
On 11 March 1945 our Taihoku camp group was separated from others on the Taiko Maru.  While our group was put aboard railroad coaches and moved to Hokkaido, the other group were relocated at camps on Kyushu.


Our trip from Shimonseki to Hokodate was by train, ferry boat and coal barge arriving Friday evening 16 March 1945.  This camp was the sixth in which I was relocated.  Surprisingly this camp was the cleanest and most comfortable.  However once again woven grass mats with rice husks pillows followed us.


Our duties at the port of Hakodate were to unload loose products such as salt and coal.  Other items we unloaded were crated containers of canned or dried food products.  Some crates unloaded had been damaged.  We easily were able to increase the damage of a crate so that food products like cans of food could easily be removed, hidden in our clothes and carried back to camp for silent but pleasant dining.


The first week of June 1945 we were moved by train to Utashinai camp #3.  After a 23 hour train ride we were held there for a few days while five miles away Akabira mining camp #2 was being prepared for our arrival.  


The POW mining camp was approximately 18 mile south and west of Takikawa a short distance northwest of Utashinai (about 100 miles south of Hakodate).  Obvious landmarks were large heaps of gray slag waste material from the mine shafts and dispersed over the side of the small mountain adjacent to the mine.


The mine in which we POWs worked was about 1 mile from our camp.  We walked to and from the mine each day.  A short distance outside our camp, enroute to the mine, we would pass by a rundown housing settlement occupied by Korean mine laborers and their families.  The Korean women would exit their dwelling and watch as we marched past. 


Our work site at the mine consisted of two mine shafts.  One mine shaft was called "honoroshi (left shaft) and the second shaft was called "tiorshi" (right shaft.)  The antiquated coal mine shafts appeared to have been abandoned for many years and reopened to accommodate we POWs as slave labor.


The equipment was in dire need of repair or replacement.  The face of the shaft in which we worked was deeper than other mine shafts in the area already producing coal.  Yet we were drilling through a wall of hard gray slate with no apparent hope of reaching a vein of coal.


The gondolas were used to transport gray slate from the bottom  of the mine shaft to the surface.  Attached to the front of each gondola was a long steel cable.  At the surface of the mineshaft were two electric wenches attached to the other end of each cable.  Each gondola whether full or empty, was raised or lowered by its respective wench.


We POWs, separated into two working groups, were required to walk down and up the mine shaft incline which approached a 45 degree angle in slope and 600 yards in depth.  Both mine shafts were said to have been built and used several decades ago.  The interior of each shaft was long overdue for repairs.  Many of the ceiling timbers and props were rotted and broken.  As a result of neglected maintenance, cave-ins on small scale occurred frequently.  Although no deaths occurred, as a result of structural weakness, many of us POWs received minor injuries, some severe enough to require lighter camp duties.


There was no hospital and only a very small dispensary.  Whenever a POW was the victim of a disabling injury that restricted his movement, the remainder of us would work faster to make up for his loss.  In spite of no hospital or medical supplies and frequent injuries, there were no casualties.


Two of my coworkers in this mining camp were Pvt. Charles M. Forry and Pvt. Paul Furr.  Paul Furr, on one occasion attempted to break his arm with the 50-lb jackhammer.  However he managed only to sustain a very badly sprained arm.


The narrow gauge tracks, upon which the gondolas moved were very irregular. (unparalleled)  Often the gondola's wheels would jump the tracks.  If the gondola was full, we POWs would be compelled to ascend to where the gondola was derailed.  At that point it was necessary to unload the rocks of gray slag from the gondola.  Next step was to assist the Japanese mine employee to straighten the track the best  we could, lift the gondola back on the track and then reload it.  As we continued to ascend we could hold our breath until we saw that the fully loaded gondola finally reached the surface and was dumped.


The face of the hard gray slate where we worked was about 7 feet tall.  We would use two compressed air jackhammers.  The larger one was about 5 and 1/2 feet long when loaded with a one-meter long drill.  It weighed about 70 pounds.  This big jackhammer never took less than two POWs to use.  One to hold the heaviest end of the jackhammer on his shoulder and the other to grip the hammer's handles and exert a forward pressure.  Because of our emaciated physical condition we would alternate with two other POW's on drilling a one-meter hole in the face of the slate wall.  A total of eleven one-meter holes were drilled into the face of the gray slate.  Four holes across the bottom, three across the center and for more across the top face of the gray slate.  After all eleven holes were drilled, two Japanese mine employees would blow out all the dust from each hole, push a wired stick of dynamite into the rear of the hole with a long wooden pole.  The hole was then packed with sand and the long copper wire leading to a hand detonator.  Then we POWs and the two Japanese miners would assemble together in a nearby safety tunnel.  There the two miners would detonate the dynamite while we POWs would eat lunch.  When the dust settled we would return to the working area to load the slate refuse from the blow into the gondola.  Then a small one-man 30-pound jackhammer was used to loosen and remove bits of slag still stubborn clinging to the face and sides of the tunnel area after the initial blast.  The gondola was then loaded with all the loose chunks of slag that had still remained.  A mine employee would then signal to the wench operator at the mine shaft entrance who in turn set the wench in motion bringing the gondola to the surface.  At the surface, the gondola was switched to another track, which led up to a mountainous heap of slag and dumped.


Many POWs were badly hurt by falling rocks, rotting mine props and overhead beams that would occasionally fall.   The mine shaft face in which we worked was below sea level and working in the cold damp environment caused many to have bronchial trouble and head colds.  The air in the mine was constantly saturated with heavy clouds of gray slate dust.  This condition affected our eyes, nose, throat and lungs.  An added danger was the Japanese imposed task of removing and picking up by hand, all unexploded charges of dynamite.  Exploding charges of dynamite would always dull our sense of hearing being only a few feet from the blasts.  There were no earplugs or facial masks to protect us from the hazardous working area.  The condition existed from May to September 1945 with no medical aid!

