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Japanese forces have surrendered unconditionally
And the war is over …
In August 1945, leaflets proclaiming the above headline were dropped, by planes, over
allied prisoner of war camps in the Far East. For the prisoners and their families this longawaited and welcome news came three months after victory in Europe had been celebrated.
Four years earlier, on 30th October 1941, the 9th Battalion of the Royal Northumberland Fusiliers (RNF)
embarked on the ‘Warwick Castle’ and set sail from Liverpool for service in the Middle East. News of
Japan’s entry into the war, and their attacks on British, Dutch and American territories, meant that the 9th
Battalion, Royal Northumberland Fusiliers were diverted to Singapore.

Fusiliers in Captivity: A 75th Anniversary Tribute,
15th August 2020
By Sibylla Jane Flower
My Father, Lieutenant Colonel H S Flower, was secondin-command of the 9th Battalion, the Royal
Northumberland Fusiliers which arrived in Singapore on
5th February, 1942 ten days before the surrender of the
Allied Forces to the Japanese. He succeeded Lieutenant
Colonel L C Thomas as commanding officer after
Thomas, who had valuable battle experience, was
ordered to escape.
It has been a privilege to meet many of the Fusiliers who
endured the captivity with my Father especially those who
formed the mobile force which laid the rails from Tarsao to
Konkuita on the Thailand-Burma Railway.
I met many of the Fusiliers of the 9th Bn at a Reunion at
Alnwick Castle in 1982 when the cheers rang out at the
mention of my Father’s name; later, a Prisoner of War
Reunion at Doxford Hall, Chathill, Northumberland, in
1992 brought us together once more and Fusilier Tommy
Straker accompanied me throughout the ceremonies in
London on VJ Day 1995. These meetings provided the
inspiration for my extensive research and writings on the
experiences of prisoners of war of the Japanese.

Above: Identity pass

Lieutenant Colonel H S Flower was appointed OBE ‘in recognition of gallant and distinguished services’ as
a Prisoner of War.

The Free French Ship, the ‘Felix Roussel’, was transporting the 9th Battalion RNF on the final stage of their
journey to Singapore, along the Banka Straits when it and the rest of the convoy were attacked by 27
Japanese planes. The anti-aircraft guns onboard the Felix Roussel fired constantly at the enemy aircraft in
an effort to prevent them from taking accurate aim, but the ship was hit by two bombs. One of the battalion
machine guns took a direct hit and Fusiliers J H Ryan and G Errington were killed in the attack.
“I was ordered to go down into the ships hold to form a chain of supply for ammunition for the machine
guns, and we had to keep the flow of ammunition going very fast to keep the guns going … I didn’t like
the idea of being down there in the hold, because if the ship was hit and sunk or went on fire, to me it
seemed as if it would be a death trap, and I would sooner take my chances up on deck where you can
see what is happening …”
Fusilier Jim Fram-Taylor
9th Battalion RNF

Images taken by William Carruthers, naval officer, on board the Felix
Rousell. After the 9th Battalion disembarked, 1200 women and
children boarded the ship and were evacuated safely to Bombay.
Left: Bomb damage on board the Felix Rousell.
Right: Fusiliers on board the Felix Rousell. Kepple Harbour is in the distance, and all that is left of the convoy.

The Parley, Singapore, 15th February 1942
Left: Lieutenant Colonel Flower
and Major Ichikawa, Japanese
Commander, in negotiation.
The two Fusiliers - one holding
the white flag (a sheet from a
nearby bungalow) - have not
been identified.
The Japanese interpreter
fainted twice during these
lengthy negotiations to recover
British troops from behind
Japanese lines: these included
some 80 Fusiliers. Eventually
Lieutenant Colonel Flower was
able to march the men back to
their own lines.

In the prisoner of war camps food was in extremely short supply.
“… one Fusilier had a particularly bad dose of dysentery. The rations of rice, vegetables and dried fish
were of no help. The doctor expected him to die unless suitable nourishment could be provided for him
but extra food was almost unobtainable and with rampant inflation, very expensive … Working pay for
men was 25 cents a day. Men of the company contributed the money for the Fusilier to have a tin of
milk a day for ten days – and he survived.”
Lieutenant Owen Eva, 9th Battalion RNF
A Captivity Remembered

Treatment and punishments were brutal.
In a letter to the brother of Sergeant Ted Reay who was executed on 23rd March 1943 along with three
fellow prisoners for trying to escape, Captain Henry McCreath wrote:
“He and his 3 colleagues were very brave men. I do know that many of his friends, both officers and
NCO’s & Fusiliers tried to persuade them not to make a break – to no avail. They never had a chance
as there was really nowhere to go … I have often wondered if he would have listened to me – I wish I
had been in a position to speak to him at the time.”

Keeping the faith
Army Chaplain, Rev Eric Cordingly (9th Bn RNF) and two others designed
and made a cross for the altar in the four St George’s Churches he
established, at different camps, whilst a prisoner of war. It was made from
the brass of a 4.5 Howitzer shell case and mounted on a half shell case. It
bears the Regimental crest. Apart from his ecclesiastical duties Eric worked
alongside doctors caring for the very sick, and lectured on the subject of
theology in makeshift universities. He received an MBE for his work in
POW camps.
His book, ‘Down to Bedrock’ is available from the Museum’s online shop.

https://www.northumberlandfusiliers.org.uk/shop/museum-shop/
Right: Eric Cordingly’s drawing/design for what became known as The Changi Cross.

Repatriated
Fusilier Jim Alexander writes to his mother on his way home after 3 years in captivity:
“While I write this letter, I am lying on a real bed, mattress and two blankets, the first in three and a half
years and it does feel good.”
Letter dated 5th September 1945 written from Bangkok Airfield

Reunited
Left: Three Fusiliers: (left to right) Albert
Slaughter, Tom Wilson and Jack Phillips, at the
Doxford Hall celebration held in honour of
prisoners of war, 20 June 2002.

Above: Far East Prisoners of War of the 9th Battalion, Royal Northumberland Fusiliers photographed at Chatton,
Northumberland in 1995. The record for this photograph on the Museum’s collection database unfortunately does not provide
the names of those pictured. If you can help identify any of them, please do contact the museum.

Of those who did not return home, 15 were killed in action, 7 died of wounds
Remembrance received in action, 129 died in captivity and 22 were lost at sea when the
Rakuyo Maru, which was transporting British, Australian and American troops
from the Thailand-Burma Railway to Japan, was torpedoed and sunk on 12th September 1944. By far the
most lost their lives through dysentery and cholera due to the unsanitary conditions in the camps, many
died of malnutrition and others from tropical diseases such as beriberi and malaria.
Those that returned were shadows of their former selves and did not return to the rapturous welcome that
the soldiers returning from other theatres of war had received. Many continued to suffer ill health
throughout their lives. They rarely talked about their experiences, the hardships, and the brutality that they
suffered at the hands of their Japanese captors.
(Singapore, 1942) ‘He was forced to lead a team that cleaned up the Alexandra Military Hospital where
patients and staff alike, including several undergoing surgery, had been bayoneted to death. Next he
formed part of a work detail charged with building a wall around the new headquarters of the Kempetai,
the Japanese secret police. “Each day” he told the journalist John Grace in 1995, “was made
unbearable by the screams of the people being tortured inside”.
Henry G McCreath 1915-2015, from his obituary in the Times
The ‘Captive Memories’ website has a section on FEPOW oral histories where you can listen to three
Fusilier FEPOW: Capt Henry Gourley McCreath, Lt Owen Vivyan Eva and Sgt William Brown. You can
also take a virtual tour of the art exhibition of prisoner’s drawings and sketches. Go to:

https://www.captivememories.org.uk/

Exhibition
A few items from the Museum’s collections and some from the personal collection of Sibylla Jane Flower
Left: A 15 cm spike from the
Thailand-Burma Railway.
Lieutenant Colonel Flower
commanded a mobile force
which laid the rails from Tarsao
to Konkuita, a distance of
approximately 140 Kilometers.
At Konkuita, the POWs working
from the Burma end of the
Railway met those working from
Thailand, 16 October 1943.

Above and left: Both sides
of a postcard sent by Mrs
Parker to her son in No. 4
POW Camp Thailand.
Postmarked 31st July 1945.
Messages were limited to
only 25 words.

Left: Mess tins used by
Captain H G McCreath,
Japanese Prisoner of War,
1942-1945.
Right: St George and the
Dragon made and presented
to Lt Colonel H S Flower by
a Dutch prisoner of war in
captivity, 1944.
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