as they went by, I could see my mate on the other side grinning. I knew he was going to do likewise, because he was going to be right there when they crossed the road. They had to pass him. He did just that, then called out to me, ‘They are a credit to their race!’ Ya have to laugh.

At midday, everything was still. It was siesta time. Every day at that time, Singapore went to sleep. Work ceased. The rickshaw pullers stopped running. The shopkeepers lay down in their doorways. Every-where there was shade, somebody was sleeping. The trams stopped. The prostitutes took a well-earned rest in preparation for the events to follow later that night, if luck went with them.

Taxi drivers slept at the wheel, and soldiers were no exception to the rule. If one wanted to go to his club for a drink, he would find it closed. If a cook rattled a utensil in the cookhouse, a dozen voices would abuse the hell out of him, and get a reply. The running water from the showers was also a hazard. One day a wag said, ‘If any of you bastards want a smoke during siesta, strike your match outside, it buggers up my sleep!’ Even the dogs abide by the rule. It's paradise alright.

On that road, a convoy of trucks shattered the silence. The residents came out of their slumber, and stood outside, glaring at the trucks loaded with troops on their way to jungle training. The markings on some of the trucks identified them as Australian, and the balloon type objects floating out the back of the trucks left no doubts. It was my second shift; the next one would be that night, in the dark. It would be a sanctuary.

But sanctuary night in this posh zone was party night. The visitors had arrived from the rear entrance to the area. Our Officer decided that we should do a double shift. That meant eight of us would be on duty at a time. As he said, ‘Just in case the booze takes over their senses. Use your rifle butts if trouble starts, and remove your bayonets from your rifles, you might be tempted.’

The party must have been a usual weekend event, because it went on for the full weekend without incident. When we left the area, we did so without regret, because we were experiencing a contrast in people of various colour and creed. Another time we were in an area populated by Chinese. They passed us with a smile and a nod or bow. I was on guard one evening, when a young Chinese girl approached me and presented a cold glass of orange. When I drank it, I shook hands with her, and thanked her. When the relieving guard took over, I told him that he could get a cold orange drink later on. 

He did, and so did everyone as they took up their post. In the three weeks we were there, we were getting too much of it, because the small children were getting the mothers to give them orange drinks to give to the soldiers, and the mothers kept on 

obliging. As the children took their glass back, they held their hand out for a handshake. They were poor people, but by hell they were happy. What a contrast.

It was easy for some. A rubber plantation manager named English, and he was English as well, had a Eurasian mistress we all knew as Lydia. She was white and blond and skinny not slim. He was old enough to be her father. We were at a place called Skudi. There were three women living in a weatherboard house in the area we were to secure. Our guard duty around the house was unavoidable, because of its position. This was the house that Lydia shared with two Chinese girls.

One of the Chinese was a picture to look at. She was a rare beauty. She could speak nine languages, and her English was perfect. She told Lou Martin, our Officer, that she did not like Mister English. Her name was Edna Soong.

Now Lou and I were mates, but when he asked me to teach him to drive the car I had for evening patrols, it was the last straw. He didn't have a licence, and I was the only person who held an Army driver’s licence in the group. I knew what he was to. I was thinking of the same thing - to take Edna for an off duty drive. He had me over a barrel. I had to get his permission to take the car! When I accused him of horning in, he said, ‘We'll leave it to the girl to decide.’ We agreed. We tossed a coin to decide who went first. Lou won, and I gave up backing heads.

In two hours he could handle the car, but I warned him to keep both hands on the wheel when driving. He looked at me, funny like. By this time, the other blokes knew what was going on, and bets were made. Lou came into the tent, ‘Well, how do I look?’ he said. The boys were grinning, waiting for me to say something. I said, ‘Lou, you may have pips on your shoulders, but I've got everything else!’ He ruffled my hair and said, ‘Wish me luck, mate,’ and I replied, ‘I'd love to, but my tongue's gone stiff.’

It was all in good humour. Lou failed. She wouldn't go, and he had the difficult task of telling us about it. We couldn't stop laughing. Lou joined in as well, as he pointed to me. Then, they all pointed. It wasn't the last laugh we had, because I had to confess that I had failed also. What hurt most, was the laughter was louder and longer! The fact was, she had been promised to the son of a Chinese family when she was born. It was a Chinese custom, and she was bound to the deal made by both families. She had no say in the matter; she had not even seen the bloke she was promised to. In her own words, ‘I was sold.’ She told me that she wanted to break the custom, and I said that Lou and I would assist in every way possible. She laughed about that, and said the offer was tempting.

Yes, it was easy for some. It was easy for our high-ranking officers to spend many hours each week playing golf with the Sultan of Johore. Perhaps it was a public relations exercise, but it was the opinion of the rank and file that we would have been better served, had they chased after Military Equipment, instead of chasing the golf balls. Or was the twenty-seven year old Sultana, wife of the seventy year old Sultan, the main attraction. She was worth the chase. It's a pity we were not on guard at the palace instead of the golf course, because we had some curious thoughts.

We returned to our base camp in Johore Bahru, to wait for our next assignment. There were twelve of us. We occupied three tents, four to a tent. The car I drove on night patrol when on duty was parked outside the tent.

We were rudely awakened one morning at two o'clock by a Captain none of us knew. He was stone drunk. He wanted the driver of the car to take him to the hole in the wall! We had never heard of such a place, and I told him I could not take the car out, other than on Military Duty. He had to get the permission of the Duty Officer, and he should know that. He told me, ‘I am the Duty Officer!’

Of course I didn't believe him, but he had awakened the other blokes, and they were telling me to get the bastard out of there. I told them it was alright for them to go back to sleep, but I was the one who had to drive around in the middle of the night looking for a wall with a bloody hole in it! He directed me to a road that I knew well. I reminded him that he would hear more about this, because the only building on the road was a hospital. He said, ‘That's where the hole in the wall is.’ When he told me to stop, I looked around, and I have never seen so many Staff Cars parked on a road at any time, let alone at two o'clock in the morning. Where was everybody?

He staggered out, and told me to wait. I followed at a safe distance, for I wanted to see this hole in the wall. I followed him through some high bushes, and beyond the bushes, was a brick wall. Any man could get through that man made hole in the wall. It led to the nurse’s quarters!

I went back to the car, and waited, but not for long. My passenger came staggering back, muttering to himself. As he fell into the car, he said, ‘No bastards home. I smell a rat.’ He pointed at me, and said ‘I was one of the first blokes to be invited through that wall, and now it's like a slippery dip! Every bastard is slipping in there, and some bloody rat has pinched my corner. If I told you who went through that wall, you could blow the bloody lid off this Island. No kidding. I'll sort it out tomorrow. Back to camp, soldier.’  

Just another example of how easy it was for some. When one thinks about this hole in the wall affair, I wouldn't condone it. I would have preferred to have been a participant. After all, if you can get the comforts away from home, and the feeling between the parties is mutual, why go around the building, why go through the hole in the wall?

I heard nothing more from that Captain, nor did I lay a complaint. To me, it turned out to be another chapter in the education of where there's a will, there's a way, even if you have to knock a hole through a brick wall. So much for those who had it easy.

The British were critical of some of our actions regarding the manner in which we fraternised with the Chinese people of all ages. It was a common thing to see an Aussie playing marbles with the children in the street, surrounded by an adult audience, and a very happy one at that. The biggest surprise of all, was the day one of our blokes was walking along with a couple of mates, when a Chinese woman with 

three kids had her hands full, trying to carry the three of them. So he picked one little toddler up, and carried it along for a while. It didn't cry, it just looked at him, maybe out of fear. But it brought the people in the vicinity to a standstill, applauding his action. We, who were following, patted him on the back, and told him he would make a great father one-day. But he did something for us too. As we continued along the street, Chinese adults would touch us on the arms or shoulder as we passed. Some of the blokes didn't know what it was about; they just accepted it as one of those things.

If some people wish to criticise this playful humour, that is their unfortunate lack of ability to come to grips with a sense of direction they should see as the right way to go. We know we are a funny mob, as one Pommy found out one day when he asked, ‘How many of you diggers are scrubbers from the bush?’ He was punched on the nose, and didn't ask why.

Whilst I may say that we are a funny mob, I must also pass on my comments regarding some Chinese theatre performers and their dirty habits on stage. One night a few of us went into one such a place out of curiosity. We sat down, and the small audience turned their heads to have a look at us. Somebody was smoking opium, and as we stood up to leave in a hurry, one of the female performers on the stage walked to the edge of the stage, and spat into the vacant orchestra pit. As we reached the door, I looked back to see her do it again.

Chapter 3

Money changers and what they will do to get it

When we first arrived in Singapore, we were informed that any washing we required would be picked up, and taken to the Dobie or laundry. That sounded great, but it wasn't so great when the washing came back, minus the buttons on our shirts. But that was easily fixed. Chinese women came into the camp, and would do any mending we required for fifty cents, and another fifty cents to replace our missing shirt buttons.

It was a full time job. They were there every day, going from one tent to the next, and if you watched them closely enough sewing, you could understand why the buttons came off at every wash. The amount of cotton they used could not possibly hold out against the thrashing our shirts received at the dobie. They were dipped in water, and then the bottom of the shirt was gathered in one hand, and clubbed full force onto a concrete slab about a dozen times.

Something had to give, and it was usually the buttons. The shirt was then rolled into a ball and jumped on, to get the water out. We call it wringing them out. They then pick up the buttons, and charge us fifty cents to put them back on. Most of the blokes then put needle and thread to their buttons before they were sent to the dobie, to ensure they wouldn't come off, and they didn't.

These women were running out of work, and some of them dropped off coming around. But not the die-hards. They had one more move left. Themselves. Their body. The price asked by the prostitutes was two dollars, but they would do it for one. The ages of these women was difficult to judge, because of the hard life they have. On appearance, one would say fifty, or well over. So you had to be desperate enough to disregard their age. 

In our case, their business fell flat on its face, but a bloke from one of the other tents came in and said, ‘Well, I could have had a shag for a buck, but I knocked it back. She didn't have a certificate to say she was clean, like the sixteen year old I struck one night, she had one.’ ‘Did you do her?’ ‘Nah.’ ‘Why?’ ‘I couldn't read the bastard, it was written in Chinese!’

I've walked along the streets of Singapore with my mates, and have observed pregnant Chinese women, and I came to the conclusion that my two grandmothers’ back home still had a chance! These women looked older by far. One bloke said, ‘They won't quit till it hurts.’ You get children in the streets trying to get money the only way they know. They see it day and night. They see the prostitutes approach, so they take their little sisters, and do the approaching on behalf of the little girl.

We are the targets. We are new over here. They tell you she is the right age to work now. She is in agreement at the ripe old age of ten or eleven. You say to her, ‘OK?’  

She nods her head, and we walk on by, bewildered. They were of course in the minority. The police finally caught up with them before it got off the ground. Money was what it was all about. Poverty was their only crime.

We were new, and had to learn the hard way, but amusing sometimes, nevertheless.

Ted Cole, from Western Australia, and I told a rickshaw puller where we wished to go. He gave a big grin and bowed, but said nothing. We didn't know where the ‘Great World’ was, so we got into the rickshaw, and left that to him.

As we went along, we sensed we were heading away from the city centre, where the ‘Great World’ entertainment place was supposed to be. We looked at the next street sign, and found that we were in Lavender Street - the brothel area. We stopped the rickshaw puller, and got out. An Indian came up to us and said, ‘It's unusual to find Australians in this part of town.’ Ted said, ‘Tell this bastard we want the Great World, not a brothel.’ 

The Indian explained that the rickshaw puller works for the woman who operates in one of these dwellings. He doesn't understand a word of English, and he assumed we wanted a woman. So here you are. I said, ‘Tell him that he doesn't get paid, unless he takes us to where we want to go.’ But the Indian replied, ‘I can't tell him, because he won't understand me either.’ I asked, ‘How has he lived so long?’

We walked all the way back. Ted couldn't stop laughing. Then I couldn't stop either. Ted died on the Railway. He was a great mate with a great sense of humour.

To be transported to a brothel in a rickshaw must have been expensive for those who carried out this method often enough. Firstly, there was the rickshaw puller to be paid the woman, then fifty cents for her mother for getting the syringe ready. It was a question mark as to whether the rickshaw puller was her father or not.

One informant complained, ‘I paid three of the bastards, and only stuffed one of them, that's how they operate mate.’ I had no sympathy for him. He could have had a sew-sew woman for a dollar in his tent. He would have saved three dollars fifty. All he had to do was to stay in camp. 

Yes, they had it all worked out on how to make money. If you went into a shop for an orange drink, you were smart. But if you bought it from the little kid sitting outside the shop as we did, it cost five cents more. It saved you walking into the shop if it was busy. The shop belonged to his father.

As we became educated to their ways, they ran out of ideas, and quit trying to put it over the Aussies who were then showing some tricks of their own, particularly by setting our own prices, take it or leave it. On one occasion, a rickshaw was smashed by two Aussies, because they were asked to pay more than it was worth. The puller 

got nothing, and prices came down in a hurry when word got around. The moneymakers had collapsed, and we were even.

The prostitute price remained at two dollars. As one bloke said, ‘They are the only ones who face up to their task. They're no good to you any other way.’

One day, my father and I went into an Indian shop, and priced a bedspread. We wanted to send it home to mum. We were quoted twelve dollars, and said we would be back later. We waited down the street to think about it, when two Indian soldiers walked past. We stopped them, and asked if they would go into the shop and purchase the bedspread in the window. They said, ‘OK digger. Have you got six dollars?' We gave him the money, and he came back with the bedspread. Then we told them why we asked them to do it for us. They said it was not the only time they had done that for Aussies, and that we were getting smarter with our shopping.

Chapter 4

On the wharves

We were back to normal again, marching to Singapore to the screaming and yelling Japs, and those famous Jap words -Speedo, Speedo.

We were unloading furniture onto the wharf to be shipped to Japan, so one Jap told us. He claimed that a highly polished table was for his house in Japan. He was using sign language of course, but we gathered what he meant. He was a Private Third Class. We thought he might have problems with the Emperor about that table. 

They were stripping Singapore down by shipping out even the curtains from the luxury homes of the British civilians. Even the bedding was included. Before we knocked off that day, some of the furniture was badly scratched, and some of the bedding was holed. How unfortunate that was!

Every day white handkerchiefs or similar material could be seen waving from the windows of the Changi Jail as we passed along the road nearby. Every man responded, and acknowledged that distant communication between Australian soldiers and British civilians who now realised we were all in the same boat.

The problem we faced each day, was the language barrier. The Japs would yell in Japanese, and we were expected to know what they wanted us to do. And while we were trying to work out what they did want, we were bashed and kicked. We had to take that - to retaliate we had been threatened with execution. It was a bitter pill to swallow.

They became aware that some of the words we used towards them meant something. They were curious as to their meaning. They were words that later crept into the Jap language and they hurled them back at us to our amusement. They sounded funny in their learning, but we had many expressions to fall back on. 

I'll always remember one bloke who looked a Jap straight in the face and asked, ‘Well, how are you going, ya slimy little slut?’ The Jap nodded his head and grinned, I think.

The mood of the Japs changed day by day. One day they were OK, the next day, about face, yelling, kicking, keeping us out till darkness, and the day after they would knock us off at three in the afternoon - the same Japs!

One day, a Jap guard took two of our men away, and returned with two four-gallon tins of biscuits. They told us to have a smoko, and the biscuits were given out. We were sitting down enjoying our smoko and the biscuits, when along came a Jap Officer who saw us eating the biscuits.  We were called to attention by the guard, the Jap Officer ordered us to drop the biscuits down in front of us, and he walked over them and ground them into the dirt.

He then belted the guard by making him stand to attention and slapping his face in front of us all. We didn't see that guard again in our area.

We found it difficult at first to tell the difference between a Jap and a Korean. If we had told a Jap this, he would have shot us. They hated each other we found out later.

The Koreans were conscripted into the Japanese Army for use as guards only. They carried no rank, and didn't like each other for political reasons. It was like a child and a snake trying to get along in a playground. It never worked.

On one occasion, a Jap asked me if I would show him a photo of my wife. I told him I did not have a wife - I had a photo of my girl, but I didn't show him. He produced a photo of Anna May Wong - an American Chinese actress and said ‘My wife’. We told him how nice she looked, and that we would all like to come to the wedding!  That's the advantage of not understanding each other’s language.

One day we were in the midst of a Smoko, when a Jap came along and spoke to the senior guard of our party. He wanted twenty men, all able to drive. I was one of the twenty. We got into a truck that had arrived to transport us to a place in Singapore. On our arrival at this place, we were escorted to our task - to transfer twenty motorcycles from this place to some other destination in Singapore. I and nineteen other blokes swallowed hard. None of us were familiar in the handling of motorbikes. We couldn't tell the Jap that then - he would scream blue murder. He told us to follow the truck. If a motorbike had to be cursed to start, it succeeded that day.

I knew about the gears - one up, and three down, but I had never ridden one. I told the others about the gears as soon as we knew what we had to do. The gate we were to leave by was wide enough to let a truck through, but some of us on the bikes only just made it. I thought one bloke was going through the fence alongside of it.

Gathering confidence as we went along, we needed to because we were committed to stay in touch with the truck which was being driven by a Jap who completely disregarded intersections and pedestrians. We had no idea where we were going. We had to stay in touch, and we had become very pale in the face as we chased that truck. When we did reach our destination, we were grateful for that, but our nerves had not quite settled, when the Jap told us to get into the back of the truck, as he was driving us back to our job. Although we did not relish the idea of him driving, we did survive, just. We had one hell of a good laugh back in camp that night. 

‘Not so long ago’, said one bloke, ‘I would go miles looking for work, now, I don't want it’. Not ten minutes after he said that, our sergeant came along and called the names out to go to Thompson Road to begin another job. His name was called, so was mine. We called it the Thompson Road Camp and 100 men marched to it.

We were housed in neat small white flats. 10 men to each flat. This was the most amazing camp we were to ever occupy as Prisoners of War. It was three days before we were taken out to the job. In that time, we wandered around the camp at will.

Many other flats were scattered throughout the area. My mate and I wandered further than the others, and looked into some of these flats. We couldn't believe our eyes when we peered into one flat to find it was full of wireless sets. We hurried away, back to our own lines, and kept our mouths shut. 

The guardhouse was 400 yards away. It was on Thompson Road. Another road ran past our flats on to Thompson Road. There were no Japs inside the area to our knowledge, at that stage anyway. The only person we confided in about the wireless sets was the officer who had been selected to be with the work party.

All work parties had one of our officers in charge, to answer to the Japs, should anything go wrong. The Japs had to have somebody to carry their complaints to, and they had enough of them.

The night before we were to go to work, the officer, Tommy Pearsall, came to our flat and said ‘Well, let's go and get ourselves a wireless. I'll stay outside and stay on watch with this tyre lever. You two get the set. Do you remember the flat?’ ‘Yes, we counted the flats coming back.’ ‘OK, lets go.’

We were surprised to hear Japs loudly singing in a flat only 50 yards away from the flat we were to visit. By the sound of the voices, they were affected by Saki - a poison they drink. We completed our mission without mishap, removed the cabinet from the set, and buried it. We then put the vital parts in the ceiling of our flat.

At 3 o'clock the following morning, we listened to the news from the BBC. Sydney Harbour had been attacked. I suggested to my mate that we were not listening to the best wireless set, and that we ought to take the bastard back, and get another one! The men did not sleep well after hearing the news, but it was heartening to hear that the subs had been dealt with, which indicated that we over here had lasted long enough for Australia to be ready.

Chapter 5

A prison within a prison

After a few weeks at Thompson Road, we were confused one morning whilst waiting for the Japs to arrive and escort us out to the job. After a long wait and they had still not arrived, we went back into the flats and sat down. By lunchtime, when they had still not arrived, our officer went to the guardroom, and found it to be deserted. We had no guards. We all went out and gathered on Thompson Road, and did not see one Jap anywhere. A chinaman came along on a pushbike, and in his own way, let us know there were no Japs in Singapore.

So we all went into Singapore. It was only one mile from our camp. He was right, there were no Japs. So Thompson Road camp went on a shopping spree in Singapore for four days.

One didn't need money really. I went there every one of those days, and ate my head off by courtesy of the Chinese. You could have had a woman too, but the risk of that would not have improved - health wise. VD was a complaint we were not seeking at any time. It was well known to us that the Japs had a special camp at Bukit Timah for their VD cases, and it was getting crowded!

We were finally informed that the Japs had changed administration for Singapore, but a mix-up in the timing of the changeover had occurred. The outgoing mob did not wait for the incoming mob to get there first. Those who were to come in had been held up for some reason, and had not informed the administration in Singapore of the hold up, and when they did arrive, they caught some of our blokes in the town.

As I said before, this was an amazing camp. The blokes they caught were brought back to camp. They were questioned as to the number of days they had been going into the town. When the Jap commander was told that we returned to camp each day, he read out the Japanese rule book to them, then said that we were not to blame for what took place, as it was the fault of the previous administration for leaving when they did. ‘You won't do it again, because it won't happen again. Things will be tougher from now on. I am not going to take any action over this against you, but those who were responsible will hear more about it.’

The Japs had tightened security after that. Lights-out was at 10pm, and we were well guarded after lights out. We had to be very careful about climbing into the ceiling for the news, because some of the guards had a habit of coming into the flats and counting us to make sure we were all present. We had to have one man on watch at news time.

The work we did involved clearing an area for the establishment and erection of a timber framed house for the Jap naval chiefs. We had no idea what they were going to use it for, nor did we care. Some Jap Naval Officers did arrive one day, to have a look at the progress made - which was very little - and we were curious about the identity of a white woman with them. She walked around for some time, until she was close enough to inform our officer that she was Australian, and was the wife of one of the Japs. He told her that she used to be an Australian, but now she was an enemy of Australia, and to piss off back to her own mob. He walked away, leaving her very red in the face. 

I was standing only 10 yards away, and heard it all. On our way back to camp, one bloke said, ‘Why didn't you chat her up Tom?’ Tom's reply was simple; ‘I like 'em clean!’

The opportunity to escape was always on my mind, but one had to be well organised to attempt that. Medical supplies were essential, a boat and navigator was needed, plus the assistance of trustworthy natives. So many had been betrayed by Malays, Dutch Malays, Half-Breeds, and a percentage of the Indians.

The Chinese you could trust with you life, but you can't blame him when he says it's not worth the risk. He didn't mean the risk we would be taking, but the fact that he and his entire family would be executed if caught helping any Allied troops escape. As for the others, they would betray us to collect the reward offered by the Japs, to dob us in.

I and many others could have taken our chances with the jungle, but there again you needed to possess medical supplies, and without them, survival was doubtful. 

On the completion of our task at Thompson Road, we returned to Selerang Barracks. Only the carpenters remained on that project - if one can call it that. It was then that I developed the habit of going through the wire with the approval of a Medical Officer who required anything and everything I could get at a reasonable price.

I would leave at last light, and return at first light the next morning. At those times, I could see where the guards were, and when he went for a stroll, I would make my move, aided by some very thick bushes. I went barefooted to be silent. If I snapped a dry twig under foot, it sounded like the crack of a whip in the still silence of the jungle. Every sound was danger to me as far as I was concerned. Far ahead a dog would bark - that was a warning that a Jap patrol could be ahead. Then I would remind myself that I am the stupid bastard that agreed to do this, and you don't know why, but do it just the same.

Ten times I made that trip with success. Ten times I contacted the same prostitute who knew where to get the requirements we needed, and I never got anything else other than what I went to get. She is my only witness to that, no matter what some blokes think. They may laugh about it, but I'm sticking to my story!

She was Chinese that’s why I trusted her never to betray me for what we asked her to do for us. She risked her life as much as I did - if some traitor had found out about it, and I didn't even know her name.

Some blokes do things once too often, like me. I went out again, but that time it was for myself. I went after some tobacco in a village I had passed by many times in the night. They didn't have any, so I headed back towards the camp. It was mid morning, and I thought the Jap guard was the only problem. I was wrong.

I had forgotten about the renegade Indians who were our Allies, but were now Jap guards, and I ran into three of the bastards. This is what happened.

‘Where are you going Aussie?’ ‘Camp.’ ‘Where have you been?’ ‘Shopping for tobacco.’ ‘Where is the tobacco?’ ‘They were sold out.’ ‘We take you to Japanese at Changi jail, you walk in front’ ‘Why don't we walk together, I don't trust you behind me.’ ‘Don't worry, we won't shoot you in the back.’ On the way, their leader remarked how well I seemed to know the way. I said I had a good sense of direction!

Outside the main gate of the jail, adjoining the guardhouse, was a large tarpaulin. Underneath was a table and chairs. They were soon occupied by Japs and a white man. The Indians gave the white man their story, and I gave mine. The white man then translated it to the Japs. I didn't like the way they were looking at me - I thought at that stage that they hated me already. They asked to see the money I had to buy the tobacco, and I showed them $200. ‘: Where did you get the money from?’ they asked. ‘I sold a shirt'. ‘Who bought the shirt?’ ‘A Japanese soldier’. 

They laughed. The Jap asking the questions nodded and said, ‘I believe you, because we know our men are doing that. According to the guards, you did tell the truth. You were going in the direction of your camp.’ He then spoke for some time to the white bloke, who in turn informed me that I had been sentenced to seven weeks hard labour in the Indian Camp commanded by a Captain Dillon. 

So off I went, under the watchful eyes of the three Indians and a Jap, who came along to see that I got there.

The three Indians saluted Dillon, so I saluted too - to be on the safe side. He liked that, I could tell by the smirk on his face. He dismissed the guards and the Jap handed him my papers. He offered the Jap a cup of tea, which he declined. The Jap mumbled something and left. I don't think the Jap liked Dillon. As they say, once a traitor, always a traitor. The Japs surely couldn't trust this mob now, or at any time - nor did we.

He told me the law in this camp was to respect his men and himself at all times. He must be saluted at all times, and addressed as ‘Sir’. If any man escapes from his camp, those who remain will be shot. ‘I will feed you well. The work will not be hard. 

Only the British prisoners I have work hard. I have nothing against Australians, I like you.’ 

So I stood there and listened to him trying to square off his actions. I was finally taken to a 20 foot by 20-foot compound, and inside were 2 Aussies, 1 Scotsman, 3 British and 1 Irishman. What a gathering. They had all been caught outside the wire, except the 2 Aussies, who got 200 miles away and were betrayed by the Dutch Malays and brought back to Singapore. The 2 Australians were Rod Breavington and Sandy Gale. They were the finest two blokes one could wish to meet.

Except for the Scotsman, we got on well together. The Scotty sat in a corner and never joined in the conversations, so we left him that way. 

I was soon to find out that if you didn't like curry, you starved. We had it three times a day. I like curry but not that often. The Indians were vegetarians, but they had their way of dishing up curry, and it was bloody hot. With it, we had a pancake type of food called Japati.

We had all we wanted each meal, but we lost a lot of sweat. The little Indian cook would make a mistake every day, and over estimate with his rations. The result was supper about 9pm. The guard never refused him permission to deliver it to us. He told us that he once ran away, but they found him and brought him back. He asked us not to put him in the same category as the other Indians. He did not wish to be there. He warned us to be very cautious of the Scotty. In his own words ‘He is a stool pigeon to the Captain’.

Proof of this came about one night when, in general talk I asked if any of them knew if any attempt had been made to escape from the camp. Not to their knowledge. Mid-afternoon the following day, a guard came to where we were cutting wood, and told me that the Captain wanted to see me. When I was inside his hut, he told me to sit down. He gave me a cup of tea, and wanted my opinion of the treatment we were getting. This conversation was a ripper.

‘Do you like the way I am conducting this camp, regarding the treatment you men are receiving?’ he asked. ‘You told me the truth when you said the work is not hard, and we would be well fed. I like the food very much, because I like curry and the method of cooking it’ I replied. ‘Do you want another cup of tea? he asked. ‘Yes please.’ ‘I have a report from one of my guards that you may try to escape. He heard you talking to the others last night,’ Dillon said. I replied, ‘Captain, I have no intentions of escaping from your camp.’ I knew damn well that the guard was too far away to have heard what was said. My thoughts were on the Scotty at that moment. I was sure the Indian cook was a loyal ally, and could be trusted. But Dillon still had a lot to say.

‘Do you smoke?’ ‘If I have any, I do’, I replied. He opened a cupboard and withdrew a packet of White Sails cigarettes. I tried to smoke one of these cigarettes once before, and you had to have a bellows up your backside first, to pump enough wind into the system to draw on them. I thanked him, but I didn't mean it.

‘Do you know why I am doing this for the Japanese? Because I and my men are going to be the forerunners in getting rid of the British out of India.’ ‘I'm sorry Captain, we know very little of your problems. The only thing we have noticed, is the small number of men you have, perhaps 50.’ He went on, ‘The Japanese asked me for all the Indians to join them, but my people are fools. The men who refused to come with me are fools, because they believe that the British will return and capture Singapore. They call us coolies.’

‘You treat the British soldiers in the camp alright,’ I said. ‘No I don't. If you give the British one cigarette, you will not get any more, is that understood?’ ‘Yes’ I replied, then went on ‘Is the Scotsman any different?’ ‘He is not,’ said the Captain. ‘But he has cigarettes,’ I said. ‘He works in the kitchen.’ said the Captain, ‘ My men must give him some, I don't’ 

The others were in the compound when I returned, minus the Scotty. I told them the Scotty was the pimp, and that we were to put praise on Dillon and his guards in the presence of the Scot - but not too thick, because he may wake up. That night I lit a cigarette off the Scotty's. After half a dozen puffs to get it started, I casually said ‘The Captain gave me these, I suppose I'll be able to get a packet from him here and there’. The Scotty then told us the Captain gave him a packet every day!

The Scotty had limited our talk to nothing more than idle talk. We did not believe that Dillon and his men liked anybody but themselves, and it was not long before we found out why.

Every morning the first thing we got was a cup of sweetened tea with condensed milk delivered to the compound. Only the Indians know why, we don't. One morning, one of the British soldiers did not feel well, and declined the tea. Later that morning, about half a dozen Indians came to the compound. One of them opened the gate, and beckoned me to come out. I knew something was wrong by their approach. I was roughly handled for a couple of seconds, until one of the Indians told them I was not the one. He then pointed to the bloke who did not want the cup of tea that morning. They took him out, knocked him to the ground and then sunk the boots in to him.

I looked towards Dillon's hut to see him watching through the window. I said to the Scotty, ‘That's what you get if you don't drink the tea - what happens if we do something stupid?’ I knew Dillon would hear that one and would be very satisfied about it. It was a warning that these Indians were going to enjoy themselves with us while they had us there. What happened next was one episode too many as far as the Scotty was to find out when he was sent back to his Unit after my release. It happened about 10 o'clock one night.

Some time during that day the other Englishman asked our little mate, the Indian cook, to leave the curry out of his vegetables, because he had stomach pains. Swarmie the cook was well aware that Dillon should not know about it. But he did find out, and we all knew who from. The Scotty was the only other person in the kitchen. That night the Indians were chanting loudly as they came to the compound 

and you don't have to feel sick to feel uncomfortable. They opened the gate and took the two Englishmen to Dillon's hut. After a while one was brought back.

The bloke who asked for the curry to be left out of his meal was taken to the far corner of the camp and had his head put in a vice, which they tightened till he screamed. I've heard the cries and the screams of the wounded in battle, but I have never heard one like that. The next two screams were fainter but still horrible to hear. When they brought him back and laid him on the ground, he put his hand up as if to say, ‘Help me.’ We couldn't see much in the dim light, but we knew he was a bloody mess. The guard was asked to get the camp doctor, but he said that the doctor was not in camp. In other words, the doctor would not render assistance. We asked for some water to wash the blood from his head and face, but they wouldn't even give us that.

Within the hour he gave a deep sigh and died. We sat there all-night and waited for the dawn. At 9 o'clock a truck arrived driven by an Indian in the company of a Jap. We were told they were taking the body back to his unit for burial. We then stuck our necks out and told the Indians that we would carry him to the truck. They didn't object, they laughed and said ‘OK’. 

I did not see Dillon again, nor did I want to. The Scotsman kept on smoking in silence, because none of us would speak to him. I knew that he was a dead man as soon as he was released back to his unit in Changi.

The day before I was due to be released, I was informed of the fact, but Breavington and Gale, who should have been released a week before, were still there, and had received no indication that they were going to be. When the time came for me to go, I shook hands all round, except for the Scotty. I did however tell him that I was sure we would hear more about him later on. He asked, ‘What do you mean digger?’ All I replied was, ‘You remember what I have just said.’ 

When I returned to Selerang, I was told to appear before our commanders to give information about the Indian Camp. They asked me if I knew why Sandy Gale and Rod Breavington had not been released. The only explanation I had on that was that when I was released, my papers were delivered to the Indian Commander by the Japs, and evidently it is the Japs who are keeping them there for some reason we know nothing about. Other questions asked were:

Q. Are some of the Indians friendly?

A. You can't trust any. Some spat at us. Only the cook was friendly.

Q. What about Dillon?

A. His ambition is to be a leader in India one day under Jap occupation.

Q. What type of leader would you say?

A. Political.

Q. Why?

A. He hates the British.

Q. Did he tell you that?

A. Yes, he claims that India will always live in poverty under the British Government.

It did not take long to find out why Gale and Breavington were being held back. The Japs had issued every POW with a form to sign. The wording on these forms was, ‘I, the undersigned, hereby solemnly swear on my honour, that I will not, under any circumstances, attempt to escape.’ Our commanders refused to sign. That was good enough for us. Every POW would not sign, but we didn't anticipate what was to follow.

The Japs ordered all British and Australians to the Selerang Barracks Square, 15,000 in all. Included were 2,000 Australians. We were squashed into an area of 8 acres. You couldn't knock a fly off your face without hitting the bloke next to you. You fell over each other trying to get out of the way of a dysentery sufferer when he yelled out his warning that he couldn't hold it any longer. Some, who didn't think they had it, took short in the melee. One bloke asked those sitting around him if any of them had, in his own words, ‘The shits,’ they all shook their heads. But one of them had lied, and it didn't take them long to find out. Nobody laughed.

We have a sense of humour no other nation can match, but we know when to use it. This occasion did not call for it. We were surrounded by Japs with rifles and machine guns, and to add to the horror, a truck arrived with four men standing on the back of it with their hands tied behind their backs. I recognised Sandy Gale and Rod Breavington as soon as I saw them. The other two were British soldiers I had not seen before. They were executed because we had refused to sign the non-escape forms. We then knew why the Japs had not released them from the Indian Camp. The other two had been held in another camp in Singapore.

Even though our commanders had then signed the forms to avoid the execution, the Japs refused to call off the executions. They were taken to Changi Beach and shot by an Indian firing squad - Dillon's men. We signed the forms in the belief that the Japs would have others in mind to execute if we didn't. I might have been one of them!

Changi was a quiet camp that night. The Indians would keep for another day. They wouldn't be forgotten. They have joined the Japs on the scum heap.

Chapter 6

Jap women, and those back home

The Japs went to great lengths to remind us of the American presence in Australia. They would remind us quite often that we have come to the war only to see the Americans going to Australia and making advances to our women. But we told them that the Americans will only get the ones we don't want. The majority have too much sense, to be sucked in by a windbag. It was difficult to translate.

Quite a few of us were going to Jap language classes at night, and I found it was not so difficult to learn how to pronounce the words by listening to the Japs out on work parties. We had to do something about the language barrier, because we were being yelled at by the Japs on the work parties in Japanese, and because we didn't understand what they were saying, we were bashed around for it. To give an example of how simple it was to get kicked or slapped in the face because men did not understand one word of Japanese. We were loading bags of rice onto a truck, when a Jap walked by and yelled, ‘Itchi may’. That is the way it sounded to us. The correct pronunciation is ‘Ichi men’. He wanted one man to go with him to do something else. That's what we had to put up with. Instead of pronouncing ‘Men’ as we do, they say ‘May’. Somebody had to learn enough just to get by. Evidently this brutality was here to stay for some time, and we had to avoid it as much as possible.

Some Jap nurses were taking a big risk at times. We sometimes passed them by on our way to work. We were going in the opposite direction to them, and they would look to see if the guard could see them. If he was not looking, they would throw packets of cigarettes amongst us. They did this many times. The only thanks we could give was a wink and a smile. What a contrast between the Jap male and female. It amazed us that they took the chance of being detected by the guards. We knew damn well they would have been severely beaten up, and we would have copped it as well.

One of our non-smokers complained that he didn't see one Jap Sheila amongst them that he could have taken to. He was told to take up smoking.

Many men in Changi who rushed into marriage before they left Australia regretted it. They were getting the loving letters from their wives before they were prisoners, but the letters they received from other people contained different information regarding the activities of the wife, which did not make things any easier for them.

The situation was that we had no communication with home whatsoever. These blokes had made an allotment out of their pay to the wife. Some men allotted three shillings a day. That left themselves only two shillings a day. The allotment could not then be stopped, so they just had to go along with the extra burden on their 

minds. According to one bloke, he reckons he was ditched the minute he boarded the ship to go away. I don't think he was alone on that one. 

I did not marry, although I had been engaged for 18 months prior to going away. I did not ask her to wait, because I knew she couldn't. I knew the night I boarded the train to go to Melbourne that it was the finish. We wrote to each other, just as if everything was rosy, but I knew it wasn’t. Although her letters gave no indication that she was fluttering around in the bushes, I already knew what she was doing. 

I had received letters from one of her neighbours telling me what he thought I should know. I had lost nothing. Those other blokes had lost three bob a day and a wife. We could all start fishing again one day. Maybe the catch will be better. We had learned to be more careful in future.

One hears many amusing stories in Changi, especially the one about the two blokes who decide to risk their necks, and go fishing, after they found some worms. They were going to try their luck with a string line and one hook. They hid the tin containing the worms. That night when one of them was asked why he had not gone fishing, he replied, ‘Some bastard found our worms and ate them!’

If the intelligence of some Japs was debatable, it must also apply to one of our own officers. At that time, we were in huts behind the Changi Jail. Near the hut my company occupied, was a coconut tree. It boasted one small ripe nut. We were forbidden to climb that tree. The nut was out of bounds. The first thing everybody did of a morning, was to look up to see if the nut had come through the night OK. The duty officer of the day would look up at that nut, and the worst thing that could happen to that officer, was to look up and find it was not there during the time he was on duty, because he would then have to TRY and find the culprit who had climbed the tree.

Well one day, the nut was gone. It happened during the day while we were all at work. The only blokes who were in the area that day were the cooks, but they were prepared to swear on the Bible that they knew nothing about the bloody nut. It was dark when we came in that night and found out about it. The duty officer came into our hut and sat down. I asked if he was looking for the nut. He said, ‘No, thank Christ it's gone, now nobody has any reason to climb that bloody tree!’

The reason for such an order was to prevent any further injuries to those men who were agile enough to climb that type of tree. There are no footholds on the trunk of a coconut tree, they are slippery, and I found that out the first time I climbed one. 
I was light, but it was tough work getting 45 - 50 feet to the top, and when you get there, you've got to hang on with one arm, knock as many nuts down within reach. If they are not ripe, they have to be screwed off. You're running out of puff. The bloody ants are eating you alive. A mate down the bottom urging you on - he gets hungry as well. Another mate watching out for Japs. He eats. And if a couple of Japs come along, or are in the near vicinity, my mate’s head for cover, and me, I'm left hanging 

up top with the ants. When the all clear is sounded, I make my descent. By doing that, I lose my grip in a couple of places and slide. You lose skin off your chest and between the legs. You knock the privates about as though you have no further use for them, and finally, when you get to the bottom, they say, ‘Well done Blue, that will keep us going for a couple of days anyway.

That's what hunger forces you into. That's why that tree was put on the black list. I know of men keeping diaries on what they hear. That's why many diaries will be incomplete. They are not out on the work parties. They don't see enough. The rough stuff is taking place outside, not inside. They don't hear the expressions. To see expressions on faces, the hurt, the cunning, the humorous expressions, comments, and opinions. Those on the inside ask questions, ‘What kind of day did we have?’ ‘A bastard of a day’ ‘What happened?’ ‘Don't want to talk about it mate.’ Because tomorrow it's going to be the same.

The suspicious Americans had a ten-foot by ten-foot spinach plot outside their hut. They guarded it day and night. When we told them that the spinach was not getting the afternoon sun, and that it wouldn't grow there, we pointed to a spot closer to our hut as the ideal location. They told us that they wanted the bastards to grow, not disappear altogether! 

Up to this stage, the Koreans are the worst. Some Japs may give us a half-hour break, but when they yell ‘Starto’, the Koreans start kicking and swinging their rifles around, and they don't care what they hit. The Japs laugh about it. All they say is ‘Speedo’.

In Selerang, a concert party has been formed. Directed by Val Mack. That's all I knew him by. He was elderly in comparison to my age. They were great shows, exceeding anything I had seen back home. These artists were professionals. There was so much original material in their shows. All the music was written in the camp. The scenery, costumes, and musical instruments were made in Changi.

Jap officers were often present at different times, not that their presence deterred the performers or the performance. We just had to tolerate them. We also had sporting programs, for instance, a basketball team.

If you were fit enough to play, or could play, a baseball team was to compete against the Japs - at their command. I played in one game, my first ever. I hit the ball; some didn't, so I consider I played well! We lost. 

We knew very little about the game. The Japs would supply the equipment, and we must supply a team, because some high ranking Jap Officers passing through wanted to see a game of baseball against the Australians. We had nothing to practice with, so we went into the game without a hit or a pitch.

It was a Sunday, our day off work. I was in the team, but I didn't know why. I could have easily watched. A huge crowd attended, and we batted first. Our Captain Barnett, who played test cricket for Australia, was our first batter. He missed every ball, and struck out. The next batter promised us that if he hit the ball, nobody will ever find it, and we wouldn't have, if he hadn't followed our Captain back to the stool!

Then we had a lucky streak. We finished the first innings with four runs. I struck out, and I don't want to talk or write about it.

Our pitcher was chosen on his ability to throw a cricket ball. He was also a fast bowler. The first Jap batter was playing his shots as he walked to his position. The Jap was ready. The bowler was ready, and he threw down a Yorker, and the Jap who was wearing soft canvas boots, found out that they were no match against a hard baseball when the toes are at stake. We were forced to replace the pitcher by request of the Japs.

We soon found out that some of the Japs were no better at their own game than we were. In the end, they won by one run, which is what we expected, since all the umpires were Japs. Somehow, during the game, they had misplaced one of their bats, and in the following contest, we found out what happened to it.

The Japs pulled a dirty one on us when they informed us that we would be working seven days a week from that time on. Many of us therefore missed seeing the cricket match between England and Australia, but we all heard about it. Australia won by 57 runs. Many curious Japs turned out to see the game. One Jap asked a British interpreter to explain the game, and its rewards to the winners. When he explained the ashes, he remarked, ‘No ashes for this game.’  The interpreter, not knowing what he saying, said, ‘Oh yes there is, the Australians burned a baseball bat yesterday. They have them in a tin!’

That was the end of the fight for the ashes. Cricket was wiped off the agenda. The pommies got the blame, and we retained the ashes.

In darts, many games were played. The British were outstanding in this field, and were rarely beaten. The boards were all made in Changi by the players.

The Australian basketball team was much better. They beat the Yanks, who were Air crews sent to Changi from Burma. It was the early days as Prisoners of War, when a match was arranged. The Aussies asked for anybody who had some idea of the game to attend practice matches. The Yanks had no problems. According to them, they could all play the game.

The Australians were unperturbed when they picked the team for the big game. The Yanks chose their tallest players, while the Aussies picked their best side from the practice matches. Big or small, we had ex-Victorian footballers, and Queensland rugby players. You name the game and we had players from it.

The Yanks found out that quick rovers, high flying six footers and rugby players, who sometimes forgot what they were playing, can sap the confidence out of the opposition. The referee needed a good whistle to last out each game. The Yanks were defeated, and lodged a complaint about the Aussie tactics. The rules were amended. No bumping. No shepherding. No charging, and no elbowing in the guts!

The games improved in standard after that, but eventually had to be discontinued as our health deteriorated. The Yanks were one game up.

The Australia versus England soccer game lasted twenty minutes! It took that long for the Poms to pick themselves up off the ground and walk from the arena in protest at the Australians' bruising ignorance of the rules. They refused to play us again.

We also had a boxing tournament that was abandoned on medical advice half way through and correctly so. Some of the contestants had lost three or four stone in weight. They were too weak, but willing just the same.

The only division completed was the heavy division between Alf Wells from Queensland, and a Dutchman. It was no contest. The foolish Dutchman didn't see Alf coming, and he didn't see him leave the ring either. Alf's manager was a King Rat operator. He fed Alf up on eggs, then backed him. I was hurt watching; me and my five stone eight.

After a couple of months, I was near normal weight again, being small in stature; it's easier to regain weight. The big man is in plenty of trouble if he loses four or five stone. He can't regain that much weight on the food we were eating. Plus, he must go out on working parties. He hasn't much chance.

It is a fact; there are men in this camp who know the right people. Big bludgers. They should be sent out and give some of the heavy weight losers a break. They are tired. We know all these bludgers, and they know we do. When we ask why they are not sent out, the answer is that their names are not on the list. ‘Who makes up the list?’ ‘Don't know,’ ‘Well find out and let us know why you're not on work parties.’ ‘But George, the Sergeant is weak.’ We get no answers. Men with malaria are going out. They go on sick parade, but the certain doctor we have in our area says, ‘Go out today, see me again tomorrow.’ The patient says ‘I'll still have the bloody thing tomorrow, send one of the bludgers out.’ ‘See me tomorrow. Pass on. Next.’ Why be next, when you're there with the same complaint? The bludger still wins.

Yet, miracles are still being performed by surgeons in this camp, and they could do with a lot more medical equipment than they posses, particularly anaesthetic. The Japs say, ‘We need what is available ourselves.’ They didn't know what it was until they had seen it. They can't even spell it!

Here I go again. Our party has been transferred to another destination somewhere outside Singapore. What's in a name. It's all jungle. Clearing jungle for something. 

Who cares what for? It was here I struck more trouble - self inflicted! We were camped two hundred yards from a big Tapioca garden. Tapioca you can eat. Throw it in hot ash, boil it, fry it, and so on.  

We were only a small party of twenty-five. We talked about that garden. We will wait a couple of days to get our bearings, before we attack the Tapioca one night. The guards were our main concern - if they patrolled at night or not. The Japs are not too fond of patrolling in the jungle at night - too many Chinese are becoming hostile now. The Japs are going into their villages and taking food from them. They are hiding the food now, when they harvest it. We think that this is a Chinese garden, but times are tough. Hunger abolishes all sentiment. We must raid the garden, but who are the two men to do it? 

We cut twenty-four small pieces of paper, and number them. The officer was excluded from the draw. The two lowest numbers are to do the job. If my arse was made of unbreakable glass, it would crack! I drew number three.

We took a bag. It was ten o'clock, bright moonlight. We crammed the bag full, and were fifty yards from the camp, when this bloody unarmed Jap came along the road. We were going to clobber him, but he yelled merry hell. Japs came from everywhere. They took us back to our two story flat that we occupied. We slept upstairs; the Jap guards were downstairs. They told us to sit on the concrete floor, with our back to the wall. My mate was Bluey Rollison. A Korean guard started kicking into us. He was the duty guard. He was on duty when we went out the back way, lowered by a rope from the top floor.  He probably will be in trouble for not looking around, but we are the ones who appeared to be in bigger trouble, until Toyama arrived. 

I recognised Toyama as soon as he appeared. He was at the Changi Jail when I was picked up by the Indians. I thought, ‘Christ, maybe my face will look different under electric light.’ He had stopped the Korean from kicking us. I could see the Korean didn't like that. Toyama was the boss. He spoke perfect English. He stood in front of us. He told me to stand up. He looked at me a few seconds, and said, ‘Yes, you are the one’. Then I knew that he recognised me. ‘The Changi Jail I saw you.’ I said, ‘Your memory is good, I recognised you also.’ Then he told Bluey to stand up. He checked the bag of Tapioca and asked ‘Are you hungry?’ I said not right now, but tomorrow I most likely will be. ‘Tomorrow,’ he said. I nodded. ‘And you?’ looking at Bluey. ‘Me as well, Sir,’ Bluey answered. ‘Are you sharing them with the other men?’ ‘Yes, Sir.’ ‘You are all in it then.’ ‘We stole it, Sir, but we were going to share.’ Toyama thought for a few seconds, then said, ‘Go upstairs now.’ Bluey went ahead of me. I was on the second step, when Toyama said, ‘Soldier, your Tapioca, take it, share it.’ ‘Thank you, Sir, it won’t happen again.’ ‘I hope not,’ he said.

The boys couldn't believe it, nor could Bluey and I. Our officer was still wiping the sweat away when we went upstairs. The following morning, Bluey and I were issued with a Jap armband to wear. Toyama explained the wording on them ‘TO BE WATCHED’ for the benefit of the guards. We were required to wear them for a week. The boys thought it a hell of a joke. It was no joke. We came under too much attention from the guards. Wherever Bluey or I moved, so did the guard. A week of that was enough.

The word must have got around. There were two big banana trees close by, well protected by three Chinese attendants. Those bananas were ready to pick, but they would pick them, not us.

One particular Jap indicated that he was about to be transferred to Australia. He asked about a dozen of us where our girlfriends and wives lived, so that he could deliver any letters we would entrust to him. For example:

Q. Where you woman live?

A. The black stump.

Q. Where the black stump?

A. Up cockey's arse!

Or, 

Q. Where you woman?

A. Live in wurley.

Q. Why not woman live Sydney?

A. She not like big house. I give you letter, you go live in wurley.

Lot better than you house Japan. She like burn house down.

Maybe you inside when she burn!

Q. Soldier big house?

A. I big house. No wife, she go.

Q. Why she no like big house?

A. She no like clean big house.

Q. Where house?

A. Pentridge!

A great hobby of the Japs was to be ever alert to find some small infringement of their choice, whereby they could punish the victim. They would instruct him to gather dry wood, and start a fire, and then the victim must stand with his back to the fire, up close. Then he must hold up a piece of timber at full stretch above his head. Under the tropical sun, it's barbarous, and they claim they are civilised. One in ten thousand, maybe. The best way we found to draw the Jap's attention away from the victim, so he can lower his arms for a few seconds and get a breather, was to show him a large photo of a naked female. Sometimes you can get five minutes. It's always wise to carry the photo for such useful purposes. I'm sick of looking at it. It does nothing, because it's only a piece of paper. 

But that piece of paper changes the Japs frame of mind, he tells the victim to join the rest of us, and work. Some fellows love that girl!

We had one bloke who was very slow in everything he did. Even his movements were slow. We were camped in a cigarette factory, minus the cigarettes of course, and our senior rank in charge of us was a Corporal called Jacko. Nobody knows how Jacko got those two stripes, but every morning we would be lined up to go out to the job, and we would have to wait for this one bloke.

Give him five minutes, and he would get there. Jacko paced up and down, cursing this bloke, because he knew that he would be in big trouble, should the Japs arrive for us to find we were not ready because of this one man. If they counted us and found we were one man short, they would accuse Jacko of trying to put it over them.

Unfortunately, that's what happened.

Jacko was slapped twice across the face, as the reason for it slowly walked out and took his place in the rear rank. Jacko asked the Japs to wait a minute, while he sorted something out. The Japs gave him one minute.

Jacko called out, ‘Hey you, Lightning, out here.’ Lightning came forward. Jacko threw his haversack down, lowered his head, and with arms swinging, attacked Lightning. Lightning stepped aside, and Jacko went by. He turned around to make another attack, and ran into a straight left followed by a right cross. Jacko was sitting on his arse, wondering where Lightning had learned to move so quickly. 

A couple of the boys stepped in and terminated the action. We were grinning. The Japs were grinning too, but not Jacko. He swore he would have Lightning replaced. When Jacko sent his report back to Changi, Jacko was replaced with an Officer. We missed Jacko. He was one of the boys. He was one of those blokes that was a lot of 

fun to have around. He was a loser, but he never gave up trying to be a winner. He came home, as did his mate Lightning.

Back in Changi, one of the Americans came into our hut one night, wanting to buy flints for his cigarette lighter, as they had just been told that they were moving out the following morning to somewhere up north.

As they were lined up to depart, one Aussie went up to the Yank, and sold him fifty flints at a dollar each. That night, I asked the bloke if he had any more flints to sell. He didn't, because he never had any in the first place. What he sold to the Yank, were prongs from the barbed wire around the camp. An easy fifty bucks, if you have the brains to produce a look-alike product.

We had another good laugh one day, when a Jap brought a Banjo with him, and asked if any of us could play it. Nobody could, so the Jap gave it to another Jap in a truck to take to their camp. Now, this is where a problem comes into the language barrier between us. The word latrine in Japanese, is Benjo. As I have stated before, some of our blokes did not learn or listen to pronounce Japanese words correctly. When dinnertime arrived, we were joined by another group of Aussies who had been working in another area. They knew nothing about the banjo.

One of them asked the Jap if he could go to the Benjo. The Jap said, ‘Nay, I no banjo.’ The bloke came back and sat down alongside me and said, ‘Nice bastard, he don't want a shit, and nobody else is allowed to either.’ I said, ‘Look mate, he knows what a banjo is, because he has one - a musical instrument, right.’ ‘Yes, but I asked him if I could go and have a shit, and he knocked me back.’ ‘OK,’ I said, ‘You go and ask him again, but this time, say Benjo, not banjo.’

He tried again, and was given the OK, but not to be outdone, he commented as he passed us by, ‘That so and so of a banjo has just about made me too late to reach the so and so of a Benjo!’ 

It's now March 1943. 5000 men have been sent up North. They call them D Force. The Japs demand fit men, but none of us are fit. Before the end of March, another 500 Australians were attached to E Force. They were destined for Borneo.

Changi was beginning to empty out. Troops were going in all directions. Then we heard that our battalion was on standby to move out at any time, up North. The work will be hard, we are told, but the food will be better. Well, believe it or not, we looked forward to it, if it's true about the food.

The middle of April 1943 saw the beginning of the most disastrous abuse of humanity I will ever see or forget.

Chapter 7

The Burma - Siam Railway

In the railway station at Singapore, we were jammed into steel rail boxes. By the time our box was full, we could hardly move, then the Japs shut the door. That left us little ventilation, and as the train jerked along, some of the dysentery sufferers were not the best company to be with. The stench was so strong, that we organised to rotate in shifts to get near the door to breathe the little air that was getting in through a couple of cracks under the door.

To add to the discomfort, as we moved around, one of the boys trod in the area vacated by the unfortunate one of our numbers who had worse than diarrhoea. The result was, he slipped over. I don't know how he did that - I didn't believe there was room to fall down, but he did, and he took a couple down with him. If anybody wanted to hear profanity at its best, that was the place to be. 

In that truck, you could feel sorry, you could be helpful, or you can die laughing. I chose the latter, like the rest of them did. Getting them up on their feet took much longer than it did for them to go down, because the movement of the train.

The profanity kept in rhythm with that movement. We were abused by the bloke who was on the bottom for laughing, and he was abused by the ones he took with him. I have never been in such discomfort, and couldn't stop laughing as I did during that episode. There was more to come, as I noticed them trying to move as far away as they could from the bloke with diarrhoea. But that wasn't possible. Those in the near vicinity were all in danger, and always someone would say something for their own protection.

Silence returned. Only the sound of the wheels on the tracks disturbed it. Then came a voice, ‘Can you move that way a bit?’ ‘No, how can I move if nobody else moves?’ ‘Ask them, can you move?’ ‘No.’ The first voice sounds desperate. He calls out, ‘Can't you blokes squeeze up, a foot will do?’ ‘We can't. Why?’ ‘Because I'm standing behind this bastard with the shits. He's taken his strides off, and if he lets go, I cop the fucken lot!’

They can't move, so he stays there. He makes one more plea to the man who started it all. ‘Now look Jimmy, when you feel it coming on, squat. I don't care how you get down, but get there. I will push them back somehow. And if you can't, then turn around and face me ya bastard. Don't shit all over me.’

I laughed so much, my sides ached. I had to laugh just looking at him, he was so serious. He struck a match to light a cigarette. The head flew off and landed in Jimmy's hair. Jimmy rubbed his head frantically. ‘You burnt my fucking hair, I can smell it.’ ‘It smells better than the shit you left in the corner over there.’ And that was all the sympathy Jimmy got.

The train trudged on. Suddenly all hell broke looses. ‘You dirty bastard. You've shit all over me. Jesus Christ, we're all going to finish up smelling like skunks. Suffering Jesus, what do I do now?’ We couldn't answer him, we were all hysterical. ‘I told you to turn around you fart arse bastard!’ This bloke should have been in Hollywood. Jimmy couldn't face him; he was trying to hide his laughter.

We have travelled for one and a half days now, non-stop. No food or water, and we are parched and hungry. It appears that we are being taken to a place of no return. It seems that giving food and water would be wasted. Our welfare has no place in the minds of the Japs. I have a thought that a reduction in our numbers would please the Jap administration.

We are a nuisance, so get rid of us. We are being taken to where we can do no harm. We are being put out of the way. The sides of the truck are so hot that they burn when touched. Sweat is pouring away from our bodies. We are almost naked by now, and the odour in the truck was appalling. The temperature numbed the brain. Three men fainted, and had to be moved towards the door.

The train came to a standstill. The door was opened, and we fell to the ground. The Japs were laughing. One of them said ‘Meshi’ (Food). He should have said ‘Mess!’ That's what it was. Glue and rotten onion water. That's what caused all the diarrhoea trouble in the truck.

Nobody knows who cooked it. Who wants to? Things remained the same for the remainder of the train journey. From there we boarded a ship for Bangkok. We were put down into the hold. Here we go again. The diarrhoea cases must make it up the ladder first, then to the side of the ship. The first attempt failed, but nobody stood at the bottom of the ladder to urge him on. We've seen it all before!

The reason we were kept down in the hold was that the ship was too close to land. Further out in the South China Sea, they allowed us on deck. I doubt very much whether I would have gone over the side in those waves, hoping to out-swim a shark or two. We were allowed up two at a time when nature called during the day, but at night, nobody was allowed on top. On the journey so far latrines had not been considered, and down in that pitch black hole in the night, the grumbles and curses went on, as urgent cases stepped gingerly over the restless throng of men, groping for a vacant spot to find relief from the torment bestowed upon us.

It wasn't the mild form now. More and more were finding out that dysentery had joined in the nightmare. The stench was constantly there to remind all and every one of us that F Force was heading towards an HORRENDOUS DESTINATION.

And still the humorist Australian remained intact. The word humorist means an individual, but there on that ship, I was one of a thousand who qualified to be called a humorist. It didn't take long to emphasise that qualification when we were finally allowed on deck.

One Jap must have promoted himself as an intelligence agent. Between gestures, drawing on the deck with chalk, a terrible knowledge of English and one or two words of Japanese, he wanted to know the names of Australia's largest war ships. Of course we knew that the largest ships on our side didn't belong to us, but we could supply some names. These are the names we wrote down for him, because he asked us to. We told him that the first name on the list was the biggest in the world. His eyes lit up like a lighthouse as he read ‘PHAR LAP, REDDICH, MOSSTROOPER, GLOAMING, and CARBINE.’ 

Then he wanted to know the name of our largest airfield. That was easier to think of, on word - SIMPSON. As one digger said, the first name was sunk by the Yanks! It pays to know your racing.

We disembarked at Bangkok. It was a dust bowl, evidently bitumen had not come this far north. The population was behind closed doors. Perhaps a curfew was in progress because of our presence. As we marched along, various conversations were carried out. ‘They say some of the Thai sheilas are not bad,’ ‘What would you do if you saw one?’ ‘Look her over.’ ‘But you've got boring eyes’ ‘What about you ya skinny bastard.’ Laughter. Both of them were down about three stone. ‘I thought this place was the largest egg producing country in Asia, where's the bloody fowls?’ ‘Locked up with their bloody sheilas so we can't get at them.’ Loud laughter. ‘What would you rather have right now, a Thai sheila, or a dozen eggs?’ ‘It's a tough one. I'd get more out of the eggs.’ ‘At least you've still got your senses.’ ‘The sheila comes next.’ ‘I didn't think you were dinkum!’

Then we were interrupted. It was a Jap voice. ‘This camp you stop.’

One eighty yard atap sideless hut. We had never seen such filth as we encountered in that camp. Tamils had preceded us. They had not dug any latrines. They did it all inside and outside the hut. No attempts were made to cover it with dirt. The flies were like a great black cloud and food tins chocked with maggots were strewn everywhere. The Jap guards stood on the other side of the road. They wouldn't approach the entrance. They had their handkerchiefs over their noses.

We had ours tied around our faces. We burned the hut down on orders from our own officers. The Japs agreed. We dug latrines, shovelled in the Tamil's mess, and lit fires all over the place to rid ourselves of the flies. We then buried the tins of maggots. It was 1.30am before we finally prepared for sleep.

We stayed there for four days, then we were on our way again, through the dusty streets of Bangkok, deserted, but for a few dogs. We knew eyes were watching from within the houses and buildings. It was strange for a city with a dense population to be void of movement. Perhaps the streets would vibrate again after we left.

It was easier to say goodbye to Bangkok, than to say its nice seeing you. It was apparent to us now that the locals were forbidden to be out of doors whilst Allied prisoners were passing through their city. The Japanese were not taking any 

chances of Anti-Japanese exposure, as there surely would be. They had not won the war, and they had not won any friends either.

So we moved on to a place called Bampong. Even the name stinks! It was here that we were given all the steamed rice we wanted. We also received two raw eggs, which we cracked into the steaming rice to cook. Was this an example of things to come regarding food? If so, maybe we will be able to handle the hard work promised by the Japs.

The eggs were very important, but the doctors warned us not to get our hopes up, as we still have 180 miles to go, on foot! That took the taste of the eggs right out of my mouth. If the rooster keeps going, and the fowls keep laying, we have a chance. Two days of bulk and eggs made one hell of a difference to the dysentery cases. With the money we had, we bought eggs to take with us, just in case all stopover places were not as kind as Bampong.

We were on the road again, next stop, Kanburi. We found out that it was a bloody long way. Most of the men had boiled their eggs before leaving Bampong, and just as well. By the time we arrived at Kanburi, we were starving. Kanburi was better again. Rice and eggs were the order of the day, and we gave them hell. The Japs say, ‘Two days we go.’ A native told us ‘North of Kanburi is the White Mans grave.’ He told us that he himself would not live North of Kanburi. There goes them eggs again. When asked to explain it, he said, ‘You go North, no more eggs, no more big rice meal. Monsoon rain comes, no more food comes. Japanese OK, they get food. You no get, you get small food. You get sick, men die. Much trouble come.’

Well, he should know, it's his country, and we had to find out if he was right.

We stayed four more days at Kanburi. It was very cold at night, and in the morning, the frost crackled underfoot. The days were hot. The weather conditions forced the Australian medical officer to suggest to the Japs that we travel by night, and rest during the day. They agreed, and at Kanburi as the sun was setting, 'F Force' marched into the night and the horrors of the Burma - Siam Railway.

It was night time. Cool to cold. The moon was as bright as day and we were spread out for about a mile from the leaders to the tail. The curses carried through the air for a hundred yards or more from the point of cause, but nobody would dare laugh, because it would trigger off abuse from others who were nearing the end of their tether.

It had happened before. You were beaten, but you had learned. Don't laugh or say something stupid, like the night we were resting.

We must have been there half an hour, when one solitary figure came stumbling in, dropped his pack, and flopped down cursing Churchill from England, to Tojo from Japan, when someone in a loud voice asked, ‘Who was the fucking clown who just 

came in?’ The reply was, ‘Stand up the bastard who said that. Come on, where are ya, you lily livered bastard?’ Nobody said a word. Nobody moved. Nobody laughed. The loud mouth won't do that again, and the straggler flopped down again to sleep, satisfied at the silence to his challenge.

There was nothing worse than stopping and starting. If we didn't get to where we were supposed to be in the morning, it cut our rest period down. Stopping and starting didn't help us at all. One particular night it was dark. I mean real black. It was alright for those blokes up front on such a night, they had a Jap flashing a torch now and again, and could keep in close contact. But as the column strung out, it was easy to lose contact with each other.

This happened to about a dozen of us. At that stage we still had our shirts, and some of us had fireflies on our backs. They glow at night, and can give some guidance to those behind. The bloke I was following had some on his back, but he complained that he couldn't catch up with anyone ahead. I said, ‘Just keep going.’

We came to a halt. ‘What's wrong now?’ I asked. ‘We've caught up.’ ‘How do you know?’ I went on. ‘I'm standing behind a bloke,’ he said. ‘Well, we may as well sit down.’ I said. We were there a long time. Finally, I yelled, ‘What's the hold up?’ There was no answer. ‘See if that blokes' awake,’ I said. ‘There's no bastard there,’ came the reply, ‘We've been waiting for a bloody tree trunk to move! We've left the road!’ 

We called out, without reply. A little later, we heard a voice say, ‘A man can't see his fucking hand in front of him.’ We followed the sound of the voice, and eventually found the road again. So we sat down and waited for first light. Siam was called everything but a country that night.

We had one bloke, whose feet were so swollen and cut that he refused to walk any further. We couldn't blame him. Our medical Officer spoke with the Jap in charge, and who appeared to be concerned about it. So he made a suggestion that we carry the soldier with the bad feet. All of our stretchers were in use, so we made one out of bamboo. We tied the crosspieces with jungle twine, and in the end, it seemed that we had done a good job. But many said that it wouldn't hold the bloke. We of course disagreed. The medical Officer made no comment.

In the cool of the evening, we took off. The four of us who made it were to carry him for the first two hours, and then somebody else could have a go. 

If you walk out of step with the two men in front, you get a nice even rhythm. The stretcher will not rock up and down. As we set out, black clouds were gathering overhead. An hour later it poured. There was no shelter, so you just kept going, and as the road became a quagmire, we lost our momentum. The stretcher stood up to it, but the patient and the four bearers crashed into the mud. A dozen pairs of hands set us right again, but fifty yards on, one of the stretcher poles snapped, and the patient crashed into the mud.

He sat there, and between unprintable language, told us that he would be better off walking on his hands. We decided to take turns, with one each side of him, in order to get some weight off his feet. Away we went again, with the rain tumbling down. It was pitch black, and men were slipping everywhere, so it was no surprise to hear a cry of agony as the patient went down again, for the third time. This time, they had got into a slide, and, in order to regain their balance, had trodden on his feet.

We finally succeeded in reaching the next stop over camp, where he remained, until his feet were well enough for him to get about by himself. Thank Christ.

They were frustrating moments. You help, and you're abused. But you understand when the victims abuse you. If they didn't abuse you, you would think there was something wrong. It was better to know that the old fighting spirit was there. Then you smile to yourself. 

The next stop was Tarsau, but nobody could say how far away Tarsau was. Men went along at their own pace. Why should we be in a hurry? The Jap guards are silent. They must be wondering what they've done wrong to be put on this job. When we rest, they flop down mumbling to themselves.

It was mid afternoon when we arrived at Tarsau. We were given rice boiled in onion water. That didn't help us in any way, because in three hours we would be on the road again. We hoped to get some sleep in that three hours, but we didn't. An argument took place between our medical officers and the Japs over our sick men. A Japanese medical officer and our Major Hunt both agreed that about forty men were unfit to travel. The Corporal of the Guards disagreed. He claimed that only ten were sick enough to be considered to stay at Tarsau. A letter produced by the Jap medical officer had no affect on the obstinate Guard, but Major Hunt kept trying.

When the time came for us to move out, Major Hunt separated the forty sick men from the main body. Then, with Major Wild, our interpreter, stood in front of the sick men. The Jap Corporal approached Major Wild with a large bamboo in his hand. We couldn't hear what was said, but Major Wild was hit in the face with the bamboo. Another Jap joined in and followed suit. Major Wild fell backwards as the Jap Corporal jabbed at the Major's genitals with the bamboo. They then attacked Major Hunt. Three Japs forced him to the ground then bashed him with bamboo. The dirty rotten scum beat him badly. He was not a young man. They bruised his skull, back, hands and arms. The Jap Corporal then made all the sick men march with us. 

The guards who were with us have been replaced; maybe they are too sick to continue. Our numbers of sick were increasing. We were starting to straggle. Men were dropping back, too weary to keep up, and dysentery was spreading rapidly. Men's feet were cut from sharp rocks sticking up through the rough dusty road. Some could hardly walk with their swollen feet and legs, but they were too tired to complain.

Some of us had very few belongings to carry; others had too much under the circumstances. It was too dark to recognise anybody, unless they spoke. I saw a 

figure go off the road and let himself down. I sat down with him. It was Bill Gardner. ‘You OK Bill?’ ‘Fucked.’ ‘I'll stick around.’ ‘I've got some coffee and a billy, find some wood.’ It was easy to find. All the low scrub was dead bush. We boiled the coffee. Others stopped and started small fires. Some made coffee, some tea. No milk or sugar was heard of up here, so it wasn't strange not to have it.

We sat there for an hour before we decided to move on. All we have to do is follow the road. I counted fifteen men around the fires. Not one of them was concerned how far the main bunch was ahead. I am quite sure others were behind us, and as dawn drowned out the dark, it was obvious there was only one road. We plodded on until we caught up with the main group. They had stopped for the day. The Japs were counting us as we came in. They asked if there were any more. ‘Find out ya bastard.’

The dead tired cooks were in the process of preparing our meal. Good God, what were we walking into? The condition of some of the men is appalling. We must reach our destination, whatever that is, before we have any more to eat. We have no food with us, and to make matters worse, a violent thunderstorm raged on for more than an hour. 

The road had turned to mud. I tried to walk in the centre of the road, but I couldn't stay there. I had no resistance in my legs. I just slid off into the thick mud now churned up by the marching feet of those ahead. The curses were thick and heavy from frustration. Cut and swollen feet added to it all, as did hunger. Exhaustion has been with us for a long time. If this was the beginning, Christ knows what lies ahead. Well, we walked and walked until we got there.

They called it Upper Songkurai. When we arrived, we were told that only four hundred of us would be staying there, the others were divided into other camps along the road. 

Our first task was to build a camp. Erecting huts for our own quarters, hospital wards, and digging latrines. In the mean time, we were in tents. Eight men to each tent, because it was the only way all of us could get under cover. Nobody now knows better than we do the feeling of sleeping in such cramped conditions. Knowing that half of the occupants in your tent have a touch of dysentery, and that at any time during the night you are going to get galloped on, or worse. The latter you can do without, the former depends on how one sleeps. On your stomach, or on your back, they are not particular where they tread when in such a hurry.

So you turn onto your side, and go to sleep. After all, when you think about it, you may be in the same boat one night, then the score will be even, no arguments!

As the camp took shape, the Japs added their piece of furniture to the scene. They installed what we called the oven. It was a square steel box. It was one of many they had installed throughout the camps on the Burma - Siam Railway. Its employment will become known later on in my diary.

Digging the latrines was tiring work. We were using large posthole diggers, with four men on each side of the bar. You walked round and round. The deeper it went, the tougher it became. We went to a depth of about eighteen feet. But it wasn't just one hole; we eventually put down 10 holes. Of course, each crew did only one hole. The main problem was looking for the fittest men to do the job, because none of us was fit in the true sense of the word.

At night, after we had eaten the slops that the Japs called food, we sat or stood around bamboo fires talking. Jokes were told, and some were in their tents singing. The doctors and the orderlies were never; it appeared off their feet. Tireless working professionals dedicated to their profession.

Already there was a death from cholera. From the time it was detected, until death, was twelve hours. Major Bruce Hunt, the senior Medical Officer then gave his orders. All water brought from the nearby river was to be boiled before use. Our eating utensils were to be dipped into boiling water before and after use; they must be covered at all times in between use. Any man caught short going to the latrines must immediately light a fire over the droppings, or get the nearest person in the vicinity to do it. This was an order, not a request.

We are faced with a crisis, cholera. It's a new one to us. We have only heard of it, now we are face to face with it. The fight begins. The fight for survival.

My first task outside the camp was in the Jap cookhouse near the river. A narrow bridge spanned the river. A Jap sent me across the bridge with a bucket for water from a tap just on the other side. Another Jap cookhouse was there. A Jap was sitting outside. I located the tap, put the bucket down, and started to fill the bucket. The Jap shot off his stool, charged at me with a roar, slapped me over the face, kicked the bucket over, gave me a whack, and told me to get going back to where I had come. That's the part I liked. I went back and put the empty bucket down in front of the Jap, then I explained what had happened. He told me to pick up the bucket, and follow him back to the other side again. I stood there and enjoyed one hell of an argument between the two of them. The Jap I was with turned to me and told me to fill it up. He went and returned with a Jap Sergeant. The Sergeant gave the OK to get water from the tap any time. After all that, I was whacked twice, and my bad luck continued.

I had scaled some fish they had netted from the river. I was thinking to myself, ‘Fresh fish for dinner Blue!’ Lunchtime arrived, and the Jap cook had a large heap of steaming rice and a large quantity of fried fish ready. I was waiting for him to tell me what else had to be done. He said ‘You campo meshi,’ - go to my camp and eat there. I was to return after and wash up. Humiliation. 

These are the incidents that kept reminding me why I detest Churchill and his famous Impenetrable Singapore, as he called it. We of the 8th Division call him windbag. There are other names, which are unprintable.

We have moved into the large hut now. It's better than the tents. We keep the fires burning in the hut, as it 's our only source of lighting. Inside the hut, there are two sleeping bays - a lower bay, and an upper bay. Bamboo ladders were fixed to get to the upper bay. It was not advisable to occupy the upper bay if you were a little loose in the bowels. It was also not advisable for anyone on the bottom bay to sleep directly under a person with that complaint. But it did happen, on two occasions.

On the first occasion, during the verbal uproar between the patient and the victim, I noticed the Padre making a hasty retreat from the hut. That same Padre had also been a victim of his own folly. He smokes heavily, and always has tobacco. He must have purchased a quantity in Singapore before leaving. His problem was, he had run out of cigarette papers. He had been using newspaper, while we were using bible paper.

We were cutting the bible and testament pages into cigarette papers. On this particular night, he came to the hut asking if anyone could supply him with papers. He didn't mind how thick it was. One of the men who had quite a bit of Bible cut to size said, ‘Here you are Padre, get these into you.’ The Padre felt the paper, and remarked how nice and thin it was. The firelight was poor for reading, so he didn't bother after the first attempt. He rolled a cigarette, and said, ‘That's more like it, where did you get this paper?’ ‘Padre, do you know the Bible off by heart?’ ‘Most of it, why?’ ‘Then you had better learn it all. Before the war is over, you will have smoked your Bible, because you are smoking it now.’ The Padre was stunned. He took another draw on the cigarette, looked at it, and said, ‘Perhaps we can be forgiven for this. The Lord requires us to make decisions.’ He sat there for an hour talking and smoking. When he had retired, a non-smoker remarked ‘It's bloody tough when smoking gets to you like that. He must think you're a nice mob of bastards.’ We finished the night laughing.

We had little to laugh about the following day. The Japs pushed us hard, putting the foundations down for the line. Their calculations didn't work out, so we were given a rough time. We were using small dish shaped baskets with two long bamboo handles. One man in front, one at the rear. We had to go and find dirt from anywhere, to make up the quota. To do this, we were forced to cross two hundred yards of knee deep mud. They wouldn't allow us to go around it. It was a day’s work pulling our feet out of the mud, because of the suction. And, after fifteen hours with only one hour’s rest, it's torture. We will suffer casualties at this pace, the conditions, and the muck we are forced to swallow for food.

It will be those with the toughest constitutions, those who are fortunate to avoid disease, that will survive. It's the dread of cholera that hangs in the air. It strikes like a rattle snake, and just as deadly. Yet we sleep as though it doesn't matter. We have our singsongs, and our clowns and comedians continue to perform. Thank God for them. 

A British Padre sings for us quite often. He sang professionally in England, in peacetime. His name was Foster Haig. He was a tenor. The British troops are situated opposite our camp, across the road. They are working on a bridge across the Kwai River. It fell down once, what they had erected of it. The Japs gave the poor 

buggers hell. That didn't dampen the ego and guts of these Poms, they marched back to camp whistling. 

Major Hunt has decided that all who die will be cremated. The death rate is rising, mostly from cholera. I know it sounds like a desperate measure to combat cholera, but it's a sound one. As he said before, we must fight this thing all the way, if we are going to beat it.

We have renamed the camp Cholera Hill.

A week before the cremating was due to begin, the Sergeant called out ten names to cut and carry heavy logs to the area where the fire will be located. I was one of the ten. We did this for a week, and that was a lot of timber. We finished the work on a Saturday. That night the Sergeant came to our hut and informed the ten of us that we would remain on the job for a period of seven days. ‘Tomorrow you will start the fire.’ Pointing to me he said, ‘Blue, you and Lofty will stay on the fire the first day. You two will put any bodies that come up into the fire. You others will continue to bring wood in. From there on, work it out amongst yourselves. You all take your turn on the fire, and don't forget that. It's only for a week, then we change you.’

Before we started the fire we were informed that two bodies would be cremated that day. Once the fire reached the maximum heat, the bodies were delivered to us. We had to get as close as the heat would allow then throw the body in as near the centre as possible. This method was terrible. In our opinion, it's barbaric, but there is no other way to put them into the fire. Then, after we've done that, we remain there all day for any others who have died in the meantime.

Once a death occurs, the cremation is immediately carried out. I won't forget the conversation Lofty and I had as we sat and waited. ‘I don't want to do this any more, Blue,’ Lofty said. ‘I don't want to either, but we have no choice,’ I replied. ‘What's our nerves going to be like later on?’ asked Lofty, ‘Wrecked,’ I said. ‘They're our mates we are tossing in there, it's easier to dig a hole,’ Lofty went on. ‘We could get tossed in there too, you know,’ I said, ‘I've thought of that,’ said Lofty.

Lofty and I were on fire duty on three occasions, and each time mates were cremated. We knew every one of them. I will never disclose their names. If they had been buried, I would have. If we had cremated Japs, we would have enjoyed it. They made no effort to assist in the fight against cholera; all they wanted was the numbers out on the line and the bridge. We saw a British soldier on crutches going out to work on the bridge. His legs were bandaged all the way up. He made up the numbers they demanded. His condition wasn't considered. A British doctor tried to substitute for him. He was beaten and kicked to the ground. One Jap never does it on his own, it's always two, three, or four. To retaliate would result in facing a firing squad for both of them.

The Jap mentality is equal to their brutality. It's deplorable. They want fit men, when one offers himself, they bash him. When a Jap gets sick, our doctors are sought to 

attend them. They haven't a Jap doctor in this camp. The Japs who are here have had cholera injections before they came here, so why worry about us.

We are so unlucky. A Jap fell thirty feet off the bridge, and missed the rocks below by a foot! Nothing is going our way. We were working a mile north of the camp with a Jap Sergeant in charge. He was a thorough bastard, and he looked it. It became evident to us that he was going to put all his dirty tricks into operation. He possessed a golf club. If you were bending down to pick something up, you could expect a blow from that club. If you were carrying anything whereby both hands were required, he would prod you with the handle in the genitals, stomach, small of the back, or back of the head.

At this time, most of us were infected with scabies - a contagious skin disease brought about by trying to sleep on bamboo slats riddled with lice. The vulnerable parts were the buttocks and the elbows. Most of us had a blanket, but it was a haven for the bamboo lice. A man would want to fall into a dead sleep to ignore them, and not too many can do that up here on the Burma - Siam Railway.

Getting back to this Jap Sergeant. He evidently had noticed our scabies; so, in what appeared to be an act of concern, he took one of our men by the arm, and asked if it was sore. He was told that the scabies itch. With that answer, he produced a piece of sandpaper, and ran it over the elbow. It took the tips right off, resulting in profuse bleeding. The other Japs and Koreans were very amused by it. The result was that one of our men had to tear his shirt up to bandage the elbow to keep the flies from it. 

What in the name of Christ is their motive for this action? Everywhere I have been on work parties, it's the same thing. Every Jap and Korean takes delight in these atrocious acts. Major Hunt has spoken to the Jap commander, Banno, but nothing has come from his efforts to quell the onslaught.

I had two large ulcers on my right leg below the knee. My shinbone was visible, and I was in the ulcer ward at the time. I had been to the river where I would put my leg into the fast running water to clean them, because I had not been able to get any maggots to put in them at that time. I would wash the bandages at the same time, and when dry, put them back over the ulcers.

When I returned to the ward, a half dozen Japs were there with two Australian doctors. The Japs were demanding more men for work on the Railway. The doctors were telling them that to send any of the ulcer cases out, could result in the loss of limbs, or even death. The Japs were not concerned about that. They wanted ten more men. We had to take our bandages off for them to carry out an inspection.

To maintain their image as the lowest bastards on earth, they chose the first ten men closest to them. Thirty men weren't even looked at. Six of those sent out lost their legs, and two died through gangrene. It was because of these type of actions, that survival became a remote possibility.

The death rate is worsening all the time. Cholera, dysentery, malaria, pleurisy, arms and legs being amputated as gangrene sets in. It's frightening up here. As one man said, ‘I wish I didn't have to go to sleep, I might not wake up. Every bastard's dying around here!’ That's the way we are talking now. It's better to say it than think it. I can, and will say we amaze ourselves. We are going through all this, yet, back in camp, you hear some body call out ‘Look out, give him a go!’ That means, stand aside as one-man races through the hut on his way to the latrines. If he is retarded in any way, he could do it in the hut, and the bamboo lice would like that. But you can bet that somebody would laugh, and you would hear some profane language from the victim.

Of course there may not be a vacancy when he gets there. That's when we heard him abusing someone for squatting there all night. Some of them stand with their buttocks to the fire. It relieves the itching, and helps dry up the scabies. We all do that. Some of them sit and think too much about their personal problems at home. Perhaps that is easy for me to say, being a single man. I have no children or wife to worry about. It certainly is an extra burden that adds more pressure to their minds.

It's an amazing fact at this stage that the majority of deaths have been married men since we have arrived in Thailand. It makes one wonder sometimes. One can almost pick them out. Those who sit on their bunks staring into space. Others lay on their backs gazing at the roof of the hut. They seem to draw you into their thoughts, as though we are all part of the problem. And yet, at the other end of the hut, the chatter and the laughter belies it all. 

It makes no difference how rugged the day has been, that end of the hut draws me like a magnet every night. You hear stories one would never hear anywhere else. One bloke had us in tears. This is how he told us of the insult he suffered the night he was to board the ship in Fremantle to come away. ‘I was standing there, I didn't know a bastard. Up comes this redheaded Sheila and says 'You look lonely, I'll see you off,’ She put her arms around my neck and gave me a big kiss. I put my arms around her and drew her close. She said, ‘I can feel your cigarette lighter in your pants pocket.’ I said to her ‘You insulting bastard I haven't got a lighter!’

He continued on. ‘I've had a lot of bad luck with women, it's not my fault all the time, it's just my luck.’ ‘Before I left home, I went to see a couple I knew. They were about six years older than me. When I got there, the bloke was down the back yard cutting wood. I just sat there on a kitchen chair. She sat on my lap and said, 'Fred will be up in a minute,' I said, ‘He is now!’ She said 'I'll see you off from here,' I said, ‘You've already done that!’ ‘Christ I'm unlucky, I took a Sheila out once, spent three quid on her, took her to the beach all day, the pictures, then walked her home with my arm around her. She was hanging onto her handbag with both hands. I asked, What's your religion? She said 'Mormon.' I said, ‘You must believe in marriage and intercourse, or there wouldn't be any others around.’  She said 'Intercourse after marriage.' I asked, ‘Why not before? A man won't know what he's got.’  She said, 'Surprise.' ‘Well, I don't think we will be a perfect match kid,’ I said, ‘because if you are larger than the normal woman, and all I can come up with, is a cock the size of a cigarette lighter!’ Christ I'm unlucky!

These are the fellows who keep the ball rolling. More stories will be told on the nights which follow. We won't get tired of that.

A Jap medical team arrived to take dysentery tests from all Prisoners of War. The method they used turned out to be a comical affair. We were to bend down and have a solid glass rod thrust into the back passage. It was the size of a fountain pen. It was then wiped onto a glass slide. Your name was recorded against the number on the slide. One bloke whose bowels were a bit loose warned the Jap not to stand directly behind him, nor too close. In his own words, ‘I could shit right in your eye.’

Some jumped forward three feet. Others jumped straight up. One went forward and fell flat on his face. He scrambled to his feet, as he did so we heard him say, ‘Good God man, there must be another way!’ His tone was one of utter disgust, much to the amusement of us onlookers who had just been through it.

Nothing will come out of it. Only a fool would expect the Japs to medically treat us against dysentery or anything else that would benefit us. It's too late now anyway, there are too many crosses up there on the hill. What ever these bastards do now won't change that.

The monsoon season is approaching. Soon the road will be impassable, if not already. We have had steady rain for two days. It's been rough out on the line, and now fifty men, including me, have walked eight miles towards Burma to a deserted camp. We are required to take our packs, and carry fifty pounds of rice each back to our own camp. The British troops who were at this camp have moved to Burma, that's how the rice came to be there. It was riddled with weevils. We've eaten them before.

It was raining heavily on the return journey. The road was a shocker. If we tried to walk off the road, some of the low bush was spiky, and you could cut yourself, which could develop, into an ulcer. So, we walked through the ankle deep mud. We were experts at cursing. It didn't change anything; the words just came out. If a man lost his balance a little and bumped someone, and he in turn bumped someone, then you would hear how three men verbally resolve their differences. We keep on walking, and didn't lose a grain of rice.

It was dark when we returned. We consumed our slops, and were told we would be going back the following day, to get the rest of the rice. We had to put a guard on the door to watch for the Padre. His ears would have melted!

The rain continued night and day. In some places we were in mud a foot deep. It was cold. Perhaps we felt it more because of our poor physical condition.

Many authors, to my way of thinking, knew very little about F Force. It appears as if they wrote from what they heard. There doesn't seem to be any involvement with F Force. It is a well-known fact that we copped the lot - Lower and Upper Songkurai – 

camps which were the worst of any along the Railway. One other camp also occupied by Colonel Pond's troops were F Force. We know enough about this camp to back up what I have stated.

We had made contact with the boys on a number of occasions. We were of the same Battalion. They were moved around more times than a politician we know makes promises. The Jap in charge was sadistic, and not to be trusted. They were forced to push ox-carts laden with Jap stores. They were bogged so often in the mud, that it was four in the morning before they were rested. Four hours later, they continued. When they completed that task they returned forty miles to where they had been, to carry their stretcher cases, their gear, and help the sick all the way - forty miles.

Boots were out of fashion. Many of us were wearing loincloths. They covered very little, but up there nobody took any notice. Many incidents have not been recorded. The section of line we were camped on was a quagmire. On one day, eight of us were carrying a fourteen-foot log. It was bloody terrible trying to control it, because it was covered with mud, and we were walking through mud a foot deep. We were wobbling all over the place. Now and again we had to stop while somebody tried to get his leg out of the mud. The curses were vile. One bloke said, ‘The fucking Jap's watching.’ A reply was, ‘Let the cunt watch, that's all he's fucking good for anyway!’ Even in that situation, I couldn't help laughing. It sounded so venomous.

As we expected, the Jap screamed at us to hurry up. We didn't. He yelled some more, then came through the mud after us. We were all belted with a bamboo stick. It hurt. Then he fell over, flat in the mud. He unbalanced us, and we dropped the log. Three of them fell on top of the Jap. He went out of sight. Half a dozen Japs ran to the scene, where, as best they could, they pulled their mate to the surface. Our men made no attempt to pull him out. He was spitting, coughing and spluttering. Even his glasses were still glued to his head. We tried to stop laughing, but we couldn't. He looked like a burnt out tree stump when he came up. One of the Japs abused us for laughing, but his mates were ready to burst out laughing at any tick of the clock.

We watched him as he walked to the road and made his way to the river, which was two miles away. That's when the other Japs went into a fit of laughter. We still had one hundred yards to go to get that log to its destination. We couldn't lift it out of the mud, so we straddled it, and slid it along. It still took half an hour to get it there. One of the Japs watching us suggested we use the same method with the remainder of the logs. We had already decided on that, but we expected an objection.

It was a hell of a lot easier. We would give half a dozen slides, then take a rest. And we had no worries about the Japs coming in there again, because they would all have to walk to the river. We were OK, we were in the mud all day. We were even telling one another we stink. The Japs say we stink. We told them their mate stank. They had to agree, because he had shat himself!

In camp that night, we were all having a good laugh, with the exception of one of my closest mates. I noticed him lying down. I asked if he was OK. He said, ‘I'll be alright.’ I fetched the doctor. He was not alright. He had cholera.

The following night I went to see him. He didn't look so good. He looked at me and said, ‘Thanks mate.’ He turned his hand over, palm up. I took his hand firmly. He died over night, and I cried. His name was Jack Church from Victoria. He had a wife and two children. I had been with him in action. We were side by side the morning our Company bayonet charged the Japs at Muar. I recall saying to him after the attack, ‘How did you go?’ He replied, ‘I got one, but I couldn't catch the other bastard!’ The sun was setting when he was buried. The cremations have ceased. There are no mourners at the burials. The only persons in attendance are the two man burial party. Every other bloke is out working on the Railway. The Japs demand our presence on the work force. No ‘Ifs or buts.’

We have heard a different story about a camp on the Burma side of the Thai border. The place was named Thanbyuzayat. Brigadier Varley was the Australian commander. Besides Australians, there were British, American, and Dutch. Before I recorded this information, I made sure it was authentic. Remember, I said that F Force copped the lot. The shit. We had the worst guards, the worst camps, and the worst stretch of area to work in.

Varley's camp received truckloads of canteen supplies. They had regular sports meetings, attended by Japs and Prisoners of War. The relations between the prisoners and the Japs was better than any other camp on the Burma - Siam Railway, because they had a reasonable Jap commander to deal with, so they say.

And here we are, with our officers in the oven; the steel box I mentioned earlier on, because they argued with a guard over one of the sick men. The Jap wouldn't allow him to be replaced. A pigheaded Jap wouldn't concede that it was for the best. So the officer called him a stupid bastard, thus, the oven. They kept him there for twenty-four hours. He came out lively as a kitten, because he had poked a pocketknife down the bottom of the door as they closed it. He wedged the knife between the door and the box. The Jap couldn't see the bottom gap as he hammered the wooden wedges in from the outside. The victim inside had enough air. ‘The heat,’ he said, ‘I could tolerate.’ The boys gave him a rousing welcome back.

The Japs were always on the alert to find a cause to portray and demonstrate some form of brutality, but they wouldn't admit to their own stupidity. The following is a clear example of how one Jap caused an unwarranted situation, not only against us, but also against his fellow guards, while he returned to camp.

During the day, he removed the head from a pick; he wanted to use the handle as a weapon. Perhaps he had deemed that the bamboo stick was ineffective upon our hides. I suppose some of us were becoming hardened to it! The last time we saw him with it, he was using it as a baseball bat, using stones as a ball. When the time arrived for us to return to camp, the guards checked the tools, as was the procedure 

each day. The pick handle was nowhere to be found. The Japs told us, ‘We do not return to camp until the handle is found.’ They classify it as a lethal weapon. One of them went back, and about an hour later, four fresh guards arrived. Those who had been there all day went back to camp. We continued the search. At eleven o'clock that night it was found under a mound of mud, hidden by that scum bastard of a Jap. And we believe it was all set up, because those Japs knew, as well as we did, who the bastard was last seen with the pick-handle.

Our meal had turned sour, as rice does if it is not eaten soon after being cooked. When we told the guards who had the handle, we were ignored. They waved their arms indicating to keep on looking. They seemed to be enjoying it. That was when we came to the conclusion that this was another one of their jokes, to humiliate.

It was a fluke chance that they found the handle anyway. One of the boys trod on a heap of mud in the darkness. Another, groping in the bushes was stung by a scorpion. His arm stiffened up for a while, then, after about ten minutes, it was OK again. It frightened hell out of him, and the rest of us. Some of those bastards can kill you, if one nips you.

In this place, you don't know what will pop out of the ground. Up here, we have a variety of assortments. We have Japs, Koreans, scorpions, snakes, and tigers. Some have names like bamboo lice and bugs. We sleep with them, that's why we don't cut our fingernails. The majority of us will finish up with hookworms. They come through the soles of your feet into the blood stream, where they lay eggs. But of all the disease I have mentioned, there is one complaint that nobody suffers from, and that is constipation. That patient would be classified as a freak of nature.

It's my opinion that nature will take its course. Nobody, to my knowledge has defeated it. I, like many others up here, have used the expression, ‘That's nature mate, you can't beat it.’ Twelve men from Songkuri are going to try and beat nature. They are going to try to escape. They were warned by all, including the medical staff. It is suicide. They could not be furnished with medical supplies or food. They had no sense of direction. The elements of treacherous inhabitants, quicksand, disease, and the problem of carrying those who become sick, plus their weakened condition, were all against them.

 One of them told me that they would attempt to reach the Bay of Bengal. I said, ‘OK, according to the map, the Bay of Bengal would be similar to trying to reach Australia - if you could go in a straight line. You will be going around in circles. You have no compass or knowledge of the terrain.’ Although they had convinced themselves that they could make it, they were the only ones who believed it. The rest of the men just shook their heads. One night, after working fourteen hours on the line, tired, they went.

The following morning, our commander had no option but to report it to the Japs. The problem was, we were twelve men short of the required number the Japs demanded, that is, men fit enough to work. We knew what the bastards would do. They went to the hospital ward, and ordered the doctor to pick out twelve men. They told him to 

hurry up, or they would pick them out themselves. Five of those men died in the space of eight days. We have seen the doctor cry more than once on the Burma - Siam Railway. They work their guts out day and night. It seems as if they are forever on their feet, but they must sleep sometimes. 

I wonder if they are the same as we sometimes are. I lay for long periods at times, thinking about the past, present, and future. It does some good. Finally, I sleep. I am very conscious of the medical staff. I will describe them in this manner. You don't see them until one becomes a patient. That is when I saw the greatest professionals I will ever see. They had some tools to carry out amputations with. A wood saw, a hacksaw, and some jungle twine to tie up with. No anaesthetic, the patient just passed out from the pain. When he showed signs of regaining consciousness, he was given a knockout punch to the jaw.

The Japs have refused all Major Hunt's requests for drugs. They tell him, ‘We have sent the requests on. We have no reply.’ Major Hunt told them that he would walk to Burma, seventy miles away, to contact the nearest Japanese Medical Officer. It was his last desperate bid. They told him that he may be shot on the way, ‘Trying to escape.’ He then knew exactly what they intended to do if he tried. He didn't take the chance that it could have been a bluff on the part of the Japs.

We have learned the hard way, never trust a Jap or Korean. They have more faces than London's Big Ben Clock.

Major Hunt and his fellow medical wizards, despite adversities, will not be pushed aside by a rabble with inferior intelligence. And, in years to come, when their names are mentioned, we will know what they did. But only we, because we were there. As their fight continues, the men on the Burma - Siam Railway continue the fight of survival. But their numbers are falling away. The British lost eighteen men in one night. We lost four the same night. I sat there one night thinking about us. It came to me as I sat there listening to the chatter and the laughter in the hut that we were unconcerned with what was going on around us. We finish work in the dark, eat the slops, then somebody informs us that so and so has died, and nobody says anything other than, ‘Yeah. I didn't think he would last much longer, he looked crook.’ Then a voice would call out, ‘Hey, George, did you bring any ants back?’ ‘No, I couldn't. That pig faced bastard we had kept our heads down all day.’

The ants were important to us. I always kept ants on my blanket at night. They devoured the bamboo lice, which infiltrated during our absence. It was a common sight, on returning to camp, to see men empty their tobacco tins of little black ants onto their blankets. Give them an hour or two, then you could lie down, knowing that you would not be scratching all bloody night at bamboo lice. Those little ants loved them.

Another thing we all did was to read our letters, quite often. The letters were over a year old. We don't get any letters now, and we don't write any, because the Japs would just burn them. But we get by. One of the Japs with us has never spoken a word to anybody, to our knowledge. He talks with the guards, but not to us. Then, 

one day, by accident, one of the men splashed mud over one of the Koreans'. The Korean ordered the Australian to attention, then proceeded to smack his face. This Jap, standing nearby, yelled ‘Kurrah.’ Ran in, stood the Korean to attention, and smacked his face. I never saw so many Australians stand there bewildered, and all with their mouths open. We had just witnessed a wonderful sight. Perhaps it is true that the Japanese regard the Koreans as an inferior race.

A Japanese Medical Officer described them as ‘Amoral coolie vermin.’ We Australians are convinced that he is correct. It is not the first occasion that we have seen Japs belt Koreans. It happened in Singapore. The Japs and Koreans are hated everywhere we have been, and they hate each other. It doesn't do anything to alter our position, for in our association with them, it's our conclusion that they don't like us either.

The Japs would send you cockeyed trying to work them out. Major W.E. Fisher, a medical officer had this to say, ‘Any Japanese soldier of whatever rank, if alone, had no hesitation ... in giving orders to a Battalion (of prisoners), but in response to orders from a rank one step higher than his own, he was an automaton. The Emperor was God, but to the Other Ranks, any officer was a demigod. Similar prestige attached to seniority among officers. The Japanese Commander of Prisoners of War in Burma, was known to bash his second-in-command, till he lost his feet and then kick him down the stairs injuring his back severely. He was then sent out in disgrace to a working camp, where he stayed in hospital for six weeks under the care of a Prisoner of War medical officer.

Nevertheless, there were some curious features. A guard commander, during his tour of duty, though holding no rank, was supreme in his own domain, and even the camp commander could not interfere with one of his guards during his tour of duty or a period when he was regarded as the direct representative of the Emperor. Consequently, redress for offences by a guard commander or his guard could not be obtained.

The language problem gave the Australians a very poor impression of an English speaking Japanese officer's intelligence. His name was Naito. He asked an Aussie driver what was wrong with a truck, which would not start. ‘The battery's flat,’ replied the driver. ‘Well, what shape was it before?’ asked Naito. On another occasion he asked, ‘What's wrong?’ ‘There's a short in the electrical system,’ replied the Aussie working on a truck. ‘Then, make all shorts longer!’ said Naito.

Another problem we had was on the rock blasting. What we had to do, was, one man would be using a sledgehammer, whilst another held the diamond pointed chisel. We had to make the hole deep enough to pack in dynamite. Owing to our weakened condition, we changed over after a few swings on the hammer. It was no fun holding onto that chisel. You had to turn your head away when the hammer came down, and keep the chisel still, because we were not wearing glasses. The Japs didn't supply them, despite our protests. One of the men had his hand smashed when the hammer missed the chisel, because he moved the chisel when he turned his head away.

It's impossible to change direction when you bring the hammer down. The Japs won't hold the chisel, but a couple of them will have a go on the hammer. Seventy percent of the Japs wear glasses. As far as we are concerned, their bloody eyesight isn't so good. You get nervous holding that chisel, because that Jap is trying to impress upon us that we are not hitting the chisel hard enough. He forgets the slops we are eating are his natural diet.

One day, when the fuse had been lit to set off the dynamite, the dash for cover took place. A collision between a Jap and an Aussie was imminent. The Aussie wasn't going to get hit front on, so he turned side on, and hit the Jap a beautiful hip and shoulder bump. The Jap's feet left the ground, and he crashed flat on his back in the mud, while the Aussie continued on to safety. The Jap let out one yell in panic. He slid to his feet, and just made it to the safety line. I laughed so much my sides ached, and I wasn't the only one with that complaint.

The Jap didn't know who it was he had collided with. On the way back to camp that night, all was quiet. Suddenly a voice said, ‘Did you see that bastard's feet leave the deck today?’ We laughed so much, the Japs told us to shut up. They knew what we were laughing about. They probably conceded that it was an accident, but we laughed about it. As one of our officers said, ‘Our spirit is too high for their liking. They would like to see us crawl to them.’ 

It hurts them when we laugh at something they can't. They want us to break, but nobody has lived that long. Who knows, tomorrow-another Jap could make our day!

It is true that we are not without our fears. It's not uncommon to wake up in the morning to find the soldier alongside of you had died through the night without any sign of illness. That's when you say to yourself, ‘How do you beat that, when everything is being done by every man to combat the problems confronting us'. Our hygiene is first class under the circumstances. We are all conscious of consistency in this regard. Our personal hygiene is just as important, and is treated as such. We still shave and keep our hair short. We don't brush our teeth unless the water has been boiled first, and men die alongside of you without making a sound.’ You think he is over sleeping. You pull him by the ankle to wake him up, and as soon as you do that, you know there and then that he is not coming out any more. The Burma - Siam Railway has taken another one.

Men stand there and can't believe it. This is not our way of life. We do not accept it. We are caught in a situation we must tolerate. We must bear it, and retain our sanity at the same time. Never lose one's self respect, or the respect of those who warrant it. The men on this Death Railway all have it. Although we are being driven beyond the limit of human endurance, we have the ingredients to drive the tormentors to frustration and despair. But the cost is going to be high in terms of human life. It is not only our F Force.

A report about D Force has reached our attention. They are camped at a place called Wampo. The Japs have them working two shifts, day and night. The Australians are digging earth and carrying it in stretchers to the top of a high 

embankment. At night, huge fires are burnt everywhere, and sweating bodies stood out as they toiled in the pits. But the Jap trash had to add some form of torture to add to the horror. They had one of our blokes standing on a rock, holding a crowbar over his head.

I think most of us know how heavy a crowbar is. Another Jap had two blokes chasing each other around a tree for hours on end. Another gave an unfortunate Englishman the task of rolling a huge boulder up an embankment. He laboured with his stone, only to find that for every two feet he gained, it rolled back three feet. He finally collapsed. Another disaster area was a bridge four hundred yards long and eighty feet high. The Australians called it the Pack of Cards Bridge, because it fell down three times during construction. Thirty men were killed in falls from that bridge onto the rocks below, and twenty-nine were beaten to death.

Before we departed from Singapore, the Japs said that the food was more plentiful, and the climate healthier than Singapore. They were wrong. The climate in Singapore was a thousand times healthier, the food a thousand times better than the shit they dished up to us on the Burma - Siam Railway. In Singapore, we were supplemented with sweet potato. Tapioca and spinach from the Prisoner of War garden in the Changi area. Not in great quantity per head, but in bulk in our Dixie’s, and sometimes we could scrounge food out on work parties. There was nothing like that on the railway. We were surrounded by a wilderness of low bushed terrain as far as the eye could see. 

Only once did it look like our luck might have changed. One of our blokes found a Yak roaming loose. He tied it up with a short length of rope, and hid it in a clump of bushes. That night, with the rain pouring down, six of us armed with an axe we stole from the tool pile, and a sharpened table knife went to where the Yak was tied up. The poor bastard was in great distress from being attacked by sand flies. I was attacked by them too, when I untied him. I told the Yak that the misery was nearly over.

Now, in the party of six, we had a butcher. He was one before he enlisted. We had everything going for us. We even had a sucker. I was the sucker, because I had hold of the rope. I had faith in the butcher. His name was Jack Wadell. I told him that he warranted a mention in dispatches for his effort. I told him that after the event.

I stood there holding the rope, Jack said, ‘Keep his bloody head still, or I'll miss the spot.’ He hit the Yak on top of the head where the horns are. The Yak went down on its knees, rose up and took off, me with it! In desperation, I hung on to the rope. I was dragged through bushes, and just missed colliding with trees. It was raining like hell. I expected the Yak to collapse from the blow to the head, but he showed no signs of weakening. He would have won the Melbourne Cup. I let go of the rope, and watched our fresh meat dream gallop out of sight.

The others came panting up to me, and one of them asked, ‘Where's the Yak?’ I didn't answer that. I patted the butcher on the back, and said, ‘You're the first butcher I've ever seen who meant to kill a Yak, but gave him more life than the bastard ever 

had. We won't catch that one again, he knows now what we are up to.’ The humiliating part of it all was returning to camp empty handed. The blokes roared with laughter when they saw me. I appeared as though I had just been dragged through a cactus bush. So, it was back to the rice.

We didn't have many dull moments. Something would crop up in some form or other, and of course there is always a victim. The huts we occupy have an opening at each end, but only one side exit - the side facing the boreholes (latrines). We should have two - one for an exit, the other to re-enter. If we had two openings, this would not have happened. When one has a touch of dysentery, and nature calls suddenly, you have very little time to cover the distance from your starting position, which is usually lying on ones back, to the boreholes. I know this.

Now, the victim has been to the boreholes, and is about to re-enter the hut. The other bloke was at top speed going out, thus, the collision. The outgoing bloke had no further need to rush, he had passed it all over the poor innocent bastard coming in. The verbal exchange would never pass the censor. It forced them to the river to clean themselves up, and as they stood naked by the fire in the hut drying their shorts, they had the company of a dozen grinning faces, which forced the two participants to burst out laughing. Both of them died on the Burma - Siam Railway.

We were aware when a man was not well. He would suddenly become quiet. It was not his usual style, a sudden change in character. Others became irritable. They suddenly found fault with things that didn't bother them before. They picked on a mate who did some little thing he may have done a hundred times before and nothing was said, but now it was wrong. That's when men began to understand that things were not right with their mates, because so many of them died in that change of character. They were possibly not aware of it. They were innocent of the change in themselves.

Dying men put their faith in the belief that their best mate would see it through. They relied on their mates to deliver their messages in person to their immediate families, but there was, in most cases, a condition. I abided by the condition twice. That was, don't let them know what it was like up here, make it easy for them. I don't want them to worry for the rest of their lives.

I've said this before, ‘Not so long ago, they made you laugh. A little while later, they make you cry!’ They trust you to see it through. ‘Who else could they trust, but a mate?’

‘All men happy now. All men go Singapore.’ Too many men not go Singapore! You turn your back and walk away. You don't look back. You've seen enough. You've been through it all, but you don't know how you did it. You look at your ribs and you find they are almost ready to burst through the remaining flesh. You look about, but you don't find anyone better off than yourself. But there are worse cases. They have beri-beri. They are fat, but it's all fluid. It's a dangerous complaint to have, and many have died from it.

If any Prisoner of War of the Japs claims to hold no animosity towards them, he was not with F Force on the Burma - Siam Railway. He did not go out on too many work parties, or he is a mental case. 

It's heartbreaking at times when thinking back on the mates you knew so well, and the circumstances in which they died, knowing that it's not over for any of us yet. We expect no improvement by the Japs to make conditions even bearable. The words decency and dignity are unacceptable to their race. Only once was there a show of concern by one individual.

One of the men was forced to stand over a fire, holding a large piece of wood over his head. A very young Jap officer came walking along the road. As he passed by us, he nodded. He saw the bloke standing over the fire. He walked quickly over and pushed the soldier away from the fire and told him to drop the timber. The Jap Sergeant was given a tongue lashing by the young Jap we christened, ‘The Cadet.’ He walked through us, and one of the boys asked, ‘Who's winning the war?’ He replied in good English, ‘You are.’ That's what we thought, so did the Jap Sergeant. He ordered the Aussie back to the fire again, but The Cadet had circled around, and come back through the bushes. He caught the Sergeant Red Handed. He indicated to the Aussie to rejoin the group. He ordered the Jap Sergeant to attention. He unbuckled his sword scabbard without withdrawing the sword, and gave the Sergeant a brutal bashing. A delightful spectacle to behold. Disobeying The Cadet's order in the first instance must certainly have resulted in the bashing that followed. We never saw either of them again. The Cadet must have charged him for disobedience of an order by a superior officer, and that's a serious crime in any man's Army, Navy or Airforce.

Anyway, we enjoyed that half-hour. It was the only one we did. Things returned to normal after that. The Japs went quiet for a few days, probably making sure that The Cadet was not about to return. They then resumed their normal sadistic ways. It was no surprise, and we were prepared.

We Aussies in the Songkuri camps cannot believe that some camps in Burma have received Red Cross supplies. In December 1943, a consignment of Red Cross supplies was received by Varley from Siam, but Varley had this to say about it, in his own words. ‘I was staggered when informed by a senior British officer that the consignment was addressed to British Prisoners of War Burma'. He would not agree to the goods being distributed to other than British prisoners. As I said, Varley was the Senior Officer, and ordered that the Red Cross supplies be distributed to the most dangerously ill of ALL nationalities, and this was done. People will one day understand why Australians call them Pommy Bastards.

F Force never received any Red Cross supplies. It appears that some camps in Burma received Red Cross supplies through the Swiss Consulate in Bangkok. Yet we are in between the two areas. They were also issued with 275,000 cigarettes. As one of our officers commented, ‘We are in the wrong camp, the wrong country, and we have the wrong connections!’

One day a Jap took fifteen of us from the main body of our work party to dig a hole twelve-foot square. When he told us what he wanted, we all thought that we were in for an easy time, but when he said that we all had to work in that small area at the same time, we wondered if the hole would ever be dug. It was impossible to bend over and use a shovel. Our officer, seeing our plight, spoke to the Jap, and pointed in our direction. The Jap came over, and took nine men away to another area. The six of us who remained suffered for it. We dug for eleven hours non-stop. 

Now and again, he would throw stones as big as two bob bits at us. To us, it was just another one of those days. Tomorrow would be the same.

We were digging into solid clay. It took us four days to get to the required depth. Nobody ever told us what the hole was for. It was still there when we left the bloody place. There was nothing in it, or on it, and we often wondered if it was meant to be a mass grave that didn't eventuate

We have been here eight months now. The steel tracks are being laid. The work is heavy. One more month and this Railway of Death will be completed. The worst thing that could happen now is for our planes to come over and bomb it. We would have to repair it and suffer the consequences for the bombing.

The Railway of Death was drawing to its completion. An Australian Officer stood there looking straight along the track. I asked him what he was looking at, and he said, ‘How many men did we lose Blue?’ I replied ‘One was too many. All up, I don't want to hear.’ Then he said something I will never forget. He said, ‘For every sleeper laid, a man died. And forever foot of track laid, it was outdistanced by the number of times we walked to lay a mate to rest. The expenditure of its cost could never be counted in pounds, shillings and pence. The cost was human life!’

They that have gone appear. They flash through your mind. You look at this filthy place, and shudder at what you see. And you turn your back on the Jap when you hear him say, ‘All men happy now. All men go Singapore.’ You walk away from that venom.

You walk away, because you may say something that could bring on another one of their tantrums, and that would be regrettable. We have been through that experience before. We have seen men battered to the ground for saying ‘Make up your bloody mind what you want me to do.’

I was bashed around by three Koreans. One of them jabbed a sharp pencil into my back, so I grabbed the pencil and broke it in two, and threw the pieces onto the ground. I challenged the bastard to a fight free of interference. The three of them belted me again. They had no idea of punching from the shoulder; they only knew how to swing with the open hand. When they saw that they were making no impression on me, they reverted to using the butts of their rifles to the tender parts of your body. That's when it hurt.

In the early days as Prisoners of War, a Jap was knocked out by an Australian in a fair fight that the Jap had agreed to. Then the winner was beaten with a piece of wood, and taken in for questioning. The loser denied that he had agreed to the contest! So a law issued stating that any Prisoner of War who strikes back would be executed.

So we couldn't hit back, but we could slow things down, and on the Railway we did everything to slow things down. Bridges collapsed two and three times during construction, and termite mounds were placed under the sleepers.

The Burma - Siam Railway is now completed, but tragedy persists. The day we were to leave, two men died. I think that every man who could walk or crawl, went and stood at the cemetery. You look over the names on the bamboo crosses, and you see their faces and hear their voices. You can hear them laughing. You remember them in battle as they fought their hearts out. You can hear them say, ‘When I get home, I'm going to do this and that.’ Yes, they were ambitious, but haven't we all some ambition. The bloke standing beside me saluted, and said, ‘So long, fellas.’ Within seconds, as if it was a signal, every man saluted those who were to remain there for all time to come. The trains will rattle along the railway they helped build. The railway that murdered in its wake assisted by a scum race of militant sadists, who have lost the respect of the Asian world. Redemption will not heal the scars inflicted upon civilised humanity, nor will they ever be respected by those who were there.

Chapter 8

She'll be right mate

The expression was typically Australian, no matter how tough the situation. On the Burma - Siam Railway, men said it as they lay on their deathbeds as their visitors departed. They said it after they had been bashed around all day by the Jap scum. One bloke, who had lost seven stone, said it because he claimed he still had four stone left before they cleared him out altogether!

We would return to camp after sixteen hours on that Railway of Death covered in mud and with bleeding feet. Men practically carrying each other, knowing that tomorrow we had to do it all over again, and some silly bastard would come along and ask, ‘How ya going?’ And the answer would always be ‘She’ll be right

Our hut was eighty yards long. We slept on bamboo slats. There was a lower deck, and an upper deck. One had to climb a ladder made of bamboo to get upstairs. The bamboo slats we slept on were spaced about an inch apart. It's amazing how some men lost their train of thought, considering the experience we had with dysentery or even loose bowels. Why sleep on the top deck if you had either of these complaints? What chance did the blokes underneath have should you not make the ladder in time? We found out. None!

In the end there were so many of us with these complaints, that they couldn't all fit downstairs. So quite a number of them had to go upstairs with the result that some men had to move their belongings each night, and try to find a position under a bloke with sound bowels - if that was possible. It resulted in many of us being trained in sleeping on our stomachs, with one arm over your face. It didn't make any difference to the bloke upstairs, when he failed to reach the ladder in time. He tolerated the language hurled at him by the victim who had awakened others as he fell across them in his bid for safety. The poor bloke who started it all returned from the latrines, and saw the victim cleaning himself up, patted him on the shoulder, and said, ‘She'll be right mate,’ then climbed the ladder. They both died on the Railway.

It brings tears to my eyes as I write of this terrible tragedy, and remember how young they were. I'm certain that if they could, they would reach out of their grave, touch me on the shoulder, and say, ‘She'll be right, mate.’

These incidents all occurred on the Death Railway. The rain continued to tumble down as we wearily retraced our steps back to camp in the pitch-black night. The Japs were yelling from under their rain capes, ‘Speedo. Speedo.’ But to no avail. We could hardly lift our feet off the slimy road, with its sharp pieces of protruding rock. We were sliding into the knee-deep mud on each side, and to extricate yourself from the mud and get back into the centre took its toll by further weakening the resistance in your legs.

Men were falling down, and had to be helped to their feet. Sometimes the helpers went down too in the attempt. At one stage, there was a hell of a pile up, as seven blokes went down in a heap. It was like an all in brawl, as men gathered around to stand them up on their feet.

The cursing was like listening to a beautiful piece of music, in the sense that it showed that there was a hell of a lot of fight left in those weary bodies. We then decided to team up in fours, and hold onto one another. In that way, we were able to maintain a better balance, and it worked.

As we walked along like this, a bloke coupled up to me asked, ‘What would happen if an Aussie Sheila loomed up in front of us right now?’ I answered, ‘You three bastards would fall flat on your backs, and I would fall flat on my face trying to shake her hand!’ He ruffled my hair and said, ‘She'll be right mate.’

‘It's strange that the Japs don't fall arse over head, I wonder why?’ someone asked. ‘Because they have no legs, mate!’ came the reply. That was the wit that went on. No matter what the conditions were. I recall the day a big bloke we only knew as Shin copped it. If he saw one of us struggling with anything, he would say, ‘Here mate, let me have it.’

On this particular day, a Korean guard would not allow Shin to assist any of us. Although we could all see that Shin was losing weight fast, he knew he was the strongest man out there on the job. We would say to him, ‘Slow down, mate. Don't kill yourself for these bastards. We'll get there.’ But all he would say was, ‘She'll be right, mate.’ Finally Shin got sick of the Korean, and complained to one of the Japs. Knowing that there was friction between Koreans and Japs, Shin took a gamble that the Jap would tell the Korean that he was only a guard and not the boss. 

The gamble didn't pay off.

The Jap waved him aside. We all expected something to happen, and it did. The Korean ordered Shin to stand to attention, and proceeded to punch and kick him all over the lower parts of the body, including the genitals. Then he was forced to kneel, and was beaten about the head. To top it off, the Jap joined in, and added his bit of bashing. How he walked back to camp we will never know, but when we asked him how he was, he said, ‘OK. They don't know any better. She'll be right mate.’

Shin died a month later.

It has been said of those who died, died by the hands of the queerest and lowest two races of so called humans on earth, that if the Jap or Korean flags are ever hoisted up an Australian flagpole, it will be an injustice to our war dead, and a slur on the integrity of those who permit it.

I recall the time we were going back to camp in the dark. The rain had stopped, but we had one bloke who could not stand on his feet. We kept picking him up every five to ten yards. We were too buggered to carry him. We were only just able to stand on our own feet. It was tiring and we still had four miles to go.

We abused hell out of him, and asked him why he didn't have webbed feet. But it didn't make any difference; he still kept going down. Sometimes a little bit of abuse and a couple of wise cracks can do wonders. Not this time. He was too tired to talk. We were about four hundred yards from camp, when a Jap asked if he was Byoki (Sick). Out of the darkness the reply came, ‘No bastard face, he's trying for the Brownlow Medal!’

The laughter, which followed, convinced the Jap that the joke was on him, and he reacted with a terrible vengeance. Producing his torch, he ordered our sick mate into the mud, and made him crawl the rest of the way to camp. We said we would carry him, but the Jap wouldn't hear of it. We reported it to our medical officer, but we knew that his protests would only bounce off deaf ears. He died two days later.

It was God's will that he not be sent out again to attempt the impossible, even though he would have gone with courage. And we know what he would have said. ‘She'll be right, mate.’

Some of the humorous incidents were not always accepted by all. Take the case of the unwary innocent victim at the urinal. Admittedly it was pitch black and it was a crime to urinate on the ground for health reasons. Unfortunately, one bloke left it a bit late making up his mind when he should go. Maybe the rain held him up a bit. Anyway, in the end, urgency took over and the monsoon rain wasn't going to stop for another two months.

So he ran with his penis in his hand at the ready, but he didn't quite make it. Resigning himself to the fact, he let it go two feet from the trough. That's when the bloke standing there felt something warm running down the back of his legs. This triggered off a string of bad language that was not unfamiliar in those camps. I swear some blokes must have had a system, because they never faulted or took a breath. The only reply was, ‘Alright, alright, I'm not a fucking owl. I can't see in the fucking dark!’

It proved one thing. Up there not only was it your bowels that can't be trusted, your bladder won't stand hanging around either.

We had another bloke who was trying to explain something to a Jap, but, when the Jap asked him to write a word down, he turned to his mate, and said, ‘I didn't get passed grade five, and I did that twice. Spelling was my worst subject, and this bastard's got me cornered. I don't know whether Sydney is spelt with a Y, or an I. I told the teacher I'd give grade five another go, but he said, 'Look George, you're 

nearly fourteen now, why don't you try and get a job?' I think the bastard tried to get rid of me.’ His mate replied, ‘Shrewd teacher George, he gave you the only advice that was available.’

Then we had Jesus. We called him that, because he said it so often. He reads his last letter he received from his wife over and over. He hasn't worked it out yet. According to the letter, it says, ‘I became so bored doing nothing I took a job in a munition factory. Our section is all women, and the boss drives me home when I'm on night shift. It's no problem on day shift, I can get the bus, but I don't.’ Jesus.

We hear rumours as well. We heard about an Australian doctor walking through one of the huts one day, when he was asked what he was doing, and why he was in such a hurry. He said that one of the Japs was a cholera suspect, and that the Japs wanted him to have a look at the patient. So the Australians tied the doctor up until the Jap died. Just a rumour.  

Chapter 9

Return to Singapore

We returned to Changi in the same deplorable conditions as we did on our departure nine months earlier.

On our arrival at Selarang Barracks, we marched onto the parade ground as soldiers, in fours. The whole camp was waiting to witness the spectacle. They couldn't believe what they saw. They stood there in silence. They were looking at a bunch of skeletons without boots or shirts. Some of the shorts were in tatters. Men with only one leg now. Some without one arm. One man was without his left arm and right leg. If the bandages were removed from a couple of blokes, they would just about be naked.

One of the doctors who had remained in Changi came and walked along the front line. Halfway along, he broke down and hurried away. Many of the officers were emotionally upset at what they saw. One officer who had regained his composure, asked, ‘Where's the others, where are the rest of the men?’ I didn't think that Major Hunt was going to answer. I couldn't see his face; his back was towards me. But that tough elderly doctor was crying. He couldn't answer at that moment, and that again upset the officer who had enquired, for with the silence, he had the answer to the question. 

When we were shown to our quarters, a shower was the first thing on the agenda, with soap! It was six months since we had seen soap. We had to get into line at the showers, but it was worth it.

When I returned to the quarters, it was packed with men looking for mates. Out of the 3,600 Australians in F Force, less than half returned to Changi! The rest died. More died later in Changi.

 Some men complained about the distribution of rations. They claimed that the officers are better fed than us, the workers. That is not so. I had a good officer mate, Lou Martin. I have been with him for a long time. We were on sentry duties before the Japs arrived. We were together for six months straight on this security work. He explained how the officers pool their pay they get from the Japs, and buy extra odds and ends, when the opportunity knocks.

We also get paid ten cents a day. You couldn't buy a toothpick with that. But at the end of a week, if six of us pool our money, we can buy something while out on work parties. That is, in addition to what we can steal from the Japs. Not everyone can do it. Some won't take the chance of getting caught. In my case, chances are taken. We have to chosen six men who will take chances.

One of our successful business deals with an Indian woman in the Black Market, resulted in a Jap losing his shirt, because it had buttons on it. The Indian woman would not give any more than $25 for a shirt without buttons, but a good shirt with buttons would fetch $200. The Jap made the error of taking his shirt off to do a bit of work. He claimed he was getting no exercise. It wasn't difficult for me to make the swap, because I was the cook out on the job for the midday meal.

My mate Lofty and I were permitted to go into a coconut grove and get some nuts, which we grated and mixed in the rice before we served it up. That was how we made contact with the woman, and sold the shirt for $200. We buried the money until we saw what happened. Before the Jap put the shirt on, we had left. He didn't put it on anyway. He wiped the sweat off with a towel they carried, lifted the shirt up, and picked up a packet of cigarettes I hadn't noticed when I made the swap. He had a smoke. He was lucky he still had them! Maybe we were lucky I hadn't noticed them, because we never heard anything about the shirt. 

That was a chance that paid off, but we didn't advertise it.

We had a few narrow escapes concerning our wireless sets. We never knew when the Japs would storm in and search for them. One night they came in and ordered all of us to stand up, and stand still. One of the Japs tripped over a broom that had fallen down in the scurry. He picked it up, and threw it against the side of the hut, and cursed in Japanese. What he didn't know, was that he had just thrown the wireless set away! It was built into the head of the broom.

On another raid, a Jap picked up a bully beef tin from a small shelf we had installed, looked into it, and put it back. It was another wireless, a crystal set that took up three-quarters of the tin, but covered with a cut out piece of cardboard, and topped with salt. The Jap thought we had a full tin of salt.

Another time, a Korean was detected underneath one of the huts. The occupants were D Company 2nd 29th Battalion. When given the position of the Korean, they all urinated into a bucket, got the exact position of the Korean, and scored a direct hit. The noises he made getting out from under that hut left us in no doubt about that. As one wag said, ‘ I never thought a bucket of piss was worth so much!’ The purpose of the Korean was to listen for any discussion relating to the war. War news was what he wanted to hear, thus another search could be expected.

After we returned from the Burma - Siam Railway, we were employed in constructing an aerodrome near Changi. Hundreds of Chinese and Indian civilians of both sexes were working on the drome. Bare breasted native women, young and old were a feature, but they were on the far side of the drome, opposite us. But they had to pass by us to get there, and at that point, the distance was no more than twenty yards. The Chinese women did not expose their breasts, but the Indian women did mainly Tamils. Many of the male Tamils had been sent to work on the 

railway in Siam, where thousands of them died. Many thousands of native women will never be told what became of their brothers, sons, and husbands, because nobody would bother to that. Camps that we passed up North that had been occupied by Tamils were something you had to see to believe. That these people could be so illiterate. They had not dug any latrines. They did it where they squatted. They left the dead where they died too. Nobody bothered to bury them, or cover them in any way. Corpses littered the trail. They had no medical staff or supplies. It was every man for himself.

The Japs did nothing about it, yet these people were included in their Great Prosperity Sphere. Nippon will see you right. Nippon can't fool these people or any inhabitants on this island anymore. Even the monkeys run away from them. It's 1944, now. The Japs are speeding up the work on the drome. We start at 7.00am, and finish at 9.00pm. It was here that we had our introduction to a Jap we nicknamed ‘The Ice cream Man,’ because he wore a white coat. He was a nut. He built a mound of dirt for him to stand on, and from this perch, he yelled his orders. Both of his coat pockets were filled with stones. Every-time he yelled an order; he threw a stone with it, and it made no difference to him which one it hit. 

You can imagine the language that flew back. After that first meeting, we kept our eyes on him. When he put his hand in his pocket, we were ready to duck or move aside. When he saw that it wasn't working for him, he built another mound closer. And instead of throwing one stone at a time, it was three or four. He wasn't laughing; he would froth at the mouth. He just wouldn't shut up. We had him for three weeks, and we never asked what happened to him.

Of course we had heard of him before, from the blokes who had struck him in other areas. One comment we all thought was worth applause, was surely no woman, including his mother would want him back. I'll bet they castrated his father after that bastard dropped out!

He was replaced by Mita. A five foot tall Jap who wore very thick glasses. He was a third class private. He didn't bother us at all. He gave the impression that he didn't want to be there. He never smoked or yelled at anybody. He gave rest periods, and when men wanted to go into the bushes, he waved his hand as much as if to say, ‘If you want to do it, go and do it.’

One day he came over to where Lofty and I were cooking our midday meal, and he asked if he could taste it. This particular day, we had boiled rice in sweet coconut juice, with added potatoes we had stolen out of the Jap garden the night before. He said that it was better than what he had been given for his lunch. So we filled his dixie, and he ate the bloody lot, then asked if we wanted the stinking piece of fish he had. We both shook our heads, and he threw the fish in the fire. He complained that his rice was always sour, and after that, we had one more mouth to feed every day. When we asked him if it was OK to go and try and get something for our meal, he 

never asked where it came from, although he knew the Jap garden wasn't far away. He knew alright, because sweet potatoes and tapioca don't grow in a coconut grove!

It was really quite simple to go to the garden and fill the bag up and walk out. Many Australians were working in the garden. By coming in from the thick jungle area adjacent to the garden, and leaving the same way, we were not visible to the Japs who were on the other side of the vast area. We were also screened by the high tapioca trees, which were around six feet high. The only people to see us, were our own men, if they were working in the near vicinity. They knew what it was for - not the individual - it was for the boys on the drome.... Plus one!

It's November 1944 now. The air raid siren in Singapore sounds at the approach of aircraft. Allied planes. Twenty-five of them came over. According to our blokes who were in Singapore, they hit shipping in the harbour. That was what we have been waiting for. That night back in camp, the boys related to us how the atmosphere in Singapore was terrific. They said that as they marched back to Changi, the natives were grinning and giving the thumbs up sign. Children, running along, calling out ‘British, coming back!’ The war news had been good for some time now, and those bombers ruled out any propaganda.

We were coming back. Slow but sure. That didn't rule out the fact that we were still working on the drome, and still returning to camp in the dark, but as each unit marched back through the gate, they would whistle their Battalion song. All the men would be out there to cheer each group as they marched into the Barrack Square. It made a man proud to be an Australian, because no other nationality did that in their camps. They didn't have the mateship of the Australians, and there is a reason for it, wrote an Englishman who lived in Australia for many years. He wrote, ‘Antagonism was directed at everything Australian, by a considerable proportion of the Englishmen with whom I came in contact. This antagonism had its origins, partly in faulty propaganda, but partly in the tendency for upper middle class Englishmen to place themselves on pedestals from which they looked down with amusement on those who did not come up to their standards.’ Well, all I can say is that we don't have that class problem. Men and women in Australia, to my knowledge are on an even keel. I haven't met one yet who says they are better than the next bloke. Maybe that's why the Poms are so lopsided. They all lean away from each other, and carry it to other nations who won't wear their middle and upper class image. Thus, the Pommy bastards!

Back on the drome, we were all equal, and we continued. Our planes were coming over in greater numbers. Mita conceded that he would be a prisoner soon, and that we would be on the outside of the wire. He would point in the air and ask, ‘Americano?’

Since April 1944, we have all moved to Changi Jail. The civilians, who had been interned there, were moved to Outram Road in Singapore. Fortunately, my Battalion was allocated 100 yard thatched huts at the rear of the Jail. That was the length of the huts. The men inside the Jail were crammed into the cells in the most uncomfortable conditions. They were packed in so tight, that once they bedded down for the night on the concrete floor, it didn't mean they would get an undisturbed 

nights sleep. Any one of the men, who were deep inside the cell and wished to go to the latrine, would, nine times out of ten fall over the lot. He expected abuse, and it's what he got.

Concrete and bamboo are the only mattresses we have. We have our blankets to lie on. Those who do not possess one are catered for by a mate, who shares. A blanket is not essential to cover oneself in Singapore, because of the tropical nights, but not using one leaves you vulnerable to catching a dose of malaria. 

I have had malaria fourteen times. On six occasions I had the shakes. They are terrible. No matter how hard you try, you can't stop shivering. A dozen blankets won't stop it. They knock hell out of anyone who gets them, and in four days, it's back to work.

Some men have had malaria that often, they are treated by taking atropine and quinine. Atropine gives you a yellow complexion all over. The tablet itself is yellow. The quinine tablets have been replaced with a liquid quinine. I have not seen a man yet take liquid quinine without spitting for fifteen minutes afterwards. It's the most vile medicine that ever came out of the bark of a tree.

I wandered around one evening, going from hut to hut, talking to the blokes about anything at all, and the thing they all missed most, except their loved ones, was the concerts that took place in Selerang. These concerts were put on by the Australian concert party. The artists were all members of various units. They were directed by Lieutenant Val Mack. The most professional of them was John Wood - an Australian actor before the war. He was a female impersonator, who made his own dresses from material found in Selerang that belonged to the British Army in peacetime. Evidently the Japs had not discovered the costumes and material before we arrived. If John Wood had stood with a group of women anywhere, you would not have been able to pick him as the impersonator. 

He had the slim figure, the voice, and the walk. I know him personally. He is a gentleman, but he can be rough if he wants to be. He is an actor, not a sissy.

Then we have Doug Mathers - the Baritone. His right leg was amputated in Changi, yet he still came back to sing. Billy Smith was the comedian. He would sometimes take his co-actors out of character, by purposely changing a line in the script. Then comes Happy Harry Smith. No relation to Billy. He was called Happy Harry, because at the end of every concert he would come onto the stage, and cry in a despairing whine, ‘We will never get off this bloody Island!’

Harry sang a song one night. I will always remember it, because he did it with such feeling. It was called 'The love light in your smile.' On most of the first week of a concert, a dozen or so Japs would attend, perhaps to see John Wood, or perhaps they were bored with their own lifestyle. Maybe they were there to see why and what makes us so different from them.

It was in March 1944. The concert party was disbanded. The Japs had been offended by an item in one of the shows. General Saito, the Jap commander at the time ordered that the play cease, and the theatre be demolished. That was the end of the concert party, and the end of an asset. General Saito was also responsible for reducing the rations by 25%. A severe cut under the circumstances.

Two incidents that were amusing to us were when an Italian submarine came into Singapore looking for shelter. The Italian commander didn't know that they were no longer an ally of Japan. The Japs took them Prisoners of War and put them in Changi. The Italian commander gave a talk in Changi on the affair. He amused us when he said that the odds against him were too great, ‘It was the British Naval strength in the Pacific that forced me to make a run for Singapore. I had no idea my government had declared against the Axis powers. I could have surfaced, and my men and I would not be here now. We would have been safe!’

The other incident involved Americans. Fifty American Airmen were bought down to Singapore from Burma. They had been in Selerang as well. When they moved into Changi, they were put out behind the Jail with us Australians. When in Selerang, the Japs ordered that all parties marching out and returning would give an 'eyes right or left,' an 'eyes front,' on reaching the guardhouse. All orders in Japanese. Our leaders had learned them, but not the Yanks. They didn't bother.

Well, seven o'clock in the morning, along come the Yanks. They reach the guardhouse, and this is how their leader did it, ‘OK you guys, cast your eyes on these guys.’ ‘They've had it!’ A scream from the guardhouse as a Jap nearly fell over coming out. ‘Stop! Stop! Back! Back!’

The Jap waived us through. We returned that night at nine o'clock, to see the Yanks still marching in and out the gate, giving the commands in Japanese. Each Yank had to take his turn as leader. To make sure that they all knew how to give the order in Japanese!

We had a problem in our hut. One of the blokes took off out of the hut, screaming one night. Half a dozen men went after him and brought him back. After a while, when he had gathered his wits, he said that he had a snake around his neck. When told that 'it' had been chased and caught outside the hut, he said it may never happen again. But it did. And the same snake was the reason. One bloke said, ‘The sooner we catch that bloody snake, the more sleep we'll get. The 'snake' finally went away, and we felt better about it. 

Two blokes had a duty to perform every night before going to sleep. They had to tie one of our mates up in a sitting position before he fell asleep. He was bloated with beri-beri. It was his own idea. He claimed that if he lay down, the fluid would go to his heart. A doctor said that there was nothing wrong with the idea. He said that beri-beri patients should be propped up when the fluid is high in the body.

Most of us have a slight touch of beri-beri, mainly in the legs. A lack of vitamins is the cause of it. Laurie Dwyer from the detention staff would go blind, sometimes for as much as a week. Then his sight would return. Sometimes he would lose his sight only for a day.

Then we had the colic sufferers, who blew up in the stomach like a balloon. Some of them claimed that they could play 'God Save the King' from the back passage. Some had bets as to who could make the most noise from the same area. Some failed by trying too hard, and passed more than wind. This resulted in a dash to the showers. The odour in the hut at times forced many to evacuate to cleaner air. One bloke, who was playing darts by himself, missed the board altogether with one throw. He said was the fault of the bastard standing near the board, who let his wind go, and blew the dart off course!

In Selerang and the Jail area, the bugle sounded the last post every night. Nothing could change that. Not a murmur would you hear at the sound of that bugle. From the beginning to the end, the camp was silent, as the focus centred on the bugler and his faultless performance, as he drifted that sound into the still warm tropical night. Men stood where they were, they sat where they were, or they lay where they were, until that bugle had sounded the last note. There is something about the sound of it that grabs you and holds on until it has finished. And when it has, someone will say, ‘Bloody beautiful.’

The lights go out, and we settle down for the night. Silence. But nobody is falling asleep yet. A voice will call out, ‘Come on Blue, start her up.’ Blue starts her up, and in a few short seconds, the whole hut of soldiers burst into song. One night, in between songs, one bloke wanted to hear the one about a Sheila he knew. He was told what he could do with her, and we continued on singing. Conversations about women do not exist in the Prisoner of War camps, and it has been that way in all areas where I have been. One explanation was that we would be ridiculing our own, those closest to us. And when you think about that, it tells you just how quickly we have grown up. 

Unfortunately for the Prisoners of War, the enemy has not grown up, as you will see from these manuscripts. Names will not be disclosed.

‘I was tied to a chair and they kicked it and pushed it 

around the room. Sometimes I was on top, and sometimes

on the side. The ropes tightened when I was being pulled 

all over the place. They also made me drink water. Their 

idea was to fill up my lungs, but unfortunately I did not get 

the whole of that. They also tied me to the chair, and twisted

my legs around. They burnt my feet with cigarettes. In the

end, they took me outside, blindfolded me, and told me that

if I did not answer their questions, they would shoot me......

They also promised me a house in Batavia, and a servant if

I answered their questions, but they got nothing from me. 

They wanted military information. Other officers received

more brutal treatment than I’

‘I was tied to the flag pole in Outram Road Jail. I was caught

outside the wire from Bukit Timah camp. They hit me in the

stomach with rifle butts. They squeezed my genitals, and

prodded my body with a dart until I was bleeding all over. 

They made me eat sugar until I was sick, then they made me

drink water. I was so blown up, I could hardly walk. I could

hardly breathe. They fed me one pint of boiled rice a day.

They wouldn't let me empty the bucket I was using as a latrine.

Finally, I broke out with a rash all over my body, so they sent

me back to Selerang, and told me that they would come for me

when I was better. When I was on my feet again, word came 

that they were coming to take me back to Outram Road again,

but the doctors had an idea. They removed my appendix. The

Japs did not return after that.’

‘I was in Outram Road Jail for attempting to escape with seven 

other Australians. The conditions there, I cannot describe. We

were bashed and kicked day by day. The Japs seemed as if they

had nothing else to do, but they enjoyed what they were doing.

They had us cleaning their rooms. If, in their opinion, it was not

good enough, we suffered the wrath of them all. It was their way

of having fun. Of the seven of us who were there, two died, two

had lost the power of speech, and another went blind. One was

so emaciated that he weighed only ninety pounds. We were all

incapable of walking. One man could not stand, even when

supported by two assistants.’

Other comments written by Prisoners of War:

‘Time ceased to have any significance. No man knew what day

of the week nor what week of the month nor what month of the

year it was . If one were to survive, it was essential not to

acknowledge the horror that lay all around. Still more, not to

perceive the effect it had upon oneself. It was not wise even to

look in a mirror. Life, accordingly, evolved into a blur of

continuous work; people dying; guards bellowing; heavy loads 

to be carried; fever which came in tides of heat and cold on

alternate days; dysentery and hunger. All became the normal.

Upon them, occasionally an event superimposed itself with

sufficient violence to be remembered.’ 

‘I watched in fascination at six Australian skeletons carrying a

heavy log. They encouraged each other to hold on and not to

drop it. I wondered how their knees stood the strain, the will 

that drove them on, the mateship that is always present between

Australians that gives them that will to go on to the destination.

The sooner they get it there, the longer rest they will have

walking slowly back to pick up another log and repeat the

performance. To drop the log, they would have been beaten until

it was picked up again. By God, I was watching real men.’ 

(A British Officer's comment.)

A dying mans request to me:

‘I'm not going to make it Blue. You can see that.’ His voice

was a whisper then. ‘But you will Blue, I'm counting on it.

When you go home, don't tell them (Family) how it was. Tell 

them it was alright, Blue. Tell the kids I remembered the beach.

Tell them I still loved the sunrise and sunset, the full moon, the

birds singing. Tell the kids I heard their voices on the beach as

they called me into the water. Tell my wife it was alright. You 

tell her Blue. It was alright.’

Chapter 10

Back to Malaya and Home

In March 1945 work on the Changi drome came to an end. I was included in a party of 50 men to work in Johore Bahru on the Malayan Peninsular. Our task was to dig tunnels into the hillsides of the area. These were to be used for dispersal points for all who were brave enough to go in there during air raids. If one bomb exploded at the entrance of any of the tunnels, you had Buckley’s chance of ever getting out.

They were seven foot high and six feet wide. We picked and shovelled nine feet at a time. We then erected the timber at the sides and overhead. All the timber was forced in position with sledgehammers, because no nails or bolts were available. It was slow and heavy going.

We worked in shifts. Men were suffering injuries from falling timber and lumps of clay. Two men were killed because of a timber collapse. We ran the heavy clay out in a small side tipper on steel tracks on a very slight downhill course. We worked it out that it was better that way. To try and push the fully laden truck of wet clay out, when we could get it to run out with a hefty push to the end of the tracks, where it was brought to a sudden halt by a heap of clay, put there for that purpose.

As the tunnel became deeper, the faster the truck made its exit, jockeyed by half a dozen Australians, who would jump off just before impact at the other end. This was much to the amusement of the Jap guards, who would not dare go inside that tunnel, nor go near the entrance. When it was time to knock off, they would tell our officer to go in and tell us.

As our planes were coming over almost daily now, and in larger numbers, the attitude of the guards had changed dramatically. They had stopped yelling. I must admit that the guards we had on the tunnels were a lot different to what we had endured over the past three years, including the Koreans. They were in no hurry. Sometimes they went into a village, and left us unattended for over an hour. We didn't work in that time and we had no intention of running away at this stage.

The writing wasn't on the wall, as one would say, it was up there in the sky, as we watched those big beautiful planes drone over our heads. On one such occasion, one bloke, looking up at them said, ‘I'm coming home mum. I told you I would.’ I said to him, ‘What's your mother going to do with a skinny bastard like you?’ He took one look at me and burst out laughing. I weighed about six stone. I couldn't help laughing either, nor could the others. None of us could brag about our physique, but our eyes were bright.

On three occasions, the guards returned with enough tobacco to go all round. Times were indeed changing!

We had a wireless in the camp. We were well aware how things were going. The Japs knew that they were on their own now, and they that we were also aware of it. They had not made a search for a wireless set since our arrival at this camp. We kept it inside a piano accordion. The keyboard end was removed to get the set for the news, the keyboard was then screwed back, and whilst the news was being received, the accordion was softly playing a tune or two.

Once the news was over, the music became louder and voices broke into song with the music. Although some didn't know the words to some of the songs, they still gave their vocal support. Some sound is better than none at all. Although everybody doesn't sing flat all the time, most of us did.

We were still working in the tunnels until 14 August 1945. On the 15th, the Japs didn't take us out to work. They gave no reason as to why. We were worried about that. They still occupied the guardhouse just forty yards away. That night, at about nine o'clock the men were singing. I went for a walk around the hut, and looked towards the guardhouse. It was empty. I stood there staring for a moment, and then I went right up to it and looked in to make sure it was empty. I then sprinted to the hut and yelled my head off, ‘There are no guards!’ Men fell out of the hut and went to the guardhouse. We got the wireless set out. It was over. Japan had surrendered.

I cried. He cried. We all cried. We ran around hugging each other. I was trembling. The next thing we saw was the lights of a truck come through the gate. Some officers from Changi had arrived with instructions to remain where we were overnight. A truck will arrive in the morning to take us back to Changi, and to cook what food is left in the camp, and eat the bloody lot. We did not sleep that night. How could we? I can't describe the feeling that possessed me at that time, nor could I visualise my family's reaction to all this. All I wanted them to know quickly was that I had survived. I don't know. We who survived will never know that, particularly those who were on the Burma - Siam Railway.

As promised, the truck arrived on the dot the following morning, to transport us back to Changi. The journey back was one that will surely stay in the memory of those soldiers of all nationalities who were making the trip back to Changi from various camps.

The roads and streets were crammed with thousands and thousands of flag waving cheering loyal people from Malaya and Singapore, as we were driven slowly through the massive throng of relieved humans, who had not been treated as such in three and a half years.

On our arrival at Changi, we were returned to our old quarters, and looked around for old mates. We found them doing likewise. After a while, I went to the showers to wash, before I dressed in the new uniforms we were to be issued with. It was great to be dressed in new boots again, with socks on our feet.

An amusing incident happened that morning when some of the boys were showering. The showers were not enclosed. They were wide open - we didn't hide anything in Changi, so why hide now. They were showering and talking away, when suddenly, without warning, Lady Mountbatten and two other ladies came around the corner of the Jail, and were confronted by a dozen naked Aussies. Someone called out, ‘Women in the camp!’ The blokes looked at the oncoming ladies in disbelief. One bloke was knocked flat on his face in the melee that took place. Another bent down to gather his old towel, and was steam-rolled by a bloke who failed to jump over him and avoid the collision. Both went down, but their recovery was brilliant. One even had time to say, ‘What a fucking time to come into the so and so of a place!’ Jessie Owens would not have run down either one of them as they sprinted for the hut. The others, by that time were out of sight.

Later on, when many of us were talking with the Mountbattens, I mentioned the incident to Lady Mountbatten, and in a well performed but disappointed voice, she said, ‘Are we women that bad as to make them run away like that?’ Then she laughed. After talking to them for an hour or so, they seemed like the type of people one would wish to meet again some day.

The following day, the whole camp must have been in Singapore. The first thing we all noticed was that Singapore had risen from the dead. It had come back to life. The shutters had been removed from the shop windows, and were open again for business. Don't ask me where they had hidden their goods, but it was all there, and cheaper than ever, because the new currency was like a magnet to them. It was dog eat dog now. 

The Jap money was lying everywhere in the streets. The civil population gathered wherever a group of Jap Prisoners of War were on exhibit, doing shovel work under Mountbattens Indian Guards. The Japs were being humiliated now, and Lord Mountbatten was giving the people on this Island the sight they have waited to see for three and a half years. They were enjoying every minute of it. It was the Japs who instigated the hatred against themselves.

We are all aware that the innocent cannot be sorted from the guilty, because none of us know who is innocent and who is not. It would be easier to sort out those who are not. If any one of us were to say that one Jap is innocent, someone else could say he is not, because that Jap could have been a thorough bastard unbeknown to others. They must all be included.

The Chinese civilians stoned and spat on them as they surrounded the areas where Japs were skimming the grass with shovels. The British and Indian Guards allowed them to vent their feelings against the Japs, but now it was the Japs who were forbidden to retaliate, and the Chinese knew it. Some Japs made the mistake of trying to run and hide in the jungle. They were caught by the Chinese. Some were beheaded, whilst others were handed over to the women, and castrated alive, then left to slowly die.

Jap heads on bamboo poles surrounded one village I saw. Two still had their caps on. One of the three men with me remarked, ‘Thank Christ they are on our side!’ When they offered us the hospitality of their table, we declined. We were sure that our destination provided a far better atmosphere to dine in than a village displaying severed heads and castrated torsos.

We were well provided for by the crews of the warships in the harbour, both British and Australian. When we boarded any of those ships, it was like attending a banquet. The tables were loaded with food, and we were feeling better already. As one bloke said, ‘I'm starting to feel dangerous. I'm glad there are no women here, I might be too aggressive and get smacked in the kisser!’ A Bragger!

Returning to Changi, I discovered that my best mate had been transferred to a hospital ship as an urgent case, and the ship had departed. We were to wait three weeks for ships to take what remained of us home. Some were so sick, they were airlifted home. Some were near death. When I think back on some events that took place, it makes me wonder whether a few lives could have been saved by resting some men who needed it most. Lists were drawn up for men available for work parties. The Sergeant would notify us the night before, by calling out our names and what job we would be on. During the night a man may become ill. In the morning he would see the doctor. I assisted my mate on one occasion, as he was unsteady on his feet. He told the doctor that he just felt buggered. The doctor asked if he was on the list to go out to work. My mate said he was, and the doctor told him to come and see him on his return to camp that night at 9.30pm. He died six weeks later.

Another bloke went to the same doctor for four days in a row, and was told that any replacement was no fitter than he was. He died. One man had to be restrained from punching that doctor, and was given 28 days detention over the incident.

It was disclosed at the end of the war, that some three hundred men did not move out of the Changi area during captivity. When we returned from the Burma - Siam Railway we were immediately sent out to work again. Those three hundred bludgers should have been used to replace some of the weary and worn men who had been through it all. The men wondered why they were not sent out to give a hand.

Then we were told of the outrage against our Australian nurses on Banka Island. They had boarded a vessel called the 'Vyner Brooke’, but it was bombed by the Japs and sunk. Two nurses were killed during the bombing; about ten were last seen drifting on a raft and were never seen again. There were other men, women and children from the same vessel who reached shore. Fifty-one Australian nurses reached the island, some were wounded and others supported them in a long walk along the beach to a fire lit by earlier arrivals. Some of the men, women and children had moved on to another destination.

The Australian nurses stayed and cared for the wounded. About a dozen Japs appeared in charge of an officer. The men who were able to walk were taken away and were bayoneted to death. The nurses were then ordered to walk into the sea. They waded in still supporting the two wounded nurses, until they were knee deep in 

the water. The Japs machine-gunned them, and killed all but one. Sister Vivian Bullwinkel was the sole survivor. She regained consciousness and found herself lying on her back. She heard the Japs running up the beach laughing at the massacre. She was surrounded by the bodies of those who had fallen with her, and she had this to say about it, ‘I was so cold that my only thought was to find some warm spot to die. I dragged myself to the edge of the jungle and lay in the sun, where I must have slept for hours. When I awoke, the sun was almost setting. I spent the night huddled under some bamboo, only a few yards from my dead colleagues, too dazed and shocked for anything to register.’

‘Next morning I examined my wound, and realised I had been shot through the diaphragm and that it would not prove fatal. For several days I remained in the jungle. I found fresh water where I could get a drink and have a bath.... On the third day, driven by hunger, I went down to the lifeboat to see if there were any iron rations in it... A voice called ‘Sister!’ and I found an Englishman there. After machine-gunning the sisters, the Japs had bayoneted the men on the stretchers. He too had been bayoneted through the diaphragm, and left for dead.’

I sit and reminisce over incidents I had not written down because I did not have any paper. I recall when men were made to stand to attention, then ordered to hold their arms above their heads. In that position they were beaten with baseball clubs across the back and shoulders, the stomach, and under the arms. Some suffered spinal injuries as a result.

In a medical report from another camp, five men had died, and many more were dying. The hospital was full of men with ataxia, paralysis and Odessa - some were able to stagger about, and others could not. Some had Odessa of the whole body and were gasping for breath. The Japs insisted on 120 men for a work party. Every one of them had Odessa, and as they staggered out to work, they were flogged and kicked. Various Jap officers visited the camp, and on seeing the men in this condition, brought roars of laughter.

No matter how much one thinks of past events, the mind drifts back to the Burma - Siam Railway. It won't leave a man in peace. I recall the statements of an Australian Major during a trek from Bampong to Tarsua. ‘We had not cleared the town limits before men were being sick, men fainted and had fits - many threw most of their possessions away. All gasped for breath in the hot night air.... Many were grievously sick and very weak, but there were also weak-livered bludgers who couldn't or hadn't the guts to make an extra effort... I would growl, entreat, sympathise, encourage and beg of them to rise, but I might as well have spoken to the sphinx - they just lay like dead men. But immediately a Jap guard grunted at them they were up like a shot. These men were just the scum of the AIF.... The large majority were true blue and encouraged their weaker and sick mates tremendously.... We travelled all night and arrived at our destination at 10.30am.’

How did we survive? That question, I believe, has gone through many minds of those who took part. What some of us had eaten makes one shudder when you think of it. We tried all sorts of grasses, seaweed, some ate rats. British troops tried cockroaches for calcium. They were welcome to those. Dogs were eaten, snails and 

sparrows. It was suicide for a monkey to come down from his tree, and I believe they knew it! A bloke said to me, ‘I thought monkeys mated on the ground.’ I said, ‘They do...after we have gone back to camp!’

The seaweed we were eating was the very young type, which looked like spaghetti. But on medical advice, because of the mercury content, and even though we boiled it, we stopped eating it.

So after all that, there were survivors. But Churchill didn't believe in survivors, in particular his 18th British Division, when he said, ‘It has a chance to make its name in history. Commanders and senior officers should die with their troops.’ Of course, being a hypocrite, he forgot to say anything about the Malayan Campaign being lost even before it started, by having no naval or air power in the area. His ‘Impregnable Island,’ as he called it, was naked. So naked, that he sent the 'Prince of Wales' and the 'Repulse' into the area without air cover yet gave the Russians over six hundred aircraft in the same breath. Those planes and those ships were all needed in Singapore. With them, the Japs would not have reached Singapore.

A statement by General Percival as he drove along the Bukit Timah Road, ‘It was a strange sensation. This great road, usually so full of traffic, was almost deserted. Japanese aircraft were floating about, unopposed except for our anti-aircraft fire, looking for targets. One felt terribly naked driving up that wide road in a lone motor car. Why, I asked myself does Britain, our improvident Britain, with all her great resources, allow her sons to fight without any air support?’

This was the cry in our hearts, as we fought these impossible odds. We were under a continuous onslaught from Jap aircraft. At times they were no higher than four to five hundred feet, bombing and machine-gunning at will. Civilian women and children fleeing the front line area were mown down. These were the people that Churchill had told not to worry, just as we were told we would be given all the support needed to protect them.

Singapore remained naked right to the end.

Then the horrors from the camps in Borneo were coming out into the open. In some aspects they were similar to the Burma - Siam Railway, where men had eyes knocked out, teeth smashed, jaws and noses broken, kicked in the private parts of the body, and anywhere a wound was visible. Torture was carried out on individuals daily. No provocation was required by the Japs for their actions. It was their way of showing a total disregard of the Geneva Convention.

In Borneo, even as late as January 1945, the Japs, fearing an Allied invasion, forced a large number of Prisoners of War to another destination. After setting fire to the huts, and blowing up an ammunition dump, the sick men who were unable to walk were shot. Those who dropped out on the march were never seen again. At each overnight stop, those who could not continue were grouped together and shot after the others had moved on. Out of 500 Australians that left Sandakan, only 142 were 

alive in the space of five months. That was in June 1945. In July, only 32 were alive. According to the evidence of a so called friendly Jap, he warned the commander of the prisoners that a massacre was to take place, and advised him to take as many men who were able to walk, and make his escape. But 15 - 17 men were unable to escape, and they were taken behind a rise and shot. Out of the 2,500 British, Dutch and Australians who were taken on the Sandakan Death March, only six survived!

It is the opinion of all of us prisoners of the Japs that, had they not been caught so suddenly by the Atomic Bomb, none of us would have survived another year. We were always aware that as our armies or forces came closer to us, we would have had the machine guns turned on us wherever we were, because we would have been in the way. It happened elsewhere. Why would we have been different from the others? The Japs were no different.

Whilst the Allies stuck to the rules regarding the treatment of Prisoners of War, the Japs made it quite clear to us that they had their own rules, and that was, none. When the war ended so suddenly, they produced medical supplies and Red Cross supplies they were holding, but which were never issued. By now, they were unfit for human consumption. It boils down to one thing. Only one Red Cross ship had been allowed into Singapore. Only a small portion had been issued, but not enough to have been of any benefit. The rest was left in a godown in Singapore, where it stayed till the end of the war. The medical supplies would have reduced the number of deaths from about 7,770 to possibly half, or even less when combined with some nourishment.

The Japs gave every indication that they were not interested in our survival, and as is now known, they actually asked to be treated under the rules of the Geneva Convention, and were. I don't disagree with that, because it showed that we, the civilised, are not the scum that they are. We could not massacre innocent unarmed Japanese nurses. We would have helped them to safety. We would not take little girls and young women to rape and murder, or cut off the breast of a mother who fought for one of her children not to be taken. We don't have to do anything physical like that to get even; it is being done all over Singapore, without us even lifting a finger. Just to see them as Prisoners of War is satisfying with their shock expressions on their faces.

We taunt them as to why they have not committed Hari Kari (a ritual suicide). They always told us that they would do it if taken prisoner. One of our blokes even offered one Jap a knife to get on with the job, but he wouldn't take it. We told them that American and Australian soldiers were in Japan with their women, and that the women were happy. That the women were giving themselves to the soldiers for food, because the Japanese could not feed their own people. That they were scrounging in rubbish bins, seeking food.

One of the Jap Commanders we had in Changi made it known that any Japanese soldier taken prisoner would live the rest of his life in disgrace. His name was Saito. When the Atomic Bomb ended the war so abruptly, the whole of Japan became Prisoners of War, because, according to the rules they implemented, everybody under their control were Prisoners of War. They changed the word internee to 

Prisoner of War. They informed the female internees of this, when they refused to submit to the Jap sexual demands.

The choice these women were given was, if you refuse us, you will be treated as Prisoners of War, and they were. So the whole of Japan, according to their teachings, was in disgrace, and as far as I'm concerned they can sink to the bowels of the earth before they sink Australia with their greed and lust for power. And if people object to what I say and think, remember this, you were not there.

One amusing incident that took place outside the entrance to Changi Jail occurred when some of the boys returning from Singapore stopped in front of a small wired off area occupied by a dozen or so Jap officers who were under the watchful eye of an Indian Guard. One of the blokes asked the guard for permission to speak to one of the Japs. The guard was not sure about that at first, because he was responsible for those Japs, but in the end he gave the OK. The Aussie pulled out a big cigar, walked over to the cage, lit the cigar, called one of the Jap officers over, grabbed him by the shirtfront and pulled him forward. He then blew cigar smoke into his face, pushed him back roughly, and said, ‘Red Cross stuff. Look what you missed out on. You should have let the ships in shit face!’ The Indian guard must have been doing a bit of thinking in the meantime, because he ordered the Japs to salute the men before they departed. He told them it was an order by Mountbatten that the Japanese of all ranks must salute us at all times.

This became noticeable whenever we were walking to and from Singapore. Japs being marched along the road under British guards were ordered to salute us as we went by. It was our turn now, and we knew just how the Japs were feeling. We felt the same way when we were ordered to salute them at all times. Lets hope they will be doing that a lot longer than we did.

Let me comment on the false face of the Japanese, bearing in mind that they were the aggressors by attacking Pearl Harbour. The Japanese commander made these statements before the fall of Singapore, when Jap planes dropped small wooden containers bearing this message to the government:

‘The high command of the Nippon army based on the spirit 

of Japanese chivalry.’ That statement alone was proven 

a falsehood, went on to say, ‘it is futile for your forces to 

continue on unaided. It would only serve to inflict direct 

harm and injuries to thousands of non-combatants within 

the city. You must not let them go further into the miseries 

and horrors of war.

Signed Tomoyuki Yamishita.’

So, four days later the surrender was signed, and those non-combatants they were so concerned about, began three and a half years of rape, murder, torture, and starvation. That is Japanese chivalry!

Another example of their breed was told to me by a Chinese from a village near Thompson Road. The Japanese counted the number of fowls and pigs of all the villages on Singapore. They wanted to know the average number of eggs per week he got. He also had to notify the Japs of any increase in the number of pigs when a litter was born. Each week, they came and took 50% of his eggs. Sometimes they came and took a pig. On several occasions they took all the eggs in the place.

One of the pigs gave birth to a litter of eight suckers. He reported five, and hid the other three. They came and counted the pigs, and told him they were not satisfied that only five young ones were born. They searched everywhere around the place, but didn't find them. When I asked him where he had hidden them, I laughed like hell. He had them down a vault in the Chinese cemetery, and when they were big enough to eat, it was all done in the cemetery. The remains were buried there as well.

I went to another village in the same area, to visit the Chinese friend I got to know when I was in the Thompson Road camp. I call him a friend, because he proved to be one. He was the same age as I was then, 22. I went to that village often, as a lot of the men in the camp will tell you. It was my job to find out what was going on in Singapore at that time. This man, Qeck Mong Song knew what was going on. He was the one responsible for giving the warning to the men who went on a shopping spree mentioned earlier in this diary. 

Each time I went there, his woman, I will call her, who was Malaysian. It was not unusual to find a young Chinese man with an older Malay woman. She always gave me a feed, and, unlike the other women who served a visitor then must leave the room, she did not. She always stayed and joined in the conversation. I never asked what her relationship was to him. It was not my business. He told me  

Of some Chinese girls who also took refuge in the Chinese cemetery vaults. For two years he did not know how many there were. They would come out at night to get their food, but stayed down by day. At night, they would go to the village and bathe. Then, one day, his Malay companion was told that it would be wise to get the girls out of the vaults, for it was feared that a certain Malay collaborator was about to betray the girls.

Without wasting a minute, the girls were removed, in broad daylight, and returned to their villages. One hour later, Japs swarmed into the cemetery, but the birds had 

flown, and as far as he knew, they were never caught. He said that the Japanese, in his opinion may not have been convinced that the information they received was correct. The only thing that came out of it was that a Malay was found with his throat cut. 

He went on to say that the Malay people were now living in fear of their lives, because so many of them collaborated with the Japs, not only during the occupation, but because of the assistance they gave during the campaign. I remembered a Malay businessman named Mr Lee. I had been in his store once or twice. On the day we were taken prisoner, he was wearing a Japanese officer’s uniform, and warning us that he could have us shot, if we disobeyed any orders. I remember somebody saying, ‘Isn't that the bastard that had the shop?’ I had to agree, because too many men recognised him as the same person we all thought was a Malay.

The Japanese also had a white man with a British accent, wearing a British uniform. He was present at Parit Sulong. It was here that some one hundred Australians and a number of Indian troops were captured in battle. Many of them were so badly wounded, they could not get out. The Japs made them strip, and it was this white man in a British uniform who searched their clothing before returning it in a heap. They suffered the brutality that was now well known to all of us. After being captives for some hours, they were tied together in groups, doused with petrol and set alight. They were also machine-gunned. An Australian officer, who played dead, survived to tell the story. His name was Lieutenant Hackney.

Another white man I personally came into contact with, was Mister Smith. Of course Mr. Smith, why not? It could have been Jones! He also had Jap mannerisms when he informed six of us in the Indian camp (referred to earlier) that he could have us shot, just because I asked him if we could be given some time to wash our clothing - what there was of it. He had an Australian accent, and when one thinks about all of this, and adds in the Malay, Indian, and the Dutch-Malay traitors around us, one can now appreciate the difficulties of a successful escape from Singapore.

It may have been possible before the fall of Singapore. That was proven. I remember in the early stages of prison life, it had been decided to maintain some form of military training. A number of us were going through unarmed combat courses. We did this for some months, when possible, until our condition deteriorated. What ever they had in mind, was never mentioned. Perhaps at that time it was not foreseen what was to finally eventuate.

Some officers were adamant that a guerrilla force should have been employed in Malaya. I'm certain that many of us would have volunteered for that. The amazing thing is why wasn't it done? What happened to the brains trust that should have functioned before the withdrawal to Singapore. It was elementary in theory, why not when faced with fact?

The discipline throughout the camps in Singapore and the Burma - Siam Railway, according to all reports, was very good, but there was always that hand full of individuals who tried to stir things up when things didn't go their way, or they heard 

something. For instance, one bloke found out that somewhere the AIF had a poultry farm. My company and I knew nothing about such a farm in Changi, but we found out that there was one. We didn't know where it was though. The complaint that this bloke had was who was eating all the eggs? The officers of course! In his mind, who else? Of course he was being edged on by his handful of followers, much to the amusement of those others who were present. He suggested that we all converge on the officer’s huts and demand the truth.  

He did not get our support, so accused us of being gutless. The mirth continued. He decided that he would get to the bottom of it himself, and he did. He was told that the eggs were going to the very sick in the hospital. His reply was ‘Bullshit!’ This man was well known all around Changi.

In the base camp at Johore Bahru, just prior to the Jap invasion up north, my officer and I came to the camp from Skudi to see the same bloke in the guard tent, under close arrest. He was always in strife, because he always shot his mouth off. He never woke up to it, or didn't want to.

Some junior officers came under fire from their seniors, who were concerned that the junior officers wanted to carry on being 'one of the boys.' It was feared by the seniors that the junior officers would be told what to do by the boys, instead of the other way around. The seniors were wrong. Very wrong. The officers who mixed with the men were respected, and recognised as officers. Their orders were always carried out as ordered. 

Although the word junior was used, it would be very unlikely that Captains would be classified as juniors. When it was a known fact that Captains were also 'one of the boys,' and still respected by all, it must be judged as an over-reaction by a handful of high-ranking officers in view of the situation we were in.

Speaking of officers. My mind goes back to the first New Years Eve in Changi. In one corner of the camp there was a large mud patch. A group of men had organised a New Years Frolic, to throw some of the officers into that mud. The officers, not without friends, were informed of the event. That night, it was suggested that if we left it till midnight, the officers would be undressed. It would be better to throw them in, clothes and all. That being the assumption, it would be done as soon as darkness fell.

Nobody was to talk; otherwise some officers would recognise the voice. But, as one bloke said, ‘Why worry about that. They can't put us in jail. We are already in the bastard!’ When darkness arrived, we attacked, and to our disgust, there they were. Those officers were just lying there waiting. Not a stitch of clothing on. They were taken by the arms, walked to the mud patch and pushed in and rolled in the mud. That was the night all officers showed that they were 'one of the boys!'

The top brass were included, and they had a good laugh about it. Nobody was hurt, not even pride. I think of our commander, Lieutenant Colonel Pond. A quiet man and 

a damn good soldier. He showed what he was made of in action and later on the Burma - Siam Railway. It has been said that Pond's Battalion, the 2/29th suffered shocking treatment on the Railway. On our return from that horror, we all had a story to tell. Pond's story was just as gruesome as any.

They were kicked from pillar to post through knee deep mud. Not only did they carry their own gear; they were forced to carry the Jap's gear as well. Weary men became stragglers and were beaten with thick bamboo sticks for being late with the Jap possessions. All these thoughts were going through my mind as I lay in the hut on those hard boards. Suddenly I was awakened out of those thoughts by voices filled with jubilation. It was midnight. They had returned from Singapore one hour after I had returned with some mates.

One bloke grabbed my feet and said, ‘Come on Blue, the night is only a pup. We reckon it's time for a singsong.’ We sang till 3am. One bloke who had gone to the latrine during the singing came back and told us, ‘The whole bloody camp is singing!’

Men now spoke of tomorrow and beyond. Yesterday was over, but not forgotten. We did not speak of those who had gone to their eternal peace, our mates. We will not forget them.

The Scotsman from the Indian camp was found headfirst down a borehole (latrine). He died the hard way, because he tried to live it out

The easy way, by being an informer against his own kind. I was satisfied to know that justice had prevailed.

The beautiful Chinese girl we thought we could take out, but decided to stick to her custom of being promised to another at birth, was killed in a Jap bombing raid on Singapore in 1942.

The renegade Indians were executed by their own people, including the doctor. Dillon faced up calmly to his execution, but many of his men were not so brave when facing a firing squad. But they were very brave when they were the firing squad that executed Sandy Gale and Rod Breavington, along with the two British soldiers on Changi Beach in 1942.  

Too many Japs were let off the hook. It's alright bringing the high ranking Generals to the gallows, we all heard of that, but we heard nothing regarding the Jap commanders of the camps on the Burma - Siam Railway. These scum were allowed to go scot free from all responsibility, including the commanders. Some may have taken the cowards way out and committed suicide, and maybe some were executed. If that was the case, I still say, ‘Too many were let off the hook.’

After forty years, my opinion of the Japs hasn't changed one bit. I still call them the scum of the earth, and the Koreans with them. Nothing can change that now. Weak 

governments have failed to put Australia on her own feet. They have allowed the scum to dominate to such an extent that everything we purchase does not carry an honest Australian label. Underneath that label is an import. We had the richest country in the world, and sold it to the Japs. In the mid 1980s, the only thing Australia could sell to the bastards was a koala!

We were waiting for ships to take us home. How sweet was that word. Home. For some men it was not going to be easy. Brothers were lost. A father watched a son die. Two brothers saw their father die. Later on, one of them died. For the survivors, going home was going to be a bitter journey. For some going away was easier than going home. The people at home are waiting day and night beside their wireless sets to hear that name they have not heard for three and a half years is coming home. Many have lost limbs. I recall a statement by one man who lost his left leg. He said, ‘I don't think I want to go home like this.’ His attitude changed. Now he said, ‘I'm used to it now. They at home will get used to it as well.’

Our first ambition in life now, was to get away from this bloody island we had come to hate. They used to call it the 'Garden of the East'. Perhaps it earned that name because of the easy and comfortable living conditions enjoyed by the British in peacetime. The luxury of life was immense from our observations. The servicemen were very comfortable in peacetime. But when you walked the streets of Singapore in peacetime, the slums were around every corner - another British way of looking after these simple loyal people who were kicked in the guts. 

A Chinese newspaper writer made a remarkable statement once, when he said, ‘The people of Singapore will one day realise that to reach a good living standard and gain prosperity, is to go it alone, and become independent.’

It is an amazing scene in Singapore. Everybody is buying and selling. The bartering is amusing to listen to. Some Jap prisoners being marched through one street must have wondered how the hell they never found all this stuff that has suddenly appeared out of thin air, and still looks like new.

Well, knowing these Chinese like I do, I won't be buying anything at all. They are not giving any guarantees on their goods that have been underground for three and a half years. No thanks.

A British civilian who had been interred in the Changi Jail before we occupied that area, related to us how the Japs interviewed the women internees individually, offering them a better life by becoming housekeepers to Jap officers. When this offer was rejected by all, they were informed that they would then be treated as Prisoners of War, and were. 

Our Australian nurses were treated in the same manner. No privacy, starvation, and brutal treatment. Hearing such things about them puts us males in the back seat. These women move right to the front seat. To say that women are the weaker sex is 

now debatable. To think that such an expression is warranted, has now become a fantasy. Girls, we salute you.

I remember a statement by a mate of mine, when he was dying. We were on the Railway then. As I said before, none of our mates died alone. Somebody was always there with them. It was when he asked me to take his family out on the town when I went home. He said, ‘You'll make it mate. Nothing goes wrong with you.’ That worried me for a long time. Then I forgot it. I didn't forget his request. It was ironic that I was on fire duty with another man when we cremated him.

To say that some men were reluctant to go home would be stupid. What they were worried about, was for their families to see them in the physical condition that they were in. One such case occurred when they told a bloke that he would be going home in a Catalina Flying Boat as an urgent case. He asked how long it would be before all the other blokes were going. When he was told it would be three weeks, he said, ‘That will do me. I'll have more weight on by then, on our food. I don't want to go home like this.’ But he had no choice, he was sent home.

Then you get the bragger, in voice only. He sounds out a warning to all the women back home. If they could hear him, they wouldn't worry. He won't get anywhere with the figure he possesses. And he could lose his money if he tells them how good he is.

Then we have the cunning bloke. He is going to get himself a woman with class. When asked where he was going to look, he promptly answered, ‘Australia mate. They all have class!’

Of course the bloke who was beginning to worry about himself had this to say, ‘For Christ's sake, let’s get home, and out of this so and so place. The Sheilas over here are getting whiter all the time.’

It has been my decision not to include names and dates of those I have written about. Some by request. They did not want their families to ever know that some of the tragic incidents that took place were connected directly with them. If they did not want it known, then neither should I. There is always someone it will hurt later on. I was reported missing in action, and my family notified.  Then, I turned up after a report had been sent. So they had to live with the thought of not knowing, for the rest of the war. 

I heard a description, through a neighbour, of what happened in my home, the night my name and number were read out over the radio as a passenger on the ‘Esperance Bay’. They rang the station, and asked to have it repeated. Can you imagine a whole neighbourhood dancing in the middle of the road at two a.m. in the morning, with no complaints? After forty years, those who were children at the time, can still remember the big welcome home sign, courtesy of the local RSL attached to a tree in a plantation across the road from my home.

My mother, like so many other mothers with sons, daughters or husbands at war, bore the signs of strain and anxiety. They had aged in those five years, so had we. We had grown up. There was a gang of us boys who grew up together. We were rat-bags, wild. We would fight at the drop of a hat. We would take the dogs out of the train line, and sell it for scrap metal, to get the price of a picture ticket. We would sell a bag of bones to the same bloke, and on the way home, one of the gang would pick the same bag of bones up, walk around the block, and sell them back to him again!

Then one day we went to war, and grew up. We couldn't do those things again. Our fighting days are over, that's for kids. They won't be any different from us, so long as it doesn't take a war to make men out of them. All young men should do some Military Training; to accept discipline enables you to become self disciplined. I learned that from experience. I saw it happen to thousands of men in uniform who were fighting for their country. We can't all be wrong, because we respect too much, and are respected.

Three weeks on the dot, we boarded the 'Esperance Bay,' and we were homeward bound. To describe my feelings was impossible, but I reckon that the others had the same problem. To survive was a miracle. When we anchored in Rose Bay in Sydney in the early hours of the morning, the bay was littered with small craft of all shapes and sizes. The occupants calling out the names of men they had not seen for four years, and had heard nothing from in three and a half years. 

Some succeeded in climbing up the ropes the blokes had thrown over the side of the ship. Some fell into the cold water and were dragged back into the little boats. They decided to wait until we docked later in the morning. Although we called Australia home, I wasn't home yet. I had to get to Adelaide first.

I had a promise to keep. To take a family out on the town, after we marched through the main street in Melbourne, before a crowd estimated at two hundred thousand. A reception we will never forget. We were dismissed in front of the town hall, then it was every man for himself as those looking for loved ones surged forward. I got out of the way, and stood at the bottom of the town hall steps. I had not been there five seconds, when I was jumped on from behind by two lovely ladies who, almost in hysteria, asked about their brother. When I told them that he was somewhere in the crowd, they raced away, but not before they had left my face covered in lipstick.

Another young lady, taking a mirror from her handbag gave me a look at myself. With her handkerchief, she wiped the lipstick from my lips, and said, ‘ There you are soldier, now have some of mine!’ She kissed me. I feel great. And I was no better off, until I saw some of the blokes pass by with their families. One bloke yelled, ‘How the bloody hell did you get like that. You're not home yet!’ I yelled back, ‘Nothing wrong with your women mate, they just can't resist a Croweater.’ ‘See you in hell Blue!’ ‘Sure Benny. Hey, Benny.’ ‘What mate?’ ‘Don't rush things!’ He gave me the thumbs up sign, and went home. 

I, the only South Australian in the 2nd 29th Battalion from Victoria felt that it was possible I would never see any of them again. It was a sad thought. I'll miss the buggers.

My homecoming was just like a dream. So many waiting for me at the station. I was surrounded, but I couldn't utter a word. I couldn't see very well either. After a little while, I was OK, but as the Red Cross car driving me home came around the bend at Albert Park, I couldn't see again. I was home.   

Postscript   Thomas John McInerney was born in Semaphore, South Australia 28 November 1919.   He enlisted into the AIF 3 June 1941.  He sailed from Australia on the Johann van Olden Barneveldt July 1941.  Tom was originally with another unit, but, after arrival in Singapore transferred to the 2/29 Battalion.  Initial deployment was into Malaya.  Following the invasion of Malaya, Tom was involved in the battle for Muar.  After a fighting withdrawal onto Singapore Island, he became a POW on 15 February, 1942.  
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In April 1943 he was part a “F” Force which moved to Thailand to construct the Burma Thailand Railway.  Upon completion of the Railway, the Japs returned  the remnants of “F” Force to Singapore in 1944.  In Singapore he laboured as a POW for the Japanese on an airfield and was also digging tunnels on Johore Bahru.  After the end of the War he returned to South Australia.    In 1946 he married Dawn Hillard, in St Pauls Anglican Church, Port Adelaide.  They had 5 children. Tom was a Welder and he worked on several major projects in Adelaide.  He was also a good athlete and talented footballer (Australian Rules).  He had an excellent singing voice (baritone).  Tom is pictured left representing Victorian units on an Anzac Day march.                     Tom McInerney died 23 July 2000.
This account of the Prisoner of War experiences of Tom McInerney was provided to me by his daughter Kathryn August 2011.  The account was originally hand written by Tom in the years after the War.  Rob Kenny, (whose father was also a POW) actually typed the material.  
Lt Col (Ret’d) Peter Winstanley OAM RFD JP

(See also other material about F Force in Articles).
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