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Author’s Note


There have been countless books published about heroic acts during war. War is a breeding ground for heroism and the Second World War was no exception. Yet heroism is not confined solely to those service personnel fighting on the various fronts, behind the lines or in covert operations. Bravery may be displayed by a whole raft of people caught up in the conflict, including civilians and even children. In fact, the Second World War was not only the most devastating conflict in history but it also killed more civilians than any other war. It should be expected, therefore that many of the people who carried out heroic deeds during the war should be civilians or those carrying out non-combatant roles such as military nurses, doctors, merchant shipping crews, missionaries, diplomats and many other forms of occupation.

In this book I shall share some of the experiences of military personnel, civilians and non-combatants who, under extreme emotional and physical pressure, usually facing imminent death, were able to find that powerful element we call ‘courage’, and to use that courage to carry out extraordinary feats, almost always to the benefit of others, rather than for themselves.

This publication had its genesis when I walked into a ‘Lifeline’ charity shop at Hervey Bay, Australia, some years ago in search of second-hand books. There on the cluttered bookshelves at Lifeline, jammed between much loathed volumes of ancient school texts (inkblot-stained and extensively doodled – sometimes rather naughtily), was a small, grey, hardback book titled Daily Telegraph Story of the War. It had been published by Hodder and Stoughton, London in 1943, right in the middle of the war, and the publisher had been keen to point out that the book had been released in accordance with the strict austerity measures then in force under rationing. The publication was nothing more than a chronological listing taken directly from the pages of the Daily Telegraph, detailing some of the events of the war from September 1941 to December 1942. I dug forty cents from my pocket and purchased it immediately.

Sitting down in the shade during a particularly a hot Australian summer’s day, I opened the book at random and the dusty, age-faded volume fell open to page forty. There were two headlines, taken directly from the newspaper. The first was about ‘The New Hurricane’ — the Hurricane 2c, which was then being released to the Royal Air Force. Fighter pilots were particularly excited about the new ‘wonder machine’, as it was described, with its four cannons capable of firing 2400, 20-mm shells per minute. Clearly, it seemed, Hitler’s Luftwaffe could not last long with that kind of firepower in the hands of the hugely enthusiastic although tragically young pilots of the R.A.F.

Just beneath that story were a few more paragraphs with the headline: ‘Trawler Defeats U-Boat’. Now that was something one did not see every day so I carefully read the scant few lines that gave a very brief description of the action during which a poorly armed former fishing trawler named the Lady Shirley, under the command of an Australian officer, Lieutenant Commander Arthur Henry Callaway of the Royal Australian Volunteer Reserve, had attacked and sunk a German U-boat while at the same time taking prisoner almost the entire submarine crew. It was a monumental story that should have made press headlines not only in Australia but also in England as the trawler was a part of the Royal Naval fleet serving in the Mediterranean and had been based at Gibraltar. It also became one of the great intelligence coups of the war. (For details of this event see Chapter Four).

I shook my head in wonder. Why had I never heard of this action and the commander and crew who had carried out the attack with such stunning bravery and success? I was also later to discover that this was not simply a story of great courage in the face of extreme danger and overwhelming odds, but it was also an astonishing story of mystery – a mystery that even today has never been solved.

I went to the front of the book and flicked over a few more pages. Another story immediately drew my attention. This involved the bravery of a woman named Elizabeth May Owen who had been serving as a stewardess on the steamer St Patrick when it had been attacked from the air by a German aircraft. Hit by a salvo of bombs early on the morning of 13 June 1941, the St Patrick had caught fire and quickly began to sink.

Realising that there were women and children trapped below decks, May Owen, displaying astonishing bravery, groped through the darkness to the women’s berths on the lowest deck of the ship, forced open the doors and brought out five women with a number of young girls, guiding them successfully through smoke, flames and chaos to the upper deck. May Owen then managed to get life-belts for all her charges even though she did not have one herself. Yet even now the courageous stewardess knew that she had not finished the almost impossible humanitarian task she had set for herself. With the ship literally sinking beneath her she returned below decks in search of another missing woman, bringing her safely to the burning upper deck and jumping with the woman into sea. May Owen managed to support the woman and a young child for about two hours before both were successfully rescued. Meanwhile the St Patrick had broken in two and slipped beneath the waves in a massive bubble of oil, debris and death. (For the full story see Chapter Two).

When I read these extremely brief news accounts of amazing bravery and courage I realised that during those five long years of total war there must have been thousands of individual acts of gallantry that had largely gone unnoticed by the general public and have long since disappeared into the mists of time.

We must ask ourselves: what is it that drives people to carry out deeds of spectacularly unselfish bravery? In what is usually termed ‘the heat of battle’, combatants can sometimes be almost blindly influenced by what is known as ‘fighting madness’ and under such a condition undertake astonishing acts of valour. We see it in soldiers who charge well defended machine-gun posts armed only with a pistol or bayonet; or a sailor who remains at his gun, firing at an enemy ship even while his own is sinking beneath him. Yet what happens to the human psyche when we achieve equally courageous acts when not ‘fighting mad’? How do we reconcile ourselves, often making nanosecond decisions to carry out acts of great valour in the cold hard light of day?

War, of course, changes people, sometimes forever. The very fact that one nation is at war with another tends to create what in peacetime would probably be termed ‘team spirit’ but in times of war is called ‘fighting spirit’. War tends to bring people together. War means that everyday people, ordinary citizens, civilians in all walks of life and at all levels of society, and also people serving in the armed forces, have to form a cohesive bond, to pull together and to work together. War means that we can no longer live and act apart. We all have to do our ‘bit’. Essentially, that is why war creates so many heroes. We are no longer able to justify ignoring difficult or dangerous situations. If they come our way then we have to learn how to deal with them. War means that we can no longer leave the difficult decisions to others; they already have enough on their hands. If something needs to be done then we are the ones who have to do it. One man who features in this book, LieutenantColonel Charles Anderson, in an interview he recorded during the 1980s, stated that war, rather than hardening people, makes them kinder, more gentle, because they have seen all the horrors that war can bring and that somehow it changes people, makes them more sensitive to the needs of others, more understanding, and infuses an unselfish readiness to help others in need.

The writing of this book has been both a joy and rather a ‘magical mystery tour’. It has proven to be completely powered by ‘positive energy’ and that energy has come from the families and friends of those whose stories are included in the book but also from the general public who want to know more. As I have moved through the research phases, worked through archival documents, family records and photograph albums, the intrinsic power of this book has grown significantly. When I began, I knew that the subject would be centred around men and women who had performed heroic actions, helping others to survive, usually at the risk of their own lives, but I did not know who those people would be or what their stories were. That’s why the writing of this book has been such a wonderful mystery tour, each subject, each story, being revealed to me in much the same way that they will be revealed to my readers. It has been a joy and privilege to write it.

This book then, is a celebration of the courage, fortitude and character of many brave men and women who may have been lauded at the time but are now largely forgotten, who selflessly reached into themselves and gave everything, either for their countries or their fellow human beings, placing their lives at risk without a thought for their own safety or need for reward.

Tony Matthews.
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Medals and bronze cannons meant nothing, 

Just the aching bruise – the lost years, 

Every day of them, and his haunting loss of child, 

Gentle souls with all their quiet courage, 

Sand men lost in a sand of time, 

And the illusionary light of all those dead.




From: The Man in the White Coat — Tribute to Emrys Matthews.

Excerpt from the anthology: Cockles and Lavabread – Poems of 1950s Swansea, by Tony Matthews




Chapter 1


Front-line Farmers

12 August 1940

War was coming. Everyone knew that. As political tensions had mounted in Europe over the previous six or seven years it had become abundantly clear that the war of 1914-18 had not, in fact, been the ‘war to end all wars’. German aggression had again been let off the leash and Hitler’s profoundly dangerous National Socialist Party was preparing for conflict on an unprecedented scale. For the people of Britain it was almost as if the first war had never really ended. This was just an extension of it – old scores being settled, perceived wrongs put right. Fear was in the air. Massive bombing attacks on England were to be expected. Clouds of poison-gas would drift over cities killing tens of thousands. A German invasion would mean human slavery – the slavery of an entire nation. Those were the terrifying predictions. There were questions too. Could France withstand a German invasion? France had one of the most powerful armies in Europe. Surely it would be a firm barrier against any invasion of England. Yet the people of Britain were preparing for a war on the home-front like never before. Air-raid shelters had been dug right across the country. Gas-masks had been issued and regulations formed to force people to carry them everywhere.

When war eventually came on 3 September 1939 the people were ready, or at least they thought so. Children were immediately evacuated from heavily populated areas. A blackout was introduced, plunging the country into darkness. Blinds and heavy curtains blocked even the smallest chink of light from escaping into the night. Street lights were extinguished and vehicles were forced to grope their way around the blackened streets with only a couple of pencil-thin beams to guide them.


It was now mid-1940. Coastal Kent with its lambing fields, rich green acres of vegetables and grains was, in fact, a war zone. The war had begun less than a year previously and since that time so much had happened. The Germans had seized Denmark and invaded Norway and the Low Countries. Neville Chamberlain had resigned as prime minister and Winston Churchill was at the political and military helm of a desperately entrenched Great Britain. On 26 May 1940 the evacuation of Dunkirk had commenced. This had brought a close focus on Kent and its proximity to France which had signed an armistice with the Germans shortly after the evacuation of Dunkirk had been completed.

The capitulation of France brought Calais and its general vicinity under the control of an enemy of England for the first time since the Napoleonic Wars, and soon afterwards Hitler began to make plans for a full-scale invasion of Britain. Hitler was filmed looking speculatively across the Straits of Dover towards an almost totally unprepared England. The chilling film, shown widely, illustrated perfectly how close the Germans actually were to British shores. The hell of Nazi oppression was less than an hour away by sea and minutes away by aeroplane. A German bomber could now take off from an aerodrome in France and be destroying houses and facilities in England five minutes later. The enemy had the capability of being able to fire a massive and ongoing barrage of long-range, high explosive shells from the coast of France right into the heart a major English town and all its surrounding areas.

And that is exactly what the Nazis planned to do.

Dover and its surrounding villages and farms were about to become the new front-line in Hitler’s fanatical drive for European domination. Over the next four years, until the guns would be silenced, thousands of shells, bombs, parachute-mines and incendiaries would rain down on the small coastal community causing hundreds of deaths, thousands of serious injuries, and destroying or damaging thousands of homes and businesses.


The Straits of Dover were about to be renamed, ‘Hellfire Straits’.

The Germans began installing heavy, long-range guns at the end of July 1940. These were massive weapons, some with a range of up to seventy-one miles. Three 12-inch guns were installed to the north of Boulogne-sur-Mer; four 11-inch guns were placed at Cap Gris Nez; two 8.3-inch guns were set in place outside Calais with two more guns of the same calibre installed in Calais itself. Three hideously destructive 16-inch guns, the so-called Adolf Guns, were installed between Calais and Cap Blanc Nez. These artillery pieces were supported and protected by vast underground concrete bunkers with ammunition storage, living quarters and other facilities for the gun-crews.

The shelling of Dover and its surrounding regions began in a small way on 12 August 1940, with just a few shells, almost casually fired as if to announce a ‘gentle’ introduction to the people of Kent, informing the townspeople and farmers that a new kind of war was about to commence and that they would be key players in this deathly game.

Meanwhile, British military authorities had not been idle. Realising early that the most eastern parts of coastal Kent would certainly come in for attack from the Germans in France, and needing to be able both to retaliate and to launch similar attacks on German facilities in France, Winston Churchill had ordered the installation of heavy artillery pieces along the Dover coast. Four 14-inch guns, spares from the battleship King George V, were available for use and these were quickly transported to Kent where they were installed in a battery near the village of St Margaret’s, a few miles to the north-east of Dover.

Reach Court Farm right on the very edge of the Cliffs of Dover was requisitioned by the military. The Royal Marine Siege Regiment under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel H.D. Fellowes arrived at St Margaret’s in July to supervise the installation of the weapons. The first gun was ready for action by 7 August 1940, five days before
 the Germans first began shelling. This gun was nicknamed Winnie, in honour of Winston Churchill. The second gun, which would not be ready until the following year, was nicknamed Pooh, after the storybook character. Additional artillery weapons would later be added including two long-range guns known as Jane and Clem.1.

The village of St Margaret’s at Cliffe, more commonly known by its diminutive simply as St Margaret’s, is a three-part village. The centre of the village is only about three-quarters of a mile from the sea with a residential area, Nelson Park, situated a little farther inland. St Margaret’s Bay, the third part of the village, is located below the cliffs, north of South Foreland. A feature of the village is its beautiful and historic church, named after St Margaret of Antioch. The church had been established on a Saxon foundation by the Priors of Dover and completed in 1150. It would be shelled during the war and lightly damaged.2.

Although they did not know it at this time, many of the inhabitants of St Margaret’s would be evacuated during the war, the village being taken over by military personnel. However, some farmers would remain, in particular a man named Gilbert Mitchell and his wife, Kathleen, who, along with Kathleen’s sister, Grace Harrison, would remain, literally through hell on earth, to keep Reach Court Farm producing a wide range of foodstuffs vital for the war effort. Theirs was to be one of the most extraordinary stories of the Second World War. They would endure intense artillery barrages of up to two hundred heavy shells a day, regular bombing and targeted machine-gunning from German planes.

At the beginning, the shelling of Dover, St Margaret’s and other villages in the coastal regions was fairly superficial, although residents were often witness to dogfights over the channel or the sight of British fighters attacking German bombers.

At nine o’clock on the evening of Thursday 22 August 1940 a brief salvo of three shells began a bombardment from France.
 Earlier that day the German guns had fired about a hundred shells at a convoy passing through the Straits of Dover but without any significant results. The Germans had also attacked the convoy from the air but no damage had been inflicted on the shipping. As soon as the attack had begun British warships travelling at high speed, while attempting to protect the merchant ships, laid down a dense smokescreen, effectively concealing the ships from the enemy. One German aircraft had been shot down by the R.A.F. ‘The bombarding of the ships was a thrilling sight for thousands of people on the South-East Coast’, as The Times newspaper in London later reported. Spectators could see the flashes of the huge long-range guns on the French cliff-tops, followed seconds later by the explosions of the shells in the sea. More shells were reported to have shaken the ground in Dover, the promenade and cliff-top. ‘The Germans altered their range but their marksmanship was not good’, The Times reported happily.3.

After the inept performance of the German gunners that day they turned their attention to the coast, believing, no doubt, that a much larger stationary target, like England itself, could be more easily hit. The R.A.F. responded and from the Kent coast spectators could see in the darkness flares and tracer shells and red glows both in the sky and down closer to the waterline. The low roar of explosions could also be heard coming from the coast of France.

On the Kentish coast a church was wrecked by one shell which passed through a stained-glass window beside the altar and exploded inside the building. A large piece of shell-casing measuring nine inches long by three inches wide was later picked up on the steps to the pulpit. The casing was fully two inches thick.4.

The press later reported:

The shores of the channel coast shook to the terrific concussion of heavy artillery last night as British and German gunners engaged in a fierce duel. The enemy
 began by shelling the Dover area and the British guns quickly replied. For some time they blazed away at each other, the thunder of the giant guns adding to the violent crashing of the bombs as the R.A.F. launched its squadrons against the German emplacements.5.

On Wednesday 11 September about eleven people were reported to have been killed during bombing and shelling in the Dover area, a clear indication that the battlefront was on the very doorsteps of the people who were living there. Among those killed was a baby, just three months old. An R.A.F. aircraftsman who had been sheltering in a cellar beneath his billet was killed, as was a naval sub-lieutenant. The aircraftsman, pinned beneath rubble, had been calmly telling those who were attempting to rescue him that he was okay, but when the splintered planks were removed from the man he quickly collapsed and died. Another victim was a member of the Dover Town Council who had been hit while fuelling his motorboat on the beach.6.

Britain was now facing the very real possibility of annihilation. Hitler’s invasion armada was gathering strength along the channel ports and the British were doing everything in their power to destroy the invasion fleet before it could have a chance to sail. The R.A.F. bombed the invasion boats and facilities with great frequency, including the heavy German artillery ranged against Kent. Almost every night spectators would gather on the chalk-white cliffs at Dover to watch the fiery spectacle of heavy bombs falling on the German invasion fleet. The spectators could see the dull glow of the explosions and hear their roar, muted by distance and the sounds of the sea. ‘The glow of raging fires, the flicker of searchlights and anti-aircraft guns, the tiny red splashes of tracer shells, all of it looking diminutive and ghostly, yet only too familiar against the misty sky,’ The Times later reported.7.

The newspaper also exhilarated in the damage being inflicted on the Germans. ‘Even at this distance there is an exultant thrill of
 knowing that they are British bombs carrying the fight to the enemy in the field’, as the newspaper reported, ‘striking time and again at his military key-points.’8.

As the newspaper pointed out, the Straits of Dover had become a ‘No Man’s Land’ where desperate battles were being enacted. It clearly demonstrated that the enemy, ‘was always just over the way’. Yet people were enduring and learning to cope with the fact that they were now very much in the firing line, no longer only spectators, but participants in this grim war against Hitler and fascism.

For the residents of these front-line communities the war had taken on an almost surreal quality. German Zeppelins had dropped bombs on London during the First World War and ineffectual German biplanes had also been used to bomb English targets but that had all been rather ad hoc and more experimental than any kind of established or particularly effective war science. Now however, the general public was coming almost face-to-face with the enemy. The methods of attack were now far more effective and hugely more destructive. In the towns, villages and farming communities of Kent, the people, those who had not been evacuated, had little option but to go about their business as usual but always with eyes and ears finely tuned to the French coast, ever wary of the sight and ominous sounds of those massive guns. At night the distant shoreline was often full of fires and explosions as the R.A.F. attacked the German ground facilities and weapons, but now the darkened streets of the towns and villages of coastal Kent were largely devoid of life and holidaymakers were noticeably absent, the hotels almost deserted. However, the people, ‘do get a night’s sleep’, as the newspapers subsequently reported, ‘ ... for although here and there a house or deserted hotel lies in ruins, it is usually the work of some day raider sneaking down from the clouds, or incalculable, random shells from the enemy’s long-range guns.’
 In the flat, pretty countryside, tourists had been replaced by troops and military activity and the entire attitude of the people in the area had now changed. These were only the very early stages of the war, but there was a powerful tension in the air. Across the English Channel the German invasion fleet was building; death, subjugation, slavery and human misery were predicted should the Germans invade successfully; the constant threat was toxic and the horror of what the future might bring grew rapidly to become all pervasive.

Looking up, residents of this ‘front-line’ farming community could see formations of German aircraft, all day long, some fighters carrying just a bomb or two while other aircraft were larger, far more destructive bombers, all trailing exhaust gases in the cold atmosphere of fifteen thousand feet. ‘ ... like little white fish in the blue sky’, as the press described them, impervious both to the barrage-balloons tethered over Dover and the anti-aircraft guns that barked ineffectually, sending up pretty arcs of tracer shells.9.

On the night of 17 November 1940 a barrage of particularly heavy gunfire took place when the artillery of both the Germans and British exchanged shells across the channel. It was, as the press described, ‘... a violent duel across the Straits of Dover’. The battle took place in brilliant moonlight and followed an attack the R.A.F. had made on the German invasion fleet on the French coast. The bombardment of shells continued for an hour, shell after shell raining down on the people of coastal Kent. This was just one example of the war in the region at that time. South-westerly gales were bringing wreckage to the coast – bomb-smashed timber, broken rafts, rubber floats, all parts of the wreckage left of the bombing of the German invasion apparatus.10.

And so it went on, day after day, night after night. On some days there were no bombs or shelling and apart from the hive of military activity in the towns, villages and country laneways, life seemed almost normal. Then peace would disappear completely with the arrival of bombers or the sudden explosions of long-range shells.
 On the afternoon of 30 January 1941 a group of German fighters suddenly swooped on the barrage-balloons at Dover, firing their machine-guns indiscriminately. People in the centre of the town were sent running for cover as the first fighters roared low overhead with guns blazing. British anti-aircraft guns blazed back. The air was filled with the stench of burnt cordite but eventually the Germans flew off, having brought down several of the balloons. It was just another day in Kent.11.

Right on the firing line, in front of the English guns at St Margaret’s, and the closest farm to the beach was the 130 acres property known as Reach Court Farm, then under lease to Gilbert Mitchell and his wife, Kathleen (née Harrison). It would later be dubbed: ‘Hellfire Farm’.

Reach Court Farm was just another of those lovely English holdings with an ancient history largely lost in time. No doubt its origins could be traced back to the Domesday Book and beyond but by the 1930s it was a small but profitable farm, home to a modest herd of dairy cows and producing a fair quantity of other foodstuffs so important to the economic well-being of the country.

The farm itself had experienced a few interesting periods in its more recent history. In February 1928, for example, it was reported in the local press that a gold coin had been found on the property. The coin was of particular curiosity because it apparently bore the date of 1101 which was the second year in the reign of Henry I. It was believed that no gold coins had been issued by English monarchs until the reign of Henry III (1216 to 1272). Yet no dates had been stamped on gold coins until the reign of Edward VI (1547). There are records of gold coins having been dated from the following year. Therefore, the find at Reach Court Farm was interesting but it was almost certainly not a British coin, or even a coin at all. It is quite possible that the ‘coin’ was actually an ‘anting-anting’ a religious medallion from the Philippines that was believed to have certain magical and religious properties. People believed, for example, that they could ward off bullets.

The medallions came in many forms including small gold disks that resembled coins. The number 1101 was usually stamped onto them although this was not a date, it was part of the religious or mythical iconology. How an ancient Philippines medallion had come to be buried on a small English farm is now simply another of life’s mysteries, but it was to prove, at least, symbolically significant.12.

There was also a certain amount of tragedy in the history of the farm. It had been owned for many years by the Curling family. Henry Charles Curling had been a well known and respected member of the St Margaret’s community but he was destined to die a tragic death, aged sixty-nine, on 19 March 1900 when the two-wheeled horse-and-cart he was driving came into collision with a miller’s cart. There should have been plenty of room for both carts to pass on the country road. The miller’s cart was moving at walking pace while Henry Curling’s cart had been moving at a trot. As the carts were about to pass each other their wheels became entangled and Henry Curling was thrown from his cart onto the road. Unfortunately a wheel of his own cart ran over his head which would have been bad enough but the cart had been loaded at the time with a stove which had weighed around two or three hundredweight. Curling was rendered unconscious but soon recovered and although his head was badly lacerated the skull had not been fractured and he returned home. Two weeks later, however, he was dead. The doctor who attended him subsequently testified at the inquest that Curling had seemed all right for about a week after the accident but had actually died from tetanus, for which, in those days, there was no cure or protection. It was one of the sadder moments in the history of Reach Court Farm although, luckily, Henry Curling may have had some premonition of his impending violent death because he had previously insured his life – but only in the case of accident.13.

In 1937 Reach Court Farm was leased to Gilbert William James Mitchell. He would subsequently take over the ownership of the property and it is still owned by the Mitchell family today.


Gilbert had been born in Essex in 1906 and educated at Palmer’s College, Little Thurrick, which had originally been established by William Palmer in 1706 as a ‘charity school’, although by the time Gilbert Mitchell attended the school it was one of England’s better known and respected educational facilities. Among the school’s alumni was Squadron Leader Peter Tunstall, known as the ‘Cooler King’ for having, while incarcerated at Colditz, spent the longest time in solitary confinement of any British prisoner-of-war.

In 1934 Gilbert married Kathleen Harrison. Gilbert had met Kathleen when he had been employed in cutting hay on Kathleen’s father’s farm at nearby Ripple. Romance had quickly bloomed but sadly the couple had been unable to spend too much time together as Gilbert soon afterwards left to farm in Canada. However, when Gilbert subsequently returned to St Margaret’s he and Kathleen quickly married, the wedding taking place at Ripple. Gilbert farmed initially for his father’s holding, Martin Lodge at Martin Mill before he and Kathleen took over the lease of Reach Court Farm. The couple would later have two children, a son and daughter.14.

Little could Gilbert have known when he took over the lease that within two years his holding would be just twenty miles from the guns of a determined and vicious enemy, the closest and most vulnerable farm in the whole of Britain.15.

In 1939, with thirty-four dairy cows on the holding, Gilbert ploughed up a large proportion of the farm to provide feed for the animals. The family continued to work the holding but things really began to ‘hot up’ after Dunkirk. When the Germans began the shelling campaign that would not stop until the end of the war, the first targets were along the Dover cliffs and Reach Court Farm came in for a pounding. Speaking many years later Gilbert Mitchell said that the shells had fallen all around the farm blowing in huge craters. The shells sometimes fell only a hundred yards from where he and his ‘Land Army girl’ were working. ‘The blast blew things sky-high’, Gilbert later stated. On some days up to two hundred
 shells fell on the property and adjacent regions. On several occasions all the windows in the farmhouse at Reach Court were blown out. It was a bit like the shelling on the Western Front during the First World War. ‘The War Department kept telling us to move but the farm was our livelihood,’ Gilbert later said. There were dozens of shell-holes in the grounds of the farm itself with scores more in the fields close by. ‘Yet Jerry only killed a couple of my sheep,’ Gilbert later told the press.

The shells at first rattled the nerves of the dairy cattle and they stopped producing milk. However, they soon became used to the deafening explosions. The farm’s horses were the most badly affected, especially when German planes came over and began machine-gunning the holding. ‘But after a time they, like us, got used to it,’ Gilbert said.

During intense air-raids when the Germans were also machinegunning indiscriminately, Gilbert and his family would have to take cover. Yet despite all these dangers and difficulties there was never any change in the daily routine of milking and attending to the stock. On one occasion when Gilbert was working on his tractor, a barrage-balloon was shot down in flames and fell across the tractor. The flames, however, were quickly extinguished, Gilbert dragged the now sodden balloon to one side and went on with his work.

There were at least three people working the holding during this period. Gilbert Mitchell, his wife, Kathleen and Grace Harrison who had been employed under the Women’s Land Army Scheme. Grace was the sister of Gilbert’s wife so it was very much a family affair. When the long-range guns were belching from across the channel and shells were exploding with devastating blasts on the farm, Gilbert, Kathleen and Grace were forced to shelter in the cellar of the farmhouse. However, with all the din of exploding shells it was impossible to get any sleep so endless pots of tea were made. ‘At daybreak we all went out onto the “battlefield”
 and began our jobs of feeding chickens and milking the cows,’ Gilbert subsequently told the press. Above the mirror in the hallway of the farmhouse was a scroll which bore the simple legend: ‘Keep Cheery’. On another occasion Gilbert and Grace Harrison were cutting corn when they suddenly had to take cover beneath the tractor as German pilots began to machine-gun them.16.
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Grace Harrison; Gilbert William James Mitchell and his wife, Kathleen. Reach Court Farm.

—Courtesy of the Mitchell and Dunford family collection, Reach Court Farm, Kent.

The importance of this work cannot be underestimated. Throughout the war, and for many years afterwards, the British suffered under the, at times, quite extreme provisions of food rationing. Almost all foodstuffs were in short supply. Much was requisitioned for the military while a great deal of produce that had come from overseas, cheese, butter, beef and lamb from New Zealand and Australia, for example, were all in short supply due to German attacks on Allied shipping and the need for those 
  Commonwealth governments to retain such foodstuffs for their own requirements, particularly for their military. Therefore it was essential that Britain produce as much food as possible. ‘Dig for Victory’ became a catch-phrase for everyday Britons digging up their backyard gardens, not only to construct Anderson bomb-shelters but also to plant much needed vegetables. The press later reported: ‘Everyone showed a grim determination to store the country’s granaries full to overflowing against the needs of what might well be the cruellest winter in her history.’17.

Massive combine harvesters imported from America and Australia growled across the fields of the country, gathering in what was hoped would be a harvest to beat all harvests. ‘It was with the feeling that every possible ounce of nourishment had been wrested from the good British earth that congregations in little village churches ... came together at the end of weeks of unremitting toil and sang the grand old harvest hymn, All is Safely Gathered In,’ as the press later reported.18.

The summer of 1942 saw fields of crops where crops had rarely, if ever, been grown before, high in uplands and over the shoulders of hills where no crops had been grown in living memory. Even King George VI was ‘doing his bit’ and had opened up Windsor Great Park, where previously only deer had grazed. The king had ordered that a square mile of the land was to be planted to wheat – one of the largest wheat fields in the United Kingdom at that time. Possibly the greatest change brought about to English agriculture during this stage of the war occurred in the fens of East Anglia. Before the war this area had been almost completely wild, ‘ ... rough, dry, tousled stuff, shin-deep and about as nourishing as tow,’ as the press later described the land, adding: ‘The ditches were neglected, silted up, cluttered with bushes and reeds, too choked to carry the water away. What little land lay under cultivation was in bad heart, full of rubbish and weeds, field after field going back to nature.’19.


Now, however, all that had changed. The fields had been drained, cleared and ploughed, the ditches had been cleaned out and straightened so that they could flow properly, reeds, bushes, roots and sludge had been removed, cement tracks had been laid to serve as roads, and various crops had been sown including corn, potatoes and sugar-beet. One of the most difficult jobs had been the removal of massive trunks of fallen oak trees, ancient forests that had lain deep in the mud for millennia. ‘Some of these great logs were more than a yard in breadth and 40 or 50 feet long, soaked in water and weighing a couple of tons,’ as the newspapers later published. ‘Powerful tractors dragged them from the places where they had lain for thousands of years, ever since the far off day when the sea’s mighty inrush had torn them from their roots, swamped the primeval undergrowth and created the fens themselves.’20.

Gilbert Mitchell was as determined as any person in Britain to do his bit to feed the nation and defeat Hitler. Throughout the war Gilbert, Kathleen and Grace remained on the farm, not only saving their own stock and crops but also those of other farms nearby which had been evacuated. Gilbert was the district officer for the Kent County War Agricultural Committee and looked after thousands of acres in the most exposed areas of the region. Many of these holdings were staffed by members of the Women’s Land Army who worked at harvesting potatoes or sugar-beet. The beet was cut by hand, loaded onto trucks and taken to a factory where it was turned into sugar to help with the strict sugar rationing then in force. Under the supervision of Gilbert Mitchell the women also grew wheat, barley and oats. Additionally, some fields were a riot of blue as the flax crops flowered. The stalks of the flax would later be harvested to make linen which was also rationed at that time.

The young women working under the Land Army Scheme were usually unused to such heavy work. Many of them had come from typing pools in the cities, or shops, or had been
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Grace Harrison Reach Court Farm

—Courtesy of the Mitchell and Dunford family collection, Reach Court Farm, Kent.

unemployed before the war, and the arduous tasks which were now required of them were challenging, to say the least. Yet the women were close-knit and made lifelong friends. They would often be given lifts to the various farm holdings on the many military vehicles that rushed around the country lanes: lorries, jeeps, even Bren-carriers. Buses serviced the various centres but these stopped running when a shell-warning had been issued. Some of the young women had bicycles which were easily distinguished as those belonging to Land Army women as they carried a yellow flash. In the village of St Margaret’s was a small tea-shop where the women would often meet when there was no shelling. When working in the fields they would usually eat their lunches in the ruins of derelict farm buildings, many of which had been shelled or bombed. At times the fields would be strewn with the carcasses of sheep killed during the shelling.
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Kathleen Mitchell feeding the chickens. 
Reach Court Farm

—Courtesy of the Mitchell and Dunford family collection, Reach Court Farm, Kent.

The drama being enacted on Reach Court Farm even attracted press coverage on the other side of the world. ‘Hatching Chicks Under Shell Fire on British Farm’, as one newspaper in Australia boldly headlined, going on to tell the story of Gilbert Mitchell, his wife and sister-in-law, adding:

Chicks are hatching, ewes lambing and cows calving on a farm on the Dover cliffs which is regularly shelled by Hitler’s guns. ... Gathering in not only their own
harvest but rescuing crops on other farms which had to be evacuated. Further defence works [concrete gun emplacements and facilities] have now been erected and most of Reach Court Farm is being taken over by the military, but they are carrying on with what is left and Mr Mitchell is managing for the Kent War Agricultural Committee an extensive area of surrounding farmland which would otherwise have borne no crop this year.21.


Tall, unassuming, the perfect ‘gentleman’, Gilbert Mitchell became known as the ‘Gatekeeper of Hell’, a reference to the Straits of Dover which then was being described as ‘Hellfire Straits’.
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Gilbert Mitchell talking with tractor driver, Mr C. Rogers. They are looking at an aircraft as it passes overhead.

The edge of the White Cliffs of Dover can be seen just to the right of Gilbert Mitchell.

— Ministry of Information photograph.

— Courtesy of the Mitchell and Dunford family collection, Reach Court Farm, Kent.

In 1942 Gilbert Mitchell was awarded the George Medal for brave conduct in civil defence. His wife, Kathleen, and sister-in-law, Grace Harrison, were also recognised for their bravery.
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Gilbert Mitchell looking at the damage to his house.

Reach Court Farm

The Mitchell family lived at Reach Court Farm until the damage caused by bombs and shells rendered the property uninhabitable.

—Courtesy of the Mitchell and Dunford family collection, Reach Court Farm, Kent.


Each received a British Empire Medal. The citation, published in the London Gazette, read, in part:

Mr and Mrs Mitchell and Miss Harrison have made an unexampled effort and shown sustained bravery and devotion to duty in carrying on farming under the gunfire and air attacks of the enemy. The farm is at the nearest point to the Continent and is scarred with filled-in
 shell holes. The farm buildings are probably the most vulnerable in the country, yet the work was carried on throughout the Battle of Britain and ever since.22.

As the press later reported:

Heroism and devotion to duty flourished not only on the battlefield and the highlight of ... [the] unceasing story to increase Britain’s productivity was the recent honouring of an English farmer, his wife and their land girl, as ‘front-line heroes’ for continuing to till the land and tend the cattle on their farm on the cliffs near Dover, throughout air-raids and during shelling from German guns.23.

The investiture of the medals was held at Buckingham Palace on 21 July 1942. When King George VI presented the George Medal to Gilbert Mitchell he asked how things were going on the farm. This was at the height of the war and the Dover region was still under frequent attack from shellfire, bombs and machine-gun fire. ‘I told him that everything on the farm was satisfactory,’ Gilbert later said. In fact, up until May 1942 five hundred lambs had been born on the farm in that year alone.24.

Interviewed subsequently at his farm, Gilbert was reported to have looked across the waving fields of wheat and barley and smiled with satisfaction. ‘Those crops look promising,’ he said. ‘If the weather is right we should have a grand harvest and that’s all we care about. No farmer would expect a better reward.’25.

Gilbert Mitchell was quietly modest about the work he and his family had carried out under attack on the farm. He subsequently told the press that he wished the national newspapers would not exaggerate the stories of their achievements but added that they had all experienced some ‘hectic times’. He also added that he felt considerable disappointment that another person, Tom Goodban, had not been similarly recognised. Goodban had
 been the shepherd-stockman on Reach Court Farm and had remained on the property through all the worst of the German attacks, yet had received no recognition for having done so.26.

The Women’s Land Army, in which Grace Harrison served on Reach Court Farm for most of the war, took a place at the rear of heroic institutions when it came to post-war recognition. The 80,000 women who had worked in the fields, growing the crops that had fed the men and women responsible for defeating Hitler were largely forgotten. However, towards the end of the war, in March 1945, the press was headlining:

Britain’s Gallant 80,000

The army of land girls who have endured for five years mud, frost, snow, smells, hard labour, loneliness, red noses and mice ... are tireless in their efforts to beat Britain’s Public Enemy No. 2, the rat.27.

Land Army work was about as far from glamorous as it was possible to be. Many of the young women who joined the organisation were from the cities or towns and had little or no knowledge of working a farm. Many were clerks or shop assistants unused to hard physical labour. One young woman went on strike almost immediately after being allocated to a farm, saying that she was allergic to cows and would prefer to go through the London Blitz rather than sit on a milking stool again. The press later reported that a professional singer was working in a lumber gang. No doubt she would be treating her fellow workers to a few songs as they worked. The army of young women was responsible for reclaiming thousands of acres of moor and marsh. In Devon a team of 110 land women was responsible for clearing the ground, cultivating, harvesting and grading 1300 acres of potatoes. One thousand women in the Land Army were employed in eradicating rats. Women who worked in the ‘Timber Corps’, a special section of the Land Army, were responsible for cutting, measuring and hauling trees used for telegraph poles and ladder posts and a host of other applications.

They would travel the countryside logging and sawing timber in portable sawmills. They worked in all weather, including snow, and often lived in basic conditions such as plywood caravans, cut off by snowdrifts from the outside world.28.

Women’s Land Army workers were paid 28/- per week, although if they were lodging with the farmer for whom they worked the farmer was entitled to deduct 13/- for lodgings. The women were required to work a forty-eight hour week. Land Army women were actually paid slightly more than ordinary women farm labourers and this was a cause of some friction, the women who had been doing such work professionally claimed that it was unfair.29.

There were also the problems arising from jealousies, some farmers’ wives claiming that their husbands were far more interested in employing women from the Land Army more for their good looks than for their farming capabilities. The ‘girls’ were, according to one report, ‘too glamorous’. Mr T. Brooke, a member of the Buckinghamshire branch of the National Farmers’ Union, later stated that wives were objecting because their husbands were employing the women specifically for their ‘sex appeal’. ‘I think they are more trouble than they are worth,’ Brooke said. ‘I know a number of young farmers who would like to have these land girls working for them but their wives won’t hear of it.’30.

Another publication printed an article about how Britain had changed so dramatically now that women were playing key roles in the working environment of the country. One woman had been a journalist before the war, writing for a women’s magazine, but the war had changed things in the publishing industry very dramatically. Women’s pages had been the first to be cut from the daily papers as part of the country’s new austerity measures. Many of the smaller ‘glossy’ magazines had disappeared entirely. The article continued:

Tractor driving, forestry, dairying, horticulture, poultry farming all come under the land girl’s scope. The ‘socialite’ is at a dairy farm and rises at 6 a.m. to light the boiler fire
 to heat water for sterilising milking utensils. The cows and calves are her special charge. Cleaning the cowsheds and chicken-runs she also finds ‘not so nice, but you soon get used to it’.31.

Throughout the war Dover and its environs suffered terribly. As the war progressed and as Hitler’s military ambitions began to recede, the Germans used their massive weapons along the French shoreline to punish the British as often as possible. Coastal Dover was an easily definable target, its chalk-white cliffs clearly visible. In 1944, for example, 216 civilians had been killed up until September that year. This number was actually about evenly divided between bombs and shells. ‘That relatively few died from shelling was due to the discipline of the people in taking cover,’ as the press later reported. Apparently the first unexpected shell of any bombardment caused most of the casualties, after which, by the time the second and subsequent shells had arrived, most of the people that were targeted were under cover. Up until that month, in that year alone, two hundred people had been seriously injured from shelling while one hundred and forty-four had been injured from bombs. The warning siren had sounded on more than three thousand occasions. The month of September 1944 was the worst of the entire war up until that time when the Germans turned their long-range guns deliberately on civilians in their homes, forcing residents in villages and towns to remain under cover for long periods, sometimes up to thirteen hours at a time. It became impossible to conduct ordinary business. Over a hundred houses were destroyed and four hundred were seriously damaged. Roads were blown up and public services damaged or destroyed by the almost constant shelling. The damage was so great that additional workers had to be brought in from outside regions to assist with the emergency repair work.

Many people sheltered in the caves of Dover where basic cooking facilities had been provided. Stew in buckets was handed out and ladled onto soup plates as the buckets were passed around.
 Plates and eating utensils were passed back, washed and handed out to the next in line waiting for food. Thousands of meals were being provided in this way. There was also the difficulty of feeding the small army of Civil Defence workers who were required to go out after an ‘All Clear’. Mobile canteens were being provided for this purpose. These were being run by the Salvation Army and the Queen’s Messenger convoys. In canteens outside the principal towns, meals were actually being prepared while the shelling was taking place. The provision of milk was another major problem. The main processing plants were dependant on electricity and sometimes the electricity was cut by the shelling, making it impossible to process milk. Yet even when milk was available the milkmen were unable to deliver it to the homes as almost everyone was then in shelters and the homes had been left empty.32.

The last shells to be fired from the German guns exploded on Kent on 26 September 1944. The bombardment began at 2 a.m. and went on intermittently until 7.15 that evening. After that the guns at Calais were captured by advancing Allied troops and were never used again.33.

After the war Gilbert and his wife purchased Reach Court Farm and continued farming the holding. Gilbert became something of a local celebrity and broadcast regularly on a popular British Home Service nature program called the Reds in November. He remained modest about his war experiences, rarely talking of them, but did agree to appear on the television serial All Our Yesterdays. He enjoyed riding and attending the races but his great love was for his family and the beautiful Kentish countryside where he spent his entire working life. Gilbert Mitchell died in 1987, aged eighty-one years, leaving his wife, Kathleen, a son and daughter.34.

Grace Harrison, the wonderfully brave ‘girl farm-worker’ who had shared all the difficulties and dangers of wartime life at Reach Court Farm, later went on to have a happy life. During the war she was responsible for the management of other young women
 in the district who were employed as part of the Women’s Land Army and it was probably her relatively high profile at the time which brought her the honour of presenting a cheque for £6000 to the Royal Air Force for the purchase of a new Spitfire fighter. The money had been raised through the efforts of Women’s Land Army personnel all over the country. Grace subsequently married a man named Peter Guest, who had also been employed at Reach Court Farm. Grace died at St Margaret’s, the village she loved, on Monday 13 July 1970, and after a service at the local village church her remains were cremated at Barham.35.

British actor Peter Ustinov was stationed at St Margaret’s during the war. He loved the region so much that he later purchased a home which was subsequently acquired by Miriam Margolyes, the well known English/Australian actor who played Professor Sprout in the Harry Potter series of films. A cottage at the other end of the beach was owned by Noel Coward, while Ian Fleming rented another.

Thankfully, the hundreds of shells and thousands of machinegun bullets that were sprayed murderously over Reach Court Farm during the course of the war never once injured Gilbert Mitchell, his wife or sister-in-law, Grace Harrison. Perhaps the magical, bullet-proof properties of the Filipino ‘anting-anting’ which was found on the farm in 1928, actually worked after all!



Chapter 2


The St Patrick Ferry

13 June 1941

Why were the Germans attacking neutral Irish shipping? That was the question voiced by the Irish and British general public and governments of both countries as the world slipped steeply into war. Ireland was determined to remain steadfastly neutral but it would appear that to the Germans neutrality meant little or nothing.

During the war the people of Ireland referred to the conflict as ‘The Emergency’. Trade between Ireland and its traditional partner, Britain, was badly disrupted which caused considerable confusion and social hardship as most of Ireland’s imports at that time came from the U.K. across the Irish Sea or St George’s Channel. The exchange of trade between Ireland and Britain was enormously beneficial to both economies, particularly coal going over to Ireland from ports such as Swansea or Cardiff and cattle or other agricultural produce coming back the other way. Somehow, the Germans believed, this Irish support of Britain’s social and economic needs would have to be slowed or stopped altogether.

In August 1940 Germany demanded that Ireland cease its food exports to Britain.1. Soon afterwards a large area around Britain was declared to be a ‘scene of warlike operations’, and on 26 August the Germans bombed the small village of Campile, situated in the south of County Wexford. Why Campile was bombed is a moot point and there are several theories including one which claimed that the bombing was carried out to reinforce the new German edict of Ireland ceasing to supply Britain. Destroyed during the attack was the Shelburne Co-op and Creamery which was supplying butter to England. Three women were killed: sisters Mary Ellen Kent (30) and Kitty Kent (26), and a restaurant worker named Kathleen Hurley (27). This was Ireland’s first bloody on-land experience of the war.2.


German U-boats were, of course, targeting British shipping and the Irish Government had ordered all Irish ships to fly the Irish tricolour. However, there was confusion over registry. Some British ships were on the Irish register, (in order to take advantage of the Irish whale quota, for example), while a number of major Irish ferries sailed under the British Red Ensign (known affectionately as the Red Duster). Among these was the ferry steamer St Patrick which ran daily on the route from Rosslare in County Wexford to Fishguard, on the west coast of Wales.

For reasons unknown, apart from the fact that the St Patrick was flying the Red Ensign, the Germans appeared to have had a particular dislike for the steamer and apparently expended quite an effort to destroy the vessel, attacking it on three separate occasions. This could have been coincidence, of course, or simply opportunism.

The St Patrick was a vessel well known in the Wexford and Fishguard areas of Ireland and Wales. Operating both as a passenger ferry and mail-boat, the ship provided an important social and economic service linking the two countries. The ferry was owned by the Fishguard and Rosslare Railway and Harbour Company which, in turn, was owned conjointly by the Great Western Railway Company and the Irish Great Southern and Western Railway Company. The ship was 1911 gross tons with two steam turbines and twin propellers. It was capable of a speed of about twenty-two knots. More than 330 people could be accommodated comfortably in its cabins which ranged from first-class to third-class.

The St Patrick had been constructed by Alex Stephen and Son of Glasgow and had made its maiden voyage on 18 April 1930, steaming from Weymouth to the Channel Islands. The ship was originally intended to have been a relief vessel for the steamers travelling on the regular routes from Weymouth to the Channel Islands and from Rosslare to Fishguard. However, the vessel was principally based at Weymouth.


Two years after its construction, on 5 August 1932, the St Patrick, steaming in dense fog, struck the Frouquie rock at La Corbière, at the extreme south-western point of Jersey. La Corbière was the western terminus for the Jersey Railway line from St Helier. The ship’s engine-room became flooded. The passengers were rescued from the stranded vessel by the steamer Isle of Sark and after the ship had been refloated it was taken in tow by the St Julien, firstly to St Aubin’s Bay and St Hélier, in Jersey, and later across the English Channel to Plymouth. It went subsequently to Birkenhead where repairs to its damaged hull were carried out. Upon the outbreak of war the vessel was used for a while as a troop-carrier until being returned to Fishguard to resume its normal ferry service to Ireland.3.

On the afternoon of Saturday 17 August 1940 the St Patrick left Fishguard harbour for its regular fifty-four miles run to Rosslare. When the ship was about ten miles east-south-east of the Tuskar Rock Lighthouse, within sight of Ireland, the captain of the vessel, James Faraday, who was on the bridge looking out for the Tuskar light, suddenly heard what he later described as being the ‘rattle of machine-gun fire’.4. Captain Faraday looked astern and saw, to his great consternation that the ferry was being attacked by a German bomber. A Heinkel He 111 was about two hundred feet away, firing towards the ship at about the height of the ship’s masts, its machine-guns winking murderously. Those on the bridge which included Captain Faraday, the chief officer and two sailors, immediately took cover by crawling into the wheel-house as the ship was sprayed with bullets. Fortunately, the wheel-house was protected by concrete slabs.5.

As the German aircraft passed overhead its rear gunner opened fire on the ship and Captain Faraday heard the bullets striking the deck. He also heard a cry from one man, Seaman Moses Brennan, who called out, ‘Oh my leg!’ Brennan, aged forty-six, was on watch as a lookout. His post was situated in a specially designed shelter (known as a ‘monkey bridge’) on top of the wheel-house.
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St Patrick ferry.

—Courtesy of Carl Milne, Stena Line, supplied by County Echo, Fishguard.

Another seaman later told the press, ‘I could see the swastika on the sides of the ’plane which came so low that it almost swept our masthead away.’ The same seaman also stated that as the rear gunner in the aircraft had opened fire, bullets had swept the entire length of the ship’s upper deck and the navigation deck. The Heinkel had turned to come around for another machinegun attack but by then all the passengers on deck had taken cover. On the aircraft’s third run over the ship it had dropped two bombs in quick succession but both had missed, although the explosions had been so close that the vessel had rocked badly as it had zigzagged desperately towards the shore.6.

Another sailor, Able Seaman Kent, ran quickly around the wheel-house and found Moses Brennan lying on the deck at the foot of the ladder. He was bleeding profusely from a leg wound and had evidently also fallen down the ladder from his lookout station. He was in great pain. Kent carried his shipmate into the wheel-house and as the attack was now over, Captain Faraday sent for the services of a nurse, a Miss Maloney, who was a passenger on board the ship during that crossing. Nurse Maloney was able 
  to staunch the flow of blood with a tourniquet. She also gave first aid to another member of the crew, a man named John Jacobs, who had been hit by bullets. Meanwhile, Captain Faraday ordered full speed ahead to Rosslare where both wounded men were subsequently placed on board a train to take them to the hospital at Wexford.7.

Sadly, Moses Brennan did not make it through the night. When Doctor John A. Driscoll at Wexford Hospital examined the wounded man’s leg he discovered that the damage was so severe that the leg would need to be amputated immediately. Brennan had suffered a compound fracture of his right leg and the fibula and nerves were severely lacerated. The wounded man did not survive the shock of the operation, dying four hours after entering the hospital.8.

During the inquest that followed this attack, Captain Faraday and many of the ferry’s passengers were, ‘loud in their praise’ of Nurse Maloney who had worked with ship’s officers to render every possible assistance to Moses Brennan and John Jacobs. Miss Maloney came from Clogheen, near Cahir in County Tipperary.9.

The funeral of Moses Brennan took place at St Ibar’s Cemetery, Crosstown. He had been the husband of Alice Doran Brennan whom he had married in 1922. The couple had two children, John and Alice. Sadly, John would also be killed during the third and final German attack on the ship.10.

Meanwhile, even as the body of the slain seaman lay in the morgue awaiting burial, and before the official inquest could take place, the steamer St Patrick again left Rosslare, returning to Fishguard on its regular service. Then, on the return journey, it was again attacked by German aircraft. It seems unlikely that this second attack was coincidental and there is every reason to believe that the St Patrick was a deliberate target for German bomber patrols in the region on the lookout for Allied convoys.


This second attack, which the local newspaper, the Waterford News, described as being a ‘thrilling battle’, occurred on Tuesday 20 February when the ship was about fifteen miles off the south Wexford coast. On this occasion passengers of the St Patrick gave graphic descriptions of the attack to the local press, stating that three German aircraft had swooped down on the ship from a cloudy sky. For defensive reasons the ferry had been equipped with two machine-guns and the moment the aircraft were observed by the crew of the ferry, the machine-gunners had opened fire. The German planes circled and began to drop bombs although by this time Captain Faraday had ordered full speed and the ship was zigzagging crazily. These rapid actions probably saved the ferry. Despite the fact that the Germans were using very effective and accurate bomb-sighting equipment and were highly trained in attacking shipping, the bombs all missed, dropping into the water close by and making the hull of the ship shudder. At that time there were over fifty passengers on board the ferry, including many women and children. After the shock of the initial sighting, the stutter of machine-guns and the concussive crash of exploding bombs, all the passengers on deck were ordered below and told to put on their life-belts. Meanwhile, as the frightened passengers huddled together, the battle raged ferociously with the Germans machine-gunning the decks and the gunners on the ferry retaliating until the Germans were driven off about twenty minutes after the attack had first started.11.

A ship’s officer later told the press that all the passengers had ‘behaved splendidly’ during the attack and a woman passenger said that her four small children had been so interested in the life-belts that they had not been frightened by the noise of the battle raging around them. Yet most of the passengers had been terrified and were described as being ‘white-faced’ when they came down the gangway at Rosslare that afternoon.12.


It appears clear from these attacks that the St Patrick was either being deliberately targeted or, as its timetable and route were almost certainly known to the German authorities, it would have been an appealing and easy target. What exactly the Germans were attempting to achieve by attacking the St Patrick is another point entirely, particularly as the vessel was carrying only civilians, mail and fairly innocuous cargo. The sinking of a vessel of this type had no real military advantages and would have served little purpose. It would also have been a powerful anti-German propaganda opportunity for the British authorities and press. However, the Germans evidently did not believe that there would be any disadvantages to continuing their attacks on the vessel, despite the fact that the neutral people of Ireland were treating downed German aviators with exceeding kindness.

On 3 March 1941, a German Heinkel He 111, the same type of aircraft that had attacked the St Patrick on two separate occasions the previous year, made a forced landing at Tacumshane, Ladies Island, County Wexford, less than ten miles south of Rosslare, the home-base for the St Patrick. The German bomber was under the command of Lieutenant Alfred Henzl. Henzl had been tasked with attacking an Allied convoy off St George’s Channel, at a point where convoys would usually split up and therefore become more vulnerable. One engine of the Heinkel had been knocked out by gunfire from a ship in the convoy and the other engine damaged. A crew member, Gefrieter (corporal) Gerd Rister had been shot dead. The crew had managed to extinguish a fire in the rear of the aircraft but it was clear that they would never make it back to their home base at Brest. Faced with a choice of landing either in England, where they would become prisoners-of-war, or Ireland, where they faced a relatively comfortable internment, they immediately chose to crash-land in Ireland.

At 2.45 p.m., the Heinkel limped into a rough, wheels-up landing on the beach at Rostoonstown Strand. The four surviving members of the crew were able to get out of the Heinkel safely; 
  they dragged out the body of their dead comrade and attempted to set off the explosive charge that was designed to destroy the aircraft and therefore prevent its secret equipment from falling into the hands of the Irish authorities. However, the bomb-charges failed to detonate and so a machine-gun was also dragged from the wreckage, set up on the sand some distance away and the Heinkel was subjected to some withering fire until one of its bombs finally exploded. All the crew were soon afterwards taken into custody by the local police who helpfully provided them with food and Guinness at a nearby pub.

At the police station a local priest and a solicitor, both of whom were fluent in German, translated and assisted the crew in making a telephone call to the German legation at Dublin where details of the crash and the treatment of the crew would have been reported to the German authorities. Afterwards the survivors were taken to the Wexford military barracks and given tea, bread, bacon rashers, sausages and eggs — items of food they had not seen for some time due to German rationing. The men were subsequently interned but found the whole process so enjoyable that they were astonished. During their internment they were comfortably housed and fed and given parole every afternoon to visit nearby towns. They went to the swimming pool and had full use of sporting facilities. There were three towns close by, Newbridge, Kildare and Kilcullen where the Germans went to do their shopping. One of the Germans ordered a new suit, later stating that it was the first time he had ever owned a bespoke set of clothes.13.

Evidently German aviators were being treated so well by the Irish that it is difficult to imagine why they would continue to attack civilian shipping packed with Irish people. Yet even the almost fawning treatment given to the Germans could not prevent the attack that was soon to be made on the steamer St Patrick. In fact, attacks on ships moving to and from Ireland were numerous at that time. Between 22 February and 13 June 1941, when the St Patrick was 
  attacked for the third and final time, no fewer than fourteen other ships involved in the Irish maritime trade were mined, attacked by air or sunk by U-boats.14.

Everyone on the St Patrick and their families recognised that there were dangers involved in making the regular run to Fishguard; the two previous attacks on the St Patrick were deadly evidence of that, and U-boat action in the Irish Sea and St George’s Channel was quite evident by the number of ships that were being attacked.

There was also the very real danger of mines. In addition to German mines, the British had sown the Southern Approaches between Cornwall and the coast of Ireland with designated minefields in an attempt to sink German submarines and although these were logged secretly for shipping so that they could be avoided, the mines still represented considerable danger if a vessel went off course or if any of the mines broke free. In January that year, for example, a mine that had broken free of its chains washed up at Cullenstown Strand in the Curragh area. It had exploded suddenly, killing four soldiers who had been in the process of attempting to destroy it safely. The British minefields were sown with suitable gaps to allow corridors for Allied shipping. By the end of 1940 more than six thousand mines had been sown in what were designated as being the ‘Southern Approaches’.15.

However, the date was now Friday 13 June 1941 – Black Friday. The St Patrick had left Rosslare shortly after midnight for a passage to Wales. On board the ship were two stewardesses, Jane Hughes and Elizabeth May Owen. May, as she preferred to be known, had recently volunteered for this trip as a replacement for another stewardess, Agnes Swayne, who had lost a son when the ship Lady Glanely had been sunk by U-101 on 1 December 1940. The Lady Glanely had been part of Convoy HX 90 and had been torpedoed in the Atlantic Ocean west of Ireland. All thirty-three of the ship’s crew had been killed.16.


The St Patrick was now about twelve or fourteen miles from Fishguard, opposite the wild and rather inhospitable looking Strumble Head where the £40,000 lighthouse winked monotonously, having been constructed in 1908 when Fishguard had become a major port for transatlantic liners. Had it been foggy that tragic night, passengers aboard the St Patrick would also have been able to hear the haunting sound of a foghorn coming from shore a few miles east of Penangles Point, a sound that the crew and regular passengers of the ferry would have recognised as being a rather mournful welcome to Wales. Tonight, however, it was sadly silent. Had it been sounding the German Heinkel out hunting that dark night would never have been able to find its prey.17.

Passengers aboard the ferry were mainly asleep in their comfortable cabins and expected to be landing at Fishguard shortly after dawn that day. The sky was just beginning to lighten with a dull grey dawn. Some passengers were up early, knowing that they would be disembarking within an hour or so, while others remained in their bunks. May Owen and Jane Hughes were, however, already up and about, preparing for all the work they would have to do while the passengers disembarked. Not all passengers were Irish; some were British, returning home and there were even a few Americans on board.18.

Those who needed to travel to other destinations would be in time for the early morning trains leaving Fishguard for Paddington station in London with multiple connections to anywhere in the U.K. Sacks of Irish mail would also be landed and placed onto the same trains. It was a clear moonlit night, crisp but not cold, and the seas were choppy with a strong breeze blowing. On board the St Patrick were forty-five crew members and thankfully just forty-four passengers. The fact that the vessel was carrying so few passengers on that particular voyage was later a cause for much relief as the death toll could have been far greater had the cabins been more fully booked.


The attack, when it came, was sudden. It appeared to come from nowhere. The time was shortly before 4.30 a.m. A German Heinkel He 111 bomber swooped out of the pre-dawn darkness on the port side of the ship. It was apparently seen by one of the lookouts because an alarm was sounded, waking some of the passengers but not others who remained blissfully unaware that the ship was about to come under attack. The reason why the attack was so silent and also so sudden was revealed in a subsequent press report of the sinking which, quoting information from survivors, claimed that the aircraft had come out of the darkness in a glide, its twin engines throttled right back so that although not silent, the sound of its engines would have been lost amongst the closer sounds of the waves and the constant throb of the ship’s machinery.19.

Even as the alarm was sounding and people were frantically trying to understand what was going on, the German aircraft machine-gunned the decks and dropped a stick of bombs. The Heinkel was specifically designed for this murderous kind of work. Light, fast, well armoured and equipped with highly sophisticated bomb-aiming optics, it could strike moving targets like tanks or ships with great accuracy. Slow moving merchant ships were particularly easy prey.

Four bombs were reported to have hit the ferry, bursting along the upper decks near the first-class cabins and also at the ship’s most vulnerable point, right in the fuel-oil tanks, which detonated with a tremendous explosion, literally blowing the ship in two and starting a massive oily conflagration. The fore portion of the ship began to sink immediately and those off watch seaman in the for’ard mess were placed into extreme danger. Shocked out of their sleep by the blasts of the exploding bombs, they had to scramble frantically on deck, dressed only in their scanty night clothing, and get a raft into the water which they quickly followed as the sea claimed the for’ard part of the ship.20.

What it must have been like aboard the St Patrick at that moment is difficult to describe. Passengers asleep in their cabins 
  would have been blown from their bunks, tumbling to the deck amid all the noise, smoke and carnage. It was still dark, dawn had not yet quite broken, and the cabins and decks of the ship would have been virtually in darkness, smoke-filled and lit by only the small emergency battery lights that would have come on when the main lighting plant of the ship stopped working. Crying out in fear and trying urgently to find loved ones, to be sure they were safe, passengers struggled out of their cabins, now tilting alarmingly as the ship began to go down. They clambered out into the smoke and flame-filled passageways, trying desperately to get up the successive decks to the upper deck where fresh air and a chance of survival beckoned. Although it was not known at the time, most of those who would die in this attack were already dead, killed by the combined explosions of the bombs and the fuel tanks. Passengers in the first-class cabins suffered the greatest casualties and all of them were reported to have been killed with the exception of one who was injured and later treated in hospital. Among these initial casualties was the stewardess Jane Hughes.21.

Those first few minutes after the attack would remain imprinted forever on the memories of those who survived. Many of the crew rushed to aid the passengers as they were startled into consciousness by the blasts of the explosions. The press later reported that, ‘a few of the women became hysterical’, which is not surprising, given the terrifying circumstances. However, the passengers who had survived the initial blasts were aided in every way by members of the crew including Elizabeth May Owen, the stewardess who would become a local legend during the attack for her ‘wonderful courage’ and ‘almost superhuman efforts’. Struggling in the darkness, the crew managed to get most of the people out of their cabins to the upper deck and to ensure that they had life-belts on.22.

With the broken ship in flames, oily smoke pouring into the dull, pre-dawn light, there was no time at all to get most of the lifeboats away. Under such circumstances the launching of the boats would have been almost impossible and only one boat is 

 known to have got away. All the lifeboats along the port side had been destroyed, either by machine-gun fire or the bomb explosions. With the ship listing heavily most of the boats could not be launched successfully. The one lifeboat that got away was launched after enormous difficulty from the stern of the ship. Almost all the passengers and crew would have to rely on the relatively frail life-rafts that would be dragged from their storage bays and tossed overboard.

[image: image9]


The engine-room staff were probably most at peril during those terrifying moments. With the water rushing in at a tremendous rate, and in almost complete darkness, the men had to force their way through the water, scrambling over machinery and numerous obstacles, disoriented by the dangerous list of the ship and the blackness all around. They managed to get to the emergency escape ladders and climb tortuously to the upper deck where most were able to throw themselves into the sea. One fireman, W. Evans, later told the press that he had almost been trapped below when, ‘miraculously’ he had been forced by the pressure of water up one of the ventilator shafts and had been ‘shot out into the sea’. When finally rescued he had been completely exhausted and suffering from a compound fracture of an arm.23.

One of the crew members to survive was ‘Dai’ Morgan. Just a minute or two prior to the bomb attack he had been talking to another crew member named James Roach. The two men had been standing near an alleyway which led into the ship’s dining room. Roach had told Morgan that he had more work to do and had given Morgan a newspaper to read. Roach had then, apparently, walked through to the upper deck. Morgan had walked to the other end of the saloon, sat down in a comfortable chair and begun to read the paper. At that moment the bombs had struck the ship, exploding just feet away from the alleyway where the two men had been standing moments before. The saloon was immediately a mass of flying splinters and shrapnel which almost certainly would have killed Morgan had he not been partially protected by one of the ship’s pillars. Confused, shocked and traumatised by the blasts, Morgan had fought his way across the saloon, struggling over broken tables and chairs and managed to reach the alleyway. In the darkness he grasped someone’s arm; he did not know who the arm belonged to, and shouted loudly but received no reply. He was then forced back by the ferocious flames which burst into the saloon. Morgan rushed back across the saloon to the far end and managed to recover his life-belt which had fallen to the deck 
  where he had been seated before the blasts. He then struggled to the pantry where, as luck would have it, a door had been blasted open by the bombing. Morgan climbed through onto the upper deck. By that time the ship’s decking was almost level with the sea so Morgan dived into the water and was soon rescued by the only lifeboat that managed to get away.24.

On board that ship’s lifeboat crew members quickly lit emergency flares in the hope that they would be seen by passing vessels and as a guide to ships that would come in response to the S.O.S. calls that had immediately gone out at the time of the attack. ‘In the faint grey light of breaking dawn’, as the local press later reported, ‘the boat circled around, picking up survivors who were clinging to rafts and wreckage.’25. There were thirty people in the lifeboat when a naval ‘patrol boat’ arrived. These included a young nurse who had, ‘plunged into a stream of oil fuel and was almost completely exhausted when dragged into the boat’.26.

One passenger, Nicholas Rossiter, later stated that he had heard a terrific crash which had awakened him. He rushed onto the upper deck to see that the ship was already listing badly. Without second thought Rossiter just jumped into the sea. He was able to get onto a raft and was soon joined by two women, one of whom had been badly injured. The strong wind blew the raft away from the ship but despite the fact that the frail craft almost capsized on several occasions, all three survivors were later rescued by what was subsequently described in the press simply as a ‘warship’.27.

Another passenger, Mr E. Power, later told the press that for him it had been a close thing. He said that the St Patrick had sunk only moments after he and many others had jumped into the water. One minute the ferry had been there, broken in two, ablaze and clearly sinking, and the next moment it was gone. Power was dragged under the water for some time before managing to struggle to the surface. He had spotted some timber floating nearby and had held on to it until being rescued.28.


Mr C. Cornell, a passenger from Rosslare, later said that after the explosion he had only just reached the flaming deck in time to grab a raft and throw it overboard. He immediately jumped after it and was quickly joined by another man who had been suffering from a broken arm. Cornell said, ‘It was a terrible sight to see women and wounded struggling in the water, but they all showed great courage.’29.

David Healy, another survivor, recounted that he, two women and a child, had managed to get onto a raft and all had survived. Another man, John Daly, stated that he had thrown two rafts into the water and after a struggle a woman, Mrs J.P. Newell, and her daughter, aged just nine years, had managed to get onto one of them and both had survived. Daly was later applauded as one of the heroes of the sinking.30.

Mrs J.P. Newell of Chelmsford and her daughter had been enjoying a holiday with friends in Cork prior to boarding the ill-fated steamer for the voyage to Fishguard. She later told the press that she and her daughter had been shocked into awareness by the ‘terrific roar’ of the explosions and had heard the sound of the German aircraft overhead. Mrs Newell managed to grasp her daughter and rushed on deck. The steamer was already listing badly. Without any further conscious thought Mrs Newell found herself struggling in the water, clinging frantically to her child. By now other women and children were also struggling close by, desperate to stay afloat. Meanwhile crew members still on deck were throwing life-rafts overboard and shouting to those in the water to cling to them. Mrs Newell managed to grasp one with one hand while also keeping an arm around her daughter, but the sea was very choppy and threatened at any moment to pull the life-raft from Mrs Newell’s tenuous grip. Both the raft and those clinging to it were tossed about, submerging them for moments until they would bob to the surface, gasping for air. Mrs Newell’s arms were soon aching badly but she was determined that she would never let go of either the raft or her daughter. In the pre-dawn light she saw 
  the St Patrick slip beneath the waves, its burning superstructure emitting great clouds of steam as the flames were extinguished. Soon afterwards a small Royal Navy ship, unnamed in the press of the day for security reasons, came alongside and began to rescue survivors. ‘Not for the first time I thanked God for the Navy,’ Mrs Newell later told the press. She said that when she and her daughter had been rescued they could not have received better treatment from the Royal Naval sailors. Mrs Newell had lost everything in the sinking of the ferry with the exception of what she and her child had been wearing at the time of the attack, and the officers and men of the naval ship had, ‘shown every care and attention’ and provided plenty of hot food and drinks. Mrs Newell said that she and her daughter were none the worse for the terrible experiences but that, ‘I should not like to go through them again.’ Her story was front page news in the Essex Newsman and when the Press and Journal newspaper at Aberdeen published a report a few days later they headlined the article, ‘Sea Murder’, also placing it prominently on the front page.31.

James Roach who worked in the engine room but fortunately had been on the upper deck at the time of the attack (having just given the newspaper to Dai Morgan in the dining room), later told the Irish Independent newspaper that although he had been on deck he had not seen or heard the German plane prior to the attack. He said that he had been knocked down by the force of the explosions but had got almost immediately to his feet and as it was clearly evident, even in those few brief moments, that the ship was lost, he jumped into the sea. He saw a small grating floating nearby and managed to grasp it. Close by he saw a woman he recognised who came from Cork. She was clinging desperately to a barrel. Roach also confirmed that one lifeboat had actually been launched. He said, ‘We were in the oil-covered water for nearly an hour when we were picked up by the lifeboat. There were twenty-one persons in the lifeboat [at the time] including seven passengers. The St Patrick went on fire as she was sinking.’32.


William McLoughlin was one of the passengers who lived to tell the tale. In fact his had been a miraculous escape. He had been returning to work in London when the blast of the exploding bombs had blown him directly into the one lifeboat that managed to get away. He did not even get wet during the entire disaster. In fact McLoughlin later recounted another miraculous story of survival on the ship. Before the St Patrick had left Rosslare he had met another passenger, Kathleen Murphy, aged twenty-four, who was a nurse. The couple met at the railway station at Waterford. William, who had a third-class ticket for the St Patrick discovered that Kathleen had a first-class ticket but he convinced Kathleen to exchange her ticket so that she could have a ‘chat’ with a neighbour during the run to Wales. This almost certainly saved Kathleen’s life because, as we have seen, the bomb blasts hit the first-class section of the ship killing almost everyone sleeping there. When Kathleen found herself in the water after the ship had sunk, it was William McLoughlin who was able to pull her into the lifeboat, saving her life. This story is wonderfully recounted by a McLoughlin family member on the genealogy research site geni.com.33.

Many wonderful acts of courage and self-sacrifice took place in the few scant minutes it took for the steamer to sink beneath the waves. One of these selfless acts was performed by John Michael ‘Jack’ Faraday, an officer cadet on leave from the Merchant Navy who was actually the son of James Faraday, captain of the St Patrick. Like all other passengers, young Jack, twenty years of age, was stunned by the explosions that suddenly wracked the ship and he quickly found himself in the heavy seas, fighting for his life. When he was able to gauge the extent of the catastrophe he realised to his horror that his father was not among those who were in the water. The steamer had not yet sunk so Jack swam back to the ship in search of the captain, not realising that Captain Faraday had been killed on the bridge in one of the bomb blasts. The St Patrick then sank with Jack still on board.34. Jack had been a strong swimmer and prior to going to find his father he had been instrumental in saving many other people and helping them to get onto life-rafts.


Yet the most significant act of heroism performed that dark morning was carried out by a hitherto little known stewardess named Elizabeth May Owen. May later said that the moment the alarm had sounded on the steamer she had begun running around helping passengers to find their life-belts and get them on. When the bombs exploded the ship had been plunged into darkness. Realising that there were many women and children still trapped below, in the inexpensive women’s berths, May groped her way in the darkness down the steep ladders to the lowest deck. She forced open the doors to the berths found five women and several children and brought them successfully to the upper deck. Sailors gave May life-belts for her charges and May ensured that they put them on although she did not have one herself.35.

It should be remembered that conditions on the ship at that moment must have been hellish; the vessel was filled with black smoke and the acrid fumes of burning oil and paint. There was hardly any light and the decks were tilting frighteningly as the two broken halves of the vessel began to sink quickly. Having achieved this remarkable feat of rescuing the women and children from one of the most dangerous and, by then, almost inaccessible parts of the ship, May Owen was disconcerted to discover that there was still one more passenger trapped below decks. May could hear the woman screaming for help. Without any thought for her own safety, May again raced below to find the missing passenger, located her successfully and brought her to the upper deck. One later report stated that May Owen had been forced to swim through a submerged compartment to reach the lost passenger. The two women returned to the upper deck, by which time the ship was almost gone. Both women jumped into the sea and May stayed with the woman, supporting her until both were rescued. It was one of the most astonishing and courageous rescues in the entire history of the war.36.

When May was rescued she was dragged out of the water, covered in oil and completely exhausted. Her survival was possible because 

 May was a strong swimmer. As a child she had often jumped off the jetty at Fishguard and swum far out to sea just for the love of swimming. It was a childish piece of fun that would ultimately save her life.37.

Dora O’Donoghue was a nurse, twenty-six years of age, who worked at Queen Charlotte’s Hospital in London. She later told the newspapers that she literally owed her life to Elizabeth May Owen. Dora said that May had carried her to the side of the ship after she had been injured:

I was asleep in my bunk when I heard a terrific crash. All the lights went out, but in the darkness the stewardess [May Owen] coolly shepherded us on the deck. I tried to reach a life-belt but I slipped and hurt my side. The stewardess picked me up and told me, ‘There is no time to lose – jump for your life.’ The ship was ablaze and I jumped overboard. For an hour I swam about and twice I thought I was finished. I could see women struggling in the sea and also two children whom I afterwards found were a girl of thirteen and a boy of nine.38.

Dora was almost completely exhausted when one of the ship’s seamen came past on a raft. Dora called out to him and the seaman put out an oar which Dora was able to grasp. Sometime later she and the sailor were picked up by a warship.39.

Other almost miraculous feats of courage were displayed by the chief radio officer of the ship, Norman William Campbell, and the second engineer, Francis Joseph Purcell. The radio room of the St Patrick had been badly damaged by the bomb-blasts but Norman Campbell remained at his post while the ship was burning and sinking around him. Despite the great damage to his cabin and his instruments, Campbell managed to get his emergency radio into action, sending out two urgent distress calls which were picked up by the British warship. It was this call that brought the rescue vessel quickly to the scene and thus probably saved many lives. 
  Francis Purcell actually emulated May Owen’s feat. He rescued three men trapped in the ship’s engine room, which was rapidly flooding, and brought them safety to the upper deck, then found another man lying wounded in an alleyway. With some help he managed to get the injured man to the upper deck and into the water. After the ship sank Purcell supported the man until they were rescued. Both Campbell and Purcell were subsequently awarded an M.B.E.40.

Many of the passengers owed their lives to the courage and strength of the survivors who risked their own lives in attempting to find and save the women and children who were struggling in the choppy waters, getting them onto the rafts and ensuring that they were safe.

Meanwhile, in Fishguard unease was growing because the St Patrick had not yet arrived at its regular wharf. As people began to start their day, milkmen doing their rounds, newspaper boys making their deliveries, trawlermen preparing their boats or unloading catches, questions were starting to be asked: where was the St Patrick? The weather had been fine and although the sea was now becoming choppy as the winds began to rise there was no reason why the ferry should have been delayed. Then suddenly the town’s lifeboat, the Whitestar, well known in the region for its ongoing work of rescuing ships and seamen in distress, was launched unexpectedly from the lifeboat-shed and plunged into the sea with an urgency that clearly indicated something was terribly wrong. As the lifeboat forged its way past the breakwater and out to sea, a terrifying rumour began to spread that an unidentified ship had been spotted off Strumble Head and that it was on fire.41.

When the Fishguard lifeboat arrived on the scene about two hours after the sinking, the crew of the boat found only two boxes of fish and a mass of oily bubbles coming to the surface. It was not actually known that the St Patrick had been sunk at that time and it was only when the lifeboat returned to Fishguard 
  that the boxes of fish were identified as having come from the ferry.

Lifeboats from Fishguard and St David’s with the assistance of several naval patrol boats continued to search all that morning but no survivors were found. It was only later revealed that the sixty-six survivors had already been picked up and landed at Milford Haven where they were treated at a sick bay at the railway station and also at the local hospital. The local Seaman’s Mission also gave aid and meals to the survivors. Captain Reed, the marine superintendent at Fishguard harbour, was one of the first to greet the survivors at Milford Haven. He subsequently arranged to have the survivors of the crew transferred to Fishguard while surviving passengers later made their own arrangements for their onward journeys.42.

Once news of the disaster had been confirmed in Fishguard the entire town was ‘plunged into gloom’ as the local newspaper, the County Echo, later reported. The newspaper also stated that the sinking was, ‘... the greatest tragedy this neighbourhood has had to face within living memory’.43.

The newspaper went on to describe the terrible trauma being felt by members of the community. These were days of war and people were used to stories of death and destruction but when they occurred locally, and on such a scale, then the shock was appalling.

When news of the loss of the vessel was received from an official source, the whole community was stirred and the anxiety of the wives and families of the members of the crew was shared by neighbours and friends. Later, when it was reported that a number of survivors had been picked up and were being landed later in the day at a West coast port, hopes were mingled with fears and there was a terrible period of suspense until the identity of the survivors could be revealed.44.

 At that time no one in Fishguard knew who had survived and who had not. There was both joy and sadness, as the press very poignantly pointed out. The joy came from the realisation that so many had survived but the sorrow soon overtook any happiness when it was realised that so many had died. Another batch of survivors was later landed from a destroyer and it was at this moment that the true horror of the tragedy really sank into the collective consciousness. There were too many faces missing and those who came ashore were able to tell friends and relatives anxiously waiting on the jetty that their loved ones had gone missing. Some were believed dead, others still lost at sea, yet for all of them there was little hope. Wives and mothers dashed from one survivor to another, desperately seeking news of their husbands or sons, and when nothing was known they sat and waited, some weeping with grief and sorrow. Those who were wounded were taken to hospital. One passenger, a soldier returning to England from leave, had died in the rescue boat and his body was brought ashore at Fishguard.45.

For her astonishing acts of courage, Elizabeth May Owen was subsequently awarded the George Medal. She also received the prestigious Lloyd’s Bravery Medal, only the second woman to receive the medal for bravery at sea out of a total of 147 recipients until that time.46.

One man who received little or no mention immediately following the sinking of the ship was John Kent, a seaman from Rosslare. Reflecting the ‘quiet courage’ which is the core theme of this book, John, following his arrival home, spoke to no one about the actions he had undertaken during the sinking, not even telling his mother. In fact he and another man named Michael Kennedy had been responsible for getting away the only lifeboat that had been launched from the ship that morning. Without this boat dozens of people may well have died.
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Above: Elizabeth May Owen holding her George Medal after receiving it at Buckingham Palace.
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Right: Elizabeth’s George Medal and Lloyd’s War Medal.

—Courtesy of the County Echo, Fishguard and the Stena Line. 
Photographs by County Echo photographer: Johnny Morris.


It was only when other survivors began to talk about what they had experienced and seen that John Kent’s name came quickly to the attention of the press of the day and one local newspaper sent a reporter to find John and to see if he could be persuaded to talk. It was no easy task, as the reporter later went on to write: ‘The brave and noble work performed by this modest, blushing and unassuming son of Co. Wexford parents in the incident might well be described as an epic of the sea. [John] was loath to relate his experiences and promised to do so if there were no fuss to be made of him.’47.

The journalist tasked with the unenviable job of prising the story from John Kent subsequently arrived at the home of the sailor situated on a hill overlooking Duncannon Harbour. There he found that John was not at home but his mother, Bridget Kent, told the journalist that he might be found seated on a stone wall skirting the strand. The mother also said that John had not spoken much of the event, even though it was the talk of the country at the time, and had said nothing of his actions during the sinking of the ship. The journalist then went in search of the modest hero whom he found at the strand, seated with another seaman, both gazing out to sea and smoking cigarettes. The journalist introduced himself and suggested that he might do an interview with John. The subsequent report of the event later stated: ‘The exchange of greetings over, and an interview suggested, a slow smile which broadened good-naturedly as it increased in intensity illuminated his features. He was slow to get going, and disappeared, as it were, behind a barrier of modesty, preferring to speak about what the other fellows did.’48.

John said that he had done, ‘... nothing worth talking about’. He added that another sailor, Michael Kennedy, had done everything, and that the journalist should be talking to Kennedy, another Irishman who had also survived the sinking. However, the journalist was not to be put off. He said that he had been ordered to interview John Kent and that is exactly what he was going to do. 
  The other sailor seated beside John gave him a nudge. ‘That’s right. Tell him something anyhow, John,’ he pressed.

John reluctantly acquiesced, making the proviso that he would tell his story on the understanding that it would not be, ‘... spread all over the place’. Then, puffing reflectively on his cigarette, John told the story of his experiences on the sinking ship while also attempting to portray the fact that it had been a collective effort.

John had been seated in a chair when he first heard the crash of the exploding bombs. He realised immediately that this was no accidental explosion on board the ship, something that could have been caused by a fuel tank exploding, for example, but that the blasts were those of bombs. ‘It was like a house falling around one’s ears’, John recalled, ‘and it seemed to lift the ship up and then fling her down, broken and battered.’49.

Dressed only in his pants and a sweater, John had been thrown violently from his seat and when he had recovered from the initial shock he had raced to his emergency station at No. 6 lifeboat. ‘The ship trembled and shuddered like a thing gone mad beneath my feet,’ John recalled. He realised that the ship had been split in two and his flight to the lifeboat station had been a ‘nightmarish job’ through a mass of confusing darkness and escaping steam. He reached the lifeboat safely but immediately realised that it would be impossible to get it away. A massive life-belt locker had toppled down and jammed one of the falls of the boat making them completely inoperable. By this time the ship was only about eight or nine feet out of the water. The top deck was a mass of flames from the burning woodwork and oil. Billows of smoke were belching into the grey light of the morning sky. People were standing on the deck, screaming as the flames licked all around them.

With the ship almost gone, John Kent and Seaman Kennedy worked desperately to get the lifeboat clear of the jammed falls. John jumped into the boat and worked frantically to clear the locker from the falls. ‘We had to slash through the ropes in order to get her free and just shoved her away by pushing an oar against what 
  was visible of the side of the ship,’ John said. After a tremendous effort the boat was successfully lowered into the oil-covered sea.

As we have seen, the men in this boat worked diligently to rescue those in the water who had simply jumped overboard following the explosions. All of them owed their lives to Kent and Kennedy who had worked a miracle in getting the lifeboat launched. Seaman Kennedy later recalled that many of the women they had rescued from the water were, ‘... covered in oil and looked as if they had been dipped in tar.’ Kennedy had escaped death by moments. Just before the explosions he had been relieved on the bridge by Jack Williams, a Welshman. Williams had been killed. Kennedy had served in the Royal Navy during the First World War and had seen active service aboard a battleship at the Dardanelles. The battleship had been torpedoed, but, as Kennedy later reported, ‘... My experience then was not half as bad as my experience in the St Patrick.’ (The battleship in which Seaman Kennedy served at the Dardanelles would have been either HMS Goliath, sunk with the massive loss of 570 lives; HMS Majestic, torpedoed with the loss of 49 lives or HMS Triumph, which went down with the loss of 78 lives after being torpedoed on 25 May 1915).50.

When John Kent, Seaman Kennedy and others were being returned to Ireland after the sinking of the St Patrick they were being transported across St George’s Channel by another ferry, the Great Western. When they passed the point where the St Patrick had gone down they could still see a large patch of oil floating on the surface of the sea.51.

Thirty people died in the attack on the St Patrick: seventeen members of the ship’s crew, twelve passengers and one Royal Navy gunner. Twenty-seven of those killed were Irish. The death toll of crew members aboard the ship was eclectic, ranging through a diversity of positions within the ship’s structural organisation, from the captain, James Faraday, right down to a mess-room boy, Hywel Davies, just eighteen years of age. Hywel, as the name suggests, was a Welsh lad, the son of William and Maria Davies of Llanelli. 
  Frank Percival Rowe, (or Row) the chief officer was also killed, as was the second officer, Salvatore de Candia, (or Cadia). Even the ship’s ticket-collector, Edmund Roche, was killed that day. William Shatto Davies, the quartermaster; John Henry Gillard, a greaser; Jane Hughes, a stewardess; William Lewis, a cook; James Harries Manning, an assistant cook; William Murphy an assistant steward; Oliver Paul Hodges, another assistant steward, and John Joseph Brennan, seventeen years of age, who was the son of Moses Brennan, killed in the first attack on the ship the previous year. Others included William Condliffe, (or Cuncliffe) chief steward; Richard David Conway, a steward; William Philip Russant, an assistant steward; John Albert Williams, a seaman, and a D.E.M.S. (Defensively Equipped Merchant Ships) gunner. The name of this gunner was Matthew Cocklin, an able seaman with the Royal Navy who was reported to have been ‘missing presumed killed’ while on passage aboard the St Patrick. D.E.M.S. gunners were often either retired military personnel or young ratings who had joined the services as ‘hostilities only’ recruits. They usually came from either the Royal Navy or Royal Artillery.52.

William Philip Russant, the assistant steward mentioned above, was one of six Catholics killed on the ship belonging to the congregation of the Church of the Holy Name at Fishguard. William had been born in 1907 and married in 1938, just three years before he would be killed on the St Patrick. He and his wife, Lily, lived at ‘Harbour Village’, a street of houses situated on the hill overlooking the harbour that had originally been constructed for railway workers, William’s parents were also living there, their home situated just a few houses away. William’s only child, Barbara, was born in 1940. She still lives in the region. As a child Barbara recalls being taken by her mother to meet Elizabeth May Owen. She recalled that May’s last memory of seeing William Russant was while he was helping to get a woman and child off the ship. Sadly, Barbara has no memories of her father so this one recollection from the hero of the disaster is precious.53.
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William Philip Russant and his wife, Lily May (née Williams).

William was a steward on the St Patrick ferry.

—Courtesy of Barbara John, Fishguard.

The names of those who perished are now commemorated on a war memorial at St Mary’s Church, Fishguard.54.

One of the British Navy ‘warships’ as they were frequently described in the press, that had come to the rescue of the St Patrick survivors, was the First World War destroyer HMS Wolsey. The Wolsey had come to prominence as being one of the ships heavily involved in the ‘Nanking Incident’ on the Yangtze River in 1927.


The first lieutenant of the Wolsey at the time of the St Patrick disaster was Lieutenant Commander George Blackler, a professional naval officer who came from an old naval family. George Blackler’s grandfather had been the captain of the sailing ship Cypromeme and his father, also named George, had been lost at sea while serving as the captain of SS Archimedes. Young George had originally wanted to join the Merchant Navy but in 1935 had been serving as a sub lieutenant in the Royal Navy Reserve. He served on board HMS Wolverine in 1937 and was appointed the first lieutenant of HMS Wolsey in 1939. He later went on to command his own ships, HMS Brocklesbury and HMS Amazon.55.

It was Lieutenant Commander George Blackler who found himself in charge of the Wolsey’s cutter as its crew had searched in the water for survivors of the St Patrick sinking. It actually says something for the character of George Blackler that he was himself in charge of the cutter, down amongst all the oil, death and disaster when he could easily have detailed a more junior officer to take charge of the boat. George Blackler wanted to do his bit. He later recalled that it was he who had personally pulled May Owen from the water. May had been clutching a young child, a girl, and both had been covered with oil, as was another lady in May’s small group of survivors. George Blackler later wrote some vital information about the attack. He recorded that the German bomber that had attacked the St Patrick had actually been fitted with landing floats and it would moor to a few buoys that were bobbing about in the waters of the Irish Sea. There they would await the arrival of the convoys. When a convoy was sighted the bomber would take off and attack. However, on this occasion the Wolsey, then acting as a convoy escort, had been proceeding well ahead of the convoy and had taken the German bomber unawares. When the Germans had been forced to take off early they had spotted the St Patrick and decided to attack it. Apparently George Blackler spent some time with May Owen after the survivors had been rescued because he came to have a 
  fair understanding of her background. Lieutenant Commander Blackler later stated that after the survivors had been taken on board the warship, other survivors were transferred to them and the ship had continued with its convoy protection work. The crew of the Wolsey had been ‘absolutely marvellous’, as George Blackler described them, in tending to the survivors’ needs, cleaning off the thick oil in which most of them had been covered, cooking hot food, washing and drying their clothing and even giving away their own clothing to those survivors who had almost nothing to wear. May Owen apparently spoke to George Blackler at some length because Blackler was later able to state that prior to becoming a stewardess on the St Patrick May had actually worked as a nanny to one of the sons of Captain James Faraday and she therefore knew the family really well. ‘You can imagine her awful grief when I had to tell her that both the captain and his young son, who was sailing with him on that trip, together with all the officers, had gone down with the ship,’ George Blackler later recalled.

Lieutenant Commander George Blackler subsequently recounted that all the survivors were landed at Milford Haven after the ship’s convoy protection duties had been completed. He also said that the young girl he had rescued with May Owen also survived although when George had pulled her from the water he was convinced that she was already dead. The girl, however, had soon become, ‘the darling of the [Wolsey’s] ship’s company’.56.

By the end of the war many ‘railway steamers’ like the St Patrick had taken part in the conflict and had been lost to enemy action. In 1944 The Times in London published that a total of ninety-two British railway steamers had been chartered to the British Government up until that time and twenty-three of these had been sunk. Some like the St Patrick had been used for a while as troop-transports, while others had been utilised as hospital ships or rescue ships for the Atlantic convoys. Some had sailed under the White Ensign as ships of the Royal Navy with Royal 

 Navy crews, while others had maintained the ‘Red Duster’ at their flagstaffs and had been crewed by Merchant Navy seamen, many of whom received awards for gallantry. Railway steamers had also played their part in the evacuation of the British Expeditionary Force from Dunkirk.

Another well known Great Western Railways’ steamer, the St David, while being used as a hospital ship, was bombed and sunk off the Italian beachhead at Anzio on 24 January 1944. Its captain at that time, having only recently taken command, was Evan William Owens. Many wounded men being treated on the ship were killed and twelve of the ship’s crew also lost their lives. The St David had also been employed on the regular run from Rosslare to Fishguard until being requisitioned by the Admiralty in September 1939 and refitted as a hospital ship. The vessel had played an important role in the evacuation from Dunkirk in May 1940, taking on board a large number of casualties from the beaches while under frequent attack from German dive-bombers, shells and machine-gun fire. At Anzio the St David was in company with its sister ship, the St Andrew, also serving as a hospital ship under the command of Captain C.W. Sanderson, and although both vessels had been clearly marked and brightly illuminated as hospital ships, in accordance with the Geneva Convention, they had been savagely attacked by the Germans. The St David had been sunk and the St Andrew badly damaged. Captain E.W. Owens was killed when the St David went down. The press later reported of him, ‘His courage and fine seamanship have been a source of inspiration to those serving under him.’57.

Another report stated that Captain Owens had been responsible for saving many lives during the St David tragedy. ‘After giving the order to abandon the ship he went down below to the hospital wards and ... [assisted] the doctor, nurses and all who could save themselves. He conducted the matron and a sister to a boat and then stayed on board helping others to safety 
  until the boat [sic] sank. It was mainly due to Captain Owens that many lives were saved.’ Captain Owens was posthumously awarded the Lloyd’s War Medal for ‘exceptional gallantry at sea in time of war’.58.

The crews of the railway steamers also saw considerable action, much of which was successful. The cross-channel steamer St Hélier, the steamer Caledonia and the Isle of Wight steamer Southsea had each downed an enemy aircraft while the steamer Queen Empress had shot two German aircraft from the skies. When it came to Nazi bombers versus the railway steamers, the Germans did not get it all their own way.59.

The loss of the St Patrick was one of the worst sea disasters in the history of County Wexford, yet today the tragedy has largely been forgotten. The question of why it was bombed remains unanswered but it has been theorised that in the dark, with only moonlight to guide him, the pilot of the German Heinkel could have mistaken the ferry for a small British destroyer or corvette.60. When one looks at the silhouette of the St Patrick, it appears clear that the comparison is chillingly similar and in moonlight, the error could be explained.

Another ‘explanation’ comes from the German radio of that period, although, of course, the Nazi press and radio at that time were nothing more than a huge propaganda machine controlled by the minister for propaganda Josef Goebbels. Shortly after the sinking the Germans announced that the ship had been attacked because gunners on the ferry had begun to fire on the German bomber as soon as it had been sighted. The radio announcer is reported to have stated: ‘This shows the cynical disregard of the British for human life for this action forced the German planes [sic] to take action against the ship.’61.

However, the German claim of having attacked the ship in retaliation for having been fired upon has little credibility. In the darkness and without the aid of powerful searchlights a German 
  bomber would have been almost invisible against the blackened sky and it is unlikely that the D.E.M.S. gunner on board the St Patrick would have fired blindly into the night, even if he had heard an aircraft’s engines, as that aircraft could well have been British.

For many years Alice Hunt, the daughter of Moses Brennan, who had been killed during the first attack on the St Patrick, and also the sister of John Brennan who was killed when the St Patrick was sunk, battled to have a fitting memorial erected to the memories of those who lost their lives on the ship. Alice’s brother, John, had taken a job on board the steamer because it had been necessary to replace the income lost by the death of his father. However, Alice’s struggle to have a memorial erected appeared to be a lost cause because the Irish Government refused to erect a memorial for a ship that was registered in Britain and flying the British flag, despite the fact that most of those killed on the ferry had been Irish nationals. Yet Mrs Hunt’s persistence finally paid off and on 13 June 2012, the anniversary of the sinking, a small but fitting memorial in the form of a plaque with an accompanying framed photograph was unveiled in the terminal building of Rosslare Europort. Alice Hunt was the guest of honour at the unveiling. Additionally, a moving radio documentary, featuring Alice Hunt and narrated by R.T.E. Radio 1 journalist Shane Dunphy, had been broadcast in January that year. In the documentary, which has now been downloaded more than thirty thousand times, Shane admits that having been brought up in coastal County Wexford, where shipping is a natural part of everyday life, he had been surprised that he had never heard of the sinking of the St Patrick and this had spurred him to discover as much as possible about the disaster, leading to the production of the radio program.62.

On the night before the fatal sinking of the ferry Captain Faraday had spent the evening with a ‘well known Wexford family’. At the time of his death and while captain of the St Patrick he had also been the commodore of the Great Western Railway’s 
 mail-boat service. He had actually completed his service with the company but had resumed his duties upon the outbreak of the war. He was well known in Wexford and Fishguard and many families owed him great respect because he had often arranged for men and women to be employed by the company. Captain Faraday had been looking forward to seeing the end of the war so that he could return to his garden in Wales where he loved to grow flowers.63.

Sadly, Captain James Faraday and his son, John Michael ‘Jack’, were not the only two fatalities of that family. Two other sons also lost their lives, one of whom had actually transferred to the R.A.F. so that he could take revenge on the Germans for killing his father and brother.64. This was Flight Lieutenant Owen Patrick Faraday who was killed in September 1944. The other son died at Ipswich, Suffolk, in March that year although the cause of his death and under what circumstances are as yet unknown.65.

Owen Patrick Faraday’s thirst for revenge was probably a natural reaction to the loss of his father and brother. War has always been the cornerstone for particularly powerful emotions and Owen was not immune to the need to see justice done. He deliberately joined the Royal Air Force so that he could hunt German aviators and in this endeavour he was successful, although his need for vengeance also brought about his own tragic death.

Owen had experienced his first taste of military life in November 1938 when, with mounting tensions in Europe, he had joined the Territorial Army, being appointed a second lieutenant with the 102 Brigade (Pembroke and Cardigan) as from the 5th of November that year.66.

Evidently Owen received significant military training, particularly after the outbreak of hostilities. After the death of his father and brother aboard the St Patrick he joined the Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve. His appointment as a pilot officer (emergency) was promulgated as from 20 August 1942, slightly more than a year after the sinking of the ferry.67.


Owen was specifically trained to become a ‘night hunter’ and this training perfectly suited his purposes. Upon completion of training he was posted to Number 219 Squadron, R.A.F. and it was during his time with this squadron that he would finally avenge the deaths of his father and brother.

Squadron 219 had initially been formed in August 1918, almost at the end of the First World War when it was operating with a heady mixture of those wonderfully antiquated aircraft including Sopwith Camels, responsible for heroic dogfights over the trenches of France and Belgium. The squadron disbanded after the war but reformed in October 1939, just a month or so after the outbreak of hostilities. After being based at a variety of locations in England, the squadron moved to North Africa in May 1943, by which time Owen Faraday had been promoted to flying officer (20 February 1943) and was a highly experienced member of its team. The squadron’s aircraft were dispersed to various ports in order to provide night-fighter defence. It was during this time that Owen found his long sought revenge.

On 18 September 1943, while flying a Beaufighter in the Naples area, Owen attacked and shot down a German Junkers Ju 88 high speed bomber. On 16 June 1944 while flying a wood-framed but exceptionally fast Mosquito, one of the most successful fighter-bombers of the entire war, Owen was also responsible for shooting down a German Messerschmitt Me 410. Two members of Owen’s family had been killed and Owen had now avenged them both.68.

In January 1944 the squadron was moved back to the U.K. in preparation for the D-Day landings. Owen, now a flight lieutenant, was transferred to 501 Squadron which had seen extensive action in France prior to Dunkirk. The squadron had seen a great deal of action since that time and in July/August 1944 it had converted to the Hawker Tempest Mk. V aircraft to take a major role in air defence operations against German flying bombs. Sadly, this was to be Owen Faraday’s final posting.


On 29 September 1944 Owen took off in a Tempest Mk V to carry out a normal patrol. His task was to destroy any flying bombs or German aircraft seen visually or showing up on ground radar. However, according to subsequent reports, Owen’s aircraft suffered a sudden engine failure and crashed at St Osyth, near Clacton-on-Sea. Owen was killed instantly. He was buried at the Burnham-On-Crouch Cemetery where his gravestone may still be seen. In his will Owen left £405 to his mother.69.

It is impossible now to know what life must have been like for Captain Faraday’s widow, Florence Emily Faraday. At the time of Captain Faraday’s death she was no longer a young woman, having been born in April 1879. Her mother was Mary Owen, so it is possible that she was related in some way to Elizabeth May Owen, the heroic stewardess on the St Patrick. Florence had lost her husband and one of her sons on the St Patrick and just three years later she lost two more sons. In his will, Captain Faraday left Florence a reasonable amount of money and assets (£2493 13s 8d), but despite this, living with such a heavy burden must have been difficult indeed. Florence died at Haverfordwest, Wales, in June 1968, aged eighty-nine years.70.

Elizabeth May Owen later resumed her life as a stewardess on the ferry service. She subsequently married a man named Pearce but had no children. May died in 1972 and was interred at the Llanwnda Cemetery near Goodwick. The gravestone gives May’s name as Elizabeth Mary Pearce. May’s sister, Olive Thomas, subsequently donated Elizabeth May’s medals to Sealink and they may still be seen on display at the harbour terminal of Stena Line in Fishguard.

The remains of those who were killed on the St Patrick were never recovered. The sea is their grave. Their poignant and symbolic gravestone is the wild rocky outcrop known as Strumble Head.



Chapter 3


The Wing-Walker

7 July 1941

Hitler had just made the biggest mistake of his life and one that would literally cost him his life. Just fifteen days earlier he had launched his massive armies against Russia, firmly believing that he could crush the Soviet Bear easily and open up millions of acres of Russian farmland to German peasantry while also absorbing the much needed resources that a victory in Russia would bring.

The date was now 7 July 1941, slightly more than two weeks since Germany had launched Operation Barbarossa against Stalin’s Soviet armies. In the east all seemed to be going well for the Germans as their Blitzkrieg war rolled over Poland and Russia like some monstrous steel tide.

However, in the west, England was beginning to breathe a sigh of relief. The attack on Russia would provide just the respite that Britain needed to gather its strength after suffering the humiliating defeat of the British Expeditionary Force and its evacuation from Dunkirk plus the terrible onslaught of the Blitz that had devastated cities like London and Coventry. Today it is difficult to imagine the horror of that time in British history, beginning with the first German raids on the afternoon of 7 September 1940 when wave after wave of German bombers, hundreds of them, escorted by hundreds more fighters, flew up the Thames and began to unload hundreds of tons of bombs on the startled people of the city. Another wave arrived at 8.10 p.m., resuming the attack, and successive waves kept coming all through the night until London looked as if it had been smashed by some kind of fiery blacksmith’s hammer. More than 840 people lay dead, in excess of 2340 were wounded. All through the following week, night after night, the attacks kept rolling in. In all, London came under attack for fifty-seven consecutive nights with a daily average of two hundred German bombers.


Meanwhile, the Royal Air Force Bomber Command was beginning to step up its own attacks on German cities and military installations, and the world press was frequently publishing startling headlines such as ‘Cities Ablaze’; ‘By Day and by Night — British Bombers Cause Great Damage’; ‘R.A.F. in Most Widespread Raids of War’ — all of which were perfectly true and accurate accounts of what was then going on in the skies over Germany. These headlines were written not only to inform the British public but also to stiffen morale. There was even a note of revenge: ‘Trail of Fire in Giant Blitz’. as one Australian newspaper published, indicating that the Germans were now receiving exactly what they had been dishing out.

The skies over Europe had become a bitter battleground illuminated by piercing searchlights, flak explosions, flaming aircraft and burning bodies as they tumbled from ten thousand feet to become part of the conflagration they were creating on the ground below. It was a nightmarish scene of death and destruction, but ultimately it would largely be responsible for winning the war.

One man taking part in all this carnage was a young New Zealander named James Allen Ward — known as ‘Jimmy’ to his friends, who was just twenty-two years of age.

James Ward had been born on 14 June 1919 at Wanganui on the west coast of New Zealand’s North Island. His father, Percival ‘Percy’ Harold Ward, Percy’s wife, Ada May (nee Stokes) and the couple’s twin children had emigrated from Coventry in England, the city that was at the centre of one of the most destructive Nazi raids of the war.1.

James’s father, Percy Ward, had worked the first rotary press to be installed at a local newspaper in Coventry. His father had been a ‘freeman’ of the city and a watchmaker by trade, as had his father before him. Watchmaking at Coventry was one of the city’s oldest professions dating back to the 1750s. By 1851 about two thousand people had been employed in the city’s watch trade.2.


James Ward had been educated at Wanganui Technical College and after completing a course at the Wellington Teachers’ Training College he had worked for a while at several schools as a relief teacher. Yet he had always been interested in aviation and the design of aircraft. Prior to the outbreak of war he had built a ‘mechanically operated model aeroplane’ that had been flown successfully at Masterton, New Zealand, beating the New Zealand record for such a flight.3.

Yet James Ward had also faced serious health problems. One newspaper later reporting that, ‘His life [was] despaired of two years ago when doctors and nurses of the Wanganui Public Hospital waged a five months fight against an attack of pneumonia.’4.

James Ward was a quiet, thoughtful, sensitive person and a modest, reflective introvert — probably the last type of person one would consider to be ‘hero’ material. Yet he cared deeply for others. While sick in hospital he had made friends with one of the patients who had been confined to bed for eight years and James remained in contact with this patient for the rest of his short life.5.

New Zealand declared war on Germany on 3 September 1939 at the same time as Britain, France and Australia. It was the same day that Germany horrifically sank the liner SS Athenia, the first U.K. ship to be sunk by Germany during the war and although 128 people were killed, the Germans did not accept responsibility until 1946.

For James Ward, war had broken out and there was now no other option. With his keen interest and knowledge of aviation he would join the Royal New Zealand Air Force and become a pilot. He enlisted on 2 July 1940 and trained firstly at Taieri and then at Wigram. Among those who trained with James Ward was Fraser Barron who would later become one of the best known bomber pilots of the war.

James Ward and Fraser Barron sailed together aboard the New Zealand ship Aorangi in January 1941, bound for the U.K. 
  They were stationed with Number 20, Operational Training Unit (O.T.U) at Lossiemouth in Scotland.6. Lossiemouth was (and remains) a major military airfield situated on the western edge of the town of Lossiemouth in Moray, north-east Scotland. It was opened in 1939 as part of Bomber Command. Vickers Wellington long-range medium bombers were based there from November 1939 to take part in operations and thereafter various aircraft and operations were flown from that location. Number 20 O.T.U. initially operated both Wellingtons and Avro Ansons.

After completing his intensive flying training James Ward became a co-pilot on a Vickers Wellington bomber with Number 75 Squadron which was then based at R.A.F. Feltwell in Norfolk, East Anglia, about ten miles north-west of the town of Thetford.

Number 75 Squadron of the Royal New Zealand Air Force had originally been formed on 1 October 1916 at Goldington, Bedford, as a home defence squadron of the Royal Flying Corps (later the R.A.F.) It had been disbanded in Essex in June 1919 but reformed as a heavy bomber squadron at R.A.F. Feltwell in March 1937 as part of a Royal Air Force expansion.

In August 1939, with the possibility of war with Germany increasing daily, the New Zealand Government offered to place men and aircraft at the disposal of the British Government. The offer was immediately accepted and the New Zealanders were allocated the 75 Squadron number. The squadron officially became ‘Number 75 (New Zealand) Squadron R.A.F.’ on 4 April 1940, one of the first ‘bracket’ squadrons to come into existence. This was also the first Commonwealth bomber squadron of the R.A.F. to be formed. It was equipped with Vickers Wellington bombers and took part in the early bombing offensive against Germany and German targets in Axis-occupied territories. It would later fly Short Stirling bombers and the now famous Avro Lancasters.

During the war this squadron would fly more sorties than any other R.A.F. bomber squadron, drop the largest total weight of bombs and suffer more casualties than any other squadron. Members of the 
  squadron would be utilised principally against targets in Germany but would fly to a variety of other European targets.7.

Bomber Command was still growing at this time. As Guy Gibson, v.c. stated in the foreword to his own book, Enemy Coast Ahead, Bomber Command began originally in 1939 as a ‘small baby’ but by 1944 it had become what could only be described as an ‘awesome colossus’. As Gibson pointed out before his own tragic death on operations, Allied bombers were so capable, towards the latter stages of the war, that whole industrial areas could be wiped out in a single night, despite the savage toll such operations took on the lives of the crews who flew those aircraft.8.

By July 1941 Bomber Command’s war over Nazi Germany was in full swing. America had yet to come into the war, of course, so the Royal Air Force was alone in its endeavour to wreak as much destruction as possible on German industry and military targets. This was at a period in time when operations over Germany were particularly difficult and dangerous. Germany was still powerful and its airforce, despite the hiding it had received during the Battle of Britain, was extremely dangerous and well equipped. The Germans had placed forests of anti-aircraft batteries in strategic areas, particularly around major cities and industrialised regions and their crews were well trained and highly accurate. Casualties among the crews of Bomber Command were high. Some of the strength of the Luftwaffe was being siphoned off for the war on the eastern front but this did little to reduce the overall capabilities of the Luftwaffe in its operations against British bombing raids.

Yet it was clear that if Britain were ever to win its war against Germany then it would be necessary not just to damage but to destroy completely Germany’s capability to wage that war. Bomber Command was building into a monstrous hammer that ultimately would crush German industry, destroy entire cities like Hamburg, Dresden and Berlin and do much to crush the morale of the people of Nazi Germany.


Night after night British bombers left their bases in Britain. Some raids were highly successful while others proved ineffectual or complete failures due to weather or other incalculable factors. Yet as the days and weeks went by, even in these early years of the war, the effectiveness of the bombing raids proved that ultimately they would achieve what was intended.

On Saturday, 5 July 1941, the R.A.F. carried out yet another of its massive raids on targets across Europe. By the following Monday 7 July, news of the success of this operation was being published around the world. The Sun newspaper in faraway Sydney printed bold, front-page headlines and went on to describe how the R.A.F. had lefta ‘trail of destruction’ across Europe with, ‘important cities ablaze, [and] vital supplies and communications shattered’.9.

The news report went on to state that the ‘blitz’ had left oil supplies blazing fiercely at Rotterdam. Both Osnabruck, north-east of Munster, and Bielefeld, another fairly large centre to the east of Munster, had been ‘deeply scarred’ by attacks on industries, power plants and railways. Magdeburg south-west of Berlin and Rheine, to the north-west of Munster had been pitted with fires and the city of Munster itself, the junction to many rail-lines and a major centre for heavy industry had been devastated. ‘Crews of aircraft which went farthest into Germany were sign-posted on their return journey by the huge beacons lit by the R.A.F. in half a dozen towns,’ the newspaper later reported. One report stated that fifty major fires were counted in Munster alone.10.

At Munster oil dumps were on fire and the railway station and sheds in the railway yards were ablaze with black smoke rising to around 800 feet. At Bielefeld an important power station had been hit by high explosive bombs and about five minutes later a gasworks close by had blown up, completely disintegrating its buildings. A massive load of bombs was dropped on Magdeburg, which was an important industrial centre and home to a number of iron foundries and engineering works. Aircraft from Fighter Command had also taken part in the raids, attacking aerodromes in northern 

 France and setting fire to fuel and ammunition dumps. Lille had been bombed with specific emphasis on steelworks, engineering facilities and railway yards. It was a truly multinational operation with aircrews from Britain, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, Canada, Poland, Czechoslovakia and even a few Free French and Americans manning the British bombers and fighters.11.

Yet this was only the beginning of the massive raids that were planned for that month. On the night of Monday 7/8th July the British mounted what was believed to have been, ‘... the heaviest daylight offensive yet carried out ... over northern France’.12. Two massive forces were scheduled to fly over enemy territory that night. The first to western Germany to attack industries, while the second, armed with heavy, armour-piercing bombs, was to go to Brest in France to attack the German warships in port, specifically the Scharnhorst, the Gneisenau and the Prinz Eugen.

The German defences that night were terrific. The press later reported that, ‘German batteries between Boulogne and Calais sent up a terrific barrage, but the raiding continued hour after hour with the sky over the [English] Channel continually filled with British planes.’13.

This would be the night during which James Ward would win his Victoria Cross.

As the flight crew gathered for their respective briefings that afternoon, most of those who would fly the Vickers Wellington bombers to their targets would have had a rough idea of where they were about to be sent and the kinds of German defences they would encounter along the way. There was a very real possibility that up to ten per cent of the aircraft taking off that evening would not be coming back, their crews either dead or captured.

Heavy bombers escorted by fighters would succeed in attacking an aircraft works close to Albert and both the power station and chemical plant at Bethune. Both these objectives would be targeted with heavy bombs and incendiaries. Bombers would 
  attack a convoy of eight heavily escorted enemy ships off the Dutch coast. Another convoy would also be attacked off Calais. Cologne, Düsseldorf, the Krupps works at Emden were also scheduled to be heavily bombed and the docks at Rotterdam were to be targeted.14.

By this time James Ward was not exactly a highly experienced pilot. He had only recently completed his training. According to his subsequent Victoria Cross recommendation he had carried out only five sorties up until that time. James later described these as being: ‘Two Kiels, one Dusseldorf, one Cologne, [and] one Brest’.15.

James Ward was acting as second pilot as the Wellington trundled down the runway at Feltwell that night, lifting off into the darkness and heading east towards its target of Munster which was to be subjected to a second night of heavy bombing. The pilot of the Wellington was Squadron Leader R.P. Widdowson. Flight Sergeant A.R.J. Box, another New Zealander, was the rear-gunner. In all, the aircraft had a flight crew of five men, the two other members of the crew being Sergeant Mason and Sergeant Lawson, both New Zealanders.16.

It was a warm night and the flight from Feltwell over the North Sea, flying almost directly east would have been quite pleasant until reaching the coast of Holland where the first anti-aircraft fire would have been experienced and where the bombers would have come under a more direct threat of German night-fighters. Upon reaching Munster the Wellington crew released their bomb-loads while green, white and red anti-aircraft fire curled up towards them. From a distance the flak looked quite pretty, almost harmless, but as the tracer came closer the sharp explosions would shake the aircraft, showering the Wellington with deadly, razor-sharp fragments of steel.

Having evaded the searchlights and flak and released his bombload, Squadron Leader Widdowson turned the Wellington for its return flight to Feltwell.


By 02.20 hours on the morning of 8 July, the bomber was flying at 13,000 feet over the Zuider Zee, Holland. Here they did not have to worry about anti-aircraft fire coming from the ground but there was always the possibility of attack from a German night-fighter. By now members of the crew were getting tired. They had been flying for hours, the attack on Munster had been a success and once they had safely flown over the final land barrier — forty or fifty miles of western Holland — they would be out into the North Sea and soon enjoying bacon sandwiches and steaming coffee in the flight crews’ mess-hall at Feltwell.

Suddenly, however, the Wellington came under ferocious attack from a German Messerschmitt Bf 110, a long-range escort fighter – the same type of aircraft that had received such a mauling at the hands of British pilots during the Battle of Britain. The Messerschmitt fired at point-blank range, scoring hits on the Wellington with cannon-shells and incendiary bullets. The rear-gunner, Flight Sergeant Box, retaliated with astonishing effectiveness and within seconds the Messerschmitt was going down to the sea in flames.

However, the Wellington had been savagely hit. Fire broke out in the housing of the starboard engine and this was being fed by fuel from a fractured pipe. The fire quickly took hold and it was clear that if it could not be extinguished, and very quickly, the starboard wing would disintegrate and the Wellington would also plunge into the Zuider Zee, far below in the darkness of the night. Bailing out at night over sea was particularly dangerous. Even if the crew members were able to get out of the burning bomber, it would have been unlikely for any of them either to live for long or to evade capture.

Desperately crew members cut a hole in the side of the Wellington and attempted to put out the fire with extinguishers. They even used their vacuum flasks of coffee, but all to no avail. The fire was spreading and there was little option. If they did not want to go down in flames with the Wellington, it was time to bail out. 
  The skipper told his crew that they should make ready to abandon the bomber but co-pilot James Ward had other ideas. He announced that he would climb out of the astrohatch on top of the fuselage, and by kicking foot-holes and hand-grips into the fabric of the fuselage and wing he might be able to reach the engine and smother the fire. Quite naturally everyone on board thought that James had gone completely insane, the Wellington was now flying at 13,000 feet and travelling at a speed of about one hundred miles an hour. However, the brave New Zealander insisted that it might be possible. Anyway, he was going to give it a go.

Resolutely he tied a rope around his waist and with enormous difficulty managed to climb out of the narrow astrohatch (so called because it was used for star sightings to aid navigation). The rope had been taken from the small dinghy carried on board in case the aircraft had to be ditched at sea.17.

James Ward had shunned the use of a parachute, stating that it would be too cumbersome and that it would increase wind resistance, making it more likely that he would be blown from the wing. Additionally, he would never be able to get out of the small astrohatch while wearing a parachute. However, the bomber’s navigator insisted, and Ward finally agreed that after he had climbed out of the astrohatch the navigator could pass him the parachute and he would put in on while clinging to the fuselage. This was done but how the flight sergeant managed to get into the parachute under such conditions remains something of a mystery. It must have been extraordinarily difficult to achieve.

The pilot fought to keep the Wellington straight and level as James Ward, now badly hampered by the parachute, kicked a foothold into the side of the fuselage, the slipstream threatening to pluck him off at any moment. He managed to climb down to the wing, a distance of about three feet, where he kicked in another foothold and then another as he crawled tenuously towards the engine cowling. With great difficulty Flight Sergeant Ward then, ‘laboriously and patiently proceeded to smother the fire with the 
  aid of an engine cover,’ as his Victoria Cross recommendation later stated.18.

The press subsequently reported, ‘Lying in this precarious position Ward smothered the fire in the wing fabric and tried to push the engine cover into the hole in the wing and onto the leaking pipe which was the seat of the fire. Immediately he removed his hand, however, the terrific wind blew out the cover and when he tried again the cover was lost.... There was now little danger of the fire spreading from the fuel pipe as no fabric was left around it and the fire burnt itself out.’ The engine cover Flight Sergeant Ward had used to extinguish the fire had actually been in use by him as a cushion.19.
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Flight Sergeant Ward was probably as astonished as the remainder of the crew when he actually managed to extinguish the flames. It had seemed an almost impossible task as the fire had been gathering momentum and strength from the fractured fuel line. 


 When he realised that miraculously he had been successful, James Ward began to crawl, almost completely exhausted, back towards the fuselage of the bomber, the navigator desperately hanging on to the rope which fortunately remained tied around Ward’s waist. In fact, had James slipped or been blown off the wing, the rope would have done nothing to save him. At that speed, the indefatigable aviator would have been plucked into the darkness and lost forever. The recommendation for the Victoria Cross, written by the air officer commanding, later stated that, ‘This N.C.O. must have been fully aware of the faint chance of success which was likely to attend his ... effort to extinguish this fire. In spite of this he unhesitatingly made the attempt.’20.

The Wellington bomber managed to limp home over Holland, out into the North Sea and on towards Feltwell. When they had almost reached home some petrol that had accumulated in the wing blazed up furiously, threatening again to ignite the bomber but the flames died down as suddenly as they had broken out.21.

Soon afterwards the aircraft made an emergency landing at Newmarket in Suffolk.22. No doubt, the flight crew mess at Feltwell later that day would have been a gabble of noise and excitement as the story of Flight Sergeant James Ward’s astonishing feat of courage became known to the remainder of the squadron.

James Ward subsequently gave a personal description of the events to the press of the day:

I hopped out onto the wing and kicked holes down the side of the fuselage for footholds. I held on with one hand until I got two footholds on the wing. I then caught some sections of the wing which a blast of cannon shells from the Messerschmitt partly had stripped, and using the other hand got down flat.

Once, I could not get enough hold and the wind lifted me partly from the wing and sent me against the fuselage. Once or twice I thought I was going.


After the engine cover blew away there was nothing to do except to get back again. While the navigator kept the strain on the rope I pulled myself back to the astrohatch, holding on as tight as I could. Getting back was worse than getting out; the hardest of the lot was getting in my right leg. Finally the navigator reached out and pulled it in.23.

After the war, when the Allies gained access to all the Luftwaffe intelligence reports of German night-fighter operations, no report was ever found indicating that a Messerschmitt had intercepted a Wellington bomber in that position on that night. The German fighter had been shot down immediately and its pilot had not had time to make even a brief radio call announcing the Wellington interception. The identity of the attacker therefore remains a mystery.24.

For his part in the potentially deadly operation the pilot of the bomber, Squadron Leader R.P. Widdowson, was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross. Flight Sergeant A.R.J. Box, who had shot down the German fighter, was awarded the Distinguished Flying Medal. When these awards were announced Flight Sergeant James Ward remained in ignorance of any award that might be coming his way, although he suspected that something was ‘cooking’. On the day prior to the announcement that he was to be awarded the Victoria Cross, by which time James had taken part on another raid to Mannheim, he wrote to his parents in New Zealand:

We have just been away from the aerodrome explaining things to sundry powers-that-be after our affair the other night. There is a lot of baloney going on. The rear gunner has been awarded the D.F.M. and the captain the D.F.C. They tell me they are thinking up something for me but it has not come through yet. We are going to see the foregunner in the morning. His foot is badly shattered.25.

 Upon the announcement that Flight Sergeant James Ward was to receive the Victoria Cross there was considerable joy in the city of Coventry. Coventry was one of the worst hit cities of the war and it had been very badly bombed on the night of 14/15th November the previous year. An estimated 568 people had been killed and the Germans had dropped about five hundred tons of high explosives on the city, including about fifty parachute air-mines. They also dropped around 36,000 incendiary bombs which had started a firestorm that largely destroyed the centre of the city. It was natural then, that the people of Coventry should celebrate the news of an award to an Allied airman whose family had come originally from Coventry, who was part of the overall plan to retaliate effectively and who, in doing so, should be awarded Britain’s highest accolade for valour. The B.B.C. in London, when broadcasting details of James Ward’s success, sent a broadcast addressed directly to James Ward’s father, Percy Ward, then still in New Zealand. The broadcast stated:

I’m afraid you wouldn’t like the look of your native city today. Of all the raids on this country, the raid on Coventry must have been the most savage. But the people are the same, Mr Ward, and when you write to your boy to congratulate him on his Victoria Cross, tell him that your city is proud of him.26.

The devastating attack on Coventry led to the coining of the term ‘Coventried’ a description associating particularly heavy bombing attacks on cities. Munster was one of the German cities that the British later ‘Coventried’ in retaliation for the execution of British prisoners-of-war.27.

Even though Flight Sergeant James Ward’s Victoria Cross had yet to be presented to him officially by King George, Ward was not to remain in the position of second pilot for long. Soon after the events that had brought him to prominence he was appointed captain of his own Wellington bomber (although still remaining 
  at the rank of flight sergeant) and given an aircrew comprised completely of sergeants. They continued to take part in raids over Germany and German occupied territory, including one raid on German battle cruisers at Brest, until the fatal night of 15 September 1941. This was to be James Ward’s fifth and final flight as the captain of a Wellington bomber.

On that night bombers from 75 Squadron were ordered to take part in a heavy raid over Hamburg. This was one of the targets most loathed by bomber crews because it was a large, well defended port, home to major shipyards, U-boat pens and the all important Hamburg-Harburg oil refineries. The port bristled with searchlights and anti-aircraft guns.

After the briefing that afternoon the crews prepared themselves to leave. It was just an ordinary day, another ‘Op’ to be carried out. It was impossible to tell who would live and who would not come back. Flight crews tried not to think about it. They were philosophical anyway. It was just a job. If it was their time to ‘cop it’ then there was nothing they could do. Why worry about it?

The bombers took off from Feltwell at around eight o’clock that evening, settling in for the long flight to the target. Other bombers, two hundred in total, from a variety of English airfields were also taking off that night, bound for a variety of different targets across Germany including Cuxhaven and Wilhelmshaven. The docks at Le Havre were also in for a pounding. The press later reported: ‘Bombs were dropped for hour after hour as huge fires multiplied and as factories were destroyed. Nine British bom	bers are missing.’28.

One of these missing bombers had been piloted by Flight Sergeant James Ward. No one knows the precise details of the downing of Sergeant Ward’s aircraft other than the fact that it was hit by German flak and went down in flames. A signal had been received from the aircraft indicating that the target had been reached but after that there was nothing, just an ominous silence.29. 
  Only two of the bomber’s flight crew managed to survive. Sergeant Ward and the other two sergeants were killed. Sadly, this occurred before James Ward had been presented with his Victoria Cross.

At first, news of the missing bomber and its crew was treated with caution. This did not mean that the men had been killed or, indeed, that the Wellington had been destroyed. There was always the possibility that the bomber had been forced to land somewhere due to engine failure or damage and that all crew members were safe, possibly in hiding, if the Wellington had come down in Germany. At least there was some hope for families and friends. This hope was intensified in late October when the press began publishing reports that quickened the heartbeats of those who were anxiously waiting for news:

New Zealand’s first Victoria Cross winner in the present war, Sergeant Pilot James Allen Ward, may be a prisoner of war in Germany, although he has been reported missing, believed killed. Several radio listeners stated that they heard his name read out on a list of prisoners broadcast by a German radio.30.

However, it was not to be. Flight Sergeant James Ward had been killed in the crash. His remains were subsequently interred at the Commonwealth War Grave Cemetery in the Ohlsdorf quarter of Hamburg.

Sergeant Ward’s Victoria Cross was later presented to James’s parents, Mr and Mrs Percival H. Ward, by the Governor General of New Zealand, at Government House, Wellington, on 16 October 1942, a year after the death of their son. The V.C. and other service medals awarded to James were later placed into the custody of the Royal New Zealand Air Force but were returned to the family on 3 March 2006. They were then placed on permanent loan with the Auckland War Memorial Museum where they are now on display.



Chapter 4


The Killer Trawler

4 October 1941

The Lady Shirley was actually rather an ugly little ship. Designed specifically to snatch tons of struggling fish from the harsh and inhospitable seas to the north of Great Britain, it had been constructed by the firm of Cook, Welton and Gemmell of Beverley, in the U.K., which had originally been founded at Hull in 1883.1.

The Lady Shirley’s owners were Jutland Amalgamated Trawlers based at Hull. With a simple, slightly raked stack and a clutter of deck machinery and winches, the 472 tons ship had been launched on 25 February 1937 and completed on 19 April that year. However, its life as a trawler was to be brief. Upon the outbreak of war many smaller vessels of this class were soon being requisitioned for military service by the British Government and the Lady Shirley, a relatively new vessel, built to withstand the ferocious gales to the north, was an obvious candidate. It was requisitioned on 27 May 1940, shortly after Hitler had invaded the Low Countries, just the day before the beginning of the evacuation of Dunkirk and the very day that Belgium surrendered to the Germans.

For the Lady Shirley it looked as if this was going to be a long war. In fact the war had already begun for the trawler. Even before its conversion to antisubmarine work and when it was still being used simply as a fishing vessel it had, on 30 January 1940, come under attack by German bombers. This was very early in the war, of course, but at that time the Germans were attacking shipping of all kinds in the English Channel and North Sea. Coastal steamers, liners, fishing trawlers, even the completely defenceless lightship East Dudgeon, anchored off the east coast near Sheringham was attacked and bombed, killing seven of its crew. Only one man, John James Richard Sanders, survived the attack, washing ashore 
  like human flotsam the following morning. The day after the bombing and strafing of the lightship three other vessels were also attacked: the liner City of Bath, another unnamed ship and a trawler, believed to have been the Lady Shirley, although details of any damage or injuries were not recorded.2.

Following its acquisition by the British Government the Lady Shirley became a part of what was known officially as the Royal Naval Patrol Service, (R.N.P.S.) based at Lowestoft where the headquarters of the service was popularly known as the ‘Sparrow’s Nest’.

The fleet of the R.N.P.S. was comprised of hundreds (later thousands) of vessels ranging from old coal-burning trawlers and whalers dragged into fighting service and equipped with weapons that had usually seen action in the First World War or before. These vessels had often been at sea for many years; they were tired, rusting and dog-eared with age. Their stinking fish-holds were hastily converted into rudimentary mess-decks for the naval ratings who would man the ships. A mass of equipment was quickly installed including depth charges and sonar (asdic) detection equipment. Crews were at first usually recruited from the fishermen who had originally manned the requisitioned vessels; these were drafted into the Royal Navy Patrol Service, given uniforms and sometimes sent straight back to the very trawlers they had been manning as fishermen before the outbreak of hostilities. The R.N.P.S. was affectionately (if a little disparagingly) known as ‘Harry Tate’s Navy’ — named after the well known comedian of the 1920s and 1930s, who had often been hilariously confounded by modern gadgets.3.

Following its transfer to the Royal Navy the Lady Shirley was converted to antisubmarine (A/S) use and subsequently sent to serve with the 31st A/S. Group at Gibraltar.

These were the early days of the war in the Atlantic. Hitler’s submarine fleet was increasing almost exponentially, it seemed, and merchantmen bringing supplies from America to Britain 
  and other British holdings such as Gibraltar and Malta were almost constantly under attack.

The first commanding officer of the Lady Shirley was Robert James McCullogh who was evidently in command while the ship was being refitted for active service. He served as C/O. until 30 May 1940 when he has relieved by Lieutenant John Kenneth Shaw Downham who would be in command of the ship until June 1941 when an Australian, Arthur Henry Callaway, would take command.

One of the events in which the Lady Shirley was involved prior to Callaway taking on the role of commanding officer involved the SS Westhaven which was bombed by German aircraft and damaged while on passage from Hartlepool to London with a cargo of coal. However, two A/S trawlers were able to lend assistance. These were the Lady Shirley and Nordhav 1. The captains and crews of both trawlers were later eligible for a share in the award for salvage and notice of the amounts individuals could claim were published in the London Gazette in October 1942. By the standards of the day these were quite significant amounts, ranging from £7/12/0d up to £76. It would have been a considerable windfall for the poorly paid sailors.4.

Callaway, an accountant by profession, had been born at Woollahra, Sydney, on 3 April 1906, the son of Arthur Henry Callaway (Snr), and his wife, Cecelia Frances (née Thomas). A.H. Callaway (Snr) was, according to the press of the day, ‘... well known on the Tivoli circuit’ as a vocalist.5.

Arthur Henry Callaway (Jnr.) had been educated at Bondi Superior Public School after which he had gone to work as a clerk with Rosenfield and Co., a company of merchants. His principal recreations were yachting and rowing – pastimes that particularly suited him to a life at sea. He served for a period as the honorary treasurer of the Sydney Rowing Club and had also been a member of the North Bondi Surf Club.6.


After obtaining his qualifications to practise as an accountant, Callaway worked in the city for some time and was subsequently appointed a director and manager of Hygienic Feather Mills Pty. Ltd., a feather purifying company based at Botany. On 23 November 1935, Arthur Callaway married Thelma May Rowe, the wedding taking place at St Michael’s Anglican Church, Vaucluse.7.

Arthur Henry Callaway was a highly experienced sailor who had joined the Royal Australian Naval Reserve as a probationary midshipman on 1 July 1924, aged just eighteen years. Two years later he had been promoted to the rank of sub lieutenant and on 1 April 1928 he became a lieutenant. Thereafter he served at various shore establishments and on ships undergoing training including antisubmarine training at HMAS Penguin. On 23 June 1939, just months before the outbreak of war, Callaway was promoted to lieutenant commander with the R.A.N.V.R. He was mobilised in September that year and after several months of training was sent on loan to England. He was based at the naval establishment HMS Badger in February and March 1941 which must have been a fascinating experience for the young and somewhat inexperienced officer. HMS Badger was a profoundly interesting place and no doubt Callaway would have been in awe of its intensity and important war operations. It had been commissioned on 13 September 1939 as the headquarters of the flag officer in charge at Harwich. The site was at Parkeston Quay which is actually now the location of the Harwich International Airport.

The Parkeston Quay had been in use by the Royal Navy during the First World War where an Admiralty research laboratory had been located. The port was again requisitioned at the beginning of the Second World War and used initially as a base for minesweepers. However, by the end of 1940 it was also utilised to service a flotilla of destroyers, a submarine squadron and a coastal forces motor torpedo boat base. It was the largest base for small craft in the United Kingdom. Staff at the base 
  were initially housed at the Station Hotel at Parkeston Quay but in 1940 the accommodation was moved to Hamilton House, an old Georgian mansion, where an underground bunker was constructed and opened in 1941 for use as a operations centre. Anti-aircraft forts, located about ten miles offshore, were also supplied from HMS Badger.8.

As may be imagined, all this intensive activity would have been of immense interest to the newly arrived Arthur Callaway until he was appointed captain of HMS Lady Shirley on 8 June 1941.9.

With a crew of about thirty hands, the Lady Shirley had a total complement of four officers. The three other officers under Callaway’s command were Lieutenant Ian Penn Boucaut, R.A.N.V.R., second-in-command; Sub Lieutenant Frederick Edward French of the Royal Naval Reserve and Acting Sub Lieutenant Allan Waller, the young signals and navigation officer.

Boucaut, a barrister and solicitor in civilian life, was from Peppermint Grove in Western Australia. He was thirty-three years of age, the son of Ernest Bertra Boucaut and his wife, Ada May (née Brandt). Ian’s wife was Sadie Mary Julia Boucaut (née Watson) and the couple had a young child.

Boucaut had been born at Glenelg, South Australia, on 27 December 1909. He joined the R.A.N.V.R. on 19 October 1940. He was a keen and experienced yachtsman and therefore had been inducted under the ‘Yachtsman Scheme’. Because of his education and sea experience Boucaut was immediately appointed a sub lieutenant (on probation). He completed his initial training at the newly commissioned naval base HMAS Leeuwin, at Fremantle, Western Australia, before being transferred to HMAS Cerberus — at that time home to the Royal Australian Navy College. Boucaut was subsequently transferred to HMAS Torrens at Port Adelaide, another completely new naval base that had come into existence specifically to deal with the urgent necessity of providing war service training to 
  a large number of recruits. In December 1940 Boucaut was sent to the U.K. for further training. He underwent that training at HMS King Alfred, the new Royal Naval base which also had just been commissioned (1939) specifically to train officer recruits of the Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve. Ian Boucaut was promoted to lieutenant in February 1941.10.

Sub Lieutenant Frederick Edward French, one of the other officers aboard the Lady Shirley, was just twenty-four at his time of service aboard the converted trawler and was described as being an ‘alert and determined officer’ who sported a ‘neat pointed beard’. French came from Kent and had previously seen service aboard an armed merchant cruiser. The Times in London later reported that Sub Lieutenant Frederick Edward French had been: ‘... a cadet of the P & O [Line]. He was fourth officer of the P & O liner Chitral which was on the northern patrol when the liner Rawalpindi of the same line was sunk by the enemy while commissioned as an auxiliary cruiser.... He is the son of Captain F.E. French R.N.R., known to his many friends as “Freddie French” who is now Commodore of the P & O Line.’11.

Sub Lieutenant French would be assured of a place in history by conducting himself with particular distinction in the very dramatic and deadly events that were soon coming his way.12.

The most junior officer on board was Acting Sub Lieutenant Allan Lansley Waller who, during the coming action and throughout the war would distinguish himself for his quick actions and intelligent decisions. Allan Waller had been born at Croydon, England, on 19 November 1920. As a young man he worked for the Croydon Gas Company, joining the Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve as a signalman in 1938. It was during the war that his talents and enthusiasm were recognised and he was commissioned. However, he developed a reputation of having long runs of bad luck; even some of his friends refused to serve with him and he became known as the ‘Jonah of Parkeston Quay’, a reference to his home.


Allan Waller’s first ship had been the antisubmarine trawler Amethyst which had struck a mine and sunk in the Thames Estuary on 24 November 1940. Allan later recalled that when the survivors from the Amethyst had landed at Southend some time later they had immediately been arrested as it was thought they could have been survivors from a German ship.

Allan ‘Jonah’ Waller’s stint of bad luck seemed to continue. While serving on the Flower-class corvette HMS Primula it was badly damaged by a collision while carrying out convoy duties. In January 1941 Sub Lieutenant Waller was Mentioned in Dispatches for his courage and skill during a battle that took place between the trawler HMS Tourmaline and German E-boats. Two weeks later Waller was wounded when the Tourmaline was bombed and sunk by German aircraft. As we shall see later in this chapter, Allan Waller’s run of bad luck would continue even further, but there would be at least one dramatic change in his fortunes and he would thankfully survive the war.13.

The captain of the Lady Shirley, Lieutenant Commander Callaway described as being, ‘tall, blue-eyed, [and] bearded’, was also described as having been a quiet, reflective man who ran a happy ship and trained his crew thoroughly. That training would soon prove its worth.

In June, 1941, when Arthur Callaway took command of the Lady Shirley, the Mediterranean, the Straits of Gibraltar and the entire North Atlantic were extremely dangerous places for Allied shipping. In that month alone fifty-eight Allied or neutral ships had been sunk by U-boats – a total of 301,620 tons, with another four ships badly damaged. Four U-boats had been sunk but this figure was almost inconsequential considering the ongoing German submarine construction work that was then taking place. Convoy after convoy, dozens of them, were being attacked systematically. On 8 June alone, the very day that Callaway joined the Lady Shirley, six ships had been sunk in North Atlantic waters with another, the unescorted British motor tanker Ensis being torpedoed and damaged.14.


However, the date was now 4 October 1941. The day was fine and clear with fairly calm seas. The Lady Shirley had been sent to assist a merchantman that had been attacked and damaged about 400 miles west of the Canary Islands. Lieutenant Commander Callaway had not yet located the stricken ship and his lookouts were scanning the horizon. At 8.40 a.m. a seaman saw what he thought could have been a ship’s funnel and reported the sighting to the officer on watch, Sub Lieutenant Frederick French. As French watched, he saw the ship disappear and realised that the dark shape on the water had actually been the conning tower of a U-boat.

Lieutenant Commander Callaway ordered an immediate change of course to investigate. The Lady Shirley was equipped with an asdic antisubmarine dome and this equipment almost immediately confirmed that the contact was an enemy U-boat. What Callaway and his crew could not know at that time was the fact that the U-boat they were hunting was U-111 commanded by an experienced submarine commander Kapitänleutnant Wilhelm Kleinschmidt, who, during two patrols, had been responsible for the sinking of four Allied ships.

Kapitänleutnant Wilhelm Kleinschmidt was thirty-four years of age and a native of Oldenburg. He had joined the German Navy in 1932 and was awarded two years seniority because he had previously served for seven years in the merchant service. In 1936 he began to serve in motor torpedo boats and was promoted to oberleutnant zur see (lieutenant) in 1937. He commanded a boat in the 1st M.T.B. Flotilla.

Kleinschmidt subsequently served aboard the cruiser Königsberg and was transferred to U-boats in the autumn of 1940 when he undertook a fairly intensive U-boat course at Pillau. It is believed that during this period he sailed under instruction on a war cruise with another U-boat which would have been the normal course of events for officers under training. Kleinschmidt was appointed the captain of U-111 when the submarine was in its final stages of construction.15.


The German submarine U-111 was a Type IXB U-boat of the 1051 tons class that, thanks to the courage of the captain and crew of the Lady Shirley, was to have a spectacularly short career.

The submarine had been ordered on 8 August 1939, about one month before the outbreak of war, as part of ‘Plan Z’. This was in direct violation of the Treaty of Versailles which Hitler scorned completely.

The vessel had been constructed by the firm of AG Weser of Bremen. Its keel was laid on 20 February 1940; the vessel had been launched on 15 September that year and it was commissioned at Kiel on 19 December under the command of Kapitänleutnant Kleinschmidt. The submarine could travel at 18.2 knots while surfaced and 7.3 knots when submerged. It had a range of 12,000 nautical miles (14,000 miles). In addition to its torpedoes the vessel also carried forty-four mines and was armed with a 10.5-cm naval deck gun.

Following its commissioning at Kiel the submarine went on its sea trials in the Baltic and was reported to have been based at Gotenhafen and Danzig. Attacks on convoys were practised in conjunction with other U-boats in the Baltic. The submarine returned to Kiel at the end of March 1941, remaining there one night before proceeding through the Kiel Canal to Wilhelmshaven where it was given a minor refit prior to further trials.16.

The U-111 had gone on its first war patrol on 5 May 1941, departing from Wilhelmshaven and proceeding through the North Sea, passing occupied Norway and the Faroes to Iceland, using deep channels where it was believed no mines had been laid. To the trained eye the submarine was quite recognisable and distinctive. Most of the U-boats operating in the Baltic carried a badge painted on the sides of their conning towers. These were used as recognition marks. The badge on the conning tower of U-111 was a large black heart and this was said to have been a particularly suitable emblem as Kapitänleutnant Kleinschmidt had recently become engaged and was due to marry in the near future.17.


On board the submarine were fourteen torpedoes, six already loaded into the firing tubes (four forward and two aft) and the remainder either under or above the floor plates forward with two stored in the bilges.18.

For the sixty-four days of its war cruise U-111 had roamed the North Sea and North Atlantic in search of Allied shipping, specifically convoys heading for Britain loaded with food and war materiel. Eight days after leaving the port of Wilhelmshaven the submarine attacked and sank its first victim, the British merchant vessel Somersby (5170 tons) which was torpedoed just south of Iceland. The submarine crew later stated that the doomed ship had been attacked from a distance of eight hundred metres and they had heard the explosion exactly seventy-five seconds after the torpedo had been fired. Some members of the crew also later stated that an earlier torpedo fired at the ship had missed, although this detail was not officially confirmed.19.

A few days later, adopting the ‘wolf-pack’ tactic, U-111 had been involved in an attack against a convoy. Crew members of the submarine later stated that Kapitänleutnant Kleinschmidt had made all the necessary calculations and was about to give the order to fire a torpedo at a 12,000 tons tanker when the tanker suddenly exploded, having been attacked by another submarine in the pack. U-111 then went after another ship that had been dispersed from the convoy. Scattering the ships was often used as an evasive tactic in convoy work.

The ship now targeted by U-111 was a tanker, the San Felix of 13,037 tons, under the command of Captain George Wentworth Highley. However, through his periscope Kleinschmidt saw two British destroyers rapidly approaching from his starboard side. Kleinschmidt believed that he had only half a minute to launch his attack. He fired his torpedo and ordered an emergency dive. Crew members of the submarine later recalled that the angle of the dive was particularly steep with the forward tanks flooded and the motors running at full speed in an attempt to get deep enough 
  to evade the murderous pattern of depth charges that would soon be raining down from above. The crew heard the explosions of about twenty depth charges which they believed had been set to detonate at too shallow a depth to do any damage to the hull of the submarine. They believed that the crew of the destroyers could not have realised that a U-boat could dive so rapidly in such a short space of time. Soon afterwards the U-boat crew heard what they thought was the detonation of their torpedo. The San Felix was damaged but managed to limp into St John’s. All fifty-three members of the crew survived. After temporary repairs the vessel continued to New York and following two months of repairs was able to return to service in October 1941. The ship was eventually broken up at Briton Ferry, South Wales, in October 1957.20.

Soon after the attack on this convoy orders were received that all U-boats in the vicinity, with the exception of U-111, were to retire. Kleinschmidt was tasked with maintaining contact with the convoy and transmitting D/F (direction finding) bearings as long as he could keep the masts of the ships in sight. It was later reported that the German cruisers Bismarck and Prinz Eugen should have been carrying out this task. They had broken out with the intention of raiding in the North Atlantic but had come into contact with HMS Hood which was attacked by the German ships and sunk with almost all hands: (1415 killed, 3 survivors). Two days later the Bismarck was attacked by sixteen obsolescent Fairey Swordfish biplane torpedo bombers from the British aircraft carrier Ark Royal. The attack left the German battleship’s steeringgear inoperable. Following a sustained battle the following day with two British battleships and two cruisers the Bismarck was scuttled with heavy loss of life. From a crew of 2200 men just 114 were reported to have survived.

U-111 was ordered to close to the position and search for survivors. Once in the location of the Bismarck’s sinking they saw hundreds of life-belts floating in the water, having been torn from the bodies of the battleship’s crew by the rough seas. They also found hundreds of bodies tied to rafts.21.


By this time U-111 was running low on fuel and therefore made a refuelling rendezvous with a tanker. The R.A.S. (refuelling at sea) was carried out far to the north, away from Allied shipping, in daylight and with calm seas. A subsequent unconfirmed report stated that the tanker was later caught by a British submarine in the act of refuelling another German submarine, torpedoed and sunk. The German submarine had submerged just prior to the attack. It later surfaced and picked up survivors from the tanker.22.

U-111 is also reported to have attacked and sunk the Barnby, (4813 tons) south of Greenland.23.

Following the refuelling the submarine spent another six weeks at sea, largely being employed as a weather reporting station in the North Atlantic. A final attack on a convoy was thwarted due to dense fog and with fuel supplies again running low, Kapitänleutnant Kleinschmidt decided to turn for home.24.

This was the end of the submarine’s first patrol. The vessel entered Lorient in occupied France on 7 July that year. Upon arrival a polar bear and an iceberg were painted onto the hull of the conning tower (alongside the black heart) indicating that it had operated in northern waters. Half of the crew went on leave to Germany and when they returned the second half also went on leave.

U-111 was placed into dry-dock for overhaul and four upper deck torpedo containers were replaced. It was found that the machinery 	in the vessel was still in good condition and did not need to be replaced and this rather annoyed many of the crew because replacing the machinery would have meant at least another three months in port.25.

In August 1941 U-111 departed Lorient on what was to be its second and final patrol. It was believed that the submarine was once again to carry out operations in the north but just before departure it was announced that U-111 would cruise in the region of the Azores. Two hours before the vessel was due to sail this order was rescinded and some of the stores that had been taken 
  on board had to be landed again. The day before, the boat’s first lieutenant, Oberleutnant zur See (Lieutenant) Göllnitz had injured his hand badly and was unable to take part on the forthcoming war cruise. He was replaced by a junior officer, Leutnant zur See (sub lieutenant) Helmut Fuchs, who in turn was replaced by a totally inexperienced officer named Oberleutnant zur See (lieutenant) Friedrich Wilhelm Rösing who was about twenty-three years of age. Rösing was actually the brother of Korvettenkapitäin (commander) Hans Rösing who formerly had been the commanding officer of the 3rd U-boat Flotilla Group.

Despite being of a higher rank than Fuchs, Wilhelm Rösing was given the role of junior officer aboard the submarine because he had little or no experience in U-boats.26.

On the first night out of Lorient the weather deteriorated rapidly and it rained heavily. The night was completely black when, according to the petty officer on watch at the time, the man who would later describe the events to British Naval Intelligence, the submarine only just survived a torpedo attack. Kapitänleutnant Kleinschmidt ordered the helm to be put over just in time to prevent the torpedo striking the hull of the submarine. Sadly nothing more is known of this attack including details of who had launched the torpedo.27.

The vessel travelled down to the vicinity of Freetown off the west coast of Africa before turning towards Brazil where they operated off the mouth of the Amazon. There were eighteen torpedoes on board the submarine, six in the tubes, four in the bilges, two on the floor plates forward, two in the aft bilges and four in the upper deck containers.

Here the submarine attacked and sank its final two victims. The first was the Dutch motor vessel Marken, (5719 tons). It was bound from Cardiff to Cape Town via Trinidad and was carrying aircraft. This ship was torpedoed slightly north of Ceará in Brazil on 10 September. Information taken from surviving members of 
  the submarine’s crew later revealed that a total of four torpedoes had been fired at the Marken, only two of which had struck their target. It had been a daytime attack and the Marken had sunk very rapidly. The crew barely had time to launch their boats.28.

Fortunately all the ship’s crew managed to survive the attack. U-111 had surfaced and closed with the lifeboats. The survivors were questioned by crew members of the U-boat, given provisions including chocolate, cigarettes, brandy and food before being released. The Marken’s crew members were later rescued by a Spanish ship.

Ten days later the U-111 attacked and sank its final victim. This was the British motor merchant ship Cingalese Prince (8474 tons) which was also sunk off the coast of Brazil.

The Cingalese Prince was described by the U-111 crew members as having been a ‘fairly fast ship’. It had been steaming independently for England. Two attacks were made on this ship. During the first attack three torpedoes had been fired, all of which missed the ill-fated vessel. Five hours later a second attack was made. Two torpedoes were fired, both of which stuck their target and the Cingalese Prince sank very rapidly. Both attacks were made at night when it was very dark. Later the submarine surfaced and approached survivors who were in a life-raft, giving them some provisions and asking what their cargo had been. The submariners were told that the cargo had been machinery parts bound for Great Britain.29.

By now the submarine was again running low on fuel and had only enough for its return to base. Kapitänleutnant Kleinschmidt was ordered to rendezvous with another submarine, U-68, under the command of Kapitänleutnant Merten, so that the U-111 could transfer its remaining torpedoes to the U-68. Kleinschmidt was also ordered to rendezvous with another submarine, U-67, so that a petty officer telegraphist who was suffering from venereal disease could be transferred to the U-111 for passage back to Europe for medical treatment. However, not everything went to plan.


The rendezvous with U-68 took place as scheduled, just off the island of San Antonio in the Cape Verde Group. The first meeting went off without too much trouble. According to one of the U-111’s crew members, a boatswain’s mate, second class, who was probably on watch at the time, a, ‘... very dark-skinned man rowed out in a boat and asked if they were Americans’. Upon being informed that they were not, the man rowed back to shore and later returned with a sealed envelope. It is not known what the envelope contained. U-111 then transferred the four torpedoes held in its upper deck containers to U-68, the work being carried out over about two hours and with great difficulty. The transfer of the torpedoes from below decks proved to be too difficult and the attempt was abandoned. In any case, Kleinschmidt wished to retain some of his torpedoes in case he came upon any enemy shipping on his way home.

That night, as U-111 was proceeding from the bay, Kleinschmidt and the boatswain’s mate were both on the bridge when they saw what they thought initially was a Portuguese destroyer. The vessel was ‘... showing up “snow white” and very clearly indeed’. In fact this was the large British submarine HMS Clyde which had arrived off West Point, San Antonio on 27 September 1941 and was now bathed in moonlight. It was in the process of keeping a hydrophone watch for enemy submarines. Moonset was at 0024 hours that night and soon afterwards the crew of the British submarine reported hearing a hydrophonic effect on the starboard bow with 224 propeller revolutions. Almost immediately a U-boat was sighted and this, apparently, was U-68 leaving the bay. About a minute later another U-boat (U-111) was sighted close by. The British submarine was now in an extremely vulnerable position to either torpedo attack or ramming. The captain of the Clyde ordered the wheel hard to port and went full speed to ram U-111 while ordering his gun into action. Seconds later the British realised that their submarine could never get around in time as the U-111 was altering course away and beginning to submerge.

 Its vents were seen and heard to be opening in an emergency crash dive. The German submarine dived so rapidly that it completely astonished the captain of the Clyde. The bows of the Clyde actually passed over the top of U-111 missing the German submarine by inches. U-111 had disappeared before the Clyde’s guns could be brought into action. Meanwhile, on board U-111, its captain and crew did not realise that the Clyde had been so close to ramming them and that their escape had been nothing less than miraculous. Following this misadventure the Clyde turned back to follow U-68, sighting the German submarine to the westwards, steering north-west. U-68 appeared to be attempting to make a signal but her lights were very dim, Clyde steadied on a firing course and released a savage salvo of six torpedoes at a range of 1400 yards. However, not one of the torpedoes found its mark. At 0048 Clyde submerged to reload its torpedo tubes. The submarine resurfaced at 0215. Meanwhile, U-111 had made off submerged, remaining underwater for two hours and then surfaced in order to proceed westwards as far and as quickly as possible.

Following these events and an unsuccessful search for a stricken ship (probably the abandoned Silver Belle), that was lying helpless, having been torpedoed on 22 September, U-111 then headed for home port but thanks to the astonishing courage, determination and training of the captain and crew of the much slower, weaker Lady Shirley it was never destined to arrive.

On the morning of on 4 October 1941, the masthead lookout aboard the Lady Shirley reported a sighting on the horizon. The object, whatever it was, appeared a little distorted by distance and early morning sea-glare. The officer on watch, Sub Lieutenant Frederick French, went up to the crow’s nest and thought that the sighting might have been the funnel of a merchant ship. However, French also thought it possible that the object could have been the conning tower of a submarine at a distance of about ten miles. It was almost impossible to distinguish between the two from 
  that distance. The course of the Lady Shirley was altered from 270 degrees to 360 degrees so that an investigation could be made. Soon afterwards the object disappeared but a course of 326 degrees was taken in case the sighting had been a submarine that had now dived.

Meanwhile, aboard the U-111 Kapitänleutnant Kleinschmidt was still hunting for the stricken Silver Belle. He received a report about the presence and apparent interest of the Lady Shirley but believing that it was not a threat he was late in ordering the submarine to dive. It was a fatal mistake.

At 10.04 the Lady Shirley obtained an echo on its asdic which was classified as a submarine, bearing port 30 at a range of about 1300 yards. Lieutenant Commander Callaway immediately ordered action stations and the trawler’s course was altered to the bearing of the echo. The range between the Lady Shirley and the echo shortened rapidly with the target evidently moving slowly to the left.

One can almost imagine the activity that must have been taking place on the bridge of the Lady Shirley that day as the crew, donning their off-white anti-flash hoods and gloves, rushed to their action stations with the revolutions of the ship’s engine quickly increasing. At eight knots the bridge ladder was known to shake; at nine knots the bridge flag-locker would begin to rattle loudly and at the full speed of ten or possibly twelve knots if the tides were right, the bridge windows would rattle so badly it appeared they were about to jump from their steel frames. As the trawler reached for any excess of speed it might just be capable of achieving the entire bridge would shake quite alarmingly.30.

All members of the trawler’s crew were by this time highly experienced, having undergone the usual ‘work-up’ training in England prior to being sent to Gibraltar, and a full set of drills had been carried out every day since that time. Callaway was very conscious of keeping his crew in the peak of readiness for action. 
  The gun-crews were well trained and efficient as were members of the crew manning the depth charges.

This relentless training was about to prove its worth.

As the alarm had sounded aboard the trawler, bringing the men to action stations, acting Sub Lieutenant Allan Waller, quickly grabbed his life-belt and helmet and raced to his station which was situated aft at the depth charges. Ascertaining that his men were closed up for action he then climbed up the dangerously shaking ladder to the bridge where he was informed that a submarine contact had been made. By that time the Lady Shirley was at full speed, plunging through the waves towards its prey. Waller later reported, however, that the asdic operator was having considerable trouble with his equipment. It was sending out the ‘ping’ but not receiving it back from the hull of the submarine. The recorder part of the asdic was not working which meant that distances had to be measured with a stopwatch. Despite this problem it was clear that the ship was about to go into action against an enemy submarine. Waller raced back to his station at the depth charges and waited for the order to fire. When it came he immediately launched a pattern of five depth charges.31.

Aboard the U-111, the sound of the Lady Shirley’s propeller could clearly be heard and Kleinschmidt believed the enemy ship was at a distance of about five thousand metres. However, both the junior officer and the man at the hydrophones believed that the British vessel was much closer, which in fact it was, and told Kleinschmidt so. A short while later Kleinschmidt stated that the unknown vessel’s propeller and wash were about three thousand metres away but once again the hydrophone operator disagreed, stating that it was his belief the vessel was only about five hundred metres from the submerged submarine. Why this disparity in estimates occurred is a moot point. Kleinschmidt was adamant that he was right and irritably told his hydrophone operator so. He was also looking through the periscope and could actually see the Lady Shirley but his estimate of distance 
  was flawed — a tragic and potentially fatal error of judgement for any submarine commander to make. It was later assumed (by crew members of U-111), that Kleinschmidt held to his conviction that the Lady Shirley was farther away because he believed it to have been a much larger vessel and the smaller proportions of the Lady Shirley were actually distorting his estimate of distance.

Meanwhile, aboard the Lady Shirley, the real distance had been closed to just one hundred yards and using his stopwatch for timing Lieutenant Commander Callaway ordered a depth charge attack.

Aboard the submarine it must have been a terrifying time as depth charges exploded around them and the thumping of the Lady Shirley’s propeller washed angrily back and forth overhead. In truth the depth charges did little damage to the German submarine which was actually at a depth of just thirteen metres (forty-three feet); lighting was not affected but a volume of water was reported to have entered the boat.

However, it was now that Kapitänleutnant Kleinschmidt appears to have ‘lost his head’. He ordered U-111 to surface and the guns’ crews to man their weapons. Aboard the submarine panic and confusion were beginning to spread. In order to function properly on the surface the diesel engines of the submarine needed to be started but immediately they burst into life the engine room filled with dense clouds of choking smoke. This apparently was attributed to the fact that water was entering the submarine from aft and the engines were unable to function properly. Kleinschmidt was informed that the engines were malfunctioning and without waiting to assess the damage he ordered that the U-boat dive again. However, this order came too late. U-111 was now surfacing like a cork.

Aboard the Lady Shirley, Sub Lieutenant Allan Waller, having fired his salvo of depth charges, was about to go around to 
  the port side of the trawler to see how the reloading was going when, looking up, he was astonished to see, about three or four hundred yards off the stern, firstly the grey bow of a submarine breaking the surface of the sea followed by a periscope and then the entire conning tower of U-111. Waller was amazed at the size of the submarine; he later described it as being a ‘huge, ocean-going U-boat, fully twice the size of our little ship’. He added that at that moment he felt as if he were just a little boy caught robbing an orchard.32.

The drill on board the Lady Shirley changed immediately the submarine began to surface. No longer were they hunting an invisible submerged enemy, the submarine was now on the surface and this would be a fierce battle of surface ships. Acting Sub Lieutenant Waller’s action station was now on the bridge and when he raced there he found that Lieutenant Commander Callaway was equally as astonished at witnessing the U-boat surfacing so close and so quickly. Callaway was in the process of ordering hard-a-port so that the four-inch gun could be brought to bear and, if necessary, to enable the Lady Shirley to ram the submarine. By this time the two .05 guns aft were firing short bursts at the submarine’s conning tower.33.

While this was taking place, Kapitänleutnant Kleinschmidt scrambled up the conning tower ladder, threw open the hatch and clambered out, followed immediately by Friedrich Wilhelm Rösing, the junior officer; Helmut Fuchs, the younger but more experienced first lieutenant, and a petty officer whose task it was to man the small canon, similar to a Oerlikon, on the conning tower. The crew of the forward 10.5-cm gun rushed on deck. It was later ascertained through interrogating the surviving members of the crew that Kleinschmidt had grossly underestimated the training and efficacy of the crew of the Lady Shirley and that it had been his intention to keep the former trawler at ‘a respectful distance by gunfire’ while the submarine’s diesel engines were brought to life and then to make off as quickly as possible. If the 
  Lady Shirley could be sunk during the process then so much the better. However, the lack of weapons training on board the U-111 was to have a clear and disastrous outcome for its crew. It was later ascertained that as the crew of the 10.5-cm gun took their positions to begin shelling the Lady Shirley, they acted so hastily and with such a lack of regular drill that they forgot to remove the tompion, the wooden stopper for the muzzle, and when the first shell was fired it blew up the barrel of the gun.34.

The actions aboard the Lady Shirley, however, were about the exact opposite of what was occurring on board the German submarine. The little trawler was far weaker than the larger and more powerful enemy submarine. Longer, better armed and equipped, the U-boat should have had no trouble at all in sending the lightly armed trawler to the bottom of the ocean. However, on board the British ship the crew worked to destroy their prey with well-oiled precision.

As the submarine’s periscope had been seen rising clear of the water, Callaway ordered his guns to open fire. First to begin firing were the 0.5-inch guns and Hotchkiss .303, at a range of five hundred yards, followed by the bark of the 4-inch gun on the Lady Shirley’s bows as it came around to bear. The first round from the four-inch gun was a near miss.

U-111 immediately retaliated with its 20-mm, tracer shells flashing through the electrified air, killing the Lady Shirley’s gun-layer, Able Seaman Leslie William Pizzey, who was hit in the stomach. ‘They’ve got me,’ he cried as he staggered back, collapsed and died. His place was immediately taken by the redoubtable Sub Lieutenant French, and the four-inch gun never faltered from that moment, firing a mixture of armourpiercing shells and shrapnel while the Hotchkiss gunners kept up a constant fire.35.

By now shells were exploding on the submarine’s hull, some penetrating the hull and exploding inside the submarine while 
 machine-gun bullets were peppering the U-boat murderously. It was later revealed that there was also a degree of cowardice on board the submarine. Crew members of the canon on the aft of the conning tower, who had been ordered to man their weapon at an early stage of the action, never actually attempted to carry out the order, and the captain of the gun’s crew was, ‘... said to have feigned indifference to the entire proceedings and his attitude was interpreted as cowardice’. It was also believed that after the war this man, and possibly his gun-crew would face a German court martial.36.

Apparently, according to information gleaned from interrogations of the surviving crew, at this point, ‘A state of panic existed inside the U-boat and after the initial failure of the diesels Heinecke [an officer under training — author’s note] ordered the crew who had already donned their life-belts to abandon ship. The remaining men on deck threw up their hands and cried out that they surrendered.’37.

One shell from the Lady Shirley struck before and below the conning tower without penetrating the hull, while another shell exploded at the base of the periscope in the conning tower, twisted the torpedo hatch cover out of place and killed several members of the crew in the conning tower.

The failure to fire the 10.5-cm gun prevented U-111 from retaliating with any kind of effective fire. Two members of the gun-crew were hit. One had his leg blown off while the other was not so seriously wounded. The remaining gun-crew quickly scurried back under cover.

By this time the petty officer aboard the submarine had fired about fifty rounds at the Lady Shirley and was in the process of firing the second clip of ammunition which had actually been handed to him by Kapitänleutnant Kleinschmidt. It was at that moment that Kleinschmidt, along with Rösing and Fuchs were all killed by a direct hit on the conning tower. Of the eight people 
  on the conning tower at that time only the petty officer manning the machine-gun was left alive. The petty officer later stated that Kleinschmidt, on being hit, had fallen forward into the open conning tower hatch and then down to the platform below where his bloodied body had sprawled on the deck of the control room.

It was now evident to Lieutenant Commander Callaway that the enemy submarine was finished. Resistance had ceased, U-111 was sinking rapidly by the stern and Callaway ordered his guns to cease-fire. It was later claimed that the submarine’s engineer officer, Oberleutnant (Ing) (engineer lieutenant) Gunter Wulff, had opened the vents to ensure that the U-boat sank but this was subsequently disputed by some as the submarine had clearly been badly damaged by shellfire, at least nine shells had hit the U-boat. Four minutes later, with surviving crew members jumping into the water, U-111 sank beneath the waves taking with it the mangled body of Kapitänleutnant Kleinschmidt. From the moment the Lady Shirley had obtained the asdic echo at 10.04 to the moment the submarine sank at 10.23, the entire action had lasted only about nineteen minutes.

The survivors of U-111, forty-five in total, were quickly picked up by the Lady Shirley, the crew of the trawler lining the sides of the ship armed with numerous weapons including rifles and revolvers just in case the submariners decided to continue aggressive actions. This was the first time that the crew of the Lady Shirley realised they were dealing with a German U-boat crew as it was initially believed the survivors might have been Italians because their skin was so dark. In fact the crew of the U-111 were all well tanned from their long war cruise, much of their time having been spent on the surface. Some of the Germans were wearing Davis escape equipment while others had life-belts. All of them wore shorts or drill trousers. The Germans clearly outnumbered their British captors, forty-five to thirty, and there was some concern among the British that the Germans would feel their superiority in numbers could have caused problems. Acting Sub Lieutenant Waller later 
  stated that one of the U-boat survivors was the officer (Heinecke) who had been under training, Waller described him as being a ‘nasty bit of work’ who had an injury to his forehead.38.

Eight of the submarine’s crew were unaccounted for including, of course, Kapitänleutnant Kleinschmidt. The gun-crew member who had had a leg blown off died that evening, leaving forty-four members of the submarine’s crew to become prisoners-of-war. Two of them were seriously wounded and two more were wounded slightly.

On board the Lady Shirley the casualties were similar. One gun-layer, Able Seaman Pizzey, had been killed; Signalman J.H. Warbrick had been hit and was suffering from a broken thigh-bone; two seamen, Sidney Halcrow and William Windsor, had also been hit but had continued to fire their Hotchkiss guns until the action was over.

The Lady Shirley suffered only modest damage: a steam pipe had been severed and a fire had been started by incendiary bullets in the provisions store although this was quickly extinguished by damage-control parties. Two depth charges had been penetrated by bullets but had not thankfully exploded. These were thrown into the sea; some fittings and a few of the lifeboats had also been hit by machine-gun bullets.

With only these light wounds to contend with, although lamenting the loss of one highly respected sailor, the crew of the Lady Shirley turned the ship for its home base at Gibraltar where they would receive a heroes’ welcome.

This was the first time that prisoners-of-war were captured from a U-boat operating in these waters. It was a profoundly important moment, psychologically, but also a significant achievement from an intelligence point of view. This was 1941, the Atlantic War was at its height, not a great deal was known about the operations or morale of German submarine crews and the prisoners from U-111, it was later found, would be only too willing to talk.


We now know a number of interesting facts about the crew of the U-111. Firstly, it was later revealed that while they were being transported to Gibraltar aboard the Lady Shirley, a plot was hatched by one of the survivors to attack the crew of the trawler, to take control of the ship and sail it to a neutral port. Apparently the boatswain’s mate, captain of the aft gun on the U-boat, had counted the crew of the Lady Shirley and estimated that the complement of the ship totalled just twenty-eight men. This estimate was wrong, of course, but holding to this belief the boatswain’s mate attempted to goad his fellow crew members into storming the crew’s quarters of the Lady Shirley and capturing the ship. It was suggested that the Lady Shirley could then be taken to Spain, technically a neutral country but allied to Germany in many ways. However, in reality, the morale of German U-boat crews was not all that good and only one other member of U-111’s crew agreed that the attack should take place. With this disappointing result the boatswain’s mate gave up on the idea and the plan was abandoned.39.

Medical attention for the wounded submariners and of course for the crew of the Lady Shirley was provided by Lieutenant Ian Boucaut who, in addition to his training as a solicitor, had previously undergone three years of medical studies. A corporal on temporary secondment from the Royal Engineers, H.J. Fittall, who was skilled in first aid, also gave assistance to the injured men. A doctor from the destroyer HMS Lance subsequently came on board and remained on the trawler for the rest of the voyage. (The Lance was later badly damaged by bombs [5 and 9 April 1942], declared a constructive total loss and scrapped).40.

During the voyage to Gibraltar a funeral was held for Able Seaman Leslie William Pizzey, the man killed in action while manning the 4-inch gun during the attack on the submarine. Pizzey, was thirty years of age at the time of his death. He was later Mentioned in Dispatches posthumously. Acting Sub Lieutenant Allan Waller later stated that Pizzey should not 
 have been on board the Lady Shirley for that particular voyage. He had injured his leg playing football in Gibraltar and had been hospitalised. However, the cook on board the trawler had fallen ill and Pizzey had volunteered to take his place. He had arrived back on the trawler with his leg still in plaster.41.

The following day another funeral was held. On this occasion the casualty was the German submariner who had died during the night after having his leg blown off. Callaway did not want to stop the trawler at night so the burial service was held the following morning. A black flag was draped over the body as there was no German flag on board and Callaway apologised to the surviving submariners for the deficiency.42.

The chief engineer aboard the U-111 was probably the most obliging of the captives. He arranged to have a list drawn up of all his fellow survivors and also those who had not survived, complete with addresses and service numbers. He had been educated at Birmingham University and his English was considered to be flawless.43.

The Lady Shirley arrived back at Gibraltar four days after the action where the captain and crew received a heroes’ welcome. Rather than going quietly and unnoticed to its berth, the trawler was boarded by no less a personage than Vice Admiral Sir George Edward-Collins, the Vice Admiral Commanding North Atlantic. The arrival of the heroic little ship had been expected, news of its astonishing feat in sinking a German submarine and capturing most of its crew had preceded it. Every ship in harbour was tooting a cacophonous welcome and large crowds had gathered on the wharves to witness the trawler’s arrival. When the U-boat survivors were told that they were to be landed at Gibraltar they did not believe it. They had been informed through misleading German propaganda that Gibraltar had fallen long before. Later, when the Lady Shirley had to move berth to begin repairs at the other end of the dockyard they were again cheered by all ships including the massive aircraft carrier Ark Royal, the ship that 
  had launched the aircraft responsible for crippling the Bismarck. It must have been a spine-tingling moment for those on board the diminutive trawler as it waggled its proud way past the massive British warship, hundreds of sailors cheering from its decks.44.

The Times in London, proudly stated, ‘This fine exploit by an armed trawler, manned chiefly by fishermen, one of the smallest and least powerful of warships, illustrates the inherent weakness of the submarine when up against men of skill and determination who are able to get to close quarters. Gallantry and high efficiency had their reward.’45.

On the same day the newspaper published a brief report of the action that had been released officially by the Admiralty. The report gave most of the principal details of the attack including some of the astonishing heroism that had been seen during the action, adding, ‘Seaman W. [William] Windsor and Seaman S. [Sidney] Halcrow who were manning the Lady Shirley’s machine-guns, in spite of both being wounded, kept their guns in action until the U-boat surrendered.’46. Windsor was later awarded the Distinguished Service Medal and Halcrow received the Conspicuous Gallantry Medal. After being wounded, Halcrow had been ordered to go below decks to obtain medical attention but had resolutely refused to do so and stood to his gun until the fight was over.47.

The captain of the Lady Shirley, Lieutenant Commander Callaway, also gave a brief but accurate interview to The Times correspondent based at Gibraltar, an interview that was soon being read by millions of people in the U.K.48.

Prime Minister Winston Churchill cabled his personal congratulations to both captain and crew of the vessel and after receiving a ‘detailed report of the action’ King George VI immediately approved the award of a D.S.O. to Lieutenant Commander Callaway. The award was made: ‘For the brilliant action against a U-boat in which the enemy was sunk and surrendered to HMS Lady Shirley.’49.
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Lieutenant Commander Arthur Henry Callaway, reading the signal of congratulations sent by Winston Churchill to the ship’s company of the Lady Shirley following the sinking of U-111.

—Courtesy of the Australian War Memorial.

Accession number P07618.002.

Once in Gibraltar the German prisoners were transferred to a British warship and sent to England were they were extensively interrogated to gain important intelligence about the German submarine fleet.

In addition to Callaway’s D.S.O. many other members of the trawler’s crew received awards for bravery including Lieutenant Ian Penn Boucaut who was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross (later presented to his wife, Sadie Boucaut, at Leederville, Western Australia) and Sub Lieutenant Frederick French who also received the D.S.C. Acting Sub Lieutenant Allan Waller did not receive any medal for the action although he had acted with great courage and intelligence. The lack of any medal for this officer was not brought about through want of recognition but simply because the Lady Shirley had, apparently, reached its ‘quota’ of medals.50.
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Arthur Henry Callaway, D.S.O., R.A.N.V.R.

—Courtesy of the Australian War Memorial.

Accession number P07618.001.

Yet sadly, this story has both a tragic and mysterious ending. It was now 11 December 1941, slightly more than two months after the sinking of U-111. With the exception of the wounded and a couple of replacements the crew aboard the Lady Shirley was exactly as it had been during the attack on the U-boat. One of the crew changes had been that of Acting Sub Lieutenant Allan Waller, whose place on the trawler had been taken by a Polish officer. Waller had been hospitalised at Gibraltar, not for wounds received during the U-111 action but for injures he had received when, as we have seen, HMS Tourmaline had been attacked by E-boats and sunk and also, apparently, because Waller’s eardrums had burst during the battle with U-111.51.

When he was released from hospital, rather than being sent back to the Lady Shirley, Waller had been drafted into Vice Admiral Edward Collins’ shore staff and appointed to the harbour defence 

 asdic responsible for the U-boat plot. It was an appointment that would ultimately save his life.52.

Earlier that month there had been reports of U-boat activity in the Straits of Gibraltar and four antisubmarine vessels had been ordered to do an asdic sweep and hunt down the enemy submarines. Among these were the Lady Shirley and another converted trawler, HMS St Nectan.

At 3.45 on the morning of 11 December 1941 an officer on board St Nectan, Lieutenant Osborne, another Australian serving with the R.A.N.V.R. and a good friend of Lieutenant Commander Callaway, came on deck ready to take over the morning watch. He looked across the sea and could see the outline of the Lady Shirley which was on station about a mile away. At that moment a sudden rain squall descended on the region and the Lady Shirley was lost to view. The squall lasted for about twenty-five minutes and when it had cleared Lieutenant Osborne looked again towards the Lady Shirley only to discover that the trawler had disappeared completely.

At 5.10 that morning news was received that there was a casualty in the area. The armed yacht Sayonara sent a message to Gibraltar stating that the ship Cable Enterprise had been blown up and that the Sayonara had taken eleven survivors on board. Soon afterwards another message arrived at Gibraltar stating that the armed yacht Rosabelle, on patrol in the same area, had also been sunk. Both these signals had been intercepted by Signalman Neville Wilson aboard the Arctic Explorer. Wilson had previously served on board the Lady Shirley. In fact Wilson had heard several ‘dull explosions’ followed by the signals. He later stated that the situation was very confused. Arctic Explorer at the time was engaged with another trawler in shadowing a French convoy. The Arctic Explorer was sent to look for the missing Lady Shirley but despite extensive efforts never found any trace of the trawler. From long and bitter experience it was known that a ship destroyed by torpedo would have left some flotsam; 
  equipment or other items from the decks would have floated off when the ship sank, but no such wreckage of the Lady Shirley was ever recovered. Acting Sub Lieutenant Allan Waller later identified wreckage from the Rosabelle, and said that on board the Lady Shirley there had been two small rafts on the trawler’s bridge that would surely have floated off had the vessel been torpedoed.53.

Nothing more was ever seen or heard of the missing ship or its complement of four officers and twenty-nine men. The Lady Shirley had simply vanished.

There are two schools of opinion as to the fate of the missing trawler. The first, official and the more accepted theory, is that the Lady Shirley had been attacked and sunk by the German submarine U-374 under the command of Unno von Fischel.

The U-374 had never been a particularly successful submarine and its career under Fischel had been completely inauspicious. The submarine had been constructed at Kiel by Howaldtswerke, a shipyard that had been completely converted to the production of submarines. U-374 had been launched on 10 May 1941 and commissioned on 21 June that year. During its short operational span U-374 carried out just three patrols, sinking one moderately sized vessel, the Rose Schiaffino (3349 tons) on 31 October 1941, followed, ostensibly by the Lady Shirley on 11 December that year and HMS Rosabelle, another small trawler converted to A/S work, on the same day.

Under normal circumstances (if submarine warfare could ever be termed ‘normal’) there would be an account of the sinking of the Lady Shirley included in the daily logs of the German submarine. However, U-374 did not survive for long after the disappearance of the Lady Shirley because it was attacked and destroyed by a British submarine, HMS Unbeaten, in the western Mediterranean, east of Cape Soartivento, on 12 January 1942. A total of forty-two of the submarine’s crew died in the attack. 
  There was just one survivor.54. (HMS Unbeaten would be sunk accidentally by an R.A.F. Wellington on 11 November 1942. There would be no survivors).55.

The second, less accepted and more contentious theory concerning the loss of the Lady Shirley is this. On 18 January 1942 three A/S converted trawlers were moored off what was known as the Detached Mole in the huge harbour at Gibraltar. These were HMS Erin; HMS Little Honjo and HMS Imperialist. The Erin was a ‘Football’ class trawler originally called Sheffield Wednesday but later sold to the Dutch who renamed the vessel Erin. The trawler was subsequently taken over by the Royal Navy to serve with the Royal Naval Patrol Service.56.

One of the three trawlers bobbing about in Gibraltar harbour that ill-fated day, HMS Erin, suddenly exploded, causing severe damage to the other two trawlers. Acting Sub Lieutenant Allan Waller, who was on shore at the time and witnessed the event later stated that the Little Honjo had been ablaze from stem to stern and became a total loss.

It was subsequently believed that the Erin had been sunk by sabotage. It was thought that a time-bomb may have been packed into one of the depth charges aboard the Erin and the sabotage had been carried out by Spanish agents working for the Germans.57.

Spain was technically neutral during the war but General Francisco Franco had come to power with the assistance of both the German and Italian military. Franco had met with Hitler on 23 October 1940, and although he did not join the war on the Axis side he gave carte blanche to agents and saboteurs in his country who were working for Axis powers. Spanish ‘volunteers’, often drafted by Franco, served on the Eastern Front in Wehrmacht uniforms. The Abwehr, the intelligence department of the German Armed Forces, had set up a significant espionage group at Gibraltar. According to British intelligence there were at least 183 Spanish and Gibraltarian agents involved in the clandestine work.58.


In addition to the Spanish agents theory there was also the very real possibility that the Erin had been sunk by a unit of frogmen commandos of the Italian Navy, the Decima Flottiglia MAS. This highly secretive unit was active during the Battle of the Mediterranean, carrying out raids on Allied shipping including successful attacks on shipping at Gibraltar. Spanish saboteurs could also have been working in conjunction with Decima Flottiglia MAS.

Acting Sub Lieutenant Allan Waller believed there was a very real possibility that sabotage had been responsible for the loss of the Lady Shirley, with a bomb placed into one of its powerful depth charges the explosion would have sunk the trawler immediately without leaving much in the way of wreckage. German documents captured at the end of the war attributed the loss of the Lady Shirley to the actions of U-374, but as that submarine had itself been lost soon afterwards there was no evidence of this, particularly as other British ships had been torpedoed at the same time, and at night it was difficult, if not impossible, to differentiate one ship from another, especially smaller ships like the Lady Shirley.

Whatever caused its destruction, news of the loss of the Lady Shirley and the fact that Lieutenant Commander Callaway and Lieutenant Boucaut were ‘missing’ was received with great concern in Australia, the home country for both officers. At first there was still some hope that the ship’s crew had managed to survive. They were, therefore, listed only as missing, presumed killed, and this report was published in a number of leading Australian newspapers.59.

A few weeks later, in January 1942, by which time it was clear that there could be little hope for the ship or for any survivors, the press was reporting, ‘His Majesty’s trawler Lady Shirley [472 tons] is announced by the Admiralty to be overdue and is considered lost.’60.

The sinking of a powerful enemy submarine such as the U-111, one that had the very real capability of going on to destroy a countless number of ships and kill literally thousands of 
  innocent British merchant seaman was a particularly important event, made even more astonishing by the fact that the enemy vessel had been sunk by a far smaller and more vulnerable ship. It was, of course, only right and proper that Lieutenant Commander Callaway and his crew be properly recognised and rewarded for their courage and determination in the face of such a powerful foe. Yet, while the sinking of the vessel helped to reduce the overall carnage in the Atlantic War, it also brought about a secret and perhaps even more important event. The acquisition of highly classified and intensely interesting intelligence.

Military practice for P.O.Ws on both sides of the English Channel during the war was basically the same. In order not to provide the enemy with any important information, captured personnel were to give only their names, rank and number. This information was then to be given to the Red Cross who in turn would advise the authorities of the relevant nations and thus the families of the captured servicemen or women. In the case of the crew of U-111, however, this protocol of silence was rapidly, even immediately, abandoned and many of the crew were soon ‘singing like linnets’ as Welsh poet Dylan Thomas once wrote.

Today we have a sound understanding of the intelligence coup provided to the British authorities as the report of the U-boat crew’s interrogations still exists. This fascinating document was a gift from heaven to the British intelligence services as crew members were more than willing to paint a full and compelling picture of life in Germany at that time and more specifically of life in the German Navy.

For example, much of the intelligence came in the form of detailed minutiae. The British learned specifics of the construction and armaments of U-111, where motors and other pieces of equipment such as torpedo tubes had been built and by what companies and that the submarine surprisingly had been equipped with two rudders rather than the usual single large rudder. Learning what German companies were building war materiel naturally was vital in determining bombing targets.


Information was also gleaned about other U-boats in the German fleet. Sailors generally knew a great deal about other vessels: who was in command, what types of personalty they were, who they were related to (particularly if they were related to anyone important); the war cruises they had carried out and the successes or failures of those cruises. For example, British authorities were able to discover that the commander of U-107 was Kapitänleutnant Gunther Hessler who was the son-in-law of Vizeadmiral (vice admiral) Karl Dönitz, (also sometimes given as Döenitz) commander of the U-boat fleet and who later, following the death of Hitler, would briefly become the head of government and order the signing of the German instrument of surrender in Reims, France. (He would be tried at Nuremberg and sentenced to ten years imprisonment at Spandau Prison in Berlin, being released in October 1956 and dying in 1980).

It was revealed during interrogation that Hessler had achieved an extremely high total tonnage of ships sunk during a single cruise, having sent fourteen ships to the bottom within the space of just three and a half months. By the end of the war Hessler would be one of Germany’s most successful U-boat commanders. He would also testify at his father-in-law’s trial at Nuremberg.

British authorities were able to gain valuable information about the type of damage their depth charges were causing to U-boats and also what crews were doing to mitigate or repair such damage. The British gained information about U-boat bases and ports, how they were being run and the slave labour being used to build or expand them. There were also details about some of the new U-boats then being constructed including the fact that U-111 had shipped a great deal of water when proceeding at high speed but the newer submarines, the 750 tons class, were being built with a newly designed bows section and that trials of this new design had proven successful.61.


The British learned about torpedo designs, how torpedoes were being stored on the U-boats, how many could be carried and transferred from one U-boat to another and the angle at which they were fired. There were also details of radio transmission procedures and codes. They learned that each U-boat proceeding on a war cruise was given the code ‘keys’ for the duration of the cruise and that everything pertaining to those codes was written in ink that was soluble in salt water. The temporary officer under instruction on board U-111 informed the British that in his opinion it would be possible for the British to fix a U-boat’s position from its short wave transmissions from a range of one hundred miles. Another crew member, a leading telegraphist, informed his interrogators that the listening gear on board U-111 had been a copy of a British instrument and that it had not proven to be satisfactory.

There was a vast amount of information about tactics, specifically what U-boat commanders were ordered to do or preferred to do when under attack, either from the air or by ships or other submarines. What was also really interesting for the British to hear concerned the effectiveness of the tactics Allied convoys were using to protect their shipping. At Gibraltar the prisoners had been transferred from the wardroom of the Lady Shirley to a Royal Naval warship which was then utilised as a protection ship for a convoy sailing to the U.K. One of U-111’s prisoners later told his interrogators that he had been particularly impressed by the methods being used to protect the convoy from attack. He is reported to have stated that, ‘... the evading tactics adopted by the ships were so effective that it would have been almost impossible to torpedo one of them from a U-boat which was not in an exceptionally favourable position to attack. The ships were keeping to a zigzag formula which required them to alter course every few minutes through as much as 60 to 80 degrees.’ The convoy was moving so rapidly that no U-boat could have kept up with the ships while still submerged and that escort aircraft would have made 
  a surreptitious approach impossible. The prisoner added that even if a U-boat had been well placed to carry out an attack, by the time the submarine’s commander had completed all his calculations regarding angling, the speed of the ships and state of the sea, the convoy would have zigzagged again, rendering the attack calculations redundant.62.

The British learned details of training for U-boat commanders, the length and type of training for watch-keeping officers and telegraphists and also the amount of pay crew members received. Of even greater interest to the British was the information that commanders of submarines were having great difficulty in working within the framework of the so called ‘wolf packs’. Two of the officer prisoners stated that operations could not be controlled from sea and were actually controlled directly by Vice Admiral Donitz whose base was now at Lorient.

There was also some interesting information concerning morale. Two of U-111’s petty officers told their interrogators that at the end of the first cruise while the submarine had been at Lorient a sack filled with either sand or flour had been discovered in one of U-111’s diving tanks — a clear case of attempted sabotage. On the second cruise a long copper bolt had been found in the hydroplane machinery, apparently another attempt at sabotage. One of the petty officers added that eighty men of the naval guards had ‘disappeared’ during 1941, although there was no explanation as to what had become of these men, perhaps they were deserters. The other petty officer told his interrogators that several U-boats had been forced to change their fuel pumps as they had been mysteriously blocked by sand.63.

A few details of the immense intelligence coup even began to appear in the press of the day, although for obvious reasons the British Government wished to keep details of the intelligence they were gathering as secret as possible. However, perhaps for propaganda reasons, one piece of information did ‘leak’. This information apparently came from Walher Shulte one of 
  the submarine’s engineers, and also from the prisoner of another submarine who confirmed Shulte’s report about the way in which submarine crews were being recruited. A newspaper later published:

The recent statement of the U-boat chief, Admiral Döenitz ... that all members of German U-boat crews are volunteers is not supported by a number of prisoners of war. For instance, Maschimaat [mechanic 2nd class] Walher Shulte, late of U-boat-111 and Funkegefreter [sic] [actually: Funkgefreiter (ordinary telegraphist)] Hans Aretz late of U-boat-574, [sunk in December 1941 with sixteen survivors] have stated that they were drafted into the U-boat service from other branches against their will.... Other prisoners have given similar evidence.64.

Another prisoner told the interrogators that he had been a crew member on board a warship that had captured the code books of British vessels. He said that while the code changed on the 6th or 7th of each month, it was still possible, with the aid of the known code, to decipher the following codes and that using these codes the Germans were picking up Admiralty warnings to British shipping and then adjusting their attacks accordingly.

The British also learned a great deal of detail about the confiscation of goods and other illicit practices that were taking place within occupied France. There was apparently a huge amount of corruption and black-market activity. German servicemen were confiscating vast amounts of goods, foodstuffs and other supplies and sending them back to relatives or friends in Germany. One prisoner stated that Admiral Donitz himself had commandeered a hotel in Paris and requisitioned everything including the wine cellar which had contained about 100,000 bottles of champagne. These bottles had been sold off to U-boat officers for just over a reichmark, each (about one shilling and sixpence). Quantities were also sold to non U-boat personnel 
  at more than six reichmarks each. One prisoner stated that the stocks of many goods in France had been depleted including brandy, butter, coffee, soap, liqueurs and stockings. One officer had made a fortune by buying up huge quantities of furs in France and sending them back to Germany to be resold.65.

The British were also keen to learn about naval discipline and how it could have been affecting morale and the performance of crews. They discovered that a new naval prison had been established at Schilling, near Wesermünde, and that the ill treatment of recruits was common. Many crew members were discontented and there was friction because naval reservists had to serve less years than regular sailors. The British were informed about desertions and the executions of sailors for various ‘crimes’, including the loss of secret documents and that there had been a serious fracas in Danzig between the Gestapo and U-boat personnel.66.

Another very interesting point came from a single crew member who was commenting on the German expectation of Allied reprisals. He stated that because of the blatant criminality of the actions of the German Government, he believed that it was the British intention to lay waste to the entire Ruhr district and that at the close of the war, which the Allies would clearly win, Prussia would be divided into four districts. A huge number of Germans would be forcibly sterilised and that to this end the British had already mustered and readied twenty thousand doctors to carry out the sterilisation work. He added that Germany had invited such a reprisal because Hitler’s maniacal government had already sterilised so many Polish workmen, apart from the large number that had been shot. He added that the reprisals being taken against members of the French Resistance and partisans were so many and so punitive that they would ‘whip the French to fury’ and cause the complete annihilation of a number of German garrisons.67.


Meteorological observations, British road defences, German scandals, food supplies and shortages, all this information and a great deal more was fed into the data being collected assiduously by the intelligence departments of the British Government. The loss of the U-111 had been a blow to the German Navy but the Germans were losing U-boats almost every week and the sinking of one more boat while inconvenient and annoying was no great loss in the greater scheme of things. However, when Lieutenant Commander Arthur Henry Callaway decided to attack his far stronger enemy, he could have had no way of knowing that in addition to depriving the Kriegsmarine of a submarine and its crew, he would also provide the British and their allies with a copious amount of powerful and badly needed, lifesaving intelligence.

As a postscript to this story it is interesting to note that Lieutenant Commander Arthur Callaway was not the only member of his family to serve with distinction in the armed services. His family was well known generally in Australia, particularly within the national cricket and the rugby union fraternities, surf lifesaving, and also the performing arts, Arthur’s father being a well known singer. One of Arthur’s younger brothers was Rex Callaway, a former lifesaver at Bondi Beach, Sydney, who was also serving in the navy. He later told the press: ‘Perilous tasks often undertaken in surf rescue work make beach lifesavers in the fighting forces better able to take it and come up smiling when in tight corners.’68.

Rex Callaway, described as a ‘rugged former well-known Bondi lifesaver’ by the press, had recently returned from abroad. He had played front-row forward with the Eastern Suburbs rugby union team from 1937 to 1939 and, possibly with good reason, believed that thirteen was his lucky number. He had been serving aboard the destroyer HMAS Waterhen in 1941 during that ship’s thirteenth run to Tobruk with supplies for the Australian garrison when the destroyer had been attacked by 
  Junkers Ju 87 dive bombers (twelve German and seven Italian). The Waterhen had been hit below the waterline and had its side blown in but thankfully none of the sailors on board had been killed. One man had been wounded by a flying can of bully beef. The Waterhen had been taken in tow but the task was hopeless, the stricken destroyer soon rolled over and sank. This was the first ship of the Royal Australian Navy to be lost to enemy action during the war.69.

Another brother, Alan Callaway, also served during the war as a lieutenant in the Royal Australian Navy.70.

Arthur Henry Callaway also had a couple of ‘famous’ uncles. These included the late Richard ‘Dick’ Callaway, who had served as a respected interstate cricket umpire before his death seven or eight years previously. Another uncle was Mr S.T. Callaway a bowler who represented Australia against England. There were also several relations who played international cricket including Nat Thompson who had been regarded as, ‘... the best all-rounder of his day who played against the first visiting Test team.71.

Arthur Henry Callaway’s son, Commodore Ian Arthur Callaway, o.a.m. also served with distinction in the Royal Australian Navy. Born on 21 May 1937, just four years before his father’s untimely death, Ian join the R.A.N. in 1953, graduating from the Naval College in 1955. He enjoyed a long career with the navy, rising in rank to become commodore and ending his forty years of service with seven years in the Defence Intelligence Organisation where he held the position of deputy director military. He was diagnosed with mesothelioma in 2012 and died in September the following year.72.

The names of all those killed when the Lady Shirley was destroyed are commemorated today on a special memorial at Plymouth. Details of the Lady Shirley’s heroic actions have largely been lost in the mists of time, but Callaway and all the 
  sailors who took part in the attack on the U-111 should always be remembered.

Acting Sub Lieutenant Allan Waller, the ‘Jonah of Parkeston Quay’, who took part in the attack on U-111 and was subsequently drafted to the shore base at Gibraltar, thus saving him from the fate of his shipmates, later went on to experience even more disasters during his naval career. On 16 June 1944 he was serving aboard the antisubmarine whaler Southern Pride when that ship went aground off Freetown, Sierra Leone. Once more the ship was lost but Waller managed to survive. Lieutenant Commander Allan Waller left the navy in 1946. By that time four of his ships had been sunk from beneath him and one badly crippled. He stayed on as a member of the R.N.V.R., retiring at sixty years of age when he continued with the Royal Naval Auxiliary Service. He also served in the auxiliary coast-guard for sixteen years and was awarded the Volunteer Reserve Decoration. Allan Waller published his memoirs, Dawn Will Always Break, in 1997. He died on 2 August 2012, aged ninety-one years.73.

No wreckage of the Lady Shirley was ever found.



Chapter 5


Look up at Sparrowfart

14th – 22nd January 1942

They would have followed their leader to hell and back.

In fact they did.

These were the men who served with Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Anderson, who suffered with him for years as emaciated slaves on the murderous Burma Railway – the Japanese ‘Railway of Death’.

No one could have done more for the men under his command than Charles Groves Wright Anderson. Suffering from all the humiliation of defeat and capture at the hands of the barbarous Japanese Army, starved, beaten, tortured and brutalised in hundreds of ways, Charles Anderson looked after his men and cared for them as if they were his own blood. He may have won a Victoria Cross for bravery under fire, but for his men, ‘Andy’s’ real bravery shone under the torturous conditions of the Japanese prisoner-of-war camps along the Burma rail-line in which they were all incarcerated for more than three terrible years. Yet this story is much more than that. This is a story of colonial Africa, a great newspaper empire, two world conflicts and one of the most brutal massacres of the Second World War.

Charles Anderson was born at Newlands, Cape Town, on 12 February 1897, the third of five children. His parents were Alfred Gerald Wright Anderson and Emma ‘Maïa’ Louise Antoinette (née Trossaert).

The family had a deeply religious background. Charles’s father was an English auditor and newspaper editor but his father, Ebenezer Anderson, had been a reverend minister as had Ebenezer’s father, Mason Anderson.1. It was expected that Alfred should also go into the clergy but he did not like the 
  church and decided instead to become a geologist. However, he was also keen on writing, admired journalism and subsequently became an editor. Charles’s mother, Emma, was of French descent but had been brought up in England and that is where Alfred Anderson had met her.2.

The family originated in England but upon a doctor’s recommendation they decided to move to Australia where Mrs Anderson’s health might benefit from a warmer climate. However, en route the ship taking them to Australia stopped at South Africa and liking the look of the country and its immense possibilities for settlement they decided to remain.

Charles Anderson’s two elder brothers were both born in South Africa and Charles was also born there in 1897. However, South Africa had not been a particularly peaceful place for decades; successive wars with the Zulus or British, or the Boer/Zulu conflict, followed by a fresh outbreak of Boer hostilities in 1899 and the besieging of the British garrisons at Ladysmith, Mafeking and Kimberley meant that South Africa was to be swamped in a bloody conflict that ultimately would last for several years. Suddenly South Africa was no place for peaceful British settlers. At that time Alfred Anderson and his wife, Emma ‘Maïa’, decided that it would be best to revert to their original plan and to go on to settle in Australia. However, a member of the Ugandan Government was a friend of the family and he told Alfred that Uganda was looking for settlers. He invited Alfred and his family to move there and take up land. The decision was then made to leave South Africa behind and to travel north to Uganda, a rich and then almost completely undeveloped country where the possibilities for success seemed endless. Yet when the family arrived at Mombasa they discovered that there was no rail-line linking the East African port to Uganda. Additionally, the bloody Nandi resistance to British rule (1890 to 1906) was then in full swing and it was prudent to remain in a safer area such as Nairobi. It was now 1900 and Charles was just three years of age.3.


The family subsequently settled on a holding in the Rift Valley about thirty miles from Nairobi which they called Mount Margaret. The property was named after the mountain rising from the floor of the valley but the mountain itself had in turn been named after Margaret Bowker, the wife of Russell Bowker a South African who had first settled the farm and who was buried there. The mountain and valley abounded with wildlife, or, ‘big game’ as the press later described them. The house at Mount Margaret was also described as, ‘... a lovely old farmhouse built of stone quarried on the property and nestling in a valley at the foot of the mountain’.4.

This was at a time when English colonists were opening up vast tracts of land, emigrating from Britain to East Africa and purchasing farms which they often transformed into coffee plantations, although Mount Margaret was apparently a general holding eventually producing wheat, beef and dairy. It was no easy life. Conditions were rough and dangerous, wild animals preyed on the defenceless; lions would sometimes stampede the cattle at night and there were few facilities such as electric light or running water. In later years, during the 1950s, Charles’s brother, Claude Anderson, and his family would have to live under a pall of fear as the terrible Mau Mau uprising swept the country, a bloodbath that would be prevalent in the Rift Valley region, although the family would miraculously survive that onslaught.5.

Charles was educated initially at a small government school in Nairobi before being returned to England in 1907 to live for a while with an aunt and uncle. The uncle was a prominent British surgeon named Professor Ernest William Hey Groves who had been born in India in June 1872. He had arrived in England with his parents when just three years of age. Professor Groves later became one of Britain’s leading orthopaedic surgeons and proved his own theory that the bones of dead animals could be successfully grafted into the human system and that the living bone tissue 
  would invade the dead graft, uniting it as a whole. It might sound rather grim today but at that time it was an almost miraculous discovery. Professor Groves also served in Egypt as a surgeon with the Royal Army Medical Corps during the First World War. With the aid of his wife, Frederica Margaret Louise, the daughter of Reverend Ebenezer Anderson, Professor Groves also ran his own nursing hospital in Bristol. Frederica was a nurse who had trained at St Bartholomew’s Hospital. Professor Groves wrote prolifically, principally medical texts and articles for medical journals such as the Lancet. He died on 22 October 1944, aged seventy-two years. His wife died three years later in December 1947.6.

Charles Anderson, now living with his aunt and uncle, had wished to attend the Clifton College in Bristol, but Frederica Groves, a staunch Catholic, ‘manoeuvred it’ so that Charles attended St Brendan’s College as a boarder. Charles joined the school in 1910. At that time the school was a fairly new facility, having been opened by the Irish Christian Brothers as a Catholic school for boys in 1896, the year before Charles had been born. It was situated in Berkley Square, Bristol. Many of its students later entered the priesthood and while Charles subsequently acknowledged that he had received a good education there and respected the religion, he never became a Catholic.7.

Having completed his education Charles Anderson returned to his home in East Africa. He had intended to enter the diplomatic service and in order to do this had to take the colonial service examinations in which he did very well.

However, it was now July/August 1914 and the world was tipping into the greatest conflict ever seen up until that time. Charles was in Nairobi as the war lurched clumsily into existence. By that time Emma Anderson had divorced Charles’s father, Alfred Anderson, and she and an old friend had formed a newspaper company named Mayer and Anderson buying up the well established and hugely influential newspaper, The Standard which they renamed the East African Standard. The newspaper had been founded in 1902 by 
  a Parsee immigrant named A.M. Jeevanjee from whom Emma and her partner purchased it. The company also owned an associated printing works in Nairobi.8.

At this time there was considerable concern that an invasion of British East Africa might occur from across the border in German East Africa. Militarily the Germans were in a much stronger position than the British as they had an ‘Askari’ system whereby natives were recruited for a term of five years and then placed into reserve. In this way they had built up a fairly powerful and experienced reserve army. It would not have been too difficult for them to have taken Kenya.9.

Charles was only seventeen years of age at this time, too young to join the military without the consent of his parents. However, Charles and his siblings now lived with their mother and with Emma Anderson’s permission Charles joined the Calcutta Volunteer Battery. This was a battery of Boer War vintage ‘twelve-pounder’, Royal Horse Artillery guns manned largely by European troops from India. Charles later admitted that he and a friend had managed to ‘wangle’ themselves into that unit. He enjoyed his time with the unit but because of the nature of the country the artillery pieces were unable to be drawn by horses as originally intended due to the prevalence of horse sickness in southern Tanganyika. Therefore the artillery pieces were drawn by bullocks. Charles served as a gun-layer. They found themselves at the ‘front’ by Christmas 1915, although at that time the war along the border consisted largely of long patrol actions with only occasion contact with the enemy. It always surprised Charles that the Germans did not push into Kenya, although they did cut the railway line to the coast on several occasions.10.

On 13 October 1916 Charles was commissioned as a temporary lieutenant with the King’s African Rifles. The KAR, as they became known, had formed in January 1902 after many years of rather hodgepodge operations. It had come together from 
  a variety of earlier military units that had functioned in different parts of British East Africa and Central African territories under a central command, the regiment being designated the King’s African Rifles. Charles later described this unit as being a ‘very elite corps and very hard to get into’. There were five battalions: one in Kenya, (the 3rd), one in Uganda (the 4th) two in Nyasaland and Northern Rhodesia (the 1st and 2nd), with the 5th Battalion held in the northern part of Kenya.11.

Charles served for the remainder of the war with the 2nd Battalion of the 3rd Regiment. Up until that time his military training had been extremely limited, having only patrol and skirmishing experiences with the Calcutta battery, but he later admitted that he benefited from studying textbooks on military strategy and warfare. He also recalled, with typical laconic humour, that the war in East Africa was, in his words, ‘a very tough war and a very hungry war; everything had to be carried on porters’ backs. Horses were no good, [and] bullocks were slow. ... Porters can carry a sixty-pound load but eat about a pound and half to two pounds a day himself, so when he goes thirty days he’s only got enough food to take him back so either you’ve got to eat the porter or make some other plan. ... It always meant that you were hungry.’12.

Despite the many difficulties, at this time Charles Anderson displayed ‘outstanding leadership’ during the fighting that took place at Nhamacurra, (also Namacurra) in Portuguese East Africa. In July 1918 he took part in heavy fighting with the German forces during which he won the Military Cross. The most curious thing about this award is that not even Charles actually knew why it had been awarded. He later recorded that there had been a lot of very heavy fighting at the time and although he had a ‘suspicion’ why the award had been made he had never been informed officially. In an oral history recording he made in 1983, that was all Charles would say of the event, modestly declining to talk about the specific action that he believed had been responsible for being awarded the Military Cross.13.


In 1919 Charles was demobilised with the rank of temporary captain. He was then offered a position with a South African company that was opening up business in Kenya. However, his mother’s second husband decided to hand over the business operations of the family newspaper, the East African Standard, to Charles’s brother, Claude, who had also served as a highly respected and admired officer in the King’s African Rifles and had been badly wounded during the war. Charles was appointed assistant manager under Claude and they maintained a close working relationship as Charles respected his brother very much. (Claude went on to control major newspaper services in Kenya and Uganda. When he died The Times in London devoted an entire column to his obituary).

However, the position of assistant manager at the East African Standard was not one that Charles could hold for too long because he preferred to be, ‘on the land’, as he later termed it. Resigning from the newspaper he returned to farming the 22,000 acres family holding, Mount Margaret in the Rift Valley.

In fact Charles was a born farmer and loved the country, especially Mount Margaret on which buffaloes and lions abounded. He served for some time as the chairman of the Kenya Settlers’ Association in the Rift Valley area. However, he was soon to meet a young woman who would change his entire life. In 1931 quite by accident he met Edith Marian Tout, the niece of Sir Frederick Tout. Edith was visiting East Africa from Young, New South Wales. She had been educated firstly at Sydney, later travelling to France to complete her education. Edith was an excellent linguist and a talented artist with a love for travelling which is why she was visiting East Africa in 1931.14.

Charles later recalled their meeting as an ‘extraordinary thing’. Edith, her mother and sister had been in England and Edith had always wanted to travel overland from Cape Town to Cairo. However, it was not possible to travel the route safely at that time so Edith decided to travel from Kenya, down through 

 Central Africa into South Africa where she would meet her mother and sister before travelling on to Australia. Charles later recalled that the whole idea had ‘horrified’ him as he knew Africa well. There were no roads, and danger was everywhere, particularly with tribal troubles, and it could have been disastrous for a young woman.

However, Edith had arrived in East Africa with a friend, the daughter of a former governor. The governor’s daughter was married to a retired Hussar officer who had set himself up in business as a ‘white hunter’ in East Africa. Charles met Edith when the vehicle in which she had been a passenger had broken down in the bush. Charles had quickly come to the rescue, taken Edith and her companions back to his home, given them food and beds for the night and had the car repaired by the following morning.15.

Yet it was a meeting clearly destined to happen, even in those very unusual circumstances. Charles and Edith fell in love almost immediately and married at the Anglican cathedral, Highlands, Nairobi, on 21 February 1931. They had their honeymoon in Australia.

However, these were troubling times and Charles was particularly concerned about the future of Kenya. He felt that if he and Edith had a large family and dug their roots too deeply into Kenya then it would be difficult to move elsewhere in the event of trouble. There were also problems associated with farming successfully in Kenya. Large crops of wheat were grown on Mount Margaret and these were very valuable, as seed usually had to be imported. Yet the crops suffered from bird infestation with enormous flocks of weaver birds flying up from South Africa. These delicately small creatures took about sixty thousand bushels of wheat from the crop in just two or three weeks, leaving just ten thousand bushels to be harvested. The following year the farm was swamped by great African locusts which quickly devastated Charles’s crops of maize and white haricot beans.16.


The couple’s three eldest children, Elizabeth Gay and twin boys, Nicholas and Jeremy, were all born at Mount Margaret. The family moved to Australia in 1935. During his earlier visit Charles had found the Australian landscape very different to that of Kenya. He loved the wide open spaces and the Australian people. He and Edith purchased a 2200 acres grazing property, Fernhill, at Crowther, about twenty-nine miles from Young. They were restricted in what they could buy as getting their money out of Kenya proved to be very difficult for many years. Another child, Virginia, was born in Australia.17.

From that time on the lives of Charles’s family should have been fairly ordinary and successful. Their farm was a fine property with much potential; Charles was a good worker and businessman and he and his wife fitted well into Australian society. However, the forces of fascism were everywhere rising. Hitler had come to power in 1933, a few years before Charles and his wife moved to Australia, and it soon became evident that the world was heading once again into cataclysmic disaster. By 1938, as Charles later recorded, he, ‘... didn’t like the look of the international business at all’.18.

In March 1939 Charles was appointed a captain in the 56th Battalion (Riverina Regiment), of the Citizen Military Forces. The headquarters of the battalion at that time was at Cootamundra. Charles commanded one of two platoons at Young where there was a drill-hall. Following command training, in which he excelled, Charles was promoted to major in October and on 1 July 1940 transferred to the Australian Imperial Force (A.I.F.). He was subsequently appointed second-in-command of the 2/19th Battalion, 22nd Infantry Brigade, 8th Division. With some sadness Charles later admitted, ‘I could see myself going off to war quite soon.’19.

The 2/19th Battalion was a completely new unit. It had been formed on 15 July 1940 at Walgrove, Sydney under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel Duncan Maxwell, although 
  an earlier 19th Battalion had served during the First World War. The battalion trained at various locations and it had been intended that the unit would be sent to the Middle East to join other Australian divisions. However, in early 1941 the Australian Government acceded to a British request to send troops to reinforce the British garrison in Malaya. As we now know, it was to be a fatal decision.

Charles Anderson, a veteran of severe fighting during the East African campaigns of the First World War, was tougher than he looked. Slim, small in stature, quiet, thoughtful, gentle, and softly spoken, it would have been difficult to recognise him for a fighting man who could get his blood up to such an extent that he would charge a division of battle-hardened Japanese troops armed only with a couple of grenades and a pistol. Yet he had led soldiers into battle in Africa and was more than ready to do so again. Charles trained his men extensively in bayonet charges and rapid firing techniques, shooting with both eyes open, knowing that such actions had the very real possibility to put an enemy to flight. (He was correct in this, the Japanese feared the bayonet more than anything).

The battalion embarked for Singapore aboard the Queen Mary on 2 February 1941, about ten months before the Japanese invasion of the Malay Peninsula.20.

Upon arrival the battalion moved to Seremban an inland town on the rail-line in south-western Malaya where the men underwent some fairly intense jungle training. Charles Anderson later recorded the comment that when the local people of Seremban heard that they were about to be inundated by Australian troops they sent their women, their children and even their goats into the hills. ‘Anyway, we were there for four days and the women, children and goats all came back again,’ Charles humorously recalled.21.

Thereafter the men rotated between Seremban and the nearby resort of Port Dickson, right on the coast, the people of Seremban 
  not wanting them to leave. The men spent most of September near the airfield at Kluang in central Johore. On 3 October the battalion moved to Jemaluang, the site of a vital road junction on the east coast where the men were employed in preparing defensive positions for what was perceived as a possible invasion of the country. The coastal road ran from Mersing, north of Jemaluang, down through Kota Tinggi to Johore Bahru, right opposite the Singapore causeway. If an invasion were to take place this road would probably be one of the most disputed in the entire country. It was also the junction for the road across the country through Kluang to the main coastal road on the west coast linking the north to the south.

The Jemaluang area was a particularly difficult place to defend. Alluvial tin mining had been going on there for many years so the ground was rough and broken. It was also surrounded by heavy jungle and rubber plantations.

By that time Charles Anderson had been promoted to the rank of lieutenant-colonel.

When Japan entered the Second World War by simultaneously attacking Malaya, Hong Kong, Pearl Harbor and the Philippines during the closing weeks of 1941, their intentions were not particularly clear. The wider political aspect of the Japanese actions was to establish an impregnable defence barrier running from the Kurile Islands through Wake Island and the Marshalls around Indonesia and to the borders of India. This huge military barrier would be maintained by supporting airfields and a highly mobile and powerful fleet. According to Professor S.E. Morison, the official historian of the United States Navy, speaking at Oxford University in May 1957, it was a strategy of breathtaking boldness and one which almost worked. ‘Inside this barrier they could organize and exploit the resources of East Asia and become the strongest military-naval power in the world,’ Professor Morison said.22.


After General Tomoyuki Yamashita had received his instructions for the invasion of Malaya and Singapore, he flew to Hainan Harbour, Samah, where a huge invasion force was getting ready to sail. At 12.45 on the morning of December 8th, (local time) Japanese troops landed at Kota Bharu, Malaya. At 2.30 a.m. more troops landed at Singora and Patani in Siam (now Thailand). (These attacks coincided with air attacks on Luzon at 6.30 a.m., and the initial assault on Hong Kong at 8 a.m.). Japanese troops immediately began to push southwards through the stunned Malayan garrison of British, Australian and Indian troops.

Retreating down the peninsula over the seventy days of the Malayan campaign, the British tried to enforce a scorched earth policy. They wished to leave as little as possible to the victorious Japanese. British stores were to be transported south with the retreating army, and those items too difficult or too cumbersome to move were to be destroyed. Unfortunately, the Japanese advance throughout the peninsula was so swift that on many occasions large mountains of stores were left intact.

These stores included arms dumps, food in considerable quantities, fuel and British Army vehicles. In his book: Singapore, The Japanese Version, Colonel Masanobu Tsuji, then chief of operations and planning staff in Malaya, stated that the supplies and other items left by the retreating British forces had been an unexpected gift. On an aerodrome at Alor Star in Kedah Province, Japanese troops found stacks of bombs piled high, and hot soup left on the dining-room table in the nearby barracks.

Rubber and tin production throughout Malaya were two of the primary war industries in the country. Prior to the Japanese invasion, Britain had taken steps to increase the production of such commodities in order to aid its own war effort. However, following the invasion it had become British policy that tin dredgers, rubber stocks and processing plants were to be destroyed. 

 Fortunately for the Japanese these orders were never effectively implemented. The order to destroy such assets was rarely given in time, and where time was made available the owners of such stock and equipment were reluctant to see it all go up in smoke.

As the Japanese approached Kuala Lumpur the city presented a depressing and tragic sight. On the city’s outskirts several huge columns of black smoke rolled upwards into the sky as the remaining stocks of rubber were destroyed. On one estate alone, 60,000 lbs of rubber was blazing furiously in a huge bonfire. According to The Times of January 13th 1942, the Australian planter who owned the estate was heartbroken, claiming that the estate was the finest in the area and that he had worked it for twenty-three years. All the machinery and processing plant had been smashed. Rice stocks had been distributed to 300 Tamil and 200 Chinese labourers and all the workers had received their wages. The take-over of rubber plantations such as this was an extremely attractive proposition for the Japanese. The potential was huge, despite the destruction of stocks. In the city of Kuala Lumpur, Chinese businessmen were preparing to protect their properties and had armed themselves with whatever weapons they could find. The opulent British houses in the residential areas of the city were all abandoned, the owners leaving behind many valuables, paintings, antiques and furniture. In her autobiographical Malayan Climax, Carline Reid describes how residents hid some of their valuables in the roofs of their houses before fleeing to Singapore. She recalled how one of their servants hauled, ‘... pictures of Malaya and the Malays by a very well known artist, treasures from Thailand, Indo-China and Bali’ into the ceiling of the house of a friend. Carline Reid also wrote of her personal experiences concerning the saving of currencies from the city, quoting one case of a well known man whom she describes only as a ‘famous baronet’, who borrowed a car from her and rushed off to Singapore with the vehicle crammed with thousands of dollars. Ms Reid states that most of the banks in Kuala Lumpur had sent their securities 
  to Singapore shortly before the Japanese arrived, and that some parts of the city, especially shops previously owned by Japanese businessmen, were heavily looted by mobs of coolies.

The famous Selangor Club – which had once been witness to the booms and depressions of the rubber industry – was closed and abandoned. The Majestic Hotel, a favourite haunt of the British rubber planters was also closed, although the Chinese manager had kept it open for as long as possible. The last evacuation train had pulled out of the station. In the general hospital, all the British staff had left and only one hundred Asian nurses and two Indian doctors courageously remained. At the large leprosarium twenty miles north of Kuala Lumpur, a British doctor and the superintendent of the institution remained to look after the 1000 or more lepers incarcerated there. The Malay Mail, an English language newspaper, had ceased publication, the proprietors and staff fleeing towards Singapore. The main road from Kuala Lumpur was crammed with refugees, troops, military transports, gun-limbers and civilian cars. Refugees toiled past fortified positions where British, Australian and Indian troops were preparing additional defences, Japanese bombers droned monotonously overhead.

The Japanese were also keen to get to the various gold mines including the rich mine at Raub, which produced some 2000 fine ounces of the precious metal every month. Much of the mining equipment had been destroyed but the mine was soon back in operation after the Japanese had taken control.

In Singapore, there was almost total confusion as the Japanese approached, and as bombs rained down on the city in blanket saturation raids. Hundreds of thousands of civilians, Chinese, Indian, European and Malay, had fled before the Japanese onslaught on the peninsula, thinking they would be safe within the so-called impregnable fortress of Singapore. Now the island was severely overcrowded and the situation worsened daily as thousands of battle-weary British, Australian and Indian troops 
  poured across the causeway which separates Singapore from the Malayan town of Johore Bahru.

Over the following days, all down the Malayan peninsula, panic continued as the Japanese advanced. General Yamashita had perfected the rather unusual manoeuvre of sending bodies of his troops to land boats behind the British lines, effectively cutting off large sections of Allied troops before they could retreat to establish a new front.

For Charles Anderson, now a lieutenant-colonel in command of the 2/19th, it was quite evident that the British, Indian and Australian troops were facing an enemy of unexpected strength, cunning and determination. Being in the south of the peninsula the battalion did not see much of the earlier fighting but as the Japanese moved closer to Johore, the 2/19th was called into action. At that time the battalion was still based on the east coast.23.

This was Charles Anderson’s second major war. As we have seen, he had fought with distinction against the Germans in East Africa during the First World War and now, bespectacled and middle-aged, he was faced with leading his men into what effectively would be the fight of their very lives. It was a challenge to which he was determined to rise but he could never have known that he was about to face one of the bloodiest battles of the entire Malayan campaign and also one of the most notorious massacres of Allied troops.

It was now mid January 1942 and one of the most devastating battles of the campaign in Malaya was about to commence. There is no doubt about it, the Allies were fighting hard. British troops had been defeated on the Slim River and General Archibald Wavell decided that the 3rd Indian Corps should be withdrawn south into Johore State to regroup. To fill the gap General Wavell brought up the 8th Australian Division which included, of course, the 2/19th.


With the Japanese proving to be masters of jungle warfare, the commanding officer of the Malaya Command, Lieutenant-General Arthur Percival, believed that a strategy of ambush would be an effective way of slowing or even stopping the Japanese advance. A multinational force, codenamed ‘Westforce’, under the command of Australian Major-General Gordon Bennett, was positioned to set a trap for the advancing Japanese in the Muar area on the west coast.

Westforce was ordered to hold north-west Johore, from Muar, almost right on the western coast, along a line to Batu Anam which was situated on the principal road between the north and south of the country. Charles Anderson later recalled that the battalion moved from the east coast to Kluang and then on to Yong Peng with orders to go on to pick up the 45th Indian Brigade in the Muar region at Bakri.24.

It is not intended to go into specific details of this historic but complicated battle in the Muar area. Suffice it to say that the Allied troops inflicted massive losses on the Japanese who walked (or rather rode bicycles) into the ambush on the Gemensah Bridge on the Muar River which had been mined with explosives. A second battle near the town of Gemas had also inflicted heavy losses on the Japanese. However, over the following days the Japanese forces were strengthened and the Allied troops were finally forced to withdraw.

Charles Anderson now found himself temporarily in command of the 45th Indian Brigade. This brigade was largely composed of young, poorly trained Indian troops led by experienced British officers but as Lieutenant-General Arthur Percival later admitted, they were so green they did not even know how to take cover effectively.

On January 17th the surviving units of the Indian 45th, along with the Australian 2/19th and 2/29th (commanded by Lieutenant-Colonel J.C. Robertson) were ordered to recapture 
  Muar from the Japanese. It was to be a bloody and terrible battle centred around Bakri and while the Australians and other Allied troops inflicted major damage on Japanese forces, the enemy tide was impossible to stop. Due to the staggering loss of higher ranking officers Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Anderson soon found himself in full command of the 45th Indian Brigade and all the other units around Bakri including the 2/29th, that unit’s much revered commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel J.C. Robertson, having been killed. The remnants of the 2/29th had reached Anderson’s position after what has been described as being particularly difficult fighting occasioning severe losses.25.

Communications with Gordon Bennett were now ad hoc, at best, the Japanese had almost complete control of the skies and the only aircraft the Allied forces could muster were a few antiquated Brewster Buffaloes, Glen Martins and some Wirraways, most of which were easily blown out of the skies by the vastly superior Japanese Zeroes.

Clearly, Charles Anderson would have to fall back towards Yong Peng and it was also clear that this withdrawal would have little or no air cover. Charles also did not know that the road from Bakri was infested with Japanese, but he did realise, of course, that if the Japanese were able to take and hold the village of Parit Sulong then Westforce, or what remained of it, would be cut off and ultimately destroyed. Charles Anderson would have to cross about fifteen miles of difficult terrain, jungle, rubber plantations, rice paddies, canals, creeks, and swampland while being constantly harassed and attacked by the enemy. From a location known as the 95 mile peg there was a fairly narrow causeway, and while this might have meant that the going would be easier, the causeway was also completely exposed and it would be necessary to cover the ground from there in darkness.

On the morning of the 20 January 1942, after days of fierce fighting, Charles Anderson was ordered to withdraw from Bakri and make for Yong Peng via Parit Sulong. He decided to delay 
  for a while so that the 4/9th Jat Regiment, another Indian unit, could have a chance to come up to his column. However, during this delay almost all of the Australian 2/29th were cut off. In effect, only about two hundred men from the 2/29th and one thousand men from the Indian 45th were able to join up with Anderson. Other survivors would later make it back in small parties, successfully evading the Japanese troops.

Anderson’s column was now organised into a loose battalion of five rifle companies. These were comprised of two companies of Jats with a scattering of Rajputanis and Garwhalis Indian troops. There were also three companies of the 2/19th along with about one hundred men of the 2/29th Battalion’s B. Company with more men from the 2/29th divided into two additional platoons. The column also included trucks, (many of them filled with wounded) mortars, and a few 25-pounder antitank guns which were placed at the front and rear of the column. The men were now facing several days of very heavy fighting before they could reach their first objective on the road to Yong Peng – the village of Parit Sulong.

Soon after leaving Bakri at around 7 a.m. on 20 January, Charles Anderson’s column came face to face with the Japanese who were in control of the road.26. Several attempts were made to break through the enemy lines, all of which failed. Lieutenant A.G.C. Ibbott, a farmer, in peacetime, from Cootamundra, led what was later described as a ‘gallant attack’ against the entrenched Japanese positions but Ibbott and three of his men were killed. Charles Anderson then ordered Captain F.G. Beverley to lead his men, A. Company, into another attack. Beverley went in with his men singing the striking Australian ballad, ‘Waltzing Matilda’ – by now both an unofficial national anthem and an emotive battle-song. It was a moment in Australian military history that would never be forgotten. Even today its memory is able to generate powerful emotion. It also impressed the Japanese who had never heard an enemy actually singing lustily as they entered battle.27.


Beverley’s charge went a little wide but was successful in reaching a point where they could attack the Japanese from the left flank after which there was a great deal of very fierce hand-to-hand combat. About a dozen Japanese were killed and the remainder fled in confusion. Beverley then had his men race around to the rear of the Japanese strong-point where they were able to pour fire into the position.

Meanwhile Charles Anderson’s column was coming under Japanese shellfire and machine-gun fire. Another officer, Major R.W. Keegan, who had earlier carried out an attack, was again ordered to take his men and press home the advantage bought by Beverley’s men. Finally, as a last assault, Charles himself led his men forward. Using grenades he always carried with him in his gas-mask, he destroyed two Japanese machine-gun nests and shot two Japanese soldiers with his pistol.28.

However, despite this successful action at the Japanese roadblock, Charles Anderson was faced with almost insurmountable issues. As he and the remainder of his men moved warily along the road toward their intended destination of Parit Sulong they encountered more heavily manned Japanese roadblocks which resulted in even more bloody fighting. The 2/19th war diary for the action reveals that the men were all ‘fighting mad’. Mortar shells were being directed onto the Japanese positions and gunners were fighting hand-to-hand with rifles, bayonets and even axes. A 25-pounder gun was pushed forward and succeeded in blowing out the first of the Japanese roadblocks at a range of seventy-five yards and the men were going forward under heavy machine-gun fire to break up the roadblocks by hand. The fighting was sickeningly brutal but Anderson’s men succeeded in putting the Japanese to rout at the point of their bayonets – proving the worth of Anderson’s intense bayonet training.29.

The remnants of the force continued on, harassed by snipers and aircraft attacks. Japanese aircraft were constantly circling 

 overhead and dropping lower to machine-gun or bomb the column. The numbers of Allied dead and wounded multiplied alarmingly.

By sunset that day the column had covered only about three miles and as darkness descended Charles Anderson ordered his men to continue, stating that there would be no rest that night. It was a grim sight. As the men moved along the road in the dwindling light they were faced with piles of badly mangled corpses and shattered body parts, principally Japanese, and the stench of rapidly decomposing corpses in the tropical heat, mixed with the excreta-like reek of burnt cordite, was sickening. The column moved slowly from the narrow road to the 96 mile peg and then onto the 94 mile. They were now on the causeway stretching ahead in a long line through rice-fields on both sides towards the village of Parit Sulong, situated on the Simpang Kiri River between the 85 mile and 84 mile pegs.

It was at this time that Charles Anderson learned that the village, rather then being in British hands, was probably now controlled by the Japanese. The intelligence had come from a stray Indian soldier who had been cut off from his unit. Charles attempted to contact Gordon Bennett for confirmation but radio communications were in such a terrible state that he received no reply.

Charles Anderson now found himself in command of the ragtag remnants of the original fighting force. The 45th Indian Brigade was no longer in existence as a unit and almost all its senior officers were dead. The remnants of the two Australian battalions under Anderson’s command, the 2/19th and the 2/29th had been savagely mauled. As Anderson’s ragged column marched on they were heading for a small, humped, almost insignificant bridge across the Simpang Kiri River. Little could they realise that for many of them it was to be their ‘final frontier’. It was known as the Parit Sulong Bridge.
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At about 2.00 or 2.30 a.m. on the morning of 21 January, with the noise of fighting all around, Charles Anderson’s column halted to rest at what was known as the 89 mile peg. They were on the causeway surrounded in the darkness by rubber trees. Rations were distributed to the men, a small amount of bully beef and a few biscuits. Some of the wounded were given tins of condensed milk.30.

At around four o’clock Charles sent a detachment of eight men under Sergeant Lloyd Davies to reconnoitre the bridge at Parit Sulong. At dawn, Charles set off with four rifle companies to reconnoitre a rubber plantation at the 88 mile peg. Charles hoped that the plantation would be large enough to hide his entire column which was to follow later that morning.

Meanwhile, Sergeant Davies’ detachment had been attacked but managed to return to Charles’s position, by that time at the rubber plantation on the 88 mile peg. The time was now about 7.15 a.m. on 21 January. Davies reported that one of his men had been wounded but they had either killed or wounded a number of Japanese. Davies’ men now included two Malays who told Charles that the bridge and village were not in the hands of the Japanese but instead were being held by members of the Johore Military Forces. Charles, however, remained sceptical, and rightly so, as the Malays were no doubt working for the Japanese and giving false information. With the Japanese coming up in the rear, Charles moved off with his men heading for Parit Sulong. He took three companies with him leaving behind several others who were to wait for the remainder of the column to come up from the 89 mile peg.

Soon afterwards the column was ambushed, coming under another concerted attack, including a massive and determined Japanese bayonet charge. Enemy tanks also attacked from the rear but were halted by a battery of 25-pounders under the command of Sergeant S.J. Barton, a tough Australian station-hand in peacetime. It was a desperate battle with many hand-to-hand encounters 
  but the Japanese, those who survived, were forced to retreat in disarray, leaving behind a mass of wounded and approximately three hundred dead. The two Malays who had given Charles Anderson false information had fled. Charles later stated that the Japanese had apparently been shocked by the strength and determination of the Allied forces at the ambush site. He recorded, ‘... We drove most of them off and killed most of them because the Japanese commander thought he’d meet a broken army. Instead he met a very tough outfit and we were able to wipe him out.’31.

By 9.30 that morning (21 January) the head of Charles Anderson’s column had reached the outskirts of Parit Sulong. There they discovered to their dismay that, as suspected, the bridge had been transformed into a Japanese defensive position bristling with machine-gun posts. A British company of the Norfolks that had been posted at the bridge had withdrawn from the area, apparently retreating towards Batu Pahat, because they had been without food for two days and believed that they had been cut off. As soon as they had moved away the Japanese had moved in. It was now quite obvious to Charles that if he were ever to succeed in getting through to his destination at Yong Peng then he would be faced with devastatingly heavy fighting. He had to cross that bridge or die in the attempt but to do so it looked as if he was going to need support from Gordon Bennett at Yong Peng.

The column was almost constantly being attacked, either from the air or by tanks or mechanised infantry. Radio communications with Bennett had failed, the signallers and their Ford trucks under constant attack, but these were, with some difficulty, re-established and a message was received stating that relief was on its way. Sadly, it was relief that would never arrive.

Heartened, however, by the promise of relief, the men fought on. Ammunition for the 25-pounders and mortars was running low and the topography, coupled with thick groves of rubber 
  trees prevented Charles from bringing the bridge under fire. All the less seriously wounded men were sent to fight on the flanks while the strongest of the troops were retained at the centre to form the principal strength of the column.

Charles Anderson later described the village as, ‘... a long straggling village with the occasional house and little gardens along the road, on both sides of the road for about two or three miles. At the end of the village was a very big bridge across a big river. On either side of the road were narrow canals, about ten feet [in width] with about four feet of dark water, very difficult to cross by foot.’32.

At 11 o’clock that morning the Indian troops led by Major R. Anderson (no known relation to Charles Anderson) were ordered to attack from the west. They came under heavy attack but were able to swing around to the north bank of the Simpang Kiri River where they exchanged fire with the Japanese across the water. Meanwhile other companies had engaged the Japanese at point-blank range; they had moved through the village and were also engaging the Japanese across the river from the north bank. By now, however, as Charles Anderson calculated the possibilities of taking the bridge, his forces were coming under ever-increasing aerial attack. Bombs and machine-guns were increasing Allied casualties enormously. By five o’clock that evening two medical officers suggested to Charles that the Japanese should be communicated with and asked that two ambulances carrying the very seriously wounded be allowed through their lines. Charles agreed, although he did not think that the Japanese would consider the request.33.

As darkness fell the men experienced a lull in the fighting but they could clearly hear the rumble of enemy tanks approaching. Lieutenant Ross and Sergeant B. Tate, a barman of Bondi, now began to get a gun ready to set up an antitank position on the road but were unable in the darkness to find the ammunition. They soon found some grenades, however, and armed with 
  these they jumped down into the ditches lining the road and went tank-hunting. They were successful in stopping the first Japanese tank and when they raced back to the column they found that a gun-crew was in position. The crew fired several shots at the Japanese tank which exploded into flames. This action heralded other similar particularly courageous attacks on the enemy tanks with Anderson’s men using grenades and antitank rifles.34.

By now, the column was at its lowest ebb. The men had eaten only a little food for about two days and during that time had been almost constantly marching or fighting. There was very little remaining ammunition for the 25-pounders and without those guns it would have been almost impossible to hold off a concerted charge of enemy tanks. This dispiriting position was further exacerbated when an R.A.F. plane suddenly appeared, as if by magic, in skies largely controlled by the Japanese and dropped a bomb on the 2/19th Battalion’s temporary HQ, killing a signals officer, Lieutenant George Gill. Another man, signaller, Private H. Byron, had both his legs blown off and a further six or seven men were also injured in the blast. It has never been established whether this incident was the result of ‘friendly fire’ or whether the Japanese were using captured aircraft.

That evening (21 January), with huge good luck considering the shambled state of communications at this time, Charles Anderson managed to send a message to Westforce in Yong Peng asking if the southern approaches at the far end of the Parit Sulong Bridge could be attacked from the air. He also asked for ammunition, a food-drop and for morphine for his badly wounded men. By this time the highly secret cypher books had been destroyed so Anderson had been forced to couch his request in oblique terms that might confuse the enemy. Knowing, of course that the Japanese would be monitoring the signals, Colonel J.H. ‘Jim’ Thyer, senior staff officer for Westforce, simply responded: ‘Look up at Sparrowfart,’ a message clearly decipherable to any Australian but 

 just a jumble of nonsensical words to most Japanese. It meant, of course, that British aircraft would be over the Parit Sulong area at daylight.35.

Meanwhile, under a flag of truce, Charles Anderson had sent two ambulances filled with critically injured forward to the bridge, requesting safe passage through to Yong Peng. The commander of the Japanese, however, refused permission and demanded Anderson’s surrender, promising that all the wounded would be taken care of once a surrender had taken place.

However, Charles had still not given up hope, (he never would). With Jim Thyer’s oblique promise of air-support and supplies coming at daybreak, and with the possibility, however improbable, of some kind of relief column arriving soon, it seemed logical, indeed imperative, to Anderson that he should hang on as long as possible. Bennett had signalled that an independent company of trained guerrillas was on its way to help. (In fact they were Australian irregulars who had volunteered for hazardous service). It was planned that they would take up positions to the rear of the column and help fight off the Japanese attacking from that direction, giving Charles some breathing space. Hopes were high despite the deplorable situation the men now found themselves in. Under constant attack, with bullets and shells raining remorselessly down, and with the men trapped on all sides, there was still some hope for survival. This was not Charles Anderson’s first taste of imminent disaster. During his First World War action at Nhamacurra, during which he had won the Military Cross, he had also faced defeat and death at the hands of a particularly dangerous and ambitious enemy. Despite defeat, he had survived that action and he was convinced that he and his remaining men could survive this.

Throughout that night Charles Anderson and what remained of his fighting units were almost constantly attacked by the Japanese, suffering under a storm of machine-gun fire, tank shells 
  and artillery. However, at dawn on 22 January 1942 Charles and his men heard the low rumble of approaching aircraft. Five obsolescent warplanes, two Albacores with three Brewster Buffalo fighter escorts, the best the R.A.A.F. could then muster, were able to drop food and morphine onto the Allied position at Parit Sulong before dropping their bomb-loads on the Japanese positions at the far end of the bridge. However, this bombing was so ineffective that Charles believed it would do nothing to help him cross the enemy-held bridge. (Many years later Charles Anderson was able to talk to a former pilot who had flown one of these aircraft).36.

This operation, while almost completely ineffective, did, however, help to boost the morale of the men. Lieutenant Ben Hackney, who had been wounded earlier in the fighting, later wrote that the sight of the aircraft did much to boost everyone’s spirits, giving them confidence that assistance was coming and that there would be a way out of the Japanese trap.37.

Charles ordered one more attack on the bridge. This quickly established that any further attacks on the position would be a complete waste of lives. The Japanese increased the pressure, shelling the Allied position relentlessly. For Charles and his men, caught in the centre of the storm, the situation was beyond appalling.

Charles Anderson was now left with having to make a heartrending decision. If he and what was left of his column remained where they were they would be completely annihilated. Charles agonised for some time and finally decided to break off the engagement. He informed his second-in-command, Major Tom Vincent, of the decision and Vincent realised immediately how painful that decision had been. There was now a terrible sense of loss and abandonment. Charles felt it keenly for the remainder of his life. Those who were badly injured would never be able to make it through the swamps and jungle to safety and even carrying them on stretchers would have been virtually impossible.
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—Courtesy of the Australian War Memorial.
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Between Parit Sulong and Yong Peng there were dangerous rivers to cross (a few men would drown while crossing them), miles of flooded swamps, a mountain, rice paddies, dense jungle, harassing Japanese troops and roaming enemy aircraft. Charles later admitted that he would have preferred to have been ordered to withdraw by Gordon Bennett at Westforce. That at least would have alleviated him from having to make that terrible decision, but no such signal was at that time received.

Charles ordered that the heavy guns, the transports and carriers be destroyed and that all those who were still able to walk should withdraw, making their way through the swamps and jungle. If nothing else, the determined effort of his men had succeeded in giving enough time for the remainder of Westforce to withdraw to Yong Peng, thus saving the lives of countless men. As news of the imminent capitulation at Parit Sulong filtered through the column there was both huge relief and enormous anxiety. It was now, in effect, every man for himself.38.


Charles Anderson and all his surviving men were on their own. Charles was never going to surrender but he firmly believed that the only way of saving the lives of his many badly wounded men was to trust that the Japanese would treat them well in accordance with the Geneva Convention and the promises of the Japanese commander at the scene.

The wounded were given as much care as possible; most were placed into trucks which were left at the sides of the road, or laid onto stretchers near the trucks and made comfortable. Those in great pain were given morphine. Charles Anderson later recalled that some of the wounded were so badly injured that it was impossible to move them. Those about to leave bade a sad farewell to their mates – friends who had come through hell with them but were now sadly being left behind because there was nothing else that could be done. It was simply assumed that these men would receive Red Cross protection. The assumption was wildly incorrect.

Orders to all company commanders were issued. After crossing the Kangkar Senanggar River the men were ordered to travel north-east, moving quickly but as unobtrusively as possible through the swamps and jungle to Yong Peng. It was imperative to get to Yong Peng before the destruction of the Yong Peng Bridge which was scheduled to be destroyed within a day or two to delay the Japanese advance.

Those who were departing took their leave of those who were forced to remain. Ammunition was thrown into the river, the 25-pounders were spiked and the engines of vehicles were destroyed. By 9.30 that morning the men began to leave. As they filtered away through the jungle so the rate of fire coming from the Allied positions decreased significantly. Charles Anderson was the last to leave with a small group of men including his second-in command, Major Tom Vincent.39.

Anderson’s decision to order a scattered withdrawal had, as we now know, actually preceded a signal in plain text from 

 Gordon Bennett to the effect that as there was little prospect of any relief getting through it was up to Anderson’s ‘discretion’ to withdraw. ‘Sorry unable to help after your heroic effort,’ Bennett sent. ‘Good luck.’ By that time, however, Charles was actually on his way to Yong Peng. For the remainder of his life he deeply regretted not having received that signal.40.

It soon became clear to the Japanese that something important was happening and that the Allied positions no longer appeared to be capable of putting up their usual stormy defence. In fact they already had good reason to believe that Charles Anderson’s force was withdrawing and were quite happy to allow the withdrawal. The Japanese now realised that they had been in combat with a major force of determined and highly trained men and there was even a reluctance among the Japanese troops to continue the fight. The knowledge that the battle was largely over came as something of a relief and the Japanese were quite willing to allow the remnants of Anderson’s men to escape through the jungle, although, when spotted, Allied troops still came under aerial attack and there were several skirmishes.

As the men had melted away on that 22nd of January only the wounded and several attendants who volunteered to care for them remained. Waiting quietly for the arrival of the Japanese were now about 150 exhausted, battle weary soldiers, almost all of whom were very badly wounded. They knew that their fate was in the hands of a barbarous enemy who had proven how vindictive and murderous they could be, in victory, both to civilian populations that came under their control and also to the defeated members of those military forces who had opposed them, especially when they had opposed with such determination. Despite the fact that Japan had been a signatory to the Geneva Convention of 1929, ostensibly protecting civilians and prisoners-of-war, the Japanese conquerors had no intention whatever of upholding that convention. Reprisals at Parit Sulong would prove to be a bloodbath.
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Lieutenant Ben Charles Hackney

—Courtesy of the Australian War Memorial. Accession number P02839.001.

One of the men to remain behind was Lieutenant Ben Charles Hackney of the Australian 2/29th Battalion. Hackney would be one of only two men to survive the coming massacre at Parit Sulong. Hackney would later write a ‘vivid and compelling’ account of what became of those who had to be left behind at the bridge. His tragic story was titled Dark Evening and is currently held as a typescript at the Australian War Memorial in Canberra. He would also write a detailed statement which would be sworn into evidence at Sydney for the war crimes trial of Lieutenant-General Takuma Nishimura, the general officer commanding the Konoe Division of Japanese troops in the region at the time, and that statement provided damning testimony and unparalleled details of the massacre which was the principal piece of evidence in convicting Nishimura at the Los Negros trials in June 1950, more than eight years after the tragic events. Details from Hackney’s testimony would also be published in various newspapers in Australia and internationally.41.


Lieutenant Ben Hackney was suffering from a painfully injured left leg, having first been shot just below the knee. During the evacuation to Parit Sulong he had again been badly wounded as he had been about to enter the cabin of a truck when a mortar shell had exploded behind him. A steel splinter had struck him in the back, below the left shoulder-blade; another splinter had torn away a large part of his right calf and yet another piece of shrapnel had struck him behind the right knee. The wound in his back was serious and Hackney was bleeding profusely, although a dressing was later applied to help staunch the flow of blood.42.

Hackney and another officer, Lieutenant Hugh Tibbitts, a clerk in civilian life who lived at Kew, Melbourne, were together in the battle area as the remainder of Charles Anderson’s troops melted away into the jungle. Tibbitts had been wounded in the heel and was now also dazed and disoriented by the explosion that had further wounded his friend, Ben Hackney.43.

In fact three officers had been left the task of negotiating with the Japanese to ensure the proper treatment and care of the men. These were Lieutenants Hackney, Tibbitts and Byron ‘Jack’ Crawford. Another officer, Captain Rewi ‘Ray’ Snelling, had been given a white flag. He had been badly wounded in both legs and, smoking a cigarette with an incongruously long holder, he now lay propped up against the wheel of a truck, ready to begin waving the flag as soon as the first Japanese troops put in an appearance.

Hackney and Tibbitts decided that they would make as much noise as possible, continuing the fight, in an effort to give time to those who were leaving. Tibbitts managed to get hold of a Bren gun with some ammunition and was away looking for more ammunition as Hackney, lying beneath a truck for cover, fired at the Japanese positions with the Bren. Hackney later admitted that he was just firing for effect, sending bursts of .303 bullets into the rubber trees, or along the road, just trying to make up for the lack of noise.44.


Tibbitts was away for some time, attempting to scavenge for magazines of ammunition and Hackney began to think that he might have been wounded or killed. Eventually Tibbitts returned to the truck bringing with him a box of Bren magazines and telling Hackney that there were still a few full magazines in it, four or five of them. The men lay together and spoke of how much they would have liked to have a wash and cleanup before the Japanese arrived. They were then filthy from days of fighting, covered in mud and blood, their uniforms torn and ragged. The dressing on Hackney’s back had slipped down so Tibbitts adjusted it for him, although the dressing itself did not seem to be stopping the flow of blood too effectively. Some of the soldiers who had been not too badly wounded decided that they too would make a break for Yong Peng, although they stood little chance of making it. As Ben Hackney later stated, those who exposed themselves to enemy fire were quickly shot.45.

The scene now was one of carnage: ruined vehicles, shattered and torn by enemy bombs and mortars, the stench of burning fuel and cordite, the groans of those terribly wounded, and everywhere the litter of dead bodies, many of whom had literally been torn apart by the ferocity of the Japanese onslaught. Some of those less wounded were still hobbling around attempting to help those more seriously injured or at times trying to find a friend who had been hit.

It was now about 2.30 or 3.00 p.m. All firing had ceased. Apart from the cries of the wounded, the clearing where the wounded men lay was silent. For a while the Japanese were very slow in coming forward to the Allied positions, but finally both Hackney and Tibbitts could hear them. Ben Hackney chillingly described them as ‘chattering creatures’. They began to come from among the trees, cautiously at first, fearing a trap. Hackney, who was to experience the worst treatment the Japanese had to offer, later described them as, ‘... those filthy little yellow bastards’.46.


The enemy troops finally surged forward in greater numbers, swarming around the dead and wounded, shouting unintelligibly.

Despite the fact that the Allied troops had put up a magnificent fight against an enemy vastly superior in numbers, the Japanese had little respect for their captives. The prisoners were herded together using kicks, rifle-butts and bayonets. Infuriated by the resistance that Charles Anderson’s men had put up during the battle, some of the Japanese viciously executed a few of the wounded there on the spot, bayoneting them on the ground or shooting them in the head at point-blank range.

Hackney was unable to walk and had difficulty in getting up when ordered to do so by a Japanese soldier. He was struck several times and prodded with a bayonet but Lieutenant Tibbitts, who was still able to walk, assisted Hackney as the wounded were forced at bayonet-point across the bridge. Both Hackney and Tibbitts were being repeatedly struck by rifle-butts as they made their way over the bridge.47.

There, all the prisoners were ordered to strip and to sit in a tight circle wearing only their boots and socks. A ring of Japanese guards encircled them. The helmets of the men were particularly hated by the Japanese who for some reason would kick them about, throw them away and even drop them hatefully into the river.48.

It is unclear how many men had been captured but Hackney estimated that there were about 110 Australians and another 40 Indians. They represented a sorry sight, all naked but most covered with bloody wounds, dirty, unshaven, dark-eyed with exhaustion, trailing filthy bandages, some of the men still bleeding excessively.49.

As all these events were occurring the Japanese continued to treat their captives brutally, kicking them frequently and taking particular pleasure in kicking the actual wounds of the men which caused the captives excruciating pain. The Japanese delighted 
  in this. When a victim cried out after being kicked in a wound the Japanese would often kick again and again just to enjoy the sounds of the man screaming. In addition to the real murders there were also mock executions, the Japanese pretending to cut the throats or slice off the head of some of the wounded men but stopping just short of the actual act. The genitals of some of the wounded were deliberately targeted for brutal attention and some of the Japanese made crude, threatening, sexual signs.50.

Ben Hackney later recalled that their clothes were then searched by what he described as an ‘English speaking white man’, although it is now impossible to say who this collaborator might have been. It is possible that he was a German settler. He was dressed in a British Army uniform which could have been looted from a stores depot as it was particularly clean and tidy. Quite obviously this man had not been involved in the fighting. The collaborator went through all the men’s paybooks and other documents and belongings. A Japanese officer also went through the men’s papers, throwing away most of the items before writing a note and sending the message away with a runner. When the search of the clothing had been completed they were returned to the prisoners in a heap.51.

Most of the captives were then very violently forced into a nearby shed. This construction was just a small building and the men were severely overcrowded, some of the wounded captives being forced to lie on top of others. The crush of men inside was so great that some of the prisoners were unable to be forced inside, even at the point of bayonets, and as a result were held in the building’s small entrance. Both Ben Hackney and Hugh Tibbitts were among this latter batch of men.52.

The Japanese ignored all requests for water or any kind of medical treatment despite the fact that the men had drunk almost nothing for days and what they had been able to drink had mostly been stagnant water gathered from ponds, puddles and rice paddies.


The prisoners, and also the bodies of the dead, were later moved to another shed close by, the transfer being effected in a very brutal manner with rifle-butts and bayonets. Some of the men were in such a poor condition that it was almost impossible for them to move, let alone walk, and the Japanese took great delight in torturing them even further. Some men were murdered by being bayoneted or killed with blows to the head with rifle-butts.53.

All that afternoon Japanese troops, tanks and artillery streamed through Parit Sulong. Some of the troops stopped to gawk at the captives and sometimes to brutalise them even more. Lieutenant Hackney recorded that one Australian corpse was placed in a seated position on a tabletop propped against a truck, a sight that created much amusement for the Japanese. The enemy troops enjoyed desecrating the many corpses they found in the village, often standing over them and bayoneting them repeatedly, or shooting them. When a wounded Indian soldier was discovered hiding in a truck he was dragged out, beaten repeatedly, kicked savagely, struck with a rifle-butt and then repeatedly bayoneted. The unfortunate man rolled into the river where his antagonist, the senior officer at the scene at that time, Lieutenant Seizaburo Fujita, shot him twice before the body sank beneath the surface of the water. Seizaburo was actually the officer in charge of prisoners-of-war.54.

At around this time the general officer commanding the Imperial Guards Division appeared on the scene in his staff car complete with bodyguards and an entourage of light tanks and motorbikes. After making a brief inspection of the building where the survivors were then housed (by simply looking in) he left the scene but not before he had, reportedly, ordered that all the prisoners were to be executed. This man was Lieutenant-General Takuma Nishimura. Another officer, Colonel Kamejiro Imai, then added, ‘The bodies of the prisoners are to be cremated on completion of the execution.’ These orders were then related 
  to the guard commander at the site, Lieutenant Seizaburo Fujita. (Nishimura, when tried by an Australian military court after the war, denied giving the order to execute the prisoners).55.

Ben Hackney, watching all this but not realising quite what was going on at the time, was filled with total contempt for the Japanese whom he likened to ‘blowflies’.56.

For a short while, however, it appeared that the victors’ penchant for savage behaviour was to be curtailed by authority. Another officer arrived at the village shouted orders and miraculously mugs were filled with water and the wounded men were offered a drink and also cigarettes. However, these were held just out of reach of the thirsty men while other Japanese soldiers photographed the scene. Once the photography had been completed the cigarettes were withdrawn and the water thrown away, despite the desperate cries of those who were being driven mad by thirst.57.

For almost all those now held captive the end was very near. At around sunset that evening all the prisoners were roughly and very brutally roped together in small groups. The men were made to stand, their wrists were tied tightly together and another length of rope was tied to the wrists and passed up over the shoulder, under the chin and around their necks, then back down to the wrists and pulled tight. This forced the hands high up the back and tightened the rope around the throat. The ropes were then passed to the next man who was also tied in exactly the same fashion so that everyone was linked to another person. It was like tethering goats for slaughter. As all this was occurring the unfortunate prisoners, many of whom had great difficulty in standing, were beaten, kicked and whipped by the Japanese. When the supply of rope apparently finished, wire was brought to complete the job. Some of the men voiced their objections to this terrible mistreatment but the Japanese paid them no attention whatever. If one guard brutalised a prisoner another guard would often come to his aid and add to the brutality. 

 It appeared quite clear to the prisoners that the Japanese did not believe they were dealing with human beings but with loathsome creatures beneath disdain.58.

The prisoners were then led away with the Japanese kicking and otherwise physically abusing them. Lieutenant Ben Hackney had almost no chance at all of keeping up with the remainder of the group. One officer fell, was cut from the remainder of the men and left to die on the road. Ben Hackney, now being severely beaten and brutalised, was not capable of continuing. Having been beaten to the ground, not far from the shed where he had been held prisoner, and unable to rise again, Hackney was cut from the group and left to die.

The remaining prisoners were led to a small roadside scrub at the southern end of a group of ‘coolie’ buildings. Some of the prisoners had been so brutalised, or were wounded so badly that they were literally dragged along the ground by those to whom they were tied. Some of these pathetically injured men were cut free and bayoneted to death where they lay.

The prisoners were forced into the scrub at bayonet point. Japanese troops gathered around holding automatic weapons. A statement written by Ben Hackney was subsequently sworn in as evidence before Mr Justice Mansfield at Sydney in 1945. This would be presented as evidence to the war crimes trial of Lieutenant-General Takuma Nishimura which would be held at Los Negros, Admiralty Group, in June 1950. In the statement, published by the Canberra Times at the time of the trials, Hackney stated: ‘Rifles and machine-guns belched forth a storm of death. A few fell, a group fell. After the first burst few remained standing. ... Many fell because they were pulled down by others.’59.

Petrol was subsequently poured over the bodies and they were burnt, apparently in an effort to hide the war crime. Some of the men were still alive when, screaming, they went up in flames.60.


Russell Braddon himself a former prisoner-of-war of the Japanese who worked on the Burma Railway later wrote that after this massacre and incineration the remains were systematically run over by trucks.61.

Ben Hackney realised that to stay would be a death sentence. The Japanese were now returning for the remainder of the men lying on the road, the dead and the wounded, and began to drag them towards the burning death-pit. The air was thick with the smell of burning flesh and petrol.62.

With his arms still bound, Ben Hackney, drenched in his own blood, feigned death as Japanese soldiers came to look at him. They kicked him a few times, prodded him savagely with bayonets, and left. Despite all his pain and the bayonet thrusts, Hackney managed to remain still and pretend that he was dead. He even fooled a Japanese soldier who stole his boots, causing Hackney much pain as they were pulled from his feet.63.

After the Japanese had left him alone Hackney began crawling away into the night. He was successful in getting to an abandoned ‘coolie’ building and by rubbing his bindings against a corner of the foundation stone was able to free his hands. Having achieved this he crawled on, finding some water to quench his raging thirst, and later coming upon two other men who had survived the mass killing at the bush grove. One of these was Sergeant Ron Croft, a salesman in civilian life from Richmond, Victoria. Both men smelled very strongly of petrol.64.

Croft told Hackney that he and his companion had been among the few men who had not been bound at the time of the massacre. When fired upon they had fallen, as if shot, and feigned death. The petrol had then been poured and ignited but Croft and his companion, who was badly wounded, had managed to crawl away, the wounded man being assisted by Croft.

Prior to the departure of the main body of Anderson’s force it had been agreed that the men, if possible, should meet at a 
 hillside track north of Parit Sulong. Lieutenant Hackney, Sergeant Croft and the third survivor now decided to try to get to that rendezvous. Hackney, who was, ‘riddled with wounds’ was quite unable to continue on foot so Croft, who was only a relatively small man, hoisted Hackney, all fourteen stones of him, onto his shoulders and they went off through the jungle together.

The man Croft had rescued from the mass murder died the following day, although by that time the small group had been joined by an English soldier who was also attempting to make his way south to Singapore. These three subsequently managed to reach the house of a Malay family where they were treated well, given protection and food and allowed to remain for a few days while they gathered their strength and resolve to continue. The next day, however, Croft and the English soldier left the house, having been convinced by Hackney that he was too ill to travel any farther and that he should be left behind. Hackney later managed to crawl from place to place until 27 February, having been refused help by a number of Malays who, apparently feared the possibility of brutal reprisals from the Japanese. Chinese nationals, however, were usually more than willing to assist the injured officer. Yet it was all in vain. After thirty-six days of successfully evading the Japanese, Hackney was captured by a group of collaborating Malays, one of whom was dressed as a police officer. He was taken into custody, returned to Parit Sulong and handed over to the Japanese. There Lieutenant Hackney was again beaten and brutalised, even worse than before, and finally incarcerated at the notorious Pudu Gaol in Kuala Lumpur. He was subsequently transferred to the Changi prisoner-of-war camp in Singapore which by that time had become a central depot for the distribution of prisoners-of-war as slave labour.65.

Meanwhile, many of the remaining men who had crept quietly away from the Parit Sulong area came together at the designated rendezvous where Major R.W. Keegan found himself in command of the ragged remnants of the various battalions.


It was here that Keegan received incorrect intelligence suggesting that Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Anderson had been killed. Keegan ordered his men to maintain, as closely as possible, their original companies of command and told them to make for Yong Peng. Over the following hours they made their way to their destination, those who were unwounded hacking at the thick undergrowth while the others followed as best they could. They waded through swamps, infested with mosquitoes and sand-flies. As darkness fell that evening they slogged on for a while until ordered to rest. Thankfully they stopped, cut branches to prevent their bodies from sinking into the oozing swamp-mud, and laid down to rest for a few hours. When they continued the next day they were a pitiful sight, a ragged band of soldiers, half starved, exhausted almost beyond belief after days of constant fighting, covered in black swamp-mud, carrying or dragging their wounded with them, sometimes up to their waists in fetid swamp water. Their clothing was torn by battle, sharp thorns and vines. At times they were aided by Chinese nationals, always the sworn enemy of the Japanese who had historically treated them so appallingly, the Rape of Nanking in 1937/38 being a typical example of just how Japanese nationalism and brutality combined to forge an indelible chapter of mass murder and almost unbelievable brutality. News quickly reached Keegan that Charles Anderson was actually still alive. In fact he was not far away, coming up on Keegan’s rear. Soon afterwards Keegan, Charles and most of the remaining men arrived safely but exhausted at Yong Peng.

Even before he had cleaned himself up, Charles Anderson, bedraggled beyond belief and incredible worn from his ordeal, having not eaten for days, reported to Gordon Bennett. Bennett later wrote that Charles was both cool and calm, as if he had just come through a training exercise, and that it was clear why Charles had managed to bring so many of his men home. Bennett was filled with admiration, stating that Charles had displayed, ‘... coolness, self-control, strength of character, and with such kindly affection and consideration for his men’.66.


Lieutenant-General Arthur Percival later stated that Charles Anderson’s actions had been, ‘... one of the epics of the Malayan campaign. Our little force by dogged resistance had held up a division of the Japanese Imperial Guards attacking with all the advantages of air and tank support for nearly a week and doing so, had saved the Segamat force from probable annihilation.’67.

Approximately 500 Australians and some 400 Indian troops eventually made it through to Yong Peng, only about one fifth of the original force. Charles Anderson was sent back to Johore Bahru, right across the causeway leading into Singapore where he was ordered to reconstitute his unit with reinforcements who had recently arrived in Singapore. However, his lengthy period in the jungle, coupled with the enormous physical exertion involved had left him weakened. On 8 February he was hospitalised, suffering badly from dysentery, having drunk from a contaminated bowl of water, and did not rejoin the 2/19th until the 13th of that month.68.

By that time it had been announced that Charles was to be awarded the Victoria Cross. He would be the only Australian commander in World War Two to be honoured with the highest award.

Charles Anderson’s Victoria Cross citation read:

During the operations in Malaya from the 18th to 22nd January, 1942, Lieutenant-Colonel Anderson in command of a small force was sent to restore a vital position and to assist a Brigade. His force destroyed ten enemy tanks. When later cut off, he defeated persistent attacks on his position from air and ground forces and forced his way through the enemy lines to a depth of fifteen miles. He was again surrounded and subjected to very heavy and frequent attacks resulting in severe casualties to his force. He personally led an attack with great gallantry on the enemy who were holding a bridge and succeeded 
  in destroying four guns. Lieutenant-Colonel Anderson, throughout all this fighting, protected his wounded and refused to leave them.

He obtained news by wireless of the enemy positions and attempted to fight his way back through eight miles of enemy-occupied country. This proved to be impossible and the enemy were holding too strong a position for any attempt to be made to relieve him.

... Throughout the fighting, which lasted for four days, he set a magnificent example of brave leadership, determination and outstanding courage. He not only showed fighting qualities of a very high order but throughout exposed himself to danger without any regard to his personal safety.69.

In Australia at that time, as news of the award became known, Mrs Edith Anderson, reputed to have been an excellent horsewoman, was still living and working on the family farm with the couple’s four children. A photographer from the Australian Women’s Weekly was quickly on the scene, snapping off shots for publication in the magazine later that month. The accompanying reporter subsequently commented that, ‘The telephone there has been ringing incessantly for a week since the news was announced; the tiny post office at Crowther has never been busier’.70.

There was also a minor furore over the announcement because news of the award had been broadcast on the B.B.C. in England before it had been officially announced in Australia. ‘I have had many complaints regarding the matter and I intend to draw it to the Cabinet’s attention,’ Senator W.P. Ashley, the minister for information, later told the press.71.

Meanwhile, in Singapore, the panic was widespread as the Japanese moved closer, finally occupying Johore Bahru where General Tomoyuki Yamashita set up his headquarters in the sultan’s palace overlooking the Straits to Singapore Island.


The island colony was a shambles. Water was becoming scarce, sewers had been broached by bombing and raw sewage ran in the streets creating a terrible health hazard. Buildings were in smoking ruins. The death toll was high, although even today no accurate count has been made of the number of people who died during the bombing. Bodies were hastily buried in mass graves, often without having first been identified.

The Chinese community was trying to make the best of a bad deal. Those who had valuables hid them. Others offered large sums of money to members of the British administration for the stocks of raw materials standing on the docks. The Chinese speculators hoped to sell these items to the Japanese when they arrived. They did not realise that the Japanese had no intention of paying for anything. In his book Sinister Twilight, Noel Barber records that a British administrator was offered half a million dollars for the rubber stocks which were then standing abandoned on the docks. He refused the offer. The stocks fell into Japanese hands and were later shipped to Japan.

Gangs of Chinese and Malay looters roamed the streets terrorising anyone who got in their way or tried to prevent them looting. They moved into warehouses, shops, offices and stripped them bare.

The British had set fire to all the oil stocks in the huge naval dockyard, and black smoke from this conflagration was hanging over the city like a pall of doom.

Shortly before the capitulation of the island fortress, six officers and forty-eight men of the Royal Army Pay Corps, in a desperate attempt to save the army’s pay chests, abandoned their personal belongings to fill their kit-bags, ammunition boxes and sacks with $700,000 in cash and also with the entire army pay records. They made their escape from Singapore by boat and were attacked by a Japanese dive bomber. Fortunately they survived this attack and made their way to Java where they 
  worked as stokers, stewards and cargo handlers. The cash they saved from the Japanese included 238,000 Siamese ticals, and a great deal of American and Australian currency weighing several hundredweight. The preservation of the army pay records meant that the soldiers’ next-of-kin in Britain continued to be paid during the remainder of the war.

On February 8th, Yamashita launched his attack on the island. Despite the valiant efforts of the defenders the situation quickly deteriorated and the British commanding officer, LieutenantGeneral A.E. Percival, officially signed the surrender documents in the Ford motor factory on 15 February 1942, slightly less than a month after the massacre at Parit Sulong.

At this time Charles Anderson joined all the other severely disappointed prisoners who had been captured by the Japanese. One cannot help wondering what would have become of Singapore had Charles, with his ‘never say die’ attitude and stubborn determination had been in charge of the Singapore garrison at that time. As history has now demonstrated, despite Yamashita’s bluster and bullying, the Japanese were short on supplies and exhausted and even Yamashita was astonished when Percival agreed to surrender what was, without doubt, one of the two most important military and strategic British outposts in the Far East.

Prior to the surrender Charles Anderson had discharged himself from hospital and had returned to the fighting in Singapore. After the surrender, as he later recorded: ‘We were told to put all our rifles onto a regular heap, my pistol was the last thing to go on. We were then marched off to Selarang barracks, and there we were parked in very tight conditions. It wasn’t too bad but a bit short of tucker and things like that, and very upset mentally, of course, very upset indeed.’72.

With thousands of other Allied prisoners, Charles Anderson soon found himself incarcerated at Changi, a notorious prison 
  that had originally been built to house criminals and which would become the central collection depot and departure point for Allied soldiers as they were disbursed to various locations to be utilised as slaves for the Japanese war effort. The gaol had been constructed about 1936 to house around six hundred convicts but the Japanese now crammed thousands into the ‘bug-ridden’ buildings of the complex.73.

Here, conditions were simply appalling, the Japanese providing only the very barest necessities of life. Water was scarce and food even more so. Illnesses and diseases were rampant, medical supplies and Red Cross food parcels were deliberately withheld by the Japanese who usually plundered them for their own use. The Japanese also used torture and psychological weapons against the prisoners under their control, in what was later described as, ‘an atmosphere of dark terrorism’.74.

One of the officers then incarcerated at Changi with Charles Anderson was Major Charles Hughes Cousens who would later stand trial in Australia charged with treason. Cousens, who has been much maligned over the years, had been a well known and very experienced radio announcer working at Radio 2GB in Sydney. He was famous for his voice and on-air personality. Cousens had enlisted in the A.I.F. in 1940 and sent to Singapore where, like most of the other Australian troops in the isolated garrison at that time, he was captured and incarcerated at Changi. However, his radio talents were well known, even abroad, and the Japanese attempted to enlist him for propaganda purposes, apparently threatening to kill him if he did not do as they wished. At his trial for treason in Sydney in 1946, Cousens testified that after the Japanese had taken him from the camp to make their demands, he had returned to Changi where he had reported the conversation to Charles Anderson. Charles had, ‘... agreed that the matter was dangerous’ and had advised Cousens to feign sickness, to claim that he had an infectious disease, and to report to the hospital. If that ruse worked at all it was not for long. 

 Cousens would later be taken to Tokyo and forced to write and broadcast propaganda programs. He would be acquitted of treason after the war and discharged. However, the stigma would remain with him for the rest of his life and he died of heart failure in 1964.75.

Charles Anderson would subsequently be sent with thousands of other Australians to work on the notorious Burma-Thailand Railway and was appointed the second-in-command of what was known as ‘A-Force’ the first group of 3000 Australian prisoners to be sent from Singapore in May 1942. A-Force, comprised of three battalions, was actually placed under the command of another Australian, Brigadier A.L. Varley. Charles Anderson would, much later, describe Varley in this way:

During the whole of this tragic period of misery and suffering, Brig. Varley’s strong personality, his vigorous and fearless championship of the troops, careless of rebuffs and determined to leave no stone unturned for the better treatment of the men, won for him the grudging respect of the Japanese, and I have no hesitation in saying was probably instrumental in preventing a far greater tragedy than that which took place.76.

Almost exactly the same sentiments could have been used to describe Charles Anderson.

A-Force sailed from Singapore on 15 May that year aboard two dilapidated Japanese steamers, the Celebes Maru and the Tohohasi Maru. Conditions on these vessels were, in accordance with standard Japanese practices, simply appalling, the men forced to sit or squat on low shelving in pestilent holds like ‘sitting sardines’. Water was scarce and the basic rations of rice and stew were watery and severely lacking in nourishment. The prisoners suffered from diarrhoea which made conditions even worse. Men had to try to get to latrine buckets or to the upper deck and squat over the side of the ship but often did not 
  make it in time and the ladders and decks became slippery with human waste. Rats were everywhere and would frequently run over the prisoners as the men tried to sleep.77.

Two days after departure, on the 17th, three other vessels joined the first two ships to form a small convoy. The first of these was a sloop while the others were small steamers carrying both Dutch and British prisoners and some Japanese troops. On the 20th the ships arrived at Victoria Point in Burma where some of the men were disembarked (just over a thousand of them), followed by another stop at Mergui where a further 1000 men were taken ashore.

Two days later the convoy arrived at the Burma Peninsula close to Tavoy. The journey had taken twelve days and had been particularly difficult. Brigadier Varley later wrote that the voyage had been beset with many issues including those of severe overcrowding, diarrhoea, dysentery, and poorly maintained latrines. Varley himself had camped under a leaking canvas on the upper deck where very little sleep had been obtained due to almost incessant rain. A small hospital on the deck had catered for Japanese soldiers suffering from syphilis.78.

Conditions ashore at that time were not too poor. The Japanese actually paid their captives a small amount of wages, which varied according to rank, as they laboured on airfield repairs and construction. With this money the men were able to purchase small quantities of food from the locals. There was even speculation that the war would end sooner than expected. In his book, The Japanese Thrust, Lionel Wigmore recounts a wager that was said to have taken place between Brigadier Varley and Charles Anderson for £1, speculating that the war with Germany would end by November 1942.79.

By September the work on airfield repairs and construction had been completed and A-Force began to be moved by ship to Moulmein and then on to Thanbyuzayat for forced labour on 
  the Burma Railway. This line, which the Japanese saw as being imperative to their war effort, was to be constructed from Bampong in Thailand (Siam) to Thanbyuzayat in Burma, with construction commencing almost simultaneously from both ends. Its route would take the line through the famous Three Pagodas Pass on the border of Thailand and Burma. Work on the line commenced from the Burmese end in September 1942. In Thailand the labourers commenced working as from November that year.80.

Charles Anderson, now in charge of ‘Anderson Force’, initially commenced work at Thanbyuzayat. Their task was to construct a large railway embankment, manually clearing earth and rocks from a fifty-feet wide strip of cleared jungle. They were later marched to the ‘18 kilo’ camp at Alepauk where they remained under harsh conditions until 3 January the following year when they were sent to the ‘35 kilo’ camp at Tanyin to join another group known as ‘Williams Force’ under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel John Williams.81.

Here life was not too bad for the prisoners; the work was hard and food scarce, but the work-site was under the command of a fairly tolerant Japanese officer named Lieutenant Yamada. However, in March that year both Williams Force and Anderson Force were moved again to the ‘26 kilo’ camp at Kunknikway, where they came under the control of a particularly vicious Japanese commander, a drunk named Lieutenant Naito. From here the men were forced to work laying rails and sleepers through to the site, about eleven miles south of Three Pagodas Pass, where the two ends of the line would join in October that year.82.

Life in the various camps was primitive, to put it mildly, and much has been written about conditions under which the prisoners lived during the railway construction.

Charles Anderson’s conduct through this time became legendary. He constantly struggled with the Japanese military authorities to obtain better conditions for the men under his 
  command, often receiving in return only beatings and other forms of brutality. On one occasion he was knocked unconscious. Yet he never gave in. He later recorded that the Japanese appeared to have some respect for him, knowing him to have been the officer commanding the force that had withdrawn to Parit Sulong and also that he had been awarded the Military Cross for gallantry during the First World War. The medal ribbons were still on Anderson’s tunic. Charles believed that these facts brought him a small amount of grudging respect and saved him from the more terrible beatings often meted out to other officers and men.83.

Charles Anderson was to maintain the morale of his men even under the most difficult of situations when the work was so exhausting and the food so poor that it seemed they could never go on. Yet it was a balancing act. The Japanese engineers were constantly demanding more men for the work-parties, especially towards the end of the construction project when everything was deliberately hastened in order to finish the railway on schedule (a period known as ‘Speedo’), and Charles Anderson had to measure how to keep the Japanese at bay while also maintaining his responsibility to his men.84.

He later recorded: ‘The Australian officers didn’t work physically but every working party had officers who intervened the whole time. They were the ones that got beaten up mostly, the officers, but they did a very good job on the whole. ... I worked the Japanese very carefully.’85.

When he said that he worked the Japanese carefully Charles meant that he was particularly careful to manoeuvre them into positions where they would do what he wanted without losing ‘face’. ‘Face’ was vitally important to their perceived elements of respect and prestige and providing they could maintain ‘face’ they were sometimes willing to let things slide when it came to the numbers of men that Charles had to allocate to the Japanese engineers for the daily work details. In this way Charles was able to hold men back from work to give them some rest, even 
  though they were not technically sick, (although all the men were badly undernourished and many of them were indeed very sick). ‘But it was a horrible experience. The trouble was, it was not so much the Japanese but the Korean guards they employed,’ Charles later recalled. ‘They were of the very lowest coolie type, the lowest form of animal life, brutal, and had never had authority before and so thought the right way was to beat people up. They really were ugly people, dangerous people.’86.

Charles Anderson formed a particular animosity towards a Korean guard who struck him on the head with a bamboo log while Charles was attempting to quell a disturbance between the guard and an Australian sergeant named Lynch. The guard was beating Lynch unmercifully and he soon turned on Charles when he attempted to intervene. Charles was laid out for a few moments. He was only slightly injured but the painful blow to his head came up in a large lump on his forehead forcing him to wear his hat at an odd angle. This particular Korean was habitually brutal and Charles now needed revenge.

The next day one of the Japanese non-commissioned officers gave Charles Anderson an order and Charles immediately saw a chance to get back at the Korean. He asked the Japanese N.C.O. if his orders had been approved by the Korean, instantly exploding the constant challenges surrounding ‘face’. The very thought that a Japanese N.C.O. would have to have his orders approved by a Korean was, as Charles later attested, a ‘grave insult’. Charles told the Japanese that the Korean was so full of his own authority that all the prisoners in the camp thought of him as the camp commandant. It was a blatant lie, of course, no one believed that the Korean was anything but a brutal peasant but the very concept of the Korean being thought of in this way was sufficient to infuriate the Japanese N.C.O.

As Charles later recalled:

Things went to blazes then. He [the Japanese N.C.O.] wrote a report about it ... and that went down to 
  the camp commandant. About a week later I saw [the Korean] all dressed up in his battle-dress to go off to the [commandant]. He came back about a week later, a woeful wreck. Sadistic brutes the Japs are. He was kicked, beaten over the head and put through his paces for about three hours. He came back a very shocked man. He never came near me again. I never saluted him. So I got even there, but I wanted him destroyed because he knocked out Sergeant Lynch and three days later Sergeant Lynch was dead. He kicked him in the stomach [and] beat him all over. We intervened there you see and I copped it. That was the whole trouble. Officers didn’t work but they had a very ugly job of intervening.87.

Death was endemic. Men were dying every day, two or three at a time. Charles Anderson recalled that the bodies were buried immediately and that, to begin with, the Last Post was sounded but after a while he put a stop to this. The mournful sound and its monotonous regularity and association with the same constancy of death were particularly upsetting for those who, Charles recalled, ‘... were on the eve of death’, and struggling to live under such difficult conditions.88.

Charles made the rounds of the sick men daily, attempting to keep up their spirits, giving them hope. ‘But never once did I find them with their tails down’, Charles later recalled, ‘and it was a wonderful thing because they were dying constantly, emaciated bodies with terrible [tropical] ulcers and in very unhappy circumstances but it was a fine division and they all had high morale.’89.

By the end of the war those who survived came blinking into the glaring light of sudden freedom, so emaciated that the world took a collective gasp of dismay to see the condition of the former prisoners who had been incarcerated and worked almost to death by an enemy that had, for many years prior to the commencement 
  of the war, been considered as being one of the bastions of ancient civilisation, where manners and honour were stronger even than religion. It came as a complete shock to the world to realise that the Japanese were just as barbarous as the Nazi extermination machine that had forced millions of innocent people into the gas chambers.

About six months before the war ended all the officers had been taken away from the men and placed into a segregated officers’ camp. When the war ended they were at the old walled city of Kanchanaburi in Thailand prior to being entrained for Bangkok when they learned from a smuggled edition of the English language newspaper, The Bangkok Chronicle, that the war was over. The date was 15 August 1945, six days after the second atomic bomb had been dropped on Nagasaki and Japan had just surrendered. The men were taken to Bangkok and the following day, 16 August, the Japanese guards just deserted them. The particularly brutal Korean guards also deserted, shaved their heads and lost themselves amongst the Thai population, despite the fact that many bitter Australians were seeking them and no doubt would have wrought savage revenge had the former guards been found.90.

The British, Indian, Australian, Dutch and American servicemen, plus tens of thousands of civilian ‘coolie’ labourers who survived Japanese imprisonment or forced labour camps, were astonishingly emaciated and weak. They came from the camps like living skeletons, stark testimony to the brutality of the Japanese war machine and also of the terrifying brutality of many of the Korean soldiers employed by the Japanese to guard the prisoners. The liberated soldiers brought with them the terrible tales of mass slaughter, of extrajudicial executions, of men being worked to death and savagely beaten, of unbelievable torture, horrendous starvation and of little or no medical care. The men had suffered from malaria, tropical ulcers, typhus, dysentery, beri-beri, cholera and a host of other serious complaints. 

 More than 12,000 prisoners had died during the construction of the Burma Railway.

After the war Charles Anderson was repatriated to Australia, arriving in November 1945, one of the last to be sent home. His wife took the children out of school for the day to meet their father who had been away for so long. The local community at Young later came together to give their ‘V.C. colonel’ a special function in his honour, ‘... which embarrassed me of course’, as Charles later admitted, ‘but it was wonderful to be free again.’91.

Charles Anderson was subsequently placed onto the reserve list. He returned to work on his farm near Young and in 1947 took over another property at Springfield. He also entered Australian federal politics, winning a seat in the House of Representatives for the Country Party in 1949, having joined the party before the war. He served three terms in parliament, although not consecutively, as the member for Hume.

In 1959 he returned to Thailand as a special Australian Government representative during wreath-laying ceremonies at Commonwealth war graves at Kanchanaburi and Changkai which were to be carried out by H.R.H. Princess Alexandra. For Charles it was a moving event, taking him back all those years to the many men he had lost and the suffering the Japanese had inflicted.

Upon his return to Australia he told the press:

In a rich and verdant countryside, their sites are carefully chosen. The fallen are buried in nation reserves and there are beautiful lawns between the rows of graves, flower beds separating the headstones. National plots are divided by lines of croton shrubs and the main avenues are marked by flowering poinciana trees. Each grave has a bronze plaque showing regimental number and unit, and an epitaph individually chosen by the next of kin. The whole atmosphere left the impression of constant and loving care – hallowed ground in serene and peaceful surroundings.92.


It was fairly typical of Charles Anderson’s modesty that he always kept his military achievements as low profile as possible, reflecting, of course, the title of this book, Quiet Courage. For example, when he was asked to march with veterans at Tumbarumba, New South Wales, in 1954, Anderson’s first question was, ‘Have I got to wear my gongs today or can I go on the march without them?’ However, officials of the Returned Services League in the town quickly told him that it was mandatory he wear his medals so Charles reluctantly produced his array of ‘gongs’. ‘Jeez, he’ll want a wagon to carry them,’ one old soldier was reported to have observed.93.

Charles Anderson never regarded his Victoria Cross as his own. For the remainder of his life he believed strongly that the award belonged to all the men he had served with on that terrible withdrawal to Parit Sulong. He died at his home at Red Hill, Canberra, on 11 November, Armistice Day, 1988.94.

Charles Anderson’s Victoria Cross is now on display at the Australian War Memorial in Canberra. He could never understand why his men had been massacred by the Japanese after they had been left at Parit Sulong. For the remainder of his life he deeply regretted having to leave them, despite the fact that he’d had no other option. Surrounded by about 10,000 Japanese troops, and believing that the Red Cross and Geneva Convention would protect the wounded men, Charles had been forced by terrible circumstances to leave behind all those who had been unable to make it through to the Yong Peng.

As we have seen, Lieutenant-General Takuma Nishimura had been the officer who is reported to have ordered the mass killings of the Australian and Indian troops at Parit Sulong. He was a very experienced officer of the Japanese Army who had served as the presiding judge at the court martial of several army officers charged with the assassination of Prime Minister Inuaki Tsuyoshi in 1932. The officers had all received token sentences and for this Nishimura had, apparently, been given 
  command of the Imperial Guards Division. He was commander of this division during the invasion of Malaya in December 1941.95.

After the war Nishimura was tried by a British military tribunal in Singapore, although the charges related to another atrocity, the Sook Ching massacre in Singapore. He was found guilty and sentenced to life imprisonment. He served four years of this sentence in Singapore when the Australian Military Forces requested that he be transferred firstly to Hong Kong, by 6 April 1950 and then to Manus Island (actually Los Negros).96.

After he had arrived at Hong Kong aboard the SS Orwell, Nishimura was taken by a group of Australian military police to Stanley Goal and subsequently brought before an Australian military tribunal at Los Negros Island in the Admiralty Group charged with having ordered the massacre at Parit Sulong. It was a contentious trial with Nishimura denying having ordered the massacre. While Ben Hackney’s testimony was being read to the court, Nishimura was reported to have sat with his head down, reading something which was held in his hands below the level of the dock. The press later reported:

The Senior Prosecutor, Mr C.V. Rooney, K.C., said the prosecution would produce sworn affidavits of four Japanese, all of whom alleged that Nishimura gave the order for the execution. This would be denied by Nishimura who had sworn his order was to have all the prisoners sent to headquarters. [Shoichi] Nonaka [Nishimura’s personal assistant who was also on trial] admitted passing on the order for the execution.97.

Nishimura was found guilty and sentenced to death. He was hanged, defiantly shouting ‘Banzai, banzai, banzai,’ with four other Japanese war criminals, on 11 June 1951.98.

An emotive description of the hangings was published in the Australian press at the time which stated:


The Japanese remained impassive and did not betray their inner feelings. ... It was dark when the first hanging took place and electric torches were used to light up the gallows building. Rain fell almost throughout the executions and the only sounds in the vicinity were those of the rain on the tin roof, birds calling, crickets chirping and frogs croaking. A few minutes after the executions were completed the rain stopped and the sun made an effort to shine through the overhanging clouds. ...

The execution of the first victim was carried out with the aid of flashlights because torrential tropical downpours which continued through the night damaged the lighting plant which would have provided electric lights in the gallows building. ...

The executions were carried out in silence and only service officials and four Australian press representatives witnessed them. ... The hangman was a civilian who formerly was with the Seventh Division, A.I.F.

As the prisoners left the condemned cells this morning their hands were tied behind their backs and either a white or blue cloth hood placed over their heads.

It was dark when the black maria carrying the prisoners arrived about half a mile from the gallows. Armed native police boys, whose fixed bayonets flashed in the lights of the officials’ jeep, guarded all routes to the gallows building which was erected in a secluded part of Los Negros. ...

A Land Rover brought the condemned separately the final half mile up a sloping ramp to the level of the gallows. Each man was helped from the Land Rover and spoke to the [Buddhist] priest [Kenkyo] Asai.

They wore prison garb of maroon coloured shirts and shorts but were barefooted. Two soldiers assisted them to the gallows. In all instances death was almost instantaneous. ...


Lieutenant Takahiko Tsuaki who beheaded the first victim in the massacre of 200 Australians at Ambon in 1942 was the first to be executed. ...

General Nishimura, the third to die, told the Buddhist priest, [Kenkyo] Asai, that he was going in good health and shouted three banzais. As the noose was being placed in position Asai called out a return banzai. Dawn broke as the general died.99.

The bodies of the executed war criminals were subsequently ‘dumped’ at sea, as the press later reported. Arrangements had been made to have the bodies cremated but due to the unprecedented tropical rains experienced on the island at that time the concrete pit where the cremations had been scheduled to take place was flooded and timber brought for the cremations was thoroughly soaked. ‘Arrangements were then made for a naval ship to carry the bodies to sea for dumping’, as the press subsequently reported, adding: ‘This writes “finish” to Australia’s interest in punishing Japanese who committed crimes in World War II.’100.

The officer who had actually carried out the order to execute the prisoners at Parit Sulong had been Lieutenant Seizaburo Fujita. Ben Hackney had personally seen him murder at least one Indian soldier. After the war Fujita was arrested and interrogated by members of the Australian War Crimes Section about the part he had played in the massacre at Parit Sulong. However, Fujita managed to abscond during his interrogation and escaped justice completely. Japanese police were unable to track him down and finally all the charges against him were dropped.101.

Sydney based researcher and historian Lynette Ramsay Silver, without doubt one of the most thorough investigative historians working in Australia today, later carried out a forensic investigation into the Parit Sulong massacre, surveying the battleground and spending years in archival and family research. She discovered that no further attempts had been made to find the bodies of the 
  victims because the Japanese had claimed that the remains had been cremated and that even the ashes had been disposed of, either in a mass grave or in the nearby river. Lynette Ramsay Silver subsequently published an excellent and thoroughly researched study of the case: The Bridge at Parit Sulong.102.



Chapter 6


Empire Star 

The Ship That Would Not Die 
12 February and 23 October 1942

The Empire Star was a relatively modern vessel and quite well known among the seagoing fraternity. It was a refrigerated cargo ship belonging to the Blue Star Line. Ships of this line were easily recognisable by the large blue star painted on their funnels. The Empire Star had been constructed by Harland and Wolff in Belfast and launched on 26 September 1935, almost exactly four years before the beginning of the Second World War. It was completed in December that year. The ship was designed for long distance work. Powered by two, modern, six-cylinder marine diesel engines, driving twin propellers, it was intended to carry frozen meat to Great Britain from Australia and New Zealand. Its regular route was from London to Australia or New Zealand, returning via South Africa.

When war broke out in September 1939 it became increasingly more important to maintain regular food shipments to Great Britain. The ships of the Blue Star Line were a major part of that undertaking. Yet with German and Japanese submarines and surface ships operating along the routes normally taken by these vessels, it became necessary for cargo carriers like the Empire Star to alter their normal route from the antipodes travelling eastwards via the Pacific and Panama Canal rather than westwards across the Indian Ocean, South Africa and South Atlantic. It was also necessary to travel when possible as part of established convoys.

The ship’s short history up until that time had been almost unblemished. The only fairly major incident had occurred on 7 March 1940 as the vessel had been arriving at Sydney Harbour.


The Empire Star had collided head on with another ship, the Kairanga, owned by the Union Steam Ship Company. The bows of the Kairanga had been torn open for more than fifty feet on its port side and the ship’s forward topmast had been lost. One man had also been killed. However, the captain of the ship had managed to save the vessel by beaching the Kairanga on Goat Island. The ship was later able to return to service after extensive repairs had been made. The Empire Star had also been damaged but not so severely and it too was soon back at sea. The owners shared the costs of repairs as both were partially to blame.

In November 1941 the Empire Star left the port of Liverpool as part of Convoy WS 12Z. The ‘WS’ in the convoy title derived from the term ‘Winston Specials’. The convoy assembled off Oversay with several other ships that had departed from the Clyde. There were fifteen ships in the convoy protected in turn at various times by fifteen British warships. The convoy arrived at Freetown in Sierra Leone on 25 November that year.1.

Three days later on 28 November, as part of the same convoy, the ships, including the Empire Star, departed for Bombay via Durban.

On 19 January 1942, as part of Convoy BM 11, the Empire Star left Bombay bound for Singapore. From the time of the ship’s original departure from Liverpool to its departure from Bombay, the entire world had changed forever. Pearl Harbor had been bombed, Malaya and Hong Kong had been invaded, Great Britain and the United States were at war with Japan; and Germany and Italy had both declared war on the United States. The Japanese had sunk the British cruisers HMS Prince of Wales and HMS Repulse. They had also taken Guam and landed on the Philippines and Borneo. Hong Kong had surrendered to the Japanese and the Japanese had begun air attacks on Rabaul. They had also invaded the Netherlands East Indies.


On 19 January, the very day that the Empire Star left Bombay for Singapore, the Japanese captured Tavoy in Burma. With Singapore now under threat, the Empire Star was sailing into a void where the immediate future was both dark and completely unpredictable. By the time the Empire Star arrived at Singapore, on 29 January 1942, the battle for Malaya was over. The Japanese were in complete control of the Malay Peninsula and the British had withdrawn into Singapore itself, destroying the causeway behind them in a vain attempt to halt or at least delay the onrush of enemy troops onto the island.

The Empire Star was carrying equipment and stores vital to the defence of Singapore (and also a large consignment of Christmas presents) but it had arrived far too late — both for Christmas and for the effective defence of the island. By the time the ship berthed at the wharves all the Malay wharf-workers had gone, fleeing to wherever they thought they might find safety. The stores and equipment aboard the ship were largely unloaded by the ship’s crew who realised that it was a waste of time and effort and that most of these stores would soon fall into the hands of the Japanese.

Singapore was now in its death throes. After a bitter struggle that had lasted since the Japanese invasion of Malaya on 7 December 1941, the garrison of Singapore was about to collapse. To those who knew and loved old-world Singapore, the city would have been almost unrecognisable. The narrow streets and godowns (warehouses) along the wharves were littered with ruins and bomb-rubble; thick smoke hung heavily in the air, a result of the oil supplies that were being deliberately destroyed. The column of smoke rising from the naval dockyard looked very similar to a mushroom cloud, and although no one at that time had ever seen the devastating blast of a nuclear explosion, it was an ominous precursor of what was ultimately in store for the invading Japanese.

British, Australian and Indian soldiers listlessly wandered the streets of the city, having become lost or disorientated. Some had 
  deserted and were looting shops and houses. There were claims that some of these soldiers were also committing murder and rape. The city was in chaos, alcohol supplies had been destroyed to prevent the Japanese from becoming drunk and committing atrocities, and those civilians and medical staff who were able to be evacuated were either long gone or in the process of leaving.

The Empire Star was now berthed at Singapore, ready to assist with the mass evacuation of the island. Aboard the vessel was a group of Australian nurses including Margaret Irene Anderson and Veronica ‘Vera’ Alexandra Torney both of whom were soon to carry out actions of astonishing gallantry, placing their own lives at risk in order to save the lives of the wounded soldiers under their care.

Margaret Anderson and Vera Torney were friends and experienced nurses. Both were from Victoria. Margaret was the daughter of Mr and Mrs Charles Anderson of Malvern, Victoria (no known relation to Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Anderson in the previous chapter). Margaret had been born on 11 December 1915.2.

Vera Alexandra Torney was the daughter of Mr and Mrs J. Torney of Cardross. She was the youngest in a family of seven.3.

Both nurses had trained at the Austin Hospital and with only a short break had been working together since that time. After qualifying as a nurse Margaret had worked for a while at a private women’s hospital before joining the Australian Army Nursing Service (A.A.N.S) on 19 September 1941. At that time she was twenty-five years of age.4.

Vera Torney came from Cardross near Red Cliffs and after the completion of her training had returned to work at Red Cliffs before also joining the A.A.N.S. The two nurses had joined up together but had almost immediately been separated, being posted to two different Victorian camps. However, they had been reunited when posted together to serve in Malaya.


The 2/13th Australian General Hospital had come into being as a direct result of the problems associated with the defence of Malaya. It had been created on 11 August 1941 to supplement the military hospital in Malaya at that time. It quickly became a matter of urgency to recruit qualified medical staff and nurses such as Margaret Anderson and Vera Torney, both of whom were welcomed with open arms.5.

The 2/13th A.G.H., was then under the command of its acting commandant, Major A.R. Home. Major Home had been appointed as the registrar of the hospital unit empowered with the task of recruiting staff sufficient for the operations of a military hospital containing up to six hundred beds. He was also instructed to remain in command of the unit while in transit to Singapore where he was to hand over command to Colonel Douglas Clelland Pigdon who then had command of the 2/4th Convalescent Depot at Kajang, Malaya.

The 2/13th A.G.H. left Port Phillip Bay, Melbourne, on 3 September 1941 aboard the hospital ship Wanganella. The ship berthed at Victoria Dock, Singapore, on 15 September, having made a brief stop at Fremantle, Western Australia. The total strength of the unit, according to its official history, was then eighteen officers, one chaplain, forty-four nurses, three masseuses, twenty N.C.Os and one hundred and twenty-six other ranks. At Singapore, Major Home handed command of the hospital unit to Colonel D.C. Pigdon, (who would later die on Formosa as a prisoner-of-war).6.

At Singapore the staff were met by Colonel Wilfred Kent-Hughes, the deputy assistant quartermaster-general who had arranged transport for the doctors and nurses to their new billet, a three-storey building on the East Coast Road that had been St Patrick’s School. Had war not been imminent, in those months prior to the Japanese invasion, the posting to a ‘tropical jewel’ like Singapore would have been extremely pleasant. The school was situated near the sea, on the east coast about seven miles 
  from the centre of the city. The nurses’ quarters in the south wing overlooked the beach. The tropical gardens were filled with bougainvillea, hibiscus, orchids and frangipani. Cheeky wild monkeys were everywhere. As there were few European women on the island, (at least few unattached European women) the nurses quickly proved to be extremely popular and were, ‘entertained like royalty’, as the unofficial history of the unit later explained. A sightseeing tour of the island was arranged and the nurses were soon enjoying a round of social entertainment such as tennis parties at private residences. The nurses were made honorary members of the popular Singapore Swimming Club and were guests at the Airport Hotel where dinners and dances were held regularly. The menus at the hotel were described as being ‘extensive’.7.

Staff Sisters Vera Torney and Margaret Anderson had not been part of the unit at that time and had joined the hospital later in November 1941, having travelled to Singapore aboard the ‘HMAT Z’, as the ship was designated on Margaret Anderson’s official war service records. In fact this was the army transport HMAT Zealandia which had left Melbourne on 2 November 1941 and arrived at Singapore on the 20th of that month, having been delayed at Fremantle by labour problems. The crews of the Zealandia and the warship HMS Durban had been the last to see the Australian cruiser HMAS Sydney before it was sunk by the German auxiliary cruiser Kormoran with the loss of all hands. The Sydney had been acting as an escort vessel to the Zealandia before being relieved by HMS Durban. (As a point of interest the Durban would later be deliberately scuttled to form a breakwater for the ‘Mulberry’ harbours that would be used to support the Normandy landings on 6 June 1944. It was scuttled to form part of ‘Goosberry 5’ breakwater off Ouistreham in the Seine Bay).8.

By the time Margaret Anderson and Vera Torney arrived in Singapore, the 13th General Hospital was in the process of 
  being moved from St Patrick’s School in Singapore to Tampoi, approximately six or seven miles from Johore Bahru in Malaya. This building was a new six-storey mental home which had been leased to the A.I.F. by the Sultan of Johore. Between 21 November and 23 November about one hundred tons of equipment was moved to the new site and it was a difficult transition as the hospital was more like a prison. The nurses had to ‘bash out’ the iron bars from the windows and then physically manhandle beds and equipment into the makeshift wards. The nurses were no longer accommodated in comfortable rooms, as they had at St Patrick’s; they now lived in small atap huts on the hospital grounds.9.

Margaret Anderson and Vera Torney served at the Tampoi facility, a particularly gruelling experience as the Japanese had forced the Allied troops down the Malay peninsula towards Johore Bahru and the island ‘fortress’ of Singapore itself. Both young women served on night duty at the hospital and had been there on the night of 8 December 1941 when the first Japanese air-raid had been launched at them early that morning. ‘Not knowing that Japan had started warring, they thought initially that the bombing was a part of training manoeuvres, ... and took a very poor view of it, rating 4 a.m. an inconsiderate hour to launch a trial air-raid,’ as the press later reported.10.

After that first air-raid on the Tampoi hospital things became ‘quite eventful’ as one of the nurses later admitted. From that time casualties began arriving at the hospital in ever increasing numbers. On 16 January 1942, ‘... the war hit us right between the eyes’, as the unofficial history of the unit later professed. Casualties were being delivered to the hospital in rapid succession, day and night, and the nurses were able to get only a small amount of sleep. When they left their quarters to go on duty the nurses carried gas-masks and tin helmets. It was also somewhat disconcerting for the nurses to hear in English a Japanese broadcast on the radio announcing that the Japanese military authorities knew 
  exactly where the hospital was located and informing the nurses that they needed to evacuate the premises by 26th January as they would be required by the Japanese on that day.11.

The hospital was subsequently forced to move back to its original location at St Patrick’s School in Singapore. The evacuation of patients and staff commenced on 24 January and was completed by 11 p.m. the following night. By 28 January the hospital was caring for almost seven hundred patients, mostly battle casualties. These figures would quickly climb to 1275, of which 693 would be battle casualties.12.

The hospital in Singapore to which the nurses were now sent came almost immediately under enemy attack, receiving a direct hit. However, fortunately nobody was killed or injured on that occasion. The attacks continued despite the fact that a huge red cross had been displayed to alert the Japanese bombers that a hospital was functioning on the grounds. The principal problem lay in the fact that the hospital was situated close to a civil airport and an oil installation, both of which were military targets, and the Japanese had few reservations, if any, about blasting the entire area.

There followed two weeks of almost constant Japanese bombing and it soon became clear that all the nursing staff would have to leave. Fearing for the safety of all the Australian nurses, General Gordon Bennett, under advice from his senior staff, eventually ordered that they should all be evacuated from the island.13.

There were three Australian Army Nursing Service units functioning in Singapore at this time including, 2/4th Casualty Clearing Station under its senior nurse, Kathleen Kinsella; the 2/13th Australian General Hospital (AGH) under the control of Matron Irene Melville Drummond and the 2/10th AGH under Matron Olive Paschke. Both matrons and the senior nurse, Kathleen Kinsella, would later be killed by the Japanese. All three of these medical units would leave Singapore   aboard three vessels: the makeshift hospital ship Wah Sui, (later described as a ‘Chinese rust-bucket’) the Empire Star and the ill-fated steamer, Vyner Brooke.

The nurses, of course, realised that some form of evacuation was inevitable, although few believed that they would all be forced to leave. Crammed into the hospitals were more than a thousand wounded Allied troops and someone had to stay behind to look after them. The commander of Australian forces in Malaya, General Gordon Bennett, had initially been reluctant to allow the nurses to be evacuated because he believed that such an evacuation might affect civilian morale. Yet one of the senior medical officers, Colonel A.P. Derham, finally convinced Bennett that evacuation of the nurses was vital. If they remained many of them could be ill-treated or possibly killed. Bennett remained intransigent for a while but when Derham, regardless of Bennett’s wishes, ordered several nurses with 120 wounded soldiers to embark aboard the Wah Sui, Bennett finally agreed that it was the right thing to do and ordered the medical staff evacuation.

On 11 February all the nurses of the 2/13th AGH, then working at the St Patrick’s School front-line hospital in Singapore were assembled by Matron Irene Drummond who asked for volunteers to step forward if they wished to be evacuated. Not one stepped out of line. Exactly the same thing happened when Matron Olive Paschke asked her nurses to volunteer for evacuation. All the nurses realised that most of the wounded would have to be left behind and they were not willing to abandon them. As no nurses were willing to volunteer, the matrons drew up lists of those who were to be evacuated immediately and those who would remain for at least one more day. One nurse, Jessie Simons, later wrote, ‘There was a good deal of sulphurous protest against the distasteful order to evacuate.’14.

The situation on the docks at Singapore at this time was completely chaotic. Storage tanks were in flames, Japanese 
  bombing of the city was continuing and there was an eerie glow in the smoke-filled sky. As the throngs of people boarded the last remaining ships there was considerable confusion. Some people missed the ships entirely, having been unable to get to the docks on time, while others simply forced their way on board. Most of the nurses who were being evacuated were so tired they later had little memory of the precise events. They had been working at the hospitals for days and nights with little or no sleep and the intense throng of people around them coupled with relentless bombing and strafing attacks seemed somehow to blur events or to endow a strange kind of ‘time-lag’ on those who observed them.
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MV Empire Star

—Courtesy of the Australian War Memorial.

Accession number 303256 Naval Historical Collection.

By that time the Empire Star, under the command of Captain Selwyn Norman Capon, berthed at Number 5 wharf, had been heavily loaded, mainly with R.A.F. equipment and stores. Capon recorded that the refugees on board the ship had amounted to more than two thousand people. He subsequently reported that the total had been estimated at 2161 people but in a letter to one of the families of a survivor he later updated that estimate stating that in his opinion there had been approximately 2,400 people on board including 133 nurses and signal section members,
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Captain Selwyn Capon

This photograph was taken at sea, off Singapore,

12 February, 1942.

—Courtesy of the Australian War Memorial.
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many of the signal section being women. These numbers included, in Captain Capon’s estimate, 128 civilian women and 35 children with a further 36 civilian men, 29 authorised passengers and a crew of 88 men.15.


The ship had never been designed to carry so many people; in fact there was cabin space for just twenty-three passengers plus the ship’s crew. The decks, passageways, cabins and even the holds (smelling strongly of stale meat) were now crowded with R.A.F. ground crew, Royal Navy sailors, Australian troops, nurses and civilians.

The ship was also reported to have been carrying several men who had been classed as DBS (Distressed British Seamen). It is interesting to note that when a British merchant vessel was sunk, either from natural causes such as bad weather, or having been destroyed by enemy action, the pay for the seamen on board ceased immediately, leaving many sailors and their families at home without any means of support. These sailors became officially known as Distressed British Seamen. Those now on board the Empire Star were reported to have been on board the Canadian Pacific passenger liner Empress of Asia when that ship had been bombed and destroyed on 5 February 1942 just off Singapore while carrying a large number of troops and a huge volume of military equipment from Bombay. Most of the troops and seamen had been rescued but all the military hardware, so urgently needed for the defence of Singapore, had tragically been lost.16.

Forty-six members of the Royal Army Pay Corps carrying a ‘treasury chest’ had also gone on board the Empire Star, leaving thirteen of their comrades who had volunteered to remain behind in Singapore. While these evacuating men were serving largely as pay clerks, they would later prove their courage and worth by manning the guns on board the Empire Star and would, additionally bring the treasury chest to Jakarta and subsequently get it safely to England.17.

It has also been claimed that more than a hundred Australian deserters had forced their way on board the Empire Star but the empirical evidence for this is slight and badly tainted by innuendo, speculation, and, in some cases, outright malice.


It appears clear that some unauthorised military personnel did go aboard although many, if not all of them, may not have been deserters but simply those who had become separated from their units during the chaos that then existed in Singapore. In her book, Whatever Remains, Penny F. Graham described these men as having been, ‘... some disoriented, terrified men from the ranks of the defending forces’.18. The ship’s chief officer, J.L. Dawson, later stated that before the ship had sailed he had been called to the gangway because there had been a ‘panic’ there. When he arrived he found that a large number of Australian troops had been trying to get on board but Dawson had informed them that the ship had been reserved for R.A.F. personnel, women and children. According to Dawson the Australians had then ‘quietened down’ and the crew of the Empire Star had been able to continue boarding those who were authorised to do so. However, Dawson also admitted that later in the day he had seen some Australians climbing up the mooring lines to the ship or getting aboard by other devious means.19.

The date was now 12 February 1942. Singapore had just three more days before coming totally under the control of one of the most dangerous and brutal armies in modern history. Some hours earlier, under cover of darkness, several ships had quietly left Singapore harbour. These included the MV Empire Star, and the cargo vessel SS Gorgon. These were being escorted by the light cruiser HMS Durban, a 1919 vintage warship; HMS Stronghold, which had been in use as a minelayer, laying mines around Singapore, and a small antisubmarine vessel, the Kedah, which was actually a converted ferry that had previously been utilised on the regular Singapore-to-Penang run. HMS Stronghold would later (2 March 1942) be sunk, after a gallant fight with three Japanese cruisers and two destroyers. There would be about fifty survivors of the action who, after being rescued, would all, surprisingly, be well treated by the crew of the Japanese cruiser Maya.20.


Singapore was now doomed. These were the last ships of any size to get away. There was a terrible feeling of abandonment for those left behind. Fresh in everyone’s mind was news of the capture of Hong Kong which had fallen under Japanese control on Christmas Day 1941. The fall of Hong Kong had been characterised by mass rape, massacre and brutality. Nurses, doctors and patients at St Stephen’s College, which had then been in use as a front-line hospital, had been arbitrarily butchered without reason. Were these horrors also awaiting the residents of Singapore? Evidently the Japanese had no respect for members of the medical profession and given the opportunity would happily use them for bayonet practice.

Escaping Singapore was accompanied by feelings of immense relief and torturous disappointment and concern. Yet the dangers were not over. Far from it. This was always going to be a difficult and dangerous journey. The ship’s immediate destination was to be the port of Tanjong Priok in Batavia (now Tanjung Priok, Jakarta, Indonesia) and then on to Fremantle in Western Australia. However, the dangers were quite evident and many ships leaving Singapore had been attacked and sunk. The Japanese were paying no respect to the Geneva Convention and ships or vessels of any kind leaving Singapore, including those crammed with women and children, were considered to be a legitimate targets.

The Empire Star was not, however, defenceless. In line with normal war provisions for merchant vessels at that time a set of effective armaments had been placed on board. These included a 4-inch gun mounted on the bows; two Oerlikon 20-mm cannons; one 12-pounder gun and five machine-guns. The guns were manned by D.E.M.S. gunners. By Merchant Navy standards the vessel was reasonably well armed.

Even when at its berth the Empire Star had been coming under attack from Japanese bombers. It had been scheduled to sail on the 11th but a bombing raid on the harbour had forced a delay 
  in its departure. By the time the raid had ended it was too dark for Captain Capon to negotiate his way through the British-laid minefields so a decision was made to sail early the following morning at which time the Empire Star had been able to catch up with the escort ship HMS Durban.

The first sign of impending trouble came at around 8.50 a.m. on the morning of the 12th, just as the ships were about to clear the Durian Straits, south of Singapore, when several Japanese aircraft were sighted. These apparently radioed a report of the ships’ position and around twenty minutes later the Empire Star was attacked by six Japanese dive-bombers. The D.E.M.S. gunners on board the ship went immediately into action, assisted by armed servicemen on board who also used small arms to help ward off the enemy attack. One Japanese aircraft was hit and crashed in flames into the sea, another was also hit and forced to abandon the attack, flying off with smoke trailing behind. However, the remaining Japanese pilots were determined to press home their attack, dropping their bombs so effectively that despite emergency manoeuvres ordered by Captain Capon, three bombs struck the vessel, killing fourteen people and wounding seventeen more. The ship had suffered severe damage: fires had broken out in three locations and one of the lifeboats was hit. Two of the wounded were members of the ship’s crew, James Duncan Golightly, the second officer who had been badly wounded in his left arm, and an able seaman named Charles P. Barber who was wounded in the left thigh. Medical officers on board the ship and also members of the Australian nursing staff immediately treated all those who were wounded, getting them into positions which were considered to be a little safer and less exposed as the attack continued.21.

The ship’s chief officer, Joseph Lindon Dawson, with the highly effective work of his damage-control parties, was able to bring the fires under control. However, Japanese attacks continued
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Wreckage being cleared aboard the Empire Star following the Japanese attack, 12 February, 1942.
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for the following four hours as more dive-bombers and heavy bombers arrived at the scene of the battle to drop their bombs from heights varying from a few hundred feet up to ten thousand feet. The Empire Star managed to avoid most of these bombs by carrying out violent evasive measures for which Captain Capon was later highly praised. He subsequently stated that he had been aided in these endeavours by two officers: Captain George Wright, an employee of the Singapore Pilot Service, and the third officer of the Empire Star, James Peter Smith, both of whom had, ‘... coolly kept the attacking aircraft under close observation, keeping me at the same time advised of their manoeuvres and their probable and eventual angle of attack,’ as Captain Capon later wrote.22.

Precise details of these attacks were never recorded but it was believed that the ship had been attacked by about forty-seven twin-engined Japanese bombers. The lifeboat that had been damaged during the first attack was completely destroyed. The ship experienced several near misses from the large bombs, some exploding close on either side of the vessel, partially lifting 
  it from the water. Those on board at the time, particularly those in the holds, could feel the ship lifting as the bombs exploded nearby.

The chief engineer and his engineer officers worked at keeping the ship’s engines running and also keeping the fire pumps in operation thus releasing men from the engineering staff to help the damage control parties fight fires. The ship’s boatswain and carpenter worked tirelessly, leading the damage control parties and also leading those who were attempting to get the wounded to the ship’s hospital.

The sea all around was a mass of explosions. The two escort ships were taking defensive action, firing heavily at the Japanese bombers, while the other merchant vessel, the Gorgon, was also coming under attack.

While the bombs were exploding and the Empire Star was careering crazily around in the water attempting to evade them, other Japanese aircraft were mercilessly raking the thronged decks with machine-gun fire. For the hundreds of people on deck there was little cover, all they could do was to crouch behind equipment or cargo (such as the lorries on deck) or deck-housings in a desperate attempt to evade the deadly sprays of bullets. It was at this moment that the two Australian nurses, Margaret Anderson and Vera Torney, placed their lives on the line to aid those in their care. The decks were severely overcrowded and those who were wounded were crying out for assistance. Medical staff were doing what they could under dangerous and difficult conditions but the Japanese were making life tenuous indeed.

At this particular point in the drama the attacks on the ship appeared to ease momentarily. Margaret Anderson and Vera Torney were in a small cabin tending to a number of wounded soldiers who were being smothered by the heavy smoke and flames of the fires. As the gunfire died away for a few minutes the two nurses decided that it was a matter of great urgency to get their patients out of the cabins and into the air where they would be able to breathe.
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Staff Nurse Margaret Irene Anderson, g.m. (left) and Staff Nurse Veronica ‘Vera’ Alexandra Torney, m.b.e. at Melbourne, Victoria, 20 September, 1942.
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Working together they managed to drag the men on deck but almost immediately the Japanese aircraft returned and continued to rake the decks with machine-gun fire. Margaret and Vera were unable to drag any of their patients into cover but they stayed with them, despite the extraordinarily high danger to themselves, and when the attack suddenly intensified and 
  the bullets became thicker, Margaret Anderson threw herself on top of one of the wounded men in a desperate attempt to save him by protecting him from the bullets with her own body. Vera meanwhile calmly knelt beside several others, comforting and assisting them even as the bullets were flying all around her. It was an astonishing piece of selfless gallantry made more astonishing because both nurses, despite being out in the open, were completely unharmed during the attack.23.

Finally the attacks lessened and faded away. None of the ships in the small group had been sunk but the attacks nonetheless had been deadly. On 13 February, the day after the attacks, those who had been killed on board the Empire Star were buried at sea. That same day the ship arrived battered at Batavia in what was then known as the Dutch East Indies. There, emergency repairs were made and the vessel was allowed to continue on its way to Fremantle where the evacuees arrived on 23 February 1942. The ship was met by members of the Red Cross who were able to distribute food, clothing and other essentials to the survivors who had been forced to flee from Singapore without most of their personal belongings.

Several members of the ship’s company were later decorated for the part they had played in the attacks. Captain Selwyn Capon was already a decorated hero, having been awarded an O.B.E. during the First World War. At that time he had been serving aboard HMS Alsatian as an officer in the Royal Navy Reserve. The Alsatian was actually the Royal Mail steamer SS Alsatian (later renamed the SS Empress of France), launched in March 1913 as a transatlantic liner.24. During the First World War the liner had been converted to an armed merchant cruiser and patrolled in northern waters as part of the British blockage of Germany. In April 1919 the London Gazette published a notice advising the public that ‘Lieutenant Selwyn Norman Capon, R.N.R.’ had been awarded the O.B.E. for, ‘... valuable services in HMS Alsatian whilst employed on Ocean Escort duties’.25.


For his actions aboard the Empire Star Captain Capon was now awarded the C.B.E. (Commander of the Order of the British Empire) The chief officer, Joseph Lindon Dawson, and the chief engineer, Richard Frederick Harris, were both awarded the O.B.E. (Officer of the Order of the British Empire). Second Officer James Duncan Golightly, Second Engineer Herbert Gordon Charles Weller and Third Officer James Peter Smith received the M.B.E. (Member of the Order of the British Empire) The ship’s boatswain, William Power, and the carpenter, Sydney Milne, each received the B.E.M. (British Empire Medal).26.

The two Australian nurses were also recognised for their acts of bravery. Margaret Anderson received the George Medal while Vera Torney was awarded an M.B.E. In Australia they became instant heroes and their names were suddenly appearing on the front pages of many of the country’s leading newspapers.

Both nurses had been completely surprised to learn that they were to be recognised for their gallantry. Margaret Anderson had been enjoying dinner at home with her family when the telephone rang. The family then discovered that Margaret was to receive the award and also that she was the first member of the Australian Army Nursing Service and also the first Australian woman to receive a George Medal. Vera Torney was by then working at a military hospital in a country town when news arrived that she was to receive an M.B.E. She would be the first nurse in the war to receive this decoration. Upon being informed that the awards were to be made the nurses were ordered to report to Matron J. Sinclair Wood, the matron-in-chief of the Victoria Barracks. The nurses were concerned that they might be issued new postings that would part them. ‘We have often nursed together and do not care where we go as long as we can stay together,’ they later said.27.

When they heard that they were to receive recognition for their gallantry both nurses modestly stated that they had done 
  nothing more than their duty, which was not strictly true. They had done their duty in working under fire to get the wounded soldiers out of the cabin where they had been in imminent danger of death through burning or suffocation but their decision to remain with their patients under intense machine-gun fire had been far more than duty called for. The press in Australia later published:

The two young Victorian nurses ... have decided that they must have been incredibly lucky, first to come through the attack directed at the ship on which they left Singapore and secondly to be decorated for the duties they carried out under fire. They did no more, they insisted, than other nurses aboard the Empire Star.28.

‘Do not make it look as if we have done anything heroic,’ the nurses subsequently told the press. ‘... We feel there is nothing personal about it and take it as something standing for the whole unit.’29.

There is little doubt that by evacuating the nursing staff from Singapore many lives had been saved. When the Japanese had entered the city they had quickly carried out numerous atrocities against medical staff. At the Alexander Hospital, a permanent British medical facility situated on the western side of the island, fighting had taken place right within the hospital grounds and front-line Japanese troops were in the ‘full blood’ of brutality when the hospital had been captured. The Japanese had gone through the hospital and shot or bayoneted medical orderlies and doctors, tossed grenades into the wards and also murdered about two hundred patients. The Japanese had also entered a theatre while surgery was actually taking place and had bayoneted the casualty lying on the operating table and then bayoneted the surgeon, the anaesthetist and all the theatre staff and nurses. Fifty-seven medical staff had been murdered at the hospital.30.


The dangers faced by those on the Empire Star also cannot be underestimated. Many of the nurses who had been posted to the Australian Army Hospital units in Malaya and Singapore did not survive the evacuation. On 12 February 1942 sixteen vessels of various sizes crammed with refugees had left Singapore, of these only two were not sunk. Sixty-five Australian Army nurses sailed from Singapore aboard the Vyner Brooke, a steamer which had been launched in Edinburgh in 1928, and named after the third and last white Rajah of Sarawak, Sir Charles Vyner Brooke (1874-1963). Vyner Brooke was actually living in exile in Sydney during the war, having withdrawn £200,000 from the Sarawak Treasury to cover his personal expenses. Having banned Christian missionaries and established a solid penal code based upon British-India law, Charles Vyner Brooke was also known to have personally led expeditions into the interior of Sarawak to punish headhunters.31.

The Vyner Brooke, a British-registered cargo steamer of just 1,670 tons, was both the royal yacht and a merchant ship of Sarawak. It was used regularly on the run from Kuching to Singapore under the flag of the Sarawak Steamship Company. The vessel featured luxurious cabins on its upper deck capable of providing accommodation for forty-four first-class passengers. There were lifeboats, rafts and life-belts sufficient for several hundred people as the ship was capable of carrying up to two hundred deck passengers. When war with Japan had become increasingly more possible the Vyner Brooke had been requisitioned by the Royal Navy for use as an armed trader.

During the evacuation of Singapore the Vyner Brooke was reported to have been carrying around three hundred passengers and crew (although some reports give a significantly lower number) including a large number of women and children. The vessel was relatively slow, being capable of a top speed of just twelve knots, and therefore vulnerable to attack from both the sea and air, but a small, 2-inch gun had been installed for defensive purposes. 

However, it was a measure hardly calculated to inspire confidence in the ship’s capabilities to fend off any kind of Japanese attack.

After leaving war-torn Singapore all seemed to be going well aboard the vessel, at least for a while. The captain managed to hide the small ship in mangroves overnight and kept close to the cover provided by islands during the day. However, this did not prevent them from being spotted and they were strafed by a Japanese aircraft. Several of the ship’s lifeboats were badly damaged but fortunately there were no serious casualties. At sunset that evening (13 February), the ship made a run for the Banka Strait, heading for Palembang in Sumatra. By the morning of the following day, with Japanese warships prowling everywhere in search of vessels that had managed to escape from Singapore, the Vyner Brooke lay dangerously exposed in the strait. The passengers and crew could do nothing but to keep going, hoping that they could reach a safe harbour without again being spotted by the Japanese. However, their luck was about to run out.

They were two days out of Singapore, on the afternoon of 14 February 1942. The Vyner Brooke was in the Banka Strait close to Sumatra when it was attacked by several Japanese bombers. The sea was flat calm, the weather fine, and the Japanese were being presented with an easy target. Despite violent evasive actions the ship was hit several times. One of the refugees counted a total of twenty-seven explosions as the bombs hit either the sea or the ship. As water flooded in, the Vyner Brooke took on a heavy list to starboard. Passengers and crew either jumped into the sea or managed to slide down ropes. The Vyner Brooke sank within fifteen minutes. Only two of the vessel’s lifeboats were launched. Some passengers were able simply to step from the sinking vessel into the sea. Twelve of the nurses, some of them friends of Margaret Anderson and Vera Torney, were either killed in the attack or drowned soon afterwards. Within a few minutes it was all over. The Vyner Brooke had gone, sinking bow first, and the oily surface of the sea was 
  pockmarked with dead, wounded, flotsam, boats, rafts and struggling survivors.

Many of these survivors came ashore, through crocodile-infested mangroves, at various locations on Banka (Bangka) Island, having spent a horrifying sixty hours in the water. Unfortunately, the island was already under the control of the Japanese. Most of the survivors landed close to the town of Muntok on the north-western peninsula of the island, facing Banka Strait. There they were taken into custody by Japanese troops and held prisoner at the town’s customs house and cinema.

However, many other survivors came ashore near Radji Beach, south of Muntok, where they met up with a group of survivors – civilians, Commonwealth servicemen and merchant seamen – who had also made it ashore after their own vessels had been sunk. The groups worked together in an attempt to obtain food from local villagers and a deputation was sent to make contact with the Japanese so that the survivors could surrender themselves properly, in the hope that they would be treated in accordance with international law. All but one of the women in the group followed the delegation and they were later taken into custody by the Japanese.

Meanwhile, however, a party of Japanese soldiers arrived at Radji Beach where they discovered the remainder of the various survivors, including many of the Australian nurses from the Vyner Brooke. The men were quickly separated from the women. A history of the 13th A.G.H. states that there were twenty-two nurses on the beach at that time, all still in their uniforms, along with a group of British soldiers, one civilian woman and also some wounded men lying on stretchers along the shoreline.

Sister Vivian Bullwinkel a member of the 13th A.G.H., later wrote that half of the male survivors were marched down the beach and taken behind a large bluff which hid them from view. Some time later the Japanese returned and took away the second 
  group of men. When the Japanese again returned they were cleaning their rifles and bayonets. It appeared clear that all the men had now been murdered.32. One British stoker, Ernest Lloyd, a survivor from the sinking of HMS Prince of Wales, although wounded, managed to get into the water and escape from the Japanese while the killings had been taking place.33.

Twenty-two nurses and the one civilian woman who had not gone with the party to surrender herself with the others were then ordered to wade into the water and as they were doing so were machine-gunned from behind by the Japanese. Only one person survived, the South Australian nurse Vivian Bullwinkel. The Australian press later reported: ‘Although unable to swim and badly wounded she was still alive when washed up on the beach. Until the Japs had gone she lay still and then crawled up into the jungle.’34.

Vivian Bullwinkel later recounted the fact that although only semi-conscious after the event she could hear the Japanese happily running around on the beach and laughing about the massacre they had just perpetrated. She had lapsed into unconsciousness and later awakened to find herself surrounded by a bloodied sea of dead bodies. Her only thought at that time was to get herself to some dryer place so that she could at least die in peace. She managed to drag herself up the beach to the edge of the jungle where she again lapsed into unconsciousness and slept in the sun until that evening when she awoke just as the sun was setting. She spent that night huddled in a thick grove of bamboo just a few metres from the bodies of her dead comrades. The following morning, still dazed and suffering from shock and horror, she was able to examine her wound and discovered that she had been shot through the diaphragm and that the wound was unlikely to prove fatal. However, she was unable to do anything more than to rest and try to recuperate so she remained where she was for the following three days. On the third day, by now suffering acutely from hunger, she managed to go down the 
  beach to a place where a lifeboat had come ashore. She hoped she would be able to find a little food in it. It was then that Vivian Bullwinkel discovered another survivor when she heard someone call out: ‘Sister’.

The voice came from a British soldier, Private Cecil Kingsley who had been among the wounded brought ashore and had been lying on the beach on a stretcher at the time of the massacre. After killing all the men and then machine-gunning the women the Japanese had gone to those who had been lying wounded and had bayoneted all of them. Kingsley had been bayoneted through the diaphragm and left for dead but miraculously had managed to survive.35.

Vivian Bullwinkel dragged Kingsley into the forest and nursed him as best she could under the terrible circumstances. As they were both badly wounded and there was little chance that they would be able to survive for too long in the jungle, they decided together that the best thing they could do was to surrender to the Japanese in the hope that they would be treated humanely and receive medical attention despite what they had just witnessed. This they did, although Private Cecil Kingsley later died of his wounds. Vivian Bullwinkel was reunited with thirty-one other Australian nurses who had also survived the sinking of the Vyner Brooke. However, among the dead was Matron Paschke who had drifted away from the wreck with a group of nine other nurses. Not one of them was ever seen again.

Vivian Bullwinkel survived the war to return to Australia after suffering terribly as a prisoner of the Japanese in Sumatra. Of the sixty-five nurses who had embarked aboard the Vyner Brooke, only twenty-four were left alive at the end of the war. Those who lost their lives included the nurses killed when the ship sank or were brutally murdered on the beach. Many nurses later died in captivity, victims of horrendous deprivation, starvation and sadistic brutality by their captors.36.


A total of 131 Australian Army nurses had boarded the three vessels, Vyner Brooke, Empire Star and the hospital ship Wah Sui for that final evacuation from Singapore. Of these only the nurses of the Empire Star and the Wah Sui eventually arrived back in Australia. What had happened to the others? Of the fate of those on board the Vyner Brooke there was only profound speculation that would remain until the end of the war when the truth of the Banka Island massacre could become known.37.

When details of the massacre finally became public knowledge, the person suspected of being responsible for ordering the killings, a Japanese officer known only as Lieutenant O.M. was brought before the Tokyo War Crimes Tribunal. He committed suicide in Sugamo Prison in 1948.38.

For the remainder of his life Selwyn Norman Capon, captain of the Empire Star regarded the loss of Singapore to the Japanese as a great tragedy steeped in shame. He wrote: ‘The whole episode was not only a tragedy, it was something more, an empire disgrace. A something that not only wracks the heart of every true Britisher with the overwhelming feeling of which I speak but at the same time makes every man imbued with a truly patriotic and indomitable fighting spirit and the highest sense of national duty want to hide his face in shame in looking back upon such tragic and wholly inexcusable humiliation.’39.

Sadly, both the Empire Star, its courageous captain, Selwyn Capon, and many of his crew were also not destined to survive the war.

Following its arrival in Australia with its ragged band of evacuees from Singapore, the Empire Star remained at Fremantle until 27 February 1942 when it sailed for Sydney and subsequently across the Tasman Sea to New Plymouth in New Zealand. After visiting Wellington the vessel headed out across the Pacific, through the Panama Canal, across the Atlantic and returned safely to Liverpool by 11 September that year. Yet the submarine war in the North Atlantic was now at its height and merchant 
  vessels engaged in carrying supplies and war materiel were always at high risk of attack. Few survived the war unscathed.

The Empire Star was destined to carry out just one more voyage. The ship left Liverpool in October 1942 carrying a mixed cargo which included a large quantity of ammunition. There was also a deck cargo of aircraft. The ship carried nineteen passengers – twelve British nationals, five South Africans and two Poles. Under the command of Captain Selwyn Capon, the Empire Star was sailing independently for Cape Town and East London.40.

By now there had been several changes to its crew. Chief Officer Joseph Dawson, who had been decorated for his bravery during the Japanese bombing attacks near Singapore, had been relieved by another chief officer, Leslie Vernon. A new third officer had also been appointed, this was Roland Moscrop-Young.

It wasn’t unusual for ships to travel without convoy protection at this time, it was really more a balancing act and depended upon the availability of convoys with the necessity of getting a cargo to a particular port at any given time. Modern ships such as the Empire Star had the advantage of speed which, coupled with other methods of preventing attack such as zigzagging and travelling at night with all lights blacked out, made it difficult for submarine captains to plan and carry out effective torpedo attacks.

However, by 23 October the Empire Star was experiencing rough weather. The ship was now in mid-Atlantic, approximately 570 miles north of the Azores. The vessel was making fourteen knots. It must have been an intensely worrying time. The sky was clear and visibility good, but the wind was blowing hard from the north-west. Captain Capon would have been concerned. This was right in the centre of the U-boat hunting area and with conditions like these the likelihood of an attack was ever present. Yet to protect his deck cargo from the strong seas Capon was unable to carry out the recommended zigzagging pattern which 
  made it more difficult for German submarine commanders to make accurate tracking calculations for their torpedoes.

It was now 1500 hours (3 p.m). and the ship was sighted by Kapitänleutnant Ralph Kapitzky, captain of the German submarine U-615. From that moment the Empire Star was doomed.

Approximately forty minutes after the Empire Star had been sighted the U-boat’s captain fired a spread of four torpedoes. At exactly 1543 hours two of the torpedoes struck the ship. The other two missed. The first torpedo failed to explode but the second detonated amidships. The engine room was immediately flooded and four crew members including two engineers were killed. With the engines and generators dead, the ship limped to a stop, listing badly to starboard as water poured in through the damaged hull. It was clear to Captain Capon that there was little he could do to save the Empire Star. With the diesel engines out of action, with water pouring into the vessel, Capon was left with little option but to abandon ship. The radio officer managed to send out a distress call while the crew began launching three of the five lifeboats and some rafts. Two lifeboats had been destroyed in the explosion. Fortunately the port lifeboats were fitted with skates on the davits which enabled the boats to be launched despite the fact that the ship was listing heavily to starboard. Within a few minutes all the passengers and surviving crew managed to get into the boats, or onto life-rafts and pull away from the stricken vessel. In heavy seas the rafts and boats stood off, waiting for the ship to sink. However, the Empire Star was made of sterner stuff. Rather than sink, the vessel slowly righted itself, settled lower in the water, but refused to go down. The Empire Star’s chief officer, Leslie Vernon, wanted to return to the ship and board it to see if it would be possible to save the vessel.

Meanwhile the captain of U-615 was watching the drama unfold through his periscope. The ship had to be sunk before he could claim another kill. Frustrated at the time it was taking 
  for the Empire Star to sink beneath the waves, he fired another torpedo from his stern tubes. This weapon missed the ship entirely so the captain turned the submarine, reloaded its bow tubes and fired again. Those in the boats were shocked by the strike. This sixth torpedo struck the Empire Star between its No. 4 and No. 5 holds. It was now about ninety minutes after the first explosion and it seemed that the mortally wounded Empire Star was doomed. Yet astonishingly, the vessel refused to die. Hit by two torpedoes the ship remained afloat, stubbornly refusing to slip beneath the waves.

Angered at the seeming impossibility of sinking this ship, the U-boat’s captain decided to fire yet another torpedo. With the ship dead in the water the weapon could hardly miss. It struck the Empire Star with yet another massive explosion. It was, in effect, the coup de grâce. Slowly, reluctantly, the bows of the vessel rose from the heavy seas, the stern dipped, and the Empire Star slipped beneath the waves amid a mass of steam, spray, smoke, oil and debris. The survivors watched sadly as the ship died. About five minutes after the vessel had sunk a massive explosion was heard from deep underwater and the lifeboats and rafts were shaken with the shock of the blast.

The Empire Star had been a strong, modern, sturdy ship. It had refused to die when being intensely bombed and machine-gunned by the Japanese earlier that year and it had now taken a total of seven torpedoes to send it to the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean. It had been an extraordinary death struggle.

The ship was gone. The submarine that had caused its destruction never surfaced to offer the survivors assistance in the form of food, water or directions to the nearest land. U-615 simply slunk away as though embarrassed to have killed a ship of such resilience.

Alone in the heaving waves, the survivors pondered their fate. There were now three lifeboats bobbing around in the angry 

 sea and a number of life-rafts to which survivors were clinging. The first boat was commanded by Captain Capon and held a total of thirty-eight people. These included the ship’s chief engineer and the three radio officers. There were also six passengers in the boat, five of whom were South African. These included Julie Martiessen, sixty-three years of age; her daughter, Gisela, twenty-seven; Annie Philpott, forty-six, and her two sons, Kenneth aged twelve and John aged just nine. Not one of these people would survive.

The second lifeboat was commanded by the ship’s chief officer, Leslie Vernon, and after rescuing nine survivors from the rafts the boat contained a total of thirty-five people. A third lifeboat contained twenty-six survivors so the ship’s third officer, Roland Moscrop-Young, was transferred to this boat from the second lifeboat so that he could take command. Moscrop-Young’s boat, now with a total of twenty-seven survivors was therefore the least crowded boat and the young third officer pluckily attempted to come alongside Captain Capon’s boat, the most crowded, so that some survivors could be transferred. However, the seas were too rough to carry out the transfer safely.

Captain Capon now ordered that the three lifeboats should attempt to keep together and that they should sail for the Azores situated approximately 570 miles to the south. It was to be an arduous, dangerous and difficult journey and one which many would not survive.

That night the weather conditions were particularly challenging with a heavy sea and a strong north-west wind. With little protection against the elements all the survivors were drenched with water and became bitterly cold. This was October and the Atlantic winds were brutal. Chief Officer Leslie Vernon later recorded that his boat was able with difficulty to lay to a sea anchor throughout the night, with the aid of oars, which kept the boat’s head towards the sea and therefore avoided too much flooding.41.


By dawn the three boats had become separated to such an extent that they were no longer in sight of each other. In the second lifeboat, commanded by Chief Officer Leslie Vernon and carrying a total of thirty-four survivors, a sail was hoisted and the small boat set off before the wind. Just after ten o’clock that morning Vernon sighted the ship’s third lifeboat, commanded by the third officer Roland Moscrop-Young. Vernon attempted to close with Moscrop-Young’s boat but the seas were too rough and after a while Vernon had to abandon his endeavours. By five o’clock that evening, with the seas still in a turmoil, the boat heaved to and the sea anchor was put out in an attempt to steady the boat and hold their position. An hour before midnight, however, the rudder broke off and although an oar was improvised for steering this proved to be ineffective. By the following morning, 25 October, with very poor conditions still threatening them, Vernon simply allowed the boat to drift with her sail and sea anchor. There was little else he could have done.

On the afternoon of that same day, HMS Black Swan, under the command of Lieutenant Commander Thomas Arthur Charles Pakenham, responding to the distress call that had been sent out from the stricken Empire Star, came upon an upturned lifeboat. The boat was surrounded by wreckage but there was no sign of any survivors. A few hours later, at 6.15 p.m. the Black Swan found the second lifeboat, commanded by Chief Officer Vernon with all thirty-four survivors still alive. These were transferred to the warship which then went in search of the third remaining boat. On the morning of 26 October, after a search of more than 120 miles, the third lifeboat, under the command of Roland Moscrop-Young, was also discovered. This too had managed to survive the appalling weather conditions and all twenty-seven occupants were still alive. All the survivors were subsequently landed at Liverpool.42.

No further sighting was ever made of the first lifeboat with Captain Capon and his thirty-seven survivors. It was assumed
  that the first lifeboat discovered by HMS Black Swan had been Captain Capon’s boat and that it had been swamped by the heavy seas and all its occupants drowned. The boat had been badly overloaded and although Roland Moscrop-Young had gallantly attempted to come alongside to take off some of the survivors, thus lightening the lifeboat, he had been unable to do so leaving Captain Capon’s boat far more vulnerable to the heavy seas. Chief Officer Leslie Vernon later stated that in his opinion if any of the boats had become beam-on for two or three heavy waves, in the conditions prevailing at the time, it would have been unlikely that they could have survived being capsized.43.

A total of sixty-one survivors from the Empire Star had been rescued by the British sloop HMS Black Swan, a ship widely admired for its seagoing capabilities. (The Black Swan, in company with another British warship, the corvette HMS Stonecrop, would later [April 1943] be responsible for sinking U-124, one of Germany’s top scoring submarines. In 1951 the Black Swan’s commander, Thomas Pakenham, would be appointed a naval aide-de-camp to the king).44.

There had been many heroes of this tragic drama of the Empire Star. The ship’s chief officer, Leslie Vernon, was later warmly praised by some of the surviving passengers. Both he and the ship’s second officer were stated to have displayed ‘unflinching courage’ during the ordeal. Vernon was praised for his ‘seamanship, courage and tact’, while another member of the crew, Able Seaman James Donaldson, was praised for his, ‘remarkable coolness, ability and seamanship’. A junior engineer also came in for appreciation of his courageous attributes and was thanked for his ‘continuous and unending help’. Both Leslie Vernon and Roland Moscrop-Young were subsequently awarded an M.B.E. while James Donaldson received the B.E.M.45.

U-615, the German submarine responsible for the destruction of the Empire Star, was also not to survive the war. It was never a particularly successful submarine and by the time it too was 
  destroyed it had been responsible for sinking just four ships – far less than many of its contemporaries. However, its destruction was certainly marked in modern naval history.

The submarine, under the command of Kapitänleutnant Ralph Kapitzky, had been commissioned on 26 March 1942. It was capable of a surface speed of 17.7 knots or 7.6 knots submerged. It was armed with five torpedo tubes and carried fourteen torpedoes. Prior to the sinking of the Empire Star it had destroyed just one vessel, the small, 4,222 tons ship El Lago, on 11 October 1942. After the sinking of the Empire Star it had attacked and sunk the Edward B. Dudley, a ship of 7,177 tons, which went down on 11 April 1943, followed by the Rosalia, just 3,177 tons, which was sunk on 28 July that year. The following day, 29 July 1943, there began what was reportedly the longest action fought by any U-boat against aircraft during the Second World War. Spotted and attacked by an American B-18 bomber, the submarine was chased all the way to the Caribbean while fending off attack after attack from the air. It was eventually sunk by six Mariner flying boats, on 7 August 1943, after shooting down a Mariner and damaging several others. Kapitänleutnant Ralph Kapitzky was killed on the bridge of U-615 while directing the submarine’s defence.46.

During the war the Blue Star Line, owners of the Empire Star, lost a total of eight ships to enemy action with another being badly damaged following a torpedo attack launched from German E-boats.

This was a particularly heavy price to pay.



Chapter 7


The Scamp from Tyneside

27 June 1942

In 2002 the daughter of Private Adam Herbert Wakenshaw told the national press in England that in her opinion her father, who had been awarded the Victoria Cross posthumously for his astonishingly courageous actions in Egypt during the Second World War, had largely been forgotten. It was, in fact, a sad reflection that in many cases recipients of Britain’s highest military award for bravery had faded from memory. Their actions during periods of conflict had been distanced by time as people died and living memory ended and by the very evolution of society moving forward from total war into a tranquil peace. Yet, as Adam Wakenshaw’s daughter acknowledged, her father had been an extraordinary man. The press in 1943 had proudly but somewhat disparagingly labelled him, ‘The dead end kid’ and ‘... a scamp from the Tyneside slums’ – nomenclatures that actually reflected the young man’s difficult life as a child, but Adam Wakenshaw had been far more than this.1.

No one would have believed, when Adam was a boy running almost wild in Newcastle Upon Tyne, that this ragged, rough-and-tumble, hungry, poverty-stricken lad would one day, ‘take his place among the immortals,’ as the press later described him.2.

Adam Wakenshaw was born in Duke Street, Newcastle, on 9 June 1914. He was the youngest child in a family of six surviving children. His father, Thomas Wakenshaw, was simply a labourer and consequently the family struggled with their poverty. Thomas died when Adam was just three years of age and with her large family to feed Mary Wakenshaw, Adam’s mother, was forced to work in a factory in order to make ends meet.3.


Like most young boys raised in English working class city neighbourhoods, life would have been difficult for Adam. Newcastle at that time was not a particularly pleasant place. Dealing with roaming street gangs, living in depressing ‘two up – two down’ terraced housing with few facilities, Newcastle in the 1920s and 1930s, hadn’t changed much since the days of the Industrial Revolution. The city was covered in grime and coal-dust. Labourers, dockers and miners worked for a pittance, crime and violence were endemic, money was short and food scarce. The Depression years did not help. Unemployment went through the roof. People starved. Life was about as tough as it could be and Adam Wakenshaw was frequently in trouble.

Adam was educated firstly at St Mary’s Parish School and subsequently at the St Aloysius’ Roman Catholic School which, in those days, was a fairly Victorian type of edifice where a strict sectarian Catholic educational doctrine was rigidly maintained. Adam entered St Aloysius’ in 1926 when he was twelve years of age and remained for two years. In order to bring in a little money to assist with the family’s financial needs Adam worked as a newspaper boy.4.

When he was just fourteen years of age Adam left St Aloysius’ School to work as a miner in the Elswick colliery, situated on Scotswood Road, fairly close to his home. The small wage Adam earned was vital to the family’s economic survival. When he first went down the pit a local policeman, the same officer who had chased Adam on many occasions, gave the young lad a pair of boots.5.

The pit in which Adam worked was fairly typical of coal mines of that period, and although safety had been improved since Victorian times it was still a dirty and dangerous place to work. An explosion would kill four men in the pit in July 1940.6. Another colliery nearby, known as the Montagu pit, had been the scene of Newcastle’s worst mining disaster in 1925. Thirty-eight men and boys had been killed when the pit had suddenly flooded. 

 Most of the victims had been interred at the St John’s Cemetery in Elswick, the largest cemetery in Newcastle easily recognisable by its dramatically Gothic gateway.7.

Life in the pits at that time was just a continuation of the drab existence Adam had experienced as a young boy. At fourteen years he was required to work like a man, facing all the dangers of pit life including flooding, fires, explosions and the ever-present danger of fatal lung disease. Tiring of living his life underground, Adam later went to work as a labourer at Hazelrigg. He was now following closely in the footsteps of his late father, his future stretching ahead as a long road of constant poverty and unremitting work.

Then suddenly the young man’s future brightened considerably. In 1932, when he was eighteen years of age, Adam married his sweetheart, Dorothy Ann Douglass. By the time war broke out in 1939 the couple had been blessed with three children of their own, John, Thomas and Lillian, (also shown as Lilian) although they remained poor and lived in a single room at Duke Street.8.

When Hitler invaded Poland and subsequently Belgium and France. Adam immediately joined the Durham Light Infantry and went off to fight for his country. His mother, Mary, by now in her sixties, was aged before her time, a victim of a difficult life that had not been made any easier by attempting to manage a large family which had included a wild and difficult son. When Adam went off to war Mary Wakenshaw is reported to have told him quite bluntly that she would not miss him. She was then also living in a single rented room in Duke Street, Rye Hill. Of her six surviving children, none, apparently, had given her as much trouble as Adam.9.

Private Adam Wakenshaw took his place among the ranks of the 9th Battalion, Durham Light Infantry, a part of the 151st Infantry Brigade which was, in turn, part of the 50th (Northumbrian) Infantry Division. Coincidentally, the 9th Battalion of the Durham Light Infantry had seen action during the First World War when 
  two of its members, Private Thomas Young and Lieutenant-Colonel Roland Boys Bradford, had both been awarded the Victoria Cross.10.

The 50th Division would see much active service during the Second World War including action in Belgium and France as part of the British Expeditionary Force in 1940, subsequently being evacuated from Dunkirk.11.

The battalion was later deployed to North Africa, Sicily and again in Europe following the Normandy landings. The 151st Brigade was formed of three battalions, the 6th, 8th and 9th.

Adam enlisted as a private at Gateshead and after initial training was sent with his battalion to fight with the B.E.F. (British Expeditionary Force) in Belgium and Northern France. There he was wounded but managed to survive and was evacuated along with the remainder of his battalion from the deadly, bomb-torn beaches of Dunkirk.

Yet tragedy was about to strike. In February 1941 Adam and Dorothy’s eldest child, John Wakenshaw, was killed in a traffic accident near his home. John was just seven years of age at the time of his death. Adam was granted a brief period of compassionate leave and returned home to grieve with his wife and family. This would be the last time that Dorothy would see her husband because fate was now calling to him from a small, almost insignificant town in Egypt that neither Adam nor Dorothy had probably ever heard of.

Its name was Mersa Matruh.

It would be accurate to say that before the Second World War hardly anyone in Britain had heard of Mersa Matruh. It was a dusty, sandy little town, hardly more than a scattering of sun-bleached buildings bordering the coast at the terminus of the Mediterranean Coal Railway with the line running east to Alexandria. Its history had commenced during the times of the ancient Egyptians. The ruins of the temple of King Ramesses II are 
  situated near there. During the Roman occupation the settlement had become an important town for trade and commerce, shipping crops, oils, fish and other goods and stores to Rome.

Mersa Matruh had been a small but significant strategic position during the First World War and a fairly brutal action had taken place near the town during the Senussi campaign in December 1915 when British forces had engaged a ‘... body of about 1,200 hostile Arabs under General Gaafar Pacha, the Turkish commander of the Senussi’.

The campaign had lasted from November 1915 until February 1917. The Senussi were a deeply religious sect in both Egypt and Libya who had allied themselves to both the Turkish Ottoman Empire and the German Empire. The Turks had convinced the Senussi that they should declare jihad (a term all too familiar today) against the British forces occupying Egypt and to encourage civil unrest and insurrection in an attempt to divert British forces away from the Suez Canal.

The Arabs at Mersa Matruh, armed with rifles, pistols and machine-guns had attacked the British but had been driven off with heavy losses. About eighty Arabs had been killed and another thirty wounded. The action had been reported in the British press and Mersa Matruh had been mentioned in the newspaper reports but it had been a fairly minor action and in England the name of this small Egyptian town had quickly been forgotten.12.

A later description of the town was provided by a war veteran who had, apparently, served either with a unit of the Nottingham and Derby Mounted Brigade Field Ambulance or the Nottingham Royal Horse Artillery which had seen service there from 1916 onwards. The Nottingham and Derby Mounted Field Ambulance had arrived at Mersa Matruh on Christmas Day 1916, landing from a convoy of Grimsby trawlers. When they landed at the port they had found very little apart from 
  a few telegraph poles and an old fort. The town itself was a few miles inland and consisted at that time of about a dozen houses.13.

Between the wars the town had gained some popularity because there was a lagoon which made a ‘natural harbour’. A hotel was constructed and the location became a regular stopping place for the Empire flying boats travelling to India and Australia. Passengers could rest overnight at the hotel while aircraft were refuelled.14.

In May 1933 twelve friends set off on a cross desert expedition, their aim was to see if it would be possible to tour the desert without the aid of guides. Paolo Caccia-Dominioni, the Count of Sillavengo, who later wrote a book about the history of El Alamein, and who would take part in the desert war, fighting for the Italians, recorded that when the friends arrived at Mersa Matruh they found that the town was ‘well lit’, Greek flags were in abundance because it was the Easter of the Orthodox Church. The count also recorded that the sea glowed beautifully with phosphorescence and that Cleopatra had certainly known how to choose a good place for a holiday. The travellers had sat on the terrace of the Lido Hotel sipping whiskies and soda – with ice, even in that remote region. The count remarked that officials and civilians from the military headquarters, the customs house, the hospital, post office and harbour office, police station and school had enjoyed the ice at the hotel, including a small group of Greeks and one retired English captain named Hilliers who had, ‘practically taken root in the sand’, as the count recorded. Captain Hilliers lived in an old Arab dwelling which had been, ‘restored with simplicity and refined good taste ... amid a mound of crimson bougainvillaea and green foliage’.15. It has to be said that the town would have looked nothing like this when Adam Wakenshaw arrived there during the war.

The town again found its way into the British press in 1935 when the aviator H.L. Brook crashed there while attempting to 
  fly from Lympne aerodrome in Kent to South Africa. Brook was actually flying the same aircraft, a Miles Falcon, in which he had established the record for a solo flight from Australia to England (7 days, 19 hours and 50 minutes from Darwin to Lympne) that same year. Brook was injured in the Mersa Matruh crash but once again the name of the Egyptian township faded for a while from the general public’s consciousness. (Brook later went on to become a delivery pilot, ferrying Hurricane aircraft from factories to the fighter squadrons during the Second World War).16.

The name of Mersa Matruh was revived briefly the following year when an R.A.F. Valencia bomber crashed near the town killing thirteen men, some of whom had been British soldiers. The bomber, which was part of the Number 216 (Bomber Transport) Squadron, based at Heliopolis had been involved in night operations and had crashed on landing at the Mersa Matruh aerodrome. This was 1936, three years before the commencement of the Second World War, but already the defences of the region were being improved. Mersa Matruh was seen as the ‘key to the Egyptian desert defences on the Libyan frontier’ and was situated right in the middle of a prohibited military area of the Western Desert. During the previous year the defences of the town had been doubled. There were miles of trenches and barbed-wire and a host of machine-gun posts. Thousands of tents had suddenly appeared in the desert, new roads had been constructed and old tracks repaired. A rail-line which ran all the way from Alexandria to Mersa Matruh had recently been completed making the township of spectacular military importance. There was also a major R.A.F. installation at the town.17.

In 1938, the year before the outbreak of war, the Egyptian Government announced that defence works at Mersa Matruh were taking on a more ‘permanent character’ and that they would be made still more formidable.18.

The Egyptian minister for war, (a former headmaster) Hassan Sabry Pasha, had recently visited London making arrangements 
  for the regular supply of war materiel to Egypt and had made the comment that the Egyptian Royal Air Force was to be reorganised, more warplanes were to be purchased from England and the number of pilots was to be increased. Pasha would later become Egypt’s twenty-fourth prime minister. He would die under mysterious circumstances in November 1940 when speculation would rise (in the Italian press) that he had been murdered by the British.19.

However, it was the Second World War, and the intensity of the battles fought during the North Africa campaigns that would bring this hitherto almost unknown Egyptian township sharply into focus.

It was now May 1942. General Erwin Rommel’s star was in the ascendancy and his forces were pushing east towards El Alamein with the intent eventually of taking firstly Alexandria and later the Suez Canal. It is not the intention within the scope of this brief history to delve deeply into the complicated machinations of the North Africa campaigns through 1942 but by 21 June that year Tobruk fell to Rommel’s forces. In London, Winston Churchill referred to the capture of the vital port as, ‘one of the heaviest blows I can recall during the war.’20.

Rommel was reported as telling the German press: ‘One day you give the Englishman a push in the stomach, the next day one in his face, and the third day a kick in his pants. We took Bir Hacheim, beat the British at Gazala and three days later Tobruk was in our hands.’21.

By now the British Army was falling back on Mersa Matruh, situated along the coast about half way between Tobruk and Alexandria. The British press was describing the Mersa Matruh region as being, ‘... good defensive country for the British and the area south of the port was composed of swamps and chains of hills’. However, this report was both far too simplistic and optimistic.22.


With the British in a desperate situation, the commander-in-chief, Field Marshal Claude Auchinleck, took over command of the Eighth Army from General Neil Ritchie, who had himself taken command of that army on 26 November the previous year. Auchinleck was highly respected by his troops who knew him affectionately as the ‘Auk’. It had been General Ritchie’s intention to hold the line at Mersa Matruh, no matter what the cost, even if it meant finally sacrificing the Eighth Army in a desperate attempt to halt Rommel’s progress but Auchinleck believed that it would be absolutely imperative to keep the Eighth Army in the field as an effective fighting force. He intended to fight for Mersa Matruh but also to fall back to the El Alamein Line and if this failed to fall back even farther to the Suez Canal and then Palestine if all else failed. To begin with, the defence of Mersa Matruh and other positions west of El Alamein were to be significant delaying tactics. Sadly, those delays, while successful in saving many British soldiers, and, indeed, winning the war in North Africa, would also cost heavily in lives.

Auchinleck knew full well that the loss of Tobruk meant that halting Rommel was not immediately possible. With Tobruk the Germans had captured a mass of men and armour which effectively meant that defending that front was virtually impossible as the Allies could be easily outflanked. Holding Tobruk meant that the Axis powers could flood it with tanks, men and arms, solidly strengthening Rommel’s resources.

To hold such positions it would have required the Allies to retain a strong mobile reserve which was no longer possible. Mersa Matruh would be the first line of defence in the delaying tactic but even Auchinleck acknowledged that holding out at Mersa Matruh would be impossible. The position’s defences had been designed principally to be held by infantry backed by armour on its flank, but as it was now extremely difficult to bring tanks in any great numbers into action, then Mersa Matruh could easily be outflanked by German armour. For all intents and purposes, 

 Mersa Matruh was to become just a time-delaying, rearguard action.

Around Mersa Matruh there were significant defensive arcs. These included an advanced screen which was comprised of the 29th Indian Infantry Brigade, the 3rd Indian Motor Brigade, the 7th Motor Brigade (armoured cars) and a battalion of the King’s Royal Rifles. To the rear of this screen, in Mersa Matruh, were the 10th Indian Division and the 50th (Northumbrian) Infantry Division which included the 151 Infantry Brigade in which Adam Wakenshaw was serving. The defences also included the 69th Brigade and a South African brigade.23.

It was now the afternoon of 26 June 1942. Adam Wakenshaw had exactly one day to live. That afternoon the Italian Brescia, Trento and Pavia Divisions together with some artillery units arrived at the outer defences of Mersa Matruh. Paolo Caccia-Dominioni, the Count of Sillavengo, who was then serving as an officer with the Italian forces at Mersa Matruh, later wrote that the Italians formed what he called a ‘somewhat frail and tattered net’ around the town. He recalled that Mersa Matruh looked like a small version of Tobruk but it was also bristling with minefields and permanent defences stretching for more than fourteen miles. The count acknowledged that time was now of the essence and it was vitally important that the defences at Mersa Matruh should be smashed as quickly as possible. ‘Every hour, every minute, was vital,’ he wrote.24.

Later that day the German 10th Light Division, the German 15th Panzer and 21st Panzer Divisions arrived and began to penetrate the British defence line south of the town.

That day an Australian journalist, Jack Aikman Hetherington, was seated on the beach close to Mersa Matruh. He had been assigned as a war correspondent in 1940 and had sailed to the Middle East with the first convoy of the Australian Imperial Force. His vivid and often moving descriptions of the war in North Africa 
  would become legendary. Hetherington was at this time preparing to write an article for the Australian press, a story that would also be reprinted in many international newspapers including The Times in London. He wrote that he was seated on the beach at Mersa Matruh, where, as legend had it, Anthony and Cleopatra had bathed 2,000 years earlier. Hetherington had travelled widely with the Allied forces and his descriptions of that theatre of war were accurate and evocative. ‘I passed truckload after truckload of Tommies,’ he wrote. ‘They lay in the backs of open trucks with their tin hats jammed on their heads and dust coating their faces. They were phlegmatic, as Tommies always are when heading for action. They did not sing. They did not talk much. They just sat there fingering their rifles, and it did my heart good to see them.’25.

By the following morning, 27 June 1942, Rommel had his divisions largely in place facing the centre of the Mersa Matruh defences. German troops were to the south-west with Italian armour coming up the track from Siwa Oasis. Italian troops were also swarming up from the south-west. With masses of Italian troops, Italian and German armour and a huge amount of captured British weapons, including tanks and guns, it seemed that Mersa Matruh was doomed from the beginning. It was never really strong enough to become another ‘Tobruk’, but an effective and courageous rearguard action would help to save the Eighth Army.

At dawn that morning the 9th Battalion of the Durham Light Infantry was located on a small plateau known as Point 174, situated approximately seventeen miles south of Mersa Matruh. Here the hard ground was flat, rocky and very exposed. The soldiers had been unable to dig in, as usual, and had been forced either to lie behind the protective cover of larger boulders or to throw up hastily constructed walls from the stone rubble lying everywhere around.26.

In front of the infantry were four of the battalion’s 2-pounder antitank guns, one of which was manned by Adam Wakenshaw.


The attack began soon after daylight with German infantry supported by tanks and artillery pieces which were being towed into position by tracked vehicles. Soon a large column of tanks and vehicles could be seen and for a while it appeared that these might have been British but this theory was quickly discounted when the Germans launched a frontal attack against the 9th Battalion of the Durham Light Infantry in which Adam Wakenshaw was serving as an antitank gunner – a position he had specifically requested.

Soon the battle was one enormous jumble of shell explosions, machine-gun fire, crashing artillery and the cries of the wounded and dying. Over the following hours the Germans were able, slowly but irrevocably, to erode the British defences.

At this time Adam Wakenshaw was fighting with his 2-pounder antitank gun which was situated on a rise in the ground in front of the German infantry. Following the attack the enemy forces were able to use a tracked vehicle to tow up a light gun and to bring the gun into action within a fairly short range of the position where the 9th Battalion was then stationed. Adam’s crew retaliated, firing a round which struck the enemy tractor, completely immobilising it. Another enemy mobile gun then came into action and began shelling Adam’s position. His gun was hit and most of the crew killed. Adam was badly wounded. His left arm was blown completely off above the elbow. Another man, the gun-aimer, Private Eric Mohn was also badly injured.27.

With Adam’s gun now out of action, the enemy moved quickly towards their damaged tractor so that its gun could be brought back into play against the exposed British infantry directly behind Adam’s weapon. This was an exceedingly difficult and dangerous moment. Had that enemy weapon been brought back into action it could have created havoc amongst the British troops facing it. Realising this, Adam Wakenshaw despite bleeding profusely, his head still ringing with the shock of the explosion and weak from loss of blood, managed to crawl back to his 2-pounder. With the gun-aimer now also back in position, and struggling
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Adam Wakenshaw, v.c. (Right)

This photograph was taken at Nicosia, Cyprus. 

The name of the soldier on the left is unknown.

—Reproduced by permission of the Trustees of the former DLI and 
Durham County Record Office. Reference D/DLI 7/831/11.

painfully in the midst of a roaring barrage of artillery and mortar shells, Adam managed to load a shell into the weapon and fire it off. He was determined that the enemy would not bring their weapon back into action and one after another he fired a total of five rounds which set the enemy gun-tractor on fire and badly damaged the light gun attached to it. An enemy shell then exploded close by, killing the gun-aimer, Eric Mohn. Adam was blown away from the 2-pounder for a second time and again severely wounded. Despite this he once more managed to crawl to his weapon and loaded another shell into its breech. Just at that moment a direct hit struck the gun’s ammunition stockpile and the resulting explosion destroyed the gun and killed Adam instantly.

There was nothing now to hold up the German attack on this sector. By 7.30 that morning, only a couple of hours after the battle had commenced, the three companies from the Durham Light Infantry situated directly behind the guns, who had 
  watched in astonishment as Adam had continued his one-armed fight, were surrounded and overrun. Those who had survived the intense and particularly ferocious attack on their positions were made prisoners-of-war. Twenty men of the Durham Light Infantry had been killed during the action with another three hundred wounded.28.

In England news of the capture of Mersa Matruh came firstly from Hitler’s headquarters. An Axis announcement was subsequently published in the British press which claimed that the town had fallen, ‘... in the face of heavy resistance’ and that 5,000 prisoners had been captured. (Actually the number of prisoners was closer to 6,000).29.

It must have been a particularly troubling time for the relatives of the men who were fighting on that front. This was a serious blow, not only militarily but also to British morale. There was no announcement at that time, in the British press, concerning the numbers of those killed, but with heavy fighting reported it was evident that there would be many graves in the hard desert sands of northern Egypt. The British press also reported that the fighting in Egypt was, ‘heavy, confused and fluid’.30.

The following day, 28 June, Rommel captured Fuga, to the east of Mersa Matruh, causing even further disorganisation within the Eighth Army, and by the 29th, the British Army was back on the El Alamein Line. Rommel had been so successful that on that very day the Mediterranean fleet steamed out of Alexandria for Hafia, leaving behind preparations at Alexandria for the demolition of the port facilities so that they would not fall into enemy hands. In Cairo the British headquarters began the destruction of highly classified papers and prepared to evacuate to Palestine. Meanwhile, at El Alamein, the British waited for the next German attack. Up until this time there had been hope in Britain that the German news account of the loss of Mersa Matruh had been simply one more piece of fatally flawed Josef Goebbels propaganda but it was at this point that 
  the confirmation of the loss of Mersa Matruh was published in the British press. ‘A desperate struggle is going on over a vast coastal area as the Allies muster all their forces against Rommel’s swift drive,’ the press announced.31.

The British public were told that it was the policy of the Allies to keep the situation fluid, however, as Rommel pressed ever closer eastwards it became clear that with the area becoming smaller, movements of infantry, tanks and artillery were also becoming more restricted. ‘By day, with the guns echoing across the coastal plains the struggle rages on over the blinding, scorching sand dunes and desert scrub, and far into the moonlit night the desert inferno continues with flashing guns and droning planes,’ as the press colourfully reported.32.

However, all was not doom and gloom. Even the Germans were willing to admit that while Mersa Matruh had fallen, the battle for Egypt was far from over. The British defences were still strong and the Germans announced this in a radio broadcast from Paris on the night of 29/30th June.33.

Yet the delaying rearguard action at Mersa Matruh had been effective. ‘They got away,’ as war correspondent Leonard Mosely later wrote. ‘They left little behind them but their achievement was not only that. They had delayed the enemy’s advance at a vital moment and had given time to the British Army to organise positions in the bottleneck running ... to El Alamein.’34.

By December that year, however, the situation in North Africa had changed dramatically. Rommel had stood triumphant before El Alamein but after all the fierce fighting of the previous weeks his forces were seriously weakened and under-strength. Despite this he decided that the only way to drive the British out of El Alamein was to keep up the pressure and to give the British no time to recover from the earlier fight. Over the following month the fighting continued with Auchinleck attempting to get behind Rommel’s defences from the south. In fact, German 
  forces were too far removed from their base at Tripoli and supply lines were difficult to maintain. The First Battle for El Alamein ended in a stalemate that was actually a huge success for the Allies as they had prevented Rommel from advancing on Alexandria, the Suez Canal and Cairo.

In August that year Winston Churchill and General Sir Alan Brooke who was the chief of the Imperial General Staff, arrived at Cairo en route to Moscow where they would later meet Joseph Stalin. They decided to dismiss Auchinleck from his post and appointed William Gott to take command of the Eighth Army. Gott was subsequently killed as he was being flown to Cairo to take up his command. His aircraft was attacked and shot down. The command of the Eighth Army then went to Field Marshal Bernard Law Montgomery. He was to become known as Montgomery of Alamein. By 2 September Rommel was forced to give up any further attempt to take the Suez Canal.

The Second Battle of El Alamein commenced on 23 October 1942 and the subsequent victory over Rommel turned the tide for the Allies in North Africa and ended any Axis threat to Cairo, the Suez Canal and to the rich oil-fields in the Persian states. The successful rearguard action at Mersa Matruh and the subsequent victory at El Alamein also boosted British morale which came at around the same time as Operation Torch, the Allied invasion of French North Africa.

On 8 November the American CBS correspondent Winston Burdett broadcasted an announcement stating that Mersa Matruh was once again in Allied hands: ‘The bulk of what once was the German Panzer Army has reached or passed the Libyan frontier in its non-stop flight,’ Burdett happily announced. He added: ‘The last German rearguard unit fighting to the east of Halfaya Pass has been surrounded and overwhelmed a few miles west of Mersa Matruh. Rommel’s African legions are nothing but motorised shreds today.’35.


On 3 December 1942 the 9th Battalion of the Durham Light Infantry in which Adam Wakenshaw had served moved to Galal. Until that time there had been no further information as to the site where Adam and his comrades had died or what had become of their bodies, although a later report claimed that the bodies may have been hastily interred the day after the battle.36.

During the time that the British unit had been defending Mersa Matruh, the battalion’s payroll of £600 had been buried somewhere near the town to prevent the money from falling into enemy hands. It was now decided that several men should be sent to the scene to see if they could recover the funds. A sergeant named George Lambert, accompanied by Privates Arthur Thompson, Len Green and Dai (probably David) Jones, went to the scene of the battle on the outskirts of Mersa Matruh. Despite a thorough search they never recovered the battalion’s payroll but they did discover the bodies of Adam Wakenshaw and two other soldiers of the Durham Light Infantry which were lying exposed to the desert winds and sands. It is possible that members of the 8th Battalion of the Durham Light Infantry had hastily buried the bodies on the day after the battle but if so the graves had been so shallow that the remains had quickly become exposed again.

Sergeant Lambert and his men now buried the bodies properly and Lambert arranged for crosses to be set over the graves. Another soldier, Private David Walton, who had been a sign-writer before the war, inscribed the crosses with the names of the dead soldiers and even added a motif of the regimental badge.

Just prior to his death Adam Wakenshaw had written to his mother. In fact it was his last letter home. In the letter Adam had told his mother how much he regretted having been a wild boy during his childhood. He wrote, ‘I am sorry for all the trouble I have caused you by being a bit wild. You said you would not miss me when I went away. But you will miss me more than any of the others.’37.


Adam Wakenshaw’s wife, Dorothy, would have received the standard pro-forma government letter advising her that her husband had been killed, on what date and where, although the circumstances of Adam’s death, the reasons for the particular action which had caused his death and the fact that he was now being considered for an award would not have been mentioned at that time.

On 11 September 1942, less than three months after Adam’s death, the London Gazette announced that Adam Wakenshaw was to be posthumously awarded the Victoria Cross. The citation read:

On the 27th June, 1942, south of Mersa Matruh, private Wakenshaw was a member of a 2-pounder antitank gun. An enemy tracked vehicle towing a light gun came within short range. The gun crew opened fire and succeeded in immobilising the enemy vehicle. Another mobile gun came into action, killed or seriously wounded the crew manning the 2-pounder, including Private Wakenshaw and silenced the 2-pounder. Under intense fire, Private Wakenshaw crawled back to his gun. Although his left arm was blown off, he loaded the gun with one arm and fired five more rounds, setting the tractor on fire and damaging the light gun. This act of conspicuous gallantry prevented the enemy from using their light gun on the infantry company which was only 200 yards away. It was through this self-sacrifice and courageous devotion to duty of this infantry anti-tank gunner that the company was able to withdraw ... to safety.38.

After Adam’s mother had read a story of her son’s award in the London Gazette she was reported to have had a ‘faraway look in her eyes’. She told the press: ‘He was right when he said that I should miss him. He was a wild lad but there was never any real harm in him. He had a hard life and in spite of all the scrapes he got into he was a great favourite.’39.


Upon publication of the news that Adam was to receive the Victoria Cross, three hundred children at St Aloysius’ School in Newcastle came together and prayed for the repose of the soul of their ‘old boy’. The headmaster of the school at that time, Mr Joseph Dixon, told the press that it was fitting that the pupils should remember all those former students who had given their lives during the war and asked students to receive the Holy Communion for Adam Wakenshaw. He then read the official citation to all the school’s students.40.

At around the same time, officers of the Durham Light Infantry came together and contributed ration coupons and £20 from the regimental funds so that Dorothy Wakenshaw could go shopping for clothing. The children were taken on the shopping trip with their mother by the regimental chaplain, Captain J.J. Londsay, who had served in France and at Dunkirk with Adam Wakenshaw.41.

These gestures were generous and moving, of course, but did little to alleviate the poverty in which Dorothy Wakenshaw and her children were then living. However, assistance of real monetary value was soon on its way. The Lord Mayor of Newcastle, Walter Young, started the ball rolling by creating a fund for Adam’s widow, which was known as the Wakenshaw Fund. It was remarkable in the economically straightened times of the war years, (with income tax at 50 per cent) that by early November 1942 the fund had reached a staggering total of £2,783, sufficient at that time to purchase a home for the family. ‘Mrs Dorothy Wakenshaw ... will one day move out of her house in a Newcastle back street to a new furnished home’, the press happily reported.42.


Adam Wakenshaw’s Victoria Cross was presented to his wife, Dorothy, by King George VI, at Buckingham Palace, on 4 March 1943. It was a sad, poignant and hauntingly moving moment. A newspaper photographer caught the emotion exactly as Dorothy, later standing outside the gates of the palace, dressed in sombre coat and hat, and surrounded by a crowd of well-wishers, held the medal to the tunic of her son, Thomas, who, with his sister, Lillian, had also been present during the award ceremony. Thomas Wakenshaw, then just eight years of age, was attired in a British Army battle-dress complete with the badge of the Durham Light Infantry on his uniform cap.

The body of Private Adam Wakenshaw was later disinterred from its grave at the site of his death and re-interred with full military honours at the El Alamein Cemetery. Two members of his regiment acted as pallbearers. The shell-shattered 2-pounder artillery piece at which he died was later moved to the cemetery and placed on display, its battle-scars still vividly visible. It remained there until being returned to England, along with the last shell that Adam had loaded into the weapon. The gun was placed on display outside the regiment’s depot, Brancepeth Castle, about five miles south-west of Durham in the village of Brancepeth, later being moved to the Durham Light Infantry Museum in Durham City. (Durham County Council subsequently closed the museum as a cost-saving exercise).43.

Adam Wakenshaw has often been called a ‘diamond in the rough’ and that is probably an apt description of a tough but gentle man, brought up hard, who felt deeply about morality and the rights of his fellow man. He would not back away from injustice and literally fought for it on many occasions. As a young man he learned how to fight on the dangerous rough-and-tumble streets of Newcastle and later put those skills to work when he boxed for a travelling showman. Adam’s mates in the army called him a ‘great bloke’ who always looked out for them, no matter what the occasion. Adam looked tough, and he was tough, but his centre core was one of kindness to others, compassion and care. Adam had a very clear understanding about what was right and what was wrong. He believed that if one did not speak up, or act, when witnessing a wrong then one became complicit in it, although he probably would not have expressed it in quite that way. He looked after his mates, never abandoning them, and was a man whose respect had to be earned. He was also 
  a family man who loved his wife and children deeply. Dorothy Wakenshaw later told the press that Adam had been, ‘... a favourite with everyone. I am proud of him’.44.

The Durham Light Infantry was one of Britain’s oldest regiments, having been formed in 1758 as the 68th (Durham) Regiment of Foot. It had seen service in every major conflict from the Peninsular War, the North West Frontier, World War One, World War Two and Korea. In 1968 while the regiment was serving in Cyprus the government announced that the regiment was to merge with three other county infantry regiments to become one large regiment known as The Light Infantry. It laid up its colours at a moving ceremony at Durham Cathedral that same year, 1968.45.

The Victoria Cross image has been engraved on Adam Wakenshaw’s headstone at the El Alamein Cemetery, along with the inscription: ‘He died a hero, he answered his call, broke all our hearts when he left us all. RIP.46.

Mersa Matruh is now a major tourist resort and has grown from a small, dusty township to a fairly large coastal city famous for its white sands and warm waters.

A total of eleven soldiers of the Durham Light Infantry have been awarded the Victoria Cross. Adam Wakenshaw was the last. His daughter, Lillian, later stated that following the death of her father she had to be placed into an orphanage. She told the press in 2006 that it was important to remember all those who had died during the war, not just her father, for they all had given their lives so that their children and the generations following could have a full life.

Lillian travelled to El Alamein in 2004 to undertake an emotional journey to the grave of her father.47.

Adam Wakenshaw, no doubt, would have liked that a lot.



Chapter 8


Inferno 

The Donald Owen Clarke Story 
9 August 1942

The ship was a mass of flames. The sea was on fire. Even the men were ablaze — oil-soaked and screaming. In the terrible depths of a dark North Atlantic night, a ship and its men were dying in unimaginable horror. One of these men, not a man really, just a young slip of a lad, was a Merchant Navy apprentice named Donald Owen Clarke. Donald knew he was dying, the terrible burns from which he was suffering were clear evidence of his impending death, but there were two really important things he had to do before he died.

Firstly, he had to save as many of his shipmates as possible.

Then he had to show them how to die like a man.

Donald Owen Clarke had been born in the small town of Chester-le-Street, County Durham, on 5 March 1923. He was the son of Thomas and Bertha Clarke. Thomas was a newspaper proprietor and the head of a successful printing company. In addition to Donald the family also included a sister.

As Donald grew older he became known for his quiet and cheerful personality. He was educated at the Chester-le-Street Secondary School and to most people was just another student, a young lad growing up in the ’20s and ’30s in a relatively small English town. Chester-le-Street’s history dates back to Roman times and even today there is evidence of a Roman fort, ‘Concangis’ or ‘Concagium’, a Latinisation taken from the original Celtic: ‘Cong Burn’ the name of the waterway which ran through the town. No doubt the school curriculum included details of the region’s history but it is not known if Donald was in the least interested in the ancient past, being completely unaware at that time that he would soon be making history himself.


To his friends at school Donald Clarke was known simply as Don. He was described as being tall, wiry, almost always tanned, but rather fragile. Yet Don was far from fragile. His close friends realised the truth. Behind that apparent fragility was a strong body, disciplined self-control, a steely determination and a powerful sense of what was right and what was wrong. He was also keenly aware of his responsibilities to others and eager to do whatever he could to help those in need. In 1944, years after Donald had left the school, the Chester-le-Street School magazine published the comment that:

No one was more active than he at the school camps – he attended all that were held during his span at School. His supply of energy appeared to be limitless. He took part in everything that was going with a zest that surprised even those closest to him, yet never lost that remarkable self-control that was with him to the end.1.

Donald was always a calm, reflective person, even as a young lad. He never became angry or flustered and was always in control of any situation. These were enviable personality attributes and many people looked up to him for his ability to handle difficult situations with ease and always to take into account the feelings of others.

A typical example of this occurred when he was about twelve or thirteen years of age. At that time Donald and his young friends were attending a school camp at Muggleswick. The date was 1936. The weather in the region was very unpleasant with periodic rain squalls and even hail. On the first day of the camp the students were compelled to remain near the campsite, unable to undertake any of the planned activities due to the inclement weather. The boys were all bored. Idling around on the banks of the badly swollen river they began to throw stones across the water. Donald was then standing on the riverbank, quite close to the water, with a couple of other boys standing behind him. Donald bent down to pick up a stone and as he did so one of the boys behind him drew back his 
  arm ready to throw his stone, Donald straightened up just as the other boy released his missile which struck Donald on the back of his head. Donald immediately collapsed onto the grass, bleeding profusely.

The other students rushed him away to see one of the school staff who was able to tend to the wound. One of the boys later recalled: ‘I remember distinctly that his [Donald’s] only concern was that the Staff should not be unduly worried, and not once did any murmur of pain come from him.’2.

The following year the school camp was held at Frosterley, and much the same weather prevailed. For about a week prior to the arrival of the school’s students the region had been heavily inundated with rain to such an extent that the river had become quite dangerous. The students were warned to be careful as an overwhelming spate might suddenly come downriver and anyone caught at the water’s edge could be washed in and drowned.

A day or two later Donald and another young boy were washing plates and dishes on the riverbank when the anticipated spate put in its sudden appearance. The two boys were immediately in trouble and the other student ‘... lost his head and would have drowned but for the coolness of Don who collected himself and the other chap and left the river’.3.

Such acts were so typical of Donald Clarke: calm, relaxed and smiling, everyone admired his ability to handle himself in difficult circumstances. One boy later recalled that Donald was always willing to offer a smile. ‘What I remember most about Don was the readiness and infection of his smile. His features were always ready to break into this, the characteristic which he maintained to that glorious end.’4.

Other students recalled that Donald was completely selfless. On one occasion during the school camp at Frosterley in June 1939, the last Donald would ever attend, he deliberately chose the least desirable position in the tent, ensuring that his 
  fellow campers would have the better positions. ‘All who knew him well are unanimous in recalling his unselfishness, his loyalty to his comrades and his consistent cheerfulness,’ as one of his fellow students later recalled.5.

Donald attended the Chester-le-Street Secondary School from 1934 until 1939 when he left to make a career as an officer with the Merchant Navy. That career would be both short and impressive but even in this brief time Donald Clarke’s personality would shine.

Donald was just sixteen when he joined the Eagle Oil Shipping Company, ‘... with an overpowering desire to go to sea’,as was later reported by the company. He came to the company with an excellent school record and the firm was pleased to have such an enthusiastic and happy young lad as an officer apprentice.

The San Emiliano on which Donald Clarke was soon to serve was a brand new tanker which had been specially designed to carry petroleum in bulk. During the coming war in the Atlantic there could have been no more dangerous vessel in which to serve. Ships carrying food, machinery or other kinds of stores or supplies were dangerous enough when confronted with Nazi U-boat packs, but those vessels carrying oil, petrol or ammunition, and especially those carrying highly volatile aviation fuel, were exceedingly dangerous. One torpedo could result in a massive explosion from which few if any could survive.

The San Emiliano was a tanker of 8,071 tons. It had been constructed by Harland and Wolff Ltd at Govan, Glasgow, and following successful sea trials had been delivered to its owners on 5 April 1939. This was just two months before Donald Clarke would attend his final days of innocent boyhood at his favourite school camp. The ship had been designed to the latest precise requirements of Lloyd’s Register to conform to the needs of carrying petroleum in bulk. As would be expected from more 
  modern shipping, the San Emiliano was powered by diesel rather than steam, and was capable of travelling at a top speed of 13.4 knots, although when carrying up to 12,000 tons of fuel that speed would be somewhat reduced, especially in the rough weather normally associated with the North Atlantic routes.

Although when first ordered the ship was not intended principally to form part of a war supply effort, the San Emiliano was completed just in time to play a vital role in the Second World War. During its period of operation it would carry out forty-seven voyages as part of convoy traffic with a substantial number of independent voyages to a variety of destinations.

Significantly, the ship’s first voyage of the war was to Trinidad in the West Indies where it arrived from Natal on 9 September. Its final port of call before being torpedoed in August 1942 was also Trinidad, having sailed from Swansea in South Wales where some of its crew then lived.

Serving in the British Merchant Navy during the war was not for the faint-hearted. Those who volunteered to crew the many ships bringing supplies, fuel, equipment, arms and ammunition across the Atlantic from the Americas quickly came to realise that the U-boat war was going to be a deadly business. Around 24,000 men would be killed in the Merchant Marine and fishing fleets and they would, for the most part, have no known graves, their mangled, burned and drowned bodies being taken by the sea. Yet the importance of the work they carried out cannot be underestimated. At first Britain needed food, fuel and equipment and as Hitler’s Kriegsmarine - the German Navy, rapidly built up its U-boat capabilities, so the work of the convoys became increasingly more deadly. When the United States entered the war in December 1941 the convoy system also had to bring to Britain massive amounts of men, arms and military equipment needed for the expected invasion of Europe. Thus the work of the Merchant Navy seamen manning the ships became even more intense and dangerous.


[image: image24]

Donald Owen Clarke

—Courtesy of Lt. (SCC) Steven Grainger R.N.R., commanding officer,

Chester-le-Street, Sea Cadet Corps,

Donald Clarke Centre.

After his initial training Donald was posted to the San Emiliano aboard which he would become a veteran sailor, even at his young age. He would experience severe dockland bombing attacks and rack up a total of twenty-seven transatlantic crossings. If he had any reservations about spending the war on board a ship carrying highly volatile fuels, Donald is not known to have expressed them to anyone.

His first challenge and also his first chance to show his plucky spirit came on the 5th and 7th of May 1941 when the San Emiliano was tied up alongside the Dingle oil jetty at Mersey docks, Liverpool. At that time the German Luftwaffe was in the process of carrying out a severe blitz on the Liverpool docks, beginning with a series of heavy raids over the Christmas period of December 1940 when 365 people were killed, some in air-raid shelters.
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photograph originator Stan Mayes (crew member).

The bombings decreased after the new year but they had left a heartbreaking Christmas season for the families of those killed.

In May 1941, the German raids returned with particular savagery and included a seven-night bombardment that devastated the city. Between the 1st and 7th of May, a total of 681 German bombers attacked the city dropping 2315 high explosive bombs and hundreds of other types of bombs including incendiaries. Of the 144 cargo ship berths available at the docks, 69 were put out of action. The population of the city was also badly hit with a total of 2895 people killed or wounded and thousands left homeless.

On 3 May the SS Malakand, carrying one thousand tons of bombs, caught fire. Desperate attempts were made to extinguish the flames but an hour after the air-raid had ended the bombs exploded, completely destroying the Number 2 Huskisson dock and killing four people. Some of the ship’s hull was later found over a mile away and it took more than three days for the fire to burn itself out.6.

These were the kinds of conditions then being faced by people like Donald Clarke as they struggled to continue to bring fuel and supplies to a Britain desperately in need of these vital commodities.


On the 5th and 7th of May the dock at which the San Emiliano was berthed suffered two dive-bombing attacks from German aircraft and the jetty burst into a mass of flames. It was imperative that the ship be got away from the jetty as quickly as possible but the ship’s captain, James Wilfred Tozer, realising the extreme danger to his crew, ordered them away. However, two crew members volunteered to stay in a last-minute effort to save the ship. These were Donald Clarke and the fourth engineer, S.A. Bone.

Bone remained at his post in the engine room while Donald, regardless of the personal danger to himself, and ignoring the flames and bombs, cast off the lines of the ship so that it could be manoeuvred to a safer berth. The following day the dock gatekeeper, a man named Taylor, fell into the water. Donald immediately jumped in after him and helped Taylor to safety. Donald was subsequently awarded the Liverpool Silver Medal for having saved Taylor from drowning.

One of the most important destinations for tankers during this period was Port of Spain, Trinidad a country rich in oil resources capable of refining vast amounts of fuel so badly needed in Britain. Trinidad was also the home of a massive U.S. naval base at Chaguaramas.

Chaguaramas is a small but beautiful peninsula near the capital of Port of Spain. It was once a busy whaling station and the original French colonists had established large sugar plantations there. The peninsula served as an important American naval base during the Second World War, by which time, of course, Trinidad was a British possession. The site had been leased by the British to the Americans in 1940 under the ‘Destroyers for Bases Agreement’. The Americans began constructing the naval base at Chaguaramas in March 1941. The installations at Chaguaramas formed one of the largest such naval stations in the world up until that time. It was a significant tactical base for the war against German submarines operating in the Atlantic.7.


The San Emiliano commenced its final journey from Swansea on 29 April 1942. During its last voyage it would form a part of no fewer than five independent convoys on its convoluted route to Trinidad and its ultimate fate at the hands of German U-boat U-155.

At first the ship sailed independently from Swansea to Milford Haven in West Wales and then to Liverpool where it was to join Convoy OS.27. The convoy was headed for Freetown but before its arrival the San Emiliano would detach from the other ships and proceed independently to Curaçoa in the Lesser Antilles where it would arrive on 27 May 1942 without any mishaps or attacks from enemy submarines. At Curaςoa the ship took on board a load of petroleum and sailed as part of Convoy TO.4 to Trinidad, subsequently sailing independently to Takoradi Ghana, where the ship arrived on 16 June 1942. Following the discharge of its cargo the San Emiliano sailed once more for Curaςoa, again travelling independently and arriving on 17 July. There one man was taken off the ship and hospitalised because he was suffering from malaria. He could not know it at the time but the onset of his malarial symptoms almost certainly saved his life. Once loaded with a cargo of high octane fuel the San Emiliano sailed once more for Trinidad, arriving on 31 July.8.

By this time, of course, even at nineteen years of age, Donald Clarke was quickly becoming an experienced sailor. He was seeing new places including the many beautiful islands of the Caribbean and although the war with its hunting wolf-packs of German submarines was an ever-present danger there must have been great delight for a young lad from a small English town to be seeing and experiencing all the wonders the world had to offer.

The ship would remain at Trinidad for the following week. No doubt young Donald would have gone ashore during that time with other members of the crew to enjoy the tropical freedoms of Port of Spain, its beautiful colonial buildings and 
  churches, and its friendly people where the war seemed far away and life was both warm and relatively happy.

On 6 August 1942, still fully loaded with 11,500 tons of octane fuel, the San Emiliano sailed independently for Cape Town. On board was a crew totalling forty-eight men, only eight of whom would survive the coming tragedy at the hands of Kapitänleutnant Adolf Piening, the young, handsome, highly decorated commanding officer of the German submarine U-155. Piening was to become one of Germany’s leading U-boat ‘aces’. During nine separate patrols he would be responsible for sinking a total of twenty-six Allied ships totalling 140,449 gross tons. For this work he would be awarded the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross which was only awarded in recognition for extreme battlefield bravery or highly successful military leadership.

Adolf Piening had been born at Suderende on Föhr in Schleswig-Holstein on 16 September 1910. The region has a strong nautical tradition and navigation schools have functioned there since the 1860s. Piening joined the German Navy in 1930. At first he served aboard the heavily armoured cruiser Deutschland, later being transferred to serve aboard minesweepers and torpedo boats. He was promoted to the rank of kapitanleutnant in April 1939, just before the outbreak of hostilities. In October the following year he was transferred to the German submarine fleet.9.

Piening was not immediately given command of his own submarine. That would come only after considerable training and experience. It was accepted practice for officers intended for command to serve at least one or two war patrols with experienced commanders. During May and June of 1941 Kapitänleutnant Adolf Piening took part in a patrol carried out by U-48, then under the command of Herbert Schultze. Piening was officially a commander in training during this patrol. Upon completion of the patrol Piening was appointed the commander of U-155. It must have been a moment of great pleasure for him, for not only was he to have his own command 
  but the U-boat to which he had been assigned was the very latest design at that time, a Type IXC. These were a little larger than the original Types IXA and IXB boats and had a displacement of 1,120 tons. The submarine was powered by two MAN supercharged diesel engines with two Siemens-Schuckert electric motors for use while submerged. It had a range of almost 25,000 kilometres and could dive safely to a depth of 750 feet. Armed with six torpedo tubes carrying twenty-two torpedoes, a 10.5-cm deck-gun with 180 rounds of shells a 3.7-cm anti-aircraft gun and a twin 2-cm flak-gun, it was a formidable fighting machine. U-155 was capable of a surface speed of 18.3 knots, easily in excess of many of the ships upon which it would prey. It carried a crew of forty-eight men, coincidentally exactly the same number of men aboard the San Emiliano. Piening took command of the new U-boat on 23 August 1941.10.

The first patrol of this U-boat commenced from Kiel in February 1942 following several months of crew training. The submarine came into contact with Convoy ON 67 which had sailed from Liverpool on 14 February that year. Hunting as part of a small pack, U-155 sank a freighter, the MS Sama, and an 8000 tons tanker, Adellen. The Adellen was fortunately sailing in ballast without any fuel as cargo but even so, thirty-six men were killed. Twenty had also died when the Sama had gone down.

On 7 March that year U-155 attacked and sank the Brazilian registered Arabutan off the coast of the United States. The ship was hit with a torpedo from the submarine’s stern tube and sank within thirteen minutes. Only one person was killed, a male nurse named Manoel Florencio Coimbra who was probably asleep in his cabin at the time of the attack. Survivors were subsequently picked up by the US Coast Guard and taken to Little Creek, Virginia.11.

Having achieved these easy kills U-155 then returned to base to join the 10th U-boat Flotilla Group at Lorient.12.


That first patrol was to serve basically as an aperitif for the mass slaughter that was soon to follow. On 9 July Piening departed as captain of U-155 for the U-boat’s second patrol which would see the destruction of seven more ships including the USS Challenger which was torpedoed on 17 May 1942.13.

However, it was the submarine’s third and bloodiest patrol, commencing from Lorient on 9 July 1942, that would see the destruction of ten ships, including the San Emiliano.

Under the carefully calculated assault of U-155’s torpedoes and deck-gun, ship after ship was violently blown apart and sunk during this 3rd patrol. The first two came on the same day, 28 July, when the Brazilian ships Barbacena and Piave went to their watery graves.

The Barbacena, carrying 5000 tons of general cargo including coffee, castor seed, dried beans and Brazilian caroa fibre was hit by two torpedoes east of Barbados and sank within twenty minutes. The vessel had been en route from Recife to New York. Piening had been tracking the ship for about ten hours. Six men were killed with fifty-six survivors. The survivors managed to abandon ship in lifeboats and most were subsequently rescued by three different ships. One lifeboat came ashore on Tobago.14.

The Piave, formerly named the Hamiltonian was hit by a single torpedo and then finished off with shells fired by the submarine’s deck-gun. The master of the ship, Renato Ferreira da Silva, was the only fatality. A lifeboat and a few rafts filled with men survived. Piening gave them ten litres of water, a few loaves of rye bread and a bottle of rum before submerging and leaving the men to their fate. A short while later, however, the survivors in the rafts and lifeboat were startled to see the submarine resurfacing close by. Some believed that they might be machine-gunned but Piening was simply delivering another survivor who had been picked up in the water. The surviving crew members later faced terrible difficulties and hardship.15.


Soon afterwards the Norwegian ship Bill was also sunk. Its captain was taken aboard the U-155 as a prisoner-of-war. One man had been killed in the attack while the remaining members of the crew survived either to be rescued from the boats or to make it to land.

On 30 July the United States ship Cranford was sunk about 250 nautical miles east of Barbados. The Cranford, had been loaded with 6,600 tons of chrome ore and sank, literally, like a stone. It went down in just three minutes. Eleven men were killed out of a crew of forty-seven. Two of the injured survivors were rescued by U-155 before water, food and directions were given to the remaining survivors in the boats. It was a small but humanitarian gesture provided by Piening.

On 1 August another two ships, the Clan Macnaughton and the Kentaur were both destroyed.

On 4 August the British steamer Empire Arnold was sunk while en route from New York to Alexandria via Trinidad and Cape Town. From a crew of fifty-seven men, nine were killed. The ship’s captain was Frederick Tate who was also taken prisoner. The cargo had consisted of 10,000 tons of military stores including tanks, aircraft and trucks. It was a major military success for Piening.

On this occasion Piening had the opportunity to apologise to the ship’s chief officer who told the submarine commander that he wished the war was over. ‘So do I,’ Piening is reported to have replied. The survivors were later picked up by two different ships and landed safely at Georgetown, British Guiana.16.

Such sentiments, however, did not, even for a fraction of a second, prevent Piening from continuing his murderous attacks. The next day the Draco was attacked and sunk. Kapitänleutnant Adolf Piening was not a cruel man, as such, he was only doing his duty as he saw it, but his capacity for manslaughter was prodigious.


The Draco was to be the last ship attacked before U-155 came upon the ill-fated San Emiliano on 9 August 1942.

By this time the San Emiliano, like most other ships involved in convoy work, was reasonably well armed. It carried a 4.7-inch gun on its foredeck which could easily have taken on any U-boat that attacked the ship on the surface. In addition to this weapon the ship carried two rapid-firing 20-mm Oerlikons. These were situated on either side of the bridge in special gun-nests. There was also a 40-mm Bofors gun which had been installed close to the ship’s funnel. These weapons were all operated by D.E.M.S. (Defensively Equipped Merchant Ships) gunners who had been specifically trained for the task. They were paid an additional 6d per day for working the guns during action stations but performed normal duties when at sea in addition to a significant amount of gun-drill to keep them fully ready for any action that might come their way from sea or air. In addition to these defensive measures the ship was also carrying degaussing cables. These were installed to reduce the risk of being detected by magnetic mines.

The San Emiliano departed Trinidad on 6 August 1942 with orders to join Convoy E-7. For two days all went well; the convoy proceeded without any incident until 0300 hours on the morning of 8 August when the ships were dispersed to sail independently to their various destinations. The San Emiliano proceeded on its way, zigzagging to prevent attack.

Vessels travelling alone and unprotected by warship escorts were always in danger, but there was some safety in anonymity especially when the ship could travel at a speed of around thirteen knots. This was not fast, but at that speed, and especially if ships were zigzagging, it was almost impossible to get a submarine into a viable attack position. Some of the old coal tramps used in convoy work were restricted in speed, and convoys often had to moderate their speeds to match, which made them easy targets, but travelling alone gave Captain Tozer 
  the ability to add agility to anonymity and thus deflect any possible U-boat attack.

It was now 9 August 1942. The San Emiliano, blacked out as per regulations, was on the first leg of its intended voyage from Trinidad to Cape Town. The weather was fine with a light swell; visibility was good and the watch-keepers were at their stations in the engine room, bridge and lookout positions. Of the forty-eight members of the ship’s crew, forty were about to die quite horrible deaths, including young Donald Clarke.

The first officer of the ship at this time was Thomas Finch who later recorded numerous accounts of the events leading up to the sinking and the sinking itself. In a report he subsequently gave to the US Navy for the compilation of a document titled Summary of Statements by Survivors, and also in subsequent reports, Thomas Finch recalled that prior to the attack on the San Emiliano he had seen the bright navigation lights of another ship coming up from astern. Soon afterwards the unidentified ship was closer and Finch believed, correctly, from its lighting, that the vessel was a hospital ship. Under the Geneva Convention such ships were to proceed with proper lighting and easily identifiable markings of the Red Cross. By 2000 hours (8 p.m.), this ship was well down on the horizon but its very presence had given Thomas Finch an uneasy feeling. If there were any U-boats in the region they could have used the hospital ship’s lights to see the San Emiliano silhouetted against them. It was an interesting point and there was a very real concern that the San Emiliano was sailing into a trap. The U.S. naval observer at Paramaribo, Suriname, who subsequently compiled the report on the attack, stated that the San Emiliano was probably the most valuable of the twenty ships that had left Trinidad in the convoy, and that:

It seems logical to deduct that the enemy knew what cargo the San Emiliano had on board and where it was bound, also exact information as to where and when the convoy 
  would disperse, for the ship was attacked about eighteen hours after dispersal of the convoy by a submarine that apparently was waiting for her, as the ship’s speed of 11½ knots seems somewhat above the reported speeds that the submarine could make submerged had she attempted to trail the ship.17.

It was a dark night without any moonlight. The ship was travelling at a speed of 11½ knots in sixty fathoms of water. Strict radio silence was being maintained to prevent any U-boats from zeroing in on their position. The ship’s captain, James Wilfred Tozer, was on the bridge at that moment and had ordered all possible speed to clear the San Emiliano from the dangerous lights of the hospital ship which was subsequently identified as the Newfoundland. That vessel had just sailed close by, passing the San Emiliano’s bow from the port side. During daylight hours the San Emiliano had been zigzagging according to a set routine of pre-planned diagrams but now that darkness had fallen the practice had ceased for the night, the ship relying on the night to hide them from any attackers. One lookout was stationed on top of the bridge and three gunners were at their positions on the aft gun platform. On watch was the third officer, D.R. Drayton, but Tozer was also on the bridge to keep an eye on things. Looking out from the clear bridge windows Tozer could see the lights of the Newfoundland. The ship was situated about ten miles away on the starboard bow.18. (The Newfoundland, while serving in the Mediterranean and clearly marked as a hospital ship in accordance with the Geneva Convention, would be illegally attacked by a German Dornier bomber in September 1943. It would be so badly damaged that it would subsequently be scuttled. Six British nurses and all the ship’s medical officers would be killed).19.

So far the passage of the San Emiliano to Cape Town appeared to be going well. Disguised by the night there was every hope that German submarines would be unable to locate the vessel until it was well away from the areas known to be infested 
  by U-boats. However, all that changed with overpoweringly dramatic violence.

The first indication that anything was amiss came as a strange hissing or humming sound from the surface of the sea. No one really knew what this meant but its origin was almost immediately apparent when the first torpedo from U-155 struck the San Emiliano fifteen feet below the waterline on the ship’s starboard side. The massive explosion appeared to split the huge tanker in two and a vast volume of petroleum sprayed over the whole ship. It was almost as if the first torpedo was designed to light the fuse and a second torpedo, already on its way, was to ignite the resulting conflagration. Had he planned it in his mind, Kapitänleutnant Adolf Piening could not have hoped for such absolute devastation. The second torpedo struck the ship in number 3 hold about thirty seconds after the first. In addition to crippling the ship even further, this explosion also ignited all the petroleum that had been sprayed over the vessel by the first explosion. Within seconds the ship, from the bridge back to the stern, was a solid mass of fire, the flames billowing hundreds of feet into the air. It was the living nightmare all seamen aboard fuel tankers feared more than anything else. The attack was so rapid, the flames so powerful, that no distress call could be made. There was also no opportunity for the gunners at their posts to make any kind of counter-attack, even if they had been able to see the U-boat, as they were completely enveloped in flames. Within a flash, it seemed, the San Emiliano was drenched in burning fuel. The ship was burning, men were burning, even the sea around the vessel was on fire. There seemed little chance of anyone getting out alive, yet miraculously, a few did just that.

From a crew of forty-eight men, twelve somehow managed to get off the blazing vessel alive but of these only eight would survive. What happened to the remainder is beyond imagination. Trapped below decks in the centre of thousands of tons of flaming fuel, their deaths would probably have been mercifully fast.


The chief officer of the San Emiliano, Thomas D. Finch, certainly deserves warm praise for the work he did after the attack to save the lives of those who managed to get away from the inferno. He would later be awarded both the George Medal and the Lloyd’s War Medal for bravery. At the moment of the attack Finch was in his small cabin readying himself for sleep. He’d had strong misgivings about the close proximity of the lights from the hospital ship and it had worried him that a silhouette of the San Emiliano might have been seen by an enemy submarine. Yet there was nothing more he could do about it as he needed to get some rest. Watch-keeping was a tiring business and sleep was a highly valued commodity. As he lay down in his narrow bunk the first of the two explosions rocked the tanker from stem to stern. Finch jumped from the bunk and the second explosion hit just moments later. He ran to the cabin door but it was so badly damaged that it came away in his hands. Outside he saw that the mess was on fire and as he ran down the passageway he saw one of the apprentices, almost certainly a young lad named G.R. Brownrigg, running wildly around. Finch called to him and together they went back into Finch’s cabin. The porthole wing-nuts were quickly prised off and Finch managed to push the apprentice through before following. The two men landed on the shelter deck, climbed quickly down a ladder and ran to the foc’s’le head. Finch believed that this was probably the safest place to be on a ship where there was really no safety at all.

At the time of the explosion Donald Clarke was trapped in his cabin. However, he managed to fight his way out and scramble to the upper deck, receiving terrible burns to his face, hands and legs while doing so.

By this time the starboard lifeboat had been blown overboard but the port lifeboat was still in place, hanging precariously from its davits. The chief officer realised that if he and the apprentice did not get to the boat within a minute or two they would die. They raced for the lifeboat but it was hung up on the davits. 

 At this point the chief radio officer, Donald Wilfred Dennis, who had no radio-room left at which he might have been able to send out a distress call, decided that he would crawl along the burning deck on his hands and knees, right through the flames, and release the boat so that it could fall into the sea. Dennis, suffering extreme pain from the savage burns that had been inflicted as he carried out this self-appointed task, miraculously managed to release the boat from the davits. As it dropped into the sea he jumped after it.

As the lifeboat fell, Finch and the apprentice jumped down to the davits and slid down the ropes to the boat. It is possible that Donald Clarke also managed somehow to get into the boat at this time although Thomas Finch, when he later recalled events, did not provide exact details as to how Donald managed to get into the boat. There were now two apprentices in the boat, Donald was the senior apprentice with G.R. Brownrigg the junior officer apprentice.

The San Emiliano was now still under way, despite the fact that flames were almost completely enveloping its upper decks. The lifeboat, however, was held to the side of the ship by a painter (a boat’s holding rope) and so the lifeboat was being dragged through the sea with the ship. At this moment three other men who had miraculously managed to evade the flames threw themselves from the ship into the boat. Chief Officer Thomas Finch struggled with the painter and released it from the ship and as he did so he looked up and could see several men running around the poop deck. All were on fire but they quickly threw themselves into the sea. However, even this dramatic attempt to survive could not save them because the sea itself, drenched with tons of high octane fuel, was also ablaze.

The ship’s boat now managed to drift away from the blazing tanker and was only about forty feet from the vessel when the ship’s third officer, D.R. Drayton, who had been on watch on the bridge, was seen running along the foredeck waving his arms 
  wildly and shouting, ‘Wait for me, wait for me.’ It would have been almost impossible, however, and extremely hazardous, to bring the boat back to the side of the San Emiliano. Realising this Drayton threw himself into the sea close by and those in the boat were able to pick him up. Another man was also seen on the fo’c’sle-head but there was nothing those in the boat could do for him. The boat was in imminent danger of being pushed back towards the blazing ship. Any contact with the ship and the burning sea around it would have been fatal and so the men in the boat, including the badly burned Donald Clarke, had to row furiously to prevent this occurring.

Meanwhile the San Emiliano, powered now by its own weight and momentum, slowly began to draw ahead of the lifeboat and those in the boat were able to concentrate on keeping clear of the flames that were roaring all around them. Of the men in the boat at this time most were badly injured and only three were able to row. One of these was Donald Clarke who, suffering terribly from his burns, doggedly kept rowing despite the fact that his hands had been burned so badly that they were literally glued to the oar. He told no one, however, and ignoring the pain kept rowing, his hands stuck by melted flesh to the wooden shaft.

The ship’s captain, James Wilfred Tozer, had been badly wounded when the first torpedo had struck, but he had refused to allow the lifeboat to come any closer to the ship in an attempt to rescue him as he realised it would have been almost suicidal. Resolutely, and displaying astonishing loyalty, the chief steward, Charles Draper Bennell, decided to stay and die with his captain. Both subsequently went down with the burning ship.

Screams could now be heard near the lifeboat and when the boat pulled closer Thomas Finch could see that there was a fireman in the water in desperate need of aid. The fireman was pulled into the boat but was so badly burned that the skin from his body and arms came off in his rescuers’ hands.


Soon after this terrible event more screams were heard. The boat pulled closer and two other men were rescued from the water: an able seaman who, almost miraculously, was not burned at all, and another seaman, a pump-man who was also largely uninjured. Finch and those who could row, which included, of course, the severely injured Donald Clarke, attempted to follow the passage of the flaming ship in the hope of finding more survivors. However, it was impossible to keep up with the vessel that had been travelling in excess of eleven knots when hit and its momentum was keeping it going like some huge flaming Viking ship.

Exhausted, the men sank down, most being unable to row any farther. Donald had been rowing for two hours but was unable to free his hands from the oar and the first officer Thomas Finch was horrified to find that Donald’s hands were so badly burned that they could not be lifted from the oar. Finally Finch had to cut Donald’s hands from the oar using a knife (or possibly a pair of scissors as he later testified). Donald’s hands were burned down to the bones but never once had he complained even though all through that desperate time those bones had been glued solidly by melted skin and flesh to the wooden oar. Sinking down to the bottom-boards of the lifeboat, Donald was so badly burned that there appeared little hope for his survival.

Other men in the boat were in a similar condition. The second officer, Robert Burton, aged just twenty-seven, who, like Donald, came from County Durham, asked Thomas Finch for some water. When Finch gave him the drink he could see that Burton was also so badly injured he would probably not survive. Soon afterwards Burton died and Finch covered him with a blanket.

Meanwhile, lying in the bottom of the boat, in extreme pain, hardly able to move, young Donald Clarke was convinced that he could do one more thing for his shipmates before he died. He could cheer them up. Donald began to sing, the words 
  coming softly, painfully, but with as much cheerfulness as he was able to muster.

Dawn broke on a grey sea. The San Emiliano was still afloat some distance away, burning furiously and emitting great clouds of thick black smoke. Thomas Finch later recorded that at about seven o’clock the tanker, ‘appeared to melt amidships’ and quickly broke into two pieces. The aft end of the ship sank ‘in a mass of smoke and flames’, while the bow of the San Emiliano upended, still blazing, and somehow managed to remain afloat for a further hour until it too sank sizzling and hissing into the sea. Finch brought the lifeboat closer to the spot where the tanker had sunk, searching amongst the charred flotsam to see if anyone had survived. The search was unsuccessful. The only survivors of the sinking of the San Emiliano were now in the boat, some so badly burned that they were beyond recognition.

The ragged lifeboat bobbed on waves flattened by death and disaster. It was a pitiful sight. All that could be heard were the slap of the waves against the side of the boat, the groans of those in agony, and the soft words of Donald Clarke as he sang gently to cheer his friends. The sun rose higher, Donald’s words weakened and slowly faded as his strength and life ebbed away. Thomas Finch could see that Donald’s life was moving out of him like a tide. There was nothing anyone could do. At midday, Donald died. His body was placed into the sea and allowed to float gently away. Donald Owen Clarke had lived but a short life, and his remains were not to lie where family and friends could go to pay their respects, but he left behind a legacy of courage and strength of personality that would never be forgotten.

‘In despair and sadness’, as Thomas Finch later described their feelings, the men in the boat continued on their voyage, hoping fervently that someone would come along to rescue them.

About an hour after Donald had died the occupants in the boat heard an aircraft overhead. Looking up they saw that the 
  boat had clearly been spotted as the aircraft began to circle. Soon afterwards a small package attached to a parachute drifted down from the plane. This the men quickly discovered was a small barrel of water. However, the cask broke on impact with the sea and all the water was lost. Thomas Finch, now the officer in charge of the boat, was not unduly concerned over the loss as the lifeboat contained the regulation amount of water and there was sufficient to cater for the men’s needs for at least a month. More importantly, however, was the knowledge that the lifeboat had been sighted and that help would soon be on its way. The plane flew off but just before darkness had fallen it, or another like it, returned. On this occasion it dropped a much sturdier milk churn and this survived the impact with the sea. Inside the churn the ship’s survivors found a flask of iced water, some cigarettes, soup, chocolates and a message telling them to steer south as the coastline was just 110 miles away. Finch decided to take the advice, despite the fact that he realised the wind and current would be against them. The boat was consequently turned around and under a small sail headed in the direction recommended by the crew of the aircraft. There were now eight men in the small boat: Thomas Finch, the chief officer; D.R. Drayton, the badly burned third officer; the chief radio officer D.W. Dennis who was also suffering from serious burns; the third radio officer, P.A. Franks, who was not burned but suffering from physical and nervous exhaustion; J. Buckley a seaman who was in the same condition; Ordinary Seaman K.G. Hanham, also suffering from physical and nervous exhaustion; T.H. Hosking, an uninjured pump-man and the young officer apprentice G.R. Brownrigg, who had been badly burned but not fatally.

The men sailed the lifeboat slowly all through that long night. By dawn the sea was still fairly calm and after cleaning the boat the men ate a few rations. At mid-morning the aircraft once again appeared in the sky and dropped a third parachute. Attached to this was simply a note stating that help was on its way.


The afternoon wore on slowly. For the two badly burned men it must have been an agony of waiting. Just before dusk a light was spotted and believing this to have been the rescue ship Chief Officer Finch flashed a torch at it, signalling for help. However, the boat, whatever it was, quickly made off in the opposite direction. This may have been because submarines were known to use similar tricks to lure unsuspecting vessels into a trap.

Darkness had now fallen and it looked as though the men in the boat would have to face another night at sea. However, about an hour after dusk the sky was suddenly illuminated by flares. The survivors could see and hear their ‘mother duck’ plane overhead and then they also saw the outline of the ship that had come to rescue them. This was the US Army transport Admiral Jessop.

Within minutes the ship had come alongside. The first to be taken on board were the two badly wounded men followed by the remainder. All were taken to the ship’s sick bay, sedated and treated. The captain of the Admiral Jessop asked Thomas Finch what he wanted to do with the lifeboat and Finch told him to sink it because it reminded him of so much horror and suffering. Finch later regretted the decision as the boat could have been sold to provide clothing for the survivors.

Thomas Finch later raised some criticism of the preparedness of ship’s lifeboats, particularly of lifeboats belonging to ships carrying highly volatile cargoes. He voiced the opinion that if his lifeboat had been carrying a supply of morphine then all those badly injured men could have found some relief from their agonies. He also stated that he had been unable to make any radio calls for assistance as the boat’s wireless had been kept in the ship’s wireless cabin and there had been no time or opportunity to have it transferred to the lifeboat.20.

Donald Owen Clarke was posthumously awarded the George Cross for his stubborn and inspiring gallantry. The George Cross 
  is the second highest award for bravery in the United Kingdom honours system. It is awarded for, ‘Acts of the greatest heroism or for conspicuous courage in circumstances of extreme danger.’

The citation for Donald’s award read:

The ship, sailing alone, was attacked by the enemy and hit by two torpedoes. Fire broke out immediately, flames sweeping the vessel from bridge to poop, Apprentice Clarke was trapped in the accommodation and was severely burned. Despite this he made his way on deck and was one of those who got into the only boat which left the ship. The painter of the boat was kept fast and the helm put over as the vessel still carried some way, the boat was towed clear of the burning ship’s side. When the painter was cast off the boat drifted back and it was clear to all on board that it would require a tremendous effort to pull it out of danger. Most of the occupants, however, were so badly burned that they were unable to help, but Apprentice Clarke took an oar and pulled heartily for two hours without a word of complaint. It was not until after the boat was clear that it was realised how badly he had been injured. His hands had to be cut away from the oar as the burnt flesh had stuck to it. He had pulled as well as anyone although he was rowing with the bones of his hands. Later, when lying in the bottom of the boat, his thoughts were still with his shipmates and he sang to keep up their spirits. Next day he died, having shown the greatest fortitude.

By his supreme effort, undertaken without thought of self and in spite of terrible agony, Apprentice Clarke ensured the safety of his comrades in the boat. His great heroism and selfless devotion were in keeping with the highest traditions of the Merchant Navy.21.


Several other survivors of the disaster were also recognised with awards. Chief Officer Thomas Finch who had taken charge of the sole lifeboat received the George Medal for his courage. After his rescue from the lifeboat he immediately volunteered to serve on board another ship. Years later he would be interviewed for the hugely expensive television series World at War, narrated by Laurence Olivier but was extremely disappointed when the program screened because the half hour interview he had been given, which had provided important details of the sinking of the San Emiliano, had been edited down to just two minutes. Not only that, but there had been no mention of the heroic actions of many of its crew, including Donald Clarke, while the series had appeared to praise the German Navy. Finch was far from amused.

Donald Wilfred Dennis, the chief radio officer, also received the George Medal. His citation read:

The Chief Radio Officer volunteered to release the only undamaged boat. Although he was badly burned, he crawled through the flames on his hands and knees and released the falls. Throughout he displayed outstanding courage and fortitude, and but for his brave act the boat would not have got away and there would have been few, if any, survivors.22.

Adolf Piening, the man responsible for sinking the San Emiliano and killing forty of its crew went on to have what he regarded as a highly successful career. During the submarine’s third patrol it was bombed by a Catalonia aircraft east of Barbados and one crew member, Maschinengefrieter Konrad Garneier, was lost overboard. It was believed by the US authorities that the submarine had been sunk with all hands but this was incorrect.23.

After the completion of his third patrol during which he sank a total of ten ships, Piening returned to Lorient and as the commander of U-155 carried out a further six patrols.


On its fourth patrol the submarine was responsible for sinking the converted British aircraft carrier HMS Avenger. The Avenger was something of an ‘ugly duckling’ among aircraft carriers, having begun its life as a merchant ship, the Rio-Hudson. It had been constructed at Chester, Pennsylvania, and launched in 1940 but subsequently converted to an aircraft carrier and transferred to the Royal Navy as part of the Lend Lease agreement. It had the capacity to carry up to fifteen aircraft and was slated to carry out convoy protection work during the long, arduous and highly dangerous Atlantic crossings where Allied aircraft could be immensely useful in fighting off attacking German bombers, shooting down spotter aircraft and dropping bombs on any German submarines spotted lurking on the surface. It did have some design problems, particularly with its steam catapult which prevented some British warplanes from being launched successfully but these were only minor issues quickly overcome. The Avenger, which had seen extensive action in convoy protection work, was attacked and sunk with heavy loss of life west of Gibraltar on 15 November 1942. Adolph Piening had used just one torpedo to sink the Avenger which sank very quickly. Twelve crew members managed to survive the deadly attack but Piening had instantly added another 516 British corpses to his mounting tally of dead.24.

U-155 was attacked by aircraft on at least two more occasions but survived. In March 1944 Piening was appointed the commander of the 7th U-boat Flotilla based at Saint-Nazaire. He made only one more patrol as the commander of a U-boat. This was U-255 which was tasked with laying mines off Saint-Nazaire in April 1945, just weeks before the end of the war.

Following the German capitulation Piening was incarcerated for two years at a prisoner-of-war camp and in 1956, when West Germany established its navy, Piening joined up once again, being appointed the commander of the 1st Escort Squadron. He retired in 1969 and died in 1984. He had expressed sorrow about the war but not about the hundreds of men he had killed.25.


U-155 also survived the war. Following the German surrender the submarine was taken from Wilhelmshaven in Germany to Loch Ryan in Scotland where it was to be incorporated into Operation Deadlock, the planned destruction of captured German submarines. It was scuttled on 21 December 1945. In 2001 marine archaeologist Innes McCartney located the wreck lying largely intact on the seabed at a depth of more than 240 feet.26.
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Bertha Clarke, mother of Donald Owen Clarke, g.c., launching the cadet unit’s motor launch bearing Donald’s name – 1950s.

—Courtesy of Lt. (SCC) Steven Grainger r.n.r., commanding officer, 
Chester-le-Street, Sea Cadet Corps, Donald Clarke Centre.

Today Donald Owen Clarke is hardly remembered among the wider community, his name largely lost among the thousands of other seamen who gave their lives during the harsh Atlantic War, 

 but the people of Chester-le-Street still keep him close to their hearts. There is a memorial to Donald’s bravery in the town’s civic centre and the region’s sea cadet unit is named after him. Normally, sea cadet units are named after an adopted ship, but at Chester-le-Street the cadets decided to name their unit in honour of their hero, Donald Clarke.

In the mid-1950s the Admiralty allocated a diesel powered training boat to the sea cadet unit. The boat was immediately named the Donald Owen Clarke GC. The boat was dedicated at a special ceremony during which Donald’s mother was the guest of honour.27.



Chapter 9


Gravestones on the Garbage Tip

The Heroes of Cowra 
5 August 1944

In 2017 a man described as a ‘war buff’, told the Australian press that twenty-five years earlier he had found two gravestones at a rubbish dump and thinking that they might one day be of some value had taken them home with him. The gravestones belonged to two privates, one of them an Englishman, who had been serving with the Australian 22nd Garrison Battalion during the Second World War. To the uninitiated these two gravestones would probably have been nothing more than unimportant curiosity pieces but behind their simple inscriptions lay one of the most astonishing stories of the Second World War – a story of phenomenal courage in the face of almost certain death and also one of despair, mass suicide, hysteria, murder, and the largest prisoner-of-war breakout of the entire war.1.

To get to the heart of this story we must go back in time to June 1941. By that time Axis powers, particularly Germany, were strongly in the ascendancy. Japan had not even entered the war and although there was reason to believe that, in their much vaunted ‘Co-Prosperity Sphere’ theory, Japanese Imperial Forces would one day strike at the heart of Western democracy, the events at Pearl Harbor were still six months away.

However, it was clear that if the war were to continue it would be necessary to make provision not only for alien internees, people such as German and Italian nationals, but it would also be necessary to build prisoner-of-war camps for the expected wave of captured enemy servicemen.

Australia was the perfect country to house POWs. The continent is isolated from the rest of the world and therefore getting out of the country would be far more difficult for those attempting to escape. 

 Additionally, Australia is a harsh country, wild in places and sparsely populated which made escape even more difficult.

Realising that there would be an influx of POWs from the European, African and Middle East theatres of war, and also needing to intern the thousands of alien nationals then already in the country, the Australian Government moved quickly to establish a number of camps which could be used both for internees and prisoners-of-war. Many of the prisoners-of-war would later be held on behalf of the Americans who would capture them. One of these camps would be situated at the small farming community of Cowra, New South Wales, approximately 300 kilometres west of Sydney. It would be known officially as Number 12 POW Compound or, more simply, Camp 12B.2.

The camp was constructed through 1941-42 after the land had been selected and requisitioned from a local farmer. When first considered as a site for a potential prisoner-of-war camp there had been many problems associated with the construction of the facility not least of which was the fact that part of the camp would have to be built over a site that had previously been used as a ‘night-soil’ (human excrement) dump. This problem was quickly overcome. Bureaucrats tidily agreed to state although only some of the camp would be located over the dump it would be more beneficial to state officially that the new camp was being build ‘adjacent’ to the dump. It sounded better.3.

Number 12 POW Compound became one of the largest in the country and would eventually house up to four thousand prisoners-of-war and civilian internees. In addition to Germans, Italians and Japanese, the camp would also become a prison for Formosans, Koreans, Chinese and even a few Indonesians.

The camp, roughly dodecagon (twelve sided) in design, was divided into four sections or compounds, each of which was surrounded by three rows of barbed-wire fencing. Conditions in the camp were, at first, quite basic. The camp officially began
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 operating as from June 1941 but it was not until October that the first internees arrived. At that time the major construction work was still underway and the prisoners were forced to live in tents until the accommodation huts could be completed.


However, as more prisoners arrived and construction work continued the inmates had little reason to complain (other than the civilians who were being detained merely as a security measure. Many of these internees, especially the Italians, had been loyal Australian residents for years and had every reason to complain about their incarceration). The camp included sports grounds, canteens, modest but reasonably comfortable huts, well equipped kitchens, shops and vegetable gardens. It was a far cry from the horrendous conditions in which the Japanese were holding and working prisoners in the countries then under their control.

By December 1942 around two thousand prisoners and internees were confined to the facility, mainly Italians, but as the war with Japan intensified the camp became increasing populated with a large group of Japanese prisoners who bitterly resented both their capture and incarceration. Between January 1943 and August 1944 more than one thousand Japanese POWs and internees arrived, their numbers adding to the problems of overcrowding at the facility.

The camp at Cowra was guarded by members of the Australian Militia, the 22nd Garrison Battalion. This battalion was principally comprised of men who were considered to be either too old for active service on the front lines or simply unsuited, for one reason or another, to serve in a fighting unit. The principal Japanese section at the Cowra camp was under the guard of the 12th P.O.W. Company, which included Privates Ralph Jones and Benjamin Gower Hardy.

The camp was actually four separate camps, each section subsequently holding up to around one thousand prisoners or 
 internees. It was situated about a mile and a half from the town of Cowra. The camp commandant, Lieutenant-Colonel Montague Andrew Brown, later described the facility as:

Imagine dropping a compass on a hillside and drawing a wide circle. Then put several blocks of huts around the centre – from the air that is what Cowra camp looked like. When you got closer you could see that the circle was barbed wire and that there were three rings of it circling the camp with barbed wire entanglements in between. Around the circle were several towers with armed guards and searchlight crews posted.4.

Of all the prisoners and internees held at Cowra, the Japanese were certainly the most truculent and difficult to deal with. They lived and had fought under the code of ‘Bushido’ or warrior tradition whereby capture and surrender were both abhorrent and deeply disgraceful. Most of the prisoners believed that having been captured alive they would no longer be able to go home. The shame would be too great, not only to themselves but also to their families who would remain in disgrace, possibly for generations.

Compared to conditions in other Allied POW camps, particularly in England where conditions were sometimes fairly basic and the weather often atrocious, the situation at Cowra, apart from the Japanese compound, was fairly calm, comfortable and relaxed. The Italian prisoners were particularly keen just to get on with their lives, happy to be out of the fighting and thankful that they had been brought to a warm climate where conditions were good, the food more than adequate, and where they were treated with relative kindness. Some of the Japanese had been half-starved upon their arrival at the camp but with good food and care they had soon recovered their strength. Rice, fruit and fresh fish formed part of the staple diet and the captives were issued with thirty-five cigarettes each week. 

 The Japanese officers, held in a separate section, were also given allowances of wine and beer. Concerts were performed for their entertainment and all the men were allowed to purchase toiletries and other items for their personal comfort. As part of their recreation the men played sports, including American baseball; they also wrestled in the open, all of which assisted in keeping them fit and healthy.5.

Many of the Italians went out of the camp to work on local farms. After the war there would be an influx of Italian migrants to Australia, some of whom had been incarcerated as POWs during the war and who had fallen in love with the country and sometimes also with Australian women. The Koreans and Taiwanese were also relatively happy and comfortable at Cowra and none of these inmates presented any real issues with regards to camp security.

The Japanese prisoners, however, were entirely different. It should be remembered that these men were mostly combat-hardened veterans. They had been trained for battle in the hardest schools and had fought in some of the most bitter conflicts of the war. Many were front-line troops captured in New Guinea and other major areas of conflict. Additionally, they were not just soldiers; they were men indoctrinated for war and for success in battle. The very concepts of defeat and capitulation were completely alien and abhorrent to them.

It was now August 1944 and although the Japanese prisoners at Cowra did not know it, having little or no access to news from the outside world, the tide of the war against their country had changed irrevocably. During the previous month U.S. marines had invaded both Guam and Tinian and in August Burma had fallen to the Allies.

In the Japanese compound at Cowra at that time were more than 1100 prisoners, most of whom were suffering all the agony of shame that they had been captured and incarcerated rather than 
  being killed in battle. Being dead would have been immeasurably better than being made prisoner, but they were determined to rectify this problem at the earliest possible opportunity. Many of the N.C.Os., apparently with the collusion of the officers, hatched a plan to continue the war if possible, to break out into the open, kill the guards, capture the armoury at a nearby training camp, and with the arms and ammunition seized from there, to wage guerrilla warfare in the region by sending out armed bands to attack strategic targets in inland New South Wales.

By taking the battle once more to their enemy the prisoners realised that the ultimate result would almost certainly be their deaths, but that is exactly what they wanted. The coming events at Cowra, often described as a ‘mass escape attempt’, would actually be nothing more than an extremely dramatic mass suicide. By launching themselves on the guns of the Australian guards, the Bushido warriors of Japan would be claiming back their birthright and honour. They would be able to die without disgrace and live on in the respectful memories of those who loved them. If they lived through the escape, then their next objective would be the planned guerrilla warfare campaign during which they would probably die anyway.

Planning for an assault on the guards had been going on for months. Kitchen knives had been stolen and sharpened like razors. Clusters of nails had been hammered into baseball bats, transforming them into deadly weapons. Baseball gloves were to be utilised to protect hands while attempting to clear the three rows of barbed-wire fencing that surrounded the compound. There was even a collection of strong cords which would be used to garrotte the guards. Spoons and forks had been sharpened on concrete steps. Bread knives had been sharpened to a point and bound to broomsticks to make deadly thrusting spears. Saws stolen from the workshop had been similarly prepared.6.

The Japanese realised that this mass ‘breakout’ as it was later termed, would probably not be too strongly opposed. The men 
  of the 22nd Garrison Battalion were all fairly elderly by normal standards for servicemen. For the young, battle-hardened front-line Japanese troops, veterans of the conquests of Malaya, the Philippines and the Pacific islands, these middle-aged Australian servicemen, most of whom had never fired a shot in anger, should present no serious obstacle.
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View of the Japanese compound at Cowra on the far side of Broadway.

—Courtesy of The Australian War Memorial.

Accession Number 064346.

The group commandant at Cowra at that time was LieutenantColonel Montague Andrew Brown, known among the troops of his command as ‘Monty’. Each of the four compounds in the camp had its own commandant. Major L.J. Meagher, was in command of ‘A’ compound with its docile Italian prisoners; Major Robert Ramsay had charge of ‘B’ compound with its troublesome Japanese N.C.O.s and O.R.s (other ranks); while Major L.E.D. Lees was in charge of ‘D’ compound where all the Japanese officers plus some Formosans and Koreans were being detained. Major Edward Vivian Timms commanded the other Italian section, ‘C’ compound. Timms would later become a well 
  known Australian novelist and radio broadcaster famous for his historical novels, full-length radio plays and serials. Some of his works were later translated into French and Spanish. He had been seriously wounded during the First World War.7.

By August 1944 things had been a little different at the camp for a while. The Japanese prisoners had been uncharacteristically pleasant and helpful, even submissive, which was most unusual. The Japanese did not loath their captors, as such, but they almost always retained a certain haughtiness and dignity which belied their status as prisoners-of-war. Now, however, they were becoming far more pleasant and willing to conform. That alone should have signalled that trouble was brewing.

A clear indication that the Japanese section of the camp was planning something big came in the form of a Korean informer named Takeo Matsumoto who, some weeks earlier, had told members of ‘I’ section (Army Intelligence), that the Japanese had mellowed their attitude to the Australian guards and had become more helpful and submissive in an attempt to lull the camp security prior to an attempted breakout. Army Intelligence had immediately informed Lieutenant-Colonel ‘Monty’ Brown who acted quickly. Brown requested that his allocation of weapons be increased with more firepower and this request was granted with the provision of two Vickers machine-guns and a Lewis gun. The additional weapons arrived soon afterwards. The army authorities realised that if the rumours of a mass breakout were true then bands of roaming Japanese would present a deadly threat to the local civilian population. Within the camp every precaution was soon being taken. Guards were ordered to take their rifles everywhere with them, even keeping them at their bedside at night. Bren guns were set up on the guard-towers.8.

As there appeared to be so much unrest and a potential for violence, ‘Monty’ Brown decided that he would separate the officers from the N.C.Os. and enlisted men, not just through segregation into compounds as was already the case, but permanently, by moving all the enlisted men to another camp at Hay, several 
  hundred kilometres away. However, this move, rather than helping to calm the potential violence, only served to heighten Japanese antagonism and resentment to their captivity. In the Japanese military structure officers were regarded as patriarchal figures and the troops under their command gave them a considerable amount of loyalty and respect. Separation would be like breaking up a family and the Japanese would be bitterly opposed to such a move.

The date was now Friday 4 August 1944. Lieutenant-Colonel ‘Monty’ Brown informed the commandant of ‘B’ compound, Major Robert Ramsay, that the time had come for the Japanese to be informed of the impending move. Consequently Ramsay summoned three Japanese prisoners to his office. These were Sergeant Major Ryo ‘Akira’ Kanazawa, the camp leader of ‘B’ compound where all the enlisted men and N.C.Os. were held; Sergeant Kojima, the assistant camp leader of the compound, and a Japanese flyer, whose name was listed as Sergeant Pilot Tadao Minami, an N.C.O. who spoke reasonable English. Minami, (not actually his real name) was an interesting character. He had taken part in the first air-raid on Darwin on 19 February 1942, flying a Zero from the aircraft carrier Hiryu. He was reputed to have been the first Japanese serviceman to be captured on Australian soil. His plane had suffered an engine failure almost immediately after the Darwin raid and Minami had made a forced landing under difficult conditions on Melville Island where he was subsequently captured. In fact his name was Hajime Toyoshima and he had given the false name to his captors to spare his family the shame that would automatically come with his capture.9.

Additionally ‘Akira’ was not Kanazawa’s real name which was actually Ryo. He had invented ‘Akira’ to protect his true identity from being released to the Japanese authorities who would, in turn, have informed his family of his capture. This was a ruse typical of the Japanese prisoners of the time and caused a great deal of confusion concerning proper identification.
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Sergeant Hajime Toyoshima (left) who was reported to have been the first Japanese captured on Australian territory. His injuries were caused by his aircraft crash.

—Courtesy of The Australian War Memorial.
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These three N.C.Os. were instructed that around seven hundred of the enlisted men needed to pack their belongings as they were to be transferred to the prisoner-of-war camp at Hay. The officers would remain at Cowra. The transfer would occur on the following Monday morning.


Under the Geneva Convention civilian internees had to be informed twenty-four hours in advance of any impending transfer but there was no such provision for prisoners-of-war. Largely for security reasons, transfers could be made without notice. However, ‘Monty’ Brown was a humane man and felt it only right and proper to give the Japanese prisoners a fair amount of time to prepare themselves for the transfer. In any case, the impending move would have been difficult to hide. All the Australian military personnel knew that the transfer was about to be made and while they were under orders not to pass information to the Japanese, a detachment of soldiers from Hay had arrived to act as escorts during the rail transfer so it was evident that something big was being planned.

During the meeting in Ramsay’s office the three Japanese N.C.Os. were astonished when informed that the men were to be moved. They protested, requesting that all the prisoners, including the officers, should be transferred together. Hajime Toyoshima (aka Tadao Minami) was later reported as saying: ‘Very bad business, why can’t we all go?’ He was informed that the transfer had been ordered by ‘higher authorities’ and that there was no chance of the men remaining together.

‘Monty’ Brown knew full well that a transfer such as this, on such a large scale, could lead to bitterness, resentment and possibly even violent behaviour, especially when intelligence had already been received that the Japanese were planning something big. This was certainly the case in the Japanese camp when the movement order became more generally known among the prisoners.10.

There are two versions of what exactly had occurred in Major Ramsay’s office that day. The official version, later given as evidence at the subsequent military court of inquiry, appeared to demonstrate that the three Japanese N.C.Os. were informed that the men were being moved according to their rank. However, it was later ascertained that the knowledge of the segregation 
  through rank came only, unofficially, after the meeting in Ramsay’s office, when one of the guards let slip that the transfer was being made according to rank. This was later confirmed, unofficially, during a brief exchange between an interpreter, Sergeant Oleg Eugene Negerevich, who had also been present at the meeting in Ramsay’s office, and Sergeant Major Kanazawa, who questioned Negerevich in the camp soon afterwards. If this were true then Ramsay had clearly mislead the three Japanese, not informing them that the move would be made according to rank. This was a major issue. In an interview with Kanazawa, conducted years later, author Harry Gordon subsequently established that it was the segregation through rank, separating the men from their officers and N.C.Os., that had led directly to the breakout and that if the men had been allowed to be transferred with some of their officers and N.C.Os. then the breakout, although planned for months, may never have taken place. This information was also subsequently confirmed by Sergeant Oleg Eugene Negerevich, the official interpreter at the meeting, who stated that the critical information about the segregation had been withheld deliberately because the authorities feared a violent Japanese reaction.11.

The crucial point here is that there was a very real possibility that the breakout and all its associated violence and death might well have been averted right there in Ramsay’s office. Simply moving the prisoners, separating them into smaller units, but allowing groups of enlisted men to remain with a proportionate number of their officers and N.C.Os. could well have brought down the level of simmering anger and resentment, and while the shame and dishonour of captivity would still have been present, it might never have exploded into wide-scale, white-hot violence.

That day there was a powerful change for the worse in the general ambience and activity at the camp, although the Australian guards, while noting change, did not associate it with any impending trouble. The Japanese prisoners spent most 
  of the day inside their huts fomenting plans for the attack and breakout. The Australian guards believed that the quietness was simply a result of the Japanese preparing for the transfer of its enlisted men and no real notice was taken of what was actually simmering beneath the surface.

There were several reasons why the breakout had to happen almost immediately. Firstly, it was a Friday, payday, and the guards would be in a more relaxed mood. Drinks would be flowing and the men off duty would be playing cards, relaxing or asleep. It was the eve of a weekend. The guards would be more at ease, at least that was usually the case. More importantly, however, were the positions of the two Vickers machine-guns that had recently been brought to the compound to beef up security. The Japanese were quite willing to die during the breakout but this was also to be a battle. They wanted to kill as many of the enemy as possible before they were either killed themselves or had managed to flee into the bush where even more Australian military manpower would be wasted in attempting to track down escapees.

The Vickers guns were key to the success of the Japanese plan. If just one of them could be captured and turned on the Australian guards then the death rate among them would be horrendous. In fact, with Japanese soldiers manning the Vickers, so many of the guards could be killed or seriously injured that it might have been possible for the Japanese to take control of the entire camp and that would have been a major success, completely validating the attack and wiping out any disgrace associated with having been made prisoner in the first place. Additionally, the machineguns had only just arrived at the camp and had not then been placed into their permanent positions. They were still mounted on the backs of two mobile trailers as it had been planned to set them into position on the following Monday morning where they would have been far more deadly in the event of a breakout. The Vickers were temporarily set up in two positions. The first, 
  known officially as ‘Number 1 Vickers Gun’, was positioned just outside the barbed-wire, close to the front gates near Tower B. There were two guard towers in this vicinity, Tower A and Tower B, one on each side of the front gates. The second machine-gun, known officially as ‘Vickers Number 2 Gun’ was situated a short distance outside the external wire, facing the wire of ‘B’ compound, almost directly opposite the site where one of the major surges of Japanese would later make their break in an attempt to capture the weapon.

In their present positions the Vickers were not even being manned properly and the Japanese were careful to note that the two men posted to each Vickers had gone off duty on that Friday night, leaving the weapons unmanned.

The first round of secret Japanese meetings held as a council of war took place among the hut leaders in one of the barrack huts. These men knew, of course, that a breakout had been planned for months but it was now time to seek the overall consensus of all the men. If most of them agreed to attempt a breakout then the attack would take place. After listening to what was being proposed, the hut leaders returned to their respective huts and asked the men for their opinions and consent.

Not everyone agreed but there was a general consensus. The men took the news of a possible breakout with mixed feelings. Most, certainly, wanted to take the fight back to the enemy but there were some who disagreed, for a variety of reasons. Others were undecided but they believed that if the majority wanted to attack and breakout then it should be done and they would be a part of it. Some were too ill to take an active part and decided that they would commit suicide once the attack had begun. Others blankly refused, stating that it was wrong and that they should carry on as before and accept the terms of the transfer, as abhorrent as they might seem. There were even some who were willing to accept the shame and disgrace of capture, family men with wives and children whom they longed to see again, 
  and the thought of dying and never being reunited was beyond comprehension to them. Love was a powerful emotion – it could even overcome disgrace.

Those too ill to take part in the coming breakout or suffering from wounds they had received in battle and therefore were unable to take action, now began to take their own lives. Some used razor-sharp butcher’s knives to disembowel themselves. Many others hanged themselves, suffering death from strangulation. Occasionally, when death would not come swiftly enough, those dying were aided in their self-destructive endeavours by their friends or companions who would administer a swift and merciful coup-de grâce.

In the silent huts of ‘B’ compound, quietly, with dignity, and with a return to honour, many men were now dying.

Planning for the coming action fell into place quickly after that meeting in Ramsay’s office. After the men had been informed and the consensus for the attack finally established, it was the job of the N.C.Os. to design some kind of plan that would have a reasonable chance of success. They were aided in their endeavours by the fact that there were no moral restrictions over the numbers of casualties they might have to endure. Unlike most battle commanders who were almost constantly aware of the need to preserve life while also attempting to achieve an objective, those in command of the Japanese prisoners had no such reservations. The objective was to kill as many of the enemy as possible, to take the war out into the countryside and to effect as much death and destruction as they could, but at the same time with little or no thought of any eventual survival. They had made peace with their gods. They were all ready to die.

The prisoners were trained for battle and the planning came almost naturally to them. Principal among their objectives would be the Number 2 Vickers machine-gun located on its trailer outside the wire at the northern end of ‘B’ compound. 

 Ever since it had been installed there temporarily the Japanese had been keeping the Vickers under observation.

Within the four huts in the most northern portion of ‘B’ compound, closest to the wire fence, were about two hundred prisoners. Theirs was to be the most dangerous task in the coming assault. Not only was it dangerous, it was also suicidal, but that did not for a moment deter any of them. They were ordered to mount a frontal assault on Number 2 Vickers, capture it, kill the crew, then turn the gun on ‘B’ company who were in charge of guarding the prisoners of ‘B’ compound. If that company could be eliminated then there was every chance that the entire breakout operation would succeed. The capture of the Vickers was not only highly desirable, it was essential, and every prisoner tasked with its capture was fully aware of its importance.

Behind that first row of four huts were six more. The men in these huts were ordered to race for the wire, break out, and then ready themselves for an assault on the army training camp located about a mile or so from the prisoner-of-war camp. There they should attempt to capture the armoury and all its weapons.

There would be two more prongs to the breakout. The prisoner’s huts located at the rear of ‘B’ compound, along the central fence separating ‘B’ compound from Broadway – a road running right through the centre of the camp from north to south – would form up and split into two groups. One group was tasked with getting over the barbed-wire into Broadway, turning to their right and launching a direct assault on the camp’s main gates, killing as many guards as possible. The other prong of the Japanese assault, once over the wire into Broadway, was tasked with turning left into Broadway and attempting to release the Japanese officers who were being held in ‘D’ compound.

Midnight was now approaching. Although the camp appeared to be quiet and relatively normal, inside the huts nothing would ever be the same again. Wooden furniture and other flammable 
  materials were being piled against walls in readiness to set fire to the buildings. Many of those who were about to attempt the breakout fortified themselves with the strong home-brewed liquor that had been secretly fermented from potato peelings and other ingredients easily available in a camp where provisions were plentiful, despite the stringent food rationing to which civilians were subjected. Some of the prisoners really needed this alcoholic boost. Death loomed so close now they could almost reach out and touch it. It was not fear, exactly, but it was an unknown, and it would be painful, perhaps horribly so. A few of the men were not even soldiers. They were civilians who had been working as contractors for the Japanese and had been swept up with the rest when captured. They now were also to suffer the same fate as their service comrades but most were quite willing to do so. Shame and disgrace had few boundaries.

The dark hours dragged past in respectful silence. Some of the men had been friends for years. They clearly understood that by morning they would almost certainly be dead. Sadly, in whispers, they bade farewell to each other. When dawn broke, they would either be free, or they would no longer be in disgrace.

The attack was to begin at 2 a.m. precisely. The trigger for the breakout would be a single ear-piercing bugle call. The rough plans had been finalised; when that call came almost everyone in ‘B’ compound would once more re-enter the war. However, it was not to be ‘total war’. It is interesting to note that although, throughout the war and before, during the invasions of Manchuria and China, the Japanese had inflicted monumental death and suffering on the civilian populations under their control, those Japanese in charge of the enlisted men at Cowra now ordered that no civilians were to be harmed, either during the breakout or later, when carrying out the intended guerrilla warfare. Perhaps this order was given in deference to the way that Australians had treated their prisoners, not only in accordance with the provisions of the Geneva Convention but 
  also with kindness, ensuring that the prisoners were well fed, housed, safe and comfortable.

Although a date for a possible breakout had not originally been set, provisions for such a break had been in place for a while. On two separate occasions Japanese prisoners had climbed to the top of the central double gates on Broadway. On these occasions the Japanese had been ordered from the gates and had stated that they wished to see the camp commandant on what were later described as being ‘improbable matters’. They had been placed into the camp hospital for observation as there was a possibility that they might have been suffering from some kind of mental condition. They had seemed to be ‘slightly insane’; as the press later reported.12.

One of these men had carried a small portion of food which he had wanted to give to the compound commandant, ‘... as a token of affection’. However, it was later believed that these events were merely ‘softening up’ exercises so that the guards would not act too hastily or too violently if they saw figures climbing to the top of the central gates. The Australian press later reported:

It was not, therefore, as remarkable as it might otherwise have seemed when, shortly after 1.30 a.m. on the night of August 4-5 yet another ‘simple’ Japanese prisoner was reported from one of the watchtowers to be climbing the two big gates between the compound and the Broadway. A file of the guard was ordered to go down to the Broadway and take the Japanese to the hospital.

Twelve minutes later, while two men of the duty guard were down in the middle of the long, sloping Broadway, and while guard N.C.Os. were getting their men hot cocoa and toast before posting the first relief at 2 a.m., ‘hell’ seemed to break loose in ‘B’ compound.13.


It was a clear, cold, moonlit night. Apart from the one man seen climbing the Broadway gate everything in the camp appeared to be normal. The region that year was suffering from drought and with winter now well set in, traditionally a dry period on the Australian continent, everything including the wooden prisoners’ huts remained bone-dry. To any observer in the camp the situation remained calm and ordinary. Nothing seemed amiss, yet inside the twenty accommodation huts the suicidal madness had already taken a firm grip. The press later reported:

The camp at night was an eerie sight. Six 30-foot towers stood round it and from these towers searchlights raked the grounds methodically. Sentries watched from the towers and other sentries paced outside the wire. Hundreds of hooded lights on tall posts threw more light, much weaker, perhaps, than it should have been, into the camp.14.

It was a lone soldier, Private Alfred James Rolls, who first became aware that something was amiss in the Japanese compound. Rolls was on guard stationed in a guard tent right in the centre of Broadway. The time was about 1.45 on the morning of 5 August. In the relatively dim illumination of the pole lights he thought he saw a figure coming from one of the huts towards the gate. All the prisoners should have been confined to their huts at that time of night so something was evidently wrong. Was this just another of the ‘simple’ Japanese inmates coming to make another offering of peace and friendship? However, any possibility that this was just a benign evening stroll was soon dispelled. At around this time the prisoner was also spotted by one of his fellow inmates.

Rolls called out, demanding to know who was there. He moved towards the gate bringing up his .303 in readiness for any trouble. However, the Japanese, who could now be seen more clearly, was running towards the gate, his hands in the air, 
  shouting incomprehensibly in Japanese. Something was wrong, Rolls realised. This prisoner, dragging a blanket behind him, appeared to be panicking about something. Reaching the tall gate, the prisoner managed to climb it with ease and, dropping to the ground, he ran towards the startled Rolls. Rolls however, had seen enough. He raised his Lee Enfield rifle and fired two rounds into the air, the standard warning for the remainder of the guards that something was wrong. The Japanese prisoner now racing towards Rolls was evidently in a state of great fear. The shots stopped the prisoner in his tracks and he just stood there, terror, anger or confusion etched across his shadowed features, while still shouting wildly at Rolls.

The telephone rang in the guard tent. Rolls, himself confused and now extremely alert, answered it, keeping a close eye on the trembling prisoner. On the other end of the line was a Corporal Speerman stationed in the guardroom. Speerman demanded to know what the shots were for. Rolls told Speerman that a Japanese prisoner had scaled the gate and that not only did he appear to be terrified, he was also attempting to communicate something in his native tongue which Rolls could not understand. However, it was clear that something was terribly wrong. Speerman promised to send a guard detail to investigate.

Meanwhile, in hut 13, one of the leaders of the uprising, Hajime Toyoshima (aka Tadao Minami), had been told that one of the Japanese prisoners was attempting to alert the Australians that a breakout was about to take place. Toyoshima ordered that the traitor be killed immediately. He then raised a bugle to his lips and gave it a long shrill blast. It was the signal for the breakout to begin.

The revolt had been planned to commence at 2 a.m. precisely with the sound of the bugle but it was now sounded around five minutes early. The reason why the revolt was to start at that time had been carefully calculated by the Japanese. At two in the morning the guards were changed. Those coming on watch 
  would still be groggy with sleep and those going off watch would be tired and in need of sleep. It should, therefore, be easy to catch them all off guard which would have occurred had not the unexpected warning come in time. There was now no chance whatever of catching the sentries off guard. The warning shots had been sufficient to rouse the camp and men were scrambling from their bunks and into coats or uniforms and taking up their arms.

At the shrill bugle blast, Japanese prisoners came racing out of their huts, flitting through the semi-darkness, shouting ‘Banzai’ as they headed towards Rolls and the informer whose death had been ordered by Hajime Toyoshima. Meanwhile, the Australian guards were now also racing to their posts.

By this time the guard patrol of two men and an officer, Lieutenant Thomas Aisbett, had arrived at the guard tent on Broadway where Private Rolls was posted. The terrified Japanese was also still there, holding his blanket above his head while attempting to communicate the danger to the four Australians. No one could understand a word of what he was screaming but the rapidly approaching horde of Japanese, wielding knives, sharpened garden tools and nail-studded baseball bats, was clear evidence that murder was in the air.

Aisbett came to an immediate decision. With just a few rifles between them, the guards would have stood no chance of fighting off such an onrush of fanatical Japanese soldiers and he shouted desperately, ‘Run for your lives!’ The guards turned, worked the bolts of their Lee Enfields and loosed off a few rounds at the Japanese before turning and doing exactly what Aisbett had ordered. All that separated them from imminent death was the set of tall gates which the sole Japanese had easily scaled. It was clear that this rush of prisoners would also be over the top of the gates within seconds. The guards turned tail and headed for another set of tall gates at the southern end of Broadway. They had about fifty metres to run before they would be safe behind that barrier.


At this time there had been no counter-attack on the Japanese. A guard tower near the southern gate where a Bren gun was located remained strangely silent as Aisbett and his four men raced for the safety of the gate. By now the Bren should have been firing into the horde of Japanese but it remained obstinately silent. Meanwhile, the Japanese were over the first gate and had reached the Japanese informer. For this unfortunate man there was to be no escape. His ‘comrades’ immediately clubbed him down with their baseball bats, slashed him severely with their improvised weapons and then cut his throat. The murder took just seconds.

Fires were now breaking out in almost all the Japanese prisoners’ huts and the tinder-dry wood was blazing as the Japanese set the barracks on fire. Many of the prisoners who had elected to die before the outbreak had begun were now being cremated in the huts. Smoke and flames were billowing into the night sky adding a lurid glare to the scene of horror that was rapidly unfolding at the camp.

The rush of Japanese prisoners intensified and from some of the towers the Bren guns now opened up. There were more than 1100 prisoners in full revolt. Two thick streams of howling men brandishing an array of deadly weapons were surging in both directions along Broadway: one group madly chasing after Lieutenant Aisbett and his three fleeing men who were racing for the gates at the far end camp. Another two waves of Japanese were launching themselves at the three rows of barbed-wire along the perimeter of the Japanese section of the compound. The camp was suddenly a blazing inferno of flames, smoke, howling noise, stuttering gunfire, screaming Japanese and death. The press later reported that:

As wave after wave of Japanese prisoners, their burgundy-coloured clothes dark in the moonlight, hurled themselves yelling in two directions – inwards across the tangle of wire across the Broadway, and outwards across the thicker 
  wire of the perimeter towards possible freedom, the sound of rifle and machine-gun fire mingled with the crackle of burning woodwork. Red Verey-lights soared, and from certain of the towers came the steady slap-slap-slap of Bren-guns in action.15.

The tidal surge of Japanese, later counted as a total of 1104 prisoners, faced an Australian force of around a third of that number. These Australian guards were, as the press later described: ‘... oldish men, many of them veterans of the last war, who never expected to see action again’.16.

Although they did not know it at the time, for Privates Benjamin Gower Hardy and Ralph Jones, this was to be their last night on earth. Both were unlikely soldiers and when posted to a garrison battalion neither had expected to be required to fight. Hardy was one of those rare gentle Australians who loved animals and refused on principle to kill them. Unlike many of his contemporaries he did not go hunting for kangaroos or rabbits, even for the pot. He loved keeping pets and liked to keep to himself. Born at Marrickville, New South Wales, in 1898, Ben Hardy was shy, quiet and something of an introvert; he was a confirmed bachelor who had little experience with women, although he was a member of the Chatswood Rifle Club in Sydney where he enjoyed target shooting. The press later described him as being:

A tall, quiet man, unmarried. According to his friends, his life was devoted to his widowed mother and his sister. If you walk into the drawing room of the Hardy home at Willoughby you will see cups and trophies on the mantelshelf and the sideboards. They are Ben’s. He was a crack marksman and the trophies were won on the Saturday afternoon ‘shoots’ with the Chatswood Rifle Club. When he enlisted for the Second World War in 1940 he wanted to go abroad, but was told, ‘You are too old. You’ll get a nice easy life instead.’17.
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Private Benjamin Gower Hardy, G.C.

—Courtesy of The Australian War Memorial.

Accession Number 081385.

In the battalion Ben Hardy had soon become known for his expertise with the Vickers machine-gun, an interest that was somewhat at odds with his gentle pacific nature, but Hardy’s gentleness towards animals probably did not extend to the Japanese who were known for their brutality towards women, children and yes, even animals. Ben Hardy lived with his mother close to Sydney Harbour.

Ralph Jones was also one of the most unlikely soldiers serving at Cowra at the time. Aged forty-three at the time of his death, Jones was English. He had been born on 26 September 1900 in Norfolk, the son of Henry William and Eliza Jones. Jones had worked as a motor mechanic apprentice until serving briefly in the British Army during the First World War. He emigrated to Australia in about 1926. In Australia he had travelled around the bush looking for work, taking jobs where he could, and, like Hardy, was unmarried.
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Private Ralph Jones, G.C.

—Courtesy of The Australian War Memorial.

Accession Number 081386.

When Alfred James Rolls fired off his two warning shots that night, both Hardy and Jones had been awakened suddenly in their hut and wondered groggily what was going on. Like almost all the other men who had been sleeping in the guard huts at that time they were dressed only in their government-issue striped pyjamas, but as the blast on the Japanese bugle sounded stridently throughout the camp and the clattering sounds of the attack commenced, it was clear to everyone, Hardy and Jones included, that something was terribly wrong.

Shrugging into greatcoats as the night was quite cold, and pulling boots over bare feet, Hardy and Jones, still wearing their pyjamas, quickly left the hut and ran out into the night. Their action post was Number 2 Vickers machine-gun positioned on the trailer at the northern end of the camp close to all the huts and other buildings which comprised the military compound situated outside the main gates to the camp itself. As we have seen, 

 the Vickers was not manned that night, a considerable oversight given the fact that the camp commandant Lieutenant-Colonel Andrew ‘Monty’ Brown was in possession of information that a breakout was planned, but despite this, boxes of ammunition had been left in readiness beside the gun. For Hardy, a Vickers specialist, it would have been a matter of just seconds to bring the weapon into action.

Hardy was ‘Number 1’ on the gun. It would be his task to operate and fire the weapon while Jones was officially ‘Number 2’. It was his task to feed the belts of ammunition into the Vickers. The events that occurred during the following five minutes not only spelt the deaths of both Hardy and Jones but also spelt the failure of the entire breakout.

Many events were now happening simultaneously. As the Japanese poured out of their huts in red-robed waves, (burgundy being the colour of the prisoners’ uniforms) screaming, shouting and waving their improvised weapons, they made for their individual targets. Those coming from the four huts closest to the wire fences along the northern end of ‘B’ compound were faced with a horrifyingly daunting task. Before they could reach their initial objective of the Number 2 Vickers machine-gun, facing towards the external wires of ‘B’ compound, they had somehow to get across three separate barbed-wire barriers and each of these in itself was formidable. The fences were all approximately two metres high. They were separated from each other by a distance of around ten metres. Each fence had seven strands of barbed-wire nailed to strong wooden posts. Between the second and third fences was another formidable barrier in the form of a tangle of barbed-wire, more than a metre high. The central fence was, additionally, draped with heavy barbed-wire coils. It is little wonder that the prisoners tasked with capturing the Number 2 Vickers machine-gun at the northern sector of the camp had little reason to believe that they would ever make it over those fences alive. If they did not become hopelessly 
  entangled amid this forest of barbed-wire they would almost certainly die under the hail of .303 bullets that would cut through their ranks as soon as the machine-gun began to fire. Additionally, the Japanese did not actually want to reach the gun in time to prevent it being brought into action. They had no way of knowing that there was ammunition already laid to the weapon and believed that the gun-crew would bring that with them. If the Japanese captured the gun too soon, they reasoned, then without ammunition it would prove to be useless. It had to have its ammunition in place so that the weapon could be brought to bear on the Australian guards.

It was a race, but one which the Japanese could not have won anyway. As they desperately launched themselves at the first fence, throwing blankets and mattresses over the barbed-wire and clamouring over the top, so both Hardy and Jones, illuminated by the fence lights, searchlights, Verey flares and moonlight, arrived breathlessly at the Number 2 Vickers. Hardy knew exactly what he was doing with the Vickers and both men had been well trained, the ammunition was in place and within seconds the machine-gun was spitting out death.

The swath of bullets caught the Japanese on the first fence leaving bodies hanging grotesquely on the wire. Yet the solid wave of two hundred men kept on coming, repeating their tactic at the second fence, some dying there and others keeping on, reaching the wire entanglements, dying there too as Hardy kept up a remorseless rate of fire with Jones frantically feeding in the belts. The Japanese managed to get to the third fence, climbing over with great difficulty while leaving more of their number hanging bloodily on the wire. By that time there was little separating Hardy and Jones from the infuriated horde of Japanese who somehow, almost miraculously, managed to survive the machine-gun fire. These men surged closer and closer until Hardy was forced to depress the Vickers to its maximum so that he could fire at them. The two Australians were now almost overrun.


The Japanese, screaming maniacally, some covered with the blood of their dead comrades, swarmed over the trailer. Hardy shouted to Jones, urgently yelling at him to run and save himself. Jones literally leapt over the heads of the Japanese and began to run but was brought down with savage blows from baseball bats and axe handles and was, additionally, stabbed many times. Meanwhile, realising that he could never survive this assault and that the Vickers, in the hands of the Japanese would be a deadly weapon that could turn the tide of the battle in favour of the prisoners, Hardy managed somehow to pull out the weapon’s breech-block and shuffle it beneath a coil of ammunition belts. At that moment the Japanese overwhelmed him dragging him from the weapon and beating him so brutally that his corpse was subsequently described as being, ‘smashed to a pulp’. A later report also stated that his throat had been cut.18.

Jubilantly, the escaping prisoners now took control of the machine-gun, swinging it around to face the Australians at the main gates and barracks of ‘B’ company. However, the Vickers would not fire. The Japanese were not familiar with the weapon and the Vickers machine-gun, which had been invented prior to the First World War, was nonetheless a highly complex piece of machinery. With the breech-block removed there was no way that the weapon could have been brought back into action and the Japanese had little or no time to attempt to resolve the issue. All they could now do was to try to ensure that the gun was not once more brought into action against their own men. They elevated the Vickers to its maximum, swung it around towards a field, away from their direction of escape, and locked down the traversing clamp so securely that anyone attempting to use it would have great difficulty in unlocking the clamp.

Everything was now noise and confusion. The lights of the camp had flicked off, a victim of a bullet that had severed one of the main electricity lines, and the sounds of gunfire, screaming and death were everywhere. The other Vickers gun, officially 
  designated the Number 1 Vickers, was situated close to ‘B’ tower at the main gates leading into Broadway and it was brought into action just after Hardy’s gun had been silenced. One of the gunners later testified that he and his partner had fired off one thousand rounds before they had run out of ammunition. The rounds had taken a terrible toll on the wave of Japanese who had been tasked with attacking the main gate, not one of whom would actually get outside the camp. There were many other automatic weapons now also in use: the Brens in the guard towers and also some Owen guns with which a few of the guards had been armed. Individual guards were picking off escaping Japanese with their Lee Enfields; the Lewis gun was chattering away and with the flames from eighteen burning accommodation huts, plus a few other buildings which had also been set on fire, the scene resembled something from Dante’s Inferno.

Several Australians were injured by ‘friendly fire’ the action being so ad hoc that not everyone taking part in the battle could be sure that those on the receiving end of the weapons were actually the enemy. Some of the Japanese who had been wounded but not killed outright quickly killed themselves with their own knives, either stabbing themselves in the stomach or cutting their own throats. When they were unable to do this they begged their comrades to kill them, requests that were usually granted immediately.

The group of Japanese tasked with turning left in Broadway in an attempt to get to ‘D’ compound and release the Japanese officers fared fairly well for a short while as one of the Bren guns in the tower covering that area had jammed. The Japanese overcame the guards at the internal gates and were able to gain access to ‘D’ compound populated not only with Japanese officers but also Formosans, Koreans and a few hard-line Italian fascists.

Lieutenant Aisbett, who, with his men had run to the gates at the southern end of Broadway, managed to clear the jammed 

 Bren gun on the tower and himself brought it into action against the horde of Japanese milling about in the Broadway, cutting swathes through their ranks. Soon afterwards a lot more fire was directed towards this group of Japanese, around fifty strong, as they broke into the officers’ compound. They would remain trapped there until being apprehended the following day.19.

The massacre at this southern end of Broadway was later described as a, ‘savage slaughter’ the prisoners trapped there under a withering storm of bullets from rifles and machine-guns set up virtually all around them. There would be questions asked at the subsequent inquiry as to why some of the guards had not stopped firing at the cessation of the fighting when it was clear that the four separate battles at the camp were actually over. It was revealed that many of the men had been caught up in the frenzy of the fighting and simply could not stop. Others actually hated the Japanese and were quite willing to keep firing even though their opponents were evidently beaten. One of the victims of this section of the breakout had been Hajime Toyoshima, (aka Tadao Minami), who had been captured following the first Darwin raid on 19 February 1942 and who had been one of the three camp leaders called to that all important meeting in Major Ramsay’s office. Toyoshima had been shot in the affray and, unable to go any farther, had sat down, smoked a last cigarette and then deftly cut his own throat.20.

To the Japanese now trapped inside the camp it was obvious that the breakout had failed to achieve any real military objective. True, many had obviously died, and with honour, but there was now no longer any hope that guerrilla warfare could be waged against the enemy. Through the remainder of that long and bloody night, there were single or multiple gunshots as guards picked off individual Japanese prisoners; it was no longer war, it was now a kind of listless retribution.

Those prisoners who had gone over the fence at the southern end of ‘B’ compound, near ‘F’ tower, fared far better than the 
  three other prongs of attack. Like those attacking to the north and facing Hardy’s relentless machine-gun fire, these men at the south of ‘B’ compound also had to negotiate their way over three separate barbed-wire fences with a tangled mass of barbed-wire in between but they managed to do so with relative ease as they did not initially come under machine-gun fire. About three hundred prisoners formed part of this action. Some were wounded and stopped or turned back but only five of the prisoners were killed on the wires. The remainder, some of whom were wounded, managed to get away from the camp and into open countryside forming the largest segment of those who actually succeeded in escaping. It was, of course, all futile and doomed from the very beginning.

Dawn broke on a scene of mass destruction and death. During that day patrols of soldiers, armed only with bayonets and commanded by officers who were ‘entirely unarmed’ went out into the countryside in search of escapees.21.

No one at this time really knew how many prisoners were at large. As Colonel John Wesley Mitchell, the officer commanding the training camp at Cowra later testified, ‘Many of the prisoners when the firing commenced lay down amongst the dead, and when the cease-fire came in the morning they got up and walked back into their compound. Others in the vicinity were quickly rounded up with the help of our troops and they were pushed back into the compound. Others were killed. Therefore they [the camp administration] never knew how many were at large.’22.

Those prisoners still inside the camp at dawn were rounded up, disarmed and confined. Those who were wounded were separated from the uninjured. Huts and other buildings were examined and soldiers were astonished to find so many bodies hanging from rafters. In the remains of one building were twenty bodies of men who had elected to die in the flames. In the camp theatre three men had used a rafter above the stage to hang themselves.


Four Australians had been wounded, three of them through friendly fire and one had been stabbed. They were quickly transferred to a military hospital at Bathurst. One Japanese prisoner had hidden for the night in the camp drains. As the mopping up operation in the camp continued that morning he came out into the open and rushed at a group of guards who, after issuing a warning, shot him in the legs. The prisoner, a navy pilot named Yamakawa, survived, but reluctantly. He was one of those who had desperately wanted to die.

In line with the Japanese strict code of honour, on 5 August, the very day of the breakout, the Japanese officers who had been confined to ‘D’ compound and who had done little or nothing during the breakout, submitted a letter to Lieutenant-Colonel Andrew ‘Monty’ Brown stating that while they had not escaped they had assisted in the incident and requested that they should be executed by firing squad.23.

At 5.30 that evening an officer named Lieutenant Harry ‘Hack’ Doncaster was attacked with knives and clubs and killed. Doncaster, a married man, would be the only Australian officer to die during the Cowra breakout. After that tragic event the patrols were sent out properly armed. (For full details of Doncaster’s death, see below).24.

Those who did escape were either captured within a few days, committed suicide or were shot by soldiers or civilians. Over the following nine days 334 escapees were reported to have been recovered, twenty-five of whom were dead. Eleven had hanged themselves from trees, two had killed themselves beneath a train and the remainder had suffered various knife wounds.25.

Some who attempted suicide failed and were recaptured. One press story of that period later published a report stating that:

When there was a mass escape of Jap war prisoners at Cowra camp ... a civilian shot a Jap soldier dead. 

 The Jap attacked the civilian and his son at Holmwood, near Cowra, on the morning after the escape. They were out hare shooting and saw six Japs sitting around a fire at the bottom of the paddock. One got up, rushed at the civilian who shot him dead. The soldiers arrived and one Jap picked up a stone. He refused to put it down and the soldier shot him. The others were taken away.26.

Another group of Japanese was later fired upon by Australian soldiers after being ordered to give themselves up. When the escapees refused to do so the Australians opened fire killing about a dozen of them.

One local resident was later recorded as saying that the prisoners had appeared to have no definite plans, following their escape, and that the escapees he had seen had been, in his words, ‘... roaming around like a turkey in George Street’.27.

And so it went, all through the following days as small groups of escaped prisoners were found, many helplessly lost, cold, starving, and ready to give in. Some, on the verge of discovery, resorted to suicide and the trees bore a grisly type of fruit. One Japanese escapee managed to obtain a rifle from an injured soldier. He was later discovered dead amongst some rocks. Having failed to disembowel himself he had finally managed to end his life by cutting his own throat. Beside him was the stolen rifle without any ammunition.

One fairly large group of prisoners was discovered walking through bushland close to the town of Cowra. Quickly surrounded in the darkness by soldiers, they realised that there could be no escape and when they heard orders from an Australian officer to sit down and wait until dawn they did exactly that, crouching in the grass and smoking cigarettes until the sun began to appear. At that time they stood and moved towards the soldiers and when ordered to return to the camp they obeyed without question.


On a broader scale, the events at Cowra during the early morning hours of 5 August 1944 were political, social and military dynamite. For a while, at least, the government under Prime Minister John Curtin was able to keep a ‘complete blanket’ on the entire affair, (as it was later described in official documents). In an official Security Service document dated 12 August 1944 which gave the numbers of known killed and wounded as of that date, the Australian Security Service advised that: ‘The Military Authorities have caused a complete blanket to be placed on the happening and newspapers and broadcasting stations are neither permitted to mention casualties nor the nationality of the PsOW.’ (Prisoners-of-war).28.

This secrecy brought its own problems in relation to public safety. If the public was not made aware that a large group of potentially dangerous Japanese prisoners was roaming the countryside then there could be serious repercussions, including political repercussions, should anyone be injured for lack of protective measures. Mr W.B. Simpson, the director-general of security, later wrote that he had been very concerned over this issue. He had received notice of the events at 4 a.m. on the morning of the breakout, just two hours after it had happened. The advice he received at that time was that about two hundred prisoners had been killed and many more were at large. Simpson checked with Victoria Barracks and found that a security blanket had been thrown over the whole affair but he insisted that the public should be warned. Having obtained authorisation for a brief and nondescript announcement, Simpson then passed a message to the sub-editor of the Australian Broadcasting Commission wireless station which stated in the most simple terms that a number of prisoners-of-war had escaped from the ‘Internment Camp’ at Cowra; that the district was being ‘thoroughly patrolled’ by members of the military forces and also the police, and that some of the escapees might attempt to secure assistance from the local people. There was no actual mention that anyone might have been in danger. Notices also quickly appeared 
  in the press. For example the Glen Innes Examiner, on the very day of the breakout, announced that, ‘A breakout occurred at Cowra Prison Camp shortly before 2 o’clock this morning and a number of prisoners escaped.’ The rest of the report followed the official lines but it was interesting that the newspaper was able to get its report out only hours after the events had occurred.29.

W.B. Simpson left almost immediately for Cowra to gain first-hand information about the incident. He and a police officer, Detective Sergeant Wilkes, arrived at Cowra at noon on 5 August when the bodies were still lying everywhere haphazardly. Simpson quickly made provision for public safety. He ordered that the police and reserves were to warn all the local homesteads by telephone, or personally if no phones existed. Police were also sent out generally to warn the public. A security check was made on all foreigners in the region, particularly on Chinese. A security check was also made through Military Intelligence at the camp to see if there were any Japanese at the camp who had previously been resident in Australia or who spoke English. Police patrols were organised to keep civilians away from the camp and the police were also ordered to warn railway stations and authorities, water supply authorities, power alcohol producing plants and other vulnerable places that attacks might be made on their facilities and that they should be on guard. Trains were ordered to be searched and checks were made on road traffic.

Yet there had been too many witnesses in the Cowra district and there was no way that the entire event could be kept relatively low key, despite the frenzied rubber-stamping of ‘Top Secret’ on almost every official government document that was written and circulated among its restricted recipients during the hours, days and weeks following the event. Security precautions being set in place were evidence enough that something really big was going on.

A confidential Australian Security Service note currently held by the National Archives of Australia, lists those cables lodged 
  by Australian United Press that had been officially ‘killed’ (censored) following the breakout at Cowra. This document gives a clear indication of how effective journalism was at that time when, despite the apparent secrecy, cables were being sent to important international press agencies within hours of the actual event. The cable to Reuters in London was fairly detailed and had the gist of the affair in a nutshell, proving that someone must have talked.30.

As planned by the prisoners, during the breakout not one civilian was harmed or molested by the Japanese in any way. Most of those who were able to evade capture for a while stayed well clear of houses or farms. Some food, however, was taken by escapees from local resources. There was a subsequent report of a few lambs having been killed and roasted and when captured several of the prisoners had small quantities of stolen grains in their possession. At nearby Woodstock a mild disturbance had occurred when some cattle had been spooked but there was no evidence to prove that the animals had been frightened by escapees.31.

Additionally, it was later reported that at one homestead where an elderly man and two elderly women lived, the guard had arrived at 8.45 on the night of Saturday 5 August, about eighteen hours after the breakout. The guard detail was tasked with checking on the occupants of the farmhouse and protecting the homestead and occupants against possible attack. At 10.30 that night the sergeant in charge of the guard detail had been making his rounds when he had discovered four Japanese escapees hidden in the haystack which was situated within one hundred yards of the farmhouse. The Japanese had apparently fled, but as the official report of the event later stated: ‘There is little doubt that had the guard not been there the inhabitants would have suffered during the night.’ In fact it is unlikely that the Japanese would have harmed the residents. They were probably after a chicken or two, or some eggs.32.


It has to be said that the decision not to arm those army personnel who were searching for the escapees was one of the worst blunders committed during the entire tragedy. There were many errors made, as we will see later in this chapter, but sending men out without the ability to protect themselves was certainly a drastic error of judgement that without doubt cost Lieutenant Harry ‘Hack’ Doncaster his life. Like Benjamin Gower Hardy and Ralph Jones, Lieutenant Harry Doncaster would become one of the heroes of Cowra.

As we have seen, following the breakout a massive military and police hunt was put into effect to track down the escapees. Many of the military personnel used in this manhunt came from the training camp which was situated only a mile or so from the Cowra prisoner-of-war camp. The training centre was under the command of Colonel John Wesley Mitchell and according to documents now held at the National Library of Australia the camp was the base for a total of 3965 servicemen including trainees, experienced N.C.Os. and 131 officers.33.

Following the intelligence of a possible breakout that had come from the Korean informer Takeo Matsumoto, emergency preparations had been placed into effect at the training camp. In the event of a breakout the recruits at the training camp were to come to the assistance of the guards at the prisoner-of-war camp. It had also been arranged that in the event of a breakout Verey flares would be sent up signalling the beginning of an emergency. An observation post had been set up on nearby Mount Fulton which overlooked the training camp. The recruits from the training camp would be under the command of experienced officers and N.C.Os., some of whom had battle experience.

However, no one thought to factor into the military calculations and plans that the trainees who would largely be used to track down and capture the escapees would be raw, fresh, untrained, inexperienced youths, not one of whom had 
  any battle experience. What they would do when faced with a determined, fearful, suicidal enemy had never been placed into question. It was simply assumed that they would do their duty, capture the escapees and put an end to the whole torrid affair. To add to this potpourri of complete managerial incompetence, those in charge of the operation, and apparently this was specifically Colonel John Wesley Mitchell, commandant of the training centre, decided that because of the possibility of Japanese retribution against Allied prisoners, none of the men sent to track down the escapees would be allowed to carry firearms. Colonel Mitchell also later stated that it had already been agreed, during a conference to discuss a possible breakout that had taken place on 9 June that year, that the men would be armed only with bayonets because, according to Mitchell, ‘... a large number of his troops were too inexperienced to carry arms’.34.

Mitchell also failed to make any provision for arming the officers or non-commissioned officers, despite the fact that they were not trainees but experienced soldiers who were fully capable of carrying weapons safely. Lieutenant Harry Doncaster, for example, had previously seen active service in North Africa. Yet the officers would be forced to leave their side-arms in camp and the men would carry only their bayonets. Their Lee Enfield rifles, in effect the only real source of their power in that kind of situation, would also have to be left behind in the barracks.

One of the recruits in the camp that night was Peter Morrison who later wrote; ‘[Non-commissioned officers] ... came into our tents and rooted us out of bed. They got us onto the parade ground in greatcoats and steel helmets ... with bayonets flapping at our sides. It was dark and the water in the fire-buckets was frozen and so were we.’35.

It is difficult to reconcile this situation with any kind of common sense. The trainees, many of them quite in awe of the Japanese whom they considered to be a powerful, deadly 
  and merciless fighting force, would now have to take on battle-hardened troops who had seen action on many fronts since the invasion of Manchuria in 1931 and more specifically the Sino-Japanese war in 1937 followed by the invasion of Malaya, Hong Kong and the Philippines in 1941. Japan’s soldiers were hard fighters, used to harsh conditions, revelling in cruelty and psychologically conditioned never to give in and to fight to the death. Now, Colonel Mitchell had decided to send out fresh-faced trainees with absolutely no experience, almost completely unarmed to face a foe that was, in a word, terrifying. Some of the experienced officers and non-commissioned officers in the training camp were aghast at the decision and could not understand why they and the men should be unarmed. They were an ‘armed force’; bearing arms was the only real way that an armed force could be effective. Not allowing the men to bear arms only served to lessen confidence in the officers in charge of the operation. It is true that the Japanese were armed only with improvised weapons, but they had already proven how effective and deadly those weapons could be.

Additionally, the recruits were informed that the escapees were to be taken alive, so unless the Japanese suddenly threw up their hands and surrendered, which, given their fanatical determination to fight and die was unlikely, then the men responsible for their capture would be forced to go into close-quarters, hand-to-hand combat with a dangerous, healthy, fit, well trained foe whose reputation for speed, fighting ability and cruelty was second to none. Were the young Australian recruits up to the task? Subsequent events proved that they were not.

Apart from a relatively small group of armed soldiers sent initially to assist the camp guards during the breakout, and others, also armed who were sent to protect several regions such as Woodstock and remote farms, the recruits at the training camp were held in reserve for most of the day of the 

 5th of August. However, by 3.30 that afternoon the men were deployed to hunt down the hundreds of escapees who were now roaming freely throughout the surrounding countryside. The delay in deploying these men formed a part of the overall picture of incompetence on the part of the military authorities in charge of the operation.36.

At about 16.15 hours (4.15 p.m.) on 5 August Captain Raymond Roberts of the 1st Australian Recruit Training Battalion was ordered to report to the brigade major of the training centre, Major R. Rattray. He did so immediately and was ordered to take command of a party of 250 men, with ten officers, and to search for escapees. The men would be split into ten platoons, each under the command of one of the officers. They would be transported to specified search co-ordinates in ten separate trucks. Roberts later testified that, ‘In accordance with instructions I dropped off parties at every thousand yards between Bendick Creek and Cowra – Cowra Junction and then along the road to Canowindra in accordance with instructions given to me by the B.M. (brigade major).’37.

Lieutenant Harry ‘Hack’ Doncaster, as we saw earlier, now found himself placed in charge of a small platoon of recruits, some as young as eighteen years of age. Their military service so far had incorporated only the very basics of training. Their uniforms were irritatingly new and their rifles, had they been allowed to carry them, would only recently have been divested of their layers of factory grease. Many of these recruits had been in the army for just a few weeks. They had never imagined for a moment that so soon after being inducted into the army they would be facing fearfully experienced soldiers who had the highly tactical advantage of actually wanting to die in combat while ensuring that they took as many of their enemies as possible with them.38.

In accordance with the instructions given to him by the brigade major, Roberts now ordered Doncaster to fan his men
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out along the base of a nearby hill feature or knoll, and then to move south, searching the knoll and subsequently to rendezvous at a certain road junction. The time was now 17.30 hours (5.30 p.m.) Roberts also told Doncaster that as it was getting dark he should complete his task within one hour. Roberts then drove off with his transport vehicles to collect several platoons whose tasks had, by this time, been completed and who had already rounded up fifty-nine Japanese escapees.39.

As the time was now 17.30 hours and as Doncaster had been instructed that he was to carry out his hunt for escapees during the hours of daylight, clearly this was not going to be possible. It was already late afternoon in winter and the sun was beginning to go down.40.


Lieutenant W.B. Atkinson, a good friend of Doncaster’s, later testified that on the evening the search parties were sent out, the officers and non-commissioned officers did not go with their normal platoons but were simply allocated to trucks which were parked full of troops outside the northern canteen at the camp. Each officer was made to take a truckload of men without any choice of troops or non-commissioned officers. It was an important point as men who had trained or served in other capacities under their own officers were known largely to have allegiances to those officers. Men who did not know the officers who commanded them would have less allegiance or trust. It was one of the fatal mistakes of that terrible evening.

Atkinson was fortunate in being able to select a truck largely carrying the men who were usually under his command, although one of the non-commissioned officers in the truck at that time would normally have been in Doncaster’s platoon. The whole operation had been hastily arranged and was a bit ad hoc. Most of Atkinson’s men were also better trained. They had completed their training and were simply waiting to be transferred to the camp at Canungra or to a holding camp for transfer to other courses or units. The average age of the men under Atkinson’s command that evening was eighteen and a half years.41.

The search parties formed up and went off to sweep the countryside for escapees. Doncaster’s platoon consisted of an N.C.O., Sergeant H.C. Warway, and somewhere between twenty-four and thirty men. (Later official testimony was conflicting on the exact number of men in his platoon). Doncaster ordered them to move in a southerly direction, in pairs, walking at about ten to fifteen yards apart. The N.C.O. as second-in-command, Sergeant Warway, later testified that Doncaster ordered the platoon to ‘straddle the ridge’ and to move in a southerly direction while searching all the rocks and defiles for escapees. The men were spread out at ten-yard intervals at right angles to the road.42.


The names of many of the men who formed part of Doncaster’s platoon were later included in official reports and for those interested are now listed in the records of the Cowra breakout held at the National Archives of Australia. However, in order to preserve privacy in accordance with Australian privacy laws, and to prevent any embarrassment to the families or descendants of the four privates who were closely accompanying Lieutenant Doncaster at the time of his death, their surnames, in this publication, have been changed.

Harry Doncaster was walking on the extreme left of his platoon as the men approached the rocky hill or knoll described on his map as TRGi 1333. Close by him were two other recruits, Private James ‘Battenby’, just eighteen years of age, and Private Frederick ‘Honor’, also eighteen years of age who had enlisted seven months previously.43.

Sergeant Warway later testified that he organised the men in exactly the way he had been ordered by Harry Doncaster and that by the time he had done this Doncaster had moved forward and was about seventy yards ahead with the left-hand section of the platoon on either side of him. Warway stated that it was now about 17.50 hours (5.50 p.m.) and that it was getting dark with visibility down to about quarter of a mile.44.

As Harry Doncaster with Private Battenby and Private Honor came to the top of the rise, Doncaster saw at least one man whom he instantly recognised as Japanese. The man was standing on a rock and brandishing a knife threateningly. At that moment Doncaster was cresting a rise in the ground, coming to the top of a plateau studded heavily with rocks and trees. His men were spread out below the summit. Only two of his men were particularly close, Private Battenby and Private Honor. Battenby later testified that he heard Doncaster call out urgently, ‘Come over here quickly.’45.


Battenby looked up and saw, ‘... one Jap jumping up and down on a rock and brandishing a knife and Mr Doncaster was holding two at bay. One had a club the other had nothing. They were about ten yards from him. He was yelling out to them to stay where they were and had picked up a rock.’46.

The escapees could probably not understand what Doncaster was shouting and, in any case, they were only interested in killing Australians and then honourably ending their own lives. The Japanese kept advancing threateningly, completely unafraid once they realised that their hunters were virtually unarmed. Private Battenby subsequently testified that he believed about a dozen Japanese then came out from among the rocks and trees. Six went for Donaldson while the remainder moved threateningly towards both Battenby and Honor. Battenby saw Doncaster punch one of the Japanese while another jumped on the officer’s back and began stabbing him. ‘I distinctly saw the knife rise and fall,’ Battenby later testified.47.

According to Battenby’s later testimony, four Japanese now surrounded him but he managed to run around the side of the hill where he found three more escapees who chased him for about fifteen yards before giving up the pursuit. Battenby, now very badly frightened and confused by the sudden turn of events, just kept running and soon bumped into the remainder of his platoon farther down the hill. Battenby was alone when he rejoined the platoon. Private Honor was now missing.48.

The official court of inquiry findings, quoting evidence from the witnesses, stated that both Battenby and Honor had been prevented from going to Doncaster’s aid because they had been attacked by four or six Japanese from the rear. The trainees had immediately ‘lost their nerve’, as the court findings later stated, and ran. It wasn’t exactly Australia’s finest hour, although it has to be said that the men would almost certainly have put up a better fight had they been properly armed.49.


Private Honor also later testified at the court of inquiry. He stated that at the moment the Japanese had been seen, he had heard Doncaster call, ‘Over here’, which differed slightly from Battenby’s memory of events. Honor and Battenby had run towards Doncaster who was then fighting for his life. Honor recalled that one of the Japanese had been armed with a knife but the others had clubs. These were not manufactured weapons but simply the broken branches of trees. Honor recalled that the Japanese had not been shouting or yelling at them in any way but when Honor had rushed at one of them, waving his bayonet, that escapee had simply ‘snarled’ back at him. The escapee had been wielding a tree branch, about six feet in length and Honor stated that he had not been able to get close to his opponent. ‘He hit me across the knuckles, breaking the skin,’ Honor later testified. ‘I fell over, rolled about fifteen yards down the hill, got up and fell again.’50.

Honor managed to get to his feet once again and saw that the Japanese had completely surrounded Harry Doncaster. He then turned and ran, being chased down the hill, according to him, by three Japanese who continued chasing the frightened private for four or five miles. ‘I think they dropped the chase about three quarters of a mile from the road,’ Honor later testified.51.

Another private had also been in close proximity although not as close to Doncaster as Battenby or Honor. This was Private R. ‘Scott’ who later told the court of inquiry into Doncaster’s death that on that fatal night he had been five or ten yards behind Doncaster with Private ‘Piery’. Scott had seen an escapee coming out from behind some rocks armed with a knife. Scott quickly warned Piery of the danger while at the same time making a rather half-hearted attack on the Japanese. At that moment about two or three more Japanese came out from behind rocks and all, according to Scott, were armed with knives. ‘I lost my nerve then, and threw my bayonet at one and ran downhill,’ Scott later testified. ‘... I ran about five yards, fell over, got up and then 

 I saw two Japs on rocks, yelling and pointing knives at me and Private Piery and then pointing knives at their own chests.’ Scott and Piery quickly left the scene to find the remainder of their platoon. Scott subsequently identified a bayonet as being the one he had thrown at an escapee. It was covered in blood.52.

Sergeant Warway later testified that at the crucial moment when Doncaster had been attacked he had crossed a ridge, losing sight of his officer and then heard a voice which he at first thought was Doncaster’s but which he later believed to have been that of Private Piery. The voice shouted: ‘Sergeant, bring the platoon to the top of the ridge as fast as possible.’53.

As Warway climbed to the hill he met Private Piery and several other soldiers coming down. They told Warway that some Japanese had been sighted and Warway demanded to know how many there were and how they had been armed. Private Piery was unable to answer Warway’s urgent questions but Private Battenby informed Warway (apparently incorrectly) that there were about thirty escapees on the hill, all dressed in their burgundy prisoner’s uniform, and that they were armed with knives and clubs about six feet in length. Battenby also told Warway that Harry Doncaster had been caught by the Japanese and that he had been stabbed in the back.54.

Warway then checked platoon numbers and ascertained that two men were missing, Lieutenant Doncaster and the trainee, Private Honor. Sergeant Warway also sent another private to move in an easterly direction to bring reinforcements. Warway now moved alone into a set of rocks while ordering his men to form a perimeter for their own defence. Warway was away from the remainder of the platoon for about twenty minutes, hidden amongst the rocks close to the summit of the hill. He could hear the Japanese talking amongst themselves, apparently in a normal tone of voice, but Warway could not hear Harry Doncaster at all and assumed that Doncaster had been killed. Warway then returned to his men and held a discussion 
  with them, telling them that he had heard Japanese voices. He subsequently testified that he told his men, ‘... the Japs had rocks and knives and clubs and that there was no sense in attacking uphill. It was now pitch dark.’55.

By 7 p.m. that evening the search party led by Doncaster’s friend, Lieutenant W.B. Atkinson, had completed the search of its designated area without sighting any Japanese and with his platoon Atkinson returned to the road where he and Doncaster and his men had been dropped off by the transport. There Atkinson found a ‘hatless soldier’ who turned out to be Private Honor, one of the two men who had fled the scene of Doncaster’s killing. Honor breathlessly told Atkinson that Doncaster had been surrounded by ‘six or seven Japs’. Atkinson immediately took his men towards the wooded knoll. When he came closer he found four Australian officers and a large body of troops situated about two hundred yards from the knoll. In accordance with orders none of these troops carried firearms. One of the officers informed Atkinson that it was believed a fairly powerful force of escapees was to be located on the knoll, possibly up to forty or fifty of them, and that the Australians had formed a cordon around the hill. The situation now was fluid and unclear. Atkinson was unsure exactly what was going on or what had become of his friend. He believed that Doncaster had probably come into contact with this supposed large body of Japanese and that he was waiting for reinforcements to come up. There were, as Atkinson later stated, many ‘conflicting reports’ about the situation. No one really knew the strength of the Japanese on the hill or what weapons they were carrying. Some claimed that the escapees were armed with clubs and knives while others claimed that they were armed with rifles. However, as Atkinson was quick to point out in his later testimony, ‘It must be remembered that the other ranks were recruits, and in the night the position was vague and it was difficult to clarify information.’56.


Atkinson moved his platoon off, climbing the hill with the intention of joining Doncaster’s platoon, doubling its strength in the face of a possible strong Japanese force. He had gone some distance when he realised that there were troops located to his right and behind him. Atkinson stopped and questioned them and was surprised to discover that they were the very men, or most of them, that had formed Doncaster’s platoon. They were still under the charge of Sergeant Warway.57.

After failing to go up to the summit of the knoll that evening, and after, rather unusually, discussing the situation with the platoon under his charge, Warway had simply waited for reinforcements to come up. He had no way of knowing whether or not Harry Doncaster was alive or if he was lying wounded somewhere urgently in need of medical attention. Warway lit a fire to draw attention to his position so that reinforcements could find him, possibly not thinking about the fact that he was also signalling his position to the Japanese. When Warway and his men sighted a vehicle they shouted to gain the attention of its occupants. They were then joined by more troops with another officer and later by Lieutenant Atkinson.58.

Warway informed Atkinson that his platoon officer, Harry Doncaster, had been ‘captured’ and that as a result he (Warway), had withdrawn his platoon. What Atkinson must have thought of that statement has not been recorded for posterity. Warway told Atkinson that Doncaster had been captured about two hours previously and stated that there were a ‘considerable number’ of Japanese located on the hill. Atkinson had to make an agonising decision. The intelligence, as we now know, was incorrect. There were, apparently, only eight or ten escapees on the hill, but if the Japanese force there had amounted to fifty or more, then Atkinson could have been leading his platoon into a fight they could never win, especially as they were virtually unarmed. Considering the time that had passed since Doncaster had been captured, Atkinson believed, correctly, that there could be little 
  hope he was still alive. Therefore Atkinson decided to wait for an armed party of troops which one of the other officers had already sent for.

The situation clearly was a mess. Around the hill, in the darkness was a fairly large force of Australians who should easily have been able to race up the hill, charging the enemy and at least attempting to rescue Doncaster whose actual fate at that time was still unknown. These men were prevented from doing so because firstly they were unarmed, and secondly there was false information, possibly deliberately spread by those who had fled, that the Japanese on the hill presented a formindable force.

Having made the decision not to proceed to the top of the hill, Atkinson led his men, and also Doncaster’s platoon, to the northern side of the hill to cut off any possible escape route and also to observe movements on the hill. Having done this Atkinson left Warway in charge and returned to the other group of soldiers who were waiting for the armed party to arrive from the camp.59.

A few minutes after arriving back where the remaining men were located, the armed party arrived on the scene. In charge was Captain Raymond Roberts. Roberts agreed to allow Atkinson to take command of the armed party which consisted of twenty-six non-commissioned officers armed with rifles and two automatic weapons including a Bren gun. Atkinson split this group into three sections, placing an officer in charge of each. Two sections were placed to the front with another in the rear. In this formation they moved up the hill in the darkness towards an unknown number of Japanese.

When the men came to the crest of the knoll Atkinson heard someone shouting to his left stating that the body of Doncaster had been found. Atkinson very professionally did not run over to see the body but remained focused on his task of clearing the hill of the escapees. Illuminated by torches, Atkinson’s men 
  found what he claimed were six Japanese hanging from trees. They had hanged themselves using twisted rags, towels, belts and pieces of clothing. Beneath these bodies were the bodies of two other escapees who had evidently hanged themselves and had then been taken down to allow others to take their places on the tree branches.

Precise accounts vary. Sergeant Warway later testified that he believed there had been five bodies hanging on the trees that night and confirmed that two more bodies had been lying on the ground directly beneath two bodies hanging in the tree.60.

Atkinson was later convinced that the knoll had been manned by just eight Japanese, not the large force of forty or fifty men which had earlier been reported. It appeared that the number of Japanese on the knoll had been inflated to provide an excuse for the trainees having fled the scene. Atkinson later testified, ‘I saw only eight bodies, but someone told me there were two more I had not seen. I questioned the party that was sent out the following day to bring in the bodies, and from their answers I am sure I saw all the dead bodies that were on the hill at that time.61.

Having ascertained that all the Japanese were dead, Atkinson then went back to the spot on the knoll where his friend, Harry Doncaster, had been killed. Captain Roberts was already there with numerous other officers and troops.

Harry Doncaster was lying face down in a pool of blood with his hands beneath him. His face was twisted to the left. During a subsequent inquiry it was ascertained that the officer had died from a compound fracture of the skull and lacerations to the brain.62.

As Doncaster’s hands were beneath the body there was some concern that the whole arrangement might have been a boobytrap. Lieutenant S.J.G. Platz, who was one of the officers there that night, later stated that, ‘It was suggested that Doncaster’s body be left, as from the position of the arms it was thought 
  there was a trap.’ However, in reality this was unlikely as the escapees had been armed with nothing more than home-made weapons and the construction of any kind of trap with these meagre facilities was improbable.63.

Atkinson later described the scene stating, ‘His head had been battered in, I presume by a bayonet. He appeared to have been stabbed in the back and was covered in blood, and there was blood on a log near his feet.’64.

Captain G.H.H. Gall, the acting senior medical officer at 11 Camp Hospital subsequently testified that when he later examined Doncaster’s body he ascertained that, ‘The skull, from the roots of the hair on the forehead to the base of his skull was broken into fragments and at the back of the scalp there were many linear wounds of the skin, similar to those caused by a blunt instrument.’65.

Near the body was Doncaster’s cap, there was blood on the crown and two cuts on the peak, further evidence that a blade had been used not only as a blunt-force instrument but also as a stabbing or cutting weapon. Doncaster’s Sam Browne belt had been pulled off its back loop (possibly in an attempt to get it off Doncaster’s body to use in the subsequent suicides) and there was blood on the belt’s cross-strap. The bulk of the blood on Doncaster’s body had apparently come from his head wounds.

An improvised stretcher was quickly made and Harry Doncaster’s body was carried downhill to the waiting vehicles. Aktinson, with his platoon, and also with Doncaster’s platoon, then brought the body back to the training camp, arriving at 11.30 that night.66.

The clothing of the dead officer was examined and it was ascertained that it bore evidence that Doncaster had been attacked with a knife but there were no knife wounds on his body. The Japanese escapee who had jumped on Harry Doncaster’s back at the time of the attack had been wielding a blade of some 
  kind but apparently the weapon had inflicted little damage to Doncaster’s body. There had been speculation that the knife had actually been an Australian bayonet and Private Honor had thrown his bayonet at one of the Japanese but this was later found closer to the prisoner-of-war camp and nowhere near the killing of Harry Doncaster. It was subsequently speculated that one of the prisoners being brought back to the camp had been amongst those escapees on the knoll at the time of Doncaster’s death and had thrown the bayonet away just prior to re-entering the camp compound. This also gave just a little more credence of the recruits’ statements that there had been more Japanese on the knoll than those of the bodies later found hanging there.67.

Lieutenant Atkinson later testified that he had seen no daggers, bayonets or knives on the hill at the time he had found the bodies of the Japanese. He had returned to the scene at dawn the following day and had searched the area and again had found no bladed weapons. He admitted that he had not actually searched any of the Japanese bodies. However, to the best of his knowledge they had not had any weapons with them. He emphatically did not see any bayonets.68.

When news of the killing of Lieutenant Doncaster arrived at the camp there was considerable consternation. No doubt Colonel John Mitchell began to feel the harsh pinch of official blame beginning to rest on his shoulders because he immediately ordered a party of one hundred men to comb the entire area thoroughly. This group came under the command of a Major Northwood but even Mitchell accompanied this search party.

The subsequent court of inquiry found that evidence had been tendered which brought into question the reputations of a number of those involved including Colonel Mitchell, who had sent the men out unarmed; Privates ‘Battenby’, ‘Honor’, ‘Scott’ and ‘Piery’, who had abandoned Doncaster, and Sergeant Warway who had not taken his men to assist Doncaster when he discovered that Doncaster had been attacked. Curiously, Warway 
  later testified that he had not heard that the Japanese had been putting up any resistance when being recaptured, which makes it all the more difficult to understand why he had failed to take his platoon up to the top of the knoll that night in search of their missing officer.69.

Colonel Mitchell later gave evidence stating that when Lieutenant Doncaster’s body had been brought back to the camp that night it was at that moment he had realised that there were ‘killers’ on the loose and so decided to send out the much larger armed party in the search for the Japanese escapees. He was later criticised for this evidence, the court pointing out that he already knew that at least two men had been killed during the breakout and that it was patently obvious that the Japanese had murderous intentions from the very beginning.70.

The subsequent inquiry into Harry Doncaster’s death was somewhat flawed and even today we cannot be sure of exactly what happened up there on that rocky, heavily treed knoll as some of the witnesses to give evidence were later described as being ‘unreliable. These included the three privates, Frederick ‘Honor’, R. ‘Scott’ and James ‘Battenby’, who had been ‘in fear’ at the time of the killing and, as the inquiry later pointed out, ‘... their evidence, except as regards to the actual attack on Lt. Doncaster, is not reliable’.71.

The inquiry found that the events contributing to this officer’s death included the fact that there were insufficient N.C.Os. in the search party, the absence of firearms and that Harry Doncaster had not been allowed to carry any weapons at all. The heavily timbered rocky knoll had made it difficult for the remainder of his patrol to see, in the fading light, what was happening. Had some of them seen the attack they surely would have come to Doncaster’s aid. The inquiry found that the lack of determination and experience of those who had been in close proximity to Doncaster at the time of the killing was an important factor, as was the lack of determination on the part of 

 Sergeant Warway. However, Warway’s reluctance to go uphill is more understandable when one realises that he had no accurate information and the information he did possess would naturally have led him to believe that his men, virtually unarmed, could have been facing a superior force of well trained, maniacally suicidal fighting men.

More generally, the inquiry found that it was youthfulness and lack of experience of the patrol that had led to the death of the officer. Warway was criticised for not having ‘adopted some measures’ to go to Doncaster’s aid, even though the men under him were inexperienced and in fear.72.

The camp commandant, Colonel John Wesley Mitchell, was profoundly critical of the four privates who had been close to Doncaster at the time of the officer’s death and also of Sergeant Warway. In a statement he later gave to the court of inquiry Mitchell described Warway as a ‘very weak sergeant’, but it should be remembered that Mitchell was defending his own actions, possibly by shifting unwarranted blame onto the sergeant. Mitchell also castigated Privates ‘Battenby’, ‘Honor’, ‘Scott’ and ‘Piery’ whom Mitchell claimed were, ‘very unreliable, especially the last two’. Mitchell added: ‘They were afraid then and they are still afraid and the whole bunch of them will tremble if you mention a Japanese now, and the whole bunch of them were very badly handled by the sergeant. That is all I have to say.’73.

Mitchell was being especially critical and completely ignoring the fact that he had deployed these men without firearms. The four privates he referred to were still in training and had never had their mettle tested in battle. The sergeant, although he made the wrong decisions, did so after receiving incorrect, possibly deliberately incorrect, information as to the strength of the Japanese on the summit of the knoll. All four privates may possibly have been able to save the life of Harry Doncaster had they acted with strength, courage and determination, but unpredictable factors were weighing heavily against them and 
  they failed to rise to the challenge, principally because they were unarmed. Their failure was, without doubt, caused by Mitchell’s own failure to arm them properly, although Mitchell would never see it that way.74.

Harry Doncaster died for no reason other than military ineptitude but his killers found the honourable release they so desperately sought, both in Doncaster’s death and their own. It was one of the most tragic and senseless acts of killing committed during the entire Cowra affair. However, Doncaster will be remembered for his unflinching courage on that terrible evening. His men fled but Harry Doncaster faced up to his adversaries armed only with a rock in his hand. He never turned. He stood and died.

Meanwhile, the search for the remaining escapees continued in other areas all around Cowra. Another soldier, Peter Morrison, later described finding several of the Japanese and also some of their corpses:

We found a Jap ourselves. Then two more wounded, frozen, huddling together, hardly able to stand.... Between us and the camp the grass was dotted with crimson. Dead Japs. Some not so dead but soon would be. One lay face down, drowning in his own blood. Half his face was shot away and there was a bullet in his chest.

A dry creek wound up to the gate of the camp. We followed it. On its banks and in its bed were dead Japs. There was a Jap dangling from a tree. He had hanged himself. Another had cut his throat. One had driven a mess fork into his eye.... The dead Nips, stiff, yellow, almost hairless, their eyes staring and lips apart, didn’t look human.75.

The director of War Graves Service (W.G.S.), Lieutenant-Colonel Athol Brown, with several officers under his command, arrived from Melbourne at the Cowra camp at 4.15 a.m. on the morning 
  of 7 August 1944, slightly more than forty-eight hours after the breakout. At that time the bodies of many of those slain remained in place, scattered over a large number of positions throughout the camp, and some of these areas, scenes of the most intense action, resembled a blood-soaked slaughter-house – a terrible image heightened even further by the burgundy coloured uniforms issued to the prisoners.

The first task of the men of W.G.S. was to inspect the general area surrounding ‘B’ compound where most of the action had taken place. They discovered that approximately forty of the bodies had already been moved from the small paddock to the north of the compound (those largely killed by Hardy’s machine-gun), although there were many bodies lying where they had fallen in the region of ‘B’ company’s compound and some in the roadways between the compound. Many bodies were found on the outer perimeter of the barbed-wire with more in a deep gutter, also on the outer side of the wire. With the exception of the bodies that had been recovered from the northern paddock, all the other bodies still lay where they had been killed. There were, additionally, a further twelve bodies in the camp hospital where they had died of wounds, some of them self-inflicted.76.

Following this preliminary inspection of the camp, W.G.S. officers held a conference to discuss the provisions of the National Security Regulations concerning prisoners-of-war. At that conference were Lieutenant-Colonel ‘Monty’ Brown, local police officers and an officer from the Commonwealth Security Department. It was then decided, among other things, that the bodies should be interred at the local cemetery and that the labour for digging the graves should be provided by the camp.77.

The task of retrieving the remainder of the bodies then commenced. A great deal of trouble was experienced in extracting the bodies of those who had become almost inextricably entangled in the barbed-wire fences and barriers. By this time the Commonwealth medical officer had also arrived at the camp 
  and he examined the bodies to ascertain and record the exact causes of death in each case. When this had been established the names and causes of death were attached to the bodies. So great was the number of deaths among the prisoners that this work went on continuously throughout the entire day.78.

The task was made even more difficult by the fact that before the breakout all the prisoners had removed their identity discs. Not one of the bodies was identified through a disk. As each of the bodies was brought into the camp for examination the officers of the W.G.S. had to resort to the use of the official photographs of prisoners to match with those of the deceased, or to use records describing physical characteristics such as birthmarks or scars. Regulations actually demanded that each of the prisoners should have been fingerprinted but officers of the W.G.S. discovered that in many cases this had not been carried out. It was a major error. Additionally, many of the prisoners had used their bare hands in scaling the walls of tangled barbed-wire and their hands had become so terribly lacerated that the fingerprints were destroyed. There was also considerable confusion with the official records. It was established that some of the photographs in the records did not match the bodies of the deceased. Some of the bodies were positively identified through marks or scars but the photographs attached to their records bore little or no resemblance to the deceased. In fact they were of other prisoners entirely, some of whom were still alive in the camp and were matched positively to the photographs that had been attached to another prisoner’s file. As far as record-keeping goes, it was a complete shambles, made worse through the recalcitrance of some camp officials to offer any kind of aid to the W.G.S. officers.79.

In some instances the W.G.S. officers had to bring in other prisoners who were able to recognise and identify their comrades. The clothing of the dead was also examined, especially the pockets, and in almost every instance the officers found some kind of offensive weapon, such as knives, concealed there. 

 These were collected and handed to the Intelligence Section of the P.O.W. camp. Proving that the prisoners also had some hope that they might survive the night, the pockets of all the deceased prisoners also contained razors with spare razor-blades, toothbrushes, soap, a knife, fork and spoon.80.

By nightfall on that day the causes of death of all the victims had been established, although only twenty-eight of the bodies had been positively identified. After identification had been completed the bodies were moved to another portion of the camp and wrapped into red P.O.W. blankets ready for burial.81.

The following day the grisly work continued, the principal focus now being made on identification. Throughout that day another two bodies were brought in. These were of prisoners who had managed to get out of the camp but had, reportedly, ‘thrown themselves under a train’ travelling from Sydney and thus were ‘badly mutilated’ as the official report later stated.82.

However, the true events surrounding these two particular deaths were actually somewhat different. The victims had died beneath the wheels of a train, so in a sense the report was accurate, but the reality was far more cold, calculating, ritualistic and somehow exactly what might have been expected from the Japanese in this dramatic and intensely fatalistic situation.

The two escapees who died at the railway track were Kiyoshi Tanaka, who came from Hokkaido, and Masanobu Kaigi, whose home town was Yamanoshi.

These two men had been in hiding all through what remained of Saturday night but both had decided that Sunday 6 August, the day after the breakout, was to be their final day of life; they would also choose to die by some kind of ritual beheading. This was considered to be a quick, easy and honourable death. Overnight, shivering in the cold winter moonlight, they had discussed their plan. A beheading was no easy task to achieve, especially without the proper equipment, and as neither of them 
  possessed the preferred officer’s sword then the next best thing, they reasoned, would be to allow a train to run over their necks. It was a simple, grisly plan that worked to perfection.

Locating the nearby rail-line that ran from Sydney to Cowra, the two men had no idea of the train time-schedules but assumed accurately that a train would be along soon enough. They sat beside the rail-lines. It was a lovely winter’s day, the sun slowly gathered strength lending a little warmth to the men’s cold bodies. They prayed, knowing that the end was close now, and probably talked quietly together of their homes and families, about how those families would be saddened to hear of their deaths but proud that the two men had died regaining the honour they had lost when captured.

The time was now close to 9.45 a.m. In the distance the two men could hear faintly the low rumble of an approaching train. They touched the rail-line with their hands. The cold steel thrummed gently beneath slim fingers.

The train to Cowra was about two minutes away.

The men embraced briefly and said an even briefer farewell. They knelt beside the line, slowly, almost like old men, and just as slowly placed their necks onto the flat ribbon of steel. The train was now only a minute away, still hidden from view by a curve in the track.

Aboard the fire-step of the engine at the front of the train the driver was suddenly startled to see figures bending over the line. Even as his hand flew for the braking lever he had no opportunity to wonder why such an astonishing sight should be presenting itself on this otherwise quite ordinary Sunday morning. Neither did he have any time to stop the train in its tracks. Seconds later, without hardly a bump, the massive steam-driven wheels of the engine went straight through the trembling necks of both Tanaka and Kaigi in a far more effective manner than even a sharpened officer’s sword could achieve.


The train screamed to an emergency stop and the driver, looking back up the line, could see nothing apart from what appeared to be just a bundle of bloodied rags. He climbed down to the tracks and was joined by an N.C.O. and a group of other servicemen from the nearby training camp. Together these men walked up the line to the scene of the two men’s suicides. It was a mess. The N.C.O. recovered the two heads while the bodies were dragged to a nearby culvert. Soon afterwards, while the N.C.O. waited at the site for transport to arrive and collect the remains, the train proceeded on its journey, taking news of the event to Cowra.

Another report on the activities now taking place gave details of how other Japanese prisoners were ending their lives. One man hanged himself simply by putting his neck through the fork of a tree, clear evidence that even in desperation people are capable of innovation. Another with a rope around his neck had apparently been unable to carry out an effective hanging and simply asked a settler to shoot him. The official report does not include what actions the settler then took. A number of bodies were located with strings tied tightly around their necks.83.

Many of the bodies were very heavily clothed. It was winter and this would have been natural but it was quite obvious from the thick layers of clothing that the Japanese escapees had dressed heavily in an attempt to protect themselves from the barbed-wire. In one instance a body had been dressed in an outer P.O.W. uniform beneath which the escapee had worn four woollen singlets, two cotton singlets, three pair of woollen under-trousers and had wrapped a towel around his waist. It is difficult to imagine how the prisoner would have been able to run while wearing such a large volume of clothing.84.

Later that day, Monday 7 August, a further seventy-two bodies had been identified. The remains of twelve bodies had been found in the burned huts but these had been incinerated by the fire and identification of the corpses proved to be impossible. 

 By 7.30 that night a total of 112 bodies, tied into the burgundy P.O.W. blankets, were loaded onto vehicles and taken to the Cowra cemetery for burial. The personnel used to effect the burials was actually provided by the infantry training camp at Cowra, the burial parties working twenty-four hours a day until completion. Officers of the W.G.A. supervised the burials, recorded the serial numbers attached to each of the bodies and the positions of the bodies in the mass grave.85.

The following day, 8 August, the burials continued with a further ninety-five bodies being brought to the cemetery and interred.86.

Much the same work was carried out on 9 August. Twenty-one ‘O.R.s’ and one officer had yet to be identified. It was impossible to identify some of the prisoners as they were, ‘so badly disfigured by wounds that they were unrecognisable’. Some of these prisoners were subsequently buried as, ‘Unidentified Japanese soldiers’. Twenty-one bodies, both identified and unidentified, plus one Japanese officer, were taken to the cemetery at 11.30 on the morning of 9 August, four days after the breakout, and interred. The officer alone was allowed the privilege of a coffin and his burial was effected in the presence of four Australian officers, two Japanese prisoner-of-war officers and four Japanese ‘other ranks’ who acted as pallbearers. The funeral took place at four p.m. that day.87.

A total of twelve bodies were buried without identification, eleven of whom had been burned to death in the huts. All this, of course, was carried out in the utmost secrecy. However, it was later revealed, by the district coroner at Cowra, Mr F. Arnold, that because of some of the confusion that had arisen in identifying the bodies of the dead Japanese properly, the authorities had been forced to exhume them so that a further identity check could be made.88.

The medical officer’s examination of the bodies initially revealed that there were thirty cases in which death had obviously been caused through self-inflicted wounds or hangings, although 
  this number was later increased to forty-one. The most common causes of suicidal deaths were ‘Hara Kiri’, the ceremonial slashing open of the stomach, exposing the entrails; the cutting of the throat; stabbing the jugular vein or hanging.89.

Throughout all these events the numbers of those killed or injured tended to vary due to inaccuracy of reporting or the lack of finalised information. In the end a total of 231 Japanese prisoners had either been killed or committed suicide on that terrible night. A further 108 had been wounded, some of them very badly. A listing of injuries for each of the victims now held at the National Archives of Australia demonstrates that the wounds were generally horrific. All the survivors of the breakout, those who had actually managed to get outside the camp, were recaptured within a few days. A total of 334 Japanese escapees were finally recovered, some by the military authorities and others by armed civilians. Twenty-five of these were corpses. Four Australians had been killed including another guard, Private Charles Henry Shepherd whose death would later become somewhat controversial. Shepherd had been leaving the guardroom of ‘B’ company at the time of his death. It has been contended that Shepherd died as a result of friendly fire but subsequent official reports clearly demonstrated that he had been stabbed in the heart by one of the Japanese escapees.

At the end of August the Prime Minister’s Department in Canberra sent a cablegram to the secretary of state for dominion affairs in London which outlined with some accuracy the exact events as they were then known to have taken place at Cowra. The message also informed the secretary of a military court of inquiry that had been almost immediately set up (7 August 1944) to investigate the matter. This was vital communication as the events at Cowra could also impact on the thousands of Commonwealth service personnel and civilians then being held captive by the Japanese. Naturally, the British quickly became quite agitated about the matter and worked to ensure that every possibility 
  for damage control went quickly into place. ‘... there may be unfortunate repercussions if further communication is not made to the Japanese Government at an early date,’ as the secretary of state for dominion affairs later wrote, pointing out that the results of the court of inquiry should, ‘not be long delayed’.90.

A report was prepared for presentation to the Japanese Government through the neutral Swiss consul-general. This report had to be worded with great care and was scheduled to be presented to the Japanese following a public announcement the prime minister would make on 8 September that year. It was a delicate international issue.91.

The official military court of inquiry assembled at Cowra on Monday 7 August 1944, just two days after the events. Its president was Colonel F.H. Christison, with members, Lieutenant-Colonel D.T. Moore and Majors P.F. Dawson and H.S. Williams. It would sit from that date until 15 August during which the evidence of sixty witnesses would be taken. It is interesting, upon reflection, that this court of inquiry was held at such short notice. The government, of course, wanted to ensure that they were in no way to blame for what had happened and the requirement for a rapid investigation of the event was brought about through the need to be able to present a clear conscience to the world, especially to the Japanese. However, it was extraordinary that this inquiry was being held even as the bodies were being gathered together in the camp and there were still prisoners at large. To ensure total secrecy, the inquiry was held in camera and all the documents created as a result of the inquiry would remain completely secret for decades.92.

Prior to the court sitting, a notice, written in Japanese, was posted in the Cowra camp advising the surviving prisoners that an inquiry was to be held and inviting anyone who wished to do so to come forward to give evidence. Seven Japanese prisoners elected to take up the offer. It was discovered that the number 
  of weapons improvised by the Japanese had been staggering, including more than one thousand mess knives which had been pointed, sharpened or serrated. Swords had also been fashioned from a dismantled bread-cutter.93.

The results of the court of inquiry found that the prisoners at Cowra had all been treated in accordance with international law; that no complaints had been registered about the treatment received; that the actions of the guards and other servicemen at the time of the breakout had averted any greater loss of life and that many of those killed had died as a result of suicide. It was made quite clear in the subsequent report that the firing on the prisoners at the time of the breakout had not been excessive but had been in accordance with the threat being presented to Australian personnel and civilians at the time. It was also made quite clear that the breakout had been the responsibility of the camp leader of ‘B’ compound, Sergeant Major Kanazawa, plus the assistant camp leader, Sergeant Kojima, who was now dead and could therefore not face a military court for his actions, and the former camp leader Sergeant Pilot Hajime Toyoshima (aka Tadao Minami), also deceased, plus hut leaders and several other Japanese N.C.Os. who had assisted in planning the breakout.94.

The court findings were a great relief to the government. In fact, Prime Minister John Curtin made the point that the breakout had been characterised by, ‘a suicidal disregard of life’.95.

The Australian Government was principally concerned over the impact that any detrimental report might have on the treatment of those men and women who were then prisoners of the Japanese. Any report that placed the treatment of Japanese prisoners in a bad light might affect the Allied prisoners who were then under the control of the Japanese authorities. There were rumours about what was actually happening to prisoners in places such as Thailand and Burma where Australians and other 

 Allied nationalities were being brutally used as slave labourers under horrific conditions, but these were just rumours at this stage and the Japanese Government consistently refused to provide information about the deaths or conditions of the Allied prisoners under their control.96.

It was a tricky situation and the Australian Government did not want any leakage of information or, in this case particularly, of any misinformation that might harm Australian, British or American prisoners-of-war. It was eminently possible that these prisoners were already being harshly treated and the Australian and British Governments did not want to exacerbate matters.

This fear was justified. The Listening Post, a broadcast of the Japanese ‘Department of Information’ which, on 10 August 1944, during its 3.55 p.m. ‘News Commentary on Australia’, castigated the Australian Government and John Curtin for the events at Cowra and its associated secrecy. The report stated:

Bursting with indignation at the cold-blooded murder of Japanese civilian internees, the Nippon people demand to know the true story of the midnight murder of more than 200 innocent Japanese. ... It is perfectly clear to the Japanese people that these unfortunate Japanese were murdered in the prison camp cannot have been prisoners of war, as John Curtin dishonestly claimed, they were internees, for it is a well known and accepted fact that the Japanese soldier never permits himself to be taken prisoner. His military creed is that death by his own hand is preferable to the dishonour and humiliation of capture by the enemy. John Curtin may not care to admit it, but the fact is perfectly obvious that the unfortunate victims of the midnight mass murder were internees who had lived in Australia for long years before the war.97.


A report such as this was, of course, highly inaccurate, virulent propaganda in its most malignant form but it was also dangerous. The report went on to state that as these ‘internees’ had been living in Australia and, being Japanese were therefore ‘... patient, orderly, well-mannered people,’ why then should people like that stage a revolt and breakout? It did not make sense, The Listening Post claimed. It was all Australian propaganda. This was a clear case of mass murder on the part of the Australians and the victims were Japanese civilian internees, not captive servicemen. The report also had the effrontery to claim that Allied prisoners-of-war and internees were all being treated well in Japanese camps and called upon Archbishop Gilroy of Sydney to insist on an investigation into the matter.98.

The Argus, on 11 September 1944 commented on an endorsement that had been received through the newspaper’s U.S. correspondent, quoting comments from a group of ‘leading Americans’ headed by Mayor La Guardia who was reported as having stated:

Mr Curtin’s statement will, of course, be accepted by the civilised world as against anything the deceitful, lying Jap monkeys will say. In all likelihood, the fair, humane treatment on the part of the Australians could not be appreciated according to the Japanese standard and was construed by them as a sign of weakness. Australian generosity, fine sportsmanship and fair play are too well known the world over to require comment.99.

The reference to ‘deceitful, lying Jap monkeys’ was probably an indication of the bitterness still felt by the American people over the unprovoked attack on Pearl Harbor.

The camp leader of ‘B’ compound, Sergeant Major Ryo Kanazawa, who had escaped with the rest of the prisoners from Cowra, was subsequently recaptured and faced trial for his involvement in inciting and organising the breakout. He had stood little chance 
  of getting away and that had not been his motive, as Kanazawa was already suffering from two debilitating bullet wounds he had received during the fighting in China. He had been recaptured with a large group of other escapees on the Saturday afternoon having been at large for just twelve hours or so. When returned to the camp he admitted that it was he who had been responsible for the breakout and asked to be executed immediately. Instead, he was placed into detention to await trial.

Ryo ‘Akira’ Kanazawa went on trial in the Y.M.C.A. recreation hut at the camp on 24 January 1945. The event was a closely guarded secret. Although he had not been present when the Number 2 Vickers gun manned by Hardy and Jones had been overrun, Kanazawa was charged with the murder of just one man, Private Benjamin Gower Hardy. If found guilty he faced the death penalty. The trial was legally complex but Kanazawa made the point that he and his fellow prisoners-of-war had been acting purely in Japanese tradition in an attempt to regain their honour. The knives they had carried had been solely for the purpose of self-destruction, he claimed, with the intent of using the improvised weapons on themselves if the escapees had not been shot by the guards. When asked about the clubs and other offensive weapons carried by the prisoners, Kanazawa told the court that these had not been carried for offensive purposes but only to frighten the guards so that they would shoot the prisoners on the spot. It was emphatically not an escape attempt. It was mass suicide.

The court concluded at 4.20 p.m. the following day. Half an hour later Kanazawa was brought back to the makeshift courtroom to hear the court’s findings. He was found not guilty. Kanazawa received the news dispassionately.

A second charge, that he was responsible for conduct prejudicial to good order and discipline subsequently resulted in a guilty verdict with a relatively light sentence of just fifteen months hard labour.


Kanazawa had escaped the death he so desperately sought. It must have been a great disappointment to him.

One of the principal features of this entire incident was the enormous amount of time and effort made by those members of the Australian Government and its bureaucracy to ensure that none of the tragic events at Cowra would in any way affect those Australian, British, American and Indian troops being held captive by the Japanese. The government was completely unaware that thousands of Allied prisoners-of-war had already died in Japanese captivity and that the conditions in the camps were beyond appalling. It would not be until after the war, when the former prisoners began to trickle home in hospital ships, or transports, or sometimes even aircraft, that the truth would become known. John Curtin’s attempt to prove to the Japanese that the Australians had treated their prisoners humanely, even with kindness, had been a complete waste of time. The Japanese already had in place a system whereby prisoners such as British and Australian troops could be worked to death, executed, starved and brutalised in hundreds of ways without any thought to the requirements of international law. It was just the ‘Japanese way’.

The events at Cowra became well known nationally and even internationally, to a certain extent. This was reported to have been the largest prisoner-of-war breakout of the Second World War, so once news was released to the press it made headlines in many of the leading newspapers in the western world. Yet, even so, the story soon faded into relative obscurity. The war had to be fought and there were far more important things to be dealt with, particularly the destruction of both the German Reich and the Japanese Empire, and there was still much fighting to be done.

One of the men involved in the hunt for escapees was a youthful trainee named George Maxwell Eggins, the son of parliamentarian Mr M.J. Eggins, m.l.c. of Lismore, New South Wales. He had 
  joined the army in 1944, shortly before the breakout and had been sent to the training camp at Cowra. He subsequently trained at Bathurst, qualifying for training at a specialist school and after completing his various courses including jungle training was placed in a tank-attack section of the 9th Division which took part in the landing on Tarakan Island near Borneo in 1945. Sadly, Private Eggins never returned to tell of his experiences at Cowra or Tarakan for he was killed during the landings. He was just twenty years of age at that time which gives us a clear indication of the extreme youth of the men who had been undergoing training at Cowra at the time of the breakout.100.
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Private Charles Henry Shepherd

—Courtesy of The Australian War Memorial. 
Accession Number P04966.001.

Of the four Australian soldiers who had died at Cowra, little was subsequently heard. Private Shepherd’s name never featured much in the press. He had been in the wrong place at the wrong time and had been stabbed to death as a result. Similarly, the heroism of Lieutenant Harry Doncaster was given little coverage.


He was also considered to have been in the wrong place at the wrong time and no effort was made to commend him for the courage he had displayed in standing up to eight suicidal Japanese armed only with his fists and a small rock while the soldiers under his command had fled.
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Funeral procession at Cowra for

Privates Charles Henry Shepherd, Ralph Jones and Benjamin Gower Hardy.

—Courtesy of The Australian War Memorial.

Accession Number P01451.002.

It took several years for the Australian authorities to come to terms with rewarding Privates Benjamin Gower Hardy and Ralph Jones for the valour they had demonstrated by remaining at their Vickers gun while being charged literally by hundreds of ferocious Japanese prisoners armed with a motley collection of knives, clubs and home-made swords and spears. Manning a weapon capable of spitting out hundreds of rounds per minute, there should have been no contest. Both Hardy and Jones should have survived. The Japanese had been forced to clamour across three barbed-wire fences and a dense barbed-wire entanglement 
  but it was a clear indication of the indefatigable determination of the Japanese that they had managed to overcome those obstacles and to wipe out the machine-gunners. Hardy had not only remained at his post with Jones until the last moment but had also disabled the weapon so that it could not be used against the Australian guards. For that one act of heroism his name has now been immortalised.

When the question of official awards for the two men’s bravery was raised in later months and years there was initially considerable resistance, especially when it was proposed that both Hardy and Jones should receive the coveted Victoria Cross which was reserved for actions in the presence of an enemy, rather than the slightly less prestigious George Cross, often considered to be the equivalent of the Victoria Cross but reserved for ‘non-combatant’ heroism. It was, of course, semantics. Some believed that the Victoria Cross should have been awarded as the Japanese, although prisoners, were clearly the enemy and that the action at Cowra that night was plainly an act of war rather than merely a ‘non-combatant’ breakout of prisoners.

The commanding officer of the battalion, Lieutenant-Colonel Andrew ‘Monty’ Brown, had made an almost immediate recommendation for awards for both Hardy and Jones but it took about six years for Army Headquarters to approve them and only did so after considerable agitation from the Legion of Ex-Servicemen and Women, under the presidency of Mrs B.J. McDonald, who pressed the authorities for a decision on the case.101.

Benjamin Hardy’s mother, Mrs M. Hardy, then aged eighty-three, told the press in 1949 that she failed to understand why her son was not being recognised for his actions: ‘I don’t know why Ben hasn’t been decorated. He was a good boy and always did his duty,’ Mrs Hardy told the press. ‘The soldiers and lots of civilians at Cowra wrote me letters about Ben’s brave actions.’102.


Mrs Hardy was then living with her single daughter at Willoughby. New South Wales, and it is clear that the Australian Government had no inclination to assist her in any way other than through the normal channels available to everyone. Despite the fact that Ben Hardy had saved many lives, possibly hundreds of Australian lives, by disabling that Vickers machine-gun, Mrs Hardy was forced to live on the meagre Repatriation Department pension of just £3 per week which did not cover even Mrs Hardy’s extremely modest cost of living.103.

The award of a posthumous George Cross, ‘For outstanding gallantry and devotion to duty’, was promulgated for both men on 1 September 1950. Ben Hardy’s mother died a few days later.104.

The award citation read:

The above named soldiers were on duty at the No. 12 Prisoner of War Camp, Cowra, as members of a Vickers Machine Gun crew, guarding the Prisoner of War compound in which were interned over 1,100 Japanese prisoners of war.

On the night of 4th/5th August 1944 the Japanese prisoners, armed with knives and other weapons staged a mass breakout, stormed over the perimeter and bore down on the Machine Gun crew. Privates Hardy and Jones stood their ground and continued to work the gun until bashed to death, displaying outstanding gallantry and devotion to duty in their fight against an overwhelming onslaught by fanatical Japanese. They met their deaths in the true British spirit of sacrifice for their country.105.

When notice of the awards was published there was considerable difficulty in locating members of Jones’s family but they were eventually tracked down in England. Jones had been unmarried and had no family of his own in Australia. The George Cross was presented to Mr Walter Jones, a relative of Ralph Jones, at an investiture at Buckingham Palace on 14 February 1951. 

 The presentation was made by King George VI, the year before he died.

Benjamin Hardy’s medal was presented to his sister, Beatrice Hardy, by the Australian governor-general, Sir William John McKell, during an investiture at Admiralty House, Sydney, in January 1952. Some of the recipients of the awards were unexpectedly sprayed with water when they arrived at Admiralty House because a car backed against a water pipe near the entrance to the building, tearing it from its main and sending a sudden rush of water into the air. There were a number of awards made that day and to demonstrate that Ben Hardy’s award was being made far later than it should have been it is interesting to note that many naval, army and air force veterans of the Korean War were also being decorated at the same investiture.106.

One of the guards at Cowra, a man who remained almost unknown to the general public during his life but who had previously served with great honour and distinction, was Augustus ‘Gus’ London. During the breakout London had been standing in a channel at the rear of Hardy’s Vickers machine-gun and witnessed the gun being overrun and the killing of both Benjamin Gower Hardy and Ralph Jones. London was part of a unit on guard at a channel through the barbed-wire. The press later reported: ‘As the Japanese forced their way through the first gate of the channel, London opened up with his Tommy-gun, and as the magazine was emptied, others were handed to him. Not one of the Japanese passed this defence line and in the morning nearly 200 were cleared away from this sector, killed or wounded, the majority being killed.’107.

Gus London was no ‘shrinking violet’. He was already the recipient of both the Distinguished Conduct Medal and the Military Medal, having been presented these awards for gallantry during the First World War. The Military Medal had been awarded for action undertaken while acting as a stretcher-bearer during an attack. While carrying in wounded men his company 

 had been held up by some German machine-gun posts that were causing a great deal of death and havoc. London had grabbed a rifle and some hand-grenades, attacking the machine-gun posts single-handedly. He killed nine crew members of one machine-gun post and took two prisoners. Later, also while carrying wounded, he came upon two Germans. London killed one and took another prisoner. London’s D.C.M. was awarded for having captured a large group of Germans who had evidently been planning a raid on the Australian lines on the Western Front. He and an officer had stumbled upon a formation of Germans in a shell crater. They had been fully armed and it appeared clear that a raid on the Australian trenches had been planned. The press later reported that, ‘Standing at the crater lip London led them to believe that he had a force of men behind him and ordered them to throw down their rifles, take off their equipment and leave the crater one by one. They obeyed the order and as they came out of the crater were directed to the Australian lines, covered by the Tommy-gun held by the officer. ... In this manner two Australians bluffed many fully armed Germans into surrender.’108.

Augustus London died at the Cessnock Hospital in July 1947, the press reporting that during the Cowra breakout his actions with his Tommy-gun in defending the channel through the barbed-wire meant that, ‘The probabilities are that although he was on home service, [duty] he killed more Japanese than any other single infantry soldier in the war.’109.

However, not everyone at Cowra on that terrible night was able to live with what they had seen and done. One of the guards at the camp had been a soldier named Norman Eric Palmer, then approximately forty-two years of age and therefore too old, like most of his colleagues, to fight in an active unit overseas. Palmer had never expected to be fighting a war on Australian soil but when called to do so he had stood his ground and was responsible for killing two of the Japanese prisoners as they had attempted to escape. Sadly, Palmer never got over killing the men.


He thought about the breakout often, sinking deeper and deeper into depression, and in 1952 he suddenly hanged himself. His brother, Frederick Palmer, later told the press that the shooting of the prisoners had, ‘played on his brother’s nerves’.110.

No details of the events at Cowra were released to the Japanese public during the war. Despite the fact that John Curtin made full details known to the world on 8 September 1944 and the government of Japan was notified of all the details through diplomatic channels in Switzerland, the Japanese military style government was determined to preserve the illusion that Japanese soldiers, sailors and airmen never surrendered. To have done so would have brought shame on the nation and lowered the morale of the people considerably. In a country where strict controls were made on the dissemination of information, keeping the events at Cowra a secret was not a particularly difficult issue for the Japanese Government. A brief mention was made on the Japanese-controlled radio in Shanghai, but this was inaccurate and stuffed with propaganda, claiming that 244 Japanese men had been murdered at an Australian internment camp, inferring that all those who had died had not been servicemen but civilian internees and that they had been killed for no reason. Berlin Radio mentioned the breakout but following representations made by Japan to the German Government the issue was quickly dropped from the Nazi news.111.

The man who had largely incited the breakout, Sergeant Major Ryo Kanazawa, served his fifteen months imprisonment although he was not transferred to any kind of hard labour military prison but was simply allowed to remain at Cowra where he was detained in the camp’s detention cells, segregated from the other prisoners. He was repatriated to Japan in 1946, somewhat reluctantly, as he continued to believe that his disgrace was so great that he could never be accepted back into normal society. To a certain extent this might have been true and after the war those who were returned after being held in Allied captivity 
  were considered to have lost their honour. However, time is a great healer and Kanazawa’s family and friends overcame these outdated attitudes. Japan had suffered a nuclear holocaust and needed to rebuild. The old ways, the ancient traditions, were slowly dying out. Kanazawa was accepted back into the community. He spent the remainder of his life happily farming.

There has been much speculation that the Japanese who escaped that night were largely drunk and since that time it has been revealed that the Japanese prisoners were making a potent home brew. In 1949 a small hand-dug ‘cellar’ was discovered beneath one of the camp’s huts where the remains of a saki-brewing operation were found, adding to long-held speculation that the Japanese prisoners had fuelled their reserves of courage and determination with copious amounts of alcohol. The press in 1949 reported that:

The underground excavations and the secrecy precautions that the Japs had taken were amazing. The still was hidden under the wide concrete floor of an old shower hut. The necessary water for the distilling process had apparently been tapped from the shower pipes. The boiler was made from a four-gallon oil drum made by Edible Oil Industries. This drum included a water level and temperature indicator and had two pipes soldered to it, apparently to put the raw materials in and another to take the vapours out.112.

Exactly how the Japanese managed to construct and operate a complex piece of equipment such as this formed only a small part of the overall problems of accountability associated with the running and security of the Cowra prisoner-of-war camp, and while there was no significant blame apportioned to the camp commandant or the commandant of ‘B’ compound, over the years, as more details of the escape have emerged from the previously top secret government files, questions have begun to be asked as to how all this could have happened.


The secure running of a prisoner-of-war camp was, of course, a complex issue and one fraught with danger. Prisoners such as the Japanese were difficult to get along with; there were many instances of insolence and even threats against Australian personnel and sometimes guards were spat at. All the more reason, one would have thought, for increased security measures, yet the Japanese prisoners at Cowra appeared to be able to get away literally with murder. 113.

Why were there no checks to regulate the issue of tools and cutlery? Later reports suggested that more than one thousand knives had been stolen and sharpened on the stone steps of the barrack huts. Why were all these knives not missed? Why did none of the guards see the knives being sharpened and even if this activity had been successfully concealed by the Japanese surely the constant honing of a thousand knives and spoons would have left telltale marks on the concrete that any half-awake guard should have treated with some suspicion?

Where were all the weapons hidden? Why had the huts and other buildings in the compounds not been thoroughly searched for contraband items – especially weapons? Why had the illegal home-brew still not been found, especially when it was such a sophisticated operation, the effects of the alcohol would have been evident as would the smell of the still?

Why had the Vickers machine-guns not been properly set up at sites that would have proven more effective in the event of a breakout? Why were the Vickers not manned at night when trouble was suspected and a night breakout would almost certainly have been more probable than a daylight break? Why was there no adequate protection for the Vickers crews such as rings of coiled barbed-wire? Why were the Vickers crews not supported and covered by infantry? Clearly the Vickers machine-guns were the central core to the camp’s defensive capabilities and should have been completely protected against attack.


Why weren’t additional guards drawn from the vast pool of recruits available at the nearby training camp? Although untrained, they could have been paired, one-on-one with experienced guards, or at an even larger ratio, doubling, tripling or even quadrupling the guard watch.

Why were supplies of sporting, gardening and other recreational equipment such as baseball bats, gloves and tools issued randomly without any control over their secure storage or use?

Why was there such blatant disregard or ignorance of the most fundamental Japanese attitudes towards dishonour associated with captivity? The Japanese themselves refused to write letters home, even though they were encouraged to do so. Was this in itself not a clear clue that the Japanese attitude towards dishonourable incarceration could possibly have dangerous consequences?

Why were recruits sent out to recapture desperate, battle-hardened and suicidal Japanese escapees without being properly armed for the task? The order had come from Colonel John Wesley Mitchell, the officer commanding the training camp, but he later stated that the order had come originally from Major-General H.W. Lloyd, the general officer commanding the entire 1st Australian Division. During the subsequent court of inquiry into the case Mitchell stated: ‘The G.O.C. 1 Aust. Div, Major-General Lloyd, in my Mess after lunch on the 16th Aug 44 at approximately 1335 hours, said to me in the presence of Major [R.] Rattray and other officers, that I was to state that he and he alone gave instructions that sidearms only [bayonets and scabbards] were to be worn, that he wholly approved of the action and took full responsibility for it.’114.

This statement was completely at odds with another statement Mitchell had earlier made to the court when he pointed out that, ‘I gave those orders, I alone am responsible for those orders and no one else and I can assure you in giving them I had completely 
  thought out the whole situation. I gave them then and I would give them again ... my instructions were actuated by the highest humanitarian motives of an extremely important international character.’115.

Mitchell always strongly defended his decision, or Lloyd’s decision as passed down to him, but because of these conflicting pieces of evidence it is difficult to know exactly what was going on in Mitchell’s mind or who was really responsible after the dust had settled on the entire terrible affair.

The total cost of damage to buildings, clothing and equipment at Cowra was subsequently calculated as being £19,900, a great waste of funds and resources at a time when resources and funding were at a premium.116.

By 1954, just ten years after the breakout, not much remained of the Cowra prisoner-of-war camp. It was described in the press at that time as being, ‘... one of ruin and desolation ... overrun with long dry grass and with a few head of cattle grazing among the remains’.117.

By that time all that remained of the camp were the concrete foundations of the buildings including the prisoners’ huts, the officers’ and men’s quarters, the hospital, recreation halls and dining hut. Every building had gone. The remaining foundations had been undermined over the years by a large number of rabbit burrows. The original owner of the land, Cecil Reid, from whom it had been resumed by the government for the construction of the camp, had refused the offer to repurchase it after the war and the property had eventually been sold to a man named Riley. The sewerage and water piping had been excavated and sent to the Woomera Rocket Range for reuse. The bitumen road that had once formed the Broadway running north to south through the centre of the camp was no longer in existence, and all the barbed-wire fencing and barriers had been removed, along with the guard towers and other guard facilities.118.


All the former Cowra prisoners, but one, were repatriated after the war. The one prisoner who remained, labelled the ‘forgotten man’, was not allowed to return home until 1965, twenty-one years after the Cowra breakout. His name was Chen-Yu-Teh.

Chen-Yu-Teh’s story is almost incredible. He was not Japanese, but a Formosan, and his presence in Australia was only revealed to the general public in 1965 when his very existence detonated fractious allegations in some Asian newspapers that there could still be Asian and Japanese prisoners-of-war held in Australia. Chen had been living in Formosa when he had been conscripted into the Japanese Army. He had been sent to fight in New Guinea where he was captured in 1945. He was subsequently sent to Cowra, arriving long after the events of August 1944 but joining the ranks of those survivors who had taken part. However, Chen was evidently suffering from some kind of mental illness and was later transferred to the Ryde Psychiatric Centre where he had undergone treatment and then promptly and conveniently been forgotten for the next twenty years.

When it was revealed in about August 1965 that Chen was still at Ryde, and that he was still technically a prisoner-of-war, three government departments and the Chinese Embassy in Canberra were thrown into turmoil wondering how to handle this particularly awkward diplomatic situation. Chen had to be medically examined and pronounced fit before he could be repatriated. By that time he was forty-five years of age and none of the government departments involved would accept responsibility for him. However, finally officials from the Immigration and External Affairs Department in co-operation with the Chinese Government, arranged to have Chen repatriated. He flew home on 15 October 1965.

Chen’s twenty-years war was over.119.

A cemetery at Cowra, known officially as the Japanese War Cemetery, was subsequently built by the Japanese Government. 

 It contains the bodies of more than five hundred Japanese nationals who had died or been killed in Australia during the war, including those killed during the breakout. The cemetery was dedicated on 22 November 1964. The graves of those who had been killed or had committed suicide during the prisoner breakout remained undisturbed but many other bodies were exhumed from lone graves and cemeteries around the country and reburied at the Cowra site.120.

The families of all those Japanese who had been identified, and whose remains were now interred at Cowra were invited to the official dedication ceremony. Sadly, the old traditions, even then, still refused to evaporate, and many family members did not attend the dedication. As Reuters later reported, ‘Most of the surviving families are too ashamed that their fathers and sons were captured.’121.

Lieutenant-Colonel Andrew ‘Monty’ Brown, the officer who had overall command of the camp at Cowra at the time of the breakout, died at St Vincent’s Hospital on 6 July 1975. Aged eighty-five at the time of his death, he was survived by his wife, two sons and a daughter.122.

Today the location of the former prisoner-of-war camp has been preserved as a site of historical significance and includes an information centre and a replica of one of the original guard towers. A Japanese Memorial Garden has also been established. Thousands of visitors from Japan arrive each year to pay their respects, to remember and to grieve those who died.

Any shame that may once have enveloped them has now long passed into history.
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HMS Stonecrop (corvette) 212

HMS Stronghold (destroyer) 192

HMS Tourmaline (converted trawler/minesweeper) 85, 107

HMS Triumph (battleship) 52

HMS Unbeaten (British submarine) 109-10

HMS Wolsey (destroyer) 54-55

HMS Wolverine (destroyer) 55

Hodges Oliver Paul (assistant steward) 53

Hokkaido 322

Holland 70-71, 74

Home Major A.R. 184

Hong Kong 131-32, 176, 181, 193, 303

Hosking T.H. 257

Howaldtswerke (shipyard) 109

Hughes Jane 34-35, 37, 53

Hull 79

Hunt (née Brennan) Alice 59

Hurley Kathleen 26

Hygienic Feather Mills Pty. Ltd. 82

I

Ibbott Lieutenant A.G.C. 138

Iceland 87-88

Imai Colonel Kamejiro 156

Immigration and External Affairs Department 344

Imperial General Staff (British) 229

Imperial Guards Division (Japanese) 156, 176

India 123, 125, 131, 201, 219

Indian 45th Brigade 136, 138

Indian Ocean 180

Indo-China 133

Indonesia 131, 193

Industrial Revolution 215

Intelligence Section of the Cowra P.O.W. camp 322

Ipswich 60

Ireland 26-28, 32-34, 52

Irish Christian Brothers 124

Irish Great Southern and Western Railway Company 27

Irish Independent (newspaper) 42

Irish Sea 26, 34, 55

‘I’ section (Army Intelligence) 272

Isle of Sark (steamer) 28

Isle of Wight 58

Italian Navy 111

J

Jacobs John 30

Jakarta 191, 193

Japanese Army 121, 175, 344

Japanese Department of Information 329

Japanese Empire 332

Japanese Government 327, 329, 339, 344

Japanese Imperial Forces 264

Japanese Imperial Guards 162

Japanese Memorial Garden (Cowra) 345

Japanese War Cemetery (Cowra) 344

Jeevanjee A.M. 125

Jemaluang 131

Jenkins Hugh viii

Jenkins Rich & Jen viii

Jersey 28

John Barbara viii

Johnson Tracey vii

Johore 135-36

Johore Bahru 131, 135, 162-63, 186

Johore Military Forces 142

Jones Dai (probably David) 230

Jones Eliza 288

Jones Henry William 288

Jones Ralph 267, 287-92, 301, 331, 334-37

(posthumously awarded the George Cross) 336

Jones Walter 336

Jutland Amalgamated Trawlers (owners of the Lady Shirley) 79

K

Kaigi Masanobu 322-23

Kairanga (vessel) 181

(collision with Empire Star) 181

Kajang 184

Kanazawa Sergeant Major Ryo ‘Akira’ 273, 276, 328, 330-32, 339-40

Kanchanaburi 173-74

Kangkar Senanggar River 149

Kapitzky Kapitänleutnant Ralph 208, 213

KAR (King’s African Rifles) 125

Kedah (antisubmarine vessel) 132, 192

Kedah Province 132

Keegan Major R.W. 139, 160-61

Kennedy Michael 48, 50-52

Kent Bridget 50

Kent (England) 2-3, 5-9, 15, 17, 24, 50-52, 84, 220

Kent John 29, 48, 50

Kent Kitty 26

Kent Mary Ellen 26

Kentaur (vessel) 247

Kent County War Agricultural Committee 15

Kent-Hughes Colonel Wilfred 184

Kenya 125-29

Kenya Settlers’ Association 127

Kew 152

Kiel 87, 109, 245

Kiel Canal 87

Kilcullen 33

Kildare 33

Kimberley 122

King George V (battleship) 3

King George VI 3, 14, 20, 76, 105, 232, 337

King Ramesses II 217

King’s African Rifles, (K.A.R.) 125-27

Kingsley Private Cecil 205

King’s Royal Rifles 223

Kinsella Kathleen 187

Kleinschmidt Kapitänleutnant Wilhelm 86-93, 95-98, 100-02

Kluang 131, 136

Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross 244

Kojima Sergeant (listed as Sergeant Pilot Tadao Minami) 273, 328

Königsberg (cruiser) 86

Konoe Division (Japanese troops) 151

Korea 234

Korean War 337

Kota Bharu 132

(Japanese troops landed at) 132

Kota Tinggi 131

Kriegsmarine 118, 239

Krupps works Emden 70

Kuala Lumpur 133-34, 160

Kuching 201

Kunknikway 169

Kurile Islands 131

L

La Corbière 28

Ladies Island 32

Lady Glanely (vessel) 34

Lady Shirley (fishing trawler) x, 79-81, 83-87, 94-11, 114, 119-20

(attacked 30 January 1940) 79

(disappearance of) 108

(launched) 79

Ladysmith 122

La Guardia Mayor 330

Lambert Sergeant George 230

Lancet (medical journal) 124

Land Army 11-12, 15-16, 21-22, 25

Latter Tom viii

Lawson Sergeant (..) 70

Leech Kerrie vii

Leederville (Western Australia) 106

Lees Major L.E.D. 271

Legion of Ex-Servicemen and Women 335

Le Havre 77

Lesser Antilles 243

Lewis Mike vii

Lewis William (cook) 53

Libya 218

Lido Hotel (Mersa Matruh) 219

Lille 69

Little Creek 245

Little Thurrick 11

Liverpool 181, 206-07, 211, 240, 243, 245

Liverpool Silver Medal 242

Llanelli 52

Llanwnda Cemetery 62

Lloyd Ernest 204

Lloyd Major-General H.W. 342-43

Lloyd’s Bravery Medal 48

Lloyd’s Register 238

Lloyd’s War Medal 58, 252

(awarded to Elizabeth May Owen) 49

Loch Ryan 262

London vii, ix, 5, 7, 19, 21, 35, 43, 45, 56, 63, 76, 81, 84, 105, 127, 180, 198, 207, 220-21, 224, 231, 300, 326

London Augustus ‘Gus’ 337-38

London Blitz 21

London Gazette (newspaper) 19, 81, 198, 231

Londsay Captain J.J. 232

Lorient 90-91, 115, 245-46, 260

Los Negros 158, 176-77

Los Negros trials 151

Lossiemouth 66

Low Countries 2, 79

Lowestoft 80

Luftwaffe x, 67, 75, 240

Luzon 132

Lympne 220

Lynch Sergeant (..) 171-72

M

Mafeking 122

Magdeburg 68

Majestic Hotel 134

Malaya 130-33, 135-36, 162, 176, 181-84, 186, 188, 201, 271, 303

Malaya Command 136

Malayan campaign 132-35, 162

Malayan Climax (publication by Carline Reid) 133

Malay Mail (newspaper) 134

Malay Peninsula 130, 182

Maloney Miss (..) nurse 29-30

Malta 81

Manchuria 281, 303

(invasion of) 303

Manning James Harries (assistant cook) 53

Mansfield Justice (..) 158

Manus Island 176

Margolyes Miriam 25

Marken (Dutch motor vessel) 91-92

Marrickville 287

Marshall Island 131

Martiessen Gisela 210

Martiessen Julie 210

Martineau Jeremy vii

Martin Lodge (property) 11

Martin Mill 11

Mason Sergeant (..) 70

Masterton (New Zealand) 65

Matsumoto Takeo (Korean informer) 272, 301

Matthews Eileen, iv

Matthews Lensie iv, viii

Matthews Emyrs, iv, viii

Mau Mau uprising 123

Maxwell Lieutenant-Colonel Duncan 129

Maya (Japanese cruiser) 192

Mayer and Anderson (newspaper company) 124

M.B.E. (Member of the Order of the British Empire) 199, 212

McCartney Innes 262

McCullogh Robert James 81

McDonald Mrs B.J. 335

McKell Sir William John 337

McLoughlin William 43

McLoughlin family 43

Meagher Major L.J. 271

Mediterranean x, 85, 109, 111, 227, 250

Mediterranean Coal Railway 217

Melbourne 152, 184-85, 319

Melville Island 273

Merchant Navy 43, 55, 57, 193, 235, 238-39, 259

Mergui 168

Mersa Matruh 217-24, 227-31, 234

Mersey docks 240

Mersing 131 

Merten Kapitänleutnant (..) 92

Middle East 130, 223, 265

Milford Haven 47, 56, 243

Military Cross 126, 146, 170

Military Intelligence 299

Military Medal 337

Milne Carl vii

Milne Sydney 199

(awarded the British Empire Medal) 199

Minami Sergeant Pilot Tadao (See Kojima, Sergeant) 273, 275, 284, 294, 328

Mitchell Colonel John Wesley 295, 301-03, 316-19, 342-43

Mitchell Derek and Jacqueline vii

Mitchell Gilbert William James 4, 9-13, 15, 17-20, 24-25

(awarded the George Medal) 18

(died) 24

Mitchell James vii

Mitchell Oliver vii

Mitchell family 10, 19

Mitchell (née Harrison) Kathleen 4, 9, 11-13, 15, 17-18, 24

(awarded the British Empire Medal) 18

Mohn Private Eric 225-26

Mombasa 122

Montgomery Field Marshal Bernard Law 229

Moore Lieutenant-Colonel D.T. 327

Moray (Scotland) 66

Morgan Dai 39-40, 42

Morison Professor S.E. 131

Morris Johnny vii

Morrison Peter 302, 319

Moscow 229

Moscrop-Young Roland 207, 210-12

(awarded the M.B.E.) 212

Mosely Leonard 228

Mount Fulton 301

Mount Margaret (property) 123, 127-29

MS Sama (freighter) 245

Muar 136-37

Muggleswick 236

‘Mulberry’ harbours 185

Munster 68, 70-71, 76

Muntok 203

Murphy Kathleen 43

Murphy William (assistant steward) 53

N

Nagasaki 173

Nairobi 122-25, 128

Naito Lieutenant (..) 169

Nandi resistance 122

Nanking Incident 54

Naples 61

Napoleonic Wars 2

Natal 239

National Archives of Australia 299, 307, 326

National Farmers’ Union 22

National Library of Australia vii

National Socialist Party 1

Nazi Germany 67

Negerevich Sergeant Oleg Eugene 276

Nelson Park St Margaret’s 4

Netherlands East Indies 181

Newbridge 33

Newcastle Upon Tyne 214

Newell Mrs J.P. 41-42

Newfoundland (vessel) 250

New Guinea 269, 344

Newlands Cape Town 121

New Plymouth (New Zealand) 206

Newport Library vii

News Commentary on Australia (Japanese propaganda broadcast) 329

New York 89, 246-47

New Zealand vii, 13, 64-66, 69, 75-76, 78, 180, 206

Nhamacurra, (also Namacurra) 126, 146

Nishimura Lieutenant-General Takuma 151, 156, 158, 175-76, 178 

(sentenced to death) 176

No. 12 Prisoner of War Camp (Cowra) 336

Nonaka Shoichi 176

Nordhav 1

(trawler) 81

Norfolk 66, 288

Normandy landings 185, 217

North Africa 61, 217, 221-23, 228-29, 302

North Atlantic 85, 88-89, 90, 104, 206, 235, 239

North Bondi Surf Club 81

Northern Rhodesia 126

North Sea 70-71, 74, 79, 87-88

North West Frontier 234

Norway 2, 87

Nottingham 218

Nottingham Royal Horse Artillery 218

Number 2 Huskisson dock 241

Number 12 POW Compound (Cowra) 265

Number 20, R.A.F. Operational Training Unit (O.T.U) (Scotland) 66

Number 75 Squadron (R.N.Z.A.F.) 66

Number 216 (R.A.F. Bomber Transport) Squadron 220

Number 219 Squadron (R.A.F.) 61

Nuremberg 113

Nyasaland 126

O

O.B.E. (Officer of the Order of the British Empire) 198-99

O’Donoghue Dora 45

Oldenburg 86

Olivier Laurence 260

Operation Barbarossa 63

Operation Deadlock 262

Operation Torch 229

Osborne Lieutenant (..) 108

Osnabrück 68

Ouistreham 185

Oversay 181

Owen Elizabeth May xi, 34-35, 37, 44-46, 48-49, 53, 55-56, 62

(awarded the George Medal; awarded the Lloyd’s Bravery Medal) 48

Owen Mary 62

Owens Captain Evan William 57-58

(posthumously awarded the Lloyd’s War Medal) 58

Oxford University 131

P

Pacha General Gaafar 218

Paddington station (London) 35

Pakenham Lieutenant Commander Thomas Arthur Charles 211-12

Palembang 202

Palestine 222, 227

Palmer Frederick 339

Palmer Norman Eric 338

Palmer William 11

Palmer’s College (UK) 11

Panama Canal 180, 206

Paris 116, 228

Parit Sulong viii, 137-40, 142-43, 145-48, 150-52, 156, 160, 165, 170, 175-76, 178-79

Parit Sulong Bridge 140, 145

Parkeston Quay (Harwich, UK) 82-84, 120

Park View School (Chester-le-Street) vii

Paschke Matron Olive 187-88, 205

Pasha Hassan Sabry 220

Patani 132

(Japanese troops landed at) 132

Pavia Division (Italian) 223

Pearce Elizabeth Mary 62

Pearl Harbor 131, 181, 264, 330

Pembroke 60

Penangles Point

(Wales) 35

Peninsular War 234

Pennsylvania 261

Percival Lieutenant-General Arthur Ernest 136, 162, 165

(officially signed the surrender documents) 165

Philippines 9-10, 131, 181, 271, 303

Philpott Annie 210

Piave (Brazilian vessel) 246

Piening Kapitänleutnant Adolf 244-47, 251, 260-61

(awarded the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross) 244

Pigdon Colonel Douglas Clelland 184

Pillau 86

Pizzey Able Seaman Leslie William 99, 102-04

(Mentioned in Dispatches) 103

Plan Z (planned re-equipment and expansion of the Kriegsmarine ordered by Adolf Hitler in 1939) 87

Platz Lieutenant S.J.G. 314

Plymouth 28, 119

Poland 63, 69, 216

P & O [Line] 84

Port Dickson 130

Port of Spain 242-43

Port Phillip Bay 184

Portuguese East Africa 126

Power Mr E. 40

Power William 199

(awarded the British Empire Medal) 199

Press and Journal (newspaper) 42

Prime Minister’s Department (Canberra) 326

Princess Alexandra 174

Prinz Eugen (German warship) 69, 89 

prisoner-of-war camps 121, 264 

prisoners-of-war 32, 76, 102, 112, 150, 156, 160, 227, 264-67, 269, 272, 275, 298, 320, 322, 324-25 329-32, 344

Prussia 117

Pudu Gaol

Kuala Lumpur 160

Purcell Francis Joseph 45-46 

(awarded the M.B.E.) 46

Q

Queen Charlotte’s Hospital (London) 45

Queen Empress (steamer) 58

Queen Mary (vessel) 130

Queen’s Messenger convoys 24

R

Rabaul 181

Radio 2GB Sydney 166

Radji Beach 203

Ramsay Major Robert 271, 273, 275-76, 279, 294

R.A.N.V.R. 82-83, 108

Rape of Nanking 161

Rattray Major R. 304, 342

Raub 134

Reach Court Farm (Kent) vii, 3-4, 9-11, 13, 16-17, 19, 21, 24-25

Recife 246

Red Cliffs (Australia) 183

Red Cross 112, 149, 166, 175, 198, 249

Red Hill (Canberra) 175

Reds in November (program broadcast on British Home Service) 24

Reed Captain (..) 47

Reid Carline 133

Reid Cecil 343

Reims 113

Repatriation Department (Australia) 336

Returned Services League 175

Reuters 300, 345

Rheine 68

Richmond 159

Rift Valley 123, 127

Riley Mr (..) 343

Rio-Hudson (merchant ship) 261

Ripple (Kent, UK) 11

Rister Gefrieter (corporal) Gerd 32

Ritchie General Neil 222

R.N.V.R. 120

Roach James 39, 42

Roberts Captain Raymond 304-05, 313-14

Robertson Jane vii

Robertson Lieutenant-Colonel J.C. 136-37

Roche Edmund (ship’s ticket collector) 53

Rogers Mr C. 18

Rolls Private Alfred James 283-85, 289

Rommel General Erwin 221-22, 224, 227-29

Rooney, K.C.

Mr C.V. 176

Rosalia (vessel) 213

Roscoe Hilary viii

Rosenfield and Co. (merchants) 81

Rose Schiaffino (vessel) 109

Rösing Korvettenkapitäin (commander) Hans 91

Rösing Oberleutnant zur See (lieutenant) Friedrich Wilhelm 91, 100

Ross Lieutenant (..) 144

Rossiter Nicholas 40

Rosslare 27-28, 30-32, 34, 41, 43, 48, 57, 59

Rostoonstown Strand (Ireland) 32

Rotterdam 68, 70

Rowe Thelma May 82

Rowe, (or Row) Frank Percival (chief officer) 53

Royal Air Force (R.A.F.) x, 5-8, 25, 60-61, 64, 66-68, 110, 145, 189, 191-92, 220

Royal Air Force Bomber Command 64

Royal Army Medical Corps 124

Royal Army Pay Corps 164, 191

Royal Australian Air Force (R.A.A.F.) 147

Royal Australian Naval Reserve 82

Royal Australian Navy 83, 119

Royal Australian Navy College 83

Royal Australian Volunteer Reserve, x

Royal Engineers 103

Royal Flying Corps (later the R.A.F.) 66

Royal Horse Artillery 125, 218

Royal Marine Siege Regiment 3

Royal Naval Auxiliary Service 120

Royal Naval fleet x

Royal Naval Patrol Service, (R.N.P.S.) (known as Harry Tate’s Navy) 80, 110

Royal Navy 42, 52-53, 55-56, 80, 82, 84, 110, 191, 198, 201, 261

Royal Navy Reserve 55, 198

Royal New Zealand Air Force (R.N.Z.A.F.) 65-66, 78

R.T.E. Radio 1

(Ireland) 59

Russant Barbara 53

Russant William Philip (assistant steward) 53-54

Russant (née Williams) Lily May 53-54

Russia 63

Ryde Psychiatric Centre 344

Rye Hill 216

S

Saint-Nazaire 261

Salvation Army 24

Samah 132

San Antonio (island) 93

Sanders John James Richard (sole survivor – East Dudgeon 79

Sanderson Captain C.W. 57

San Emiliano 241

(tanker) 238-46, 248-56, 260

San Felix (tanker) 88-89

Sarawak 201

Sarawak Steamship Company 201

Sayonara (yacht) 108

Scharnhorst (German warship) 69

Schilling (Germany) 117

Schleswig-Holstein 244 

Schultze Herbert 244

Scotland 66, 262

Sealink 62

Seaman’s Mission 47

Second Battle of El Alamein 229 

Segamat force (Malaya) 162

Seine Bay 185

Selangor Club (Kuala Lumpur) 134

Selarang barracks 165

Senussi 218

Seremban 130

Seventh Division, A.I.F. 177

Shanghai 339

Sheffield Wednesday (later HMS Erin) 110

Shelburne Co-op and Creamery (Ireland) 26

Shepherd Charles Henry 326, 333-34

Sheringham (Norfolk) 79

Shulte Walher 115

Siam (now Thailand) 132

(Japanese troops landed at) 132

Sicily 217

Sierra Leone 120, 181

Silver Lynette Ramsay viii, 178-79

Silver Belle (vessel) 94-95

Simons Jessie 188

Simpang Kiri River (Malaya) 140, 144

Simpson W.B. (director-general of security) 298-99 

Singapore 130-35, 160, 162-67, 176, 181-88, 190-95, 198, 200-02, 206-07

Singapore Swimming Club 185

Singapore, The Japanese Version (publication by Colonel Masanobu Tsuji) 132

Singora 132

(Japanese troops landed at) 132

Sinister Twilight (publication by Noel Barber) 164

Sino-Japanese war 303

Siwa Oasis 224

Slater Ken viii

Slim River 135

Smith Helen vii

Smith James Peter 195, 199

Snelling Captain Rewi ‘Ray’ 152

Somersby (merchant vessel, torpedoed) 88

Sook Ching massacre 176

South Africa 69, 122, 128, 180, 220

Southern Approaches 34

Southern Pride (antisubmarine whaler) 120

South Foreland (Kent) 4

Southsea (Isle of Wight steamer) 58

South Wales 89, 239

Spandau Prison (Germany) 113

Sparrow’s Nest (headquarters of the R.N.P.S.) 80

Speerman Corporal (..) 284

Springfield (Australia) 174

SS Archimedes (vessel) 55

SS Athenia (liner) 65

SS Empress of France (previously SS Alsatian) 198

SS Gorgon (vessel) 192

SS Malakand (vessel) 241

SS Orwell (vessel) 176

SS Westhaven (vessel) 81

Stalin Joseph 63, 229

St Aloysius’ Roman Catholic School (Newcastle) 215, 232

St Andrew (steamer) 57

Starr Alison viii

Station Hotel (Parkeston Quay) 83

St Aubin’s Bay (Jersey) 28

St Bartholomew’s Hospital (London) 124

St Brendan’s College (Bristol) 124

St David (steamer) 57

St David’s 47

St David’s Library vii

Stena Line vii, 62

St George’s Channel 26, 32, 34, 52

St Hélier (Jersey) 28, 58

St Ibar’s Cemetery Crosstown 30

St John’s 89

St John’s Cemetery 216

St Julien (vessel) 28

St Margaret of Antioch 4

St Margaret’s (village – St Margaret’s at Cliffe) vii, 3-4, 9-11, 16, 25

St Margaret’s Bay 4

St Margaret’s History Society vii

St Mary’s Church Fishguard 54

St Mary’s Parish School 215

St Michael’s Anglican Church (Vaucluse) 82

St Osyth (UK) 62

St Patrick (ferry steamer) vii-viii, xi, 26-43, 45-47, 49, 51-62

(attacked by a German bomber) 28

(attacked for the second time) 31

(attacked for third & final time) 33

(maiden voyage) 27

(struck the Frouquie rock) 28

St Patrick’s School 184, 186-88

Straits of Dover 2-3, 5, 7-8, 18

Straits of Gibraltar 85, 108

Strumble Head 35, 46, 62

St Stephen’s College 193

St Vincent’s Hospital 345

Suderende on Fohr 244

Suez Canal 218, 221-22, 229

Suffolk 60, 74

Sugamo Prison (Japan) 206

Sultan of Johore 186

Sumatra 202, 205

Summary of Statements by Survivors (San Emiliano) 249

Swansea (South Wales) vii, 26, 239, 243

Swayne Agnes 34

Sydney 129, 151, 287, 322-23, 337

Sydney Harbour 180, 288

Sydney Rowing Club 81

T

Tacumshane (Ladies Island) 32

Taieri 65

Tampoi 186

Tanaka Kiyoshi 322-23

Tanganyika 125

Tanjong Priok 193

Tanyin 169

Tarakan Island 333

Tasman Sea 206

Tate Captain Frederick 247

Tate Sergeant B. 144

Tavoy 168, 182

Taylor Mr (..) 242

Territorial Army (UK) 60

Thailand 132-33, 167, 169, 173-74, 328

Thames River 63, 85

Thanbyuzayat 168-69

The Argus (newspaper) 330

The Bangkok Chronicle (newspaper) 173

The Bay Magazine (publication) vii

The Bridge at Parit Sulong (publication by Lynette Ramsay Silver) viii, 179

The Japanese Thrust (publication by Lionel Wigmore) 168

The Listening Post (Japanese ‘Department of Information’ broadcast) 329-30

The Standard (newspaper, renamed the East African Standard) 124

The Sun (Sydney newspaper) 68

Thetford 66

The Times (London newspaper) 5-6, 56, 84, 105, 127, 133, 224

Thomas Dylan 112

Thomas Janet viii

Thomas Olive 62

Thompson Alex vii

Thompson Nat 119

Thompson Private Arthur 230

Three Pagodas Pass 169

Thyer Colonel J.H. ‘Jim’ 145-46

Tibbitts Lieutenant Hugh 152-55

Timber Corps (Women’s Land Army) 21

Timms Major Edward Vivian 271

Tobago 246

Tobruk 118, 221-24

Tohohasi Maru (Japanese steamer) 167

Tokyo War Crimes Tribunal 206

Torney Mr & Mrs J. 183

Torney Veronica ‘Vera’ Alexandra 183-86, 196-97, 199, 202

(awarded the M.B.E.) 199

Tout Edith Marian 127-28

Tout Sir Frederick 127

Tower A (Cowra) 278

Tower B (Cowra) 278

Toyoshima Hajime 274

(aka Minami, Tadao) (see also: Kojima, Sergeant) 273, 275, 284-85, 294, 328

Tozer James Wilfred 242, 248, 250, 254

Treaty of Versailles 87

Trento Division (Italian) 223

Trinidad 91, 239, 242-43, 247-49

Tsuaki Lieutenant Takahiko 178

Tsuji Colonel Masanobu 132

Tsuyoshi Prime Minister Inuaki 175

Tumbarumba 175

Tunstall Squadron Leader Peter (known as the ‘Cooler King’ 11

Turkish Ottoman Empire 218

Tuskar Rock Lighthouse (coastal Ireland) 28

U

U-48 (German submarine) 244

U-67 (German submarine) 92

U-68 (German submarine) 92-94

U-101 (German submarine) 34

U-107 (German submarine) 113

U-111 (German submarine) 86-90, 92-97, 99-104, 107, 111-15, 118, 120

U-155 (German submarine) 243-48, 251, 260-62

U-374 (German submarine) 109, 111

U-615 (German submarine) 208-09, 212-13

Uganda 122, 126-27

Ugandan Government 122

Union Steam Ship Company 181

United States Navy 131

US Coast Guard 245

USS Challenger (vessel) 246

Ustinov Peter 25

V

Varley Brigadier A.L. 167-68

Veitch Iain vii

Vernon Leslie 207-08, 210-12

(awarded the M.B.E.) 212

Victoria Barracks (Melbourne) 199, 298

Victoria Cross 69-70, 73-76, 78, 121, 162, 175, 214, 217, 231-32, 234, 335

Victoria Dock (Singapore) 184

Victoria Point Burma 168

Vincent Major Tom 147, 149

Virginia 129, 245

Volunteer Reserve Decoration 120

von Fischel Unno 109

Vyner Brooke (steamer) 188, 201-03, 205-06

W

Wah Sui (hospitaL ship) 188, 206

Wake Island 131

Wakenshaw Adam Herbert viii, 214-16, 219, 223-26, 230-34

(posthumously awarded the Victoria Cross) 231

Wakenshaw John 216-17

Wakenshaw Lillian, (also shown as Lilian) 216, 232, 234

Wakenshaw Mary 214, 216

Wakenshaw Thomas 214, 216, 232-33

Wakenshaw Fund 232

Wakenshaw (née Douglass) Dorothy Ann 216-17, 231-32, 234

Wales 27-35, 43, 60, 62

Walgrove 129

Waller Sub Lieutenant Allan Lansley 83-85, 96-98, 101-03, 106-07, 109-11, 120

(awarded the Volunteer Reserve Decoration) 120

(Mentioned in Dispatches) 85

Walton Private David 230

Wanganella (hospital ship) 184

Wanganui 64-65

Wanganui Technical College 65

Warbrick Signalman J.H. 102

Ward Flight Sergeant James Allen 64-66, 69-70, 72-78

(Victoria Cross) 69, 70, 75, 78

Ward Percival ‘Percy’ Harold 64, 76, 78

Ward (née Stokes) Ada May 64

War Department (UK) 12

War Graves Service (W.G.S.) 319-21

Warway Sergeant H.C. 306-07, 310, 312-14, 316, 318

Waterford 31, 43

Waterford News (newspaper) 31

Waterman Christine vii

Watson Brian vii

Wavell General Archibald 135

Weller Herbert Gordon Charles 199

(awarded to M.B.E.) 199

Wellington 65-66, 69-72, 74-78, 110, 206
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