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In memory of Jim Chapman (1919-1943) 

 

 

 

 

1928 – Jim, Rosie, Teddy and Dolly Chapman  
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Harriet Chapman suffered two great losses in her life, her brother James Restell who died on 
November 12, 1918 and her son James Chapman who died on November 1, 1943.  Both young men 
died whilst serving their country, James Restell was serving with the London Regiment and James 
Chapman who was with the Royal Norfolk Regiment.  They both died before their time neither of 
them reaching the age of 24, James Restell was 23 yrs 3 months and his nephew James was 23 and 8 
months. 

   

      Jim Chapman  Harriet Chapman  Irene Walsh 

 

This is James Chapmans story, based on the letters sent to him, from him and regarding him.  James 
left school in 1933 at the end of the autumn term.  He was given a glowing reference from the Head 
Master of his school, St Pauls, in which traits like punctuality, honesty and truthfulness were 
recognised.  He also had a polite and cheerful disposition.  
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Like many men of his age, James joined the Army.  He joined the 4th Battalion of the Royal Norfolk 
Regiment.   

In July 1940, following the evacuation of the British Expeditionary Force in Dunkirk in June 1940 the 
Regiment had its first intake of conscripted men.  It is likely that this is when Jim joined the 
Regiment. 

For the first three years of the war his battalion, a Territorial battalion, was based at home, 
undertaking home defence roles.   Following his training he would have been involved in things like 
wiring the beaches of Norfolk, laying minefields, digging anti tank ditches and manning pill boxes, 
measures primarily aimed to protect Great Yarmouth and its surrounding adjacent coast line. 

Jim and his 
Battalion moved 
from the Yarmouth 
area to Cambridge 
in November, 1940.  
The Battalion had a 
strength of about 
1,000 men. 

In December 1940 
the Battalion 
received the order 
to mobilise, which 
meant that they 
had to step up their 
training.  In order to 
do that in January 
1941they moved 
from Cambridge to 
Hawick in Scotland.   
The weather in 
January 1941 was 
quite harsh with a 
lot of the roads 
covered in deep 
snow or ice.  They 
were based at Stobs 
Camp, which 
previously had been 
used in WW1 as a 
Prisoner of War 
camp.  

This first letter was sent to his sister Dolly (Chapman / Sinclair) in the January of 1941.  The address 
states ‘Officers Mess’, that is because his role in the Army was that of a batman, a personal assistant 
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to senior officers in the Regiment.  He must have taken a night train to Scotland as he thanks Dolly 
and Florrie (probably a Restell) for seeing him off and hoping that they got home safely.  Whilst the 
intensity of the Blitz in London had eased, London was still being attacked, so he must have been 
worried about his sister and family getting home safely. 

In April 1941 the battalion moved again to Blackburn.  Irene Walsh who was Jim’s girlfriend came 
from Blackburn, so it is probable that this is when they met.   The training and preparation were very 
heavily focused on what to do in the event of an invasion.  They also trained the Home guard, so 
very much became part of the community. 

They stayed in Blackburn until July 1941 when they moved again, this time to Ross-on-Wye in 
Herefordshire.   

In June 1941 Harriet and Rose Chapman 
(Hamer) were staying in Hertford, it is not 
confirmed whether it was a formal 
evacuation or not.  Jim must have been 
given some unscheduled leave as he sent 
this telegram to Harriet.  Harriet and Rosie 
were staying with the Barbrook family at 
17 Gashouse Lane, Hertford.    

 

 

In September 1941, whilst his Battalion were in Herefordshire the Battalion was brought up to full 
establishment, men deemed unfit for deployment overseas were stood down and replaced and 
vehicles were prepared for shipment.  They still had no idea where they were heading.  Whilst in 
Ross-on-Wye the Battalion was inspected by King George VI.  
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On October 23 Jim writes to Harriet to tell her that he will be unable to come home for Harry and 
Ethel’s wedding.  He sounds a bit down and asks her to wish Harry and Ethel all the best for the 
future.  Hertford is still having air raid warnings and he hopes that there have not been any air raids 
recently.  He tells her that he can go to the cinema to lift his mood and he is glad that she and Rosie 
do the same.  He is pleased that she and Dolly write to his girlfriend Irene Walsh.  
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The letter continues with him breaking the news that he is about to be deployed abroad.   At the 
time of writing he did not know which day they were leaving, and assures her not to worry.  He asks 
her to do him a favour and send him some fags, soap and boot polish.  He signs off with ‘All my love. 
Your loving son Jim xxxxxxx’ 
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A few days later, on October 28, 1941, he writes again  In this letter he opens with ‘Dearest Mum’ 
rather than just ‘Dear Mum’.  He asks how she and Rosie are getting on in Hertford and how Harry 
and Ethel’s wedding went.  He was sad that he could not get to the wedding but did manage to 
spend some time with Irene, probably at her home in Lancashire. 

 

 

He tells Harriet that he cannot say where he is currently stationed, but that he will be moving off the 
next day.  He once again tells her not to worry and it will not be long before he is home again.  He 
lets her know that it might be a while before he can write again, and not to worry. 
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We now know that on October 28, 1941 his Battalion was heading for Liverpool. 

He never came home again. 
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This next letter was from his brother Ted, or Teddy as he was often called.  This letter was sent just 
after the wedding of Harry and Ethel and the brotherly love shown in it is almost tangible.  Ted asks 
Jim to “give them a smack for me”, ‘them’ being those Jim was being sent to fight.  It was not known 
which theatre of war Jim was entering at that point.  Ted jokes about Jim coming home soon so he 
can give him a clip too for “pinching my collar and socks”. 

He tells Jim about the wedding and that he was Best Man, and that Harry got a bit drunk but soon 
sobered up, and that Harry and Ethel liked the present that Jim and Irene had bought him. 

 

The letter also mentions that Maggie sent a telegram to the happy couple.  Maggie was probably 
Maggie Brotherton who was briefly married to Harriet’s eldest son, Walter.  Walter married Maggie 
in 1941 but soon separated and divorced.  Walter married Jean Witchell in 1947.  Incidentally, the 
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Brotherton family lived at 66 Maplin Street, so were the Chapmans’ neighbours.  The Chapman 
family lived firstly at number 64 before moving across the road to number 55 during the war. 

The letter also mentions that Aunt Marie (Restell) came to the wedding.  Aunt Rose (Restell)  and 
Uncle Alf (probably Restell or possibly Hart) had also sent Jim their love.  Ted signs off with ‘So long 
brother’. 
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On October 29, 1941, 
they sailed from 
Liverpool on RMS 
Andes, the 
destination of the 
Battalion was still 
unknown at the time. 

Having being built in 
1939, the Andes was 
a relatively new ship. 
The solders slept in 
hammocks, the food 
was good and there 

was room on the decks for PT (Physical Training) sessions.   

Mid-way across the North Atlantic, in November 1941 the Andes and its British convoy was met by 
American ships who took over the convoy of 8 troop ships.  It must have been quite a sight for Jim 
and his comrades to see the Royal Navy destroyers that had safely escorted them across the 
dangerous waters of the Atlantic Ocean turn and head back to Britain, while they under the care of 
the US Navy were being taken in the opposite direction to a destination as yet still unknown.   

 

The Andes arrived in Halifax, Nova Scotia on November 8, 1941. The battalion transferred from the 
Andes to a US troop 
ship, the USS 
Wakefield.  There 
were about 6,000 men 
on board.  At this 
stage in WW2 the USA 
was still a neutral 
country, although 
tension was building 
between the US and 
Japan.  The RMS Andes 
returned to Britain, 
bringing Canadian 
troops and much 
needed supplies. 

 

The Wakefield left Nova Scotia on or about November 10, 1941, so this letter would have been 
written before the Wakefield stopped to re-fuel and take on provisions in Trinidad. 
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On November 12, 1941 Jim writes to let Harriet know he is okay and so far they have “good grub”..  
He asks after Rosie and says that she must be leaving school soon and hopes that she gets a good 
job.  He enclosed letters for Dolly and Irene that he asked Harriet to send on for him as he was only 
allowed to send one letter. 

The Wakefield stopped en-route to India at Trinidad on November 17, 1941.   A few weeks later he 
writes again to Harriet who is still living in Gashouse Lane.  Jim is in C Company of the 4th Battalion of 
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the Royal Norfolk Regiment.  He tells of the experience of his journey and that entertainment, such 
as concerts and boxing, is laid on for the troops.  He says that a ‘Royal Court’ was held as they 
crossed the equator.  This letter would have been written on the leg of the journey from Trinidad to 
Cape Town.  The ‘Court’ was for those who were crossing the equator for the first time.  These men 
were ‘punished’ by having their hair cut, ducked in a pond and then they had to slide down a chute 
into more water. 
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He closes his letter by saying that if he doesn’t get the chance to write again before Christmas, he 
wishes his mum and Rosie a very happy Christmas. 

 

It was as the ship approached Cape Town that the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor which brought 
the US formally into WW2.  It is hard to imagine the atmosphere onboard when the American crew 
of USS Wakefield heard the news of Pearl Harbor.   They arrive in Cape Town on December 9, 1941. 
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They left Cape Town on December 13 and reached Bombay (Mumbai) on December 27, 1941.   

His next letter to his mum is in January 1942 and is from India.  He is now in B Company.   
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He says he is getting along okay and coping with the heat in India.  He is missing home and asks her 
to send Dolly, his dad and the boys his love.  He asks after Mrs Barbrook and hopes her husband is 
getting on in the Army too.  He mentions that he is not getting any letters and hope that they come 
through soon as he misses hearing from them all.  It is the last letter from Jim to home that we have. 

 

 

Harriett writes back, this being the last letter that we have.  It is undated and comes from Gashouse 
Lane, Hertford.  Harriet mentions Rosie and Irene and tells Jim what a nice girl Irene is.  She tells him 
that Rosie is now at work, so that puts the date of the letter being early January or February 1942.  
The firm is closing down and Harriet and Rosie will be going back home to Maplin Street soon.  
Harriet is missing home.  She mentions Teddy being down for the weekend. 

She tells Jim that they had a visit from Auntie Florrie’s Joyce and Joan.  Florrie was Florence Restell, 
Harriet’s sister.  She married John Calnan and they had two daughters Joyce and Joan (pictured).  

Florrie is staying in London with another of Harriet’s sisters, Rose 
Restell (Rawlings).    

She makes reference to Ray’s (Sinclair) brother coming to see the 
family whilst on leave.  She states that he is a ‘proper lad’ and Walter 
Chapman (Jim’s dad) thinks he is a ‘nice chap’.  It reads as if these 
references were about Ray’s brother, but might have been about Ray.  
Harriet also tells Jim that Dolly and Ray got engaged at Christmas. 

Harriet also says “to see you all happy is all I want”.   
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On the second page of this final letter Harriet says she hopes he will be home soon, asks him to look 
after himself, that she always thinks of him and that Rosie sends her fondest love.  Rosie is working 
at a printing works.  Harriet talks fondly of the Barbrook family that she and Rosie have been staying 
with.  Harriet tells Jim that Dad (Walter) and Teddy will be coming up the next weekend to start 
moving their stuff back to Mile End.  She closes this, which is the last letter we have of hers and she 
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signs off with ‘Your Loving Mum’ and a postscript saying that she hopes his letters arrive soon as she 
is longing to hear from him. 
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The battalion left India on January 19, 1942 and landed at Keppel Harbour in Singapore on January 
29, 1942.  At the time of docking, Singapore was already under heavy bombardment by the 
Japanese.   

On February 15th 1942, unbeknown to Harriet and his family, Jim along with the other Allied troops 
were taken as Prisoners of War, later to become referred to as Fepows (Far East Prisoners Of War) 
when Singapore fell into Japanese hands.  At the fall of Singapore the British troops were ill-
equipped, poorly prepared and inexperienced.  Jim Chapman and his battalion (between 500 – 1,000 
soldiers) had left British shores in early November 1941, just three months before.   The 6,000 British 
soldiers who had arrived on the Wakefield in Singapore via Nova Scotia, Trinidad and India were now 
Prisoners of War.  This particular group of brave men had been engaged in an active theatre of war 
for just 17 days. 

The next correspondence is to alert Harriet and Walter that Jim is missing, both letters came from 
the Infantry Records Office in Warwick.  The only information they provide is that his unit was in 
Singapore when it fell into Japanese hands on February 15, 1942.  There were close on 85,000 
British, Indian and Commonwealth soldiers captured in Singapore. 
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A few weeks later they hear from the Red Cross, but there is no news only that they will do all they 
can to try and find his whereabouts. 
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Soon after, on May 25, 1942 they receive this letter from the Army Records Office stating that they 
understood that Jim may be in India.  The letter is sent to 64 Maplin Street, so it looks like they have 
yet to move into 55.  Given the uncertainty of whether he was dead, wounded or held as a Prisoner 
of War, this letter must have raised some hope for Harriet and the family.  Who knows what was 
going through their minds other than clinging onto the hope that Jim was alive and well? 

 

 

 

Harriet writes to Mrs B Page, the wife of Lieutenant Page who was the Officer that Jim was batman 
to.  This next letter is the reply from Mrs Page.  Mrs Page is sorry that Harriet has yet to hear 
whether Jim is safe or not, and tells her that a lot of the other families of soldiers in the battalion 
have yet to hear.   

Mrs Page asks Harriet whether Jim ever mentioned another batman in the Battalion by the name of 
Robbins and that Robbins was an accomplished accordion player.  Sadly, the soldier mentioned, a 
Frank Reginald Robins was killed in action on February 2, 1942, more than a year before this letter 
from Mrs Page was written. Frank Robins was just 21. 

It did sound like the names of Officers held as Prisoners Of War were being released but none of the 
lower ranks, so there were close on 85,000 other families sharing the anxiety that Mrs Page and 
Harriet were feeling. 
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Mrs Page talks fondly of Jim.  She mentions sending Harriet a photograph of Jim.  Jim took a 
photograph of Mr and Mrs Page on their wedding anniversary and they took a photograph of him.  
This may well be the photograph of Jim in his uniform. 
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There was camaraderie between the families, as Mrs Page mentions Irene and also tells Harriet that 
she will send the negative of the photograph so Harriet could get further copies made.  She also 
knew of Harriet’s youngest son (Edward/Teddy) joining the Army.  She mentions that she stayed in 
Wanstead over the Christmas of 1942 and when travelling into London one day was tempted to get 
off the bus and visit Harriet in Maplin Street. 
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It is only when she reaches the final page of her letter that she mentions that her husband is held in 
a Prisoner of War camp in Malaya, although she has yet to hear from him directly.  She says that her 
Father-in-law went to a Prisoner of War meeting and that from November 1942 soldiers in the 
Malaya camps had been allowed to write letters, so was hopeful she would hear something soon. 
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Almost 6 months after the letter from Mrs Page, that devastating news came through in July 1943 
that Jim was a Prisoner of War. 
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A further letter is received from Mrs Page.  There had been contact between Harriet and Mrs Page 
as Harriet had informed her that she had heard from Jim.  It sounds like the message Jim had sent 
home was positive and comforting and that Harriet must have been relieved at receiving it. 
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Mrs Page tells Harriet that she had yet to hear from her husband.  She is hopeful that the war will be 
over soon and ‘we will all be happy again’.  She also says that if the prisoners are being well treated 
they are at least out of the fighting. 
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She closes her letter by sending her best wishes to Harriet’s family and that they would all be 
rejoicing at the good news. 

 

Incidentally, Mrs Page’s husband, Lieutenant Alfred Stanley Page was also taken prisoner by the 
Japanese in Singapore on February 15, 1942.  Unlike Jim, Lieutenant Page made it home and died in 
1984 at the age of 70.  Mrs Page, Barbara also survived the war and died in 1973. 

Harriet did not know for sure that Jim was a Prisoner of War until July 1943, so it is not clear when 
the following POW cards were sent.  It is likely that these postcards would have been sent when he 
was already working on the Burma Railway. 
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In October 
1943 a letter is 
received from 
Johnnie 
Brotherton.  
John was the 
brother of 
Maggie (the 
first wife of 
Wally 
Chapman).  
The 
Brotherton 
family were 
next door 
neighbours of 
the Chapman 
family in 
Maplin Street.  
John was the 
same age as 
Jim Chapman. 

Johnnie was in 
the RAF and 
he sent the 
letter from 
India where he 
was based.  
Both were 
young men, 

both the same age and both were engaged in the same theatre of war. 

He asks after Rosie and Teddy and was sorry that he could not be home for the wedding of Dolly and 
Ray. 
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June 1945 and victory in Europe is declared.  Maplin 
Street, like thousands of streets across the UK, celebrate 
VE Day. 

  

Harriet Chapman – on the left in the floral apron 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Harriett Chapman, this time in the second row, first on the right.  Next but one to the left of Harriet 
is a smiling Dolly (Chapman/Sinclair) standing behind her eldest son, an 18 month old, Raymond 
Sinclair. 
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On November 15, 1945, more than two years after the letter from the Infantry Record Office, word 
from the War Office comes through that Jim had died. 
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A letter from Captain T.C. 
Eaton dated November 17, 
1945 is received outlining a 
little more about James’ 
service.  Captain Eaton was 
also a Prisoner of War.  He 
was interred in Changi, and 
like Lieutenant Page 
survived the war. 

His letter is dated two days 
after the official 
notification from the War 
Office, but is written as if it 
were the Commanding 
Officer writing to notify the 
family of the loss of their 
son.  He advises Harriet 
that Jim died of Beri-Beri 
on November 1, 1943.  
Captain Eaton states that 
Jim died in F Force 
Hospital, Tambaya.  This 
was not a hospital, it was a 
‘hospital camp’, a place 
where there were 
marginally better 
conditions than the camps 
en-route to it.  However, it 
was still hell on earth.  At 
the time Jim was in 
Tambaya, there were 

approximately 1,700 men all of whom were very sick. 

 

Prisoners of War who were deemed fit enough to work were transferred out of Changi prison in 
Singapore and put into Working Parties.  After his capture Jim was in one of these working parties.  
This was from mid 1942 until December 1942. These working parties were used as slave labour and 
sent to work for the Japanese across occupied south east Asia.   

 

Captain Eaton stated that Jim was wounded in his right leg when fighting in Singapore, and perhaps 
as a consequence of working in the first working party he became not fit enough to continue 
working. 
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Changi and the other 
prisons on Singapore were 
overcrowded and the 
Japanese authorities made 
the decision to move out 
those unfit for work.  The 
Allied Officers in Changi 
were told by the Japanese 
that the Prisoners of War 
who were unfit for work 
were to be transferred to 
another camp where there 
were better facilities, food, 
etc.  These soldiers of 
which there were about 
7,000 of them became 
known as F-Force.  There 
were approximately 3,400 
British servicemen.   

In reality these men 
despite being unfit were 
forced to work on the 
Burma railway.    

It is possible that the injury 
which Jim sustained in the 
battle for Singapore may 
have been the reason that 
he was included with the 
other injured, ill or 
wounded servicemen in F-
Force.  Alternatively, it may 

have been that his commanding officer, Lieutenant Page was sent in the capacity of a senior officer 
to lead the men, with Jim as his batman going with him. 

In April 1943 Jim was moved out of Changi and taken by train north to Thailand.  Captain Eaton 
remained in Changi.  Captain Eaton had nothing further to add about Jim’s time in Thailand and 
referred Harriet to Lieutenant Page. 

 

Captain Eaton said that James’ death was a sad blow to all of them, saying that he was a cheerful 
and good tempered soldier.  He also said that he was sorry that Harriet had waited for so long for 
news, only to finally hear about the tragic death of her son.  
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A month after the first official 
notification, a further letter 
from the War Office arrives 
confirming what Captain Eaton 
had already informed them, 
that the cause of death was 
Beri-beri.   

 

Due to the lack of sanitation 
and hygiene diarrhoea was 
also rife among the men.  The 
soldiers had a diet of rice and 
dirty water.  The combination 
of these factors meant that 
Beri-beri which is a deficiency 
of Vitamin B1, was rife.   

 

Symptoms of it include a fast heart rate, shortness of breath, leg swelling, numbness in the hands 
and toes, confusion, trouble moving the legs and pain. 

Some time after a letter of condolence from the King was received. 
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The Burma Railway was known as the Death Railway.  It was 258 miles long.  It is believed that Jim 
worked on the entire length. The appalling conditions endured by the POWS are well documented, 
but needless to say, their only clothing was a loin cloth and they would have been barefoot, starved 
and  with little or no medical supplies.  Jim is buried in Thanbyuzayat which was at the northern end 
of the railway. 

The railway was completed on 17 October 1943. Soon after any surviving POWs fit enough to travel 
were gradually moved back to Concentration camps.  

Jim Chapman died on November 1, 1943. 

 

May he forever Rest In Peace. 

 

 

 


