
 

 

 

 

 

 

10.45am Service at St. Tudy War Memorial 

followed by 

        CRYING OUT FOR PEACE 

           RINGING of ONE Bell 75 times,  

    one for each year since VJ Day - 15th August 1945 



Robin Thwaites, the new Curate, welcomed Villagers to the Service of 

Commemoration and reminded all present of the restrictions regarding Covid-19, 

asking all to remember to socially distance. Colonel Rupert Nicholas OBE then 

spoke for a few minutes about the experiences of the men who endured so much 

in the Far East campaign and gave a short account of his father’s service and 

experiences. 

This was then followed by the laying of the wreaths on behalf of the Historical 

Society, the Parish Council, and the Village Hall. Ten Villagers were known to have 

had a relation who took part in the fighting and the ten each laid a Cross of 

Remembrance for their father, uncle, aunt, or grandfather. 

The Exhortation was then read out, all joined in the refrain 

before the Last Post was sounded prior to the two-minute 

silence and Reveille.  Prayers were then led by the Curate 

before ‘The Cry for Peace’ after which one single bell was 

run 75 times to mark the years since the end of WW2. 

The service concluded with the saying of the National 

Anthem as singing, at the time of the service, was not 

permitted. 

15th August 1945 marked the end of WW2 after six years of 

conflict involving many countries from around the world. 

After the defeat of Nazi Germany in Europe, thousands of 

troops in East Asia fought on until Japan’s surrender, with 

many not returning home until 1946. 

When they returned, they sometimes found that their experiences had been 

overshadowed in popular imagination by the conflict in Europe and today we 

honoured the men who fought for freedom, brought WW2 to its end, and restored 

peace and prosperity to the world. 

Those of us born after these brave and selfless men and women of that generation 

have benefited from their courage in adversity and we were proud to honour their 

memory and remember all that they did for us. 

After the Commemoration, villagers, respectful of social 

distancing, mingled and viewed the display set up of 

fighting in the jungle, the Forgotten Army and read about 

the fall of Singapore, the Death Railway the service 

biographies of those who spent time in that Theatre of 

War. 

 



The Far East Campaign 

Between December 1941 and August 1945, British Commonwealth troops and their 

allies fought a bitter war against the Japanese in Asia. The fighting took place in 

malaria-ridden jungles during drenching monsoon rains and on remote islands in 

searing tropical heat, but always against a tenacious and often brutal enemy.  

On 7 December 1941, the Japanese attacked the American naval base at Pearl 

Harbour in Hawaii and later declared war on Britain and the United States.  

On 8 December 1941, Japanese troops landed at Singora and Batari in Thailand, 

which immediately signed an armistice. Landings also occurred in Kota Bharu in 

northern Malaya. The invasion force from both landings quickly broke through 

British and Indian defensive positions, and then pushed down the west coast of 

Malaya. The British colony of Hong Kong was attacked the same day. It 

surrendered on 25 December. 

Japan also landed troops in the Philippines, on British territories in Malaya and 

Borneo, and on several Allied-held island staging posts in the Pacific Ocean. 

Japanese forces had already occupied French Indochina (now Vietnam, Cambodia 

and Laos) in 1940, and had been fighting in China since 1937. 

 

The war in the Far East now internationalised the war being fought in Europe, a 

truly global war. 

The Japanese succeeded in making rapid advances through the jungle.  



By 25 January 1942, they had fought their way to Singapore, Britain’s major 

military base in the Far East and the keystone of its regional defence system. 

As a land invasion had long been thought unlikely, the defences of Burma had been 

neglected. When the Japanese attack began in January 1942, the British position 

there quickly deteriorated. By early March, the capital Rangoon and its vital port 

had been lost.  

As the Japanese pushed northwards, the surviving British and Commonwealth 

troops under General Sir Harold Alexander, together with Chinese Army units, 

carried out a fighting retreat across nearly 1,000 miles of awful terrain. During the 

withdrawal to India, they lost most of their equipment and transport. 

Although the first Burma campaign ended in defeat, the British could take comfort 

from the fact that their troops had reached India as fighting soldiers. They also 

had two of the best field commanders of the war in General Sir Harold Alexander 

and General William Slim. 

Without adequate resources, a major counter-offensive into Burma was out of the 

question. The Far East remained down the list of British strategic priorities 

throughout 1942 and 1943.  

But to wrest the initiative from the Japanese, General Sir Archibald Wavell, 

Commander-in-Chief in India, ordered the Eastern Army in India to attack the 

coastal Arakan region in September 1942, and to capture enemy airfields on Akyab 

Island. 

After initial British success in Arakan, the Japanese counter attacked. Their 

reinforcements crossed rivers and mountain ranges, declared impassable by the 

Allies, to hit their exposed flank and overrun several units. The exhausted British 

were unable to hold. By March 1943, their position was untenable, and the force 

was withdrawn. 

Wavell also sanctioned the 'Chindits', or Long-Range Penetration Force. Their 

attacks behind the lines in Burma raised morale and proved that British soldiers 

could live and fight in the jungle. Their special forces operations also showed that 

troops could be supplied solely by air. 

In February 1943 and March 1944, British and Indian Chindits sabotaged railways 

and roads, and encouraged local Burmese, Kachin and Keren resistance groups to 

attack the Japanese. 

The Chindits suffered heavy casualties and many succumbed to illness. But by 

engaging enemy units and interrupting supply lines, they prevented the Japanese 

deploying all their resources to the main battle zones in Burma. 



The Japanese despised the act of surrender. And although they had signed the 

Geneva Convention, they had never ratified it. The lives of the thousands of 

British, Indian and Commonwealth soldiers that fell into Japanese hands were 

therefore extremely vulnerable. 

Prisoners were held in appalling conditions both in established jails, like Changi in 

Singapore, and in makeshift jungle camps throughout South East Asia. 

‘If you weren’t working hard enough, they would make you stand and hold a 

stone above your head… You picked it up, which was better than collapsing 

because then they kicked you all over the place.’  Gunner Jack Walker, a 

prisoner on the Thai-Burma railway 

In November 1943, a new phase of the war in the Far East began for the British 

with the formation of South East Asia Command (SEAC) under Admiral Lord Louis 

Mountbatten. 

SEAC replaced India Command in control of operations. Under its leadership, the 

prosecution of the war against the Japanese took on a new energy. More men, 

aircraft, equipment, and supplies were also now available. 

  

Firing a 3.7 inch howitzer, Battle of the 

Ngakyedauk Pass, 1944  

 

 

                   

                                 

 

 

A British mortar crew in action, 1944  

 

Previously, British troops had fallen back when the Japanese cut their lines of 

communication, and operations had practically ceased during the monsoon season. 

Now, the policy was to stand firm and rely on air supply when cut off, and to fight 

on throughout the harshest conditions until relieved. The success of this policy 

was seen in 1944. 



  

Mule transport on the Ngakyedauk Pass 

road during the Battle of the Admin Box, 

February 1944  

 

 

 

     

Collecting supplies dropped into the 'Admin 

Box', February 1944  

In March 1944, the Japanese 15th Army began 

an advance against India’s north-east frontier 

to forestall a planned British invasion of Burma. The Japanese intended to capture 

the British supply bases on the Imphal Plain and cut the road linking Dimapur and 

Imphal at Kohima. 

With Imphal in their hands, the Japanese would also be able to interrupt air 

supplies to China. It would also give them a base from which to conduct air 

attacks against India. 

A Japanese diversionary attack in the Arakan was defeated in February (the Battle 

of the Admin Box), but in early April the troops at Kohima and Imphal were cut 

off. 

Supplied by air, the garrisons threw back the Japanese attacks in bitter close-

quarter fighting until relief forces reached them. At Kohima, a scratch force of 

1,500 troops held a tight defensive perimeter centred on Garrison Hill. Facing 

them were 15,000 Japanese soldiers.  

Between 5 and 18 April, Kohima 

saw some of the bitterest close-

quarter fighting of the war. In one 

sector, only the width of the town's 

tennis court separated the two 

sides. When relief forces finally 

arrived, the defensive perimeter 

was reduced to a shell-shattered 

area only 350 metres square.  

 

Japanese surrender leaflet dropped on the Kohima defenders; 1944                                                                                



Kohima surrounded 

Despite the arrival of British reinforcements and supplies, the battle continued to 

rage around Kohima until 22 June, when the starving Japanese began a desperate 

withdrawal. The opening of the road at Kohima ensured the relief of Imphal. 

East African soldiers with a captured Japanese flag, 1944  

 

 

M3 General Lee tank of the 25th 

Dragoons at Kohima, 1944 

 

The Japanese lost over 60,000 men 

and the momentum gained allowed 

General Slim’s 14th Army to begin the 

reconquest of Burma. 

 

‘The fighting all around its circumference was continuous, fierce, and often 

confused as each side manoeuvred to outwit and kill. There was always a 

Japanese thrust somewhere that had to be met and destroyed. Yet, the 

fighting did follow a pattern. The main encounters were on the spokes of the 

wheel, because it was only along these that guns, tanks, and vehicles could 

move.’ 

Field Marshal William Slim recalling the Imphal fighting  

After their defensive victory, the British planned a new offensive to clear the last 

Japanese forces from northern Burma and drive them south towards Mandalay and 

Meiktila.  

Fighting through the monsoon and supplied by air, troops of the 14th Army now 

crossed the River Chindwin. The 15th Corps took Akyab in the Arakan following a 

series of amphibious landings in December 1944, while 4th and 32nd Corps won 

bridgeheads across the River Irrawaddy in February 1945.      



  

 

Gurkhas open fire during 

an attack near Palel, April 

1944 

 

 

 

Troops landing on Akyab Island, 

1945  

 

After fierce fighting, Meiktila and 

Mandalay were captured in March 

1945. It was a decisive victory, won 

through the courage and endurance of the troops and the superb general ship of 

their commander William Slim. 

 

 Soldiers take 

cover during the 

battle for Meiktila, 

March 1945  

 

 

 

 

The route south to Rangoon now lay open. And 4th Corps was only 30 miles from 

the city when it fell to a combined air and seaborne operation in early May 1945.  

Following their victory, the British began planning for new landings in Malaya and 

for the recapture of Singapore. But these were forestalled by the Japanese 

surrender in August 1945. 



 

17th Indian Division 

during the advance 

on Rangoon, 1945 

 

 

 

 

 

A Forgotten Army? 

The Burma campaign was one of the longest fought by the British during the war. 

Remote from the experience of most people at home, and often side-lined in the 

contemporary press, it became known as the 'Forgotten War'; the troops 

serving there were the 'Forgotten Army'. 

 

Indian infantry advance 

through a burning village, 

Burma, 1945  

 

 

As the fighting in Burma 

raged, American and 

Australian forces were 

engaged against the Japanese 

in New Guinea. The Japanese 

had landed there in January 1942 and soon secured most of the north of the 

island. 

They also took the nearby island of New Britain, where they established a major 

base at Rabaul. From there, they could direct operations in the South West 

Pacific. 



By capturing both islands, along with the neighbouring Solomon Islands, the 

Japanese intended 

to use them for air 

attacks on northern 

Australia. Their 

seizure would also 

disrupt the sea and 

air links between 

the United States 

and Australia. 

 

2nd Battalion the Royal Welch Fusiliers at the capture of Pintha, October 

1944  

 

The Japanese drive to conquer all New Guinea ended with their failure to capture 

Port Moresby on the south coast. This was after their landing at Milne Bay was 

repulsed (August-September 1942) and a landward drive against the city was 

halted in desperate fighting on the mountainous Kokoda Trail (July-November 

1942). 

Soon afterwards, in January 1943, the Americans and Australians won the Battle of 

Buna-Gona on the island's northern coast. This victory destroyed the main 

Japanese beachheads in New Guinea and came after a gruelling battle of attrition. 

This was followed by a string of amphibious assaults along the northern coast of 

New Guinea that eventually gave the Allies control of most of the island. Troops 

also landed on New Britain and, in tandem with air and naval attacks, helped 

isolate the powerful Japanese base at Rabaul. 

  

Vella Lavella in the Solomons,                                                       

August 1943  

 

To further neutralise Rabaul, the 

Allies also counter-attacked the 

Japanese in the neighbouring 

Solomon Islands. They made several 

landings, including Guadalcanal in 

August 1942, Vella Lavella in August 1943 and Bougainville in November 1943. 



Securing New Guinea, New Britain and the Solomons helped pave the way for the 

Americans to return to the Philippines. They landed on Leyte in October 1944. For 

the next ten months, US and Philippine forces steadily set about liberating the 

various Philippine islands until the Japanese capitulation in August 1945. 

The Allies also landed on Borneo in a series of amphibious assaults between April 

and July 1945. Their aim was to secure its oil and establish the island as a launch 

pad for the liberation of the Dutch East Indies. 

  

Australian troops landing at 

Balikpapan, Borneo, April 1945  

 

US Marines landing on Saipan, June 

1944  

 

The Americans were meanwhile undertaking an ‘island-hopping’ campaign against 

the Japanese over the vast expanse of the Pacific Ocean. 

While US air and naval forces engaged the Japanese fleet, marines seized 

strategically important islands that could be used as air and supply bases for their 

drive towards the Japanese main islands. Some of the fiercest fighting took place 

at Tarawa (1943), Saipan (1944), Guam (1944), Iwo Jima (1945) and Okinawa 

(1945). 

Landing supplies at Iwo Jima, February 

1945  

 



 

Marines take cover as dive-bombers attack, Okinawa, April 1945  

After the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki on 6 and 9 August 1945, Japan 

announced it would surrender on 15 August.  

This date was celebrated in many Allied countries as VJ Day (Victory over Japan). 

 

Hiroshima after the atomic 

bombing, August 1945 

 

 

 

The Allies believed that the atomic 

bomb attacks, which killed 

around 130,000 people, were necessary to achieve victory and avoid many more 

deaths. The intense fighting and heavy casualties sustained on outlying islands, 

like Iwo Jima and Okinawa, convinced them that the price of invading the 

Japanese mainland would be too high. 

Following the surrender, Allied troops began occupying Japan from 28 August 

onwards. The Japanese Instrument of Surrender document was formally signed on 

2 September 1945 on board the 'USS Missouri' in Tokyo Bay. This finally ended the 

Second World War. 

 

Britain's War in The Far East   

In 1941, Britain was an imperial power with colonies across south and south-east 

Asia. In December 1941, Japan attacked British territories in Hong Kong, Malaya 

(now Malaysia), Singapore and Burma (now also known as Myanmar). 

 

The fall of Malaya  

Japanese forces invaded Malaya on 8 December 1941. Their commander, General 

Yamashita, launched an aggressive offensive that quickly demoralized and 

defeated Malaya’s garrison of British, Indian and Australian troops. In this 

photograph, taken in January 1942, Japanese troops are seen clearing pockets of 

resistance in the streets of Kuala Lumpur after occupying the city. 

 



Japanese troops clear pockets of 

resistance in the streets of the Malay 

city of Kuala Lumpur,  

January 1942.  

 

Surrender at Singapore 

By February 1942, Japanese 

forces had occupied Malaya. 

They then launched a new 

attack against the strategic 

island of Singapore, at the 

southern tip of the Malay 

Peninsula.  

On 15 February 1942, British forces in Singapore surrendered to the Japanese.  

Prime Minister Winston Churchill would later call the surrender ‘the worst 

disaster…in British history’. 

 

Flight from Burma 

Japan’s invasion of Burma prompted many from Burma’s Indian, Anglo-Indian and 

British communities to flee to 

the safety of India. While some, 

particularly wealthier people, 

were able to leave by air or 

sea, hundreds of thousands 

were forced to make their way 

on foot across Burma’s 

mountainous border with India. 

Thousands died along the way 

from disease, exhaustion, 

malnutrition, or through 

drowning while trying to cross 

Burma’s many rivers.  

Indian refugees on the Prome Road from Rangoon, January 1942 

 

By June 1942 the Japanese had driven British, Indian and Chinese forces out of 

Burma.  

In February 1943 3,000 British and Nepalese Gurkha troops mounted a long-

distance raid behind Japanese lines. These troops, known as ‘Chindits’, were 

commanded by the deeply eccentric Brigadier Orde Wingate. 



 

This is a ‘blood chit’ carried by the Chindits in case 

they became separated from their unit and needed 

assistance from local people.  

It is made of rayon and carries a printed 

message in seventeen languages, including 

Burmese, Karen, East and West Shan, Thai, 

Chinese, Tamil, Vietnamese, Bengali, 

French and English. This message identifies 

the bearer as an Allied soldier and 

encourages locals to offer help. 

 

The 'Death Railway' 

After the surrender of Singapore, 

thousands of Allied servicemen 

became prisoners of the Japanese. They were subjected to a brutal regime of 

violence, callous neglect and forced labour. From 1942 prisoners were forced to 

build the Burma-Thailand railway, which became known as the 

‘Death Railway’ for its high mortality rate, among both 

prisoners of war and civilian forced labourers. 

This golden nail was used during a Japanese ceremony to mark the 

completion of the railway. The inscription carries the date 25 October in 

‘Showa 18’ (1943), the eighteenth year of the reign of Emperor Showa, also 

known as Hirohito.  

 

 



The menace of tropical diseases 

British troops fighting the Japanese were threatened 

by deadly and unfamiliar tropical diseases. In 1943, 

for every soldier evacuated due to battle wounds, 

120 soldiers were evacuated due to sickness. Malaria 

was a key problem, but other diseases included 

dysentery, skin conditions and typhus.  

 

This 1943 poster by graphic artist Ashton was designed for use 

by the Royal Air Force in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka). It warns 

airmen against trusting in unofficial remedies or protections 

against malaria. 

 

Fighting the elements 

British troops in Burma had to contend with unfamiliar weather conditions. These 

could include high temperatures and high humidity, as well as monsoon winds and 

thunderstorms.  

This 1945 painting by British war 

artist Leslie Cole, titled “Burma 

- 14th Army: The Battle of the 

Sittang Bend”, gives a vivid 

impression of the impact of 

monsoon weather. A patrol of 

British soldiers from the Queen’s 

Own Royal West Kent Regiment 

wade through a flooded paddy 

field, looking for the enemy. 

Overhead the sky is black with 

rain clouds. 

 

India invaded 

In spring 1944 Japan launched an invasion of India. It aimed to capture Imphal, a 

garrison town in the Indian border province of Manipur, and so prevent a British 

return to Burma. In order to isolate Imphal from a large supply base at Dimapur, 

Japanese troops attacked the small village of Kohima, which became the scene of 

ferocious fighting. 

 



This brass hunting horn belonged to Captain John Smyth of 1st 

Battalion, Queen's Royal Regiment (West Surrey). During the Battle of 

Kohima, Smyth used this horn to rally his troops. Smyth was killed in 

action on 7 May 1944, aged 22. As he has no known grave, Smyth is 

commemorated on the Rangoon Memorial. 

 

 

 

 

Insignia of The Fourteenth Army  

In 1943 the Fourteenth Army was formed in India. Under the command 

of Lieutenant-General Bill Slim, the Army’s task 

was to retake Burma from the Japanese. Slim’s 

generalship combined effective defensive tactics 

with imaginative and daring offensives. He was 

immensely popular with the Indian, Gurkha and 

British troops under his command. 

 

This is the badge of the Fourteenth Army, which was 

designed by General Slim. He planned to invade Burma 

from the north, and so the sword points downward. The 

cross guard of the sword forms an ‘S’, standing for Slim. 

 

 

 

The Empire strikes back 

The war in Burma drew in troops from across the British Empire.  

The first is the insignia of 81st West African Division. It depicts the spider 

Ananse, a character from West African mythology. The division recruited from 

British colonies including Nigeria, Sierra Leone and Gambia, and fought mostly in 

the coastal Arakan region of southern Burma during 1944 and 1945. 

The second is the ‘Black Cat’ of 17th Indian Division. Made up of troops from the 

Indian North-West Frontier and the Punjab, as well as Gurkhas from Nepal and 

British soldiers from northern England, the division fought throughout the Burma 

campaign from 1942 to 1945. 



 

 

Confronting the 'divine wind' 

The kamikaze (Japanese: 神風) literally "divine wind" 

While land forces were fighting the Japanese in Burma, the Royal Navy’s British 

Pacific Fleet took part in naval operations in the Pacific Ocean. 

On 6 April 1945, the British aircraft carrier HMS Illustrious was taking part in 

operations to support American landings on the Japanese island of Okinawa when 

a Japanese kamikaze pilot attacked, aiming to ram his aircraft into the ship.  

Hit by anti-aircraft fire the aircraft missed Illustrious, crashed into the sea and 

exploded a few metres from the ship  

 

Hiroshima 

From the summer of 1944 American heavy bomber aircraft, based on captured 

Pacific islands, had been able to strike Japanese cities. By summer 1945 these 

raids had destroyed large areas of Japan's major cities and caused enormous 

casualties. 

On 6 August 1945, the Japanese city of Hiroshima was hit by an atomic bomb 

known as 'Little Boy'. The bomb's blast, fire and radiation effects would ultimately 

kill more than 100,000 people.  

 

Surrender 

In the days following the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, and later of Nagasaki, the 

Japanese government debated whether to surrender. American aircraft could 

destroy Japanese cities at will, the Soviet Union had invaded Japanese-occupied 

Manchuria, and the Japanese home islands were also threatened with invasion.  

On 15 August, Emperor Hirohito announced Japan's surrender. 

On 2 September 1945, a surrender document was signed aboard an American 

battleship moored in Tokyo Bay.  



A series of further surrender ceremonies followed in areas still occupied by the 

Japanese.  

 

The fighting did not end in 1945 

Though the war between Japan and the Allies ended in August 1945, other 

conflicts in Asia and the Pacific continued. Days after Japan’s surrender, 

Indonesian nationalists declared independence from the Netherlands.  

In September, British troops arrived in Java to take the surrender of Japanese 

forces and to recover prisoners of war and internees. Relations between British 

and Indonesian forces soon broke down, with a major battle erupting in Surabaya. 

Indian troops were in action in Surabaya on the island of Java, Indonesia, in 

December 1945. 

 

 

Field Marshal William Slim: The soldiers' soldier 

Slim is best known for commanding Fourteenth Army in Burma during the Second 

World War (1939-45). He inherited a disastrous situation which, with pragmatic 

skill and quiet charisma, he turned to ultimate victory. 

Given a temporary commission in the Royal Warwickshire Regiment in August 1914, 

he served at Gallipoli, where he was wounded, and in Mesopotamia, where he 

gained a Military Cross. He obtained a permanent commission in the Indian Army in 

1918. 

In 1938 he was promoted to lieutenant-colonel and given command of 2nd 

Battalion, 7th Gurkha Rifles. 

As commander of the 10th Indian Brigade, he took part in the conquest of 

Abyssinia (1940-41) where he was again wounded. Promoted to major-general in 

June 1941, he led 10th Indian Division during the Iraq expedition, the Syria-

Lebanon campaign, and the invasion of Iran. 

In March 1942 he was promoted to command Burma Corps, which had been chased 

out of Rangoon by the Japanese. Heavily outnumbered, Slim was forced 

to withdraw to India. But he made sure the 900-mile retreat did not turn into a 

rout, leading a controlled military withdrawal. 

He then took over XV Corps of the Eastern Army in the Arakan in April 1943. The 

campaign was a disaster. His next appointment was as Commander of Fourteenth 

Army and he emphasised the need for jungle warfare training and the use of more 

aggressive tactics, including the formation of defensive 'boxes' by surrounded units 



that were supplied by air.  

But perhaps his greatest contribution was that of talking to soldiers and restoring 

their morale. He was a fine manager of men and able to get them to do his 

bidding. In return, Slim's men saw him as one of them. He was above all a soldiers’ 

soldier. 

‘One of Slim’s chief characteristics was his quite outstanding determination 

and inability to admit defeat or the possibility of it: also his exceptional 

ability to gain and retain the confidence of those under him and with him, 

without any resort to panache. Success did not inflate him, or misfortune 

depress him.’  

Slim undertook a partially successful attack in the Arakan in February 1944. Then, 

in the battles of Imphal and Kohima, he repelled a Japanese invasion of north-east 

India. 

Both campaigns demonstrated that his new approach worked. The Japanese were 

able to encircle the formations of Fourteenth Army but could not defeat them. 

They lost over 60,000 men and exhausted themselves in the process. 

Next, Slim drove the Japanese south. Fighting through the monsoon and supplied 

by air, his men crossed the River Chindwin, took Akyab in the Arakan, and won 

bridgeheads across the Irrawaddy. After fierce fighting, Meiktila and Mandalay 

were captured in March 1945. 

The route south to Rangoon now lay open. 4th Corps was only 30 miles away when 

the city fell to a combined air and seaborne operation in May. It was a victory won 

through the courage and endurance of the troops, and the superb general ship of 

Slim. 

After the war Slim was Commandant of the Imperial Defence College (1946-48) 

and then Chief of the Imperial General Staff (1948-52). Between 1953 and 1960 he 

was governor-general of Australia. 

Field Marshal William Joseph Slim, 1st Viscount 

Slim, KG, GCB, GCMG, GCVO, GBE, DSO, MC, KStJ (6 August 1891 

– 14 December 1970), usually known as Bill Slim, a British 

military commander and the 13th Governor-General of 

Australia. 

 

 

 



The surrender of Singapore and  

                                 what happened to our men 

 

The enemy made a landing on the island the night of the 7/8th with, it was 

thought, one Division and one Brigade strength. Their main drive was towards the 

reservoirs from the West coast. Reinforcements had been drafted towards the 

Western front, but apparently, they were unable to stem the attack as the enemy 

literally poured fresh men into the drive. Everywhere there was lack of 

information, and fifth column work of unbelievable proportions. On the evening of 

Tuesday, February 10th, all RAF planes and the remaining personnel left the 

island. 

By that ill-fated 15th February, 

at about 3.00 p.m. the position 

was grave, the troops had fewer 

than 100 rounds of ammunition 

per gun, the water supply had 

been cut and the Japanese had 

issued  an ultimatum, unless 

there was unconditional 

surrender, every European on the 

island would be annihilated. The 

'cease-fire' sounded at 4.00 p.m., 

although the enemy were still 

dropping bombs on the town as late as 6.45 p.m.  

At 8.0 a.m. the following day, the Japanese Army marched into Singapore, and the 

flag of the Rising Sun was hoisted over the Government buildings.  

On the 17th, British troops were marched to Changi, some twenty miles from the 

centre of the city, to begin a 3½ year captivity.  

'Austerity' is too mild a term to use when thinking of the diet on which the men of 

the Regiment worked in equatorial heat, hewing timber, and transporting it to 

camp. Within the first 2 months, most prisoners lost a third of their body weight.  

During March, the Japanese segregated all the sick at Changi and called for 

working parties to go to River Valley, Singapore. During August rumours were rife 

that all prisoners were to be taken off the island and sent up-country or to Japan. 



A small party had already 

left for Siam (now 

Thailand) and soon all 

senior officers above the 

rank of Lieutenant-

Colonel were sent 

overseas. 

By September 1942, the 

original officers and men 

were depleted to less 

than half originally 

captured. 

One incident, 

unfortunately typical, happened at the end of August 1942. Every prisoner-of-war 

in Singapore, irrespective of rank, had to sign a certificate that he would not 

attempt to escape. EVERY MAN REFUSED TO SIGN. On the 2nd September, all ranks 

(except those sick in hospital) were ordered to proceed to Selerang Barracks, 

where accommodation was for 850. 16,000 men were held here.  

There were no sanitary arrangements, rations (which were scarce) were cut, the 

water supply was barely sufficient for drinking purposes. There was not room for 

everyone to lie down under cover of the buildings and all kinds of contraptions 

were erected where possible in the square to provide cover from rain and sun. 

Within 48 hours, dysentery was rife. Sick men were taken to an improvised shelter, 

used as a makeshift hospital, awaiting transportation to Changi. A further threat, 

unless all signed the certificate that on-one would make escape attempts was to 

transfer all patients from Changi Hospital to Selerang, to swell the already 

hopelessly overcrowded army of men pent up in the restricted area. 

On the third day the position was desperate and, acting on the advice of the 

Senior Medical Officer, the British Commandant ordered the forms to be signed 

under duress. The troops returned to their camps on 5th September.  

In the following days men were sent overseas and up-country. In Formosa (now 

Taiwan) they suffered the vilest conditions imaginable.  

The train journey into Siam was a veritable nightmare. With an average of 32 men 

packed into a steel truck, arriving in Ban Pong the 18th October and then marched 

into the interior to begin work on the railway.  



Tropical rains, tropical diseases, 

little food and less medical 

supplies, with hard work the 

whole time interspersed with 

regular beatings-up made life 

very difficult.  

 

 

One little band of men are worthy of mention - the cooks. How those men worked. 

The cookhouse, a region haunted by 

sweating men in 'G' strings, was a scene 

of activity from 4.0 a.m. until dusk.  

The conventional groaning with which 

the British soldier invariably greets the 

appearance of stew was now a distant 

luxurious memory.  When the cry of 

"What's for the meal," brought the 

monotonous reply, "Rice", PoWs all 

managed to force a grin and re-join 

"Grand, a nice change." RICE - every man 

was heartily sick of the very word. 

The Burma-Siam railway, previously 

surveyed by both British and German 

engineers, and in each case turned down 

as being too expensive in the inevitable 

loss of manpower, was slowly growing 

under the harsh drive of the Japanese.  

PoWs were spread in groups along the 

whole length of the proposed railway in Siam (Thailand) from Chungkai to Niki. 

Japanese orders were that, irrespective of any conditions whatsoever, the railway 

MUST be completed by a certain date. That date was rapidly drawing near, and in 

true Japanese fashion the guards and the engineers strove to carry out their 

orders even though men were dropping dead at work. In just 3 months one camp 

of 1,500 men was reduced by the conditions to 1 Officer and 5 men. 



 

Men considered ‘fit to work’ on what became known as ‘The Death Railway’ 

Construction of ‘The Bridge over the River Kwai’ 

About May 1944 American Red Cross parcels arrived. Meant as individual parcels, 

they were handed out to be shared between 6+ men, the balance being shared by 

the Japanese, who themselves were on poor rations. It was about this time that a 

group of PoWs were to go to Japan, their convoy did not get through a net of 

American submarines around the Japanese mainland. 3,000 men died. 

By this time the Allied Air Force had got busy on the railway. Maintenance parties, 

irrespective of fitness, had to go back upriver to repair the damage in that hated 

jungle. 



In January 1945 officers and men were separated. The officers were concentrated 

at Kanburi, where for six months the Japanese took a delight in meting out the 

heaviest punishments and imposed more restrictions than had ever been known 

before. Severe beatings were a daily occurrence, and, on several occasions, 

officers were taken away from the camp and really mauled by the ‘Kempi’ (the 

military and secret police). 

Air raids were almost a daily occurrence and there were far more casualties 

amongst the PoWs than the Japanese 

The officers were again moved, an arduous march took them from the railway to 

Nakom Nyoke, 30 miles in l7½ hours. On arrival there was no accommodation. 

Under the most appalling conditions, they began to clear a site and carry bamboo 

from a dump three miles away before building could start. 

The sick cases that had remained in Changi Camp, Singapore, were employed in 

the Camp gardens and on aerodrome construction parties. In 1944, the Camp was 

broken up, all personnel were sent either to the Changi gaol and its surrounds or 

to a hospital camp which had been formed at Kranji about 13 miles from Singapore 

city.  

It was during 1944 that the food situation in Singapore deteriorated. By 1945, 

malnutrition had taken its toll, sickness was rampant. Losses were heavy yet 

working parties were sent out to various parts of the island to construct 

fortifications. 

During the early months of 1945 the few remaining PoWs on Singapore island were 

further split up when the Japanese sent out working parties to various parts of the 

island for the purpose of constructing fortifications, where they remained until 

the end of hostilities. 

On 29th October 1942, several thousand PoWs set sail to FORMOSA (Taiwan). 

Conditions were appalling, cooped up in one hold, little food, little ventilation, 

and a pitifully meagre ration of water. Dysentery broke out. They reached Formosa 

on the 13th November; many had died. 

Officers were set to work tending gardens, Other Ranks were sent south to work in 

sugar factories and yet others went north to the infamous coal mines.  

SHIRAKAWA, was a camp with a bad reputation, forcing all, including the Major-

General, to work hard under the usual Japanese method of persuasion. Japanese 

guards plied the bamboo pole with a heavy hand.   

February 1945 many prisoners were sent to Japan, clad only in tropical kit to a 

climate below Zero. All were put in the factories, dockyards, and coal mines. They 

remained in tropical kit, many were without footwear of any kind and the diet 



consisted solely of rice and little of that. Conditions during this period seem to 

have been comparable with those experienced on the Siam (Death) railway during 

its worst phase. 

News of the events taking place in Europe did filter through to the prisoners-of-

war, but it was impossible to find out what was really happening in the Far East. 

The only heartening sign being the increasing number of American planes. 

Finally, Capitulation Day. Joy and relief! Two days later the Japanese 

Commandant ordered all Allied officers to parade, they were soundly beaten, with 

the ubiquitous bamboo rods and told the war had started again. They were set 

back to work. The Commandant had taken matters into his own hands and 

declared "No peace".  

Fortunately, the following day the Japanese guards disappeared, and American 

planes came over and dropped food supplies. 

During 3½ years of the nearest approach to Hell that one could imagine, the PoWs 

were known for their good conduct, cheerful behaviour, and staunch comradeship.  

AUGUST 1945 arrived. Many had left 

home little more than boys, now men. 

Each one had stared death in the face 

not once but many times. They learnt 

that things once taken for granted were 

now of the very highest value.  

Hatred was experienced, metered out by 

an enemy capable of expressing hatred in 

its most degrading and humiliating form. 

The Japanese loathed the Allies, they 

hated with a blind fury, because they 

envied their position in the world.  

 

(Kranji the Commonwealth Graves Cemetery: 

where the remains of those who lost their lives in 

the Singapore area are now interned.)  

 

 

 

 

 



Going Home: 

  

       

 

Tropical kit for soldiers sent to the Far East 

During the Second World War men would 

know nothing of where they might be 

going. Everything was on a “need to know 

basis” and more often than not, troops 

did not need to know.                                                                                                      

A fine example of this is when a Regiment 

might be placed under War Office orders 

and they would commence mobilisation 

for service overseas by being fitted out 

with tropical clothing – but the men would 

have no idea of their destination.  



Their kit would include a ‘topee’ in British English, which comes from the Hindi ‘topi’ 

meaning top hat. We tend to know this more as the ‘pith helmet’, safari helmet or sun 

helmet.   

As you can imagine, humour at 

being issued with such headgear 

resulted in many a lad wearing it at 

the wrong angle. In one war diary 

of the time it is mentioned that one 

of the Warrant Officers shouted at 

the men “this piece of headgear is 

for keeping the sun out of your eyes 

– NOT the dust out of the back of 

your boots.” 

More often than not, the 

Regiment, once kitted out in its tropical gear, might be sent to Scotland and there, with 

snow on the ground, ‘desert training’ would be attempted before being shipped off to 

the other side of the world. 

As is well known, “If you can’t take a joke, you shouldn’t have joined!”  

 

 

 

 



Horror of The Death Railway 

           Japan’s Project for WW2 Prisoners of War 

 

The Death Railway is only one of the names describing the Japanese project built in 1943 

to provide support to its forces during World War II. The railway connected Thailand and 

Burma and was shut down in 

1947, after the war.  

The construction of the railway 

is a heart-breaking story of 

forced labour, with more than 

60,000 Allied prisoners of war 

working on the project. Local 

citizens were also compelled 

to work alongside the 

prisoners.   

The death toll includes almost 

7,000 British soldiers; close to 

3,000 Australian soldiers; 

nearly 3,000 Dutch soldiers; 

and more than 100 Americans 

soldiers. 

When the war ended, 111 

Japanese military officials were 

tried in court for war crimes in 

connection with the Death 

Railway. 32 of these officials received a death sentence. 

Such a railway had been desired by the British government in Burma (now Myanmar) in 

the mid-19th century. However, it would have been an incredibly tough undertaking due 

to the hilly jungle terrain – too difficult to even consider. 
 
In 1942, the Japanese seized Burma and took control away from Britain. At this point, the 

Japanese relied on sea transportation to provide supplies for troops stationed there. 

However, this left Japanese ships susceptible to Allied attacks. So, the Japanese started 

a rail project. 
 



To start, the Japanese would need 

labourers. They sourced these labourers 

from prisoner of war camps already 

established in Singapore and other 

locations in Southeast Asia. 
 
The railway was to connect existing rail 

lines in both Siam (now Thailand) and 

Burma and began in the fall of 1942. The 

goal for completion was December 1943, 

but due to gruelling schedules resulted in 

an early finish in October 1943. 
 
Despite the horrors associated with the 

building of the Death Railway, engineers 

have marvelled at it as an accomplishment. 
 
With more than 25,000,000 people, the 

railway traversed more than 250 miles, including more than 600 bridges. This is 

especially impressive 

given the hard-working 

conditions – no 

transportation between 

the workers and the 

outside world, no 

medical help, no food 

and no advanced tools. 

However, after 

completion of the 

railway, the Japanese 

only used it to ship 

about 500,000 tons and 

two army divisions. 

 

During construction, 12,000 Japanese and Korean soldiers worked as prisoner 

supervisors, engineers, and guards. They received much better treatment and living 

conditions than the prisoners, of course, but still about a thousand died. They were 

known for their extreme cruelty: from violence and torture to humiliation.  
 



In addition to the prisoners of war, about 180,000 Southeast Asian natives were forced 

into work. However, the Burmese and Thai workers coerced into the job were not 

enough. The Japanese advertised offering great jobs for those in the East Indies, Malaya, 

and Singapore. They promised good wages, family housing and more. 
 
This brought in a few extra workers, who were imprisoned upon arrival, but the 

Japanese still needed to round up unwilling workers from nearby villages. Working 

conditions for some of these groups were even more horrific than those the prisoners of 

war faced, with an average of 20 deaths per day. 
 
The first prisoners of war to arrive on the construction site were the Australians, a few 

thousand of them. They left prison in Changi and were shipped to Burma. Until railroad 

construction began, they were tasked with constructing airfields. At around the same 

time, British prisoners of war were sent to Thailand. As work continued, prisoners were 

shipped in from various surrounding camps as needed. 
 
About every 10 miles along the railway, temporary camps were established. Prisoners 

would move from camp to camp as they worked, more than a thousand at a time. They 

were made of bamboo poles with thatched roofs, and no walls. Sleeping platforms were 

slightly raised above dirt floors. Each prisoner had a two-foot space in which to sleep. 

The prisoners faced not only jungle diseases and mistreatment at the hands of their 

guards but also starvation. Many survived as best they could. 
 
Imprisoned artists used human hair as brushes, blood for paint and toilet paper as 

canvases to record their daily life. Some of this art was later used in war trials. Writers 

went on to publish detailed works regarding their experiences on the railroad, 

including Railroad of Death by John Coast. 

 
Hellfire Pass, the most difficult part of the Death Railway to build, and one of the most deadly 

 

One of the most difficult sections of the railway was Hellfire Pass, built in part by 

prisoners of war.  Work by torchlight at night in a thick bamboo forest gave the pass its 

name. It was a tough portion of the line to construct, as it required large rock cuttings, 



which were extremely strenuous. The prisoners of war suffered greatly at the hands of 

the guards for not cutting the rock quickly or well enough. This part alone took about 12 

weeks.  
 
Here, many who were not beaten to death by the guards died from disease (mainly 

cholera and dysentery), exhaustion or starvation. 
 
After completion of the Death Railway, prisoners would face another two agonizing 

years before being liberated. During this time some received medical treatment, but 

others were dispatched to different camps, where they worked as maintenance crews. 

Still, others were left behind to maintain the line, where they continued to suffer from 

the poor living conditions and later Allied bombings.  
 
At the end of the war, mortality rates for the railway project were tallied. This toll found 

the British prisoners had a death rate of 23 percent; the Australians 22 percent; the 

Americans 19 percent and the Dutch 15 percent. 
 
That the Dutch prisoners experienced a lower death rate is attributed to the fact that 

many of them were born in the Dutch East Indies. They were, therefore, more 

accustomed to the tropical climate and diseases found there. 

The remains of most of the war dead were retrieved and transplanted to official war 

cemeteries. 
 
The Thanbyuzayat War Cemetery a prisoner of war cemetery for the victims of Japanese 

imprisonment who died building the Death Railway in Burma, situated a stone’s throw 

from the end of the infamous death railway.  
 
There are 3,626 identified former POWs buried and they consist of 1,651 British; 

1,335 Australians; 621 Dutch; 15 Indian Army; 3 New Zealanders; 1 Canadian and 72 

unidentified.  
 
It has been said that a man died for every sleeper laid across the 415-kilometre (258 mi) 

route of the railway. Many of those who died lie at rest in CWGC’s care, but not all the 

deceased have been found. 
 
Approximately 80% of all deaths were Asian slave laborers consisting of Burmese, Malay, 

and Tamil citizens. The remaining 20% were mostly split among British, Australians, 

Americans, Dutch, and Indians. 
 
POWs were eventually saved when Allied forces successfully raided the camps. The 

original plan commanded by the Japanese was to kill all Allied POWs in case of a raid, but 

the men were successfully rescued before any executions could take place. 



It took time to repatriate the British prisoners of war, and even when they arrived home, 

they needed a recuperation period as conditions in the camps had been so bad. Most did 

not get home until 1947. 

 

 

 

 



  

 

Lt Col R C Nicholas  

15th Punjab 

Regiment                          

Born   26th March 1902                                                                       

Died    21st November 1983 

 

Father to Col. Rupert Nicholas 

 

For Major Nicholas, WW2 started in 1940with 

3/15 Punjabi’s in British Somaliland.  There he 

was under attack by the Italians and 

withdrawing to Berbera, to embark with The 

Royal Indian Navy. His company held a critical 

position for 3 days, before being cut off by the 

advancing enemy.  However, by a skilful night march, they managed to withdraw 

through the enemy, inflicting heavy casualties before reaching the rear guard and 

the port of Berbera. 

In March 1941 they retook Berbera, completely surprising the Italians and 
capturing 120 of them, before moving on to capture Assad. Major Nicholas was 
twice Mentioned in Dispatches for his Distinguished Service in these engagements. 

Promoted to Lt Colonel in February 1943, and appointed Commandant (CO) of the 

4/15 Punjabi’s, he joined 33 

Brigade of the 7th Indian 

Division, training in India to 

re-enter Burma. Supported by 

Lee Grant Tanks and many 

magnificent Mules, they spent 

most of February 1944 fighting 

the ‘Battle of the Admin 

Box’ (Battle of Ngakyedauk or 

the Battle of Sinzweya) on the 

southern front of the Burma 

Campaign, where the 

Japanese attempted to 

encircle and destroy General 

Frank Messervey’s 7th Indian Division.                     Battle of the ‘Admin Box’                         



General Bill Slim, the 14th Army Commander, directed all units to form defensive 

Boxes, to take resupply by air, denying the Japanese food and supplies. They 

stood their ground, the Japanese suffered huge losses and for the very first time 

were defeated in battle. The Japanese killed doctors and battle casualties in the 

Medical Dressing Station, but their plan to invade India lay in tatters.                           

In June 1944, the Regimental centre signalled a telegram of congratulations, to Lt 

Col Nicholas. “who only recently gave up Command, having led the Battalion 

through most of its heroic and difficult phases “He was again Mentioned in 

Dispatches for Distinguished Service, his 3rd Mention in Dispatches. The battle 

continued down Burma,Irrawaddy, Meiktila, Myingyan to the Siam border.  Two 

Victoria Crosses were won, both by gallant Sikhs, Naik Gian Singh and 

posthumously by Lt Karamjeet Singh Judge 

Lt Col Nicholas was then posted as the last British Senior Instructor at The Indian 

Military Academy, Dehra Dun. His battalion moved on to Kohima for more difficult 

and costly fighting. The Battalion lost 40 killed and 140 wounded including his 

successor as CO. The Kohima Cemetery has 1420 graves and a further 917 are 

commemorated on the Cremation memorial, Hindu and Sikh soldiers whose 

remains were cremated in accordance with their faith. 

Newspaper report of the 15th Punjab Regiment’s gallant actions:

 
 



Personal pencilled note to Lt Col Nicholas, delivered by runner, from  

Brigadier Loftus Tottenham .33 Brigade Commander known as “Loftus “. 

His initials L T are Just about visible at the bottom of the note. 

 

 

 



Lt. Col. George 
Charles Haslam.  
M.R.C.S., L.R.C.P., D.O. 
 
Born   24th August 1914 
Died   1st September 2001 
 
Father to Vanessa Wilkins 
 
In Jan-Feb 1944 Lt Col George Haslam was 
Second-in-Command of 48 Indian Field 
Ambulance in 26th Indian Division, under the 
command of Major-General C.E.N. Lomax.  
His unit went to the assistance of 66 Indian 
Field Ambulance who had been completely 
overrun by the Japanese in the Arakan.   
 
The Unit suffered very heavy casualties, as 
did the Division – six doctors were shot, and 
several men butchered and about 80 

bayonetted in their beds.  
 
Being a Doctor, he witnessed terrible wounds and atrocities and like all the men in 
the Far East Theatre of War had some close encounters and near misses, such as 
when crossing the Irrawaddy on ferries.  The ferry ahead hit a mine and was blown 
to smithereens. A narrow escape.  
 
With his medical knowledge he insisted that men under his command took salt 
tablets daily when on route, in extremely hot and humid conditions. These daily 
salt tablets were essential, although not enjoyed and many were against the 
order. 
 
In August 1945, he took command of 66 Indian Field Ambulance in the 7th Indian 
Division, commanded by Maj-General G.C. Evans, whilst in Rangoon, Burma.  The 
Division was flown into Siam towards the end of August by Dakotas landing on 
strips just outside Bangkok. 
 
A hurried operation to prevent any further atrocities to Allied prisoners in 
Japanese hands and Lt.Col Haslam took over the P.O.W Hospital Camp at Nakom 
Paton, about 50miles north of Bangkok and housing 12,000 P.O.W.s.   
 
The Hospital Camp at Nakom Paton was still occupied by Japanese soldiers but 
after 3-4 days Lt Col Haslam, accompanied by three others went to the HQ of the 
Japanese 33rd Imperial Army, where Lt General Honda was in command. 



They met with a party of 
Japanese officers who 
surrendered to the British by 
surrendering their swords. 
 
The sword presented to Lt Col 
Haslam is currently on display 
in the Royal Army Medical 
Corps Museum, near Aldershot 
after many years of being 
unable to trace the original 
owner through embassies in 
London and Tokoyo. 
 
Later, in peacetime life, he 
became the President of the 
Mid Cornwall Burma 
Association presiding at the 
time of the 50th Anniversary of 
VJ Day in 1995. 
 

 

 

 

Senior Nursing Sister  
Joan England Hicks 
 
Queen Alexandra's Royal Naval 
Nursing Service. 
formerly Simpson, 
nee Whitworth.  
 
Born   28th January 1910 
Died     4th October 1983  
 
Aunt to Jenny Muir 
 
Joan trained as a nurse at University College 
Hospital, London qualifying in 1933. She then 
travelled out to Ceylon in 1938 as a Nurse where 
she met and married Surgeon Lieutenant David 

Simpson in 1939. She joined him at his Naval Base in Trincomalee, Ceylon and 
resigned her Commission, as a married woman. He was aboard HMS Arethusa in 



November 1942 when, as part of a convey on its way to Malta, was torpedoed. She 
was widowed less than three years into the marriage. 
 
Joan then re-volunteered for the Queen Alexandra's Royal Naval Nursing Service, 
Queen Alexandra's Royal Naval Nursing Service (QARNNS) is the nursing branch of 
the British Royal Navy. The Service unit works alongside the Royal Navy Medical 
Branch. Posted to Australia, she worked alongside her Australian Nursing Sisters. 
 
In 1945 after victory in Europe and the fighting had ceased, she was sent to 

Sydney from whence she was transferred to HMS Glory, an aircraft carrier.  She 

assisted in converting the aircraft 

carrier into a hospital ship under 

the HMS Glory’s Commander, 

Captain Hicks.  The ship was 

prepared for the former Japanese 

prisoners of war, who were in 

great need of much medical 

attention. Known as ‘Operation 

Magic Carpet’, the post-war 

repatriation brought home over 

eight million military personnel 

from the European, Pacific, 

and Asian theatres.  She sailed 

onto Manila, collecting more sick and fit POWs, who were taken to Victoria, 

Vancouver Island. In June 1947 she was on King's Birthday Honour List for her 

Nursing time in Hong Kong. 

Upon her return to England she was appointed to Royal Naval College Dartmouth, 

where in September 1949 she married Captain John Hicks, who had been 

Commander on HMS Glory. 

After being widowed for the second time, she came to live in Tremeer Lane until 
her death in 1983. 

 

Medals:   
Left to right: Royal Red Cross, Pacific Star,  

Defence Medal, War Medal 1939-1945 
 

            Epaulette showing rank 



Master at Arms Douglas McChesney 

Royal Navy  

Born 7th October 1900                                                      

Died 17th December 1951    

 

Father to Molly Rush 

 

Douglas McChesney was born in Barrow in 

Furness and joined the Royal Navy at the age of 

16, he saw service with the Royal Navy during 

the Great War and between the two wars. 

As the master-at-arms, a ship's senior rating, 

normally carrying the rank of chief petty officer 

or warrant officer. He oversaw discipline 

aboard ship, also responsible for the ship's 

small arms and edged weapons, and to drill the 

ship's company in their use. This was not an 

onerous task, and masters-at-arms came to be 

made responsible for "regulating duties"; their 

role as weapons instructors was eventually taken over by the chief gunner. 

In 1938 he was serving aboard HMS Tamar which was 'hulked' to serve as 'name' 

ship for the Royal Naval headquarters in Hong Kong. 

Hong Kong had only a handful of old fighter aircraft that 

were destroyed in bombing raids where they stood in the 

colony's Kai Tak airport.  

The hulk of the old Tamar was towed out to deep water and, 

during the night of December 11/12, scuttled to prevent her 

use by the invaders.  

Bereft of ships, Tamar personnel fought with the 

overwhelmed army units. Thirty-five of the 250-strong ship's 

company of sailors and Royal Marines were killed in the 18-

day 'Battle of Hong Kong' which resulted in the surrender on December 25 ('Black 

Christmas') 1941.  

On Christmas Night, after the ceasefire order, Douglas McChesney was one of the 

last to leave with 68 other naval crew. They survived a perilous sea-dash and the 

trek to Rangoon, Burma. 



His next ship saw him in Singapore when the Japanese invade and once again, he 

saw action in the Battle of Singapore, known as the Fall of Singapore.  Singapore 

was known as the ‘Gibraltar of the East’ and was the major British military base in 

South East Asia.  The fighting lasted 8-15th February 1942. It was soon after this 

that he was ‘MIA’ – Missing in Action for two years but he had made it out of 

Singapore on the last ship and evaded capture by the Japanese.  

Inscribed on the back “The Old Gang” December 1945. Douglas McChesney on the right 

In 1947 Douglas was transferred to the British Embassy, Tokyo and he was during 

the Korean War he was an invaluable help to the United Kingdom Naval Advisor, 

for which he was recommended for an inclusion in the New Year’s Honours List, 

1951.   

    



Paymaster Sub-Lieutenant  

Reginald Tucker  

Royal Navy  

Born 6th July 1911                                            
Died 11th February 1990     

 

Father to Paul Tucker  

 

Reginald Tucker joined the Royal Navy in 

December 1940 and attended 

the Royal Navy Nautical 

Training School at Blyth in 

Northumberland. He later 

moved to HMS Pembroke, the 

Accounting Base at Chatham.                                    

Within the month of his joining HMS Sheffield with the rank of 

Coder, Sheffield took part in the sinking of the German 

battleship Bismarck, narrowly escaping a friendly fire torpedo 

attack by the aircraft carrier Ark Royal's Fairey Swordfish.                                                                               

Eleven torpedoes were dropped, and only defective Duplex exploders and fine ship 

handling saved her from disaster.                  

(In the report of the 

attack, Admiral Sir John 

Tovey, commanding Home 

Fleet, was told only no hits 

were scored on Bismarck.  

The reaction of Sheffield's 

crew "has not made its way 

into the official records".)    

                                                        
HMS Sheffield 

 

 

Between November 1941 and January 1942, he was aboard HMS Cleopatra, a Dido-

class cruiser of the Royal Navy and sailed to Gibraltar, then onto Malta where she 

was immediately damaged by a bomb. After repair, she was transferred to 

Alexandria in early March for the 15th Cruiser Squadron.  



She was Admiral Philip Vian's flagship during the Second Battle of Sirte, when his 

group of four light cruisers and 17 destroyers held off an Italian force which 

included the battleship Littorio, two heavy cruisers, a light cruiser and 10 

destroyers, which had all been sent to intercept their convoy to Malta.  

During 1942 to 1943, as Temporary Paymaster Sub-Lieutenant, Reginald Tucker 

was posted to HMS Pembroke, HMS King Alfred and later onto HMS Landrail where 

he met and married Marjorie Ashton who was serving in the Women’s Royal Navy 

Service (WRNS) at HMS Landrail.  They married in July 1943 at Chew Magna, 

Somerset. 

At the end of 1943 he joined HMS Bherunda, a Royal Naval Air Station (RNAS) on 

Colombo Racecourse, Ceylon. (Sri Lanka). In 1944 he joined HMS Phoenix in Egypt 

before returning to HMS Bherunda. 

Having contracted Amoebic Dysentery in August 1944 he was returned to UK and 

‘Released to Shore’ (medically unfit) 13th June 1945. 

 

Private Leonard Free 
(Len)  

5th Bedfordshire and 
Hertfordshire Regiment    

 

Born 19th March 1916                       
Died 5th July 1943   

 

Uncle to Pam Free     

     

Leonard joined the 5th Battalion, The 
Bedfordshire and Hertfordshire Regiment 
on the 20th of June 1940.  He completed 
his training at Whittington Barracks near 
Lichfield, Staffordshire in September 
1941, and set sail on the SS Riena Del 
Pacifico from Liverpool, as part of the 18th 

Battalion, on the 27th October 1941. 

The intended destination was the Middle East, however with the entry of Japan 
into the War, the Division was diverted to the Far East.   



The voyage took the Battalion via Halifax, Newfoundland, where it transhipped to 
the USS West Point, continuing the voyage on the 9th of November.  The convoy 
put in at Cape Town on the 6th of December, moving off once more on the 13th 
December 1941.  The convoy now sailed to Bombay, where the Battalion 
disembarked and moved by rail to Ahmednagar, arriving there on the 31st 
December, two months after setting out from Liverpool. 

One of his friends wrote a book of their experiences, he says “their thoughts then 
turned to jungle 
warfare”.  “No one on 
board had ever seen a 
jungle, no one had 
the least idea what a 
Japanese Soldier 
looked like, nor were 
there any books or 
pamphlets which 
might enlighten 
them”.   

On the 29th of January 
1942 they found 
themselves sailing to 
Keppel Harbour, 
Singapore at dawn. 
Leonard was in “A” Company, number 2 Group and they were captured at the Fall 
of Singapore on the 15th of February 1942. He was held at Changi Prison. 

 

He died at Matona, having been put to work on ‘The Death Railway’.  He is buried 
in Kanchanaburi Cemetery, Thailand. 

Post War it became known that the Japanese had kept all the medicine for Malaria 
for their own men as their supplies 
were inadequate.  This also applied to 
the Red Cross parcels of food sent to 
the POWs. 

 



Japanese Prisoner of War Card – Private Leonard Free 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Private Leslie Pemberton – Uncle to Sue Dibble 

Joined the Volunteer Force the London Scottish Regiment in the 1920’s. In 1937, on 

the break-up of the London Regiment, the unit was re-named The London Scottish, 

The Gordon Highlanders. When he was called up during the 2nd World War, he 

joined the 2nd Battalion the Gordon Highlanders.  

 

After the fall of Singapore, he was captured and imprisoned firstly in Changi prison 

in Singapore and then in Thailand and worked on the infamous Death Railway.   

Leslie was one of the lucky ones who survived. He sent a telegram on 30th August 

1945 stating he was safe in British hands and arrived home in October weighing just 

over 6 stone.  

He spent over two years in various hospitals before he was allowed to return home 

to his wife, Sally. For the rest of his life he suffered ill-health, heart problems and 

many recurring bouts of malaria.  He did not have any children, his first wife had 

died in childbirth, the baby also died, but he had a very much-loved Scottie called 

Angus that he treated like a baby. The stress that Sally suffered due to Leslie’s 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

In 1941 his battalion boarded the troopship Empress of  

Canada bound for Singapore, in the picture below taken  

on the ship, Leslie is in the front row 5th from the left. On  

the reverse he has marked with a cross those he knew          

had died at Japanese hands.   
Leslie in Colchester 1927                                                

Leslie ’ s cap badges                                               

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gordon_Highlanders
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gordon_Highlanders
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gordon_Highlanders
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gordon_Highlanders


capture eventually caught up with her and she had a breakdown in the 1950’s from 

which she did eventually recover.  

I know little about his war experiences as he 

was very reluctant to talk about it, as so 

many prisoners were.  My father told me that 

he worked on the Kwai Bridge and that 

against his better judgement he was 

persuaded to go to the cinema when the film 

came out, but after a very short time he 

walked out, unable to watch it and very angry 

at the ‘watering down’ of the story.  I do 

remember him telling me that he knew 

Ronald Searle the famous cartoonist, they 

were in the same prison camp for a time. In 

my uncle’s home there was a delightful 

cartoon of him, I often wonder if perhaps it 

was drawn by Searle.   

He died in 1971, aged 67. 

 

 

 

 



Private George Henry Bartlett  

Royal Engineers                           

Born   1st March 1909                            
Died   1989  
 

Father to John 
Bartlett 

 

At the outbreak of war George Bartlett was 
past call up age, but undaunted he bravely 
volunteered for the Royal Engineers and was 
sent to the Sennybridge Army Camp in Wales 
for his training. From there he was posted to 
the Far East. In Burma served with the 
Fourteenth Army, under General Slim.   

Trained as a driver, his duties included bomb 
disposal, mine clearance, airfield construction, 

the laying of Bailey Bridges and the use of tanks. 

Part of his time in Burma was spent as an (unknown) General’s Batman. He was 
expected to act as a "runner" to convey orders from his General to those under his 
command, drive the General’s vehicle, sometimes under combat conditions and act 
as his bodyguard in combat situations.  He was expected to dig a foxhole for his 
General if required. In addition to these duties 
he had to maintain the officer’s uniform and 
personal equipment in excellent condition, not 
to mention his own. 

The Fourteenth Army was a multi-national 
force of a million men from all corners of the 
Commonwealth, British and Nepalese Gurkha 
troops, soldiers from India, Nigeria, Sierra 
Leone and Gambia all fighting side by side. 
They held the longest battle line of any army 
during the war, stretching from the Bay of 
Bengal to the borders of China.  

They fought the Japanese in some of the most arduous countryside of the world, 
from Manipur to Rangoon.  Their greatest victories were in the Arakan, at Imphal, 
Kohima, Kennedy Peak, Mandalay and Meiktilla.  This led to the defeat of the 
Japanese Imperial Army and the liberation of Burma.  The Fourteenth Army was 
withdrawn to India in June 1945, to prepare for the invasion of Malaya. 

Often referred to as the "Forgotten Army" because operations in the Burma 
Campaign were overlooked by the contemporary press, but the stories of courage, 
cruelty and audacity that emerged from it are as great and varied as in any of the 



other theatres of war. It was in December 1943 that Lord Louis Mountbatten 
addressed his men  

 

“I know you think of yourselves as the Forgotten Army”, he 
said to them. “Well, let me tell you, you’re not forgotten … 
nobody even knows you’re here!” 

 

 

Private Alfred Cooper  

Royal Artillery 

Regiment 

2nd Infantry Brigade 

Anti-Tank Company 

 

Born 5th April 1912                                       

Died 1st April 1984 

 

Grandfather to Jan Fisher 

 

Early 1939 - with war clouds gathering over 

Europe, Alfred Cooper was aware that 

another conflict was imminent but having 

married in November 1935 was a family man. 

He was called up April 1944.  He went into the Royal Artillery and was posted to 

the Field Artillery.  

With the outbreak of war in September 1939, 99th (Buckinghamshire and Berkshire 

Yeomanry) Field Regiment, Royal Artillery was mobilised at Aylesbury. They saw 

service in France, as part of the BEF. By the time Alfred joined them the regiment 

was re-designated 99th Field Regiment, RA (Buckinghamshire Yeomanry) (TA).  

In June 1942 the regiment, with their 25 pounder field guns, had been sent out to 

the Far East and attached to the 2nd Division, seeing service in India and Burma, 

including the Battle of the Arakan. 



 In 1944 it took part in the Allied advance and involved in the Battles 

of Kohima, Imphal, Rangoon and Mandalay.  

 

Injured in March 1945 he was hospitalised 

for a short while and then given 8 days 

leave in India, (probably Calcutta) with 

rations, before being posted to 6 Medium 

Regiment and he was then on 5.5″ medium 

guns. 

Many men were maimed, or did not make it 

home, but Alfred Cooper was eventually 

safely repatriated to resume civilian life in 

December 1946 although his health was 

now downgraded to A2 by this time due to 

the conditions he had endured. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Gunner Arthur Scott  
Royal Artillery  
239 Battery  
Light Anti-Aircraft 
Regiment 
 
 
 

Born   20th September 1921 
Died     9th November 2003 
 
Father to Liz Callaway 
 
Arthur Scott (right) enlisted the 17th April 
1941 and joined the Royal Army Service 
Corps, transferring to the Royal Artillery on 
the 24th September 1941 to join his twin 
brother, Frank (left).  

Arthur joined 239 Light Anti-Aircraft Battery 
as part of 225 Light Anti-Aircraft Training 
Regiment and remained with them until July 

1941, when he was transferred to 44 Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment. 

 

On 26th May 1942, 44 Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment embarked on the SS Cathay at 
Newport, heading for India.  They arrived in Bombay on 23rd July, having stopped 
at Cape Town on route where shore leave was allowed.   
 
The Regiment spent the next 
two years moving between 
Burma and India, spending some 
time in Calcutta and at 
Chittagong, where the Japanese 
air raids were frequent and 
heavy.    
                        
Gnr Scott is recorded as being 
on the Y List which may mean 
that he had been taken prisoner 
or injured and medically 
downgraded for up to 60days.   

 
On 23rd October 1945 they embarked in the HMT Duchess of Richmond from 
Rangoon and arrived back in England on 15th November 1945. 
 
He was de-mobbed in April 1946. 



 

 

 

 

Gunner Scott (right) in Rangoon, Burma, now Myanmar. 

 

 

The Service 

See the Download link to view 

 

The Display 



    

      
 

The Exhortation  

 They went with songs to battle, they were young 

 Straight of limb, true of eye, steady and aglow, 

 They were staunch to the end against odds uncounted, 

 They fell with their faces to the foe 

  

 They shall grow not old as we that are left grow old. 

 Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn. 

 At the going down of the sun and in the morning 

 We will remember them 

 

We will remember them 

  



 


