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Breaking barriers
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eralisations and stereotypes persist regarding thtl: zﬁ)::e
2/:1?; i(;nAustralian prisoners of the ]apage:z.iz};fosz{]e:r o
i i
e ey o raﬂwayr::zt};‘:f\f;m:f Stoh:l?r-ftirll'e experience of those
e Fhey dby tt: Japanese.! However, each prison camp wa;
-+ d't'onfand the attitudes of camp cnm.manders an‘_
i, 1‘;'orm and this could lead to quite diverse experi
g 1:\?; s ez;ch of the 22000 Australians who bfzcalzs
en'cii;e[:; :Jnfat?; Iapinese has a unique story to tlellec;ep;a:rc;lér;ian
" ivi e places— )
gleir o j9umey tirﬁgof]?:;tgiéznssozld I‘Zreatmer.tt of pris-
o Thmlani ar;endous. But conditions in other camps could ‘;Jle
better-Ch U'Ul}’ Oihe prime example—with relatively few deat ;
?el::ce;_p(lzz::ingcl)flsthe 87000 prisoners of war who passed throug
akin :
Chaﬂf;: s;foa(titizﬁt?;[:elfas been given by historians to plrai;tzs;l a:;l;
events ;:1 which conditions were theu\,;rf(;?;.gl\]iilst(;r; Sheaioa::s:t ;-
to a fascination with the extreme s

only do they provide 8Tipping stories but also the harsh anq brutal
treatment requires explanation. The focys on the ex
fails to demonstrate the complexities and diversi
camps across Asja.3

Whereas much has been written abou the Thai-Burma railway,

d the experj-

treme, however,
ty that existeq in

military.

The prisoner-of-war experience in popular memory and
camps in Japan

The relegation of the story of imprisonment in Japan to the lower
reaches of popular memory is not surprising. The two major waves of
prisoner-of-war Writing came in the Post-war period and then on the
back of the memory boom in the 1980+ From the many titles during
these periods the ones that made the biggest impact ang had the
greatest commercial success were Rohan Rivett's Behing Bamboo
(1946), Russel] Braddon’s Naked Island (1952), Betty Jeffrey's White
Coolies (1954), Stan Arneil's Ope Man's War (1980) and Edward
‘Weary’ Dunlop’s War Digries of Weary Dunlop (1986).5 All of these
authors but Jeffrey worked on the railway, and none went on to
Japan. It is worth noting, too, that g divide opened up in Changj

This may have §one some way to silencing the story of those with
perceived ‘cushy jobs’ elsewhere 6

For many prisoners who worked in Japan, their captivity can be
almost evenly broken down into three parts: the first year of captivity
Was spentin Singapore or Java, the second year was involved working
on the railway, and the final year was spent in Japan. Hence, Japan
becomes something of a third act rather than just an epilogue—as
exemplified by Ray Parkin’s trilogy.” A recent example of the domij.
hance of the Changi~railway narrative is historian Peter Brune’s 2014

- Descent Into Hejy: The Fall of Singapore—Pudy anq Changi—The

¥
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Thai-Burma Railway. Commendable for its willingness to provide a
narrative of both the Malayan campaign as well as captivity, Brune’s
tome comes to an abrupt end when the work parties begin arriving
back in Changi from Thailand in December 1943.* Some of those inter-
viewed by Brune, and those whose diaries or papers he cites, went on
to Japan, but this significant part of their story in not covered.
Similarly, the visual documentation of the prisoner-of-war expe-
rience is also heavily focused on Changi and the Thai-Burma railway.
Many of the key titles in the historiography of captivity are illustrated
with photographs taken by George Aspinall, who managed to smuggle
his camera with him when drafted to Thailand into F Force, or artworks
by official war artist Murray Griffin, the only artist in the history of the
official war artist scheme to be a prisoner of war® Aspinall’'s images of
conditions at Songkurai camp in Thailand are almost a standard inclu-
sion in publications on prisoners of the Japanese.'”

Unlike Aspinall, Murray Griffin did not go to the railway; he
remained in Changi, where he created artworks based on eyewitness
accounts by survivors. When news broke at the end of the war that he
was returning to Australia with almost two hundred illustrations
there was great eagerness to see his works."! By the time Griffin's
exhibition toured Australia in 1946-47, the suffering of the prisoners
had been made well known in the press, and audiences came in their
thousands to see the artist's impressions. In Adelaide in January 1947,
in justa fortnight, 17 000 people came to the see Griffin’s works. Some
3000 people attended on a single day, and the catalogue sold out

multiple times. 2
Supplementing those images produced by prisoners are
hundreds of photos taken by the Department of Information and
Australian press photographers following the liberation of Changi,
documenting, reproducing and re-enacting camp life.” Again, these
photographs, particularly those of skeletal men convalescing in
hospital wards, have been widely published, and have played a key
role in shaping popular memory of the prisoner-of-war experience in
Asia.” In contrast, the visual record of prisoner-of-war camps in
Japan is relatively poor. Prisoners and their meagre packs containing
their possessions were searched before the ocean voyage and ensured
that no hidden cameras were taken with them from Singapore, the
official artist remained in Changi and, unlike in Singapore following
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liberati
ration, there were fey press photographers o h

strong visual record of €amps in Japan e .

Conditions across camps in Japan

Australj i
tralian prisoners began arriving in Japan from

1942, By war’s end there were 4000 of them. All b

‘ | .7 Conditions in
epending on local conditions
supply of food, the attitudes of
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t group of Australj
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parcels—at first—arrived on at
Worsened at the camp in the first
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f the Australian officers were moved to Nishj

The next signifi
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mcluded 563 Australi i tving ir vk
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the Australians were split into two groups, with half going to the
camp at Naoetsu (Tokyo 4-B) and the rest to the Kawasaki Ogimachi
(Tokyo 2-B) camp. The Kawasaki Ogimachi camp was new and
reasonably well equipped, and the prisoners were put to work at a
nearby wharf., Of the 263 Australians of C Force who went to the
Kawasaki camp, just four died."
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Map 12.1: Prisoner-of-war camps, Japan, 1942—45

In sharp contrast, conditions facing the three hundred who
went to the camp at Naoetsu were bleak. While all prisoners suffered
from the change in climate from the Singapore tropics to the mid-
winter cold of the northern latitudes, the camp guards at Naoetsu
were particularly cruel. At first the camp commander had impressed
the prisoners with his leniency and capability, but when he was
replaced in February, beatings and bashings became common and
rations were at a starvation level. The men worked at a factory a mile
from the camp and were forced by the guards to run to and from
work. On occasion men worked twelve- and eighteen-hour shifts for
as long as 110 days without a break.? Some men worked outdoors at
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The senior Australian officer in the camp, Lieutenant-Colonel Andrew handed over to Japan N
E. Robertson, died of meningitis in Naoetsu, but in the two months where they faced IzortESe allﬂ]or.]tles by their American ¢ omirs
before his death was forced to run four miles a day.* Eight guards in PISN— LI‘euture (and, in the case of one offender, d‘mde[s’
the camp were later tried for war crimes and sentenced to death by and other senior offj BnanF-Colonel Frederick ‘Black Jack G al‘;ath) 27
hanging. A total of sixty Australians died at Naoetsu, or about 20 per ranks, this was cortoin ltcers in C?langi may have been amop eghan
cent of the three hundred who entered the camp, a rate of survival tion in Changi to ma; Z?Omeﬂnng they had never dope, The xi Ot.her
comparable to many camps along the Thai-Burma railway.** to better protect the {hfain strong discipline had been there o

By means of contrast, at other camps no prisoners had died, or Prisoners from Japanese Tepercussions zap oAty
the rates of death were as low as a few per cent. Therefore, in these Contact with Japan P :
simple terms, where Naoetsu represents the extreme, at other camps One of the most sjan: ft.?se civilians

thei : ghilicant experiences for Australians in Japan wag

in Japan the rates of death are comparable to those of Australian and
British prisoners of the Germans in World War I1.2°
In Japan, Australian prisoners of war also found themselves in
camps run on a different system from that to which they had become
accustomed under Australian and British leadership. Omuta
(Fukuoka 17-B) camp housed 1700 Australian, British, Dutch and
American prisoners of war, and by the time the Australians arrived
the Americans had already been in the camp for some time. The
Americans therefore held all the best jobs, such as in the kitchen and
hospital, which meant that the latecomers had to work in the nearby
coal mine. Moreover, whereas in Changi, the Australian and British
officers had run the camp and enforced strict discipline to help quell
black-market activities (see chapter 9), in Omuta the newly arrived
prisoners found a capitalist camp system that the Americans had
brought with them from the Philippines. It was an arrangement
previously unknown to the Australian and British prisoners. The
issuing of I0Us had been banned in Changi and strict measures had
been emplaced in an attempt to thwart black-market activities.* But
in Omuta, not only were prisoners allowed to sell food and other
items (barred in Changi) but they could also trade their food with
interest. Men could even file for bankruptcy. Furthermore, while
petty theft had been a problem among prisoners at Changi from as
early as February 1942, in Omuta it was endemic. Clothes had to be
watched as they dried on washing lines to prevent them being stolen,
and a prisoner had to keep a sharp eye on his food in the mess at all
times. [t was said that a prisoner could not even take a few steps from
the table to fill his mug with water without his meal being stolen.
There were occasions at Omuta, too, where caught thieves were

€Ir meeting ordinary Ja
i Panese citizens, This i .
since one of . - INis is especially
the conﬁrmatt'he Iegac}e_s of the war against Japanpis assflr .
edly barpa 1on of earlier fears of the ‘yellow peril’ and thm b
aric nature of Asiatic races.” Fuelled on p thE N
oth sides by

p g
ropa allda t‘lat dehunla.lll E!d the enem » ﬂ]e IaClﬁC Wal‘ Came (0] be

that facilitated killing.30
For soldiers on the front lines

therefore, they often described Japanese s

- i n p
telills das apES rats or Ueﬂlll . fkt one end Of tlle S ECtlulll was the

T
homas Blamey, who during the fighting ar,
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Gerster has stated, to ‘spread the gospel of Japanese barbarism with a With repairing engines ;
passion’3 Such works excited readers with tales of atrocities, massa- Supervision. At fingI:ez o Sma{l Pt i
cres, starvation, disease, skeletal figures and death. But the prisoners Japanese boss ‘yel|; - S e et e
who went to Japan found themselves in contact with Japanese civil- after his arrival Znengband vy S TP g
ians, those who were not wearing the uniforms of the Imperial the workshop and th"lv b g o
Japanese Army (IJA) or Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN). in his diary [N]o wo lzgs i o, b " “:ver
Across Japan, prisoners worked in factories, foundries, mines and half of his benzo [rb s st T B - C;kte
and dockyards. In most locations the camp guards would escort 2 hours.” Several mo ﬂ:m i e nil e
them to their places of work and then hand them over to those who doing’ in the sho an dS T e o (Lr
would supervise them during working hours. At the dockyards at odd jobs, the onIr);) v ot ot o s e o dOi:l:
Nagasaki this meant the Japanese navy and kempeitai. Here the Back at camp it W:S“ “:S et s L bitgj
workers were kept on a tight rein, and beatings were not considered, the worst 31 g e e
uncommon.* At the Yoshiwara Vegetable Oil Company factory in the In some places pr; T ot b i :
suburbs of Kobe, supervisors were made up of factory security police. tions in which Ordm::;sg;ﬁ:omci nl?t it on s iyba Co.ndi_
€ workers toiled on g daily basis, O

Some of these—usually old veterans—turned a blind eye to the pris-
oners' pilfering of supplies, mostly because the guards benefited
directly from it by later trading with the prisoners for the stolen
goods. By this time Japan had been devastated by the US naval
blockade, and daily goods produced in the factory, such as cooking
oil, were not widely available to ordinary Japanese citizens.3” The
guards therefore would encourage the prisoners to steal, and would
even direct and show them where ‘loot’ was stored, on the condition
that it was understood that the guards would not be able to intervene
if the prisoner were caught red-handed by the kempeitai®
Australian prisoners of war also found themselves working
alongside ordinary Japanese civilians. In some workplaces a standard
team of five was made up of two or three Japanese civilians and two
or three prisoners. Some prisoners considered that the civilians with
whom they worked ‘were just as bad as the guards'? One prisoner
felt that the Omuta Camp and work in the nearby Miike coal mine
were the worst conditions he faced, even worse than on the railway.
The guards were brutal, he said, and the Japanese civilians they
worked alongside, too old or unfit for military service, ‘were the boss
and let us know. The kicking, the hitting, the shouting—it was a living
hellinside the blasted coal mine,*°
But conditions could be different. Where most of the prisoners
at the Ohashi camp (Sendai 4-B) worked in mines, Corporal William
Edmonds of No 1 Squadron, Royal Australian Air Force, was tasked

before attendin ve worked unti
g school late into th ; ntil 5pm
women g . € evening, and mj g
riso carried h_eﬂVY pieces of scrap al] day long.2 o oL
onets who arrived in Moji mid-winter jn 1945 ngc: e
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Prisoner-of-war patients. This was a]] done at great bersonal risk 1 p¢
Sakata, Imeanwhile, three Australian prisoners-—cattleman and

butchers by trade—worked for the local butcher, g map nNamed

(l a leea] wit i tlle mine at Wthh Ile “Uolked mn
Sha]e h the l’nanagel‘ [0}
]I()kkaldo IlOted. YOL] WOl.lldl]t meet a nicer man on a IllOlll’h Oi ( h”k]chi Ta] ] ] i

»

hetwee]l AUSt[allall leSOllEIS a]l(i the apallese, Ray Tyrell, WhO
i I

S cuts and give them (o the prisoners, who would then smuggle the

the hospital patients. In thanks, when the war had finished and the
ex-prisoners were leaving Sakata, many exchanged gifts and gave

8oods they had received from Red Crogs parcels to Matsumotq and |
Takahashi, A

were al] indiscriminate, and could maim or kill prisoners ang civil- !
ians alike.* QOne group of Australian prisoners following thejr arrival i

their own Prospects were not great, !
When the occasion required, Some prisoners in Japan did what
they could to help the Japanese around them. When bad weather and

T . ; m— supplies
Ausmlh;an and othe:flllied prisoners of war ;e;gﬁ;}f Icgr;tsmg ;j; i Ef:s ies il
i ircraft on Kobe, Japan, in . - S :
d"OPPE{d - Am}fg:efgltz;?(:og they received in these airdrops with Japanes
prienens civilians. (AWM P02597.021)

i i Tis-
At Sakata (Sendai 9-B) most of the twenty—mr.le'ﬁ:ztr:::;rllogees

orked at the Nippon Tsun factory. The civi e
el lly treated the prisoners poorly, but the comp e
S Y ilian medical orderly, Yuzo Matsumoto, vtrho u(fio .
er‘nployed ? 'Clk‘lnand Australian medical officers. Rowley Richar s,t b
et 'the Bml? of the 2/15th Field Regiment, _stated o
e Offlcelrlom he considered a friend—did his utmosl ;
Matsumom——‘gical supplies required for the prisoners and regu ‘:lr ﬂ)lf
Sllipp;ﬂt:?snzeemo (lunch box) of rice, fish and vegetables
snar

Per cent of the city, anqd the prisoners voluntarily carried the young
and old to places of safety, while their medical officers and orderlies !
did what they could for the injured, even drawing upon their own F
meagre medica] resources,s3

One example of humanitarianism is that of Tom Uren (later a
Mminister in the Whitlam and Hawke governments), Captured on
Timor with the 2/40th Battalion and imprisoned in Java before being
Sent to work on the Thai-Burma railway, he wag put to wWork in a
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Japanese copper-

smelting plant, where he worked alongside Korean
indentured labourers and old Japanese workers. There he witnessed
the compassion of one human being to another. Unlike the prison

camp guards he had encountered on the railway, he found the
Japanese workers ‘comradely’ and ‘decent people’. This helped to
change his attitude towards the Japanese. The factory workers—pris-
oners, Japanese and Koreans alike—worked together and bathed
together, and Uren shared the only Red Cross parcel he received
during his time as a prisoner with his fellow Japanese and Korean
workers, realising that it was not the Japanese people who were the
enemmy, per se, but rather Japanese militarism.>
Te not

From the records available it seems that Uren’s actions we
Japan. Rowley Richards recalled

their only Red Cross parcels
944 at Sakata.® Also, when
ar's end, such acts
in a speech to the
Hiraishi

unusual among prisoners workingin
similar scenes in which prisoners shared
with local civilians on Christmas Day ik
food supply drops parachuted into camps at w
were repeated. Announcing the end of the war

prisoners at Nakama Camp (Fukuoka 21-B),

assembled
mention that:

Hiroki, the camp commandant, made special

several days ago at one camp the prisoners presented the

and factory foreman with part of their valuable

camp staff
e at other

food relief stuffs and personal belongings, whil
camps, prisoners have asked permission to present civil-
jan war sufferers with their personal belongings. This [
know is an expression of your understanding and open-
heartedness gentlemanliness and we, the camp staff, are

deeply moved.®

While the prisoners noted that a volte face took place among many
guards and camp commanders at the end of hostilities, the senti-
ments expressed in this exchange appear to be sincere. At this camp
only five prisoners died, in sharp contrast with other camps in the
Fukuoka district, where in some cases the death toll had been over

one hundred.>
It seerns therefore that prisoners in

guish between members of the Japanese military—their captors,

apan were able to distin-
who
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Often I remember your warm and cordial welcome given
to me around August 20th of the year of the Japanese sur-
render 1945 when I went to see you at Chikubu of Fukui
Prefecture. I express my hearty thanks once again for your
many nice presents such as tobacco, canned goods, choc-
olate and coffee. I asked you then to write your addresses
for me, promising to write you after your return.

Now and then we talk about you; Because of very lit-
tle rations of food we took pity on you while you were at
the Hitachi Shipbuilding Yard. So consulting my wife
sometimes I gave to you rice-balls and Japanese porridges,
and 1 got many thanks from you. When No 64, Mr. Merrie
|another Australian POW], had a high fever suffering bad
coughs, I ventured to allow him to take rest in a warehouse
without the knowledge of the authorities, giving to him the

next day the medicine I brought from my friend doctor,
and whether it worked wonders or not, he was restored to
health. Another thing fresh in my memory is that No 90
was full of fun and mischief. I felt as if separated from a
lover when you started on board a tram-car from Taisho

Camp to Chikubu.®®

Such correspondence does not fit with the popular understanding of
wartime encounters between Australians and the Japanese.

Later reflecting upon why prisoners ‘could possibly interact
socially with Japanese civilians after experiencing so much suffering
at the hands of their nation’, Richards felt the reason was simple:
kindness was ‘a quality that could be found in any fellow human
being. Empathy is equally universal” With so many civilians—and
particularly children—visibly suffering, most of the prisoners, he
said, ‘followed the simple philosophy of do unto others as you would
be done by’. When civilians were caring, the prisoners responded,
and vice versa, and in these fleeting moments it reminded them of a

better world.?

Accommodating the past
Despite the complexity of wartime encounters, in the post-war years,

the Australian press adopted a less subtle tone. The outrage and
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community at large—were among the first to break down barriers.™
For these reasons the cordial contacts between ordinary Australian
soldiers and Asian communities—including ordinary Japanese citi-
zens—during World War 11 are significant, for they go against the
grain of how people generally view the atiitudes toward Asia of
returned prisoners.
Perhaps, as Allan Chick, an ex-prisoner who returned to Japan
with the British Commonwealth Occupation Force and later married
a Japanese nurse, pointed out in aletter home to his mother: ‘It’s a
funny thing but the people back home who never actually contacted
the Nips are more hostile than the chaps who fought them.”” Such
feelings were familiar to fellow ex-prisoner Kenneth Harrison, who
held such admiration that he proclaimed in his memoir that ‘if there
is another war and if I have to fight again, I would like my fellow
Australians around me, and a Japanese battalion on my left and a
Japanese battalion on my right.’ Harrison has said that his post-war
attitudes toward the Japanese strained relations with the families and
friends of fellow prisoners.™
These suggestions by Chick and Harrison raise a question about
negative postwar attitudes toward Japan that are often placed at the
feet of ex-prisoners. Could it be that such outlooks are equally asso-
ciated with descendants of prisoners, who may have had no
knowledge of what their father, uncle or grandfather actually
thought, or even others, who have no association with prisoners of
war? Cultural historians have described this as an act of ‘post-
memory’” In this case, by appropriating memories of those held in
captivity, others claim to speak on their ancestor’s behalf, or base
their views on perceived knowledge about the prisoner-of-war story.
An example of this phenomenon was the public response to the
announcement of closer defence ties between Australia and Japan in
March 2007. Talkback callers and letters to the editor opposing the
treaty often cited Japanese wartime atrocities, with many using the
fact that their grandfather or uncle was a prisoner of the Japanese to
justify their objections.” This is an area in need of further scholar-
ship; almost seventy-five years on from the end of the conflict, it i
perhaps more important than ever (o listen to the range of voices of
those who had face-to-face contact with Japan, and to be wary of
those who purport to speak on their behalf.
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Conclusion
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