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Highlights

• Insight into the political, military and civil decisions (and indecisions) leading up to the Fall

of Singapore

• Life in Singapore before the Japanese occupation

• Tom’s experience of surrendering to the Japanese

• Detailed history of Tom Boardman’s three and a half years as a Prisoner of War of the

Japanese

• How Tom designed and constructed a fully functional ukulele out of scrap material lying

around the prison camp

• The importance of entertainment provided by prison camp concert parties

• How Tom successfully hid a gold ring from the Japanese

• Tom’s return to England and reuniting with Irene his wife

Description

Tom Boardman was a talented ukulele player from Leigh in Lancashire. At the start of the

Second World War, he joined the Royal Army Ordnance Corps. After his training, he was

posted to Singapore. To his surprise, there was no actual fighting, but a growing threat that

the Japanese might attack. For six months he enjoyed the easy-going vibrancy of a city

where cultures mixed and bright lights shone. But Tom wondered why planning and

preparation for a Japanese attack on the British Empire’s Jewel of the Empire appeared to

be unhurried, disorganised and complacent.

Singapore surrendered to the Japanese in February 1942, and Tom became a Prisoner of

War. He lost his treasured ukulele in the confusion and chaos of bitter fighting, but cleverly

concealed the cherished ring his wife Irene had lovingly given to him as he left England.

Fortuitously, Tom found a broken mandolin and, using its tuning pegs, made a homespun

replacement ukulele. Although Tom said it was too small and not loud enough, it

surprisingly survived for two years and gave Tom great solace whilst he slaved on the

infamous Thai-Burma railway. Working in the heat and humidity of the Thai jungle was

arduous. He suffered from several life-threating tropical diseases and illnesses; the food

was sparse and unappetising, and the Japanese discipline was brutal. But they could not

take away Tom’s powerful will to survive and his unending enthusiasm to entertain. Despite

continuous adversity, he mustered the energy and in the darkest hours raised spirits by

singing popular songs to his fellow Prisoners and was always ready to perform at camp

concert parties.

After the railway’s completion, Tom built a second, more robust ukulele. He sketched its

design and technical specification in his rough notebook, paying careful attention to the

precise positioning of the frets. By scouring the prison camp, Tom collected discarded

items and, using his ingenuity, improvisation and endless patience, he crafted a remarkable

ukulele.

Concert parties provided an important distraction from the harsh realities of incarceration.

Tom, with his new ukulele, thrived in the orchestras and choirs and performed in comedy

routines, plays and musicals.

After the Japanese surrendered, Tom revealed the gold ring he had successfully kept hidden

since his capture three and a half years previously. He soon returned home and, together

with his ukulele, reunited with Irene and his family.
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The Ukulele Man is a true story of Tom’s triumph over adversity through his passion for

music and entertainment and not to let the Japanese defeat him. The Imperial War Museum

North permanently displays the ukulele.

Author Details

Ray Withnall is a retired IT project manager with a passion for researching British military

history. Almost ten years ago, he came across a little-known former Japanese Prisoner of

War camp in northeast Thailand at Ubon Ratchathani. By making connections in the town

(Ray’s wife is Thai and lives in Ubon) and discovering available resources in the U.K., he

thoroughly researched the camp. Five years later Ray self-published ‘UBON: The Last Camp

Before Freedom’*.

Ray’s second book details the personal histories of all 143 Commonwealth War Grave

Commission casualties in Stockport’s Willow Grove cemetery. He combined meticulous

family history narrative with creative images of each individual resting place. It is called

‘Behind the Names: The War Graves of Willow Grove’.

Since 2021, Ray has volunteered at the Imperial War Museum North in Salford. He became

interested in the exhibit of a ukulele made by ex-Far Eastern Prisoner of War Tom

Boardman. Ray met Tom in 2015 and became good friends with him and Tom’s son, Ron.

Using Tom’s diaries and papers, Ray developed an ‘Insight Talk’ for IWMN visitors. It informs

them how Tom constructed his ukulele and his experience on the Thai-Burma railway.

Ray’s other interests include volunteering for the Commonwealth War Graves Commission

Public Engagement programme. This involves presenting illustrated talks about the work of

the CWGC and assisting in major events, such as the D Day Commemoration featured on

the BBC’s One Show in June 2024.

Ray’s father was a D Day Veteran. His parents were members of the Stockport Normandy

Veterans Association, and Ray proudly continues their tradition and memory with an active

role as treasurer.


