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In Memoriam

Joy Wood

Sunday 10 January 1993


‘The answer lies not in pouring troops into the jungle, but in the hearts and minds of the people.’

General Sir Gerald Templer, Malaya, 1952

‘Weapons are an important factor in war, but not the decisive factor. It is people, not things, that are decisive.’

Mao Tse-tung, On Protracted War, 1938


Author’s Note

Hearts and Minds is a novel, set in the years of the Malayan Emergency, spanning 1945–55.

The principal characters are fictional and none is intended to portray a real person. Some characters come from my previous novel The Joshua Inheritance set in Palestine during the first of the British Army’s post-Second World War campaigns, and reflect the historical fact that many people did move from Palestine to Malaya at the end of the 1940s, rather than return to England. Indeed, I have introduced numerous real-life historical figures, as well as places, institutions and crucial events – such as the assassination of Sir Henry Gurney – without which no picture of this period in Malaya would be complete.

I chose ‘Hearts and Minds’ as the title because General Templer made the phrase famous when he was High Commissioner in Malaya. It encapsulates the British approach to counter-insurgency (sadly ignored by the Americans later in the Vietnam war), and it also echoes the military and emotional problems faced by Edward Fairfax as he tries to understand the Chinese enemy in the jungle.
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BOOK ONE

Lull before the Storm

January 1945 to June 1948

‘The contest of strength is not only a contest of military and economic power, but also a contest of human power and morale.’

Mao Tse Tung, On Protracted War, May 1938.


Chapter 1

‘RED ON! GREEN ON!’

A big four-engined Liberator, painted black and showing no lights, flew low over the dark hills on course to a point which only the navigator could identify. Huddled behind the pilot and co-pilot in his flying jacket, poring over his charts, his target after six hours’ flying time was nothing more than a spot in the most inaccessible tropical jungle where the three ancient Malay states of Pahang, Selangor and Negri Sembilan all meet.

The moon hung low over the ragged horizon on their right and cast long, weary, red shadows across the endless canopy of tree tops which spread under the bomber in all directions, like a sea of dark storm clouds lying over the undulating ground beneath.

The pilot rubbed his eyes and stared ahead, mesmerised by the continuous jungle rolling below them, and for a moment he wondered what went on beneath the canopy: a hellish, black nightmare of trees and tangled lianas, of snakes sliding through the rotting leaves on the soft dank floor of the jungle, dry scaly scorpions scuttling by, wild pigs rootling in the dark for food or salt licks, exotic birds sleeping high on branches out of reach of predators, and the endless cacophony of insects. He shuddered as he checked all round the sky for enemy aircraft. The last thing he wanted was to crash in the jungle.

‘Fifteen minutes out, Sir,’ said the navigator through the intercom, his face glowing in the tiny red night light poised over his map.

‘Raised anything on the S-phone?’ asked the pilot. He hoped they could pick up the signal at 3,000 feet. He dared not fly too high just in case there was a Japanese night patrol out.

The navigator did not reply at once, willing the needle on the instrument to indicate that the receiving party was in place.

Minutes passed.

The needle twitched. ‘Yes, Sir!’

‘Nine minutes out, Sir,’ said the co-pilot. The relief was tangible. After 1,500 miles they had pin-pointed a tiny group of men in one of the remotest places on earth.

The pilot ordered, ‘Action stations!’

In the belly of the converted bomber, the airloadmaster and dispatch crew sweated to prepare the Type-H containers to be parachuted to the reception party on the ground. Eight heavy, six-foot-long cylinders lay on rollers, like bombs, and the men fussed round, making last-minute checks that the casing was correctly fastened, the straps tight, and the static lines hooked up.

‘These are bloody heavy tonight,’ shouted one dispatcher over the roar of noise as he and another man rolled the big container towards the bomb-bay doors and fixed it in place with chocks.

The airloadmaster ignored him. It was none of his business what the resistance did on the ground. They were all brave men, but lunatics as far as he was concerned, and he was looking forward to a good breakfast when they got back to Ceylon. He opened the doors and the warm blast of slipstream air whipped round them, making conversation impossible. They worked on with handsigns and listened intently in their headphones. The pilot had picked up the men on the ground.

‘Hallo seven-four, hallo seven-four, this is Bravo-two-one-delta, are you receiving me?’

Faintly they heard the reply, ‘Roger, receiving you fives.’

The pilots strained their eyes ahead.

‘Ten left, Sir, and two minutes,’ intoned the navigator.

The pilot adjusted the plane and began to lose height for the run-in.

Suddenly the co-pilot jabbed with his gloved finger. ‘There! Dead ahead!’ He had spotted the dim triangle of lights which marked their target drop zone about two miles away.

The pilot nodded, immensely relieved. Only he of all the crew had been told how vitally important it was to make the drop that night, and if humanely possible to prevent the cargo of containers falling into Japanese hands. He was not a religious man but he thanked God for the weather – cloudy enough to hide in during their long flight but clear enough to see the torches of the reception party on the final approach. He dropped the big Liberator to 350 feet, skimming over the jungle trees, and spoke briefly into the intercom.

In the back, the airloadmaster acknowledged the orders crackling in his headphones and gestured at the dispatch crew. Hands on chocks, they tensed ready to shove, fascinated by the trees rushing past outside, so near they could see the chaos of branches, the occasional tree thrusting above the smooth undulating grey-green surface like a breaker from the sea.

‘Red on!’ said the pilot, throwing the switch.

In the rush of the slipstream, the airloadmaster flung his hand out to point at the glowing bulb. The dispatchers tensed and gripped the big containers.

Abruptly the jungle stopped as they raced over an open clearing of swamp and padi fields towards the three lights on the ground, where the moonlight glinted on the water between the mud banks and soft tufts of rice.

Seconds to go. The pilot concentrated, hand poised over the switch. Watch the lights below. Over the first. Over the second, lined up with the third, at right angles shining from the darkness on the left.

‘Green on!’ His fingers flicked the switch.

Behind him, in the back of the aircraft, the green bulb flared and the dispatchers heaved the first long cylinder into the night, swiftly following with the three behind.

Leaning out into the warm slipstream, the airloadmaster counted the four white chutes floating rapidly away in the darkness. ‘All away, all opened,’ he reported over the intercom.

‘Any sign of enemy aircraft?’ asked the pilot tersely. He turned towards his navigator whose attention was fixed over the dull glow of the small round radar screen.

‘Nothing, Sir.’

Not yet.

‘Going round again,’ said the pilot. Eight containers meant two run-ins, as the length of the drop zone was 850 yards, long enough for only four containers each time. He wanted to get on with it, get away.

The Liberator strained round in a tight circle, hugging the contours inside a wide bowl of jungle-covered mountain ridges. Long, tense minutes later the pilot held her straight on the second run-in.

Again, the pilot held the Liberator on course for the three tiny lights on the silver-glinting padi fields ahead. Again, he throttled back the four Pratt and Witney engines to 115 knots, to reduce the distance the containers would be thrown forward before the parachutes opened.

‘Red on!’

Watching the lights on the ground, the pilot fancied he could see the pale faces looking up at him as the Liberator roared over the reception party.

Over the first light. Dead on line. Over the second.

‘Green on!’

A moment later it seemed, his airloadmaster’s voice crackled in his headphones, ‘Containers all gone, Sir, right as rain.’

The ground-to-air radio crackled for the last time, ‘Thanks Bravo-two-four-delta, all stores landed safely. Good luck on the way back!’

‘Let’s go home,’ said the pilot smiling with relief. There was a long dangerous flight ahead, looping north around Japanese ack-ack batteries in Kuala Lumpur, out to sea over the deserted mangrove swamps on the coast of northern Selangor, over the Andaman Sea and Indian Ocean to Ceylon. If they were going to be shot down, the pilot told himself, he would rather it was into the water. He hated the jungle.

In the jungle clearing there was frenetic activity. As soon as the last container splashed down into the rice fields, a crowd of Chinese in sweat-stained uniforms ran out from the shadows of the jungle to clear away every sign of the drop.

They flitted over the padi fields like thin shadows of the night, their bodies under their uniforms gaunt from years of hiding from the Japanese, and their faces pale from seeing no sunlight under the jungle canopy. They splashed through the rice padi, slinging their rifles across their shoulders, and sweated in the warm night air as they hurried to dismantle the heavy metal containers. Two steel rods down each side were loosened and the containers fell apart into five round drums. They worked in silence, confident in the orders they had received from the white officer before the drop. He was standing under the trees at the side of the wide clearing, a stocky powerful man quite different to the slight shape of the Chinese commander beside him.

‘Bloody drums are heavy,’ the big man said bluntly. Two Chinese were struggling in the muddy rice water to roll a drum round so they could slide wood poles they had cut from the jungle through webbing straps fitted to the side of the drum.

‘They can manage,’ said the Chinese commander. Like all the other Chinese soldiers, he wore a pale khaki uniform shirt and trousers and his leggings were fixed with puttees, Japanese style, down to his soft plimsole shoes. Ho Peng was impressed. The drop had worked out exactly as this vulgar British officer had promised; and the sight and sound of the great four-engined bomber roaring low overhead had been utterly thrilling, particularly when he thought of what was in the containers.

All eight containers had landed in the open. No time would be wasted searching in the jungle. The eighty men in the carrying party were busy in the padi fields bringing in the containers, two men to every drum, and more men waited silently out of sight on the edge of the clearing manning Bren guns in case of attack. Over years of clandestine activity, Ho Peng had learned never to take chances, but he thought it unlikely that the Japanese would interrupt them. There was no way they could reach such a remote place except by days of hard sweating slog through the trees, and they would not undertake such an expedition unless they had specific information. Betrayal was always a problem, but in this case only he and the British officer had known about the drop.

Trying to keep the excitement out of his voice, he mustered his best English and asked the big man beside him, ‘Captain, how do we know which drums hold weapons and which have the bags?’

The British captain laughed unpleasantly and said, ‘You’re a suspicious bastard. You don’t believe it, even now. You won’t be satisfied till you’ve seen it with your own eyes.’

‘Maybe the British Headquarters have not sent what we demanded?’ snapped Ho Peng. He resented the other’s patronising tone which had so often precipitated arguments during the months they had spent together in the jungle. ‘It would not be the first time.’

‘’Course they’ve sent it,’ said the captain crossly.

‘I hope so. It is vital for our cause.’ If the British had sent what he wanted, these differences no longer mattered and the action he had dreamed of for years was possible.

‘Whose bloody cause?’ asked the captain. ‘That’s the question, ain’t it?’

‘The fight against the Japanese,’ Ho Peng hissed.

‘Or for you and your mates?’

‘No!’ said Ho Peng furiously.

Behind him, in deep shadow under the fringe of the jungle, one other Chinese was watching the two men arguing and thinking how similar they were.

The captain grunted at Ho Peng and said, ‘Well, you got everything you asked for. Eight canisters dropped, five drums each. Ten are marked “Bravo-seven”, full of weapons.’

‘What’s the marking on the others?’ insisted Ho Peng.

‘They’re the ones you want, aren’t they?’ the captain sneered. ‘They’re marked “Alpha-four-nine”.’

At once Ho Peng turned and shouted at the line of porters as in pairs they stepped slowly and carefully over the uneven banks of the padi fields towards the jungle, the drums swung heavily from poles over their shoulders. Two men detached themselves and dropped their drum at the feet of the two officers.

Ho Peng dismissed them.

‘Wouldn’t do to let the others see, eh?’ taunted the captain from the darkness behind him.

Ho Peng ignored the remark. The British officer was jealous. He bent down and peered in the gloom at the letters stencilled on the side of the drum. In halting English, he read, ‘Alpha-four-nine’. With mounting excitement he demanded, ‘How does this drum open?’

The captain stepped forward, knelt down on the wet earth, twisted a set of latches and pulled a knotted string on top of the drum. The lid came away. He put it down on the ground. He reached into the drum, shovelled away some cardboard packing and roughly pulled up the neck of a canvas sack inside. He needed both hands to lift it. He produced a slender pencil torch from his pocket and shone it at a small round object tied to the canvas.

‘A lead seal,’ he said. ‘From the Royal Mint in Australia.’

He twisted the seal on the canvas sack to read the words stamped on it, the Chinese ducked down beside him and a knife flashed in his hand. The captain instinctively flung himself sideways and rolled away on the ground.

Ho Peng laughed as he stabbed his knife into the canvas sack in the drum. The sack burst and a shower of small gold coins scattered over the top of the drum. Some fell on to the ground where they lay gleaming in the moonlight.

‘Impatient sod,’ cursed the captain, clambering to his knees. But he stared fascinated at the coins.

Ho Peng ignored him, mesmerised. On his knees before the drum, he pushed his hands into the sack of gold, feeling the smooth oiliness of new minted metal. The coins ran over his hands like drops of heavy water.

‘Christ! Don’t lose the frigging things!’ said the captain. His aggressive tone had vanished. He reached out and picked up one coin, shone his torch on it, and read, ‘King George V, 1929’. Awed by the sheer scale, he calculated out loud, ‘Four bags of gold sovereigns in each drum and there are thirty drums. Jesus!’ He dropped the coin back into the sack. ‘That makes 120,000 gold sovereigns.’

The Chinese hiding in the darkness behind them silently wondered which of the two men kneeling before the drum of gold sovereigns, the communist or the British officer, would prove the stronger in the end, and vowed to see that the gold was used for its true purpose.

Ho Peng sat back on his haunches, his black slanting eyes glittering. In Chinese, he said emphatically, ‘I have waited years for this. At last we have the financial backing to win the war.’

The big man beside him looked up sharply and asked, ‘But who is your enemy?’

Ho Peng did not reply.


Chapter 2

‘THE LAND OF GOLD’

‘A heroic sacrifice is demanded of the proletariat!’ shouted the Chinese speaker from the podium. A pale, slight figure in his plain grey Mao Tse-tung tunic, he looked insignificant under the enormous red banner which proclaimed in huge yellow letters, ‘The Calcutta Communist Asian Youth Congress!’

He wiped the sweat from his forehead, and looked around the mass of faces staring up at him from the body of the hall: the smooth-skinned Chinese with their black hair, the darker Indians with their intellectual features, and a scattering of bearded and turbaned Sikhs. He picked out as well the sweating white faces of Europeans who had come from so far to represent their members in Calcutta, Trades Unionists and Party members from Russia and Australia, the sponsors of the Congress, from France, Italy and Britain.

He banged his fist on the wooden lectern and raised his voice so that it boomed statically from the loudspeakers at the sides of the stage.

‘Working men and women!’ he screamed, his magnified voice filling the hall. ‘On this earth there is only one banner which is worth fighting and dying for. It is the banner of the Communist International!’

Cheering greeted these final words and the speaker realised that his long journey from China had been worthwhile. He had not wanted to leave the Chinese People’s Army where it had been fighting Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuomintang forces in northern Shensi, but Mao Tse-tung had told him his duty to the Party lay in going to Calcutta.

The mass of delegates spontaneously began to sing the anthem of the Communist International, the Red Flag. Linking arms and swaying to and fro, the jumble of languages from different continents was lost in the stiffing tune.

‘Comrade, Ho Peng! There’s nothing to stop us!’ shouted a slim young Chinese leaning towards his older companion in the middle of the hall. His eyes shone with enthusiasm and even Ho Peng, carried away by the moment, sang as loudly as the rest.

But when they left the hall, Ho Peng did not allow his enthusiasm to overide his caution. He was a small wiry man of thirty-six with thin black hair and a pock-marked face, the indelible stigma of a smallpox epidemic which had scourged Shanghai where he had been born. Years of clandestine work in the Communist Movement had taught him never to relax. He nodded at a large black Humber police car parked at the side of the square, almost hidden behind crowds of Indians. ‘Uniformed police. But where are the Special Branch men in plain clothes?’

‘They won’t be after us,’ said Lao Tang, still buoyed up by the excitement of the speeches. ‘They’ll be looking for the red-hairs. The Russians, the Australians and British.’

Ho Peng gave him a sharp glance. ‘Maybe, but don’t ever allow yourself to be snared by the problems of others. It is still only days since Mahatma Gandhi was murdered, and the Indian police are still on the alert.’

Chastened, Lao Tang followed Ho Peng through the milling crowds as they plunged into the narrow alleys of Calcutta, where the dust danced in the hot sunlight between tattered jumbled houses. Dark-skinned Indians flopped past loose-limbed and barefoot, their shirt-tails hanging out, or sat on flattened haunches outside their shops and houses. The reek of hot curries and dry, sharp, spices, the stench of rubbish and the din of voices assailed Lao Tang’s senses but Ho Peng’s black eyes never stopped moving, left to right, sweeping the swarthy faces and liquid brown eyes for the element which was out of place, which would indicate danger.

After an hour Ho Peng decided that the Calcutta police were concentrating on the other more prominent communists at the Congress. They would take little notice of two insignificant Chinese from Malaya.

They walked into Chinatown. Here, instead of curries, the air was thick with the smell of frying; noodles, beans and bamboo shoots. Hands reached from the darkness inside open-fronted shophouses to pluck down scraggy pieces of chicken which hung at beams in windows or under the eaves. The soft indolent pace of the Indians was replaced by a brisk stir of activity. Chinese faces filled the streets. Barefoot men in baggy black trousers gathered at the knees pushed barrows, bicycles, and trishaws, or carried stuffed bundles on poles across their shoulders, and wrinkled old women genially watched groups of round-faced, black-haired children playing in the dust. Lao Tang relaxed. Here he felt at home.

The dingy wooden hotel where they were staying leaned on its neighbours as if exhausted by the weight of its own neon sign and the sweltering sweet heat of the Ganges delta. Inside the hallway, gloomy with dark wood, a thin Chinese in a string vest greeted them and they passed through to the ground floor café. Ho Peng sat down at a table at the rear with his back to the kitchens, where he could see the entrance and be nearest the exit through the back door. They ordered tea and fish with rice.

‘Our movement truly spans the globe,’ said Lao Tang. He had never been outside Malaya before, and was amazed by the power of an ideology which could bring together people from so many places and then bind them with such fervour in the service of the ordinary people.

‘They were all most encouraging,’ remarked Ho Peng.

Lao Tang detected a note of sarcasm and fell silent, afraid he had said something wrong.

The tea came and Ho Peng held the delicate teacup with both hands, enjoying the feel of warmth through the thin china. He sipped the hot green drink and stared at Lao Tang disconcertingly. In a low voice he added, ‘We met the Russians and they were encouraging. We met the speaker from Mao Tse-tung’s People’s Army and he was encouraging too. These men represent the great Communist Movements. They are our models in the vanguard of the fight against Imperialism. But what substance did they offer?’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘The time for words is over. The struggle will begin and for that we need substance, support. Weapons and money.’

Enthusiastically, Lao Tang replied, ‘But there are two million Chinese in Malaya. Nearly half the population! There can be no doubt of our success!’

‘They will follow us, I’m sure,’ agreed Ho Peng. ‘But we can’t succeed against the British Empire without arms and finance.’

‘The proletariat will rise up,’ Lao Tang insisted. ‘Just as they have in Indo-China against the French, and in Greece against the British. The Malays are a lazy people and dominated by Islam, but there are more than two million of them. When they see how we are defeating the British who have stolen their country, they will join us. The Indians in Malaya will join us too, the Sikhs and the Tamils. It will be impossible for a few thousand bourgeois British bureaucrats to resist us. Look what happened in Palestine.’

Ho Peng sipped his tea. This was indeed the vision. The British Empire was fatally weak, bankrupt after the Second World War when the British had been so ignominiously defeated in Malaya by the Japanese in February 1942. Yet somehow, in August 1945, they had muscled back in and carried on, pretending nothing had changed. This time, they must leave for good.

An old Chinese woman appeared from the kitchen. She was fat and her skin was spotted with brown maculations and incredibly wrinkled. She put their food down on the table. Ho Peng was hungry and started eating at once, shovelling the rice straight from the bowl into his mouth with the chopsticks, as though someone might grab it from him.

When he had finished, he put the empty bowl back on the table, leaned forward and spoke fiercely, ‘Of course we live on our ideals and success will be ours, Lao Tang, but until then we will grow lean, for there are going to be hard times ahead. That speaker from Mao Tse-tung’s People’s Army called them sacrifices. He was right. Men, women and children will be butchered for the benefit of the masses. It is the only way. Millions have died in the great fight in China. We know that because China is our homeland.’ His hands tightened in fists on the table. ‘But our losses will be nothing compared to the blows we shall strike at the British and their running dogs, the Malays, Indians, and even Chinese who support them. That is the message which I shall take back to Comrade General-Secretary Chin Peng in Malaya. We must delay our struggle no longer. The killing must begin!’

The following day, they left their lodging house in the Chinese quarter with a small suitcase each and walked to the docks. They found the big open quay where the SS Nanyang was tied up to battered rope fenders in harbour water covered with scum and rubbish. She was an ancient commercial steamer registered in Penang, Malaya, and was carrying cloth and a few passengers back to Port Swettenham in Malacca Province on the West coast of Malaya.

As he glanced up at the ship’s name in chipped white letters on the battered black hull, Ho Peng’s faced creased in a smile. ‘Nanyang’, translated literally from Chinese, meant the ‘South Seas’ and it was the clandestine name the Communist Party used when Ho Peng first came to Singapore in 1927. That was the year his family in Shanghai had been slaughtered by Chiang Kai-shek’s forces. Ho Peng, still only a boy of sixteen, had fled to Malaya looking for work, like thousands of other mainland Chinese. He had found various jobs, as rubber tapper, tin-miner, in clothing factories and restaurants, everywhere preaching the benefits of communism and laying the foundations of his life’s work. In 1931 he survived a disastrous police coup, when the Malay police arrested a senior agent of the Chinese Comintern carrying details of the organisation of the Malayan Communist Party, and he had survived the Japanese occupation, hiding in the jungle. Now it was fitting that he was returning to fight the British in the Nanyang.

The white bulk of the troopship The Empire Orwell glided south along the Suez Canal, towering incongruously over the harsh desert on each side.

Lieutenant Edward Fairfax was standing on the deck, leaning against the wooden rail which felt hot through his pale khaki tropical uniform. He switched his gaze from the shimmering blue ribbon of the canal ahead to the east. Beyond the arid sands of the Sinai Desert lay Palestine, where he had served his first two years in the army, caught between the Scylla and Charybdis of Jews and Arabs.

‘Was Jerusalem ever as hot as this?’ asked Diana, reading his thoughts. She stood close to him, her arm linked in his. A pleasant breeze set up by the ship’s motion disturbed the unrelenting heat but she was wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat to shade her fair skin from the sun and, beneath it, her long blonde hair fell down her back over the thinnest cotton frock she had brought out with her.

Edward gave her arm a little squeeze and shrugged. He wanted to forget. The desert to him was synonymous with the past and personal loss. His father had died under tons of rubble when the King David Hotel in Jerusalem was blown up; and then he lost the American girl he thought he loved. He thought she had loved him too, but without a word she had disappeared from his life in the autumn of the previous year and he had given up trying to find her. His letters had gone unanswered and his friend in the Palestine police, Angus Maclean, had been unable to trace her.

When he returned to England, Edward found he had missed Diana Haike as much as she had missed him, and their long friendship as children grew into something promising much more. She was more vivacious and enthusiastic for his career in the army than he could remember. They saw a great deal of each other and, during his leave just before Christmas 1947, he had asked her to marry him. It seemed the most natural question in the world to both of them, and she had not hesitated.

In Palestine, Edward, had developed a strong interest in Intelligence. When he learned of a posting in Kuala Lumpur, the Parachute Regiment had been willing to release him and Diana’s father, Colonel Septimus Haike, had smoothed his application through the War Office. Edward and Diana were both delighted, their decision to leave a war-torn Britain unanimous. The country was struggling in another cold winter, rationing was worse than it had been during the war, and industrial strikes were increasing. Diana hated the atmosphere of depression, the drab utility clothes and the cold. The attraction of a new life far away in the warmth and the colonial comfort of Malaya was for them both the answer to a prayer and offered a completely fresh start.

The slatted mahogany door to the passenger lounge opened behind them and a padre in a dog-collar stepped over the deep sill on to the deck. He introduced himself, ‘Leonard Goodbury. I’m taking over as Chaplain in Kuala Lumpur.’

He was very dark and thin and would have worn a monk’s habit had the war not intervened and put him in uniform.

‘Malaya should be wonderful,’ he said.

‘We can’t wait,’ agreed Diana.

‘Suvarnabhumi!’ said Goodbury dramatically and then explained with an embarrassed half-smile, ‘The Land of Gold, according to Indian writers at the time of Christ.’

‘Better than Europe, or this,’ said Edward waving a hand over the ship’s rail at the desert.

‘“Prepare ye the way of the Lord”,’ said the padre. ‘“And make straight in the desert a highway”.’

Edward smiled.

‘Isaiah.’

‘Really?’

‘I don’t suppose the old boy was thinking of a water highway but it fits the Suez Canal pretty well otherwise, don’t you think? And today being Sunday, I shall be the voice crying in this wilderness.’

Edward looked a bit blank but Diana smiled and said, ‘I promise we’ll listen to every word.’ Church Parade was an important part of army life and she was determined that Edward would rise to the top.

The padre departed on a brisk constitutional around the deck before the service, wondering if he would see more of Diana Fairfax in Malaya. Snatches of his sermon floated back to them on the warm breeze.

Edward wondered what the Arabs either side of the canal would think of a boat gliding between them filled with infidel Christians at worship. He remembered the posting officer in England telling him the Malays were also Muslims. He hoped he would find less bitterness in Malaya than in Palestine.

A month later, as The Empire Orwell cruised into the approaches to Singapore harbour, the officers and men crowded the rails in anticipation. The pale lines of uniforms on the upper decks were broken occasionally by coloured dresses where families stood together.

‘It’s very humid,’ remarked Diana as they watched mile after mile of jungle hanging in tangled green confusion over the red laterite cliffs.

The big white liner passed a two-storey brick building patchily covered with sun-faded camouflage paint. The concrete gun emplacements facing the sea were empty, like eye sockets in a skull.

‘Those are the guns which pointed the wrong way,’ Edward explained how the British defences had proved so embarrassingly useless when in 1941 the Japanese invaded Singapore from the landward Malayan, side.

A comfortable-looking full colonel, standing the other side of Diana, overheard and said, ‘My brother was in the Malay Police at the time and spent four years in Changi Jail. He says everyone felt terribly let down because the British Government hadn’t done a damn thing to stop it happening. No-one believed the Japanese could move an army through the jungle.’

‘I expect we’ve learned our lesson now,’ said Edward. As he stared across the blue water at the sunlit jungle on the shoreline and imagined a place of green sunless gloom filled with dark biblical creatures which crawled and slithered on their bellies, he recalled learning a poem at school, by Kipling, ‘Through the jungle very softly flits a shadow and a sigh; he is Fear, o’ little Hunter, he is Fear.’


Chapter 3

A BOLSHEVIK WARRIOR

Ho Peng and Lao Tang reached Kuala Lumpur, the State capital of Selangor and the centre of the Federation of all the Malayan States, late in the afternoon after a bumpy ride in an old truck from Port Swettenham. At dusk, they crossed the bridge over the sluggish, filthy waters of the Sungei Klang into the busy streets of Chinatown. But Ho Peng, back on his home ground and surrounded by his own people, still did not relax. It was his vigilance which had kept him out of the hands of the Malayan Police for so long.

Unnoticed, they turned off Birch Road into Petaling Street in the middle of Chinatown, and walked under the tangle of red and white Chinese signs and neon lights advertising the shop houses all along the street. When they stopped outside a garishly decorated Chinese theatre, topped with gold dragons and hung with red Chinese flags advertising the fantasies inside, Ho Peng said, ‘We’ll meet tomorrow as planned?’

Lao Tang nodded. He had memorised his instructions. Ho Peng allowed no mistakes.

Without another word Ho Peng turned and slipped away. Lao Tang lost sight of him at once. Impressed, he walked off thinking the British would have to be very good to stop them when comrades like Ho Peng were leading the military wing of the party.

From the shadow of a shop selling Chinese medicines Ho Peng watched Lao Tang disappear into the evening crowds. After a moment he walked across the street to a rambling old-fashioned three-storey stucco building, with peeling ochre-painted pillars rising up the sides to a castellated façade fronting the flat roof. Flashing blue and red neon lights boldy announced, ‘Ye Lan Hotel’ in Chinese characters and ‘Wild Orchid Hotel’ in English beside an advertisement for Tiger beer. A fat Eurasian woman with coils of black hair was standing in the doorway. She spotted Ho Peng as he emerged from the passers-by in the road.

‘Back for long?’ she smiled, showing a row of gold capped teeth. She bulged inside a rich silk cheongsam with a suggestive slit up the leg, and was so heavily made up with powder and mascara that her age was impossible to guess.

‘One night, maybe,’ said Ho Peng expressionlessly. He never told anyone if he would arrive, how long he would stay or when he would be back. Lu-Lu Suzie gathered gossip as easily as breathing air. He liked to hear what she found out about others, but kept his own plans to himself.

‘Come in, come in,’ said Lu-Lu. The gold teeth flashed again. She lifted aside a coloured bead curtain in the doorway, let him through and bustled corpulently after him on red high heels. The beads rattled as they dropped back into place, swinging like a dancer’s skirts.

Inside, the smell of burning joss sticks thickened the warm air. Dark red paper lanterns hanging over the bar at the back of the room shed a lurid light on several young Chinese girls clustered round one of the little tables. They also wore silk cheongsams which hugged their slim bodies from shoulder to ankle with slits up the side. When Lu-Lu Suzie clapped her hands for beer, Ho Peng hungrily absorbed the alluring flashes of pale flesh.

Lu-Lu Suzie asked Ho Peng quietly, ‘One or two?’

The journey had been long, the girls were deliciously willing and Ho Peng very conscious that there were difficult times ahead; but he asked, ‘Is Liya here?’

Lu-Lu Suzie nodded. This one always wanted to see Liya. She said, ‘Yes. She got back yesterday. I’ll call her.’ Liya lived in the Wild Orchid, buying supplies and helping out occasionally behind the bar, but in the Wild Orchid Lu-Lu Suzie could always make time for the foibles of a good customer and she knew Ho Peng would come back for her other girls.

‘Send her up,’ Ho Peng ordered bluntly. She nodded, and watched Ho Peng leave the bar for the stairs. He used a room at the back on the first floor, because it had its own bathroom. He always seemed to turn up filthy dirty. Privately, Lu-Lu Suzie was afraid of Ho Peng, but at least he spent money.

Upstairs, Ho Peng shut the old-fashioned hardwood door and glanced suspiciously around the room to see if it was as he remembered it. The decoration was spare but overpowering, dominated by deep red patterned velours wallpaper. A big green armchair, a voluptuous soft curving model suggestively worn on the arms, stood on one side, a large round table with heavy legs and a marble top faced it on the other, and a double bed covered by a single sheet occupied the wall beneath the window. This big sash window overlooked the yard at the back of the building. Ho Peng padded across the bare boards, clambered over the bed and peered out at the roof of the shed outside. His escape route.

He drew the thick red velvet curtains and went to check the bathroom, also suggestively wallpapered in red velours. A huge white cast-iron bath stood like a whale in the centre of the room, exotically surmounted with glittering Victorian chrome taps imported from England. They were marked ‘Royal Doulton’. Ho Peng was always amused to think how shocked that particular member of the British royal family would be to know what went on in this bathroom.

There was a knock on the door.

‘Come in!’

A girl came in carrying a tray with four bottles of Tiger beer and a glass and shut the door behind her. She wore a sky-blue silk cheongsam on which richly embroidered fire-breathing gold dragons curled round her slender waist. Her long shiny black hair was tied up in a bun at her neck and her make-up was light. Her oval face was pale, her skin quite smooth and clear, and her dark slanting eyes watched Ho Peng warily.

‘Shall I pour your beer?’ she asked in a soft lilting voice.

‘Yes, Liya.’

‘Was your journey to Calcutta successful, Comrade?’ she asked. He liked her to call him ‘Comrade’ when they were alone together and she guessed he would enjoy the flattery of being asked to talk about his important mission.

He took the glass of beer, sat down in the green armchair and began talking about Calcutta, and the Chinese communists at the Congress who had told them their campaign in Malaya must begin.

Liya, standing dutifully in front of him, thought how small and insignificant he looked in the big green armchair. It was strange how such an unimpressive man could be powerful enough for the Party to send him on such important missions.

The antennae of Ho Peng’s mistrustfulness may have caught a shadow of her thoughts in her face because he suddenly thrust his empty glass at her and shouted, ‘Fill it up again!’

Shaken, she obediently slipped over to the table and poured another Tiger beer.

Ho Peng watched her slim fingers opening the bottle, thinking how deceptively weak and vulnerable she seemed to be. She was so soft, feminine and seductive, her small breasts swelling the front of her silk dress as she bent slightly to pour the beer, and her black hair brushing her cheek. He resented her advantages. He growled, ‘Does Lu-Lu Suzie know what you do for me?’

She paused in her pouring and turned to face him, her eyes wide and candid. ‘No, Comrade Ho Peng,’ she said and continued filling the glass.

Abruptly he pulled himself from the padded green armchair and snapped, ‘Did you do that job I asked you to before I went away to Calcutta?’

‘Yes, I did, Comrade,’ she said demurely and handed him the glass brimming with warm beer. She was no taller than Ho Peng.

‘Show me!’ Ho Peng screamed unexpectedly and smashed the glass from her hand, driving it against the wall where it shattered and beer splashed in a yellow arc over the red wallpaper.

Liya cowered back, expecting the next swinging blow to land on her shoulders, and quickly said, ‘I have the answer! Here.’ She reached into a secret pocket in her cheongsam, concealed in the pattern of the gold dragon roaring at her waist, and pulled out a folded slip of waterproof paper.

Ho Peng grabbed it, deliberately squashing her slender fingers as he did so. He turned away, moved to the double bed and sat down. First he inspected the packet, noting that the seal was still intact, then he broke the seal, opened it and began to read the columns of tiny Chinese characters.

At the end he read the name of the sender. Lao Yu. He swore. Why did that man always send him instructions to do things which he was going to do anyway? Unnecessary messages meant unnecessary risks. Ho Peng stared at the room carpet. General-Secretary Chin Peng might think Lao Yu was a great military strategist, but giving too many orders was dangerous stupidity in clandestine warfare.

Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of Liya edging towards the door. He said hoarsely, ‘Open another bottle, Liya. And bring it over here.’

Lao Tang rose early, before dawn, and came down the rickety wooden stairs to the kitchen of his mother’s house. He supped tea, and rice with milk. She seemed to guess what he was going to do and that she might not see him again. When he left, almost without a word being said, she watched him up the street for a moment before bustling through the house again to beat her washing in a bowl in the tiny yard at the back.

Men and women were already about in the calm shadows of early morning, although the translucent dawn sky above the flat, grey roof-tops promised a hot day to come. Near the edge of the Chinese quarter, on a long straight avenue lined with palm trees, Lao Tang waited by a bus stop. He had made this journey numerous times before, but the decisions taken in Calcutta convinced him he was doing these things for the last time.

The old bus arrived. Lao Tang boarded and saw Ho Peng sitting at the back of the bus, near the emergency door, unconcerned and apparently half-asleep. Lao Tang found a seat between an ugly Chinese with short tufts of black hair and a large Indian dressed in a flowing white overall who continuously stroked his black beard which seemed to grow from every part of his fleshy face. Lao Tang tried to ignore the continuous nudging of the man’s fat arm and the overpowering smell of chillies.

The driver swooped into every dusty bus stop, always braking dangerously close to the deep flood channels which lined the sides of the roads. Several bland-faced Chinese climbed aboard with grey stains of tin slurry on their shirts, on their way to work in the tin mines at Ampang. A slim Chinese girl in a cotton tunic shirt and faded blue pantaloons struggled on with a raffia basket stuffed with tins of tuna fish, hardware and clothes. Two barefoot Tamil roadworkers dressed in dark skirts and thin white vests gangled aboard behind two Indian women in long saris.

The bus quit the town for the open road as the sun began to warm the air. It rose in a great orange circle above the bright green patches of jungle between groups of wood houses on stilts beside the road. Brown-skinned Malays, in sarongs and batik shirts, stood beside the houses and watched the bus pass.

Ho Peng stared out of the grubby window. He hated these indigenous Malays in the comfortable chaos of their villages, or kampongs. They owned their wood shacks and worked their own land, they cultivated plots of rice, sweet potatoes, sugar cane, maize and tapioca or ubi kayu, which grew easily, like weeds, in the humid tropical warmth and good soil. They were a lazy lot, Muslims, stony ground for his communist gospel.

The bus lurched round a bend and swerved to avoid an old Austin saloon with a ‘Taxi’ sign on its roof weaving round a trishaw in the middle of the road. The turbaned Sikh driver hooted angrily and leaned out of the open window shaking his fist and cursing.

Out of town, between the Malay kampongs filled with doe-eyed brown children playing in the dust among the chickens, the low hills were covered by trees with mottled silver bark and waving glaucous leaves. Latex-giving rubber trees, the milky life-blood of Malaya’s economy, marched away in straight lines up slopes, across streams and encircled kampongs, halted only by the jungle which encompassed everything, as the sea circled the land. Malaya’s rubber plantations served forty per cent of the world’s rubber market which made Ho Peng angry thinking how the Communist Party could use a fraction of those funds to save the country.

A mile past Langat, the District town, the Tamil workmen ambled off to work on a ditch at the side of the road, their puggarees loosely wrapped round their heads, protection against the sun and dust.

As the bus pulled away on a long straight, Lao Tang watched them till the figures grew small in the distance. Then the bus passed a sign announcing the Black Circle Rubber Estate where the road curved into hillier country. Ahead he could see the rolling hills covered with dark green jungle rising to a high broken ridge line of mountains in the distance.

The bus stopped again, where the brown waters of the Sungei Lui passed under the road. Here Ho Peng got off, and without a sign between them, Lao Tang followed. Behind them, the Chinese girl with the raffia basket struggled off the bus too. As soon as the bus had rumbled out of view round the next bend, Ho Peng led the way over a muddy ditch and uphill into a rubber plantation. Lao Tang padded silently along behind on the fallen leaves between lines of glaucous trees.

Liya watched them till they were out of sight. Then she hoisted her heavy raffia basket over her back, fixed the carrying cloth round her forehead, leaned forward to take the weight, and crossed the road. She enjoyed the sturdy plodding motion of her slim legs weighed down by the basket. She felt she was communicating with the earth with each step on the hard sun-baked path. This was her life and her duty. She had work to do for the squatters in the village ahead.

Ho Peng and Lao Tang sweated as they walked steadily through the rubber. When they saw a group of tappers through the trees, dirty with latex encrusted clothes, they stopped and hid in a clump of scrub by a stream, and waited till they passed.

After an hour, Ho Peng breasted a slight rise and dropped into a natural dip in the ground on the other side where the rubber plantation was bordered by a thick wall of jungle. This was the far edge of the Black Circle estate. The dip concealed them from anyone following. Swiftly Ho Peng glanced at a little pile of stones in the low weeds at the base of a tree in the last row, to check they were undisturbed, took one last look all round, and suddenly slipped into the jungle behind a curtain of bamboo and the fleshy leaves of a Sweetheart plant hanging from the trees above.

Lao Tang ducked after him. As his eyes struggled to adjust to the gloom after the bright morning light outside, Ho Peng tapped him on the shoulder and set off into the shadows. He moved effortlessly, picking his way through the shrubs, lianas and palms with neat steps, his body poised, his head turning this way and that, noiselessly alert, like a deer. After only thirty yards, he sat down, cross-legged, on the rotting leaves on the jungle floor, motionless and half-hidden behind young bamboo palms sprouting all round from the leaf mould. Lao Tang almost fell over him. They had worked together since the last months of the Japanese war but he still had not mastered Ho Peng’s natural skill in the forest.

‘Flow with the forest,’ Ho Peng whispered hoarsely and then sat quite silent to absorb the jungle, the humid smell of decay, the insects flitting through the shafts of sunlight striking down from the canopy of leaves high above them, the sounds of frogs, crickets and screeching birds, and, faraway, the echoing howl of a monkey.

Suddenly Ho Peng gripped Lao Tang’s arm in warning. For a moment Lao Tang heard nothing and thought Ho Peng was mistaken. Then he heard a twig snap. He stared in that direction, at a tangle of spreading green palm fronds. The fronds melted apart and three Chinese materialised in front of them. They wore pale khaki uniforms, two carried Sten guns and the third an American M-1 carbine, and their peaked khaki cloth caps were decorated with three red stars. These were soldiers of the Malayan People’s Anti-British Army, the MPABA, the military wing of the Malayan Communist Party.

The leader of the group greeted Ho Peng deferentially and the two spoke for a moment in undertones. Then, he turned round and went back the way he had come. Ho Peng and Lao Tang followed and the other two brought up the rear.

They walked quickly through the jungle for two hours, always moving uphill. Lao Tang’s leg muscles ached, the sweat ran off him drenching his clothes and he gasped the warm damp air into his lungs. Endlessly he stopped to unhook ‘wait-a-while’ thorns from his shirt and trousers, slipped on roots, and fought to ignore mosquitoes and leeches, while ahead of him Ho Peng slipped through the undergrowth like a shadow, ducking and weaving with practised ease.

Lao Tang nearly trod on the sentry at the edge of their camp. He was squatting down motionless and camouflaged behind thick leaves, a M-1 carbine cradled in one hand, the other on the long liana which disappeared into the bushes behind him and linked him to a cluster of big bamboo alarm bells in the camp fifty yards away.

The camp was too large to see from one side to the other. All the undergrowth had been cleaned away from the ground leaving just the huge tree trunks rising upwards for a hundred feet to the canopy of leaves which concealed the camp’s existence from the air. Ho Peng stepped briskly away across the undulating leaf-covered jungle floor to a large hut made of wood poles, bamboos and roofs of attap palm leaves. This was the Camp Secretariat, where he lived.

Lao Tang, sweat streaming down his face and neck, walked across the camp to his own attap hut to rejoin his Armed Element. He felt safe. All around him were soldiers of the MPABA, all confident in the eventual success of the Malayan Communist Party. He ducked inside the hut to change into his uniform and clean his rifle.

A shrill whistle blast brought men from the shadows under the big trees on all sides. They gathered in the centre on the open ‘parade ground’ and formed up in squads. There were Armed Elements, a Propaganda Element, a Food Supply Element in charge of the kitchens, and a Self-Protection Corps which was Ho Peng’s personal bodyguard element. Ho Peng, dressed in his khaki uniform, long puttees and plimsoles, stood at the front, outside his attap hut, and watched everything with a bad-tempered expression. Lao Tang, the squad leader of his Armed Element, marched forward to Ho Peng with the other squad leaders to state his Element present and correct.

As they returned to their places, Ho Peng waited for complete silence and, in spite of himself, felt a surge of real pleasure. Ranked before him were two hundred men wearing the new uniforms he had forced out of a Chinese clothing company in Kuala Lumpur, and they were all armed with a variety of weapons he had kept hidden after the war – Japanese rifles, British Sten guns and American M-1 carbines. For himself he preferred the M-1 which was light and fired a high-velocity .30’-round compared to the slower 9mm-round fired by the Sten sub-machine gun carried by squad leaders like Lao Tang. Now they were all ready, well practised after firing hundreds of rounds in training near the camp, safe in the knowledge that the British never came into the jungle.

This, Ho Peng told himself, was power. This was his command, the core of his forthcoming strike. ‘You are the Malayan People’s Anti-British Army!’ he shouted in a surprisingly deep bass voice. ‘You are the striking sword-edge of a great struggle, the battle to rid the Malayan proletariat of the yoke of the red-haired British Imperialists, and you are the vanguard which will lead this country to the revolution of the masses!’

Excitement showed on every face.

Ho Peng lowered his voice dramatically but projected his words to every ear, ‘After my important embassy to the Congress of Communist Asian Youth, I shall make a full report to our Comrade General-Secretary-Chin Peng. I have no doubt he will agree with my recommendation that the forces of the MPABA must be committed at once!’

He glared round, his hard gaze slowly sweeping from one side of the massed squads to the other, to be sure he had every last man’s attention.

‘You are the crest of the revolutionary waves sweeping out from our homeland in China. Together, we will liberate Malaya for the people!’

Wild cheering drowned these last words, and, when the noise faded, Ho Peng continued in a sombre tone, ‘Today we honour a comrade of the Reserves who has proved himself worthy of the cause, who has absorbed our instruction, learned the basic skills of a jungle soldier, and worked hard to improve his knowledge as a true soldier of the revolution.’ He paused theatrically and then shouted, ‘Comrade Lao Tang! Step forward!’

Lao Tang marched forward and stood at attention in front of the whole parade. To his amazement, Ho Peng smiled at him, and then continued to address the assembled soldiers, ‘Lao Tang has worked hard, his progress has been assessed by the Executive Committee and he is to be accorded the most extremely glorious title of the Malayan Communist Party. He is appointed to the title of a Bolshevik Warrior!’

Ho Peng fixed Lao Tang with a hard stare, fanaticism burning into his soul, and in a voice which only Lao Tang could hear he said ‘Comrade Lao Tang! You will join my Self-Protection Corp. Go now, and do your duty for the People and the Party.’

Lao Tang nodded, overwhelmed with pleasure, and left his place of honour in front of everyone at a run to join the bodyguards beside Ho Peng.

Ho Peng waited till there was complete silence again. Then he shouted, ‘The Party is your life! Strive and fight for the Party! Fulfil your duty to the last!’

A roar of approval filled the clearing at these last words, rustling the myriad leaves of the canopy above. Ho Peng motioned for his bodyguard to begin singing the ‘Red Flag’.

The noise carried a long way through the surrounding jungle, but, beyond the sentries staring silently out from their concealed positions on the edge of the MPABA camp, there was no-one else to hear them, and nothing reached the hot wind soughing listlessly over the canopy of dark trees above.

‘Number eight, Uxbridge Drive,’ Edward repeated in a loud voice, unsure whether the old Sikh taxi-driver had heard properly.

The square outside Kuala Lumpur’s peculiarly vast, colonial Gothic-Muslim railway station was crowded with Malays, Indians and Chinese all come to meet the overnight train and to sell drinks, cigarettes, matches, socks and evil-smelling durian fruits to the new contingent of British soldiers up from Singapore. Edward and Diana had thankfully allowed themselves to be rescued by the bulky and grey-bearded Sikh who ushered them with old-world charm to his ropey old Austin saloon taxi in a way which could not be refused without fear of giving great offence.

‘D’you think he knows where to go?’ Diana whispered as the Austin jerked forward.

‘Oh yes, please, Memsahib,’ said the Sikh in a deep bass voice, turning almost fully in his seat to speak to them both in the back. Diana was surprised how white his teeth appeared against his dark skin and the grey whiskers of his beard. ‘I have seen many, many British officers to their quarters. I am Gandra Singh. Also, I am very well-known.’

He swerved to avoid a car and continued, ‘Always, I am driving the British sahibs and their memsahibs. I can tell you very frankly that I have seen many, many years’ service in the British Army. I was a Sergeant in the Punjab Infantry Regiment.’

Gandra Singh leaned out of his window to shake his fist at a Chinese wobbling dangerously close on a bicycle. ‘They are very stupid, these Chinese,’ he declared, shaking his head. ‘And the Malays are very lazy.’

This account lasted, between interruptions when he had to concentrate on a junction or contend space on the road with a rubber lorry, as far as the married officers’ quarters beside British Army Headquarters of Malaya District. Diana was exhausted, sticky and tired after a fitful night on the train, but she recovered at once seeing the spacious colonial villas laid out among neatly kept grass lawns and shady trees.

‘The product of a century of Empire,’ said Edward. ‘But which one is ours?’ He mopped his forehead with his handkerchief.

Gandra Singh drove along the curving avenues between the houses and they called out the roads, all reassuringly named after towns in the English home counties.

‘Uxbridge Drive,’ said Diana suddenly, pointing.

The road was a short cul-de-sac and Gandra Singh pulled up at the end, in front of a bungalow half-hidden behind a clump of Chinese fan palms and a mass of dracaenas with curving variegated leaves brilliantly green and white in the hot sun. Above, several tall acacias spread their delicate leaved shade over one side of the wide roof and a rampant bougainvillea covered in purple flowers hung along the verandah.

‘Delightful!’ exclaimed Diana.

‘Thank God it’s not a Nissen hut,’ said Edward who had expected the worst.

‘Indeed, this is Number Eight,’ announced Gandra Singh proudly, reading a number on a white sign stuck into the grass. He racked up the brake handle and heaved himself out of his taxi to unload the suitcases.

Diana walked over the coarse grass to the bungalow. The grey-tiled roof sloped gently from a high ridge to eaves which spread protectively wide over a wooden verandah which ran all the way round the house. The windows had no glass, just mosquito netting stretched over the openings, and wood shutters covered with faded and peeling blue paint were folded back against the white-washed walls. The front door was ajar. Diana walked up a couple of wood steps on to the verandah and pushed through into a cool hall.

A sibilant voice greeted her from the darkness at the back of the hall and, as her eyes adjusted to the shade, she made out a slim brown Malay youth and an ancient bowed Chinese. The Malay was dressed in a brightly-coloured batik sarong, a white shirt and sandals. He said, ‘I am Hassan, Memsahib, houseboy for you and the Sahib, and this gentleman is Lao Song, your cooking man.’

Savouring the novelty of being called ‘Memsahib’ Diana observed that Hassan had the most beautiful liquid brown eyes and flawless skin. She said, ‘You are staying with us here?’

‘Oh yes, Memsahib,’ Hassan replied eagerly, ‘We have living quarters the other side of the verandah, outside the kitchen under the acacia tree. We will do everything for you. This is our job. You will be our Sahibs now.’

Diana was delighted by the old-fashioned formality and turned her attention to the elderly Chinese. He was dressed in a black smock suit buttoned up the front to his thin neck and he gazed at her impassively, his expression lost in the dry wrinkles on his face. Wisps of grey hair on his head gave him the air of a monk. She decided to call him ‘Mr Song’, and said, ‘We are tired after our long train journey and would very much like some tea?’

To her surprise, Lao Song did not move. Hassan, a shade embarrassed, turned to him and rattled off something in Malay. Lao Song fixed Diana for a moment with his ebony black eyes, bowed his head very slightly, then padded off down the corridor to the kitchen in his cotton rope-soled shoes. Hassan grinned quickly, showing perfect white teeth and explained, ‘Song not speak any English.’ He shrugged and slipped away, his hips swaying loosely under his silk sarong.

‘Do they really belong here?’ grinned Edward as he came into the hall behind her having paid off Gandra Singh.

Diana laughed. She said, ‘Part of the furniture, it seems, but it’s a bore Mr Song can’t speak at least some English.’

Headquarters Malaya District was very British. Grass lawns spread in all directions under swaying palm trees, the roads between were lined with white-painted stones, and two red fire-buckets stood ready for use on the wood verandahs of every office building along the roads, one filled with water, marked in white letters ‘Water’, and one with sand, marked ‘Sand’.

A Tamil labourer ambling along the road with a shovel recalled seeing the same buckets painted with the same words in Japanese only three years before, though the buckets had always been British.

Edward passed him walking briskly to work for his first morning on duty. He could not help thinking how very black the Tamil Indian’s skin was and to cover his stare, called out cheerily, ‘Good morning!’

‘Indeed, Sir, very good morning!’ agreed the Tamil, puzzled by the need for so much energy among the British. In the distance two Tamil women were scything the grass, swinging sharp blades tied to short sticks round and round their heads in loose-limbed rhythm.

Edward marched on, feeling at once important and apprehensive. He returned the salute of several soldiers, saluted some senior officers in green aertex tropical shirt and trousers like himself and, keen to create a good impression on his new boss, he ran up the steps of the verandah marked ‘Intelligence Office’, pushed open the door and walked inside.

A captain was leaning over a desk in the middle of a large office absorbed in reading that morning’s copy of the Straits Times. At the interruption he looked up, raised an eyebrow and frowned. He was tanned, fair-haired and wore a bushy moustache.

‘Lieutenant Edward Fairfax, Sir.’

‘Ah?’

Edward saluted and then went over to shake hands, whereupon the frown on the captain’s face cleared and he became all bonhomie, like a man welcoming a new member to the Cricket Club.

‘I’m Captain Denton,’ he said. ‘Harry Denton. You’re the new chap?’

Denton was tall and broad-shouldered, with the manner of a keen sportsman. He sat back on his desk, folded his arms across his chest and said, ‘Delighted to see you here, old chap. Arrived last night, eh? Everything all right? Can’t say I’m sorry you’ve turned up, not at all. Been under a bit of pressure recently. Lots of talk of commies, you know.’

‘Russians?’

Captain Denton laughed, ‘No. Chinese. Not Mao Tse-tung’s lot, of course. Local chappies y’know. We think it’s all a lot of hot air, really. Otherwise, there’s not much to worry about, but you’d better meet the Old Man first.’

He led the way to a door at the other end of the office, knocked and went in. ‘New chap, Fairfax, has arrived, sir,’ he said, leaning round the door into the office beyond. He ushered Edward through and withdrew, thinking the new chap looked quite the sort of man he could get on with, fit-looking and bright too judging by his papers.

Edward quickly straightened his maroon beret and marched in. He came to attention and saluted smartly.

The colonel was a portly man, fair-skinned with a florid expression and he sweated profusely. Already, first thing in the morning, damp patches were spreading on his shirt under his arms and spotting the material stretched across his stomach while a ceiling fan uselessly churned the warm air at maximum speed. He grunted and looked Edward up and down for a moment, dabbing at beads of sweat on his forehead with a large handkerchief. ‘So, you’re Fairfax, eh?’ he said eventually.

‘Yes, Sir. Arrived yesterday, Sir.’

‘Then, why didn’t you report to me at once?’

‘My wife and I were very busy, Sir, settling into our quarter,’ said Edward, wishing he had at least rung in. The last thing he wanted was to set off on the wrong foot.

‘Married, eh? Bloody fool.’ The colonel smoothed thin strands of red hair over his balding head from one side to the other and looked for a piece of paper on his cluttered desk. He found it and read out, ‘Fairfax. Lieutenant. Parachute Regiment. Commissioned May 1945 into the Sixth Airborne Division, short time in Germany, served in Palestine.’ He broke off to look at the War Medal ribbon sewn above Edward’s chest pocket. This single ribbon always embarrassed Edward as he had been too young to join up in time to qualify for the Defence Medal.

‘Says here you speak good Arabic?’

‘Yes, Sir,’ said Edward warily, but the colonel made no further comment about Edward’s language ability. He read on down the page summarising Edward’s short career and suddenly said, ‘You worked in Colonel Fergusson’s special squads in Palestine?’

‘Yes, Sir.’

‘With Roy Farran?’

‘No, Sir. With Major Erskine Meynell.’

The colonel grunted. ‘Ridiculous! Those special squads caused nothing but embarrassment for the army in Palestine, and I want to make it quite clear that I’ll entertain no such makeshift links with the police here. The police deal with civilian crime, though God knows the officers I’ve met in Malaya seem to spend most of their time bickering among each other instead. Some quibble to do with the poor devils who got locked up by the Japanese complaining at the ones who ran away into the jungle. However, that’s their business. Our job is plain. I run an Army Intelligence department. The distinction between army and police is quite clear in my mind and all the better for it. Understand?’

‘Yes, Sir,’ replied Edward firmly, deciding the safest course was to agree with everything the colonel said. He hoped his new boss was not always so bad-tempered.

The colonel finished by saying, ‘Standards are high here, Fairfax. I know what you Paras are like. Scruffy bloody lot. I don’t want you to let me down. The good name of the Intelligence Office depends on you. Make damn sure your kit is in good order, your boots are polished and I’d remind you that saluting senior officers is a mark of respect. Don’t forget it. Got that?’

‘Yes, Sir,’ said Edward, feeling as if he were back at his officer cadet training unit all over again.

‘Right. Captain Denton will tell you what to do. Now get out. I’ve got a lot to do.’ With that, the Colonel picked up a document marked ‘Secret’ and began to read, absently dabbing his face with his handkerchief.

Edward saluted and marched out. When he closed the door behind him, he stared in mock horror at Captain Denton who grinned widely: ‘Quite a specimen, eh?’

Edward jerked his thumb over his shoulder and whispered, ‘Is he always like that?’

‘Worse at times. Especially when he has to brief the General.’

Edward said nothing for a moment, but he seemed to have an ally in Captain Denton and asked, ‘Does he have a name?’

Captain Denton’s grin broadened, ‘Sorry, old chap, should have introduced you properly. He’s Vincent Bleasley. Colonel Vincent Bleasley, of the Intelligence Corps. A pukka sahib, or so he likes to think, and very keen on good form.’


Chapter 4

NO MEN IN UNIFORM

Ho Peng emerged from the rain-soaked jungle on to the gleaming wet tarmac road by Bentong town and turned north. In the hot sun steam rose from the puddles and white mist hung over the jungle which rose steeply into the hills on both sides. As he walked, he caught reflections of the muddy rain-swelled Sungei Bentong through the trees on his left.

His blue shirt and workman’s trousers dried quickly in the heat and he made good speed. The next few days would be momentous for Malaya, but whereas the prospect should have been something to look forward to, it was spoiled by one serious uncertainty. This made him unusually wary for his contact.

Just short of the river junction where the Sungei Penjuring joins the Sungei Bentong, a rubber tapper in filthy clothes stiffened with dried latex was sitting on the right side of the road, by a milestone marked ‘59 Miles to Kuala Lipis’, a small town in the centre of Pahang State deep in Malaya’s thickest jungles. From some way off he saw the wiry Chinese approaching and recognised his short black hair and pock-marked face. When Ho Peng drew level, the tapper asked his name and Ho Peng answered, seeing through his disguise at once, though British planters or District officers would have noticed nothing amiss in a tapper waiting for a lift beside the road. Ho Peng’s searching eyes picked out several other ‘tappers’ sitting in the shade of some trees set back from the road and he guessed they were armed. He could not see their rifles but they were watching him very carefully.

The first tapper nodded and said, ‘Follow me, Comrade.’

Both men checked up and down the road, but there was no traffic between the trees in either direction as far as they could see. The tapper led Ho Peng away from the road through a shady rubber plantation. As soon as they were out of sight, one of the other ‘tappers’ walked slowly over to take up position on the grassy bank by the milestone.

At the end of the rubber plantation, the tapper left Ho Peng just inside the jungle, and turned back. Ho Peng quickly adjusted to the natural gloom and saw another Chinese appear from deeper inside the forest. This man was armed with an American M-1 carbine. He gestured for Ho Peng to follow him. At first, there was no sign of a track and they ducked and weaved through thick undergrowth for a hundred yards or more with visibility no more than fifteen yards in any direction. Ho Peng recognised the trick. They wanted to conceal the main route they were to follow, just in case, so he was not surprised suddenly to find himself stepping on to a prepared track cut through the jungle. His guide checked to see Ho Peng was behind him and set off at a pace.

Ho Peng followed effortlessly, to the amazement of his guide who had conducted several less fit city members of the Party. After half a mile through the gloom, they stopped by the buttress roots of an enormous tree. Another armed guide, this time in MPABA uniform with red stars on his cap, emerged from the shadows and took Ho Peng on from there. The other man went back.

Every half mile, a new armed and uniformed soldier of the Malayan People’s Army rose from the shadows to lead Ho Peng further into the jungle, while the previous man went back along the track. Finally, after more than three miles, two soldiers appeared. One stayed on sentry duty, the second took Ho Peng through the last four hundred yards of jungle into a large camp.

Ho Peng was impressed. All ground vegetation between the tall trunks had been removed, like in his own camp, but this one was enormous. Bright rays of sunlight filtered down through the green canopy of leaves on to large numbers of solidly-built wood and attap-roofed huts erected in a circle around a parade ground. A red flag hung limply in the hot windless air from a flag-pole in the centre. Behind on one side were kitchens, the latrines and a command post, to which vines trailed along the ground from all the sentry positions in the jungle outside the camp. On the other side were more huts built to accommodate five hundred MPABA soldiers and visitors.

Ho Peng was marvelling how the British had not found out about a place so big when a pleasant voice called, ‘Comrade Ho Peng! How was your journey?’ A Chinese of medium build, with pimply fair skin, emerged from the middle hut on the parade ground, which was the Secretariat. Ho Peng recognised Chin Peng, the leader of the Malayan Communist Party. He was dressed, like his soldiers in a simple pale khaki tunic uniform. They clasped hands.

‘Comrade General-Secretary’, Ho Peng replied. ‘This is a famous occasion!’

‘Not since the war have so many of us from Force 136 been together.’

‘A good thing the British know nothing of this reunion’, said Ho Peng.

Chin Peng smiled. ‘Comrade Lao Yu, our People’s Army Commander, and Comrade Siu Mah are here already.’

Ho Peng shook hands with Lao Yu, smiling politely, for good form was everything, and then greeted Siu Mah, a slight, wiry Chinese like himself.

‘You know each other?’ asked Lao Yu. ‘Comrade Siu Mah is the Commanding Officer of the 11th Regiment in North Pahang.’

‘Of course,’ said Ho Peng. ‘Comrade Siu Mah is my neighbour, north of my area. We see each other from time to time. We’re fortunate that Comrade Chin Peng has chosen to have this important Central Executive Committee conference so close to our areas. We have had less far to walk than most of the other comrades.’

Chin Peng laughed pleasantly. ‘We had to choose a place in the middle of Malaya, so all the comrades could reach us with the best equality of effort.’ He had taken over as General-Secretary of the whole Malayan Communist Party during the chaos and supreme embarrassment after the previous Secretary Lai Tek had absconded with the Party’s funds in March 1947 and, although he was only twenty-six, his leadership was undisputed. He ushered his visitors into the central Secretariat building, they sat on mats on the floor and tea was served in small cups.

‘We should not behave like animals even though we are in the jungle,’ said Lao Yu sanctimoniously, seeing a flicker of surprise on Ho Peng’s face.

Ho Peng said nothing. For him, china cups and teapots were an effete nonsense in the jungle. The business of being in the jungle was to fight. There was no other reason.

Chin Peng was young but he had fought throughout the Japanese occupation, for which the British awarded him the Order of the British Empire for his work in Force 136, though he had never collected it. He knew his senior commanders well, their strengths and weaknesses. He guessed Ho Peng’s thoughts and said, ‘We’ll soon be drinking our tea in the sun, Comrade Ho Peng. We shall liberate areas and place them under our control, just as Comrade Mao Tse-tung tells us in his writings.’

‘And what of the British?’ asked Ho Peng.

‘We shall declare war on them,’ stated Chin Peng simply.

Ho Peng stared, hardly daring to believe what he had heard, and then exclaimed, ‘Excellent!’

‘It’s what you recommended, isn’t it?’ Chin Peng asked, smiling.

‘So you got my report on the Asian Youth Congress in Calcutta?’

‘Of course!’ said Chin Peng. ‘Three days ago. Your courier, Liya, is most efficient, and really very attractive.’ He paused, but Ho Peng was single-mindedly interested in war, not talking about women, so Chin Peng continued, ‘Your report fits in with what I’ve heard from other sources. The Chinese and Russians feel this is the right time. They want to disrupt the Asian plans of our Imperialist enemies, especially the British and Americans, so they will support our effort.’

‘The Comrade General-Secretary will explain his orders when everyone is present,’ interrupted Lao Yu importantly, to Ho Peng’s annoyance. He wanted to ask exactly what Chin Peng expected in support from Russia and China, how to arm the insurrection they planned, and more important still, how to finance it. However, the little group split up. Chin Peng apologised, promising, ‘We’ll talk before you go, Comrade Ho Peng, but now I must discuss tactics with Comrade Lao Yu.’

They left and Ho Peng walked round the compound with Siu Mah, only half listening to his chat. Ho Peng was worried about a question he thought Chin Peng wanted to ask him, and his inability to find the best answer left him feeling bad-tempered.

During that afternoon, numerous other important Party members appeared in the camp, guided along the three-mile-long track from the Bentong road. Ho Peng met men he had not seen for years, since the Japanese occupation: leaders like Ah Kuk from Malacca, nicknamed ‘Shorty’ because he was only four foot nine inches tall, Osman China, an intellectual who had passed his Cambridge University Entrance Examination at Singapore’s Victoria School; and Hor Lung, a vigorous and capable fighter from the area around Segamat. By nightfall, nearly fifty of the Party’s most important and aggressive leaders from all the Malay States were gathered.

Ho Peng enjoyed the reunion, the talk over old times while they sat round fires that night eating a feast of rice, vegetables and meat in pools of yellow electric lights hanging between the tree trunks and run off a generator. No-one worried about the noise, or the light, for there was an atmosphere of safety and confidence. Couriers, guards and participants had been careful not to let slip the slightest hint of this historic meeting to the Malay Police. Even if they had, there were over four hundred MPABA soldiers all round the camp, to guard the Party’s most important men.

But Ho Peng never relaxed. Chin Peng’s proposal to talk privately hung over him and he knew that, once they launched their campaign against the British and Malay authorities, all their lives would be at risk again as they had been under the Japanese.

He had to control his impatience for two more days in which they discussed routine Party business to take advantage of the rarity of having so many senior members present. At last, on the morning of the fourth day, Chin Peng gathered the Central Executive together in the Secretariat building and announced his plan of war.

He stood up in front of them all, a smiling young-looking man, and declared a campaign of terror and killing, ‘There will be three phases to achieve our victory. In Phase One, you in the Malayan Peoples’ Anti-British Army will attack the British Imperialists and their running dogs among the Malay, Indian and Chinese. You will kill petty government officials, miners, planters and sycophantic capitalist businessmen and destroy lines of communications, such as railways, telephones and bridges. You will terrorise them, shatter their faith in the Imperialist organs of government and break their spirit.’

Ho Peng looked grim but he smiled inside. This was what he wanted to hear.

Chin Peng went on, ‘The British will have no answer to our assault in remote rural areas. Their police are divided among themselves and they will be unable to stop us. They will withdraw to the towns, just as Mao Tse-tung predicted would happen, and indeed has happened, in his successful fight through China.’

‘Then, in Phase Two, we in the MPABA will emerge from the jungle and liberate areas of rural villages and small towns. We shall establish military bases in these “Liberated Areas”, enlarging our forces with new recruits while we continue to attack outwards.’

‘Finally, in Phase Three, our army columns will swarm out of the Liberated Areas and seize the remaining towns and the cities, and the British will collapse.’

Cheers and clapping greeted this brief and concise declaration of intent, and Chin Peng, still genial, spent the next hours developing his plan, supported in tactical detail by his military commander Lao Yu. He emphasised, ‘The Min Yuen, our “Masses Movement”, will be crucial to our success. These men and women are not fighters in the jungle, like the MPABA, but waiters, clerks or officials and we have them placed everywhere, in offices, newspapers, companies, British clubs, bars, hotels and kampongs. The Min Yuen are especially strong among miners, rubber tappers and squatters all over the country. They are ordinary people, but no less important than the soldiers in the MPABA. Their support is vital, for they will supply us with food and money and they will be a constant source of new recruits as our campaign progresses.’

The meeting went on all day, and that afternoon, while a group including Lao Yu stood chatting outside the Secretariat enjoying the dry heat of the sun on the leaves above, General-Secretary Chin Peng genially put his hand on Ho Peng’s shoulder and steered him to one side. Ho Peng steeled himself for the awful question he could not answer. They walked into the middle of the compound where they could be seen but not overheard, and Chin Peng, smiling, softly asked, ‘Are you ready for the fight, Comrade Ho Peng?’ He scrutinised Ho Peng’s pock-marked face and tried to read the hard expression there.

‘I have enough weapons for the time being, Comrade Chin Peng, which the British were kind enough to give us in the war,’ answered Ho Peng at once. ‘I have Japanese weapons too, and my soldiers are trained. Yes, we’re ready to go.’

‘Good, good. You’ve picked your targets?’

Ho Peng described a few, and wondered if Chin Peng was playing with him, waiting for the right moment to ask the question he dreaded, but Chin Peng’s face was plumply benign and he gave no sign of suspicion. So Ho Peng went on the attack. Speaking in a very low voice, he asked a question himself, ‘Tell me, Comrade Chin Peng, there are 5,000 MPABA fighters in the jungle and you’ve told us they’re all to be paid $30 Malay a month. How is this money to be raised?’

Chin Peng answered quickly, ‘From the Min Yuen, of course.’

‘But then we shall need millions of dollars a year for pay alone? And what about our war supplies, like ammunition, explosives and food, not to mention the expenses of the courier network?’

Chin Peng smiled and said, ‘Have faith, Comrade Ho Peng. This war is for the People and the People will provide.’ His face hardened, ‘The People must realise, through force if necessary, that they must make sacrifices for the revolution to match our own sacrifices.’

Ho Peng nodded. This was the language of a theory he understood very well but he was a fighting man, and a practical man. He said, ‘Today we’ve started a war-machine but it will seize up without money to oil its working parts.’

Chin Peng frowned, because he had worked it all out, and replied, ‘There are more than a quarter of a million in the Min Yuen. They will raise your money and supply you with food in the jungle, but remember, Comrade Ho Peng, Mao Tse-tung says in his notes on the Three Stages of Protracted War, “Weapons are an important factor in war, but not the decisive factor! It is people, not things, that are decisive. The contest of strength is not only a contest of military and economic power, but also a contest of human power and morale.” The People will support us and this is why we will win.’

Ho Peng had needed more than fine speeches to fight and survive during the Japanese occupation, but he kept such blasphemy to himself. Instead, to test Chin Peng’s suspicions, he decided to ask one last question. Watching Chin Peng’s open boyish face carefully, he remarked, ‘I don’t doubt our commitment, but surely Mao didn’t mean that military and economic resources were neglected completely? Perhaps Mao himself will support us?’

Chin Peng had thought of it already and said emphatically, ‘I don’t think we need their support until we have Liberated Areas, in Phase Two. I’m in constant touch with the Red Army in China and we shall ask for assistance when we need it. Of course, we’ll need heavy weapons and money to fight the British in open warfare in Phase Three, but I expect we shall capture much of what we need before then.’ He added that he was expecting moral support from Russia in the United Nations, and then led the way back to join the others.

He asked Ho Peng no other question. He had wanted to speak personally to every one of his commanders before they left and Ho Peng’s readiness to fight was expected and welcome. He controlled the important area near Kuala Lumpur. However, he was surprised to see a rare smile on Ho Peng’s bleak face as they parted, and the unusual sight stuck in his mind for a long time afterwards.

Ho Peng was secretly delighted. Chin Peng had not asked about the gold sovereigns. This could only mean that, in the chaos at the end of the war, with communications so disrupted in the jungle, Chin Peng had never found out about the para-drop of canisters. Nor, it seemed, had the British informed him. The thought that really amused him was that, once Chin Peng’s campaign of terror started against the British, they never would.

Later that evening, in the inky darkness of night under the canopy, Ho Peng was walking back to his hut to sleep when he heard the low voices of two people ahead in the shadows. Always curious for information, he slowed down, to pick up what he could before they noticed him. He was unwilling to sneak up on them and risk being caught. Too many of the men at the meeting had developed a sixth sense over years on the run in the jungle. Padding silently towards them over the soft earth, Ho Peng listened intently.

‘Where will you go next?’

‘To Seremban, then back towards Kuala Lumpur.’

‘For the meeting in Kajang?’

‘Yes.’

Ho Peng was almost upon them, moving like a wraith, and recognised them both in the faint yellow light cast from the electric bulbs hanging from the trees near the Secretariat.

General-Secretary Chin Peng and Comrade Lao Yu.

The following Sunday, Edward and Diana went to the Selangor Club, affectionately known as the ‘Spotted Dog’, to watch a cricket match between the Headquarters and the Police. The army won the toss, batted first and, just before lunch Captain Denton was at the crease and scoring freely.

Sitting on deckchairs, Edward watched the white figures on the field intently, while Diana preferred to check out the spectators who were a mixture of the most senior British officials in Malaya.

‘Who’s that?’ she asked, pointing at a man in uniform in a group standing in the shade of some palm trees by the pavilion. ‘He’s got a sort of blob of silver on his shoulder and a black string round his arm.’

‘For God’s sake!’ Edward whispered urgently, pushing her bare arm down. Like many of the men, he wore a civilian shirt and tie and neatly pressed cotton duck trousers but he did not want to draw attention to himself. ‘That blob of silver says he’s Malaya’s Police Commissioner. Top copper in the country. Chap called Langworthy. H.B. Langworthy.’
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