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Singapore Lost


[F]urther resistance would not only serve to inflict direct harms [sic] and injuries to thousands of non-combatants living in the city, throwing them into further miseries and horrors of war, but also would not add anything to the honour of your Army and result in annihilation of the city and civilians.
Japanese leaflet, signed by General Yamashita Tomoyuki, dropped on Allied positions in Singapore days before the British surrender
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THE WAR COMES TO SINGAPORE with a bloody, terrible suddenness that shocks the British and Australian forces who garrison the city’s naval base. In their field offices, on the outskirts of town, Allied war diarists record Britain’s greatest military humiliation in short, handwritten phrases, like taps on a snare drum pacing the approach of oblivion.

‘Civilians,’ warns an Australian diarist of the 8th Division General Staff, on 2 February 1942, may hear ‘war-like noises – range practice etc’ – a ruse conceived by the Allies to prevent civilian hysteria.1 To further this illusion of safety, the British commander Lieutenant General Arthur Percival postpones plans to build proper land fortifications along the coast. But those ‘warlike noises’ hammering Singapore’s north coast are actual war noises, writes the Australian war diarist. Real Japanese guns and bombs are destroying the naval fortress, whose huge new docks have not contained a warship for weeks.

Defeat is everywhere: in the smell of encroaching shellfire, the cries of terrified Chinese, and the bewildered eyes of Allied soldiers and commanders, who fall back on the island beneath the rampaging forces of Nippon. The Japanese control the Johore Peninsula and since January have turned their sights on the little island to the south, Fortress Singapore, hitherto thought impregnable. With their backs to the sea, British and Australian troops prepare to fight to the last man in defence of this sumptuous colony, the pride of the Empire. Just weeks earlier, pink gin, linen suits, croquet and the calm of Raffles Hotel seemed the unassailable constituents of civilisation. Today, these trinkets of colonial life have vanished in the cordite-filled stench of defeat. Everyone knows Singapore’s surrender is imminent.

Churchill is already resigned to the fact, having lost hope of the colony’s salvation after the sinking of the Repulse and the Prince of Wales the previous December; he will later describe the Fall of Singapore as the ‘worst disaster’ and ‘greatest capitulation’ in British history. Reasons beyond his control, he implies at the time, have forced the defeat. Yet the responsibility is the British Government’s, in its inability to reinforce the colony, chiefly with crucial aircraft. Stretched to the limit fighting Germany, Britain simply hasn’t the resources to defend its Far Eastern garrison. The prime minister will never forgive the Japanese for the loss of Singapore, which envenoms his mind against ‘the Wops of the East’, the deaths of whom he later demands in great numbers to avenge British honour.2 If the voyage of Christopher Columbus marked the dawn of the European colonial era, the great clanking sound of the retreat of Western imperialism has surely started here.
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No doubt, there is great bravery in the path of defeat, isolated acts that do little to stanch the downward rush of Japan. No fair account of the withdrawal could overlook the stoic role of Australia’s 22nd Brigade, whose 2/30th Battalion at Gemas on 14 January inflicted a tactical blow distinctly absent from the rest of the Malayan campaign. Ordered to ‘stop’ the enemy, as part of the wider fighting withdrawal from Muar, the battalion’s commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Frederick ‘Black Jack’ Galleghan, commanded his men to set an ambush at a wooden bridge over the Sungei Gemencheh River. At 4 pm that day, as the Japanese crossed on bicycles, the Australians blew the bridge and turned their machine guns, rifles and grenades on the enemy. The initiative was short-lived: unable to call in artillery because the Japanese had broken their telephone lines, the Australians fought on for two bloody days before withdrawing, during which they inflicted several hundred Japanese casualties (not a thousand, as popularly claimed) and destroyed a few Japanese tanks, for the loss of 81 men.

It was a fleeting tactical victory. Yet if the action achieved little, it was not the fault of Captain Lionel Matthews, an Australian signaller, who ran into no-man’s-land several times to reconnect broken communications lines, for which he would earn every shred of his Military Cross. (Matthews would later perform the same feat, ‘laying a cable over ground strongly patrolled by the enemy and thus restoring communication’ between his divisional headquarters and a brigade during the battle for Singapore.)

The stand at Gemas was but a straw in the wind. At Bakri, from 18 to 22 January, Lieutenant Colonel Charles Anderson, a South African-born Australian, earned the only Victoria Cross of the Malayan campaign. Anderson, commanding Australia’s 2/19th Battalion, was ordered to halt the Japanese near Parit Sulong Village. Cut off deep inside enemy territory, without air or artillery support, Anderson repelled ‘persistent attacks on his position from air and ground forces, and forced his way through the enemy lines to a depth of fifteen miles’, his citation would state.3 Suffering severe casualties, ‘he personally led an attack with great gallantry on the enemy who were holding a bridge, and succeeded in destroying four guns … throughout all this fighting, [he] protected his wounded and refused to leave them’. Captured, Anderson and a few survivors were doomed to spend years on the Thai–Burma Railway; to his fury, the Japanese would massacre all the Australian wounded.

A great assortment of British forces engaged in the biggest and most sustained battles during the ‘fighting withdrawal’ (a noble euphemism, disguising what had become a hasty and disorganised Allied retreat) down the Malayan Peninsula: the 2nd Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, 2nd Gordon Highlanders, regiments raised in Cambridgeshire, Norfolk, Suffolk, Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire, Lanarkshire, East Surrey, as well as anti-tank, anti-aircraft and artillery units. The measureless courage of a few failed to inhibit the onrush. Near the end, the Scots bore the brunt of combat – fighting, pulling back and regrouping to fight again – during which the Argylls were decimated. A handful of bloody survivors, led by their kilted pipers, staggered across the Causeway, the last troops over this 1100-yard sea bridge linking Singapore island to Johore Peninsula, before the Royal Navy blew it up on the morning of 31 January.

And then there were the Indians. The heroic failure of several Indian units confounds later reports of wholesale cowardice and disloyalty. Denouncing their ‘low morale’ after the war,4 the Australian commander Lieutenant General Gordon Bennett (Major General at the time of the fall) – himself in no position to condemn others – would spare the performance of the 11th Indian Division, who endured the hellish four-day battle of Kampar. None who lived through it would forget the performance of the Sikh units of the 6/15th Brigade, and the hair-raising war cries of 1/18th Punjab Regiment, who fell on the Japanese with bayonets fixed and eyes ablaze. Just 30 survived the carnage.

Against this, the Japanese proved an unstoppable force. Superbly led, jungle-trained, phenomenally brave and driven to the limits of endurance by Tokyo’s craving for raw materials, the soldiers are easily the better and more experienced. Psychologically programmed to scorn death, they present the terrifying aspect of an army utterly indifferent to its own preservation, in accordance with the revitalised code of the samurai, the bushido, whose opening words, ‘… to die!’ ring in the heads of thousands of screaming young men swarming up the beaches.5 Indeed, they relish the prospect, in battle and captivity, of self-annihilation in the name of the Emperor.
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The last days of Singapore are a frenzy of blood and iron. The Australian war diarist, seemingly oblivious to his own coming doom, dutifully completes his chronicle: on 4 February, the civil authorities order ‘all natives living within one mile of foreshores’ to evacuate. The reason appears overhead, in a squadron of triumphant, low-flying Zeros, rolling and diving like flocks of playful birds, in complete control of the sky. A million terrified people are now crammed onto the little island.

That night, unmolested, the Zeros bomb the precincts of the Causeway. On 8 February, they strafe the town centre. Panic is open and everywhere, amid reports of Japanese landings on the island’s north-west shore and manifestly not in the east, where Allied commanders had expected them. In fact, that day, one and a half divisions, some 30,000 Japanese troops, heave ashore directly in the sights of Australia’s vastly outnumbered and thinly spread 22nd Brigade, who mount a desperate, if futile, resistance before being utterly overwhelmed, as the diarist glibly notes: ‘2330 … situation very confused … Penetration has occurred’.

The Australian forces are being ‘pushed back’, notes the 8th Division war diary. Their British comrades, occupying the same poorly fortified positions, are similarly routed – a direct consequence of British commander General Arthur Percival’s refusal to build proper coastal defences. This eases the task of the Japanese shock troops, who fall on the shallow Allied defences in a screaming, seemingly limitless tide; they blow holes in the thinning lines and charge through, shooting or butchering the wan face of resistance.

The news resonates at the command centre in the city: the Allies’ tactic of spreading the men thinly around the shores rather than concentrating them at likely landing points has failed. Percival anticipated an enemy force of at least five divisions, some 100,000 troops; in fact, the Japanese attack the island with just 30,000 strike troops and 35,000 in reserve, against total Allied forces of some 88,000. The latter include tens of thousands of dozy ‘base wallahs’ – staff and supporting units – who are more likely to raise a glass of crème de menthe than a rifle. By contrast, all Japanese personnel – the cooks, batmen, medics and drivers – double as combat troops.

At 4.30 am on 9 February, the situation rapidly deteriorates. ‘Brigade disorganised and comm[unications] extremely difficult,’ the Australian scribbles. ‘HQ withdrawing … Situation in Brigade area not clear … unknown where actual front of brigade [is] situated …’ At 8 am, the Western Area HQ moves its Operations Room to underground dugouts, and British and Australian troops fall back on the city. Lieutenant Tony White, an Australian officer, looks into the clear blue sky: nothing. ‘In the last days it was rumoured the skies were going to be black with American planes,’ he recalls.6 Today, only the dismal sound of the oncoming Zeros can be heard.

The last charter plane, packed with startled civilians, leaves Singapore that day. That night, some 2000 Australians are reported to be holed up in the Anzac Club – a figure later found to be ‘grossly exaggerated’, the diarist notes. In truth, British and Australian morale has plummeted. Whole units crack, and their soldiers, unable to bear the shame of defeat and the horror of what awaits them, desert. Australian and British stragglers – most cut off from their units – wander the city’s precincts in disbelief that it has come to this. ‘[T]hroughout Singapore,’ writes another witness, ‘small bands of British and Australian troops could be seen wandering aimlessly about, with a very dispirited demeanour’.7
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In the command bunker at Allied HQ Western Area, west of the town, General Archibald Wavell, commander-in-chief, Far East, General Percival, general officer commanding Malaya, and Lieutenant General Gordon Bennett, commander of Australia’s 8th Division, confer.

Wavell, imperturbable, possessed of charm and intelligence, is sent to Singapore with failure howling in his head, after Rommel’s forces chased the British out of Crete and Greece and destroyed their offensive in North Africa. Removed by Churchill after that debacle, Wavell arrives in Asia to confront another.

Percival cuts an ungainly figure in his baggy shorts, snub moustache and buck teeth, the epitome of the chinless Pom in the eyes of resentful Australians. In fact, he is a brave officer, the recipient of the Military Cross in the Great War, and a sound administrator. But he is not equipped for his present challenge. In Singapore, Percival’s unpromising appearance, timid grip on command and indecisiveness fail to inspire his subordinates – and hasten the colony’s doom.

Bennett, nominally Percival’s most senior subordinate, is an insufferably proud Australian, decorated at Gallipoli, where he led 300 men in an attack south of Lone Pine, and Pozières, the worst Australian clash on the Western Front. Bennett is a front-line commander, prickly to the point of insubordination and utterly unsuited to working with his British superiors. He makes little effort to disguise his contempt for Percival, and their relationship is ‘devoid of harmony’8 – a serious mark against Bennett’s attitude and any hope of smooth and decisive command in Singapore.

These are the men charged with leading the defence of the colony. In early February 1942, they deliberate inside a heavily fortified bunker beneath Japanese aerial bombardment. With every shuddering blow, the obvious outcome stares them in the face: surrender, or face obliteration. Outside the bunker, the casualties of the air attack are ‘light’, the 8th Division diarist wishfully writes. Inside, the British generals exhibit ‘exemplary coolness’, Bennett records.9

Wavell delivers the message he has been sent to convey: British and Australian forces must hold the island to the last man. ‘[O]ur whole fighting reputation is at stake and the honour of the British Empire,’ he declares10 – echoing Churchill’s grim injunction, sent via a personal signal, that there must be ‘no thought of saving the troops or sparing the population’. The battle for Singapore, Churchill insists, must be fought to the bitter end ‘at all costs’. Britain’s 18th Division ‘has a chance to make its name in history. Commanders and senior officers should die with their troops … I rely on you to show no mercy or weakness in any form.’11 Percival accepts the order; Bennett grumpily demurs.
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That night, Wavell dines with the governor Sir Shenton and Lady Daisy Thomas at Government House. Premonitions of the end obsess him; in his mind, British Singapore, this Gibraltar of the East, is a thing of the past. He sits ‘thumping his knees with his fists’ (as Sir Shenton observes in his diary), saying over and over, ‘“It should never have happened.”’12 But his work is done here – he has delivered his instructions, assessed the situation – and he prepares to leave Percival and his embattled men. His duty is elsewhere, in the vast amphitheatre of the Pacific, the defeat of which now threatens not only whole nations but also his very career. Lady Thomas, sick with dysentery, declines Wavell’s invitation to accompany him to Java – a last, perfunctory act of chivalry. The general leaves Singapore after midnight.

On 10 February, British and Australian commanders order the destruction of the island’s petrol reserves and all classified documents, while Allied units withdraw to the outskirts of the city. Australian units in the vicinity of the village of BT Panjang are ordered to hold the line. That night, a large Japanese force with tanks attacks the area. A British counter-offensive fails, or never occurs, as reported, and the Allies resume the withdrawal, ‘in confusion after suffering heavy casualties’.13

The Australian diarist ends the day on a plaintive note: ‘It appeared that there was little of our force on the road to stop any breakthrough by the enemy SOUTH … towards SINGAPORE.’ The very breakthrough occurs that night. Australia’s 2/29th Battalion becomes ‘disintegrated’: ‘Bn HQ and one coy and stragglers move back to HALL ROAD.’ The Japanese grab control of the food, petrol and supply dumps in the area, as the Allies retreat in a loose semicircle around the heart of town.

On the morning of 11 February, Japanese planes scatter leaflets signed by General Yamashita Tomoyuki calling on all British forces to surrender:


[F]urther resistance would not only serve to inflict direct harms [sic] and injuries to thousands of non-combatants living in the city, throwing them into further miseries and horrors of war, but also would not add anything to the honour of your Army and result in annihilation of the city and civilians.14



If the Allies continue to resist, ‘I shall be obliged though reluctantly from humanitarian considerations to order my army to make annihilating attacks on Singapore’.

Countless Chinese towns can attest to the seriousness of the threat; Nanking offers the apotheosis. The Allied forces converge on the racecourse and the city’s precincts. Incidents of lawlessness and looting erupt in the city; small groups of soldiers are found ‘searching the waterfront for some means of escape’.15 That day, British military police block at least two attempts by drunken troops to rush the last ships, designated for white women, children and nurses. Discipline severely lapses, as drunk and nerve-racked troops undermine the stoic example of most soldiers, no less anxious and exhausted.

The most potent symbol of the colony’s end is the destruction of its financial reserves. The sight of Captain Hartley James Walker towing out to sea and throwing overboard the banks’ bullion coinage astonishes the local people.16 Walker casts a stern eye on those who attempt to board the ship. Elsewhere, he sees cowardice and defeatism at the highest levels: officers at the Union Jack Club – ‘hopeless cases’ – are heard whining, ‘They gave them a chance at Dunkirk and Greece and Crete! What about us!’17 It is too late to evacuate the remaining civilians, who nervously await the invader in the churches and clubs, their grand old homes and the ballroom and lobby of the Raffles Hotel. Hundreds sing hymns in the beautiful cathedral and pray. God is their only weapon left.
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There follows an atrocity committed by the invading Japanese that bears out the Allies’ worst reports of the enemy’s incomprehensible cruelty. On 13 February, Japanese advance troops strike along the Pasir Panjang Ridge west of town. They penetrate Alexandra, where a military hospital contains 900 sick and wounded patients.

At 2 pm, they cut the water supply to the city; the reservoirs promise just a few days’ flow. ‘There are now one million people within radius of three miles,’ Governor Thomas cables London. ‘Many dead lying in the streets and burial impossible. We are faced with total deprivation of water, which must result in pestilence …’18

On 14 February, at 1.40 p.m., the first Japanese troops enter the hospital, where a British female officer presents them with a white flag. They reply by bayoneting her, burst into the main hospital and proceed to slaughter the medical staff and patients. According to one witness, ‘[The Japanese] ran amok on the ground floor. They were very excitable and jumpy; neither pointing to the RED CROSS brassard nor shouting the word HOSPITAL had any effect.’19 In the operating theatre, they run through five doctors and nurses with their swords, as well as an anaesthetised corporal on the operating table.20 Hundreds are herded into tiny cells in a nearby industrial site and left there overnight, where many die of heat or thirst; the survivors are bayoneted the next day. Over two days of inexplicable slaughter, the Japanese forces massacre 320 staff and patients at Alexandra Hospital.
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At that hour, Percival confers with senior officers at Fort Canning. All are ‘unanimous’ that further resistance is ‘hopeless’,21 writes Bennett, and the question arises: are we to fight to the death? In deference to his orders, Percival favours continued resistance – at least until his men can resist no more. The Australian officers disagree: ‘did Singapore still have a strategic value to justify the sacrifice of 720,000 civilians?’ Brigadier Jim Thyer, general staff officer commanding the 8th Australian Division, later writes.22 Bennett, similarly, believes surrender is inevitable and escape a senior officer’s duty.

The next day, Percival orders the artillery to fire only on ‘observed targets’ due to an acute shortage of Allied shells. ‘There was practically no ammunition left,’ Lieutenant Colonel Charles Kappe, commanding the Australian 8th Division Signals, later writes while a prisoner in Changi.23 The water reserves are almost drained, with at best 48 hours’ supply. Yet still Percival vows to fight on – for as long as the water lasts. Bennett, however, has made up his mind. Without informing his British counterpart, he cables Australia’s prime minister John Curtin that he intends to surrender to avoid further, needless loss of life.24 The message enrages Percival when he later hears of it.

On 15 February, at 11 am, brandishing a telegram from Wavell, Percival summons his senior commanders for their last conference as free men. The telegram qualifies Churchill’s Armageddon strategy. ‘So long,’ Wavell writes, ‘as you are in a position to inflict losses and damage to [the] enemy and your troops are physically capable of doing so you must fight on … When you are fully satisfied that this is no longer possible I give you discretion to cease resistance.’25 The exhaustion of the men and the lack of water and ammunition make up Percival’s mind. ‘Unable therefore [to] continue the fight any longer,’ he replies. ‘All ranks have done their best and grateful for your help.’26
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The Japanese celebrate the Allied surrender with shouts of Banzai!’ and a clatter of swords. The world, too, must share in the British humiliation, see and feel it, their commanders decide. The abjection of the white man must be milked for all it’s worth, insists General Yamashita Tomoyuki, the big, bullet-headed commander of the Japanese armies in Johore. Revelling in his nickname, the ‘Tiger of Malaya’, Yamashita orders the British commanders to prostrate themselves before him.

And so, a little after 4 pm, Percival and his staff, bearing a Union Jack and the white flag of truce drive north along the Bukit Timah road to the Japanese lines, whereupon they begin the walk of infamy to Yamashita’s headquarters. Photographs of this terrible procession are broadcast around the world. At the same time, the Rising Sun flag appears over the Cathay Pacific Building, Singapore’s tallest. The British commanders enter the Ford Automobile company, where Yamashita sits at his desk and lays down the terms of unconditional surrender.

Ignoring the thudding demands for his signature, Percival quietly peruses the surrender document and dares to request a ceasefire instead of a surrender; he asks as well that 1000 British troops be allowed to maintain order in the town and protect civilians. Yamashita ignores him, to which Percival replies that the Japanese commander must accept full responsibility for the lives of the troops and civilians remaining in Singapore. To such impertinence, Yamashita bangs his fist and declares that ‘Bushido would look after these things’.27 (In the event, Yamashita, while still in charge, restrains the Guards division of the Imperial Army from entering the city centre; and yet, had Percival not surrendered – as Yamashita later admits – the Japanese Army would have razed the town and subjected half a million citizens to the treatment of Nanking.)28 The Allies are committed to the unconditional surrender of Singapore.

The Australian war diary concludes with the pitiable realisation: ‘Captured enemy maps [show] all our dispositions and HQs.’ In short, the Japanese know everything – the fruit of busy, local fifth-columnists. Later that night, the Australian 8th Division makes a crueller discovery. Bennett, their commander, is missing, apparently absent without leave: ‘General Gordon Bennett was not seen at HQ after this hour.’29

Vowing never to be caught, Bennett flees with two subordinates, Major Charles Moses and Lieutenant Gordon Walker. Their exit is distinctly unedifying: having burnt their papers, downed last drinks with a few Gordon Highlanders, who share the Australians’ loathing of the English, Bennett and his staff commandeer a Chinese sampan and pitch into the sea. A witness later describes the ensuing fiasco, of Bennett screaming ‘like a young girl’ as pandemonium erupts on the crowded vessel.30 That night, while the crew argue over the best route to Sumatra, the sampan crashes into a series of exposed fishing stakes. Despite these mishaps, the three Australian officers eventually get home. Their flight later attaches ignominy to the Australian commander’s name, which his fussy, self-serving memoir does little to dispel.

For his part, Percival is sent to Changi, to spend years in a Japanese prisoner-of-war camp, unable to defend himself from the charges, in absentia, of responsibility for the disgrace. He provides, sadly, a perfect scapegoat for the failures of Whitehall.
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The general ceasefire takes effect at 8.30 that night, with the surrender of all arms and ammunition. The Japanese troops, delirious on the shoreline, fling their arms in the air and continue their interminable Banzai’s. The ferocity, speed and strategic brilliance of Yamashita’s descent on Singapore has stunned the Allies, who were assuredly ‘outwitted, outgeneralled and outfought’, in the devastating summary of Wavell’s chief of staff, Sir Henry Pownall.31 Not since the defeat of Russia in 1905 has Japan inflicted so humiliating a punishment on a foreign foe; not since their invasion of Manchuria has Nippon devoured so much territory in one fell swoop. And not only the Johore Peninsula – a month earlier Japanese forces digested all of Borneo, the nuggety island to the south-east, along with its great tin mines, rubber plantations and oilfields, which are set to fuel the southerly advance of Japan’s ‘Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere’.

The Allied troops – British, Australian, Indian, Dutch – are at once furious and coldly defiant. Many were willing to give their lives for Singapore, the last citadel in the defence of New Guinea and Australia; many feel betrayed by their commanders, and betrayers of the people they were sent here to defend. In reality, they have been abandoned, their actions bold if futile gestures in the gale of the Japanese onslaught, their flesh and blood the price of others’ mistakes. Of the 88,000 soldiers at Percival’s disposal, many are reinforcements, bright-eyed volunteers rushed up from Australia weeks before the capitulation. Some 15,000 are British and Australian support staff, who rarely left the palm-fringed comfort of the Singapore Turf Club and the dazzling whiteness of Raffles, from whose grand ballroom the strains of ‘There’ll Always Be an England’ die forever. Still thousands more lie sick, wounded and weapon-less in the island’s hospitals.

Of all the melancholy reasons advanced for the fall of Singapore – Japan’s combat strength; Percival’s inadequate defences; the island’s south-pointing guns (a false legend); the colony’s ‘Dollar Arsenal’, which valued commerce (rubber, tin) over military efficiency; the failure of ‘the Indians’ (Bennett’s personal bête noire); Japan’s monopoly of tanks; the ‘betrayal’ by High Command; or sheer Anglo-Saxon/Celtic laziness and unreadiness – by far the most persuasive is the lack of Allied aircraft. The absence of fighters and heavy bombers, then needed in Europe, freed the Japanese Zeros to sink Churchill’s finest symbols of resistance, the battleships Repulse and Prince of Wales, and to lacerate Allied troop entrenchment and retreating columns unhindered by the Spitfires that Whitehall promised but failed to deliver. The effect of Japanese air supremacy was ‘tremendous’, Bennett will tell a meeting with the Australian prime minister and chiefs of staff on 2 March 1942. The unchallenged Zeros pulverised the island’s defences and severely damaged civilian morale. ‘The Japanese won the campaign with bicycles,’ Bennett avers. ‘They had no artillery,’ he concludes – a devastating, if self-serving, verdict.32

And there are the less tangible ‘human’ factors: the mutual loathing of Percival and Bennett, who ‘disagreed about almost everything’;33 the ill-adjusted relationships between the Australians and British, Gurkhas and Indians; and what Bennett describes as the ‘retreat complex’, surely an own goal. ‘[L]eaders allowed their fatigue to be communicated to their men,’ he reports, ‘units withdrew without a fight, frequently without orders, and sometimes in the face of imaginary threats. Many senior officers regarded retreat as inevitable.’34

Allied commanders are less inclined to acknowledge the success of the Japanese and the extraordinary generalship of Yamashita, commander of the Imperial 25th Army. The Tiger of Malaya conquered 685 miles of the Malayan Peninsula in just 70 days; his detractors warned it would take one and a half years. For this achievement, his Tokyo superiors forgive Yamashita’s rebellious and somewhat eccentric methods. He treats prisoners, for example, relatively humanely; he sends gifts to the governor and to British women and children; and he punishes any troops who loot and rape. Bemoaning the lack of moral fibre in the Japanese forces, he later remarks in his diary, ‘I regret that staff officers have no sense of propriety.’35 And yet, Tokyo sees his comparative restraint (which failed, shockingly, at Alexandra Hospital) as a weakness, and within six months Yamashita will be redeployed to Manchuria, a sign of Tokyo’s displeasure at his lenience.

With the capture of Singapore, Japan’s strategic offensive radiates throughout the Pacific along three axes: one speeds north to Rangoon and consolidates the Japanese grip on Burma; a second drives hard against Java and Sumatra and reinforces Borneo – the great oil-breathing island; and a third continues further south to Rabaul, the Solomon Islands, New Guinea – and the very edge of Australia.36 Singapore is the strategic wheel on which this vast military apparatus turns, and the 130,000 Anglo-Saxon, Chinese and Indian prisoners held here are to provide a great pool of slave labour for the Empire of the Sun.
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The Boat


Down it would come, lowered from above, a cut-down steel barrel full of … putrid, sour, sticky, lime-green rice!
Private Billy Young recalls feeding time aboard the hell ship to Sandakan
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[E]very dog has his day and I do hope it’s not long before [the Japanese] will be praying for mercy …
Private Tom Burns, after the experience at sea
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THE DAY AFTER THE FALL, thousands of Japanese troops march through the streets of Singapore shouting ‘Banzai’ and ‘Long live the Emperor’, to appalled English ears. The Rising Sun flutters over the city and the Union Jack lies in shreds as the occupying forces transform Singapore into a Japanese colony. Yen replaces the local currency; the streets, shops and hotels are renamed; all inward and outward trade seized and controlled; farmlands and local manufacturing operations appropriated.

Some 50,000 British, Australian and Indian troops are rounded up and marched off to prison. Most of the Indians are taken to camps west of the island, and the British and Australians to Changi, a military base built by the British, 17 miles east. White civilians soon join them. The captured soldiers walk through the streets in shock and yet defiant, singing and joking and dressed in a motley array of torn and ragged fatigues, mufti and headgear – caps, pork-pie hats, toupees and the occasional turban – keen to impress upon the Japanese and frightened local witnesses a sense of careless defiance.

As the foreigners leave, the Chinese and Malays wait in huddled terror. The Chinese well know the fate of their countrymen and women in Nanking, Shanghai and Manchuria. Their worst fears are soon realised. Within days, agents of the secret police, the Kempei-tai – a name that will forever desecrate the annals of human history – arrive to subject Singapore’s Chinese community to a policy of ‘purification by elimination’, starting with the interrogation and slaughter of communists, collaborators and other perceived subversives. Yamashita imposes a three-day limit on routine arrests and executions. On its expiry, his director of operations, Colonel Tsuji Masunobu, nicknamed ‘The Wolf’, casts aside his commanding officer’s restraint in sparing the rest of the Chinese male population. Tsuji amply lives up to his moniker, later chiding fellow officers in Burma for refusing to share his dinner – the liver of a dead Allied pilot1 – and embarks on the wholesale massacre of Chinese males aged between 15 and 50. In the coming months, more than 70,000 Chinese Singaporean civilians will be incarcerated and enslaved, and 6000–10,000 executed. Australian and British prisoners, consigned to gravedigging parties, are burying the Chinese dead well into March 1942.
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While the Japanese treat the Singaporean Chinese with routine brutality, their approach to their Anglo-Saxon captives is initially confused. This relationship is new, untested; the master–subordinate assumption has been turned upside down. The clash of military cultures creates bizarre and unpredictable reactions. At one extreme, many, better-educated Japanese – senior officers such as Yamashita – jealously admire the British Empire and its economic and industrial achievements, are conscious of international protocols on the treatment of prisoners and urge their men to observe restraint. At the other extreme, fiery junior officers and non-commissioned men, anxious to impress their superiors, display a vindictive and puerile hatred for the white man, manifesting itself in sudden, extreme violence – the source of which seems to be a mixture of indoctrination, poor education and an ingrained sense of inferiority.

Older Japanese soldiers remember the incarceration of Russian prisoners in the war of 1904–05, and Germans in the Great War in 1916 – who were in fact dealt with humanely, in a manner befitting the rules of war.2 But the modern Japanese regime is different. For one thing, younger Japanese troops have no precedent for dealing with white prisoners, tens of thousands of whom have fallen into their hands for the first time. These young men behave in the sway of a reinterpretation of the Samurai tradition of self-sacrifice. Its modern incarnation is a bastardised version of the original text, glorifying death for its own sake and condemning as unfit to live any Japanese soldier who fails to destroy himself in captivity. The Japanese regime extends this culture of death to the enemy and inculcates in its young firebrands the maxim that any prisoner should honourably destroy himself in the Samurai way. A man who fails to do so hardly deserves respect as a soldier.

Indeed, the junior Japanese officers find something especially abhorrent in the sight of British and Australians cheerfully trying to adapt to captivity. The Western instinct to live, the simple, overwhelming urge to go home, are incomprehensible to Japanese troops raised on a bogus philosophy of death, for whom the worst kind of shame attaches to being captured. Were the positions reversed, Japanese prisoners who failed to kill themselves would return home in disgrace. And so a new-found contempt insinuates itself into the heads of these simple, ‘born-again’ Samurai – brutish, insensible young men, easy prey for Tokyo’s banal propaganda, who metamorphose into warriors on the receipt of their first sword. In time, Japanese soldiers – and, by extension, their Formosan and Korean underlings – will come to see the prisoners as loathsome curiosities, deserving of no more consideration than a beast of burden.
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Official policy towards the prisoners has not yet drawn on this well of hatred, and the conditions at Changi are initially tolerable. The Japanese look askance at the proceedings inside the camp. ‘When we were marched out to Changi we hadn’t seen a Jap. Nobody guarded us. The Japs said, “You administer yourselves,”’ recalls Lieutenant Russ Ewin.3 The white prisoners are rather surprised to find themselves living unguarded – at first – in spacious British-built barracks, houses and drill grounds covering 30 square miles set in lush tropical gardens and bounded on three sides by the sea. Some 14,860 Australians occupy Selarang Barracks; 37,000 British and other nationalities are sent further east to Roberts, India and Kitchener Barracks. The echoes of colonial grandeur may ring hollow here, but the prison camp is indeed a pleasant surprise. The prisoners are allowed to wander about, chat, sing and smoke. Their quarters are big and airy. The food – at first a kind of sloppy, rice-based bilge – greatly improves as the prisoner–cooks grasp the rudiments of cooking rice and vegetables.

And yet, in those first few weeks, morale and discipline lapses in circumstances where thousands of disgruntled troops hold the commanders, rightly or wrongly, to blame for an acute sense of having disgraced themselves and their units. In the early stages of captivity, many soldiers see no point in upholding the army’s strict hierarchy and deeply resent junior officers who attempt to reimpose discipline – including the salute. For their part, the officers, sensing the psychological levelling effect of wholesale capture, are anxious not to let military order dissolve. The rift between the officers and other ranks – particularly in the British Army – deepens, which the preferential treatment the Japanese extend to the officers does little to heal.

The prisoners nonetheless adopt a kind of self-imposed order. The shock and fury of defeat yields to a cautious awareness of their strange new circumstances, and an eerie state of limbo ensues, during which the prisoners’ thoughts oscillate between the hope of rescue, the possibility of escape, the likelihood of a long incarceration and the fear of brutal reprisals.

In town, volunteer clean-up parties witness the mediaeval handiwork of the Japanese: weeks after the surrender, Chinese and Malayan civilians continue to be rounded up, tortured, imprisoned and executed. Their headless bodies are put on display and the heads impaled on pikes throughout the town as a warning to anyone opposing the new regime. Chinese suspected of having resisted the Japanese during the final battles are lined up on the beaches and ‘machine-gunned by the hundreds’, according to an Australian report in 1944.4

[image: ]
In the early months, the Japanese dragoon the prisoners into working parties to rebuild Singapore. They must construct roads, bridges, homes – and even erect a large monument to the Japanese war dead. The prisoners’ enslavement is a flagrant breach of the spirit, and letter, of the Third Geneva Convention on the treatment of prisoners of war (1929); Japan, however, has conveniently refused to sign the relevant protocol. In any case, the humanity of the treaty’s intent has little traction on minds that bend only to written diktat from Tokyo.

The prisoners swiftly adapt to their circumstances in Changi. The officers organise work parties and strive to maintain order and discipline. An immediate priority is digging deeper ditches covered in thunder boxes to control disease-bearing flies that gather in clouds around the shallow latrines. They hurriedly plant vegetable gardens, in response to Japanese orders, as they’re told the food supply is likely to run out within six weeks. They set up a camp ‘university’ that offers a wide range of courses, from agriculture, cooking and bricklaying to philosophy, literature and law – using textbooks the former British occupants left behind. By April/May, the camp cooks are turning out tolerable meals of rice, vegetables and occasionally fish, Anglican and Catholic chapels are built, and an arts and crafts show organised. In time, the prisoners stage plays and musicals, and procure rugby and Aussie Rules balls, cricket bats, tennis racquets and boxing gloves.

In the first half of 1942, the invaders, flush with victory, treat the prisoners of war relatively well. No doubt, the Japanese guards bash ‘scroungers’ and anyone suspected of ‘going slow’ on working parties. But the prisoners’ entertainments, musicals, sporting events and even gambling operations flourish; in fact, British and Australian officers seek to stamp out gambling with greater thoroughness than the Japanese. They fail. The Changi Frog Races are hugely popular. And while their food is poor – the camp gardens nonetheless yield spinach, soya beans and other vegetables – Changi is not nearly as dreadful as most other prison camps in the Japanese Empire.

Indeed, Gunner Owen Campbell of the 2/10th Field Regiment praises the conditions, at least in the first six months:


Lived in halls. Stalls and shops. Had sheets and nets. Good conditions. Did own cooking. Showers and plenty of water. No soap. Latrines – municipal pan service – twice daily. As much rice as wanted and vegetables. Very little meat. Flour available. Stole a lot of tinned food from dumps on which we worked. Best rations of PW’s army life. Excellent canteen. Could buy anything including bottled beer.



The guards are ‘well behaved’ and their treatment of the prisoners, ‘good. Hardly knew they were there.’5 Church services and concerts (twice weekly) are permitted, as well as sporting activities, chiefly boxing.

Indeed, the popular image of Changi as a hellhole of hideous suffering is misplaced: the guards are generally lenient and the conditions exceptional, when compared with the horror that soon descends on prisoners sent elsewhere. In fact, the Japanese guards even play football with the Australians and British, and attend boxing matches, as Gunner Eric Cooper of the Victorian 4th Anti-Tank Regiment recounts. ‘A keen sportsman’, the Japanese camp commandant would attend POW boxing matches bearing gifts:


His aides carried baskets laden with all sorts of wonderful ‘trophies’ – pineapples, bananas, canned foods, soft drinks, cigarettes and even bottles of cold Tiger beer. He took great pride in presenting these awards at the end of each bout, not only to the winner but to the loser as well.



Basketball was also popular at Changi, as one prisoner remembers:


By today’s standards, our team was not all that tall but some had good experience with Australian rules football, so the ball was kept in the air, where we could outmark the Japs. When it was over, we sat down on a grassy patch adjoining the court and the Japs put on buckets of tea … and handed around cigarettes.



Professor Kevin Blackburn, a historian at Nanyang Technological University in Singapore, records many similar stories in his history, The Sportsmen of Changi:


Even POWs themselves say Changi was like heaven compared with elsewhere. Some 87,000 POWs went through Changi – only 809 died. Actually, you have got a very low death rate. It’s sort of like a myth that Changi was a hellhole.6



One severe deficiency, however, is medical care. The Japanese supply neither medicines nor clothing and appropriate the most valuable foreign aid donations for themselves; later that year, Japanese personnel are seen wearing Red Cross boots and clothing meant for the prisoners. The lack of proper medicines produces tropical conditions such as ‘Changi balls’, a severe scrotal itch, and ‘happy feet’, shooting pains in the feet caused by vitamin deficiency. Dysentery is widespread, and beriberi and malaria will later become common. In neglecting medical care, the Japanese forces defy even Tokyo’s interpretation of the 1929 Geneva Convention, which they refuse to ratify but whose spirit they apparently agree to honour, as outlined in a telegram from Japan to the Allies on 29 January 1942. The cable notes:


The Imperial Government has not ratified the agreement concerning the treatment of prisoners of war dated 27 July 1929, and therefore, it would not be bound to any extent by the said agreement, but would apply ‘mutatis mutandis’ [the necessary changes] of the said agreement toward the British, Canadian, Australian and New Zealand prisoners of war under Japanese control.7



This leaves wide open the interpretation of ‘necessary’: by their actions, the Japanese clearly regard medicines and adequate clothing as ‘unnecessary’.

The prisoners are allowed to send a card or two home – invariably a few stock phrases, written in child-like capitals by a dictation-taker, such as: ‘I AM A PRISONER OF WAR. I AM FIT AND WELL. LOVE TO YOU AND THE CHILDREN’ (as Albert Anderson wrote to his wife, Dot). Ray Carlson and John Barnier inform their families, ‘I WAS NOT WOUNDED. I AM WELL.’8 Similarly, Russ Ewin, on 20 June: ‘WE ARE WELL CARED FOR AND I AM QUITE HAPPY.’9 The letters might arrive months, sometimes years later, and prisoners may neither send nor receive parcels. British and Australian families, immensely relieved to find their sons, brothers or husbands alive, will attempt to reply, or send food and other items, unaware that the Japanese destroy or confiscate the lot.
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These comparatively benign circumstances are about to change dramatically. The extremities of the Japanese Empire have a great need of slave labour, to strip the conquered territories of raw materials, build airfields and ports, and cement the Empire’s grip on the Western Pacific in the face of the expected Allied counter-offensive. Airfields are particularly coveted, as control of the air will determine victory in the Pacific.

The supply of Chinese ‘coolies’ is not enough to meet these requirements. The Japanese need more men, and they have few compunctions about enslaving their white prisoners, in Changi, which serves as a vast new source of labour. In May 1942, some 3000 Australians (named ‘A Force’) and similar numbers of British and Dutch and Indians are selected for work in an unidentified northern location, said to offer better conditions and plentiful food. These unfortunate men shortly find themselves in Japanese-occupied South Burma, building an airfield; and, later, slogging and dying at a huge rate on the Thai–Burma Railway, the completion of which is expected to deliver reinforcements and supplies to the Japanese forces in China. In prosecuting this impossible task, the Japanese guards will intentionally work the prisoners to death: at least 16,000 Allied soldiers (26 per cent of the total enslaved) and 90,000 Asian civilians (50 per cent) will perish on the Thai–Burma Railway, of disease, starvation, murder and exhaustion.

Prisoners selected from among the volunteers for another work detachment – designated ‘B Force’ – are similarly in the dark about their destination. In July, rumours suggest British North Borneo and its capital, Sandakan. Few know where this is, or what they will be doing there, but many men are eager to exchange Changi for a location that, their Japanese guards assure them, offers better food and conditions. Talk of lush southern climes closer to Australia convince many to join B Force, which is drawn mostly from the three infantry battalions of Australia’s 22nd Brigade, and ‘bits and pieces of practically every AIF unit in Malaya’.10 Their commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Walsh, of the 2/10th Field Regiment – an unpopular man and a stickler for discipline – will shortly earn the men’s respect in the most testing of circumstances.

The men of B Force look forward to leaving Singapore, the wretched symbol of their defeat and humiliation. They are unaware of their relative comfort, as conditions deteriorate and medical supplies grow scarce. ‘A big outbreak of dysentery’ sweeps through the camp in the week before their departure, Private Tom Burns, a 33-year-old storeman from Queensland, writes in his secret diary. ‘It is all over in the Pommies camp; they are dying at the rate of five men per day. There are about 300 buried in Changi cemetery in such a short time.’11 This spurs more to volunteer for B Force.

To limit numbers, the Japanese order Australian medical officers to select the 1500 or so fittest soldiers in the days before departure. One, Captain Rod Jeffrey, looks forward to ‘a pleasant voyage’ and hopes ‘to see us all back in Aussie in the near future’. An unnamed brigadier offers a grim-spirited ‘good luck’. ‘I think,’ Burns writes, ‘he had an idea where we were going and said it would be the last time he would see us.’
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At 3 am on 8 July 1942, the 1494 men of B Force (145 officers, 312 non-commissioned officers and 1037 enlisted men) assemble on Changi parade ground together with their few belongings – a blanket, razor, mess tin, groundsheet, perhaps a second shirt or kitbag. After a breakfast of rice porridge with milk, sugar and half a slice of bread, they move off to the waiting trucks. The convoy rumbles through town, past the rotting heads of murdered Chinese civilians impaled on pikes on the sides of the road – often, at dusk in the city’s parks, Japanese troops may be seen playing soccer with Chinese skulls12 – and down to Keppel Harbour.

These gruesome scenes are among the soldiers’ last memories of Singapore as they board the Yubi Maru, a 3300-ton iron tramp steamer (sometimes confused with the Ume Maru). Machine guns cover the long line of men coming aboard. All 1500 are herded onto the deck, where they sit until dusk. As the ship prepares to sail, crowds of Chinese line the shore with ‘a sorrowful look on their faces to see us leaving Singapore’, Burns writes.13 That night, the Yubi Maru releases its ties and pulls away from the wharves into submarine-infested seas; the men are sent below.

The vessel never lives up to its designation as a ‘cargo-passenger ship’. To the soldiers, it answers, in every degree imaginable, to the name ‘hell ship’. For Private Burns, it resembles ‘one of those pictures from the slave ship days … nothing can compare with this dreadful boat. I am sure there will be a lot of sickness before the voyage is over.’

There are three holds – forward (for the artillery units), aft (infantry) and amidships (medical and support units) – entered via steel hatches on the main deck and down steep wooden stairways or steel ladders. Below, the holds are split into two iron ‘sleeping’ decks. Crammed inside, roasting in the equatorial heat, each man is allocated a rectangle of straw-covered iron measuring five feet six inches by one foot six inches. The straw throws up dust into the foul air.

There are no portholes, or ventilation, just a few air shafts. Later in the voyage, with some men on the verge of death, a canvas chute is inserted to carry air to the lower hold, ‘if the ship is moving’. The officers are better served. ‘I slept on top of rice bags,’ recalls Lieutenant Tony White.14 The Japanese guards allow two scheduled visits per day to the main deck, which Australian officers, anxious not to provoke them, stiffly enforce.

They sail east through long nights of stifling heat and fetid air, their prospects as ominous as the grey swell. The prisoners are fed twice a day, on weevilly rice, recalls Lieutenant White, and on a watery stew ‘containing a few shreds of what looked like grass and a smell of meat’, cooked in huge cauldrons on the upper deck and lowered into the holds.15 ‘Down it would come,’ remembers Private Billy Young, of the 2/29th Battalion, ‘lowered from above, a cut-down steel barrel full of … putrid, sour, sticky, lime-green rice!’16 Lieutenant Rod Wells later recalls, ‘They merely put boiled water into this rice and boiled the lot and as a result it could hardly be eaten. We were hungry all the time …’17

Water is severely rationed, at 1.5 litres per man per day. There is no salt. A daily allowance of lukewarm brown liquid, described as tea, does nothing to replenish body salts lost in the sweltering atmosphere. At night, it is impossible to reach the toilets – wooden planks suspended over the water on either side – without stepping on prostrate bodies, usually eliciting a punch or kick. In any case, many of the troops, now sick with dysentery, are unable to rise to go to the toilet, and the hold is soon awash in human waste.
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The memory will never leave those who experience this 11-day voyage: the long, rolling nights in the darkened belly, a playground for rats; the intolerable stench and oven-like atmosphere; and the sound of the sick. ‘My God this is dreadful … We are all just lost soldiers,’ writes Private Burns.18 Beatings are common, often on a whim. Burns witnesses one man screaming in pain as the Japanese laugh, but ‘every dog has his day and I do hope it’s not long before [they] will be praying for mercy’. The brief visits to the deck – where the sick are laid under steam-driven machinery to benefit from the drops of condensation19 – provide fresh air and sunshine, and the sight of blue sea and silver flying fish. Below deck, card games, stories and the odd song eat up the time and lift morale in men determined to deny Japanese efforts to break them.

On the third or fourth night, a submarine alert terrifies the Japanese guards, who ‘started banging on the roof above us’, Lieutenant White recalls. He adds, ‘The Japs were very nervous about American submarines.’20 In a few days, the boat reaches the west coast of Borneo and stops at Miri, the oil depot in Sarawak, to refuel. It stays for two nights, during which the prisoners are forced to remain below while the Japanese go ashore to relax and to purchase supplies, chiefly tropical fruit.

On a brief visit to the deck, at least two Australian soldiers – Billy Young and Joey Crome – contemplate jumping in and swimming for it, but the sight of sharks, drawn to the swill thrown overboard and clinging to the hull, restrains them. Landfall nonetheless raises their spirits. The sick lift their heads from the straw mats, and the sound of singing wafts across the water. Remarkably, no one has yet died of illness – but many are only a couple of days away from death, Bombardier Richard Braithwaite later recalls.21

The ship sails north. The few bored guards stand listlessly about. Their inattention tempts some prisoners to rise en masse and overwhelm their captors. Australian officers frown on the idea – and the sight of a Japanese submarine scotches any further talk of seizing the ship. They steam along the island’s west coast, past Jesselton (now Kota Kinabalu), the British colonial outpost, renamed Api by the Japanese in a nod towards native history. In the distance, Mount Kinabalu, the highest in Malaya, rises 13,000 feet to a needlepoint shrouded in mist. The surrounding tribes live in the shadow of this sacred peak, chiefly in the jungle-clad foothills near the town of Ranau, on the mountain’s eastern flank, invisible from the sea.

Today is Lieutenant White’s 22nd birthday. ‘I felt aggrieved,’ he writes, ‘as we passed that massive peak.’

The ship steams on, hugs the coastline around the Balabac Straits – to avoid detection by American submarines – rounds the tip and turns south towards Sandakan, former capital of British North Borneo, now in Japanese hands.
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At dawn on 18 July, the ship passes the red chalk cliffs of Berhala Island – home of a leper colony established under the British, now also an internment camp for civilians – and enters the harbour of Sandakan. ‘We landed at last and God I am so pleased that trip is over,’ writes young Burns when he glimpses the ‘very picturesque’ bay, where Japanese and Malayan vessels rock inoffensively at anchor near the wooden pylons of Government Wharf.22 ‘It looked really beautiful,’ Richard Braithwaite later recalls. ‘It was green and planned … the little islands with palm trees on … and I’m thinking to myself, this is pretty good, and we noticed some white women in some houses up the back as we were being disembarked and they waved to us and I thought, oh well, things can’t be too bad here.’23

On either side of the pier runs a stone sea wall lined with low-slung, red-roofed buildings, ending on the left in a beach. Palm-thatched native huts are perched on bamboo stilts in the sandy grey shallows. On the green hills above the town stand the two-storey homes of wealthy Europeans, now the residences and offices of Japanese officials and the local Kempei-tai. Over everything flies the conqueror’s red-orbed standard, announcing the new power in the land.

In the centre of town, a green common – or padang – runs to the sea wall. The prisoners assemble here as they disembark. As they step off the gangplank, their feet and legs are sprayed with a carbolic-acid solution, supposedly to control dysentery. The artillery and support troops are the first to leave the ship; the infantry remain on board for another night and sing away the hours, accompanied by a major on an accordion.24

The sight of hundreds of dirty, unshaven white men filing into town evokes uneasy feelings in the crowds of curious Malayans and Chinese. Many do as they’re told and taunt the prisoners by waving Japanese flags. Some believe in it; others do so to avoid Japanese suspicion. Braver Chinese, and sympathetic Malayans and Europeans, do nothing: they just watch, quietly, the line of prisoners disembarking – an act of self-condemnation in the eyes of their new masters, for whom silence and inaction are themselves forms of resistance.




3

British North Borneo


The natives of Borneo are in a certain sense savages, but they are savages of a high order, possessed of a civilization far above what is usually implied by the term … One of their gravest faults, however, is their embarrassing tenacity to the fad of head-hunting …
William Furness, American scientist, Folk-Lore in Borneo
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IN LATE 1941 – in the months leading up to the fall of Singapore – Sandakan was a scene of listless colonial peace, of prettified bungalows, Englishmen in whites on the padang and well-dressed ladies at card or garden parties. Some 17,000 people occupied the capital of British North Borneo in the early 1940s, of whom a few thousand were British or ‘European’. Their leisure time revolved around the Sandakan Recreation Club and the Sandakan Turf Club, the oldest in Borneo. The indefatigable Social Sub-Committee excelled at tea parties, dances and debates (‘That This House Would Welcome the Taxation of Bachelors’ was one of the more daring subjects of debate in July 1941). Tennis matches, ideally between single and married doubles partners, were a local favourite; so, too, were football, cricket and horse racing. It was all done in the lap of tropical luxury; and forever at the pooh-bahs’ service were their ‘boys’, or coolies, usually of Malay or Chinese origin.

England was never far away. The British North Borneo Herald advertised delightful echoes of home: Bovril, Nestlé Powdered Milk and Allsopp’s beer, ‘The Drink of Good Taste’. And if any white man or woman lapsed in asserting his or her superior status in the ‘Far East’, the Herald’s pages offered bracing reminders. ‘For Your Servants’ Quarters, For Your Coolie Lines,’ runs one typical ad on 1 May 1941, ‘Use Coconut Oil Lamps …’; or this, aimed at white wives: ‘Do you find that … managing your servants is a strain? Do you find that entertaining has become an intolerable drudge? If so … you are very much in need of a tonic. Start taking Wincarnis at once – a wineglassful once or twice a day … will send rich young blood once more coursing through your veins.’1

The paper’s letters pages were a lively forum for vexatious spirits, such as one ‘R. R. M.’, who wrote in 1941 to complain of the ‘odious’ comparison a correspondent had drawn between people of English and Australian stock; apparently, the Australians were judged coarse and uncultured, and their accents incomprehensible. The mysterious R. R. M. was determined to set the matter to rights: ‘Let the writer remember when he (or she) writes disparagingly of the Australian that he writes of those born from the same stock as himself and that they left England to seek greater prosperity for her.’2 As for the Australians being misunderstood, R. R. M. wondered whether English was actually spoken in some of the outer Home Counties.

The civilian residents – white and ‘coloured’ – of Sandakan were a wealthy little community, but also a charitable one; they gave generously, for example, to the leper colony on Berhala Island. A list of donors to the lepers, published regularly in the North Borneo Herald, was a little ‘Who’s Who’ of the township. They included, in May 1941: His Excellency R. C. Smith (the governor) and Mrs R. C. Smith, the Directors of the North Borneo Chartered Company, the Malayan Tobacco Distributors, Borneo Fishing Company, Reverend Henthorn, Right Reverend Monsignor A. Wachter, Reverend Mother Rose, Mr and Mrs Keith, Dr James Taylor, the surgeon-general, Gerald Mavor, a manager at Sandakan Light and Power, and a great number of prominent Chinese, coastal Malays, mixed-race burghers and business people, such as the Fatt family, Messrs Funk & Sons, Mr Lo Pak Kat, Mr Lan Thau Seng, Heng Joo Ming, Hiap Hong and dozens more. Thanks to the donation of seeds, textiles and home goods, the Berhala lepers found themselves able to plant fruit and vegetable gardens, knit, crochet and keep ‘their own little huts so clean’, noted the eminently satisfied English matron who organised the monthly charitable drive.3

In mid-1941, the white residents appeared more concerned about the war in Europe than about the threat in the Pacific. Singapore would hold, they believed. The British North Borneo Herald concentrated its columns on the air war over France and Germany, paying desultory interest to the danger in the north. In May 1941, the residents read of RAF bombers flying daily sorties across Northern France, of Hurricanes and Spitfires ‘sweeping the skies’ of German fighters, and of rationing in England. Meanwhile, two English cricket teams, according to one article, unable to afford white flannels, were seen playing in their ‘pyjamas’.4 Such a thing could never have happened in Sandakan, the locals smiled.

This portrait of a colonial idyll belied another reality in the interior and remote coastal areas of Borneo, on the great plantations and oilfields to the west, where thousands of coolie workers grunted and sweated in the equatorial heat under the control of their mostly white masters. Commercial exploitation had drawn the Europeans to Kalimantan and put the ‘British’ into British North Borneo. The Japanese forces gathering to the north, for whom the colony’s richness had not gone unnoticed, were determined to remove it.
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Before the war, North Borneo – or Sabah, to use its pre- and postcolonial name – was a thriving British protectorate, under the administrative control of the British North Borneo Company. With a population of 285,000 people in the late 1930s, it spanned the northern slice of the world’s third-biggest island.

Borneo was a complex society, understandable only by appreciating its extraordinary racial and cultural diversity, as wittily described in the American writer Agnes Newton Keith’s book Land Below the Wind. In 1941, most Europeans lived in the coastal towns; few had ventured into the dark heart of the island that the natives called Kalimantan, a land of steaming jungles, wild rivers and mountainous ascents.

At the outbreak of war, the island comprised three British protectorates – British North Borneo, Sarawak and Brunei, created by treaties in 1888 – a western chunk controlled by the Dutch East Indies, whose borders were agreed with Britain in 1891, and the little offshore island of Labuan, a Crown colony. For almost a century, the English Brooke family – the ‘White Rajahs’ – who ruled Sarawak (the last Rajah’s rein ended in September 1941), and British and Dutch traders had exploited the island’s great oil, rubber and palm resources.

This colonial facade was comparatively recent, beneath which lay a dazzlingly complex, ancient society. Indeed, Borneo may be said to resemble a giant onion, whose shells represent centuries of human occupation and interference. Until the Japanese arrived, the British, in terms of wealth and influence, occupied the outermost shell. The next layer down were the Chinese and their commercial interests, then the Malays and larger ethnic groupings, and at the heart were the tribal people, the original inhabitants, infrequently seen or heard in the British towns, unless as coolie labour.

The indigenous people encompassed a great spectrum of ethnic groups, the survivors of centuries of internecine struggle over scarce resources. The Dusun, Murut, Dyak, Tulun and Kayan were skilled with the blowpipe, supreme in their knowledge of the jungle, and, until relatively recently, some had been active in the ancient rite of headhunting. A well-known local essay, Folklore in Borneo, published in 1899, offers a colourful white man’s impression of the tribal composition at the time:


The island is large and the people, scattered and isolated by constant inter-tribal warfare, differ from one another, in language, customs and appearance almost more than do Germans, French, or English … A greater drawback to any universality, in legend or custom, is that there is no written language, not even so much as picture-drawings on rocks to give us a clue to ancient myths and traditions. The natives of Borneo are in a certain sense savages, but they are savages of a high order, possessed of a civilization far above what is usually implied by the term; they live together in what almost might be called cooperative communities, they practise the art of weaving, they forge rough implements of iron, they cultivate rice and esculent plants, and in all their work, such as house building, boat building, manufacture of cloth and weapons of warfare, they show an ambitious desire … to ornament their work and add … pleasure to the eye.

One of their gravest faults, however, is their embarrassing tenacity to the fad of head-hunting, and a strict adherence to the principle of an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. This keeps the different households, even of the same tribe, at constant war and makes inevitable an uncomfortable yet pleasing interchange of heads during the tedious months of the rainy reason, when time hangs heavy on the warriors’ hands, and disused swords might get rusty.5



Fifty years later, some things had changed. Human heads were no longer hunted or traded – although shrivelled skulls were sometimes seen strung on the rafters of village huts in remote parts, relics of a belief that human heads sanctified the home and helped the family to attain the happy state of Apo Leggan, the abode of the spirits.6 Nor was the skill of centuries entirely forgotten: the Japanese invasion re-awoke the tribes’ headhunting days, as Captain Athol Moffitt would discover on a journey into the Dyak country in Sarawak soon after the war. The Australian lawyer would witness, in a village hut, ‘thirteen Japanese skulls’, some with hair on them, threaded together with rattan: ‘I queried the identity of one who had some gold in his teeth. The head man said he was the Japanese doctor from Brunei. When asked why he was killed, he replied, with a twinkle in his eye, “He didn’t give us any medicines.”’7
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Understandably, the white colonisers tended to stick to the coastal towns – in Sabah, under the watchful eye of the ubiquitous British North Borneo charter company. This effective monopoly ran the country more like a mercantile entrepôt than a state; commerce, not democracy, was the lubricant of civil life in British Sabah and Sarawak and the Dutch East Indies. If their methods were more humane, European commercial claims on the country scarcely differed from those of their Japanese successors. Oil was the main prize, chiefly in the oilfields of Miri in Sarawak and Seria in Brunei, with great petroleum-exploration potential around Tarakan, Balikpapan and Banjarmasin. In North Borneo, rubber, timber and coconuts accounted for the enduring British presence.8 To this end, the British had established plantations along the fertile hinterland; and as long as the profits continued to roll in, and their Malay and Chinese coolies continued to work without protest, few complained, least of all the British Government.

Indeed, the British administrators of Borneo were more likely ‘managers’ – auditors, engineers and accountants – than politicians or soldiers. In fact, there were no British soldiers in the colony just months before the outbreak of war. Hardier than their Singaporean kinsmen, the civilian authorities in Borneo were here less for the parties, pink gins and cricket than to make their fortunes. Nonetheless, a robust civil infrastructure propped up the commercial life of Sandakan, Labuan and Jesselton, the main coastal towns.

Alongside the titles of government surveyor, general manager (Sandakan Light and Power), mills manager (BBT Co. Ltd), and similar that drove British mercantilism were the adornments of any civilised colony: a chief police officer, chief justice, archdeacon, priest, nun, headmaster, matron and doctor. Many of those men and women – and companies – were alert to the coming threat from the north. In time, they would show astonishing resilience in the face of Japanese brutality, which is all the more remarkable given the homely callings of Dr James Taylor, Gerald Mavor, the Cohen family of local grocers, the Keith family from America and Dr Val Stookes, the local GP. No less courageous, and just as formidably determined to resist the Japanese, were scores of local Chinese, Indians, Malays and indigenous tribes, notably the Funk and Lagan families, and individuals too numerous to list here (see Appendix 3).
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The prevalence of the Chinese, the next onion ring, gave Sandakan its nickname, Little Hong Kong. Following the example of their British bosses, the Chinese diaspora in Borneo tended to regard the island as a business opportunity. Chinese shop-holders, small exporters and pawnbrokers proliferated. These Chinese were less overtly anti-Japanese than their counterparts on the Malayan Peninsula, preferring, at first, a supine adherence to business over the political cudgels of resistance. The outbreak of war with Japan in 1937 prompted little local hostility, and certainly not a Chinese boycott on Japanese goods. ‘Everywhere [in Sabah] the Japanese have ingratiated themselves with the Chinese and have contacted [sic] friendships with leading Japanese …’ according to one North Borneo Company official.9

Their carefree attitude changed with news of the bombing of Pearl Harbor and Japan’s invasion of Malaya in December 1941. In response, Chinese shops in Jesselton dared to sell newspapers depicting scenes of Japanese aggression against mainland China (e.g. the bombing of Shanghai); Chinese bus drivers refused to carry Japanese passengers; and two Chinese-language newspapers were severely censured for running anti-Japanese material.10 North Borneo’s Chinese community even started raising money for their stricken countrymen, through local fetes with ‘hoopla stalls’, curry and sati shops, and Chinese singers and dancers. Thus Clarissa Tuxford, honorary organiser of one such event, wrote to The North Borneo Herald full of haughty praise for the local Chinese who had helped to raise $2600 for the British and China War Relief Funds: ‘Our small landholders, smiling, hot and heavy laden, gave us baskets of vegetables and fruits, fowls and ducks, to say nothing of a small puppy.’11
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Responsibility for defending this peaceful entrepôt lay not with the white civilians, of course, but with the Far East Command of the British Imperial Defence Plan, based in Singapore. By late 1941, this was plainly a tragic irrelevance, with the general officer in command of Malaya besieged by the Japanese onslaught. In any case, unlike Sarawak, which paraded a proud detachment of Punjabi fighters loyal to Britain, and the fierce Free Dutch Forces of the Dutch East Indies – who vowed to fight on despite the Nazis occupying their country – there were no troops stationed in Sabah. The slovenly English thinking that so drastically underplayed the threat to the Malayan Peninsula was alive and flourishing in North Borneo.

A British Foreign Office official breezily informed the War Office at the time:


We consider it unlikely that the Japanese would stage a major attack on North Borneo, and it is considered at present impossible for them to undertake two major offensives in Southeast Asia, eg North Borneo and Malaya. It is for these reasons that it has been decided not to defend North Borneo against a major attack.12



The Foreign Office thus completely misread its enemy’s determination and strength – and more or less abandoned North Borneo ‘to face the Japanese threat on its own’, according to Danny Wong Tze Ken, professor of history at the University of Malaya.13

To meet the Japanese threat, British civilian officials in Borneo depended on the locals – chiefly the Chinese and Malays – and chose rather desultorily to organise them into a token defensive unit. The Legislative Council convened in 1938 to revive the old North Borneo Volunteer Force, which had served in 1916 before disbanding in the 1920s. A motley collection of Chinese, Malays, Indians and indigenous ethnic groups were urged to ‘volunteer’ for the revived force; and while social pressure exerted some compulsion, most did so of their own volition. These were courageous young men who loved their country.

Their two companies formed an attractive force of eager fighters, many of whom hailed from prominent local families, resplendently turned out in khaki shirts and riding breeches, puttees, boots and ‘pigsticker’ helmets, naively defiant and inordinately brave. Their designation as an official combat unit would, of course, pitch them against battle-hardened, jungle-trained enemy troops vastly superior in number and skill. Nonetheless, it was felt that the Volunteers should at least offer a gesture of resistance. They received rudimentary training, requiring them to ‘pass as efficient’ in ‘musketry’ and attain ‘such simple drill as may be decided on’.14 If captured, as seemed inevitable, their combat status should ensure their ‘honourable treatment as prisoners’ under international law, according to the colony’s doe-eyed Official Gazette.15

The Borneo Volunteers were lambs to the slaughter. Many of their number would perish during the coming occupation; others would join the underground resistance and experience firsthand the quality of Japanese mercy. In time, the names of those Volunteers – notably Johnny, Paddy and Alex Funk (sons of a first-class magistrate, one of the few locals to attain that position), Ernesto Lagan, Osman bin Usop, Khoo Siak Chiew and many others – would resonate in the villages and towns as heroes of the resistance, symbols of the selfless dedication to liberty.

Alas, in 1941, the Volunteers managed to raise just one combat platoon in defence of the east coast around Sandakan, and another in defence of the west coast at Jesselton. Complementing them was an ‘auxiliary force’ of 31 more or less itinerant Britons, who cheerfully fanned out to ‘garrison’ four ‘strategic points’ in the country. In short, British North Borneo’s preparations for the coming invasion were pathetic: the island was left utterly naked to the storm.
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Meanwhile, the small Japanese diaspora in Borneo helped to ease the Imperial Army’s conquest of the colony. The community had existed in Sabah since the 1890s. In the 1930s, they numbered almost 2000, most of whom the British suspected of being fifth-columnists. As war tensions rose, the British Administration curbed Japanese activities on the island, and, from October 1938, banned Japanese immigrants from settling on the strategically useful north-west coast. These restrictions did little to inhibit Taniguchi Taku, the Japanese consul at Sandakan, from launching a state-wide tour of Sabah, Sarawak and Brunei in October 1940. Billed as an innocent perambulation among his people, his journey was almost certainly a spying mission to identify suitable landing sites for the coming invasion.16 Indeed, diplomatic traffic between Japanese government officials and
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