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Dramatis personae



The Roberts family


William Roberts aka Thiruvenkatam: born Mahkarai, Chingleput, 1768; died Madras, 1838. Founder of the Madras Unitarian Church. Married: 1 Name unknown; 2 Mary (1789–1840).


Joseph Roberts: born Madras, 1816, died Madras. Studied at Unitarian College in Manchester and in York, England. William Roberts’s second son.


William Roberts Jr: born Madras, c.1820, died Madras, 1899, second Pastor of Madras Unitarian Church and third son of William Roberts, the Unitarian church’s founder.


Samuel Turnbull Roberts: born Madras, c.1845, died Madras, c.1893. Clerk in the Madras Public Works Secretariat.


Walter Godwin Turnbull Roberts: born Madras, 1893; married Hilda Weston, 1918; died Singapore, 1965.


Dudley Samuel Roberts: born 1925, Miri, British North Borneo; died Singapore, c.1994.


Esmé Helen Roberts: born 1927, Miri, British North Borneo; married Maurice Osler, 1949; died Watford, England, 2019.


Ralph Eustace Roberts: born 1929, Miri, British North Borneo; died Singapore, c.2014.


The Weston family


William Robert Weston: born Madras, 1868, died Madras. Married: 1 Susan Amelia Sherman (1875–98), 1893; 2 Lydia Ann Walmsley, 1901.


Hilda Ruth Weston: born Madras, 1897, died Singapore, 1978. Married Walter Roberts. Sister of Mabel, Jimmy, Harry, Marjorie, Ivy, Claude, Noel, Beryl, Lucy.


The other Roberts family


Abraham Roberts: born 1784, Waterford, Ireland; died Bristol, England, 1873. Army officer in the British East India Company, son of John Roberts and Anne Sandys. Married: 1 Indian woman; 2 Isabella Poyntz Ricketts, 1820 (died 1827); 3 Isabella Hamilton Maxwell, neé Bunbury (1830).


Captain Thomas Roberts of Waterford (1778–1855): Abraham’s brother.


Frederick Sleigh Roberts: born 1832, Kanpur, India; died St Omer, France, 1914. Son of Abraham Roberts and Isabella Bunbury.


The Walmsley family


Joseph Walmsley: born Walton-le-Dale, Lancashire, England, 1842. Weaver and soldier in the British army, son of Anne Parson and William Walmsley. Died 1891, Madras.


Lydia Ann Walmsley: born Madras, 1878, daughter of Joseph Walmsley and Elizabeth Smith; married William Weston, 1901; died Rushden, Northamptonshire, England, 1964.


The Osler family


Charles (Charlie) Hubert Osler: born Bedmond, England, 1907; died Abbots Langley, England, 1974. Married Hetty Brigginshaw (1908–1985), 1927.


Maurice Charles Osler: born Bedmond, England, 1927; married Esmé Roberts, 1949; died Hemel Hempstead, England, 2006.


Audrey Osler: born Hemel Hempstead, England, 1953.


Charles (Charlie) Osler: born Hemel Hempstead, England, 1955.
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Where are you from?
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15 July 1949, RMS Canton, Singapore: friends saying
goodbye to Esmé as she leaves for England


‘Your English is very good. Where are you from?’


While most people in England, where she had migrated to, were well-intentioned, it didn’t feel like a compliment to a young woman who had grown up in a British colony, Singapore. Of course her first language, English, was good.


Esmé was amazed to discover that in Watford, England, in the 1950s, few people knew just how far the British Empire stretched or that people from colonies such as Singapore, which had been part of the empire for more than 130 years, were British. Her multilingual family originated from Madras (now Chennai), India – which was also under British control, in this case since the early seventeenth century. The language of communication between family members from across the British-governed territories was English.


‘Where are you from?’ is a question we all ask each other, and get asked, frequently. It may come up in conversations with taxi drivers, when we travel on holiday and at social events. But for us, people of colour, when we are asked this question by white people, it can feel like more than simple curiosity: it tells us that being British is tied to ethnicity, or skin tone, or geographical background. It can feel political, since the assumption (naive or aggressive) is that to be British, you have to be white. Either consciously, or unconsciously, the question is challenging a right to belong.


Seventy years after my British/Singaporean mother came to Britain to marry my English father, I still hear the question she was asked, and I’m forced to wonder about the assumptions behind it. ‘Where are you from?’ remains all too familiar to me and other people of colour living in twenty-first-century Britain and, indeed, anywhere in western Europe, regardless of whether we live in an international city such as Birmingham or Frankfurt, or in a quiet corner of Burgundy. You can confidently claim to be from Halifax or Highgate, Bristol or Brighton, but if you respond, ‘I’m from here,’ often the questioner won’t be deflected or satisfied by your response. They will persist: ‘No, where are you really from?’


People of mixed heritage may encounter this more frequently than most, for our skin tone, hair texture or clothing are less likely to provide helpful clues to those who feel the need to pigeonhole us. It doesn’t matter whether the questioner is acting purposefully or innocently, whether they are malicious or just plain curious, their tone or mannerisms often suggest that our claim to belong is suspect. The effect is to exclude, whether or not that’s the intention, and it hits home.


It can feel patronising and, for someone with experience of racism, it is not merely unsettling. It’s threatening.


People of colour, whether new migrants or citizens whose families have lived in Europe for many generations, all find strategies to deal with this question, and you’re on high alert waiting to see what the next question will be. Are they really interested in you, even if their question is clumsy? Or do they simply want their own judgements or unconscious biases confirmed?


In the mid-1980s, I started work at a large, multicultural secondary school in Birmingham. The white male headteacher asked me where I was from. I could see that he wanted an account of where I was born and where my parents came from. I answered him as briefly as possible, and then asked him where he was from. He was clearly not expecting the tables to be turned. Hopefully, he’ll have paused before he asked the same question of another young colleague or student of colour. In any case, it’s a good strategy and one that, for me, generally works. But it’s tiring to be on the alert or to resort to the aphorism, ‘We are here because you were there.’


Because the questions are so potent and because they come from – to be generous – a place of profound ignorance about the British Empire and its past colonising, I decided to take those two freighted questions – Where are you from? No, where are you really from? – that plagued my mother all those years ago and continue to bother my brother and me, and ask them of myself. I hope that in finding out the answers, on my own terms, that I also open up questions and provide new insights on Britain’s history. Whether or not we trace our families from beyond the shores of Britain, we all deserve a better understanding of the past, and an opportunity to recognise the complexities, far-reaching consequences and contradictions of empire.


So, yes, this is a family history, but it aims to be much more than that. It is the result of my own attempt to inform myself, precisely because I am British, about who I am and where I am from.


I’ve set out to discover more about my ancestors and have traced my maternal family back through seven generations to mid-eighteenth-century India. Perhaps it would have been simpler to get a DNA test! But, certainly, that wouldn’t have provided me with the rich stories of my ancestors that I have uncovered.


The British Empire frames and shapes my family’s history and the stories of individual relatives. Whether born in Britain, like me or my father, or in some other distant British territory, like my mother and many other family members, we are part of this same empire, so its ambitions, politics, economics and, significantly, its legacy not only form our backdrop but have also presented both opportunities and restrictions on these same lives. The stories highlight how, for some, life chances are enhanced while, for many, the policies of empire cause suffering and injury. I wanted to know my family history to fill in some of the gaps in my education, but this is not just my history; it elucidates the largely untold history of a nation and of its citizens, both people of colour and white.


My family story is one of migration across every generation, over four centuries, prompted by war, a desire to study, a global economic crisis, a fresh start, love and even child abduction. In fact, I seem to be the first generation still resident in the country in which I was born, and for a long while I thought I was less adventurous than my parents and grandparents. Modern means of transport and my career have allowed me to travel, too – to ‘migrate’ for several months on extended visits to Japan, China, Costa Rica and the USA; to work in Norway for thirteen years; to travel for shorter projects and work-related activities to more than fifty other countries, across most regions – but I’ve always come home to the UK.


My childhood experiences and those of various family members across many generations, back to the eighteenth century, in Britain, Singapore, India or Sarawak in present-day Malaysia, uncover a good deal about the country I have grown up in, the place that British journalist Sathnam Sanghera has dubbed ‘Empireland’, which is Britain.1 The stories I tell here reveal as much about Britain as they do about the countries of the British Empire. Together, the tales of individuals, dating from the eighteenth century through to the early twenty-first century, demonstrate that it was not India, the oldest imperial territory, that was at the heart of the empire, but Britain itself. India was certainly held to be the ‘jewel in the crown’ of empire in that it helped support Britain’s industrialisation, and brought riches and a life of opulence to its British military conquerors, adventurers and rulers. India may have dominated the imperial imagination, but the real jewel – the place the imperial British loved and admired the most, to which colonial administrators generally retired and which was the true beneficiary of this colonial endeavour – was their homeland, Britain.


In my travels through various archives I found disturbing links between my mother’s reception as a migrant in mid-twentieth-century Britain, my own childhood in 1950s, 1960s and 1970s Hertfordshire, and the ways in which the British imposed their will over four centuries on people in the empire they characterised as inferior. Back in the late eighteenth century, my three times great-grandfather was forced, as a young Tamil boy, to flee his family home after his parents were killed and their village destroyed as a result of the struggle between the British East India Company and local Indian rulers to wrest control of the land. He and his family were merely collateral damage. Those who wanted the land and its resources were indifferent to the suffering and inevitable famine they inflicted on people they judged to be of little consequence. The racism and discrimination of twentieth-century Britain echo this old imperial tale. There is a hierarchy of people who matter.


Careless or wilful amnesia has allowed the idea of the British migration narrative to begin in the mid-twentieth century, with people from India, Pakistan and the Caribbean forming the foundation of present-day multicultural Britain. A racist fixation has some twenty-first-century Britons fantasising that people of colour arrived after the Second World War, without any link to the country, to exploit the British welfare state and British hospitality. The truth was portrayed – only partially and in a simplified way – in the opening and closing ceremonies of the Birmingham 2022 Commonwealth Games, where we saw new citizens arrive to help Britain get back on its feet after the Second World War. In this positive and more accurate counternarrative, the newcomers were invited, and helped to build up the country’s infrastructure and industry in a ‘better together’ scenario. This promotion of a British multicultural identity, also adopted at the London 2012 Olympics, was designed not only to challenge the racist version, but also to promote positive images of Britain’s capital and its second city, and by extension the whole nation, to the world. But this story overlooks the reality of a multicultural Britain over previous centuries. Throughout the age of empire, over four centuries, there have been travels between Britain and India, and between India and other parts of Asia. Like many other Indians, from all social classes – princesses, seamen, ayahs (nursemaids), workers and students – my direct ancestors have been travelling to Britain from India, and returning home again, since the eighteenth century. They also travelled from India to China, France, Singapore, Sarawak and possibly other places I’ve yet to discover. All were helped by the employment and trading opportunities that a vast empire provided. The myth that everyone was desperate to come just to Britain is patently untrue.


My family are Anglo-Indians, people of mixed Indian and European descent, over many generations. Anglo-Indians always occupied a liminal position in India, sometimes favoured by the British, employed to take on certain roles that suited the imperial administrators. At other times, they were mocked and ridiculed by the colonisers, and found themselves in a vulnerable situation. This was particularly the case in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when, in the face of the Indian independence struggle and in an effort to retain power, the British began making concessions to Indians and excluding Anglo-Indians from certain jobs.


The colonial authorities set out to ‘rescue’ the mixed heritage children of working-class British soldiers and Anglo-Indian or Indian women, believing them to be doubly vulnerable to vice on account of being from the dissolute working-class and having native parents. The story of one such child, Lydia Ann Walmsley, who grew up to marry my great-grandfather, widower William Weston, and acted as mother to my grandmother Hilda, is perhaps the most shocking one I came across.


Anglo-Indian families are known for their adoption of Christianity and Western styles of dress. But those Anglo-Indian individuals who embraced Islam and Indian styles were less likely to feature in the colonial accounts and records of the India Office. One particular ancestor of mine went from Hindu, to Muslim, to Anglican Christian and eventually to Unitarian five generations ago, and he was not unique in searching for a belief system that matched his ideals. Others in the story embraced Islam from a Christian upbringing. Perhaps most interesting is how one of my relations, a man brought up in rural India, drew on the ideas of the European Enlightenment, experiences of revolutionary France and living among working women and men reading radical pamphlets in London, to promote education among the poorest classes in early nineteenth-century Madras, finding a receptive audience among his fellow citizens from varied religious traditions and cultures.


I began with two intriguing family stories, puzzles really, retold in my family. The first, more plausible story was that a direct ancestor, an eighteenth-century-born Indian, was said to have founded the Unitarian Church in Madras.


The second story was sketchy and unlikely. As my mother left for England in 1949, her father told her about a family member buried in St Paul’s Cathedral. This turned out to be Frederick Sleigh Roberts, Earl of Kandahar and Waterford and former commander-in-chief of the British Army in India, who died in 1918.


How my family might be related to this Victorian hero, who had fought to preserve and strengthen the British Empire in India, southern Africa and Afghanistan, was unclear. I was even hoping that this story was untrue.


Working back generation by generation, I tried to resolve this puzzle about my family and me. I looked for clues in the records of the India Office at the British Library and other archives; asked naive questions of librarians; pestered family members; studied photographs; searched through family papers; read entertaining and moving letters from family members written in the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries; and tracked down anyone in Chennai, India, in the UK, in Ireland and across the globe who might have some answers. This detective work, together with much reading, has led me to some confident – and some tentative – answers to my questions about family, migration and empire.


I don’t have all the answers on how the British established their empire, but I do have some insights into the attitudes and methods used to impose empire and white supremacy across the world, and the impact this had on one community and one family. And in many ways I have found the answer to my question: where are you really from? The answer says as much about Britain as it does about me – and that’s what I want to share.
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Esmé: her second week in England, on honeymoon
with Maurice in Hastings, August 1949
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The colour of love in
post-war Britain
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Esmé and Maurice’s wedding, 1949


Esmé migrated to Britain from Singapore in 1949 to marry the man she loved.


Following one’s heart is rarely listed as a reason for migration but it is often the reason people leave their homeland – as it was for my mother.


She was twenty-two years of age and it was her first lone trip. Born in Sarawak, she had lived for a short while in India, but had been settled in Singapore since the age of seven. This was her first time away from home and family but she was excited to see the place long presented as the mother country. Her newly minted passport, issued at Government House, Singapore, in June 1949, confirmed she was a British Subject and Citizen of the United Kingdom and Colonies. She was planning to marry another citizen of the United Kingdom and Colonies. Esmé was a brown-skinned woman of mixed Indian and European heritage; her fiancé was white from a family long settled in Britain. She had met Maurice Osler two years before in Singapore.


Esmé felt she knew a good deal about the country she was moving to. She had attended Anglican church schools, followed a British curriculum and taken British school-leaving examinations. Esmé and her parents saw themselves as loyal British citizens: her father Walter had volunteered as a member of the Local Defence Corps in the Second World War when Singapore came under attack from the Japanese Imperial Army in 1941. Walter had continued to serve Britain at considerable personal risk after the British surrender to the Japanese, helping New Zealanders among the British Commonwealth forces stranded on the island to escape.


There were no explicit laws banning interracial marriage in Britain or the British Empire in the 1940s (unlike in the United States, where the last state laws against interracial marriage were finally overturned in 1967 by a Supreme Court ruling).1 Under British colonial rule, such relationships had, at different times, been encouraged, discouraged, recognised or reluctantly tolerated by the authorities for hundreds of years. From the early nineteenth century, British seaports such as London, Bristol, Cardiff and Liverpool and the colonial cities of Calcutta and Madras were witness not only to interracial marriage, but to established mixed heritage communities.


However, my parents were marrying in 1949 and in the Britain of the immediate post-war period, the colour of romantic love mattered. The government thought that post-war unemployment was going to be partly solved by deportation. From 1945, and throughout the following year, the Liverpool police, working with immigration officials and authorities, forcibly rounded up and removed as many as 2,000 Chinese seamen, returning them to Shanghai, Singapore and Hong Kong even though hundreds of them were married to British women and were accepted members of the local community. They simply disappeared, and many of these women were left believing their husbands had abandoned them and their children. It didn’t matter that these merchant seamen had risked their lives to ensure Britain remained fed and fuelled during the war, and might properly have been recognised as war heroes, or that they had married and had children.2 The British government of the day effectively denied the fellow humanity of these families and, almost worse, for some fifty years the government continued to deny that any deportations had occurred. It wasn’t until 2022, after decades of campaigning by the seamen’s adult children, that the Home Office finally admitted to the deportations. At last, it was accepted that the authorities’ decisions were ‘racially inflected [with] Chinese seamen . . . characterised sui generis as not merely an employment problem but as members of a criminal underclass’.3


Then came the marriage in 1948 of Black African Prince Seretse Khama of Bechuanaland (Botswana) to white Londoner Ruth Williams. It made front-page news in Britain. The marriage became a lightning rod for anxieties and racial prejudices about interracial marriage in Britain. Church leaders gave opinions on both sides, as supporters of the couple and as detractors of interracial marriage, sometimes expressing opposition under the guise of concern for the children of such unions. The marriage generated extensive debate – even in parliament, with some MPs characterising it as ‘unfortunate’ and against their ‘instinctive belief’.4


In Singapore and across the empire, as well as in Johannesburg, the political impact of the marriage was met with headlines such as: ‘Tribe say yes to white wife’, ‘Church joins in row over typist’, ‘Ruth blocks Seretse from Chieftainship’ and ‘London-born Ruth is only a concubine’.5 Ruth’s characterisation as a typist (she was in fact an insurance clerk for Lloyd’s of London) and a concubine, and the way she was presented as the cause of Seretse’s problems, show how gender and misogyny intersected with empire. As the marriage was also seen as threatening a key Commonwealth economic partnership between Britain and the emerging apartheid state of South Africa, the poor couple were made to bear a great weight – all because of their love. They were defying the norms on which the nation, and indeed the British Empire, were based. It did not matter that these were the empire’s ideals, rather than its rather messier reality.


*


Against this background, my parents fell in love. Their relationship, unlike that of Ruth and Seretse, did not cause a political storm. But like other ‘mixed’ relationships of that era, it provoked a miscellany of hostility, scepticism and support. Did they understand that the step they were taking, at that time and in that place, was so controversial? My mother later told me they discussed possible challenges that any future children might face in an intolerant society. They both must have witnessed the global political storm the Karma marriage had raised, but it would have been difficult for either to imagine the everyday racism of post-war Britain. Maurice lacked direct experience of it and Esmé, living in multicultural Singapore, had good reason to believe that people of various ethnicities could live together happily. After all, she had grown up with a mix of Chinese, Indian and Eurasian friends.


An uneasy peace


Esmé and Maurice’s story begins in Singapore, in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War. Swiftly following the surrender of the Japanese Imperial Army in August 1945, Japanese soldiers and officers were rounded up and interned in local camps. A wave of relief spread across the island now that the turmoil and dangers of occupation were coming to an end, but peace did not come immediately. Esmé recalled how there were skirmishes, and occasional sounds of gunfire on the island, as some local people sought out those they believed to be traitors or collaborators and took revenge.


The British authorities, returning to the highly prized naval port after their ignominious retreat a few years earlier, initially relied on Indian troops, who had not been interned by the Japanese during the war, to keep the peace. (In the early days of the war, the Japanese had hoped to win the goodwill of Indian troops and civilians with the promise of support for Indian independence from British rule.) Esmé and her family, as well as others in Singapore, knew life would not continue as it had been before the war. The island bore the visible signs of bombing and occupation, and people quietly carried the scars of the conflict, some acknowledging them and others denying them, even to themselves.


Eventually, the Roberts family moved back from the countryside to their old home in Sophia Road that had been requisitioned by the Japanese during the occupation, and gradually began to pick up the rhythm of their lives. Esmé’s younger brother Ralph, who was twelve years of age when war broke out, now returned to school, but she recognised a pressing need to support her family and took a course in shorthand and typing. She then took a job at Thomas Cook, the travel agent, followed by work for the government of Malaya in Singapore, and later was pleased to secure a better position as secretary to the manager of an insurance company, Legal and General. To the eighteen-year-old, her prospects looked promising: she was finally able to make a serious contribution to the family income, and even purchase new clothes. During the war, Esmé and her mother had managed, between the two of them, with just two dresses good enough for work or to wear outside the house.


Just as her work prospects were improving, Esmé suffered a setback. The middle-aged English manager who had taken her on began to make unwelcome advances. Feeling uncomfortable and extremely vulnerable, she walked out before even receiving that month’s salary. But news travelled fast through the Singapore business community grapevine, and almost straightaway the chief clerk to the government, Mr Jaganathan, who knew Esmé from her former government employment, invited her to apply for a post with the Royal Air Force. Soon she found herself each day on the RAF employees’ truck travelling out of town to the airbase at Changi to work for a group of non-commissioned officers, and before long she was promoted to senior secretary, working for a wing commander.


An Englishman abroad


My father, Maurice Osler, first travelled from Britain to Singapore in 1947. He was one of a generation conscripted into peacetime National Service, in which young men aged eighteen to thirty were signed up to address a shortage of military personnel.6 This deficit was made all the more acute when, following Indian independence, Britain no longer had the huge Indian Army, something it had relied on in both world wars, on which to draw. British national servicemen were used to support and maintain Britain’s shrinking empire; occupy post-war Germany and Japan; and re-establish and strengthen the country’s international power, especially in the Middle East.


Before conscription, Maurice had lived his whole life in a semi-rural area of Hertfordshire, some twenty-five miles from London, moving just two miles from his birthplace, Bedmond, the birthplace 800 years earlier of Nicholas Breakspear, the only English pope, to the neighbouring village of Kings Langley. But aged just twenty, and still not old enough to vote, he travelled first to a training camp at Catterick in Yorkshire, and then nearly 7,000 miles across the globe to Singapore, just one-and-a-half degrees north of the equator.


Maurice was one of the first peacetime conscripts into the army, and served in the Royal Signals. It was the first time he had ever visited Yorkshire, let alone East Asia. Previous adventures had been confined to cycling trips from home, day outings to the seaside at Clacton, or heading a little further afield to Oxford or Cambridge and spending a weekend youth hostelling.


As they travelled, the young men either had their horizons widened or their prejudices about foreigners reconfirmed. For Maurice, it was a unique opportunity to extend his education and understanding of the world as, after war broke out when he was aged twelve, he had stopped going to school regularly thanks to a lack of parental supervision. His father had been conscripted and his mother had taken a job as a conductor on the Green Line buses travelling in and out of London. At the age of fourteen, he officially left school and joined the General Post Office as a telegram boy, later training as a telephone technician. He was an avid reader and among his books were wartime and post-war propaganda booklets ordered by post, covering diverse topics such as Norway’s heroic wartime efforts to resist the Nazi occupiers, or Kenya’s economy and the contributions of settler colonists. It was through this habit of reading, and taking every opportunity for international travel, that Maurice began to question things taught by teachers who themselves had limited education. Throughout the 1930s, children had been fed a diet of unqualified pride in and loyalty to empire, with songs, parades and dressing up for Empire Day. Much later, in the 1990s, he told me: ‘They told us lies in history at school.’


Unlike many National Service conscripts, Maurice found he could make use of his previous civilian training and put his telephone technician skills to the test in Singapore, supporting the work of the RAF at the Changi airbase. His barracks were situated close to the beach and the warm, tropical South China Sea. It was here that Maurice learned to swim. This tranquil, rural setting hid some recent atrocities, for it was close to where as many as 10,000 Singapore residents had suffered summary execution. Mostly Chinese men and boys, their bodies were thrown into mass graves. But these graves were not uncovered until 1962. To Maurice and the other young British servicemen stationed there, Singapore must have seemed an idyllic posting. It was an intense contrast to the green Hertfordshire lanes he knew, and the cold, drab, grey towns of post-war Britain with which most of the young servicemen were all too familiar.


A fine romance


Esmé and Maurice did not meet by chance. Esmé’s desk at RAF Changi was situated outdoors on a wide, wooden, first-floor veranda, opposite the other senior secretary, a man. They shared a telephone, on which the RAF officers would call them when their services were required. Opposite the veranda was a building housing the telephone exchange. One day, they found their internal line was out-of-order. A young British serviceman came over to fix it.


It was a meeting contrived by Maurice’s co-workers. Maurice had seen Esmé among those alighting from the truck that dropped off civilian workers at the airbase. Shortly after, he spotted her working on the veranda. He was shy and somewhat inexperienced with girls, but his workmates noted his interest in the pretty young woman and so suddenly the internal telephone line was out-of-order and Maurice was sent to fix it. The other senior secretary may have been in on the game, since he later passed Esmé’s home address and telephone number to Maurice.


One Saturday evening shortly afterwards, Maurice called Esmé from the NAAFI club in town, asking if he might visit her at home.7 Esmé’s parents knew of the unwelcome advances at Legal and General, and had heard about the out-of-order telephone episode at Changi. They also knew that Esmé, wisely in their opinion, did not wish to date anyone in the RAF for risk of neighbourhood gossip. Although it was known she was working at the airbase, to be seen with a serviceman was likely to damage her reputation. Both the family and the local community were socially conservative. Esmé was no doubt expected eventually to marry someone from their church, or the son of one of her parents’ wide circle of friends. Going out alone with a young man was frowned upon and a young woman wanting to get to know someone would normally be chaperoned by a female friend or go out on a double date. Her father, the stricter of the parents, was out, but her mother, Hilda, agreed that Maurice might call at the house. If Maurice needed directions in finding them, he should be careful not to ask for her but for her father, Mr Walter Roberts. As Maurice made his way to Sophia Road, he checked directions with a passer-by. He explained who he was looking for. ‘Well, that’s me,’ came the answer.


Hilda and Walter Roberts quickly grew to like Maurice. His being white was not an issue. Their Christian faith was one in which all ethnicities were accepted, and the church where they worshipped, and their wider circle of friends of varied religious backgrounds, reflected this. As Eurasians, they had close family members of varied skin tones. Esmé happened to be a little darker-skinned than either of her brothers and while Eurasian girls were generally considered more attractive if they were fair-skinned, Esmé was a popular girl who had excelled at school and was always surrounded by friends. Her colouring seems to have been largely irrelevant in 1940s Singapore.


More tricky would have been an inter-faith marriage. Years later, Hilda and Walter’s elder son, Dudley, married a Muslim woman and converted to Islam, and that caused his mother much heartache, even though Dudley – not a particularly religiously inclined man – told me that it was all much the same to him and that both religions worshipped the same God. Maurice had not been brought up in a church but had been baptised as a baby into the Church of England. Although he professed to be a Christian, he was also of the opinion that there were many ways to the same religious truth. Maurice was soon writing home to his parents to tell them about the wonderful girl he had met and hoped to marry. His mother Hetty was appalled. First, she wrote to him outlining how such a match was inappropriate and claimed that any future children would never be properly accepted. When this had little impact she persuaded Maurice’s aunt, her sister-in-law, also to write. Neither woman made any impression.


Hetty Osler was a strong-willed and determined woman, and Maurice, although a serving soldier, was still a minor, just twenty years old.8 Hetty’s next ruse was to write to his commanding officer requesting, as Maurice’s legal guardian, that he be transferred from his post in Singapore. She may have claimed, or at least intimated, that he was in moral danger. This was certainly conveyed to Maurice.


A conversation I had in 2019 with a retired senior naval officer led me to understand that personal relationships between military personnel and local civilian populations remain sensitive matters, even with a time lapse of more than fifty years. Maurice’s commanding officer, faced with Hetty’s letter, appears to have taken the route of least resistance. Maurice was informed he was being transferred to a new posting in Iraq.


The young couple were clearly distressed. But rather wonderfully, in contrast to Maurice’s parents, Esmé’s consoled them saying that this was an opportunity for them to reflect on and test the strength of their attachment. They were not formally engaged, but Maurice bought Esmé a silver locket. Maurice left for Iraq and the distance test began.


Maintaining a long-distance relationship at that time depended on letter writing, since international phone calls were prohibitively expensive. Months passed and the letters went back and forth. Esmé left her job at RAF Changi for a more convenient one in town, returning to work for the government. In September 1948, with just a few months of his National Service to complete, Maurice turned twenty-one. He went to his commanding officer and requested a transfer back to Singapore. His request was accepted.


Once Maurice was in Singapore, the couple started talking earnestly about their future. Would their home be in Singapore or the UK? There was clearly work for Maurice as a telephone engineer on the island. He could see out the rest of his National Service in Singapore, be demobbed and begin married life there. Realising that Maurice was not going to back down, his mother Hetty had to re-evaluate the situation; she did not want to lose her son, her only child. If they were going to be married, she insisted that they live in England. She made arrangements to borrow money from a family member, and then offered to pay Esmé’s passage to London.


Maurice had pursued Esmé determinedly, and was devoted to her. If Esmé had insisted that they settle in Singapore, there is no doubt he would have remained there even though he had not completed his telephone engineer training, and so might have struggled to secure a good salary and the further training he needed. If the couple opted to spend a few years in Singapore and then move to the UK, there was no guarantee he would be able to pick up the apprenticeship he had begun.


Esmé was kind-hearted and, as she later explained to me, assumed at the time that Hetty’s attempts to stop their romance were based on her fear of losing her only son, rather than on any ingrained bigotry. To some degree, Esmé’s parents seemed to share this perspective. If she moved to the UK, they would be parted from their daughter, although they would still have their other two children, Dudley and Ralph, nearby. The Roberts family had remained a very tight unit during more than three years of Japanese occupation, when they had gone through extreme hardship together. As a child, Esmé had been separated from her father for a year and a half, while he looked for work and her mother Hilda took the children to stay with her parents in India. Maurice, although he travelled to Singapore and Iraq, had been effectively looked after by the army. Esmé was certainly more experienced in international migration and living in different environments, and having lived through three-and-a-half years of occupation, was perhaps more adaptable. Maybe leaving Singapore also offered Esmé the chance to put the suffering of the occupation behind her. But I am certain Esmé would not have left her parents if she had realised it would be a full sixteen years before they were reunited.


Esmé was particularly protective of her younger brother Ralph, recognising that he was experiencing difficulties in adjustment after the war. But at that time, none of the family fully realised the trauma he had experienced, and could not have anticipated the further trouble he was to encounter during the continuing upheavals in Malaya. A major regret after leaving Singapore was that she had been unable to help her brother.
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