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Part A 

John (Johnny) Wesley Lamprill (Figure 1) was born in Hobart, Tasmania on 13th February 1920. He 
was one of three children but as his parents were both previously widowed, he also had three half-
brothers and five half-sisters. Johnny lived in Hobart and attended the Friends’ School. His father 
owned a department store but lost this business as well as the family home during the Depression.1 

 

 

Figure 1: John (Johnny) Wesley Lamprill, 1940. 

 

The family relocated to a house with an orchard which they owned in Kingston, Tasmania. Johnny 
attended the local school but left at the age of 14 to help his father with the orchard.2 He worked in 
the orchard until June 1940 but also played rugby for Tasmania and did some brief stints as a 
jackaroo.3  

 

  

Figure 2: Group Portrait of C Company, 2/3rd Machine Gun Battalion at Brighton Camp, Tasmania, 1940. 

 

On 18th June 1940, TX2584 Private John Lamprill enlisted in the 2nd Australian Imperial Force (2nd AIF) 
and as he had rugby friends in the unit,4 5 joined C Company, 2/3rd Machine Gun (MG) Battalion.6 He 
undertook his initial training in Tasmania. (Figures 2 and 3). 
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Figure 3: C Company of the 2/3rd Machine Gun Battalion, Murray Street, Hobart, Tasmania, 20th July 1940. 

 

In October 1940, C Company relocated to Adelaide and trained with the rest of the 2/3rd MG 
Battalion under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel Arthur Blackburn. As the Battalion Headquarters 
and other sub-units were raised in Adelaide, it ‘was essentially a South Australian Battalion’7 (Figure 
4).  

 

 
Figure 4: 2/3rd Machine Gun Battalion Marching along Victoria Drive, Adelaide, 15th January 1941. 

 

A newspaper article about the Battalion parading through the streets of Adelaide is at Appendix A 
and another article about a gruelling march through South Australia is at Appendix B. 

On 11th April 1941, the Battalion sailed out of Sydney for the Middle East joining the rest of the 7th 
Division in preparation the Syrian invasion.  On 7th June, the Allies invaded Syria and fought in a brief 
campaign against the Vichy French.8 9 

At one point, an anti-tank ditch blocked the Battalion’s path and as Johnny was climbing out, he 
hesitated momentarily to avoid the heavy shell fire overhead. He felt a nudge in his back and was 
shocked to find it was Colonel Blackburn asking; “How is the war going soldier?” 10 Johnny said he 
“obviously got moving pretty quickly” following this encounter with his Commanding Officer.11  
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C Company fought well, and together with British units captured the town of Quneitra.12 13 The Vichy 
French surrendered on 9th July, but Johnny remained in Syria as part of the garrison until January 
1942.14 15 

The war had started in the Pacific and the Battalion was ordered to return to Australia.  On the 1st of 
February 1942, the men boarded the troopship, SS Orcades, while their equipment and weapons 
were loaded onto other ships. As Orcades was faster than the rest of the convoy, it was ordered to 
divert to Java to support the Dutch who were fighting the Japanese in the Netherlands East Indies 
(NEI).  

The men aboard Orcades, formed ‘Blackforce’ under the command of Brigadier Blackburn.16 17 18 19 
Johnny recalled that he and some of the men were given Dutch rifles and artillery20 but that other 
men had no weapons and were advised to “cut … a stout stick and when someone drops, grab their 
rifle”.21 

 

 
Figure 5: The POW camps where Johnny was imprisoned at Leles, Garoet, Bandoeng and Makasura are circled in red. 

 

Early on 3rd March 1942, the Japanese attacked C Company, which was positioned on the frontline, 
overlooking Leuwiliang. The men fought hard but by the afternoon, the Japanese commenced using 
mortars. 22  Within 15 minutes, some  20 men of the Company were killed or injured, including 
Johnny who was concussed by mortar fire.23 24 Blackburn was proud of his men and later wrote about 
their ‘sheer courage and fighting ability’.25   

On 8th March, the Dutch surrendered and ‘Blackforce’ was ordered to surrender on 9th March 1942 
making Johnny a Prisoner of War (POW).26 Johnny spent ten months as a POW in Java (Figure 5) 
mostly under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel Edward ‘Weary’ Dunlop.27 Johnny’s daughter 
recalled that Johnny credited ‘Weary Dunlop’ with saving his infected right leg from amputation.28 

In January 1943, the Japanese ordered ‘Dunlop Force’ to depart Java to work on a project.29 30 The 
men were dressed in rags and were referred to by other Australians as ‘the Java Rabble’ when they 
transited through Changi in Singapore. 31 32 33  

In February 1943, Johnny arrived in Thailand to work on the Thailand - Burma Railway and spent the 
following 16 months at various POW camps including Konyu (Hellfire Pass), Hintok Road Camp, 
Hintok River Camp, Tarsau and Chungkai (Figure 6). 34 35 36 
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Figure 6: POW Camps along the Thailand-Burma Railway. Johnny spent time in the area circled in red. 

 

The railway was built almost exclusively ‘by the hands of human beings’37 and was backbreaking work 
for the POWs (Figure 7). Johnny’s contribution included cutting rock using a ‘hammer and tap’, as 
well as land clearing and construction.38  

 

 
Figure 7: A curved wooden trestle bridge built by POWs, located near Hintok, Thailand. 
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The POWs were starving and many were ill and this was compounded by a devastating cholera 
outbreak at Hintok in June 1943.39 40 The Japanese had no regard for the lives of the POWs41 and 
Johnny recalled the guards dragging sick men out of the hospital tent to work.42 In the words of 
Private Max McGee, also of the 2/3rd MG Battalion,  

“Every man who worked on the railway, in whichever section, would have an automatic 
passport to Heaven. They have all done the requisite stretch in Hell”. 43 

In July 1944, Johnny left Thailand and boarded a Japanese ship, Rashin Maru (Figure 8), for a perilous 
70-day journey to Japan. The POWs nicknamed the ship ‘Byoki Maru’, meaning ‘sick ship’ as it had 
previously been bombed and was badly damaged. 44 45 

 

 

Figure 8: The Rashin Maru 

 

During the voyage, Johnny contracted malaria and beriberi and witnessed another ship in the convoy 
being torpedoed by an allied submarine.46 47 48 The Rashin Maru was subsequently caught in a 
typhoon and almost did not survive.49 50 51 Finally, the ship arrived in Moji in Japan on 8th September 
1944 and Johnny was sent to work in the coalmines at Ohama Camp #9-B (Figure 9).52 53 54 

 

Figure 2: The location of Ohama # 9-B Camp in Japan is circled in red. 
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The work was tough and dangerous and the winter was bitterly cold.55 56 During this time, Johnny 
was ill with pleurisy and ongoing dysentery.57 In August 1945, as Johnny was waiting to commence 
his shift at the mine, POWs came running up shouting “she’s over, she’s over”.58  

It took some time before the POWs were spotted by American fighter pilots who then advised 
“hasten your rescue by staying where you are”.59 On 26th September 1945, Johnny left Ohama 
arriving in Sydney on 16th October.60 

Johnny spent a few months in Melbourne before relocating to Adelaide in 1946 to commence work 
in the Head Office of the Australian Finance Company (AFC). 61 He enjoyed sailing and in 1951 
competed in the ‘Sydney to Hobart’ yacht race placing 5th.62  

In 1954, Johnny married Pauline Darwent (Figure 10) and their daughter, Shauna, was born in 1955. 
He retired from his role as the Sales Manager for SA/NT at AFC in 1981 and continued to live in 
Adelaide until his death at the age of 90 on 2nd March 2014.63 

 
Figure 10: Johnny, Pauline and flower girl (Susan Darwent) – St Laurence’s Church, North Adelaide, 13 February 1954. 

 

Despite the danger and hardship, Johnny personified the ANZAC characteristics of perseverance and 

mateship. He fought bravely in Syria and Java and narrowly escaped death in Leuwiliang. He 
subsequently endured three and a half years as a POW and was subjected to relentless physical 
labour, starvation, illness, disease, brutality, freezing temperatures, and the constant presence and 
threat of death.  

When he was captured by the Japanese, he remembered telling himself: 

“There is nothing you can do about it, and there is no way in the world that we won’t win, 
and so you’ve just got to make the best of it all the way through.” 64  

Johnny watched others give up, such as an English POW who turned to Johnny one night and said 
“Aussie, I’ve had it” and he was dead the following morning.65 Despite all this, Johnny persevered and 
never gave up and his thoughts and actions embodied the ANZAC spirit of perseverance.  

The ANZAC characteristic of mateship is ‘embedded in the Australian psyche’.66 Johnny joined the 
2/3rd MG Battalion so that he would be in the same unit as his mates.67 68 He fought bravely on the 
frontline with his mates and he survived the horrors of being a POW stating that “we looked after 
each other the best we could.” 69 This is the essence of mateship and it permeated through the ranks 
of the 2nd AIF.  
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Johnny had the utmost respect for his Commander, Brigadier Arthur Blackburn, whom he referred to 
as “Blackie” and “a great bloke”.70 The Australian POWs helped each other, and Johnny credited this 
to the fact that they acted as a Battalion with leadership, discipline, teamwork and mateship.71 

On the way back to Australia, Johnny was on a hospital ship when some fellow POWs received and 
shared their mail. He said they “would open the letter and then everyone would be waiting to hear” 
their news.72 These bonds of mateship were unbreakable and continued long after the war. Johnny 
cherished the times when he and his mates were reunited stating that being together “was a 
saviour”. 73  

Johnny was a humble man and at 90 years of age he reflected that he had been lucky.74  In addition 
to having luck and courage, it is evident that Johnny also embodied the ANZAC characteristics of 
perseverance and mateship. 

 

Part A: 1,494 words 
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Part B 

I was only six years old when Johnny died in 2014. Until a few months ago, I had a vague recollection 
of Johnny. He had been a friend of my grandparents and parents and had attended all our family 
functions. I recall him as a kind and cheerful man who had been a Prisoner of War in WW2. 

When I was discussing the ANZAC Spirt Prize with my father, he mentioned that he had recorded an 
interview with Johnny in 2010. I knew this interview would be a good starting point and I was 
grateful to be able to research someone who I had met and who was loved by my family.  

I learned from the interview that Johnny had spent his childhood in Tasmania but had joined a South 
Australian Battalion and he had made his life in South Australia after the war. After seeking 
clarification from the Anzac School Prize Office, it was confirmed that Johnny met the competition 
criteria for ‘being a South Australian serviceman’.  

I am grateful to Johnny’s daughter, Shauna, for sharing her knowledge with me and particularly for 
filling in the details of Johnny’s life before and after the war. Shauna referred me to an extremely 
useful book titled Arthur Blackburn VC by Andrew Faulkner. Andrew had been a neighbour of 
Johnny’s and had interviewed Johnny for this book in 2003. Shauna also showed me an original 
document detailing Johnny’s health after he was rescued by the US Army in Japan. 

When I visited the State Library, the librarian showed me how to find specific books and where to 
find other books relevant to WW2 and POWs. Johnny had mentioned two of his friends in the 
interview - Arch Flanagan and Des Jackson - and when I googled these men, I discovered that they 
had written books about their POW experiences and so I located these books too. 

The VWMA, AWM and NAA provided valuable online resources, and, after a thorough internet 
search, I was excited to find a 2009 interview of Johnny and another former POW, Bill Schmitt, on 
YouTube. I also discovered a great website created by the 2/4th MG Battalion which was a very useful 
resource as these men, like Johnny, had worked on the Thai-Burma Railway and travelled to Japan on 
the Rashin Maru. 

I was unsure how to reference sources, so I met with my history teacher for guidance. Also, I 
attended the VWMA School Holiday workshop where I learned how to use Trove. This helped me in 
finding some newspaper articles about the Battalion from 1941 as well as a photo from Johnny’s 
wedding in 1954.   

My research comprises both primary and secondary sources which I cross-referenced to provide a 
detailed and true account of Johnny’s life. As Johnny was interviewed more than 60 years after the 
war, his service records were helpful in providing exact dates and locations. The secondary sources 
provided valuable information about the movements and experiences of the Battalion as a whole. 

 

Part B: 498 Words  
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Appendix A: 

 

 

  

Appendix A: On 15th January 1941, Lieutenant-Colonel Blackburn led the 2/3rd MG Battalion Parade along King William 
Street past the Premier and other dignitaries watched by 30, 000 people who were lining the route. 
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Appendix B: 

 

 

 

  

Appendix B:  On 3rd February 1941, Lieutenant-Colonel Blackburn led the 2/3rd MG Battalion on a 12-day march from 
Woodside to Victor Harbour and return, covering more than 300 kilometres. 
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