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Billy Alvin Ayers 

Cpl, 7th Materiel Squadron, 19th Bombardment Group, 
US Army Air Corps

 

 Billy Alvin Ayers was born Oct. 23, 1923 in Marshall, TX, the youngest of five
 children.  Billy’s mother Cora and father Walter Lee Ayers, who drew his own
 middle name from Robert E. Lee, named their son in honor of American aviator &
 military giant Billy Mitchell and WWI hero, Alvin York.
 With his father’s signature, the then 17-year-old enlisted in the U.S. Army Air
 Corps in Dallas, TX. May 31, 1941. He received basic training at March Field where
 he was assigned to the 44th Material Squadron.  He was transferred to the 7th Materiel Squadron, 19th Bombardment Group to make up for “shortages” in the unit and along with about 350 men from the 19th’s ground echelon unit was transferred to the Philippines, arriving October 24, 1941.  He celebrated his 18th birthday in Manila.  

Billy was at Clark Field when the war started Dec. 8 and when his unit packed up and pulled out on Christmas Eve 1941.  He was among those who moved men and equipment to the southern tip and there was formed into the Provisional Air Corps Regiment (Infantry) where he fought, patrolled and survived malnutrition, beri-beri, malaria and bombardment and ground attacks from the Japanese.  

He was surrendered April 9, 1942 and from that point on his record and experiences mirror those of some 20,000 other Americans:  Death March, O’Donnell and Cabanatuan where after helping bury members of his unit he himself became a patient  in Zero Ward on his 19th birthday in October 1942. He remained at Zero Ward for almost half a year and was declared fit for duty on May 3, 1943 by a “special medical board.” 

 As fit for duty, he was one of 501 prisoners transferred to Bilibid Prison where they were held for subsequent transfer to Japan on July/August 1943 on board the Clyde Maru.  Billy’s first “good luck” was to be onboard an early hell ship before the allies began sinking them.  Along with 500 other Americans, he arrived in Moji, Japan in late August and became one of the “old 500” to open Fukuoka 17; the camp many believe was the worst in Japan. 
See Billy's Affidavit below
Billy’s Irish temperament, red hair and general reluctance to do what the Japanese wanted often resulted in a series of slaps and sometimes even worse.  He worked in the Mitsui coal mines as a slave laborer during the entire period he was at Fukuoka 17.  Poor health and mine cave-ins ultimately led to a broken leg.  He was in the camp hospital recovering from illness and the broken leg when the war ended.  

Billy was first questioned after his rescue/recovery in early September 1945.  He was one of the last to leave the camp.  His camp testimony has not yet been located but it did lead to recorded testimony that was used in the Tokyo War Crimes trial and in the Court Martial of Lt. Edward N. Little (USN).
War Crimes Trials Affidavit and Affidavit Testimony document below.
Billy said that the guideline for his testimony was “keep it brief and to the point.” He was also told, “We’ve heard all of the details before. Now we really need some actual examples with names and dates.”  Billy’s notes, viewed in 1952 and 1953 when he applied for War Crime Commission compensation show that he continually rewrote or re-answered his testimony until it only filled one or two pages for each session.  He also said that it was apparent early on that the person taking his testimony only wanted examples of events in which the prisoner ultimately died. 

After recovery from Fukuoka 17, he was flown to the Philippines where while at the recovery unit he was questioned again.  The first official transcript shows up as session held at Madigan General Hospital in Washington State.  His testimony was taken over a two day period and consistently revised to “keep it brief.”   He again offered sworn testimony after returning to Texas.  Billy’s testimony was reported in at least four newspapers at the time with a mention in a Drew Pearson column being the most widely circulated.  The Stars and Stripes also mentioned his testimony in the Lt. Edward Little court martial. ----

Note:  Billy Alvin Ayers’ comments and quotes are contained in interviews conducted by his nephew, James C. Burnett, over a 40-year period, as well as hand-written notes on his personal records and personal correspondence shared with his nephew during that time period.   The term “official records” refers to those documents and records currently on file with one or more government agencies or through university libraries that house copies of these documents. 

Billy Ayers was awarded the Purple Heart, Presidential Unit Citation with 2 Bronze Stars, American Defense Service Medal, and Asiatic-Pacific Campaign Medal with 2 Bronze Stars, Philippine Defense Medal, with 1 Bronze Star, Prisoner of War Medal and the Good Conduct Medal. He also was awarded and received the Combat Infantry Badge. 

Bio Credit: Jim Burnett, nephew to Billy Ayers
Affidavit of Billy Alvin Ayers
 Cpl, 7th Materiel Squadron, 19th Bombardment Group, US Army Air Corps 
In re: General Treatment at Camp
State of Washington, County of Pierce            
  I, Billy G. Ayers (the initial “G” is a typo), of lawful age, being duly sworn, on oath dispose and say: 
I am Cpl. Billy G. (A is written in) Ayers, ASN 18029998.  My permanent home address is 2009 E. Grant, Marshall, TX.  I was captured on Bataan Peninsula on April 9, 1942 by the Japanese.  (next sentence redacted until confirmed) At the time of my capture I was a member of the 7th Materiel Squadron.  From July 1942 to July 23, 1943, I was confined at Cabanatuan.  From July 23, 1943 to August 10, 1943, I was enroute to Japan aboard a ship of unknown identify.  From August 10, 1943 and until my release by American troops on September 10, 1945, I was confined in Camp 17, Omatu, Japan. 
Because of lack of proper medical care and a deficiency in diet approximately 150 prisoners out of 1,736 died in Camp 17, Omuta, Japan.  Before Red Cross supplies arrived there was practically no medicine in the camp.  One small bowl of rice and a small bowl of soup made from potato tops was supplied to us three times a day.  My weight dropped from 150 lbs to 100 lbs.  The loss of weight among other prisoners was equally proportionate.  No heat was provided in the barracks although there was snow and ice on the ground.  The Japanese Commanding Officer of Camp 17 was 1st Lt. Fukahara.  He is approximately 30 years of age, 5’5” in height and 135 lbs. in weight.  He wore a collar insignia “48.”
Sammy Young, Quinlen, Texas and Kenneth Luton, Houston Texas (formerly with the 7th Materiel Squadron) can corroborate my statements, as they were in the camp during the whole period of my confinement.  I can give no further details concerning the matters described in this affidavit.
                                                                                /s/_________________________________ 
                                                                                    Billy G. Ayers, Cpl. ASN 18029998
Subscribed and sworn to before me this 11th day of October 1945 at Fort Lewis, ash. 
                                                                              /s/ ___________________________________
                               Arthur G. Bouley, CWO, USA, Asst Adjutant General, ASFTC Fort Lewis, WA / Witness: Roderick M. O’Connor
 

Affidavit of Billy Alvin Ayers
 Cpl, 7th Materiel Squadron, 19th Bombardment Group, US Army Air Corps 
In re: War Crimes Trials
I, Billy G. Ayers (the initial “G” is a typo), of lawful age, being duly sworn, on oath dispose and say: 

I am Cpl. Billy G. (A is written in) Ayers, ASN 18029998.  My permanent home address is 2009 E. Grant, Marshall, TX.  I was captured on Bataan Peninsula on April 9, 1942 by the Japanese.  (next sentence redacted until confirmed) At the time I was a member of the 7th Materiel Squadron.  From July 1942 to July 23, 1943, I was confined at Cabanatuan.  From July 23, 1943 to August 10, 1943, I was enroute to Japan aboard a ship of unknown identify.  From August 10, 1943 and until my release by American troops on September 10, 1945, I was confined in Camp 17, Omatu, Japan. 

At Camp 17, Omuta, Japan, in January or February 1945, an Australian, David Runn was tortured by the Japanese.  A new group of Australian prisoners arrived at the camp.  While working in the mine, Runn told them not to work too hard.  A Japanese guard overheard the remark and reported it.  As punishment, runn was forced to remain in a kneeling position for seven days.  A bamboo pole was placed under his feet so that it pressed against the top side of the instep.  This stopped the circulation and caused his feet to freeze.  It was later necessary to amputate both feet.  During the period of this punishment, he would be beaten by guards whenever he fainted or fell from the kneeling position.  I do not know the name of nor can I give a description of the guards involved in this.  The Commanding Officer of the Camp was 1st Lt. Fukahara a man about 30 years of age, 5’5” in height and weighting 135 lbs. 

In January or February 1944, a member of the 59th Coast Artillery known as “Gumdrop” was ill and refused to work in the mine.  He was placed in the guard house for five days without food or water.  His toes froze requiring the amputation of toes on both feet.  The same persons were responsible as that set out in the paragraph above. 

Another torture which took place during the period that 1st Lt. Fukahara was the Commanding Officer of the camp was to shock men with electric current.  The men were forced to hold iron bars in each hand.  The bars were approximately 8 inches long and 1 inch  in diameter. They were attached to electric current of approximately 100 volts.  Water would then be poured on the bars and the juice turned on.  The men would then become unconscious, but would revive in about 10 minutes.  This would be repeated about every two hours for a period of several days.  Cold water was also poured upon their clothing which was never permitted to dry.  This punishment was administered for failure to salute the guards, walking in the barracks with shoes on and other minor infractions of the rules.  I cannot recall the names of the men who suffered this type of punishment. 

I wish to place some of the blame of such treatment of the men on Lt. Little (U.S. Navy) and T/Sgt. Bennett who collaborated with the Japanese authorities by reporting infraction of the rules to the Japanese authorities rather than dealing with them in their own way.  Lt. Little was in charge of the mess hall.  T/Sgt Bennett was in charge of camp duty. 

Sammy Young, Quinlan, Texas and Kenneth Luton, Houston Texas (formerly with the 7th Materiel Squadron) can corroborate my statements, as they were in the camp during the whole period of my confinement.  I can give no further details concerning the matters described in this affidavit.  

 
                                                                                /s/_________________________________ 
                                                                                    Billy G. Ayers, Cpl. ASN 18029998
Subscribed and sworn to before me this 11th day of October 1945 at Fort Lewis, Wash. 

Affidavit of Billy Alvin Ayers 
Cpl, 7th Materiel Squadron, 19th Bombardment Group, US Army Air Corps 
In re: Lt. Little and T/SGT J.P. Bennett
 
State of Washington, County of Pierce             
I, Billy G. Ayers (the initial “G” is a typo), of lawful age, being duly sworn, on oath dispose and say: 
I am Cpl. Billy G. (A is written in) Ayers, ASN 18029998.  My permanent home address is 2009 E. Grant, Marshall, TX.  I was captured on Bataan Peninsula on April 9, 1942 by the Japanese.  (next sentence redacted until confirmed) At the time of my capture I was a member of the 7th Materiel Squadron.  From July 1942 to July 23, 1943, I was confined at Cabanatuan.  From July 23, 1943 to August 10, 1943, I was enroute to Japan aboard a ship of unknown identify.  From August 10, 1943 and until my release by American forces on September 10, 1945, I was confined in Camp 17, Omatu, Japan.
In January or February 1945, Pvt. Knight died as a result of punishment administered at Camp 17, Omatu, Japan.  Pvt. Knight (William Nobel Knight) stole one dozen buns from the American Galley.  This offense was reported to the Japanese authorities by Lt. Little (Edward Little U.S. Navy) who was in charge of the mess hall.  Pvt. Knight was given solitary confinement for 12 days without food or water and died as a result of this confinement.  1st Lt. Fukahara (Asao Fukahara) was the Japanese Commanding Officer at the time that this incident occurred. He was approximately 30 yrs. Of age, was 5’5” in height and weighted 135 lbs.  He wore color insignia “48.”  I cannot describe or name any of the Japanese guards connected with this incident. 
I wish to place some of the blame upon Lt. Little (U.S. Navy) and T/Sgt. J.P. Bennett.  Both made every effort to win the favor of the Japanese prison authorities at Camp 17, Omatu, Japan.  They would report minor infractions of the rules to the Japanese causing the men to suffer severe discipline at the hands of the Japanese.  S/Sgt  Bennett was in charge of Camp Duty.  Either of them were in a position to discipline the men without reporting matters to the Japanese. 
Sammy Young, Quinlen, Texas and Kenneth Luton, Houston Texas (formerly with the 7th Materiel Squadron) can corroborate my statements, as they were in the camp during the whole period of my confinement.  I can give no further details concerning the matters described in this affidavit.  
                                                                                /s/_________________________________ 
                                                                                    Billy G. Ayers, Cpl. ASN 18029998
Subscribed and sworn to before me this 11th day of October 1945 at Fort Lewis, ash. 
                                                                             /s/ ___________________________________
                                                                                      Arthur G. Bouley
                                                                                    CWO, USA Asst Adjutant General, ASFTC  Fort Lewis, Wash

 

Affidavit Of Billy Alvin Ayers
 Cpl, 7th Materiel Squadron, 19th Bombardment Group, US Army Air Corps 
In re: War Crimes Trials - Perpetuation of Testimony* 
Taken at                   : Longview, TX
Date                           :18 December 1946
In the Presence of: Oran J. Miller, Sp Agent, CIC, Fourth Army   
************
QUESTIONS BY :  Oran J. Miller, Sp Agent, CIC, Fourth Army
 Q.  State your name, former rank and serial number and permanent home address. 
 A.  My name is Billy A. Ayers, formerly Cpl, ASN 18029998, permanent home address is 1205 West St. Marshall, Texas. 
 Q.  Were you a prisoner of war at Fukuoka Camp #17, Kyushu, Japan, and what were the dates? 
 A.  I arrived at Fukuoka Camp #17 on 10 August 1943 and remained there until I was liberated 10 September 1945. 
 Q.  What is your knowledge of the mistreatment and torture of David Runge, an Australian POW, between 1 December 1944 and 31 March 1945? 
 A.  During the latter part of January or early in February 1945, David Runge was forced to kneel on a pole for seven days and seven nights without food and about a 
teacup of water each day.  His feet were frozen and soon after being taken to the hospital it was necessary to amputate both feet.  I did not see the amputation of his 
feet but did see him in the kneeling position and saw him after his feet had been removed.  Sadamu Takeda, known as the “One Armed Bandit” and Matsukichi Muta, known as “The Sailor,” were civilian guards who inflicted this punishment of Runge after receiving instructions from the camp commander, Lt. Fukuhara, to torture this prisoner. 
The alleged reason for this punishment was a statement supposed to have been overheard by a Jap civilian worker to the effect that Runge said we should not work too 
hard for the Japs. 
Q.  Did you have knowledge of the abuse and torture of Walter R. Johnson, American POW, on or about April 1945, resulting in his death? 
A.  Yes.  About April 1945 Johnson was reported by a civilian employee to the Jap guards.  After a severe beating by the guards he was placed in solitary confinement, charged with being a spy.  While in confinement he was tortured by beating and was given no food, only a small amount of water.  I heard that Lt. Fukuhara and “The Sailor” beat him with a rubber hose.  After a few days he died as a result of the serious punishment.  I do not know the names of any other Jap personnel involved in this punishment. 
Q.  What is your knowledge of the abuse and torture of William H. Knight, American POW, between January and June 1945, resulting in his death?
A.  In March, Knight was reported to the Japanese for stealing buns, 12 in all, and was taken by Lt. Little to the Jap guardhouse for punishment.  Knight was slapped and kicked by about four military guards, names of whom I do not know, and by “The Sailor” and “One Armed Bandt.”  After this he was placed in solitary confinement and starved to death, in the meantime having received a number of severe beatings and other punishment such as slappings while in a kneeling position.  “The Sailor” was guilty of most of these beatings.
Q.  Did you witness or have knowledge of “The Sailor” or “One Armed Bandit” severely beating or otherwise mistreating other prisoners? 
A.  Either in December 1944 or January 1945, I witnessed the severe beating of four Dutch prisoners, names unknown to me, by “The Sailor.”  It was reported that the Dutch prisoners had not worked hard enough that day and were taken to the guardhouse for punishment.  “The Sailor” proceeded to punish them by forcing them to remove their overcoats, then with a pole about six feet long and three inches in diameter, he struck them at the lower end of the spinal column.  He continued the beating until the four prisoners were unconscious.  Another incident which took place in January 1945 involved the punishment of an American, whose name I do not recall, alleged to hae stolen a small tomato.  “The Sailor” punished him by having him remove his clothing and assume a kneeling position on the ice.  After throwing buckets of cold water on him, he was forced to hold bars which were connected to electric wires.  “The Sailor” would then turn the current on until the prisoner became unconscious.  As soon as he regained consciousness the process was repeated and this was continued for about three or four hours.  In addition to this he was severely beaten, leaving bruises over his back.  “One armed Bandit” on numerous occasions he punished prisoners by forcing them to hold weights over their heads or with arms extended until exhausted. He would then severely beat them. The “One Armed Bandit” on other occasions would force two prisoners to slap each other and if he did not consider the slapping hard enough would give the prisoners and example of how hard to slap. This type of punishment he gave for not saluting him promptly enough or for wearing a hat in the barracks. 
Q.  What other atrocities took place at Fukuoka Camp #17 while you were there? 
A.  Early in 1945, an American Prisoner, Pavalocus, known as “The Greek,” (James Pavlakos) was reported selling a bowl of rice for two packages of cigarettes.  He was placed in the guardhouse where he was slowly starved to death. For the first two weeks he received about a half ration of rice and a small cup of water, after this receiving a cut to about half of this amount.  After the twenty-fifth day he lost his mental balance and on the thirty fourth day died.  Both “The Sailor” and “The One-Armed Bandit” participated in this punishment.  During the latter part of 1944 An American POW allegedly stole a mess-kit and was taken before the interpreter who falsely interpreted to the guards and as a result the prisoner was severely beaten.  I do not know the name of the POW, or guards, and cannot recall the name of the interpreter but he worked in the town of Omuta in the district of Fukuoka, Kyushu from 10 August 1943 until 10 September 1945. 
Q.  What was the nature of the mistreatment you received at this camp? 
A.  I did not receive severe beatings but did get slapped on numerous occasions.  Due to the lack of sufficient food I was working in a weakened condition and as a result I suffered a broken leg because I was unable to move quickly enough from danger. 
Q.  Can you testify as of your own personal knowledge of facts related in this affidavit? 
A.  Yes.
                                                                                                /s/ Billy A. Ayers
State of Texas, County of Gregg)
                I, Billy A. Ayers, of lawful age, being duly sworn on oath state that I have read the foregoing transcriptions of my interrogation and that the statements contained therein are true to the best of my knowledge and belief. 
                                                                                                /s/  Billy A. Ayers
Subscribed and sworn to before me at Longview, Texas this 18th day of December, 1946
                                  /s/ Eula T. Jenkins, Notary Public in and For County Gregg,  State of Texas
* Testimony was retaken after he was discharged from the Air Corps. 
