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Gotts soldiers in the fall of 
Singapore in WW2

by Ian Gotts (Member 1398)

Having done a lot of work on the soldiers who died 
in WW1, I started looking at WW2, knowing the 
‘remembrance anniversary’ starts in 2019.

I have four Gottses in my One-Name Study who were involved 
in the fall of Singapore, one who died and three who survived 
it with some awful consequences. Eerily, in investigating this 
part of the war I found two connections which could have 
affected my existence and my family. What is noticeable 
about WW2 is the amount of personal testimony and analysis 
that is available on the internet. This provides an incredibly 
rich source of background material to help understand what 
happened and put some flesh on the bones.

The background
Singapore was established as a port to control the flow 
of trade through the Malacca Straits, the fastest route to 
China and Australia from the West. It was the key to much 
Empire trade, e.g. 40% of the world’s rubber and 60% of 
its tin was produced in Malaya; its shipping was controlled 
through Singapore. The British view of its defence was that 
any attack would be by sea as the jungle was ‘impenetrable’ 
(oops – badly wrong!), but at the same time the vital task 
was to win the war in Europe, so Singapore/Malaya were left 
with having enough firepower to withstand an attack until 
the Royal Navy could assist. This meant that Singapore had 
no modern aircraft, only older, slower planes. There was no 
chain of command, with the RAF deciding where to build 
airfields in Malaya and Thailand but with no consideration for 
their re-supply or defence by the army. The lack of leadership 
by General Percival meant total lack of preparedness for 
invasion. The prevalent British view of the Japanese was 
that as they only ate rice they must be lacking in essential 
vitamins and therefore mentally inferior!

Japan, meanwhile, had captured the lucrative parts of China 
in 1937, had honed their invasion tactics there, developed 
Zero jets which outperformed even the Hurricanes that 
eventually arrived, and had used the intelligence of the 3000 
Japanese occupants of Singapore to know all about it. They 
had been planning this for a long time.

Japan invades Malaya, 8 December 1941
Japan attacked Pearl Harbour on 7 December 1941, and 
invaded Malaya and Thailand one hour prior on 8 December 
(International Dateline making this look odd!). Whilst the 
British Empire had 100,000 troops already there, many were 
Indian volunteers and Australian forces, which included many 
new recruits.

The British government looked for troops they could send 
to Singapore as soon as possible to reinforce it. The nearest 
were the 18th Division, on board a convoy at the Cape of Good 
Hope bound for Libya via Palestine, so they were despatched 

initially to India. Part of the Division was redirected straight 
to Malaya. This included 5th & 6th Norfolk Infantry Regiments, 
and 2nd Cambridgeshires, but with no artillery or transport 
to back them up. They landed at Singapore naval base on 
13 January, by which time the Japanese had taken Kuala 
Lumpur and were swiftly moving south.

Were they ready to fight?
The 5th and 6th Battalions Royal Norfolk Regiment (5RNR & 
6RNR) were new service battalions called up in December 
1939. They were intended to fight in Egypt and Libya, 
and had trained in Scotland with open landscape then in 
Lancashire from October 1941. In October 1941 they set sail 
for four months training in Palestine, but not before a scrape 
for technicians took 20% of their best men and left them with 
raw volunteer recruits and no time to break them in.

By the time they arrived in Singapore on 13 January 1942 
they had:

• been unable to stay fit in North West England through 
route marches because they could not march on cobbled 
streets

• been in 50% overcrowded ships for eleven weeks which 
made any physical training very difficult

• no opportunity to train with the new recruits or those 
that had been promoted to fill vacant rôles, let alone 
any combat training

• no training in jungle warfare, having arms selected 
for open field fighting, not close jungle combat and no 
artillery support

Only three days after they landed they were fighting.

What could go wrong? Almost everything.

The fall of Malaya and Singapore
The invasion used the Japanese Imperial Guards, the best 
fighters in their army who could live off the jungle and move 
very quickly. They found that bicycles were very useful on 

Title photo: PumpkinSky [CC BY-SA 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0)], https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bridge_on_the_River_Kwai_-_tourist_plaza.JPG
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the paved roads 
installed by the 
British in Malaya, 
and their ninety 
small tanks could 
drive through the 
regularly-planted 
rubber plantations 
and make rapid 
progress. Their 
Zero airplanes 
outclassed even 
the Hurricanes that 
eventually arrived 
with 18th Division, 
demolished our 
air superiority and 
sank the Repulse 
and Prince of Wales 
warships sent to 
relieve Singapore.

It took the 
Japanese only six 

weeks to fight their way 600 km to Ayer Hitam in the south 
of the peninsula, moving very rapidly. The Australians had 
fought hard to keep them at bay but were outnumbered 
and outmanoeuvred. The Japanese Colonel considered that 
they ‘fought two battles, rebuilt three bridges and moved 
forward 20 kilometres every day’. Three days after landing 
in Singapore, 5RNR and 6RNR were fighting there. 

Pte Leslie George Gotts 5 Bn Royal Norfolk 
Regiment
Leslie George Gotts was on patrol on 23 January near Ayer 
Hitam, and was shot in the head by a Japanese sniper. 
He could not be recovered that day, but was found the 
next day and taken back to their base. It seems they were 
then captured by the Japanese, and he was operated 
on in a tent hospital by his Regimental doctor, with no 
anaesthetic. They did not know if he would live through 
the night, and because they did not want to distress all 
their other patients with his cries of pain they put him 
outside in the monsoon rain. 

Eventually Leslie arrived in Singapore. He recovered from 
his wounds, but one arm had only limited movement. To eat 
he had to hold a bowl of rice and grind it with the end of a 
bottle. ‘No work, no food’ was the order by the Japanese. 
He spent three years doing this in Changi Prison camp to stay 
alive. (This was compiled from a relative’s knowledge and 
Casualty Lists)

Surrender of Singapore
By February the Japanese had swept through the rest of 
Malaya, taking many prisoners as they went, moving quickly 
on to Singapore Island. When it surrendered on 15 February. 
30,000 Japanese soldiers had outfought and overwhelmed 
80,000 British and Empire troops, many inexperienced in 
battle and unprepared for jungle warfare. 

At this point there was much scavenging for food on both 
sides. The Japanese did not have a strong supply line, hence 
it had been key to win the war quickly. Over the next few 

days all British civilians and soldiers were gradually marched 
to Changi at the East of Singapore Island.

Tracing Prisoners
Tracing what happened to POWs relies on the small number 
of The National Archive (TNA) records which can be found in 
Find My Past’s details of Prisoners of War. One tip in using this 
is that the record set covers POWs from 1750: I found that if 
I ticked the WW2 box on the filter, the earlier record set was 
excluded from the search.

Sources include:

• Casualty Lists (compiled by the War Office) (WO 417) 
Be careful to find the number and date of each list you 
extract, which will be several pages before the record 
you are taken to. These will give you the dates of those 
going missing, being wounded, captured and released. 

• Japanese POW Index cards WO 345 (see below)
• Various other inventories of POWs in camps, or being 

moved overland to Thailand (OVL) or shipped to Japanese 
labour camps (OVS) (WO various numbers) 

The Japanese POW card below shows Leslie’s details. The top 
left symbol denotes Changi camp. All those I have seen are 
dated 15 or 16 August 1942, so it appears that the Japanese 
camps were pushed into recording the details of POWs. They 
all show the date of capture as the fall of Singapore: 15 
February in 17th year of the Emperor.

The information on the card clearly identifies him and his 
next of kin, a useful crosscheck.

The cards have a 
reverse side which 
show first camp 
and movements, 
though Leslie’s 
only has a first 
entry and a 
liberation entry, 
so he was in 
Changi all the 
time. 
 
To access the 
first page is easy, 
being indexed by 
surname.  To see 
the reverse, go 
to the first page 
image and scroll 
on one page. 

All three cards for 
my Gotts people have limited information on the reverse, 
only the starting camp and date and camp and date on 
release. I have seen other cards which have more detail of 
the movements of prisoners, but these seem to be those who 
went overseas, e.g. to POW labour camps in Japan. TNA and 
MOD do not know the origin of these cards, as they were 
acquired by the South East Asia Command. 

There is a clue in the ‘Report of the ICRC on its Activities 
During World War 2’, presented to their 1948 Stockholm 
conference (Ref 2). This refers to their difficulty of getting 

Ref 1. Maps c/o Anzacportal which has good 
descriptions of the fighting
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information on POWs from the Japanese government. They 
refer to an index being held by the “Huryojohokioku”, or 
Prisoners’ Information Bureau (PIB) in the Japanese Ministry 
for War. Many of the POW camp commanders had no interest 
in keeping records of POWs, and as my Gottses were moved 
around many camps in Singapore and Thailand without them 
being registered on this card, I suspect that this is the card 
Index held in PIB in Tokyo. It would make sense that POWs 
going to Japan were recorded better than those in remote 
Thai camps.

TNA refers to a Dutch document which helps identify the 
camp with a picture index of the symbols used. (Ref 3)

Pte Stanley Herbert Gotts 5 Bn Royal Norfolk 
Regiment
Stanley had a very short war. He contracted typhus and 

died on 23 February, eight days 
after Singapore fell. Typhus 
is contracted by fleas which 
often live on rats, which were 
abundant. At times rats were 
caught and eaten to keep men 
alive, but it is more likely that 
he was near the rats and got 
bitten by fleas. We only know 
how he died from a death 
record in WO 361 showing he 
was buried in the Kampong Java 
Christian Cemetery by 197 Field 
Ambulance. It was common 

practice to bury those with typhus outside the camp. He was 
later reinterred at the CWGC cemetery at Kranji. 

5774541 L/Cpl Edwin Charles Gotts 6th Bn 
Royal Norfolk Regiment
The Casualty Lists start with 
Edwin being listed as Missing 
on 15 February 1942, then over 
a year later on 27 May 1943. 
It must have been agonising 
for his family to wait for over 
a year before knowing he was 
still alive, and was the same 
for the ICRC record for Leslie 
George. 
 
He would have started in Changi 
POW Camp, but he was in the 
first draft of POWs transferred 
to Thailand on 24 June 1942. The list below shows Edwin as 
having gone Overland (OVL) to Thailand. 

In TNA WO 344 holds POW debriefing interviews, and there 
is one for Edwin. This shows he started in Ban Pong camp at 
the Thai end of the Burma Railway, and that he was moved 
nine times between camps. His POW Index card reverse does 
not show any, so we cannot rely on the cards to know where 
soldiers were. See britain-at-war.org.uk (Ref 4) for excellent 
descriptions of many of the camps. 

Edwin spent two years working on the Burma railway, but not

doing the heavy lifting. His daughter says he had carpentry 
skills and the Japanese made use of him for making shoes 
and other things. He wasn’t treated better than the others 
because when he returned home in 1946 he weighed 6 1/2 
stone: not much for a man of 6’ 3”. Beriberi was rife, as 
was sickness and diarrhoea. He told his daughter that he and 
a mate got into trouble once and the Japanese were not 
best pleased with them and shot his mate. Edwin had to dig 
his grave and bury him. It could have been the other way 
around.

Burma-Thailand railway
Japan had rapidly conquered Malaya and Burma, but such 
rapid expansion caused 
problems with its supply 
chain. To get weapons 
and supplies from Japan 
to support its efforts in 
Burma and attack the 
British in India the only 
way was to take it by 
sea around the Malay 
peninsula, which was 
still vulnerable to British 
submarines. In May 1942 
they decided to cut the 
time at sea by joining 
existing railways in 
Burma to those in Malaya 
and Bangkok by building 
419 km of new railway 
using forced POW and Asian labour. Australian POWs started 
from the Northern end in Burma, and British/Dutch from the 
Southern end at Nong Pladuck in Thailand.

Sapper Arthur William Gotts 288 Field Company 
Royal Engineers
288 Field Company RE was attached to 18th Division, and was 
in the same convoy. As a separate company it was harder to 
trace where they moved and fought. They fought in Johore, 
the Southern province of Malaya, then after the surrender, 
upon arrival at Changi 288 RE played a full part in providing 
essential sanitary facilities etc for the greatly overcrowded 
barrack area.

In June 1942, like Edwin Charles, Arthur William was moved 
to Thailand in a party of 600. From Singapore 1000km to the 
south, they were packed into metal boxcar trains with little 
food and no sanitation, so their journeys would have been 
terrible. Usefully, there is also a debriefing interview for 
Arthur, though he only lists two places on the Burma Railway. 
It is likely that he was maintaining the railway and/or the 
equipment used to build it using his engineering skills.

In April 1945 he was moved to Ubon Airfield, in  east Thailand. 
By 1944 Japan was struggling to move sufficient goods 
through the Burma Railway and army supplies in Burma were 
becoming exhausted. They considered retreating eastward, 
and so decided to build an airport at Ubon to support 
them. From January 1945 3000 POWs including Arthur were 
taken from camps after they had finished the railway, and 
transported 600 km to Ubon. On its open fields they built a 
runway 1500m long by 30m wide. 

Map of Burma-Thailand railway c/o Wikipedia and W.Wolny.
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By July 1945, British SOE and Thai Resistance were making it 
very difficult for the Japanese, and the POWs were instructed 
to dig trenches across the runway to stop Allied planes 
landing. On 18 August the Camp Commander told them the 
war was over: they were formally liberated on 2 September.
Officially, there were orders from Tokyo High Command that 
in the event of losing the war all Prisoners of War were to be 
killed. However, the Commanders in the field decided not to 
do this, and in some cases they killed themselves rather than 
face the consequences.

Treatment and conditions of Prisoners of War
Browsing the personal testimony available online can be a 
very hard read. There was even a Commission held into the 
treatment of Australian prisoners on Borneo, listing twelve 
ways that POWs were tortured. Rather than describe any of 
it, I suggest you decide whether you want to understand the 
true horror that the POWs were subjected to and read the 
references yourself. 

Discipline in the Imperial Army was harsh, with beatings 
passed down from the top, and this was carried out on the 
POWs as the ‘normal’ approach.

The ICRC report has an interesting section on the attitude to 
prisoners by the Japanese. Their ancestral beliefs were that 
surrender is degrading and deserving of capital punishment. 
Even in WW2 when a soldier left to join a combatant unit, 
there was often a ceremony to which his friends were invited, 
carried out according to funeral rites. From that moment the 
man was dead and had returned to his ancestors. He could 
only come back a conqueror and his family wanted no word 
of him, as news of his capture would dishonour his family. 
Many Japanese soldiers took on assumed names after the war 
and made no contact with their families. Thus British soldiers 
who surrendered meant nothing as people, and as ‘not men’ 
there was no need to treat them well or inform anyone they 
existed. This may explain some of the treatment of POWs, 
but does not excuse it.

The consequence of this was that the Red Cross struggled 
to work with the Japanese to identify the names of POWs, 
though they managed to get parcels to many camps, only for 
them to be kept by the Japanese officers. From my Gotts 
investigations, the Red Cross and hence the families were 
not told they were alive or dead, or a prisoner until at least 
May 1943, fifteen months after they were captured.

Back Home
When soldiers arrived home, half their weight or under, no-
one understood the horror and deprivation they had been 
through. Long-term health problems, very short tempers 
and nightmares all contributed to making difficulty for the 
soldiers and the families. There was a common hatred of 
all things Japanese, even destroying children’s toys if they 
were made in Japan. There was plenty room for faux pas by 
friends and families, even giving them boiled rice for dinner 
to ‘make them feel at home’.

The spooky bit
During the investigation I found two very strange connections 
which could have affected my existence. My father, second 
from the right on the back row, was scheduled to go to 
Singapore and was kitted out for it in October 1941, believing 

he would have been there during the invasion. For some 
reason they were reassigned to supporting D-Day.

My wife’s father joined the 1st Lancashire Regiment, who 
were also fighting in Malaya, but broke his leg in a motorcycle 
accident soon after joining. So we might not have been here 
now.

My thanks to the relatives of the soldiers for their help with 
the background. n
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the war victims, in Kranji War 
Memorial, Singapore
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