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This paper adds to what was previously known about Phillips’
life between his departure from Australia in 1937 until he became
an academic in 1950. The paper includes new information about
Phillips’ MBE and the attack on the Empire Star, the conditions
at the Bandoeng prisoner of war camp in Java, and his operation
of secret radios during the three and a half years of his imprison-
ment. The paper also attempts to explain Phillips’ notorious Pass
degree in Sociology.

In 1975 this journal published a brief obituary
(Blyth, 1975) of the New Zealand economist
AWH ‘Bill’ Phillips, the discoverer of the Phil-
lips curve.1 This paper adds new information
about Phillips’ wartime activities and his under-
graduate years at the London School of Eco-
nomics (LSE).

I The Early War Years
We know from Blyth’s obituary that Phillips

left New Zealand for Australia shortly before
his 21st birthday. He worked and ‘swagged’
his way up the east coast of Australia, playing
the violin, hunting crocodiles and learning dif-
ferential equations while working at a gold
mine. He then travelled to England via China
and Russia.
Phillips arrived in England in November 1937

and qualified as an electrical engineer, Gra-
d.I.E.E. early in 1938 (see Sleeman, 2008).
Phillips volunteered for the RAFVR in early
1940, was commissioned as a Pilot Officer on 1
August 1940, and was subsequently promoted to
Flying Officer (F ⁄O) (Leeson, 2000, p. 4). In
July 1941 Phillips was posted to Singapore, he
was then transferred to Burma, and was finally
returned to Singapore in February 1942 as
Armaments Officer for 243 RAF Fighter Squad-
ron based at the airfield in Kallang (Blyth, 1975,
p. 304). The Kallang airfield was shared with
488 RNZAF Squadron; the two units provided
the air defence for Singapore.2 The squadrons
were equipped with the obsolete F2A-2 export
version of the American Brewster ‘Buffalo’
fighter.
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1 Blyth (1975), Leeson (1994a, 2000), Barr (2000)
and van der Post (1970) are the primary published
sources of biographical information about Phillips.
Blyth’s paper was based on his interviews with Phil-
lips that took place shortly before Phillips’ death in
1975 at the age of 60 years.

2 The air defence of Singapore by 243 and 488
Squadrons is chronicled in Ross (1955).
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Phillips worked on the Buffalos to make them
more effective fighter aircraft. Leeson (2000,
p. 5) quotes Phillips’ MBE citation, ‘F ⁄O Phil-
lips…displayed outstanding ability, both aca-
demically and technically, and showed great
energy in overcoming the initial difficulties
experienced in operating ‘‘Buffalo’’ aircraft.
F ⁄O Phillips introduced a number of necessary
modifications, which were accepted by the Air
Ministry. It was due to his efforts and guidance
that the fighter aircraft on the station were able
to complete the maximum operations’. Kallang,
heavily bombed, became practically unservice-
able. On Sunday, 15 February 1942 the British
surrendered to a much smaller Japanese force.
On Thursday, 12 February 1942, the Empire

Star, a refrigerated cargo ship designed to carry
23 passengers, was part of the last convoy to
leave Singapore, bound for Batavia in Java.3

Phillips was one of the more than 2100 service-
men and civilians who were crowded onboard
the ship.4 Soon after leaving port, Japanese air-
craft attacked the Empire Star, and Phillips
improvised a mounting for a machine gun on
the boat deck. He continued to fire at the Japa-
nese planes during the three-and-a-half-hour
attack, even after the section of the deck from
which he was firing was hit by a bomb (Blyth,
1975, pp. 304–305; Leeson, 1994a, p. 608). An
account of the attack on the Empire Star is
given in Elphic (1995):

[The] Empire Star left Singapore during the
early hours of the 12th, threading her way
through the protective minefields in convoy
with the other ships; their track marked by
temporary lights exhibited from boats manned
by a few of the Royal Navy personnel left on
the island because some marker buoys were
out of position. By daybreak the convoy was
well clear of Singapore and making top speed
in an attempt to clear the Durian Strait by
dawn. At about nine o’clock, when south of

that Strait, they were found by Japanese air-
craft. [The ship was attacked] [f]irst [by]
dive-bombers [then] by waves of high-level
bombers… The ship used her own weaponry
and the guns brought aboard by some of the
RAF men to good effect. A Hotchkiss gun
manned by the RAF shot down one Japanese
dive-bomber for certain.

The Hotchkiss gun was probably the light
machine gun version used by the British
Army. It fired a 0.303 round and, with a lot
of luck, could fatally damage an attacking air-
craft. It is possible that this was the gun that
Phillips used.
Although everyone who could do so seems to

have been firing at the Japanese with any
weapon that came to hand, Phillips’ efforts were
sufficiently outstanding for him to be remem-
bered 25 years later by Alex Hunter as ‘the
bloke who operated the machine gun on the boat
leaving Singapore’ (Leeson, 1994a, p. 94).
Phillips arrived unharmed in Java, which was

defended by the Netherlands East Indies Army
(NEIA) and by British and Australian forces
(under Dutch command from 25 February).
Phillips was Armaments Officer at the airfields
at Batavia and Bandoeng until the allied forces
surrendered on 8 March 1942 (Blyth, 1975,
p. 305).
Ignoring the order to surrender, Phillips and

two companions made their way to the south
coast, where they hid while attempting to build a
raft. Crossing the hundreds of miles of sea to
Australia was an undertaking that would have
taxed even Phillips’ abilities. Without naviga-
tional charts or equipment, and faced with the
strong current, which flows from west to east
into the Indian Ocean, the voyage might well
have been fatal. The party was betrayed before
they could launch their raft. Phillips and one of
his friends escaped capture by ‘making a mad
dash towards and over the precipitous sea cliff’,
but they were soon forced to surrender (Blyth,
1975, p. 305; see also Ibbotson-Somervell, 1993,
p. 11). Adrian Pagan (email 12 May 2008)
writes, ‘Mention of the falling off the cliff
revived a memory that I have of him after he had
the stroke. He was paralysed on one side and had
to walk with a sort of stick. He went to the semi-
nars that for some reason were located on the
2nd floor of the Coombs building [at the Austra-
lian National University]. There was no disabled
access and there were two stories of circular

3 Batavia was the Dutch name for Jakarta the capi-
tal of Indonesia. Java was part of the Dutch East
Indies.

4 The Empire Star was 542 feet long and 70 feet
wide. One estimate puts the number of servicemen
and civilians on the Empire Star as 3500. A much
longer version of this paper (Sleeman, 2008), avail-
able from the author, contains two other accounts of
the attack on the Empire Star and a photograph of the
ship’s crowded deck.
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stairs. He once said to me that going down those
stairs was the scariest thing that he had had to do
since the time he jumped over the cliff’.

II Prisoner of War
Phillips summarised his experiences as a

POW in Java in 16 words (Blyth, 1975, p. 305),
‘The next three years were spent in prison
camps – Bandung, Batavia, and then back to
Bandung’. Even this statement minimises the
duration of his ordeal since Phillips was a POW
for approximately 3 years and 6 months, and the
account omits mention of his transfer in June
1945 from Bandoeng to the Landsopvoedings-
gesticht (Landsop) Death Camp.
The POW camp at Bandoeng (see the appen-

dix in Sleeman, 2008) was large enough to hold
9000 men and easily accommodated the more
than 3500 POWs imprisoned there in June 1942.
The camp, a former NEIA barracks, was inside
the city of Bandoeng. Bandoeng (now called
Bandung) is Indonesia’s third largest city (cur-
rently with a population of 2.3 million) and situ-
ated on the plateau in West Java, 112 miles
south-east of Jakarta. Before World War II,
Bandoeng was known as ‘The Paris of Java’.
The climate was less brutal than on the lower
lying coastal areas, and the risk of tropical dis-
ease was smaller. Sir Laurens van der Post,5 a
South African who served with the British Army
and was captured and imprisoned in Bandoeng,
described the climate as ‘one long afternoon of
summer’ (van der Post, 1970, p. 38).
The Dutch had built the barracks in prepara-

tion for the removal of their administrative head
quarters from Batavia to Bandoeng. According
to Jones (2002, pp. 35, 38–39, 51) and Ross
(1955), the camp had streets of brick houses;
cottages for the senior officers; batmen for the
officers, and a theatre called Radio City where
plays such as The Importance of Being Earnest
were performed. Initially those who had money
could buy ‘eggs and bacon or steak, eggs and
chips’ from a canteen. ‘Weary’ Dunlop, who
was Senior British Officer at Bandoeng from
June to November 1942, ‘could scarcely believe
their luck’ when he and his men arrived at Bando-
eng (Ebury, 1995, p. 329). As the Japanese became

increasingly aware that they were losing the
war, conditions in the camp deteriorated. The
Japanese systematically reduced the already
inadequate food rations to three ounces of rice
per day, despite Java producing an average of
five rice crops every 2 years. Jones remarks that
van der Post, ‘[W]as probably not exaggerating
when he writes [van der Post, 1970, pp. 37–38]
that if the war had not ended when it did…they
would all have been dead within a few months’.
In June 1945 most of the prisoners were trans-

ferred out of the Bandoeng camp. After a num-
ber of moves they ended up in Landsop (Jones,
2002, p. 53; van der Post, 1970, pp. 58–60).
Dunlop (Jones, 2002, p. 44) described the camp
as, ‘a formidable, walled stone building with
confining iron bars’. Jones also writes that,
‘Landsop…was built to house a few hundred
boys’, and that, ‘Nichols [Wing Commander
WT Nichols, Senior British Officer at Bandoeng
from June 1942 to August 1945] afterwards
recorded, in his precise way, [that] between
May and August 1945 it held 782 officers and
2,145 other ranks’. The camp was so crowded
that the prisoners had to make layers of bunks,
and there was a 24-hour line to use the latrines.
The Landsop prison was intended to be a Death

Camp (Jones, 2002, p. 53). The Japanese mounted
machine guns on the walls of the compound and
forced the prisoners to dig mass graves (Leeson,
1994a, p. 611; Ibbotson-Somervell, personal com-
munication, 18 May 2008).
In 1970 van der Post published a memoir, The

Night of the New Moon, largely concerned with
his years as a POW and especially with the
events at the Landsop camp in August 1945. We
are deeply indebted to Robert Leeson who ser-
endipitously recognised that Phillips was ‘the
gifted young New Zealand officer’ who plays
such a crucial role in van der Post’s story.6 Lee-
son’s article revealed Phillips’ vital role in mak-
ing and operating the secret radio receivers that
allowed the senior British officers in the camp
to know what was happening in the war against
Japan. Although from the earliest days in Ban-
doeng the POWs operated radios, as the war
progressed the need to keep the radios secret
became more and more vital. Phillips’ ability to

5 van der Post was one of the highest ranking offi-
cers in the POW camp. Jones (2002) is the most
recent, and most revealing, biography of van der Post.
See also Sleeman (2008).

6 van der Post (1970, pp. 100–108, 116–122) con-
tain references to the New Zealand officer. Leeson
describes his discovery in Leeson (1994b). Luck
favours the prepared mind.

2010 ‘BILL’ PHILLIPS’ WAR AND HIS NOTORIOUS PASS DEGREE 3

! 2010 The Economic Society of Australia



miniaturise radio sets led him to become van
der Post’s radio operator during the last
18 months of their captivity, and the only allied
source of information about the progress of the
war for van der Post and Nichols.
At the beginning of August 1945, one of the

radio’s ‘acorn’ valves and a small electrolytic
condenser failed. This was a major problem
because news of what was happening in the war
was vital to the prisoners who, reasonably,
believed that they were in imminent danger of
being massacred. As a last resort the senior offi-
cers had developed a secret plan to stone the
Japanese if they started to kill the POWs, but
they knew that, ‘at best’, only a few prisoners
would survive to tell the story of the slaughter
(Sleeman, 2008).
At the suggestion of P ⁄O Donaldson, he, van

der Post, and Phillips took advantage of the
darkness afforded by the new moon to obtain
replacements for the failed parts by stealing
them from the camp commander’s radiogram.
Leeson (1994a) writes that, ‘Phillips and van
der Post had obtained the components for the
radio by breaking into the camp commander’s
office and stealing parts from his radiogram!’.
But this is not quite correct. It is clear from van
der Post (1970, pp. 103–104) that it was Don-
aldson who entered the commander’s office and
stole the parts from his radiogram, while van
der Post acted as lookout outside of the office,
and Phillips was the lookout at the entrance to
the camp commander’s quarters (there is a full
account of the burglary in Sleeman, 2008).7

After the burglary Phillips spent three nights
rebuilding the radio and then searching for news
of the war. The atom bomb was dropped on Hiro-
shima at 08:00 hours on 6 August. It was proba-
bly on the night of 6 August that Phillips tuned
into an ongoing broadcast from a station in Delhi
that reported that something significant had
occurred. On the following night he heard of the
destruction of Hiroshima by listening to news
from stations in Delhi, Perth and San Francisco.
On learning the fate of Hiroshima from Phillips,
van der Post (1970) ordered Phillips to keep the
news to himself, ‘[W]ith a peremptoriness which
may have sounded unappreciative of the near-
miracle he had performed in getting us in radio
contact with the outside world again’. van der

Post makes no further reference to ‘the young
New Zealand Officer’ who he never referred to by
name (see Sleeman, 2008).
The memoir written about Phillips by his

younger sister, Carol Ibbotson-Somervell, dis-
cusses Phillips’ operation of secret radios based
on her memories of the conversations that she
had with Phillips on his return to New Zealand
(Ibbotson-Somervell, 1993, pp. 10–11). The
conversations took place in Auckland, after
Phillips was flown to New Zealand from Singa-
pore, during the two nights he spent in her
house and later when he was in hospital. Ibbot-
son’s account makes it clear that Phillips had
been building and running secret radios far
longer than one would infer from van der Post’s
book and Leeson’s paper. Ibbotson-Somervell
(1993, p. 12) writes that after Phillips and his
remaining comrade were forced to surrender,
‘The two men were put into a barracks recently
occupied by the Dutch. Before the Japanese
could remove all useful materials…Bill man-
aged to secrete enough parts and equipment to
make two radio sets’. Had the Japanese discov-
ered the radio parts, Phillips and his comrade
would have been tortured and then decapitated.
By July 1945 Phillips had reduced the size of
the radio until it was small enough to be con-
cealed in the heel of one of a pair of wood
and rubber clogs (van der Post, 1970, p. 101),
‘[T]hese special wireless clogs were slightly
bigger and thicker than normal, but not so big
as to attract notice’.

III The Pass Degree
Phillips elected to be demobilised in England

where he returned to his job as an electrical
engineer; in the evenings he studied Chinese
and Russian (see Sleeman, 2008 for a discussion
of Phillips’ talent for languages) while waiting
for the LSE term to begin in October 1946.
Phillips received a grant from the New Zealand
government that allowed him to study full time
for the BSc (Econ) degree that he had begun as
a part-time student in 1939. He chose Sociology
as his Special Subject and obtained a Pass
degree in June 1949.8 Phillips’ poor perfor-
mance on his final exams has been attributed to

7 The only reference to Donaldson the author could
find is van der Post (1970).

8 The courses that Phillips took, his final exam
marks and the questions on the Principles, Applied
Economics, and Economic History papers, are listed
in Sleeman (2008).
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his need to chain-smoke, something that was not
allowed in the exam rooms. Leeson (1994a)
quotes a letter Robbins wrote in October 1950
supporting the appointment of Phillips as an
Assistant Lecturer at the LSE at the top of the
pay scale. Robbins argued that Phillips’ chain-
smoking, a consequence of ‘his somewhat
lamentable experiences during the war when
confined in a Japanese camp’, meant that ‘with-
out cigarettes in an examination room, he was
completely at a loss within an hour’.
However, the chain-smoking argument does

not explain why Phillips passed all of his Soci-
ology related exams, passed Principles (the eco-
nomic theory paper) by one point, but failed
Applied Economics and Economic History. Why
did Phillips end up with a Pass degree when
everyone who knew him well regarded him as a
genius? And why did he perform so poorly in
his economics papers? Meade (letter to Leeson
11 May 1993 in Leeson, 1994a, n. 1, p. 605)
wrote of Phillips, ‘He was a real genius…[who]
always saw the main point at issue, spoke of it
with the utmost directness and with the sim-
plest possible language, and produced comments
and suggestions about it which were somehow
obvious when he expressed them, but which
everyone else had somehow or other overlooked
or had muddled up trying to be clever…’. The
most likely explanation is Barr’s (Leeson, 2000,
p. 91) who points out that that Phillips ‘essen-
tially gave up studying sociology [and econom-
ics, too] during his last year’. Instead he
devoted his time to working on the Phillips
machine in his landlord’s garage in Croyden,
Surrey. Walter Newlyn, an undergraduate friend
of Phillips and 1 year ahead of him at the LSE,
spent many hours discussing monetary theory
with Phillips. Newlyn states that Phillips spent
most of the Easter vacation working on the
machine at a time when most students would
have started to prepare for their final exams that
began in early June. Phillips’ tutors reports
(Sleeman, 2008) suggest that Phillips was very
resistant to theory, ‘Works hard, tries to think
but is distrustful of ‘‘academic’’ ideas’. By the
end of the 1948–1949 Michaelmas term there is
the tutorial comment, ‘Less negative than sev-
eral years ago…’ but that may simply reflect the
fact that Phillips had become more at ease hav-
ing decided to stop studying material that did
not interest him to concentrate on the Moniac.
There are no tutors reports for the Lent and
Summer terms of the 1948–1949 academic year,

which suggests that Phillips did not attend
tutorials during this period.
‘Dick’ Lipsey, who was a colleague of Phil-

lips and knew him well, has commented in con-
versations with the author on Phillips’ distaste
for theory not directly related to solving real
problems. Phillips’ approach to life was practi-
cal and improvisational, and he would have
been in his element in using his creativity and
boundless ingenuity to solve the practical prob-
lems that arose from sorting out the Moniac’s
plumbing. It is hardly surprising that Phillips
chose to devote his time and energy to the
Moniac rather than cramming into his head
economic facts and theory that he found
unpalatable.
Robbins would have known Phillips’ finals

marks, as would Carr-Saunders, the Director of
the LSE, as well as the faculty in the other LSE
departments. Robbins’ problem was not explain-
ing away Phillips’ ‘bad’ degree in Sociology,
but the embarrassment of arguing for the
appointment as an Assistant Lecturer in the Eco-
nomics Department of someone who had done
so poorly in his economics papers 15 months
before. No doubt everyone concerned showed a
gentlemanly absence of scepticism, and common
sense prevailed.
Some economists find Phillips’ degree result

less of a puzzle than his decision to specialise
in Sociology, but Ibbotson-Somervell (personal
communication, 20 April 2008) points out that
Phillips was interested in sociology from the
time he left school. She writes, ‘Bill had been
reading, while at Tuai [hydroelectric station],
encyclopedias on Sociology and The Great Reli-
gions of the World … So it is not surprising that
he initially studied sociology’. Phillips was also
a child of the Great Depression and not alone in
feeling that Sociology might have some key to
understanding that great social dislocation.
Whatever motivated Phillips to choose to
specialise in sociology the choice was not a
happy one. It seems likely that no later, and
probably much earlier, than the Lent term of
1949 Phillips had come to hold Sociology in
disdain. In his interviews with Blyth (1975,
p. 305), Phillips described Sociology as ‘a
combination of ethics, social statistics and
pseudo-science’.
Phillips’ decision to devote his remaining

time at the LSE to working on the Moniac must
have seemed common sense to him, as he had
only a few months before his New Zealand
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government grant would run out. Phillips proba-
bly felt that if he ended up with a bad degree
that would be of no consequence. When Phillips
returned to England after the war he resumed
his job with the County of London Electricity
Supply Company (Blyth, 1975, p. 305). A quali-
fied electrical engineer who had never been
involuntarily unemployed during the Great
Depression was hardly likely to have problems
making a living even if he failed to get a degree
in Sociology.
Phillips was obviously fascinated by the prob-

lems of modelling the stock-flow macro model
he had been exposed to in lectures. He also
wanted to develop a pedagogic device to simu-
late visually the behaviour of the IS-LM model
in real time. However, Phillips’ decision to con-
centrate on attempting to finish the machine
before his grant ran out was probably also influ-
enced by the possibility that it would generate
some income before he travelled on to ‘the West
Pacific–East Asia region’ (letter to LSE Regis-
trar 8 September 1947). It is likely that Phillips
had intended to go to China but that plan would
have been thwarted when the communists won
the civil war in 1949.
Academics have an unfortunate tendency to

assume that being an academic is the only fruit-
ful and enjoyable way to spend one’s life. It has
been assumed that Phillips would naturally have
been interested in an academic career and would
therefore have pursued his studies diligently.
The fact that Phillips recognised the commercial
potential of the Phillips machine has been lar-
gely ignored. Twelve were sold, although it is
not known if he made a profit from them. Barr
(2000, p. 93) notes that one of the objections
to employing Phillips to work on building a
machine for the School was the possibility that
Phillips would exploit the machine commer-
cially. In fact, Phillips never patented the
machine and, as Meade was to point out when
the decision was made to appoint Phillips as an
Assistant Lecturer, the opportunity cost of Phil-
lips’ time was such that Phillips subsidised
the construction of the first Moniac machine.
Ibbotson-Somervell (personal communication,
20 April 2008) writes that Phillips wrote to his
parents at the time that the LSE, ‘made their
offer to help fund him while he developed the
‘‘Moniac’’—an amount they [the LSE] later felt
to be insufficient. His letter home mentioned the
need for £400–500. I listened as our parents
decided that they would manage £250 … I know

they were sorry that they could not send all that
he needed’.
Phillips’ friends came to his aid. Walter New-

lyn guaranteed an overdraft to allow Philips
to purchase the components for his machine.
Phillips’ landlord, Mr RW Langley, a former
employee of the Metropolitan Water Board, pro-
vided the well-equipped garage where the
machine was originally constructed and helped
with the hydraulics. In addition the Langleys
provided Phillips with free room and board dur-
ing the summer after his graduation when his
grant ran out, plus a weekly visit to the cinema
with them and one packet of cigarettes per
week.
When James Meade recognised Phillips’ aca-

demic potential and opened up a career as an
academic economist to him, it was probably a
welcome surprise to Phillips. As an academic
Phillips would have ample time to work on the
practical problem of applying classical control
theory to macroeconomic policy. That does not
mean that in 1946 Phillips returned to his
degree with academic ambitions or that, in
1949, obtaining a ‘good’ degree was important
to him.

IV A Remarkable Man
Until 1994 economists knew only that

Phillips had been a POW in Java. Because of
Robert Leeson’s alertness and persistence we
now know something of Phillips’ activities in
captivity. The pattern of Phillips’ final examina-
tion marks suggest that Phillips’ Pass degree
was probably the result of a deliberate decision
to abandon studying for his degree in favour of
working on the Moniac as a potential business
venture.
The more one learns about Phillips the more

astonishing he seems. Barr (2000, p. 112) cap-
tured the essence of the man when he wrote that
Bill Phillips was, ‘adventurous, tenacious, insa-
tiably curious, shy, and with a lovely sense of
humour. He is one of those rare people memo-
ries of whom always bring a warm smile to
those who knew him’.
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