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Whenever you come here to the Commonwealth War Cemetery, Yokohama, you see the well cared site of 

greenery and repose. Have you ever noticed that these 1800 plus graves allocated in order, each has a 

different and very special story each? We have “listened” to these stories of the men interred here, so far 

away from their homelands. Let us introduce three of these stories today. 

 

■Robert Ashton HILL,  British Sec. GA3   27th September 1944, Age 44  

Hill was a professor at the University of Hong Kong. The Japanese Army 

invaded Hong Kong at the same time as the attack on Pearl Harbour on 8th 

December 1941. 

 

The fighting was especially severe on Christmas Eve and they finally conquered 

Hong Kong on Christmas Day, 25th December. Hill, a member of the Hong Kong 

Volunteer Defense Corps, was captured along with about 11,000 British, 

Canadian and Indian soldiers and held in a POW camp there. 

 

In January 1943, he was transported to Japan with about 1000 others on the ship 'Tatsuta Maru' and 

arrived at Innoshima Camp, Hiroshima Prefecture, with 100 British POWs. The island on the Seto Inland 

Sea had already housed British POWs transferred from Java. He was set to work with them at the shipyard. 

It was extremely busy due to increased wartime production, needed as many workers as possible. POWs 

were forced into manual labor for long hours from morning till night to carry materials, repair machinery 

and equipment, clean the plant and ships. Food was poor, especially after the end of 1943. The food 

situation was worsened throughout the country. Numerous numbers of POWs became malnourished and 

suffered from beriberi, but they were not allowed to rest. 

 

On 24th May 1944, Hill was in the sick bay with high fever having been chilled. The next morning, when 

all the sick were called for a roll call outside, a Japanese civilian employee nicknamed Minnie said to them, 

"You're not sick, are you?" If they did not respond to satisfy him, he hit them on the head and shoulders 

with his bamboo sword. Hill was ordered to scrub the floor of the quarters on all fours, while Minnie beat 

and kicked him. When he finished the work and returned to the cookhouse, Hill was breathing feebly with 

his lips blue with cyanosis. The POW medic told him to go to the sick bay immediately. He had pneumonia, 

and was dead two days later. 

Fellow POW Norman Wright recalls Hill as follows： “He was an educated man. In fact, his wife was also 



put in a civilian internment camp in Hong Kong. I met her at a meeting some time after the war and found 

she had no idea how her husband was carried off. He was 44 years old and must have some children, but we 

never heard of them since then.” 

 

■Halwyn Wilfred BUTTSWORTH,  Australian Sec. BD14  18th December 1944,  Age 34   

Buttsworth was born in Tasmania on 12th September 1909. He was known as 

Hal and excelled at sports like football, cricket and tennis. Having studied at the 

University of Tasmania, Hal started to work for a bank in Sydney and then met 

Ella, marrying her in November 1939. Shortly after that, they moved to Canberra. 

They both had an active social life. Hal joined the Army in September 1941 and 

sailed for Malaya in January 1942. 

After his capture at Singapore a month later, he was first placed in Changi, 

then he was sent to Tarsao prisoner of war camp in Thailand in March 1943 to 

be dispatched to build the Burma-Thai Railway as one of the numerous POWs.  After the completion, he 

was brought back to Singapore and shipped to Japan on the Rashin Maru on 4th July 1944. She 

transported 1065 POWs (including 600 Australians), mooring for a month in Manila, stopping at Taiwan 

shortly, then finally got to Moji on 8th September. With 200 Australian POWs, Buttsworth was taken to 

Fukuoka No.2 Camp, Koyagi, Nagasaki Prefecture, to work for a shipyard.  In a postcard to Ella dated 1st 

December, he said that he had just recovered from a bout of pneumonia and was now in good 

health.  However, shortly after on 18th December 1944 he died.  According to the official record, he 

perished from acute pneumonia. Ella did not learn of his death until September 1945. He was one of the 

73 deaths there (5 American, 21 British, 41 Dutch and 6 Australian POWs). 

Hal left Australia just before the birth of his daughter, Anne. He never met her, and she grew up with 

very little knowledge about her father. His death was devastating for his family. Anne’s grandparents 

rarely talked about him. Her mother, Ella, did occasionally, but these were not easy conversations. Ella 

was a strong woman and had a full life in many ways. She loved her husband for the rest of her life, never 

remarried and died in 1975 in the house they came to in Canberra when they were first married. 

Collecting the memory from family and friends, Hal seemed to have been a kind, strong man with a 

good sense of humour.  Cards from prison camps show Hal was always optimistic, telling Ella he loved 

her and not to worry. After the war, fellow POWs wrote to Ella …"Hal was liked by everyone. He was a 

good soldier and a very good mate".  "Hal died as a soldier, he was always ready to help his fellows in any 

way possible, and that will never be forgotten."  

 

■John U. FRIESEN  Canadian & New Zealand Sec. BC12  2nd February 1944, Age 37  

Friesen's death was caused by the lynching by fellow POWs. He was at the Oeyama camp in Miyazu, 



Kyoto Prefecture. It is near famous Amano-hashidate, one of the three most scenic spots in Japan. The 

camp housed more than 600 men in total. They were British and Canadian POWs captured in Hong Kong.  

American POWs captured in the Philippines were there, too. 

 

The POWs were forced to work at a nickel factory near the camp and in the Oeyama Nickel Mine, which 

was about 11 km away. The work was hard and food was scarce. Many POWs suffered from beriberi, 

pellagra, dysentery, nervous disorders and gastrointestinal disorders caused by malnutrition, and some 

young men had their hair turn white overnight. Violence by Japanese guards was severe, and POWs who 

stole or broke the rules were brutally tortured and punished. 

 

In order to avoid such excessive punishments, the POWs' senior officer, Stenning, discussed with the 

camp commander to obtain the authority to control the discipline and punishment in the camp themselves. 

This was, so to speak, a self-governing organization of POWs, with four senior NCOs in charge of 

administration. In the beginning, this POW autonomy was not bad in itself. The organization functioned 

reasonably well. The four NCOs gradually became a powerful, lynch mob of disciplinarians. It was out of 

Stenning's control. They were soon known as the 'Big Four'. 

 

Friesen was convicted in a 'trial' for stealing by the Big Four. In the camp square, in the presence of a 

large number of fellow prisoners of war, he was 'punished' with a horrific beating by the Big Four, and died 

two hours later. No one there stopped the assault. 

 

By the end of the war, 62 men lost their lives at the camp, of whom 21 Canadian and 31 British soldiers, 

including Friesen. They now lie in the Commonwealth War Cemetery, Yokohama.  

 

In 1984, when a British ex-POW, Frank 

Evans, revisited Oeyama, a memorial for the 

POWs was erected at the mine site by him 

and the people of Kaetsu (present Yosano).  
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