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While we can’t undertake our daily guided 
walks at the Arboretum, we wanted to 
share with you just some of the stories 
behind the memorials that link to the  
end of the Second World War during  
this special anniversary year. 

  SECOND 
WORLD WAR 
FACTS

•  Around 180 countries 
and 100 million people 
were involved in the 
Second World War

•  Between 50 and 
60 million military 
personnel and  
civilians died.

•   19 to 28 million  
more died through  
war related disease 
and famine. 

Vj 
day 75

Anniversary Tour 

of the National Memorial Arboretum

For ease, the VJ Day tour is broken 
into two sections

During each tour we have referenced 
our Tea for II project which explores 
the importance of tea in British culture 
and how it has become a symbol of 
home. Originally comprising several 
exhibition elements, the project was 
due to run from VE Day in May to VJ 
Day in August. Due to our necessary 
closure, only the art installation is 
available to view on our Ancient Burial 
Mound. This emotive display, created 
by students from Central St Martins, 
represents the tea parties held on 
VE Day and how those still fighting 
in the Far East were absent from the 
celebrations.  
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Japanese Prison Ships 
Memorial Garden
In May 1942, the Imperial Japanese Navy 
and Army began using transporter ships 
to move Prisoners of War (POWs) by sea. 
Conditions aboard for the POWs were 
abysmal; many were sick and crammed 
into cargo holds with little oxygen, food, or 
water. The conditions were so severe the 
ships became known as ‘Hell Ships’. The 
ships were often unmarked, making them an 
enemy target for Allied Forces.

In 1943 the Suez Maru, a Japanese transport 
ship, was carrying British and Dutch POWs 
who were sick from the work-camps, along 
with approximately 200 sick Japanese and 
Korean workers. 

Initially the Suez Maru had been escorted by 
a Japanese minesweeper for protection, but 

this subsequently left leaving it unprotected. 
The ship was targeted by the American 
submarine; USS Bonefish which torpedoed 
and eventually sank the Suez Maru. 

Many prisoners remained trapped on 
board within the cargo holds as the ship 
sank, others made their way to the surface. 
The Japanese minesweeper returned and 
picked up Japanese and Korean prisoners, 
leaving the British and Dutch soldiers in the 
water. Japanese command at the time had 
decreed that any POWs left behind should 
be shot, and the minesweeper crew opened 
fire on the remaining Dutch and British 
soldiers who had escaped the sinking.  This 
war crime was hidden from the world until 
1949 when an extensive investigation saw 
both the minesweeper captain and the 
transport commander being arrested. 

The Suez Maru memorial consists of 414 
limestone cubes, one for each of the British 
prisoners who died. Also listed are the 
names of the 26 Hell Ships carrying POWs 
and civilians that were sunk by Allied action, 
totalling a loss of more than 19,000 lives. 

Hong Kong Volunteer 
Defence Corps
The light grey plaque belongs to the Hong 
Kong Volunteer Defence Corps (HKVDC), 
formed in 1854 and consisting of infantry, 
artillery, engineers, medical and other 
trades. 

The HKVDC consisted of over 2,000 
volunteers who mobilised in early 
December 1941. Following the Japanese 
invasion on the 8 December, the Corps 
fought in defence of Hong Kong. The 
HKVDC were overwhelmed and the fighting 
ceased on Christmas Day. Over 200 
volunteers were killed in the battle and a 
further 70 died as Prisoners of War (POWs).  
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discovered this helped to keep up morale. 
The original windows survive today and can 
be found in All Saints Church in Jakarta, 
Indonesia. 

At the end of the building, the projector 
lists the names of all of those who were 
imprisoned, including the survivors. 

Fundraising for the building began on 15th 
February 2002, the 60th anniversary of the 
surrender of Singapore to the Japanese 
and the date when the majority of FEPOWs 
were captured. The majority of funding was 
raised by an organisation called COFEPOW 
(Children of the Far East Prisoners of War). 

The WWI Sikh Memorial 
Although this memorial commemorates the 
124, 245 Sikh soldiers who fought with the 
British forces during the First World War, 
many Sikhs served alongside the Allied 
Forces during the Second World War

In December 1941 Allied forces in Malaya 
numbered over 85,000 and two thirds of 
this comprised Indian soldiers. Within the 
Indian Army over 60% were Sikhs. 

Sikh soldiers within the British Indian 
Army were highly regarded for their 
fighting abilities.  

The Far East Prisoners of War 
Memorial Building
The Far East Prisoners of War (FEPOW) 
Memorial Building opened on VJ Day in 
2005, the 60th anniversary of the end of the 
war in South East Asia. 

It is designed in the shape of a prison hut. 
Inside there are exhibits and artefacts 
covering the experiences of the servicemen 
and civilians who were taken prisoner. 

In the far right-hand corner of the museum 
is a copy of the Java Windows. These are 
replicas of the two made by a British Naval 
o¢cer whilst a prisoner. They were situated 
in a small chapel at Tandjong Priok that the 
Japanese allowed the prisoners to have, 
mainly for propaganda purposes. On closer 
inspection, the British coat of arms will 
reveal that the lion has the face of Winston 
Churchill. Knowing that their captors had not 

COFEPOW started after founder, Carol 
Cooper read an article in a newspaper 
in 1994 concerning the diary of a former 
Prisoner of War (POW) of the Japanese. She 
realised that this was the diary of her father 
who went to fight in the Far East when 
she was only two years old and who had 
died working on the Burma Railway. After 
receiving a transcript of the diary, she went 
to Burma in an attempt to find his grave. Her 
journey was made into a documentary by 
the BBC. Subsequently, many other children 
and relatives of POWs then contacted Carol 
and COFEPOW was formed in 1997.  
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Sir Leonard Cheshire 
Amphitheatre
Group Captain Sir Leonard Cheshire was 
one of the most highly decorated pilots 
of the Second World War, receiving many 
accolades including the Victoria Cross. 
Although traditionally awarded for specific 
acts of bravery, Sir Leonard unusually 
received the honour for exemplary service 
during his war career. 

On 9 August 1945, Sir Leonard was an 
o¢cial observer onboard the American B-29 
bomber which dropped the atomic bomb 
‘Fat Man’ on the Japanese city of Nagasaki. 

Sir Leonard later married Sue Ryder, setting 
up  The Ryder-Cheshire Foundation and 
supporting a wide range of projects around 
the world.

Brigade of Gurkhas Memorial
Gurkhas, who are natives of Nepal, have 
served in the British Army for 200 years and 
are widely regarded as some of the fiercest, 
most fearless and loyal fighters in the world. 

This memorial is in memory of all those 
who have served in Gurkha Regiments 
during that time; it takes the form of a 
Nepalese chautara. 

A chautara is a resting place, usually four 
sided but without a roof, provided by locals 
for weary porters to rest while trekking 
across the foothills of the Himalayas. They 
are designed so that the porter can lower 
themselves onto the seat without removing 
their backpack, lean back against the wall 
and then rise again when rested without 
injury to their back. 

During the Second World War over 110,000 
Gurkhas served within over 40 battalions. 
Nearly 30,000 were killed or wounded. 

Sir Leonard was instrumental in sowing 
the seed of the idea for the Arboretum. A 
conversation took place in the late 1980s 
between Sir Leonard and Arboretum 
founder Commander David Childs, both of 
whom were concerned that we, as a country, 
were beginning to forget to remember the 
sacrifice that so many made for us. 

From that conversation came an idea for a 
national centre of Remembrance, which Sir 
David Childs saw through to fruition. 

Forgotten 
14th Army 
Facts 
The 14th Army was the largest 
Empire (now Commonwealth) army 
ever assembled. At its height it 
numbered nearly a million men, 
of all service, and the troops 
were a diverse mix of ethnic 
and racial backgrounds. Only a 
minority were born in Britain. 

The Army regarded itself as 'The 
Forgotten Army' and it received 
little publicity in England until 
a change of command in 1943 
with Lord Louis Mountbatten as 
overall commander and General 
William Slim as commander. 

The army operated in a complex 
theatre of war in conjunction with 
various Chinese nationalist and 
communist armies and with the 
involvement of several American 
units particularly in air supply. 
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Anglo-Japanese  
Peace Garden  
The circular grove of European and Japanese 
maple trees is the Anglo-Japanese Peace 
Garden, presented by Japanese business 
people. The intermingling of their leaves 
symbolises the strengthening friendship 
between the two nations, as does the pink 
granite Stone of Reconciliation, which was 
presented to the Arboretum by the Japanese 
Government. 

Adjacent to it is the Hiroshima Cairn. The 
top-most stone was donated by the people 
of Hiroshima and is dedicated to the millions 
of people who died and su¦ered in the 
Second World War

Atomic Bombing
On 6 August 1945 our American Allies 
dropped the first ever atomic bomb, 
known as ‘Little Boy’ on the Japanese 
city of Hiroshima, causing widespread 
destruction within the city and the loss of 
approximately 150,000 lives. The gun-type 
bomb was powered by uranium.  

It was widely felt that after the bombing of 
Hiroshima the Japanese would surrender, 
but ‘to surrender’ was not an option the 
Japanese would consider; they fought on. 

On 9 August 1945, a second atomic bomb 
‘Fat Man’, a plutonium implosion-type 
bomb was dropped on the Japanese city 
of Nagasaki. 

The Japanese fought on until the  
Emperor at the time, Michinomiya  
Hirohito, finally brought the war to an  
end on 15 August 1945. 

Thank you to Arboretum volunteers 
Mick Byrne and David Bardell for 
creating this trail.

Tea for II is a new artwork 
produced collectively 
by students studying BA 
Ceramic Design at Central 
Saint Martins, University 
of the Arts London. The 
installation commemorates 
75 years since the end 
of the Second World War 
and was inspired by the 
Arboretum and the region’s 
famous pottery industry. 

The installation is inspired by the 
tea parties that were at the heart of 
VE Day celebrations, taking place 
on rows of tables and chairs in the 
streets. While people in Britain were 
celebrating VE Day, the Second 
World War continued in the Asia-
Pacific. Britain, its Allies and the 
Commonwealth were caught in 
conflict with Imperial Japan until VJ 
Day on 15 August 1945. 

Those who served in the Asia-
Pacific were absent from VE Day 
celebrations and their contribution 
to the war e¦ort is often overlooked. 
Their absence inspired the omission 
of a table from the installation. In 
place of a table, grasses from Africa, 
Britain and the Asia-Pacific grow 
to remember the diverse army that 
served in the region and whose 
bravery, sacrifice and collaboration 
gave us the freedoms we enjoy today. 




