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Preface

  To many readers the following account of the guerrilla war fought against the Japanese army in the jungled mountains of North Burma during World War II will seem as brutal as a pungyi stick thrust into the entrails. But it is the truth of the matter, as told to me by my fellow members of Office of Strategic Services Detachment 101 and as I myself remember it. Sometimes the story is grim and disturbing, sometimes errant and whimsical, deeply sad and tragic, brave and noble, often it is outrageous, humorous, or downright repulsive—but that is the way things were in the Southeast Asian jungles.

  I have chosen a narrative style that seems suited to this type of candid history and to the irregular warfare waged behind the Japanese lines by Detachment 101. I have left the more linear approach to the war in Burma to the armchair historians and the political and strategic complexities of the China-Burma-India Theater to scholars. I have presented the “big picture” of the CBI Theater only when it is necessary for an understanding of the OSS mission in Burma.

  The Official History of Detachment 101 as jointly prepared by Detachment 101 and the G-2 Section of the Northern Combat Area Command states that the detachment:

  
    was given the two-fold assignment of espionage and guerrilla warfare in Japanese-occupied Burma. Such an assignment presented staggering difficulties. The country represents the densest kind of jungle terrain and for half the year is rain-sodden and malaria-infested. The Japanese, jungle-wise, made full use of the abundant natural cover; they confined their movement almost entirely to night marches; and employed illogical courses of action to conceal their whereabouts and intentions. A final difficulty is the conspicuousness of white agents in an oriental country.

    Under such natural conditions, and against such an enemy, the organization of an army of partisans and agents chosen from among the inhabitants of the country, offered advantages without which the mission could not be accomplished.

  

  In telling the story of Detachment 101 I have tried to give the reader an understanding of the Kachin people who provided most of the partisans and many of the agents and to show why they responded as they did to the Japanese invasion of their homeland. The jungle war that I describe was their war of self-defense and revenge. OSS men could have accomplished very little without them. I have endeavored to bring alive for readers not only the Kachin people but the leeches, the kraits and cobras, the tigers and even weretigers, the heat of the lowland valleys and the cold of the high Himalayan foothills.

  The reader should not expect a Kachin jaiwa telling his story around a campfire on a mountainside to have the mental attributes of an Oxford don and should keep in mind that the Kachins and Americans who lived through the experience had no idea at the time that they were making history. In the light of subsequent events in Southeast Asia and of events in Asia yet to happen, the partnership in warfare between the Kachins and Americans, their life together and their friendship and affection for one another, should have great meaning for people in both the East and the West who find it hard to accept the universality of human nature, which can bring together very different peoples in a common venture for their mutual salvation.

  My own involvement with the OSS began at Camp Gruber, Oklahoma, when I was summoned out of the field while on maneuvers with my regiment of the 42nd Rainbow Division. The officer’s crisp Washington uniform contrasted with my muddy clothing. He glanced at my dossier open before him, asked a few desultory questions and then demanded, “Would you be willing to undertake a dangerous mission behind enemy lines?”

  It seemed right out of any number of adventure movies I’d seen as a kid, but theatrical as it might appear, it was also plain that the man, who I later learned was from the Office of Strategic Services, was serious enough.

  “Yes, sir,” I said, having learned the proper response at the age of twelve at matinees in neighborhood movie theaters back home in Illinois.

  Within two weeks I was in Washington, and when my security check was completed, I was put through training, which ranged from cryptography and cryptoanalytics at the OSS headquarters to unorthodox combat techniques in the secret camps in Virginia and Maryland. I met my first 101 man at the Virginia camp. Back from the Burma jungles, he was one of my instructors, and he distinguished himself by drinking all the shaving lotion in the barracks one morning. He also was a very competent teacher.

  When I went through the OSS psychological testing program, I was told at my final interview that I showed a remarkable aptitude for living for long periods with people of another culture and race. Therefore I was not surprised when I was asked to commence Chinese language classes instead of continuing my training for a probable assignment in Europe.

  Finally, with five other OSS men detailed for China, I was sent by ship to India. In Calcutta each of us was interviewed by a representative of Detachment 101 and asked if we would be willing to go to Burma instead of China. The 101 man that I had met in training camp in Virginia had impressed me, and I readily agreed to go to Burma. I flew to Chabua, Assam, and was met by an Anglo-Burmese driver in a jeep, who drove me through the jungles, wet with monsoonal rain, to Nazira. That night as I fell asleep in a tent on the periphery of a tea garden I heard my first tiger’s coughing roar across the Dikho River. From that moment on I was proud to be a part of Detachment 101. It was autumn, 1944.

  In a few weeks I had completed my indoctrination at Nazira, flew to Myitkyina, and soon afterwards went on to the area of Bhamo in a 101 light plane. From that airstrip I walked the rest of the way into the field. At no time did my experiences, fascinating as they were to me, prove either as exciting or as significant as those of many of my fellow 101 men, but I was privileged to be an observer who, with the sensitivity and awareness of a young man who was intended by life to become an author, was to learn firsthand the story of the Kachin people and their extraordinary partnership with the Americans and British of the OSS.
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Prologue


  
The Village

  A monkey has no feeling for human tragedy. The young Japanese officer hunched back against the bole of a mahogany tree, his left hand clasped around his drawn-up knees, his wounded right hand wrapped in a bloody cloth ripped from his shirt. He kept his eyes on his bare feet. High above in the tangled jungle canopy of interwoven branches and vines a troop of monkeys sported, leaped, and chattered. On a branch above the wounded man one monkey paused to urinate. A shower of droplets descended on him, but he did not stir.

  The Japanese continued to study his feet, naked and vulnerable with their toes pressed into the dank jungle floor. They were a city man’s feet. The toes were regularly spaced. The thongs of a peasant’s sandals had not spread the big toe from the one next to it. There was no callus to show where the leather strap of a country-boy’s sandals had rubbed. Encased in Western-style leather shoes, these feet had walked along the Ginza. With his girl on his arm in the Western way, the young man had gazed at the merchandise in the store windows. He had admired the American goods, so clean of line, so practical, so beautiful in their utilitarian, to-be-used-everyday way. Then, in the great cosmopolitan city where young men and women could think of many ways to live, he had been an artist, and the clean American lines had found their way into his paintings. Now the hand that had grasped the brush was bloodied, and by a bullet that had been made in America. His hand throbbed with a strange pain that seemed to emanate from another hand which was not his own, but belonged to someone dear to him.

  A trickle of urine ran down the young officer’s cheek. He had been thirsty since the night before, when the jungle along the trail had erupted into flashes of gunfire, the sickening chug of a Browning automatic rifle, the whing-whine of bullets. His tongue captured the moisture, and it was strangely salt to the taste.

  He could stare at his feet no longer. Irresistibly, his eyes were drawn to the eyes of a slight brown man who, scrunched down on his heels, sat whittling thin slivers of bamboo. An American officer scrunched down in similar supple-legged fashion nearby, but the Japanese did not even glance at him. The Americans, those easy-to-like people of the clean-lined merchandise, didn’t worry him. They abided by the Geneva Convention. But the brown man whittled those ominous slivers of bamboo, and a gentle and almost womanly smile turned up the corners of his mouth. His eyes held the eyes of the Japanese much as the glare of a cobra fascinates the eyes of a shoat. They did not look fierce or cruel—only dark and brooding.

  The Japanese felt his shoulders shiver and his legs tremble involuntarily. This brown man with his native longyi tucked in at the waist was Zhing Htaw Naw, most feared of all the Kachin duwas. There was no question about it. He remembered him from that day in that horrible village in what now seemed a lifetime ago. There was no forgetting the fragile, sweet smell of human blood before the stench of burning houses overwhelmed it.

  He knew that some people in the world cruelly force bamboo slivers beneath a hapless captive’s finger- and toenails, but the Kachins’ form of torture was far worse. Instead they carefully inserted a sliver deep into a man’s penis. Then they lit the bamboo and watched the flame creep up to and even into the victim. Remembering the tales he had heard of these cruel and savage people in the Burma jungles, the Japanese drew his knees more protectively against his body. The Kachin saw and understood, and his curious smile broadened almost imperceptibly.

  With great force of will the Japanese pulled his eyes away from the Kachin’s gaze. He looked at the American, sandy-haired, shaggy-bearded, streaks of sweat on his soiled brow. The Japanese could no longer deny the terrible thirst in his throat. He pointed to his mouth and then at the roiled river rushing by just beyond a thicket. The American looked away. He did not seem to notice, but the Japanese knew he had seen and understood, and before he could look away, his eyes had betrayed a twinge of sympathy. He, too, must be afraid of the small brown Kachin. Or at least he did not seem to wish to go against the will of this brown man, whose fierce people followed him wherever he led.

  Once again the Kachin’s gaze captured that of the Japanese. Now the jungle man was slipping his knife into the scabbard at his belt. He laid the slivers out in a neat line before him. Then he stood up with the grace of a rising panther. Erect, he was taller than he had appeared, slender but wiry, his shoulders broad. The Kachin in his American jungle boots padded over to the Japanese. He grasped his neck and pushed him backward so that he could get at a pocket in his pants. He seemed to know exactly what he was looking for as he reached into the captive’s pocket and took out a leather wallet, made in America, which had been purchased so long ago on the Ginza.

  The wallet was cowhide, and it had always reminded the Japanese of Texas and the cowboy movies that he had seen in the theater near his home when he was a boy. The Kachin released him so that he could sort through the wallet. He drew out a picture of a boy, smiling a boy’s eager and confident smile. Despite the dryness of his throat, the Japanese swallowed in anguish. It was his young brother’s picture, taken on Boys’ Day when the paper carp hung outside the house. The happy memory of that day only a year ago had faded. What remained was the stench of a burning village and of horror beyond any rational comprehension. There was no question at all. The Kachin who impassively studied the boy’s face was indeed Zhing Htaw Naw, and he had been in the village.

  The terror swelled in the captive’s mind as he waited helplessly for the certain insertion of a wicked sliver. He watched the Kachin pad back to where he had left the bamboo. He picked up a section of the hollow stem from which he had sliced the slivers. Then he walked unhurriedly to the river and dipped it into the water. His eyes still had the same unfathomable profundity.

  The Japanese straightened his shoulders. He must remember he was a civilized man, superior to this savage, a soldier of his emperor, a man who would not scream or whimper but would suffer and die in stoic silence. He was startled to realize that the Kachin was holding the tube of water out to him. He was even holding it to his lips so that the prisoner, now trembling all over with uncontrollable thirst and the unnerving rush of relief, could drink. The Japanese drank deep. When he was finished, he looked up at the same brown face with its gentle smile, the same eyes. The Kachin put the picture of his young brother back in the wallet and handed it to him.

  In a few hours a small powerboat puttered down the river to the bank, and some American soldiers helped the Japanese aboard. They talked to the American officer and the Kachin duwa cheerfully and banteringly, as Americans do, and then set off upstream. The Japanese officer was to be taken to Colonel Joseph Stilwell, Jr., son of the redoubtable Vinegar Joe, who was the intelligence officer for the Northern Combat Area Command. His command post was in a Kachin village in the upper part of the Hukawng Valley. A guerrilla unit of the American-Kachin Rangers, Detachment 101 of the Office of Strategic Services, had captured him in an ambush that had wiped out most of his men, but now he was on his way to the American army. He would be interrogated in strict accordance with the Geneva Convention.

  With him in the boat was a tidy package of fresh jungle leaves, moistened so that they would protect the contents. Inside the package were the ears severed from the men whom the officer had led to annihilation. How many Japanese were killed in the ambush? An American officer at NCAC might ask such a question. Simply divide the ears by two, a Kachin would respond. An American might shake his head at the barbarity of it all, but at least he had to admit that the victorious Kachins had not decapitated the dead as they had almost always done before. Progress was being made.

  When the boat with its prisoner left the bank, Zhing Htaw Naw raised his carbine to his shoulder and aimed up at the roof of the jungle. His one shot brought a monkey tumbling down at his feet. He deftly slit the dying monkey’s throat with the same knife he had used to whittle the bamboo slivers. Holding the furry throat to his mouth, he sucked deeply of the warm blood. That night the American officer and the Kachin devoured a succulent stew of monkey meat and roots dug from the jungle floor. All around them the Kachin hypenlas bedded down. Everybody slept well because the perimeter was secure. The only Japanese soldiers who had not fled the area were the dead ones.

  * * *

  Ngai Tawng’s father was a thigh-eating duwa, the youngest son of a thigh duwa, or mag yisha, who under the Kachin laws of ultimogeniture was entitled as headman of his village to a hind leg of every barking deer killed in the jungle near the village and of each bullock slaughtered as a sacrifice. The boy, spear straight and tall for his twelve years, hiding in the thicket of bamboo beside the trail, had a sixteen-year-old sister and a fourteen-year-old brother at home, but as the youngest son he was the uma, who would some day be the duwa of the village to which the trail led.

  Ngai Tawng had a Kachin aristocrat’s high cheekbones and fine features. His dark eyes were intent, his nose sensed the air, and he canted his head to one side so that his ears could listen. Yet he saw, heard, or smelled nothing.

  A moment or two before, he had been running agile and lithe along the trail, but the inexplicable prescience of his mountain and jungle people told him something was wrong. He slipped silently into the bamboo. Now he heard a curious far-off growl. It came from a distant cart track which led into the village from the opposite direction. No matter. It was faraway and could not menace him where he hid by the trail.

  Ngai Tawng emerged from the bamboo, and his bare feet, making no sound on the earth, ran again. Soon he would be within the sweet smell of the wood fires of the villagers. Both his stomach and the sun told him that it was time for his mother and sister to be cooking the savory curry made from the jungle fowl he and his brother had shot down with blowguns that morning as they whirred up from the elephant grass that stretched on either side of the trail.

  Ngai Tawng kept to the center of the trail because he knew that the tough kunai grass, reaching up to three times his height, could slash his bare legs and arms with its sharp edges. It might also hide a tiger dozing fitfully now that the late afternoon lengthened toward night. A tiger had padded near to the village only the night before, and he and his brother had seen its pugmarks close to where the elongated stone symbol rose in honor of Zhing Htaw Naw, the living phallus, the loving father, and the duwa kaba of all the villages in the district.

  Now he was close enough to the village to hear the barking of the dogs and the shouting of children at play. Kachin children hush when an enemy raiding party is known to be in the vicinity, and the villagers kill the dogs so that their barking will not betray the village site. The familiar sounds were reassuring to Ngai Tawng, and the strange dread within him lessened. There was the place where he and his brother had shot the fowl, there were the tiger’s marks, and there was the phallic stone. As was the custom of the young boys of the village, Ngai Tawng paused for a moment to embrace the stone. Often when he held his spare body against it, he felt his own small penis rise between his legs, but now there was no response. His stomach gnawed too much, and there was a strange feeling of menace. At least the stone was in its proper place. As all the Kachins in the Hukawng believed, the boy knew that the stone would move and warn the people if there was any impending calamity.

  The reassuring thought gave him pause, and he loitered a moment near the deep ditch that surrounded the thatched-over grave of his grandfather. Like bright children everywhere, he had a clear memory of his earliest years, and he recalled the day long ago when the seer from the village beyond the next had come to select the site of the grave by divination. To most Kachins a grave, even that of a duwa, is soon left to return to jungle, but Ngai Tawng had loved his grandfather, the jaiwa, who sang the sagas with his reedy spirit voice, and his warm affection, and it had been he who had renewed the thatch shelter.

  Again the boy ran, but only to pause for a moment at the nunshang, the sacred area where once a year the shrines were erected in honor of the nats. A great sacred banyan tree arched over the circle of stones dedicated to the earth spirits. A tangle of trees crowded close upon one another, for to cut a tree in the area was forbidden. Nor could a man or woman be killed in the nunshang, for it was a refuge protected by the spirits, where any person could find safety. Even a Shan enemy of the village could hide in the nunshang with impunity. He might emerge at night to kill village chickens or pigs, but if he could reach the sanctuary he was safe from even the angriest householder who had been robbed. Yet never in Ngai Tawng’s lifetime had there been an enemy hiding in the sanctuary. Now there were no enemies in the valley, only other friendly Kachin villages, each following the ancient way of their Jinghpaw people. There had been no feud since a girl who had been made pregnant by a boy from another village had died at childbirth. It was her death not her pregnancy that was the offense. Even then, the feud had been confined to the off-season when the paddy was safe in field storehouses. There had been a cattle raid, but no life had been taken. Then the feud was settled by the parents of the offending boy.

  Ngai Tawng ran on into the village past the familiar thatched bashas of woven, split bamboo standing on their teak posts out of reach of prowling tigers. Each house was surrounded by a garden with its vegetables, medicinal herbs, magic plants, and sometimes poppies grown for opium. Poppies grew mostly in the gardens of old people who could count on a pipe to give comfort at the end of a day against the miseries of the body and the spirit that so often afflicted them.

  Only the house of Ngai Tawng’s father had a porch in front. It stood high and proud. The boy ran up the entrance ladder, raced past the cooking hearth and into the nadai-hap, the compartment kept sacred to the sky spirit, who was a relative of a distant ancestor. Often at this time, just before the evening meal, Ngai Tawng’s father was here before the altar to the sky spirit, but today he had gone to the next village. The boy could hear his mother talking to his sister in her gentle voice. The household was quiet. There were good cooking smells. He looked up into the rafters of the house where the swords and spears from dead relatives were kept above the shrine. They had been there unchanged since Ngai Tawng could remember, gathering ever more soot from the smoke of the cooking fires. Now he found them reassuring. The strange unease quieted within him. He was safe at home.

  Then there was the growl again, but now it was nearer. It was not an isolated sound rising and falling from silence back into silence but a sustained, far-off animal noise that grew in intensity as it came nearer, as if some creature were being tortured. Ngai Tawng hurried to the porch of his house and looked down the village street. The first Japanese vehicle came through the bamboo stand at the far end and rolled among the bashas. Dogs howled and ran from the machines and the soldiers who rode in them, their faces grim, their weapons held in readiness. Small children screamed and sought cover. There were a dozen vehicles, or more, and the soldiers sprang down out of them and moved among the houses, brandishing their weapons as if they were magic wands.

  Ngai Tawng’s brother appeared silently at his side. In his arms he held the flintlock musket that the English commissioner had given to their father so many years ago. A Japanese soldier pointed his weapon at the Kachin boy and fired a chatter of shots. The brother slumped to the porch flooring, and blood from a wound in his hip ran out in a pool. Ngai Tawng stripped off his loose longyi and stuffed it against the place where the bullet had struck to try and stop the blood. All around him the village erupted into women’s screams, the crying of children, the shouts of men, the barking of dogs, the loud boom of the villagers’ old muzzle-loaders, and the terrible chugging chatter of the Japanese weapons which spit death about them in any direction they were aimed.

  At last the blood flow had stopped, and Ngai Tawng snatched up the flintlock that had fallen from his brother’s hands. Even as he raised the weapon, a Japanese soldier leaped from the top rung of the entrance ladder and threw him down on the flooring. Then there were other soldiers running past him into the basha. The soldier held Ngai Tawng cruelly against the bamboo. He could hear his mother and sister screaming. He writhed and cried out, and for a moment he tore one arm loose and flailed his clenched fist against his tormentor’s strong back. The arm was pinioned once again.

  The soldiers were coming out of the basha now. They had snatched firebrands out of the earthen cooking hearth and were tossing them into the thatch to fire the basha. Rough hands seized both Ngai Tawng and his brother and carried them, struggling, down the ladder and into the street.

  Ngai Tawng, his arms clamped to his side by the arms of a powerful soldier, even as he kicked and fought to escape, saw that all around him bashas were on fire, and men and youths who had resisted lay dead. There were dead women and girls too, but many others had been forced into the houses where they were screaming in terror and outrage as the soldiers raped them. It was time now to deal with the boys of the village, and as Ngai Tawng watched in horror, his cousin, a cheerful happy boy who always had a ready joke or a piece of mischief on his mind, was thrown down naked before the platform in front of his house where the skull of a bullock sacrificed in the spring still grimaced. His legs were torn apart by the laughing soldiers, and one took a sharp knife and cut his sex away. The soldiers forced open the boy’s mouth and pressed the severed penis and testicles into it.

  Ngai Tawng heard a deep and sorrowful groan, and for the first time he saw that the soldiers held the duwa kaba himself in bonds. They had brought Zhing Htaw Haw in a vehicle from his own village to see this grizzly insult to his people’s seed. At the sight of a son of his people being emasculated the great duwa cried out in grief and anger. One boy after another was brutalized, and Ngai Tawng’s brother, now bleeding again from his wound, was among them. Each fought furiously, but not one of them cried out in agony when the knife cut because the duwa kaba’s now-smoldering eyes were on each of them. When the soldiers dragged Ngai Tawng forward and threw him down in the dust of the street, he tensed against the bite of the knife. Once the knife had bitten, he thought of seizing it when he could catch the soldier off guard. At first he thought of driving it into his enemy, but now he meant to drive it into his own chest. He would show the duwa kaba how a Kachin boy could die bravely. He would die quickly. He would not die with his blood running between his legs.

  Unaccountably the knife did not cut, and Ngai Tawng found the soldier’s grip loosen. A strong arm helped him to stand. A firm hand took his jaw and turned his face up, and Ngai Tawng found himself looking into a young Japanese face. He commanded the soldiers to step back. Ngai Tawng stood motionless, unable to run. The Japanese was taking something out of his pocket. It was a small leather case of some sort. He was removing a white square, with a picture of a smiling, happy boy about his own age. The Japanese compared the boy in the picture with Ngai Tawng. His hand briefly caressed the back of Ngai Tawng’s neck.

  The touch of kindness destroyed the Kachin boy’s resolve more than any amount of cruelty could have done, and he broke into sobs. The Japanese shoved Ngai Tawng gently away, and when the boy did not run, he slapped him hard on his buttocks. At last Ngai Tawng realized he was free, and he ran. He sprinted past his burning house, where even in his terror he could see the fire licking around the spears and swords of his ancestors in the rafters. He ran out of the village and into the nunshang. Leaping among the thick tangle of vines, shrubs, and trees, he threw himself full-length upon the damp ground. His heart beat as if it would burst out of his chest and explode among the moldering vegetation. His stomach retched even though it was empty. Then he lay still as if he, too, were dead like so many of the fellow villagers he had known all his life. In the depth of his horror he could still feel the eyes of Zhing Htaw Naw on him, and he knew that he would arise again some time and walk away down the jungle trail. Some day he would make these terrible men in the vehicles suffer in their turn. Now he lay still, though insects crept over him, and a snake slithered over the small of his back. He would lie like a naked baby against the breast of Ga Shadup, the earth spirit who was both mother and father, until he could find the strength to get to his feet and walk down the trail.

  * * *

  He had a pointed nose and a jutting chin, and even after he had shaved, which was very seldom, his face had a dark cast to it. He was a man born to a beard. He wore ragged and soiled khakis and a dilapidated Aussie hat with a pheasant plume stuck into the crown. His stocky body seemed bursting with energy, but at the same time his manner was surprisingly gentle. Father James Stuart belonged to the Columban Order, which had its headquarters in Navan, some twenty miles northwest of Dublin, Ireland.

  James Stuart was born on December 7, 1909, in a snug house on Lawford Street in Moneymore, County Derry, in Northern Ireland. His mother and his father, a cattle dealer, presided in an affectionate way over a large family, which was devoutly Catholic. Like other bright and promising lads in the town, Jim decided at an early age to go into the seminary. Family and community alike would be proud of a boy who grew up to be a priest. Young Stuart attended the parish school at Moneymore and then went south to enter the seminary at Navan.

  “The Irish are forever longing to be at home but are at the same time forever restless wanderers,” remarks Rosemarian Staudacher, Father Stuart’s biographer. It was not unexpected that the newly ordained priest would volunteer for missionary service in Burma, halfway around the world. In November, 1936, he arrived with five other Columban priests at Bhamo, on the upper Irrawaddy River, to work with the Kachin people. It was at the bazaar in the Burmese town that he encountered his first Kachins. They had walked down from the high Sinlumkaba Hills east of the valley along the China border to bring baskets of fruits, vegetables, and chickens to trade for cotton flannel, tobacco, tea, and spices. The men wore rectangular skirts and loose jackets. Later Father Stuart was to learn that these skirts were the clothing of the southern Kachins and that those of the northern Kachins were tubular. The women were dressed in bright red, handwoven wool skirts with yellow and black designs. They had leggings of the same design, which reached from their ankles halfway up the calf. Their jackets of black velveteen jingled with silver ornaments. Some had encircled their hips with thin bamboo hoops painted with black lacquer. Both men and women carried handwoven bags dyed with jungle plants and decorated with seeds and with the teeth of both wild animals and men. Each male who had come of age had a razor-sharp, swordlike knife called a dah which dangled from his waist in a scabbard that was often magnificently ornamented. It was said in the bazaar that by swinging his dah in a flashing arc, a Kachin could cut a man in half, from his shoulders clear to his legs, in one blow.

  The Kachins had the oblique eyes and high cheekbones of the Mongolians. Although the men rarely stood more than five-and-a-half feet in height, they were sturdy, lithe, and proud and assured of bearing and had a way of looking the lowland townspeople full in the face. Some anthropologists have compared their appearance to that of the Sherpas of the Himalayans and even to the Apache Indians of the American Southwest, but to Father Stuart they were simply the people he had come to the frontiers of civilization to meet. They lived in a great horseshoe of mountains extending from the Hukawng Valley east along the Tibetan frontier and down the Chinese border as far as the Shan States along the Thai border. Some lived across the Indian border in Assam to the west, and some across the Chinese border in Yunnan to the east. They respected no national boundaries and moved as they willed through a wilderness that was still mainly unexplored. Father Stuart, learning their language and their customs at the Columban Mission, was preparing to go into this wilderness even though Burmese converts and the British civil officers in Bhamo alike warned him that in a region where there were many fierce peoples, the Kachins were the fiercest people of them all.

  “Your head will end up on a post outside a village as a sacrifice to the nats,” he was told.

  In 1939, the young priest took the train to Myitkyina at the headwaters of riverboat navigation on the Irrawaddy, 820 miles north of Rangoon, then the showplace capital of British Burma. The railroad from Rangoon ended there. Hundreds of years earlier Myitkyina had been the capital of the ancient Shan state of Waingmaw, and in early Chinese chronicles it had been mentioned as a place where placer miners washed gold from the river sands. In those times salt was also mined at Myitkyina. In the vast heartland of Asia it was hard to say whether salt or gold was the most precious commodity. When Father Stuart got off the train at the railroad depot, he found himself in a town of fifteen thousand people or so, spread out beside the river, its tin-roofed temples and houses somnolent beneath the shady trees that kept off the hot sun. By then most of the Shans had long since been replaced by Burmese.

  As he bought supplies and the necessary gear for a trip into the north, Jim Stuart met Kachins in the bazaar. They spoke the same language as the people he had known in the south, but they were bolder and more direct in their way of saying things. If they were indeed headhunters, they gave no indication. They answered Father Stuart’s questions about the enormous wilderness that began a score of miles north of the town where the Irrawaddy was formed by the confluence of the Mali and the Nmai hkas, as the Kachins called the great rivers down which Himalayan snow melt cascaded to the sea, swelling to rushing floods during the torrential monsoons. Then every stream became treacherous to cross, and the trails became quagmires.

  “Giant leeches infest the jungles,” a Britisher warned the young priest when he learned that he was going to try and penetrate the area called the Triangle, which lies between the Mali Hka and the Nmai Hka. “Best not to be caught out there in the monsoons.”

  One morning Father Stuart set off into the unknown. For twelve days he traveled north looking for a suitable place to build his mission among the Kachin people. When his provisions ran out, he lived on jungle roots resembling sweet potatoes and on fish and game. Leeches sapped blood from his legs. One wound became so infected and ulcerated that there was nothing to do but return to Myitkyina. In a few weeks, when his wound was healed, he tried again, only to return once more in failure. On the third attempt, with a fellow missionary, Father Dody, he set off once more into the jungles. They were joined by four Kachin boys who were no doubt attracted to Father Stuart’s cheerful and warmhearted ways. It was not uncommon for Kachin boys of thirteen years or more to roam for hundreds of miles through the mountains and jungles exploring both their own emerging manhood and the wild country in which they were to live their lives.

  The boys led Father Stuart and Father Dody to the Kachin town of Sumprabum far up the Hukawng Valley. After resting in Sumprabum, the missionary explorers and their young guides set off into the foothills. They walked to the southeast for two days and crossed three mountain ranges, each more precipitous than the other. At last they came to Kajitu, an idyllic village with an elevation of about thirty-five hundred feet and a delightful climate. Here Father Stuart and Father Dody, helped by the villagers, built their mission of slit bamboo and thatch.

  Every morning when he awoke, Father Stuart thanked the Lord for bringing him among the Kachin people, whose cheerful ways had so much appeal. But Father Dody felt differently about living in this remote village. He finally asked to be taken out of the mountains, and young Father Johnny Dunlea took his place. The new arrival had been with Father Stuart for scarcely two months when both the priests came down with typhoid fever. There was no sure cure. If a man was strong enough, he survived. Father Stuart was strong enough, and he survived. But Father Dunlea died in his arms. From then on Father Stuart was alone with the Kachins.

  The Kachins proved hard to convert to Christianity, but at the same time they were loyal friends, who accepted the priest and his curious beliefs and strange ways as if he had always been part of their lives. On Father Jim’s thirty-second birthday, he was deep in the jungled mountains along the Hukawng Valley when Japanese planes attacked the American base at Pearl Harbor on the faraway island of Oahu. He heard no news of the attack, and if he had, it is not at all likely that he would have expected that the Japanese would ever appear in his remote valley and that he would play an extraordinary role in the events that would unfold.

  * * *

  After their overwhelming victories in South Burma, the Japanese armies swept north in the spring of 1942 to complete the conquest of the country. When Myitkyina fell, Lieutenant General Shinichi Tanaka, the Tiger of Malaya in command of the 18th Division, who had captured Singapore from the British and spearheaded the drive northward through Burma, determined to invade the Hukawng Valley. Burmese and Shan agents in the hire of the Kempi Tai, the Japanese secret police, told the general that the Kachin people, unlike the Burmese and the Shans, were loyal to the former British rulers of the land, and that until they were invaded and destroyed they would always be a source of danger. They would welcome the British back.

  The Japanese army, assisted by Burmese army units, moved in strength into the Hukawng. The first Japanese-Burmese attack was ambushed by a small Kachin force armed with shotguns, flintlock rifles, and blowguns. The Japanese and Burmese lost eighty dead, and the Kachins, firing from their jungle, only three. When the Kachins ran out of ammunition, they vanished into the wilderness. It was then possible for the Japanese to advance up the valley, attacking the villages they could reach with their motorized transport. Most of the Kachins lived on inaccessible mountain ridges, but on the valley floor there were several villages that were vulnerable to Japanese attack. One of these was the village where Ngai Tawng’s father was the duwa.

  It was the Kachin’s old enemy, the Shans, who advised the Kempi Tai that the Japanese could terrorize the Kachin mountain warriors into making peace by carrying out ferocious attacks on the lowland villages. Fire, rape, and the mutilation of young boys would intimidate the Kachins into surrender. In a society where sexual freedom among unmarried young people was approved, rape did not hold the terror it aroused in most cultures. It was considered brutal and wrong, but a girl who suffered such an attack suffered little psychological damage. But to destroy the seed of the people even before it could ripen would, on the other hand, have a powerful effect on the Kachins, whose religious beliefs included a pervasive fertility cult that related the fertility of the womb to the fertility of the fields. Kachin leaders, said the Shans, should be taken hostage if possible to witness crimes and report to their people in the mountains that the Japanese were impossible to resist and terrible in their anger.

  The Japanese soldiers followed their orders, sometimes in horror and disgust, but often with enthusiasm, surprising village after village. They flayed living men as object lessons, and burned men, women, and children alive in bashas drenched with gasoline. They emasculated the boys except in the large town of Maingkwan, where a more humane commander was content with rounding them all up and shooting them to death.

  * * *

  Father Stuart was at Kajihtu when a Kachin who had escaped the Japanese terror in a village in the southern Hukawng arrived and told his story. He immediately set out to bring help to survivors. Walking the by-now-familiar jungle trails and tracks with a handful of Kachins from the village, the priest encountered old men, women, and children who came out of the jungle to which they had fled.

  One of the refugees was Ngai Tawng. The boy had risen before dawn from the leafy floor of the nunshang and without a glance at his still-smoldering village had set off along the trail he had taken only the day before. He moved at a Kachin’s swinging run. When his keen nose smelled the awful odor of another burning village at a distance, he left the trail and made a wide detour around it. He lived on jungle fruits. Breaking off a long pole, he knocked down papayas from a tree, making sure to avoid the partially ripened fruit because he knew it still had a bitter flavor. He ate the sharp, tangy berries of the chinbombee. In the afternoon of the second day he came upon a jeco tree, which he climbed eagerly, his feet and thighs grasping the rough bark with something of a monkey’s agility. At the very top of the trunk grew the huge fruit, up to nine inches in diameter, succulent and refreshing.

  He traveled for several days into the north. At night he scarcely slept for fear of tigers, but when he stepped out of the jungle and confronted Father Stuart and the other refugees he still stood straight and proud and looked the white man who was with people of his own nation square in the eyes. With his knowledge of the Kachins, Father Stuart recognized the rank and quality of the naked boy. His bearing and manner were unmistakable.

  “You are the uma of a village,” he said with his voice showing both respect and the gentle compassion one would feel for a suffering child.

  “If my father still lives, I am the uma,” Ngai Tawng replied.

  A Kachin standing behind the priest took a cake of cooked rice from his shoulder bag and handed it to the boy. Despite the gnawing in his stomach, Ngai Tawng remembered his manners and offered to share the rice cake with Father Stuart. The priest shook his head, and the boy broke off a tiny piece of the cake and dropped it to the jungle floor as a tribute to the nats. The priest smiled at the pagan boy and hoped that in the course of things he would one day be a Christian. The boy, his mouth now full of rice, smiled back. The tragic course of things was never to permit his conversion, but he was already Father Stuart’s friend.

  The days that followed were confused. Later, Ngai Tawng was not able to recall the trails and roads that Father Stuart and the refugees followed. Other Kachins from the destroyed villages—mainly children with a scattering of women and old men—came out of the jungle to join them. Finally there were perhaps one hundred. Whatever men and older boys had escaped the Japanese had gone off deeper into the jungles with Zhing Htaw Naw, who had been set free. But the duwa kaba had not reacted precisely as the Japanese had been told he would. As the Kachins in Father Stuart’s party all knew, he was already gathering his men from the mountains to fight back against the Japanese. When Ngai Tawng learned one night from a woman that his father had escaped death and was with Zhing Htaw Naw, he felt a fierce joy. Some day he would join his father, and he, too, would make the men in the vehicles die in a cruel and proper fashion.

  It was the middle of June before the refugees reached the vicinity of Sumprabum. The monsoons were beginning, and Father Stuart knew he must soon find shelter. The prospect of shepherding women, children, and old people through drenching rains, leeches, and malarial mosquitoes had little appeal. One day a small girl came down with a fever. A huge canker appeared inside each of her cheeks. It was a foul infection of the mucous membranes of her cheeks and lips. Soon she was so exhausted that Ngai Tawng took her on his back and carried her. Within a few days the sore had eaten its way through her face. What only a short time before had been smooth brown skin now fell away as parts of the girl’s cheeks disappeared altogether. Though Father Stuart had some medical knowledge, he had no experience with cancrum oris, which is virtually unknown among the Kachins. Perhaps it had been brought into North Burma by the Chinese who retreated through the area after the Allied defeat in the south. There is no way of knowing for certain. One afternoon Ngai Tawng tenderly laid the little girl down on a grassy spot by the trail. Father Stuart knew by the compassionate slump of his shoulders that she was dead.

  The next day the duwa of Napa, a village in the foothills, met the refugees on the trail.

  “My people and those of Byiklau La will come and bring the children to Napa,” he said.

  Byiklau La was the duwa of Wasathku only a mile away. The two headmen and their people helped the refugees to Napa where they were taken to new bashas built by the villagers. Ngai Tawng, staying in a large room with other boys, slept on a bedroll given to him by the priest. He could look through the cracks in the floor and watch the chickens scratching about in the dirt. He felt at home with the sounds, sights, and smells of a Kachin village all around him. All the refugees began to take heart. The monsoons whirled down on the village. Winds blew branches from the trees, scattered leaves, and drove rain into the houses.

  Before long, however, Father Stuart learned that a column of Japanese cavalry was riding down the road toward Napa. He waited alone just outside the village for the Japanese to come. A major cantered at the head of his men. As the Japanese rounded a turn in the road, the major stared with astonishment at the white man who stood in the way. He raised his hand to halt the column. His horse clip-clopped up to Father Stuart. He swung down out of the saddle, unhooked his pistol holster, and stepped up close.

  “Are you Chinese?” Father Stuart asked in English, his blue eyes all innocence.

  “No, we are Japanese,” the major replied in English. “Are you British?”

  The major spit fiercely on the ground.

  “No. I am Irish.”

  Father Stuart spit with precision exactly where the major had.

  The major glared. He drew his samurai sword and scratched a rough map in the dirt at the white-man’s feet. He pointed to the lower part.

  “This is England,” he said.

  Then he pointed to the upper part of the map where by all rights Scotland should have been.

  “And this is Ireland. Where are you from?”

  Father Stuart indicated with the toe of his boot that he was from Ireland. Then he asked the Japanese for food for the refugees in the village. The major was very possibly the very same officer who had directed much of the horror in the Kachin villages. There was a grim silence.

  “We have no food to give you,” the major finally said. “You may remain with your refugees, but do not get in our way. You will be watched.”

  He mounted. With a wave of his arm he gave the order to the column to advance, and the horsemen swung off down the road. Each man in the column glared at the priest in imitation of their commanding officer—except for a young lieutenant. It was the same lieutenant who had spared Ngai Tawng in the village, and as he passed Father Stuart he gave him a look that revealed the anguish in his heart.

  In the weeks that followed, Father Stuart often visited the nearby camp established by the Japanese. He begged for food. The major had ideas of his own. He had been told by a Shan informer that a British civil officer, a Colonel Stevenson, had given Father Stuart money to take care of an earlier group of refugees, whom the priest had spirited away to distant Putao before the Japanese seized Myitkyina. Father Stuart was said to have three thousand rupees in his possession. The young lieutenant was sent with a party of men on June 19 to demand that two hundred rupees be given to the Japanese army.

  “The money is to take care of the children,” Father Stuart explained to the officer.

  Yet he knew that he could not protest too much against the thievery for fear that the Japanese might then demand the entire sum. He was surprised when the Japanese reached into his own pocket and took out ten rupees and gave them to him.

  “You may keep the money for the children,” he said in English.

  He did not ask again for the two hundred rupees. After he returned to the camp, the lieutenant also sent men carrying three bags of rice for the refugees. In a day or two Ngai Tawng saw him walk into the village. The Japanese looked right at him, his face reddened with emotion, and he glanced sharply away. He demanded to know where he could find Father Stuart.

  For at least an hour he talked to the priest. In Tokyo he had been an art student. He had gone to a Baptist Sunday school. Father Stuart must not think that all Japanese people were cruel or indifferent to the plight of refugee children. There was a war, of course. When he climbed down the ladder from Father Stuart’s basha, he found Ngai Tawng waiting for him. The boy was leaning on the porch post of a basha across the dusty village street. He pulled the new longyi made for him by a village woman more tightly around himself and stared at the Japanese. The boy said nothing, but when the lieutenant walked back down the village street, his gaze followed him until he had passed out of sight. The Japanese felt his eyes on him the entire way. The boy was as dangerous as a krait, that small but deadly serpent that lived in the jungle. This was the boy he had spared in the village. Perhaps he did so because he looked something like his own brother, but more likely it was because it was too terrible a thing to put an end to a young person who had so much grace and spirit. Now the boy was a living reminder of his own cruelty and a constant threat. Would he tell the Catholic priest about that day in the village?

  * * *

  The plane came in the morning. The Kachins stared upward with awe as it circled around the village. Father Stuart saw the stars of the American air force on its wings. There was no explanation as to where it had come from or why it had flown over Napa. Father Stuart only knew that he must be the first to tell the Japanese of the plane. He hurried to the camp and asked to see the major.

  He told him excitedly that a Japanese plane had swooped over the refugee village.

  “No,” replied the major. “The plane was American.”

  “You are wrong,” said Father Stuart. “I clearly saw your star on it.”

  He pointed to the red star on the major’s cap.

  “The Japanese star is red,” said the major. “The white star is American.”

  There was no question about it. The white priest was either a first-rate idiot or an extremely duplicit man. Why take a chance? He must be put to death. When the priest had gone, the major called the lieutenant to him and ordered him to take four men to Napa and search Father Stuart’s basha.

  They found Father Stuart living in a structure built by the British, who had left behind a broken radio transmitter when they departed. The radio was in a closet. The Japanese party soon found it. Fortunately, many parts were missing and vital wires had been cut long ago. It was clearly inoperative, but it certainly could be used as an excuse for a firing squad.

  The lieutenant stared at Father Stuart for several moments. Then he picked up the transmitter and carried it to the edge of a cliff beyond which there was a sheer drop into the jungle below. He tossed the radio over the edge and watched it crash through the canopy of trees and disappear.

  “My major won’t even bother to look down there, and my men are loyal to me,” he said to Father Stuart.

  The days slipped by. The refugees gathered health and strength. Some time earlier, when the Chinese soldiers passed through the Sumprabum area, they had threatened to kill the pigs owned by the villagers at Wasathku. The villagers had chased their pigs into the jungle so the Chinese could not seize them, and now, months later, they roamed free. Byiklau La, the duwa, came to Father Stuart and told him that the refugees could eat all the pigs that they could capture. When Ngai Tawng and the other boys failed to trap the pigs with snares set in the jungle, the priest went again to the Japanese camp. He visited the lieutenant and told him about the pigs.

  “Could you give me a rifle?” he asked innocently. “I can then shoot the pigs, and the children will have meat.”

  “It is against regulations,” said the lieutenant.

  He could not possibly let the priest have a rifle, but he would lend him a .38 Webley revolver captured from a British officer. In fact, the lieutenant would show the priest how to shoot the gun. That afternoon they went out into the jungle, and the Japanese soldier taught the Irish priest how to discharge the weapon on the downward stroke of the arm for the most accurate aim. Father Stuart brought the revolver back to Napa, but he never did shoot a pig with it. He kept it to use against the first Japanese soldier who turned to violence in the village of the refugees. He was a crack pistol shot, and he had only accepted the officer’s instruction to put his suspicions at rest.

  Several days later, in the evening, the refugees, young and old, gathered with the villagers to listen to Father Stuart talk. Then they sang old Kachin songs about a fire in the middle of the village compound. The old melodies from the ancient homeland beyond Tibet, the deep voices of the men and the treble of the women and children singing their fanciful descants, sounded out into the surrounding jungle. These were songs of adventure and love. Father Stuart had invited the young officer who had taught him how to shoot to come to the sing. When he arrived, Father Stuart waved him to a position of honor by the fire.

  At first he listened to the eerie nasal singing of the savage people around him, but when the priest urged him to sing too, he sang an American song from an old motion picture, Rose Marie. He had a baritone voice, and he did his very best to sound like Nelson Eddy. If he hadn’t kept singing “Rosalie, I love you,” instead of “Rose Marie,” and if his tongue hadn’t tripped over the tricky English words, he might have carried it off. No mind. When he finished singing, the Kachins all laughed and applauded. Father Stuart wiped tears of laughter from his eyes and clapped along with them.

  The Japanese felt a touch on his arm. He looked to the side, and he discovered that Ngai Tawng had come to sit beside him. The boy was staring into the fire. His finely cut features were in profile, and it was hard to see the expression on his face. Would he pick this time to give him away? At the thought the lieutenant felt his arm tremble. The jungle boy sensed the movement, and he turned toward him. His eyes glowed in the firelight.

  “I am Ngai Tawng,” he said in a soft voice.

  The Japanese could not understand the strange liquid words, but when the boy pointed to his chest, he knew that he was telling him his name.

  “I am an uma of my people, and you have spared me.”

  The boy drew his longyi aside to reveal his sex.

  “I am a whole person, as you can see.” Tears welled up in his eyes. His voice broke as he continued. “I know terrible things, but in my heart I am thankful for what you could do. It was little compared to the big terrible thing, but it means very much to me.”

  The boy took the officer’s wrist in his hand and squeezed it. Then he held his own wrist against the officer’s wrist. He guided the officer’s hand against his breast so that he could feel his beating heart.

  “I hate your people for what they have done to my people,” he said, his dark eyes looking deep into the officer’s eyes. “I shall seek revenge until I am dead, but I do not seek revenge on you, for you are my friend in spite of it all.”

  There was scarcely any doubt about his meaning, although the Japanese only knew a few words of Kachin. The officer felt a lightening of the spirit. When the next song began, he listened to the boy’s clear voice singing the strange melody through the nose in the Kachin way and tried to sing with him in his baritone.

  The singing ended, and the fire died down.

  “Father, I have sinned,” he said to Father Stuart just before he left.

  “You need not seek absolution,” said Father Stuart, who had seen and heard everything. “You have been forgiven by an innocent child, and there is no absolution beyond that.”

  The very next day the Japanese major called the lieutenant and the other officers to him to discuss what to do with Father Stuart. The lieutenant argued that he was a holy man, a dreamer, a man who seeks only to look after the refugees, but at the end of the discussion the major announced that the priest must die. Within half an hour of the meeting the lieutenant appeared at Father Stuart’s basha.

  “It has been decided that you are to die,” he said. “Men are coming to kill you.”

  Father Stuart hurriedly gathered up some belongings and disappeared into the jungle. When the soldiers came, he was gone. Soon the refugees dispersed to villages in the mountains and beyond. Ngai Tawng and some other hardy boys started a journey of several hundred miles far to the east to the China border and south. It seemed as if they were only going on a youth’s adventure quest. The shepherd had gone, and the flock was seeking new shelter. Many refugees from the villages destroyed by the Japanese in the Hukawng Valley fled into the remote reaches of the Taung Hka where later their new villages were found by Detachment 101 officers. Villagers who had escaped the carnage at Lat Kahtawn built their new village on the east bank of the northern Tabyi Hka. The only way that the village could be reached from the outside was by wading knee-deep to hip-deep up the river for five miles. The old village sites in the Hukawng were far too vulnerable, and as recently as 1978 the Kachins still had not gone back to them. On official maps of the northern Burma wilderness the old village names still appear, but beneath them appears the legend, “deserted.”

  * * *

  It was at Sinlumkajee, a Kachin village on the trail that led up into the mountains from Momauk in the Irrawaddy Valley, east of Bhamo, to Sinlumkaba, that I met Ngai Tawng. I was walking the trail with Mike, a Bengali radio operator, and decided to sleep that night in the village. The duwa had made us comfortable beside the fire in his basha, and we ate a fiery curry of deer meat and gritty rice. Fatigued from the trail, we fell asleep.

  During the night I shifted position on the hard bamboo slats of the floor and awakened to find a boy sitting beside the fire, his eyes on my face. As soon as he knew that I had seen him, the youngster smiled, and he held out his hand to take mine. I paid no attention and fell back to sleep. Twice more I awoke to find the boy still sitting and watching me. In the morning he was still sitting there, but now he was dozing, his arms around his legs, his head on his knees.

  The headman’s wife was stirring up the coals to cook breakfast.

  “Your son has been here all night,” I said. “Now he sleeps.”

  “He is not my son. He is Ngai Tawng, an orphan, and he wants you to take him with you as a soldier,” she replied.

  Soon Ngai Tawng awakened, and now my eyes were on him. He stretched like a cat, and his face had a confident, pleased smile. The boy was certain that I would take him with me, and, of course, he was right.

  “You are too young to be a soldier,” I told him as he led Mike and me along the trail to Sinlumkaba.

  “Other hypenlas are no older,” he said.

  He was right again, for many of the hypenlas of the American-Kachin Rangers were boys in their early teens. Most of them were teenagers, in fact. When we reached Sinlumkaba, Pete Joost, Area I commander for OSS Detachment 101, agreed to take Ngai Tawng in. We found Pete, naked in an icy mountain spring, taking his morning bath. At his invitation we all immediately peeled off our sweaty clothing and plunged into the water with him. Ngai Tawng forgot his desire to be a soldier long enough to splash water at his new American friends, but when he was out on the banks of the spring, he shook the water from his head the way a dog shakes and demanded that I ask the white duwa kaba if he might be enlisted. He pointed at the bundle of his clothing disdainfully.

  “I want to dress in a soldier’s uniform and fight for my people with the Americans,” he said.

  Pete Joost laughed.

  “Of course, you must be a soldier,” he said.

  We had a hard time finding GI fatigues and canvas jungle boots small enough to fit Ngai Tawng, but we managed, and soon he was outfitted. Over the months that followed, the boy’s unflagging good nature, bright spirit, and mischievous ways made him a favorite—first with the Americans at Sinlumkaba and later with Hiram Pamplin, Stan Spector, and me in the last campaign to open the Burma Road. He quickly learned English. Somebody at Sinlumkaba—Bob Rodenberg, I think—had given him a red neckerchief, which he wore with pride. Because he seemed to embody all the hardy young masculine virtues, Pamplin labeled him “the Boy Scout.” From the start, he was, above all, my young Kachin friend, and I determined that when the war was over I would bring him to America and give him a good education so that he might return to his people as a leader. This was a dream we would have for many of our young Kachin brothers.

  It never occurred to me at first that there was a tragic story within Ngai Tawng, even though sometimes he would cry out in his sleep in fear and awaken from a nightmare. But soon, around campfires and in the smoky interiors of village bashas along the trails of the Loilun Range, sad and lonely in the misty mountain night, he told his story. Smokey, the cook, a Kachin who had been a headhunter in the northern Triangle, would listen in somber sympathy.

  As it turned out, neither I nor any of Ngai Tawng’s other American friends were to bring him to the United States to study. One night, in a show of carelessness unbefitting a Kachin boy, he was captured by Shan villagers, who in their hatred for his people tortured him and put him to death.

  This story of the Americans and Kachins and their secret war behind the Japanese lines is dedicated to the Kachins and to Ngai Tawng in particular, who died like a true uma of his people.


  
1941-42


  
The Invasion

  Flying in over the mountains and the green jungles and the trim fields of emerald paddy, the Japanese bombers vectored in on one of humanity’s most magnificent monuments to peace. For twenty-five hundred years the golden spire of the Schwe Dagon Pagoda has risen for 326 feet atop a spur of the Pegu Yoma. It is the largest Buddhist pagoda in the world. The city that surrounds it is at least a thousand years younger, and it did not become an important place until 1753 when the Burmese King Alaungpaya rebuilt it at the victorious conclusion of his war with the rival Mons. He named it “Yangon,” the “End of Strife.” Under the British Yangon, strategically situated on the Rangoon River twenty miles upstream from the Gulf of Martaban, became Rangoon, capital of Burma.

  It was now December, 1941, and the bombers struck shattering blows at the docks, railroad yards, and oil refineries. Explosions erupted along the waterfront. Isolated bombs screamed down on the homes of the rich and the poor, but the poor, who lived closer to the docks, were more vulnerable. The air attack on the city honoring the end of strife marked the beginning of war.

  In late December British authorities ordered that platforms be erected in the tops of giant teak and mahogany trees between the Thai border and the capital city. When Burmese air watchers climbed up to the platforms to keep an eye out for the return of the Japanese bombers, devout Buddhists took them for holy hermits. Every morning the faithful placed gifts of fruit and rice at the bottom of their trees. In the green land of Burma, with its godowns bursting with the rice harvest and great rafts of precious teak drifting down the rivers to sawmills at Moulmein and Rangoon, it was hard to believe that the war was about to extend its reach. It seemed as unlikely as the return of the days of Kipling.

  In ornate Government House at the heart of Rangoon, Governor Sir Reginald Dorman-Smith pondered the latest intelligence reports from British agents in Japanese-occupied Bangkok. An Irishman who had joined the army and commanded a company of the 15th Sikhs in the border war with Afghanistan in 1919, Dorman-Smith had returned to Britain to go into politics. He had risen through the ranks of the Conservative party to become Neville Chamberlain’s minister of agriculture. Winston Churchill, a fellow cabinet member, came into a meeting one day with a proposal that he said would help prepare the nation for what everybody in the room expected would be war with the Axis powers. Churchill urged that every four-footed farm animal in the country be killed so that all available wheat and corn could be used to sustain the population when the Germans inevitably began submarine warfare and cut Britain off from American and Canadian aid.

  “I don’t even care to comment upon such a plan,” Dorman-Smith informed Chamberlain.

  The idea was dropped, and Dorman-Smith had made a political enemy. When Churchill became prime minister, far-off Burma seemed remote enough from the scene of war to make it a logical place to exile the man who had opposed his plan. But now, ironically, the war seemed close at hand. With his neat moustache, his khaki walking shorts, his lean muscular legs, and his swagger stick, Dorman-Smith seemed the very model of a British governor in a tropical land halfway around the world. He studied reports that were ominous: the Japanese were readying the 33d and 55th Divisions for an invasion of Burma.

  At Dorman-Smith’s side during those tense hours at Government House was his military secretary, Colonel Wally G. N. Richmond, also moustached, and ramrod-straight, soft of speech, devoid of nerves. Dorman-Smith had first met his companion on the Afghan frontier when British troops were thrusting through the Khyber Pass to put down rebellious tribesmen. Wally Richmond was then a youthful pilot in the Royal Flying Corps, and he flew his Bristol fighter in support of the ground troops. As he winged low over Afghan soldiers, one of them fired at his plane. The bullet struck the magneto, the plane lost power and pancaked in a dry riverbed. Tribesmen dragged the stunned Richmond from the cockpit. Years later in his Sydney, Australia, home, he told how he was jostled and hauled before the chieftain.

  “They argued whether they should turn me over to the women for the ‘death of the thousand cuts’ or not,” he explained. “The chief decided to cut a deck of cards to see whether I should live or die. The cards let me live.”

  Reginald Dorman-Smith was one of the British officers who arranged to ransom Wally Richmond for several hundred thousand cartridges, valued at about $ 10,000. The Afghans turned the flyer over to the British on Christmas Day, 1919. The next year he left the Flying Corps to become a district forester in Burma in such districts as Pyinmana, Bhamo, Katha, Myitkyina, and Moulmein. He hired gangs of men and elephants to drag the great teak logs to the rivers down which they floated to the sawmills. He discovered a jade mine, collected Burmese art, and went on hundreds of tiger shoots. He knew the jungles and mountains through which the Japanese must invade Burma. His knowledge now served the governor of Burma as it was later to serve Detachment 101.

  Dutifully, Dorman-Smith reported the situation in Southeast Asia to his old opponent Winston Churchill. There were about twenty-five thousand troops of the understrength 1st Burma Division and the 17th Indian Division who could come to Burma’s defense. Though most were natives, the forces included about four thousand British and eight thousand Indian soldiers. The Japanese forces outnumbered them by at least two to one. Churchill found the report from the king’s representative in Rangoon to be ominous enough, but there was little he could do. Beleaguered Britain needed troops, munitions, guns, and planes available for its own defense.

  In Russia the Germans had clamped an iron siege on Leningrad and had advanced to the outskirts of Moscow from which they were slowly falling back before the counterattacking Red army and its natural ally, winter. In Libya the British were at last on the offensive against Rommel’s Afrika Korps. It now seemed, for the first time in the war, that Hitler might have overreached himself and that a victory might indeed turn to ultimate defeat. The main objective of the British was to provide their North African forces with everything they needed to win a final triumph over Rommel’s army. The Japanese were attacking the Philippines, sweeping southward through the Pacific, and driving the British out of Malaya. There were no available reinforcements anywhere in the world—neither British, nor for that matter American—that could be dispatched to Burma.

  There was nothing for Dorman-Smith and his military commanders to do in their turn but to outfit their meager troops and move them into position to block the historic invasion routes from Thailand as best they could. Even so, there seemed no reason for panic, because mountains and jungles separated Thailand from Burma, and the Japanese army would find only a few primitive roads through them. Reports from Bangkok indicated to Dorman-Smith and Richmond that the Japanese attack would not come until April. But sooner or later, they realized, the Japanese invasion would inevitably begin, because only by conquering Burma could the Japanese cut the Burma Road and block the shipment of vital supplies and munitions to China through the port of Rangoon. On December 16, a small Japanese detachment seized Victoria Point at the southernmost extremity of Burma. They landed unopposed, and there appeared to be no reason to waste vital troops in an attempt to dislodge them. There was nothing much left to do but wait for their next move.

  * * *

  One pleasant summer day in the summer of 1941 some British army officers boarded the train at Mandalay station. Most of the other passengers were women and children, traveling as they had for generations to the cool hill station of Maymyo where strawberries and roses imported from England grew and where the bloom could be kept on pale English cheeks during the prostrating heat that was building up in the humid lowlands. The train chuffed up into the foothills of the Shan Plateau to the tidy town with its stucco bungalows. Timber bosses, traders from Rangoon, and government officials lived there. Dotting the landscape were a cricket field and English hedges, and in the English church on Sundays the boys and men who sang in the choir had real English voices. So many important government officials were in residence in Maymyo that the town was sometimes called the summer capital of Burma.

  The officers went to the barracks on the outskirts of town where the Gurkha Rifles were housed. They had a fine bagpipe band that performed in the little park in the cool evenings. A Scot could grow misty-eyed out of homesickness as he listened to these dark men from the Himalayas play an old melody from his homeland.

  But the officers had little interest in bagpipes, strawberries, and church on Sunday. It was their task to establish a secret camp where a special detail of one hundred volunteers enroute from North Africa were to be trained as guerrilla leaders for China. Japan was pressing China hard, and the officers knew that though their country was still at peace with Japan, everything must be done to strengthen the Chinese ability to resist.

  The site for the camp was picked, and the officers let it be known around town that it was to become the Bush Warfare School. Nobody could be sure how many of the smiling Burmese and Shan servants in the stucco bungalows were covert agents of the Japanese. It could only be hoped that the true purpose of the Bush Warfare School would not be discovered. As it turned out, it was here that many of the British and Burmese personnel who were later to serve with such distinction in Detachment 101 would be trained. By August the one hundred volunteers had arrived and erected bamboo bashas.

  * * *

  What makes a guerrilla fighter? Bob Flaherty had been born in Philadelphia in 1921 of British parents, but as a child he was taken home to England where he spent most of his boyhood. At the age of fourteen he quit school for a cabin-boy’s job on the Cunard Liners. In 1936 young Bob tried to enlist in the British navy, but the examining physician discovered that he was color-blind. His disability did not keep him from the army, and he soon found himself stationed in Egypt with a tank command.

  When war began, desert rats such as Bob Flaherty went on long forays into the Libyan sands, guided only by the sun, striking sudden blows out of nowhere at the Italians, who were bound to the forts and oases of the region. After fighting in the Ethiopian campaign that returned Haile Selassie to his throne Bob volunteered for commando training, although he knew that the average length of life of a commando in combat was estimated to be one minute and forty seconds. This proved to be an optimistic estimate. In late May, 1941, two thousand commandos including Flaherty had been sent to Crete to reinforce it against German paratroopers. Only fifty-two commandos survived the Battle of Crete, and Flaherty was one of them. He was captured by the Germans.

  One night he slipped through the barbed wire of the camp where he was imprisoned, climbed down steep cliffs to the sea, and hid in a cave. Another British soldier, a fine mechanic who had escaped the Germans, had also found shelter there. When they came upon a wrecked LST beached nearby, the mechanic worked on the engine. As he tinkered, other British soldiers who had avoided capture also found their way to the cave until by the time the boat was ready to put to sea there were forty-eight of them. They pushed the boat off from the shore, swam beside it to shove and pull it out to a safe distance, and then started the engine. It chugged, and soon Crete was a blur of cliffs fading into the blue Mediterranean.

  It took the LST ten days of intermittent drifting and puttering before the cruiser H.M.S. Liverpool picked up the thirsty and near-starving men and brought them to Mersa Matrɑh on the Egyptian coast. That night German bombers appeared over the harbor, and in the raid half of the men who had escaped from Crete were killed. Flaherty escaped again. When he heard that volunteers were being sought to go to Burma to be trained for a hazardous mission into China, he decided that he might as well be one of them.

  Once the volunteers were recruited, they were given charge of a thousand Italian prisoners of war. The Italians were happy to be out of the war, and gave the soldiers no trouble as they sailed on a British ship through the Red Sea, across the Arabian Sea, and around the southern tip of India to Colombo, Ceylon. There the soldiers left the now-jubilant Italians ensconced at a comfortable camp and went on to Calcutta and then Rangoon. From Rangoon they took the train to Maymyo.

  At the Bush Warfare School the volunteers trained round the clock. They were regularly called out at 3 A.M. to do a fifty-mile trek into the jungle. North of Maymyo is an area of marshes, pools, and paddies. There they crawled on their stomachs, despite the lurking kraits and cobras, to simulate raids on bridges and culverts. Bob Flaherty became expert at judging the weak points of a bridge. He could understand at a glance exactly how much gelignite or dynamite it would take to destroy it and precisely where he should place the charge.

  The guerrilla fighters were taught the Chinese language, culture, and way of life. Jackie Carter, an exuberant youth whose father had been a banker in Peking, was their teacher. They studied Japanese military methods, occupation policies, culture, and language. They practiced landings from boats, and learned to parachute from low-flying planes. When the Japanese seized Thailand, Bob Flaherty was sent to Taunggyi in the southern Shan States to prepare resistance. It was now too late to go to China. A wiry youth who had become immune to danger was waiting in Taunggyi, just as Wally Richmond and Sir Reginald Dorman-Smith were waiting in Rangoon.

  * * *

  On January 20 the Japanese army invaded Burma in force from Thailand. The unbelievable news shocked Dorman-Smith in Rangoon. Quickly the 17th Indian Division deployed to meet the attack, but the two elite Japanese divisions pouring over roads and tracks traced out for them by Burmese sympathizers swept down upon Moulmein. Where the Indians and British stood and fought, the Japanese carried out brilliant enveloping movements, so that the outflanked defenders could only fall back, regroup, stand, and fall back again. It only took eleven days before the Japanese stormed into Moulmein. Within a few more weeks all of the Tenasserim Coast was in their hands, and on February 24 the Japanese army crossed the Sittang River. The British, Indians, and loyal Burmese troops fought hand to hand in bloody desperation to prevent the crossing. But even the arrival of some light tanks brought to Rangoon by ship failed to stop the Japanese. They seized Pegu and cut off the capital city from the north.

  * * *

  Pat Maddox never weighed more than 120 pounds. Son of an English father and a Burmese mother, he had red hair and swarthy good looks. As a youth, he went to work in the rest house of the Tavoy Tin Company on the Tenasserim Coast as a houseboy. Other boys might gamble and play cards when they weren’t sweeping out a guest room, bringing whiskey and soda with a big professional grin on their young faces, and otherwise tending to their patrons’ needs, but not Pat. He read books. He studied engineering, and in time he became a prospecting engineer who scouted the jungled mountains along the Thai border for new deposits of tin. He also became an expert with explosives.

  As the Japanese juggernaut rolled through the Mawchi area, the precious tin mines were captured intact. Japanese commanders flashed the good news back to Tokyo. But then one night tremendous explosions ripped through the mines, wrecking any possibility that they would produce tin for the conquerors. Pat Maddox had somehow infiltrated back through the Japanese army to Mawchi, and with his knowledge of both high explosives and the mines had set off the blasts. He then infiltrated back out of the Japanese-held territory. Later, as the Japanese invasion swept into North Burma and the Bawdwin mines at Namtu fell, he once again slipped behind the enemy’s lines to use his knowledge of demolitions to destroy the rolling mills at the mines. Once he covered up his red hair with a turbanlike gaung baung tied in a knot behind the right temple, and knotted his striped longyi in front in the correct male fashion, “Red” Maddox was indistinguishable from countless young Burmese who were drifting with the tides of war. When Red Maddox returned safely from his second exploit, Great Britain awarded him the Military Cross for valor. He, too, would become in time an agent and guerrilla leader in Detachment 101.

  * * *

  When the Japanese army threatened to invade Burma, Burmese nationalists went to British officials and offered to help in the defense of the nation if Britain would guarantee independence after the war. The British refused. Since they had overthrown the half-mad King Thibaw and annexed his kingdom to Lower Burma in 1885, they had done a great deal of good in the country. Railroads and roads ran into the interior. Steamers, their paddlewheels chunking, went, as Kipling’s song says, “from Rangoon to Mandalay,” and for that matter, on up the Irrawaddy River to Myitkyina. Mines and oil fields were discovered and developed. Teak logs were rolled from the forests by elephants and floated down the rivers to the sawmills. Production in the fertile delta expanded so enormously that the nation became the greatest rice exporter in the world.

  British Burma was wealthy and growing wealthier, but it was not all a happy country. Chettyar moneylenders came from South India and exploited the Burmese farmers with usurious interest rates. Unable to repay their loans, the farmers lost their lands to the Chettyars who then charged ruinous rents for their use. Indians and Chinese came to dominate the nation’s business life, and the British kept close control of the profitable shipping, foreign trade, and mining industries. Excluded from political and economic control, the Burmese became increasingly restless. There were occasional efforts at reform, but they were insubstantial, given the enormity of the problem.

  Even so, when the Japanese invasion came, most Burmese remained loyal to the British, who could at least be counted on for integrity and honesty in their dealings and whose government by law offered the possibility of a bright future. However, many chose to help the invaders in any way they could. The Japanese promised a great deal. Wouldn’t it be better to trust a fellow Oriental? The Buddhist pongyis, who had been among the most determined foes of the British, provoked many of the insurrections and acts of sabotage that occurred behind British lines and provided much of the intelligence that assisted the Japanese advance. While most Burmese did their best to help British women and children in their flight before the Japanese army, some seized every opportunity for torture and rape.
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SUBJECT: Letter of Instructions
to : Major C. Bifler

1. You will carry out the general mission given you verbally by
by Gen. Stilwell. You are given complete authority to carry out
these instructions subject only to the restriction that no
important operations will be executed without prior approval

of the Branch office.

®. 10th Air Force and $,0.S. have been directed to give you such
cooperation as is possible from their agencies in Assam. Howeeer,
existing facilities as to housing, messing and transportation
are at present i for, thos and no

should be made on them for such assistance. It should be your
aim to operate entirely on your own organisational equipment.

3. a. The following initial specific mission is given you
for immediate execution:
To make plans for denying the use of MIYTKYINA AERODROME to
the Japanese as an operating field. This is your primary
migsion. In the accomplishment of this mission, without any
desire to restrict you, it is desired to indicate that
destruction on the railroad, the firing of railroad cars
and the sinking of vessels carrying fuel will all contribute
to the general success of your operations. Effective
destruction of important bridges, such as the R.R. bridge
near MEZA would reduce rail shipments of gasoline to a
negligible amount. You should make a careful estimate of
the situation and plan on your action, then infors this

headquarters of your general plan.

b. Subsequent missions will be given you from time to time,

but for these you will submit your plans for approval hadese

executing them.

4. Upon arrival in the Assam area you should establish contact
with Mr. B.C.Case who will be directed to cooperate with you. Mr.
Gase is familiar with the area and his knowledge of Burmese amd
his connections with the tribesmen should prove invaluablefto you

5. Liaison with British authorities should be initiated to the
end that no possible cause for mutual interference may arise.

6. It is desired that you keep this headquarters informed as
to your activities by the submission of periodical informal reports.

By Command of Lt. Gen. STILWELL: L.B. THOMPSON,
Major, A.G.D.
Asst. Adj. Génesmal
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