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Introduction from our Chairman 
Welcome to our fifth newsletter. We hope you 

find it interesting. As well as personal research 
related articles it contains full details of our 
October 2010 Conference.  We have again tried 
to concentrate on research & knowledge and not 
on wider FEPOW issues that we feel would 
politicise and take our Conferences into other 
agendas. We believe our choice of speakers and 
new themes reflect this.  It is with great regret 

that we record the recent deaths of three of our 
FEPOW friends from previous Conferences. 
They will be sorely missed by all who met them 
in 2008 as well as on other occasions.  Our 
condolences go to their families: to Merle Hesp, 
Susan and Sandra; to John Hedley‟s sister and 
his two sons, Richard and John and to Ron and 
Eric White. 

Jonathan Moffatt, Chairman 

Obituaries
Harry Hesp was born in 1924 and grew up in 
a village near Warrington. In 1940 he joined the 
local LDC and tried to enlist in the RAF but was 
told he was too young. He went to the Liverpool 
docks and joined the crew of the Empress of Asia 
[Canadian Pacific] as an assistant butcher. The 
Empress was sunk approaching Singapore with 
elements of 18th Division.  

Harry was amongst the crew members who 
volunteered to serve as medical orderlies at 
Singapore General Hospital. It was a grim task 
for the hospital was packed with civilian and 
military wounded and Harry was in the burial 
team. Following the fall of Singapore he was 
interned in Changi Gaol then from May 1944 in 
Sime Rd camp. Most male civilian internees were 
middle aged so most of the work including heavy 
wood fatigues fell to the 'Asia Boys' as the 
young merchant seamen, mostly from 
Liverpool, were known.  

 

 Harry Hesp talking to Mike Parkes, conference 2008 

 
 

In the early days of captivity Harry 
participated in football matches in the prison 
yard. The traumatic events of the Double Tenth 
effected him deeply. A few years ago he returned 
to Changi to participate in a TV documentary, an 
experience which helped him lay a few 
ghosts. For many years Harry edited & produced 
the excellent Manchester & District FEPOW 
Focus newsletter. He was extremely supportive 
of the Researching FEPOW History 
Conference. Christian gentleman, strong family 
man, rugby league enthusiast, a great encourager 
- all phrases that apply to Harry. 

 Harry died on September 6th 2009. 
His funeral service at his church, the beautiful St 
Wilfrid's Church, Grappenhall was attended by 
some 200 friends - a clear indication of the 
respect and affection in which Harry was held. 
  
John Hedley was born in 1916 at Riding Mill, 
Northumberland and was educated at Repton 
School. He went to Malaya  in 1937 as 
an Assistant Planter at Gedong Estate, Perak 
then at Paloh Estate, Johore.  He enlisted as a 
Sapper in the Johore Volunteer Engineers  
in 1937. In December 1941 he was commissioned  
2nd Lt [General List] and attached to the 1st 
Mysores . With other planters,  he escaped from 
Penggarang, Johore on February 17th 1942. 
Reaching Sumatra he met two planter friends, 
acquired an abandoned Red Cross launch and 
spent several days rescuing survivors from the 
islands along the Sumatra escape route. For this 
work John was Mentioned in Despatches.   

John was a POW at Padang, Glugor-Medan, 
roadworks in Acheh then on the  Sumatra 



Railway. He kept a secret radio which was 
discovered but he lived to tell the tale. Returning 
to planting in Johore 1946-1949 he married 
former Padang, Sumatra internee & QA 
nurse Naomi Davies then left Malaya to enter the 
world of industrial relations in Coventry 
[Standard Motors/British Leyland]. He retired to 
Rose Cottage, Bickenhill, Solihull where his door 
was always open to visitors who were often 
invited to taste his extremely potent 
homemade sloe gin! 

 

 John Hedley at conference 2008 
 
John died on September 27th 2009. His funeral 
service was in the village church at Bickenhill 
and was attended by many friends. He was 
predeceased by Naomi. 
      
 Arthur White was born in 1923 in Hong Kong 
where his father was Manager of the Repulse Bay 
Hotel. Both his parents had originally come  
from Devon.  He was educated at St Joseph‟s 
School, Hong Kong and had a very happy 

childhood, which came to a catastrophic end in 
December 1941 when the Japanese invaded the 
colony.  
 

 
 Arthur White at conference 2008 

As a 16 year old in 1940 he had the 
opportunity to be evacuated but stayed on and 
joined the 2nd MG Company, Hong Kong 
Volunteer Defence Corps]. His company 
defended Stanley Fort and surrendered after 
fierce fighting on Christmas Day 1941. 

He was a POW at Shamshuipo then in the 
third draft to Japan in January 1943 on the 
Tatsuta Maru. He was sent to Narumi camp in 
factories making rolling stock for railways then 
at Toyama Camp. In these years he suffered life 
threatening illnesses and a septic foot. His 
weight dropped to 6 stone. 

After the war, Arthur spent 36 years as an 
engineer officer in the Merchant Navy eventually 
settling in Littleham, Exmouth. He was a great 
storyteller, entertaining many of us at the 2008 
Conference.  Arthur died on July 1st 2009 and 
was predeceased by his wife Pamela.  

 

Update on the Stanley Henson Diaries

Stephen Rockcliffe’s article in the May 2009 
issue about the discovery of two diaries by 
Stanley Henson was well received.  Here he 
gives a brief update:  Both diaries have been 
successfully scanned and indexed. The images 
are now available for viewing and copying at the 
Imperial War Museum, London. The original 
documents are still in the possession of Stanley 
Henson's daughter.   The diaries give a 
fascinating insight into the daily lives of the No.4 
Workgroup and cover the period January 1943 
until June 1945. Some of the  camps in which 
Stanley worked are, in chronological order 
(using Henson‟s spellings): 

“Many changes of camps – into the hills and 
jungle” 
“The cholera camps” 
Tonshion and Kenya 
Kisayoka 
Tamajo 
Hindato 
Sulpher Spring Camp 
Base Camps at Ban Pong 
Kanburi 
Chungkai 
Nakom Patom 
The diary ends at 7th June 1945 when SH was 
sent to the “Megui Road Job”. 
 



The Malayan Volunteers Group  

Patron: Georgina, Duchess of Norfolk 
 
Jonathan Moffatt, founder member and website 
organiser, explains the history behind the MVG. 
  

In January 2005 a handful of children of 
British Malaya formed the Malayan Volunteers 
Group which now numbers some 250 members. 

As well as being a very active social 
networking group, our main aims were to 
commemorate the Malayan Volunteers and 
to raise awareness of their role in the Malayan 
campaign and captivity.  

Although of divisional strength, some 18,000 
men, few beyond FEPOWs really knew who they 
were. Turned down for the FEPOW building and 
FEPOW plot at the NMA, we created, with 
support from the National Malaya & Borneo 
Veterans Association, our own memorial garden 
at the NMA and set about establishing further 
memorials at Kanchanaburi and Changi.  

We soon became aware of growing 
international interest which reflected the fact 
that the Malayan Volunteers were of many races 
and creeds well reflected in this 1940 photo of 
officers of the Malacca Volunteer Corps, many of 
whom did not survive the War. 
  

 

 
I'm reminded of the famous war poster 
'Together!' 
At present, our Australia branch is negotiating a 
Canberra memorial plaque to the many 
Australians who served in the Volunteers 
and our Malaysia members are involved in 
locating and seeking the restoration of missing 
and neglected memorials in Malaysia. The on-
going story of the Kuala Selangor memorial can 
be viewed on our website at 
http://www.malayanvolunteersgroup.org.uk/no
de/42 

Research Updates 
Meg Parkes updates us on her work with the 
Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine (LSTM): 
 
In August this year Professor Geoff Gill was 
awarded funding of £48,200 by the Heritage 
Lottery Fund (HLF) for a two-year project to 
develop the School of Tropical Medicine‟s 
FEPOW oral history work.  Led by Professor Gill, 
the project will make the interviews accessible to 
pupils in secondary schools and involves several 
partners including the Imperial War Museum, 
Wirral‟s CLC Learning Lighthouse and Pensby 
High School for Girls. 
  
I was appointed as project co-ordinator in 
October 2009, and from 1 December shall be 
working with a group of Yr 9 pupils at Pensby 
Girls. In addition to class work across several 
subject areas, pupils will help to create a website 
for the oral history collection and teachers will 
be developing education resources based on the 
work arising from it. In February next year, as 

part of the school‟s Dimension Day (enhanced 
learning) programme, Yr 9 will spend a day off-
timetable working on different FEPOW-related 
activities. 
 
Julie Summers is still plugging away at evacuee 
stories: 
 
The research for my book on returning evacuees 
is progressing well, though a few more stories 
from children evacuated from the Far East would 
not go amiss.  It surprises many, who think of 
the „vaccys‟ as flea ridden terrors from the East 
End of London, that many children were moved 
around the Empire in order to keep them „safe‟.  
The evacuation of thousands of mothers and 
children from Hong Kong and Singapore is only 
part of this huge story but one I want to make 
sure is included in the book.  Any information 
would be welcome.  Contact details: 
info@juliesummers.co.uk or 17 Abberbury Road, 
Oxford OX4 4ET.  Thank you.  

http://www.malayanvolunteersgroup.org.uk/node/42
http://www.malayanvolunteersgroup.org.uk/node/42
mailto:info@juliesummers.co.uk


And Now to the Future:  
 
 

 
Conference 2008 l-r Jen Howe, Rosemary Fell, Stephanie Hess, Rod Beattie 

 
 

The Researching FEPOW History Group invites you to attend the 

 

3rd International Conference 
at the  

National Memorial Arboretum (NMA) 
Alrewas, Staffordshire 

 

Saturday 9th & Sunday 10th October, 2010 
 
 
 

INTERNEES, EVACUEES AND FEPOW:  
Far East Captivity Explored 

 
 

International speakers: 
 

Rod Beattie (pictured above) – Director,Thailand-Burma Railway Centre, Kanchanaburi, to talk about the “V” 

scheme 

Tony Banham (tbc) - founder of the Hong Kong War Diary website and  
author of several books on Hong Kong FEPOWs 

 

Guest lecturers: 
 

Dr Geoff Gill – Professor of International Medicine, Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine – talking about 

Coping with Crisis PhD thesis on medical aspects of camp life on the Thailand-Burma Railway 
 



Dr Bernice Archer – author of The Internment of Western Civilians under the Japanese 1941 – 1945: A 
Patchwork of Internment talking about men, women and child internees 

 

Dr Rob Havers – Executive Director, US Churchill Memorial, Fulton Missouri, author of Reassessing the 

Japanese Prisoner of War Experience: the Changi P.O.W. Camp, Singapore, 1942-45 

 
Julie Summers – author of The Colonel of Tamarkan and Stranger in the House – she will talk about the 

effect of returning men on family life after 1945 as well as work in progress on evacuees  
 

Special guests: 
 

Roger Mansell – US Center for Research Allied POWS under the Japanese – latest developments 

Mr Jeyathurai A. (Jeya) – Director of the Changi Museum, Singapore 

Roderick Suddaby – Keeper of the Department of Documents, Imperial War Museum 

and still to be confirmed – a speaker from the Commonwealth War Graves Commission 

Once again, we hope to welcome several FEPOW as guests of the conference 
 
 

£100 per delegate 

Places will be allocated on a first-come, first-served basis 
 
 

For Registration forms log on to: 

  www.researchingfepowhistory.org.uk   
 

 
This is a great opportunity to meet and listen to leading international and 

UK-based experts in the field of FEPOW history research.  It offers delegates the 
opportunity to catch up with old friends, establish new contacts and share research 

ideas. Don’t forget, there will be a delicious conference dinner **on the Saturday night as 
well, one of the most popular activities of the weekend.  

 

 
 

** we hope to hold the dinner at the Holiday Inn in Burton where we will be based 

http://www.researchingfepowhistory.org.uk/


Changi Notes 
Brian Spittle shares with us his father’s 
fascinating notes from his time as a POW on 
Singapore but also throws light on ornithology 
as a survival strategy and on a little known but 
vital area of army responsibility: sanitation. 
 

One of the first things I came to know about 
my father was that he had been a prisoner of the 
Japanese during the War and had kept notes 
throughout his captivity, burying them to avoid 
detection.  Some fifty years later he beckoned me 
into his study and said that he had something to 
show me.  Opening up a box of files he pulled out 
half a dozen exercise books with faded green and 
brown covers. These then were his bird notes 
from Singapore. And so we began to talk.   
 

 
A somewhat disgruntled Jack Spittle in uniform 
 

For five decades my father had rarely 
mentioned his experience first at Changi and 
then at Kranji, at least not to me.  Somehow 
there was a general understanding that I 
shouldn‟t ask.  And when we finally talked I 
would only learn part of the story.  It was only 
after he died that I found many more notes in 
the attic.   

My father did not keep a diary in the 
conventional sense. On the other hand, his notes 
were extensive, filling four hard-backed 
notebooks, a couple of dozen exercise books of 
varying sizes, and scores of loose pages and 
scraps of paper – over 1,500 pages in all.  

The notes covered everything of interest 
including tropical diseases, camp sanitation, the 
customs and eating habits of the local 
populations, lecture notes from „Changi 

University,‟ camp improvisations, recipes and 
Malay vocabulary -- he claimed a working 
knowledge of the language by the time he was 
released.  And then, given that he was already a 
fairly dedicated ornithologist, there were the 
extensive observations of local bird life.  For 
years I had been under the impression that these 
were the only notes he made.  According to my 
mother, it was this activity above all others that 
helped him endure the deprivations, boredom 
and hopelessness of captivity.  No doubt this was 
true, though it was always more than a mental 
discipline; in 1950 his article on the „Nesting 
Habits of Singapore Birds‟ was published in the 
Bulletin of the Raffles Museum.  

But what was my father doing in Singapore?  
It was a question he doubtless asked himself 
from time to time.  He was already in his late 
twenties when he was called up and had recently 
qualified as a Sanitary Inspector.  Prior to that he 
had been a lab assistant at the Imperial Institute 
of Entomology at Farnham Royal near Slough.  
Here he worked closely with some of the leading 
entomologists of the day and helped illustrate 
the Institute‟s publications.  These were arguably 
the happiest years of his life.  His work was more 
or less an extension of his emerging interests and 
he spent many of his weekends exploring the 
natural history of the middle Thames valley, 
particularly the stretch between Henley and 
Marlow.  In fact, it was here that he embarked on 
his life‟s work, a study of the heronry at Oaken 
Grove, a small wood near Fawley Court.  He was 
well into his eighties before he completed an 
extensive monograph on the project.  I mention 
this in part to give an indication of his fully 
formed interests (and discipline) by the time he 
reached Changi, and also because it was here 
that he wrote the first drafts – repeated first 
drafts – of the monograph.  Oaken Grove was 
never far from his mind. 

His initial assignment was to the Oxford and 
Bucks Light Infantry.  This wasn‟t what he had in 
mind at all, however, and on hearing that 
sanitary inspectors were wanted by the RAMC he 
promptly applied for a transfer.  Before long, he 
was sent for training in anti-malarial work which 
was much more to his liking especially as he was 
given a bicycle to ride which exempted him from 
saluting; he always claimed that he was 
temperamentally unsuited to saluting.  In 
October 1941 he was shipped off to the tropics on 
the Dominion Monarch. The precise destination 
was initially thought to be Hong Kong.  But, as 
he wrote in a letter to a friend many years later, 



the ship was diverted to Singapore arriving a 
week or two before the invasion of Malaya and 
causing “acute embarrassment” to the island‟s 
army command.  “Needless to say, our anti-
malarial unit plans came to nothing & we were 
sent off in all directions, virtually without 
instructions.  You can imagine it: not 
acclimatized to the heat & humidity, unfamiliar 
with the terrain (no maps), unable to speak any 
of the native languages.  The RAMC certainly 
existed out there but I never found it." 

After attaching himself to one unit or another 
he was eventually invited – not ordered he was 
at pains to point out – to relieve the sole sanitary 
assistant on Pulau Tekong Island in the Straits of 
Jahore.  “From there we operated a river patrol, 
keeping a check on the health of small groups of 
men who were in charge of the fixed gun 
emplacements along the crocodile infested creek.  
We used an outboard motorboat the noise from 
which ought to have attracted any Japs from a 
considerable area.  They were there but were as 
look-outs & did not want to give away their 
positions.”  The eventual invasion of Singapore 
completely bypassed Tekong: instead he got a 
“grandstand view” of it.  

 

 
 

Bird Notes from Changi, 1943. The notes span 3 
months as they are organised by bird not date 

 
He did not (could not?) write about those 

early weeks at Changi until the final weeks of 
captivity when he composed a short paper titled: 
“Sanitation And All That.”  He described the 
situation at Roberts Hospital, where he had been 
posted, as a “war-scarred” area; water, sewerage 
and drainage systems having been more or less 
destroyed during the invasion.  “To such a camp, 
with all of its essential services disorganized, the 
whole of the „white‟ patients of the Malaya and 
Singapore garrisons, complete with their medical 
& associated personnel & multifarious supplies, 

converged.  It is hardly surprising therefore that 
for some days chaos reigned, with its 
accompaniment of hardships, pestilence & 
death.” 

 
 

This notebook entry makes no mention of bombardment 
overhead.  The Japanese invaded Singapore the next day.  

 
There was another matter he didn‟t write 

about at all, except for one brief reference: the 
massacre at Alexandra Hospital.  He had been on 
Tekong Island at the time but was very aware 
that the man he relieved was subsequently 
posted to the hospital and killed there.  And he 
knew at least one survivor whose eyewitness 
account of the incident, along with a couple of 
others, were carefully preserved among the 
Singapore papers I found in the attic.  He never 
mentioned them. 

He wrote very little about Roberts Hospital or 
what he did there.  However, his notes during his 
first few months at Changi are packed with 
entries on tropical diseases and their treatments, 
along with intricate drawings of sanitary 
arrangements such as anti-malarial drains, fly 
traps, deep trench latrines and Otway Pits.  
However, within two months he was admitted to 
the hospital for dysentery and again in 
November for pellagra.  Indeed this was to keep 
him in hospital for several months.   Each day he 
meticulously recorded his condition and 
medications and on Christmas Day allowed 
himself the luxury of a little grim humour.  “At 
9.30 a service started over in the next ward 
accompanied by a rather unsteady accordion. 
Starts off with “Come Ye, Come Ye to 
Bethlehem” (rather impossible in the 



circumstances).  Preaches something about 
Peace on earth & goodwill towards men 
(somewhat ironical) & continues with Lord‟s 
Prayer “Give us this day our daily bread”(!)” 

 
In June 1944, the hospital moved to Kranji on 

the northwest coast of the island.  I have been 
unable to find out much about the conditions in 
this camp, but they can‟t have been very good.  
By then the tide of the war had turned against 
Japan and rations were even more scarce than 
usual.  Paper must have been almost 
unobtainable and he was reduced to writing on 
whatever scraps he could find.  These last 
hundred or so pages of notes are the hardest of 
all to read for it was during the last year of the 
war that his notes took a more personal and 
philosophical form.  By September, for example, 
it was clear that conditions were very grim 
indeed.  “Now virtually living on rice, green stuff 
& water (fish, oil, tea, sugar, salt & pepper are 
almost negligible).  Dogs, cats, toadstools & swill 
are devoured as „lagis‟”(extra helpings).  He 
summed up his mood as follows. “One cannot 
live for four (sic) years under privation with 
inadequate food & accommodation, apart from 
the wireless, newspapers & connections with the 
outside world, segregated from friends & 
particularly the opposite sex, harassed by long 
hours & hard work, rackets, atrocities, parasites, 
disease & death; not knowing what the future 
holds, whether we shall ever get out alive, or at 
the best when we shall get out – without in some 
way interfering with the normal working of the 
brain.” 

In the end, the future turned out to be pretty 
good.  He never fully overcame the nervousness 
and anxiety that had been so acute during the 
immediate postwar years, but his subsequent 
career in freshwater river pollution prevention 
allowed him once again to work in a field that 
was an almost perfect extension of his personal 
interests.  And always there was the discipline 
(or was it refuge?) that came with his research.  
What I didn‟t know until after he died was that 
he had started to work on another notebook 
dealing with his time in captivity.  He didn‟t get 
very far with it but perhaps he was finally 
coming to terms with those years.  His working 
title was simply: „The Changi Years: An 
Education in Frugal Living.‟ 

 What next, then?  My father died in 2004 
and it is only in the last year or so that I have 
begun to sort through his notes.  There was other 
work to do, such as finding a home for his 

extensive insect collection, now housed at 
Plymouth Museum.   

 
Jack Spittle in the 1990s, aged 80 

 
There is also the allied memorabilia he 

brought back, including postcards of pre-war 
Singapore, Japanese currency, cigarette packets, 
copies of the Straits Times from September 7th 
and 13th, 1945, and a miscellany of papers and 
pamphlets.  I once asked him how he managed to 
keep it all hidden.  “Oh, that wasn‟t a problem,” 
he chuckled.  “The tricky bit was when they told 
us we were moving to Kranji and I had to dig it 
all up!” 

I have started to write a Blog as I work 
through the notes:  
http://bspittle.wordpress.com/   It was my wife 
Ann‟s idea and at least for now seems to be the 
best way to explore the many-sidedness of the 
material and allow others some access to it.  I am 
also starting to compile the hundreds of recipes 
he wrote down which in their own way provide a 
sort of documentary of his experience.  The notes 
are turning into a sizeable project, as I suppose is 
often the case.  I am not yet sure where they will 
lead. For now at least, I simply need more time 
with them. 

Brian Spittle, October 2009  
 
Brian lives in the USA but is planning to attend 
our 2010 conference at the Arboretum. 

 

  

http://bspittle.wordpress.com/


New Releases 
Jungle Soldier: the True Story of Freddy 
Spencer Chapman by Brian Moynahan. 
Quercus  ISBN 1849160767  

 

The story of Freddy Spencer Chapman is already 
well known in FEPOW circles.  His book, The 
Jungle is Neutral, has almost never been out of 
print since it was first published in 1949.   
Now Brian Moynahan has written a new 
biography of Spencer Chapman entitled Jungle 
Soldier.   

This new biography portrays an 
extremely determined, not always likeable 
soldier of exceptional bravery and 
resourcefulness. Orphaned in childhood he was 
proving his toughness from an early age. He 
participated in Arctic expeditions in the 1930s 
and taught at Gordonstoun. 

In Malaya he trained stay-behind parties 
made up largely of British Malayan planters & 

miners. Chapman himself, with the help of 
largely Chinese communist guerrillas, survived 
in the jungle for nearly three and a half years, 
carrying out ambushes and acts of sabotage 
against the Japanese. In this time he 
suffered typhus, scabies, pneumonia, blackwater 
fever, cerebral malaria, dengue fever and 
ulcers. He was captured but escaped. 

A post war headmaster, when his health 
began to deteriorate, the result of jungle 
illnesses, he shot himself - such an action being 
entirely characteristic of the man.  

The Real Tenko: Extraordinary True 
Stories of Women Prisoners of the 
Japanese by Mark Felton, Pen & Sword 
Military 2009, ISBN 9781848840485 

 

This book details the treatment of Allied service-
women, female civilians and local women by the 
Japanese occupation forces. While a number of 
memoirs have been published there is no 
dedicated volume. It chronicles the massacres of 
nurses, disturbing atrocities on both European  
and Asians, and accounts of imprisonment.
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