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Hello everyone,  Well it is mid-year already, but I have been holding off preparing 
this edition of The News as I was waiting to impart  some wonderful news. 

In May 2020 I received a letter from the chief training instructor of the RAAF Combat Survival 
Training School in Townsville.  

The school was established after the Korean war to ensure that downed aircrew, especially in 
hostile territory, had the necessary skills to survive, including evading the enemy, until such time 
that escape or rescue could be effected. To cover all possibilities, the training syllabus includes 
survival at sea, in the jungle, in the desert and in snow conditions. I knew how tough the survival 
school is as our son, after graduating as a RAAF pilot back in the 1990s, completed the program. 
As a keen former member of the scouting movement and having served with Sydney University 
Regiment, he enjoyed meeting the challenge, as did other like-minded students, but others who 
came from a purely city environment were not as well equipped to cope. It is even more difficult 
these days, as young people are generally not exposed to camping or bushcraft or fending for 
themselves in the same way as people were, 40 years or more ago. Fishing is permitted on the 
course, but students are probably thankful that catching and eating snakes is no longer allowed!  

It goes without saying that our POWs were far better equipped mentally and practically to survive 
than today’s generation. We only have to remember how they and their parents ‘made do’ (a skill 



honed during the depression), including fixing practically anything with a length of fencing wire. 

The Squadron’s motto is ‘Adapt and Return’. It is inscribed on the unit’s badge, which features a 
crocodile (a creature that has adapted to conditions for tens of thousands of years) and a 
returning boomerang. However, the reason for the unexpected letter was to let me know that, in 
recognition of the determination of our POWs to survive, their tenacity, endurance and 
indomitable spirit, they were to be honoured in a very special way, by naming the planning and 
conference room at the Survival School’s headquarters at the RAAF Base in Townsville, The 
Sandakan Room. In the past year I have been working closely with Squadron Leader Simon 
Longley, the Commanding Officer, to provide the wording to accompany a photo of three of the 
six survivors, taken at Ranau in September 1945, along with their helpers from Kibbas village, 
who sheltered them at huge risk to their lives for six weeks. I also compiled additional text, 
telling of their dramatic meeting on the jungle trail with commando ‘Lofty’ Hodges. Here is the 
wording for the photograph itself.   

THE SANDAKAN ROOM 
	 

1793 Australian soldiers, sailors and airmen were incarcerated by the Japanese at Sandakan in British 
North Borneo during World War Two. In 1945, about 800 were sent on a series of death marches into the 

interior, along a 260-kilometre track through mountainous jungle terrain. Many of the prisoners were 
suffering from illness and malnutrition. Anyone who could not keep up was killed. The rest died at their 

destination. Six men, who managed to escape from the marches and were then sheltered by local people, 
were the sole survivors. The remaining 1000 Australians at Sandakan also perished, bringing the death toll 

to 1787. 
	 

The survival of the six Australians was enabled through escape and evasion—and ensured through 
tenacity, knowledge, physical fitness and common sense. 

	 
The Sandakan Room honours the memory of all those who made the ultimate sacrifice. This tribute serves 

as a solemn reminder to all staff of the Combat Survival Training School of their duty 
in training ADF personnel to ‘Adapt and Return’. 

 
Below is Simon Longley, with the photograph, and at the conference table in The Sandakan 
Room, and also an image of the Squadron insignia. Simon has a connection to this story – his 
British grandfather, Albert Longley, was a POW at Kuching, where he slaved on airfield 
construction after being captured in Java and fortunately was among those who survived the war.  

  



 

But there’s more! In addition, the bravery, leadership and effort shown by 
Warrant Officer John William Kinder, RAAF, to keep his comrades alive, has been recognized 
by naming the Survival School’s training ground in the jungle at Paluma, north of Townsville, 
Forward Operating Base (FOB) KINDER! 

John Kinder, the only member of the RAAF sent to Sandakan, was shot down at Kota Bharu, 
Malaya, while attempting to repel the Japanese invasion on 8 December 1941. He survived the 
crash but was admitted to hospital in Singapore with badly burned feet. He then became ill. When 
the remainder of his squadron was evacuated to Java, he was left behind.  
 
Released from hospital just before the Japanese overran Singapore island, he was handed a rifle 
by Captain Ken Mosher. As an ‘unofficial’ member of Mosher’s 2/18 Battalion, Kinder joined the B 
Force draft to Sandakan. A most charismatic and respected man, he was given the unenviable 
job of distributing the food rations - a task for which he was not once criticised. One of only two 
camp masters whom the prisoners respected or would obey, John left Sandakan in charge of 
Group 7 on the first death march in early February 1945. When Groups 6-9 were stopped for five 
weeks at Paginatan, 26 miles from Ranau, he was the most senior in rank. In the face of 
starvation, dysentery and acts of cannibalism by the Japanese, he kept his dwindling band 
together, physically defending them from repeated and violent attacks by the guards.  
 
At the end of March, the Paginatan group, now numbering about 40, continued to Ranau to join 
the much-depleted main party. While climbing Marakau Hill, east of Ranau, Kinder made a valiant 
attempt to prevent Private Noel Parker from being beaten to death, but was driven off with blows 
from the guard’s rifle butt.  At Ranau he continued to protect his men in the face of terrible 
adversity. John was still alive when the last 56 survivors of the 455 who had set out from 
Sandakan were moved to a small jungle camp on 27 April, but on 10 June he died from the 
combined effects of malaria and dysentery.  
 
He died in the arms of Bill Moxham, a renegade Australian soldier with little or no respect for 
authority. Moxham, although weak, scraped a grave for the airman whom he so admired and 



marked the place with a cross made from sticks, on which he scratched Kinder’s name, giving 
him the distinction of being the only person to die on the death march or at Ranau who had a 
marked grave. The inscription on his headstone in Labuan War Cemetery could not be more apt -  
‘His Duty Nobly Done.’ Kinder was only 28. His courage, until now, has never been recognised.  

 

The respect he engendered from the AIF, who derisively referred to members of the RAAF as 
‘blue orchids’, is indicative of the esteem in which he was held. One of those under Kinder’s 
protection was Private Norm Grist, a knockabout soldier from country NSW. You might recall that 
Norm, a mate of survivor Keith Botterill, was a member of the four-man raiding party who stole 
rice from a Japanese store at the small jungle camp at Ranau – a theft that was discovered and 
for which Richie Murray took the entire blame, sacrificing his life for his three mates. Norm was 
one of the ten still left alive who were transferred to the Last Camp after Kinder’s death. Sadly, he 
was too ill to attempt to escape with Botterill on 7 July and died three days later.  

In what is a lovely twist to this story, Norm’s grand-nephew, Warrant Officer Shane Grist, who has 
been in the RAAF for more than 30 years, is a key member of staff at the Survival School! Here 
he is outside the instructors’ HQ at FOB Kinder. Photos of the training area follow. 

 



 

Jungle shelters: Sulap and gunyah style (above). Below, 
Shane Grist and Simon Longley inspect a shelter made from parachute remnants, which can also be slung 



between trees to create a hammock. The green wood is drying out over a fire, angled towards the sleeping 
shelter to provide warmth. The nights can be very cold, and students are wearing only their flying suits.  

Accompanying us to FOB Kinder was a military reporter. Her article in Air Force News will 
certainly help raise the awareness of the Sandakan story, and so will the fact that that each 
month, from February to November, up to 32 young Australians attending the survival course will 
learn about the heroism of our POWs. I am sure it will be enlightening as well as inspirational. 

And now to other news 

               
Last bulletin I mentioned that Grace Funk was participating in The World’s Greatest Shave, to 
raise money for research into blood cancer. Thank you to the Sandakan Family members who 
contributed, helping Grace to pass her original target of $1000, to reach $1800 plus. Well done 
Grace! She parted with her locks, and here is the result. She says she looks like the Dali Lama’s 
sister!  

            

If you would like to see Grace being shorn, here is the link. You may need to copy and paste it 
into google. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=McwzHSg4xt8 



Commemorations 

The first half of the year brings us ANZAC Day, of course, and also Sandakan Day in Victoria, 
held in Bendigo on the Labor Day long weekend in March each year. Jean Smith, the coordinator, 
sent in a report of proceedings and some photos, including one of Leo Reither honouring his 
relative, Herman ‘Algy’ Reither, and other POWs at the Sandakan memorial in the local park. 
Once again, donations in lieu of flowers were made to our Sandakan Memorial Scholarship Trust.  

 

Jean’s Report: This annual remembrance event was not held at the tri-state memorial in 
Strathdale Park this year, but floral tributes were placed at various times during the day, including Leo 
Reither, who contributed a wreath on behalf of the Sandakan Family and Friends group. 
 
The Bendigo and District RSL Complex was the venue for the 11 a.m. service where a limited number of 
invited guests were seated at acceptable distances apart in the peaceful Memorial Garden. 
The Master of Ceremonies role was capably filled by RSL President. Mr Peter Swandale, who invited 
dignitaries and family members to come forward with their tributes. Local Naval Cadets were present to 
take part in the formalities and distribute refreshments, along with two young people, a bugler and a 
vocalist, who contributed their talents. 
 
Guest speaker Jean Wright told of the short life of her uncle, Sandakan Prisoner of War, Gunner John 
(‘Jack’) Robinson an ‘ordinary’ young man, representative of so many of the family members being 
remembered here on this occasion. In closing Jean invited a friend, Diana Evans to come to the front as 
she related the story of her search for the family of Jack's mate, Bert Woodford, also a prisoner and who 
had shared all but a couple of months of army life with him. 
 
The year was 2013; there were fifty-seven Woodfords in the Melbourne phone directory! After many calls 
came the reply, "I am Gary Woodford. Bert was my uncle." After a couple of weeks, Diana, her brother 
Gary and their Mum and Dad visited  - an emotional meeting and one to be treasured always. After nearly 
sixty years the Robinson and Woodford families had connected again! 
 
At the conclusion of the formalities a subsidized lunch was available to those who wished to continue 
renewing friendships before heading home. 
 
With much appreciation, we again thank the Bendigo and District RSL and in particular the Post 1975 
Veterans Central Victoria for making possible another memorable day, where due honour and respect was 
paid to men who gave their lives for our freedom. 
	



You may remember that a while ago I learned the true circumstances of Herman Reither’s death. 
He had been killed by fellow escapee POW Bill Sticpewich, aided and abetted by a local man, 
whose family decided it was high time that the truth emerged. A report in the press about this 
revelation was read by Geoff, who knew only that his mother Joy had been engaged to a man 
who did not return from the war. However, he recognized the name Reither, as his mother had 
received a legacy from a person by that name. Was Herman Reither her fiancée? Unfortunately, 
the first email he sent to me never arrived but he managed to make contact just recently. As I 
could find no engagement announcement in the newspapers I asked Geoff if anyone had 
inherited an engagement ring. He had two and inspection revealed that one was engraved with 
the initials and the date! Joy and Herman had become engaged in 1941, before he left for Malaya. 
I have now put Geoff in touch with Leo Reither, so they can exchange photos and information. 

Here is the engagement ring and one of the photos Herman sent to Joy - he is the very tall fellow, 2nd from 
the left, back row. Of the remaining five in the photo, I have discovered who they are and that four died on 
the Burma-Thai railway. The sole survivor was an officer, who was not required to work. 

ANZAC Day: Our Family ‘matriarch’ Maureen Devereaux, who has recently celebrated her 
93rd birthday, was one of a number of people who visited the Sandakan Memorial at North 
Turramurra, on Sydney’s north shore. It was the first memorial built in Australia and was initiated 
by Ken Mosher – the same Ken Mosher who ‘recruited’ John Kinder to 2/18 Battalion. It is made 
of local sandstone and is in the form of a broken column, signifying life that has been cut short.  

When the memorial was unveiled in 1989 it was out in the middle of a bare paddock. That 
paddock is now a small park, surrounded by houses. Although the memorial is the responsibility 
of the local council, maintenance appears to have been slack and it is in need of a good clean 
and a new sign. To this end I, and a friend of the Mosher family who belongs to a local action 
group, will be meeting council representatives on site in a fortnight, so watch this space!  

There were no formal wreathes laid there at ANZAC Day, just small floral tributes, picked from 
gardens and prepared with love by family members. Some had names, others were anonymous.  



 

The Memorial at Turramurra and Maureen’s red roses in memory of her brother John Barnier and all his 
comrades. Below are tributes to Ernie Patterson and to Mick Coffey. All three died at Sandakan in 1945  – 
John in June, Ernie in February and Mick in April. You can read the card from Maureen, an ex teacher, 
easily! Ernie’s card is inscribed with a simple’ Thank you’, while Mick’s says ‘I can’t thank you enough’.  

 



In Sydney, a limited march was held and televised. I spotted Eddie Cunningham, whose father-in 
law was Frank Burridge, marching with 8 Division. Commemorations were held in many other 
places, so there was no need for gate-post vigils this year. Maybe we should preserve that as a 
special, one off event. Meanwhile down in Hobart, Billy Young was firing on all cylinders and 
attended a service, dressed in his suit and battalion tie and wearing his medals. I spoke to him on 
ANZAC Day and he was his usual ebullient self. Here is a photo he sent me. Billy’s cute furry 
friend is named ‘Bruce’, and the tall copper-coloured gadget is a monster pepper grinder! To keep 
myself out of mischief I have been doing some fairly intensive research to identify and isolate the 
building used by the kempei tai as the military prison in Kuching, where Billy and other POWs 
were held. I had identified the Kempei Tai HQ, and the civil prison, but the one where the POWs 
were, upstairs in wire cages, eluded me – until now. I am pleased to report that using additional 
clues provided by Billy and other inmates in their accounts of imprisonment, plus a knowledge of 
old Kuching refined over the years, I was able to pinpoint its location. A local man then came up 
with a photo of what had been there. Here it is! You are the first to see it, apart from me. 

 

  



A bit of new research 
Following on from my success in identifying the building used as the kempei tai prison in Kuching, 
I decided to revisit the building and room used as the trial venue for those charged with 
attempting to escape from the Sandakan camp or involved in the Sandakan Incident. 
 
I had been sent a photo of a building said to be used for the trials a few years back. It did not gel 
with what Billy Young and Rod Wells had recorded, but I assumed it was simply another part of 
the complex, and put it in my book Blood Brothers. The photo was of a three-story building, 
Spanish-mission style, with arches. Billy said they had been in a former art room, a single-storey 
annex attached to the convent. A small dais in the room was used as a platform for the judges.  
 
While digging about searching for the kempei tai prison I realized, from old maps and images I 
located, that the arched building was very similar in architectural style to St Joseph’s College, the 
Catholic boys’ school across the road from St Teresa’s convent. There were numerous photos 
available of St Joseph’s but information on St Teresa’s was scarce. 
 
However, I managed to find a photograph of the convent, built not long after the boys’ school was 
constructed and very plain by comparison. The convent (now a state-controlled high school) has 
grown enormously since the war, but the photo below taken in the 1960s shows the original 
building with one-storey annexes on either side. The annex used for the trial was the one on the 
right. The one on the left was demolished and replaced by a large extension, which burnt down in 
the past few years. The walkway on the right is where Wells farewelled Matthews, as he was led 
away for his execution. I am endeavouring to discover if this annex still exists. It was there in the 
1980s when Rod Wells visited, but images on google earth indicate that there has been a lot of 
expansion on that side of the building. 
 

 
 
The Big Soldier: How we love ‘big things’ in Australia! We have the Big Merino, 
The Big Prawn, Big Pineapple, Big Banana, Big Trout to name but a few but I didn’t know about 
The Big Soldier until Family member Dale, who was touring round country NSW recently, sent 
me a photo. She thought it was at Wallabadah. Now for those who don’t know where it is, which 
will probably be most people, it is on the New England Highway, 360 kms north-west of Sydney, 
and 55 kms south of Tamworth. (I expect that even with this information, most of you will be none 
the wiser.) In 2006 the town had a population of 746, so it is not exactly the hub of the universe!  



 
I could find no trace anywhere where this memorial is in Wallabadah, or who was responsible for 
it, but I did discover that this little town, amazingly, has a Memorial Garden to the First Fleet 
which, in January 1788, arrived at Sydney Cove, a very long way away. In 2005, a local 
stonemason carved onto tablets the 1,520 names of all those who came out on the eleven ships. 
All very interesting, but narry a mention of any big soldier memorial, let alone the fact that there 
were plaques commemorating several Sandakan men, the reason for Dale’s interest.  
 
The concrete figure is about 5 metres high. There had to be some mention, somewhere, of such 
a large statue, so I kept searching using various terms and discovered that it is called The Big 
Soldier and is actually at Uralla. I guess most of you will not know where this is either, unless you 
are into bushranging history, as it was the haunt of notorious bushranger Fred Ward, known as 
Captain Thunderbolt. Uralla is also on the New England Highway, 100 kms north of Wallabadah. 
Now that you know where that is, you should have no trouble locating Uralla! 
 
The latter was also home to the most extraordinary military museum, established by an old friend, 
Darcy Hassett, ex 1 Commando Company and a bowerbird extraordinaire. I say ‘was home’, 
because Darcy was forced to sell up in 2010 and move back to his birthplace, Ballina, due to ill 
health. Darcy’s uncle, John Dennis ‘Dinny’ Guinea (love that use of rhyme), also from Ballina, 
died at Sandakan in April 1945 but, if the name Hassett rings a bell, it is because he was 
connected to the ‘mystery’ Sandakan Northern Rivers Plaque, found at the Armidale showground 
a few years back. If you keep your Borneo News bulletins, look at the account of tracing this 
plaque in the May 2018 edition. Darcy sadly died from bone cancer in November 2019.  
 
Anyhow, back to The Big Soldier:  
 
It was erected outside Darcy’s museum in 1995, as part of the Australia Remembers program, 
sponsored by the Department of Veterans’ Affairs. From photographs I found online there appear 
to be two small granite boulders, maybe a metre high, onto which I can see eight memorial 
plaques affixed. One is a Hassett, so it looks like Darcy had a vested interest in this memorial and 
was probably the prime mover and shaker.  Dale had sent me photos of four of the plaques, all 
Sandakan men: Frank Dezius, William Leadbeatter, Ronald Stace and Jack Woodall. Dezius was 
one of those who simply vanished from the 2nd death march; Leadbeatter reached the Last 
Camp with the remnants of the 2nd march and Woodall and Stace came to a terrible end as they 
were with the group, tied by their genitals, who were massacred 5 miles west of the Tangkul 
Crossing on 7 June 1945. 



But why are they on this memorial, at all? Apart from Stace, born and raised in Uralla, the towns 
connected to the others are not exactly in the vicinity: Bundarra and George’s Creek, near 
Inverell on the western slopes of the New England Tableland, are 75 kms away, while Ballina and 
Tuckombil, east of Lismore on the far north coast, are a whopping 352 kms distant.  
 
The plaques are made of bronze and emblazoned with the Rising Sun insignia of the Australian 
Army. However, from the photos Dale sent, the area and plaques look rather neglected, possibly 
because Darcy is no longer nearby to check on the upkeep.  

 
 
Despite all this research I still have no idea why the three men with no connection to Uralla ended 
up on this memorial. However, John Lewis, a Sandakan family member, whose own family 
comes from Uralla, has been entrusted with the task of finding out what he can on an upcoming 
visit. Watch this space!  
 
The Scholarship Girls: Like many places in the world, Sabah has been 
severely affected by covid-19 and normal life has been disrupted with constant lockdowns and 
restrictive movement orders. Our Scholarship program is no exception. The nine girls enrolled up 
until the end of March have been toing and froing between Sandakan (which has had some 
serious outbreaks) and their villages in the interior where the number of infections is practically 
zero. However, with much-delayed exams looming it was decided to keep the senior girls at the 
hostel and allow the younger ones to do their lessons via the internet. All have a device now that 
allows them to do this. Vennie, our co ordinator at St Michael’s, advised that the six younger girls, 
Loveviana, Abrienda, Errcalyn, Marvina, Jikolinah and Luna, returned to school in March. 
However, all are now enjoying the mid term holiday. School reopens on 14 June.  

Congratulations are in order for the three senior girls who have been studying under very trying 
conditions and who have now completed their education. Wendy finished her secondary 
schooling, and sat for her final Year 5 exams; Rozidah and Majilah, who went on to do a 
matriculation year, also took their exams. All three have now gone home, to await results.  
 
We in Australia cannot possibly comprehend the enormous difference that our financial 
contributions and support have made to the future of these bright young women. So far 57 
students have benefited from the program and hopefully, once covid is under control, there will be 
more enrolments and the hostel will reach its capacity of 16.  
 
Barker Cadet Unit Passing out Parade: While on the subject 
of the Scholarship Trust, the cadet unit at Barker College in Sydney continues with its wonderful 
and on-going support. Some of you might remember that the college made a major contribution in 
2005 to Stage 2 of the Windows Project, in memory of four Old Boys who were Sandakan POWs. 
When the then-headmaster and a number of cadets attended the unveiling in 2008, they met the 
scholarship girls, and so began a friendship that has continued ever since. Each Remembrance 
Day members of the congregation at the cadets’ service in the school chapel are invited to make 
a donation to support the Scholarship Trust. As the result of this special relationship Neil and I 
are invited each year to attend the passing out parade. Last year, because of the dreaded covid, 



no guests could be invited but last month there were no restrictions and we were able to attend. 

It was a sparkling autumn day, warm and sunny with cloudless blue sky. During the parade we 
were treated to the sight of ‘The Red Baron’, an antique warbird, flying overhead. The cadets’ drill 
was excellent, and the College Band was brilliant! As I watched the group who had just graduated 
march off the parade ground, in that same easy lope that makes Australian soldiers so instantly 
recognisable, I was reminded of how many other young men, around their age, and wearing the 
same rising sun on their slouch hats, marched off to war, never to return.  

 

The colours are paraded 

Buy-a-Smile: Our Hare-lip Project has been severely affected by the covid situation in 
Sabah, as children needing help have been unable to leave their villages and our surgeons have 
been unable to travel out of their zones. However, I do have one heart-warming story to relate.  

A family with a small girl, badly disfigured by a double hare-lip, and who normally lives on the 
Sugut River, deep in Sabah’s interior, was caught in Kota Kinabalu and could not travel home. 
The father had no work, so their situation was very bad. While they were at a hospital in KK 
receiving treatment for their daughter on a minor matter, they tried to solicit donations from 



members of the public so that she could have corrective plastic surgery. This kind of activity is not 
allowed and the family was being hunted from the hospital when one of our plastic surgeons, Dr 
Kent, saw what was happening and intervened. 

We received an urgent message from Gary, our co-ordinator in Sabah. Could Buy-A-Smile fund 
the operation for this child? We could, and did, and she was operated on, almost immediately. 
The parents can scarcely comprehend how strangers in a far off land supplied the money to 
make this miracle happen. I hope all of you who contribute to this wonderful humanitarian project 
as delighted as we are by the very positive outcome, at a time when good news is scarce.  

Here is the little girl – her name is Jarah – as a baby, and waiting to have her operation. I do not 
have an ’after’ photo yet! 

 

A Run Ashore in Borneo – Part 2:  
In the last bulletin, I printed the first half an account of a trip to Sandakan in 1975 made by Gus, 
an engine-room artificer with the Royal Australian Navy. Part 1 ended with the story of the 
hysterical reaction by one of the crewmembers when a massive cockroach tide swept down the 
street and through the market area. So far no one from Sandakan has contacted me with further 
details of what must have been a memorable event! As with part 1, I have added comments here 
and there and also a few pics. 
 
The following day, there was a bus tour organised for the crew. I put my name down, as it 
promised the opportunity to see what lay along some of those 27 miles of roads, without having 
to walk around in the heat. In the end, we drove along most of the tarred roads, except the ones 
up on the hills where the big, white ‘gin palaces’ of the ‘tuans’ were. Even in 1975, it was frowned 
upon to go near these houses.  



 
A typical Tuan’s house. This one belonged to the Conservator of Forests, Harry Keith, who lived on the 
escarpment overlooking Sandakan. Restored some years ago it is now open to the public.  
 
As we came ashore to the little pier in the ship’s boats we were greeted by the sight of a small, 
one-hatch freighter, tied up to the small ‘T’ jetty and unloading her cargo. The ship was very old, 
kind of scabrous and looking very run down. She had a white after-castle with a red funnel and 
the hull was black, where it wasn’t streaked red with rust. It was a typical Asian tramp steamer, 
just like in the movies, but it was the deck cargo that made it remarkable. On top of the single 
hatch, forward of the bridge, perched on a cradle constructed of large lengths of bamboo, was 
a brand new, gold-coloured Rolls Royce Silver Cloud. The ship had already rigged a derrick 
and we stood, agog, as the car was lifted from the ship and onto the wharf on its bamboo cradle.  
  
Our bus, waiting nearby, had steel-framed seats, with the seat and back made of Laminex, 
bonded onto sheets of aluminium, which in turn were pop-riveted onto the steel frames. I recall 
this with absolute clarity because the Laminex was the same pattern as that on my mother’s 
kitchen table at home. There was no air con, of course. Ventilation was via the open windows but, 
when it rained, they were shut, making the atmosphere very steamy. 
 

  
Sabahans will confirm that the local buses have not changed much since 1975.  
 



We must have driven around most of the town that day, stopping at various temples and other 
places of note, such as lookouts. At one point, we stopped on the side of a road and got out and 
walked out onto a muddy area, with a chimney of sorts on the other side. 
 
This was the muddy area made by the creek crossing near the boiler. Sometime after this visit, 
the boiler disappeared almost completely under the jungle foliage, not to be ‘rediscovered’ until 
the mid-1980s. 
 
The guide, who spoke very good English, told us that this area had been a prisoner of war camp 
during WW2 and that many Australian and British POWs had been incarcerated there. I am 
somewhat ashamed to say that nobody on the bus had any knowledge of the Sandakan camps, 
so we nodded wisely and made some appropriate noises and then got back on the bus. The 
guide made no mention of what happened to the POWs, so it is possible that he knew nothing 
more of the matter either.   
  
The next stop was at an orang utan rescue and rehabilitation facility. Even back then, the 
deforestation in the Sandakan area by the timber industry was having a significant effect on the 
‘men of the forest’. The facility was pretty basic and consisted of a large muddy clay area in a 
clearing, with a few cages with mostly young orang utans. By the time we had walked across the 
clay area, we all had about four inches of clay stuck to our shoes, were sweating profusely from 
the post-rainfall heat and were covered in tiny black fleas all the way up to our knees. We were 
somewhat saddened by the sight of these poor creatures, sitting apathetically in their cages, but I 
guess it was better than being knocked on the head for ‘bush meat’, as the guy in charge told us. 
I guess the young are not so predisposed to seeing the good in other peoples, and at least these 
folks recognised that their jungle cousins were in trouble and were doing something about it, 
within the limits of their resources.  
 
The present day facilities at Sepilok Orang Utan Rehabilitation Centre are light years away from 
those described by Gus. Apart from recently rescued newcomers and very young orang utans 
being trained how to be an orang utan, these beautiful creatures roam freely in the jungle 
reserve, the last piece of rainforest anywhere near Sandakan. The best sight of all at Sepilok is 
an empty feeding platform, because it means that rehabilitation has been successful and the 
orang utans have gone deep into the reserve and are once again ‘men of the forest’.  
 

  
The timber walkways through the jungle, area open to the public, are a far cry from the clay-coated clearing 
described by Gus. This orang utan is making his way to a feeding platform.  
 



Anyway, the bus driver was well less than impressed when we got back to the wharf, with the 
sticky red clay from our shoes all over the floor of his bus, but that was his fault for taking us 
there, we reckoned. As we waited for the boats to take us back out to the ship, we took our shoes 
off and walked down the steps into the water where we scraped and washed away the mud, as 
we would not have dared to step back on board with that gunk still on our footwear. But washing 
the mud off had done nothing to rid us of the flea infestation and they were still biting like mad. 
We dare not disrobe, as we had been well briefed on the widespread Asian reaction to public 
displays of nudity or partial undress, so we just had to suffer.  
 
As each boatload reached the ship, we were herded to the rear of the quarterdeck, where we 
stripped down to our underwear and were blasted by two crew members armed with fire hoses. 
We then turned our outer gear inside out and blasted the fleas over the side. Our clothing was 
then put through a hot steam cycle in the ship’s laundry, to kill off any stragglers.  
 
The following day was to be our last in Sandakan and, as I was on duty, I did not go ashore. The 
1st Lieutenant, in charge of the diving team, decided to conduct an exercise to examine the 
bottom of the hull. I finished my morning shift in the boiler room and moved to the upper deck to 
get some air. As I listened to the lieutenant brief his team, I saw a strange shape in the water, 
near the outlet from the food and waste macerator. It surfaced to reveal a mass of smallish 
crocodiles, which started fighting over the food waste streaming from the discharge pipe, just 
above the waterline. I turned and motioned to a mate, a member of the dive team who took one 
look and called the rest of the divers. Needless to say, the exercise was cancelled!  
 
Accolades for Tham:  

ANZAC Day was cancelled in Sabah this year, but Tham received a surprise, and much deserved 
recognition, in the form of a Letter of Appreciation from the Australian High Commissioner to 
Malaysia, Andrew Goledzinowski.  Following a trip with Tham from Sandakan to Ranau last April, 
Andrew had seen for himself Tham’s amazing contribution to the death march story. As many of 
you know, Tham was the ‘man on the ground’ in our quest to identify the death march track and 
located at least six local people who had intimate knowledge of the route. This, along with maps 
and archival material located here, allowed us to identify the route and open up part of the track 
to trekking groups – an activity, sadly, that is in abeyance for the foreseeable future. As Andrew 
was unable to travel, his Letter of Appreciation was presented to Tham in Kota Kinabalu by the 
honorary Australian Consul, Andrew Sim.  

  



The letter stated, in part: 

 

The press in Sabah recognised that, after months of covid doom and gloom, here was a good 
news story for a change. The story was widely circulated and several people sent me copies, 
pleased to share in Tham’s triumph. I am sure that you all join with me in congratulating Tham on 
his very well-deserved official recognition.  

 

POW Family observance in Sydney: 

A reminder to Sydney Family members that, all being well, we will be holding our traditional 
private service in Burwood Park at 11 am on Sunday 29 August. Last year was the first time since 
1996 that it was not held, so hopefully 2021 will be OK. I will be able to come this year – since 
2005 I have been in Sabah, attending the Sandakan Day service there. Anyone is welcome to 
join us and, as has been the practice in the past, people who turn up on the day will be invited to 
read various poems etc. The plan is to drive to Dooley’s at Lidcombe after the service for lunch 
so, if you intend to come along please contact me by phone or email as bookings may be 
mandatory at the club, depending on the covid situation.  

Well, that is about all the news for this bulletin. There was far more news than I had expected, so 
I hope I mange to amass enough newsy items for next time.  



If you have anything of interest you would like to share, please do so, and I will include them. 

One last thing! Correcting one small misconception - Bill, who sent in the photo of the soldier and 
southern cross stencilled in yellow on the power pole, featured in the last bulletin, was not Bill, as 
in Billy Young and as some of you assumed, but Bill McDermott. So no good looking for the 
image in Hobart, outside Billy’s house! 

I thought I might end on a light note – something to maybe raise a smile on the face of anyone 
fed up or struggling with the effects of covid. It certainly gave me a laugh. 

I assume that most of you will be familiar with the recent huge upheaval in the House of Windsor, 
following Meghan’s interview with Oprah Winfrey, and the disastrous effect of the romance in the 
1930s between King Edward VIII and American divorcee Mrs Simpson. Here is a cartoonist’s 
take on what must be an extremely vexing situation for Her Majesty! 

Do take care, all of you. 

Best wishes until next time 

Lynette (and Neil)  

 


