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[image: A map of the layout of the Cowra Prisoner of War Camp.]
The camp is a hexagonal structure with the A compound of the Italians in the west, B compound of the Japanese in the north, C compound of the Italians in the east, and D compound of the Japanese officers, Formosans, and Koreans in the south. A Company Barracks are to the north of A compound, B Company Barracks are to the north of B compound, C Company Barracks are to the south of C compound, and D Company Barracks are to the south of D compound. Each compound has sleeping huts, kitchens, and gates. The gates of each compound are along the Broadway, on the north end and south end of each compound. B compound has a hospital. Broadway extends north-south between compounds A and D and compounds B and C, and No Man’s Land extends east-west between compounds A and B and compounds C and D. The Main Gate is at the northern end of Broadway. A Tower is at the northern end of Broadway near the A compound, B Tower is at the northern end of Broadway near the B compound, C Tower is at the southern end of Broadway near the C compound, D Tower is at the southern end of Broadway near the D compound, E Tower is at the western end of No Man’s Land, and F Tower is at the eastern end of No Man’s Land. The breakout locations are from B compound to F Tower, B Company Barracks, and Broadway, and from Broadway into D compound. Burnt-out sleeping huts are in B compound. Machine guns were at B tower and north of B compound. An inset map shows that Cowra is located in the south-eastern part of New South Wales.





INTRODUCTION

It’s tough country out Cowra way. Even the first people to live here, the Wiradjuri, didn’t seem particularly enamoured with the place. They called it Ngoura, which loosely and unaffectionately translates to ‘place’. The first European to encounter it was George Evans, an explorer who has been largely forgotten but in his day was something of a trailblazer, both figuratively and literally, when he became the first European to cross the Great Dividing Range and explore the fertile grazing land along the Lachlan River (the more famous party led by Blaxland, Lawson and Wentworth had not actually crossed the main range). He christened the river after the governor of the colony, Lachlan Macquarie, and named the area Oxley Plains after his boss, surveyor-general John Oxley. Oxley was a man who knew good farming country when he saw it, but this area didn’t impress him; during an expedition along the Lachlan in 1817 he was so disheartened by the ‘swamps’, ‘quicksands’ and ‘bogs’ he encountered that he swiftly returned to Sydney convinced that the entire interior of the country was submerged under a giant inland sea.1 Settlers didn’t arrive in any great numbers for another 20 years, and corrupted the Aboriginal name when they called the first township ‘Caura Rocks’. The name was well chosen – rocks are a key and unrelenting feature of the landscape in this rural corner of New South Wales. Vast sheets of granite outcrops form small escarpments, boulders huddle in conspiratorial groups across the landscape, and loose scree carpets the slopes and chokes the gullies.

The soil is actually pretty good, but to get a decent crop from it takes skill and sweat. None of the paddocks are flat – they all roll like a bay under a decent swell, and the ground is dry and scoured with washaways. Scorching in summer, freezing in winter, it’s the sort of country where a farmer never finishes a day’s work without taking off a dusty hat and running a forearm across a sweaty brow, and staring out across the land he’s just worked as if staring down a vanquished foe.

Yet in spite of all that, in spring the wheat and canola grow lushly, the gold-brown and daisy-yellow patchwork stretching to the distant horizon. Plump sheep munch on new grass between the rock piles, wandering aimlessly, content in the chilly morning air.

In one of these paddocks the sheep graze not around rocks but stark slabs of concrete and brick, rough foundations of buildings long since vanished. Rough dirt tracks cross the site, and slender trees in the distance mark an indistinct perimeter. There are signs, too, directing the visitor to various corners of the paddock, while others warn the unwary not to venture off the paths, lest they encounter a snake in the ankle-high grass. The signs don’t lie – there are snakes here, lots of them. You see them basking in the warm embrace of the long grass, slithering across the paths and, mostly, coiled in the cracks and crevices of the old foundations. And these aren’t small and harmless – no tree snakes or carpet pythons here. These are eastern browns, two metres long and thick as a grazier’s wrist, and packing a deadly punch.

It’s fitting to find them here. The serpent, that harbinger of death, the betrayer of Eve and catalyst for the downfall of man, belongs in this paddock, among all others. Perhaps they detect the faintest scent of blood in the parched soil, perhaps the air tastes heavy with grief; perhaps they just sense that ghosts walk here and they feel content among them. For this is the site of Number 12 Prisoner of War Group, a place that should be forgotten to history. Other former POW camps across the country have vanished without trace, from both the landscape and memory, and Cowra should have joined them. But of course, because of what went on here, it never will.

What went on here on a frosty winter’s night in August 1944 was brought about by a clash of cultures, a tempest of misunderstanding, animosity and shame that eventually couldn’t be contained, and erupted into violence. At the time it was covered up, dismissed as an aberration, a senseless waste of life in a war that was defined by senseless wastes of life.

But over time the Cowra Breakout has come to mean something more – it’s come to represent the heavy burden borne by all who participated in the Second World War, the importance of crossing cultural bridges and the beauty of reconciliation. Even after 80 years, the ghosts of Cowra have an important story to tell.




1

‘TENNOHEIKA BANZAI!’:
THE GREAT ATTACK

Seaman First Class Tatsumi Hanada was awakened by a trumpet call at 4 a.m. and rolled out of his bunk. He had slept fitfully, just as he had so many times as a youth the night before an important baseball match. Through half-sleep his mind had raced with thoughts about the upcoming day, and his role in it; he had rehearsed every step of his duties and was determined to perform honourably for his navy, his country and his Emperor. He dressed quickly – on any other day he would have donned the same filthy uniform he had been wearing for the past week, the khaki fabric crusted with oil, salt and sweat. But today, the day of the Great Attack, he dressed in fresh clothes – khaki shorts and a button-down short-sleeve shirt, over a white undershirt and underwear. He completed the ensemble with his well-worn woollen summer cap. It was a cool morning, but it would be hot before long, and there would not be time to change. In the crew mess he ate a quick breakfast, then joined his crewmates in the cavernous midships hangar and set to work.

Hanada had been in the navy for more than four years, and most of that time had been spent working as an aircraft mechanic and learning the intricacies of attack aircraft, particularly their powerful but temperamental radial engines. Since joining the crew of the aircraft carrier Hiryu two years earlier, he had worked almost exclusively on the Zero, and knew every panel and rivet of the formidable fighter. He and a dozen crewmates had worked for months on the same Zero-sen under the watchful gaze of their seibicho, the maintenance petty officer.

Hanada and his crewmates set to work fuelling and arming their plane. They unfurled metal hoses and began brimming the aircraft with high-octane aviation fuel. A 275-litre external drop tank (designed to be dropped from the plane when empty) was unfastened from clips on the bulkheads, attached to the aircraft and fuelled. As the Zero’s tanks filled, Hanada detected the familiar, yet slightly unsettling, aroma of fuel vapours. Unlike the open-sided hangars on their American equivalents, hangars on Japanese carriers were completely enclosed, providing protection from the elements but creating a noxious environment for fumes. No amount of fastidious cleaning could remove the odour of fuel, grease, paint and motor oil that were trademarks of the operation of military aircraft. Huge ventilation units, built into the deck to better clear the heavier-than-air vapours, laboured noisily to suck the noxious fumes away.

While the fuel tanks were filling, armourers were busy feeding belts of 7.7 mm machine-gun ammunition into the twin turrets on the nose of the Zero and cramming 60-round cannisters into the wing spaces for the two 20 mm cannons. Around them, the hangar teemed with crews working to fuel and arm their own Zeros, as well as the Type 99 dive bomber, which would play a crucial role in the upcoming attack. Several decks above them, other crews completed the same tasks on fighters, dive bombers and torpedo bombers that had been stowed on the flight deck and would launch in the first wave – the air fleet had been substantially increased for this attack, and there simply wasn’t space to store all the aircraft below decks.

As he worked, Hanada glanced admiringly at his plane. The Zero had looked sleek and shiny when it first rolled off the assembly line; but now, after nearly two years of seaborne operations, it was bearing a few scars, the chipped paint and oil streaks giving it a sinister demeanour in the crowded hangar. But even in this weather-beaten state, it was a formidable offensive weapon. The Zero was innovative in design, and brutally effective in operation. In order to preserve structural strength, a necessity to deal with the gut-wrenching manoeuvres that were a trademark of expert pilots, its designers had eschewed the fully folding wings typical of other carrier aircraft, deeming the mechanism to operate them too heavy, and representing an unacceptable sacrifice in performance. Only the wingtips of a Zero folded up, a meagre concession to space-saving, and one begrudgingly made to ensure that the planes fitted on the narrow carrier elevators.

The result was that the Zero was magnificent in the air, but frustratingly difficult to store and manoeuvre in the cramped confines of a carrier hangar. Each plane took up a disproportionate amount of valuable hangar real estate, and it took a highly trained crew to service and move the planes. Even getting a Zero onto the flight deck was a chore – a dozen crewmen were needed to manhandle a single plane onto one of the carrier’s aircraft elevators and to roll it several dozen metres into position on the flight deck, an arduous physical challenge even for an experienced crew.

Their carrier, the Hiryu, was a somewhat peculiar vessel. Launched in 1937, she was a victim of a confusing period in the 1930s when post–First World War treaties limited the size and armament of naval vessels.2 In an effort to conform to the treaties while still experimenting with new technologies, the Japanese had essentially built a carrier fleet by trial and error. Even as their first carriers rolled down the slipways, these vessels were already struggling to perform the job they had been built to do – aircraft technology was advancing so rapidly that planes became faster and heavier (and therefore required longer flight decks) more quickly than carriers could be built to accommodate them. This meant that the early Japanese carriers had to be constantly modified during their construction and in their early days at sea, resulting in a fleet that was certainly capable, but also possessing a range of compromises that made each of its ships unique, and slightly inadequate.

In the case of Hiryu, an experimental exhaust system could only be installed on the starboard side of the ship, in the place where a carrier’s ‘island’ (the tower containing the bridge) would normally be located. Consequently, the island had to be shifted to the port side, a modification that only a handful of carriers would employ during the entire war. The port-side island didn’t just look odd – pilots complained that it resulted in dangerous air turbulence on the flight deck, but investigations by Japanese naval authorities failed to confirm this. Hiryu carried a complement of 73 aircraft and was home to more than 1100 sailors. She was a small city at sea.

Before long Hanada and his crewmates heard the constant low rumble from the flight deck as the first attack wave departed. They untethered their Zero from its assigned place in the hangar and removed the wheel chocks. They waited as the crews in front of them began the tedious process of manually pushing each aircraft into the elevator and lifting it to the flight deck. The whole process was excruciatingly slow – by the time each aircraft was manhandled to the elevator, precisely loaded, elevated to the flight deck, unloaded and the elevator returned to the hangar, as much as a minute had passed per plane. It could take 20 minutes to move a hangar full of aircraft to the flight deck – not such an issue now in the calm of a surprise attack, but a nerve-shredding experience in the heat of battle, when every lost minute meant another chance for a torpedo to slam into the carrier.

Finally it was Hanada and his crewmates’ turn. Grunting and sweating, they rolled their Zero to the elevator and positioned it under the barked orders of the crew chief. They then rode with the aircraft to the flight deck, unfolding the wingtips during the trip. Once topside, they repeated the process of rolling the aircraft off the elevator and hauling it to its assigned position on the flight deck, with fighters forward and bombers aft. The plane was retethered and the wheels chocked.

As Hanada climbed into the cockpit of the Zero, he noted armourers scurrying around the dive bombers on the rear of the flight deck, wheeling carts containing 250-kilogram armour-piercing bombs to their aircraft and attaching them to the plane’s belly. Hanada settled into the cramped cockpit of the Zero and began the process of warming up the engine. This was a vital step and could not be cut short – radial engines were powerful and temperamental, and if not properly warmed up they could fail spectacularly (and for the pilot, fatally) under the stresses of a full-power take-off. In this process Hanada was at a distinct disadvantage to his opposite numbers on US carriers – their open hangars meant that aircraft engines could be warmed up below decks. It was not uncommon for American planes to taxi from the elevator to the flight deck under their own power, saving both precious time and the backs of the pusher crew. The poor ventilation in the enclosed hangars of Japanese carriers meant that its crews had no choice but to warm up engines on deck.

As Hanada prepared to fire up the engine, damage control teams surrounded the plane armed with fire extinguishers – a fire on a crowded deck among heavily fuelled and armed planes could spell disaster for the entire carrier. Hanada flicked the ignition switches, and a crewmember hand-cranked the engine from the right-hand side. As the engine began to turn over, the crank man urgently retreated and, with a shout of ‘Kontaaku! (Contact!)’, Hanada engaged the engine. With a cough and burst of white smoke, the 14-cylinder, thousand-horsepower powerhouse roared to life.

Hanada kept the engine idling in low revs as he allowed time for oil to fully circulate, and checked the gauges to make sure all was as it should be. He then cautiously opened up the engine to full power. As the engine bellowed, the plane strained furiously against its chocked wheels – Hanada was thankful he wasn’t performing this procedure on land, where he would have had to use all his leg strength to hold the plane’s brakes against the powerful forward thrust. He let the engine roar at full power for over a minute while he checked the radios and surface controls. All across the flight deck dozens of other engines were roaring into life, and the din became ferocious, all-consuming. By the time Hanada eased the power back to idle, confident that the plane was ready for take-off, he had been in the cockpit for more than 15 minutes, and was soaked with sweat. The pilot appeared as Hanada was climbing down from the aircraft, and brushed past him with barely a nod. The airman had other things on his mind.*

[image: image]
Petty Officer Hajime Toyoshima ate breakfast in the crew briefing room with his fellow pilots at 3 a.m. The room was cramped and hot; there were no windows, and the thick air carried a peculiar aroma of fresh paint, gasoline fumes and sweat. The squadron leader briefed them on their role in the upcoming attack – to his immense disappointment, Toyoshima would not be flying in the attack waves. His Zero had been assigned to Combat Air Patrol – he would spend the morning in the skies above the carrier fleet, protecting it from enemy attack. It was vital work – no carrier could operate without a protective screen of fighters – but Toyoshima felt a pang of disappointment flare in his chest when he heard the news. Regardless, he was a loyal airman, and he would do his duty as he had been called to. There was no bigger day for the Japanese Navy, and he knew the eyes of the entire Empire were upon them.

The command of ‘Airmen, line up!’ blared through the loudspeakers and Toyoshima sprang to his feet. He joined his squadron as they climbed the companionway up to the flight deck, their faces set in a mix of concentration and tension. This was the first combat mission for most of them, and their nerves showed.

As they stepped into the glare of the flight deck, they were already sweating in their heavy cotton flight suits and helmets. Aircraft engines roared all around them, and flight crews scurried between chocked planes. The pilots crowded around blackboards on the edge of the flight deck as their officer issued final details and instructions – he had to yell to be heard above the din of the flight deck.

Then, with a cry of ‘Tennoheika Banzai! (Long live the Emperor!)’ and a collective cheer, the pilots turned and ran to their steel steeds. From now on, they would be on their own. Toyoshima did not notice the crewman who brushed past him as he headed for his plane. He climbed the ladder and settled in to the cramped grey-green cockpit, running a hand over the familiar surfaces and lightly gripping the control stick. The engine growled – the crew had done a good job preparing the plane – and Toyoshima could feel the ferocious power of the machine surging through his seat, straining to be unleashed. His time had come.
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‘I JAMMED THE THROTTLE WIDE
OPEN’: THE FLYGIRL

Cornelia Fort met her student on the runway beside the Interstate Cadet aircraft that she used for most of her flying lessons. The small, fabric-covered plane looked fragile compared to the muscled military aircraft that often surrounded it, but it was a solid flying platform and the perfect craft for teaching nervy students the mechanics of flight. Since arriving in Honolulu, on the island of Oahu, three months before, Fort had logged more than 300 hours of flying time, nearly all of them in this Cadet, and most of them as an instructor.

Fort was tall and athletic, and had grown up as the only daughter of a wealthy family in Nashville. But she had never been much of a debutante, and from an early age had dreamt of adventure far beyond the claustrophobic social circles of her hometown. By the time she was 15 she wanted to fly, and by 19 she had qualified as a pilot. Now, at 22, she was one of a handful of female flight instructors in the USA.

Her student was a defence worker named Ernest Suomala, who had completed several lessons and was soon due for a solo flight. Today they would be practising touch-and-go landings, and Fort had set an early take-off time – 6.30 a.m. – to take advantage of the still morning air and to avoid the ‘crowds of Sunday afternooners who wanted to go flight-seeing around the island’.3

Soon after take-off, Suomala was at the controls and was lining up his approach when Fort saw an aircraft, fast-moving and obviously military, coming at them from the sea. As her aircraft was clearly civilian and had right of way, she instructed Suomala to stay his course. The military plane closed the gap until it was close – too close.

Fort had seen this sort of thing before. Oahu was home to five military air bases, and most of them were made up of young, new pilots. A combination of overconfidence, inexperience and an immortality complex was a dangerous cocktail in the young fliers, and close encounters were not uncommon. But even by those standards, this guy was being cocky. He was coming straight at them, and fast.

‘I jerked the controls away from my student and jammed the throttle wide open to pull above the oncoming plane,’ Fort later recalled. ‘He passed so close under us that our celluloid windows rattled violently, and I looked down to see what kind of plane it was.’4

She was startled to see not the familiar stars and bars of the US Army Air Corps on its wings but the red disc of the Empire of Japan. An instant later she saw dark tendrils of smoke curling above the naval base at Pearl Harbor, less than half a kilometre away, blotting out the morning sun and painting the sky in an eerie fog of grey and red. A formation of silver bombers was coming in high overhead, unleashing its deadly payload on the ships below. Fort recognised what was happening, and the danger she and her student were in. She banked hard for the airstrip and descended quickly. Suomala, unaware of the situation unfolding around them, asked when he would be able to fly solo. ‘Not today, brother!’ came the terse reply, and Fort dived for the runway. They landed hard, skidding to a halt beside the hangars, and as she and Suomala ran from the plane a Japanese Zero strafed the runway, the cannon fire sending up splintered chunks of asphalt. By the time they reached the safety of the hangar, wide-eyed and gasping, Pearl Harbor was already in flames.*
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In the blindingly blue skies above Hiryu, Hajime Toyoshima banked his Zero and began another circuit over the fleet. He scanned the water and sky for ships or planes. Being alone in an aircraft over a huge expanse of ocean, nerves taut with the anticipation of encountering the enemy, was an exceedingly lonely job, and Toyoshima was tempted to put a call out over the radio, just to hear the comforting sound of another voice. He resisted, but some of his fellow fliers were not as disciplined and his radio buzzed with nervous and unnecessary chatter.

‘Takahashi, how does it look out your way?’

‘Looks like some clouds rolling in from the east.’

‘Radio check. Can you read me?’

‘I’ll bet the Americans don’t feel so cocky now …’

Eventually the flight officer stepped in and ordered radio silence. With so much mindless chatter clogging the airwaves, there was a genuine risk that an all-important sighting report of enemy ships or planes would be missed, a potentially fatal scenario for the fleet. The silence was unnerving. Toyoshima continued scouting, and continued scanning.

Four hours later, he was back on the deck of Hiryu. The ship buzzed with pilots recounting stories of screaming bombing dives and wavetop torpedo runs. Nearly all the pilots had returned – the attack had been a complete surprise and had obviously been devastating for the enemy. Toyoshima had not seen an enemy plane – the attack had been carried out so successfully that the Americans never worked out where the Japanese fleet even was – but no matter. He knew he was part of something big, and that he would get more opportunities in this war. He ate a quick meal, and then retired to his bunk where he fell into a deep and contented sleep.
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