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Friday, 13 August 1954, Jelebu pass and Seremban, central Malaya: For three days the guerrillas had been lying in ambush, overlooking the steep, winding road leading to the narrow Jelebu pass. Their special target was the vehicle carrying the Commanding Officer of the 1/12 Gurkha Rifles, travelling south from Kuala Klawang to Seremban, the battalion’s headquarters.
 In charge of the ambush was Tan Fook Leong, commander of the 2nd Regiment of the Malayan Races Liberation Army, MRLA, a bright, experienced, well-educated man with considerable jungle experience in operations against the Japanese during the late war.
 ‘Comrade commander, no military traffic has moved along this normally busy road while we’ve been in ambush. Why are we still here?’ a comrade asked, absent-mindedly scratching a leech bite on his leg.
 To grumble openly meant a demerit and a self-criticism session when conditions were back to normal so not to show any disquiet only innocent questions were asked. Ambushes were not easy to stay in for long periods; movement was restricted, it was difficult to relieve oneself, there were midges, mosquitoes, leeches, poisonous centipedes, there was nowhere to go when it rained. In the Jelebu pass area it rained so regularly in the afternoons that one could set the time by it: twenty past four. Also the ambush area was high enough to be cold at nights, so the innocent question, ‘why are we still here?’ really meant ‘we have been long enough, uncomfortable enough and bored enough with nothing happening so why not get up and go, now?’
 The answer, likewise, had to be firmly explicit to quell any misgivings. ‘Comrade, I happen to know that there is a new CO of the Gurkha battalion in Seremban, Lieutenant Colonel Ridings. My spies have told me that he had planned to visit his “out companies” around now. He has to return to his HQ along this road and I think he’ll be along soon as today could be his unlucky day,’ Commander Tang explained patiently.
 ‘Comrade, why should you think that?’ That was, surely, only a wild guess.
 From long habit he spoke in a low voice and only the men near him could hear what he said. ‘I’ll tell you why. When I was in England in 1946 for the Victory Parade I learnt that the gwai lo have a strange fear; whenever the 13th of the month is a Friday it is unlucky. Today is Friday the 13th. Have any of you ever heard such nonsense?’
 No, no one in earshot had.
 ‘Comrade,’ called out the man at the lower edge of the ambush, ‘I hear transport coming.’
 ‘Get ready for action. Open fire on my order. Only the Snatch Group move out after I order stop firing.’ Tan Fook Leong’s order loudly reverberated.
  
 The Communist-inspired war in Malaya against the colonial power, Britain, known as the Emergency, had been a feature of everyone’s life for six years, since mid-1948. Sometimes flaring, sometimes subsiding, it rumbled on, waxing and waning, until 1959. By 1954 it was simmering, taking advantage of ‘opportunity’ targets, ‘as and how’. And one was about to be presented to the waiting ambush.
  
 Lieutenant Colonel Edward Ridings had only recently taken over command of 1/12 Gurkha Rifles (1/12 GR). He was an able and likeable man, with a good war record. Just over forty years of age, medium-sized and barrel-chested, he had black curly hair, an open face and, what he was secretly proud of, an extremely trim and athletic figure. He had been posted in from another Gurkha regiment so was eager to ‘get to know’ his company commanders and the men. His family had come with him: Fiona his wife, Theodore his son, who said he, too, wanted to serve in the Gurkhas, and Edwina his daughter, both children going to King George V School in Seremban.
 1/12 GR had been on jungle operations since mid-1948 and every three years underwent six weeks of re-training which included modern warfare tactics, range classification, administration, a drill competition and games, especially the inter-company football tournament. After a battalion parade to celebrate the new Champion Company’s triumph, three of the four rifle companies moved out to tactical bases near villages between fifty and seventy miles away, with the fourth in Seremban. The CO had spent a night with each ‘out’ company, travelling in an open Land Rover. A champion rifle shot, he carried a rifle. With him was an armed bodyguard, sitting in the back seat. Behind came an armoured scout car with a Bren gun mounted on a cradle. This the gunner, sitting in a chair with his head showing, could fire with aimed shots – if he had to lower his seat and the cradle to close the roof, he fired it using the cradle’s handle-bars, aiming through an open slit in the bodywork.
 Glancing at his watch the CO saw it was later than planned so told the driver to speed up. The scout car driver saw the Land Rover surge forward and tried to catch up. Negotiating a steep hairpin bend, he missed his gears and stalled the engine. The Land Rover, unescorted, drove on alone.
  
 To the guerrillas’ amazement they saw an unescorted and open-sided Land Rover approaching, a little faster than normal, with an elderly British officer in the front passenger seat – so our leader was correct! – and an escort in the back.
 When the vehicle was in the centre of the ambush, Tan Fook Leong gave the order to fire. The vehicle slew into the ditch with no movement from the three men inside.
 ‘Cease fire! Snatch Group out, get their weapons and ammunition. Quickly! Kill anyone still alive.’
 The guerrillas spilled onto the road and saw all three men were dead. As they grabbed their three weapons and started to search for ammunition, they saw that the CO had been hit in the nose by a single bullet as well as his body being riddled and bleeding. The Gurkhas’ bodies were also heavily hit and bleeding profusely.
 It was then that they heard a heavy vehicle coming towards them.
  
 As the scout car came into the straight, the driver and gunner saw the Land Rover in the ditch and guerrillas round it. The gunner fired bursts of rapid fire at them.
 ‘Back fastest,’ shouted Tan Fook Leong as bullets sprayed the road, luckily, for the guerrillas, not causing any casualties. They fled back into the jungle not minding how much noise they made and quickly moved off. It would be several hours before any soldiers could start tracking them.
  
 With heightened vigilance, the driver, horrified to see what his bad gear change had resulted in, halted near the Land Rover, full of bullets and three dead men. The gunner saw tracks and broken foliage so he fired several more bursts in their general direction.
 ‘Our Commanding saheb is dead[1] and so are the other two,’ said the driver to the gunner. ‘One was my close friend. I must tell Battalion HQ about this now’ and he made his call.
  
 The guerrillas, excited at their success, stopped half an hour later for a breather before being ordered to return to their jungle base, a day’s stealthy journey away, in small groups by different routes, so confusing an inevitable follow-up by the Gurkhas.
  
 The guerrilla jungle ‘garden’ where two disgraced guerrillas were working lay to the southwest. Yap Kheng, a big, strong man once a forest ranger, had an axe and Sim Ting Hok, a non-descript with the limpid gaze of an entirely stupid man, a mattock. They also had seeds to sow, beans, eggplant, sweet potatoes, pumpkins and spring onions. Yap Kheng stopped working as he heard distant firing, wiped his forehead and said to his companion, ‘that’s firing we can hear, isn’t it?’
 Sim Ting Hok stopped digging and listened. ‘Yes, in the distance to the northwest. It’ll be from the Jelebu pass ambush. Quite a noise’
 ‘I would so much have liked to have taken part in the ambush rather than work here. Why were we kept out, do you think?’
 ‘As a punishment. Demotion. At our last self-criticism you admitted to having written an unauthorised love poem and I was not paying enough attention to what was being said so could not answer the questions.’
 ‘What will our comrades do now, do you think? There’s bound to be a big follow-up operation by the gwai lo military.’
 ‘They’ll get out of the area now. We were not told but a move east is my guess.’ Instinctively he lowered his voice. ‘Between us two, you know, I’m fed up. So far we have seen nothing really worthwhile for our pains. I’ve had enough. There’s too much bad feng shui here for my liking. What do you think?’
 Automatically he looked around although he knew there was no one else there. ‘That’s sedition. They’d kill you for that.’ He hesitated. Softly he added, ‘But I agree with you.’ Then louder he asked, ‘if the others go east, what will happen to us here?’
 ‘We were told to stay till fetched. We have only one rifle between us, your punishment included going empty-handed.’
 ‘I know. But what can I do about it, except trust to luck. We’ve still got a lot of work to do so let’s get on with it.’ He shook his head wearily and bent down to scratch his ankles. ‘These leech bites never stop itching. If we had the same jungle boots as the gwai lo have our feet’d be better off.’
 They resumed their tasks.
  
 Back in the Battalion’s Communications Centre, the Comcen, the duty operator heard the call ‘Hullo 9, hullo 9, urgent message, over.’
 ‘9, send, over.’
 ‘9 …’ the driver gave details of what and where had happened.
 ‘9, I’ll send for Acorn. Wait out.’
 Acorn quickly came and told the driver to wait until rescue arrived.
 ‘9, wilco, out.’
 The IO immediately told the 2ic who ordered the Duty Bugler to blow that hardly-ever-heard call, the assembly call that ends in five ‘Gs’, ‘Officers Report at the Double’.
 By the time the British officers, including the Gurkha Major, had assembled the 2ic, Major Henry Gibson, had made his plans. He told them of the tragedy of the three dead people was why he had ordered them at such short notice. ‘It’ll be that bloody man, Ten Foot Long, I have no doubt. He’s been a thorn in our flesh since 1948. He’s had the luck of the Devil so many times. It’s now up to us to turn the tables on him. Right, listen to me.’
 He pointed to the map. ‘The incident seems to have happened just short of the Jelebu pass. Exactly where will only be known when the Land Rover and the scout car are found. One platoon of A Company, with one day’s Compo rations, will be ready to move in half an hour. It’s now 1415 hours and it’s dark by 1800.’ He looked at the OC, Captain Jason Rance. ‘One section will secure the area, one will help with the recovery of the bodies and both vehicles and one will track the guerrillas’ movements. You, plus your other two platoons, will draw five-days’ rations and ammunition for your whole company and move out tomorrow morning, having eaten early, at 0930 hours. This new order from Brigade about not surrounding and attacking a guerrilla camp yourself but using a marker balloon to show the RAF where the enemy camp is so it can be bombed means that you will take one with you.’ He glanced at Rance, with a meaningful look, ‘and no bloody heroics of “not understanding” and trying to do it with your men,’ said with a veiled hint of expected insubordination in his tone of voice.
 Major Gibson was a pre-war officer. Sad-faced, balding and wrinkled, he was considered as ‘burnt out’ by his subordinates. From the earliest days of his service he had tried hard to get to know his men, speaking their language ‘well enough’ although not as fluently as some of the wartime, emergency-commissioned officers spoke it. He referred to the soldiers as ‘the little men’ and had been accepted by them because he was an English saheb in the same mould as they, their fathers and their forefathers had known British officers for more than a century. He had a kind heart, was apt to be forgetful and was ‘carried’ by the other officers.
 He inwardly felt that Captain Jason Percival Vere Rance – ouch, quite a mouthful – was only commissioned because of the war as his background was not sufficiently ‘sahib-like’ although he was a ‘good enough type’ for this post-war army. Rance was six feet tall, with a taut, lean body and the indefinable air of a natural commander. With fair hair, penetrating, clear blue eyes, his features were almost hawk-like and stern. He showed his pleasure with a wonderful open smile. He was a brilliant linguist and had proved to be an outstanding company commander, an exceptionally talented jungle operator, good with the men, dedicated and hard-working who, if he could get his administrative and staff training as good as his tactics, could go far, but his background was unusual – ‘broken the mould’ some grumbled. He had been born in Kuala Lumpur, his father had been ‘something’, never asked what, tax official it was hinted, so probably not really a gentleman, and, from what he had guessed, had married ‘beneath him’. Mrs Rance’s background was most certainly unusual, although Jason never spoke about either parent: as a young woman she had been a ventriloquist who helped her father run a Punch-and-Judy show. She made sure that her son could master that unusual art and make different voices. Quite why, other than party tricks, she never told him: possibly it was vanity and possibly so that her own gifts need not be lost after her death.
 Senior battalion officers were, in fact, jealous of Rance’s linguistic ability. Apart from faultless Nepali and good Malay, having had a Chinese playmate, Ah Fat by name, he also spoke fluent Chinese and could read and write many characters. He kept quiet about it, not because he was, well, not exactly ashamed of it – why should he be? – but more likely to keep it as a ‘secret weapon’. He made company parties a roaring success as a ventriloquist: he had a dummy which he sat on his knee and the absurd conversations in Nepali and English ‘brought the house down’. One of his acts involved a highly coloured model krait which produced some absurdly funny situations. He was a superb mimic and another of his party tricks was getting his dummy to bell like a deer.
 Not only his peers, but his seniors seemed almost resentful of his prowess in the jungle. On operations his men were always prepared to go that little bit farther, not worry quite so much if faced with short commons, show maybe a bit more confidence in difficult situations than might be expected and always ready ‘to go those last few yards’. He had shown courage worthy of being recognised officially but nothing had ‘come through’. Luck of the draw he told himself; ‘battalion politics’ muttered others. What also seemed to upset his seniors was, when off parade, he was greeted with smiles more than were they. Bad for discipline they muttered but discipline never faltered.
 There was another, unspoken, reason for the 2ic’s underlying resentment: during the war, instead of being sent overseas, he had been posted to the 5th battalion stationed on the North-West Frontier where the only activity was being sniped at by Pathans when roads were opened for convoys coming from the plains. Then he was posted to south India to be an instructor teaching camouflage and had been there till the end of the war. He did not have any campaign medals while Jason had the Burma Star and the General Service Medal with bar ‘South-east Asia 1945-46’.
 At Major Gibson’s implied rebuke, Jason merely said, ‘I understand, sir’ in an abstract tone of voice – just now he was not his usual self for two reasons. One was that at the very end of his recent three-yearly leave of six months in England, he had become engaged to a girl who he felt was to be his and only his. She had said her father worked in the Air Attaché’s office in the British Embassy in Washington and that she’d tell them all about it. In her first skimpy letter she had written ‘… and I’m in such a rush I’ll write fully once I get to Malaya where Jason has arranged for the wedding as there’s not enough time to marry before his leave finishes.’ The wedding was due at the end of the following week and he was radiantly happy. The CO, in his kindness, had let her stay in his bungalow. Jason had arranged for somewhere else to live after the wedding. Wonderful! She had written a long explanatory letter to her parents and put it is a blouse pocket ready to take for posting. However, the person who collected her clothes to launder mistakenly took the blouse with the letter in the pocket so it never got sent. Sea mail to the USA, in any case, took quite a time so her parents were not worried in any delay in hearing from her.
 The other reason was that he had, unusually, a secret worry. He had been disturbed by a recurrent dream, the meaning he could not fathom. Each time there was black left and right, white above and a grinning daku (a communist guerrilla) who aimed his weapon at him. Whenever Jason had tried to fire his weapon, a carbine, nothing happened, the daku shot at him and when he awoke, it was into another dream. Where oh where am I? Hospital, prison or lunatic asylum? Of course he told no one about it and behaved normally. Yet, worry him it did. I’ll take my krait with me, if only as a lucky mascot. It might even come in useful.
 During his reverie other orders were given. The RMO was to get ready with body bags and whatever else was needed and the MTO to detail the ambulance, the Recovery Vehicle with the fitter, a 3-Tonner and another Scout Car for the platoon. The Signals Officer was to ensure communications were to stay open until night-time interference made contact impossible. ‘Open at first light tomorrow,’ were his orders.
 ‘I will have the sad duty of going and telling Mrs Ridings about her husband; something I’ll find particularly difficult, I fear,’ the 2ic added. He looked round and asked if there were any questions.
 The IO asked if he or the 2ic who would inform Brigade HQ. ‘You’d better do it and tell their Duty Officer that I’m closeted with Mrs. Ridings. Any more?’ He looked round. ‘No. Right. Move.’
  
 The buzz of the CO’s death had gone around the lines and men wanted to know why, how and what was to be done about it. Jason Rance wanted to brief his men collectively before any of them moved out so he ran down to his company lines and called to the CSM: ‘Major Ba, everybody fallen in immediately for orders,’ before going into his Company 2ic’s office where the Gurkha Captain, a pre-war warrior, was and told him the same thing. The CSM came in, saluted and told Jason the company had fallen in and was ready for orders.
 Jason stood his men at ease and said, ‘The Commanding saheb, escort and driver have been killed by the daku. The battalion will mount a large operation to look for the killers but first, as soon as I have dismissed you, 3 Platoon will draw compo rations for one day, weapons and ammo and escort the recovery vehicle and the ambulance to bring back the corpses and damaged Land Rover. I will bring the rest of the company out to the same area early tomorrow morning with five days’ rations for 3 Platoon.
 ‘I will remind you of my standing orders for jungle movement: never cut what you can break naturally; never break naturally what you can bend; never bend what you can move; never move that which you can get through without moving; never tread on what you can step over; never step on soft ground when you can tread on something hard. Don’t forget that a footprint with the toes the same length is a bear’s, not a man’s; that cigarette smoke by water can be smelt for up to three hours afterwards and ours are different from theirs, and a dab of wet salt, never a lighted cigarette, is best for leeches. Why are we the best company in the battalion?’ He answered his own question, ‘because we never forget those points.’
 His men accepted him and what he said because he never took any of them for granted.
  
 Before Major Henry Gibson left the office he phoned his wife. ‘Jane, darling, drop everything and be ready to go to Ted’s bungalow and meet me there. He’s been killed in an ambush and we must tell Fiona. Also tell Jason’s fiancée. It will be a great shock for her, too.’
 ‘Oh, how terrible! I’ll wait until I see you and join you then,’ and rang off. With heavy heart, Henry Gibson joined his wife outside the CO’s bungalow, which was next door to his. ‘Darling, this is just too terrible,’ she said, with a sob in her voice. ‘Yes, I know,’ he answered with a choke in his.
 He knocked on the door and called out, ‘Fiona, it’s Henry and Jane. May we come in?’
 Fiona Ridings, a tall woman in her late thirties, had a determined, somewhat militant air with her almost masculine figure and bobbed hair, at once came to the door, saw the grave look on their faces and guessed why they had come to see her. ‘Henry,’ she burst out. ‘I just know why you’ve both come. It can’t be true, can it?’
 ‘Oh, I’m afraid to have to tell you it is. On his way back, Ted was ambushed just short of the Jelebu pass. The scout car driver says he was killed outright so that means he felt no pain.’
 ‘Wi … will you be bringing his body back?’ she asked, her voice quavering.
 ‘Yes, Jason Rance’s men are escorting the doctor to recover it at this very moment. The doctor will look after him and we’ll tell you when he has done all that needs doing.’
 ‘I’m superstitious, you know, my husband wasn’t. I just knew that Friday the 13th would be unlucky for him, I just knew …’ and she burst into floods of tears.
 ‘Let me get you a drink.’ He called the Malay house boy and told him to prepare a stiff brandy for the Mem. It was quickly brought and he gave it to the 2ic.
 ‘Drink this. Jane will stay with you for a while and help you tell the children when they come back from school. I must go back to the office and help sort things out. After you’ve had your drink, go and lie down on your bed and Jane will sit with you. I think you had all better spend tonight in our bungalow. It’ll be no trouble and we’d rather like you to be with us.’
 Fiona made a great effort to calm down. ‘That would be a great help. Yes, please,’ she gulped.
 As Henry tuned to go, she said, ‘You know I was in the Auxiliary Territorial Service during the war, even got to the rank of sergeant. My job was in Operational Planning in the War Office. Every operation the army mounted was given a code name. To feel I can get my own back on Ted’s loss, can the code word for the operation I know you will be planning to capture those terrible men who killed him somehow be related to him? Please, please,’ and she started crying once more. Jason’s fiancée, overhearing everything said, kept to herself in her bedroom, scared stiff.
 Henry called out, ‘I’ll see what I can do. Please excuse me but I am very busy …’ and went back to the office to call the Brigade Commander, Brigadier James Stuart Bickers, who had a large, square face, red-veined by too much alcohol, a walrus moustache, bloodshot eyes, a strained marriage and a short temper. He mistrusted anyone he thought knew better than he and reacted badly to it: this made for unhappy relations with his company commanders, especially those serving with Gurkhas.
 ‘Yes, your Acorn has told me what you’ve put into motion. Good. I like it. How’s Fiona taking it?’
 ‘Badly, I fear, but how else could she? As you may know she was in the army during the war and has asked me to see if her husband’s name can somehow be associated with the code name for the impending operation against the guerrillas?’
 ‘Now that is a strange one, to be sure. I can’t authorise it myself but I can certainly put it to the Director of Operations. Have you any ideas? My mind’s a blank.’
 In his quiet way, the 2ic was a wordsmith. ‘I can offer a suggestion, Brigadier, which may make even the opposition not associate it with us.’
 ‘Well, out with it.’
 ‘The man’s name is Ted Ridings. Do a spoonerism on him and call the operation Red Tidings. No one in the MCP would ever guess we’d use the word “red” in any of our code words.’
 ‘Um. Er. Something tells me that the army … yes, I was once in Staff Duties and the order was that no colour could be used in a code word, certainly not when naming an individual. For instance “Black Prince” was not allowed but “Brave Prince” was. I’ll see if I can’t swing it.’ He chuckled. ‘Sorry, not the time for levity but just suppose the opposition were to think it was one of their plans if they come to hear of it so take no notice. Now that could be a big bonus point.’
 ‘Thank you, Brigadier. In due course I’ll tell Fiona what we’re trying to do.’
 ‘What is your operational plan?’
 ‘Phase 1 is Jason Rance’s company to follow up, with my other three rifle companies in reserve. If anyone can track them it’ll be him and his men. As you will have seen from the map, the CO was killed on the western road of a large square of jungle that has roads on all the other three flanks. My guess is that the guerrillas will either go north or east into more remote country. They may even think they can hide in the area of the unsurveyed country farther north that shows white on the map sheet. I’ll find out if the RAF have managed to take any photos of the area. If so, they’ll be a great help though awkward to carry. I hope Rance can pinpoint them in the first five days. If he finds nothing during that time, I’ll call him to the road for re-rationing. I’d rather not use airdrops for security reasons. And, yes, I’ve told him to take a marker balloon and not to try and take out any camp he finds by surrounding it and attacking it.’
 ‘A wise move. The Director of Operations and the RAF are insistent on that. They say the kill-to-contact ratio in such operations couldn’t be worse. Their code name for bombing is Smash-Hit’[2] and with that he rang off.
  
 The CO and the other two bodies were recovered and brought back by the RMO himself and taken to his MI Room. The doctor was a phlegmatic and level-headed man, ideal for a Gurkha unit. He called the Gurkha Major and told him that the CO’s memsaheb would want to see her husband’s body so he would work on that first. Afterwards he would prepare the other two bodies.
 ‘Saheb, let me and the Pandit look after them. Neither has their wife with them. I know that there are two close relatives of the driver’s in Battalion HQ and they can help me. I’ll get firewood and fuel from the QM and we will burn the corpses before dawn.’
 ‘GM Saheb, that sounds fine. Just tell the Medical Sergeant what you need from here.’
 The GM saluted and marched off.
 3 Platoon escorted the recovery convoy. One section took up all-round defensive positions at the jungle edge, facing the foliage, and another section helped on the recovery site. Rain slowed the work.
 The Platoon Commander ordered the third section to track the daku: ‘Leave your big packs here and be back before last light.’ The section commander, Corporal Kulbahadur Limbu, a tall, paler than normal Gurkha, was an ace tracker. Initially the tracks were easy to follow as the daku had moved quickly to put distance between themselves and any follow-up party and the ground was damp. Stealthy movement would come later.
 They moved down a steep slope, across a small stream and to where they saw from the footprints that the daku had stood still. ‘Being given orders,’ the corporal said. ‘Look around.’
 ‘Ustad,’ called one rifleman softly, ‘there are some tracks moving off aslant the slope,’ he looked at the sun, ‘northwards’.
 ‘And here are some more tracks moving eastwards,’ called another rifleman.
 Corporal Kulbahadur had already seen tracks moving northeast. ‘They have split, the crafty fellows, maybe in more than three groups. Pointless our doing anything more now.’ He looked at his map and noted the grid reference. ‘We must go back fast before the light fails. At least it’s stopped raining.’
 They got back at dusk and, by the light of a fire, arranged their poncho capes for the night while the signaller, having been given the grid reference of where the tracks split, tried to contact Battalion HQ. He was unsuccessful as the normal nightly interference made transmission impossible.
 ‘Leave it to tomorrow morning and let’s eat,’ said the Platoon Commander.
 After their meal, he detailed the sentry roster and the others went to sleep.
 The RMO had a delicate task with the CO’s face. Washing off the caked blood from the body was easy but making the face look peaceful enough for his widow’s sake was a problem as most of the nose had been shot away. Mending it would be an all-night job. He ordered one of his staff to get a clean jungle green shirt, with medal ribbons, badges of rank, parachute wings and 12 GR shoulder titles already fixed, from the CO’s batman, to be brought discreetly from his bungalow– that turned out easy as Fiona and the children had gone to Jane and Henry’s place for the night – but the nose was a problem as it had to be rebuilt to look normal. Almost impossible, I fear, the doctor fretted. As he shaved the dead man’s face he saw how he could minimize the shock the wife would have. 
  
 14 August 1954, central Malaya: During the night the doctor laboriously re-built the nose with a solution of plaster of Paris and gauze then covered his handwork with homely sticking plaster. The body, dressed and patched, was put inside a coffin with the shroud draped over it. The lid was temporarily put on it and shortly before dawn the medical staff wearily stumbled off to bed, hoping their efforts would be appreciated. 
  
 Gathered in their jungle base, Tan Fook Leong congratulated his men on their ambush tactics and, as a reward for good soldiering, allotted the three captured rifles accordingly. They held a group meeting to discuss what tactics should be adopted now that a hornets’ nest had been so violently stirred. Politburo orders were that operations against civilian targets should cease and that guerrillas should move to deep jungle and make ‘gardens’ for self-sufficiency. ‘We will move east then northeast by platoons.’ He took a map out of a notecase. ‘Look, the imperialists are so behind the times that much of this map sheet,’ he held it up for the others to see, ‘has yet to be surveyed. It is only coloured white. What I propose is that two platoons move to north of the Bahau area and the third, the smallest, moves to a location suitable for making a garden in the blank map sheet. On our way around Bahau, where people are friendly to us, we will acquire as many mattocks and axes as are available, otherwise we won’t be able to manage.’
 He took his small portable radio out of his pack and turned it on. Even with a new battery it only hissed. He looked at it in dismay. ‘I know it’s old but I thought it would last longer than this,’ he muttered, forgetting he had had it in his possession for eight years since his visit to London and it was an old model then. He looked around and saw Goh Ah Wah and Kwek Leng Ming, two comrades whom he fully trusted. He called them over. ‘Comrades, I want you two to do a couple of things for me. One is to go to the garden where those two disgraced comrades, Yap Kheng and Sim Ting Hok, are working and tell them to come here. The other is to take this radio,’ he handed it over, ‘and get it repaired or buy a new one. Use your civilian ID cards, wear plain clothes and pretend to be innocent civilians. I’m sure you can manage.’ He tore a page from his notebook and wrote something. ‘Try and make contact with my wife, Chen Yok Lan, and son, Tan Wing Bun, in Penang. I’ve written the phone number down.’
 ‘Comrade Tang, that will be our pleasure. It may take a bit of time but I’m sure you’ll understand if it does.’
 ‘Yes. After you have collected it, rather than look for me to hand it over, take it to my cave hideaway and stay there till I come.’
  
 14 August 1954, Betong, south Thailand: The Central Committee of the MCP, with the ridiculously young Secretary General, universally known as Chin Peng, a placid-looking person without any stamp of leadership on his face, was carefully hidden in thick jungle in south Thailand, north Malaya having become too unhealthy for it. It had its strict routine, one aspect of which was listening to the early morning news broadcast of Radio Malaya on its Chinese-language channel. All were taken aback by the announcement of the death by a guerrilla ambush of the CO and two Gurkha soldiers of 1/12 GR in the hilly country north of Seremban as they were returning to camp. It sent a frisson of excitement through them as they listened. It was not often these days that such noble and daring deeds were so successfully accomplished.
 At the end of the bulletin the Head of Central Propaganda Department, Lee An Tung, a man with a worried look on his face and a perpetual frown, said to his Deputy, Chien Tiang, a squat man who looked at everyone suspiciously, ‘That’ll be Comrade Tan Fook Leong. He’s a canny operator, one of our best. I was with him in London in 1946 for the Victory Parade and I know him well.’
 ‘Yes, so do I,’ said Chin Peng. ‘He’s done us proud. The High Commissioner killed in a similar ambush last year and now a CO. Despite our having to change our tactics from an aggressive mode to being less hard on the civil population, acts such as this happily, for us at least, keep us in the headlines and our morale high.’
 Heads nodded but no one offered any riposte. The truth was that a General Briggs had devised a plan to re-settle in ‘new villages’ the Chinese ‘squatter’ population that lived on the fringe of the jungle without any land title deeds and who were instrumental in supplying the guerrillas with food, shelter and information about the Security Forces. It had been a painful but necessary decision to uproot so many people and painful, too, for the guerrillas to be deprived of such basic necessities so essential for survival. It had resulted in their having to operate from bases deeper in the jungle than before and grow their own crops in ‘gardens’. This was a time-consuming task and originally many were spotted from the air: this, in turn, led to the guerrillas planting their various crops haphazardly under the jungle canopy. The Central Committee had been on short commons until their move over the Malay-Thai border. Once there, local authority’s ‘blind eye’ and the MCP’s taking no part other than self defence – and growing their over vegetables – kept life quiet for them.
 One of the listeners to the radio was a man named Ah Fat, a non-voting Politburo member. He was well built and solid but his movements were fluid. His eyes were always alert, never missing a trick, even though his peripheral gaze was not easy to follow. He looked a tad glum, was round of face, with high cheek bones. He stood about five and a half feet high. He had a habit of rubbing the palms of his hands together when thinking. His ears, close to his head, had, in some circles, given him the nickname of P’ing Yee, Flat Ears. Normally taciturn, he could turn on the charm when needed. He was well educated and spoke excellent English. However, for safety’s sake, he kept that skill a closely guarded secret lest his ‘other’ role be jeopardised. Whenever he did speak English in front of other Chinese it was only of middle-school standard. When asked how he managed to separate his two lives he answered ‘my life is grasped in my hand, not by heaven,’ which he said was claimed by the 4th-century alchemist, Ko Hung, ‘but I keep that to myself as “they” wouldn’t accept it as Marx didn’t write it.’
 He was an only child, born and bred in Kuala Lumpur where his father had worked with the British intelligence representative, Jason Rance’s father, and from an early age the two boys became as close as brothers. Ah Fat knew Jason as Shandung P’aau, the Shandong Cannon, the Shandong people being known for their sturdiness and Jason being a sturdy lad. The two boys always playing together was the main reason for Jason’s Chinese being word perfect. During the Japanese occupation Ah Fat had become a guerrilla but, with his intelligence roots, he was, in fact, now a ‘mole’ working for the British. In 1952 he and Jason had become intimately involved in the elimination of a British officer of 1/12 GR who had wanted to join the MCP. Although the two men had become involved separately, their joint venture was still an unknown in the Politburo. The operation had been christened Operation Janus.
 Ah Fat knew that his friend Jason was an exceptional jungle operator. Pre-war they had played in the jungle, tracking each other, playing hide-and-seek, until they were almost animal-like in their ability. How had Jason described the jungle? He thought back: ‘it was a close-horizoned, all-pervading, never-ending green of trees, vines, creepers and undergrowth. Trees grew, trunk by trunk and stem by stem, each one crowding upon and striving to overtop the other, and tied and netted together with the snake arms of creepers into a closely woven web. Aerial roots and liana-nooses hung from high above. Leaves laid themselves out in vast terraces, fantastic umbels descended in cascades and creepers united in stout, tightly-wound, spiral columns. Vegetation teemed in the steamy twilight; great fronds broken under their own weight, ropes which had neither end nor beginning, plants with fat, sticky leaves or with hairy or scaly stems, or stems that opened out like buttresses and some with large, luxuriant flowers, exuding a strange and deathly scent.’ It was a good description, the Chinese mole thought. We practised enough, didn’t we! And he grinned as he recalled ‘those days’. They knew that animals were not normally a hazard but the Malayan buffalo, a pink brute, was aggressive towards Europeans – something to do with their body odour which has a different smell from normal rice-eating Malays – and the wild bison hostile towards everybody. Animals are normally more afraid of men than men are of them, yet they have to be treated with respect. Malayan tigers will only become savage when their cubs are threatened.
 He remembered the animals they had come across. One time they were startled when they heard a noise neither of them recognised. They crept forward and saw it was a pig scratching its back on a log. It squealed in fright when it saw them and ran away; and once the noise of sticks hitting the upper branches of a tree to their front when they had thought they were alone. They crept ahead and, to their surprise, they saw it was made by a monkey. They had laughed at it but it had taken no notice. … and that time when we were sitting on the bank of a river some fifty yards wide, flowing in a wide curve. We suddenly heard a mewing noise and, borne towards us by the current from the far bank, we saw a long, thin, black snake with curious little lumps equidistant along its entire length, each bump mewing. We could not fathom what kind of snake it was, but it did seem as if had swallowed a number of piglets whole and the wretched things, still alive, were vainly trying to escape. The current carried this creature past us towards the near bank where it hit a rock. It split in two, the tail end gaily swimming on but the front part disintegrated, each bump growing four legs and moving independently. We were spellbound and it was only when each moribund ‘piglet’ scampered away did we realise that we had seen a family of monkeys crossing the river, too wide to jump across from tree to tree, holding on to one another’s tail being carried over by the current. We could not decide whether the mewing was from the fear or the fun of it … I must stop day-dreaming!
 At the end of Janus some guerrillas had surrendered and become a ‘Q’ Team, whose leader was Wang Ming, a short, squat man, known as Hung Lo, the Bear. He had been so impressed by Rance’s methods that he said he always wanted to work with Jason where possible. He was in charge of Ah Fat’s bodyguard, living near the central camp.
 On hearing the news of the death of the CO of 1/12 GR, Ah Fat sat on one side, saying nothing, rubbing the palms of his hands together as he thought: I wonder how heavily Shandung P’aau is involved in this. I must try and find a way of making contact with him. He brooded. I wonder if he has heard that the Politburo is making secret arrangements for peace talks now that the British have said that Malaya can have self rule and that, surely, can give him and me an opportunity to meet. There is talk in the Politburo about asking for an amnesty and being recognised as an official political party. It is all desperately secret. I must try and alert my English friend, but how?
  
 Same day, Seremban: After a stressful night, Fiona Ridings, hardly able to bear the thought of a future without her husband, asked Henry Gibson if she could see her husband’s body and where he would be buried. ‘Can I take his corpse to England and bury him in our village graveyard?’ she asked.
 ‘The complications are many and varied for that to happen,’ he answered carefully. ‘There are proper military cemeteries here in Malaya. The nearest one is not far down the road from here and official policy is for fatalities to be buried in them. It is therefore incumbent to bury him here with an official regimental funeral and after the Emergency is over consider if disinterring him and taking him back to England is still what you want.’ The RAF only took corpses from Singapore; he did not dare tell her that Singapore Customs would only allow a corpse to enter Singapore from across the Johor Causeway if it were declared as ‘dead meat’. Unacceptable! ‘I’ll give the doctor a bell and see how matters stand.’
 When the widow saw her dead husband’s plastered nose she nearly burst into tears with anger. She, not knowing that the nose had been shattered, fought them back and petulantly scolded the doctor for making a mess of her husband’s face.
 The doctor, bleary-eyed, fought back the answer that immediately came to him and merely said, placatingly, ‘Forgive me, Mrs Ridings, my hand slipped when I was shaving him. Please accept my apologies.’
 She upbraided him with vigour for his careless ineptitude. ‘What do you mean by damaging his nose? That’s terrible. I object most strongly. You should be ashamed of yourself,’ and, biting her lower lip to stop herself from crying, was quietly led away by Jane Gibson before she could say anything more, in no way appreciating the amount of work and care needed for her husband’s renovated appearance.
 After she had gone the doctor sighed heavily, shook his head and told his staff to put the lid on the coffin and nail it down. It was later taken to the civilian hospital for refrigeration until arrangements could be made for the funeral.
 Jason’s fiancée knew that her husband-to-be was heavily involved in chasing the guerrillas and she did not want to become a widow before getting married so, in a state of panic, she left a note for Jason in her bedroom, called a taxi and, unseen by anyone, took the night train to Singapore. Her absence was not noticed for more than a day.
  
 14-16 August 1954, Jelebu pass area: Captain Rance brought his other two platoons to the ambush site by 0900 hours as ordered. He had a look around while his CQMS distributed the five days’ rations then asked 3 Platoon Commander to brief him on what had been found. The Platoon Commander told Corporal Kulbahadur Limbu to give the details.
 Rance listened intently then gave his orders. ‘We will go to where the daku split and one platoon each will follow one of those three lots of tracks. If we find a fourth I’ll take the CSM and Chakrabahadur Rai, my batman, leaving the remainder of Company HQ behind. Sections will leave their LMGs behind as this is only a recce.’
 Led by Corporal Kulbahadur Limbu the company went off to where the tracks split. ‘Take your big packs with you and try to follow any tracks you find. If they are more than your platoon can manage, call me and I’ll make a plan,’ Jason briefed his platoon commanders. ‘Any questions?’
 ‘Where will you be, Saheb?’ one of them asked.
 ‘I’ll look around with my small group and if we see any other track we’ll follow it. Whatever else, we’ll be back before last light.’
 The platoon commanders saluted and went away to get on with their job.
 ‘Saheb,’ said the 2-inch Mortarman, Jasbahadur Gurung. ‘Let me take the Signaller’s pistol and come with you if you find another track to follow.’
 ‘Jasé, just this once,’ said Jason, smiling.
  
 Casting around, a fourth track was found, faintly etched in the damp ground heading southeast. ‘Major Ba,’ Jason addressed his CSM, ‘we four will follow this.’
 About midday Jason’s small group stopped for a breather. Chakrabahadur Rai said, ‘Saheb, I hear an axe on wood. Do you?’
 Yes, they all did. Then voices were heard. ‘Daku, not far in front of us,’ said the CSM.
 The jungle in front of them was lighter than normal and they realised they had come up to a daku ‘garden’ and that men were working in it.
 ‘Let’s take them by surprise,’ said Rance, in a quiet voice. ‘Make sure your weapons are ready to fire.’
 Stealthily they moved forward, all senses alert and tingling, adrenalin pumping. This was the first contact for four months so now was their chance for a kill or capture. They crept to the edge of the clearing, fenced to prevent wild pig and deer from entering, and saw two men at the far end, dressed in khaki, bent over, one digging and the other with an axe in his hand. After carefully climbing over the fence – the bars were too close together to squeeze through – feeling most exposed, they crawled between the raised ridges of dug soil to a large felled tree in the middle of the ‘garden’ for cover, only some twenty yards from the daku. It struck Jason that this was the first time he had crawled as taught when undergoing training in the Indian Military Academy in 1941, thirteen years before.
 Hiding behind the felled tree Jason gave out his orders softly, ‘Major Ba and Chakré aim at the right hand man, Jasé and I will fire at the one on the left.’ Rance’s target’s body was bent over as he was digging so, not seeing his head, he aimed at his back. ‘Fire!’ he said quietly. His bullet struck the middle of the guerrilla’s bent back. He sharply turned and faced the unknown firer, with his mattock in his hand as though aiming at him with a short-barrelled weapon before he toppled forward. Jason had again squeezed his trigger as the daku had turned on him but his carbine jammed. No, no, his mind shrieked, my dream! – bright in the middle, dark both sides, a guerrilla hit and turning round, looking at me. He instantly put his weapon down and pinched himself to see if he was awake, so pent up were his emotions. He had fired his first round and the other three men, thinking Jason had somehow been hit, turned to look as they fired so missing their target.
 Jason was instantly apologetic and ashamed of his behaviour at seeing what he had been haunted by in his dreams. Here and now it was for real.
 The CSM and Chakré, seeing that Captain Rance was not wounded, opened fire again, but just too late to be effective. The guerrillas were already climbing over the far fence. Rance scrambled to his feet and shouted the Gurkhas’ battle cry, Ayo Gurkhali, Charge! … but in vain. The two guerrillas had disappeared and their tracks were soon lost in a maze of others. Time and few numbers were against a more detailed search.
 The daku had left a rifle behind them so Jason turned to Chakré and told him to stay back with him and ordered the other two to return to camp. ‘Tell the Company 2ic what has happened and that we two will hide in the jungle near the rifle and kill anyone who may come to recover it. Do not mention the contact to Battalion HQ until I return. And don’t tell them I’ll be out all night, otherwise they’ll think I’m lost or wounded.’
 The CSM, looking worried, said he understood and went back to Company HQ. Jason looked at his carbine to find out why it had jammed. He forced the working parts open and found that the case had swollen so making it useless; ‘hard extraction’ in the jargon.
 It was a long night for them as they sat, backs to a large ant hill, facing where the rifle had been dropped. It rained most of the time. Once a tiger’s growl throbbed nearby – they found its pugmarks next morning – which Jason wrongly thought was the death rattle of the man he had hit, and a mouse deer whickered in fright by their feet. No one came to recover the rifle so, once it was light enough to move, they returned to where the other platoons were awaiting them, Jason bringing the rifle with him. Before he changed into his spare dry clothes, he gave his carbine to the 2-inch Mortarman and kept the rifle. From then on he never used any other type of weapon.
  
 By being bent over and not standing up straight, the bullet had ripped the skin of Sim Ting Hok’s back, just scouring the flesh, so, although it hurt him abominably, he could still run. He followed his unwounded companion blindly until his strength ran out, spurred on by stories that the Security Forces would torture him if he were captured.
 Both men were exhausted and hungry but, when night fell, there was nothing else they could do but take shelter under a tree. Where else in thick jungle? Soon after dawn they heard the belling of a deer, one of the guerrillas’ recognition signs. They didn’t answer the first time they heard it but did so when it got nearer.
 Their two rescuers, Goh Ah Wah and Kwek Leng Ming, were shocked to see the state their comrades were in, especially the wounded man. ‘Tell us what happened,’ one said.
  Sim Ting Hok sat on the ground, mind on his throbbing wound. He did not see the poisonous centipede crawling towards him. As it crawled up his bare arm, he automatically made to brush it off, so causing the insect to dig its claws into the man’s skin. It was most painful.
 ‘Comrade, help me,’ he begged.
 Goh Ah Wah knew what to do. Taking his knife out of his pocket, he cut the centipede off, leaving its legs dug in the skin. Sim Ting Hok looked dolefully at his arm and the legs in it and asked ‘now what?’
 ‘Now nothing. I’ll tie something round the legs and you’ll just have to wait until the flesh rots. Only then can the legs be pulled out. Now tell me what happened.’
 Out came the explanation. ‘That means that the enemy are looking for us and you are wounded so cannot go back and join the others,’ said Kwek Leng Ming, wondering what his boss would say. ‘Our best bet is to go back towards Seremban for succour. The enemy certainly won’t expect us to return that way. I know a sympathiser’s house where we can get food and you can be treated.’ The guerrillas had operated in that stretch of jungle since 1942 and knew the place like the proverbial back of their hands.
  
 About midday Jason said to Chakré, ‘let’s make a brief area patrol. I’m tired of sitting down and we both have had a zizz and a meal.’ After about a quarter of a mile they heard footsteps, sounding hollow in the hush, so they hid behind a large tree on their right hand side and peered through the hanging tendrils.
 Coming their way were four guerrillas, one, face down on a make-shift stretcher borne by two others, a third with a rifle over his shoulder, the fourth, their escort, also armed with a rifle. As they passed in front of the tree Jason softly called out in Chinese, ‘Ch’uan Jia Chan’, May your entire family be wiped out.
 This ancient curse is one all Chinese take heed of. Although Communist philosophy recognised no traditional beliefs or folklore, deep, deep in every comrade’s soul, there they lay, dormant. Taken completely unawares at such an unusual and unexpected threat from a disembodied voice, the three men came to a sudden halt, astonished at seeing nobody. Came the curse again. Inured not to believe anything ‘non-Communist’, they could not cover their inborn fear, heightened by seeing no speaker. What they were about to witness was so astonishing any aggressive reaction never entered their shocked heads.
 ‘Follow me at the ready,’ whispered Jason to Chakré. From round the other side of the tree, rifles in their outstretched arms, the daku were mentally overwhelmed when Jason said, ‘Move and you’ll be shot, not killed but wounded so you can never be a father again.’ Brave words. I could never or would ever do it. ‘Give us your weapons or we’ll shoot.’
 Unable to do anything else, the guerrillas surrendered them and Jason, with Chakré, escorted them back to their temporary base. There, bound by the toggle ropes the soldiers carried, Jason looked at the wounded man’s back, took the medical pack and did what he could to relieve the pain. ‘That will have to do till we get you to hospital,’ he told him. ‘You will be properly treated there.’
 As the signaller ‘got on the blower’ to tell Battalion HQ about the captures, a mess-tin full of tea was brewed for each of the guerrillas and they were each given a packet of biscuits, which they wolfed down. ‘You’ll have to stay here a while’, Jason told them, ‘but if you say you surrendered to us and were not captured, you’, to the two men who had been armed, ‘won’t have to face a judge and death for carrying a weapon.’
 Jason was called to the set and was asked to elucidate, finishing up with, ‘… as soon as any of my platoons return, I’ll be able to send an escort with the prisoners to be picked up on the Jelebu pass.’
 This was countered with, ‘No, Sunray Minor will get a section of the Brigade Defence Platoon to the Jelebu pass by 1530 hours. Even if the other platoons have not come back you will have enough men with you to take them to the main road. Roger so far, over.’
 ‘1, Roger, over.’
 ‘1. You must return with the prisoners. I can’t tell you why but you are urgently needed here. Out.’
 Jason looked at his ‘dead’ handset, seriously unsettled. How come no reason given?. He looked at the prisoners and his mind changed gear back to his present task. ‘Don’t believe, for one moment, that you will be tortured by the British. It does not happen, especially in a Gurkha battalion. The police will interrogate you, of course, but treat you fairly. Have no fear. I know where you’ll go the feng shui is good so there really is no worry.’
 The four men, mightily impressed with what they had heard, how they had been treated and with Jason’s fluency, were only too willing to comply.
 ‘I’d like to ask you some questions before we go back to Seremban together,’ he said. ‘Are you willing to tell me the truth?’
 It was obvious that the four of them were still not convinced about Jason’s integrity. ‘You don’t believe I am powerful, is that it?’ he queried insouciantly.
 They started to prevaricate so Jason looked up and asked, ‘what do you see over there?’
 As they turned their faces away he threw the model krait on the ground between them, making its almost throaty hissing noise as he did. On facing forward again, they winced with fear as they saw it lying so near them. Jason made as though he was going to defang a real krait – he had done this so often in his ‘shows’ – that, once the ‘dead’ snake was in his pocket and so out of harm’s way, the four men were totally convinced.
 Jason noticed Sim Ting Hok’s bad arm had started to smell. He guessed what had happened. ‘It hurts, doesn’t it?’
 ‘Yes, and aches.’
 ‘You will get it properly seen to when your wound is dressed but I will give you something to help.’ He called over the nearest NCO and said, ‘Ustad, bring me your bottle of rum. I’ll buy you another one when we get back to camp. I want to put it on the centipede’s legs that are stuck in this daku’s arm.’
 It was brought over and, the legs uncovered, Jason poured some rum over them. Sim Ting Hok jerked his arm away, muttering. The other three daku looked on apprehensively.
 ‘Care for a swig?’
 Looking at each other with sideways glances, first one then the other held out their hands for the bottle. This was something never expected. Surely there can’t be any trickery? The arm ceased its throbbing.
 By now there was no point in holding anything back. ‘I will tell you all I know,’ said the senior man, ‘I am Goh Ah Wah and my armed comrade is Kwek Leng Ming.’ He then gave Jason the names of the two ‘gardeners’.
 ‘Good. What will your commander’s plan be now that he is being chased?’
 ‘Oh, he will lead his men over to the east, to the other side of Bahau up to the area of the white map and prepare new gardens till this blows over. You will find nothing in this area now.’
 ‘Thank you,’ said Jason. He looked at his watch. ‘I and one man will take you to the Jelebu pass. There I will tell the commander who comes to fetch you how well you have behaved. But first, I need your signatures.’
 He took a sheet from the signal pad and, in the Chinese script, wrote that ‘We’, then four names, ‘have surrendered to Captain Rance.’ Rifle numbers, date and time were penned and the men were told to sign. This they did.
 Jason called his 2ic over. ‘Saheb, I have been ordered back to base with the prisoners. I will tell the 2ic that, according to the surrendered men, there is no point in keeping us out any longer.’ He called Chakré over: ‘You and I will go back with the captured daku.’
 He noticed the guerrillas’ packs and told Chakré to search them. ‘Saheb, here is a portable radio.’ He switched it on. ‘It doesn’t work.’
 ‘What are you doing with that radio with you if it doesn’t work?’ Jason asked.
 Guilelessly Goh Ah Wah told Jason that it belonged to the guerrilla leader Tan Fook Leong and he had been given it for repair or get a new one in Seremban ‘but not until matters had quietened down.’ He even gave Jason the guerrilla commander’s family and phone details, saying he’d been told to phone them.
 Jason took the note he had written out of his pocket and added a sentence, ‘I recommend that the portable radio be given to Head of Special Branch and not be thrown away.’
 It took longer than normal to reach the road although there was no need for any stealth but because the four prisoners were bound and Sim Ting Hok’s back made him move slowly. At the Jelebu pass, Jason personally undid their toggle ropes and gave the escort commander the written ‘surrender’ note and explained what he should say when he took the four men to the police and that one man needed medical attention. ‘You can drop me and Chakré off at 1/12 GR on the way.’
 Before the vehicle drove off from the battalion, Jason handed the radio over. ‘See that gets to the Head of Special Branch in the Police Station, ustad, as it is important.’
 ‘Hunchha, Hajur,’ was the answer, with a smile.
  
 The escort took the four guerrillas to Brigade HQ and the section commander handed them over, along with Jason’s two notes and the Brigade Major telephoned for Special Branch to come and collect the captives. A doctor looked at the wounded man’s back and arm and put him, under guard, in the local hospital. Jason’s two notes caused great excitement.
 The Head of Special Branch was one Ismail Mubarak, known to all as ‘Moby’, an exceptional man, actually a Pakistani and a Chinese speaker to boot. Middle-aged and ‘comfortable’ he had a ready smile which hid an iron personality. He bred crocodiles as a hobby, which showed as he only had three fingers on his left hand. He and Jason had met a couple of years before when Operation Janus was taking place and had a high opinion of each other.
 If I can’t get these four on my side without Jason’s help, I’ll have to work something drastic out. As for the radio … and an idea came into his mind. I’ll keep it for later.
  
 The 2ic was due to go and meet the Brigadier but first he sent for Jason. ‘I have called you back to give you this,’ and gave him the letter that had been found in his fiancée’s bedroom. ‘She left here the night of the ambush but so busy were we all we only found out the next day.’ He glanced at Jason to see how he took the news as he read the letter. To his amazement, all Jason said was ‘Better wedding minus than wedding plus.’ Inside him his heart emptied: he felt bitter, angry, resentful as he recalled what H H Munro, ‘Saki’, had written; ‘When love is over, what of love does even the lover understand?’
 At Brigade HQ it was decided to recall Jason’s company and launch a large-scale battalion operation, code named Red Tidings, in the Bahau area, within the next few days.
  
 18 August 1954: Jason was relaxing in the Mess when he was called to the phone. ‘Moby here. Can you spare me half an hour straightaway? Down at the police station?’
 ‘Yes, of course. Why?’
 ‘I’ll tell you when you get here. Walk down the road, in uniform, and a police vehicle will pick you up at the bridge below your camp. Say nothing,’ and he rang off.
 Jason walked out of the Mess and down the road to where the police vehicle had parked by the bridge. A Malay driver smiled at him and Jason got in. In fluent Malay he cracked a joke as they drove off. They were at the police station within ten minutes. He went to Moby’s office and saw a serious expression on the usually smiling face. ‘Jason, Goh Ah Wah and Kwek Leng Mong have renounced their promise to help us. I must get them on our side to use against Ten Foot Long. Very briefly, what I have done is to arrange a mock shooting of them and a third, can’t do all four as Sim Ting Hok is still in hospital. They are now in the courtyard at the back, tied to stakes. I have three Malay policemen, armed, who will be in a firing position, as if ready to shoot them dead. I want you to break in, remonstrate with me and I’ll let them free if they promise to you to come over.’
 ‘Moby, that is strictly against all the rules, isn’t it? If anyone finds out we’ll be lynched and out of a job,’ Jason fretted.
 ‘I know, I know, but to get these men working for us is crucial. I’m ready to risk it. Won’t you help me, Jason, please, just this once? I know of no other method. Fear of imminent death cripples peoples’ will fast. You’ll be away into the bushes soon and now is the only time I can see to do it. Look out of the window.’
 Jason did and there three of his four captives were, bound to stakes but not blindfolded. Jason, hating himself, told Moby he’d help ‘but let’s get it over quickly.’
 ‘Thank you, Jason, you’re a pal. I will go and give the orders for them to be shot. The three policemen will come up into the aim and you will break in asking me not to shoot. I will order my men to lower their rifles and you will tell me about their surrender signature, go forward and tell them you just happen to have seen what was about to occur and felt you had to stop it.’
 ‘Wilco, Moby, as we military buffs have it.’
 Moby went into the courtyard and, in a loud voice, ordered his men to take up the standing aim position in front of each man. ‘You will be shot dead for carrying arms and wearing enemy uniform.’
 Jason opened the door and pretended to be appalled by what he saw. In Chinese he said to Moby, ‘Mr Mubarak, wait please. They surrendered their arms to me. They were not captured with them.’
 Moby looked round as if in surprise. ‘Captain Rance! Are you sure?’
 ‘Yes, Mr Mubarak. I am sure.’
 ‘In that case, the charges of carrying arms and wearing enemy uniform are dropped. They will not be shot because of it.’
 He ordered his squad to withdraw from the firing position and Jason went up to the three men. ‘Lucky I came here at this time. What is your trouble? Didn’t you believe me when I said nothing would happen to you? Did you change your minds?’
 ‘Can you save us?’ all three asked, ashen faces witness of their fear.
 ‘Yes but only if you say you’ll work for me or for anyone I detail instead of me.’
 ‘We will, we will,’ came the chorus.
 Jason turned round and told Moby that the three men would obey him and please revoke the death penalty.
 Moby made as though to consider the request. ‘Yes, revoke it I will.’ He told the three policemen to ‘ground arms’ and go and undo the captives whose faces resumed their normal colour.
 Unbound the three Chinese came and knelt in front of Jason and Moby and said ‘We will obey your orders.’
 Moby then said, ‘Say after me: “I swear that the statement I made is the truth. If it is not and if I have acted against my conscience, deep in my soul I shall be tormented and I shall be subject to legal sanctions.”’
 This they repeated in unison.
 Moby turned to Jason and said, ‘You are the witness to what these men have sworn to. Say after me “I swear I told the truth. If any statement that I have made about what I know is false, I hold myself responsible for all legal consequences and moral condemnations.”’
 Jason, in turn, followed suit. The oath was now official.
 The three men stood up and all shook hands. Before being allowed to join other ‘Q’ squad men, Moby said, ‘This is our secret. Keep it quiet.’
 ‘Yes, we will. Yes, we will,’ they echoed as someone came to lead them off.
 ‘Jason, that is our secret also. You will be court-martialled if that is known and I will be jailed.’
 They shook hands and the police vehicle took Jason back to the bridge below the 1/12 GR camp.
  
 19 August 1954, The funeral of Lieutenant Colonel Edward Ridings was solemn, simple and sad. The long-wheelbase Land Rover carrying the coffin was followed by a staff car in which his widow sat, stern-faced and tense, her two children beside her. The Brigade Commander followed in his vehicle, bedecked with flag and one star in front and one in the rear. Both sides of the road were lined with soldiers standing to attention, gazes fixed fiercely forward, all men vowing to ‘get our own back’ on the dishonour done to their battalion. Gurkha pallbearers unloaded the coffin and carried it to the grave and interred it. The senior army chaplain in Malaya quickly but gracefully conducted the service. People dispersed and after Mrs Ridings had been driven away to Major Gibson’s house the soldiers lining the route marched back to camp.
 The Ridings family was flown back to England at government expense on 21 August, mentally shattered, Mrs Ridings only slightly comforted on learning that her late husband’s name had been ‘retained but disguised’ as the operation to be undertaken to avenge his death was Operation Red Tidings.
 


	The most senior officer to be killed in the Emergency was a lieutenant colonel near the Jelebu pass. A brigadier died in a plane crash. ↵


	Senior airmen regarded the infantry’s kill-to-contact ratio when surrounding a guerrilla camp as extremely poor. The policy of ‘Smash-Hit’ was their attempt to improve upon it. The one major success was when a notorious guerrilla was located, with Special Branch help, Lincolns of the Royal Australian Air Force and Canberras of the RAF dropped a hundred bombs which killed most of the guerrilla force. In fact it was a fluke because the guerrillas had moved before the bombing but, as the bombers fortuitously dropped their bombs on where the guerrillas had gone and not where they were briefed to, the end result was the same! Because of that, the use of ‘Smash-Hit’ became mandatory whenever an occupied camp was located. ↵
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