ANZAC Day, 2009

The Thailand Tigers Vs Vietnam Swans, Kanchanaburi, Thailand

The Burma Death Railway
In 1942, the Japanese seized control of Burma
from the British. Japanese supply lines by sea
were vulnerable to Allied attacks so the Japanese
commenced construction of a Thailand-Burma
Railway line.
•
•
•

Bangkok

Hellfire
Pass

Length: 415km
Forced labour: 180,000 Asian labourers; 60,000
Allied Prisoners of War (POWs)
Deaths as a direct result of the project: 90,000
Asian labourers and 16,000 POWs including
6,318 British; 2,815 Australians; 2,490 Dutch;
and 356 Americans

It is said that for each of the 120,000 railway
sleepers laid, a life was laid to rest.
Sir Edward “Weary” Dunlop believed that Hellfire
Pass on the Death Railway would assume “a
significance equal to that of Gallipoli”.

24 April 2009

The bus trip to Kanchanaburi

At 8.30pm, 24 April 2009, the Vietnam Swans who had flown in from Hanoi, Saigon and
Singapore, boarded the bus at Bangkok International Airport for the drive to Kanchanaburi.
The Thailand Tigers had pre-arranged for the 1957 movie, “Bridge on the River Kwai”, to be
screened on the bus.

3.30am, ANZAC Day. The bus
trip to Hellfire Pass
In the darkness of the early hours of ANZAC Day 2009, en route to Hellfire Pass in the bus, Patrick Stringer
took the microphone. He spoke about the Thai Burma Death Railway. Patrick’s father had been a POW on
“the line”. Below, Patrick reflects on the weekend.
“I tried to remind people that the men on the line were like our footy team, there were
teenagers and blokes in their forties. I reminded them that the only thing those men had
was each other. I suggested that we look around and imagine that nearly half of us would
die in the next 12 months, we die slowly and in pain with only our mates to comfort us…
“I asked who among us would be brave enough to volunteer to hold down their mate while
his ulcerated leg was scraped clean down to the bone with a sharpened teaspoon every
morning or his leg was eventually hacked off using a butcher’s saw without anaesthetic.
“I said these things not to be gruesome or morbid, but because they were true. I tried to
make it personal so that people would remember that these things really happened here
and they happened a lot.”

To read more of Patrick’s very moving account, log on to www.vietnamswans.com
“Finding Dad in Siam” was posted on 2 May 2009.

4.30am, Hellfire Pass

The Dawn Service
During the Service, we heard a thud.
Somebody in the crowd had collapsed.
“Medic!” was the cry. And so the medics
came.
It was a far cry from the time when soldiers
would come with rifle butts and bayonets.

The Dawn Service

We closed our eyes. We could hear the
sounds of the jungle: the birds, the
frogs… It was like listening to the
soundtrack of “Bridge on the River Kwai”.
But when we opened our eyes, there was
a starkness. We were hearing the same
sounds that the POWs heard nearly 70
years ago.

Kung Chai Allied War Cemetery,
Kanchanaburi

The Wreath-Laying Ceremony

The lines of sadness

Flags and Bagpipes

Bill Haskell, OAM, ex POW

Bill spoke with steely determination. Raw passion was
delivered with polished excellence. He told us of the
“inhumane” treatment his mates had suffered.
Great dignity. A great fighter. A great spokesperson.
For those of us who weren’t there, we felt like we were.
We received the message as best we could.

Wreath-Laying

The Australian Ambassador, His Excellency,
Mr Paul Grigson

The Royal Thai Armed Forces Headquarters

Footy clubs lay wreaths
The Thailand Tigers have a magnificent tradition whereby they organise
for wreaths to be laid during the official ceremony on behalf of each of
the football clubs that have played in the Kanchanaburi ANZAC Day
match.
This year, the Vietnam Swans joined the list. Our wreath was laid by
National President, Phil Johns and Hanoi Coach, Mark Williams (Willy).
Other clubs to have played Thailand in the ANZAC Day match are: the
Bali Geckos, Jakarta Bintangs, Malaysia Warriors and Hong Kong
Dragons.

Ode of Remembrance
Neil MacPherson, ex POW, knew the
words.
Neil knew that if he choked, we all would.
And we all did.

Ode of Remembrance
They shall not grow old, as we that are left grow
old;
Age shall not weary them, nor the years
condemn.
At the going down of the sun and in the morning,
we will remember them.

The more we learnt

We listened and we learnt
at the Dawn Service and the
Wreath Laying Ceremony.
We learnt a lot.
But, the more we learnt, the
less we understood.

The end of formalities

The Vietnam Swans players

We looked great during the
warm up

The teams applaud the arrival
of the 3 ex POWs

The Match commences

The Score
Thailand win
convincingly.
Thailand Tigers
91 pts to the
Vietnam Swans
13 points

Three cheers for Gus & Muzza

Long serving players
and clubmen, Gus and
Muzza, played fantastic
games.
Both will leave Vietnam
in the next month.

BOGs for Thailand and
Vietnam

Swans Coach, Drew, presents the Swans choice of BOG to Huey. The
Tigers voted Drew as being our best player.

Swans President says thanks

The Swans President, Phil Johns thanked and congratulated the Thailand Tigers for their
outstanding event and organisation.
Attending the Dawn Service and laying a wreath at the War Cemetery was humbling.
For the Vietnam Swans, playing a
commemorative match on ANZAC
Day, in front of three ex POWs, to
celebrate the lives and memory of
the fallen (who were old enough
to fight for their country but 10
years shy of being able to play
Asian footy) was extraordinary.
When we are 80 years old and
sitting in our rocking chairs on the
verandah, we will reflect upon our
lives. We will remember ANZAC
Day 2009. Vividly.

Club shirts for POWs

The Thailand Tigers and Vietnam Swans give Bill, Snow and Neil Club shirts. We also give
them an extra shirt for Ernie who, two days before he was due to travel to Thailand for the
ANZAC Service, suffered a heart attack.

The Silverware

The Thailand Tigers collect the ANZAC Cup. Huey is judged “Best on Ground” by the POW Panel and picks up the
“Chicken” Smallhorn Trophy.
Wilfred 'Chicken' Smallhorn won the VFL Brownlow in 1933 when playing for Fitzroy.
In 1942, “Chick” was captured by the Japanese in Thailand. He spent the next 3 years as a POW at Changi – which
included a 10 month stint on the Burma Railway. By the end of the War, Chick’s weight was just 19kgs.
In late 1942, early 1943, Chick and a few other POWs convinced the Japanese to play a season of Aussie Rules. A
competition was then set up between 5 teams bearing the names of Melbourne clubs. Due to poor health, Chick umpired.
After the close of the season, a special match between Victoria and the Rest of the World was organised. Chick, in great
pain, umpired again. The following day he had his appendix removed.

Bill Haskell

Bill Haskell took the microphone
and thanked us for the match.
He said he was impressed that we
were able to play in such
“oppressive heat”.
Being the man that he is, Bill
probably believed what he had just
said. It was another mark of this ex
POW’s humility.
As he spoke, we wanted to “stop
the clock” to freeze the moment and
this piece of history.
But time keeps marching.

Neil, Snow, Bill, Tigers and Swans

Neil, Snow, Bill and Swans

A man in the crowd
After the formalities, a man in the crowd named Grant Harris introduced himself to the Swans President. He
handed him a one page story from a man named Christopher Greenwood about the POW, Ernie Redman,
who had missed the match. Two days before Ernie was due to fly to Thailand, he suffered a heart attack that
had put him in hospital. Below is an edited extract:
…Every year at about this time Ernie comes to my shop and asks me to check over his
video camcorder. He needs to know that the battery is charged and the camera is in good
working order… A local high school student will take on the role of camera person for
Ernie when they accompany him with other students on his annual vigil…
Every year for the last eight, Ernie visits the Burma–Thai Railway which he helped to
build during World War II… The camera will capture Ernie walking the line with his new
batch of students, talking about the hardships his mates battled. He rarely talks about
how much he suffered. He and his mates weren’t much older than the high school
students who accompany him, when they were thrust into this “hell hole”.
He talks about how torturous some Japanese soldiers were on their fragile spirit. He never blames them for
anything. Ernie understood that the Japanese were doing what they thought was right for their country. They
were affected by war and they were proud people. They did as they were told. The camera continues to roll
as…
Ernie is due to pick up his camera in the next couple of days. He’s going to ask the same question. How much
do I owe you? It is at that moment that I’ll think about how good it is to be an Australian and how responsible
Ernie and his mates are for that feeling. Once again I’m going to give him the same answer, “Nothing mate”.
The unedited version of “This (Ex-POW’s) Life” can be seen on www.vietnamswans.com, dated 1 May 2009

A lot of water under the Bridge

Back at our Hotel, as the sun set
on another ANZAC Day, the River
Kwai was still flowing.
Since 1942, a lot of water has
passed under the Bridge on the
River Kwai.
But thanks to people like Bill
Haskell, Neil MacPherson, Milton
“Snow” Fairclough, Ernie Redman
(and the students from his local
high school), Patrick Stringer and
the Thailand Tigers’ ANZAC Match,
time has not washed away the
history or the memories.

Water is the source of life and a lot more water is destined to pass under the Bridge on the River
Kwai.

Heading down the River Kwai

ANZAC evening, the Thailand Tigers
organised a dinner cruise for both
teams that went under the Bridge on
the River Kwai.

Thank you to sponsors
• Linfox
• Loscam
• Jim Beam
• Renow.com.vn
• Pestfree
• Whitemint
• Crown
Relocations
• Odyssey
Resources
• SOS International
• La Vie Water

Special thanks to our sponsors. They help us play footy throughout the year which creates
the opportunities to participate in extraordinary events such as the 2009 ANZAC Day Cup.

On Wednesday 29
April 2009, Ernie
Redman, OAM,
slipped away.
Vale Ernie.
Lest we forget.

Dad
Patrick Stringer lost his father – who had been a POW on “the line” - when he was just 6
weeks old. He writes to those of us still lucky enough to have a father.
“Most men find that talking about their father is an uncomfortable subject.
It is certainly the case for me but I have been encouraged to write this
piece by people who were there that day.
“It is estimated 30 per cent of men today don’t talk to their fathers. Steve
Biddulph said that every father, no matter how tough and removed he
seems, spends his life waiting to know his son loves and respects him. He
will spend his life waiting.
“If you are one of those 30 per cent, I hope that reading this story can help
you fix it with your dad.
“There’s a lot at stake.”

To read more of Patrick’s “Finding Dad in Saigon, log on to
www.vietnamswans.com. The article was posted on 2 May 2009.

Congratulations to the Thailand Tigers for their victory
against the Vietnam Swans.
It’s an amazing commemorative match.

For further information:
www.vietnamswans.com
www.thailand-tigers.com

For photos:

vietnamswans@gmail.com

www.picasaweb.google.com/vietnamswans

