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We sincerely apologise for the error in the last edition 
where we included the photograph of the British Surrender 
and not the Japanese Surrender which is now included here. 

Property of the Imperial War Museum. 
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Dates For Your Diary – MEMBERS’ ACTION REQUIRED      
 
15 August 2025. MVG V-J Day Service, National Memorial Arboretum at 1.30pm. Please note the later start time as 
the Royal British Legion National Commemorative Event will start at 12 noon. Please advise Colin Hygate if you are 
attending so we can reserve seating for you. If you are driving, please book parking (www.thenma.org.uk/visit-
us/plan-your-visit/book-tickets). The Royal British Legion have their national event at the same time. For those who 
are attending we will advise of any detail arrangements to you by email as soon as they are clarified.  
 
15 August 2025. The National FEPOW Fellowship Welfare/Remembrance Association V-J 80 Service, Norwich 
Cathedral at 11.00 a.m.  
 
11 September 2025. Kuching, Sarawak. There will be a reenactment of the Japanese surrender at Pending and a 
ceremony at the Chapel and Memorial at Batu Lintang. Colin Hygate will be attending, laying a wreath and also 
unveiling the Puak Dahan Memorial Plaque which is already in Kuching. Anyone wishing to join on the day or the 
longer tour please contact Colin Hygate urgently. 
 
12 September 2025. Singapore. There will be a Commemoration Service at Kranji War Memorial and Cemetery 
where Roger Willbourn will be laying a wreath on behalf of MVG. A Tour of the main sites in Singapore will be 
organised to coincide with this. Anyone wishing to join that Tour should contact Roger urgently.  
 
18 October 2025. MVG Annual Reunion Luncheon and Annual General Meeting Royal Air Force Club Piccadilly, 
London, 12.00 noon. Please Contact Colin Hygate if you are attending and make your payment of £53 per person 
to the MVG Bank Account. Our Speaker this year is one of our most recent members, Lucy Alexander, who will 
describe her research into her grandfather’s experiences at Batu Lintang in Kuching which inspired her to write a 
book about the camp.  
 
9 November 2025. Remembrance Sunday Cenotaph Parade, Whitehall London. We have secured 25 places for this 
80th Anniversary Parade. Places will be allocated on a first come basis so please contact Colin Hygate urgently if 
you wish to participate. 
 
 

Honorary President’s Column 
 Rosemary Fell 

July 2025 
 

The last milestone anniversary of V-J Day – the 75th anniversary – was held on 15 August 2020 at the National 
Memorial Arboretum at Alrewas in Staffordshire under strict Covid-19 rules. Having arranged our own special MVG 
service in the Chapel with morning coffee, lunch and tea laid on in one of the newly built bespoke hospitality suites, 
it was disappointing to have to cancel our plans. However, the outdoor ceremony was very well arranged by the 
Royal British Legion and the MVG was offered two tickets. These were gratefully accepted by Imogen Holmes and 
Rosemary Fell. Also invited, as special guests, were our MVG Civilian Internee Veterans Olga Henderson and Jane 
Elgey. The event was attended by the then Prince Charles and the Duchess of Cornwall, who were the Guests of 
Honour, and Prince Charles made an emotional speech in which he recounted numerous personal conversations he 
had had with his great uncle, Lord Louis Mountbatten, Supreme Allied Commander of South East Asia Command in 
WWII. The Prince said these conversations helped him to understand the atrocious conditions experienced by our 
forces throughout South East Asia in which 71,000 British and Commonwealth soldiers lost their lives. Indeed, the 
Instrument of Surrender signed by Japan on 2 September 1945 on the USA’s Battleship USS Missouri in Tokyo Bay 
was witnessed by Charles’s father, Prince Philip. Prince Charles concluded his speech with the words: ‘Let us affirm 
that they and the surviving veterans are not forgotten…Your Service and your sacrifice will echo through the years.’ 
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A separate section was sent out with the newsletter in October 2020 (A.K. 64) which included reports from 
ceremonies in Singapore, Sandakan, and Sarawak as well as Imogen’s excellent report from the NMA. It is worth 
reading again if you still have a copy.  
 
Let us hope five years on, as we approach the 80th anniversary of V-J Day on 15 August this year, these sentiments 
are not forgotten. ‘Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn.’  Two other milestone services – the 65th in 
2010 and the 70th in 2015 – were also held in the Chapel and Memorial Garden under the guiding hand of Canon 
Christopher Samuels, former Chaplain to H.M. the late Queen Elizabeth II. We have been informed that the Royal 
British Legion is, once again, organising a full programme of events for Friday, 15 August, and over the weekend, in 
which the MVG will be invited to participate. These events are yet to be announced in detail as this column is being 
written. In addition to the RBL events, our own 80th Anniversary Service will be held in the Chapel and in our 
Memorial Garden at the NMA.  
  
The week-long events to commemorate the 80th anniversary of V-E Day in May were tinged with sadness. Although 
it was good to celebrate that war had ended in Europe, it would be three long months more before WWII finally 
ended with the unconditional surrender of the Japanese on 15 August 1945. For those of us with loved ones in the 
Far East, many not knowing what had happened to them – were they alive or dead – that long wait must have 
seemed interminable. After the pageantry of the Military Parade and the special Service of Thanksgiving in 
Westminster Cathedral, the V-E concert on Horse Guards Parade, organised by the RBL, provided some light relief 
and an evening of fun, sadness, and nostalgia. Christine Cavender attended the Concert and sends her personal 
report on the evening.  
 
MVG members have also attended other events during 2025 – notably the anniversary service held in the FEPOW 
Church of Our Lady and St. Thomas of Canterbury in Wymondham, Norfolk. It was good to see the MVG well 
represented. Wreaths were laid on behalf of the Malayan Volunteer Forces and Civilian Internees by Rosemary Fell, 
and for the Java Group by Richard Brown. After the service, Sybilla Jane Flower presented Parish Priest Fr. Denis 
Gallagher with the original 1942 Christmas Hymn Sheet from Wampo on the River Kwai which she has been given by 
a FEPOW widow, screwed up into a tiny ball for safe keeping. This precious sheet of paper has been lovingly 
straightened out and restored and has the name of those in the choir signed on the back. This is a wonderful 
artefact for the church archivist, Peter Wiseman, who keeps the Books of Remembrance so carefully. Richard 
Brown’s excellent report on the day is included in this newsletter, together with Peter Wiseman’s article. 
 
The Liverpool Conference was well attended by MVG members including our two speakers, Judy Balcombe and 
Colin Hygate. A full report on the weekend is included. 
 
On Sunday 8 June, a Blue Plaque, dedicating the life and work of Margaret Dryburgh, was unveiled in the Stockton 
Road United Reformed Church in Sunderland where Margaret Dryburgh’s family lived. The service was attended by 
Stephen and Margie Caldicott, Arlene Bennett and Judy Balcombe. We look forward to hearing more details about 
the service in due course. 
 
Finally, we would like to thank Elizabeth Adamson, MVG’s secretary in Australia, for all her work for our 
Australian membership. Since the death of her husband, Bill, Elizabeth has kept the membership together 
and flourishing. We are very grateful to her and appreciate all she has done.  She will now be known as 
'Honorary Secretary'.  We welcome Robert Grey and Margaret Tate who will be running the Australian 
membership with Elizabeth’s help. 
 
We have recently heard news from Vilma Howe, our former child internee in Muntok, Palembang and Singapore, to 
say that she has broken her right wrist. We wish her a speedy recovery. As Vilma wrote so succinctly, ‘It would be my 
right wrist and I am right-handed, which makes everything I do very difficult’. As the 80th Anniversary of V-J Day 
draws near, let us remember the words of Sir Winston Churchill: ‘A nation that forgets its past has no future’. 
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VE Day 8th May 2025 
Christine Cavender 

 
What a lucky lady I was to be able to attend the VE Day celebration concert in London. A huge thank you to the 
Royal British Legion and Colin Hygate for obtaining the tickets for the MVG. I had heard about this concert and 
wondered how I could get a ticket so I was overjoyed when I was offered a ticket from RBL via MVG. 
 
The weather had been beautiful and I spent some hours searching through my wardrobe to find suitable attire of 
red, white, and blue, something cool if it was hot, and also something warm as the evenings were chilly. Such 
decisions! Fortunately the weather was favourable during the day, but I must admit it turned chilly in the evening. 
Luckily, the atmosphere, the joy, and singing warmed us all up. 
 
The gates to Horse Guards Parade opened from 5 p.m. and fortunately as I only live about an hour from London, I 
arrived in plenty of time to soak in the atmosphere and find my seat. After going through Security we were greeted 
by volunteers who were handing out flags and fluorescent wristbands. I was amazed to see the transformation of 
Horse Guards Parade from the normally formal venue to an amazing concert venue with an enormous stage, 12,500 
seats, with a sea of people all dressed in red, white, and blue waving their flags and taking pictures of each other. 
The atmosphere was electric, everyone so happy to participate in the VE Day celebrations. I had a lovely seat with a 
good view of the stage and had the Royal Box behind me, so I could observe who arrived. As the concert was being 
televised, everyone had to be seated by 8:15 p.m. for the concert to begin at 8:30 p.m. and by that time the Royal 
Family had arrived and the guests of honour, the Veterans. We weren’t seated for long as everyone was joyous and 
waved their flags, cheered, and applauded when the Veterans arrived and took their seats. By this time the sun was 
starting to set, and we were all taken by surprise when we heard a rumbling noise. Everyone 
looked up at the skies as a Lancaster Bomber flew over the concert ground. 
 
The concert started and Zoë Ball took to the stage as compere to welcome everyone and 
introduce the events of the evening. I know this event was to celebrate VE day and the end 
of the war, but I am pleased to say that she reminded everyone that it wasn’t officially the 
end of the war until VJ day on 15 August 1945. 
 
What a poignant evening! Tears, happiness, nostalgia, sadness, memories, and fun. Two 
large screens were placed alongside, so wherever you were seated you had a view of the 
stage and could follow the proceedings and the band. Many funny moments were 
presented on stage including a Dad’s Army sketch, a sketch from the show Operation Mincemeat, and equally there 
were sad and poignant moments with letters from evacuees, love letters from husbands and wives, and letters from 
lovers. 

:0 ~ Y!D.I.Y 

--
H:'.::::,~ h~'.,Day' 
_., __ ,,. .. __,_"••<- I. ---~-,-- .. ' .. ._ ....... ...__"'_~_,,._ 
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As the sun set at about 9:15 p.m. it got quite chilly, but the music and stories kept us warm and then much to our 
amazement and applause, King Charles appeared on the stage and gave a wonderfully inspiring speech praising our 
Veterans and giving us hope for the future, especially in the turbulent times we are experiencing in the world today. 
There were a few excellent musical acts, some of which I didn’t know, but the stars of the concert were the 
Veterans and their stories, and the wonderful nostalgic music. It was spine-tingling to hear 12,500 people singing 
‘Blue Birds Over the White Cliffs of Dover’, ‘We’ll Meet Again’, and ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’. As the sun set and 
darkness descended It was magical seeing everyone waving their flags and the twinkling lights of the wristbands. 
The chill of the evening descended as the last song got everyone on their feet and we all sang 'Dancing in the 
Moonlight’, a very apt end to the evening. Magical. The concert finished at 10 p.m. and we were all ready to leave 
for our journey home, some to stations, some to coaches and cars, some to hotels, and some to the pubs. Leaving 
the venue and sending 12,500 on their way was extremely well-organised. I would like to say a huge thank you to 
the Royal British Legion for such a wonderful, memorable evening. 
 

   
 

 

 

Return to Singapore and Malaya, September 1945 
Michael Landon 

 
My father, Frederic Henry Landon (Fred), first went to Malaya to join the Forest 
Department of the colonial administration in 1932. He had already joined A Coy, 2nd 
Selangor Battalion F.M.S.V.F. in 1933 and by 1941 was a sergeant. Fred and my mother, 
Jane, were fortunate to escape from Singapore in 1942 before its surrender to the 
Japanese (see my articles in Abu Khabar July and October 2022). 
 
Fred, by then a regular army officer, was among the troops selected to recapture Malaya. 
However, he was kept in transit in India for the whole of August 1945, during which time 
the Japanese surrendered. He finally left Bombay on a troopship on 1 September and 
disembarked in Singapore on 8 September, which was his 36th birthday and the big 

Malayan festival, Hari Raya Puasa. He soon observed the dreadful conditions in which prisoners of war and civilian 
internees had been kept and the damage caused by the Japanese and looters. His initial job was in reinstating the 
civil administration and recruiting public servants. He was later assigned to restore the Forestry Research Institute in 
Kepong. 
 
Below are extracts from his letters to my mother in that September and early October. Many of the people referred 
to were his fellow forest officers. They included the planter Jim (James Munro Palmer) Landon, then age 55, who 
was not related but his family were good friends of my parents. Jim’s wife Pen had died when escaping from 
Singapore in February 1942, though her fate was unknown at the time of these letters. His son Jack had died in 
action in Europe in 1944. His daughters Thyra and June spent much of the war in Australia, but at this time Thyra 
and her daughter Jen were sharing a house with my mother in Sutton, London. Thyra’s husband, John Godber, was 
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known to have survived working on the Siam railway.1 I would be very interested to learn more from readers about 
the other people mentioned in my father’s letters. 
 
Friday 7 September 1945, Singapore anchorage! 
I got up this morning at 5:30 and it was most disappointing to find us 
crawling along at 5 knots. We could see behind us the hill above Batu 
Pahat and in front a large island off the S.W. coast of Johore. We had 
been told yesterday that we should arrive at 7 a.m. but we crawled along 
and didn’t anchor till 4 o’clock. All the landmarks appeared one by one, all 
apparently undamaged – the Ellerton Building [Ellison], you remember 
sheltering there, Cathedral, Supreme Court, Fort Canning, Raffles and 
Yacht Club. It was a fine sunny afternoon and the newcomers to Malaya 
were initially impressed, though not of course as thrilled as us. The 
anchorage is thronged with shipping. I never saw so many there in peacetime.  
 
June Fergie [not Jim Landon’s daughter] and Mrs Gillette will be helping to look after internees. I have asked June to 
tell Jim Landon that Thyra and Jen were thriving when I saw them on 29 July. I hope I shall get a chance of seeing 
him and others myself. 
 
Saturday 8 September, from Singapore 
June has been to Sime Road where the internees now are. She did not see Jim Landon but heard that he was there 
and left my message for him telling him where Thyra was. She also left my message for Powell-Evans (you might 
mention this to Marjorie next time you ring her up). I hope I shall get a chance of seeing them all. 
We were roused at 5 a.m. this morning, breakfast first sitting at 6 and the second at 6.45, everything packed up 
ready beforehand. Then after all we didn’t get alongside until after 10. Then we didn’t get ashore but stayed on 
here to lunch. This afternoon they put our luggage ashore, but now it seems likely that we shall have to sleep on 
board and bring some of it back again (it is now 3 p.m.). Mrs. Gillette has found her husband and brother all right. 
As we all know, the internees seem to have had a pretty bad time, but they are in good heart, have been feeding up 
during the past month, and some have put on a stone already. I heard that last October the Japs suspected a spying 
organisation, and took off a number of men, including Adrian Clarke, for examination and torture. It was said that 
some of them did not return, and all the others except one died within a day. I wish we could have a few Japs to 
wreak our vengeance on, the filthy swine. They were guarded by Sikhs who were if anything more brutal than the 
Japs. They were brutal to the Chinese too, and many of them as well as Malay informers have been suitably dealt 
with by the Chinese during the last few weeks of disorganisation. The Jap currency got more and more inflated and 
by the time the troops arrived rice cost $18 a kati and an egg was $40. So our refusal to accept any Jap currency 
won’t cause much distress. Those who have been ashore say that everyone has welcomed us. The Chinese all 
through had done everything they could to help the internees. All our bombing seems to have been very accurately 
directed at the dock warehouses and wharves, and the city has not suffered at all from it. That’s about all the 
information I have gathered so far. 
 
The civil affairs staff are housed in the Orange Hotel, so that’s presumably where we shall go when we leave the 
ship. There is no furniture left there, but there are fans and running water. I expect it will be about two weeks 
before our party reach Kuala Kangsar. 
 

 
1 See Jennifer Howe’s excellent book ‘That’s the Way It Was, Dear: Three Colonial Women in Southeast Asia 1898-1956’ for more about her 
family. 
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9 p.m. 
We are now ensconced in the Orange Hotel. I have managed to scrounge a bed without the legs that just raises me 
off the ground. When I stopped writing this afternoon on a quiet corner of the deck I found that everyone else 
including the luggage had disappeared. 
 
I found Wing Cmdr. Goodwin (with whom I have played tennis in K.L.) with a Jeep bound ultimately for this hotel. 
First, we had tea on board, then we drove to the internees camp. First, I saw Norris (whom I knew as a volunteer). 
Then I sought out Jim Landon. He is very thin of course but otherwise looks pretty well. He had dysentery soon after 
Singapore fell but had good hospital treatment and good food for some time and so got a good start over the 
others. Apart from one more attack of dysentery he has since kept in good health. He had no news since last 
October and did not know that Thyra was in England, and so had determined to go to Australia, but of course he will 
go to England now. I gave him the Sutton address. He seemed very glad to see me. Of course he asked me about his 
son and I had to tell him the bad news. After that I found Powell-Evans in another hut. He was thrilled to death at 
getting the letter from his wife. He had also had one from his brother brought by a parachutist. He was looking quite 
plump, a great contrast to the older men. 
 
I saw Edwards, looking well, but none of the other Foresters on this visit (the camp consists of scattered huts). 
Cuthbert-Smith is in hospital in a bad way with TB. Boswell is said to be in poor health and very thin. Watson had an 
operation for a hernia but recovered well, though he is as thin as a rake. Chipp is said to be thriving. Harold Desch 
was not interned at first as they wanted him to do research work, but he soon asked to be put in the camp. He was 
given a microscope there and I believe he has written a book. Ginger King is in poor health but good spirits. He and 
a few others kept a secret wireless set most of the time.  
 
Jim has been told two stories about George Callard: (a) that he left his unit to go back to his bungalow to pay off his 
servants saying that he would get a lift back on a lorry, but the lorry he stopped proved to be a Jap one and he was 
shot; and (b) that he got as far as Batu Caves with his unit and there gave up, exhausted, saying he was a hindrance 
to the others, saying that he would make his way back to Slim River where he had friends who would shelter him in 
the jungle.  
 
Mark John is in hospital in a very poor way. Peter Lucy is alive and lively as ever. Shrubshall is in the P.O.W. camp at 
Changi. Arnot and Bonar are thought to be dead. Alan Barrie died of cholera. June has seen Auntie del Tufo, who is 
just like her old self. Her son is all right. I have no news of Kathleen Murphy. Time to sleep now – more news 
tomorrow. 
 
Monday 10 September, from Singapore 
Our orders have changed and we now have to run North Johore instead of North Perak, with H.Q. at Muar. We were 
to have left this morning but it has been put off. Yesterday morning I went off with Carter in one of our lorries to the 
Sime Road internees camp again. I met Jim Landon and had a short talk, and he showed me the hospital hut where I 
found Cuthbert-Smith looking very ill, but cheerful and very much alive and able to move about all right. He was 
being taken to a hospital ship the same day. I had quite a long chat with him and then went to the hut where I saw 
Watson and Boswell. Boswell is as thin as any of them but not looking too bad otherwise. Watson told me he had 
me in mind for forest botanist (Mead has already told me he wants me at Kepong to get things going again – 
including of course the wretched school!). 
 
Then I went to the adjoining women’s camp where the 90 European women internees and some children were 
herded together with a mixed assortment of Eurasians. I found Kathleen Murphy looking really quite well. She had 
heard that Maurice had been back in England but had not known that he was back in Nigeria. I was able to tell her 
that he had gone out on the understanding that he would be able to return home as she was released. I forgot to 
mention before that I saw Bonfield of Highlands, who immediately asked for news of John [probably Godber]. I also 
had a short talk with Hector Brain, Marjorie’s husband. 
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We then drove to the Changi prison where the P.O.W.s are housed., the 
officers in fair comfort in beds in huts, the others in cement-floored halls with 
blankets for beds. I had talks with Shrubshall, Erskine, and Dolman. I saw 
Gracie for a moment. We had driven FF Shepherd2 from Sime Road to Changi 
and I had a long talk with him on the way. He had been one of the first 
sufferers at the hands of the local gestapo (as they called it) because he had 
been detected running a postal service from one camp to another. 
 
Harold Desch had gone into town, but I met him at lunch and later in the 

afternoon. After a few weeks he had been taken out of the camp and put on to research work at the museum under 
a Jap professor, and remained out for eight months, more or less at liberty but never knowing whom he could trust 
or who was spying on him. The Jap professor took him up to Kepong. He found things there in a pretty bad way. A 
gang of Sikh police and their friends had looted the whole place before the Japs had had time to take over. All the 
shelves and herbarium cupboards had been torn away for the sake of the wood. The taps had been wrenched off 
and the herbarium floor flooded. About half the specimens lying on the floor became a sodden mass and were 
thrown away. 
 
Monday 10 September, from Singapore 
Continuing my letter…I was on the subject of Kepong and Harold Desch away back in ’42. One of the clerks, Menon, 
had remained loyal and salvaged as much as he could. He had recovered all except 20 or 30 of the wood specimens 
that had been shattered all over the grounds and begun to catalogue them. About 50 per cent of the botanical 
specimens were not irretrievably damaged. My ranger Mahmud was earning a precarious living buying at Kuala 
Selangor and selling them in K.L. Harold got him appointed as asst. to Menon. Harold was left on his own for three 
weeks at Kepong and lived in his old garage which was safer than a house as gang robbers were going about killing 
people in the district. He found his old driver and cook-boy, and the faithful old cook wouldn’t let him out of his 
sight but followed him about all over the place. 
 
That was the position in June ’42, but of course we don’t yet know what has happened to Kepong since then. After 
eight months Harold was put back in the P.O.W. camp but given a microscope and allowed to go on with his work. 
He has written another book and another course of timber lectures, and he got the Japs to publish Symington’s3 
new book, though without the plates which had been destroyed.  
We shall have to ask Ellen to present to Kepong one of the illustrated proof copies. Harold is leaving tomorrow on 
the first ship (other than hospital ships) to take passengers. He got preference on account of his eight and a half 
years out here without a break. 
 
We are still living almost entirely on tinned food – sausages, pilchards, bully beef and biscuits. The first rice ship has 
come in, and food is being distributed free from today to those in need, as most people have no money with which 
to buy anything as yet. They had realised the Jap money was becoming worthless and have accepted its complete 
rejection philosophically. Today we have been wandering through the shops chatting with the shopkeepers and 
buying a few things. They had hidden away a surprisingly large number of things. I have bought a metal watch strap 
for $3, a pair of leather sandals with thick crepe soles for $5, four tennis balls at $1 each, and a pair of football boots 
for $10/-. I have been trying for silk stockings for you, but so far I have only seen black and grey and one flesh-
coloured size 8½ with 1 or 2 holes. 
 

 
2 Probably the same ‘Forest Officer named Shepherd’ as mentioned in Chapter 4 of Spencer Chapman’s ‘The Jungle is Neutral’. 
3 Colin Symington, a forestry colleague, had escaped from Singapore in February 1942 but died in Nigeria in 1943. 
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Friday 14 September, from Johore Bahru 
I have spent the day in Singapore. I went out to Sime Road and saw Jim Landon again. He was 
looking rather more tired than before – his face is very deeply lined and furrowed, but he 
talked of the possibility of coming out here again for two years. I went to the women’s camp to 
see if Kathleen [Murphy] was there, but she has sailed already – I expect she will be getting in 
touch with you. I believe she was sharing a room in the camp with Lady Shenton Thomas.4 
 
Tuesday 25 September, from Johore Bahru 
This morning I went to Singapore. I called at Raffles for news of internees from Sumatra and found that Jim Landon 
is still there, having postponed his sailing in the hope of hearing news of [his 
wife] Pen. Unfortunately he was out and I didn’t see him. I gathered that the 
majority of internees from Sumatra have arrived, but none of them have any 
news of Pen, so I’m afraid it seems pretty hopeless. They couldn’t give me news 
of POWs there so I don’t know whether John [Godber] has arrived yet – of 
course he may have been flown over to Rangoon or Calcutta. I saw Peter Lucy 
looking thin but happy. I heard that Taffy Owen’s5 wife was there, and that he 
is expected down in two days’ time to meet her. He was with the guerrillas in 
Force 136.  
 
Wednesday 26 September, from Johore Bahru 
I’ve tried four times to ring up Jim Landon, but he’s been out of his room every time. I believe he is sailing 
tomorrow. He has received a cable from [his daughter] June, I hear. 
 
Wednesday 3 October, from Kuala Lumpur 
Yesterday Shebbeare,6 Chief Game Warden, turned up here. He has been interned at Sime Road but has come up to 
have a look round before he sails for home. He had a house near the Gap, which is said to be intact, with one room 
still furnished. He told among other things how the Japs had collected all the Red Cross parcels at Whiteaway 
Laidlaws7 and sold them to the public there and had also given some as prizes for competitions in the New World.8 
Instead of the one parcel a fortnight which they should have had, the internees received a total of two parcels per 
head during the whole three and a half years. At dinner last night Shebbeare was most amusing telling stories in 
Yorkshire dialect. He is now sleeping in Colin Marshall’s room, off which I have now made myself snug in a large 
verandah armchair. He was driven up yesterday by Taffy Owen, who was on his way back from seeing his wife in 
Singapore. He is coming round here tonight. I heard news from Shebbeare of Baker, General Manager of the Pahang 
Consolidated and his sister, who stayed behind at Sg. Lembing. He died very soon, unfortunately, but she remained 
in the ulu uncaptured during the whole three and a half years. The only other person known to have done the same 
is Crear of the Game Department. One or two others remained at large until they were taken out last year by us. Pat 
Noone9 is reported to have died after taking refuge among the Sahai. Taffy Owen arrived just then. It was most 
interesting hearing about his experiences, but that’s one of the things that I’m not yet allowed to tell you about in 
letters. 
 
 

 
4 Lady Shenton Thomas was wife of the pre-war Governor of Singapore. 
5 This was probably Stanley Felipe (Taffy) Owen. 
6 Edward Shebbeare was appointed Chief Game Warden of British Malaya in 1938. During the Japanese occupation he was imprisoned in 
Singapore and after the war he resumed his position as Game Warden, eventually retiring to England in 1947. He is also mentioned in 
Chapter 4 of Chapman’s book. 
7 Whiteaway Laidlaw department store, Singapore. 
8 Possibly the New World Amusement Park at Singapore. 
9 Pat Noone is also mentioned in Chapman’s book. 
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The Muntok Peace Museum 

Judy Balcombe 
 
Thank you for asking me to talk about the Muntok Peace Museum in this year, the 80th anniversary of the end of the 
Second World War, which, as we know, ended on August 15, 1945. The Muntok Peace Museum is a small museum in 
the town of Muntok on Bangka Island, Indonesia. World War II prisoners’ families built the Muntok Peace Museum 
in 2015 and we continue to help the Muntok Red Cross and community.  
 

   
 
Although small, the museum holds the enormous history of the many people who suffered in this area during the 
Second World War – the local population, the thousands lost at sea in the bombing of ships carrying both evacuees 
from Singapore and servicemen en route to Java, the 21 Australian Army nurses, civilians and servicemen killed in 
the Radji Beach massacre, people killed in other massacres in the area and the many who suffered and died in the 
harsh prison camps on Bangka Island and in nearby Sumatra.  
 
The Muntok Peace Museum has an excellent website (http://muntokpeacemuseum.org) maintained by librarian 
David Man in New York. David’s grandfather, like mine, died in the Muntok Jail, in 1944. The website aims to tell the 
history and to create a biography of as many prisoners as possible. People find the website and contact us, seeking 
information about their families, which many have not known until now. We aim to tell the history accurately, to 
help visitors learn about their families and to deal with their years and often generations of grief. It is important to 
remember the war victims and to speak their names. They are not forgotten and deserve great respect. 
 
Matron Annie Sage, Chief Australian Army nurse, flew to Lahat in Sumatra in September 1945 to meet the prisoners 
who had survived Belalau prison camp. She wrote in the preface to Prisoner of War Australian Army nurse Betty 
Jeffrey’s book ‘White Coolies’ that ‘These prisoners surely fought in the war, just as sailors, soldiers and airmen 
fought – they fought with courage against inhuman physical treatment and terrible mental anguish and 
endeavoured to live with bravery, resourcefulness, and compassion at the highest imaginable level.’ I was very glad in 
the early years of my research to meet Dr Roderick Suddaby, the late Keeper of Documents at the Imperial War 
Museum. Shortly before his death, he wrote to me thanking us for what he called ‘Our Work’. I consider it is our 
work, a duty to continue to tell the story of the prisoners and to work positively in their memory. 
 
The Muntok Peace Museum aims to show how the war affected so many people. We hope that visitors seeing the 
exhibits will be encouraged to follow a peaceful path in their own lives, in the community and in the world. In this 
way, we are following the three principles of the Netherlands War Graves Foundation. This cares for 25,000 Dutch 
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war graves in Indonesia and looks after British and Australian war graves in Indonesia on behalf of its sister 
organization, the Commonwealth War Graves Commission. Their principles are to remember the history, to support 
war victims’ families emotionally and to educate people about war in order to strive for peace. The world is poised 
on a very difficult and dangerous precipice again. My friend Reni Amelia, a teacher in Muntok, has said to me that ‘It 
is our duty to talk about the past so that the younger generation can understand’.  
 
Many of us here today have families affected by the Second World War. I would like to think that as people affected 
by war, we can try to convey a peaceful message for the world now and for future generations. David Man’s 
grandfather, Gordon Reis, wrote in his prison camp diary: ‘Thoughts of our loved ones are our guiding stars’. 
I would like to explain how the war affected my family and the long journey that led me and other friends to build 
the Muntok Peace Museum and now, to participate in health initiatives on Bangka Island. One of my grandfathers 
was a rubber chemist and the other was a rubber planter. They never met but the Second World War affected them 
both. My mother’s father, Jack Beed, was the chemist. During the war, he had a reserved occupation, not permitted 
to enlist in the Services but required to remain in his workplace, overseeing the making of tyres for the Australian 
Airforce.  
 
My father’s father, Colin Douglas Campbell, was the rubber planter, manager of Selaba Estate in Telok Anson, in 
Perak, Malaya. He died from beriberi and dysentery in the Muntok Jail, aged 53. At the time, my father was at 
boarding school in Australia. He never spoke of his childhood or his father, except once to say he had loved him 
more than anyone in the world. The loss of his father affected my Dad very deeply, causing a depression that he 
never recovered from. I can hardly imagine how my Dad felt as a young schoolboy – he first believed his father had 
drowned in 1942 in the bombing of his ship leaving Singapore. Then, a postcard came from Palembang prison camp, 
so the family thought he was alive. But finally after the war, they learned that my grandfather had died in Muntok 
camp in 1944. I think this background is why I feel a responsibility to try to do something positive today, first 
becoming a doctor and now with our long involvement with Muntok on Bangka Island. The internet revealed a lot of 
helpful information. I joined the Malayan Volunteers Group, finding former child internees and people whose 
families were prisoners in the same camps. Many of these people became close friends and shared their stories. 
 
I found that my grandfather had left Singapore on February 12, 1942, on the SS Giang Bee, one of the large flotilla of 
boats carrying evacuees, many of which were bombed and sunk. Until February 10, men under 50 were not 
permitted to leave Malaya or Singapore. They were required to form the civil defence, which was run on military 
grounds with weapons and tanks, to maintain law and order, to continue tin and rubber production for the war in 
Europe and to preserve local morale. Authorities insisted that Singapore was impregnable and could not fall. But on 
February 10, as the Japanese Army advanced, the population was informed they were ‘In the hands of God’ and to 
leave by whatever means possible. People flocked to the Singapore docks and boarded a vast number of vessels 
commandeered for the evacuation. The order had been given for code books in Singapore to be destroyed, meaning 
that Dutch messages warning of Japanese planes and warships in the South China Sea and Bangka Strait en route to 
fight for the oil fields in Palembang in Sumatra were not detected. The evacuating vessels sailed into the region 
which became known as ‘bomb alley’. Michael Pether from the Malayan Volunteers Group has estimated that over a 
hundred vessels carrying evacuees were sunk by the Japanese in this area. The names of many of the thousands lost 
at sea will never be known. My grandfather’s boat was sunk but another prisoner’s diary reveals he was pulled from 
the water into a lifeboat. He was placed in a series of increasingly harsh camps, first in Muntok on Bangka Island, 
then Palembang in Sumatra and back to Muntok, where he died on August 2, 1944.  
 
In these camps were 1000 men and 600 women and children – shipwreck survivors, Australian and British Army and 
civilian nurses, Dutch prisoners who had been taken from their homes and workplaces in Indonesia and Catholic 
nuns, bishops, and priests. In February and March 1942, there were also many British and Australian servicemen 
from the bombed boats in the Muntok Jail. These men were later transferred to the shocking military camps at the 
Mulo School, the Chung Wa School, and Sungei Geron in Palembang. Some were then moved to Changi in Singapore. 
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All but the sickest prisoners were moved from Muntok to Belalau Camp at Lubuk 
Linggau in Sumatra around Easter 1945. After the war, the Japanese concealed 
the existence of this remote camp in the mountains to hide the skeletal captives 
but survivors – resembling prisoners from Belsen – were finally rescued in 
September and October 1945. I first visited Bangka Island in 2011 with Anthony 
Pratt from London whose father had died in Muntok. Anthony Pratt is a film art 
director. He worked with Stephen Spielberg making The Pacific and Band of 
Brothers, series made by Spielberg so his own children could learn about the 
horrors of war. In 2011, Anthony and I decided to visit Muntok to look for our 
relatives’ graves. We learnt that although the Dutch had moved all their graves, 
military and civilian, to seven large war cemeteries in Java in the early 1960s, the 

majority of British, Australian, New Zealand, and other Allied civilian graves had been left behind in Muntok. The 
British authorities only moved their military graves, declining to move the civilians. 

 
The Muntok Town Cemetery was abandoned and built over in the 1960s. The male prisoners now 
lie buried under houses and a petrol station. The women’s remains were found during the 
building of the petrol station in 1981 and moved to a group grave in the Muntok Catholic 
cemetery. People who grieved the loss of their families in the Japanese camps were now upset 
and angry that their relatives’ graves had been neglected by their own countries. Former internee 
Mrs Shelagh Lea, whose mother died in Muntok, wrote to the British government for decades, 
asking that the graves be preserved or a memorial erected and she was finally informed that she 
could care for the Indonesian cemetery herself! This of course was not possible and was a source 

of great distress. In 2012, Shelagh’s daughter, Margie Caldicott, and her husband, Anthony Pratt, and I returned to 
Muntok and Palembang with plaques funded by the Malayan Volunteers Group to mark the prison camp areas. The 
British Association for Cemeteries in South Asia wrote that the story of the Lost Muntok Graves was ‘one of the 
saddest they had heard’. In 2013, Margie Caldicott helped to organize the Singing to Survive Concert in Chichester, 
with the music of the Palembang Women’s Prison Camp Vocal Orchestra. Many surviving internees and prisoners’ 
families attended. Ticket sales provided computers and repairs for the school at Kampong Menjelang, the former 
women’s prison camp site, and plaques with the names of the civilians we believe still remain buried in Muntok. 
 
Our historian friends in Muntok next suggested we may like to build a small museum to tell the story of the war 
years. By now we had a circle of friends around the world connected to these camps – in Britain, Australia, New 
Zealand, Holland, Spain, France, Malaysia, Singapore and America – and began fundraising for the project. The land 
was donated by Kampong Menjelang and we asked that the building also be used for children without electricity to 
do their homework and for women’s meetings. People sent donations, we held garage sales, I wrote and sold a cook 
book with recipes written down by prisoners in camp and held a fundraising afternoon tea at the Australian Nurses’ 
Memorial Centre in Melbourne.  
 
This Centre was established in 1950 by former Sumatran Prisoners of War Australian Army nurses, Sisters Vivian 
Bullwinkel and Betty Jeffrey. Today it holds lectures and events and gives scholarships for nursing education in 
memory of all Australian nurses who serve in war and peace-keeping activities.  

 
My friend, Arlene Bennett, spoke at this conference in 2023 about Vivian Bullwinkel and her 
colleagues, the 65 Australian Army nurses from the SS Vyner Brooke. Twelve died in the bombing 
of their ship and twenty-one were massacred with civilians and British and New Zealand 
servicemen on Radji Beach near Muntok on February 16, 1942, with Vivian Bullwinkel the sole 
nurse survivor. Her uniform, with bullet holes, is in the Australian War Memorial in Canberra. A 
further eight Vyner Brooke nurses died in the women’s camp. These sixty-five Australian Army 
nurses had been evacuated from Singapore against their wishes under Army Orders when news 
came of the rape and murder of nurses by the Japanese Orita Battalion in Hong Kong on 



14 

Christmas Day, 1941. By a cruel twist of fate, twenty-two Vyner Brooke nurses then encountered this same Orita 
Battalion at Radji Beach. Shortly before her death, Vivian Bullwinkel revealed that the nurses had been violated on 
Radji Beach before they were killed, a fact we believe she had been ordered not to disclose at the Tokyo War Crimes 
Tribunal.  
 
Vivian Bullwinkel lived her life in memory of her nursing colleagues killed on Radji Beach. She was Director of 
Nursing at Melbourne’s Fairfield Infectious Diseases Hospital and pioneered university nursing education in 
Australia. During the Vietnam War, she was involved in Operation Babylift, flying many abandoned sick orphans to 
Australia in cardboard boxes. Vivian Bullwinkel and Betty Jeffrey drove around Victoria after the war to raise funds to 
build the Nurses’ Memorial Centre. They were our inspiration to create the Muntok Peace Museum.  
 
The Malayan Volunteers Group and BACSA gave generous donations, as did the family of Mr Vivian Bowden, 
Australia’s Official Representative to Singapore who was executed by two guards in Muntok on February 17, 1942, 
after standing up in defence of a Frank Brewer, a British soldier. Frank Brewer’s oral history recording is in the 
Imperial War Museum and can be accessed online. Today, the Australian Embassy to Indonesia attends the annual 
Bangka Island Memorial Service in Muntok each February 16 and gives two university scholarships on Bangka Island 
in memory of Mr Vivan Bowden. 
 
The Muntok Peace Museum began as a tribute to our families whose graves were abandoned and lost. As our group 
of prisoners’ families continued to visit Muntok, we learnt more about the history. Muntok town was severely 
bombed on February 10, 1942. Villagers fled to live in a cave at Batu Balai. Life was very hard for the people of 
Muntok during the war, with assaults on women by Japanese soldiers and limited food supplies. The Muntok Peace 
Museum now remembers all the war victims, telling of their hardships and suffering, their resilience, and their care 
for one another. Finally, the Museum was completed and families, including the family of Mr Vivian Bowden, 
travelled to Muntok for the opening in October 2015. We carried the plaques with the names of the civilians who 
remain buried in Muntok to place on the group memorial grave in the Catholic cemetery. We called the museum the 
Muntok Peace Museum because we wanted not only to tell the story of the prisoners, but to demonstrate the 
horrors and futility of war. These sentiments and the importance of educating the younger generation have been 
expressed openly in speeches in Muntok by Indonesian authorities, the Netherlands War Graves Foundation and the 
Australian Embassy.  
 
Muntok was visited by UNESCO in 2009 and was praised for being a town where people of many races and religions 
– Muslim, Christian, Buddhist, and Hindu – live together in peace and harmony. This small town can surely serve as a 
model for the world. The service to remember the end of the Second World War, held at Kranji War Cemetery in 
Singapore in 2012 involved religious leaders from all faiths joining together in a prayer for peace. At the opening of 
the Muntok Peace Museum, an Indonesian official sang to us in English words from John Lennon’s song, ‘Imagine’. 
Imagine all the people living life in peace…. 
A brotherhood of man….  
Sharing all the world…. 
 
I will describe a few of the many exhibits from the Muntok Peace Museum. ‘Horror off 
Bangka’ is a sketch showing victims from one of many bombed ships clinging to a 
piece of wood, displayed with the artist’s son’s permission.  
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We see a nurse’s uniform and red cape. In addition to the Australian Army nurses, there were 
many British nurses in these camps, both military and civilian. British Army nurse Margot Turner 
from the Queen Alexandra's Imperial Military Nursing Service, later Brigadier Dame Margot Turner 
and Chief British Army Nurse, was bombed on both the Kuala and the Tandjong Pinang, the only 
survivor on her raft. She recalled how, one by one, the children with her became dehydrated and 
died and how she had rolled their bodies into the sea. A photo wall has pictures of prisoners sent 
by their families. At the base is a photo of Australian obstetrician Dr Albert Stanley McKern who 
wrote his will as he was dying in Belalau Camp, leaving his estate of $12. 

  
We see Sister Betty Jeffrey’s and missionary Miss Margaret Dryburgh’s many 
drawings of prison camp life. This is the Muntok Women’s Camp so-called 
‘hospital hut’. There is a picture of the apron made by internee Mrs Mary Brown 
from scraps cut from the women’s dresses as a birthday gift for Miss Dryburgh, 
co-founder of the Palembang Women’s Prison 
Camp Vocal Orchestra. The apron is now in the 
Imperial War Museum North, with the words 
and music of her Captives’ Hymn, sung in 

prison camp every Sunday. Last Sunday, we attended the dedication of a blue 
historical marker to Miss Margaret Dryburgh at the Sunderland United Reformed 
Church, from which she had set out as a missionary to China in 1919.  
 
Each February 16, the anniversary of the Radji Beach massacre, families of the 
Australian Army nurses and civilian internees and the Australian Embassy attend 
the annual Bangka Island Memorial Service which begins at the Muntok Peace 
Museum. Further services take place at the Nurses’ Memorial at the Tanjong Kelian lighthouse and at the headland 
which overlooks the vast graveyard of the Bangka Strait. The services end at the water’s edge with the Radji Beach 
Ode of Peace, which states that violence will not have the last word in this place. Everyone present holds hands and 
walks into the water, as Vivian Bullwinkel said the nurses did before they were shot. This is now known as The Walk 
for Humanity where everyone present vows to do whatever possible to help create a better and more peaceful 
world. In 2020, we were joined at the Memorial Services and in The Walk for Humanity by Mr Takonai Susumu from 
the Japanese Embassy to Indonesia. The Australian, New Zealand, British, and Japanese Embassies and prisoners’ 
families planted a Tree of Peace together in the garden of the former Japanese camp commandant. This area is now 
a Peace Garden. 
 
During COVID, people were dying in Muntok – the friends who had made our commemorations possible. My friend 
Arlene and I held garage sales and raised funds for the Muntok Red Cross to buy stethoscopes, pulse oximeters, and 
a COVID transport ambulance. During COVID, I wrote a book with the royalties donated to the Muntok Red Cross in 
perpetuity. We now also help the Muntok Girls’ Orphanage and are encouraging the World Mosquito Program to 
help eliminate dengue fever on Bangka Island. It is special to be here today at the Liverpool School of Tropical 
Medicine with its long history of work combating infectious diseases. The World Mosquito Program exposes 
mosquito larvae to the otherwise harmless Wolbachia bacteria. The hatched mosquitos and their descendants are 
then unable to transmit dengue fever, zika, and chikungunya viruses. This is an exciting development that can save 
many lives. 
 
Sir Edward ‘Weary’ Dunlop was one of 106 Australian doctors who cared for prisoners of war in Java, Singapore and 
on the Thai Burma Railway. In addition to his wartime work, Weary Dunlop continued to help former prisoners after 
the war. Even after retirement, he kept his Collins Street office open and former prisoners were always welcome to 
drop in for a chat. I had the privilege of meeting him there twice and his secretary brought out a trolley with cheese 
sandwiches and a teapot. Weary Dunlop and the Australian Army nurses from the SS Vyner Brooke were 
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remembered on Australian coins in 2017 and were both given a state funeral. The Weary Dunlop Foundation which 
trained Thai nurses in Australia and assisted medical research is to close this year. The Foundation became aware of 
the Muntok Peace Museum and our work on Bangka Island. Most of the Foundation’s funds will continue to help 
medical research but I am very touched to say that later this year, donations from the Foundation will be given to 
the Australian Nurses’ Memorial Centre in Melbourne for its postgraduate nursing scholarships and to the Muntok 
Red Cross to help continue its important humanitarian work on Bangka Island. 
 
Last year I visited New York and stood at the John Lennon Imagine Memorial in Central Park. We met with a former 
child internee and talked about our shared history and the state of the world today. We can’t change the past or 
bring our families back, but we can try to work towards a better future, in their memories. Through the Muntok 
Peace Museum, we have tried to record the wartime history so people can learn about their families. We found our 
relatives had no graves, so we made plaques with their names. When people in Muntok were dying from COVID, we 
helped to buy an ambulance for the Red Cross to take them to hospital. We will continue to help educate young 
girls, to support the Muntok Red Cross, and to help prevent dengue fever. We also want the museum to help people 
think about those who suffer in wars today and ways to help create peace. The Muntok Peace Museum began as a 
memorial to our families, because our own authorities would not protect or remember their graves. Its purpose has 
expanded and today it hopes to spread a message of positive action, improved health care, peace and hope for a 
better and safer future.  
 
Mrs Eveline de Vink, Director of the Netherlands War Graves Foundation in Indonesia wrote these words for the 
Bangka Island Memorial Service about creating a peaceful world: ‘In honour of those who fell, those who lived 
through the war, those who stood by them and those they left behind, may we remember their stories and may 
these stories be a call to action to us all. What each of us can do to maintain peace and prevent war will be different 
from person to person. But let us all try to do our part, so that we can together prevent what the commemorations, 
monuments, and war cemeteries so visibly show.’ 

 
Our friend Dery Aryandi from the Muntok Red Cross writes: ‘We are all brothers and sisters in this 
world.’ We are all connected through time and space through our shared history. I hope we can 
learn from past tragedy to help make a better world today. Small yellow roses are tucked into the 
exhibits, replicas of the yellow Singapore Far East Moon memorial rose created in Australia, 
named for the SS Vyner Brooke Australian Army Nurses and in memory of all Far East Prisoners of 
War and civilian internees. 
 
 
SELAMAT PAGI  
THE BANKA ISLAND NEWSLETTER  
https://muntokpeacemuseum.org  
file:///Users/sallyjennings/Downloads/Edition%206%20Banka%20Island.pdf 
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The Life of Civilian Internees in Singapore in the Words of the 
Changi Guardian, Part II 

Gautam Hazarika 
 
Following the last Apa Khabar (April 2025) account of the Malayan Campaign, Part II describes their life as internees 
during captivity.  
 
On the night of Britain’s surrender of Singapore, the Japanese celebrated. The next day they got to work on how to 
organize the one million civilians and the unexpected bag of 100,000 POWs. The British and Australian POWs were 
segregated from the Indians, European civilians were to be interned, a special plan was made for male Chinese 
civilians, and the rest were to remain ‘free’. Later that day a notice was issued ordering European civilians to collect 
the next morning at the Padang with clothes for ten days. The grapevine made this into ten months or that the 
requirement was for food, and those who heard on time reacted with whatever they could muster. After a long wait 
in the sun and a harangue in Japanese by a major that no one understood but got the gist of, 1,379 European souls 
began their long march. Taken through the most crowded parts of Singapore, so the downfall of the colonial order 
could be witnessed, they snaked their way to Katong in the east. There they settled into was to be eventually five 
camps including one for the women and children, who were segregated. Their numbers rose to 2,791 in early 
June, and over 4,000 later during the war. Across the Far East there were over 130,000 civilians interned during the 

war. 
 
A watercolour of a Changi cell, Harry Miller Papers IWM 
 
Civilians Had the Short End of the Stick 
Before we continue, I note how history has treated these civilians, with far fewer 
books and research on them than on POWs.10 Why historians have not focused on 
them has been explained by Dr Bernice Archer, one of few who bucked the trend 
with her book published in 2004.11 She says that postwar (and I may add even 
today), the focus had been on the brave servicemen in the Battle of Britain and 
Normandy rather than on civilians. In addition, writing about interned women and 
children would be a double humiliation – to accept that the Empire could not even 
protect its children. If this indeed was a feeling then, it surely is not now, but the gap 
remains with little knowledge of civilian internees outside FEPOW enthusiasts. 
 
Some say that internees were not POWs and perhaps even had a better time of it. 

The last word on this must be Freddy Bloom’s, the editor of the newspaper POW WOW of the segregated women’s 
camp in Changi. I sense some irritation when she says, ‘To those quibblers who point out we are not POWs but 
internees, we say that as long as we are incarcerated in a gaol we are prisoners’. 
 
The Civilian Experience 
This was in many ways like that of the POWs – the same lack of food, medicines, clothes, news of the war and of 
home. They too kept their spirits up with sports, plays, concerts, lessons and the library. However, in some ways 
their captivity was different from that of the POWs – they were older and less healthy to begin with, though as time 
passed the starvation diet perhaps made it just as bad for everyone. Luckily, none of these civilians were sent to the 
Thailand-Burma railway or Papua New Guinea unlike the Western and Indian POWs and Asian civilians who were. In 
the beginning, the civilians perhaps faced a social shock with senior civilians, those junior to them, and young 
merchant seaman all thrown together. As time passed, such differences probably mattered less.  
 

 
10 Author’s bibliography on civilians in MVG’s Research page 
11 The Internment of Western Civilians by the Japanese 1941-1945, Dr Bernice Archer, published by Routledge Curzon, 2004. 
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Olga and the Women 
Those who had not worked before and depended on husbands, fathers, or brothers taking decisions, were thrown 
into the deep end. Then there was enduring the agony of having husbands, wives, and children just around the 
corner, but being unable to meet due to segregation. There was an interesting way out – the ‘dustbin’ parade. Every 
day, women with surnames beginning with, for example ‘A’, would come out with the bins and these would be 
collected by the ‘A’ men so they could see each other. No speaking or touching was allowed and even this 
manoeuvre was stopped later. 
 
And what of the children? For that we need to read ‘In The Shadow of the Rising Sun – Surviving a Prisoner of War 
Childhood’, by Olga Henderson (née Miller). I had the privilege of meeting her at the FEPOW conference in Liverpool 
in 2023. She said that as children (Olga was just nine in 1942) despite little to eat, bedraggled clothing and the fear 
of death or if they fell ill, all they were interested in was playing.  
 
The Content of the Newspapers – Prison Life Was Never Told Like This 
One of the four men’s camps in Katong was Karikal Mahal, the seaside villa built by an Indian merchant prince, ‘The 
Cattle King’, Moona Kader Sultan.12 Named after his hometown in South India, then a French colony, the king fell on 
hard times and his descendants lived in its shell. Occupied by Indian soldiers during the campaign, as there had been 
no furniture, water or sanitation for them, it was now a mess. The new occupants settled in as best they could and 
two of them, Harry Miller and Guy Harold Wade, started a newspaper. Named Karikal Chronicles and changed to 
Changi Guardian when they moved there, eventually 310 issues were published over the next 18 months. These 
almost daily newspapers are a rare record of their life in prison. Fortunately, there is one known complete collection, 
digitized by Cambridge13.  
 
There are many prison memoirs and histories, but none tell the story of a whole camp in such a way. The individual 
memoirs are a poignant record of one person’s struggles and triumphs, and the historians cover a vast arena. The 
newspapers are a different way of looking at this, like an unofficial history of Karikal and Changi, written by those 
experiencing it and while it was going on. We see how they organised themselves, the cricket scores, bridge results, 
football league tables, the plays and concert schedules are a visual feast. The 26 Personal Recollections that are the 
source of my previous article, were written by former officials, some of whom died in prison or did not publish later, 
hence an invaluable historical record. To pass the Japanese sensors there is no war news, itself patchy and often 
wrong. Instead, the hope for repatriation through an exchange appears repeatedly. Worse was the lack of news from 
home, poignantly published in imagined ‘Letters to Mother’. The daily obsession with the lack of food is evident 
throughout such as in glossaries with almost all alphabet letters dedicated to it.  
 
The Heaven Born14 at Karikal Mahal 
The first issue of Karikal Chronicles on February 19, 1942, remarks on ‘The spectacle of Singapore’s merchant 
princes, Malayan rubber and tin magnates, and the Heaven Born themselves scrubbing floors, cleaning out drains, 
picking up rubbish and bathing in their birthday suits is something that has a most piquant savour for even the most 
kechil15 among us. Although it is necessary for them to do so, it must be said too that they are doing it in a grand 
spirit, with a smile and with no recriminations, for they, like all of us, have stuck to their posts and are taking the 
consequences like true sportsmen. Necessity being the mother of invention, many who a short time ago juggled 
with minute papers, rubber and tin prices etc. are now juggling with their minds to put waste and scrap to ingenious 
uses’. 
 
On the newspapers itself, the publishers said, ‘Now that the newborn Camp of Karikal Mahal is settling down to 
something in the nature of regular routine on its third day of occupation, we feel that the publication of this small 

 
12 Biblioasia, article on Karikal Mahal by William Gibson 
13 https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-RCMS-00103-00012-00029/1 
14 Referring to those who worked in the Indian Civil Service in the context of British colonialism, i.e., the elite. 
15 Little or small in Malay 

https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-RCMS-00103-00012-00029/1
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and humble sheet to disseminate such information as is necessary and to record such day-to-day happenings are of 
interest, would be welcomed by all and provide some useful service generally’. 
 
Like Head Boys in Boarding School 
The day after reaching Karikal, the men organized themselves into five houses, as in boarding schools, with not Head 
Boys but Chairmen. Camp discipline was maintained through a Camp Executive Committee and as the Japanese had 
basically left them to run the camp themselves, a Liaison Committee was formed to communicate with them. 
Fortunately, there were doctors in the camp and their names and of all committee members are recorded. Lastly, it 
mentions the all-important process of writing letters to wives who, as mentioned, were in separate buildings. There 
is repeated reference to the ‘Asia boys’, approximately 300 sailors from the Empress of Asia, a liner converted into a 
troopship that had been sunk off Singapore a few days before. Many of them were cooks and they were a great help 
in the camp. 
 
The Sudden Move to Changi 
The men settled in as well as they could. Life was tough but at least they were out in the open with a view of the sea. 
On the morning of March 5, the thirteenth Chronicle is very much like the rest. Suddenly, later that day, they learnt 
they were to move to Changi Prison on the next day. The prospect of moving from a seaside villa (though decrepit 
and cordoned off) to an actual prison within high enclosed walls was forbidding, but they had no choice. Uncertainly 

swirled again. Hastily organized, the next morning they went on 
their second long march in less than a month. 
 
The March to Changi, WFN Churchill 
 
Overcrowding 
The 1,379 who arrived at Katong on February 17 were, after daily 
additions, almost 2,800 now, in a prison meant for 700. Besides 
this, much of the yards meant for inmates to move around in were 
used for growing food and workshops as they had to fend for 
themselves.  
 

 
This sketch of the layout of the jail has a scale at the bottom. The blue cell 
blocks A, B, C, and D were roughly the size of a tennis court. Block A was 
for the women and the men were in Blocks B, C, and D. The upper floors 
had cells of 6x10 feet with a concrete block in the middle. This was meant 
for one inmate but now occupied by three. One slept on the block and the 
other two on the floor on either side. The latrine was used for washing 
and the real thing was done in fresh ones dug outside by the internees. 
The ground level had common space and the remaining men were allotted 
space on the floor to sleep on. 
 
‘They Published in Prison’, a manuscript by Harry Miller and G.H. Wade in 
the author’s collection. 
 
Food, Food, Food – Kitching’s Glossary 
The daily worry was about food. Initially they survived on stocks 
surrendered by the Allies, but as these ran out and little was grown locally, 
the internees had to improvise by growing vegetables and greens, but 
depended on the Japanese for rice, meat and medicines. This is portrayed 
in a glossary by Mr Thomas Kitching, who was the Chief Surveyor of 
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Singapore. Winning the first prize in a competition, it was published on August 26, 1942. The food obsession is 
evident – B for Banana, D for Dripping, F for Flour, G for Ghee, J for Jam, K for Kunji, M for (Black) Market, P for Palm 
Oil, R for Rice, S for Sardines, T for Tinned food, V for Veggies, Y for Yeast. Mr Kitching maintained a diary while in 
Changi in which he mentioned the Changi Guardian many times. Unfortunately, he died of cancer on April 14, 1944, 
but his words survive through his diary which was published later by his son who donated the original manuscript to 
the Imperial War Museum.  

A Newspaper But No News 
The Japanese started Syonan Times but it was mainly 
propaganda. To pass the censorship rules, the Changi 
Guardian did not publish war news. However, the 
clandestine radio gave Allied war news but it was 
often late, garbled and sometimes wrong. The news 
everyone wanted most was how their family was and 
what the family knew about them. In many cases, 
families did not even know if they were dead or alive. 
 
George L. Peet of The Straits Times was Director of 
Information in the Straits Settlements govt. From his 
rare record as a civilian internee we know he met his 
family in Australia in 1941 – they met next in 
September 1945. Mr Peet heard through letters to 
others that his wife knew he was on a ship that had 
been sunk with almost no survivors. Unbeknown to 
most, he had a premonition and got off the ship, but 
his wife did not know that and feared he was dead. In 
late 1943, she found out he was alive. However, he did 
not know she knew till 1944, probably through letters 
from her. This lack of news was one of the most 
distressing things for both those interned and their 
family members.  
 
The Changi Premier League, Plays and Humour 
The papers are full of how the internees kept their 
spirits up – football, bridge and cricket league results, 
announcements for plays and concerts, puzzles with 
answers provided 
later – appear 
almost every day. At 
Karikal the 
newspaper 
publishers had 

announced the start of a humorous Sunday issue Karikal Sam-bals (punning on the 
paste used in local food – sambal) on March 8 – this did not happen as they moved 
to Changi abruptly on March 6. They were once again quick off the block and 
started ‘the successor to the Karikal Chronicles’ the Changi Guardian on March 11. 
They redeemed their pledge and started the humorous Changi Chimes on Sunday, 
March 22. The cartoon, punning on the Japanese name for Singapore, Syonan-
To(e) is on the fictitious affliction of Changi foot.  
Source: ‘They Published in Prison’, a manuscript by Harry Miller and G.H. Wade in the 
author’s collection 
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The Last Issue – Tuesday, October 12, 1943 
In the issue of October 12, 1943, there’s reference to something amiss where it thanks the kitchen staff for providing 
tasty meals at the end of the day-long examination of the camp on Sunday (October 10). The rest of this issue is 
innocuous and full of humour like many others before. 
This investigation, later to be called the Double Tenth (the 10th day of the 10th month) was triggered by ships being 
blown up in Singapore harbour on September 27, 1943. Though this was done by Allied commandoes out of 
Australia, the Japanese suspected the civilian internees. Over fifty of them were brutally interrogated and fifteen 
died. This unearthed a civilian resistance that had existed in Singapore connected with some of the internees. Large 
numbers of Singaporeans were rounded up, tortured, and died or were executed, about which little is known, other 
than Choy Kan Heng and his wife Elizabeth Choy. But that is another story. After October 12, 1943, there were no 
more Changi Guardians. 
 
The Publishers and the Publishing 
The two main publishers were Harry Miller and Guy H. Wade. Harry Miller OBE was born in Singapore. His father was 
a British engineer who helped construct the Johore causeway. Miller Junior was with The Straits Times when he was 
interned in 1942. His wife Dorothy was not, as she was Singaporean. After retiring, Mr Miller moved to the UK. 
When he visited Singapore in 1993, he was interviewed by The Straits Times and said they started the newspaper as 
it gave him something to do. He added, ‘Anyone who didn’t interest himself in something was a fool. The Japanese 
said everyone had to work hard and they were quite right.’ Miller and Wade would walk around the camp gathering 
news. Someone gave them a typewriter. They found scarce paper and using carbon paper, produced copies to pin on 
block noticeboards. Miller died in 1998. 
 
The Australian Guy Harold Wade also worked at The Straits Times. In these papers he recounts his time with the 
Medical Auxiliary Service at Raffles College on Bukit Timah Road during the war and provided medical assistance all 
over Singapore.  

 
Here is a cartoon of (perhaps) the editors at work. Source: ‘They Published in Prison’, by Harry 
Miller and Guy H. Wade in the author’s collection. 
 
The third co-publisher was W.A. Wilson. He probably is the W.A.W. whose humorous 
poems are published around that time. He is quite likely W. Arthur Wilson of The 
Singapore Free Press. He lasted just two issues as a co-publisher of the Karikal Chronicles – 
perhaps there was a falling out. There is a back-story to this. When the civilians were 
interred on Feb 17, 1942, the largest men’s camp was at Karikal Mahal, where Miller and 
Wade were. A few days later when there was a large influx of male internees, an adjacent 
convent was used to house them. Soon there was a rift between the two camps on 
sharing food and possessions. When the men moved to Changi on March 6, most men 
stayed in along with their original campmates, and the men from the Convent moved to 
Block D. Wilson started his own paper, The Convent, which was as prolific.16  
 

There were two other publishers, G.J. Gurney and T.A. Devine from September 1942 to January 1943, when Miller 
and Wade were at the Internees Bureau in Old Customs House Maxwell Road.  
 

 
16 Freddy Blooms’s papers in IWM has issue 190 of The Convent July 3, 1943, issue 190 and there’s a Changi Guardian of the same day, 
issue 234. 
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This photograph features Mr Miller, Mr Wade, Mr Wilson 
and Mr Peet. It has Dorothy Miller as the secretary. It’s not 
certain if she is Mrs Harry Miller.  
Bottom row: Dorothy Miller, George Peet.  
Middle row: W.A. Wilson.  
Top row: Harry Miller and Guy Wade.  
Source: Dateline Singapore by C.M. Turnbull, p. 72. 
 
Sime Road and Liberation 
In April 1944, the civilian internees were all moved to Sime 
Road camp as Changi was being used as a consolidated 
prison for POWs. Many civilians died during their 
internment, including Mr Thomas Kitching who won first 
prize for his glossary in August 1942. After Hiroshima, 
Nagasaki, and Russia’s declaring war on Japan, Japan 
surrendered on August 15, 1945. Soon afterwards, Mr 
George Peet, Mr Miller and others brought out the first 

post-war edition of The Straits Times on September 5, 1945. A few weeks later, Mr Peet and Mr Wade were flown 
back to Australia to reunite with their families. Mr Peet and family later returned to Singapore, where Mr Miller had 
remained. They both had a long history in Singapore thereafter. 
 

 
One Christmas in Captivity 

Christmas Choir – P.O.W. Camp, Wampo, Thailand, 1942 
Peter Wiseman 

 
What value would you put on a single sheet of 1940s letter-sized writing paper? And how small might it be if you 
made it into a ball? Your life would depend on its not being discovered or if it was lost. In the words of a well-
known TV programme ‘Some things are just so precious or too important to throw away…’ This is a story that will 
resonate with any surviving FEPOW, their family members and, like me, amaze others. In this 80th Anniversary year 
of the end of WWII, here is the tale of one such item that ended up being given a special home at our FEPOW 
Church. It had survived and evaded Japanese guards for three and a half years alongside its FEPOW owner 
and then remained with him until he passed away. Having been faithfully kept by his widow, she realised it had to 
be preserved somehow as it was likely it would be discarded in the fullness of time. She found a very special person 
who had FEPOW interests at heart and who knew of an artisan restorer to do it justice. Jane Flower, a well-
known FEPOW historian for many years and the daughter of a FEPOW, was in touch with me after a Memorial 
service at the FEPOW Church in Wymondham a few years ago and asked if we might be interested in having a 
Christmas hymn sheet from a POW Camp in 1942. The scarcity of any captivity-related artefacts is well 
understood, and barely a heartbeat passed before I said ‘Yes’. Feeling fairly certain that our Parish priest would also 
agree, we sat back and waited. 
 
Jane wrote to me and told me more: ‘Padre H W Nesling (CF) was a Chaplain to the Forces (CofE) but, as there were 
so few chaplains of any denomination, a Christmas service would have been attended by those with or without 
allegiance to any particular church or faith. The Japanese would not have allowed such a gathering after 1942. 
Jane went on to explain,' The widow of a FEPOW gave it to me in the hope that I could find someone to restore the 
paper and then find it a suitable home as she told me her children would throw it away. It was torn, creased, and 
scrunched up in a ball to hide it from the Japanese. It had been treasured by its original owner. Restoration was 
needed, and hopefully, finding a home for it that was not primarily a museum. I found a restorer who restored it as 
a gift to the [FEPOW] Church. I do not recall her name (she wished to remain anonymous), but [she was] certainly 
the widow of one of the men who signed it.’  

The Straits Ttm.r/Fru Press editorial staff in 1938, at a farewell for Frank Stefani, 
editor of the Free Press. Seared (from left)· W.R. Gates, Frank Stefani, Dorothy 
Miller (secretary) and George Peet. Middu row: (unidcntiued) , Percival, Ivan 

Palmer, Sammy \Vykcs, Anton Tordy, Stanley Hutchinson, W. Arthur Wilson, Alec 
Crowder, Eric Jennings, D icbon Brown. Back row: Walter Smitl1, Harry Miller, 
Robert Gilmore, Hugh Milner, Guy Wade, Chia Poceik and Alan Hwnphrcys. 
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The FEPOW Memorial Church, Our Lady and St Thomas of Canterbury, in Wymondham, Norfolk, was delighted and 
pleased to accept this treasured keepsake as a triumph of hope in adversity. It was presented to Fr. Denis Gallagher 
Parish priest after the Annual FEPOW service on 11 May 2025 and will soon be displayed in the church. On the front 
of the paper is typed the three verses of Silent Night. It will give Christmas in peacetime added meaning when this 
carol is sung. But it does not end here. There is a challenge to be completed. As the archivist I am keen to have the 
help of the FEPOW community to find the names on the back of the paper. Most of the signatures defy 
interpretation – there are 29 or 30 of them. So, is there a nominal roll of Wampo camp POWs? Do you know of 
anyone who was a POW in Wampo POW Camp on 25 December 1942, who might have attended this 
extraordinary gathering? It would be good to add their names to the Books of Remembrance here. If you can help 
with any details, please contact Peter Wiseman by email   
 
Below are the best guesses so far: 
[handwritten ] The Reverend H.W. Nesling CF  
Christmas Choir P.O.W. Camp, Wampo, Thailand 1942 
Conductor Private W. Gordon SSVF 
Silent Night, Holy Night x3 Verses Typed 
Signatures of choir members 

Jack with 4th Suffolk Reg 
C.Cuddy 9th R. North Fus. 
Lt. W. Westing [?] capt rcf Rollol? 
D[O] Howson Lf 
G S ?opde Capt US F? 
W.B. Folge Lt I/S Force sten? 
H D[O] SUTON 1 Cambs Regt 
 
Pegure Capt Bn reconnaissance corps 
V S COOKS 1 Camb Reg 
Kendrick Capt 5th Beds & Herts 
Saunders FMSVF 
?Baguley Recce Corps 
E Grendle  
 
 

fepow@wy mondhamrcchurch.org.u l< 

mailto:fepow@wymondhamrcchurch.org.uk
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   Christmas Choir P.O.W. Camp, Wampo, Thailand 1942 

 
 
 
 

Book Review 
Colin Hygate 

 
‘We Have a Library in Mind’ by L.C. Alexander 
 
Your fellow member, Lucy Alexander, who will be speaking at our Reunion Luncheon this 
year, has been researching her grandfather, W.A.C. Smelt OBE, and his experiences while 
held as an internee in Batu Lintang Prisoner of War Camp in Kuching. Her book, 'We Have a 
Library in Mind' was published in March by Amberley Publishing, the result of three years of 
research. It provides his fascinating, albeit brief, biography alongside those of ten fellow 
Internees. These are based on the discovery of handwritten lists of authors and their books 
that she discovered when researching his history in the Imperial War Museum. These lists 
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were made by each of seventy internees as their personal choice of books to be included in an imaginary library – a 
way of keeping their imaginations alive during hours of boredom. Taking ten of those lists, in addition to her 
grandfather's, she provides not only their short biography but insight into their experiences in Batu Lintang. A 
number of those are related to current members of MVG. 
 
The flyleaf of the book reads: 
The Imperial War Museum archived Anthony Smelt’s personal papers because he spent three years of the Second 
World War interned in Batu Lintang, a camp in Borneo. He had been working as a civil servant in British North 
Borneo until the Japanese invaded at the beginning of 1942. In those years of captivity, he was an active member of 
the camp, documenting the diet of his fellow internees and contributing to various aspects of their lives. He was 
later awarded an OBE for his services during internment, when POWs and civilian internees alike endured food 
shortages, disease, forced labour, brutal treatment, and lack of adequate clothing and living quarters. Of the 
approximately two-thousand British POWs held at Batu Lintang, over two-thirds died during or as a result of their 
captivity.  
 
An additional cruelty was enforced boredom. With so many types of recreation forbidden, however, a dozen of the 
men – all identified by the author from an encoded list in her grandfather Anthony’s papers – decided to invent a 
magical library. Offering short biographies of the main protagonists, descriptions of their experiences in camp and a 
concise examination of the library itself, Lucy Alexander has revealed an astonishing exercise in mental survival 
under the most appalling circumstances. 
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Australia Rebuilds Sandakan Memorial Honouring POWs 
Report from The Star newspaper 26 April 2025 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
The High Commissioner of Australia to Malaysia Danielle Heinecke, 
places a wreath at the Memorial on ANZAC Day. ‘Lest We Forget' 

 
SANDAKAN: Located near the site of a World War II prisoner-of-war camp, the Sandakan Memorial Park has stories 
that need to be told again and again. And now, its Interpretive Pavilion has reopened to the public, providing a 
means to convey the experiences of those who had endured past atrocities. Sabah, on its part, has voiced its 
appreciation for the Australian government’s efforts in rebuilding the Interpretive Pavilion at the Sandakan 
Memorial Park, which revolves around the sacrifices of Australian soldiers. Sandakan MP Vivian Wong Shir Yee said 
the original pavilion was demolished in 2023 due to age and the reconstruction efforts carried out by the Australian 
government were reflective of the good relations with Malaysia. 
 
'We (the Sabah government) would like to express our gratitude to the Australian government for having a budget 
to rebuild a beautiful museum (Interpretive Pavilion) located in Sandakan. 
'This place is dedicated to the memory of the Australian forces, a place open to all, not just on Anzac Day,’ Wong 
told reporters at the memorial park in conjunction with the Anzac Day celebration here yesterday, Bernama 
reported. 
 
Anzac Day – which is observed on April 25 every year – is a day of commemoration in Australia and New Zealand to 
honour the victims of war and their sacrifices. The Interpretive Pavilion was built in 1999 but demolished in 2023. It 
was rebuilt last year using termite-resistant and weather-proof materials. The Sandakan Memorial Park 
commemorates the death of more than 2,400 Australian and British prisoners of war in Sandakan, on the death 
marches, and in Ranau. According to Australia’s Department of Veterans Affairs website, the Australian government 
had provided funding of A$5.1mil (RM14.2mil) to upgrade the pavilion. High Commissioner of Australia to Malaysia, 
Danielle Heinecke, said the reopening of the pavilion is a tribute to the thousands who perished during World War II 
in what remains one of the darkest episodes in Borneo’s history.'The gallery is interactive, great stories, I had a walk 
through yesterday and hopefully this place will attract Australian families and tourists, to not just honour the fallen, 
but to better understand the shared history between Australia and Borneo. ‘Inside the galleries, there are a lot of 
stories about those who survived and those who died, including the role of Australia here in Borneo during World 
War II’, she said. ‘There is much interest in Borneo not just over its wartime history but also for its nature and 
wildlife. So I think it’s a good opportunity for people to combine the holiday’s remembrance with meaningful 
travel’. 
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KOTA KINABALU: Alban Joseph Lagan (pic) was a seven-year-old child when he watched more than 2,000 POWs 
being marched by Japanese soldiers past his home near St Mary’s Church in 
Sandakan. 
'They were beaten, starved and made to suffer. I remember the noise, the 
marching, the singing at three o’clock in the morning’, he said of what was later 
dubbed the Sandakan Death March. Worse, Alban’s own father, Ernesto, who 
helped Australian and British soldiers who escaped from the Japanese, was 
betrayed and arrested. He was later shot dead in Kuching for his role in aiding 
the escapees. 
Alban is now 90, but he still remembers those painful days and makes a point to 
come back to Sabah for the Anzac Day commemoration. ‘Every year, I come 
back here because I want peace. I am grateful to those who sacrificed their lives 
to bring peace to this land’, he said at the Sandakan Memorial Park during Anzac 
Day’s dawn service. 'I forgive the man who betrayed my father. Maybe he 
thought he could save himself. Maybe he wanted to survive too. We must 
forgive if we want peace’, he said. 

 
Anzac Day, observed on April 25, honours Australian and New Zealand soldiers who served and died in wars, 
conflicts and peacekeeping operations. Alban was among some 300 people – including Australian and New Zealand 
families, local residents, diplomats and school groups – who gathered to pay their respects at the site where the 
Sandakan Death Marches began. More than 2,400 Australian and British soldiers were forced to march nearly 
260km from Sandakan to Ranau between 1942 and 1945. Only six survived. 
Most died along the way from starvation, disease, or were executed. Those who tried to escape depended on the 
bravery of local villagers who risked their lives to shelter them. 
This year’s Anzac Day ceremony also saw the unveiling of an interactive memorial gallery at the park, offering a 
more personal glimpse into the lives of those who perished and those who helped them. 
 
Delivering Chief Minister Datuk Seri Hajiji Noor’s message, Sandakan MP Vivian Wong said Sabah would always 
remember the suffering, courage and humanity shown during one of the darkest chapters of World War II. 'The 
legacy of those who lived and died during that terrible time is a lasting bond between our peoples’, she said. 
 
Australian High Commissioner to Malaysia, Danielle Heinecke, said Anzac Day remains one of the most sacred days 
of remembrance for Australians and New Zealanders. 'We remember those who gave their lives for our freedom 
and the locals who helped them, risking their own lives’. She said the new gallery, which features digital exhibitions, 
survivor testimonies and archival materials, will provide families and visitors a way to connect with the past. ‘We 
hope it brings more Australian families here to Sandakan to 
remember and learn’. 
 
Yesterday, as the sun rose over the park, the haunting sound of 
the Last Post echoed through the trees, followed by a moment of 
silence. Wreaths were laid by diplomats, military officials, family 
members and local dignitaries as flags of Australia, New Zealand, 
and Malaysia fluttered in the breeze. For people like Alban, the 
ceremony was a reminder that their stories must never be 
forgotten. ‘I will keep coming back as long as I am alive’, Alban 
said. 
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RFHG Conference Report 
Researching FEPOW History Group: 80 Years Since Liberation 

Colin Hygate 
 

My journey to Liverpool started with the collection of the Puak Dahan PoW 
Camp Memorial Plaque from the engravers in Hereford. I was taking it to 
Liverpool so that Liz Moggie (pic) could carry it back to Malaysia with her 
luggage. 
 
The Conference this year started earlier than previously with a 
Rededication Service for the Liverpool Repatriation Memorial (for which 
the MVG had contributed £500) held in the Liverpool Parish Church of Our 

Lady and St. Nicholas. We were welcomed by Rev. Michele Montrose, Hymns were sung and prayers were made but 
sadly Keith Andrews had been taken ill and could not deliver the FEPOW Prayer or the Kohima Epitaph, so we all 
wished him a speedy recovery. In the warm afternoon sunshine we walked to the memorial at the Pierhead. This 
gave many of us an opportunity for catching up with old friends and 
introducing new ones. 
 
A special showing of the film ‘The Sinking of the Lisbon Maru’ was arranged 
for the early evening. The tragic events of the sinking and the courageous 
rescue by Chinese fishermen of the few survivors was described in great 
detail, with many interviews of those involved and dramatic graphics of the 
sinking provided a comprehensive depiction of the sinking. Of the two British 
survivors interviewed, one was living in Canada and the other, unbeknown 
to me, lived in our village in Gloucestershire! 
 
A convivial late evening registration and get together concluded the Friday activities. An early start was made with 
Cmdr. Steve Wooley, a Senior LSTM Lecturer and Royal Navy Medical Commander, giving the welcome address 
followed by Meg Parkes providing the general introduction to the Conference.  
 
The first session was 'Forgotten Experiences' and the keynote presentation was a revelation to most of us as Dr. 
Greg Leck described the missions for the recovery of mainly American PoWs held in China. There were over 36,000 
PoWs held in 140 camps. This was followed by Martin Percival and Michiel Schwarzenberg explaining the 
background to the release of many PoWs from unknown camps and their repatriation to Liverpool between 15 
August and 19 October 1945. They took as an example the experience of Frank Percival who was in an unknown 
camp north of Bangkok.  
 
After the break, Gautam Hazarika, the first of three MVG Member presenters, posed the question of whether it was 
possible for the Japanese to get a fair trial in Singapore for their war crimes. He explained the case of defendants 
from the island of Koro. Gautam's presentation will be included in our October edition of AK. He was followed by 
Stephen John who told the story of 'Taffy Tenko', the 77th Welsh Artillery Regiment that was captured in Java. They 
were moved to various camps in Japan, Malaya, and Borneo with 791 surviving from a complement of 1261. Then 
Dr. Lizzie Oliver and Professor Jay Prosser told a most intriguing story, interweaving the experiences of her 
grandfather as a prisoner of war and his Jewish relatives as civilian internees on Bangka Island and Sumatra. This 
was the first of a two-part presentation and explained the coincidences of their different but interlinked 
experiences. A panel of all the morning speakers answered a number of questions before we broke for lunch. 
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The afternoon session’s topic was 'Medical' and Professor Kate Venables told the story based on the experiences of 
Dr George Blair RAMC who was captured in Singapore and with 44 other doctors was transferred to Taiwan. She 
explained their resourcefulness in their determination to survive. This was followed by Dr Roderick Bailey's 
presentation entitled ‘Faces from the Train’. Based on his research into the experiences of his great-uncle, a Royal 
Artillery Captain who died in the sinking of the Harugiku Maru in June 1944, he told the story of the 196th Field 
Ambulance and their experiences in captivity in Thailand. 
 
Professor Andrew Rice gave the Rod Suddaby Memorial Lecture 'Feet to the Fire: Burning Feet Syndrome in FEPOWs'. 
Professor Rice is Professor of Pain Research at Imperial College, London and explained the background to his research 
into neuropathic pain (chronic pain caused by nerve damage). His research has identified the condition known as 
‘burning feet’ or ‘happy feet’ suffered by many FEPOWs. He explained that the condition was caused by nerve damage 
resulting from a lack of vitamins and in particular the vitamin B complex. In Changi this was resolved by eating 
vegetables that they were allowed to grow, unlike in Hong Kong. They also discovered a stock of Marmite that 
provided Vitamin B and Prof Rice explained why the Japanese Imperial Army were issued with yeast tablets to provide 
a source of vitamins. He briefly told the Albert Coates story and the quote that ‘Siamese ducks saved more lives than 
the doctors!’ His research has been influenced by the accounts left by Nowell Peach which can be found at: 
https://profiles.imperial.ac.uk/a.rice. Again, the afternoon speakers answered questions and in particular covered an 
interesting debate about the reasons for providing ‘polished rice’ as opposed to unpolished rice, with the debilitating 
consequences of the lack of vitamins contained in the former. 
 
At the evening buffet supper I was able to show the Puak Dahan Memorial Plaque 
and briefly trial the background which I would explain in my presentation the 
following day. We were then provided with the most intense and personal 
background to the film ‘The Railway Man’. We were privileged to listen to the very 

difficult childhood recollections of Eric Lomax's daughter, 
Charmaine McMeekin, as she told of the remarkably difficult 
relationships Eric had with her and her mother as a result of the 
torture he had suffered. This was presented as a conversation 
between Louise Reynolds, Andy Paterson, the film's producer, Frank Cottrell-Boyce, the film's 
screen writer and Charmaine. They provided some insights into the making of the film and 
explored Eric’s change of heart when he met Takashi Nagase, with his original intent on revenge 
turning to reconciliation. For many of us this proved a most thought-provoking and enlightening 
conversation. 

 
The theme of the Sunday morning session was 'Trans-Generational Experiences' which built on our experience from 
the previous evening. Our first speaker was Robyn Curnow who gave a most intriguing tale of ‘The One Wing 
Transport Company of Siam’ based on the wartime exploits of Robert Oxley and Charlie Mott. Robert, an American 
airman, was shot down on a bombing run over Thailand and was captured but because he had not surrendered he 
was treated with more respect than other PoWs. He won the trust of the Camp Commander and as a mechanic, 
along with Charlie Mott, was ultimately responsible for maintaining 62 vehicles used on the Thai Burma Railway, 
even having a Japanese driving licence. This fleet of vehicles was given the ‘transport company’ name! 
 
Eveline Buccheim and Michiel Schwartzenberg described the issues facing internees of Dutch East Indies families. 
Their research involved letters and diaries in archives held in both Amsterdam and Jakarta. A particular observation 
was that during captivity the wife had to look after four children and was expected to work but the husband 
observed on liberation that he had ‘spent his time in contemplation and spiritual enhancement’. As a consequence 
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after liberation, when the husband felt optimistic about the future, the wife was depressed and felt she had failed 
as a mother. 
 
Lizzie Oliver and Jay Prosser presented the second part of 'Reading Between Ancestral Lines' in the comparison of 
the connections between Jay's Asian-Jewish relatives and Lizzie’s grandfather. In particular they compared the 
manner in which documents can enrich and disrupt historical narratives but the links between objects were more 
obvious and unequivocal. 

 
After the question-and-answer session and a short break, the theme of the next 
session was 'Creativity in Captivity'. The first speaker was Fenella Madoc-Davies 
who described her father, Guy Madoc's story of joining the Colonial Police and in 
Peninsula Malaya indulging in his passion for ornithology. He was ultimately 
captured and held in Changi where he wrote ‘An Introduction to Malayan Birds’. 
He had access to a typewriter, although with 
only one ribbon the last typed pages were very 
faint! A fellow prisoner who worked cleaning 
the camp commandant's office managed to 
steal the paper. Fenella had brought along the 
original copy published in the camp and bound 
by two French bookbinders who used the red 
leather upholstery from a wrecked car! What 
was even more delightful was that my daughter 
had bought me a third edition copy for my 

birthday earlier in the year so it was a great pleasure to see and handle the very 
first edition, particularly seeing the two original water colours painted by David 
Molesworth. She finished her presentation with a short video of a conversation 
between her and Chris Packham at the National Memorial Arboretum, where Chris 
Packham described the book as ‘the most important bird book ever written’. 
 
Brian Spittle then told the story of his father, Jack, who was also an ornithologist and who, with fellow prisoners in 
Changi and Kranji, made notes of birds in and around the camp, publishing them, after liberation, in the bulletin 
of Raffles Museum and the Malayan Nature Journal. 
 
Ray Withnall told the story of Tom Boardman who had made a Ukulele whilst a prisoner in Chungkai Camp. The 
Ukulele is now exhibited in the Imperial War Museum North in Salford where Ray is a volunteer. He described in 
some detail the precision required to ensure the instrument was constructed to ensure the frets were in the correct 
positions to produce the precise notes. Tom started making the Ukulele after finding the tuning pegs from a broken 
mandolin. 
 
Alan Jefferys, Head of Equipment and Uniform at the National Army Museum, talked of the 'Beyond Burma; 
Forgotten Armies' Exhibition from September 2026 to April 2026 at the Museum (https://www.nam.ac.uk/whats-
on/beyond-burma). The exhibition is to explain the armies, led by Field Marshall Sir William Slim, fighting in Burma 
which after 1943 included 340,000 Indian, 100,000 British and 80,000 African soldiers. The exhibition will contain 
many artefacts and previously untold stories about defeating the Japanese in the battle for Burma won by these 
British and Commonwealth troops. relatives and Lizzie's grandfather. In particular they compared the manner in 
which documents can enrich and disrupt historical narratives but the links between objects were more obvious and 
unequivocal. 
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A question-and-answer session then followed in which a number of questions were discussed regarding the ukulele. 
Olga Henderson pointed out that she and Vilma Howe with other Girl Guides in Changi had produced a patchwork 
quilt for their Guide Leader, which was now exhibited at the Imperial War Museum, confessing that they had ‘got 
up to some very naughty things’ in obtaining the materials to make the quilts. Jackie Sutherland then stood up and 
said that her mother was that Guide Leader! 
 
Following the lunch break, the final session was 'Remembrance and Reconciliation' for which Judy Balcombe gave 
the Keynote presentation on Muntok Peace Museum. Judy's presentation is printed elsewhere in this edition. A 
Japanese post-graduate student, Eimi Miyake, then presented her master’s study of POW Families' journeys of 
healing and forgiveness. She reflected on the work of Keiko Holmes and the Agape World work of reconciliation 
relating to the Iruka Mine POWs which was basically a Christian process. Her work was based on 15 interviews of 
POW families in UK and identified three stages in achieving reconciliation, starting with hospitality and kindness, 
followed by acknowledgement and finally apology. 
 
I then gave my presentation on the search for and discovery of the location of the Puak Dahan work camp south of 
Kuching in Sarawak. This has been printed in previous editions. Keith Oseman then made the last presentation of 
the Conference describing the controversy surrounding the 'Hope Robinson POW Letters Collection' held in the 
Erewash Museum in Ilkeston. He described how Mrs. Hope Robinson, wife of Captain Paul Robinson who was 
captured in Singapore, presented a story about POW experiences which radically conflicted with that published by 
the British Government and printed in the Daily Mail and other newspapers. In response, she received over 5,000 
letters from families desperate for news of their relatives captured by the Japanese. The full story can be viewed on: 
https://hoperobinson.org/  
 
A final question-and-answer panel reflected on not only these presentations but also on what we had heard the 
previous evening about the experience of Eric Lomax. Final conversations were held with both old and new friends 
and acquaintances that demonstrated great satisfaction with the content of the weekend's conference. 
 
MVG Membership Matters: July 2025 
 
We are pleased to have welcomed Nigel Johnson-Hill of Petersfield, Hampshire, to membership this quarter.  Nigel’s 
father was in the Singapore Royal Artillery Volunteers and, as a PoW, was in Changi and then on the Burma Railway 
from November 1942. 
 
The great majority of our membership have renewed their subscriptions on schedule during April and May, for 
which I am most grateful.  However, there are still a dozen or so members who have failed to do so, despite personal 
reminders.  I would be grateful if all those who do not pay by Standing Order, make a note in your diaries each April 
to remit the subscription (£30 per annum), as it takes up a great deal of my time to chase the non-payers 
individually.  Better still, of course, please set up a Standing Order if you have not already done so! 
 
To assist those who may have mislaid the relevant info, the MVG bank account details at HSBC are:  

Malayan Volunteers Group 
  Sort Code               40-22-09  
  Account Number      42728532 
 
I look forward to meeting many of you at our VJ Day commemoration service at the NMA Alrewas on 15 August and 
at the Annual Luncheon on Saturday 18 October.   
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I shall be in Singapore for about a week around the 12 September, for the 80th Anniversary commemoration 
ceremony of the Japanese Surrender.  This is highlighted elsewhere in this edition of Apa Khabar.  I shall be the focal 
point for MVG Members in Singapore at that time and if you expect or intend to be there, please let me know as 
soon as possible [membersubs@mvg.org.uk ]  as I shall be coordinating MVG members’ attendance at events such 
as the Kranji War Memorial ceremony on 12 September. 
Thank you and best wishes to all, 
Roger Willbourn 
Membership & Subscriptions Secretary 
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