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Meet Tim Hayhoe, our Managing Director  
A lifelong military enthusiast, and mine of information on 
pretty much any military history subject, but especially 
Japanese Prisoners of War. Here’s his ‘inside story’...

Of all the war topics you could 
research, why is it that Prisoners of 
War top the list for you?

Although a lot of stories and 
accounts have been recorded for the 
sort of ‘boy’s own’ tales of patient 
planning and brave escapes, I’ve read 
so many books and seen so many 
films it was natural of me to seek 
out the genuine records whenever 
I got the opportunity. On my first 
and subsequent visits to various 
archives I tend to make a ‘bee-line’ 
for the POW camp information, 
starting off with the more familiar 
German camps and progressing 
past the lesser known (and just as 
fascinating!) Italian camps, to the 
harrowing reports and ledgers from 
Japanese camps. It’s interesting 
to see differences between the 
camps’ systems and how the process 
worked in each case; sometimes 
this was haphazard and other times 
highly organised in minute detail. 
For instance – escapes from Italian 
camps (pre-armistice, anyway) were 
rarely successful. Why? Primarily 
because there were less foreign 
workers in Italy and the Italian people 
were exceptionally inquisitive about 
clothing etc., so wearing a coat made 
up from a bed blanket or an altered 
uniform would invariably attract 
attention! Also, and less well known, 

is the fact, is that Italian POW camp 
guards were mostly professional 
military policemen (Carabinieri), 
and hence far better motivated 
and trained than their German or 
Japanese counterparts at keeping 
men in and ensuring escapes didn’t 
happen. The Japanese tended to 
move men to where they were 
needed, so camp changes can be 
frequent (which makes finding a full 
record of all camps a man was in 
very difficult). They didn’t split men 
into officers/enlisted men/airmen as 
the Germans did and all, regardless 
of rank were compelled to work, in 
breach of international law. 

On the same note, why Japanese 
POWs especially? 

Japanese records are difficult for 
the most part due to so many men’s 
experiences never having being 
recorded properly, either through 
them not wanting to talk about it or 
the secrecy the Japanese tried to 
keep and the lack (in most cases) of 
any visits from neutral observers like 
the Red Cross. For those that bravely 
spoke out over the years, the cruelty 
was so widespread and endemic it 
was entirely alien, even to a nation 
that had recently seen the death 
camps on the ‘Pathé War’ news reels 
at the cinema, so much so it was, 
and still is, incomprehensible to most 

people. The Japanese Empire with 
its adherence to a warped type of 
‘bushido (or warrior) code’ despised 
men who surrendered rather than 
die fighting. The Imperial Army 
also treated its own soldiers very 
poorly and with harsh discipline, so 
an officer that had been beaten by 
another officer passed this down the 
chain of command until the lowest 
point and that man, in the Japanese 
POW camp system, was usually the 
lowliest guard in charge of prisoners; 
he only had one set of men to take 
out his frustrations on, the prisoners. 
I think it’s important that men who 
felt they were ‘the forgotten army’ 
should be remembered wherever 
records are found, so it’s vital that 
however hard records are to find, 
to decipher and to collate, this 
information is made available to  
the public.  

Is there a specific book or diary that 
you would recommend to someone 
looking for a definitive account of 
life in a WW2 Japanese POW camp? 

All camps had the brutality in varying 
degrees, so there probably isn’t a 
‘definitive’ book per se, although 
‘Judy Story’ by Edwin Varley stands 
out – the tale of a remarkable dog 
(the only animal officially a FEPOW) 
and her survival and courage. 

INSIDE STORY... POWs



Judy (originally called Shudi) was the 
ship’s mascot of HMS Gnat and HMS 
Grasshopper and after the battle for 
Singapore found herself with the 
men rounded up by the Japanese. 
Judy was smuggled along with the 
POWs, ending up in a camp in Medan 
where one of the POWs persuaded 
the commandant to register her as a 
POW, which amazingly he did! There 
are several instances of Judy saving 
men’s lives during her imprisonment, 
including during a ship sinking (SS 
Van Warwyk) and by finding water 
when it was critical to survival. She 
survived the war and went to live 
with her owner and fellow POW L/AC 
Williams. Tragically, though, she had 
a tumour and had to be put to sleep 
in 1948. Her citation for the Dickin 
Medal (the animal VC) reads: “For 
magnificent courage and endurance 
in Japanese prison camps, which 
helped to maintain morale among her 
fellow prisoners, and also for saving 
many lives through her intelligence 
and watchfulness.” 

Could you explain briefly which 
British units were most likely to end 
up as Japanese prisoners and why? 

Almost all units were vulnerable to 
capture, since the Japanese had 
a powerful navy and ship borne 
aircraft, as well as a formidable army, 
and they surprised the Western 
Allies with their rapid progress, 
often encircling Allied units before 
they realised. In Singapore in 1942 
a cross match of army, navy & RAF 
personnel were captured, often 
without being able to fire a shot, 
having only recently landed there 
as reinforcements. There are some 

particularly interesting lists of RAF 
captured in Singapore at the National 
Archives under the Air 40 prefix. One 
story that catches my imagination is 
that Allied units, fearing the sound of 
Japanese tank tracks clattering down 
the road, abandoned highly strategic 
positions – only to discover later 
that these were actually bicycle units 
which had no tyres and were riding 
on the wheel rims! 

If people researching their family 
suspect a relative was at one of 
these camps, where can they go to 
find out for sure? 

If the surname is uncommon it’s 
worth checking the returning POW 
questionnaires made originally by 
Military Intelligence section 9 (MI9), 
held at Kew (these have not been 
digitised, so this means visiting or 
hiring a researcher to visit on your 
behalf). WO344 is the index heading, 
and if there is a record here for the 
person sought it could be invaluable, 
detailing a list of the camps he was 
in with dates, any ill treatment he 
suffered, places of capture and 
liberation and any escape attempts. 
Very few men escaped successfully 
in Asian countries due to not being 
able to ‘fit in’ and usually being half 
starved and sick before they even 
attempted an escape. In most cases, 
recaptured men were beheaded 
in front of their fellow POWs to 
dissuade the others from doing 
likewise. Many men never filled in the 
MI9 questionnaires, understandably 
not wanting to ‘relive’ the horror they 
went through, but there are nominal 
rolls or lists of men in various other 
files scattered throughout the War 

Office (WO) and Air Ministry (Air) 
folders at Kew. 

Which museum collections and 
archives would you consider 
unmissable for anyone researching 
Japanese POWs? 

The Imperial War Museum has a 
particularly interesting collection in 
London containing many items, from 
the mundane to the ingenious which 
were kept and used by prisoners, 
such as miniature compasses, maps, 
and even radios constructed from 
borrowed or stolen equipment to 
allow POWs to hear what was going 
on outside of their camp and track 
the war’s progress. Certainly, it’s 
a very good starting point for any 
research and for finding out what life 
was truly like during these dark days.
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The real horror captured: This 
photograph shows the burial alive of 
prisoners taken by the Japanese

VJ Day: The Japanese surrender in Thailand 1945
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Prisoners of War are a product of 
any conflict, and during World War 
Two the British had approximately 
200,000 prisoners taken (135,000 
of whom, from all three services of 
the Armed Forces, were taken in 
Europe and held by the Germans or 
Italians). If your ancestor was a POW 
in Europe then the journal collection 
within the Forces War Records 
Historic Documents Archive might 
be of interest to you. 

‘The Prisoner of War’ journal was 
printed by the POW Department 
of the Red Cross and St. John War 
Organisation in cooperation, with 
the first issue being published in 
May 1942 and the final issue in July 
1945. The Queen Mother had a long 
association with the Red Cross, and 
in 1924, as the Duchess of York, she 
became an elected member of the 
council. Following the accession of 
her husband, King George VI, to the 
throne in 1936 she was appointed 
president of the Red Cross, and she 
had the following message printed 
within the first issue of ‘The Prisoner 
of War’ journal in April 1942:

“As president of the British Red Cross 
Society I have watched with close 
interest the varied aspects of the 
merciful work carried out by the Red 
Cross and St. John War Organisation. 
I am glad now to learn that the 
Prisoners of War Department is to 
publish a special monthly Journal 
for the enlightment and guidance 
of Prisoners’ next-of kin. They are 
often in my thoughts and my prayers, 
especially the mothers and wives, the 
sisters and the betrothed of those 
who have fallen into enemy hands. 

“Loss of freedom is hard to bear for 
those who have lived as free men 
in a free country, and it is hard, too, 
for those who wait at home, to go 
cheerfully about their daily tasks in 
the knowledge that someone dear 
to them is in exile and a prisoner. I 
hope that it may be of some small 
consolation to them to know that 
the Red Cross is striving by every 
means in its power to lighten the lot 
of British Prisoners of War and make 
them feel that they are ever in the 
thoughts of those at home.

“I wish the Red Cross Godspeed in its 
good work” Elizabeth R

The Red Cross worked under the 
terms of the Hague Agreement and 
acted as a neutral party to monitor 
the reception and treatment of 
Prisoners of War. When a soldier 
fell into enemy hands the Red Cross 
filled in a card with full details of 
their name, unit and military service, 
which was then sent to the British 
authorities, although in some cases 
the POWs could communicate 
directly with their family via a 
postcard provided by the IRC. 

The Red Cross kept close track of 
the prisoners and recorded any 
camp movements, changes and 
the eventual fate of the POW. The 
journal was created for friends and 
relatives of those who were detained 
as POWs in Europe, it was sent free 
of charge to all who were registered 
at the Prisoners or War Department 
at St. James’s Palace as next of kin, 
as well as being made available in 
public libraries and to Members of 
Parliament who wished to receive it.

Many hundreds of personal enquires 
were dealt with at St. James’s Palace 
and many thousands of letters were 
read and answered. The idea of the 
journal was to provide information 
on the life of a POW to relatives who 
were not in close touch with their 
loved ones, and educate them on 
how they might best make contact 
using St. James’s Palace as a  
go-between. 

www.homefronthistory.com

Home Front History is an established 
popular resource for historians, 
researchers, those in Education, 
the Media and anyone else with an 
interest in this era of British history. 
Within the monthly issues held in our 
Historic Documents archive you will 
find wonderful personal accounts 
written by POWs, including many 
pictures of them at work, details 
of the Stalag/Oflags at which they 
were based, such as the living 
conditions and the various work 
parties prisoners were permitted to 
join, letters from both relatives and 
the POWs themselves, information 
regarding what to send and what 
not to send to camps, messages 
of support and summaries of 
official reports on the conditions 
in the camps. As well, the journal 
includes articles drafted especially 
by important people, for example a 
piece by Winston Churchill talking 
about his time as a Prisoner of War in 
the Second South African War.

Thanks to the Geneva Convention, 
which had been signed by Germany, 
Italy, the British Commonwealth, 
France, the USA and other western 

‘PRISONER OF WAR’ JOURNALS From the Forces War Records Historic Documents Archive



countries, the Allied POWs were 
on the whole treated well in the 
occupied European countries. 
The main complaints from Allied 
POWs held in Europe related to 
the shortage of food, although the 
Red Cross worked hard and by 
September 1940 they had 10 relief 
centres in operation, with an output 
capacity of 27,000 parcels per week. 
By the end of the war, a total of 
19,663,186 food parcels had been 
packed for British POWs. The photos 
and information in the journal were 
designed to paint a ‘rosy’ picture of 
camp life, with photos being largely 
supplied by the German/Swiss 
authorities for publication, but you 
can still get a reasonable idea of 
what life was like. Each journal has a 
huge number of images of the camps 
and the activities that went on there. 

The final issue (Volume 4, No 39) 
was printed in July 1945. There was 
no longer a need for the journal, as 
those who had been prisoners or 
internees in Europe were now free 
again (with a few expectations). 
However, there was still a lot of work 
to be done, since the war raged on 
in the Far East, with many Allied 
men and women held captive by 
the Japanese. The Red Cross and 
St. John War Organisation turned 
their hand instead to producing 
the ‘Far East Companion Journal to 
‘The Prisoner of War’’, which was a 
very similar publication but ran for 
a much shorter time. Direct access 
by the Red Cross to the Far East 
camps was not provide, since the 
Empire of Japan had signed but not 
ratified the 1929 Geneva Convention 

on Prisoners or War. Treatment of 
these prisoners was horrific, with a 
death rate seven times that of POWs 
held by the Germans and Italians. In 
the three years that ‘The Prisoner 
of War’ journal ran the editors were 
swamped by a constant flow of 
letters coming in from next of kin, 
stating how eagerly they looked 

POW 
repatriation 
rates of pay
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British and French prisoners at Dunkerque, France

forward to the next copy each 
month, which seemed to bring them 
closer to their dear ones. The flow 
of correspondence from the next of 
kin and prisoners is really what the 
journal was built upon, and helped 
both parties to realise that the heroic 
captives were not forgotten.
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Over 2 million records in our exclusive collections 
you’ll find only on our site, including:
• Military Hospital Admissions & Discharge Registers WWI

• WWII Daily reports (missing, dead, wounded & POW’s)
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