
The POW's Tale

Harry did not speak extensively of his wartime experiences, this was common to most of the 

survivors of the Japanese camps where prisoners of war were held as slave labour in terrible 

conditions. They were in this situation because of the worst defeat of British and Australian 

forces in the World War II. The defeat was not the fault of the men on the ground but was the 

result of official arrogance, incompetence and a lack of preparedness.

I have based this account on what I was told, Harry's service record, interviews he gave to a 

local newpaper and radio station (mainly because he felt so strongly that there should have been 

an apology from the Japanese) and published accounts.

I was always aware that there had been a war just before I was born, I remember bomb sites and 

rationing, and that my father had been in the army, had been around the world and was a 

prisoner in Japan. It was part of our everyday life and there was 'evidence' around house. At one 

time there were letters and cards that had been exchanged but of course my parents destroyed 

them in one of their frequent 'clear outs'. I regret that they were not hoarders like me. I was 

told that the reason my father sometimes shouted out in the middle of the night, frightening me 

as a child, was because he was dreaming about the war. The contents of the dreams were never 

ever revealed to me. Dad never really liked talking about the past, direct questioning got the 

response that he could not remember and on occasions he was obviously irritated so I never 

questioned him closely about the war in particular. The story is told in relation to what was 

happening where Harry was stationed and in relation to what his regiment were doing to give a 

broader picture.

War and Marriage

It all started with getting married, 9 days after the declaration of war on Germany. However the 

military ambitions of the Japanese started earlier with the invasion of Manchuria in 1931 and the 

Second Sino-Japanese War in 1937. In Leicester there were preparations for war including air 

raid precautions but little changed initially in this period of the 'phoney war'. Compulsory 

military service was introduced for all men aged 18 to 41 but initially those aged 20 to 23 were 

called up. There were some naval battles and fighting in Europe but few air raids on England. 

However by early June 1940 British troops had been pushed back to the channel and evacuated 

from Dunkirk. The enemy was now at the door. 



Conscription

Just after his 26th birthday Harry received his call up, being a 'galenical worker' (the official 

Ministry of Labour classification for a worker in the pharmaceutical industry as appears on his 

service papers) he was not in a reserved occupation. He officially enlisted in the local 

Leicestershire Regiment on Monday 24 June 1940. He and Gladys must have been very anxious, 

the war with Germany was not going well, Harry probably felt he would soon be fighting on the 

beaches of England.

He did his initial training at the Infantry Training Centre at Glen Parva barracks. At least there he 

was able to use occasional weekend leave to get home easily to see Gladys. He was required to 

carry his rifle at all times but Gladys would not have it in the house so it was locked in the 

outhouse. On one occasion he left without it and had to return for it. Despite not being a natural 

military man he came through his training and nine months later he had become a soldier.

During this time the war had intensified. The air 'Battle of Britain' had taken place and major 

strategic cities such as London, Coventry, Birmingham, Bristol and Plymouth were heavily 

bombed in the 'Blitz'. Leicester was not immune from bombing raids. On 21st August 1940 a lone 

bomber aiming for the gasworks missed the target but hit a row of nearby houses and shops 

killing six and injuring another 24. The worst night of bombing known as the Leicester blitz was 

on 19-20th November 1940 from 8 pm to 4 am. A hundred bombers were said to have attacked 

the city causing 108 deaths and many more injuries as houses and factories (including the large 

city centre Freeman, Hardy and Willis and Faire Bros buildings) were destroyed in many areas 

including Highfields, Stoneygate and Evington. The city centre and the south and east seem to 

have been particularly targeted. The next night there was a further raid by a single bomber and 

this was when the Steels and Busks factory, a relatively short distance from our house, was hit by 

a parachute land mine. This was the bombing incident that Gladys remembered most vividly.

In the Far East Japanese troops had entered Indo-China. Christmas 1940 was not a very happy 

one. By early 1941 the desert war in North Africa was in progress. In March 1941 Harry had 

embarkation leave when he had photographs taken with the family. This was the last time he 

saw his father. He was to be posted overseas but almost certainly did not know where, a good 

guess would have been the North African desert where the second battalion of the Leicesters 

was stationed. He left on Friday 21 March 1941 for his foreign adventure never having been out 

of the country before. I believe he embarked on a troop ship at Southampton. Such was military 

secrecy he probable was still unaware of his destination. It proved to be a long journey, he 

called at Cape Town, South Africa and later at Ceylon as was, now Sri Lanka, en route. Finally he 

arrived in Malaya probably at Penang or Singapore.



Malaya

British Malaya was a group of states that were a part of the British Empire with various degrees 

of autonomy. It was economically important for the production of rubber and tin. Modern 

Singapore was founded by Raffles as a trading post and became the jewel in the crown of British 

Malaya as a crown colony under direct rule from London. It had strategic military importance 

and a large naval dockyard was established there. 'Fortress Singapore' was considered to be a 

military stronghold and unlikely to be attacked. Despite Japanese ambitions in Indo-China the 

preparations for war were totally inadequate, a principal consideration being not to alarm the 

local population. The officials and many of the citizens were happy to carry on with a 

comfortable colonial life, dancing and having cocktails in Raffles Hotel, believing that nothing 

would happen. The main concern in England was the war with Germany, so all three arms of the 

military were under strength in the Far East.

The 1st Battalion of the Leicestershire Regiment (the overseas regiment) was in India in 1939, 

moving from Razmak to Agra in December remaining there throughout 1940. In January 1941 

they arrived in Penang, an island just off the Malay peninsula. After India the climate was 

described as hot and humid. During the year plans were put into action for the defence of 

Malaya and in June 1941 the battalion joined with the 1/14th Punjabis and 2/9th Jats to form 

the 15th Indian Infantry Brigade based at Sungei Patani on the mainland. This in turn was part of 

the 11th Indian Division which together with 9th Indian Division was part the 3rd Indian Corps 

along with other supporting units. The depressing Sungei Patani camp on a rubber estate 

consisted of wooden huts with poor canteen facilities and the climate was hot and wet.

The 11th Division was responsible for the defence of the Jitra Line running east – west to the 

north of Jitra itself 35 miles north of Sungei Patani. The Line crossed the two main roads and 

railway from the north and the border with Thailand. The Leicesters were on the left of the 15th 

Brigade position responsible for the Chunglung Road to Thailand and the Kodiang Road to Perlis. 

To their left were the 2nd East Surreys who were part of the other (6th) Brigade defending the 

railway. Conditions were terrible under canvas with heavy rain, mud and leeches, boots and feet 

were never dry and malaria endemic.

This was the prospect that faced Harry as he disembarked on Friday 16 May 1941 in this hot 

strange land half way around the world just north of the equator. He knew Malaya as a far away 

exotic place were some of the plants grew that he used to make pharmaceuticals back at home. 

However there was a surprise for Harry when the following Monday he was posted to the 3rd 

Indian Corp Provost Company, the Regimental Police unit, attached to the Corp HQ in Kuala 

Lumpur. A further pleasant surprise was promotion to Lance Corporal less than a year after 



enlistment, initially unpaid but three months later he was granted the pay of the rank. 1st Bn 

Leicestershire Regiment was over 200 men under strength so it is perhaps surprising that its 

recruits were posted elsewhere. This regiment was a very professional overseas unit so perhaps 

raw recruits from home, especially those unused to manual work in tropical climates, were seen 

as less of an asset on the frontline. Equally Harry was no doubt well turned out, respectful, 

literate, not unintelligent and, according to him the main reason for his posting, he could drive a 

car. The duties of the 'Provo' unit included law enforcement on military property and in relation 

to military personnel, security, close personal protection of senior officers, managing military 

prisoners including prisoners of war and traffic control including route signing. Harry was no 

doubt quite pleased with himself on his 27th birthday, having to some extent 'fallen on his feet' 

with a reasonable job not actually in a war zone and promotion. He sent home to Gladys a 

couple of photos of himself looking rather splendid in tropical kit together with smart cap. 

According to Harry he spent the next 6 months mainly on routine duties at HQ or driving up and 

down the Malay peninsular, often driving senior officers. The Indian Army had Indian servants 

attached to camps and of course Corps HQ who worked for a group of soldiers as 'char' and dhobi 

wallahs. They provided early morning tea and looked after the laundry and would also act as 

barbers. Harry met professional soldiers and was particularly impressed with the Gurkhas, learnt 

about surviving in the jungle, avoiding malaria (mosquito nets had to be in place over the bed by 

four in the afternoon), dealing with leeches, what to eat and what not to eat. This was the best 

period of his war, better in many ways that being at home particularly the lack of rationing and 

air raids. There is in the National Archives a nominal list of members of 3rd Indian Corp Provost 

Company as at 19 May 1941, later annotated to show their fate, on which Harry appears.

Things changed dramatically at 15.00 on Saturday 6th December 1941; Lieutenant-General 

Arthur Percival, GOC Malaya Command, was meeting with Lieutenant-General Sir Lewis Heath, 

CO 3rd Indian Corps, in Kuala Lumpur when he received a call from his HQ informing him that 

the Japanese fleet had left port sailing south, a convoy heading towards Malaya had been 

sighted by an Australian plane. 3rd Indian Corps were to assume first degree of readiness and 

11th Indian Division were to be ready to move at short notice. Harry would undoubtedly have 

known 'something was happening', but probably not exactly what it was, especially as the GOC 

was visiting and his unit would have been responsible for security, . It was 'Operation Matador' a 

secret plan to move forces to a possible landing site for the Japanese at Singora in Thailand and 

to a position on the the Patani road across the Thai border. However the Commander-in-Chief, 

Brooke-Popham, failed to order Matador, not wishing to invade Thailand and in effect declare 

war on Japan, hoping the convoy would change course. No reported sightings of the convoy were 

made again until the evening of the 7th and it was then off Singora. Percival now considered it 

too late for the pre-emptive Matador plan but Brooke-Popham remained undecided so Percival 

told Heath late that evening that Matador would not be activated that evening but troops should 



be ready to move at dawn. Soon after Midnight there were reports that the Japanese had landed 

at Kota Bharu on the east coast of Malaya. The day of 7th must have been frustrating and 

worrying for Harry and other men at 3rd Corps HQ knowing that something 'big' was happening 

but not exactly what, no doubt there was much rumour. 

In the early hours of 8th December things became clearer to all, shortly after the landings at 

Kota Bharu the US fleet was attacked in Pearl Harbor (it was still the 7th on the other side of the 

International Date Line) and bombers appeared over Singapore where no air raid precautions 

were put into action. Air fields on the mainland and Penang were also attacked. Near Kota Bharu 

the Japanese were engaged by troops of the 8th Brigade part of the 9th Division together with 

air support. However many aircraft were lost in the air and on the ground and Kota Bharu 

airfield was abandoned, the beach and, on the 9th, the town were lost. On 10th December two 

battleships Prince of Wales and Repulse, which had left Singapore to attack the enemy in the 

north without air cover, were sunk in the South China Sea. The war had started very badly.  On 

10th December General Percival issued a special order, in this hour of trial the GOC calls upon 

all ranks Malaya Command for a determined and sustained effort to safeguard Malaya and the 

adjoining British territories. The eyes of the Empire are upon us. Our whole position in the Far 

East is at stake. The struggle may be long and grim but let us all resolve to stand fast come 

what may and to prove ourselves worthy of the great trust which has been placed upon us.

At 03.00 on the 8th the Leicesters moved out from the Jitra line on bicycles to Anak Burkit 

station and boarded a train to take them to Singora. The regimental war diary records that 'Tails 

were very well up' because of moving into action in Siam and leaving the mud of Jitra. However 

no orders to move were received, Japanese bombers were seen overhead and they waited until 

15.00 when they returned to Jitra. It was not until 2 days after the threat had been identified 

that Matador had been considered and then rejected because it was too late. The Japanese had 

landed at Singora and Patani so the only choice now was to defend the Jitra line with the 

defences incomplete. So from 8th to 11th the Leicesters worked all day and all night on 

defensive wiring and laying antitank and antipersonnel mines. December to February is the 

monsoon season so it was very wet and very muddy. Meanwhile on the 8th a force of Punjabi 

infantry regiments based in Penang was moving into Thailand to oppose the Japanese who had 

landed at Patani. The first opposition came from the Thais who delayed their advance until the 

10th when they were met by Japanese tanks. Many of the young Punjabi recruits who had not 

seen a tank before fled and the force withdrew across the border.

Late in the evening of the 10th Japanese tanks approached the Leicesters along the Chunglung 

road, the bridge in front of them had not been blown to allow transport to return. When the 

order was given to blow the bridge the detonator failed. There was heavy fighting through the 



night and morning of the 11th between infantry units culminating in the Japanese breaking 

through the Jats exposing the right flank of the Leicesters. Early in the afternoon, fighting 

having died down, the Leicesters were ordered to fall back, a two and half mile hike to a new 

position on a narrow ridge with paddi fields in front and behind making it difficult to defend. 

The withdrawal with anti-tank guns was difficult, down the main road around the Bata bridge 

the situation was of 'indescribable confusion' with leaderless troops of Indian and Gurkha 

regiments firing in all directions and fire from British artillery falling short. The East Surreys to 

the left had been withdrawn and the Gurkhas to the right were across the river bridge which was 

under heavy enemy fire leaving the Leicesters isolated out of touch with Brigade HQ. 

Just before midnight Major Kennedy of the Leicesters swam the Bata and found the Brigade HQ 

where at 00.30 on the 12th orders were received from Division to withdraw to south of Alor Star. 

He swam back with these orders passing parties of Japanese who had infiltrated behind the 

Battalion position. Two companies of the Leicesters could not be contacted so eventually a slow 

withdrawal across the river using a small boat attached to a cable was made. Another party 

marched west north of the river through paddi and swamp to the railway line turning south to 

Alor Star. In the town the party was engaged by the enemy, the river bridge having been blown, 

about 40 men crossed the river by small boat while the other 70 were never seen again. The 

survivors marched down the main road 10 miles before being picked up by military transport and 

taken to Gunrun where they arrived early on Sunday 14th. The Leicesters were now reduced to 

less than 150, exhausted with bad feet from marching and wet conditions, they were put into 

reserve with the rest of 15th Brigade which was reduced from 2,400 to less than 600.

Meanwhile in the evening of 13th December General Heath accompanied by staff, clerks, 

servants and a number of Military Police set off north in two special saloon railway carriages to 

set up an advanced HQ nearer the fighting. It is not known if Harry was one of the entourage but 

he may have been. The train arrived at Bukit Mertajam at 05.30 and Heath went to 11th Division 

HQ north of Sungei Patani to discuss the situation with General Murray-Lyon. On the way back he 

went to Butterworth and looked over the straits to where Penang was burning as a result of 

bombing. The advanced HQ must have been in very low spirits. Harry and others would have 

been very worried and sad that the enemy had made such progress in the first week of hostilities 

at such a cost to his Regiment.

There was little rest for the Leicesters, the Japanese attacked early on the 15th and quickly 

took 6th Brigade HQ. The 15th Brigade was initially called on to counter-attack but as the 6th 

fell back both Brigades were ordered to withdraw 5 miles to Sungei Lalang where the Leicesters 

were joined by 60 more men from Sungei Patani. A miserable afternoon was spent under dripping 

rubber trees in heavy rain before being ordered to Kapala Bata by motor transport. The journey 



was long and slow with heavy traffic and no traffic control. Sungei Patani was reached by 

midnight where there was a long delay. The destination was reached early on the 16th where 

what was left of the regiment was ordered to guard the main road. New orders were received 

and at dawn on 17th the Division started a slow move to Taiping, en route they were attacked by 

enemy aircraft with little damage and were joined by men who had been left behind earlier but 

had made their way across country to Penang and then down the coast. Taiping was reached at 

dusk where the Leicesters were accommodated in the jail which afforded good protection, hot 

food and baths. The 18th was a much needed day of rest. That evening they were ordered to 

Ipoh to join the East Surreys arriving in the early hours in new quarters at St Josephs School.

III Corps advanced HQ had withdrawn to Ipoh during this time. On the 19th General Percival 

arrived from Singapore for a conference with General Heath, returning on 20th. It was agreed 

that the 11th Division would be withdrawn further south of the Perak river and the units would 

be reorganised. The 6th and 15th Brigades would be amlgamated as 6/15th Brigade and 

battalions would also be amalgamated. Thus the order was made that the 1st Bn Leicestershire 

Regiment would combine with 2nd Bn East Surrey Regiment to be known as the British Battalion 

with a combined strength of around 800. The next few days were spent resting, re-equiping and 

reorganising, four companies were formed A and B from the Leicesters. Harry was now nominally 

a member of the British Battalion.

On the 20th General Heath visited General Murray-Lyon at Kuala Kangsar holding a conference in 

the library of Malay College, a public school for boys. They needed to find a suitable natural 

obstacle behind which the 11th Division could make a stand. It was decided best to allow an 

unopposed crossing of the Perak river and meet the enemy further south. HQ staff searched the 

area for a suitable place and on the 22nd Kampar was decided upon. At this time Heath had a 

meeting with Brigadier Simson from Singapore to discuss anti-tank defences. Simson was 

surprised to find the HQ railway carriages in an exposed siding at Ipoh station and urged that 

they be moved to a branch line under trees. As this was taking place the next day they were 

attacked by Japanese bombers sustaining some damage but no one was hurt. Before leaving Ipoh 

General Heath visited the new British Battalion. 

On Tuesday 23th December many movements and changes took place. III Corp advanced HQ 

moved 24 miles south to the Mines Office at Tapah on the road to Kuala Lumpur. 11th Division HQ 

moved to Ipoh and General Murray-Lyon was replaced by General Paris as commander of 11th 

Division. The British Battalion moved to Kampar by road and rail where a new Battalion HQ was 

established. From 24th to 30th time was spent preparing defences, enemy aircraft passing over 

frequently, observing and bombing. The new Commander in Chief Far East, Sir Henry Pownall, 

arrived in Singapore on 23rd and on Christmas Day visited Corp HQ in Tapah and 11th Division HQ 



in Ipoh. The British Battalion enjoyed a good Christmas lunch, a ration of beer as well as turkey 

and other sorts of livestock was served. 

Hopefully Harry, either in Tapah or Kuala Lumpur, was as lucky, he would no doubt be thinking 

about Gladys at home and reflecting on the fact that the Japanese had advanced nearly half way 

through Malaya in just over two weeks. Did he believe that 'Fortress Singapore' would not fall 

easily as official pronouncements insisted? Probably not. British troops were badly affected by 

the Japanese success; so much so that the Japanese were thought to have almost supernatural 

powers. Many years later Harry in a radio interview said of the Japanese soldiers,'they were not 

like proper men, they would be shot down but more just kept coming.' This total disregard of 

personal danger and reckless action was in contradiction to the widely held cartoon vision of 

them before the war as short-sighted little men with bandy legs and buck teeth. Another factor 

lowering the spirits of the British army was the fact that the Japanese had tanks which had a 

greater psychological effect than the damage they actually caused. Of course the lack of 

effective air and naval support left the feeling that the army was alone, yet again it was the 

'poor bloody infantry' that was left to fight it out. Back in England the main concern remained 

the war with Germany, supplies that might have gone to the Far East were diverted to support 

the Russians on the Eastern Front. Even though the USA had now entered the war they were 

urged to put the main effort into the war in Europe.

Christmas had been quiet while the Japanese crossed the Perak river unopposed. New Year's Eve 

brought air and artillery attacks on the positions at Kampar. An enemy aircraft was shot down by 

small arms fire which was claimed by all units! Units has been weakened by the loss of men 

suffering from malaria probably due to prolonged exposure at Jitra and Gunrun. There was little 

action on New Year's Day but at dawn on 2nd the expected attack took place with the British 

Battalion in the forward position and heavy fighting took place throughout the day. Late that 

evening a withdrawal was ordered because the Japanese had performed their familiar 

outflanking manoeuvre by landing on the west coast south of Kampar. The withdrawal was 

difficult as it coincided with a further enemy attack but eventually the Battalion withdrew 

through the 28th Gurkha Brigade and then went by motor transport to Bidor south of Tapah. On 

the 3rd Battalion moved forward to cover the withdrawal of the Gurkhas. The two days of 

fighting had resulted in over a hundred casualties for the Battalions. Although it is not 

documented it is certain that the advance HQ of III Corps must have moved south, probably to 

Kuala Lumpur, since by the 3rd front line troops were south of Tapah. 

The inevitable withdrawal continued, just after midnight the Battalion moved south slowly by 

motor transport with the usual chaos and lack of traffic control arriving at Sungkai in the early 

hours where they rested in reserve until the evening of 4th January. After covering the 



withdrawal of 28th Brigade the Battalion marched south through hilly jungle country passing 

12th Brigade preparing tank traps and other defences at Slim River. They were then taken by 

motor transport to Tanjong Malim again arriving in the early hours of 5th at a partially prepared 

defensive position. However that afternoon they were ordered south west to Batan Berjuntai 

because of a reported Japanese landing on the coast. After a 70 mile overnight journey by motor 

transport they arrived at dawn. They moved into position in the afternoon and in the early hours 

of 7th engaged the enemy in the first offensive action of the campaign. The isolated position 

was held during the morning but the troops then withdraw to their original position. On 9th the 

Punjabis on the left were heavily attacked and dispersed, so the Battalion was ordered to 

withdraw that afternoon and just before midnight ordered to Sungai Buloh arriving early in the 

morning of 10th.

Meanwhile preparations were being made for a further withdrawal to Johore, the southernmost 

state on the Malay peninsular. On 5th January Percival met with Gordon Bennett, commander of 

the Australian troops who were defending Johore, Heath and members of III Corps staff at 

Segamat in northern Johore. The general situation was bad, the Japanese were making more 

landings on the west coast and in the east the 9th Division was being pushed back. Percival 

decided that III Corps would make a staged withdrawal to northern Johore, abandoning Kuala 

Lumpur but holding the airfields to provide protection for convoys of reinforcements that were 

due in Singapore up to 14th January.

However III Corps suffered a further severe setback as a result of the defeat at Slim River. 12th 

Brigade which included the third British battalion in III corps, 2nd Argyll and Sutherland 

Highlanders had been badly mauled by the enemy due to lack of proper defences especially anti-

tank defences. The blame was officially put on General Paris who was demoted from command 

of 11th Division back to 12th Brigade, Brigadier Key taking his place. 11th Division was 

considered a spent force having been in action for a month, suffering heavy losses as it was 

pushed back continually. The main blame probably lay with Percival who had refused to consider 

prepared defensive positions because he felt it would cause the troops take the withdrawal 

option rather than stand and fight. 

General Wavell had been appointed Supreme Commander South West Pacific on 30th December 

1941 arriving in Singapore on 7th January. Early on the 8th he flew north to breakfast with Heath 

in Kuala Lumpur. Following this the Generals went to 11th Division HQ to meet with Paris who 

was unsure about the precise situation at Slim River so all three travelled 35 miles north to the 

forward Brigade HQ where they learnt the detail of the defeat. 

This was the last high profile visitor to Corps HQ. The 9th would have seen Harry busy preparing 



to evacuate Corps HQ in Kuala Lumpur. He would have mixed feelings leaving after over eight 

months, not for England as he had originally hoped, but for an uncertain future in Johore and 

probably Singapore being pushed south by an apparently unstopable enemy. Later in the 

afternoon of 10th January units that had been engaged at Slim River passed through the 

Battalion with stories of the battle there and warning of the Japanese advance towards Kuala 

Lumpur. Later that evening the Battalion was ordered to withdraw as rearguard to Labu south of 

Kuala Lumpur blowing the main bridge in that city en route. Unfortunately part of the convoy 

was blown up by mines that had been placed prematurely. The big bridge in Kuala Lumpur was 

blown in the early hours of 11th, other bridges were blown behind the convoy which reached its 

destination that morning. The Battalion went into reserve and was allowed to rest until the 

evening of the 12th.

Harry with Corps HQ would have been well clear of the area by this time; Kuala Lumpur was 

chaotic. Most of the troops had gone, a few demolition squads were in action as were looters, 

the British civilian police having left. The Governor's Residency was deserted, all this was 

symbolic of loss of this part of the British Empire. Attempts were made to ensure nothing was 

left which would be useful to the enemy so a scorched earth policy saw hugh fires from the 

burning of rubber stocks and the destruction of machinery all of which alienated the local 

population.

In the evening of 12th the Battalion moved to Alor Gajah were they had a hot meal on the village 

green at midnight. The next day orders were received of a general withdrawal to Johore. 

Unfortunately the motor transport had run out of petrol so initial withdrawal was by own 

transport and marching, eventually arriving at Kluang in the evening of 14th January where they 

were to start a week of rest. The general withdrawal was chaotic involving not only trucks full of 

exhausted troops but also commandeered vehicles of all shapes and sizes including tractors, 

steamrollers and fire engines as well as cars and ambulances. The railways were also used, 

mainly to evacuate the sick and injured. Fortunately all this activity did not attract the 

attention of Japanese bombers.

The British Battalion did not have much rest; the Japanese landed near Batu Pahat on the west 

coast and on 16th it was ordered first to Ayer Hitam and then to Batu Pahat where they arrived 

at lunch time after the usual confusion concerning transport. However there was no contact with 

the enemy and in the evening of 17th the Battalion was relieved by the 2nd Cambridgeshires 

who had arrived at Singapore just a few days previously. On Sunday 18th the Battalion was 

visited by General Key, Commander of 11th Division, who promised a week to ten days rest to 

raise fitness levels and expressed a hope of reforming the original two regiments but explained 

this was not currently possible as there were only 400 men available in each. By the 19th the 



Battalion was back in Batu Pahat keeping open the road west to Ayer Hitam. Over the next two 

days there was minor contact with the enemy but the thick jungle country made operations 

difficult.

I have been unable to find where III Corps HQ was situated in Johor, possibilities are Kluang 

where troops seem to have been concentrated or further south in the city of Johor Bahru. It is 

known that General Heath was meeting with Australian officers in Mersing on the east coast on 

18th January and on 21st he visited Batu Pahat with General Key conveying the message that 

Batu Pahat must be held and the road to Ayer Hitam kept open. General Wavell had ordered 

Percival to fight out the battle in Johor as long as possible but had also written to Churchill that 

he doubted Singapore could hold out for long once Johor was lost.

In the early hours of 22nd two companies of the Battalion were required to clear the road 

towards Ayer Hitam meeting up with the Norfolks coming from the east. The Norfolks did not 

arrive and a withdrawal was ordered in the late evening. At dawn on 23rd a further effort was 

made but again no contact was made with troops from the east, the road being blocked. 

Meanwhile Batu Pahat was being shelled by the enemy and that evening the Brigade had to 

withdraw to avoid being cut off. The situation was made worse as contact with Division had been 

lost. The Cambridgeshires had withdrawn through the Battalion when contact with Division was 

re-established and the order to hold Batu Pahat was received. The Cambridgshires had to retake 

the town and were reinforced the next day by the 5th Norfolks from the south but fighting was 

heavy and Japanese planes were very active. 

On 25th January Percival gave orders for general withdrawal from the mainland. The entire 

Brigade including the Battalion were to withdraw that night and be through Rengit early on 27th. 

However reports were received of enemy troops south of Sengarang and near Rengit. The 

Brigade withdrew through the Battalion under cover of fire from the Royal Navy gunboat 

Dragonfly and the Battalion acting as rearguard arrived at Koris in the morning of 26th. They 

followed up behind the Cambridgeshires who had attempted several times unsuccessfully to 

clear the road south of Sengarang. A report was then received of three further road blocks on 

the road to Rengit where fighting was taking place. That afternoon the Brigade commander 

issued orders that motor transport and artillery be destroyed and that the wounded be left 

behind. The Brigade would attempt to march to Rengit through the jungle, the Cambridgshires in 

the lead followed by the British Battalion and the Norfolks in the rear. The country was very 

difficult semi-swamp, progress was slow and the single file column became divided. In the early 

hours of 27th it was decided to split into three, each battalion making its own way.

It was clear the Battalion would not reach Rengit by 06.30 when the general withdrawal was to 



begin. The next obstacle was the Sungei Bata, a river that could not be crossed so the Battalion 

headed down the river to the coast, joined later by other units of the Brigade. Small boats were 

sent out to try to arrange rescue by sea and it was determined that Pongoor, a village 5 miles 

away would be a better embarkation point. The move was made on the night of 27th crossing 

the Sungei Bata on a bridge of small boats and Pongoor was reached at dawn on 28th. However 

there was only time to take a few troops on board before daylight. The Battalion had to hide in a 

coconut grove all day. That evening troops waded out to junks and lighters and thence to the 

waiting ships Scorpion and Dragonfly. The Battalion arrived safely in Singapore in the morning of 

the 29th.

Much of the defence of Johor had been undertaken by the Australians who had held up the 

enemy advance in the Muar area but they too had to withdraw. Similarly the Japanese had 

advanced down the east coast and reached Mersing the eastern point of the arc from Muar 

through Kluang that was the key to the defence of Johore. On 27th Wavell authorised a general 

withdrawal from the mainland at Percival's discretion; Percival did not hesitate given the 

deteriorating situation for fear that all forces on the mainland may be lost. The withdrawal from 

the mainland began in the evening of 30th January but this was chaotic as ever. The 22nd Indian 

Brigade had been cut off by the premature blowing of a bridge south of Kluang and they were 

never seen again. Units were converging on the Causeway from three directions. Heath and 

Bennett met to agree a timetable so it is likely that Corps HQ staff including Harry were still on 

the mainland at this time. All units had crossed the Causeway by the early hours of 31st January, 

the last to cross being the Argylls accompanied by the playing of their pipers. The Causeway was 

then blown and the campaign on the mainland was over.

Of course life was no better in Singapore which had been subjected to intensive bombing made 

easier because of lack of adequate fighter plane and anti-aircraft cover. Most of the British 

Battalion arrived at Singapore Docks on the Scorpion and Dragonfly and were taken to a camp 

just outside the city. Despite the poor state of the troops and the need to re-equip there was 

only one complete day for this before the Battalion moved to the northeast coast between the 

Causeway and the Naval Base only to find that no defences were in place in this area of small 

beaches and swamps. Until 3rd February time was spent wiring and digging defensive positions. 

They were then relieved and went into Malayan Command Reserve back at camp.

Meanwhile Harry had arrived in Singapore over the Causeway, it is known that III Corps HQ was 

situated in the Cathay Building in Singapore city two weeks later, so we must assume that this 

was set up immediately after Corps HQ staff arrived. The Cathay Building had been opened in 

1939 to house the British Malaya Broadcasting Corporation and was the first and tallest 

skyscraper in Singapore. It also contained the first air-conditioned cinema in Singapore and a 



hotel. As well as military use it became a Red Cross casualty station.

General Heath felt that the Corps was no longer required in Singapore and asked to leave to 

return to India, it is not clear if this refered to all the troops or just him and his senior officers 

but in any case the request was refused. There would have been much activity between the 

various army head quarters and of course Singapore was being bombed day and night and was 

now crowded with military personnel. Some civilians still refused to accept the grave situation 

while many native labourers fled; there was always danger of civil unrest. There were many 

purposeless troops 'resting' but often drunk wandering around the town. This would have kept 

the 'provos' busy.

Just as the original intention in the north of the mainland had been to use the army to defend 

the airfields so in Singapore the prime aim of the fortress had been to defend the Naval Base 

situated on the Straits of Johor to the east of the Causeway. Despite the fact that the Naval Base 

had been abandoned and in the first few days of February been put beyond use, General Percival 

still anticipated an invasion on the northeast coast where he placed his best British troops. 

However in the evening of 8th the Japanese landed on the northwest coast that was defended by 

Australian troops. The news reached Singapore City early in the morning of the 9th. Percival's 

response was to keep the bulk of British troops on the northeast shore still fearing an attack 

there and to prepare a secret plan for the defence of the city. The recently arrived Hurricane 

fighter planes saw brief service but following the loss of one airfield and the second being 

rendered inoperable they were withdrawn to Sumatra. Malaya Command HQ was transferred to 

Fort Canning to have use of a bomb proof bunker, 'the Battle Box'. However the civilian 

population continued business as usual after a radio broadcast suggested that an operation to 

mop up the invaders was taking place.

In the evening of 9th the British Battalion were ordered to the Race Course but did not arrive 

until near midnight due to traffic problems and then marched westwards taking up a defensive 

position, the Jurong Line, on the Jurong Road in the early hours of 10th. Later that morning they 

came under enemy attack and were withdrawn back along the road towards the city.

Also on 10th General Wavell flew in from Java and he with senior officers made a visit to 

Bennett's HQ in Bukit Timah. Staff cars flying the Union Flag were parked in the open outside so 

unsurprisingly during their visit the HQ was bombed but none of the senior officers were injured. 

Harry could well have been on escort duty but he never mentioned the incident. In the 

afternoon after a tour of the front lines Wavell was angry at the news that the Jurong Line had 

been lost and ordered it to be retaken. That evening Wavell received a telegram from Churchill. 

There must at this stage be no thought of saving the troops or sparing the population. The 



battle must be fought to the bitter end at all costs. Commanders and senior officers should die 

with their troops. The honour of the British Empire and the British Army is at stake.

Wavell responded by writing an order of the day that he handed to Percival. It is certain that 

our troops in Singapore outnumber any Japanese who have crossed the Straits. We must destroy  

them. Our whole fighting reputation is at stake and the honour of the British Empire. The 

Americans have held out in the Bataan Peninsular against far heavier odds... It will be 

disgraceful if we yield our boasted fortress of Singapore to inferior enemy forces. There must 

be no thought of sparing the troops or civilian population and no mercy must be shown to 

weakness in any shape or form. Commanders and senior officers must lead their troops and if 

necessary die with them. There must be no question or thought of of surrender. Every unit must  

fight it out to the end and in close contact with the enemy. Please see that the above is 

brought to the notice of senior officers and by them to the troops. I look to you and your men 

to fight to the end to prove that the fighting spirit that won our Empire still exists to enable us  

to defend it. As he headed back to Java, Wavell knew that Singapore would fall. Harry would 

know that soon; being around Corps HQ he would see a fuller picture than those on the front 

line, he must have been very fearful of might lie ahead.

The no surrender order was passed to all units on 11th January with the instruction that the gist 

should be conveyed to all ranks but many senior officers decided not to do so. Signs that those in 

the most senior positions were out of touch with the situation on the ground where all 

concerned were doing their best. Also on 11th the Naval Base was abandoned and many of the 

assets put beyond use but many stores were left. In the town snipers were firing on allied troops 

and there was much fifth column activity, many of the local population (except the Chinese) 

were happy to see the British getting a 'bloody nose'.

In line with Wavell's orders the British Battalion were ordered that a counter attack would be 

mounted in the early hours of 11th but it became known that the Australian Brigade on the left 

had withdrawn. The planned attack was cancelled and worse the enemy attacked from west and 

south. The Battalion was ordered to fight through to Bukit Timah but they were driven back. 

They withdrew across country. In the process the Brigade was split up coming under attack from 

land and air. At the end of the day the Battalion, now reduced to one company each of 

Leicesters and East Surreys, was in reserve at Hill 125.

On the morning of 12th the Japanese began to advance from Bukit Timah towards Singapore City 

but were held up by the Australians. Percival decided to implement the secret plan for a 

perimeter defence of the city withdrawing troops from the shore and the east.



There was a further enemy attack on the Battalion on the 12th, the company of Leicesters 

seeing some action amid much confusion made worse by a breakdown of communications 

between Brigades HQ and Divisions HQ. The men were described as much discouraged by the 

course of events; probably an understatement. During the night official escape parties including 

one from the British Battalion, less than 30 in all, were sent off by sea to form new units in 

India. They left on the Dragonfly, the last ship to leave Singapore, but she was attacked and 

sunk, survivors being machine-gunned in the water. Only a few managed to get on a Dutch boat 

to Ceylon. Harry recalled that this was one boat he was pleased that he missed.

By Friday 13th February the Battalion was too weakened in numbers to be very effective as a 

fighting force and spent a quiet gloomy day. It was quiet apart from heavy bombing and shelling 

but fifth columnists (enemy agents) were active sniping behind the lines adding to the chaos. It 

was again difficult to get orders and little was known of what was happening elsewhere. Action 

had already started to put resources beyond enemy use, oil tanks were burning and demolition 

was taking place including the radio station. Harry recalled that the 'provos' were ordered to 

destroy all alcohol in Raffles and other hotels because of fears of what drunken Japanese might 

do. Similarly rum rations at the Naval Base had been destroyed. 

At a meeting of senior officers in the afternoon of 13th, Percival had been urged to surrender 

but he refused, a position backed up by Wavell. Late on the 13th the Battalion had moved near 

to Alexandria Hospital and that night early on the 14th was ordered to Mount Echo where it 

remained until the surrender. They were joined by those members who had been in hospital, or 

had been cut off and lost having made their way to the city. That evening the view of the city 

from the hill was like a volcanic island, with black smoke mushrooming upwards lit by the glare 

of many fires.

The bombing had caused considerable damage to the water supply network resulting in the loss 

of large quantities of the now limited supply, on the 14th it was estimated that only 2 days 

supply remained. Food and petrol supplies were also becoming short as many supply dumps were 

now behind enemy lines. A disgraceful episode took place that afternoon when Japanese soldiers 

entered the Alexandria and other hospitals and killed staff and patients. Others were taken 

prisoner and killed the next day. A taste of things to come. 

In the early hours of Sunday 15th February Churchill informed Wavell that he may surrender at 

his discretion. This message was passed on to Percival informing him that he should continue to 

resist as long as possible but may then surrender. A meeting of commanders that morning heard 

that food, water, petrol and ammunition were all running out and eventually it was agreed that 

a cease-fire should be negotiated. The surrender was made that afternoon. Just before 9 pm all 



troops were ordered to remain where they were, stack their arms and await further orders. 

However some Military Police were allowed to retain their arms until the Japanese arrived as 

they were required to keep order and enforce the ceasefire. 

Back at home Gladys was worried. Initially there was a regular exchange of letters between 

England and Malaya but from October 1941 sea mail from England did not get through and 

airmail was being returned. It is unlikely that Gladys would have heard from Harry after the 

invasion of Malaya. She would have been aware of the invasion, Pearl Harbour and the sinking of 

the Prince of Wales and Repulse, this was headline news in the Leicester Mercury of 10th 

December. She read of the fall of Singapore while at work on a customers newspaper. She was so 

upset she left for home immediately. She attended a meeting for wives and family at Leicester 

Cathedral where she was told that Harry like the others in Singapore was 'missing' and more 

information would be available later. In April 1942 the war office issued a notice detailing their 

efforts to obtain lists of POWs and instructing family not to try to send mail to supposed POWs 

since the Japanese had not established a postal service to receive them. Another consequence of 

Harry being listed as missing was that after three months Gladys ceased to receive his 'civil pay'. 

In July 1942 instructions were issued on communicating with those known or believed to be in 

Japanese hands.

Captivity – Changi, Singapore

The British Battalion remained resting at Mount Echo until the 18th when it was ordered to 

march out to Changi. With everything that might be useful that they could carry they marched 

through Singapore City the pavements of which were lined by disillusioned and bewildered 

native locals. In the town lay the bodies of civilians, mainly Chinese, who had been killed, many 

beheaded and severed heads stuck on poles. The long march was broken by a sleep at the 

roadside and they arrived early on Thursday 19th February together with some goats they found 

on the way. The barracks were full by this time so the Battalion was sent to the coolie lines 

(accommodation for local labourers) in Changi village which turned out to be some of the best. 

At some point Harry and others on extra-regimental duties rejoined the 800 strong British 

Battalion of which they were officially members since the amalgamation of the Leicestershires 

and East Surreys. 

There were in excess of 50,000 white men in the camp, of whom one in four would die in 

captivity. Many had arrived with the 18th (East Anglian) Division only a few days previously 

having been diverted while en route to the Middle East. The Indain troops had been separated 

off and were encouraged to change sides and join the Indian National Army. The four Changi 

barracks were designed to accommodate less than 4000 men. The British Battalion was assigned 



to the Southern Area along with the 18th Division. Initially men were able to move about freely 

within the camp and even swim in the sea. Units were kept together with their own officers 

remaining in command. Changi had been one of the best military camps with concrete barracks 

blocks set in green 'parkland' overlooking the sea with a wide range of leisure facilities. The site 

was in need of repair after the bombing and deliberate destruction of facilities but latrines were 

dug and the Royal Engineers reinstated electricity and water supplies. An administrative system 

was set up to liaise with the Japanese and organise the camp. The POWs were required to erect 

a perimeter fence and internal fencing separating the different areas of the camp. 

Several points concerning the Japanese need to be understood when considering the experience 

of POWs. Japanese soldiers regarded surrender and allowing oneself to captured as the most 

dishonourable thing they could do; far better to die fighting to the end. Therefore they regarded 

those who had surrendered as scum, worse than animals, they were certainly not fellow soldiers 

albeit on the other side. The Imperial Japanese Army was fanatical; the Japanese believed their 

Emperor was a god and would do anything he required of them. These attitudes allowed the 

Japanese to treat POWs with great brutality. This was made worse by cultural differences. For 

example a British soldier when addressed by a senior would stand straight and look forward, to 

the Japanese this was an insult, the respectful thing was to look at the chest. The Japanese had 

not signed the Geneva Convention on the treatment of Prisoners of War. The general attitude 

was that POWs were a source of slave labour and nothing more.

From March 1942 men were moved to other camps on the island near to the work they were 

required to do. There was much movement between different camps and hence it is impossible 

to know where specific units were at any time, additionally units became broken up. Working 

parties were sent out also from the main camp daily. Groups were sent to other Japanese 

occupied countries (the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere!) starting in March 1942, the first 

group being sent to Saigon. In April volunteers were requested for a boat trip to the north where 

conditions would be much better and no work would be required. Harry was not one to 

volunteer, it was too good to be true. Those that did became the first to work on the Burma 

Railway. Changi also became a transit camp, for example for POWs from Java who were later 

sent on to Burma. 

Most guards were not Japanese, soldiers had better things to do than guard POWs, Sikhs who had 

deserted and changed sides were deployed. Of course this was the time that many in India were 

seeking independence and these Sikhs were resentful of the British and delighted to be in a 

position of authority over them. POWs of all ranks had to salute these guards and if this was not 

done properly they were given an instant slap or beating. 



The men used their civilian skills to improvise within the camp for example making utensils from 

scrap metal and making 'soap' from wood ash and palm oil. Harry would have been involved in 

making 'pharmaceuticals', tasks such as fermenting palm juices to produce surgical alcohol, 

preparing locally dug clay to make a type of kaolin to treat diarrhoea and extracting castor oil 

from plants growing locally to make ointments and use as a laxative. He did mention doing some 

work for the hospital but not in detail.

There was amongst the defeated army a tendency to lack of discipline including pilfering of food 

and money. The officers insisted on maintaining military discipline including smart appearance 

and proper behaviour believing this was good for morale and in the end survival. Those who 

transgressed were punished by fatigues and being placed under guard on reduced rations. There 

was within the camp a Field Punishment Barracks at Temple Hill run by British Military Police. As 

a 'provo' Harry would have been expected to be part of this discipline and punishment regime, 

including searches of prisoners suspected of Black Market activities, a traditional duty of military 

police, even though he had not done much of it at Corps HQ in Kuala Lumpur. This may well have 

made him and his colleagues unpopular with at least some of the men, perhaps this is why he 

spoke so little of what he did in Changi. It is a fact to this day, as evidenced by comments on 

websites found while researching the role of Regimental Police, that those undertaking this role 

are disliked. Men doing this job, who have been given a minor promotion above their comrades, 

are often seen as traitors to the common man in the ranks of the privates. Apparently in many 

units currently the role is undertaken as part of a rota by all those of suitable rank so that none 

is stigmatised. Obviously I have no exact idea of what Harry did or his relationship with others 

but it could explain why he spoke so little about his early days as a POW. 

The camp had been put on Tokyo time, one and a half hours ahead of Singapore local time, so 

the day started early even though reveille was at 8 am (6.30 local time). In the camp breakfast 

was at 9.30, three hours of work from 10.30, an hour of rest then work and free time until 6 pm, 

evening meal at 6.30 and tenko (roll call) at 9. The work would be gardening, sweeping, 

cleaning, digging latrines, drill parades and PT. Leisure activities included concerts and theatre 

and various types and levels of education. The British Battalion found a deserted library in 

Changi village and every man received two books which were exchanged between them so there 

was a supply of reading materials. It may sound like a holiday camp but it was not. Those on 

work parties would be doing other jobs such as unloading ships at the docks. They advantage of 

these duties would be the possible opportunity to 'eat on the job' and take some rations back 

from the load.

Food was a problem from the start, for the first week the men relied on the rations they had 

carried into captivity with them. The Japanese provided diet was based on rice, but not good 



rice, it was poor quality, frequently contaminated with insects, maggots and gravel and 

sometimes treated with sulphur. British army cooks were not used to cooking rice and early 

attempts produced a sticky mess. The main problem though was that there was not enough rice 

or anything else to eat, the diet provided less than half of the energy of a standard army diet 

and while three quarters of that energy might have been managable everyone was hungry and 

lost weight. A few vegetables such as sweet potato, pumpkin and asian roots and leaves were 

provided together with small quantities of meat and fish (often going rotten). There was little to 

flavour meals, small quantities of sugar and jam may be available as was fremented fish sauce. A 

typical menu might be rice perhaps with small portion of fish or a small piece of cheese with 

black tea for breakfast, rice and very little milk for lunch and for dinner rice with a little stew 

(more like thin soup) or curry or a small piece of vegetable or meat. A treat would be a slice of 

bread with butter or jam once or twice a week, a weekly teaspoon of sugar and an army biscuit. 

One ex-POW calculated that he had 3800 consecutive meals of rice during three and half years 

of captivity. Families were recommended to feed returning POWs anything but rice. Surprisingly 

Harry always liked rice pudding, we had it almost weekly at home, however he was not keen on 

savory rice dishes that became popular from the 60s onwards.

Another problem with the rice was that it was polished, a process that removes the husk, bran 

and germ leaving just the starch. The lack of fibre from the husk and bran causes constipation 

but worse the lack of thiamin (vitamin B1) from the germ causes beriberi. The main effects are 

neurological (dry beriberi) and cardiovascular (wet beriberi). The connection with the Japanese 

diet had been made in the 19th century and the 1929 Nobel Prize for Medicine had been won for 

showing beriberi to be due to thiamin deficiency so it is surprising that the Japanese continued 

to eat polished rice. Yeast, yeast extract and meat are other sources of thiamin but were 

deficient in the POW diet. The commonest manifestations of dietary deficiency seen in POWs 

were scrotal dermatitis and peripheral neuropathy affecting the legs and feet. The dermatitis 

was probably related to lack of a variety of vitamins compounded by infection exacerbated by 

the tropical climate and lack of proper washing facilities. The peripheral neuropathy was 

probably due to vitamin B group deficiencies. However many men were hospitalised with 

beriberi from which some died. Marmite (yeast extract) was the best therapy when available. 

Other causes of severe illness were dysentery (probably both bacterial and amoebic) and 

malaria. Effective medicines even where they were known were in short supply and many deaths 

resulted. Fortunately Harry avoided serious illness during his time in Singapore as far as I am 

aware.

In June 1942 agreement had been reached that POWs could exchange mail with family at home. 

Cards were issued to the men with instructions for completion. Only 25 words could be used and 

only certain phrases were allowed. Most if not all included the words, 'I AM A PRISONER OF WAR. 



CONDITIONS GOOD. I AM IN GOOD HEALTH.' Clearly not a true reflection of the situation. In many 

cases it was even more untrue when these cards arrived in Britain in July 1943.

From August 1942 officers were paid by the Japanese at Japanese rates of pay but with 

deductions for board and lodging, others ranks were paid small amounts for work done, another 

reason to join working parties. From February 1943 Harry as an NCO was paid 30 cents per week, 

with which he might be able to buy an egg and five cigarettes. Officers frequently contributed 

some of their pay to funds for the hospital and to buy rations for the mess and canteen. A black 

market was operating and there was opportunity to buy difficult to obtain items which made a 

few individuals 'rich' but of course it was the duty of the military police to prevent it as well as 

the crime it encouraged.

The worst episode for POWs at Changi, the Selarang Incident, occurred in September 1942. Four 

men had been caught attempting to escape and the British and Australian commanding officers 

were required by the Japanese to sign declarations that prisoners would promise not to try to 

escape. They refused, it was every soldier's duty to attempt to escape, and they were backed by 

the men. All the prisoners except those in hospital were ordered to move to Selarang Barracks, 

those who did not would be shot. Meanwhile the four accused were executed in the presence of 

the commanding officers a particularly distressing feature was a number of failed attempts by 

the Sikh firing squad . At the barracks 16,000 men were held in accommodation for 900, most 

standing in the barrack square with very little room to lie down. Latrines had to be dug in the 

square, no food was provided by the Japanese and water from one of four taps could only be 

used for cooking. There were outbreaks of diphtheria and dysentery and the Japanese 

threatened that the hospital inmates would be moved in. After four days, under duress the 

commanding officers agreed that all men would sign the declaration which they did and were 

then allowed to return to their camps where they found that the Japanese had been looting 

their meagre possessions. Harry never spoke of this incident, perhaps he was in one of the 

Singapore working parties and not present, but no doubt it is something he wanted to forget.

Shortly after this incident rations for prisoners from the Red Cross arrived on a ship from South 

Africa a welcome addition for the diet. Movement of prisoners continued so that numbers in 

Changi fluctuated. Groups continued to be sent to Thailand and elsewhere throughout 1942. In 

October about half of the British Battalion was sent by rail to Ban Pong in Thailand to work on 

the Railway, but Harry was not one of them. All the Singapore working parties returned in 

December 1942.

The British Command in Changi had set up the Bureau of Record and Enquiry to keep track of 

their men since the Japanese were not doing this. Initially it was to record comings and goings as 



well as deaths. These records were thought to be lost but in 2011 they were found and are now 

available at the Nation Archives. Harry's record is shown below. The S after his name apparently 

means 'staff employment' and presumably refers to his continuing policing role although this was 

subsequently changed to CHA for Changi then notes that he went overseas with J force in 1943. 

In December 1942 it was put to another use when the first batch of mail arrived for the POWs. 

The British censors had erased information about the mens' units but the BRE system allowed the 

mail to be allocated even when addressees had been sent to other camps. Most of these letters 

had been sent in July and it is possible that Harry would have received his first letter from 

Gladys, sent in hope that he was indeed a prisoner, since entering captivity. The first Christmas 

in captivity was celebrated as well as possible. There were concerts and Christmas Day at least 

in one camp was rice free, using money from canteen profits to provide porridge with milk and 

sugar followed by fish cakes and chips for breakfast, meat pie sweet potato and pumpkin 

followed by guava and banana flan for tiffin (lunch), hot mince pie and tea with milk and sugar 

was served in the afternoon. Dinner was a splendid feast of soup, herring with cream sauce, 

roast chicken with roast potatoes and vegetables, Christmas pudding together with homemade 

wine. Probably better than enjoyed by many back in England. The Japanese showed a little 

compassion when they provided a tot of rough brandy and tinned pineapple for the men to 

celebrate the New Year.

In February 1943 a second batch of cards were issued to POWs for messages of no more than 25 

words to be sent home and of course they were censored.. The cards arrived in Britain in 

December 1943 having been sent to Japan, Korea, Moscow, Istanbul and Lisbon. Gladys reported 

that she usually had a card around Christmas time of course by then Harry was in Japan. The 

International Red Cross did good work in trying to keep track of prisoners and keep families 

informed but in reality only a small number of messages passed either way during captivity. In 

March another large batch of mail arrived at Changi which was gradually distributed having been 

passed by the Japanese censor. Harry probably received one or more messages from home but of 

course his first message home was yet to arrive. 

The first official record of Harry being a POW is dated 1st June 1943, it is about this time that 

Gladys would have received offical notification of this from the Army record office. This would 

be a great relief, moving him from the official status of missing. The delay was of course due to 

the Japanese not providing comprehensive lists of prisoners, it was not a priority for them. This 

was the first time that she received official instructions on how to send mail to Harry but she 

may well have sent letters previously in the hope that he was still alive . She now received his 

civil pay again including the arrears since it was suspended the previous year. 



By this time Harry had left Changi and Singapore for good. On Saturday 15 May 1943 he and 900 

others (600 British and 300 Australian) were 'selected' for J force and marched to Singapore 

docks. This trip to the unknown was start of the worst part of Harry's War. Changi had not been 

good but was better than what followed. The war was not going well for the Japanese, the 

success of early 1942 had been the high point of their achievement. Following the Battle of 

Midway in mid 1942 they were in retreat and over the next three years they were pushed back 

by the Americans and eventually in Burma by the British. This set back increased their need for 

forced labour for ventures such as building the Burma Railway and to support their industry in 

Japan and elsewhere.

Captivity – Hakodate, Japan

At the docks in Singapore Harry embarked on what he described as a filthy, rat infested ship. 

This was the oddly named Wales Maru, a cargo ship that had probably brought supplies to 

Singapore and was returning in a convoy with nearly a thousand POWs to work in Japan. The 

Japanese used unmarked cargo ships to ferry their slave workers around their 'new Empire' and 

as such they were exposed to the danger of attack from allied planes and ships. Known as Hell 

Ships because of the terrible conditions on board, a number were sunk with POWs on board. In 

fact Wales Maru was sunk on 24 May 1944 in the South China Sea by USS Lapon but fortunately on 

that occasion the cargo was not human.

Harry never commented further on his journey to Japan apart from the dirty state of the ship. 

Written accounts of such voyages make it clear that the men were carried in deep cargo holds 

'converted' by the addition of layers of boarding with rush matting for bedding. Conditions were 

cramped allowing space of about one by two and a half meters per person. Access was by ladder 

but time on deck was very restricted and in some cases not allowed. Food was the usual poor 

quality rice with vegetable water two or three times a day. Bucket latrines were provided in the 

hold but were very inadequate and on many ships there were outbreaks of dysentery that made 

matters worse. This journey proved too much for some prisoners who developed mental illness 

adding to the chaos of the voyage. 

Harry's journey was relatively quick, arriving in the port of Moji, Japan on 7 June 1943, avoiding 

allied attacks and shipwreck. It must have been a terrible three weeks and despite having his 

29th birthday somewhere in the South China Sea, it is no surprise he did not want to recall it. On 

arrival in port there was disinfection, the opportunities to wash had been few on the voyage so a 

hot bath, even in a dilute soution of disinfectant, and clean clothing was welcome. This was 

probably as much for the benefit of the Japanese, who have a strong fear of infection, as it was 

for the prisoners. The port of Moji is at the north of the southern main island of Kuyshu so the 



men were taken by ferry the short trip to the main isalnd of Honshu. The next part of the 

journey was by train to the ferry terminal probably at Aomori for the northern island of 

Hokkaido. Harry never gave any details of this long journey perhaps because blinds were drawn 

night and day, in some accounts this was the case. The journey would have been through some 

heavily populated and sensitive areas including Osaka and Tokyo. 

Japan was short of young men to work in its industries because most of the fit ones were serving 

in the army, which in 1943 was extensive and spread across the Pacific and Asia. This shortage of 

labour was made up by using POWs. It appears that the labour was provided to companies by the 

Japanese Imperial Army in exchange for the POW camp, the huts, water, energy, some clothing 

for working in, 'pay' and in some cases the midday meals. The 'employers' also provided guards 

but the Army was responsible for camp security and administration and for conducting prisoners 

to and from work. Both sets of guards could be unpleasant, civilians were armed with heavy 

sticks, the soldiers had rifles and both stole food intended for prisoners including that sent by 

the International Red Cross. POWs in Japan were indeed prisoners subject to constant 

surveillance and petty restrictions while being used as slave labour.

Harry's home for the next two years was at 27 Dai-machi in Hakodate City, an ancient city on a 

southern peninsular of Hokkaido. The city is overlooked by the forest covered Mount Hakodate, 

the night view from which is said to be one of the best in the world. Harry spoke of the primitive 

nature of the accommodation in a wooden hut containing rows of bunk beds, but this reflected 

the living standards of ordinary Japanese. The rooms were lit by low power bare bulbs and 

heated by pot stoves typically made from old drums. Bedding consisted of traditional straw mats 

(goza) or straw mattresses (tatami) which of course proved ideal for fleas and other insects. Flea 

powder was provided from time to time, the application of which could cause a white cloud of 

fleas to jump from the mattress. Blankets were provided but were not adequate in the winter. 

Toilet facilities were provided in a separate building, which was a blessing since traditional 

Japanese benjos had no flushing system and consisted of a seat above a hole in the ground the 

contents of which were emptied occasionally and spread on the fields. Bathing was in a 

Japanese style communal bath but was limited due to fuel shortages.

Food was of course basically rice to with might be added pickles, vegetables, and less often fish 

or meat. Miso-soup made from miso paste (fermented rice and or soybean, perhaps like soy 

sauce) added to dashi stock traditionally made from dried fish, seaweed and mushrooms was also 

provided. The prisoners had to boil their own rice and finish preparing the meals. Although there 

were three meals a day (including lunch in a bento box) the food was of poor quality and in 

insufficient quantity for men required to do hard physical work; hunger and malnutrition were 

constant problems. As time went on and the war went less well for Japan the food got less for 



both prisoners and Japanese civilians. Back at home Harry never went to a sushi bar but I 

remember him referring to packed lunch as bento.

Clothing was also inadequate, the men had only the clothes they arrived with which in many 

cases were basically those they had on entering captivity. This was not a problem in the heat of 

Singapore but the Japanese winters are very long cold. Historical records show cumulative snow 

falls of two to four meters each year. Records for Hakodate in 1943/4 show monthly mean 

maximum and minimum temperatures (°C) for the months of December to March as 2.0/-4.7, 

-2.4/ -9.6, -1.4/-8.6 and 2.8/-4.4. For the months of December and January it is unlikely that 

temperature rose above freezing but overcoats were not provided. Primitive laundry facilities 

were provided but no materials for mending, by the end of their captivity most men were 

dressed in rags.

Harry was required to work for the Hakodate Ship Building Company. Of course he had no 

experience of heavy engineering or manual labour having worked in the laboratory type 

environment of a pharmaceutical factory and while he would go up a ladder to first floor level to 

paint a window he was not keen on heights. In general the working environment was poor and 

unsafe. However he was quick to learn from others and managed to keep safe. In the winter he 

tried to find warm jobs for example as part of a riveting team, the fire to heat the rivets 

providing warmth. Prisoners were paid at rates set by Japanese Army Regulations, the camp 

received one yen (100 sen) per day per prisoner from the company and from this Harry as a NCO 

received 15 sen in the form of an account book. At the time this was the equivalent about 1¼d 

(one old penny farthing, there were 240 old pence to a pound) but the real value of the pay was 

what it would purchase which was probably little. The account book could be used to obtain 

money from the Japanese POW officer and daily requirements such as soap, resharpened razor 

blades and tobacco could be purchased in a camp canteen or possibly in the town on a trip 

accompanied by guards. POWs were not allowed to buy food. 

The working day was eight hours and typically the prisoners had one day off in ten (yasume). In 

their free time POWs were usually left to do what they wished in the camp by the guards but 

facilities were few so they might play cards, 'football' or some other improvised sport or read 

one of the few books. POWs were allowed to organise any religious services they wished and 

could celebrate Christmas as best they could.

POWs were often subjected to violent attacks by guards, most commonly a slap on the face 

(binta) often at one of the frequent roll calls (tenko) for a minor 'offence'. However, heavy 

sticks, rifle butts and other weapons were used. One of the worst offences for which severe 

punishments were given was the stealing of food. Harry recalled an incident where a man stole a 



fish head and was punished by being made to stand outside in just underwear over night; 

unfortunately he died of exposure. 

Communication with home was as difficult as ever. Harry's transfer to Hakodate was officially 

noted in his record on 14 February 1944. It appears that Hakodate camps were liberal in the 

frequency of allowing cards to be sent home particularly after September 1944. There was no 

limit on the number of words apart from the size of the card but of course all mail was 

censored. Surprisingly group photographs were taken of the prisoners in 1944, presumably by the 

Japanese. The purpose is unknown but each prisoner seems to have received a copy although 

they were not sent home, Harry brought his back with him. The most notable feature is how 

smart Harry appears, he is even wearing a tie!

Harry continued to live and work in these conditions month after month for what must have 

seemed an eternity. His biggest danger came in the winter of 1944/5. This was the coldest in 

Japan for 40 years and he talked of snow five feet deep (just under 2 meters ). The historical 

records for Hakodate give monthly mean maximum and minimum temperatures (°C), December 

to March as -1.6/-8.0, -4.4/-12.0, -2.5/-9.4 and 2.5/-4.0, considerably colder than the previous 

year. Of course the quantity and quality of food was diminishing because of the demands of the 

war that Japan was now definitely losing and made worse by the severe weather. Harry had 

pneumonia, he recalled that he and three other men were working on a propeller shaft and two 

of them had pneumonia and two pleurisy. Harry was very ill, he was taken to hospital, this may 

have been the camp clinic or a nearby hospital. There were two days of which he had no 

memory when according to others he had a very high fever. This is typical of classic untreated 

pneumococcal pneumonia according to the textbooks. Penicillin, which is very effective in this 

condition, had been discovered and was being produced in relatively small quantities in England 

but of course was not available in Japan and certainly not for POWs. It is very unlikely that any 

useful medicine was available. He did recall a rather sadistic Japanese doctor who treated him 

harshly. Fortunately Harry survived and made a full recovery but he always counted himself 

lucky. 

By the summer of 1945 attacks on Japan by US aircraft and ships were increasing in frequency 

and severity and as the Japanese army was pushed back further the threat of invasion became 

ever greater. The war in Europe had ended and for whatever reason, to avoid danger to the 

POWs (unlikely) or because of fears of them acting as fifth columnists, many camps were moved, 

typically from coastal towns and cities to rural areas inland. So on 7 June 1945 Hakodate main 

camp moved to 1-2695 Bibai-cho, Sorachi-gun, Hokkaido and Harry left ship building but was 

then required to work for the Mitsui Mining Company, mining coal.



The coal mines in this area were drift mines so the seams being worked were approached on foot 

by walking down a steep slope into the mine, not using a lift as in the deep mines. Nevertheless 

working conditions were not good. Harry liked this no more and perhaps less than ship building. 

He found the occasional noise from the timber props in the mine unsettling. Of course Japan is 

very seismically active with about 1000 earthquakes per year and while he was there three 

major eathquakes occurred each killing in excess of a thousand people but fortunately none 

involved the area he was living in. However relatively minor earth tremors caused considerable 

noise and movement in the mine. The work in the mine was mainly drilling rock or coal for 

blasting and after blasting loading the rock or coal into trucks to be hauled to the surface. Light 

was provided by a headlamp fixed to a canvas cap, not a hard hat, and powered by a battery 

fixed to a belt. Safety was a minor consideration. The mine was hot, mean monthly maximum 

outside shade temperatures increased from 20 °C in June to 28 °C in August but it was 

considerably warmer at the coal face. The general conditions in the camp were no better and 

the food situation was getting worse.

Fortunately this did not last long, on 6 August US dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima and 

three days later there was a similar attack on Nagasaki. This led to the Japanese surrender on 15 

August 1945. Harry along with most exPOWs believed that the Japanese would have executed 

the POWs in Japan had an allied invasion taken place. There are certainly stories of prisoners 

being required to dig large pits that they believed were to be mass graves. Further evidence 

comes from former senior camp commanders who recall discussion of how the prisoners were to 

be executed. It appears therefore that had the war not been ended by the atomic bombs many 

of the POWs may not have returned home.

For the POWs 16 August was a very different day, they were informed of the surrender and of 

course there was no more work. The guards were disarmed and some fled, the camp 

administration was taken over by the officers amongst the POWs but strict military discipline 

was not enforced. All POWs were told to remain in their camps and buildings were marked with 

PW so that US planes could drop supplies of food, clothes and other essentials. They were 

allowed to barter with the local civilians many of whom were in as bad a state as the POWs. 

Harry was of course happy but frustrated he wanted to get home as soon as possible. So his 

captivity officially ended after exactly three and a half years. There were 396 POWs at this camp 

at the end of the war but 114 had died while imprisoned there, much in excess of the average 

10% mortality rate of all POWs in Japan.

Repatriation of the POWs was a logistical nightmare as they were dispersed across SE Asia and 

Japan. The main responsibility was taken by the Americans assisted by the Australians. There 

was an initial delay in Japan until official surrender documents were signed on 1 September. 



Assembly points and transit camps were set up and transport between them arranged. The 

Assembly point on Hokkaido was at Chitose. The exact details of the first part of Harry's journey 

are unclear. However he was flown out in a 'cargo plane' quite likely a converted USAF bomber 

possibly via Tokyo to Okinawa and on to Manila. At some point he managed to obtain a kimono 

(traditional Japanese gown) for Gladys which she used as a dressing gown, I remember it from 

my childhood; no doubt it went in one of the 'clear outs'. I am not sure if this was bartered, 

purchased or a gift.

Journey Home

A large transit camp was set up just outside Manila, capital of the Philippines which the 

Americans had recaptured from the Japanese in 1944. The camp was run jointly by the 

Americans and Australians but the British also sent personnel to assist with the repatriation of 

their citizens. Harry was in the Australian part as can be seen from the telegram dated 3 

October that was sent to Gladys on his behalf. This was the first time that Harry was able to 

write home freely to Gladys since before the invasion of Malaya. She would probably not have 

been able to write back as his movements were uncertain. The men were accommodated in 

large tents with comfortable beds and lockers, food was good and plentiful and entertainment 

was provided (Gracie Fields gave a concert but probably not when Harry was there). After rescue 

many men doubled their weight in two months. This aided recovery but again there was a 

frustrating wait for the next stage. While in Manila Harry purchased a gold ring that he wore for 

the rest of his life, perhaps a reminder of the happiest time of his war, the journey home. 

On 28 September Harry embarked on HMS Glory for the next leg of his journey. Glory was a 

Colossus-class Light Fleet Aircraft Carrier built in Belfast by Harland and Wolff completed in 1944 

and allocated to service in the Pacific. She carried one squadron each of Barracuda and Corsair 

aircraft and joined the British Pacific fleet at Sydney on the day the Japanese surrendered. After 

a passage to the Solomon Isles she was sent to Manila for trooping duties taking around 1000 

exPOWs to Esquimalt near Vancouver in Canada. She made three such trips and Harry must have 

been on the first which was completed on 16 October. Harry looks quite fit and well in the 

photos taken on board. He was well fed and there was plenty of time for relaxation while sailing 

across the Pacific.

The welcome received in Canada was probably the best of any. The POWs generally felt 

forgotten and an embarrassment to Britain and therefore the warmth of their welcome 

especially in Canada came as a surprise. Canada appeared very clean with no scars of war, 'a 

land of milk and honey' compared to England before he left, Malaya, Singapore, Japan and 

Manila all of which were in a poor state. There was plenty of good food and an opportunity to 



see the country. Harry went by train across North America from British Columbia to New York. 

Although USA was impressive he preferred Canada and when he arrived home was keen to 

emigrate there. He persisted in this wish for a number of years but Gladys would not go despite 

the fact that her sister had married a Canadian. At New York on 13th November Harry embarked 

on the Queen Mary for the final sea voyage of his trip home. The Queen Mary had been built in 

1936 by John Browne & Co at Clydebank for the Cunard White Star Line on their express trans-

atlantic service between Southampton and New York. In the war she had been converted for 

troop transport. She returned to normal passenger service later and retired in 1967 and has since 

been moored at Long Beach, California as a hotel and museum. In the autumn of 1945 she was 

transporting US soldiers home from Europe (typically in excess of 10,000 at a time) and returning 

with passengers. Records show that there were 4540 passengers and 836 crew on the trip that 

began on 13th November. Again Harry had an enjoyable crossing with nothing to do but enjoy 

good meals and relax. On the Sunday 18th November Harry arrived back in Southampton, three 

months after Japan surrendered and four and a half years after he had left for Malaya. In all this 

time he had only been fighting the enemy for just over two months.

In Southampton he went to a receiving camp before leaving by train for Leicester. The railways 

were still chaotic and he arrived at Leicester Central Station where Gladys was waiting for him. 

She had waited initially at London Road Station but after some disappointments was told that he 

would arrive at the Central Station. It must have been a very welcome reunion although spoilt by 

the news for Harry of his father's death in 1944.

The official welcome home was muted. There was apparently a letter to all exPOWs from the 

King, I never remember seeing it or being told about it. Families were told not to ask the men 

about their experiences and if they talked about it to change the subject. I am sure that my 

mother never knew the true extent of his suffering, it was a burden he carried alone for the rest 

of his life. The official advice was that the experiences were best forgotten. There was little 

understanding by the general public and even families of what the men had endured. These 

exPOWs were not treated as heros, they had been part of a military disaster. In any case the war 

in Europe had been over for six months, a new government had been elected while Harry and his 

comrades were still prisoners and the country had austerity and other things to worry about. No 

apology was ever received from the Japanese and no compensation was received for their 

suffering for over 50 years, by which time many had died.

Harry remained officially in the army on demobilisation leave until 24th April 1946 and was then 

transferred to the Royal Army Reserve (Territorial Army) from which he was discharged on 10th 

February 1954, never having had to do any service. His conduct was described as exemplary and 

was described as having an entirely satisfactory record. He was awarded the 1939 – 1945 War 



Medal, the 1939 – 1945 Star and the Pacific Star.

His physical and mental health were remarkably good considering the conditions he had 

endured. He did suffer from a peptic ulcer much later in life, he was likely to have been 

infected by Helicobacter pylori during in captivity. He suffered from nightmares for many years, 

post-traumatic stress disorder was not diagnosed at the time and no psychological treatment or 

support was offered to the returning POWs. I do not believe the experience changed him greatly, 

my mother never said that it did, although he was perhaps emotionally blunted with a tendency 

to depression. He was a private individual only really interested in his immediate family. 

However he was raised in a Methodist tradition but was never religious during my lifetime but 

did have a strong sense of right and wrong. Later in life he declared himself an atheist, he felt 

that what had happened to him and the things he had seen were not compatible with a caring 

god. Harry never found it in himself to forgive the Japanese for what they did to him and his 

comrades, again a common attitude amongst ex POWs. My feeling is that it was not our 

generation that fought the stupid and terrible war and I tend to like the current Japanese rather 

more than some other nations who suppress their populations and fight for their irrational 

religions.

The war did leave a real scar on my parents in that they both felt cheated, having lost four or 

five years of their early married life when they could have been building a home together and 

having a family. They felt this was time that they could never have back despite being married 

for 62 years. It was made worse by the fact that my father was the only one in his family of four 

boys to serve in the military. 

A number of things contributed to Harry's survival. Luck was obviously important for example his 

relatively safe role during active service and his selection for a particular group to go to Japan, 

his ship avoiding allied attacks. He was careful to look after his health as far as possible and 

behaved well not taking risks. It appears that smaller men survived better than big ones, rations 

were the same but energy requirements less for smaller men hence they were relatively better 

nurished. Married men did better than single, perhaps because they tended to be older but also 

they had more to live for. Harry felt the most important thing for his survival was an absolute 

determination to return home to the wife he loved. 
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