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Prologue





  
  Early April, 1945. Somewhere in north Indo-China: ‘Never forget The Catechism of a Revolutionist. It was written many years ago but is still true today,’ explained the earnest-looking, gaunt-faced man in a chilling, nasal twang to his class of keen, young political acolytes, wire-rimmed spectacles magnifying his malevolent eyes. ‘The true revolutionist sees himself as a doomed man, without any personal interests or feelings, without even a name of his own. He has but one idea, the revolution, and for this he breaks with all the laws and codes of morals of the educated world. If he lives in it, pretending to be part of it, it is only to destroy it the more surely; everything must be equally hateful to him. He must be ready to die, having trained himself to resist torture, and he must be ready to kill any sentiment within himself if it stops him in his purpose. If a comrade gets into trouble, his fate is only to be decided by his usefulness and by the expenditure of revolutionary force necessary to save him. As regards the established society, the revolutionist must classify its members not in respect of anything but the harm they might cause the revolution. The most dangerous must be immediately destroyed. As for the others, they must be exploited – those venal, those greedy, those whom the people hate must be allowed to continue being venal, being greedy, being hated so that the people can understand that the present system is rotten and so must be changed. You will be the instruments of that change.

  ‘Our Communist revolution in Indo-China started many years ago. Now those arrogant and feckless French are so weakened that they will never be able to prevent us from achieving our aim. Our victory may still be years away but you young men in front of me,’ and in an uncharacteristic gesture, the fore-finger of the instructor’s right hand slowly pointed at each one in turn, his malicious eyes piercing theirs so deeply that they sent shivers up each spine, ‘are the cutting edge of the impetus of our movement. You will be responsible, to start with, for northern Laos. Never forget what I have taught you. Never forget that your bedrock for success will be relentless planning, remorseless opportunism and pitiless persistence, with no limits to just how harsh your methods are. As soon as the war is over I order you to go out and practise.

  ‘The Politburo plan, called Operation Stealth, will take thirty years for final victory. Over those years your unflinching dedication to our cause will need unstoppable momentum: that means perseverance, perseverance, perseverance …’

   

  Late October, 1945: News of the Japanese surrender on 14 August 1945, with Hồ Chí Minh becoming President of the independent Republic of Vietnam – the name used before the French imposed their unwanted presence – travelled slowly in the more remote regions of Indo-China. This was certainly so near the northeast of Houa Phan province on the border of Laos and Tonkin where fast-flowing rivers, jungle-covered mountains, massive perpendicular blocks of limestone outcrops and primitive communications ensured that scattered and isolated village communities, disinterestedly self-sufficient and parochially narrow-minded, were almost always out of touch with their nearest neighbours – and were entirely happy with their lot.

  One such village, not more than a couple of hours’ brisk walk from the district capital, Sam Neua, was Ban Liet. Situated in a valley, it had enough rice fields and pasture for the villagers’ needs. It spread along two tracks, rutted by bullock carts, in the shape of a cross and consisted of some fifty small, rickety, primitive wooden houses, built on stilts. The roofs were thatched and steep, the floors were made of bamboo slats and the rooms, partitioned by plaited wattle, were devoid of furniture. Entry from outside was only possible by climbing up notched poles. In one corner of one room in each house was a cooking place built of mud and stones. With no chimney it was squalidly smoky. People slept on mats woven from grass and there was no privacy whatsoever. The space under the houses was used for domestic animals, chickens, farming implements, carts, kindling and junk.

  The peasants, small, brown-skinned, black-haired folk with high cheek bones and epicanthic eyelids – the men almost beardless – normally lived quietly but one morning in late October the place was abuzz with excitement and tension. Unusually, a group of about thirty men, women and children had moved west from Ta Lang, a village just over the border in Tonkin, asking for refuge. They were Tai Dam people, Black Tais, so called from the colour of their clothes. They looked the same as and were ethnically close to the local Lao villagers so were made welcome with food and shelter. And what rumours spread as they talked amongst each other that evening and late into the night: unbelievable devastation had been wrought on some country far away and, although no one knew for sure where, some said it could be connected with the strange disappearance of those heavy-handed Japanese soldiers. Other menaces were threatening, according to the visitors: there were roving bands of marauding Tongkinese whose allegiance was to some nationalist hot-head named Hồ Chí Minh in far-off Hanoi, who was preaching that Tonkin, along with Annam and Cochin-China should again be called by their old name, Vietnam; the Chinese were coming from Yunnan; those unbearable French were coming back … meanwhile was it really true that King Sisavangvong ruled in Luang Prabang as King of all Laos? Was the war really over? If so, why this new terror? When would it be safe to live normally? Not for many years had there been so much speculation. Nobody could guess the answers.

  Early next morning the elders of both communities put their heads together. The harvest was in and ploughing for the next crop had yet to start, so with little work to be done, most of the villagers came to listen. It was decided that three men from Ban Liet and three from Ta Lang would go to Sam Neua, find out what had been happening and maybe also get news of the nature of the threat of the roving bands so that they could make plans as how best to defend their village. They had eaten early so they could get there and back well before dusk. Each man’s youngest son asked if his father would take him and, although this was an unusual request, it was granted. The boys, between five and seven years old, were sturdy lads used to grazing cattle, so the two-hour walk to Sam Neua would be no hardship and they could always hop on dad’s shoulders on the way back if they became tired. Indeed, one man took both his sons – the elder for the fun of it and the younger to study in the wat, as Buddhist temples were known, at Sam Neua for a year.

  At the last moment one of the men from Ban Liet suddenly decided he could not go as his buffalo had started to calf. Instead a shifty-eyed itinerant trader, who had drifted into the village with a woman and a young boy some months before and had stayed there doing odd jobs said he would go along with his son. He had told the villagers that he had come from the northeast of Thailand and had been coerced by the Japanese to work in procuring local talent for their officers. He was, in fact, a soldier of the Royal Thai Army, who had changed his surname from Xuto to Varamit, the easier not to be picked up were he to desert. His woman was temporary but the boy, named Mana, had been with him since leaving Bangkok where a younger son, with his mother, had been waiting for his return for several years.

  The weather was crisp and cloudlessly clear. As was the custom when any mission of importance was undertaken, many people came to the village bounds to see the little party of six men and seven boys off. The jungle closed in. At a low pass they turned round and gazed back fondly. There were no other villages in view, in fact the whole of that small valley was empty of people save for those three hundred souls living in Ban Liet. It was a peaceful, pleasant scene that the group turned away from and continued on their journey down the jungle path.

  Two hours later the track left the jungle, passed into an area of bare fields before joining a red laterite road, Route Coloniale 6. They crossed the wooden bridge over the River Sam and made their way into the small town, which boasted some stone buildings, a primary school, a wat and the provincial offices, now unstaffed. The wat was the natural place for the group to go to. As was normal the men had brought some sticky rice with them as an offering to the bonzes, the monks. They went inside and paid their respects to the saffron-robed abbot, a man in his early forties, whose name, Phannyana Maha Thera, none of the boys could remember although they had practised it one their way.

  The senior man from Ban Liet introduced himself and the rest of his group, telling the abbot that the others were from over the border in Ta Lang. ‘We will have a serious talk later on towards sundown,’ said the abbot before turning to the boys. ‘Introduce yourselves. Tell me who you are. Don’t be shy. First let me have those from Ban Liet.’

  ‘I am Leuam Sunthorn,’ said the lad who had come to study.

  ‘I am his younger brother, Bounphong Sunthorn,’ said the next boy and, unexpectedly pulling the other Ban Liet boy forward, ‘this is my best friend, Thong Damdouane.’

  The senior man upbraided the three lads for not answering the abbot as ‘Phannyana Maha Thera’ but the abbot waved his objections away and smiled warmly at the boys. ‘And the three Tai Dam lads from Ta Lang? No need to say my name, only yours.’

  More shyly, as they still felt strangers in a new country, they gave their names simultaneously which caused them the giggles and so broke down their reserve.

  Young Mana Varamit churlishly refused to speak. He stared at the abbot, quizzically and resentfully, his brown eyes deep set and slightly flecked. His father made no effort to correct his son’s rudeness.

  Leuam Sunthorn was ceremonially handed over to the abbot, his foster father for a year. The visitors also paid their respects to the lesser bonzes. The boys were given a refreshing drink of coconut juice before the fathers joined a group of locals already sitting down under some trees in the wat’s precincts and to whom the men from Ta Lang were introduced. The boys had scampered away out of sight, happily exploring this new place but one of them came back, saying he was tired. He squatted quietly and bright-eyed in front of his father, listening to the grown-ups talking to each other.

  Yes, indeed, they had heard of some lawless and ferocious Tongkinese gangs; yes, indeed, the war was over and the Japanese had been sent to Hanoi prior to going back to their own country which seemingly had been devastated in a manner never before known to man; and yes, King Sisavangvong was now Head of State and King of all Laos. No, they could not believe the French would ever come back again after the defeat they had suffered by the Japanese … and so the talk rambled on, everybody engrossed in it.

  After maybe an hour, weak, lukewarm tea was brought and handed to the gossiping group but before they had finished drinking it, four armed men, dressed in a strange, sloppy, green uniform, appeared. The obvious senior, a man with inscrutably dark, glassy eyes, behind which were vacant pits where his soul had been and the sort of face that showed it worked for the forces of evil not for the forces of good, pointed at the three Tai Dam men from Ta Lang. ‘You thought to get away from us, did you?’ he asked abruptly. ‘Fools! We have our own way of dealing with reactionaries and collaborators like you. What you cannot have realised is that you will never escape us and that we workers from Tonkin are determined never to allow the Colonialists, the Feudalists or the Imperialists to bleed the true Socialist toilers to death any more. No foreigner will ever be allowed to come back on Indo-Chinese soil again. In thirty years’ time there will be one seat of government for the whole of Indo-China and that will be in Hanoi.’

  Everybody stared with blank amazement at these men whose faces were, if anything, a shade fairer than those of the villagers sitting around, although to a casual observer the difference would have been scarcely noticed. They had not properly understood what the hostile stranger had said – so many new words. The atmosphere grew tense.

  The man whose son had stayed with him stood up, holding his little boy in front of him. He looked hard at the intruders and said, ‘We are in a holy sanctuary so want none of your nonsensical talk here. Keep quiet, go away and let decent folk live in peace. You’re not wanted here. Why, we can’t really understand what it is you were telling us. Go away.’

  With terrifying deliberation the man who had spoken took aim at the little boy’s head, itself in line with his father’s crotch. He let his intentions be fully realised by the whole group, who could not believe he would carry out his implied threat if only because they were on hallowed ground. The report of the weapon being fired stunned everyone who heard it. A raucous, skin-tightening scream from the wounded man pierced the others’ still shattered ears as, unable to do anything but gawp stupidly, they saw him sink to the ground, holding a streaming, pulpy mess of bones, blood and brain of his dead son in his hands, his crotch dripping genitalia. Another shot rang out and the man’s bowels burst, with long slivers of entrails oozing out onto the ground. Still benumbed by the shock, the man’s last jarring sobs and the ghastly red mush in front of them, nobody tried to stop the Tongkinese gang from leaving. The whole incident had taken less than five minutes from start to finish.

  The abbot came out from the wat and took charge. Some locals had clustered around, ghoulishly examining the sickening remains. Almost paralysed by fear, they reacted slowly to the abbot’s order to them to prepare a grave for father and son, speedy burial being essential. Digging implements were fetched and a grave was prepared near the village boundary. As the grisly remains were being put into it an unexpected shadow fell over them. One man looked up and pointed at it, gibbering incoherently, unable to speak. The rest followed his gaze, heads shaking in utter disbelief; in the otherwise clear blue sky a thick pall of smoke, ominously flecked with black, was curling up over the hills and drifting their way. It could only mean a pyre of burning flesh, and it came from the direction of Ban Liet. Panic gripped them and it was only the abbot’s calm and stern orders that got the gruesome task of interment finished. Final prayers for the dead could, and would, come later. Now there was something more urgent to be done.

  Leaving the boys with the bonzes, the five men hurried back to Ban Liet. Fearing an ambush, they kept off the track so making their progress slow. When they reached the pass where, only a few hours earlier, they had looked back so happily at the tranquil scene, they now saw what had been a living village was but a smoking bonfire. What had been a peaceful little settlement comprising families, houses, a few worldly goods and animals was nothing but burnt and smouldering devastation. Curiosity, and hope, got the better of them and they continued down the track.

  The job had been done with horrible efficiency. Not one survivor remained and the nauseating stench of still burning bone and flesh, fetid and foul, poisoned the air. One of the men turned away and vomited noisily. Here and there blood-stained rags showed that not all the dead had given in without a struggle and one or two scorched remains plainly revealed that some women had been split open from loin to breast before being thrown into the holocaust. Tongues of flame in the repulsive garbage flickered and flared where cattle carcasses, charred and stinking, took longer to burn than did human corpses. As the men searched the ruins something ghastly in a clump of unburnt bushes near a large rock away to a flank caught their eye. They found the six corpses of the wives of the six men who had gone to Sam Neua. Faces snarling in horror and eyes glazed, they lay naked, each with a half-peeled banana mockingly stuck up their torn vagina, the scars of their molested limbs covered with large black flies feeding on the darkened ooze of blood. The men, scarcely able to believe what they saw, carried their women in silent agony to where the flames were the most active and had formed the deepest bed of embers. There they laid them. As best they could, they dragged some of the still burning timbers from the biggest houses to the stacked corpses, knowing that bodies do not burn without intense heat. As the flames took control they quickly left, unable to bear the sight and smell any longer.

  The whole occurrence was a savagely cruel act of reason-deadening barbarity and each survivor’s mind was indelibly branded by the crazed effrontery of the murders there and in the wat. There was now nothing more that could be done in the remains of Ban Liet so the men, sadly, slowly and silently, returned to Sam Neua, reaching it well after dark. It was only then did they realise that the one-time Thai soldier was missing.

  They took their footwear off outside the wat and went inside, saluted the abbot and were bidden to be seated. They sat cross-legged on a rush mat, speechless and in a state of shock. The look on each face was so stricken that no questions were asked. The boys, mercifully ignorant of the tragedy, were being looked after elsewhere by the schoolmaster’s wife. After a while the men started to tell their story and, when it had been told, they were given an opiate sedative. They fell asleep where they were, utterly exhausted, and a kind soul covered them with a blanket.

  During the night other reports of the marauders trickled in as the abbot and his bonzes, along with the elders of Sam Neua, met to discuss both the short term and longer implications of these incidents. They recalled what they had learnt as children about various groups of Chinese Ho rebels who had laid waste to the region seventy-five years before. First came the Red Flag Hos who were followed twelve years later by two more robber bands, the Black Flags and the Yellow Flags. Those gathered remembered, when children, the Yellow Flag Hos and had been terrified of them. They were followed by Thai invaders who, in turn, were followed by French. For years there had never been real peace in northern Laos – and now, as soon as the war involving the Japanese was at an end, new and deadly dangers threatened. The options that were open would need much discussion, followed by the abbot looking at the omens with the survivors next morning – meanwhile they needed sleep.

   

  On the morrow after pre-dawn prayers, lengthy deliberations took place. The gang, whose leader spoke in a Hanoi accent, might come back at any time so the five men and their sons must flee but there were matters of the greatest moment to be planned first. The abbot took the fugitives into the inner sanctum, a place seldom visited by those who did not wear the saffron robe. In front of the door, on the opposite wall, was the altar which consisted of a large gilt Buddha, in front of which were many small ones. Flanking the altar was the library, fifty-four cubby holes either side, each with sacred, cloth-covered, flimsy sheets of scriptures peering out in red, yellow and blue symmetry. A pew ran down the centre of the room with conch, cymbals and gong near at hand. The walls and ceiling garishly depicted the rise and fall of man. The fallen were shown as having their limbs torn off and being eaten by ravenous demons, as being trampled on and squashed, as being burnt, as being pulled apart by ugly monsters. The risen were sitting in the lotus position of meditation, eyes inscrutably contemplating eternity. ‘If you want to earn merit like these,’ said the abbot, pointing to the risen, ‘keep faith with me, with each other and with yourselves. Sit down.’ This they did, cross-legged on the floor, backs against the wall.

  The abbot went to one side of the altar and produced a cylindrical container full of slivers of wood, each with its own individual distinguishing mark. He handed the container to one of the men who, taking it in his right hand, tilted it and gently shook it until one sliver emerged and fell to the floor. This he gave to the abbot. In turn the four others shook out their own sliver, as did four of the five boys, the resentful one sulkily declining. The abbot shook out three slivers. He arranged the twelve slivers in the order of their egress and looked at them steadfastly. After that he turned to the scriptures which, if it is known where to look, give an answer to all queries. He took the twelfth sheet from the hole in which those starting with a T were kept. This was for the twelfth day of Tulakhom, the Lao October, and the date the King was put into a position of sovereign power in Laos. From another pile a second sheet was taken out. This stood for the previous day’s date; and another ten sheets, each with its own significance, were produced, so that, finally, there were twelve. An air of hushed expectancy filled the stone-walled cloister.

  The evidence was carefully studied for nearly three-quarters of an hour, the spectators watching passive faced, not even the boys fidgeting. The abbot stood up and enigmatically pronounced his verdict: ‘It will not be you, oh fathers, who will find the path to reconciliation to what has happened, but your sons. I see right not left, blue not red, white not brown as being essential to and in sympathy with the quest for salvation. But above all I see delusion, pain, suffering and great hardship. The twelve sheets I have studied correspond with the lesser twelve-year zodiac: but it will not be that soon that matters come to a head. Thirty agonising years will elapse before the time is ripe for anything that I have read in the divinations to be pronounced true. Patience and stealth will be the watchwords. Much is still obscure and, hate to say it though I do, one amongst you will betray the others. But salvation will be reached: however, the sixty-year cycle will have to run its course before true and lasting salvation is obtained because, in the first thirty years, evil will be in the ascendancy. But the path is there to be trodden, despite the unknown hardships of this life-long journey,’ and, turning to look at the five little boys, saw that now there were only four. Mana Varamit, the Thai boy who had been sitting next to the door, had disappeared. The abbot realised that the others had not noticed that boy’s absence, so he did not draw their attention to it. He continued talking to them.

  ‘There is much to be done, much to do: much to be learnt and much to be taught. It is I who can start you on this difficult, dangerous and demanding path but it is you, fathers, who will lead these boys along it for your personal satisfaction – maybe “revenge” is not a word I ought to use in this holy place. It is only they who will reach the end of the thirty-year-long path: their sons will have another thirty years to make matters once more bearable to the backbone of the country, the manual workers in the fields and villages. Sixty years: a long wait but it will take that long before conditions revert to what we know and are used to, I fear, because the forces of decency have so much blackness against them, here and elsewhere. Before the evil can be destroyed by outside help, it has to be softened up from the inside. With this act of dedication we have already set foot in the right direction but in order to get properly started on the journey, listen with great heed to what I have to say. You four boys go and look for your friend. Now, fathers, listen carefully to my proposed plan of action …’

  By late afternoon the men had been fully briefed. The two lads from Ta Lang were each given a new name, one Tâ Tran Quán and the other Le Dâng Khoã, both more Vietnamese-sounding than the Tai Dam ones given at birth. These were entered into a ledger with a codeword, ‘Black-eyed Butcher’, so that proof of the name change could the more easily be found were it ever wanted. Both as a seal to success and so that the four remaining boys would have some sign that would always know each other by, a small black mark, like a ‘9’ with a curly tail – unique to Laos – was tattooed on the inside of the little finger of their right hand. It also placed an unbreakable bond between them. The sign was, in fact, the ‘silent consonant’ around which vowel clusters are written in Lao and to which initial vowels are tagged. It can stand for the cry of love, of despair, of victory, or hatred or of any heart-felt exclamation, depending on what the next symbol in the word is. The boys were told how to recognise ‘the Black-eyed Butcher’ if they ever met him again: inscrutably dark, glassy eyes and an evil face.

  It was not the abbot but the fathers who decided that, when the time came, the ‘9’ would be covered by a signet ring that had, on the inner edge, something that looked like a badly written ‘27’ in the Roman script. In Lao it read kha, meaning ‘kill’. However, there was one caveat, none of the ‘four rings’ was to kill anyone himself.

   

  Late October, 1945. Near Ben Cat, Cochin-China: Captain Jason Percival Vere Rance, to give him his full name, was Intelligence Officer of 1/1 Gurkha Rifles, which had been sent from Burma at the end of the war to disarm units of the Imperial Japanese Army in Cochin-China. Once in Saigon two Japanese infantry battalions, the Takahashi Butai and the Yamagishi Butai, both innocent of any war crimes, were attached to 20 Indian Infantry Division to help ward off the sullen, sulky but efficient Viet Minh forces which were preventing the Indian Army troops from disarming other Japanese units and back-loading their stores.

  It was decided to mount an operation some hundred kilometres north of Saigon to clear troops of the Viet Minh from an area they used as a base. Only B Company, 1/1 Gurkha Rifles, commanded by a subedar, was available so the Yamagishi Butai was detailed to operate with it. The surrender orders were that the commander of any unit of the Imperial army, however senior, when operating with the Indian army, had to come under command of the Indian Army senior officer, however junior he be. So it was that Captain Rance found himself commanding a battalion of Japanese troops even though he was many years the junior in service to the Japanese battalion commander.

  Orders for the actual operation and a strict timetable of movement were given once the general area was reached.

  The convoy left its base towards its target area at dawn on the morrow and the force moved off on foot from the start line dead on time. With Jason Rance and his three Gurkha gunmen were Captain Yamagishi, the battalion commander, and his staff and, on the right, the company of Gurkhas. One of Yamagishi’s companies was on its right and the other two away on the left. The force advanced steadily through elephant grass, scrub and patches of rubber trees for about two hours with no incident.

  Firing broke out from an overgrown rubber plantation to the front, about two hundred metres away, on the top of some higher ground. The country was patchy scrub that sloped down to a small river. Jason Rance looked around and tried to pinpoint the fire. Captain Yamagishi suggested firing his mortars before any advance.

   

  ‘Comrade Commissar. Who do you think the forces to our front are? Are they Imperialist British with Indian Army lackey soldiers?’

  ‘I only saw Feudalist Japanese. Why do you talk of Imperialists?’

  ‘Because I saw a European through the binoculars. Surely those cursed French are not once more back in our midst?’

  The Comrade Commissar, mumbling ‘perseverance’, took the binoculars and looked through them at the European. I have a plan to eliminate him and some Japanese for certain to show the young, unbloodied lads how easy it is.

  Crump, crump, crump. Mortar bombs began exploding round the Viet Minh position. A piercing treble scream was heard and a more muted male sobbing.

  ‘Listen. We will abandon this position,’ said the Political Commissar. ‘You: get one brave soldier to hide under the leaves of that ditch, wait till the Japanese troops carry the casualties away – the white men always take enemy casualties with them – and, as they depart, to come out of hiding and make sure he kills the European by firing at him from behind.’

   

  Yamagishi and Jason, aided by the interpreter, conferred shortly after the mortars were ordered to cease firing. Jason suggested a platoon attack on the enemy position but was respectfully asked if he would mind if Yamagishi could have his permission to send a section. Jason gave it – having not much option – and was intrigued to see ten men, commanded by a Second Lieutenant armed only with a sword, disappear down the slope a few minutes later. After a short while they appeared some way up on the far side, below the rubber plantation. On reaching the high ground, the Second Lieutenant turned and waved. How so very different from only two months ago!

  The main body advanced in extended line. At the top of the hill were two casualties, both badly wounded by large mortar fragment penetrating near the top of the thigh and making a nasty hole in the neck. One was a young man, armed with a rifle; the other, an unconscious lad of about twelve, with a catapult in his hand. Had, Jason wondered, the Japanese mortar fire only wounded those two? If not, why were the other wounded taken away and not those two? Leave it: theoretical.

  Yamagishi Butai had a medical officer with it. He examined the wounded and gave his decision. ‘Death will come soon’, he told Yamagishi. ‘I’ll give them a jab of morphine, bind their wounds and leave them. Knowing these Viets as I do, I expect their comrades will watch us and, if they see we do not take them with us, come and rescue them.’

  Yamagishi agreed. ‘I’ll have to get permission of the English officer. He won’t like leaving them.’

  Nor did he but under the circumstances there was little else to be done. Through the interpreter Yamagishi pointed out that there was only about another half an hour before the road they were aiming for was reached and the villagers would be told to go back and rescue the wounded – or attend to the corpses. ‘We must move on quickly as we are behind time.’

  About twenty yards away a section of Japanese soldiers were going through some sort of dumb pantomime. They were excitedly pointing down to something Jason could not see.

  ‘Stop them fooling about,’ Jason said to the interpreter, angry with himself about the decision to abandon the wounded.

  The interpreter went to speak to the soldiers and, on his return, said, ‘Respected sir, they are afraid.’

  ‘Why?’

  ‘They have seen an arm,’ was the enigmatic reply.

  So Jason went to see for himself. The bank, maybe three feet high, had a ditch on the other side. Rubber trees were planted on the bank and the ditch was to hold water to help their growth. But now it was full of dry leaves and a skinny brown arm was waving about, palm upwards.

  ‘Pull it,’ Jason ordered abruptly.

  ‘They are afraid to,’ answered the interpreter.

  Jason, normally placid, felt his temper about to snap and this was noticed by the interpreter. Sensing that valour was the better part of discretion, the soldiers were quickly ordered to pull the hand. One man, braver than the rest, bent down ready to grasp it. A second man caught him round the waist and a third the second likewise. In one movement the leading soldier grasped the hand and all three pulled. Jason watched, fascinated, as a small man, dressed in a strange, sloppy, green uniform, whose eyebrows were uneven and his face malevolent – a face not easy to forget – was jerked upwards, carrying a brand new machine-gun of curious shape that had a tray-like magazine. Almost in one movement he wriggled free of his captors, looked up at the near-cloudless sky, crouched low and bent both ends of the magazine down, so jamming the weapon. He jumped up and down, shrieking. The Japanese were on him in a flash even before one of Jason’s Gurkha escort brought his kukri out of his scabbard as though to decapitate him. He ceased his shouting and looked sullen. The left sleeve of his shirt had been torn, revealing the star of Tonkin tattooed on his left shoulder.

  ‘Why the pantomime?’ asked Jason, before realising that the interpreter would not understand. ‘Can you explain this?’

  ‘Respected sir, the soldiers were in micturition’ – some quick overtime with his dictionary there – ‘on the leaves when the arm appeared.’

  Then only did Jason understand why the man had looked at the sky on being so unexpectedly pulled out. When he felt the sudden surges of liquid wetting him he had put his hand up to see how heavily it was raining! The two casualties were decoys and his task was to shoot some of the attackers, Jason himself probably, being the tallest by far, as they moved off burdened with the wounded. On seeing that there was scarcely a cloud in the sky, he was furious at having disclosed his position.

  ‘Fancy being saved by Japanese secret weapons,’ murmured one of the Gurkha bodyguards. ‘Yes,’ said another, ‘so different from the recent war in Burma.’

  Jason Rance, feeling hot, took off his hat and stared at the unusual spectacle. As the prisoner’s hands were being tied behind his back he took a long look at the Englishman: tall, a taut, lean body, and the indefinable air of a natural commander. He had strikingly blue eyes, fair hair, almost hawk-like features. The three men with him, certainly not Japanese, looked at him with respect as he spoke with them. Who are they? They talk in a tongue unknown to me.

  He was led away with the advancing forces, his now useless weapon carried by a Japanese soldier.

  I hope the Politburo never hears of my failure. Somehow I’ll escape and, anyway, the time is, in fact, nowhere ripe. Another thirty years. Our watchword is Perseverance. I’ll never forget that arrogant imperialist’s face. Order those feudalist Japanese to piss on me, did he?

  Captain Jason Percival Vere Rance never thought he’d see the man again, but he did, many years later … 

   

  January 1946. Somewhere north of Bangkok, Thailand: Major David Law, scion of an old Huguenot family, commissioned in the last batch of regular officers in 1939 into the Somerset Light Infantry, had spent most of the war in India and Burma, attached to a Punjabi regiment. He had gone on a month’s leave in England to marry his childhood sweetheart but had had to hurry back to Thailand to be Brigade Major of 33 Brigade, 7 Indian Infantry Division. One of his tasks was to reconnoitre the area near the bridge over the River Kwai which the desperately unlucky prisoners-of-war in Japanese hands had built at such an appalling cost in casualties. His task was to recommend which area a permanent site could be purchased from, or given by, the Royal Thai government as a fitting memorial and war grave cemetery.

  On his way back a Thai woman stepped out from the side of the road, her small boy trailing behind her, and, not looking where she was going, Major Law’s jeep knocked her down. The vehicle slewed to a halt. David Law jumped out. The woman died as he was binding a broken leg. The law concerning such a death was explicit: the last person to touch a person before he or she died was responsible for looking after that person’s family. There was no escaping it.

  The police soon arrived and the necessary formalities were undertaken. In this case the family was a small one; an elder boy of about seven, he would have been when last seen, said a neighbour, taken north by his father, a soldier in the Royal Thai Army, who had disappeared somewhere to the northeast it was thought even before the war had come to an end. No news had ever come back of either. No, the name the father had registered for military service was not known: it would certainly be different as it was so much easier to desert and not be caught when using another name. His wife, now his widow, had been Khun – Mrs, the police explained – Xuto, so the neighbours confirmed, and her small son said that his name was Xutiati.

  In the fullness of time, Major Law managed to get Xutiati Xuto over to England and educate him along with the rest of his children. During his schooling he was mildly teased about his name but he took it graciously and the kidding soon wore off. Family and friends knew him as Charlie. David was well off, having inherited a fortune, so the burden of one extra in the family was more that of conscious than of capital. Nevertheless burden it was. Luckily the lad became part of the family and took full advantage of his English education. Nor did he ever forget that he was a Thai.
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  New Year’s Day 2515, BE (Year of the Rat) / 5 April 1972. Northern Laos: This was the day people had been looking forward to, when everybody would enjoy themselves in a prolonged boun, as the Lao people called their holy days and celebrations. The fervent hope was that the King would announce a date for his long-delayed coronation and surely a crowned King would act as a shield against those troublesome Communists and the Lao People’s Liberation Army, known to the Western world as the Pathet Lao or PL. Excitement and expectation were intense, almost palpably, in the royal capital, Luang Prabang, situated on the left bank of the River Mekong.

  Before dawn His Majesty the King, as Head of the Buddhist Church in Laos, had gone to worship at the royal wat, surrounded by elderly, shaven-pated bonzes, who, in turn, were flanked by similarly clad and shorn youths. Here the scriptures were read and prayers intoned for a speedy end to the twenty-seven-year-long war which had split the country so tragically in two, for a return to their home for the refugees and to their family of the many men under arms with, finally, in confirmation that Laos was an independent, sovereign state, the coronation of His Majesty, King Savang Vatthana.

  The King, a tall and dignified man in his late sixties, was worried, though he tried hard never to show it. His father’s sovereign power, the last gift of the defeated Japanese at the end of the Second World War, had been revoked by the returning French soon after. On every New Year’s Day since his father had died, thirteen years before, the scriptures had been read and the divinations foretold to him by the senior abbot, Phannyana Maha Thera, now stiff-backed and a little hard of hearing, but renowned for his knowledge of omens. He had been of great value to the royal family ever since he had moved to Luang Prabang from Sam Neua twenty-seven years before, when he had become the Chief Bonze of Laos. Every year he had had the same sad message which he always interpreted to his royal master in the same quiet, measured tones: ‘The King who is crowned when the wild buffaloes are trampling the grasses of Laos will be the last crowned ruler of Laos.’ Thus it was that the King was still uncrowned and had, as yet, no plans for his coronation, for the war still raged in his kingdom.

  Before walking back to his palace, His Majesty offered sticky rice and fruit to the senior bonzes while outside, in the town, spectators gathered for the processions of virgins, hoping to catch more than just a passing glimpse of them.

  By now it was hot and the early morning mist had cleared so the small T-28 fighter-bombers of the Royal Lao Air Force had started to fly their routine missions to warn the Royal Lao Army of any Communist advances from their positions in the hills a few kilometres to the northeast of the town where the Pathet Lao forces were dug in. In previous years there had been shelling and mortar attacks during public holidays, with the Communists patrolling even as far as the King’s orange groves to the Southeast of the town, and nobody wanted their boun spoilt yet again.

  The processions started off as numerous individual trickles of virgins, bonzes, jokers and musicians from the many wats scattered around the town. First would come eight pretty girls walking in front of a ninth, and prettiest, who sat on a large model of a rat, carried by four stalwart youths with glistening, rippling torsos. Behind the girl on the rat came the virgins, six abreast and maybe four or five rows deep. The heat, the noise, the excitement, the water that was thrown around seemed to have no effect on them as they walked demurely along with heads held high, tantalisingly nubile. Their long jet-black hair was put into a bun on the right-hand side of their head, signifying virginity, and a thin gold chain and a comb kept the shiny tresses in place. They wore a silk blouse of peacock blue, emerald green and damson red, each trim little figure scarcely discernible. A silver belt around their waist held up their skirt, more subdued in colour than the louder tones of the blouses, but each had a strip of brightly coloured, intricately designed needlework round the base. Bare-legged, they wore sandals with low heels. Each oval face had high cheek bones, each nose deliciously and delicately snub. Their brown eyes gazed with unfocussed indifference – almost disdain – as they passed through the ever-thickening crowds of spectators with their raucous applause and ribald comments.

  Behind the virgins came the bonzes, shaven heads darkly stubbled, walking bare-footed, with saffron robes girdled and folded over left shoulders. In their midst, carried aloft under a large orange umbrella, came the head monk of each group. Behind him came the musicians playing flutes, drums and giant xylophones carried on a stretcher with the player between the end two carriers.

  In the rear came the jokers, some stripped to the waist, covered in yellow dust, others with soot-covered faces, dressed any old how. They sang and danced, twirled and pirouetted, veered and shuffled their way, carrying buckets and throwing the water over the crowd who joyously responded by trying to tear the jokers’ clothes. At predestined places, the jokers’ buckets were refilled. As the last of the jokers passed, some of the crowd joined them while others waited for another procession to pass, replenishing the water supply for their buckets.

  In the middle of the town is a sacred hill, on the top of which is a golden wat named Phou Si, after a mythical giant. A wide avenue runs round the hill and, on one side, a steep path from the wat joins it in front of the King’s palace. The royal wat that the King had visited earlier on was the destination of all the little processions from various wats which were so routed that the trickle became a stream, then a torrent and finally a flood of moving, pulsating, tramping, dancing, singing, banging, happy, torn, wet people with their own quiet patches of virgins and bonzes making the rest of the commotion more concentrated.

  One and all they squeezed into the courtyard of the royal wat, the earlier ones being forced against the walls where there were intricately carved fabulous beasts, gold-leafed pillars and large bells, a wonderful riot of bright colours. Finally there was no more room for anybody else to come and gradually silence fell, with even the jokers restrained.

  The hushed crowd heard the heartfelt and vibrant chants of prayer from inside the wat, ‘… peace in the land … a return to the farms … menfolk back home … our King crowned on his throne …’ The praying became subdued then ceased and the pent-up emotion of the crowd welled out with a long audible sigh and excitedly they spoke among themselves, ‘… peace in the land … and the King crowned on the throne …’

  But to nobody’s real surprise yet to everybody’s real disappointment, no announcement of His Majesty’s coronation was made.

  By early afternoon all was quiet again and the crowds of the morning had dispersed. It was stinkingly hot and humid, with a few low clouds. The rains proper were still some weeks away and the ground was parched and dusty.

  Suddenly at about half past four there was a sharp clap of thunder and a short but violent dust storm. As it died away a single rifle shot was heard, then another and a third. Within a few minutes shooting was heard all over the town, rifles and machine-guns. Traffic and pedestrians vanished and Royal Lao Army troops appeared at street corners in the town and on the outskirts. Tension mounted while, in their hotel rooms, little groups of diplomats counselled among themselves, feeling a tinge of induced heroism, composing telegrams for their ministries at home. The firing died away and life slowly returned to normal.

  By sundown no enemy attack had materialised so, at 7 o’clock, dressed in ceremonial uniform, members of the Royal Lao Government, local dignitaries, senior members of the Royal Lao Army and the foreign diplomatic community started to arrive at the palace for the culminating ceremonies, when they would be presented to Their Majesties before a banquet was served and a long drawn-out presentation of Lao classical dancing, based on the ancient Ramayanas.

  On foot or by car guests converged on the gates of the palace. Those in cars got out and joined those on foot, leaving the police to sort out the traffic chaos. They passed two young sentries of the King’s bodyguard, dressed in red coats and white trousers, and armed with long, old-fashioned rifles nearly as tall as themselves, and went in through the gates into the ornate palace grounds. Members of the Protocol Department then guided people to their rightful places. The majority of the guests went to one side where there were chairs and tables set out in the open ready for the evening’s entertainment. Only those privileged few to be presented to the King and Queen went to the palace itself.

  Once at the palace the diplomats were confined to the verandah flanking the large reception room. There they moved slowly around, with the polished ease and insincere shallowness of their profession. Accompanied by their womenfolk, they smiled, bobbed, bowed, shook hands and passed empty pleasantries or veiled and cryptic comments – Ambassador to Ambassador, First Secretary to First Secretary and Defence Attaché to Defence Attaché. A close observer would have seen the pointed ignoring of Soviet and Chinese, the hauteur of the French, the cockiness of the Australians, the brashness of the Americans and the diffidence of the British, with only their Ambassador and the Defence Attaché the odd men out. The Ambassador was shunned by those the British would normally deem their allies and was sycophantically made much of by those not immediately considered in that category. The Defence Attaché was a thick-skinned little man with a misplaced sense of humour whom the rest of his colleagues found difficult to stomach, despite the military freemasonry of the soldiers that allowed for less constrained and more sincere conversation than enjoyed by other diplomats. He approached his Soviet colleague, a Russian, and cornered him.
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OF INCOMPARABLE EXPERIENCE’
JOHN LE CARRE, ON OPERATION JANUS









