


under +the terrible strain. Montgomery
went aboard Nissyo Maru, suffering the
same horrific conditions.

Between the Philippines and Formosa,
the convoy came under attack by Ameri-
can submarines, unaware that the ships
carried POWs as the Japanese “neglected”
to mark them. This violated the Geneva
Convention, which was not unusual for
the Japanese. Several ships were sunk
with a loss of hundreds. Montgomery’s
ship was lucky, as an oil tanker a few
hundred feet off the port beam was tor-
pedoed; it exploded with a great resound-
ing “boom™ and sank almost immediately.

By the time Montgomery reached
Japan, he was physically in bad shape,
unprepared to face the hard work condi-
tions in the next camp, a lead mine owned
by the Mitsui Mining Company.

Located high in the mountainous re-
gion of Honshu, the American POWs
worked underground in conditions that
steadily eroded their health, until the
men realized they couldn’t make it
through one more winter.

Housed in rough, unheated, two-story
wooden barraeks, the men received two
handfuls of charcoal a day, even in the
dead of winter. The cold was pervasive,
sapping what little strength the men had
left; 70 men were to die in the next few
months. Compounding the difficult con-
ditions, the winter of 1944-45 was the
most severe that Japan had experienced
in decades.

The camp commander, an ignorant,
vain man, exercised authority through
subordinates who brutalized the POWs
for the slightest infraction of the rules.
Under his orders, two machine guns were
set up to bring the American barracks

Marine Sergeant Major John B. Kelly
(left) and Master Technical Sergeant Eu-
gene C. Commander were liberated on
Luzon after three years as POWs in the
infamous Cabanatuan Prison.
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under fire, which may have~been a pre-
cursor to a directive from the Japanese
Deputy Minister of War: “In any case, it
is the aim not to allow the escape of a
single one [POW], to annihilate them all
and not leave any traces.”

Montgomery wrote that “had the war
not ended in August 1945, it is likely that
I could not have survived two more
months,”

On the morning of 15 Aug. 1945 as
the working parties were lined up to go
to the mine, the Japanese unexpectedly
canceled them, which had never hap-
pened before. The same thing happened
the next day, but as the POWSs were dis-
missed, the senior officers were called to
the guard house where they were told the
war was over. Within moments, the en-
tire camp buzzed with the excitement of
the glorious news—they had survived!

Within days, American bombers dropped
food and supplies, giving the men their
first rich foed in more than three years.
As the red, white and blue parachutes
drifted to earth, there wasn’t a dry eye in
the camp and it was, as former POW Jim
Kerns expressed, “one of the most emo-
tional events in my life.” Montgomery
noted that with the supply of nourishing
food, everyone gained weight, some a
pound a day.

Montgomery was repatriated via Oki-
nawa and the Philippines, departing from
Pier Number 7, the one he worked as a
prisoner. He arrived in Seattle aboard a
U.S. Coast Guard troop transport, 44
months after leaving to join the 4th
Marines and six years since he last saw
his parents.

Author’s note: Lee Montgomery stayed
in the Corps until medically discharged
as a staff sergeant because of tuberculo-
sis, which he contracted as a POW. He
went on to college through the GI Bill
and graduated from San Diego State
College. He joined the California High-
way Department, retiring as a Senior
Right of Way Agent. SSgt Leland H. Mont-
gomery, USMC (Ret) died 22 Dec. 19985.
His experiences as a POW are represen-
tative of thousands of other Americans
who were captured by the Japanese.

Editor’s note: Retired Col Dick Camp
is the author of “Lima-6," a story of a
Marine company commander in Viel-
nam, and he is a frequent contributor to
Leatherneck.

The assistance of Richard A. Long, for-
mer head of the Oral History Unit of the
Marine Corps History and Museums Di-
vision of HOMC is acknowledged and

appreciated. K
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