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NOTES ON THE THAI-BURMA RAILWAY
PART XI: THE KOREAN GUARDS AT THE RAILWAY CAMPS

David BOGGETT

This article describes the unenviable role of the Korean “gunzoku” who were enlisted to act
as guards at the POW camps along the Railway. The Japanese military authorities appear to have
adopted the policy of employing their colonial Korean subjects in this capacity for specific politi-
cal and social purposes. Young Koreans “volunteered” to enlist in these paramilitary units for a
wide variety of reasons. Facing daily discrimination from their Japanese superiors, they were
forced to guard and control the POWs in their charge. The Koreans were often perceived by the
latter to be primarily responsible for the tragedies that occurred, as it was the Koreans who were
often forced to behave in a callous and inhumane manner and, in that they were the people who
most impinged upon the POWSs daily life, were the most visible agents of the Imperial Japanese
Army. Former Australian POW, Hugh Clarke, states in a 1996 Japanese documentary production,
“l think the Koreans were probably number one hated, and the Japanese number two.”
After the war, many Korean guards were charged with war crimes due to their treatment of the
prisoners. Of a total of 120 people indicted in war crimes trials related to the Railway’s construc-
tion, 35 were Korean camp guards, of whom 33 were found guilty and 9 actually executed. Those
among the survivors who returned to South Korea faced social opprobrium as “Japanese collabo-
rators,” while those who remained in Japan lost their Japanese nationality and thus any rights to
compensation for their role in the Imperial Japanese Army.
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