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What shall we tell you? Tales, marvellous tales
Of ships and stars and isles where good men rest.


J. E. Flecker, The Golden Road to Samarkand




PREFACE


Tales from the South China Seas is the final part of what might be called an Imperial trilogy, one that began with Plain Tales from the Raj and continued with Tales from the Dark Continent. Originally commissioned by the Controller of Radio 4, and broadcast on BBC Radio 4 as oral history documentaries, these three volumes contain fragments from Britain’s colonial past, mosaics shaped from the spoken words of ordinary men and women who lived through the last fifty years of the British Empire. So perhaps the word ‘tales’ is a misnomer – and yet, as one contributor to the present volume states, ‘there was certainly a very great drama in the way we were living when I first went out there’. This drama affected the lives of many more British families than is generally supposed. ‘So many Englishmen gave their hearts and very often their health and their lives,’ declares that same contributor, adding ‘It is a very great grief to me that so much of this is not known to the young people of today – and that a great deal of it has been forgotten.’


The first of these colonial mosaics took its inspiration from Rudyard Kipling, whose Plain Tales from the Hills gave the world its first inside view of Anglo-India and the British Raj. Michael Mason’s masterly radio programmes, first broadcast in 1975, and the book that followed evoked that same ordered, complex society in its last years – and perhaps in doing so showed that India’s koi hais and memsahibs were not quite the stuffed shirts and frivolous creatures that popular opinion had made them out to be.


Tales from the Dark Continent carried the voices of the British in Africa, concentrating on the District Officer, the often lonely instrument of British colonial rule in the African bush. And here again, a more sympathetic image of the real-life counterparts of Edgar Wallace’s fictional Sanders of the River seems to have emerged.


Now Tales from the South China Seas – assembled from the taped recollections of fifty men and women who spent the greater part of their adult lives in one or other of the former British colonial territories, settlements, protectorates and concessions that once ran along the fringes of the South China Sea. Most of these ‘survivors’ from Britain’s colonial past went out in the 1920s and 1930s to such places as the Straits Settlements of Penang and Province Wellesley, Malacca, Singapore, Labuan, Christmas Island and the Dindings of Perak; the Federated Malay States of Perak, Selangor, Negri Sembilan and Pahang; the Unfederated Malay States of Kelantan, Trengganu, Kedah, Perlis and Johore; the Brooke family’s Rajahdom of Sarawak; the British North Borneo Company’s chartered territory of North Borneo; and, in passing, Shanghai, Canton and other less well-known treaty ports or concessions along the Chinese coast.


Here the central theme is no longer that of one supremely successful (in colonial terms) racial minority imposing itself upon a rather unsuccessful (again, speaking in colonial terms) majority – as in Africa and India – but of several races drawn to the same watery crossroads principally by the lure of trade; competing as rivals but co-existing more or less as equals. The central image is now a shifting one: of sea panoramas in place of great continental land-masses; of islands and archipelagos and casuarina-fringed sands backed by impenetrable rain forest. From Kipling and Edgar Wallace we have moved on to the uncertain, sea-girt world of Joseph Conrad and Somerset Maugham.


No writer echoes more exactly the cadences of the orient than Conrad the sailor, or wrote so well about the strange passion for trade that ‘seemed to burn like a flame of love in the breasts of Dutch and English adventurers’, driving them eastwards generation after generation to the Indies and beyond. But it was Somerset Maugham, using South-East Asia as a backdrop for his suburban melodramas and aided and abetted by Noel Coward, who gave us our public image of the British in the Far East as a fast, hard-drinking, socially and morally second-rate set (‘A first-rate country for second-rate people’). In later years Maugham made some effort to set the record straight but the popular image undoubtedly persists. Perhaps this book will help to show what life was really like in the Malayan archipelago for the seafarers, traders, planters, tin-miners and government servants, and for their wives and children.


I have concentrated on the period between the wars, going back as far as living memory allows. My oldest contributor is Alan Morkill, born in 1890, who joined the Malayan Civil Service in 1913 and served in the newly-created Unfederated Malay State of Kelantan. He represents the last of the pioneer administrators of Malaya, being part of that first wave of Britons who helped establish British rule in the Malayan peninsula. By contrast, the youngest contributor was born almost forty years later, one of four daughters born to a rubber planter in the 1920s. Susan Whitley’s childhood experiences, along with those of her three sisters, are recounted in Chapter 10, in the same form in which they were originally broadcast.


Such matters as upbringing and background, details of public administration and day-to-day routine are part of the common ground of the British colonial experience and have already been chronicled either in Plain Tales from the Raj or Tales from the Dark Continent. In this final volume I have focussed on what appear to me to be the unique features of British rule in South-East Asia – that curious (to modern sensibilities) relationship between the different races, the striking contrast between life in the big towns and life up-river in what was known as the ulu, the Sarawak of the White Rajahs, the planter’s life and the sea captain’s life on the little steamers that plied the archipelago – and, inescapably, that terrible Nemesis that we now see hanging over this most peaceful corner of the British Empire as the Thirties drew to a close.


It was here in the South China Seas that the disintegration of that Empire really began, with the fall of Hong Kong to the Japanese forces on Christmas Day 1941 and the surrender of ‘Fortress Singapore’ just six weeks later. These events and the traumatic years that followed affected directly and often cruelly the lives of all those who have contributed to this book. This was not only the last chapter of British rule in South-East Asia but also, for the great majority, the last chapter in their working lives. For this reason I have extended this last of three volumes of what is essentially social history to include at least a part of their experiences of the war years and a little of what followed in the years leading up to Merdeka (Independence).


This extension of the book’s natural scope has been bought at the expense of all those others who so kindly allowed me to interview them for the BBC, both in Malaysia and in Britain – and including quite a number of persons who had lived for many years in China. I have drawn on only one of these China interviews: Captain Robert Williamson’s account of four years as Ship’s Master on the Upper Yangtse from 1921 to 1924; an experience so remarkable – indeed, so utterly Conradesque – that I have felt impelled to include at least a part of his story in Chapter 8. China – and the British in China – demands a book on its own, which my colleague Christopher Cook will be supplying.


Similarly, there were interviews with a number of Malaysians that I have not been able to include. Theirs is the other side of the story and one that (as with India and Africa) is still waiting to be told.


Tales from the South China Seas makes no attempt to confront the political issues of colonialism. It is a book first and foremost about a group of ordinary people placed in what many of us would regard as extraordinary places and times. As before, I have confined myself simply to recording on tape and on paper something of the tenor of their lives, placing them and their beliefs in the context of the times in which they lived and worked. Within this framework I have retained a colonial sense of geography and spelling, with a glossary to explain the latter at the back of the book. Similarly, I have referred to my witnesses in the text as they were known then; brief details of their circumstances will be found in the appended notes on contributors.


Whatever their backgrounds and experiences these witnesses all exercised power in some form in South-East Asia and may be fairly regarded as representatives of their age. Accordingly, I have not always identified quotations when reporting widely-held views or common experiences, and the spoken words of my contributors have been assembled and edited as inter-related parts of a whole. For ease of reading I have made very minor amendments and added conjunctions, but wherever possible excerpts have been quoted as they were spoken. I have also limited myself to expressing only those views and opinions that were stated in the original recorded material. For this and the way in which extracts have been selected and assembled, the responsibility is entirely mine. The end result is my own interpretation but I hope it can still claim to be a fair and faithful reanimation of the spirit of an age and a generation that I greatly respect.


Neither this reconstruction nor its companion radio series would have been possible without the fullest cooperation, candour and generosity of those who were good enough to let me interview them for the BBC. A great many extended help to me in other ways, allowing me access to their photographs and mementoes (some of which are included in this book) and offering me advice and suggestions. I would especially like to thank Sjovald Cunyngham-Brown, who not only looked after me on the lovely island of Penang but has most generously written an ‘insider’s’ Introduction to this book – providing a very salutary counter-balance of direct personal experience to my own impressions of other people’s experiences; also Tan Sri Dato Mubin Sheppard, who opened many doors for me in Selangor and Negri Sembilan and did his best to diminish my ignorance of the Malaysian scene; Raja Toh Puan Teh Zaitun, who performed the same kind offices in Malacca; Dato Haji Mohamed Yusuf Bangs in Kota Bharu, who showed me what the ‘real’ Malaya of pre-war years might have been like; Datuk John Baxter in Sabah and many others who in one way or another helped to make my brief field-trip through Malaysia a most memorable experience. To all these contributors and friends, both in the UK and in Malaysia, I offer my deepest appreciation and thanks, together with the hope that they will find in this book something to justify and reward their kindness.


My thanks are also due to the following for their most valuable advice and assistance: Mrs J. André, Wendy Barnes, Mrs Alice Berry-Hart, John Behague, Mrs Kathleen Clark, W. J. V. Cook, John Falconer, Enid Fernandes, Lady Goode, Will Garforth, Jenny Hogg, J. W. Hooton, A. H. P. Humphrey, H. M. Ismail, Stephanie Jones, Ian Macdonald, Campbell Macmurray, John McLeod, Mrs Hedda Morrison, Carl Openshaw, Alan Reid, D. Simpson, C. D. Stempson, Mrs Penelope Stevens, Alasdair Thompson, Lorna Tokeley, Commander Michael Wall, E. G. Waller, Major Idris Williams, John Willoughby, the Illustrated London News, the School of Oriental and African Studies, the Royal Commonwealth Society, the Overseas Pensioners Association, Barlow and Son, the Boustead Group, the Inchcape Group, the Guthrie Corporation, Harrison and Crosfield, the Malaysian Airline System, Ocean Transport and Trading and (for her always impeccable typing) Mrs Alice Rockwell.


Lastly, my special thanks to two old and trusted friends; Faith Evans, who has worked closely with me as editor of all three Tales, and my associate editor and the producer of Tales from the South China Seas, Michael Mason. Although best known for such radio epics as The Long March of Everyman, Plain Tales from the Raj and The British Seafarer, Michael Mason’s producership has over the last two decades covered an extraordinary range of programmes, all distinguished by an immensely skilful and sensitive touch. It would be impossible to conclude this final preface of our ‘tales’ – ending, as it began, as a thoroughly happy partnership – without acknowledging in some small part the immense contribution to radio (and to oral history in particular) that he has made.




INTRODUCTION


SJOVALD CUNYNGHAM-BROWN


IN Malay a rentis is a straight cutting through the jungle from which the land and its vegetation can be seen and explored. One must admire the rentis that Charles Allen has cut through the tangled mass of facts – often contradictory, generally uncertain and always stealthily shifting – that represented life in the pre-war Far Eastern territories that had fallen at one time or another under the paramount influence of Britain. Such a rentis must by its very nature be narrow, or the whole panorama would become incomprehensible, and in this case success has been achieved by selecting a number of representative eye-witnesses. The result is the truest account I have yet come across of how ‘good, honest, English people’, as Somerset Maugham describes them, passed their working lives in that part of the world that lies around the South China Sea. Allen’s good humour and patience, in all sorts of outlandish places, encouraged us – his raw material – to ‘give more than we thought we had in us’, and his book will go a long way towards ‘setting the record straight’ for future generations.


Tales from the South China Seas has given me the chance to relive and relish again the excitement of meeting for the first time the ‘Flaming East’ in all its gross materialism and its shabby and intricate grandeur, and to savour once again its overmastering allure. Many a giggle, too, keeps breaking through as I recall such episodes as Norman Cleaveland’s hilarious bathroom misadventure (which reminds me of the girl who similarly mistook the bathroom tong or water jar for an actual bath, squeezed herself in and got stuck, so that she had to be most ‘naked and ashamed’-ly broken out); or Nancy Madoc instructing her head houseboy to ‘pee on this’ and ‘pee on that’ instead of ‘lock this’ and ‘lock that’; and the frightful scene (which I shall never live down) of the Magistrate on the Bench in Singapore blatantly committing an act of Indecent Exposure! Such and other follies enliven the book as they enlivened the pre-war days of the hardworking but indomitably light-hearted sons and daughters of Britain out East.


And over all, as one reads, there spans the enormous Asian sky; nostrils fill again with the renewed peaty, fruity reek of Asia and the heart once more throbs with excitement at being associated in the attempt to build, in this great ‘involution’ of the world, the first slender, tentative bridges of understanding and affection between the ancient races of the Far East and the Western peoples. We were lucky, because we were living amongst a most attractive population of many races in one of the most beautiful parts of the world; which is certainly one of the reasons why everybody loved the life and why our mutual relationships both before and after Independence have been so successful.


But there are other reasons. First of all, ever since the East India Company first made trade arrangements with the rulers and chiefs of Western Sumatra in 1658, right up to the moment of Malaya’s Independence in 1957, Britain’s motives throughout East Asia had been commercial ones. Her territorial ambitions were strictly limited. Whenever Parliament was reluctantly forced to protect its trade-routes by approving the acquisition of some small but strategically important island, cape or corner of foreign soil, it was in all cases with the consent of the local ruler. There are many instances, but one need only think of the Rulers of Johore in 1707 offering Singapore to Captain Hamilton – and the offer being politely declined for lack of supporting authority from the East India Company; or the Dutch East Indies, a vast Empire which had come into the control of Britain during the Napoleonic War, being quietly handed back to Holland once the war was over; or, most significantly of all, of Queen Victoria’s far-sighted instructions to Disraeli in 1874 regarding the Malay States to ‘bring on the peoples of these countries to the stage where they can govern themselves’.


This was one of the most remarkable statements imaginable at that period and was, so far as I know, the first time that Britain had ever so clearly defined its imperial responsibilities in South-East Asia. Indeed, it was still being impressed on us in 1929, when we were under training at the School of Oriental Studies at Finsbury Circus, that we were among those destined to ‘bring on’ the countries of the Malayan peninsula to self-government.


I arrived as part of the third wave of administrators. The first, from 1875, had been the ‘pioneers’. After about 1900, when they retired, there came the ‘consolidators’, laying down the laws, making the roads, building the railways, starting the schools, hospitals, health services and every aspect of government. This great work was done largely by the second generation, and we who followed were no more than ‘polishers’, adding the final touches to the work that had already been so expertly planned and begun. In short, a mere three generations separated 1875 from 1957, the year in which Britain granted complete independence to the united and brilliantly prosperous new countries of Malaya and Singapore. Within that short span these two lands, together with Sabah and Sarawak (soon to join Malaya to form the present Federation of Malaysia) had been transformed from warring medieval states into the most peaceful and progressive democracies in South-East Asia. Such things cannot be achieved by domination, but only by the closest and most friendly of working relationships.


Looking back over forty-odd years to 1941 and the ‘Madhatter’s Tea Party’ of our rout from peninsular Malaya by the Japanese, followed by the debacle of Singapore’s surrender and all that followed from it, it is highly refreshing to find that this book does not necessarily agonize or produce for us a positive Grand Guignol of horrors. As it comes from the mouths of survivors, there is much resilient good humour – if at times accompanied by a toothless grin.


To my mind one of the best things we learned then was the depth of sympathy and good feeling on the part of all races of Malaysia and Singapore towards the Europeans in their time of appalling trouble. Their friendliness was something that one perhaps tended to take for granted in time of peace, but when all the chips were down their endless acts and gestures of kindness – often at the risk of their own very lives – supported and encouraged us over the years of slavery. They are the best evidence possible of the generosity and courageous spirit of the people of South-East Asia, as well as evidence that in winning their friendship the British people out East could not have done so badly.


If this book conveys these impressions to the reader’s mind, as it does to mine, then it will have achieved its goal not only of entertaining but also of telling a true story.


George Town, Penang
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1


THE FIRST SIGH OF THE EAST






Suddenly a puff of wind, a puff faint and tepid and laden with strange odours of blossoms, of aromatic wood, comes out of the still night – the first sigh of the East on my face. That I can never forget. It was impalpable and enslaving, like a charm, like a whispered promise of mysterious delight.


Joseph Conrad, Youth








To young Britons born in the early years of this century the East was a mysterious and exotic place. Even in childhood its call was sometimes irresistible. Bill Bangs, destined to become a rubber planter and a Muslim, collected stamps as a boy and was always drawn to the Federated Malay States’ stamp which showed a leaping tiger, telling himself, ‘That’s the country I want to go to.’ As a child of four or five, Anthony Richards had a retreat in the shrubbery of his parents’ country parsonage which he called ‘Sarawak’: ‘I can only suppose that the name was picked up from some newspaper report that the Second Rajah had died. He died in 1917 and I dare say that the papers contained quite a lot about Sarawak which I got second-hand.’ Twenty years later he would be embarking on the Straits steamship Vyner Brooke at Singapore, bound for the Sarawak Civil Service.


Other children were similarly imbued with romantic notions of life in the East. Reared on a diet of Kipling, Derek Headly had determined from an early age that India was to be the place for him, While as a teenager Edward Tokeley found himself torn between India and China: ‘I had to make up my mind what I was going to do and I was introduced to a lovely old man who was a retiring partner in Bousteads in Malaya. I was sent out to dinner with him one night and when he’d finished telling me about these gin-clear seas and golden sands, and the waving casuarina trees, and the gorgeous, dusky girls with their sarongs and kebayas, I said, “Where is this place?” ’


Then there were those with colonial connections in the family, who hoped when they grew up to follow in their fathers’ or uncles’ footsteps. John Forrester’s father had captained tea clippers on the China run, Richard Broome’s was a surgeon in the Indian Medical Service, Peter Lucy’s uncle had been a ship’s doctor before becoming a Medical Officer in Malaya: ‘The ship called in at Singapore and they played cricket against Singapore Cricket Club. My uncle made a hundred and the Governor said, “You’re the sort of man we want in the Malayan Service”.’


What all these young men had in common was a British middle-class background. Like so many of their contemporaries in the Twenties and Thirties who were to take up careers in the Far East or South-East Asia, they came mostly from country homes and from the public schools, where ‘the idea of service wasn’t imposed on you but was intrinsic’. They found themselves subject to the traditions of their generation, which meant, in Guy Madoc’s case, that his elder brother went into the armed services, ‘while I, as the younger son, was expected to go overseas and make my fortune’. A career in the East, whether in government or business, offered a standard of living that could not always be guaranteed at home. And it seemed particularly attractive to those who, like Cecil Lee in 1933, had left school without any particular qualifications and without private means: ‘If you wanted to be a lawyer or an accountant in those days you had to pay a premium. So the mercantile firms and the Asiatic Petroleum Company and the banks were an outlet for you. The fathers and friends of others used to say, “Go East, young man” – that was the sort of cry.’


A career in the East also offered an outlet for men like Bill Harrison, who had survived three years in the trenches in the Great War: ‘I wanted to escape from offices, factories, streets of houses and the general hubbub of life in England. I was looking forward to another kind of adventure – to seeing foreign places, climbing mountains, sailing up rivers and exploring.’ He had already qualified as a mining engineer before the war but with demobilization found ‘millions of men of my age also looking for employment – so I was glad to have the first offer that came along’. Within a few months of the ending of the war he was prospecting for tin in the jungles of Malaya and Siam.


There were many others like Harrison for whom chance played the decisive role in shaping their futures. It was a casual encounter on a train that led John Theophilus to become a rubber planter:






I was going down to my parents in Hampshire and I had to change at Basingstoke Station, where I saw an extremely attractive young lady. When she got into the train I got into the same carriage. She couldn’t run away because there was no corridor and in the course of the journey I got her name and address in Devonshire. And as soon as I got home I wrote to her, after which we used to meet in London quite frequently. After a few months she said, ‘You’re not getting very much pay here’ – I was on thirty shillings a week. She had a lot of relations who were out in Malaya and so she spoke to one of them who arranged for me to have an interview with a rubber company, which I did in late ’25.








Robert ‘Perky’ Perkins had a similarly fateful chance meeting:






In about Christmas 1928 I met the father of an old friend of mine and I said, ‘Where’s Archie?’ – that was his son. ‘Oh, Archie’s gone out to Malaya.’ And I thought of the Malay pirates with their little crinkly daggers. ‘What’s he doing there?’ ‘Rubber planting.’ I thought of Archie walking along throwing seeds into the ground along set rows. ‘He’s having a wonderful time,’ his father said. ‘Well, I was going in for mining engineering at the time and I didn’t like it much so I said, ‘How did he get the job?’ He says, ‘You just go up to London. They’re looking for new people.’ So I went up to the address he gave me and a fortnight later there I was, on my way out to Malaya on the Malwa.








For Edward Banks, who in 1925 had just completed his degree at Oxford, it was a spur of the moment decision that decided his future: ‘There were a number of my colleagues at a meeting wanting jobs and a professor said, “Well, they need a curator out in Rajah Brooke’s museum in Sarawak. Does anybody want the job?” One of my colleagues said, “No, I don’t want the job.” And I said, “Well, I’ll have it” – not knowing anything about it. I didn’t even know where the place was.’ In due course Banks was interviewed by the brother of the Rajah – ‘a charming old gentleman’ – and got the job.


The interview constituted the only real hurdle that the great majority of applicants for jobs overseas had to face. Whether for the government services or the business firms these interviews tended to follow the same pattern: ‘They wanted athletic people and as long as you could play games and mix with people that was the sort of person they wanted.’ But background and schooling were also important: ‘There’s no doubt at all that in those days they were only choosing people from public school backgrounds. They wanted people who’d already experienced a degree of leadership through being a praepositor in the school, from service in the Officer’s Training Corps and the like. And they certainly wanted people who were accustomed to an open-air life.’ Being good at games counted for a lot more than academic ability: ‘They asked the sort of questions which nowadays a lot of people sneer at. You ask a chap if he plays games. If he does and he’s got a reasonable academic record as well, you’re not going to go far wrong, because chaps who are good at games are usually well-orientated overall.’


The larger rubber companies, in particular, took the sporting ethic very seriously. In the years before the slump in 1929 two of the biggest trading concerns in South-East Asia were Dunlops and Guthries, and both companies took on players of international standard to play in their respective rugby teams. One, a former England cap, started with Guthries but proved to be a better sportsman than he was a rubber planter. ‘He took to drink and was sacked,’ recalls John Theophilus, ‘but he was such a good rugger player that Dunlops took him. Unfortunately, he still continued his habits so off he went.’ Theophilus himself has no doubts as to why his first job interview with a Dunlops director went off so well: ‘He asked me one or two questions as to where I’d been born and what my parents were and so on and then he said, “What’s that tie you’ve got on?” I said, “It’s the Harlequin Rugby Club, sir.” And he said, ‘You’ll get some rugger out there” – and that was my interview.’


Some of the larger Eastern trading houses, as well as the two major banks – the Hongkong and Shanghai (the ‘H&S’ or the ‘Honkers and Shankers’) and the Chartered – were rather more selective. The ‘nicest’ people were said to go to Bousteads and the Asiatic Petroleum Company: ‘We weren’t snobbish about it but we used to say without any doubt at all – and we never found anybody in Malaya or Singapore who would disagree – that the chaps you found in Bousteads and APC were the best of all.’ Gerald Scott was one of those who was soon to find that ‘APC was a password to the whole of the Far East. Wherever you went you just signed your name and put APC after it. There was a certain arrogance. When you were picked up on it you said, “But I’m APC”.’ Guthries, on the other hand, was traditionally a Scots firm and most of its planters were Scots – who regarded their rivals in such firms as Bousteads as having ‘not much topside and a lot of old school tie’.


Where academic ability did count was in the selection of administrators. Appointment to what were known as the ‘Eastern Cadetships’ was by examination as well as interview and only open to graduates. The Public Services Examination governed entry into the Diplomatic and Home Civil Services, the Indian Civil Service and the Eastern Cadetships, with selection based strictly on merit. As far as the overseas services were concerned there was an unofficial but clearly established hierarchy: ‘The ICS was the supreme service, only the best people could get through. Then there were three Eastern Cadetships – Ceylon, Hong Kong and Malaya – and that was really the order of batting, with Malaya regarded as the least worthy of the three.’


Sjovald Cunyngham-Brown sat for the week-long exam in 1928 with the intention of entering the Consular Service. He passed high enough to enter – only to be told that there was a three-year waiting list:






At the same time I learned that I could join the Indian Civil Service or the – to me – hitherto unknown services known as the Eastern Cadetships. My uncles and friends who had been or were in the Indian Services said: ‘Don’t join the ICS, old boy, because it’ll be Indianized a considerable time before you’re due for retirement.’ I said, ‘Well, what about the Eastern Cadetships?’ Their eyes brightened at once. They said, ‘Good God, if you’re offered that, take it. The great island empires of the East. The Eastern archipelago, Malaya, half unexplored; a land of adventure: beautiful people, charming surroundings, tigers, elephants. And further east those wonderful islands; Bali, Sumatra, Java. All the riches of the East, loaded with romance and with things still worthwhile doing. Take it if you get the chance.’








Sitting the examination three years later William Goode found that he too was a victim of political change:






There was only one vacancy for Ceylon and I wanted to go there because I had relatives who’d been in the Ceylon Service. When the results came out and we were called up for our medical interview, I remember complaining in a very loud voice that there was only one vacancy for Ceylon this year and some bloody black man had taken it, and a voice came from behind me and said, ‘Yes, it’s me, and what’s worse, I come from Cambridge’ – I being an Oxford man. It was a very nice man from Cambridge who later became very distinguished in the Ceylon Civil Service.








A generation earlier Alan Morkill had also been forced to settle for what he had at first regarded as second best, when he joined the Malayan Civil Service (MCS): ‘The state of my knowledge about Malaya was absolutely nil. So I took my mother to Kew to find out what the climate was like. We went into the first greenhouse which was nice and cool, the next one was a little bit warmer but very nice and then finally we got into a place where the steam on our glasses made it difficult to see. But we saw a palm marked Federated Malay States. “Alan, you can’t go to a country like that!” she said.’


There was widespread ignorance about conditions overseas. As John Baxter left the London offices of his future employer after a successful interview, he met an old school friend: ‘He said, “Hullo John, what are you doing?” And I said, “I’ve just got a job in North Borneo.” He said, “Where’s that?” I said, “I’m going off to get a map to see.” ’ There were others whose knowledge of South-East Asia came principally from the works of Somerset Maugham, notably a popular film from a play of his called ‘The Letter’, which was based on a notorious case of adultery and murder that took place in Kuala Lumpur in 1911.


But knowledge was less important than youthful enthusiasm. ‘We were young men going off abroad, doing what we wanted to do,’ was how John Davis remembers the mood at the time. ‘We had no idea of what we were going to do – and I cannot honestly remember that worrying us in the very least.’


Davis was going out as a Police Probationer in the joint service of the Straits Settlements and the Federated Malay States, one of the few services that took on young men straight from school. The business concerns generally sent their employees out at twenty-one, when they were of an age to sign their own contracts. Until then they were taken on as ‘Trainees for the East’, going the rounds of the various departments and learning the business at the London end. Similarly, the newly-appointed Eastern Cadets were sent on half-pay to the School of Oriental Studies at Finsbury Circus for a six-month course, much of it taken up with learning Malay but with a smattering of colonial law and a rudimentary course on tropical health and hygiene thrown in. The instructors were usually former administrators, who ‘filled us up with a great deal of romantic stuff about Malaya and the Malays’. The students were also subjected to a ‘tone’ test to see if they were suitable candidates for a department of the Malayan Civil Service known as the Chinese Protectorate. One of those who passed the test was Richard Broome:






The Chinese language being tonal, it’s useless unless you have a slightly musical ear. I did fairly well but a great friend deliberately cheated so as not to do well. He was quite prepared to do anything so as not to go into the Chinese Protectorate. It was in some ways a specialist department and it wasn’t popular with those people who wished to be governors and things. People who were in the Protectorate were always thought to be mad anyway and I think it did rather affect one’s career to a certain extent.








In commercial circles it was not thought necessary to learn Malay or Chinese. But one of those who took the trouble to learn something of the language before he went out was Bill Bangs: ‘I got a Malay phrase book and a dictionary and I walked up and down the beach at Frinton learning these words and phrases by heart. Most of them I found were not used at all. I remember one of the things I learned was that champagne was called simpkin – and I don’t think I needed that very much anyway.’ However, his rudimentary Malay did prove to be surprisingly useful on the voyage out:






When we got to Port Said it was so hot that the youngsters who were going out planting decided to take their mattresses up on the deck and sleep there. When we got up there the Lascars were closing the hatches and somebody asked them how long it was going to take. The answer was, ‘No speak English. Can speak Malay.’ And one of the phrases that I’d learned on the beach at Frinton-on-Sea was ‘How long will it take to finish this?’ And I remember shooting this out and after that everybody on the boat thought I was the finest Malay scholar possible.








But before the voyage could begin, other preparations for life out East had to be completed. Tropical kit had to be bought and contracts signed. Lists of required clothing were supplied, together with the names of recommended colonial outfitters, and friends and relatives with experience of the East came forward with such practical tips as to buy only the more formal articles of clothing in Britain and have the rest made up at half the cost by Chinese tailors and shoe-makers in such places as Singapore, where a white suit cost three dollars, a pair of shorts one dollar fifty cents and socks worked out at about a dollar for half-a-dozen: ‘You didn’t bother to darn them; when the holes came you just threw them away.’ Shoes were equally cheap and made to measure: ‘You went to your shoemaker and you put your foot down on a piece of paper. Then he drew round your foot and you got your shoes within three or four days. Made with English leather they cost three dollars.’


Alan Morkill’s mother provided him with a ‘green-lined umbrella, a special jacket with a protective strip for the spine and a steel-lined trunk which had been my aunt’s in India, which we dug out from the stable where it was serving as a corn bin.’ These umbrellas and spine pads – ‘a thick felt pad that you had sewn into the back of your uniform with red cloth inside and khaki exterior’ – and other items of protective wear, such as the Straits Settlements’ Sola Topee, were regarded as essential prerequisites to good health in the tropics when Morkill joined the MCS in 1913. Twenty years later they were still to be found on all outfitters’ lists.


Trevor Walker was one of those who bought a topee at Simon Artz emporium in Port Said, only to find when he got to Kuala Lumpur in 1937 that scarcely anyone was wearing one. Edward Tokeley found that he only needed to wear his topee when ‘fielding on the boundary at cricket’, and although Sjovald Cunyngham-Brown wore his for several years, he found it increasingly cumbersome:






There was a period from 1935 or so when it was generally regarded by all the newcomers as absolutely ridiculous to wear a sola topee or a spine pad but that we ought to lie naked in the sun and enjoy the gorgeous, beautiful heat. This was all very well but anybody who did that, as I did, now gets skin cancer, and many of the people who had persistent sunstroke went mad or died. There was a great deal to be said for the old Civil Servants who used to shout at me, ‘You’ll be sorry for this one day, young fellow. You’ll pay for it sooner or later.’








Some of the other items supplied by colonial outfitters seemed equally out of place. Soon after his arrival in Kuala Lumpur Walker noticed that one of his mess-mates wore undervests that were all curiously frayed at the bottom:






I said to him, ‘I understand that the laundry is pretty rough out here but that’s a bit much.’ He said, ‘Oh no, it’s nothing to do with the laundry. I had a list that must have been written in about 1900 because it included twelve pairs of long combinations which I duly bought. I wore them on the way out here and I wore them for the first month out here and in the end I got so fed up and so hot that I took a pair of scissors and cut them all in two.’








Guy Madoc and John Davis, both preparing to go out to Malaya as Police Probationers in 1931, were sent to Hawes in Farringdon Street where, ‘amongst dusty surroundings, we were given beautiful white pipe-clayed topees and invited to indulge in something called “throwaway socks”, which rather suggested that the moment you’d bought them and got sweaty feet, which wouldn’t take long in the tropics, you just threw them away. So everything was bought in very considerable numbers.’ They were also advised that it was compulsory for them to travel out on the P&O – ‘a very high-class sort of shipping line’ – and that they would require no less than eighteen stiff shirts – ‘boiled shirts, we used to call them’ – and thirty-six stiff collars.


Then there were the contracts or letters of appointment. Guy Madoc’s was a very impressive document, informing him that he was to be ‘elected’ to an appointment to the Colonial Service at a salary of two hundred and fifty Malayan dollars a month, just under thirty pounds. There was also a small cost-of-living allowance – ‘which was taken from us when we’d only been out for about three months’. The letter also set out various do’s and don’ts: ‘They were evidently very worried in case I got married in a hurry, because it said, “If you marry before reaching Malaya you will forfeit the appointment. And if you marry during your first tour of service, the government will not be liable to provide a passage for your wife, nor to issue you with married quarters or a marriage allowance”.’


This starting salary was virtually the same for all the young men starting their careers and remained a fairly constant figure throughout the inter-war period. The major exception was the Malayan Civil Service, whose cadets received a starting salary of just under four hundred dollars and promise of a generous pension of a thousand pounds a year for life. Edward Tokeley’s terms of service were typical for those joining the mercantile trading companies:






We didn’t have contracts in Bousteads; you had a letter of appointment which was backed by a gentleman’s understanding. It said that I could expect my first home leave at the expiry of five years and before the end of my sixth year of service, subject to the exigencies of the service. And that I could expect one local leave holiday of three weeks during that time. There was nothing in the letter of appointment about marriage but it was made clear to you that in order to get the partners’ approval to get married you had to earn a certain sum of money a month, which took about ten years’ service to achieve.








Both in government and in business new recruits were left in no doubt that marriage before the end of the second tour of service was frowned upon, and that permission had always to be sought first. In Sarawak the Second Rajah had laid down that no officer was to marry before his second tour of five years was completed. The big banks were equally specific; their young men were required to sign an agreement by which they could ask for permission to marry only after they had completed eight years’ overseas service. Insufficient income and the difficulty of providing married quarters were the stated reasons for this attitude, but at the back of it was the assumption that the new men were expected to spend their early years getting to know the country and their work.


Finally the time came for embarkation on one or other of the many passenger ships that plied between Tilbury or Southampton and the East: ‘In those days it was another era, when all the great shipping lines – the P&O, which was rather posh, the Blue Funnel, and Glen Line, the BI and the Bibby Line – took British men, women and children backwards and forwards across the Empire.’


For all those sailing East for the first time the month-long voyage was to be a memorable experience. Cecil Lee boarded the Patroclus, a Blue Funnel liner, at Birkenhead: ‘I’d never been beyond Brighton Pier and suddenly here I was living in comparative luxury on this ship which only had one class, not like the P&O. It was full of planters because they felt it was more free and easy then the P&O, which took out the Indian Army officers and the rather high civil servants and was said to be rather snobby.’


One of those travelling by P&O was Guy Madoc, who sailed from Tilbury Docks on a cold, grey December morning on the Kashgar:






We young officers, ten of us, were pushed three to a cabin really designed for two. And so we sailed out with the usual rough weather down the Bay of Biscay and then round by Gibraltar. By that time, we ten policemen, going out to different branches of government service for the first time, had established ourselves right up in the eye of the fo’c’s’le on the ship and when you looked right over the bows down to the forefoot of the vessel cleaving through the water, there were porpoises dashing backwards and forwards. It began to feel already that you were getting towards the tropics.
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Sir,


I am directed by Lord Passfield to inform you that, subject to your being passed by the Consulting Physician to this Department as physically fit for service, it is proposed to select you for appointment to the Colonial Service as a Police Probationer in the joint service of the Straits Settlements and Federated Malay States, with salary at the rate of $250 a month. On becoming a passed Probationer, with a minimum of two years’ service your salary will be increased to $300 a month. In view of the high cost of living by which Malaya, like the United Kingdom and other countries has been affected a temporary allowance of 10 per cent of salary in the case of unmarried officers and 20 per cent in the case of married officers is at present also given. You will be provided with free (partly furnished)


quarters


G.C.MADOC, ESQ.








Letter of appointment, 1930. The temporary allowance referred to was withdrawn within three months of the recipient arriving in Malaya. The letter went on to warn that ‘if you marry before reaching Malaya you will forfeit the appointment’.


By tradition, the East began not at Suez but at the coaling port of Port Said:






The orders therefore were that all portholes had to be closed, and your door must be kept carefully sealed, not only because of the coal dust, but because of the ‘gippo’ thieves who we were assured would come on in great numbers. Well, we young men all decided that we’d go ashore, and of course there were plenty of doubtful touts waiting on the quayside to take us around. One of us, I remember, even slipped a very small automatic pistol into his pocket, and was evidently prepared to defend himself to the death. Of course there were the gentlemen coming up under your elbow, offering you ‘feelthy’ pictures. But we were taken to an Arab mosque and we were taken to the famous Simon Artz, the great big store which lit its lights the moment the ship tied up alongside the dock. Most of us bought queer Arab burnous and other accoutrements, which were very useful later on in the voyage, when we had a fancy dress ball.








Cramped or not, travelling by P&O was done in considerable style, as Sjovald Cunyngham-Brown discovered on his first voyage out. During the daytime there was ‘the fun of talking to friends, having pre-lunch drinks, a good lunch, happy afternoons playing deck tennis or splashing in the canvas pool that had been erected over the forehatch’. At mid-day there was the tote on the ship’s daily run, followed by lunch and a siesta – a word that soon gave way in the newcomer’s vocabulary to the curiously nautical ‘lie-off’, used throughout the Far East. Then there were more sports and outdoor entertainments until the evening when everybody, whether in First or Second Class, bathed and changed for dinner, wearing dinner-jackets as far as Port Said and thereafter ‘the short white jacket, worn with black trousers, known as the bum-freezer, in which one went in to dinner in the tropics’.


There were two sittings for dinner and at first Cunyngham-Brown was annoyed to find that he had been put down for the second dinner:






What I hadn’t realized was that it was rather a good thing. The first service used to get hustled down to dinner pretty early, whereas the second service – mostly the senior officers, strangely enough – would stay around the bar for an hour-and-a-half until the bugle suddenly blew for the second service. You should realize that the P&O in those days was a very military establishment and the bugles rang at all hours, beautifully played. And the bugle for dinner, of course, resulted in our drinking our dry martinis as quick as we could and descending the large companionway down into the very handsome dining-room with its great punkahs swinging, and all my friends in their mess-kits – Gurkhas, 11th Hussars, Indian civilians going back from furlough, whatever it might be – all of us laughing and chatting, getting to our appointed places and discussing the wines that we were to drink that evening.








Whether bound for Bombay, Colombo or beyond, the passengers were more or less of the same background. In consequence, a convivial and club-like atmosphere prevailed on board: ‘Our little shipload became more and more intimately fond of each other. We became fast friends, some of which have remained to this day.’ Sailing out on the P&O steamship Carthage, Edward Tokeley was astonished to find how ‘the more seasoned of the Easterners looked after the newcomer. For meals I found myself sitting at a table with three generals, one of whom was going out to be GOC Singapore, and another to do the same job in India. But they looked after me very kindly.’ On board the Patroclus, however, Cecil Lee found himself seated at the Chief Engineer’s table:






The stewards were Chinese and I remember one day how one came up to me and said: ‘Your name Lee? My name Lee, too. Chinese.’ I thought this rather funny and I told the story at the Chief Engineer’s table and he growled at me: ‘You should have kicked his arse!’ That was rather the attitude, as I noticed later when we reached Penang from the way some of the officers set about the Tamils swarming on board as stevedores.








After dinner there was dancing, with the ship’s band regaling the dancers with the tunes of Cole Porter and Ivor Novello. Those who did not wish to dance could play bridge – ‘some women, who seemed very hard cases, played bridge from morning till night, as far as I can remember’ – or retire to the bar and enjoy the novel experience of signing for drinks with chits which were then presented for payment weekly, on ‘Black Monday’. Cecil Lee soon found that his small stock of money was being quickly exhausted: ‘I was rather afraid of being thought “chit-shy” and not signing for my round but I had to draw in my horns.’ Others who were on half-pay found themselves running up bar bills that could not be settled until the ship reached Penang or Singapore, where they began to draw their full salary.


Shipboard romance flourished: ‘Aboard ship there is a very lovely feeling of freedom, of happiness, of quickly getting to know each other. And of course all the lovely young girls coming out East were the attraction of all the officers – and ourselves.’ There were daughters going out to join their parents, fiancées coming out as brides-to-be and wives following their husbands after an extended leave: ‘When we went on to the boat deck to have our cigarettes or cigars after dinner we’d select our partners for the evening and promise ourselves that, in the intervals between the dances, we’d come up on deck to have that beautiful fresh air of the Bay of Bengal blowing in our faces – whilst we underwent fierce flirtations on the boat deck.’


Like many of the youngsters on board, Cecil Lee felt himself to be ‘too green and shy and callow’ to make the most of the situation:






I used to look with astonishment and wonderment at some of these chaps who’d been out before and knew the ropes. I remember one particular planter, always immaculately dressed, wonderful at all games, doing quite a strong line with a very attractive French wife who was on her way to Saigon. Strangely enough, I followed the career of this man who was a prominent cricketer in Malaya and I heard later that when the Japanese overran us he got away to Java but when he discovered he was going to be taken prisoner he calmly shot himself. This seemed to be all at a piece with his character as I recall it. The life that he knew was gone and so he shot himself.








So the weeks passed – hot, listless days and ‘cool, velvety nights spent gazing out over the limitless ocean’, as the ship ‘rolled gently over the Indian Ocean in starlight and phosphorescence’. There was often a coaling halt at Aden – where Edward Tokeley went ashore: ‘I looked at the barren rock and said, “Cor, I do hope that Penang isn’t like this.” A little while later we landed at Colombo and I looked at this island of green and I thought, ‘Please, let Penang be as lovely as this. Even if it’s half as lovely I shall be happy.” ’


One morning, as Sjovald Cunyngham-Brown remembers, a little cluster of trees appeared over the horizon. The voyage that had seemed ‘as if it might go on for ever’ was coming to an end:






Brilliant sunshine, blue sea, a huge Asian sky of clouds – because Asia has skies that no other place in the world has got; higher, more grandiose, more flamboyant – and clustering under it this little block of land: South-East Asia. The very beginning of the great romantic East, the island empires of which I dreamed. All my friends left the bar and came to the starboard side of the ship as this little dot of land called Pulau Way – a tiny island at the tip of Sumatra – hove up into sight, with a great sea pounding on its beach, brilliant in the sunshine under bending palm trees. Gorgeous bathing, as I discovered later. We watched it and drank our Singapore gin-slings – or Singapore pink-gins – as it slid into the horizon behind us. Now we were east; this was the beginning.








Soon afterwards his ship made its landfall at Penang Island, the first of the British Straits Settlements: ‘We watched it coming up in the early morning light. A big mound of land, a great whale lying there basking in the sea as we crept up toward it and went in between it and the mainland of Malaya. A beautiful land with high mountains, three thousand feet high, gorgeous little bays, cliffs and jungle. All under the keen light of morning and a strong wind from the northeast.’


Penang Island had already known a century and a half of trading and prosperity under the British. Rickshaws and hand-drawn carts filled the streets of George Town, and old-fashioned Chinese shops with red-tiled roofs and Chinese signs lined its bazaars. The most penetrating sounds were the cries of hawkers peddling their wares – rice-cakes (‘nasi lemak!’), green coconuts (‘ba-cha-cha!’ – with a pleasing inflection on the last syllable) or the large noodles known as ‘pig’s-guts cake’ (‘chee-cheong-fan!’) – and the clip-clop of the wood clogs worn by Chinese women dressed in bright blue or white jackets and black trousers. On the outskirts of the town there were broad, tree-lined avenues dotted with elegant mansions, some dating back to the early days of the East India Company, others belonging to Chinese dollar millionaires, and shaded by flowering trees: ‘the “trees of golden rain” called the angsana, the royal palms and the beautiful jacaranda that fell in blue drifts across the bougainvillea.’


For the old Malay and China hands this was where South Asia ended and where the Far East began, for ‘it was like coming home when you hit Penang’. And its appeal was not lost on newcomers. ‘It was an enchanting place,’ declares Cunyngham-Brown, ‘and I was so happy to be there.’ For Edward Tokeley, too, there was relief and delight as he became aware that Penang – where he was to be based for the next four years – appeared to be even more beautiful than Ceylon: ‘It was completely unspoilt; it was paradise enow.’


As Bill Harrison’s ship, the Futala, anchored off the wharf at George Town, a tropical storm broke overhead:






We came up on deck early in the morning to be greeted by a terrific thunderstorm with the most vicious forked lightning I have ever seen, streaking across the sky, blue-white streaks of lightning from horizon to horizon and the most heavy downpour of tropical rain I’ve ever experienced. The rain hit the deck like two shilling pieces and bounced up as high as our knees, with a white haze of spray. You couldn’t see through the rain it was so heavy. Finally, that blew across as it does with some of these Sumatras – storms that come across from Sumatra. The wind carried it away and up came the sun and we looked across to the mainland and there was a row of palm trees along part of the Butterworth shore and rubber plantations and, way in the distance, the Kedah peak, standing up like a sugar loaf.








The wharf itself was like a beehive, crowded with Chinese coolies and Tamils with their bullock carts, while up along the quay were stacks of hundredweight ingots of tin waiting to be shipped out, as well as canvas bales of SRS (Smoked Ribbed Sheets) rubber and copra. These ‘scented the whole atmosphere with the sweet, nutty smell of drying coconut’, mingling with the stink of the monsoon drains and the scent of cloves and pepper – ‘that pungent, spicy odour, so redolent of the Far East’.


The ‘purple East’ also began to exert its influence in other ways. Unlike most other newcomers, Bill Harrison had travelled by way of India and then sailed from Madras to Penang on a ‘coolie-ship’, its decks crowded with immigrant Tamil labourers coming out under contract to work on the plantations, together with their wives and children:






I remember on our arrival we were all trimming up for going ashore and one of the young lads with us – we were nearly all young fellows coming out to join our firms in Malaya – needed a haircut, so he called over a Tamil barber who was cropping the hair for the Indians on board. ‘Give me a haircut as well,’ he said. But when he got up out of the chair he’d been given a Hindu haircut and his head was shaved right across the top half and the back half was long. He did look a sight. All he needed was a couple of coloured spots on the centre of his forehead and he would have been a Hindu.








Sjovald Cunyngham-Brown was among those who would be leaving the ship at George Town in order to cross by ferry to the mainland or to catch the fast Straits Steamships’ service to Port Swettenham and KL (Kuala Lumpur). When his ship finally came alongside the wharf a government representative came aboard to escort him and his fellow Eastern Cadets ashore:






We all said, ‘Good morning, sir.’ To which he replied, ‘Don’t call me sir, for heaven’s sake. I’m only eighteen months senior to yourselves.’ I said, ‘What are we going to wear?’ ‘Well, of course, wear your tutup jackets’ – that is to say, the white cotton jacket that buttons up to the neck. That and white cotton trousers, black socks – which appeared to be de rigueur at that time – and black shoes. On our heads, naturally, were to be the sola topees and behind our backs the spine pad. Then, rejoicing, we went down the gangway.








Rickshaws, with their Chinese rickshaw-pullers, were waiting on the quay: ‘We sat in them, rather hot and stifling in the morning sunshine, and John Hannington, in his rickshaw beside me, with sweat dripping off his nose and the tips of his ears and pouring down his face–as indeed it was off mine – said: “I suppose we’re going to feel like this for the rest of our lives”.’ To Guy Madoc, however, the heat seemed ‘glorious. It was nice to be slightly sweaty all day.’


As Cecil Lee left the ship he was overcome by homesickness, for ‘it had been a wonderful voyage and suddenly I was saying goodbye to everyone and starting a new life.’ There were no customs or immigration formalities to be observed and a rickshaw carried him straight to his firm’s office, where he met the European staff:






One of them – an awfully nice fellow – took me round and gave me lunch at the main hotel there, the ‘E & O’. Then he left me to have a lie-off in the Penang Club. So I sat in this gaunt, high-ceilinged club with its great fans whirling round up above, lying in one of those long bamboo chairs with arms for your legs and a slot for your stengah. The Chinese ‘boys’ padded silently by and it was all quiet – except for raucous laughter coming occasionally from the bar and the cry of ‘Boy!’
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AGENTS OF TRADE






The seventeenth-century traders went there for pepper, because the passion for pepper seemed to burn like a flame of love in the breast of Dutch and English adventurers about the time of James the First. The bizarre obstinacy of that desire made them defy death in a thousand shapes; the unknown seas, the loathsome and strange diseases; wounds, captivity, hunger, pestilence, and despair. To us, their less tried successors, they appear magnified, not as agents of trade but as instruments of a recorded destiny, pushing out into the unknown in obedience to an inward voice, to an impulse beating in the blood, to a dream of the future.


Joseph Conrad, Lord Jim


Sacred to the memory of John Baird, Junior, son of the Hon, J. Baird, Master Attendant and Midshipman of the Wellesley East Indiaman, who arrived on this Island on 27 August 1800 and died the 6 September following aged 17 years and 6 months


Inscription on tombstone, Northam Road Cemetery, George Town, Penang








UNDER the frangipani trees in Penang’s oldest cemetery lies buried Francis Light, founder of the Settlement of Prince of Wales Island – later to become Penang. For Sjovald Cunyngham-Brown, still living for much of the year on the island, the cemetery has a special significance:






I never pass the cemetery without thinking of Francis Light in his completely neglected tomb. It’s a melancholy place in a way. So many young people’s graves are there, who died of malaria between the ages of eighteen and twenty-three; young cadets – masses of them – girls in childbirth, all neglected these days. And among them Francis Light, who died of malaria like nearly everybody else on this island.
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