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To the Reader 

Geoffrey Bingham has liaised with me over the last two years 
after winning the national writing competition I ran, called 
Manna. His writing so inspired judges that each of his three 
entries won a place in the final round, and his stories ranked 
first, second and third. Geoffrey’s diverse experience was depicted 
in these stories, with writing about growing up in a much smaller 
world where Sunday school teachers are an integral part of our 
lives, to the explosive extension of that world in the stories he 
called “Kranji Clique” and “The Bird in the Mango Tree”. The 
first of these stories is about his real experiences in the Kranji 
POW camp in Singapore during WWII. The second was drawn 
from his time as a minister in Pakistan in the 1950s and 1960s. 

 
After reading “Kranji Clique”, and speaking to Geoffrey 

Bingham, I encouraged him to write a book on his life in the POW 
camp. His struggle toward faith, his self–control in the face of so 
many opportunities to behave selfishly, and the birth of his 
deeply motivated personality are all captured during this 
experience. I believe that just having this book available for 
people to read offers Australians an encouraging and powerful 
way of seeing themselves. Beyond mateship, Geoffrey Bingham’s 
experiences show us what it is like not just to be Australian, but 
to be human. 

 
Geoffrey Bingham’s longstanding passion and compassion 

presents us with the awe–inspiring privilege of acknowledging 
the greater qualities of humanity. Not many of us have had the 
opportunity to test our metal in POW camps. Geoffrey Bingham, 
among others, took the terror of Changi and Kranji and let God 
help him mould his life into an example of longsuffering, 
dedication and grace. 

 
Danuta Shaw 11/09/03 
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An Introduction to the Book 

This book is one of the few I have ever been requested to 
write. Having won the sole prize of a short story competition, the 
judges, who unanimously had selected a story of mine entitled 
The Kranji Clique, asked me to expand it into a book. If they had 
asked for a novel then I would have had to go that way, 
introducing fictional characters and events along with what had 
happened. What they really wanted was what we might call the 
principle around which the story had been written. 

In 1945 World War II ended and the troops were repatriated. 
One of history’s tragedies is that those who fought in battle were 
never counselled or, as we say now, debriefed. I am not sure who 
has the power to debrief from the configurations of war. But we 
can at least take up the puzzles and problems of those who did 
fight and who have their consciences burdened with the killing 
they did, the manner of life they lived, and the unsolved problems 
that left them in the perplexity in which they continued. Re–
search may have been done about this, but I have not yet come 
across it. 

I believe that anyone who has read Ernest Gordon’s book, 
Miracle on the River Kwai, would endorse my opinion that it is 
one of the greatest books ever written, especially since it is 
written about how men act under intense and insidious pressure. 
Ernest Gordon goes a long way in teaching us the manner and 
power of true love. He became a theologian but he first learned 
what human beings are and what they are about by being in a 
death hut as he awaited the end. We should read Gordon’s story. 
Along with his book we ought to read James Clavell’s book King 
Rat and Russell Braddon’s volume The Naked Island. Whilst it is 
not easy to separate fact from fiction in these books, the 
underlying truth is that when men are under intense pressure 
they can become like animals. The fact is, of course, that they 
were not animals but human beings, as no animal acts as a 
human being does under pressure. What some have called ‘the 
natural law’ seems always to be present. The human conscience, 
no matter how much we may tamper with it, can never be finally 
silenced if a 
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person has done wrong. Conscience is perhaps the greatest moral power 
the human race knows. It can lift him to heaven or damn him to hell 
according to the situation in which a person lives. 

When I saw what some of us did in prisoner of war camps, I 
wrote it down because I told myself that I would not believe it 
unless I had recorded it. History has a massive witness to the evil 
of evil men, but it also has a witness to the evil done by what we 
call ‘good men’. If we can accept this depravity of all men then we 
are also amazed by what good acts depraved human beings do, 
often in seeming contradiction to their evil practices. The 
character King Rat in the book of that title shows at times a 
measure of goodness. What, then, is the true meaning of Man’ in 
both his good and his evil actions? To introduce the word ‘love’ 
here seems almost pathetic in trying to explain the enigma 
persons live with in their own nature. I think Clavell points to a 
reality of goodness which, however, he does not explore fully 
enough. Gordon, I believe, does tell us the nature of genuine love. 
One can see the contrast of self–love and that love for others 
which transcends self–love. 

My contribution to the discussion of the nature of Man is to 
see Man in the light of the nature of God, as by creation God and 
Man are inseparable. ‘God’ is not a name but a category, for many 
gods have been devised. The moment we use the personal name of 
God, which is ‘Father’, we begin to perceive something altogether 
of a new dimension in Divine–human relationships. And this also 
opens up new dimensions in the whole set of human relation–
ships. In writing this book I am not interested in developing a 
theology or philosophy of God as Father but rather I am showing 
that all humanity, rightly understood, is a family. Where there is 
true family, this is ‘other person–centred’ rather than self–
centred. In the writing of this book I wanted to add a little to the 
insight into Man when he becomes worse than an animal or, 
maybe, even better than an angel. I hope you will be motivated to 
read this further contribution to the mystery of life that is the 
mystery of love. I have titled the book Love Is the Spur. 

1 When I use upper case for the term ‘man’, I am referring to 
humankind; when I use lower case, I am referring to the male. 
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Acknowledgment is due to the authors of the books I have quoted. 
Over the years I have read many books written by fellow 
prisoners of war and am also indebted to them. They are legion so 
I will not name each of them, but they are all quite moving. In my 
research I was glad to be able to use The Memoirs of Lloyd 
Ellerman. Lloyd and I were members of ‘J’ Section Divisional 
Signals. These memoirs have not been published. Also very 
helpful was Gerard Sampson’s Changi Teenage Soldiers, an 
unpublished novel that is easy to read. Gerry and I have kept in 
contact over the years, and he is mentioned elsewhere in this 
book. 
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1 

Before Changi 

 
WE WERE prisoners of the :Imperial Japanese Army at 

Changi for three and a half years. Maybe some have seen their 
lives as before Changi, in Changi, and after Changi. I certainly do 
not. Even though Changi was an incident in my life of immense 
importance, I lived for twenty–three years before becoming a 
prisoner and I have lived fifty–seven years since I was freed. I 
refuse to let three and a half years control and order my life and 
my manner of living. At the same time, what happened to me in 
that prison camp has certainly played a large part in the last 
fifty–seven years–and for most of it I am grateful. 

I was born on 6th January 1919 in a country town of New 
South Wales, Australia. My home was in the Southern High–
lands, which can be very bleak in winter but is quite lovely for 
most of the year. I was the sixth child of a family of nine children, 
consisting of five boys and four girls. We left the Southern High–
lands when I was four years old, but already I had formed 
impressions of tall eucalypts, beautiful bush and life as a child of 
a renowned dentist. We had a car back in those days, and 
servants. I remember we went in our car into the forests and it 
seemed tall trees became a sort of icon to me. Being a member of 
a lively family who exulted in humour and teasing was also 
making its mark on me. Our father was a man to be respected 
and obeyed. I did not know then that he’d had a nervous 
breakdown–as we used to call them. It was this nervous 
breakdown that took us back to Sydney and to the house which 
my father had built at Wahroonga, which in those days was just 
about at the northern edge of the metropolis. 

I was very young when I first became conscious of what I 
later called ‘the Presence’. In our family, we were all taught to 
say a set prayer: 
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Gentle Jesus, meek and mild,  
Look upon a little child; 
Pity my simplicity, 
Suffer me to come to Thee. 

After this we improvised extemporary petitions about Mum–
my and Daddy and various members of the family and any pets at 
the time. Whilst my mother was a godly woman, she was not 
allowed to go to church, but the nine children had to go to church 
and Sunday School. I am not too sure that I quite connected what 
I now call ‘the people of God’ with the church of my childhood. 
What I did know was a Presence that was always with me. 

We lived at Wahroonga for some twelve years and, whilst the 
memory has some sad patches, on the whole it was for me a time 
of life packed to the full. Our father made gardeners out of most 
of us. He gave me a plot for myself and I sensed the thrill of seeds 
germinating, plants growing, flowering and fruiting. We had 
plenty of ground and so there was an orchard of luscious fruit. 
There seemed to be miles of lawns and gardens, hundreds of 
roses, masses of annuals and perennials, blooms to enter into 
flower shows, and enormous vegetables that won prizes. Over all 
this fluttered and glided butterflies of huge size and lovely hue –
the like of which I don’t think you would see in the suburbs of 
Sydney today. At night we could go out with torches and see the 
cicadas emerging from their shells, and large moths emerging 
from their cocoons. 

Then there was the bush close by. I was always up early–even 
before daybreak sometimes–and I was off, barefooted, to that 
bush. Tall eucalypts reared their trunks to the sky and growing 
saplings housed nests of finches. Sydney waxbills, with their 
shrill whistling which still moves me to goose bumps, lived in 
flocks of a hundred birds. Rosellas and lorikeets abounded and 
diamond sparrows built nests in earth banks covered with 
maidenhair fern. Some glades had massed battalions of 
Christmas bells and flannel flowers, and Christmas bush 
flowered with pinks and reds when December came upon us. 

Most of us boys collected birds’ eggs, blown of their contents 
of course. We were carefree as we climbed the highest trees and 
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collected the eggs of the larger birds, putting them in our 
mouths so that they would not break on the way down. We would 
travel long distances in the bush, hunting for tadpoles and frogs. 
Then we started looking for the high fresh–water crayfish. They 
were fearsome to behold at first. We fried sausages and baked 
potatoes in their skins in the hot ashes. Occasionally we helped 
ourselves to fruit that grew in orchards or backyards, even 
though there was a welter of it in our home orchards. 

We cycled all over the place, and played cricket and football. 
We walked a couple of miles to primary school and later on I 
travelled by train a couple of hours each day to Hurlstone 
Agricultural High School at Glenfield, where I discovered that I 
loved farming more than anything. A good second to this was that 
I learned to write poetry and short stories, and learned lashings 
of Shakespeare off by heart. But I had a problem. There was this 
Being always with me. By ‘Being’ I mean a Being of some sorts 
who was there when I entered the world and up until now has 
always been close to me. If you wish, I am sure that you could 
rationalise this as imaginative foolishness–and I would be help–
less to contradict you. I just want you to understand the kind of 
person I was, and still am. A few times I have experienced what I 
call ‘the Absence of the Presence’ and ‘the Presence of the 
Absence’, two rather frightening states of being–or, as you might 
think, imagined being. 

With this background it is possible that you could empathise 
with me, even identify with me in the account I am giving of my 
life. People generally empathise with the subjects of stories–
fiction, truth accounts, biography, autobiography, and even 
fantasy. After more reading you will form your impression of the 
kind of person you sense me to be. Living is not just passing 
through a stream of experiences and happenings, for we are 
developing by means of them. So we seek to have some 
understanding of them and to learn how to cope with them. 

Our father had always wanted to have a farm and after much 
searching he found the place of his dreams: Box Hill homestead 
and farm. Box Hill was once owned by the Terry family, who were 
early pioneers in the area. My brother Stan and I worked with 
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our father on the farm with my mother and the three younger 
sisters–Gloria, Norma and Valda. Long before my older brothers 
Ray, Frank and Reg had left home, along with our sister Eileen. I 
think that my father still wanted to have all of his children in the 
home working with him on the farm, probably forever! 

The few years I had on the farm ended when my father 
discovered that after working on the farm from dawn until dark I 
was secretly studying to matriculate to college–a theological 
college. After a furious row I left the farm. Then came months of 
study and reading of theology. I was a catechist, a kind of lay 
pastor, and I loved the work of preaching and visiting families. I 
just loved what I believed. And there was always the Presence 
with me. That was in 1939 when I was twenty years old. 

I was still in college in 1940 when I thought that I had better 
enlist in the Army. Being a pacifist of sorts, I tried to get into a 
non–combatant unit, and that’s how I landed in Signals. Some of 
my friends also enlisted and we shared the early days in the 
Army. Being quite dedicated Christians with some reasonable 
knowledge of the faith, we would meet together in a special place 
of the Sydney Showground at Moore Park and chat over things, 
and continue to study the things we firmly believed. We were raw 
rookies and needed the training we received, little dreaming of 
when it would come into good use. 

From the Showground we were drafted into Eighth Divisional 
Signals and sent to Bathurst Camp. We froze in the cold weather 
and needed all the route marches and exercises that go with basic 
training. I had become a corporal and I was responsible for the 
physical training of my section, known as Section, containing 
some thirty men. We were being made apt in all kinds of 
communication: semaphore flags; heliography (which involves 
flashing messages by mirrors); line laying; use of phones; Morse 
code; radio trans–receivers; and despatch riding. I trained for my 
Des–patch Riders qualification and from then on rode motorcycles 
of the BSA and Norton breed. 

Looking back I note that I always enjoyed being with boys 
and men, and now I realize that I had an ability to gather them 
together and share life with them. That went on first in our Boys’ 
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Club at the church of St Paul in Wahroonga and it also 
happened in the Army, as also in later civilian life. And it keeps 
happening. For some years I had also been taking notice of 
women, young women of course. I would say that I had the usual 
number of awkward romances in my late teens and early twenties 
that fellows of that age seem to have. While I was training in the 
Army, I dallied with the idea of getting engaged but rejected the 
thought as unworthy. What if I should be killed or, worse, if I 
should be badly wounded and damaged? 

In February 1941 our unit travelled to Sydney by train and 
was boarded onto the Queen Mary, that famous ocean–going 
luxury liner. The first batch travelling on this vessel was the 
Sixth Division who went to England and became the Australian 
Imperial Forces. My brother Reg was in the infantry or the ‘foot–
sloggers’. He was to become one of the Rats of Tobruk, and later 
served in the Pacific Zone. The Sixth Divvy, as they were known, 
was a tough division, many of them coming from the 
unemployment of the Depression days. 

Our division was composed mainly of men from rural areas. 
We were soon steaming out of Sydney Harbour to the sound of 
‘The Maoris’ Farewell’ sung by the much–loved Gladys Moncrieff, 
and to the tears of those on the crammed wharves. We were 
joined in the convoy by a naval cruiser and four other troop 
trans–ports. One of these transports could only do fourteen knots 
so, until we later parted from the other transports, this set the 
pace for us. 

We of the Sigs had good berths. I shared a room of two bunks 
and was called ‘Corporality Top Bunk’ by my section. Reg Poole 
had taken the lower bunk. I loved the nights, especially as we 
took advantage of using our blue and white brassards, or arm–
bands, as duty corporals. This seemed to allow us to go anywhere 
on the ship. So during the night we watched the manning of ack–
ack or anti–aircraft guns. During the day all personnel wore 
sandshoes, shorts and singlets, and no signs of rank. I, along with 
other instructors, was able to pound them with physical training 
exercises. I enjoyed having my allotment of some hundreds of 
officers and other ranks. The memory is sweet. 
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We arrived in Singapore on the 11th February 1941, 
disappointed at not going to the Middle East, disgusted with our 
jungle greens, and intrigued as to our future. We were a bit 
horrified at the heat and humidity. We were immediately 
entrained and moved north through the Malay Peninsula until 
we reached our prospective destinations. Headquarter folk went 
on to Kuala Lumpur, whilst infantry battalions were billeted in 
Seremban. Our section was attached to the 22nd Brigade 
Headquarters at the beautiful site of Port Dickson. 

We spent some months learning the Signals part in jungle 
warfare, even to an expedition on rafts down the Keneboi and 
Triang rivers where I contracted typhus fever from drinking the 
pellucid river water. I was treated at the Malacca Military 
Hospital where I fell in love with one of the Australian Army 
nurses. But I kept that intelligence to myself! 

Some months later our Brigade, the 2/10 Artillery Regiment, 
and other support units were located at Mersing on the East 
Coast. Brigadier Taylor set about making a fortress of our area. 
He thought we might well become another Tobruk. About this 
time I became the corporal in charge of our cable–laying 
subsection, a position I had greatly coveted. We had many 
experiences on the roads and in the jungles, and felt competent to 
work well should war break out. By this time, of course, we knew 
that we had been sent to Malaya to fight the Japanese should 
they make their way south. At nights we would go down to the 
market place and drink iced cordials. We became great friends 
with a tall Chinese stallholder, who seemed so intelligent. In our 
ignorance we thought only white people were intelligent. We 
learned later that he was a brilliant Japanese spy. We also 
learned that wherever there was a Malay communication centre 
there would always be a Japanese family close by. 

Whilst the 18th, 19th and 20th battalions were in our area 
there was one company of the 20th battalion which was twenty–
six miles away at a place called Endau. We had to lay and 
maintain cable to them. When the war with Japan started we 
took over the poled telephone system. One night in the middle of 
the jungle we heard a message being passed that the Japanese 
Navy 

Before Changi 11

and troopships were already on their way down south. I think 
that Pearl Harbor was attacked the next day. A day or so later we 
were well into war at Mersing. We soon learned the power of the 
Zero bomber–fighter planes. We spent a lot of time dodging these 
astute and ruthless pilots. If they saw a person move they would 
be on target with a bomb and machine–gun fire. Later I was 
given a Mention in Despatches for the work of our team. Very few 
of them are still alive. 

Those who have read the story of the war in Malaya may re–
member that the Japanese Imperial Army came through Thai–
land and entered Malaya from the north. Allied forces composed 
of British units, Indian units and Australian units sought to stem 
the well–planned oncoming of the enemy, but many things were 
against them. A most profitable book to read is Singapore: The 
Japanese Version by Colonel Masanobu Tsuji. This is an account 
by the Chief of Operations and Planning Staff of the 25th 
Japanese Army, Malaya. Colonel Masanobu Tsuji expresses a 
high regard for his opponents both on the Malay Peninsula and 
on Singapore Island. 

All Allied troops were withdrawn to Singapore Island by 1st 
January 1942, and part of the causeway between Johore and the 
Island was blown up. My section and I had not slept for some–
thing like a couple of weeks and we flaked out in a glorious sleep. 
On the Sunday I was given a map with the dispositions of all our 
Australian troops. We laid the necessary cable to units that were 
our responsibility to connect to Brigade Headquarters. From then 
on we were in the battle. I was generally mounted on my 
motorcycle and was busy for every moment, especially with the 
team. I even carried Brigadier Taylor with me when vehicles 
could not travel, as the land was so ruptured by heavy artillery 
barrages from Johore. In our area alone a quarter of a million 
shells landed in the first twenty–four hours, prior to the soldier–
filled barges being sent by the Japanese to land on the northern 
shores of ’the Island. 

In all of this I was conscious of utter calm. I found reserves of 
personal power that seemed to give me a military sense lacking in 
certain officers. And my mind worked quickly. A few of us were 
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so close to the shore that when some of the Japanese soldiers 
landed we found ourselves in their rear. We carefully watched 
them, slipped around them and regained our Headquarters’ 
position, but from then on the odds were strongly against us. Per–
sons, clothes and buildings were black with the soot of the 
burning oil tanks. Distressed civilians were trying to escape, 
some travelling north and others south on the same highway. 
There was nil air coverage, but the ack–acks worked 
courageously. 

On the night of the 11th February 1942 I was on my 
motorbike and was ever so tired. I got off my motorbike and sat 
down and leaned back on the base of a tree. My army subsection 
was with me. I remember that I was wearing Wellington boots, 
and that I had left my Tommy gun with one of the boys. I had my 
.303 rifle. (The .303 had also been used in World War I.) We were 
waiting for the enemy to come, hoping we would not be hit by the 
horrific artillery bombardment which was crashing all around us. 
Brigadier Taylor said to me, ‘What is this new devilishment they 
are using on us?’ I later came to understand that what he had 
seen was the new high–velocity shells that the Japanese were 
firing. Something then happened to me. I do not think that it was 
fear, but I broke out in a dreadful fever in which I shook without 
control. I also sweated profusely. It went just as quickly as it had 
come. 

I stood up and walked to Reformatory Road. On the other side 
of the road there was a tennis court and it was packed with Sikh 
soldiers, men of the 44th Indian Brigade. Up on the lake behind 
us the ducks that had remained silent in the hearty barrage of 
shells now quacked in alarm, so we knew the Japs were coming. 
Brigadier Ballantyne was a man in deep despair. He walked up to 
me and flung his arms up in the air. ‘Sergeant,’ he asked me, 
‘what am I to do with these troops? How can I get them to fight?’ 
Thinking that I might stir the Indian Brigade, I shouted, ‘You 
men are cowards! You should fight!’ One of them rushed at me 
with his rifle and fixed bayonet, driving towards my stomach. An 
officer deftly knocked his rifle upwards. If he had not done so, I 
would have been killed. The one who had rushed at me was told 
in his own language not to be so silly. 
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We could hear a Jap machine–gun yammering away not far 
from us, and we could hear the cries of the infantry and the noise 
of their crackers. At that moment Major Beale and Lieutenant 
Hutton shot out, beginning to run north against the oncoming 
soldiers who were as yet unseen. Major Beale shouted, ‘Come on! 
Let us charge the bastards!’ I said to the Sikhs, ‘Come on, follow 
me and let us charge them.’ 

As I ran, two of my cable section ran with me. They were 
Bobby Hook and Tod Morgan. I felt, though I did not see, a 
stream of Sikhs following us. We rushed towards the machine–
gun nest and were shouting with venom when suddenly I was hit 
in the thigh. I swivelled and fell on the road. Soldiers swept by 
me. The machine–gun had been silenced and in a moment there 
was nobody there. I did not know it, but Bobby was also wounded. 
The burst of machine–gun fire had ripped through my thigh, 
smashing the bone, and my leg lay awry on the road because of 
the heavy Wellington boot. Blood was pouring from the wound. I 
dared not move lest a sniper in a tree should shoot me. 

I lay still. Mortars were whistling over my head and bursting 
on the down–sloping bank of the road, not touching me. The night 
was heavy with shellfire. And then, after a time, there seemed to 
be no sound. Knowing what Japanese soldiers did to wounded 
enemy, I thought of shooting myself, for the rifle lay along my 
body, pointing to my head. The thought came to me like uttered 
words within, ‘Thou shalt not kill’. So I didn’t. I lay there and it 
seemed like hours. The sound of gunfire was now a long way 
away. The mortars had ceased, temporarily at least. 

Out of the momentary silence burst Tod Morgan with a 
number of fellows. They picked me up, trying to hold my broken 
leg, but the pain increased and I sweated coldly and went 
unconscious. Then I came into consciousness as I was being laid 
in the back of a utility truck, virtually on top of a number of 
wounded Indians who were screaming with pain. My legs 
extended to the backboard, which was let down level with the 
floor of the truck. 

We rattled off to a makeshift hospital at Gillman Barracks, 
my leg rolling and jumping with each dip or shell hole we hit. 
That was the night of the 11th February. Bobby Hook, badly 
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wounded a little after me, was also eventually brought out by 
Tod Morgan and sent off to a military hospital. What happened to 
Bobby no one seems to know. It is thought by some that he died 
in the massacre at the Alexandra Hospital, only a short distance 
from us. Japanese troops invaded that hospital and–ignoring the 
Red Cross signs and the staffs Red Cross brassards–they 
slaughtered doctors, nurses and patients alike. They even 
bayoneted the staff in the operating room. One male orderly was 
knocked to the ground by an officer who was wounded. The 
wounded officer told him to keep silent. His blood flowed over the 
orderly, and so the Japanese soldiers believed the orderly was 
dead already. He was one who escaped death. 

At the hospital I was carried into the operating theatre. It 
was a cheerful place, a sort of community of joy. It was headed up 
by an Irish surgeon who seemed to see the humorous side of 
every–thing. He recognised me as another Aussie. He told me 
about the Aussie who had arrived holding his head on with his 
two hands. He would not let the staff take his hands from his 
head without some assurance lest it fall on the floor. 

Our Irish surgeon kept us busy and happy. A nursing sister 
was picking out tiny bits of shrapnel from the body of a wounded 
soldier on a barouche. The man looked as though he had acne in 
every inch of his body. 

I was rather anxious for them to get on with my case. I had 
lost too much blood to be given a needle for pain and I was in 
intense pain. They applied a ligature above the wound and then 
began to let blood flow through to me from a beaker and 
intravenous glass needle attached to the beaker by a glass tube. 
Apparently the blood had to be gotten into me and they had to 
risk a bubble going in with it, which could prove to be lethal. But 
the matter was urgent. Sixty years later I can still feel my chest 
bursting as the blood pumped through. It was horrific. But it got 
me onto the operating table, and I hogged the anaesthetic as 
though my life depended on it. It did of course, but sixty years 
later I can feel the dying of pain and the moment of sweetness as 
I fell into unconsciousness. 
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I woke lying on my back with my wounded leg lying on a 
plat–form splint. On either side of me were Indians who looked 
terrible, dying within minutes of each other after a short time. 
They were quickly replaced by other surgical cases. Time seemed 
to pass slowly, perhaps because of the deep pain I felt. In the 
night–the next night–a sister asked when I had been given my 
last needle. My family had always been sticklers for never crying 
no matter how much the pain might be. The Irish sister was 
shocked that I had lain there all day and part of the night in pain. 
It was then that I became an admirer of morphine. What a joyful 
relief! 

During the days bombs dropped, shells whistled and then 
crumped so that the well–built brick buildings trembled and 
shook. My leg swayed on the platform splint. This was the pat–
tern of activity for hours. 

When the Japanese entered our ward they were quiet, orderly 
and sympathetic. They were members of the Imperial Guard–
Emperor Hirohito’s own troops–and they were gentlemen. I 
appealed to an officer to get us water, which he did. Our diet had 
been one cup of water and one army dog biscuit for each twenty–
four hours. 

We were then taken into Singapore city by trucks and put 
into the vast improvised surgical ward of the Fullerton building 
next to the GPO. I lay on the concrete floor without a splint. I 
forget how long I was in this position. No needles: no attention. 
Things were too busy. A surgeon spotted me in my predicament 
and be–rated orderlies for neglecting me. Soon I was in a special 
section for desperate cases, in a splint with extension weights and 
other paraphernalia. My wound was cleansed of its maggots and 
my fractured bones were reset. I was with eight others, and we 
were all bad cases. English sisters dispensed love in a 
businesslike manner. We were fed with goodies from the 
Christmas parcels out of the GPO–Christmas pudding, tinned 
fruit, and Nestle’s cream. 

Within a few days the Japanese wanted the building. The 
surgeons argued against this as immoral, but the victors stood 
firm. A year on in the POW Camp at Changi I learned that nine 
of us 
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had been filled with morphia because the medical staff 
suspected none of us would reach Changi alive. In fact, two of us 
survived–one other Australian and I. 

As I remember it we were first taken to Selarang Barracks 
and put into an improvised set of wards. Medical and surgical 
cases were in the same wards. My leg was reset for the 
umpteenth time and the maggots picked out of the wound. That 
was when I met Bruce Nairn, the man whom I placed next to God 
for many a day following. 

All around me were dying men. They had bacillary dysentery, 
which is exceedingly painful. They died of this disease because 
they wanted to die. No one can convey the horror of being 
defeated by the despised Japanese. These prisoners were 
exhausted from weeks of sleeplessness, from incessant bombing 
and machine–gunning from enemy planes that ruled the skies, 
and from reports of Japanese victory in other places, including 
the sinking of numerous ships and great naval vessels. They had 
been blackened by the smoke of burning oil wells. They had been 
shocked by the nature of the war–the horror of seeing thousands 
of civilians killed and many of their own mates destroyed before 
their eyes. They had lived in the panic of the last days and the 
repeated cry of ‘Every man for himself!’ and, even, ‘Blow you 
Jack, I’m all right!’. This and more they had suffered. They had 
never been taught how to live in defeat and they were too tired to 
think their way out. Death seemed to offer immediate peace and 
rest from pain so they decided to die, and just died. Strung up 
high above the dead I could only wish for the canned soups that 
were in their dixies. My stomach refused the claggy white rice 
dished out to me. I lived in pain between morphia shots. I knew 
we were facing elements of life in a way that none of us had 
experienced at home. 

One day when I lay back with the aid of a pain–killer and 
looked at the men dying of dysentery and the horror of defeat, 
having no hope in anything, I longed again to be offered their 
plates of pure tomato soup. It was cruel to see them die and the 
bowls taken away. It was even more difficult when our plates of 
sticky, tacky and claggy boiled rice were presented to us. In those 
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early days scarcely anything was put with the rice. Then I 
looked up and saw men of my Line Section coming in with a 
cloth–covered tray. I had not seen these men since the action of 
those days in February 1942. They greeted me as men of a 
conspiracy–a bit shy to express themselves affectionately and 
maybe a bit guilty at not having visited me before. They were 
probably shocked at the wounded all around us. ‘Here, Sarge,’ 
they said, ‘get this into you.’ 

When they drew back the cloth there was a meal of meat and 
vegetables, a plate of fruit salad and a pile of tinned foods. The 
eyes of the ward were upon this love offering, for that was what it 
was. The men pulled the mosquito net, letting it fall and at the 
same time enclose them. I sat rigid with some emotion I have 
never been able to identify. They chatted with me for some 
moments, chiacking as service men do out of shyness and fear of 
being seen as emotional. The years of our friendship were rushing 
in. And then, with a quick show of affection, they excused 
themselves and were gone. The curtain of the net was still down. 

It was then that everything broke open upon me like a 
deluge: the months of our action and work; the pressure of the 
war upon us; my own wounds and operations; the sense of defeat; 
my absence from home; and bodily helplessness. I sobbed and 
wept and threshed about. 

This act of love absolutely undid me. At the same time I clung 
to the tray of food and, when the storm subsided, I ate what I had 
continually hoped might one day come to me. I looked at the 
tinned food which was somehow going to help me in the days just 
ahead. Most of all I clung to the love of the men who had never 
shown me an ounce of affection up to that point in time. Of 
course, that was par for the course–never showing outward 
affection. I knew then that, in all the time I had known them and 
they me, they had watched all my moves and assessed my 
sincerity in moral living and spiritual faith. These men were now 
telling me that I was one with them even if, in some ways, I was 
not as them. Put directly, they were telling me that they loved me 
even if some of my actions were asinine! As for me, I was never 
going to forget the act nor fail to draw from it in times of need. 
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After the short stay in Selarang we were transferred to 
Roberts Barracks where we were in long wide huts covered with 
attap roofing. Attap is a palm used for rooves and walls of houses 
in the kampongs, that is, the villages. Roberts Barracks had the 
finest staff of doctors, orderlies and medical personnel–all from 
our Eighth Divisional troops–gathered there to help us face the 
crisis of pain and disease. 

We were now part of the Changi Prisoner of War Camp. This 
part of our lives would either make us or break us. Few of us 
were wise enough to see what would be our future, what lay 
ahead on the horror stretch. I was about to receive one of the 
shocks of my life. 
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2 

Changi 

THE MAKESHIFT surgical ward at Roberts Barracks was a 
situation beyond human capacity to believe, but it was a fact. 
Facts are often beyond belief but they may not be beyond denial. 
In Roberts Barracks the beds were so closely packed together that 
each bed, one after another, had to be shifted to allow the 
surgeons to visit their patients. The patients bore wounds of 
many kinds. Some had head wounds and some had amputated 
limbs–as many as three of them. Some had one or more body 
wounds. Abdominal wounds were frightening. And those who had 
small or few wounds may still have been in great pain. The whole 
ward was a sad symphony of moaning and groaning, especially 
when pain injections were wearing off. A few were genuine stoics: 
they bore pain in silence. Almost from the moment we were 
crowded into that room, the surgical smell was there. Patients 
were not greatly aware of it but visitors were, distinctly, and the 
staff were glad to be free of it between shifts. 

The surgeons were like beloved gods to us. They held our lives 
in their hands, and that was not an easy task for them. They 
were deeply concerned for our bodies, our minds and our health. 
Some would visit us at times not scheduled on the daily 
programme. To the young these surgeons were as fathers and for 
the older men they were the source of moral power to face what 
was to prove the most traumatic experience of their lives. 

For my part I had been through twenty–four days of a 
timidity new to me, wondering what might happen to my leg and 
to me as a person. Previously, I had woken after the operation in 
Gillman Barracks anxious to see whether or not my leg had been 
amputated. To my relief it was still there. In some ways I had 
been living on an emotional high. I had been without fear, even 
during my fall on Reformatory Road. But after having my leg 
reset a 
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number of times I seemed to be in the position where it could 
heal, strung up as it was in a splint and with a weight of twenty–
seven pounds traction. The front of the bed was raised so that I 
was lying downhill, with only one pillow ever allowed to me. I had 
been without a bowel action for twenty–four days. I had lost three 
and a half stone in weight in six weeks. 

One evening Major Nairn announced in a fatherly voice that 
the supply of all pain–killing and sedating drugs to us was 
finished. ‘We have a tiny supply left,’ he said, ‘but this must be 
kept for cases of emergency. Who knows what may happen? I 
know this will come as a shock to you, but you must all face it.’ 

That night was a fearful one. Cries, moans and deep groans 
rolled through the hot night, and patients were caught in a terror. 
I kept my sounds to a low groaning. I had become a morphia 
addict. Later I realised that what I went through was ‘cold 
turkey’ treatment. I had always looked upon myself as a person of 
integrity, but I was now in a state of horror in regard to pain. As 
my body uncontrollably twitched, bucked and convulsed during 
withdrawal, I dreaded breaking the knitting of my leg. 
Sympathetic orderlies tried to calm and comfort me, but I refused 
this. Vomiting was part of my condition. I found that I would 
have lied in order to get a morphia needle–and I seemed to feel no 
guilt about that. The medical description with regard to my leg 
was: ‘a compound fracture of the femur with complications to the 
perennial nerve’. It was always painful and has been down 
through the years without cessation, except by means of pain–
killers. I envied the men who had a leg amputated. They hopped 
around on crutches and seemed to be without pain, except for 
moments of phantom or referred pain. 

Because my right foot was paralysed and the leg was wasting, 
Bruce Nairn operated on it, hoping to reactivate the severed 
perennial nerve. But this was without affect. It was strange to see 
him, a surgeon, wearing a butcher’s outfit with blue and white 
stripes, but these were the only outfits they had been able to 
discover for the operating theatre. I murmured that the butcher’s 
outfit didn’t augur well for me but, for once, Bruce Nairn did not 
smile. The patient before me had died under the anaesthetic 
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during his surgery. I only discovered this later, by chance. 
Once he operated on me for a pocket of pus, an abscess that had 
built up below the outlet of the wound. This was one of those 
wonderful times when I did not feel pain. But, then, I was not 
conscious, so I couldn’t enjoy not feeling it! 

As the days went by I became so thin that my stomach was 
now completely flat and the vertebrae formed a little hump in the 
centre of it. I could put my hand around my thighs. My generally 
unruly hair became like fluff and my eyes receded as the skin 
tightened on face and skull. 

In the early days I had visits from Keith Marr who always 
brought me a book to read. Then for some months he was unable 
to visit, but out of the blue one day he came bearing a Steinbeck 
book, The Grapes of Wrath. Because it was some time since he 
had seen me, he was deeply affected by this ward of living 
skeletons. To my dismay he didn’t stay long. Years later he said 
that the ‘surgical smell’ was nauseating. He had asked to be 
taken to my bed but the creature lying there was a stranger to 
him. He told me, months later, that I had been a living skeleton–
quite horrible to look at. But the greatest shock was that he could 
not recognise me. Later, when I had become somewhat mobile, we 
were able to have conversation. No one else in that camp seemed 
able to read and understand our situation, at least from the angle 
that we viewed it. 

What, then, did happen in those years of living in Changi? 
The time spent in Roberts Barracks before we returned to the 
main Selarang Barracks was remarkable for a number of reasons. 
I was now a creature in pain whereas before enlistment I had 
been to see a doctor but once. Now I was dependent on the doctors 
and their aides. Before my injury I had always been self–
sufficient. For my action in battle I was later awarded a Mention 
in Des–patches and the Military Medal. (Some of my Line Section 
team complained that I was out for medals.) But I doubt that I 
was brave. It was just how I was. In regard to being a person of 
faith, I had never been ashamed of what I believed and I was 
quietly active in seeking to reveal God to others. I had rarely 
known fear in my life–fear of other persons, fear of death–and yet 
I had 
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been rendered into a babbling thing. I was babbling for 
morphia because I had once been given lethal doses and because 
my leg pained incessantly. As to faith, I still witnessed by life and 
principle to what I believed, and my moral ‘credits’, if one can 
speak that way, were quite high. I even came through the ‘cold 
turkey’ treatment and lived with pain with integrity. I learned 
much on the nature of Man in hospital. 

From my bed I had joined the Changi Literary Society, which 
was composed of quite competent writers. My first story had been 
published back in Australia in 1941 when we were on the Malay 
Peninsula, and the Australian Broadcasting Corporation had 
broadcast my accounts of our raft trip down the Keneboi and 
Triang Rivers. I had also edited and published On Guard, the 
journal of the 22nd Brigade, and Through, the magazine of 
Eighth Divisional Signals. I now wrote short stories for our 
Changi Literary Society journal. The chief illustrator was Ronald 
Searle, who had already attained fame as an artist. Eventually I 
was able to attend the meetings of the Society where I listened to 
competent and gifted writers. From one English writer I learned 
the simplicity of description and the profundity of the human 
being, especially those human beings who were unaware of their 
greatness. I was reading about three books a day. After a time I 
became discriminating in my reading and chose authors who, I 
am sure, influenced my writing. Whilst reading and writing did 
not kill pain, they took one’s mind off it to a great degree. I was 
also following some of the prescribed reading for our Changi 
University subjects–mainly psychology, English literature, 
psychotherapy and philosophy. I was being helped to polish my 
English by an Australian English master, Paul Cutts. I came to 
know men who at home had been in the book publishing trade. 
Thinking men often came to talk with me and I was greatly 
enriched in my spirit by them. Because I was a theolog I had good 
visits from the chaplains. Murray Griffin, the Eighth Division’s 
war artist, sketched me and painted a scene of me in war action. 
We had a lot in common and so we became good friends, though I 
didn’t see him often. The stink of the ward and the bodies of the 
patients did not attract people: they came because they were 
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friends. Griffin’s depictions of emaciated men in the ward are 
quite powerful. 

Quite early in our incarceration Brigadier Kappe, who was 
Commanding Officer to our Div. Sigs Unit, asked me to edit his 
history of the war in Malaya–Singapore. I was glad to do that as 
it helped me greatly to have an overview of the whole campaign. 
In the early days of our return to Australia Kappe’s work was 
published by leading newspapers in the capital cities. This was 
one of the commissions which helped me to feel useful in an 
otherwise bewildering situation. Being given a task was a 
lifesaver. 

One day a quartermaster had come to my bed and asked me if 
I would like a brand new Remington portable typewriter. Of 
course I would! There and then he gave it to me whilst I was still 
in traction for my leg. He had one proviso: that when I returned 
home I would give him the value in money of a new Remington 
portable typewriter! That typewriter was my prized possession. 
When someone in the camp produced paper made out of dry 
grass, ashes and other ingredients, then I was never short of 
material for typing. Not a good student as a boy, I resolved that I 
would read four hours a day, write four hours a day and think 
four hours a day– and I kept closely to that resolve through the 
days of our incarceration. When I was able to hobble around I was 
made librarian of the Changi Library. Later I was also made 
librarian to the Officers. In all this time I was able to write reams 
of poems, some novels and even a few plays. When I became 
librarian my life was filled with contacts with medical officers 
and other ranks. I had opportunities to see some men learn to 
up–grade the quality of their reading, which meant also lifting 
the levels of their thinking. 

When I chronicle all these wonderful things that happened to 
me, you may wonder, ‘Why all the talk about Changi being a 
notorious prison?’ Of course you will know even from my sketchy 
description of the place that there were many drawbacks. And I 
would agree. Even so, if suffering is at all understood, then it is 
understood only by the one who suffers. Up until now no sensory 
machine has been invented which can measure the rate and 
dimensions of suffering. Returned servicemen who asked for 
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increased pension rates on account of the present continuity 
of their pain, and therefore their suffering, were rebuffed by 
Repatriation Department doctors, who said, ‘There is no provision 
for pain. We cannot measure it. We cannot even be sure a person 
suffers physical pain. We can assess what limbs you lost, what 
diseases affected you and still may affect you, but pain is as you 
believe you feel it. You cannot be awarded a compensating rise in 
pension. That is the unalterable fact.’ 

Suffering is of many kinds: organic suffering; mental 
suffering; suffering from injustice, cruelty, oppression and abuse. 
There is also that suffering which is emotional and which, more 
than all else, devastates the sufferer. I want to communicate the 
shock that came to me and which has so deeply affected my life. 
What seemed at the time to be for ill, brought me a valuable 
revelation of the nature of Man. Without this knowledge nothing 
of creation, human living and death could have made sense to me. 
This revelation has helped me to understand all that I need to 
understand regarding the nature of God, creation, humanity and 
the future. That is an enormous claim. I would not blame any–
body for rationalising all that I say as human introspection and 
therefore thinking that my conclusions can be understood as the 
results of the psychological workings of one human life. What, 
anyway, are ‘the psychological workings of one human life’? 

I would like to share an experience relating to what I call ‘the 
Presence’. During the time I was a raw recruit in the Sydney 
Showground, I was pointed to Psalm 91–by a devoted person–as a 
psalm that I should read every day, for it had a promise to people 
who might have to face danger. I here produce the en–tire psalm 
so that my thoughts can be more easily understood. 

He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High, 
who abides in the shadow of the Almighty,  
will say to the LORD, “My refuge and my fortress; 
my God, in whom I trust.” 
For he will deliver you from the snare of the fowler  
and from the deadly pestilence; 
he will cover you with his pinions, 
and under his wings you will find refuge;  
his faithfulness is a shield and buckler. 
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You will not fear the terror of the night, 
 nor the arrow that flies by day, 
nor the pestilence that stalks in darkness, 
nor the destruction that wastes at noonday. 

A thousand may fall at your side,  
ten thousand at your right hand;  
but it will not come near you. 
You will only look with your eyes 
and see the recompense of the wicked. 

Because you have made the LORD your refuge,  
the Most High your habitation, 
no evil shall befall you, 
no scourge come near your tent. 

For he will give his angels charge of you 
to guard you in all your ways. 
On their hands they will bear you up, 
lest you dash your foot against a stone. 
You will tread on the lion and the adder, 
the young lion and the serpent you will trample under foot. 

Because he cleaves to me in love,  
I will deliver him; I will protect him,  
because he knows my name.  
When he calls to me, I will answer him; 
I will be with him in trouble, 
I will rescue him and honour him. 
With long life I will satisfy him, 
and show him my salvation. 
(Psalm 91:1–16, RSV) 

It was suggested to me that God guaranteed his servants that 
they would be immune from wounding and death if they would 
believe on him, taking the approach to God that he would regard 
them always for good. It presented no problems to me, mainly be–
cause I thought little about it. It just seemed that here was a 
promise to all who trusted him. What I did not note was that this 
particular psalmist, who may well have been David, had said to 
God, ‘My refuge and my fortress; my God, in whom I trust’. I had 
not addressed such words to God but took the psalm, holus–bolus, 
to be a promise to all persons of faith. I read it every day. 
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When we rushed in our charge upon a machine–gun nest and 
I was wounded and fell, the psalm shot into my mind. How 
curious that was, yet I was not a bit fazed by the fact. I never 
thought God had let me down. I did not even think that I 
deserved the wounding that I got. In later years I read concerning 
God, ‘The Lord wounds, and the Lord heals’. I don’t think that I 
needed to know that then.. All I felt was a sense of relief that I 
was as truly ‘human’ as my fellow soldiers, that I was part of the 
regular, ordinary human race. I never gave all of this a thought 
in years till I was writing a novel in the early eighties about the 
postwar. I included my ideas about the psalm in that novel–only 
to be picked upon peevishly by a literary critic who obviously had 
problems about God. He could not understand my viewpoint, 
which was that my being wounded did not spring from some 
adverse attitude God had against me. 

Any reasonable person will understand that many pressures 
had come upon me. Whilst the wounding and its consequences did 
not measurably trouble me, I recognised that it was all right for 
me to take the path I took. (That path will become clear as we 
proceed in this chapter.) In the face of the happenings the troops 
were subject to, it was understandable why defeated soldiers and 
other servicemen–especially those who were caught in dysentery, 
malaria and dengue fever–should grow miserable, de–pressed 
and defeated in spirit, and so choose to die. What is palpably 
remarkable is that–many more than this minority who chose 
death–the vast number of men chose not to die. How in–credibly 
resilient many proved to be! Debates regarding the reasons for 
these negative and positive attitudes to life and death could be 
endless, without us coming to a provable conclusion. 

In regard to myself, I claim to have lived in a Presence since 
early childhood and, perhaps, even from birth. No matter how 
good or bad I have appeared to be, this Presence has never left 
me. At times the Presence has appeared to be absent, yet on later 
consideration I know it has never been absent. When I was 
wounded and lay on the road, I was quietly conscious of the 
Presence. Critics may well explain away my claim to a real 
Presence by saying the concept was a psychological comfort to me, 
just as a 
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Linus’ blanket is a comfort to a little child. I must leave them 
with their idea. It is, I believe, a mystery. But nothing has been 
more real in my life than this Presence, whether imagined or not. 
It means I have not basically felt lonely. For all I know, every 
human being may have this experience of the Presence. One 
Greek poet who was quoted by Paul the apostle said, ‘In him 
[God] we live and move and have our being’. 

What I am trying to say is that the presence of the Presence 
has helped me in all my acts. I did not accuse God of letting me 
down on Reformatory Road at the time of my wounding. I could 
bear with all things that happened in pain, the lack of food, and 
even the seeming change in my character when I was denied 
morphia. Other men had been more badly wounded than I, and 
more under pressure, and yet they came through it all. Many did 
this without being consciously aware of any Presence–though a 
Presence could have been there. 

What, then, was it that began to change my thinking about 
God and life? I can remember certain things coming to shock me 
and the most powerful of these occurred even before I took on the 
appearance of a skeleton. It was one of those days when Keith 
Marr walked in with his gift of a book. As we talked I could see 
that he was troubled. Our sense and standard of ethics was much 
the same. ‘Have you heard the latest scandal,’ he asked, ‘the one 
about the hospital food and drug store?’ When I shook my head he 
leaned forward. ‘This is not for telling other patients,’ he told me. 
‘Some of our troops broke into the hospital store and have stolen 
the special canned food, medical supplies and especially the small 
stock of sulphur drugs and morphia.’ 

I was almost paralysed with astonishment. Special foods were 
kept for those who were dying of sickness and were unable to 
subsist on the daily diet. Strengthened by this special diet some 
re–covered remarkably and would then go back to prison diet. 
Sulphur drugs were priceless for those with infected wounds.–
Pain–killing drugs were used sparingly. Whilst I knew that I 
would never have benefit of these supplies, I also knew how in–
dispensable they were to sick patients. 
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‘What would they do with the food and the drugs?’ I asked 
Keith. ‘They sell them on the black market,’ he said, ‘and are able 
to buy more food and cigarettes. Having money makes anyone 
feel more secure. They get a full diet and this helps to stave off 
death.’ By this time I knew the meaning of the term ‘black 
market’, and I was appalled. Keith said, ‘Part of this act springs 
from pure selfishness, but also from cynicism of others. When the 
troops had arrived in Changi after the capitulation to the Japs, 
then the order from above was that all tinned food should be 
taken to a certain point and surrendered. This took place. That 
night the officers of one unit had a kind of banquet, and tinned 
foods of all kinds were eaten from the common pile which was 
supposed to be sacrosanct. The men lost all respect for their 
leaders, not only of that unit but also of most units. You 
remember in action it was often cried out, “Every man for 
himself!” Also men often said, “Blow you Jack, I’m all right!”. In 
the Navy it was, “I’m in the boat, shove off!”. This is what the 
officers were saying to others that night of the feast. This is why 
many are cynical. They have lost their trust not just in officers 
but in mankind.’ 

We talked about the self–saving acts of so many during the 
panic of the war days in Singapore. Then Keith looked at me. He 
said, ‘You know, some of the chaplains are in the rackets.’ When I 
looked a bit bewildered, he explained what he meant by ‘rackets’. 
When he had ended I felt a deep darkness around me. ‘How can 
men do this? And, even more so, how can men of God do this?’ We 
sat in silence. After a while I spoke. I have always believed in the 
depravity of Man, and you believe the same. Why are we so 
shocked when we see it in action?” Such situations never came up 
in our protected lives,’ he said. ‘Now we have seen life in the raw.’ 
He went, and we both knew we had much pondering to do. On the 
rare occasions I saw Keith, it was that topic that we discussed. 

I have explained how conditions affected us in those early 
days of fighting–being wounded, the treatment in hospital, and 
incarceration. Naturally enough I was trying to adapt to each 
new situation, for that is how human beings are built. They call 
upon their previous training and precedents to rationalise what is 
happening. I was a youth of twenty–three years of age when we 
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entered Changi. If you think about it, twenty–three is quite 
young. What resources did we have? Army training, preparation 
for war, leadership and the like mature us along certain lines. 
And participation in war–action enhances character building. 
Even so, we can only draw on what we have learned, and I 
naturally looked to the past and was puzzled by the fact that I 
had not been trained and prepared for the situation that I was in. 
I felt betrayed. I didn’t realise that such situations were not 
envisaged by those who trained me in life, and certainly the Army 
never imagined we would be beaten and that the resultant 
conditions would demean us. In hindsight one realises that we 
are never trained to be ready for defeat. History is filled with 
such cases. 

I had a natural loyalty to the faith, even though I was 
bewildered. I wrote poems for myself, trying to understand. One 
of them began with these lines: 

We must have faith 
While we have worlds to conquer. 

Back at home I had belonged to a strong, thriving church 
which believed in the Bible and was evangelical. I moved in a 
wide circle of Christian friends and agreed with them that we did 
not need certain popular writers who were critical of the 
Christian faith. It was a bit daring of me now, in prison, to read 
such books. And, to my surprise, I was appreciative of much of 
their thought. One has to come to terms with pain, but that is not 
simple. At night–time in our ward men would cry out at God or 
Christ as though they were responsible for the pain. ‘Oh God! Oh 
God!’, was often a mixture of prayer and reproach. Strong men 
babbled, ‘Mummy! Mummy! Mummy!’ They reverted to their 
childhood dependency. In it all men wanted to know the reason 
for things which happened to them, especially the cruel things. 

I found an anger building up in me and it enlarged with the 
unmasked perfidy of thieves, racketeers, black marketeers and 
renegade religionists. By ‘renegade religionists’ I meant those 
chaplains–few as they were–who were up to their necks in 
rackets, yet still conducted church services. There were also those 
who attended the church services who were no better. They 
seemed to keep their faith in one box and their ethics in another, 
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the two being entirely unrelated. They believed propositions 
about God and sang hymns about God, and yet carried on their 
contradictory deeds. 

I was quite confused by it all, and became critical of the 
training I had received as a boy and as a young man. I had strong 
discussions with those chaplains I still respected, but their 
explanations didn’t satisfy me. The reading I was doing in 
psychology and philosophy and comparative religions seemed 
more to the point than what I had learned–and even taught!–
back at home. 

One Sunday one of the orderlies asked me if I would like to go 
to church. It was to be my first time away from my bed, the first 
time out of the ward, and I was delighted. The extension had 
been taken off my leg but I was still in the elevated position. 
Imagine my joy–and terror!–when they lowered me on to a 
stretcher and carried me off. I loved every minute of it: going out 
into the sunshine; looking up at blue sky; having the fellows joke 
with me; and then being brought into the company of the faithful. 

The Church of England clergyman who led the service was 
unbelievable. He was dressed in clericals, stock, white collar, 
cassock and surplice–all of which were regimentally correct. He 
led us through the entire service of Morning Prayer. I was 
familiar with every bit of it. We sang hymns that I knew, then he 
preached. The clergyman was of a lugubrious state of face and 
mind and theologically correct as he expounded from the Bible. I 
understood all he said and did, but it was as though I was with 
him in some English village on a Sunday morning. He was not 
with me in Roberts Barracks Hospital, in the midst of a prison 
camp, with my bewilderment and my desire for some answers. I 
wanted wisdom, encouragement, help. Instead, I had a model 
service without any dynamic. There was no sharing of our 
predicament and saying wise words into it. I felt like retching but 
I didn’t. I was transported back to my bed and lay there seething. 

‘That does it!’ I said to myself. ‘I’m finished with church and 
religion!’ 

I wasn’t of course. More than ever I hammered away in my 
mind about everything. I was on to the chaplains about the 
validity of the Christian faith. I had temporary satisfaction from 
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writers who opposed Christianity and lauded their own 
wares, but they gave me no alternative answer. Keith and I 
would yarn about these things to our hearts’ content. I read books 
which were as much on the evangelical index as were anti–
Roman books on the Catholic index. 

A chaplain by the name of Aubrey Pain stuck by me through 
thick and thin. He was a heavy–jowled man, even here where 
there was little to nourish his jowls. He was a strong–minded 
Anglo–Catholic of the Tractarian order. During the action of the 
war he had showed signs of great fear. Alcohol was a great sup–
port to Aubrey in those times, but the medical team of orderlies 
and others admired him–whatever! So did I. He had no answers 
to my questions and confessed the fact. 

One day he said to me, ‘Geoffrey, you have a very good mind. 
You pose significant questions. But I don’t have the answers.’ He 
smiled his deliberate and devised sanctimonious smile and said, ‘I 
can’t prove God to you. But I tell you something,’ he peered into 
my eyes. ‘I tell you, Geoffrey, I know him!’ With that he lowered 
his head as though heading into a gathering storm, and, forward 
bent, he loped off. I half–grinned, but I knew he was better than 
my literary mentors. I was also a bit miffed: I thought he had 
cheated on the substance of our debates. Aubrey Pain was a man 
in whom there was no guile and everybody seemed to love him. 

Hugh Jones was a different sort of person. He thought all my 
doubtings and questionings were good and valid. He was a 
Presbyterian chaplain–a tall, angular Welshman who had lived in 
Sydney. Hugh Jones encouraged me to read widely and, strangely 
enough, brought back into my memory a middle–aged teacher of 
mine who had once impressed on me a quote from the apostle 
Paul: ‘All things are yours!’ Hugh Jones advised us never to be 
sectarian, never to be caught in one approach. ‘Get all you can 
from everywhere you can,’ he had told us. It was Hugh Jones who 
introduced me to Fyodor Dostoyevsky and, although I had 
previously studied Russian short stories and their authors, it was 
Dostoyevsky who made enormous sense to me since he had spent 
years in a Russian labour camp in Siberia. 
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After months of having my leg strung up and eating meals at 
the bottom of a sloped bed, I now had a level bed. I was being put 
through the fearful act of trying to bend a knee which had become 
stiff. Jack Lear, the fine married man who was in the bed on my 
left, had two injured legs but he never seemed to get much 
movement in them. Bruce Nairn, my surgeon, encouraged me to 
bear with the heavy weight they hung to my stiff knee. I was 
terrified that my knitted fracture would crack, although I was 
told that part of the femur was now stronger than before. Major 
Nairn promised me one of his prized possessions–a perfect, 
leather–bound copy of David Copperfield. After many weeks of 
daily agony I was able to bend the knee to a right angle and even 
today I can only bend it that far. 

I managed to walk about the camp wearing a calliper and so I 
was now able to go to the library, which had been put in my 
charge. Daily I sat repairing books and emptying them of bed 
bugs. Sometimes at nights I would try to visit friends. Some of 
these were not in the hospital. In Roberts Barracks I had to climb 
a very high set of steps to reach a brick building of dormitories 
and I was always exhausted when I reached the top. ‘Lights Out’ 
was at 10 pm. I was so involved in a conversation one night that I 
missed the bugler’s ‘Last Post’. When I came out the generator 
had closed down and there was only darkness. It was a moonless 
night. I tapped my walking stick to the top of the steps. Now 
what would I do? Cloud must have blotted out the stars. I was 
terrified. The incline of the steps was so sharp that I dared not 
move an inch. If I had taken one step forward I might have 
pitched down the concrete stairs and that would have been the 
end of me. I contemplated sitting down and edging myself step by 
step but that didn’t seem right. I might slip. I stood there and 
waves of fear flowed over me, fear like I had never before 
experienced. 

A hand touched my right arm and a voice said, ‘Like a hand, 
mate?’ The fear vanished, but the tears were there. I said, 
‘Thanks a lot’, and I was led carefully, step by step. The helper 
insisted on leading me to my ward. That was the night when I 
learned what a helpless creature I was, and somehow it brought 
relief. I guess it was relief from some kind of pride I had bred. 
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Now comes the story I have told so often, the happening 
which brought me to full faith and an understanding of humanity 
and its Creator. I have told this story in many an address, in 
personal conversation, and in at least four of my books. I hesitate 
to tell it again. But what happened later at Kranji will not make 
sense unless I tell this story once more. 

The background to the story was my thinking that began the 
day Keith Marr told me of the break–in to the hospital food and 
drug store. To me that was a merciless, selfish and cruel act. 
Starved as we all were we coped, and so there was no need for 
such an act. If this had been a one–off act then it would have been 
terrible enough, to be strongly condemned. But it was not a one–
off act: it was repeated in principle innumerable times. I said we 
coped with our hunger, but in a sense we didn’t. We never had a 
break, so to speak, where we got beyond it. Hunger wore us down. 
Lack of food left us weak and open to diseases. In my own case I 
suffered from malaria and dengue fever in regular attacks and 
bacillary dysentery was quite painful and most debilitating. I did 
not have extreme beri–beri but enough of it to be a problem. Food, 
then, did figure a lot. Most dreamed wishful dreams. In any case, 
most people like to eat sufficient food! 

Because of this hunger there was often a hierarchy of self–
interest. We knew that, as the Japanese served the food, there 
was opportunity for them to develop a racket on it before it 
reached us. Then down the hierarchy of service within the camp 
the same opportunity existed. You may notice how careful I am 
with my language because I was not an investigator, yet it was 
noticeable that the service people were often better fleshed than 
those of us whom they served. Then there were the folk who used 
the black market. That this kind of racketeering was dangerous 
to the morale of a camp was seen by the attempts of our own 
ruling powers to oppose it and keep it in check. It could be 
envisaged that a properly controlled buying and selling action by 
a controller with integrity might benefit a camp. Russell Braddon 
in The Naked Island speaks of a camp on the Burma–Thailand 
Railway where Padre Duckworth seemed to handle this situation 
well. However, on the whole, black marketeers were exploiters 
and 
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predators on their fellow soldiers. They would lie about the 
value of an object and make vast profits. James Clavell in his 
book King Rat portrays this situation in Changi. 

The principle of ‘every man for himself’ was never far from 
the surface. Sometimes this was developed into the principle of 
mutual security action: a corporate standing together. But if this 
broke down then it was back to the individualistic, self–
protecting, self–seeking principle. One of the ways of surviving in 
difficult situations as on the Burma–Thailand Railway was to 
have a friend or ‘mucker’ so that there was mutual support for 
that survival. Readers may think that all of this description is 
from over–intense introspection of humanity. But that would be 
wrong. Just think of the nature of ‘road rage’–especially when 
trying to get petrol in a petrol drought–and then you will realise 
that this self–protection, self–extension drive within us is 
universal and can act horribly in the fraction of a second. During 
World War II quite ‘nice’ people worked the rackets on ration 
coupons for food and clothing and saw nothing unethical in it. In 
what we might call ‘the Peace’ nothing has changed. The same 
things go on in commerce, business, institutions, Government 
departments, schools and churches. 

Russell Braddon is an interesting author to study in regard to 
authority, for which he had little time. He has seen how much 
some of the leaders of the Malay Campaign were hopeless and 
even stupid in the conducting of the Campaign. He has a very 
fine mind and in some ways he is quite wise. But he has missed 
the point: not all authority is wrong, and not all freelancing is 
wise. Braddon has rightly shown that many who had high office 
abused that by using it for their own benefit. These officers felt 
that special use of funds and foods for themselves was right. That 
was wrongful use of authority. But that does not justify the 
rejection of authority and, as Braddon himself points out, many 
officers were fine men and tried to use their authority for good. 

At this juncture I have to point out that many were not 
involved in wrongdoing and kept their integrity when it was not 
easy to do so. One chaplain involved in the rackets confessed that 
he was a scoundrel and that on return home he would resign from 
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the ministry. But he never did. When we look at the big 
picture of human morals and ethics, we are struck with the fact 
that no one can be judgemental of another. Judgements have to 
be made and punishment meted out, but the drive to sin is in us 
all, and we had better keep humble when we make judgements of 
others. 

My problem in all this was a very personal one. Was God 
really God if he condoned all this selfishness? Could there indeed 
be a God if so much evil went on, seemingly unabated or 
uncontrolled? I am certain that my thinking was not superficial 
or lazy. My reasoning was that what seemed to matter most of 
all, and what was pivotal to all life, was law. That was the word 
which be–came prominent to my mind–law! I reasoned that the 
Ten Commandments and all ethical and moral precepts relating 
to law could well have been devised by Man. Looked at sensibly 
these laws were needed in order to preserve society. They were 
there for the mutual security of all society. If one broke the law 
then one stood to be punished by the administrators of law, 
namely, the authorities. Intelligent people have perceived this. 

If, however, we are to talk about morals and ethics which 
relate to law, then we have to say that if law is devised by the 
human race then it has no moral meaning. Human beings have 
the ability to decide what is wrong and what is right. But is there 
any essential wrong or right if law is devised by Man? The 
answer has to be ‘No!’. Most of us know that there is a law in the 
world which is called ‘natural law’. Throughout almost all 
nations, their cultures and customs, there is a law which is 
general enough to be agreed upon for the world community to 
form a tribunal to try war criminals. The United Nations 
Organization has evaluated what are called ‘human rights’. 

We might ask again, ‘Whilst we recognise the practical value 
of such law, is law essential to the nature of Man and the creation 
in which he lives?’ By ‘essential’ we mean, ‘Does law derive not 
from the devising of societies but directly from God?’. To put it 
another way, ‘Is God the creator of law or is Man?’. That was 
what I wanted to discover. As a boy I would not have thought of 
asking that question. As a man I now had to ask it. If law is of 
Man, then law cannot be moral–especially if morality is the 
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nature of God, and if participation in morality is the spiritual 
nature of Man. I know that some readers by this time may be 
con–fused, or see my reasoning as unduly complicated. Let me 
put the matter to you another way: if law is devised by Man then 
law has no moral–spiritual essence at all. Breaking the law does 
not mean being immoral so far as the essence of morality is 
concerned. It is simply defying human legislation. 

That was how I saw it. If the law was humanly devised then 
it had no moral meaning. If it was created by God then every part 
of it mattered, even down to the finest detail. I had sought to keep 
the law because at that point I believed that it mattered. Then I 
began to question the nature of God, Man and the world and so I 
needed to find out whether the law was devised by Man or 
created by God. 

Let me illustrate this. All moral action that a human being 
makes is dependent upon what he or she wills. All immoral action 
he or she makes also depends upon his or her will. Theft, murder, 
rape, lying–and so on–are either wrong because God made the 
law, or they do not matter one whit because they were humanly 
devised for a safer way of living in the world. Anarchists oppose 
law because they deem the law not to be sufficient for the needs 
of the human race. Legalists blindly espouse law be–cause they 
think it has to be for the good of the human race. For my part, I 
had reasonably kept my moral integrity–especially if you regard 
my withdrawal from morphia addiction as a permissible 
weakness–and I went on trying to keep my integrity because I 
believed that the law had moral–spiritual significance. 

Conservative Christians would cut across all this reasoning 
and say, ‘The Bible makes it clear that God gave the law and that 
ends the matter’. But that wasn’t good enough for me. A number 
of these conservative Christians were breaking the law right and 
left and, perhaps, they were not even aware that they were doing 
so! In any case, I also had a personal problem. It was this: I had 
believed that the law had come from God and so I had virtually 
kept it, but now I was in many ways at the end of my tether. I 
discovered that I very much wanted to live, and that I was quite 
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hungry. If being in rackets didn’t matter, then why hold back 
from being in them? 

As I write I am conscious, again, that some readers might be 
thinking that I am straining at gnats and swallowing whales. No. 
Every human is equipped with a conscience and consciences give 
us a lot of trouble if we break laws which the conscience believes 
to be significant. I knew the Christian teaching that ‘greater love 
has no man than that he lay down his life for his friends’. Again, 
this is not simply an academic matter. In Christian teaching 
every man is my friend, even if he makes himself my enemy! If I 
take advantage of him so that I may have a better chance of 
living–of not dying–then I am not loving him. If what Christ said 
is of no significant consequence then it does not matter. Indeed, 
nothing matters–nothing at all! 

I am still conscious of my reader. It is likely that he or she 
will not be starving nor will he or she be beset with a number of 
diseases. My readers are probably secure in life in a welfare state 
and will be cared for in one way or another. To read what I am 
writing will be a mental exercise. But it will be unreal as to its 
essential meaning. With a toss of the mind he will say, ‘I guess it 
was tough on prisoners of war, and they must have spent their 
time thinking about these things until they got right out of pro–
portion. They must have become quite fastidious over these minor 
points.’ 

Wrong! If God created the law then everything matters and 
one is not fastidious in seeking to obey it. If God did not create 
the law then anything goes. I mean anything: theft, rape, murder, 
cruelty, heartlessness, selfishness, and any other crime or sin you 
may care to name. If God created law and we are accountable 
people then everything matters–theft, rape, murder, cruelty, 
heartlessness, selfishness, and any other crime or sin you may 
care to name. Let me then tell you what happened in my case. Let 
me tell once more the story of the rice–cakes. 

To comprehend this story you will need to work hard at 
imagining that you have been starved daily for two years without 
a break. You are certainly always being confronted with the idea 
of food and you eat the meagre diet you are served to the last 
grain 
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of rice or the last drop of shadow soup. When a person is dying 
and has his plate of food in front of him but dies without eating it 
then, even though your mind is somewhat occupied with his 
dying, you are perhaps even more occupied with what will happen 
to his food. You wish to eat it. You would like to get the person 
dishing out the food to give you a little more than others are 
receiving. You would like to feel as well fed as the cook. You want 
to be true to your principles–but part of you wishes you were in 
rackets and could better preserve yourself. Because you want to 
go home to Australia if ever the war ends successfully. You just 
long not to die but to live. 

The custom in the sergeants’ mess (eating place) is to get your 
rice and soup in the mess line and sit down. An orderly places a 
plate of rice–cakes–commonly known as ‘doovers’, that is, 
d’oeuvres–on the mess table. Each of these rice–cakes differs in 
size because the cook has made them by hand. There is one for 
each sergeant. But all eyes have detected which is the largest, 
which is the next largest, and so on, down to the smallest. Which 
one will you take? 

If you reach out and take the largest then you are seeking to 
live without regard for others. If you take a smaller one because 
you wish your mates to think highly of you then you are dealing 
in popularity. Popularity may have its advantages, some time. If 
you take the smaller one then it may be because you are scared to 
be thought ill of. If you genuinely take the smaller one because of 
regard for your mates, that is, you want them to have the 
advantage, then you will be obeying the law of loving, the law of 
laying down your life. But every time you do this you will reduce, 
in principle, your chance of living. Your choice is purely 
voluntary. Now, remember, this is in principle not a fastidious 
matter of the mind but a decision which reaches the stomach. It 
is a gut thing. But then suppose it is all for nothing because the 
law of love is not from God but something thought up by the 
imagination of some religious crank! 

Let us have the matter speeded up. Inside your gut you long 
not for one rice–cake but the whole plate of them. This would be 
heavenly. This would reassure you that you had an advantage 
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over others. Be sensible, even if selfish, put your hand out quickly 
and take the largest one. Look: if the law is not of God you are not 
selfish. Anything you do is not wrong. Take advantage of every–
one and everything. Say in your mind, ‘Blow you Jack, Bill, Joe, 
John, Jerry. I’m all right!’ 

Suppose you have always thought that the law was of God 
and that to obey it is to genuinely love your fellow being. 
However, you have begun to question the matter of the law being 
part of God’s creation and you are not sure of God himself, seeing 
so much evidence points to the absence of a God of justice. What 
then? 

Well, what then? That was where I was. What I had called 
my moral assets, which I had obtained from believing in God and 
following his will and his law, had helped me so far. But when I 
withdrew from God–so to speak–then those assets dwindled until 
there were virtually none! I knew that if I took a cake I would 
take the largest one and thus join those who were looking after 
themselves in every possible way. Then life would be with–out 
genuine law, if genuine law came essentially from God. 

I had come to the end of my tether. I was going to opt forever 
for the law of love or for the law of the jungle. I needed moral 
power if I was to opt for the law of love. I said, ‘Oh God! If you 
exist give me the power to take the smallest cake out of no motive 
but to love.’ 

When I said that, I knew a power to take the smallest and to 
do so without regret. Instead of incessant conflict of spirit the 
consciousness of his Presence was with me, and has been ever 
since. I am writing this account of the rice–cakes some sixty years 
after the event, and nothing will persuade me that it never 
happened. 

So it is long ago that I extrapolated this simple principle of 
‘the other person first’ into my way of living. I have seen this to 
be the principle by which Christ as the Son of God became Man. 
He never did so reluctantly but willingly. That is the nature of 
law. Certainly, I discovered the nature of law that day. But I also 
discovered that the law, rightly understood, is love. This became 
the key to me of all life. One does not love from oneself but out of 
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God’s love working in and through us. The apostle John said, ‘We 
love because he first loved us’. We could say: ‘We love all persons 
because he first loved us’. 

I see the principle of ‘me–ism’ (personal selfishness), and ‘us–
ism’ (corporate selfishness)–I see innate selfishness operating 
throughout all human conduct. Road rage rises when a per–son 
cuts in before another, and it can explode into murder in the 
fraction of a second. Inner rage is there when the sovereignty of 
myself is invaded by another. Butting in on the queue is gross 
selfishness and is treated as such, but there are more delicate 
ways of taking advantage for oneself. This is seen in contracts, 
treaties, and arrangements in all walks of life. Some acts seem 
splendid when they are really ego–centred in the desire for praise 
for their seeming selflessness. This desire for ego–recognition can 
be seen in John Milton’s poem ‘Lycidas’: 

Fame is the spur that the clear spirit doth raise  
(That last infirmity of noble mind) 
To scorn delights, and live laborious days; 
But the fair guerdon when we hope to find, 
And think to burst out into sudden blaze, 
Comes the blind Fury with th’abhorred shears, 
And slits the thin–spun life. (p.144) 

This is a thought that brings us back to the rudiments of a 
human being. When all is said and done, when ‘the chips are 
down’–that is, when Man faces the judgement and all is 
unmasked and revealed–what is Man and what is a person? Both 
James Clavell (King Rat) and Russell Braddon (The Naked Is–
land) seek to deal with this matter. But for all the rich insights of 
Clavell and Braddon, they do not give us the full answer. It re–
quires Ernest Gordon in Miracle on the River Kwai to lead us to 
that. Clavell speaks powerfully of human depravity, and so in a 
lesser way does Braddon, but true knowledge of Man is a mystery 
which comes as a revelation. Man has never been an angel. And 
Man has never been a beast. He is not simply one or the other of 
these, nor is he a combination of both. Man is simply Man. When 
literature, poetry, art, opera and other music speak of Man’s 
depravity as a scandal, they are not saying anything unless they 
show the scandal of human evil against the brilliant background 
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of what Man is intended to be. Men are intended to be holy and 
righteous and aflame with the love of God as they live in the 
community of the human race. If all we had observed in prison 
camp was Man’s depravity then we had missed the better thing–
Man in God. 

We talked above about being spectators, but John Donne has 
shown we cannot be spectators. In his oft–quoted ‘Meditation 
XVII’ from Devotions upon Emergent Occasions he says: 

No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a 
part of the main. If a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less, as 
well as if a promontory were, as well as if a manor of thy friend’s or of thine 
own were: any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind, 
and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee. 
(pp.108–109) 
In 1940 Ernest Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls was 

published. The title, of course, was taken from Donne’s poem. 
Hemingway had caught Donne’s message that no one can stand 
apart from another. The truth is that we are involved in one an–
other by nature of the case. Whether this involvement is for good 
or for evil is determined by many factors, but one thing is for 
certain: we cannot escape each other. That was the great truth I 
learned in prison days. The matter of the rice–cakes had brought 
it into full bloom. 
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3 

Kranji 

 
NE OF THE strangest experiences of my life, and indeed 
in the lives of many of us, was the return to Changi of 

many who had worked on the Burma–Thailand Railway. The 
scandal of this venture of the Japanese has been well documented 
and I will not attempt to describe it here. What was landed at the 
door of our hospital at Changi was a load of scarcely living 
skeletons. Some of their bodies were so stiff that their walking 
was like that of an automaton. Others couldn’t walk at all. They 
all appeared to be blind, looking at no one, maybe staring ahead. 
It was uncanny. 

Most were carried on stretchers. Some had parcels of 
possessions which they would not let out of their sight. They 
seemed to trust no one, and even to be afraid of those who sought 
to help them. Many of them had only ever trusted one man, their 
mate or mucker. In too many cases that mucker had died or was 
separated from them. 

One of these returnees was my friend, the Australian English 
master, Paul Cutts. I sought him out, but when I found his bed 
and looked at what lay on it, I could not believe what I saw. He 
was bones without flesh. His hair was typical of avitaminosis and 
malnutrition just a faint fluff on an exposed skull. His eyes 
refused to recognise me as they had receded into deep sockets. 
His skin, as with his companion returnees, was thick and 
scabrous as an elephant’s hide. Pellagra was what they suffered. 
Most cases also had body and limb ulcers, the worst of which 
were infected with diphtheria. But Paul didn’t have these 
wounds. He talked in a mechanical voice that was no more than a 
whisper. After a time I believed that he trusted me, but it took a 
lot of talking. 

O
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I am sure that everything about the Burma–Thailand 
Railway has been closely documented physically, medically and 
psycho–logically. I hope so. Humanity has a way of ignoring its 
darkest moments. Man often deifies the worst as though these 
dark episodes spring from being victimised by daemonic powers, 
or by some deadly inexorable fate. But this is not the case. To lose 
trust in one’s fellow humans is to have lost trust in all things, 
God and self included. The members of the medical staff, as 
usual, were magnificent. They began the gentle and patient 
rehabilitation of the men who had been through unspeakable 
hell. Gradually, those who had returned alive from the Burma–
Thailand Railway emerged from the deep, dark abyss and grew 
back into proper humans. For some men the effects of this 
episode remained in the depths of their being. 

These men came to us out of great suffering. They looked 
much the same as I must have looked in those days at Roberts 
Barracks when Keith Marr visited me. There was a difference, 
however. It is enough to say that they found Changi to be a haven 
of rest, a place of refuge from the cruelty of the Japanese, a 
virtual heaven of rehabilitation. I met Paul Cutts again decades 
after the war, when he was an old man. But his eyes were young 
enough, and he had carved out a notable postwar life. He was 
testimony to what we saw so often: the incredible resiliency of the 
human spirit. 

Intelligence reached us of the formation of a convalescent 
hospital to be located in the area of Kranji. It was in this area 
that the Japanese troops landed during the war to take Singapore 
Is–land. This was the area where Australian troops were placed 
to stem the tide of the invasion from across the Straits of Johore. 
Kranji is on the northwest of the Island and through it flows the 
Kranji River. So Kranji is located in the west while Changi is 
located in the east. The camp was on one side of the main road 
that led to the causeway across the Straits of Johore and to the 
city of Johore on the Peninsula. 

Much was to happen before we were moved out to the Kranji 
prison camp. At the same time as our move the civilian internees 
who had occupied Changi Gaol for the past two years were to be 
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transferred to Adam Park Prison Camp. Our troops were to 
be incarcerated in Changi Gaol. Some men suffered from 
agoraphobia–fear of open spaces–and they would not have 
wanted to go to Kranji. Others suffered from claustrophobia–fear 
of confined spaces–and they would not have wished to go into the 
gaol. I don’t think that was a consideration with our leaders. 
Those who worked directly for the Japanese were given a better 
ration and better so–called pay. Hospitals received less rations 
and a most limited pay but it was shared equally. Some thought 
we might receive less rations in Kranji Camp than those in 
Changi Gaol. Others conjectured that we might have better 
conditions. It was simply conjecture. 

I belonged to the 8th Divisional Signals but I had been 
transferred to work with the hospital and so I was to go as 
librarian to Kranji. In Changi I had covered the one library which 
served both officers and other ranks. At Kranji I was to serve only 
the officers. I can remember the temptation to pick out the best 
books when we divided the Changi library into books for those 
going into Changi Gaol and books to go to Kranji. 

It was to be the parting of the way from almost all my literary 
friends, as well as my other friends. But many of the staff I had 
befriended in the hospital were also going to Kranji. Of course 
most of the men who had been in the surgical ward were going, 
but some had returned to their units. A person’s unit was really 
his home. David Elder, a close friend and man who had worked 
many years with Oxford University Press, came to offer me a 
good proposition. All of my writings and general effects that I 
wished to preserve would be buried in steel drums in a certain 
place. The Japanese would have no clue about the burial of all the 
Army documents. I was grateful for that. 

Finally it was time for us to leave for Kranji. For the first 
time some of us were going to travel from Changi to another 
place. It is a strange matter but I have only a very vague 
recollection of us travelling in open trucks and jammed in tightly. 
I have cribbed from my friend Gerry Sampson’s unpublished book 
Changi Teenage Soldiers to give some idea of what happened: 
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On the way to its new destination the trucks transporting the medical staff 
and patients had to pass through the street[s] of Singapore City. Much of the 
war damage to the city was still visible. The Japanese with POW labour had 
repaired only the sections they required for their own use and to allow the city 
to function. 

On some street corners the medical staff and patients were shocked to see 
human heads stuck on pointed posts. They had been put there as a warning to 
the rest of the local population not to disobey the Japanese rules of discipline. 
It was another indication of Japanese brutality. 
The sight of heads on stakes never registered with me. 

Perhaps Gerry, being a hospital staff member, had travelled in an 
earlier convoy, or maybe we went by a route that did not pass 
through Singapore. I can only conjecture. Had I seen those heads 
the memory of them would have been forever with me. 

The camp was a mass of huts built between the rows of 
rubber trees. Around it was what we called ‘the catwalk’ which 
was a wide path between two fences of barbed wire. The quarters 
for the Japanese soldiers were outside the camp, as was their 
kitchen and other facilities. There was ground which had been 
turned into excellent vegetable gardens, and beyond these a small 
piggery for the Japanese. Indian prisoners of war had occupied 
the camp prior to us and, being Hindus, had not killed the cats, 
which had the effect of keeping the vermin down. Someone 
counted ninety–three cats in the first week. They came to us with 
a trust that was pathetic and sadly misplaced. The ruling price of 
cats was nine dollars, of rats three dollars, and of dogs fifteen 
dollars. Within a fortnight eighty–three cats had been eaten–
after first being jugged to rid them of their smell. 

Conditions in the camp were good. The water supply and its 
pressure were excellent. The camp was virtually hidden under 
the spreading rubber trees. The huts were well built, rooves and 
walls being of attap palm over strong sawn timber. The floors 
were made of boards and there were verandas on one side. 

The convalescent hospital was for patients who were less ill 
than those left behind in Changi Hospital. For that reason we did 
not take many of the men who had returned from Thailand. Even 
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then we had quite bad cases. There was communication between 
Changi and Kranji and a constant exchange of patients took 
place. For a time we had no chaplains at Kranji and so I had to 
take a burial or two in the cemetery which was on a hill above our 
eastern boundary. 

From the time that I had been tested as to my integrity in 
regard to law and my faith in God and had come into a brilliant 
understanding of him–it was as though a new life had come to 
me. I thought back over the past two years of going through the 
wounding, the illnesses, the anger and restlessness in regard to 
faith. And I wondered at the tussle which had ensued. One day in 
Changi I had attended a chapel service, though with a lot of 
cynicism in my spirit. The men sang hymns and one of these was 
‘Dear Lord and Father of Mankind’, a part of John Greenleaf 
Whittier’s poem, The Brewing of Soma. Then it came to the verse: 

In simple trust like theirs who heard, 
Beside the Syrian sea, 
The gracious calling of the Lord, 
Let us, like them, without a word 
Rise up and follow Thee. 

I was struck sharply by the fact that Jesus Christ had lived in 
this world in human history and no one had ever bettered him as 
a man, and that every human being was therefore confronted by 
him. None could pass him by or argue him away. I had been 
reading Bishop Gore’s great tome, Belief in God. He presented the 
nation of Israel as so utterly different from all nations, and their 
belief rooted in the God they knew who differed utterly from all 
gods. My scepticism had been shaken. 

When, then, the men sang the next verse, I saw everything 
rooted in history: 

O Sabbath rest by Galilee! 
O calm of hills above, 
Where Jesus knelt to share with Thee 
The silence of eternity, 
Interpreted by love! 

I stood and left the chapel, sensing that it was not God who 
had to justify himself to me, but I who had to justify my present 
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non–belief to him. At that point the long search was nearing its 
end for this event led me on to the revelation of the law as love. 
Of course, when at that later time I saw the action of the law of 
love, all my previously learned theology sprang to life. I knew 
then that breaking the law of love was sin with a high hand, that 
it deserved death, and that it needed one to come and take in his 
self the judgement due to us as sinners. Then it was that the 
Cross made sense. It was the place where God met law–breakers 
and took the guilt which plagued them and set them free from le–
gal judgement and its execution. 

Early in the Kranji experience I wrote a short poem entitled 
Angel Wings. It has a format of three couplets. I wrote it because 
I realised that in all that time when I seemed to be fighting God 
it was he who was working in me and on me. The original form 
was: 

Angel wings, beating my face, 
Forcing me into grace. 

Dear eyes, loving my soul,  
Drawing me to the goal. 

Red hands, clotted with blood,  
Thrusting me up to God. 

I fancy there were other lines but these three couplets stayed 
somewhere in my mind and in 1981 I wrote them down. Friends 
wanted to make them into a hymn so, imagining I was back in 
that Changi–Kranji situation, I wrote two more couplets, and 
finally this form emerged:. 

Angel wings, beating my face, 
Forcing me into grace. 
Dear eyes, loving my soul, 
Drawing me to the goal. 

Strong Word, piercing my brain,  
Bringing me holy shame. 
Pain’s cry, welling within, 
Lifting me out of sin. 

Red hands, clotted with blood,  
Thrusting me up to God. 
Angel wings, beating my face,  
Forcing me into grace. 
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In Kranji, then, I began to write in a new vein and wanted to 
share the renewal of faith with like–minded men. I was librarian 
to the medical officers and they were interested as they saw me 
tapping out poems, stories, novels and essays. We had long 
conversations and I was able to make some sense of our situation. 

One of my friends was Ken Topliss, a physiotherapist, who 
tried his best to revitalise a dead nerve for me, or at least to give 
my wasted muscles a bit of tone. By this time I was better than a 
skeleton. Moving around and having fewer sicknesses, I was more 
or less normal for our camp. Ken was a fine man, who had never 
even dreamed of questioning God about anything. He was an 
honest worshipper. I would chat the time away when he was 
trying to get his electronic machine to stimulate nerves and 
muscles in my leg. He had a close friend, Ted Oliver, who was an 
Englishman and a fellow therapist. I had recently met Gerry 
Sampson who was a ward orderly and I suggested casually one 
day that we four men might get together for a Bible study. They 
thought that would be a good idea and eventually we found a 
place to meet. It was the X–ray room. Its windows were covered 
with blackout paper so that at night no light could be seen coming 
from it. The Japanese guards, tramping the catwalk, were on the 
alert to spot any light. Even before leaving Changi American 
bombers had appeared, and on occasions they bombed strategic 
targets on the Island. This tiny meeting of ours began a sort of 
miracle which operated through the months that followed. 

One of my closest friends was Alfred Baker. He came from 
what we called in those days a Eurasian background. His English 
father had been an employee of the Singapore Railway 
Department. His mother was a beautiful Indian woman. They 
were Plymouth Brethren. In Changi Alf could be seen carrying 
about with him everywhere a large black Bible. He was a warm–
hearted, loving person–but when it came to the faith he was 
ready to evangelise the world. He was great friends with Jimmy 
Oldmeyer, who was a ward orderly and as fierce an evangelist as 
Alf. Alf also had a great affection for me. After the war we 
sponsored him to come to Australia and he lived in our home for 
some time. Alf was so well known as a man of God that when the 
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bombers came over and we ran to the slit trenches for cover, most 
tried to get into Alf’s trench. God would presumably look after 
Alf! Alf was most enthusiastic about us having a small Bible 
study group. 

In our hut there was another man who was the main 
pharmacist of his medical unit. Before coming into the prison 
camp at Changi he reasoned out his needs and made provision for 
them. He had a wallet of money–English, Australian and Malay. 
He had a number of jewels. He wore a priceless watch. He had a 
couple of outfits of clothes and headgear, army fashion. He was 
equipped with every conceivable comfort one could have, down to 
pens, pencils and paper. He even had a cheque book. But he also 
had a problem. He loathed the prison food. There was not much 
he could do about it. When we went into Kranji he had already 
survived two years of prison life. Now he believed that he was in 
deep trouble. He said he was losing his hearing. The cynics in our 
hut tried him out on hearing and occasionally they succeeded. 
Few believed he was deaf. He was trying to be put on the ‘Special 
Diet’ list. He became somewhat blind and claimed he was 
suffering from avitaminosis. Then he said that his throat was 
deteriorating, and he would now only speak in faint whispers. He 
would not eat the prison food and became notably thin. Cotter 
Harvey, our commanding medical officer, chatted about the man 
to me and said that they had no medical evidence whatever of an 
illness. 

I had collected a few books on psychotherapy, which was a 
new branch of psychology at that time. In another ward a man 
had begun to cough incessantly day and night. Almost all men in 
the ward felt it to be an attention cough. The man kept it up and 
eventually died. I was noting these things and enlarging my 
knowledge of what it is to be a human–perfect or imperfect. 

Our chemist friend was a loner. He had no special friend but 
he would share his illnesses with everybody. Some of the men 
counselled him to use some of his wealth to buy the food which 
would help him recover from his failing senses. This he would not 
do. Each day he would check out his possessions, and then he 
would go on sick parade to be examined for deterioration. The 
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fact was that he was deteriorating from lack of food. The day 
came when he was put on the special diet and from that time he 
flourished. He was still troubled with a weak throat, partial 
deafness, poor sight, and a partial lack of feeling in his hands. He 
was kept on the special diet but the rule was that if a person was 
built up by the diet then he should come off it when the danger 
had passed. 

Many of us had an incipient kind of beri–beri so that we 
suffered from oedema and at night had to have many visits to the 
rose–bowl. But our condition did not warrant being put on the 
special diet, or the small stocks of food would have been 
exhausted in a week or two. Being taken off the diet was a shock 
to the pharmacist and he again refused to eat the prison food. 
Someone who had known him before the war said that he was his 
mother’s boy, and that he had no relationship with girls or other 
men. In training camp in Australia his mother had rung him 
daily. He was totally concerned with himself. When he 
deteriorated again, he was put back on to the special diet and he 
flourished. He was told that this was the last opportunity that he 
would be given to accustom himself to the prison diet. 

We watched this daily for months. I was reasonably close to 
the man and advised him gently to see that if he refused to eat 
the daily diet that we all ate then he would die. He was insistent 
that he was qualified to have the special diet. Many times the 
men saw that he could hear well, see well, speak well and feel 
well. He deteriorated slowly and his end was very near. He began 
to have horrible nightmares and shrieked and cried and moaned. 
I had talked with him, prayed with him and read the Bible to him 
but nothing changed his mind. It was often the case that men 
who were near death stripped themselves naked the night of their 
death or the night before the day of their death. It happened with 
him. The night came when he stripped himself naked and ran 
around the camp with great strength and terrible shriekings, 
asking someone to take the demons away and not let them get 
him. It was fearful to hear. We got him back to his bed, 
exhausted, near dawn. He died later in the morning. 
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Because there was no chaplain available they asked me if I 
would act as one on this occasion and take a burial service for 
him. We made our way through the prison gate and up the hill 
until we reached the cemetery with its graves of the Kranji men 
who had died in our camp. The hole had been dug and we 
interred our friend. The men were gentle, sad about the 
unnecessary death and the manner in which it had happened. I 
spoke on the matter of death, a subject which was always with us. 
I also spoke on life and our resurrection in Christ. All the time 
the sentence was echoing in my mind, ‘He that loveth his life 
shall lose it, and he that loseth it shall gain it unto eternal life’. 
Sadly enough, it fitted the case of our friend. Back at the camp 
his valuables had been collected for safekeeping and eventual 
return to his mother. 

On that hill where we had buried our friend, we looked out 
over the Island, which is some twenty–seven miles long and seven 
miles wide. It seemed from our hill to be a large place indeed. 
Time and again when crouching in our slit trenches with the 
whistle of bombs being heard overhead, we imagined Kranji must 
be a very prominent place. But from this hill the camp seemed a 
tiny spot. Something of that witness flowed into my spirit, upon 
which my spirit was wonderfully enlarged. With a natural 
reluctance we made our way back down the hill. 

Our nightly meetings began in a strange way. Alfred turned 
up with his black Bible in great joy. He and Jimmy Oldmeyer and 
a few friends had met for such meetings and had enriching times. 
I knew they had prayed for me in my difficult time of questioning 
and questing. They had understood very little of my problem. 
Their faith was simple and sincere as, indeed, it ought to have 
been. But the great human tragedy that we were in had seemed 
to be of small note to them. Jimmy was now back at Changi and 
the men who were presently gathering were not in a mood for 
special spirituality. Some were going through the same situation 
as I had known and from which I had lately emerged. They had 
taken note of the chaplains who had not held to the ethics they 
must have once preached. They were no longer naive in regard to 
the faith. They wanted to understand the predicament that we 
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were in and, then, they wanted to know how to live properly in 
our situation. 

We took the first night to discuss how to go about our time 
together. Prior to this we had often sat on a hut veranda or some 
other place and just chatted. The Singapore days were always hot 
and humid, but we could bear with those conditions better if we 
had company. So we discussed why we were meeting together and 
talking. Few men had Bibles and to begin with we never opened 
them. We set ourselves an almost impossible task. We would try 
not to remember things we had been taught. If we were to take 
the Bible on its merit then it also had to take us on our merit. If 
the Bible seemed obscure, complicated, and unrelated to our 
prison situation, then in some way it would have to become clear, 
uncomplicated, and very much related to where we were and our 
prison life. 

We stumbled and fumbled and scarcely knew where we were 
in our discussions. Gradually, however, we developed the ability 
to think inside the Bible instead of looking down on it. It was a 
book that we were beginning to respect and even to love. It was 
telling us what we were and, as created persons, what love God 
had for us. We started at Matthew chapter five and slowly went 
through the Sermon on the Mount. How strange and wonderful 
that long passage was. It seemed every line was given to speak to 
and help men in a prison, men who might be executed before they 
would see their loved ones. All around our camp there were 
machine–guns placed ready to fire on us in case of rebellion or 
rioting, or just to destroy us were the Allies to land on the Island. 
What about ‘take no thought for tomorrow’ when we were alert all 
the time to our possible tomorrows? What about ‘therefore I tell 
you, do not be anxious about your life, what you shall eat or what 
you shall drink, nor about your body, what you shall put on’? And 
again, ‘why are you anxious about your clothing?’. The words 
pressed their own relevance: ‘Therefore do not be anxious saying 
“What shall we eat?” or, “What shall we drink?”... For the 
Gentiles seek all these things and your heavenly Father knows 
you shall have need of them all. But seek you first his kingdom 
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and his righteousness and all these things shall be added unto 
you,. 

The men certainly discussed this kind of teaching. At first the 
teaching seemed impossible in our situation. Here in prison camp 
there were, first, the Japanese who ruled us. Then there was no 
scope to go abroad on behalf of others or ourselves. The guards 
would see to that. And we were bound to the internal rules of the 
camp. How could God, even, carry out his assurance of enough 
food, drink and clothing? We talked about that. Almost 
imperceptibly little things happened in regard to food, drink, 
clothing and illnesses. Our needs were being met. It was only 
after these things happened that we recognised that they were 
linked with our readings and discussion of the Scriptures. 

One of our men was a soldier who had returned from the 
Burma–Thailand Railway. I think his name was Toby Critoph. It 
could scarcely be seen that he had been a returnee from Thailand. 
Only the extreme skinniness and the pellagrous skin told us that. 
Whatever the case of his having been there he carried about with 
him a serenity and a joy and somehow Toby was invited to an 
evening meeting. He responded gladly and that night he shared 
in our chatter and discussion. We sensed he was a person who 
believed in God and was alive in a relationship with him. We 
worked away that night, bit by bit, with the text of the Bible and 
after we had finished we then had our regular general discussion. 
Quietly curious as to his life, we asked Toby why he believed in 
God. We were always working on the principle that sharing what 
was happening in our lives brought us closer together and 
strengthened friendship. Friendship was highly esteemed. 

Toby replied, ‘You men have heard from so many others what 
happened to us when we were put on the train for Thailand. We 
thought we were going to Shangri–la or something like it. I guess 
we hoped it would be better than Changi and that there would be 
plenty of fruit and vegetables and a bit of yak, and so on. As you 
know, that was not the case. Being jammed up together in those 
rail trucks was horrible. We could not look out and see anything. 
The ventilation was poor and the heat was terrible. There was a 
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rose–bowl but after a time it was full and slopped over, and 
faeces and urine were on the floor of the truck. After a time some 
of us were back into dysentery and you know how gut wrenching 
that is. We had almost no food. It was night when we reached 
Thailand and some Aussies were making a fire. 

‘One of our English brigadiers was talking and I heard him 
say, “I never knew a man could become an animal in twenty–four 
hours.” He was from one of the best schools in England as well as 
Aldershot where they train officers. Anyway, you guys know it is 
like that with all of us.’ 

Toby paused as he recalled the dreadful journey and we were 
silent with him, sympathising, knowing that he was saying 
nothing new to us. 

It was the long marching without breaks,’ he said, ‘which was 
so painful. The Japs were pushing us on and only when the whole 
line drooped and men were dropping out would they give us a 
short rest. Some of the men they left for dead in the jungle, beside 
the track. You know that men who are in terrible pain and hope–
less despair just decide to die, and that is what they do. If you 
fell, the Japs would bash you up to get you going again. When 
they roused us from a short rest they would try to rouse us all, 
only to find that a number had died. 

‘I was in such pain and so dog–tired that I decided that at the 
next stop I would die. I was not only bone–weary but also full of 
bowel pain and I collapsed when we were called to a halt. I 
collapsed on the track and dragged myself to a tree, leaned back 
on it, and decided that this was my moment of death. I longed to 
die quickly. 

‘As I sat in agony and closed my eyes I had a vision or a 
dream or something. I saw my mum and dad in our kitchen at 
home and they were washing the dishes in the sink. Clear as 
clear they were, and yet I could not speak or attract attention. My 
dad said to my mum, “Mother, our boy is in trouble. I feel it”. 
Mum said, “That’s what I am feeling, too”. She looked at Dad and 
said, “What can we do?” Dad thought for a moment, and then he 
said, “Let’s pray, Mother”. He put his arm around Mum and they 
both 
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bowed their heads over that sink and they prayed. I heard every 
word they said. It was so strange and wonderful. 

‘I still couldn’t talk to them, but I didn’t need to. Something 
happened in my gut and the pain was gone. I didn’t want to die 
anymore. I stood up and the weariness was gone. So was the 
dysentery. The Jap guards were shouting “Kurra! Kurra!” and 
getting the column to move. And I marched with them as though 
I didn’t have a pain or care in the world. I had never been 
religious and didn’t even like church, but that day I believed in 
God.’ 

Toby sat there in the silence that followed. Some of us were in 
tears. I thanked Toby and asked, ‘How do you explain it all, 
Toby?’ 

He nodded his head and said, ‘I just felt God was present to 
my mum and dad, and at the same time present to me. I went 
through the whole business up there without ever going under. I 
knew God would never leave me.’ 

‘What about his Son, Jesus Christ? Did he figure in all this?’ 
‘I suppose he did,’ he replied, ‘but it was not till I came to 

Kranji and met some of my old mates and you men amongst them 
that I began to think about him–the Son. Tonight is clearing my 
mind on that score quite a lot. I feel sure I am a Christian.’ 

We went back to our huts quietly so as not to draw the 
attention of the night guards. But some of us stopped down by the 
ablution area and sat and murmured quietly until we knew we 
had to sleep. We went to our beds full of joy. It was strangely 
wonderful that God should be in our prison camp. That was not 
how men would normally think, but then it was true. 

Chaplains were sent out to Kranji from Changi. One of them 
was a brilliant preacher as well as a highly competent teacher. 
He was what we called in those days ‘a Nonconformist’. Another 
one, Aubrey Pain, was the Church of England minister, or ‘priest’ 
as he insisted on being known. But he was not a preacher after 
the manner of the other chaplain. On Sunday mornings Aubrey 
would generally celebrate the Holy Communion. The 
Nonconformist minister would lead the evening worship. If men 
wanted to hear him they had to get to the chapel hut early, 
otherwise they had to stand below the windows to try to hear 
him. 

Kranji 57

One of our group was sure he was called to be a minister and 
he went to the Nonconformist minister for preliminary training in 
Greek and doctrine. He was often uneasy in the presence of the 
minister and was bewildered by this. When he was off duty in the 
hospital he would go to a Bible study group run by this minister 
and here, too, he was rarely at ease. As friends we shared the 
problem, but we could not solve it. 

The Nonconformist chaplain used to come into the Officers’ 
library and browse amongst the books. He read quite widely. He 
rarely talked to me but one day he opened up in a chiding voice, 
‘How does it happen, sergeant, that you have over thirty men to 
your meetings and I have only a dozen?’ I said that I didn’t know. 
He said, ‘You know, Bingham, that you are not authorised to 
teach the men.’ I replied that I entered the Army from a 
theological college. Did that not give me some kind of a right to 
teach? ‘You know it doesn’t,’ he said. ‘You are a signaller and not 
a padre. You ought not to do the work of a padre.’ ‘In fact,’ I told 
him, ‘although I lead the discussion and share some of my 
insights, we all take part. It does not depend on me.’ He shook his 
head. ‘What you do is not according to King’s Rules and 
Regulations.’ 

This book–King’s Rules and Regulations–was the legal bible 
of the Army, and he was technically correct in his protest. I felt 
disappointed and said in a rush of fervour, ‘Padre, don’t we work 
on the heavenly King’s rules and regulations? Aren’t we all in 
this together–his people and his children?’ The chaplain gave me 
a withering look and left the room. 

I had no idea what I was about with him and his complaint. 
Was it just the English mind? Our own English camp commander 
had no time for me because I was a stickler for giving him only 
one book at a time. He felt I should let him have a bundle of them 
at a time. He could not command me to do so because I was under 
the Australian camp commander. I sighed and accepted the fact 
that this was how things had to be. The problem itself never went 
away. It has been with the human race for millenniums. Even so, 
I knew the unease that my friend knew. To write this little 
section has not been an easy task. But the idea of a pastor ruling 
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his people comes close to what we called in the Army ‘pulling 
rank’. Ranks there may have to be in society but they are there 
primarily to serve others, not to rule them. 

Aubrey Pain was a chaplain to whom men came time and 
again. He had stuck with me in my struggles to find something 
beyond what I had known. He would wave away my polemics as 
they counted for nothing. Although very much an Anglo–Catholic 
he would preach on Good Friday in the Changi square like a 
Salvation Army officer or a militant Methodist preacher. When he 
was a priest before what he called ‘the altar’, he was a sacerdotal 
minister of the holy rites and a different person in a manner of 
speaking. I had been trained in theological college to see the 
doctrine that lay behind every movement of the ritual and the 
insertions from outside the liturgy, these insertions in some cases 
utterly changing the meaning of the 1662 rite of the Holy 
Communion. When I pointed out these elements he would shake 
his head and say, ‘I won’t argue with you, Geoffrey.’ But he 
seemed to love the times we talked on theology and practical 
spirituality. 

The test of the man was that the men loved to talk to him. 
They appreciated his ministrations at the bedside or just where 
they were working. He was unmarried, but in no way effeminate. 
In the services he would have his glass of beer with the men but 
he had no time for blue jokes or bawdiness. Men appreciated this 
and acted accordingly. 

Every so often the memory of him comes to me. For me he 
was one of the greats. One day–years after coming to Adelaide–I 
met a protege of his, the Reverend Ben Jones. He is a fine man, 
too. I don’t really envy his years of apprenticeship with Aubrey 
for I had mine under other conditions and circumstances. We 
have chatted about the man we both loved. ‘He often spoke of 
you,’ Ben Jones said. ‘He admired you so much. He would tell me 
things you said, ideas you had, convictions you expressed. You 
seemed to be the one man he could never forget.’ I stared back, 
unbelievingly. ‘You mean that?’ I asked. ‘I mean that,’ he said. ‘I 
have wanted to meet you for many years. What a good day it is 
to–day.’ 
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One of my reasons for mentioning Aubrey was that I thought 
so highly of him that he became a ‘Father Tom’ in a novel I wrote. 
Another is that I think he gave me a commentary on the book of 
Jeremiah in the Old Testament. It became my prized possession 
for the last two years of our imprisonment. As I suggested before, 
the shock of the Japanese victory over the British troops had 
almost paralysed us. The ignominy of this defeat and the problem 
it posed to our future in Australia left us feeling helpless and 
quite bitter. What I personally looked for from our spiritual 
leaders was for them to supply some kind of a rationale of the 
defeat that we had suffered. We had felt righteous about the role 
that we had played in history as the British Empire. How narrow 
had our training been in the matter of history! The good God we 
knew seemed to be absent from these events of our history. 
Seemingly, he had been undone in the events of the Asia–Pacific 
region. We needed wise men to tell us how God acts in history but 
I cannot remember one word of explanation or revelation having 
been given to us on this score. We were expected to pull the 
forelock to our church leaders and to act as they taught us. It was 
left to the secular prophets to make some kind of explanation to 
us. 

The commentary on Jeremiah that had been given to me was 
by George Adam Smith. Smith was a man with a great 
theological mind and was looked upon as a leading biblical 
scholar in his day. His life story is fascinating to read. To me he 
was a giant in wisdom. And as he explored the situation of Israel 
in the days of its judgement by God, so it was borne to me that 
God was interested in nations, and they were accountable to him. 
Some glimmers came to me of this principle of accountability of 
the peoples of the world as they acted out their national stories, 
or their history, as some would phrase it. I came to see something 
of the dynamics of the prophets as God spoke through them to the 
nations. I longed for someone to teach me in these ways. 

Linked with this was some of the reading I had done as a 
youth, mainly the books by the English writer Philip Gibbs. For 
some of us he was a kind of prophet. But where were the prophets 
now? What gigantic themes I was trying to penetrate and under–
stand! We discussed some of these in our nightly meetings but 
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what could a bunch of men around the age of twenty–five or so 
comprehend? Somehow, and by whatever means available, men 
who were in our dilemma had to have a rationale of the historic 
happenings in which they were living and dying. We needed wise 
leaders, hierophants of a good order. For me George Adam Smith 
was one of these. I read and reread his book. Perhaps I only dimly 
understood what he was saying, but it certainly helped me to see 
God as the One who acts in history and that our human doings do 
not dismay him, since he is Sovereign over all things and 
mercifully kind and loving. 
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4 

Kranji and the Clique 

 
HE TERM ‘clique’ is defined in the Shorter Oxford 
Dictionary as: ‘A small exclusive group; a coterie’. It is a 

term by which to criticise an exclusive group of people with 
synonyms such as ‘pack’, ‘in–group’, ‘faction’, ‘set’, ‘gang’ and 
‘elite’. None of these synonyms fitted us and at the time we never 
thought of the word clique, let alone used it. I used it when in 
later years I wanted to write about the group. I can’t remember 
anyone ever even referring to us as a group, and certainly never 
as a clique. In one sense we were anonymous. We never 
congregated together as a whole except for those meetings. And 
new–comers didn’t see us as a church or a religious set of people 
because we never used ecclesiastical language or any form of 
liturgy. We saw ourselves as sharing together, seeking to find 
meaning to living and right action in our prison situation. There 
were other Christians who somehow never joined us. Perhaps 
they did not know that there was such a group in their midst. 
Perhaps some did know and were just not interested. To this day 
I do not know. Instead of ‘clique’ I ought to have used the term 
‘community’ for we were that–although unseen, because we were 
at the same time members of the POW community. 

What had happened to us was that we were unassumingly 
trying to help our fellow prisoners. The movement at the River 
Kwai camp was also a quiet one, with no trumpets blown, but it 
affected the whole of the camp. New heart was given to men to do 
all that they could for their fellow men. The accounts of how this 
was effected are thrilling. Prostheses were developed to fit men 
without limbs. Every aspect of those dreadful death camps was 
inspected and provision made to help the needy, but our situation 
was somewhat different. From the beginning Changi Camp had 
handled all these things. Criteria for sane living had 

T
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been formulated. The making of medicines was researched and 
some invented. Sanitation was well handled. Concerts and other 
entertainments were helpful in keeping morale steady. Education 
of a certain kind was carried out. Library books were avail–able. 
Whilst there was a meagre supply of food, it was well cooked. 
Sicknesses occurred, and the daily labour was heavy for those on 
working parties, and yet–allowing for the institutional culture 
which happens in prisons–the Changi Camp and other camps 
were very well arranged. Of course there were multiple personal 
problems, and the corruption which is found in such places was as 
rife as in the beginning. But in one sense no group, clique or 
party was needed as in the case of the death camps in Thailand. 

What, then, did we do in Kranji? How did we do it? What 
assessable results eventuated? The answer is that the men were 
energised by their meeting together, yarning together in small 
numbers, so that they expressed love not only for their own in 
genuine concern but also for all others. Those who were on the 
medical staff had an enriched service towards patients and fellow 
workers. Most men needed affection and that had to be given 
quietly and without condescension. Conversation was a sharing 
with them in their humiliation and degradation, their problems, 
their needs, their desire to be home, their fear of what the Japs 
might do when it came to a showdown. Just to have another to 
talk to was most helpful. I believe a quiet settling spirit was 
moving through the camp: 

What about homosexuality? The idea that there could be this 
problem in the camp never occurred to me. Those who were never 
incarcerated in a prison camp would, I am sure, think it must 
have been a big problem. That, in fact, was not the case. Almost 
all the prisoners were so debilitated on their meagre diet that the 
sexual sense was virtually non–existent. Nightly emissions were 
absent. I imagine that only those who were in rackets would have 
had anything resembling normal feelings on the sexual level. The 
main topic of discussion was food. And we talked about the 
domestic happenings in the camp, or the wider issues of the world 
outside us. 
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A strange thing happened. A young person whom we will call 
Frank was sent to Kranji with a note to me to explain that he was 
showing homosexual tendencies. Would I help him? I suppose it 
was because some in Changi thought I was equipped to give this 
kind of help that he was sent to me. We had useful chats 
together. But it was meeting the other men and finding their 
acceptance of him without demur that seemed to change his 
approach to life. Mostly we said that at his age, had he been 
outside the camp and living a normal life, by this time he would 
be having sexual feelings. I suggested he did not let himself think 
he was homosexual. Frank certainly was a changed person and 
the friendship of the men meant a great deal to him. Others were 
sent to me and they too were talked to along the same lines. They 
also mingled with the group and became workers in the camp. 

We had talked quite a bit about the principle of love. What I 
had discovered through the incident of the rice–cakes was that 
there are two kinds of love: one which we all know and appreciate 
because it seems outwardly so practical and helpful, and person–
ally stimulating; and another love which is all of these things and 
outlasts the first kind of love. The first is the kind of love that 
likes its own act of loving and will do the best for others but, then, 
at some point, will look for its returns, and if it does not get these 
it becomes quite angry, savage and even harmful. The second 
kind of love is God’s love which gives without demanding returns. 
That was shown in his creation of the world, his provisions for its 
needs, and then in the act of sending his Son into the world to 
liberate the human race from its bondage to sin and its fear of 
death. 

One of my strongest memories of Kranji was the day I walked 
from one end of the camp to the other to speak to a number of 
sick men. On the way back to my hut I felt physically weary and 
weak. So much so that I felt I might collapse and even die. It was 
after the midday meal and by this time the camp was in the 
midst of a siesta–a rest period necessary for us all. I stood for a 
moment, thinking about my weakness, when I heard a voice 
speak to me. The voice said, ‘Thou shalt not die but live and 
declare the works of the Lord’. I claim that I heard this voice. I 
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accept explanations others might make suggesting that the voice 
was a projection of my unconscious mind. I don’t mind how many 
explanations there are, but I am sure of one thing: I believe I 
heard a voice say that sentence, and that I heard it with my ears. 
Like Toby who was refreshed in vigour by his life–saving vision, I 
also seemed to have unusual strength and I walked back easily to 
my hut. I pulled out the Bible and went through the Psalms and 
found the saying in them. I had never consciously read the 
passage but it was now ingrained in my mind. In a sense it has 
been a continuing assurance that I will not die until I have 
fulfilled the life planned for me to live in this world. 

I can well remember the times in prison camp when I almost 
burst with the joy of being free, there., in that very prison–and in 
some sense more free than when I had been free. Our own Kranji 
Camp was quite beautiful if one looked without a jaundiced eye. 
There was the large plantation of rubber trees with their 
beautiful tracery of leaves sending silently golden coins on to the 
soil as they moved in the sun, and at night silver coins from the 
brilliant moon. Golden orioles flashed through the branches in 
their incessant motions, and squirrels leapt and darted, pausing 
with mitts raised and then vanishing up the trunks into the leafy 
branches. Sunrises started the morning and sunsets capped the 
day. Nights were cloudless and the stars shone more brightly 
when there was no moon. 

The day was New Year’s Day 1945. It was declared by the 
Japanese Commander of the damp to be a holiday. As had 
happened on rare occasions a tiny portion of saki, the Japanese 
alcoholic drink, was to be served to us. There was a slight 
increase in the daily food ration for us all, which was also a rare 
treat. In any case it was a strange day. I have one card which has 
on it, ‘1944–1945. A Merry Christmas and Happy New Year to 
Geoff Bingham from the “Boys” of Ward 36, Kranji’. There is 
another card and it is entitled ‘Mutt and Geoff Annual 
Celebrations, Jan. 6–9, 1945’. ‘Mutt and Geoff was a comic strip 
back at home. In this case ‘Mutt’ was Bob Mutton, a busy young 
man always making plans for the future and living very much in 
the present. Our menu was written in Malay but, alas, was 
meagre and not up 
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to its highfalutin names. The list of names on the first card 
reminds me of men whose faces have disappeared in the mists of 
memory. But they were strong characters, each in his own way. 

How could I forget the legalist solicitor who always sat on his 
own and treated his small dish of food to salt and pepper, and 
who searched for the occasional grub which lived in rice! One day 
he spent his long minutes preparing everything and somehow the 
plate slipped off his knees onto the floor. Did he tell that plate 
what he thought of it! Of course, he recovered every grain of rice 
and nothing was lost. His half cup of shadow soup had not been 
involved in the fall. His solicitor’s face seemed as though it was 
not built for laughter but instead for much severity. The wound 
on his ankle had seemed so small back in the Roberts Barracks 
ward, yet he complained loudest for pain–killers when they were 
stopped. The orderlies tried talking to him but they were talking 
to a solicitor and could get nowhere. Each night, then, the order–
lies gave him a syringe full of sterile water so that he could sleep 
like a baby until morning and not fill the night with his 
complaints nor feel his pain! He seemed to be storing up 
innumerable memories in order to fulfil litigations when he 
arrived home. We knew that he was brilliant and that we were 
dumb but that did not stop us teasing him. Occasionally he 
laughed and then he was a different man. I think he had hidden 
humour. Anyway, something kept him going. 

I cannot forget the name Jack Lear for he was in the bed next 
to me in Changi. Sadly enough the bed had been vacated by a 
young and healthy grazier from northern New South Wales. The 
grazier’s ankle wound was slight but he kept fingering it, unable 
to keep his hands off it, and–as prophesied by Bruce Nairn–it 
became so infected that he eventually died of its poison. 

The fiery chap down the end of the hut cannot be forgotten! 
He would dash here and there doing inconsequential things until 
he was exhausted and lay in a torpor, One day he went to the tap 
in the ablution area and turned it on fully to wash his enamel 
plate. There was a piece of the plate where the tough tin showed 
through, sharp as a razor on its edge. The water forced his hand 
down and the razor edge bit at him. In his rage he threw the 
plate 
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down and then kicked at it–and missed. Had he connected he 
might have lost a toe. He shouted, ‘Lucky for you, silly bastard!’ 
And he picked up the plate and shot off to the chorus of hilarious 
laughter. 

There is also the story of the returnee from Thailand who was 
lank and skinny and without strength. He was allotted to take 
the slops from the Japs’ kitchen–the offal left over from their 
eating–and give it to the pigs. Daily we watched him passing by, 
outside the catwalk, limping as he tried to carry the heavy 
bucket. Day by day we saw him growing stronger until he was 
fleshed out in a remarkable way. The slops bucket was a mere 
trifle to carry. How we envied him his enhanced daily diet! 

And then there was the soldier who was perhaps the most 
dignified of us all. He was an Australian Aborigine and always 
dressed neatly. He scarcely spoke to anyone and I stood in 
constant awe of him. I had a curious desire to know him, for my 
contact with the indigenous of our land had been about nil. 
Nothing seemed to disturb him. He walked around the grounds 
by day looking into the deep slit trenches. He was trying to find a 
frog and, if possible, many frogs. But in the day there was nary a 
sight of one. These frogs, unwittingly, were his nightly 
persecutors. At night he lay fuming under his mosquito net whilst 
the frogs sang their deep–throated songs to him. Of course he had 
no torch and, as there were no night hunts possible, he would 
continue his endless search in the parts of the day that he was 
not working. 

I must stop my reminiscing on that card and resume the story 
of New Year’s Day 1945. We did have a holiday rest in the 
morning. Soon after reaching Kranji we had dug out gardens 
between the huts. These were our own and personal. They were 
not like the flourishing Japanese gardens in which we worked 
outside the catwalk. We planted Malay vegetables, which we had 
come to like, in them. Each morning we would arise early and 
pour nourishment on them from the rose–bowls. We had filled the 
rose–bowls with the oedema that flowed through our bladders in 
the endless night when we walked on what were called ‘happy 
feet’–we would not wish this ailment on anyone. It was good to 
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watch your vegetables coming to maturity but, sadly enough, a 
certain amount of thieving was present–––much to the rage of the 
exploited. 

This New Year’s Day morning we were washing our skimpy 
bits of clothing and cleaning the beds of bugs. We were also doing 
barter with the tot of saki the Japs had issued, buying it or 
exchanging it for a little stored palm oil or sugar or blachan (an 
evil–smelling fish paste which was, to us, a gourmet delight). 
Prior to midday the private cooking began. Great hordes of 
blowflies were beaten off the frying blachan and the cooking 
vegetables from our gardens. Eventually our private cooking was 
finished and, lined up with the midday rations, the meal 
amounted to something substantial. 

When the meal was over we could not take a long siesta but 
just enough to renew our strength. It would be wasting a holiday 
to have a long siesta. So we began a bit of Army chiacking. There 
was a tad of water throwing which was not serious. But the fun 
began when we began to sing. We had knowledge that the war 
was not going well with the Japanese, and that the Allies were 
increasing their activity in the Pacific zone. Singing reopened 
memories we had lost in the past few years of captivity. Now, as 
we sang, more old songs were coming to the fore out of our 
stimulated memories. They were songs of all kinds and they 
seemed to regenerate us from our prison torpor to what we once 
were. 

Something strange had happened also on the catwalk. There 
was not a guard in sight. The catwalk was empty. The guards had 
either feared that we might break out on them, or they might 
have thought that we were going through strange religious rites. 
It was then that a kind of madness took hold of us and we began 
choosing partners for a cockfight in which one person was 
mounted on the back of another and the two set about unseating 
others who were mounted. It was a tantalising game. No sooner 
was a person unseated than he jumped back on to his original 
mount and the battle kept going. 

I was an Australian sergeant on the back of a private. For a 
short time it was a game for those who were not officers but then 
the madness gripped the officers and they joined in–officers on 
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officers’ backs. Then the rot spread and officers and lower ranks 
made pairs. An English officer would never mount a private of 
course, but, strangely, this began to happen. The colonel in 
charge of the camp watched from afar off. He may have been 
afraid an Australian private would mount his back and ride him 
into the fray! 

So there we were all in action. I was supposed to be a frail 
patient, having to care for my leg, but I was either carrying 
some–body on my back or riding on the back of another. The 
Japanese kept well out of sight. Driven a little more fun–crazy by 
this, we began to gallop towards the ablution area and turn on 
the showers at biting full strength, and we showered one another. 
It was a kind of baptising of one another. Spectators were not 
spared. We dragged them under the water so that everyone was 
showering–mounted, dismounted or unmounted. All the time the 
singing was growing louder and louder. A great spirit of 
friendship was flourishing between all ranks. 

At the height of the water baptisms a lone guard appeared on 
the catwalk. Spontaneously we decided to show some kind of act 
of friendship towards him so we rushed towards the catwalk. The 
guard took one look at us and bolted, his rifle being dragged 
behind him. Another guard had also come on and he was not far 
behind this first guard. He rapidly caught up with the first one, 
and they made it to the guard house. That was all we saw of them 
until evening fell and the guard watch was renewed. Probably 
they thought the religious rituals were completed by that time. I 
have often pondered the thought of what might have happened if 
we had caught up to them at the catwalk. 

My later, reflective understanding of that strange afternoon 
was that it was all about the humiliation of defeat, the early 
degrading of fighting men, the loss of Singapore, the starving and 
disease, the deeper humiliation of the Thailand experience, and 
the anger at separation from loved ones. Somehow these all 
received a dynamic catharsis in all that happened in that after–
noon. Somehow pride was restored and dignity re–established. 
Back in their quarters and before the evening meal the men kept 
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expressing themselves with joy, freshly raising up a volume of 
percussion with plates, tin mugs, metal dixies and the like. 

Colonel Cotter Harvey had invited me, Bob Mutton and a few 
of the men to have late afternoon coffee with him and some of the 
officers. This was a new treat for us and we enjoyed it. The coffee 
was made not from burned rubber nuts but from burned peanuts 
and it was delicious, especially with sugar and biscuits provided. 
Cotter drew me aside that afternoon and we had a vibrant pow–
wow. He had read some of my short stories and he encouraged me 
to keep writing . ‘You had better write the story of today,’ he said. 
‘People will find it unbelievable, but this has been a great day.’ I 
agreed to do that, and many years later when I was visiting the 
famous Change Alley in Singapore I met this very loved man. He 
was aged but still at his skill as a lung specialist. We chatted but 
he did not ask me whether I had written the Kranji story. Years 
later I did write it and it was published in that good journal 
Quadrant. 

Before that 1944 Christmas Ted Oliver died. He was Ken 
Topliss’ closest friend. He had been one of the group which met 
nightly. So many friends died, those with whom we had become 
close over the years of being prisoners. Ted was a quiet and 
gracious man, a physiotherapist. I sensed that Ken would take 
his death deeply and felt that a poem might be a help. So I 
fashioned a thin book with a blackout paper cover. Sam (S. J.) 
McAlister, who lived in our Ward 36, did a pencil sketch of Ted 
taken from a photograph of him in the dress uniform of the Royal 
Army Medical Corps. Ted Oliver died on the 16th of December 
and was buried on the 17th in the cemetery up the hill. 

I had forgotten the whole happening, but last year I had a 
phone call from Ken. He said he had been getting all his papers 
together and tying off ends. He still had the booklet I had given 
him in December 1944. He thought it would interest my children 
even more than his own children, so it was on its way to me. 
When I received it my delight was great. It brought back many 
memories. I had previously made a bonfire of all my POW 
writings. This, then, was the only piece of writing from those 
days. You can imagine how eagerly I looked at the book and read 
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it. I would have been twenty–five years of age when I wrote it. I 
showed it to a close friend and he wondered how a person of 
twenty–five could write such a poem. I have given the full text in 
the Appendix. I just give some of the stanzas here for your 
reading (they have been left, basically, in original form). Myself? I 
can see my thought patterns of those days. I can be critical of 
some of my writing, some of my thought and some of my theology 
–but I could not be critical of the love expressed. 

Smiling Boy 
Smiling boy 
Your lips are quiet now, 
And on that hill the quiet breezes move,  
And down below the valleys wave their trees  
Like happy hands, to sleeping comrades  
Silent on the hill, 
And yet... 

And yet, oh smiling boy 
You are not there, for yesterday  
We laughed to think 
Of laughter in those happy eyes 
That caught a twinkle of the smiling sea 
And brilliant blue of joyful life,  
Clouded on time with wistful thought  
And glimpses of an inner world  
Calming the face; for yesterday 
We knew you had not died, and that the hill 
Held only flesh which like a garment  
Parted to free the urgent spirit 
Tired of this earth when vision spread before, 
Mysterious vision, and all unknown,  
And only sensed in some vague way  
Through mystery of pain. 

And as we climbed that hill 
The sun came out to smile in jolly heat,  
And green arms waved, as I have said,  
And hot heat quivered with a fulsome joy 
As we toiled on, filled with our quiet thoughts  
That mourned your going, that longed  
To clothe again the spirit with 
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The toils of flesh; ah yes, 
We know not, for we have not seen;  
And till we see, and till we see  
We shall not know the half, 
The fragment of the truth. 

Sometimes we catch within our minds 
The glimpse of that beyond; our souls move out  
Caught in the mystery of joy 
That weaves about our very souls; ah God  
You know the spirit longs to flee to Thee  
Upon the weary times when earth seems cold  
And sorrow sighs its way across our lives;  
Yet when joy comes, we are caught up in joy;  
Joy hurts as beauty ever does, and in high vales  
Our spirits long to catch their way 
Along the plane of God; ah God, you know  
That we might almost burst our bonds  
In agonising knowledge; know we 
The mystery in part, and urged 
By yearning of the inner man, 
We oft would fly to Thee. 

Yet golden days with sunshine blue  
And arches cool that sweep around,  
Bring sense of fullness of this life,  
And joy comes bounding over smiles  
Of those we love, and those who love,  
And we are lost to happiness; we sense,  
Creeping along the plane of all our joy  
The fullness of this life that blends  
Silent and suddenly, and with a hope  
Into that other love; ecstatic, we  
Urge to the fullness of our growth,  
And in a moment of that time 
Reach fullest glory; ah yes, 
We know the mystery of life in death,  
And death which is not any mystery  
But a sweet known reality. 

Over the years Ken and I have had some contact and I have 
reminded him of what he once said to me. It was in the days 
when we were both in Changi and I was battling away, critical of 
those 
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who had failed ethically–although I never mentioned such a 
criticism to anyone. Ken now shakes his head and says he can’t 
believe he ever said it, let alone thought it. But what he said was 
a great gift to me even though at the time I was quite shattered. 
He was massaging my gammy leg and he looked me in the eyes 
and said, ‘You must be about the biggest egotist I have ever met.’ 

I was stunned. I heard the words but could not comprehend 
why they should have been said. I wanted him to explain the 
words but he did not venture an explanation. So I kept quiet. 
When I left him my mind was in a whirl and I felt weak in my 
limbs. For weeks I tried to think through his criticism. I would 
have liked to discuss it with Aubrey but I felt I had to discover 
the reason for Ken’s words myself. Then one day it came to me 
why he thought I was an egotist. I guess both of us had rarely 
used the word, and maybe we both had varying views of its 
meaning. I do not know. But it came to me that he might have 
thought I looked down upon all who did not keep their moral 
integrity and who were involved in some racket or other––all who 
were corrupt in my eyes. 

Whatever he may have thought, I ha d to come to terms with 
myself. It had taken the event of the rice–cakes to bring me to see 
that we are all sinners and none may point the finger at another. 
This led on to the idea of us all needing the grace of forgiveness 
and, then, our need for grace for the living out of the love which 
had come to us. Judgemental attitudes would be wrong. I must 
have been congratulating myself that I was not as other men 
were. I cannot say this was necessarily the case but it seemed to 
me that I thought that I kept myself in good order. That was not 
the case. I was in the midst of self–righteousness, virtually a 
Pharisee. This taught me a lesson and it has stayed with me since 
those days. Self–righteousness is a most deadly sin and it mocks 
grace. I think that helped to prepare me for the days ahead when 
we went to Kranji. Over the nearly sixty years that have followed 
I have discovered that the proud human heart wants nothing to 
do with grace. It is the ego that is kept alive by religious pride. 
Love helps us to understand the human spirit in its deepest evil 
and degradation. Love is grace in action. 
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5 

The Last Days of Kranji 

HEN 1945 was well under way, the overhead visits from 
the American Air Force accelerated, The Flying 

Fortresses sailed serenely above the range of the Japanese anti–
aircraft guns. At first the Japanese fighter planes tried to invade 
the Fortresses, but the American fighter planes scarcely needed 
to protect them. The armoury of cannons in the Flying Fortresses 
was proof against the enemy whom they shot down without effort. 
When the air–raid sirens wailed on Singapore Island, the planes 
on the aerodromes fled in order to escape bombing. They didn’t 
contest anything. We were warned not to show any signs of glee 
or self–satisfaction on the way the war was going lest the 
Nipponese savagery should be let loose. We still bowed to the 
guards when we passed by them and we kept a humble mien. It 
was not easy to play this part for a general excitement was 
building up in the camp. 

About this time a Canadian who was in the Australian 
Imperial Forces came into our camp from Changi, and he took on 
coming to the group meetings. He was a tall, bony man who had 
been on the Burma–Thailand Railway. He was a wholly 
extroverted type and an artist by inclination. We struck up a 
friend–ship immediately. It was no time before he knew what we 
were about and wholly approved of it. He flung himself into the 
things we were doing. 

By this time the men who met nightly had spread themselves 
across the wards and the whole camp, though without revealing 
we were a group or a curious clique. The conditions for living 
remained the same as before. The Japanese did not increase our 
rations. The rackets did not diminish. Hunger was still the order 
of the day. The same tropical sicknesses attacked us and the 
deadness of despair still visited many. And I also fell ill. This 

W
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time the disease could not be diagnosed but it was disastrous. 
The fellows who were close friends were deeply concerned and 
watched over me during the day because I was on the 
Dangerously Ill list. At night Alf Baker would take up his place 
outside the ward up against the thin attap wall behind my bed, 
and there he would pray. Sometimes he stayed all night. 

When I returned to health I was weak for a time. I was 
welcomed back so warmly into the night meetings. And the 
officers seemed delighted at my return to the library. Even the 
English Colonel muttered good words. 

It was about that time that an armada of Flying Fortresses 
dropped a load of bombs on the Naval base which was not a long 
distance from us. The bombs landed in a huge ammunition dump 
and weird happenings took place. We were all in slit trenches–
except the most seriously ill–and a flood of memories swept over 
us. It was like the last days of warfare on the Island. I can still 
hear the ‘Chug! Chug!’ of large pieces of shells and bombs coming 
towards us and being sure this was our last moment. But the 
exploded ammunition broke just outside the camp and we were 
left uninjured. There was a deep dread in the camp that we might 
yet be annihilated we who had gone through so much, and come 
so far. At the last moment before freedom we might be killed. 

We talked about the coming end. Quietly we gathered up the 
few pieces we had amongst us and sold them. My portable 
Remington typewriter was my prized possession, but because the 
end was so close I felt it ought to be sold and some little help be 
extended to the bad cases of sicknesses. The black market had 
become a bogey to many of us and some thought it unethical to 
use it, but it would have been heavy legalism not to have used 
this channel of mercy. Some strangely wonderful things had 
happened whereby food and drugs came to us in the group and we 
used them for desperate cases. Yet it all happened so quietly and 
unobtrusively. 

I remember we rejoiced with a patient in a ward whose name 
was ‘Scotty’. He was a very pronounced agnostic who delighted in 
laughing off the simple idea of God. The poor man had a 
diphtheritic ulcer which went the whole length of his thigh. The 
general 
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treatment for ulcers was to gouge out the grey slough which 
accumulated daily and hope that somehow the disease would be 
overcome. In some cases the ulcers healed. In other cases, where 
the ulcer took over, the limb had to be amputated. When 
diphtheria took hold of an ulcer the person would be paralysed. 
This was the case with Scotty. He lay on his bed without 
movement and others cared for him in all his needs. When we 
quietly brought to him the kind of food he had never dreamed 
might be his, his usual defiant mood against God melted away. 
There were tears in the eyes of this old Scot. He could still speak 
but he was stunned into silence. I pick out Scotty as one example 
of cheer brought by the quiet love and care of the men of the 
clique. 

At one stage I had a small ulcer on the knuckle of the first 
finger on my right hand. From little more than a scratch the 
finger swelled large and the ulcer grew. One of the doctors in the 
library noticed it and examined it. ‘This is dangerous,’ he said, ‘it 
has become diphtheritic.’ To be honest, I forget what the 
treatment was, but I know that it was not by the surgical gouging 
of a sharpened spoon. Maybe they used a precious sulphur drug 
on it. In any case it was healed, leaving a scar which still 
remains. What I will never forget was the night of my first attack 
of renal colic. Those who have been through it will know how 
painful it is. It was a sharp attack and my moaning and groaning 
was such that the men in the hut could not sleep. I thought I 
must be dying. Finally one of the men wakened Cotter Harvey 
and he came down to attend me. He was most sympathetic and 
sought out some pain–killer. What he discovered was one phial of 
MSA, which was also called ‘Twilight Sleep’ and was given to 
mothers to ease the pain of childbirth. The MSA. totally relieved 
my pain that night. 

Cotter told me, ‘We have only this one phial and have nothing 
else to give you so make the best of it.’ I did make the best of it, 
although cessation of pain did not bring immediate sleep. I was 
lying there and my eyes caught sight of rubber leaves under the 
moon. I found myself inside the leaves climbing up the venation 
of them. I had such a high that I can still feel I was a mysterious 
creature going where I would and knowing all things. When 1 
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explained these things to Cotter he smiled and said that the one 
phial was so powerful because my physical condition was so low. 
Other attacks took place and there was no pain–killer. I had to 
last out the frightful pangs. It was to be years afterwards that I 
would once again know the total cessation of pain. 

The end of the Kranji days was all but happening. We heard 
the news of the bombing of Nagasaki and Hiroshima. We 
remained suspended in dread and joy until we heard the news of 
Japan’s capitulation. On the 10th of August Japan agreed to 
accept the Potsdam Agreement. Russia was already invading 
Manchuria. On the 14th of the same month Japan accepted the 
final terms of surrender and formally surrendered on the 2nd 
September aboard the U.S. battleship, Missouri. 

There was intense jubilation among the men but still a vague 
sense of dread. The Japanese had not given any indication that 
they would use the machine–guns on us, but the rumour spread 
that General Saito commanding the Singapore War Zone would 
not surrender even though the Emperor had done so. He hung out 
for some days. It was not until 12th September that the ceremony 
of surrender was carried out. Lord Louis Mountbatten as 
Supreme Commander of the Allied Forces in the Far East 
insisted that this surrender be quite separate from the 
American–arranged ceremony. 

The news was seen to be true when planes flew over the camp 
and there was no response by the anti–aircraft guns. Men raced 
out from the wards and looked up at a plane which was low, just 
over the trees, and we could see Air Force men taking films of the 
camp with one side of the plane open wide enough for them to do 
this. Cheers went up from the excited prisoners. There was much 
shrieking for joy. 

I was standing near one ward, the one in which Scotty was a 
patient. The orderlies told me afterwards that he jumped out of 
bed–Scotty the man paralysed from a diphtheritic, full thigh 
ulcer!–and ran along the aisle between the two rows of beds. He 
then ran along the veranda and down a steep flight of steps. He 
ran into the open space that was between the two huts and he 
stood there cheering and screaming with delight, waving his 
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arms in ecstasy. Then he dropped unconscious on the ground and 
was dead before they could get him back into the ward. The 
character of that man has ever stayed in my memory. Had we 
given him something that would take him on triumphantly into 
eternity? We cannot say. But we had given him much joy as we 
had quietly served him. 

At that time a commando dropped, solo, into the camp. His 
only weapon was a pistol. He went to the Jap guard office and 
demanded their immediate surrender, which they gave without 
resistance. They knew the Emperor had announced the end of the 
war and that Mountbatten had landed with his troops. Changi 
was liberated some days before we were. A Ghurkha battalion 
arrived and the guards were removed to be taken off to their 
prisoner of war camp. 

Lord Mountbatten arrived at Kranji and made sure the gates 
were opened. He jumped up on a mess table which was set up in 
the open and drew his wife up with him. He said to us, ‘Meet the 
missus!’ The skinny soldiers all cheered. Mountbatten gave a 
wonderful speech and his wife spoke beautifully also. Again the 
cheers. Then Mountbatten said, ‘Look fellows! The gates are open. 
You are free to go out. We have Ghurkha guards around the camp 
so that no Nip can ever get at you. Go out and be free!’ 

There was silence. Scarcely anyone moved towards the gate. I 
moved, and a number of the men in our group moved, and we 
walked through the gate. None followed us. The camp became 
alive with action but none followed us. We had nowhere to go but 
we just walked, tasting the sense of freedom. Crazy Moult–Spiers 
was with me, and we all laughed and walked and talked and then 
returned to the camp. The Ghurkhas at the gates greeted us 
cheerfully. 

Things changed so quickly. Large supplies of food and drugs 
were trucked into the camp. Prior to Mountbatten’s coming to our 
camp the Japanese had given us Uncle Toby’s Quaker Oats with 
Australian butter which had lain for years with other food in the 
freezers of the bound stores in Singapore. Scarcely believing what 
was happening, we ate oats with butter and sugar on it. At 
Changi a number of men died from eating the food brought in by 
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the victorious troops. We put on weight but it was soft and 
watery, almost as oedema. We were warned by the deaths of the 
Changi men and mainly ate the food to which we had become 
accustomed. Then the NAAFI folk came in with supplies of every–
thing. NAAFI was the British organization that managed the 
Army canteens. Women of the entertainment unit also arrived. 
We were given toiletries and special food. 

We became swamped with kindness and care and love. Some 
of the men. wept when they saw the women, for many of us had 
not seen a white woman in three and a half years. Somehow and 
from somewhere Gerry, Moult–Spiers, Frank, Toby and I had 
obtained white duck slacks and shirts and white leather shoes –
virtually the same as officers’ uniforms but without insignia. In 
Singapore this was regarded as special dress. And when we 
moved around the camp some of the men whistled. It was not 
official Army gear, but nothing seemed to matter at that time. 

All signs or thought of the so–called homosexuality had 
disappeared. Frank was an extremely handsome young man. The 
men who had been sent to me from Changi said, ‘Geoff, it is just 
as you told us. We love these women and they seem to love us. 
They don’t sense anything wrong with us.’ 

One of the women about my age kept giving me invitations to 
work with her on the mobile canteen she was running. She was 
an exceptionally beautiful woman but also seemed somewhat sad. 
I wondered what it was that was troubling her, not thinking that 
our condition might have saddened her. When we became quite 
close she told me that her fiance in the Air Force had been killed 
and that she had not recovered. She was a person of Christian 
faith and yet seemed not to have received much comfort from her 
faith. I shared with her the comfort we had had from knowing 
God’s Presence in our camps and she was quite moved. Some of 
the men told her the things they had learned and of the 
assurance which had come to them that God was in the prison 
camp. 

An incident happened which I have never been able to forget. 
Nor have I wanted to get it out of my mind. My new companion, 
whose name I have long ago forgotten, called us out to go to a 
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camp in which British officers had been incarcerated. When the 
huge canteen was driven up to their quarters the British officers 
piled out and stood in amazement at seeing British women. Like 
us they were quite shy, quite dumb to begin with. Then they 
thawed out somewhat and stood around enjoying the food and 
refreshment and looking at the toiletries laid out for them. After 
a time one or two wandered off, unable to cope with all the new 
wonders of women, food, gifts and freedom. 

One of the officers came across to me. ‘I say old chap,’ he said, 
‘how are things back at home?’ I was a little puzzled. ‘I really 
wouldn’t know,’ I told him. It was his turn to be puzzled. ‘But you 
are with this outfit, aren’t you?’ I was startled. I’m in the same 
position as you. I’m a prisoner of war.’ He seemed to think that 
was a joke. He laughed awkwardly. ‘Now, dear fellow, you can’t 
convince me of that.’ I pointed to the other men. ‘We’re all POWs. 
Maybe we’ve had better rations over the past few weeks. This 
gear we’re wearing was given to us pro tern to being issued with 
our uniforms.’ 

He stared at me and shook his head. Because he was not 
convinced I called one of the English women across. ‘What POW 
camp are we from?’ I asked her. ‘Kranji, of course.’ She looked at 
the English officer. She was eying him curiously. He spoke to her: 
‘These men are not POWs. I know that. They don’t have the look 
in their eyes. I know a POW when I see one.’ She nodded at that. 
‘I know what you mean,’ she said. ‘All POWs have a special look 
in their eyes. But these men don’t have that look.’ There was a 
long silence. We were looking at the ground. Perhaps, too, we 
were a little embarrassed. Finally the officer sighed and nothing 
more was said. We moved off but the officer stayed, still puzzling 
the matter. 

Gerry was busy with getting men ready for the first hospital 
ship draft. Cotter Harvey sought me out and drew me aside from 
the fellows. ‘Our Colonel has got his revenge on you. On our 
Australian lists you were up near the top as a man needing quick 
hospitalisation. You were to go on the first hospital ship. He’s put 
you on a later list.’ He saw the disappointment on my face. ‘Never 
mind, son,’ he said, ‘another ship should be in very soon.’ 
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Ray Moult–Spiers and I decided we would go for a jaunt. To this 
day I don’t know how we arrived in that part of the harbour or 
even what harbour it was, but there was a submarine that was 
lying on the surface of the water. From the wharf to the vessel 
there was a jetty or causeway which had been built so that the 
boat could be the living quarters of Japanese sailors. It had been 
well devised. The vessel had been disembowelled of all 
machinery. It was just one long hostel with beds side by side and 
clothes hanging neatly at the back of each bed. The submarine 
was filled with sailors who were lolling about, doubtless waiting 
their call to march into their prison camp. We had surprised them 
and they jumped to their feet, standing to attention as we passed 
them. As we walked down the aisle they bowed deeply. Both of us 
bowed back and proceeded to the end of the vessel. 

We sensed they believed that we were senior officers and, as 
we had no rank indication, we responded appropriately. Moult–
Spiers, I felt, was boiling with inner laughter but I kept talking to 
him out of the side of my mouth, telling him to be sober. We were 
both aware that some of the men might be fanatics and since we 
were not carrying any weapon they might try to overwhelm us. 
Above every bed was a samurai sword. Had they chosen to attack 
us then it would have taken them only a moment to destroy us 
and throw us into the harbour. 

Many of the men back at the camp had an ambition to take 
home one of these swords. Ray and I both had that ambition. 
When we reached the end Of the submarine we looked out 
through the windows which had been set into it. Everything 
seemed so calm on the water. So far as we knew there had been 
no movement of the men behind us. Ray said, ‘We are going to get 
a souvenir for ourselves. Just one ancient samurai sword each.’ 

As we returned we looked up and there was not a sword in 
sight. All had been hidden. It was amazing for we had heard no 
sound. I knew almost no Japanese. Moult–Spiers knew enough 
lingo from the Burma–Thailand fracas to be able to make himself 
understood. The sailors listened courteously, nodding their heads, 
and then shaking them. It was as though they were sympathetic 
to our requests and would have fulfilled them had any of 
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them such a sword as we desired of them, But alas, no, they did 
not have a sword. 

Knowing that we had no right to be in their living quarters 
and that we would possibly be put on a charge sheet by our own 
superiors were a complaint put into Headquarters, we also 
nodded as though we believed them and quietly left them, 
accompanied by much mutual bowing. At a suitable distance from 
them we both roared with laughter, wept with the wonder of it 
and, I imagine, thumbed a lift back to camp on some British or 
American truck. 

Some of the men were due to be taken to the hospital ship the 
next day so we gathered for a last meeting. It was a time of great 
joy and also of great sadness. The British men grieved over the 
fact that they would not see us again. Little did I know that Alf 
Baker would come to our home in Australia when we sponsored 
him. Nor did I know that Charley Ellis would also be sponsored 
later on and would stay at our home for quite some time. Toby 
Critoph spoke for them all. ‘What worries us,’ he said to me, ‘is 
that you will go home, marry some girl and all your love will go to 
her and your children. Then you won’t love us as you do now.’ He 
nodded and said, ‘That is fair enough. But we have never known 
the experience of love that we have had here. We cannot bear the 
thought of separation.’ 

Some of that sadness was amongst all the troops. In the early 
days the ‘Aussies’ had no time for the British–the ‘Pommies’ as 
they called them–and the British had no time for the Australians. 
Our cultures were so different. We also had Americans, 
Dutchmen and Indonesians. Gradually the different customs and 
approaches to life seemed to be insignificant. An affection had 
grown which was substantial, although the word ‘love’ would 
never have been used. Between the different Army men great 
comradeship had grown. Muckers became lifelong friends. 

I answered Toby’s emotional speech. ‘We know that love is 
never partial. Love comes to us and changes us. We love because 
God first loved us. And yet our love is not just for him but also for 
all. The love we have called “agape” in our discussions is God’s 
love and it is pure. He has given us that love and so we love him 
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and also one another. There is a love for husband and wife, 
parents and children, and so on. If you can love one more than 
another then it won’t be the love we talked about.’ 

That satisfied the men and we had a rich time of sharing our 
hopes for the future. My parting message had to do with the love 
of God, and how that had been effective in Christ and his coming 
into the world to show the Father’s love at the Cross. I said that 
all of our resources lay in that crucifixion–not as a merely 
devotional object, but as the place where the evil of Man was 
played out in the deepest of suffering. 

We had come to these things many times and talked them 
over. So the men knew the reality of our theme. When I had 
finished they talked about planning the future for reunions and 
the like. But I shook my head. ‘What we have is a message for the 
world in looking out for others rather than just for ourselves. 
When we will be living in our home communities we will, as it 
were, broadcast the seed of our message of love. We will live as 
those who think primarily of others and not of ourselves.’ They 
agreed with this. Charley Ellis, who did not always probe as 
deeply as others, said, ‘This is what will change the world.’ I said 
that I didn’t think it would. But I thought that it would change 
some people. Others would not even begin to comprehend what 
we were about. 

I said, ‘The danger of us being a special set of people is that 
we will make our simple message into an ideology.’ I talked about 
the ideologies of Karl Marx, of Hitler, of Mussolini and others. I 
said that these men thought they were doing something good for 
the world. I said that it is dangerous to be the only one who is 
right. 

Now, as I write this after some fifty–seven years, I wonder 
how clear I was then–whether I saw as clearly then as I do now 
the terrible sorrow ideologists bring upon the world. We have 
many ideologies today. These exist because the advocates 
believed that other ideologies were wrong, and that only theirs is 
right. Those who have made Christianity into an ideology need to 
think again because the founder of this faith told his followers 
that the world would be in a disastrous state at the time of his 
returning to it. 
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The one thing we emphasised to each other in that last 
meeting was the simple living out of love in our churches and 
communities. When we had finished talking Toby prayed and we 
said our goodbyes. There was no essential sadness. 

James Clavell in his book King Rat gives a rather sad ending 
to the departure of the men from the Changi Camp, especially as 
they show their dislike and hatred of the man who had helped 
them but who had also manipulated them during their years of 
incarceration. That man was known as ‘King Rat’. Russell 
Braddon also depicts the end of the Changi scene as the soldiers 
depart. As prisoners of war they had used all of their faculties to 
beat death so, at the end of their incarceration, a sudden re–lease 
from that fear and tension was a debilitating anticlimax. 
Strangely enough, their sudden release brought a fear of the 
future. How would they cope with freedom? The men had known 
their enemy and they had girded themselves up to defeat him. 
The immediate enemy was death but behind the known enemy 
was the real enemy: the fear of death. 

It was as though an emptiness filled some men. And the lack 
of understanding by some of the liberating forces had not helped. 
Coming as those who had defeated the Axis powers throughout 
the world meant that they had never suffered humiliation as we 
had. They scarcely knew what we had endured for they found us 
as ill–dressed skeletons–diseased, scabrous, and eyes receding. 
They thought that we were degraded. Curiously enough one of 
the psychiatrists flown in to diagnose us told me that we had less 
neuroses and psychoses in our camp than those in German and 
Italian POW camps–and less, indeed, than in civilian society. 
Many of the liberating troops did comprehend something of what 
we had been through. Others had unconsciously been patronising 
as they helped us. They did not comprehend the endless thinking 
we had expended on the great and profound issues of life. 

A memory that was indelibly planted in my mind was the 
giving away of possessions by one of our men. I have to explain 
the principle of the matter. Many men had nothing much but a 
G–string and eating gear–a plate, a tin cup and Army cutlery. 
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Others had more than this. Some had begged, borrowed or 
stolen an empty food can. Some had cooking gear to fry the few 
vegetables they could grow. These few things were looked upon as 
a necessity for living. Most of us had a piece of towelling or some 
cloth to dry ourselves. We used a stick for cleaning our teeth. 
Some had bottles in which they would store the tiny ration of 
sugar, or accumulate a measure of palm oil for cooking. It is a 
very difficult thing to communicate to those who have never been 
prisoners in the way that we had, but it needs to be stated that 
some of us measured our dignity and security by the things we 
possessed. This follows an ancient tradition in the affairs of Man–
kind. Any prisoner could use an extra empty tin can but did any 
prisoner need twenty–five cans? That was the number of cans 
possessed by one of the men in our hut. He would often handle 
these with a bit of pride and let us see what he possessed. It may 
seem like an exaggeration to say that he saw his high status in 
owning these cans. He was as nice a fellow as you could meet–
bright, very intelligent, and an entrepreneur by nature. I can use 
a comparison. We who possessed one can were like a person 
rather low down the scale of success who had only a rust bucket 
of a car with which to bless himself. One very large can, all bright 
and gleaming, was like having a famous brand of car–without 
rust! To have twenty–five cans, why, this was to be a capitalist of 
the highest order. This was how our friend rated himself. 

When we no longer needed cans, this reasonably dressed 
person made an announcement that he had cans to give away. 
None of us was interested for we were finished with cans. Not so 
the Javanese fellow prisoners. They flocked to the giving–away 
event. As the owner held up a can and cried out, ‘Who will take 
this?’, there was a chorus of cries, ‘Me! Me!’. And with a great 
show of magnanimity that can was dished out. And so on until 
the last can was, given away. We all knew that the Javanese 
would take their cans with them but that they soon would have 
no value. Our generous friend also had other bits and pieces 
which were snapped up by his Javanese fellow prisoners. 
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I tried not to be judgemental but something in me was galled 
by it all. He could have left the articles somewhere by themselves 
and let the men find and take them. I felt for the dignity and 
glory of our Javanese friends. Man has the highest dignity of all 
creatures in creation. And yet it was clear to us that the Japanese 
laid no value on human lives–not only the lives of their prisoners 
but also the lives of their own people who slaved in their labour 
battalions. They lost as many of their own men to death from 
slave labour as we lost in their prison camps. And so this 
question of giving to our fellow man according to his created 
dignity. Giving is a holy art and only properly practised by the 
truly humble. 

When the British forces had rounded up the Japanese troops, 
they marched them north past Kranji Camp along the road to the 
causeway. I faintly remember that they were to go on to the 
mainland of the Peninsula. It would have been strange had we 
not exulted in their defeat and imprisonment. As they 
approached our camp some men saw them coming and ran back 
into the camp, shouting out the news. The high attap palm fence 
which had been constructed on our side of the road would have 
blotted out our vision but some of our men rushed at the flimsy 
structure and knocked it down. With great vigour our men made 
sure that we had a full sight of the defeated enemy. 

Strangely, few of us made any comments. We were thinking 
of what lay ahead for them. We had heard that General Saito had 
committed hara–kiri and none of us was dismayed by that news. 
What would be the fate of these men of whom it had once been 
said that they would die fighting rather than be taken prisoners? 
Being a prisoner, for the Japanese, was a disgrace in itself. As the 
end of the long column was passing–the rearguard was made up 
of officers–our men raised a cheer, which must have been taken 
as a jeer. The very last officer halted, turned towards us and 
shouted, ‘You won’t get it as good next time!’ That was all he said, 
but the word burned into us. A prison mentality is not easy to live 
with. 

Some of us who returned home dreamed nightmares in which 
the Japanese troops were herding us back into the camps from 
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which it seemed we had unlawfully escaped. Too many ex–POWs 
kept their feelings to themselves. Some never uttered a word of 
what had happened. Whilst this is understandable it has not been 
good for them. That Japanese officer was determined to leave fear 
with us. I don’t think he succeeded but there are many who 
remember the often–repeated words of many a Japanese officer or 
soldier. ‘It is a hundred years war. You will never defeat us. In 
the end we will crush you. You will never rise again.’ Russell 
Braddon, who later wrote a book called The Other Hundred Years 
War, looks back at Singapore as he was leaving it in the last 
chapter of The Naked Island. He describes his thoughts: 

The careful fabric of one’s personal life, built up over four years, 
disintegrated at a single blow. One felt curiously alone as the ship sailed out of 
Singapore Harbour–except for the one moment when old Harry Smith was 
spotted leaning, as melancholy as ever, against the rail of a ship we passed. As 
one man, our vessel roared: ‘You’ll never get off the Island’, at which Harry 
waved miserably and we laughed. 

Then the sense of loneliness returned. All those blokes, Pommies and 
Australian: all those ties–gone. And then I realized, as I looked back and in the 
distance saw Changi’s tower with its radar screen that didn’t work, and above 
it the flagmast from which the poached egg had now vanished and the Union 
Jack flew, what was the trouble. This disintegration wouldn’t matter if it had 
been caused by the end of the war. That was the trouble. For us, and for the 
undefeated Japanese soldiers all over South–East Asia, the war hadn’t ended. It 
had just, momentarily, stopped. The tower slid out of view; the symbol of our 
captivity was gone–but now I could think only of the words of a thousand 
guards, of Saito himself, of Terai the intellectual. who spoke English and wrote 
plays: ‘War finish one hundred years’. 
 
We wandered back into our quarters and the business of our 

new life and I think few thought as Russell Braddon. Even so, he 
has given us cause to think. 

There was another mode of thinking for many of the men. 
They were startled by freedom. All of us had left Australia as 
boys–at the best, as young men––with all the vigour and 
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carelessness of youth. How could we have faced the great issues 
of life when we were not yet deep in wisdom? Even young 
husbands were not wise. They had left having just married. They 
had gone through experiences which, back at home, they might 
never have met. Here in Kranji they were still battling those is–
sues and not always with much help from others. The married 
men had deep apprehensions of rejoining their wives after nearly 
four years’ absence. They feared being unable to communicate. 
How would they be able to go about work and family relation–
ships? Those as yet unmarried also faced the fact that they were 
in some ways mature before their time, in other ways overly 
guileless as to the life they would face in the community. Many 
dreaded being fussed over on the one hand while on the other 
hand they dreaded being neglected. Prisoners of all kinds form a 
life of their own and have a fear of open spaces and of meeting 
others who do not understand them. Some prisoners, after being 
set free, long to be back in the community they knew. 

The apprehensions of some proved, sadly enough, to be true. 
Here and there wives had been faithless, being unable to wait for 
the return of the husband and not knowing whether he was still 
alive. Some children were unable to understand the silence of 
their fathers. It took years of patience to develop trustful 
relationships. Behind all these problems lay the main one, 
namely: that when one thinks of one’s own self, when one has 
anger over what has happened and believes he has been 
victimised, then the situation is close to hopeless. Much of this 
had not occurred to me. We joked with married men that they 
were about to lose their freedom. Some joked back but others just 
remained silent or showed irritation. On the whole, however, 
married men were in joy that they would resume where they had 
left off. And older men knew that they had little to fear in the 
matter of their families. 

Today the authorities debrief men and women who have been 
through harrowing experiences. But the question still arises: 
‘How do you debrief a whole army, navy and air force which has 
been in action?’ Another question relevant to ex–POWs is: ‘How 
can anyone debrief who has not been in the situation of the one 
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being debriefed?’ As the years have passed it has been borne 
in upon me, more and more, that there has to be a community of 
love into which strangers to love can enter. Where can we find 
such communities? It ought to be the local church near to the one 
in need. Often it is not. Of course, that is another story–a story 
that we share in the Postscript of this book. 

Cotter Harvey called in to tell me we would be leaving the 
next day in a Dutch hospital ship called the Oranji. ‘This is a 
beautiful vessel,’ he said, ‘given by the Dutch Government to the 
Allies to be used as a hospital ship.’ It was a luxury cruiser and it 
was given on condition that it would not be altered. The patients 
were to have luxury conditions–rooms were not to be altered, 
meals were to be of the same luxury fare as in peacetime. 

It was then the Australian Colonel chortled, ‘The hospital 
ship which left first went to Borneo for the men to go through 
rehabilitation there before they return to Australia. They were 
due to be there for at least a month–if not more. Your ship is 
going directly to Australia. You will reach there before the men 
who went on the first ship. Our British Colonel friend will not be 
pleased about that.’ The fact was that all prisoners were now on 
the priority list for a hospital ship. They were all debilitated. 
Some just hitchhiked back to Australia by the Air Force planes 
which seemed to be flying everywhere. 

After the Colonel left me a new bout of renal colic began. This 
time I was given morphia and it brought delicious relief. I 
gathered all my goods and put them into a new kit bag. All my 
writings had been dug up and separated from those other papers 
in the steel cylinder. I was delighted to have my recorded 
materials and to take them with me. We were helped up into the 
Army trucks and then we were on our way to the Oranji. I was 
taken by ambulance because of the pain from the kidney stones 
for which I needed a morphia boost every so often. So it happened 
that I was taken on board by means of a stretcher. 

One of the most beautiful women I had ever seen was our 
matron. She saw my friend Moult–Spiers and me into one of the 
best rooms on the vessel. It was good that we had been equipped 
with new clothes, including pyjamas. Everything looked so fresh. 
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The thick white paint was enamel and it shone. So did all the 
brass fittings. Ray Moult–Spiers stayed with me in this luxurious 
cabin. When the ship moved out of the harbour it was sad to see it 
so filled with the useless junk of war–so old and tired looking. 

The first meal was the evening one and I was assisted to the 
dining room to share in it. The men were still in summer Army 
dress uniforms and proud of the fact, joking a lot to cover any 
embarrassment. The dinner was an event in itself. It was nothing 
less than a banquet: white cloths; white serviettes; silver cutlery; 
bowls of fruit; the menu cards in French and Dutch; and non–
alcoholic drinks. The men looked at the menu as though afraid of 
it and asked meekly for bread and butter and milk. The chef must 
have been greatly frustrated. Right until our voyage ended the 
men ate little other than bread and butter and mainly drank 
milk. The mechanical cow was hard put to supply the milk. 
Gourmet foods were neglected. 

On deck each day the men pestered the crew as to the speed 
of the ship. One of the crew said that we would be home before we 
knew it. ‘She does twenty–four knots an hour,’ he said proudly, 
only he pronounced ‘knots’ as ‘ka–nots’. The men loved the quaint 
pronunciation and asked him time and again so that we could 
hear him repeat the ‘ka–nots’. 

A minesweeper had to precede our ship. We went straight to 
Darwin rather than the shorter trip to Fremantle. The men wept 
for joy when they sighted Darwin. On shore there was a 
tumultuous welcome. And so the men stepped on to the shore of 
their beloved homeland. This was Australia! The Darwin people, 
who had suffered much under Japanese air bombardment, 
welcomed us with open arms. All kinds of events had been 
arranged for us. Little did I dream that years later I would have a 
wonderful opportunity to teach and preach in that city. We were 
followed into Darwin by another ship, the Esperance, also 
bringing home the ex–POWs. 

It was at Darwin that the memory of all that had happened to 
him caused one returning soldier to drown himself. This soldier 
could not bear to live with such horrific memories. Within the 
reduced thousands of men who returned to Australia, there were 
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enormous problems yet to be experienced and tragic events yet to 
happen as they tried to cope with the past horror. The Boer War 
and the First World War scarred many Australians deeply. The 
returned soldiers often became the silent men of the community. 
Others seemed to have had some power to help them live normal 
lives. The Second World War and the other wars in which men 
and women took part seem to have bitten even more deeply into 
the life of the community. How, then, can we heal? 

As we headed towards Brisbane we were being rigged out in 
our full uniforms and so there was much sewing on of epaulettes 
for officers and warrant officers and stripes for non–
commissioned officers. The Matron sewed on my stripes. When 
the men were in full uniform they seemed to sense themselves to 
be in some manner rehabilitated. The ignominy of surrender to 
the enemy and the degradation effected by the Japanese captors 
seemed to dissolve to a great degree. Men were re–established in 
their own sight, and that was a major happening and one needed 
for the future. A man’s Army Unit was still his home. To the end 
of his life he would think of it as such. They looked forward with 
anticipation to Brisbane. 

Brisbane was warm to the returning prisoners of war. The 
Queenslanders showed that the matter of Singapore and the 
capture of tens of thousands of service men and women had been 
on their minds. They had wondered how we were going and what 
treatment we were receiving. Now they showed their love and 
concern by turning out in large numbers, lining the banks of the 
Brisbane River. The Queensland men were taken off but we 
remained on board. The powers that be wanted us home as 
quickly as was possible so we left Brisbane and headed for 
Sydney, the minesweepers going before us as we skirted the 
Great Barrier Reef. 

Suddenly the Heads to Sydney Harbour were in sight. 
Outside and inside the harbour hundreds of ships and smaller 
craft welcomed the Oranji. Small boats tooted, larger ones blew 
their horns, and liners and Navy vessels switched on their sirens. 
The men were near crazy with joy that they had been 
remembered, and in this marvellous way. They were told to 
gather their gear 
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and come on deck, ready for disembarkation. This they did 
hurriedly and then started up the stairs to the deck. They shook 
hands with Matron most politely and thanked her for all her 
kindness and care. She nodded, receiving their thanks. I was 
almost at the end of the line. She wouldn’t receive my hand but 
put her arms around and hugged me. I was stunned and so were 
the troops. They had looked back and were all for returning to get 
a hug, too, but she waved them on. 

‘This is only for Sergeant Bingham,’ she said, and then she 
planted a strong kiss on my lips. After a few seconds she pushed 
me into the line, refusing to repeat the event with those behind 
me. Moult–Spiers was helping me with the luggage and so I was 
swept along. I kept on looking back, but she was waving me on, 
too, and laughing quite heartily. 

The wharves were crammed with people and the Oranji was 
attached with a massive show of streamers. The Oranji was the 
first hospital ship from the Far East and we were the first batch 
of ex–POWs to reach Sydney in that official way. They were 
telling us, as had Darwin and Brisbane, that we had never been 
for–gotten. They crowded in on us, hoping to see loved ones–or 
dreading the possibility of them not returning. A number of men 
were put into ambulances and others into trucks and we were 
paraded around the city so that all could see us before going 
directly to Concord West where the Military Hospital awaited us. 
Every–where ticker tape showered down upon us. Streamers 
were thrown at us from windows and the pavement. Some stood 
with placards of names trying to catch our attention. The whole 
arrangement was magnificent. I wondered whether my own 
family had heard of the welcome and so were present. 

As we went up George Street the crowds were so thick that 
the vehicles we were in had to drive slowly. I would not have 
recognised anyone after four years. I was surprised, then, when 
three beautiful young women jumped on to our ambulance and 
hugged me, all the time crying ‘Oh Geoff! Oh Geoff!’ I wondered 
how they knew my name. They shrieked with laughter when I 
seemed surprised and then when I asked their names they went 
into 
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further peals and told me their names. They were my younger 
sisters! 

My father and mother and other members of the family were 
at the Military Hospital and again there was deep emotion and 
affection. My father clung to me––something that I had not 
remembered him doing in that way before. My mother just wept 
and wept as she also clung. My brothers kept grinning: that was 
the way of the men in our family. At that time my oldest brother, 
Ray, was busy being vice–consul to Mozambique and an under–
cover intelligence person. My second oldest brother, Frank, was 
still in the Pacific rounding up Japanese who had been holding 
out against surrender. 

The doctors didn’t hold us in the Military Hospital for long. 
They satisfied themselves that we would be all right for a few 
days, after which we were to return. So the family drove back to 
Box Hill Homestead where we lived and it was an unbelievably 
beautiful prospect to behold. After sharing a cup of tea and cake 
and chatting wonderfully, I roamed as far as my gammy leg 
would allow, luxuriating in the memory of the days when I had 
farmed with the family. At sunset I wandered across to the hill 
where I used to usher the cows into the night paddock, close the 
gate, and then stand looking at the glory of the setting sun. There 
I had prayed many a time to God to send me out into the wide 
world with the message of his love and peace. 

We had a wonderful evening meal and, as I was full of joy and 
vigour, I recounted to the family much of the humour we shared 
in Changi and Kranji. It was a happy time. The women cleared 
the table and washed the dishes. Their husbands and my 
brothers sat in the lounge room sharing the conversation. I 
followed my dad outside where he fed his two beloved hounds, one 
a Queensland Blue cattle dog and the other a dark red Kelpie. I 
watched with amazement as my father threw the scraps on to the 
lawn. In it were chunks of cake, bones with meat on them, and 
other such food. Although I had eaten to repletion, I wanted to 
throw myself on the food and eat it before the dogs did. I could 
not believe so much food of this high quality could be given to 
dogs. In Changi and Kranji that would be food for a monarch. I 
restrained 

The Last Days of Kranji 101

myself, but trembled. In that moment I realised something of 
what lay ahead of me. 

I looked up at the sky which was darkening in its deep blue. I 
looked across the large dam where the ducks were settling for the 
night and where already the curlews and plovers were uttering 
their cries and their songs. I think my father sensed my delight in 
it all. It would, however, have been difficult for him to sense that 
underlying sadness which–while not necessarily destructive–was 
mine on account of the whole world and its deep imperfections. 

My father kept looking at his two beloved hounds. ‘They are 
great dogs,’ he said, ‘really great dogs. You couldn’t believe how 
they help me with the stock.’ 

We went into the family. 
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6 

After Kranji 

 
HESE LAST fifty–seven years have been filled chock–a–
block with action. This chapter begins with some of that 

action. I have not intended this book to be my life’s story, 
although it has turned out to be quite autobiographical. My main 
purpose has been to talk about the Kranji incident, if we may call 
it that. I have wanted to share the way in which spiritual 
experience changed the minds, attitudes and relationships of a 
group of men so that they set about thinking and living in terms 
of others, in the way of love–as also has happened in other times 
and places throughout the history of the world. 

In this sixth chapter I had a problem. All of the action of this 
chapter–the passage of my life–was connected with what I had 
learned in Changi and Kranji. I have also had to learn much more 
than I learned in those prisoner of war camps. I have learned that 
we are all internally ideological and would impose our ideas of an 
ideal world–how our insights could rebuild this world–were we 
supported to do so. I have had to fight that ideological tendency 
within me. I have had to keep in mind the matter and substance 
of the future. All hope is related to the future and without a 
future there is no reasonable hope or present. I have had to keep 
in mind the fact that the Christian message does not have the 
perfecting of the world immediately in mind. I have seen that the 
creation as we have known it is not bound, of itself, to reach 
perfection. Quite dynamic happenings will have to ensue before 
there can be a new heaven and a new earth. Then those passages 
in the Bible which speak of utter peace and utter glory, purity, 
and perfection will come to pass. There is no other way. 

Perhaps I could have taken out snippets of the last chapter, 
here and there, to show my thesis: that mutual love in the 

T
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community can prove community to be authentic. I’m sure that if 
I was writing to prove this thesis, then what I have written would 
not appeal to anyone. To tell the truth, I am not much interested 
in anybody’s thesis, including my own. But if I show that this 
experience of authentic community has deeply affected my whole 
life–taking me through many trials, failures and other 
vicissitudes–then the effort might not be wasted. 

What keeps me bound to life and active in it is what I have 
referred to as ‘the Presence’. This Presence is, purely and simply, 
God’s Presence. And this is most powerful. I believe that God is 
present to every human person, but that his Presence takes 
different forms. It is not that God takes different forms, but our 
apprehension of his Presence takes different forms. To one who is 
against God being present, God’s Presence would be something to 
actively disregard. This is the case of the agnostic. Agnostic 
literally means ‘against knowing’. The atheist actively opposes 
the Presence. If the Presence is there with all humans, then the 
atheist has to be kept busy opposing what he says does not exist. 
There is also a problem for the person who is seeking to be a 
monad. A monad is one who lives as though he is sufficient within 
himself to operate out of his own resources. The problem is that 
man is social, not monadic. The Bible tells us that a human being 
is made in the image of God and is a creature. A creature is a 
living entity which is dependent for its being on its Creator. So, if 
we want to know the reality of all things, a person has to relate to 
his or her Creator. Likewise, if we are to develop as creatures, 
then the person has to depend upon its Creator for continuous 
being and action. Persons may believe that they can be 
independent of God and that they really do exist from themselves. 
But death certainly puts an end to that idea. All this, I aver, is 
the teaching of the Jewish and Christian Scriptures. On this I 
have based the appreciation of my eighty–three years. 

Upon my return to Australia I wrote to Moore Theological 
College, where I had been a student, for acceptance to read 
theology. In Kranji I was sure that my future was to be in 
preaching what I now knew so well: the message of God’s love. 
That statement–’the message of God’s love’–can mean different 
things to 
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different people. But for me, we had shared and lived ‘the 
message of God’s love’ in Kranji. To my delight, Moore College 
accepted me. I had sensed that I might have some difficulties 
because my theology had broadened, but I believed that I could 
cope with that. Unfortunately, a number of things were 
happening around me which worked against my immediate 
return to college. They are not easily explained. 

The primary problem was that a former college student, a 
friend of mine, had conveyed some wrong intelligence to the 
Archbishop of Sydney, Dr Howard Mowll. My friend had told the 
Archbishop that I had lost my faith and that I was now, 
theologically, a liberal. This would mean that I would not at all fit 
the college. I was also known to have commented on how far the 
church was from the common man, and how it needed to under–
stand him and communicate with him. I think most would agree 
that this perception is still true. But I was shocked on my return 
to find that nothing much seemed to have changed in the church. 
The war seemed to have passed it by. 

Ethical issues had loomed large for us as prisoners of war. 
How–ever, in discussion with old friends, I saw that the ethical 
issues involving participation in the life of the community had 
scarcely been touched in the midst of a war which ought to have 
made people aware of them and caused them to act with ethical 
responsibility. I saw–or thought I saw–that what we had learned 
was not even an issue with good church folk. I was often 
outspoken on this because I believed that what we had learned 
about authentic community was at the heart of the gospel of love. 
Over fifty years of action in the world and reflection in theology 
around the world have helped to change some of the thinking of 
the churches, much of which has been beneficial. The tide has 
partly changed. But I think that there is still much more to be 
revealed. 

I would be the first to admit that I may not have handled 
these matters with much expertise. I probably didn’t put my case 
in the best way. I was determined to live in the community and 
not be separated from it. What helped me in doing this was my 
writing. The years at Changi and Kranji had given it an edge and 
a quality which immediately helped me build an audience. In the 
first 
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days of our homecoming I had sent my favourite story, ‘Laughing 
Gunner’, to the Sydney Bulletin. That same week we saw the 
weekly pink poster with the words in bold: ‘ “Laughing Gunner” 
by Geoffrey Bingham, written in Changi POW Camp’. That was a 
thrill to me and all my family. 

At the same time a man by the name of Dunn–who was the 
director of Macquarie Broadcasting Network–sent me a telegram 
to contact him immediately, which I did. When I was interviewed 
I was offered forty pounds a week to write four scripts a week for 
the ‘Doctor Mac’ series. Forty pounds in those days was a 
fabulous wage. I asked Dunn, ‘How is it that you ask me to write 
like this?’ His reply was, ‘Anyone who can write a story like 
“Laughing Gunner” can write anything.’ I was stunned, but it 
confirmed my gift of writing and so I tried to write the scripts. At 
the time I was still in the Army, going through months of 
rehabilitation. 

I sent in my first batch of scripts and was called into 2GB to 
see Dunn. He told me that the scripts were too high flown. ‘These 
scripts are on a very high level–too high for our listeners. All 
films, newspapers, journals and radio work communications are 
on the basis of the mental age of ten to twelve years. Twelve is 
the limit. Ten is ideal.’ I was flabbergasted. After his strong 
persuasion I left and tried again. Alas! My next two attempts 
were still too high. I said to him, ‘This must mean that when high 
school students reach matriculation standard and go out into 
society they will never read, hear or see anything above the 
mental age of twelve. Is that so?”’ It is,’ he said sympathetically. 
There and then I declined to go on with radio scripts. 

At the same time my stories were being published in the 
evening papers. I was also being accepted in a couple of literary 
journals, and in other papers in Australia and New Zealand. The 
Bulletin took almost every story I submitted. I was sure that this 
was a legitimate way of communicating the truth in a way that 
was not in the form of a religious treatise or theological 
propaganda. Every editor is against that sort of thing. I was sure 
that truth did not have to be in terms of spiritual propositions–
however valuable such propositions may be. 
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I was a patient for some time at the Concord Army General 
Hospital, undergoing examination for my bouts of renal colic. The 
staff at the hospital were also trying to rejuvenate my weak 
gammy leg with injections of vitamins. Another problem that I 
had was that I could not keep my meals down. I would 
regurgitate immediately after completing the meal. This went on 
for more than a year. Keith Marr was also in the hospital, where 
they were trying to test him for mental problems. He was also 
being treated with insulin. It was surprising how many ex–POWs 
were sent for psychiatric examination. 

I also had to see a psychiatrist and there was a reason for 
this. It came out of an interview I had with an education officer. I 
was trying to qualify for assistance to do a university course in 
Arts as I felt that the Arts course would give me time to adjust to 
doing later studies in theology. The man interviewing me seemed 
to think that I was trying to gain an advantage to which I was not 
entitled. ‘You were a theological student,’ he said, ‘when you were 
in college before the war.’ I agreed with him and said, ‘At this 
juncture I do not want to go back to theological college. I wish to 
do Arts.’ So far as I knew this was legitimate. The interviewer 
was a young man but quite self–important. He argued that I was 
not entitled to this change in course. I argued that if I had 
changed to being an atheist in and because of a war, did I then 
have to return to a theological college or would I be permitted to 
take another course in life? 

Nothing persuaded him, so I rose and nodded to him. 
Inwardly I was seething. I told him that I would not then be able 
to take a course with the aid of the Rehabilitation Department. 
He became visibly alarmed. ‘No! No!’ he said. ‘Please sit down. I 
am sure we can do something about this. I believe that if you say 
you are not going on to the ministry because of your war 
experiences then we could get you into the course in Arts.’ I said, 
‘I did not say I wasn’t eventually going for ordination into the 
ministry.’ I continued, ‘If I said that, then it would be a lie. How 
do I know at this point of my thinking?’ I had remained standing 
and now turned to go. His panic was evident. He tried to call me 
back but I went. 
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I am sure it was because of that interview that I was called to 
front up to the psychiatrist. The psychiatrist himself was a warm 
man, and gave me the dignity that the other man had denied me. 
He was deeply interested in the system of counselling–if one calls 
it that–which I had developed during the war. Finally he summed 
up our interview. ‘I am interested in all we have discussed. Tell 
me this: who has been interviewing whom?’ We both laughed over 
that and I assumed I had a clearance from the charge of mental 
instability. 

Keith had the problem which almost. every returned POW 
had. We all talked about another way of living. We were critical 
of ethical infidelity and we looked for a better performance in life 
than we were seeing. This might be taken as being hyper–critical 
but I don’t think so. We were trying to be true to what we had 
learned. I had found this when my brother Stan and his wife Joan 
had sincerely tried to help me find a partner. The young women I 
met were fine persons but quite out of my league. They did not 
know what I was talking about. 

One day Keith and I were yarning together in hospital about 
these things when a pert young woman sailed up the aisle of the 
ward that I was in. At first I did not recognise her. But when she 
said her name recognition came. Within a week or so of arriving 
home after the war I had received about ninety letters. One of 
these had been written by Laurel Chapman. Laurel was at the 
coaching college where I had studied along with other Moore 
College men. At that time she was but sixteen and I was twenty 
so I looked on her as a child. Now she was a full–grown woman, 
twenty–four years old. Keith looked at her as though she might 
be his dream wife. I thought she was a fine, mature woman. I, 
too, was interested. The three of us talked about days we had 
known together before the war. I learned that Laurel was now a 
fully qualified nursing sister. I remained in pyjamas and dressing 
gown and escorted her to the gate. Keith would have gladly done 
the same. Later he married another woman. Meanwhile, I 
courted Laurel and we married on 25th May, 1946. 

All of these events deferred my entrance into theological 
college. Laurel and I spent many hours talking over our future 
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and we decided that we should buy a farm. The plan was that I 
would farm and write whilst Laurel would be a wife and a 
mother. My brother Stan already had his own farm on the South 
Coast of New South Wales. We travelled to see many farms but 
one that I could afford to buy was up on the North Coast of NSW. 
I travelled up alone to see it. It was quite an event travelling in a 
train on my own to purchase our farm. The farm had one hundred 
and ten acres and a small pioneer settler’s cottage. I bought it 
and, after our wedding and honeymoon, Laurel’s sister and her 
husband transported us up to our new home by Land Rover. 

We had little in the way of money and possessions but we had 
a wonderful time. It was here the things which I had learned in 
Kranji began to be given expression. I was still wary of the 
church because of its judgement of me and I also believed that, as 
far as ethical living was concerned, the church was sitting loose. 
Within a few years Laurel quietly drew me back to church–going. 
In our new situation we both lived in and for the local 
community. I farmed well but I also visited many of the farms 
around us and, where I could, I gave a hand. I put a small table 
into our cream house and that is where I wrote. The Bulletin 
accepted many of my stories as did other journals and papers. It 
was a wonderful life. Apart from a bad malarial attack from 
which I developed pneumonia, my health was good enough to 
enable me to plough, to cultivate and grow vegetables, to milk 
some cows for cream, and to raise up poddies into beautiful dams. 
Richard was born nine months after our wedding and we began to 
learn to be parents. 

After a few years my brother Stan invited me to join him on 
the South Coast of New South Wales where he was leasing a 
property next to his own. We could use the empty house on that 
property. This was at Woodhill, somewhat back of the town of 
Berry, and it was in a beautiful valley. All that was required was 
for us to help a bit. Before we left for the South Coast, we set 
about making our farm, ‘The Tallowwoods’, more presentable. 
‘The Tallowwoods’ was sold easily to a Kempsey farmer who had 
loved having fellowship with us. Many a person had come to 
know us and visit us in that farming community–as we did 
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them. During our time in ‘The Tallowwoods’ cottage I had put 
inside cladding on the bare weatherboard walls and a ceiling 
throughout all the rooms. Aladdin lamps did for lighting, a wood 
stove for cooking, and a tub and a copper under overhead sheets 
of iron for an outside laundry. 

Saying ‘Goodbye’ to the community was difficult. They 
seemed to feel it deeply. Each week when the Bulletin came out, 
many of our local friends would rush to the little shop to see 
whether one of my stories had been published and whether they 
were mentioned in it. One of the men said to me at our farewell 
night, ‘I knew we could never keep a couple like you. You are 
built for bigger things than our community.’ Of course I did not 
agree with this, thinking that we had come to be very much one 
in the community. We had enjoyed the development of friendship 
in this old, fine culture. Fifty years later we are still in contact 
with Bob Provost, one of our friends from that community. Bob 
was also a returned soldier and we remember the many hours 
that we shared with him and his wife. We had become quite 
intimate with a number of the returned servicemen and had 
spent hours helping in their farm work, as well as doing our own. 
It would take many pages to describe the quiet effects of those 
years. 

‘Mistvale’ was the name we gave to the large and beautiful 
house that we moved into at Woodhill. What lovely mists and 
calm days we experienced there. And I wrote about the things 
that I wanted to come through to the Australian community. We 
bought the milking machines and helped Stan in many ways. It 
was there that we had our first daughter, Carol. And it was to 
this place that Charley Ellis, formerly of Kranji, came from 
England with his wife under the Sponsorship Scheme for British 
migrants. Another Kranji friend, Alf Baker of Singapore, found 
work on the South Coast of New South Wales somewhat north of 
us, so we sponsored his coming to Australia. Alf was with us for 
some time and eventually moved to Perth where he worked in a 
coal mine. Laurel and I never felt that Charley Ellis had truly 
grasped what we had learned, shared and taught at Kranji. But it 
had been apparent to me in Kranji that this was the case. Alf, 

After Kranji 111

on the other hand, certainly had known it and we enjoyed his 
friendship. 

Laurel and I knew it was about time to move on from 
Woodhill, farming and writing, and for me to return to Moore 
College. One of my old friends, Clive Steele, had written to me 
regularly over the years. He did not nag me to re–enter college, 
but his conviction was that I would. By this time Keith Marr had 
graduated, been ordained and was working in ministry. I applied 
to the college for entrance and I was accepted warmly. I was 
appointed to be a catechist in the Beecroft parish in Sydney, 

At a time when finding a house was virtually impossible, we 
found one in Beecroft. It was the house of an aged, hospitalised 
mental patient and was managed under the Master in Lunacy. If 
we would care for the old man then we could have the place rent–
free. The house was in a sad state of disrepair. It had been locked 
up for years. The wallpaper in each room had either fallen off the 
walls or was clinging loosely to them. Possums had taken over the 
area above the white ceilings, which were now stained and ugly. 
The place was damp, and smelt horrible. It was not long in that 
state of disrepair however, for the young people of the church 
came to help us clean and renew the house. Alf and I painted the 
walls which had been scrubbed down by Laurel and other willing 
helpers. Here was community–with–love and it helped to clear 
my apprehensions over returning to full participation in the 
church. In Eungai and Woodhill this sharing in the life of the 
church had been partial. At Beecroft it was total. That expression 
of love in the renewal of our house happened at the beginning of 
the fifties and the memory of it has never died. For me this was 
also the beginning of seeing the church as the true community of 
love. It was becoming clear to me that such a community could 
not come into being other than through the church being truly 
church. How much my mind had been changed on the church 
from the time of my return in 1945. 

At Beecroft, under the Rector Roderick Johnstone and in 
fellowship with the warm congregation, I resumed the preaching 
I had done so many years ago before the war. I also had a wide 
ministry among the youth of Sydney Diocese and acted as a 
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catechist in other churches. One of the turning points in my 
thinking about the church was the information which reached us 
concerning the revival which was spreading amongst the 
churches in East African countries. This was a spontaneous 
movement which sounded very similar to the one we had known 
in Kranji, though in some other ways it was dissimilar. The idea 
of the people of the congregation coming together in what we call 
free fellowship was a new idea to us in Sydney. 

I must admit to deep apprehension on my first day at college. 
The welcome to those of us who were new students was quite 
warm and old friends on the staff showed me genuine acceptance. 
In my heart I wondered whether I would be expected to ‘toe the 
line’ doctrinally and ecclesiastically. But that seemed not to be 
the case. We began in worship with the whole college and then we 
had orientation instruction. After lunch an old man came to 
speak to us. Although old and huge, a man in his nineties who 
seemed to be frail, when he began he startled us with a powerful 
voice and an immense charge of personal authority. I warmed to 
him immediately. He then gave us a study that sounded like a 
message from one of the old prophets. 

‘Have you never failed in your life?’ he asked us, ‘Then you 
are not ready to be men of God. Show me a man in the Scriptures 
who did not fail.’ He chose Moses as his illustration and talked 
about him being in the backside of the desert. I felt he was 
talking about my life in the first two years of Changi. I began to 
realise that I was in a college which taught men in this way. He 
talked about men learning in and by their failures. He showed 
what a great man Moses had become. He shook a finger at us and 
in a strong if slightly trembling voice because of his age asked us 
in a shout, ‘Have you ever been in the backside of the desert?’ I 
knew I had, and that in some way much of me was still there. I 
felt no guilt about the things said of me to Archbishop Mowll, but 
here was an explanation. Man without suffering is Man without 
love. I suddenly saw that all those years had led to an 
understanding of the reality of true love, even if I had not always 
followed it fully. As Canon Nash continued his spiel I was sitting 
back, a man released 
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from his apprehensions, knowing that what had happened to 
me was the norm for all true men and women of God. 

I continued to enjoy the years at Moore College. I was sup–
ported by the Rehabilitation Department, and we had no rent to 
pay. Eventually, with the purchase of furniture and other 
expenses caused by our expanding family, we exhausted the sale 
money of our Eungai Farm. Stan and Joan repaid us for the 
money expended on the Woodhill property. Before entering 
college I had determined to use these college years to read beyond 
the prescribed, acceptable writers and thinkers and so keep my 
integrity in what I had learned during the war. I was hungry to 
know more of God. There had been times when my mind had been 
troubled. The trouble, however, was not that the Presence was 
absent but that the Presence was with me. When persons seemed 
unfaithful to their convictions or were acting contrary to their 
beliefs I would tend to become indignant. It was then that the 
Presence, so to speak, chided me because of my behaviour. Often 
Ken Topliss’ assessment of me would come into my mind and 
then I would see that the way of love is to bear with these 
inconsistencies. And love would return and be active. Our family 
grew at Beecroft as another daughter, Anne, was born. Laurel 
coped with the three children, my daily absence at college, and 
then my afternoon and evening study time. At home I was into 
gardening and growing vegetables. 

The years I spent in Moore College were, on all scores, 
wonderful. In prison camp I had disciplined myself to regular 
reading, writing and thinking each day. For the rest I was under 
the discipline of the Army and the Japanese. In the college I had 
access to extra reading. I was also extending my library which I 
had lent out for the period of the war and which was now being 
returned to me. The curriculum, with few exceptions, was a good 
one. One objection I had was having to listen to a certain Bishop 
who led our English class. Being an established writer I 
wondered why I should have to listen to what seemed to me to be 
quite elementary. The Bishop was a good man but had rather 
fancied himself as having been a striking youth with his female 
peers. ‘A lot of young women were disappointed when I married’, 
the Bishop 
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said with more than a touch of egotism. ‘Why sir,’ I asked 
guilelessly, ‘how many did you marry?’ 

The one rather painful event was when I led a morning 
chapel worship and preached what was called a ‘trial sermon’. 
Each student did this only once in his years in college, and this 
was always in his second year. After lunch there was a critique 
class, although it was not called that. The Principal always led 
this period, and often said very little. I was preaching on 1 
Corinthians chapter thirteen and I shared the principle of the 
rice–cakes and what it should mean in our lives and how it was 
the heart of the message we were to give and the life we were to 
live. 

When the time came for assessments on the sermon there 
was not one person who commended any detail of it. To the 
contrary, they were dead set against it, and spoke quite critically 
and often angrily. I wondered whether I was hearing correctly. I 
was quite shocked. They argued that it was Pharisaic in its mode 
and intent. The talk of loving a person out of will was demeaned. 
And so on. I went away as lacerated in my spirit as when Ken 
Topliss had given his judgement on me. Ken had been quiet and 
gentle. What I faced after that Chapel service was a strong 
reaction. It signified much for me. I tried to see what was wrong 
in the material presented but could find no flaw. I lived with their 
judgement, but my thinking remained unchanged. Over the years 
I have thought much about that judgement given by staff and 
students. 

Almost fifty years later I met Bruce Smith in a Sydney book–
shop. He had been a student in the college when I was there. He 
was now a somewhat aging man and he had terminal cancer. 
Bruce had always been highly thought of as a preacher and 
teacher, for many years on the staff at Moore College and else–
where. He was also a poet of outstanding ability. When I met him 
he had only a few months to live. I heard his voice and suddenly I 
knew who it was. We hugged strongly. Then he spoke, ‘How many 
times I think of your trial sermon you gave so many years ago at 
college. It has baffled me to this day why they reacted against you 
so strongly. I have kept that sermon in my heart, and have lived 
by it. I have known what love is from that day.’ It was 
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hard to keep back the tears and also the relief. I must admit that 
joy flooded me with this justification of what I had said. 

Strangely enough, some weeks after this chance meeting with 
Bruce Smith, Archbishop Don Robinson was in Adelaide and rang 
me. He too was a student in my day. He chatted for some time 
about the past. Then he said, ‘I remember your trial sermon at 
college. I still wonder why they all opposed you. Of course they 
did not understand that the love of which you were speaking was 
agape. I did understand. But I was astonished at their reaction.’ 

It has been good to know that all were not against me. 
Perhaps there were others who had not agreed with the critics 
but had not dared to speak. Whatever the college thought that 
day it was not reflected in subsequent relationships with staff 
and students. One of the strange things was that when I taught 
these things to young people and congregations many responded. 
I have preached this message to thousands over the years. More 
and more I was teaching that theology was relational and was not 
to be confined to cerebral understanding. 

Graduation came and our Retreat was led by Canon Nash, 
the man in his nineties who spoke to us on our first day at 
college. He seemed to have an amount of regard for me. Later, 
when I spoke at conventions and summer schools at Belgrave 
Heights in the Dandenongs in Victoria, he would invite me home 
where we would talk for many hours. He asked the most piercing 
questions. He al–ways seemed to be trying to understand some 
mystery which, he seemed to think, was attached to my person. 
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7 

After Kranji–the Community 

LOOKING BACK over the whole of my life I think that what 
has been at the heart of my thinking is ‘community’. Living in a 
family of eleven people was community. Being in a very active 
church was community. Being in the boys’ club was community. 
Being at college prior to the war was community. Being in the 
Army was community–and no less for being incarcerated in a 
Japanese prison. It was community when we moved to Eungai in 
the country. And, later, it was community when we moved back 
into college and then into a parish. 

The first and indeed the only church I have pastored was 
Holy Trinity Church, Miller’s Point, on Sydney Harbour. The area 
is called ‘The Rocks’ and has a varied and interesting history. The 
four years I was there were strange years, but also fruitful ones. I 
learned much about how each local community is constituted and 
how each is unique. The people around us were mostly from 
broken families, and this in a day when divorce was frowned 
upon. It was a broken community with all the problems that go 
with such a neighbourhood and society. Because of this, pressures 
came upon my wife and family, such as we had not previously 
known. You cannot ignore neighbourhood. And the gospel you 
preach is nothing if it is not to do with relationships and 
community. In my understanding the truly constituted 
community is a family. Community coheres because of the set of 
relationships that exist within a family. A society in which the 
one thing in common is broken family relationships is an 
essentially fragmented community. Even so, there were brave 
families who worked hard against the odds and sought to hold 
themselves together. We have strong memories of some of these 
wonderful folk. 
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The four years at Miller’s Point taught us much. There were 
people who came to church, but they had their own ideas and 
opinions. The previous minister had encouraged the people to 
make the church the focus of their own so–called secular 
community–quite a brilliant move. Only a handful of members 
were ecclesiastically traditional. The others were waiting for 
some–thing to happen–whatever it might have been. And 
something did happen during my time there. Gradually to begin 
with, and then with a rush. First, however, it happened to me. I 
saw an even richer meaning in the Cross than I had ever seen 
before. I saw the whole world involved in the Cross, and the 
whole Cross involved in the whole world. I saw and experienced 
for myself true liberty in human living. This not only brought a 
new power in my ministry, but also changed my ministry which 
now looked out at the whole world of mankind–the world 
community. I had also discovered that there is a community 
which is against true community. The aim of anti–community is 
to destroy genuine community, genuine relationships. This was 
not some vague airy–fairy idea of ‘good’ and ‘evil’ but something 
quite practical in that it explained the more thrilling aspects of 
human history. I had seen much. But I admit that my 
understanding of this matter of community was not yet complete. 
I was to see it more clearly as the years passed. 

There is no doubt that a community grew at Miller’s Point. In 
it were the children and young people we had drawn to the 
church. Folk came from the outer suburbs to help us. Gradually a 
team grew who loved the folk of Miller’s Point and wanted to 
share the gospel with them. Stories of this could be told in heroic 
terms but it was not at all about heroes or heroism–which are 
ideas more pagan than Christian. Our congregation grew. On 
certain Sunday evenings we would scout the district and the area 
around Circular Quay until we had two hundred in the evening 
services. Later on we would have up to four hundred coming to 
what we called ‘Guest Services’. There was a wonderful spirit in 
the meetings and afterwards in the hall. You could really call 
them ‘community nights’ and folk who were strangers to a church 
seemed to gain much from them. During that time I contacted 
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the Waterside Workers Federation and was permitted to show 
‘Fact and Faith’ films in their union building. 

As a result of a warm, working fellowship, our hearts were 
turned towards the needs of others outside the local church 
community. Quite a number of men and women trained to be 
pastors and missionaries and went out into the world. Laurel and 
I were included in this. We went as a family, sent out by the 
Church Missionary Society. Elizabeth and Ruth had been born in 
our time at Miller’s Point. Ruth was still a baby when we left, 
whilst another child, Mary Grace, was already ‘waiting in the 
wings’. 

Our family went to what was then called West Pakistan in 
May 1957. We took the 1,100 miles trip to Murree in the hills 
that were the western end of the Himalayas. We were up about 
5,000 feet. There we began to learn the language, Urdu. We spent 
ten years with the Church Missionary Society, including a year of 
furlough. It would take a thick volume to describe the experiences 
we had there, but my main point here is to speak of what I 
perceived on the Indian subcontinent. I had opportunities to visit 
India and East Pakistan (now known as Bangladesh), Sri Lanka 
(then known as Ceylon), and even as far east as North Borneo. 

I can remember going on two occasions to Biri Siri in East 
Pakistan and to the tribe of Garo people, which was an 
outstanding community. On the first occasion we saw something 
quite powerful happen as I taught and preached on the message 
of the Cross. The Australian Baptist Mission had set up a large 
compound in which there were many schools, a hospital, and 
training facilities for different kinds of work. What happened in 
those meetings where I spoke prepared the missionaries for what 
would take place later, at the 75th Jubilee Garo Baptist 
Celebrations. When I attended the 75th Jubilee they had built a 
vast pandal, a structure of bamboo, palm leaves and rice straw 
which housed 5,000 people for meetings. In addition to the 
pandal the people provided accommodation for themselves for the 
days of the meetings. I spoke and the power of the Spirit was 
such that men and women wept at the love of God. Afterwards 
the leaders came to give thanks for the work that had gone on. 
They said, ‘When you preached we were one with you. When you 
laughed, 
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we laughed; and when you wept, we wept.’ I distinctly recall the 
strong sense of community. It was as though we were closeted 
away from the whole world for those days in that pandal. The 
word ‘cosy’ was with me. There was genuine peace and a quiet joy 
as we shared the gospel. 

I also remember the time prior to the Jubilee Celebrations 
when some missionaries met together in Mymensing because of 
the threat of war between India and East Pakistan. At this 
meeting I led a series of studies on the Holy Spirit. It was the 
time when the charismatic movement–as it was called–was 
becoming active and found to be disturbing to some in the 
churches. There were those who told me that any teaching on the 
Holy Spirit was virtually forbidden because of this. 

Without doubt the problem of the Indian subcontinent lay in 
having two great religions–Hinduism and Islam. The creation of 
East and West Pakistan temporarily relieved the pressure, but 
India still had a large Moslem community and there has always 
been a tension between Moslems and Hindus. If we think of 
‘peoples’–tribes and clans–and if we think of the heart of these 
people being their religion and its culture, then we can see the 
difficulty of shaping a national community of one mind when 
there is a tension between two religions. The whole world is 
composed of nations, peoples, tribes and clans who will not let go 
of their religions and cultures in order to form a peaceful 
community. The dynamics of cultures being forced by 
circumstances to live together are confrontational indeed. 

In Pakistan the Christian community was a despised 
minority because it was, to a large degree, formed from scheduled 
caste people–that is, lowest caste folk and outcastes, many of 
whom had turned to Christianity to find a better place under the 
sun. There were some in the church who had a dynamic faith. 
Others were only nominal in their adherence. The church was 
their community home but its truth as a vital reality remained 
unrecognised and untapped. We had the message of God’s love 
and believed that this would set people free from their inner 
bondage to sin and guilt and give them the freedom of a purified 
conscience. This was the same dynamic which had launched the 
early church 
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in love. How do you face a church with this message when its 
situation is so complicated? How does the church become the 
church in reality and not just some nominal demarcation? How do 
you face the world with its multifarious complications, loyal–ties 
and divisions and bring it to simple community? This is a 
mammoth task but we cannot effect any result by human 
promotion. Only the word of truth can do that. 

You might say what we were about in West Pakistan was 
impossible to complete. And you would be right. But the facts are 
that we saw situations in which the truth of love, unity and 
community broke open and was effective. Comparatively 
speaking it was only a microcosm of God’s macrocosm to be but it 
was very beautiful and extremely powerful. It was unforgettable–
an icon formed in the mind of what love’s reality is. The love of 
people for people was overwhelming. 

We have been in South Australia since 1967 where our work 
here might be described as ‘a silent serving’. There have been no 
trumpets blown or medals awarded, but something has happened 
among some of the people. And the effect of the work has not been 
confined to this state. I doubt whether many have acknowledged 
the ‘miracle on the River Kwai’ or ‘the miracle in Kranji’ and 
sought to make that miracle some kind of pattern for their lives. 
Most Christian folk are occupied in their churches and many 
enjoy the specific community with which they are familiar. Few, 
in my experience, are interested in community as a principle–and 
most would not be interested in community as a teaching. At 
best, true community would be some sort of mystery. At worst, 
true community is quite unintelligible. 

For the first six and a half years in South Australia I was the 
Principal of a Bible College. It was filled with mostly willing 
listeners, many of whom became fired up with what Paul once 
called ‘the word of the Cross’. They have gone on to work out this 
gospel ministry in many places. The Bible College also reached 
out to the wider community of the State, and indeed into other 
states. My desire to speak to folk even beyond the outreach of the 
college resulted in the formation of what is called ‘New Creation 
Teaching Ministry’. Laurel and I have shared in this work for the 
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past thirty years or so. I have had innumerable opportunities 
across Australia and in many countries of the world to teach the 
message of love and forgiveness and the amazing nature of being 
the people of God as we serve the world. My mind is often drawn 
to the whole matter of the yearning of the human race for a home 
to dwell in, a people to know–and the nature of community in the 
wide world, as well as in a particular setting. 

I have tried to refrain from being ‘preachy’, or even for that 
matter ‘teachy’, in this book. I have not referred much to the 
Bible. Something has to be said from the Bible, however, in order 
to identify the problem of human divisions and the beauty of true 
communion and the harmony of love. The Bible has basic 
teaching with regard to our theme which needs to be articulated. 
God planned to create the universe and to staff it with an unseen 
serving community called angels. God, in himself, was and is a 
community of three who are One. John Donne once addressed 
God as: ‘thou three personn’d God’. The unity of the persons is 
because they indwell one another. In creating the human race 
God planned to create a loving community which worked 
according to his own mind to serve the whole creation as he does. 
The community would be a covenant people of love, for their love 
would be in knowing him and indwelling him as he indwelled 
them, and they indwelled one another. Indwelling one another 
may sound quite strange in our ears, but this is the way a true 
family lives. Out of the community of God, then, would come the 
community of Man–unique yet truly human. It would have its 
being in God and work from that rich relationship to serve a 
socially fragmented world. Ultimately it was to serve the whole 
creation as ‘a multitude of people out of every tribe and people 
and nation and tongue’. This true community would serve in the 
ultimate community of men and angels in God himself. 

The world has innumerable communities whose creeds, 
cultures and customs differ. Each community is bent on 
preserving and even extending itself. Communities in the world 
are often at odds with others. Perhaps a world community where 
there is true communion and the harmony of love would be the 
best. But no ideology of world community can alter the broken 
human 
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situation. Marxism could not do it. The United Nations 
Organization does not constitute a world community operating in 
the harmony of love. Islam is bent on accomplishing a world 
culture under its creed. Christianity has a world in view but it 
does not seek to accomplish a visible world community as such. 
An explicit world community of love is not God’s plan or goal in 
the politics of human beings, however desirable we may think 
this to be. Attempted reformation with this end in view will only 
increase stress and distress. It is in the midst of division and 
strife, cultures, classes, creeds and customs that God’s love moves 
in and through his people–his immediate, beloved community–so 
that he brings authentic community to the world of communities. 
So it was in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria and the uttermost parts 
of the world in the days of the Apostles. It brought Jew and 
Gentile together so that they were all one in Christ, for in him 
‘there cannot be Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, 
barbarian, Scythian, slave, free man, but Christ is all, and in all’, 
and ‘here there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave 
nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in 
Christ Jesus’. 

The above two quotes are from the apostle Paul. They refer to 
a community which is intimately one, each person being in 
communion or fellowship with every other. Unseen as a 
deliberately organised institution, this community is all over the 
world. The miracles of Kwai and Kranji are but a tiny fraction of 
the multiple miracles of the community of love in generation after 
generation, in place after place, in war and in peace. Though 
unseen, God has always been present to every human being in all 
ages, ‘for in him we live and move and have our being’ for ‘he is 
not very far from each one of us’. God is present through his true 
community. To say that there is a ‘true community’ implies that 
there are other communities which are not true. Indeed, all 
human communities lack something. The essential community of 
God works on the same principle as that of the Three Persons. 
Each Person is ‘other–persons regarding’ within the Divine 
community. So also it must be within the true human community. 
The ‘true human community’ is contained within the ‘Divine 
community’. In Paul’s words, men and women who are in God are 
to 
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consider others better than themselves and to look out primarily 
for the interests of others, and so in this way enlighten and serve 
all others. 

Ernest Gordon in Miracle on the River Kwai was impressed 
by the medical orderly who cared for him. It didn’t cause him to 
see some special community, but within the Army community 
there was somehow a simple community of love. This community 
did not arise by accident nor was it the outcome of carefully 
planned human devising. There were no outward signs of a 
special group. It all happened within the whole community. Then 
Gordon came to see that these were the people of Christ. The 
historic church to that point had not impressed him but through 
the unassuming men who cared for him, he came to know Christ. 
In their community he found his true self and his true being. This 
bloomed out to a new way of life. 

Communities–whether national communities or small groups 
–have been built by many founders and, no doubt, these founders 
built on what they thought were the best foundations. People are 
fairly secure within their own cultures, give or take a little bit. 
Cultures fit the gregarious or social nature of man. Relatively few 
people try to function as monads. People need to relate to others 
in some form of community but on the whole each person is 
primarily for himself or herself. In the ultimate, no person is 
whole without loving others and being loved. But rarely does a 
person think that this is the way things are or should be. Mostly, 
each person is in–tent on looking out for his own interests. He 
tends not to see community as an entity, rather, it is a bunch of 
individuals. 

Looking back over my life I can see the drive that I possessed 
for community but also, at the same time, much disillusionment 
regarding community. Human love can do great things but when 
it comes to the pinch, most will revert to self–love. Community is 
built into the creation but rarely do human communities fully 
satisfy their members. This is why we must first be in the 
community of God, satisfied in his love and enriched by his 
resources, and then by this live in the community of Man. 

This happened in the early church. They were the community 
of love, and this enabled them to live in the community about 
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them. Often, when it was perceived that they gave primary 
loyalty to God, they were criticised and even persecuted. This did 
not faze them, for they loved and sought to serve their 
tormentors. For soldiers, their unit is their home and their 
leaders are often admired and trusted even to the point of being 
fatherly figures. Much is expected of these leaders. For the most 
part soldiers can live in that community, but when things go 
horribly wrong and the leaders–as sometimes happen–are not 
worthy to be trusted, then the community all of a sudden is not 
functional. ‘Every man for him–self’ is the terrible cry of social 
breakdown. 

All communities are vulnerable. There needs to be a 
community beyond the community, as Gordon and others found to 
their comfort. Run through the community–or communities–of 
which you are a member, and see whether they supply your 
deepest needs and give you unerring love and support. Or think 
in a deeper, better way. What do you contribute to your 
community, and can you be sure you that you will never fail it? 
Can any community, of itself, provide all human needs, especially 
human relational needs? 

I have spent my life declaring the truth that Man’s deepest 
need is God. Man is never satisfied or secure outside of God. Man 
needs to be taken into the community of God, into the communion 
of the Three who are One. In this communion Man’s deepest 
needs are met–emotional, relational and cerebral. Army 
community or any other community may be fine but in the 
ultimate these cannot deliver or receive what is essential to true 
human being. I do not make these statements to prove what is 
essential to our humanness. But we can witness to the reality of 
true community. 

It is good to venture into other communities. It is good to visit 
other countries with their cultures–their customs and creeds, 
their ways of living and thinking. We are stimulated, informed 
and entertained by enquiry into and participation with other 
societies. What I have found in other countries is that when I 
meet a person who is in the community of love then I am wholly 
at one with him and he with me. I know this is so because his 
needs have already been met in the community of love. I do not 
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mean that he or she is perfect, nor do I mean that no troubles lie 
ahead. But a person who is in the community of love is not just 
for himself or herself. In no other community is this wholly the 
case. 

Whilst I was a prisoner of war I did not hate the Japanese. I 
knew and wholly disliked their bestiality and cruelty, and I 
grieved for the persecuted Chinese. Night after night one could 
hear them being machine–gunned on the shores of the Johore 
Straits. The world, from time immemorial, has worried over the 
fact that there is no final solution to the incessant warring of 
nations or–if you will–the warring of communities. This is 
because the culture of one nation can never be a home for another 
culture or cultures. In their turn as each people grows it comes to 
have world domination as its aim. Each people is for its own 
community. 

I do not see this ever changing very much but the solution is 
right before our eyes. The solution is the true community of God. 
This is not an ideological solution. I know that what happened on 
the River Kwai and in Kranji are what has happened 
innumerable times over the past two thousand years in the 
miracle of the true community of God. As you may have noticed, I 
have not said that the solution is ‘the church’. I should be able to 
say that, but the church in many a mind has so failed that the 
image evoked by the word will not be helpful. Rightly understood, 
the solution to this need for true community is ‘the church’. I do 
not mean that God’s community is a political or ideological 
solution. I mean that where the gospel meets persons or nations 
they are immediately brought into the community of God. 

I remember in 1970 visiting Singapore Island, Malaya, Thai-
land, Hong Kong, Japan, the Philippines, and Indonesia. Over the 
years many listeners have wept when I preached on the Cross, 
and not because I have histrionic powers. Hearing the word of the 
Cross is the deepest experience a human being can have. Some 
said that Asians do not weep on such occasions and yet they did 
in every country I visited. Japan was no exception. I had 
wondered what my feelings might be in this land but they were 
much the same as in other countries. I was booked to go with a 
small group of congregations to a reserved hotel in Ikaho. I 
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found that I was not stirred to remember the Japanese as our 
enemies and cruel guards. Rather, :I was among those who were 
my brothers and sisters. I thought, ‘These Japanese are beautiful 
people.’ My teaching was by translation and as I taught I saw 
tears come to the eyes of the people, and some wept. The simple 
message ‘God is love’ struck home as much in this land as in any. 
They showed deep and moving love. When I flew out of Japan I 
felt the wonder of the true people of God. 

It was not much later that one of the Japanese pastors wrote 
to me asking that I teach his son in our Bible College. When that 
son–Kazuo Sekine–came to our college, he had very little spoken 
English. He completely failed in the entrance examination. 
Culturally he was a broken and finished young man, and 
culturally his end had come. I did not know this at the time. I told 
him not to worry. I told him that we would help him to learn 
English. We would waive the examination and let him find his 
way as the lectures proceeded and as he learned to hear and 
speak English. Kazuo Sekine became a fine student. He soon 
picked up English and received the teaching in his heart as well 
as in his mind. Unknown to me, he entered into a new world in 
our small community of students and staff. He graduated, 
returned to Japan, and began proclaiming the gospel in a way 
which has made a powerful impact in Japan. Kazuo has many 
gifts which he uses in his ministry. He visits us quite often in 
Australia. I think it was on his first visit that he brought a group 
of Japanese doctors and teachers to our home. They might have 
been on pilgrimage to meet a great guru by the way they 
approached me. We sat down and they explained that what had 
happened to Kazuo in the college was unknown in Japanese 
culture. They thought our love had been immense, perhaps 
unprecedented for them. They were a team of medicos working on 
the problem of age–dementia. They had come to see and 
experience the forgiveness of sins, and it had transformed them. 
This transforming experience of love and forgiveness was 
unknown in their culture. 

After these doctors left I remembered having read a novel 
while I was in Japan. It had been translated into English. The 
author’s intention was to give evidence for his thesis that 
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Christianity could never take root in Japan. I found it a 
frightening book but because I had just been with Japanese 
Christians I did not let it depress me. Even so, it had made its 
impact. The visit of the team of medical specialists encouraged 
me. The novelist knew nothing of the power of the gospel. 

There is a story which relates to Kazuo which is worth re–
counting. When I was Principal of the Bible College at Victor 
Harbor in South Australia–the college to which Kazuo Sekine 
was to come–I was visited one day by the pastor of a local church. 
He told me about preparing a woman for baptism. He had 
suggested to the husband, whose name was Lionel Grear, that he 
share in his wife’s preparation studies. Lionel reacted strongly to 
the pastor’s suggestion. ‘Pastor, how old are you?’ he asked. The 
pastor replied, ‘Twenty–seven, but why do you ask?’ Lionel Grear 
replied, ‘Son, you are only child. What could a person of twenty–
seven years do for me? I spent three and a half years in a prisoner 
of war camp, and I suffered under the Japanese. I am a sick 
person as the result of those years. I have had seven electric 
shock treatments. The psychiatrists at the Repatriation Hospital 
tell me that if I don’t lose my hatred for the Japanese then I will 
never be a well man.’ The pastor said to him, ‘Mr Grear, I know a 
man here in Victor Harbor who also spent those years in a 
Japanese prisoner of war camp and he loves the Japanese.’ Lionel 
was startled. ‘What’s his name?’ he asked. The reply was, ‘Geoff 
Bingham. He is the Principal of the Bible College at Mount 
Breckan.”Geoff Bingham?’ Lionel asked. And then added, ‘He was 
in my unit. In fact there were two Geoff Binghams in the unit and 
both were decorated for bravery. I never met him because I came 
later in the piece. Well, Pastor, I guess it would be good for us to 
get together.’ 

We were invited to Lionel’s home. Lionel and his wife Amy, 
and Laurel and I sat down to a well–cooked dinner. Amy said she 
never gave Lionel rice. Laurel said I could never get enough rice. 
We had a good conversation but when the women went to the 
kitchen to wash the dishes, Lionel and I relaxed and talked. After 
a while I told him the story of the man who owed his boss, the 
king, some fifteen million dollars. The poor man had no means of 
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paying the king back. The king ordered the man to be sold with 
the rest of his family so that a little of the debt might be paid. I 
told Lionel how the poor man wept and how the king had 
compassion on his servant and forgave him the whole debt. I said, 
‘The servant went out and met another servant who owed him 
fifteen dollars, and became dangerously angry, choking the man 
as he gripped him by the throat. “Pay me,” he shouted, “or I will 
throw you into prison and you will not come out until you have 
paid all you owe me.” After that,’ I told Lionel, ‘when his fellow 
servants saw what had happened, they were distressed and told 
the king. The king called the servant who owed him fifteen 
million dollars. He told this servant that he was a wicked man. 
The king rescinded his own forgiveness and told the servant that 
he would be flung into prison until he had paid the huge debt that 
he owed.’ 

I shared with Lionel our indebtedness to God, and talked 
about the Cross and Christ’s paying the price of redemption. As I 
described the Cross, Lionel had tears in his eyes. There and then, 
in his lounge room, he thanked God for the clearance of his 
enormous debt. Then I said, ‘Lionel, what of the Japanese and 
their debt to you?’ He smiled and said, ‘That little fifteen dollars, 
Geoff. What does it matter?’ He was a relieved man. His life 
changed. He had come into the community of grace. He now 
attended teaching classes at the Bible College and after a time he 
became a student at the college. He had regular ministry to what 
we call ‘down and outs’ at the Adelaide City Mission. It was about 
that time that Kazuo Sekine entered college. Lionel was the first 
to ask him for lunch and a great friendship began that day. It 
must have greatly helped Kazuo, who was keenly aware of the 
things that happened in World War II in the Pacific Zone. Lionel 
must have been greatly helped, too, by their close friendship. 

Some time ago I was sitting with my son–in–law. While we 
were chatting about Kazuo, he said, ‘You know, don’t you, that it 
was through Kazuo that I came to Christ and then entered the 
ministry?’ I hadn’t known, and now I marvelled. 

I would like to end this chapter with an excerpt from a story 
which I wrote titled Pacific Celebrations Fifty Years On. It was 
written on 15th August 1995. In Adelaide we were having the 
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Remembering Fifty Years Celebrations and there was a parade 
through the city of all who had participated in the war, especially 
those who had served in the Pacific Zone. Laurel and I took a bus 
into Adelaide City that day to join in the parade. The parade was 
a long one. 73,000 people participated. I cannot march in parades 
because of my gammy leg. Laurel and I sat in a World War II 
Army truck and we had a good view of everything. Other veterans 
and spouses were in an Army Duck, Jeeps, buses and other 
vehicles. We all wore our war medals. The folk on both sides of 
the road blew whistles and shot rolls of streamers across to us 
and masses of shredded paper did for ticker tape. The people all 
were out to encourage us. They were of all ages, colours, classes 
and sizes and had one thing in common: a look of admiration for 
the veterans. In that look was also gentle compassion. There was 
no empty staring, no blanks, no cynicism. It was encouraging to 
us all. It took hours to complete the parade. We entered Elder 
Park and there we ate some food and drank tea. There was a 
lively program including the blowing of bugles and the wailing of 
the World War II sirens that had been used to warn Adelaide 
during the war. And, finally, there was the massive release of 
Peace balloons. 

At that point Laurel felt some kind of a pain in her heart and 
so we left the park and sought to catch a bus or a taxi. Alas! The 
march was still proceeding and the road was blocked to all except 
those marching people and their vehicles. Somewhat disconsolate, 
Laurel rested in a bus stop shelter. 

It is here that I quote from the story which I wrote on that 
day: 

Laurel, for some reason or other, is overcome with giddiness. She is glad 
to sit down and try to calm her trembling and the tension which is giving her 
chest pain. She takes tablets to counter the effects of the attack. I stand, 
walking stick in hand, waving it, trying to hail a taxi. But the traffic has only 
just begun to filter through. The few taxis I see are engaged. I worry a little. 

Without thinking, my eyes light on a rather wry man who is, maybe, a 
tourist. He is not dressed very well, but has a camera hanging around his neck. 
He is from the East. I sense he is Japanese. He has looked at me for some 
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minutes, and makes a sign of greeting. He is gazing long at my war medals. 
His eyes hold a kind of plea. We use sign language, he to ask permission to 
take a photograph of me, and I to agree to his request. We stand whilst he takes 
the photograph. Then he comes across to me. 

As he walks across I am trying to determine his age. Perhaps he is my 
age. I feel a faint inner tremor as I think he may have been a guard on one of 
our prison camps. Perhaps he was once a harsh and cruel guard: I do not know. 
The tremor passes. I am calm. 

We shake hands. His voice is very soft. He is trying to communicate 
through broken English. His eyes are more eloquent than his words. He is 
speaking haltingly. 

‘Fifty years ago Japanese verry bad’, he says. He shakes his head 
regretfully. ‘Verry bad.’ He sighs. He wishes to be fluent. ‘Verry wrong.’ 

He looks into my eyes, and I sense sincerity. ‘Japanese bad.’ His 
articulation is spaced out. ‘Sorry, verry sorry.’ 

I know he is sorry. I am thinking of a book I have on my shelves back at 
home. Its title is Nippon Very Sorry–Men Must Die. Those were the words 
spoken by a Japanese officer on the Burma Railway. But there was no sorrow 
in that! 

A great warmth for this man grows within me. I am in wonderment that 
on this day I should meet this man. I have met Japanese in their thousands in 
their homeland, but this one all alone and so stricken with sorrow affects me 
deeply. I can scarcely withhold the tears. I can scarcely remember such a 
moving time in all my life. Laurel is looking around from her bus shelter. She 
also seems quite moved. 

I take both his hands and hold them with affection, I would erase his 
sorrow, but I think it will remain, perhaps for ever. 

He whispers almost hoarsely, ‘We pray for peace. We pray for peace of 
the whole world.’ 

I want us to talk on but I think he has exhausted his supply of words, 
though his eyes tell . me the same message that he has spoken. 
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We both press hands, and he is gone; a lone, thin figure who has captured 
the picture of a white–haired, bemedalled man who was once the prisoner of 
his cruel regime. I share my deep emotion with Laurel, and although she looks 
quite faint, she too has a joy. 
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Kranji–End and Beginning 

 HAVE VENTURED to write an evaluation of the events of 
both Kwai and Kranji in the ‘Postscript’ of this book. It 

is anattempt to come to terms with both events in the stream of 
history in which we live. This chapter rounds off the narrative. 

Those of us who were in the group at Kranji have not all 
writ–ten to one another regularly over the years. There has been 
some correspondence between some persons but, as far as I am 
aware, little of that. It would take an immense amount of time 
and labour to put together how the story of Kranji went on in the 
lives of our group after we all returned home. Our living after 
Kranji was bound to be determined to some degree by the Kranji 
‘thing’, whether we wrote it down or not. We had never thought of 
perpetuating what we had known as an experience or as a group, 
or as a sect. Kranji was not of such proportions that it was going 
to determine the course of the rest of our lives. Indeed, nothing of 
Kranji had to be preserved. If our friendship had been genuine 
then it would never crumble. Whatever impact had been made 
has had its effects as the years passed and much of this might 
even have been unconscious, its cause not being recognised. Many 
elements led up to Kranji–arid many have followed it. Our time 
and life together was the end of things which had not been good 
and the beginning of a new life. Beyond Kranji there was an 
extension of new life already begun. 

We mustn’t make too much of any one event in our lives. If we 
make a shrine to an event or anything, then, no matter how good 
it was, what is enshrined becomes a god. Because ‘it’–in this case, 
the experience of relationships–is not a god, then the exercise is 
futile. It can be seen that Ernest Gordon, for instance, after being 
brought back from the point of death when discovered by those 
devoted helpers, has had a long and busy life. He was 

I
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saved to be a most useful man in society. He was created for that 
purpose, as are we all. So we must not take the events of Kwai 
and Kranji to be things in themselves. They were, to be sure, 
times when God was working amongst men. But then again, God 
had been working before and has gone on working after those 
events. In this sense the life of all who were in it runs on. We 
would be speculating to say that it was wholly because of the 
Kwai happening that Gordon went on to accomplish what he did 
but, obviously, what he learned through it was most helpful and 
may have continued to be the major motivating force. 

What must be said is that throughout history the mercy and 
love shown at Kwai and Kranji have also been shown in 
innumerable situations. Sometimes the flow of mercy and love 
has been seen for only a short time and not recorded, even though 
it was quite remarkable and powerful. It just happens that there 
are times in history that some events are brought to the notice of 
a wider audience, whilst others are not seen. It does not matter, 
and fame must never be the spur to action. True love must be the 
spur. The conclusion I have come to is that what happened in 
Kranji is that we learned how to live and how to die after the man 
of true love, that is, Jesus of Nazareth. We must never be 
ashamed of what we learned and the fact that we needed to learn 
it as POWs. 

I do not think that our experience at Kranji should be idolised 
but neither do I think that we should treat it as though it didn’t 
have any further significance. The experience of Kranji was not 
just for those of us who were in it but one, in principle, for all the 
human race. We all have to come to see the endemic corruption of 
humanity. We had to come to terms with ourselves––not only 
with the demeaning of us by the Japanese and the circumstances 
which led us to seek to survive but also with the fact that, as the 
English Brigadier in Thailand said, we could become as animals 
in twenty–four hours. We weren’t meeting a temporary reaction 
to adverse pressure but, rather, the corruption deep down in us 
which is in every other human being. This depravity is all the 
worse because prior to the war we had convinced ourselves that 
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corruption is only in some and not in all of us. Human pride 
fights against the notion that human depravity is universal. 

What made matters worse for those of us who thought about 
it was that Man was not created with such corruption and for 
such corruption but was indeed created to be righteous, good, holy 
and loving. Even in the midst of corruption we find men and 
women who are good and it puzzles us. In the midst of decadent 
men a person will suddenly do a splendid work of such goodness 
that we are astonished. In him, for the time, the image of the 
living God flashes upon us purely. Then it is gone and corruption 
again covers over the doer of the deed. I think we should 
remember our Kwais and our Kranjis because they witness to the 
corruption which we easily forget is real when the times seem to 
be fair. Humility says we need grace to defeat the corruption. 

We learned in Kranji that the power of Divine love can heal 
men and women of the painful guilts of their sins and failures, 
and give them a clear and peaceful conscience, and lead them in 
the way of serenity. So we need to remember that there are times 
when Divine love comes flowing in and then out to others who 
need similar healing. There are those who need to see that others 
such as themselves have come into freedom. Our Kranji 
experiences are a witness to them that the promise of liberty and 
that liberty itself are not chimeras. 

I warmly agree with all who have fought in war who maintain 
that we should never forget the matter of war. I can accept the 
fact that certain shrines are there to remind us of war and warn 
us against it–’Lest We Forget’. I believe it is right and proper for 
men to refer to a bond forged between service men and women in 
time of war and imprisonment but I do not think that we should 
make a cult of it. We preserve society in order to enrich society. A 
cult includes those of a certain coterie and excludes all others. To 
be truly human we cannot afford to be in cliques and if we are 
then we are no longer upholding the community of Man. The cult 
group becomes elitist in the midst of community. 

I believe that all need to learn from the sharing of genuine 
experiences. My own calling as a teacher and a preacher is to 
direct as many as possible to God––who is present to all but not 
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known by all. The Scriptures reveal the truth of God to those who 
seek to know him and we can witness to that truth when we have 
come to know it. I also believe that the writings of people of faith 
help others to find the truth of God. I would also communicate 
what I have known of God through writing and telling. I write a 
lot about war and peace but I do not confine myself to these 
themes. I try to share my own experience, but I also try to set 
forth the experiences of others. 

I want to share a story that I heard the other day. It is about 
a young girl who was taught at home by her mother in home 
school. Later, the girl expressed a desire to go to school and be 
with others. Her mother saw the wisdom of this and enrolled her 
daughter into a government school. The girl was delighted with 
being among many children of her own age. She loved the 
atmosphere and sought to make friends. Not having been 
conditioned in the ways of public school, the girl kept her 
integrity as a person and acted warmly towards all others.. One 
girl who seemed to be something of a leader took it on herself to 
help train this new girl in the social norms of public school life. 
But our home school trained girl went according to her own ideas 
of social living, and did this quite cheerfully. 

Finally the other girl came to her quite exasperated. ‘Look 
here,’ she said crossly. ‘I have been trying to tell you all these 
weeks how to act in this school. I have told you that certain parts 
of the school ground you must not enter, because that is where 
pupils may play with those of their own culture. This section is 
for Iranians, that for Iraqis, and that for Pakistanis, and over 
there for Australians like us.’ The new girl never thought of 
dividing her new school friends along racial lines. She saw them 
all just as girls. They were her friends and she desired to play 
with them all. The senior girl shook her fist at the new one and 
said, ‘I have been telling you what to do and how to behave for 
weeks and you never obey me!’ 

It is an interesting story, an illustration of the problem of 
multiculturalism. That was how we were at first in prison camp. 
Aussies abominated Pommies and, if possible, abominated the 
Yanks even more. Javanese were never even contemplated as 
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buddies. The dislike was mutual and the separation defined. Not 
for long, however. Adversity brought closeness and suffering 
melted distinctions. It was not a matter of toleration but of 
acceptance of one another, and then genuine understanding. 
When freedom came, the inevitable parting of ways of such 
friends was most painful for some. Strangely enough, for the 
group of folk who had worked together the parting was not 
painful. Perhaps it was because we thought it was not a parting. 

This was the case for ethnic groups in the POW Camp. But 
the fact of multiculturalism in Australia also has to be faced. 
There is often mistrust on all sides and, naturally enough, ethnic 
groups try to maintain their cultures in another land. Often they 
emphasise their native culture to an extreme. The older 
generation fears other cultural mores and seeks to instil its own. 
A passing of the years brings assimilation as the younger 
generations accede to the culture of the host country, whilst 
maintaining some chosen tenets of their forebears. 

The little story of the schoolyard is all about community. In 
the ultimate, this book is primarily about community. 
Communities are mostly self–serving, self–protective and self–
extending. Some communities never seek to enlarge themselves 
and if they do it is by assimilation. People seem to attend only the 
local activities. We have our suburb, our supermarket, our service 
station, our school, our denomination, our football club, and even 
our hairdresser. In the Army what mattered was our unit and 
even our section. A true community, however, is one which grows 
not by absorbing or assimilating but by seeking to serve others 
and seeing them as beloved friends. 

The community of Christ does not seek to emphasise itself as 
something different, rather, it is the community into which all 
can come and find themselves fulfilled in their relationships with 
both God and Man. It does not dispossess entrants of other 
community memberships, but it fills out the heart and mind of 
the person so that love is now the order of his life. Colour, class, 
customs and culture do not have to disappear. They remain 
unless, for some reason, such elements do not make for agape 
love. 
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Legislation may often be necessary for the peace of a society but 
nothing can establish genuine peace other than this agape love. 

In this book I have wanted to share the things I learned when 
I was a POW. I did not learn to love the Japanese as I think that 
I always did love them. I certainly did not hate them. This book 
has referred to those who were deliberately our enemies. I 
imagine that readers would want to know my inner thoughts and 
attitudes concerning them. And so I repeat: I do not hate them, I 
love them. However, I did not have some of the horrific 
experiences which other men suffered and by which their friends 
died. I was not in the Burma–Thailand Railway work force or in 
the death camps. But my early sufferings and traumas were 
many and I can speak out of them. Even so, I have never laid a 
heavy on any–one to love their enemies. I never expect such a 
state of love where the love of the heavenly Father is not known. 

There were some Japanese Christians at the time of the war 
who endured with love the things which people of their own 
ethnic community did against them. They also endured with love 
the atom bomb which fell on them. As I write of this I am aware 
that many Australians think, like Russell Braddon, that the 
Japanese still have the conquest of Australia in their sights. They 
think that Japan is committed to a one hundred years war or a 
two hundred years war. Whether this is so depends on a number 
of factors. In one hundred years much can happen to change 
situations in the world. Even miracles can happen. 

In our Changi Prison Camp there was a Roman Catholic 
chap–lain by the name of Lionel Marsden. I knew Lionel quite 
well and sometimes chatted with him over books. Changi was the 
first place that I had seen Catholics and Protestants worship 
together in the same chapel. Lionel went with the working force 
of the Burma–Thailand Railway to minister to the men. He was 
moved to go to Japan after the war where he became the founder 
of the Marist Mission of Reconciliation in Nara. He worked in the 
mission from 1949 to1955. He was helped by others, one of them 
being Stan Arneil, a fellow prisoner of war who has written a 
number of books on his experience of the war. It has been said of 
Lionel Marsden that ‘he was an ex–soldier of the stamp of Dr 
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Nagai of Nagasaki’. Dr Nagai was also a Roman Catholic. He is 
one of those Japanese Christians who endured with love all that 
happened during the war. 

I have only read one book on the life of Dr Nagai and it is 
enthralling. This biography is entitled A Song for Nagasaki. It 
was written by Paul Glynn, who worked for twenty–one years in 
Japan. In order to understand Takashi Nagai and his conversion 
we need to go back to the mid–sixteenth century when Francis 
Xavier landed in Japan. Although he was in Japan for only two 
years, the results of his ministry were spectacular. Christianity 
flourished, and in 1579 another Jesuit, Alessandro Valignano, 
reached Japan and built on the work already done. The result 
was that tens of thousands applied for baptism, and some of these 
were men of power. Alarmed at feudal barons becoming 
Christians, the order went out that all must renounce 
Christianity. An example was made of those who converted to 
Christianity in Nagasaki, where twenty–six of the new Christians 
were pain–fully crucified. Persecution was rife but some 
Christians went underground, among them a family of folk called 
Moriyama who formed a community north of Nagasaki in a place 
named Urakami. In the 19th century this Christian community 
was discovered by the police and over three thousand of them 
were incarcerated in nineteen different detention camps. When 
many had died the others were released and resumed their life. It 
was into this community that the young Dr Nagai married. 

Nagai had been an atheist. He was converted to Christianity 
on reading Pascal’s Pensées. He had spent four and a half years in 
China as a medico in the Japanese Army. From this post he 
returned to undertake research in radiology and became the 
Dean in Radiology at the Nagasaki University. By this time 
Nagai was a very active Christian and only his outstanding work 
kept him from being persecuted by the government. When in 
1945 the atom bomb fell on Nagasaki, destroying 72,000 people in 
one blow, Nagai was working in the hospital. At Urakami his wife 
Midori and some 8,000 Christians had been destroyed in the 
holocaust. Nagai, who rendered splendid service even during his 
own illness from radiation, was thought to be at his end, but he 
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recovered miraculously and went on to spend years in the work of 
teaching reconciliation. This is part of what Nagai said as an 
exhortation to his fellow believers in the shattered Urakami 
cathedral on 23rd November 1945: 

I have heard that the atom bomb...was destined for an–other city. Heavy 
clouds rendered that target impossible and the American crew headed for the 
secondary target, Nagasaki. Then a mechanical problem arose and the bomb 
was dropped further north than planned and burst right above the cathedral... It 
was not the American crew, I believe, who chose our suburb. God’s 
providence chose Urakami and carried the bomb right above our homes. Is 
there not a profound relationship between the annihilation of Nagasaki and the 
end of the war? Was not Nagasaki the chosen victim, the lamb without 
blemish, slain as a whole–burnt offering on an altar of sacrifice, atoning for the 
sins of all the nations during World War II?’... 

We are inheritors of Adam’s sin...of’ Cain’s sin. He killed his brother. 
Yes, we have forgotten we are God’s children. We have turned to idols and 
forgotten love. Hating one an–other, killing one another, joyfully killing one 
another! At last the evil and horrific conflict came to an end, but mere 
repentance was not enough for peace...we had to offer a stupendous sacrifice... 
Cities had been levelled but even that was not enough... Only this ‘hansai’ in 
Nagasaki sufficed and at that moment God inspired the Emperor to issue the 
sacred proclamation that ended the war. The Christian flock of Nagasaki was 
true to the faith through three centuries of persecution. During the recent war it 
prayed ceaselessly for a lasting peace. Here was the one pure lamb that had to 
he sacrificed as ‘hansai’ on His altar...so that many millions of lives might be 
saved... 

How noble, how splendid, was that holocaust of mid–night August 9, 
when flames soared up from the cathedral, dispelling darkness and bringing the 
light of peace. In the very depths of our grief we were able to gaze up to some–
thing beautiful, pure and sublime!... 

Happy those who weep; they shall be comforted. We must walk the way 
of reparation...ridiculed, whipped, punished for our crimes, sweaty and bloody. 
But we can 
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turn our minds’ eyes to Jesus carrying his cross up the hill of Calvary... 
The Lord has given, the Lord has taken away. Blessed be the name of the Lord. 
Let us be thankful that Nagasaki was chosen for the whole–burnt sacrifice! Let 
us be thankful that through this sacrifice peace was granted to the world and 
religious freedom to Japan. (pp.117–118) 
 
What a wonderful way to see what happened when the atom 

bomb was dropped on Nagasaki. How many spirits could even 
comprehend Nagai’s interpretation? The word hansai is the 
biblical word for holocaust or ‘burnt offering’. What an 
extraordinary statement! Try as we will to bring a rationale of 
World War II, we have never heard one like this. We in Kranji 
knew with gratitude that, after the bomb was dropped on 
Nagasaki, tens of thousands of prisoners of war might now be 
saved a dreadful slaughter. But this Christian, Doctor Nagai–who 
was eventually to die of radiation sickness in Nagasaki–saw 
Nagasaki as the burnt offering to the Lord. 

Few have tried to discover a rationale for the war. Ulrich 
Simon in his Theology of Auschwitz, published in 1967, has 
attempted to do so in regard to the concentration camps set up by 
Adolf Hitler. In the Preface to his book Simon says: 

The theologian’s enquiry goes beyond the terms of criminal investigation 
and the sifting of evidence. Unlike the court he is not satisfied by the 
elucidation of the facts. He must ask the great ‘Why?’, rather than be content 
to know how and when certain crimes were perpetrated. He ex–tends the 
‘Why?’ to the root of the historical drama and to the actors in it. He will 
compare and contrast his findings with the declared Christian doctrines. How 
does Auschwitz stand in the light of the Fatherhood of God, the Person and 
Work of Christ, and the Coming of the Holy Ghost? These norms of Christian 
theology govern our enquiry and rule out an untidy or hysterical survey. They 
exclude a morbid fascination with facts which the human eye finds too 
repulsive to see and which the mind cannot fathom. 

Yet these theological norms are not an excuse to blur the 
facts. We are dealing with the deaths of millions, mostly non–
combatant Jews, who had been rounded up and sent to various 
concentration camps designed entirely for their extermination. 
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Auschwitz was the largest but by no means the only place of 
infamy. At Treblinka, Majdanek, Ravensbriick, Dachau, 
Buchenwald, Bergen–Belsen, Chelmno, Sobibor, Mauthausen and 
many lesser known places the same dimensions of sin and 
suffering prevailed. Auschwitz stands here for the whole guilt 
which has stained the earth, not only in Europe but also in Asia. 

This guilt must in the first place be ascribed to Hitler, the 
German Chancellor from 1933 until his death by suicide, 
probably on April 30th, 1945, in Berlin. He appointed the men 
who carried out the task of extermination with ruthless 
efficiency. The de–tails of the design, administration, and final 
dissolution of these camps belong to history and are not directly 
relevant to our concern. We are, however, directly concerned with 
the ministers, executives, commanders, and ordinary men and 
women who carried out Hitler’s orders. The clash between the 
guilty and their innocent victims spurs us on to our theological 
task. 

Auschwitz belongs to the past, thank God. But its multi–
dimensional range of evil extends to the present and throws its 
shadow over the future. It is for our purpose the comprehensive 
and realistic symbol of the greatest possible evil which still 
threatens mankind, A theology of Auschwitz is, therefore, an 
attempt to interpret this evil responsibly for the present. 

Nagai was a man whose sacrificial life for others was 
extraordinary and of great beauty. He wrote twenty books, a 
number of them best–sellers, and we do well to read them. Films 
were made from some of his books. Nagai was writing up his 
research on radiation sickness and cancer even while he was at 
his worst, physically suffering from radiation sickness himself. 
Innumerable people were drawn to his modest room to meet this 
gracious man. He was deeply loved by his son and daughter who 
had survived the holocaust. 

In our life and action in the Army we would never have 
dreamed of attempting an understanding of this war, nor of any 
other war for that matter. Certainly we did not begin to think 
along the lines of Nagai. Of course we believed it to be a just war, 
designed to stem the madness of Hitler. That, to us, was 
justification enough. In prison camp we were seeking to live 
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according to the culture of our nation and our family upbringing. 
Those of us who suffered in the war and then in prison camp 
tried, daily, to accommodate to our situation. On the whole we 
had no theological rationale. What the bunch of men in Kranji 
had was a daily experience of God’s Presence. Probably that was 
what was really needed for that situation, and is still needed for 
every situation. Now we are not in Kranji and the present 
situation is different. We remember, lest otherwise we might 
forget and the advantage gained may be lost to our children and 
theirs. 

I shall not attempt to expound on Ulrich Simon’s theology of 
Auschwitz or to apply it to our situation in Kranji. Simon’s work 
cannot be taken as a theology of the whole war, rather, he has 
written about the holocaust within the war–one of the most 
horrible of actions of genocide in human history. Many will 
debate Nagai’s rationale of war and the hansai of Nagasaki. 
Ulrich Simon seeks to understand the German prison camps in 
the light of biblical theology. My own understanding of our 
experience is not a rationale of a war or wars but has to do with 
suffering. It is impossible to look at the world from the creation of 
the first man until now without being faced with suffering. The 
mysteries of God are not puzzles to be solved, or esoteric truth to 
be made exoteric. They are revelations to be understood in the 
spirit of a person and a community by the Spirit who is God 
present to us. We must be taken into the mystery of suffering. We 
must take the mystery of suffering into account. 

To me the heart of the mystery of suffering is set forth in 
Isaiah 42:13–53:12. This Scripture says that the entire suffering 
of the world has been borne in the Suffering Servant. He came 
into the world which he had created as a man amongst men and 
was rejected and, inevitably, crucified by them. The words of 
verses 4 to 6 of Chapter 53 tell us all, if we have ears to hear: 

Surely he has borne our griefs 
and carried our sorrows; 
yet we esteemed him stricken, 
smitten by God, and afflicted. 
But he was wounded for our transgressions,  
he was bruised for our iniquities; 
upon him was the chastisement that made us whole, 
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and with his stripes we are healed.  
All we like sheep have gone astray; 
we have turned every one to his own way;  
and the LORD has laid on him 
the iniquity of us all. 

He has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows. He has 
borne the griefs and sorrows of all mankind. On the one hand 
these would include the sorrows and guilts caused by a person’s 
own sin, or his own crimes. On the other hand, these would be the 
sorrows and grief suffered by reason of the action of others. We do 
not understand the universal suffering of Christ as he embraced 
the sin of the world on the cross. It has been said of him that he 
was ‘made to be sin’ for us. Another statement regarding his 
suffering is that ‘he bore our sins in his own body on the tree’. 
There are other statements, but they are all contained in the one 
above: ‘The Lord has laid on him. the iniquity of us all’. We can 
grasp the fact of the event but it is beyond our full understanding. 

The Presence of God with us is not simply spatial. God’s 
personal Presence is with each of us made in his image. His 
relational Presence is loved by those who respond to God, but is 
not loved by those who react against him. That is why Christ 
came to be Man, so that he could be present effectively, 
personally and intimately to each one of us. It was said of him, 
‘We are convinced that one has died for all; therefore all have 
died’. He has died our death. We need not be caught up in our 
own failures nor in the deeds others have done against us. We are 
freed from bitterness and hatred. And so, too, we are freed from 
all vengefulness. 

The Son of God who became Man is known to all as the Man 
of Peace. We must think on this. Left to our own contemplation of 
the evils of our history we would come to painful despair. Looking 
only on the depravity of Man would crush us or make us cynical. 
‘Never look at your own sins–except at the Cross’, said a great 
theologian. And we might add, ‘Nor should we look at the huge 
burden of the sins of others––except at the Cross’. Jesus is the 
Man of Peace here, now, and in the day of Peace when he will 
head up all things, fill them, and reconcile them. Then we will 
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stand with him at the opening of the new era, the age to come, 
and the beginning of eternal peace. 

Then, encompassed by his love, we will know the meaning of 
all history–not only of history already unfolded, but also of the 
history to come. 
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Postscript 

Evaluation of Kwai and Kranji 
The stories of Kwai and Kranji are not finished for they 

contain the true principle of living in this world. They have been 
an introduction to the way of living in genuine love. I have read 
with extreme interest the writings of others on the POW 
situation, and I have felt the need to share my years of 
contemplation and learning about prison days. The future is 
rooted in its past. The chronicle is not complete. 

What can be said about Ernest Gordon’s Miracle on the River 
Kwai and my own re–telling of some of the happenings at Kranji? 
Evaluations are difficult to make. We examine the materials 
available, see why and how things were or are, and then adduce 
principles based on deductions so that we can use these principles 
in action. That is fair enough when we can deal with matters 
scientifically. The constructs we make out of these evaluations 
become templates for what we would wish to devise. But some 
matters do not yield to scientific examination When it comes to 
true community there can be no human templates. So I am not 
writing a religious treatise. Neither am I writing about some 
religious ideology. Community is all about humanity and 
humanity’s link with God and with what has often been called 
‘spirituality’. An evaluation of Kwai and Kranji, then, is an 
evaluation of living community. 

I believe that one of the reasons why we seek evaluation is 
that it adds to our knowledge of human behaviour. Another 
reason is to exalt in the capacity of humanity for action. This 
sup–ports the case for humanism. In our evaluations we canonise 
special persons–in some religions they are called ‘saints’–for their 
wonderful accomplishments and good works. In some eastern 
religions, saints are people who have spurned normal living and 
have devoted themselves to becoming holy. Hagiology is that 
branch of literature that deals with the lives and 
accomplishments of these ‘saints’. Hagiology slips into hagiolatry 
when these saints are worshipped, praying to them instead of to 
God, 
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that they may intercede to the God in whose service they work. 
People go to the graves of these so–called holy men to get special 
power so that they can fulfil their various aims. We may wish to 
hallow events such as at Kwai and Kranji, building shrines and 
the like in honour of them. Pilgrimages will then take us to these 
holy places and we may think that we will be the better for them. 

Let’s take the case of the man who is known to countless 
people as ‘Weary’ Dunlop. His biography is the fascinating story 
of a highly charismatic figure who was not only outstanding as an 
efficient surgeon and astute father–figure for thousands of men 
on the Burma–Thailand Railway, but also one who before that 
event–and in the years following it–made a constant contribution 
to society right up to the day of his death. I spoke with Weary 
Dunlop towards the end of his life when he was writing a Fore–
word to a collection of short stories that I had written under the 
book title Laughing Gunner. Posthumously, a bronze statue was 
made of him to honour him. 

It has to be said that there are many ex–POWs who have felt 
that the work of Weary Dunlop was over–estimated when he is 
represented as the one surgeon in the Burma–Thailand Railway 
work force. In fact, there were a goodly number of surgeons all 
doing their job as well as Weary. The wounded loved their 
surgeons, almost as though they were their fathers. The lives of 
these men could be written in glowing terms. They were all 
sacrificial in their living and their work. Dunlop himself never 
sought the praise of others, nor did he think of himself above 
others. To the contrary. Weary was a humble man, and a 
charismatic figure in all he did after the war.1 Likewise, other 
returning surgeons began their helpful occupations again after 
the war. My whole point here is that the world loves what it 
esteems to be a great man. That is why that statue was made of 
Weary Dunlop. 
                                                 

1
 Returning to Australia in 1945, Weary dedicated his life to caring for former 

prisoners–of–war. He was a pioneering cancer surgeon and a profound influence on those 
who worked with him. Teaching through the Colombo Plan, he built strong relationships 
between Australia and Asia and was honoured by many countries. He was deeply involved 
in various aspects of community service, fulfilling a vow made in captivity that he would 
never refuse any request his country made of him. (Comments from the back cover of 
Ebury’s Weary: The Life of Sir Edward Dunlop). 
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Memorial statues rarely take the form of idols. This statue of 
‘Weary’ ought to be seen as a monument to the work of all 
surgeons and medicos involved in those dreadful days. 

The last thing that should be done is to canonise human 
beings, creating a special class of people called saints. In the New 
Testament all of the believing persons in the Christian 
community are addressed as saints. This means that God has 
sanctified them. They are not, of themselves, like the picture of 
saints we see in stained–glass windows. The more one might 
qualify to be a saint the less one would want to be classified as 
one–for utter humility, the sign of a saint, precludes being 
canonised. This also goes for all that happened at Kwai and 
Kranji. If someone were to read Gordon’s books on the miracle at 
Kwai and then lead a venture to place a plaque in the old camp 
site, then that would be the beginning of hagiology. The event 
would be canonised. 

When stone memorials were constructed in the Old 
Testament, they were built as witnesses to God and not to 
persons. Persons may have decided to construct them, but it was 
not to identify themselves to others. When Joshua had led the 
Israelites dry–shod across the Jordan River, he called the leaders 
of each tribe and instructed them: 

Pass on before the ark of the LORD your God into the midst of the 
Jordan, and take up each of you a stone upon his shoulder, 
according to the number of the tribes of the people of Israel, that 
this may be a sign among you, when your children ask in time to 
come, ‘What do those stones mean to you?’ Then you shall tell them 
that the waters of the Jordan were cut off be–fore the ark of the 
covenant of the LORD; when it passed over the Jordan, the waters 
of the Jordan were cut off. So these stones shall be to the people of 
Israel a memorial for ever. (Joshua 4:5–7) 

All over Australia there are monuments to different wars in 
which Australians fought. They are constructed ‘Lest we Forget’. 
If we forgot, then what has been done may prove to be in vain. To 
remember what has been done is, therefore, a good thing. We 
should watch this matter of memorials carefully so that those 
who died are not elevated into a special class of ‘saints’. And we 
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forget they were for the most part ordinary, down–to–earth men 
and women. These memorials might communicate the message 
that fame is the spur to good living. But we should seek to give 
life to the community and help it to be a company of people for 
whom fame is not the spur–instead, love is active for all. 

If we were to elevate the men who participated in Kwai and 
Kranji into sainthood, then a sort of a cult could develop to 
venerate the miracle that happened among them, which would be 
a shame and a contradiction of what these men were about. In 
their right perspective, these events witness to what it was to 
have life and community under those terrible circumstances. 
More generally, Kwai and Kranji tell us about community and 
bear witness to the value of such life. It is therefore right and 
proper for us to highlight such events but, then, that is where the 
appreciation must cease. For the events of Kwai and Kranji 
should not draw attention to themselves. The miracle at Kwai 
and Kranji was the work of Christ. The telling of the stories of 
Kwai and Kranji bears witness to Christ. It is a fact that, 
perversely, we would rather have people like ourselves to be 
sanctified than to accredit it all to Christ and God. The worship of 
meritorious saints is endemic in humans. 

One of the problems faced by communities is that each 
community–nations, tribes and clans–seeks to perpetuate itself in 
history. Part of the culture is its attempts to canonise itself. So 
we have shrines and museums, galleries and libraries, and other 
such institutions which help to perpetuate the community. This is 
the case in our own land of Australia. It is claimed, and it may 
well be the case, that this is part of the march to nationhood. Our 
own War Memorial Shrine at Canberra is a highly organised 
institution. Some of the books that I have written are in the 
library at the War Memorial, and this book will probably be 
added to their collection. But we should not be swept into a cult of 
worship directed to Australian war saints and their noble acts. 
Communities like the Returned Services League, which set limits 
to their membership, must be careful not to develop into a cult. 
Cults develop dry liturgies for their self–worship and do not 
produce life. Indeed, an exclusive community cannot survive. 
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When we lived in Pakistan a fierce wild cat sought to 
dominate us. Initially there were forays into our kitchen to steal 
food but then it took to entering our home boldly, scaring us with 
its snarls and screams and eating there on our table as though it 
were boss–which, indeed, it was. I decided that the cat must be 
killed and so I borrowed a rifle. It became very clever at evading 
me, but one day I outmanoeuvred it and shot it. I decided then 
and there to bury it just outside the wall and, for fun, I put a pole 
with a red flag on it in imitation of a saint’s shrine. The word for 
shrine in Urdu is gah and, in the naming of a shrine, gah is 
preceded by the saint’s name. So I called the new shrine Billygah, 
for Billy is the folk–word in Pakistan for ‘cat’. 

Some students from the college of which I was Principal came 
to our residence. ‘Sahib,’ they asked, ‘what is that outside your 
fence?” That,’ I said in great glee, ‘is the grave of the fierce Billy 
who has been persecuting us and raiding our food.’ They knew all 
about this wild cat. Persisting, they said, ‘Sahib, it is good that 
Billy has been killed. But if you leave that saint’s pole and the 
flag upon it then it will be only days before someone will come 
along and declare himself a disciple of the saint supposedly 
buried there. He will invent an apocryphal story about the saint 
and the new disciple will build a hut in which he will live and 
become a rich man by selling souvenirs of the saint. He will write 
a book about the great Billy, and sell many charms, amulets and 
trinkets. It may even be, in days to come, that someone will write 
a doctoral thesis on this particular saint. Every year there will be 
a great mela (fair) at which special worship will be offered and 
much money will be made.’ They were roaring with laughter as 
they prognosticated on this comic matter but, at the same time, 
they were being serious. We went out together and destroyed 
Billygah and that was the end of that! 

Unfortunately, there are many Billygahs or Saintshrines 
around the world. And there is conflict when tension arises 
regarding new and old saints. But none of the saints would have 
asked for such attention because saints do not seek their own 
elevation. There are some beautiful paintings of saints, and these 
ought to be appreciated for their art. But, in reality, there should 
not be 
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this depiction of a people who have made it as holy people. The 
saints themselves would cry out ‘Perish the thought!’ What hap–
pens by grace must not be depicted as happening through human 
effort. 

Community is a corporate matter in which all are saints and 
all live by the grace of God and the interaction and support of all 
others. Community is a living company whose members know the 
joy of mutual love. But once vast buildings bear down upon us, 
and choirs intone us into solemnity, and robed clergy trans–form 
buildings into temples, and joyous worship is tempered by 
sacerdotal oversight–then, no matter how beautiful it all may be, 
we have lost sight of grace. The common company has become 
divided. The fellowship has been stratified and the joy of 
unmediated fellowship with God is replaced by ecclesiastical 
gravity. God is channelled to us by chant and set liturgy. All that 
is left for us to appropriate in our relationship with God is 
mediated by the intercession of others who are more worthy than 
we are. 

Such ecclesiastical domination seeks to enshrine our glorious 
freedom in Christ. I mean that literally. We have been 
‘enshrining’ our faith in all of these ecclesiastical trappings, and 
once a thing is enshrined it becomes an idolatry. For at least the 
first two hundred years of Christianity there were no church 
buildings. There was only the church, that is, the people. They 
met as community. The church was in homes but homes were not 
the churches. Then when churches were built they began to look 
like temples. Originally there were elders and gifted apostles, 
prophets, evangelists, pastors and teachers riot priests. As the 
institution of the church developed there were leaders who were 
above the people, and there were people who were placed below 
the priests. Worship was to be a matter of deep gravity. It was 
thought that the only way to preserve spontaneous (sic!) fellow–
ship and its freedom was by a system of mediatorial oversight. 
The faith was no longer a matter of joy and light and freedom but 
of careful living before God and holy dread of him. Gratefulness 
for grace was meted out through sober, if not sombre, sacraments. 
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What we are saying is that many elements make their way 
into the true community which impede the spontaneity and warm 
life and fellowship of the community. What is required is a sort of 
spiritual razor gang to sit down and go through the elements 
which are not essentially of the nature of the community. One 
element that would need to be looked at is the hierarchy of 
ecclesiastical government. Another element is the matter of 
church and state which changed radically through the 
Constantinian Edict in the fourth century AD. The nature and 
function of the community was markedly different when 
Christianity was proclaimed to be an acceptable religion. Later 
on, Christianity became the prescribed religion in many lands. 
Bishops evolved from being the elders and pastors of the flock to 
being monarchical clergy. Certain bishops then were elevated and 
took on the title of pope, meaning, literally, ‘pappa’. All of these 
changes meant that the whole order of the church was far 
removed from that of the New Testament. 

Of course, all of these departures from the simplicity and 
pure fellowship of the community need to be scrutinised and 
where possible there needs to be reformation. But the situation in 
the church is such that a full reformation cannot be wrought just 
by trying, protesting and campaigning. The Reformation which 
began with Wyclif and his ilk and flowered out under Luther, 
Calvin and Zwingli was in some ways never completed. There 
was more reformation in the Wesleyan and Evangelical Revivals 
of the eighteenth century, and other reforms have been effected 
from time to time in later centuries, but what still remains to be 
achieved in rediscovering the true community is a mammoth 
task. It seems that just as the new fresh shoots of grass on a dry 
prairie have to penetrate the overburden until they break 
through it, so this will have to be the way with the church. New 
and vital growth will have to make its way up through the dead 
and dry until the whole prairie is green again, and the wind of 
the Spirit is flowing through it. 

Icons are images and we deal in mental images to understand 
the things of faith. Faith is dependent upon revelation. And 
revelation is more likely to come to us in pictures than in 
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propositions. An iconoclast is one who breaks down those images 
which have become the centre of worship. Now icons do not 
demand to be worshipped, but humans often desire to worship 
the icon as a sort of shield from the reality that the icon purports 
to represent. Thus the icon becomes a barrier that does not 
conduct the worshipper to God and to Christ. Whether it is by 
hagiology or enshrining or by formulating some icon, we often 
raise human beings to the position of being near gods. When we 
do this, we expect them to act like God, and to act on our behalf. 
How, then, would it be possible for community to function as the 
true community alive with serving love? In community we are 
all–without exception–’members one of another’. This is as 
intimate as the Persons of the Trinity can get, and as human 
beings in the Persons can get. For the human community of 
Christ is in the Divine Community of God. 

Now all of this is applicable to what happened in Kwai and 
Kranji. Ernest Gordon was as good as dead when the small 
community of simple Christians helped him to be raised from 
that death–ness. This man then became strong, though weak; 
and then lived in weakness, though strong. So the miracle on the 
River Kwai takes place, free from two thousands years of 
ecclesiastical development. Do we now enshrine that common 
miracle in its own ecclesiastical shroud, or do we celebrate its 
simple almost naive life by going and doing likewise? That is the 
primary question. That is the true evaluation of community in a 
prison camp, or anywhere else for that matter. Here is not an 
example to be emulated but a life to be lived and shared. Such is 
community. 

We have come, then, to practical evaluation. What we need to 
see is that what happened at Kwai did not begin there. In a way 
Kwai and Kranji were a beginning, but not the beginning. For the 
beginning is in God when he created and was the Covenant–
Father of all who would ever live. Many would not live in or by 
that covenant. They would not know true Fatherhood and so they 
would not dwell in the fullness of the love which is at the heart of 
Godhead and flows out to Manhood as the supreme gift. This flow 
of God’s love began in Abel and went on in all men and women of 
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faith and love. It was rejected by evil powers who opposed it and 
moved Christ towards the Cross, which is the total revelation of 
this love. By means of Calvary this love goes on working down 
through the centuries, and Kwais and Kranjis are localised 
expressions and reflections of it. All such occasions are but dust 
motes reflecting light in the rays of this Sun. The occasions where 
this love has been seen are so many that they are uncountable. 
And under the visible failures of many–such as at Kranji and 
Kwai but also including the failures of ancient Israel and the 
modern church–the selflessness and ‘other–person centredness’ 
that is love have been played out in the affairs of humanity. Even 
where these acts can be seen, they may not have been recognised 
for what they were, for it takes the clear mind of a true believer 
to see them for what they are. I suggest that there are also 
innumerable acts of such love which have never been recorded. It 
would take centuries to understand and acknowledge the acts of 
love throughout history. 

Finally, in this evaluation of Kwai and Kranji, I would put 
forward some theology. In the wonderful Godhead of the Father 
the Son and the Holy Spirit, the Father is the fons divinitatis. He 
is the fountain or source of all Godhead. The Godhead is 
Trinitarian–’three personn’d’. Human community, by creation, is 
constituted primarily in the Father through the Son and by the 
Holy Spirit. Fatherhood is at the heart of it. Fatherhood means 
sonship, and multiple sonship means brotherhood. God could not 
be called ‘Father’ had he not ever had a Son, nor could the Son be 
called ‘Son’ if he had not ever had the Father. The Spirit is known 
as both ‘the Spirit of the Father’ and ‘the Spirit of the Son’. In 
that Tri–unity the Godhead is Community. Likewise, Man 
(humanity) is created in the image of God, such as can be seen in 
the man–woman union. Human community is the reflection of the 
God Community and so has Fatherhood as its origin, along with 
sonship, and its spirit is the reflection of the Spirit in communion. 

A startling conclusion to all this is that there cannot be 
authentic community without the holy Community of the God–
head. God’s Fatherhood is at the heart of true human 
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community. The Sonship of Christ gives relationship with the 
Father in all community. And the Spirit of communion–’the 
communion of the Holy Spirit’–effects true fellowship in the 
whole community. Community cannot be structured out of 
constructs. Kwai and Kranji were not brave efforts of like–
minded human beings working at serving others–although they 
were certainly all of that –but they were the family of God in 
action expressing the nature and love of the Divine Community. 
This is so evident in the church at the beginning, at Pentecost. 
And this should be the way of the church throughout all ages. 

Kwai, Kranji and all such communities have immense power 
to be with and serve humanity. Often, most often, this serving 
has gone on without being recognised. Such community of the 
Father has important implications for all communities every–
where. There are those who cannot accept God’s Fatherhood. 
They have probably had problems with human fatherhood. I 
suppose that human fatherhood represents authority. Only he 
who has seen God’s Fatherhood via his Son’s Sonship will come to 
the Father. Inevitably, he will be in community, both Divine and 
human. The reality is that without Divine Fatherhood there can 
be no true human brotherhood. 
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Appendix: Two Poems 

In Memory 
I wrote the first poem when I was a POW at Kranji in 

December 1944 in memory of Edward Robert Oliver who died on 
the 16th December 1944. (See Chapter Four for an account of 
this.) 

Smiling Boy 
Smiling boy 
Your lips are quiet now, 
And on that hill the quiet breezes move,  
And down below the valleys wave their trees 
 Like happy hands, to sleeping comrades  
Silent on the hill, 
And yet... 

And yet, oh smiling boy 
You are not there, for yesterday  
We laughed to think 
Of laughter in those happy eyes 
That caught a twinkle of the smiling sea 
And brilliant blue of joyful life,  
Clouded on time with wistful thought  
And glimpses of an inner world  
Calming the face; for yesterday 
We knew you had not died, and that the hill 
Held only flesh which like a garment  
Parted to free the urgent spirit 
Tired of this earth when vision spread before, 
Mysterious vision, and all unknown,  
And only sensed in some vague way  
Through mystery of pain. 

And as we climbed that hill 
The sun came out to smile in jolly heat,  
And green arms waved, as I have said,  
And hot heat quivered with a fulsome joy 
As we toiled on, filled with our quiet thoughts  
That mourned your going, that longed  
To clothe again the spirit with 
The toils of flesh; ah yes, 
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We know not, for we have not seen;  
And till we see, and till we see  
We shall not know the half, 
The fragment of the truth. 

Sometimes we catch within our minds 
The glimpse of that beyond; our souls move out  
Caught in the mystery of joy 
That weaves about our very souls; ah God  
You know the spirit longs to flee to Thee  
Upon the weary times when earth seems cold  
And sorrow sighs its way across our lives;  
Yet when joy comes, we are caught up in joy;  
Joy hurts as beauty ever does, and in high vales  
Our spirits long to catch their way 
Along the plane of God; ah God, you know  
That we might almost burst our bonds  
In agonising knowledge; know we 
The mystery in part, and urged 
By yearning of the inner man, 
We oft would fly to Thee. 
Yet golden days with sunshine blue  

And arches cool that sweep around,  
Bring sense of fullness of this life,  
And joy comes bounding over smiles  
Of those we love, and those who love,  
And we are lost to happiness; we sense,  
Creeping along the plane of all our joy  
The fullness of this life that blends  
Silent and suddenly, and with a hope  
Into that other love; ecstatic, we  
Urge to the fullness of our growth,  
And in a moment of that time 
Reach fullest glory; ah yes, 
We know the mystery of life in death,  
And death which is not any mystery  
But a sweet known reality. 

Our tongues are futile; speak we will  
But words are carved from fleshly life,  
And greater words than we have said  
Are uttered in the silence of our mind; 
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Yea, Greater Mind leans out to us 
And we are caught in Him, and thoughts  
Merge in the inner man like streams  
Growing to currents glad, and filling  
Spilling rivers of our glad delight  
And solemn knowledge of the truth;  
‘Tis thus we speak, and all our days  
Are filled with words like riches poured  
Upon men’s barren days. 

We still yearn on, the taste 
Has made us solemn in our search 
And we press on, filled with the strength 
That comes in mental exercise, and sudden growth  
Of spirit thrusting to the fuller truth  
That bides its day for our accomplishment.  
We thought, climbing the hill,  
Of bodies lying in these mounds  
And happy birds that circled high  
Above the dry brown hill; we stared  
Down to the waters blue that stayed  
Silent within the Straits; we knew  
Waters of local sorrow lying still  
Holding our sorrow like blue shades  
Until some sunshine came 
To send its stretch of laughter glowing through  
The dashing of the inner waves,  
Splashing the quality of joy 
To break our sorrowed blue, and intersperse 
The stillness of our lives. 

We looked below and saw a solemn camp  
Where we had moved in silence just before 
We wove our way up to the silent hill;  
Down there, we knew, were prisoned men  
With quality of thought that we might know 
Only in harmony on many days, but who is there  
Shall harmonise with their strange worlds  
Who live to self, and feel each day  
The oceans of their sorrow that do break  
Without the light that gleams  
Circling a heaven world on earth? 
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Who is there here among our souls  
Dare enter ways of Living God 
Who trod the Way, the Eternal Way  
Of Via Dolorosa? His was the sorrow,  
And we who walked upon the hill,  
Commended him to One Who knew,  
And suffered as had he. Ah Christ,  
You held in full the mystery of life  
And all of death; we bowed 
Our heads in tired wonder; we have seen  
Much of this death, and know in part  
Its seeming mystery. 

At night we sang beneath brown roof  
Our Christmas songs; we sang 
Brilliant with thought about the birth 
Of Jesu Christ in Bethlehem; we thought,  
And where are you now? and, What see you?  
Who live beyond the vision of this vale;  
With clouded thought we have sought out  
Beauty of beauty, we have cried  
Upon the dullest morns that God is good,  
That flesh tells much, but not enough,  
That beauty lies within the vale  
To which our vital beings press; we press on  
Seeking out truth, and calling out  
In rapturous voices to our God; we know  
That ‘something’ lies within our lives 
And on the many happy times we see the smiles  
Of finding spirits, and we cry, 
‘Life is not all, and death–that is a mystery  
Which in its times shall purge from us  
The inner blindness. When these eyes  
Rot to the earth, and ears be stilled,  
And our touch no longer shall know the feel 
Of satin softness, or the rough caress of hands,  
We shall then know a fuller truth of inner sight,  
Of glorious feel as spirit’s hands caress  
The smoother line of truth, and trace  
The roughness of full beauty’s crags;  
And in our hearts the haunting songs  
Of beauty shall be sensed; we too shall see 
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Vision of God within the vale to which we press.’  
‘Live on beloved’ then I cried, 
‘For you are living in that place, 
And we pursuing paths of flesh 
Are only vague in our content, 
And silent with the heavens of God at times  
We long to merge in fullest truth, 
And know the glory of that life 
That now you know, though knowledge be in part.’ 

Into the night of stars we walked,  
And day had died, and given away  
To glory of dark skies; stars came out  
To shower silver benediction, 
And we moved on, silent in the night  
And clothed with many thoughts; 
We knew the day had passed, and murmuring tense  
Of man of God, and men of men; we knew  
The earth had thudded dully on the boards  
As though in life, this death 
Was wondrous to be known, and then a little thing  
And vanity was vain, and only within  
The riches of our God could lie. 
The night came down and told its tale  
Of all eternal mystery; we saw 
In sudden sweep of inner sight 
The history of man; we knew 
That error and that truth were one, 
That early thrusting through old thought  
Had brought new thought to supersede 
And soon surpass the old; yet on this thought  
Humanity had borne its troubles of the other days  
And fought its way to truth, and God,  
And puzzled long upon the truth  
Of beauty’s beauty. In the night I knew it vain  
To write all thought, to tabulate  
The knowledge that was ours; I thought,  
‘We know so much who little know,  
We live so well, who scarcely live;  
We hunger for the Bread of life,  
And fill ourselves and long for more;  
We know in moment grand the world of truth 
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And circle arms about the Breast  
Of Very God, in Christ; we know 
All that is known, and then we know  
That we know nought, that we plunge on  
Into a world of bright new thought  
And shadows blue that haunt  
Our wistful spirits in the day.’  
I knew in sudden humbleness of mind  
And weariness of spirit–this–– 
We must yield up our little lives,  
We must not wait through death for life,  
Nor in this life can we claim death,  
But seek the promise of our God  
That He in turn will show to us  
Mystery of mysteries. We must yield  
Greatness of mind to find the best 
And greatness shall come within the best  
Of our desires.” Lose self’, I cried,  
‘And we shall find the truth. Lose flesh  
That spirit flourish fine, and spirit too  
Shall flourish through the moulding flesh  
That spirit moulds. We are but one  
Caught in a mighty turn of God 
That bodes the best for us.  
Now as for thought  
And knowledge that the eager write, 
Is writ in tablets of the heart, yes, there within  
The Kingdom lies in hidden lodes  
Of brilliant ore of truth. Yes, we must dig  
But we shall never find till we divine  
The source of all our wealth; in Christ  
We shall press on and solve 
This mystery of life, of death, 
Of death in life, and life in death.’ 

And when the morning came, I laughed,  
And seemed to see the eyes so blue  
That smiled in healing touch; I saw  
The hands that moved across my flesh  
To heal and help, and knew 
That Christ can never die Who rose again  
Because He lives in men; they too  
Are Hands of His, and Voices sweet 
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Speaking the truth; yes, they are too  
Souls that will suffer as did He, and then 
I saw that nothing that I knew  
Was really known. I saw a flash 
Of inner comprehension, heard a voice which said,  
‘The inner truth is vast, and you are small, 
God’s Mind is great and you are keen,  
The truth you grasp is but the tip  
Of final thought; you too are bound  
In heavenly ways, and God is good, 
But all the thought you ever had is small 
Against the final thought. See,  
What mystery is there in love? 
And what in Christ? And what in suffering? 
Ah yes, your search, your vision keen  
Seeks out the world that men reject;  
You seek and find, and all you find  
Changes in stuff of mortal mind 
And mortal values; see, you have glimpsed truth,  
The truth of suffering; you have seen  
Men moulded in God, have seen  
Christ lives in men and suffers there; you see 
That Calvary spreads down the years  
And out across all time, moving with love 
To clasp all men to God; you see 
Urgent within the day, the sight of God;  
Your heart is eager and your pulses flow  
Thrusting back life, calling it forth,  
Redoubling emotion; yes, you know  
The puniness of words, magnificence  
That they would utter, uttered is 
Within the silent place of God, the newer world  
Which is the old old world of God, before all time,  
Without all time, and growing too  
To compass man, to compass too  
His constant yearning, and his finding thought;  
Know this–that God is good, and God is love, 
This is what you know in part, is what you learn,  
And this is all you need to know; when you know this  
You shall know all. Bear it yet  
Your spirit cannot, nor the flesh;  
Suffering is hard to bear, and sorrow 
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Visits the privileged of God; it builds 
Growth of a beauty; though the flesh shrink in, 
The flesh recede the spirit grows, and men too proud  
Shall humbled be to little dust, but spirits meek  
Shall find the riches of their God 
Until the flesh depart, and they 
Are one with God, in love. Learn this 
And striving is not vain; and you shall see 
Truth of all life, and beauty, and all truth; 
Press on, but first and last yield up 
Your little self to God, that you may grow.’ 

I heard the voice, uttered within, 
It spoke some words for God; I knew 
Staring the early grey of dawn, that Christ had come;  
That he had gone–the one we loved– 
And found fulfilled the promise of those years  
That he had given to Christ; yea, anyone I knew  
Was caught in that promise if they too  
Were little children, trusting in the dark  
The love of God; I wept for joy 
And felt that I now more 
Could love as I was loved; I felt 
That he whose body we had mourned 
Was clothed with royalty of love; dear Christ, 
You have poured truth on us; you have poured out  
Love through the crimson of your blood;  
You have caught up 
Truths that the infant man sought out  
To prove and grow in pride 
Of vital aristocracy; I wept for joy 
That we were never lost; that horror dark  
Would not bring stumbling; that the day  
Was not all cruel with stern reality, 
But night and day were Thine, and love  
Flowed on in unseen rays; that You, oh God,  
Moved down to us in powerful thought  
And urged our spirits on; that You 
Did not recline in solitude 
And send us stumbling through strange ways  
To find Thee out. Ah yes, 
Our laughter in the many days, our tears 
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And all our beings ever were, and ever be  
Was known to you; the mystery grows  
When we seek out Thy Form and learn  
The formlessness of form, 
The form of formlessness, and inner truth  
Inverting the forms we know that they reveal  
Truth unto truth, and greater truth 
Which we have known in part; I cried  
And beauty of my inner tears rolled on  
Forming a silver stream as Thy dear tears  
Upon old Calvary did form, that men might see  
The silver Highway of their God, mingle with Gold  
Of God’s dear sunset flung across 
From old Golgotha. Ah Jesu Christ, that silver way  
Is but the way he treads, who went from us  
To places where there are not space or time  
And he is near us, and shall ever be 
Caught in our thought, as we in his 
And we are knowing final truth. 
Oh, Jesus Christ, we never knew until he died  
That You had died in fullness of all mystery. 
You knew that we had bowed before that Love, that we  
Were glad in our humility, that You had died,  
But we had never glimpsed across that vale  
As now we glimpse. 

Ah, you who go, have you passed back 
The wonder of the truth you know? Ah man,  
Have you who were not mean in all your life  
Given unstinting a glimpse to us 
That we might find reality is more 
Than ever we had dreamed? Our hearts pour out  
Gladness to you; we yearn 
To see your smiling eyes once more, to hear  
Your happy laughter that did fill 
Our shadowed place of man; but now we know  
Greater than laughter, greater than smiling eyes  
A truth that shall but ripen in our lives, 
A truth we cannot utter, as could you 
Utter in death alone when life did come, 
And from that silent mystery 
Parturient ripeness comes to us. 
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Yes, there within each day our hearts 
Humble in little thoughts, shall linger on 
About the form we knew, till thought does grow,  
And form does fade, and we are caught 
In greater form of truth, till finally 
We know as we are known, as we are seen 
So shall we see, and then, and only then shall know 
 The wonder of that quiet day when we did trudge  
The hillside there, and heard upon its crest  
Words that were murmured over silent flesh;  
Then we shall know that final glorious truth  
Of words that cry their wondrous way 
Across God’s highways of our inner light 
‘He is not dead, but risen!’ 

Yea, you who bow your saddened heads, 
Who hear the trumpet peal its silver lay, and know  
Its sobbing notes that throb around the hill,  
Who feel the flesh is silent now for aye,  
Thrust back those tears from unbelieving eyes,  
And let your doubts go laughing with the wind  
For he is living, he can never die; 
Yes be not doubtful, embrace no deep despair  
But be believing of the triumph cry 
That splits dark heavens of doubt to show the face of living God, 
And this they cry. ‘He is not dead! 
He is not dead, but risen!’ 
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Kranji Cemetery 

Over the years I have had a number of visits to Singapore, 
mainly because I have been on my way to or from Pakistan. On 
one occasion some friends living in Singapore hosted me and 
drove me around as I sought to go over the tracks of the battle we 
had fought. I was particularly anxious to go back to the point 
where I had been wounded on Reformatory Road. We never found 
it. As everyone knows Singapore has changed dramatically in the 
last sixty years. I visited Kranji Cemetery twice and each time I 
was affected by its beauty and its memories. I read names of the 
men I knew whose bodies were never recovered. And so I wrote 
this poem in 1993. I am not sure of the site of the cemetery, but I 
assume the place where we buried our men from Kranji Prisoner 
of War Camp is included in the present site. I have seen many 
war cemeteries in Australia and the Pacific War Zone, and each 
time I cannot refrain from weeping. 

Love’s Elegy in Kranji Memorial War Cemetery 
Old bones, you lie beneath the sod,  

The tamed turf of later times, 
And not in the shambles of your scattered flesh,  
Marred and displayed on the bloody fields  
Where once you fought or feared. 
There it was history repeating its pain 
In its multitudinous ways of war and shame.  
There the tumult of your heart 
Came to wounded place or bloody end,  
The life seeping into foreign soil 
With the foliage overhead and around  
Battered and tattered by the shells,  
The bursting mortars, whilst inwardly  
The heart stammered with dread 
And the mind revolted at the destined end  
Of purposeless death. 
Old patriotism fails in that moment,  
And new insights of the inner mind  
Unfold and blossom as on Flanders’ fields,  
At ancient Agincourt, 
And other places now hallowed 
To hide their cruel desecration 
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As life flows in its red streams 
Into the silent, the inarticulate earth. 

Here all the lawn is green, 
The rows of sentinel stones so white 
Mark out our sections and platoons 
And regulated companies 
Homogenised in death, 
More so than life where none was one 
Nor as another. All and each unique 
Possessed his thoughts and soul 
As special, differing creations, 
They say that death is the great leveller,  
Democratising force that makes the unity  
Of incredible equality. 
They lie! Here there are the same differences,  
The same urging to the mind in pain 
Of beloved and hated memories, 
Of men both queer and good, honest and dishonest,  
A plethora of human vitality 
That never did conform to those ideals 
Which all seek to believe in the witching hour  
Of the Utopian delusion. 

Glad am I to remember you 
As you were made and made yourselves. 
Each one is as a dear companion, 
A friend now mouldered in the bones I love, 
Eyeless in Kranji, eyeless in death, 
And yet beyond the mystery of this life 
As entered via death’s great portals 
Into the immutable destiny 
And death’s illimitable riches–with its pain. 

How still is this day! I hear the voices all around–– 
Some tourists, some awed, some bored,  
Some weeping with the pain of memory.  
I dare not name you to the few around  
Nor even whisper in my inmost self.  
I also weep my tears behind the eyes  
And feel their falling on my heart.  
What anodyne are they to pain,  
What fragrance to undying memory 
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Of those who died. Sleep, dear bones,  
Beneath your bed of turf, but live, dear men,  
In your eternity. Possess your riches 
And make rich our hearts who weep and laugh 
For you. One with your bones, one with your selves  
One with your death and new life  
I dream myself into the days that were  
And sob without shame upon your turf  
Until I seem to sleep your sleep. 
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