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            Dura Virum Nutrix*

 

Strain and struggle, might and main;

Scorn defeat and laugh at pain,

Never shall you strive in vain

In the Long Run.

Sedbergh in the hardy north,

She her runners too can show

Sends her fleet Athenians forth –

Trains her Spartans in the snow!**

*A Stern Nurse of Men – Frederick S. Chapman's Alma Mater - Sedbergh School motto 

**Extract of lyrics from The Long Run, one of Sedbergh school songs
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“The jungle itself is neutral.” 

Lt. Col. Frederick Spencer Chapman

There was an almost mystical quality surrounding my initial reading of The Jungle is Neutral. My curiosity was aroused when I first came across a reference to Freddy and his book – The Jungle is Neutral during the early 1980s from a 1979 graphic novel entitled – Where Monsoons Meet: A People’s History of Malaya. I was interested to read Freddy’s book. There was no Internet then to go online for obtaining a copy. It was only after years later during a visit to relatives at Subang Jaya, Malaysia in late 1992 that I finally by chance was to get my hands on a copy. For I had unexpectedly discovered a copy of The Jungle is Neutral at an itinerant second-hand book dealer in a daytime street market. The abridged paperback Corgi edition was selling for a song. The vendor had a number of second-hand English books spread out on a ground sheet and I was surprised to find The Jungle is Neutral among the selections. The slightly balding Chinese explained to me that after finished reading it, I can resell it back for a slightly lower price. No way will I be selling it back to him as this is a book that I was keen to read but was not able to find. I bought the book and casually flipped through it after returning to my sister’s house in Subang Jaya and was surprised to see a map inside the book that featured places like Mentakab, Semantan Estate, Temerloh and Triang. These names were familiar to me as Mentakab is my hometown. Only then did I realized that Freddy once had stayed in a communist camp not far from Mentakab. I decided to save this book for reading during the upcoming January 1993 Chinese spring festival overland trip to Southern Thailand with my then fiancée.

The date for the tour arrived and it was late at night when we got on the tour bus leaving from Mentakab and I opened the book to slowly savoured the pages. As time passed and the bus rumbled on, I eventually reached the part of the book where Freddy and two comrades ambushed a convoy of Japanese trucks which had halted by the roadside. They attacked the convoy with explosives, grenades and Tommy guns that caused mayhem among the Japanese troops taken entirely by surprise. It was then I suddenly realised the bus was arriving at the Tanjong Malim bus station in Perak. The historical incident I had just read on the bus coincided eerily with the arrival of my bus around the vicinity where the attack had taken place in the outskirt of Tanjong Malim during February 1942. The Tanjong Malim bus station was a bustling stop for weary travellers and drivers to have meals, drinks or go for toilet breaks. It was a strange feeling when I realised the incredible coincidence. It was like being in a surreal episode of The Twilight Zone TV show. Coincidently, among our itinerary in Southern Thailand was a newly open tourist attraction featuring a communist jungle camp at Betong. This camp boasts the Piyamit Tunnel which was excavated back in 1976-77 and was used as a shelter from aerial bombardments by Malaysian military aircrafts. 

Following the Peace Agreement of Hat Yai in 1989, the communists repurposed the tunnel by transforming it into a tourist attraction. I met surviving elderly communists over there who used to be in the Malayan Peoples’ Against Japanese Army (MPAJA) and many of them were likely erstwhile companions of Chapman during the 1940s in the Malayan jungles. It never occurred to me then to bring out Freddy’s book (I only read a portion by then) and asked the elderly veterans if any of them personally knew Freddy during their period of stay in the Malayan jungle camps. It seemed probable that most of the remaining elderly veterans (some were middle age) there knew Freddy in person since he travelled extensively in the jungles and stayed for substantial periods in the camps he visited. He sojourned for almost three and a half years among the communists in Japanese occupied Malaya and provided military instructions to many of them. We were briefed about the camp, tunnel and shown an old black and white film footages of the communists living and training at a jungle camp. I remember hearing someone there said that he was not part of the Chin Peng group as there had been a split amongst them. There was a terrible purged of supposed traitors that saw a faction breaking away around 1970s. I also overheard a former communist telling some visitors that they hunted various wildlife for food in the surrounding jungle area including elephants.  

Lt. Col. Frederick Spencer Chapman was a man who played many roles in his eventful life. He was a polar explorer, mountaineer, educator, and most famously as an elite commando who put his theories of fieldcraft and demolitions to real life usages during his dramatic military exploits in Malaya. Yet to look at his overall life story, the theme emerged that he was a man proned to wanderlusts and adventurous undertakings. He was essentially an orphan during his childhood years and had early on developed a lifelong passion for the great outdoors including the profusions of floras and faunas in nature. Freddy steadily acquired skills, aptitude and endurance for survival in the wilderness since his childhood. His interests would later widen to include exotic indigenous people like the Inuits of Greenland, the Tibetans and the indigenious natives of Malaya. In attacking the Japanese in Malaya via sabotages and ambushes around Tanjong Malim during February 1942, Freddy and his comrades sown confusions and consternations amongst the Japanese Army during a critical period when they were besieging the British which had retreated to Singapore Island. The angry Japanese in Tanjung Malim deployed 2,000 troops along with tracker dogs in futile attempts to hunt the supposed group of Australian commandos whom they imagined were conducting the attacks. Freddy and his comrades was too agile and wily during such cat and mouse games because he had a strong head start since his boyhood. He went through long period of practices during his youthful poaching days in learning how to avoid and escape from expert gamekeepers. Freddy never thought that the various skills he learned as a poacher in the ways and means of evading the pursuits of angry gamekeepers would be so invaluable decades later; when he became a fugitive guerrilla inside the jungles of Malaya. 

By the time he was in the dangerous arena of Malaya during the lightning invasion by Japan; Freddy had honed to extraordinary degrees in his stamina, endurance, fieldcraft and survival skills. He also developed critical traits and skills necessary for a guerrilla by being resilient and resourceful. Freddy had transformed into a modern day British Spartan trained to take the initiatives in facing up against ruthless adversaries. He suffered adversities and hardships ladled out to him by his foes, fate and circumstances while staying amidst the supposedly neutral jungle. Then like a rousing adventure yarn, the end of his sojourn as a fugitive in Malaya jungles saw him thumbed his nose at his adversaries via a dramatic exit after rendezvousing with a submarine at an uninhabited island off the coast of Perak. Freddy was lionised as a war hero after reaching headquarters in Ceylon (now Sri Lanka). Then like many heroes in Hollywood adventures, he also won his girl in the happy ending at the close of World War II following the surrender of Japan.
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“This is a story of endurance and survival beyond the normal human capacity for survival.” 

Field Marshal Archibald Percival Wavell 

Lieutenant Colonel Frederick Spencer Chapman led an exhilarating life as an explorer and adventurer during the first half of his life. He was following in the footsteps in the legion of renowned British adventurers and military heroes that arose during the Imperial era of Great Britain. Among them were men like Sir Richard Burton, T.E. Lawrence, Sir Wilfred Thesiger, etc. Frederick Spencer Chapman whom preferred to be known as Freddy by virtue of his notable accomplishments became part of this band of heroic English adventurers. Like many of the fellow British heroes, he was also the author of his own adventures. In his most famous book - The Jungle is Neutral, Field Marshal Wavell graciously wrote the foreword made comparison of Freddy who was under his theatre of command to T.E. Lawrence also known as the dashing Lawrence of Arabia. Wavell knew Lawrence personally as they both served under General Allenby during the Palestine campaign in the first World War when Wavell served as a staff officer. Wavell was appointed in early 1942 as the Commander of the American-British-Dutch-Australian Command (ABDACOM) and he was the overall military leader of a vast theatre of operations in Asia which included Freddy. He knew of Freddy’s daring exploits behind enemy lines in Japanese occupied Malaya. Supreme Allied Commander for South East Asia Admiral Lord Mountbatten who was the superior of Wavell observed that the damages inflicted by Freddy’s little party of three guerrillas were “more than a whole division of the British Army could have achieved.” He thought Freddy’s valiant war efforts deserves the highest British Military award, the Victoria Cross. However, Freddy did not win the Victoria Cross but was awarded the DSO (Distinguish Service Order) twice. DSO is a prestigious British war medal awarded only to officers until 1993 (when it was opened to the ranks) for “distinguished services during active operations against the enemy.” He also won other prestigious awards for various achievements during his lifetime including appropriately, the 1949 Lawrence of Arabia Memorial Medal in recognition of his audacious military feats during World War II. 

The exploits of Freddy in Malaya reads somewhat like a military counterpart of the fictional 007 British secret service agent - James Bond. Freddy being the dashing British agent operating against fiendish adversaries in Japanese occupied Malaya. Peter Fleming coincidentally was the elder brother of Ian Fleming who won fame and fortune as the creator and author of James Bond. Peter Fleming’s daring exploits as a military intelligence officer during World War II made him more than qualified to review The Jungle is Neutral for The Times. Peter led a highly adventurous life as an explorer as well as a wartime intelligence officer. He attained the same military rank of Freddy as Lieutenant Colonel and was also the author of books about his own adventures. He praised Freddy’s book: “This is a thrilling book. Suspense pervades his narrative, for he was never out of danger.”1 While in Japanese occupied Malaya, Freddy collected intelligence on the situations in Malaya and trained many communist troops in guerrilla warfare for an uprising in conjunction with a future British invasion. He inadvertently trained them to wage a future long and costly insurgency against the British during the Emergency period which lasted from 1948 until 1960. Freddy got to know first-hand the general situations (such as how they live and operated) of several communist camps in different states as well as the leaderships and many of the ranks and files. The communist leaders he met included the treacherous Secretary General of the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) – Lai Teck and his youthful protégé – Chin Peng; or Chen Ping as Freddy wrote which is more accurate in Mandarin pronunciation. Freddy described Chin Peng then as an outstanding leader who was “a young and attractive Hokkien who was later to become Britain’s most trusted guerrilla representative.”2 

Before his wartime adventures in Malaya during the Japanese invasion and occupation, Freddy had already earned enviable reputations as an explorer for his polar expeditions and later for his mountaineering feats. Freddy would in later years proved his prowess and mettle of being a tenacious and resourceful guerrilla operating behind enemy lines. It was all the more remarkable given that he never experiences the real tropical jungle before his arrival in Malaya. At a critical period when speed is of the essence during the Japanese lightning invasion of Malaya, Freddy quickly seized the initiative in rushing to organize “left behind parties” (He preferred “stay behind parties” as being the less dismal term) even as the Japanese army surged from the north of Malaya downward to “Fortress Singapore”. That he was able to create so much havocs behind enemy lines with so few men and supplies was a testament to his outstanding leadership and resourcefulness. His skeleton crew of three men including himself caused hundreds of Japanese casualties. They cut plenty of telephone lines, demolished railway tracks at around sixty places, derailed eight trains and destroyed a number of military vehicles. They also damaged a good number of bridges until their explosives almost ran out which coincided with the surrender of Singapore. 

Freddy later estimated they used up about one thousand pounds of explosive and more than one hundred grenades during their attacks. Freddy termed his relentless attacks as the “mad fortnight” which was carried out with the helps of two British comrades – Lt. John Sartin, Lt. Bill Harvey and with critical assistances from a sympathetic local Chinese accomplice. These raids sowed confusions and consternations among the Japanese. The bewildered Japanese estimated there were around 200 Australian commandos behind the attacks. The Japanese cannot afford their critical lines of communications to be so disrupted during the crucial Battle of Singapore. They therefore held back 2,000 combat troops in fruitless attempts to hunt down Freddy and his comrades with helps from police tracker dogs. Apart from his main role as a guerrilla, Chapman spends his free time in the Malayan jungle as was his lifelong habit in playing the naturalist by observing flora, birds and other wildlife. He often collected seeds and pressed flowers for Kew Gardens during his travels. Freddy wrote about his encounters in the Malayan jungles with tigers, elephants, wild boars, a bear, a seladang and once he even caught an almost legendary mousedeer by hand. Freddy being a keen hunter frequently contributed his hunting skills for supplying much welcomed provisions in the form of wild animals for various camps of the communist wherever he happened to stay. 

I have indirect and tenuous connections with World War II in which I find many great or even minor events of the war interesting since I am interested about history. For example, I am well aware that many existing pre-war Nanyang shop houses at various towns across Malaysia bear mute witnesses to the war. Many of these distinctive Nanyang buildings that were first designed and build during Sir Stamford Raffles tenure in 19th century Singapore suffered damages by bullets, attacks by Japanese light tanks or bombs dropped from planes. I was interested to read of an account by Selvadural of Cheras, Selangor. This elderly Tamil gentleman mentioned that his father was selected as a driver to transport the British soldiers in a lorry fleeing from advancing Japanese troops but he was tragically killed when the Japanese bombed Mentakab. Selvadural was 12-year-old when he accompanied his mother seeking compensation for his father death from British authority through the assistance of a Malay District Officer at Bentong in 1947. The War Department paid them $1,600 Malayan dollar as compensation.3 

Mentakab is incidentally my hometown situated in Pahang, Malaysia. Most of the damages in these old buildings had long since repaired although I read of some existing World War II era buildings in Malaysia that still bear the scars and ravages of battles. For those who are history minded, seeing such evidences of once raging battles might be a somewhat moving experiences. I had travelled several times along the winding Kuala Kubu road that was featured in The Jungle is Neutral. I also saw World War II era pill-boxes in places like Jerantut and Teluk Cempedak (Cempedak Bay) in Kuantan. A good number of such pill-boxes still remain in Malaysia (such as those located at Kepala Batas which were part of Operation Matador) which bear silent witness and have since became monuments to that tumultuous period. There is a small and easily accessible pill-box located at the popular Teluk Chempedak seaside at Kuantan in Pahang. I once undertook a cursory interior inspection of this small concrete structure and tried to imagine seeing Japanese assault troops landing ashore via the horizontal opening. 

Teluk Cempedak in Kuantan, Pahang during the 1940s was surrounded by jungle and is one of the many places around Malaysia that saw atrocities perpetrated by the Japanese. Hapless civilians accused of being anti-Japanese were transported from Kuantan town to the seaside and forced to dig their own graves before being executed. The mass graves were said to lie beneath a fast food restaurant that stands today over the site. Some 60 nautical miles off Kuantan amidst the South China Sea, there is the site of the momentous sinking of two renowned Royal Navy capital ships: HMS Prince of Wales and HMS Repulse. That site was officially designated as war graves for the many British sailors that perished during that fateful day on the 10th of December 1941. There are also World War II era military planes wrecks located inside Malaysian jungles. A good example is the British B-24 Liberator bomber with eight unfortunate crews that crashed deep within the jungle of Malaya during a long range mission from its base just a few days after Japanese surrendered. This wreckage is located in the jungle of Gunung Telapak Buruk in Negeri Sembilan and has since became a popular spot for jungle hikers to trek over for a visit. 

The Japanese troops had stormed ashore much further north on Kuala Pa’ Amat Beach which is located between Sabak Beach and Badang Beach in Kota Bharu, Kelantan. That historic amphibious assault which ushered in the Battle of the Pacific was witnessed by Omar Senik who was then just a teenager who recounted his experiences for The Star newspaper. He was at the beach during that fateful day of the invasion and even sang songs with the British Indian troops of whom many would later die during the battle. Omar Senik remembered the area where the Japanese boats landed and reminisced how he ran for dear life as Japanese bullets flew overhead. He was a fisher boy and saw many dead bodies (many were British Indian soldiers) in the aftermath of the battle. He said that no one wanted to eat fish afterward in fear of eating fishes that ate human flesh.4 

I was surprised to read in the 13th June 2019 issue of The Star newspaper about the 1st Military History Conference in Asia. It was held from August 10th to 11th at the Royale Chulan Kuala Lumpur Hotel which was organized by the War History Institute in partnership with Holiday Tours and Travel. The conference’s theme was “Malaya at War – Remembering the Malayan Campaign and the Malaya Emergency” This non-commercial event was held to create awareness of Malaysia’s war history and to honour all those that had served in Malaya. The thing that caught my attention was the fact that among the speakers was the 96-year-old Rear Admiral (Rtd) of the Royal Australian Navy– Guy Griffiths. Incredibly, he was a 19-year-old midshipman on duty aboard the British battlecruiser – HMS Repulse on the day when it was attacked and sunk. That Renown-class battlecruiser was then the pride of the Royal Navy when it was sunk by Japanese Betty bombers on 10th of December, 1941. Those Japanese bombers from the Kanoya Air Group based near Saigon in French Indochina were equipped with torpedoes and were specially trained for “ship killing” missions. Imagine being able to hear lucid first-hand accounts of the war from a participant of one of the key events of the Pacific War who was still alive after seventy-eight years hence. Possibly Guy Griffiths had also read The Jungle is Neutral. The conference also featured Royal Malaysian Navy First Malaysian chief – Rear Admiral (Rtd) Tan Sri K. Thanabalasingam who was just 5-year-old when the war broke out yet he still vividly remembered some aspects of it. The War History Institute pointed out several points of interest in Malaysia that bear mute testaments to the war. They included the Segamat steel railway bridge which was partly blown up by Australian military engineers in order to slow down the rapidly advancing Japanese. It was later repaired and is still in use today. There is also the remaining portion of the Buloh Kasap Bridge at Muar. 

Another historical battlefield site is the Green Ridge and Kennedy Ridge (later changed to Chinese Cemetery Ridge) where the furious Battle of Kampar took place. Chye Kooi Loong was a resident of Kampar who was then just a 12-year-old when he became a witness to the ongoing battle. His passionate interest in that battle saw him became almost an expert of that historical event as well as the surrounding terrains. He wrote a book about the Battle of Kampar and often served as a guide for groups of visitors including foreign military officers to see the battlefield. After years of persistent urgings, he was finally able to prod the government into preserving part of the ridge where the battle took place. There is also the meticulously kept Taiping War Cemetery that became the final resting place for many brave and gallant Allied troops that perished in the defence of Malaya. At a brief stopover there during a visit to Taiping and Penang several years ago, my daughter read one of the tombstones and remarked aloud how young the British soldier was at the time of his death. 

There is also the still standing Sybil Kathigasu clinic shop house situated at No. 74 Main Street in the almost deserted little town of Papan, Perak where the intrepid Eurasian nurse and midwife who possessed secret shortwave radios had once stayed.5 She bravely assisted the communist insurgents whom came at night after seeing the all clear signal via a lit lamp placed at the top left window. They would then knock thrice at the back door before being let in. She and sometimes her husband who was a doctor working at Ipoh tended to their injuries, illnesses and dispensed medicines before they were betrayed, arrested, imprisoned and brutally tortured. Sybil was partially paralysed from her severe injuries and was send to England for medical treatments after the war. She was awarded the George Medal which is the British civilian award for acts of great bravery by King George VI in 1947. Yet she later tragically succumbed to her fractured jaw which became infected with septicaemia that caused her to die at the age of 48 in 1948. Nevertheless, she was able to complete her ghostwritten memoir entitled – No Dram of Mercy before she died and the book was finally published in 1954. A road – Jalan Sybil Kathigasu at Fair Park, Ipoh was named after her to commemorate Sybil’s courage after Malaya achieved independence. It was reported in 2024 that the Diocese of Penang had initiated the long and merticulous process of canonization for conferring sainthood on Sybil who was a devout Catholic. A TV miniseries about Sybil entitled – Apa dosa ku (What is my sin?) was aired in 2010 which brought her life story to wider audiences.

In my mind’s eyes, I could imagine surging Japanese troops rampaging and ransacking Nanyang shophouses and homes in various British Malaya townships like Ipoh, Taiping, Tanjong Malim, Temerloh, Mentakab, etc. They caused mayhems en route by perpetrating atrocities, commandeered provisions, supplies and the vital bicycles. My maternal grandfather was then operating a modest bicycle shop in the tiny town of Jeram, Selangor. It never occurred to me while he was alive to ask of his experiences during the war. In particular, I did not inquire whether he manages to hide any valuable bicycles he had in his shop to prevent them from being forcibly taken by the Japanese soldiers to speed their way southward toward Singapore. I read that canny Malayans in the northern state of Perak hid their bicycles atop trees after hearing that the Japanese further north commandeered bicycles to hasten their military advances. The Japanese troops caused pandemonium among the terrorised Malayan populace as they advanced. These fiends in human forms looted, robbed, raped, injured, maimed and slaughtered hapless victims they encountered along the way. 

During an exhilarating ferry motor boat trip to Pulau Ketam from Kelang, Selangor some years ago; I imagined myself on board a motor launch packed with Japanese troops rushing besides the mangrove forest and estuary in a bid to outflank the British troops stationed at hastily selected defensive positions along the trunk roads. I had also looked down at the wide expanses of the South China Sea which is a relatively small area against the backdrop of the entire Pacific Ocean during flights from West Malaysia to Sabah and then back again. I realised then what a tremendous arena the Pacific War had been played out. I marvelled about how both Japan and the Allies especially the Americans tried to grapple with nightmarish logistical considerations which required tremendous efforts to maintain their lines of communications in such a vast theatre of war. During the Pacific War, there were enormous requirements of manpower needed to run numerous naval vessels and aircrafts. Vast numbers of sailors, infantry troops, marines and commandos from both sides were required to persecute various battles across far flung regions. The logistics required to train, feed, equip, deploy and supply troops as well as to move military forces, supplies and heavy equipment around to engage in sea and land battles were truly daunting. United States General of the Army Douglas MacArthur observation in 1944 comes to mind: “The great problem of warfare in the Pacific is to move forces into contact and maintain them. Victory is dependent upon the solution of the logistic problem.” 

Again during an afternoon flight in 2019 from Malaysia to the southern Vietnam island of Phu Quoc, I looked down from the window to view the jungles and geography of Pahang below. I imagined myself flying across the Malayan sky in a Japanese plane during the invasion searching for British ground targets to strafe or bomb. I also imagined being a Japanese military pilot during the Pacific War while flying across the Gulf of Thailand. From such vantage point in an airplane, I can better understand about the utility of cloud cover for planes to hide themselves in and the difficulties of spotting and attacking naval ships in the immensity of the sea down below. During my sojourn in New York City in the 1980s, I visited the Intrepid Sea, Air and Space Museum which is located along the Hudson River. USS Intrepid is a historic aircraft carrier which was built during World War II which took active part in the Pacific War. It was interesting to find myself standing on the deck of a ship that had fought valiantly against the Japanese Navy. USS Intrepid was torpedoed once and struck by four Japanese kamikaze planes. She took part in the Battle of Leyte Gulf which was the largest naval battle of World War II and also in world history. 

My father was 16-year-old and lived in his ancestral village in Putian, Fujian, China when the Pacific War broke out in 1941. The Second Sino-Japan War had its beginning since my father was just a 6-year-old back in 1931 when Japan invaded Manchuria on 18th September 1931. They later incorporated that vast region into the Empire of Japan as a puppet state known as Manchukuo which they later used as a base to launch a full scale invasion of China proper in 1933. It was fortunate for my father and his family that the Japanese were only able to conquer strategic coastal parts of China because the whole country was simply too vast for them to conquer despite their boast that China shall fall within a few months. The Chinese saying goes that the rapacious Japanese invasion of China was like a greedy predator attempting to swallow a whale. This observation was true in that the Japanese Army had in fact bitten off more than they could chew. While they managed to conquer and control the major coastal cities such as Shanghai, Xiamen, and Canton, they simply did not have sufficient manpower and resources to subjugate the whole of China. My father’s ancestral village at Putian in Fujian province is situated further inland and was therefore spared from the merciless rapines, pillages, plunders and massacres that occurred at so many tragic Chinese villages, towns and cities of China. Many peaceful hamlets and villages ransacked by Japanese soldiers were transformed into hells on Earth with beatings, rapes, tortures, plunders and slaughters perpetrated against defenceless Chinese civilians. The Japanese were often accompanied and aided by Chinese traitors well versed in local knowledge. It was estimated that around 15 to 20 millions of Chinese people died during the Japanese invasion of China. My father who was born in 1925 told me that he was aware of the ongoing war but it was mercifully distant from his area and recalled that the only Japanese enemy he saw was a military plane flying across the Fujian sky that was conducting a reconnaissance mission.

Ironically, it was my mother who was born on 1933 in British Malaya which was so far away from war-torn China that had tenuously linked me to the momentous historical events of the second world war. British Malaya until that fateful 8th of December 1941 seemed so far away from the heart rending mayhems and slaughters that were then occurring in China. So she and other Malayans got a rude shock when the Japanese launched their concerted attacks against Malaya, Pearl Harbor and other countries in the South East Asia region in December 1941. My mother was 8-year-old when the Japanese invaded Malaya and proceeded rapidly to rout the inadequately trained British commonwealth troops into repeated withdrawals. The British forces at first retreated to Jitra, Kedah where they tried to make a stand but a furious Japanese onslaught with about 500 troops accompanied with some light tanks smashed through the Jitra line defended by thousands of British troops which caused the British to beat another hasty retreat. So rapid was the withdrawal that large amount of valuable supplies such as gasoline, ammunitions, equipment, provisions and vehicles in Jitra were abandoned and left intact for the use of the delighted enemies. Those unexpected bounties were gleefully mocked by a Japanese officer as being “Churchill supplies”. The British then tried to make a stand at Kampar. It was at the Battle of Kampar where around 1,300 British troops fought valiantly against around 4,000 strong Japanese troops for four days until they were once again forced into another retreat. This was because the Japanese managed to land a detachment of troops south of Kampar via the coastal region that threatened to cut off the British line of communications. 

British forces eventually retreated all the way south into fortress Singapore. However, the Battle of Singapore yet again saw the aggressive Japanese pummelling the much larger number but outgeneraled British forces and they soon conquered half of the island. Lt. General Arthur Percival on being told critical supplies such as water, food, ammunitions and petrol were running out felt that the situations had became hopeless. So despite being previously ordered by his superiors to put up a strong fight and not to surrender; he felt that there was no choice left and finally decided to accept the harsh Japanese’s terms for unconditional surrender. Percival did not realised then that the exhausted Japanese troops were also desperately lacking in ammunitions, provisions and other critical supplies. A protracted period of fighting in the streets might yet see the overextended Japanese invasion forces collapsed in exhaustion and ran out of supplies. History instead noted that the surrender of Singapore ranks amongst the greatest military disasters in British history while it ranks high amongst Imperial Japanese victories. 

During the invasion, my mother who was then living in Jeram, Selangor vividly recalled the police siren (she mimicked the sounds for me) wailing to warn of approaching Japanese aircrafts. All fire must be snuffed out and lightings switched off to prevent attacks from the air. She observed that those of us whom have never experience being refugees of war will never truly understand the horrors of such terrifying situations when one could not even eat a meal in peace. She and her family faced with the tumult and horrors of invasion by escaping into a nearby jungle settlement for a period. They survived the following hard scrabbled years of Japanese occupation. My mother went to the primary school converted to teaching Japanese subjects where she was taught to sing the National Anthem of Japan - Kimigayo. She still remembers the lyrics and melody in her sixties and sang it for me a few times during reminiscences of days gone by. 

Amidst the upheaval of the Japanese invasion of Malaya, Freddy found himself smacked right in the centre of this Japanese centrifugal war of aggressions. So it occurred that Freddy found himself became the protagonist of Teddy Roosevelt’s Man in the Arena. He took a great deal of initiatives during his time in that dangerous arena. He never gave up easily despite the lack of resources and manpower and was able to endure and survived (with some lucks and also assistances from the helpful people he came into contact) in the midst of various dangers. Freddy encountered dangers many times and experienced several close calls during the three-and-a-half-year he spends in Malaya. Freddy gave an outstanding account of himself which was recounted in his war memoir. I had since realised that my mother was the contemporary of Freddy during the invasion and subsequent occupation by the Japanese. Even as my mother and her family were stricken with terrors of the approaching Japanese troops; Freddy was then hastily organizing and deploying stay behind parties. He started out during the Japanese invasion by going on a patrol behind Japanese lines at Parit in Perak in order to reconnoitre. He was able to observe and obtained first hand intelligence on the Japanese troops then pouring down Malaya towards Singapore before rushing back to report his findings to divisional headquarters. He then rapidly organised several stay behind guerrilla parties and deployed them at various jungle camps.

The story of Freddy had faded from public consciousness over the years although at least the intriguing title of his book – The Jungle is Neutral still maintains some currency in popular culture and public awareness. However, more people have been rediscovering Freddy anew and savoured his interesting life story in this era of the Internet especially after the publication of Jungle Soldier by Brian Moynahan in 2009. Readers of Freddy’s books will enable them to relive in their mindscapes the series of adventures he underwent via books written by him or books written about him. Such as readers did when they opened the pages of Chapman’s counterpart – T.E. Lawrence’s Seven Pillars of Wisdom and be transported to that romantic era of Arabia during World War I. I thoroughly enjoyed reading Seven Pillars of Wisdom which is a monumental book of war, adventure and literature in which the erudite author takes his readers along as a virtual member of his vaunted Arab guerrillas. Lawrence was riding his camel in the desert on a mission to blow up a Turkish train with his readers tagging alongside. Readers held his spellbinding book which became like Aladdin’s magic lamp as the armchairs they sit on transformed into camels and they were swept headlong into that exotic, romantic and feudal Arabian world. I had savoured Lawrence’s monumental masterpiece several times that always afforded me much pleasures. I had likewise enjoyed reading The Jungle is Neutral on several occasions which remains entertaining despite repeated readings. One of the joys in life for ardent readers is to reread books they had previously enjoyed as it feels like meeting up with dear old friends again. I hope readers will enjoy reading the tales of this modern day British Spartan.
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PART I  English Agoge
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“I wish to preach, not the doctrine of ignoble ease, but the doctrine of the strenuous life, the life of toil and effort, of labor and strife; to preach that highest form of success which comes, not to the man who desires mere easy peace, but to the man who does not shrink from danger, from hardship, or from bitter toil, and who out of these wins the splendid ultimate triumph.”

Theodore Roosevelt delivered his speech - The Strenuous Life which included the above opening passage before the Hamilton Club, Chicago on 10th April 1899.
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Chapter 1  The Making of a British Spartan
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“Spartans were not excited by success nor despairing in misfortune but quietly self-confident.” 

Thucydides

Frederick Spencer Chapman also known as Freddy was an Englishman whose singular life was filled with adventurous undertakings. He often took initiatives to seek out adventures that gained in degree of difficulties and perils as he grew up while encountering adversities, dangers and he even cheated death several times. No matter whether when he was a schoolboy climbing to the precariously situated nest of a falcon or as a university student who went for the hazardous sport of rock climbing as well as climbing on the roofs of Cambridge University buildings under the cover of darkness. He later participated in perilous arctic expeditions, ascended lofty summits of snowy mountains at the Alps and Himalayas. His main claim to fame was for being a war hero whom led a devastating series of attacks against the Japanese Army in Malaya during World War II. His stories of survival amidst the vast jungles of Malaya for over three years proved to be his most daring series of adventures in which he later declared that the jungle is neutral.

He was known in school as Fred in the early years but was later known as Freddy which was how he wished to be known. His feisty character during his childhood charmed his foster parents into teasing him by calling him as Frederick the Great. Admirers of Freddy variously described this dashing British officer as the Jungle Lawrence, a one-man army, the great British birdwatching hero, the Lake District bred James Bond or perhaps as a real-life Rambo. I wish to add another term for Freddy as the British Spartan. This was because I was struck by the similarities in the life of Freddy compared to those ancient Spartans whose cultures and ethos were unique in the history of human civilization. The ancient Spartans of which a contingent of them under King Leonidas won everlasting fame for Sparta in the annals of military history for their death defying last stand against the hordes of Persians at the Battle of Thermopylae. 

History informed us that ancient Spartan babies were examined at their birth by state appointed elders to see if they have any physical and mental deformities. Babies that were judged as not up to mark were supposedly left out to die in the wilderness or perhaps as legend has it, hurled down a cliff. Such primitive state sponsored eugenic existed because Sparta was a city state that took militarism as her state doctrine. Only hardy babies examined to be healthy in minds and bodies were allowed to live with their families whereas boys can only stay until the age of seven. The babies in Sparta were never coddled and they were taught not to fear solitude nor the dark. It was said that Spartan nannies were sought after by other Greek city states for their superior skills in raising hardy boys. Spartan boys that reached the age of seven were placed under the care of the state to be educated and trained as soldiers. This period of their apprenticeship to become skilful and tenacious warriors was known as the agoge. In ancient Sparta, all boys must become soldiers since there was no other choice of career. The boys were taught rudimentary literary and mathematical skills so they became sufficiently literate. They were also taught athletics, hunting as especially military skills. They had to walk barefoot to toughen their soles and learned to travel in the dark without torch or lantern. Instructors encouraged hazing among the boys and even purposely instigated fights among them to discover who were weak or cowardly. This was important should they come face to face with real dangers later. 

Whips were regularly used and rations were unappetizing and insufficient to boot. They were given a crimson tunic at the age of twelve and forced to survive outside by staying and fending for themselves amidst the wilderness. The harsh regimentations and disciplines were deliberate so as to force the boys to steal food in order to quell their hunger but they were severely punished if caught. The crime in Sparta for youngsters was not stealing but to be caught in the act of stealing. There was a grisly anecdote by the Roman writer Plutarch who mentioned about a Spartan boy who stole a live young fox and hid it under his cloak. When the boy was stopped by a man, he did not reveal his stolen fox and allowed the animal to tear out his guts which caused him to die. This tragic story of the brave boy and the fox became a model for Spartan boys during their years of extensive trainings to become full-fledged Spartans. Such hard lessons were meant to foster tenacity, cunning and abilities to live off the land so they can survive on their own for a period of time during adverse situations of war such as when supplies might not arrive in time or found to be insufficient. Boys in Sparta were also severely flogged during whipping contest of endurance in which the winners were those that could better endured the floggings. Boys were known to be flogged to their deaths during such brutal contests. Only after they passed the many brutal years of hard knocks were they allowed to become citizens and marry upon reaching the age of 30 in order to produce future soldiers for Sparta. All older Spartan soldiers would stay in the reserve until they reached the age of 60. This meant that the majority of Spartans over their lifespans were required to take part in war except those past 60 years of age which was actually way over the average lifespan of the ancient Spartans. One rough estimate of lifespan then was around 28 years but this low average lifespan was skewed by high infant mortality rates.

There was an elite and mysterious organisation in Sparta known as the Krypteia (or Crypteia). It was an organisation akin to secret police or death squads. Outstanding graduates of the agoge seen as potential leaders were inducted into the Krypteia. Open hunting season was declared during autumn against the majority slave population known as helots that did the various labours such as farming while Spartans trained to become elite soldiers. During this nightmarish open season period, all Spartans can legally kill any helot they wish without consequences. Under the cover of night, members of the Krypteia would emerged and roamed the countryside to terrorise or murder helots they encountered or purposely seek out those they deemed troublesome or might try to organise revolt. Their targets were often the strongest or most enterprising helots. Such killings were condoned supposedly to suppress potential unrest and cowed the helot population so as not to rise up in rebellion. Only those whom had served in the Krypteia can be expected to rise to higher leadership roles in Sparta because they demonstrated their willingness to kill for the state. The severe educations of the Spartans produced extremely rugged and courageous warriors whom mostly and surprisingly did not became psychopaths. They were widely respected in Greece for their ethos in acceptance of austerity while rejecting luxury; they were also admired for their endurance, courage, discipline and military skills. Spartan men were elite troops whose expertises in war were honed over a lifetime of incessant trainings. It was said that boys from the aristocratic families of other Greek cities were sometimes send over Sparta to be trained by admirers of the Spartan ethos. Those parents desired for their sons to be transformed into Spartan warriors and the criteria for selections of such candidates were said to be high. Spartan girls were also educated and given physical trainings in order that they became mentally fit as well as physically robust and consequently can produce strong and healthy babies. Everything were geared towards the goal of producing the best warriors possible. Plutarch the Greek historian who recorded much of what we know about the Spartans observed: “They were the only men in the world for whom war brought a respite in the training for war.” As we shall see, the raising of ancient Spartan warriors was somewhat similar (although in milder forms) to the life and times of Freddy. 

Freddy was born on 10th of May 1907 to Frank Chapman and Winifred Ormond. Frank was a six footer, dashing and energetic man as evidenced by the many positions he took at University College School. He became the school captain, captain of football, president of the debating society, editor of the school magazine as well as an athletic sportsman. Upon completing his studies, this outgoing man was forced to join his older brother - John at their family firm – Spencer Chapman and Company, Solicitors. Frank disliked his job and later took to drinking. Since his brother John was also inattentive to the affairs of the firm, the general running of the company eventually fell under the overall control of the managing clerk. In time, this devious clerk saw his opportunity to abuse the trusts the Chapman brothers placed in him by embezzling and absconding with a large sum of a client’s funds. Frank and John thus discovered to their horrors that they were suddenly facing not just social disgrace but financial ruins as well. During this disastrous period, Frederick was born and another greater calamity followed when his mother died within a matter of weeks from blood poisoning. The only fortunate thing was the substantial financial legacy left in the mother - Winifred’s will remains out of bound to the bankruptcy proceedings and was kept for the children’s education needs. 

After placing the cares of baby Freddy and his two-and-a-half-year older brother – Robert, also known as Robin to the temporary care of Winifred’s elder sister – Louis; Frank travelled overseas somewhat aimlessly accompanied by his unmarried younger sister. New Zealand was thought of as a possible new place for Frank to settle and start afresh while John left England for Canada where he turned to farming. Meanwhile, little Freddy had to come to grips with finding his own path during a challenging childhood somewhat like his ancient Spartan counterparts but under milder conditions. This minus however has a plus side in which John D. Rockefeller who rose from rags-to-riches enthused when he reminisced about his early life struggles. He stated: “Oh, how blessed young men are who have to struggle for a foundation and beginning in life.”  

Frank eventually returned after two years’ absence in order to find a suitable permanent home for his two boys when his sister - Bessie fortunately found the solution. Her husband – Reverend Arthur Dewick has a 59-year-old brother – Ernest Dewick who was also a clergyman and his 43-year-old wife Sophie was childless. Ernest Dewick was an erudite parson with a classical education from Oxford. He previously served as chaplain to the English community at Ajaccio in Corsica. Sophie was the sister of the British consulate of Corsica – William Murray and she went there to help her brother ran the consulate. Sophie was a linguist as beside English, she also spoke French, German, Italian, Hindustani as well as having some command of Latin and Greek. She married Ernest in Corsica. William Murray married a Frenchwoman and they had a daughter – Tonia who later went to stay with the Dewicks and became like their stepdaughter after the marriage of her parents broke up. Tonia loved the Dewicks and decided to live with them rather than return to stay with her mother at Mentone in France. After his time in Corsica, Ernest Dewick settled back in England where he managed a vicarage at Roughton Head. It is located almost ten miles south of the village which is situated at the north of the Lake District. The Dewicks despite already having a niece living with them nevertheless kindly agreed to take the boys into their home. It was a stroke of good fortune to the boys that they found a home with the Dewicks. However, many years later after Freddy grown into maturity; he still rued about his despondent childhood under the care of the charitable Dewicks. He opined in a 1948 radio broadcast: 

“My father sought consolation in fruit-growing in British Columbia, leaving my brother and myself in the charge of a white-bearded country parson and his wife in Westmorland. The parson was a saint and scholar, but he knew less than nothing about bringing up children.”1

It was likely that Freddy simply could not get over his psychological pains of not having a proper family with his actual parents taking care of him. Children certainly required great deals of love and cares from nurturing parents and not all orphans can be as spirited and gritty as Heidi or Pollyanna as depicted in literatures. Freddy should count himself fortunate not to be sent to ill-managed orphanage or children’s home. Children in badly run institutions were often abused by other children or caretakers. Freddy should feel appreciations if not gratitude towards his foster parents for taking care of him until he reached maturity as being the best of a bad situation. John Lone is the renowned actor who played Puyi in the acclaimed motion picture - The Last Emperor. He was abandoned as a baby in Hong Kong by his parents and suffered greatly during his bleak childhood and youth. Following long years of struggles as an actor when he finally achieved fame and was widely respected by film critics; John stated in an interview that he still feels grateful towards his unknown parents. He observed that they already gave him the best of what they could offer which are a healthy body and good appearance and he would not ask for more.  

Freddy and his elder brother called their foster parents as Uncle Ernest or “Unkie” and Aunt Sophie. Into this mix was a bonus in the person of Tonia. There was also a nanny as well as a black and white terrier known as Jacko. It was a fresh start for the two boys during one autumn day in 1909 when two-and-a-half-year-old toddler - Freddy and his five-year-old brother – Robert joined the Dewick’s household. Frank left the boys for good after spending a few days with them to settle them in. He left them some books on natural history which would at least prove their worth in the life of Freddy. These books helped to lay a foundation in the profound love of nature and the outdoor for Freddy that eventually incorporated into his future career as explorer and adventurer. Freddy later recalled: 

“My own parents died when I was very young and I was brought up by an elderly parson and his wife in a village on the edge of the Lake District. As my guardian had little time to spare from his parish duties, my elder brother and I were left very much to ourselves. We used to go for long walks in the country; there were fells near at hand, but as far as I can remember we preferred the winding lanes and streams of the lower valleys. Our chief interest at that time derived from the memory and books of our father, was in butterflies and wild flowers.”2

Frank and John were declared bankrupts by the Official Receiver in August 1909. Frank decided there was no future left for him in England and decided to seek a new beginning in Canada where his brother had already settled down as a farmer. Questions had been posed as to why Frank decided to abandon his role as a father to his two little boys when his presence was so crucial to their sense of securities and identities. There must have been myriad of considerations in the mind of Frank which caused him to finally take leave of his boys. Freddy in later life castigated his father by commenting that he had “lost interest in life.” It must had been a melancholy parting for Frank and the boys. There was at least the lively companionship of the Dewick’s terrier to help take their minds off their bleak misfortunes from time to time, along with the blessed Tonia who acted as a little substitute mother to them. The boys gradually settled into the routines of the Dewick’s household and later the nanny was replaced by a young governess who together with Tonia helped to take care of the boys. They would play games and went for walks together that eventually awakened the boys’ interests in nature and the myriad of wildlife existing in the outdoor. Their interests were also kindled by the books on natural history left to them by their father. Robert or Robin as he was known then soon revealed his nature as the passive type while Fred (as he was known then) was the feisty one that spurned the role of observer and would rather plunged into the role of the activist. The divergence in the personalities of Robin and Fred emerged with greater contrast as they grew older. Robin became the passive observer while Fred preferred to strike out boldly into nature to collect flowers, birds’ eggs, catches butterflies, tadpoles and tiddlers. Observations by an Ormond relative claimed that Robin was not too bright. Fred on the other hand, earned praised in that “his head is as full of brains as a rabbit’s of lice.”3 Tonia reminisced that the Dewicks: 

“were very fair with us all, and realizing Fred’s charm and intelligence, they were determined to bring Robin into the picture. Robin was never allowed to take a back seat to Fred. I think we were all fair-minded people, and Robin, to us all, was just as important as Fred, and all the more lovable because of his backwardness.”4 

Fred would climb trees to find birds’ nests for collecting the eggs and he also enjoyed catching tadpoles and netting butterflies for his collections. Fred displayed an early and abiding interests as well as curiosity about the splendours of nature which was to remain constant for most of his life. It was fortunate for the boys that the vicarage was set in the midst of nature with woods, meadowland and the River Caldew. The wilderness played double roles as Fred’s playground and classroom. Ernest Dewick was later posted to another parish at Lindale in 1911. Fred was then around 4-year-old and this move became a boon to him as it meant that a new and more desirable geographical environment was at his disposal to explore to his heart’s content. The village was several miles inland from the coast of Grange-over-Sands at Morecambe Bay and it is also near to the south shore of Lake Windermere. This move from the north of Lake District to the south was a bonanza for the boys that provided more attractive new surroundings. This parsonage was more spacious with seven rooms and there was also a large garden. The garden sprouted with breath-taking vista of snowdrops during spring time which earned local fame and attracted people from miles around to view the lovely scenery. The Dewicks and the boys found their new home much to their satisfactions. 

They now have the bay by the sea besides a river as well as fells and more varied countryside to explore. Fred also had a much wider scope of wildlife to investigate due to the greater variety of wild birds and fowls that were available in the area. Fred’s childhood frolics amongst nature displayed his love for excitements in the form of vigorous activities that would in time to come prove their worth for his future endeavours. More than anything else for Fred, it was the irresistible calls of the wild that time and again bid him go thither to explore and savour all that can be enjoyed and learned from Mother Nature. Tonia often saw little Fred totting off into wilderness alone with the tools of his trade: Fishing rod, butterfly net and jam jars to keep the various hapless specimens he managed to catch. Fred was then already playing the naturalist, hunter and explorer that would in time to come see him conducting essentially the same activities after he grew up; with the crucial differences in that he conducted them at greater and more professional scales and levels. Following his childhood, Freddy during his youth discovered and became engrossed in the exciting sport of poaching. He also climbs trees, fells, buildings and rocks step by step until he eventually progressed to snow-clad mountains. He also learned in time how to ski which he enjoyed and later became very useful in his future Polar expeditions. Freddy took opportunities to go on various hikes and eventually graduated onto expeditions to explore, made surveys and mapped remote places in Greenland. These robust activities amidst hazards often entailed considerable risks to life and limbs were in reality, elixirs to Freddy’s lifelong lust for adventures.

After Freddy became older and his feistiness increased, the situations brought on the change from the more obliging governess to that of a sterner male tutor. The tutor was a young man by the name of Woodhouse who was studying with Ernest Dewick to become his curate. It seemed that Woodhouse was not able to tone down the rebellious spirit within Freddy by scolding alone and therefore resorted to beatings as a mean to subdue him. Freddy in turn would often escape to his special hideout to lick his physical and emotional wounds. Freddy contrived hideouts throughout his life that eventually culminated in the life-or-death hideouts in the jungles of Malaya where he was a fugitive guerrilla operating against the Japanese. After one particular beatings which Freddy regarded to be unjustified, he decided to run from home but gave himself away when he kindly opened a farm gate for the local doctor who realised what was happening and quickly raised the alarm. Freddy hid himself up in a tree but was discovered and taken ignominiously home. As the tutor thought Fred too much of a handful, he was later send to the kindergarten at Kendal High School where Tonia was supposed to keep an eye on him. However, the term at the kindergarten was a disastrous one in Freddy’s memory. 

A memorable event occurred around this period when Freddy was about eight-year-old. Freddy’s tutor - Woodhouse decided to bring him along on his motorcycle to climb Helvellyn which is the highest point of the Helvellyn range of mountains in the Lake District. As Freddy recalled in his book – Helvellyn to Himalaya: 

“This was a tremendous walk for a small boy and the apparent vastness of the Lake District fells stirred my imagination. It gave me an impression of beauty, immensity, and physical exhaustion, being so unlike any previous adventure, remained for many years an isolated experience, as if it were impossible to hope to repeat it.”5 

This memorable mini expedition likely planted a subconscious seed into Freddy’s fertile mind that many years later emboldened and motivated him to ascent mountains at the Alps and later, the Himalayas. Freddy in time would become a mountaineer of note especially for his first summiting of the enchanting Chomolhari which straddles the border between Tibet and Bhutan.

Frank Chapman meanwhile established himself as a farmer at Peach land which is located at the west side of Lake Okanagan in Canada. He operated his own farm but later abandoned it in order to volunteer for the Canadian Army after war broke out in Europe. He enlisted as a private in December 1914 in order to participate in the Great War. The Canadian Army was comprised of volunteers and even at age 42, he would not be conscripted even if he was staying in England. He was rushed over to France after landing in Britain. When he managed to obtain leave several months later, he visited his two sons whom he had not seen for several years. The short reunion must be painful in some ways but this brief visit was perhaps better than none for it was the final meeting of father and sons. Freddy must had felt abandoned by his father since he was still less than 8-year-old. 

Freddy disastrous term at the kindergarten caused him to be sent to a prep boarding school in 1915 at Ben Rhydding village which is near Ilkey in Yorkshire. This boarding school was called Clevedon House. This well run school was headed by an authority figure that the rebellious Freddy quickly came to respect. Freddy later cherished the memory of his schoolmaster as “a man of infinite kindness and understanding.” Edward W. Stokoe or EW over time became something almost like a father figure to Freddy. Stokoe’s character and actions likely influenced the minds of his students. Freddy later career as schoolmaster might had its subliminal origin due to the example of Edward Stokoe. Yet probably the defining matter about Edward Stokoe for Freddy was his love and expertise in entomology. This common deep interest in insects between Freddy and Edward Stokoe caused them to quickly establish a rapport. Freddy must had felt a warm connection when he first arrived at Clevedon House and saw that the classrooms were resplendently decorated with many gorgeous and often exotic butterflies inside glass-fronted wall cases. Freddy made good use of the opportunities to explore the surroundings and collected various specimens of caterpillars, birds’ nests and birds’ eggs or other objects he fancied. Freddy revelled in extracurricular activities such as becoming the greenkeeper for the golf course in which he used a catapult to chase off trespassing cattle. Freddy was among the favourite boys under Edward Stokoe who sometimes took him to the Wharfe River for trout fishing. Freddy admitted that it was Edward Stokoe who prevented him from expulsion for various transgressions. He recalled that “I ought to have been expelled at least a dozen times, and was only kept on because the headmaster became my guardian.”6

There was a characteristic anecdote of how Freddy approached new challenges. The school has an open-air concrete swimming pool where Freddy was said to learn swimming by starting at the deep end instead of the swallow end. Freddy later learned boxing in which he almost did not bother about defence but rather just focused on offense. He already believed in taking the initiatives and felt that offense is often the best defence. Freddy also climbed trees and ventured out on the window sills of the first floor dormitory. He even took to running off to the prohibited Cow and Calf rocks in the dead of night. Freddy mostly saw rules as something of a challenge and frequently broke them despite the punishments meted out when he was caught. He reminisced in his book – Living Dangerously that: 

“As long as I can remember, I have always been fascinated by danger, and at first, I admit, I pursued it for its own sake. As a schoolboy this search for danger took the form of breaking every rule there was – one pitted one’s skill against authority.”7 

It is interesting to see how similar the sentiments of Freddy were when compared to the ancient Spartan trainings of boys to become skilful and cunning warriors. It was astonishing to note that Freddy would instigate fellow students to hit his head with a cricket bat. He wanted to demonstrate how tough he was and also to see how much pain he can take without being knocked down. A fellow student recalled: “I remember boys banging Fred Chapman over the head with cricket bats to see how hard he could take it. This was not bullying: Fred egged them on. He was proud of his toughness.”8 It was akin to the ancient practice in Sparta where competitions were held to see which boys can withstand sufferings better. In such brutal competitions, two boys tied to trees or pillars were flogged. The tougher boy having the mental and physical endurance to better withstand the sufferings from the bloody lashings wins the competition against the boy that yielded or collapsed first. Boys often lost consciousness and even died from such cruel competitions designed to test their courage and endurance. 

Freddy also gained a reputation for his courage and ability to climb trees. His prowess as a tree climber was such that he was allowed by his teacher with special permission to climb a large apple tree in the school compound. It was to harvest the apples during the autumn in which Freddy climbed up the tree and shook the branches as the rest of the children below held rugs to catch the falling apples. Freddy’s cousin – A.A. Dams remember him as: 

“Rather cocky and presumptuous and a definite nuisance, since he always had some different ideas to ours for playing, ideas usually leading to trouble. No doubt we were ordinary, rather safe little boys, well controlled by three elder sisters. Freddy was not... Freddy was the daring one. I remember him climbing to the top of a pine tree in our garden, to the envy and disapproval of my brother and myself, who considered ourselves pretty enterprising to have established a territory on the lowest branch.”9 

It was during this period that Freddy wrote a letter dated 16th March 1916 informing of his interests to his father who was then at the frontline in Europe:

Dear Father, 

Thank you for your nice long letter. I think I am getting on in my work this term... I am very interested in three main things – astronomy, nature, and all about butterflies and caterpillars and moths. I have learnt a great deal about all of them. Matron told me that if you were out in New Zealand you would see the stars for far longer than in England. Do you remember seeing them?   

I learnt a lot about butterflies and caterpillars from two books from Jennings, who is second top of the second class. We have had a lot of snow, haven’t you? PLEASE SEND SOME OF YOUR BUTTONS to me, some of us here collect buttons and badges and put them on a shield that they make in the workshop. I am making a fleet of ships in the workshop. I hope you are getting on well.

With love from F.S. Chapman10

This early letter from a young Freddy that survived and landed on Freddy’s Ralph Barker desk revealed somewhat intimately about Freddy and the interests he had embraced as a child. Barker was the biographer of Freddy whom diligently collected meticulous details and various facets of Freddy’s life experiences. Freddy would keep on nurturing his childhood interests after he grew up and later plunged headlong into his expeditions, travels and adventures. The letter was written in March 1916 and it was only half a year later that Frank Chapman was killed by a bomb at Ypres in Belgium. Freddy’s elder brother Robert received a letter of condolence from the commanding general who praised Frank Chapman as “a brave comrade and a loyal friend.” Perhaps this tragic news squashed the tiny spark of hope in the mind of young Freddy for a future normal life living with his father. Freddy must had found it hard to grapple with the fact that he no longer has a father to write to and perhaps to ponder about, however remote Frank had been as a father to him. Frank Chapman was 42-year-old when he volunteered for military service and there may be something of a death wish in his enlistment as a soldier going into battle. Had he not give serious thoughts about eventually caring for his sons instead of taking the risk of being a potential cannon fodder by recklessly going off to war? Perhaps it was simply to satisfy a thirst for adventure? Yet the demise of Private Chapman did have a positive bearing on Freddy as his death in battle made Freddy eligible for a Kitchener scholarship to Cambridge. Thus in the end, Frank Chapman inadvertently made a meaningful contribution to Freddy’s future. Without his Cambridge years along with the network of friends he made there, Freddy might have a more challenging time in making his way in the world and in trying to carve out a satisfactory adventurous life for himself.

Freddy’s early years and youth certainly reads curiously like the annals of an ancient boy of Sparta. He had since his earliest years almost instinctively embraced and favoured the outdoors and took great interests in the various living things in nature. Freddy perhaps in unconscious yearnings to fill the emotional void within; he would frequently take long hikes by himself into the wild while learning the various lessons nature and its wild inhabitants cared to teach him. He was an astute and attentive student of Mother Nature and the expanses of wilderness with all its inhabitants became a great outdoor classroom for Freddy to roam and study. He would eventually develop keen sense of observations after studying the various characteristics of plants, butterflies, birds and animals in the wild. He was also fortunate to meet people that took an interest in him and encouraged him. Freddy later reminisced: “One good result of my unhappy childhood was that I became both self-reliant and enterprising, and I developed an inner fortitude sometimes amounting to austerity...”11

Spartan boys after several years of fundamental state education would be set loose into the wild to survive the rigors and dangers of the wilderness as a rite of passage to prove their resourcefulness and skills at surviving by themselves. Had not Freddy essentially learned to survive ordeals and thrived in the wilderness in somewhat similar fashion to those Spartan boys? The lush and immense moorland surrounding Clevedon House was to become Freddy’s domain where he lived a partly wild life. He builds secret hideouts and even fabricated a bow and arrow from bamboo. The little archer then shot his first victim with a bow and arrow which was a fledging blackbird that he promptly cooked and ate. The ancient Spartans would certainly approve of Freddy’s practical skills and resourcefulness! He would in time learn to make use of his intimate knowledge of the wildlife and exploited nature for his pleasures and needs. Freddy engaged in fishing and caught moles for their skins which he sold. He also hunted and skinned rabbits that were sold to a butcher for pocket money. He eventually graduated to hunting with firearms. Freddy’s enterprises were due in part to the fact that there was essentially no budget for pocket money from the stringently administered Chapman funds meant for him and his brother’s basic needs and education expenses., Freddy also discovered there was money in finding lost balls at the nine-hole golf course at the school ground and in diving for the pennies thrown into the swimming pool during visiting days by parents. Some parents even occasionally threw silver coins into the deep end of the swimming pool. Ralph Barker commented that Freddy were frequently beaten right up to the end of his time at Ben Rhydding and remarked that “indeed he often seemed to be looking for them in a perverse form of exhibitionism.”12 Rodney Saunders who was a fellow student of Freddy during those early years at Clevedon House was to recall decades later: 

“Looking back to those Ben Rhydding days. I can see the future Freddy. There was his disregard of physical pain and discomfort, his lack of interest in organized activities with the crowd, and his determination and concentration when his interest was aroused – particularly in anything to do with animals, birds and ‘bugs’... I think he was learning to go it alone regardless of the consequences. Yet I know he valued comradeship when it was offered.”13

Freddy was therefore inadvertently conditioned to eventually become a tough, gritty outdoorsman from his earliest childhood days due to the unfortunate circumstances and tragedies in his family. Freddy was forced to grow up without love and guidances from his parents much like Spartan children taken away from their family at the age of seven to be brought up together with other boys by the state. That his mother died young from illness was something that cannot be help but it must had been disconcerting psychologically when his father decided to make a fresh start by himself and essentially abandoned Freddy and his elder brother. At least they were fortunate to be entrusted to a pair of distant relatives as foster parents for their upbringing and education. Freddy’s transformations were due partly to his innate edgy personality because his elder brother whom he was not close to also shared similar upbringings. Yet Robert grew up to be very much different than the future swash-buckling Freddy. Freddy’s largely lonesome boyhood without the love and affection of a mother and the cares of a father fostered an independent streak in him in which self-reliance became a hallmark of his character. Looking at Freddy’s upbringing, we can discern the early stages in the making of a modern day British Spartan. It may be an interesting narrative for the readers of his life story but it was definitely a long and arduous trial for Freddy in having to gropes for the inner resources within him to cope and grappled with myriad of challenges throughout his bleak childhood. Surmounting the various challenges Freddy encountered had been the crucible that eventually forged his gritty, tough and tenacious character. 

What the ancient Sparta state tried their best to inculcate in their boys, Freddy was to largely became by the dictates of fate and also from his own choices since his earliest boyhood. Freddy filled the void in his childhood by following his intuitive passions for nature by roaming all over the wildness and earnestly learning all the things he possibly could about the flora, fauna as well as geography and fieldcraft. In time to come, he also learned the valuable skills of how to evade and avoid falling into the grips of angry gamekeepers because of his poaching activities during his formative years at Sedbergh boarding school. He was not academically inclined but won recognitions for his skills as a plants expert so that he was appointed chief gardener by his schoolmasters. Freddy was also motivated by prizes and recognitions in trying his hand at essay writing competition for his school about nature and wildlife. His habit of careful observations and writing down what he experienced would in time inculcated another useful habit in writing diaries. The habits of observations and writing eventually won him recognitions via his prose. Freddy made good use of his diary writing especially those jotted down during expeditions to serve as a literary quarry for producing books about his adventures.

The lack of parental cares early in Freddy’s life certainly contributed to major negative influences in his psychological wellbeing. Orphans without the care, guidance, love and protections of their parents or grandparents are often subjected to the capricious acceptances or rejections by their extended relatives. Those unfortunate orphans totally without the supports of any relatives or siblings and taken into orphanages were oftentimes subjected to abuses by other orphans or caretakers. Among the worst off are homeless children left to fend for themselves out on the streets where they were often picked up by criminals and exploited to generate incomes by becoming pickpockets, burglars, etc. There were dark narratives such as contained in some of Charles Dickens novels that depicted atrocious lives of the homeless street urchins. They were taken in by criminal syndicates during the Victorian era and such tragedies still occur nowadays wherever abject poverty still exists in human societies. There was a popular song - Nobody’s Child that tells of a blind orphan who longs for a home and was frequently rejected by would be foster parents when they saw that he is blind. The lyrics mentioned of having no mummy to hold and soothe him when he cries and no daddy to smile at him. This song depicted the woeful psychology of a vulnerable orphan who yearns to be love and look after. 

One can perhaps imagine the bleak world from the eyes of a young Freddy although he at least still has a brother, relatives and a faraway father. The father kept in touch once in a while and therefore kept up the illusion that Freddy is not technically an orphan until he was killed in battle. The fact is that Freddy and his brother were fortunate to be taken in by the kindly foster parents in a relatively decent and safe surrounding. They had a roof over their heads, sufficient food and were given good educations. After Freddy and his brother grew into adolescents, they were also fortunate to be passed on to another set of younger foster parents. This new foster father was to become closer to Freddy and with whom he was able to express his thoughts and obtained counsels. Yet the lonely childhood experienced by Freddy made him realised early on that he had essentially no one to truly rely upon and therefore must learn to stand up by himself. 

So Freddy was inadvertently being moulded into the path of the boys in Sparta whom were taken from their home by the state and enrolled in severe schoolings in the belief that harsh trainings will produce outstanding soldiers to serve the state. Freddy had fortunately discovered early on his love for the natural world and followed passionately in the ancient footsteps of Spartan youths. Those young Spartans in training after undergoing several years of tough trainings were later send into the wild where they underwent a rite of passage to fend for themselves and contend with all the dangers which existed amidst the wilderness. Freddy learned to hunt early and eventually stumbled into the exciting and dangerous sport of poaching. He rejoiced in the arduous tasks of hunting his quarries: be they fowls, wild animals such as rabbits or fishes in the streams and rivers. He also had to contend in cat-and-mouse games with angry gamekeepers armed with shotguns whom were not shy about using them against trespassing poachers. In sum, becoming an orphan boy may be a tragedy to the personal wellbeing of Freddy; yet it repaid in bountiful dividends towards the making of a modern day British Spartan. Freddy would push the boundaries again and again as he grew older in taking on ever more challenges against greater heights, colder climates and more arduous missions. He had to contend against more dangerous adversaries whether they be irate gamekeepers, dangerous beasts such two giant polar bears which he was forced to kill one memorable day in Greenland or the ruthless Japanese foes in Malaya. Freddy regretted the killings of the polar bears as he only meant to shoot them with his camera but it was a case of kill or be kill. The pinnacle of his acid test for toughness which he passed with flying colours was during the maelstrom of World War II in Malaya where he distinguished himself in leading his comrades on a series of devastating attacks against the Japanese army.

Freddy and his brother was later handed over to the care of another caretaker – Sam Taylor who was a vicar at Fookburgh. That was after Ernest Dewick reached the age of 70 and became semi-retired when he felt that he and his wife were no longer capable of looking after two adolescents. Freddy and his brother had been with the Dewicks for a decade. Sam Taylor was willing to take on the role as caretaker for the boys; a role that was reluctantly accepted by his wife – Ella Taylor whom Freddy never quite got along with for her strictness and stringent home economy. This new home brought with it new vista of wilderness that offered solitude as well as being a birdwatching paradise. Freddy subsequently followed Robert into Sedbergh School to continue his education after leaving Clevedon House. Freddy would continue with his informal education during holidays with Mother Nature by gambolling alone across the country or sometimes with other boys in the area. The retired Major-General – Sir Gerald Duke who was three years younger than Freddy reminisced of the holidays spend with Freddy at Flookburgh. He recalled that there were two other boys with him along with Freddy whom hiked and played games together. He remembered: 

“Freddy was incredibly talented and artistic and had very wide interests. About once every holiday he would produce a magazine of our doings, which he illustrated himself – quite beautifully. It was a sort of countryman’s diary, full of intense observation and instinctive knowledge of nature. He had a great capacity to absorb himself in some pursuit. Robert was a rugged, stolid sort of chap; Freddy was much more highly strung, pensive, sometimes a little withdrawn. Mostly he would accompany us, but he was prepared to go off on his own, spending hours watching birds in some hideout. He shared our sports, but he never invited us into his.”14 

There was another view of Freddy when he was still at Clevedon House. An assistant master who remembers him noted down Freddy as being: “Completely fearless, no regard for danger, but careless too of the safety of others, always doing something to place other lives in jeopardy as well as his own.”15 Freddy himself summarized of his years at Clevedon House in his book – Helvellyn to Himalaya: 

“I left my private school with a good knowledge of gardening and a vast enthusiasm for all forms of natural history. Lessons, I considered, were things to be avoided by all possible means, fair or foul, and organized games were a waste of a fine afternoon. My love of adventure had led me into more scrapes than any other boy in the school, and as I did not excel at work or games. I began to feel I was rather a failure. To vindicate myself to others I posed as one who had no regard either for authority or for his own safety, and to justify myself to myself I concentrated my energies on my particular interests.”16

Sedbergh School sits at the town of Sedbergh and it was an important place and period in Freddy’s transition from boyhood to youth. The venerable school itself has centuries of history since its founding in 1525 and is closely link to Cambridge University. The surroundings of Sedbergh offered wide prospects for someone of Freddy’s bent. The students were encouraged to wonder about and explore among the rugged landscape with only the town itself being out of bound. The expanse of wilderness was such that Freddy enthused: “It was possible to run for twenty miles there without meeting another human being.” 17 The rugged landscape around Sedbergh was even acclaimed in the lyrics of the school song: 

“Tis the hills that are stood behind us,  Unchanged since our days began,  That make the Sedbergh man.”

The culture and ethos at Sedbergh was described by Ralph Barker as that of “Spartan hardiness” in the effort to toughen the boys although admittedly the disciplines were nowhere near the severity of the ancient Spartan regimentations. However, the daily morning cold bath that were not just for summer but throughout winter were mandatory physical ordeals; mild as they may be in comparison with ordeals underwent by boys in ancient Sparta. 

Freddy loathed the academic routines or being a part of the games meant for the moulding of characters. Freddy would much prefer going into the boundless outdoor classroom being taught directly by Mother Nature. He was quick and keen to learn the most effective methods of fishing, fells climbing, birdwatching, checking out bird-nests and eggs or simply hiking amidst the wilderness. He was to continue suffered beatings in Sedbergh as he had during his years at Clevedon House. For example, Freddy insisted on not joining in playing crickets and was therefore beaten by his head of house four days in a row in an effort to compel him to do so until this matter was reported to the housemaster. Freddy was adamant and finally had his way once the housemaster – Gerald Meister whom he remembered as “a wise and sympathetic man” agreed to excuse Freddy from playing cricket. Freddy was allowed to have his own way with the proviso that he must put his time to good use. He promptly spends his time allotted for crickets towards exploring the wilderness. The explorations sometimes took on hues of life and death in mini adventures as told by Freddy in later life. He wrote: 

“I did no rope climbing at that time, but some of the descents to ravens’ or peregrines’ nests at Black Force, Cautley Spout and Coombe Scaur reduced the margin of safety to the slenderest limit... Often my life depend on a root of mountain ash or bunch of heather, and the screes I ran – in gym shoes too – were steeper than I would choose to run nowadays even in boots... But it was good practice; it gave me self-reliance and I could forget myself in the rhythm of tired muscles, in the fascination of following a compass course over the hills in thick mist, in the determination to go just one more mile before turning.”18
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The Japanese Imperial Army audacious invasion
of British Malaya was regarded as the oriental
version of Germany’s Blitkrieg or Lightning War
whereby it took Japan only two months to succeed.
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Frederick Spencer Chapman was a modern day British Spartan. His
gritty character was nurtured from an early age that resembled his
counterparts in ancient Sparta which taught him endurance, fortitude
and imbued a tenacious spirit within him. His eventful life saw him in
expeditions at the Polar region, mountaineering in the Alps and
Himalayas. He won fame as a war hero in Japanese occupied Malaya.






