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  Those hurts and pains that we experience in childhood don’t just magically evaporate as we grow older. They rumble around in us, and when we have reached a level of strength, maturity, insight and awareness to handle them, they come up to be worked through. This is one of the ways our inner being is loving to us. It gives us every opportunity to heal the hurts we need to heal, and it gives us that opportunity when we are strong enough to handle it.


  — Author Unknown
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    The first meeting of Kumpulan Djempol, 1992 (left to right: Heleen Le Lorrain, Elma Kramers, Marie Hobé's mother [guest], Ed Le Lorrain, Marie & Wout Hobé, Alex & Sheila Pinto, Ria Koster, Leni Powell, John & Moira van Nooten)

  


  
    
  


  


  Foreword


  by John van Nooten
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  WHY do we do it? Why does a group of people, who did not really know each other until they were well into their middle age, come together almost every month and travel long distances to meet for a few hours, just to talk and have a good meal together?


  This is what the members of our group, the Kumpulan Djempol, do and probably will continue to do, until they are at their last breath. We are a group of people who live between Ottawa and Montreal, survivors of the war in the Far East which raged from 1942 to 1945. We and our friends and relatives have found great comfort in meeting with each other the way we have done for more than ten years.


  When we get together, we reminisce about the times that we lived in the Dutch East Indies (now Indonesia) where we grew up in what looks to us now as a tropical paradise. Maybe our glasses are slightly rose-tinted, but we can still see very clearly through them at the peace and tranquillity that existed in the pre-war Dutch Indies. There may have been more unpleasant sides to our pre-war existence, but the good and the bad all disappeared in the cataclysm of the Japanese invasion and the following horrors in and out of the concentration camps.


  In our meetings, we recalled these stories and had set apart a time to give each member an opportunity to recount some experience of theirs. Some of these talks have been written down here, and Ria Koster, with a great deal of work, has produced this memorable little collection. Maybe there are more stories about the concentration camps than about the pre-war years, but that is only natural in view of the scars that most of us still carry with us.


  These are only some twenty testimonies of the possible thousands that other war survivors from Indonesia carry around with them. Because walking around with experiences which no one else but another camp survivor can understand is a lonely business, what happened with us in the Ottawa-Montreal area, has taken place all over the world where camp survivors lived. In the Netherlands, the Americas, and Australia, the same thing happened as happened to us. People got together when they heard of other Indische mensen, meetings were organized and new friendships were formed.


  And why do we do this? In the first place, because of personal needs, of course, talking with people who have a similar background, but also because we realize that unless we tell others what things were really like, no one will ever know. Professional historians have written thick books, but these people are often one-dimensional in their thinking and try to squeeze the facts to fit their own thought-patterns, and the result is a narrative that you can not even recognize as being anything like your own. Writers from the Dutch East Indies such as E. du Perron and Tjalie Robinson have been very successful in recounting their own personal experiences in the East Indies, as well as giving them a more universal meaning.


  The people who wrote this book are a lot more modest in their aims. They wrote down their experiences as they remembered them, because they are true, and because they want their friends and other generations to know what happened. Our group is a witness to a bygone time. But we have something to say about a wonderful world and a hideous world, in both of which our experiences are rooted. We know peace and war, and this is one of the ties that binds us together and that makes the group Kumpulan Djempol survive.


  In this book, you will find our stories. We don’t tell them as well as Tjalie Robinson, the voice of the Dutch Indonesians after the war, but in a small way this is our contribution to the times that most of us remember vividly, in a loving way or otherwise.


  Unless we write, who will remember?


  
    
  


  
    
  


  
    
  


  
    
      
    

  


  
    
  


  


  Preface


  by Ria Koster
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  THIS BOOK is a collection of memories of people who lived in the Dutch East Indies (now Indonesia) when the Japanese invaded their country. Whether interned as POWs or as civilians, most spent several years (from 1942 to 1945) in Japanese concentration camps located in Indonesia, Burma (now Myanmar) or in Japan itself, and in many cases their ordeal included forced labour and torture, not to mention starvation and the resulting malnutrition and disease.


  After the war, the survivors whose stories are presented here were repatriated to the Netherlands and emigrated to Canada, eventually settling between Ottawa and Montreal. Forty-seven years after the war, in October of 1992, about a dozen people — including both camp survivors and their spouses — met at the home of Moira and John van Nooten in the town of Glen Robertson, Ontario. It is fondly remembered that although they initially met as strangers, they parted as friends, and it was decided on that day to continue to meet on a regular basis and to refer to these meetings as kumpulans, and eventually the group itself came to be known as Kumpulan Djempol. The word kumpulan is Indonesian for “a group or gathering of people,” and djempol might be roughly interpreted with the optimistic phrase “thumbs up” — a phrase which truly describes the spirit of the survivors — and over time, many more have joined in on what have become regular kumpulans held at various locations in the Ottawa-Montreal area.


  Beginning in 1993, Kumpulan Djempol has also held an annual service in Ottawa to commemorate the anniversary of the 15th of August, 1945 — also known as VJ Day — the day that the war with Japan officially ended. On those occasions the group meets not only to remember with sadness and heartache all those who unfortunately did not live to see the end of the war, but also to celebrate with happiness and gratitude all these many years that the survivors and their families have been able to spend in peace and freedom together.


  The original collection of stories by the Kumpulan Djempol members was first published in the limited edition book Kumpulana (2005) to coincide with the 60th anniversary of VJ Day. This compilation is certainly of importance in and of itself to researchers of the history of the war in the Pacific, but the greatest personal significance has naturally been more for the survivors themselves, so that they may know that their stories will live on, and for their spouses, children and grandchildren, so that they can read and reflect on the struggles and horrors that were endured in different camps, by different people, at different ages.


  It was especially to all the children and grandchildren — and now with this collection extended to younger generations all over the world — that the survivors have wished to address these accounts. It is naturally their hope that these readers will acquire a broader view of what so many, many people lived through during the war, and one might suggest that the authors not be thought of as they were when they wrote their story — that is, as older men and women — but rather that the reader picture them as the young adult, the teenager, or indeed the very young child that they were when events took place. When one realizes how young these survivors were at the time, through their stories perhaps some greater insight, understanding, and indeed some level of empathy might be gained as to the impact of the war on the rest of their lives.
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  It was January 28th, 1942, when Don left Tjimahi again, this time “destination unknown.”


  He left with his unit in the direction of the nearest railroad station. Immediately upon arrival, ammunition was loaded on board and the large number of men boarded the train. Shortly after, the train left in the direction of Batavia. They passed Padalarang (recognizable by its paper mill) and then reached Purwakarta.


  Here, more troops with lots of ammunition were taken on board. ln the meantime, Don had learned their final destination. They were going to the island of Bangka, situated in the Karimata Strait, between southeast Sumatra and west Borneo. It had been obvious that Bangka and the neighbouring island of Biliton would need protection. So for the time being, they went in the direction of Tandjong Priok and they reached this port within the hour. Aboard the Koen Hoa they reached their destination, Bangka, around noon.


  The purpose of transferring part of the KNIL to these islands was to prevent the enemy from occupying them. Therefore, it was important that the defence arrive first to take up the most favourable positions before the anticipated landings would take place.


  Finally, late in the afternoon, they reached their final destination: Pangkalpinang. This turned out to be a small town with a remarkably large number of Chinese inhabitants. Many lined the road, staring with inscrutable faces at the arriving forces.


  The men stopped somewhere at the outer edge of the town, in front of a native school, which had been vacated for their use as encampment. Reveille was very early the next morning, but nothing else happened until late afternoon. Then, finally, this area experienced its first bombardment. The troops were not much affected by this, as not only was the school outside of the town proper, but it was moreover reasonably well hidden.


  Apart from this event, everything remained very calm for a few days, and the soldiers used that time to scout the surrounding area. At 4 o’clock every morning there was a so-called “silent reveille” for the men, as some of them had to wake up for early morning patrols, held to reconnoiter the extensive area around the capital city.


  They reported that enemy seaplanes had been seen, anchored close to the shore. Because they were only lightly armed (without automatic weapons), they asked for reinforcements. At once, fully armed troops were dispatched to the area where the planes had been reported. Their mission: “To destroy the planes or at least prevent them from taking off.” No matter how fast they had left, they still arrived too late at the indicated area, because when they arrived at the beach, the last plane was just taking off from the water.


  It may have been February 12th, 1942, that the enemy finally dared make their first anticipated landing on Bangka. As they learned later, in several places at the same time and mostly on the north and northwest coast. Nothing was noticed in the area of the capital itself, situated on the east coast.


  At first, Don’s unit had been made up of only one hundred men. But when the Koen Hoa had entered the strait in northwestern direction, there were several hundred more men on board.


  It was around 4:00 p.m. when Don’s unit, totally unexpectedly, got the order to get ready to leave. It seemed that the enemy had landed up north in large numbers. Again with trucks, but now in great haste, they left Pangkalpinang. Those who could drive had to take a truck full of men to Tempilang, somewhere on the west coast, where they had to wait for further orders. From this they understood that Pangkalpinang was to be given up by them and that they had to withdraw on the west coast.


  Shortly after came the news that it had been decided to even leave the island of Bangka. They had to cross over to the city of Palembang, on the large island of Sumatra. How, would become clear on their arrival on the west coast. And the men would be very surprised. Nothing had been done yet to prevent the enemy from landing and occupying the island; and now measures had to be taken to leave it altogether. But their biggest problem turned out to be finding the right way to the indicated place on the west coast.


  It was long after midnight when they spotted the lighthouse beacons of Tempilang, showing them the direction to follow. Very slowly, with dimmed lights, they continued on their way. They stopped near the pier and the men quickly got off the trucks. It was pitch dark. Even along the pier there were no lights. Only the sky was red in the distance. With the truck engine turned off, the continuing roar of the canons became clearer. When daylight came, they could see only two tonkans, small wooden boats, normally only used for freight. They could only be towed; since they had neither engines nor sails.


  Fortunately, their obvious question was soon answered with the arrival of a motor boat, which moored at the pier. It turned out to be a small motorboat — 10 or 12 metres long — belonging to the Koninklijke Paketvaart Maatschappij. She had been camouflaged somewhat with branches and leaves, but these could hardly hide her obvious contours.


  According to the captain he had, indeed, received orders to tow both small wooden boats with the troops on board and to try to cross to Sumatra, then up the wide Mousi river to the city of Palembang. And then, both boats still being towed by the motor boat, cross the Java Sea to reach the port of Tandjong Priok or some other place on Java.


  So that the trucks which had to stay behind would not fall into enemy hands, they were driven to the pier and then pushed into the water. With a loud splash both four-year old Chevrolets disappeared in the sea. Because the mortar grenades were no longer deemed useful but could become a danger in the small boats, they disappeared into the water as well. But the men did take their carbines and machine guns.


  Now they entered their fifth night, which would turn out to be quiet again.


  In the meantime the water supply had diminished to the point where there was only enough left for less than 24 hours. On top of this, the captain made the statement that something must have gone wrong. According to his calculations, they should have reached Tandjong Priok the day before. But right then they could not see any land anywhere. Obviously, he was off course and everyone in the tonkans started to worry. It was now the 21st of February 1942 and they had been on their way 6 times 24 hours.


  The next morning, around 10 o’clock, the look-out reported that he saw a ship, but most of the men — being cold — did not stir as they could not believe it. They would have been an easy prey, but suddenly the look-out happily shouted: “Boys, we’re saved. I see the Dutch flag on the stern.” It turned out to be the Dutch minesweeper Soebang. Soon the men transferred. After all weapons had been transferred as well, shots were fired at both boats, so that they took on water and soon disappeared. Even the motor boat soon was sunk as well.


  As it turned out they had all the luck in the world, especially considering the fact that — as they found out later — they had been picked up five days before the Java Sea battle (February 27, 1942). Thus, four days before all Dutch war ships (including HMS Soebang) had been called back to gather near the east Java port of Surabaya. Otherwise, the motorboat and the two small vessels would never have been found. And they would have been stranded somewhere here, on the northern coast of Bantam, if they had not perished from thirst before.


  Finally, they saw the large port. Soon, the Soebang could moor at the familiar pier and shortly after the men put foot on solid ground.


  It was the 24th of February 1942. They had left the Tjimahi base more than three weeks before.
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    With the last and decisive battle in the Java Sea on the 27th of February, which turned out to be a complete victory for the Japanese Rear Admiral Takagi, the Dutch East Indies had also been lost for the allied forces. Immediately after the surrender was announced, both Tjimahi battalions had to take all their ammunition and weapons off the trucks and return them to the armories. Then everyone could find his bunk, feeling understandably rather depressed. Sleeping was impossible, and their new and rather unusual position as prisoners of war was heavily debated.

  


  During August of 1942, the first 300 men were selected and told to get ready to leave. This time not to return to this camp, they were told. The camp was buzzing with rumours as to their destination, but the Japanese kept this a strict secret. Very early in the morning they left — as always, heavily guarded. After that, several transports left, sometimes 500 men at a time. Always with unknown destination, but always in the direction of the railroad station.


  Only years later did it become known that all along there had been three destinations: Burma, Thailand (to build the infamous railroad) and Japan itself. In the latter they had to replace labourers who had been drafted into the military and sent to the occupied territories elsewhere in East Asia.


  Don was taken to Moji (between Nagasaki and Hiroshima) in Japan to work as a POW in the harbour. After the war he was transferred to the Philippines and he remained in the KNIL to fight against Sukarno and his independence warriors. He married and settled in Indonesia until 1965 when he left (spijtoptant) with his wife and his 9-year old daughter (Sonja) for the Netherlands, which he calls “het vaderland.” Hence the title of his biography: “from motherland to fatherland.”
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  Sonja Harms Kroese submitted her father’s story as presented here, which was based on his own war diary.
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  WE LIVED AT 4 Tjelaket in Malang, a corner house officially assigned to the Administrator of the Military Hospital. The house next to us was a doctor’s residence, occupied at the time by the substitute for the military, an Indonesian Public Health doctor. Dr. Wahab was a Batak (from Sumatra) and his wife was blonde and Dutch. Their children were close in age and had a rather dark complexion. Beside their house was the entrance to the Military Hospital.


  Right after the Japanese occupation started on the 8th of March, 1942, my house was claimed as a command post and they started by immediately taking the couch outside. However, Dr. Wahab came over and told the Japanese that there was a much more suitable location for a command post, near the driveway to the Military Hospital. So, I got my house back and the sofa was carried back inside.


  At the time, I was three months pregnant and Dr. Wahab knew that. Because we had lived under the threat of war, I had already bought a great number of things for the coming baby. I took the layette and many personal items across the street to a boarding house for Dutch ladies, where I could sleep as well.


  My husband, who was a young lieutenant, had to report to head quarters in Malang where he promptly was interned, at the same time as the father of Wim Anschütz (another Kumpulan member), who as a retired officer had been called up in the reserves when the army was mobilized.


  The next day, our minister, the Reverend Jan van der Woude, stopped by to see how I was doing. He told me that he had a small room for me in the house where he lived with his wife and four children, so that was great. The front room of the house was used as an office for church business, and he worked there with a ¾ Indonesian secretary, Mr. Kroeze.


  The Japanese chose, or rather commandeered, many large houses and the occupants would get three hours to leave with whatever they could carry, and then had to find new accommodation somewhere else.


  We also had to bow for every Jap, and if you did not do that, you were beaten up.


  One afternoon, I was busy with something in the office and Mr. Kroeze was also present. And there they came, a Japanese officer accompanied by a soldier. They knocked on the door, which I opened and, of course, I bowed and then stood at attention. But Mr. Kroeze, who looked about 60 or 70 years old while I was only 22 and 8 months pregnant, put his hand on my shoulder. The Japanese officer looked very surprised, apparently assumed we were a couple, pointed to my stomach and asked when the baby was due. I told him in about a month. Both Japanese then turned around and left. And that is why the minister’s family was allowed to stay in their house. At least for the time being, we were all very happy and grateful.


  This happened before we were interned. All men of the cloth were allowed to keep their bicycles, while everyone else lost theirs. And no cars, of course. Because the Roman Catholic priests wore a long habit, all protestant ministers had to wear something similar so that they would become recognizable as well. Thus, the Roman Catholics wore white and the protestant khaki complete with topee, or helmet. And all of them rode around on ladies’ bikes!


  The Van der Woudes treated me as a member of the family and were like parents to me. Both have passed away since. He was murdered by the Kempetai and she died later in the Netherlands. But I still carry on a strong friendship with their two daughters.


  And then, on September 29th, 1942, my first baby was born in the maternity clinic of the protestant mission. By then, my husband had been transferred to a POW camp outside of the city and could, therefore, not be reached. However, the wife of a sergeant who worked for my husband before the occupation, Mrs. Henneveld, not only was not afraid of anyone, she also seemed to know when and where groups of prisoners worked outside of the camp — under Japanese supervision, of course. One of those military prisoners had a secondhand store before the war and she knew him. He was Jewish and had a beard, which he had let grow with the result that he looked very unkempt — on purpose! Even the Japanese avoided him.


  Somehow, Mrs. Henneveld managed to speak to him and asked whether he could take a message to Lt. Kramers, to let him know that he had a son. This meant that I had to write on a very small piece of paper the baby’s name, birth date and how we were doing. He folded it many times and then hid the small wad of paper in his beard. Later, he passed it on to my husband who was very happy to get the news.


  When we entered the Malang Wijk camp three months later, the baby was three months old, and he was three years old when father and son met for the first time in Ambarawa 6.


  Mrs. Henneveld was interned in Semarang, where she died after the war was already over, due to eating too much after three years of starvation.
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  Dolly Elma Kramers-Proost was born in Semarang and later lived in the Netherlands. She married Jacob Kramers in 1939 and they started married life by leaving for Indonesia on the last big ship that left Amsterdam, the Johan van Oldenbarneveld. When the war broke out, they lived in Malang. Her husband spent the war in two camps in Bandung, the last one being the LOG (‘s Land Opvoedings Gesticht). Her father died as a POW in Surabaya. Elma entered the first camp, Malang Wijk, when her firstborn son was three months old. Through transfers, they also spent time in Solo Hospital and Boemikamp, ending up in Ambarawa 6. After returning to the Netherlands in August 1946, they went back to Java, coming back to the Netherlands again in 1950. In 1957, they emigrated with three children to Canada and arrived in Edmonton. Subsequently, they have also lived in Camrose (Alberta), Saskatoon (Saskatchewan), Ottawa (Ontario), Moncton (New Brunswick), and Edmonton (Alberta). They raised five children, four boys and one girl. Elma passed away in 2010.
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  THE DAY THAT I had to go without shoes is one that I always remember as causing a significant break in my life. My mother with her three sons had gone into Tjihapit camp in Bandung because living outside the camp was getting impossible. The economy in the Indies had been ruined, and so there were many women and children who had no more income or shelter. That meant that they could no longer buy food and other essentials and in many cases had to depend on charity, which was not always available. Also, harassment from Japanese and native hooligans made it not safe to stay by yourself. Some women solved the problem by moving in with their friends and neighbours and increasing their safety somewhat in this way. The Japanese decided this was a good idea and created so-called “protected neighbourhoods.” These were in the beginning surrounded by barbed wire, which was later on covered with a bamboo matting called gedek.


  At the outset we were allowed to go in and out of the camp at will; we did not live too crowded as the number of people that were moved into a single family house was not overwhelming. In our first place we started out with four families in a small house. A semblance of normality was kept up by everyone. We had plenty of clothes to keep us decent and we could buy more outside if we needed to. We also could buy food outside if we got tired of the food supplied by the main kitchen, which was free but not very inspiring. But then the Japanese confined us to the camp: we were no longer allowed out, except with special permission. The little market in the camp was closed also, and we were isolated. The only way to get out safely was in a coffin.


  Up to that time, I had not yet felt that a complete break had occurred in my life. The Japanese had come and the war was lost, we had no longer a position of privilege, but it was generally believed that the enemy would be defeated within a short time and that things would get back to normal. And one of the things of normality meant that you had clothes and shoes. Especially shoes, because one of the distinctions between “haves” and “have-nots” was that the “haves” wore shoes or slippers or some footwear all the time, the “have-nots” only occasionally.


  So when I no longer had shoes that I could wear, I realized that something had changed fundamentally. A sort of new age had arrived. Of course, we boys used to take our shoes off and run about barefoot whenever we felt we were outside adult control. My feet at that time were tough enough that the actual change did not cause much discomfort. But the fact was that my mother, and all the other mothers, could no longer provide for our needs and wants. This must have been hard on them, but for me it meant a break with our previous life — a break which I felt was a more or less permanent one.


  The old life would never come back again. It should have been more obvious to many people that the world would never look the same again, but in the camp we lived on hope and the expectation of old times coming back. It is what kept a person alive. To be pessimistic and downhearted was somehow traitorous, because we wanted to live to victory, and dispirited and pessimistic people were a danger to all of us. Even though eventually all of us walked around barefoot and in rags, and we knew in our hearts that everything had been turned upside down, very few would doubt that we would come out on top in the end. And that included yours truly, with or without shoes.
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  John van Nooten was born in Pontianak, but lived in Batavia (Djakarta) when the war started. During the war, his father was in camp Tjimahi, while John, his mother and two brothers were interned together. John spent time in the camps Tjihapit and Tjideng. He returned to the Netherlands in 1946. His mother and two young sons emigrated to Canada in 1953, arriving in Toronto; Marius came later. John and Moira were married in 1961 and they have four daughters, two sons and, so far, nine grandchildren. They lived in Toronto, Prince George, Bradford, Newmarket, Richmond Hill and, since 1972, on their farm in Glen Robertson.
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  WHEN I WAS in the Japanese women’s prison camp Sumowono, high in the mountains of Central Java, I found out there were also quite a few of our school friends there from our home town Solo (Surakarta).


  My Mom, together with seven children, was put on transport to that particular camp a few days after Christmas 1942. We were rounded up by the Japanese occupying army soon after they had entered the town in March 1942. In Sumowono we ended up in long barracks with steel roofs, on eight measured out spaces. It was unbelievably noisy when the tropical rains came down. Women and children, strangers, had to live across from each other. There was a centre aisle and a few side doors allowing us to move around.


  After we had settled in, we started to see more and more of our old friends and we shared the stories of our capture by the Japanese upon entering the city.


  My sister Emmie had a school friend Miepie who was also in this camp. Now Miepie had a lot of tight blond hair. It was very frizzy and hard to comb ever since it had started to grow after she was born. Ever since she was a little girl, her Mom had to have her hair trimmed very short. She had no idea how to do that herself and properly shape her child’s hair. So every two weeks she used to take her to a hairdresser downtown, where she was a regular customer for years on end. This was necessary as Miepie’s hair grew very fast.


  But in this camp, with nowhere to go, Miepie’s hair grew like the dickens and it was hardly possible to run a comb through it. As a 16-year old it was tough having to walk around like that and occasionally her Mom tried to shape it herself, with different results. Miepie was always complaining about her hair


  After our daily existence in this camp was organized, we used to receive regular orders from the Japanese commandant about the various ways we were supposed to live, clean, cook, behave, etc.


  This included occasional inspections by what we called hoog bezoek, or VIPs. These visits by Japanese officers were always announced beforehand. Everyone had to clean up frantically, straighten up bunk beds, get rid of things lying around, sweep, which in a way was a good thing. Mothers with little children had a very hard time keeping their small spaces organized.


  When the officers would arrive, we were ordered to line up alongside our bunks in the centre aisle of the barrack. As there were some ten barracks, it was very difficult to keep the children lined up until the visitors came by. We never knew which building would be visited first. And when they passed, we all — little children included — had to bow deeply in honour of the important visitors. If someone did not bow far enough, she could expect a poke in the stomach or a slap in the face.


  After these particular visits, we girls always came together in order to discuss how it had gone in our own barrack.


  After one such visit Miepie came up with an amazing story about what had happened in her lineup. When the Japanese officers entered the barrack, a loud order was yelled: Keirei, which is Japanese for bow. Everyone bowed. You were not supposed to look up. Miepie said she heard the sound of the boots on the concrete floor, and the clinging and rattling of the Samurai swords as the small group of officers passed her and her Mom.


  But suddenly she heard one of the officers call out: “Hello Miepie!!” She looked up and guess who she saw? It was her Japanese hairdresser from Solo, our hometown, wearing the uniform of a high ranking Japanese officer. But they did not stop and marched on. Of course, she was astonished, as was her Mom. How could a simple hairdresser have obtained such a high rank in the Japanese army within a year of the occupation of Java?


  When she told us the story, we were all shocked that among us had lived traitors disguised as hairdressers and who knows what else? How many traitors had been living among us before the war and had contributed to the fall of the Dutch East Indies? This discovery made her and all of us, young people, realize that our trust in humanity had been destroyed.


  That conclusion was confirmed in the following years spent in several more prison camps. And when the liberation came at the end of August 1945, we were not out of the woods yet, because then we were attacked by nationalist extremists. But that is another story.
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  Dieuwke Talsma Wendelaar Bonga was born in West Dongeradeel, the Netherlands, but lived in Surakarta on Central Java in Indonesia when the war broke out. Dieuwke, her mother and six siblings went from camp to camp (Public School, High School, Dibbits, Kledjo (all in Solo), Sumowono, Ambarawa 2, Muntilan, and Banju Biru camp). After being reunited in Singapore, the family returned to the Netherlands in 1946. Dieuwke married Simen Wendelaar Bonga in Dokkum and they came to Canada in 1952, where they lived in Pakenham and later in Ottawa, Ontario. Simen passed away in 1968 and from then on Dieuwke raised their three daughters alone. She wrote a book about her war experiences and in 1996 Eight Prison Camps was published; she also translated her mother’s camp diary into English.
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  The Hanrath family home at 26 Boekit Basar Palembang, in January of 1941 — where it all started

  


  THIS IS THE STORY of a seven-year old boy who was living in the city of Palembang on the island of Sumatra when the Second World War broke out. One day, as a normal outing, this boy was riding on his little scooter to his friend who was living only a couple of blocks away when the reality of war was at hand, the air raid sirens went off and, within a few minutes, there were the Japanese planes overhead followed by Dutch fighter planes, resulting in a complete dog fight, to the amazement and excitement of this little boy who thought this was a wonderful experience — until the bullets hit the pavement in front of him.


  Not knowing the dangers involved, he went hiding in the nearest garden hedge, and it was at that moment he realized that this was a first encounter with an absolute war event.


  The Japanese invaded Palembang’s harbour on Sumatra in February 1941 and quickly secured the island after bitter fighting cleared. The boy and his mother, together with his three younger sisters, travelled east to the island of Java. First to an uncle’s sugar plantation near the city of Tegal where they stayed for approximately four months, then to the mountainous city of Bandung in West Java, and finally to a bungalow on the outskirts of Bandung. The youngest child was just one year old.


  The mother noticed that the Japanese military were picking up people left, right and centre, randomly. She made little backpacks for each of the children with lots of goodies, so if picked up, they had all the necessities on hand.


  Knowing that the soldiers were stripping colonials of all their belongings, the mother hid her jewellery and money, including her wedding band, in the stuffing of the boy’s tiny teddy bear. She told the boy to keep that bear with him at all times, but he did not know the reason why at that time.


  Then one day a dump truck drove up and parked outside their bungalow and, after breaking down the front door, the Japanese soldiers stripped the family of all their valuables and ordered them into the truck. But the Japanese soldiers let the children keep the knapsacks and the teddy bear.


  
    
  


  
    
      
    

  


  
    
  


  The whole family was transported to the local jail and stayed there under the most horrible conditions for about three weeks, after which the boy was separated from his mother and sent to a concentration camp called Tjikudapateuh, a well-known, horrifying place. He immediately went into a hunter-and-scavenger mode, soon “liberating” a woven mat, called a tikar, to sleep on.


  The new internees were quickly put to work, and the wiry boy, small for his age, was assigned lighter labour — stuffing sandbags, collecting garbage and doing road repairs.


  Soon, he acquired a new nickname, Jangkrik, which is Malay for cricket. He was very skinny, small, fearless and fast. So fast, that he once stole some food from under the noses of Japanese guards who had fallen asleep after eating.


  The boy sneaked up on them and nabbed a piece of meat, some rice and a bottle of sake wine — at least, he thought. But when the Jangkrik was far enough away to safely take a swig, he nearly spat it out. It was soy sauce. “But it came in very handy,” the Jangkrik laughs, “when we caught some birds or animals we could cook them in it.”


  It was in this camp that the Jangkrik met his mentor: an Australian soldier he knew only as Jones. Jones had been badly beaten by guards, and the young boy looked after him. In turn, Jones taught the Jangkrik how to read and write, both forbidden activities in the camp.


  After several months, the boy learned that his mother was in a camp close by, so close in fact that only a two-lane road separated them. He tried all kinds of ways to get across, which was totally impossible. Then one day, he was sitting in his barracks and noticed a manhole on the footpath. The manhole was just big enough for a child to get through.


  The Jangkrik was young, so he really didn’t see the danger in things. He lifted the lid off the manhole and went into the sanitary sewer, and phew! It was smelly, full of rats and sanitary waste. But he wanted to see where that pipe went. He came to a fork in the pipe, guessed at the direction and decided to go straight ahead. At the end he saw another manhole cover, lifted it carefully and found himself in a corner of the women’s camp Tjihapit. The reunion with his mother was one of muted joy. He learned that she’d managed to provide for her daughters despite a broken knee — and that his sister still had his teddy bear.


  He travelled through the sewer pipes several times until he decided it was safer to stop before he would get caught. He had witnessed brutal acts in these camps: civilians being used as bayonet targets, in Tjihapit he saw women whipped to death with a cat-o’-nine-tails, and men having their skulls slowly crushed in Tjikudapateuh. The worst happened when, one day, he had climbed to his favourite lookout on top of the camp’s eight-foot wall. Hidden behind a tree, he saw the Japanese beheading two POWs with samurai swords. The Jangkrik never was sick when he went into the sewer, but he was when he climbed down from that wall.


  Soon after, word spread in whispers throughout the camp that the internees were going to be moved to another camp by train. The men and boys were lined up and told to march along the railroad tracks, tracks that many of the Allied POWs had been forced to repair during the war.


  “There were so many POWs and boys — and not many Japanese guarding,” the Jangkrik remembers. The wily Jangkrik watched as his mentor, Jones, slipped into the brush — this was the last time he saw Jones — then he himself blended in with the group of women and children working by the side of the railroad. “I was hoping they would go back to the same concentration camp as my mother,” says the Jangkrik. “Luckily, they did. And a happy reunion followed at the Tjihapit concentration camp.”


  That little boy called the Jangkrik was me — Theo Hanrath.
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  Theo Hanrath was born in Fort de Kock, Sumatra, but lived in Palembang when the war started. He was first interned in Bandung prison, then spent time in Tjikudapateuh and Tjihapit, later going to camp Kramat in Djakarta. It is not known to him where his father spent the war but he, his mother and three sisters were together until he was sent to a boys camp. He left for the Netherlands in 1949. From January 1955 until January 1958, he was with the Royal Dutch Marine Corps and was sent to New Guinea from May 1955 until October 1958. For his part in the action with Indonesia, he received the New Guinea Herinneringskruis (“Commemorative Cross”) with the Action Star (he did not get his official “honourable discharge” until October 1970). In 1958, he emigrated to Canada where he arrived in Halifax and then went to Toronto. He married Ans in 1959 and they raised two daughters, living in Toronto, Belleville and Ottawa. He also returned to Indonesia (the city of Bandung) for a two-year business contract from 1986 to 1988. After Ans passed away, Theo married Gloria Franzanie in 1994.
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  AFTER SUPPER, my mother left the room to do the dishes in the sink that we shared with 18 other people in the house in the civilian prison camp. My younger brother and I remained sitting at the table under the only window. The room had been partitioned off into two sections by means of a large, freestanding clothes closet. In one section my mother had her bed, a creaky, wooden affair, hammered together in a hurry by an inexperienced carpenter. It was covered with a thick mattress filled with kapok. My younger brother and I slept on the other side of the partition on the floor on a mattress which we rolled up by day. Mealtimes were the highlights of the day, and especially supper meant a plate of warm food. The food was prepared in a central soup kitchen in massive iron cauldrons heated over a wood fire, inside a large open enclosure built of thick bamboo posts and covered with dried palm leaves. The camp contained largely women, girls, and boys below the age of 13. Older boys were periodically rounded up by the authorities and shipped out to men’s camps. That had happened to my older brother, who had turned 13 the year before. One morning, he bravely took leave from us and marched to the gate to join the other boys that had to leave. We did not hear from him until after the war, two years later.


  The mealtimes were special because we were always hungry. We were not allowed to cook, and we got highly inadequate food from the soup kitchen. Close to mealtime, we children had to collect the meals from the soup kitchen in a saucepan which we gingerly carried home, where my mother would carefully scoop the contents onto three plates. The food was usually soup with a little rice. The rice was good, but the soups I remember were terrible. One reason for that was that the Japanese had hired Indonesian contractors to supply the camp with produce and meat, but these people skimmed a lot of the money that they received to buy the food. They gave us the absolute cheapest swill they could get away with. If one of us happened to find a tiny piece of meat in the soup it was greeted with great glee, although it rarely amounted to more than a sliver of cow gut, boiled to a stringy pulp. We were obsessed with dreams of eating. At times, I ruefully recalled how before the war I had tossed part of a sandwich I did not like into the wastebasket during lunchtime at school. How could I have done such a foolish thing? I am sure everybody in the camp had similar regrets.


  My mother was a very important person in our lives. We were one of five families living in this little five-room house and although we children got along well with one another, the pressure of the confinement often told on the adults. The atmosphere was very important. In the colonial life society was rigidly stratified, with money being the main criterion of superiority, and social position another. Skin colour was not too important in the Dutch East Indies. The Japanese army, of course, could not care less about the precious Dutch customs and had herded everybody who was even remotely white into an area of the town where they could confine us within a high barbed wire fence and a second fence made of woven bamboo, so that we could not look in the “free world,” nor could we be seen by the Indonesians. Within our house we had women from every class of society and every rank of the military. My mother, who prided herself on having married a dentist, often sensed slights and barbs that were a puzzle to us children. But she took her child-raising duties very seriously and fought like a lioness to get our share of the dole.


  The food situation grew worse. My brother John got very thin and I myself suffered bouts of a terrible dysentery which put me in the hospital for a week. Medicines were largely unavailable and the nights I lay awake on my crib with the terrible cramps raging through my guts and my mother powerlessly praying by my bedside can never be forgotten.


  In despair, she set out to try and smuggle food in from outside the camp. It was a dangerous undertaking, but it led to some of the best memories I have of that period. Through contacts here and there she managed to send a note to our former housemaid who was living outside the camp. The woman in turn found a young man who was willing to smuggle food into the camp if he got paid in silver, gold or jewellery. Those commodities were actually contraband and the Japanese held periodic unannounced searched to find hidden caches. During these raids they would order everybody, sick or healthy, to line up on the street outside their house. A patrol of soldiers would then go through the whole house, overturning cabinets and lamps, cutting open mattresses, looking inside cupboards while collecting anything of value. So it would seem impossible for any internee to still have gold or silver left to pay the smugglers. Nevertheless, some women, including my mother, had devised ways to conceal a few precious objects. When we moved into the camp, my mother had brought with her a bar of solid gold, weighing one kilogram and measuring perhaps two inches by four inches. It shone with a powerful gleam and helped to reassure us that after the war we would still be rich. At first she had found a crack inside the cupboard door to hide it in, but after a few Japanese raids she realized her luck was not going to hold out. So after a palaver with us children one evening, she announced: “You kids have to look after the gold bar!” We did not know what she meant, but the next morning she found a little red paint and a paint brush and painted the gold bar a brilliant red. She let it dry and placed it in our box of toys, which contained also wooden blocks of a similar appearance. The Japanese soldiers never noticed it.


  With us getting hungrier and sick, however, she decided to use part of the bar to pay the smugglers. She managed to cut it into smaller pieces. All we had to do was wait for the smugglers. They were supposed to come at night and would enter through a large sewer pipe that stretched the length of the camp. The Japanese, in fact, had blocked it with barbed wire, but that had been some time ago and it was getting rotten. With a little effort one could crawl through it. The risk the smugglers took was enormous. If they were caught they would have been beheaded publicly. But they were poor and could sell the gold to rich Chinese merchants or exchange it for clothes.


  Then it happened one night that my brother was woken up by a soft tap-tap-tap noise on the wooden window shutter. My mother had heard it too and came from around her side of the partition to ask in a low voice: “Siapa itu?” (Who is there?). An equally low voice identified the tapper as a certain Musa, who had been sent by our former housemaid. Slowly, my mother opened the shutter, still afraid of a trap. It was a pitch-dark night, new moon no doubt. She lit a match and the light fell on the white teeth of the grinning face of a giant of a man, stark naked, covered with black grease and, best of all, lugging a huge bundle of unidentified goods on his back. He had a smaller helper with him who also carried a bundle.


  We cleared away our mattress and the men climbed through the window and put their bundles down. Then the bargaining started. They carefully unrolled one bundle which contained a huge slab of smoked bacon, several pounds of coffee, sugar, canned sweetened milk, rolls of native tobacco and a number of foodstuffs that I cannot recall anymore, nor can I remember what was in the other bundle. It was like the scene of the smugglers’ cave in the book Treasure Island, except that food was the treasure here and the gold carelessly changed hands.


  The smugglers came back once more after that and thereafter we never heard from them. We had feasts for many days to come and shared the loot with a few select friends. It probably helped us survive the next few months when the food situation deteriorated even more. Personally, the incident had one lasting beneficial effect on my life, because a few days after the first smugglers’ visit I thought I would try out the tobacco when my mother was not in the room. I did not realize that this was raw and very strong tobacco, for I had read so many stories of manly pirates and sturdy Dutch sailors who chewed tobacco constantly that, at age 12, this use of tobacco might have looked like a shortcut to manhood. Unfortunately, just as I was chewing a rather substantial wad, my mother came in. I knew what was going to happen if she knew the truth. Her house slipper had a sting to it, as I had found out before. So I just turned to the wall and swallowed the wad. Needless to say I got violently sick, threw up and since that day have always loathed tobacco.
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  Bart van Nooten was born in Larantuka (Flores), but lived in Batavia (Djakarta) when the war started. His father was sent to camp Tjimahi, while Bart with his mother and brothers Marius and Joop (John) went to Tjihapit. Bart later was moved to the 15th Bat. (Tjikudapateuh) in Bandung. The family returned to the Netherlands in October 1946 and in 1953 emigrated to Canada, arriving in Halifax. Bart married Nancy in 1960 and they raised a boy and a girl. After first living in Toronto, Bart lived in California from 1960 to 2004. He spent most of his time there working for the University of California, where he taught Sanskrit. Bart and Nancy moved to Thunder Bay, Ontario, in 2004.
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  IT HAPPENED IN TJIMAHI, a town on the island of Java, formerly the Netherlands East Indies. This town is high in the mountains. The early mornings are quite cool and misty.


  The year was 1943. It was during the Second World War when the Japanese army had invaded Java and held all the white people in prison camps.


  The camp was a part of the city which they had encircled with barbed wire and covered with gedek, a mat made of bamboo strips, so that you could not see out. This barrier was made double, so that in between the guards could do their rounds and prevent us from contacting the outside.


  The guards were first Japanese or Korean soldiers that were forced to join the Japanese army or stay in prison themselves. Later they were replaced with local Indonesian guards that were also forced into the Japanese army. They were called heihos. These were recruited from the romushas, forced labourers of the local population.


  I was 11 years old when I was taken away from my mother. My father had first been incarcerated, then my mother, brother and I. Later my brother was taken away and then it was my turn. We had no idea where everybody went. Only after the war were we reunited with each other through the work of the Red Cross.


  In that section of town there were normal brick houses, which formerly housed one family. The floors were covered with ceramic tiles, so that they were easy to clean and disinfect. In the tropics one always has to fight diseases. Now, however, there were forty to fifty people living in each house. Everyone had the bedspace of one person to call his own. What bed? We slept on the hard tiles with only a pillow and a small army blanket to cover ourselves with. I had a little suitcase with some clothing in it and my personal belongings like a toothbrush, a comb and a bible. This suitcase was situated at the head against the wall. We were all sleeping with our heads towards the wall and our feet sticking into the aisle, on both sides of the room.


  This particular morning I had woken up and noticed that I had slept with my mouth open. It was very dry and I tried to work up some saliva. To that end I chewed and chewed or, at least, made the motions. Till I really put my jaws together and I almost vomited. What happened?


  During my sleep a bedbug had entered my mouth and was sitting on one of my molars, till it got squashed. I have never had such a bad taste in my mouth and the smell was awful. It smells like cilantro. That is why to this day I cannot eat the stuff.


  So now I was awake. I was very thin, due to malnutrition. I was wearing a loincloth only. It was a marvellous piece of equipment. You could easily wash it and when you had to go to the bathroom you had no trouble removing it. Why do I make a point of that? First, there was no bathroom. Second, we had chronic diarrhea so that when we thought we had to go, it was a run towards the riverside.


  We always sat together with other guys and watched each others stool. This was a survival tactic. When you saw blood in the stool of your neighbour you first advised him to see the doctor immediately. When he refused, you reported him.


  It happened one day that I saw blood in my neighbour’s stool and he went to the doctor, was diagnosed with dysentery and died a couple of days later. Dysentery is a very contagious disease. And we had no medicine to fight it.


  Breakfast consisted first of a nice cup of coffee. This was brewed in the central kitchen and was brought to us in big drums that were carried on a bamboo pole in between two people. This coffee was mostly brown water and warm. We were sitting hunched on the curb of the street wrapped in our blankets, the morning mist hanging around us. Then, in the same fashion we were treated to a porridge-like substance. It was actually starch boiled in water. No sugar or salt was added. Yes, the same starch that one uses to stiffen material. If you did not feel like eating it right away, the starch would separate and sink to the bottom, with water on top.


  Three times a day we had to be counted. That was always a very traumatic experience. Firstly, it was a humiliation because we were kids and did not speak Japanese. We learned fast to obey, as otherwise there would be a beating.


  It was accompanied by a lot of screaming and howling.


  We were treated worse than dogs.


  We had to line up in rows of ten, three deep. At a certain command we had to bow down to the Jap in charge as if he were the emperor himself. If you did not bow down deep enough, there was a beating, usually with a bamboo rod, sometimes with the sheath of his sword.


  Kiotski! — Attention! Keirei! — Bow down! Ichi, ni, san, si, go, etc — one, two, three, four, five, and so on.


  Then: Ijo arimassen! — everything in order! And we were dismissed.


  If there was one person missing we had to report the reason, usually this was “in hospital” or “dead.”


  When somebody died he was put outside the house to be picked up by the “ravens.” He was then wrapped in bamboo matting, as there were no coffins, and buried the same day.


  The cemetery was not too far from our camp, on the left. We were the last camp on the way. There were various other camps to our right.


  So every day the other camps were also burying their dead and the procession passed our camp where we joined them. Sometimes there were more than a hundred bodies in one day. Some of these bodies were already disintegrating due to the heat and the malnutrition. Sometimes it happened that an arm or a leg fell off the cart. We would pick it up, put it with the body and continue on our way.


  Lunch consisted of one bun a day. This bread was baked in another camp. There was no yeast. This camp consisted of mostly older people: 10,000 of them. In the camp were people of all backgrounds. Scientists, doctors, engineers, common folk, pharmacists, etc. One particular guy had found out that urine of older people contains vitamin-B, and yeast is also vitamin-B. Therefore, in the camp big drums were placed in certain places for everybody to urinate in. This was brought to the kitchen and boiled. The dirty part was removed and the rest was used to bake bread.


  I had misgivings about the Japanese behaviour. Anything happened that they did not like, and we were punished. This usually meant no food that day. So to have a sort of buffer against this, I saved one slice per day until I had saved a whole bun. The slice that I saved I dried in the sun, my toast maker. The next day I ate it and saved two slices, etc.


  You must understand that this was all done in secret. If your mates found out that you were hiding food, they would steal it from you. Everybody was very hungry and you could not possibly condemn them for doing that. So I had this little suitcase above my pillow that would contain this bun hidden in some clothing that I still had. This bun was fresh everyday as I ate the stale one.


  Dinner consisted of a cup of cooked rice. Not our measuring cup, but a teacup size. From this I dried also a spoonful every day in order to have one cup saved. I would then the next day add water, let it swell and eat it, and save two spoons, etc. We ate the rice with some “vegetable.” Usually it was the leaves of the sweet potato, or the greens of the carrots. The Japs ate the sweet potatoes and the carrots. Sometimes we also got the sweet potatoes but they were mostly the rotten ones. To this day I have trouble eating them.


  All this saving came in handy one day. There were some people caught smuggling and the Jap punished our camp with two days no food. I remember the second day, when I also had nothing to eat. It was very painful. We were rolling on the floor because of stomach cramps.


  During one of the transports, now with sick people to the hospital, I was told that somebody was looking for me. It was the custom to mingle with the others and ask whether anybody knew a member of your family. This was the only way we could find out any news.


  It so happened that my brother was in another camp in Tjimahi. We had passed each other three times without recognizing each other. He had grown, tremendously according to my view, and I was still small. He was wearing clothing that I did not recognize as he had traded his clothes for larger ones. He was wearing wooden slippers. I was bald due to the fact that head lice were rampant and this way we could control disease. I was almost nude due to the fact that I only wore a loincloth and I was barefoot. That’s when I found out that one of the sick was an uncle of mine; he died on the last day of the war of beriberi.


  I also joined work groups. With carts we had to go to the station to pick up wood that other prisoners had chopped, for our kitchen. This was the only other means of getting out of the camp, so every opportunity was taken. Our job was to push the carts.


  We had a marvellous scheme going. Somebody had made contact with the local population. Of course, there were Japanese guards with rifles. But when you had to go, you had to go.


  First, permission was asked and then we got off the road behind a bush, where we found a native waiting for us. There was no place you could smuggle anything in. But we found a way.


  The adults in our camp provided us with money that we put into an aspirin tube. This we inserted into our anus. We had made a special cloth bag, elongated with strings on the end, in order to attach it to our loincloth between our legs. When we had to go, we retrieved the money and exchanged it for a piece of meat. This we put into the little bag and fixed it between our legs in our loincloth. We suddenly were very “well hung,” but the Japanese soldiers never searched between our legs. When inside the camp, we passed by the kitchen to relieve ourselves of this burden. It was for the common good as this meat was strictly for the patients suffering from beriberi. One little cube of meat per week would cause the swelling of the patients to diminish. Can you now understand that we overeat here in this country?


  We also had fun among each other. One day we were at the riverside doing our business and somebody spotted a water snake. We fell over backwards in the water and grabbed the animal. It was skinned and boiled and we ate it.


  Further downstream, the adults had built a toilet over the water. A platform with one plank removed and sides to provide some privacy. We were waiting upstream till all cubicles were filled. To that end we had to be in the river with just our heads above water and we could see the “men” through the missing planks. Upon a sign from the ones in the water we put a paper on the water and struck a match so that it was like a flaming ship passing under. In no time there was some screaming as people jumped out of their cubicle, holding their crotch as the hair was singed. This was of course accompanied by huge amounts of laughter on our part.


  Most of the day we were loafing around not to get in the Japs’ way, otherwise you could expect a beating. Some people were not so lucky. They were put opposite each other and had to beat each other in turn on their faces. In no time flat, two friends can become enemies and will beat each other to death, under great laughter from the Jap.


  Or, the Jap would force a couple of people to put a table outside and force them to run around the table. This usually happened at midday, when the sun was at its peak. In no time everybody faints. Ha! Ha!


  Or, you had to kneel down on the hot pavement. He would put a bamboo pole behind your knees. You cannot sit down without your knee becoming completely disengaged. Ha! Ha!


  You can see where it was utterly necessary to evade the Jap at all costs.


  The clothing that I still had was used to trade. I traded one suit for a comb of small sweet bananas. To this end, we crawled through the sewers at night between the changing of the guards and met with natives. I ate this whole comb at once and cured myself from the chronic diarrhea.


  God, I am so grateful that I may live in this country Canada, where there is no war and where there is enough to eat. I cannot urge the people enough to count their blessings and bury their differences. Accept one another and learn from each other to the benefit of all.
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  Wout Hobé was born in Djokjakarta. During the war, he was interned in several Japanese camps: Kramat, Tjideng, Baros (Tjimahi) and 10th Bat. Bandung. He left Indonesia after the war and arrived in the Netherlands in 1947. In 1961, he married Marie Dorsman and they have two sons and a daughter. They emigrated to Canada in August 1959 and have resided in Montreal and Pierrefonds, and currently live in Ste-Marthe, Quebec.
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  ON AUGUST 6 and 9, 1945, the atom bombs were dropped on Japan. The Japanese commander of our concentration camp, Bangkong in the city of Semarang on the island of Java in Indonesia, herded and rounded up all of us young boys and old men to the convent square of the camp. After much shouting and pushing us into groups of 10  5 rectangles, the camp commander in full dress uniform and swinging his samurai sword above his head, addressed and informed us that the war was over and that he, unfortunately, did not know who won the war but that we prisoners were now free to go home.


  Beaten, tortured and starved for about three and a half years as a child slave labourer without wages and fed three times a day only a cup of watery starch, sweet potato leaf and a sliver of cow gut or watery rice, I was now free. I did not know where the rest of my family was. Therefore, I had no sense of belonging and was lonely and desperate.


  The chaos after the Second World War in Asia and Europe lasted for some time but, finally, I was able to emigrate as an unskilled labourer to Canada, where I had a chance of doing something with my life. I could hardly speak or write the English language. However, my dream since the age of four to become a sailor was realized. I worked my way up from ship’s potato peeler to ship’s captain on Canadian and American merchant marine vessels and, believe me, that was not easy!


  In the eighties, the nightmares and flashbacks had become so bad that I had to retire from sailing. I was diagnosed to have post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) from my experiences during the Second World War in Southeast Asia.


  Looking back, the atrocities committed by the infamous Imperial Japanese Army during those years have been hidden from the history books and have yet to be told to the ordinary man and woman in the streets of Japan and Canada.


  For instance, there have always been rumours to the effect that all prisoners (babies, children, women and men) under the Imperial Japanese military regime were to be mass executed in the event Japan was in danger of losing the war! The fact that these extermination plans were not put into effect can probably be attributed to the unexpected quick ending of the war. The atom bomb thus saved the life of me, an innocent child!


  I learned from the war that Japan was conducting its war against children, women and unarmed men as much as against the enemy military. While six million innocent Europeans were exterminated in gas chambers and crematoriums in Europe, 35 million innocent victims in the Pacific and Southeast Asia were killed, many by methods such as cutting out human baby livers to be used as appetizers for the Japanese military, by decapitation as a sort of Olympic sport, by medical experiments without anæsthetics, and by biological and chemical warfare. Moreover, there was the continuous raping of ten-year-old girls used as comfort girls, sex slaves or forced prostitutes to comfort the officers and men of the Imperial Japanese military regime. They forced young girls and boys less than nine years old into slave labour and committed many more unimaginable acts. Japan was conducting a war policy of gradual extermination of its prisoners as soon as their economical value decreased. It was ruthlessly exploiting the Southeast Asians it had “liberated” by forcing them to work until they died by the thousands, if not millions!


  During the Japanese military occupation, I was abducted from my home by the Japanese secret police or Kempetai — the equivalent of the German Gestapo — in 1942, when I was only 11 years old. At that time, I was tortured for refusing to give information on a young lady accused of spying and hiding Allied soldiers. I wet my pants from fear. After beatings and bashings over my head and body, I was tied up outside in the burning tropical sun for the red ants to find and bite me. The red fire ants were all over my body that was already bleeding from numerous cuts. Thirst, the open wounds from the beatings, the bites by the fire ants and the heat of the burning sun were all too much for me, an 11-year-old boy. I made a vow not to marry and have children. I passed out.


  Today, I am still on a quest for inner peace, while peace came too late for those 35 million slaughtered innocent human beings. Every year on August 15, the day that Japan unconditionally surrendered, I mourn at the White Rock cenotaph while some Japanese high officials pray and pay tribute at Shinto Tokyo’s Yasukuni Shrine to more than a thousand war criminals convicted by the Allied courts. These war criminals are not only regarded as heroes but as deities, not only deserving of respect but worshipped and that bothers me. Can you imagine the uproar among Canadian citizens if high officials of the German government were to pray for and pay tribute to German war criminals like Hitler?


  So, therefore, I cannot forgive and forget! I do not accept personal apologies from the Japanese Emperor nor from the Japanese Prime Ministers, but will accept an apology from the Japanese Diet, or parliament, and the Japanese citizens through legislation. However, when legislation for a formal apology was introduced into the Japanese Parliament to be signed into law, the effort failed and so no formal apology was made. A refused apology is an “aggressive offense” towards the victim survivor and will continue to “harm” that individual victim survivor! But, if Japan apologizes and pays restitution, then I, the victim survivor, can reconcile and trust will be restored. In the meantime, I do not buy any Japanese products or accept Japanese presents and will ask in a press conference to remove all Japanese cameras or other electronic instruments, for the Japanese injustice still prevails.


  One must remember that the victim survivors of Southeast Asia and the Pacific who were babies and children at that time, including me, paid a very high price for peace and freedom! The freedom you enjoy today! Furthermore, I seek justice this many years after the Treaty of Peace “shut” me out. It is most unfair that the treaty rehabilitated Japan’s economy on the backs of wartime victims like me. A child victim of war crimes deserves better than this.


  The Canadian Hong Kong veterans who were POWs of the Imperial Japanese military regime during the Second World War in Southeast Asia finally received their “Slave Labour Pay” from the Canadian government and NOT, I repeat, NOT from the Japanese government! You and I have to pay for that through our income tax. I have tried to get an exemption credit on my income tax from the federal government but failed. It is not so much the money as the principle behind it. It means that Japan is controlling the Canadian government and keeps smiling. It is very ironic, isn’t it? What an impact on Canadian society today.


  Canadian citizens of Japanese descent who were wrongfully put into concentration camps during the Second World War received an apology with restitution and rightly so. It is perhaps that these people could convince the Japanese government to apologize and pay restitution to its victims?


  I wrote to the United Nations Secretary-General asking the world community to reject Japan’s bid to become a permanent member of the United Nations Security Council until it has fulfilled its “legal and moral” obligations to the world, to the 35 million slaughtered babies, children, women and men, all victims of the Pacific and Southeast Asia, viz. from Korea, China, the Philippines, Indonesia, Singapore, Malaysia, the Netherlands, Canada, Great Britain, the United Sates and New Zealand. “No” for Japan with regard to a permanent seat in the United Nations Security Council.

  


  
    This contribution was based on a paper delivered by the author, through invitation, at the 1993 World Conference for Mental Health in Tokyo
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  Marius van Dijk van Nooten was born in The Hague, the Netherlands, but lived in Batavia (Djakarta) in the Dutch East Indies when the war broke out. He spent the war in the following camps: Kempetai (Heetjansweg) and Tjihapit (both in Bandung), as well as in the following boys camps: Tjimahi, Baros 6 and Bangkong. After the Japanese surrender he was in camp Tjideng (Batavia), Wilhelmina camp Tjangi in Singapore,Wellington (New Zealand) and Brisbane (Australia). Marius had been with his mother and two brothers until 19 July 1944, when he was taken away to Tjimahi. His father spent the war in Tjimahi, while his mother and brothers went to Tjihapit (see also stories by Bart van Nooten and John van Nooten). Marius returned to the Netherlands on the MS Sibajak, arriving in Rotterdam late 1946. He arrived in Canada by himself in Gander, Newfoundland, in 1954. He remained single and lived in Toronto, Montreal, Halifax, St. John (Nfld) and Vancouver. In 1993, he was invited to speak to the World Conference for Mental Health in Tokyo about his time in the Japanese boys camps and his experience as an 11-year old, when he was tortured by the Kempetai. In 1995, he organized a trip to the USS Missouri, moored in Bremerton, Washington. This was the site where fifty years earlier the Japanese signed an agreement with the Allied Forces, restoring peace.
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  IN CAMP BANJU BIRU, everyone had to work and the tasks that needed doing were assigned to different groups. I had to help empty the poeptonnen or poopbarrels. These were carried on long poles which rested on the shoulders of two persons. A group would go to a nearby stream and empty them in the water.


  Sometimes, while we were there, I would see a head appear above the high grass on the other side. Others would notice that too and then deals were made for sugar. The sugar had to be smuggled into the camp and to hide it, it would be put in one of the barrels.


  Since the guards never thought we would put food in those dirty barrels, this worked well for a while. Then, one day, they found the sugar when we returned to the camp. To re-enter the camp, a gate was opened and we were let in. Once we were behind that closed gate, the second gate into the camp would be opened.


  That particular day, the second one was not opened and we were trapped between the two closed gates. All the women and I — the only child in the group — had to line up. We feared what might be ahead of us as we knew what punishment could be handed out. The guards were known to heat up a metal bar, place it behind a prisoner’s knees and then force her to kneel. Not only was having the bar there painful, but the metal would burn the skin. This time, though, they burned the first person with cigarettes all over her body, and hit her twenty times with a bamboo rod. When the first woman did not tell who was responsible, they worked on the next one. I was waiting for my turn, like all the others.


  I glanced down the line and could see there were five persons ahead of me. They finished with another woman, that left four. Another one and three left. But then, suddenly, I felt that I was lifted up from behind and put in the next place in the lineup. I was still a young girl at the time, and very small and thin, so it must have been easy to pick me up.


  This went on for a while and I was moved along a few spaces. In the meantime, the torture of the other women went on as well.


  Suddenly, a woman walked our way and approached the gate. The guard opened the inner gate, she came in, lifted me up and carried me away.


  I do not know what happened to the other women, nor do I know who the lady was who carried me off, but to me she was an angel sent to save me.
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  Lynn Huysman van Frankfoort was born in Amsterdam, but lived in Surabaya when the war broke out. During the war she moved from Malang Wijk to Banju Biru, and during the bersiap to Ambarawa. She spent the war with her mother and sister, while her father was in the Ambarawa men’s camp. They returned to the Netherlands in 1946 and lived in Bussum. She met Kees van Frankfoort while she worked in the Juliana Kinderziekenhuis (children’s hospital) in Arnhem as a nurse and they were married in 1952. They emigrated to Canada in 1958 and after fifteen years returned to Holland for a one-year period. In Canada, they lived in Montreal and later in Ottawa. Their family consists of a daughter and two sons. Kees passed away in 1999.
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  WHEN THE JAPANESE started to separate the older boys from their families, I left my mother and sisters in Banju Biru and went to Salatiga, where I ended up in the house of a Chinese with five or six other boys. One of those was Willy Zweers, who also came from Banju Biru and we would stay together all the way to the 15th Bat. — or Tjikudapateuh, meaning “Crippled Horse” — in Bandung.


  Shortly after my arrival in Bandung I heard about work in the hospital, so Willy Zweers and I both ended up there. The hospital staff consisted of several physicians and some nurses, all male. I worked in the dysentery hospital, which had a nursing staff of five: one nurse was a heavy set man — who through the war never seemed to lose the weight! — and the other nurse was called Moen, and then there were three young men, including me and Willy.


  We slept in the hospital, all together in one room. There were no shifts to work: whoever was awake, worked. The hospital was always full, and often the morgue as well. There was very little medication and when you were admitted to this section, there were only two possibilities: you got better soon or you died. For hospital work we received extra rations, which would be maybe half a bun. A bun was about the size of a small hot dog roll, and the bread was very compact. As there was no yeast, someone thought of collecting the urine of the prisoners and then use it to make yeast for the baking.


  In the hospital, we were responsible for changing the beds, which needed to be done very often with dysentery patients, and for cleaning and washing the patients. For this, we had to get water for the mandibakken, which are the large basins holding the water for baths and other purposes. The water had to be carried over quite a distance from another part of the camp. The camp had a Technische Dienst or Technical Service, a sort of think tank consisting of knowledgeable people who came up with ideas on how to solve problems with the limited resources available. They eventually made a pump near the dysentery hospital, so that getting water became easier. To accomplish this, they used a steel hydro pole and made teeth at the bottom of it, so the pole could be used as an auger for digging. At the top they made a handle for turning the shaft. Luckily, the soil lent itself to digging in this fashion. Once the hole was dug, the water was brought up by using telephone poles, which were hollow pipes, with a pump-handle.


  Every now and then, when it was not busy in the hospital, we had to go on work detail. That often meant unloading trains. Sometimes we had to carry bags of salt, and when the salt would leak through on our bare skin in the hot weather, it would really sting. Sometimes it was sugar. When possible, we would try to bring some of that back with us in our pockets. We might also get extra rations for the heavy work. These were just short term assignments.


  When animals were brought into the camp, they were taken to the slagerij to be killed. In the beginning the buffalos were killed by hitting them with a sledge hammer between the eyes. Later, the Technical Service developed a metal mask with a hole in it. A sharp chisel would be placed in the hole and then hit with a sledge hammer. The hole covered a strategic spot on the animal’s head.


  Cooking by the inmates was not allowed and the Japanese could tell by the smoke where this was done anyway. So the prisoners developed a way of making a fire without smoke. This was done as follows. In a large drum — about 5 gallon size — a hole was made in the centre of the bottom and in the centre of the lid. A broom handle was inserted through the bottom hole and the drum then filled with sawdust which had been moistened. The sawdust, which came from the zagerij (saw mill), had to be packed really tight. Once the drum was full, the lid was put back, the broom handle removed and a fire started at the bottom hole. The cylindrical hole in the centre worked as a chimney, and the saw dust fire did not smoke. When the fire was no longer needed, or when a guard came around, a rock was put on the hole on top and the fire would die for lack of oxygen.


  To light the fire, we had some matches, but also used lighters without fluid, but with a cord that would start to glow because of the flint. Not having pots or pans to cook in, we used tins from the Red Cross parcels or anything else that served the purpose. An English army helmet served as wok. We had very few utensils and no toothbrushes. I still eat with my camp fork, but have somehow lost the spoon.


  There was a Japanese officer who was always ranting and raving and could be heard from afar. But he never hit anyone and he never tortured anyone. After the war I saw him again with the allied military forces in the uniform of an American colonel, so I went up to him to ask for an explanation. He told me that he had grown up in San Francisco and was on his way to Japan for a family reunion, when the ship was stopped at sea by the Japanese and taken over. He was put in uniform and had little choice but to do as he was told. By being very loud and always screaming at us, he satisfied the Japanese and did not hurt the prisoners.


  One day a plane came over and we watched three parachutists come down: an American, a Dutchman and an Englishman. They walked over to the Commandant’s Office and later came out with the Japanese officer to tell the men the war was over. Then the military left and the Japanese had their orders: to protect us!
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  Fred Eygenstein was born in Padang, but lived in Djokjakarta when the war broke out. His father was in several camps and ended up in Tjihapit, while his mother and sisters were in Banju Biru. Fred was in Banju Biru, Salatiga and finally in the 15th Bat. — or Tjikudapateuh — in Bandung. When the war was over the family was reunited; however, Fred was drafted into the army. He later enlisted, signing up in the office of the camp where he had spent part of the war: 15th Bat. in Bandung. He returned to the Netherlands in 1950, where he married Alie in 1955. Early in 1957, Fred emigrated to Canada, and Alie followed in October of the same year with their two daughters. They settled in Ottawa and later added two boys to their family. Fred passed away in 2006.
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  WHEN THE WAR with Japan broke out in 1942, my parents, my younger brother Bertho and I lived in Kota Rajah, a town situated at the northwest point of Sumatra, the second biggest island of the former Dutch East Indies.


  The first signs of anything abnormal I noticed were the camouflaged cars and buildings, the air raid shelters (we had one of the first in town) and, of course, the air raid drills. Also, we had to have a piece of folded rubber hanging on a piece of string around our necks; we were to hold this between our teeth during air raids. I had no idea why.


  All the fig and able professional men had to join the Guards of the city; others were asked to join the Army. The need for recruits was so bad that the officer in charge of recruiting employed a bit of a dirty trick to get some men enlisted. The device for measuring the length of the recruits had somehow got a weight attached to it. This was dropped “accidentally” on the heads of those who just could not make the height requirement; then they were told to come back later. With the bump on their heads they, of course, passed the test!


  When the Japanese were getting closer and closer, the women and children were asked to leave for Medan. So, early one morning, we were put on a train. Also with us was Brahim, our gardener, whom my father had instructed not to leave us till we reached Medan. This man was so loyal to us that I am sure that he would have defended us whatever the consequences. The train trip took two days and we had to stop numerous times. Sometimes because planes were sighted and then everybody had to go out and find some shelter, other times we had to wait at a station for an oncoming train, because the line between Kota Rajah and Medan operated on a single track with sidetracks at the stations. At every stop Brahim came by to check whether everything was okay. As a rule everything was, except for burns to faces, arms and legs caused by sparks from the wood-operated locomotive flying in through the open windows.


  In Medan we stayed in a boardinghouse that was getting full with evacuees. Brahim came by every day to check, although he could have gone home; his devotion to us was really heartwarming! My father’s brother, uncle Max, who lived in Medan, also passed by as often as he could. The night before he had to leave with the armed forces, he took my mother into the Chinese quarters of Medan and they bought all kinds of canned food. All these cans were put in a large trunk, or “the coffin” as we came to call it.


  Every morning, we were woken up by soldiers doing exercises. They were stationed in a high school about half a block away. Then the order came for all of us to assemble one morning on a square not far behind the boardinghouse. Many kids were crying, their mothers making things worse by screaming at them to stay quiet. Other women lost their children in the crowd and, of course, they were in near hysterics until they found them.


  Next, we were hoarded into a train with all our belongings. Again, Brahim was around to help us as much as he could. The train stopped at a small place outside Medan. It was quite a long walk to the camp where we were supposed to go. How Brahim got there, I guess we will never know; he just smiled when my mother asked him.


  Anyway, for some distance he managed to get a sado (a two-wheeled horse-drawn carriage) in which we placed the coffin and some of the other heavy luggage. Then one of the Japs ordered everything out of the sado. We managed the rest of the way by carrying our belongings for short trips, going back for whatever we had left behind. Brahim was still helping. Some people laughed at the amount of luggage we had. Most of them thought it to be a matter of weeks or maybe months before we would be liberated, so they had taken hardly anything with them. How sorry they were to be!


  We were still trying to find a place to stay, when we were told that we were in the wrong place. Fortunately, by that time the Japs had some trucks available to take the heavy luggage back. Brahim was still waiting outside and tried to help us. The Japs chased him away; when he tried again, my mother told him to go. We had heard enough natives being punished in front of the high school when we were staying in the boardinghouse. Most of them were caught trying to plunder from the houses that people had left. Their screaming and hollering while they were being tortured was terrible. My mother had no intention of letting this happen to Brahim. She told him several times to go; finally, he said good-bye and left with tears in his eyes.


  The train brought us farther away from Medan to some army barracks. From then until the end of the war we were kept in camps behind barbed wire.


  This first camp, Pulau Brayan, was a women’s camp and it was divided into four blocks: A, B and C were together, while D was about a quarter mile from block C.


  As soon as everything got settled a bit, a few things were organized: school for the younger children, groups of women to work in the kitchen, others to take care of older and sick people. Some women organized French or German conversation groups; anything to keep busy.


  Every morning it was my duty to get our coffee from the kitchen. One morning, a pal of mine offered to give me a ride home on a little two-wheeled cart that he had. As soon as he started off, most of the boiling hot coffee spilled over my legs and rear end. For some time, I was forced to sleep on hands and knees.


  Soon after that, an epidemic of sore eyes started. Whoever was affected could not see for several days; pus accumulated under the eyelids. Without any medicines to treat the sore eyes, all we could do was to wash them out often. One night, my mother was washing mine out by the light of an oil lamp when a Jap soldier happened to pass by. As the camp had been ordered to have a complete blackout, we were accused of trying to send signals out to American planes. We were bad people and we would have to move to a part of block A, where all the bad people were sent.


  Sometimes the camp was visited by Japanese soldiers for whom we had to bow deeply. Some of these would come over and ask: “Got Mido? Got Parker?” They must have been crazy about these watches and pens. It didn’t take the women long to take off their jewellery and hide it.


  With the camp population growing, mostly with people from far out plantations and other posts, we had to move again: the new addition was block E. Before moving in, however, our new homes had to be cleaned, as they had been used as shelter for cattle. Not long after we had moved, some new buildings were set up, the siding of which consisted of woven bamboo matting and the roofs were made with palm tree leaves. One can imagine what a tropical rain storm would do with these buildings, and we had several of them. Our mattresses were not on the floor like those of most other people, but with the use of two old doors and bricks they were about two feet off the floor. After the first rain storm in block E we understood what had been behind my mother’s idea.


  For each of the new buildings the Japs had a public bathhouse built. They were never used as a bathhouse, but as they were made out of wood, we started to take the insides apart to supplement our meagre wood ration for the kitchen. It wasn’t long before the Jap camp commander noticed this on one of his inspection tours. To find out who were the culprits, sixty women were rounded up and taken away. My mother was among them. A teacher came over to take care of us for as long as this group of women was gone.


  About a week after my mother was taken away, I found myself the youngest in a group of about 15 boys that was taken into Medan, where we stayed with the Salvation Army. We were interrogated several times in groups of four. The Japs wanted to know who had demolished the bathhouses; apparently the women hadn’t been very helpful. None of us helped either, not even on the last day when the interrogator became quite unfriendly. I was — I guess because I was the smallest one — kept behind and the Jap tried to force a confession out of me by threatening me with a little horse whip. This experience left me a bit shaken, but I felt good about keeping my mouth shut. Later on, the Jap tried to get my mother to confess by telling her that I had talked. She told him that she didn’t believe him.


  My mother was taken away another time in our block E period, because she was suspected of smuggling. To get extra food, she would slip through the fence, then cross a small river, and trade with the local people. She did indeed do a lot of smuggling, mostly for other people.


  In camp Pulau Brayan I kept chickens. In the morning I would feel the chickens, to determine which ones were likely to lay an egg. Those chickens would then be watched all day to make sure the eggs did not disappear. Sometimes there would be as many as six or seven eggs. These were eaten raw, and my mother ground the shells for us to be eaten as well, as they were a good source of calcium. The eggs were also shared with people who were sick, providing a very important part of their diet.


  Everyone in the camps had to do his share of the work, even the children. My task was to help out in the kitchen. Children were allowed to scrape the pots after the food had been handed out, but had to clean up and do dishes in return. However, the little extra food from those scrapings was very much appreciated as we were often hungry. What really helped us get through this period was the fact that my mother was, somehow, very good at getting food for us.


  From block E we were shipped to another camp, Gloegoer, where things got very bad as smuggling was impossible. The camp was surrounded by a high stone wall with glass on top. We became desperate for food; the stalks of corn plants were eaten, so were the insides of the banana tree trunk. Women and children started to faint.


  The quality of food was also getting worse. Since it was impossible to check the food for so many people for impurities, it was boiled the way it came in. I cracked a tooth on a small stone. We were refused to go out of the camp to see a regular dentist. We had a dentist in the camp, but she was quite sick with dysentery; besides, she did not have any instruments anymore. Someone in the camp had a small pair of pliers, however, and after a few unsuccessful attempts, the dentist had the broken tooth out.


  In Gloegoer, I became ten years old in December 1944 and just then it was decided that boys ten years and older had to leave for one of the men’s camps. My mother tried to keep me with her, but the Japs were immune to her pleas. So two weeks later we left, 24 boys with all their belongings, some clothes, mattresses and mosquito netting. Nobody knew our destination. The trip took two days.


  At the end of the first day we made an overnight stop at Tebingtinggi. The Jap in charge, whom we had called Mr. Baton as he had a little stick with him at all times, asked us what we wanted to eat. We looked at him and then at each other, surprised. We were not used to being asked what we wanted to eat. Besides, during the trip we had been singing a little folk song with words differing from the original. It went like this:


  The Americans are coming

  The Japs are running

  For over a week

  They had no sleep


  Mr. Baton, who proved to be very short-tempered, used his baton on a few. It did quiet us down in so far that we only hummed the melody. He did not hit us anymore, but we could see that he was still furious. When he asked what we would like to eat, we mentioned a fancy rice dish, not really expecting to get it. Mr. Baton walked over to one of the street vendors outside and ordered him to get what he wanted. After we had all been served, nobody dared to eat, however. We were afraid that it might be poisoned but as soon as we saw Mr. Baton and his assistant eat the same food, we forgot our worries and enjoyed a meal like we never enjoyed one before. In about half an hour our trouble started, however. Our stomachs were not conditioned to digest such rich food and we all got sick to some extent. Most of the boys threw up. I tried desperately not to, thinking of the good nutrition that I would be missing, and which I needed.


  The next afternoon we arrived at Rantau Prapat. We had to load all our belongings on a truck but we had to walk. The road to the plantations was very slippery after some rain and as it had gotten dark in the meantime, some of us got hurt falling. We crossed the river Bila with a small ferry and shortly after we arrived in camp Si Rengorengo.


  We were brought to the kitchen for our evening meal. While we were standing in line, somebody passed by and called out: “Is Peter van Musschenbroek there?” I said “Yes.” The man walked up to me and said: “I am your father.” I took a better look, but I cannot say that I recognized him with his beard. He took me back out of the lineup and got my ration served right away. We went to our quarters and I gulped my meal down as I knew my father had to be full of questions concerning my mother. I gave him a letter from my mother, who had had a hunch that I might end up in my father’s camp.


  Life was a lot cosier in the men’s camp; there were few chores to do for the younger kids. Eventually, I volunteered to work in the garden inside the camp. The main reason was that it gave me a chance to catch some mice, snakes and grasshoppers. All these provided much needed protein. In this camp, as in all other camps, food was scarce. I remember that I was very good at catching rats, which I had already done in the women’s camp. Even though I was still a very young boy, I would catch one, kill it and skin it. Once fried, a rat not only tasted good, but it provided meat, something which was largely missing from our daily meals


  I remember one night when I was sick that my father went with me to the toilet; everything was pitch dark. On the way back I stepped on something. My natural reaction was not to lift my foot off, but to push harder as it meant food if I killed whatever it was. It turned out to be a young rat. My father never wanted anything of the animals I killed and ate, till one day I gave him some pieces of a big mouse I had caught. I told him it was chicken given to me by a friend. After I told him what it really was, he ate all my catches with me from then on.


  The river Bila flowed past the camp and we were allowed to go swimming during the day. Some of the better swimmers managed to sneak away, despite supervision, and they collected mostly fruit. Also, after a good rain storm, we went after fruit on trees that had been pulled out by the roots somewhere upstream. This was, of course, not without risk but I do not remember anyone getting caught.


  One day, I was asked to work in the garden the Japs had made for themselves outside the camp. They had a greater variety of plants there and since nobody but the Japs got something out of this garden, I saw no harm in stealing some fruit or vegetables once in a while. Most of the time, I ate everything right away, because it is hard to hide anything when you wear nothing but a pair of shorts.


  Soon after the war ended, my father and I went by train to camp Aek Paminke, where we were very happily reunited with my mother and brother.


  When the time came to be repatriated to the Netherlands, we were at first not allowed to go on a boat because my brother had not had the measles. It seems the authorities were afraid of epidemics on board, and this was one way of avoiding them. So, mother let him spend some time with a family where someone had the measles, and then we were allowed to go. Eventually, we left on the Sommelsdijk.


  Along the way, we stopped at the port of Adabya in Egypt. Everyone was allowed to leave the ship and we were transported to Ataka, where we were received with music, drinks and snacks. It actually was quite a festive atmosphere, a real change for all of us. The camp survivors, who had lost everything during the war, were provided with clothing more suitable for the climate that was waiting at their destination. There was a play area for the young children, supervised by Italian POWs. The others went over to be registered and stood in line to get a coat, suit or dress, underwear, handkerchiefs, socks, etc. In other words, the basic necessities.


  After this brief interlude, our journey continued and we arrived in Holland in May 1946. However, my father did not like Holland and had a great deal of trouble adjusting. Because of this, he and my mother went back to Djakarta, Indonesia, for two more years, while my brother and I stayed in Holland to go to school.


  In 1956, I left the Netherlands and emigrated to Canada.
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  Peter van Musschenbroek arrived in Montreal in 1956 as an immigrant and went on to Oakville. After that he lived in Verchères, Quebec, and later moved to Ottawa. There, Peter married Aline and they raised her daughter and son, as well as their own son and daughter for a total of four children. Peter passed away in 2009.
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  BEFORE THE WAR in Indonesia, we lived in Surabaya, East Java, on Suruni Street. We were a family of seven: my father, mother, sister and four boys. The ages of the children were three to thirteen. My sister Kinnie, the eldest, was born in Amsterdam in 1928, during my father’s first furlough back in Holland.


  When the Japanese invaded Southeast Asia in 1941, including Indonesia, all non-native people were sent to concentration camps all over Indonesia. The first one of our family to be picked up was our father, who ended up in a camp in Bandung, West Java. Some time later, the rest of us were ordered to leave our home and we were sent to a holding camp in Surabaya. We were the last ones to leave our neighbourhood, because a Japanese commander, who knew our family from before the war, was transferred out. There were many Japanese people in business in Surabaya and my father knew quite a few of them.


  From Surabaya we were sent to Semarang, camp Lampersari. After some time we were off again to another camp, Gedangan, in the same city. From this camp, my two older brothers were taken away to a men’s camp as the Japs thought they were old enough to be men, although both were just in their early teens.


  My mother was chief cook in Gedangan, preparing three meals a day for about three thousand people. As we hardly saw our mother, my sister, younger brother and I were left to fend for ourselves. I remember getting very sick with dysentery in one of these camps and I would have died if it were not for my younger brother giving me his food.


  My mother became very ill towards the end of the war and went into the camp hospital. While my younger brother and I were visiting one day, we heard air planes flying over the camp. We ran outside to see what was happening and saw the plane dropping pamphlets. We picked one up but could not read it. We heard from others that the war was over and ran back inside to tell our mother the news. She had just passed away.


  We were finally allowed to leave the camp during the day. My two older brothers left the men’s camp to find the rest of the family. Entering our camp, they started to ask people about us but nobody they approached knew us. Finally, they ran into a young woman and asked her whether she knew the Hols family and our sister named Kinnie. By mere luck, this woman said that she was Kinnie, our sister! The Red Cross traced our father and we were all reunited, but sadly without our mother.


  In 1946, we arrived in Amsterdam, Holland. Here we were given some sort of special treatment as to housing, etc. Special schools were set up for us as we had no schooling or were far behind. You progressed at your own speed. The Dutch people did not like us very much and called us “rice pickers.” We, in turn, called them “cheese heads.” My father remarried in 1946 to our aunt, who became our stepmother, and in 1948 we all returned to Indonesia to a small island group called Riau Archipelago, south of Singapore. The island was named Bintan and the city Tanjungpinang, six hours by boat from Singapore. The currency was Singapore dollars. My father rejoined the police force in the secret service section. In 1950, we all returned to Amsterdam as our father had finally earned his retirement.


  I, by myself, emigrated to Canada in May of 1956 to dodge the military service. As a minor, I needed my parents’ consent to leave Holland.
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  Robert Hols was born in Solo, Central Java, but lived in Surabaya when the war started and later spent time in the camps Lampersari and Gedangan. His father was in the 15th Bat., Bandung, while his two brothers were in Bangkong, Semarang. The family returned to the Netherlands in 1946. Bob emigrated to Canada, arriving in Quebec City in 1956, and later lived in Ottawa, Toronto and Rousseau. He married Dorothy in 1971 and they have one daughter.
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  BEFORE THEY MET and married in 1946, both my parents were interned in various concentration camps during the Japanese occupation of the Dutch East Indies. When we were young, our parents would rarely talk to us about their camp experiences. Somehow, as kids, the four of us knew that they had experienced a very difficult period in their lives as young adults, during “the War.” Papa was more open about some of his experiences as a young prisoner of war in the Japanese slave labour camps in Burma. Occasionally, he would share with us a short exposé, usually related to the food shortages — especially when we would fuss about not wanting to eat something! Later, he did tell us about some of what he went through working on the infamous railroad.


  Mama was much more reluctant to talk to us about it, preferring to keep the bad memories well buried. She had been a young graduate nurse in the children’s ward of the camp hospital, and seemed to find it very difficult to talk about this when we were young. When she did share some of her experiences, we were adults ourselves, and it was only because we had found some objects she had saved from her “camp” days. There were two different sets of items, both carefully wrapped and kept well hidden. So well hidden, that they only surfaced thirty years later, during the process of packing up for a move.


  One of the items consisted of a folder of drawings made by her co-workers at the hospital in camp Lampersari, near Semarang, Java. These drawings, hand bound into an album with tattered ribbons, clearly depict some scenes of camp life: the type of shack they lived in, where they did their dishes and washed their clothes (by hand), various interior scenes, as well as a room in the children’s hospital ward. What is striking in these pictures is how much, in spite of the primitive surroundings, they tried to keep up appearances — everything looks very orderly, even the occasional flower-filled vase and little tablecloth, or doily, on top of whatever they used for tables! Very cosy and gezellig in spite of the deprivations they must have suffered.


  Among these drawings we found one that Mama admitted she had made. It is a heart-rending drawing of two little girls wearing only shorts, standing side by side on two raised wooden sleeping pallets, facing forward. Each little girl is about the same height, has long braids, and appears to be about four or five years old. The one on the left is well rounded, with a big smile and full cheeks. The one on the right is emaciated, ribs showing, looking very sad with a big tear coming out of her eye. The left braid of one girl is tied to the right braid of the other, so the braids actually join the two of them. The thin girl is holding on to the joined braids as if for balance, and she is also using her other hand to support herself on the bedroll beside which she is standing. Her weakness and discomfort are clearly visible. Underneath the thin girl’s “bed” there is a chamber pot, complete with lid and “X16” marked on it. The picture is dated October 27th 1944 (my mother’s 25th birthday).


  When asked what this drawing meant, she told us the following story. As a nurse on the children’s ward she would see many children who became sick and emaciated from parasitic worms infesting their bowels. No matter how hard the mothers would work to find food for their children, the worms would literally steal it, and the children just wasted away! In the picture she drew their braids as being attached to each other because they are representing the same little girl when she entered the camp girl — the one on the left — and after having been exposed to one of the many camp diseases — the one on the right. Now, it was one of her jobs, as nurse, to examine the pot after each use and count the number of worms expelled. In this way they were able to measure the effectiveness of the treatment. Thus, the chamber pot in the picture shows that on this day there were 26 worms in the pot.


  The second set of items we found was a package of three small pieces of exquisite embroidery, unframed and, of course, never before seen by us. She admitted that she had worked on them during her internment. We knew that she had often made various types of embroideries, but these three were a surprise! She told us that she had not been able to take any of her embroidery supplies with her when she went into the camps, but missed doing this activity very much. Her work in the hospital did not leave her much time for these luxuries, but somehow she was able to scrounge up what was needed to complete these projects: the needle, embroidery floss, wool, and material for the canvases.


  The largest piece, done in satin stitch on a piece of cotton, depicts a quaint English cottage with a typical English garden — in full colour! The second piece, much smaller (about 20 cm  30 cm) is a map of the Netherlands done in wool needlepoint, with the provinces done in different colours. The last one is smaller, done in very fine black and white petit point. It shows a typical Dutch scene of two sailboats sailing in a bay, circled by a shoreline dotted with neotropical trees. It looks a bit like a cameo. She told us that the materials for these projects were all found from discarded scraps. The petit point was done in a piece of the lining taken out of the cuff from a man’s shirt. Needless to say, we made sure that these pieces were framed and proudly displayed in their living room, and now that our parents are no longer with us, in our own living rooms.


  These pictures, the drawings as well as the embroideries, will always represent to our family the determination, the resourcefulness, creativity and imagination that she and other camp survivors must have had in order to get through their demeaning and dehumanizing experience. The following translation of the handwritten inscription, signed by ten co-workers, on the cover of the camp drawings says it all:


  Fellow fighter, we hope that this album, later when you are far away, will sometimes remind you of the time that we, fighting, spent here. In the certain conviction that the words:


  One does not need to hope

  To set out.

  One does not have to succeed

  To persevere.


  
    have come to life for you too.


    — Camp Lampersari, 3 November, 1945
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  Marjolyn Val Rutherford is the daughter of Fred and Willy Val. She has attended some of the Kumpulan Djempol meetings and is very grateful for the support this group has given her parents while they were alive.
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  LATE IN THE afternoon of October 23, 1942, we arrived in the harbour of Nagasaki, Japan. The temperature was about 14C, and many of us caught pneumonia when we got on deck. The difference in temperature from below deck and above was so extreme that it was unavoidable not to catch something. The harbour looked beautiful though, with the hills in the background and the clear blue sky. Flat boats came alongside the Asama Maru that each took about fifty POWs and their belongings on board. An old man was navigating the boat I was on, with a long paddle at the rear and there was one guard at the front. After we landed, we were counted again and again. Then we had to march to the famous Fukuoka II, a wooden camp with a guardhouse and a high barbed wire fence all around it. Again we were counted and re-counted and then searched. Everything sharp was taken away.


  The camp was built in a U-form with 18 rooms on each side and in the connecting rounded part were the washrooms and the kitchen. Each room was for 52 POWs. There were bunk beds on each side of the room, two rows of 13. The lower bed was about two and a half feet off the ground and the space underneath had sliding doors; that is where we kept our belongings. Over the whole length in the centre of the room were narrow tables and benches. At the end of the room was one big glass window wall. I was going to be in this room for the next few years, room 14. My number was printed on a band of cloth which I had to sew on all my clothes: it was No. 620.


  After a few days of rest, dysentery broke out among the men and many dehydrated very quickly. They got opium drops to stop the outflow. Often, they did not make it to the toilets as the waiting lines became longer and longer every day. Many died in the first period in this camp, also because they suffered from pneumonia caught when they were exposed to the drastic temperature changes when coming out of the boiling heat of the hold of the ship into the cold fall air. There had been nothing to cover up, no warm clothing or anything…


  On the 1st of November 1942 we had to report for work. The only thing we heard again was Kurah, Kurah! I was suspicious when they asked for volunteers, as I remembered the day when they asked for volunteers for the famous telegraph jobs in Makassar, which turned out to be the carrying of telephone posts! Here, all kinds of work were available, as they needed drillers, cleaners, welders, etc. Then we got the speeches… about working hard and being punished if caught loafing, about violating rules. I did not like to volunteer for the heavy work so I chose to be a cleaner. This meant I had to sit in front of a big heap of dirt that had been collected off a ship that was being built. The main thing was to take out all the nuts and bolts and other metal objects for cleaning and re-use.


  There was little control and the guards were far away. We were now under the supervision of some wharf foremen. It was a very cold job and, without gloves, my fingers became badly swollen. The noise around us was unbearable, so I put a piece of wet newspaper in my ears. The officers did not have to work. I was envious of the riveters who had a little coal stove to heat up the rivets before they were installed on the steel plates to be hammered in. The ship being built was resting on big wooden blocks which we also had to place when the keel was laid.


  What I did was a very dirty job and it was very dark under the ship. There were lots of pools of water and I always had wet feet. One day while we were resting, we made a small fire to warm ourselves when a guard happened to spot us and then all hell broke loose! We had to remain in a push-up position for twenty minutes. Every time our bodies sagged, we were hit on the behind with the but of his gun. My stomach muscles were hurting for weeks afterwards. I went to see one of the four doctors. He told me to use hot towels to relieve the pain; the same remedy applied to all twelve of us.


  Our lunch consisted of an amount which could fit into two sardine cans. One with some seaweed and the other with rice. Some of our boys filled these cans up prior to going to work, but once there, we had no chance to heat it up. We also could not leave the cans out of our sight for a moment or they would be stolen in no time. When we were passing an office, we were always looking for scraps of food and especially the smokers were after every single cigarette butt they could find. After a day’s work we were starving when we came back to the camp. Then the Japanese would promise extra food for better production.


  After a while, I got a break: they were asking for welders. I had learned that at the Technical School, so I volunteered and was told to make a test piece. Just before the foreman came for inspection, I heated up the piece with an acetylene burner. The foreman was very pleased and the next day I got my welding outfit. It was made up of a canvas jacket and trousers plus a welding cap. Now I could sabotage by so-called ‘cold welding’. It looked good on the outside but it was not melted together on the inside. After a while I was promoted to welding the big masts of the ships and I started to do a better job. The trick was trying to stay healthy as you would get only half a ration of food when you became sick. The weather turned colder and colder and I was glad I had my canvas outfit. Then one day, while I was hammering off the slag, I got a sliver in my eye and it became seriously infected.


  I was transferred to the saw mill where I had to assist an elderly Japanese at the smith’s fire. I had to hammer with a five pound hammer and make parts for the saw mill under the guidance of the old man. From some steel rods I made a rack for inside the chimney to heat up the lunches for the boys who were working outside and this was greatly appreciated, especially in the winter.


  As part of the job, I had to get the coal for the smith’s fire. I had to travel through a little village nearby where the dried fish was hanging outside and so sometimes I had dried fish for lunch. Because I had trouble walking in my rubber shoes — there had only been a size 11 available — I filled the front end up with straw which kept my toes warm, but in the meantime the shoes were still flapping around.


  Sometimes I had to help outside and one time a big steel plate fell on my foot but, luckily enough, it landed on the tip of my shoe which was filled with straw and that saved my toes. On another occasion I had to help with directing steel plates which were to be hoisted to the side of a ship. I had to signal the crane operator by hand movements so that the large plates could be pulled out of the big piles. He could not see what he was doing, so that made me the eyes of the operator. The cables of the crane were one inch thick and there was a large metal block which kept the cables taut. At one point the cable kept rolling off the main roller uncontrollably as the operator had not paid attention. The cable block kept on coming down! It grazed my head and it stopped just above my hand which was just above the steel plate wall of the ship. I had to force the block away and only the inside of my hand was blood stained.


  One afternoon, the steel cable slipped off the main pulley at the end of the beam attached to the main tower, about 150 feet high. I was ordered to go up there and put the cable back on the pulley roller. It was quite an ordeal, as I also had to take all the equipment up with me to attach to the cable, so the hoist could be put back in place. Only when I was back on the ground again did I get a reaction to what I had done. I needed a rest and went under the ship out of sight — or so I thought. I was spotted by a soldier and received the same punishment as before. He let me off for a change with only 15 push-ups but my muscles were sore just the same.


  Thank God that I was not a smoker, so I could trade my ration of cigarettes for warm clothing and food. One of my friends was quite a smoker. He pretended to be nuts and performed very well. The Japanese made him do all kinds of tricks. When they threw away their cigarette butts he crawled over and from a distance of about three feet he made a jump for it. He got a sign sewn on his jacket that read Bakka, which means “crazy.” After the war we had some good laughs about it.


  One of my friends lost his life — he was one of many — when he was working about 50 ft above ground transporting concrete in a wheelbarrow in order to fill up a pillar that would support a rail track for the new electrical crane. Because of his rubber shoes being too big, he tripped over a bolt which was there to support the new track. He fell to his death breaking his neck which, the Japs said, was his own fault. Four of us, who were his closest friends, paid our last respects and took him by boat to Nagasaki for cremation. We had to gather some bones and some ashes and took these back in an urn to the camp. This urn was placed in a special room with those of others who had died due to illness and accidents.


  At the beginning of December, 1942, about 300 POWs came in from Singapore and they were quite warmly dressed. I traded cigarettes for some of their air force shirts. They had lots of news and told us about the sinking of the Prince of Wales and the Repulse. Then Christmas came along and the Japanese surprised us when we each received an apple. We were very happy with this small token. We also got four days off, just like they did. We deserved this rest and we used part of it to fix our clothing and do our laundry. In room 18 was a soldier who got a violin from the Japanese to play on special occasions and weekends.


  For the New Year we received our first winter outfit of the same quality as that of the soldiers. It made the winter more bearable. We felt miserable when it rained as we got soaked and our feet were always wet, so we had a hard time keeping warm. The road to the wharf was a real country road and when it rained it was very muddy. I used to slide instead of walk and there was always that guard with the stick…


  Then it was my turn to get dysentery. The old Japanese man who was my boss hid me under the driving belt of the main power supply and every morning, as soon as I was at work, he brought me some soft rice. On the way to the wharf I had to break out of the marching ranks to go on the side of the road and then I had to run to catch up with them all. I lost a lot of weight and I was able to count my ribs. From Dr. Niewenhuis I got opium drops to stop the outflow but I surely had to cut some more holes in my belt. I count myself very lucky to have pulled through, as many died from this disease.


  Our resistance was very low and there were many trips to the crematorium. Then the Red Cross parcels arrived. With them were also very good leather shoes, but we were not allowed to wear them to work. They were waterproof and had heavy leather soles (I think that it would have made the other Japanese labourers who worked alongside us jealous if we had been wearing new shoes).


  That first winter made me feel really miserable. The days were very short and I was wondering how long this prison time would last and whether I could survive it now that my health had deteriorated. Sometimes I was feeling very low, but then I went to see my friends and we talked and talked about willpower and trust in God as he would take care of everything. We talked about home, what the future might bring and about our plans for when we would get out of prison.


  The hunger got worse. We started to talk about food all the time. The Red Cross boxes had to be divided. We received a two pound box for the four of us but we were keeping that for special occasions. Our water retention got slowly worse due to lack of salt in our food. Sometimes we had to run four times during the night and the lineups for the toilets also did not get any better. Then four of us found a solution by bringing a tin can with seawater from the shipyard to camp. We boiled this water on the kitchen fires until it was all evaporated. A black salty powder was left in the bottom of the tin can which we collected to add to our food. This took care of that problem and many followed our example and did the same thing. Then our feet started to swell up due to a lack of Vitamin B. The sawmill where I was working at the time had a machine at the smith’s fire to separate the chaff from the rice. I managed to gather a couple of cups per day which I ate after I had cooked it in some water above the smith’s fire and it worked — slowly my legs got back to normal.


  At work we were always on the lookout for the guards. This was not only necessary for us POWs but also for the civilian workers who had to do their share in the necessary war effort. They could be reported and punished as well. We knew our way around on the ships that were being built very well. The guards would not come to the places where there was a chance of accidents. For example, the riveters were throwing red hot metal rivets way up to other riveters who would catch them in a metal cone. Where this was going on, we were quite safe and were never caught for resting or committing other infractions.


  The noise was unbearable and the cranes overhead kept on running with the beams and steel plates for the ships. One day an accident did happen. A steel cable carrying maybe a ton of beams broke only about 20 ft away from me after it had just passed over my head. Nobody was hurt this time, but there were many other accidents. A friend of mine tripped and fell over the side but luckily landed on a coil of riveting air hoses, which saved his life.


  Our sleep at night was very often interrupted due to the attacks by the bedbugs so we tried to catch up a little during the day when we were at work. Some of us would be looking out for the guards, although they would not come to the dirty places since they were wearing white uniforms. Most of us would sleep during lunchtime when everything came to a standstill. It would be over in no time and then everything came to life again. We were happy when the day had gone by without any mishaps or beatings. Upon our return, we were counted and counted again when we entered the camp, just in case someone might have escaped on the way back. After everybody was in, it would be time for a smoke, but only when the guard came around to supply the match. If anyone tried to light up before that, it was considered a crime and you would be severely punished as this meant that you were in possession of matches.


  Around six o’clock it was feeding time and every room in turn picked up the barrels with rice and the soup with sometimes a small piece of meat in it. Then came the “tea water” as it looked only slightly yellow but it was hot, which was important to me. We would talk about the events of that day, but mainly about food. When the horn sounded, it was time to hit the deck and at 9:30 it was lights out.


  We received Red Cross parcels four times a year and we divided them among ourselves. I am sure that there were enough parcels for each and everyone of us, but I suspect that the guards must have taken part of them because their food was also not so good due to war rationing. Later on we got our bath once every ten days in a cement pool about 12  15 ft. The idea was to get in there first and wash yourself. Even if the water was boiling hot, it was clean only for the first groups. By the time it was the turn of the last rooms of men, the water would be black but still nice and hot. So they rotated the schedule and every time another room was first. On those occasions, when everyone was naked, you could see our ribs and bones sticking out, as well as the bites of bedbugs and lice which had left welts and marks all over our bodies, but at least we felt clean once every ten days.


  Then there was a big catastrophe. Where we were working there were four ships in the docks. Two near the sea, behind a movable hollow pontoon door. The other two separated by another movable wall. When the ships near the seaside were finished and ready to go, the doors of the locks were opened and the seawater let in. The ships would rise till they were even with the sea level and then they were pushed out for further completion. On January 24, 1944, there was a spring tide which happens only when there is a full moon. The first door collapsed and the whole dock flooded in no time. The two ships in the dock were lifted up and pushed against the second hollow movable wall, which cracked. Then the water seeped into the second dock. We saw that an accident was about to happen and every POW got out of there as fast as possible, but the Japanese labourers just kept on working, which is still beyond my comprehension. Suddenly, the dam burst and the other two ships rammed the ones which were not yet in floating condition. It all happened in a flash. We pulled lots of Japanese workers to safety, but many drowned under the ships. When we were counted, none of the POWs had lost their life.


  On both sides of the dock were many concrete floors which were used to supply the ships below with the steel components. There were ten floors on each side. While we were being counted on the side of the dock, one of the Japanese workers fell down from the tenth floor right in front of us. His brains were smashed all over the pavement but the guards apparently found it a big joke. They were laughing their heads off when this worker had his accident. Until today I cannot understand the Japanese sense of humour!


  We would occasionally see badly damaged ships in the harbour which were to be repaired. The Japanese did not like it when we heard rumours and we were threatened with severe punishment if we would spread them. In June, we heard about the invasion of France and a possible end of the war in Europe. In March 1944, we heard the air raid alarm going off daily and we were overjoyed to see the first B29 bombers flying over. It was not possible to have a sign on top of the roofs of our camp buildings to indicate to the pilots it was a prison camp. We were put to work by building big tunnels into the rocky hills to be used as air raid shelters. The sirens were now going off several times a day. On May 14, 1944, we saw the first fighters flying over which meant that aircraft carriers were not too far off the coast of Japan or, that the Americans had captured an island not too far off. We were not sure whether the Japanese would continue to fight if the Americans would land on the main island.


  On the 27th of May we were told to get ready for transfer to another location. Only a few hundred would have to stay behind. On the 17th of June the names were made known and I was one of the men to be moved to a coal mine. We packed our few belongings in a bag and took it with us. We left around 2 a.m. to go to the train station and from there we did not leave until 7 a.m. The windows were tightly shut and we sat like sardines in a can. There was hardly any room to walk over to the toilets. We arrived in the evening after an almost 12-hour ordeal. We had to walk a good 40 minutes to the coal mine camp while a truck took the bags with our possessions. The camp looked very bad from the outside and we did not know what to expect. As soon as we arrived we were told to gather to listen to a speech from the camp commander. We were told to work hard, not to try to escape… the same old routine. Then we were searched and counted and counted. Anything of value was taken, also any writing material.


  The camp commander was very strict. You had to make sure that you had all your buttons done up at all times. If you had missed one, you would be severely punished but, on the other hand, here the coal miners could take a bath every day and we also received more food. The rooms were small — six men to a room — but it was a little more private. We were being trained for the work in the mines. It was very dangerous and there were many accidents. I became skinnier by the day but tried to remain healthy. We had to walk down the shaft while the Japanese used a little lorry. I did not see daylight until the weekend, as we left very early in the morning when it was still dark and it was evening when the work day was over.


  When we heard that the planes had been flying over to bomb Tokyo or other places many times a day, we felt that freedom could not be far off but did not want to expect too much.


  In the spring of 1945, we heard that Germany had surrendered. Then, on August 9, my friends saw a flash in a northern direction and we knew something important had happened. In the evening we saw a red glow in the distance — another city had been bombed. On August 15, we noticed the Japanese soldiers listening to the radio with long faces. We did not hear any air raid sirens any more and the night shift did not have to go to work. The tension in the camp was growing. We felt that this was the end of the war. Our officers were invited to come to the main office and were offered chairs to sit on. There they heard that the Emperor had decided to end the war. It was hard to make the change over to freedom and to this day, I thank the Lord that I made it.


  Then came the first Americans and there were a lot of handshakes. It became possible to make small trips outside the camp. We noticed that the population looked very poor because they also had suffered. I remember that three of us had our picture taken and we paid with a blanket.


  On the 18th of September we left the camp and were taken by train back to Nagasaki. This time every window was open. We yelled at the farmers in the fields. Some of us were chewing gum and smoking the best of cigarettes.


  The train arrived in Nagasaki where a month before the atom bomb had been dropped. We were all very quiet when we saw the damage. The train took about 40 minutes to get to the main station where the American Red Cross was waiting for us. We could only make out some streets and the remnants of some concrete buildings. Everything was burnt — the town was no more. The burning smell still lingered and it seemed that the shadows of the dead were everywhere. Only the clicking of the wheels of the train was heard as we went through this mass grave.
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  John Franken was born in Semarang and in July 1941 he joined the Naval Air Force in Surabaya. After the Dutch surrendered to the Japanese, he was sent to Makassar on Celebes, now Sulawesi. He left on the Asama Maru for Japan, where he spent the rest of the war in camp Fukuoka II, Nagasaki. John was working in the mine when the atom bomb fell on Nagasaki. After the Japanese surrender, he went to Manilla, spent about two weeks in Makassar and ended up in Australia. In September 1946, he arrived in the Netherlands, where he married in 1947. In September of 1951, the family, including two sons, emigrated to Canada and settled in Montreal. After John and his wife divorced, he met Sonja through correspondence and they were married in 1960. They raised a son and a daughter. Sonja passed away in 2004.
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  WHEN I WAS in high school in Batavia (what is presently Jakarta, Indonesia), I had no time for girls. In my eyes, the female students in my class were either smart and ugly looking or good looking but distastefully stupid. I was completely engaged in my scouting work and its philosophy. I liked my scout leader very much and because my life at home was rather unpleasant, I was very often to be seen at the home of Hopman (scout master) Schuller.


  When I was in my last year of high school I met a girl, three years my junior, who was also not too happy at home and was also quite often at the Schullers’ house. However, because of my shyness I did not show any affection for her. This all changed when I was supposed to have a companion going to the high school prom before the matriculation exams.


  After long pondering, I gathered all my courage and asked the girl if she wanted to join me going to the ball. To my pleasant surprise she agreed. That was the beginning of a tender relationship. Her name was Jeanne Venema. Her father was captain on a large ocean steamer and was very seldom at home. She had a sister, a few years older, who often had much older boyfriends visiting her at home. My parents also liked Jeanne very much.


  By now my mother had married Dr. Brand (second marriages) and the pair formed a warm household, something that made Jeanne come there quite often. I went into military service and was accepted at the military academy in Bandung. When I had a weekend pass, Jeanne always met me at the railway station and stayed as much as possible with me at the Brand residence. She had an aunt in Bandung and when there was the yearly week-long sporting event closing with a gala ball, she came over to stay in Bandung for the duration. It looked as if we were made for each other.


  After my capture by the Japanese army on March 8, 1942, I was held in several concentration camps, one of which was the artillery barracks in Tjimahi where I remained from May 2 to September 10, 1942. This camp had quite some freedoms and the prisoners were allowed to conduct classes as there were sufficient professors among conscripted soldiers and landstormers (equivalent to national guards). I attended advanced mathematics and geology lectures. Only notes naturally, because there were no textbooks. I felt the need for a slide rule and succeeded in making one from aluminum and wood, materials that I had scrounged up. I copied the grading from a real slide rule that I borrowed from somebody who had been able to save one. Not having any tools, I used my Swiss army pocket knife. This work of art was finished on approximately June 14, 1942.


  It so happened that in this camp my old scouting pal Freddie Siegmund was also locked up. So Freddie knew about the slide rule. He also knew about my very good friendship with Jeanne. I carried this artefact with me through the boat trip to Burma and some of the work camps there until, during one of the searches in camp 100, the tool was confiscated by the Jap on July 30, 1943. It was a pity, but it was not a serious loss in itself.


  Eventually, the railroad was nearly completed and I and many other workers were transferred to a so-called rest camp, Kanchanabury, where I arrived in May 1944. In this camp all of a sudden I encountered my friend Freddie Siegmund again, after not having seen him since Tjimahi. To my great surprise my friend gave me the lost slide rule back. This was on May 30, 1944. What had been the case was that all articles that were confiscated from POWs were dumped, together with stuff from dead prisoners, in the camp where Freddie was working. At a certain time Freddie was assigned the job of sorting all that material and packing the items the Jap wanted to keep in boxes. Here Freddie, knowing only that the lot was from dead prisoners, came across my slide rule, whereupon he decided to take this item under his protection without the Jap knowing about it. He took thereby a considerable risk because if the Jap had discovered the theft, it could have been dangerously bad for him. Freddie was convinced that I had passed away, and he consequently wanted to try to keep the slide rule to give it after the war to Jeanne. There is a strong possibility that he had told other mutual friends of my “death” before he reached Kanchanabury. But that is not the end of the story.


  Now comes the liberation and at one time the opportunity to send a short message to relatives on Java. Because of the unreliability of messages reaching certain people somebody other than Freddie Siegmund must have thought it prudent to mention my death in his message. This news reached and circulated in the women’s Tjideng camp in Batavia where my mother and Jeanne also lived. My brother Joop happened to be a POW in Batavia when the Jap capitulated, so he was liberated there and immediately, with other men, moved into the Tjideng camp to work and to defend the camp against native rebels.


  What happened after that is not very clear to me. Joop knew, but never disclosed any details. All I know is that on October 29, Jeanne, her mother and sister departed from Batavia with a convoy of women to await the release of male POWs in Singapore. At that time Java was occupied by the British, who had made it impossible for Dutch troops and ex-POWs to enter the island. However, on October 30, 1945, I arrived in Batavia, having talked myself into an illegal entry on Java, and was immediately engaged in a bit of street fighting with native hooligans. The next day I met Joop, who was very surprised to see me and mentioned that I was supposed to be dead. Joop also told me that Jeanne had left for Singapore the previous day. I went to work for General de Quant, the Commanding Officer of the Army Engineering Branch, whom I knew very well from the time in the camps. I wanted to go to Singapore to find Jeanne, and the general co-operated by giving me an assignment that necessitated me to go there. Unfortunately, when I arrived there I heard that Captain Venema had moored his ship in Singapore and had departed, with his family, the day before my arrival.


  My mother was soon reunited with Dr. Brand and they were sent to the Netherlands before I arrived in Batavia. Later I heard from my mother how much she loved Jeanne, who in the camp had moved in with her, and how well Jeanne had cared for her there. She also mentioned that Jeanne had been devoted to me, always saying that she was going to wait for me. The rumour of my death had shocked Jeanne intensely and had thrown her totally off balance.


  Shortly after the war, while still in Indonesia, I met and married my wife, also a camp survivor. We had four children and emigrated to Canada in 1957.


  The tale has a sad ending. Much later, in 1985, by some stroke of luck, Joop discovered that Jeanne was living in The Hague in a small apartment, with her mother. Joop visited them several times and wrote to me that Jeanne was in very bad health, looked like a very old woman, was smoking like a chimney and coughing all the time. He also found out that Jeanne seemed to have married a sailor, as the story goes, in England. They moved subsequently to New Zealand where she had two daughters, and soon after that her husband abandoned her. She went from bad to worse, and after her daughters had left her she lost all contact with them. Jeanne came back to the Netherlands, a totally broken woman. Joop did not give any more details to me, and refused to give me their address.


  Jeanne died on December 1, 1986 of emphysema at age 61. I still have the slide rule.
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  Fred Val, M.Sc., P.Eng., Capt. Signal Corps KNIL (ret.) was a part of Kumpulan Djempol for a rather short period, but he was a very active and interested member. He also brought his wife Willy to some of our meetings and she especially enjoyed the one after the August ceremony in 2001. Willy passed away early in 2002, and Fred three months later.
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  I REMEMBER THAT, just after the war, we were able to get out of the camp because the guards were gone. We then walked to the town, I believe it was Ambarawa.


  “We” were my mother, my older sister and I, and we went to the camp where all the men and boys were kept. It was almost deserted and only the sick and the dying were still there. We looked around and found my father, who was very weak and near death. We dragged him between us and found a place we called home — this place was the Grand Hotel. During the war, the bombs and the tanks had just about destroyed the hotel. Part of its roof and walls were gone, but we found a room with a sort of patio and a door. We also found some mattresses and chairs.


  My father had shingles and was in bed most of the time. My mother, who had been a cook at camp Banju Biru, always wanted to care and provide for others so she told me to help her find food. There were fruit trees all around us and I could climb a coconut tree faster than a monkey. I brought home mangoes, pineapple and djamboes.


  Later, my mother dressed me in Indonesian clothes: sarong and kabaja. I have no idea where my mother got these, but she made me walk like that to the nearby dessa, or native village. There, I hung around with the people and asked them for food. I got mostly eggs and sweet cakes and ketella or sweet potatoes. I brought everything home, but my work was not yet done. I had to go to the other side of town to get more food. There I got meat and chicken.


  When I came home, my clothes were changed once more and I had to lie on a stretcher, with my left arm all bandaged up and in a sling. Chicken blood was used on my arm and leg. Meat and eggs were tucked between my arm and body. Then, helpful hands carried me to a camp, not too far from the Grand Hotel. There were Indonesian guards there — not friendly at all. Lying on that stretcher, with food under my arm and between my legs, I was not only very uncomfortable, but also very scared, so I cried and cried. This must have convinced the guards that I was really sick and in pain. I was taken to the hospital in that camp and there was one doctor and many sick and dying people. They were very happy to receive the food I brought to them. My bandages — just rags, really — were changed and I was carried out again. I had to do this several times a week. My Mom said that I was a daredevil and the best suited for the job. She has never known how frightened and how scared I was.


  Around that time, the Indonesian people were getting restless and started to demand. their independence. Sometimes there were raids and they searched all the buildings, looking for boys and men. These would be lined up, healthy or sick, and were made to run down the wide boulevard nearby to the local prison. Few of them survived this because of their poor physical condition. Our place was also searched, but my father was still very weak. My mother told the men that he was very ill and that what he had was very contagious, whereupon they left us alone.


  Then I developed an infection under my right foot. It became so bad that it had to be lanced, but there was no anæsthetic! It was done while some Gurkhas held me down, while my father sat on top of me, and while I just kicked and screamed!!


  I was glad when finally the Gurkhas and the English had come. They moved into the hotel as well and took over the dining room and made that beautiful area their quarters. Their tanks and trucks were parked all around the hotel and filled the grounds.


  Now there was food for everyone and my Dad got better. But then the political situation deteriorated and for our own safety we mere moved again, to yet another camp which turned out to be the former town jail.
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  Lynn Huysman van Frankfoort was born in Amsterdam, but lived in Surabaya when the war broke out. During the war she moved from Malang Wijk to Banju Biru, and during the bersiap to Ambarawa. She spent the war with her mother and sister, while her father was in the Ambarawa men’s camp. They returned to the Netherlands in 1946 and lived in Bussum. She met Kees van Frankfoort while she worked in the Juliana Kinderziekenhuis (children’s hospital) in Arnhem as a nurse and they were married in 1952. They emigrated to Canada in 1958 and after fifteen years returned to Holland for a one-year period. In Canada, they lived in Montreal and later in Ottawa. Their family consists of a daughter and two sons. Kees passed away in 1999.
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  PAPA WAS A SURVIVOR of the Second World War in the Pacific. When that war broke out with Japan’s unexpected attack on Pearl Harbor, he was a teacher on the island of Java in the then Netherlands East Indies, now Indonesia. He had volunteered with the Dutch Army when the Japanese troops also invaded the peaceful islands of this large archipelago. As such, he was made a Prisoner of War when the Dutch Army surrendered on March 9, 1942.


  For three and a half years, he was put through the most horrifying hell together with thousands of other POWs. Women and children were also interned in hundreds of women’s camps, where they suffered the cruelest of living conditions and starvation. Mama with seven children spent equal time in at least eight prison camps.


  The war with Japan ended on August 15, 1945. After that date, we were forced into another war with the Merdeka extremists (native rebels), who attacked the women’s camps all through the archipelago. In our case, nobody came home — we had no home anymore. Months later, we found that we had all miraculously survived and left on a transport to Singapore in December 1945. That is where we saw Papa again. He had been shipped there, a very sick man, from one of the 14 camps of Pakan Baru on the island of Sumatra. These camps were all connected to the “Pakan Baru Death Railroad.” Papa had arrived in Singapore before his family. It took quite a few weeks before he could even lift his head and then he immediately started searching for his family. He did not know that we, on Java, had received his one and only letter through the Red Cross, but he kept on hoping that one of the incoming ships from Java would bring us along. This drive kept him going. Every day, he went over the lists of thousands of names, in the hope of finding ours.


  In the meantime, Papa learned that many young volunteers had arrived in Singapore from Europe for the purpose of assisting in the liberation of Asia from the Japanese. A large contingent of aspiring flyers was among them and, lo and behold, he discovered his oldest son Sietse there, who had spent his forming years in Holland from 1939 on. He had ended up under the occupation by the Germans.


  For Papa, to find his first-born this way was the first miracle. They spent precious time together and Sietse realized how sick his father was. Together they managed much better in the every-day search of the passenger lists of missing families. Finally, they found our names and the ship. But as it had been a late start for both that day, all the passengers of the minesweeper Queen Emma had already been transported to one of the many Singapore camps for war evacuees. They were determined, though. They went to the head office of one camp after another but found, to their disappointment, that we were not there. They discovered, however, that there were a few camps outside of Singapore, among which a large one at Nee Sun, about 25 km away. When the cab driver became lost, they ended up at the main camp, Wilhelmina, in downtown Singapore. Here they bumped into an old friend from our home town on Java, who was working in Singapore now and drove an army truck. He offered to drive them to camp Irene where they soon arrived, but by now it was past midnight. Papa was exhausted; nevertheless, he insisted they’d look! They went through the large halls of the two-story building, shining a flashlight on all the people who were sleeping side by side on the floor, trying to find a large family of eight — to no avail! They gave up, found a place to sleep for the rest of the night and planned to continue their search the next day.


  Early in the morning, it so happened that my 14-year old brother Ids walked on the plaza around the huge building. He was going to the kitchens to get some hot water for tea, when he heard our familiar family whistle. At first he was not certain, but then he started to run towards Papa and his oldest brother Sietse. Papa hugged him and said: “Bring us to your mother and brother and sisters, please?” Again, Ids started running. It was with surprise that we saw him storm past us on the veranda on the second floor where we stayed, and then saw him disappear into the small room we occupied. Mama was there, tidying up after the night, my little brother and sister, Piet and Elly, were playing around her. I was doing laundry while my sisters Em, Ann and Lies were busy with other chores. And here we heard a voice say in Dutch: “Hello, how are you?!” It was my big brother Sietse from Holland! Our mouths dropped and then we shrieked, and hugged and kissed him. He wore an Air Force uniform, was tall and unbelievably handsome. But then Papa came up the concrete steps and Ids, instinctively, led him past all of us into the little room where Mama was. We all stayed outside and left them alone to greet each other. We all felt naturally that his was their private moment.


  When minutes later we moved in there to see Papa, both our parents were sitting on the mattress on the floor, crying, their arms around each other. Then Sietse entered. It was so moving and wonderful to see Mama greet her oldest son. This tall young man bending over to kiss his tiny, thin mother: it was a miracle. Then Papa greeted every one of his eight children. He did not say much, he only cried. He just held us. I had hardly ever seen my father cry and now he did nothing but. He looked awful. He was so thin and, being so tall, it even seemed worse. He was pale, full of sores and boils and apparently suffered from repeated malaria attacks. But we were all smiles and tears. Five-year old Elly did not want to have anything to do with Papa. When he left home to go to war, she was just over a year old. It was understandable, although she became good friends right away with her brother Sietse who had never even seen his youngest sister. He had been away for almost seven years.


  It was another miracle. We were a family with no home, no place to go, with no possessions, but all ten of us survived and were together again. The feeling of togetherness was so strong, it cannot be described if one has not experienced it personally.


  Papa’s transfer to us was confirmed with his staff officer. Sietse had to return to his contingent, but in the following weeks we saw a lot of him. We were all recovering from many years of abuse, hunger and mistreatment in the Japanese concentration camps. We remained two months in Singapore, waiting for an opportunity to return to Holland. Papa deeply realized how much he had missed his family during the long, lonely and painful years of cruel uncertainty. He was the ideal father a child wishes for. This is one of the best memories of my life.
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  Dieuwke Talsma Wendelaar Bonga was born in West Dongeradeel, the Netherlands, but lived in Surakarta on Central Java in Indonesia when the war broke out. Dieuwke, her mother and six siblings went from camp to camp (Public School, High School, Dibbits, Kledjo (all in Solo), Sumowono, Ambarawa 2, Muntilan, and Banju Biru camp). After being reunited in Singapore, the family returned to the Netherlands in 1946. Dieuwke married Simen Wendelaar Bonga in Dokkum and they came to Canada in 1952, where they lived in Pakenham and later in Ottawa, Ontario. Simen passed away in 1968 and from then on Dieuwke raised their three daughters alone. She wrote a book about her war experiences and in 1996 Eight Prison Camps was published; she also translated her mother’s camp diary into English.
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  AT THE BEGINNING of 1942, I found myself in the hospital in Tjimahi, and in the bed on either side of me was an injured pilot.


  On the one side was a Dutchman, named Wim Blans. He had been part of a patrol of four planes at Laha air base on Ambon. In reality, the patrol at Ambon consisted only of two Brewster Buffaloes, because during the flight from Java to Ambon one plane was lost, while the second was lost in a crash landing. On the 13th of January, both these Buffaloes came into action when they attacked a flight of ten Japanese Navy Zeros. The pilots — Lt. Broers and Sgt. Blans — fought a hopeless battle. They dived shooting through the Japanese formation. Almost immediately the Buffalo with Broers was shot into flames; he continued fighting for a little while but had to parachute into the sea, heavily covered with burns. He was picked up and taken to a hospital.


  Sgt. Blans continued the fight on his own until, with a loud bang, his left wing broke away. The sergeant jumped with 17 hits in his body. Injured and dangling from his parachute, he watched the Japanese planes turn around. He was sure they had come back to shoot him down next but — to his relief and surprise — instead they circled him in salute and then left. He landed in the trees and was found after seven hours by a rescue team. Before ending up in the hospital in Tjimahi, he had overseen the destruction of airfields while getting around on crutches. For his heroic service in the war against Japan he later received several distinctions, among which the Vliegerkruis (“Flying Cross”). His injuries were such that he would no longer be able to fly, so he had to face the fact that after the war he would have to find a new career.


  In the bed on the other side of me was a Canadian pilot, Art Appleton, who had been injured in Singapore. As for me, I had a full body cast because of a broken back, the result of a Japanese bombing attack at the front in Kalidjati (West Java). During our stay, a deep bond of friendship developed between us.


  My father, who was still free at that time, managed to provide extra food to supplement the rations we received. His support was greatly appreciated by the patients, among whom were many injured allied pilots.


  When I started to improve, I trained to help take care of the patients, as there was a severe shortage of hospital staff. I remained in that hospital for about a year and a half, after which I was released some time in 1944 only to be sent to labour camps. Via Djakarta, I arrived on Sumatra to work on the infamous Pakan Baru Death Railroad. As a result of this move, I lost track of my two friends.


  The work in Pakan Baru was strenuous to say the least, and we had to put in long days, often working as many as 18 hours. Also, I regularly did volunteer work in the hospital, where my training in Tjimahi was put to good use.


  The conditions the prisoners had to work under were very poor. Food was scarce, medication almost non-available, and as a result disease was rampant and many died. Still, there was always hope and, until the end, the men remained loyal to their fatherland despite all they endured. Occasionally, someone who was very ill and close to dying, would try to sing the national anthem, the Wilhelmus. The words of the sixth verse, which is always sung together with the first one on special occasions, were especially meaningful for us under these conditions:


  
    Mijn schild ende betrouwen

    zijt Gij, o God mijn Heer
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  Frans Olberg was born in Bandung, but was educated in the Netherlands and Switzerland. In 1939, he returned to the Dutch East Indies and enlisted in the KNIL (Royal Dutch East Indies Army). During the war, he was first in Tjimahi (Java) and later worked on the Pakan Baru Death Railroad (Sumatra). After the Japanese surrender he went to Singapore and arrived back in the Netherlands in 1946. He married Tatie Oltmans in 1948 in Bandung. In 1958, he emigrated to Canada and was followed by Tatie and their three children a few months later. They first lived in Montreal but settled eventually in Ottawa. Tatie passed away in 1997.
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  BY THE END of 1945, the English started to evacuate everyone by train to Djakarta. My father and I were together, while my mother, sisters, grandparents and aunt were in another part of the train. When my father and I got off the train in Djakarta, he was allowed to pass but I was stopped by a man in uniform. He told me that I was being drafted into the Dutch forces. I would have three months to recuperate and then had to report for duty. That I had just spent years in Japanese camps did not matter!


  And so, much to my surprise, I was in the army and would soon trade my life as a draftee for a very different one as a soldier, commando, paratrooper and medic.


  Commandos were the elite of the army. They were especially selected and trained for the toughest missions. Paratroopers were the elite of the elite, capable of dropping into enemy territory and fighting missions behind enemy lines. As a commando, I would fight many ground missions — too many to remember — mostly to clean up pockets of resistance. Later, in 1948 and 1949, there would also be four airborne missions — I would jump and fight in three of them.


  My four months of special training — three as a commando and one as a paratrooper — were spent in Tjimahi. Paratrooper training was reserved for the more promising of the trainees. On average, only 20% of candidates passed the jump school training. It was an extreme test of strength, stamina and, as much as anything, of friendship. It was impossible to complete all this without good friends to pull you through your inevitable low points. I was one of the few who made it. In fact, as one of the better jumpers, I was kept at the school to become an instructor. Also, each airborne unit needed one member to be cross-trained as a medic and, because of my hospital experience, I was given that added responsibility.


  Our airborne unit consisted of three companies: the 1st, the 2nd and the School or Training Company, consisting of the instructors and trainees. The three medics had the added job of looking after injured paratroopers. Instructors went along to wherever the action was — our manpower was needed and it kept our training current. This also gave me a chance to use and develop my medical skills in caring for actual combat casualties.


  After two years of training and ground fighting, our unit was finally given its first airborne mission in 1948. The war was not going well for our side, and a bold strike was planned… on Djokjakarta, on the seat of Sukarno’s Republican government. The attack would begin with an airborne assault on Maguwo Airport: it would begin with us.


  A Navy plane had to be borrowed for this mission because not enough Dakotas were available, but the mission proceeded on schedule. Two companies of para-commandos were dropped at the Airport and I was on the Navy plane. It was risky — we could have been wiped out — but it paid off. We caught the enemy by surprise, and the Airport was in our hands in no time. Once the airport had been secured, we handed it over to the Tiger Brigade.


  War has a way of surprising both sides. I don’t know who was more surprised when, minutes after we had taken the airport, a plane landed and out came Sukarno himself and much of his cabinet. One of our soldiers, recognizing the rebel leader, immediately raised his rifle to shoot him. The shot was fired, but an officer pushed the rifle aside in time to deflect it: he didn’t want Sukarno made a martyr. We locked up our “celebrity” prisoners, ironically, in Sukarno’s own “palace,” formerly the residence of the Dutch Governor of Djokjakarta.


  Over time, my comrades and I have gone our separate ways. Two things remain from those extraordinary days, however… memories and comradeship. Since the formation of the Bond Oud-Parachutisten (the Dutch association of ex-paratroopers), they have held annual reunions. Alie and I were lucky enough to attend the special 50-year reunion in Bronbeek, along with not only the paratroopers, but also the aircrews who flew us to our drop zones, the fighter pilots who escorted us, and those — mostly women in uniform — who packed our parachutes.


  At this reunion, I was seated at dinner beside a Navy pilot I did not know. He confessed that he was feeling rather out of place as a Naval officer among all those Army people. In fact, he said, he didn’t know anyone. He was there only because he had once flown a Navy plane loaned to the Army to deliver para-commandos to a drop at Maguwo Airport. I broke into a big smile, knowing that I had been on that flight. I don’t know who was more excited at this surprise reunion… I, to meet the pilot who had flown me to that key mission, or he, to meet some of the guys he had flown.
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  For a biography and photos of Fred Eygenstein, please see the previous story by him in this book, Necessity: The Mother of Invention.
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  AS A MAN already well into his seventies, my grandfather Anton de Vos — resident of Surabaya — was one of the last Europeans living on Java to be invited into Emperor Hirohito’s enforced “hospitality.” The Empire was strategic in such matters: the elderly, less of a threat, would be left to live free until the job of interning the younger, “more dangerous” generations of Europeans had been completed.


  But it was a strange, ominous kind of freedom that my Opa “enjoyed” on Java while the younger blandas were being systematically rounded up and shipped away… leaving him and his elderly companions in eerie isolation, abandonment, solitude and uncertainty.


  And, once the Emperor’s call did come, for many of these seniors it would be: last in, first out… in a box. Their Japanese “hosts” built enough cruel hardships into the Jappenkamp experience to send many of the elderly into rapid decline. The subsequent deaths would not be a concern to the Empire. Indeed, each such death meant one less mouth to feed. Opa Anton was one of the infirm, it seems. By liberation day for the survivors — August 15th, 1945 — he had already been dead seven months.


  There is little that I know for sure about my Opa’s death. Actually, I have no specifics beyond the January 1945 date. I know that he spent time in camp Tangerang, an internment camp set up near what today is known as Djakarta. He and his friend Nikolaas (my Oom Niek) de Joncheere — also elderly — were both interned there at one point. I know that because Niek survived the experience and wrote a letter about it… a letter that has since been passed to me. But Niek also writes that Anton disappeared from Tangerang, and that they never saw each other again.


  If death didn’t come to Anton in Tangerang, it probably caught up with him in a nearby camp. After the liberation, Anton’s wife — my Amma — received a note from a good friend whose wife had visited with Anton in Tangerang. The note ended with a piece of news the friend had received through the survivors’ grapevine… the news that Anton had died.


  So what am I in the year 2005 to make of my Opa’s unheralded and unrecorded death in an internment camp sixty years ago… one year before I was born? It’s a question I started asking myself some ten years ago.


  Initially, a parade of nightmarish images haunted me: of beheading by Samurai sword; of death of heat prostration while confined to an oven-hot bamboo cage in the tropical sun; of roadside execution when forced labour became too much. Since then I’ve read about the Jappenkamp experience (including Anton’s own letters), talked to camp survivors (kumpulan members) and talked at length to the person who was closest of all to Opa during this period… my late aunt, Tante Tony. These enquiries have given me an idea what may have happened to my Opa… as good an idea as I’m likely to get.


  Initially, internment may not even have been so bad for Opa. It started for him in de Wijk, a formerly residential part of Surabaya, his home city. The original residents of de Wijk had been interned, leaving blocks and blocks of houses, now surrounded by barbed wire, free for use as an initial internment camp for women, children and seniors. With the Japanese assembling more and more people there, the population of each house would keep rising: Monday 16; Tuesday, 28; Thursday, 50; Friday, 80; Saturday, 105…


  But, in my idea, Opa was still Opa when he left de Wijk.


  The beginning of the end came in the form of mass transport to Djakarta. The Japanese used various methods for such transport, all of them inhumane. Railway cars boarded up (to prevent exit). Confined spaces in cargo barges. Whichever it was that transported Opa in particular, it would have been packed too full of people… standing room only. It probably took at least a day, more likely two to make the long trip. He probably shared that trip with women, children and other seniors. Long stretches of the trip would have been made in the hot, tropical sun. There was probably neither food nor water. There may have been no toilet facilities… or maybe a single bucket (and no way to empty it). Better not to spend too much time imagining Opa on his arrival in Djakarta.


  Opa was an exceptionally tall man, frail by then, but always proud of his immaculate white jas toetoep dress. I doubt that there would have been much left of that pride at the end of that gruelling trip. His flagging spirit would have been broken along the way.


  In a 1946 letter to Tante Tony, Oom Niek writes about the Tangerang experience that he shared with Opa:


  […] we were both sent to Tangerang along with, besides women and children, some 40 other men more than 60 years of age… mostly old colonial types. Conditions there were not the best and your father’s health failed rapidly, resulting in his early transfer to the hospital in Batavia (Djakarta). When he came back from there he was admitted to the camp medical ward because, although he wanted to be independent, he needed help.


  [In the end,] he yearned constantly for death.


  Tante Tony — now deceased — believed, and I believe, that Opa passed away peacefully, surrounded by supportive Dutch women who tended to him with care, even if they had no way of meeting his medical needs.


  But Opa’s death was undoubtedly hastened by the criminal way in which he and others were transported around by the Japanese… under conditions that we would not inflict even on cattle en route to slaughter. They may not have killed him, but I have no doubt that — with their inhumane transport practices — they killed the old man’s spirit.


  I never met my Opa, but I know that it would have pleased him that so many of the children with whom he shared his internment experience lived to see liberation day… even the 60th anniversary of that day.
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  Maarten Hankes-Drielsma is the son of Anton de Vos’ oldest daughter, Louise.
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