ROSE’S STORY

Life Before, During & After Her Epic Escape from Singapore
~ Introduction ~
First-person accounts from civilian refugees spirited away from Singapore by the USS
WEST POINT in early February 1942…just days before the Japanese overwhelmed that
fabled Far East outpost…are almost impossible to find. Nearly seventy years later, the
recorded memories of Annie Rosina (Rose) Watts (nee Berryman) essentially ‘found’ me.
Rose’s oldest daughter, Leslie, was less than six months old when she was hastily carried
onboard WEST POINT by her frightened parents as Japanese bombs rained down on
Singapore’s Keppel Harbor. While she has no memories of what ensued during their
dangerous voyage to freedom, Leslie does possess treasured memorabilia and her
mother’s hand-written recollections of long-ago events; transcribed in a diary in 1964.
Leslie, who lives in Australia, recently connected with me electronically, utilizing the
‘contact us’ feature of the USS WEST POINT Reunion Association’s web site. I shared
with her what I know about the brief time she was a WEST POINT passenger. In return,
Leslie has graciously provided enough information, vintage illustrations and patient
responses to my many questions to enable me to create…and now share…Rose’s Story.
What follows includes numerous quotes, set forth in cursive font, from Rose’s
compelling tale of life in Malaya before World War II and of her family’s escape from
Singapore. To do otherwise would be inappropriate and constitute a disservice to her
memory. It is her story, after all. I am merely privileged to augment her memories with a
background of relevant historical information that hopefully helps make her often matterof-fact remarks all the more remarkable.

Bill Lee

~ Australia to Malaya ~
Rose Berryman was born in the Australian state of New
South Wales in 1912. That same year, the man destined to
become her husband, Edmund Charles Beresford Watts
(nicknamed Paddy) was also born in that same part of
Australia. There were married in a suburb of Sydney on
September 23, 1939.
Before they married, Paddy Watts had ventured far
northward to the island nation of Papua New Guinea (PNG)
to work for the Bulolo Gold Dredging, Ltd. Once married,
he returned to PNG with plans to send for his wife after
finding suitable housing. But, he was strongly advised not
to take his bride to PNG, because of the primitive living
conditions where gold was being recovered. Accordingly,
Paddy sought employment elsewhere.
Because 60% of the world’s tin supply came from Malaya
[present day Malaysia] in 1939, Paddy was able to easily
obtain a job with a tin dredge mining firm near the city of
Ipoh. Then, he sent for Rose, whose travels to join her
husband is an iconic pre-World War II Asian adventure:
“MALAYA, I loved it, will never forget the trip. We left Rushcutters Bay (Sydney) on
a Flying Boat, what a thrill for me. Touched down at Brisbane to refuel, next stop
Rockhampton then on to Darwin.

“Put up in Qantas Mess and Barracks, went for a walk, nothing much there at the
time. Left early hours of next morning, flying across to Java and Sumatra where we
made a stop at Batavia. It was night time so saw nothing.
“4am next morning off we went for next
leg on our way to Singapore. No idea
what time we landed. No one to meet me,
steward organized for money change and
asked at desk.
“There was a letter for me telling me
Paddy could not get to meet me and
instructions where to go. I was to get a
train up north.
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“Had a rest and dinner at ‘Raffles’ then
got a taxi to railway station, train
leaving about 10pm, bit scared as not
knowing anything or anybody. Station
was crowded, had coffee, train arrived
and I found my berth, lots of Chinese on
board. A crowd of European fellows were
on the train; they had been playing
cricket on the coast. During the night we
changed trains at Kuala Lumpur.
“Had to ask the Pommie guys where
Ipoh was, no doubt they thought I
was mad to be going there. Arrived
at tiny station; no one there again!
“Was not happy by the time Paddy
arrived. Seems car broke down and
he had to get a taxi. Remember
having a lovely Malay curry, which
I thoroughly enjoyed as had not had
a meal for awhile.”
[Map shows locations of places she
mentioned. From Singapore to
Ipoh…290 miles…and, figuratively
speaking, Rose’s journey took her
about a hundred years back in time.]
Paddy’s work involved the use of a gigantic
contraption that permitted tin ore to be
economically dredged from shallow waters and
the metallic substance separated mechanically.
There were dozens of such devices in use in the
Far East during the 1930’s. These machines were
also utilized to dredge for gold. Today, only one
of these machines still exists. Preserved by a
museum as an outdoors exhibit; it is an impressive
example of pre-World War II mining in Malaya.
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The last remaining tin dredge is situated
near Ipoh and may possibly be one that
Paddy helped operate. A very similar
machine can be seen in the background of
this snapshot, circa 1940, of Rose and
Paddy sitting on the front bumper of a car.
The tin dredging operation where Paddy
worked at that time was located in a very
primitive part of Malaya. Rose’s description
makes that quite clear:

“The house we went to was built off the ground and had dark stained walls and
shutters with fly wire. The Foreman was not happy with our situation I found out
later! There was no electric lights just oil lamps, which shed a good light and very kind
to the eyes.
“House was set off on it’s own in the middle of nowhere, jungle and rubber trees for
miles, no one came to say welcome, nearest neighbor was two miles away. When Paddy
was on shift work I was scared of Tigers! They were around and about, known to take
animals and while we were there they took a couple of Indians. Did not even want to
see one.
“Used to walk a lot as no where to go until car was fixed,
have no idea what I did to pass the time as had cook and house
boy. Hairdresser used to come to cut hair, an Indian. Did mine
and even went all over my face with a cutthroat razor.
“I was too scared to move let alone say anything. My first and
last experience, from then on I cut my own and Paddy’s hair.”
Unable to obtain more civilized accommodations at that job site, Paddy sought and
obtained employment with a British-owned firm; The Tin Dredge Mining Company.
Rose and Paddy relocated to what she referred to as a ‘camp’ nearer Ipoh. It was pretty
much an International community populated by company employees and some wives.
The firm’s local manager and his wife were American, as was another couple there. In
addition, there was a Russian couple, two Scots, one Australian and one German fellow.
It was there that Rose and Paddy met Julia and Bill Allison, and became fast friends.

“Was made very welcome; such a difference from other place. I enjoyed my life there,
had clubs and Chinese stores, and everything was very cheap. Could see blue lakes where
dredges had worked the land.”
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~ War…and Leslie…Arrive in Malaya ~
By spring, 1941, the war in Europe had expanded considerably; directly involving much
of the British Empire. In parallel, the Japanese were aggressively pursuing conquests in
the Far East. They had invaded China, French Indo-China [present day Viet Nam] and
Thailand; essentially surrounding Malaya and raising fears that nation would be the next
to be invaded.
Julie and Bill Allison had a young son, Bill, Jr. By that
time, Rose was pregnant. Paddy and Bill Allison decided
to seek work in Singapore, where they felt their families
would be safer. Both men were both able to secure
employment at the Singapore Naval Base, and both
families relocated to the island city of Singapore.

“Off we went again. Everyone very friendly
there also, and this was where I had my baby,
Rebecca “Leslie” Watts; born 16th Sept 1941
at Johor Bahru Hospital, during a blackout!
The Rajah of Johor use to supply milk to the
hospital for the babies.”
Rebecca Leslie Watts was baptized on
November 9, 1941, at the Naval Base. The
Allisons was honored to become her
Godparents. In the following picture taken that
day, from left to right: Paddy, Rose [holding
Leslie], Bill, Jr., and Julie and Bill Allison, Sr.
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The idyllic life they all had enjoyed came to an abrupt end when news was received on
December 7, 1941, of the Japanese surprise attack at Pearl Harbor. The very next day,
war came to Malaya when Japanese bombers appeared over Singapore at 5:30 AM.
Bombs were dropped at Singapore’s dock facilities, the naval base and two military
airfields. Other attacks soon followed. Rose had vivid memories of being close by:

“When the Japs bombed us, was very
scary, oil tanks went up a fair way
from where we lived but near the
Allison’s. This fire burnt for about
three days they left us alone. They did
not bomb the houses; seems they were
just after the tanks and ships. Our first
raid, we did not initially wake up.
Eventually woke because of the
Pompom guns and lights coming
through into the house, was too late to
go to shelter so had to just sit it out.”
In a coordinated assault that same day, the Japanese made uncontested amphibious
landings far up the eastern coast of the Malay Peninsula, near Kota Bahru and the border
with Thailand. The British Navy dispatched the battleship HMS PRINCE OF WALES
and the battle cruiser HMS REPULSE from Singapore, escorted by four destroyers to
attack the Japanese ships.
On December 10th, land-based Japanese bombers sank both of the larger British warships
with a resultant large loss of life from both vessels. Survivors were plucked from oily
waters and carried back to Singapore.
Rose’s comments about that and subsequent events are terse…and poignant:

“They ended up getting the “Repulse and “The Prince of Wales”.
I remember some of the boys of the “Repulse”, young English fellows, two of them used
to fight over who would carry Leslie to the air raid shelter.
“War shelters were okay had fridges for drinks etc, no one seemed to worry when we
were down there, Leslie would be propped up on the floor with helmet over her head.
Sometimes we were like Zombies, then lack of food supplies as store keepers would not
deliver, some navy guys would drop in some food supplies every now and then. Then
came the time for people to start evacuating, but we could not as Paddy and Bill were
to stay behind and blow up the Magazines.”
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~ WEST POINT Comes to Rose’s Rescue ~
As Japanese forces moved relentlessly down the Malay Peninsula, badly out-numbered
British, Australian, Indian and Malay military units had to retreat repeatedly. Throughout
the month of January, 1942, hundreds of thousands of civilian refugees sought refuge in
the island city of Singapore. In spite of the repeated bombing attacks on the naval base,
Paddy Watts moved his family there. They were accompanied by Leslie’s Amah
[Chinese nanny], Ah Fong. Rose’s recorded memories of those turbulent days include the
following incident:

“One day I went to back landing, house was two stories, with cook house and servants
quarters. This day I happened to notice a clean sheet of paper near the steps, at the
bottom and decided to take a look. When I turned it over there were four pictures of
different places, and some wording, I only slightly remember now, said something like
‘Come to beautiful Japan’.
“The places looked like concentration camps to me. I took it in to show neighbors and
they said they would handle it. When Paddy came home I showed him and he was very
cross said I should have told police or Army straight away.
“While we were finishing dinner a knock on the door and two policemen and two of the
biggest Alsatian dogs I have ever seen, came in. I was in trouble; they wanted to know
everything, then they left and I did not hear anymore about that. Seems a plane must
have flown over and dropped leaflets.”
As Japanese forces grew ever nearer Singapore at month-end, morale there was given a
boost during the pre-dawn hours of January 29th, when the USS WEST POINT (AP-23)
and four other troop ships delivered 20,000 British and Canadian reinforcements to “The
Gibraltar of the East” under the cover of darkness. During the approach to that
beleaguered outpost, this convoy successfully dodged Japanese submarines and aircraft in
the area while navigating narrow and occasionally ill-marked passages.
As the WEST POINT docked with her
starboard side against a Keppel Harbor
wharf, enemy aircraft were sighted. Shore
batteries fired and drove them away. This
sequence of events was repeated several
times that day as the WEST POINT and
her smaller companions disembarked their
human cargoes and simultaneously took
on provisions, fresh water and fuel oil well
into the early hours of January 30th..
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By daylight, makeshift procedures were
conducted on the wharf so that as many
civilians as possible could be evacuated.
They were only allowed to take one suitcase
each. Rose had to leave almost everything
behind…including Leslie’s Amah…
At 0937 hours, sirens in Singapore signaled
yet another air raid warning. The official
deck log of the WEST POINT for January
30, 1942, summarizes what transpired
between 0800-1200 hours that day:

As Rose recalled in what can only be characterized as a classic bit of understatement:

“When our time did come we left the Naval Base in cars and trucks, what a sight it
was, Singapore being bombed when we reached ship. They were also bombing the Naval
Base. Signal came to board that is how Paddy got on to the Westpoint, took us all way
down in the bottom of the hold. The Wakefield, another ship waiting for evacuees, was
hit and I believe another also, so it was off, two war ships with us.”
This photograph is believed to have been taken from the
flying bridge of the WAKEFIELD on the day she was
damaged, looked aft towards Singapore’s main wharf
area. Smoke resulting from earlier attacks on the city is
clearly visible in the background.
After providing fire fighting and medical assistance to
the WAKEFIELD, the crew of WEST POINT resumed
passenger embarkation. A number of the civilians that
boarded the WEST POINT abandoned their vehicles on
the wharf. Some even pushed their cars into the water to
prevent capture and later use by the Japanese.
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~ Epic Escape from Singapore…Voyage to Freedom ~
Later that same day, the WEST POINT and WAKEFIELD hurriedly got underway;
leaving the city of Singapore and the out-numbered troops they had so recently delivered
there to face a numerically superior enemy. Fifteen days later, the combined British
armed forces, under siege in Singapore, were forced to surrender. In addition to 130,000
troops, hundreds of thousands of civilians soon came under Japanese domination.
Escorted by a British destroyer, WEST POINT headed for Colombo, Ceylon [now called
Sri Lanka], via Batavia; forced to zig-zag much of the way in hostile waters on a journey
that totaled 2,634 miles. On February 2nd, bombs dropped on the wharves where the
recently departed ships had been moored killed scores of women and children. Dozens of
other vessels left Singapore over the next several days, overloaded with refugees and
military personnel ordered to leave. Many of the watercraft that tried to reach Australia
were sunk. Some survivors were murdered; others endured years of cruel captivity.
The WEST POINT and her companion ships were far more fortunate. Through the trip,
frequent rain squalls helped hide them. During several days’ voyage to freedom, there
were numerous sightings of assumed enemy aircraft and surface vessels. Although the
ships’ weapons were manned at those times, and also at dawn and dusk each day, no
enemy forces came close enough to the fleeing task force to require that their guns be
fired in defense.
Several times they passed close to land, a necessity because of the narrow passages they
had to transit to avoid an even lengthier and more exposed route. On each such occasion,
they were forced to slow down and suspend their zigzag patterns.
Those tense times were
interrupted by some happier
events,
including
the
celebrated
and
welldocumented birth of a baby
boy, plus two baptisms of
infants by the ship’s
chaplain. A party for the
children onboard the WEST
POINT was held to celebrate
their crossing of the equator.
Appropriate
certificates
were
issued
to
the
youngsters
during
the
‘Neptune Party’, which also
provided a bit of relief for
the ship’s crew.
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Rose’s story continues:

“We left Singapore 30 January, 1942 and on February 4th Leslie Westpoint Sheldrake
was delivered. Going through the Sundra Straits I thought the ship had stopped and
asked an officer but he said they were going very slow as we were in a huge mine field!
It was very hot on board and had little sleep, Leslie and I were lucky we were given a
cabin with another lady.”
[It was common practice throughout the war for female passengers embarked in WEST
POINT to be assigned cabins on the ship’s highest passenger deck. These facilities had
been first class cabins during peacetime; far nicer than the crowded troop compartments
down below. Separation from their husbands was one of the misfortunes of war, but that
deck was immediately adjacent to the ship’s lifeboats, in case of dire need.]
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“I dropped Leslie in the dark one night and she cut her head (still has scar today).
Paddy took a great risk in coming to see what had happened, had he been found he
would have been shot, as no men were allowed on deck, if anything happened it was
woman and children first.
“When we got to Ceylon, we were billeted with Chief of Censors, could not go anywhere
as had to wait for another ship and be ready at a moment’s notice. While there I ran
into a pilot who knew me from Port Macquarie, NSW where I grew up.
“The Americans on the Westpoint were marvelous to us, we wrote to the Chief Yeoman
for some years, but lost touch no idea what happened to him, last we heard he was
going to Washington.”
[The Chief Yeoman referred to by Rose was most likely Chief Petty Officer R.W. Hafler,
who was a WEST POINT plank owner and ran the captain’s office in 1941/1942.]

The WEST POINT anchored in Colombo harbor for two days in order to discharge the
majority of the refugees she had rescued. With only a few hundred, mostly military
passengers still embarked, the big transport moved on to Bombay, followed by stops at
numerous other ports in Africa and the South Pacific. When she arrived in San Francisco
in late April, 1942, WEST POINT had steamed over 43,000 miles since leaving America
in November, 1941.
It took until late April for Rose, Paddy and Leslie to make it safely to Australia. They
traveled a circuitous route that required passage in two additional vessels, steaming
thousands of miles through remote parts of the Indian Ocean. Their voyage to freedom
lasted three months. During that time period they journeyed a distance equal to more than
halfway around the world.
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~ Rose’s Multiple-Segment Voyage to Freedom ~
The dangerous journey that required three months, embarked in three different ships
in order to transit a distance equal to more than halfway around the world:

Voyage Segment

Vessel

From

To

Approx Distance

WP
EJ
C

WEST POINT
EMPRESS OF JAPAN
CERAMIC

Singapore
Colombo
Durban

Colombo
Durban
Sydney

2,600 miles
4,100 miles
6,550 miles

“Our next ship was the Empress of Japan; smaller than the Westpoint, large dark
furnishings and drapes and lifeboats only had oars! We use to sing ‘Row, row, row your
boat’, hoping we would not have to.
“Had entertainment on board, many talented passengers, played games also.
We had hardly any clothes and no money, had clothes given to me for Leslie. Landed in
Durban, South Africa, the harbor was full of ships some with big holes in them.
“We were put into a hotel not far from the beach. We made pigs of ourselves in fresh
fruit and fresh cream and milk also chocolate éclairs and fresh eggs.”
The Canadian Pacific steamer Empress of Japan had been converted to a British
troopship in 1939. Like the WEST POINT, albeit in a separate convoy, she too
transported additional reinforcements to the beleaguered city of Singapore in January of
1942. On January 31, 1942, the Empress of Japan departed Keppel Harbor, with 1,200
women and children refugees as passengers.
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Closely following the track of the WEST
POINT through the Sundra Strait and on
to Colombo, Ceylon, the Empress of
Japan arrived there safely in early
February 1942. Once there, she dropped
off some of her passengers and embarked
others, including Rose and her family
before proceeding to Durban.
[Later in 1942, the Empress of Japan was renamed the Empress of Scotland at the
specific request of Prime Minister Winston Churchill. Following the war, like the WEST
POINT, she returned to civilian ownership and resumed service as an ocean liner.]
While in Durban, South Africa, Rose, Paddy and Leslie
had to wait until a ship enroute to Australia could
accommodate them. As they waited, the Watts family
was befriended by soldiers from the ‘Black Watch’;
Scotland’s famous Royal Highland Regiment. This
snapshot shows one of the soldiers next to Rose,
holding Leslie. Paddy appears in the right background.
The last leg of the Watts’ family journey to Australia
began when they boarded the third ship employed
during their voyage to freedom.

“Going to Australia we were on Ceramic, a small ship with oars on the life boats.
On leaving Durban we went way down south and it was freezing, the captain was off
a vessel named the Awatea. He gave me a lovely pair of large knitted socks came up to
my knees, kept my legs warm.
“Always remember hitting the Australian coast, 30 April 1942, 3 months and 3 ships to
get home, at Fremantle and Melbourne, then home, what a sight coming through
Sydney Heads and seeing that bridge. I was so excited to be home again!”
[The SS Ceramic was a modest size
ocean liner, built in 1913, that ran the
Liverpool to Sydney route before and
after World War I. Seven months after
she delivered her precious human cargo,
the Ceramic was sunk by a German Uboat in the Atlantic while bound for
Australia. There was only one survivor
amongst the 656 passengers and crew.]
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~ Rose’s Later Life and Legacy ~
Leslie recently provided a synopsis of her Mum’s life
following their safe return to Australia. The three Malaya
refugees lived with Rose’s parents until they could recover
from fleeing Singapore with little more than the clothing on
their backs and a few treasured items, including several of the
personal photos utilized in this story.
The stress of their lengthy and dangerous trio of sea voyages
left Rose and little Leslie appearing tired and pensive, even
several months after completion of their epic escape from
Singapore. Paddy found work in Sydney, and later purchased
a home in West Ryde, a suburb of Sydney, near his mother’s
home. Rose and Paddy had a second daughter, Jennifer, who
was born January 30, 1947.
In 1953, Paddy decided to return to PNG to work
again for the Bulolo Gold Dredging firm. [Bulolo
is located in the jungle and mountainous interior
of PNG, 75 miles west of the coastal city of Lae.]
His wife and two daughters
followed, once he found suitable
accommodations for all of them.
A much happier Rose is depicted
in this candid snapshot taken in
PNG during the 1950’s.
At that time, there were no high schools in remote parts of PNG. Leslie studied by
correspondence until the end of 1955. When the family was on holiday in Australia, it
was decided she should stay there with relatives and complete her high school education.
Then, after working for a while at a Sydney bank, Leslie rejoined her family in Bulolo.
On January 13, 1960, she and Kevin
Graham Russell were married at the local
Anglican Church. In this photograph,
taken that day, she is on the far left, with
Kevin at her side. To the right of the
happy couple are Rose and Paddy Watts.
The next year, Rose became a
grandmother, and again in 1971 when
Leslie had the second of two sons.
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In 1961, Rose, Paddy and Jennifer left Bulolo, first going to Lae, then Rabaul and finally
to Mt. Hagan, where Paddy worked as a Technical Teacher for the local government.
Both of Rose’s daughters moved to Australia, where they currently reside. Paddy passed
away in 1990, at age 78.
Rose returned to Australia and lived in various
locations along the coast of Queensland and New
South Wales. She finally settled in a retirement
community in Bowen, Queensland, near the home of
her youngest daughter’s family.
Rose Watts passed away in 2006 at the age of 94; a
year after this photograph was taken. There is perhaps
no better way to end her story, than to share the
following sentiments; the last ones transcribed by her
in 1964:

“No doubt we had some fun, the war has its funny sides and its horror sides as well.
We were some of the lucky ones.”
~ Postscript ~
Rose not only saw the USS WEST
POINT some years after the end of
World War II, she actually celebrated
her 54th birthday onboard the ship that
rescued her from Singapore! By that
time the ship had been renamed the
AUSTRALIS and was engaged in the
immigrant trade between Great Britain
and Australia and New Zealand.
Rose did not mention to others present her experience as a wartime passenger. Perhaps
the memories of that grim experience did not seem appropriate to her to be voiced on her
happier occasion. Rose never transcribed her feelings regarding being on the ship again.
The message reproduced on the following page was kindly provided by another ‘former
naval person’…Great Britain’s Prince Philip…as a token of appreciation to WEST
POINT crewmembers at their annual reunion in 2006…the same year she passed away.
Had she but known of that thoughtful tribute, Rose would surely have wholeheartedly
agreed with the sentiments expressed in that royal salute to the men she called ‘the
marvelous Americans onboard the WEST POINT’!
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