

[image: Cover Image]



[image: image]


[image: image]

Published in Australia and New Zealand in 2013

by Hachette Australia

(an imprint of Hachette Australia Pty Limited)

Level 17, 207 Kent Street, Sydney NSW 2000

www.hachette.com.au

Copyright © Michele Cunningham 2013

This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of private study, research, criticism or review permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, no part may be stored or reproduced by any process without prior written permission. Enquiries should be made to the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record of this book is available from the National Library of Australia.

978 0 7336 2989 1

978 0 7336 2930 3 (ebook edition)

Cover design by Saso Content & Design Pty Ltd

Map courtesy Department of Veterans’ Affairs


In memory of all those who suffered and died in Borneo, regardless of their nationalities, and for their families who suffered as a result.
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Timeline





	1942	



	8 July	B Force departs Singapore for Sandakan



	1943	



	9 and 18 April	British arrive in Sandakan



	15 April	E Force arrives at Berhala Island



	4 June	8 men escape from Berhala Island



	5 June	E Force moved to Sandakan camp



	22 July	First arrests of members of underground movement



	16 August	British officers moved to Kuching



	15 October	B and E Force officers moved to Kuching



	25 October	Underground members transferred to Kuching for trial



	1944	



	2 March	Captain Lionel Matthews executed at Kuching



	1945	



	29 January	First march of prisoners from Sandakan to Ranau begins



	29 May	Second march of prisoners to Ranau begins



	9 June	Third march to Ranau begins



	13 July	23 prisoners shot at Sandakan



	1 August	Last prisoners killed at Ranau



	15 August	Last prisoner killed at Sandakan




December 1945–January 1946 – Trials at Labuan

Japanese officers and guards on charges of murdering or ill-treatment of prisoners from Sandakan, Labuan and Ranau and on the first and second forced marches

May–June 1946 – Trials at Rabaul

Japanese officers and guards on charges of murdering or ill-treatment of prisoners at Ranau

October–November 1950 – Trials at Manus Island

Japanese officers on charges for the murder of Captain Lionel Matthews


Abbreviations





	AAF	Allied Air Forces



	AASC	Australian Army Service Corps



	ADMS	Assistant Director Medical Services



	AHQ	Army Headquarters



	AIB	Allied Intelligence Bureau



	AMF	Australian Military Forces



	AWCC	Australian War Crimes Commission



	AWGU	Australian War Graves Unit



	BCOF	British Commonwealth Occupation Force



	BNB	British North Borneo



	CCS	Combined Chiefs of Staff



	C-in-C	Commander in Chief



	CO	Commanding Officer



	DPW&I	Director of Prisoners of War and Internees



	FARELF	Far East Land forces



	G-2	Intelligence Section, General Headquarters, Southwest Pacific Area



	G-3	Operations and Planning Section, General Headquarters, Southwest Pacific Area



	G-4	Logistics Section, General Headquarters, Southwest Pacific Area



	GHQ	General Headquarters



	GOC	General Officer Commanding



	IJA	Imperial Japanese Army



	IMTFE	International Military Tribunal Far East (Tokyo War Crimes Trials)



	JCS	Joint Chiefs of Staff



	L of C	Lines of communication



	LHQ	Land Headquarters



	NCO	Non-commissioned Officer (includes warrant officers, staff sergeants, sergeants, lance corporals and corporals)



	NEI	Netherlands East Indies



	OC	Officer Commanding



	OR	Other Ranks



	POW/PW	Prisoner of war



	RAAF	Royal Australian Air Force



	RAF	Royal Air Force



	SCAP	Supreme Commander of the Allies in the Pacific



	SEAC	South East Asia Command



	SMO	Senior Medical Officer



	SOE	Special Operations Executive (British organisation conducting espionage, sabotage and reconnaissance)



	SRD	Services Reconnaissance Department (Australian equivalent of SOE)



	SWPA	Southwest Pacific Area



	TAF	Tactical Air Force



	USAF	United States Air Force



	USS	United States Ship



	WD	War Department (United States)



	WO	Warrant Officer




Note: The currency used by the Japanese in Borneo was Japanese occupation currency that replaced the local currency in territories they occupied. The currency units were in dollars and cents.
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Introduction

I GREW up knowing that my father had been a prisoner of the Japanese during the Second World War. Sandakan, Kuching, prisoner of war, POW – all were names and words that were a familiar part of my childhood, but we had only a vague idea that they represented a time of starvation, deprivation and often cruelty.

We knew that my father weighed a mere six and a half stone (approx. 42kg) when released, even though he was six feet (183cm) tall and weighed more than twelve stone (76kg) before the war. We played with Japanese occupation currency that he had brought home but did not understand what it represented, and browsed the scraps of paper on which he had made notes on all sorts of subjects during his captivity. We handled the rosary beads he had made out of dried seeds and twine with its cross, carved from a piece of wood. We knew his ration of rice was never enough, but we, who were well fed, did not know what that felt like. Once, with child-like innocence we asked Dad if he had ever been tortured. Some dreadful memories must have been stirred, as he immediately pushed us aside and left the house.

Although he was in Sandakan prison camp for 15 months he spent the final two years of his captivity in Kuching – and this saved his life. Among those who died at Sandakan were 146 men from his battalion, the 2/18th, and he knew many of them well.

I now know that he suffered the slapping and bashings that nearly all the prisoners did, particularly in Sandakan. Most, including my father had disturbed sleep and many had nightmares for years, lashing out at unsuspecting wives in their sleep. My mother often woke when Dad was kicking her wildly in his sleep, and other wives woke when their husbands were trying to strangle them.

It was only after my father died in 1986, and as an adult, that I came to know more of what he must have been through. I regretted deeply having missed the opportunity to learn more of my father’s experiences from him, and this inspired me to become involved with his POW mates by attending their annual reunions, and to research and write the story of their captivity.

All but a handful of the officers with whom Dad had been imprisoned had survived, and I became close to many of them: Russ Ewin, Tony White, Hugh Waring, Bunny Glover, Alan Loxton, Max Lambe, Claude Pickford, Graham McLeod and others, and their stories are part of this book. In Sandakan they had worked on the aerodrome construction with their men and built roads and a parade ground for the Japanese, until they were removed to Kuching in October 1943.

Hell on Earth traces the story of the Australian and British prisoners who were sent to Sandakan in British North Borneo to construct an aerodrome for the Japanese. It tells the story of an underground movement led by Captain Lionel Matthews that made contact with people outside the camp and with guerrillas in the Philippines. They built a radio to receive outside news and had been planning a possible uprising against the Japanese when they were discovered. The book follows the arrest, torture and trial of members of the underground, explores the marches of the remaining prisoners from Sandakan to Ranau, and the horrendous loss of life on the marches and finally at Ranau. It then considers the proposal that was developed in late 1944 to plan a rescue of the prisoners and discusses the probability of such a rescue within the context of the war in the Pacific at the time. Finally it gives an overview of the investigations that were conducted in late 1945 to find out what had happened and find the remains of all those who died.

Finding out just what happened in Sandakan after the officers left was a difficult process for investigators as there were only six survivors: Bill Sticpewich, Keith Botterill, Dick Braithwaite, Owen Campbell, Bill Moxham and Nelson Short. All of these men suffered greatly after the war, one of them committing suicide several years later. Braithwaite and Campbell had escaped during the second march to Ranau in June 1945 and been rescued and interrogated, thus alerting authorities to some of the still unfolding tragedy. Of the other four survivors only one, Bill Sticpewich, was fit enough to assist investigators with the interrogation and prosecution, firstly of Hoshijima, for the ill treatment, starvation and killing of the prisoners at Sandakan, and then of the Japanese or Formosan guards involved at Sandakan or on the marches.

Under the Australian War Crimes Act 1945, written statements and hearsay evidence were permitted at the war crimes tribunals because so many witnesses had died or were too unwell to appear as witnesses. At the trials related to Sandakan and the death marches that were held in Labuan in December 1945 and January 1946, Sticpewich was the only witness to appear for the prosecution in some of the trials. Some further trials were conducted at Rabaul in May 1946 when two more witnesses, Keith Botterill and Bill Moxham, appeared with Sticpewich. This was an incredible responsibility firstly for one man, and then for three.

It was this that led me to undertake intensive analysis of the trials themselves and all the evidence I could find relating to the alleged crimes to reconstruct the story of what had happened at Sandakan, on the marches and in Ranau. Closely examining and comparing all this evidence gives a much broader picture – but also raises questions about how reliable the evidence presented at the war crimes tribunals was and how it was used. Was justice done, or only seen to be done, leaving the truth as elusive as ever?

An important aspect that had been overlooked, ignored or discounted was the Japanese evidence at the trials and the experience of Japanese soldiers in Borneo, so I have used what I could – especially the trial of Captain Lionel Matthews by the Japanese that resulted in him being executed – to bring a different perspective to the story of Sandakan, and of Borneo.

The commanding general and the prosecutor at the trial were themselves tried in 1950 by an Australian military tribunal for the murder of Matthews. After much legal argument as to whether or not Matthews’ trial was legal and in accordance with International Law, the court ruled that even though Japan had not signed the Geneva Convention the trial had been conducted according to Japanese military law, which was recognised under International Law. Many have found this difficult to accept but the trial was in fact legal and the Japanese took pains to ensure it would not bring international condemnation.
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