



[image: Cover Image]





Charles Allen was born in Cawnpore in 1940. A traveller, broadcaster and well-known oral historian, his previous books include the widely acclaimed Plain Tales from the Raj, Tales from the South China Seas, A Mountain in Tibet and Tales from the Dark Continent.



Also by Charles Allen:

PLAIN TALES FROM THE RAJ

A MOUNTAIN IN TIBET

TALES FROM THE SOUTH CHINA SEAS

TALES FROM THE DARK CONTINENT


Copyright


Published by Sphere


ISBN: 978 0 7515 6531 7


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 1990 Charles Allen


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Sphere


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk



Why do you have this comradeship


and brotherly love? It comes from


the fact that you are prepared to


die for the man on your right or


on your left, and you know that he


is prepared to do the same for you.


John ‘Patch’ Williams, DCM
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Preface and Acknowledgements






Take up the White Man’s burden,


The savage wars of peace …


Rudyard Kipling








The Savage Wars of Peace of my title are the counter-insurgency campaigns fought by the British Army between 1945 and the present day. It is said that since the 1680s, when a standing army was first created to deal with the ‘present troubles in Ireland’, only one year has passed that has not seen British troops involved in one theatre or another. What is certain is that since the Second World War British forces have been on active service every year except 1968, the so-called year of peace.


This active service came in two forms: there were the full-scale military engagements of Korea, the Suez Invasion and the Falklands War; and there were the lesser conflicts that in service jargon are classified as ‘low intensity operations’. The latter are the little wars of our times, the ‘Savage Wars of Peace’ in which the aggressors have engaged in armed insurgency against the state and where British troops have been called in as ‘an aid to the civil power’. In most cases they have arisen from Britain’s shedding of her colonial role and the enemy has been – not always but almost always – the same: the shadowy figure of the gunman and the bomber, what those in the armed forces would unhesitatingly call the ‘terrorist’.


What follows is not a formal history but a perspective of this form of warfare as seen principally from a foot-soldier’s point of view; an oral history, in fact, assembled from the spoken recollections of some seventy military men and women, the great majority of whom served – or are still serving – in infantry battalions. Their collective experience covers all the main theatres in which the British Army’s ‘Savage Wars of Peace’ have been played out: from Indo-China and Palestine in 1945, by way of Malaya (1948–60), Kenya (1952–60), Cyprus (1955–59), Brunei (1962–63), Borneo (1963–66), Aden (1964–67) and Oman (1958 and 1970–75), through to Northern Ireland (1969– ).


In selecting my seventy military ‘eye-witnesses’ my main criterion has been experience, so that most of those whose recollections make up this book have an average of twenty years’ soldiering and two or three campaigns behind them. Articulacy and chance also played a part in deciding whose voices should be heard and whose should not. Some interviews were snatched, others were spread over several long sessions. Some were missed and there are entire regiments and corps that ought to be represented here and are not, so that in no way should my seventy voices be regarded as a representative cross-section of the British Army’s experience of fighting insurgency since 1945.


Taken together as a group these seventy ‘eye-witnesses’ would be seen by their comrades-in-arms as sharing outstanding qualities of leadership and courage. Ideally, I should have liked to have set out in cold print their decorations for bravery along with their names and their commands – but circumstances do not permit this. For reasons of security or personal safety a number of ‘eye-witnesses’ have not been identified by name: one or two high-profile figures recently retired, as well as many more still serving, likely to return to active service or – as in the case of members of the Ulster Defence Regiment – on continuous active service. If these occasional lapses into anonymity mar the flow of the narrative I hope the reader will understand and excuse.


This is not a book that glorifies war. It is about soldiering at the sharp end evoked by those who have been there through their own words and feelings. ‘I never did glory in what I did,’ remarks one of the seventy, a man who in his own time was renowned for the cold-blooded skill with which he pursued and killed Communist terrorists in the Malayan jungle, ‘but I wasn’t paid to go to the place of battle and turn away from it. I have lived a life where I have seen aggression, seen indigenous peoples willing to slaughter their own friends, and I like to think that the fighting I’ve done has been to try to prevent that kind of thing.’ Another of my ‘eye-witnesses’ reinforces the point: ‘We don’t go to war to self-glorify our profession of arms. Our chosen profession is to stop war, not make war. We are servants of the people in exactly the same way as anyone else (in government service) is a servant of the people, and we do your bidding, not our own.’ Perhaps it is worth remembering, too, that this profession is, as a third contributor puts it, ‘one of the few which is prepared to put its life on the line for its country and, indeed, for its politicians.’


Some of those whose voices are heard here have been fortunate enough to get to the top of the tree in their profession, some are on their way to the top – and others have not been quite so lucky. Their testimonies were all given off the cuff and are set down here as spoken, warts and all, with only the minimum of tidying up. My own contribution has been that of listener and editor. Having asked the questions, I have confined myself thereafter to setting down only what has been said to me, recounting the experiences, feelings and opinions of others without – I hope – allowing my own views to intrude. Some of the events recalled go back over forty years. People forget, omit, exaggerate, make mistakes – as we all do when talking about past events. This has to be allowed for without, I trust, detracting from the sheer authenticity of what they have to say. Theirs is an extraordinary story, as real-life experience so often is, and in every case I am deeply indebted to every one of my seventy ‘eye-witnesses’ for their kindness and candour in talking to me so freely and so frankly.


I should also like to record my thanks to the many good people who helped in one way or another to get this project off the ground and who helped to keep it going. Many of these cannot be named or would not wish to be named, and I think in particular of the brave and good-hearted people whom I met in Northern Ireland. My thanks, also, to the unsung custodians of regimental history dotted up and down the country in various offices and barracks, acting as keepers of museums or as honorary secretaries of regimental associations. Without their support and guidance this book would have been infinitely the poorer.


One institution that I can name without qualms is the Imperial War Museum, where I should like to thank Dr Margaret Brooks, Keeper of the Department of Sound Records, and her staff – Alan Morrow, in particular, who was always available to help me with recording equipment and facilities.


Some part of what follows was broadcast in 1988–89 in the BBC Radio series, The Savage Wars of Peace, produced by my old friend and sometime mentor, Helen Fry, who has just retired from the post of Chief Producer Archives Features after a distinguished career in BBC Radio. My special thanks to her – and to our fellow-collaborator on that series, Major-General Sir Jeremy Moore, also recently retired after an outstanding career in the Royal Marines that culminated in his command of the British Land Forces in the Falklands War. A small part of his own experiences before the Falklands – in Malaya, the Canal Zone, Cyprus, Brunei, Borneo and Northern Ireland – is included in this book. However, my particular thanks go to him for providing advice, encouragement and very constructive criticism.


Only someone who was there can ever know what it was really like. My hope is that this drawing-together at second-hand of what Jeremy Moore, his fellow Marines and other soldiers experienced at first-hand not only approximates to the truth but also does some small justice to their achievements.


CHARLES ALLEN, AUGUST 1989




INTRODUCTION:
One of the Boys






I remember very well in Northern Ireland passing a sentry who was in a very dangerous position. He was a kid from the backstreets of Liverpool, not very bright, and I said to him in a rather disconsolate way, ‘Are you happy?’ With a big smile he said, ‘Yes, sir. Fine!’ And I almost turned on him enraged and said, ‘How the hell can you be happy in this situation?’ But he was a child of the slums, from a broken home, adoptive parents, who’d changed schools so often he could hardly read or write. He’d been shoved around and rejected all the way but he was bright enough to get into the Army – and here he was, a member of Number Six Section. Okay, he was the most junior member but he was one of the team, and to this boy who had been at the end of the line all his life it was worth being shot at or blown up to belong to that Number Six Section, to be one of the boys.








The General walks with a limp that makes him wince. ‘Parachutist’s hip,’ he grins. His name, rank and number are missing from this year’s Army List. A photo shows him being armchaired – quite literally – out of his old regiment, trundled past ranks of cheering soldiery in an armchair attached to a fork-lift truck. Caught off-guard by the camera, the General looks glum and bewildered. A second photo shows him on guard, as one of seventy grim-jowled, crimson-tabbed, gold-peaked blimps in khaki massed on the forecourt of the Staff College, Camberley, for the Chief of the Defence Staffs Annual Conference. Mars et ars in excelsis. A fearful sight.


Seen in retirement in his new home in Yorkshire the General resembles nothing so much as a genial human being. He talks with gusto of his plans as he leads a lightning tour of the tumbledown smithy that he has rebuilt to his liking. In every room the walls proclaim the mysteries of his craft: plaques, crests and shields; prints of battles ancient and modern; groups formal and informal; framed letters, signed cartoons, mementoes of almost forty years of soldiering. Finally, the General pulls down a series of scrapbooks numbered by year. More photos, many from newspaper clippings. One shows the new commanding officer of the battalion, youthful – ‘just before my thirty-seventh birthday’ – and hearty, smiling from ear to ear. Another shows the same man, careworn and troubled. Eighteen months separate the two photos but the place is the same: Belfast in late 1969 and again in 1971.


The Army – and the Navy – made the General: ‘I had come from fairly humble beginnings. My father had been killed in the War and my mother was eking out a living in my home town. I was lucky to go the way I did thanks to the Royal Navy.’ Sent away to Christ’s Hospital on a naval scholarship, he was encouraged by his housemaster to try for the Army and ‘once I’d made up my mind to go into the Army I became extremely enthusiastic’. First there was a compulsory spell in the ranks, where ‘you had to learn parrot fashion all the details of the 75-pounder, and I can sit down now and write them out without even thinking. That was a lesson I learned, by going over these things, getting it wrong and having to carry a hammer spike above your head round the square or other little penalties, which the sergeant-majors had a habit of pushing. It was a lesson that remained with me, that if you get the training right at the beginning of a soldier’s career it stays with him for the rest of his life.’


After the basic training came eighteen months at the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst, where the General-to-be was taught to be ‘an officer and a gentleman, in that order. The old gentleman-soldier bit had died out in the War but what was important was that you learned good manners and how to behave with your friends.’


The British Army that the General-to-be joined as a professional in 1950 was made up largely of conscripts doing a two-year period of National Service. At its core was the infantry battalion and the infantryman:






The basic infantryman is much the same as a Roman legionnaire who used to travel across Britain and Europe. Although he has to master more technical weapons now, he has the same basic skills to maintain in field-craft and cunning and thinking. Also in the organisation of our army very little has changed in principle, because of the capabilities of the individual. A section commander is happiest when he has got between seven and twelve men and a good strong section is about eight or nine, which you can fit into the back of an APC [armoured personnel carrier] now. Then the platoon commander will take up to thirty men and, if you look back again at the Roman legions, you have the centurion who takes a hundred men. That’s your company commander now. Then a battalion commander has between six hundred and up to a thousand men and this, too, is a number that hasn’t changed over the centuries. It’s a number which a group of people can identify with and an individual leader can identify with, too, because you cannot expect anybody to know more than between six hundred and a thousand people well in a team.








A battalion could be a single regiment in itself or it could be one of several battalions in the same regiment, depending on the defence requirements of the time. For the great majority of soldiers it was the battalion that became their home and the regiment to which they gave their loyalty. Like so many of his contemporaries – both officers and other ranks – the General-to-be joined his local ‘county’ regiment: ‘I’d grown up in B …. I was very proud of that town, all my family were there and I lived not far from Victoria Barracks, the old … shire regimental depot. As a boy I used to watch them come down to church every Sunday with the band so I had an affinity, and your county regiment is quite important to you. I joined the … shire Regiment in 1952 when they were just about to leave for Malaya.’


The Colonel, by contrast, joined one of the ‘smart’ regiments – the ‘best regiment you could get into without private means between the two world wars’ – one that has acquired some notoriety in post-war years on account of the number of ‘thinking generals’ it has produced. The Colonel would certainly have been one of them – had he stayed on.


The Colonel now works from an office overlooking the main street of one of those quaint little towns that straddle the upper reaches of the Thames. He took early retirement from the Army twelve years ago. When he joined his regiment in the mid-1950s he expected to be part of the military establishment of a major world power but ‘all that happened, of course, was that one was engaged in a series of well-conducted but minor withdrawal operations, and by the time I’d twigged this it was really too late to get out. I was very happy for years and years but, in fact, one was looking backwards. It was managing withdrawal and decay.’


The Colonel was born to Army service, ‘born in barracks in India and my birth certificate is an Army form.’ He was the sixth generation from father to son to serve as an Army officer, with his son making a seventh generation. ‘I can say with confidence that my family, as a family of regular officers, has never to my knowledge engaged in an advance. Right from the American War of Independence we, the regular officer families, have conducted retreats. I added it up once and as a family it came to 17,000 miles of retreating.’ The extraordinary fact in all these ‘endless apparent disasters’ was that the British Army remained a fighting force. ‘What is it that holds the Army together?’ asks the Colonel. He believes that leadership is the answer:






The one fundamental in this is that the other ranks know that the officers will never intentionally let them down. We, the officers of the Army, may let them down because circumstances are against us. We may even let them down through incompetence, but it is the basis of our ethos that the first duty of an officer is to get shot first. For the first month of my first tour in Northern Ireland we had a man a day hit, either wounded or killed. Now in terms of major wars this is not a high casualty rate. Nevertheless, it is a casualty rate but there was no sense of a collapse of morale or anything. The system held together and it held together because the officers were there to be shot at, too.








Another strength of the system is the way that it moulds officers and men to fit into the system:






It’s not that the Army with its class system excludes people. What it does is to retype them. It recycles them and they come out looking as if they were born to it, but actually the percentage who weren’t born to it is very high. And the reason for this is to produce the homogeneity that you require if people are going to live together for very long periods. Now the way Army officers conduct themselves in the mess and so on is the most masterly way to get on with other people year after year without quarrelling. It was developed, I suppose, when regiments used to go for years and years to live in the Punjab or somewhere, where if you allowed everybody to do their own thing you’d be shooting each other before long. So you had to produce rules.








The exact nature of the Colonel’s present business is never made clear, but it is something to do with transporting sensitive goods. ‘For twelve years now,’ says the Colonel, ‘I’ve lived with risk-taking and decision-making in business in a way that is impossible for an Army officer in peace-time service – and I would now be a vastly better Army commander for my business experience.’


Also retired from Army life – but a life seen from a very different perspective – is the ex-Warrant Officer Second Class who owns a bungalow near the Welsh border alongside his old regimental barracks. Its perimeter fence cuts across the bottom of his garden. He and other former comrades-in-arms provide a cordon sanitaire round the base. ‘No one moves around here without us knowing about it. Anyone comes asking questions, they’ll know about it.’ He nods towards the barracks. He, too, comes from an Army family:






My father was in the 9th Lancers and, of my three uncles, one was in the naval division and two were in cavalry regiments that went through the First World War. We go back to a great-great-grandfather who was a battery sergeant-major stationed on the island of St Helena when Napoleon was held prisoner there. I joined the Army as soon as I was able when I turned eighteen years of age in 1951. I joined my county regiment, the Royal Northumberland Fusiliers, as it was then, but to my surprise when I’d finished my basic training, expecting to go with a draft to Korea, I couldn’t find my name on the Northumberlands’ drafts list. They’d cross-posted me to the West Yorkshire Regiment.








This rebuff led the W02-to-be into joining the Parachute Regiment, from where he made his way into a Special Forces unit that worked in squadrons and troops rather than in companies and platoons. Here it was leadership from the non-commissioned officers rather than from the commissioned ones that most deeply impressed him as a young soldier; the sergeant and corporal instructors who were ‘dedicated to the regiment’ and whose enthusiasm ‘rubbed off on us’. It was the sergeant, in particular, who provided the working link between officers and other ranks:






The Army really is a process of teaching and passing on lessons. The lessons that were passed on to us we are duty bound to pass on to the blokes who come behind us, and so on ad infinitum. And so a new officer was more or less on probation and relied on his troop sergeant for guidance, which is right because this new guy can be the best bloke in the world but unless he’s got the relevant skills under his belt, he wouldn’t know what the score is. And so officers over the first twelve months, more or less, used to take all the advice of the sergeant. Did blokes take advantage of it? You got the odd one or two who, maybe lightheartedly, would throw in the odd crippler but you always had the restraining hand of the sergeant who made sure nobody ever got out of order.








As the young officer developed his skills so in all good regiments there grew a mutual respect between the men he commanded and himself. When this was combined with interdependence on the battlefield or in a testing environment it helped to unite officers, NCOs and men into one extended hierarchical family:






For thirty-three years I went through this happy state of affairs and in that thirty-three years I’ve only ever fallen out with two officers and that wasn’t a major falling out, just a difference of opinion on certain minor tactics. But once you’ve been with a bunch of blokes through the rain, living in the field, sharing your rations, sharing your last drop of beer, you know, and especially when you’ve been through combat with them, it certainly bonds you in, because you know you can turn around and trust that bloke behind you. If you’re ever in trouble you know you can drop back on them, or if you’re too proud somebody will notice the straits you’re in and alert the boss of the regimental association. We had one bloke who’d lost both his legs and it was through the association they got him a little motor car to give him a bit of mobility. Another good lad who in his day killed about eight CTs [Communist Terrorists], known as ‘The Whispering Leaf, he was living on his own and too proud to admit it but the association found out about the state he was in and he’s now at an Old Soldier’s Home at R …








The regiment means a great deal to the ex-W02. ‘Once you’re in the regiment you’re always in, regardless. The comradeship is something rather special.’ As the years pass his loyalty and his enthusiasm remain undiminished. Over the mantelpiece in his sitting-room is a painting by a friend showing a four-man patrol in the Borneo jungle. The ex-W02 details the weapons the men carry: ‘The pump-action shotgun normally had the barrel sawn down to make a perfect lead-scout weapon’ – his eyes glint with enthusiasm – ‘You always had one up the spout and four in the chamber, loaded with SG9, maybe a quarter-inch size ball and nine of those in one round so, say, at a distance of about fifteen to twenty metres it would give you a spread about the size of a dustbin lid. The tactic evolved by the regiment was the double tap, to get one shot off, which used to freeze them, and then the second shot was an aimed shot to kill. It was the old, old business of the two kinds of soldier – the quick and the dead.’


The Company Sergeant-Major has an office in one of the many bitumen-painted shacks that surround half-a-dozen parade grounds outside Colchester. His conversation is punctuated by the ringing of telephones, the slamming of doors and the crashing of boots in corridors. There’s a crackle of light arms fire from the ranges, even the wail of a bagpipe. The rifles are being zeroed. The battalion is on the move.


Unemployment is high in the CSM’s home town but that wasn’t why he joined his Highland regiment. ‘I wanted to join the Army,’ he declares. ‘My father was in the …s so that seemed the natural choice. I joined straight from school. I went to the recruiting office, which was in Stirling, and I joined the regiment in Edinburgh in 1973.’ He belongs to the modern generation of professionals who run the slimmed-down, new model, post-1967 Army: soft-spoken, articulate, hair short but not too short, fashionable NCO-type moustache, seemingly too young to have earned a crown on his sleeve. So young, in fact, that he was still at school when his regiment did its first Northern Ireland tour. He’s done three since; twice as a private and once as a section leader, when ‘the soldiers look to you all the time for advice and you are the directing force. It’s down to you as a corporal to go out there and do it – and you’ve got to have the confidence, otherwise it just doesn’t happen.’


The new unit that has emerged from Northern Ireland is the brick: ‘a brick is a part of the section, possibly four men in an eight-man section and commanded by an NCO. For that brick to function every man in the brick must think, must act together; otherwise a small unit like that can go to bits. So now every private soldier has to be a thinking person out there. He can’t just be a guy who tails along at the back and thinks nothing, because if he is then that brick is in danger. So it’s the private soldier himself who has a lot more responsibility on him than he ever had before.’


The CSM faces the prospect of a fourth tour with equanimity. It’s the wives who find it a strain.


So, finally, to the Private, who was seen on television scrambling in dark green Number Ones over the rubble in the aftermath of the Enniskillen Remembrance Day bomb in November 1987. The Ulster accent is unmistakable, but this Private is a wife and mother as well as a part-time soldier who’s never really been off-duty since the moment she joined her regiment. In ten years she’s attended more funerals than most will ever do in a lifetime.


She joined her regiment for the most basic reason possible: ‘I was born in Northern Ireland and as far as I’m concerned it’s my country and I’ll fight for it.’ She, too, has a military background – ‘I can trace back both my mother’s and father’s families and they’ve always been Army people who served in the wars’ – but her own chance came in 1974. ‘Things weren’t getting any better,’ she remembers. ‘I had worked all my life until after I was married and my son was born. But I can’t sit at home at all, so I was looking for a job. I saw the advert in the paper and I spoke to my husband about it and I thought, well, at least it will be doing something worth while for my country.’


At the time the notion – without parallel in the rest of the British Army – of women soldiers serving alongside the men did not go down well in the regiment. ‘At the start the men thought we were more of a hindrance than a help but after a wee while they got used to us. Initially, we trained as radio operators and female searchers and that was our main role for a time, but we also went out at night with the men on the ground. The first time I went out on patrol obviously I was nervous but the more you got to know the men the more you grew in confidence, knowing that they are there to back you up if you get into trouble just as you are there to back them up.’


The Private began her soldiering as a part-timer and right from the outset found that sex was no impediment so far as the terrorists were concerned:






I don’t think I’d even had my training done when the first woman soldier was killed in Northern Ireland. They fired mortars at our base and she was dashing to safety and got hit. It was traumatic. I had just been sworn in and I suddenly realised that that could happen to anybody and it could happen anywhere, anytime. She was the first servicewoman to be killed but I had actually never met her. My first low moment was when an old friend and comrade was shot dead down the road a bit from here. He had been like a father to me. I done guard of honour at his funeral and I was hardly able to stand I was that upset.








Many other deaths have followed in the regiment, which have served only to draw its members closer together. ‘Speaking for myself personally now,’ says the Private, ‘I will not be browbeaten by anybody, I don’t care who they are. As long as I can keep doing this job I will do it.’ She and her comrades are now locked into a special kind of courage: ‘Over here we call it crack and it’s that crack that keeps you going when things get rough. It’s like a little flame that’s handed over to you when you join and it’s that flame or spirit that keeps you there, made up of loyalty between soldiers and officers, between one soldier and another.’ Her talk is punctuated by the clatter of helicopters taking off and landing outside the window. A couple of days later some home-made mortar bombs are lobbed into the base from the back of a lorry, causing minor damage but no casualties. The incident passes unreported by most mainland papers.


Private and General; Colonel, WO2 and CSM. Combined with the voices of other servicemen and servicewomen their stories represent the experiences of the British soldier through the last four and a half decades since the end of the Second World War. The ending of the war in Europe and the Far East is where that story begins.


Britain entered this post-war era desperately weakened by five years of total war, with all the responsibilities of a major world power but with a shattered economy and without the means to resume her pre-war role. Her combined military forces numbered almost five million men, the bulk of whom were conscripts enlisted ‘for the duration’ and whose days of military service were numbered. These were men trained to ‘shoot and kill and defeat the enemy’, hardened in conventional warfare in which uniformed soldier fought uniformed soldier. They expected to be swiftly demobilised and returned to civvy street. Instead, many found themselves taking on a new role as ‘peace-keepers’, either in clearing-up operations arising out of the immediate aftermath of the war in such places as French Indo-China or Dutch Batavia or, in the case of Palestine, returning to tackle an earlier problem that had been put on ice during the war years. Although not perceived as such at the time, both situations heralded the break-up of Europe’s colonial empires.


‘We were told for the first time in my memory of a thing called “Imperial Policing” or “Aid to the Civil Power”,’ explains Henry ‘Todd’ Sweeney, then a young officer who had taken part in the airborne landings at Pegasus Bridge on D-Day and the Rhine Crossings in March 1945. This ‘Imperial Policing’ was part and parcel of the British Empire whose legitimacy most soldiers simply took for granted. To all outward appearances British authority seemed as complete as it had been before the war, fully justifying the self-confidence of those who exercised it. ‘We were still very much cock-a-hoop from the war years,’ declares Todd Sweeney. ‘As we sailed through the Mediterranean, everywhere we stopped you saw the Union Jack, because at that time the British controlled the Middle East and all the way down the Suez Canal. In fact, if you’d sailed on out to Malaya every port you’d have stopped at would have had a Union Jack.’


But this confidence was misplaced. Britain’s days as a great imperial power were over and in every British colonial territory brave new ideas about nationhood, adult suffrage and liberation were finding popular support. British Palestine was no exception, as Todd Sweeney discovered when his regiment, the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry (known to themselves as the ‘43rd and 52nd’, to others as the ‘Ox and Bucks’) landed at Haifa in the autumn of 1945 to join with the 6th Airborne Division in restoring British authority.


Although the Union Jack flew in Palestine it was not a British colony but a mandated territory, governed by Britain since 1923 under special mandate. The rights and wrongs of their being there meant very little to the troops on the ground. ‘Most people were simply looking forward to the day when they would be demobilised,’ admits Sweeney. ‘You just wanted to get back to your wife and children and, quite frankly, I don’t think we cared a hoot about the political situation. We couldn’t see why the Jews and Arabs shouldn’t be able to share this lovely country and live together.’


Here was a situation that had already revealed its ugly side in communal disturbances and riots both in India and in Palestine itself before the war and was to recur with dreadful familiarity in later years in other territories: that of two communities struggling for power over the same territory while governed by a third. In Palestine troops called in to aid the civil power were involved initially in containing civil disturbances between Jews and Arabs. To start with, their sympathies lay with the Jews but this changed as the Jews began to back up their demands for a separate Jewish state in Palestine with increasingly violent demonstrations directed against the British authorities. One of those whose views changed was John Stevenson, then Regimental Sergeant Major of the Ox and Bucks: ‘We had to be fair and seen to be fair to both sides, to the Arab and to the Jew. I sometimes felt a bit sorry for the Arabs. It seemed not quite right that so many settlers should suddenly descend on top of the Arabs in Palestine, and talking to some of our young soldiers I gathered they were a little bit sympathetic towards the Arab, too, but they knew they could not express that openly, particularly not to a newspaperman and, God knows, there were a few of those about.’ The flow of Jewish refugees mainly from Europe into Palestine had to be stopped and illegal immigrants rounded up, which led to the troops being compared in local Jewish newspapers to the SS: ‘What could you do about the propaganda, which was poured out in the newspapers in English and in Hebrew? You were accused of being murderers, you were accused of this, you were accused of that, and yet you were probably the very men that had released some of the Jews from their awful concentration camps in Germany.’


By the end of 1945 a pattern of behaviour had been established by Jewish extremists in Palestine that was to become a model for subsequent insurgencies in other colonial territories. This involved, in the first place, the banding together of a relatively small number of extremists prepared to use any means at their disposal to draw attention to their cause, to force waverers over to it and, ultimately, to secure their aims. In Palestine it found expression in the Irgun Zvai Leumi and the Stern Gang, strengthened by the much larger Jewish underground army known as the Haganah. All three organisations depended on the politicisation of sufficient numbers of their own community to provide them with shelter, funds and political support, achieved through political and armed propaganda. While the Haganah organised disturbances and acts of sabotage against strategic installations, the two hard-core terrorist groups concentrated on shootings and bombings.


British troops like the Ox and Bucks spent much of their time reacting to incidents of one sort or another. ‘You’d get what they called a “flap” on,’ remembers Todd Sweeney, ‘when you’d be brought out at all hours of the night or day to go and get your rifle and ammunition, your small pack and weapon equipment. Then on to the trucks and, if the East Yorks got there first – because we used to work pretty well with them, like two battalions – they’d surround the place and we’d go in and search. We used to take it in turns.’


Such cordon-and-search operations were to become standard procedures in all counter-insurgency operations and almost inevitably they brought the Army into conflict with the local civil population, as Sweeney experienced on his first such operation:






Some illegal immigrants had been landed and had been rather swiftly arrested, but some had got away and so we carried out a cordon-and-search of a village to see if there were some of the illegal immigrants there. We were faced by a horde of angry women who I remember took off their shoes, which had high heels, and began trying to beat the soldiers over the head. It didn’t amount to very much but it was just enough to give us a foretaste of what internal security operations might be like.








Breaking up demonstrations and orchestrated riots soon became routine, with the troops following a riot drill developed in India that included verbal and written warnings being given before controlled shots were fired. ‘I remember the banners,’ states John Stevenson. ‘Several of them were put up and the words written on them in Hebrew, English and Arabic were, “Disperse or we fire.” But I certainly don’t remember having to fire on anyone there.’


Increasingly, these disturbances were backed up by actions that the British security forces were unable to counter so easily. These took the form of deliberately lethal and often callous acts of violence directed against British targets. Such ‘terrorism’ had been employed before – notably by Bengali terrorists in India in the 1930s – but here in Palestine it was employed with greater sophistication and impact. Todd Sweeney remembers the bitterness among his men when two British sergeants were ‘caught in a village and found hanged, not only hanged but their bodies were booby-trapped. This caused a revulsion of feeling against whoever had done it, whether it was the Irgun or the Stern Gang or the Haganah. And then the King David Hotel was blown up. The Officers’ Club in the King David had a bar and I happened to be there on the Sunday, leaning up against the wall where the milk churns were later parked. If I’d been there on the Monday I’d have been blown up with the rest.’ Ninety-one British servicemen died in the bombing.


Attempts to come to grips with the terrorist organisations were largely unsuccessful, due to the absence of an effective intelligence network – a situation that was also to repeat itself time and time again in other theatres. The one police undercover unit that did have some success fell foul of the authorities when it began to take the law into its own hands. Its leader was an ‘irrepressible character’ named Roy Farran, a major in the recently-disbanded Special Air Service Regiment, whose wartime successes behind enemy lines in France and Italy had led him to argue – unsuccessfully – that ‘a unit of the SAS type trained to operate individually with the minimum support’ should be a part of a peacetime British Army. Farran’s attempt to operate a counter-terrorist undercover group in Palestine ended in disaster with his court-martial for ‘what was then said to be the murder of a Jewish terrorist’. However, before his disgrace, Farran was obtaining excellent intelligence, as Todd Sweeney experienced when Farran came to him with information that Menachim Begin, the leader of the Irgun Zvai Leumi terrorist group, was hiding in a certain village: ‘I had this Stand-by Company and he asked me if I would turn out my company and surround the village, while he would bring in Palestine policemen and search. So we went racing to the village and surrounded it and he brought in his special sniffer dogs and the police. They searched and they didn’t find Menachim Begin, but afterwards he learned that Begin had, in fact, been hiding there all the time. So history might have been different if that afternoon they had managed to arrest the head of the Irgun – who later became the Prime Minister of Israel.’


Unable to penetrate the terrorist organisations or to cut them off from popular Jewish support and faced by ever-increasing demands from both Jewish and Arab political groups, Britain could only react by sending out more troops. However, it soon became obvious that the situation could not be contained by police and military action alone. By mid-1947 Jerusalem had become a beleaguered city, divided by barriers of barbed wire into zones. A degree of demoralisation had also set in, exemplified by one incident that Sweeney remembers from this period:






One of the areas that was very difficult was the Meer Shareem Quarter. I had a company guarding that and in it what we called a Lightning Platoon. The idea was that when an incident occurred this platoon went racing out in three vehicles, and cordoned the whole area off so that the police could then come along and investigate the incident and search the houses. So one night the alarm went off because a vehicle had been blown up somewhere nearby and the leading vehicle of our Lightning Platoon, a white armoured scout car with a sandbagged floor, went racing out of the gate. It got about three hundred yards down another road, so as to get round to the back of the incident, when it too was blown up. Then a police car coming down a third road towards our headquarters was also blown up, so clearly the terrorists had blocked every exit. The roofs of all the buildings were manned either by the Arab Legion or by paramilitary forces who were very trigger-happy and as a result of this banging one of them fired. Somebody on another roof immediately responded by firing back and so a gun battle then went on for about twenty minutes, entirely a gun battle between the security forces.








In September 1947 the British Government to all intents acknowledged defeat by announcing that it would be relinquishing the mandate and handing the Palestine problem over to the United Nations. In May 1948 the last British troops pulled out, many leaving with considerable regret. Some, like Todd Sweeney, were to look back on their Palestine years with a feeling that it was a job that had not been handled well: ‘The United Nations came in and made the plan for the partition of Palestine and we left quite happily, feeling, “Well, that’s settled the problem. They don’t seem to get on so they’ve been separated. They’ve each got their territory, they’ll now all live quite happily ever after.” Partition is supposed to be the answer to all these problems. It’s never worked – but at the time it’s a let-out.’


Palestine provided an ominous example of how armed insurgents supported by a civil population could make a territory so ungovernable as to force an occupying power – whether legitimate or not – to withdraw. It showed that armed propaganda in the form of acts of terrorism paid off, however morally offensive it might appear to those on the receiving end. ‘A terrorist’, explains a British soldier who has twice been wounded by terrorist acts in two quite separate theatres of conflict, ‘is the worst kind of animal that’s ever presented itself to the modern world because he’s indiscriminate. His bomb and his bullet take the innocent as well as the professional and in the name of terrorism kill innocence.’


But outrage is not enough. From Palestine onwards the British soldier had to accept that one of the chief roles of a peacetime army is dealing with local insurgency in the form of terrorism or armed propaganda; a thankless, bitter task in some instances, a rewarding experience in others but, in any event, an inescapable fact of modern soldiering. By trial and error combined with a great deal of hard graft and good soldiering the British Army learned how to come to terms with terrorism. But it took time.


Palestine was an early lesson – and a warning. So, too, were events in Indo-China and Batavia. Here the situation was very different from that in Palestine in that local nationalist forces had moved in to fill the vacuum created by the sudden surrender of the Japanese in August 1945. In the absence of Dutch and French troops, British and Indian Army forces were flown in to these two territories to help the French and Dutch to restore their colonial administrations.


Among those flown to French Indo-China were the British officers and Nepalese soldiers of the 1st Battalion of the 1st Regiment of the Gurkha Rifles (1st/1st Gurkhas), who were almost immediately involved in heavy fighting against ‘a well-armed and very tough and ruthless enemy’. These were the Annamites, forerunners of the Vietminh and Vietcong, who soon made it clear to them that they were not welcome. John Cross, then a young subaltern, recalls a note being delivered to their camp near Saigon which began, ‘To our friends the British, a warning. We are about to start an armed struggle against the French. We have no quarrel with the British’, and which ended, ‘Be prudent. Never ramble about with the French.’ A brother-officer, Edward ‘Fairy’ Gopsill, also remembers the intense hatred of the local people for their old colonial masters: ‘The Japanese had proven that they could chase us and the French out of places like Burma and Indo-China and I suppose the Vietnamese said, “Well, if that can be done why should we hand it back to the French?” – and I can quite understand their feelings.’


For those involved in the fighting in Indo-China there were valuable lessons to be learned, both about the nature of armed insurgency as a form of warfare and about the difficulties of waging a counter-insurgency campaign without the support of the local population.


From Indo-China the 1st/1st Gurkhas moved south in February 1946 to Mokassar in the Dutch East Indies: ‘This again was a colonial situation. The Dutch had been there and the Indonesians didn’t want them back after the war.’ But resistance to the return of Dutch rule crumbled as British, Indian, Australian and, finally, Dutch troops were brought in. Almost the last foreign troops to leave were the 1st/1st Gurkhas, who arrived back in India in the summer of 1947 to find that country also in turmoil.


Here the situation was more or less out of British hands. Independence had been fought for as part of a political struggle in which nonviolent civil disobedience had played a major part and violence only a minimal and counter-productive part. However, the real threat of impending violence had forced the Hindu political leaders to accept the partition of the country into the two separate states of India and Pakistan. Outbreaks of inter-communal violence in a number of cities between Hindus and Sikhs on the one hand and Muslims on the other had already stretched the security forces to the limit, forcing the Viceroy to speed up the time-table for Independence. In Ahmedabad, where the 2nd/7th Gurkhas were deployed, Captain Eric ‘Birdie’ Smith was commanding a company with his own section of the city to look after. ‘As partition approached the tension got worse and worse,’ he remembers. ‘The two communities were beginning to go at each other’s throats.’ Much of his time was spent policing his district, trying to keep sectarian gangs from attacking isolated minority communities and, occasionally, using the well-tried Internal Security Drill to break up a riot:






It entailed drawing a line across the street, and the magistrate warning the crowd that if anyone crossed that line they would be shot, and attention was drawn to all this by bugle blowing. It was all clear-cut and laid down. I duly put my company in position and drew the white line, the magistrate warned the crowd and everything seemed to be going according to the text book until one of the ring-leaders left the crowd, crossed the white line, shook his fist in my face and said, ‘Go home, you filthy British!’ I suppose theoretically I could have ordered someone to shoot him but the situation was saved by my company second-in-command, an old, experienced Gurkha officer, who grabbed hold of this chap, kicked him up the bottom and then chased him back. It not only got rid of the leader but because a lot of the crowd thought it funny the tension disappeared for a bit as well.








When Partition became a reality following Independence in August 1947 many hundreds of thousands – possibly a million or more – men, women and children caught on the wrong side of the new border became the victims of a double genocide as Sikhs and Hindus massacred Muslims and Muslims massacred Sikhs and Hindus. Too few in numbers to be effective, the security forces could do little to stem the violence. For the 3rd/1st Gurkhas, moving down by train from Peshawar in Pakistan to Allahabad in India, there was a nightmare journey that ‘Fairy’ Gopsill remembers all too well:






Every hundred yards down the track of that railway journey of some hundreds of miles there were never less than two bodies in sight. We did pull into Amballa station and there I noticed a train standing in the siding full of dead people. Every one of them had been slaughtered. The Colonel ordered me with my company out on to the track where there were thousands of Sikhs, who had just perpetrated this carnage. So I told the Sikh leader – I said, ‘You will clear this railway station.’ And he told me in Urdu that I could go to hell. I thereupon lined my Gurkhas up, told them to fix swords – because in the Gurkha Rifles you talk about ‘fixing swords’ although it is actually the bayonet – and I then said, ‘Unless you do clear the station I will clear you at the point of the bayonet.’ They held their ground for a moment until I gave the order: ‘Two paces interval advance.’ Down came the bayonets into the on-guard position and the men started to move forward – and there is no doubt we’d have had to fight if they’d fought. However, they turned tail and left the station. We went down the train. The stench was appalling and there was nothing we could do at that stage with those people. One or two were alive but so terribly mutilated, with limbs hanging off, that we did in fact give them so much morphia we knew we killed them.








Partition also meant ‘the end of that wonderful Indian Army, when regiments that had served us truly and well all those years were left behind to we knew not what’. As for the ten Gurkha regiments, it was decided that six should go to India and the remaining four transfer to the British Army. Once the decision had been taken regiments, officers and men were quickly divided. ‘Those were terrible days,’ declares Gopsill, whose regiment was one of those selected to remain in India:






The saddest day of my life took place at this time when the men that I’d known and fought with were being kept behind in the Indian Army and we had our final farewell together. We had one dinner as officers and we had a nautch with the men, a Gurkha dance where the men dance for you. But at our dinner somebody drew the commanding officer’s attention to all the Gurkha officers who were looking in at the window, and the Gurkha Major, Ram Sarun Pun, whom I would consider possibly the finest Gurkha I ever knew, said ‘I just wanted to bring my Gurkha officers down to see you at your last dinner.’ So they sat down with us and we drank and talked and we all got a little too drunk, and we parted the following day covered in garlands and tears on every side.








‘Fairy’ Gopsill transferred to the 2bd/7th Gurkhas and John Cross to the 1st/7th, which was reduced to a core of about fifty experienced soldiers. Then they, along with the 2nd, 6th and 10th Gurkha Rifles, left India for good to find a new home in the British Army. Malaya was chosen as their first destination, for no better reason than that it was the British territory closest to India.


The Gurkhas’ departure from India did indeed mark the end of an era. A united India, like Palestine, had been a British creation and ultimately it was the British themselves who had allowed its bloody division in their rushed disposal of power. But all that was now over, as were the dark years of the war and its aftermath. The last British troops sailed from Karachi on 26 February 1948 and from Bombay on 28 February. Eleven weeks later, on 15 May, the last British troops to leave Palestine sailed from Haifa. In Germany, too, the British Army of the Rhine was in the process of being reduced from an army of occupation to a modest military presence of two divisions and two brigades. Demobilisation had at last become a reality.


In the four British Gurkha regiments a ‘terrible backlash of resentment remained’, but they could at least look forward to a more peaceful future as they settled down in Malaya to rebuild and to retrain. Or so they thought. ‘We arrived in Malaya on 12 January,’ recounts John Cross. ‘We’d left tribal territory on the North-west Frontier in October 1947, we’d left Pakistan in November 1947, we’d left India in December 1947 and we’d left Burma in January 1948. Four months on the trot during which we’d seen nothing but our flag pulled down and being spat at etcetera, and it had all been very nasty. So we were delighted to get somewhere that was peaceful. Ha! Ha! Because in June 1948 the Emergency was declared!’





I. WAR IN THE JUNGLE



[image: image]




Chapter One


MALAYA:
The Gurkhas Bear the Brunt






I remember in Malaya when we walked out after one operation through the ruins of an abandoned village, abandoned because it was so far into the jungle that it was not possible to protect it from the terrorists and so the population had been resettled. And there were the ruined huts and the discarded implements gradually sinking down into the ground again – and I remember thinking as I walked through that village, I wonder what the Romans felt as they headed for Dubris in 410 and walked through the villages of Roman Britain. I wonder if they thought this is the end of the Empire.








When the first killings of planters and tin miners began in mid-June 1948 the British colonial government of Malaya was caught on the hop. Warnings that the Malayan Communist Party (MCP) was planning to seize power had been ignored. During the Japanese occupation of Malaya the MCP had formed a guerrilla army of resistance in the jungle, armed and supplied by the British. Military intelligence reports that it had reformed as the Malayan Races’ Liberation Army (MRLA) with the aim of liberating Malaya from the colonial yoke and had organised itself into ten district regiments consisting of some five thousand armed men, supported by perhaps a quarter of a million local Chinese, had been ridiculed by the then British High Commissioner. The result was that, initially, the guerrillas outnumbered the local forces.


Six Gurkha battalions made up the core of Malaya’s defence forces, each ridiculously under strength, so much so that odds were very much on the Communists: ‘If the bandits at the beginning of the Emergency had known as much as they did at the end or if we had gone across later then Malaya would have been lost without a shadow of a doubt.’ The 2nd/7th Gurkhas had arrived in Singapore about sixty strong: ‘We moved to Kuala Lumpur next door to the 2nd/6th Gurkhas and between us I shouldn’t think we could have raised a hundred and fifty men.’ Each battalion grew as men re-enlisted and as new recruits arrived, but in the meantime its officers and men had to make do with what they had in taking on the major defensive role in what was quickly declared to be a State of Emergency. ‘Many soldiers hadn’t completed their recruits’ training but had to go into the jungle and take on active roles because there was no one else to do it,’ recalls ‘Birdie’ Smith. ‘They were inexperienced and untrained in jungle warfare and this was also true of British units as well because, although these skills had been learnt in Burma, most of these units had either been disbanded or gone, and so really all the British Army in Malaya had to learn from scratch and from bitter experience.’


To make matters worse there was a shortage of arms and ammunition, so that to begin with the initiative lay firmly with the Communist terrorists, who ‘knew when and where to strike. The Police Special Branch was tiny and there was no real Army intelligence organisation either, with the result that we were reacting to the Communists rather than taking the lead and going back at them, and this continued for about two years. They would attack rubber estates, attack managers’ bungalows, attack railways, and road ambushes were quite common during this period. We’d get information that the Communists were mounting an ambush somewhere or likely to attack a rubber plantation. We would dash there and sometimes it would be based on rumour and the effort would be completely wasted.’


Smith’s own introduction to the Emergency was pretty dramatic: ‘Although I’d heard that things were going badly I learnt that lesson very quickly on my first day. I was going back to rejoin the battalion in a scout car and we went up the hill to Fraser’s Hill Rest House. On the way I heard over the scout car wireless that a convoy of three vehicles consisting of Gurkha soldiers who were married and were going on two weeks’ leave with their families in Kuala Lumpur were making their way towards me. At the Rest House I stopped and I waited for this convoy. It didn’t come, and I was beginning to get worried when I heard a lot of firing.’ As Smith and his driver set out to investigate, a British civilian drove up at speed, ran past him into the Rest House and telephoned Smith’s commanding officer with news that he had just driven through an ambush on the road with three military vehicles under fire. To Smith’s amazement the civilian then rushed back to his car and drove away at breakneck speed to Kuala Lumpur. He turned out to be a civilian judge who had decided that fighting was the concern of the security forces and not his business. Smith then got into the scout car and made his way cautiously towards the sound of firing:






As I rounded a bend I saw a jeep which had come under heavy fire. The windscreen was smashed, there was a Gurkha driver slumped over the wheel, very dead, and there were two bodies in the back. I then moved further down in the scout car and went round another bend. Some fire was directed at the scout car which I returned and that was the end of the engagement. The two vehicles had around them quite a few bodies but they weren’t all dead. From behind the last vehicle emerged two grinning but bedraggled young Gurkha soldiers and it was these two who had stopped the Chinese terrorists getting on the road and taking all the weapons from the dead and the wounded. I put them in for a decoration. I’m not being cynical but it is true that when the British Army has a reverse, gongs and decorations are not easily forthcoming. One got mentioned in dispatches, which to a Gurkha doesn’t mean a lot.








The 2nd/7th Gurkhas had got off to a bad start in Malaya. ‘Somebody had had the bright idea that one regiment of Gurkhas should become gunners, the 1st and 2nd/7th were selected and they had an influx of gunner officers. But gunner officers do not make good infantrymen and they do not know Gurkhas.’ In ‘Fairy’ Gopsill’s view at least one of these officers should never have been allowed into the jungle: ‘I remember going on one operation with him when he turned around as we were going through an open area and said, “The buggers are following us, the buggers are following us.” Then he turned around and said to this Gurkha Bren gunner, “Fire some bursts into that grass.” So the Gurkha did as he was told, but there was nothing there. On the second operation that I went on with this man my best friend was killed.’ This was one of the many occasions when the security forces were reacting to incidents, in this case the killing of six planters in the Sungei Siput area:






We had come into the hills from south of Sungei Siput to see if we could flush out the enemy. And as we were approaching through the jungle a number of shots rang out and Pickin was killed instantly. I followed up and we killed three there, and then we carried on into the hills, but were called off to start another operation. I felt that this was wrong, but of course these were early days. We hadn’t got air supply, we had no tin rations. The rations on our backs were fresh ones stuffed into socks and we had to make fires in the jungle from old wood. We had no hexamine lighters or anything like that and there were no compo rations, so it was quite right that we should have come out after three or four days, because we couldn’t support ourselves for more. These were the lessons that were learned very rapidly.








The isolated rubber planters and tin miners formed the terrorists’ main targets, and they, too, had to learn a harsh lesson when it came to protecting their families and employees: ‘They asked for small groups of Gurkhas to be put on their estates where they felt safe. Now, fortunately, the higher command would not agree to this and if we had we’d have become totally defensive. People like Colonel Walter Walker and the higher-ups in the Army at that time, Brigadier ‘Bun’ Skone, and people like Colonel Philip Townsend, these were men who had fought war and they knew all about it. They said, “No, there’s no way that you’re going to sit in defence. You get out and beat the enemy on the ground.” And their tactics proved absolutely right in the end although the planting community couldn’t see the effect of what we were doing.’


Sometimes it was possible to help the planters, although not always with quite the result that might have been expected, as Gopsill discovered when he went to the aid of an elderly planter named Geering: ‘He’d been shot up quite a number of times and so one night I slipped out with four Gurkhas long after dark and I didn’t even let him know that we were going. We lay up near his house and, of course, we heard the enemy coming, chatting away in Chinese. Then they opened up fire, and so while their firing was going on we crept closer to them and then in a mad rush we killed four of them. And when we took them up to Mr Geering’s bungalow the following morning we found out two of them were his adopted Chinese sons.’


Despite the lack of support the planters proved to be staunch allies of the troops, who learned to appreciate their courage – and their eccentricities. One well-known character was Mr Puckeridge:






I remember coming out of the jungle in almost the centre of Malaya near Jerantut to an estate that had no roads out. If you had to get out of that estate you had to go by train. In my filthy state I asked one of the Chinese labourers to take me to the bungalow where the tuan [master] lived, and I arrived to find a ceremony going on conducted by Puckeridge; the lowering of the flag. The Last Post was being played by Puckeridge on his trumpet and his Chinese labourers were lowering the flag as we would at sunset in the Army. He greeted me and said, ‘You must come to dinner.’ I replied, ‘Well, I’m like this and I’ve got my Gurkhas just tucked up in the jungle.’ He said, ‘Bring them on to the estate, old boy,’ so I sent a message back with my runner to come closer in and bivouac for the night near the bungalow. They dressed for dinner. He was there in a dinner jacket and Molly, his wife, was there in her evening dress and he said, ‘One has to keep up standards, old boy.’ Then after dinner Molly played the piano and Puckeridge played the banjo and both sang wonderfully well, and they entertained me for a couple of hours. They lived in total isolation and when I asked him why he didn’t move off the estate he said, ‘Why should I?’ Nothing was going to budge him.








It wasn’t only the civil population that was taking casualties. In these early years of the Emergency when the Communist terrorists were operating from positions of strength they could – and did – mount their ambushes and raids with devastating effect. ‘Fairy’ Gopsill had transferred to the 1st/6th Gurkhas and was with his new company up near the Thailand border when news came in of a disastrous ambush on another Gurkha company: ‘I had just come back from another patrol when Colonel Philip [Townsend] said to me, “You’re ready to turn out, aren’t you?” Now I had a system that when we came back from an operation, we sat down outside our barracks and we completely cleaned our weapons, we completely packed our packs, we completely did everything ready to go back on operations and then – and only then – would I allow the men to bath and hand their dirty clothes in for washing, so that we were ready to go out. He said, “Fairy, there is trouble.” There had been the most stupendous ambush on ‘A’ Company. Tulprasad, a marvellous Gurkha officer, and Major Ronnie Barnes had been killed and so had many of the men.’ Gopsill and his company hurried to the scene of the ambush:






As we were going up we found another boy slightly wounded, not demoralised but very badly shaken, only a young soldier, and he said, ‘I’ll come back with you, Sahib,’ and I said, ‘You’re a good man.’ So off we went. This was very rough, hilly jungle and the going was very hard with full packs. However, we made good going and got there at about two o’clock in the afternoon. It was a scene of utter destruction. Ronnie Barnes’s body was on the path and Tulprasad had got right up almost to the enemy but the enemy had dug in along a ridge and there was no way that any man going up that ridge would have lived and certainly there were many bodies there. We then started the awful task of carrying back the bodies with about ninety men. I know I was carrying two Bren guns and three packs so as to release two men. However, we got back at about eleven o’clock at night and we laid the bodies down and some British soldiers came up with transport to take the bodies back and one soldier refused to touch them. And I’m afraid that was the only time I struck a British soldier in real anger. I struck him and I told him, ‘Pick him up! He was a good man.’ I remember saying it and he looked at me in the dark and then he said, ‘I suppose he was, Sir,’ and he picked him up. I don’t know who that soldier was but I felt very sorry I had to do it. Then I said to the men, ‘Eat.’ And they said, ‘Sahib, we’d just like a cup of tea.’ So they took up their positions for all round defence and the following morning before first light we were on our way.








The men in Gopsill’s company were in very low spirits, understandably so, since ‘these were men from their own villages and they’d seen them shot to pieces’. However, their determination to exact revenge overcame their fears as they set out to pursue the enemy: ‘All that day and the following day and the next we moved down the Badak River – which had been ambushed on both sides, there was no doubt about it.’ Then they came to an area in the jungle that had been cleared by squatters:






I said to Partap Singh, my marvellous Gurkha officer, ‘We’ll bivouac for the night, Partap,’ and he said to me, ‘Sahib, I think we’d better get up the slope a bit. We couldn’t lift our heads here.’ I said, ‘Yes, Partap, of course we must.’ I had been guilty of making the first mistake. I was tired and I just wanted to stop and rest. This wasn’t just the physical tiredness, it was the mental tiredness coming through, and so we moved up the slope. Now we were living like animals, don’t make any mistake about it. We could smell the enemy. We used our nostrils and our ears far more than we used our eyes. We could sense the presence of defecation, a scent, something different. The intonation of, say, a monkey in the jungle would give us a clue. You were alert all the time and if anybody ever says that people who’ve been in the jungle a long time can smell the enemy, they can, I assure you. I then said, ‘Come along with me, Partap. We’ll just go and look round the side of the river to see if we can see anything.’ And I suppose we’d gone half a mile, just the two of us, when suddenly the stream went cloudy and these are things you notice instantly. It was only a small stream coming into the Badak River and, of course, we had to use sign language and I waggled my hand as much as to say ‘What is it?’ and he did a thumbs down which meant ‘the enemy’, and I waggled my hand again and looked as much as to say ‘How do you know? Is it an animal?’ and he shook his head and we withdrew. Then he said, ‘Sahib, one animal would have gone across. That’s been coming down for quite some time.’ So we knew there were enemy there.








Gopsill then briefed his men on a plan to attack the enemy camp at first light the next morning. While most of the company moved in the dark to take up positions on high ground behind where they believed the camp to be, Gopsill took a small party of four men up the stream and then along a track that led them directly into camp:






As we were going up, very cautiously, as you can imagine, the firing started at us and came zipping across over our heads. We couldn’t see anything at that stage but we started to move forward, firing as we went. We came across this little sentry post, which by then had been abandoned, and then quite a broad track going up into a huge camp for about a hundred and fifty men. It actually had a basketball ground in it and this is where they’d made a base camp, way out of the area in which they’d done the ambush on ‘A’ Company. We only got eight out of them but at least we got Tulprasad’s map case and Ronnie Barnes’s shoulder tabs. And then we harried them for five or six weeks all along the border and I suppose we took a toll of very nearly thirty-five of them in little actions because they split up into smaller parties. On one of them I remember we were coming down off a spur and Partap was just behind me and suddenly he pointed – and there was a mark, wetness on this tree trunk. I said, ‘Rain’, but he pointed and there was the odd bubble on the ground. Somebody had peed there – and then up on the breeze came the distinctive smell of a Chinese cigarette, which is made from very dark, sweet-smelling tobacco. I had six men with me and we crawled down and there were four of them sitting round – and, of course, they were dispatched straight away.








Even in these early years the MRLA guerrillas – known to the Gurkha riflemen as daku or dacoits but referred to by most British troops either as ‘bandits’ or ‘CTs’ (Communist terrorists) – rarely operated in groups of more than thirty or forty. The MRLA’s policy was to avoid pitched battles with the security forces in favour of hit and run raids. The only major MRLA force that ‘Fairy’ Gopsill ever encountered was one that had ambushed a large rice convoy on the Kuala Lumpur-Kuantan road and was in the process of retiring back into its headquarters deep in the jungle. He and a platoon of Riflemen had been sent out after it in hot pursuit:






I asked the trackers how far we were behind them and they said about five hours. So I said, ‘Run!’ Now this is not the kind of thing you do in the jungle but the men, fully loaded with ammunition and rations, ran – and we ran until nightfall. Then I said, ‘Right, tomorrow morning we’ll have a cup of tea and we’ll be on our way by four o’clock,’ which was done. The men were as eager as I was because, after all the patrolling you do, when you hear that first shot the first thing that goes through your mind is, ‘We’ve met them, good!’, because of the awful frustration of going on endless patrols and not meeting anything. Anyway, we went charging on through the jungle for about half an hour and then, naturally, caution took over because we knew we were getting close. However, at just about first light the first shots were fired at us by the sentry and we charged and killed the sentry and eight people in the first basha [rough thatch hut]. Then the fighting started and there were bugles blowing all over the place. Now this was an indication that there was a lot of people there because they were giving their instructions by bugle, so I kept on shouting, ‘Charge for the bugle.’ As we fought our way forward I kept shouting something like ‘ “A” Company go left, “B” Company go right’, so that they had the impression they were being attacked by a large force.


In the rush we overwhelmed the first line of bashas but we could see hundreds of people flitting away. Their camp was alongside the river and a lot of bodies fell in the river and then we had to fight our way round the hillside. I had one or two marvellous sergeants and Gurkha officers there who were doing their stuff wonderfully well and we seemed to be no time at all in the fight and yet when I looked at my watch it was twelve o’clock and the enemy had gone. I think it was sixteen that we’d killed, but there were many more who had gone in the river. Our job was not to search for bodies, though; our job was to get on after them. But there were over four hundred packs there and the bugle and the weapons – and we’d got all the food that they’d stolen.








In accordance with classic Maoist revolutionary theory, the first aim of the MRLA was to force the Malayan authorities to abandon the countryside and withdraw into the towns. The security forces countered with a programme of intensive activity that combined swift responses to terrorist incidents with sweeps and patrols on the fringes of the deep jungle, often conducted on a random basis. In Pahang, where the 2nd/7th Gurkhas were initially based, the battalion area was subdivided into company areas many miles apart. However, operations were often conducted on a battalion or even a divisional level. ‘A lot of the major operations were sweeps organised by headquarters above,’ recalls ‘Birdie’ Smith. ‘These were, in the main, a waste of time. Map squares were supposedly cleared and a pin would be put on the map in the operations room but, of course, what was really happening was that the men on the spot usually knew whether there had been any Communist terrorists in that area and after a bit, when they were told to move to another map square, it became a very frustrating business and morale went down.’


One of the battalions most seriously affected was the 1st/6th Gurkhas and to counter this its commanding officer was replaced. The man who took over was Colonel Walter Walker:






On my way up to its base in Bahau I was told by the Divisional Commander, General Hedley, to call on him at Seremban where his headquarters were. And he said to me – and a lot of people won’t like this – he said, ‘You are going to take over one of the smartest battalions in the Gurkha brigade, but they can’t kill Communist terrorists – and I don’t know why. Their kill rate is very low, and yet their men are bloody good. You have got to find out the reason and you have got to make them as good in the jungle as they are smart in their appearance.’ So I went out with each company in turn to see what was wrong and I found them too noisy. I found their tactics were shoddy and we missed a lot of Communist terrorists in the ambushes, which we had laid down as a result of good information.








Walker was no newcomer to jungle warfare. He came to 1/6GR with a reputation as a ruthless disciplinarian and as a man who got results. In Malaya he was to become the supreme exponent of the ambush, using skills that he had first acquired a decade earlier in Waziristan on India’s North-west Frontier. ‘I suppose I really learned the technique on the North-west Frontier,’ he asserts. ‘When we went out of our perimeter camp to ambush the tribesmen who were sniping at our camps at night, you had to be an absolute adept at concealing yourselves and making certain that if they entered your ambush they were killed.’ These skills had been further refined in Burma:






I tried them out in training to see why was it that the Japanese did not walk into this ambush? Why was it that when the Japanese did walk into this ambush they were not all killed? What were the mistakes? And I therefore laid down the technique of how an ambush should be laid, so that you didn’t fire until the enemy had entered your ambush, that you had stops to get the people who might not have been immediately in the ambush, and stops to make certain that those who retreated from the ambush were also killed. And this technique, which I learned and taught in Burma, I carried forward to the Malayan Emergency.








On taking over command of his new battalion Walker set about retraining it to his requirements, which were set out in the form of a series of ‘Golden Rules’ that had to be learned and followed to the letter. After two months of so-called rest and retraining – ‘mighty little rest and a helluva lot of retraining’ – 1/6 GR went back into action. ‘We were then sent down to Johor where we started to knock off Communist terrorists,’ Walker recalls. ‘I went out with my troops and I don’t suppose the company commanders particularly liked me for being there but I was determined that my soldiers would be led in the way I wished them to be led. And I was determined that my company commanders would adopt the policy I had laid down.’ Walker’s methods worked and ‘when we were eventually sent from Johor elsewhere the Brigade Commander, Brigadier Pugh, had me up and said, “You have killed more Communist terrorists in my brigade than any other battalion and I am very sorry to lose you.” ’


It had very quickly become obvious that the only way of stopping the MRLA was to destroy their bases, hidden deep in the Malayan jungle. A number of British civilians had worked alongside the CTs during the war years, many of them as members of Special Operations Executive or Force 136 who had parachuted into Malaya in the last stages of the Second World War. These civilians were brought in to act as leaders in a special unit known as Ferret Force: ‘The idea was to attach some Gurkhas to them and use their expertise in the jungle to go and search out the camps that they had known.’ Volunteers from other units besides the Gurkhas were also brought in, but Ferret Force enjoyed only limited success: ‘It wasn’t lack of endeavour. It was lack of time and, of course, the enemy was very, very wary.’ In fact, the men of Ferret Force were outclassed by an enemy who had had years of experience in how to live and hide in jungle.


One happy outcome of the Ferret Force experiment was the setting up of a Jungle Warfare Training School with Walter Walker as its Commandant. ‘General Ritchie came up from Singapore to see me give a demonstration to this Ferret Force,’ recalls Walker. ‘Most of them were extremely bolshie and did not want to be taught by a whippersnapper like me when they had been working behind the Japanese lines. But they were commanding my soldiers, my Gurkhas, not themselves, and I wasn’t going to have them killed because of slipshod methods. General Ritchie saw me give this demonstration and the next thing I knew was to be told, “Report forthwith Singapore and you will raise the Jungle Warfare School.” So I raised the Jungle Warfare School and there all the techniques that I had used when commanding my battalion in the jungle were put into operation.’


The priority at the Jungle Warfare Training School was to get soldiers used to what was still widely regarded as an alien and even hostile environment. In this respect the Gurkha Riflemen had a natural headstart. ‘Every time a British officer walked with us in the jungle at night I saw they believed in the eye,’ declares Purna Bahadur Gurung, who had followed his father’s and uncles’ footsteps in joining the 2nd/6th Gurkhas in the early 1950s. ‘I believe in my feet and my hands, and I feel first, but they believe in their eyes so they just walk and fall down. Anyone who lives in an advanced country, who has a car, metalled roads, electric lights from the beginning, finds it very difficult in the jungle without washing, without shaving, without lights, without making noise. Living in a village in Nepal is like a jungle, so we have early practice in walking up and down in the jungle and living without lights or running water. In Malaya I enjoyed the jungle because it reminded me of home.’


British officers and soldiers lacked this natural affinity with the jungle which could, according to ‘Fairy’ Gopsill, ‘have a very strange effect on some people. It is dark, it is damp, there’s nothing there except wild animals and snakes of all kinds and it’s an alien environment to most people. The jungle is oppressive if you let it be. This was particularly so with the British soldiers.’ Even the bravest men could lose their nerve in the jungle: ‘I know a regular officer who came to join the 1st/6th. I was on patrol when Colonel Townsend got on the [radio] set to me and said, “Move to such and such a river and pick up this officer. He can’t take the jungle.” And when I got to him the following day he was a gibbering idiot. He had been a brave soldier in the desert but the jungle had got to him.’


With his innate advantages the Gurkha who was trained in jungle warfare became the ‘supreme fighting machine’ that his officers believed him to be, always ready to take on what was required of him. ‘Generally, there was no warning,’ declares Purna Bahadur Gurung. ‘We had our packs ready with four days’ ration and kit. We had a mosquito net in the pack, so that when the duty officer came everyone got up ready to be taken somewhere.’ On the patrol itself all orders were given with hand-signals: ‘We had to be alert, listen to every noise. We were so unhappy if our own friends made a noise in the section. Someone would complain to the second in command that they did not want to take him out. Even in patrol base we had to be quiet, signalling or whispering – and it was very boring, very tiring, not knowing what was going to happen next.’ Making camp in the jungle was also a very strictly controlled routine:
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