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Foreword

Director of the Australian War Memorial

It is entirely fitting that the Australia—Japan Research Project (AJRP) publishes Blankets on
the wire: the Cowra breakout and its aftermath during the 2006 Year of Exchange (YOE).
Thirty years ago, in 1976, the prime ministers of Australia and Japan signed the Basic Treaty
of Friendship and Cooperation. Current Prime Ministers John Howard and Junichiro Koizumi
announced the YOE to commemorate this event and to “celebrate the close and enduring
connections between Australia and Japan” over the past thirty years. The publication of
Blankets on the wire demonstrates that our present strong relationship is grounded in a firm

understanding of the more difficult and troubled episodes in our mutual past.

Blankets on the wire tells the tragic story of the mass breakout of Japanese prisoners of war
from No. 12 Camp in Cowra during the early morning of 5 August 1944. The peaceful town of
Cowra experienced a night of violence that resulted in four Australians and 234 Japanese losing
their lives. Two of the Australians, Privates Ben Hardy and Ralph Jones, were awarded the
George Cross for preventing the escaping Japanese from gaining control of one of the camp’s
Vickers machine-guns. Their courage and self-sacrifice surely saved the lives of many of their

fellow guards.

The story of Cowra is one of differing perspectives. The Australian guards, many of whom had
not seen any active service, did not comprehend why their Japanese charges would attempt to
escape with so little chance of success. The Japanese were bound by strict military codes that
stressed the dishonour of capture by the enemy. Their continued existence was subsequently
the source of great inner turmoil, which eventually spilled over in bloodshed. I am confident
that Blankets on the wire will succeed in presenting both perspectives in an attempt to further

strengthen the understanding and bonds between our two countries.

I would like to congratulate all in the AJRP who were involved in producing Blankets on
the wire, and thank the Embassy of Japan for its continued support of the project since it

commenced activities in 1996.

Steve Gower AO

Director of the Australian War Memorial
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Foreword

The Japanese Ambassador to Australia

I am very happy that the Australia—Japan Research Project has published its second book,
Blankets on the wire: The Cowra breakout and its aftermath, which follows on from its 2004

publication, From a hostile shore: Australia and Japan at war in New Guinea.

This publication addresses the events at Cowra in August 1944 from a neutral and objective
viewpoint and therefore I believe that it has a great deal of historical value. The book also
touches on Cowra’s central place in the subsequent history of reconciliation and friendship

between Japan and Australia.

Today, 60 years after the end of the Second World War, Japanese—Australian relations have
developed in just about every field; we share the same basic values and enjoy the most
important and mutually reliable of partnerships. I believe that the foundation for this has been
the history of Japanese—Australian reconciliation and friendship centring on Cowra. We must

never forget the selfless efforts of the numerous individuals associated with this endeavour.

This year is the Australia—Japan Year of Exchange and many exchange programs are being
organized in both countries. All are worthy, of course, but we are placing the greatest emphasis
on the exchange of our young people. It is important that our young people correctly and fully
learn about the history of war and, having done so, develop our mutual relations to an even
higher level. I truly hope that this book contributes to an understanding of the events at Cowra
and the subsequent history of reconciliation and friendship between our two countries.
In particular, I hope our younger generations achieve this understanding so as to further

develop relations between Japan and Australia

Lastly, I would like to express my heartfelt thanks and appreciation to the staff of the Australian
War Memorial and the AJRP, and others, who have worked so hard and unstintingly for the
publication of this book.

Hideaki Ueda

Ambassador of Japan
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Introduction

On 6 June 1965, a young Japanese man made an offering at his father’s grave. Okazoe
Nobuaki carefully placed items he considered deeply evocative of his hometown in
Kochi Prefecture in Shikoku: pebbles from Katsurahama, water from Tosa, and dried
Bonito fish. This was a significant event, for though his father had been dead for over
20 years, it was the first time any member of his family had paid their respects at his
final place of resting. Like countless other Japanese families, the Pacific War had
denied the Okazoe family the opportunity to properly mourn and conduct religious
ceremonies for relatives killed on far battlefields. What made this simple act unique,
however, was that it was taking place in Cowra, a small country town in rural New
South Wales. For his father, Okazoe Yoshinao, had been killed by a gunshot wound
to the back during the breakout from No. 12 Camp at Cowra in the early hours of 5
August 1944,

The Cowra breakout means many things to different people. For survivors, memories
of the violence of the breakout and the death of comrades are still fresh and painful
to recall. For relatives of those who died at Cowra, it is the distant resting place of
their sons, brothers, fathers, or uncles. For local advocates, it is the cornerstone of
efforts towards reconciliation and peace, while for others, the tragic events have been
transformed into an opportunity to boost tourism and business in the area. Even now,
more than sixty years later, the events at Cowra give rise to many questions. What was
the motivation for so many Japanese to seek death that night? How did the Australians
respond to the sudden onslaught of violence? And why has the town of Cowra been so

active in embracing Japanese culture and working for reconciliation?

We will never hear the testimony of those former Japanese prisoners who died as a
result of the escape from the prisoner-of-war camp at Cowra in 1944. Even if we could
uncover their true motivations, it is doubtful whether a consistent pattern could be
reconstructed. Many who participated in the breakout and survived did not discuss
their experience as a prisoner of war after returning to Japan, even with their closest

family members. Their secret was often taken to the grave because of the great shame
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A%

19656 H6H. »2 HAANBFBENROZIZHAMZHE T, MREHEIZEH O ME
FHIZICON D 3D 2 & % T 8ICHNz, ZiUd, HEO/NG, hfEok, 2L T
R 72 5 fze DO RITT TIZ204EFNICTE K 72D TV, FENT DRE D% 3
NESDZLEDORYIHTT, KREBREKODHDHNKEL >, HAOEEZL DAL
ERUL, RFFERFICE o THFE—FIZ, E< O TR LAEFEEO —~BDEE
EEALMAEHENERZHR 0T OBEN RN/, ZOMERITANZ 12— T2
T —IVXMNDOHEITH T 5 TH o= Z EI12id. BB E%RNH 5, MO MRELE
13, 19448 HSHDARBIZ, T TIH > H12IUEFTT. BEORPIZEHIZZ
AN L > TR LZDE S /=,

AT IPEFNTE S TE Y BREFFD, EEFESOEITEST, HEDTETEL S
MO ELREITEL L <, BWHTOHFEN, BHEOEKRICE > TE, AV
FIEETRRB, LU TRPHRDPIRDENMTEVBFTH D, HITORERE IR
EVPMOENTAT TORATH L LIRET 575, OAXITES T, EBEINE
PRIHB OB L HEEZ R T 2R Eso k., 60 Ee> 5 TH, hUTIT
DHRFEITIZZ < DEERHINTE > T, HDRE. ZEDHAENNIEANE S =BT
EoTeDEA DM RIBESERENIH LT, =AU THIEE S IS L 72D
Mo ZUTHRENY IPFMIICHALZZE L. FIRODIZEHIL THDHDKE
GRoN/IN

1944 D H T 5 DIENEFT OB EFHTHELC LZHAANMEDOSET, ;L TH
MRV, EEA, O OEOIENRIHTELE LTS, 13720 GEBICHR DG
ZHMETE DM EDIMIEMTH D, FECSMUAEE S EDL <L HAAN
DOWFE%G. WERBRE BIRFREICHIT BT Mo, MBI/ 20T h
LOLRFFBNHN D 2720, MEEIERE TCHNI RIS LIXLIEH o =,
UinU A DIEEIE. FESANT, T U TREBICAR TRBRZEDS LD IR
7zo 1960 D E. WEFIN S RO TG HARZBMNEINAT D T 2%/ L7
N TOHHIIMOEZED 6 EEMMICR-> TEMELELZD, HDVNIEIFLER
LIZK WiRBRZLE L2 E b EHIC-fEIcWwiznwh s /2o 7z, flailllicHigd 5%
DR L 72 OB EW-> T whi bzt 0L < BEaaEfimichy 7%

[F%El]|13



associated with being a prisoner of war. Some veterans did speak of their experience,
with families, friends, and eventually, the public. In the 1960s, some Japanese veterans
of the camp formed the Japan Cowra Society, to meet regularly with other survivors
and reminisce, or simply to be around others who had shared an experience difficult to
put into words. A number of the veterans have been regular visitors to Cowra in recent
times, to attend anniversary ceremonies or to accompany the family of prisoners who

did not survive.

These pilgrimages have become possible because of the official status of the Japanese
War Cemetery in Cowra. Opened in 1964 by the Ambassador of Japan and the head of
the Australian War Graves Commission, the cemetery has become a focus of breakout
commemoration and remembrance for both Japanese and Australians. In many ways,
the cemetery is the pivot which links and moderates the violence of the past with the
restoration of the present. This was precipitated in large part by the simple act of the
Cowra Sub-branch of the Returned and Services League (RSL), whose members
tended the unkempt graves of their former enemies in the early postwar years. Out
of this grew the opportunities for associations with Japan that have developed into a

mature sense of reconciliation in Cowra.

Blankets on the wire

The image of blankets draped over the barbed wire of the camp fence in the morning
after the breakout is deeply evocative — the warmth and comfort normally associated
with blankets contrasts with the violent inhumanity of the wire. The significance of the
image differs, however, according to one’s perspective. For Australians, the blankets
are a symbol of the futility of the attempt to escape, an almost surreal reminder of the
senseless slaughter. Australians often understand the breakout as an act of “fanaticism”
or, as one author put it, as a “futile lunatic uprising”. For Japanese, the blankets were a
means to escape, not just from the physical confines of the camp, but in a deeper sense
from the harsh ideology of wartime Japan. In this sense, they represent the fulfilment
of duty and honour, but at the same time perhaps failure for those who participated
but did not die on the wire with their comrades. This book is an attempt to reconcile
these differing perspectives, but not necessarily to come to a single understanding of
the significance of either the events in 1944 or the reactions since. Perhaps along the

way we will discover that Okazoe Nobuaki’s father was neither a lunatic nor party to a
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futile act motivated entirely by shame, but rather was enveloped by a tragic episode in

the history of Australia and Japan.

With the benefit of hindsight, the road to the Cowra breakout seems littered with
signs, warnings, and ample evidence of events that led to inevitable tragedy. Historians
and writers have moulded this evidence into a clear and accessible narrative. It is
easy to forget, however, that such signs were much harder to discern at the time, that
many were invisible, and, more importantly, that a myriad of other signs and forces —
however compelling at the time — have been discarded as irrelevant or unimportant. It
is with this in mind that we must view the events of the breakout not as a single trail,
but as a divergence of stories and individuals’ paths that continually cross and recross.
It is a similar situation in the Japan-related activities in Cowra during the postwar
period. A range of motivations and influences have led people to become involved in
activities as diverse as the construction of the Japanese garden, sending one’s child to
Japan on a student exchange, or participation in ecumenical services at the war graves

cemeteries.

This book is neither an attempt to answer the many questions which surround
the events at Cowra, nor a comprehensive analysis of the events and issues of the
breakout. Rather, it tries to present a range of perspectives and attitudes to the
breakout in the hope that we can come to a closer understanding of what it means to
us now, and perhaps more importantly, to understand what the breakout has meant
to others. A schoolchild in Cowra will learn of the breakout in history classes, and
may have participated in commemorative events, but their understanding will be very
different to a Japanese family member undertaking a pilgrimage to pay respects to a
long-departed relative. Differences in perspective also emerge at the basic level of
commemoration and remembrance. The focus for Australians in anniversary activities
in Cowra is encompassed by the mantra “lest we forget”. Solemn speeches call on us
to recall the events of war as a reminder of the tragic events of the past, and to ponder
on reconciliation as a guiding principle for the future. Even the Cherry Tree Avenue,
the Japanese garden and the peace bell are symbols of hope and harmony set against
the stark reality of the violence of the past. For Japanese visitors, however, soothing
the souls of the departed through ritual observances is a prime motivating factor.
For the designer, the symbolic significance of the Japanese garden was to provide a

suitable site for the souls of the departed to gaze over a model of Japan.
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Chapter 1 provides a background to the attitudes which shaped the events of
August 1944. Australia and Japan were engaged in a bitter conflict, with neither
side truly aware of the motivations or reactions of their enemies. Long-standing
cultural attitudes, prejudices, and propaganda on both sides created a barrier of
misunderstanding that undoubtedly contributed to the outcome at the camp. Japanese
soldiers were subjected to comprehensive indoctrination, but ultimately acted with
a sense that their actions were honourable — a sense that some survivors maintain.
The events of the breakout itself are the subject of chapter 2, from the decision taken
by the prisoners to revolt, through to the roundup of those who managed to escape.
Chapter 3 examines the inquiries undertaken by the Australian authorities as they
sought to explain and justify the events, and also offers some reflections on the reasons
for the breakout. One of the key questions is why so many of the prisoners held fast
to their strict military codes, despite considerable evidence that many had begun to
question the underlying morality of their position. The final chapter outlines some
of the various activities which have brought Cowra to prominence in Australia—Japan
cultural relations, including the establishment of the war cemetery, the construction of
the Japanese garden, and the other cultural events and schemes which relate to Japan

in the town.

Prisoners of war and the Pacific War

In the ground war fought between Japan and the Allies in the south-west Pacific,
the terrain, the climate, and disease were as much the enemy as soldiers of opposing
armies. It was, in the words of historian Eric Bergerud, more a “squad war” than a
war of armies, with the conditions dictating a series of smaller battles with protective
perimeters rather than expansive front lines. These conditions often resulted in
fighting an enemy at extremely close quarters, which added to the sense of bitterness
which characterised these campaigns. The effect of propaganda and prejudices, and
the impact of witnessing comrades killed in action, left both sides with little desire
to take prisoners, despite the possible usefulness of intelligence information. For
Australian troops especially, evidence of atrocities committed by some Japanese troops
produced feelings of intense hostility towards the perpetrators. The reality of the
fighting on the battlefields of the South Pacific produced an attitude which resulted in

many instances of sick and injured soldiers being killed by their opponents.
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Particularly early in the war, the largest numbers of Japanese prisoners who were
captured were those either rescued after their ship was sunk or their aircraft downed.
Among the first prisoners in Australia were naval airmen captured on Melville and
Bathurst Islands after the air raids over Darwin on 19 February 1942. With no means
of escape and far from designated rescue zones, these men were trapped by fate
far inside Allied territory. In contrast, many of the ground troops who later became
prisoners were captured on battlefields in New Guinea or islands of the Pacific while
incapacitated or asleep suffering the effects of malnutrition or disease. Prisoner
numbers increased as Japanese forces suffered reverses and their positions were

overrun by advancing Allied troops.

The majority of Japanese prisoners readily gave information to their captors, both
during initial interrogations close to the battlefield and later in rear areas. With no
official expectation that Japanese would be captured alive, soldiers had not been
given any training or instructions in how to behave or told not to reveal information
of a sensitive nature. Their overriding concern was that news of their capture would
not reach their families; hence many gave false names or ranks. Some prisoners
were initially hostile to their captors or were fearful of being killed, and gave
false information or details about their unit affiliations and movements. However,
many corrected their false testimony or gave further details when confronted by
inconsistencies in their accounts, or when offered humane treatment by medical and
intelligence staff. Prisoners were often transferred through several holding stations,
intelligence offices, or medical facilities before arriving at Cowra. Some early Japanese
prisoners spent some time with civilian internees at Hay, but this practice was stopped

by Australian authorities owing to the often very different ideologies of the two groups.

Overview of breakout

The camp at Cowra was situated approximately 3 kilometres to the north-east of the
township, and was bounded by three rows of barbed-wire fence roughly in the shape
of a circle. Two large open spaces ran diagonally across the camp, dividing it into four
equally sized compounds. The main thoroughfare through the camp ran from the
south-east to the north-west, and became known as “Broadway” because it was brightly
lit during the night. The other grassy strip was known as “No Man’s Land”, and was

generally inaccessible except to regular guard patrols. The entrances to each of the
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four compounds opened into Broadway, which had large wooden gates at its northern
and southern ends. Each of the compounds was initially designed for around 1,000
men, and contained up to twenty barrack-like huts in rows. There were also various
other buildings: kitchens, mess halls, hospital facilities, recreation huts, showers and
latrines, canteens, and a theatre. Barracks and facilities for the garrison troops were
contained in compounds outside the camp at either end of Broadway and at the

western end of No Man’s Land.

The camp at Cowra was originally built during 1941 for Italian prisoners of war
captured in campaigns in North Africa. By December 1942, just prior to the arrival
of the first Japanese prisoners, there were around 1,600 Italian internees at Cowra.
Unlike the Japanese prisoners, the Italians were generally content to sit out the war in
captivity, and usually happy to participate in work schemes outside of the camp. The
camp also temporarily contained around 700 Indonesian merchant seamen during
1942, and a further 500 civilian Indonesian internees, who arrived at Cowra in June
1943. This latter group were political prisoners of the colonial Dutch administration
and included women and children internees. While single men among this group were

sent to Queensland later that year, the families were not released until April 1944.

The first Japanese prisoners arrived at Cowra in January 1943. In mid-1944 B
Compound, which contained Japanese non-commissioned officers (NCOs) and other
ranks, was the most populated in the camp, with over 1,100 internees. Japanese
officers were kept in D Compound separate from these prisoners, along with labourers
who were conscripted from Japanese colonies such as Formosa (Taiwan) and Korea.
The Italian prisoners lived in A and C Compounds, with some hard-line prisoners
held separately in D Compound. The camp was commanded by Group Commandant
Montague Brown, a lieutenant colonel and veteran of the First World War with
service experience in Palestine and on the North West Frontier in India after the war.
Each of the four compounds within the camp was overseen by a garrison company

commanded by a major, each with a complement of approximately one hundred men.

The basic story of the breakout on 5 August 1944 is now well documented. During
the early morning cold, a vast majority of the Japanese prisoners in B Compound
attempted to break out of the camp, making rushes against the external fences, and
against the gates at either end of Broadway. Though many Australian guards had

heard rumours of an attempted escape, none were prepared for the intensity and
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ferocity of the seemingly suicidal charges of the Japanese prisoners, who were armed
with kitchen implements, baseball bats, and pieces of firewood. Ultimately, 234 of the
prisoners died in the breakout, or during the months following as a result of wounds
suffered from the Australian guards. Three Australian guards and an officer from the
nearby training camp were killed by the prisoners during the escape and roundup.
A further member of the local Volunteer Defence Corp, Thomas Hancock, also died

near Blayney as a result of an accident during the search for escaped prisoners.

The surviving prisoners were split up and moved to camps at Hay in New South
Wales and at Murchison in Victoria. There were no more incidents of violence at
these camps, and the prisoners were repatriated to Japan after the war to an uncertain
future. Postwar Japan had little time for its former imperial soldiers, and the added
shame of being a prisoner of war led many former Cowra inmates to keep secret
their past. However, the majority of the returnees who did speak of their capture and
internment were received warmly by their families and communities and began the

long path to rebuild devastated Japan.

Despite the publication in 1946 of an account by the commandant of C Compound,
Major Edward Timms, in the Australian services journal, As you were, many details
of the events at Cowra remained shrouded in secrecy for decades. As a result, the
awarding of the George Cross to Privates Hardy and Jones for their bravery while
“quelling Japanese uprising” was delayed until 1950. It was not until 1965, with the
publication of Hugh Clarke’s Break-out!/, and then in 1978 when Harry Gordon
published Die like the carp that many details were revealed. Since then, there have
been several other published accounts and interviews which record the events at
Cowra during 1944 and following years. In Japan, one of the first to write of the
events at Cowra and the establishment of the Japanese war cemetery was Yamashita
Takeo in his 1969 account, Japanese sleep here. This has been followed by a number
of accounts by veterans of Cowra and, more recently, by several popular accounts of
the experiences of both the officers and the other-rank soldiers at the prisoner-of-war

camp.
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Attitudes

A failure to understand the different attitudes held by Japanese and Australians
towards prisoners of war contributed both to the breakout at Cowra and the failure to
avert it. The Japanese prisoners understood their status as prisoners of war was at odds
with the underlying ethos of the military in Japan. They knew their families would
have been informed they had died in battle, and that funeral services would have
been undertaken and tombstones erected in their hometowns and villages. Invariably,
Japanese prisoners refused offers to write home to inform loved ones they were safe,
as this would have exposed the very contradiction their continuing existence posed to

prevalent military and cultural views.

The Japanese government had refused to ratify the Geneva Convention on the
grounds that it would place an uneven burden on them, owing to the fact that there
were no expectations of Japanese soldiers, sailors or airmen becoming prisoners of
war. Further, the levels of food and shelter stipulated in the treaty for enemy prisoners
was better than provided by the Japanese army to its own soldiers — a situation clearly
untenable for a military ethos which stressed austerity and self-sacrifice. Nevertheless,
the Japanese government agreed at the outbreak of war to abide by the principles
of the treaty, and many individual Japanese acted accordingly. However, despite
establishing a Prisoner of War Information Bureau to administer Allied prisoners, and
allowing Red Cross officials to inspect some camps, the Japanese government failed in

almost every regard to adhere to the principles of the Geneva Convention.

The Australian treatment of prisoners of war was motivated by a general aspiration to
adhere to the principles of the Geneva Convention, to ensure that there could be no
basis to justify reciprocal mistreatment of Australian prisoners held by the Japanese,
or for many individuals, simply by a desire to treat others in a humane way. Australians
who came in contact with the Japanese prisoners away from the battlefield, from
medical orderlies to the commandant of the prisoner-of-war camp, were differently
motivated, but generally did not allow racial prejudice or wartime propaganda to

lead to severe or harsh mistreatment. Some, like Keith McGuiness, felt they were
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just doing a job, but many would have considered their actions to have been noble
or stemming from their own sense of Christian charity. To many Japanese prisoners,
however, it was interpreted as a sign of weakness — the prisoners were only being
treated well to avoid any retaliation on the guards and camp authorities once Japan
had won the war. In any case, both groups understood too little of the others” attitudes

to prisoners to prevent the bloodshed during the morning of 5 August 1944.

Official Japanese attitudes to prisoners

The Japanese governments first response to the statement on 9 September from the
Australian prime minister, John Curtin, that over 200 prisoners of war had been killed
in an outbreak at Cowra was to deny their existence. A propaganda broadcast the
following day from Radio Batavia, a Japanese occupied radio station in the Netherlands
East Indies, accused the Australian authorities of the “cold-blooded murder of
Japanese civilian internees”. It was evident that these were civilians because: “It is a
well known and accepted fact the Japanese soldier never permits himself to be taken
prisoner. His military creed is that death by his own hand is preferable to dishonour

and humiliation of capture by the enemy.”

This “military creed” was embodied in the Field Service Code (Senjinkun)
promulgated by then army minister, Tojo Hideki, on 8 January 1941. The Field
Service Code contained a set of moral prescripts by which a Japanese soldier was to
live, fight and die. These emphasised his duty as a soldier to uphold the “Imperial way”
(Kodo) and to act as one in body and spirit in loyalty to the emperor. The Field Service
Code provided examples of how a Japanese soldier should act on the battlefield, and
expanded on the lofty idealism of the Imperial Rescript to Soldiers and Sailors (Gunjin
chokuyu), which was promulgated by Emperor Meiji in 1882. Asada Shiro, an infantry
soldier from Tsuwano who was at Cowra, recalled memorising the text of the Imperial
Rescript during his training, though he was told the content was “not worth bothering

about”.

The Field Service Code contained the often-quoted article on becoming a prisoner of

war under the title “Value honour”, as follows:

Strong is he who comprehends shame. Be always mindful of the

reputation of your community and family, while making every effort to
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fulfil their expectations. Do not in death leave to posterity a stain on

your honour by having suffered in life the disgrace of being a prisoner.

These words fell short of commanding a soldier to kill himself to avoid capture, but
this was the clear implication, and this is how it was taught. Ulrich Straus, commenting
on Japanese prisoners, felt the Field Service Code was successful in demanding
“unlimited service to the state” and offered “a romanticised and moral notion of
death”. While other sections emphasised the emperor and the nation, this article
drew its strength from the deep connections to family and community. The image of
Japanese soldiers rushing to their deaths with a scream of “Banzai!” is only part of
the story. Asada Shiro recalled that “okasan” (mother) was more commonly the last
plaintive cry of dying soldiers. The result was, however, the same. Japanese soldiers
were willing to die for their country partly because of the shame on their families and
communities should they fail. Terawaki Masato, whose brother was killed during the
breakout, recalled that this notion was so deeply embedded that parents would teach
their children: “If you go to war, please die”. Dying in battle, and not being captured,

was a way of ensuring that soldiers would not fail.

One means of imposing this ideology within the military was through violent and
seemingly arbitrary training. Asada Shiro recalled the daily violent slappings, or “binta”,
that he received from his superiors during his basic training. These beatings removed
any vestige of self from recruits and imposed a dogged obedience to orders, even if
these insisted that “black was white, and white was black”. Officially, binta and other
forms of brutality were strictly forbidden, but were ignored by the military authorities
as a necessary evil to build a strong fighting force. While training in any army needs
to instil a degree of selfless obedience in its members, and usually involves some
measure of violence, the Imperial Japanese Army’s methods were excessive. Recruits
were victimised by their immediate superiors, who in turn had been treated to similar
treatment from their superiors, and so on. Position in this hierarchy was brutally
enforced, and determined how a soldier spoke and acted, and ultimately, how he lived

and died.

The proclamation of the Field Service Code in January 1941 did not institute any
new ideas, but officially expressed a view long held by the military. A prior incident
in February 1932 was widely reported in the Japanese media as an exemplar of

the military ethos. During an attack on a superior Chinese force during the “First
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Shanghai Incident”, Major Kuga Noboru was isolated and captured after refusing to
retreat. Treated well by his captors, Kuga was returned to the Japanese army soon
after in a prisoner exchange arranged during a temporary cease fire. Wracked with
shame, however, Kuga returned to the exact site of his capture and shot himself several
weeks later. It has been argued that this incident was instrumental in spreading widely
among the general population the notion that capture was a disgrace and shameful for

the soldier, his family, and his community.

The timing of the proclamation of the Field Service Code is significant. For many
in the West the Pacific War began with the simultaneous attacks on Malaya, the
Philippines, Pearl Harbor, and elsewhere on 8§ December 1941. Japan had effectively
been at war on the Chinese mainland, however, since 1937, when an incident on the
Marco Polo Bridge near Peking escalated to full-scale conflict between the Japanese
army and the Chinese nationalist army of Chiang Kai-shek. By the time war had
begun in Europe in September 1939, Japanese forces had occupied much of northern
China and the Yangtze River valley. However, progress was not all smooth for the
advancing Japanese. In May 1939, a large Japanese force, including elements of the
elite Kwantung Army, had suffered a crushing defeat at the hands of a well-armoured
Russian force at Nomonhan on the border of Manchuria and Mongolia. In addition,
continuing Chinese resistance across a vast field of battle had bogged down Japanese
forces and resulted in increasing instances of “poor discipline” by Japanese soldiers.
These included increasing numbers of cases of violence against officers, desertion, and
insubordination, as well as murder and rape of civilians. By 1941, Japan was set to risk
all in a strike east and south against the United States and colonies of the Netherlands,
Britain, and Australia. Weaknesses of the kind seen in China, including increasing
numbers of Japanese prisoners of war, could not be tolerated if Japan was to ultimately
defeat the Allied countries with their vastly superior industrial capacity. Moral strength
of the Japanese soldier was considered essential to defeat the material strength of the
Allies.

It is worth noting that the prescriptions of the Field Service Code were targeted
more directly at the Japanese soldier, rather than at sailors or airmen. To the authors
of the code, infantry war was fought within relatively established lines of battle. To
be captured meant these lines had been breached, indicating some kind of weakness

or failure. From very early in the Pacific War logistic problems resulting from poor
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planning and increasingly dominant Allied air and sea strength left soldiers cut off
from consistent supply and subject to malnutrition and disease. Sailors and airmen, on
the other hand, were often left far from rescue after their plane or ship was downed
or sunk by the Allies, and were in no position to avoid capture, even though their
health and fighting spirit were intact. For this reason, the Field Service Code often
had less of a grip on navy and air troops. Takahara Marekuni, a naval airman at Cowra,
claimed not to have known of the Field Service Code. However, many Japanese sailors
and airmen like Takahara were sufficiently motivated by the underlying ideology
of the code to participate in the breakout, despite personal reservations. It was a
similar ideological argument — sacrificing oneself for the emperor and country — that

witnessed the emergence of the kamikaze pilots late in the war.

Japanese prisoners of war

Not all Japanese who were incarcerated in Australia were prisoners of war. Over
4,300 people of Japanese descent who were living in Australia, the Netherlands East
Indies (Indonesia), New Caledonia, and elsewhere were detained in internee camps
in Australia for some period during the war. Many of the local civilian internees had
become integrated in some measure into Australian society, and were far removed
from the ideology of Japanese militarism imposed on the general Japanese population,
though there was a minority who supported Japan’s war efforts. Life and attitudes in
the civilian internee camps was consequently very different to the military prisoner-
of-war camps. Several prisoners, such as Takahara and Moriki Masaru, came into
contact with civilian internees early in their captivity. Both report being troubled by
the messages of hope and life they received from these Japanese civilians — messages
deeply at odds with their military training which stressed duty and loyalty to the

emperor over the worth of their individual lives.

Japanese military prisoners in camps in Australia came from varied backgrounds and
war experience. Despite a considerable effort by the Allies in producing propaganda
leaflets urging soldiers to surrender, only a small minority became prisoners of war
voluntarily. Hirano Masato, an infantryman from Oita Prefecture, was one exception
who read the leaflets and voluntarily surrendered in Bougainville in June 1945. Most
soldiers recount that they were asleep, or in some way incapacitated by injury or

sickness when they were captured. Many of the prisoners, like Asada Shiro, implored
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their captors to kill them when they were first captured. Some even attempted to
commit suicide by biting their tongues. Others decided to bide their time to see what

emerged, especially after they had recovered their strength and health.

There are various reasons why so many Japanese soldiers killed themselves to avoid
capture. Few had heard of the Geneva Convention, which stipulated certain standards
of treatment for enemy prisoners, and generally believed that they would be cruelly
killed or tortured in the hands of Allied troops. This expectation had been influenced
by the generally poor treatment of Chinese prisoners of war in the hands of Japanese
soldiers. The nature of jungle warfare meant relatively few prisoners were taken
by either side. In some battles, Australian troops had a “tacit agreement” to kill
surrendering Japanese troops. Hirano and others, however, have remarked how their
treatment by Allied troops forced them to reconsider the morality of the Japanese
position. Ouchi Shoshin was another who was deeply moved by the relatively kind
and thorough treatment he received from an American medico after he was captured
on Guadalcanal. He doubted if any of the enemy prisoners his unit had previously
captured, from south China through to Borneo and the Philippines, was ever treated

in such a way.

The shame of capture stressed in the Field Service Code led many Japanese prisoners
to give false names, and sometimes false ranks, to their Australian or American
captors. It is thought that many of those who died at Cowra took their real identities to
the grave, with families to this day believing the official notification that their relative
was “killed in action” somewhere in the South-West Pacific Area. This had important
consequences for the family, as the record of “killed in action” in the family register
held great honour. Asada Shiro felt strongly that if news of his capture and status as
a prisoner of war reached Japan, the association of his family with a “traitor” would

threaten their immediate livelihood.

Many prisoners could not completely sever themselves from their past, despite the
belief that they were already considered dead in the eyes of their country. For Kigawa
Masatoshi, who was captured near Selio Island off the north coast of New Guinea
in April 1944, the constant proximity of death while drifting in the ocean after his
ship had sunk left a deep yearning for home and family. Others must have been torn
between a formal acceptance of their fate as soldiers of the empire and their personal

attachment to their families and communities. This conflict between the official line,
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with its weight of authority and public visibility, and the prisoners’ internal feelings
and yearnings must have been deeply stressful. On the other hand, the families and
communities themselves were under conflicting pressures. Parents may have publicly
told their sons to uphold the national honour and die for the emperor, but gifts of
thousand-stitch belts (senninbari) betrayed an inner desire for the safe return of their
sons. More than one soldier returning from Cowra after the war expressed surprise at
the happiness in which they were welcomed home, despite their own reservations to

the contrary.

Despite this, or perhaps because of it, camp life for most prisoners seemed regular
and uneventful. Most were content to stay low, avoiding facing the contradiction their
life had become. Unlike the Italians and other nationalities in the camp, the Japanese
prisoners of war were not required to undertake any work other than basic cleaning
and repair of the compound and surrounds. Japanese prisoners resisted attempts
to mobilise them in any work that may have been construed to assist the enemy’s
war effort in one of the few concessions to their perceived loss of honour. Baseball
was a popular pastime, with many hours spent refashioning leather from shoes into
mitts when not actually playing. Likewise, Japanese playing cards (hanafuda) were
constructed from cigarette boxes, and mah-jong tiles from firewood. Other discarded
and scrounged material was used to make a range of objects from guitars through
to costumes and props for regular theatre performances. “Father returns” and “The
captain’s daughter” were two of the many plays staged in the camp, and though they
gave the impression of a “quiet and serene life”, they belied a deep sense of “leaden

heaviness”.

Australian attitudes to Japanese prisoners of war

Cowra townspeople held rather ambivalent attitudes to the Japanese prisoners in
the camp before the breakout. On the one hand, many Cowra residents were barely
aware of the Japanese just over the hill, with very few opportunities of any contact
at all. The Italian prisoners, for which the camp was initially built, had become more
or less accepted as part of the community, with many of them working and living
among Cowra people. On the other hand, Allied propaganda efforts were successful
in implanting in some locals the racist notions that the Japanese were “little more than

animals” and “a terrible race of people”.
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Many Australians’ attitudes to the Japanese pre-dated the war. Australia’s first major
piece of legislation after federation in 1901 was the Immigration Restriction Act,
commonly referred to as the “White Australia policy”. This act applied discriminatory
language testing for non-Europeans to effectively prohibit their settlement in
Australia. After the Japanese military victory against Russia in 1905, fears of Japanese
invasion of Australia were publicly aired in the media and various forms of literature,
and were reflected in priorities in defence policies. Despite this, the Japanese were
allied with Australia during the First World War and agreed to limit their naval
strength according to the Washington Conference of 1922, helping to allay Australian
fears of expansion into the Pacific. By the early 1930s, Japan had become Australia’s
second largest export market behind the United Kingdom. However, the effects of the
Great Depression in Japan were to increase the power of the military in government
affairs, and gave rise to imperial expansion in north-east Asia seeking resources,
markets, and colonial opportunities. Fears once again emerged in Australia of

Japanese military expansion to the south.

Several factors increased a sense of hatred for the Japanese and widened the cultural
gap felt by many Australians after Japan attacked Pearl Harbor, northern Malaya, and
the Philippines in December 1941. Earlier racist attitudes were refuelled by the threat
of invasion during the opening stage of the war. The long-held general fears of a “yellow
peril” overrunning a “white” Australia seemed to be coming true. The Australian
government and military planners viewed the fall of the “Malaya barrier” and the
occupation of the Netherlands East Indies to be a prelude to invasion of the Australian
mainland. While this was certainly understandable at the time, it was later discovered
that the Japanese had no intention of invading or occupying Australia. Nevertheless,
Australian planners fully recognised the importance of the struggle for sea and air
supremacy to the north of Australia, even as they fretted over Japan’s intentions in the

area and its commitments in other theatres.

These fears were amplified by graphic stories of atrocities committed by the Japanese
against civilian populations and enemy soldiers. Clarie Mead, at the Australian Infantry
Force (AIF) training camp in Cowra during the time of the breakout, was shown a
film of the “rape of Nanking”, leaving him with the conviction that, with the Japanese,
it was “kill or be killed”. In the Pacific theatre as well, stories of atrocities against

civilians and Australian troops added to the perception that the Japanese soldiers
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were “inhuman”, and that their attitudes and behaviours were incomprehensible
and reprehensible. Knowledge of mistreatment of many of the large numbers of
Australians being held captive by the Japanese also had several effects. Some, like
Commandant Brown, took all care to ensure his treatment of Japanese prisoners could

not be used to justify further mistreatment of Australian prisoners of war.

The 22nd Garrison Battalion, the guards at Cowra, contained many soldiers unfit,
or too old, for active overseas service, or who had been medically downgraded
owing to illness or injury obtained while fighting overseas. Therefore, some had
faced the Japanese soldiers on the battlefield. Despite this, there is little evidence
of mistreatment of the Japanese prisoners prior to the breakout. Regardless of their
personal feelings towards their charges, the Australian guards were restrained and
measured in their dealings. Indeed, regular International Red Cross inspections found
conditions in the camp to be quite satisfactory and within the limits of the appropriate
conventions. There is evidence, however, that a measure of ignorance, fear, or hatred
of the Japanese by some guards influenced their actions in the immediate aftermath of

the breakout.
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Breakout

Several other incidents at prisoner-of-war camps predated the violence at Cowra. In
February 1943, tensions in the Featherston camp in New Zealand increased after the
arrival of a large contingent of prisoners captured after naval battles in the seas around
Guadalcanal. Several junior officers from the cruiser Furutaka led other hardliners
and more moderate prisoners in a strike over labour conditions. One of the officers
was shot by the camp’s deputy commander, Lieutenant Malcolm, after a melee broke
out in response to a New Zealand show of force. This resulted in an escalation of
violence and a short period of concentrated fire in which 48 prisoners were killed and
a further 74 wounded. Though the Japanese government protested the “massacre” of
unarmed nationals at Featherston — without directly referring to them as “prisoners of
war” — the New Zealand court of inquiry cleared the camp authorities of any blame,
though it did feel the “extreme action of Lieutenant Malcolm” was the immediate act

of provocation.

Another incident occurred in early 1944 at Camp Paita in New Caledonia, which
housed a roughly equal mixture of army and navy prisoners. Tensions over work
conditions in the camp led to the death of a prisoner at the hands of a young American
military policeman. While the regulations supported the actions of the American, ill
feeling increased and led to a series of demands by the prisoners designed to gain face-
saving concessions from the camp authorities. A plan to overthrow the guards during
the evening of 9 January 1944 was developed after the arrival of particularly hard-line
senior petty officer, Sato Mitsue. Though the attack was thwarted, mostly owing to
intelligence from a Japanese informant, 22 of the prisoners committed suicide in the

days and weeks following.

While labour was the outward reason for both incidents, it was not that the work
asked of the prisoners was unduly onerous or that conditions were bad by Western
standards. Both locations, and the camp at Cowra, had been inspected by independent
International Red Cross officials, who reported that conditions were satisfactory

under the terms of the Geneva Convention, and that prisoners had voiced no serious
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complaints. In each instance, it was the influence of a core group of hardliners who
sought to provoke camp authorities into a situation where the prisoners could realise
a desire to die in battle. It would develop into a similar situation at Cowra, though the

extent to which the lessons of these earlier incidents were heeded is unclear.

Lead up and decision to breakout

On 3 June 1944, Matsumoto Takeo, a soldier of Korean descent who had been drafted
into the Japanese army, informed the Australians of talk he had recently overheard
among some Japanese inmates. Matsumoto was a recent arrival at Cowra and had
overheard that many Japanese were giving the impression of being contented and
cooperative, while secretly planning a mass breakout with the purpose of engaging
the Australians in battle and dying honourably for their country. This intelligence was

taken seriously and reported to camp authorities in early June.

Rumours of possible trouble and an escape attempt at the camp had been circulating
in the camp and town for several months prior to the breakout. The source of the
rumours seems to have been guards, who were somewhat “free with their speech”
during regular drinking sessions. The general feeling, as expressed by Ashley Cooper,
at the camp since 1942, was one of disbelief. With the satisfactory conditions in the
camp, the guards could not contemplate why the Japanese would try to escape with so
little chance of success. The failure to understand the mentality of the Japanese by so
many in positions of authority was influenced by long-held prejudices and, sometimes,

plain ignorance.

Nevertheless, Matsumoto’s intelligence did prove sufficient for Army Headquarters
in Melbourne to approve Commandant Brown’s latest in a long line of requests for
reinforcements to the camp arsenal, specifically the addition of two powerful Vickers
machine-guns. The guns arrived on 9 June and were placed to the north of the camp,
covering the longest stretches of the wire fence around the B Compound where most
Japanese prisoners were held. There were no additions to the complement of the
22nd Garrison Battalion to enable the guns to be manned around the clock, though
security was aided by recruits from the nearby AIF training camp, who undertook
irregular patrols outside the perimeter of the camp during this period. As events
would prove, however, the lack of personnel, the inadequate fencing, and the number

and placement of guns reduced the overall effectiveness of security in the camp when
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it was actually needed.

For the most part, camp life in Cowra seemed slow and relaxed. Simmering tensions,
however, occasionally surfaced. Ashley Cooper recalled one instance when an
Australian guard was court-martialled for shooting a Japanese prisoner in the foot
for refusing to work during an early attempt to mobilise Japanese work parties. In
September 1943, with numbers in the camp growing owing to reversals in Japanese
positions on the battlefields of New Guinea, a situation developed whereby prisoners
refused to parade. The newly-elected camp leaders had issued a list of mostly frivolous
demands to Australian guards, including that they remove their boots when entering
the prisoners” huts. The demands were not met, but a show of strength by guards to

enforce attendance at parades was sufficient to diffuse a potentially violent situation.

The numbers of Japanese prisoners in the Cowra camp continued to grow, from
120 inmates in early 1943 to around 1,100 by the end of July 1944. This exceeded
the designed capacity of the camp, and was a situation that needed urgently to be
addressed. In response to the security concerns, which partly arose from fears of a
breakout after Matsumotos intelligence, Army headquarters had decided in early June
to reduce numbers in the camp, and set the date of the move to Monday 7 August.
Headquarters also decided to take this opportunity to separate NCOs from other ranks
of prisoners and move the latter to the camp at Hay, hoping that this would remove

the influence of some of the more hard-line junior officers.

Approximately 50 of the senior prisoners of war in B compound, including the leaders
of all the huts, met after 5 pm on Friday 4 August to discuss the response to the
proposed move of other-rank prisoners. The debate centred on whether to seize the
opportunity to mount an attack on the Australian guards, thus providing an occasion
for the prisoners to regain their honour by dying in battle. Several hard-line prisoners
were most vocal in support of the breakout, citing their duty as soldiers and Japanese
citizens to die for the emperor. Some spoke of the encouragement news of the
breakout would bring to their comrades still fighting, and the comfort it would bring to
those who had already fallen in battle. Other prisoners of a more moderate persuasion
spoke of delaying any action to when they were more prepared, or to when news of
Japan’s victory (or defeat) was clear, thus not challenging outright the hard-liners.
According to Takahara, one participant did convey his feelings openly, as follows: “We

have had a narrow escape from death. I want to treasure this life. I want to return to

52 ‘ [Chapter 2] Breakout

AT TITIWNEENTWEZHARAFHEOEIIHEM UG T, 1943FDHIDITIE120%4
2o =DM 19444E7 A RIZIZFIL,10041272 572, ZOBISINEFOE B Z#EiEL T
B, RRICRNZUET D2HENH o2, HEOBRNNHEhHLNRNEND
A DIEHR D FEFFEAE U - B L ORBEICDWT, BEEASNINEE DR ZHS T
EE6A EAICHEL, SATHAKAICZNZHEITT D EkE Lz, AL Z O
2. FEEEREDT. —BROGREANMINEFRICBHIE2 & Lz, Tk > Tl
RO T LEZEOFENEPRL IS &Lk,

8HAH BMEHT#50, SE&OIEZEZOBHKX O —¥ — OB 55040
HE£E5L. ZOBEEEAOM K EM#ELZ. MEDT. ZOEEZEEATEH—ZA NI
TNERTELEL, MBI THAI ETHEEEETIRENEVS FJITH> . i
NIRRT E 2SI F L, EAS L TELAARERREL T, REDEDIC
LN A EFFBH Lz, H2HDIF. BEOHISHIE, £EEHEFOEARLS
ICBLKEEVWESE, BWTENAEEFEEDSNDDOTIEIAWMEREo . K DI
IROHEIX, o LHEfNES T, HH5VIXHARDEFRI(BH 5 WIZEADAIZ> E D
THETHEITZESZTD ERERL, BEIREE S AN SHILT DD ElT 2. SR
I, —ANOHEFIZHSOLFEFBZROLDICEHEICHRZENS, [HFEICE
T, ZomERTICLEZV. HEANRDZWL, WEIZEWEWn, | 20X
IRIEESRSHF D OXRBUIFEEITHTH D, HAEOEHK LMK T 2O TEROEND
MWD &> T,

= e T e I\ S . . .
Japanese prisoners made a major assault against the three barbed- B AR A#SE (BH X ALMI(C3EICIR Y K S S N7z gk %
wire fences to the north of B Compound, depicted here in February ~ ~NERELL, COBEEFT 1 v h—#BH2T OB K

1944 before the placement of the two Vickers machine-guns. IR, 19445 2R IR S Nz, AWM 064345

[#2FIM & ‘53



Japan and see my loved ones.” Such a candid expression of personal sentiment, which
ran against the ideology of the Japanese military, did not seem to be very common nor

was it met with a chorus of approval.

The leadership group decided to consult all the prisoners and then abide by the
will of the majority. The members of some huts seem to have been intimidated into
acceptance, but most undertook a vote, with the results then reported back to a
second meeting of the hut leaders. Several of the Japanese survivors from Cowra
estimate that, in total, around 80 per cent of prisoners voted for the breakout. This
does not mean that the majority supported the breakout, as a simple circle or cross
(indicating for or against) on a sheet of toilet paper belies the internal anguish and
turmoil many must have felt in coming to a decision. Yearning for home and family,
desire to live, and a sense of obligation to their captors for the reasonable treatment
they had received were arguments that challenged the weighty duty and expectation
burdened on the shoulders of the Japanese soldiers. Even many years later, several
former prisoners, such as Takahara and Murakami Teruo, found it difficult to express
why they voted yes, despite personal feelings opposing the breakout. Some at the
time, however, such as Nakagawa Chojin, could see no future or honour through any
other course of action and voted in favour of the breakout “without giving it a second
thought”. For Moriki Masaru this was truly the moment between life and death:
“I could not decide. Time was running out, and I felt cornered with no way out. I had

drawn a circle.”

The decision had been made to attack at 2 am on Saturday morning, with a blast from
a bugle the signal to rush the gates and fence. The hours inside the camp leading up to
the designated time were filled with preparations, farewells, and liberal consumption
of Cowra Masamune, the home-brew made by the prisoners and named after a
famous sake of Kobe. The Australian guards, despite the imminent move of prisoners
to Hay on Monday, had taken no more than usual precautions, and had left the Vickers
guns unmanned after dark. In hindsight, given the circumstances, the mood in the
camp and the furtive activity after dark that night should have been a warning to
the Australians. However, the leap required both by guards and camp authorities to
foresee that the Japanese could possibly attempt a break, with nowhere to go and no

great chance of success, was too vast.

It is interesting to consider to what extent the prisoners had prepared in advance for
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the breakout. The number and type of weapons collected seemed like an impressive
arsenal when later laid out. Lionel Boorman, an intelligence officer at Cowra, recalled
that these “weapons” were in reality no more than a range of everyday items put to
extraordinary application — kitchen knives, garden implements, baseball bats, pieces
of firewood, etc. The blankets and baseball gloves used to scale the fences were also
ready at hand. Even the firewood stacked under the huts, which was set alight on the
signal, can be viewed as a sign of early preparations to cause disturbance, even though
it was equally a sensible place to keep firewood dry and out of the way. All these
preparations do not prove a causality that led inevitably to violence that particular
night. However, knowledge of their availability may have fulfilled a deep psychological
need to be prepared in case they were called to act and redeem their honour, by dying

as Japanese soldiers, sailors, and airmen.

Attack

An Australian guard on duty at the centre of Broadway, Private Alfred Rolls, fired two
warning shots shortly before 2 am on Saturday 5 August. A Japanese prisoner, unable
to contain himself, had broken early in an apparent attempt to warn the Australians.
Before Rolls could make any sense from the extremely agitated prisoner, however, the
scheduled blast from the bugle, blown by the first prisoner captured on Australian soil,
Toyoshima Hajime (alias Minami Tadao), pierced the cold night air. There followed an
increasing crescendo of noise, as the prisoners surged to the fences and the wooden
huts quickly caught alight, fuelled by straw bedding and firewood. Alf Flynn, the
butcher for C and D Compound guard companies, was awoken by the warning shots,

and expressed the sentiment that it felt like “all hell broke loose”.

The rudimentary plan established by the prisoners in the hours before the breakout
laid out a three-pronged attack on the camp fences around B Compound: through the
gates into Broadway; over the fence to the north in front of the Vickers guns; and over
the fence to the north-east near F Tower. Murakami Teruo was in the largest group of
around 600 prisoners which surged into Broadway, though he had given no thought at
all to what might happen if they were successful in escaping. Like many others, he had
expected to be killed. Some headed north up Broadway towards the gate that opened
into the B Company guard’s compound, while others headed south towards the officers

in D Compound. Several prisoners were successful in entering the officers” compound
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and seeking shelter, while others escaped through the fence during the confusion.
Yamada Masayoshi managed to clamber over the fence with the throng without being
injured, but could do no more than cower in the ditches, waiting in the cold for dawn.

Along the length of Broadway, 67 of his comrades lay dead or dying.

After the initial shock, the response by the Australian guards was fierce. In one
guard’s estimation, the screaming and violence were comparable to any witnessed
on the battlefields of New Guinea. The Number 1 Vickers gun, Bren sub-machine
guns, rifles, even an old Lewis gun were discharging fire from both ends of Broadway
towards anything that moved or approached the gates. Ricochets during the first
frantic period of fire also injured three Australian guards and severed the main
electricity line, plunging the camp into a darkness only illuminated by the burning
huts and the full moon. It is difficult to imagine the sense of panic felt by the guards
amidst the pandemonium that night. While most contained their fears, one officer had
to be restrained and disarmed after concerns he was losing control. At the other end
of the spectrum, one of the guards in the tower, Jackie Curry, could be heard during
pauses in the din loudly cheering his conquests: “Got that bastard! Have a go at this

one!”

One of the heaviest concentrations of Japanese casualties lay on the northern
perimeter fence in front of Number 2 Vickers gun, and around the gun itself. The
Vickers crew, Privates Ben Hardy and Ralph Jones, had been awoken by the warning
shots fired from Broadway, and quickly covered the 50 or so metres to the gun. They
were confronted by a mass of Japanese heading towards them over the fences, which
had been covered with blankets. With no covering fire in support, and despite five
minutes of concentrated fire into the onrushing prisoners, Hardy and Jones were
overrun and beaten to death. If the prisoners had been successful in reloading the
Vickers gun and turning it on the garrison troops, the bloodshed that night would have
been much greater. As it was, only three Australians were fatally wounded during the
night of the attack. The third, in addition to Hardy and Jones, was Private Charles
Shepherd, who was stabbed through the chest by an unknown prisoner near the B

Company guardroom.

A large group of prisoners headed for the perimeter of B Compound between F
Tower and Number 2 Vickers gun. Many more blankets were used here to smother

the barbed-wire fences. A further example of the level to which the Australians were
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unprepared was that Private Kevin Mancer in F Tower was armed only with five clips
of ammunition for his Owen gun and several hand grenades, but there was no room
even to “swing your arms to throw a grenade”. Privates Sylvester Roberts and Hilton
Keegan, on sentry duty outside the wire, found themselves confronted by several
hundred escaping Japanese to both their right and left flanks. Keegan fired their entire
complement of eight ammunition clips — Roberts did not know how to use an Owen
gun — and then retreated into the drain that ran near the catwalk along the fence.
Some of the guards continued to fire on these escaping prisoners as they ran up the
hill beyond the B Company huts. Wal McKenzie, who worked in the quartermasters
store, recalled that “Private Jim ... was there with others and they had a ball”.

After the first confused hour, an uneasy silence, broken by intermittent gunfire and the
crackle of the burning huts, settled over the camp until dawn. Some of the prisoners
trapped in Broadway mounted periodic attacks on the gates at either end, but they
were met with fire on anyone who moved. Toyoshima Hajime, who had blown the
bugle to signal the start of the breakout, died after one of these attacks. The camp
guards were reinforced after 3 am by around 150 soldiers from the nearby AIF training
camp, and these men assisted to secure the camp and carry out the initial roundup in
the vicinity. At dawn, some shooting started again as the prisoners in Broadway and
others wounded in the vicinity of the camp began to stir. Norm Behman, a veteran of
fighting in New Guinea who had been downgraded owing to malaria, recalled how he
and others “had revolvers and we were sorting out a few Japs that were laying there

playing dog”, but were ordered to cease fire by the company commander.

A scene of wreckage and carnage greeted the dawn. Most of the sleeping huts in B
Compound were destroyed, and the bodies of over 100 prisoners lay along Broadway,
draped over and near the perimeter fences, and around Number 2 Vickers gun.
A further 40 or so bodies lay among the buildings of B Company or were scattered in
the field to the north of the camp. Detective Sergeant Wilks from the Commonwealth
Security Department estimated that 50 per cent of the bodies also had stab wounds,
though later official investigations revealed a fewer number had finished with their
own hands the job begun by Australian bullets. The account of Furukawa Kin’ichi’s
failed attempt to kill himself was recorded by his comrade, Takahara Marekuni, as

follows:

I took out the knife I had prepared just in case, undid the buttons of my
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shirt, and plunged it into my chest below my left nipple. Intense pain
ran through me. My hands became slippery with blood, but the knife
did not penetrate deeply. I rolled over and applied my whole weight to
the knife. I felt it go deep in my chest, but it missed my heart.

Escape and roundup

It seems that only 118 of the prisoners of war in B Compound did not participate in
the breakout, despite the call for unanimous action. Others, like assistant camp leader
Kojima Masao, were ready to die, but were not prepared to attack the Australian
guards, for whom they may have felt some obligation for their good treatment. In a
scene repeated during the hours leading up to the breakout, Kojima and seven others
bade their final farewells before hanging themselves within the camp. The charred
remains of a further twelve bodies were found in the burned huts, though the cause
of their deaths is unknown. Others still were determined to be killed during the
breakout, making pointless charges towards the armed guards. Most participants,
however, were not killed in the rush on the fences, and either huddled in drains within
Broadway, or wandered aimlessly outside the camp before being recaptured. At what
stage they had decided to stay alive is impossible to tell, but, as one Japanese author
commented, “to live through the mad moments of the attack took away the desire to

die”.

Large numbers of prisoners who breached the fences moved to a prearranged position
on the high ground to the west of the camp. Their will to resist seemingly extinguished,
they caused no further trouble before being marched back into the camp after dawn
by a troop of Australian soldiers. Others headed in a general direction away from the
camp, without any clear sense of purpose: “roaming about like a turkey in George
Street” according to one witness. Inevitably, some of the prisoners came into contact
with local farmers and residents. Though the presence of guards at nearby homesteads
was claimed as a deterrent, there seems to have been no instances of any prisoner
harming a civilian. “But if you were in khaki”, recalled Stan Platz, an instructor at the

AIF camp who participated in the roundup, “you were a goner”.
One incident in particular illustrated the Japanese prisoners” attitude to civilians,

and the generous nature of the response by some Cowra residents. Having escaped

unscathed, Kawaguchi Susumu and two colleagues headed away from the camp
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towards Waugoola Creek to the west. Around mid-morning the three prisoners
approached the farmhouse at “Rosedale”, owned by Walter and May Weir. Kawaguchi
later recalled his feelings at that moment: “It was strange. Up till then, all we had
been thinking about was death, nothing else. But when we saw the farmhouse, we
forgot about death. The only thing we could think about was the hunger we had.” The
prisoners, in an act of compassion repeated several times over the next week by other
farmers and their families, were offered fresh scones and tea by May Weir, while her

daughter, Margaret, went to alert the authorities.

Not all encounters with locals, however, ended with such consideration. Many of the
farmers, fearful for the safety of their families, remained armed while the prisoners
were afoot. Those in farms closest to the camp, like Rita Reid, spent a harrowing
night watching prisoners walk past under the moonlight. In one case during Saturday
afternoon, a local farmer, Alf Bourke, and his son disturbed a group of six prisoners
while on a rabbiting trip near “Claremont”, around 9 kilometres from the camp.
Though the events of the incident were never officially investigated, it was claimed
that the prisoners attempted to surround the farmer and his son, and that Bourke had

felt threatened and acted in self-defence in shooting dead two of the prisoners.

Harry Doncaster, an officer from the AIF training camp, became the fourth Australian
victim of the breakout, when he was overpowered and killed during roundup
operations after dusk on Saturday 5 August. Doncaster was leading a group of fresh
recruits, who were searching along the Canowindra Road to the west of the camp,
when he came across a group of prisoners hiding among the rocks and scrub. Several
aspects of the circumstances of Doncaster’s death later attracted strong criticism. First,
the search parties from the training camp were despatched near dusk, but were given
unreasonable orders to be back by nightfall. Secondly, the members of the search
party, including the experienced officers, were expressly forbidden to carry any arms
other than bayonets. The rationale for this policy, which came from the AIF training
camp commander, Colonel John Wesley Mitchell, was to ensure the raw recruits did
not injure each other, and to reduce the risk of possible reprisals on Australians held
captive by the Japanese. Given the violence of the breakout — three guards had already
been killed — the circumstances should have dictated that, in the words of Walter
Button, an instructor at the camp, they should not have been sent out only “with a

piece of string”.
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The search party that located Doncaster’s badly beaten body later that night also
found nearby the bodies of the Japanese presumed responsible swinging by their
necks from nearby trees. Not including the 12 prisoners who burned within one of the
huts, a total of 31 prisoners of war are listed in the official report as having taken their
own lives, either prior to the breakout or to prevent recapture. Many of these chose to
hang themselves with lengths of cord or their belts, though two lay on the tracks and
were killed by the Sunday morning train from Sydney. Many others implored their
captors to kill them, by baring their chests and using their rudimentary English or
sign language to indicate their intent. There is anecdotal evidence that some guards
and others accepted this invitation and shot the prisoners in cold blood. A young Roy
Treasure witnessed an Australian search party fire on and kill a group of five prisoners
without any warning on his father’s property near the camp during the Saturday

search.

There were no official repercussions or investigations into these actions by the
Australian guards, training camp soldiers, or civilians. The majority of prisoners
were recaptured and returned to the camp without incident. Given the madness and
violence of the initial break, it is understandable that some Australians responded with
little provocation during the roundup, either fearful for their safety or venting long-
held anger. Some guards’ eagerness to “bag a Jap” during the breakout were explained
away by the comment that they were “badly done by the Japanese” during their
experience fighting in New Guinea. Japanese veterans have often expressed that they
expected to be executed by the Australians after the attack, but few criticise the more
extreme response by some Australians. Perhaps their feelings of guilt for initiating
the bloodshed, or for their failure to die with their comrades, regardless of how their

attitudes have changed over the years, has left them with little desire for retribution.
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Aftermath

Soon after 9 am on 5 August, the work of collecting and identifying the bodies of
Japanese prisoners of war commenced. Lieutenant Colonel Athol Brown of the War
Graves Services was joined in this task by the government medical officer, Dr James
Garner and the coroner, Fred Arnold. Bodies were identified by surviving prisoners,
and by matching physical characteristics to camp records. This was difficult work,
made more so by the often disfiguring injuries and the lack of complete photographic
records and fingerprints. In the end, twenty bodies could not be identified, the same

number of prisoners missing in the final count.

The planned move to Hay was postponed as the cleanup and investigations into the
events continued over the following days and weeks. The surviving prisoners were
housed temporarily in the remaining buildings and in tents set up in the compound
before being moved to Hay camp and to Murchison camp in Victoria some weeks
later. According to Asada Teruhiko, the prisoners on this occasion received the move
and separation “as docile as a flock of sheep”. Though several hard-line prisoners
survived the breakout and made the move, their influence was greatly reduced, and

there were no repeats of the breakout at the Hay camp.

Many expected to be executed for their role in the breakout, and were surprised at
the leniency of the official Australian response. Murakami Teruo thought Japanese
authorities in a similar position would have been much more strict, labelling the
Australian treatment as perhaps “too soft”. In one case, the response by the Japanese
themselves was tougher. Australian guards found the body of a prisoner within the
camp compound on the morning of 9 August. According to Moriki Masaru, the
prisoner had been a hard-liner who had threatened those of moderate views to
participate in the breakout and then encouraged the sick and disabled to commit
suicide. The remaining members of the prisoner’s hut were angered by his failure to
carry out what he had preached, and brought considerable pressure on him to take

responsibility. Ultimately, he did, by hanging himself in the boiler room.
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An immediate ban was placed on the press concerning reports of the breakout in
the media. The commonwealth censor, in the interests of public safety, did approve
a 7 am broadcast on local ABC radio and initial newspaper reports on the proviso
that no mention was made of the nationality or numbers of the prisoners involved.
Despite some prisoners being at large over the next week, the army released an official
statement on the evening of 6 August that “all prisoners ... have been accounted for”
and that the situation had been “restored to normal”. This was the last news published
in the major newspapers about the break until after the prime minister’s public

statement of 9 September.

Inquiries

The governments of the United Kingdom and Germany had agreed in 1942 that
incidents involving the injury or death of prisoners of war would be investigated
by a military court of inquiry, and that the findings would be reported through the
appropriate Protecting Power. Although Japan was not party to this agreement or a
signatory to the Geneva Convention, the Australian and New Zealand governments
decided to adopt these procedures for the incidents both at Cowra and Featherston.
There was no legal requirement to hold any inquiry, but the Australian government
hoped that transparent investigations might avert any consequences for the many
thousands of Australian prisoners of war held by the Japanese. However, instructions
issued by army headquarters on 6 August indicate, in the case of the Cowra prison
break, that the:

Essential function of Court is to produce a report which will be of
maximum value diplomatically and show that shooting was fully justified

and the onus entirely on PW.

The instructions also indicated that, if justified, charges could be laid against prisoners.
Significantly, this differed from the advice given by the United Kingdom to the New
Zealand government after the Featherston incident: that charges could be laid against
prisoners or guards. Two prisoners at Cowra were later charged for their roles in the

breakout, but there were no charges laid at Featherston.

The military inquiry was convened on Monday 7 August, and was presided over by

Colonel Frederick Christison, commander of the 6th Line of Communications Sub-

72 ‘ [Chapter 3] Aftermath

IOWTEEHHTIE, OAIHOEMHORAXFH X THES N>/,

=M

19424 ICHEBUT & KAV BIFORIT, #AME ORGSR CFEIL, EFEMS
THEIN., TOFMBITET AR REEZBE L THETL2 LV HFENLDIN
2o BARIZZOGEOYUFETHY 23— THFHNOMBE TSR d, =Xk
U7 EZ -V =T ROMBIFIE. WU TET7 -2 b2 TR - B
LZOFfmEEHO LTz, Bl E2H <ENBREEZRN > 7Zb00, F—2
U7 BUHIZBAMEO S 5HEZ LTI, HAEDOHE LB > 2T ABD
F—ZA T UTANDEZEZFTFONLIND LNBANWEEZE AL, LML, 8H6H
FADFDE. HIPEFEHITEHLTUFOLDIZHL Tna,

RIEORT L B, RMITRRMEY D DM EZTE R L,
Bl ok EETHN), BHEDTRTRBEMIH S 2 &%
LMITTBEZAILH D,

FZOEME. EMENRREROHBEESEH TEL EH ok, T I THELRDI,
TP —=ZA R FEHRIIAFYRABRNZ 22— —F 2 RBIFIZGEA 77 RN X
N WEELIEARESERTELLLAEDDLESTNDHETHD, 72 F—A b
CTCIRMBIZHEDBRD S NBN o=, AT T OE2HIIRITHEDRR O &E & B
HiZEIH N,

BREMRL, A=Y —IC@EMNZEO RN OREE LT vy - 7
AFV REE#HEE LT, SATHAMRAICHBI Nz, BEICb 274 %
FO60ALL EOGEADNEETIHES L. 8HISHETHEHAMEL 2, ERSOHEE
13, P RZ—BHEAA AREEZEL COH2HICHABFICES N, EME0E
fEEE. U ZAFY R T R R B DE oz, DED, AT TEE
B72) REEF 572 &, BEEHIZERICITANZZ & B O FERITLET,
MHZNZHDOTHETIEIRN 2 ERETH D, MEZIIIPETHE L L-HE
EEOHBELHRALGN TV, LML ZOARDOE LT, fliEo -BRICHENE-> 72
1htizo 7z,

COMERROBTHL TR, ERARTFOF—Z h U TREL >V a—
T BLVEAUATT 207 < & BAERELTH O, 19444E3AITIE TRARm72
PR ETH D, WA &SRR & OBIRDIEN LD OK] LENT05,
FLARID 5 B o AP, BFTOAAFIL DA =2 b T U 7 AOHE - HET Y

[%3%]&%‘%‘73



Area in Albury. Over sixty witnesses, including seven prisoners who participated in
the breakout, gave evidence to the court, which sat continuously until 15 August. The
report of the inquiry was delivered to the Japanese government via the Swiss Consul-
General in Sydney on 2 September. The main findings of the inquiry were consistent
with the brief given to Christison: that the conditions in the camp were “exemplary”;
the plan to mutiny was premeditated; and firing on prisoners was necessary, controlled,
and not excessive. The report also contained a complete nominal roll of prisoners who
had been killed during the breakout, though many of these names had been submitted
falsely by the prisoners at the time of their capture.

On the first finding of the inquiry, Dr George Morel, the International Red Cross
representative in Australia, had inspected the camp on at least four occasions,
remarking in March 1944 that “the general treatment is excellent and the relationship
between the prisoners of war and the garrison is cordial”. Despite pre-war prejudice,
and wartime stories of atrocities by Japanese troops against Australian soldiers and
other civilians in China and South-East Asia, the guards and camp authorities had
been remarkably generous and restrained in their dealings with the prisoners. Food
and lodgings were in some cases better than for the guards, and there had been no

serious incidents of mistreatment by the captors or complaints from the prisoners.

There had been talk of an escape and planning among the prisoners for some time,
as witnessed by the intelligence gained from Matsumoto in June that year. The
immediate trigger for the breakout, however, was the planned move and separation
of prisoners on Monday 7 August. The statement to the Protecting Power that the
breakout was premeditated was true to a point, but the report did not mention the
planned separation or its relation to the breakout. This gave the impression that the
plan as executed had been in place for some time, and arose entirely independently

from decisions taken by camp authorities and higher military commanders.

In any case, firing was certainly necessary. There is no doubt that the bravery of
the guards prevented the prisoners from realising one of their goals in obtaining
weapons from the camp garrison and inflicting further mischief against the young,
inexperienced soldiers of the nearby training camp. The last finding, that firing was
controlled and not excessive, can overall be seen to be true. The number of casualties
was relatively low, given the circumstances and intent of the prisoners, and the number

of escapees compared to guards. Contrast, for example, the situation after the “great

74 ‘ [Chapter 3] Aftermath

7 DREANDEFOFE OO 5T, BRI IAETT Y REHE O NI DN T
B{EEARTHBLZBDLE S, BECHEERFICRERILIOBOIDBRL,
O AR D0 EVERREMEBHEN, S OWEF RN .

ZOECH AN SEENZERN S OND L DI, O TIEMAE &2 D3
MURTMSHEI N TV, UL UBEDEEDOE >MFIZE>70id. 8HTHH
BHICTPESNBEEHEDONEEE 57z, FIRREEICIEH I N ZWMEFZEDOH T,
HEZDSMUDFHE SN TN DE o/ ERRENT NS MIIH DEEARLZS
2, WIS OSBRI EIC S, TaFNENEEOBBRIIBANTNARND
2o THW A, EfTFEII LIS <FAINS6H 0. WETYEEE LBHRFNEZE0
TFLZPREER., Fo<BERRLICHEELEZIDICHMRTE 5,

EESIZLTHHMERTZ LI TERM o7z, BEREOBIATENCEL > T, X
BB 5 REg 2 BN, 3F < OFIT OE <A e tlic, & 5ITHE
EHZZENOHBEOHMITERTERN >/, HEMBEOREZOME., FidlzEHl
SNMETIE AN, EVWIDIFEEALTHoZEERALGNS, HELE DR
WPEN, U THES LEARORDREZEZ TR TD, HhGHEOBIL KD
Binolz. T2E AT RA Y ZEEIMBIATT TL944443AICEE 72 TRIIE) &k
NTHRZ &, ZOBICHELZME734H, S04A0HEUMS 2 o NRICHEEIN
TW3, BT TOREDCRFIMANDERLEH LT H20ENH > /- L3 EE
TH2L. BIHFICET LRMEMANOETRNBIZo>ED Lz, UL, FE

Over 40 prisoners were killed near this section of the fence around . HB2U 4 v h— BB ERE L

B Compound in front of Number 2 Vickers gun. Blankets and coats ~ B#tX®D 7 £ » RFHATIELE Lz, #%FRWPEES 12
were used to cover the barbed wire. 2. EHRPI—MPERASN/Z. AWM 073485

[3’73‘%’-‘]2‘%%‘75



escape” from Stalag Luft ITI in March 1944, when 50 of the 73 prisoners who escaped
were shot and killed after recapture. There is certainly evidence that some guards at
Cowra needed to be restrained during the breakout, and the circumstances of the
deaths of some prisoners during the round-up remains unclear. However, it must be
noted that the large majority of guards — many of whom were unfit and untrained for
active service of the nature required during the breakout — acted with courage and
displayed great humanity under extreme circumstances. The knowledge of the deaths
of their comrades during the breakout could have led to much more uncontrolled

violence.

The military inquiry was completed quickly and under some pressure, the aim being to
reach an official finding before news of the incident spread, either through diplomatic
channels or in the media. A separate civil coronial inquiry sat behind closed doors on
31 October and then on 11-15 December to ascertain the causes of death of the four
Australians and the 234 Japanese prisoners of war. The coroner, Fred Arnold, listened
to numerous depositions by military personnel, members of the civil services, doctors
and civilians, before handing down a judgement on 15 December 1944. His findings
were generally in line with the military court of inquiry, that the plan to escape
was “preconceived and prearranged”. He was more critical of the decision to send
Doncaster unarmed after “prisoners [who] were desperate men”, and also cleared the
camp commander, Commandant Brown, of any blame for the events. Despite this,
Brown was soon after relieved of command at the camp, a decision many, including
Clive Suttor, a signalman at the camp during the breakout, felt was a case of gross

injustice.

The Swiss representative in Australia, Hans Hedinger, had requested permission to
attend the hearings but he was effectively blocked from attending by the coroner’s
assistant and the army after considerations of the matter by the prime minister and
premier of New South Wales. One of the concerns was the incident of the shooting
of two prisoners by the civilian, Alf Bourke. The commander of the NSW Line of
Communications Headquarters, Major General Plant, expressed some concern that
holding the inquiry in camera may have given the impression of a cover-up, and
proposed consideration be given to providing the Swiss with a copy of the depositions
presented to the coroner. This proposal, however, was refused by the government on

the grounds that Japan had no right to an inquiry in the first place, depositions were
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not usually forthcoming in such cases, and that no detailed information concerning

deceased Australian prisoners had been forthcoming from the Japanese.

Perhaps in response to this lack of openness, the Swiss commissioned their own
report from several prisoners after they had moved to Hay. The Geneva Convention
had provision for representatives of the Protective Powers to undertake unsupervised
inspections of prisoner-of-war camps. Moriki Masaru and Do Ichiro were instructed
during one such visit, without the knowledge of the Australian authorities, to prepare
and submit a report outlining the reasons for the breakout. They concluded that
the whole incident was “a particular tragedy brought on by the Japanese national
character”. While regretful that several Australians were killed and much property
damaged, they were proud that no civilians were harmed. In a significant departure
from the Australian inquiry findings, Moriki and Do claimed the incident was not
premeditated, but spontaneously erupted because of the planned move and separation.
Further, they stressed that pressure was applied by a small faction of prisoners and
that the vote did not represent the free will of the majority. Whether free will could

have been a decisive factor in these circumstances, however, is doubtful.

Based on the results of the military court of inquiry, the Australian prime minister,
John Curtin, issued a public statement concerning the breakout on 9 September
1944. The statement was carefully timed to ensure that the Japanese had received the
official notice of the breakout through the Swiss Protective Power, but did not have
a chance to respond prior to a public statement in Australia. The Japanese foreign
minister, Shigemitsu Mamoru, had been informed by his representative in Berne,
Yosano Shigeru, of the breakout as early as 10 August, but the details of the incident
did not reach him until 8 September, just before the news broke in the international

press.

In January 1945, two Japanese prisoners of war, Kanazawa Akira and Yoshida Hiroshi,
were tried by a military court for the murder of Ben Hardy, one of the crew of the
Vickers gun who was killed during the night of the breakout. They were also charged
with “conduct prejudicial to good order and discipline”. The first charge was not that
they had directly killed Hardy, but that they had participated in a group action which
resulted in his death. Both were acquitted of this charge, and Kanazawa alone was
found guilty of the second and sentenced to 18 months detention. This time was not

completed, as Kanazawa joined his fellow countrymen aboard the repatriation ship
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No. 1 Daikai Maru in March 1946.

Reasons for breakout

The official inquiries cleared the Australians guards and authorities of responsibility
and blamed Japanese “fanaticism” for the “suicidal mass attacks”. But what were the
real reasons behind the events? To many distant in time or culture from the ideology of
wartime Japan, the question of why the prisoners held fast to the underlying ideology
and dogma of the Field Service Code is one of the key issues in understanding the
drastic action taken at Cowra. One of the problems for the prisoners was that there
was no culturally accepted response to their situation. Officially, they did not exist.
Ushiro Mitsuaki, an infantryman from Hiroshima, voiced the common reaction
that the prisoners of war felt already dead to their families. Consequently, they felt
they could never return to Japan. Many had indeed been declared dead and funeral
services undertaken. Some, like Murakami Teruo, needed some time to convince

family they were not ghosts who had appeared suddenly after the war.

The purpose of the breakout for many of the prisoners, including Nakagawa Chojin,
an engineer captured in New Britain early in the war, was to die, and most expected
to die. The majority of those who sought death chose an external agency — the guns of
Australian guards, or for two prisoners, the wheels of a train. Despite the disgrace of
having become a prisoner, death in some kind of battle was seen as a panacea for many
at Cowra. The weapons the prisoners carried into this battle — a motley collection of
kitchen implements, baseball bats and chunks of wood — could not have been expected
to be effective against machine-guns and rifles. Yamada Masayoshi recalled that the
weapons were meant to assist badly wounded comrades to achieve their death wish.
When the opportunity arose, however, these makeshift weapons were turned on the
Australian soldiers to good effect. It is worth noting that instructions given to the

Japanese not to harm any civilians during the breakout were carried out to the letter.

It is problematic to speak of those who chose to end their own lives at Cowra using the
word “suicide”, as it has different meanings depending on the context and language.
In English, suicide usually is looked on with some pity or disapproval, and is associated
with despair or depression. Suicide is seen in some way as a failure by the individual
or their peers to overcome the situation. In Japan, suicide can be viewed in this same

way, but there is also a long tradition, especially in the military, where suicide is seen
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as a praiseworthy course of action. Harakiri, also called seppuku, the ritual form
of suicide famous in Japanese history, was considered the ultimate way for a feudal
warrior to redeem his honour, to atone for failure in battle, as punishment for some
discretion, or to express his loyalty to his lord. Many Cowra inmates who chose to die
did not perform the ritual suicide of the pre-modern warrior, but were nevertheless
deeply influenced by a strong belief that the course of action they took was right.
Others were perhaps motivated by a deep sense of shame and an inability to see
any alternative course of action consistent with their circumstances and cultural and

personal beliefs.

In coming to the decision to embark in revolt, personal conviction seems to have
been given lower priority than group consensus. Although an estimated 80 per cent
of prisoners voted to breakout, it seems that many who did so felt it was futile or an
inappropriate reaction to their situation. For whatever reason, they were unable or
unwilling to speak out against those hardliners who strongly advocated atonement
through violence. Perhaps they did not want to look weak or cowardly in front of
the group. Another motivating factor was the sense of shame attached not just to
themselves, but to their families and local communities in Japan. One prisoner, who
went by the name Kinoshita, was fearful that his brother’s teaching career would be
compromised if it was known he had become a prisoner. Loss of reputation for those
close to a soldier was the thrust of the Field Service Code article on capture, with
possible severe repercussions on the livelihood of a soldier’s family. It was a burden
carried by many. Ultimately, though, it was the call to being a true Japanese that
was most convincing — after all, good sense holds little sway in matters of fervent

nationalism.

General Yamashita Tomoyuki, the “Tiger of Malaya” who led the Japanese southward
thrust, reflected on war crimes and atrocities committed under his command just
hours before his execution in Manila on 23 February 1946. He felt strongly that the
fundamental reason why so many atrocities were committed by Japanese soldiers was
their inability to exercise moral judgement in personal relations with other people.
While the Cowra outbreak cannot be classed an atrocity, this reflection gives insight
to the inability of many prisoners of war to act on their own personal convictions
and oppose the breakout on moral grounds. Leon Bossard, the Red Cross delegate

who inspected the camp at Featherston, was particular concerned by the “moral

82 ‘ [Chapter 3] Aftermath

HOERESZZ SN, DT TITNBEINTHERALZLIZ. O
TOBERWEBR S EZRIBN 0D, HObOTEEEL W EWIRNES
IZZALNT W, MOHDIE, FVROBEIIED#HNIN, HaboBhhk
EW, LA ERIC I o I fTBia & 2 s iz o 7z,

RELBRIE O E R Tld, BN GEMEANARERE D bEEH I N, HEOKN
S80%MWERRICEZEZHZ UL H7EMN, TOELIEMEIEETHD, HHZEDE
MR EZZ THNANRITAIZEBWENS S, BlEE2H Uz, HElTEd
HI W OITEEIRDBNICKDENZTRT 50108 U TGRS TERD 5 720,
HBENI L7 7Di, HOMT, FHEHREZIAERE L >k Dk
%95, PO, HoHEZT TR, BROFEELHITO AL &L TWBH
DEHFETHD, KFNEAFES TV~ ADHIEIE. & LIENHEIC/R>Z2E0D
ML, WOHRMDENGE D <BDZDTIERBWhELRL TWiz, [ OF
NOE T TSN TND DL, BEIGELWALX BHHEZRN, S 5ICKBEDATE
WHFANIRELEE 52 DN H 2 E NI HTH D, ZHUIE<DBDITEST
B &R S/, L URKEMIZIE. BEOHAAZNE WS IFEONT N —FRGN0H
0., #EREZIRFT T aF ) XLDRTTIE. BR#bELININTLEEDES /=,

RL—0Dpk] EMEN. HAHEOM HERZERL 2L FECRFIE. 194642
HA23HIZY =T TUH S N2 ERERIRTIC, i OFEE T TR 2 - 724 IEIR 0B IC
DNWTEA. BHANREDREL DEFFAZEI LML T o Ax
EDOEAMRBIRICH S DN T, BEHEZ TSI ENTERNP LI EN—FD
JHKZE, ISR ELC TWiz, BT TOMEIZERFEIISABVN, ZORE
13 < OMFHENH QKK CHEITERMho7/720, BEREMEZHITEDWTH
FEICRCHTERN O FEEZHHL TS, 7P —A b A Z2HEL 2R HF
REDOL > - FY— R, WEFTNOREZS O GEFENRE 1O L TRICESR
TR Uiz HOKAIIRIE 2 Bk T D L WEREAE LHIEITH SN, 5122 L Wil
PN S OEN TSN, BT TDOHALIZ1I944ESHSH DO RINITEE H L
FREED NV ZE, MAEHZENTERMho. MEIZKHLUEZA NV AT, i
D—NEZD T RBEVAAIL, KB E 62 <19454E11A1IHICHZREZTHET, KB
TR AR L 72,

NISDTSTERIFNER, Z2a—Y—F > ROT7 =X ThoH 2
1943FEDHDICWMMEIN, BFLLZa— WL RZTONA YNEFTOERED
H>TWETHAD, L, WETHHBL TWed—ZX I 7 ADE<IE, 1§
WP HRTETAD, INSOFBEZATIREND D ETHIS RN, BL

[%3%]&%‘%‘83



isolation” of the prisoners in that camp. Bound by severe military codes and ethics that
demanded absolute obedience, and reinforced by severe training and peer pressure,
the Japanese soldiers in Cowra were unable to stem the tide of feeling which burst
forth in the early hours of 5 August 1944. The stress {from opposing the breakout
pushed one prisoner, Omori Yasuo, into a psychiatric hospital, where he remained

until he committed suicide soon after the end of the war, on 11 November 1945.

Although Commandant Brown in Cowra was informed early in 1943 of the events at
Featherston in New Zealand, and perhaps even that at Camp Paita in New Caledonia,
many of the Australians at the camp, including intelligence officers and interpreters,
were unaware of these events until after the Cowra breakout. Perhaps they may have
learned that a number of hard-line Japanese prisoners were enough to change the tone
when overall numbers of prisoners had swelled to a critical mass. They may have been
more aware of the fact that the opportunity to die honourably was motivation enough
to try and mount a breakout, and that success was not measured by the prisoners in

terms of escape or inflicting damage on one’s enemy.

In any case, Line of Communication Headquarters were careful to stress the
importance of “firm and careful handling” in their dealings with the Japanese
prisoners. Aside from a general willingness within Australia to conform to the terms of
the Geneva Convention to ensure the wellbeing of the prisoners, there were serious
concerns that perceived breaches or ill-treatment could have disastrous consequences
for the tens of thousands of Australian prisoners being held in Japanese camps. The
Australians were well aware of Japanese attitudes to surrender and capture from
intelligence gained through interrogations of prisoners and from other sources. Most
prisoners were content to pass the days in semi-anonymity, undertaking sporting
and other activities that the casual observer may interpret as frivolous. As the
events at Featherston had shown, however, opportunities for a public expression to
redeem honour — or atone for dishonour — could be manifest in violence to an extent
unfathomable by camp guards and authorities. As early as March 1943, for example,
army headquarters had issued instructions to the Cowra camp authorities warning that

“fanatical action by a large number of PW is always a possibility”.

Several former guards believe that the prisoners had heard a rumour that Japanese
forces had landed in Australia, and that the breakout was an attempt to either join

with their countrymen or to divert resources away from the invasion forces. Many of
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the Japanese veterans, like Murakami Teruo, however, recall that the actual trigger
for the breakout was the separation of NCOs and other ranks planned for Monday
7 August. Much has been made of the impact of this separation, and how and when
the Japanese became aware of Australian intentions. Moving the prisoners was
the cause of great anxiety, and dividing them in this way acted to compound their
uncertainty. The handling of the move by army headquarters, and to a certain extent
by camp authorities, could have been based on a better understanding of the Japanese
prisoners. Once numbers in the camp had swollen past a critical mass, however, it
is likely that the underlying tension and mindset of the prisoners of war would have

erupted in violence, regardless of how the move was managed.

Many of the prisoners of war later expressed their regret at having believed the
military ideology of wartime Japan. Ushiro Mitsuaki is one who felt the breakout was
“a stupid thing”. Nakagawa Chojin renounced war and opposes any current moves to
return to “the Japan of old”. For Asada Shiro, however, the legacy of the breakout is
more complex and immediate. He explained the actions of his fellow prisoners to a

group of high-school students in 2002 as follows:

It may be difficult for you to understand, but even though we were
prisoners of war, we would die for our country as soldiers. There was
truly a pure and noble sentiment in our actions. Our sacrifice was not

for the joy of one’s family, but for the sake of Japan. That’s all it was.

We have had many opportunities to ponder the reasons and motivations for the
breakout in the 60 years since August 1944. It is easy to claim, as many do, that the
shame of capture led the prisoners to seek honour in death. Or that the underlying
military ideology gave no alternative to their actions. It is more difficult to understand
why some Japanese veterans who survived the breakout admired the hard-line
prisoners who carried their convictions to the grave, while at the same time they
conceded the futility of the whole exercise. Or why the two Japanese who were tried
after the breakout judged the breakout a failure for not resulting in their deaths, but
made efforts to ensure it would not happen again. The majority of prisoners seem
not to have wished to breakout, but voted in favour and then faced their deaths along
Broadway or at the perimeter fences of the camp. For each, the motivation was

immediate and powerful, and to survivors like Asada, perhaps worthy of praise.
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Reconciliation

With the end of the war, many of the Japanese at Cowra were uncertain about their
future. The contradictions that had plagued them since they had become prisoners
were to again come forth with the immediacy of their return to Japan and reunion
with their families. Takahara Marekuni arrived in Uraga Bay aboard the repatriation
ship, No. 1 Daikai Maru, on 3 April 1946 filled with many questions: was his family
alive, where would he live if his house was destroyed, and how would he make a
living? Despite his unease, the strange red uniform of a prisoner of war seemed not
to register with those around him, who seemed more concerned with the struggles of

everyday life in defeated Japan.

Anti-Japanese sentiment in Australia did not abate immediately after the Second
World War. In 1948, the minister for immigration, Arthur Calwell, in response to
debate over the entry of Japanese to Australia, said, “It would be the grossest act of
public indecency to permit a Japanese of either sex to pollute Australian shores.”
Nevertheless, by the end of the 1950s, a relaxation of immigration laws saw the arrival
of over 650 Japanese brides of Australian servicemen who had served with the British
Commonwealth Occupation Force (BCOF) in Japan. Strengthening economic and
political ties led to increased interaction between the peoples of the two countries,

and to the signing of the Basic Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation in 1976.

In 2001, then Ambassador of Japan, Atsushi Hatakenaka, called Cowra the “spiritual
home of Australia-Japan relations”. The town is home to the only Japanese war
cemetery outside of Japan, has an expansive Japanese garden and visitor’s centre,
and holds numerous events and activities that focus on Japan and Australia. The
Cowra Festival was inaugurated in 1965 and incorporated a theme of international
understanding — Japan became the first “guest nation” the following year. Through
the years the local council has been receptive to the forward-thinking individuals in
the Cowra community who have carried out these activities. It is testament to the
dedication of local officials and others that this typical country town has transformed

the events of 1944 into a symbol of peace and reconciliation.
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War cemetery

In 1946, the Cowra Sub-branch of the RSL decided at one of its regular meetings
to form weekend working parties to maintain the Australian graves at the local war
cemetery. Though the cemetery was under the control of the local council, upkeep
had been left to various church and community groups. In 1948 the RSL began
planting trees in the grove around the cemetery — gums, kurrajongs, wattles, pines,
and oleanders — carting water to the site by truck. Around this time, some of the
members of the working parties noticed nearby the unkempt graves of Japanese who
had died while at the Cowra prisoner-of-war camp. Though there was reportedly some
resistance among the members, the Japanese graves were subsequently included in

the regular clean-up and maintenance activities.

This simple act was in some ways quite remarkable. Keith Telfer, a member of the
sub-branch since 1946, claimed there was no higher purpose to their actions — it was
“just the same as clearing an empty paddock”. It would have been easy, however, given
the general anti-Japanese mood of the time, for these young men to have ignored the
graves of former enemies, especially given the brutal nature of the war. Details in the
media concerning war crimes trials of Japanese accused of terrible mistreatment of
Australian prisoners of war was also fresh in the memory. Perhaps experiences on the
battlefield had changed their attitudes to death and remembering, and made some
of the Cowra RSL members realise that, in the words of Cyril Treasure, “not all your
enemies were bad guys”. Regardless of their personal feelings, hesitation, or even
ambivalence to the work, their actions spoke of an underlying desire to treat the graves

of former enemies the same as their own.

After relations between Australia and Japan had been normalised, several officials from
the newly established Embassy of Japan visited in 1955 to pay their respects to their
fallen countrymen and to conduct a survey of the graves in the Cowra cemetery. They
were received by the president of the Cowra Sub-branch, Keith Telfer, who assisted
the officials in laying a wreath at the cemetery. The favourable report of the condition
of the Japanese graves and the care given them by local RSL. members led then-
Ambassador Tadakatsu Suzuki to make several visits to Cowra, and to recommend to
the Japanese government that all Japanese nationals buried in Australia during the war
years be transferred to the Cowra cemetery. This remarkable proposal can be seen as

a measure of the deep respect and sense of gratitude felt by the ambassador and other
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Japanese officials towards the actions of their former enemies. In many ways, this was
the pivotal moment in the development of the unique relationship between Cowra

and Japan.

Ambassador Suzuki’s suggestion was not formally accepted until after the Japanese
Ministry of Foreign Affairs had approached the Australian government in 1962 with
a proposal to improve the condition of the graves. According to Don Kibbler an
embassy official, Yamazaki Toshio, had earlier approached the Japanese Ministry of
Health and Welfare, which was responsible for Japanese veterans affairs, to repatriate
the remains of soldiers buried in Cowra to Japan. In a strange parallel to wartime
attitudes, the Ministry did not support the proposal, apparently responding on several
occasions that there were no Japanese in Cowra because all had become persona non
grata in Japan when they became prisoners of war. Ministry officials were, however,
aware of the existence of the Cowra graves. In 1954, they had identified the names of
83 former prisoners of war who died at Cowra and had begun to contact their families.
The majority of families were unaware their relatives had been prisoners of war.
The ministry subsequently stopped trying to identify former prisoners of war after a
number of the families responded that “it would have been better for them to have
died in New Guinea”, as the official notice of their deaths had indicated.

In November 1963, the Australian government approved the Japanese plan to
construct a war cemetery in Cowra. It was decided that the Australian Commonwealth
War Graves Commission — then known as the ANZAC Agency — would hold the land
of the Japanese War Cemetery in trusteeship for the Japanese government, and that
the graves of all 522 Japanese nationals who had died in Australia during the war would
be centralised at Cowra. The War Graves Commission, which procured $20,000 from
the Japanese government for construction costs, still maintains the Japanese cemetery
to the same standards as the various Australian war cemeteries. The cemetery
was designed by Japanese architect Yura Shigeru, then lecturing in architecture at
Melbourne University, and inaugurated on 22 November 1964 in a solemn ceremony
attended by Ambassador Saburo Ohta and Brigadier A. Brown, director of the War
Graves Commission. No family members of the interred Japanese attended the
opening ceremony. However, the Ministry for Health and Welfare sent representatives
of three families to pay their respects at the Cowra Cemetery in a ceremony on 6

June 1965, apparently in response to several newspaper articles published in Japan
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about the war graves which were critical of the ministry’s role. Accompanying Okazoe
Nobuaki, whose father was killed at Cowra, was Tomohara Yuriko, the widow of navy
pilot Tomohara Shosuke, killed in an air raid on Darwin in February 1942. The third
member of the group was Hirano Minoru, the son of a civilian farmer from New

Caledonia, Hirano Jusuke, who died of illness in an internment camp in Australia.

The cemetery has become a focal point for Japanese visitors, both officials and
relatives of those who died in Australia. The importance of honouring ones dead,
and the gratitude for those who maintain the graves, is evident in the countenance
of Japanese who visit to lay wreaths, light incense or pay respects to the spirits of
those who have died far from home. Barbara Bennett, mayor of Cowra from 1976 to
1980, was continually impressed by the solemnity of the occasion and the depth of
gratitude from these visitors — be they the crown prince during his visit in 1973, or the
parents, whose young child had died in a civilian internment camp, on their first visit
to the grave some decades later. Yamada Masayoshi, the president of the Japan Cowra
Society during the 60th anniversary celebrations in 2004, expressed his deep gratitude
for the thorough and warm treatment the people of Cowra had bestowed over the

years in soothing the souls of his comrades who had died during the outbreak.

The Japanese Garden and Cultural Centre

According to one story, the germination of the idea for a Japanese garden in Cowra
first came from a local farmer, Harry Bryant. He had seen several Japanese gardens
during a trip to the United States in 1970, and had expressed the opinion on his return
that Cowra should construct a garden in recognition of the town’s growing affiliation
with Japan. The more widely held view is that Don Kibbler and Peter Carruth, both
then on the Cowra Tourist & Development Corporation, conceived and developed
the idea to the point where a resolution was passed on 31 January 1973 to approach
council regarding the “creation of a Japanese Garden complex and POW Memorial
Outbreak Museum”. In May of that year, a Sydney-based Japanese designer, Mrs
Shibaoka, was commissioned to produce a concept model of the garden that could fit

in the back of a utility truck and be moved around to showcase the proposal.

The original plan sited the garden in River Park in Cowra near the municipal
swimming pool. The local RSL, shire council, and other organisations voiced strong

objections to this location owing to the park’s functions as a memorial for Australian
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servicemen killed in the war and as a sporting venue. Despite further concerns
over funding, council approved the proposal in principle, and in August 1975 the
Japanese Garden Subcommittee was established within the Tourist & Development
Corporation. A more suitable site was eventually chosen at Bellevue Hill, the present
location of the garden in the north-east of the town. It was felt that the natural setting
and serenity of this site was more conducive to a Japanese garden, and that there was

ample room for parking and future expansion.

The financial support required for construction of the first stage of the project was,
after much lobbying and considerable difficulty, secured from federal and state
government grants ($50,000 and $75,000, respectively); the Japan World Exposition
Commemorative Fund in Osaka ($75,000); private donations from Australian and
Japanese businesses and individuals (almost $30,000); and a loan from the Cowra
council ($50,000, and an additional $40,000 later). The Japanese ambassador at the
time, Yoshio Okawara, was a strong supporter of the project and successfully lobbied
the Japanese Chamber of Commerce and Industry to pledge a further $120,000 to fill
a perceived shortfall in funding. More than once, the project was in danger of collapse
owing to the difficulties faced by those dedicated locals who gave so much to see their

vision realised.

Construction of the first stage of the garden began in January 1978, with local
tradesmen working under instruction from the Japanese designer. Over 6,000 plants
were used in this first phase, which also included the construction of a cultural
centre and tea house. The realisation of the plan involved cultural exchange on a
very practical level. A local nurseryman, John Hoile, was invited to offer advice on
suitable Australian plants for the garden, and received a grant to travel to Japan to
study plant care and maintenance. Another example was the use of local builders
and architects from the Canberra College of Advanced Education to adapt Japanese
designs to Australian building standards and materials. The garden was inaugurated
on 12 November 1978 in the presence of Ambassador Okawara and the deputy prime
minister, Doug Anthony. The success of the young garden was not assured, however,
as there were few funds for ongoing maintenance and expansion and no certainty that

the required number of visitors would come.

Problems were compounded in the first couple of years after the opening as

drought threatened to kill the young plants in the garden. They were only saved by
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the dedication of local volunteers, who formed work parties to water the plants by
hand during this period. A measure of their success was the favourable response
to the garden in September 1982 from a visiting delegation from the International
Association of Japanese Gardens, who were holding a symposium in Canberra. In
1984, visitors for the first time reached viable numbers, partly owing to publicity
from the movie, The Cowra breakout, but also because of the large scale of events
celebrating the 40th anniversary that year. Members of the garden committee,
Don Kibbler, Tony Mooney, and Jim Davidson, travelled to Japan that year to seek
funds to complete the garden. In a fortunate confluence of events, the New South
Wales government was at that time seeking to arrange a sister relationship with the
Tokyo government. Further, the dedication of locals and the garden’s difficulties
had been picked up by the Japanese media, much to the surprise of the visiting
Cowra representatives. As a result, the Tokyo Municipal Government and the Osaka
World Exposition Commemorative Fund provided further funds to extend the lake
and construct a bonsai house. Construction began in 1985 and was completed the

following year, effectively realising the original plan.

Both stages of the garden were designed and constructed under the supervision of
Nakajima Ken, one of Japan’s foremost landscape architects. It is fair to say that the
garden would not have achieved its present size and quality without his vision and
dedication. Nakajima felt a strong spiritual connection to the garden at Cowra — so
much so that some of his ashes were scattered over the site after his death in 2000.
Nakajima wrote, “You could say that there is no other Japanese garden in the world
that so curiously realises its purpose through such perfect form.” According to Neville
Armstrong, then town clerk of Cowra Council who accompanied Nakajima during his
first inspection of the possible sites, a concept for the garden seemed to materialise in
Nakajima’s mind from the first time he saw the aggregation of rocks, trees, and native

shrubs on the rolling land.

The Cowra garden was built in the traditional Kaiyushiki, or “Strolling style” of
garden, notable for a central water feature and winding paths through gardens, over
bridges, and past traditional rest houses. Nakajima was keen to preserve the local
character of the site by incorporating local plants and stones in the design of the
garden. One aspect which impressed him was the remarkable resemblance of two

rocks near the top of the site to the shugoseki (“protective rock”) and yogoseki (“god-
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descent rock”) of traditional Japanese gardens. Nakajima felt the shape and position
of these rocks was so strange that it could only be an expression of “divine sanction
for the aspirations of the people of Cowra”. It was, for him, an appropriate site to
soothe the spirits of Japanese soldiers and civilians as they gaze over a replica of their

homeland within the context of the Australian bush.

Tourism and cultural and business exchanges

There is no doubt that a major impetus for encouraging cultural ties with Japan was
the benefits for local tourism and business. Indeed, many of the ideas and motivators
of various activities had strong ties to the Tourist & Development Corporation. Of
course, this is a common occurrence, and business leaders in any community are often
in a position to promote and sponsor cultural and artistic pursuits. In Cowra, however,
it was a grassroots movement to tend the graves of former enemy soldiers that was the
spark which led to the possibility of wider exchange, and the accompanying business
and tourism opportunities. Even so, tourism and Japanese-funded business have not
become a dominant part of the Cowra landscape. One reason for this, as recognised by
Mayor Bruce Miller, is that many of the Japanese visitors to Cowra are not tourists
per se, but visit with the purpose of paying respects at the cemetery. Also, Cowra is
simply too far from major tourist centres in Australia to encourage large numbers of

itinerant visitors.

One of the earliest forms of cultural interaction in Cowra was the annual exchange
of students between Cowra High and high schools in Japan. One early exchange
occurred in 1971, when local student Catherine Bennett took a year off to attend
Ichijo High School in Nara. This year had a profound effect on the young student,
as she was taught traditional ceramic techniques from the grandfather of the host
family. Years later, Catherine studied ceramics and was instrumental in opening the
pottery house at the Japanese garden. Ab Oliver, a member of the local RSL who had
participated in the clean-up of the Japanese graves, had travelled to Japan the previous
year and visited Seikei High near Tokyo to investigate the possibility of establishing
an ongoing student exchange. The idea was welcomed and the program, in which one
Cowra student and one Seikei student travel and study each year, has been running
continuously ever since. The local community has reaped great benefits from the

program, which has not only exposed the students to a new culture and lifestyle, but
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many families in Cowra and Japan have effectively been extended to include their
former students. Unfortunately for the town, however, many of the local students
move away from Cowra after leaving school, taking their experiences of cultural

exchange with them.

Prior to the opening of the Japanese Garden and Cultural Centre as the focus for
many in Cowra to develop closer ties with Japan, local council was keen to develop
business partnerships with Japanese firms. This was realised in the mid-1970s with
the opening of Lachlan Industries, a wool top processing consortium with Kanebo
Limited, Mitsubishi Corporation, and Elders IXL. The plant was managed by
Japanese executives and provided jobs for hundreds of local residents until it closed in
2004. Steve Kawamata, managing director of Lachlan in the 1980s, recalled learning
of the breakout from Japanese and Australian employees of the company soon after
his arrival. It was not until the 40th anniversary in 1984, however, when several former
prisoners of war visited Cowra, that he had an opportunity to hear firsthand details of
the events at the camp. Steve and his family ended up remaining in Cowra for many
years after he retired. To the regret of local politicians and businessmen, however,
Lachlan Industries was the only major Japanese business partnership to be established

in Cowra.

One of the significant aspects of the various cultural exchanges with Japan in Cowra
has been the opportunities they provide for acknowledging and understanding
a different culture. Fostering these attitudes has taken many forms, from the
establishment of a Sakura Avenue linking the campsite to the garden with rows of
cherry trees, to the various Japanese cultural events which accompany the annual
Sakura Festival. It is not unusual for visitors to Cowra to see demonstrations of
Ikebana, Bonsai, Japanese cooking, music, or dance. Motivated by a desire to bring
these opportunities to more young people, Tony Mooney, then advisor to the Japanese
gardens, organised a youth forum in 1995. Attended by over 400 students and
teachers from Japan and around Australia, the forum allowed a free exchange of ideas
and opinions, and built on other efforts to bring wider understanding of the goals
of reconciliation. The forum was initially planned for every two years, but a lack of
resources and the difficulties of coordinating such a large event, which was undertaken

mainly by volunteers, resulted in only two youth forums being held in Cowra.

Another regular event which promotes international understanding is the biannual
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visit of Chor Farmer, a male voice choir from Tokyo University of Agriculture.
Founded in 1969 by composer and conductor Masumoto Hiroshi, 2006 will be the
15th tour of Australia and New Zealand by the choir. Features of the choir’s regular
visits to Cowra are the reunions with many local residents and the moving pilgrimages

to the Japanese War Cemetery.

Japan Cowra Society

At the end of the war, prisoners of war were among over 3 million soldiers and sailors
on active service outside of the Japanese home islands. Immense problems needed
to be overcome to repatriate these men and smooth their transition into civilian
life. For former prisoners of war, these issues were even more difficult, and as a
consequence, many kept their experience as prisoners from their families. One former
prisoner continued to use his camp shaving brush with his false name, “Tamagawa”,
engraved on the side, much to the puzzlement of his family who did not understand
the significance of this item from the past. Some veterans of Cowra have estimated
that over half the survivors never revealed their past to their loved ones. Aside from
the shame of capture, many prisoners of war wished to protect their families from
discriminatory war pension laws, which were not repealed until 1952. The response
to a 1965 survey by the Ministry of Health and Welfare of the families of over one
hundred soldiers killed in New Guinea revealed overwhelmingly that attitudes towards
prisoners of war had not changed significantly in the twenty years since the end of the

war.

Nevertheless, by the mid-1960s enough time had passed for some survivors to be open
about their past. Yamashita Takeo, a naval officer during the war, was one of the first to
research and publish in Japan accounts of the events at Cowra. His first meeting with
veterans of the breakout came during a 1964 Buddhist service to console the spirits
of the war dead. He told the former prisoners not to be ashamed: that it was their
fate to have met in such unforseen circumstances. He appealed to them to “hold their
heads high” and accept that normal people felt only admiration that they had endured
such adversity and survived. Considerable media attention of Cowra and the breakout
surrounded a similar service the following year, partly owing to Yamashita’s efforts.
His appeal had been made at a fertile time, as the Japan Cowra Society was formed

that year. Its statement of purpose was, in part, “To console the souls of those who fell
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in Australia, and combined with expressing sympathy for the war bereaved, aim to

contribute to friendship between Australia and Japan.”

Prior to that time, some veterans had sought their former comrades with little success,
but since 1965 it had been possible for these men to gather, discuss old times, and
remember their comrades who remained in Cowra. Murakami Teruo read about
the Cowra Society in the newspaper and began attending from the second or third
meeting. Members of his hut who also survived the breakout were among the 70-80
veterans who regularly attended meetings. While there were around 250 members
at the peak of the association, old age and illness have reduced the numbers who

currently regularly attend the annual meetings to around five or six veterans.

Veterans associations have played an important role in postwar Japan. With public
memory of the war highly contested and politicised, veterans groups have given many
the opportunity to meet and discuss significant events in their lives away from a public
that largely does not understand or appreciate their contribution to Japan’s past. The
Cowra Society has also been active in trying to pass on their experience to a younger
generation largely ignorant of Japan’s wartime past. Fujii Mamoru, a student of
Hiroshima University of Economics, for example, began to question more deeply the
role of the Yasukuni Shrine after listening to a seminar given by veterans from Cowra.
Such interaction is essential to inform Japan’s youth as issues of public remembrance,
especially visits by politicians to the Yasukuni Shrine, become more prominent in

regional and international affairs.

Anniversaries and ceremonies

In addition to annual ceremonies at the war cemetery and elsewhere, major events
have been organised and held in Cowra for the 40th, 50th, and 60th anniversaries of
the breakout. These have included religious services to commemorate the Japanese
and Australians who died during the breakout, civil ceremonies, educational displays,
and other cultural events and exhibitions. The religious services have generally been
ecumenical, with the participation of clerics from Australian and Japanese religious
organizations and attended by veterans and their families from both countries,
members of the local community, diplomats and politicians, and members of the wider

]apanese community in Australia.

108 ‘ [Chapter 4] Reconciliation

Eoy = Pt

AR E TN 5T INA T, BED40FESE, 504, 60FAFITIEA
T TCREBITENFIEESNERE N, INSWEBEDRFICHETLIEHANE
F—AbF U7 ANZBET R, — ko, BHEWER 2L ot
FITHCRERBETH S, —HRITHRBALFIIRBECRIREFAT, A=A 507
PHAOEENSML ., WEOTELPHRENHFEL, Mxo N, IE, Kb
KA —A BT U TER—BANHEL 72,

1994 I3 HFABEZMEE L THY IR ENI 251, 50FAEREDOEMEITH
WKHFE Lz, 2ol BAETHELLEZF =AU 7 AMAD L — T HELOR%E
X, WU ITEMOEOA—T =27, TLUTHARABSFEM TORAELRETH
%, SHAHMS5HIZMT TOREICIE, IWAFMTHEEML TOERNH -7z, H
ELTWEaF U 2 NRENHOBEBEICL DT 0N S IFondiah, D TNER
ICERBEINTWY A1 L AVFRI2EITE S TNz,

2004FD60FEME T T T LTI AT HELEm A &R, HEINETICEE
BEENR WL OULTEMMES Nz, BT T 202, WL DD EREN
HO, ZOFIZIZA YU T ANBEFICEREZUTEHOND o7z, 18K IEITH
NGNS E O ARG 2, BUROBERIFER L 7 (ERED H >
Joo FLRITHEELUTHEINZEE, T, FHBROZ2RATZ. N\1I1 M3 541
J— s U—=IZ XD R/GEB EHITTOERI N —TFIckD [Ty R A T0O—] (3
NI D FEE S 7z,

ZDORDITEMRNT IR S N2 R GEETHE L3N, TfE-SEREAENRIT D
ZEREHM L7z, 19881071, mEFHEII30HDOHK AT T, F+ X
F. YRZ=FLTTYZXR=2OFEEH Nz, AXN—F, I IaaxBER
1, REDORKFEREFPZOMOFHREOABEMET, REHEHROARLE, h=—-
TUZHLZBEEN TV, FURMMREABMB/ENSMLT, A=A V7
ANEBANDOEMTHEEAMMNE EN, 1000 NLA ENBFIU Tz, SlEE I OFFRIZ
HZEBERAENZERS AL ez R L, S SITHED/N b 2 ANRDOIAUT 5 &k
PN I EZRLTND EFHKL T,

20044ED60EEFFIL. BEZHBLAEDZNISIMLEZAAD S DRELEF DR
BOWMETHAD EEZALN. FOEKTEESL >, BATERCREREEROREE
FolO—L >« 54720 I 50OENERDSELEANZHREICEE DD
ZE<, MREMBOFEEZED THDIF, Fr LIV ThHsEEST, 2004

[#aF]lie g ‘109



In 1994, members of the Cowra Society, led by Moriki Masaru, visited the town and
participated in numerous 50th anniversary events: the unveiling of a relief sculpture
depicting the four Australians killed during the breakout; the opening ceremony of
the Cowra Peace Bell; and religious services at the Japanese War Cemetery. During
the night of 4-5 August, a vigil was undertaken at the site of the camp. The original
siren from the camp was sounded at 2 am, while prayers were offered by the attending

Christian and Buddhist clerics.

In the 60th anniversary program in 2004, the official ceremonies and remembrance
services were accompanied by numerous cultural events, not all of which directly
related to the prisoner-of-war camp. Several displays of art, including those with a
focus on the Ttalian internees experience, were held around Cowra. These included a
display of contemporary artists” interpretations of traditional portraits of Kabuki actors
produced in the late 18th century by Toshusai Sharaku. Drama, music, and poetry
during the anniversary provided colour and texture to the events. Highlights included
performances of Shakuhachi (Japanese flute) by Riley Lee, and presentations of the
play Blood yellow by the local drama society.

Aside from the regular official anniversary ceremonies, there have been many
informal pilgrimages made to Cowra by former prisoners of war and their families. In
October 1988, Takahara Marekuni accompanied a group of thirty to Cowra during a
trip that included a visit to Canberra, Sydney, and the World Expo in Brisbane. The
group included members of the Cowra Society and their families, Buddhist monks
from Daijotakidera in Nara and elsewhere, and Father Tony Glynn, the founder of
the Nara Japan—Australia Society. The memorial service held at the Australian and
Japanese graves, in which both Christian priests and Buddhist monks participated,
was attended by over 1,000 people. Takahara felt the visit indicated how strong and
mature the relationship between Japan and Australia had become, and that the baton

of reconciliation had been passed on to the next generation.

The 60th anniversary in 2004 was significant as perhaps the last opportunity for
those who witnessed or participated in the breakout to gather in significant numbers.
Lawrance Ryan, chairman of the organising committee for the anniversary events,
saw the challenge for a younger generation in Cowra as how to carry forward the
lessons of reconciliation and understanding without the immediacy of the historical

events. The formation of Youth Ambassadors during the 2004 anniversary events was
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another effort to foster interest and commitment to ensure the positive aspect of the
breakout legacy is carried forward. David Hobson, a history teacher at Cowra High,
has for many years incorporated the breakout into his lessons in an effort to broaden
the perspective of his students and bring an understanding of the breakout to new
generations. Ultimately, it is the simple actions of individuals that are most revealing
and influential. Take, for example, Cowra High student Lucy Tasker who, inspired
by the famous story of Sadako, a victim of the Hiroshima atomic bomb, made 1,000
origami cranes and presented them during the 60th anniversary to representatives

from Nara High as a symbol of peace and friendship.

Cowra as international centre of peace

A desire for future peace is a common thread that runs through many of the activities
in Cowra. This was illustrated best by the choice of Cowra as the site for Australia’s
World Peace Bell. Founded in Japan in 1954, the World Peace Bell Association has
installed around twenty bells internationally, though Cowra is one of only a few non-
capital cities to receive this honour. The bells, cast from bronze incorporating coins of
member countries of the United Nations, are the focus of activities on World Peace

Day, the third Tuesday in September each year.

Initially, the president of the World Peace Bell Association, Yoshida Tomijiro,
approached the Australian government to site the bell in Martin Place in Sydney,
or even at the Australian War Memorial in Canberra. However, the Australian
government, along with assistance from then-Mayor of Cowra, Rod Blume, lobbied
successfully for the bell to be erected in 1992 in Civic Square in Cowra, next to the
council chambers. Aside from World Peace Day, the bell is incorporated into the
activities of various Cowra associations and organisations, and members of the public

are invited to toll the bell as a sign of international peace.

Cowra’s relationship to Japan is in many ways unique. Many cities in Australia
have secured sister relationships with Japanese towns since the 1976 signing of the
Basic Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation between Australia and Japan. Cowra,
surprisingly, has so-far refused to do so, preferring to maintain ties with all of Japan.
Cowra Rotary has established a sister club relationship with Inazawa Rotary Club
since 1975, with regular exchanges between members. The Inazawa club also donated

a small bonsho, a Buddhist bell, which is now sited within the Japanese garden at
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Cowra.

Cowra does, however, maintain a special relationship with the town of Joetsu in
Niigata Prefecture. This was the site of Tokyo No. 4 Branch Camp, a Japanese
prisoner-of-war camp (commonly referred to as the Naoetsu Camp) where sixty
Australians died during the war. Eight of the camp guards were executed after being
found guilty of war crimes in the Tokyo trials. Though several Australian ex-prisoners
had previously visited the town and made contact with local residents, a significant
stage of reconciliation was reached in 1988 when former prisoner Frank Hole planted
three eucalyptus saplings in front of the municipal hall. He also presented the Joetsu
mayor with a plaque containing the names of the Australians who died in the camp.
Significantly, one representative from Cowra, Tony Mooney also participated in the
ceremony at the request of local Cowra resident Lindsay Clift, a former prisoner of
war at Joetsu. In an act of fitting symmetry, a former prisoner of war from Cowra,
Wada Susumu, also attended the ceremony. In 1995, on the 50th anniversary of the
end of the war, the municipal council opened a Peace Memorial Park on the site of the
former camp, which contains two plaques commemorating the deceased Australian
prisoners and Japanese guards, and the Statues of Peace and Friendship, which depict

two female forms on raised metallic plinths.

Epilogue

Takahara Marekuni and Asada Shiro were among a group of former prisoners of
war from Cowra who spoke of their experiences with young university students in
Hiroshima in 2001 and 2002. This was the first opportunity for many of the students
to speak with veterans of the Second World War, and the words of the aging men left
a profound impression. Several of the students commented on their ignorance of the
influence on Japanese society in general of wartime ideology such as contained in the
Field Service Code. Others found themselves for the first time thinking more deeply
about contemporary issues, for example, the visits of politicians to pay respects at
Yasukuni Shrine. One student, Uemoto Mitsuo, was moved by Takahara’s statement
that he was proud of all he done in the past, including his involvement in the Cowra
breakout. Takahara himself has often said that he is a “graduate of Cowra university”
and that surviving through such adversity has given him a certain self assuredness.

Asada summarised his feelings by quoting to the students several poems by the 19th
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century Japanese patriot, Yoshida Shoin, which extolled the virtues of patriotism,
sincerity, and filial piety. He explained that these were the “moral precepts which

sustained him” during his life.

These attitudes and values, however, are rarely expressed within the context of the
experience of Japanese prisoners of war, partly owing to lingering notions of the shame
of capture in wartime ideology. Many of the veterans of Cowra were unable to speak
openly about their experiences after they had returned to postwar Japan, but some,
like Asada and Takahara, continue to share their stories despite the complexities
and difficulties faced by Japanese veterans — and by Japanese society in general — in
confronting aspects of their wartime history. One of the great problems is that it is
difficult for veterans to value their experiences within the context of defeated Japan.
The same outlook and ideals expressed by Asada and Takahara are, however, praised
and applauded in other contexts and situations. For example, Australia’s Gallipoli
campaign during the First World War was a terrible waste of young men in an
operation of questionable justification. Nevertheless, the values of courage, devotion
to duty, and mateship, which are seen to be emblematic of the Australian experience
of war, have been developed into no less than representative virtues of the national
character. Japanese veterans, especially ex-prisoners of war, have struggled to find
significance in and expression of their war experience without the sanction of wider

society.

The prisoners of war in Cowra found themselves in a near impossible situation in 1944
— trapped within a complex web of personal fears and doubts, burdened by their own
notions of honour and duty, and intimidated by strict military ideology and hierarchy.
Though their inner feelings were hidden from each other, and their motives obscure
to the Australians and Italians at the camp, in the end it took no less courage to breach
the barbed-wire fence and confront certain death than it did for their countrymen in
the jungles of New Guinea to charge from their positions in the face of enemy fire.
It is simplistic, however, to label the actions of all the prisoners as fanatical, though
some were, or to attribute their motivation entirely to an opportunity to redeem
honour through dying for the emperor. Though the result during the early morning of
5 August was violent collective action, the motivations and reactions of the prisoners

were complex and individual.

It is important that as a society we continue to listen to these individual voices from
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war, and to remember what we can learn from human stories of tragedy, courage,
and forgiveness. But what do we learn from the story of Cowra, from breakout
to reconciliation? Historical events are composed of past human actions, but our
responses to these are an important indicator of our attitudes in the present. The
people of Cowra have transformed the tragic episode at the prisoner-of-war camp
into an opportunity to reflect on the experiences of war, and to reconcile with former
enemies. In many ways, the act of May Weir in providing a cup of tea and some scones
to several escaped prisoners immediately after the breakout is a symbol of the first
step towards reconciliation in Cowra. The prisoners, far from the intense emotions
of the night of the breakout, were simply seeking sustenance; May Weir was simply
providing it. Both parties carried with them an age of cultural preconceptions, and
were separated by a gulf of misunderstanding not bridged by a common language.
However, in an act that captures the essence of reconciliation, they both set aside the
reality of their situation and engaged on a basic human level. In that moment, there
were no enemies, ideologies, or prejudices, just one person reaching out and providing

warm food and drink to another. This is a lesson as relevant today as it was then.
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