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70 Years On:  a year of refl ection
Welcome to 2012 and to this bumper 
edition of our newsletter. We hope you’ll 
fi nd it a fascinating read.

It is 70 years this February since 
the Fall of Singapore, when the vast 
majority of British and colonial forces 
were captured by the Japanese. There 
will be commemorations in Singapore 
and here in Britain a special Service 
of Remembrance at Ely Cathedral in 
Cambridgeshire. This has been organised 
by Pauline Simpson, the FEPOW padre 
and lay minister who led our dedication 
service for the Repatriation Memorial 
unveiling in Liverpool last October.

Later this year, after the Queen’s 
Diamond Jubilee and the Olympics, 
we are staging the fourth International 
Researching FEPOW History conference 
over the weekend of the 8-9 September: 
70 Years On: FEPOW History Explored. 
Once again we are bringing together 
a stellar cast of speakers and guests 
to share their research about life in 
Far East captivity. From the USA 
Professor Sears Eldredge returns to 
turn the spotlight on the life-enhancing 
shows and entertainments in camps. 
From Australia Dr Rosalind Hearder 
makes her fi rst appearance to share 
the Australian medical perspective of 
survival in Far East captivity. Battlefi eld 
archaeologist and Glasgow University 
postgraduate, Jon Cooper, will share 
some of the extraordinary fi nds from the 
Adam Park dig in Singapore.  Professor 
Geoff Gill, Mr Jeyathurai (Changi 
Museum) and Dr Bernice Archer will 
be joined by representatives from the 
Imperial War Museum and researchers 
from the National Archives to make 
this a memorable and fascinating event. 
Book now, you need to be there. (For 
registration forms, rates etc see  
www.researchingfepowhistory.org.uk or 
contact Mike Parkes at 34 Queens Road, 

Hoylake, Wirral CH47 2AJ).

Thank you to all of you who made the 
journey to Liverpool last October for the 
service of Dedication and the unveiling 
of the Repatriation Memorial. Over 
650 guests from all over the country, 
including many Merseysiders, joined 
over 50 FEPOW and Merchant Navy and 
other veterans to honour the memory of 
all those who survived Far East captivity 
to return home. This huge audience 
confi rmed our belief that this memorial, 
the only one of its kind in the UK, was 
long, long overdue; thank you to all those 
who helped to make it a reality.

Sadly, we acknowledge the passing 
of four FEPOWs. Many of you will 
remember John Pratt, from Dudley, 
who was a guest at our last conference.   
Richard Middleton-Smith took the 
selfl ess decision to stay behind after 
the war to help the surviving 27,000 
Asian labourers who had been forced to 
work on the Thailand-Burma Railway. 
Retired surgeon Nowell Peach, who 
was held in Java, was an example of the 
resourcefulness and spirit of so many 
Far East POWs: the study of “Burning 
Feet” that he undertook as a POW is still 
helping academics today. Ronald Searle, 
now acknowledged to be one of Britain’s 
greatest illustrators and a well-known 
FEPOW, risked all to record conditions 
in camp and helped to inform post-war 
generations about the realities of Far East 
captivity. Over 65 years later John Pratt 
too played his part, along with other Far 
East veterans, by sharing with us at these 
conferences. We owe it to them to pass 
this history on to future generations. To 
all of them we say “thank you”.

We look forward to meeting many of you 
again this September at Alrewas – this is 
a conference weekend not to be missed!

Meg Parkes, Chairman
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STOP PRESS:
A provisional timetable for the

Sept 2012 RFH conference
is now available on our 

website
www.researchingfepowhistory.org.uk
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great-uncle and former-FEPOW Andy Coogan, to carry 
the Olympic torch on part of its 70-day relay through 
Britain this summer.

As a young man Andy, now 94 and from Carnoustie in 
Scotland, was a promising runner who had hoped to 
compete in the London Olympics in 1948. But he returned 
to Britain weighing only six and a half stones and was too 
frail to take part. 

He was taken prisoner in Singapore by the Japanese 
when he was 22. He worked in the copper mines and 
railways of Formosa (now Taiwan) for two years and 
was a prisoner in a camp in Nagasaki when the atomic 
bomb was dropped. He believes his mental and physical 
training as an athlete helped him to survive. 

After the war he worked as a painter and decorator while 
training youngsters at his local club in Carnoustie. Many 
went on to compete at national and international level.

Sir Chris nominated his great-uncle as 
an inspirational fi gure.

“Andy could easily have achieved what 
I have but it was taken away from him,” 
he told The Scotsman newspaper. 
“Most people would be obsessed with 
the ‘what ifs’. And you couldn’t have 
blamed them. But he has never shown 
any resentment. Instead, he devoted 
his life to coaching others.”

Although captivity robbed Andy of his chance to take part 
in the games another FEPOW, “Jumping” Jim Halliday, 
won the lightweight bronze medal for weightlifting at 
the Olympics in 1948. He was captured in Singapore and 
worked on the Thailand-Burma Railway. Halliday, from 
Lancashire, earned his nickname from his habit of leaping 
high over the bar of his weights after every successful lift.

Midge Gillies

News

Colin Firth to star in ‘The Railway Man’ 

Filming is due to start this spring 
on a screen adaptation of Eric 
Lomax’s memoir, The Railway 
Man starring Colin Firth. 

The book, which was fi rst 
published in 1995, is an account 
of Lomax’s time as a prisoner of 
war and his struggle to come to 
terms with his experience. The 
Railway Man has become one of 
the bestselling personal accounts 
of captivity in the Far East.

Lomax, who was born in Scotland and still lives in the 
Borders, was a second-lieutenant with the Royal Signals. 
He was captured in Singapore and worked on the Burma-
Thailand Railway before returning to Changi.   

Firth will play Lomax as an older man and the story will 
focus on his psychological struggle after the war. Rachel 
Weisz is expected to take the part of his second wife, 
Patricia Wallace, known as “Patti”, who helped him to 
confront memories of the torture he suffered when he 
was caught by the Japanese with a radio. 

Jeremy Irvine, the star of Steven Spielberg’s fi lm War 
Horse, will play Lomax as a POW. Shooting is expected 
to take place in Thailand, Australia and the UK. 

The production will be the fi rst major fi lm to tackle the 
experience of Far East POWs since David Lean’s 1957 
adaptation of Pierre Boulle’s novel, Bridge on the River 
Kwai. Alec Guinness won an Oscar for his portrayal of 
Colonel Nicholson. The fi lm angered many FEPOWs and 
their families who felt it was an inaccurate portrayal of 
captivity. Other ex-POWs acknowledged that it was a 
dramatization of a novel and had raised awareness of the 
“Forgotten War” in the Far East. 

Colin Firth has said that The Railway Man will be 
different from traditional war fi lms because it will focus 
on what happens to soldiers when they return home. 

Midge Gillies

Former FEPOW and Olympian’s Great-Uncle 
Nominated to Carry Olympic Torch

World cycling champion Sir Chris Hoy has nominated his 

Courtesy
London 2012

Courtesy of 
Random House
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News in Brief

BBC Documentary: Fall of 
Singapore: End of an Empire

A 70th-anniversary television event 
telling the story of how the fall of 
Singapore in 1942 shattered myths, 
brought an empire to its knees, and 
changed the destiny of millions of 
people is being shown in February. 
Part 1 was screened on BBC Scotland 
on 7th February at 9pm and part 2 
on 14th February at 9pm. Viewers 
not in Scotland can watch on 
BBC iPlayer. (http://www.bbc.
co.uk/iplayer/episode/b01bzxtc/
Singapore_1942_End_of_Empire_
Episode_1/)

Researching FEPOW History 
joins Facebook

Our Researching 
FEPOW History page is 
now live on Facebook. 
We launched it to 
help share topical 

FEPOW-related news items with 
people interested in researching 
Far East Prisoner of War 
history. Facebook is the number 
one social media site with over 
800,000,000 active users. To sign 
up for the Facebook page just type 
in “Researching FEPOW History” in 
the search fi eld on Facebook and 
then “like” the page.
 
“To remember them is to 
honour them”

The Researching FEPOW History 
Group has adopted these words of 
tireless American researcher, Roger 
Mansell as the motto for its website 
(www.researchingfepowhistory.
org.uk).

Roger, who died in 2010, believed in 
the importance of sharing research. 
The website which he set up to help 
anyone interested in fi nding out 
more about the war in the Far East 

continues to thrive at:
www.mansell.com. 

Spreading the word in Australia

We are grateful to 2010 conference 
delegate John Pollock who lives in 
Victoria, Australia, for his help and 
support in promoting the work of 
the RFH Group through his FEPOW 
contacts. Recently he went to 
considerable lengths to make people 
aware of the Repatriation Memorial 
in Liverpool. John blazed the trail for 
future Australian delegates when he 
took part in the 2010 conference. 

He is the son of the late Walter 
Pollock, a Scottish-born miner and 
rubber planter in Malaya. He served 
as a lieutenant in the Federated 
Malay States Volunteer Force, was 
captured in Singapore and sent 
to Thailand. At Nakhon Pathom 
Hospital camp he organized and 
ran a “canteen”. His contribution 
was recorded by camp cartoonist 
“AKKI” (Private Basil Akhurst, 137th 
Field Regiment) in a wonderful set 
of illustrations posted on the notice 
board in the camp.

New memorials in Sumatra

The Malayan Volunteer Group 
(MVG) has raised funds to erect 
four plaques in memory of the many 
POWs and internees who died in 
Sumatra (now part of Indonesia). 
Three plaques will be erected in 
Muntok and one at Palembang.

The plaques in Muntok will be at 
the Tinwinning Building (previously 
Muntok Jail Hospital and now a 
museum); the concrete well (which 
is all that remains of the women’s 
camp in Muntok) and Muntok Jail, 
which is still in use. A plaque will 
be erected at Charitas Hospital in 
Palembang, which was used to treat 
civilian internees from Muntok 

and which is still a hospital. MVG’s 
Australian member Judy Balcombe 
will present the plaques in February.

The MVG is in talks with the City 
of Stirling War Memorial in Perth, 
Western Australia, to present two 
plaques to the Australian members of 
the Malayan Volunteer Forces and to 
the people of Western Australia, who 
took in and cared for the thousands 
of evacuees from Singapore. This will 
be jointly presented by the Malayan 
Borneo Veterans Association of 
Western Australia and the MVG.

Cathedral service remembers 
fall of Singapore

Over 400 people, including many 
former Far East POWs and their 
families, attended a ceremony in Ely 
Cathedral, Cambridgeshire, to mark 
the 70th anniversary of the fall of 
Singapore. 

Pauline Simpson, the FEPOW 
padre and lay minister who led 
the dedication service for the 
Repatriation Memorial unveiling in 
Liverpool last October, organised 
a service of remembrance that was 
held on Sunday, 12th February. 
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A History of Captivity in 100 Objects...

In this issue of the newsletter 
we are launching what we hope 
will become a regular feature. 
The idea is to take an object – 
in this instance a bar of soap 
– and see what it tells us about 
the experience of being a Far 
East POW. Other objects might 
be a dog tag, cooking utensil, 
theatre programme, loincloth. 

If you have any suggestions 
please email me at: 
midgegillies@btopenworld.com
We will aim to feature a 
new object each month 
on our website: www.
researchingfepowhistory.org.uk

Soap
When Jim Wakefi eld, a 2nd 
Lieutenant in the Royal Engineers, 
heard  that  the  British  had 
surrendered Hong Kong on 
Christmas Day, 1941 he scoured 
the abandoned bungalow he was 
camped in for anything useful to 
take into captivity. He found three 
big cakes of Yardley’s lavender soap. 
He said later:

“Well, I thought, that’s a good thing 
to take into camp. At that time a cake 
of soap was a huge thing and they 
virtually lasted me two years.”

For civilians soap is an everyday 
object that is easy to take for granted 
but for a POW in the Far East it was 
a luxury. Feeling clean was especially 
important for men who were living in 
the heat and humidity of the tropics. 

In practical terms, doctors and 
medical orderlies needed to “scrub 
up” as best they could to try to avoid 
spreading disease. 

Some POWs managed to make soap. 
John Clemetson, a captain in the 
Federated Malay States Volunteer 
Force (FMSVF), helped to set up 
what became known as “Changi 
Industries” on Singapore. The group 
of men used scraps of material to 
make or repair a range of products 
such as shoes, false teeth and 
spectacles. But Changi Industries 
also produced 250 pounds of soap 
a week from palm oil, wood ash and 
caustic soda. At Saint Vincentius 
Hospital, Batavia (modern-day 
Jakarta) on Java POWs produced 
soap by mixing urine with tallow 
collected by working parties sent out 
from Glodok Gaol.

Soap could also be used as an artistic 
medium – as in this image of dental 
offi cer, Captain David Arkush, 
carved in soap by a grateful Dutch 
patient at Chungkai Hospital Camp 
in Thailand, in 1944. 

Sergeant Tom Boardman, who 
served in the Royal Army Ordnance 
Corps, used a bar of soap as a hiding 
place. He explained how during 
an oral history interview with Meg 
Parkes:

“...Well this [ring] was bought for me 
by my wife three days before I went 
in the army. And my mother-in-law 
said, ‘You’re not going to take that 
with you are you, Tom? I said, ‘Yes.’ 
My wife wanted me to wear it. So that 

went with me to Singapore, I became 
a prisoner of war and of course in the 
early days when the Japanese made 
contact with us the ordinary infantry 
were taking watches, pens and rings 
off of you and you had to give them, 
you’d no option you had to give them. 
I wanted to keep that . . . I had a block 
of soap in my haversack, I scooped 
out the centre with my knife, put the 
ring inside, softened up the soap put 
it back in, used it a few times until 
it was half used and it went as hard 
as this table top. And I managed to 
keep that in my haversack all the way 
for three and a half years without the 
Japanese detecting it. Brought it 
home, that’s one of the achievements 
I think.”

Midge Gillies & Meg Parkes

Photograph of the profi le of 
dental offi cer Capt David 
Arkush, carved in soap by
a grateful Dutch patient at 
Chungkai Hospital camp, 
Thailand 1944
(courtesy of the Army Medical 
Services Museum, Aldershot)
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On 22 April 2011 over 2,000 fi les 
from the Ministry of Defence 
Casualty Branch (L) were released 
without notice into the public 
domain at the National Archives at 
Kew. Through a friend I have made 
at Kew I found out about these in 
early May and spent three months 
trying as best I could to get an idea of 
what was there.

Amongst the releases, which cover 
all theatres of the Second World 
War, were fi les on the Far East, and 
amongst those were the fi les from 
the Bureau of Record and Enquiry 
(BRE) that was set up at Changi 
during the war years. These fi les 
were handed over by Captain David 
Nelson to the Repatriation of Allied 
Prisoners of War and Internees 
(RAPWI) organisation in September 
1945 and had not been seen until 
now by the general public. To be 
fair, unless you know what you are 
looking at and looking for, then you 
would not realise the provenance of 
the fi les in question, which are part 
of the Far East fi les that are now in 
WO361.

So, what does this mean in terms of 
research, how can they help us build 
on the fi les that have been at Kew for 
some considerable time now?

Those main fi les that we had been 
using until the April release were:
WO345 – Japanese POW Index 
Cards
WO344 – Liberated POW 
Questionnaires
WO367 – The Changi Registers for 
parties who left Changi in 1943.

For the parties who left Changi in 
1942 the Japanese POW Index Card 
usually gives a character to show that 
they went to Thailand. What this in 
fact means is they were transferred 

offi cially from the Malaya POW 
Command in Singapore to the 
Thailand POW Command.

In the case of the bulk of the 1943 
parties they were not transferred to 
the Thailand Command so unless 
there was a date on the card when they 
left Singapore you would need to rely 
on the questionnaire - if there is one 
on fi le. If there is no questionnaire or 
if the POW passed away in captivity 
this is where WO367 has been used, 
at least it has by me.

When you look at a Regimental 
Nominal Roll, for instance, if the 
POW left Singapore you may well see 
one of the following abbreviations 
with a date:

OVL – means the POW left Singapore 
overland, such as to Thailand.
OVS – means the POW left Singapore 
by sea for transportation overseas to 
Japan, Formosa (Taiwan) etc.

You do not tend to see these 
abbreviations on the cards; it may 
be the date is written on the back in 
Japanese. There are instances where 
the word “Overland” and the date 
expressed in English are written on 
the front of the card - as we shall fi nd 
later.

Dates in Japanese

Japanese year dates are expressed as 
years of “Showa”, as Hirohito’s reign 
was known. For example, the date for 
the surrender of Singapore, which 
would appear on the card as Date 
of Capture, would read in English 
as 15/2/42, but in Japanese it is 
17/2/15. Year of Showa 17 is 1942, so 
the Japanese dates when read by us 
show the year/month/day. Year of 
Showa 18 would be 1943, 19 would 
be 1944 and so on.      

If we consider the cards and 
questionnaires whatever information 
they do, or do not contain, you are 
stuck with. Some are very detailed, 
others not so. What has also been 
uncovered is that when a POW 
transferred out of his work group to 
another, a new card appears to have 
started from the date of transfer.

For instance the card details for a 
POW in Group 4 who came back 
into River Valley Road in Singapore 
during 1944 and was sent to Group 
10 in Saigon in January 1945, would 
start from then - January 1945. What 
would have happened to his original 
card is subject to speculation at the 
moment; it is widely believed that 
all such documents would have been 
destroyed by the Japanese at the 
surrender.

To show how the newly released fi les 
can shed new light on POW history 
let us look at examples of research I 
have done in the past three months.

Private Thomas Appleby was 
in the 9th Battalion the Royal 
Northumberland Fusiliers. He 
ended the war in Changi from where 
he was liberated. There is nothing 
on his card to suggest he went on to 
the Burma-Thailand Railway but the 
fi rst date on the reverse of the card is 
25 January 1945.

It is his questionnaire that sheds 
a little more light on his captivity: 
he did go to Thailand in November 

Researcher fi nds FEPOW ‘Holy Grail’  
at Kew
Keith Andrews

The National Archives, Kew
(www.creativecommons.org/licenses)
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1942 to July 1944 but that was it, 
no camp details but he gives the 
camp commander as Lt. Col. Flower. 
To help the family I used Lt. Col. 
Flower’s very detailed questionnaire 
to give an idea of the camps this chap 
may have been in, but I needed to 
fi nd out more.

WO361/2123 is the Regimental 
Nominal Roll and amongst the new 
releases, and looking up Private 
Appleby’s name we see he left Changi 
on 7 November 1942, as did Lt. Col. 
Flower who was in charge of that 
Party.

So, which work group was Private 
Appleby in? According to his card 
Lt. Col. Flower was in Group 1 so it 
stands to reason that Private Appleby 
may have been too.

WO361/2166 is the Nominal Roll 
of Work Group 1 and sure enough 
both names were on that roll. Like 
most POW research you answer 
one question and uncover another 
unrelated to the enquiry you are 
dealing with. This was no exception, 
but that however is under further 
investigation. 

Well, there is probably not a lot 
more to fi nd. We do not have the 
POW Camp Nominal Rolls if they 
still exist, but Private Appleby came 
back to Singapore - as did a number 
of men, whether they were destined 
to stay in Singapore, go to Saigon or 
Japan.

WO361/2198 is headed “Thailand 
POW Movements via Singapore” 
and covers parties returning to 
River Valley Road in some detail, 
although not all the information was 
available when this fi le was compiled 
in Changi.

However, there are details of part of 
No. 1 Group returning to River Valley 
Road in July and September 1944, 
and a list of personnel remaining in 
Changi at 31 January 1945, and, sure 

enough, Private Appleby’s name is 
there. He was in Captain Mungall’s 
train that arrived from Nong Pladuk 
on 30 July 1944.

To recap, this example started with 
a POW Card showing no information 
regarding his movement from 
Changi and whether he was on the 
Railway. The questionnaire was not 
as detailed as to where he was on the 
Railway, but the newly released fi le 
enabled us to recover a little more 
detail.

Our next example, which I came 
across during the Memorial 
Ceremony in Liverpool on 15 October 
2011, concerns a FEPOW who died 
in captivity.

Private William Roe was with 
the 5th Battalion Loyal Regiment 
(which is also known as the 18th 
Division Recce Battalion, this is the 
regimental title that tends to appear 
on the cards.)

The fi rst stop was the normal one, 
WO345/44 for his Japanese POW 
Index Card.  One of the fi rst things I 
noticed was the lack of the Thailand 
“chop”, (or symbol), but written on 
the front of the card in English was 
“Overland 25/4/43” -  F Force.

The card contained details of when 

a prisoner was taken sick, when he 
died, and where and how he was 
buried, all in historic Japanese.  It 
also contains a reference “JA100 
P2074”; this is a reference to the 
Japanese records that were kept 
in Tokyo, “JA” being the journal 
number and “P” being the page 
number, so we believe. This theory 
will be put to the test within the next 
few months.

However there is another reference 
on the front of the card, “JH/286”, 
what does that mean?
That is what we will fi nd out.

And now we turn to the new releases 
to see what additional information 
can be found.

WO361/2063 – Changi Master Roll, 
P to R, Private Roe is listed but no 
additional information.

The Regimental Nominal Roll is not 
at Kew.

WO361/2025 – “Allied POWs 
transferred overland to other camps, 
April 1943; F Force”. These are the 
rolls of each man on each train (there 
are some pages missing), and train 8 
left Singapore on 25 April 1943 and 
Private Row (rather than “Roe”) is 
listed but the name spelt Row, thank 
goodness for Army numbers. 

WO361/2201 – F Force Working 
Party Nominal Roll – Private Roe 
is listed on page 56 and is noted to 
have died on 21 August 1943. August 
1943 was the worse month for deaths 
on the Railway as it was during the 
Speedo period and the wet season.

WO361/2053 – this contains 
the casualty reports sent by the 
War Prisoner Bureau in Tokyo, I 
assume via the Red Cross to the 
British Prisoner of War Casualty 
Department, and are prefi xed “JH”, 
Private Roe’s name appears on page 
2 of JH/286.

Malay Regiment fi le pages give 
an idea of the stationery used. 
Courtesy of The National Archives, 
Kew
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His cause of death is given as colitis, 
and he was buried - remember the 
cause of death.

Another twist to this tale - we will 
see he died in Thailand near the 
Burma border but the report states 
he died in Malaya Camp. You may 
recall earlier in the article that the 
1943 Forces were not transferred to 
the Thailand POW Command but 
retained by Malaya POW Command; 
this appears to be further proof.

WO361/2234 – F and H Force Death 
Register, Private Roe’s name is 
amongst the “R” list on page 54, cause 
of death is noted as diarrhoea (this 
differs from the Japanese account), 
he was buried in Songkurai No. 2 
Cemetery, Block B, Row2, Grave 52.

After the war his body was recovered 
and now lies in Thanbyuzayat War 
Cemetery.   

Out of interest, Songkurai is the 
greatest tragedy of all the POW 
Camps on the Railway. Of the 1,600 
men who marched into the camp, 

1,200 eventually died.

We (Mike Nellis, Carol and Ron 
Cooper) visited the site with Rod 
Beattie in 2007, and the villagers 
even now say that there are times 
when they can still hear the soldiers, 
but to go there today, unless you go 
with someone who knows about the 
Railway you would never know a 
camp had been there.

If you ever get the chance to take a 
trip along the Railway with Rod, do 
it. I have been from Ban Pong to 
Three Pagodas Pass, visiting every 
camp site my father would have 
been at, and would recommend it to 
anybody. 

If you have a fully completed 
card and questionnaire will 
you fi nd any further details in 
WO361? 

Possibly not, but that depends on 
what you expect to fi nd. There are no 
camp nominal rolls on fi le at present 
but I have many questions to put to 
my contact at Kew for him to ask the 
Ministry of Defence.

However, I will have been 
researching for what will be 12 years 
when this article is published. In my 
case if my father’s name appears on 
any Nominal Roll, regardless of it 
being something I was aware of, it 
gets copied and added to my archive. 

My father always told us he was with 
the 9th Coast Regiment, Buona Vista 
Battery. Year one into my research, 

that Battery was not the 9th 
Coast Regiment but the 7th Coast 
Regiment, terrifi c! His army record 
arrives and gives him as being posted 
from the 7th Coast Regiment to the 
11th Coast Regiment at Penang. 
His Japanese POW card states 9th 
Coast, his questionnaire states 11th 
Coast, so which is right?

WO361/2109 is the Nominal Roll 
of the 11th Coast and next to my 
Father’s name it quotes “see Roll 18” 
(that is a BRE roll number).

Roll 18 is in fact WO361/2090 - 
which is the Nominal Roll for the 
9th Coast Regiment and this cross 
references my father to Roll 38, which 
is WO361/2109. WO3691/2089 is 
the 7th Coast Regiments Roll and I 
checked that to be safe, my father’s 
name is not on that roll.

It would appear that I now have proof 
my father was transferred to the 9th 
Coast Regiment which would fi gure 
as his training was on heavy coast 
guns and they did not get any bigger 
than the 3 -15 inch guns of Johore 
Battery, Changi Fire Command. 
This is the only paperwork to have 
survived; it is not on his army record.  

To me in my research the fi nding 
of these fi les has meant that there 
is now the possibility of including 
information that had not been 
available before to give a fuller 
picture of a POW’s time as prisoner 
of the Imperial Japanese Army. In 
essence,  one or more fewer missing 
pieces to the FEPOW jigsaw.

Meg Parkes and Stephen Rockcliffe, both 
committee members of the Researching FEPOW 
History Group, explain how Keith’s discoveries 
have added to their knowledge of their fathers’ 
experiences as FEPOW.

Stephen writes about his father Private Sidney Rockcliffe, 
RAOC:

“The one lesson I have learned well whilst conducting any 

research is a simple one, ‘check the source document’.

I have learned quite a lot about my father’s life in Fukuoka 
#17 camp in Japan but the biggest problem has been 
that of confi rming which battalion he was with when 
sent from Singapore to Ban Pong, and on to the Burma-
Thailand railway.

For ten years I have tried to fi gure this out and failed. 
I had guessed that he must have been with the No2 

Keith Andrews (far left) at the 
Repatriation Memorial Unveiling, 
Liverpool, Oct 2011
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Captain David Nelson 

New Zealander Captain David Nelson of the Singapore 
Volunteer Corps was a surveyor and civil engineer in 
civilian life. During the First World War he served in the 
New Zealand Expeditionary Force at Gallipoli and then 
the Royal Flying Corps on the Western Front. 

Nelson’s son, Mason, who lives in Taupo, New Zealand, 
remembers his father as “a very quiet, self-effacing and 

rather shy man with a dry sense of humour, much liked 
by his local staff”. He was an exceptional mathematician 
with a photographic memory.

In 1941 he was posted to Lieutenant-General Arthur 
Percival’s Battle HQ to operate one of the two cipher 
machines in the Battlebox at Fort Canning. 
After the surrender of Singapore he led a small team 
which, under the guise of a camp information offi ce, set 
up Changi Bureau of Records and Enquiry (BRE) in the 
mess at No. 1 Temple Hill. The team clandestinely and 
meticulously recorded the movements of over 100,000 
Allied POWs, many of whom passed through Changi 
between 1942 and 1945, as well as processing over two 
million letters to POWs and internees.

The BRE’s fi rst task was to tell all unit commanders to 
draw up nominal rolls for their units for 8 December 
1941 – the fi rst day of the Malayan campaign – with 
details of casualties. Next the BRE tried to fi nd out what 
had happened to civilians thought to be lost at sea. As 
the Japanese had banned the use of paper, records were 

AA Duncan: ID photo from his fi rst camp in 
Japan, Motoyama

Captain David Nelson: ID card
Courtesy Mason Nelson

group but had no indication 
as to which of the battalions 
he was with. Then out of the 
blue Keith discovered the 
documents that have become 
known as the “Holy Grail”, 
I have known for years that 
these fi les were my only real 
chance of being certain. So 
now I have it, the date 25th 
October 1942 - X Battalion 
(or work group), the date of 
that appalling journey to the 
death camps of Thailand. 
What really made me shudder 
though was seeing the address 
of the house I was brought 
up in, clearly printed next to 
Dad’s name on the Roll.”

Meg writes about her father, Captain Andrew Atholl 
Duncan of the 2nd Battalion Argyll and Sutherland 
Highlanders:

“Thanks to Keith’s hard work and diligence, I have seen 
my dad’s name in one of the Nelson documents! There 
he was all this time, on page 10, typed in black capital 
letters on grey coloured paper, and with “(Roll 85)” 

handwritten beneath his surname. It is very exciting. He 
had left Singapore in mid-January 1942 for Java, where 
he was soon to be captured. I need to fi nd Roll 85 now... 

To know that David Nelson and his team in Changi 
POW camp cared about all Allied servicemen, going 
to great lengths to record all known details, is very 
humbling. But, to see the title “Capt” before his surname 
in this contemporaneous document fi nally vindicates 
my grandfather’s lone and very personal battle with the 
Army Pay Offi ce to have his son’s pay made up to that of a 
captain (his promotion had come during his fi nal weeks of 
freedom). How I wish both Dad and my grandfather could 
have seen these documents.”

Private Sidney 
Rockcliffe in 1941 (age 
19) at Bovington Camp 
just before sailing for 
Singapore where he 
was captured 
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kept on anything from offi ce ledgers to toilet paper. 

As the war progressed the BRE kept nominal rolls of 
those who left Changi for work parties elsewhere in 
Singapore or to other parts of the Japanese empire such 
as Thailand or Japan.

At the end of the war Nelson was determined to hang 
on to the records that he and his team had kept with 
such care during their captivity. In the early hours of 
September 14 1945 he and his deputy Flight Lieutenant 
Stanley Pratt, newly released from Changi POW camp, 
boarded a fl ying boat at Seletar Airbase, Singapore 
with two trunks. The trunks contained the bulk of the 
records, with duplicates, of the BRE.

In Kandy, Ceylon (modern-day Sri Lanka), Nelson 
handed the 14cwt of records over to Major-General 
Maclean of Mountbatten’s Headquarters, Southeast Asia 
Command. At this point they disappeared from view for 
over 65 years. 

Nelson returned to New Zealand where he wrote a book 
about his experience as a POW, The Story of Changi, 
Singapore, which gave a tantalizing summary of the 
records he had kept and which might still be available 
– somewhere. It was published in the year of his death, 
1973.

Researchers and historians were only able to locate 
dispersed fragments of these papers at the Imperial War 
Museum and National Archives. Other documents such 
as POW index cards and liberation questionnaires were 
released but all enquiries to locate the missing Nelson 
papers drew a blank. 

Nelson was recommended for an MBE but only received 
a Mentioned in Dispatches. He died still believing that 
his records were lost. Mason Nelson remembers his 
father’s dismay at the disappearance of the papers and 
said he was delighted by Keith’s fi nd. He met Keith at 
Kew last September where he was able to see a selection 
of the fi les.

4th International Researching FEPOW History Conference 
8th - 9th September 2012

The 4th International 
RFH Conference 
will take place in 
September this 
year. There are still 
places available and 
reservations are on 
a fi rst-come, fi rst-
served basis. This 
year’s theme is: 70 
YEARS ON - Far East 
Captivity Explored. 
We are looking 
forward to welcoming 
back old friends and 

meeting new ones and are sure that the atmosphere of 
learning and sharing information, meeting people and 
enjoying a weekend together will be just the same as at 
our previous conferences.

One major change for the 2012 conference is the 
venue - Whitemoor Lakes Conference and Activity 
Centre, Alrewas, Staffordshire. The National Memorial 
Arboretum is undergoing major works this year and 
would not be able to offer the facilities we need to hold a 
successful conference. Also, after delegate feedback from 
the 2010 conference regarding noise and comfort plus 
our own technical and logistic concerns, the committee 

agreed that some changes needed to be made for our next 
conference. 

Whitemoor is a few hundred yards from the National 
Memorial Arboretum and is a purpose-built conference 
venue with state-of-the-art facilities. We will be able to 
offer a wider range of lectures and break-away sessions as 
we will have more space available to us. Plus, we have the 
added bonus that visits to the NMA by delegates will be 
possible as we are just down the road and we are planning 
to hold a drinks reception and evening supper at the NMA 
on the Saturday night so that all 2012 delegates get the 
opportunity to visit this special place. 

The Researching FEPOW History group looks forward 
to welcoming you all to the 2012 conference. All details 
about speakers, delegate rates, how to register plus a 
provisional timetable are on our website at:
www.researchingfepowhistory.org.uk
or you can send an SAE to: Mike Parkes, 34 Queens Road, 
Hoylake, Wirral CH47 2AJ

Sarah Edwards

There is an A4 poster for the conference at the back  
of this newsletter. If you know anywhere this could 
be displayed please don’t hesitate to put one up!



10

In my new book I have gathered 
together some of the recorded 
memories, virtually all never 
published before, of a number of 
Jewish POWs from the personal 
testimony they gave to their families 
and to the author, and which have 
been carefully collected and fi led in 
the archives of the Jewish Military 
Museum of the Association of Jewish 
Ex-Servicemen and Women of the 
UK (AJEX), and from the Imperial 
War Museum Archives. For those 
veterans I knew, I have recorded 
their narratives as they were told 
to me, or written down, with no 
embellishments or deletions.

Until now the experiences of Jewish 
POWs have been largely overlooked 
by historians. This book sets out to 
put the record straight about some 
of the approximately 500 Jewish 
British and Empire POWs, although 
no words can really convey the true 
horror of what these men, and women 
internees too, suffered in body and 
mind. Among the Jewish POWs 
were several decorated for their 
courage and life-saving skills whilst 
prisoners: Major Dr Jacob Markovich 
RAMC (Royal Army Medical Corps), 
MBE; Leading Aircraftsman John 
Fisher BEM (British Empire Medal), 
RAF; Corporal Samuel Marks 
(Mentioned in Dispatches); Driver 
Jack Greenberg BEM; Capt. Henry 
Isidore Phillips, MBE; and there 
were war artists such as Joseph 
Hirsch, William Allister and Philip 
Meninsky -  as just some examples.

The Interviews

These were conducted over a 
number of years, one in 2010 when 
I discovered Aubrey Lichman still 
alive, well and sprightly in Stanmore, 
at time of writing, and another 
with Air Mechanic John Herman 
Franken, Netherlands RAF in 2011 

in Canada. Memories of course fade, 
but the words spoken and written 
herein ring true and accord with the 
many other published and written 
or recorded testimonies that have 
appeared over the past 65 years or 
so on this subject. The experiences 
are also very different in some cases, 
but it should be borne in mind that 
many survivors of the Japanese 
atrocities will mentally blank out 
some of the worst of the horrors they 
witnessed or endured, or will simply 
tell you outright that they will not 
speak about them in any form at all. 
Others have conquered these terrible 
psychological barriers and are keen 
to talk, even saying in some cases 
it had been therapeutic as they had 
not told the stories to anyone else 
till that moment. This the author 
found particularly moving and many 
was the time I had to stop the tape 
to allow emotions to subside on both 
sides, as a veteran openly wept at 
the telling of a terrible event. Others 
said I should not hold back asking 
about the terror, as they “had long 
ago got over it and sleep well these 
days”. They would then add that this 
was not always the case, however, as 
a wife or child would substantiate 
in the course of the interview. Many 
veterans never spoke at all of their 
experiences and so their testimonies 
have gone with them to the grave. 
Thus we may never really know 
the true measure of what they lived 
through. 

The totality of the testimonies are 
deliberately asymmetrical because 
some wrote or spoke volumes and 
others would say little. I have thus 
purposely included some short 
testimonies as they are sometimes 
of those who perished and so have 
nobody to speak for them, or those 
who suffered so greatly or felt the 
sufferings more, and so could not 
bring themselves to speak of it. I can 

in this book at least provide them 
with a space to record that they 
passed this way.

Nor do I apologise for including 
similar facts in different testimonies, 
which seem to repeat the same 
incidents, because within the mass 
of detail are still many very different 
anecdotes and incidents that make 
the total so different, and in any case 
have been described with a different 
perspective by different witnesses; 
some measure of duplication is thus 
inevitable and unavoidable if I am to 
tell each person’s story.

The Background

There is a great deal of curiosity 
on the subject of the many Jewish 
military personnel who fell victim 
to the suffering infl icted by the 
Japanese on POWs in World War 
Two. Some of this curiosity is 
stirred by the paradox of the general 
knowledge of the Japanese atrocities 
against European military prisoners, 
including Jews of course, as opposed 
to the generally “proper” behaviour 
by the Nazis – with some notable 
lapses -  who at the same time 
were murdering millions of Jewish 
civilians in the Holocaust in Europe! 

It is a bizarre and seemingly contrary 
fact that the chance of dying in a 
German POW camp, was however 
only about 5%, but in a Japanese 
POW camp it was 25%  (estimates 
vary but this is from the IWM 
Offi cial History of Casualty and 
Medical Statistics). Nazi war crimes 
were largely – but by no means only 
– confi ned to civilians, Soviet POWs 
mostly excepted. But the Japanese 
were equally brutal to those they 
considered inferior, whether military 
or non-combatants. For example it 
is estimated that more than 300,000 

The Jewish Experience of Captivity
Martin Sugarman
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“coolie” labourers - Malays, Tamil, 
Chinese and others - were worked to 
death on the Burma Railway by the 
Japanese. The book by Fergal Keane 
Road of Bones, with its explanation 
of the Japanese military code of 
Bushido, is one of many that will give 
the reader an introductory and awful 
insight into the reasons for this.

Other readers are curious about 
how Jewish soldiers fared, fi ghting 
in the distant Far East tropics, in 
countries where Jews were hardly 
known and were certainly a tiny 
minority, confronting an enemy 
that originated in a country where 
virtually no Jews had ever lived and 
where anti-Semitism was virtually 
unknown. 

The Roll

The roll of Jewish POWs of the 
Japanese – which will appear in the 
Appendix - came from several major 
sources. It was fi rst published in 
March 2011 in the hugely enlarged 
second edition of We Will Remember 
Them by Henry Morris and Martin 
Sugarman. Since publication the 
author has found many more Jewish 
POWs. I fi rst trawled through 
Henry Morris’s wonderful books, 
We Will Remember Them and The 
Addendum which list all Jewish 
personnel killed in the Second World 
War. The Addendum was written in 
response to the clamour that arose 
over names that had been missed 
from the  fi rst book.

Henry used the Jewish Chaplains’ 
cards at the Jewish Military Museum 
in London (the museum has over 
70,000 kept by chaplains, mostly 
during the Second World War) 
but also an AJEX survey which 
was conducted via synagogues and 
other Jewish institutions, and which 
captured information not noted on 
the Chaplaincy cards. Information 
also came from numerous cuttings 
kept in our archives about the 
Japanese POW experience of Jewish 

servicemen and women.

I then trawled – over a period of 
a year – through all the chaplains’ 
cards myself to seek out those who 
were noted as POWs and survived, 
and also those who had died as POWs, 
but been missed by Henry because 
not all the Jewish community took 
part in the AJEX survey. However, 
an immediate problem is that 
researchers like Henry and myself 
know that not all the cards are there; 
this is not surprising given that not 
all Jewish personnel enlisted as Jews, 
and not all saw a Jewish chaplain 
in order to have a card completed 
in their name. Furthermore, the 
information on the cards is only a 
snapshot – it may record several 
meetings with a soldier, for example, 
up till 1941 – then nothing. There is 
thus no indication that the man may 
have gone on to serve in the Far East 
– or anywhere else after the war with 
Japan began - and perhaps been 
made a POW; this is stated only on 
those cards where such information 
came to light via families, newspaper 
reports or if it was communicated to 
the Jewish chaplains via regimental 
or corps clerical staff. Indeed, many 
were posted as missing or believed 
killed when they in fact were POWs, 
and this was either not known till 
after the war, and possibly never 
recorded on the cards, or even 
never discovered at all. Prisoner 
information given to the Red Cross 
and neutral governments by the 
Japanese – who had not ratifi ed the 
Geneva Convention on POWs – was 
minimal and often inaccurate. Add to 
this the desire of the Japanese to hide 
the names and the numbers of POWs 
who died in their hands, to obstruct 
the War Crimes investigators, then 
it becomes clear that we will never 
truly know how many missing 
Jewish personnel died as POWs in 
the Far East.

Further limitations in using the cards 
include the fact that many describe 
a death after the beginning of the 

fi ghting with the Japanese, but not 
specifying whether this was as a POW 
or not; where it is not so specifi ed, 
that name has been omitted. Yet 
it may well be that the persons 
concerned did die as POWs; we may 
never know. In a section of the cards 
labelled “Missing in Action” (MIA), 
it is equally unclear if this means 
missing as a POW or missing as 
KIA (Killed in Action)! For example, 
“Missing in Malaya” could mean 
either. Even cross-checking with the 
CWGC (Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission) Registers website, it is 
unclear if the serviceman died as a 
POW or in fi ghting (see below).

Rabbi Chaim Nussbaum’s book, 
Chaplain on the River Kwai, 
revealed many names of Dutch 
Jewish Civilian internees as well as 
Allied soldiers and some were named 
in Jack Caplan’s book, Gorbals to 
Jungle, published privately and held 
in the AJEX archives. The beautiful 
synagogue the Japanese allowed at 
Changi gaol is also described, but 
unlike the Christian chapel, did not 
survive the war. 

I have tried to include civilian 
Jewish internees but, according to 
Joseph Kennedy in British Civilians 
and the Japanese War in Malaya & 
Singapore, there were almost 500 
Jews in the Sime Road camp alone 
in Singapore, and many German 
Jews not  interned at all in Bangkok! 
The thousands of German and 
other Jewish refugees interned in 
Shanghai and other cities, and the 
members of the Jewish company of 
the Shanghai Volunteer Force (see 
Martin Sugarman’s Fighting Back; 
British Jewry’s contribution in 
WW2) are also, mostly, outside the 
scope of the Roll. 

The indomitable David Arkush, 
retired Captain of the RADC (Royal 
Army Dental Corps), provided the 
author with his personal list of Jewish 
POWs he had known from his own 
saved archive; these came from his 
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secret notes kept at the time at great 
risk to his life. Similarly, Reuben 
Kandler (Royal Corps of Signals) 
kept a secret list which has survived 
intact in a battered notebook now 
in the hands of his family. This also 
gave further names of not only all the 
men with him in various camps, with 
their rank, number, home address 
etc, and where and when they were 
buried if they died, but the Jewish 
personnel in particular were noted 
by him - a kind of “Schindler’s List” 
of POWs of the Japanese. His son, 
Richard now owns this remarkable 
document and has written a touching 
book about his father’s experiences 
(The Prisoner List) as well as fi lmed 
an interview with Reuben before he 
died. Because of  Jewish POWs like 
Arkush and Kandler, all relatives 
and the Commonwealth War Graves 
Registration service, had a better idea 
of how to commemorate these men 
and inform their families of the how, 
when and where, thus somewhat at 
least relieving their terrible grief in 
that they knew how loved ones had 
died and where their remains were. 
We owe them a great debt; discovery 
by the Japanese of such papers 
meant severe punishment and often 
death.

In addition, the unfi nished recorded 
testimonies (obtained by the late 
Jack Lennard of Hull AJEX) of 
what were then surviving Jewish 
POWs, since passed away, fi gure in 
this book too, and are kept in our 
museum archives, donated by Jack’s 
daughter, Phillipa Behari.

Researcher Jonathan Moffatt kindly 
supplied me with information from 
huge fi les he had viewed at the IWM 
and The National Archives on Britons 
and other nationalities, including 
the resident Jewish community in 
Malaya and Singapore at the time of 
the Japanese invasion and who were 
interned. He also kindly gave me 
lists of regimental  personnel who 
were present, so enabling me to pick 
out further Jewish POWs. However, 

his research is far from complete 
and many more Jewish personnel 
names are likely to emerge. Similar 
information came from FEPOW, 
COFEPOW (children of FEPOW) 
and Taiwan POW websites on the 
internet. 

Behind every name there is a story 
and volumes could be written; Monty 
(Nat) Rakusen  (of the famous Leeds 
family) was taken prisoner after 
fi ghting in the Hong Kong Volunteers 
and incarcerated in Argyll Street 
camp and later sent to a coal mine 
in Japan in 1943. His wife claimed 
neutrality as she had a German 
father and Portuguese mother and 
she and her son Ronal were interned 
in Shanghai. Reunited after the 
war, the family lived in Hong Kong 
until Monty died in 1966 and he was 
buried there. Mrs Rakusen died in the 
UK in 1981 and Ronal, now retired, 
lives in France. Hyman Weisberg, a 
Cambridge graduate, was a senior 
civil servant in Malaya; his signature 
was on the bank notes! He always 
claimed he survived because he was 
short and the Japanese could thus 
relate to him! Post war he lived in 
Wembley and taught himself Braille 
so he could teach mathematics to 
blind people. 

From Tamarkan camp comes the 

remarkable story of Australian 
Jewish POW Mark Hayman 
organising a “Barmitzvah at a 
distance” for his son Leon Jacob, 
in Melbourne, on 27 September 
1944/5704 (the year, according to 
the Jewish calendar). It has become 
known as “The Barmitzvah on the 
Kwai”  and an actual Barmitzvah 
certifi cate was drawn up and signed 
by about 60 POWs of all Allied 
nationalities who attended the 
ceremony, including several non-
Jews and the Japanese interpreter, 
Matsuyama! The document is now 
in the Archives of the Australian 
Jewish Historical Society in Victoria. 
The number of stories is endless.

For many months I went through all 
The Jewish Chronicle newspapers 
from December 1941 to December 
1946, with the help of  Harold 
Pollins in Oxford,  and appropriate 
names on the CWGC registers on 
their website, to confi rm or discover 
more. Herewith arose another 
problem; for it is impossible to tell 
from CWGC registers if a grave or 
a name on a memorial (no known 
grave) indicates a serviceman 
who died as a POW or fi ghting the 
Japanese in battle – the latter being 
out of the scope of this book.

The proxy Bar Mitzvah held at Tamarkan POW camp for Leon  
Hayman, by his father , Australian Jewish POW  Pte. Mark Hayman.  
Courtesy of Doctor Harvey Cohen, Australia; original held by the  
Australian Jewish Historical Society (Victoria)
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Anti-Semitism

Some of the testimonies mention 
incidents of anti-Semitism among 
the Japanese; they were certainly 
infl uenced by their pact with the 
Nazis; the most outlandish of  
examples is the Fugu plan, described 
in detail in the book by  Marvin 
Tokayer and Mary Swartz. Put 
briefl y, the Japanese had a passé 
and stereotypical view of Jews 
which included their belief that 
Jews are all good at business and 
trade; thus they believed it would be 
benefi cial to force Jews to populate 
areas of Manchuko/Manchuria, and 
other locations the Japanese had 
conquered, to establish a wealthy 
middle class that would help the 
economic development of Japanese 
“colonies” in Asia. This understated 
anti-Semitic view was underscored 
by the name given to this plan, for 
the Fugu is a poisonous fi sh, eaten as 
a delicacy in Japanese cuisine, but if 
not cooked properly, will poison the 
consumer! In other words Jews were 

not to be trusted, but just cynically 
manipulated.

According to researcher and 
historian Sibylla Jane Flower, 
Alexander Oppenheim was ordered 
to lecture on the Jewish faith in the 
camps on the Burma Railway, by his 
senior offi cers, to counter Japanese 
anti-Jewish propaganda broadcast 
to Allied POWs.

The Legacy

Reliable information on how POWs 
died can only come from personal 
testimony from family archives 
or surviving comrades – rapidly 
declining sources – or by consulting 
personal military records, which 
is a very expensive and sometimes 
impossible task as only next of 
kin are permitted access to such 
information at present. Some time 
in the future, such documents may 
be released into the public domain, 
as with First World War records. For 

now, the best that can be done  is to 
attempt to capture as many names 
as possible from available sources, 
for the fi nal result, as a tribute to our 
men and women who were there.

So, let these stories bear witness; 
these were our People and this is 
what they did; we may be saddened, 
but we should also be proud.

Martin Sugarman is Archivist 
at the Association of Jewish Ex-
Servicemen and Women – AJEX 
- Jewish Military Museum, Shield 
House, Harmony Way, off Victoria 
Road, Hendon, London NW4 2BZ. 
Call 0208 202 2323 to book a visit. 
www.ajex.org.uk

The above is an edited extract from 
Martin’s forthcoming book to be 
published later this year.

Jewish Funerals in Thailand

(Speaking about experiences in Ban Pong camp, 
Thailand, 1942)

DA “…I discovered there were ten Jewish soldiers 
there and one other Jewish offi cer. And every Saturday 
I managed to arrange a Jewish service which I took. My 
father was a Rabbi so I had some training. And I had a 
prayer book, and we were in business.
MP And the Japanese allowed this?
DA Didn’t ask.
MP They didn’t know?
DA They didn’t know don’t suppose, they weren’t 
interested in our religion, I mean they knew I was Jewish 
because later on, oh months later, the fi rst Jewish soldier 
died, and we had a Japanese lieutenant colonel in charge 
of the camp and he was a scrupulous little man and he David Arkush as a young man

The following is an extract from an interview conducted by Meg Parkes (MP) with former FEPOW, 
David Arkush (DA) in September 2007 when David was 93. It is part of an oral history project run 
by the Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine. For more information see:
www.captivememories.org.uk
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attended every funeral. And he attended the funeral and 
as the coffi n, in those days we had coffi ns, later on you 
were lucky to get a rice sack, if you call it lucky to be 
buried that way. And as the coffi n was lowered into the 
grave, he stepped forward and he saluted and he said, 
‘Private so-and-so, you have fought for your country, 
you have died, I send my condolences to your widow 
and family.’ All very formal and very nice. And when the 
fi rst Jewish soldier died they said to me, they asked why 
is the dental offi cer… I was the only dental offi cer and 
I was small and why’s he taking the funeral? And they 
were told that the man who died was Jewish and I was 
Jewish. But never was a word ever said to me, anything 
derogatory. I’d enough trouble without anti-Semitism, 
but certainly that was never a trouble, I will say that for 
them…”

David Arkush in 2008

Repatriation Memorial Unveiled: Liverpool Oct 2011

A moving and memorable day was had by all 650+ 
attendees of the unveiling of the Repatriation Memorial 
in Liverpool on 15th October 2011.

Images from the day and the poem, My Dad, read by 
Pauline Simpson, are now available to view on our 
website: www.researchingfepowhistory.org.uk

Many thanks to all those contributed in any way to the 
creation of this lasting and fi tting memorial. 

A fascinating new website has 
been created detailing the 
experiences of FEPOW Lance 
Bombardier Des Bettany,  88th 
Field Regiment, Royal Artillery.

Images, memories and more can 
be found at: 
www.changipowart.com

Changi Art Images Available Online
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Book News
Captivity, Slavery and Survival 
as a Far East POW, The Conjuror 
on the Kwai 

Fergus Anckorn is a well-known 
face to anyone who has attended a 
Researching Far East POW History 
Group conference. Fergus, who was 
captured at Singapore and held in 

Thailand, used his skill as a magician to make captivity 
a little more bearable and can still make coins disappear 
and bread rolls “squeak”. 

Peter Fyans’s book, Captivity, Slavery and Survival as a 
Far East POW, The Conjuror on the Kwai tells the story 
of Fergus’s early life, his experience as a prisoner and how 
that experience shaped his later life. Apart from a preface 
and epilogue that story is told in Fergus’s own words and 
based on the author’s interviews with him. The use of 
the fi rst person gives the book the feel of a memoir and 
anyone who knows Fergus will be able to “hear” his voice. 
As Peter Fyans says in his preface:

“This is not a history book or an attempt at a factual 
retelling of sad and catastrophic events but it is a very 
individual account and series of recollections of life 
before, during and after the war, forming a timeline of 
emotion and endurance.” 

Fergus was a clerk for a tile-maker in Sevenoaks before 
the war but had also studied shorthand at commercial 
college and begun his career as a magician. He enlisted 
in October 1939 and became a Gunner in the 118 Field 
Regiment, Royal Artillery, joining the concert party 
under his stage name, “Wizardus”.

He was badly injured in the battle for Singapore but an 
army surgeon managed to save the hand that was so 
important to his career as a conjuror. Fergus also survived 
the Japanese assault on the Alexandra Hospital in which 
many staff and patients were killed. 

Entertainment was enormously important to Fergus 
during his captivity and the book describes his act and 
some of the other performers at Changi and at camps 
in Thailand (Kanchanaburi, Wampo, Chungkai, Nong 
Pladuk and Ubon). He gives a vivid account of conditions 
– the meagre food and tropical illness and the efforts 
of skilled doctors such as Captain Jacob Markowitz to 
alleviate suffering. Fergus describes how lectures, sport 
and talking about sport offered some “escape” from 
terrible conditions. 

He demonstrates the importance of letters from home 
and how his knowledge of shorthand allowed him to 
convey more information in his postcard to his mother 
than his captors could have realised. One of the most 
moving aspects of this book is the importance of friends 
and family. Camaraderie in the camps helped him to 
keep going and the knowledge that parents, siblings and 
his fi ancée, Lucille, were waiting at home provided an 
additional, powerful incentive. The end of the book offers 
a refl ection on the after-effects of captivity.

Midge Gillies

Captivity, Slavery and Survival as a Far East POW, The 
Conjuror on the Kwai by Peter Fyans, Pen & Sword Military, 
£19.99. 

Healing in Hell

This book is a family affair. In fi nally 
setting down his memories of his 
experiences as a medical orderly in 
captivity in the Far East during World 
War Two, Ken Adams has been ably 
assisted by his wife, son, daughter and 
undergraduate grandson. Its relaxed 

style reads like an informal oral history interview minus 
the questions. The index is a real bonus, an invaluable 
asset to any researcher and a rarity for this kind of book 
(grateful thanks to whichever member of the family made 
this their priority!).

Healing in Hell documents Ken’s time as a member of 

the 198th Field Ambulance, Royal Army Medical Corps 
(RAMC). He worked alongside some of the legendary 
British RAMC medical offi cers such as Captains Hugh de 
Wardener and Jim Marks and the surgeon Major Richard 
de Soldenoff.

Captured in Singapore in February 1942 and held in 
Changi POW camp, Ken fi rst worked on the dysentery 
wards of Roberts Hospital until October that year when 
he joined a draft destined for the Thailand-Burma railway 
camps. There he moved from Ban Pong hospital camp to 
the ghastly Nong Pladuk work camp where there was only 
a small hospital hut. In March 1943 he was transferred 
to Kanchanaburi hospital camp until the end of the year 
when he was moved to the Kanchanaburi Aerodrome 
camp. After that closed he was sent to Tamuang and then 
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fi nally Nakon Nyok before embarking on an endless trail 
around central Thailand just before the end of the war.

Amid his recollections of the fate of the friends and 
strangers that he cared for, Ken relates some fascinating 
details. For example, a Dutch Javanese POW who made 
highly polished wooden eyes to replace damaged or 
diseased ones, to ensure that the socket remained open 
until a glass eye could eventually be fi tted. Or Major de 
Soldenoff, scrubbed up and naked, entering the operating 
theatre to don his sterilised theatre gown. These are the 
things that only those who were there can know and that 
we who are interested can learn from.

Ken is aware of the pitfalls of writing from memory but is 
clear about why he wanted to do it: to help him to make 
sense of his three and a half years as a prisoner of war 
of the Japanese, “personal discovery is important, even 
at the age of 91.” Faulty memory is part of the human 
condition and should not distract from this sincere and 

vivid account of one man’s experience as a Far Eastern 
prisoner of war. In the fi nal two sections, FREEDOM 
and REFLECTIONS he writes movingly of the alienation 
of liberation, feeling different because he was different, 
the diffi culties of homecoming and settling down to life. 
It is a timely publication, coming just ahead of the 70th 
anniversary of the Fall of Singapore this February 15. The 
fate of over 50,000 British servicemen, Ken included, was 
sealed on that day. Three and a half years later a quarter 
of them were dead. 

Ken’s book adds to the growing collection of testimony 
which at last, however late in the day, is fi nally being 
shared by those few left who were there.

 Meg Parkes

Healing in Hell: The Memoirs of a Far Eastern POW Medic, 
by  Ken Adams (edited by Mike Adams), Pen & Sword Military, 
£19.99.

Stolen Childhoods: The Untold 
Story of the Children Interned 
by the Japanese in the Second 
World War. 

The experiences of the over 40,000 
Western children interned in the Far 
East during the Second World War are 
under represented in the Far Eastern 

war historiography and a book aiming specifi cally to 
explore the experiences of those children is very welcome. 

Tyrer’s book, based on personal interviews, published 
and unpublished memoirs and a number of published 
accounts, mainly focuses on some of the approximately 
4,000 British children (aged between 6-15) interned 
predominantly in China, Hong Kong, Singapore, and a 
few in the Philippines. The over 30,000 Dutch children 
interned in the Dutch East Indies (D.E.I.) receive much 
less attention. 

The book is in four parts.

Part One outlines the comfortable lives of colonial 
children in the Far East prior to the Second World War. 
It then records the excitement, horror, fear, and sense 
of loss created by the Japanese attacks, victories and the 
eventual internment of Allied civilians as seen through 
the eyes of the children.

Part Two focuses on the children’s education, health, 
entertainment and work in the camps. It highlights the 

plight of the camp “orphans”, those children separated 
from their families, and it also discusses the behaviour of 
the Japanese guards.

Part Three records the bleak, debilitating latter years 
of internment; the decreasing rations and increasing 
illnesses. The last two chapters of Part Three focus on the 
dreadful conditions faced by some children interned in 
the D.E.I.

Part Four deals with the Japanese surrender, liberation 
and the aftermath in a post-war world. 

For those unfamiliar with the historiography of civilian 
internment in the Far East during World War Two, 
particularly that relating to the children from the camps, 
the stories in this book will enlighten, move and shock. 
Some stories told for the fi rst time in this book will 
interest every reader.

However, from an historian’s perspective the book is a 
frustrating read. There are insuffi cient notes in the main 
text and some numbered notes appearing in the main 
text are actually missing from the list at the end of the 
book (e.g. Introduction and Chapter 8). Page numbers 
for related secondary and primary sources are absent. 
The author also has an unquestioning acceptance of some 
of the oral testimonies and memoirs and makes a number 
of claims that are unsupported by verifi able or empirical 
evidence.

The book would have benefi ted from a full bibliography 
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and an appendix detailing the author’s interviewees, 
their ages, gender, places of internment and place and 
manner of the interviews.

That said, Tyrer’s book is a valuable contribution to 
the historiography of the Far Eastern war as it will 
undoubtedly heighten awareness of the experiences of 

the children interned in the Far East during World War 
Two.  

Dr Bernice Archer

Stolen Childhoods: The Untold Story of the Children Interned 
by the Japanese in the Second World War by Nicola Tyrer.  
Weidenfi eld & Nicolson, £20.

Suggested Additional Reading

Additional reading on Far East civilian 
internment camps.

Archer, Bernice, The Internment of Western 
Civilians under the Japanese 1941-45, A Patchwork 
of Internment (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2004 
Hardback. HKUP 2008 Softback).
The only comparative study of civilian internment in the 
Far East at present.

Leck, Greg, Captives of Empire, The Japanese 
Internment of Allied Civilians in China and Hong Kong 
1941-1945. (U.S.A. Bangor P.A., 2006) 

Recommended books related to Children’s/ 
family experiences.

China

Begley, Neil,  An Australian’s Childhood in China under 
the Japanese (Kenthurst: Kangaroo Press, 1995)

Blair Margaret,  Gudao, Lone Islet: The War Years in 
Shanghai, a Childhood Memoir ( Trafford Publishing, 
2007) (Also available on Kindle from Amazon)

Michell, David, A Boy’s War (Singapore: Overseas 
Missionary Fellowship, 1988)

Harvey, Grace  Yangchow Years (Dreamstar Books, 
2003)

Hong Kong

Sewell, William, Strange Harmony (Edinburgh House 
Press, 1948)

Singapore 

Allan, Sheila, Diary of a Girl in Changi 1941-45 
(Kenthurst: Kangaroo Press, 1994)

Cornelius, Mary Dorothy, Changi  ( Arthur H. Stockwell 
Ltd Ilfracombe, 1953).
(currently unavailable)

Philippines 

Lucas, Celia,  Prisoners of Santo Tomas (Devon: David 

and Charles Military Books, 1975; Paperback edition 
David and Charles Publishers, 1988).

Prising, Robin, Manila Goodbye (London: Heinemann, 
1975)   (This is autobiographical from a young child’s 
perspective).

Dutch East Indies 

Armstrong Ralph, A Short Cruise on the Vyner Brooke 
(George Mann, 2003) 
(Currently unavailable on Amazon, may be out of print)

Bonga, Dieuwke Wendelaar, Eight Prison Camps: A 
Dutch Family in Japanese Java (Ohio: Ohio University 
Centre for International Studies, 1996)

Hillen, Ernest, The Way of the Boy: A Memoir of Java 
(Canada & Britain: Viking, 1994)

Kelly, Clara Olink, The Flamboya Tree: Memories of 
a Family’s Wartime Courage (London: Arrow Books, 
2003).

Schomper, Pans, Chaos after Paradise: The Promise 
of the Japanese Egg Man Trans. Greta Kwik (CIP- 
Gegevens Koninklijke Bibliotheek, Den Hagg, 1993; 
English edition 1995)

Suggested further reading by
Dr Bernice Archer.

The Forgotten Men of Guam, by the late Roger 
Mansell, will be published this autumn by Naval Institute 
Press. 

The book tells the story of the men, both military and 
civilian (including Pan Am Clipper crews), captured by 
the Japanese after the attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941. It 
is based on over a decade of research and includes many 
interviews with survivors. Historian Linda Goetz Holmes 
has edited the book.
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John Leonard Pratt 
(1920-2011)

John Leonard Pratt, a Lance 
Corporal in the Royal Corps 
of Signals, was taken prisoner 
in Singapore and later sent to 
Thailand. He was transferred back 
to Singapore in 1944 and shipped 
to Saigon, where he stayed until the 
Japanese surrendered. After the war 
he studied at London University and 
qualifi ed as a civil engineer.

John was one of 14 Far East POW 
who attended the Researching 
Far East POW History Group’s 
2008 conference. He enjoyed 

Obituaries

the weekend, the company, the 
discussions and lectures and 
sharing experiences with delegates 
and speakers alike. This was a few 
months after I had interviewed him 
for Liverpool School of Tropical 
Medicine’s FEPOW oral history 
study. He told me at the interview 
he had never spoken to anyone else 
in the way he did that day. This was 
one memory he recalled: 

“... the feeling of utter despair.  One 
particular night... it was about 
three o’clock in the morning and 
the sky was absolutely beautiful, 
I had never seen a sky like it. The 
whole thing was full of stars and 
for some reason, probably the 
type of weather we were having 
at the time, things were magnifi ed 
and I really thought well there’s 
somebody up there... Now don’t 
ask me to defi ne it please, I can’t, 
but we can’t be alone you know, 
there’s got to be some purpose in 
life somewhere. Now that bucked 
me up, it did...

In February 2010 he was one of 
eight Far East veterans to take 
part in a unique medical history 
meeting at the Liverpool School of 

Tropical Medicine. Again he enjoyed 
participating and sharing his 
experiences with those who wanted 
to learn.

John was 91 years old when he 
died on October 14, 2011. It was 
the day before we unveiled the 
Repatriation Memorial on the 
Liverpool waterfront to honour all 
those who survived captivity in the 
Far East. During the research for 
the memorial I found this article 
on page 11 of the December 1945 
edition of the Red Cross Far East 
magazine which I believe was 
written by John:
 

John was a survivor, a man of 
integrity possessed of a sense of 
humour and a love of life.  He will 
be missed.

Meg Parkes
John Pratt at the 2010 RFH
Conference © Julie Summers

Dr Nowell Peach
(1913-2012)

Doctor Nowell Peach, who has died 
aged 98, helped to alleviate the 
suffering of his POW patients in 
Java through his ingenuity and skill. 
He also conducted a unique study 
into “Burning Feet” and improved 
his own medical knowledge by 
memorising a second-hand copy of 
Gray’s Anatomy bought for him by 
Weary Dunlop.

Meg Parkes and Midge Gillies 
described Nowell’s ingenuity as a 

POW in their joint presentation at 
the Researching FEPOW History 
Group’s 2010 conference. Meg 
interviewed him several times 
as part of her research for the 
Liverpool School of Tropical 
Medicine (see http://www.
captivememories.org.uk) and Midge 
included his story in her book, The 
Barbed-Wire University. 

Nowell was born in Bristol in 1913, 
where he studied medicine and 
qualifi ed in 1937. He was about to 
begin a course in surgical training 
when war was declared. Instead, he 

joined the Royal Air Force Volunteer 
Reserve and was posted to Malaya 
in 1940. 

During the Japanese invasion of 
Northern Malaya in December 1941 
he was Mentioned in Despatches 
for his bravery in helping to 
evacuate patients from the 
hospital to trenches under heavy 
bombardment. He remained in the 
hospital until the very end and then 
retreated in style, driving a second 
hand, 30 horsepower Ford V8 
which, in his own words,  “went like 
a train” down the length of Malaya, 
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only stopping at Kuala Lumpur for 
lunch and a shower. 

From Singapore he was drafted 
to Sumatra (then part of the 
Netherlands East Indies) but soon 
after left for Java, where at the 
end of February 1942, he arrived 
in Bandung at the No.1 Allied 
General Hospital, an Australian 
fi eld hospital in a converted school. 
Here he worked alongside the 
legendary Australian surgeon and 
commanding offi cer, Lieutenant 
Colonel Edward “Weary” Dunlop. 

After his capture, following the 
Dutch surrender on 8 March 1942, 
the Japanese allowed the doctors to 
treat battle casualties for another six 
weeks before closing the hospital. 
It was about this time that Dunlop 
bought him a 1936 American edition 
of Gray’s Anatomy from a bookshop 
in Bandung. 

At his next camp in Batavia 
(modern-day Jakarta) the Japanese 
censor stamped the book with his 
“chop” rubber stamp. Nowell carried 
the fi ve-pound tome with him 
throughout the rest of his three and 
a half years in captivity, reading and 
memorising several large chunks of 
it each day. 

In late October 1942 he joined 
other medical staff at a vast transit 
camp on Batavia’s docks, called 
Tandjong Priok. At fi rst there was 
not much work for the medics and 
he began his “Burning Feet” study, 
carrying out a detailed neurological 
examination of over 50 men who 
were suffering nerve damage 
caused by malnutrition and vitamin 
defi ciency. 

He kept detailed notes of his 
fi ndings and tested his patients’ 
refl exes using a patellar hammer 
made by Royal Engineer sappers. 
The head was made from a 
Wimshurst machine (used in 
physics to produce sparks) that 

they attached to the central rod of 
a syringe and fi tted into a wooden 
handle hand-carved by Nowell. 
When, in 2007, he took part in 
the Liverpool School of Tropical 
Medicine’s Far Eastern POW 
oral history study he agreed to 
allow academics to write a paper 
(currently waiting publication) 
based on this unique, prison camp 
study.

He helped those suffering from 
beriberi (including several parties 
returning from the Spice Islands 
of Ambon and Haruku) by 
designing walking aids and even an 
orthopaedic bed. He said later: 

“And I remember one chap with 
beriberi had bilateral foot drop, 
which of course is a frightful 
impediment to getting around, so 
I made some bands to go round 
below the knee and on the foot and 
sort of threaded string between the 
two which kept the, kept his feet 
extended which was a great help for 
him to get around.”

This attitude of “make-do-and-
mend” extended to the treatment of 
POWs suffering from severe gastric 

ulceration. A Dutch dental offi cer’s 
X-ray equipment was adapted to 
carry out basic barium meals and, 
since they had only one small bottle 
of barium, Nowell helped to devise 
a recycling method after the fi rst 
patient had been examined and 
nature had taken its course. He 
later told Meg with a wry smile: “I 
don’t know whether the subsequent 
patients knew where it had been!”

Nowell was also a keen bird watcher 
and ornithological photographer. 
Although, of course, he was unable 
to take photos of birds he gave 
lecturers on photography. He also 
made sketches of some of the 400 
species on Java using crayons 
given to him by Dutch POWs. He 
managed to hang on to a pair of 
binoculars he found in the attic of 
a house for a year and a half before 
the guards confi scated them. 

He arrived back in Liverpool on 
29 October 1945 with his copy of 
Gray’s Anatomy, his bird sketches 
and his study of “Burning Feet”. 
He resumed his surgical career in 
London and on April 1946 passed 
the Royal College of Surgeons’ 
Primary Fellowship examination 

S/Ldr John S. Tupholme (Pilot), W’Cdr Alan S. Giles (padre), F/Lt Basil 
A. Stoll, F/L Maurice H. Kinmonth (MO), F/L A. Nowell H. Peach (MO) 
(centre, in shorts), S/L John Lillie, F/L Frederick A. Forbes (MO), F/L 
Patrick J. Connolly (MO) and W/Cdr William T.H. Nichols (private 
collection Peach family)
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after just a few months’ study – an 
astonishing feat that he put down to 
his years of POW study. 

After the war, in 1949, he met and 
married a nurse, Pauline, and they 
had fi ve children and settled in 

Horsham where he practised as a 
GP surgeon until his retirement. 
He became a Fellow of the Royal 
College of Surgeons in 1949.  

Nowell Peach died peacefully on 
13 January 2012 and is survived 

by Pauline, their fi ve children, 
thirteen grandchildren and six great 
grandchildren.

Meg Parkes & Midge Gillies

Richard Middleton-Smith
(1914-2011)

Richard Middleton-Smith was born 
in Hong Kong, the son of a professor 
of civil engineering at the University 
of Hong Kong. Richard was awarded 
a scholarship to Wrekin College, 
Shropshire, then studied law at 
Lincoln College, Oxford. He joined 
the Malayan Civil Service in 1936 
and was sent to Madras to master 
Tamil.  
 
Between 1937 and 1939 he was 
Assistant Controller of Labour 
for the Malay State of Selangor, 
then Negri Sembilan and Malacca. 
In 1940 he was appointed Press 
Censor, Singapore, joining the 
Colonial Secretariat in 1941. He 
enlisted as Private 13876 1st 
Battalion, Straits Settlements 
Volunteer Corps and became a POW 
at the fall of Singapore in February 
1942. He was sent from Changi 
POW camp overland  to Thailand on 
26 June 26, 1942.

In September 1945 in Thailand, as 
the repatriation of Allied prisoners 
of war got underway, a small group 
of Malayan and Straits Settlements 
Volunteer Force members took the 
selfl ess decision to stay behind to 
locate and repatriate to Malaya the 
surviving 27,000 Asian labourers 
who had been impressed as slave 
labour by the Japanese for the 
construction of the Thailand-Burma 
Railway. These volunteers, all of 
whom spoke Malay and Tamil, 
considered this task a debt of 
honour. Among them was Richard 
Middleton- Smith, newly promoted 

2nd Lieutenant for this task. He had 
already earned a reputation in the 
POW camps for unselfi sh conduct, 
regularly making trips to the river 
to obtain buckets of water for sick 
men.

Formed into two groups under Lt 
Colonel W.M. James, FMSVF, they 
left Bangkok Railway Station on 28 
August 1945 to locate the labour 
camps from Kanchanaburi to above 
185 Kilo Camp where Richard had 
ended his time as a POW. 

He recalled: “At every camp, the 
labourers seemed overjoyed to 
see us and meet those of us who 
could speak to them in their own 
language.  In a number of camps 
they seemed unaware the war was 
over. Their fi rst wish was to get back 
to Malaya and see their relatives. We 
ordered the Japanese to continue to 
provide work and pay them and also 
to improve their rations and medical 
treatment. We heard accounts of the 
hardship they suffered, that of gangs 
of 100 men only 4 to 10 remained. 
This did not surprise us as we had 
seen thousands of them die during 
the cholera epidemic of 1943 when 
the Japanese made the POWs bury 
them in huge pits. There were some 
150 orphans and in each camp, we 
made sure someone was caring for 
the children.”

Richard then headed for the Kra 
Isthmus in the south of Thailand 
to assist Javanese labourers. In 
late October 1945 he contracted 
amoebic dysentery and malaria and 
was hospitalised in Kuala Lumpur 
then Singapore. He arrived in 

Southampton in February 1946, four 
months after most other liberated 
POWs.

Richard’s POW captivity papers 
are held by the Dept of Documents, 
the Imperial War Museum and his 
oral history interviews at Singapore 
National Archives.

On his return to the UK he married 
Eileen Cooper, the widow of Major 
G.D. Cooper of the Manchester 
Regiment who died in captivity in 
Thailand.  

Returning to Malaya  in 1946  
Richard opened a new labour 
offi ce in Johore  then served as 
Labour Commissioner for Kedah 
and Penang. In 1950 he moved 
to Singapore and was appointed 
Deputy Labour Commissioner. 

Perhaps his most signifi cant and 
enduring role was to organise 
Singapore’s Corrupt Practices 
Investigation Bureau (CPIB) of 
which he became the fi rst Director 
in 1952. He subsequently held 

Richard Middleton-Smith
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several senior administrative 
positions in Singapore including 
Secretary for Defence and Internal 
Security, Deputy President, 
Singapore City Council, also 
acting as President in 1956. In 
these roles and later as Chief 
Administrative Offi cer of the City 
Council he was instrumental in 
the “Malayanisation” of the City 
Council. 

Sir Percy McNeice, President of 
Singapore City Council at the time, 
referred to his ability to maintain 
“an unruffl ed demeanour” in 
diffi cult negotiations, and also to 
his “gift of keeping discussions alive 
when they are in danger of breaking 
down.” Richard was chosen in 1957 
as one of only two experienced ex-
pat offi cers to stay on. Retiring in 
1958 he returned to the UK and was 

the Bursar of Cheltenham College 
(1961-1974).

He died on Christmas Day 2011 at 
Wadhurst, East Sussex, predeceased 
by wife, Eileen. Our condolences to 
his family. 

Jonathan Moffatt

Ronald William Fordham 
Searle (1920-2011)

Ronald Searle, whose drawings of 
Thailand and Singapore provide a 
detailed visual record of captivity in 
the Far East, died at a hospital near 
his home in southern France on 30 
December 2011. He was ninety-one. 

He was born in Cambridge, the 
son of a railwayman, and left full-
time education at the age of 14. He 
later won a scholarship to study 
at Cambridge School of Art and 
started to provide cartoons every 
week for the then Cambridge Daily 
News when he was still only 15.  The 
university magazine, Granta also 
accepted his work. 

Searle joined the Territorial Army 
and, on the outbreak of war, the 
Royal Engineers. In Norfolk he 
worked as a camoufl age artist, was 
sent briefl y to Scotland and then 
joined a troopship for an unknown 
destination - which turned out to be 
Singapore. 

It was while he was fi ghting in the 
streets of Singapore that he glanced 
down and saw for the fi rst time his 
cartoon in Lilliput magazine. The 
cartoon contained the fi rst reference 
to his most famous creation, the 
fearsome St Trinian’s schoolgirls.

At great personal risk he continued 
to sketch throughout his captivity, 
fi rst in Singapore and then later on 

the Thailand-Burma Railway.  In 
the most comprehensive collection 
of his war drawings, To the Kwai 
– and Back, War Drawings 
1939-1945, published in 1986, he 
commented:

“During my captivity I had, in 
a somewhat unimaginative and 
already ambitious way, convinced 
myself that my mission was to 
emerge from the various camps, 
the jungle and fi nally prison with 
a ‘signifi cant’ pictorial record that 
would reveal to the world something 
of what happened during those lost 
and more or less unphotographed 
years.”

In Thailand he hid many of his 
sketches under the “beds” where 
men dying of cholera lay because 
he knew the guards would keep 
well away from them. He sketched 
guards as well as POWs. At Changi 
he painted scenery for the open-
air theatre, produced posters and 
programmes for variety shows and 
his cartoons adorned the camp 

magazine, Exile. He also drew the 
fi rst of what would become his 
trademark, spidery St Trinian’s 
schoolgirls while he was held in 
Changi Gaol. 

After the war the demonic school 
would make his fortune - although 
St Trinian’s represented only a tiny 
part of his output. It is easy to see 
the infl uence of his years of captivity 
within the school’s walls and 
through the torture and beheadings 
infl icted by the wayward girls.

He also illustrated the Molesworth 
series and produced political 
cartoons. His work was published 
in Punch, The New Yorker and 
Le Monde. He has been described 
as “easily the greatest cartoonist 
of the twentieth century” and the 
“cartoonists’ cartoonist”.  

Ralph Steadman and Gerald Scarfe 
were both heavily infl uenced by 
him. The latter commented (The 
Guardian 4, January 2012):

Searle became famous 
for his St Trinian’s 
cartoons. Book covers 
courtesy of Penguin
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“He’d spent his early years in a 
Japanese prisoner of war camp: it’s 
extraordinary to think that this thin, 
wiry little man survived that and 
came back to make us all laugh.”

Ronald married Lilliput’s assistant 
editor, Kaye Webb, after the war, 
although it was not until the 
summer of 1945 that she knew that 
he had survived.  They divorced in 

1967 and he went to live in France 
with his second wife, Monica 
Koenig, who died in July 2011. 

He was extremely generous in 
allowing other POWs and historians 
to reproduce his work. Although 
he was unable to attend a civic 
reception held in Cambridge 
in February 2011 to mark the 
anniversary of the return of POWs 

from captivity he sent a warm 
message that was read out at the 
event.  

He was appointed CBE in 2004 and 
in 2006 was made a chevalier of 
the Légion d’honneur. The Imperial 
War Museum holds an extensive 
collection of his work.    
     
               Midge Gillies

Editor’s Comment

I am happy to receive suggestions for articles or indeed to consider articles submitted for future editions of the 
RFH newsletter.  In particular we would like to carry stories about areas perhaps less well known than Thailand-
Burma. Do contact me if you have any ideas.          
                          
                 Midge Gillies

Chairman: Meg Parkes
mm.parkes@talktalk.net

Secretary: Sarah Edwards                                                      
sarah@researchingfepowhistory.org.uk

Treasurer: Mike Parkes                                                       
mike.parkes@talktalk.net
 

Committee

Newsletter Editor: Midge Gillies
midgegillies@btopenworld.com; 
asst editor: Sarah Edwards

Conference Coordinators: Keith Andrews,
Martin Percival and Stephen Rockcliffe

Postal address for correspondence: Meg Parkes, 
34 Queen’s Road, Hoylake, Wirral, CH47 2AJ
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4TH INTERNATIONAL

RESEARCHING FEPOW HISTORY

CONFERENCE
at Whitemoor Lakes Conference and Activity Centre, Alrewas, Staffordshire

(opposite the National Memorial Arboretum)
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70 Years On: Far East Captivity Explored

International speakers:

Professor Sears Eldredge (USA) – concert
parties in Thailand and elsewhere

Dr Rosalind Hearder (Australia) – the 
work of the Australian Medical 
Officers in camp

Special guests include:

Dr Bernice Archer – civilian internees
Rod Beattie – Director, Thailand-Burma 

Railway Centre, Kanchanaburi
Dr Geoff Gill – Professor of International 

Medicine, Liverpool School of
Tropical Medicine

Mr Jeyathurai A. (Jeya) – Director of the 
Changi Museum, Singapore 1941 photograph of dental

officer Captain David Arkush
alongside a carved profile of him. This remarkable
likeness was created from a tablet of soap in
1944 by a grateful Dutch patient at Chungkai
Hospital camp in Thailand (courtesy of the Army
Medical Services Museum, Aldershot)

For registration forms, delegate rates and further information log on to:
www.researchingfepowhistory.org.uk  

or send an SAE to: Mike Parkes, 34 Queens Road, Hoylake, Wirral CH47 2AJ

Don’t miss this unique opportunity to meet and listen to leading
international and UK-based experts in the field of FEPOW history research


