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Rangoon Jail, Burma. Note the signs painted on to the prison roof by desperate Allied POWs waiting for liberation, April 1945.
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Some of the British and Australian POWs abandoned by the Japanese inside Rangoon Jail, April 1945.
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A homemade Union Jack used by Rangoon Jail POWs to signal to Allied aircraft after they were force marched from the prison by their Japanese guards and later abandoned outside the city.
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Emaciated British POWs giving an interview to a correspondent shortly after they were released from Changi Camp in Singapore, September 1945.
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Starving Allied POWs wave at a passing US Navy aircraft from their prison camp in Japan, 25 August 1945.
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Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, Supreme Allied Commander, South-East Asia, pictured in Sri Lanka in 1944.
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General Douglas MacArthur, Supreme Allied Commander, South-West Pacific. He forbade the British from taking Japanese surrenders and liberating prison camps until he had taken the formal Japanese surrender in Tokyo. During the three-week hiatus many prisoners died who could have been saved.
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In violation of MacArthur’s instructions, British forces take the Japanese surrender of the island of Penang, 3 September 1945.
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General Sir Thomas Blamey (third from left in shorts), Australian chief of staff, in conversation with General MacArthur and other senior American officers. Blamey was given the opportunity to save thousands of British and Australian POWs at Sandakan, but fudged the operation and later tried to blame the Americans for his mistakes.
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A Japanese officer hands annotated maps to British forces during the liberation of Singapore, 4 September 1945.
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Japanese officers symbolically surrender their samurai swords to the British at Kuala Lumpur, Malaya, September 1945.
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Lieutenant General Seishiro Itagaki photographed before his surrender of Japanese forces in South-East Asia, September 1945.
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The formal surrender of Japanese forces at City Hall, Singapore, 12 September 1945. The ceremony was conducted in the presence of Admiral Mountbatten and his SEAC commanders.
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The document of surrender is signed on 15 September 1945 in Hong Kong.
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The flag of Nationalist China flies proudly beside the Union Jack during the 1945 liberation ceremony before the Cenotaph in Hong Kong.
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Japanese war criminals on trial for their lives in Tokyo, 1947. Wartime Prime Minister General Tojo, the architect of the brutal conditions suffered by Allied POWs and civilian internees, sits bottom row left. Tojo was hanged in 1948.





Introduction


‘…a malarial ridden pestilential hollow in the hills would probably have been journey’s end for most of us but providence, or the atomic bomb which we did not know about, intervened. You may choose according to your own persuasion but my money is on technology.’

Major Archie Black
 British POW, Saigon 1945



Bombs exploded with enormous, earth-shattering detonations that lit up the sky, and incendiaries rained down upon the port city of Kobe in Japan. High above roared big silver American B-29 Superfortresses, bringing death and destruction to the Japanese mainland in a hugely successful campaign to end the war early by destroying Japanese industrial capacity and civilian morale. If Japan could be bombed into submission, ran Allied logic, a hugely dangerous invasion of the Home Islands could be avoided. It was July 1945, and inside a POW camp just outside Kobe, where the prisoners had been brought as slave labourers, pandemonium reigned. The tinder dry huts where the prisoners slept were bursting into flames as American fire bombs tumbled down among them, the prisoners, most hardly able to walk after suffering years of severe hunger and disease at the hands of their Japanese tormentors, hobbled away like old men in the face of a wall of fire and scorching heat that advanced inexorably towards them. ‘As we ran toward the gate I wandered why the bloke behind me sounded as though he was running in carpet slippers,’ recalled Ronald Mayers, a British prisoner, ‘it wasn’t slippers, it was skin off his feet.’

Mayers saw only horror all around him, lit by the eerie glow of napalm fires. ‘Another [prisoner] had all his hair burnt off, his face swelling up and another with terrible burns to his hands.’ A guard opened the camp gate and bellowed at the prisoners to take shelter with some Japanese civilians up a hill away from the rising flames. ‘It’s a terrible thing to think that you’ve gone through years as a POW, starved, beaten, illnesses, used cruelly for slave labour, only to be bombed by your own people and sometimes killed even though they were unaware of it because none of these places were marked by the Japanese,’1 said Mayers.

By the summer of 1945, for the tens of thousands of Allied POWs and civilian internees in concentration camps across Asia, the day of reckoning was almost upon them. Death had stalked them for years in the form of disease, starvation and the arbitrary sadistic brutality of their guards, but now with the war almost over, death could also come from one’s own side. Many also feared what nefarious plan the Japanese may have yet harboured for their prisoners, because most simply could not believe that their tormentors would meekly allow them to be liberated when the end came. ‘There were few of us who doubted that the Allies would, in the end, defeat Japan,’ wrote British prisoner-of-war G.S. Gimson in 1945. ‘What we did doubt was whether we would be alive to see that day.’2 

By June and July 1945, those Allied prisoners who remained alive had already been through over three years of brutal Japanese imprisonment, and they had witnessed friends and colleagues die in unprecedented numbers. Those that were still alive were some of the mentally toughest and determined men and women, but as their health faded through exposure to disease, starvation and physical abuse, how much longer they could cling to life before liberation came was a thought uppermost in their minds. The terrible realisation was already setting in that many would make it almost to the end, only to die virtually at the point of liberation. It was all a question of timing – if Japan surrendered quickly and Allied forces were able to liberate the Occupied Territories post haste thousands would be saved. If, on the other hand, the Japanese resolutely fought it out to the ‘last man, last bullet’ the war would undoubtedly drag on into 1946 dooming thousands to certain death in the camps. ‘Again, few failed to realise that the final stages would almost certainly be catastrophic for us,’ continued Gimson. ‘Whether we were still in areas which became battle grounds, or were force-marched away from these areas, or simply eliminated as an encumbrance to the Japs, the end promised disaster [author italics].’3 

At Gimson’s camp, and in hundreds of others across Asia, the prisoners were forced to dig ‘moats’ around the perimeter. While they laboured, naked and filthy, standing in watery mud contaminated with raw sewage, Gimson and his severely malnourished comrades talked in low voices among themselves about their likely fate. Dark hints from their Korean guards of a coming massacre did little to settle their nerves. Were these ‘moats’ actually to be their graves, was the question that many of the prisoners silently asked. ‘From then on, as the signs of Allied domination increased, it became abundantly clear that the ‘final solution’ would not be long delayed.’4 The Japanese had shown only contempt and unbelievable brutality towards all of their prisoners for three and a half long years. Would they suddenly become magnanimous in defeat? Few POWs thought that a very likely outcome from a people who had enjoyed plumbing the very depths of human depravity in their treatment of disarmed and vanquished foes.





CHAPTER ONE

The Scourge of Humanity


‘[The guards] belted the men hourly with bamboos and rifle butts, or they kicked them. I have seen them use a five pound hammer and anything they could lay their hands on. One man had his jaw broken with a blow from a rifle butt because he bent a spike while driving it into the rail.’

Lieutenant-Colonel J. M. Williams,
 Australian Pioneer Corps
 Burma-Thailand Railway, 1943



The Japanese had been spitting on world opinion for nearly fifteen years by 1945. The preceding years were simply a long catalogue of destruction and human misery caused by a nation that had made war and empire building its creed, and massacre and brutality its modus operandi. It seemed as if the Japanese had been at war forever. When Japan had launched its war of conquest across Asia on 8 December 1941, the Western Allies had been rudely surprised and violently shaken out of their apathy towards Japanese aggression that had already been demonstrated in China. The signs of Japanese brutality and empire building had been present for all to see long before the torpedoes and bombs slammed into Battleship Row in Pearl Harbor. The Japanese had begun their quest for domination in China.

In 1931 the Japanese, in an effort to increase their hold over northern China, had launched a concerted drive to extend their concession in China’s biggest city, Shanghai. They did this through a display of the greatest savagery and ruthlessness, and in front of the world’s media who barely opened an eye to record the horror. Shanghai at that time was a city already divided into three zones. The International Settlement was a treaty port created by the British after their victory over Imperial China in the First Opium War in 1842, and by 1932 it was governed by a British- and Americandominated Shanghai Municipal Council. The Japanese had a concession within the Settlement also, along with several European nations. South of the famous Bund, Shanghai’s ‘million dollar mile’ of Neo-Classical banking houses and consulates, lay the French Concession, a Gallic colony directly ruled from Saigon in Indochina. The rest of Shanghai belonged to the Chinese, and was ruled by successive governments and warlords as civil war ravaged the Middle Kingdom since the overthrow of the last Imperial dynasty in 1912. During the Japanese attempt to flex its military muscles and demonstrate to the Western Powers is nascent strength the entire city district of Chapei (today known as Zhabei) was completely leveled during the fighting, which lasted for five weeks against stubborn Chinese Nationalist soldiers. ‘Under continuous shelling, nearly 85 percent of Chapei’s buildings were destroyed. Churches, schools, hospitals, and factories all went up in flames. Some ten thousand civilians would die in the conflict – far more than the military casualties.’1 It was an early introduction to the dangers of Japanese militarism, but a lesson largely ignored by the Western Powers. ‘For the first time…the world could marvel at the results of combined artillery and aerial bombing in a thickly populated peaceful city.’2 It also demonstrated that the Japanese were disinterested in adhering to internationally agreed rules about how war was made, and on whom, ominous signs of what was to come.

In 1937 Japan went even further, and launched a full-scale invasion of eastern China. All of Shanghai was occupied except for the International Settlement and the French Concession, the foreigners living within these districts suddenly aware that their own days were numbered as the Japanese military juggernaut pushed inland to capture the Chinese capital city of Nanking (now Nanjing). What occurred in Nanjing was the biggest war crime committed in the 20th century – the rape of 80,000 Chinese women and girls, and the reported murders of around 370,000 Chinese POWs and civilians. Things were so bad in Nanjing that even the Nazi government in Berlin complained to Tokyo after receiving reports and film of what was happening from concerned local Nazi business leaders. The atrocities committed by the Japanese in Nanjing should have been a stark warning to all foreigners and their governments of the massive threat to peace in Asia posed by Japan. They did not heed this very obvious warning, and instead continued to run down their military and naval forces as the war in Europe and North Africa strained their resources to the limit. The Japanese saw military weakness where they should have seen strength, and planned accordingly.

The Japanese Navy bombed Pearl Harbor in Hawaii on 7 December 1941. Back across the International Date Line it was 8 December when the Japanese launched simultaneous invasions of Thailand and British Malaya, the American-controlled Philippines and the British colony of Burma. By mid-1942 the Japanese had conquered all of these places, plus the Netherlands East Indies (now Indonesia) and dozens of Pacific island groups. Allied resistance collapsed, and hundreds of thousands of soldiers and civilians had been taken prisoner during these huge advances. Thousands had been killed shortly after capture, as the Japanese demonstrated what they thought of the Geneva Convention, derisively referred to as the ‘Coward’s Code’ by many Japanese soldiers.

Behaving as they had in China, Japanese forces committed wholesale massacres of Allied prisoners virtually everywhere they went. The examples are numerous, but here is a selection of some of the most notorious. During the retreat down the Malay Peninsula, the remnants of an Australian and an Indian infantry brigade, smashed by earlier fighting, were attempting to cross the Muar River. For four days this ad hoc collection of broken units, known as ‘Muar Force’ and commanded by an Australian, Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Anderson, had engaged in a desperate four-day fighting withdrawal to prevent other Commonwealth forces then retreating from being cut off as they withdrew past the Japanese to safety. When the exhausted survivors of Muar Force arrived at Parit Sulong Bridge, they discovered that their escape route south was blocked by dug-in Japanese troops. Colonel Anderson issued the order ‘every man for himself’, and his troops dispersed into the jungle and rubber plantations with orders to make their own way in small groups to Yong Peng. The wounded had to be left behind at Parit Sulong in the hope that the Japanese would care for them. A survivor of what followed, Lieutenant Ben Hackney of 2/29th Australian Battalion, described what happened when Japanese Imperial Guards arrived.3 

The Japanese discovered an improvised aid station with 110 Australian and forty Indian soldiers sitting or lying on stretchers, all of them wounded. The army padres had bravely volunteered to remain with them. Hackney recounted that the Japanese enjoyed kicking and hitting the prisoners with their rifle butts. Later, the prisoners were herded into an overcrowded shed and denied food, water and medical attention for several hours. At sunset, those able to walk were roped together and led away. Japanese then collected petrol from abandoned British army vehicles. They then opened the doors to the shed and fired their rifles into the densely packed ranks of men, trying to kill as many of them as possible, caught like rats in a barrel. A Japanese officer then ordered the petrol to be thrown on to the mass of groaning and bleeding men and ignited. Some prisoners were burned to death, as many of them had only been wounded during the shooting. Only two men, including Hackney, managed to escape this horror and survive over three years of captivity to recount what had happened to war crimes investigators after the war.

The Japanese were no respecters of bravery in their opponents, and they treated all with the same lack of humanity. A Malay platoon that had made a particularly valiant stand before Singapore City at the end of the conflict in Malaya was massacred after they ran out of ammunition, and its young commander, Lieutenant Adnan bin Saidi, was hung upside down from a tree and bayoneted to death. Australian nurses who had washed up on an island south of Singapore when their evacuation ship had been sunk fleeing the burning city had met a horrendous fate at the hands of the Japanese. The young nurses, twenty-one in total, had been lined up and then forced to walk into the sea. A machine gun had chattered into life, its staccato reports echoing across the beach and jungle-covered hills behind. High pitched screams and cries mingled with the shots, accompanied by the sounds of splashing. Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the gun had ceased firing, and the only sound had been the waves breaking gently upon the beautiful palm-fringed tropical beach. Only one nurse, Sister Vivian Bullwinkel, survived this massacre on Banka Island with a bullet through her thigh. The Japanese soldiers had stood on the beach in silence looking out to sea for a few moments, cordite smoke curling from the end of the machine gun’s barrel as the nurses’ bodies bobbed in the surf. On the beach were dozens of injured people from several ships sunk by Japanese aircraft as they tried to escape from Singapore. Japanese soldiers walked from patient to patient, and bellowing bloodcurdling screams they had bayoneted the wounded. Pleas for mercy were ignored, and the ghastly sound of metal being driven into yielding flesh and hard bone went on and on. The sand was soon running deep red with blood. The Japanese soldiers, once their work was done, carefully wiped their bayonets clean of gore, formed up in ranks, and retired up the beach towards a path leading through the jungle leaving the mass of bodies lying like discarded piles of laundry.

Hong Kong had fallen to the Japanese on Christmas Day 1941, after a desperate two week battle. British Army nurses had been gang-raped and murdered by drunken Japanese soldiers. ‘They stripped them [the nurses]’, recalled British Army nurse Sister Kay Christie, ‘they slapped their faces with their Red Cross arm bands and started raping them on top of the mattresses that had the corpses underneath. This went on and on.’4 At the Alexandra Hospital in Singapore Japanese soldiers had run amok inside the building, bayoneting and shooting hundreds of patients and staff. Japanese troops arrived at the hospital at lunchtime on the day that Singapore surrendered. ‘These troops now entered the hospital and ran amok on the ground floor. They were very excitable and jumpy; neither pointing to the RED CROSS brassard nor shouting the word HOSPITAL had any effect,’5 recalled Lieutenant F.T. Moore, a British officer. One Japanese party of about ten soldiers entered the theatre block where an operation was underway. One soldier fired a shot through the operating theatre window, wounding one of the orderlies. They then burst in and ‘all the medical personnel held up their hands. Captain Smiley RAMC pointed to the RED CROSS brassards, but they appeared excited and took no notice,’ recalled Moore. ‘The Japs then motioned the staff to move along the corridor, which they did, when for no apparent reason the Japanese set upon the staff with bayonets.’6 Corporal Holden of the 2nd Loyals was bayoneted to death as he lay on the operating table. In all, over 200 British and Australian wounded and medical staff was killed. After United States and Filipino forces holding the Bataan peninsula in the Philippines had finally surrendered when they ran out of ammunition and food, the Japanese had forced the survivors on a brutal death march to POW camps, bayoneting and shooting thousands as the prisoners stumbled along in terrified masses while Japanese guards preyed on them like homicidal vultures.

The list of war crimes committed by the Japanese at the moment of victory is virtually endless, each example more heinous than the next. Perhaps it would have been possible to explain some of this brutality as crimes committed during the heat and pressure of combat by over-excited troops who were temporarily out of the control of their officers. But all of the war crimes recounted above were committed by troops who were ordered to perform them by superior officers. What followed for Japan’s captives, both military and civilian, was the concentration camps, for they bore more of a likeness to Hitler’s slave empire than to prisoner-of-war cages, where there could be no doubt that the Japanese military was indeed sinking deep into depravity and organised terror. Hell-holes run seemingly with the intention of killing their inmates, over 600 slave labour camps were established throughout the Japanese Empire into which men, women and children were thrown. Used as free and expendable labour, thousands perished through disease, starvation, beatings and torture within a system purposely designed by the Japanese authorities to be as harsh and as terminal as possible. The full gamut of Japanese sadism was daily on display, and it was this hell that POWs endured for three and a half long years with only one hope uppermost in their minds – liberation.

The fate of prisoners had become a pressing concern for Allied war planners as they framed the final destruction of the Japanese war machine in 1944. For some time, the Allies had been aware that the Japanese were severely maltreating POWs and refusing to abide by the Geneva Convention, but it was only in the last year of the war that the Allies could actually begin to plan the liberation of these wretched and tormented men and women. The Japanese had been notoriously unpredictable and capricious throughout the war, and a final mass killing of all Allied POWs and internees seemed inevitable to many in the Allied camp, as indeed it did to the Japanese themselves. Camp commandants anxiously awaited instructions about what to do with their prisoners if the Allies proved victorious.

At his headquarters in the lush and beautiful tropical paradise in the botanical gardens in Kandy, Ceylon (today’s Sri Lanka), the tall and elegant Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten, Supreme Allied Commander South East Asia (SACSEA) and half-cousin to King George VI, carefully considered the situation. Could the British actually liberate any of the camps before the war ended, or would Britain have to sit back and wait for the Americans to defeat Japan and hope that the Japanese did not decide to massacre the POWs in their hands in some Asian Götterdämmerung. Could Mountbatten and his staff intervene and change the course of the war in Asia before it was too late?

The end of the war may have been close, but it was still not close enough for the tens of thousands of emaciated and diseased prisoners of war who were fading away fast inside their barbedwire enclosures across Asia. The white and Indian prisoners taken earlier in the war had not sat idle inside their camps, but on the direct orders of General Hideki Tojo, Japan’s Prime Minister and Minister of War, they had been forced to slave for the Emperor. And labour they had. In mid-1943 the Japanese High Command had ordered a railway to be built from Thailand into Burma, the labour to be provided by British and Commonwealth prisoners held at Changi Camp in Singapore. The purpose of the railway was to support a projected Japanese invasion of India.

Shipped north, formerly strong young Allied soldiers were stripped of their health, dignity and pride, and many eventually of their lives, as they laboured in atrocious conditions to build the infernal ‘Railway of Death’ through hundreds of miles of largely trackless jungle. For anyone who has been into the Thai jungle will attest, it is a place seemingly designed to kill white men. The oven strength heat and humidity are stifling; the sweat seems to pour from every part of one’s body with even the minimum of exertion. Under the canopy of vibrant green trees the jungle is damp, dark and alive with things that crawl, buzz and skitter, the leaf litter is wet grey mulch that sticks to boots like clay. The earth is black, and turns to mud every time the heaven’s open and rain falls in almost painfully dense showers that drowns out all sound, and comes to an end as abruptly as a tap being closed off. Disease lurks unseen in every creek and river, and poisonous snakes and insects prowl the undergrowth. It was the worst place on earth for POWs who were suffering from malnutrition and tropical disorders to be forced to slave sixteen hours a day.

The Japanese plan was deceptively simple. They wanted to connect two separate railways lines and needed to bridge the gap between the Singapore-Bangkok and Rangoon-Ye lines. The problem was the gap was through 250 miles of some of the most hostile jungle on earth. If completed, the new line would shorten Japanese lines of communication between their armies in Burma and 7th Army HQ in Singapore. Engineers initially estimated that the task would take between five and six years to complete, but Field Marshal Count Hisachi Terauchi, commanding the Southern Area Army responsible for all of Malaya, Indochina and Thailand from his HQ in Singapore, demanded that the work must be completed in no more than eighteen months. Allied POWs would be shipped in to supplement a huge pool of native labour to complete the project.

In August 1942, the first group of prisoners, Force ‘A’, was shipped to Thailand from Changi Camp in Singapore, followed by Forces ‘F’ and ‘H’ by rail. In October, a further 900 POWs were shipped in from the notorious Bicycle Camp on Java in the Netherlands East Indies (Indonesia), where conditions were already among the worst in the Japanese gulag. All of the POWs arrived malnourished, diseased and bearing the marks of consistent physical abuse from their guards.

Conditions inside the camps that sprouted up in the jungle along the route of the new railway were pitiful. Australian Gunner Russell Braddon noted that the prisoners ‘… ate anything which was not actually poisonous, even, in Thailand, the fungus of trees.’7 The camp buildings were constructed of bamboo with atap roofs, but even these were totally inadequate in the wet conditions of the jungle. Lieutenant-Colonel J.M. Williams of the Australian Pioneers, and senior officer at Bicycle Camp in Java before being shipped to Thailand, recalled:


In one camp we spent five months in a very crowded area…where for the first three weeks there was no roof on our building. I complained to the Japanese commander about the accommodation and he said that they were equally crowded. In fact, twenty-three officers and twenty-three other ranks of my Force occupied the same space as three Japanese soldiers.8 



By early 1943 the strategic situation for Japan was fast deteriorating as the United States began offensive operations across the Pacific, pushing in the Japanese front line island by bloody island. On the Burma front the British were slowly amassing troops and supplies to begin an invasion of the north, as well as launching Chindit expeditions deep behind the Japanese front line aimed at causing disruption and confusion to the enemy. The Japanese themselves had decided upon an ambitious plan to invade eastern India. The railway urgently needed to be finished to make this a reality.

Imperial General Headquarters in Tokyo decreed that all work must have been completed by August 1943, to coincide with the generals’ plans for India.

Local Japanese commanders responded to Tokyo’s order with the infamous ‘Speedo’ campaign between May and August 1943, when the prisoners and native workers were hounded relentlessly along the length of the railway. The corpses piled up in their thousands. The guards became crazed, constantly screaming ‘Speedo!’ as they bashed prisoners in a lather of impotent rage, trying to fulfill their crazy and unrealistic orders. The guards ‘belted the men hourly with bamboos and rifle butts, or they kicked them,’ recalled Colonel Williams. ‘I have seen them use a five pound hammer and anything they could lay their hands on. One man had his jaw broken with a blow from a rifle butt because he bent a spike while driving it into the rail.’9 

The fairytale portrayed in the film The Bridge on the River Kwai it most certainly was not. A British officer, Major Cyril Wild, who spoke Japanese and had interpreted for Lieutenant General Arthur Percival when he had surrendered the Singapore garrison to the Japanese in February 1942, was a Songkrei Camp on the railway line in August 1943. He testified to the Tokyo War Crimes Trial what he had witnessed. Inside one hut lay 700 men arranged two deep along each side on shelves. All of them were painfully thin and nearly naked. Down the middle of the hut were around 250 men who were suffering from tropical ulcers. ‘These commonly stripped the whole of the flesh from a man’s leg from the knee to the ankle,’Wild stated. ‘There was an almost overwhelming smell of putrefaction.’10 

Sickness was endemic among the prisoners. Cholera roared up and down the railway line, killing hundreds each time it struck, and the usual POW diseases of malaria, dysentery and typhus carried off hundreds more. The Japanese cared not one iota, and in fact issued ridiculous rules. Only fifteen percent of the prisoners were ‘allowed’ to be sick, and sick men were only permitted one disease. Everyone else had to work – and work fast on starvation rations. The choices forced upon prisoner doctors were terrible. ‘One British doctor and his work detail officer had a private formula,’ writes Gavan Daws. ‘Take two men, one classified as sick, the other as sickest. Send the sick man out to work and he would probably die. Keep the sickest in camp and he would certainly die. But keep the man who was merely sick back in camp and he had a better chance of surviving. That was medical ethics under the Japanese.’11 

Within only ten weeks of leaving Singapore, Force ‘F’ had suffered 1,700 deaths. Executions also took lives, as the Japanese disposed of those who tried to escape. When the Japanese failed to complete the railway by the August deadline they became even more crazed, and drove thousands more on to their deaths. Forty-six thousand Allied prisoners went to work on the railway, and 16,000 never came out of the jungle alive. In pure statistics, 59 percent of British and 29 percent of Australian POWs who slaved on the railway perished. Each mile of track that was laid had cost the lives of sixty-four Allied prisoners and 240 native workers. The sobriquet ‘Railway of Death’ was well-earned.

Elsewhere across its gigantic new empire, the Japanese needed slave labour to construct airfields and other military installations. One place where this need was immediate was on the huge tropical island of Borneo, which before the war had been divided between the British and the Dutch. Native labour was insufficient, whereas since the fall of Singapore in February 1942 some 50,000 white prisoners were languishing at Changi Camp on Singapore Island in relative comfort. As we have seen, many thousands were shipped north to Thailand, but many more remained for use elsewhere. General Tojo himself had written personal instructions to prison camp commandants regarding their captives that ordered in no uncertain terms that ‘… you must not allow them to lie idle, doing nothing but enjoy free meals, for even a single day. Their labour and technical skill should be fully utilized for the replenishment of production, and contribution thereby made toward the prosecution of the Greater East Asiatic War for which no effort ought to be spared.’12 Many of these POWs ended up in mines in Japan and Manchuria or on the island of Taiwan, or they were put to work loading and unloading ships in ports. Several thousand found themselves packed tightly onto filthy and unmarked steamers and sent to the steamy tropical island of Borneo, occupied by Japan since early 1942 and home to the 37th Army.

What happened to Australian and British POWs who were still on Borneo three years later is one of the greatest tragedies of the whole story of the Japanese prison camps. Thousands were left to die who could have been saved, and inter-Allied rivalries and arguments over ‘spheres of influence’ played a vital role in killing them just as surely as the Japanese, who were left in peace to carry out their grisly instructions.





CHAPTER TWO

Case Study of Hell


‘A party of prisoners were digging an artesian drain. One of these special gangs of Bashers, about eight in all, came on the scene. They ordered the prisoners out of the drain, lined them up and stood them to attention with their arms stretched out in front of them. Armed with pick handles, bamboo canes and other suitable implements, the Bashers walked up and down the line of prisoners belting them under the arms, over the shoulders, anywhere…This went on for about twenty minutes…if any showed signs of pain, he got more.’

Warrant Officer William Sticpewich,
 Australian Army Service Corps
 Sandakan Camp, Borneo, 1943



The Japanese established a host of hell-hole concentration camps for prisoners of war and civilian internees on the lush tropical island of Borneo. They were located outside of the small towns of Batu Lintang, Kuching, Sarawak, Jesselton, Sandakan and briefly on Labuan Island just off the coast. The Sandakan camps in particular serve as a case study into how conditions rapidly deteriorated for Allied POWs as the war progressed, and how efforts were made by the prisoners themselves to affect their liberation from hell before they all perished.

All of the camps were under the authority of the Kempeitai military police, a particularly brutal and sadistic Japanese organisation that had established its local headquarters in the town of Kuching. Although the Kempeitai administered the camps, the commandant and the guards were from the regular army. The primary role of the Kempeitai was the rooting out of anti-Japanese elements and saboteurs among the occupied populations and interned prisoners of war, the gathering of military intelligence, running the prison camp system and providing uniformed investigation teams that were attached to local army headquarters. The Kempeitai also had a healthy side line in prostitution and extortion. They had earned a horrendous reputation for brutality and murder that was to put Germany’s SS and Gestapo into the shade.

The district commander of the prison camps on Borneo was Lieutenant-Colonel Tatsuji Suga, a man described by the prisoners as affable and decent. He was a Catholic and a man known to be civilized in his treatment of prisoners. Suga’s presence was ironic, considering that on Borneo one of the worst mass executions of Allied POWs took place. Suga may have been a decent man at a personal level, but he did nothing to alleviate the dreadful conditions that were prevalent throughout his many camps, and he took no measures to force commandants to treat their prisoners with dignity and respect. One of the reasons that explain Suga’s apparent impotence was the near constant inference he had to put up with from local Kempeitai officers, who had far-reaching powers to make sure that conditions inside the camps were kept bad in line with Prime Minister Tojo’s personal wishes. No Japanese officer would or could have challenged the Kempeitai’s overarching authority in the question of POW welfare.

To fill their camps on Borneo the Japanese had plucked groups of British and Empire prisoners from a camp in Singapore, men who had been in Japanese hands since the ignominious surrender in February 1942. The POWs that were held at Changi Camp, a vast modern British barracks on Singapore Island where the British and Australians ran their own affairs with minimal interference from the Japanese, had no idea of the ordeal they were about to be forced into. Conditions inside Changi were probably the best in any camp under Japanese control, although food became increasingly short as the months following the surrender passed and the POWs used up their tinned and preserved rations. The switch over to a rice-based diet soon had a disastrous effect on the health of the prisoners. The British had even kept up with their foot drill on the parade square, and the men were punished by their own officers for infractions of King’s Regulations instead of submitting to the cruel and unusual punishments that the Japanese reserved for offenders. The prisoners enjoyed education classes (the camp soon earned the nickname ‘Changi University’ from the prisoners), sports competitions (including the ‘Changi Ashes’ cricket tournament between England and Australia), theatrical performances, light work and a rudimentary hospital staffed by plenty of military doctors and surgeons who had been captured alongside the fighting troops.

On 8 July 1942 the first large movement of prisoners to Borneo was made when Force ‘B’ was shipped out of Changi Camp by the Japanese authorities in Singapore. Many of the officers and men thought that they were being taken to smaller, more comfortable, camps and they were happy to go as Changi was quite overcrowded at the time. Force ‘B’ consisted of 1,500 fit and healthy young Australians who were under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel Walsh of 2/10th Field Regiment, Royal Australian Artillery. They were sent by ship to the small town of Sandakan in the present-day Malaysian state of Sabah on the northeast coast of Borneo. Two more shipments of prisoners from Changi to Sandakan were made, until thousands of Australian and British POWs were slaving there on construction projects for the Japanese.

At Sandakan the prisoners found themselves, for the first time, under the direct authority of the Japanese, and this change would lead to disastrous results for their health and welfare. The Japanese had established three prison camps outside Sandakan, under the overall command of Captain Susumi Hoshijima, who was widely known as a particularly sadistic and brutal officer. Colonel Walsh and Force ‘B’ were imprisoned in Camp 1. The typical working day began at 7.30 am and continued through to 5.30 pm. Although the work was physically demanding, the prisoners were properly fed for the first year after their arrival and there was the minimum of physical abuse from the guards. ‘We had it easy the first twelve months,’ recalled Private Keith Botterill, of the Australian 2/19th Battalion, ‘we used to get flogged, but we had plenty of food and cigarettes…We actually had a canteen in the prison camp…It was a good camp.’1 The figures back up Botterill’s claim that conditions inside Camp 1 were reasonable in the beginning, as only six prisoners died during the first year. Compared to what happened later, and to the other Japanese concentration camps, this was an unheard of mortality rate. The Japanese desperately needed the prisoners’ labour, so they kept them reasonably fit and healthy while it suited their purposes. It was, however, merely a practical policy and not one based upon any humanitarian concerns for the prisoners long-term health and welfare.

In April 1943, 776 British POWs arrived at Sandakan and were shortly after herded into Camp 2. They had traveled in two parties from Jesselton (now Kota Kinabalu), the largest settlement in North Borneo, and they were in a generally run-down and poor condition after their long journey. Originally these Britons had all been prisoners at Changi Camp before being shipped out to Jesselton. The fittest prisoners arrived on the 8th, with the unfit party, which numbered 570 men, arriving at the camp ten days later. Twohundred and forty of the unfit were very sick from malnutrition and tropical diseases but the commandant, Captain Hoshijima, had these unfortunates crowded into wooden huts, seventy-four men to each very basic native building.

The Japanese held selection parades occasionally to weed out those prisoners who were, in the Japanese military mind, avoiding their work duties. Formosan Chinese guards from Taiwan also arrived at Sandakan at about the same time that the British POWs marched in, and with the arrival of the Formosans the atmosphere inside the camps changed dramatically and for the worse. ‘If a prisoner had his leg bandaged the inspecting ‘officer’ [who was usually a private] would kick it to see whether or not its owner was malingering. If one of the Australian or British doctors objected to a prisoner being selected he would himself be given a belting for interfering.’2 Formosan and Korean guards soon gained a legendary reputation for brutality throughout the Japanese gulag. The Japanese regularly employed them as prison guards and as menial labourers, and the Japanese also never let them forget their low status. The Formosans and Koreans loathed their Japanese overlords. In order to relieve themselves of some of their rage, which built up over a period of time to terrible proportions, they tried to make up for their loss of face by violently abusing the next group of people perceived to be lower than themselves. The only people lower were the unfortunate Caucasian prisoners. Formosans and Koreans regularly outdid even the Japanese for their savagery and sadism as beating the hell out of prisoners became their way of restoring their loss of face and status in front of the Japanese. The Japanese also clearly had designed the system in this way, to add to the discomfort of the prisoners that the Emperor’s soldiers were taught to think of as subhuman and cowards.

Shortly after the British prisoners arrived and the new Formosan guards turned up the mass beating of prisoner work details began. Before, such physical abuse had been kept under control by Japanese officers and usually meted out for established misdemeanours, but the whole mood of the camps suddenly and dramatically changed. ‘My gang would be working all right and then would be suddenly told to stop,’ recalled Warrant Officer William Sticpewich of the Australian Army Service Corps. ‘The men would then be stood with their arms outstretched horizontally, shoulder high, facing the sun without hats.’ The guards were divided into two groups, with one group covering the prisoners with loaded rifles ‘and the others doing the actual beating. They would walk along the back of us and…smack us underneath the arms, across the ribs and on the back,’ recalled Sticpewich. ‘They would give each man a couple of bashes…if they whimpered or flinched they would get a little more.’3 

The camp hospital was soon full of men incapacitated by violent physical abuse. To the modern reader, it seems senseless to maltreat a work force in this manner, but the experiences of prisoners at Sandakan and on the Burma-Thailand Railway are indicative of the inconsistencies inherent in the Japanese military mind. The prisoners served a purpose in slaving for the Emperor, for they were aiding the Japanese war effort, but they also served a purpose by dying. They were a drain on resources that could be better used supporting front-line Japanese fighting troops. The POWs had also, in the Japanese mind, shamed themselves by submitting to the ignominy of surrender, and in death they would at least be soldiers again. As shamed men, POWs had no status in the eyes of the Japanese, and could be treated with the utmost brutality because the Japanese believed that Allied POWs deserved this treatment as a punishment for their ‘cowardice’ on the battlefield. Added to these ideas was the fact that the Japanese felt inferior to white people, a point which had driven much of the violently anti-Western propagandizing and militarism of the 1930s, based on the refusal of the Western Powers to make Japan an equal imperial partner in Asia, to admit them to the ‘white man’s imperial club’. Undoubtedly, we can also add sadism into this equation, as many former POWs have testified innumerable times to the casual sadistic behaviour of their guards and of the Japanese armed forces as a whole. Many authors have suggested that the twin dehumanizing experiences of Japanese basic military training and service in the war in China made otherwise normal young men into monsters. They cannot be discounted as contributing factors, and when taken together with all of the other reasons mentioned, a strange emotional stew indeed was the result that spelled disaster for those who found themselves in its thrall.

A final layer to the Japanese military character that played an important role in POW administration was emperor worship. Japanese soldiers were taught that any order given to them by an officer should be treated as an order that had been issued directly from Emperor Hirohito himself. As the Emperor was a living god and therefore infallible, any order given by an officer was also correct, because officers’ were similarly infallible. In this way soldiers were able to carry out the worst possible atrocities safe in the knowledge that they needed to accept absolutely no responsibility for their crimes, however heinous and repugnant, because they were merely vessels for the infallible Emperor’s instructions. When taken together, these reasons made the Japanese soldier a very alien creature to his British or American counterparts, and his motivations and behaviour completely incomprehensible to those with no understanding of Japanese history and culture.

In early June 1943 fresh bodies were brought in to Sandakan to replace those who had already died as a result of Hoshijima’s regime of pain, starvation and disease. Force ‘E’ consisted of a further 500 fit Australian prisoners who were sent directly from Singapore’s Changi Camp, and 500 British POWs who were forced onto a more circuitous route from Changi via several other camps on Borneo. This meant that when the Australians arrived they were once again in much better physical condition that the British prisoners. Originally, all 1,000 members of Force ‘E’ had left Changi together aboard the transport ship de klerk. At Kuching, the capital of the British colony of Sarawak, the British POWs were transferred to local camps where they were brutally treated, while the Australians were shipped straight on to Sandakan. Eventually, they caught up with the rest of Force ‘E’ after a particularly hard time in other camps.4 

Captain Hoshijima forbade prisoners inside the three different camps to communicate with each other. Any resistance, however minor, was met with a series of severe and increasingly mediaeval punishments. Inventive in his tortures, Hoshijima had ordered the construction of an instrument of pain quickly labeled ‘The Cage’ by the POWs. It was located next to a big tree in Camp 1 and was a wooden structure 130cm high and 170cm long with bars on all sides. The Japanese ordered prisoners to sit at attention inside the cage for hours on end. The guards took a sick delight in torturing the prisoners further during their already intolerable confinement. Nineteen year old Private Keith Botterill, an Australian POW, recalled years later: ‘The time I was in for forty days there were seventeen of us in there. No water for first three days. On the third night they’d force you to drink till you were sick. For the first seven days you got no food. On the seventh day they started feeding you half camp rations…Every evening we would get a bashing, which they used to call physical exercise …’5 

The Kempeitai military police was never far from the camps, and its agents and informers were constantly on the look-out for any signs of resistance among the prisoners. The Japanese knew that many of the prisoners possessed technical skills, and all across Occupied Asia they rigorously searched their camps for illicit homemade radios. The Japanese were obsessed lest their prisoners have found out that their captors were suffering defeat after defeat on the battlefield, and that the Allies were drawing inexorably closer, and with it the day of liberation. In order to forestall resistance, the Japanese often made sweeping changes inside their camps with little or no notice. One day in August 1943 the guards suddenly rounded up practically all of the officers inside the three Sandakan camps and sent them on trucks to another camp in the former colonial capital of Kuching. Only nine officers were left behind to provide leadership for the thousands of Australian and British other ranks who continued to relentlessly slave for the Japanese.

The Kempeitai had ordered Captain Hoshijima to round up the officers after a tip-off from a renegade prisoner had alerted them to a ‘plot’ inside the camps. Captain Lionel Matthews of the Australian Signal Corps was identified by the turncoat as the leader of resistance to Japanese authority. Matthews was an interesting study. He had decided early on in his imprisonment that he was not simply going to knuckle under and lose his dignity and usefulness as a fighting soldier – he chose instead to continue the war in his own limited but very bold way. Matthews gathered around him twenty fellow officers and NCOs whom he trusted, and sending messages through sympathetic locals he managed to make contact with interned British civilians being held at a camp on nearby Bahara Island. Between them, the two groups of prisoners managed to build up a fairly detailed picture of the size and deployment of the local Japanese garrison that was derived from the 37th Army, the general Japanese supply situation and important details concerning the local geography. Matthews knew that this kind of intelligence was worth its weight in gold to the Allies, so he determined to somehow communicate it with American General Douglas MacArthur’s South-West Pacific Command (SWPA) in New Guinea. As well as trying to assist General MacArthur with his planned invasion of Borneo, Matthews did what he could to help his fellow prisoners. The Kempeitai had failed to intern a few British doctors and dentists, largely owing to a shortage of trained medics on the island, and these men remained at liberty (though they were kept under round-the-clock close surveillance). Through a few trusted locals, Matthews contacted one of these men, Dr. J.P. Taylor. Taylor passed drugs and medical supplies to indigenous sympathizers who in turn smuggled them, at great personal risk to themselves and their families, into the three camps. They went some way to alleviating the dreadful lack of medical care available to Allied POWs, and undoubtedly saved many lives.

Captain Matthews next determined to find out how the war was progressing, and to do this he needed a radio receiver. Through his contacts outside the wire, Matthews and his men received a supply of parts and a simple receiver was built. The news of widespread Japanese defeats and the slow but steady advance of Allied forces towards Borneo spurred Matthews to yet more risky activities. Matthews asked his network of informers and couriers to begin to gather guns and ammunition. The weapons were smuggled in to the POWs and stashed by working parties close to the camps. The plan was to wait until an Allied invasion of Borneo appeared imminent, and then Matthews and a group of the healthiest remaining prisoners would arm themselves, kill the guards and take over the camps and await liberation by Allied forces. At this point Matthews realized that possession of a radio transmitter would be essential if the plan stood any real chance of success, because he could then communicate with the Allied invasion forces directly and coordinate the rising with the imminent arrival of the liberating troops. It was the collection and smuggling of the parts necessary to build a simple transmitter that proved to be the undoing of Matthews and his group. A Chinese involved in the operation by the name of Joe Ming was betrayed to the Kempeitai by a disgruntled Indian who was assisting him. The Japanese moved very swiftly to break up the ‘plot’. Ming and his family were extensively tortured until they broke and named Captain Matthews and his fellow prisoners as the ringleaders of the ‘plot’. The Kempeitai descended on the camps, and a parade was called during which Matthews and his fellow conspirators were selected and roughly bundled away to Kempeitai headquarters at Kuching. It took the Japanese three months to fully break Matthews and his men, through the use of the water torture, burning and beatings. In the end Matthews and his men all confessed to the ‘crime’ of possessing a radio and of actively plotting against the Japanese military. Following a perfunctory show trial, Matthews was sentenced to death and he was executed by firing squad on 2 March 1944 alongside eight of the other plot leaders. After the war was over Matthews’ extraordinary tenacity and courage were recognized when was posthumously awarded the George Cross.

Soldiers from the Indian sub-continent laboured and died alongside their Commonwealth comrades on Borneo, as elsewhere in Asia. The sacrifice and suffering of Indian troops has often been overlooked or marginalized in the story of Allied prisoners of the Japanese. When Singapore fell in February 1942 tens of thousands of Indian and Gurkha troops had become POWs alongside their British and Australian comrades. It is no understatement to say that without the millions of men of the British Indian Army, the United Kingdom would have been hard-pressed to have remained in the war in Asia, and even in the Middle East or North Africa. The Japanese relationship with Indian POWs was considerably more contradictory and complex than that with Caucasian prisoners, veering wildly between considerable brutality and desperate and often very clumsy attempts at fostering pan-Asian brotherhood.

When the Japanese captured the British colony of Sarawak in northern Borneo on 27 December 1941 most of their new prisoners were Indian troops from the 2/15th Punjab Regiment, led by a handful of British officers. Imperial General Headquarters in Tokyo decreed that Indian troops would be reduced to coolies for the Emperor, and worked to death alongside their erstwhile white ‘masters’. They were numerous, fit and acclimatized to conditions in the Far East, and in some ways better equipped to deal with the rigours of Japanese imprisonment than white soldiers. However, there was also some ambivalence in the treatment of Indian prisoners by the Japanese, for the Japanese always argued that the war they had begun was a war to ‘liberate’ the oppressed peoples of Asia from the yolk of white imperial domination. In one of their wilder flights of propaganda fantasy they had even taken to describing their new empire as the ‘Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere’. The Kempeitai military police, who were also charged with propaganda campaigns against the Allies, argued persuasively that the Indian troops were essentially an oppressed people who could probably be turned away from their allegiance to the British King-Emperor. The degree of sympathy with the aims of the Indian National Congress and leaders like Mohandas Gandhi, who demanded independence from Britain, could be exploited by the Japanese for their own ends.

In Tokyo an Indian independence leader named Subhas Chandra Bose had been trying to persuade the Japanese to allow him to create an ‘Indian National Army’ recruited directly from the prison camps. The Japanese never managed to get over their deep distrust and suspicion of all foreigners to make Bose’s enterprise more successful than it was, and their attitude towards Indian POWs remained complex. ‘Japan’s educational system indoctrinated its youth [many of whom were later conscripted] in the belief that they were the superior people destined to rule over the lesser nationalities of Asia. The darker one’s skin, the lower one’s status.’6 

Indians soldiers were quickly separated from their white officers and actively courted into fighting against their former masters. But the loyalty of most Indian soldiers to their regiments and the Allied war effort meant that Japanese efforts to subvert these men were often unsuccessful, and they were necessarily accompanied by the usual disgusting acts of Japanese brutality towards Indians that further alienated the two Asian peoples from one another. Naik (Corporal) Chandgi Ram was captured alongside 212 of his comrades from 2/15th Punjab Regiment at Kuching in December 1941. The Indian prisoners spent two months at Kuching working on constructing an airfield for the Japanese, and while they were there they were regularly abused by their guards. ‘Implements included rifle butts, sticks, steel rods and boots,’7 recalled Ram. ‘Some Australian and British prisoners were kept in the adjoining cell and we were beaten for giving them food.’8 

Later, Ram and his fellow prisoners were moved to a camp at Seria, close to the oilfields that were the main reason why the Japanese had invaded Borneo, and held there for a year. ‘We were given bad rice mixed with lime in Seria,’ recalled Ram. ‘At that time we were not used to eating rice and became weak. Those of us who were unable to work were beaten and those who could not carry heavy loads were also beaten.’9 The abuse continued unremittingly for years, as Indian soldiers were shipped about from camp to camp and the Kempeitai made some desultory efforts to convert them to the Japanese war effort. One of the most disturbing events of the whole war occurred to Ram and his Indian comrades while they were imprisoned in Borneo. Without any warning, the Japanese began a programme of cannibalization of their Indian prisoners.

Ram first witnessed an incident of cannibalism on 12 November 1944 when a Kempeitai officer beheaded a recently captured Allied pilot. ‘I saw this from behind a tree,’ recalled Ram, who then witnessed an appalling act of butchery take place as the Japanese soldiers present began to render the young pilot’s body into food. Ram ‘watched some of the Japanese cut flesh from his arms, legs, hips, buttocks and carry it off to their quarters…They cut it small pieces and fried it,’10 Ram recalling the smell of human flesh cooking as it wafted over the emaciated and starving Indian POWs.

Worse was to come. Lance-Naik (lance-corporal) Hatam Ali stated to war crimes investigators that the Japanese turned to eating Indian POWs to supplement their meagre rations. ‘The Japanese started selecting prisoners and every day one prisoner was taken out and killed and eaten by the soldiers. I personally saw this happen and about 100 prisoners were eaten at this place by the Japanese.’ Worse was to come. ‘The remainder of us were taken to another spot 50 miles away where 10 prisoners died of sickness. At this place, the Japanese again started selecting prisoners to eat. Those selected were taken to a hut where their flesh was cut from their bodies while they were alive and they were thrown into a ditch where they later died.’

By June 1945, many of the Indian prisoners genuinely thought that they would never see their homelands again. Imprisoned at a camp outside the small town of Kuala Belait in the oil-rich Sultanate of Brunei, the Japanese beat the Indian prisoners virtually to the point of death every day. The commandant, Lieutenant Yamaguchi, was a dreadful sadist who seemed content to let his charges perish as quickly as possible. According to a postwar British investigation, ‘At Seria and Kuala Belat [Kuala Belait] the sick were compelled to work and if too weak to do so were beaten. [Changdi Ram] had his teeth knocked out and his collar bone broken as a result of one of these beatings. Others were beaten into unconsciousness and some died as a result of being beaten.’11 Naik Ram recalled the beatings that he suffered: ‘I was beaten with a leather belt, and the Jap also took off a boot and beat me across the face with it.’12 

It was a similar picture all over Borneo, as other Indian prisoners captured in Singapore were shipped in as slaves. At Lutong Camp, Naik Partip Singh of the Indian Engineers recalled that he and his fellow prisoners ‘were made to work and were beaten with sticks, steel bars and wire pliers.’13 In May 1943 seventy of these prisoners had been segregated and sent to another camp at the small town of Miri. There the Kempeitai tried to get the prisoners to enlist in the Indian National Army (INA). Many INA men were later sent by the Japanese to fight alongside their regiments against the British and loyal Indian troops on the Burma front. Singh was among those sent to Miri, where the Japanese worked them hard before their indoctrination began. The sadistic behaviour of the Japanese towards the Indians they were supposed to be grooming for the INA proved to be completely counter-productive. ‘The Indians were put to work loading and unloading ships for nine hours a day,’ details British war crimes documents. ‘They were beaten as before. On one occasion [Singh] couldn’t walk for a month as a result of a beating. He was sick with dysentery, beri beri and malaria …’14 

Naik Chandgi Ram recalled that at Kuala Belait ‘Indian officers were put in charge of Indian work parties. I was beaten many times there with sticks and bits of steel pipe…At first we were given enough rice and vegetables, but when we refused to help them against the British the Japanese reduced our rations.’15 One day, a pair of nationalist Indian officers turned up at the camp and lectured the prisoners about Indian independence and finished by exhorting them to join the INA. According to Ram, ‘this had no result and the two Indians went away again. The Japs reduced the rations more, and we got just a handful of rice a day.’ Naik Partap Singh recalled in his testimony to the British: ‘… we told the Japanese that we would work under them but we would not join the Indian National Army.’16 The Japanese then tried to force the Indians to learn Japanese. ‘We had to count, and when we forgot the numbers we were beaten,’17 said Ram.

One question that needs to be addressed in the light of Allied failure to rescue British and Commonwealth POWs from Japanese captivity in 1945 is whether the British government fully appreciated the dire straights prisoners-of-war were actually in. Historian Sir Max Hastings has pointed out that even in January 1945 the members of the Foreign Office Political Warfare (Japan) Committee that advised Winston Churchill on the war in Asia appeared to be living in a fantasy world concerning the attitude of the Japanese towards POWs. ‘[R]eports of serious ill-treatment come from outlying areas where the Japanese government has little control over local military officers in charge of the camps,’ read the Committee’s finished document. It went on to, somewhat optimistically, state that: ‘The Japanese while they were being everywhere victorious might have thought they could safely disregard the opinion of the rest of the world, but now…they must realise that…their future will largely depend on their external relations with other Great Powers. From motives of self-interest, therefore, they are more and more likely to realise that they had better treat prisoners of war well. [Author’s italics]’18 

Such misinformed, and perhaps irresponsible, reports probably contributed to British and Australian hesitation in the launching of military operations designed to release Commonwealth nationals from Japanese concentration camps. Such documents would also have affected the planning of operations designed to win back former British territories. The report, one of many, erroneously gave the impression that the Japanese would preserve their POWs as a bargaining chip with the Western Allies, whereas the Japanese government had already issued orders to the contrary on 1 August 1944 that read in part: ‘It is the aim not to allow the escape of a single [POW]. To annihilate them all and not leave any traces …’19 The Foreign Office report gave ammunition to those in the Allied governments’ and military high commands who favoured the United States conducting all offensive operations in the Far East, while the British and other Commonwealth nations were only to regain their imprisoned nationals as a bi-product of that inevitable victory. Certainly, Lord Mountbatten was to find his plans as SACSEA often frustrated by the Americans, or disrupted by his own government as the war in the Far East continued to play second fiddle to the one in Europe.





CHAPTER THREE

A Diabolical Plan


‘Such barbaric behavior on the part of the Japanese armed forces is an offense to all civilized people. The Japanese Government cannot escape punishment for this crime.’

US Government to Japanese Foreign
 Minister concerning the Palawan Massacre
 Sent via the Swiss Minister 19 May 1945



With much shouting and waving of rifles 140 American soldiers were herded into Puerto Princessa Camp’s airraid shelters by the Japanese. The prisoners were confused and frightened. Two air raid alerts had been sounded by the Japanese, and the prisoners had all become used to hearing the wail of the siren followed by the crump of exploding bombs as US Navy aircraft plastered the island in the Philippines. On this occasion no aircraft engines were heard in the sky and there were no bomb detonations. It was 14 December 1944, and the location was a small POW camp located on the island of Palawan in the Philippines. The emaciated prisoners who being roughly shoved and beaten into the crude shelters were some of the survivors of the infamous Bataan Death March from 1942, and they had endured over two years of cruelty at the hands of the Japanese.

A truck had been parked near the shelters. The prisoners’ usual guards were now under the command of Japanese Kempeitai military police officers – hard looking men who wore dark green cavalry officer’s uniforms and a white armband with the characters for ‘law soldier’ printed on them. They appeared to be supervising the operation. Japanese soldiers hastily unloaded metal drums from the open tailgate of the truck and rolled them towards the shelter entrances. Then, several Japanese soldiers approached each bunker’s entrance with a bucket of petrol, and dumped the contents over the nearest prisoners before tossing in a lit torch. Further back, Japanese troops manned Nambu light machine guns and rifles topped by long razor-sharp bayonets.

The American prisoners suddenly realised what the Japanese intended as the first of the shelters was assaulted with flung petrol. The Japanese were clearly going to try to burn the POWs alive inside the air raid shelters. ‘It appeared to me that about fifty to sixty Jap soldiers, armed with rifles, hand grenades, light machine-guns, and carrying torches and buckets containing gasoline, were attacking the A Company shelter,’1 recalled one of the few survivors, Gunnery Sergeant Douglas Bogue of the US Marine Corps.

Shouting and screaming, the prisoners began to look for a way out as Japanese guards flung lit twists of cloth into the entrances. With a sudden ‘whump’ the petrol ignited, several prisoners in each bunker bursting into flames, writhing in agony in their death throes. By now, the rest of the prisoners were completely hysterical and about forty managed to fight their way out of the bunkers and into the open air. Unfortunately, none of them got very far as Japanese machine gunners picked them off with short bursts of fire. ‘The buckets of gasoline were thrown into the entrance of the shelter and a lighted torch was then thrown in to ignite the gasoline,’ witnessed Gunnery Sergeant Bogue, ‘and, as the men were forced to come out on fire, they were bayoneted, shot, clubbed, or stabbed. I saw several men staggering about, still in flames, and saw them fall down shot.’2 Bogue was of the opinion that the Japanese troops who took part in the massacre were happy to do so. ‘The Japanese soldiers participating were yelling, and in such a manner that it seemed to me as if they were enjoying their task. Lieutenant Sato [the Kempeitai officer commanding the massacre] was running around with his sword drawn, giving orders, urging his men on.’3 

Gunnery Sergeant Bogue managed to escape the massacre at Puerto Princessa along with four other prisoners who all eventually joined up with Filipino guerillas. During his escape Bogue killed three Japanese sailors after he managed to wrestle a machine gun off them. The remaining 136 Americans all died horribly at the camp or were shot trying to swim a nearby bay to safety. One unfortunate POW had managed to reach the sea and was swimming across the bay when he was recaptured by a Japanese boat patrol and brought back to the land. His fate demonstrates the deliberate sadism of the Japanese military in stark terms:


Japanese soldiers, prodding him with bayonets, forced him to walk along the beach. One Japanese guard poured petrol on this prisoner’s foot and set fire to it. Ignoring his entreaties to be shot, the Japanese soldiers deliberately set fire to his other foot and to his arms and hands. They mocked and derided him in his suffering and then bayoneted him until he collapsed. Thereupon they poured petrol over his body and watched the flames devour it.4 



Afterwards, the Japanese filled in the entrances to the air raid shelters with sand, buried what bodies they could find laying around, and then packed up and drove away in trucks.

General Douglas MacArthur’s G-2 Military Intelligence found out about the Palawan massacre shortly after the Japanese had completed their terrible crime from Bogue and the other survivors who managed to communicate what had happened through the Filipino guerrilla movement. G-2 knew all about the capabilities of the Kempeitai military police and the Japanese determination to carry out orders that instructed them to kill all the prisoners that were in their charge, discussed below. The Palawan Massacre was described at the Tokyo Trials as a ‘particularly cruel and premeditated massacre of American prisoners’, and the important word in the description is ‘premeditated’. It was not a random massacre committed by Japanese troops in the heat of the moment, as had been the case many times earlier in the war. Palawan was something else, something carefully planned and executed.

One possible reason for what happened at the camp on Palawan emerged after the war concerning the deteriorating Japanese military situation. American air raids had begun on Palawan in October 1944 as part of the softening up of the Philippines prior to an amphibious assault by General MacArthur, and the Japanese decided to murder the American servicemen at Puerto Princesa as they believed the invasion was actually imminent when it was not.5 The Palawan Massacre was one of several examples of Japanese troops following the orders that they had been given to kill their prisoners should they believe that liberation was imminent. What worried the Allies was whether a grand plan existed to murder every Allied POW and civilian internee at the conclusion of the war, or whether Palawan represented an isolated incident. Due to the fractured and convoluted command structure of the Imperial Army, it was difficult to choose between the two options outlined above at the time, and Allied intelligence assessments remained vague as to eventual Japanese intentions, and the degree of urgency about rescuing prisoners from the camps.

The Allies had every reason to be concerned about a Japanese plan to murder POWs under their control. A single document has survived the cleansing of files that occurred throughout the Occupied Territories after the Japanese surrender on 15 August 1945, and this document provides evidence that the Japanese definitely considered murdering all of the POWs and civilian internees under their control at the end of the war. The document was discovered among papers inside the journal of the Taiwan prison camps headquarters in Taipei. It was a reply from the War Ministry, dated 1 August 1944, to an earlier question sent by an officer in Taiwan concerning disposing of prisoners-of-war, and the reply was addressed to the general officer commanding the Kempeitai military police on the island. Ultimate responsibility for this illegal order lay with the Army Minister of State or War Minister in August 1944, Field Marshal Hajime Sugiyama. The document is chilling and documentary proof of a diabolical plan hatched in the highest echelons of the military in Tokyo to murder tens of thousands of helpless soldiers and civilians. It sets out in plain language both the circumstances under which camp commandants may kill their prisoners, and also suggests methods that may be used, as well as the desired results. ‘Although the basic aim is to act under superior orders,’ reads the document, ‘Individual disposition [read as ‘disposal’ of prisoners] may be made in the following circumstances: (a) When an uprising of large numbers cannot be suppressed without the use of firearms. (b) When escapees from the camp may turn into a hostile fighting force.’6 Both of these scenarios were very remote, as the prisoners’ lacked both the health and the strength to actively resist the Japanese. A commandant could simply claim that his prisoners were trying to escape, and kill them all under the terms of this order.

The order states that although Tokyo would prefer commandants to ‘act under superior orders’ latitude has been granted, and ‘individual disposition may be made …’ In other words, if an officer ordered a massacre, he was unlikely to face any disciplinary hearings based on that decision. As to the methods to be employed, the War Ministry order was emphatic about the results required: ‘(a) Whether they are destroyed individually or in groups, or however it is done, with mass bombing, poisonous smoke, poisons,

drowning, decapitation, or what, dispose of them as the situation dictates. (b) In any case it is the aim not to allow the escape of a single one, to annihilate them all, and not leave any traces [author’s italics].’7 

The slaughter of the American prisoners on Palawan Island was not the only occasion when Japanese commanders used the flexibility afforded to them by Field Marshal Sugiyama’s 1 August 1944 order from Imperial General Headquarters to kill POWs. As we will see later, British POWs were cruelly murdered on the island of Ballalae in the Solomons in the summer of 1945, thousands of Australian and British POWs perished during the Sandakan Death Marches on Borneo, and airmen were brutally executed in Singapore and elsewhere shortly before and after the Japanese capitulation. And these are the massacres that are known about because a few survivors lived to tell investigators the details. On numerous other occasions the Japanese were systematic in the destruction of POWs and none survived to name those responsible. Liberation arrived too late to matter.





CHAPTER FOUR

Men of Destiny


‘[MacArthur is] ruthless, vain, unscrupulous and self-conscious…but…a man of real calibre with a vivid imagination, a capacity to learn rapidly from the past, a leader of men …’

Brigadier Jack Profumo
 British liaison officer at MacArthur’s headquarters



The war in Asia was not only a complicated strategic and tactical affair conducted across some of the world’s most hostile terrain and environments, it was also a complicated clash of personalities, national enmities and priorities, and spheres of influence – and this refers only to the Allied side. The war in Asia was dominated by the personalities of a handful of American and British commanders, whose inability to work together, or for a common shared purpose, created a complex division of effort being directed against the Japanese when unity should have been the goal. The contrast between the unity of command of the Allied effort in Europe compared with that existing in Asia is both surprising and perplexing. Ultimately, the level of discord between the Americans and the British actually cost the lives of prisoners-of-war and civilian internees.

Sir Max Hastings has described General Douglas MacArthur as ‘America’s most famous soldier since Ulysses S. Grant.’1 He is probably right. If most people had to name a famous general from the Second World War a mere handful are easily recognized by anyone with even a cursory knowledge of the period, over six decades since the end of that conflict. Four names immediately spring to mind, one British, one German and two American: Montgomery, Rommel, Patten and MacArthur. Of the four ‘big names’ perhaps the most famous is MacArthur, which is ironic because he actually controlled the smallest forces of the four. Unlike the other three, his name bestrides two wars, and his fall from grace was as spectacular as his ascendancy to the very highest military offices in the land.

Image has played an important part in keeping the four generals mentioned above in the public eye for over sixty years. We can attach the pivotal campaigns to each man: Montgomery and El Alamein and later Northwest Europe, MacArthur with Bataan and the liberation of the Philippines and so on. But the image that these men created, either by design or by accident, is the most memorable part of their legends. When one reads the name ‘Montgomery’, one thinks immediately of a small man wearing a pullover and a black beret with two cap badges. ‘Rommel’ summons up the image of long leather greatcoat and general’s cap covered in desert dust, a pair of goggles pushed up on his cap while he holds a pair of field glasses to his eyes. ‘Patten’ is forever associated with an ivoryhandled revolver and fur-lined jacket topped with a steel helmet festooned with general’s stars. MacArthur’s image was simple, memorable, and unchanged through both the Second World War and Korean conflict: khaki trousers, brown leather air force jacket, and officer’s cap liberally emblazoned with ‘scrambled egg’, dark glasses and corn-cob pipe jutting arrogantly from his mouth.

For both Patten and MacArthur, the image was intentional and carefully crafted. MacArthur believed implicitly that he was the ‘great man of destiny’, and he made sure that he looked the part. Of the great generals discussed above, and as mentioned, MacArthur actually controlled the smallest forces during the Second World War, amounting to only ten combat divisions in the Pacific Theatre. The forces that the United States deployed to the Pacific were considerably smaller that those sent to defeat Hitler in Europe. Another difference was how those forces were organized. Unlike in Europe, the American effort in the Pacific was known as the ‘Twin Track’ strategy, which effectively meant that the US Army competed with the US Navy and Marine Corps in the defeat of the Japanese. They did not actually work well together. If the military forces of the United States were so divided, it is little wonder that cooperation with their British and Australian allies was also extremely difficult and riven by conflicts and squabbles – they were just more runners in the race for victory over Japan.

MacArthur held the grandiose title of Allied Supreme Commander, South-West Pacific Area (SWPA), and he was tasked by President Franklin Roosevelt and the Joint Chiefs in Washington DC with approaching Japan, as his title suggests, from the south-west. The other half of the ‘Twin Track’ consisted of the US Navy’s mighty Pacific Fleet and the US Marine Corps under the control of Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, and this was tasked with island-hopping to Japan by a more northerly route. Neither MacArthur nor Nimitz was the overall commander, and if there ever was an overall supremo in the Pacific theatre it was the President. Roosevelt, however, strove to tread a fine line between his two warring services and their chiefs, preferring to exercise the theory of ‘divide and rule’ rather than order a unified command for the Pacific and favour either MacArthur or Nimitz for the post of leader.

General MacArthur, along with any other senior officers on both sides of the Army/Navy divide, viewed the Twin Track strategy as essentially flawed and ridiculous, and not for any practical belief in the common sense of a unified command but because, in the case of MacArthur, ‘He believed that he alone was the appropriate arbiter of America’s eastern war, and fumed at the waste of resources caused by fighting two parallel campaigns, while never deigning to address the possibility that his own was the obvious candidate for redundancy.’2 MacArthur’s overarching ego dominated the struggle for control over American strategy in the Pacific, but Roosevelt, and his successor Harry S. Truman, continued to support the twin track approach, regardless of the waste in resources and time.

MacArthur’s rise to prominence in the early stages of the Second World War reveals a man who was strongly conservative and conscious of his own image. He had courted controversy throughout his rise, and continued to do so when at the pinnacle of his power and prestige. He had graduated top of his class at West Point. His father had won America’s highest military distinction, the Medal of Honor, and the young MacArthur had a lot to live up to. He was also a ruthless man, who rose to great prominence in 1932 when as US Army Chief of Staff he had ordered the violent suppression of the so-called ‘Bonus March’ on Washington D.C. by disgruntled First World War veterans. He had retired in 1935, but continued his military service in the American possession of the Philippines, where he was created chief of the Philippine Army with the rank of field marshal (the only American to ever hold that exalted rank). MacArthur made no secret of the fact that he loved the Philippines, and the Filipinos in turn loved him. His fixation and obsession with the Philippines was to be transmitted into a controversial American strategic policy during the war.

As the clouds of conflict gathered in the Far East, in July 1941 President Roosevelt appointed MacArthur commander-in-chief of American forces in the Philippines, and he also retained control over the Philippine Army. The disaster that befell his army when the Japanese invaded has been well-documented on countless occasions, and it ended with his army being bottled up by the Japanese in the Bataan Peninsula and on Corregidor Island in Manila Bay, starving, diseased and slowly running out of ammunition. It also ended with MacArthur’s rather ignominious escape from Bataan along with his wife, young son and a collection of his military acolytes by fast boat to Australia in March 1942. The remainder of his army surrendered to the Japanese at the fall of Corregidor Island in May. MacArthur had made a radio broadcast before he left during which he had uttered his famous words ‘I will return’ when he was ordered out of Bataan by Roosevelt, and the reconquest of the Philippines became his main raison d’etre. It was to overshadow and influence all of his strategic thinking and the decisions that he made during the rest of the war, and colour his relationships with both Nimitz and his British allies.

MacArthur’s reputation was badly damaged by the mismanaged Philippines campaign, but his image was so powerful that Roosevelt was unable, and perhaps unwilling, to sack him. The President believed in the old adage holding his friends close and his enemies closer, and MacArthur was viewed as a potential political adversary in the future. Sacking him may have propelled MacArthur along that path much earlier. In early 1942, with the United States pressed onto the back foot by the rapid Japanese advance, the nation needed heroes to rally the people and begin the fight back. MacArthur was one such hero created as much by himself, as by American newspaper moguls and politicians. The Philippines debacle was recycled into the heroic defence of the Bataan Peninsula, and MacArthur transformed from a defeated general who had made some rather questionable tactical decisions into a military genius. All of this merely fed MacArthur’s already well-developed sense of his own self-importance, fuelling his incipient megalomania, and concomitantly began to erode his sound judgment.

The ‘Man of Destiny’ fought a protracted and difficult campaign to recapture New Guinea and a few islands in the southwest Pacific throughout 1943, and although his military performance has been subsequently criticized by many historians, at the time MacArthur’s efficient public relations team managed to increase the general’s stature considerably in Washington and among the American public. Feeding the media frenzy surrounding him was the publication of no less than twelve biographies of the General during the war. The support of newspaper tycoons such as William Randolph Hearst made sure that MacArthur was not just the darling of the public, but virtually untouchable by Roosevelt and the Washington political elite.

All of this suggests that MacArthur was some sort of sacred cow, but that is not entirely true. There was criticism of MacArthur from several quarters, particularly from the navy, and much of it was justified. Admiral Ernest J. King, the Chief of Naval Operations, did not conceal his personal dislike of MacArthur. King thought SWPA’s advance across the southwest Pacific to be largely irrelevant to American strategy. King stated that the only reason for MacArthur’s route of advance was the General’s obsession with liberating the Philippines and fulfilling his promise to return made to its people in the dark days of 1942. Major General St. Claire Streett, commander of the 13th Air Force, voiced his concerns over MacArthur in October 1942: ‘At the risk of being naïve and just plain dumb, the major obstacle for a sane military solution of the problem in the Pacific is General MacArthur…even the President himself might find his hands tied in dealing with the general.’3 

As expected, his relations with his British allies were often cool, to say the least. No Anglophile, MacArthur did not see the point in the British contribution to the war in Asia, and indeed the British were running an embarrassing third in the race for strategic domination between the giants MacArthur and Admiral Nimitz. MacArthur’s British liaison officer, Brigadier Jack Profumo, nonetheless liked MacArthur, calling him ‘a man of real calibre with a vivid imagination, a capacity to learn rapidly from the past, a leader of men…with a considerable understanding of personalities and political development.’ However, in a confidential report to Winston Churchill, Profumo had also written that in his opinion MacArthur was ‘ruthless, vain, unscrupulous and self-conscious …’4 MacArthur’s poor relationship with the British, and his disinterest in Churchill’s strategic goals for the Pacific war, would spell disastrous consequences for thousands of British and Commonwealth POWs in Japanese hands as the war drew towards a bloody close.

Lord Louis Mountbatten’s impressions of MacArthur when the two met in recently-captured Manila in early 1945 ran contrary to what many of his subordinates thought of the man. ‘Contrary to popular conception, he gives the impression of being a rather shy and sensitive man, who regards compliance with the needs of publicity as a duty …’ wrote Mountbatten. ‘He does not look at all fierce or commanding until he puts his famous embroidered cap on…he is one of the most charming and remarkable characters I have ever met, and so sympathetic and friendly towards my South East Asia Command.’5 Judging by everyone else’s opinions of MacArthur, Mountbatten’s description does not seem to quite ring true. Colonel Wilkinson, another British liaison officer at SWPA who was in close proximity to MacArthur on a regular basis wrote: ‘He is shrewd, selfish, proud, remote, highly-strung and vastly vain. He had imagination, self-confidence, physical courage and charm, but no humour about himself, no regard for truth and is unaware of these defects. He mistakes his emotion and ambitions for principle. With moral depth he would be a great man: as it is he is a near-miss.’6 

Philip Ziegler, Mountbatten’s official biographer, makes an interesting point of comparison between the British leader and MacArthur: ‘Mountbatten was a far more generous being. He was not selfish, not remote; vain certainly, but not possessed by cold arrogance; ambitious, but with a saving commonsense which told him that his own aggrandizement was not the end-all and be-all of existence. He was endearingly able to laugh at himself.’7 MacArthur, on the other hand, was a man who lacked small talk or who possessed much of a sense of humour, but he was a leader of boundless energy and enthusiasm. He and his staff were shameless in promoting MacArthur’s cult of personality and the general’s achievements, often deliberately altering unfavourable or unflattering communiqués. He was a vain man, who personally selected all the photographs released of him to the general public, and he could be ruthless in depriving his subordinate commanders of their share of the laurels of victory, reserving all of the praise for himself. Conversely, if failures occurred, he blamed his staff rather than shouldered the responsibility himself. He even went so far as to use his position as SWPA as a political platform to gather support for a putative stand against President Roosevelt during the 1944 election as a Republican presidential nominee. He failed to gain the party’s nomination, but many saw him as a future president nonetheless, which did little to improve his already rocky relationship with Roosevelt.

The Allied war in Asia and the Pacific consisted of three main dimensions, all interlinked, but all pulling in opposite directions. All had a direct bearing on how many British and Commonwealth POWs and internees would survive the war and the early days of peace. There was General MacArthur and Southwest Pacific Command moving steadily on the Philippines. There was Admiral Nimitz island-hopping towards Japan, and there were the British, slowly slogging their way unhappily through Burma. The British contribution was the smallest of the three, and the most unwelcome to the other two.

The man charged from September 1943 with keeping the British in the war in Asia was the 42-year old cousin of King George VI, Louis Mountbatten. He had been given another of those grandiose titles popularly used to delineate the individual fiefs of the big players in the Pacific, and was known as the Supreme Commander, South-East Asia Command. Mountbatten was supposed to control all Allied operations in Southeast Asia, but in reality he controlled rather less.

Mountbatten was the son of Prince Louis of Battenburg, a German royal, and his mother, Princess Victoria was a granddaughter of Queen Victoria. He had served in the Royal Navy in the First World War and in 1937 he was promoted to captain and given command of the 5th Destroyer Flotilla in HMS Kelly. Mountbatten had made his reputation as a dashing sailor in the turbulent waters off Crete during May 1941, where he was awarded the DSO for gallantry and lost his ship after it was sunk by a German dive-bomber. On 27 October 1941 he was appointed advisor on Combined Operations, and then promoted to Chief of Combined Operations on 18 March 1942 with the rank of Vice Admiral by Churchill himself. On 23 August 1943 Churchill appointed Mountbatten with the rank of Admiral.

No matter how hard he tried, Mountbatten could not uncouple the British war effort from the American juggernaut, with the result that Britain and British interests in Asia mostly ended up playing second fiddle to the American agenda. There was also the question of competing with the Americans at virtually every level. ‘General MacArthur had begun by resenting the creation of SEAC,’ wrote Philip Ziegler, ‘fearing that Mountbatten would prove a threat to his own independence of action.’8 He accepted SEAC later as a kind of irritation, a sideshow to his own masterly advance to victory.

Many historians have posed the question of whether Mountbatten should have even been appointed in the first place. He had begun the war in destroyers, where his claim to fame rested on ‘the gallantry he had shown during the quite unnecessary torpedoing of two of his destroyers and the sinking of another.’9 Winston Churchill, who looked favourably upon the dashing young officer, had been responsible for promoting Mountbatten to Chief of Combined Operations. This meant he was in charge of all Commando and raiding forces. During his tenure at Combined Ops he had overseen the disastrous and costly raid on Dieppe in Occupied France. Many of Mountbatten’s contemporaries questioned his appointment, but others did not. ‘Neither Beaverbrook [the influential Minister of Aircraft Production who proposed a big raid on occupied Europe] nor Churchill seems to have realized that Mountbatten could do real harm and cost lives in a position for which he was utterly untrained.’10 The fiasco at Dieppe had cost the lives of over 800 Canadian soldiers out of the 4,000 deployed, with a further 1,900 made prisoners of war. The Royal Navy and Commandos lost 466 killed, while the Germans shot down 105 RAF fighter aircraft. In return, the Germans suffered only 600 killed and 48 aircraft destroyed.

Many commentators subsequently viewed Mountbatten as callous with the lives of his men, as well as an incompetent military leader, and it is hard to argue with this assessment regarding his activities at Combined Ops. However, his performance as SEAC and his concern for Allied POWs and internees held by the Japanese does not support this general assessment. One biographer has written of Mountbatten that he was ‘a master of intrigue, jealousy and ineptitude. Like a spoilt child he toyed with men’s lives with an indifference to casualties that can only be explained by his insatiable, even pathological, ambition.’11 Elements of this pathology would come to play an important role in the lives of the prisoners of the Japanese, as surely as General MacAthur’s own foibles transmitted themselves into military policy.

Some of Lord Mountbatten’s superiors thought him nothing more than a poseur who had traded on his royal connections to slip into a top command position over those less well socially connected than himself. Churchill’s well-known royalist sympathies undoubtedly had influenced the appointment. Many thought Mountbatten an empty vessel, whose rise to prominence, aside from his royal blood, had more to do with his film star good looks, attractive wife and diplomatic skills than anything else. The appointment of Mountbatten as SEAC was Churchill’s idea, and he saw in Mountbatten what most others failed to see – daring, heroic values and an ability to get on with the Americans, probably Mountbatten’s most valuable commodity. In fact, many of the assessments of Mountbatten by his wartime contemporaries delineate a personality remarkably similar to that of General MacArthur. ‘A remarkable and complex character,’ wrote Lieutenant General Sir Henry Pownall, Mountbatten’s chief of staff, ‘There are so many paradoxes…[He] has great drive and initiative…He is however apt to leap before he looks…His meetings are overlong because he likes talking…And he likes a good big audience to hear what he has to say.’12 Sir Max Hastings calls Mountbatten ‘Famously thick-skinned save where his own interests were at stake, of boundless ambition and limited intellect.’13 What we cannot take away from Mountbatten was his drive and determination to shape South East Asia Command into a true offensive organisation capable of taking the fight to the Japanese and winning. Mountbatten was the right man for the job, and his contribution to the eventual Allied victory should not be underestimated, regardless of his personality, and perhaps precisely because of it.

If MacArthur surrounded himself with a court of Bataan cronies and ‘yes-men’, Mountbatten was equally guilty of such self-serving behaviour. SEAC headquarters was established in the botanical gardens of the city of Kandy in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) in April 1944 after Mountbatten moved it there from Delhi. The luxury of its appointments, along with the absurdly large staff for an organization that actually ran curiously little, made Mountbatten’s vanity the butt of many jokes, not least from the Americans. On the positive side, Mountbatten was an inspirational leader and he looked like a military hero. He had a charming personality, and many noted that he was considerably more charming than MacArthur, and he genuinely liked Americans which was a character trait to possess in a theatre dominated by them. To many British soldiers the Far East was the forgotten theatre of the war, and having Mountbatten at SEAC added some much needed glamour to the whole enterprise. And for those at the top, the appointment of Mountbatten was a quid pro quo for British acceptance of an American Supreme Allied Commander in Europe, General Dwight D. Eisenhower.

The American command structure was split, as we have seen, into the ‘Twin Track’ approach of MacArthur and Nimitz advancing on different objectives across the Pacific. Britain’s South East Asia Command was by no means a unified organization either. Churchill had created SEAC in August 1943 out of the wreckage of ABDA (American-British-Dutch-Australian Command) that had been based in Java under General Sir Archibald Wavell until the Japanese invasion in March 1942. President Roosevelt had suggested to Churchill that the United States and the United Kingdom should divide operational responsibility for the Far East Theatre between then. Until the post at SEAC had been created, London’s influence over operations in the Far East had been limited to British India Command headquartered in Delhi. India Command would remain a separate organisation from SEAC, and was placed under the command of General Sir Claude Auchinleck after Wavell was appointed Viceroy of India. India Command remained responsible for British training, but not for combat operations, in the Far East.

The Roosevelt-Churchill agreement led to the Pacific becoming part of the American sphere of influence. Britain would be in charge of the ‘middle area’ stretching from Singapore across the Indian Ocean to the Persian Gulf, Red Sea and the Mediterranean. The European Atlantic area was subject to a combined Anglo-American control that worked remarkably well.

Mountbatten’s role at SEAC was a frustrating one from the beginning. The SEAC area of responsibility for war-fighting operations covered Burma, Ceylon, Malaya, and Sumatra, and also extended to combat operations in Thailand and French Indochina. Later in the war, Mountbatten and MacArthur agreed to extend the SEAC area to include all of the Netherlands East Indies (today’s Indonesia), Portuguese Timor (now East Timor) and all territory on the island of Borneo below the line of the Equator.

Mountbatten was hampered from the very beginning by having few mainline forces under his direct command. Many in SEAC thought that the British effort to retake Burma, the central thrust of Churchill’s effort to keep Britain in the war in Asia, was a complete waste of time and effort, and was really only made at Churchill’s insistence in order to show the Americans that the British were as serious about defeating Japan as they were. All Far Eastern operations could so easily have been an all-American affair, with only Britain’s imperial cousin Australia theoretically fighting ‘For King and Country’ and doing very little of that as things turned out. As had become evident following the fall of Singapore in February 1942, the Australians had lost all confidence in British arms in Asia, and had not placed their troops under Mountbatten’s command but instead under that of MacArthur and SWPA.

However one looks at the hard-fought Burma campaign, the contribution of the British to ultimate Japanese defeat across Asia was slight. As an exercise in regaining imperial prestige it was more successful, but at the cost of a lot of British and Indian soldiers lives. Mountbatten’s chief of staff, Lieutenant General Sir Henry Pownall, wrote in February 1944: ‘If…we are relegated to mucking about in Burma, they may as well wind up this unlucky SE Asia Command, leave here if you like a few figureheads, a good deception staff and plenty of press men to write it up.’14 Many, including Pownall, questioned the whole point of the Burma operation, wondering why Britain did not strike at a target more important to the Empire, such as Malaya or Singapore. The capture of either would have had a serious effect on the Japanese war effort and would have gained Britain a full share of the war in the Pacific – but it was precisely for these reasons that the Americans would block any attempts by SEAC to make these operations a reality. The upshot of this conflict, as we will see, is that many thousands of British and Commonwealth POWs and civilian internees were condemned to much longer periods in Japanese concentration camps, an experience that was to prove terminal for a good many of them.

The restoration of British Imperial authority across Asia was not possible after the defeats that had occurred in Hong Kong, Malaya, Singapore and Burma in 1941 and 1942. ‘In each case the aggressors [Japan] had used war as an instrument of policy – to conquer, to dominate and to consolidate,’ writes Philip Ziegler in Mountbatten. ‘For the victims, the achievement of military victory, with restoration of the status quo ante-bellum as a political aim, would not suffice. War is a catalyst. After it, things can never be the same.’15 Roosevelt and the American government, and its military leadership, always viewed the restoration of Britain’s colonial empire as contrary to both the national and economic interests of the United States. Their sympathy was resoundingly with Nationalist China, a newly emerging democracy.

Some historians have suggested that the British campaign in Burma was fought as a sop to the Americans, who were determined to heavily supply with weapons and equipment their erstwhile Chinese Nationalist friends who were led by the corrupt and self-serving Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek. It is hard to argue with this assessment. The Americans wanted to open the Ledo Road from India to China, and as this passed through Japanese-occupied northern Burma, the British could be kept busy liberating their colony and helping out the Americans into the bargain. Mountbatten’s deputy at SEAC was an American, Lieutenant General Joseph “Vinegar Joe” Stilwell, who as well as being Mountbatten’s deputy was also head of the US China Burma India Theater (CBI). Stilwell would try to make sure that British forces in India would support an American push to retake northern Burma – and Stilwell would actively disrupt and take a wrecking ball to any plans proposed by his superior, Mountbatten, that diverted British forces away from this objective to strike elsewhere in Asia. Dreams of liberating Singapore or Malaya, and the tens of thousands of British and Commonwealth POWs and civilian internees languishing in appalling conditions inside prison camps would remain, if the Americans had their way, precisely that

– dreams. Stilwell had joined the retreat of the British army in Burma, in 1942 with his Chinese troops, and the experience had led him to believe that the British were militarily incompetent. He also believed, rightly as it turned out, that Britain did not believe in a strong China.

Stilwell was openly contemptuous of his British superiors at SEAC, and indeed of the entire British effort in the Far East. ‘He regarded them as effete, defensive and disorganized…The British were, as he charmingly put it, ‘mother fuckers’ who ‘always try to cut our throats.’16 Stilwell described Mountbatten as a ‘glamour boy.’ General Sir Alan Brooke, Britain’s senior soldier, in return thought very little of Stilwell, as well as harbouring strong doubts about the suitability of Mountbatten at SEAC. According to Brooke, Stilwell ‘did a vast amount of harm by vitiating the relations between the Americans and British both in India and Burma.’17 

Mountbatten’s difficulties were numerous, complex and seemingly insurmountable. The entire command structure of SEAC was initially fragmented. As we have seen his deputy was Stilwell, an American whose loyalties were firmly with Washington DC and not with Mountbatten. Briton Henry Pownall was chief of staff, with another American, Lieutenant General Albert Wedemeyer as deputy. Regional air power was not concentrated under one command, with the RAF’s 3rd Tactical Air Force and USAAF units following their own leaders. At sea the Royal Navy provided most of the firepower, so Mountbatten had full control over naval assets in the form of the British Eastern Fleet. On land, however, it was a different story. SEAC was supposed to control all Allied ground forces under the British 11th Army Group. In reality, 11th Army Group only controlled Fourteenth Army and the British garrison in Ceylon. Stilwell and the Americans had hived off a large number of formations under the title Northern Combat Area Command. Only after Stilwell was recalled in 1944 was the situation clarified. Stilwell’s former fief, US China Burma India Theater was split between three American commanders, which meant that Mountbatten faced much less American opposition to his plans from his own backyard. Lieutenant General Raymond “Speck” Wheeler was appointed Deputy at SEAC in Stilwell’s stead. General Wedemeyer became chief of staff to Chiang Kai-shek and commander of US Forces China Theater, and Lieutenant General Daniel Sultan was appointed commander of US Forces, India-Burma Theater and commander of the NCAC. The British 11th Army Group was re-designated Allied Land Forces South East Asia, and the NCAC placed under this formation, which effectively meant British control over American forces in northern Burma and China. None of this obviously negated the trenchant opposition from MacArthur’s SWPA or the Joint Chiefs in Washington DC to any Mountbatten-Churchill initiatives to extend the influence of SEAC into other parts of Asia or even the Pacific.

Even more confusingly, some of the special forces units that were created to harass the Japanese contained British servicemen, but many of them actually fell under the operational control of the Americans at SWPA. Similarly, the Australians were not part of SEAC, and their forces supported MacArthur in the southwest Pacific, with disastrous results as they were used to ‘mop-up’ bypassed Japanese island garrisons. These operations killed hundreds of Australian soldiers for no strategic purpose other than to show the Australian flag and the willingness of the nation’s political and military leaders to do anything that MacArthur asked of them. Ultimately, as we shall see later, this policy also cost the lives of several thousand Australian and British POWs when a daring rescue mission put together by the Australian Army was scrubbed for no good reason at the end of the war.

Mountbatten had plenty of ideas, which if realized, would carry forward the British flag deep into Japanese-held territory and put Britain back into the game in the Far East. But he was a commander who was surrounded by enemies, in the American SWPA camp, in Washington, in London and even at SEAC itself. Whether Mountbatten possessed the influence, guile and cunning to outwit these enemies and galvanise the British effort in Asia was his greatest challenge of the war.





CHAPTER FIVE

Best Laid Plans


‘To hear some people talk…you would think the British were our potential enemies.’

Harry Hopkins
 Counselor to President Roosevelt, 1945



When Prime Minister Winston Churchill had approved the appointment of Admiral Lord Mountbatten as Supreme Allied Commander, South East Asia (SACSEA), he had ordered the Mountbatten to use his command to liberate all of the colonial territories lost by Britain, France and the Netherlands to the Japanese. Mountbatten was no slouch and within months had worked up an ambitious plan. At the Cairo Conference in 1943 Mountbatten had presented his first plan to shorten the war in Asia and take the fight to the Japanese – Operation ‘Buccaneer’. Mountbatten proposed an amphibious assault on the Andaman Islands in the eastern Indian Ocean off the coast of Burma. At the same time, British and Imperial forces would strike down the Arakan coastal belt of Burma and across the Chindwin River. Simultaneously, in the north, three related thrusts would open up a direct route to Nationalist China, and there would also be a major attack by Brigadier Orde Wingate’s Long Range Penetration Force, known as the Chindits, deep behind the Japanese front line. In all, Mountbatten ambitiously proposed seven separate, though interlinked, offensives. To Mountbatten’s surprise the Prime Minister was surprisingly cool about his multi-faceted plan.

Mountbatten returned to his headquarters, at the time still located in Delhi, believing that his operation would nonetheless go ahead, but Churchill had to reluctantly answer to a bigger geopolitical picture that would mean operations in Southeast Asia taking a back seat for the time being. The Soviet leader Josef Stalin had been leaning heavily on Britain and America for several months to launch a second front in Europe to take the pressure off his armies in the east. Stalin had no interest in British operations in the Far East; the Soviet Union was not at war with Japan, but all this changed when the issue of landing craft was raised at the Cairo meeting. Mountbatten’s amphibious plans for 1944 called for the utilization of great numbers of landing craft. ‘To Stalin, landing craft meant one thing: the means for an earlier invasion of France by his allies, which would draw off German troops from the Russian front and allow the Russia armies to storm into Eastern Europe.’1 It was Churchill who even persuaded President Roosevelt, who was initially receptive to Mountbatten’s plan, to withdraw American support for the project and have all of the landing craft returned to Europe for Operation ‘Overlord’, the proposed Normandy invasion scheduled for the summer of 1944.

Operation Buccaneer was eventually cancelled after sitting in limbo for several months on 9 December 1943. The scrubbing of the operation does not show Churchill in his best light, and it reveals that there was little unity of purpose even at the pinnacle of the British war effort. ‘Mountbatten harboured the gravest suspicions that the speed of his preparations [for Buccaneer] had taken Churchill by surprise and that he did not want the thunder of the invasion in the West to be stolen by victory drumbeats in the East by the handsome, royal hero who could so easily and truthfully claim that he had, first, laid the foundations for the successful invasion of Europe [during his time as Chief of Combined Operations], and then gone East to avenge the greatest humiliation that the British Empire had ever suffered. It was just too great.’2 

Mountbatten was angered by what he saw as a political decision being taken by Churchill, rather than a military one. ‘I was completely horrified by this sudden cancellation,’ Mountbatten recalled. ‘It was unjust and unwarranted. We weren’t asking for a thing. We had everything for the operations, our men were training hard, our morale was rocketing. Winston sent me out primarily to conduct amphibious operations to beat the Japs quickly. And now we seemed fated to slog our way through the Burmese jungle and the worst terrain in the world.’3 Aside from Wingate’s Chindit operations in Burma, little else was done to make Churchill’s dream of conquest in the Far East a reality after the rejection of Mountbatten’s ambitious programme of seven simultaneous offensives. All eyes were on Normandy instead. However, Churchill had not completely disregarded the need for Britain to be seen to be doing something in the Far East and on 20 August 1943 Churchill came up with a more limited plan that could nonetheless carry forward the British flag in Asia and liberate occupied territories and prisoners-of-war into the bargain. The important point was that this was Churchill’s own idea, and not Mountbatten’s, and the Prime Minister could take the lion’s share of the laurels if the operation came off.

Churchill was attending the Quebec Conference in Canada at the time of his brainwave. The Prime Minister outlined an idea he had had of seizing the Netherlands East Indies island of Sumatra, located south-west of Singapore, from the occupying Japanese. Specifically, Churchill wanted Mountbatten to examine the feasibility of seizing the northern tip of Sumatra, today’s Aceh Province in Indonesia. Churchill was very enthusiastic, and he argued strongly that ‘we should be striking and seizing a point of our own against which the Japanese would have to beat themselves if they wished to avoid the severe drain which would be imposed on their shipping by our air action from Sumatra.’ Indeed, seizing airfields in northern Sumatra would place RAF planes within reach of Singapore, then a major Japanese naval and air base. It was a bold plan, typical of Churchill’s daring nature, and naturally it also appealed strongly to Mountbatten whose previous experience as Chief of Combined Operations had seem him order the Dieppe Raid in 1942 and the more successful raid on St. Nazaire.

In London, Churchill’s idea raised many eyebrows among the military chiefs, and more than a few dismissed the plan as another typical example of Churchill’s occasional flights of fantasy. Many remembered the Greece debacle in 1941. However, when Churchill and Mountbatten actually pressed the idea further, the hostility of the service chiefs became highly vociferous and well organised. In August 1943, Churchill’s idea was initially discussed, but other more pressing strategic issues kept it off the main British agenda until February 1944 when the plan was suddenly revived. Any occupation of northern Sumatra would place Britain within feasible striking distance of Singapore, its glittering Imperial entrepot that had been surrendered to the Japanese under such humiliating circumstances by Lieutenant General Arthur Percival in February 1942. An amphibious invasion against either Singapore or Malaya could have a follow-up operation, especially with air superiority provided by the RAF in Sumatra. ‘It [is] essential that we should be able to say to our own possessions in the Far East that we had liberated them by our own efforts,’4 declared British cabinet minister Oliver Lyttelton in March 1944. Certainly, a daring thrust deep into the underside of the Japanese Empire appeared considerably more attractive to firebrands like Churchill and Mountbatten than a long drawn out campaign spent slogging through the northern Burmese jungle where the Japanese appeared to have most of the advantages, both physical and psychological.

Churchill and Mountbatten both understood that the Burma campaign served two purposes. Firstly, there was the question of restoring British Imperial prestige after having been so ignominiously ejected from the Far Eastern colonies in 1941–42. Burma was the one colony that could be invaded with relative ease as it appended India. Undoubtedly, however, in Churchill’s and Mountbatten’s minds was the much more significant prize of Singapore – what a coup it would have been for the British to have snatched back the port city from the Japanese in a daring amphibious operation. The propaganda value of taking Singapore back was inestimable, and this undoubtedly contributed to Churchill’s zeal for what became Operation ‘Culverin’, and later for the equally ambitious Operation ‘Zipper’. Mountbatten was rather lukewarm about a hard and lengthy fight through northern Burma, preferring the dash of amphibious strikes to shorten the war and win back British territory. ‘Going into swampy jungles to fight the Japanese is like going into the water to fight a shark,’5 was how Mountbatten put it.

The reconquest of Burma was made, in the words of Sir Max Hastings, to ‘indulge American fantasies concerning China’. American policy in China would remain a thorn in Churchill’s and Mountbatten’s sides throughout the war. The Americans believed that by properly supplying Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist forces with modern weapons, equipment, cash and military advisors, the Chinese Army would prove a serious threat to the enormous Japanese Kwantung Army stationed in China. In this the Americans were wrong, as the British repeatedly tried to point out. Chiang Kai-shek was interested only in graft (he was nicknamed “Cash My-check” by some realistic Americans) and in defeating Mao Zedong’s communist People’s Liberation Army and he actively avoided fighting the Japanese except for a few half-hearted military operations following immense American pressure. The key to supplying China, as related earlier, was the opening of the Ledo Road from India, through northern Burma into China. The alternative was to continue to airlift supplies over ‘The Hump’, a massive logistical problem involving aircraft traversing the Himalayas. Opening the Ledo Road would entail pushing the Japanese out of northern Burma, and as mentioned the Americans were very happy for the British to undertake this from their convenient base in India. Churchill knew that neither restoring imperial prestige by occupying Burma, nor opening the Ledo Road would actually contribute to the defeat of Japan. ‘Washington indulged Britain’s commitment to retake Burma only in pursuit of its own China ambitions,’6 writes Hastings. There were more attractive, and strategic, targets elsewhere that would actually contribute to beating the Japanese, and both Churchill and Mountbatten had already identified some of them. The raising of the profile of the British in the Pacific War was the paramount objective.

Churchill, however, did not very attractively sell his northern Sumatra invasion idea to his service chiefs when he rather stupidly compared his latest brainwave with that other great idea of his from the First World War – the Dardanelles campaign. Churchill used the 1915 Dardanelles campaign as an example, and this had been his brainchild when he was First Lord of the Admiralty, believing that, like Gallipoli, Sumatra offered Britain ‘decisive results’. What Churchill did not count on was the almost hysterical opposition of the Chiefs of Staff to any re-run of a scheme that had cost Britain and the Empire so dearly in the First World War. In March 1944 General Brooke had written in his diary, with reference to the proposed Sumatran adventure, ‘I began to wonder whether I was in Alice in Wonderland.’ Nonetheless, Mountbatten and the SEAC staff studied Churchill’s Sumatra idea and worked up a more concrete plan. Mountbatten then traveled to London and presented the plan, codenamed Operation ‘Culverin’, to the Defence Committee in Whitehall. Mountbatten proposed that Culverin be mounted in cooperation with General MacArthur’s SWPA. Culverin had as its eventual target Singapore. Mountbatten met resistance from both his own side and from the Americans.

The Chiefs of Staff in London argued cogently that Culverin was impractical because the numbers of landing craft required were not available. Nearly everything the British had by way of amphibious warfare equipment was being reserved for the forthcoming opening of the Second Front in France that was scheduled to commence in June 1944. Churchill himself had already killed Operation Buccaneer to make sure that the necessary landing craft were in place for the British contribution to D-Day. Although Churchill remained firmly behind the Culverin plan (it was his rather than Mountbatten’s idea after all), seeing it as Britain’s chance to get back into the war in Asia and the Pacific in a significant way, ultimately the Prime Minister had to agree with his military chiefs’ decision not to back the plan at that time.

When the Americans got wind of Culverin the resultant resistance was hardly surprising. Mountbatten’s idea that SWPA should support what was essentially a British operation with British objectives struck Mountbatten’s deputy at SEAC, General “Vinegar Joe” Stilwell as ridiculous. Stilwell dispatched a delegation to Washington DC with specific instructions to bad mouth Culverin to the US Joint Chiefs of Staff, and unsurprisingly they also vetoed the plan. Stilwell was known as “Vinegar” because of his bitter and unpleasant personality. His relationship with the British had been summed up by him with a series of choice epithets. Stilwell, although he was an important and senior cog in the machinery of SEAC, dissented because he refused to accept any diversion of Allied forces from what he held to be their proper objective – the establishment and maintenance of full road and air links with China.

Without American material assistance, specifically ships, Culverin was effectively dead in the water, along with any chance of rescuing thousands of POWs held in Sumatran concentration camps. ‘The hard fact is that the Americans have got us by the short hairs,’ wrote one British officer. ‘We can’t do anything in this theatre, amphibious or otherwise, without material assistance from them…So if they don’t approve, they don’t provide.’7 Churchill fumed, writing on 5 May 1944: ‘The American method of trying to force particular policies, of the withholding or giving of certain weapons, such as transport aircraft or LSTs [Landing Ship Tank], in theatres where the command belongs by right of overwhelming numbers to us, must be…strongly protested against.’8 

The final nail in Operation Culverin’s coffin came with intelligence decrypts and reports that showed that the bulk of the Imperial Japanese Navy’s southern fleet, consisting of battleships and heavy cruisers, had been transferred to Singapore. As Culverin depended on the British having local naval superiority during the assault on Sumatra, this was no longer guaranteed by the Japanese redeployment. The British Eastern Fleet in the Indian Ocean lacked sufficiently powerful capital ships and aircraft carriers in sufficient numbers to dally with the Japanese fleet which would have sailed and tried to interfere with the invasion. Therefore, Eastern Fleet would have had to have been considerably reinforced for the operation, and that would have meant taking away naval assets from Churchill’s European commanders. Unlike SWPA, the Royal Navy lacked enough of the large fleet carriers to protect the invasion fleet and to interdict the Japanese response, let alone cover the invasion beaches. Naturally, the Americans were unwilling to divert carriers from their own operations in the central and southwest Pacific to bolster a British effort aimed at restoring a part of the British Empire.

Churchill had his hands tied by Washington, and he was forced, in February 1944, to reassure Roosevelt that Britain remained fully committed to America’s aim of aiding China. On 25 February, Churchill cabled Mountbatten: ‘I have given the President a personal assurance that you will not withdraw or withhold any forces from the campaigns in Upper Burma for the sake of Culverin or any other amphibious operation.’9 

In the occupied Netherlands East Indies both the Imperial Japanese Army and Navy had taken matters into their own hands regarding prisoners, and killed large numbers of them under the authority vested in commanders by the War Ministry order of 1 August 1944. As time was pressing for Mountbatten and SEAC, so too was time running out for the tens of thousands of mainly Dutch civilians interned across what became a British area of responsibility.

The entire Netherlands East Indies archipelago was dotted with Japanese prison and internment camps, many of which were considered the worst anywhere within the Occupied Territories or Japan itself. Sumatra had become one huge Japanese prison camp. Thirteen thousand white civilians, mainly Dutch, were imprisoned in appalling circumstances in a large number of camps. In total, including those holding military prisoners, northern Sumatra contained twenty-three internment camps. Had Operation Culverin been launched, thousands of starving men, women and children would have been saved. As it stood, with the cancellation of Culverin, the internees were destined to die slowly from starvation, disease and maltreatment, and if they wanted to survive they would have to create their own salvation.

In one camp, Brastagi, in the north of the island, the prisoners there were exclusively women and children. By the winter of 1944 they were all in such a bad way that the camp leaders had decided that the only way to save themselves was to directly challenge the authority of the Japanese over them. The Japanese commandant had reduced the food ration to only 140 grams of rice per adult in November 1944. Children wandered around the camp with distended bellies and hollowed-out expressions on their faces, crying weakly for food in scenes familiar to modern audiences of recent famines in Africa. Women lay around, apathetic and listless, occasionally dragging themselves to filthy latrines overwhelmed by fat black flies as dysentery worked its way through their systems, or they shivered uncontrollably as malaria wracked their thin bodies. It was these hundreds of starving, dying women who decided that they must act to save the lives of their children and themselves before the Japanese killed them all.

The fittest among the prisoners decided to approach the commandant to ask for an increase in their rations. They had previously agreed that if the commandant refused them then they would stage a mass break-out and set off into the surrounding countryside to try and find supplies. They all knew that the Japanese would wreak a terrible revenge if they challenged the authorities, but most of the women were beyond caring by this stage. The two camp leaders, Prins and Eikens, asked to see the commandant. It was not the first time that these two brave women had protested to the heartless commandant, and they probably knew what to expect. The two women had barely begun outlining the problems when the commandant predictably lost his temper and had them forcibly ejected from his office. Prins and Eikens did everything in their power to try and prevent a mass break-out, for they knew that the consequences of such an action would be terrible. They decided to persist with the commandant and they brought some of the very worst malnutrition cases before him, and when confronted with the evidence of his regime of death and starvation the Japanese officer suddenly relented and promised to visit his headquarters in the town of Medan to arrange for increased supplies of food for the camp. The commandant told the camp leaders that he would present them with an answer by the 20 November. Prins and Eikens also asked him whether some of the women could leave the camp and barter for food with the local population, but the commandant refused to entertain any fraternizing.

It came as little surprise when nothing was announced by the commandant on 20 November. Japanese promises were mostly empty. Six days later at 3pm the simmering discontent erupted into action. Eight hundred and sixty-six women broke out of the camp and dispersed into the countryside. The Kempeitai military police had rounded all of them up by 9pm and herded them back into Brastagi Camp. Retribution followed as inevitably as night. Prins and Eikens were immediately arrested, along with the six block leaders. They were taken to the guardroom and placed in separate rooms. The first to be abused was one of the block leaders, a 50-year old Dutch nurse surnamed Schuddeboom. A Kempeitai soldier took a one inch thick curtain rod and thrashed her so severely that she screamed for mercy. Prins protested to the guards, but she was hauled into the interrogation room where Schuddeboom lay bleeding and crying on the floor and was told that the ‘punishment’ would stop if all the women involved in the breakout pleaded guilty of their own accord. ‘I retorted sharply that the Japanese were themselves guilty,’ recalled Mrs. Prins, ‘which so outraged the Kempei Tai NCO that he struck me with the same curtain rod, on my back, shoulders and neck about six times and with such force that it broke in two.’10 The next morning all eight Dutch women were driven to the Kempeitai prison in the town of Katan Djakl in northern Sumatra. Prins and Eikens were thrown into a single cell together ‘without light or ventilation, the floor was wet with urine, and excreta was smeared all over the walls.’11 The following morning Prins was taken to an outbuilding behind the prison. ‘Two members of the Kempei Tai were there. I saw lying on a table a selection of weapons, cudgels, belts and whips and in the centre of the floor was a lighted brazier with irons heating on it. I realized that I was in the torture chamber.’12 ‘Pointing to the instruments, one of the Kempei Tai threatened me with torture unless I pleaded guilty,’ recalled Prins. She stoutly refused.


…he made me stand on a chair, after he had tied my wrists tightly together behind my back. He tied a rope, which ran over a pulley right over my head, to the cord around my wrists and pulled the other end until I could hardly reach the seat of the chair with the points of my toes…he kept on raising and lowering me until my arms were nearly pulled out of their sockets. Each time he lowered me he said, ‘Do you plead guilty?’ to which I replied, ‘Nippon salah’ [“the Japanese are wrong”], and each time I gave that answer he beat me on my back with a rubber truncheon.13 



Prins shrieked in agony and the Japanese bellowed at her for an answer during ten long minutes of torture. ‘I said to him, ‘White officers do not behave like this’, and he suddenly let go of the rope and the sudden jerk caused me excruciating pain, and my nose started to bleed profusely.’14 Eikens received the same treatment, and she also refused to confess to the Japanese.

On the following morning the Japanese informed Prins and Eikens that they had been sentenced to death and they were to be taken back to the camp where they would be summarily shot. An hour later they were jostled into a large room and ‘were placed with our faces to the wall and our hands crossed behind our backs.’15 Japanese soldiers entered, and there followed the metallic clicks of rifle bolts being opened and closed. An officer shouted out a command. The Dutchwomen waited for the shots, their hearts in their mouths, but the only sound was the guards’ harsh laughter. A soldier then struck each of the women hard before they were led from the room and returned to the camp population. Both women were lucky to be alive, but it indicated that the Japanese were unmoved by the suffering inflicted on prisoners in Sumatra, and these tortured souls were as good as dead in Japanese eyes.

In Sumatra during the last year of the war the Japanese appeared completely irrational, as massive, and pointless, construction projects were undertaken using POWs who were quite literally on their last legs. ‘[In] remote areas, places with no war value, POWs were being worked to death as if there was still some military point to it,’ notes Gavan Daws in Prisoners of the Japanese. ‘[Some] camps went over the edge into madness, with the Japanese hounding prisoners to death as if death was the point.’16 Had Sumatra been liberated by Operation Culverin at least 600 Dutch, British and Australian military prisoners would have been saved from an agonizing death building a railway from Pakenbaroe on Sumatra’s northeast coast, south across the Equator, then west to connect up with an existing railway. The official purpose for this construction was to move coal and troops across the island. An unknown number of white civilian internees would also have been liberated and saved from death, as the desperate situation faced by the inmates at Brastagi Camp has very well demonstrated the Japanese military’s complete disregard for the women and children in their charge.

The Japanese shipped thousands of prisoners-of-war to Sumatra from camps on nearby Java for the express purpose of providing slave labour for the railway project. The first transport ship, the former Dutch merchant vessel Van Waerwijck, renamed the Harikiki Maru by the Japanese, was transporting 1,382 Allied POWs when she was torpedoed and sunk by the British submarine HMS Truculent on 26 June 1944. One-hundred and fifty-four of the POWs died, along with another twenty-two who were part of a group of survivors who were shipped to Singapore and who died as a result of the injuries that they had sustained during the sinking. The Japanese simply refused to treat these injured men and left them to die. This was a common enough fate for Allied POWs in Japanese hands, as the Japanese consistently refused to mark ships that were carrying prisoners-of-war. Allied submarine skippers were left with the agonizing decision of whether to sink an unmarked Japanese mechantman that may have been carrying arms and ammunition, fuel, Japanese troops or Allied POWs. Thousands of Allied POWs were thus consigned to watery graves at sea because of the Japanese refusal to abide by The Hague and Geneva Conventions and the accepted Rules of War.

The second transport that sailed from Java to Sumatra, the Junyo Maru, met the same fate as the Harikiki Maru in September 1944. The 5,000-ton ship was overloaded with 1,750 Dutch, British, Australian and American POWs, 600 Ambonese military prisoners and 5,500 Javanese slave labourers. Conditions aboard were horrendous. ‘On one occasion a British prisoner of war went mad and jumped overboard. The Japanese thought this extremely funny until he began to strike out for the shore which was not far off,’ recalled Lord Russell of Liverpool in his seminal book The Knights of Bushido. ‘He was brought back, and orders were given that all prisoners must now be battened down in the holds. The only way they could be got below was by beating them and this was done.’17 The POWs were crammed into one hold, forced to stand upright as there was no space to lie down. They were held down below like this until the ship was out of sight of land before the Japanese permitted them to climb back up onto the deck.

The ship was twenty-five miles off the west coast of Sumatra when torpedoes slammed into her from the Royal Navy submarine HMS Tradewind. The rusting and poorly maintained vessel went down in twenty minutes. The Japanese guard commander and his men escaped in the only lifeboat. According to survivor Isaac Dixon, ‘when some of the prisoners tried to save themselves from drowning by clinging on to the lifeboat’s gunwale, one Japanese guard, who was armed with a large axe, chopped their hands off or split their skulls open.’18 Casualties were very high, with a total of 1,449 Allied POWs going down with the ship. Later, escorting Japanese vessels rescued about 400 from the sea, but soon began throwing back those survivors that they considered to be too far gone, too weak or injured to survive without medical attention (which they had no intention of rendering). The rest were taken, nearly naked, to Padang Prison on Sumatra, where they were forced to sleep on bare concrete floors and were extensively ill-treated by their Japanese guards. Dysentery killed a further forty-two of the survivors within ten days of the sinking, and the rest ended up slaving on the railway project.

Construction of the Sumatra railway was only started after the completion of the ‘Railway of Death’ in Thailand, and the prisoners labouring on the project were treated in much the same manner: starved, beaten, shot and exposed to a plethora of horrendous tropical diseases that the Japanese refused to treat. The majority of the white slaves were Dutch soldiers, former members of the Netherlands East Indies Army, along with some British, Australian and American POWs. In total, and with great difficulty as transport ships fell prey to British submarines, 5,215 white soldiers were assembled (4,000 Dutch, 1,000 British, 200 Australians and 15 Americans), along with about 30,000 local labourers that the Japanese called romusha.

The building of the Sumatra railway took more than one year. The Japanese were attempting to construct a 138-mile connection through some of the worst jungle country on earth, bisected by rivers and swamps, and crawling with malarial mosquitoes, poisonous snakes and tigers. The death rate among the prisoners was lower than that found on the Burma-Thailand railway, largely because most of the POWs were Dutch who had been stationed in the Netherlands East Indies for years, and they were fully acclimatized to conditions and largely inoculated against many of the diseases that ran through the camps. The death rate, however, was still twelve percent, representing 698 fatalities.

Eventually there would be fourteen camps constructed along the length of the railway, each a hell-hole of death and suffering. The first camp was a converted oil company barracks at Pakanbaroe. The first consignment of POWs arrived there on 19 May 1944, tasked with sorting out the derelict camp and preparing the way for railway construction to begin. Located next to the Siak River, when it rained, which was frequently, the camp flooded and the prisoners found themselves wading knee-deep through the mud. The Dutch POWs nicknamed Camp 1 “Modder Lust” or Mud Resort. On 24 May railway construction was begun. A small harbour beside the river was piled high with railway sleepers and metal rails. The prisoners’ day began at 7 am Tokyo time or 5 am Sumatra time (the Japanese ran all of their camps on Tokyo time, regardless of the time differences involved). The prisoners would collect their first pitiful meal of the day – a bowl of warm starch-like porridge made from tapioca without salt or sugar. It had no nutritional value whatsoever. At 8 am the Japanese would call tenko or roll-call. This usually descended into a farce accompanied by blows and slaps from guards, and was repeated often several times until the Japanese were satisfied. After this, the prisoners were marched down to the harbour to collect building materials. Each rail was ten metres long and weighed over 300 kilos. Six men carried each one up to the railhead. As the railway slowly advanced inland by about 1.8 miles per day, these materials were later driven ahead by truck. The romusha built the embankments, which was the hardest work physically, while the white prisoners’ hauled rails and sleepers and laid the track.

The POWs were denied any liquid refreshment until the afternoon break at 1 pm, when they were served cold ‘tea’ and thin rice porridge. At 6 pm the work day finished and they were marched back to their camp and served an evening meal of boiled rice with vegetables, occasionally supplemented with a little salted meat or fish. The guards were extremely brutal, and most of them were Koreans who hated the Japanese and naturally took out their frustrations on the prisoners. They often beat POWs with thorny sticks which resulted in open wounds being inflicted on the unfortunate prisoners that usually ended up as open sores and tropical ulcers.

Camp 1 became the administrative centre and base camp for the entire railway project. Major W.C.M. Slabbekoorn was appointed Prisoner Commandant, but due to his deteriorating mental and physical state, another Dutch officer actually looked after the prisoners and liaised with the Japanese – Lieutenant H.C.P. Vennick, who was only twenty-eight years old. The Japanese commandant for all of the fourteen camps was Captain Ryohei Miyazaki. Camp 2 was called the “Death Camp”, and here the sickest men were sent to die. The Japanese speeded up the number of deaths by firstly withholding from the prisoner doctors all medical supplies and instruments, even though after the war the British discovered boxes full of drugs stored in a warehouse by the Japanese in Pakanbaroe, and secondly by placing all sick prisoners on half rations.

In the Death Camp the Korean guards sometimes pushed burning cigarettes into the faces of prisoners, and they amused themselves by forcing sick prisoners to fight each other. The guards would form the prisoners into two lines and cajole them into attacking each other. If the fighting was not convincing enough, the guards would beat the prisoners with bamboo rods and rifle butts until blood flowed. The ‘winners’ of these sick contests were given cigarettes by the guards.

One doctor working in the Death Camp discovered a novel source of protein that saved many lives among his fellow prisoners. ‘I saw chickens grubbing round the latrines and quickly getting fat from the maggots,’ recalled Dr. van Ramshorst. ‘And I thought: what’s good for chickens is good for people too. So we fetched maggots by the bucketful out of the latrines, washed them, cooked them and gave them with sambal (sauce) to the sick, who then visibly improved because of this extra portion of protein.’19 Maggots also proved to be excellent medical assistants. Infected tropical ulcers, which if left untreated would lead to amputations and deadly infections could be cleaned up by wrapping a cloth over the hole that contained clean maggots. The maggots would then eat all of the dead and infected flesh, and within a few days the wound would begin to heal naturally.

The prisoners laboured to construct several bridges over the crocodile-infested rivers of the interior. Whenever there was flooding these poorly constructed bridges were damaged, requiring constant repair work that would keep POWs in the railway camps until the end of the war. Trains were continually being derailed as well, and the guards would force prisoners to manually lift the locomotives back onto the tracks, a dangerous and back-breaking job.

Among the native romusha workers, the death rate was eighty percent. The railway eventually cost one-hundred lives for every kilometre of track that was laid. All this effort, suffering, and death counted for naught however, as not a single Japanese soldier was ever transported on this railway. In one of the greatest ironies of the war, the railway was finished on 15 August 1945, the day the Japanese surrendered. At a little ceremony, with invited POWs in attendance, a copper nail (no gold was available) was driven into the track signifying its completion. Although the Japanese on Sumatra were aware that the war was over, they neglected to communicate this news to the surviving prisoners. Instead, the POWs were given a speech: ‘Now the railway is finished, thanks for all your efforts. I have the honour to announce in the name of His Highness the Emperor of Japan, that all of you will be given a rest. Shortly you will be transported to a better place. And from today the rations of rice, vegetables and meat will be increased.’

Between the 24th and 30 August 1945 all the camps were emptied and the prisoners were transported by rail to the Base Camp. On 31 August the Japanese and Korean guards laid down their weapons and the prisoners took over the security of the camp until liberating forces arrived. One of the first visitors to Pakenbaroe Camp was Lady Edwina Mountbatten, in her role as a St. John Ambulance envoy. The prisoners were later evacuated for hospital treatment to Singapore. Captain Miyazaki, commandant of the entire railway, was sentenced to death for war crimes on 30 May 1946 and later hanged. Many of the other Japanese and Korean officers and guards received terms of imprisonment.

Total Allied casualties for the construction of this pointless railway by the Japanese, including prisoners who were transported from Java to Sumatra, and whose ships were subsequently sunk, is a staggering, but conservative, estimate of 2,225 men. This does not include the 9,000 Javanese slave labourers who perished alongside the Allied POWs in its construction. If Churchill had had his way over Operation Culverin, and the Americans had fully supported it, British forces would have waded ashore on Sumatra shortly after construction had begun on the railway, and a great many of those 600 Allied lives who were subsequently lost during the building phase would have been saved, not to mention many of the natives who slaved alongside the white men. Nearly 5,000 Allied POWs would have been liberated by the advance of Culverin forces as the Sumatra camps were captured, which would have been a massive propaganda victory for Churchill and Mountbatten. It would, unfortunately, have come too late to stop the sinking of POW transport ships by British submarines on the route from Java to Sumatra, but it may have led to the British liberating nearby Java and the tens of thousands of POWs and civilian internees who suffered the torments of hell before liberation came in September 1945.

The Imperial Japanese Navy took part in the murder of Allied POWs and civilian internees in the Netherlands East Indies apparently just as enthusiastically as the Imperial Army. Like the army, the navy followed orders issued from Tokyo, and appear to have been granted a great deal of latitude in deciding how best to deal with captured Allied personnel, including committing acts of murder. By the summer of 1945 the Imperial Navy committed a series of outrages against defenceless civilian internees, and one of the most appalling examples occurred only a month before the end of the war off the island of Java.

After the Japanese surrender in August 1945, and in common with the activities of the army’s Kempeitai, many important documents that could have implicated particular naval officers and their vessels in atrocities were deliberately destroyed by the Japanese to prevent them falling into Allied hands, so what little evidence that has survived has been derived from witness and/or survivors’ statements. A total of ninety European civilian internees were last seen alive by locals when they were herded aboard a Japanese submarine by army guards at the northern Javanese port of Cheribon (now Cirebon) in July 1945. The submarine has never been properly identified but a Javanese-speaking Dutch colonist managed to live long enough tell some local men what had occurred far out at sea. The ninety men, women and children were civilian internees from one of the many camps the Japanese had set up throughout the Netherlands East Indies, and quite why they were killed so close to the end of hostilities remains a mystery.

The internees were herded aboard the submarine and forced to stand on the fore and aft decks, their movements covered by sailors armed with light machine guns positioned in the conning tower. The submarine cast off at dusk and headed out to sea, travelling for several miles. The terrified civilians stood huddled in small groups, unsure of what was going to happen. Perhaps some believed that they were being transferred between the islands to another camp. Suddenly, a klaxon sounded and the guards disappeared inside the submarine, slamming shut the steel hatches with ominous finality. The ballast tanks blew noisily and the submarine slid below the surface as all ninety terrified Europeans were unceremoniously pitched into the dark ocean.

We do not know for certain the terrible events that took place in the ocean so far from land. A good many of those who could not swim, or were too weakened by tropical diseases, probably drowned within minutes of the submarine’s departure. The stronger swimmers would have gathered themselves together and tried to help one another to stay afloat, but they had no lifejackets or flotation devices of any sort. A mass of panic-stricken men, women and children kicking furiously in the sea, coupled with the bodies of the drowned sinking into the depths, would soon have attracted sharks to the area hunting for an easy meal. Over the next few hours hundreds of sharks congregated at the scene, and proceeded to devour all of the internees, whose deaths were more horrible than it is possible to imagine, eaten alive by unseen predators in the dark of night far out to sea.

One mortally wounded European man managed to somehow separate himself from the carnage, and the next morning, when he was near to death from massive blood loss, he was discovered and rescued by the crew of a small Javanese fishing boat. When the natives pulled the survivor onboard they gasped in shock, for the sharks had bitten off one of his arms and his right foot. The man told the Javanese what had been done to the internees by the Japanese, and when his terrible tale was told he closed his eyes and died. The fishermen put his body back into the sea; not wanting to come ashore with the corpse of a European in their boat for the Japanese would have undoubtedly also killed them to protect the secret of the massacre that they had so carefully perpetrated. Although the Javanese reported the Cheribon atrocity to SEAC representatives in September 1945 an investigation was impossible because of the thorough ‘cleaning’ of the Japanese files by naval Tokei-tai police before they were surrendered for inspection, and noone was ever brought up on charges for this brutal massacre.

Whether the British could have pulled together a force sufficient to have actually invaded and occupied northern Sumatra in the Netherlands East Indies remains an unanswered question. Churchill tended to under-estimate the numbers of troops required for operations. For example, when Mountbatten had proposed Operation Buccaneer, the plan to invade the Japanese-occupied Andaman Islands in the Indian Ocean, Churchill had said that in his opinion only one infantry division would have been sufficient, equating to only 14,000 men. SEAC’s own calculations projected a force of at least 50,000 men for this relatively small scale operation in comparison to the massive undertaking required of Culverin.

Naval operations conducted against northern Sumatra certainly revealed that Japanese defences were quite weak on the island, and a determined amphibious assault would probably have succeeded. On 19 April 1944, a large British, American, French and Dutch fleet20 under the command of Admiral Sir James Somerville of Eastern Fleet bombarded the oil storage tanks, shipping and harbour complex of Sabang, on the northeast tip of Sumatra. Led by the battleship HMS Queen Elizabeth, and the battlecruiser HMS Renown, aircraft from the British carrier HMS Illustrious and the American fleet carrier USS Saratoga caused considerable damage. The big guns of the capital ships and cruisers closed up and pounded the shore. Only one American aircraft was lost in this operation, highlighting the lamentable state of the Japanese defences. On 17 May 1944 a similar operation was launched against Surabaya in Java, aimed at destroying the large oil refinery located there that was vital to the Japanese war machine. Again, the pathetic Japanese defences only managed to shoot down one Allied fighter plane.

One of the reasons that Mountbatten and SEAC found it so difficult to get their proposed operations mounted was due to the competitive nature of the Allied intelligence organizations operating in the Far East. General MacArthur relied on information from his G-2 (US Army Intelligence) staff, headed by Brigadier General Charles Willoughby. Willoughby was widely disliked and distrusted by the British and by many Americans as well. Willoughby’s fief extended to control of the Allied Intelligence Bureau, a joint umbrella organization in charge of American, British, Australian and Dutch special operations. Therefore, although British troops may have taken part in two raids on Japanese merchant shipping in Singapore (Operations ‘Jaywick’ and ‘Rimau’), it was effectively an American show. General Willoughby ‘might have enjoyed MacArthur’s confidence but to those who knew him best he was a schemer, a bully, a liar, a toady, and a shameless cheat.’21 Most critically of all, Willoughby controlled the dissemination of vital ‘Ultra’ intelligence decrypts of Japanese signals traffic. In the same way that access to the German Enigma codes had given the Allies the military edge in Europe, Ultra decrypts in the Far East enabled the Allies to read Japanese plans and alter their dispositions accordingly. The Ultra decrypts came through American Brigadier General Spencer B. Akin’s Central Bureau. Control over who got access to Ultra gave Willoughby, and MacArthur, huge advantages over their Allies.

Central Bureau was a new joint American–Australian signals intelligence unit. The Australians also maintained their own intelligence outfit tasked in part with mounting commando raids behind enemy lines called Special Operations Australia (SOA), a good example being the attack on Singapore called Operation ‘Jaywick’ mentioned above. Because the Australians were fighting under the flag of SWPA, SOA could be seen as a subordinate unit of MacArthur’s command, rather than an independent entity. Into this confused plethora of intelligence units was added the British forces under the control of SEAC.

Stealthy and secret operations were the bread-and-butter work of the British in the Far East. Because Britain found itself largely limited to the slog in Burma, while the United States raced for Japan through its island-hopping campaigns, the British realized that it was important to mount covert operations throughout the region. These extended British influence into many of the countries and colonies occupied by Japan, allowed indirect competition with the Americans, and meant that Britain was well-placed to shape the future of postwar Asia. The British, for example, maintained a very close relationship with Chin Peng’s Malayan Peoples’ Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA), which was a communist organisation that actually wanted independence for Malaya. The British worked with the MPAJA because they were the only serious opposition to the Japanese inside Malaya and Singapore, and the MPAJA worked with the British because they would supply them with arms, training and advisors. This marriage of convenience ended in a messy divorce known as the Malayan Emergency that began in 1948 and ended with a British victory in 1960.

Special Operations Executive had been formed in London in 1940 and Winston Churchill had famously ordered the organisation to ‘set Europe ablaze’. The older, established military intelligence organisations, the Security Service (MI5) and the Secret Intelligence Service (MI6) were appalled by SOEs heavy-handed and noisy actions, which seemed in complete opposition to the principles of being stealthy and secretive. SOE was designed to hit the Germans hard, and to generate and support indigenous resistance networks across Europe to give the Germans a massive security headache. Many also saw the potential for using the nefarious talents of SOE in the Far East against the Japanese.

SOE operations in the Far Eastern Theatre were known collectively as Force 136. Two missions were created in Asia under SOE auspices in London. The first, Oriental Mission, was established in Singapore under the command of Colonel Valentine Killery, a former chairman of Imperial Chemical Industries (ICI) in Shanghai. Killery’s mission was to create a resistance network in Malaya in the event of a Japanese invasion of the colony. The governor of Malaya, Sir Shenton Thomas, opposed the whole idea of Force 136 stay-behind parties and managed to prevent any serious efforts being made until after the Japanese had invaded in December 1941. A famous explorer and mountaineer, Major Freddie Spencer-Chapman, formed STS 101, an irregular warfare school and he stayed behind in Malaya after Singapore fell to the Japanese on 16 February 1942 to lead resistance efforts. Oriental Mission tried to re-establish itself on the Dutch island of Sumatra, but this was also captured by the Japanese a month after Singapore surrendered.

Spencer-Chapman and his protégés linked up with the Malayan Peoples’ Anti-Japanese Army and their Chinese leader Chin Peng. The MPAJA were well-disciplined communists who considered Spencer-Chapman to be their link with their British quartermasters. Because of bad communications, Force 136 lost all contact with Spencer-Chapman and the MPAJA for months. In February 1945, Spencer-Chapman suddenly visited SEAC headquarters in Sri Lanka, and as a result of meetings he conducted, Force 136 sent the MPAJA 2,000 weapons and parachuted in 300 liaison personnel. The mainly Chinese MPAJA ended up as a formidable force numbering around 7,000 well-armed guerillas, but the Japanese surrendered before it could mount a serious coordinated operation in support of a British amphibious attack.

Malaya was an important theatre for the British, largely because London wanted to make sure that the colony was returned to the imperial fold after the Japanese had been defeated. After India, Malaya was the most important colony financially and economically in the British Empire, producing around 70 percent of the world’s rubber. SOE operations were therefore geared towards its recapture, including cooperation in the more ambitious projects to invade Singapore hatched by Mountbatten and Churchill discussed earlier. As well as working with the communists, whom the British naturally never fully trusted, Force 136 also trained royalist Malay resistance fighters, particularly in Perak State, where they were known as the Hariman (Tigers) Malaya Force 136 under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel Peter Dobree.

The second mission established in the Far East by Force 136 was India Mission, under the command of forty-seven-year-old Brigadier Colin Hercules Mackenzie, and which was initially stationed in northeast India at Meerut. Mackenzie had lost a leg serving in the Scots Guards during the First World War. Initially, India Mission was not concerned with the Japanese threat, but the German one. It was believed that the German offensives in North Africa and the Soviet Union aimed to affect a junction somewhere in the Middle East, thereby giving Hitler control of most of the world’s oil supplies, not to mention placing his armies within striking distance of India. Force 136 planned to create resistance movements in Afghanistan, Iran and Iraq. Fortunately, the German plan, if such ever existed, was never realized as Lieutenant General Erwin Rommel’s Afrika Korps was defeated at the Battle of El Alamein in Egypt between 23 October and 4 November 1942. Rommel was forced on to the retreat, never to regain the initiative in Africa. In the Soviet Union, Hitler’s armies were halted at the city of Stalingrad in the winter of 1942. The city was the gateway to the oilfields of the Caucasus and a link-up with Rommel’s forces advancing into the Middle East. Hitler was drawn into a pointless slogging match through the winter of 1942–43 that ended Germany’s ability to defeat the Soviets and resulted in the destruction of the encircled German Sixth Army.

With the German threat to Central Asia removed, India Mission turned its attention to the Japanese. China appeared to offer much scope for SOE activity, but in fact China was reserved almost exclusively for American special operations by their own SOE equivalent force, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS). However, the British had already established an organization in Hong Kong that was evacuated to communist-controlled Chinese territory in the south of the country after the Japanese captured the colony in December 1941. This was the British Army Aid Group under the command of Colonel Lindsay “Blue” Ride. China, then as now, did provide an opportunity to make money. An unscrupulous businessman who worked for Force 136, Walter Fletcher, launched Operation ‘Remorse’. He ran several dubious operations inside occupied China smuggling out rubber, conducting currency speculation and a host of other ingenious and illegal rackets, and he managed to net 77 million pounds for SOE. This huge slush fund of cash was used by Force 136 to finance various relief projects and repatriation networks throughout the war.

The really important work conducted by Force 136’s India Mission was in occupied Burma. Here, the British operated two concurrent operations designed to undermine the Japanese occupiers and assist with the eventual liberation of the country by the advancing British and Empire forces. The first involved working closely with the minority communities of the frontier region, in particular tribal peoples known as the Karens and Kachins. Both groups were intensely anti-Japanese, particularly after the Japanese military police, the Kempeitai, had launched violent campaigns of repression against them aimed at rooting out their British liaison officers. In one case in 1943, the British officer working with the Karens, Major Hugh Seagrim, voluntarily surrendered himself to the Kempeitai to spare the local Karens from Japanese reprisals. He was horribly tortured and later executed in 1944. Thirty-five year old Seagrim, who at 6’ 4” was known as “Grandfather Longlegs” by the Karens, was awarded a posthumous George Cross for his bravery. Even more incredibly, Seagrim’s brother, Lieutenant-Colonel Derek Seagrim, was awarded a posthumous Victoria Cross in Tunisia in 1943. By the end of the war the Karens were a formidable fighting force numbering around 8,000 men who were a thorn in the side of the Japanese in Burma.

Burma’s other indigenous border peoples, such as the Chins, Lushais and Arakanese, were the responsibility of V Force, an irregular unit under the direct control of the British Army. Many of the border peoples hedged their bets, and fought for both sides during the war. The Burma Section of Force 136 was under the command of former forestry manager John Gardiner, who had once been a member of the Municipal Council in Rangoon.

The second part of Force 136 operations in Burma was working closely with nationalist groups, who actually wanted independence from the British. The Japanese too had cultivated nationalism all over their empire, and had created the Burma National Army to fight against the British. Force 136 was responsible for all operations in Burma, Thailand, Malaya and Sumatra. The rest of the occupied Netherlands East Indies came under the operational scope of Australia’s version of SOE, Special Operations Australia. Borneo also fell under SOA control. The British codename for SOA was Force 137, and it included Z Special Unit, which mounted the two commando raids on Japanese shipping in Singapore harbour mentioned already.

Brigadier Mackenzie controlled around 30,000 agents across Asia, and Force 136 had managed to locate around 250 Japanese prison camps within Mountbatten’s sphere of influence but they were located deep behind enemy lines and militarily impossible to get at. The only solution would have been the liberation of camps located close to the front-line (many of which contained large numbers of British POWs), and for all intents and purposes that meant the American front-line in the Philippines, which was out of SEAC’s area of responsibility.

The Americans viewed Britain’s previous military failures in Hong Kong, Malaya, Singapore and Burma very badly, and the collapse of British military resistance in 1941–42 had severely damaged the reputation of Britain in Washington power circles. MacArthur and his cronies, known as the ‘Bataan Gang’ after having controversially escaped with their commander in PT boats before the Japanese captured the Philippines in March 1942, had nicknamed Mountbatten’s SEAC ‘Save England’s Asiatic Colonies’. MacArthur was not the only senior American commander who was distrustful of, or openly hostile, towards the British. Admiral Ernest

J. King, Chief of US Naval Operations and a member of the JointChiefs of Staff, was a strong opponent of continuing British influence in Southeast Asia, particularly regarding any reoccupation of British colonies. King determined to keep the Royal Navy out of the Pacific War entirely, and he almost succeeded. Trashing Operation Culverin was an early victory for American postwar interests in the region. Admiral William “Bull” Halsey was in agreement with King, and privately stated that the Americans ‘did not want Britain claiming “she had delivered even a part of the final blow that demolished the Japanese fleet.”’ Even Life magazine was unequivocal regarding British involvement in the Far East. ‘One thing we sure are not fighting for is to hold the British Empire together.’22 The upshot of all of this bad blood was that Britain found herself in a very invidious position regarding conquering territories occupied by the Japanese, and this meant that the lives of tens of thousands of POWs and civilian internees was in the balance as the war entered its final bloody phase. Many would undoubtedly be consigned to almost certain death as Japanese rule remained as rigid and bloody as ever.





CHAPTER SIX

‘Extract Digit’


‘One of the chaps who died in our compound had no eyes at all. His face had been totally burned in the fire, and when he was put into solitary he’d lain unconscious on the earthen floor and his eyes became badly infected with maggots, which just ate his eyeballs away.’

Rifleman Leslie Spoors, The Cameronians (Scottish Rifles)
 Rangoon Jail, 1945



The British officer, clad in the ragged remains of a tropical uniform, stared in disbelief at the words typed onto the piece of paper pinned to the main gate of Rangoon Jail. It was no trick, the war was really over for him and his comrades, and the Japanese were truly gone, leaving behind only a strange message written in disjointed English. It was the evening of 29 April 1945 and the note read:

To:

Gentlemen.

Bravely you have come here opening prison. We have gone, keeping your prisoners safely with Nipponese Knightship. Afterward we may meet again at the front somewhere. There let us fight bravely each other.1 

By July 1944, Lord Mountbatten and SEAC HQ had begun making definite plans for the reconquest of Burma. This was in spite of the fact that the vicious Battle of Imphal was still raging just inside the Indian border in Manipur. The Japanese plan to invade India had been to strike at the town of Kohima, whilst simultaneously hitting Imphal as a diversion. The British would, if their previous campaigns were a yardstick for the Japanese, retreat, abandoning thousands of tons of supplies that the Japanese could capture and use to sustain their armies as they pushed on into India. But this time the British had not retreated. The 5th and 7th Indian Infantry Divisions of XV Corps had stood their ground at Kohima, and although surrounded, the administrative and ancillary sections of these divisions, under the command of Brigadier Geoffrey Evans, had dug in and fought it out with the Japanese.

The two British divisions had reorganized themselves and struck the Japanese hard as they tried to destroy Evans’ ‘Admin Box’. For eighteen days Evans’ men held off repeated Japanese assaults until Mountbatten’s aircraft began to airdrop supplies to the beleaguered garrison. The Japanese were forced to retreat on 25 February 1944 as they were denied British supplies, and Major General Hanaya lost half of his men from 55th Division as a result. At the same time Lieutenant General Renya Mutaguchi’s forces attacked and surrounded Imphal. Once again, the day was saved by Mountbatten’s air bridge of supplies to the troops on the ground, Mountbatten taking thirty Dakotas off the China run, which was against President Roosevelt’s wishes. In the meantime, Major General Orde Wingate’s Chindits had scored some spectacular successes in early 1944, supplied again almost exclusively from the air.

The twin battles of Imphal and Kohima had spelt the end of the surprise Japanese invasion of India, and with the Japanese defeat the end of their ability to control Burma. It had become clear at Imphal that although the Japanese were continuing to fight with their usual suicidal bravery and determination, their forces were at the end of a tenuous supply line and they would shortly be forced back into Burma with huge casualties. The virtual destruction of General Mutaguchi’s Fifteenth Army provided the British commander, Lieutenant General William Slim, with the opportunity to follow rapidly into Burma and recapture the colony while the Japanese were in retreat. The only question for Mountbatten and Slim was where in Burma to strike first?

Two plans were rapidly worked up by SEAC HQ in Sri Lanka. The first, codenamed Plan ‘X’, called for the recapture of northern Burma only, as this would enable the Americans to complete the Ledo Road linking India to China. This was something that had been on the cards for quite some time, and the direction the Americans hoped the British would take. If successful, massive amounts of supplies could then be sent to Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist armies, and American foreign policy objectives for the region would have been satisfied. The Americans were still under the illusion that Chiang would use these proposed supplies to take the fight to the Japanese. In reality, Chiang would take all the materiel help he could and do very little in return, biding his time until the United States defeated the Japanese so that he would have the upper hand in dealing with Mao’s communist rebels.

The British second plan, codenamed ‘Z’, had end objectives that would have been more favourable to the United Kingdom’s overall war aims, which were specifically the recapture of Malaya and Singapore. Plan Z, shortly to be renamed Operation ‘Dracula’, called for an amphibious assault on the Burmese capital city Rangoon, which was headquarters of the Japanese Burma Area Army under Lieutenant General Hyotaro Kimura.

Mountbatten supported Plan Z for several sound reasons. Firstly, the loss of Rangoon would be a major disaster for the Japanese. It was their principle seaport through which their army in Burma received supplies and reinforcements. Secondly, the city lay close to the Japanese lines of communication with their forces occupying Thailand and Malaya. Thirdly, once the British had occupied Rangoon, they could advance east to Pegu or across the Sittang River and cut the infamous Burma-Thailand Railway. The ‘Railway of Death’, as it had been christened by Allied prisoners-of-war who had been shipped north from camps in Singapore, Malaya and the Netherlands East Indies to slave in appalling conditions of hardship and brutality on its construction, was the only viable overland link the Japanese possessed with their forces in Thailand and Malaya. Probably several thousand Allied POWs, who were housed in a string of horrendous camps along the railway’s route through the jungles of Thailand and Burma, would have been within the reach of liberation forces. This extra dimension of ‘Dracula’ meant that SOE’s Far Eastern entity, Force 136, could have launched rescue operations and liberated the camps in a similar manner to the later operation conducted by US Army Rangers who managed to liberate 500 mainly American POWs from behind Japanese lines at Cabanatuan Camp on Luzon in the Philippines on 30 January 1945.

Rangoon was the obvious target of choice, ‘and its capture would open up possibilities of further operations such, for example, as an advance on Moulmein or Bangkok or to the Kra Isthmus or Malay Peninsula,’2 wrote Winston Churchill enthusiastically. Malaya, the real prize in Churchill’s and Mountbatten’s minds, would be isolated by Operation Dracula except by sea, and would lay open to a British invasion. The fourth and final reason for Mountbatten’s strong support for Dracula was that if Rangoon fell to the British the Japanese would be forced to withdraw from most of Burma or face annihilation. The objective of regaining a British colony would be achieved rapidly, negating the hard slog of a campaign through the rugged interior of Burma against an enemy given time to prepare proper lines of defence.

Dracula would shorten the war in Asia and hasten Japan’s defeat by knocking out a significant Japanese army, limit British and Commonwealth casualties, lead to the re-capture of at least one, and possibly two, occupied colonies, liberate thousands of POWs and civilian internees who were nearing the end of their endurance and make Britain an equal partner with the United States in the race for ultimate victory.

SEAC had not reckoned on the level of American resistance to Dracula. The Battle for Normandy was still being fought in France, and as the Allies had yet to capture a deep-water port in an intact condition along the French coast, landing craft, warships and amphibious vessels were tied up with supplying the newly landed American, British and Canadian armies. Mountbatten could not go to MacArthur for help either, as the staff at SWPA was determined to hang on to their own amphibious vessels and units for their own operations as they competed with Admiral Nimitz’s US Marines.

Faced with a lack of equipment for their brilliant and decisive operation, British planners were forced to postpone Dracula and instead launch Plan Y, now renamed Operation ‘Capital’, the difficult and lengthy fight through northern Burma. Plan Y promised a long, hard fight against the Japanese, extensive Allied casualties, and an end result that largely assisted the United States and its ambitions vis-à-vis China, rather than British objectives.

With the activation of Capital, Operation Dracula appeared to be a dead duck as far as strategic operations went. The British now fully committed themselves to the conquest of northern Burma, slugging it out with the Japanese across the jungle-covered hills and flatlands in steaming tropical heat and monsoon downpour. But then, in early 1945, another opportunity suddenly arose for Dracula to be seriously considered once again.

With the capture of the English Channel port of Cherbourg in France in August 1944 sufficient Allied amphibious forces were freed from supplying General Eisenhower’s armies over the Normandy beaches to be of potential use in the Far East. The strategic situation in Burma had also changed considerably since July 1944. In February and March 1945 Bill Slim’s Fourteenth Army had fought the Battle of Central Burma. The Japanese had been heavily defeated and begun to retreat into the Shan States on the Burma-Thailand border. Slim ordered his divisions to exploit the situation by driving south along the Sittang River valley. In April Lieutenant General Frank Messervy’s IV Indian Corps, spearheaded by a tank brigade, had steadily advanced south for 200 miles. By the end of the month, Messervy’s vanguard units were approaching the town of Pegu, situated close to the Burmese capital of Rangoon. Slim, however, was a little uneasy. The monsoon season was about to break, bringing with it torrential rains that flooded the countryside and turned rivers into raging torrents and roads into mud wallows, through which his tanks and infantry would find every mile of advance extremely difficult. The weather would also severely hamper aerial supply operations by the RAF upon which Slim’s army absolutely depended during their rapid advance. And judging by the kinds of battles the Americans had been fighting elsewhere in the Pacific, Slim expected extremely dogged resistance from Japanese forces in the city of Rangoon itself. Slim believed that the Japanese forces, trapped in the city, would fight to the last man and the last round and draw his Fourteenth Army into a Far Eastern Stalingrad. Slim knew that if his army were forced to fight house-to-house through Rangoon during the monsoon his men would simply run out of supplies, and his armoured advantage would also be of little use.

The answer to Slim’s problems was, of course, Operation Dracula. In mid-April Slim asked Mountbatten to reinstate Dracula, urging him to launch the operation before the monsoon broke, an event forecast for early May. Dracula was given the green light, and Slim immediately began preparations to support the assault. Messervy’s IV Indian Corps was ordered to advance and capture the airfields at Taungoo, which would enable the RAF to provide aerial support for the invasion troops from proper, flood-free airstrips. The 5th Indian Infantry Division captured the airfields intact on 22 April against scant Japanese opposition.

Fortunately for General Slim, before Dracula was reinstated Mountbatten had been preparing an attack on the Thai island of Phuket called Operation ‘Roger’. This meant that the Royal Navy already had sufficient warships and landing craft ready and sufficient RAF fighters and bombers, so when Roger was cancelled the forces were immediately detailed for Dracula instead.

In the city of Rangoon nearly 600 Allied prisoners of war were being held under appalling conditions by the Japanese inside the city’s former British jail. Most were British troops who had been captured during the chaotic Allied retreat through Burma in 1941–42, or at Singapore, while many others, including some American B-29 crews, were airmen who had been shot down over the colony during subsequent bombing and reconnaissance sorties out of RAF bases in India. ‘They would be put in solitary confinement for 2 or 3 weeks and interrogated and then put in our compound,’3 recalled Rifleman Leslie Spoors of the 1st Battalion, Cameronians (Scottish Rifles), of the treatment of Allied aircrew by the Japanese.

One event above all others had persuaded the Japanese to abandon any remaining notions of civilized warfare. After the Pearl Harbor attack the United States was desperate to get back into the war and to hit back at the Japanese. President Roosevelt gave the green light to an ambitious plan to bomb Tokyo and to show the Japanese that the Americans had a long military reach and were nowhere near defeated yet.

On 18 April 1942 that idea had become a reality when sixteen B25 Mitchell medium bombers were launched from the fleet carrier USS Hornet several hundred miles from the Japanese mainland. Each of the planes was stripped of defensive armament and most of its fixtures and fittings so that they could carry more fuel and bombs for what many in the army believed would be almost a suicide mission. Led by Lieutenant-Colonel Jimmy Doolittle, each plane dumped one ton of bombs over Tokyo and other targets, and although the physical effects of the air raid were negligible, the psychological effect on the Japanese was astounding. The Japanese government had led its people to believe that the Home Islands were safe from enemy incursions, and the fact that so many American bombers had penetrated Japanese airspace and dropped bombs, including some that detonated close to Hirohito’s Imperial Palace, was cause for great shame and concomitant loss of face among Japanese leaders.

As a result of the Doolittle Raid, harsh new laws were created that ordered that the treatment of captured fliers was to be the same as the treatment reserved for war criminals. Coupled with the refusal of the Japanese government to ratify the 1929 Geneva Convention which their diplomats had signed, the chances of surviving being shot down over Japanese occupied territory was slim at best for most Allied aircrew.

On 13 August 1942, the Japanese hurriedly sanctioned a new law making air-raids on any territory controlled by the Japanese a ‘war crime.’ Captured Allied airmen were to be denied prisoner-of-war status and instead would face a military court martial. ‘Death shall be the military punishment,’ read the Japanese order, and ‘shall be by shooting.’4 Mitigating circumstances were occasionally allowed by the Japanese, and instead of a horrible death airmen were instead sentenced to inhuman imprisonments in circumstances of the greatest cruelty, held in confinement by the dreaded Kempeitai military police. The Japanese had completely ignored the fact that they had been the first modern power to area bomb populated areas when Japanese Navy seaplanes had reduced the Chapei district in Shanghai to rubble in 1932, and in the process killed 10,000 people.

For those airmen who were captured over Burma an uncertain fate awaited them. Some were murdered by Japanese forces shortly after they were captured, some were tortured to death by the Kempeitai military police, and some were left to die of their wounds or injuries sustained in battle. ‘There was one day a truck came in with a group of airmen from some Flying Fortresses that had been shot down and caught fire,’ recalled Rifleman Spoors. ‘They were all badly burned but were still put into solitary confinement where three died the next day. Our medical officer Colonel McKenzie5 saw the Commandant, and got three transferred to our compound and three to another. Only one of them survived, a young lad of about 19 years whose face was burnt, and hands twisted with the burns.’6 

For the lucky ones, imprisonment inside a dreadful Japanese prison camp was the best that they could hope for, and imprisonment certainly did not mean that one was going to live to see the liberation. Rifleman Spoors recalled the gruesome fate of one American flier who was in a very bad state and whom the Japanese had refused to treat: ‘One of the chaps who died in our compound had no eyes at all. His face had been totally burned in the fire, and when he was put into solitary he’d lain unconscious on the earthen floor and his eyes became badly infected with maggots, which just ate his eyeballs away.’7 

British airman faced the same appalling situations as their American comrades if they were shot down over Burma. Six crewmen of an RAF Liberator bomber baled out over southern Burma in February 1945. They were swiftly arrested by the Kempeitai, bundled into a truck and driven to the small town of Myanaung beside the Irrawaddy River. A gruesome interrogation followed, during which the two officers and four NCOs were beaten, hung from the ceiling and given the water treatment. Bravely, these young flyers refused to give their Japanese torturers anything of value, no matter how hard the Kempeitai leaned on them for information. Eventually admitting defeat, the Kempeitai split the officers up from the NCOs. The flight sergeants were marched six miles into the jungle where they were again beaten up and asked more questions. For their efforts, the Japanese were met with silence. The Kempeitai then forced the battered and exhausted flight sergeants to march for a further five miles into the dense, humid jungle.

When the four young British NCOs arrived in a jungle clearing they discovered a party of Japanese soldiers was already waiting for them. Excavated from the rich, black jungle earth was a freshly dug trench – their grave. Each British NCO was forced to kneel in front of the trench, blindfolded and then decapitated by a Kempeitai officer using his sword. Then, in a final desecration the Japanese soldiers used the headless corpses for bayonet practice before the unrecognizable remains were kicked into the trench and the hole filled in. The two RAF officers were spared, why, no-one knew, but it was a good example of the capriciousness of the Japanese regime.

The RAF and USAAF aircrews who were captured, tortured and sometimes brutally executed by the Japanese in Burma were at least spared one of the most shocking and disgusting acts of barbarity committed by Japanese forces against POWs. By early 1945 the situation being faced by many Allied POWs was becoming intolerable. The Japanese were becoming increasingly odd in their behaviour – and one of the oddest episodes of the entire war occurred to American prisoners taken close to the Home Islands where the Japanese garrison inexplicably broke one of the most important taboos of the human race.

The supply situation for many Japanese troops was getting to be so bad by early 1945 that some officers actually ordered their men to turn to cannibalism. The Japanese became the only combatant nation during the Second World War that actually issued orders permitting such an outrage against human morality. One of the worst examples concerned captured American airmen held on Chichi-jima, part of an island group called the Bonins located 150 miles north of Iwo Jima. Beginning on 23 February 1945, the Japanese army began murdering and cannibalizing POWs who had been shot down during the by now regular US Navy air raids on the island. Written orders for cannibalism survived the war and were used as evidence at a post-war investigation conducted by the Americans. Other instances of cannibalism were recorded by British investigators who interviewed Indian soldiers who had been held prisoner in Borneo, and there were a few other incidents reported from Bougainville. It seems incredible that during the final months of the war Allied POWs were not only subjected to torture, starvation and arbitrary execution, but also to organised murder and even the risk of being eaten by the Japanese.

The commanding officer of the 1st Independent Combined Brigade that was garrisoning Chichi-jima in March 1945 was Major General Yoshio Tachibana, a short, shaven-headed sadist and alcoholic (according to his own contemporaries) who decided that as his command was cut-off from the mainland and regular supplies, he would make sure that his own HQ staff would receive fresh meat. When American forces arrived to take the Japanese surrender on 3 September 1945, the head of the war crimes investigation team, Colonel Presley M. Rixey, USMC, asked Tachibana: ‘What became of the American flyers that were captured on these islands?’ Tachibana replied: ‘Yes, we captured six and they all received very kind treatment.’ The General’s answer was completely at odds with the grim truth, later revealed to Rixey by impressed Korean labourers, who had witnessed some of the crimes committed by Tachibana’s subordinates. Rixey ordered the arrest and interrogation of Tachibana and many of his senior staff, and before long a horrific tale began to emerge that stunned the Americans. ‘We were flabbergasted at first. We were expecting beheadings, but never cannibalism!’ said Rixey. ‘What manner of men were these? Polite – cooperative – obedient soldiers, brave and fearless – but beneath this veneer barbarians and worse.’

The cannibalism had begun on 23 February 1945 when Major Sueo Matoba, commanding the 308th Independent Infantry Battalion, visited his brigade headquarters. Major General Tachibana was told that an American flyer was to be executed. During conversation Tachibana mentioned that Japanese forces on Bougainville and New Guinea were so short of food that they ‘had had to eat human flesh’. Matoba was invited to a sake party at the HQ of Colonel Kato’s 207th Infantry Battalion. Kato complained that he did not have sufficient ‘eats’ to go with his drinks, and a discussion was held about where to obtain some meat and more saké. ‘The General then asked me about the execution, and the possibility of getting some meat in that way,’ recalled Matoba at his trial in August 1946. ‘I therefore telephoned to my own headquarters and ordered them to send over some meat and sugar cane rum to 207 Battalion. The meat arrived and was cooked in Colonel Kato’s room. It was human flesh. Everyone ate some but nobody relished the taste.’8 The first victim was a US Navy radio operator, Marv Mershon. A Medical Corps cadet named Sakabe assisted the medical officer, Teraki, in obtaining the meat for Tachibana’s party. ‘Dr. Teraki cut open the chest and took out the liver,’ recalled Sakabe. ‘I removed a piece of flesh from the flyer’s thigh, weighing about six pounds and measuring four inches wide, about a foot long.’9 

Tachibana used the Japanese word kichibu when describing the POWs, meaning ‘beastly’. It was a word often used by the Japanese military and politicians at the time to describe their Allied opponents, but it appears that Tachibana meant ‘beastly’ in the most literal sense – as animals to be consumed. Rear Admiral Kumizo Mori, the naval commander on Chichi-jima, was keen that his own officers should not miss out on the flyers’ flesh. Mori asked Major Matoba for human flesh from the next execution. A written order was issued (see Appendix C) to behead Lieutenant Floyd Hall of the US Navy and remove his liver to serve to Mori and his staff.

The third victim of cannibalism was Jimmy Doyle, who was eaten after several weeks as a POW on the island, followed by Warren Earl Vaughn. The remaining four American prisoners were executed by beheading, except the last who was clubbed to death. The executioners were Major General Tachibana himself, or Lieutenant-Colonel Kikujima and Captain Noboru Nakajima. Major Matobe admitted fully his part in the murder and cannibalism of the American servicemen. ‘Altogether I ate human flesh on three occasions, at my own Battalion HQ, at 207 Battalion HQ, and at the Naval Base.’10 Tachibana, Matobe, Admiral Mori, Captain Yoshio, Colonel Ito, Captain Sato and Captain Nakajima were all charged with ‘prevention of an honorable burial’ and the execution of prisoners of war at their trial on Guam in 1946, cannibalism not being covered by international law. Mori and Sato received life sentences, and the rest were hanged on 24 September 1946.

For the first two years of their captivity, the POWs inside Rangoon Jail had been fed an inadequate diet of rice that had been declared unfit for human consumption by the Japanese. This had later changed to bran, the same wormy bran the Japanese fed to their pigs. Again, it was food determined to be unfit for humans. Most days the POWs had to make do with a few pumpkins and marrows, and if they were very lucky an Oxo cube-sized lump of meat or a little shark flesh. The prisoners, as well as being riddled with tropical diseases and severely malnourished, also stank as the Japanese restricted them to only two mess tins of water per week for washing and shaving purposes. Lacking soap, the prisoners were permanently filthy, which allowed disease to spread more quickly through their ranks.

The Japanese had the prisoners at Rangoon Jail, including the officers, labouring at the Rangoon Docks on most days, including weekends. Impressed as unpaid stevedores, the POWs unloaded and loaded cargo ships from early in the morning until late in the evening, stopping only for a short and inadequate lunch which they had to cook themselves and the occasional cigarette break. The work was grueling, and conducted under a fierce sun or torrential downpours. The prisoners were given every fourth Sunday off as a day of rest. As Force 136 noted in its report on Rangoon Jail:


The working parties varied in numbers, each one usually with an officer PW in charge. Every man who was able to stand up was made to work. The tasks included docking, bomb disposal, trench digging, making anti-aircraft and searchlight and building bomb shelters. There was one instance of a shelter 18’ deep with 30’ of earth on top including 4 to 5 layers of timber. The hours of work were from 0900 hours to 1330 hours, and from 1430 hours until at the whim of the Japanese guard, he considered they had done enough, which might be 1900 or 2030 hours. Night work was carried out at the docks unloading petrol, rice and bombs.11 



Officers were usually treated differently from the Other Ranks prisoners. ‘Normally officers only supervised the work but occasionally were themselves made to work. Their main job was to keep the peace and they were held responsible for misbehaviour.’12 Occasionally, the prisoners’ monotonous routine was broken up by a day’s labour at the nearby railway station or a truck journey to the old RAF airfield at Mingladon for more back-breaking hard labour. Discipline was enforced in the usual Japanese way, through a combination of threats, beatings and torture. Failure to bow to Japanese guards usually resulted in a bashing, and the Japanese often delighted in group punishments for one person’s minor infractions of the camp rules. The sick in the prison hospital were ordered by the Japanese to catch flies and fill two small bottles each day, as the guards delighted in creating yet more physical torment for men already extremely ill. Some prisoners inevitably became extremely mentally disturbed. ‘I clearly remember a chap called Gilroy from the Inniskillings who had lost a brother in the fighting and another had died of a jungle sore the size of a dinner plate on his thigh,’ recalled Rifleman Spoors. ‘He cracked up eventually and every morning he would stand by the fence, stick two fingers in his mouth and whistle as loud as he could. He got on our nerves but it must have been worse for the Japs. Eventually they could take it no longer and he was put into solitary confinement where he stayed until our release nearly three years later.’13 Liberation did not improve the lot of Private Gilroy, who, as Spoors recalled, emerged from Japanese captivity with ‘the appearance of a real wild man – unkempt long hair and beard and staring eyes. When we eventually were released he was kept on board the hospital ship in a cage like a zoo animal.’14 

The prisoners still considered themselves combatants, and many took extreme risks to help sabotage the Japanese war effort. ‘The working parties in the docks, unloading ships carried out sabotage whenever possible, and the work was often done at night which provided greater opportunities for this.’ The POWs risked death at the hands of the Japanese for their daring acts of sabotage that was committed on innumerable occasions.


One of the methods used when unloading barges was to unload them unevenly causing the above waterline seams to submerge with the result that water leaked into the barge and damaged the rice. In unloading petrol drums these were often split open by dropping them too heavily on the dockside, careless handling or rolling them into the water. While unloading aircraft parts, prisoners were able to remove and throw away sparking plugs. They were also able to dispose of fuses and ackack shells. Anything likely to suffer from being dropped was dropped and the damage reported to the Japanese by prisoners as bad packing.’15 



The reason why half-starved and diseased men risked instant death in this manner was simple. Those ‘who were employed on working parties carried out such satisfactory sabotage, at considerable risk to themselves, that unquestionably they felt, and reminded others, that they were not entirely debarred from playing a part in the war effort simply because they had become prisoners-of-war.’16 It appears that sabotage was a practicable proposition within certain limits and that the knowledge throughout Rangoon Jail that it was so general was a valuable stimulant to morale.

The behaviour of the guards towards the prisoners at Rangoon was the usual Japanese mixture of violence and neglect. ‘One prisoner states that the attitude in general of the guards was unpleasant and arrogant. Kicking, hitting and beating were indulged in for the most trivial offences and often without prisoner being aware of the incidents or factors leading up to the punishments. The inside guards of the solitary confinement block are reputed to have been the worst.’17 The death rate in the camp was later determined by a detailed SOE investigation to have been between 20% and 25% of the white prisoners. The causes of death were mainly dysentery, malaria, beriberi, jungle sores and malnutrition, though physical abuse from the guards played an important part as well. There was one outbreak of cholera in the Jail, but the Japanese moved swiftly to eradicate this by inoculating the prisoners. They did this because the guards were also at risk from contracting the disease. The worst example of mass death was the treatment of a group of 500 Dutch prisoners who were housed in Rangoon Jail between October 1942 and February 1943. Two hundred and thirteen of their number died, mainly of dysentery.

The senior officer prisoner at Rangoon Jail was forty-six year old Brigadier Clive Hobson, who had been captured in Singapore in February 1942 along with many of his fellow Rangoon internees. Senior Allied officers were treated with almost as much brutality as the more junior ranks by the Japanese.18 Even General Officer prisoners could be subjected to intimidation, physical abuse and starvation, the Japanese taking particularly great pleasure in humiliating British officers in front of their men. The Japanese held Hobson responsible for the conduct of all of the prisoners. ‘Brigadier Hobson,’ recalled Rifleman Spoors, ‘took the can for everything…He was a very nervous man by the time he got out of the gaol.’19 

The Rangoon POWs experienced two very different commandants during their imprisonment, and the first, who left in 1944, was by far the worst, reserving particular cruelty for Brigadier Hobson. Lieutenant Koshima ‘was most objectionable always in the treatment of the prisoners. He used a steel shafted golf stick to beat them whenever the whim seized him. He would have the Senior British Officer, Brigadier Hobson, taken out and would beat him personally from time to time.’20 Koshima’s replacement as commandant, Captain Tazumi Tai, was a far more decent man according to the prisoners, but abuse from his guards was always present and very little was done to check their more sadistic activities.

In Rangoon, Lieutenant General Kimura, commander of what was left of the Burma Area Army, faced a difficult situation. He had no front-line fighting formations present inside the city. Instead, the only Japanese troops that were available were large numbers of line of communications units, ancillary troops and personnel from the Imperial Japanese Navy. In response to the approach of Bill Slim’s 17th Indian Infantry Division towards the small town of Pegu, only forty miles from Rangoon, General Kimura ordered the creation of an ad hoc unit to be used to defend the Burmese capital. The 105th Independent Mixed Brigade was the result, and this unit of doubtful quality and fighting potential was placed under the command of Major General Hidejiro Matsui. 105th Brigade consisted of men from rear-area units, such as anti-aircraft batteries, airfield construction battalions, personnel from NCO schools, and naval anchorage units. They were short of heavy weapons such as artillery and mortars, completely bereft of air cover, and they possessed either limited or non-existent combat experience, but in common with all Japanese soldiers they could be expected to fight hard and probably to the death if so ordered by their commander.

Japanese sappers had been busy laying minefields and constructing booby traps along the likely British routes of advance, in some cases modifying abandoned aerial bombs and other unwanted munitions for this purpose. These booby traps would cause the advancing British some problems. 105th Brigade took with them all the fittest Allied prisoners, including Brigadier Hobson and the medical officer, Colonel K.P. MacKenzie, from Rangoon Jail as coolies and hostages, and abandoned the remaining 167 men inside the prison. Fifty-five year old MacKenzie was scathing in his judgment of his Japanese captors, especially in the Japanese efforts to ape the manners and behaviour of British troops. Their efforts ‘being a tenth-rate caricature of a third-rate Continental comedian giving an impression of an Englishman,’21 he wrote.

On 25 April 1945 the 400 or so prisoners who were to leave were formed up into columns of four, and escorted away by their Japanese guards armed with rifles and fixed bayonets. ‘At the head of the parade strode Brigadier Clive Hobson, walking stick under his arm and marching erect as a West Point cadet,’ recalled USAAF airman Norman Larson. ‘At his side, equally erect, strode the Japanese commandant …’22 As the long column marched off a fresh group of Japanese guards arrived at the Jail to take over. ‘These guards were very slovenly ex-civilians, and took over the guarding of the jail until 29th April.’23 

For the 167 British and American POWs left behind at Rangoon Jail their future appeared very uncertain. With the departure of Brigadier Hobson, the new senior officer prisoner was Wing Commander L.V. Hudson of the Royal Australian Air Force. On the evening of 29 April the new guards did their usual rounds and issued the usual orders to the prisoners. ‘Later that evening the prisoners heard considerable noise coming from the Japanese quarters, followed by the sound of vehicles being driven away.’24 The prisoners were suspicious, and one of them discovered a handwritten note in English that the Japanese had left for the POWs, stashed inside a mess tin and left prominently on view. It read: ‘To the whole captured persons of Rangoon Jail. According to Nippon Military Order, we hereby give you liberty to leave this place at your will…We hope that we shall have the opportunity to meet you again on the battlefield somewhere. We shall continue our war effort in order to get the emancipation of all Asiatic races.’ It was a curious way to end the war, abandoned inside a prison and granted a sudden liberty by a people who had literally enslaved and murdered them for over three long years. Still not entirely convinced by the sudden liberty that the Japanese had granted them, one senior POW, accompanied by an Indian doctor, climbed a wall into the main entrance area and found a second note, discussed at the beginning of this chapter, pinned to the gate. This note finally allayed Wing Commander Hudson’s suspicions, and he ordered the gates locked and the prisoners armed themselves with whatever they could find. Guards were posted in the place of the Japanese all night, their intention being to secure the prison from any further groups of Japanese troops who may have been about, and to prevent the hostile Burmans from getting in.

On the following day, Wing Commander Hudson contacted the only armed troops that he believed would probably help them, a unit of the renegade Indian National Army. These INA soldiers had been abandoned by their erstwhile Japanese allies, and they appeared happy to throw their lot in with their former Imperial masters. ‘On orders from the prisoners, the Jail was fortified and guarded as well as possible with the limited personnel and equipment available, and he with the members of the I.N.A. virtually took over control of Rangoon until the arrival of our troops,’25 recorded E Group of Force 136.

The 17th Indian Infantry Division and 255th Indian Tank Brigade slowly approached Rangoon via Pegu, their advance slowed by Japanese mines and booby traps. On 25 April the Japanese 105th Brigade clashed with Lieutenant-General Frank Messervy’s leading units. Three days later the monsoon appeared to have arrived early, with torrential rain causing the roads to dissolve into mud wallows and the rivers to rage into torrents. On 29 April, as the remaining POWs inside Rangoon Jail were discovering that their guards had abandoned them, 17th Indian Division launched its main attack on Pegu in these appalling weather conditions. The Japanese held the southern part of the town, having blown up the bridges that separated their zone from the northern section of the town. General Messervy was unable to outflank the Japanese, for reservoirs and flooded fields made this impossible, but some Indian infantry managed to cross the partially demolished spans of two railway bridges that the Japanese had blown up and were still visible above the swirling brown river water, and these troops quickly established a small bridgehead on the south bank. Tanks and artillery was unable to cross the river, but their guns opened up a terrific barrage that pounded the Japanese positions relentlessly.

Brigadier Hobson and the 400 POWs that the Japanese had herded out of Rangoon were soon abandoned by their guards as the strategic situation continued to worsen. It was rumoured that the Japanese were planning to march them to a new camp in Thailand where they would have continued to labour as slaves, but the speed of the British advance made this impossible. On reaching the town of Pegu the party had turned northeast along the railway track towards Waw. They eventually arrived under guard at the village of Naung Pattaya, but around thirty to forty of the prisoners had already managed to escape by this stage. ‘Towards the evening of 29th April ’45, a large Japanese staff car appeared and an officer got out and conferred with the Commandant of the Jail [Captain Tai], after which the former returned to his car and drove off. The Commandant then sent for Brig. Hobson who later returned to inform the PW that they were free.’26 Captain Tai handed Hobson a document written by himself on behalf of the Emperor that stated that the POWs had been freed, ‘and requesting that safe conduct should be given to them.’27 

During the march the POWs and their Japanese overlords had been forced to hide repeatedly from British aircraft that were engaged in attacking ground targets whenever they presented themselves. Naturally, the pilots thought the prisoners were groups of Japanese soldiers. Now abandoned, Hobson and his men decided to risk attracting the attention of the fighters wheeling about overhead. A large Union Jack was produced that had been hidden by the inmates for years and laid out on the sodden ground. Then the letters ‘SOS’ were spelled out using the prisoners’ white underpants. It was not long before Hobson’s group was spotted by several Hurricane fighter-bombers of the Royal Indian Air Force. The disbelieving pilots radioed control reporting the flag, letters and large group of military figures they could see milling about on the ground. Control had no reports of Allied POWs in the area, and assuming that it was all some dastardly Japanese trick, the Hurricane pilots were ordered to attack.

In a sudden whirlwind of murderous destruction the Indian Hurricanes swept in to bomb and strafe the helpless prisoners. After surviving three years of brutal imprisonment it appeared as though many would now die at the hands of their own side – victims of that most ghastly of events often described as ‘friendly fire’. Brigadier Hobson, who had led the prisoners through the hardest of times in Rangoon with dignity, was unfortunately killed outright after being hit by machine gun bullets and two other British prisoners were wounded, but by a miracle they were the only casualties. The rest were soon picked up by advancing British ground forces, liberated to begin the long road to recovery in India.

The following day patrols reported that the Japanese at Pegu had withdrawn. Bridging units quickly spanned the river, allowing British tanks and guns to cross and resume the advance on Rangoon. On 1 May the monsoon began in earnest, and Messervy’s advance slowed to a crawl as the entire countryside flooded under the torrential and near constant downpour. In the meantime, General Kimura had decided to evacuate Rangoon before the British arrived. He was determined to preserve himself and his staff, and the many thousands of ancillary troops in the city that had not been assigned to a glorious death with the 105th Brigade. Kimura ordered the evacuation of Burma Area Army HQ to Moulmein in the south of the country. Japanese troopships departed from Rangoon, and ran a gauntlet of Royal Navy destroyers. Many of the Japanese ships were sunk and hundreds of troops were killed. Kimura’s staff officers, along with the Indian nationalist leader Subhas Chandra Bose, leader of the renegade Indian National Army, left by road, their retreat covered by General Matsui’s troops. Kimura himself was flown out to safety on one of the last few remaining Japanese aircraft that were still operational at Rangoon airport.

General Matsui soon discovered that he and the remnants of 105th Brigade had been cruelly abandoned by Kimura. Whilst his troops had been fighting hard in and around Pegu to halt the advance of the British Fourteenth Army from the north, Matsui and his officers believed that their sacrifice had been to buy time for Kimura to put Rangoon into a state of defence. When Matsui realized that his superior had instead absconded, leaving him cut off, he and many other officers were disgusted by Kimura’s actions. A furious Matsui ordered the remaining units of 105th Brigade to fall back into the hills west of Pegu, where they began digging defences. Matsui was therefore unable to return to Rangoon before Messervy’s men reached it.

The invasion force that would assault Rangoon consisted of three elements: air, land and sea. The air component belonged to 14th Army, and consisted of 224 Group, RAF under the command of Air Vice Marshal the Earl of Bandon. Bandon’s squadrons would cover the landings from the rain-swept airfields recently captured at Taungoo, and from Ramree Island further up the coast. The land element consisted of XV Indian Corps under Lieutenant General Sir Philip Christison. The actual assault on Rangoon would be made by Major General Henry Chambers’ 26th Indian Infantry Division which would establish beachheads on both banks of the Rangoon River. A small number of the troops would be dropped by parachute. The 2nd British Infantry Division would follow through the beachheads several days later and assault the city proper. The sea element of Operation Dracula consisted of a naval task group of one British and one French battleship, two British and one Dutch cruiser and six destroyers.

Christison’s force sailed south from the Akyab and Ramree Islands between 27 and 30 April. On 1 May, just as the monsoon broke and the tanks of General Messervy’s 255th Indian Tank Brigade slowed to a crawl outside Rangoon, twelve squadrons of B-24 Liberator bombers pounded Japanese positions south of Rangoon in preparation for the amphibious assault. Although Kimura had managed to evacuate most of the Japanese forces from the city, some units still remained. Christison did not know the strength of the Japanese opposition inside the city, and he expected a tough fight. DC-3 Dakotas next arrived over Rangoon through grey, lowering skies. RAF forward air observers, a unit of SOE’s Force 136 and a Gurkha parachute battalion dropped onto Elephant Point at the mouth of the Rangoon River. Meeting sporadic Japanese resistance, the Gurkhas quickly eliminated the small enemy forces in some sharp firefights. Next, Royal Navy minesweepers began to clear a passage up the river for the landing craft, and in the early hours of 2 May landing craft began to disgorge the battalions from the 26th Indian Infantry Division.

‘Although the Japanese had fled from Rangoon,’ wrote Rangoon Jail RAF prisoner and Beaufighter pilot Hugh McMichael, ‘Allied aircraft continued to bomb the city, apparently unaware that the Japanese had already gone.’28 Not relishing the thought of being killed by his own side so close to liberation, McMichael and his comrades knew they had to somehow communicate with the Allied aircraft. ‘Those of us who were left decided to paint messages on the roof of the buildings: ‘Japs Gone’ and ‘British Here’ hoping the airmen would get the message. But the air attacks continued as the airmen thought it was a trick.’29 

RAF air reconnaissance had slowly begun to report to XV Indian Corps that there were no signs of substantial Japanese forces left in Rangoon proper. ‘A fellow RAF pilot and I decided to paint another message on yet another roof,’ recalled McMichael. ‘‘Extract Digit’. There was no way the Japs would know that expression. It worked, and no more bombs were dropped near the jail.’30 The airmen knew that this was RAF slang requesting that the liberating forces hurry up. An RAF Mosquito pilot, on reading this message picked out in tall white letters on the prison’s roof decided to land his aircraft at Mingaladon Airfield, not knowing whether the base was full of concealed Japanese, and to investigate further.

Dropping the Mosquito down through the driving rain, Wing Commander Saunders and his co-pilot Flight Lieutenant Stevens made a hazardous approach and landing. The plane bounced into a bomb crater and was severely damaged. The two unharmed officers climbed out, and armed only with their service revolvers, they walked to the jail where they discovered the 167 emaciated British and American POWs who were completely overjoyed to see them. Later, the pilot and his crewmen walked down to the docks, commandeered a sampan off some locals and sailed down the river to meet the landing craft that were heading upriver into Rangoon.

The prisoners sat tight inside the jail, as Wing Commander Saunders had instructed them to do for their own safety. ‘The next day instead of bombs, a plane came over and dropped Red Cross parcels and K rations, which consisted of cigarettes, chocolate, biscuits and chewing gum …’ recalled Rifleman Leslie Spoors. ‘What a day we had – it was a very happy time for all of us. Fresh bandages for our sores instead of old bits of rag and paper to keep the flies off.’31 

By 3 May 26th Indian Division had occupied Rangoon without any serious resistance being encountered. Units moved out northeast to link up with elements of the Fourteenth Army. On 6 May a linkup was affected at Hlegu, twenty-eight miles from the city, when General Christison’s men met the vanguard of Messervy’s 17th Indian Infantry Division. General Matsui and the remnants of the 105th Brigade in the meantime had affected a linkup of their own with the remnants of Twenty Eights Army that had been destroyed at the battles of Imphal and Kohima, and together they took up positions in the Pegu Yomas hills. In July the Japanese attempted to break out of their Pegu Yomas positions and link up with other Japanese forces east of the Sittang River, but they suffered heavy casualties as a result. Imperial Japanese Navy personnel formed their own unit that was almost entirely wiped out by the Fourteenth Army in those blood-soaked Burmese hills. Once the main fighting was over, it has been estimated that RAF aircraft and local guerilla attacks killed another 11,000 Japanese troops as they tried to escape on rafts down the monsoon swollen Sittang River.

For the first time in the war a British operation had resulted in the rescue of a substantial number of POWs. But it had been only through luck that the 600 men had been liberated, and not design.





CHAPTER SEVEN

Stabbed in the Back


‘You are going to have to revise your plans. The war with Japan will be over in less than a month. We are going to use a new bomb, an atomic bomb, against the cities of Japan, and the Emperor will be forced to capitulate.’

Churchill to Mountbatten
 Potsdam Conference, Berlin, 1945



Winston Churchill continued to plan and scheme for a British return to Malaya. He had never concealed his desire to return Malaya to the British Empire as soon as possible, and Lord Mountbatten had been his strongest supporter. Accordingly, the Prime Minister had pushed Mountbatten on several occasions to make this shared dream a reality. South East Asia Command, though often at Churchill’s personal urgings, had for years tried to work up military operations for the recapture of Malaya and Singapore, but all of their efforts had been frustrated by resistance from British military leaders in London or by American refusals to support any operations that were likely to give Britain a say in the war in the Pacific.

Operation ‘Culverin’ had been the first SEAC initiative offered to the Imperial Defence Staff in London. The planned daring assault on the northern tip of Sumatra in the Netherlands East Indies had been formally proposed in February 1944, but had met resistance from the US Joint Chiefs of Staff in Washington D.C. Mountbatten’s plan was then vetoed by the clever opposition of the Americans, and particularly Mountbatten’s own acerbic deputy “Vinegar Joe” Stilwell, and the Chiefs in London who felt the whole operation to be wholly impractical and far too risky.

Although Mountbatten had been stymied over Culverin, he had soon rallied and proposed a totally new operation that would have propelled Britain firmly into the centre of the stage in the Pacific War alongside the Americans, instead of remaining relegated to a supporting role. At last, Britain would have had equal billing, and a say in the outcome of the Japanese war and the peace that would follow Japan’s absolute defeat. The plan, codenamed Operation ‘Zipper’ would have led to nothing less than the recapture of Malaya and Singapore and the restoration of British imperial pride. It would have eliminated at a stroke an important Japanese naval base and isolated the huge Japanese Seventh Army in Malaya, leaving it to wither on the vine. This was a tactic being used successfully by both General MacArthur and Admiral Nimitz in their twin advances across the Pacific. A fight for Singapore would have erased the shame and humiliation of 1942 and resulted in the liberation of tens of thousands of British, Australian and Indian POWs, along with thousands civilian internees, who were held in squalid camps on the island and down the length of the mainland.

According to SOE’s Force 136, the figures for British and Commonwealth prisoners being held in Singapore and Malaya were considerably less than in 1942 after the Japanese had shipped so many north to labour on the Burma-Thailand Railway and others to Borneo, Manchuria and Japan as slaves. However, considerable numbers did remain in appalling conditions in prison camps where rations were almost exhausted and the Japanese were becoming increasingly deranged by the thought on impending defeat. In Singapore, Changi Camp still housed 14,900 POWs,1 considerably reduced from the original 50,000 who had been marched into the former British cantonment in February 1942. Travelling north through Malaya, there were many camps filled with starving, diseased and filthy wrecks of human beings who were praying daily for deliverance. In Johore, the Malay state that faced Singapore across the Straits, 300 POWs of unknown nationality were in Muar Camp, and 500 Indian soldiers were being held at Kluang. An unknown number sweated it out at Endau, while 500 Australians had been positively identified by Force 136 at Johore Bahru. At Batu Pahat another camp contained an unknown number of POWs. At Kuala Lumpur, capital of the Federated Malay States, 2,500 Indian POWs and an unknown number of whites languished in camps, and at Negri Sembilan 1,000 white prisoners of unknown nationality were inside the camp built at Port Dickson.

For Lord Mountbatten, ‘Zipper was to be his apotheosis as Supreme Commander.’2 The plan was simple. Firstly, the British would seize the Thai island of Phuket in Operation ‘Roger’. Phuket would be used as a base from which to launch the main invasion of Singapore. Simultaneously, the island of Penang, lying off Malaya’s west coast, would also be seized. From Penang, the amphibious forces would land on the Malayan peninsula at Port Dickson and Port Swettenham on the west coast and advance down to Singapore and invest the island from the rear, just as the Japanese had done in 1942. At the same time, another invasion force would come ashore on Singapore Island from Phuket and liberate the city in an amphibious assault from the sea.

This time the Americans accepted the operation in principle, but they wanted it reduced in scale. The ‘Roger’ part of the plan was dropped because the British lacked sufficient naval strength in the region, and the Americans were concerned lest the British did not send promised fleet carriers to reinforce the new British Pacific Fleet that was to operate in cooperation with Nimitz in his drive on Okinawa. A confident Mountbatten told Deputy Prime Minister Clement Attlee that he would conquer Singapore before the end of 1945, ‘provided that the light fleet-carriers which were provisionally promised to me are not sent to the Pacific.’3 The question of the carriers remained a thorny one.

The Admiralty in London had other plans for these larger fleet carriers, and was determined to send them forthwith to Admiral Sir Bruce Fraser’s new British Pacific Fleet for operations exclusively supporting the American sphere of operations under Admiral Nimitz. Admiral Sir Andrew Cunningham, the First Sea Lord and Chief of Naval Staff, wrote in his diary a week later: ‘We turned down Mountbatten’s attempt to steal the light fleet-carriers.’4 Rear Admiral Thomas Troubridge, the Fifth Sea Lord, told Mountbatten in July 1945 that the decision to remove the carrier’s from SEAC control had been Cunningham’s alone. Admiral Fraser had said that in his opinion the carriers could have been spared to take part in Operation Zipper before they were needed in the Pacific. Cunningham did not like Mountbatten personally, and the fleet carrier decision was indicative of the infighting among the top brass that hampered Mountbatten’s ability to prosecute the war as much as his disagreements had with the Americans. Not to be outdone, Mountbatten raised the fleet carrier issue with the Defence Committee of the Cabinet, but Cunningham deftly sidestepped the issue and his decision was allowed to remain final.

Mountbatten was told that he would have to make do with smaller escort carriers to provide air cover during the crucial early phases of the invasion until airstrips could be created or captured ashore in Malaya. Mountbatten was not unduly fazed by this decision, and he decided that on reflection it was probably better to just strike directly at Malaya instead of any subsidiary targets before the main show.

The forces that Mountbatten assembled for Zipper were impressive. Four Indian infantry divisions,5 containing the usual mixture of British and Indian battalions, were to be supported by an Indian tank brigade, 3 Commando Brigade and 5 Parachute Brigade. Preliminary bombardment of Japanese positions would be conducted by RAF bomber squadrons operating out of the Cocos Islands in the Indian Ocean and from bases in southern Burma. Closer inshore, two Royal Navy battleships and a host of cruisers and destroyers would pound Japanese beach defences and cover the initial assaults. Nine British escort carriers would provide air cover for the operation until suitable airstrips could be seized in Malaya. It was planned that within seven weeks of D-Day, SEAC would have ashore 182,000 men, 18,000 vehicles and a quarter of a million tons of supplies. ‘It is a measure of Mountbatten’s dogged determination and implacability that he managed to assemble a very considerable force for his own final act,’6 which some historians have likened to his own Operation ‘Overlord’ (referring to the Normandy Landings).

Training for the operation was well advanced. It also represented for the British a final strategic gamble designed to put them onto a nearly equal footing with MacArthur and Nimitz. This was at a time when Operation ‘Dracula’, the plan to liberate Rangoon in a dashing amphibious strike, had been postponed in favour of a steady drive to liberate northern Burma and thereby assist the Americans in completing the Ledo Road into China. Dracula, in its original form in July 1944, would have witnessed the British seize Rangoon and push on to cross the Sittang River and cut the Japanese Burma-Thailand Railway. Japanese forces in Malaya and Thailand would have been isolated, and the operation would have undoubtedly led to the liberation of tens of thousands of Allied prisoners-of-war from the concentration camps that lined the railway.

The Battle for Normandy had taken overall priority between June and August 1944, and Mountbatten’s plan was frustrated by a lack of landing craft and naval support vessels with which to launch Dracula. Although, as we have seen, Dracula was dusted off and actually initiated in May 1945, most of the hard fighting for Burma had already been completed by Bill Slim’s Fourteenth Army, and when Allied forces actually made their assault on Rangoon they discovered, as we have seen, that the Japanese had mostly departed, leaving behind a collection of bedraggled and starving British, Australian and American POWs in the city jail and wandering around in the monsoon rains outside the city.

The forces Mountbatten had assembled for Operation Zipper were put through intensive training in Burma in preparation for what most expected to be a stiff fight. Every officer and man who was due to take part was put through a six-week dryshod course in half that length of time by a very efficient combined operations training team. Mountbatten was able to draw upon the expertise he and some of his staff had gained when Mountbatten was Chief of Combined Operations earlier in the war. The troops practised swimming in full equipment. The Royal Lake in Rangoon was used for pontoon bridging and outboard motor-boat training. Units and brigade groups rehearsed beach landings. The two sites that had been chosen for the Zipper landings in Malaya, Port Dickson and Port Swettenham, were carefully reconnoitered by Combined Operations Pilotage Parties that were secretly put ashore from submarines, and they had reported that the beaches were ideal for an amphibious landing in force.

Suddenly, Mountbatten’s plans were struck a new, unexpected and fatal blow – this time struck not by the Americans but surprisingly by the British government. On 8 June 1945, the government announced the activation of Operation ‘Python’. The Secretary of State for War, P.J. Grigg, pushed forward Python in a cynical attack on Mountbatten, whom he disliked personally. Python was not a military operation, but rather a government policy that stipulated that service time abroad for soldiers in SEAC units was to be cut from three years and eight months, to three years and four months. At a stroke, Mountbatten would lose many of his most experienced soldiers just as Zipper was about to be launched.

Lord Mountbatten was not consulted about the timing of Python, and it appeared to be an appalling act of vandalism enacted against Zipper by his own government. ‘The 32,300 officers and men who get home earlier…will presumably be delighted,’ said Mountbatten, ‘but the million odd men in the Navy, Army and Air Forces…who are now condemned to inactivity, will moulder and rot.’7 Zipper had already been delayed once over the issue of the aircraft carriers and Operation Roger, and now Mountbatten faced more problems. ‘This wasn’t just bad manners,’ said Mountbatten of Grigg’s decision to enact Python early. ‘It was military insanity. Suddenly we faced having to recast all our plans, and even postpone Zipper yet again.’8 Mountbatten argued that ‘the greater the delay the stronger would be the enemy build-up, especially in Singapore, and the greater the suffering and mortality among civilian detainees and prisoners-of-war’.9 His arguments fell upon deaf ears in Whitehall.

At this time of great stress for Mountbatten, new developments with the Americans also meant greater responsibilities for SEAC. In June 1945, after a meeting with General MacArthur in newlyliberated Manila, Mountbatten was informed that the SEAC area of responsibility was to be increased so that SWPA could concentrate on the proposed invasion of Japan, codenamed Operation ‘Downfall’, which was scheduled to begin in December 1945. Added to Mountbatten’s sphere of influence was the rest of the vast Netherlands East Indies, the Portuguese colony of East Timor and all of the island of Borneo located below the equator. Mountbatten enjoyed his first meeting with MacArthur and accepted the expansion of his sphere of operations with grace, later writing:


I thought I ought to go and see MacArthur in Manila, and flew off. I had heard much about his presence and his powers, that he was an outstanding figure. When we met, I wasn’t disappointed. He was a terrific man. He simply oozed personality. He was also – unlike me – a complete autocrat. We got on marvellously, and our talks were terribly useful.10 



Mountbatten was forced to delay launching Zipper until 9 September as a result of Operation Python. The question was why had the British government enacted Python when they knew that Zipper was about to be launched? It appeared that the answer was that the decision was a political rather than a military one. A general election was coming up, and the government was after servicemen’s votes. ‘It looks like an electioneering dodge’,11 opined Admiral Cunningham in one of his rare displays of support for Mountbatten. According to Lieutenant General Sir Henry Pownall, Mountbatten’s Chief of Staff, Grigg used his dislike of Mountbatten to attack him by introducing Python, and so he used Python to attack him. ‘Now, when P.J. [Grigg] doesn’t like someone, he does not neglect an opportunity to stick in a knife,’12 wrote Pownall. In reality, although Grigg may have thought that he was damaging Mountbatten, in reality this cheap and selfserving ploy was actually hurting the British war effort and costing British lives, specifically prisoners-of-war who could have been liberated early from their purgatory in Japanese hands. Python had destroyed any chance of Zipper being launched before the Japanese surrender, and it doomed hundreds of POWs to death as relief never reached them until three weeks after the final surrender. Many lives would have been saved as the camps would have been liberated as the Zipper forces pushed out from the beachheads. It also robbed the British of a chance to finally lay to rest the humiliation of Singapore’s surrender in February 1942 by wresting control of the city back off the Japanese by force, and would do much to stir up anti-British and independence movements in the immediate post war period. Operation Python must rank as one of the classic examples of a selfserving politician meddling in military affairs to the detriment of people’s lives.

In July 1945, Mountbatten intended to fly to London to try and get additional supplies from the Chiefs of Staff, but he was diverted by Churchill and flew into a wrecked and gutted Berlin to attend the Potsdam Conference, the meeting that decided the shape of the post-war world and also set the stage for the Cold War. Mountbatten was about to receive some earth shattering news. At Potsdam, General George C. Marshall, the US Chief of Staff, took Mountbatten to one side and told him, in the strictest secrecy, that the United States had the atomic bomb and that they would drop it on Japan in early August. Later that same day, Prime Minister Churchill confirmed Marshall’s comments to Mountbatten. ‘You are going to have to revise your plans,’ said Churchill to Mountbatten. ‘The war with Japan will be over in less than a month. We are going to use a new bomb, an atomic bomb, against the cities of Japan, and the Emperor will be forced to capitulate.’13 The new American President Harry S. Truman told Mountbatten the same thing as well, though interestingly he failed to inform General MacArthur.

The news that the Americans had the atomic bomb and were going to use it concerned Mountbatten, but not for any humanitarian reasons. ‘Mountatten had always believed that the Japanese had to be defeated in the field – demonstrably defeated – and was appalled at the nation being given a chance to surrender before this happened. They had to lose ‘face’.14 The question uppermost in Mountbatten’s mind was whether the Japanese would surrender before he could launch Operation Zipper. The operation could take place no earlier that 9 September because of the damage caused by P.J. Grigg and Python, and it seemed unlikely that the Japanese could continue to fight for that long with nuclear Armageddon in the offing. ‘It was no use Mountbatten arguing that the greater the delay the stronger would be the enemy build-up, especially in Singapore, and the greater the suffering and mortality among civilian detainees and prisoners-of-war.’15 All such entreaties to Churchill and Truman fell upon deaf ears, as they waited to see the results of their new atomic wonder-weapons.

For prisoners in Singapore and elsewhere, liberation still appeared a dream rather than a real possibility. The Japanese were becoming very jumpy, and homicidal in their treatment of the prisoners. Little vignettes of horror were daily being played out. A viciously sharp katana sword cut the air with a deadly whoosh as another of the American airmen was beheaded. The Japanese in Singapore during the final days of the war were busy disposing of prisoners even though they knew that their country had lost the contest. Airmen were special targets for Japanese hatred and punishment, the Japanese believing that Allied fliers and their aircraft were the force most responsible for defeating their country. On several occasions, captured fliers were murdered in the last few days of the war in Singapore, as Operation Zipper remained delayed and salvation did not arrive in time to save the unfortunate young bomber pilots and crews. The responsibility for several aircrew murders committed in the city in August 1945 were with the Imperial Japanese Navy’s Tokkei-tai, the equivalent of the dreaded army Kempeitai military police, who controlled the naval base and many other facilities throughout the island.

By July 1945 the Japanese military and naval facilities in Singapore were under constant bombing attacks by Allied aircraft. During one such raid an American B-24 Liberator was successfully engaged over Keppel Harbour by the anti-aircraft batteries on board the Japanese destroyer Kamikaze and the minesweeper Toshimaru. Badly damaged, the pilot ditched the stricken aircraft into the sea, and the two Japanese warships picked up a total of seven survivors and took them to a small prison located at the Seletar Naval Base. The previous inmates of the prison, fourteen other Allied flyers, had already been executed and their bodies destroyed by the Japanese Navy to conceal the crime. The naval base fell under the control of the 10th Special Naval Base Force, whose commander was Rear-Admiral Osamu Imamura. The new American prisoners were placed under the control of Lieutenant-Commander Okamoto, who was in two minds about the job that he had been given.

We know the details of the executions of the seven captured American fliers so close to the war’s end, because many of the Japanese responsible for this heinous crime were subsequently tried by a British Military Tribunal in Singapore in December 1947. The star witness at this trial was a lowly navy cook, Harumitsu Oka, who witnessed some of the ill-treatment that was meted out to the Americans, and who voluntarily came forward and testified against his former superiors. Oka broke the Japanese wall of silence over war crimes, and he was clear that those responsible for the murders of the airmen ‘should be punished for the good of Japan and humanity as a whole.’16 

Oka came into regular contact with the unfortunate American captives as it was his job to feed them. ‘When I went to see the flyers I noticed that one of them was an officer,’ recalled Oka at the 1947 trial. ‘He was wearing overalls with a zipper up the front and had a pair of cloth wings sewn onto it above the breast pocket. I was told that he was the pilot. The other members of the crew were wearing fatigues with combat boots but some had only shirts on above the waist.’17 Lieutenant-Commander Okamoto had the prisoners divided into two groups and separated into two huts at the prison. Oka stated that he peered into the huts and “saw that they were lying on the floor with their hands tied in front of them and were blindfolded.” One of the Americans had a deep cut on his leg caused by the crash-landing, but he was denied medical treatment by the Japanese and was instead left to bleed all over the cell floor. A young navy sub-lieutenant by the name of Kobayahi was detailed by Commander Okamoto to use his men to guard the prisoners, but after two weeks Kobayahi requested a meeting with his superior. Kobayahi complained that detailing men to guard the prisoners was a waste of resources that could be better used to resist any Allied attacks on Singapore. Kobayahi requested clarification as to what could be done to alleviate him of this onerous task. Okamoto telephoned Seventh Fleet Headquarters and spoke to Captain Matsuda on Admiral Imamura’s staff, requesting instructions. The reply was unequivocal and backed up by the 1 August 1944 order concerning the disposal of Allied POWs issued by the War Minister, Field Marshal Sugiyama: ‘Execute them!’

Unlike his subordinate, Lieutenant-Commander Okamoto did not agree with Admiral Imamura’s illegal order. In a statement that he made to the British military court dated 11 June 1947, Okamoto wrote: ‘I thought at the time that the affair was a bad thing and as a private individual thought these things were pitiful.’18 However, Okamoto had no intention of going against his superior’s wishes, and in his defence he stated rather lamely: ‘I could do nothing against orders from Fleet HQ. I was not anxious to have the men disposed of. I was interested in the matter only because Lieutenant Kobayahi was unable to guard the men because of his operational duties.’19 Obedient to the last day of the war, Okamoto subsequently ordered Kobayahi to kill the American airmen. In turn, Kobayahi ordered Petty Officer First Class Ton to carry out the actual executions as each officer passed the buck for the responsibility of getting blood on their hands. On the morning of 4 or 5 August 1945 Seaman Oka witnessed Ton and four other petty officers board a truck at the naval base, each man carrying a samurai sword. The truck would take them to the place of execution at the Nee Soon rifle range, where the prisoners had already been brought, and where other Japanese sailors waited. Oka learned later from his comrades that about twenty-five Japanese sailors took part in the executions of the seven Americans. One, Petty Officer Hikiji, was a swordsmanship instructor, and using one of the prisoners as a living instruction tool, he decapitated the unfortunate man with a single stroke to great cries of acclaim and terrific applause from his awed audience. After the demonstration, the others were invited to participate in decapitating the terrified prisoners, or as Oka related, ‘… to try their hand at it.’ Being amateur swordsmen at best, the American prisoners suffered horrendous deaths as the Japanese sailors slashed at their necks, often taking several blows to decapitate their victims. One of the prisoners even managed to jump up and run away from his guards, and was chased by a swordwielding sailor who quickly caught up with him and cut off his head in a frenzy of badly-aimed blows. Keen to conceal what they knew was a war crime, the Japanese dumped the prisoners’ bodies into a large pit that had been specially dug for the executions, and the sailors returned to their normal routine at the base.

Lord Mountbatten was determined that the planning, training, and organisation involved in putting together Operation Zipper was not going to be wasted by a speedy Japanese surrender. The officers at SEAC HQ knew that they would soon be in a race to save the lives of POWs and civilian internees held across Asia as the war wound down to its horrific climax at Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In Singapore, when the Japanese turned on their wireless sets and listened intently to the reedy voice of Emperor Hirohito ordering them to ‘endure the unendurable’ at midday on 15 August 1945, they were all shocked and incredulous. None was more shocked than Lieutenant General Seishiro Itagaki, commander of the 25th Area Army Group in Singapore. Hurried and urgent conferences were convened by harried staff officers and worried field commanders, and Itagaki told his subordinates that he was unwilling to surrender his army to the Allies and would instead fight on to the death. The Kempeitai military police were reminded that as part of contingency plans for such an eventuality originally issued by the War Ministry ‘It is the aim to not allow the escape of a single [prisoner-of-war]. To annihilate them all and not leave any traces.’ The War Ministry’s original instructions to Japanese occupation forces across Asia to ‘prevent the prisoners-of-war from falling into the enemy’s hands’20 now appeared as though they would be severely tested. This was further clarified by Allied war crimes investigators after the war was over when they obtained a document outlining Japanese government policy from Sadayoshi Nakanishi, Acting Director of the prisoner-of-war Information Bureau in Tokyo. The document reiterated earlier orders and stated that ‘prisoners-of-war must be prevented by all possible means [author’s italics] from falling into enemy hands.’21 The term ‘all possible means’ was left up to individual Japanese commanders to decide upon methods to be employed. In Singapore, the furious Kempeitai began to prepare to enact a final massacre of all Allied POWs before the British arrived to reclaim their colony.

As we have seen, two weeks before the surrender the Japanese Navy had executed seven American airmen from a shot-down B-24 at a rifle range in Singapore. In a considerable panic, the Japanese officers responsible ordered large amounts of documentation to be burned before the British arrived to re-occupy Singapore that detailed the abuse and execution of dozens of POWs during the occupation. The army’s Kempeitai joined in, as they too took measures to eradicate all physical evidence of the multitudes of atrocities that they and the army had committed in three and a half years. All over Singapore island large bonfires burned day and night, and using these as cover, Petty Officer Ton and the other naval executioners who had killed the Americans on the 4th or 5th August exhumed the airmen’s bodies, transported them to the Seletar Naval Base, and cremated them on a huge bonfire on the central parade square. The ashes were then carefully collected and thrown into the sea. With cold calculation, Lieutenant-Commander Okamoto, who had followed to the letter his superior’s order to kill the American prisoners despite his personal reservations, was later given the opportunity to outline the reasons why the seven Americans had been beheaded during his trial in the city in 1947. In his estimation, ‘(1) We could not send them back to Japan. (2) We could not guard them indefinitely, and (3) Although the general policy was to send POWs back to Japan or hand them over to the Army authorities, the orders of Fleet HQ had to be carried out.’22 The only reason that Okamoto and his comrades were charged with war crimes by the British was because an insignificant navy cook broke the usually rigid Japanese code of silence and came forward to testify fully in 1947. Undoubtedly, many other Allied POWs held in Singapore were murdered by the Japanese army and navy around the time of the surrender, but with most records burned and the victim’s bodies carefully destroyed, their names and nationalities remain unknown to this day.

Three days after the Emperor’s surrender broadcast, General Itagaki flew to Hanoi in French Indochina to meet with his superior, Field Marshal Count Hisaichi Terauchi, commander of the Japanese Southern Army which was responsible for all of Malaya, Thailand and Indochina. Terauchi ordered Itagaki to put all thoughts of a glorious death in battle to one side, and to obey the order of his commander-in-chief, the Emperor, and surrender unconditionally to the Allies. Although surrender ran against all of his beliefs and training as a military officer, Itagaki, like most Japanese soldiers, felt duty bound to obey his Emperor’s orders. Terauchi merely clarified this position in his subordinate’s mind, and knowing that he would not be receiving the support of his commanding officer, Itagaki’s will to resist collapsed.

Mountbatten was in London when the Japanese abruptly and unexpectedly surrendered. Churchill telephoned him: ‘Well, Dickie…I hope that you have made all plans and that you are ready to send your first aeroplane into Singapore tomorrow.’23 The problem facing Mountbatten was the question of whether or not to cancel Zipper now that the Japanese had surrendered. Everyone at SEAC was unsure of Japanese intentions, and General Itagaki and many of his senior commanders had indeed favoured fighting on from their prepared positions regardless of the Emperor’s order for the first few days after the capitulation. With the delay imposed by Python, some of the Royal Navy ships necessary to transport the heavy weapons onto the beaches in Malaya were no longer available. Mountbatten decided that an occupation force needed to be put into Malaya and Singapore as soon as possible, and the Zipper plan offered the easiest way to do this. He would plan for an unopposed landing, so he need not have worried about replacing the heavy weapons transport ships with new vessels, but the infantry would be armed well enough to fight if they ran into unexpected opposition. Mountbatten therefore pared back the operations more offensive elements, losing some of the armour, and instead concentrated on a scaled-back version of his original plan. In addition, a naval task force would be the first British force to arrive in Singapore, and they would disembark Royal Marines and other forces onto Singapore Island itself a few days before the first Zipper forces stormed ashore on the peninsula. This new part of the plan was codenamed Operation ‘Tiderace’.

Mountbatten realised, from his reports from Force 136’s E Group on the ground in Malaya, that time was of the essence. E Group was charged with identifying POW camps, and keeping them under close observation. Mountbatten knew that he must get British forces into Singapore and Malaya before the Japanese deliberately killed any more Allied POWs, and before starvation and disease caused any more deaths. In the back of his mind was the thought that the Japanese might enact plans for a widespread slaughter of Allied POWs and civilian internees as a final act before surrender. As we will see from the grim atrocities committed at Sandakan and Ranau in Borneo discussed in the next chapter, the Japanese enacted many outrages at the war’s end, and in the case of Sandakan were still executing POWs three weeks after the Emperor’s surrender speech had been broadcast. The clock was ticking, and Mountbatten was loathe to play catch-up with the Japanese. Zipper and Tiderace were the only hope for thousands of people who had already reached the ends of their tether many months before.





CHAPTER EIGHT

Death March


‘I moved with the rear party…Each morning all those POWs who were unable to travel were placed in groups…The disposal was done behind me, and I never knew who killed them.’

Lieutenant Watanabe, Sandakan-Ranau
 Death March, 1945



In Borneo the situation for thousands of Australian, British and Indian POWs had been steadily deteriorating ever since they had been shipped to the festering jungle-covered island of death in 1942 and 1943 to labour for the Japanese on illegal military projects. In one month at the camp at Kuala Belait fifty-five Indian prisoners had died of starvation. By July 1945 only a month of the war remained, but no help had yet reached the Borneo camps. At Kuala Belait the Japanese finished off most of the remaining Indian soldiers. ‘About 13th or 14 June, 1945, the Indians were ordered, to fall in and were then bayonetted or beheaded by the Japanese,’1 recalled Naik Changdi Ram, who escaped the slaughter by hiding in some bushes. ‘I did not actually see the killing,’ recalled Ram, ‘but I heard the Indians crying; and in the morning I went in and saw that all of the Indians’ heads had been cut off.’2 In total, sixty five Indian prisoners had been murdered.

The Allies had the opportunity to save thousands of Australian, British and Indian POWs from a certain death at the hands of the Japanese – but they did not act and a huge number died as a result. In one of the greatest scandals of Second World War bureaucratic incompetence, national distrust and weak leadership allowed the Japanese to commit mass murder at the point of their nation’s surrender and immediately afterwards. The truth of this terrible crime, and the Allied operation that could have prevented it from occurring, has only begun to emerge in the last two decades. It was far from the Allies finest hour in the war in Asia, and a human tragedy of quite terrible proportions.

It was revealed to the Australian and British public after the war that a rescue operation aimed at securing the prisoners held in the three Sandakan concentration camps had been drawn-up but that this was never fully implemented by the Australian Army. Codenamed Operation ‘Kingfisher’ it was the brainchild of the Australian version of SOE, Special Operations Australia (SOA). By June 1945 SOA had accumulated a considerable amount of intelligence from operatives who had been inside Borneo for years, and the Australian, British and American military commands and their governments all knew what was being done to POWs in Borneo and elsewhere across the region. Small parties of Australian commandos had been inserted by parachute into Borneo with the aim of disrupting the Japanese occupation and gathering intelligence. By 1945 SOA had established a network of operatives and informers in and around the major towns in Borneo, including close to the three camps at Sandakan.3 

The camps established by the Japanese on the island of Borneo were spread across what had been four separate colonies before the invasion. Half of the island had been hived off decades before to become a part of the Netherlands East Indies, and unsurprisingly was known as Dutch Borneo. The rest of the island was split into the three British colonies of Sarawak, North Borneo and Brunei. Planning for the invasion of Borneo was complicated because the island had been divided by MacArthur and Mountbatten along the line of the Equator, with everything south of this line falling under the responsibility of Britain’s SEAC, and everything north of it the responsibility of SWPA.

The administrative capital of the British colony of North Borneo was the coastal town of Sandakan, situated in the northeast of the island. As mentioned earlier, the Japanese had constructed three prison camps to house the thousands of Australian and British POWs who were shipped in from the comparative safety of Changi Camp in Singapore, some via other camps in Borneo. Several thousand had found themselves packed tightly onto filthy and unmarked tramp steamers and sent to the steamy island. The camps and their guards came under the administrative control of the Japanese Thirty Seventh Army, which was under the command of Lieutenant General Masao Baba. This officer ultimately bore command responsibility for allowing the Sandakan Death Marches to occur under his military jurisdiction.

Borneo remained a back-water for Allied planners throughout most of the war. In fact, General MacArthur had very little interest in Borneo. Despite possessing extensive oilfields, his attention was obsessively focused upon the liberation of the Philippines, and the restoration of his own tarnished military reputation. Borneo only figured in American plans when MacArthur came to capture the southern Philippines after his successful landings in Luzon in January 1945. This was Operation ‘Montclair’, aimed at not only the southern Philippines but also British North Borneo and large areas of the Netherlands East Indies. However, MacArthur refused to commit American ground forces to the liberation of Borneo, and instead this task was turned over to the Australians who were under MacArthur’s command.

Special Operations Australia (SOA) had first inserted small teams into Borneo by parachute in October 1943. From the very beginning, the two central objectives of the SOA operatives was to gather intelligence useful for any future invasion and organize, train and arm locals into resistance groups to harass the Japanese garrison which numbered in the region of 35,000 troops. The SOA units soon located the major POW camps on Borneo, which was an added bonus to their mission, but they did not make contact with the prisoners. As mentioned earlier, one Australian POW, Captain Lionel Matthews, had managed to organize a resistance network inside the Sandakan camps, and he had been gathering weapons preparatory to a massed break-out when he and his men were betrayed to the Kempeitai military police. Even though Matthews had extensive contacts among friendly locals and non-interned Westerners outside the camps, direct contact was never established between himself and SOA. Sadly, liberating POWs remained a secondary consideration for SOA until the end of the war, and by that time Matthews and his men had been put up against a wall and shot by the Japanese. Preparing the way for the landing of Australian troops was the main objective of Canberra’s secretive infiltrators.

By the time American soldiers were striding ashore on Luzon, conditions for the Allied POWs at Sandakan and elsewhere in Borneo were appalling. The physical abuse of POWs at the three Sandakan camps by the Japanese had increased in ferocity and frequency through 1943 and into 1944, fuelled in part by the knowledge that the Japanese were only too aware that they were losing the war. Undoubtedly, local camp commandants and Kempeitai officers had been apprised of the War Ministry’s instructions, dated 1 August 1944,4 for the eventual disposal of Allied POWs in Japanese hands. Evacuation from Borneo had become a physical impossibility for the Japanese Army as the Allies sent Japan’s merchant fleet to the bottom of the ocean in record numbers because American and British submarines sat boldly astride the Japanese supply routes. Like the local Japanese garrison, the prisoners would not be going anywhere either, and with their construction tasks long since completed, they had become surplus to requirements. The order of 1 August 1944 presented Japanese commanders with a solution to the problem of feeding, housing and guarding thousands of defeated and despised men.

In September 1944 Allied aircraft started raiding the Japanese airstrip at Sandakan. It signaled to the Japanese that an invasion was imminent. The idea was clearly to knock out the airfield, thus depriving local Japanese units of air support during the invasion. After a few raids the base was permanently put out of commission and the Japanese withdrew their surviving aircraft to safer fields in the rugged interior. The airstrip was eventually abandoned by the Japanese as completely unusable, and so this meant that they no longer had any use for the Allied prisoners languishing inside the three camps at Sandakan who had been put to work repairing and maintaining the field and its facilities since construction work had been finished. All those Australian and British men they had shipped to the island were now just so many more bodies using up vital and shrinking supplies of food.

From December 1944 the Japanese drastically reduced the POWs already meagre rations to about 200 grams of rice per man per day. Added to the rampant tropical diseases that flew through the camps, starvation now became widespread, and concomitantly the death rate soared. In January 1945 the commandant of the three camps, Captain Hoshijima, ordered that no further food was to be distributed to the prisoners. Instead, every grain of rice would be preserved for the Japanese soldiers, who were now completely cut off from their supplies due to the advances made by General MacArthur’s army. If the Japanese desired to kill their prisoners, refusing, to feed them appeared to be an expedient solution.

The only food that was now available was a supply of rice that the remaining Australian and British officers had wisely ordered their men to store during better times, and the prisoners now had to make do on only 85 grams of food per man per day. Their calorific intake consequently plummeted. By February 1945 the POWs in the Sandakan camps understood that they would not be able to survive for much longer. Without direct Allied intervention of some kind every one of the thousands of prisoners at Sandakan would inevitably die of a combination of starvation and disease within just a handful of weeks. But, at this point, the Japanese instituted a new programme for the prisoners that sped up their destruction at a truly shocking rate.

The constant air attacks on Japanese positions along the Borneo coast, and on the airfields inland, concerned the Japanese greatly. It was official Japanese policy, that prisoners would not be left behind to be liberated by the advancing Allies. The War Ministry in Tokyo had issued clear instructions to Japanese occupation forces across Asia to ‘prevent the prisoners of war from falling into the enemy’s hands.’5 The War Ministry had further instructed, regarding POWs, that commanders were well within their rights to kill all of their prisoners without fear of censure or punishment. The stage was thus set for one of the most heinous massacres perpetrated in the Second World War.

Sadayoshi Nakanishi, Acting Director of the Prisoner of War Information Bureau in Tokyo, had in his possession when captured after the war a document that reiterated the earlier orders issued by Minister Shitayama. Dated 11 March 1945. It also reiterated that changing the location of prison camps ahead of the advancing Allies was necessary to preserve the prisoners as slave labour for as long as possible, but that prisoners could be released ‘In the event of an enemy attack which leaves no alternative …’6 This is obviously a contradictory stance, but typical of Japanese bureaucratic confusion present throughout the Japanese prison camp system. There is some suspicion that orders were left vague and contradictory so that local commanders could interpret them as they saw fit in the circumstances that they found themselves in.

The surviving documentary evidence strongly suggests that Japanese commanders were under specific orders to keep Allied prisoners and internees alive for use as labour, but if faced with imminent defeat and the liberation of those prisoners by advancing Allied forces, the commanders were ordered to kill them by any means at hand. In Borneo, Captain Hoshijima decided that a terminal march would be the perfect means of ridding himself of his unwanted prisoners.

From the Sandakan camps, the Japanese decided to force the prisoners to march inland for 160 miles to the small town of Ranau. The Japanese medical officers knew full well that such a journey would kill hundreds of men who were already barely alive after months of systematic starvation and disease. The POWs final service as slaves of the Japanese would be to haul tons of military supplies and ammunition inland for their captors before they expired. The continued desire to use POWs right up to the end of their lives as labourers had also been outlined in the orders given to Hoshijima and his superiors by the War Ministry. The document of 11 March 1945 stated: ‘… the location of camps will be changed as much as possible, and we shall not let prisoners of war fall into enemy hands until we have got some results from them.’7 The document also states that when moving prisoners ‘emergency measures shall be taken without delay against those of antagonistic attitudes, and we shall hope for nothing regrettable by taking proper measures to suit the occasion.’ This last sentence instructed Japanese commanders to eliminate their prisoners, with the term ‘emergency measures’ a cover phrase for murder.

If it was the intention of the Japanese to kill the Sandakan POWs by marching them to their deaths then the route that was selected seems to bear this assumption out. The track, for there was no surfaced road to Ranau, ran through some of the most horrendous country on the planet, taxing for even the fittest modern hiker, let alone emaciated and starving prisoners from the Sandakan camps. For the first three miles the prisoners had to wade through a muddy swamp that teemed with bloodsucking leeches, mosquitoes and poisonous snakes that was also bisected by several creeks. There then followed forty miles of dryer high ground, which consisted in the main of short, very steep hills that were covered with brush and bisected by several rivers. After this had been negotiated the prisoners faced forty-two miles of serious mountain country before their eventual arrival at Ranau. The Japanese arbitrarily decided that the POWs should march six and a half miles a day (which was fine for the Japanese escorts as they were all well-fed), but most of the POWs could barely manage to stagger a mile before collapsing in a state of complete, life-threatening exhaustion.

The prisoners were divided into fifty-man parties. Each party was issued a 100-pound bag of rice by the Japanese. A leader, usually an officer or a senior NCO prisoner, was given a sheet of paper and a pencil and told to make a roll of the prisoners in his charge.

Accompanying each fifty-man party was a Japanese escort group that consisted of an officer, three NCOs and fifteen privates armed with rifles and fixed bayonets.

The first to begin the trek were the Australians. A party that numbered 455 was subdivided into nine separate groups that departed from Sandakan between 29 January and 6 February 1945. The Japanese told them that they were going to a new camp at Ranau, where supplies of food awaited them. This was only half true, as the Ranau camp was actually completely devoid of food. Each prisoner was issued with four days marching rations (these rations not even equating to one standard day’s food for the soldiers before they were captured). Evidently, the Japanese intended that the prisoners should survive long enough to haul the rice sacks, ammunition boxes and other military equipment to Ranau, but if many of them expired along the way it did not matter. Most of the prisoners marched barefoot, as their boots had long since fallen to pieces, and their uniforms were similarly in tatters. They would therefore suffer under the sun, and traversing the rough country would turn many lame – which was a death sentence. As well as the terrain and heat, the prisoners also suffered with the weather. Heavy rain storms turned the track into a muddy quagmire and flooded the low-lying areas, making each step a terrible effort that sapped yet further their will to live.

The nine groups of Australians were nonetheless determined to reach the camp at Ranau, most believing that some form of relief would be waiting for them. They were among the fittest prisoners left in Japanese hands in Borneo, but the death toll among them during the march was still huge. For example, Groups 1–5 started out with a total of 265 men, but an astounding figure of seventy perished on the track. Of these groups, No. 3 took seventeen days to reach Ranau and of the original fifty men only thirty-seven staggered weak and near death into the new prison camp. The Japanese ruthlessly murdered every prisoner who stopped on the march or fell out too sick or weak to continue. The accompanying Japanese guards were under orders to shoot or bayonet halted or slow prisoners and to leave their bodies by the side of the track. Local Chinese peasants were recruited to clean up the mess left by each passing Japanese murder squad, and the prisoners’ bodies were dumped into shallow unmarked graves beside the track. In some cases prisoners were abandoned by the guards from their own groups and finished off later by a roving Japanese rearguard traversing the trail with orders to kill every straggler that it encountered. Marching behind Group 9 was a murder squad that consisted of Lieutenant Kazuo Abe and a handful of troops with explicit orders to kill every POW, without exception. Abe diligently obeyed his instructions to the letter and butchered dozens without remorse or pity.

One of a handful of survivors of the death marches later recalled the deaths of two men from his party who could not go on. ‘When we were about a week away from Ranau we crossed a large mountain,’ said Australian Private Keith Botterill, ‘and while we were making the crossing two Australians, Private Humphries and a corporal whose name I cannot remember, fell out. They were suffering from beri-beri, malaria and dysentery and just could not continue any further. A Japanese private shot the corporal, and a Japanese sergeant shot Humphries. Altogether we lost five men on that hill.’8 Faced with certain death if a man tried to rest, Botterill was one of many who somehow found the will to keep putting one foot in front of the other. ‘I just kept plodding along. It was dense jungle, I was heartbroken; but I thought there was safety in numbers. I just kept going.’9 

From the rear of each column came the loud reports of rifles and pistols that echoed off the mountains as the Japanese executed the helpless white prisoners. ‘As we were going along men would fall out as they became too weak to carry on,’ recalled Botterill. ‘We would march on and then, shortly afterwards, hear shots ring out and the sound of men screaming.’10 The psychological pain for the men still marching was horrendous, knowing that their mates were being ruthlessly slaughtered and they could do nothing to help them. Many also knew that due to their own fast collapsing health, they would shortly find themselves staring down a rifle barrel.

Groups 6–9 marched on to the village of Paginatan near Ranau, but only 138 reached their destination: ‘Men from my party could not go on,’ recalled Lance-Bombardier William Moxham of the 2/15th Australian Field Regiment, who was marching in Group 7. ‘Boto was the first place where we actually had to leave anyone. They remained there, at this Jap dump. At the next place, at the bottom of a big hill, we left two more men. Later, we heard shots, and we thought the two men must have been shot…Once you stopped – you stopped for good.11 

How could all of this be permitted to happen, when Special Operations Australia had good intelligence from their agents and informants on the ground in Borneo about the location of the POW camps and the conditions being endured by the prisoners? Could the Allies have intervened at this point and stopped the death marches? The answer is an emphatic ‘yes’ to the second question. The Allies could have stopped the death marches and saved thousands of men from perishing, but for reasons that remain unclear even in the present day, those in power chose not to do so, even when a rescue was about to be attempted. There was still a chance, in April 1945, to have intervened and saved a significant number of Allied POWs who had remained behind at Sandakan when the first group of Australians had been marched out to Ranau. Whilst the first death march was underway, starvation, disease and physical abuse killed an astounding 885 British and Australian prisoners who were still in the Sandakan camps. The graveyard was overflowing with corpses, and a sea of makeshift crosses surrounded the camps. Yet still the Allies did nothing.

It was long suspected, and indeed still is by some historians, that General MacArthur was ultimately behind the decision not to launch Operation ‘Kingfisher’, the rescue plan to save the prisoners at Sandakan. ‘MacArthur had given the highest priority to finding and freeing POWs and civilian internees,’ writes Davan Daws in Prisoners of the Japanese, ‘in the middle of large-scale fighting, and with no expense spared. But that had been in the Philippines; it was part of the grand gesture of MacArthur returning, and the prisoners to be rescued were Americans. The POWs at Sandakan were many times the number at Cabanatuan and Bilibid [the main prison camps in the Philippines], but they were not Americans.’12 This is rather disengenious, as American forces on Luzon were better placed to liberate the prison camps to their immediate front as it was a landbased campaign, whereas liberating Sandakan would have involved the use of airborne and naval forces and an amphibious assault onto a hostile shore.

Daws is one of several historians who have continued to defend the fiction that Operation Kingfisher was never activated because General MacArthur was only interested in liberating American captives because of the propaganda value to himself. All areas of Borneo lying above the Equator came under the operational authority of American planning control. The operation was Australian, using Australian military assets, but ultimately in the American sphere of influence. Some authors have maintained that MacArthur was therefore responsible for the deaths of thousands of Australian and British servicemen because he withheld the resources from the Australians that could have been used to save prisoners, and instead callously abandoned them to pointless deaths at the hands of the Japanese.

Abandonment certainly plays a central role in the story of the Sandakan Death Marches, but the evidence now seems to point to the abandoning of the prisoners by the Australian authorities rather than MacArthur and the American-led SWPA. Australian researcher Lynette Ramsay Silver, author of what many see as the definitive work on the subject, Sandakan – Conspiracy of Silence,13 as well as fellow writers Ooi Keat Gin14 and Alan Powell,15 have firmly placed the blame for Sandakan onto the Australians. Specifically, the Australian chief of staff, General Sir Thomas Blamey has been revealed as the root cause for the operation’s failure as he dithered and prevaricated and made excuses for not involving Australian personnel in a rescue attempt, even though he had before him reports that clearly outlined the dire straits the prisoners were facing and the likelihood of their deaths.

General Blamey spent a good part of the war flattering MacArthur, and studiously avoiding making any military decisions that might annoy the Americans. Devoid of a single original idea, Blamey, described by Sir Max Hastings as a ‘conceited, corpulent, devious autocrat, sixty in 1944,’16 made absolutely no effort to carry forward original and independent Australian strategy, instead content to shackle Australia’s Far Eastern war effort to MacArthur’s American bandwagon. Blamey was a former teacher, lay preacher and First World War veteran who had controversially been dismissed for corruption from his position of commissioner of the Victoria Police in 1936 (not exactly an ideal qualification for high military office), but he had nevertheless been appointed as Commander-in-Chief of the Australian Army at the outbreak of war in 1939. Whilst he was deputy to General Sir Archibald Wavell in Greece in 1941, Blamey had been embarrassingly accused of cowardice by his own Chief-of-Staff.

Roundly disliked by the British, Air Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder once describing Blamey as ‘a rather unpleasant political soldier…a tubby little man with a snub nose and expensive complexion, high blood pressure and a scrubby little white moustache,’ no-one had any faith in his abilities. General Sir Claude Auchinleck, Commander-in-Chief India, had a strong opinion of Blamey: ‘He wasn’t a general I should have chosen to command an operation,’ he wrote. Field Marshal Sir Alan Brooke, promoted to Chief of the Imperial General Staff, who often had his hands full trying to rein in the wilder ideas of Churchill and Mountbatten, called Blamey ‘… not an impressive specimen. He looks entirely drink sodden and somewhat repulsive.’ Blamey was no more popular among his own people. Many Australians actively detested their nation’s senior soldier. It was Blamey, and only Blamey, who could have ordered the activation of Operation Kingfisher and saved the men on Borneo.

SOA has also come in for some fairly heavy criticism from historians over its handling of the intelligence that its operatives behind the lines in Borneo had gathered on the locations, condition and treatment of Australian and British POWs. It has been suggested that there was a cover-up at the highest levels of government over the failure to launch Operation Kingfisher, especially when it became widely known after the war how many prisoners had been murdered by the Japanese on the death marches. The fiction that General MacArthur sealed the fate of the starving prisoners at Sandakan and rubbished Kingfisher by refusing to provide material support for the mission is not correct. The story originated with General Blamey when he stated that insufficient aircraft and ships were available to support Kingfisher, and that all Australian resources were dedicated to supporting MacArthur’s final push on Japan.

Advanced planning and preparations for Kingfisher were well underway when the operation was canceled. In Australia a parachute battalion under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel John Overall had been in training specifically for Kingfisher. Its job was to drop over the Sandakan Camps, take out the small numbers of Japanese guards, and liberate the prisoners. Blamey further made it clear where the blame for the failure of Kingfisher should lay in a speech he made in Melbourne in 1947:


We had a complete plan for them [Overall’s battalion]. Our spies were in Japanese-held territory. We had established the necessary contacts with prisoners at Sandakan, and our parachute troops were going to relieve them…But at the moment we wanted to act, we couldn’t get the necessary aircraft to take them in.17 



Blamey meant, of course, the necessary American aircraft to fly Colonel Overall’s paras in. Ergo MacArthur and the Americans at SWPA left Australian and British prisoners to die. MacArthur possessed 600 Douglas DC-3 Dakota transport aircraft. Kingfisher required thirty-four Dakotas to fly in Colonel Overall’s paratroopers. Was MacArthur unable to spare such a tiny number of aircraft and crews for a single short-term mission to save Allied soldiers? If it was true, MacArthur was shown to be almost beyond the pale.

Unfortunately for some historians, the story told by General Blamey is just that – a story. The Australians had absolutely no reason to ask MacArthur to divert some of his aircraft to support Kingfisher because they already had more than enough themselves, something that Blamey conveniently forgot. The declassification of the Kingfisher files in the 1970s revealed that the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) had a total of seventy-one Dakota transport aircraft based within easy range of Sandakan. There was also an additional source of aircraft available to the Australians as SOA possessed its own clandestine air wing, No. 200 Flight, RAAF, which had spent the war air-dropping personnel and supplies into Japanese-occupied territory. No. 200 Flight possessed six B-24 Liberator bombers.

While Blamey and the Australians dithered, men continued to perish at Sandakan and on the track to Ranau. In April 1945 the Japanese decided to move the remaining POWs who were able to walk to Ranau Camp, beginning the running-down and final closure of the Sandakan Camps. For those Australians who had been on the original death march, their sufferings were not yet over. Group 7 had been held at the village of Paginatan for a month until they were suddenly ordered to resume their march to Ranau. Although they had been static at Paginatan for four weeks, the Japanese had not fed them properly, nor provided any medicines to the sick, so the Australian prisoners’ health had deteriorated even further. ‘One man was puffed up with beriberi in the legs and face,’ recalled Lance-Bombardier Moxham, ‘and he was getting along all right on his own and could have made it; but the Japs would not let him alone, but tried to force him along, and eventually he collapsed.’ The Japanese guards set about assaulting the Australian prisoner. ‘The Jap turned and saw the man had gone down, and he struck him over the head with his rifle butt. The soldier was left there. The party marched on.’18 Sixty-eight prisoners in Group 7 were still alive when the march began from Paginatan, and only forty-six made it to Ranau.

Ranau proved a big let-down for the prisoners. What awaited them in the town was a so-called ‘camp’ consisting of a few native atap huts that were in a poor state of repair, and that was filthy and ridden with rats and mice. The dirt and squalor caused an outbreak of dysentery among the prisoners which proved to be the last straw for many of the seriously ill. ‘You’d wake up of a morning and you’d look to your right to see if the chap next to you was still alive,’ recalled Private Botterill of the camp. ‘If he was dead you’d just roll him over a little bit and see if he had any belongings that would suit you; if not, you’d just leave him there. You’d turn on the other side and check your neighbour; see if he was dead or alive.’19 The figures were stark. Four hundred and fifty-five Australians had left Sandakan on the first death march. By April 1945 only 241 of them were still alive at Ranau Camp. Ranau took even more lives: within a month of arrival another eighty-nine POWs had died. The Japanese, ignoring the unfolding humanitarian disaster and confirming by their actions their intention to kill all of the prisoners, then forced the ‘fittest’ POWs to march to Paginatan carrying rice for future evacuation groups on the trail from Sandakan. Twentyone men perished completing this task, in addition to the eightynine deaths at Ranau. Four hundred and fifty-five POWs had left Sandakan – by 26 June 1945 that number had been reduced to just six surviving Australians who were still alive at Ranau.

In May, the Japanese decided to force their remaining prisoners at Sandakan onto a similar death march to Ranau. The orders were duly presented and a 9am on 29 May the commandant of No. 1 Camp at Sandakan, Captain Takakura, accompanied by his adjutant and the quartermaster, conducted an inspection. No. 1 Camp was the Australian camp, and was the only one of the three original prison camps that was still open. In April, the British prisoners had been moved into a wired-off enclosure inside No. 1 Camp and No. 2 British Camp was permanently shut. No. 3 Australian Camp had also been shut and cleared after its occupants had been forced onto the death marches to Ranau. This movement to concentrate all of the remaining prisoners in one place had been clearly outlined to Japanese commanders when they had been issued orders to dispose of their POWs in the event of an invasion.

At 9.15 am on 29 May, Captain Takakura ordered that No’s 2 and 3 Camps were to be burned to the ground and the nearby ammunition dumps were also to be blown up. At 10.30 am Takakura issued further orders to clear No. 1 Camp of all prisoners within ten minutes, an order later extended to twenty minutes after representations from the remaining Allied officers. The last sick POWs were carried out of the camp by their comrades at 11 am. Japanese soldiers then ran from hut to hut, setting the roofs on fire with burning torches. In the distance could be heard the sound of exploding bullets as the munitions dump also went up in flames.

Takakura’s order now meant that 800 Australian and British POWs were forced into the garden area in No. 2 Camp and left to sit in the open under guard for the rest of the day until a parade was called at 6 pm. At the parade, the Japanese set about selecting the first groups of prisoners who were immediately to begin the second death march to Ranau. Eventually, 536 POWs were forced into columns of four and started on their way to Ranau through the main gate under a heavy guard while the rest were left to sit among the smouldering ruins of the camps with little to eat and no hope of relief. The fate of these prisoners was uncertain, while their mates struggled off out of sight over the horizon towards Ranau.

The 536 Australian and British POWs trudging along on the second march were in a far worse condition that those who had managed to complete the first forced march. They had deteriorated further from hunger and disease in the weeks spent at Sandakan, and these men died like flies. For example, Group 2, which consisted of fifty men, lost twelve dead on the very first day of the march. Captain Takakura was actually shot and wounded by one of his own guards during the march, the guard driven to this by the appalling sights he witnessed. The guard committed suicide after killing and wounding several of the Japanese headquarters detail who accompanied this column of the damned to Ranau.

Accompanying one of the groups was the adjutant at Sandakan, Lieutenant Watanabe, who witnessed the executions of about ninety POWs during the journey. Watanabe later tried to justify the actions of his men at his war crimes trial. He stated that the prisoners ‘were ill and were put out of their misery by being shot. They asked for death rather than be left behind.’20 The handful of Australian prisoners who managed to escape from the death marches confirmed that Watanabe was lying to save his own neck from the gallows. The Japanese simply executed any man who could not go on. All of the Japanese officers were complicit in this crime, and they urged their men to dispose of stragglers by the side of the track.

The vanguard of the second death march began to arrive in Ranau twenty-six days after leaving Sandakan. A total of 536 men had begun the trek, and only 183 made it (constituting 142 Australians and 41 British). The remaining 347 were all murdered by their Japanese guards. ‘[If] blokes just couldn’t go on, we shook hands with them, and said, you know, hope everything’s all right,’ recalled escapee and survivor Private Nelson Short of 2/18th Australian Battalion. ‘But they knew what was going to happen. There was nothing you could do. You just had to keep yourself going. More or less survival of the fittest.21 

In Japan, while the ragged and diseased Australian and British prisoners were slowly being eliminated on the Sandakan-Ranau Death March, the Kempeitai in Tokyo committed another large scale massacre of Allied POWs in their charge. Many Allied POWs were held in Tokyo, including dozens of American airmen whose planes had been shot down over Japan during the relentless bombing offensive. The Kempeitai held sixty-two American flyers in a small military prison that was located on the edge of Tokyo’s principle military parade ground a stone’s throw from Emperor Hirohito’s palace. The base was used as a disciplinary barracks for the Imperial Army, and housed alongside the battered and bruised airmen were 464 Japanese soldiers who were under sentence. The small prison grounds were surrounded by a twelve-foot high brick wall. Inside was a complex of tightly packed, highly flammable wooden barrack blocks. One cell block was shut off from the main camp by a seven foot high wooden wall, and the sixty-two American airmen were confined here.

On the night of 24–25 May Tokyo was hit heavily by a huge American B-29 raid. Kempeitai guards ran around the jail complex bellowing orders out in Japanese, jangling keys in locks and herding the Japanese military prisoners towards air-raid shelters as they cast terrified glances over their shoulders at the huge firestorm bearing down upon them. The block housing the white prisoners was in an uproar. Allied prisoners clamored at the cell windows and doors, calling, screaming and pleading in English to be released and allowed to take shelter as it was clear that the prison would shortly be engulfed by the encroaching firestorm. The Japanese commandant, evidently believing that the destruction of the Allied airmen was divine punishment for the destruction their comrades were raining down on the city from 5,000 feet above their heads, had ordered the release of all the Japanese prisoners, but had studiously ignored all the pleas of the white prisoners. He had hurried his remaining staff into the air raid shelters as the first incendiaries had began bursting across the jail, the wooden roofs bursting into flames. In an act of deliberate murder, the Kempeitai deliberately kept the Allied airmen penned inside their barracks in the full knowledge that it would burn along with the rest of the prison. This fact was noted in the report of the International Military Tribunal in Tokyo: ‘The evidence shows that the fate of the Allied airmen was deliberately planned.’

It was perhaps hardly surprising that the Japanese should deliberately kill the American flyers at that stage of the war. Ever since the Doolittle Raid on Tokyo in 1942, the Japanese had almost obsessively determined to murder as many Allied airmen as they could lay their hands on, after torturing them extensively for any intelligence, and often only for sadistic pleasure. The impending end of the war had only intensified the Japanese hatred of Allied airmen, and their murder had become national policy. Earlier in the war the Japanese had at least held perfunctory show trials of captured airmen before either executing or imprisoning them. All this changed with the introduction of a new policy from the Commandant of the Kempeitai Military Police, Lieutenant General Mitsuhara Okido, in May 1945. The chief of the Kempeitai believed that legal proceedings, in whatever form, imposed unnecessary delay in the killing of Allied airmen. He sent a signal to all Kempeitai units complaining that the delay in disposing of captured enemy flyers was harming Japan’s war effort, and he further suggested that in future Kempeitai officers were free to dispense with any legal niceties before moving to execution. All they needed to do was to obtain the approval of the local army district commander before unsheathing their swords. General Okido’s order was certainly in line with official Japanese government policy concerning the ‘disposal’ of Allied POWs outlined in the order of 1 August 1944 referred to several times throughout this book (see also Appendix C). Within a few days of receiving the Kempeitai Commandant’s order in May 1945, the Japanese murdered twentyseven Allied flyers in mainland Japan at Tokai Military District, a further forty-three in Manchuria executed by the Kwantung Army under General Eitaro Hata and twenty-four in Fukuoka.

When the fires had abated a few hours later at the Tokyo army prison, the guards emerged from their shelters to a scene of utter destruction. The city had been leveled, and fires still burned all across Tokyo, huge columns of smoke filling the air with ash. The jail was severely damaged, with many small fires still burning in the early morning haze, with most of the wooden barrack blocks reduced to cinders.

The barrack block where the sixty-two Americans had been held was a fire-gutted wreck, but miraculously a few of the prisoners had managed to survive the firestorm and now lay around the ruined camp moaning and crying, burned and smoke-blackened. The Kempeitai officers and their men surveyed their wrecked city, and their rage welled up inside them. The strong feeling of wanting to strike back against the Americans was understandable, and the easiest targets were those poor burned and desperate men who lay in the ruins of their prison begging for water. Seizing their rifles and fixing their bayonets, the infuriated Japanese guards dashed in among the dead and dying Americans and began to smash skulls, break arms and legs and stab the bodies over and over again until all of them were dead.

Back in Borneo, the daily routine of death was far from complete for the hundreds of Australian and British POWs who were still at Sandakan. It will be recalled that at the Ranau Camp in Borneo there were only six Australian survivors in May 1945, all that remained of the original marchers who had first made the epic trek from the three camps at Sandakan. The 183 survivors of the second march joined them and immediately started to die. The Japanese were certainly aware that they were committing a crime in either allowing the prisoners to die from disease and starvation, or from bullet wounds. They actually tried to force the fittest POWs to collude with them in concealing what was being done. Warrant Officer William Sticpewich, Australian Army Service Corps, later testified that he was forced to forge death certificates for the POWs, and that a Japanese medical orderly, who supervised the burial of the dead, had told him ‘… that he had seen an order that all prisoners were to be killed. He had seen it in the Hombu, the officer’s quarters. He told Sticpewich to keep the information to himself.’22 This information and a warning from another friendly guard encouraged Sticpewich and a Driver Reither to escape on 28 July. Reither didn’t make it, but Sticpewich’s testimony was crucial at the post war trial of Japanese officers and men who had perpetrated the heinous massacres.

Although by July 1945, most of the prisoners who had been originally housed inside the Sandakan camps were either dead or at Ranau, if the Allies had launched Operation Kingfisher they would still have saved hundreds of lives. Living among the ruins of the burnt-out camps were 288 Australian and British prisoners. A few guards remained, but not enough to pose any serious opposition to an Australian parachute battalion as the Kingfisher operation called for. The window for saving these last, desperate men was also rapidly closing. In mid-July, the Japanese officer left in command of the few hundred prisoners at Sandakan received an order to move any remaining ‘fit’ prisoners to Ranau. Most of these men were in such bad physical shape that they could not stand, let alone trek through swamps and over mountains. The Japanese, employing their usual combination of hollow promises and unpleasant brutality, managed to assemble just seventy-five men who could actually walk. This was the third, and final, death march to Ranau. None of the prisoners managed to get more than 40 miles from Sandakan before they collapsed and were summarily executed by their guards.

Back at Sandakan the Japanese still had a few dozen Australian and British prisoners who were managing to cling to life among the ruins. By 13 July only fifty-two POWs were still alive. The Japanese commandant ordered Sergeant-Major Hisao Murozumi to ‘dispose’ of twenty-three of them at the abandoned airfield, and Murozumi and his men set about doing so with alacrity. ‘[We] lined them up and shot them,’ recalled Private Yashitoro Goto. ‘The firing party kept firing till there were no more signs of life. Then we dragged the bodies into a near-by air-raid shelter and filled it in.’23 

The twenty-nine Australian and British prisoners who were not executed at the airfield were simply left to their own devices in the former camps. When Japan surrendered on 15 August 1945 only one Australian prisoner was still alive from this group. At the moment of the Allied victory, Sergeant-Major Murozumi murdered this last survivor. ‘[The prisoner’s] legs were covered with ulcers,’ recalled Wong Hiong, a Chinese labourer who was working at the airfield and witnessed the last Australian POW’s fate. ‘He was a tall, thin, dark man with a long face and was naked apart from a loin cloth.’ The prisoner was marched over to an open storm drain by two Japanese soldiers. Murozumi ‘made the man kneel down and tied a black cloth over his eyes,’ recalled Wong. ‘He did not say anything or make any protest. He was so weak that his hands were not tied. Morojumi [Murozumi] cut his head off with one sword stroke.’ The Japanese then pushed the decapitated corpse into the drain where the soldier’s head already lay. ‘The other Japs threw in some dirt, covered the remains and returned to the camp,’24 said Wong. Inland, the human tragedy at Ranau had continued unabated, resulting in scores more deaths.

The death rate among the remaining prisoners at Ranau had reached seven per day by July 1945. The Japanese, however, had not quite finished with these walking skeletons just yet. In an act of calculated cruelty, the guards forced these men to labour, cutting bamboo, collecting wood and atap for the camp huts, and carrying 45-lbs bags of food to Ranau from a Japanese supply dump established nearly two miles away. The Japanese officers’ quarters were kept supplied with fresh water by tottering gangs of emaciated prisoners who were forced to haul an average of 130 buckets full of water up a steep hill each day. The ration level had sunk so low as to be virtually non-existent. ‘They were given a small cup of rice water a day with about an inch of rice in the bottom,’ recalled Private Botterill, who later managed to escape. ‘Plenty of rice was available and the Japanese used to get 800 grams a day themselves; they also used to get tapioca, meat, eggs and sweet potatoes and showed no signs of malnutrition.’25 

The Japanese, even at this stage when death through starvation seemed the only option for the prisoners, did not let up on beating and brutalizing them. Sapper Arthur Bird of the Australian Engineers was one of the six men who by a miracle had survived the first forced march to Ranau. On 7 July 1945, Bird was dragged out of a hut to work by a Japanese guard. Bird tried to explain that he was completely unfit for labour as he was suffering from beriberi, malaria and tropical leg ulcers. The guard responded by savagely kicking Bird on the ground for ten minutes until the emaciated Australian had been put into a coma. Bird never regained consciousness, and two days later he died of his injuries.

For the prisoners at Ranau, the end of the war and the Japanese surrender did not save them. When the Emperor had ordered his people to ‘endure the unendurable’ on 15 August 1945, several dozen Allied POWs were still alive at Ranau. In a ghastly war crime committed on 27 August, twelve days after the Japanese surrender, the last forty POWs at Ranau were lined up and each was shot in the back of the head. Apart from six men who managed to escape from the earlier marches, the Japanese murdered every single POW that was held in the three camps at Sandakan – a total of 2,770 men. The six survivors, all of them Australians, evaded capture and execution because they were sheltered and protected at great risk by local people and were eventually passed to advancing Australian forces.

So why was the rescue plan, Operation Kingfisher, never enacted? We know that the Australians possessed sufficient aircraft to mount the operation and we know that a parachute battalion had been training hard to assault the Sandakan camp complex. The Australians had excellent and detailed intelligence on Japanese troop numbers and the location of the prison camps from SOA sources. Lynette Ramsay Silver asserts that Kingfisher was cancelled because SOA had bungled. The organization was not all it was cracked up to be. For example, for over two years SOA had not realized that its operations inside Japanese-occupied Timor had been blown to the enemy, and they had continued to drop large amounts of supplies, including arms, ammunition and money, directly to the Japanese. Thirty-two brave SOA operatives had also been lost when they had parachuted straight into the clutches of the dreaded Kempeitai military police. Silver has argued that a similar bungled operation was underway in Borneo when Kingfisher was dreamed up. Someone suspected a mess inside the Australian high command and held off on Kingfisher long enough until the whole rescue operation was superseded by an Australian invasion of Borneo. By then, of course, nearly all of the prisoners at Sandakan and Ranau were dead and the whole question of a rescue was academic.

The Australian invasion of Borneo was a sideshow to the main American effort and largely just an exercise in wasting lives. It was a political rather than a military gesture. Two Australian infantry divisions were committed to the operation, which was ordered by General MacArthur. Whether the operation served any really useful military purpose, unlike Kingfisher which had clear objectives, continues to generate intense debate in Australia and among historians. The invasion’s stated objective was to secure the valuable oilfields of the Netherlands East Indies, but those planning the operation knew that these oil fields, already extensively damaged by the Japanese, could never be put right before the end of the war, so they would play no part in the Allied war effort. ‘The view was widely held that the only purpose of the operation was to keep other Allied forces off America’s pitch for the last round of the Pacific War,’26 writes Sir Max Hastings.

On 1 May 1945 Australian troops invaded Tarakan, an island off the east coast of Borneo and north of Sandakan, and they suffered 894 casualties by the end of July. On 10 June, the 9th Australian Division landed at Brunei Bay and a further 114 Australians were killed in action before the end of the month. On 1 July the 7th Australian Division stormed ashore at Balikpapen in Dutch Borneo.

In a week’s fighting a further 229 Australians were killed. Many asked why Australian lives were being thrown away on operations against a Japanese garrison that was already cut off from the main war and isolated by the American advance. Some thought it was MacArthur’s most cynical use of Australian forces in the whole war, and a damning indictment of how far the Americans were prepared to go to keep other nations out of the final victorious push on Japan. ‘I happen to entertain the strongest possible view that it is wrong to use the Australian forces…in operations…which seem to me to have no relation to any first-class strategic object in this war,’27 lamented Opposition Leader Robert Menzies in the Australian House of Representatives on 26 April 1945.

General MacArthur had ordered American forces in the region to maintain a passive stance against Japanese garrisons that were already cut off and isolated from the war, whereas General Blamey had actually volunteered Australian fighting divisions for what were in effect pointless mopping-up operations in the Allied rear. Blamey, as usual, defended his controversial decision by claiming that ‘The Australian government…wished its troops to be seen to liberate territories under Australian colonial guardianship. This was a policy which might win some headlines, but was certain to cost lives.’28 

The charge that bungling by SOA could have contributed to the delay and then cancellation of Kingfisher is serious. For the prisoners dying in the camps any SOA incompetence surrounding the planning of Kingfisher was tantamount to a death sentence. Lieutenant-Colonel Overall, commanding the parachute attack force, believed Blamey’s ridiculous lie about the Americans refusing to release aircraft as the reason why Kingfisher was cancelled, and he was joined in this misguided belief by Athol Moffitt, Allied prosecutor at the Labuan war crimes trials convened after the war to try those Japanese who were responsible for the Sandakan death marches. Major Chester, who commanded SOA operations in Borneo, admitted to a colleague, Sergeant Jack Wong Sue, just after the war that Blamey was lying, and he even published this fact in his memoirs: ‘You know what they’re going to do? Blamey’s going to shift the blame for all of their bungling onto MacArthur,’29 said Chester in 1945. Before Chester could be questioned in more detail he unfortunately died of blackwater fever at Jesselton in August 1946, and Jack Wong Sue, as an NCO, could not very well go up against the commander of the entire Australian Army. Therefore, Sir Thomas Blamey’s version of events quickly came to be perceived as the truth, and has received the aura of historical fact by being repeated so many times in print over the intervening six decades.

Would Operation Kingfisher have been successful if SOA and the Australian military leadership had coordinated their efforts? ‘If the March rescue operation had gone ahead, well over a thousand prisoners would still have been alive to be lifted out of Sandakan,’ writes one historian, adding: ‘… with no serious Japanese opposition to be concerned about – on the northeast coast…there were only about fifteen hundred troops, at the camp itself only a handful of guards.’30 Certainly, Colonel Overall’s paratroopers would have made short work of the small Japanese forces remaining in the immediate vicinity of the Sandakan camps and would have rescued hundreds of men. It can be cogently argued that it was virtually a war crime not to have launched Kingfisher when the opportunity was there, especially as those in the higher reaches of the Allied command were fully aware of what the Japanese were doing to Australian and British prisoners in their hands. Either way, Kingfisher was quietly shelved and largely forgotten soon after the war, along with the thousands of men lying in shallow graves in Borneo.

One reason that some historians have proposed for not rescuing the desperate men at Sandakan was that SOA was not interested in the plight of POWs. This is in stark contrast with the activities of the British SOE’s Force 136 in Malaya and Thailand, where identifying POW camps was a very important task for the organisation. This theory should not be discounted. Planning for the invasion of North Borneo took precedence over all other Australian operations, including Kingfisher. Historian Alan Powell has suggested, as another possible reason for Blamey refusing to greenlight Kingfisher, was the fear of failure. If the rescue attempt had not been completely successful, the Japanese may well have killed all of the remaining POWs in their hands in revenge, following the clear order dated 1 August 1944 that allowed Japanese commanders to make on-the-spot decisions regarding preventing the liberation of prisoners in their power. As it turned out, this particular argument is irrelevant, for the intention of the Japanese all along was to kill all of the prisoners that they held at the Sandakan camps, so as an excuse for doing nothing, it is indefensible.

We may never know the true reason why Operation Kingfisher was cancelled, and 2,770 Australian and British soldiers left to die.

There may not have been one reason, but rather a combination of factors that unfortunately conspired to cause torpor in the Australian leadership when swift and decisive action was required. An opportunity was definitely missed for the Allies to have saved thousands of lives. The assault forces were ready and trained to a high state, the aircraft were available, and the Australians knew where the prisoners were, their condition and the strength of the Japanese forces guarding them. Blamey and his colleagues were evidently ashamed of their actions, and so ashamed that they felt compelled to concoct a lie to cover their own culpability in the affair and instead shift the blame conveniently on to General MacArthur and the Americans.

Another slaughter on a smaller scale had been enacted by the Japanese against British POWs being held in the Solomon Islands. Suddenly one day in September 1945 eighteen emaciated and ill gunners from the Royal Artillery discovered that they had been abandoned by their guards at Watom Camp on an island close to Rabaul in Papua New Guinea. They were the only survivors of an original force of 600 artillerymen who had been shipped to the Pacific from Changi Camp in Singapore in October 1942. The Japanese had simply ordered the entire 35th Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment, Royal Artillery, to muster and this unit was shipped out in its entirety as slave labour to Rabaul. Soon after their arrival, the POWs they were sent to a camp at Kokopo, where they were set to work constructing an airfield for the Japanese. The Japanese guards beat and abused the prisoners as much as they could, in the belief that this would make them more productive. Instead, it resulted in the needless deaths of eighty-two men. One hundred and eleven others went down with dysentery, malaria and beriberi.

Three weeks after their arrival, and with the airstrip completed, the surviving 518 British prisoners were forced aboard another ship and taken to Ballalae Island in the British Solomon Islands, close to Guadalcanal in the Shortlands Group. One of the prisoners died during the journey. At Ballalae, they were ordered to build another airstrip. Before the 3rd New Zealand Division captured Ballalae Island at the end of March 1943, the Japanese had shipped out the few dozen survivors, all of the rest having died of disease or been massacred when it was rumoured that the US Navy was fast approaching. The Japanese, in the same fashion at Sandakan, followed orders to preserve slave labour for as long as possible in the face of the Allied advance. Many of the POWs had died during Allied air attacks on the island when the Japanese refused to allow them to take shelter, and according to local natives, the Japanese had lined up at least 100 survivors and bayoneted or decapitated them, and driven many into the sea where they were machine gunned in the back.

By April 1945 the number of British survivors from Ballalae Island was down to just twenty-one men. They were all sick with malaria, dysentery and malnutrition, and some had developed diphtheria scrotum, which caused the testicles to swell to the size of pineapples. These extremely ill men were transferred to Watom Camp, where the Japanese, evidently intending to kill them all, forced them to dig what they were told were ‘air raid shelters’, long trenches that suddenly began to appear around all POW camps across Asia. This unnecessary physical activity killed another two prisoners. Finally, on 6 September, the eighteen survivors were suddenly freed after their Japanese guards ran off. Rescued by the Australians, they were shipped to a hospital at Lae in New Guinae aboard the destroyer HMAS Vendetta, then on to Australia and eventually back to Britain. Of the original force of 600 men shipped out of Changi Camp in Singapore in November 1942, 582 had perished. An Australian war crimes investigation team discovered one mass grave pit on Ballalae in December 1945 that contained the remains of 436 bodies, many of the bodies having been decapitated.

Those Japanese who were responsible for the terrible atrocities committed at Sandakan, Ranau and on the rough Death March trail were tried after the war for their crimes. Eight Japanese, including Captain Susumi Hoshijima, the Sandakan camps overall commandant, were found guilty of war crimes and executed by hanging. A further fifty-five Japanese soldiers were found guilty of lesser counts of brutality and received terms of imprisonment. Lieutenant-Colonel Tatsuji Suga, the overall commander of the prison camp system on Borneo, unfortunately escaped Allied justice by committing suicide whilst a POW of the Australians. He stabbed himself in the throat with a small knife, and then his batman beat him to death with a water canteen half filled with sand. The Japanese general who commanded the Thirty Seventh Army garrisoning North Borneo in 1945, Lieutenant General Masao Baba, was arrested and later stood trial for war crimes at Rabaul in 1947. Although the prison camps fell under the jurisdiction of the Kempeitai and Colonel Suga, General Baba was nonetheless the highest Japanese military authority in Borneo and he could have overruled the Kempeitai in its treatment of the Australian and British prisoners. At his trial, Baba put forward the defence that the evacuation of POWs from the Sandakan camps in May 1945 was ‘operationally necessary’. He told the court that the first evacuation order was issued before he took over command, and that he admitted that he knew that the Allied POWs under his jurisdiction were in poor physical condition. Baba said that he received reports of the first death march and the high death toll among the prisoners, but he nevertheless ordered a second evacuation along the same difficult route. His argument was based on the fear of an imminent Allied invasion of Borneo, and he had orders to move the prisoners away from advancing forces. The court rejected Baba’s plea and he was hanged for war crimes in 1947.

Some measure of justice was meted out to the responsible Japanese officers and guards who murdered the hundreds of British prisoners who slaved to build a runway on tiny Ballalae Island. Many of them were arrested and stood trial in Rabaul. Ninety-three Japanese were sentenced to death, seventy-eight were hanged and the remaining fifteen were shot by firing squad soon after sentence was passed.





CHAPTER NINE

Tiderace


‘I have been going into the question of our Prisoners-of-War, and it seems we here have been rather caught with our trousers down.’

Lieutenant General Sir Henry Pownall, August 1945



Louis Mountbatten anxiously waited. He was not a man accustomed to waiting, but a man of action. It was frustrating to sit back and await the outcome of events, rather than to be shaping those events oneself. The Japanese had surrendered several days before, but things remained unclear in Singapore as to whether all of the Japanese forces in the region would follow the Emperor’s orders to lay down their arms. Operation ‘Zipper’ was ready to go

– but if the troops hit the beaches in Malaya and the Japanese resisted, they did not have the necessary heavy weapons and enough armour to quickly decide the contest. That was the one economy Mountbatten had been forced into by the incessant delays caused by the British Government. Potentially, a bloodbath was possible, even if that outcome was a remote possibility. It was nonetheless a risk, and to lose a fight with the Japanese after their surrender would have been the end of Mountbatten’s career. Everyone at SEAC counted on the Japanese officer corps’ code of honour regarding following their orders strictly to the letter. It seemed unlikely that an entire army would go rogue and refuse to submit to SEAC authority.

The relief was almost tangible at SEAC headquarters in Kandy when a signal arrived on 20 August 1945 from Lieutenant General Seishiro Itagaki in Singapore. Itagaki stated that he would abide by Emperor Hirohito’s decision and that he and every officer and man of the Twenty-Fifty Area Army was ready to receive instructions for the formal surrender of Singapore and Malaya from the British. The delay had given the Japanese time to begin to prepare for the arrival of the Allied occupation forces, and particularly their war crimes investigation teams. When it had become apparent a few days earlier that Japan would have to surrender, an organised attempt was made to destroy all documentary and physical evidence, including corpses, which demonstrated a catalogue of crimes committed by the occupiers against Allied POWs and civilian internees.

On the same day that General Itagaki signaled Mountbatten in Ceylon with his agreement to surrender, his headquarters, along with hundreds of other Japanese HQ units all across occupied Asia, received an urgent signal from the Chief of POW Camps in Tokyo. The signal authorized guards to flee from the camps to avoid prosecution for war crimes. ‘Personnel who mistreated prisoners of war and internees or who are held in extremely bad sentiment by them are permitted to take care of it by immediately transferring or by fleeing without trace,’1 read the extraordinary document. The second part of the illegal order instructed commandants to begin destroying all evidence of war crimes. ‘Moreover,’ read the order, ‘documents which would be unfavourable for us in the hands of the enemy are to be treated in the same way as secret documents and destroyed when finished with.’2 Within hours of the receipt of this order, huge bonfires burned in every city and town across the Occupied Territories as years of interrogation reports and investigations were dumped onto the pyres, and all the evidence of innumerable war crimes wiped clean with the striking of a match. This was only possible because the suddenness of the Japanese surrender had caught the Allies unprepared to liberate the territories immediately. The Japanese were handed a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to cover their blood-stained tracks, and they eagerly seized it with both hands.

The British special naval task group, codenamed ‘Tiderace’, had been gathering in Rangoon and Trincomalee in Ceylon ready for the moment the Japanese surrendered. Mountbatten wanted the Tiderace troops ashore in Singapore as soon as possible to forestall Japanese attempts to destroy evidence, rescue POWs and internees, and also raise the Union Jack resolutely over the colony once again and prevent any moves towards independence from the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army. Admiral Sir Arthur Power, Commander-in-Chief of the British East Indies Fleet had handpicked fifty-six year old Rear Admiral Cedric Holland to lead Tiderace as Naval Force Commander and to act as SEAC Naval Representative in accepting the initial Japanese surrender of Singapore aboard his flagship, the heavy cruiser HMS Sussex, in Keppel Harbour. The Tiderace ships immediately made steam once Mountbatten had received General Itagaki’s signal and pulled up their anchors.

In Singapore, General Itagaki gathered his army staff and senior commanders together at his headquarters inside Raffles College at Bukit Timah village and informed them that they were under orders to also obey the surrender instructions from Tokyo. All thoughts of resistance were to be abandoned and the peace was to be maintained until the British arrived to take over. Many did not take Itagaki’s order well. They had expected a glorious final battle with the British, not the ignominy of surrender. This ran contrary to everything that these officers had been taught since cadet school. Surrender was shameful, even surrender forced upon them by their God-Emperor. That evening over 300 Japanese officers held a farewell sake party in the Raffles Hotel. Once they were sufficiently full of alcohol, and had said their personal goodbyes and saluted the emperor, hand grenades were distributed. One by one the officers pulled out the pins on the grenades, bashed them onto a hard surface to arm them and clutched them close to their bodies. The carnage was horrific, with smoldering bodies minus heads and arms flung all over the room, blood pooling in huge quantities across the floor. Other officers drew short samurai swords and ritually disemboweled themselves in the traditional manner. The officers who killed themselves believed that they were leaving the war with their honour intact, but for others, who did not take part, the act of suicide was against the orders issued by their emperor and they remained stoically at their posts ready to receive the British.

The Japanese Kempeitai military police were under no illusions as to the likely fate waiting for them once the British arrived to assume control in Singapore. They were men living on borrowed time. General Itagaki actively collaborated with the Kempeitai by suppressing the news of Japan’s surrender, keeping it secret from the population. It is hardly surprising as Itagaki had once commanded Kempeitai units in Manchuria in the early 1930s when he was an ardent supporter and trusted agent of the Imperial Way extreme nationalist faction that had dragged Japan into war with China and later with the Western Powers. In the early 1930s Itagaki was the head of the Kempeitai Intelligence Section of the Kwantung Army in China. In September 1931 the then Colonel Itagaki had engineered the attack on the South Manchurian Railway line that had precipitated the Japanese occupation of Manchuria, an event known as the Mukden Incident. Itagaki would later be brought to trial in Tokyo for his part in the conspiracy to start the war.

Between the 15th and the 18 August the Japanese had continued to administer Singapore as if the war were still being fought, all information about the Japanese surrender being successfully denied to the local population. This hiatus bought the Kempeitai precious time to conduct some last minute spring cleaning. They were extremely busy, for their extensive war crimes against POWs, civilian internees and the local population had left a huge amount of paperwork and bodies to be disposed of before curious Allied investigators arrived on the scene. It was imperative for all concerned, including the senior army officers who had permitted and condoned endless atrocities, as well as General Itagaki who bore command responsibility, to destroy all evidence that linked them to serial violations of international law.

‘I have been going into the question of our Prisoners-of-War,’ remarked Lieutenant General Sir Henry Pownall, Mountbatten’s chief of staff, two weeks before the Japanese surrender, ‘and it seems we here have been rather caught with our trousers down.’3 To say that the British were unprepared for the horror that awaited them inside liberated POW camps is an understatement. And what was being done to POWs still under the control of the Japanese was as equally unforgivable.

On 19 August 1945 an important event occurred in Singapore. General Itagaki finally released the news of the Japanese surrender to the local media. The mainly Chinese population went wild with relief, the boom of firecrackers sounding like gunshots on the morning air. But a far more important piece of news arrived at SEAC headquarters that would be to the detriment of all future British operations and stopped Operations Zipper and Tiderace in their tracks. British naval and military forces that were steaming at full speed through the Straits of Malacca towards Singapore were suddenly ordered to cut their speed and loiter. The order came direct from MacArthur’s SWPA Headquarters in Manila. It stated that no officer was to take a Japanese surrender anywhere in the occupied territories until after General MacArthur had taken the formal surrender in Tokyo. No one would be permitted to upstage America’s favourite wartime hero in the moment of his greatest victory, certainly not the younger and more dashing Lord Mountbatten, and it was abundantly clear to America’s allies that this was not a negotiable point.

Mountbatten was appalled by MacArthur’s edict, and he immediately protested to the Supreme Commander, pointing out that ‘the delay might mean the difference between life and death for prisoners of war at starvation level.’ MacArthur simply replied: ‘Keep your pants on,’ to which Mountbatten caustically wired back: ‘Will keep mine on if you take Hirohito’s off.’ MacArthur remained adamant, and Mountbatten was forced to order the ships of Operation Tiderace not to enter Keppel Harbour in Singapore until MacArthur had performed his greatest publicity show aboard the battleship USS Missouri moored in Tokyo Bay.

In the meantime, Singapore rapidly descended from joyous scenes of celebration at the end of the war into scenes of anarchy and chaos. Force 136 had offered to assist SEAC with maintaining order until the invasion forces arrived to take control of Malaya and Singapore, but the offer had been rejected because no-one believed that there was going to be a substantial delay between the Japanese surrender and the arrival of liberating troops. However, the sudden order from General MacArthur’s headquarters meant that there would be an almost three-week power vacuum that would be quickly filled by guerilla groups and units of the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA). The mainly Chinese Communist MPAJA units seized certain towns in Malaya, making it harder for the British to re-establish their colonial administration without conflict in the future. Force 136 already had infiltrated seventy-seven British officers into the country, but they could do nothing to prevent the anarchy that followed the Japanese surrender. Things rapidly ran out of control in Singapore City, as retribution was taken against those who had been close to the hated Japanese. ‘Collaborators were hunted down and their bodies left hanging from trees. Mistresses of the Japanese had their heads shaved, and were paraded and spat on before being beaten or stabbed to death by the crowds.’4 The Japanese did nothing to stop the spread of violence, and instead their troops remained in their barracks under arms, protecting themselves. Singaporeans did not attack Japanese soldiers because they were too numerous and well-armed.

Operation Tiderace had been formally activated by Mountbatten on 21 August. The ships formed several convoys that now idled in the Malacca Straits while they waited for the Americans to enter Tokyo. It was extremely frustrating for everyone, from Mountbatten down, to simply wait on events. Everyone knew that British men and women were still dying in the Japanese prison camps, and many officers and men muttered more than one negative comment about MacArthur and the Americans in general. The heavy cruiser HMS Sussex had sailed from Trincomalee on 31 August, carrying Major General Ralph Hone, who would become head of the Civilian Administration Service Malaya. However, the first British ‘liberators’ had already arrived in Singapore, and quite by accident. A few days before, on 25 August, General Itagaki had tried to use his remaining power to calm the lawlessness that had turned Singapore into a morass of violence, looting and murder. He had issued a proclamation banning demonstrations and meetings of more than 500 people. This was ignored by locals and law and order thereafter completely collapsed. Malay guerillas and MPAJA troops raided Japanese bases for weapons and ammunition. The civil population ignored the Japanese because they knew that Itagaki would not unleash armed soldiers against them now that Japan had surrendered – if he had ordered the gunning down of looters and rioters he would have been branded a war criminal. The once mighty Japanese were effectively impotent, and forced to remain sullenly in their barracks, worrying about their own fates once the British returned. The Japanese were also left alone by the MPAJA, who apart from ‘liberating’ a few weapons from them, preferred to save their strength for the coming struggle with the British over the sovereignty of Malaya.

The first British ‘liberators’ arrived almost by accident. Flight Lieutenant F.L. Andrews had glanced from his cockpit displays to his two engines as the RAF Mosquito started to make some strangely unsettling sounds. Andrews and his navigator, Warrant Officer N.S. Painter, were flying a photo-reconnaissance mission over Singapore in advance of the Tiderace flotilla, having flown in from the Cocos Islands where their unit, 684 Squadron, was based. The strange sounding engine noise was a cause for concern for the experienced combat pilot. ‘Although the crew were not in immediate danger, they were faced with a difficult decision. Should they try to fly back across the Indian Ocean with the possibility of being forced to ditch, or risk a landing in Singapore? Although the war had ended, it was still unclear whether the Japanese in Singapore and Malaya would surrender peacefully. After some debate, they agreed to risk a landing.’5 

After selecting Kallang Airfield as a landing spot, the Mosquito circled over the field several times as Andrews checked the runway for bomb craters and debris. It appeared to be clear, and he brought the plane down safety to make a textbook landing, Japanese ground controllers quickly waving the Mosquito into a camouflaged dispersal bay using coloured paddles. Armed Japanese soldiers and airmen crowded around the RAF plane, and a few tense moments passed as the two Englishmen tried unsuccessfully to communicate with them. An interpreter was summoned, and he arrived with a mob of cheering British POWs, who had been working on the airfield under Japanese guards (even though the Japanese had surrendered they were still illegally using POW labour) when they had seen the wonderful sight of the British Mosquito dropping down to land.

Andrews had no intention of hanging around on the ground, surrounded as he was by Japanese troops, for any longer than he had to. Fortunately, among the POWs was an RAF engineering officer and a fitter, and between them these two men managed to repair the engine problem even though they had no experience with this type of aircraft which had only entered service in the Far East after their capture. Andrews and Painter passed a tense night sleeping on the airfield, and talking at length with the POWs of their terrible experiences under Japanese control. At first light the following day Andrews said his goodbyes and took the Mosquito up and headed back to his base in the Cocos Islands, having previously sent a radio message reporting his arrival in Singapore, and his decent treatment, to the fleet.6 From the behavior of the Japanese towards Andrews and Painter, it was clear that the Tiderace forces would probably not be resisted.

At 4.30 pm on 2 September 1945, the first ships of Admiral Holland’s Tiderace convoy arrived at Penang Island on the west coast of Malaya. The island and its Japanese garrison had already surrendered to British Naval Task Group ‘B’ commanded by Vice-Admiral Walker. The force, consisting of the battleship HMS Nelson, cruiser HMS Ceylon, escort carriers HMS Hunter and Attacker, and supported by three destroyers and two infantry landing ship, had sailed from Rangoon in Burma. Walker had had the local Japanese naval and military commanders in Penang sign a document promising not to attack the British fleet – and this was five days before the official Japanese surrender ceremony in Tokyo Bay and in direct violation of MacArthur’s order.

In one of the ironies of war, when the Japanese naval commander in Penang turned up to surrender to Admiral Walker he was wearing among his row of medals the British Distinguished Service Cross. Rear Admiral Jisaku Uozumi had served with the Japanese fleet in the First World War, when Japan was Britain’s ally, and he had been decorated for his bravery. On 3 September, Walker put ashore 480 Royal Marines from his ships. ‘As the marines moved through the island to take over Bayon Lepas airfield and other installations from the Japanese, food riots broke out. The riots were eventually quelled but it was a clear sign of things to come.’7 

In the meantime, Operation Tiderace had progressed slowly because of MacArthur’s order to delay its arrival. Mountbatten and his subordinates, as well as concentrating on the twin Zipper and Tiderace operations and the restoration of British control in Malaya and Singapore, was also gauging how best to assist British and Allied POWs and civilian internees now that the Japanese had surrendered. Mountbatten had, as we have seen, complained to General MacArthur about his absurd order not to liberate British territory until after the formal Japanese surrender in Tokyo Bay. Mountbatten and his staff were therefore faced with a three-week hiatus that could very well spell the end for thousands of starving servicemen and civilians. Standing idly by was not an option. Force 136 had been caught unprepared by the suddenness of the Japanese surrender, but E Group quickly rallied to the challenge of doing something proactive for the prisoners in the three week gap imposed upon them by the Americans. ‘Packing supplies containers was started even before full information was available: first thoughts were that the priorities would be food, blankets, clothing and pharmaceuticals. In fact requirements turned out to be in exactly reverse order. This meant a great deal of additional work and repacking.’8 

Mountbatten did try to circumvent MacArthur’s immoral and self-serving order. He instructed Force 136 to directly intervene in the prison camps. Over the past three years agents from Force 136, working closely with local guerilla forces and other British allies, had managed to locate around 250 Japanese prisoner-of-war camps within the entire SEAC area of responsibility. E Group had had special responsibility, apart from locating prison camps, for aiding the escape of POWs so they could be returned to the British war effort. SEAC therefore had quite detailed knowledge of not only the location of the camps, but also of the numbers of prisoners held by the Japanese and their condition. E Group estimated that there were 70,000 British, Empire and Commonwealth prisoners held in Malaya, Singapore, Sumatra and Thailand, plus a further 55,000 prisoners on the Dutch island of Java, which had recently been added by MacArthur to the SEAC area of responsibility.

Mountbatten, in an effort to preserve as many prisoners lives until such time as he could send in proper military forces, instructed E Group to do what it could. The Force 136 personnel responded with a two-part operation. Part one, codenamed Operation ‘Birdcage’, witnessed the RAF airdrop leaflets giving notice of the surrender of Japan to camp guards, to the local population and to POWs and civilian internees. Leaflets were dropped in Japanese and local languages first onto all of the known camps, main towns and concentrations of Japanese troops. One hour later, tens of thousands of leaflets were dropped that were printed in English, giving instructions to POWs and internees to stay in their camps for the time being until they were contacted so that food and medical supplies could be parachuted to them.

Part two of the E Group effort, codenamed Operation ‘Mastiff’, witnessed the dispatch of dozens of small teams from Force 136, who were parachuted at great personal risk into potentially hostile territory that was crawling with unpredictable Japanese troops. Before the Japanese surrender, Mountbatten had ordered small E Force teams to set up close to known camps in the jungle and observe carefully what was going on inside them through binoculars. As the news of the Japanese surrender broke, these teams were ordered to intervene if it appeared as though the Japanese were killing prisoners, as many in SEAC and indeed SWPA had feared the Japanese might have done so even after the surrender as per their orders from the War Ministry. What a team numbering only three or four men armed with Sten guns and revolvers could have achieved when confronted by dozens of well-armed Japanese guards does not bear thinking about, but although it was rather a small gesture on Mountbatten’s part at least he tried to do something. What the Force 136 officers were able to do was reorganize the administration of the camps, putting Britons in charge, and they requisitioned stores and food from the Japanese, distributed Red Cross parcels that the Japanese had often stockpiled, and tried to secure the camps from any threats without. ‘The urgency involved was considerable because of the deplorable conditions of prisoners in the camps particularly on the Burma road.

Force 136 had a very wide distribution of parties in the field and so had been enabled to make the initial contacts.’9 

Once the Japanese surrender was fully established, food, medical supplies and medical and Red Cross relief teams with wireless operators were parachuted into the known camps as quickly as possible. Once these initial drops had been made, the RAF was then tasked with keeping these camps supplied by dropping special food parcels, medical supplies, and clothing and Red Cross stores on a daily basis. RAF squadrons based at Jessore near Calcutta in India dropped tons of supplies into eastern Thailand and French Indochina, while planes operating out of Colombo in Sri Lanka and the Cocos Islands parachuted canisters into Malaya and Sumatra. Squadrons operating from recently-liberated Rangoon in Burma covered western Thailand. In total, 700 tons of supplies were dropped. Liberators were used for the long-range drops, as the crews had been making clandestine long duration missions into Japanese territory as part of E Group operations for some years. Shorter-range airdrops were undertaken by Lysander, Thunderbolt and Dakota squadrons. These supplies undoubtedly saved the lives of many prisoners who were at their most vulnerable, but it was still a drop in the ocean when the mathematics was examined: only

2.8 tons of supplies per camp. For camps that had not been identified by E Group operatives, an agonizing wait ensued until they were discovered. For many of the inmates, the waiting proved to be the straw that broke the camel’s back.

It would have been unthinkable for Mountbatten to have ignored MacArthur’s vainglorious order issued on 19 August ordering his forces to stay out of Singapore until further notice. The ramifications for the ‘Special Relationship’ between America and Britain would have been huge – but we can be sure that the thought did cross the mind of so inveterate a gambler as Mountbatten. SACSEA had set Operation Tiderace in motion on 21 August, British forces had already quietly liberated Penang, and Force 136 had launched Operations Birdcage and Mastiff to bring aid to the concentration camps. Mountbatten had already been nicknamed “Linger Longer Louis” by British prisoners who patiently awaited liberation. Mountbatten was acutely conscious that MacArthur’s order was going to cost British lives, regardless of the limited operations to assist prisoners and internees that he had ordered, but he knew that these would not be enough to save him from the approbation of the men who had suffered the torments of hell for years on end, and who still remained under Japanese guard. Two Australian historians have noted of this urgent period: ‘Britain’s reconquest of her Asian colonies was, in the end, a terribly decent affair played according to the rules.’10 We should perhaps call the codicil ‘American rules’ to qualify the statement.

For some British prisoners, liberation did not arrive and instead they were killed by their Japanese guards. Sporadic and illcoordinated actions were taken by some Japanese commanders to follow the War Ministry orders to prevent their prisoners from being liberated. We have already seen that at Sandakan in Borneo the Japanese were left to murder nearly 3,000 Australian and British prisoners right at the war’s end, even though the Allies were fully aware of what was going on. At Ballalae in the Solomon Islands, hundreds of British soldiers were also cruelly put to death by the Japanese to prevent their liberation, while in the Philippines Japanese troops had murdered 140 American prisoners. One of the least wellknown mass murders of British prisoners occurred at the end of the war at a gold mine in Japan. Five hundred POWs had been shipped to Sado Island, which lies off the west coast of Honshu in the Sea of Japan, to illegally work as slave labourers in a gold mine owned by the industrial giant Mitsubishi. The company owned and operated several mines on the island, all employing slave labourers under the jurisdiction of the Imperial Army and the Kempeitai military police.

A camp for the British and American POWs had been set up in the small town of Aikawa, but this camp was not listed on the official roster of Japanese prison camps and fell outside of the administrative system. Historians have suggested that this lack of identification as a POW camp probably emboldened the Japanese to murder the miners at the end of the war. In early August 1945, two weeks before the surrender, a total of 387 British and American prisoners remained alive at the Sado Island mine camp, which was under the command of Major Masami Sadakichi. War crimes investigations later turned up Sadakichi’s second-in-command at Aikawa, Lieutenant Yoshiro Tsuda, who cooperated fully in recounting the story of the strange disappearance of the prisoners that were in his charge. On 2 August 1945, Major Sadakichi ordered Tsuda to kill all of the remaining prisoners. The night before a Japanese detail had entered the mine and surreptitiously placed demolition charges at depths of 100, 200 and 300 feet respectively inside the main shaft.

On the morning of 2 August Lieutenant Tsuda was ordered to detail the usual working parties at the nearby mine ‘but with special instructions to ensure that every prisoner entered the mine. Usually fifty prisoners remained on top of the mine to empty with rakes the laden steel bins into nearby hoppers.’ When Tsuda pointed this out to Sadakichi, the major appeared disinterested, the commandant stating that the mine was no longer viable and it would be abandoned later that day. ‘Superior orders decreed that all prisoners of war were to be ordered to the deepest part of the mine, some 400 feet,’ recalled Tsuda. ‘Major Sadakichi further impressed on me that the guard detail were to carry out their duties in the normal manner, and not to alarm the prisoners.’

The Japanese did not linger in carrying out a premeditated act of mass murder. ‘After the prisoners had been set hewing the ore from the marked areas, I was ordered to instruct Sergeant-Major Mitsonobu Sakamoto, the NCO in charge of the guards, to ensure their discreet [exit] out of the mine,’ recalled Tsuda. ‘The toiling prisoners were to be left to their obvious fate.’ The guards had all vacated the mine by 9 am. They then started to heave and shove the empty steel ore bins down the narrow gauge railway track into the mine, where they gathered speed and plunged into the depths among the desperate POWs. At 9.10 am Sadakichi gave the order to set off the demolition charges, which were linked to an electrical firing circuit by long wires. Loud underground detonations made the ground shake, and with a rush, a large white cloud of dust and debris billowed from the mine entrance.

Working quickly, the Japanese guards began to tear up the narrow gauge rail track that ran into the mine, heaving the metal rails and wooden sleepers into the cave-like mouth of the mine entrance. The guards then took cover as the final charge was fired, a loud crack of a detonation bringing down, in Lieutenant Tsuda’s words, ‘an avalanche of rock and earth…completely covering where the mines entrance had been.’ In this manner, all of the 387 prisoners met their end.

In the wardroom aboard the Royal Navy cruiser HMS Sussex, moored in the straits outside Singapore on the evening of 4 September 1945, a host of naval officers in white shirts and shorts sat across the table from a small number of senior Japanese army and navy officers. The most senior British officers present were Admiral Sir Arthur Power, the C-in-C East Indies Fleet who had just arrived aboard HMS Cleopatra, and Lieutenant General Sir Philip Christison, commanding XV Indian Corps. Pen, ink and carefully typed papers were spread before the Japanese. The first person to take up a pen was Lieutenant General Itagaki, who after his consultation with his commander, Field Marshal Count Terauchi, had agreed to surrender Singapore to the British and he would represent the Japanese Army. The signing had been preceded by six hours of difficult negotiations. The Japanese had not been militarily defeated and they remained arrogantly aware of their latent military strength in the colony still.

As a stipulation of the agreement that was hammered out between Admiral Power and General Itagaki, the British had insisted that the Japanese gather together 100 large staff cars with drivers for the occupying forces, plus 500 lorries with drivers assembled at the docks. A further 100 lorries were to assemble at Kallang Airfield. A curfew would run from sunset to sunrise, and all stocks of spirits and all off licences were to be sealed and guarded by the Japanese. Reports were to be made to the British of all epidemic or infectious diseases in Singapore, and the location of all hospitals and laboratories would also be provided. The locations of all Allied men who were sick or injured were to be made known. The Alexandra Hospital, scene of a terrible massacre by Japanese troops in 1942, was to be emptied of all Japanese patients, except those who were too sick to move, and the building was to be cleaned and made ready for its immediate use by Allied forces. Interpreters and guides were to be provided to the liberating forces. One Japanese general would report twice a day for orders to Major General Eric Mansergh, commanding 5th Indian Infantry Division, which was to form the main liberating force, and the remaining twenty-eight Japanese generals, including Itagaki, were to remain under guard at Raffles College.11 

This was not the formal surrender of Japanese forces in the SEAC area of responsibility, which would happen a few days later in Singapore City. Itagaki would surrender only his Seventh Area Army, which included a force of 70,000 troops forming the Twenty-Fifth Army tasked with the defence of Singapore, and another 26,000 men who were garrisoning Malaya. But it was the de facto surrender of the Japanese. At 6.05 pm, Itagaki signed, and Singapore was at last free.

The surrender documents signed in Rangoon on 28 August 1945 have been identified by some historians as the effective surrender of the Japanese in Southeast Asia when Field Marshal Count Terauchi’s representative had signed the terms of the Japanese Southern Army’s instructions for surrender. Certainly, when General Itagaki signed aboard HMS Sussex on 4 September, it was all over, and in the words of one historian, the ceremony in Singapore held on the 12th was ‘nothing more than just an additional floorshow.’12 The British had pressed their case very strongly with the Japanese as the Operation Tiderace vessels swung around their anchor chains just outside Keppel Harbour on 4 September. ‘In dealing with the Japanese, firmness pays,’ wrote Admiral Holland after the negotiations were over. ‘He will endeavour to spin out negotiations as long as possible, in order to save face, and will take advantage of any loophole to twist out of his obligations.’13 

The British quickly moved to secure Singapore and to begin removing Japanese troops from the city as soon as possible and to sorting out Allied prisoners. By 5 September, 35,000 Japanese soldiers had been ordered into prison camps across the Causeway in Johore. The first armed British troops to set foot on Singapore Island since the surrender of 16 February 1942 where in fact not British at all, but Indian. Major Niaz Arbad was at the vanguard of D Company, 2/1st Punjab Regiment as they fanned out across the dock area, rifles at the port and eyes scanning the buildings for any signs of trouble. ‘The battalion was met by two senior Japanese officers who wore ceremonial swords and highly polished jackboots. All were standing rigidly to attention, at the salute. Behind them again was parked a line of glittering civilian cars, each with a booted chauffeur.’14 This slightly surreal encounter demonstrated that the Japanese had every intention of honouring the terms of the surrender that their leaders had signed the day before.

On 9 September 1945 Operation Zipper, a plan now much altered from Mountbatten’s original, was finally launched. In the event, the operation did not go off without a rather embarrassing hitch. The British still intended to make the amphibious landings on the beaches at Port Dickson and Port Swettenham, as per the original plan, and then to drive south to Singapore to meet up with the men of the 5th Indian Infantry Division from Operation Tiderace. Obviously, no Japanese opposition was expected, so the aerial bombing and beach bombardment sections of the operation were shelved. Instead, landing craft would take the infantry and their vehicles and armour into the beaches and they would pour ashore. Operation Zipper became for all intents and purposes a gigantic training exercise for a amphibious operation that never was. Mountbatten’s ‘Overlord’ was in reality a big letdown.

The plan was for the 25th Indian Infantry Division, under the command of Major General G.N. Wood, to land on the Morib beaches, located eighteen miles south of Port Swettenham on 9 September. Simultaneously, 37 Brigade from 23rd Indian Infantry Division would land on the beaches west of Sepang, eight miles northwest of Port Dickson. The objectives were Kelanang Airfield and the Sepang road junction respectively. After occupying the junction, 37 Brigade was to move south to Port Dickson where the rest of 23rd Division under Major General D.C. Hawthorn would land over the beaches south of the town on 12 September.15 The problem was the beaches at Port Swettenham. Mountbatten’s Combined Operations Pilotage Parties had reconnoitered the beaches weeks before the Japanese surrender, and they had reported them to be suitable for a major amphibious assault – but the information was wrong. If the landings had been opposed by the Japanese, the results could have been catastrophic for SEAC, especially as the original Zipper plan had called for the large deployment of tanks with the first assaulting waves. The tanks and armoured vehicles that accompanied the new Zipper operation fared no better. ‘Armour sank axle-deep into the sands below low-water mark even before it confronted the worse hazard of the mangrove swamps ahead.’16 Major General Ouvry Roberts, who accompanied 23rd Indian Infantry Division during the landings, later wrote: ‘Beach turned out to be far worse than anticipated. On the beaches we found that 47 vehicles were bogged and drowned.’17 The only possible conciliation for SEAC was the fact that had the invasion been launched as part of Operation Zipper before the Japanese surrender, it was later discovered that the Japanese only had a single infantry battalion of low calibre and lightly armed troops in the area to resist. The landings at Port Dickson, however, went without a hitch.

For the Japanese, it was all over a few days later when they were ordered to appear before Mountbatten in person. Lieutenant General Itagaki and six of the most senior Japanese army and navy commanders in Singapore18 shuffled into the Council Chambers of Singapore’s Municipal Buildings, their faces betraying little emotion. On this day, 12 September 1945, the stain of military embarrassment and regret that had dogged the British since Lieutenant General Arthur Percival had signed the instrument of surrender of all British and Commonwealth forces in Malaya in 1942, was to be expunged. In February 1942 the British had been forced to attend an ignominious little ceremony at the Ford car factory outside Singapore. Now, three and a half years later, Lord Mountbatten and his staff were to accept the final, unconditional surrender of all Japanese navy and army units forming the Japanese Southern Area Army. This was not to be a simple and plain ceremony but instead pure theatre, designed not only to make it clear to the tens of thousands of Japanese troops who remained at liberty who was now in control, but also to impress upon the people of Singapore that firm British government had been restored and the colony brought back under Imperial control.

Mountbatten, dressed in naval whites, lines of medal ribbons making a bright splash of colour at his left shoulder, was driven through streets crowded with local Singaporeans, troops and sailors recently arrived and released prisoners-of-war and civilian internees. Beside him sat Lieutenant General Raymond “Speck” Wheeler, his American Deputy Supreme Commander. At the steps of the Municipal Buildings Mountbatten was met by his military commanders. Four guards of honour had formed up: smart Royal Navy sailors in white tropical square rig, RAF airmen in shirt-sleeve order and white belts and bayonet scabbards, Australian soldiers in their distinctive bush hats and pin-sharp Indian troops, their white officers standing with drawn swords. Mountbatten processed down the ranks, pausing to speak to several of the men before taking the salute. A Royal Marines band played ‘Rule Britannia’ and in the background rolled out the booming detonations of artillery as a seventeen-gun salute was fired. High above the building a huge Union Jack hung imposingly, occasionally stirred by a lazy tropical breeze. The message was loud and clear: the British were well and truly back.

Inside the wood panelled Council Chamber, its interior rather like a provincial English courtroom, a large portrait of the King and Queen had been prominently re-hung by the caretakers – the picture had been secreted away during the occupation. In the centre of the chamber two highly polished long wooden tables covered in green baize had been placed six feet apart. At the one table would sit Mountbatten and the SEAC leadership, while the other was reserved for the vanquished Japanese foe. Beneath the pillars that circled the chamber armed guards stood stiffly at attention, each chosen to represent one of the victorious Allied powers: France, Australia, Netherlands, China, United States, India and Britain. Fans turned lazily in the ceiling, as 400 spectators crammed into the galleries and floor space waiting for the proceedings to begin.

Sitting beside Mountbatten, apart from his protégées from SEAC command in Kandy and his corps and divisional commanders, was Lieutenant General Adrian Carton de Wiart VC, ‘with his black eyepatch and empty sleeve, [he] looked like an elegant pirate, and became a figure of legend.’ De Wiart was an advisor and close confidante of Chiang Kai-shek, and later served as the inspiration for Evelyn Waugh’s Brigadier Ritchie Hook in the Sword of Honour trilogy. Major General Feng Yee had flown in from the Nationalist capital at Chungking (now Chongqing) in China. He carried a small camera, and would provide one of the enduring images of the event as he snapped away at the grim-faced Japanese admirals and generals, their humiliation complete.

Mountbatten scrutinized his enemies carefully. ‘I had not liked the Japs when I had visited Japan in 1921,’ he wrote later. ‘They seemed to me to be hard people with hard eyes. Now I knew just how horrible they were after seeing such terrible things in Singapore and in the camps. It was the one thing during the war that seared my mind. There were no extenuating circumstances, and I could find no compassion for them at all. I loathed them. That was why I didn’t go to the Tokyo Bay surrender – I just couldn’t have stood the sight of them all there.’19 

The one major Japanese commander who was absent from the surrender ceremony was Field Marshal Count Terauchi, who had commanded all Japanese forces in Southeast Asia. He claimed that he was too unwell to travel from his headquarters in Vietnam for the ceremony. General Itagaki would sign in his stead. Mountbatten was determined that Terauchi should not avoid his formal loss of face, and at the end of his speech he said: ‘… I have warned the Field-Marshal that I shall expect him to make his personal surrender to me as soon as he is fit enough.’20 Mountbatten insisted that Japanese officers surrender their swords as part of the many ceremonies held through the SEAC area. When Terauchi was fit enough to comply with Mountbatten’s instructions nine weeks later, the Japanese officer surrendered a thirteenth- and a sixteenthcentury katana sword. Mountbatten sent the sixteenth century example as a present to King George VI and kept the other one himself. The sword was the soul of the samurai, so forcing Japanese officers to give up their swords, many of which were valuable family heirlooms and works of art, stripped them of their strutting arrogant authority at a single stroke. General MacArthur thought the whole idea too archaic, and he believed that the act would lead to severe loss of face (which was obviously Mountbatten’s intention) and lead to a breakdown in discipline. Mountbatten made sure that the surrender ceremonies were always conducted in front of the ordinary Japanese soldiers, so they could watch their officers forced to lay their swords on the ground in front of the victorious Allied officers and assembled former prisoners-of-war. The swords were distributed among SEAC officials as trophies and a few were sent back to Britain as gifts to certain beneficiaries. In later years, when it was realized that many of these swords were prized family heirlooms, some were quietly and discreetly returned to their Japanese owners. Lee Kuan Yew, later the first Prime Minister of Singapore, remarked of the sword ceremonies and the Japanese officers concerned: ‘The final humiliation of these little warriors [was] one of the greatest moments of the history of South East Asia.’21 

As Mountbatten watched the senior Japanese commanders sitting impassively at their long polished wooden table in the hushed atmosphere of the Council Chamber after signing the instrument of surrender, hatred and contempt was in his eyes. ‘I have never seen six more villainous, depraved or brutal faces in my life,’ he wrote later. ‘I shudder to think what it would have been like to be in their power. When they got off their chairs and shambled out, they looked like a bunch of gorillas, with great baggy breeches and knuckles almost trailing on the ground.’22 There is no doubt that Lord Mountbatten had been deeply affected by what he had seen in the recently liberated POW and internment camps in Malaya and Singapore. He later felt strongly that those Japanese who were responsible for war crimes should have been dealt with harshly. In conversation with Richard Kirby of the Australian War Crimes Commission, who urged a degree of leniency towards a group of Japanese guards from the camps in Singapore, Mountbatten offered his own solution. ‘I’d be more stern than that,’ said Mountbatten. ‘If I had my way I’d shoot about twenty of them – you’ve got to do something to satisfy the bloodlust. Then, I’d officially kick about 200 or 300 of them in the arse in front of all the rest, and I’d let them go back to their countries with reprimands. And that would be the end of the whole show, old man.’23 Regarding the Japanese Imperial Family, Mountbatten harboured no illusions as to their culpability as war criminals. ‘He thought they were all morons, inbred and degenerate,’ recorded American General “Hap” Arnold. According to Arnold, Mountbatten had said that ‘… the royal family should all be liquidated. He knows them personally.’24 

Many British prisoners-of-war were awaiting relief in General MacArthur’s South West Pacific sector, and were beyond Mount-batten’s responsibility. Tens of thousands had been shipped north from Singapore to labour in the mines of Manchuria and Japan. These prisoners were in the worst possible shape, as conditions closer to the Japanese mainland were still appalling, and the Japanese had refused to feed and cloth the prisoners properly even though the supply situation was better than that found in the outlying territories. Fortunately, the only recorded case of slaughter of these POWs was the massacre that occurred at the gold mine on Sado Island in August 1945, recounted earlier. For the rest of the British POWs, starvation looked to be the greatest threat to life, coupled with the dangers posed by the American incendiary raids that had crippled Japan’s economy in the last weeks of the war.

Fred Neale, an RAF airman captured at the fall of Singapore and later transported to Japan as a miner, was in a camp just outside of the city of Nagasaki on 9 August 1945 when the Americans dropped the second atomic bomb. Neale and his fellow prisoners saw the flash and a huge mushroom crowd tower upwards into the sky. His camp contained only forty-two prisoners and a handful of guards. They all wandered down to the docks in the days after the bomb, and were met by awful images of suffering among the Japanese survivors. ‘I came across…this woman with a baby,’ wrote Neale. ‘This poor woman, her baby was skinless and the flies…She was burnt and she was trying to feed it, and her fingers were sticking to it. What could I do? I picked up a piece of wood and fanned them to keep the flies off, until they keeled over.’25 

As soon as the Japanese surrendered, the vast American B-29 bomber fleet was converted from incendiary raids on Japanese cities to parachuting in huge quantities of aid to POWs and internees in an operation almost identical to that run by SEAC in Malaya, Thailand and Sumatra. By 15 August, Neale and his comrades were in trouble, for the food supplies in the camp had run out and the Japanese guards remained ambivalent to the unfolding disaster. ‘Then a big black B29, flew slowly around, under the wings were written, ‘P.O.W. SUPPLIES’. We had to attract its attention. We took off our rags and spelt out, ‘HELP POWS’. They must have seen us as later a Liberator came over and dropped a message using a field dressing. “Hang on.” it read, “We’ll be back!” In the afternoon a flight came over and dropped lots of things, but we couldn’t hold anything down.’26 Neale and his comrades were relieved by US Marines. ‘Well I did not weigh six stone, and was all bones, gums all receded and teeth all rotten at the roots,’ he recalled. ‘We had no hair [the Japanese shaved prisoners’ heads to prevent lice], left the whiskers though; I looked as if I had my head upside down.’27 

In Motoyama, Japan, young Welsh soldier Brenig Jones had spent months slaving down a huge mine outside the town. He had seen the mushroom cloud from the atomic bombing of Hiroshima on 6 August, and on 15 August he had spent the day working inside the mine. ‘The attitude of the Japanese on the night shift had been unusual,’ recalled Jones, after he and the day shift had conversed with their comrades when the two groups had changed over. ‘[There] had been no pressure to get the work done. During the next few days our officers put pressure on the Japanese and the first thing we had were Red Cross parcels – one between two.’28 At Motoyama Camp, although the Japanese commandant and his officers knew that the war was over, it was only through the demands of British officer prisoners that they could be bothered to feed the ex-POWs properly. The Japanese had been stockpiling and pilfering Red Cross supplies that were supposed to have been distributed to the POWs, deliberately starving them on pathetic daily amounts of boiled rice and rotten vegetables. The guards were not malnourished. This was the common pattern throughout the Occupied Territories, and led to tens of thousands of deaths as prisoners, weakened by hunger, succumbed to tropical and deficiency diseases. Prisoners continued to die in the camps in the three weeks following the surrender because the Japanese were left in charge and continued to make little provision for the inmates – often just turning them loose in devastated towns or into the countryside to fend for themselves. Other commandants continued to keep the prisoners secured in the camps because they either feared retribution from local Japanese, or in the case of the Netherlands East Indies, attacks from Muslim extremists. Either way, without the immediate air dropping of hundreds of tons of supplies by SEAC and SWPA aircraft to the identified camps, many tens of thousands would have perished soon after the Japanese surrender. The release of Red Cross parcels was an unexpected boon for the starved POWs. ‘Real food at last,’ recalled Brenig Jones, ‘even three or four spoons of Nestle’s Condensed Milk or half a tin of corned beef on a bowl of rice was a feast.’29 Jones and his comrades followed radio instructions to mark their camp for the B-29 supply planes. ‘We did this by painting the letters POW on the cook-house roof. This sign paid dividends the following day.’30 

Lord Mountbatten wanted to make sure that General MacArthur, who occupied Japan, did not fail in his duty to punish the Japanese for their crimes. ‘I am sure that your views coincide with mine, namely, that it will be the greatest mistake to be soft with the Japanese,’ he wrote to MacArthur shortly after the Japanese surrender. ‘The fact that you have been prevented from inflicting the crushing [defeat]…will, I fear, enable the Japanese leaders to delude their people into thinking they were defeated only by the scientists and not in battle, unless we can so humble them that the completeness of defeat is brought home to them.’31 Mountbatten was referring to the American deployment of the atomic bomb that had been crucial in forcing an end to the Pacific War, and which had prevented MacArthur from launching Operation ‘Downfall’, the invasion of Japan, in December 1945.

It is interesting to note that Lord Mountbatten’s hatred of the Japanese, perhaps the only occasion in his life when he expressed real animosity towards any group of people, lasted long after the war was over. In 1971, in their continuing efforts to be admitted back into the human race, the Japanese sent their wartime leader, Emperor Hirohito, on a state visit to Britain. The visit sparked understandably intense protests from British veterans of the war in Asia, especially among ex-POW groups. Many saw Hirohito as a war criminal who had escaped Allied prosecution only because MacArthur had shamelessly used him to help turn Japan into a bulwark against the spread of communism in Asia just after the war. Mountbatten initially refused to meet Hirohito, and was finally forced to do so at the urging of the Queen. Mountbatten did manage to exclude himself from the state banquet that followed. After Mountbatten was assassinated by the IRA in 1979, representatives of Japan were the only great nation omitted from his state funeral. Mountbatten’s principles remained firm to the end, images of the freshly liberated concentration camps still seared into his memory.





CHAPTER TEN

Aftermath and Retribution


‘[The POWs] evinced no feelings of joy at being released after three-and-a-half years of starvation and misery. Just a quiet acceptance of the change of events.’

Sister Catherine Baker Queen Mary’s Imperial Army Nursing Service Singapore, 1945



The end had finally arrived for those souls who had endured almost unbelievable hardships and deprivations as prisoners of the Japanese. The arrogant and sadistic Japanese military had finally been humbled by the Allied Powers and forced to surrender. Mountbatten and the SEAC leaders had taken the formal Japanese surrender in Singapore. Whether retribution would now be enacted against those evil doers among the Japanese who had perpetrated innumerable crimes against humanity remained to be seen as the euphoria of victory and liberation turned to the business of reconstruction and rehabilitation.

Everyone at SEAC, from Lord Mountbatten down to the lowliest private soldier, were horror struck by what they had witnessed when the Japanese camps were opened to the world’s scrutiny. They were as overwhelmed by emotions as the British and American soldiers who had liberated Belsen and Dachau concentration camps in Europe. The stench of death, the humiliation and degradation of the human spirit, the sadism of the guards, the lice, disease and painfully thin bodies clad only in scraps of uniforms, the young men turned prematurely old by brutality dished out in greater daily quantities than the food they had received, all was overwhelming and upsetting.

When the SEAC troops first arrived in the occupied territories, they came as liberators, and they were welcomed as such. As these young men fanned out across Asia, they would also become the hunters of war criminals and the bringers of mercy and relief to tens of thousands of starving people. ‘The troops, carrying arms strange to Singaporeans and wearing odd-looking camouflaged uniforms, climbed aboard innumerable trucks at the docks and began journeys to strategic points around the island,’ wrote Harry Miller, the prewar chief reporter of The Straits Times, who had languished for years as an internee at Sime Road Camp. ‘Those laughing, rifle-waving British, Indian and Gurkha troops provided the exclamation point to the termination for Singapore of 1,328 days of Japanese occupation and terror.’1 

Liberation had arrived for Harry Miller at Sime Road Internment Camp on 5 September 1945, nearly three weeks after the Japanese surrender, when the first British troops from Operation Tiderace opened the main gate. ‘At Sime Road, our camp a few miles inland, bronzed but emaciated men, women and children, many wearing rags, gathered at midday round a specially erected flagpole near the entrance and watched a Union Jack hoisted over our few acres of once-Japanese land. It was a profound, intense and passionate moment and few attempted to hold back.’2 

The joy of liberation from the Japanese was almost religious in its intensity, to know that one had survived whereas so many countless others had not. ‘It was with broken voices and choked throats that we tried to sing the national anthem,’ recalled Miller. ‘But the loudest voices in praise were from the women, who, three-and-a-half years before had, with faces held high and shoulders firmly back, marched into Changi singing, “There’ll Always Be An England”. Now they were singing victoriously.’3 

Lady Edwina Mountbatten, who was Superintendent-in-Chief, Nursing Corps and Divisions of the St. Johns Ambulance Brigade, travelled very extensively across Asia, visiting sixteen countries in all, reporting on conditions in countless POW and internment camps to her husband. She saw first-hand the true face of the Japanese Empire, and she reported as much of it as she could to SEAC. Lady Mountbatten journeyed 33,000 miles in her quest to get supplies into the camps and help to the tens of thousands desperate for relief. The camps stretched from Manchuria to New Guinea, and from Hong Kong to the Philippines. ‘When she next saw her husband, she told him of the almost unbelievable tortures prisoners had suffered – sadistic beatings were low on the horror list – of hospitals full of dying women and children. ‘Conditions indescribable’ was all she could write on one report sheet after another.’4 

Mountbatten himself visited as many camps as he could, though of course his time was almost completely taken up with organizing the relief effort, re-establishing government and services in the liberated colonies, and dealing with tens of thousands of captured enemy servicemen. When Mountbatten arrived at Changi POW Camp, Gunner Russell Braddon of the Royal Australian Artillery was one of the over 6,000 Australian prisoners who were liberated. Mountbatten, recalled Braddon, arrived ‘in his tropical whites, and never did a man look more glittering, glamorous and splendidly handsome.’ His first words were: ‘I am sorry I didn’t get here sooner…So now I’m going to tell you exactly why I lingered so long.’5 He was aware that the POWs had been calling him “Linger Longer Louis”, and the nickname had stung him. As he explained to the ex-POWs, General MacArthur had ordered him to stop the convoys bringing his relief forces to Malaya; otherwise they would have been there in mid-August.

Mountbatten established the British Military Authority (BMA), an interim administration of Singapore and Malaya that would last until 1 April 1946. Mountbatten appointed himself as director of the BMA, and Major General Ralph Hone was given the post of Chief Civil Affairs Officer responsible for the Malayan Peninsula. When the BMA was dissolved, the Malayan Union was created from the old Straits Settlements and Federated Malay States, and Singapore separated to become a Crown Colony.

The task of saving the many thousands of Allied nationals who were so severely starved and diseased that they were close to death fell to SEAC. Medical facilities in a big city like Singapore were terrible, after the Japanese had interned all of the doctors and nurses and allowed the hospitals to descend into disorder and a filthy condition. For those who were in camps far from cities, medical facilities were almost non-existent as the Japanese had deliberately allowed prisoners to sicken and die, and had withheld live-saving drugs even when prisoner doctors had begged for medicines.

Sister Catherine Baker, a British Army nurse who arrived with the liberating forces, was shocked when she entered a hospital in Singapore. ‘The ward had been used by the Japs; the beds and mattresses alive with bugs and creepy crawlies. The kitchen was empty except for a refrigerator with the innards hanging out, and monkeys chattering and furious at being disturbed and ousted.’6 The patients were not only physically ill, but also mentally disturbed after being under Japanese authority for so many years.


We had to cope with men, after years of deprivation, cut off from news of family and home, suffering from malnutrition and the effects of cruelty, who now had to adjust to a normal way of living. Some hid their food in their lockers, in case. Some wept uncontrollably at times and some wanted to stand at attention if spoken to. Letters brought misery to some…They had obviously thought so much about the end of hostilities that it was almost an anticlimax, and their spirits had been deadened by all their sufferings.’7 



Mountbatten soon realized that the hospitals in Singapore and Malaya were in such a terrible state that it was going to be preferable to evacuate as many of the former POWs and civilian internees as possible to clean and well-equipped facilities in India, Australia and Britain. It was a massive undertaking, but SEAC performed this task efficiently. When the British had arrived as liberators on 5 September 1945 there were approximately 125,000 POWs and civilian internees on Singapore Island, distributed across the Malay Peninsula and located on the islands of Sumatra and Java in the Netherlands East Indies. By the end of the month, SEAC had evacuated close to 53,700 people. By October this figure had risen to 71,000. By May 1946, 96,575 former POWs and civilian internees had been evacuated. The largest number left were approximately 30,000 mainly Dutch civilians still in their camps on the island of Java, as the British tried to combat Indonesian Muslim extremists who were trying to kill the former Japanese prisoners and gain independence from Holland. SEAC supplied these camps by air until they could be properly relieved by armoured forces.

Eighteen-year old George Coyne, a sailor on the cruiser HMS Sussex, was, like most of the young men who arrived in Singapore with Tiderace, completely devastated when he was confronted by evidence of Japanese brutality. ‘When we tied up alongside we were shocked to see hundreds of ex-POWs on the jetty,’ he recalled. ‘They had walked out of the prison camps and were waiting for us. Most were in pitiful condition, starving and dressed in rags and many were very sick…It was very traumatic and frightening.’8 The sailors did what they could for the ex-POWs. ‘We helped to get them aboard, most of them were crying with relief and happiness, whilst we were crying with compassion…Unbelievably sickening.’9 

As for the tens of thousands of Japanese troops that SEAC had taken prisoner after the surrender, they were set to work clearing up the detritus of war. In Singapore, a newly-arrived British soldier, Sergeant Richard Munby of the Royal Corps of Signals, witnessed how local Singaporeans vented their anger against their former masters. ‘[We] saw hundreds of Japs being marched under Indian guards to the open space in front of the Y.M.C.A., and there made to fill in air raid trenches and clear debris under the eyes of a mocking crowd. The Japs passed within three feet of where I was standing, and it was interesting to note the expressions on their faces. Some showed signs of great humiliation and were probably unwilling tools forced to carry out their Government’s orders; others were arrogant, brutal creatures to whom the catcalls and derision of the crowd meant not a thing.’10 

Munby was conscious of the need to find those who were responsible for all of the sufferings heaped on entire populations who had been trodden on by the Japanese jackboot. ‘These are the men, if they can be sifted out, who should be made to pay for their country’s merciless inhumanity.’ Turning to a watching Chinese, Munby was told something of what had happened in Singapore during the occupation. ‘The Japs made countless hundreds of his countrymen, men and women, including himself lie on this selfsame small open space for three days on end without food or water, herded together as cattle, and left exposed to the blazing tropical sun, hardly able to turn over.’11 

Long before Japan had surrendered, moves had been made in the Allied camp to begin thinking about punishing those Japanese who had been responsible for starting the war, and for promulgating so many war crimes during its course. No-one had predicted exactly when the war was going to end, but by early 1944 it was clear that Germany and Japan were losing, but both remained formidable opponents who were to spring many surprises on the Allies before the year was out. In Europe, Hitler’s forces would be kicked out of France by the D-Day landings and the subsequent Allied advance east, but German troops would defeat a British and American attempt to cross the Rhine before the end of 1944 at the Battle of Arnhem. A few months later, Hitler had gathered sufficient forces to launch the Ardennes Offensive, his last gamble in the West. In the Far East, Japanese forces had struck suddenly at India with the twin campaigns of Kohima and Imphal. But to most Allied planners, it appeared that it was only a matter of time, perhaps up to two years, before the Axis was defeated, so laying the foundations of the war crimes tribunals was sensible forward planning.

The United Nations War Crimes Commission formed a Far Eastern and Pacific Subcommittee as the Allies geared up to begin gathering evidence against alleged Japanese war criminals in May 1944. The Subcommittee’s work would not really begin for some time to come, as Japan was still stubbornly resisting Allied efforts to defeat her. Because of the nature of the membership of the Subcommittee, its legal and diplomatic members drawn from a total of eleven different nations,12 administrative and executive tasks fell onto the shoulders of the Allied authorities who actually had military control over the liberated countries.

When Japan surrendered, General MacArthur was appointed the military administrator of Japan, and he established an International Military Tribunal for the Far East (IMTFE) in January 1946, more commonly known as the ‘Tokyo Trials’. The IMTFE would try the ‘big fish’, those Japanese government and military officials who had planned and waged the war in the Pacific between 1941 and 1945. They were accused and tried for three types of crimes: ‘Class A’ (crimes against peace), ‘Class B’ (war crimes), and ‘Class C’ (crimes against humanity), committed during the Second World War only. The crimes committed by Japanese forces in Nationalist China and occupied Korea between 1937 and 1945 were outside of the remit of the IMFTE, and instead the Chinese authorities instituted thirteen tribunals themselves, the most important convened at the capital Nanking, and 504 Japanese were convicted by these bodies and 149 subsequently executed.

The first classification at the IMTFE, ‘crimes against peace’, referred to the leaders’ joint conspiracy to begin and then wage aggressive war, while the latter two classifications referred to alleged atrocities committed by Japanese naval and military forces. Subordinate and junior officers, many of whom actually conducted the killings personally or at least ordered and supervised them, were to be dealt with separately from the IMTFE by a series of tribunals established by the victorious Allied powers throughout the SEAC and SWPA areas of responsibility.

The IMFTE convened for the first time on 3 May 1946. Twentyfive former Japanese military and political leaders were charged with ‘Class A’ crimes, the most famous being the former prime minister General Hideki Tojo, and a further 300,000 Japanese were charged with ‘Class B’ or ‘C’ crimes at dozens of tribunals held throughout Asia and the Pacific. The Australians, due to the fact of so many of their servicemen and nationals having fallen into Japanese hands during the war, were particularly interested in seeing some measure of justice meted out to those responsible for war crimes. Australian military courts charged 924 Japanese nationals with war crimes and of these 496 were convicted and given prison terms. Another 153 were found guilty of murder and executed.

The numbers of British and Commonwealth military dead murdered by the Japanese within the SEAC area of responsibility makes for sobering reading. Mountbatten was faced with the task of trying to locate those who were responsible for all of this death and suffering from among over 100,000 Japanese troops that he had taken prisoner. It was to prove to be a complicated business, compounded by the difficulties of translating the court proceedings from English into Japanese, and the proceedings were further constrained by budgetary problems due to Britain’s shattered economy and the shipping home of thousands of potential witnesses straight after the liberation for medical treatment and convalescence.

Some measure of justice was taken by SEAC, operating to arrest and punish war criminals through the auspices of the American occupation authorities in Tokyo, against those Japanese who had committed war crimes during the occupations of Hong Kong, Malaya, Singapore, North Borneo and Sumatra. These areas had been designated as Lord Mountbatten’s responsibility. The officer in overall charge of Japanese forces in Southeast Asia, and who bore command responsibility for the horrendous treatment of POWs, internees and the civilian populations within the occupied territories, unfortunately escaped British justice. Field Marshal Count Hisaichi Terauchi, commander of the Southern Expeditionary Army Group covering the entire SEAC area had personally surrendered to Mountbatten in Saigon on 30 November 1945, after a stroke had prevented him from travelling to Singapore for the formal surrender on 12 September. While he was a prisoner-of-war in a camp in Malaya, Terauchi suffered another stroke and died on 12 June 1946 before he was brought to trial.





Table 1: Deaths of British Commonwealth POWs in Japanese Captivity13 
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However, justice was exercised over many of Count Terauchi’s subordinates, all of whom had the blood of prisoners and internees on their hands. The officer who had signed in Terauchi’s stead in Singapore, Lieutenant General Seishiro Itagaki, did not escape punishment. As commander of the Seventh Area Army covering Singapore and Malaya, and of the Twenty-Fifth Army defending Sumatra, the sixty-six year old was suspected of many crimes and he was arrested on the order of the Supreme Commander of the Allied Powers (SCAP), General MacArthur’s new title as governor of Japan. Itagaki was arraigned for trial and charged with the commission of war crimes, specifically with the Japanese seizure of Manchuria in 1931 as background to leading Japan into the Second World War, his escalation of the war against the Allies during the term he served as War Minister and for permitting the inhumane treatment of POWs during his term as commander of Japanese forces in Southeast Asia. He was found guilty at the International Military Tribunal for the Far East and hanged at Sugamo Prison, Tokyo, on 21 December 1948.14 

Lieutenant General Takashi Sakai had commanded the forces that had captured Hong Kong in December 1941, and had afterwards served as military governor of the British colony. During the Japanese occupation POWs and internees had been maltreated and a campaign of terror against Chinese civilians had been waged. Sakai was arrested by SCAP and charged with a host of crimes. He was given to the Chinese who hauled him before the War Crimes Military Tribunal convened at the Ministry of National Defense in Nanking. Fifty-nine year old Sakai was executed by firing squad on 30 September 1946. Another former governor of Hong Kong, General Rensuke Isogai, was also arrested on the orders of SCAP. He was also extradited to Nanking, and was charged with committing war crimes in Hong Kong. Sentenced to life imprisonment, he was released by Chairman Mao’s Communist regime in 1952 and allowed to return to Japan where he died in 1967 at the age of eighty-one.

Once Burma had been occupied in 1942, the Japanese had installed a military force to garrison the country. Designated the Burma Area Army, this unit was responsible for the Burma-Thailand Railway and a multitude of atrocities committed against military and civilian prisoners. The commander of the army for the latter part of the occupation was General Heitaro Kimura. He was arrested after the war and arraigned before the Tokyo Trials. Found guilty of war crimes committed against military and native civilian prisoners who slaved on the Railway of Death, Kimura was hanged on 23 December 1948.

The Japanese military governor of Sumatra from February 1944 until the end of the war was Lieutenant General Takuma Nishimura. During the Battle of Malaya in 1941–42, Nishimura had commanded the Imperial Guards Division and was implicated in the barbaric murders of Australian and Indian wounded taken prisoner at Parit Sulong. He was also implicated in the Sook Ching Massacre in Singapore where the Kempeitai military police was let loose on the Chinese population shortly after the British surrender. Thousands of people were machine gunned on the beaches in huge massacres after they had been accused of supporting the Chinese Nationalists or of being anti-Japanese. Tried by the British in Singapore, Nishimura was found guilty of involvement in the Sook Ching Massacre and sentenced to life imprisonment. After serving four years, he was being sent back to Japan by ship to serve out the remainder of his sentence when Australian military police forcibly removed him at Hong Kong. Nishimura was sent to trial on Manus Island in the Pacific where he was charged with ordering the Parit Sulong Massacre. Found guilty, Nishimura was sentenced to death and hanged on 12 June 1951. A Kempeitai colonel and Lieutenant General Saburo Kawamura were also arraigned for the Sook Ching Massacre by the British and hanged shortly after the war.

The British and the other Allies were not only interested in the senior officers who had condemned thousands to death with the sweep of brush and ink, but also the junior ranks of officers and NCOs who had waded in the gore of innumerable crimes against humanity. The British conducted relatively extensive war crimes trials in twenty-three cities across Asia, based upon the regions of Singapore, Malaya, North Borneo, Burma and Hong Kong. SEAC was placed in charge of investigating and prosecuting suspected Japanese war criminals, primarily concerning war crimes against former British POWs. This was difficult, largely because Mountbatten had ordered the evacuation of as many POWs and internees as possible from Singapore and Malaya so that they might recover their health in India, Australia and Britain. The British nonetheless managed to collect 35,963 witness statements, as well as questioning local people about war crimes that they had actually seen. Responsibility for collecting much of this material was placed with E Group of Force 136.





Table 2: Japanese War Criminals Judicially Executed by the Allied Powers, 1946–1951.
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The local populations of areas that had been under Japanese occupation at the time of the alleged war crimes were of primary importance to the British investigation, and they provided detailed descriptions and statements particularly concerning the infamous Sook Ching Massacre of Chinese in Singapore that led to several lower ranking Japanese being hanged or imprisoned. Frederick Bellenger, Financial Secretary to the War Office, wrote that ‘… although the military administration is anxious to bring to justice the perpetrators of such crimes, their success in doing so is largely dependent upon the willingness of the local population to come forward with reports.’15 

After a process of four months of interviews and gathering evidence had been completed, the first war crimes trial opened in Singapore on 21 January 1946 under the aegis of the British Military Administration, and by May 8,900 suspects were under arrest throughout the SEAC area. However, fewer than 1,000 of these ever saw the inside of a courtroom. The British investigation was hampered from the beginning, as mentioned earlier, by a lack of staff, particularly translators, and by a shortage of money. The full effort of SEAC was in getting servicemen repatriated, rather than seeking justice for those who had already died. ‘Although British Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin stated in February 1946 that ‘regarding the Far East, I agree that high priority should be given to trials of minor war criminals’,16 this was largely to be an unfulfilled ambition. After 1947 the number of staff investigating Japanese war crimes was reduced, and the final British trial in Singapore came to an end in December 1948.’17 Overall, the British executed 223 Japanese by hanging for war crimes, which was far fewer than ultimately deserved this punishment. This figure does not take into account the Japanese who were killed in cases of instant retribution by prisoners and liberating troops, though on the whole most British soldiers and ex-POWs were remarkably restrained. ‘In Thailand, an Australian prisoner reported that, immediately after the Japanese capitulation, a British major from Special Operations Executive attached to Thai guerrillas ‘went on the rampage killing many Japs.’ But he did not approve of the commando’s actions: ‘He impressed me as a man who had seen too much of war and was jumpy and nervous.’’18 

It was a fact that unless a Japanese war criminal was convicted, sentenced to death and executed, it was likely that most of them would escape serious punishment for their crimes. Compared with the sentences and prison time served by many Nazi war criminals (many of whom remained in jail for the rest of their natural lives), the treatment of Japanese war criminals was laughable, and the result of a whitewash campaign hatched between the United States and the Japanese government. By 1950, most war crimes trials were over. In prisons across Asia Japanese and collaborationist war criminals languished. Although some executions were still outstanding, most were subsequently commuted to life sentences as the Allied nations suddenly lost their appetite for justice as the Cold War diverted their attention and resources onto more pressing matters. Some courts had already reduced sentences and paroled selected criminals.

A campaign for amnesty for war criminals emerged in Japan in the early 1950s. Although Japan was still under occupation by General MacArthur’s SCAP forces, the economy was rapidly recovering, due in no small part to generous American loans, and the Japanese Government and people felt secure and confident enough to challenge the very validity of the International Military Tribunal for the Far East and all the other associated war crimes trials. They found in the Americans a willing and attentive audience who were more than happy to address the thorny issue of war criminals in return for Japan becoming a close ally in the fight against the spread of world communism. Many in Japan were already labeling the Tokyo Trials as ‘victor’s justice.’ General MacArthur issued a directive on 7 March 1950 that automatically reduced life sentences by one-third for good behaviour. Parole was to be authorized after fifteen years imprisonment. At this time, many war criminals claimed that they were in ill-health, and they were duly released from prison as free men.

After the San Francisco Peace Treaty came into effect in April 1952, officially ending the war between the United States and Japan, a Japanese movement vociferously demanded the release of all ‘Class B’ and ‘C’ war criminals from prison. The group argued that the original trials lacked validity under Japanese law and were examples of ‘victor’s justice’ and that the families of these men had suffered ‘hardship and misery’ as a result of their imprisonment. The Japanese Government, keen to gain popular support, jumped onto the band wagon and added its own voice to the argument. It stated that ‘public sentiment in our country is that the war criminals are not criminals. Rather, they gather great sympathy as victims of the war, and the number of people concerned about the war crimes tribunal system itself is steadily increasing.’ Incredibly, after all the bloods, sweat, tears and treasure that the United States had expended on defeating Japan, the American Government proceeded cynically to encourage this view to take hold in Japan. The Truman administration allowed the exigencies of the Cold War to blind them to the dangerous trend of historical revisionism in Japan. Lord Mountbatten had stated in a telegram to MacArthur shortly after the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki that led to the Japanese capitulation: ‘I am sure that your views coincide with mine, namely, that it will be the greatest mistake to be soft with the Japanese. The fact that you have been prevented from inflicting the crushing [defeat]…will, I fear, enable the Japanese leaders to delude their people into thinking they were defeated only by the scientists and not in battle, unless we can so humble them that the completeness of defeat is brought home to them.’19 MacArthur and Truman did exactly what Mountbatten warned them against – they allowed the Japanese to challenge the historical truths of their defeat, and in releasing war criminals early they sent a message to the Japanese that the validity of the trials was open to question and that the Emperor’s armed forces had not technically done anything wrong.

As Japan has grown economically stronger over the following decades, so too has her unwillingness to admit to her status as an aggressor nation in the war or to admit that terrible crimes were committed by her armed forces. Of course, this revisionist attitude was not helped by MacArthur’s refusal to prosecute any member of the Imperial Family, several of whom were suspected of intimate involvement in war crimes. Historians have made several allegations against members of the Japanese Imperial Family, though these have never been proved owing to the closure of the Imperial Archives to scholars and the widespread destruction of incriminating evidence by the Japanese in the days following the surrender. Emperor Hirohito was long suspected of having had a far more influential position in the government of wartime Japan than has ever been admitted, this image running contrary to the postwar myth promulgated by the Japanese, with American support, that portrayed Hirohito as a harmless botanist carried along unwillingly or ignorantly by events.

Several other male members of the Imperial Family subsequently came under close scrutiny by historians, demonstrating that the commission of war crimes went to the very top of the Japanese establishment. One of Hirohito’s younger brothers, Prince Chichibu, served through the war in China and the Pacific as an army officer. After 1942 he was retired from active service as a major general because of tuberculosis. However, as a battalion commander in the 37th Infantry Regiment in 1937–38 he was present in Nanjing just after the infamous ‘Rape’. Historians have also suggested that Prince Chichibu headed Operation ‘Golden Lily’, during which the Japanese systematically looted the Occupied Territories of art treasures, bullion and cash, most of which has never been recovered. Chichibu died of tuberculosis in 1953, aged fifty.

Prince Asaka, Hirohito’s uncle-in-law, was a lieutenant general during the Rape of Nanking, and in temporary command of all Japanese forces in the city because of the incapacity of the field commander, General Iwane Matsui (who was hanged for war crimes after the war). Asaka allegedly issued an order to ‘kill all captives’ to the army, sanctioning the massacre of over 300,000 Chinese. Asaka certainly issued no orders to stop the carnage. He died in 1981 aged ninety-three.

Another male relative of Hirohito’s, his first cousin Prince Takeda, was a lieutenant-colonel at Imperial General Headquarters in Tokyo. He had executive responsibility for Unit 731, the Japanese Army’s biological and chemical warfare research facility in Manchuria where tens of thousands of Chinese, Russian and Allied prisoners were cruelly experimented on and murdered. Some historians have suggested that Takeda had a more direct role in Unit 731, including visiting the facility and watching experiments taking place that resulted in mass death. He died in 1992 aged eighty-three.

Finally, Prince Higashikuni, Japan’s first postwar Prime Minister who held office between August and October 1945, and Hirohito’s uncle, was a career soldier who was latterly head of the Army Air Service during the war. As commander of the Home Defense Command from 1941 to 1944 he ordered the illegal executions of American airmen captured during the Doolittle bombing raid on Tokyo in 1942, and promulgated orders to execute all captured Allied aircrew as war criminals. Prince Higashikuni died in 1990 at the aged of 102.

Hirohito, and Princes Chichibu, Asaka, Takeda and Higashikuni were never placed on trial for their lives because General MacArthur protected them. MacArthur actively colluded with his own intelligence organisations and the Japanese government to protect the Imperial Family from being prosecuted because he wanted to use them to increase his authority over the Japanese people, and to maintain stability within the country. Brigadier General Bonner Fellers, MacArthur’s intelligence chief, was ordered to allow the major, non-Imperial, war crimes suspects who were to be tried in Tokyo at the IMTFE to coordinate their stories to spare the Emperor from being indicted. John Dower, author of Embracing Defeat writes that ‘with the full support of MacArthur’s headquarters, the prosecution functioned, in effect, as a defense team for the emperor.’20 The ammunition this decision gave to later Japanese revisionists was huge. ‘MacArthur’s truly extraordinary measures to save Hirohito from trial as a war criminal had a lasting and profoundly distorting impact on Japanese understanding of the lost war,’21 writes Herbert Bix.

On 4 September 1952, President Harry S. Truman issued an Executive Order establishing a ‘Clemency and Parole Board for War Criminals’. Then, on 26 May 1954, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, while rejecting a proposed amnesty for all Japanese war criminals, nonetheless reduced the period required for eligibility for parole to ten years. By the end of 1958 every Japanese war criminal had been released from prison. No protests were made by any of the Allied governments, and these men were welcomed as heroes back into Japanese society without any stigma of shame or criticism attached to them. All of this had only been made possible by General MacArthur’s ‘protection’ of key war crimes suspects, and in the creation of a culture that permitted and encouraged the dismissal of the uncomfortable truths of the past for the exigencies of the present. It was the final betrayal of the memory of all those men, women and children who had suffered and died in Japanese concentration camps. Justice had been denied to the victims of Japanese imperialism by self-serving Allied leaders like MacArthur whose actions in the immediate aftermath of the end of the war were driven more by political expediency and self-aggrandizement.





APPENDIX ONE

Chronology of the British Commonwealth and the Asia-Pacific War



	                            
	



	1941



	8 December 
	Japanese invade British Malaya, Thailand and Hong Kong.



	10 December
	Japan sinks the British capital ships HMS Prince of Wales and HMS Repulse off Malaya and begins landings on the Philippines.



	14 December
	Japan invades Burma.



	16 December
	Japan invades Borneo.



	20 December
	Japan attacks the Netherlands East Indies.



	25 December
	Hong Kong surrenders to the Japanese.



	
	



	1942
	



	25 January
	Thailand declares war on Britain and the United States.



	3 February
	Japanese forces begin landing in the Netherlands East Indies. Japanese aircraft attack Port Moresby, New Guinea.



	15 February
	British forces surrender to the Japanese in Singapore. Japanese aircraft attack Darwin in Australia.



	8 March
	Japanese invade New Guinea.



	6 April
	Japanese invade the Admiralty and British Solomon Islands.



	1 May
	Japanese forces capture Mandalay, Burma.



	23 May
	British withdrawal from Burma completed.



	12 August
	Japanese land at Buna, New Guinea.



	18 September
	Australian forces begin advancing up the Kokoda Trail, New Guinea.



	11–12 October
	Japanese Navy defeated at the Battle of Cape Esperance.



	17 October
	British forces advance into the Arakan, Burma.



	
	



	1943



	13 February
	British launch the first Chindit expedition into Burma.



	23 August
	Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten appointed Supreme Allied Commander South East Asia (SACSEA).



	October
	South East Asia Command (SEAC) Headquarters established in Delhi.



	
	



	1944



	2 March
	British launch second Chindit expedition into Burma.



	15 March
	Japanese invade India at Imphal and Kohima.



	April
	SEAC Headquarters moved to Kandy, Ceylon.



	19 April
	British fleet attacks Sabang, Sumatra.



	17 May
	British fleet attacks Surabaya, Java.



	31 May
	Japanese begin withdrawing from Kohima.



	18 July
	Japanese forces begin withdrawing from Imphal.



	December
	British Fourteenth Army enters Burma.



	
	



	1945



	11 January
	British forces cross the Irrawaddy River, Burma.



	2 March
	British forces capture Meiktila, Burma.



	20 March
	British forces capture Mandalay, Burma.



	April
	British Pacific Fleet fights at Okinawa.



	3 May
	British forces enter Rangoon, Burma.



	15 August
	Japan announces its surrender.



	28 August
	British fleet arrives in Penang, Malaya.



	2 September
	Formal surrender of Japan.



	3 September
	Royal Marines occupy Penang.



	4 September
	British forces occupy Singapore.



	9 September
	British forces invade Malaya.



	12 September 
	Formal Japanese surrender, Singapore.








APPENDIX TWO

Some Key Characters

Field Marshal Sir Thomas Blamey, GBE, KCB, CMG, DSO, ED (1884–1951)

The only Australian ever to achieve the rank of field marshal, Blamey served at Gallipoli and on the Western Front during the First World War. Commander-in-Chief of Australian Forces during the Second World War under General MacArthur. A controversial figure in Australia.

Subhas Chandra Bose (1897–1945)

An Indian radical leader and politician. Arrested by the British in 1940, he escaped to Germany in 1941 where he tried to raise an Indian unit in the German Army from POWs. In 1943 he travelled to Japan and became the leader of the Indian National Army, a Japanese-sponsored unit that fought in Burma. Bose was also leader of the Free India Government. In September 1945 he died in mysterious circumstances, probably in a plane crash in Japan.

Major Freddy Spencer Chapman (1907–1973)

Author, surveyor, mountaineer and film-maker in the Arctic and Himalayas, he joined SOE in Singapore and established 101 STS (Special Training School). Stayed behind in Malaya after the Japanese victory and worked with local guerilla groups. After the war he worked as a teacher and for the Outward Bound Trust. He shot himself in 1973.

Chin Peng (born 1924)

His real name is Ong Boon Hua, and he was communist liaison officer with Force 136 in Perak State, Malaya and a key figure in the Malayan Peoples’ Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA). Awarded an OBE by the British in 1945 (later withdrawn), Chin became General Secretary of the Malayan Communist Party in 1947, and led the rebellion against British authority known as the Malayan Emergency (1948–60).

Chiang Kai-shek, Hon. GCB (1887–1975)

Leader of Nationalist China and Generalissimo of the Chinese armed forces since 1936. Chiang was instrumental in pressing the Allies to invade Burma in 1944. He was known also for his massive corruption and graft. Chiang and his formidable wife fled to Taiwan in 1949, when the communists took over the mainland.

Sir Winston Churchill, KG, OM, CH, TD, FRS, PC (1874–1965)

Prime Minister of Britain 1940–45, and a close supporter of Lord Mountbatten. Churchill was instrumental in having Mountbatten appointed as Chief of Combined Operations, and later as Supreme Allied Commander, South East Asia. Churchill served a second term as Prime Minister, 1951–55, before retiring from office.

Emperor Hirohito, Hon. KG (1901–1989)

The wartime Emperor of Japan, Hirohito and members of his family have been associated with war crimes by many historians. Rehabilitated by the Japanese after the war, Hirohito lost his god-like position under the new constitution imposed upon Japan by General MacArthur, but is held in high regard in modern Japan today where he is known as the Emperor Showa.

General Seishiro Itagaki (1885–1948)

Fought in the Russo-Japanese War 1904–5. Commanded a brigade in China 1927–29, and later was Chief of Intelligence Section of the Kwantung Army where he helped to plan the 1931 Mukden Incident. From 1937 to 1938 he commanded a division in China. Commanded Japanese Seventh Area Army in Singapore and Malaya in 1945. Hanged as a war criminal.

General Hyotaro Kimura (1888–1948)

Fought in Russia against the Bolsheviks in 1918–19 and served as military attaché to Germany. Commanded a division in China 1939–40 and was Chief of Staff of the Kwantung Army 1940–41. Vice Minister of War and member of the Supreme War Council. Later Commander-in-Chief, Burma Area Army 1944–45. Hanged as a war criminal.

Fleet Admiral Ernest J. King (1878–1956)

Commander-in-Chief US Fleet 1941–45 and Chief of Naval Operations 1942–45, King clashed with General MacArthur and President Roosevelt over the direction of the war in the Pacific. King and Admiral Nimitz favoured an attack on Taiwan, but MacArthur was given permission to assault the Philippines. A member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, King worked closely with the British.

General-of-the-Army Douglas MacArthur, Hon. GCB (1880–1964)

Chief of Staff of the US Army during the 1930s, he commanded the Philippines Army with the rank of field marshal, and later American forces in the Philippines until ordered to Australia by President Roosevelt in 1942. Supreme Allied Commander South West Pacific 1942–45. Military Governor of Japan 1945–51. Commander of US Forces during the Korean War until he was dismissed by President Truman in 1951. Created an honorary Knight Grand Cross of the Order of the Bath.

Brigadier Colin Mackenzie, CMG (1898–1986)

Scholar, soldier, industrialist and aesthetic, Mackenzie was the SOE spymaster who led the 30,000 agents of Force 136 against the Japanese. After the war he served as chairman of the Scottish committee of the Arts Council, helping to create the Scottish Ballet.

Admiral Earl Mountbatten of Burma, KG, GCB, OM, GCSI, GCIE, GCVO, DSO, PC (1900–1979)

Supreme Allied Commander, South East Asia 1943–46. He rebuilt the morale of British forces in the East, directed the Kohima-Imphal campaign in 1944, and took the Japanese surrender in Singapore in September 1945. He was behind many schemes to liberate British territory lost to the Japanese. The last Viceroy of India 1947, and first Governor-General 1947–48. Created Viscount 1946 and Earl 1947. First Sea Lord 1954–59. He was assassinated by the IRA in 1979.

Fleet Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, Hon. GCB (1885–1966)

Commander of the US Pacific Fleet 1941–45. Won great naval battles at Midway (1942), the Coral Sea (1942), the Solomon Islands (1942–43), Gilbert Islands (1943) and Iwo Jima and Okinawa (1945). The Japanese surrender was signed aboard his flagship, the USS Missouri, in September 1945. Chief of Naval Operations 1945–47.

Admiral of the Fleet Sir Arthur Power, GCB, GBE, CVO (1889–1960)

Commander-in-Chief, British Eastern Fleet 1943–44 and then East Indies Station, 1944–45. Later Second Sea Lord 1946–48 and Commander of the Mediterranean Fleet 1948–50.

Lieutenant General Sir Henry Pownall, KCB, KBE, DSO (1887–1961)

Chief of Staff of the British Expeditionary Force in France and Belgium in 1940, Pownall was later Chief of Staff to General Wavell at American-British-Dutch-Australian Command in the Far East, 1942 until the fall of Singapore. Later appointed Chief of Staff to Lord Mountbatten, 1943–44. After the war served as Chief Commissioner of the St. John Ambulance Brigade, 1947–49, and military advisor to Churchill during the writing of The Second World War.

Field Marshal Viscount Slim of Yarralumla and Bishopston, KG, GCB, GCMG, GCVO, GBE, DSO, MC, KStJ (1891–1970)

William Slim commanded 1st Burma Corps during the painful retreat through Burma in 1942. He later commanded XV Corps, and then the famous Fourteenth Army, 1944–45. He was responsible for breaking the Japanese offensive at Kohima and Imphal in 1944, and for the invasion of Burma in 1945. After the war Slim was Commandant of the Imperial Defence College, 1946–48, Deputy Chairman of British Railways, Chief of the Imperial General Staff 1949–52, Governor-General of Australia 1953–59, and Constable and Governor of Windsor Castle, 1964–70. He was created a Viscount in 1960.

General Joseph Stilwell (1883–1946)

Best known for his service in China and Burma, his contempt for military regulations and concern for the ordinary soldier, Stilwell is also remembered for his caustic personality. He was known as “Uncle Joe” to many soldiers and “Vinegar Joe” to many contemporary commanders. Commander of China-India-Burma Theater (CBI) and later Deputy Commander, South East Asia Command under Mountbatten, Lieutenant General Stilwell was recalled by President Roosevelt in October 1944. Commander of Army Ground Forces, US Tenth Army during the Battle of Okinawa in 1945 and of the US Sixth Army. Stilwell was promoted to general before he died of stomach cancer in 1946.

Field Marshal Count Hisaichi Terauchi (1879–1946)

Intimately involved with the Imperial Way faction of the army, career soldier Count Terauchi was the son of a former Japanese prime minister. He commanded the North China Area Army 1937–41, and the 680,000 strong Southern Expeditionary Army Group 1941–45. Died of a stroke in a British POW camp in 1946 before standing trial for war crimes.

General Hideki Tojo (1884–1947)

Prime Minister of Japan and Minister of War 1941–44. He was also the driving force behind the appalling treatment of Allied prisoners-of-war and civilian internees. Hanged as a war criminal in 1947.

Harry S. Truman (1884–1972)

The 33rd President of the United States, 1945–53. Served on the Western Front during the First World War. Made the decision to drop the atomic bombs on Japan in 1945. Re-elected in 1948, and led the US through the Korean War, during which he famously dismissed General MacArthur.

Field Marshal Earl Wavell, GCB, GCSI, GCIE, CMG, MC, PC (1883–1950)

After defeating the Italians in Libya and Ethiopia in 1940–41, Archibald Wavell was sent east as Commander-in-Chief India, and then Supreme Allied Commander, South West Pacific 1941–43. Commanding American-British-Dutch-Australian Command, he oversaw the great British defeats in the East in Malaya, Singapore and Burma, largely caused by a lack of resources. Promoted to field marshal in 1943 he was created Viscount Wavell of Cyrenaica and Winchester and served as Viceroy of India, 1943–45. He was responsible for sorting out the terrible Bengal Famine and saved millions of lives. In 1947 he was created Earl Wavell and Viscount Keren of Eritrea and Winchester. The author of six books and an anthology of poetry, Wavell died in 1950.

General Albert Wedemeyer (1897–1989)

Chief of Staff to Lord Mountbatten, 1943–44, Lieutenant General Wedemeyer was appointed commander of US Forces in China 1944–45 and Chief of Staff to Chiang Kai-shek. Army Chief of Plans and Operations 1945–47, Wedemeyer was a hero of the American anti-Communist movement. A major supporter of the Berlin Airlift in 1948. Retired 1951 and promoted to general in 1954. Wedemeyer died aged 92 in 1989.

Lieutenant General Raymond Wheeler, Hon. KBE (1885–1974)

Principal Administrative Officer under Mountbatten at South East Asia Command (SEAC), and from February 1944 Deputy Supreme Commander. Chief of Engineers, US Army, 1945–49, and directed the clearing of the Suez Canal following the Suez Crisis of 1956. Honorary Knight of the Order of the British Empire.

Major General Charles Willoughby (1892–1972)

General MacArthur’s controversial Chief of Intelligence during most of the Second World War and the Korean War, Willoughby claimed descent from Prussian nobility. MacArthur referred to him as ‘my pet fascist’.

Major General Orde Wingate, DSO and two bars, (1903–1944)

Eccentric creator of special military units in Palestine in the 1930s and in the Second World War. Most famous for his creation of the Chindits, airborne troops trained to operate behind Japanese lines in Burma. Wingate was killed in a plane crash in Northeast India.





APPENDIX THREE

Japanese Orders

1. Order to murder all Prisoners of War (1 August 1944)1 

Document No. 2701 Page 1

(Certified as Exhibit “O” in Do. No. 2687)

From the Journal of the Taiwan POW Camp H.Q. in Taihoku, entry 1 August 19xx [numbers unclear]



2. (Entries about money, promotions of Formosans at Branch camps, including promotion of Yo Yu-teku to 1st C1 Keibiin – 5 entries)

1. The following answer about the extreme measures for POW’s was sent To the Chief of Staff of the 11th Unit (Formosa POW Security No. 10)

2. “Under the present situation if there were a mere explosion or fire a shelter for the time being could be had in nearby buildings such as the school, a warehouse, or the like. However, at such time as the situation became urgent and it be extremely important, the POW’s will be concentrated and confined in their present location and under heavy guard the preparation for the final disposition will be made.

The time and method of the disposition are as follows:

(1) The Time.

Although the basic aim is to act under superior orders, Individual disposition may be made in the following circumstances:

(a) When an uprising of large numbers cannot be suppressed without the use of firearms.

(b) When escapees from the camp may turn into a hostile Fighting force.

(2) The Methods.

(a) Whether they are destroyed individually or in groups, or however it is done, with mass bombing, poisonous smoke, poisons, drowning, decapitation, or what, dispose of them as the situation dictates.

(b) In any case it is the aim not to allow the escape of a single one, to amilhilate them all, and not to leave any traces.

(3) To: The Commanding General

The Commanding General of Military Police

Reported matters conferred on with the 11th Unit, the Kiirun Fortified Area H.Q., and each prefecture concerning the extreme security in Taiwan POW Camps.”

3. (The next entry concerns the will of a deceased POW).

3. Order regarding eating flesh of American flyers (9 March 1945)2 

I    The battalion wants to eat the flesh of the American aviator, Lieutenant (Junior Grade) Hall.

II   First Lieutenant Kanaburi will see to the rationing of this flesh.

III Cadet Sakabe (Medical Corps) will attend the execution and have the liver and gall bladder removed.

Battalion Commander: Major Matobe

Date: 9th March 1945

Time: 9 a.m.

Place: Mikazuki Hill Headquarters

Method of Issuing Orders: Called to my presence First Lieutenant Kanaburi and Cadet Sakabe and gave verbal order.

Place to report after completion of order: Brigade Commander: Major-General Tachibana.

Also informed: Divisional HQ Detachment, Major Horie, 308 Independent Infantry Battalion.

4. The order authorizing brutal guards and commanders to flee (20 August 1945)3 

Document No. 2697

(Certified as Exhibit “J” in Doc. No. 2687)

TO: Chief of Staff, Taiwan Army

FROM: Chief Prisoner of War Camps Tokyo

POW Camps Radio #9 Top Military Secret

Personnel who mistreated prisoners of war and internees or who are held in extremely bad sentiment by them are permitted to take care of it by immediately transferring or by fleeing without trace. Moreover, documents which would be unfavorable for us in the hands of the enemy are to be treated in the same way as secret documents and destroyed when finished with.

Addressees: Korean Army, Taiwan Army, Kwantung (Manchuria) Army, North China Area Army, Hong Kong.

Chiefs of Staff – Korea, Taiwan, Mudken, Borneo, North China, Hong Kong, Thailand, Malaya, Java.

Each PW Camp Commanding Officer.

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

I hereby certify that this is a true translation from Taiwan Army H.Q. Staff Files concerning POW’s. Vol. 7.

Signed: Stephen H. Green

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

This is Exhibit marked “J”, referred to in the Affidavit of JAMES THOMAS NEHEMIAH CROSS,

Sworn before me this 19th day of September, 1946.

/S/ P. A. L. Vines

Major, Royal Marines
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