GARRATT George William
Name: George William Garratt
Born:

21 February 1916

Rank:

Private

Service Number: 4976509
Regiment: 1/5th Battalion,
Sherwood Foresters
Died: 13 August 1997
Pre-War:
Bill, as he was known, was born in 1916 weighing only 2lbs – his Mum died in the
1918 flu epidemic and he was brought up by his Grandma, Grandad and two maiden
aunts.
At the time of enlisting he was a single man and worked at Wragg’s clay works in
Swadlincote.

Wartime experience:
Bill and his comrades were captured at the Fall of Singapore on 15 February 1942
and were put to work in Keppel Harbour for a few months as stevedores. Most of
them were members of the 18th Division sent to stop the Japanese overrunning SE
Asia. They were then sent to Banphong, which he learnt was to be the start of the
infamous railway, before moving on to Kanchanaburi camp to begin working on
building the railway. He also worked from Chungkai before reaching a camp in
Wanian where the task was to clear the jungle, toiling in the heat for more than 12
hours a day with little food and water.
They continued up country, clearing miles of jungle, with numbers gradually
decreasing through disease and lack of food, until they reached Wang Yai where they
had to clear acres of jungle for marshalling yards.
Bill was taken ill with dysentry and beri beri and was sent to Chungkai which was,
by then, a sick base camp. He and others had to reach this camp by walking 15
miles and then were taken, sitting on top of goods wagons. He always remembered
the exceptional work of Dr Markovitch and Dr Sykes, among others, in Chungkai
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who saved many lives under the most appalling conditions imaginable. To make
matters worse, cholera became rife and the mortality rate extremely high –
fortunately, he escaped this disease.
Once he had recovered as much as possible, Bill was put to work constructing a
footbridge down river from the main Kwai bridges and was also involved in building
an airstrip – during this time he caught malaria. He was evacuated to the largest sick
base camp in Nakom Pathon and it was there that he heard that the war was over
and was liberated. He was flown to Rangoon and then went by boat, home.
He and others arrived back in Derby where they paraded through the streets cheered
by only a handful of people. He always compared this homecoming with the year
after when Derby County won the cup and there were hundreds of fans cheering in
the streets – Lest We Forget!

Civilian life after return:
After the war Bill spent long periods of time, over a number of years, in Roehampton
hospital receiving treatment for the many diseases he had contracted whilst a
prisoner of war.
He met and married Ivy in 1947 (after much wooing on his part!) Ivy always gave the
excuse that she was busy or she was washing her hair but she was finally won over
by Bill’s perseverance. They had two daughters, Judith and Joyce and three
grandsons: Martin, Daniel and Simon.
Bill worked as a coal miner at Boardman’s Colliery in Swadlincote and then at Cadley
Hill where he stayed until his retirement. He was a kind, thoughtful and generous
family man – he and Ivy always did their utmost to help anyone in need, be it family,
friend or neighbour. On many occasions he could be seen trundling his wheelbarrow
full of coal to anyone who was running low. He was a keen gardener and grew many
vegetables which he and Ivy would distribute to their family and friends.
Bill always kept in touch with other FEPOWs in the area and campaigned tirelessly
for the Japanese to issue an apology for the atrocities they had inflicted on their
prisoners. His letters and articles could always be found
in the local press as he, like many others, could neither
forgive nor forget what they had seen and suffered. He
was a member of the FEPOW Association, attended
regular meetings and would visit other members who had
fallen on hard times or had become ill.
Bill never had a car but was always out and about on his
trusty pushbike – he was a well known character in
Swadlincote and surrounding areas in his fluorescent
pink jacket and was affectionately known as Bill on the
Bike.
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GARRATT George William (Cont….)
He was extremely friendly with a wonderful sense of humour and could be seen most
mornings, in his later years, in any of the local shops having a natter and handing out
sweets and chocolates to the staff and customers.
Ivy and Bill had just celebrated their Golden Wedding Anniversary when he sadly
passed away on 13 August 1997 aged 81 years, after a short illness.
One sympathy card received by his family read
“A Life’s Work Well Done” which was so true. A
friend who is a member of the RBL organised a
bugler and standard bearer for Bill’s funeral with
a Union flag draped over his coffin. A friend of
his, also an ex FEPOW, read out the FEPOW
Prayer during the service which was covered by
the local press – a fitting tribute to a wonderful
and much loved and respected true gentleman.
The above wording and information has been provided by Judith Garratt (Daughter)
BILL ON HIS BIKE IN HIS PEPSI COLA CAP
With the backdrop of the chapel and the kilns on his left hand,
Bill Garratt made his entrance, all it needed was a band.
The sun shone out behind him as he gazed along the street,
It was Bill’s special office where he would meet and greet.
He leaned upon the handlebars of his pedal powered machine
And began to saunter cheerfully into Swad’s paved shopping scene.
Conversations commenced where several old men sat
With Bill Garratt on his bike in his Pepsi Cola hat.
Time seemed unimportant as they turned their tons of coal
Then Bill, he ambled on again, bike wheels began to roll.
Many shops were called on as he went along his way
Full of humorous exchanges when he passed the time of day.
Beyond the fun and humour, disguised behind his eyes
Other memories haunted him, some would never realise.
He had been a captive of Hirohito and the Jap
And this was Bill Garratt on his bike in his Pepsi Cola cap.
Bill, he had been captured at the fall of Singapore,
Not a prisoner among them knew what they were all in for,
Sadistic savage torture and beatings with bamboo,
Starvation, disease and dysentery were all they ever knew
As they built the railway of death across the River Kwai,
A man for every sleeper was the count for those who died.
That this fellow was no loser wasn’t realised by the Jap,
He’d become Bill Garratt on his bike in his Pepsi Cola cap.
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Mushroom clouds and shadows across the rising sun,
For the Empire of the Japanese the day was truly done.
Like lifeless ghostly skeletons Bill and his mates survived
But many thousands more were dead before release arrived.
Those who had remained alive through torture and despair
Journeyed home to only find that very few did care.
Exasperated, Bill, he decided to react
Enter Bill Garratt on his bike in his Pepsi Cola hat.
Bill, he felt deserted, felt they were all alone,
No-one seemed to grasp that they had been turned to skin and bone
By the actions of the Japanese, a vicious cruel force,
Evil inhumanity, second to the Holocaust.
Along him other prisoners realised something must be done
And all set about to settle scores with the Empire of the Sun.
The cruel sons of Nippon were all in for a scrap,
Here comes Bill Garratt on his bike in his Pepsi Cola cap.
Tireless campaigning from Bill Garratt would go on
To let community and nation know what the Japs had done.
He fought for compensation and an apology
From those who had abused them in callous revelry.
Bill had kept a record of men who’d encountered the delights
Of Hirohito’s vile prison guards and their barren jungle sites.
All received a visit, on their doors there’d be a tap
It was Bill Garratt on his bike in his Pepsi Cola cap.
It was different in Swad High Street, a presence that had gone
And word went through the area that sadly Bill, he had passed on.
A large crowd at his funeral came to see him on his way,
“A life’s work well done” someone was heard to say.
“Not enough words to describe him” they heard another call
And veterans saluted him, as flags did rise and fall.
Saint Peter waited at the gates for this smiling cheerful chap
He said “You must be Bill Garratt, on your bike, in your Pepsi Cola Cap.”
Graham Nutt
March 2020
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