
 

 

On this 75th Anniversary of VJ DAY – Victory over the Japanese Here is the story of one survivor 
Bombardier Leslie Kersh – Survivor of the infamous Changi Japanese Prisoner of War Camp. Over 
25% of Japanese POW’s didn’t return to their families! 

 

 



 

Medals awarded to Bombardier Leslie Kersh - 80th Anti-tank Division, Royal Artillery. A Hairdresser 
in civi-street, after the outbreak of World War 2 in 1939, at the age of 27, volunteered for the Army 
and was posted to the Royal Artillery Regiment and reached the rank of Bombardier. 

 After training in the UK, was posted to the Malayan Peninsula where, following the invasion by 
vastly superior Japanese troops, 8th December 1941 to 31st January 1942, as the British Army 
retreated down the peninsular towards Singapore, he was part of the unit charged with destroying 
all supplies which could have been useful to the enemy 

Having reached Singapore he was taken into captivity on 15th February 1942 when Singapore was 
over-run and surrendered, Leslie survived 3 and a half years in the infamous ‘Changi’ Japanese 
Prisoner of War Camp, Singapore where he was forced to work on constructing Singapore Air Strip. 

Having been given a large bottle of pills by A Medical Officer with the instruction ‘take one a day - 
they will keep you alive’ (which he hid in the roof of his hut) and with his ‘tools of the trade’ his hair 
dressing scissors, cut-throat razor and sharpening stones, Leslie found himself in the infamous 
Japanese Changi Prisoner of War Camp. 



Having more than 10 years seniority over many of his fellow-prisoners he tried to advise them to not 
accept the offer of ‘more food if you volunteer to help build the Burma -Thai railway’ – many 
perished building that infamous railway – 400 died for every mile built!  

Forced to work every day to go out and build the Singapore Air-strip, Leslie did just enough to avoid 
punishment – although still managed to be sentenced to death 3 times – he survived and even 
managed to operate as the ‘camp barber’ and, sometimes cutting Japanese Guard’s hair in exchange 
for extra food, 

 

The famous cartoonist Ronald Searle was also a prisoner and made a drawing of Leslie cutting hair!  
Sadly the whereabouts of this drawing is unknown. However The following Searle drawings give an 
impression of the cruelty of the Japanese to the prisoners:  



   

 



Following the American Atom Bomb attacks in August 1945 on Hiroshima and Nagasaki forced the 
Japanese Emperor to surrender! Saving up to 2 year’s further heavy bloodshed. Leslie was freed 
from captivity and, by this time down to six and a half stones in weight, was nursed back to good 
health and eventually returned to the UK and finally de-mobbed 1946. 

Leslie picked up his hairdressing career lived for another 60 years with recurring health issues – the 
inevitable legacy of his ill treatment at the hands of the Japanese– but hardly ever talked of his 
ordeal! 

But he never forgave the Japanese! 

 


