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SANDAKAN COMMEMORATIVE SERVICE 10 MARCH 2019 

GUEST SPEAKER - Mrs Pamela Wells, Widow of the late LT ROD WELLS 

 

Mr Peter Swandale, President, Bendigo and District RSL, distinguished 

guests and Sandakan friends, 

It was exactly 15 years ago today, and just 6 months after Rod had died, 

that I was invited to address your memorial service.  My theme then was 

how Rod, along with several other prisoners, was instrumental in 

building, from scratch, both a radio receiver and a transmitter under the 

noses of his Japanese captors at the Sandakan PoW camp, North Borneo. 

These were not smuggled in as fully functional sets, but were both 

constructed from various components, clandestinely obtained and 

improvised, which were then built into operating units. 

As a result of their betrayal by a local civilian, Rod, along with several 

other prisoners and civilians was arrested and sent to Kuching for trial 

by the Kempei Tai, which was the Japanese equivalent of the Gestapo.  

After 6 months of extreme torture, solitary confinement and 

interrogation one army officer and 8 civilians were executed at Kuching 

on the 2nd March 1944.  Among these was Captain Lionel Matthews, 

leader of the underground movement at Sandakan. Rod narrowly 

escaped this fate.  Instead he was transported back to Singapore for               

“12 years penal servitude and solitary confinement.” 

This sentence was to be served at the notorious Kempei Tai gaol – 

Outram Road. 

So today I wish to tell you, in Rod’s own words, how, after surviving                     

6 months torture and imprisonment at Sandakan, he managed to 

MENTALLY survive a further 18 months of filth, deprivation, torture and 

solitary confinement at Outram Road Gaol.  



 

2 
 

After witnessing the execution by firing squad of Captain Lionel 

Matthews and eight local civilians on 2nd March 1944 I was, along with 

several other prisoners, nailed into a small crate, swung by a crane 50 

feet above Kuching harbour and dumped into the hold of a ship. Once 

the ship was under way the crates were opened and we found ourselves 

in a contained area in the hold. To our surprise we discovered that on the 

other side of the hold were six or eight Japanese comfort women who 

were being transported to Singapore. They were treated as chattels by 

the Imperial Japanese Army though they were better fed than us and had 

the run of the ship. 

We were in total darkness, and had no way of telling the time, but it was 

probably after about 3 days that we were off loaded into a godown (a 

shed or warehouse) at Keppel harbour, put onto a truck and as far as we 

could tell were transported along Outram Road towards Tamplin Hill. We 

had no idea that Outram Road Gaol, a Colonial era prison which had 

been condemned by the Colonial Office in the 1920’s as being unfit for 

human habitation, had been put back into circulation by the Japanese to 

house their very special prisoners under the rule of the Kempei Tai. 

The gaol was a forbidding sight. High brick walls were topped by jagged 

glass set in concrete and surrounded by barbed wire, which reminded us 

of Melbourne’s Pentridge Prison. We passed through a huge wooden 

door which was wound up by hand; inside were 3 or 4 colossal cell bays 

– and I thought `This is the end. Once I’m in here I’ll never get out.’ 

I was divested of what little clothes I had and was issued with a very small 

pair of shorts with a patch; the number printed on the patch became my 

number - 641. At roll call each morning our numbers were called out in 

Japanese and failure to answer immediately was punished with a blow 

across the back with a sword in its scabbard, which produced a large 

welt. 
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My new home presented a grim sight. The solid wooden cell door, 

reinforced by iron bars, opened to reveal its contents, two wooden planks 

for sleeping on, a wooden block for a pillow and in the corner, a wooden 

latrine bucket. A small barred window was set high in one wall. The cell 

would have been about 6 feet wide and 8 feet long. 

 A glass observation hole cut into the door allowed the guards to watch 

we prisoners at any time. These guards wore soft slippers and at night 

the cells were lit while the corridors were in darkness. I was not to 

experience darkness for the next 18 months. 

I have often been asked how I managed to survive the horrors of my 

imprisonment.  To go back a little, when I was arrested and interrogated 

at Sandakan, I decided that I would have to forget about my body and 

concentrate totally on my mental and spiritual survival.  It would be a 

waste of time and energy to think about food, or rather the lack of it;                

no use dwelling on the tortures inflicted by the Japanese.  So, I disciplined 

my mind to be always resistant to brain washing and interrogation, 

torture and deprivations.  I strived to maintain a part of me that could 

never be manipulated by others, challenged by brutality or coerced by 

any person other than myself.  

That inner core would be reachable only by me, no matter how hard 

others might try to breach the barriers.  It would be the one thing, and 

indeed the only thing, that the Japanese could not take from me. 

I would have to fight against almost insurmountable odds to ensure my 

mental survival. My body would have to survive as best it could. 

I do not remember much about my first night at Outram Road Gaol.              

I felt stunned, almost in a trance, probably because of what I had recently 

been through and by the thought that this gaol would be my final resting 

place.  I decided that I would begin some mental exercises by keeping the 

date. Saying the date to myself every morning gave me something to  
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focus on each day. I became the unofficial timekeeper and during the 

brief snatches of whispered conversation we were able to have, I was 

sometimes asked  

`What’s the date today?’  

When, 18 months later I was sent back to Changi, I had the day and date 

exactly right.  The importance of this was that it kept me in touch with 

reality.  I re-lived my boyhood life on the farm, walked through the 

paddocks, recalled the chores, schooling with the convent nuns, my 

scientific experiments, hobbies, scouting days, family and friends.                           

I pictured what the family would be doing at certain times of the day. 

Each evening, as I heard a flock of birds settling for the night, I imagined 

there must be a tree nearby though I could not actually see it. This 

brought on fanciful thoughts that the birds might fly to Australia and 

over the farm.  

Soon I started going over all of my physics, maths and chemistry laws, 

equations and formulae; the periodic table, astronomy, optics, biology, 

engineering, radio communications, atomic physics and anatomy – 

anything and everything that I had ever read or learned was gone over 

in fine detail. Prior to my enlistment I had studied an introduction to 

infinitesimal calculus – a form of higher mathematics dealing with 

physical properties used in many areas of engineering, dynamics, heat, 

light, optics etc.  By extending these basics in my head, I had, by the time 

of my release, successfully reached the 5th and final level of differential 

calculus.   

Being a signals officer, I was proficient in Morse code and it was 

surprising, that despite the thickness of the walls, we prisoners managed 

to communicate by tapping out messages. Of course, this was an 

extremely hazardous undertaking but we were desperate for news. 
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Talking was the worst crime you could commit as a prisoner so Morse 

code was marginally less risky. 

Although most prisoners had been sentenced to solitary confinement the 

gaol soon became so crowded that I occasionally had company.                                       

I was very fortunate that for some 2 or 3 months my cell mate was a 

British public servant, Robert Scott. At the outbreak of war Rob Scott had 

been British Agent General in Hong Kong.  He was a graduate in law and 

humanities from Oxford University and had been called to the bar.                       

He was about 15 years older than me and inspired me tremendously. 

We whispered and mumbled together and became expert at looking out 

for sentries. He quoted lengthy legal passages, remembered important 

legal cases and problems; he quoted passages from the Bible and 

Shakespeare, recited `Paradise Lost’ from end to end and opened my 

mind to all sorts of exciting things.  It was a refreshing addition to my 

scientific background. Rob Scott had a wonderful command of the 

English language and urged me to seek further studies after the war in 

whatever field I chose and not let the PoW experience define my post 

war life.  That had a huge influence on me at the time and for the rest of 

my life. After the war he had a distinguished public service career, 

finishing up as the Permanent Under Secretary for Defence and finally 

Commandant of the Imperial Defence College. 

Billy Young was another cellmate.  He came via Sandakan and Changi 

and was initially very suspicious of me. He was instinctively resentful of 

officers and the discipline they represented. After we had gradually 

established some form of communication, I overcame Billy’s hostility and 

set about informing his uneducated but very sharp mind.  I urged him to 

get an education, to make the most of himself and take every 

opportunity after the war to rise above his PoW experiences.  It kept both 

of us sane.   
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 (Here I must add a comment.  Rod’s optimism and enthusiasm, even in 

these extreme circumstances is shown by a quote from Billy Young’s 

book `My Life as a Teenage PoW’ “I can still remember many of the 

lectures Rod gave me including one, of all things, on `The Structure and 

Nature of the Atom’.  I found it a bit heavy going and asked Rod `If you 

can’t see the bloody things, how the hell do I know what you’re telling 

me is right?’ He would be surprised to know how much of the many 

lectures he gave me I can still remember.”) 

On first arriving at the gaol we were not let out of our cells except for the 

weekly 20 second wash from a small bowl of water and a change into    

so-called clean shorts – in fact almost as filthy as the ones we had just 

taken off. Soon we were set to work outside the cells, picking hemp; 

although this must be the most mind-numbing job in the world, it was 

quite a change of routine. Under extremely close supervision we 

untangled matted piles of hemp into strands of 50, knotting them into 

hanks. If you didn’t meet your quota you would be issued with half of the 

already miserable lunch ration of mushy rice gruel.  

Our health of course was of great concern but there was not much we 

could do about it. It has always amazed me that while the Japanese were 

so fastidious about their own cleanliness, they were completely oblivious 

to the filthy conditions we lived in. Not only that but they expected us to 

survive on subsistence food and to undertake work for them.  Our bodies 

were infested with lice, scabies and bedbugs; tropical ulcers, tinea and 

sores just would not heal in those conditions and we all had malaria, 

tapeworm and dysentery.  

However, despite the privations I decided to try and take my pulse rate.  

To do this I needed a pendulum with a known oscillation period as a time 

reference; to achieve this I managed to smuggle a piece of hemp about 

18 inches long between my buttocks into my cell: this was hidden in a 
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splinter of wood on the underside of one of my sleeping planks. Next, I 

needed a stone to weigh down the pendulum and managed to smuggle 

one in, again between my buttocks, and hid it in a small hole in the corner 

of my cell. 

These minor triumphs happened over many days but I still needed a 

reference to obtain the right length of hemp to make a pendulum with 

an oscillation of 1 second.  Then I had some luck.  One day when we were 

let out to wash, I noticed a heap of shorts lying on the corridor floor.                    

A tape measure lay across them and happened to be positioned along 

the patch on which the number was stamped; it revealed that this patch 

was one and three quarter inches long.  So I realised, that by using the 

number patch on my own shorts I would have a reference against which 

to measure the hemp for the pendulum.  I now set about calculating, as 

accurately as I could, the length needed to make it. 

The maths and algebra were reasonably simple; but being unable to 

write things down and with my sluggish brain function, the calculations 

became a major mental exercise; however I persisted.  When I was finally 

satisfied with this simple device the next major problem was a juggling 

act to count two things at the same time – that is I had to count 60 swings 

of the pendulum while counting my pulse beat.  Having achieved this to 

best of my ability, I calculated that the pulse rate was about three 

quarters of what it would normally be. 

Now this would be natural in our reduced circumstances and there was 

nothing I could do about it.  But the mental challenge and the extreme 

vigilance needed to accomplish this task kept me occupied over several 

weeks. Luckily the stone and the hemp were never found. 

We long-term prisoners were considered by the Kempei Tai to be the 

worst offenders of all and were treated, or rather mis-treated, 

accordingly.  Short term military and civilian prisoners were put to work 
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on menial jobs such as emptying the latrine buckets once a week.                          

It doesn’t sound much of an ambition, but one we aspired to.  On the rare 

occasions when I was put to work on this job it was a great change to the 

awful monotony of everyday routine, in fact a bit of stimulation! 

A distraction of major significance was the episode of the Commandant’s 

pig.  The Japanese kept several pigs at the gaol and one of these was 

discovered to have a problem with its testicles. Someone must have 

informed the powers that be that I was a farmer, so I was chosen to 

castrate the animal.  Now although I had been brought up on a dairy 

farm my talents ran more to science and engineering but I had no choice 

in the matter and besides it would be a welcome diversion to the daily 

boredom.  I was led from my cell to the pig’s enclosure and presented 

with a knife and whetstone.  I made a big deal of sharpening the knife, 

testing it and generally making the most of my time out of the cell, while 

one of the guards and a prisoner held down the unfortunate pig.                        

The deed having been done I was then asked in broken English what 

should be done with the offending testicles. 

`Well in Australia and America’ I said `these are considered to be the 

greatest delicacy and are usually eaten by important people.’ 

Sadly, I never had the satisfaction of knowing whether or not they were 

served up to the Commandant that evening, but I got immense 

satisfaction from thinking they may have been. 

 On my arrival at Outram Road I had wondered how penal servitude 

could be done in solitary confinement; the Japanese had a solution to 

this.  Towards the end of the war we were set to work digging tunnels at 

Jurong, presumably to store ammunition against the allied attack to 

retake Singapore, though of course we did not know this at the time.  

This was done in chain gangs.  
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A thick chain, about 50 feet long was strung around our waists, 

padlocked at the back, a yard or so left between each man and so on 

down the line, until six of us were chained together.  In our emaciated 

state the chain rested on the raw skin of our hipbones causing even more 

sores and discomfort. But at least we were out of our filthy cells. 

Towards the end of July 1945, I became too weak to work on the chain 

gang and managed to be sent to Changi, where I was looked after by our 

own people until the end of the war on August 15 1945.  (I must add here 

that a little-known fact is that Changi prison was administered by the 

allied forces as much like a military camp as was possible under the 

circumstances. The Japanese were not about to waste their forces on 

running the camp. They only patrolled the outside perimeter.) 

I estimate that when I arrived at Outram Road Gaol I would have 

weighed about six stone.  When I was thrown out at the gates of Changi 

PoW camp 18 months later, Dr Glyn White, who had been a paediatrician 

prior to the war, picked me up in his arms like a small child.  He did not 

tell me until many years later that he could identify every bone on my 

body and that I weighed 43 pounds. 

This ends Rod’s story as told by him of his PoW experiences; unlike 

many prisoners he was able to talk about them. He had a very 

distinguished post war career, spending much of it in South East Asia, 

especially Malaya, or Malaysia as it became on 9 July 1963.  Rod was 

delighted to be present at these celebrations.  

 Despite the desperate times he had had there, he always enjoyed 

returning to this country where he felt truly at home. He even 

demolished the last piece of his prison fence when the gaol was being 

razed to make way for a housing estate in 1963 – but that’s another 

story. 
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In 1995 on a visit to London, Rod and I found ourselves strolling along 

the Thames Embankment - and there it stood -    a larger-than-life bronze 

statue simply inscribed ` OUTRAM.’   

 

And we wondered, as we paused to look at the figure, which gazed 

towards infinite horizons, what this distinguished Victorian soldier and 

colonial administrator would have made of the atrocities committed in 

the Malayan campaign against those who suffered and sacrificed so 

much and who fought so valiantly to defend and preserve the freedoms 

we enjoy today. 

 

This document may not be copied, quoted or otherwise used without the written consent of 

the author, Pamela Wells, 10 March 2019 

 

 

 

 


