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Capt. Penn’s Letter to the Family of Pte W.R.Lambert, Killed in Action with 
No.1 Company, HKVDC 

A separate Occasional Paper explains how the Hong Kong Volunteer Defence Corps was very much 
an organisation for family involvement.  But more than that, the ethnic basis of many of the units of 
the Corps meant that men from the same communities would serve together.  

Those who were stirred by the sound of bagpipes, for example, were attracted to No.2 (MG) 
Company, known officially as the “Scottish Company” with permission to wear the Gordon tartan; 
the local Portuguese gravitated to No.5 (MG) Company and No.6 (AA) Company; Eurasian families 
were well represented in No.3 (MG) Company; while Nos 4 (Rifle) and 7 (Rifle) Companies were made 
up of Chinese.  

There was also a grouping reflecting the occupations and employment of the men concerned. In 
Fortress Signals were employees of the Hong Kong Telephone Company; many of those in the HKVDC 
Field Ambulance were University medical students, while a large number in what became known as 
“Hughes Group”, formed to protect the power stations from saboteurs, were employees of the two 
power supply companies. It has not been possible to verify this, but it seems likely that the Stanley 
Platoon was formed for the guarding of enemy internees and prisoners-of-war, for its members were 
all Prison warders. 

The Pipe Band of the Scottish Company first formed in the early 1920s 
(from the 1934-35 Year Book of the HKVDC, courtesy of  Landon Burch) 

 

No.1 ((Rifle) Company, commanded by Captain Harry Penn, had many expatriates who worked in the 
major hongs. When not on military exercises, they were more than likely to spend the weekends 
together on some sports field, and it was not unusual for them to meet up at public and private 
social engagements.  

They were thus typically not only mates in uniform, but friends out of uniform, close to each other in 
their civilian lives. This was a feature of the HKVDC which made the fate of those who died during the 
hostilities the more sad. 
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Captain Penn worked for the Bank Line (China) Ltd, and on his release from POW camp he remained 
in Hong Kong to re-establish the firm’s office. He did not depart for England for a well-earned leave 
until December, 1945 and he was back in the latter half of 1946 to resume work as managing director 
of his firm. He clearly liked living in Hong Kong, and did not finally return to England after retirement 
until the middle of 1963. He passed away in April, 1972 at the age of 73.  

When the war ended, Captain Penn attempted to write to the next-of-kin of all his men who were 
killed in action. He succeeded in writing to many of them, and typical of the letters he wrote is the 
one he sent to Mrs E.M. Lambert in Melbourne dated 20th January, 1946. Pte William Robert Lambert 
who, in civilian life, worked for E.D. Sassoon & Co. was killed in the Stanley area just prior to the 
surrender.  

Many years later, this letter was thoughtfully returned for safe keeping to Captain Penn’s son, John 
(a member of our Association), by one of Mrs Lambert’s sons. John Penn has kindly made it available 
to us and it is reproduced below with his permission.  It is a touching and poignant letter, evoking 
those dreadful days in December, 1941 in a particularly effective way, and bringing out Captain 
Penn’s humanity and concern for his men.  

My dear Mrs Lambert, 

I was very glad to get your letter of the 9th as I have been trying to get your address since my return 
home a month ago – in fact I wrote to the Colonial Office some time ago for addresses of all next-of-
kin of all members of my Company killed in Hong Kong, so that I could give them such additional 
information as I have, but they have not even replied. The unavoidable uncertainty and lack of 
definite information over the last four years must have made the loss of your husband an even more 
anxious and worrying matter than would have otherwise been the case, and I would like to tender you 
my very sincere sympathy in the loss you have sustained.  

I will endeavour to give you such information as I can – I was wounded myself on the 21
st

 Dec. and I can only 
speak from information given me in response to enquiries regarding subsequent happenings. By the 24

th
  Dec., 

the Eastern part of the defence of the island had been beaten back and cornered in the Stanley Peninsula, with 
the Nips pushing forward into the narrow neck of the isthmus. My Company had suffered heavy casualties and 
had only one officer remaining, and in its depleted form, was re-organized under the command of the 
remainder of the Middlesex Regt.  

A platoon of our Company, under an officer of the Middlesex, named Scantlebury, was holding the Mary Knoll 
Mission, which you may remember as a large building on the landward side of the isthmus. Your husband was 
with this platoon. During the night of the 24

th
/25

th
 Dec. the Japanese infiltrated in considerable number through 

our lines and past the Mary Knoll Mission, and in the morning, just before daylight, Lt Scantlebury decided to 
endeavour to withdraw the party back through the “neck” of the Peninsula, and rejoin the main defence line.  

He split the party up into three sections of seven or eight each, and each section was to find its own way back 
through the infiltrated Japanese forces, quite rightly hoping that three small parties would have a better chance 
of getting through, than if they withdrew together. The last of the three parties to leave was one of seven with 
Lt Scantlebury, and your husband was with this party.  

The first two parties got through safely with comparatively few casualties, although they passed through very 
heavy machine gun and mortar fire in the narrow confines of the isthmus. I am sorry to say that none of the 
third party got through and it can only be concluded that they were ambushed by the Japanese when making 
their way back, and the whole section wiped out, probably by machine gun fire.  
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Among those who were lost with this section and who you may possibly know, were John Potter of Leigh & 
Orange, Gaubert of Jardines,  Lowry the Magistrate,  with whom your husband was rather friendly.  Some two 
days after our surrender, a burial party was allowed out of Stanley Fort, but unfortunately they were unable to 
get as far as the area in which this section was caught, and consequently, as far as I know, there is no record of 
the burial place of these men.  

No record was kept by the Japanese of those that they subsequently buried, so far as I know. I am so sorry that I 
can give you no more definite information than the foregoing rather unsatisfactory details but I am afraid there 
is no one who can do so. 

Although the hostilities in H.K. were of such short duration, our Company saw some of the stiffest fighting and 
are generally acknowledged to have put up a very creditable show – unfortunately our casualties in killed alone 
represented nearly one third of the Company strength. It seems such a pity that so many of them died on the 
last day of the fighting, when the end was so obviously near.   

Our Company started operations on the mainland as local defence of the Kai Tak aerodrome and came in for 
the initial Jap bombing and machine gunning of the aerodrome on the first morning of the hostilities, and we 
were among the last troops to evacuate to the island. Thereafter we were engaged in the hills behind Taikoo 
after another sharp engagement in the vicinity of Tytam crossroads and the Simmons bungalow,” Erinville”, and 
it was there that I collected a bullet through the face, but which fortunately did no permanent damage.  

Your husband was beside me at the time, working a Lewis Gun and that was the last time I saw him. Apart from 
volunteering, he was a personal friend of mine and he, Vyner Gordon, Aki Bowker and I used to play quite a bit 
of tennis together – it is awful to think that they have all gone.  

During our short war, the men did have to put up with a considerable amount of privation and hardship.  
Naturally, I saw quite a bit of your husband during that period, and I can only assure you that through it all, in 
his quiet way, he maintained the utmost philosophy and cheerfulness. 

Please accept my very sincere sympathy with yourself and your two sons in your loss, which is no doubt 
unhappily revived at this time when so many of us have been fortunate enough to be reunited with our wives 
and families. 

Yours very sincerely, 

Harry Penn  


