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Hamish Brown was born in Colombo, Sri Lanka, in 1934. As World War Two approached he lived in Japan with his parents, eventually returning to Britain by circuitous and dangerous means, as this book recounts. He is the author or editor of many books, a great outdoorsman and traveller who has made more than fifty visits to the Atlas Mountains in Morocco. In recognition of his services to literature, he received an honorary D. Litt. from St. Andrews University in 1997 and a D. Uni in 2007. He was made an MBE in 2001.
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To remember Ian,
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Introduction


This is the story of one family’s varying fortunes in Japan and Malaya as the world became engulfed in the Second World War. It is compiled from my mother’s letters ‘home’ to Scotland, my father’s notes and my own memories. The world ‘east of west’ is the least known part of that war, most people knowing little more than Pearl Harbour, the Fall of Singapore, and the Burma Railway horrors, but it engulfed every country on the Pacific rim. This was a world war within the World War. To give some clarification there are informative maps and a brief chronology.


I wondered about using the extensive description in Japan over the birth of David, coming at the start as it does, but female friends were emphatic that the ‘period piece’ had to stay. Without a new baby the story might have been very different. I hope I have used an adequate number of the Malayan letters home to portray the, for many, boring life many faced and, again for many, the almost ostrich’s head in the sand blindness to the coming tragedy.


The ‘chapters’ of this story strike me almost like acts in a stage play, the script written by chance, fate, call it what you will. Before the curtain comes down on my own life I feel a duty to describe these now rare, at-the-time letters in that grim time. The curious can read much more from the titles in the bibliography.


These letters, notes and memories are very much of the period as are my comments on them, but they are portraying what is now history while today’s ideals and attitudes, mine included, have changed beyond imagining since then. So, don’t be too judgemental. I was lucky to have had parents who were quite liberal for their time: strong, caring parents who must have borne constant concerns and, ultimately, very heavy hearts at a separation that could have been final. Life wasn’t all privilege and fun.


Life could feel very isolated with ‘home’ a six week voyage away. Mother’s letters only hint at the reality. Stiff upper lips had to be maintained and letters home clearly understate the reality, an astonishing understating in father’s account of his escape. We are all children of our time after all and, in general, most people, then, now and everywhere, are doing the best their circumstances allow to lead satisfying, peaceful lives. Looking round the world today, with so many inhumanities, shows how little we learn from history. This book, if nothing else, will make us, you and me, realise how lucky we are.


Hamish Brown


Burntisland 2018









1.


Family Briefing


My young brother David was born in Yokohama in December 1940. Big brother Ian and Gran were coming out from Scotland to join us in Japan ‘for safety’. What befell thereafter is this book’s matter. Father was not to see Ian for nearly nine years because of what happened. I can remember some things, recall what parents spoke of but am still wary of memory.


Autobiographical memory is variously portrayed as random, capricious, ephemeral, fragile, unreliable, elusive, non-sequential, impermanent, defective, treacherous, illusory even, which should scare off most from ever attempting such. Who, given a paint box, will produce an identical picture of the present, never mind the past, to that of a neighbour sitting alongside, looking at the same scene? That I take the risk is largely because this particular painting of the past is based on what was recorded at the time, something surely modifying the frightening words above?


A Chinese tin miner or a semi-slave worker on a rubber plantation would tell a very different story. They never did of course, the recorders came from the elite, the sahibs and the memsahibs and the pathetic rulers who failed in so many ways. I have my mother’s pocket diary for 1941 which simply records dates for social events: riding, tennis, Mah Jongg, shopping, dentist, hairdresser . . . Nothing about the war in Europe and little between ‘Dec 8: Japan into war’ and ‘Dec 26: Raid. Shop. Port Swettenham’ – our flight. Whether pocket diary, or letters home, the outside reality never seemed to impinge on that world of everyday work and play in an unpleasant climate.


The very ordinariness of these letters written by a mother to her mother or to her son gives them a poignancy which no artifice could match. This is how it was then, for one family, however attitudes, beliefs and language may have changed since. Not that I feel anything other than admiration and gratitude for my parents, feelings deepened on reading their words.


East of West life continued with determined (illusory?) normality. There’s an element of ‘stiff upper lip,’ of following what was proper behaviour, of protecting the children from the reality. Much is glossed over. The letters home were toned-down – but of course were opened and read by the censors. Huge events were happening ‘at home’: Churchill as new Prime Minister, Dunkirk, the Battle of Britain and the start of the Blitz (the last raising those thoughts that Gran and Ian would be safer in Japan!). Through 1941 father ran the bank in Klang, near Kuala Lumpur, mother socialised, I was sent off to school. The day the Japanese invaded I started school holidays and, a week before we fled, brother David’s first birthday was celebrated as if life was normal. ‘Shame David disturbed on his birthday,’ mother recorded me saying. We children were protected from the realities as much as possible of course. Yet David was born in Japan, just a year before Pearl Harbour.


Tensions there were in Japan. Shortly after the fall of France Japanese forces had over-run Indo-China. Britain and America promptly froze all Chinese and Japanese assets. In September 1940 Japan and Germany signed a pact. The British in Japan became steadily more alarmed, many started to leave but the likelihood of real instability seemed to rest on Japan and China. An invasion of Malaya was inconceivable but with an embargo on coal, oil, iron ore, Japan in some ways was forced to attack, to keep going.


Memories can be tactile or olfactory as well as visual, which I have discovered on looking back. Often, though, so-called memories are acquired later through parental stories or looking at family photo albums, and I’ve my ration of such but can usually make a sharp separation between original and acquired memories. My very earliest memory is a case in point.


I’m standing on a pontoon, held by reins, with my mother in a port which I suspect is Port Said, on our way to Japan in 1939, and I am wearing a topee (topi) and shirt and shorts held together by buttons, the shorts green, the top white with large green polka dots. There was a photo of this scene but if the ‘memory’ came later I would surely have been told the name of the port and, while the long lost photo was black and white, my memory is in colour. However our memories drift like smoke to the other end of life, the constant is their random selectivity and having family letters pins down things with useful exactitude.


Young children don’t question. They accept. Father as a banker and being moved about from country to country, one brother a world away and a new one arriving, was simply the natural order of things. My world was family, a secure enclave that needed no supplementing. It was all happenings, seen with ‘the imperious accepting eye of childhood’ (Penelope Lively). I was too young to be judgemental. I was lucky in having that strong family bond. I was not abandoned to amahs and ayas, my absence up in the hills was a parental grief, the days to my return counted by them, as much as by me. Constant change was our constancy. Memory still is elusive and their letters have been a strange discovering of myself as a boy.


Father was born in Dunfermline in Fife in March 1893, the youngest of a family of five: brother Jim (who emigrated to South Africa – usefully for us!), Helen (Nellie), who lived in Cyprus (and whom we’d meet in South Africa), Kathleen, whose family would be India-based, Margaret who married into Ireland and Eliza, the only one who never married nor left the family home in Dunfermline. The Brown name can be traced back in Fife to the eighteenth century but what fascinated me as a till then rootless boy, drawing a family tree, was how completely Scottish our roots were, and how far-distributed, in the Highlands and Lowlands as names indicated: Arthur, Brown (2), Dick, Fisher, Hunter, Lyon, Macmillan, MacPhail, Reid, Robertson, Swanson.


On leaving school father was taken on as a ‘pupil’ in the Bank of Scotland and appears to have had his call-up deferred to complete his training. He was enlisted in the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders in 1915 and sent to the front where he caught a ‘Blighty one’ on the Somme. In August 1917 he was commissioned into the Border Regiment but in the big German October offensive was taken prisoner and was held in camps at Karlsruhe and Mainz. He survived.


After the war he joined the Chartered Bank of India, Australia and China1 (today’s Standard Chartered) and was sent on the long sea voyage to Bangkok, the capital of Siam (Thailand). He led a fairly active life, enjoying rugby and playing the pipes in a pipe band. He was also a violinist. Like any Scot he was a good dancer and this could well have brought him and mother together. She was a fanatical dancer. (In old age she once told me that, had she not married, she would have been a dancer, despite her diminutive size.) At eighteen she was swept off her feet by thirty year old handsome Billie. Photographs show a very grand, traditional wedding, and they lived happily ever after, despite ‘death do us part’ an alarming possibility. Both lived to a good age. Mother’s last shock must have been waking to find her Billie dead in the bed beside her. She would live on another twenty years. I heard about father’s death in a curious way. I was in remotest Skye, camping and climbing with a school party. We were washed out by a deluge and, having retreated to Portree, found the Police had been trying to find me for some days. They told me my father had died so I set off to hitch, bus, train, train, and bus home. Brother Ian from Hong Kong beat me to it, but he had a 48 hours’ start. In father’s day it would take many weeks to head West-East or vice versa – so they put in years in one posting before a long home leave.


Mother, an only child, was born in Bangkok in Siam in May 1904, her father a Scots engineer who was building Siam’s railways. One of her memories is of dancing a sword dance, dressed in full Highland dress (Royal Stewart tartan) before the King of Siam, (memories of the musical The King and I) and I certainly saw a photo of mother in this rig. I do have a letter from the Secretary of the Bangkok St Andrews Society asking if Mrs Swanson (Gran) would kindly consent to Miss Swanson (mother) giving a Sword Dance performance at the Society’s Ball to be held at the Sports Club on 30th January 1920.


When the grandparents retired in the early Thirties they bought a house, ‘Caledonia,’ in the village of Carrick Castle on Loch Goil, an offshoot of Loch Long, and ran it as a B&B. Sadly Grandfather died in 1939, after the family had sailed for Japan. Ian had been left as a boarder at Dollar Academy. When it appeared there would be the chance to come out to join the family in Japan, Ian was taken out of school, the house sold, and the waiting period was spent in Carrick Castle living with friends.


As a child Mother had several trips ‘home’ to Scotland, at two years old and five years old (one of her first memories was playing with a toy catamaran in the scuppers of a ship) and later for schooling in Bridge of Allan and Glasgow. Siam was a life of games and parties and beach, with visits to picturesque temples but little social contact locally. She performed in a production of Yeoman of the Guard. One journey via the Cape took in the then North and South Rhodesia (Zambia and Zimbabwe). Family legend has it Gran went through the Suez Canal 13 times; quite possible.


I’ve cuttings from the Siamese newspaper as well as the order of service for the wedding, which was held in Christ Church, Bangkok on the afternoon of 23 February 1926. (A civil ceremony was held at the British Legation in the morning). ‘The bride looked singularly sweet, attired in a gown of shimmering iridescent sequins with a long train of pale pink bordered georgette, surmounted with a veil and wreath of orange blossom. She carried a shower bouquet of lilies, roses and white honolulu.’ The costumes of the principal bridesmaids, ‘two sweet little things,’ the Cochrane sisters ‘looking after the train, and the bride’s mother’ are all described in similar style. Father was in kilt with white jacket and all the trimmings. His sister, Nellie Tull, was also present, on holiday from work in Penang. The reception was held on the spacious lawn of the Swanson home in Convent Road, after which they went to the Phya Palace Hotel which they no doubt left dotted with confetti before going on by the Southern Express to Hua Hin for a few days. Everything is thoroughly described, the many presents giving ‘an excellent indication of the warmth of feeling for the bride and bridegroom’; something which I’m sure was said of them whenever they had to leave any of their postings in the years ahead.


My parents had a honeymoon and home leave combined, sailing from Bangkok to Singapore on SS Klang, then straight on to South Africa, where father’s brother Jim ran a chicken farm near Pretoria. They visited the Victoria Falls, Niagara and flowery Madeira. From Dunfermline they toured the north of Scotland and stayed with father’s sister in Ireland. Father was then posted to Calcutta in India, squeezing in holiday visits to Darjeeling and Kalimpong. On the next home leave Ian was born in Dunfermline (1930). They toured the Borders, Devon and Ireland again.


This time Colombo would be the posting, for two spells with home leave between. I was born in Colombo in 1934 during the first spell and went home in 1936 with Ian, who then stayed on in Scotland for schooling. Colombo, in retrospect, gave my parents their happiest years, fascinated by ancient civilisations, marvellous beaches, good friends and a reasonable climate. Father took early 16mm ciné film and recorded sites and sights and moments like the first airmail flight arriving. I’m shown being knocked about in the sea’s edge before I could walk and swimming would be a lifelong enthusiasm. After that second home leave, in 1939 my parents (and I) travelled to Japan, a country mother commented ‘looked so like its unreal depiction in paintings’. Looking back mother wrote that life had been ‘sometimes spectacular and always interesting, until the war,’ then ‘too exciting and tough’.


One sometimes hears criticism of the social life and the ‘goings on’ of those living and working abroad but this usually the result of the ‘doings’ of a small minority, something which happens everywhere. Abroad somehow is more ‘exotic’ and ignorance of the reality is a great producer of exaggeration. If the standard of living may have been higher, with pleasant housing and servants, then there were plenty of drawbacks, like an unhealthy climate, long periods between home leave and children then separated from parents because of health and educational needs. Work itself may not have been congenial, there was a hidebound social life, the snobbery of rank, enervating forced leisure for wives and, in our case, many uncertainties.


My parents were not as stereotyped as most. Golf, to father, was a good walk spoilt; they preferred ‘proper’ walking, exploring and, above all else, family activities. They were also somewhat unusual in their regard for servants. In the East, everybody, locals and foreigners alike, who had any status, had servants, and let’s face it, still do – anywhere. Many thousands of otherwise unemployed people were extremely happy to be servants with the security the employment provided. The system could be exploited (there’s nothing good ever that’s not twisted for evil) but not very often; it would be self-defeating. (The opposite was not unknown, with servants holding an employer in thrall.) Mother and Father always had servants and treated them honourably, beyond the normal I’m sure. (Home was always a happy place.) On leaving Japan there were gifts and tears from the servants, as there was in South Africa as when the Zulu teenager Ivy, who looked after David, was to lose her ‘Ba-ba’. In the 1960s in Scotland we had an unexpected visitor, a man who had been the family cook in Colombo when I was born. He came out of his way to visit us, a visit that thrilled everyone. And look at the letters father received from his Chinese staff at Klang at the end of the war, or his taking one of his Japanese clerks and his family to Tokyo zoo at a time when Europeans were being hassled in the streets by militarised students. Mother simply treated everyone the same, never learned to dissemble, sometimes spoke her mind perhaps too freely, but hers was the shoulder on which many would lay their troubled heads, whether planter’s wife or the top politico’s spouse. People couldn’t resist her genuineness. She had a host of friends. Father was her perfect foil, always calm and strong, loyal to his staff and loyal to the Chartered, at his post among the falling bombs till the last moment. When he escaped his luggage contained nothing personal, but just a suitcase of the bank’s most vital records. His quiet strength and courage I came to admire more and more over the years.


With Japan’s attacks we were to see another tearing of the thin gauze that separates sense and folly, content and greed, love and hate, peace and war, the impossibility of mankind to keep its heart clean and its hands to itself. Mother would express pity for the poor, often starving people of Japan she saw who, like Everyman, everywhere, wanted little beyond simple needs fulfilled and the hope of seeing the sun rise on the morrow.


Certain threads run through these domestic letters: the family concerns of a new baby, of irrepressible me, of brother and Gran marooned in Scotland, of their social life and friends, of the gathering storm, and I quote sufficiently I hope to give some continuity to these, while using but a part of the extensive material. This is also my story, filling in some of the colours from first hand memory while able to do so. Had I been a couple of years older, how much more I could have recalled.


There is one curiosity in that the (always censored) letters, both to and from Scotland, would only be read many weeks after they were written and posted, the more vital, practical matters being cabled. (Thanks for a birthday parcel might reach the sender four months after the parcel had been dispatched). Watch the dates. In some ways the letters are more diary than letters and I present them as such. One friend felt he was reading a play with its succession of acts. It is the story of very ordinary people and, I hope, thereby may prove interesting and give rare insights for a period which has always had such big drums beating. Ours is a piccolo note; I hope worth playing.


To save a lot of space I have standardised the start and finish of the letters and cut out the endless sloppy greetings. A little of ‘Heaps of love, Ian pet, your loving Mummy’ goes a long way. The name of the place (address) is given first (in detail the first time), then the day, date, year (sometimes), to whom addressed and by whom written. Mother’s letters were naturally addressed to her ‘Mummy dearest’ but to avoid confusion she is called ‘Gran’ at the start of letters.












2.


The Japanese Baby


Mother wrote some notes for me in later life which remain my only record of movements between Ceylon and Japan:


‘Sailed on the P&O Rajputana for home in March 1936 (Ian, 5½, missing when you being bathed, thereafter bathed together). Following years in Carrick, Dunfermline, Galway. October 1938 P&O Ranchi to Colombo, for six months, in Colombo, Nuwara Eliya, (pronounced: Noo-ray-lee-ya) etc. Peter Wilmshurst best friend. Spring 1939. Same ship to Yokohama. Grandpa Swanson dies. Dad and Mum up Fuji’.


In the early twenty-first century I had a letter out of the blue from a Peter Wilmshurst asking for my date of birth to see if I was by any chance the Hamish Brown who, family tradition had it, was born in the same hospital in Colombo in August 1934, within hours of himself (the Browns and Wilmshursts were good friends). Almost correct; we were in fact born days rather than hours apart. Strange to renew a contact like that.


Japan had remained an ally in World War One but the relationship was less harmonious thereafter. Crown Prince Hirohito however was a guest of George V at Buckingham Palace and the Prince of Wales the following year made a Japanese tour. In 1926 Hirohito became Emperor, a living God to his people, and for his reign chose the auspicious name Showa – Enlightened Peace.


The Thirties saw what was a slow but inexorable slide to war. In 1930 the Japanese military largely seized control of a country in turmoil, in 1931 they took over Manchuria in northern China and scorned Western protests. Japan withdrew from the League of Nations in 1933. Coups and assassinations and political woes were balanced by a surge of industrialization. In 1936 they joined Nazi Germany in a pact and then launched a full-scale invasion of China, with the end of 1937 producing the appalling atrocities of the capital, the ‘Rape of Nanking’ (prisoners were used for bayonet practice). Alarm bells were ringing as one can glean from mother’s letters. Women and children were advised by the Foreign Office to leave Japan – and we, fortunately, did so, father being posted to Klang in Malaya (now Malaysia).
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