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Praise for 1945: THE RECKONING


 


‘Phil Craig has produced a vivid and compelling narrative, one that is painted on a vast canvas yet remains focused on detail. As the war reaches its climax and the British Empire teeters, we are introduced to a colourful cast of protagonists who stride like giants through the pages of this book. Flawlessly researched and vividly written, 1945: The Reckoning is history at its finest.’


– Giles Milton, historian


 


‘Phil Craig’s superb book is a timely reminder that the political and military trajectory of history is much more about the personal agency of single men and women working in unison, than it is about understanding this or that movement, or this or that ideology. In Craig’s account, individuals matter. It’s the only way, for example, to understand how an Indian army officer could want the independence of his country while simultaneously wanting to defend it from the depredations of a totalitarian enemy. Nuance matters, and Craig gives it to us in spades. This is a brilliant evocation of the best of the historian’s art.’


– Robert Lyman, historian


 


‘In this brilliant book, Phil Craig expands the narrative of the Second World War in this measured and objective masterpiece. A gripping narrative on Britain and the changing Imperial world.’


– Helen Fry, historian


 


‘As the War in Asia ended, a new order emerged from the chaos of a broken British Empire. This fascinating book tells the story, paying close attention to the men and women on the spot who shaped that huge transition.’


– Professor Tirthankar Roy, London School of Economics


 


‘1945: The Reckoning is written with a fluent command of research, and is packed with great characters, observations and affecting human details.’


– Amanda Craig, novelist


 


‘I really enjoyed this and think it’s the best popular history book I have read for a long time. Phil Craig paints an enormous canvas with real skill, beautifully employing vignettes of real personal experience, and his conclusions are nuanced, accurate and fair. There are details here that are new to me and stories that should be much more widely known. I hope that people from across the culture war spectrum will read this because all can learn a great deal from it.’


– Professor Alan Lester, University of Sussex


 


‘If you have even passing interest in history, this is a must-read; fascinating and hugely informative, this is non-fiction with the narrative pull of fiction at its best, wearing its considerable learning with such ease it is genuinely hard to put down.’


– Marika Cobbold, novelist


 


‘This is terrific history writing, erudite yet vivid, a truly fascinating new perspective on one of the most important periods of the 20th century.’ 


– Laura Thompson, historian


 


‘A gripping account that makes the war in Asia central to the story. Amidst the clash of empires, consider afresh the Indian soldiers who fought for and against the Raj; the nurses and prisoners of war caught in the maelstrom; and the many motives of Britain’s imperial authorities in their war against brutal Japanese occupations. The tales we most readily recall about the end of the Second World War are just part of a much bigger picture, one that looked very different in Asia.’


– Dr Samir Puri, Associate Fellow, Royal Institute of International Affairs


 


‘I love how 1945: The Reckoning gives me perspectives on the Second World War that I have never accessed before, and the personal stories bring colonial history to life so engagingly. This book is a triumph!’


– Jane Caro, broadcaster and writer


 


‘India’s relationship with its Second World War involvement has always been somewhat ambivalent. India provided the largest all-volunteer force among the Allies (and earned a commensurate number of gallantry awards); but most Indians unequivocally wanted independence. Phil Craig’s 1945: The Reckoning, while telling the larger story of the war, manages almost uniquely to balance these competing narratives in Indian memory with real skill – as part of the larger, globe-straddling stories he assembles, of that era-defining war. I thoroughly enjoyed it.’


– K. S. Nair, author of The Forgotten Few: The Indian Air Force in World War Two


 


‘Britain’s war against Germany and Japan in 1939–1945 was an imperial war, involving not only Canadians, Australians and New Zealanders, but also West Indians, Africans and, above all, Indians. That some tens of thousands of the latter should have chosen to fight with the Japanese against the British concurs with the cartoonish, black-against-white narrative of today’s zealous anti-colonialists. But that millions more Indian volunteers – many of them nationalists – chose to fight in British uniform, both in Asia and in Europe, complicates the moral picture. This is one fascinating aspect of the nuanced story that Phil Craig tells so well.’


– Nigel Biggar, Regius Professor Emeritus of Moral Theology, University of Oxford










Phil Craig is a bestselling author and multiple-award-winning filmmaker.


 


He studied history at Cambridge university, was a BBC graduate trainee and built his career working for iconic British TV series World in Action and Panorama. Later he held senior positions at the prestigious Brook Lapping production company, at Channel Four, at the Discovery Channel and at ABC Television in Australia where he ran the entire factual output including its high-profile ANZAC centenary project. Throughout his TV and writing career, Phil has spent many years researching and reinterpreting the story of Britain and its Empire during the Second World War, including his definitive and bestselling account of 1940: Finest Hour.  


 


He now runs The Scandal Mongers Podcast with his friend and fellow writer Andrew Lownie.
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Foreword by James Holland


The Second World War changed the world forever. It was not just the tens of millions that were dead as a result, nor the shattered cities, towns and villages. The maelstrom had affected peoples, cultures, societies and ways of life in so many other ways. Future misery in many parts of the globe was assured, the defeated had to try and emerge from the wreckage, while the victors had to adjust to a global order that had altered immeasurably. Revolution and civil war followed as borders changed, regimes were toppled and the old era of European-dominating imperialism drew to an end. Of the ‘big three’ victorious combatant nations, the United States was poised to become the dominating global superpower for the rest of the century, the Soviet Union had also grown in stature and power despite its horrific losses, while Britain had to come to terms with a complex new world in which the moral certitudes that had guided it through much of this long, bloody conflict now appeared far less clear.


The story of Britain’s role in the changing world and the inevitable end of the largest empire in history has been the subject of much debate and discussion ever since – and it is also a narrative that has dramatically evolved as contemporary broader views about imperialism, colonialism and liberalism have changed. The old ideals of much of pre-war British society seem woefully outdated today, but in truth they appeared outdated to many by 1945 too; in recent years, however, a new post-imperial view of history has emerged that is mostly unhelpful and lopsided. Understanding the past is vital; history is the compass that guides us to the present and helps us to prepare for the future, which is why it is good to be as objective as possible rather than succumbing to viewing history through a prism of social trends that reflect the present rather than the past.


The rich and incredibly nuanced views, hopes and aims of those emerging from the world at war require, and deserve, an equally nuanced and considered appreciation by those looking back on such extraordinary times today; it is something Phil Craig has achieved with a deft hand in this book, but which all too often has been lacking in the past. I was first introduced to his work a quarter of a century ago – from the time of writing this – when I read, utterly captivated, Finest Hour, which he co-wrote with Tim Clayton, and which accompanied a major BBC television series about the tumultuous summer of 1940. They were among the very first to shatter the myth that Britain had been all alone, a plucky amateur defying the mighty moloch of Nazi Germany when all around them had already succumbed. Rather, they rightly showed that Britain still had much in its favour following the retreat from Dunkirk and the fall of France, and not least its immense global reach with its Dominions and empire.


More importantly, they wrote with immense energy, vividness and originality, creating a compelling, page-turning narrative that was rooted in the extraordinary human drama of that incredible first summer of the war. This cut to the heart of what remains most people’s essential interest in the war: that this conflict, more so than others, was fundamentally about ordinary people caught up in extraordinary events. The Second World War was arguably the greatest period of human drama in our history; certainly, for all the major combatant nations, it affected every man, woman and child more directly than any other conflict in history. Finest Hour combined exciting and fresh historical research and perspectives with a very well-defined cast of characters who were the readers’ conduit through those dramatic summer months of 1940 – and all relayed with a reportage-style narrative that was both accessible and genuinely compellingly written. Walking this very narrow ridgeline between academic authority and narrative flair is exceptionally difficult and achieved by few writers. Slip too far down the slopes of academia and the prose can swiftly become dry; but veer too heavily towards the side of the novelist’s prose and authority is swiftly lost.


Phil Craig and Tim Clayton skillfully managed to stick to the ridge in Finest Hour, a book that dramatically changed the course of my life. Reading it, I realised they had discovered the ideal formula for writing popular narrative history: a defined cast of characters, flawless research and an exciting writing style that ensured both readability and authority. It was after reading this that I sat down to write my first history book and I cannot overstate the influence Finest Hour had on my own approach to writing and the career I have had as a historian ever since.


Phil Craig has now written an altogether more challenging book about Britain and the changing imperial world that emerged in 1945. Threading through the narrative is another fascinating cast of characters, which has enabled him to view Britain and those countries inextricably bound to her through a wide range of perspectives. Along the journey, the reader heads to the jungle of Burma, the horrors of Belsen, the back lanes of Devon, to the headhunting tribes of Borneo and to that vast, melting pot of different peoples and creeds, India. No writer has yet provided a more balanced and objective take of the fascinating Subhas Chandra Bose, for example, freedom fighter but also founder and leader of the Indian National Army, the INA. The mythology around Bose still runs deep – Kolkata’s international airport bears his name – yet he was also a man who sided with the monstrous Imperial Japanese regime and courted Hitler. He was a man who has always divided opinion yet here Craig paints him in a much more even-handed and rounded light. And he emerges as a far more, not less, fascinating and complex figure as a result.


And while there is Bose, a man prepared to take many profound choices in his quest to rid India of British rule, there is also Kodandera Subayya Thimayya, the first Indian officer to command a brigade in the Indian Army, who fought against the INA as well as the Japanese and later, as a general, found himself caught up in the terrible civil war of post-Indian independence of 1947. Thimayya, or ‘Colonel Timmy’ as he was known, is as interesting a character as Bose and while a proud Indian nationalist, also provides a fascinating counter-point to the more revolutionary INA leader.


This, though, is a book that crosses the globe from Britain to Germany and from India to Indonesia. It is not especially lengthy but is nonetheless ambitious, deeply thought-provoking and, as with all the very best history, compellingly told. There are surprises here, episodes that prompt not only a sense of wonder and admiration but also shame. And there is that rich cast of characters, expertly chosen, and whose lives, hopes, disappointments, moments of fear and joy, shock, horror, relief and wonder so vividly frame this endlessly fascinating and profoundly compelling story. The past is a complex place, but we rely on those directing the compass to steer us through the difficult waters. Lives are not black or white nor lived in straight lines, as Phil Craig shows us in this highly original and finely judged book.
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Introduction


This is the third book I’ve written about Britain in the Second World War. For 1940 the Battle of Britain was front and centre and for 1942 it was the campaign in the North African desert. Here the focus is India, Burma and the fate of the British and other empires.


As I researched the end of the war, I was drawn time and again to the words that historian Robin Prior chose to open Conquer We Must, his superb account of British strategy across the two great conflicts of the twentieth century:


 


It fell to Britain to confront a number of regimes which represented a threat to the civilised world . . . And, given the nature of the powers it was fighting, it was essential that any chance of a liberal world order (however imperfect) emerging with peace, depended on Britain being on the winning side.


 


I share this fundamentally positive view, yet how to square it with some of the less pleasant and certainly less liberal things that the British state actually did as the war came to an end? In that regard I found another quote most helpful, from historian David Olusoga: 


 


History is not there to make us feel good, proud or comforted. It’s simply there to be fully understood in all its wonder, pain and, yes, its cruelties and injustices.


 


Many things have changed since the first book was published in 1999, and there’s a sharper focus in publishing and in public life on questions of colonialism and race. Discovering what really happened in some of the old European colonies during 1945 − what I call ‘imperial muscle memory’ − can be surprising and confronting. But it’s necessary, I would argue, for anyone who wants the warts and all version of how the war was won.


There’s much more about the people who helped me write this book at the end, but I do here want to thank one historian from Australia who has been especially valuable and generous. After years of research − and carrying out dozens of unique interviews − Christine Helliwell wrote Semut, a book I have plundered extensively for quotes and insights for my account of 1945 in Borneo. It’s one of the most exciting and original things I’ve read in a long time − a radical blend of anthropology, military history and personal memento − and I recommend it to anyone.


When we wrote Finest Hour, Tim Clayton and I set out to sweep away decades of myth-making about 1940, and we always planned to do the same for 1945. Tim has gone on to write a number of excellent books by himself, but I like to think that there’s a little of his insight and cleverness lingering in these pages. 1945: A Reckoning does have one important thing in common with Finest Hour, though. The bulk of the story is told through the experiences and the words of people most readers will find unfamiliar and, I hope, intriguing. They range widely in geography and biography. Some can truly be called history makers; others, people to whom history just happened. Or perhaps people who experienced history happening to them and were sometimes able, in some small but important ways, to give it a little shove.










SECTION ONE


Sons of the Raj


‘We could only control India through force of arms, but force was useless against a people who didn’t fight back; because you couldn’t kill people like that without killing a part of yourself too.’


− Abir Mukherjee, Smoke and Ashes
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The Soldier


Burma, 1945


The imposing young officer striding purposefully on board HMS Phoebe was known affectionately to his friends as ‘Timmy’ and more respectfully − or downright nervously − to the men of 8/19 Hyderabad as ‘Colonel Timmy’. Or, rather, ‘Colonel Timmy . . . Sir!’


He might have died a few days before reaching Akyab, the tiny Burmese port where his men were now crowding onto the big Royal Navy cruiser. As it was, when his jeep triggered the Japanese land mine the only fatality was a soldier standing close by. It was an upsetting end to a successful battle but so far they’d taken few losses and the experience of commanding troops in combat − only the second time he had ever done so − had been exhilarating. He’d spent years preparing for just this sort of campaign, and faced many painful choices along the way, but he felt happy and confident now, about himself and about the course of the war. After years of failure and disappointment, with some of the worst of it taking place in this region, there was a real sense of momentum in the army and something else that had once been missing − professionalism. As they risked their lives clearing out Japanese positions, the Hyderabadis had come to depend upon things that had been, at best, haphazard in the past: the right supplies in the right place, reliable air cover, medical care where it was needed and, especially during the last month, some highly accurate supporting fire from a group of Australian, Indian and British warships that had shadowed them down the north Burma coast.


Tired to the point of exhaustion, Timmy was at first most reluctant to leave his bunk when Phoebe’s captain requested − somewhat peremptorily − that he join him in what he called the ‘Admiral’s cabin’. The British and their arcane rituals could be trying. Why waste valuable rest just to shake some old duffer’s hand? But in fact he wasn’t being ordered to shake a hand or exchange a salute; he was being invited to enjoy his own luxury suite, beautifully decorated with an enormous bed and a private bathroom complete with a huge porcelain tub. It was everything he’d dreamed of during his long slog through the stinking Burmese jungle, sleeping in tents, fending off suicidal Japanese soldiers and trying to avoid the voracious wildlife that lurked in every thicket. And, luxury of luxuries, there was even a private bar. Timmy’s life thus far had been defined by his willingness − or not − to conform to British ideas and British traditions. But the generous amount of quality booze in His Majesty’s warships was one custom he never challenged. Pouring himself a large whisky, he stretched out luxuriously into his hot, deep bath and thought about the battle to come.


*


This amphibious coastal-hopping operation in the Arakan region of Burma was a key part of the army’s offensive plans for 1945. It had gone well enough so far but the biggest challenge was now only hours away, which is why Timmy and the troops he commanded were sailing south on HMS Phoebe in varying degrees of comfort. They were about to land in territory that the Indian Army hadn’t set foot in since early 1942. British commandos were to lead the way, taking an initial bridgehead and then heading for the village of Kangaw, but their main support was to be a brigade of the 25th Indian Division that was currently being led by Timmy in an ‘acting’ capacity. He was the first non-white soldier ever to be given the command of a brigade of the Indian Army and this brought a mixture of pride and pressure. He knew that many eyes would soon be upon him and that, after a few vocal disagreements in the recent past, his ability to work alongside other senior officers would be subject to particular scrutiny.


The plan − which everyone knew was ambitious − called for the Indian troops and the commandos to force the Japanese away from the coast and into a trap between themselves and two West African divisions that were simultaneously advancing down the valley of the Kaladan River. All of this was to support the imminent invasion of northern Burma by General Bill Slim’s 14th Army, divide Japanese forces still remaining in the country and set the scene for a rapid and, it was hoped, decisive drive to the capital Rangoon before the monsoon struck in late May. Yes, there was now professionalism, a proper plan, some decent leadership and a warming whisky.


The next day, just before the commandos headed for the coast, Timmy had a brief conversation with their leader, Brigadier Campbell Hardy. Over another glass or two the Englishman was relaxed and confident and when Timmy asked if there were any final orders he simply said, ‘Orders? There are no orders as such.’ Impressed by the bravado but slightly concerned about the practicalities, Timmy took out his map and invited Hardy to show him where he wanted the Indian companies to land and what their initial objectives should be. ‘No use worrying about details now,’ the Brigadier replied, ‘this operation is a bit of a shot in the dark. We don’t know what we’ll find. We’ll figure out what you should do when you get to the beaches.’


Unlike the whisky, the operation did not go down smoothly or quickly, and Campbell Hardy sent word back to HMS Phoebe that his commandos were facing dogged opposition in the thickly covered hillsides and needed Timmy’s men − and their recent experience of jungle warfare − as soon as possible. But even getting ashore was fraught with danger. The designated landing zone was under continual shellfire and the men steering the Indians troops towards it soon began losing their nerve. One frightened young pilot tried to persuade Timmy that his soldiers should disembark in a mangrove swamp a safe distance from the beach. But to heavily laden infantrymen, being tangled in submerged tree trunks and tormented by sea snakes was almost as dangerous as enemy artillery and would put them nowhere near the comrades they had promised to help. Despite his relaxing bath, Timmy’s temper was short, his blood was up and soon his pistol was in his hand.


 


You will recover your courage and deposit my men at the appointed place, young man, or else be assured we’ll find somebody on this boat to replace you and you’ll be up on a charge of cowardice in the face of the enemy.


 


They rushed through what he called ‘a solid wall of flying steel’ and hurled themselves into the undergrowth, preferring the company of tics and leeches to that of Japanese shrapnel. Timmy had never experienced fire this intense before, but he had faith in the steadiness of his men, many of whom he’d known for years.


 


Not far inland we came upon the commandos’ artillery support. These men also had been taking a terrific shelling. Obviously the enemy guns were so well dug in that they could not be blasted out. The British gunners were slithering around in the mud and their aim was poor. Their morale was low; many of them already had been killed.


 


He could clearly see a feature that the planners called ‘Hill 170’. The commandos had already taken it, but the Japanese seemed determined to grab it straight back, firing upon the men who were pinned down there relentlessly from the nearby hills. It was immediately obvious to Timmy that this ‘shot in the dark’ was turning into a major battle and that days of hard fighting lay ahead. Scrambling through the vegetation, he located Brigadier Hardy and, along with hundreds of others, they spent a deeply uncomfortable few hours hunkering down against the shellfire. Then a patrol of Hyderabadis came back from another contested hill called ‘Pinna’ saying that they could only get halfway to the top but were close enough to hear the cries of wounded commandos.


 


I took two companies and hurried to ‘Pinna’ and discovered that the commandos had no tools with which to dig themselves in. Moreover, the Japanese used shells that exploded among the trees, raining death on the unprotected men below.


The scene on that hilltop in the misty dawn was horrible beyond description. Dismembered bodies were everywhere. My men and I had to step over arms, legs, heads, and unrecognizable parts of human anatomy. The pitiful screams from the badly wounded were now less − because only about thirty of the commandos were still alive. A hundred men had been killed here.


 


Timmy’s men took care of the wounded as best they could while he planned a night attack on a nearby hill from which the Japanese were firing. Two companies − perhaps 250 men in all − crept uphill in the dark before facing a ferocious onslaught from what appeared to be at least a thousand enemy soldiers. Eventually Timmy ordered a bayonet charge that cleared most of them away. It was brutal fighting but they were now slowly making progress, assisted by the Sherman tanks of the 19th Lancers and the welcome supporting fire coming in from Phoebe and the other warships. Sensing this, the Japanese commander ordered a final mass assault on Hill 170. ‘I had a perfect view of the action. I saw the Japanese officers pointing out the way, with swords, to their men. The commandos put up a devastating fire, but the Japanese still came on.’


The Japanese were so desperate to drive their enemies back into the sea that some of them launched suicide attacks, running from behind trees right at the British tanks, wielding tin boxes packed with explosives at the end of short bamboo poles. Vehicles erupted in flames as their crews struggled to escape. But the commandos matched their enemy in determination and had better weapons. Lieutenant George Knowland stood outside his trench firing first a Bren light machine gun and then, astonishingly, a two-inch mortar straight from his hip before he was shot down and killed, winning a Victoria Cross in the process. From the next hillside, Timmy and his Hyderabadis saw it all.


Then the commandos, yelling wildly, charged . . . fighting the Japanese hand to hand. I signalled, offering to help. I was refused but I simply could not resist. I ordered our mortars to open on the closely grouped enemy. It was pure slaughter. I saw the Japanese being killed by the hundreds. The commandos made another charge. This time the enemy broke and before dark the entire attacking force was wiped out.


Next day his own men joined the frenzy in the assault on the last defended hill, called ‘Perth’.


They leapt from their cover and charged up the hill right into the enemy guns. They threw grenades, and I could see the flashing of their kukris. The enemy were demoralised. They left their posts and ran. A lance corporal and his men chased the whole enemy force from the hilltop! I saw him plant the regimental flag on top and then crumple with three bullets in his leg. I was with him soon after, when he was put on a stretcher, still hysterical with delight at having captured the hill. He was later decorated and awarded five acres of land.


One of the commandos who fought alongside Timmy’s men that day, Colonel Peter Young, had never seen a battlefield like it.


The Bosch could not have stood five hours of it. The Japanese tactic was sheer brute force and ignorance and their dead were very bunched. They had to be most thoroughly slain, most with two or three wounds, any one fatal. Heads off, legs like sponges were very common. One of their officers was killed on one of our tanks; another was blown up by his own pole charge. They mostly had their long clumsy rifles, like spears with their long French-style bayonets. Their dwarf-like figures under their mediaeval helmets, with glasses and many with gold teeth, looked like creatures from another world.


With the fall of ‘Perth’, the battle for Kangaw was over. The British and Indian troops − with critical help from the navy − had seized some key territory and were ready to meet the enemy’s main force if and when it retreated down the roads from the north. It was another in a series of small but important victories that displayed what was being called the ‘New Indian Army’ at its best. It was also an example of something else: the deep bonds of trust that now existed within what was a truly diverse military force. The commandos and the Indian infantry battalions that had fought alongside them celebrated together and a grateful Brigadier Hardy handed Timmy one of his unit’s famous green berets, symbolising that he considered the Indian soldier, ubiquitously known as a jawan, to be as good as any commando. It came with a handwritten note stating, ‘We cannot buy anything here but we would like you to accept this as a token of our great admiration for the bravery and achievement of your battalion.’ Timmy was moved by the gesture and decided to reciprocate.


We invited the commandos to dine. They brought their own food. Some of it must have been beef or ham. Nevertheless, our chaps did not hesitate to take bites of the English food while they gave the guests bites of theirs. At the huge banquet the two units were seated with one of the commandos alternating with one of the jawans; I was touched to see these men who came from such different backgrounds but who had grown so close together in shared experience. After dinner, rum was passed around and then some of our men performed their colourful hill dances.


Timmy received a Distinguished Service Order for his leadership under fire at Kangaw and soon his position was confirmed when he was made the first Indian-born brigadier in the history of the Indian Army.


*


Stories of volunteer soldiers from all around the world fighting willingly alongside the British in a great cause are naturally exciting and romantic. Alongside the many thousands of Indian troops in Burma, men and women from modern-day Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Kenya, Uganda, Zimbabwe, Gambia and Ghana played critical roles in a campaign that was distinguished by things that were not always associated with the British in the Second World War: inspiring leadership, trust between units and the imaginative use of high technology. General William ‘Bill’ Slim, the presiding genius of 14th Army, believed that he commanded ‘the greatest volunteer army the world has ever known . . . an army in which all races, all castes, all Regiments, all men are equal and have freely volunteered to rid the world of a tyranny’. A Kenyan soldier called Waruhiu Itote, fighting under Slim’s command in the valley nearby, agreed wholeheartedly.


 


Among the shells and bullets there had been no pride, no air of superiority from our European comrades-in-arms. We drank the same tea, used the same water and lavatories, and shared the same jokes. There were no racial insults . . . the white heat of battle left only our common humanity.


While Timmy helped drive the Japanese back in Arakan, British and Indian military engineers threw a 1,100-foot-long Bailey bridge across the Chindwin River to help Slim push into northern Burma. It was the longest such bridge ever constructed and the men manoeuvring its sections into position faced strafing runs from Japanese fighter planes. ‘I had asked for the impossible,’ Slim said, ‘and got it.’ The confidence and momentum of 14th Army at the beginning of 1945 was down to a stunning all-hands effort that threw up new barracks, depots, roads, railways, pipelines, airfields and hospitals at astonishing speed. All of this took the enthusiastic collaboration of hundreds and thousands of men and women, the coloniser and the colonised, the white, the black and the brown.


But that’s not the complete story of Burma in 1945.


Tens of thousands of Indian soldiers would soon stand on the banks of the Irrawaddy, the great river that bisects central Burma, all poised to fight. However, not all of them took their orders from Bill Slim. A substantial number were members of the INA, the Indian National Army, and they were there to risk their lives for the cause of a free India in alliance with the Japanese. The nation in which they were fighting also contained many thousands of people who had volunteered to resist the British in the hope of creating an independent Burma, and this was itself a microcosm of a region in which popular sympathies were very much divided. Millions of Burmese, Malays, Javanese, Borneans, Sumatrans and others had been delighted to see the Japanese sweep the British and other colonial powers out of their lives a few years earlier. The cruel stupidity of the Japanese army had by early 1945 alienated a large proportion of them, and indeed as Timmy fought in Arakan the key Burmese nationalist group was poised to swing back to the British side. But that did not mean that a reconquest of the old colonies would be in any way welcome or popular. Even some of the volunteers who had travelled halfway around the world to fight for their King were dreaming of a life after empire. Waruhiu Itote − so impressed with the racial harmony he experienced in Arakan − was soon to become a leading agitator for Kenyan independence and would one day use the military experience he gained under General Slim to attack British colonial authorities as a member of the Mau Mau.


One of the victorious British commandos at Kangaw had cause to reflect on the tangled politics of it all. During the fighting, Private Victor Ralph came upon a local family that had tried to find shelter in the jungle, including


a young Burmese girl, 17 or 18 years old, and her baby − only a month old. They were lying in a pool of blood with her stomach torn out. And the thought occurred to me: was it our shelling that did that, or was it when we were attacking and the Japs mortared us? Then it occurred to me it didn’t matter very much. She was in her homeland and here were two foreign powers fighting, and she and her baby had died because of that.


For all his pride in his men, for all his comradeship with Brigadier Hardy’s commandos and for all the whisky and warm baths of the Royal Navy, Timmy knew these things better than most. That is why his perspectives − and the choices that he made − are so interesting. His real name, his Indian name, was Kodandera Subayya Thimayya and throughout his military career he was a committed nationalist and fierce critic of British imperialism. He almost resigned from the army over the issue of independence, he swore that he would never order his men to shoot their fellow Indians when they took to the streets in protest, he was close to the nationalist Nehru dynasty and he saw the turmoil of the war years tear his own family apart. As Timmy’s loyal Hyderabadis were killing Japanese soldiers in Arakan, his own much-loved brother Ponnappa was digging in on the Japanese-occupied side of the Irrawaddy River preparing to fight and die for the INA. In fact, by early 1945 both brothers believed that they were fighting for a free India, just differing violently over the means, the route and the men they chose to stand alongside. It was a complicated, messy situation and it was not the only one, especially in this region and especially in this year.


*


India, 1945−1946


The collapse of the Red Fort trial − about a year after Timmy’s heroics in Kangaw − is an irresistible story and that’s why so many accounts of India during the Second World War begin and end here. Three men of the Indian National Army stood in the dock: a Sikh, a Muslim and a Hindu. Men who had fought bravely for their nation’s independence yet who’d killed members of the official Indian army, Timmy’s army.


Prem Kumar Sahgal, Gurbaksh Singh Dhillon and Shah Nawaz Khan were determined to end almost two hundred years of imperial rule from London, with its periodic acts of cruelty, oppression and carelessness for the plight of its subjects. Yet they’d chosen to fight on behalf − and partially under the command − of a rising new empire run from Tokyo, in which cruelty and oppression reached levels rarely if ever seen before. The trial was meant to shore up British authority in India, yet it resulted in popular protests so vast and uncontrollable, bringing onto the streets men who had risked their own lives in combat against the INA, that it served only to underline the fact that British rule had lost moral authority, popular support and now had just months left to run.


Few outside India know much about the INA or its charismatic leader, Subhas Chandra Bose, the warrior-prophet, the widely acclaimed Netaji, or ‘most respected leader’. Even fewer know that in today’s India he is studied, revered and, truth be told, near-worshipped as much if not more than the original heroes of independence, Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru. His choice of anthem, ‘Jana Gana Mana’ (‘Thou art the ruler of the minds of all people’), is now India’s national song and his rousing cry of Jai Hind is ubiquitous, particularly among the soldiers of the army that once fought him. Indian politicians, especially Hindu nationalists, raise statues of Bose, open schools named for Bose and regularly invoke Bose’s long struggle for freedom. Any mention of India and the Second World War in an online forum rapidly evolves into a debate about his importance then and now, with Bose’s many young fans prominent, adulatory and loud.


One person who would definitely not be surprised at his modern-day fame is Bose himself, since he was never one to underestimate his own historical significance. But even he might be shocked to see how rapidly his invasion of his own country − one that quickly turned into a military disaster by any standards − transformed him into a mainstream folk hero.


At the Red Fort trial all three of the men who had pledged their loyalty and their lives to Bose were found guilty and sentenced to deportation. But the reason they were reprieved and sent out into wildly celebrating crowds in the streets of Old Delhi, was that the case was pushing India to the point of revolution. This debacle was something that the supposedly clever men who organised the trial might have anticipated. Either way, they clearly didn’t give much thought to symbolism. Firstly, the Red Fort stood for British power and had done so ever since the bloodbath of 1857, the first great Indian uprising against the crown. Putting Indians on trial here was as clear a provocation to nationalist sentiment as could be imagined. Secondly, Bose − whatever his moral or tactical failings − consistently attempted to bind India’s religious communities together and so to prosecute a Sikh, a Muslim and a Hindu side by side was near-guaranteed to unify millions against the authorities. Finally, all three accused men were from the Punjab, for generations the loyal heartland of the British Indian Army, which made the decision to prosecute them look even more insensitive. Sensing the mood on the streets, even the Congress Party, which Bose had rejected (although once led) fell in behind the INA defendants and Jawaharlal Nehru himself, the party’s most prominent leader and one of finest legal minds in the subcontinent, volunteered to represent them in court.


As the trial progressed, the Indian military − transformed into a tough, efficient and truly national fighting force by the pressures of war − began to fracture. When twenty thousand sailors declared their support for the men of the Red Fort, senior officers feared that mutiny might sweep the country. Demonstrators were everywhere with Jai Hind and ‘Save the Patriots’ prominent among their slogans. The Hindu-dominated Congress joined with the Muslim League in protest. In Calcutta, Bose’s original stronghold, pro-INA boycotts and sit-ins caused chaos and the police resorted to their guns, killing almost a hundred men and women. Sir Claude Auchinleck was Commander-in-Chief of the Indian Army. It had just won a historic victory, perhaps the greatest of all victories against the Japanese army in the Second World War, and yet it looked to be on the point of collapse. Understanding that the once fearsome imperial state was daily losing its power to command, he intervened to get the sentences commuted and the men released.


Officials grumbled into their gin, calling the scenes across India the hero-worship of traitors, but worshipped they were. Millions of pamphlets and flags celebrated their courage and dignity in the face of what looked like a classic case of tone-deaf, out-of-date colonial coercion. Indian’s many newspapers and radio stations, newly released from wartime censorship, reported their triumphant progress around the country with a fascination verging on rapture, and as an unmistakable sign that the nation was now poised for historic change.


How did this happen? How at a moment of glory and celebration did the British Empire’s most treasured possession move irrevocably towards independence?


Addressing that prompts a deeper question: was the persistence of British rule during this time based on loyalty, on apathy or on fear? Any honest answer will sit uneasily in an online post or a documentary sound bite. It will, in fact, be as complicated and as messy as the choices that faced both Subhas Chandra Bose and Kodandera Subayya Thimayya throughout their turbulent and interconnected lives.


*


India, 1906−1920s


If an ambitious young man wanted to make his way in the world, he had to adapt to the British and their peculiar customs and that’s all there was to it. In the case of Kodandera Subayya Thimayya that process began with his own name. According to the perfectly sensible system of the Coorg people of southern India, ‘Kodandera’ represented his clan, ‘Thimayya’ was his father’s name and tucked neatly in the middle was his specific or personal name: ‘Subayya’. But at young Subayya’s first school in the Coonoor hill station the British teachers thought it confusing and illogical to refer to a child by some odd middle name and so, through a process that was never quite clear to him or his family, he became known simply as Thimayya, or, rather, the anglicised ‘Timmy’ for short. A single word that doubled up as a given and a family name. After a while he accepted and even began to enjoy this early concession to the king.


But there were limits. Timmy discovered one of them during his first days as a student in the brand-new Prince of Wales Royal Indian Military College at Dehra Dun, in the beautiful Himalaya foothills. He had travelled there all the way from his southern homeland for a course of study that, if all went well, would send him on to the most prestigious military academy in the world: Sandhurst in England. And he had brought with him various important items.


‘You, boy. Where are you going with that teapot?’


That was the voice of his new teacher, Mr Kittermaster, who then added, ‘Why don’t you share it, boy?’ Gripping his lotha tightly, Timmy politely explained that this was no ordinary teapot, and something that was very much not made for sharing. This was the personal water carrier − complete with a most helpful spout − which he, like millions of other Indians, took into the latrine for cleansing. When paper of the type used by the British was offered as an alternative he gripped on even more tightly, explaining to his increasingly embarrassed teacher that this was simply not the way that people in India behaved. He left out the word ‘civilised’ before the word ‘people’ so as not to cause offence. But privately the boys, like pretty much every other Indian, took regular and incredulous pleasure at the barbarous bathroom habits of the British. Scraping at themselves ineffectually with rough pieces of paper when they could instead be properly washed and rinsed, and then wondering why their newspapers were full of advertisements for haemorrhoid creams and the dogs sniffed at them in the street.


Kittermaster had not taught Indians before and he laughed off this moment of cultural confusion, but some of Timmy’s other early encounters with the British were markedly less pleasant. A few years earlier, at the Bishop Cotton School in Bangalore, considered one of the best in southern India, whites and mixed-race Anglo-Indians dominated the classrooms. While he and his older brother Ponnappa waited in the playground for their parents to complete the entry paperwork, some older boys gathered around them and one cried out, ‘God, man! What is the school coming to when they have started taking ni**ers into it?’ Ponnappa immediately launched himself at the offending boy and Timmy joined in the resulting melee enthusiastically. But whether it was his capacity for self-defence or his aptitude for all kinds of sport, Timmy mostly enjoyed his education and thrived in all of the schools he attended. He especially stood out in hockey, football, cricket and tennis teams, and quickly rose through the ranks of both the Boy Scouts and the military cadets.


Despite the occasional offensive remark, he came to understand the British better and sometimes even admired them. His dormitory at Bishop Cottons overlooked the Bangalore United Services Club. Every Saturday night it hosted grand parties that he found utterly captivating. The fairy lights in the trees, the music, the games on the immaculately tended lawns, the laughing and dancing of the men in smart uniforms and the women in their beautiful gowns, this was a life he very much wanted for himself.


Such a world was not entirely closed to him in the 1920s. In Coorg well-to-do Indians like his parents, from a family of successful coffee planters, did regularly socialise with their white neighbours, some of whom owed them money. But in the more populous north of India examples of egalitarianism like this were much harder to find. Timmy would often feel the unfairness of his situation keenly but rather than protest about it in the streets he resolved to turn himself into the kind of man who would be welcome at the grand polo picnics, the exclusive clubrooms of the racing tracks and the fanciest kind of ballroom.


The Indian Army was the obvious route to such a life and that’s largely what led him from Bishops Cotton to the Military College at Dehra Dun. It had been opened to help prepare a new generation of officers, some of whom − and Timmy desperately wanted to be in this group − would also be allowed to go on to Sandhurst. By this time he was physically hard, confident, an excellent athlete and he spoke English well enough to decipher the broad Durham accent of Sergeant Major Gorman, one of those charged with getting the best cadets ready for the intimidating Sandhurst entrance procedure.


‘Blimey are you tryin to ’av relations with that wooden horse? Don’t try to go into it. Jump over it!’


‘Come on, Mr Timmy, don’t look at the ground now. You won’t find yer commission lying down there. Look up for your star, son!’


Although the school commandant believed that Timmy was ‘probably the best all round cadet we have at the college’, competition for Sandhurst was intense and a long series of technical and personal questions lay before him. That included an interview with the Chief of the Indian General Staff and, finally, when he was so close to his goal he could almost touch it, a meeting with Lord Reading himself, the Viceroy of India, in his grand office. As it transpired that was the easiest part of the whole process. Timmy, fortified by a glass of port, launched into a lucid and confident description of his home community that instantly endeared him to the imposing English lord, who claimed to be a great enthusiast for the region and the Coorg people. After this the Viceroy turned his attention to the part of Timmy’s curriculum vitae that was almost perfect.


‘Hockey, cricket, football, tennis and squash?’


‘Indeed, sir.’


‘Good, then I hope you enjoy Sandhurst.’


In the anteroom, he let out a small cheer and was rewarded by the Viceroy’s assistant with another and rather larger glass of port. He would be going to the ball after all.










[image: Subhas Chandra Bose’s black and white photo as a teenage student at Presidency College, Calcutta.]
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The Rebel


India, 1897−1920s


The public life of Subhas Chandra Bose began with a scuffle in a Calcutta school corridor and a history teacher he transformed into a verb.


In 1897, while his parents celebrated the arrival of baby Subhas, the land that he would one day attempt to liberate marked the diamond jubilee of Queen Victoria, Empress of India, with vast − and vastly expensive − public ceremony. At the same time officials struggled to provide relief to millions who were suffering and dying from severe food shortages. These were portrayed in pro-colonial circles as a natural disaster or the sad consequence of overpopulation, but in radical and nationalist ones as the result of a system that drained the country of wealth and resources and prevented Indians from solving their own problems.


Bose’s father was a successful lawyer with substantial government business. He wanted his gifted son to benefit from the opportunities available to high-ranking families like his own, both in his native Bengal and one day, he hoped, in the famous universities of England. But by his teens Bose was already moving away from the attitudes that underpinned his father’s life, becoming deeply, even obsessively, interested in politics, religion and community service. Studying and emulating his earliest hero, the popular nineteenth-century Hindu sage Swami Vivekananda, he volunteered to work in the poorest regions of Bengal.


His family enrolled him into the prestigious Presidency College in Calcutta, a hothouse for Indian boys destined for high office. Here he immediately stood out as both a rebel and a natural leader of rebels, finding himself at the forefront of a group of like-minded, serious and studious teenagers. All believed that India was at the point of an historic spiritual and political awakening and destined to be rid of the British in the decades to come. With his friends Bose travelled into rural communities where bare subsistence farming was the norm. Here he got ‘a picture of the real India, the India of the villages, where poverty stalks the land, men die like flies and illiteracy is the prevailing order’.


Such images and ideas were surely at the forefront of the young radical’s mind when, at the age of nineteen, he had his fateful confrontation with Edward Farley Oaten. And the contradictory way that this incident was reported and remembered set the scene for the rest of Bose’s life.


 







	
The daily indignities of living in a racially divided society cut Subhas Chandra Bose deeply. It was impossible for him to travel to and from his school, or even walk along its corridors, without witnessing displays of casual arrogance from people who had grown so used to controlling Indian lives. This made a compassionate young man, who believed so strongly in fairness and justice, quietly seethe with anger.


 




	
One of the most popular teachers at Presidency College, Mr Oaten’s life was defined by a love for India and for Indians. He taught with sensitivity and flair, becoming almost fluent in Bengali. Believed to be a quiet supporter of independence, he was devoted to his classes and regarded his pupils as the future leaders of their nation.









	
When he heard of Mr Oaten’s rough language and manhandling of a young boy, Bose knew immediately that the moment had come for him to stand up for the ordinary Indian.




	
Unfortunately, one day a group of permanently difficult students led by the recalcitrant Subhas Chandra Bose picked up some schoolyard gossip about him and exaggerated it wildly.









	
 


 


 


Although traduced by the usual lickspittle commentators in the Calcutta press, Bose knew that most Indians would instinctively sympathise with someone who experienced everyday colonial insults and proudly cried ‘No more!’


 




	
Oaten had recently asked some boys loitering noisily in a corridor to lower their voices and, as he did so, he’d ushered one of them towards his classroom with a gentle push on the shoulder. But Bose’s group characterised this as some kind of physical attack upon a weak child. They stirred up so much trouble that a pupil’s strike was organised, which then spread to other schools around the city, drawing in yet more troublemakers.


 









	
 


 


 


Bose took no part in what was a   brief, though amply justified, physical confrontation with Mr Oaten (which lasted thirty seconds at most) but he did witness it.


 




	
Although the injustice of this cut him deeply, Oaten offered a qualified apology and things calmed down for a few weeks until yet another unfounded rumour, this time about him actually beating a boy, raced around the school − almost certainly at the behest of the Bose gang. This resulted in a frightening physical attack. He was putting up the weekly cricket notices when he was jumped upon from behind and beaten most severely, leaving him dazed and badly bruised.


 









	
 


 


 


Showing the mix of loyalty and determination that would from that day mark him out as an inspirational leader, a true Netaji, Subhas Chandra Bose refused to name the boys who had laid their hands upon Mr Oaten, even though he knew that this honourable silence would only draw more punishment.




	
An orderly quickly identified Bose as one of the attackers and, as the city’s more sensible newspapers rightly condemned this appalling act of violence, the boy was suspended and named ‘the most troublesome man in the college’. But the damage had been done, and in numerous other schools teachers found themselves ‘Oatenised’, set upon by mobs of angry children, in violent solidarity with the assailants of Presidency College.









	
Teachers like Oaten, who spoke of the ‘civilising mission’ of an empire that allowed millions to die of avoidable hunger and disease, would now walk less comfortably through the schools of this city, and every report of a teacher being ‘Oatenised’ brought Bose much satisfaction.




	
Bose would not be allowed to study anywhere in the city for at least a year, a slight punishment indeed considering the offence and the short-tempered character of a boy who was − as Oaten happily acknowledged − clearly talented in numerous other ways.


 









	
The decision to suspend him from all education in the city was a typical example of colonial spite, throwing his whole family into despair. His father’s dream of seeing him travel to a British university appeared to be over.




	
Despite these shocking and undeserved indignities, Oaten continued to be a highly successful and much-loved teacher and − showing a generosity of spirit so sadly lacking in his accusers − wished Bose well. Indeed, many years later he wrote an affectionate poem about his chief tormentor.













 


 


There’s something in ‘Oatenisation’ that brings to mind E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India. A series of misread signals, the instinct to ascribe the worst possible motives to the actions of a member of a separate group or race, a confused encounter between people in contested circumstances − all coming together to spark a personal and political crisis.


Teenage rebellion versus imperial arrogance is an easy story to tell and most of us rush to take sides on issues such as this, then and now. Bose, never one to choose the less dramatic phrase, spoke of this period as his baptism of fire, his first experience of martyrdom, his first understanding of the personal price that the call to leadership would demand of him. But for all that he was hardly nailed to a cross. Behind the scenes strings were pulled and family influence peddled and within a year the young radical was back in education, a semi-detached member of upper-class Bengali society once again, studying philosophy at the Scottish Church College in Calcutta. And within two more years he did after all set out for England, to take up a much-coveted place at Cambridge University.


*


India, 1920s


British India was generally known as the British Raj, or simply ‘the Raj’. As they sat in their splendid palaces and grand bungalows, the men who administered it liked to boast that they ran the place with just a few thousand imported officials and a handful of filing cabinets full of clever local alliances. Given the scale of India − multiple climatic and geographical regions, over 310 million people drawn from numerous ethnic and religious backgrounds, and hundreds of quasi-independent ‘Princely States’ − this was some achievement. They also liked to claim that, apart from a minority of agitators and troublemakers like Subhas Chandra Bose, the great mass of people across all these disparate communities were content to live under the beneficent rule of the crown. There was some truth in this as well. The sheer number of Indians would have quickly made the nation ungovernable without some kind of consensus that, although imperfect, the Raj still made sense. But that consensus was fraying and would fray even more in the 1920s and 1930s as a pro-independence protest movement, whose most prominent leader was the internationally renowned Mahatma Gandhi, challenged authority and drew millions onto the streets, along with periodic outbreaks of rioting and a persistent but low level of armed resistance.


Whenever such resistance reached a point deemed dangerous it had, for a long time, been efficiently and ruthlessly suppressed. The men in charge had at their disposal an impressive modern police force, British-led but mostly Indian-staffed, supported by the Indian Army as and when required, most notoriously at Amritsar in 1919. There was also a shadowy cohort of secret policemen operating on the fringes of or quietly beyond the law, with violent interrogations overlooked by incurious judges, suspensions of civil liberties and long terms of house arrest or incarceration in distant fortress prisons. But whatever their private feelings, many of India’s cleverest students − young men like Bose and Timmy − continued to compete for jobs in the army and the Indian Civil Service. The latter was widely described as honest and capable, although the nationalist leader Jawaharlal Nehru, channelling Voltaire on the Holy Roman Empire, famously called it ‘neither Indian, nor civil nor a service’.


We focus today on the hierarchies of race in the British Empire yet, in India at least, the complex and ancient gradings of class were at least as important. The caste system and a long tradition of autocratic rule in the Princely States meant that the most common form of oppression experienced in colonial India was that of poorer Indians by much richer ones. Some of the excesses and eccentricities of the numerous nawabs, emirs and maharajas in the more than five hundred quasi-independent regions made the Raj look positively enlightened: rapacious tax collection, justice delivered on the whim of a local princeling, and with minimal right of appeal to higher authority, droit de seigneur exercised over young women and concubines collected by the score. Gandhi himself was known to defend the caste system − in which he personally sat near the top − and had opinions about race relations, especially those between Asians and Africans, that shocked his liberal supporters in Europe and America.
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