Counselling changes lives
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Louise Reynolds explores the devastating
intergenerational trauma experienced by families
of prisoners of war, including her own

hen Cecil* was five or
six, his dad had terrible
nightmares. He would
wake up in the middle of
the night, running up and down shouting
and screaming, and Cecil would wake
and start crying. His mum would come
in and say, ‘It’s OK, Cecil, Daddy is just
having dreams and bad nightmares.
Don’t worry, go back to sleep.’
That little boy is now in his 70s. He
sought therapy after collapsing at
Paddington station in London for no
identifiable reason. And the nightmares
that plagued his father, and many
thousands of other fathers, were as a
result of their time spent as prisoners
of war during World War II.
February 15 is the 80th anniversary
of the Fall of Singapore, when, in 1942,
following a ferocious battle, the British
Armed Forces surrendered to the
Japanese Army. Churchill called it the
worst disaster and largest capitulation
in British history. For the next three-anda-half years, the captured soldiers were
used as slave labour on projects such
as mining, laying out airport strips and
building the Burma ‘Death’ Railway.
They suffered starvation, torture, disease,
isolation and brutality, and almost a third
of them died before freedom came on
15 August 1945.

When the men eventually returned
home, in the autumn of 1945, three
months after VE Day, there were few
fanfares. These damaged men were
expected to pick up their normal lives.
They were instructed that it might
cause harm if they talked about their
experiences. But, like Cecil’s father,
they suffered from terrible nightmares,
recurring diseases and the symptoms
of what would now be recognised as
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

Generational trauma

Many who had married before the
war returned to families who did not
recognise them. Long-suffering wives
had to find ways to help them adjust
to civilian life again. My own father was
one of these Far East prisoners of war,

‘My father never
talked about his
experiences but I have
always felt haunted by
something unknown
and unknowable’
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but I knew very little about all this. My
father died of cancer in 1976, aged 65.
It was only after my mother’s death in
2011 that my brothers and I discovered
plastic bags full of papers, drawings
and even a diary, which my dad had
brought home with him in 1945. He was
a Church of England chaplain assigned
to a territorial battalion of the Royal
Northumberland Fusiliers, which had
arrived in Singapore just days before
the surrender. Initially, they were
imprisoned in Changi, but a year later
he was sent up-country to Kanchanaburi,
beside the River Kwai in Thailand, to
join the men who were building the
Death Railway. He was appalled at the
scene that met his eyes – thousands of
young men starving to death and sick
with tropical diseases such as beriberi,
dysentery and malaria, and huge
tropical ulcers. He asked the doctors
in the ‘hospital’, which was no more
than a series of bamboo huts, to let
him know when any of the men were
critically ill. He tried to be with them
when they died and then gave them
as dignified a burial as possible. He
recorded in his diary that he buried
more than 600 young men.
Like many others, my father never
talked about his experiences but I
have always felt haunted by something

Counselling changes lives

unknown and unknowable. To find out
more about these critical years, I joined
various Far East prisoners of war
(FEPOW) organisations. When I went to
a conference in Liverpool, I had a eureka
moment – at last, I’d found ‘my people’.
They were all as obsessed as I was and
eagerly exchanging information. Why
were they so driven? I had a hunch that
the trauma suffered by our fathers was
passed on, raw and unprocessed, to the
next generation – my generation. I began
to ask around and discovered that there
were many people who felt they were
profoundly affected, and some of them
had been scarred for life.
I decided to gather some interviews
and so I put the word out on various
websites. To my surprise, people were
eager to tell their stories. These ‘children’
wanted to share their experience of
living in a family where the horrors were
unspoken, and in me they recognised
someone who was similarly affected
and understood and respected the
depth of their feelings. I never revealed
that I was a therapist because I was far
too involved in their story to keep a
therapeutic distance. But, even though
I have 20 years’ experience of seeing
clients, again and again I was struck
by how alive their stories were, even
75 years later.

Flashbacks

The most shocking of all was the
experience of a doctor, Nigel.* His father,
also a doctor, was tortured to death by
the Kempetai (the Japanese secret
police), accused of being a spy. Nigel
has experienced flashbacks all his life,

‘I had a hunch that the
trauma suffered by our
fathers was passed on,
raw and unprocessed,
to the next generation
– my generation’

based on information he has gathered
about his dad’s experience. Sometimes
they feature the methods of torture
that were used on his father and, if the
flashbacks occurred when he was doing
a ward round, he said he would have to
pause for a few moments before carrying
on. According to DSM-5, ‘learning that
the traumatic event(s) occurred to a close
family member’ is a recognised stressor
for PTSD.1
Charmaine’s* father is Eric Lomax,
whose bestselling memoir, The Railway
Man,2 was made into a film in 2014,
starring Colin Firth. Eric was tortured
almost to death after being discovered
to have hidden parts of a radio.
Charmaine was profoundly affected by
a childhood in which her father was
locked in a world of his own and never
spoke of his experiences for 50 years.
‘When I was a child, I hated my dad for
the way he treated my mum,’ she said.
‘But as an adult, and a nurse, I was filled
with compassion for what he’d been
through as a human being.’ She had
to work out how to understand the
man who was a hero in everyone else’s
eyes but who had exerted control and
humiliation in so many different disguises
over his wife and children: ‘Dad had
been 50% physically present in our
lives but 100% emotionally absent.’
Charmaine had depression growing
up and a breakdown herself as an adult.
She then transitioned into counselling,
following her retirement from nursing
after 40 years of service, and now runs
a counselling service in Edinburgh.
At least two other women I spoke to said
that the pattern of their lives had been
affected by their fathers’ trauma. One
refused to get married and the other
did not feel emotionally secure enough
to have children.
Charmaine said she had found very
helpful a passage in The Body Keeps the
Score by Bessel van der Kolk: ‘Trauma
affects not only those who are directly
exposed to it, but also those around
them. Soldiers returning home from
combat may frighten their families with
their rages and emotional absence. The
wives of men who suffer from PTSD tend
to become depressed and the children
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of depressed mothers are at risk of
growing up insecure and anxious.’3
Janice* told me that her dad did
not talk about his experiences, but
sometimes references to what he’d been
through would slip out. ‘He was doing his
feet one day and he said to me, “Every
toe on that foot has been broken.” I said,
“When did that happen, Dad?” And he
said, “Oh that was when I was in the
jungle.” I thought he must have tripped
over the roots of some trees. But I found
out that they broke his feet, each and
every toe, because he was caught trying
to escape. That has haunted me all my
life – who would do something like that to
my dad? It caused me a lot of upset as a
child. I can honestly say that until my 30s
I was still being kept awake at night by
thoughts that played through my mind.’

Unvoiced trauma

Gerry’s* father suffered from PTSD and
had a very short fuse. ‘Sometimes a car
backfiring or a door slamming shut would
be enough to trigger Dad, and you’d
get the wrong end of a broomstick or
something.’ Then he told me a powerful
story. When he was a teenager, his father
pushed his mother into a sideboard and
she was hurt, and Gerry felt he had had
enough. His father had gone out to meet
a friend, so Gerry sat up into the small
hours and when he came back Gerry
challenged him and said, ‘Never do that
again!’ But now, following research into
his father’s years in captivity, which he
only started five years after his father
passed away in 1990, he lives with a
punishing guilt that he faced down a man
who had endured so much. He said he
wishes his father was here today so he
could hug him, hold him close and say,
‘Dad, I understand.’
Another man profoundly affected
is Stephen.* When I met him at
Southampton station, I asked if he was
OK with the interview and he said, ‘The
subject is in my mind continually, it never
leaves. Even though my father did not
talk about his experiences, without a
doubt they overshadowed my childhood.
Dad had marks all over his body and we
thought it was chicken pox, but it was
cigarette stub marks. The war was always

around in his head.’ Stephen said,
‘Basically I had a breakdown. I was sent
to see a psychotherapist and we went
through all the family and he said,
“Your main problem is your dad.” One
day the therapist said, “When you come
in next, I want you to draw a picture of
how you feel.” And I drew a prison camp
and I said, “That’s the tunnel there and
that’s blocked off, there are guards there
and I can’t get out.” I didn’t know what I
was going to draw, it just came naturally,
and this is where I am! I can’t escape
from this.’
Judith Herman, in her book Trauma
and Recovery,4 describes the power
of the unvoiced trauma our fathers
were holding: ‘The more the period
of captivity is disavowed (however),
the more this disconnected fragment
of the past remains fully alive, with the
immediate and present characteristics
of traumatic memory.’
As I conducted my interviews, I
increasingly felt that it was often the
wives who quietly bore the brunt of their
husbands’ PTSD. Meg Parkes,* whose
mother was a doctor like her father, said,
‘Mum was such a wonderful influence
in our lives, calm and patient. If Dad got
cross, over-reacted to something we’d
said or done, she would just quietly say
his name in a tone that said, “Enough”.’
Meg said that another prisoner told her
that her dad had once displeased a
guard, who then kicked him so hard on
the shin that he drew blood. Her dad
simply looked the guard straight in the
eye and did nothing. This started Meg
thinking more about the effects of
repressed rage on men like her father.
Meg has devoted herself to FEPOW
research, writing books and organising
exhibitions and conferences.

Resilience

These stories are also a testament to
human resilience and the importance
of finding meaning in our experiences.
Those who could still practise their
professions while captured, such as the
medics and padres, seemed to fare
better – my mother said that knowing
they were desperately needed helped
them to get through it. My own father’s

quiet faith ‘buoyed him up’, as he put it.
And I was surprised to read something
he said in a chapter of a book called
Beyond Hatred,5 published in 1969:
‘In spite of the grim and hungry times,
it was the most wonderful time in my life.
For once and for three-and-a-half years,
the thin veneer of civilisation had been
stripped from men. After months of
sheer degradation, gradually the spirit
to care for each other revived, incredible
kindness and self-sacrifice was in
evidence. Under the strain of prison life,
only one thing prevailed and that was
strength of character. Only real goodness
made any impact.’
But under torture, the first thing that
gets broken is trust – trust in another
human being because you have seen
them commit such horrible things to a
fellow human being, says Funda Kansu,
counsellor and clinical team manager,
who worked with torture victims through
the charity Freedom from Torture, which
has provided therapy and support since
1985. In therapy, she says she worked
first on their relationship with her.
When I asked Funda why the trauma
might trigger violence in an otherwise
gentle person, she explained that,
under torture, horrible things are
being done to you and you have no
power: ‘That anger, that fear, the silent
scream of “How dare you! If I had the
power, I would defend myself” – that
accumulated anger can start to flood
out as an explosion.’
In Generation of Postmemory,6
Marianne Hirsch addresses the
experience of Holocaust families, but
I think her observations could also
be applied to the families of these
traumatised men. ‘Postmemory describes
the relationship that the “generation
after” bears to the personal, collective,
and cultural trauma of those who came
before… But these experiences were
transmitted to them so deeply and
affectively as to seem to constitute
memories in their own right.’
Along with the other families and
children, I live with the knowledge that
our fathers experienced something
life-changing and unimaginable in its
horrors and deprivation and, even
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75 years on, it still carries an emotional
charge powerful enough to affect our
lives. I have published the 35 interviews I
conducted in a book, Echoes of Captivity,7
and I believe their stories will resonate
with many other people whose relatives
have been involved in war zones.
A timely and poignant email from
one of the interviewees has just pinged
into my inbox: ‘I intend to pay a visit to
a counsellor as you suggested, as the
older I get, my father’s experience and
my past in growing up are not getting
any easier to live with. It still makes me
very emotional, even though I always
look forward and try not to dwell on
the past.’ ■
* Interviewees and their families have given
permission to share their stories.
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