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The death march survivors in 1947 (clockwise from top right) : Keith Bottenill, William Moxham, Richard Braithwaite, Owen Campbell, Nelson Short and
. " Hector Sticpewich,
Photos courtesy af the AD!
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Meanwhile, two men with ;
personal interest in the sub
are working on a bool

about the march. Don Harlem |
of Hobart, and Jack Sue, of

‘Installations. - They -

m t:i;smmh’ . and having IDNG

i () . ol corpses along

~ the track were aware of its .

. consequences, but to their im-

‘«mense frustration they were

+ powerless to stop it.

%+ In mid-1942 about 1500 Aust-

 ralian were shipped

* Irom Singapore Lo a Japanese
POW camp near Sandakan. In.

- early 1943 another 500 Austral-

‘dan and about 500 British pri-

- soners were shipped across.

' Till mid-1943, conditions at

~ the camp were tolerable. The

" prisoners received little food

“and worked extremely hard —

. under the supervision of

LICCTS Lo anotner camp. Kelth
Botterill sald this week that
the loss of the officers. about
200 men, was a severe blow to
group morale,

In Dr Hank Nelson's book,
the survivors describe the
changed circumstances at the

camp:

Nelson Short: “They were
walching you all the time.
They were walking around
with sticks like swords, and if
you weren't working hard
enough you'd be getting
whacked."

Dick Braithwaite: “One fel-
low that was stood outside the

guard house for an unknown'

misdemeanor had his eye
knocked clean out of his
socketl . . . There were numer-
sus incidents of that nature.™

Crowded
cages.
=

Keith Botterill says the
events al Sandakan are
etched deep into his memory:
“I can remember it as if it hap-
pened yesterday. All these lit-
tle incidents.” .

Botterill was one of the pri-
soners placed In a cage of slat-
ted wood about & metre off the

prisoners to lie down. |

Botterill: “The time I was in
for 40 days there were 17 of us
in there. No water for the first
three days. On the third night
they'd force you to drink till
you were sick. .

“For the first seven days you
got no food, . .Iwas justina

‘G-string, never had a wash,

and covered in lice and scab-
fes. We were not allowed to
talk, but we used to whisper.”
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gether, the dogs and all of us,
and we'd fight the dogs for the
scraps. If you've ever tried to
pull a bone out of a starving
dog’s mouth, you'll know what
It was like.”

Major-General TH. Finlay,
who now lives In Canberra,

was the commander of the Z.
Specinl Unit in which Ddn -

Harlem and Jack Sue served.
Before the unit left for No

Borneo, a plan was concelved:
to storm the Sandakan camp -

and rescue the prisoners. “The
plan provided for a smash and
grab rald on Sandakan.” Gen-
eral Finlay said this week.

-If this had happened, the
death march might never
have taken place, But the plan
was ruled out “at the highest
level” because the air and
naval support which would
have been required was need-
ed more urgently elsewhere,
Al this stage, of course, the Al-
lied authorities had no idea of
the horror that lay ahead for
the prisoners at Sandakan.
“Personally, I think it was
one of the worst atrocities of
the war,” General Finlay sald.
All ldeas of ralding the camp
off, the seven members
Z Special Unit did not
In North Borneo till Feb-
mh:g. By then the death

2
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started.
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As!the survivors relate in
Nelson’s book, the first group
of about 500 left the camp in
January 1945. They were split
into parties of 50 and their
destinatilon was the Isolated
camp of Ranau, 250km away
over mountains and through
out were ady ¢ \itely
weak from sickness and star-
vation. B2

Botterill: “For the ﬁ&st ﬁgvg
days we were going throu

and you'd say ‘this is it', You
lay up against a tree in the dri-
est spot you could find, and
you were that weary “with
aches, and leeches as big as



~ “Big baboons were scream-

noise, and crocodiles. I was 20.
I said: ‘This is it. I'm going to
die." You could feel yourself
dying. You'd sort of give up,
and then you'd say 'Oh no'.
You'd just automatically get
up and away you'd go, you
know."”

Guards brought up the rear,
and men who fell behind :.he
main party were dragged a few
metres off the track and shot
or bayoneted. “I just kept
plodding along.” Botterill sald.
“It was dense jungle. I was
heartbroken. But I thought
there was safety in pumbers. I
Just kept going." '

When Botterill's group ar-
rived at Ranau the prisoners
were ordered to turn around
and march 40km back towards
Sandakan, carrying bags of
rice to feed the Japanese and

rS—

Botterlll: “This Captaln
Nagal, the Japanese com-
mander, came out. He said if
you don't carry the rice I will
march you back to Sandakan.
Well, we knew that 65 per cent
of the men could never get
back to Sandakan, so 20 of us

decided to carry the rice for
them.

“And only five returned from
that trip. We lost 15. So that
:rr?s the last rice-carrying

p.n

At Ranau the deaths con-
tinued. The first thing Botter-
il did each morning was to
check whether the men lying

on the ground either side of
him were dead or allve,

At Sandakan a system had
developed by which most of
the men had one or two special

friends with whom they |
‘shared their food and their
dreams of escape. “They took:

“Because we stole some rice
and they found out about it,

thought, ‘et
u well, re goes my
life. That was the chap that
brought food to me when I was
sick, and vice versa. He was

the bloke I was going to escape
w’m‘Oo



Huts went up
in flames

E
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Lo their feet t '
did so, but about 300 stretcher
cases were left behind.

Don Harlem says the sick
were taken to the airstrip they
had  helped build and
machine-gunned. The camp
was burned down. Harlem be-
lleves the Japanese acted in
such haste because they were
expecting an Allied landing.

|

Dick Braithwaite: “It was a .
strange, sad sort of feeling to
see those huts going up in
flames. Knowing also, of cour-
se, that any records of our
friends that had died, things
that we'd made and cherished,
the little bits of wood that had
become more or less llke the
famlly jewels, they were going
up in smoke. It was a feeling of
great loss.

“Although we wouldn't allow
ourselves to give up hope of
ever being rescued, it must
have been in the back of our
minds that this was it for us.




