‘TO HELL AND BACK’     (A. E. Saggers)

Being the experience of the A.I.F. complement of a force of prisoners of war (known as ‘H’ Force) which was sent from Singapore to assist in building the Burma-Thailand railway for the Japanese.
Events leading up to the formation of this force were as follows:


The capitulation of Singapore on 15th February 1942 placed 50,000 prisoners of war in the hands of the Japanese.  These were immediately quartered in accommodation designed for a normal complement of 2,000!  The state of overcrowding can be imagined.  The camp was situated at Changi Barracks on the Eastern tip of the island of Singapore.  Fortunately, Nippon soon ordered fairly large working parties to various parts of the island and this considerably eased the congestion.  In May 1942 they sent a force of 3,000 overseas.  This was known as ‘A’ force and later it was learnt that it had arrived at various ports on the Burma coast, viz. Moulmein, Ye and Tavoy.  Other forces were sent to Borneo, Formosa and Japan shortly afterwards – they were lettered alphabetically.

The campaign in Burma forced the Japanese to realize that it was vitally necessary for them to possess rail communication between Bangkok and Moulmein.  This would give them a line of communication between Thailand and Burma.  It was soon made evident that it was urgently required, so, in their characteristic manner, they set about it in mad haste and frenzy.  They decided to use prisoners of war and native labour.  To this end they ordered that 7.000 P.O.W. be sent.  This became known as ‘F’ Force which left Changi in April 1943. 

Three weeks later another 3,000 party was called for, comprising 1,800 British, 600 Dutch and 600 Australians.  It was known as ‘H’ force and the Australians were commanded by Lt. Col. R.F. Oakes of the 2/19th Battalion, with myself as second in command.

We left the Changi Barracks Square at 3am on the morning of 8th May 1943.  We were driven by M.T. to Singapore railway station and herded into iron rice trucks which measured 21’ x 7’.  Into each of these they packed twenty seven men, the only ventilation being the doors on either side.  We moved out from Singapore shortly before dawn and the first meal we were given was at 4pm with the next at 4am the following morning.  And what meals - boiled rice, seaweed and warm water!!  Fortunately for my part, I was in a truck containing only three A.I.F. officers and six Jap guards so we were not uncomfortably cramped like those packed 27 to a truck.  However, ours recently had a fire inside it; consequently the walls had a coating of black soot which with the extreme heat and lack of water made conditions very exacting and dirty.  Water was very scarce and it was only with the greatest difficulty that we were able to get sufficient to drink and replenish our bottles.

The heat inside these iron trucks was terrific and this, combined with the lack of water caused many men to faint.  Halts were long and wearisome.  No one was permitted to detrain at these halts for anything up to half an hour and forced to entrain up to an hour before starting.  This was the most trying time of all for the heat inside a stationary truck has to be experienced to be realized.  Sanitary arrangements were practically non-existent and the best method of relieving oneself was while the train was in motion, which one did at great risk of falling out.  For the poor fellows who contracted diarrhoea (and there were many) conditions were extremely trying.  

With permission of our guards we managed to augment our terrible food by purchasing bananas and hard-boiled eggs.  On one occasion we were fortunate enough to purchase pineapples.  We were given only five meals during the four days and nights we were on the train.

We arrived at Bang-Pong, a railway junction 40 miles due west of Bangkok, at 4 am on 12th May, where we marched through the town to a camp a mile distant.  This proved to be frightfully dirty, being terribly crowded with large huts used by previous parties as a staging camp.  The natives had fouled the area badly during the period it was unoccupied. The men had to sleep on the ground while the officers were provided with a most uncomfortable bamboo platform.  The proximity of the latrines was nauseating.

My duties as second in command kept me very busy and I contacted a number of Jap Officers and N.C.O’s.  One, in charge of their cook-house, was a terrible blusterer who kept screaming and writing the figures 657 as being the number in our force.  Explanations that our strength was only 600 made him furious and I thought he would strike me.  Suddenly remembering that there were some sick that had been left behind from previous parties, I said “O.K.” and issued the food to the mess orderlies for distribution.  When I sent the food to the sick, the Doctor informed me that they drew their rations separately.  As the same performance occurred each meal, I am still at a loss to know what he meant.  Food was plentiful at this place, eggs and bananas being very cheap.

The 42 hours we spent at this camp were very harassing.  Nippon required all manner of returns and information.  It was also extremely hot and mosquitoes tormented us during the night.  We were subjected to a rigid search by the Jap secret police (known as “Kempei”).

We were informed that we had a 70 mile march before us and were advised to travel light.  Far too many over-burdened themselves.  I carried essentials only.  All our kit bags were dumped in a shed, Nippon promising to send them on to us later.  After much checking and re-checking we eventually moved out from this staging camp half an hour before midnight on 13th May.  So began a nightmare march that I shall never forget.  We had not cleared the town limits before men commenced to vomit and require assistance.  Major Moulton, an artillery officer of the 2/15th Fd. Regt. and I had a terrible time bringing up the rear of the column all through this night.  Men fainted and had fits, many threw most of their possessions away and all of us gasped for breath in the sultry night air.  Both Major Moulton and I helped them along, carried their gear, encouraged, entreated, scolded; in fact, did everything to help them, and keep them moving.  Many were genuinely sick and required assistance, but there were a few weak-livered men who hadn’t the guts to make an extra effort.  On these we wasted no sympathy.  We would entreat and beg of them to rise and get moving.  We might as well have spoken to a wall for they just lay like dead men until a Jap guard grunted at them, when they suddenly found the necessary energy and rose like a shot:  This, after we had wasted many valuable minutes on them – I very much wanted to kick them hard.

These few men were disgusting, but I am glad to record that the vast majority was true blue and helped their weaker mates no end.  I saw some very fine acts of comradeship this night – every night in fact.

We had been informed that we would be given refreshments at the half-way resting point, and how we looked forward to this as we approached!  Our disgust can be imagined when, on arrival, we were given WARM WATER!!  Our captors treated us like cattle.  On we went and this and subsequent night marches were just hideous nightmares.  There were times when I had to ask myself if I were not dreaming; conditions were so shocking, so unreal and so unearthly.

The worst period of these night marches was the hour before dawn when everyone’s spirits were at a very low ebb and nerves badly frayed.  There was much snapping at each other, but with the dawn came a considerable and most noticeable rise in spirits and energy.

We straggled in to the first halting place at 10.30am already perspiring badly in the morning heat.  This halt was a Thai school-ground, totally devoid of shelter except for some sticks 6-feet high, so arranged that native mats placed on top provided meagre shade for our sick.  We had left 15 of the latter at Bang-Pong and were forced to leave 25 at this place.  We learnt later that the Nips drove them back to Bang-Pong where one of our doctors functioned with a small staff.

Thais brought in many stragglers during the morning on all manner of conveyances – in the majority of cases without payment, though some demanded it.  Many men had badly swollen ankles which is the first sign of Beri-Beri.  God forbid that I shall ever die of this disease!  It is the most agonizing death; but more of this later.

Sleeping in the intense heat was out of the question, no matter how we tried, so we refreshed ourselves by swimming in the river 200 yards away.  This considerably eased our feet and muscles.  The men sold a lot of their possessions to the Thais, surreptitiously of course, for Nippon forbade any trading with the natives.  We too forbade it, for valuable clothing was being sold that would be urgently required later, but we also realized that the men were far too heavily laden so we turned a blind eye to the transactions.  However we came down hard on any we found selling drugs such as Quinine or M&B tablets.  These were very valuable and would mean life or death to many.

We had to cook our own meals here, which was difficult to get done for no one felt like cooking after such a grueling march.  However, there was a plentiful supply of cheap food available and although we only cooked two meals of rice and seaweed, everyone had enough to eat.

We marched from this school-ground at 9pm and much the same weird, unreal and chaotic conditions prevailed as on the previous night.  Warm water again at the half-way halt - what treatment!  Many stout-hearted, but definitely sick and weak men simply could not march another step.  They had to be left on the roadside.  The guards in rear would sometimes beat them and if they still could not walk would leave them, or, if a vehicle overtook us (which was rarely) would stop it and send them on ahead.

At 10.30am next morning we straggled into Camburi, a fairly large town which was the starting point of the railway we were to build.  We were bivouacked in a completely open paddock with no shade except that of waist high bushes.  We put in hell at this spot owing to the terrific heat and the harassing tactics adopted by Nippon, which were far worse than those experienced at Bang-Pong.  One Dutchman, who had arrived a day before us had committed suicide, while another died of sunstroke and exhaustion.  Officers and men were struck - and hard too – from spiteful vindictiveness, with little or no provocation, often because they were unable to understand the orders screamed at them.  I had my head nearly knocked off my shoulders by one huge Japanese swine.

With this treatment and the terrible heat it was impossible to sleep or rest, although we all urgently needed it, having had only 3 or 4 hours sleep for the past three days and two nights.  Across the road there was a well and magnificent shade but no one except the water-carriers was permitted to cross over.  Many slipped across only to be caught and beaten up by the Jap soldiers.

There were several of our doctors at this place attending to the sick. They had to work under the crudest of conditions – just an open shed without walls and with a dirt floor – stepping over the sick who were packed like sardines.  At the time, I thought these conditions appalling but in the light of subsequent experiences they seemed like paradise.  We little realized what the near future held in store for us.  I am certain that there would have been more suicides could we have foreseen the tragic and unbelievable conditions ahead.

All heaved a sigh of relief when we learnt that we were to remain at this place overnight.  Never did the approach of dark seem sweeter, for with the night came the cessation of the heat and the harassing tactics of the Japanese and we were left in peace to sleep the sleep of exhaustion.  The thieving Thais took advantage of this, creeping amongst us and stealing whatever they could.  The colonel lost quite a lot; fortunately I was awakened by an officer yelling loudly alongside me, thus saving most of his and my gear.

Everyone felt much refreshed next morning but the same policy of irritation continued and if anything it was hotter.  At 2pm we were ordered to march two miles up the road to be inoculated.

We moved out from Camburi at 9pm and were very glad to shake the dust of the place from our feet.  There was a constant feeling of tension as of something always about to happen – and of course it usually did.  Many of our fellows had blistered feet and the Japs who lined up to watch us marched out laughed uproariously at those who were limping.

Leaving Camburi, we commenced climbing into the jungle-covered hills and the road, which had been a good tarred surface, now became a very poor dirt track.  We trudged through this night with the usual straggling, fainting and vomiting in evidence, but also many acts of comradeship and helpfulness.  Perhaps I saw the worst cases at my post at the rear of the column.

At the half-way halt we had a pleasant surprise.  We discovered that we could purchase hot coffee at a native house.  This was wonderfully enjoyable, notwithstanding that the ‘coffee’ was made from burnt rice. To my mind these half-way halts were a disadvantage, for the hour allowed was not long enough to get any sleep (one had to keep an ear open to hear the whistle signaling the resumption of the march).  Further, the rest allowed one’s muscles to become cold, and these, and our blisters, would pain abominably on recommencing.  It usually took 10 minutes for them to ‘warm up’ and our leg action to again become automatic.  We were allowed by our guards to set our own pace and would halt for 10 minutes’ rest every three-quarters of an hour.  Never once did we at the rear of the column hear the whistle signaling the halt, so drawn out had it become.  Quite frequently we would arrive up with the main body only just in time to hear the whistle to resume.  I estimate that the column stretched out for over a mile.

Shortly after dawn we arrived at a Thai village where a small Buddhist temple was standing on the bank of a river.  Such temples are frequently to be seen as the whole country is priest ridden.  Yellow robed monks with their attendant acolytes were ubiquitous.  We were led down this bank to a grassy flat skirting the water’s edge and here we spent the only pleasant day of the march.  Some Australians and Englishmen had a tiny sick camp here.  Having partly recuperated, they rendered us great assistance by cooking our meals, while a medical orderly attended to the abscesses on our feet.

Everyone thoroughly enjoyed a swim in the river which was most refreshing.  We also relished a sleep in the shade (of which there was plenty) and, wonderful to relate, were not annoyed by the Japs.  

We learnt that we could hire yak carts which would carry our gear to the next halting point and would only cost 50 cents per head.  Everyone jumped at the idea and this we arranged, consequently that night’s march was very much easier.  From here our route took us into completely uninhabited country, the track we traversed was one which Nippon had developed from an elephant pad.  It was the only path through the dense jungle which blankets the country between Camburi and a point near Moulmein, 200 miles away. We loaded the yak carts – about 20 of them posting a man with each to safeguard the load and moved off before they did.  At our second hourly halt, when all ranks were lying down and the silence of the jungle was complete, we heard a faint tinkling that gradually became louder and which proved to be the small bells on the harness of the yaks hauling our gear.  It was a most impressive sound in the jungle silence and one that I shall not easily forget.

At 9.30am we arrived at the next staging halt – it could scarcely be called a ‘camp; for there were only two tents and a kitchen of sorts in the open.  Here again, recuperating sick cook for us – a big help.  We lay about in a tangled thicket most of this day and although we erected rough head cover to protect ourselves from the sun we found it too hot to sleep, so walked 300 yards to the river and lay in the shallows.  The delightfully cool water was balm to our sore and weary bodies.  We marched out from this halting point at dusk with our packs up once more.  Again it proved another nightmare.  At the rear of the column I saw some shocking sights, men swaying as if badly drunk, obviously in the last stages of exhaustion.  They should have been left behind at the last halt but had had too much guts to report sick.  The rest were far too exhausted to lend them any assistance and quite a number collapsed on the track side.  I could not help noticing that the more mature men stood up to these grueling conditions better than the younger ones. 

Although this march of 100 miles would have been nothing to us in training days it must be remembered that we were a very poor physical body before we left Singapore.  Our feet were soft to begin with and we had existed on extremely poor rations for the previous 16 months.  It is no wonder that the conditions of this march knocked us up badly.

We tottered in to a large Jap camp at 9.30am next morning.  We had been informed that this was to be our destination and that we should be housed in huts.  How thankful we were when we sighted this camp and believed our journey over.

But we were herded into an open paddock where even such scanty shade as was available was most welcome.  Again Nippon pestered us for fatigues, screaming and threatening us with their sticks if they were not immediately forthcoming.  The task of providing these was most difficult; the men were in the last stages of exhaustion and it was a heard-breaking task to have to detail them.  Many of them flatly refused to rise off their backs and this caused a considerable time lag which naturally incensed the Japs.  It was we officers who were blamed for this and I have seen officers savagely hit – I have seen them lash officers and men with the flats of their bayonets and viciously hit with their fists and kick them on the slightest provocation.  The issue of orders and counter-orders would appear to be the normal thing with Nippon.  Of course, it created uncertainty, irritability and chaos and one never knew for certain where one stood.  It was all very unsettling and at times definitely nerve-wracking.

At noon we were informed that we would remain where we were until dusk on the following evening.  We would then continue the march for a least another stage.  Our disappointment can be imagined.  Conditions were made so chaotic that we were unable to get more than two meals on both days spent at this place – named Tarsao.

During the colonel’s temporary absence the Japanese commander of our force arrived and I had a 10 minute chat with him.  He spoke English very haltingly was most affable and all smiles, but I have learned to mistrust Japanese smiles for they are very insincere, even hypocritical.

Again we swam in the river and made small purchases of native food.  Not much for by now we had very little money left.  How we longed for darkness so we could lie on the hot ground and SLEEP.  With what anticipation each prepared his bed of leaves, looking forward to the prospect of an unbroken night’s rest.  Everything was nicely arranged when at dusk we heard a soughing in the trees and in less than a minute a tropical deluge fell.  We hurriedly rolled what we possessed in our rain capes and huddled together on logs.  It is no exaggeration to say that I could have cried with disappointment.  There were only four tent-flys and our sick were under these, so 450 men had to remain out in this storm which only ceased for an hour during the whole night.  Fires were somehow lighted under logs, which made conditions a little less dismal and many lay around these in the mud which quickly became 3 to 4 inches deep.  I sat with the colonel, waiting for the downpour to cease, until we could do so no longer.  We both lay down on our bed of leaves and slept through it all.  At dawn I woke wet through and decided to get breakfast under way immediately.  Plowing through the mire I woke the cooks who were asleep in the mud around a smoldering fire.  However if was nearly 10.30am before the meal was ready for serving and I had to assert my authority very forcibly for 500 new arrivals rushed the serving point.  These had only arrived an hour previously being a party of our force which had caught up with us.  Fortunately their commander – Major Smythe of the Royal Norfolks – supported me so the meal was issued in some semblance of order.

This day was spent reasonably quietly and we were able to dry our clothes for it was again hot.  We paraded at 8.30pm and after checking our numerical strength moved off along the track, which had now become a quagmire.  It proved extremely slippery and the further we traveled the worse it became.  It was an actual physical task to keep one’s feet alone; I fell five times this night and on numerous occasions only just managed to save myself.  The colonel fell eleven times; I do not know of one who did not fall.

As on the previous night, the rain fell in torrents and so intensely dark did it become that I had to issue instructions to catch hold of the man next in front so as to prevent straying off the track.  It was unbelievably black and this night’s march was one I never want to repeat.  It proved the most severe test of every man’s stamina and character; many simply had to give up and fall by the roadside.  There was absolutely nothing we could do for them, sometimes the guards would beat them but mostly they were left to make their way back, or on to our destination when they regained sufficient strength. 

Fortunately, we had got our clothing dry before commencing this stage and those who had rain capes or ground sheets wrapped their blanket and clothes in them.  We all preferred to get wet ourselves than to carry heavy, rain-sodden clothing.  The rain ceased at 3am and shortly after 4am we staggered into a small camp that had standing tents.  Unfortunately however, the ground was soaking wet as the water had been running through them.  However, we simply threw ourselves down and slept.  There was one thing we were thankful for, that the rain was not at all cold; even when sleeping in our wet clothes it was only slightly so.

The discomfort of this woke me at dawn and I rose very tired and sore.  As second in command the feeding of the men was my responsibility so I moved around and soon ascertained that some of our people were here and were already cooking our breakfast.  Meanwhile, Nippon had roused everyone and soon I had messing points arranged and the men fed.  They informed us that we were to proceed immediately after the meal but we did not leave this camp until 11am.  We were bitter about this for we could have been wakened much later and benefited by further sleep.  Needless to say, the interval between breakfast and the start, everyone spent on his back.

It transpired that we had only a short 4 miles to march, but short as it was; it took us nearly three hours to traverse the distance.  We halted in the bamboo jungle at a clearing no larger than a bowling green.  On this pocked-handkerchief piece of ground we had to accommodate nearly 600 men.  I must here explain that our stragglers had depleted our strength by 170 but we had had an additional 130 attached to us at the previous halt.

We were given only 24 tent flys with which to house ourselves, all of them in a leaking condition.  First, the ground had to be cleared of the bamboo that had been cut and left lying.  Hurriedly organizing the men into three parties we had the stuff carried into the jungle.  This was done only to reveal the 6 inch high stumps which still remained in the ground.

We arrived at this clearing (which had a small stream nearby) at 2pm on the 21st May, so exhausted by our physical exertions and lack of sleep that we scarcely knew what we were doing.  On top of our endeavors to clear the ground, erect tents and get a kitchen of sorts functioning, we simultaneously had to provide Nippon with fatigue parties he constantly demanded.  These had to carry rations, draw tools and do chores for him.  All this afternoon the Japs used their sticks freely on all and sundry and screaming orders and counter-orders, forced us to work at frenzied speed in the extreme heat.  So overwrought did this make us that I saw several men break down and cry.  If ever men were at the breaking point of exhaustion, we were.

The tentage was so inadequate that it was necessary to crowd twenty-eight men under one tent-fly!  Can this be imagined?  We were literally packed like sardines without the slightest exaggeration.  But we were too exhausted to care very much what happened for no sooner had we consumed the second meal of the day – at 7pm than we threw ourselves on the damp ground and SLEPT.   Thank God for sleep!  Lack of it enervates one far quicker than all the physical labour one can perform.  Next morning we woke very considerably refreshed.

The tents had to be erected so close together that the guy ropes most awkwardly overlapped so that passage way between them was a most irritating business.  Nippon informed us we were to go to work on the railway on the 24th, i.e. in two days’ time.  They indicated that these two days were for rest.  They immediately followed this by saying that by that time we had to have the camp in full working order and with sleeping platforms erected under the tent-flys.  We were given a number of axes, saws, picks, shovels and hammers, but NO timber, nails, ropes or twine. 

With great difficulty we felled the giant bamboos – these grew to a height of 70/80 feet and used these for framework, which we covered with a smaller species of bamboo that grows only to a height of 12/15 feet.  Tendrils of a vine served to lash everything together.  When this ran out we were forced to use the stringy bark of a certain kind of tree.  It was surprising how efficacious these proved.  Only with the greatest difficulty were we able to get this essential work done, for all of us simply desired to lie on our backs and rest.  But it was necessary to get our sleeping bunks off the ground.

Our guards’ tent was pitched only 5 feet from the one I shared and their constant and studied aggravations were positively nerve-wracking.  Sickness broke out almost from the first day and rearrangement of accommodation had to be made so that one tent could be used as a hospital.  Many men and several officers were very sick indeed – one or two being unable to do any work for a month after arrival – owing to the grueling march.

Nippon ordered that we had to produce 200 men for day work and a similar number for the night shift.  We pointed out that we had far too many sick to provide that number but they insisted, so right from the start we were forced to send sick men to work.  We were incensed at the time but in the light of events that were soon to follow, it was nothing.

For quite a time this camp was known as Kanyu No 2.  Later Nippon officially named it MALAYAN HAMLET. 

I find it quite impossible to paint a work picture which will describe adequately the frightful conditions that prevailed and under which we existed.  I can only hope that some more able pen than mine will do so, that the world may be informed of just what inhuman and sadistic swine this race of Japanese are.  It is most difficult – even impossible – to describe ones bitter feelings and sometimes despondent reactions to the frightful treatment, living conditions generally and extreme brutality and callousness exhibited by these Nipponese.  Their utter unconcern for the sick and the dying was unbelievable; one Jap said ‘he hoped they would die as it would save Japanese rice.’

The brutality meted out to the men working on the railway cutting (a mile away) was almost beyond belief.  They proved slave-drivers of the most sadistic type.  Men were hit with shovels, iron bars, heavy billets of wood, spanners or anything that happened to be handy.  Many were beaten into insensibility and no one allowed to succour them.  When the poor wretches ‘came to’ they would drag themselves away and, if they could do so without Nippon’s knowledge, drag themselves back to camp.  Some, too weak to do this, had to lie where they were until their mates knocked off work.

Sometimes they had to wait several hours before they could be carried to camp.  Many a man carried back to camp died within 48 hours.  The poor fellows were treated like animals and were beaten unmercifully.

Many men who were terribly weakened by dysentery and diarrhea were dragged out of the hospital tents and forced to go to work.  Of course, so weak were they that it was not long before they fainted and while lying insensible on the ground were beaten severely.  One of our fellows became so enraged at seeing this that he knocked the offending Jap down with a beautiful punch, but he suffered for it.  All the Japs immediately attacked him and soon beat him unconscious.  It was nearly a fortnight before he was himself again.

The frenzied tempo at which the men were forced to work created such a strain of nervous tension that the spiteful and callous beatings caused them to mess themselves, so fiercely were they hit.  They were not allowed to leave their work to relieve themselves, so many adopted the expedient of going to work with only an apron of piece of bagging around their loins so as not to foul their shorts.

I would point out that the railway guards (or engineers) were not the same men as our camp guards.  The former demanded the number of men they required and the latter had to supply that figure. When we pointed out that we were quite unable to supply the number, they simply entered the hospital tents and ordered out those whom they considered the least sick.  We protested vigorously, pointing out that it would kill the men but our appeals were callously brushed aside.  Sometimes we were able to send out less than the number required but not very often.

The assembly parades for work were heart-breaking.  Men taken from hospital were lined up with the others.  Many would break down and cry, others would vomit while some would defecate from both nervousness and illness.  Others sat in the mud in the ranks, awaiting the order to move, pitifully conserving their strength.  The faces of all appeared haggard and drawn and it was perfectly apparent that all were suffering from extreme exhaustion, lack of sleep, under-nourishment and suffering the most terrible mental, nervous and physical strain.

The cutting that was being hewn was approximately 300 yards long and eventually reached a depth of 70/80 feet.  It was mainly rock.  On one occasion when the men were moving down its steep face to commence work, a guard, considering the man in front was not moving fast enough, pushed him, resulting in his falling 40 feet.  He was unconscious when picked up and suffered a broken arm and several fractured ribs.  Everything had to be subordinated to speed, for Nippon had ordered that the railway must be through by October. Death to the workers did not matter in the least.  I never dreamed I would see the day when human life would be held so cheaply.  

The view from this cutting was not unlike Jamieson Valley in the Blue Mountains.  It was indeed hard to reconcile such beauty of scenery with the misery that existed in its midst.

Initially, we were told that each shift was to work twelve hours with a two hour break for the mid-meal.  This was never honoured for the men had to work from 14/18 hours with a short 30 minutes only for the repast.  At first we were permitted to take a kerosene tin to the cutting to boil tea, but this they soon banned, so water bottles provided the only liquid refreshment.  This caused such additional suffering for only a few possessed them.

Every day men returned with great weals, cuts and bruises, mute evidence of the brutality meted out to them.  By the end of June there was not one in this camp who, under normal conditions, would not be immediately placed in a hospital or convalescent camp.
Incidents that occurred to personnel in our camp and reported to Force H.Q. included the following:-

‘In July 1943 a Korean, named Kurikuni, insisted upon a parade of all sick officers and O.Rs. in the camp.  He then divided them into two classes:

(a) those who had worked on the railway undertaking, and

(b) those who through serious illness had never been able to work.

He then interrogated each of the sick who had never worked as to the nature of his illness, and quite irrespective of the replies given he brutally beat each one in turn.’

‘Lieut. Mansfield (8 Aust. Div., Sigs) arriving at the cutting one man short, was dispatched to find him.  He returned with an English O.R. suffering from dysentery and malaria.  The latter fainted on arrival at the work-site, whereupon a Japanese Guard commonly as ‘Musso’ (from a striking resemblance to Mussolini) rushed up and mercilessly beat the inert body of the man with a bamboo rod.  He also brutally pushed the rod into the unconscious man’s mouth and prodded him about the private parts of his body.  

‘Lieut. Mansfield remonstrated, but he also was beaten.  An hour later the same guard dragged the still unconscious man to the end of the trolley line, ordering that a load of rubble and rock be emptied over him.  The above officer, on refusing, was beaten up.  The men operating the truck were ordered away.  The Jap then threw the body under the truck-end and attempted to tip the load himself.  He was unable to do so, and ordered Mr. Mansfield to assist and again hit him upon refusal.  The O.R. recovering consciousness reached up and attempted to raise himself by grasping the rail-ends.  On seeing this, the Jap dealt him a terrific blow on the head with a shovel, again rendering him unconscious.  The unfortunate victim rolled 150 feet amid rubbly rock into the valley below.  Eventually his comrades were able to rescue him and carry him to the camp hospital. The poor fellow died later.’

‘Another officer witnessed Private Ashworth (now deceased) who had collapsed on the ground in a severe malaria rigor, being kicked by a Jap guard in efforts to force him to resume his work.  The man struggled to his feet, only to immediately collapse again, whereupon the guard endeavored to push him into a nearby fire.  The man was at this stage unconscious. The same officer reported a man horribly kicked in the stomach while lying on the ground.  As a result of this and having to hold a large boulder above his head for 30 minutes, the victim developed a hernia, later necessitating an operation, seriously jeopardizing his life.’

Incidents of a similar nature were of daily occurrence, creating the whole time an atmosphere of terrific nervous strain.  I think it was generally conceded that the mental torture was far more telling than the heavy and exhausting work.

For the reader’s information this is being typed while still a prisoner of war and is being written from notes actually recorded by me while in this hell-camp of Kanyu.  For official purposes I commenced keeping a diary from the first day and later, while still in the camp, I wrote of the above incidents and my impressions and feelings as they occurred.  This is not being written from memory and I can vouch for the truth of everything here recorded.

This record is, of course, being kept well hidden and has already survived three searches by recourse to various subterfuges.  

It was the night shift that suffered worst.  Quite frequently they would not arrive back in camp before eleven in the morning.  At least twice a week they were roused at 2pm to march three miles down to the river and carry back our rations of rice and seaweed.  This tiring and heavy task – it meant carrying the load up an extremely steep hill – would not be completed until 6pm then at 7.45pm they would have to parade for the night shift.  These poor fellows suffered the agony of the damned.  Quite often the men would collapse under their loads and would have to be helped back to camp.

On one occasion a very weak fellow dropped his bag of rice into the undergrowth and just managed to stagger back to camp.  But the guard bringing up the rear saw the bag and there was a terrible row.  There were threats of beatings and the drastic curtailment of our rations.  Eventually they surprisingly decided to overlook the incident but told us to expect severe repercussions if it occurred again.

The small stream trickling past the camp became black with mud immediately following every monsoonal downpour, causing great difficulty to the kitchen staff endeavoring to cook with this muddied water.  Greatly to our surprise Nippon presented us with a water filter which helped a lot but required constant attention and repair. 

Immediately on arrival we strongly advised the men NOT to drink this creek water unless it was first boiled.  But I am afraid that many disregarded this advice and later paid the penalty with their lives, for we believed this water contained the dreaded cholera germ.  We informed all ranks of this but far too many were skeptical.

Our arrival at this camp coincided with the breaking of the monsoon, but the rains did not deter Nippon.  He used high powered trucks with chains around the wheels and when these were unable to force their way through, they would get 50/60 prisoners or natives from the nearest camp and haul the vehicle our of the mire by brute force.  I have seen 100 natives pulling one utility truck through the (in some places) eighteen inches of deep and terribly adhesive mud.

Although our camp was on a slight slope, the feet of 600 men on the small space quickly turned it into a quagmire. This made the journey to the latrines – 60 yards away – a physical effort for the sick.  Later we dug drains which eased the position.  The dysentery patients suffered badly, for the urge to defecate attacks one mostly during the night hours.  It was so dark moving under and through the bamboo jungle to these latrines that we adopted the expedient of tying thin rails to the growing plants to serve as a hand rail and guide.  These night journeys to the latrines proved too much for the acute sufferers and when we arranged for a fire to be kept burning all through the night at the point, many too weak to make frequent journeys, would sleep around it.  One or two died while sleeping around this fire. 

Dysentery patients would defecate up to 30 times in the 24 hours and next to cholera it was the most dreaded disease.  I contracted it about 10 days after arrival and was very sick for a fortnight.

Within 20 days of our arrival there were 261 men in the hospital tents.  Six weeks after arrival there were 450 in hospital!!  On this date (4th July) I was quite certain there was not one fit man in the camp.

Our first death occurred on the 16th June and two days later Major Fagan, our medical officer (who did a magnificent job) reported that one case of CHOLERA had occurred and the victim would die.  As the colonel was absent, having journeyed to our force Headquarters three miles away, I notified Nippon of the case.  They immediately panicked and screamed for us to detail a party to move their tent 150 yards away from our vicinity.  They then rushed a message off to their H.Q.  Several of them who were to be changed for other guards that evening packed their gear and cleared the camp as quickly as possible.

At the evening check parade we again strongly advised all ranks not to drink un-boiled water.  The victim had by this time died.  The ensuing rush on the kitchen for boiled water was remarkable for the death had sheeted home the advice. But the tragic damage had been done, for far too many had neglected to obey the initial warning.

From this time onwards Death stalked through our camp and not in my wildest dreams had I imagined the depths of despair and despondency to which we could and did descend.  Hope appeared to be non-existent. Everyone was sick and exhausted, our food shocking, little extra was purchasable from the river barges (few had money anyway) and we were completely cut off from civilization.  We suffered every discomfort, fatigue and brutality and were surrounded by the bamboo jungle with mud nearly always underfoot.  All this, with no news from the outside world, nor any prospect of escaping, or being moved from the place, caused such depression that it left men stunned.  One or two lost their reason and more than one committed suicide. 

The dreaded cholera germ is contracted via the mouth and the mental torment we all were subject to was beyond description.  Everyone practiced the rules of hygiene most meticulously.

In an endeavour to combat this scourge we separated those suffering from it and those suspect from the remainder of the hospital.  This was difficult, for additional ground had to be cleared and a complete re-organisation of the whole of the hospital tents and medical arrangements had to be made.

The non-cholera section of the hospital tents was under reasonable good control and as good as possible under the circumstances; but the cholera section – what a sight!  It was only with great difficulty that I managed to refrain from vomiting.  I saw men vomit their lives away and their excrete was just rice water – like turning a tap on – and the victim simply dehydrated.  Some died within eight hours others lasted a fortnight, whilst a number completely recovered.  The sights I witnessed will never be erased from my memory.  

The correct treatment was an intravenous injection of saline, but of course we had none and possessed but little salt.  Most of the medical orderlies were excellent; they worked like slaves without one whisper of complaint.  Certainly these orderlies were by far the fittest men in camp as they did not have to work on the cutting.  Nevertheless they did a really grand job.

The cholera victims altered tremendously in appearance, to such an extent that it was necessary for them to be marked with an indelible pencil so as to make identification certain.  One body was actually buried as that of a patient still alive, the error not being discovered for 24 hours.  They reached an animal stage before death, wizened like a nonagenarian, threw every stitch of clothing off themselves, fouled their own and other patients gear and uttered weird cries.  The place became sickeningly foul and a charnel house.  The bodies awaiting burial were placed around a fire to prevent their being trodden on during the hours of darkness.

The night was made hideous by the unearthly cries and shrieks of the dying.  Some would wander a short distance from their tents, stark naked, and lie on the ground by themselves.  I saw one man carried back to the bamboo slats that served as a bed, completely nude, his head hanging down and lips drawn back from his teeth like a snarling dog.  His eyes were glassy and stared horribly.  Every ounce of flesh had dehydrated from his body and the skin which covered his skeleton frame had many ulcerous sores.  These sores developed on the backs of the sick and grew to the size of the palm of a small hand.

Another cholera victim I remember seeing was being held in a sitting position by one orderly while another extracted maggots from his sores.  There were at least 10 sores on his back, the larges the size of a tennis ball, others down to the size of a shilling – all fly-blown.  He died 12 hours later.

The cholera scourge was over in 5 to 6 weeks.  During the 37 days from 12th June to 18th July we buried 134 men.  An analysis showed that 118 died of cholera, 6 of malaria, 4 of dysentery, 4 of beri-beri and 1 of diphtheria.  Although the cholera deaths considerably diminished from this date – 18th July – the death rate still continues high.  Dysentery, beri-beri, malaria, pellagra and inanition (just another word indicating starvation and exhaustion) then began to take their toll.  These diseases caused far too many deaths for had we been given even the most reasonable of treatment and living conditions almost everyone would have recovered.

When we left this camp in mid September we had buried 111 A.I.F. and 106 Englishmen.  This with those who died after evacuating to Camburi hospital camp, made the death rate for our camp forty three percent.  

Everything humanly possible was done to alleviate the suffering that abounded but the task was hopeless.  Our impotence affected us greatly.  The inhuman and constant demands of the Japanese for duties and fatigues left us always short handed, while medical supplies were totally inadequate for our urgent needs.  Conditions were such, that it was a constant struggle to maintain even essential camp duties, such as cooking, latrines and firewood.

On 4th June one man ‘went through’ i.e. escaped.  This caused great consternation and face-slapping. The colonel and I both escaped this but the escapee’s company commander, Major Moulton, and the men who had slept alongside him, were well slapped.  The man eventually turned up five months later.  He had traveled north but finding escape impossible, attached himself to another camp whose people sheltered him.  
One evening the Japs from their tent, only an arms length away from ours, screamed out for the ‘shieru’ i.e. the interpreter.  Our adjutant – Captain Gordon Butler- entered their tent, informing them that the latter was temporarily absent.  Half an hour later the tent fly was thrown back and a Nip guard shrieked for the interpreter.  Enquiries disclosed that Butler had forgotten to tell him.  They ordered the latter into their tent, screamed at him and worked themselves into ungovernable fury.  They then hit him unmercifully and knocked him down; in falling, he fell on to a bamboo stumps and hurt his back considerably.  Butler, who was a powerful man, saw red, and was going to tear the Nips apart.  We had quite a job calming him down and getting him onto his bunk. The Japs then entered our tent where they shouted at us all at the tops of their voices for at least an hour.  At any minute we expected to be beaten up.  They were not going to be insulted; they were master; they were No. 1; Australian officer no good and so on.  However, eventually they calmed down and left us.

Early in June two Japanese civil officers visited the camp and we appealed to them to do something to alleviate the shocking conditions and brutal treatment.  As usual, they appeared sympathetic; they explained that it was the custom for Japanese to strike their inferiors; husbands struck their wives and sons their mothers.  No diminution of the brutality took place; we may as well have saved our breath.

The nightly check parades were ghastly, particularly during the early period.  We would be kept lined up in the ankle deep mud for anything up to an hour.  The escapee was the cause of this and Nippon insisted on a most rigid check.  This was a very wearisome business, for in addition to those on parade, the sick in hospital had to be counted and allowance made for those out of work.  It was all very irritating and wearying.

Somewhere about mid-June our guard commander (Mitsui) ordered that all dysentery and diarrhoea patients were to receive only one meal per day, and at that, only gruel, to be served at 4pm.  We managed to disobey this.

Another very irritating matter was the question of the correct time.  The Camp guards and the Railway guards watches differed by 30 minutes.   This meant that the men arrived at the cutting half an hour too early.  As both insisted they were right, it was we prisoners who were the sufferers.  There was no love lost between our guards and the engineer personnel in charge of the railway construction.  

On the 11th June Nippon ordered all patients suffering with dysentery or diarrhoea to parade.  Of course, there were many who could only just stand and many who fainted or collapsed.  Nippon harangued them, saying that all of them would be sent to work on the morrow.  We were very glad when they were dismissed and we were able to get the men back to their tents.  We managed to save the worst sufferers from being sent, nevertheless many, far too weak, had to go.  Some of these had to be carried back to camp even before they reached the cutting.  


Two days after cholera had broken out in our camp, the Japs marched about 60 Englishmen in.  This was just plain murder for they had not inoculated them; consequently these men contracted the disease and died like flies.  Nippon was not in the slightest concerned about our death; he was only worried about the effect it would have upon the progress of the railway work.

Tropical ulcers began to manifest themselves with great frequency after we had been in the camp six weeks and at first we did not treat them seriously.  What a ghastly mistake, for those so-called ulcers were in reality a type of cancerous growth that eats the flesh.   More than one man has had the flesh of his leg eaten away to such an extent that amputation became necessary.  Towards the end of our sojourn in this camp they began to assume alarming sizes, causing the sufferers most acute pain.  These frightfully and sickening ulcers became a grace menace to us all, for the slightest scratch would be quite sufficient to start one.  They grew to incredible sizes.  I have seen them 14 inches long, 4 inches wide and so deep that the shin bone was completely exposed.  In other words, it was possible to see BEHIND the shin bone.  These huge, nauseating ulcers looked exactly like boiled sago and every man who had one will carry the scar for the rest of his days.   Bandages became terribly scarce and although washed and used time and time again, recourse had to be made to the use of old rag and pieces of sacking.  Eventually those became no longer available and we were forced to use large leaves in lieu of bandages, which had to be tied over the ulcer with lengths of stringy bark.   

My diary entry on the 20th June states: ‘Nippon over-rules M.O.’s advice and sends to work men suffering with dysentery, beri-beri, malaria and tropical ulcers’.  Two days later our guards suspected that many of the dysentery and diarrhoea patients were ‘lead-swinging’.  They lined them up and made them defecate no the ground where they stood – a revolting business.  Many fainted and collapsed on this line-up.  

The next day, in answer to our entreaties, Nippon said that these patients need not go to work.  What a sigh of relief we all heaved!  Imaging everyone’s acute disappointment when half an hour before the night shift was due to commence they reversed their decision and the poor sufferers were again forced to go out to the hellish railway cutting.  

It was pitiful to see these terribly sick, weak and broken men being driven to work like cattle – and treated worse.  Men broke down and cried, others fainted; all were haggard in appearance.  It was heart-rending, but we were unable to do a thing to help them.  Some said quite openly that they did not care if they got cholera and died.  Everyone prayed for an injury which would put him in hospital and thus give him a respite from work.

Quoting my diary entry 20th June:  ‘I am unable to find words which will adequately portray the incredible conditions that prevail and the terrific mental, nervous and physical strain to which we are subjected.  This place is indeed a hell on earth’.

The burying of the dead was a heart-rending and difficult task in itself.  We fit officers, or rather, those who were the least sick, had to do this.  At first, cremation was decided upon, but the cutting of the necessary bamboo fire-wood proved equally as difficult as digging graves; besides, the smell of the burning bodies – although 300 yards away – was very unpleasant.  Burial proved best even through the striking of rock, 18 inches or so under the surface, caused much delay and hard work, for it meant that another grave had to be dug elsewhere.

Under normal conditions, men would readily volunteer to act as pall-bearers for their deceased comrades, but so dispirited, weak, exhausted and depressed had they become that it was necessary to detail them to act in that capacity in order to carry the bodies to the burial point.  Biers were made from two lengths of bamboo with smaller pieces laid cross-wise, tied together with creepers and bark.  On more than one occasion I have seen bodies fall to the ground whilst en route to the graveyard owing to the pall-bearers falling through weariness and the slippery mud.  Light as each body was, it required 4 men to carry it, the pall-bearers being so terribly weak.  With men dying at the rate of anything up to 16 a day our difficulties were most acute.  

I must record that the day following the outbreak of cholera; Nippon rushed two or three of their medical personnel to the camp and gave all ranks an anti-cholera injection.  This, of course, was shutting the gate after the horse had got in; we did not think it of the slightest use.  In fact, the disease spread with alarming rapidity after the injections.

Their medical service was just a joke, for they tested all ranks for the cholera germ and decided that about 40 were suspects.  They ordered that these be immediately isolated.  Among these suspects were the Colonel and two other officers whom Nippon insisted had to be isolated with the rest.  This threw the whole task of running the camp on to my shoulders and a frightful and hectic three weeks it proved to be.  It was by far the worst period we experienced in this hell-camp.

In addition to my normal duties as second in command, I acted, during this period, as C.O. Adjutant, Company Commander, R.S.M. (all sick) Orderly officer, Messing officer, Records officer, runner, grave-digger and last but not least, as chaplain.  Altogether, I have read the burial service over 80/90 bodies.  Normally our padre, Captain Marsden, would officiate, but I had to act when he was visiting other camps or sick.  Fortunately I was over my attack of dysentery when the colonel was sent into isolation.  

Another extract from my diary reads: ‘Men cry from exhaustion, under-nourishment and lack of sleep, yet they must go to work or get beaten.  Surely this terrible inhumanity cannot last much longer’.  And again on 2nd June; ‘Sgt. _____ died yesterday’.  Poor fellow, he was one of my original men when our unit was formed.  I remember his having approached me three days previously, when I was particularly harassed and asking me if I could give him a job which would keep him in camp – a request I had from many men.   I was forced to tell him what I told the others; namely, that it was the M.O. who had the authority to order which men were unable to go to work.  Even then Nippon would very frequently over-rule his decision.  However, I advised him to see the M.O., for he certainly looked sick and I overheard his interview with the doctor who was rather short with him, pointing out that there were men far more sick than he who were going to work.  It was the last time I saw the poor fellow alive.  Three days later the Staff Sgt., whose duty it was to give me details of the dead, presented me with the list which was headed with his name.   It appeared that he contracted cholera the day after seeing me and died very quickly.

Early in July Nippon informed us that they wanted three eight hour shifts instead of the two of twelve hours.  This pleased us greatly, for it meant far more rest for everyone, but 10 days later they ordered a reversion to the original 12 hour shifts.  Nevertheless, it provided a modicum of relief, but not sufficient to allow those who were still working a chance to pick up.  Of course, our food was quite inadequate to build anyone up; it consisted of about 20 ozs. of rice and seaweed!  Sometimes we would receive a ration of dehydrated potato chips, which was nearly as hateful as the seaweed.  On two or three occasions they sent us a type of salted corned meat, every issue of which was fly-blown and had maggots crawling through it.  Nevertheless, we cooked and ate the stuff but it proved most unpalatable, tasting like old leather and as tough.  Occasionally they would issue a very, very meager amount of dried fish.  This was fairly tasty but the daily issue could be placed on a teaspoon.  

On the 17th July, when we had buried 132 and had 495 sick and could only muster 118 for both shifts, Nippon surprisingly sent the camp 15 yaks on the hoof.  What a god-send this proved, and how we looked forward to the first meal!  And did we enjoy it!  We did not get a great deal each, as Nippon decreed that only one beast was to be slaughtered every third day.  Our guards took more than a liberal portion for themselves.  These creatures were absolute animals, for some of them ate the liver and heart RAW!

About this time they would occasionally send us a pig, which we had to carry up from the river in a wicker basket.  Immediately after slaughtering, without allowing it to hang for a period, they would order it to be cooked; after only 10 minutes boiling they would consume their portion in an almost raw state.  The small portion they left us we cooked much longer of course. On another occasion two small cases of tinned fish arrived and our guards, who numbered only 14, immediately took one case for themselves.

A word on Japanese administration is not out of place at this point.  All prisoner of war forces which left Singapore came under the command of the country to which they were sent, with the exception of ‘F’ and ‘H’ forces.  These two were only loaned to the Thailand administration, for we were to be returned to Singapore when the railway was completed and never at any time were we divorced from the Malayan Command.  This arrangement proved greatly to our disadvantage.  The usual jealousy between the two commands resulted in our being the sufferers.  Glaring examples were to be seen in a P.O.W. camp not far from where we were.  Here the prisoners (who were under Thailand administration) were comparatively well cared for and had reasonable good, while we were faring very badly indeed.  Later, we learnt that another camp further north contained prisoners from the TWO administrations and, believe it or not, the one fed well while the other practically starved.  Food was smuggled to them however, usually under cover of darkness.  

It would be well to explain the financial arrangements of the camp.  The men received 35 cents per day, but ONLY IF THEY WORKED.  They received nothing if they became sick and unable to work, for Nippon has the peculiar policy of not paying sick men or giving them the normal ration – they also put a sick man on half rations.  Of course, it was another cross we had to bear and another reason for the despondency which abounded.

Our officers were paid at the following rates:  Colonels received $160 per month, Majors $110, Captains $62 and Lieutenants $25.  The Colonel ordered that each officer would receive a flat rate of $20 per month and the balance to be spent on the camp as a whole.  I fully concurred; there were one or two who took exception to the Colonel’s taking so much of their pay.  There is not the slightest doubt that his policy saved many lives.  I shudder to think how many more would have died had it not been for the additional food that this fund provided – nearly $700 per month.

We would send a party of officers, cooks and medical orderlies to the river and if the boats had come up, would purchase eggs, peanuts, pig fat and if possible, condensed milk.  All this purchased from this officer’s reserve fund provided a god-send to many, though there were a few who did not appreciate what was done.  The men in receipt of pay also contributed 10% to this fund, but so few earned any that their contributions were very small.  This fund proved tremendously useful when we eventually reached the hospital camp at Camburi.

We became expert in making a steamed pudding concocted from boiled rice, peanuts and a small amount of sugar all mixed with some pig fat.  This, when boiled in a cloth for an hour or so tasted surprisingly good.  On rare occasions we even made a sauce of a couple of eggs whipped up.  But this was too costly to be indulged in often.

About mid July, Nippon informed us that other P.O.W. camps were to be sent further north, but as we had had such a grueling time we would remain where we were.  Hundreds of coolies were being marched past our camp in a northerly direction, sometimes as many as 600 a day.

They did not look in very good condition although they were treated slightly better than we were.  Their pay was $1 per day while the pay to our men was only 35 cents.  But the living conditions they were subjected to were much the same as ours while their medical services were practically nil.  Consequently they died like flies when cholera, malaria, dysentery, beri-beri and ulcers attacked them.  Hundreds of thousands of them were used by Nippon to build this railway and we learnt that they were enticed to volunteer for this work, first by the fact that no other work was available (for the Jap occupation had caused a complete cessation of labour absorbing industry) and secondly, by the rosy account of conditions as painted by Nippon.  Many consider that this Thailand-Burma railway cost 100,000 lives.

Quite a few hundred Nippon soldiers marched past our camp, all looking in the pink of condition.  Usually most of their gear was packed on a small cart hauled by a mule.  To assist it through the mud, ropes were attached on which the soldiers pulled.

About mid July tea ran out and for six days our only drink was hot water.  This was a real trial, for it was amazing how everyone looked forward to a cup of tea – even without sugar and milk – after returning from work or a journey to the river.  On another occasion we ran out of salt and for a week ate tasteless food.  Shortly after this Nippon decided that he could cure one of the yak hides and used all our salt to do so.  The experiment failed of course and it meant that we had to do without salt for a second week.  They had not the slightest regard or concern for us and treated us worse than animals.

I remember on one occasion acting as chaplain – in the temporary absence of the padre- and was just about to commence the ceremony when it suddenly began to rain heavily.  I sent the grave diggers and those acting as pall-bearers back to camp (for it was nearly dusk) and read the burial service in the tropical downpour by myself.  I have often reflected how unusual must have been such a burial service, with no-one except the officiating person present.

Late in July body lice appeared, causing us concern owing to the possibility of their spreading disease.  With much difficulty we organized a sterilization point and boiled the clothing and equipment of all personnel, tent by tent.  By doing this in rotation, we were able to very definitely check, but never completely eradicate them.  Our greatest problem in starting this sterilizer was in providing the necessary containers.  Had it not been for the kerosene tins in which the pig fat arrived, it would not have been possible.

A tin of any size what-so-ever was a prized possession, for it enabled the owner of even a condensed milk tin to boil an egg, while the fortunate possessor of an oval fish tin could boil, fry, poach or make omelettes.  Our experience completely altered our sense of values; pieces of string, an old bag, a nail or a short length of wire were all highly prized.

During July, men’s boots completely wore out and more than 50% of them had to work bare-footed on the rough rocks of the cutting, which, of course, soon gave them foot injuries.  These usually turned into ulcers resulting in more than one man losing his leg by amputation.

Clothing too became terribly scarce and quite a few had no other clothing than a pair of shorts.  This state of affairs was brought about through the man selling their garments to the natives in order to get sufficient money to buy food or smokes.  Nippon strictly forbade trading with the natives and on one occasion caught a native in the act – our fellow disappeared into the jungle – and in our presence they unmercifully beat this poor wretch.  

About this time, rats commenced to plague us and would run over our faces at night.  This made us apprehensive, for they are the carriers of the dreaded typhus germ.  We offered a reward of 10 cents a tail and the men entered into the rat-catching business with gusto, providing the camp with the only opportunity for hilarity and fun.  

One of the duties I took upon myself to perform was that of passing on to the sick any news or rumours that were picked up at the river camp (there being a small camp at this point where the boats stopped).  By the time I had given it to all the tents my throat would be sore for it would take three hours to complete.  However, the men appreciated it for it gave them something to think and talk about.

One may be asked why we did not attempt to escape.  This was rightly deemed impossible.  The jungle is so dense and tangled that it proved impossible even to get to a large rock 300 yards away from the camp.  Twice I tried to reach it but was defeated by the practically impenetrable jungle.  A party of 20 officers did attempt escape from a camp further north.  Several died of starvation, exhaustion and malaria and the remainder recaptured.  They were sentenced to 12 years goal.  Later, in January 1945 (nearly two years later) I met one of these poor fellows.  He was sent from Singapore goal in a most pitiable condition – he was just skin and bone and weighed about 4 stone.  He was placed only a few beds from mine in our goal hospital.  Notwithstanding the very best of our poor food and all the doctors” attention, he died within a fortnight.  Later still another survivor told me that with the aid of a hatchet they were only progressing 500 yards a day in the jungle and had they not been recaptured would have surely died of starvation, exposure or illness.  

A problem presented itself in the finding of sufficient material to cover even the faces of the dead, so many blankets considered contagious through contact with cholera patients were used for this purpose and so buried with the body.  Inevitably, blankets issued by Nippon became so used and when toward the end of the camp they called for a check of these articles, it was revealed that we were 27 short of the 200 he had issued to us.  As second in command, I was responsible for all Nippon issues, while Major Fagan as O.C. of the hospital was responsible for their use.  We both thought we were in for a bad time from the Japs.  Before informing Nippon we talked it over with the Colonel, who said that if the yellow men intended to physically punish us, we were to offer to pay for the blankets and he would provide the money from the camp funds.  And did these yellow mongrels perform when we acquainted them with the fact that we had buried 27 of their blankets.  They simply refused to listen to our explanation – that they were fouled beyond hope of further use.  They screamed at us for 10 minutes before calming down.  At one stage they became so threatening that the interpreter – Lieutenant Austin – and Major Fagan both wanted to offer to pay.  I said a definite NO, for I reckoned that the storm would blow over, and so it proved, thereby saving over $300 by holding out.

My diary entry on the 4th August (1943): “I have never been at such a low ebb of depression in my life as now.  I pray that these yellow dogs will never, never set foot on Australian soil.”  All of us were very miserable and depressed at this period, but shortly afterwards we were cheered by intimation from our Force H.Q. that we would shortly all be evacuated down to a hospital camp where we were to recuperate.  But the days dragged slowly on, nothing happened, and some became very despondent.  

The first time the railway was used to haul anything was early in August, when it reached the cutting we were blasting but had not yet completed.  Light diesel cars hauled a few light trucks – the line was in a very poor state at that time.  In fact, it was of the “Heath Robinson” type and was often referred to as “comic opera railway”.  The track twisted, buckled and leant to such a degree that even the light trucks often became derailed when traveling at slow speed.  The bridges they built over rivers and gullies were made from trees felled in the vicinity and appeared extremely frail and unsafe.

Shortly after the line reached our cutting they brought our rations up by rail for which we were most grateful as this saved us a long and heavy carry up from the river.  But the first time also proved to be the last and we had to resume the heart-breaking 3.5 mile carry up the precipitous hill to our camp which was about 1,000 ft. above the river.  

Many men were dying of malnutrition and inanition about early August and in an endeavour to help these sufferers we organized a special cooking point, where the sole duty was to cook whatever became available for those whom the M.O. recommended should receive it.  Captain Albert Smith (a 1914-1918 veteran) was placed in charge and it promptly became known as “Smithy’s Snack Bar”.  It was just a small hut made from bamboo, far from water-proof; never-the-less in it they performed wonders in cooking tasty morsels for the very sick.  Captain Smith was given a large proportion of the eggs carried up from the river and he and two others boiled, fried, poached, ‘omeletted’ and scrambled them.  They were greatly appreciated by the patients.  The arrangement worked exceedingly well and was the direct cause of saving many lives.  It also gave the men something to look forward to – an important factor in sustaining morale.  Captain Smith did an excellent job and on one occasion conducted a church service and gave a brief but splendid address.

It fell to my lot to have the duty of handling the effects of all the dead and it was sad to see the photos and treasured possessions which had reminded them of their loved ones.  Nippon ordered that these be labeled and handed to them, to be returned to the relatives of the deceased after Japan had won the war.  There was nothing else to do but obey the order, although I often handed personal possessions to an applicant who could prove to me that he was a bone-fide and long-standing friend of the deceased.  It was often a very difficult decision to make for there was no guarantee that the friend would get out of the camp alive.

The Colonel, one of the best and who greatly stimulated morale by his unfailing cheerfulness, decided that a cross should be erected at the graveyard and to this end he personally worked very hard, and after a fortnight, a 12 foot high cross was erected bearing the words:

“TO OUR AUSTRALIAN AND BRITISH COMRADES HERE LAID TO

REST.  1943. AMONTOS CORUM DEUS ASFICAT.”

Translated:  “May god look down with compassion on their loved ones.”

Our “H” Force commander ploughed his way through the mud from Tampie (4 miles away) to unveil the cross.    He was L. Col. H.R. Humphries, an English officer.  The ceremony was brief but impressive.  A Nippon officer who was present saluted most punctiliously; they were always most free with their outward show of politeness, but did nothing practical to relieve our shocking and tragic conditions.  Over 200 bodies lay in this cemetery when the cross was unveiled:  Major Smythe – O.C. the Englishmen - read the names of his men, while I read those of the A.I.F.  The “Last Post” and “Reveille” were sounded and the bugle notes resounded impressively in the jungle.  The ceremony took place on Sunday 22nd August, 1943.

About this time, iodine ran out and other medical supplies and drugs became alarmingly short.  Bandages had completely worn out with constant washing after being re-used dozens of times.  My diary of this time records:  “Unless we get more medical supplies and very soon, many more will die for lack of any treatment of all”.  I might state that all medical drugs and equipment to reach this camp were carried on the backs of us officers, the loads being equally apportioned. 

On 19th August Nippon greatly surprised us by issuing 2 packets of cigarettes to all ranks.  This was astonishing but very welcome indeed.  They are a peculiar race, quite incomprehensible and unpredictable.  

After many rumours, some encouraging, but mostly the reverse, we received orders to provide a party of 100 men for further work on the railway to the north.  This was viewed with a deal of apprehension for we visualized a repetition of the brutalities.  The cutting was finished on the 24th August and 83 all ranks were sent north on the following day.  Lieutenant Don Lee, of my own unit (2/4 M.G.Bn.) had to go, being one of the fittest, and I know he did not relish the prospect.  This officer, by the way did a really grand job the whole period we were in this hell-camp and it was with a heavy heart that I said good-bye to him and many other splendid fellows.

However 10 weeks later they marched in Camburi hospital camp looking worn out.  They had not been treated too badly, except that on one occasion they were forced to work continuously for 72 hours without a rest except for meals.  

After this party had departed we were told that we would shortly all be evacuated to Camburi hospital, which was roughly 65 miles further south.  However, it was not until the 8th September – a day I shall always remember – that the first party marched out from this hateful camp.  I was in command of it and we had orders to be ready to move at dawn.  Everyone was terribly excited and many who were detailed to move by a later party were quite disappointed.  We breakfasted at 4.30am and issued every man with a fried rice rissole – which was to be his lunch – and shook the soil of the camp from our feet at daylight.

Before proceeding further there are one or two points I must record which I have omitted earlier.  

In addition to the disinfector we established to eradicate lice, we also organized ‘body washing fatigues’.  Officers took the lead in this task of washing the vermin-infested sick.  Lieut. Bernie O’Sullivan of the 2/4th M.G. Bn. played a leading part in this duty which was greatly appreciated by the men.  Many were far too weak to do this for themselves and there were a few who had the strength but not the spirit. 

I think I have stated before that there were quite a few who died from lack of reasonable food, their deaths, by Nippon orders, being recorded as inanition – in other words, starvation and exhaustion.  There were others, but only a few, who lost all heart and simply lay down and died.  The M.O. said there was little the matter with them except that they lost all desire to live. 

Another incident I desire to record was the manner in which we acquired a Yak or two.  Occasionally a herd of these beasts would be driven past the camp in charge of one or two native cowherds.  The winding track caused the leading animals to be out of sight of the herdsman; a point our fellows quickly noted.  They would pounce on the leading yak and drag it into the jungle and when the herd had passed would quickly kill it.  Some of it they would sell but most of it was given to their sick mates.  We knew that was occurring and only issued instructions that the remains were to be buried so that Nippon would be kept in ignorance of what was going on.  The herdsmen soon tumbled to what was happening and thereafter sent the herds past the camp in very small numbers, thus effectively stopping the game.  

During the last three weeks we were in this camp the men were not worked hard.  The cutting was finished and only odd jobs were given them to do.  The respite, however, did not help anyone to recuperate, for our food was barely sufficient to maintain the condition we were in.  

Once the first party left (parties each 100 strong left at 48 hour intervals) the camp was quickly abandoned and within a fortnight all were in Camburi, 65 miles further south.  The 217 deaths we had at this camp of Kanyu had reduced the camp strength to 518.  Of this number 483 were sent into the hospital camp at Camburi while the remainder – only 35 – was sent into a nearby camp for fit men.

The following records the events of our journey to Camburi hospital camp and our experiences there:-

After leaving Kanyu camp we struggled to the railway ¾ mile away, with 12 stretcher cases and many others who required assistance.  We waited until 11.15am before a diesel car hauling three ‘flats’ arrived which bore us to Tampie, where we detrained.  Nippon ordered us to march 300 yards to some tents where we ate our haversack lunch, washed down with some tea that some Englishmen in a nearby camp provided for us.  This was most acceptable and we were duly grateful for their kindness.

At 3pm, we were ordered to entrain into open trucks and we stood in these for over an hour in the terrible heat before shoving off.  We reached Tarsoe an hour before running into a heavy rainstorm which lasted for a half hour immediately we detrained.  We covered our stretcher cases as best we could and although I appealed to nearby Japs to permit these to shelter in their huts they rudely refused.  When the rain stopped they had the decency to provide a truck for the stretcher cases and indicated that we were to march a short mile to huts where we would remain the night.

We had to cook our own evening meal which we ate at 10pm and also breakfast the following morning.  We were hustled out of this place as dawn broke, but we left 8 men here who were far too sick to travel further.  A British medical officer was stationed at this place and he did his best for our fellows.  Arriving back at the entraining point we were hit and kicked into open trucks and commenced the 50 mile journey to Camburi which lasted the whole day.  The weather was again extremely hot and much suffering was caused through exposure in these uncovered trucks.

We arrived at this so-called ‘hospital’ at dusk, the whole journey of 70 miles taking two days and one night.  This hospital camp was situated on very low-lying ground and measured only 350 yards long by 130 yards wide.  On this pocked-handkerchief piece of ground were packed 25 very large step-roofed huts which eventually accommodated 2250 men!  There was NO WATER in this camp.  Imagine a hospital with No water!  Every drop had to be brought in by truck.  This made it impossible to wash unless it rained when everyone able to get on his feet would stand in it and catch as much as possible in all manner of containers.  I rigged my rain-cape to act as a catchment and it proved very efficacious.  

Nippon allowed the camp about 30 fit men to do all the digging, such as latrines, refuse pits, drains and a well, but of course, these were far too few to even dig sufficient latrines to cope with the sanitary arrangements necessary for 2250 men.  The fittest of the officers and men had to be pressed into service to assist in the digging of these very necessary deep latrine pits.  This proved heavy and tiring work for men in a weakened condition, as also did the task of carrying water from a well (under guard) 400 yards away.  I know for I did both.  

It was not long before all the available ground space became used up by the digging of the latrines and often they had of necessity to be sited only FOUR PACES FROM OUR SLEEPING QUARTERS!!  These shocking conditions lasted for eight weeks when Nippon was forced to permit latrines to be dug outside the fence. The nauseating stench from these cesspools defies description.

Until our own medical staff, which by the way had been specially sent up from Singapore to attend to us, had got the camp into running routing, conditions were terrible.  Especially for those who were very sick.  Many who had horrifying and sickening ulcers did not have them dressed for anything up to five days.  This is not meant as any reflection on our medical people; quite the reverse, for they worked like slaves to do all in their power to relieve pain and ease the suffering.  

The sights seen in many of the wards, especially the ulcer wards, were stomach-turning; frequently I have been forced to leave in order to avoid becoming ill.  Many and many a man has lost his leg as a result of these shocking ulcers.

The most frightful death that men could die was from beri-beri.  The victim’s legs first begin to swell, then the scrotum swells to the size of a small football – not the slightest exaggeration – after which the abdomen expands terrifically and the patient dies an agonizing death.  On more than one occasion I have heard men plead to be put out of their misery.  

The officers’ reserve fund proved most helpful and Cap. Albert Smith and I would visit a different half o the camp each morning to arrange for eggs to be given to those who the ward M.O. recommended should receive them.  For quite a while we were distributing 200 eggs daily which were greatly appreciated.

We soon began to run nightly lectures and quiz competitions which helped to pass the time and maintain interest and morale.  Literature was so scarce that one man would read a book aloud so that 20/30 could follow the story.

So crowded were the patients that each was allowed only 18” in which to lie and keep his few possessions.  This was over-crowding to a terrible degree and it was only the deaths that eventually eased the congestion, and then only slightly.  Of the hospital patient strength of over 2,000 more than 350 died.  I might here state that this hospital was handling all the sick of both “F” and “H” Forces.

Apparently Nippon realized that we had been through a very grueling time, so on this account considerably improved our food, both in quantity and quality.  We were not given a great deal of meat, but a big issue of green and root vegetables.

The cooking arrangements for such a large number provide a big administrative task.  Firewood and water were difficult to obtain and on occasions our meals were very late; once or twice we could only be given two meals for the day. 

Towards the end of our times in this camp – about mid October – our guards stopped all lectures and quiz competitions.  We believed this to be the result of the visit of their Kempei (secret police).  They certainly stirred up a lot of trouble for us prisoners, and also our guards.

Scabies attached more than 50% of the patients and it was a common sight to see hundreds of men standing naked in the early morning sun scrubbing each other’s backs with a rag soaked in a lotion.  Some had as many as 70/80 sores on their backs but it was surprising how quickly they cleared up under this treatment.  Dengue fever then made itself manifest and many contracted this; I being one.  Felt very miserable for several days; every muscle and bone ached abominably.  

There was another hospital, for natives, alongside ours and half of our medical staff which had been sent up to care for us was taken by Nippon to attend to those poor wretches.  They were more overcrowded than we were, if that were possible, and they died at the rate of 35/30 per day.  The bodies would be slung on a bag between two poles and carried to the burial point 100 yards away.  They would be thrown quite naked into a common grave without the slightest ceremony or service.

Our dead received the utmost respect, their burials being attended with the greatest reverence and dignity. 

There were some sorrowful and tragic deaths at this hospital camp.  One rough diamond fought like a tiger for his life; he suffered the agony of hell before he died of beri-beri.  Even in his agony he would say: “I’ll beat it.  I’m not going to leave any bones in this God-forsaken country.”  But he did.  Another fine fellow died like the gentleman he was.  He had dysentery and towards the end if was pitiful to see him under his fouled blanket, covered with flies.  We saw to it that he had plenty of tobacco and so, in a most dignified and gentlemanly manner he smoked quietly until he died.  I spoke to him daily and not once did I hear him make the slightest complaint; he would smile gently and continue to smoke to keep the flies from his face.  

A third was another sufferer of dysentery – a young lad of twenty one.  He must have known he was going to die for tears would stream down his face as he said: “Unless they do something for me, Sir, I’m going to die.”  The poor lad whimpered a lot before he passed away.  We did all we possibly could for him, which was very little.  How impotent we all felt.  Medical supplies and drugs were terribly deficient and not a single comfort available.  Although we were receiving reasonable food it was too late, for the stomach lining of the dysentery patients had deteriorated too far for a recovery to be affected.

A post cholera case – a wood-cutter – who normally was a very strong man, contracted cerebral malaria.  One evening I found him sitting on his kit-bag outside his hut.  In reply to my question he said “he was waiting for a bus to take him home for he was tired of soldiering’.  Realising he was mentally unhinged I spoke to him for a while and then told him to return to his bunk as the M.O. wanted to see him.  This he did immediately, and later the ward-master told me that he had been sitting there for two hours ‘waiting for his bus’.  The poor fellow died that night.

We organized a canteen which functioned very well.  Nippon allowed one officer to be driven into the town to buy eggs, tinned fish and meat, bananas, limes, sugar and one or two other items which considerably helped us all.

One thing I noticed was that the Thais have no love for the Japanese.  Can this be wondered at?  Can any race be respected that murders – there is no other word – the natives and prisoners of war as they have done?  Or who exhibit the decapitated heads of men on street corners as I have seen in Singapore?  I think not.  

On the 18th November, our camp senior officer, Lt. Col. L. Manning informed me that I was to command the first party of 460 to be returned to Singapore.  The administrative details were overcome somehow and at 2pm on Sunday, the 21st November 1943, we marched away from this hospital camp.

Although the Railway ran past the hospital, we were forced to march two miles to the entraining point, another instance of their complete indifference to us – where we were again herded into iron rice trucks.  The Japs had told us that we would only be packed 26 to a truck instead of the 27 as on the 1st journey.  But they did not tell us that the trucks were 3 feet shorter than those which had carried us up.  So the state of overcrowding was worse, instead of better.  Fortunately, the weather was exceedingly kind to us for we did not see the sun for the whole trip down so we were spared the discomfort of the heat.  I must also say that our guards were very reasonable and treated us well, allowing us far more privileges than were given on the northward trip.  The journey took 4.5 days and 5 nights and we arrived at Singapore railway station an hour before dawn on the 26th November, 1943.

We detrained, very stiff and weary, and after much checking and rechecking we were moved by M.T. - and very efficiently I noticed – to Sime Road camp in the centre of the island.  It rained slightly during the six mile move and our arrival was pretty miserable.  

The rest of my Prisoner of War existence is another story.   I thank God that I was spared the suffering that many, far too many, went through during the 3.5 months at the ghastly hell camp of Kanyu and the 2.5 months at the so-called ‘hospital’ at Camburi.

Of the 745 British and Australians who were in the Kanyu camp, 324 died.  This represents a death rate of forty-three percent and this over a period of a short six months.  If this is not murder, I do not know what is.

Major Saggers went to Thailand in May 1943 as part of “H: Force.  He was the second in command of the Australian component which was sent to slave on the Burma Thailand Railway.  He collated these notes in 1944, when “H” Force was returned to Singapore.  Major Saggers son Ian has kindly provided me with his father’s original typed version (and other material).  This material has been retyped for publication on the website by Mrs Faye Jenkins, daughter of the late Harold Cowie – WX8641 a member of the 2/4 Machine Gun Battalion.  (Ian Saggers has written a book titled “To Hell-Fire, Purgatory and Back”.  See my book review at the bottom of Articles on this website.  Arrangements for purchase are also shown there.)  
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