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Pilgrimages to the Thailand-Burma Railway
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During World War II, approximately 60,000 Allied prisoners of war and 200,000 Asian labourers were forced by the
Japanese Army to build a 415 kilometer railway between Thailand and Burma so that Japanese troupes and materials
could be sent to the Burma front faster than by sea. Despite initial estimates stating that such a project would take five
years, it was completed in just over a year. However, the cost in human lives was high. Some believe that around 20% of
the Allied prisoners and 50% of the Asian labourers died in its construction.

Most people have heard about this railway from the 1957 movie, The Bridge on the River Kwai, based on an Allied
prisoner-of-war$ wartime diary, however, various aspects were changed from fact to fiction to make the movie appealing
to the audience. After World War II and more so after this movie came out, many people from around the world made
their way to Thailand and Burma to see what was left of the railway and to learn what had happened. While most visitors
come as tourists with little interest in the history and truth of the railway, some - mostly those who had a relative work
and/or die building this railway - come on a “pilgrimage” to learn the truth about the construction of the railway and
of what sort of life that relative lived while as a prisoner of war.

Until now, the topic of making a pilgrimage to the Thailand-Burma Railway has not been examined and in this case,
this topic has a special meaning for the author because his British grandfather was one of the Allied prisoners who helped
to build the railway. In late March, 2009 after publishing the secret wartime diaries of his grandfather, the author
participated in a personalized pilgrimage, arranged by the staff of the Thailand-Burma Railway Centre, in order to learn
about the railway and to visit the sites that his grandfather had worked at during the war.

In this paper, the following topics will be covered: 1. What is the Thailand-Burma railway?, 2. Museums related to
the railway, 3. Pilgrimages conducted by the Thailand-Burma Railway Centre, 4. Albert Moreton and the railway, 5. The
author s pilgrimage, and 6. Japanese and the railway. As a result, it will be evident that despite its religious connotations
the word “pilgrimage” is the most appropriate term to describe those who come to see the Thailand-Burma railway

through organized “railway pilgrimages.”
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