Derrick C Richards, BEM
In today’s world, the description ‘Hero’ is used to such an extent as to demean the true meaning of the word.  Many have been described as heroes but with the passing of Derrick Richards, we lose one of the few remaining real heroes who served this country in the Korean War.  A war fought without the media coverage we have come to accept as the ‘norm’, with incidents and actions appearing on our television screens as they happen.  Many, but not all, will remember the action fought by the Glosters at what has become known as the Battle of Imjin River.

Derrick Richards originated in Plymouth, Devon and first joined the army in 1945, just as the Second World War ended, enlisting into the Grenadier Guards.  He served as a Grenadier Guardsman for two years and was then volunteered to join the Argyle and Sutherland Highlanders for operations in the then Palestine.  Sadly, a number of British servicemen lost their lives in Palestine during 1946/47 as Jewish settlers fought a terror campaign to establish the Country of Israel.  Soldiering in Palestine at this time was no picnic.  Derrick completed his army engagement in 1948.  However, the start of the Korean War in 1950 offered another opportunity for adventure for those seeking more than a humdrum life and the army introduced an engagement titled the K Force volunteers, offered to those who were seeking active service but had no wish to soldier in a peacetime army.  Derrick immediately joined as a K Force volunteer and joined the Gloucestershire Regiment as it sailed for Korea.
At the famed Battle of Imjin River Derrick was a member of the defence platoon protecting the Battalion Headquarters, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Carne who was to receive the Victoria Cross (VC) for his leadership during the five-day battle.

Derrick Richards, along with over five hundred others became prisoners of war in the hands of the Chinese.  The story of the prisoners march northwards to the border with China, marching twenty to twenty five miles each night so as not to attract the attention of UN aircraft is an epic in itself.  Food was short, and when it came was only a handful of boiled rice.  Water was that which was found in the roadside ditches and puddles.

Once the prison camps were established, the officers were segregated from the junior ranks, as were the sergeants and warrant officers.  Prisoners then faced endless days as the Chinese attempted to indoctrinate them.  A few considered escaping but the thought was quite daunting.  There was over three hundred miles to cover before any escaper could expect contact with UN forces, three hundred miles of mountainous terrain, hostile civilians and Chinese and Korean forces.  Facial features also meant that any European escaper stood out like a sore thumb.  Derrick Richards did escape and avoided recapture for no less than twelve days, eventually being caught when coming across a group of Koreans he could not avoid.  He then suffered an unimaginable sixty-three days imprisoned in a wooden cage, which he called his dog kennel.  The dimensions of the cage were such that it was impossible to either stand up or lay down and had a width, which prevented one lying on one’s side.  No other escaper managed a greater length of time on the run and no other prisoner suffered such a length of time in the kennels.
On his release, he once again became involved in escape activities; other would be escapers drawing on his experiences whilst on the run.

In recognition of his exemplary conduct whilst a prisoner Derrick Richards was awarded the British Empire Medal (BEM).  Many of those who served with him and were witness to his courage and conduct in the prison camps are of the opinion that the award of a BEM failed to reflect Derrick Richards contribution to the morale of his fellow prisoners and that he deserved far greater recognition.  When we talk of heroes let us think of Derrick Richards.
Derrick completed his K Force engagement at the conclusion of the Korean War and returned to civilian life.  Still looking for adventure he emigrated to Canada, however after the death of a close friend in an industrial accident he returned to Gloucestershire where he became a successful businessman, founding his own haulage and crane hire Company in the Forest of Dean."
 

Derrick leaves a widow, Joyce, and two children, David and Sarah.  Our sincere sympathies are extended to them.  They, and we, have lost a great man.
Major Leslie A Ramsden MBE
